








  The Mailer Review, Volume 4

  Literary Warriors

  Phillip Sipiora

  The Norman Mailer Society

  2010-09-15

  Copyright © 2010 The Norman Mailer Society. Individual works copyright their authors.



The Mailer Review, Volume 4
	Front Matter: Masthead, Society Board, and Benefactors
	Reflections
	Articles and Miscellany
	[Letter to Norman Mailer, August 12, 1959]
	Postscript to the Fourth Advertisement for Myself
	Hemingway Revisited
	Hemingway to Mailer—A Delayed Response to The Deer Park
	Norman, Ernest, and Greg
	Ernest and Norman: A Dialogue in Two Acts
	A Dialogue Essay on Mailer and Hemingway
	Tragedy, Trauma, and the Modern: The American Civil War in The Naked and the Dead and Across the River and Into the Trees
	Norman vs. Ernest: Influence and Identity
	Hooking Off the Jab: Norman Mailer, Ernest Hemingway and Boxing
	Norman Mailer’s The Fight: Hemingway, Bullfighting, and the Lovely Metaphysics of Boxing
	Mailer, Hemingway, and Boxing
	Firearms in the Works of Hemingway and Mailer
	A Visionary Hermeneutic Appropriation: Meditations on Hemingway’s Influence on Mailer
	Jive-Ass Aficionado: Why Are We in Vietnam? and Hemingway’s Moral Code
	Hemingway’s Jewish Progeny: Roth and Goldstein in The Naked and the Dead
	Hemingway, Mailer, and the “Reds”
	Norman and Ernest (Exit Music)
	Authorship and Alienation in Death in the Afternoon and Advertisements for Myself
	Mailer’s “Footnote to Death in the Afternoon”
	Battles for Regard, Writerly and Otherwise
	Norman, Papa, and the Autoerotic Construction of Woman
	Looking at the Past: Nostalgia as Technique in The Naked and the Dead and* For Whom the Bell Tolls*
	Effects of Trauma on the Narrative Structures of Across the River and Into the Trees and The Naked and the Dead
	Rumors of Grace: God-Language in Hemingway and Mailer
	Death, Art, and the Disturbing: Hemingway and Mailer and the Art of Writing
	“Oohh Normie—You’re Sooo Hemingway”: Mailer Memories and Encounters
	Sparring with Norman
	Encounters with Mailer
	Norman Mailer: An Expected Encounter in an Unexpected Place
	On Reading Mailer Too Young
	What Norman Mailer Taught Me about Combat
	Style, Politics, and Hemingway’s Spanish Civil War Dispatches
	Norman Mailer: From Orgone Accumulator to Cancer Protection for Schizophrenics
	Advertisements for Others: The Blurbs of Norman Mailer
	Harlot’s Ghost, Bildungsroman, Masculinity and Hemingway
	Automatons and the Atomic Abyss: The Naked and the Dead
	“A Noble Pursuit”: The Armies of the Night as Outside Agitator
	Norris Church Mailer
	Classic Interpretation
	Inside Norman Mailer
	Book Reviews
	Norris Church Mailer: An Artist from Arkansas
	All You Need is Glove
	1959: One of Mailer’s Years
	Creative Works
	Mailer & Hemingway: Low-Voiced Confessions
	From Where The Rivers Come
	Norman Mailer and Ernest Hemingway Do Not Box in Heaven
	The Boxer in the Park
	Bibliography
	Norman Mailer Bibliography: 2009
	Contributors



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




Copyright


The Mailer Review, Volume 4, Number 1 (Fall 2010)

Copyright © 2010 The Norman Mailer Society. All rights reserved.

Published by the Norman Mailer Society and the University of South Florida. Founding editor: Phillip Sipiora.

This electronic edition was prepared in 2026 from the print volume, with obvious misprints corrected; the PDF galleys at mailerreview.org reproduce the pages as printed. It is free to read at mailerreview.org. Print copies of this volume and the rest of the back file are available from the Norman Mailer Society: normanmailersociety.org/publications/back-volumes.

ISSN 1936-4679 (print) · 1936-4687 (online)

normanmailersociety.org · mailerreview.org






Front Matter: Masthead, Society Board, and Benefactors



The Mailer Review


Editor

Phillip Sipiora




Deputy Editor

Michael L. Shuman




Senior Media and Digital Editor

Gerald R. Lucas




Managing Editors

Constance E. Holmes

Shannon L. Zinck




Design Editor

James R. Miller




Associate Editors

Taylor Joy Mitchell

Christine Auger

Jennifer Yirinec

Raymond M. Vince

Dianne Donnelly




Editorial Board



J. Michael Lennon, Chair of Editorial Board (Wilkes University), Robert J. Begiebing (Southern New Hampshire University), John Whalen-Bridge (National University of Singapore), Philip Bufithis (Shepherd University), Christopher Busa (Founder and Editor of Provincetown Arts Press), Morris Dickstein (Graduate Center, City University of New York), Laura Adams Dunham (Independent Scholar), Michael Glenday (The Open University, United Kingdom), Hunt Hawkins (University of South Florida), Barry H. Leeds (Central Connecticut State University), Deborah Martinson (Occidental College), Michael Millgate (University of Toronto), Christopher Ricks (Boston University), Phillip Sipiora (University of South Florida), Thomas F. Staley (Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin), Barbara Mailer Wasserman (Memoirist).

The Mailer Review is published annually by The Norman Mailer Society and is co-sponsored by the University of South Florida and The Norman Mailer Society. Issue rates: individuals, libraries, colleges, and universities in the U. S. Postal Zones are $25 per issue. All foreign mailings, individual and institutional, are $32 per issue. Payment by PayPal or check made out to The Norman Mailer Society and mailed to David Light. The Mailer Review is included as a benefit to members of The Norman Mailer Society. For membership information, please visit www.normanmailersociety.com. The Mailer Review publishes articles, notes, creative works, interviews, cultural/biographical commentary, images, and book reviews relevant to the life and work of Norman Mailer. All critical approaches are welcome. An editorial committee reviews unsolicited manuscripts. Book reviews are assigned. For manuscript guidelines, see our link on the Society web page. Submissions must be transmitted to the Editor as Microsoft Office Word .doc or .docx attachments. Authors should follow MLA Handbook, 7th edition, for documentation style.


ISSN 1936-4679

Copyright © 2010 The Norman Mailer Society

Cover photo, upper right thumbnail, courtesy of the Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin

EH Cover photo (upper left), courtesy of John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston

EH Cover photo (lower left), by permission of Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images

NM Cover photo (top right), by permission of the Estate of Norman Mailer

NM Cover photo (lower right), by permission of Ken Regan/Camera 5




Member, Council of Editors of Learned Journals

[Contact addresses printed in this volume are omitted.]





The Norman Mailer Society Executive Board Members


Mark Olshaker (President)

Barry H. Leeds (Vice-President)

Marc S. Triplett (Secretary)

David Light (Treasurer)

Phillip Sipiora, Editor, The Mailer Review

Allen Ahearn

Neil Abercrombie

Robert J. Begiebing

Philip Bufithis

Christopher Busa

Michael Chaiken

Bonnie Culver

Laura Adams Dunham

Carol Holmes

Constance E. Holmes

J. Michael Lennon

Barbara Lounsberry

Gerald R. Lucas

John Buffalo Mailer

Deborah Martinson

Denise Pappas

Lawrence Schiller

Barbara Wasserman

John Whalen-Bridge





Benefactors of The Mailer Review


Adelphi University (Patron)

Sal Cetrano (Patron)

Bonnie Culver (Sponsor)

Wilbur Hayes (Sponsor)

Robert and Joan Klaus (Friend)

Barry H. Leeds (Sponsor)

J. Michael and Donna Lennon (Angel)

Peter Lennon (Sponsor)

David and Susan Light (Sponsor)

Bill Lowenburg (Friend)

Dean and Denise Pappas (Patron)

Jeffrey Michelson and Joanna Poncauge (Sponsor)

Brenda Potter (Patron)

Provincetown Arts Press (Patron)

Kathy and Lawrence Schiller (Angel)

Charles Strozier (Friend)

Barbara Wasserman (Sponsor)

Wayne Worcester (Sponsor)

Angels $1,000 or more

Patrons $250 or more

Sponsors $100 or more

Friends Less than $100









Reflections


Phillip Sipiora



The seeds of an emphasis on Norman Mailer and Ernest Hemingway in The Mailer Review have been present for a long time. I have been teaching and writing about Ernest Hemingway for more than three decades and powerful connections between him and Norman Mailer are obvious to anyone versed in twentieth-century American literature. Hemingway was one of a small group of American writers to dominate the first half of the last century. Mailer belongs to a select handful of writers who changed the literary landscape of the second half of the past century. Further, Mailer was a public intellectual, a prolific biographer, and a social and political chronicler, covering six sets of political conventions and writing about every president from Franklin Delano Roosevelt on.

Both artists, from their beginnings, were intensely interested in fundamental human struggles: life and death, war and peace, the power and mysteries of sex, love and pain, joy and depression, consciousness of the void and its brief respites, human entropy, and the infinite enigmas of life. Both men were cultural iconoclasts, rabidly interested in “manly” sports, especially boxing and bullfighting. Both men loved French culture, lived in Paris, visited it often, knew the French novel, and were revered by the French.

Hemingway and Mailer were emphatically and explicitly eclectic in their writing careers. Yet I do not feel that either writer saw himself as an “interpreter” of life in the narrow sense of the term—that is, as a purveyor of static ideas and ideals. Hemingway and Mailer do not convey the impression that it is possible for literary artists (or any other artist) to explain, reductively, human experience. I read them as acute, intensely sentient intellectual travelers, far more interested in exploration and interrogation than in personal performance as reality instructors. What has nurtured me over the years, aesthetically and intellectually, is their ongoing challenge to readers to never cease to engage what is perhaps life’s ultimate question: what does it means to be human (and humane)? Hemingway and Mailer have taught me to hold gingerly my values, beliefs, and convictions in light of new experience. They continually remind me that my interpretive grid (“forestructure” in the lexicon of Heidegger), however limited, is always and already in a state of evolution. Perhaps the most important gift that they have given to me through their respective art is a summons to always question the values that I hold, to continually be ready and willing to modify my thinking and beliefs in response to emerging exigencies.

Hemingway and Mailer have long been recognized for their dogged determination to craft new styles of writing, to bring the aesthetics of the past into forms appropriate to new times. In spite of significant differences in style, both writers were master metaphoricians, employing a wide range of rhythms of figuration. Both writers, at least in their best work, performed swirling, seductive dances of intertwined grammar and rhetoric, lifting their words to dizzying levels of sublimity. Two sentences—synecdoches for their respective novels—that resonate with force come from early narratives. Near the end of The Sun Also Rises, Jake Barnes says to Brett Ashley, “Isn’t it pretty to think so?” Hemingway’s intertwining of grammar and rhetoric (what kind of a question is it?) resonates with nuance that characterizes the novel as a whole. What does one know and how does one know? The first words of The Naked and the Dead are “Nobody could sleep.” These three words launch and evoke a cycle of associations with the terrors of war. They serve as a point of departure for Mailer’s surgical exposition of the minds, emotions, and bodies of soldiers who populate this groundbreaking novel. These simple sentences of Hemingway and Mailer serve as a catalyst, at least for this reader, to engage literary art in a compelling, yet ultimately unachievable, search for meaning.

There is no question that Hemingway was a significant influence on Mailer, as several essays in this volume articulate. Was Mailer influential on Hemingway, even in a limited way? There is no evidence to support any direct influence, but Hemingway was certainly aware of young Mailer’s talents. There were common interests and experiences that bound these literary warriors. Both men became international celebrities at roughly the same age. Hemingway was twenty-six when The Sun Also Rises was published, establishing him as a major American writer of international stature. Mailer was twenty-five when The Naked and the Dead ignited worldwide interest in this rising star. Mailer’s chronicle of the Pacific theatre of World War II remained number one on the New York Times bestseller list for an amazing sixty-two weeks. These prolific American treasures were a generation apart in age. (Mailer lived twenty-three years longer than Hemingway, surely resulting in a major difference in their outputs.) Yet Hemingway was only forty-nine when he learned of the stunning success of Mailer’s first novel—and a war novel no less. Hemingway’s war fiction (A Farewell to Arms, For Whom the Bell Tolls, and Across the River and Into the Trees) clearly plays a major role in the Hemingway canon and this love of common subject matter was an intellectual and aesthetic binding force early on. Sadly, the two lions never met. What might have been?


Phillip Sipiora






Articles and Miscellany




[Letter to Norman Mailer, August 12, 1959]


Ernest Hemingway



[Editor’s Note: This letter is the only known letter that Hemingway wrote to Mailer. It was discovered by J. Michael Lennon (authorized Mailer biographer) in July of 2000 while researching Mailer’s correspondence from the 1950s. The following typescript provides two bracketed additions that may help clarify the letter. We are most grateful to The Ernest Hemingway Foundation for permission to publish this letter. The Harry Ransom Center of the University of Texas-Austin graciously provided the holograph images.]


Box 955 Ketchum, Idaho 8/12/59



Dear Mr. Mailer,

Regarding pages 265–267 of your last book [Advertisements for Myself]:

Sometimes it takes several months for a book sent from the U.S. to reach Finca Vigia-San Francisco de Paula-Cuba. Sometimes they never get there. Yours was evidently returned.

I’m sorry as I would have written you to thank you and to tell you how I liked it. As it was I bought it and read it while laid up in bed and still liked it and thought it had shitty reviews. Do not remember any reference to me but have not taken references to me or me as a writer personally for a long time now.

It is funny when people write not only about what you do publish but about what you have written and not published as though they knew about it. It is like when you are set up really wonderfully and they begin to lure [you] into the trap.

Anyway thanks for sending the book even if I didn’t get it. I would always rather buy them, really, and I will.

I hope you have good luck with this one. Try for Christ sake not to worry about it so much. All that is is poison[.] Remember only suckers worry. You can’t write, fuck or fight if you worry. That doesn’t mean not to think.

This [is] all that I can tell you that might be any use.

Don’t bother to be rude about it or to answer. I have no time to write letters with my work piled up and no time ever to be rude. Just wanted to write this to let you know I’d never received the book.


Yours always, Ernest Hemingway






Postscript to the Fourth Advertisement for Myself


Norman Mailer




[Editor’s Note: This Postscript appeared in Norman Mailer’s Advertisements for Myself. New York: Putnam, 1959. 265–267. We are grateful to the Estate of Norman Mailer for permission to reprint.]



Rewriting The Deer Park I had come to recognize by the time I was done that willy-nilly, in admiration for Hemingway’s strength and with distaste for his weaknesses, I was one of the few writers of my generation who was concerned with living in Hemingway’s discipline, by which I do not mean I was interested in trying for some second-rate imitation of the style, but rather that I shared with Papa the notion, arrived at slowly in my case, that even if one dulled one’s talent in the punishment of becoming a man, it was more important to be a man than a very good writer, that probably I could not become a very good writer unless I learned first how to keep my nerve, and what is more difficult, learned how to find more of it.

Filled with this hard new knowledge that the secret to everything was never to cheat life, I set out immediately to try to cheat life. The Deer Park was done, it would be out in six weeks; I could not keep myself from thinking that twenty good words from Ernest Hemingway would make the difference between half-success and a breakthrough. He would like the book, he would have to-it would be impossible for him not to see how much there was in it. So I cracked the shell of my pride, got his address from a reliable source, and sent him an inscribed copy. But because I was furious with myself for stealing a trick from that Hollywood I knew so well, I turned on my intent, and put the following words on Father Ernest’s copy:


To ERNEST HEMINGWAY



-because finally after all these

years I am deeply curious to know

what you think of this.



-but if you do not answer, or if you

answer with the kind of crap you

use to answer unprofessional writers,

sycophants, brown-nosers, etc., then

fuck you, and I will never attempt

to communicate with you again.



-and since I suspect that you’re even

more vain than I am, I might as well

warn you that there is a reference to

you on page 353 which you may or may

not like.

NORMAN MAILER



About ten days later, the book came back in the mail, same wrapper and maybe the same string enclosing the package. Stamped all over it was the Spanish equivalent of Address Unknown-Return to Sender. So I had the following possibilities to choose from:

1. The address was not correct, and the mail clerk in the Havana post office had never heard of Ernest Hemingway.

2. By Standard-Operating-Procedure, all unsolicited books received by Mr. and Mrs. Hemingway were returned unreceived to insure the minimum of bile for the sender.

3. Good wife Mary saw the inscription first, thought it best to leave the husband to his work, and made a lady’s executive decision.

4. Hemingway looked at The Deer Park, decided he wasn’t ready to say yes or no, called up his good friend Colonel C.—in the Cuban postal service, had the island searched for shipping paper similar to mine (the original wrapper having been torn by a Latin houseboy on reception), had the best Havana forger copy the handwriting, gave a mordida to the proper authorities for this breach of postal etiquette, and broke a bottle of champagne over the book just before it was stamped by some of the best bureaucratic hands in Havana and sent on its way back to Putnam where Walter Minton put it in his desk, figuring the copy might be worth half a grand to the grandchildren.

Or, 5. The inscription was read, and that carried the day. “If you want to come on that hard, Buster, don’t write words like ‘deeply curious,’’’ Papa said, had the original wrapper put back on, stamped it with his private Address Unknown stamp (purchased at Abercrombie and Fitcb) and started to drink fifteen minutes early that day.

This is all fine in its way, but once on television in the eighth round, as I remember, I saw Carmen Basilio take one of Paddy De Marco’s best punches, go out on his feet, start to sit down on the canvas, and then with his butt three inches from the ground, Basilio did a one-legged knee stand, pushed up, avoided the knockdown (he had never been knocked down in a fight before or since) and went on to knock out De Marco in a few rounds. The story in the newspapers the next day which I would like to think is true, was that Basilio, when asked why he didn’t take an eight-count and get some rest, answered, “I didn’t want to start any bad habits.”

I could have followed that advice. Moderation is the last virtue I’ll capture, and a day or two after the book went off to Hemingway, the broken shell of my pride collapsed into powder, and I sent off inscribed copies to Graham Greene, Cyril Connolly, Philip Rahv, and a dozen others whom I no longer remember, probably from shame. The only one who answered was Moravia, but then we knew each other, and I had told him I didn’t want his comment for advertising copy, so that particular effort to promote myself ended in fiasco, and I hope I’m not so hungry again as to send off novels of which I’m not ashamed to the narrow attention of established novelists and critics.

This confession off my liver forever, it occurs to me now that I must have carried the memory as a silent shame which helped to push me further and deeper into the next half year of bold assertions, half-done work, unbalanced heroics, and an odd notoriety of my own choice. I was on the edge of many things and I had more than a bit of violence in me.




Hemingway Revisited


Norman Mailer




Ernest Hemingway’s later work did not impress Mailer. For example, he thought The Old Man and the Sea (1952) was ruinously sentimental. But the early work marked him. At Harvard, Mailer wrote parodies of For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940) for two initiations into college organizations. He quoted from Death in the Afternoon (1932) in Of a Fire on the Moon (1971), and discussed The Sun Also Rises (1926) and A Farewell to Arms (1929) in The Spooky Art (2003). Innumerable comments on Hemingway’s style and persona appear in Mailer’s interviews. In a March 14, 2002 letter to the Boston Globe, he lambasted George F. Will for comparing the prose of President Bush to that of Hemingway, saying that “to put George W. Bush’s prose next to Hemingway is equal to saying that Jackie Susann is right up there with Jane Austen.” To drive his point home, he went on to quote the famous passage from chapter 28 of A Farewell to Arms: “Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage or hallow were obscene beside the concrete [. . .] numbers of regiments and the dates.”



The following suite of poems shows that Catherine Barkley and Jake Barnes were on Mailer’s mind toward the end of his life. It appeared first in the Paris Review 50 (Fall 2003) under the title, “A Riff on Hemingway.” They were numbered 1–7. When he reprinted them the same year in Modest Gifts: Poems and Drawings, he changed the title to “Hemingway Revisited,” and dropped the numbers. He also reversed the order of poems three and four and made a number of changes in the way the stanzas were divided and placed out on the page. And he added this stanza: “Slack the yaws/tight the jaws/hurricane/the air/of waiting.” He never commented on why he made the changes, but he took the placement of his poems seriously, and they were not happenstance. “Hemingway Revisited” is Mailer’s last word on the writer who, arguably, influenced him more than any other. Our thanks to the Mailer Estate for permission to reprint these poems.


—J. Michael Lennon




Jake pissed

with

stern

loneliness

leaving

a fierce

smell

of the past.

His future

was not

so empty

as he declared,

a girl with

music and grace

tender of face

was waiting

for him.



Hey—

 you

   sleep

   deep—

 but what a sight

   see

   you

     soon

    beautiful

    I hope



Catherine

found this note

by her telephone

on awakening

in an empty bed

after a one night

stand and she called

her best friend

to say;

     Guess what?

     I feel like

        Earth

        Mother.



Catherine never blushed

      until

      she smelled

the fine cheat

      in

      the line

      of the succession

and then

      she flushed

      furiously

for she thought

      the smell

      adorable,

      it was

      so

      rich

      to rise

         from

         the poor.



We really ought, Catherine said

to be able to stay together

without making love

all the time.



Yes, said Jake,

I’m sure it’s my fault.



Yes, she said smugly

you smell so greedy

           and good



Swarms and swarms

of love

smug, smug, smug



You may not love me

           Jake said

      but I love you.

Well, I love you,

      said Catherine

      so

      bad luck.

They loved each other

      very much.

They had not taken

      a good wash

      in three weeks.

It would have been

      the next wrong

      to murdering

        a child.

What the hell

      they were both

      thirty

      forty

      tired, tried,

      sad, foul

They thought they

      had betrayed

      something

      forever,

And She forgave them.

Or thus they hoped.

      So, bad luck

      muttered the

        horror

        of old

        habit,

        We will die

        if we lose

        our love.



Mangled, morgued

birched and bruted

      they were

      hawks

      upon the mood

       of their

       own blessing.



So they scattered,

       waiting

         for the

         curse.



                   Slack the yaws

                       tight the jaws

                       hurricane

                       the air

                 of waiting



I feel

  like

I’ve been

  through purga-

   tory, Catherine

          said.



   Sometimes

   I think

      it won’t

       be bad

      when

       we die

       because

      we’ve served

       part

         of

       purgatory al-

             ready.



                                 Oh, darling, good, she agreed,

                                                  so good.

                                  I used to think

                                      it would

                                        be always,

                                        but it wasn’t, it

                                            turned out

                                            to be

                                            such a little

                                            taste

                                            of

                                            heaven

                                            for twelve

                                            long years.



Yes.

 It’s been

    bad.

    But

  twelve years

    ago

    we were

    good.



A little taste

      of heaven

  is all we get, baby,

  said Jake.

  through the

  microphone

  and plate

      glass

      window

  of the visitor’s

         room

       under

    the shotguns

    eyes

    bellies

    and blue serge suits

    of the guards

    who guard

  the sacred heart

  of the Republic.






Hemingway to Mailer—A Delayed Response to The Deer Park


J. Michael Lennon



Sometime in September of 1955, Norman Mailer obtained Ernest Hemingway’s address in Cuba from “a reliable source” (Mailer, “Postscript” 265), New York Times columnist, Harvey Breit. From his college years onward, Mailer had been deeply impressed by Hemingway—not so much his by style, as his life scars and macho exploits. In a 1956 Village Voice column, Mailer nominated him for President on the Democratic ticket, saying he “is one of the few people in our national life who has tried to live with a certain passion for capturing what he desired” (“Column” 312). Mailer wrote in 1959 that he concurred with Papa’s “notion, arrived at slowly in my case, that even if one dulled one’s talent in the punishment of becoming a man, it was more important to be a man than a very good writer” (“Postscript” 265). Mailer’s second novel, Barbary Shore (1951), had received disastrous reviews. Time labeled it “paceless, tasteless and graceless” and Mailer seriously considered giving up writing altogether (“Last” 110). For the next four years, he wrote and rewrote an ambitious, multi-layered, sexually explicit (at least then) novel centered on a blacklisted director set in the Hollywood film colony of Palm Springs, renamed Desert D’Or. Turned down by seven publishers, The Deer Park1 was intended to be his comeback novel.2 It was written very much under Hemingway’s influence (Weatherby 8), and he was hoping for “twenty good words” from Papa to use for publicity (Mailer, “Postscript” 265). But Mailer was also angry with himself for begging, “for stealing a trick from that Hollywood I knew so well,” and the inscription on the copy he mailed to Finca Vigia in Cuba undercut his desire for a blurb that “would make the difference between half-success and a breakthrough” (265). He tells the story of the episode in his 1959 miscellany, Advertisements for Myself, including his disastrously qualified inscription:


To Ernest Hemingway

—because finally after all these

years I am deeply curious to know

what you think of this.



—but if you do not answer, or if you

answer with the kind of crap you

use to answer unprofessional writers,

sycophants, brown-nosers, etc., then

fuck you, and I will never attempt

to communicate with you again.



—and since I suspect that you’re even

more vain than I am, I might as well

warn you that there is a reference to

you on page 353 which you may or may

not like.

Norman Mailer



The reference on page 353, which serves as a further indication of Mailer’s cross-wired intentions, is contained in a comment by Mailer’s narrator, Sergius O’Shaugnessey, about his bullfighting novel, which he says is “inevitably imitative of that excellently exiguous mathematician, Mr. Ernest Hemingway.” The inscribed copy went off and ten days later was returned in the same wrapper, “and maybe the same string,” with “Address Unknown” in Spanish stamped all over it (“Postscript” 266). Mailer pondered the various possibilities: that it was a bad address; that all unsolicited books were returned; that Mary Hemingway interceded; that Hemingway read the novel but was uncertain what to say and punted the book back; or that he had read the inscription and said to himself, “If you want to come on that hard, Buster, don’t write words like ‘deeply curious,’” mailed it back “and started to drink fifteen minutes early that day” (266–67).

As it turns out, Hemingway never received the copy that Mailer sent him, but went out and bought it, read it and liked it, as his hand-written letter indicates.3 Hemingway’s letter, with its pips of paranoia, reveal his disturbed mental state, but it also shows his desire to clear up the matter of the returned copy of The Deer Park and to encourage a fellow writer. Perhaps he did enjoy the novel and follow its reception (the reviews were “shitty,” for the most part), but it is hard to understand how he could have missed O’Shaugnessey’s line of praise, which comes near the end of the novel. A more puzzling matter is how Hemingway could have gotten his hands on Advertisements for Myself (and the story of the undelivered book) by the August 12, 1959 date on his letter, since Advertisements was not published until November. In addition, Hemingway was in Spain in August 1959;4 it was the “dangerous summer”5 of the bullfighting duels between Luis Miguel Dominguín and Antonio Ordóñez that were the subject of his final book.v He was in Spain again in August of 1960; the only summer he spent at his Ketchum home was his last summer. He committed suicide there on July 2, 1961.

Mailer later told interviewer Robert Begiebing that he “corresponded with Hemingway ten years after The Naked and the Dead [1948] came out” (“Twelfth” 320), but he did not give a more specific date. One plausible explanation is that Hemingway wrote to Mailer at the urging of George Plimpton, who tried and failed to set up a meeting between the two writers in New York on November 3, 1959, shortly after Hemingway returned from Europe. It seems likely that Hemingway bought his copy of Advertisements during this stay in New York. In a letter to Plimpton on January 17, 1961, he recalls being with Plimpton when buying Advertisements, which he calls a “ragtag assembly of his rewrites, second thoughts and ramblings shot through with occasional brilliance” (“To George” 912). Hemingway left New York for Ketchum about a week later and was there until mid-January 1960 when he went to Cuba. If the letter was indeed written in Ketchum, it was probably written during this period, although there is no certain way of knowing. In Plimpton’s memoir-history-new journalism study of boxing, Shadow Box, he recalls how he tried and failed to get Mailer and Hemingway together shortly after Advertisements was published. Plimpton told stories of Mailer’s head butting and thumb wrestling and got Hemingway interested in meeting him. “You call him,” Hemingway told Plimpton. But A.E. Hotchner, a close friend of Hemingway’s, advised against it and Papa said, “Oh, well, forget it.” Thumb wrestling intrigued him though, and he went at it with Plimpton. When he couldn’t get the hang of it, he began to squeeze Plimpton’s hand in his powerful grip, leaving marks that lasted a week. When someone asked what they were doing, Hemingway replied, “We’re pretending we’re a pair of Norman Mailers.” Mailer waited in vain for the call from Plimpton, “both scared and excited,” he told Plimpton later, “and then both disappointed and even a bit relieved when the call never came through” (Plimpton 259–64).

In the fall of 1960, Mailer wrote an open letter to Fidel Castro in an attempt to reverse growing American opposition to his revolution. He proposed that Castro invite Hemingway to Cuba and give him free access to report on the situation there. But Mailer is pessimistic about Hemingway agreeing to the idea and says that he “no longer writes to us. Maybe a letter once in a while. . . . We feel he has deserted us and produced no work good enough to justify his silence. There are many of us who will curse his memory if he dies in silence” (Presidential 73). Mailer had no way of knowing the depth of Hemingway’s depression in his final year, or his concern about events in Cuba. Later, when he learned of Hemingway’s suicide, “He was sick in that miasmal and not quite discoverable region between the liver and the soul. Hemingway’s suicide left him wedded to horror” for he had “constituted the walls of the fort: Hemingway had given the power to believe you could still shout down the corridor of the hospital, live next to the breath of the beast, accept your portion of dread each day. Now the greatest living romantic was dead. Dread was loose” (Mailer, Of a Fire 3–4). Over the next decade, it could be argued, Mailer himself assumed the role of chief American romantic. Who will aspire to that position now that he is also gone?




Notes


1. Putnam’s finally accepted the much-revised novel and published it on November 6, 1955. ↩



2. The Deer Park received mainly negative reviews but was a middling commercial success, selling approximately 50,000 copies. It spent 15 weeks on the Times best seller list, reaching number six. Time panned it (October 17, 1955), but Newsweek (October 17, 1955) ranked it with Fitzgerald’s The Last Tycoon (1941) and Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust (1939). ↩



3. See pp. 17–18 of this number of The Mailer Review. Hemingway’s original hand-written letter resides in the Mailer Archive at the Harry Ransom Center of the University of Texas-Austin. Hemingway knew about, if he had not read, The Deer Park as early as December 5, 1955, when he wrote to Wallace Meyer: “In The Deer Park Mailer really blows the whistle on himself ” (“To Wallace” 852). It is more likely that he was merely relaying the buzz about the book then circulating. ↩



4. The dates for Hemingway’s movements are taken from Carlos Baker’s biography, Ernest Hemingway: A Life Story; Baker’s edition of Hemingway’s letters; and A.E. Hotchner’s Papa Hemingway. ↩



5. The Dangerous Summer. About half of the book was published in three parts in Life, September 1960. ↩
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Norman, Ernest, and Greg


John Hemingway



While most scholars believe that the failure of George Plimpton’s plan to bring Norman Mailer and my grandfather together ended any possibility of a meeting, they may have been in close proximity to each other at least once. From what I’ve been told (and I admit that I can’t prove this), Norman did see my grandfather at a gathering in New York City, just after the publication of The Naked And The Dead, but it wasn’t much of a meeting. I don’t think they even said anything to each other. Or rather, Norman had the chance to approach Ernest but he didn’t. At the time, Mailer was the new sensation of American literature but Ernest was reigning champ in his category and he either pretended that Norman wasn’t there or was too busy dealing with all the other writers and journalists who invariably surrounded him at events of this sort. Without a doubt he knew who Norman Mailer was. Ernest knew who all the very good writers were. He was a voracious reader and liked to stay abreast of what was new and interesting in fiction.

Norman was young enough to be my grandfather’s son. He was as old as my Uncle Jack, but in spite of the age difference between the two men he and Ernest had a lot in common. Both of them were war veterans and wrote hugely successful novels based upon their experiences. They were literary celebrities and were in the news as much for their excessive drinking, swearing and politics as they were for their stories. They loved women but never seemed to stay with any of them for too long, marrying many times (Norman six and Ernest four), and they were both roundly criticized by feminists for their perceived “misogynistic behavior.” They were passionate about boxing and wrote about it (or filmed it as Norman did with Mohammed Ali) and at times seemed to train as much as any professional boxer might, preparing for the “big fight.” They were also famous for hitting people or butting heads of those who annoyed them.

Norman was more of a radical, politically speaking, than my grandfather. The founder of the Village Voice was an acute observer of the 1960s, writing about the violence and the protests at the conventions in Miami and Chicago and the demonstrations in Washington against the Vietnam War. Ernest, of course, supported the Republican cause during the Spanish Civil War but he never let his leftist leanings get in the way of his visiting Spain in the 1950s when the fascists were firmly in control of the country. Democracy was important to Ernest, but Corrida and the world of bullfighting and matadors were even more so.

As a Hemingway, what comes to mind most when I think of Norman Mailer are not the many similarities with Ernest but his friendship with my father, Gregory Hemingway. When I was a boy I spent a year with my father and his wife Valerie in their two-bedroom apartment on East 87th street and what I remember most about that place, apart from the fact that it was very cramped with five kids and two adults, was this enormous mounted tuna head in the dining room. It was from a 750-pound tuna that my father had caught off the coast of Cape Cod. Being nine years old I was, of course, full of questions about the fish and my father told me that it had taken him seven hours to bring it in and he showed me a picture of the tuna that was almost as long as the boat itself. Needless to say, I was seriously impressed, but what he didn’t tell me, and what I found out from a good friend of my father’s years later, was that Norman had been with him that day out in the ocean. He was a witness to my father’s day long battle with the monster tuna and I have to say that I envy him that. I wish that I could have been there myself to see my dad as happy as he looked standing next to the near record-breaking tuna on the dock in Provincetown. It was certainly one of the better days in my father’s often troubled life and Norman was there.

The other thing that I remember when I think of their friendship is the beautiful preface that Norman wrote for my father’s memoir Papa. The book was published in 1976 and whenever I come across a copy I ask myself just how well Norman knew Greg. Papa in reality, says little about my father’s endless flirtation with cross-dressing or about what some scholars at the time were just beginning to discover about EMH’s not exactly 100% macho proclivities. Still, I have to believe that Norman as a great writer and artist was a perceptive man, too, and that something of my grandfather and father’s search for what Ernest defined as a “more African sensuality, beyond all tribal law” must have come to his attention. Would Norman have been intrigued by this dark side to the Hemingways, perhaps smiling and ultimately chalking it up as a clear case of “different strokes for different folks”? Or was it something that might have upset him, contrasting as it did with the usual image of Ernest? I’m sure that I’ll never know the answer to this question, but I can’t help but wonder.




Ernest and Norman: A Dialogue in Two Acts


Robert J. Begiebing




Prelude

Out of murky fog a figure emerges, searching, as if for some clue to where he is or how he has come to be here. We hear Miles Davis playing “So What?” As light gradually increases on the wandering figure, we begin to discern someone who looks not unlike Norman Mailer at about age 50. He keeps turning slowly, looking into the surrounding obscurity. Shortly, another figure barely emerges in the near distance.

Mailer: Whatever thing you are, guide me. Tell me where I am.

Shade: Though I once was a man, I’m now a soul among souls.

Mailer: [Squinting, putting on his glasses, as the shade emerges more clearly] That fountain of pure speech? How I poured out an apprenticeship on your lines.

The figure of Ernest Hemingway has fully revealed itself by now: a man in his forties, hale, in his prime.

Mailer: What beasts have followed me here? I hear and smell their breathing wherever I turn.

Hemingway: Don’t fear these beasts. We cannot slay them. Follow me, instead. I’ll lead you to the eternal place, so long the object of your speculations. And to your rest. This way.

Mailer: My rest? A Greyhound emerges and leads the men off into the fog, Mailer some five paces behind Hemingway.



Act I

The men approach a wide river. The Greyhound sits down between two lawn chairs turned sideways to partially face one another. We notice now that both men are wearing bathing suits, overhanging khaki safari shirts, and sandals.

Mailer: What river is this?

Hemingway: The river all must travel. Await the boatman. [Gestures] Sit here. You’ve wanted to talk?

Mailer: I did my part. [The men seat themselves on opposing chairs]. I sent my book. And Plimpton tried to arrange a meeting.

Hemingway: We’ll have plenty of time. [Reaching out to shake Mailer’s hand]. Just to be clear, I didn’t receive it. That Deer Park you sent. Read it later.

Mailer: I wanted to live within your discipline. Cultivate one’s manhood. I was desperate for good words of the book, during a time when my nerve was failing me, and I was coming out of a five-year depression.

Hemingway: Because finally after all these years I am deeply curious to know what you think of this.

Mailer: You remember my note?

Hemingway: One eventually remembers everything. You published it, after all, in Advertisements for Myself.

Mailer: But if you do not answer, or if you answer with the kind of crap you use to answer unprofessional writers, sycophants, brown-nosers, etc., then fuck you, and I will never attempt to communicate with you again.

Hemingway: [Laughs] Your own worst enemy.

Mailer: I was young, unformed. Confused by failure and self-doubt after stupendous success. I liked the novel and didn’t like it. Feared I had somehow missed the boat with it. I had to find my courage, physical and mental courage, as I had as a rifleman in the Army. And I had to find my way past my intellectual barriers through the doors of my unconscious.

Hemingway: SOP. Mary sent everything back, unopened, unless it came by way of a trusted friend. Three worst enemies of getting serious work done: the telephone, visitors, and those packages out of nowhere. Learned that lesson in the Key West years.

Mailer: You knew of me?

Hemingway: Everyone did. Naked and the Dead. Selling like Daiquiris in hell!

Mailer: I was famous too soon. You read it?

Hemingway: Didn’t much care for it.

Mailer: You don’t like war stories?

Hemingway: I thought you faked a lot of it. Probably hadn’t seen much combat. War, when you’ve really seen it, is the best subject because it groups the maximum of material and speeds up the action and brings out all sorts of stuff that normally you have to wait a lifetime to get.

Mailer: I was in a platoon in the Pacific theater. I don’t have to tell you combat is not just fire fights tallied. Combat is patrols in hostile territory, day after day. Sweat, monsoons, disease, fear, festering corpses, boredom, taking and returning fire from time to time. Hard labor, miles of it, uphill and down, and mucking through rice paddies. Fatigue, danger, despair. I had more direct experience of combat before Naked than you before A Farewell to Arms.

Hemingway: Couldn’t tell from your book.

Mailer: Read “The Dead Gook.” It’s all in there.

Hemingway: Send me a copy.

Mailer: Fuck you.

Hemingway: And the pastiche put me off. Dos, Farrell, Dreiser. The whole crowd.

Mailer: So why not tell me? Maybe I’d have learned something.

Hemingway: You’re riding high. Wunderkind and all that crap, but still learning your craft. Why should I be the nay-sayer? They’ll destroy a good writer soon enough, without me. A writer has to be as tight about money as a hog’s ass in fly time. It’s only by hazard that he makes money. Si Dos y la Puta Hostia quieren. Then a writer increases his standard of living and he is caught. He has to write to keep up his establishments, his wives, and so on, and he writes slop. Slop not on purpose but because it is hurried, or because there is no water in the well, or because he is ambitious. Then, once you have betrayed yourself, you justify it and you get more slop.

Or else you read the critics. Criticism is shit. These people paid to have attitudes toward things, the camp followers and eunuchs of literature. These veal brains hang attributes on you that when they don’t find said attributes in your work accuse you of sailing under false colors. Look at the condescending phony intellectuality passing as criticism in the New Yorker. Most critics are so anxious to fit the new orthodoxies that they are obsessed with their own schisms. The good ones, the ones writers can learn from like Berenson or Ivan Kashkeen, my Russian translator, are all too rare.

Mailer: I always thought the critic had a moral requirement: he owes it to his audience and to the book to separate the book’s ideas from his own.

Hemingway: But you read most criticism of your work and you learn nothing, only that they have a thesis to grind or that soon there will be no writers, only critics. I like the slogan in Madrid during the fascist bombing and shelling: “Respect anything you do not understand. It may be a work of art.” Anyway, if you believe the critics when they say you are great then you must believe them when they say you are rotten, and you lose confidence.

Mailer: So you were doing me a favor.

Hemingway: Look, I never spoke publicly about my opinion of the novel. All that would do is piss you off. You’re pissed now. Same goes for Deer Park, once I read it. You really blew the whistle on yourself there.

Mailer: Still, I must have done something in The Deer Park to get that many people upset—all through the tragicomedy of trying to get it published and later as displayed by many of the reviewers. Don’t tell me you never spoke your opinion to anyone.

Hemingway: Friends only and off the record. And later that one letter to you.

Mailer: Then why’d you tell your son Gregory I was probably the best postwar writer?

Hemingway: My opinion altered and you continued to write.

Mailer: I liked Gregory. Met him through his third wife Valerie, who knew my fourth wife Beverly Bentley from their time together running with your crowd in Spain that “dangerous summer” of ’fifty-nine. I wrote the Preface to Gregory’s memoir of living with you and was astonished to see you’d said I was the best of the lot, and then you added: “He’s a psycho, but the psycho part is the most interesting thing about him.”

Hemingway: [Using a phony British accent] Spot on there, Old Boy!

Mailer: If you weren’t psycho by then you weren’t paying attention.

Hemingway: I rest my case. Advertisements for Myself caught my attention first: that ragtag assembly of your rewrites, second thoughts, and ramblings shot through with occasional brilliance. You wrote too much and you talked too much, even on paper. You didn’t realize when your stuff smelled of the lamp. Anyway, look Norman, it doesn’t matter anymore.

Mailer: It always matters. Posterity matters. No one believes that more than you.

Hemingway: Nobody cares what I thought.

Mailer: Feeling sorry for yourself.

Hemingway: Sorry for all of us.

Mailer: Not around to defend yourself.

Hemingway: You shouldn’t have to defend yourself, even when you’re still around. You don’t have to smile and take it up the ass. But writing to the Times, correcting some obscure academic with an axe to grind, answering snotty letters: that’s a chump’s game. Better to keep the little pricks beneath your notice.

What you write is not immediately discernable, and that, as I said in my note to Sweden, is sometimes fortunate. You’ll either endure or be forgotten by what is finally discerned about your work and the degree of alchemy you possess. If you grow in public stature when alive, your work deteriorates. Yet all you have is your lonely work facing eternity, or the lack of it, each day.

Mailer: Took me some time to figure that out. After Advertisements for Myself when I’d gotten a few things off my chest. I pretty much started over.

Hemingway: Took me some time too.

Mailer: Where you think I learned to make my life good copy? You started advertisements for yourself all the way back to your Pamplona stories for the Toronto Star Weekly. You were the grand master. You worked to make your personality enrich and sell your books, and I took a page out of your book.

Hemingway: Not if it’s fool’s copy.

Mailer: Even Holy Fools?

Hemingway: You’re shitting yourself again. You think you’re exploiting the press but they’re exploiting you as much or more. You have to hold your purity of line through maximum of exposure. [Pauses]. Look, Norman, you had a couple of good books. That’s enough for anyone. Scott had one. No one had more talent or wasted it more. Scott’s the great tragedy of talent in our bloody generation. Only Faulkner could come close in sheer talent, and nobody could write half whore and half straight like wild Bill. But you’re not in competition with your contemporaries; you are competing with the clock, which keeps ticking. Forget success when you are alive: that’s my advice to writers. Go for success after you’re dead.

Mailer: You didn’t try to pump your reputation after the first war?

Hemingway: Before I became a serious writer I did what any kid home from the front might do. And I paid for it. But later I took much effort with Scribner’s and the movie people to put the focus on the writing and off my personal life or any phony hero they wanted to make me. I told them I was no football hero, and was only a minor camp follower attached to the Italian infantry whose Italian decorations were only because I was an American attached to their army. And that any sane person knows that writers do not knock down middleweight champs, unless the writer’s name is Gene Tunney. I specifically told the boys not to build me into a glamorous personality like Floyd Gibbons or Tom Mix’s horse Tony. But as I went on to lead my private life with my own private adventures, the boys wouldn’t leave me alone and kept up the bullshit. Your legend grows like barnacles on the bottom of a ship—and is less useful. If a book is any good they won’t forget you. If it isn’t, why should you want people to remember you for your extracurricular activities? You just have to go ahead and write the fucking books, burning the lamp less, discovering life more.

Mailer: So you think I wrote a couple of good books?

Hemingway: Sure.

Mailer: You’re not saying.

Hemingway: I never went in for explaining myself. I go in for it even less now.

Mailer: [looking around] Where the Hell are we? Somewhere between The Inferno and the Book of the Dead?

Hemingway: Close enough.

Mailer: You’re not going to tell me anything. No warnings.

Hemingway: An existentialist’s dream. [He stares at the river, as if expecting something]. You’ll learn.

Mailer: Someone coming?

Hemingway: May be a long wait.

A tall slim woman in a long, black close-fitting dress appears, carrying a bottle of Black and White Scotch and two glasses. Behind her, his head about the height of her tempting rump, an ape-like figure, a simian gargoyle, carries a small plastic folding table. She holds the liquor bottle and two glasses up between Hemingway and Mailer while the gargoyle shoos away the Greyhound, snaps open the little table, and sets it up directly between the men. The woman places the bottle and glasses on the plastic table. Then they turn and disappear.

Mailer: You fucking her?

Hemingway: That’s over. Get used to it. No more Mr. Scrooby.

Mailer: No Don Juan in Hell?

Hemingway: You had your chances.

Mailer: Ah, your Beatrice.

Hemingway: I always betrayed my Beatrice.

Mailer: Join the club. [Laughs]. You loved pussy too much.

Hemingway: Coming from you that’s absurd. Anyway, you’re about to find many who loved pussy too much.

Mailer: No women who loved cock too much?

Hemingway: You don’t think the numbers are disproportionate?

Mailer: Not in my experience.

Hemingway: You and Sinatra.

Hemingway picks the bottle of Scotch off the table and pours them both a double shot. From his shirt pocket he pulls two Cuban cigars, hands one to Mailer, and then lights his own with a long match and offers the flame to Mailer. Mailer refuses the light, but sticks the cheroot in his mouth as if testing the feel of it. The two men sit and sip appreciatively, Hemingway puffing.

Hemingway: [Holding up his glass and turning it slowly] I’ve drunk since I was fifteen and few things have given me more pleasure. When you’ve worked hard all day with your head and know you must work again the next day what else can change your ideas and make them run on a different plane than whiskey? Or what better way to make boring people bearable.

Mailer: We’re all rummies at heart. And we’re all prison mates.

Hemingway: Modern life, too, is often a mechanical oppression and liquor is the only mechanized relief.

Mailer: Or one drug or another.

Hemingway: I didn’t take other drugs.

Mailer: [Holding his glass up to Hemingway] Booze is best. [Sips appreciatively]. You know, when your life’s over you can’t help looking back on it, just as you can’t help wondering what’s next. [Pauses] Who weighs my heart against the feather of truth?

Hemingway: No one. You’ll weigh your own heart soon enough.

More silence and sipping. More Hemingway puffing.

Mailer: Maybe ignoring me you did me a favor, Ernest. [Blows a contemplative imaginary smoke ring]. But I spoke well of you, mostly.

Hemingway: When you were in the mood. [Quoting in a mock-Mailer voice] “Hemingway’s suicide left Mailer wedded to horror. . . . the death would put a secret cheer into every bureaucrat’s heart for they would be stronger now. . . . Hemingway constituted the walls of the fort; Hemingway had given the power to believe you could still shout down the corridor of the hospital, live next to the breath of the beast, accept your portion of dread each day. Now the greatest living romantic was dead. Dread was loose. The giant had not paid his dues and something awful was in the air.”

Mailer: John Gardner once remarked that a father who commits suicide condemns his son to dread, to suicidal dreams and desires. There’s your father, your brother Leicester, son Gregory—Hemingway: What made it worse was my father was the one I cared about. He caused me to suffer the Black Ass but I gained more tolerance. By my fortieth birthday I had argued myself out of it so often I understood why he did it. I’ve always said it’s a bad example for the children. But you wasted too much juice on theories like that. Norman The Grand Speculator.

Mailer: That was my juice.

Hemingway: I never liked to repeat myself.

Mailer: Gregory saw your suicide as an act of courage, but he had to live with it the rest of his life till he took his own.

Hemingway: Gregory! Gig was the son I had the most difficulty with.

Mailer: As I had with my son Stephen. Stephen, who was all soft smiles and chuckles and fun as an infant!

Hemingway: Only wrote me when he was in trouble, like when his wife left him. I never worried how Bumby or Patrick would turn out. But Gig I had to worry about. Part of it was loss of control over him, the youngest, after the divorce with Pauline. Gig had the biggest dark side in the family except for me, and he kept it so concealed you thought maybe it would back up on him. He was a champion at just about anything he tried—shooting, riding, playing by himself or competing with others. Great shooter from the age of nine. A cold athlete without nerves, a real Indian boy (Northern Cheyenne) with the talents and the defects. As with the others, I tried to teach him everything I knew. Nonetheless, we all have to figure out how to live our own lives and die our own deaths.

Mailer: I had to admire your life-long struggle with your own cowardice and against your secret lust to suicide, spending your nights wrestling with the gods. You carried a weight of anxiety day to day that would have suffocated a lesser man. You were brave by an act of will, not by a grace of nature. Perhaps you and Marilyn Monroe had that in common.

Hemingway: Don’t confuse your own imagination with others. A writer makes something from invention that is not a representation but a whole new thing truer than anything true and alive, and you make it alive, and if you make it well enough, you give it immortality.

Mailer: But every writer has to find for himself what makes it work. Sometimes speculations and obsessions germinate the good work.

Hemingway: Better to keep most of it to yourself, then. The better the writers the less they will speak—and write—about what they are thinking, have written, or plan to write. Joyce was a very great writer and he would explain what he was doing only to jerks. Other writers that he respected were supposed to be able to know what he was doing by reading it.

Mailer: I admitted your generation of writers is much more impressive than my own. But where is the great work one of you might have pulled off after the war, in the fifties, I mean? All your best is before. And you ended like so many of the Americans proselytizing for the American Century. You ended with windy writing.

Hemingway: The Old Man and the Sea?

Mailer: At the time I thought the prose was affected and too much Hemingway the Fisherman rather than the Cuban fisherman. Your writing grew more narcissistic from To Have and Have Not onwards, violating the hermetic logic of your characters.

Hemingway: You should talk! Me a narcissistic writer who imposes himself on his characters? Physician, heal thyself! Listen, that was the prose I had been working for all my life, prose that should read easily and simply and seem short and yet have all the dimensions of the visible world and the world of man’s spirit. But it’s not for you to assess your own success or lack of it truly at the end of your life. Time will take care of that.

As for your generation, Algren might have been the best, finally. It seemed nobody wanted to serve an apprenticeship and learn their trade anymore—the immutable laws of prose writing—and all you Brooklyn Tolstoys wanted to be champion without ever having a fight.

Mailer: Not like you to be glib, Ernest, and show your ignorance. I’d probably written a million words before my first novel was published, worked at it like a galley slave.

Hemingway: News to me. Look, Norman, we’ve had many skilled now dead writers in America. Many with rhetoric who find in others something to write about, but without sufficient experience of their own. Melville was the exception because he had rhetoric and experience, but is praised falsely for his rhetoric. And other deads who wrote like English colonials and men of letters—Emerson, Hawthorne, Whittier and company. Our classic writers did not know a new classic bears no resemblance to preceding classics. You can steal from a classic but not derive from or resemble a classic. But too many of these respectable gentlemen wrote as if they didn’t have bodies. Nor the language people speak. Our best were Twain and Crane.

Mailer: I used to think An American Dream was the first novel since The Sun Also Rises with anything new in it.

Hemingway: We were both sweating it out. Still, no one should write merely to save his soul, or to make money, or to receive praise, or to blame or attack others. And what difference does it make if you live in a picturesque little outhouse surrounded by 300 feeble-minded goats and your faithful black dog. The question is: Can you write? But, yes, no one in your generation, whatever their gifts, produced the truly great work either.

Mailer: Maybe it was way too late for that—even then. You were awfully hard on your fellow writers though, petty and vindictive. By the way, I saw Scott on the way in. He tells me his dong’s longer than yours. Jesus, Ernest, in the end you were afraid even to grant most of them their successes. It got to be unseemly, unworthy of you.

Hemingway: You talk like an innocent! Are you shitting me or yourself now? My old friend Philip Percival said it: “We have very primitive emotions. It’s impossible not to be competitive. Spoils everything though.” Just don’t start feeling sorry for yourself, or about how you wrote and lived. Too damned late for that. And you can never control what other people think of you. Dear Old Lillian Ross. She said it so I didn’t have to. Some people didn’t like the way I talked, didn’t like my freedom, my joshing, my wasting time at boxing matches, talking to friends, celebrating with champagne and caviar completion of a book. They just didn’t like Hemingway. Wanted me to be somebody else—probably themselves.

Mailer: [Laughs] Instead, maybe in the fifties you should have been President. I nominated you.

Hemingway: I read about it. Lot of good that would have done.

Mailer: Who knows? History takes an interesting turn. That was ’56 on the Democratic ticket, against Eisenhower. No one else had a shot. You had the charm before Kennedy. By then you had the virtue of an interesting war record, a man of more physical courage than most. You were inclined to speak simply and freshly, opposed to the turgidities of the Kefauvers and Stevensons.

Hemingway: True, I could never have voted for any of those guys, especially with Nixon and his record waiting in the wings for Ike to die, which was looking likely by then. I’d have needed another Eugene Debs, an honest man and in jail, who I once voted for. The only one.

Mailer: You had one fine additional asset: no taint of a previous political life.

Hemingway: Another fool’s errand. A writer is a Gypsy, owing no allegiance to any government, and a good writer never likes the government he lives under. His hand should always be against it and its hand will always be against him. The minute you know any bureaucracy well enough you will hate it because the minute it passes a certain size it is unjust. That’s why a true work of art endures forever, no matter what its politics. All I care for is liberty. First I have to take care of myself and my work; then I care for my family; then I would help my neighbor.

Mailer: So you’re an anarchist! Well, they called me a fool running for President in my own mind and running for Mayor of New York for real. But like the writing style you formed after the First World War, timing was everything. After the second war, the time was right for a Hemingway presidency. I think you might have beaten old Ike for that second term.

Hemingway: Timing is a thing you don’t plan. You write the way you can to capture best the sense of being alive you are after and if the time is right for what you are doing then you get lucky.

Mailer: That’s what happened to me with Naked, telling some of the hard truths about being a soldier, being in the Army, the enigmas of leadership, some of the frightening reaches of men’s souls. Jim Jones got the same luck, and did it even better than I did because he had a less-educated raw power to his structures and his prose.

Hemingway: Jones was a whiner and a fuckup. A sneering permanent KP boy.

Mailer: You were much too unfair to him. Jones had great charm and tremendous animal magnetism—a most peculiar mixture of Warden and Prewitt, very complex, noisy, crude, affectionate, amazing in his naiveté and his shrewdness and insight. Loved life instinctively. Very exciting to be around. But all that’s another story.

Hemingway: Sic transit hijo de puta

Mailer: Point is, if you came along with the style you forged earlier in, say, the 1970s or ‘80s you wouldn’t have had the impact you did. Moods changed, history changed, and technology had profoundly altered people’s senses and acuities. When you did come along you moved people profoundly, and a writer could still affect things in the world, alter consciousness maybe, if he was that good. Just after the Second World War, or maybe even just before, time ran out for writers who wanted to be major figures, wanted to alter consciousness.

Hemingway: That might be too ambitious in any time. But as I’ve said before, my style wasn’t so much a calculated effort to change consciousness as it was to try to make something that had not heretofore been made, not a “style” at all, which is a term for amateurs. But my awkwardness in making a new thing is what others call my style.

Trying for a fourth or fifth dimension to prose, seeing how far you could take it, is the hardest writing, harder than poetry. Prose that has never been written, but without tricks or cheating. Writing well is the hardest thing to do, but makes you happier than anything else when you are doing it. Of course, you are likely to fail. But you must have a conception of what it can be and an absolute conscience to prevent faking. Then you must be intelligent and disinterested and above all survive, because time is so short to get the work done.

So I did have the ambition to try to write something of permanent value. Also, I believed it very important for the language to restore its life that they bleed out of it. Those writers who do not last are always more beloved since no one has seen them in their long, dull, unrelenting no-quarter-given-and-no-quarter-received fights you make to do something as you believe it should be done before you die.

Mailer: Your books did alter both the style of others and the sense of mood in your time. When you do that, you test the conscience of a people as well. When at your best, that is.

Hemingway: Tolstoy, Stendhal, Dostoevsky: writers are forged in injustice as a sword is forged. And the forging is a necessary shock to cut the flow of words and give them a sense of proportion. No unit larger than a village can function justly. Large organizations and countries are badly managed and run by human beings. I care nothing for the state. I’ll offer a generalization, which I always hated to do, but at no cost now. A writer without a sense of justice and injustice would be better off editing the Year Book of a school for exceptional children than writing novels. All great writers have that radar.

Mailer: That built-in, shockproof shit detector.

Hemingway: You see, generalizations are easy if they are sufficiently obvious.

Mailer: Which is different from a political writer, unless he sees politics not as politics but as a part of everything else in life. I wrote because I wanted the bastards to itch. I was saying “I hope I make you uncomfortable to death.”

Hemingway: Injustice is the normal state of life. But none of what we are talking about is a writer’s “style.”

Mailer: I never tried to diminish your gifts but I always thought you made a virtue of a weakness—what good writer does not?—when you wrote in a way that suggested you were incapable of writing a long complex sentence with a lot of architecture in the syntax. So your short declarative sentences and your long run-on sentences with a lot of conjunctions suggested your natural strength, even as Faulkner’s sentences suggested his incapacity for writing simply.

Hemingway: Once you finally discover your strength you use it to make something of value beyond the moment.

Mailer: I always thought that you and Fitzgerald created experiences through your books. The sensuous evocation of things. Much closer to poetry in effect on the reader. You come away with a new experience in your gut that you remember, as if it were a part of your own life. Rather than a sense of an intellectual or philosophical adventure or experience.

Hemingway: Scott, for all his flaws, was important to me early on when I was learning to write that first novel.

Mailer: You treated Scott badly, but you were both important imaginative figures in my life when I was young. Wolfe too, for the same reason, but with his own completely different approach to laying out language on the page.

Hemingway: What people felt about our writing back then, well, let’s say that’s byproduct, the byproduct of what you try to do with your talent, as you forge your talent into something new and, if you get lucky, something that will last. If it lasts, it is because, yes, like all good books you’ve created an experience the reader feels happened to him and now belongs to him.

Mailer: I think it’s also part of forging your identity, not just as a writer but as a man, as a human being.

Hemingway: If you are a real writer your identity is in everything you do as that writer. The man and the writing keep changing one another toward firmer identity. Scott died in himself around the age of thirty or thirty-five and his creative powers died somewhat later. Suffered much in his marriage and from depression—The Artist’s Reward. And he threw too much of his juice into those Post stories, judging a paragraph by not how honest it was but by how much money he could make. Let me put it this way, the person and the writing work together to make oneself stronger or weaker, better or worse, more honest or less honest.

Mailer: Well, Ernest, I think I can say I certainly used more personas, identities, than you ever did, had a quiver of styles and modalities to your one. But I’ve always thought that you were forging your identity every day of your life—both in the life and in the writing—and that seems to be what you’re saying. I think most artists have that problem. And if you have been wounded in any way, the identity must grow out of and beyond that wound.

Hemingway: I came from the Midwest, had a mother with very strong ideas of about who I should be, and had my struggles, lessons, and serious wounds along the way. We are all bitched from the start and you have to hurt like hell before you can write seriously.

You came out of Brooklyn, Norman, a smart, scrawny little kid placed ahead of your peers in school and so mixed in with the bigger kids, the more mature kids, and had to try to hold your own, and to retreat into your own world. Your war changed you as my wars changed me. You came out of the Pacific theatre no longer the good Mama’s boy, the little kid in the class, the brainy little Jewish boy at Harvard. Once you had your shot at fame it changed you. Then your failures wounded and changed you more. You got the shit scared out of you as a writer, Norman, and started getting belligerent. You even did Hemingway manqué for a time. Belligerence is not necessarily a bad thing for a writer. But you’ve got to put it deep into the work. The rest is posing.

Mailer: You never posed, Ernest? As you’ve said yourself, an unhappy childhood is the best training for a writer. But look, again, everything had changed for a writer in America by the sixties and seventies.

Hemingway: You think the posturing was necessary to your writing?

Mailer: It was more experimenting, in the laboratory of myself. That got me up and moving in the morning. For years I had to get my guts up every day so I could do the writing, no matter how bad things might be for me or for writers in our time and place. No matter how hard the shits were trying to kill us.

Hemingway: You wasted a lot of time poking the shits in the eye on TV, in public, and in the writing.

Mailer: As if you never wasted time. We all waste time that we regret when we have little or no more time.

Hemingway: You have to live so that when you die you know you did everything you could do about your work and enjoyment of your life up to that moment, reconciling the two, which is very difficult.

From deep in the murk along the wide river a muffled sound like that of an oar bumping a boat catches both men’s attention. Hemingway gets up, walks to the shore line of the beach and, cupping his hand over his eyes, peers into the river’s obscurity. Mailer remains seated, pours himself another two fingers of Scotch, and watches Hemingway on the beach.

Mailer: Anything? Hemingway continues to peer out into the murk. Cups both ears toward the river. Finally, he turns and walks back up the beach to his chair.

Hemingway: Nothing. Yet.

Mailer: [Pouring Hemingway another drink] Well, then better have another, Ernest.

Fade to darkness as the two men raise their glasses toward one another.



Act II

Mailer is standing up to his shins in the foggy river water while Hemingway remains seated. Bright light shines on the beach, giving a sense of atmospheric warmth along the sand. Hemingway now sits under an opened large beach umbrella by the table between their chairs. Both glasses have been drained. The bottle of Scotch still stands, half full, on the small plastic table.

Mailer: The water’s perfect. If I didn’t know any better I’d go for a swim.

Hemingway: Swim if you want. Better not let your head under.

Mailer: [Turning back toward Hemingway and slowly walking up the beach toward the chairs] I’d have to be a lot drunker than I am now. [Laughs].

Hemingway: Shouldn’t be much longer. [Pours them each two more fingers]

Mailer: [wistfully] I’ll miss the women.

Hemingway: Maybe the womens won’t miss us.

Mailer: [sitting down] Without loving, without fucking, it’s going to be a strange trip indeed.

Hemingway: You get over it. Maybe we have some dues to pay.

Mailer: Gives you a little perspective, finally? Karma coming home to roost? I don’t believe either of us was easy on the people we lived with—and the dull pomade of marriage tests everyone who marries. [Looks directly at Hemingway]. Still, how can you be a misogynist and have loved four wives?

Hemingway: Or your six wives and raised your five daughters? [He slides Mailer a look] Saying nothing of the quick affairs. Pauline used to say, “I don’t mind Ernest falling in love but why does he always have to marry the girl when he does?”

Mailer: [Laughs] Maybe it’s generational. Our generations.

Hemingway: Well, I loved Hadley all my life and tried my best financially and otherwise to provide for her and Bumby. That failure was my fault. My guilt created my Hell. Even with Pauline some kind of gentleness set in again during after-divorce relations and feelings, mitigating our version of that great unending battle between men and women.

Mailer: Maybe you never get back what you once had with your first wife, and you carry around a lot of accusing self-pity when you look back on the damage you’ve done. To all your wives. Lawrence was right. There is a harshness between men and women. Maybe nigh on to impossible to transcend, for most mortals.

Hemingway: I started early in my books exploring women’s alienation from men and men from women. And what the absence of any feminine influence does to men.

Mailer: Being married tests everything you have: Can you both go the fifteen rounds? You’re certainly not alone if you can’t.

Hemingway: Harder if the woman you are in love with is stronger than you are. And since writing and love making are run by the same motor you have to struggle to balance loving and writing.

Mailer: [After musing a few moments] If you look back on it, you see we both loved, and married, strong women. All with their own ambition and determination.

Hemingway: Yet for all the adventure and good you bring to them, if you’re often as not a sonofabitch to live with you can’t expect it to last.

Mailer: We’re all sonsofbitches and bitches to live with.

Hemingway: Card-carrying members. But while you love someone, truly, it is only in their pleasure that you are happy.

Mailer: Love gives force to one another’s courage, and to the life within both of you. More afterlife perspective.

Hemingway: Mary, who I loved, was determined to be the last Mrs. Hemingway, and suffered on that marital cross. In our later years she came to me and said: “Your insults and insolences to me hurt me, as you surely know. But in spite of them I love you, and I love this place, and I love Pilar and our life as we have it here normally. So, try as you might to goad me to leave it and you, you’re not going to succeed. Are you hearing me? Because I think it would be bad and disorienting for you as well as me. Okay, that’s it. No matter what you say or do—short of killing me, which would be messy—I’m going to stay here and run your house and your Finca until the day you come here, sober, in the morning, and tell me truthfully and straight that you want me to leave.”

You’re easily blinded to her suffering when you’re in the middle of that emotional catastrophe a marriage is, but in the aftermath it’s not easy to be proud of yourself.

Mailer: Especially if your abused body and mind are turning to shit. Norris had the same determination—to be the last Mrs. Mailer. She put up with a lot of my crap. We loved one another anyway. Loved all the children, had found one another finally despite all the betrayals and battles. [He looks up toward where a sky should be. Lets out a deep breath]. She was the warm presence and subtle influence who created a domestic climate that not only allowed me to thrive at work but even to love the idea that there is work to do and it is worth doing. All the time doing her own work, too. Enduring her own losses and gains.

Hemingway: Marriage is never all down-hill running in powder snow. And once you’ve made too many cruelties to one another, you can not erase them. Nobody will ever accuse you or me of lacking ineptitudes and self-destructive flaws.

Mailer: Even those who more or less lionized us. But, yes, it’s like living chained to a stunted ape. Who among us is not? Still, we’ve been misunderstood, you and I. Our names turned unsavory. It got to be awfully hard for people to countenance our human frailty. In fact, they couldn’t read the writing without recalling our personal flaws—real or trumped up by our enemies—coloring the work, distorting patience and understanding.

Hemingway: In your case you asked for it. Too many public belly flops. Maybe I had a few too many too, but you never learned to stay off the stage, the TV even. We writers have to take off our Rabbi Suits. You never learned to shut up, and you’ll be tarred with your worst psycho-rants for a long time to come.

Mailer: I can wait an eternity now. But look, Ernest, I’ve said as much myself. And nobody likes to be thought unsavory. Like a bad big review, in practical terms a bad perception of you hurts a professional writer’s pocketbook. An unseemly reputation perpetuates, foments, misunderstanding upon misunderstanding. Those misunderstandings you bring on yourself and those others are all too happy to bring on you. It doesn’t matter what you do by way of clarifying or testing your speculations further. Fame came to me with my first book, to you by your fourth—at least on the level of losing any control over readers’ myth-making about you, the legend and gossip outweighing the work itself.

I should have known—and maybe I did—when I entered the arena of the women’s movement that nobody was going to thank me for pointing out what appeared to be certain technological-totalitarian elements in women’s liberation, circa 1970–80. I’d been calling out men for precisely the same tendencies on different fronts for decades. But that didn’t matter, any more than it mattered that I was all in favor of greater political and social freedom for women. I didn’t see avenues of greater freedom, however, for men or women through technology, the corporation, and the hierarchies of the corporate state. Instead of the revolution in consciousness I’d been looking for and trying to spark for a long time we were getting a greater and greater absorption of human capital (men, women, and young people) into the Corpstate maw. More death, less life.

Hemingway: Your arguments were too public, too lengthy, and too abstruse. Your own worst enemy, again. And once they decide you’re nutty they don’t have confidence in you anymore.

Mailer: Coming from you, Ernest, that’s absurd. You didn’t take the women’s movement of your time head on, but by your actions, your machismo, it came to the same thing. Not to mention what they say about the women in your novels.

Hemingway: They always say a lot of shit, but Virginia Woolf, who bitched me in her review of Men Without Women, mostly because I was outside of Bloomsbury, also said something worth remembering. “Tell a man that this is a woman’s book, or a woman that this is a man’s, and we have brought into play sympathies and antipathies which have nothing to do with art. The greatest writers lay no stress upon sex one way or the other.” And I often spoke highly of Djuna Barnes, Beryl Markham, and Isak Dinesen. Katherine Anne Porter I couldn’t read very much but I was polite and she bitched me in return. Beryl wrote so marvelously well I was completely ashamed of myself as a writer.

Mailer: I loved the work of Iris Murdoch, Diana Trilling, Joan Didion, among other women, and had many fan letters from women through the 1960s. When your Mary was asked somewhere in the 1970s whether she agreed that men are chauvinist pigs, she answered: “No more than women are chauvinist sows. I’m thankful for almost every man I’ve known and the mother who produced him.”

Hemingway: [Laughs] Mary never suffered fools.

Mailer: But the point is more that the women who took us on, and took Miller and Lawrence on, proved to be unforgiving, unfair, incapable of quoting accurately, and quick to distort the deeds of their adversaries. And they would never admit they tried to eliminate the blind goat-kicking lust from sex.

Hemingway: That’s the sort of goddamned phony patriotism ruined a lot of writers. That red and black enthusiasm I sent up in Torrents of Spring, the terrible shit about the nobility of any gent belonging to another race than your own. And Gertrude Stein, who I loved and learned from, finally caught her patriot’s disease: that nobody was any good who wasn’t queer; then that anybody who was queer had to be good; then, third, that anybody who was good must be that way even if they were concealing it. The main thing is you better not disturb their categories. And nothing will disturb their categories more than when you joke about that patriotic crap. Bullshit is bullshit, so why worry about the bullshit?

Mailer: [Raising his glass to Hemingway, smiling broadly, and draining it] You worry if you’re thinking too much about posterity.

Hemingway: One has to learn, finally, to let posterity take care of herself.

Hemingway refills their glasses. Mailer gets up, glass in hand. Walks to the edge of the big river again. Dips his feet back into the subtle current.

Mailer: The sun shines over us, yet fog up river and down. Where’s that fucking boatman?

Hemingway: He’ll be here soon enough. You wanted to talk, Norman, so we’re talking. You and me.

Mailer: Hell of a time to finally sit down and talk.

Hemingway: Best time there is. You said it yourself: you get a little perspective, finally.

Mailer: I’m in the moment, the way I like to be. But I’ve spent a lifetime speculating about this journey, and I want to engage it. I want to be onto the next leg of the trip. Purgatorio or Inferno. Or the isles of bliss, Paradiso. Or whatever there is to move on to.

Hemingway: Forget Inferno and Paradiso. Forget Purgatorio for that matter. Dante was a great poet but if you study his life he seems to be one of the worst jerks who ever lived. Maybe a lesson to us all, but don’t expect to be wending your way through La divina commedia

Mailer: I never expected to. Always favored Milton to Dante myself. But why not Karma? Some sort of Karmic state of evolution and return?

Hemingway: Forget all of it. You’ll arrive where you’re going soon enough.

Mailer: Limbo then. Some kind of Limbo? I’ve written about Limbo, feel as if I know something about it.

Hemingway: You’ll see how much you know. [Laughs] Maybe we’re in one of Santayana’s Dialogues in Limbo. My Democritus to your Alcibiades?

Mailer starts to wander up and down the sandy margin of the river, looking off into the fog one moment, up toward the sun-drenched sky the next, over to Hemingway seated another; down at the sand at his feet yet another. One hand on hip, one holding his glass and sipping from time to time, he turns his head this way and that, peering into the fog still lying over the river in the near distance. He begins to talk, as if to himself, knowing Hemingway is overhearing him, but in a state of dramatic soliloquy nonetheless, quoting himself.

Mailer: Limbo! The telling monotonies of Limbo—those stupors and apathies upon apathies, the playback of cocktail gabble, the gluttony of red wine taken on top of white on top of harshly cooked food, the holes in one’s memory plugged by electronic hum, all the stations of the cross of feeling empty while waiting for subway trains and airline shuttles and waitresses in busy lunchrooms—yes, all has to be experienced in Limbo as direct punishment.

But enforced immersion in every sensation, episode, glut, glop, and repellent handle of experience (a recapitulative vision of the faces of digital watches, the smell of pharmacies, the touch of polyester shirts, the wet wax paper of McDonald’s hamburgers, the air of summer traffic jams and shrieks of jacked-up stereos) is not to scourge you around one eternity before dispatching you to another, but might be instead your own, each his own, my own, natural field of expiation. No expirations of soul, no sufferings of damnation, but my own karmic chain of purification of my own misspent hours before being thrown back into the contest again. [He glances toward Hemingway, who remains silent].

The standard of Limbo is that time is not to be wasted. All who die are guilty, in part, and in part all are innocent. For all are judged by one fine measure: Had they or had they not wasted more of the soul’s substance than was required by the exigencies of their life? Taking into account their upbringings, the neurotic, psychotic, screwball, timid, stingy, spendthrift, violent, or fear-filled habits, had they nonetheless wasted time or rather spent it as wittily, cheerfully, and/ or bravely as possible?

Hemingway: [Holding his glass up to Mailer, grinning now] You can fornicate yourself into that dreadful state of absolute clear-headedness that is the nonbeliever’s Limbo. Makes you ready to write, to bite the nail once again.

Mailer: [On a roll] I would have done less damage to my being by going to church or temple once in a while rather than increase the total of my appearances on television. The House of Limbo is here to bring you face to face with those sins for which there are no tears, even as a husband and wife cannot weep if they lose a potentially heartfelt piece of ass by watching TV all night. I will be asked to meditate at length on those yaws and palls of my life passed through TV, obliged to regard my own wretched collaboration with the multimillion-celled nausea-machine, that Christ-killer of the ages—television.

Hemingway: As you managed to surmise decades ago, there’s no cheating life, even through television.

Mailer: Just as there is no escaping all the disease-inspiring habits of your bad blood, the vast wastes of your dullness, and the thwarting and abuse of others—the very souls of others.

Hemingway: Plenty of that before television.

Mailer: Television is the apotheosis.

Hemingway: No question it made wastefulness a lot more convenient.

Mailer: And the growth of the corporate cancer and the death of democracy more convenient.

Hemingway: You once thought I might intercept the acceleration of democracy’s death by writing about Castro’s Cuba. Throw my weight behind a meeting between Castro and Kennedy. You thought Americans would listen to me, and the new President. You were always a man of considerable idealism, Norman. Your idealism was the source of your rage.

Mailer: Say I hated to see America ruined, finally. So I wrote that open letter to Fidel Castro in his earliest years, asking him to invite you back to see for yourself and tell us the truth of what you saw, after the Batista tyranny we had supported so long. Before Fidel went over to the Soviets precisely because of our lack of contact. By then the landscape of our psyche had been bleak, gutted, scorched by fifteen years of mindless government, all nerves withered by the management of men who were moral poltroons.

Hemingway: Why do you think I was an expatriate in Cuba almost two decades? When I finally came back to Damerica it was to a country I too loved and hated. I had by then learned the failures of all the systems. Whatever I might have said traveling around Cuba anywhere, as you put it, unmolested, unobstructed, unindoctrinated, would not have made any difference to Americans by then.

Mailer: You were underestimating yourself, Ernest. A paragraph, a line, a poem, a statement, whatever you said as a Nobel winner could not have been ignored.

Hemingway: Anyone could have ignored it and probably would have. The President would have ignored it.

Mailer: Kennedy couldn’t have ignored you, as Castro agreed with me during a conversation I had with him in Cuba in 1989. If Kennedy turned out to be a conventional leader of the party, there was still a particular magic about him; all sorts of subtle but exciting changes were occurring in the culture that he opened the way for, whether he wished to or not. He had taken the lid off and with his death the lid would eventually be clamped on tight again. My only question about Kennedy at the time was whether he had a mind deep enough to comprehend the size of the disaster he had inherited (not unlike President Obama . . . ). I think he might have come to recognize that if a man of Hemingway’s age was willing to give up some important moment of his time to write new words about Cuba, that the culture of the world—that culture existing in every cultivated mind—would be judging Kennedy if he did not respond or react to Hemingway’s view (whatever it might be) of Cuba under the revolutionary regime.

Hemingway: Even if Kennedy did react, would it have made any difference by then? He was a man of courage, and I admit that watching his inauguration on television when we had to turn down his invitation to attend, Mary and I felt a strange kind of hope once again. But you learn to stay out of politics with the very limited time left to you. I never mixed in Cuban politics, nor gave an interview then to American papers, but took the long view of Castro’s revolution. And anyway, I was incapacitated.

Mailer: It was more than just politics, it was war, future wars. Our missteps with Cuba from the first, letting the Soviets gain their foothold in our absence, nearly brought the world to an end. Our fears, our misgivings and misunderstandings, our profiteering at the expense of all other considerations. Even now we still repeat the pattern elsewhere. I wrote more than one book about that pattern. It’s like some scandalous ritual Americans are bound to repeat over and again. A cycle some rue but no one can break.

Hemingway: So, Norman, you too discovered the failure of political systems? That discovery either defeats you or you dig in and live your life. I moved on as we Americans had always moved on. It’s easier to keep well in a good country by taking simple precautions than to pretend that a country which is finished is still good. A country wears out quickly and the earth gets tired of being exploited. Nothing left but gas stations and sub-divisions where we once hunted snipe on the prairie, and all the rest of that tired story. America had been a good country and we made a bloody mess of it. Our people had seen it at its best and fought for it when it was well worth fighting for.

Mailer: You can move on or hide out only until the current system oppresses you outright, or your children and grandchildren? I have nine children and plenty of grandchildren facing a future hardly full of joy in the twenty-first century.

Hemingway: Yes, of course, sometimes you do have to stand and fight. Fascism was worth defeating. Best, happiest time I ever had in my life was with the 4th Infantry Division, even wished I’d been a soldier rather than a chickenshit writer. But I wouldn’t write any of that flag-waving syndicated patriotism.

Mailer: Near my end the Flag Patriots and the nominal Christians, the Fundamentalists, were the worst threat, the tools of a dangerous empire. Jesus and Marx meet in the understanding that money leaches out all other values. Democracy is always under attack.

Hemingway: I wished they’d summoned me to Congress to ask whether I was a subversive. I’d have said to the committee chairman: “You cocksucker, when did you come to this country and where were your people in 1776–79, 1861–65, 1914–18, and 1941–45? That was when we all lost our health and fortunes. What did your miserable chickenshit grandfather do in those times? He was probably hiring himself a substitute and calling hogs.” But it’s not outright fascism anymore.

Mailer: No. It’s not Hitler or Mussolini-fascism with the jackboots and death camps. But, as Mussolini saw, fascism is the eventual merger of the corporation and the state, the ever more perfect union. But because of its technologies and genius of infiltration, instead of brown shirts, it’s both more subtle and insidious, more like totalitarianism for a new century.

Hemingway: I doubted capitalism, but before it was over I doubted most everything. When I was a boy someone told me we had to eat a ton of it in our lives so it was better to eat it fast and get it over. So I ate it fast but then I found you were expected to eat it all your life. But sometimes I reacted a little and said, “I am very sorry, gentlemen, but I am not hungry today.” Confirmed, or patriotic, shit eaters never forgive this deviation. You are alone, finally, and create your own test of virtue.

Mailer: I no longer think it’s capitalism per se. It’s corporate capitalism killing us all, extorting us spiritually and denying the opportunity to find our true growth. Small business, honest competition—or mostly honest—isn’t the clear and present danger; it’s another sort of capitalism we’ve used to betray democracy by a vast obeisance to the corporation and its self-perpetuating powers. It’s what Islam fears, that empire of the corporation, devouring other nations’ economies, infiltrating them, a cultural invasion ultimately backed up by military invasion. And it’s nationalism—America’s phony patriotism-become-religion.

Listen, Ernest, a poll taken by the European edition of Time in 2003 asked what country poses the greatest danger to the world: The United States gets 84%, Iraq 8%, North Korea 7%, and so on. We’re too arrogant to see ourselves as others see us. We haven’t the humility to consider our own flaws, to see our own stables are overflowing.

Hemingway: Of course the wealthy, the powerful, are never going to change a world they control and benefit from. My sympathies have always been with the exploited working people, never the absentee landlords. I never followed fashions or orthodoxies in politics, letters, religion, or anything. If the boys swing to the left in literature you may make a small bet the next swing will be to the right and some of the same yellow bastards will swing both ways.

Mailer: Well, I considered myself a left-conservative. So fuck-off, Jack. But in fact I always seemed to be swinging in the opposite direction from the pendulum.

Hemingway: There is no left and no right in writing. There is only good and bad writing. And characters in fiction have to be people, people, people; never symbols. Would as soon machine gun left, right, or center any political bastards who do not work for a living—anybody who makes a living by politics or not working.

Mailer: But a writer can still go down fighting. In America the problem is that serious writers are so marginalized, so endangered, they can weed out the cant and bullshit with impunity. And the prosperous are wonderfully creative in their self-exculpations. They find more ways to forgive what they’re doing than we can count. Also as true in the Islamic world as it was in the old Soviet Union.

Hemingway: We were all communists in the early 1920s but communism turned out to be tripe and tyranny, as did fascism. Hitler proved that war is the health of the fascist state, which must have war or threat of war to keep the state going. When a church becomes a state or a state a church you get the tyranny of all combines. But everybody has to go through some political or religious faith sooner or later.

Mailer: As I always say, “Once a philosopher. . . .”

Hemingway: You can speak out against it all, but don’t expect to make any difference.

Mailer: Not any more. The CEO will listen and be polite, but he’s laughing at you. He’s enjoying his yacht, his airplane, his wine cellar, his private golf instruction. Meanwhile you talk or write yourself blue. If we writers had the public’s attention, they’d probably line us up and shoot us.

Hemingway: That’s why the serious novel finally is dead. But every phase of the whole racket has always been so disgusting you feel like vomiting. Publishers are writers’ natural enemies. So how do you like it now, gentlemen?

Mailer: Still, the work alone keeps you alive and moving. Serious fiction, if anybody would read it, raises for writer and reader not facts or final answers but questions, better questions that are harder to answer, but that you pursue in the hope the questions lead to richer insights, and in turn bring forth sharper questions.

But no one cares, even if a rare serious novelist this century might sell more copies of his than, say, you or Faulkner, the novelist is not revered; he or she no longer has that prodigious impact and influence on the young. So, as well, the language deteriorates, becomes less eloquent, less metaphorical, less salient, less poignant, and a curious deadening of the human spirit comes seeping in. And the most interesting and subtle moral questions—the questions for that time and place—go unasked, un-contemplated. The serious novel’s antipathy to corporate capitalism is eviscerated, rendered impotent, and our minds grow dull and unable to withstand the onslaughts and blandishments of the Corpstate.

Hemingway: But you wrote till the end. As I did. I had to write to be happy whether I got paid for it or not. But it is a hell of a disease to be born with. I liked to do it. That made it from a disease into a vice. Then I wanted to do it better than anybody had ever done it, which made it into an obsession. An obsession is terrible, but to work was the thing, the one thing that always made you feel good. You don’t know how it will come out, but you also know only some of those who practiced the arts are alive long after a country is gone. One thousand years makes economics and politics silly, but art endures. Yet it is very difficult to do and now it is not fashionable, and must never be fashionable art anyway. But working you get that sense of well being that is so much more pleasant to have than to hear about.

I wrote even when I couldn’t write anymore. I had nothing left. I cracked up, and still I scribbled, however inane and formless the scribbling, until I couldn’t even inanely scribble anymore. All who manage somehow to survive look forward to death by defeat, our bodies gone, our world destroyed.

Mailer: Your doctors were jerks, and you abused your brain and body even more than I did, Ernest. Which is saying something considerable! Decades of alcoholism, and you add to that your repeated brain trauma, reserpine, followed finally by shock therapy.

Hemingway: I don’t have any excuses anymore, and I no longer need them. We all have our demons. I’m not alone in that. I fought all my life and never defeated them, just holding the bastards at bay. Every damned thing is your own fault if you’re any good. Listen, I’m all right with my conscience. I know just what kind of a son of a bitch I am, or was, but I know what I did well and did badly.

Mailer: I didn’t suffer depression and dementia as you did, even as I grew more and more pessimistic. My only way to beat the devil was to work with a vengeance, still trying yet again for the big trilogy, as you had tried.

Hemingway: I never finished the big trilogy either, but I had to have the confidence of a champion to try for it. Trilogies are the big thing: like Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.

Mailer: My lesser books appeared along the way. But I finally learned to lay certain things to rest. Working, I grew more composed, more settled, but more whole with augmented authorial ambition.

Hemingway: Maybe because you were such a psycho, Norman, you exorcised many of your demons.

Mailer: So my rants on paper and on screen served a purpose? Wouldn’t it be nice to think so.

Hemingway: Maybe that’s one way to survive. Open the sluices for more serious work to follow. In that you were often distracted but more fortunate than I was. Doesn’t fucking make you Mr. Tolstoy.

Mailer: Merely a surviving truth-teller, as I saw it, stirring up a murmur of dissent here and there. In my time such a murmur was the best anyone could hope for.

Hemingway: So make your peace with it, Norman. Be at rest. The world goes on and we are beyond it. Take solace in that. Like me, you’ve earned solace. Those whose lives we messed up while we were messing up our own have their own bills to pay, as we do. When I couldn’t even compose a few lines after Kennedy’s inauguration for a collection of tributes, I began to put it all behind me and welcome death, finally. I turned at that pass to Milton and found solace and my courage, saying with Samson in the Agonistes:


My hopes fall flat: Nature within me seems

In all her functions weary of herself;

My race of glory run, and race of shame,

And I shall shortly be with them that rest.



A boat under a large single square sail—the simian gargoyle hanging from the bow like a figurehead—looms through the river fog (breaking up now) like an image on a screen. The Greyhound returns and stands on the river’s edge looking intently at the boat. Both men stand up.


Fade out to darkness







A Dialogue Essay on Mailer and Hemingway


Philip Bufithis, Kirk Curnutt




Mailer and Hemingway—more than other modern American writers—were celebrities. Though hardly a public intellectual like Mailer, Hemingway was the very template for Mailer’s macho public image and the one writer who inhabited Mailer’s imagination as a looming presence. But what kinship actually exists in their books? Mailer scholar and Hemingway scholar, Philip Bufithis and Kirk Curnutt, answer this question and shed valuable light on both authors.



BUFITHIS: The obvious books to start with are the war novels: A Farewell to Arms and The Naked and the Dead. To read Hemingway’s Farewell is to be struck first by the inescapable: its style. Accounting for it is the requirement and pride of every English major—or used to be. Hemingway wrote simply and sparsely to countermand literary rhetoric and the nationalistic language of war. As Frederic Henry says, “I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the expression in vain. . . . I had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious had no glory and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if nothing was done with the meat except to bury it. There were many words that you could not stand to hear and finally only the names of places had dignity. . . . Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the number of roads, the names of rivers, the number of regiments and the dates.”

From this position on language—deepened by his experience as a newspaper reporter and influenced by the prose of Gertrude Stein and the precepts of Imagism—Hemingway forged a deliberately awkward narrative style with a beauty all its own: an art of seeming artlessness. Henry/Hemingway uses simple diction, simple and compound sentences, and repetition. He avoids abstract nouns and scrupulously focuses on the sensate, the concrete, i.e. the physical world, its actions, and human actions. Such attentiveness is like the Buddhist practice of mindfulness: it deflects thought. Thinking for Henry prompts memory, and memory activates the trauma of war. But herein lies a major problem with Hemingway—his narrative language is famously supposed to be truthful and honest; yet in its avoidance of thought, of intellection, at almost every turn it is a language of contrivance, of artificiality. Ultimately it is escapist.

In his continual avoidance of thinking, of ideation, Henry presents a mentality that has little correspondence to actual life because in actual life mentality thinks. On those rare occasions when Henry does think, we question his depth and understanding. Here is a passage widely extolled by Hemingway admirers for its disillusioned truth: “If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them to break them, so of course it kills them. The world breaks every one and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too but there will be no special hurry.” Except for the “strong at the broken places” statement, Henry’s apprehension of the human lot is specious, self-deceiving—solipsistic.

Nonetheless, Henry’s elegiac evocation of his experience with Catherine Barkley makes Farewell one of the most poignant love stories in American literature. And finally to sound one more note of due credit: Hemingway in Farewell and elsewhere describes the world with a stark, empiric lyricism unequaled, to my knowledge, in English speaking literature.

Throughout his writing career Mailer was more interested in Hemingway than in any other writer—interested to the point of obsession. Surprisingly, then, we find less of Hemingway’s influence on Mailer’s war novel than we might expect. In fact, the relationship between The Naked and the Dead and A Farewell to Arms is somewhat incongruous. Naked was published in 1948, nineteen years after Farewell, yet in terms of literary derivation Naked has the older roots, deriving as it does from the tradition of realism established in the 1830s by the French. Farewell derives from Modernism (particularly, as said, from Stein and Imagism), launched in the first decade of the twentieth century, largely by Americans.

The most striking difference between the two novels is scope. Hemingway’s art is narrow, selective, subjective. Mailer’s art in Naked is comprehensive, and he strongly objectifies his material, often with a forthrightness, even a baldness, that makes Hemingway’s language by contrast look refined and mannered. As for thinking, almost everyone in Mailer’s novel does it, from the least literate of his characters all the way to the ideologue General Cummings. We can imagine Hemingway, dedicated as he was to the purely sensate, reading Naked and expecting its characters to disappear at any moment into a puff of thought. Nick Adams in “Big Two-Hearted River” says good writing should be “Not conscience. But peristaltic action.” It is as if Freud never existed.

Differences aside, however, Hemingway does exist in the pages of Naked. Mailer was twenty-three and twenty-four years old when he wrote his war novel. At such a young age and without any philosophy of life born of substantial experience, Mailer conceived Naked, by his own admission, influenced by the master novelists of his time (Dos Passos, Farrell, Steinbeck, Fitzgerald, Wolfe, Malraux). Mailer’s admiration of physical courage, an abiding value throughout his work and life, connects to Hemingway. And possibly the darkly fatalistic view of life that permeates Naked derives from Hemingway. Certainly it derives from naturalism.

Mailer’s title is shorthand for his pessimism. We come naked into the world; we live naked (that is, exposed to the pain and cruelty of existence), and our destiny is death. Naked’s undue negativity and rawness are the pitfalls of naturalism. Mailer’s characters, despite race and class differences, belong to the same hopeless family, whether as soldiers or in the Time Machine biographies. They are alienated and made small by oppressive circumstances. Life is a gyp and nothing human is sacred. The adolescent fatalism of Mailer and Hemingway casts doubt on the truth and honesty commonly accorded Naked and Farewell.

Yet there is no denying the importance of Mailer’s novel. It is a hammering scrutiny of war and might well be the finest American novel of World War II. Mailer’s sharply actualized depiction of combat—its confusion, boredom, fear, violence, and agony—lies at the heart of his achievement.

CURNUTT: Just to elaborate on what separates the books, I might suggest a centripetal/centrifugal metaphor when it comes to appreciating the difference in scope. For Hemingway, the locus of vision was always the individual, and with that inward-drawing energy came all the pitfalls of the personal: what you call “adolescent fatalism” is in some sense the single soldier’s inability to believe in sacrifice for any cause because the meaning of that sacrifice is always defined by the hollow prattle of the politicians. But what remains if there is no index of morality other than one’s own “separate” peace? This is where, I think, a bit of solipsism comes into Hemingway’s perspective sometimes, as when in the celebrated paragraph when he sees Catherine and his child, the latter already dead and the former about to be: “That was what you did. You died. You did not know what it was about. You never had time to learn. They threw you in and told you the rules and the first time they caught you off base they killed you. Or they killed you gratuitously like Aymo. Or gave you the syphilis like Rinaldi. But they killed you in the end. You could count on that. Stay around and they would kill you.” The obvious question such a paragraph poses is: who exactly is they? Of course “they” are those naturalistic forces—the bureaucracy of war, the violence of nature—that persecute the “I.” At least some of this fixation with the sort of Maginot Line drawn between the “I” and the “them” comes from this rigorous notion of separateness: that to survive one must cut oneself off from others. Even style plays a role in this. The sort of obsessive craftsmanship that leads one to rewrite a paragraph twenty-plus times reflects that self-absorption (no matter how great the paragraph turns out thanks to all that rewriting).

But if Hemingway epitomizes some of the pitfalls of the centripetal, it is pretty clear the same thing can be said of Mailer’s centrifugal urge. For starters, it is difficult to pick out a single paragraph in The Naked and the Dead that reads as if it was revised two dozen times. (Mailer admits this in the preface to the fiftieth anniversary edition, where he lambastes himself for excessive adjectives—in his younger years, he admits, coffee could never just be coffee; it had to be scalding). Style is simply irrelevant here, as if rhythm and polish were somehow fussy in the heat of battle. Naturalists have always had a hard time admitting that they are indeed stylists—they’re just into the anti-style shtick that insists that rough surfaces are the true reflection of life instead of merely another sort of shade. What do I mean by that? Simply, as Writing Degree Zero taught us, anti-style isn’t a repudiation of style but merely another variety of it, and one no less susceptible to being as conventionalized as more romantic modes of expression that unleash rather than deny the poetic and pathetic impulses. (If fug isn’t a poetic word, I don’t know what a poetic word is. It’s onomatopoeic.)

But if style doesn’t score much concern on the scale of centrifugal interests, what does? As your reference to General Cummings the “ideologue” suggests, it is in the system of war—in the hierarchy in which the lowly average soldier operates. In the “they,” too, in other words. So Mailer’s approach is to allow us to see more specifically than Hemingway just who exactly kills us in the end, and, in so doing, gives a face to the forces of naturalism. But is a face a person? I think for most readers, General Cummings is a stock character, nowhere near as fascinating as Ahab, with whom he is often compared. He can’t be because he represents a position, not a personality. As do the other characters, of course. How many times in war novels have we seen the Hearn character? He’s the sort of Billy Budd of military melodrama, as if written for Tom Hanks. Then again, try imagining a war novel without a Cummings or Hearn. I’m not sure it can be done, at least in the anti-war tradition. Without characters voicing recognizable ideological stances, there’s no debate, and without that, we’re left only with the orchestrated encouragement to honor all those abstractions of heroism that A Farewell to Arms taught writers and readers to regard warily. That, in a nutshell, is the difference between The Naked and the Dead and Saving Private Ryan: the absence of a nemesis. But the naturalist approach has its own drawbacks. The big knock on it is that characters lack individuality because they represent ideological positions; that lack makes the fictions less compelling because we can only personalize conflicts through rounded characters. There’s a lot of truth in this notion. Try naming the cast of characters of The 42nd Parallel without a crib sheet. The Naked and the Dead suffers from this, too—and not simply because the Time Machine sections are such an obvious pinch from Dos Passos. It’s that at some level we aren’t likely to care about these people unless we care about the political positions they represent in the hierarchy. And I would further posit that many readers have a hard time sacrificing their concern for people as people because we’re still at heart a humanistic culture when it comes to our art. Hearn undoubtedly comes the closest to serving the function that Henry does for Hemingway—the sacrificial goat—but you can see his fate from several hundred pages away.

A related point of discussion concerns the French source of literary derivation you reference. That line stuck out to me because Hemingway always claimed Stendhal as a source. Among Hemingway folk it’s common to cite The Charterhouse of Parma as a model for A Farewell to Arms. We haven’t always appreciated what Hemingway himself said about the book—mainly that the Battle of Waterloo was the one useful section in a novel otherwise bloated with superfluous elements (the court politics): “Until I read the Chartreuse de Parma by Stendhal I had never read of war as it was except in Tolstoy and the wonderful Waterloo account by Stendhal was an accidental piece in a book that had much dullness.” The big question, of course, is how well does this quote apply to Farewell? For many readers, the Catherine plot pales in comparison to the retreat at Caporetto. I’ve always thought that was a bit harsh and reflective more of our post-Vietnam disbelief in the conjoining of love and war. For all the naturalism in Hemingway’s second novel, there’s a whole lot of romanticism, too. In fact, I would say that the scenes between Henry and Catherine, for me at least, work better than those moments when Hemingway attempts the centrifugal by bringing in ideological shading: the dialogue with Count Greffi, for example, or some of the exchanges with Rinaldi. These strike me as fairly obvious moments when Hemingway was reaching for THE STATEMENT, and in this way these scenes are perhaps comparable to the Hearn/Cummings dialogues in The Naked and the Dead. Argue as critics might about whether Catherine is sufficiently real as a woman, I would still prefer more dinners at Biffi’s and the Gran Italia, the ironies of love, than the rather obvious (by our standards) discussions of faith with Henry’s unit’s chaplain.

BUFITHIS: Yes, Mailer in Naked is not consecrated to style. As you suggest, naturalist writers think that to be a stylist is to turn their backs on what you call “the true reflection on life.” In contrast, Hemingway’s writing demonstrates, as you say, “an obsessive craftsmanship.” Conceiving of both novelists at the actual task of writing, I see Hemingway effortfully extruding his prose from an imagination devoted to forging a new kind of language born of a new kind of consciousness. I see Mailer adopting the traditional naturalist style and devoting himself to a panoramic project: the portrayal of American society in war. One more point on Hemingway’s style. Precious as it seems, there are those moments—and they are marvelous—when the sheer clarity of his style attains what he was relentlessly always after: the disappearance of style. That is, the veil of language dissolves before our eyes and we live the evoked experience.

To answer your question, Kirk, about Stendhal and Hemingway, yes, I think the battle scenes in Farewell (and in Hemingway’s war reportage) are akin to Stendhal’s treatment of the Battle of Waterloo in The Charterhouse of Parma. With matter-of-fact detachment, both novelists present the events of battle as off-handed, seemingly ridiculous, unexpected, and weirdly violent. Two examples: In Farewell Bonello’s casual, awkward killing of a mutinous sergeant lying face down and wounded by the road. In Parma the horse hit by artillery fire struggling to keep up with the other horses in the hussar escort, “its feet caught in its own entrails.” And always with both novelists there is the sound of bombardment. Vaguely determinable, it comes from a field or the woods or the mountains or from over the next hill. Of course the battle scenes in Naked resemble Parma’s Battle of Waterloo (most good war fiction shares a family resemblance), but Hemingway’s battle depictions make him a closer cousin to Stendhal than Mailer is. It remains, however, that Hemingway’s language—Imagistic, boiled down—operates outside the orthodoxy of Stendhal’s realist style.

As for the specious paragraphs we quoted from Farewell, they are all the more bothersome for being celebrated. There was a time when they impressed me. I was young. Now I ask from the narrative voice of a novel more comprehension and less affectation. These paragraphs are not isolated examples but are characteristic of an attitudinizing response to life in Hemingway’s fiction, non-fiction, and letters. When I think of Jake Barnes, Fredric Henry, Harry Morgan, or Thomas Hudson, of their “grace under pressure” and clipped speech, I imagine them as American literature’s answer to Humphrey Bogart. Hemingway’s protagonists are so strongly prepossessing that they strike me as quite improbable. I enjoy experiencing them in an escapist way as I dream of conducting myself with their coolness, fortitude, and derring-do.

One way to think about Hemingway positively is to recognize that he was an adventure writer. Of course he was far more, but he was that. Modernist though he was, disdaining idealization, his novels vibrate with “romance” in the chivalric sense of the word. On this score Hemingway’s novels contrast interestingly with Mailer’s, whose protagonists are so caught up in striving for and against forces within themselves and against institutional/political forces that any adventure they undertake is, relative to Hemingway, somewhat denatured. Except for Why Are We in Vietnam?, there is an inwardness and psychological/political weight in Mailer’s novels that highlight just how in-the-moment and plein air Hemingway’s novels are.

The deep structure of Hemingway’s vision is the oral tale. The deep structure of Mailer’s vision is the vatic voice. Hemingway’s vision, however, is darker—indeed tragic. Professor Robert Lucid, co-founder of the Norman Mailer Society, used to say that the Hemingway protagonist is a “fucked duck.” He is more valiant than Mailer’s protagonists, but by novel’s end he is defeated or dead. Not so the Mailer protagonist, at least after Naked. He takes his licks, but his inner monitor—depicted often as a noumenal or supernatural force—spurs him onward, and by novel’s end he lives to fight another day.

CURNUTT: I agree completely with you about Mailer’s panoramic project: it’s perhaps something we forget in our present-day preoccupation with multiculturalism that The Naked and the Dead was one of the first war novels to delve into the ethnic background of soldiers. It’s what makes the troop contingent on Anopopei a fascinating twentieth-century variation on Melville’s Pequod (with Cummings as the presiding Ahab). Hemingway, unfortunately, tended to employ epithets prejudicially. A reader can examine, for example, the Time Machine section on Gallagher and the inculcation of Boston-Irish bigotry and recognize how Mailer is exploring the sociology of racism. That is an interest totally outside Hemingway’s concern. In fact, in rereading Farewell I was struck by a sentence I’d rolled over any number of times: shortly before Frederic meets with Count Greffi in Stresa, Catherine refers to her lover as “Othello with his occupation gone,” to which Frederic replies, “Othello was a nigger.” I suppose one can make all kinds of interpretations about how this is Frederic rejecting the Shakespearian idea of tragedy in the face of war, but that doesn’t rationalize the frequency with which white soldiers in WWI complain that the military reduces them to this racialized identity. I think of Thomas Boyd’s Through the Wheat (1923), when William Hicks complains that digging latrines “ain’t fit for a white man.” Of course, to criticize Hemingway for this risks punishing him for failing to have our post-Civil Rights racial enlightenment, but it’s not as if some of his contemporaries weren’t at least a little more sensitive to the use of that word. The scene in Farewell makes me want to reread the depiction of Caspey in Faulkner’s Sartoris. How nice if we had a Hemingway character who says something like this: “I don’t take nothin’ fum no white folks no mo’. War done changed all that. If us cullud folks is good enough ter save France from the Germans, den us is good enough ter have the de same rights de Germans is. French folks think so, anyhow, and ef America don’t, dey’s ways of learnin’ ’um.”

I also love what you say about Hemingway being an adventure writer. That’s so true not only of Farewell but For Whom the Bell Tolls, too, which really has a lot of Hollywood war elements to it: not only a love story (again), but the band of brothers aspect. It seems to have been written with Gary Cooper in mind, even if Hemingway might claim otherwise. I think Mailer could have gone this route. Certainly The Naked and the Dead suggests it was possible, and your point about Why Are We in Vietnam? is excellent. It’s stunning that this wasn’t a movie long about 1969. It should have been Dennis Hopper’s follow-up to Easy Rider instead of The Last Movie! But maybe one place we see where Mailer should have been more of an adventure writer is Of a Fire on the Moon, where a lot of the drama is given over to teasing out his own metaphors instead of letting the symbolism speak. (I suppose you could say The Armies of the Night, too, but since the very concept of protest is a moral idea, he is obligated to reason through it.) Then again, Hemingway outside of fiction had a bad habit of losing his bearings and explicating his conceits ad infinitum—witness Death in the Afternoon and even more Green Hills of Africa. It might have made an interesting exercise had Hemingway lived into the sixties to see what he could have done with the nonfiction novel. Sometimes I have an image of him rewriting To Have and Have Not à la The Executioner’s Song and actually coming up with a compelling piece of fiction! In this version, he addresses the thing he dodged in the 1937 version (the Matecumbe hurricane of 1935) and produces a work that indicts capitalist excesses and bureaucratic ineptitude with a combination of action and journalistic research instead of fairly glib proletarian parading, which makes the book feel phony. Say what we will about Mailer’s bellicose persona, his editorializing could be very astute when it came to politics. The analysis of both Bush administrations in “How the Wimp Won the War” and Why Are We at War? is spot on to me.

And here’s another place where perhaps Mailer’s intellectualism served him well in a way that Hemingway’s “in the moment”-ness couldn’t: the historical novel. It’s inconceivable that Hemingway could have dropped the Nick Adams/Frederic Henry “grace under pressure” persona long enough to project himself into the Devil’s assistant in The Castle in the Forest, or even—Lord help us—Jesus himself in The Gospel According to the Son. If what I called Mailer’s centrifugal force can be thought of as a synoptic reach, he was leaps and bounds more capable of synthesizing historical forces into a narrative. Can we even imagine Hemingway taking on something with the reach of Harlot’s Ghost? Only For Whom comes anywhere close. Even though Hemingway was more studious than he gets credit for (as the late Michael Reynolds liked to remind people, his library had several thousand volumes when he died), he lacked altitude. We might say he was so busy looking across the river and into the trees that he couldn’t see the overall forest.

If there’s an area where the two strike me as really poles apart it’s in the approach to sex and sexuality. Deep-down, Hemingway was a romantic; what Allen Tate criticized as his “hardboiled sentimentality” (in a review of The Sun Also Rises) is accurate. It’s unfortunate that so many people ridicule the “earth moved” sleeping bag scene in For Whom the Bell Tolls—is it really any worse than Petrarch? But I think what’s fascinating about many of Hemingway’s male protagonists is that they want to love, and they want to give love, but something prohibits it. For Jake Barnes, it may be a maiming, for Frederic it may be the naturalistic world that always finds a way to kill you, and for Harry Morgan in To Have it’s the Depression and the government’s botched response to it. In most of Hemingway’s novels and several stories the love is bottled up; the tragedy is that it’s there but can’t be expressed.

I’m honestly not sure Mailer cared about love. One of my favorite lines from a 1961 interview: “Q. Why does one feel that love is a dirty word nowadays? A. It’s because love, mother and family now belong to the flag and the FBI. . . . I have to tie myself in knots not to use the word love when I want to talk about love. But I can’t use the word because the moment I say love or God I’d lose three-quarters of the people who might read me.” So that’s maybe why we get instead so many of what Elizabeth Hardwick called “callous copulations.” It’s a fascinating experiment to contrast Hemingway’s depiction of sex to some of the more notorious of these moments. Of course, there is a brutal Hemingway who counters the prudishness of his day with the date-rape story “Up in Michigan,” which has not only one of the all-time worst puns for a title, but has one of the most ridiculously stilted bits of sexual dialogue: “Oh, it isn’t right. Oh, it’s so big and it hurts so. You can’t. Oh, Jim. Jim. Oh.” There are similarly ugly scenes throughout the Hemingway oeuvre, not all of which depict the man as the beast: there’s a weird moment in To Have when Helène Bradley chides the John Dos Passos character, Richard Gordon, for not having the cojones to finish their love-making just because her husband has walked in on them. But more often Hemingway goes to mush. I find the aforementioned sleeping bag scenes in For Whom exceptionally tender. The poignancy of Jake and Bret’s inability to consummate their love in The Sun remains powerful. And at the risk of having my Hemingway credentials revoked, I’ll just lay this out as honestly as I can: The Garden of Eden at times reads like a Harlequin novel—a good one.

I think that Mary Dearborn is pretty spot on when it comes to Mailer’s vision of sex: “[His] instincts are those of a sexual conservative. For all that he advocates sexual liberation and the orgasm, he still believes that the purpose of sex is reproduction, that women’s most important role is as a wife and mother. . . . The metaphor in the title of The Prisoner of Sex can refer . . . to the prison that those who believe in sexual essentialism make for themselves: if we are bound to our sexual identities, which do not allow us to change or grow (because we are limited by our biology), we are truly limited. In this way, investing sex with extraordinary meaning—positing sex as a mystical union and reproduction as a sacred rite—truly does make us prisoners of sex. It is not an idea that sits very well with Mailer’s bastardized existentialism: prisoners of sex, we are never really free.”

I suppose we could list a few examples: “The Time of Her Time” in Advertisements for Myself, the Fräulein Ruta scene in An American Dream, the Night of the Pig orgy in Ancient Evenings. What do they all have in common? A lot of aggression and mastery, a lot of homophobia, a lot of the devil, but very little joy. That’s not so with Hemingway. I think if he’d had the courage of his androgynous inclinations The Garden of Eden could have been a revolutionary book in depicting the potential gender freedom of sex-role switching—even if still posthumously published.

Finally, one more place where the differences outweigh the similarities: celebrity. At the risk of generalizing, Hemingway’s decline was due in some measure to the obligation his culture placed on him to authenticate his persona. He did not have the liberty to experiment with identity the way that we in the postmodern age have come to expect. The fracas that surrounded Lillian Ross’s 1950 New Yorker profile really couldn’t happen today—people expect celebrities to undermine their image, to play with or even parody it. At the very least, they’re expected to admit the disparity between the public perceptions and their “real” self. But that disparity is only rarely the source of psychic trauma. It’s hard to think of a celebrity today to whom what Edmund Wilson said about Hemingway in the thirties applies—that he had become his “own worst character.” Mailer was a transitional figure in this. There’s certainly a self-awareness in Advertisements, and the theatricality of his public image in the late sixties and early seventies testifies to the canniness of his media manipulation. That element seems to have settled down somewhere around 1976 when he became the Grand Old Man of American Letters, and maybe he was even aware that the persona constructing in public would within a few years become more of a P.R. game than a literary practice. Still, there’s nowhere better to see the differences between the conditions Hemingway and Mailer labored under than in Armies when Mailer acknowledges he is “expected to serve as a poor man’s Papa.” It’s that self-awareness that Hemingway seemed to lack, in part because to demonstrate it in the thirties meant you contemplated your public image, and even to be caught contemplating it meant you could be accused of falsifying.

BUFITHIS: How sadly unshrewd Hemingway was, as you brilliantly explain, about his macho public image. He derived pleasure and power from it, but it also trapped him and arguably contributed to two somewhat stultified portraits: Harry Morgan and Colonel Cantwell. In contrast, Mailer experimented with his public image, shifting from one role to another: enfant terrible, bête noire, politician, male chauvinist, Grand Old Man of American Letters. Whatever his public image at the time, it directly fueled his art. One example: He transforms his drunken and law-breaking behavior in the 1967 March on the Pentagon into The Armies of the Night, which won a National Book Award and a Pulitzer.

As for Mailer’s intellectualism, it served his non-fiction, but it hobbled his novels. After The Naked and the Dead, he couldn’t write a novel without relying on an ism. First Marxism, then Hipsterism, which morphed into Manicheism. Mailer scholar Robert Begiebing said, “Mailer is nothing if not a novelist of ideas.” Yes, and so his novels are too often philosophical when they should be vibrant with lived experience. A novel at its best is a rendering of life, of the world, animate with imagination, emotion, and articulation. Mailer’s ideas ventriloquize his narrators with an obviousness and repetition that belies his reputation as a protean author. His vision is so idea-laden that it pulls us into the author more than it expands outward to illuminate life. The vivid actualization of character depends in large measure on the novelist’s capacity for impersonality. Menenhetet I and Menenhetet II (Ancient Evenings), Kittredge (Harlot’s Ghost), Dieter (The Castle in the Forest) are Mailer’s ideologic stand-ins. In An American Dream almost everyone sounds like a flipped-out Zoroaster.

On the question of love, Hemingway’s protagonists give and receive it, but, yes, love is less a part of Mailer’s fictional world than “callous copulation.” Indeed, TLC is uncommon in his canon. I was struck by the excerpt you quote from a 1961 interview. The words “love,” “mother,” and “family” might, as Mailer says, “belong to the flag and the FBI,” but those words also belong to everyone by virtue of our being human and, like all words, belong in their fullest meaning in novels. Mailer goes on to confess that “the moment I say love or God I’d lose three-quarters of the people who might read me.” A surprising statement from a writer famous for his defiant independence. Whereas Hemingway treats sex as love, Mailer, increasingly after Barbary Shore (1951), depicts sex as power and violence. Copulation is the assertion of matchless prowess and the attainment of divine strength. And even when we try to interpret Mailer’s treatment of sex as symbolic, it remains unclear just what application that treatment has to actual human experience. Mailer cannot do without sex and violence in his novels. He is wedded to the lurid. Manifestly and fundamentally his fiction since the mid-fifties demonstrates a want of maturity.

Poles apart as our two writers approach to sex is, I am equally fascinated by another polarity: their understanding of the self. Sean O’Faolian said Hemingway was “the only modern writer of real distinction for whom the Hero does in some form still live.” Which is to say that Hemingway (after the Nick Adams stories) believed in a brave man-of-action in possession of himself. Not so with Mailer. It is only in the process of being brave that a Mailer protagonist moves toward possession of himself. He forges his identity through trial and error whereas the Hemingway protagonist—even as he moves out into dangerous realms—is self-contained, self-defined.

What Gore Vidal said of Mailer in 1960, though overstated, applies to Mailer’s protagonists: “For Mailer does not begin to know what he believes in or what he wants. His drive seems to be toward power of a religion-political kind.” Religion, politics, psychology, metaphysics: Mailer’s knowledge of life depends on them, but to Hemingway they were bad poetry or, put another way, bad ammunition. Hemingway was not curricular. He was empiric. Concrete. In 1925 he wrote to his father: “You see I’m trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actual life across—not just to depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive so that when you have to read something by me you actually experience the thing.” When Hemingway wrote about writing he often used the word “knowledge.” What he meant was life knowledge, not book knowledge: “If a man is making a story up it will be true in proportion to the amount of knowledge of life that he has and how conscientious he is; so that when he makes something up it is as it would truly be” (By-Line: Ernest Hemingway).

Mailer or Hemingway? The prophet or the adventurer? The prism or the crystal? Each author occupies a permanent and significant place in modern American literature. Knowing that, we do not need to choose.




Tragedy, Trauma, and the Modern: The American Civil War in The Naked and the Dead and Across the River and Into the Trees


James Meredith




To My Muse Stone



The great calamity of the US Civil War was the impetus for major changes in American fiction. This brother-against-brother engagement not only profoundly disrupted American society but also precipitated a dramatic alteration in the way serious novelists wrote about the experience of combat. This war between the states promulgated an American war novel tradition that remained essentially unchanged until the end of the Vietnam War. The advent of new and highly destructive war technologies outstripped military tactics, causing the dramatic increases in the number and severity of causalities and destruction. This conflict multiplied the tragic and traumatic consequences of modern war in a very short amount of time. Concomitantly, the use of the photographic camera on the battlefield brought the war’s frightful arithmetic to the home front and helped change the literary expectations of a nation from romanticism to realism and naturalism and, later, modernism.

The American Civil War initiated what would become a deepening level of trauma throughout American culture that continued throughout the war-plagued Twentieth Century. As a consequence, developments in post-war American literature made the realistic depiction of death and dying a widespread phenomenon. Modern American war fiction, which was written beginning in the immediate post-World War I period, is simply defined here as that depiction of the soldier’s continuing and deepening sense of tragedy and trauma in a military that has become overly technologized and irrationally bureaucratized, an outgrowth of the modern condition. In a broad sense, therefore, the modern period began at the time where mathematics replaced metaphor and fact replaced romance and mythology.

There have been several major studies about the impact of the Civil War on American literature that influences this study here, such as Craig A. Warren’s Scars to Prove It: The Civil War Soldier & American Literature, Michael W. Schaefer’s Just What War Is: The Civil War Writings of DeForest and Bierce, Daniel Aaron’s The Unwritten War: American Writers and the Civil War, and Thomas C. Leonard’s Above the Battle: War-Making in America from Appomattox to Versailles. The most famous study is Edmund Wilson’s Patriotic Gore: Studies in the Literature of the American Civil War. What is most evident in these studies is how the Civil War dramatically altered the course of American literature up to the modern period.

By the time Norman Mailer and Ernest Hemingway began writing their World War II novels, The Naked and the Dead (1948) and Across the River and into the Trees (1950), where they make allusions to the Civil War, the impact that this war had on American literary sensibilities was very well evident. While their allusions to the American Civil War may be relatively slight in these novels, the implications about what this particular conflict might mean are much more significant than what the number of their words in the text may indicate. In alluding to the Civil War, both Mailer and Hemingway, who continually demonstrated a broad and complex view of history throughout their careers, perpetuate the residual influence of this particular war, and the soldiers who fought, on American literature. Hemingway and Mailer, therefore, are important writers to study because while they have so much in common, they also have significant differences in both style and literary vision, especially in the way they allude to the Civil War and quite possibly in their distinct attitudes about this war and war in general.

The tragedy and trauma that the war initiated throughout American history has a simple cause: Not only does this war remain the most calamitous conflict in US history; the Civil War also was the first to involve common citizens as drafted soldiers on a massive scale. The Civil War created more domestic grief than both World War I and World War II and all the other wars combined, and the impact of this experience was enough to make for a major turn or trope in American literature. Both Mailer and Hemingway understood this level of trauma. More important, both writers understood the Hegelian dialectical dimensions of how military history, and the psychological and micro-machinations of those in power, are manifested in the outcomes of their actions. For example, while the astronomical casualty rates during the spring and summer of 1864 were the direct results of the Richmond and Atlanta campaigns by Grant and Sherman and by Lee’s and the Confederate’s defense of them, the indirect causes resided in the psyche of the commanding generals and their resulting actions. In other words, Grant and Lee’s personalities drove the war and the war’s consequences drove the trauma.

In Hemingway’s writing, his historical perspective of the Civil War is most pronounced. Throughout his life, Hemingway was a student of military history. Moreover, both his grandfathers were participants in the Civil War. His paternal great uncles George and Rodney and his grandfather Anson participated in the Civil War by joining various volunteer Illinois units, the Eighteenth Illinois Infantry and the Chicago Board of Trade regiment. Anson was the only Hemingway brother to survive the war (Nagel 8–9). Hemingway’s maternal grandfather Hall also served in some capacity during the Civil War, but his experience does not seem to be as direct as Hemingway’s had been. In Hemingway’s library, he possessed several classics of Civil War history, including the Bruce Catton histories.

The Civil War is alluded to in Across the River and into the Trees specifically and primarily in the title, which comes from the dying last words of General Stonewall Jackson: “Let us cross over the river and rest in the shade of the trees” (Robertson 753). This title sets the melancholic tone for the whole novel. Colonel, formerly General, Richard Cantwell is spending his last few days on earth alive in the town he loves the most in life, Venice, immediately after World War II. While Jackson’s are not the dying words of Cantwell, there is a symmetrical connection. Right before he dies from a final heart attack, Cantwell tells his driver, aptly named Jackson, “I am now going to get into the large back seat of this god-damned, over-sized luxurious automobile” (Hemingway 307). This very reductive, modern statement, lacking in the poetry of Stonewall Jackson’s last words, is to be expected since even the book’s title is itself a reductive paraphrase of the Civil War general’s famous last words. Eight decades after Jackson’s death at Chancellorsville, the residue of his ethos informs Hemingway’s 1950 novel. In fact, the novel’s title has a noticeable epitaphic quality to it, primarily because it lacks the sense of inclusive camaraderie implied in “Let us cross” and, more importantly, the title lacks the essential verb “rest.” The result of this modern paraphrase creates a strong sense of loneliness and despair. Rest is what Cantwell, the professional soldier, has needed the most in his later professional life, but, of course, a sense of rest seems still to be lacking even in his dying. This scarred up old soldier is going to die alone in the back seat of a Buick, an ignominious scene of abject modernity.

This contrast with Stonewall Jackson excruciatingly reveals the true timber of Richard Cantwell’s ignominious fate. Jackson’s biographer James I. Robertson, Jr., writes that


[d]eath removed [Jackson] from the scene at the apogee of a military fame enjoyed by no other Civil War figure. His passing at a high point in Confederate success was the ultimate offering for the Southern cause. Death at the hour of his most spectacular victory led to more poems of praise than did any other single event of the war. Jackson was the only officer to be pictured on Confederate currency, and his likeness graced the most expensive note issued in Richmond: a $500 bill. (ix)



No such fame became of Cantwell, who led a gallant and purposeful life in the service of his army. Much of this contrast rests in the fact that Civil War veterans had been highly revered in American culture a half century before World War I and later World War II. Although veterans from World War II have been more celebrated than veterans from the First World War, neither of them have been as mythologized as much as the Civil War veterans from both sides of the conflict.

While Mailer did not have the familial or cultural connections to the Civil War, he was similarly aware of the war’s historical importance in American culture. The Civil War is specially alluded to in The Naked and the Dead when Cummings reveals a public humiliation at West Point; he seemingly asks a question about Lee and Grant improperly. In this particular scene, Cummings is a maniacal rhetorician. In this case, Cummings is in the agonistic throes of a Socratic contest against his West Point instructor, rhetorically dueling over who was the better commander Lee or Grant during the Civil War. In this scene, Cummings asks this richly loaded question:


Sir (he gets permission to speak), is it fair to say that Lee was the better general than Grant? I know that their tactics don’t compare, but Grant had the knowledge of strategy. What good are tactics, sir, if the . . . larger mechanics of men and supplies are not developed properly, because the tactics are just the part of the whole? In this conception wasn’t Grant the greatest man because he tried to take into account the intangibles. He wasn’t much good at the buck-and-wing but he could think up the rest of the show. (The classroom roars.) It has been a triple error. He has been contradictory, rebellious and facetious. (411–2)



Interestingly, everyone, including the narrator, thinks Cummings has made an error here, and he probably has in the eyes of these mere mortals, but actually, Cummings, who plays by the rules of the classical gods, has not. Cummings views war, almost literally, in fact, much like Dick Diver expressed in Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night, as a “love battle” (57). According to this thinking, all war was a battle fought between two men who were in love with themselves and what they do. To General Cummings, war or any visceral contest was always psychosexual. Underscoring this point is the very idealistic Lieutenant Hearns’ discovery that Cummings is making battlefield decisions based almost directly on his rhetorical interactions with him—in reaction, actually, to Cummings’s repressed homosexual desire for his lieutenant aide-de-camp. He is a man indeed who enjoys verbal combat. When he discovers this secret psychosexual truth, Hearns leaves his safe staff job for one directly on the front for which he is subsequently killed. For the general’s part, his actions come from a combination of submerged homosexual desire and the sociopathic need to fulfill every impulse, even if they follow a complicated sublimation pattern and even if they cause serious causality rates. No matter the need or method, Hearn nevertheless uncovered a painful metaphysical lesson about warfare (at least according to Mailer’s view of life): Every army needs a controlled killer in charge of its army, but with the advent of modern technological weapons, the tragic and traumatic consequences of these men are not only enormous but long lasting as well.

In their own unique way, the object of Cummings’ verbal sparring, fellow West Pointers Lee and Grant, could also be seen as sociopathic killers on a large scale, despite Lee’s and Grant’s somewhat hagiological status. Although they are typically used as foils to each other, Lee and Grant are more accurately understood as two different faces on the same coin. Grant is the military organizational genius who understood the primary principle of military mathematics. He had twice as many men and ten times the resources as the enemy, and he knew how best to employ that math. Grant used blunt force trauma not only to pound the enemy into submission, to compound his mathematical advantage, but also to pound his own army into being a sharp fighting force. But Grant also needed to lose control of himself with alcohol and tobacco on occasion to function psychologically in the places that his genius took him. On the other side of the coin, Lee is the courtly and courteous well-bred Southerner, undermanned and eventually out-resourced. He was typically so controlled in what he did that he could tune out even the most disconcerting and devastating violence around him. Yet on one occasion, during the 1864 Battle of the Spotsylvania, he snapped, losing control of himself so profoundly that his soldiers had to grab his reins and shout “Lee to the rear” to keep him from charging headlong into a murderous pitched battle (United States 54–55). This tangible anger, from a man who was archetypically well-mannered, originated from his profound love for his fellow Southerners. His anger was nurtured by his realization that he was compelled to sacrifice his life and theirs for the mythological Cause. The deepest depths of this anger, however, can be framed by the first premise of Lee’s warrior syllogism, his thesis, which was always to be the consummate aggressor in battle. Until the advent of Grant, who sacrificed his men for a modern government that had all the mathematical advantages, Lee had had no binary counterpart. Until that historical moment, Lee had been aggressive and victorious, and the large-scale sacrifices had been psychologically manageable.

During the spring and summer of 1864, Lee met not so much his match but his more dominant syllogistic twin, the other face of a catastrophic coin. In that moment, Lee knew what the ultimate conclusion had to be—the coin would flip. Grant’s entry into the equation meant the end of the war and the fighting and the end of doing what Lee had always been called to do: attack. Remember: Lee was the man who said that is was a good thing war was so horrible because we would love it too much if it weren’t (United States 34). At the May, 1864, Battle of Spotsylvania, both sides of the Hegelian coin were cast. For Lee, the war had become too horrible, and the end was finally in sight. However, what truly altered Lee was the fact that he was, for the first time in his life, no longer the assertive thesis, the archetypal aggressor, the man constantly on the offense, in charge of himself and fate. With Grant, Lee had suddenly become the archetypical submissive antithesis; in effect, he had become emasculated but not unmanned. To be more precise, the mythological Lee was outmanned and out supplied and tragically, mathematically disadvantaged. Although Lee was bested, he did remain intact in the process, not diminished as much as altered. It does not take much knowledge of Freudian psychoanalytic theory to speculate what kind of dreams Lee was having at the time, and his biographer does state that he had begun having troubled sleep as well as physical deterioration, which was new for him.

This out-manning of the chivalric Lee by the transfigured hero in the guise of Grant is the moment that modernity profoundly took over in Western civilization warfare and eventually literature. Grant is still a hero, but one of a different shape and form than the traditional Lee. The rough, slouching Grant becomes the Yeatsian beast of modernity. However, Grant’s archetype could only emerge when juxtaposed against the perfect foil—Lee. In the age of Grant, realism of course was the immediate literary reaction. With World War I, and the rise of modernist literature, the archetypal shift propagated by Grant vs. Lee was resolved. The modernist epic re-imaging through Pound and Eliot became the final solution. So by the time of World War II, with Mailer especially, Lee’s classical sensibilities have been imaginatively subsumed by Grant’s calculus for modern war.

The literary descendents of these historical figures, thus, logically reflect the strategies for emotionless mass destruction that allowed Grant to reunite the Union. Mailer’s Cummings is a textbook case in point. More than any other member of his West Point class and his instructor, Cummings knew about all this war madness, even then as a cadet, about how the mind of great generals work, how they derive strategy and tactics out of their own psychological needs, and how the especially great soldiers pull battle plans out of their otherwise inexplicable genius, out of motives that could be called pure if they could ever be clearly understood. Important generals, like anyone else who makes history change, are not taught their changeling genius at places like the military academies, but that is where they discover their role models and that is where their combative, sociopathic personalities are sharpened into fighting form. In Mailer’s world, the motives and impulses of men who change history, whether they are an Army general, a presidential assassin, a serial killer, or Gary Gilmore, are never actually understood by the characters themselves or especially the readers; they are just acted upon. That is truly what makes them special: They are not afraid to act upon even their worst impulses. Thus, this one allusion from The Naked and the Dead does not distract from Mailer’s text but rather illuminates more fully Cummings’ character, which ultimately illustrates that in military organizations, the psychology of the individual commander directly affects the lives of the common soldier: The ones who pay the price from those who give the orders.

With all of this in mind, one can also clearly see how Hemingway’s Cantwell represents the sacrificial soldier for a modern bureaucratic army, the transfigured Jackson, who dies at the moment of his greatest victory. While Jackson’s death is heroic, Cantwell’s is ignominious in that his greatest victory is not a military one, but merely a personal one. His is a modern, reductive victory over himself and the acceptance of his death. Cantwell is merely another soldier who has had to pay the price of modern warfare. On the other hand, Mailer’s Cummings forms another face on the coin, but of a different type. He is the emotionless sacrificer—the general who has minted Grant’s legacy into a modern, sociopathic coinage. As these two allusions to the American Civil War demonstrate, these two major writers of the Twentieth Century, whose legacies will remain influential throughout the Twenty-First century, understood the influence of this conflict on the American psyche. Mailer and Hemingway, both veterans of war themselves, viscerally understood this war’s enormous costs created a trauma that permeates and promulgates the modern vernacular and literature, illuminating the point that the American Civil War, especially in the costs that it took to fight it, accelerated the dramatic shift to the modern sensibility.
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Norman vs. Ernest: Influence and Identity


Michael L. Shuman



In the short essay introducing The Bullfight (1967), a collection of photographs capturing the heat and light of a spectacle nearly synonymous with style and masculinity, Norman Mailer confesses not only his passion for the brutal ceremony but also his love for a bullfighter, El Loco, the Crazy One. “He was an apparition,” Mailer writes:


He had a skinny body and a funny ugly face with little eyes set close together, a big nose, and a little mouth. He had very black Indian hair, and a tuft in the rear of his head stood up like the spike of an antenna. . . . He had comic buttocks. They went straight back like a duck’s tail feathers. His suit fit poorly. He was some sort of grafting between Ray Bolger and Charley Chaplin. (“Homage” 185–6)



El Loco was the clown, of course, the unsung bullfighter meant to provide comic relief as a succession of young novilleros take on the serious business of a raucous blood sport. In the remarkable match described with all the detail fitting a life-changing event, Mailer tells how El Loco lifts the audience from sullen funk to cathartic excitement: “Then he came out with the muleta and did a fine series of derechazos, the best seen in several weeks, and to everyone’s amazement, he killed on the first estocada. They gave him an ear. He was the triunfador of the day” (187).

Mailer cautions readers that he never met El Loco, a country rube whose real name was Amado Ramirez, “Beloved Remington,” but Mailer never regrets missing that encounter. “I would not have wanted to meet him,” Mailer maintains. “Meeting him could only have spoiled the perfection of my love, so pure was my affection” (182–3). But the comedic bumpkin helped Mailer understand the personality underlying bullfighting and how method becomes a defining aspect of any accomplished artist.


After a while I got good at seeing the flaws and virtues in novilleros, and in fact I began to see so much of their character in their style, and began to learn so much about style by comprehending their character . . . that I began to take the same furious interest and partisanship in the triumph of one style over another that is usually reserved for literary matters . . . or what indeed average Americans and some not so average might take over political figures. (182)



Mailer’s adoration of El Loco, a highlight of the essay and one of Mailer’s most provocative statements of the relationship between character and style, comes at the midpoint of the article. As a literary man writing about bullfighting, Mailer mentions the name of Ernest Hemingway early in the essay. Mailer first hangs on the color of the afternoon sunlight, the agony of a gored bull, the flow of bright red blood. His words provoke a feeling of melancholy loss amid the horror, a sense of nostalgia for places and times beyond our own experience. We are moved by his words as much as by the ritualistic atmosphere they describe, and Mailer clearly becomes captivated by his own display of rhetorical style. Mailer’s mention of Hemingway, when it comes, is not so much homage as apology. “It would be memorable not to sound like Hemingway,” he insists, but then barters that claim to distinction for the simple act of solid representation. The hour just before the bullfight, in Mexico, is always the best hour of the week, and there is no other way to say that without following Hemingway’s trail of language (177).

Hemingway’s public character and authorial style indeed influenced Mailer throughout his long career, much as El Loco’s in-ring identity and crowd-pleasing flourish affected Mailer following that memorable 1954 bullfight in Mexico City. And just as Mailer never met his bullfighting hero, Mailer and Hemingway never met, either, although the two literary giants once came close when both were visiting New York. Hemingway had planned a dinner with George Plimpton and A.E. Hochner, author of an early Hemingway biography, and Plimpton had been anxious to invite Mailer. Hemingway had agreed, expressing his appreciation for The Naked and the Dead, and Plimpton started the ball rolling. “So I called Norman in the morning,” Plimpton relates, “and I said, ‘Listen, I’m going out with Mr. Hemingway, and I’m going to try to get you to come along: surely you two must meet?’ But Hochner intervened, claiming that the two wouldn’t be a good mix. “Oh, it was awful,” Plimpton tells Oliver Burkeman in a 2002 interview in The Guardian. “Poor old Norman sat by the telephone. It was . . . very bad.” Plimpton admits that Hemingway was a rough man to be around, and perhaps sparks would have flown in abundance if Mailer’s own abrasive ego had been on the scene, too (4).

According to Plimpton, Hemingway nevertheless spent much of that odd dinner at the Colony Restaurant inquiring about Mailer and listening, with great interest, to Plimpton’s account of the Mailer’s macho practices: roping women into staring contests and beating men in the curious game of knock-the-heads. Plimpton reports asking Mailer, later, what he and Hemingway would have discussed and Mailer contemplates, but just for a moment: “After a while I probably would have criticized him for not being in the country when we needed him—spending so much time out of it when we were slipping into totalitarianism. . . . I would have said, ‘Stop perfuming your vanity, get your hands dirty; we’re tired of you and your little hurts’” (Shadow 262).

Mailer elsewhere confirms Plimpton’s account of that near-miss meeting, admits that his admiration for Hemingway began at an early age and, at the same time, laments that society’s respect for authors and for literary ambition in general is on the decline. “How I aspired!” he says in The Spooky Art. “In those years at Harvard, if I had heard that Ernest Hemingway was going to speak in Worcester, Mass., I might have trudged the forty miles from Cambridge. That was how we felt then about writers. It is probably how I still feel. The shock, decades later, was to realize that this view of the writer is rare by now” (13). Mailer acknowledges Hemingway’s influence on his college-age short stories but considers the great man’s presence an accommodation for his deficiencies: “Although I was more excited by Dos Passos and Farrell,” Mailer writes in Advertisements for Myself, “it was Hemingway I imitated—probably because he seemed easier. To write like Farrell or Dos Passos would have required more experience than I could possibly have had at eighteen“ (“Advertisement” 27). This gentle dig at Hemingway’s simple style is an admission of youthful inexperience, although it challenges Hemingway’s syntactical abilities more than his extensive life experience. Indeed, in Spooky Mailer attributes the early and full-blown development of Hemingway’s style with an existential awareness of the proximity of death: “He had, before he was twenty, the unmistakable sensation of being wounded so near to death that he felt his soul slide out of him, then slip back” (75). Ultimately Hemingway’s style, in Mailer’s interpretation, is a natural process of accommodation shared by other major authors: “It is comforting to argue that some major writers develop a style out of the very avoidance of their major weakness,” Mailer notes. “Hemingway was not capable of writing a long, complex sentence with good architecture in the syntax. But he turned that inability into his personal skill at writing short declarative sentences or long run-on sentences connected by conjunctions” (77–8).

Yet Hemingway has flaws in character that the author cannot compensate for and that remain largely unredeemed, and Mailer is not hesitant to cite those shortcomings. Most prominent of all, perhaps, is the personal vanity Mailer points to, at Plimpton’s request, in his imaginary dinner-party conversation with Hemingway, and especially that vanity accompanying a large reputation or the lust for one. In fact vanity, Mailer says in an interview with Andrew O’Hagan,


can take your down. Look at poor Truman [Capote]. His attitude became, if I’m not recognized in my own time then something absolutely awful is taking place in society. And that vanity is something that we all have to approach and walk around with great care. It can destroy a good part of you. You know, you really have to be able to exhale, just to exhale, and say, Why don’t we just leave it to history. (80)



Hemingway’s own vanity is revealed in an anecdote in That Summer in Paris, Morley Callaghan’s memoir of his 1929 stay in Paris, and colorfully retold by Mailer in his book review, “Punching Papa.” Callaghan, an upstart reporter for The Toronto Sun when Hemingway joined the staff as a war correspondent, tells the story of a botched boxing match with Hemingway, an account that becomes the centerpiece of Mailer’s review of the memoir. One day Fitzgerald suggests that Hemingway is a boxer of heavyweight champion ability, and Callaghan, taking the bait, counters that after all Hemingway is just an amateur like himself. A match is arranged between the two men and Fitzgerald agrees to serve as timekeeper. As the second round progresses, the boxers became tired and Hemingway, in a careless moment, gets knocked down by Callaghan. Fitzgerald, realizing that he had abdicated his responsibility as timekeeper by letting the round go too long, admits his error with some astonishment and shame. Hemingway is not convinced: “‘All right, Scott,’ Ernest said. ‘If you want to see me getting the shit knocked out of me, just say so. Only don’t say you made a mistake’” (Mailer, “Punching” 13). Four months later Hemingway joined Fitzgerald in demanding an apology from Callaghan, whose story was wildly distorted in The Herald Tribune book section, but Hemingway’s character flaws already had been revealed. Not only would he, in the interest of personal pride, call Fitzgerald a liar for suggesting his timekeeping error was a mistake rather than a calculated attempt to see Hemingway on his back, but he also would insist on an apology for the bad explanation of an incident that was, after all, a simple and informal sparring match.

Despite any perceived lapses in Hemingway’s character, Mailer ultimately finds a single trump card in an otherwise mixed hand: the man’s expression and exercise of fundamental courage. “If the intellectual antecedents of this generation can be traced to such separate influences as D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and Wilhelm Reich,” Mailer maintains in “The White Negro,” “the viable philosophy of Hemingway fit most of their facts: in a bad world . . . there is no love nor mercy nor charity nor justice unless a man can keep his courage. . . . What fitted the need of the adventurer even more precisely was Hemingway’s categorical imperative that what made him feel good became therefore The Good” (Sec. II). When asked if Hemingway’s suicide compromised his sense of the author’s courage, Mailer admits that he struggled with the notion but then imagines a scenario making the tragic incident seem like yet another expression of curiosity and manhood, another attempt to provoke insight through the near loss of soul: “Hemingway had learned early in life that the closer he came to daring death the healthier it was for him,” he tells O’Hagan.


And so I had this notion that night after night when he was alone, after he said goodnight to Mary, Hemingway would go to his bedroom and he’d put his thumb on the shotgun trigger and put the barrel in his mouth and squeeze down on the trigger a little bit, and—trembling, shaking—he’d try to see how close he could come without having the thing go off. (51)



Hemingway’s suicide becomes a catastrophic misstep in this continual quest for The Good: “On the final night he went too far. That to me made more sense than him just deciding to blow it all to bits” (51). Elsewhere Mailer admits the personally devastating effect of Hemingway’s final act: “Hemingway’s death was cautionary to me. His suicide was as wounding as if one’s own parent had taken his life” (Spooky 120). So pure was my affection, Mailer might say, Papa’s suicide as a conscious act is beyond contemplation.

Mailer never maintains, as he does with El Loco, that proximity to this hero would diminish his adoration. Yet Hemingway’s influence on Mailer is predicated upon the same masculine courage that drove the willful bullfighter, again and again, to coax his audience into mass euphoria. In Advertisements, Mailer announces Hemingway’s preeminence with dignity, authority, and a sense of gravity perhaps reserved for no other author. And he does so using the metaphor of the faena, a matador’s final passes at the bull just before the kill:


So, mark you. Every American writer who takes himself to be both major and macho must sooner or later give a faena which borrows from the self-love of a Hemingway style. Any reader who will let me circle back later, in my own way, via the whorls and ellipses of my knotted mind, to earlier remarks, will be entertained en route by a series of comments I have to make (not altogether out of the rhythms of Hemingway) on the man, on my contemporaries and on myself. (“First” 19)



Mailer goes on to praise Hemingway’s acute powers of observation and the calculated care Hemingway exercised when crafting his role as the preeminent masculine artist:


For you see I have come finally to have a great sympathy for The Master’s irrepressible tantrum that he is the champion writer of this time, and of all time, and that if anyone can pin Tolstoy, it is Ernest H. Somewhere in Hemingway is the hard mind of a shrewd small-town boy, the kind of boy who knows you have a real cigar only when you are the biggest man in town, because to be just one of the big men in town is tiring, much too tiring, you inspire hatred, and what is worse than hatred, a wave of cross-talk in everyone around you. (19–20)



While Mailer also charges his hero with a lack of relevancy, an abandonment of moral duty as a late-career thinker, he realizes that that great deficit is countered by the man’s impeachable reputation and sense of public self:


Hemingway knows this: for years he has not written anything which would bother an eight-year old or one’s grandmother, and yet his reputation is firm—he knows in advance, with a fine sense of timing, that he would have to campaign for himself, that the best tactic to hide the lockjaw of his shrinking genius was to become the personality of our time. And here he succeeded. (20)



In Hemingway’s unparalleled reputation, his ambition, his manly courage, Mailer finds the rationale for a concerted advertisement for himself. Not only can reputation slow down the audience to appreciate some masked meaning in a sentence perhaps accessible to the writer alone, but indeed the author’s personality can make the difference between success and failure:


An author’s personality can help or hurt the attention readers give to his books,” Mailer maintains in Advertisements, “and it is sometimes fatal to one’s talent not to have a public with a clear public recognition of one’s size. The way to save your work and reach more readers is to advertise yourself, steal your own favorite page out of Hemingway’s unwritten Notes from Papa on How the Working Novelist Can Get Ahead (21).



Once again Hemingway leads Mailer into the light of self-promotion and authorial egotism.

Yet some indelible cosmic force prevented Mailer and Hemingway from that historic meeting that would have allowed Mailer, finally, to size up himself with his literary antecedent. Perhaps it was a subtext of Mailer’s own powerful character, a personal karma projected to keep away the great man just as Mailer had wanted to keep away El Loco. Despite the early influence and the later powerful testament to Hemingway’s preeminence, Mailer sometimes marginalizes Hemingway’s influence on his work with parenthetical comments and under-the-breath asides. In a conversation with J. Michael Lennon, for instance, Mailer minimizes his appreciation for one of Hemingway’s most characteristic books: “Hemingway meant a great deal to me,” he maintains, “but I wouldn’t say The Sun Also Rises is a large part of that. I read it in college, and like all college kids I was impressed by it. But there are other books that meant more to me then” (Lennon 141). Mailer, too, allows that his opinion of Hemingway’s work changes from day to day and that the great man normally is not at all a persistent concern: “I think he’s been very important as an influence on all American writers,” Mailer points out in a 1955 interview with Lyle Stuart (Conversations 26) and reiterates in Advertisements, “even if like Faulkner they were stimulated to writing in the opposite and possibly greater direction. But just how I rate Hemingway is impossible to answer because each time I think of him—which is not that often—I find that my estimate of him goes up or down a little on the basis of the new thing I’ve thought” (“Sixty-Nine” 275).

In the “Postscript to the Fourth Advertisement for Myself,” Mailer curiously recounts an attempt to contact Hemingway following the 1955 publication of The Deer Park. Mailer’s account of the incident, along with Hemingway’s eventual response, may be the closest we will get to a virtual sparring match between these two literary pugilists. Mailer begins by acknowledging both an admiration for Hemingway’s strength and a disappointment for his weaknesses, and then announces himself as one of the few writers of his generation sharing with Hemingway a fundamental belief: that only the will to sustain courage can allow a person to become a writer of any import; that it’s “more important to be a man than a very good writer” (“Postscript” 265). Always inclined to post yet another advertisement for himself, Mailer has the impulse to promote his reputation, too: “I could not keep myself from thinking that twenty good words from Ernest Hemingway would make the difference between half-success and a breakthrough. He would like the book, he would have to—it would be impossible for him not to see how much there was in it” (265). So Mailer tracks down Hemingway’s address in Cuba and mails him a copy of Park. Worried about violating some cosmic law related to seeking connection, or “cheating life,” Mailer inscribes the book to Hemingway in a manner intended to preserve dignity in a situation courting defeat. He notes in his inscription that he is “deeply curious” to get Hemingway’s reaction to the book, but then offers an aggressive and profane rebuff, an advance punch to Papa’s jaw just in case the old man ignores Mailer’s outreach or marginalizes his literary authority:


—but if you do not answer, or if you

answer with the kind of crap you

use to answer unprofessional writers,

sycophants, brown-nosers, etc., then

fuck you, and I will never attempt

to communicate with you again. (266)



Mailer lets loose a second quick jab, a one-two punch apparently intended to provoke Hemingway if he were not irritated enough already:


—and since I suspect that you’re even

more vain than I am, I might as well

warn you that there is a reference to

you on page 353 which you may or may

not like. (266)



The supposed outrage buried within the novel, and highlighted here perhaps to hasten Hemingway’s affront, is little more than O’Shaugnessy’s admission that he had attempted to write a novel about bullfighting but had failed: “It was inevitably imitative of that excellently exiguous mathematician, Mr. Ernest Hemingway,” O’Shaugnessy confesses, “and I was learning that it is not creatively satisfying to repeat the work of a good writer” (Mailer, Deer 353). Did Mailer suspect that Hemingway would be miffed by being called good and not great? Or that Hemingway was a coolly calculating author rather than an inspired artist? Or perhaps that upstart writers should avoid Mailer’s early error and attempt to find, ex nihil , distinct voices of their own? The answer may be elusive but the challenge is clear: we both are accomplished artists, Mailer says, and you must treat me as an equal or suffer the consequences.

Ten days after Mailer sends the book to Hemingway, the parcel comes back by return mail, the “same wrapper and maybe the same string enclosing the package. Stamped all over it was the Spanish equivalent of Address Unknown—Return to Sender” (“Postscript” 266). Mailer recounts the possibilities with an increasing sense of paranoia and wild speculation well inflated into the zones of comedy, even numbering possible scenarios in a virtual laundry list of existential worry. Maybe the address was wrong; maybe Hemingway has an ironclad policy against receiving unsolicited books; maybe Hemingway’s wife, Mary, previews the inscription and decides to save her husband from the affront. Perhaps Hemingway peruses the book and, afraid to make the commitment of a comment, engages local postal authorities to repackage the book in an approximation of its original wrapping, forge Mailer’s handwriting on the address label and ship it back, apparently unopened. Or even worse: Hemingway unwraps the book, reads the inscription, and perplexed by Mailer’s temperate curiosity tinged with straightforward aggression, rewraps the package, marks it with his own “Address Unknown” stamp, and sends it on its way back to Mailer’s doorstep. Both of the final two outrageous scenarios end with Hemingway enjoying a celebratory toast while anticipating Mailer’s shattered self-respect as he reclaims the rejected parcel (266–67).

Mailer ends the whirlwind account of his suspicions with—what else?—a boxing allegory, a spectacular recovery by Carmen Basilio during a televised match with Paddy DeMarco. Refusing to take an eight-count rest following a nasty knock-down by DeMarco, Basilio explains his reason: “‘I didn’t want to start any bad habits’” (267). Mailer alludes to the possibility that Basilio’s comment is apocryphal, but nevertheless leans on it as an emblem of his own masculine resiliency. Nevertheless the author comes clean about the personal blow to his dignity, treating his “Postscript” as a “confession”:


I must have carried the memory as a silent shame which helped to push me further and deeper into the next half year of bold assertions, half-done work, unbalanced heroics, and an odd notoriety of my own choice. I was on the edge of many things and I had more than a bit of violence in me. (267)



The truth of the matter is far less exciting than Mailer’s wildest fears and precisely fits his most mundane speculation: Hemingway in fact never received the package. He did, however, acquire a copy of Advertisements and read Mailer’s confession, and Hemingway’s response is the basis for the only extant letter to Mailer above Hemingway’s signature.1

The letter, with its “Dear Mr. Mailer” salutation, is cordial and direct, certainly granting Mailer the respect he had looked for when Mailer mailed the inscribed copy of The Deer Park. Hemingway explains that packages sometime take months to reach Finca Vigia San Francisco de Paula, Cuba, his home, or they never arrive at all. He graciously apologizes and assures Mailer that he would have written to express his positive opinion of the book. “As it was,” Hemingway explains, “I bought it and read it while laid up in bed and still liked it and thought it had shitty reviews.” All this must have been comforting to Mailer’s own bruised vanity, but then Hemingway asserts his own literary position with a one-two punch of his own: “Do not remember any reference to me,” he explains, “but have not taken references to me or me as a writer personally for a long time now.” Hemingway in effect is telling Mailer not only that he did not read The Deer Park closely, but that he had not gone back to review the passage after seeing Mailer’s explicit citation of the page number containing O’Shaugnessy’s comment. Moreover, by taking the high road and not worrying about personal or artistic affronts, Hemingway points to the folly of Mailer’s own hand-wringing confession, no matter how inflated for humorous effect. Real men don’t worry about such things, Hemingway implies, and he councils so explicitly later in the letter: “Remember only suckers worry. You can’t write, fuck or fight if you worry.”

The letter ends with Hemingway instructing Mailer on courtesy and telling him not to respond to his correspondence, one boxer pushing another away after a close-range clinch. “I have no time to write letters with my work piled up and no time ever to be rude. I just wanted to write this to let you know I’d never received the book” (Hemingway). The match between two headstrong authors ends in a technical draw.

Hemingway’s letter perhaps reveals less in its content than it does in the simple fact of its existence. Indeed, under the circumstances Hemingway had no obligation to address the incident at all. That he did respond, and with no other prompt than reading Mailer’s comment in Advertisements, presumably demonstrates not only Hemingway’s great goodness but also his admiration for the younger man’s opinion and work. Expecting no response from Hemingway, Mailer no doubt received a much different letter than he might have otherwise anticipated, once again affirming Mailer’s view of the complexity of the older man’s personality. “What characterizes every book about Hemingway I have read is the way his character remains out of focus,” Mailer notes in both Spooky and the “Preface” to Papa. This lone letter does little to clear up that image (Spooky 261; “Preface” xi).

For all his insistence on the slippery, scattershot nature of Hemingway’s character, Mailer at least twice acknowledges success at locating and revealing the root-being of this complex man. Once is in Morley Callaghan’s account of the Hemingway/Fitzgerald match-up and Hemingway’s subsequent outburst at being knocked down by a man who, in his opinion, was an inferior boxer. “For the first time,” Mailer writes in his review of Callaghan’s book,


one has the confidence that an eyewitness has been able to cut a bonafide trail through the charm, the mystery, and the curious perversity of Hemingway’s personality. One gets a good intimation of what was very bad in the man, and the portrait is reinforced by the fact that Callaghan was not out to damage the reputation—on the contrary, he is nearly obsessed by the presence of taint in a man he considers great. (“Punching” 13)



The second clear vision of Hemingway comes by way of the great author’s son, Gregory, and his personal memoir Papa. “He is there,” Mailer writes in the “Preface”:


By God, he exists. . . . and his contradictions are now his unity, his dirty fighting and his love of craft come out of the same blood. We can feel the man present before us, and his complexes have now become no more than his moods. His pride and his evasions have become one man, his innocence and sophistication, his honesty and outsize snobbery, his romantic madness and inconceivably practical sense of how to be outrageously romantic, it all comes through as in no other book about Hemingway, and for the simplest reason—the father was real to the son. (xii–xiii)



Mailer here might be confessing once again, admitting to his own duplicitous nature just as he confessed the subtext of wounded pride and contained violence following the receipt of that returned copy of The Deer Park. Mailer may have seen, in Hemingway’s reflection, the same complex mixture of courage and vanity, pride and ambition, moral righteousness and abandonment of duty that fueled his own abrupt ascendancy to accomplishment and fame. The literary son may have embraced, with honor and with love, the literary father.

Mailer indeed became the Hemingway for a new generation of writers, a model of masculine courage, adventurous physical appetite, and singular style. The correspondence between the two, although not a typical exchange of stamped-and-posted personal letters, at last provides insight into what Hemingway was and what Mailer would become. Marie Brenner, in a New York Magazine article on Ancient Evenings, describes an interview with Mailer in his Brooklyn Heights home in early 1983 when Mailer was sixty years old. The family is winding down from another busy day while Mailer moves around the kitchen, nostalgic, reminiscing about his long literary life and looking at a collage of photographs he made years ago, as if for the first time: “His assemblage features a photograph of Hemingway, bearded and gray, as round as a stevedore, posed beneath a moose head with an enormous antler span” (38). Below the moose is a picture of Mailer as a young man, just back from Paris in 1948, about to ascend the literary stage. In the photograph, Mailer is a skinny kid with frizzy hair and “ears out to Brooklyn” (38). Brenner’s description of the pose resounds with the same comedic charm Mailer inflicted on El Loco, years earlier, in his revelation of an uncertain outsider about to captivate a crowd of weary and humorless aficionados. Mailer had committed an apparent photographic affront, merging images of two men separated by different physical ages and cultural generations, but in doing so affirmed the influence of one literary giant on another. “‘Look at that picture,’” Mailer remarks, perhaps contemplating the years of acclaim, honors, defeats, and downright scandal separating that shot from the man now standing with his family. “‘God, how thin I was. Isn’t it strange. I’ve grown into Hemingway’s body. I think he was 60 in that photograph, too. How strange, how damn strange’” (38).

I would like to thank Christine Auger and Margarita Abramova for their excellent work in assisting in the research of this essay.




Notes


1. See pp. 17–18 of this number of The Mailer Review ↩
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Hooking Off the Jab: Norman Mailer, Ernest Hemingway and Boxing


Bill Lowenburg
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Norman Mailer once published a boxing piece entitled “The Best Move Lies Very Close to the Worst.” In it, he explained how some strategies in boxing, like some in chess, simultaneously offer the greatest rewards as well as the greatest risks. Given Mailer’s penchant for mixing it up both in and out of the ring, in physical as well as literary scraps, hooking off the jab seems an apt point of departure for a brief commentary on his best-known written pieces on the sport. Boxing also played a central role in Ernest Hemingway’s persona. He, too, wrote about it, socialized with boxers and—to a much greater degree than Mailer—fancied himself as an accomplished fighter. Part II of this essay provides commentary on Hemingway as a boxer. The final section offers a fantasy ring match between the two would-be heavyweight literary champions, based on a passage from Mailer’s book, The Fight. Two recent essays, which further explore the topic of boxing as it relates to Mailer’s career, were published in the Fall 2008 Memorial Issue of The Mailer Review: “He Was a Fighter,” by Barry Leeds, and “Fighters and Writers,” by John Rodwan.


I. Mailer on Boxing

The expression “hooking off the jab” refers to an advanced-but-risky technique in boxing which, when properly executed, can be an effective offensive weapon. The boxer first throws a left jab, followed immediately by a left hook. Because the hook approaches the opponent’s head from an angle, rather than straight-on like a jab, there is the chance the hook will be outside of his field of vision, especially if the jab lands solidly, distracting the recipient with its sting. The hook is a power punch—according to some trainers the most dangerous punch in boxing—because along with not being easy to see, if properly thrown it conveys a considerable amount of the thrower’s weight, distilled into the diameter of his fist. All of this takes place in much less time than it has taken to describe. The caveat for hooking off the jab is, if not executed properly, the fighter throwing it leaves himself open to a right-hand counter. My trainer, the venerable Earnee Butler, would demonstrate the consequence by gently planting his fist into the opposite palm, as if catching a softball. Butler, who taught Larry Holmes how to box, would then point to the canvas and declare, “End of fight.”

Mailer’s unprecedented writing on boxing took similar risks in that he wove oblique story angles and quirky digressions into his delivery. While he did not risk being knocked out by a right-hand counterpunch, as a writer he risked its literary equivalent: the reader who snaps the book closed and never returns. Mailer’s unorthodox approach to writing about boxing works much more often than not. Unlike the after-effects of a ring knockout that often leave the victim with no memory of what has happened, Mailer’s accounts provide readers long-lasting visual, sensory, and emotional images.

From the early 1960s on, following the publication of his seminal essay, “Ten Thousand Words A Minute,” boxing emerged and endured as a central facet of Mailer’s persona. Even though his writing about boxing comprised only a fraction of Mailer’s immense body of work, when he died in November 2007, many of the headlines from across the United States and around the world referenced boxing. “Norman Mailer was a True Heavyweight,” declared Bill Gallo in the New York Daily News. “Two-fisted Mailer Finally Counted Out,” announced the Irish Times. “Stormin’ Norman Loses Last Fight,” stated the London Sunday Mail.

Mailer was introduced to boxing in the early 1950s by Al Morales, the father of his second wife, Adele. Morales had been a professional lightweight in his younger years and he often sparred with his son-in-law, teaching him the fundamentals of the sport. Later in life, Morales, who worked in the printing department at the New York Daily News, became a friend of News boxing writer and cartoonist Bill Gallo. He reported to Gallo that Mailer “was a pretty willing scrapper,” who “no matter how many jabs he took on the snoot, keeps coming” (Gallo). This description is confirmed by Sal Cetrano, a friend of Mailer’s who often boxed with him in the 1970s in the Gramercy Gym in New York City. Cetrano described Norman as a game-but-not-gifted boxer who did not shy away from receiving a punch in order to deliver one.

By the late 1950s, Mailer had attended a number of prize fights in New York City and had done considerable reading on the history of the sport and the lives of its champions. One of his sources was Englishman Pierce Egan’s Boxiana. Published in five volumes between 1813 and 1828, the massive work included biographical sketches of fighters, round-by-round descriptions of key fights, and ringside observations about the spectators. Similar observations subsequently appear in Mailer’s writing about boxing. His study of the sport during the 1950s nourished Mailer’s growing interest in existential philosophy and his exploration of the place of violence in modern life. Along with his new knowledge, his social circle expanded beyond literary friends to include people in and around boxing. This led to some of Mailer’s most important writing (Dearborn 124).

Mailer’s essay, “Ten Thousand Words A Minute,” describes the first Liston-Patterson heavyweight championship match held in Chicago in 1961, as well as the death of welterweight champion Benny Paret following a savage beating by Emile Griffith. A brief excerpt from that account provides an example of the way Mailer combined visual and auditory details with his interpretive comments to build a scene which will endure in the mind of the reader:


And Paret? Paret died on his feet. As he took those eighteen punches something happened to everyone who was in psychic range of the event. Some part of his death reached out to us. One felt it hover in the air. He was still standing in the ropes, trapped as he had been before, he gave some little half-smile of regret, as if he were saying, ‘I didn’t know I was going to die just yet,’ and then, his head leaning back but still erect, his death came to breathe about him. He began to pass away. As he passed, so his limbs descended beneath him, and he sank slowly to the floor. He went down more slowly than any fighter had ever gone down, he went down like a large ship which turns on end and slides second by second into its grave. As he went down, the sound of Griffith’s punches echoed in the mind like a heavy ax in the distance chopping into a wet log. (466)



“Ten Thousand Words A Minute,” also includes Mailer’s personal impressions, misadventures, and fantasies. A landmark essay, it not only demonstrates Mailer’s chops as a boxing writer, it provides the stylistic template for his later, longer boxing pieces. Of these, the two best known are King of the Hill, which describes the first Ali-Frazier fight, held at Madison Square Garden in 1971, and The Fight, a book-length account of the epic Ali-Foreman “Rumble in the Jungle,” held in Kinshasa, Zaire in 1974. While the two later and longer pieces are better-known, if they had never been published, “Ten Thousand Words A Minute,” stands on its own as a classic boxing essay and an indicator of Mailer’s emerging, highly-personal, idiosyncratic style of reportage. This approach served as a model for many of the New Journalists of the Sixties and beyond. What may be most remarkable about the piece is that it was written in four weeks in late 1962, only twenty-two months after Mailer had stabbed Adele, spent seventeen days in Bellevue Hospital’s psychiatric ward, and was thought by close friends to be “in worse shape than he had been in before the stabbing” (Dearborn 188). The illogical associations Mailer suggests in “Ten Thousand Words A Minute” come across with a manic clarity suggesting the essay could only have been written by someone careening in and out of control. Mailer’s behavior of that period seems to confirm that was the case. Even more remarkable than this single achievement is that he recovered from the condition and went on in the succeeding four-plus decades to produce a huge body of work.

Following the motifs established in “Ten Thousand Words A Minute,” in both King of the Hill and The Fight, Mailer takes the side of Muhammad Ali, around whom he spins a socio-political-mystical web combining factual reportage and fantasy. Numerous passages echo scenes in “Ten Thousand Words A Minute”: Mailer claims at times to believe his own actions may somehow mystically influence the outcome of the fight.

In one of The Fight’s most memorable scenes, Mailer describes himself scaling around a partition dividing the balcony of his seventh floor hotel room from the adjacent balcony. It is the middle of the night, he is drunk—he takes the risk to show symbolic support for underdog Muhammad Ali (The Fight 124). The succinctly and dramatically described incident will make the reader’s palms sweat when Norman—as he refers to himself in the text—relates how both sides of the partition had to be squeezed to avoid tumbling backward and down. As exciting as the account is, however, the stunt was not witnessed by anyone, nor is the report supported by internal evidence in the text. An objective reader may fairly ask whether the description could have been fictional. The point is largely moot, as this and similar anecdotes in all three of Mailer’s major boxing pieces make for compelling reading and demonstrate fine examples of his stylistic technique.

While Mailer’s pure boxing writing—his description of events in the ring and his analysis of fighters’ strategy—has received universal accolades, it is not without an occasional shortcoming. At times it reveals the lack of a comprehensive understanding of strategy and technique which a veteran fighter or trainer would possess. In spite of the claim by Mailer’s close friend and former light heavyweight champion Jose Torres that Mailer “could even be a champion of the Golden Gloves” (Mills 381), by Mailer’s own admission, his personal skill level in the ring and the abilities of his sparring partners in the Gramercy Gym were limited to the fundamentals. Of his workouts there he wrote, “Some of us ventured into combinations, but never too far” (Mailer, “The Best Move” 61). Mailer’s incomplete “body knowledge” may have placed limitations on his ability to interpret what he saw taking place in the ring when observing a match.

An example of Mailer’s limited experience as a boxer is reflected in his account in The Fight of the intense first round of the Ali-Foreman battle in Zaire. While illuminating, it is also reductive. In the chapter entitled “Right Hand Leads,” Mailer attributes Ali’s advantage in the opening round to his effective use of right hand lead punches. While the unorthodox strategy was a key element of Ali’s success, a careful analysis of the round shows—and Mailer never notes—that Ali was able to land the punches which caught Foreman by surprise due to subtle lateral movement. By gliding around the perimeter of the ring and then reversing direction, Ali induced Foreman to “open up” his stance, leaving himself vulnerable to Ali’s right. Equally important, Foreman had been expecting Ali to rely on his trademark left jab, the greatest in the history of the sport.

Boxing as a creative endeavor shares something with other art forms such as writing, photography, and music, in that sometimes what is not shown directly but, rather, subtly implied, can be more effective than stating the obvious. Ali hinted and his reputation almost guaranteed that he would come out jabbing. Foreman could not afford to ignore the jab and Ali capitalized on Foreman’s anticipation by occasionally leading with his right hand. The surprise strategy earned Ali the early psychological and tactical advantage, eventually resulting in an eighth-round knockout of the seemingly-invincible Foreman.

To Mailer’s credit, according to archivist and biographer J. Michael Lennon, there is no evidence Mailer used anything other than his ringside observations and notes to write his boxing accounts. He apparently did not have the luxury of reviewing film or tape of the matches. Given the methods Mailer used to write his boxing pieces, his descriptions of the Ali-Foreman fight and others are remarkable works of reportage and analysis. The minor deficiency noted in Mailer’s analysis above, relating to Ali’s lateral movement, becomes evident only upon repeated viewings of the first round in Zaire. On the whole, the comment in the British newspaper, The Guardian, is true: “probably no one has written better about boxing than Mailer has.”



II. Hemingway as Boxer

Whether Ernest Hemingway was, as he might have put it, “any good” as a boxer depends in large part upon the personal relationship the source had with Hemingway. To some, he was the uncrowned heavyweight champion. To others, he was a fake. It is impossible, of course, to make an objective assessment without motion picture evidence and, apparently, none exists. The brief accounts that follow are not all-inclusive but are offered to show the range of opinion that will come to the attention of anyone seeking a definitive answer on the subject.

Eyewitness accounts of Hemingway boxing vary greatly and many are provided by observers who had little or no boxing experience either as spectators or participants. Many storytellers clearly had reasons to compliment Hemingway. Max Perkins, editor to both Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald, once told Morely Callaghan—a central figure in the Hemingway boxing myth—that Hemingway had knocked out the middleweight champion of France with one punch. He had not. This was prior to Callaghan lacing on the gloves in the summer of 1929 and stepping into the ring with Hemingway at the American Club in Paris. As soon as Callaghan did, he realized Hemingway was not a real boxer. Fitzgerald, too, figures prominently in the Callaghan story, which will be related shortly (Callaghan 124).

Another anecdote from that period, by painter and writer Wyndam Lewis, is typical of the uninformed accounts. Like Hemingway, Lewis was an ambitious young writer and a member of the expatriate social circle living in Paris in the 1920s. Other members of the group included Joan Miró, James Joyce, and Gertrude Stein. Lewis became a significant enough figure in Hemingway’s life to be mentioned in A Moveable Feast, Hemingway’s memoir of the Paris years written in the late 1950s. In his own writing, Lewis describes what he witnessed one day while visiting the studio of another expatriate, his friend, poet Ezra Pound.


A splendidly built young man, stript to the waist, and with a torso of dazzling white, was standing not far from me. He was tall, handsome and serene, and was repelling with his boxing gloves—I thought without undue exertion—a hectic assault of Ezra’s. After a final swing at the dazzling solar plexus (parried effortlessly by the trousered statue) Pound fell back upon the settee. The young man was Hemingway. (“Hemingway in Paris”)



From this glowing, almost awe-stricken account, we see that Hemingway apparently made short work of Pound. However, Ezra Pound has never been on any boxing writer’s list of “Authors Who Could Have Been a Contender.” A more accurate title for the list might be “Writers Who Wanted Others to Believe They Could Have Been a Contender.” Hemingway and Mailer both belong at the top of this list and their quest to wear the championship belt there deserves additional inquiry beyond this essay.

Mailer was by far the more modest of the two writers in terms of promoting his own boxing talent. “Never made a cent from it,” he once replied to an overenthusiastic interviewer who tried to puff up his boxing achievements (Mailer, “Living a Literary Life”). Mailer may have also done more actual boxing than Hemingway, though never in any sanctioned amateur or professional venue. Mailer’s son, Michael, did compete in several Golden Gloves tournaments and other amateur boxing competitions.

The idea of any writer on the level of Hemingway or Mailer having what it takes to excel in the professional boxing ring is as absurd as the idea of any heavyweight champion winning the Pulitzer Prize or the Nobel Prize for Literature. Gene Tunney and Muhammad Ali are two champions who immediately come to mind as “thinking man’s fighters.” Both studied the style of their opponents and adjusted their strategy accordingly—especially Ali—most brilliantly in his against-the-odds triumph over George Foreman in Zaire. While Ali and Tunney displayed remarkable intelligence in the ring, Ali’s literary output was limited to his sometimes-clever but otherwise childlike poetry. Tunney is given credit for authoring three books: Boxing and Training, A Man Must Fight, and Arms for Living; however it is unknown whether they were ghostwritten, as is the case with many books by athletes (Belfiore).

Tunney, who was the heavyweight champion from 1926 to 1928, actually did box—briefly—with Hemingway. According to Tunney’s son, some years after retirement the former heavyweight champion visited the author at his estate in Cuba, where Hemingway cajoled him into sparring, bare-fisted, in the living room. Through a combination of clumsiness and ineptitude—and, perhaps, alcohol, Hemingway struck Tunney with a low blow, and it hurt. Tunney answered with a punch that would have knocked out and possibly killed Hemingway had Tunney not stopped it just short of the author’s face. “Don’t you ever do that again,” the champion warned, peering down the length of his arm into Hemingway’s eyes. The two remained friends, but in later years when Tunney returned to the finca, Hemingway never again asked him to spar (Plimpton 65).

Tunney’s most famous nemesis, Jack Dempsey, wisely avoided putting on the gloves with Hemingway—much to Hemingway’s benefit. During the Roaring Twenties, for publicity purposes, celebrities such as Douglas Fairbanks and Al Jolson often sparred a friendly round or two with the heavyweight champion. The affairs usually ended in smiles—but not always. Fairbanks apparently adhered to the social contract in his encounter with the champ. Jolson, though, made the mistake of throwing a hard punch at Dempsey and for his foolishness was knocked cold as the champion’s trained reflexes automatically responded with a short-but-effective counterpunch. Afterward, Dempsey was extremely embarrassed and apologetic. The incident made him reconsider boxing with amateurs. It may, in fact, have prevented Hemingway from sustaining a serious injury. In Roger Kahn’s biography, A Flame of Pure Fire, Dempsey recalls,


“There were a lot of Americans in Paris and I sparred with a couple, just to be obliging,” Dempsey said. “But there was one fellow I wouldn’t mix it with. That was Ernest Hemingway. He was about twenty-five or so and in good shape, and I was getting so I could read people, or anyway men, pretty well. I had this sense that Hemingway, who really thought he could box, would come out of the corner like a madman. To stop him, I would have to hurt him badly. I didn’t want to do that to Hemingway. That’s why I never sparred with him.” (qtd. in Gertz)



The most widely-told account of Hemingway in the boxing ring revolves around his June 1929 Paris sparring match with his friend, fellow writer Morely Callaghan, as F. Scott Fitzgerald served as timekeeper. Several versions of the story exist. The main details are consistent in both Carlos Baker’s biography of Hemingway and Morely Callaghan’s memoir, That Summer in Paris, from which the following summary has been written.

Hemingway and Fitzgerald picked up Callaghan at his apartment on the way to the American Club, where Hemingway and Callaghan had sparred several times previously. According to Callaghan, the afternoon began in a relaxed attitude: before departing, Hemingway lounged for a time at the apartment, reading a copy of the New York Times Book Review he spotted on a table. Friction between Hemingway and Fitzgerald over the negative influence Zelda Fitzgerald was having on Scott had been a source of conflict between the two men for some time, but on this day Callaghan describes them as very chummy (Callaghan 211).

Once at the club, Callaghan claims standard three-minute rounds were agreed upon, along with a one minute rest period between rounds. Fitzgerald was given the watch and the first round passed uneventfully, save for Callaghan scoring easily on his bigger-but-slower opponent. Callaghan, four inches shorter and forty pounds lighter, had trained for a year with good collegiate boxers, and was able to hit Hemingway almost at will (Callaghan 212).

The second round continued much as the first, with Callaghan landing consistently, drawing a little blood from Hemingway’s nose and mouth. According to Callaghan, because the two had sparred numerous times, what was happening was of no surprise or consequence to either of them. During the second round, however, according to Callaghan and Baker, Hemingway—possibly embarrassed at his poor showing in front of Fitzgerald—made a careless lunge forward without protecting himself. Callaghan dropped him onto his back with a shot to the jaw (Callaghan 213). As Hemingway picked himself up from the canvas, Fitzgerald is reported to have cried, “Oh my God, I let the round go four minutes!” Hemingway responded, “All right Scott. If you want to see me getting the shit knocked out of me, just say so. Only don’t say you made a mistake” (Callaghan 214).

It was only then that Callaghan realized the degree of tension that had been building between the other two writers. Fitzgerald immediately believed Hemingway thought he had let the round go on deliberately. In reality, as happens to many people who observe boxing up close for the first time, Fitzgerald may simply have been mesmerized by the action and forgot to keep time. Hemingway then left the ring to wash the blood off his face and by the time he returned appeared to have regained his composure (Callaghan 214).

Callaghan’s version of subsequent events involves one more round of boxing, followed by Hemingway administering a good-natured boxing lesson to a bystander. Afterward, the men all adjourned to the Falstaff for drinks. Callaghan remembers the three of them discussing his novel-in-progress in a very professional and friendly way. Hemingway seemed in good spirits, but as a result of this incident his friendship with Callaghan essentially ended (Callaghan 219).

Hemingway’s version of the afternoon differs. In his letter to Maxwell Perkins of August 28, a little more than a month after the match, he writes that he had drunk “several bottles of white Burgundy” at lunch and also “had a couple of whiskeys en route” to the sparring session. Rounds were set at one minute, with two minutes rest, “on account of my condition.” He admits to Perkins that Callaghan “cut my mouth and mushed up my face in general.” He credits Callaghan with being a good boxer, who, luckily, “can’t hit hard—if he could he would have killed me” (Hemingway, Selected Letters 302). While never admitting to being knocked to the canvas, Hemingway does concede, “I slipped and went down once.” He later notes that in the last five rounds he had sweated the alcohol out of his system and came back to out-point or at least hold his own “with someone who had been beating me all over the place” (303).

Complicating matters and contributing to Fitzgerald’s upset, Paris journalist Pierre Loving had secretly sent an embellished account of the incident to the Denver Post. The Post story was subsequently reported by Isabel Patterson in the November 24 edition of the New York Herald Tribune. In this version, following an argument at the Café Dome, “Callaghan knocked Hemingway out cold” (Meyers 163). Callaghan saw the story and immediately wrote to Patterson, receiving assurance a correction would be printed. Then, just prior to the publication of his letter, Callaghan received a cable—sent collect—which read: “HAVE SEEN STORY IN HERALD TRIBUNE. ERNEST AND I AWAIT YOUR CORRECTION. SCOTT FITZGERALD” (Callaghan 243).

Hemingway initially attributed the story to Callaghan and was infuriated. He pressured Fitzgerald into sending the cable. Hemingway later found out that Loving and not Callaghan was the source. He cabled Loving, “Understand you saw Morley Callaghan knock me cold answer Guaranty Trust Paris.” He received no answer (318).

The incident continued to trouble Fitzgerald. Hemingway wrote to him about it at length in December of 1929, assuring Fitzgerald he had no ill feelings. Hemingway repeatedly expressed his belief in Fitzgerald as a man and writer and in their friendship, writing, “I know you are the soul of honor. I mean that” (312). Referring to the long round of the previous summer, Hemingway writes,


Besides if you had let the round go on deliberately—which I know you did not—I would have not been sore. I knew when it had gone by the time agreed. It is something that is done habitually at amateur bouts often. When two boys are really socking each other around the time keeper gives them an extra ten, fifteen or thirty seconds—sometimes even a minute to see how things come out. You seemed so upset that I thought you had done this and regretted it. But the minute you said you had not I believed you implicitly . . . You as I say are a man of the greatest honor. (313)



Callaghan, while exonerated as the originator of the false story, fell forever out of Hemingway’s circle of friends. According to Callaghan, in February of 1930, Hemingway wrote him a friendly letter stating he felt quite certain that wearing small gloves, he could knock Callaghan out in about five two-minute rounds. “This belief of his however,” Callaghan relates, “wasn’t to be taken as the unfriendly gesture of a man who was still sore.” Hemingway qualified the remark as saying he knew he would have to absorb a lot of punishment. However, he did want Callaghan to agree that he could knock him out. Callaghan wrote back a “good-humored” letter stating that while he had no objections to Hemingway thinking he could knock him out, since he had never been knocked out it was hard for him to imagine. He never heard from Hemingway again (Callaghan 251).

In subsequent letters to others, Hemingway makes several derisive references to Callaghan. In 1930, while recovering from a broken arm in Billings Montana, Hemingway writes to Archibald MacLeish that the surgeon used kangaroo tendons to tie the bone together—“which ought to help me land awfully hard on the jaw of Morely Callaghan some day” (Hemingway, Selected Letters 329). In 1936, writing to poet and critic Ivan Kashkin, Hemingway remarks that his story “Up in Michigan” had been “re-written by Morely Callaghan many times in saleable terms” (430).

Writing to Fitzgerald’s biographer Arthur Mizener in 1951, Hemingway recounts the match that took place twenty-two years earlier. He describes the first round as going thirteen minutes, an obvious spoof, and recalls at the end of the round saying to Scott, “You son of a bitch . . . Did you like what you let happen to your best friend for eight full minutes when all you had to do was be honest and call time?” He goes on to repeat that he is pretty sure he could have knocked Callaghan out. “But I did not want to knock him out,” he writes. “He boxed well. He was a promiseing [sic] writer; and I liked him” (Hemingway, Selected Letters 716–17). Regardless of the exact details of the June afternoon in Paris in 1929, those few minutes made an indelible mark on the lives of all three writers.

Many other stories of Hemingway as boxer have emerged over the years: his backyard matches with all comers in Key West; his standing offer of $250 to any man on the island of Bimini who could last four rounds in the ring with him; his claim to novelist and critic Josephine Herbst, among others, that “My writing is nothing. My boxing is everything” (Callaghan 122). Such stories—whether true or not—achieved an effect when repeated over the years to fellow writers and people in publishing who knew nothing about boxing.

In 1949, Malcolm Cowley, whom Hemingway had deemed “the best critic working in America” (Baker 464), opened a feature on Hemingway in Life with the following sentence: “Having ‘liberated’ Paris, set records in boxing, hunting, fishing, and matrimony, and written the most influential novels of his time, Ernest Hemingway is finishing a new book and trying to be everybody’s father.” It is a glorious, eye-catching opening sentence—as long as the reader does not stop too long to think critically about it. At least Cowley was gracious enough when referring to Paris to place “liberated” within quotation marks. As for boxing, the reader might legitimately ask exactly to which “records” Cowley refers. Not only did Hemingway never set any boxing records, like Norman Mailer, he never fought in a sanctioned amateur or professional bout. In other words, Hemingway never had a real fight with a real fighter.

In addition to associating with many fighters, Hemingway also had a close relationship with a veteran boxing trainer, George Brown. Based in New York, Brown was a respected figure in boxing circles. He also reluctantly advised author George Plimpton in his 1959 tongue-in-cheek challenge of light-heavyweight champion Archie Moore. Plimpton was a friend to both Hemingway and Mailer, but unlike them he harbored no illusions about his fistic talents. Brown, who often sparred with Hemingway, told Plimpton that Papa was a dirty fighter and that Plimpton should not “even fool with him.” In his 1977 book, Shadow Box, Plimpton provides an entertaining account of how he talked his way out of just such an encounter at Hemingway’s house in Cuba. He also tells of the night Hemingway and Mailer almost met, but did not (Plimpton 74–75).

Hemingway visited Brown’s gym to box whenever he passed through New York City during the 1940s and 1950s. A.E. Hotchner, in his memoir Papa Hemingway, provides the following anecdote, told in Hemingway’s own words:


“Any time I was in New York I used to work out at George Brown’s Gym,” he recalled. “I was working out there one time with George when The New Yorker asked if they could send over St. Clair McKelway to do a ‘Talk of the Town’ on Hemingway the Boxer. Well, George and I talked it over and decided McKelway ought to have some good authentic color for his piece. At the entrance to George’s place there was a big photo blowup of an Abe Atell fight, two faces like raw liver, so bloody you couldn’t see the features; when McKelway shows up I say, ‘See those guys, Mr. McKelway? They weren’t really trying.’ Then George and I start to work out in the ring. George kept calling out, ‘Maurice!’ (The ring boy was named Morris.) ‘Maurice! Mr. Hemingway wants to toughen his feet.’ (I didn’t own boxing shoes, so boxed in my stocking feet.) ‘Bring down some pebbles from the roof.’ Morris got some pebbles and sprinkled them around the ring. McKelway took notes. We boxed a little; then George yelled, ‘Maurice! Strew some broken glass.’ McKelway is writing a mile a minute. ‘Mr. Brown’ Morris says, ‘we aint’ got no broken glass.’ ‘Then break some,’ George says. Finally we belted each other a few times for show. McKelway was very impressed. Don’t know if The New Yorker ever published the piece.” (Hotchner 92)



The author and the trainer became close friends. While visiting Hemingway at his home in Cuba, in September of 1955, Brown served as one of three witnesses when Hemingway hand wrote and signed his last will and testament. Brown had been brought in to work with Hemingway in an attempt to help deliver him through one of his increasingly frequent periods of depression. Brown was one of the few men to whom Hemingway would entrust his care (Baker 531).

At some time in the 1950s or early 1960s, Hemingway inscribed a 1935 first edition of Boxing in Art and Literature to Brown, writing “For George from his pal Ernie.” The anthology includes Hemingway’s most famous boxing story, “Fifty Grand.” Currently the book is for sale by rare book dealer Charles Agvent of Mertztown, Pennsylvania, for $20,000 (Agvent).

Brown’s attention and unwavering loyalty earned him the role of confidant and caretaker in the final years of Hemingway’s life. In 1961, when Hemingway was released from his second stay at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester Minnesota, Mary Hemingway summoned George in New York City. Hemingway had received a series of electroconvulsive treatments for his depression and delusions and his doctors believed he was improving. Just prior to discharge, Hemingway wrote an encouraging, articulate, and tender note to his doctor’s nine-year-old son, who was hospitalized with a heart condition. The writing seems to originate from a clear and caring mind, as evidenced from the opening line: “Dear Fritz, I was terribly sorry to hear this morning in a note from your father that you were laid up in Denver for a few days more and speed off this note to tell you how much I hope you’ll be feeling better” (Baker 562).

Mary Hemingway knew otherwise. She had witnessed her husband’s manipulative behavior many times and knew that Ernest was nowhere near recovery. He was, in fact, in grave danger. She telephoned Brown in New York City and he immediately flew to Rochester to drive Ernest and Mary back to Ketchum, Idaho. Throughout the five-day, 1700-mile drive, Hemingway suffered from paranoid delusions. He believed the state police were going to arrest him for having alcohol in the car. He was frightened as to where they would spend each night. During what must have been a very tense journey, Brown was instrumental in helping to calm Hemingway’s fears. Finally, they arrived home in Ketchum. It was a Friday. That Sunday morning, arising at dawn, before everyone else in the house, Hemingway shot himself in the front hallway. Brown served as a pallbearer at the funeral (Baker 563).

What did Mailer, who both admired Hemingway and sought to challenge him as the figurative “Heavyweight Champion of Literature,” think of Hemingway as a boxer? In “Boxing with Hemingway,” an essay also published under the title “Punching Papa,” Mailer reveals his impressions. The opening of the essay leaves no doubt that Mailer immediately understood Hemingway was a boxing poseur. He recounts the naïve Fitzgerald telling Morely Callaghan prior to the big fall-out that “while Hemingway was probably not good enough to be heavyweight champion, he was undoubtedly as good as Young Stribling, the light-heavyweight champion. ‘Look Scott,’ said Callaghan, ‘Ernest is an amateur. I’m an amateur. All this talk is ridiculous’” (Mailer, “Boxing” 3).

Mailer’s commentary on the Callaghan story then takes an interesting turn. Rather than disparaging Hemingway’s bravado and self-mythologizing, Mailer delivers an insight revealing an empathetic and plausible explanation for Hemingway’s behavior. “It is not likely that Hemingway was a brave man,” Mailer writes, “who sought danger for the sake of the sensations it provided him. What is more likely the truth of his long odyssey is that he struggled with his cowardice and against a secret lust to suicide all his life, that his inner life was a nightmare, and he spent his nights wrestling with the gods.” At this point, the reader might think Mailer is poised to deliver the knockout punch. Instead, he concisely articulates the foundation for his immense respect for Hemingway by writing, “There are two kinds of brave men: those who are brave by the grace of nature, and those who are brave by an act of will. It is the merit of Callaghan’s long anecdote that the second condition is suggested to be Hemingway’s own” (Mailer, “Boxing” 4).



III. The Fight Revisited

For literati interested in Mailer’s personal boxing prowess and endeavors, an obvious question would be how would Norman have fared in the ring against his chief role model Ernie Hemingway? Let us, in the spirit of Mailer’s mind, allow our imaginations to take over, making sure, as Mark Twain once warned, to not let the facts stand in the way of a good story.

The Mailer-Hemingway match would be held at the old smoke-filled Madison Square Garden. On the morning of the weigh-in, the principles and their entourages arrive in full force, some swaggering, some staggering from the previous night’s final training session—Mailer’s at Sugar Ray Robinson’s bar in Harlem and Hemingway’s at Jack Dempsey’s watering hole in Manhattan. During the traditional stare-down before stepping onto the scale, Hemingway condescendingly growls, “Keep your chin down Sonny Boy. Try not to lead with it like you usually do.” Mailer, undaunted, stares up at his six-inch taller rival and responds, “Not only can you not hook off the jab; you can’t even hook off a participle.” In keeping with tradition, both fighters have to be briefly restrained by their seconds, and cooler heads soon prevail.

Like Ali in Zaire, Mailer has been tagged a three-to-one underdog by odds makers. An ugly rumor has been circulating, its source attributed to the Hemingway camp, that Mailer, behind on his alimony payments, has, like the protagonist in Hemingway’s classic boxing story Fifty Grand, bet fifty thousand dollars on himself—to lose.

On the night of the fight, in Hemingway’s corner we find Stanley Ketchel, the former world champion Ernie admired, chief second A.E. Hotchner, with Maxwell Perkins serving as cut man. In Mailer’s corner, as expected, we find trainer and strategist, the former light heavyweight champion Jose Torres. Also there, holding the spit bucket and sponge, in tuxedos with towels slung around their necks, providing what might best be described as moral imperative and motivation, are George Plimpton, William F. Buckley, Jr., and Gore Vidal. Zack Clayton, who refereed the Ali-Foreman match Mailer wrote about in The Fight, is the third man in the ring.

The following account borrows heavily from Mailer’s description of the Ali-Foreman fight, in which the specter of Hemingway loomed large: one morning at three a.m., after doing roadwork with Ali along the banks of the Zaire River, Mailer fantasized about being eaten by the descendents of what he called “Hemingway’s lions.” What better way to resolve the literary grudge match than to transpose the writers into the principals of Mailer’s account of the first round of the “Rumble in the Jungle”?

The bell! Through a long unheard sigh of collective release, Mailer charged across the ring. He looked as big and determined as Hemingway, so he held himself, as if he possessed the true threat. They collided without meeting, their bodies still five feet apart. Each veered backward like similar magnetic poles repelling one another forcibly. Then Mailer came forward again, Hemingway came forward, they circled, they feinted, they moved in an electric ring, and Mailer threw the first punch, a tentative left. It came up short. Then he drove a lightning-strong right straight as a pole into the stunned center of Hemingway’s head, the unmistakable thwomp of a high-powered punch. A cry went up. Whatever else happened, Papa had been hit. No opponent had cracked Ernie this hard in years and no sparring partner had dared to (Mailer, The Fight 177–78).

The course of subsequent rounds and the outcome of the match are left to the imagination of the reader. Hopefully the action will be resumed this evening in a local bar, with friends over drinks, ending in a late-night split decision or, possibly, a draw.
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Norman Mailer’s The Fight: Hemingway, Bullfighting, and the Lovely Metaphysics of Boxing


Mark Cirino



Although Norman Mailer’s The Fight is ostensibly reportage about the Muhammad Ali-George Foreman championship heavyweight boxing match in Zaire on 30 October 1974, we learn more about Mailer and his aesthetic and artistic values than we do about either fighter. We also learn far more than Mailer’s thoughts on boxing; we glean a broader metaphysical and philosophic notion of action and danger, and the writer’s own role in recording it in prose. One of Mailer’s methods for capturing his Zaire experience is to employ Ernest Hemingway as a ghostly father figure, a doppelgänger, both an inspiration and a nagging reminder of his own inadequacies. Hemingway, whose suicide was thirteen years before the fight, is still active in Mailer’s text, who was enjoying a consciously Hemingwayesque project in Africa.

In Chuck Klosterman’s recent assessment of Norman Mailer as a boxing writer, he writes that “there is nothing metaphysical about getting punched in the face” (56). This assertion suggests that Klosterman either has never been punched in the face, or was concentrating on the wrong sensation when he was. Mailer and Hemingway represent the boxing ring and the bullfighting arena as possessing such metaphysical possibilities that they invite us to appreciate each of their values in human behavior and the qualities they demand their artists to possess. In The Fight, Mailer’s conspicuous comparisons of boxing to bullfighting, Hemingway, and to art further invite comparison to Hemingway’s earlier texts. In all instances, we see Mailer and Hemingway with their incisive, intellectual evocations of men of thought (that is, Ali, and any quintessential Hemingway Hero, such as Robert Jordan in For Whom the Bell Tolls or his short story alter ego Nick Adams) in moments of peak activity. So, if Klosterman limits the transcendence of boxing simply to “primordial reality” and the “base qualities of being alive” (56), he sharply diverges from Mailer and Hemingway, who find in the maelstrom of a boxing match or the murderous possibilities of a bullring, life’s truest, most elevated and aesthetic moments. “Every wound,” Mailer observes in The Fight, “has its own revelation” (214), both promising the importance of chronicling the defeated and the damaged, and signaling his own fascination and debt to the warriors and athletes and even artists of the Hemingway canon. While Mailer may be overly epigrammatic, this aphorism accurately synopsizes the “wound theory” of criticism that defined (and later encumbered) Hemingway Studies for decades.

To Hemingway, boxing might have been important for more complex reasons than many readers ever understood. A celebrated example of this tension offers a useful illustration. The sordid history behind F. Scott Fitzgerald’s revisions to Hemingway’s short story “Fifty Grand” is relevant not as a salacious biographical anecdote or to provide retrospective textual minutiae. Instead, this conflict’s enduring controversy is itself the issue, one that reveals a major facet of Hemingway’s approach to character, and the larger importance of boxing to Hemingway and writers that would follow, primarily Mailer.

“Fifty Grand,” included in Hemingway’s second volume of short stories, Men Without Women (1927), was inspired by the anecdote with which the typescript draft begins:


Up at the gym over the Garden one time somebody says to Jack, “Say Jack how did you happen to beat Leonard anyway?” And Jack says, “Well, you see Benny’s an awful smart boxer. All the time he’s in there he’s thinking and all the time he’s thinking I was hitting him.” (qtd. in Beegel 15)



Lillian Ross reports Hemingway re-telling the story in 1950, about a quarter-century later: “‘One time I asked Jack, speaking of a fight with Benny Leonard,’ “How did you handle Benny so easy, Jack?” “Ernie,” he said, “Benny is an awfully smart boxer. All the time he’s boxing, he’s thinking. All the time he was thinking, I was hitting him.” Hemingway gave a hoarse laugh, as though he had heard the story for the first time . . . He laughed again. ‘All the time he was thinking, I was hitting him’” (64). Ross implies surprise that this stale anecdote is so alive for Hemingway, standing in for the readers who may not have appreciated its importance. In his obnoxious essay “The Art of the Short Story,” written in 1959 and unpublished in his lifetime, Hemingway recollects of “Fifty Grand”: “This story originally started like this: “‘How did you handle Benny so easy, Jack?’ Soldier asked him. ‘Benny’s an awful smart boxer,’ Jack said. ‘All the time he’s in there, he’s thinking. All the time he’s thinking, I was hitting him’” (88–89). These examples demonstrate that his acquiescence to Fitzgerald’s editorial judgment in 1927 haunted him for three-and-a-half decades, literally until his death.1

Fitzgerald’s objection to Hemingway opening the short story with the boxing anecdote was similar to his misgivings about the original beginning of The Sun Also Rises, what he perceived to be Hemingway’s “tendency to envelope or . . . to embalm in mere wordiness an anecdote or joke” (142, emphasis in original). As Susan Beegel notes in her discussion of Hemingway’s impulse to include the anecdote, “Thinking takes time, and boxing is a sport in which speed is of the essence” (15). Beegel’s point must be extended: life, at times, is a sport in which speed is of the essence, particularly if it is to be lived to its fullest. As we see in Mailer—think of The Naked and the Dead and certainly The Fight—Hemingway placed all of his characters in situations in which a quick, strategic, pragmatic response is more appropriate than contemplation and conceptualization, despite the characters’ natural inclinations to indulge their memories, imaginative speculation, and ruminations. Muhammad Ali, after all, is no mindless slugger; he is portrayed as a genius, a scientist, an artist, or a “brain fighter,” in the champ’s own words. More than a boxer, Mailer considers Ali “the first psychologist of the body” (King of the Hill 23), suggesting that his power is in his mind, as opposed to the brute force, the rage, and the animalistic approach of Foreman and Joe Frazier.

But why did Hemingway’s remorse over deferring to Fitzgerald’s suggestions for “Fifty Grand” fester for the rest of his life? After all, what does one paragraph matter? In “The Art of the Short Story,” Hemingway recounts his version of the circumstances behind the editorial change, and his regret over excising “that lovely revelation of the metaphysics of boxing” (89).

Hemingway’s essay taunts Fitzgerald for not appreciating that Hemingway was “trying to explain to him how a truly great boxer like Jack Britton functioned” (89). The manuscript of “Fifty Grand” betrays Hemingway’s bitterness: on it, he scrawled, “1st 3 pages mutilated by Scott Fitzgerald” (qtd. in Burwell 148). How can one writer—particularly an established one, which by 1927 Hemingway was—blame a colleague for ruining his own text? This irrational grudge must have endured so persistently because Hemingway disobeyed his instincts as a writer, ironically behaving with the same lack of intuitive trust as the excerpt negatively portrays Benny Leonard. Hemingway obeyed Fitzgerald to great success with The Sun Also Rises, did so again the following year with “Fifty Grand,” and, by 1929, responded to Fitzgerald’s criticisms of A Farewell to Arms with “Kiss my ass” (qtd. in Reynolds, First War 78).

Fitzgerald and others have misconstrued aspects of Hemingway’s objectives, which Mailer grasped intuitively and intellectually. The central thrust to Hemingway’s literary project was to dramatize the compromised functioning of thought as the modern consciousness is incorporated into the violent activities of the twentieth-century man of action. Hemingway’s portrayal of thinking during war takes this idea to the extreme. In Hemingway’s introduction to Men at War, the anthology of war writing he edited, he writes, “Cowardice, as distinguished from panic, is almost always simply a lack of ability to suspend the functioning of the imagination. Learning to suspend your imagination and live completely in the very second of the present minute with no before and no after is the greatest gift a soldier can acquire. It, naturally, is the opposite of all those gifts a writer should have” (xxiv). Hemingway’s articulation of this conflict is a revelation: he is disclosing the tension that defines his work, the internal struggle between a man of action and a man of thought. Hemingway is distinguishing between the curse of Ishmael and the curse of Stubb in Moby-Dick: Ishmael cannot turn the thinking off; for him, the sea and meditation are inextricable, even when he is on the night watch; Ahab’s eleventh commandment, on the other hand, is: do not think.

This dichotomy is always in play in the Hemingway text, and sometimes baldly explicit. Early in For Whom the Bell Tolls, for example, Robert Jordan coaxes himself, “Turn off the thinking now . . . You’re a bridge-blower now. Not a thinker” (17), just as he later disingenuously asserts, “My mind is in suspension until we win the war” (245). In a 1938 letter to Maxwell Perkins, Hemingway blames his depressed mood on the rigors of living in a Spanish war zone while simultaneously trying to write his stories of the Spanish Civil War: “If I sound bitter or gloomy throw it out. It’s that it takes one kind of training and frame of mind to do what I’ve been doing and another to write prose” (qtd. in Bruccoli 253). Ultimately, Hemingway’s contribution to the psychological novel, and to literary Modernism’s conception of mind, is his depiction of how a human being thinks during episodes of great stress, including matadors, boxers, and soldiers, as well as those haunted by their memories of those experiences.

For the purposes of Mailer’s and Hemingway’s intertextuality, boxing and bullfighting are virtually synonymous. Each sport affords the spectator an opportunity to witness violence in a largely—but not completely—sanitized outlet. In The Sun Also Rises, a novel that essentially introduced the bullfight to mainstream American consciousness, boxing and bullfighting are explicitly compared. In addition to the scapegoat Robert Cohn’s dubious (but eventually demonstrable) boxing background, Jake Barnes and his friend Bill Gorton attend the Ledoux-Kid Francis fight in Paris less than a week before their excursion to the Pamplona bullfights. Later, during the desencajonada, or unloading of the bulls, however, Jake constructs the simile of bullfighting to boxing. He tells Brett Ashley, “Look how he knows how to use his horns . . . He’s got a left and right just like a boxer.” As Brett confirms, “I saw him shift from his left to his right horn” (144). The two activities are clearly appealing to Hemingway: one man, by himself, confronting his own limits as he encounters an attacker with his skill, knowledge, courage, and mind control. Both activities are ritual performances, yet both flirt with the possibility of death, danger, crippling injury, as well as murder.

In Mailer, similarly, the allure of boxing seems to be the formalized structure of a violent situation as an attenuated restatement of war experience. Mailer has suggested as much, saying that boxing presents “a way for a violent man to begin to comprehend that living in a classic situation—in other words, living within certain limitations rather than expressing oneself uncontrollably is a way to live that he didn’t have before” (The Big Empty 185). Mailer’s articulation is anticipated by Jake Barnes himself, who explains the process to Brett so that the bullfight “became more something that was going on with a definite end, and less of a spectacle with unexplained horrors” (171); in other words, the difference between bullfighting/boxing and war. Just as Mailer differentiates between a championship boxing match between professionals and a street fight, Hemingway distinguishes between a properly sanctioned bullfight and an amateur bullfight: “The amateur bullfight is as unorganized as a riot and all results are uncertain, bulls or men may be killed; it is all chance and the temper of the populace. The formal bullfight is a commercial spectacle built on the planned and ordered death of the bull and that is its end” (DIA 372). If the Marquis of Queensbury rules codify violence in boxing and allow it to transcend a back-alley brawl, Hemingway and Mailer are always conscious of this spectrum of violence and its relative level of chaos.

To Mailer and Hemingway, the men who prevail within this organized violence transcend athletic excellence, and attain the status of aesthetic and artistic exemplars. Mailer begins The Fight by describing Ali as “our most beautiful man” (3), just as Jake says that bullfighting prodigy Pedro Romero is the “best-looking boy I have ever seen” (167).2 Ali was thirty-two when the Rumble in the Jungle took place; Romero is no more than twenty. Mailer was fifty-one in Zaire; Hemingway turned twenty-six in the summer of 1925, when The Sun Also Rises was composed. If Ali and Romero serve as embodiments of male beauty, Hemingway also uses Romero as a counterbalance to the malaise that had infected the “lost” members of the post-war generation. When Robert Cohn laments, “my life is going so fast and I’m not really living it,” Jake responds, “Nobody ever lives their life all the way up except bull-fighters” (18). Fitzgerald texts like The Great Gatsby impute an additional intensity of experience to the wealthy; Hemingway ascribes this same quality to the courageous activity of bullfighters. Boxing is precisely the same. In the extended set-piece of the Ledoux-Francis fight that Hemingway sketched in the first draft of SAR, the characters remark on the fight and Ledoux in a way that previews their same awe of bullfighters. Bill Gorton tells Jake, “By God Ledoux is great” (Facsimile 233) and asks, “Why don’t they have guys like that in my business [that is, writing]?” (234). Bill later deflects a compliment by telling Jake, “I’m not such a good man as Ledoux” (234). In the same way, the bullfighter Maera, whom Hemingway kills off in Chapter XIV of In Our Time, is declared by Nick Adams to be “the greatest man he’d ever known” (NAS 237). Between Maera and James Joyce, Hemingway wrote Ezra Pound in 1924, there is “absolutely no comparison in art . . . Maera by a mile” (SL 119). Boxing and bullfighters emerge in these texts as ideals, both masculine and artistic.

The artistic component of the allure of these sports is Mailer’s explicit reason for attending the Rumble in the Jungle. When Mailer attributes Foreman’s reference to himself in the third person as equivalent to the “schizophrenia” that “great artists” possess (Fight 56), it echoes Hemingway’s Romero who “talked about his work as something altogether apart from himself ” (SAR 178). For Mailer, though, the real artist is of course not Foreman, but Ali. “If ever a fighter,” Mailer writes, “had been able to demonstrate that boxing was a twentieth century art, it must be Ali” (Fight 162). Hemingway writes in Death in the Afternoon that the only trait separating bullfighting from its inclusion as one of the major arts is its impermanence. In The Dangerous Summer, Hemingway pointedly compares bullfighting to art: “A bullfighter can never see the work of art that he is making. He has no chance to correct it as a painter or writer has. He cannot hear it as a musician can. . . . All the time he is making his work of art he knows that he must keep within the limits of his skill and the knowledge of the animal” (198).3 Whether Hemingway is posturing in an intentionally provocative way or not—he surely enjoyed presenting himself as the only novelist who would prefer to be Maera killing a bull than Joyce writing Ulysses—it is sufficient to note that in his career-long characterizations of bullfighters, he saw artistry and exemplary conduct when they excelled during their performances, and displayed high and noble aims in their approaches to their work.

The crucial way that bullfighting is instructive to a reading of The Fight emerges when Mailer captures Ali’s demeanor in the ring and the strategy he uses to dismantle and ultimately defeat Foreman. This exalted strategy is twofold: in the first round, Ali relies on the enormously dangerous right-hand leads to score against Foreman. The audacity of this means of attack is captured in italicized awe in The Fight. It is not a right, but a right. “Right-hand leads!” Mailer exults, “My God!” (180). He explains the technicality that leading with the right “is the most difficult and dangerous punch. Difficult to deliver and dangerous to oneself” (179). Hemingway makes the same observation in Romero’s code of performance, which is that he has “the old thing, the holding of his purity of line through the maximum of exposure” (SAR 172). Ali might have danced his way to victory against Foreman, but he did not. He deftly took on the punishment of a much stronger man, and attacked in a way that would leave himself vulnerable, all in the hopes of sapping Foreman’s power. These are the qualities which Hemingway and Mailer extol.

In rounds two through five, Ali uses the infamous rope-a-dope, which absorbs punishment as Foreman punches himself out, using the great champion’s strength against himself. The parallel between Ali’s strategy and the matador’s gambit is evident. Hemingway quotes the bullfighter El Gallo as shunning exercises that would increase his strength: “What do I want with strength, man? The bull weighs half a ton. Should I take exercises for strength to match him? Let the bull have the strength” (DIA 21). As this remark suggests, rather than the simple-minded machismo that Hemingway is too frequently reputed to value, the virtue of the effective matador comes in mastering the fear that will inevitably arise when a man encounters a beast that dwarfs him. The successful matador must control his thoughts and emotions, and rely on his skill and knowledge to subdue his opponent. Ali faces something precisely equivalent in Zaire. During a training sequence in When We Were Kings, Ali yells out, “He’s the bull. I’m the matador,” clearly deferring to Foreman the trait of power and aggressiveness, and assuming for himself the wit, the knowledge, and the artistry needed to prevail.

Mailer’s hagiography of Ali, then, becomes the more vital when we go beyond his admiration for the fighter to recognize why this admiration was so profound. Ali’s preparation for the Foreman fight (in the 234-page Vintage edition of The Fight, the opening bell to the knockout is confined to pages 177–210; thus, in a book called The Fight, only fourteen percent of the book chronicles the fight)4 follows El Gallo’s logical yet somewhat counterintuitive training procedure. Mailer reports that Ali confesses, “Foreman can hit harder than me” (16). During the uninspired sparring session that opens The Fight, Ali’s strategy is presaged. Since he knows he cannot compete with Foreman’s strength, Ali contrives to use Foreman’s strength against him. Mailer chronicles this strategy meticulously, writing of Ali that “part of his art was to reduce the force of each blow he received to the head and then fraction it further” (4). Art? An art to getting hit in the face? If so, it is coupled by fractioning, a melding of the art of war and the sweet science of boxing. Ali consciously courts the same dichotomy that Mailer proposes. Skipping rope in his training quarters, he barks out, “I’m a brain fighter. I’m scientific. I’m artistic” (When We Were Kings). The marriage of art and science continues when Mailer describes “the second half of the art of getting hit was to learn the trajectories with which punches glanced off your glove and still hit you” (Fight 5). If the study of trajectories is associated with physics, Ali the artist is associated with dance and writing and theatre. This almost suicidal strategy—unappreciated, Mailer suggests, by lesser minds like sportswriters and fight critics—recalls the “calculus” with which Hemingway claimed he wrote Across the River and Into the Trees, destined for dismissal by ignorant critics. Mailer is unapologetic about twinning art and boxing: he references Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Rembrandt’s “The Night Watch,” Moby-Dick, and even Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, reaching to masterpieces of art and literature to evoke athletic performance.

Mailer extends this articulation to propose that Ali has a physiological understanding of receiving violence that is almost hair-trigger in its fineness. “It was a study,” he writes, “to watch Ali take punches” (5). Mailer sees Ali “teaching his nervous system to transmit shock faster than other men could” (4), and possessing the ability to “assimilate punches faster than other fighters,” as Ali “could literally transmit the shock through more parts of his body, or direct it to its best path” (5). After watching a Foreman training session, Mailer concludes, “it seemed certain that if Ali wished to win, he would have to take more punishment than ever before in his career” (53). As Mailer mentions during his commentary in When We Were Kings, “It was as if he wanted to train his body to receive these messages of punishment.”

Just as Ali is positioned as an artist, a craftsman, and a scientist, Mailer describes him in the same way that Hemingway describes matadors. During the first round of the fight, after Ali has tagged Foreman with a scoring punch, Foreman “charged in rage” (178), a raging bull whose strength must be absorbed, reallocated, frustrated, and then eliminated by the more intelligent foe. After another exchange, in fact, “Foreman responded like a bull. He roared forward. A dangerous bull. His gloves were out like horns” (178–79). Even the collection of declarative sentences, uncluttered by punctuation marks, recalls the way Hemingway captures Romero’s style in the ring. After Ali’s strategy of absorbing punches against the ropes emerges, Mailer writes that Foreman “had the pensive expression of a steer being dogged to the ground by a cowboy” (184), continuing the juxtaposition of Ali’s savvy with Foreman’s depiction as an animal, a beast of the same variety that charges mindlessly and dies inevitably in Pamplona. A brilliant depiction of Ali using his facial expression to deceive Foreman furthers the comparison: Ali, against the ropes, is


now banishing Foreman’s head with the turn of a matador sending away a bull after five fine passes were made, and once when he seemed to hesitate just a little too long, something stirred in George like that across-the-arena knowledge of a bull when it is ready at last to gore the matador rather than the cloth, and like a member of a cuadrilla, somebody in Ali’s corner screamed, “Careful! Careful! Careful!” (196–97)



Is this comparison self-indulgent? How many American readers would find a description of Ali’s defensive strategy in any way clarified by an esoteric gesture towards a bullfight? This link only makes sense in the context of Mailer’s incessant negotiation with the specter of Ernest Hemingway, shadowing him during his journey through Zaire.

Hemingway is introduced into the narrative when Mailer arrives in an unappealing Kinshasa with a stomach ailment, and immediately name drops Joseph Conrad and Ernest Hemingway: Conrad for his iconic depiction of the Congo, and Hemingway, about whom Mailer wonders, “Was it part of Hemingway’s genius that he could travel with healthy insides?” (22), ignoring the overwhelming catalogue of incidents and accidents that Hemingway suffered during his lifetime of travels. When Mailer hears the mighty roar of a lion, he begins a reverie: “To be eaten by a lion on the banks of the Congo—who could fail to notice that it was Hemingway’s own lion waiting down these years for the flesh of Ernest until an appropriate substitute had at last arrived?” (92). If the sound of the lion causes Mailer to fancy a lofty reenactment of Francis Macomber’s paranoia, or Mary’s quest for the lion in Under Kilimanjaro, he does well to confess that the joke is on him: Zaire has a zoo. In Mailer’s description of a drunken balancing act on a balcony outside his hotel room, he speculates of the possibility of dying in this way. “What could be worse than accidental suicide?” he asks rhetorically. “A reverberation of Hemingway’s end shivered its echo” (123). These three examples indeed position Mailer as an “appropriate substitute” for Hemingway, both in his ambitious writing project in Africa, his encounters with the beasts of the jungle, and the courting of his own death, with Hemingway’s 1961 suicide still hovering over Mailer’s behavior, his thoughts, and his writing.

But Mailer is not through. When he puts forth Ali’s quandary once the fight is under his control, that he must choose between a victory by either a lethargic decision or the flourish of a spectacular knockout, he is compared to “a torero after a great faena who must still face the drear potential of a protracted inept and disappointing kill,” while Foreman remains “a bull” (200). In the sixth round, by which time the bout’s fate is foretold, Ali sizes up Foreman “the way a bullfighter lines up a bull before going in over the horns for the kill . . . a fair conclusion was that the bull still had an access of strength too great for the kill” (202). In a sequence where Mailer would make dozens of comparisons, frantically seeking metaphorical images to convey the magnitude of the scene, his clinging to bullfighting imagery is striking thematically and strategically, even if the image might only resonate with a specialist, with himself, or with a fellow aficionado of Death in the Afternoon.5 When Mailer compares Foreman’s clumsiness to “a street fighter at the end of a long rumble” (204), the reader does not require any special base of knowledge to access the comparison.

The dynamic set up between Foreman and Ali leads to the rope-a-dope strategy that is ultimately Foreman’s undoing and proof of Ali’s ingenuity. Parodying his own proclivity towards “Germanic formulation,” Mailer teases that he might characterize this approach as “the modal transposition from Active to Passive” (221). The serious point about Ali’s strategy, though, is that he did not overpower Foreman (because he could not), and did not even use superior skill. He outsmarted him, outclassed him. Ali kills recibiendo. His technique is the boxing equivalent of the bullfighter’s choice to kill by receiving the bull, to allow the bull’s aggression to work against itself by charging into the sword, rather than attacking the animal. Just as Ali’s technique is legendary, both Mailer and Hemingway have extolled the recibiendo style as, on several levels, the most sublime way to kill a bull.

Not many Americans understood the importance of recibiendo before 1926, when Hemingway turned the technique into an objective correlative for courage, the grace-under-pressure ideal that has become threadbare in recent discussions of Hemingway’s texts. In the final bullfight before the end of the festival of San Fermin, Romero’s performance is captured:


The bull watched him. Romero spoke to the bull and tapped one of his feet. The bull charged and Romero waited for the charge, the muleta held low, sighting along the blade, his feet firm. Then without taking a step forward, he became one with the bull . . . (SAR 224)



In Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway defines Recibir, “to kill the bull from in front awaiting his charge without moving the feet once the charge has started” (442). This definition is nearly a precise restatement of Romero’s triumph in The Sun Also Rises, his feet firm, waiting for the charge. Hemingway refers to recibiendo as the most “difficult, dangerous and emotional way to kill bulls” (DIA 442). In The Dangerous Summer, Hemingway refers to the technique as “the oldest and the most dangerous and the most beautiful” manner of killing (202). By employing the recibiendo technique, Antonio Ordóñez in The Dangerous Summer and Pedro Romero in The Sun Also Rises impress their observers, and impress the writers recording their accomplishments.

Mailer shares Hemingway’s fascination with a matador killing recibiendo. His miniaturized version of Death in the Afternoon, published in 1967, called simply The Bullfight,6 describes this classic style of killing with a sense of awe, and is worth quoting at length:


the bull charged prematurely, and Amado, determined to get the kill, did not skip away but held ground, received the charge, stood there with the sword, turned the bull’s head with the muleta, and the bull impaled himself on the point of the torero’s blade which went right into the proper space between the shoulders, and the bull ran right up on it into his death, took several steps to the side, gave a toss of his head at heaven, and fell. Amado had killed recibiendo. He had killed standing still, receiving the bull while the bull charged. No one had seen that in years. (n. pag.)



By leaning back against the ropes and inciting Foreman’s charge, Ali displays the same bravado, courage, and panache in dominating his opponent as these matadors who Mailer and Hemingway laud with such emotion.7

Mailer and Hemingway mimic the matadors they lionize in two significant ways. For Hemingway, the corto y derecho style of bullfighting that he describes in “The Undefeated,” another story from Men Without Women, is so closely associated with his own “short and straight” writing style that the reference is almost transparently self-referential, and was so already by its publication in 1927. In the same way that Jake’s attention to Romero is revelatory of what he values in a man, Hemingway’s own characterization of Romero is crucial for what Hemingway values in art. When Romero’s performance is summarized as “not brilliant bull-fighting . . . only perfect bull-fighting” (SAR 221), and that Romero’s style contained “no tricks and no mystifications” (223), Hemingway is separating his own novel from modern masterpieces of the previous few years like Ulysses or The Great Gatsby or Mrs. Dalloway, and even anticipating the experimentation of The Sound and the Fury, which would come a few years later.

Just as Hemingway mimics Romero’s clarity, classicism, and linearity in prose,8 Mailer links the passes of his narrative, endeavoring to reach a narrative climax just as the fight reaches its dramatic climax in the eighth round. Unlike Hemingway, who did not cling to figurative language in a conspicuous quest to have the reader understand perfectly a situation which he might not have ever seen before, Mailer’s sequence of comparisons rises to the task as the most memorable writerly performance in his account of the “Rumble in the Jungle.”

A few years earlier, Mailer warned his readers that “Sooner or later, fight metaphors, like fight managers, go sentimental. They go military” (King of the Hill 66). True to his word, the first similes of the eighth round follows such a trope: Ali chooses his shots “as if he had a reserve of good punches . . . like a soldier in a siege who counts his bullets” (The Fight 206). Some of the exchanges at the beginning of round eight recall the “great bombardment” of the fifth (207), which Mailer calls one of the greatest in the history of boxing, with a “shelling reminiscent of artillery battles in World War I” (195). While Mailer may caution us of the glibness of comparing boxing to warfare, he gleefully perpetuates the absurdity; he well knows that three minutes of getting punched by a man—even by George Foreman—is nothing like a world war, but he willingly adopts the parlance and conventions of boxing writing.

Towards the end of the seventh round, Mailer uses scenery-chewing similes to control the pace of the narrative, the better to convey Foreman’s mighty fatigue.


Foreman was fighting as slowly as a worn-out fighter in the Golden Gloves, slow as a man walking up a hill of pillows, slow as he would have looked if their first round had been rerun in slow motion, that was no slower than Foreman was fighting now . . . he was reminiscent . . . of a linebacker coiling around a runner with his hands and arms in the slow-motion replay . . . (204–05)



And no slower than Mailer is narrating now. In this sequence of three similes, the first and third are comparing a slow fighter to a slow fighter. To say that Foreman, a tired professional fighter, looks as tired as a tired amateur fighter, is patently ridiculous. Furthermore, to state that he is as slow as a slow motion version of himself, or a slow motion version of someone else is not a helpful comparison; it is not vivid and inventive writing. The second simile is brilliant, and would be the only one needed, if the first and third did not aid in establishing the pacing of the moment in the fight.

Directly before the eighth round, Ali’s eyes, by contrast to Foreman’s torpor, are “quick as the eyes, indeed, of a squirrel” (206), demonstrating the energy, vivacity and speed that has been sapped from Foreman. During the round, Mailer’s similes are telling; they evoke the spectator’s enthusiasm, the witness’s thrill of the final sequence of the fight. Foreman’s legs become “like a horse high-stepping along a road full of rocks” (206); he bounces off the ropes and pursues Ali “like a man chasing a cat” (206); he waves his gloves at Ali “like an infant six feet tall waving its uncoordinated battle arm” (207). When Ali delivers the coup de grâce, “Foreman’s arms flew out to the side like a man with a parachute jumping out of a plane” (208). How does he fall? “He went over like a six-foot, sixty-year-old butler who has just heard tragic news” (208). Foreman transforms from a six-foot infant to a six-foot sexagenarian manservant in two minutes. And, finally, Mailer compares a knocked-out fighter to “a drunk hoping to get out of bed to go to work” (208), an unfortunately predictable association.

All of these similes are Mailer’s own flourishes, the passes that he links together, striving to express his enthusiasm and awe, seeking to get the reader more intimately involved with the experience, culminating with one final comparison, not of Ali or of Foreman, but of his own reaction: our narrator was “like a dim parent who realizes suddenly his child is indeed and indubitably married” (209). The figurative rope-a-dope that Mailer employs is unlike Hemingway’s description of the bullfight, but identical in that the scene he is attempting to capture must be described according to the terms of the action being rendered.

Where does The Fight ultimately belong in Norman Mailer’s life’s work? Is it a self-aggrandizing study of a sport, the nuances of which only a select few appreciate or care about? Is The Fight Mailer’s Death in the Afternoon—the disquisition on bullfighting Hemingway wrote as a young man—or more precisely his The Dangerous Summer, Hemingway’s revisitation of the bullfights at the end of his career? Is it Mailer’s A Moveable Feast, a version of his memoirs? Does it equate to the two books Hemingway devoted to African safaris? A combination of all of these? The Fight, ultimately, illuminates the reader of the way Mailer views violence, writing, and Hemingway himself, which positions it as a supplementary text to virtually every other major Mailer effort. With Hemingway and bullfighting as constant presences in The Fight, these intertextual questions yield results that allow Mailer’s project to transcend journalism, or sports writing, to become a key text to determining his restatement of Hemingway’s classic twentieth-century themes.




Notes


1. skill: in 1922, Hemingway describes Battling Siki, the challenger to Georges Carpentier, “siki tough slowthinker but mauling style may puzzle carp” (Reynolds, Paris Years 73). In his early journalism, Hemingway reports that, “Jack Dempsey has an imposing list of knockouts over bums and tramps, who were nothing but big slow-moving, slow-thinking set ups for him” (Reynolds, Young Hemingway 192). Indeed, the payoff of “Fifty Grand”—when Jack Brennan double crosses the double crossers—comes when Jack says, “It’s funny how fast you can think when it means that much money” (CSS 249). ↩



2. After Ali’s victory, Mailer suggests that “Maybe he never appeared more handsome” (212). ↩



3. Earlier in The Dangerous Summer, Luis Miguel Dominguín is also compared to an artist: “He had the complete and respectful concentration on his work which marks all great artists” (106). ↩



4. Mailer’s pacing might have been a model for When We Were Kings, an 89-minute film of which the fight itself spans 7:14, or about 8%. ↩



5. Cf. Advertisements For Myself, when Mailer writes, “I used to compare the bed to the bullfight, sometimes seeing myself as the matador and sometimes as the bull” (495). ↩



6. Mailer’s introductory remarks in that text are titled: “Footnote to Death in the Afternoon.” ↩



7. One of the ways Mailer praises Ali in When We Were Kings is by saying, “What a classic performance,” suggesting the classic style of defeating an opponent that parallels a heroic matador. ↩



8. The first draft of The Sun Also Rises originally began in medias res, beginning in Spain, then flashing back to Paris. The change to linearity transcends a narratological decision to achieve thematic importance. For the essential study of The Sun Also Rises’s composition and its implications, see Svoboda. ↩
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Mailer, Hemingway, and Boxing


Kasia Boddy



In 1998, Norman Mailer published The Time of Our Time, a 1,300-page retrospective of his own work, covering not simply of the “fifty years of American time” which had passed since his first novel, The Naked and the Dead, had appeared but also the previous nineteen, as Mailer had understood them (ix). The book begins with two “preludes”—the first, an account of the “historic afternoon” in June 1929 when Morley Callaghan floored Ernest Hemingway in a boxing ring at the American Club in Paris, is entitled “Boxing with Hemingway” (3).1

It is often assumed that the relationship between Mailer, Hemingway and boxing is a matter of simple repetition. As Hemingway sought to “square up” to Turgenev, Maupassant and Tolstoy in order to become the heavyweight “champion” of the literary world (Hemingway, Selected Letters 673), so Mailer aspired to become the next generation’s “novelist-as-giant” by taking on and superseding Hemingway (Mailer, Cannibals 96). Mailer himself then became “the man to beat for the men [and women] who punch out words” (Healy 173)—so Max Apple imagines being “Inside Norman Mailer” (49) while Joyce Carol Oates fantasizes about “eat[ing] Mailer’s heart” (Our Private Lives 335).2 But it may not be as straightforward as all that.

Mailer was certainly happy to use boxing to express competitiveness. If the original Romantic writer-as-boxer Lord Byron had dismissed the “quarrels of authors” as an inferior form of sparring, mere evidence of “an irritable set” (Gunn 142), Mailer believed that regular spats with other male writers—at parties, during protest marches and, mostly, on TV—was an essential part of “keep[ing] in shape” (Cannibals 217). The chat show provided an ideal forum for literary quarrels which Mailer repeatedly imagined as boxing matches. After an appearance with Nelson Algren, for example, he concluded that “[t]wo middleweight artists had fought a draw” (Cannibals 178).3 His much-publicized quarrel with Gore Vidal on The Dick Cavett Show in 1971 was a less satisfactory affair. Sharing the couch with the two men was Janet Flanner, whom Mailer accused of being “Mr. Vidal’s manager” instead of the “referee” (Mailer, Pieces 65); at the end of the Show, Cavett asked the audience to “let us know who you think won” (73).

How seriously should we take all this? Mailer once declared himself the “Ezzard Charles of the heavyweight division” (Pontifications 161) and argued that to claim the title in the sixties was hardly hubris when the competition was so “minor” (Cannibals 124).4 To announce that “‘I’m going to be the champ until one of you knocks me off ’” was, Mailer suggested, simply a way of offering Baldwin, Bellow and the others a little encouragement (Pieces 70). But “champ” was just one of many “half-heroic and three-quarters comic” advertisements for himself that he cultivated (Pontifications 153). In The Armies of the Night (1968), for example, he noted the instability of his speaking voice at the Pentagon demonstration against the Vietnam war; how, without any plan, his accent shifted from Irish to Texan, from “Marlon Brando’s voice in The Wild One” (127) to some “Woo-eeeee’s” and grunts which showed “hints of Cassius Clay” (48). Eventually he tried “to imitate a most high and executive voice,” but that too came out as “[s]hades of Cassius Clay” (60).5 The extent to which Mailer played with, or cultivated for effect, a “false legend of much machismo” is often forgotten (Pieces 21).

Mailer’s humor, and his self-mocking presentation of manliness as an elaborately constructed masquerade, has often been missed in discussions of his relationship with Hemingway. Most commentators read their respective claims of champ (or should that be “dumb ox”?) as indicators of a straightforward genealogy of decline of an easy-to-understand (and thus easy-to-dismiss) machismo; the passage from writer to writer providing a pale imitation of the “series of punches on the nose” said to connect the bare-knuckle fighter Bob Fitzsimmons to his feeble, gloved successors (Liebling 1).6 As John Whalen-Bridge has noted, it was not unusual for Mailer’s obituaries to announce that he had “wanted,” and failed, “to be the Hemingway of his generation,” thus refusing to recognize “that Mailer, in presenting himself as a ‘poor man’s papa’ offered a parodic, postmodern rejuvenation and not a wannabe” (181–82).

While it would be misleading to deny that, for both, to talk of writing in relation to boxing was a way of talking about ambition and manliness as well as literature, the precise “equation of masculinity with greatness in literature,” as Oates puts it, is hardly self-evident (“Hemingway Mystique” 303).


Boxing as American Craft

For Mailer, Hemingway represented a distinct variety of the “quintessentially American”— the kind that responds to “legitimate” fears of “the river,” or “chaos,” by writing about, and indeed enacting, the effort to secure “the camp” (Pieces 92). By constructing, and reducing, style, Hemingway created both a circumscribed “mold into which everything else had to fit” and a kind of “rabbit’s foot” (Kazin 5).

Hemingway’s view of boxing is closely connected to this conception of style—what Alfred Kazin describes as the modernist “dream of literature as perfect order” (15). But, of course, it was only ever a dream. In practice, as The Sun Also Rises (1926) suggests, boxing and writing are seldom perfectly ordered. Boxing is first introduced into the novel as the sport of amateurs such as Robert Cohn, whose dilettante dabbling in the gymnasiums of Princeton and Paris is straightforwardly aligned with his “very poor novel” (10) from a “fairly good publisher” (9). Cohn is contrasted with two professionals: first Jake himself, a journalist who is happiest after a “good morning’s work” (13), and then Bill Gorton, who has “made a lot of money on his last book, and was going to make a lot more” (34). Gorton arrives in Paris from New York where he has seen a “whole crop of great light heavyweights. Any one of them was a good prospect to grow up, put on weight and trim Dempsey” (33-34). The suggestion is that Gorton is himself a literary contender, although his experience of crooked prize fighting in Vienna reminds us how impure the profession of boxing (and, by extension, the profession of writing) really is.

Bullfighting is like boxing should be—Jake describes a bull having “a left and a right just like a boxer” (116). Pedro Romero, the only completely admirable character in the novel, represents the professional ideal. His “work”—neither he nor Jake call it “sport” or “art” (140)—is characterized by its “sincerity” (he does not “simulate”) and its “absolute purity of line” (144). “It was not brilliant bull-fighting,” Jake says, “it was only perfect bullfighting” (178). But such perfection can only exist in what Jake characterises as the primitive culture of Spain; elsewhere, all that fighters or writers can do is try to work as “hard” (181) and as “clean” (14) as the modern world will allow.

Mailer evoked the boxing-and-bullfighting combination in The Deer Park (1955), his third novel and the one in which he most directly confronts the Hemingway persona and style. It is the story of an Irish-American orphan called Sergius O’Shaugnessy, who before the story begins had “boxed [his] way into the middleweight semi-finals of an Air Force enlisted man’s tournament” (45) and therefore into flying school. O’Shaugnessy goes first to Hollywood, where the producers are initially dismissive (“I didn’t even know the athlete could read” (198)); and then, when he gets depressed—becoming “a boxer without a punch” (325)—he goes to Mexico. There he plans to learn to be the “first great and recognized American matador” (352), but finally he gives up his novel on bullfighting as “inevitably imitative” of Hemingway (353). O’Shaugnessy’s crisis of confidence reflected that of his creator. On receiving the novel’s proofs, Mailer decided that The Deer Park needed substantial revision. He would abandon its “poetic prose,” rip up its “silk,” smash its “porcelain,” create a first person voice “bigger” and more “muscular” than himself (Advertisements 235–37), and, “like a fighter who throws his right two seconds after the bell,” think much more closely about variations in pace (239). In leaving the controlled Hemingway style behind, in other words, the novel would regain punch.7 His next book, Advertisements for Myself (1959), he later said, was the first one to be “written in what became my style” (Pontifications 145).

That style was never again going to be confused with Hemingway’s—not that it ever really was.8 However much O’Shaugnessy might worry about imitation, no one had ever thought of Mailer as a pure and orderly minimalist. And yet, throughout his career Mailer nevertheless felt the need to speak out forcefully against the modernist credo of technique as mere “craft,” its tendency to reach for “a grab bag of procedures, tricks, lore, formal gymnastics, symbolic superstructures—methodology, in short” (Spooky 104).9 “Craft” was a dirty, or at least dismissive, word—one Mailer elsewhere associates with “light and middleweight” boxers. Heavyweights are always something more than “hardworking craftsmen”; they have “inner lives” (Existential 10). As late as Harlot’s Ghost (1991), Mailer was linking a devotion to “craft” and “procedures” with a misplaced desire for order—here employed by the CIA all over the globe—with the American camp-building (or Hemingwayesque) tradition. Hemingway himself crops up many times in the novel. The narrator, Harry Hubbard, recalls getting an “A” on a college paper about the Shakespearean quality of the “consciously chosen irony of the later style” (167). When he expands on this to Rodman Knowles Gardiner, the Shakespeare scholar retorts, “‘Why concern yourself with the copyist?’” But Gardiner himself is a kind of copyist, naming his daughter for Hemingway’s first wife, Hadley, whose hair (“cut short like a boy’s”) is also in imitation of the original (Harlot’s 167).10 Harry marries the girl. Still other characters are associated either with Hemingway hangouts—Oak Park or Sloppy Joe’s bar in Havana—or quote his bon mots. But the key connection comes in the form of the narrator’s father, Cal Hubbard, who bears a considerable “degree of resemblance” (116–7) to the writer in build, moustache and presence; he’s a drunk and a “prodigious philanderer” (114) who’s fond of big-game hunting and cross-country skiing and who hangs elephant tusks and a pair of miniature boxing gloves said to belong to Jack Dempsey above his drinks cabinet. He is also, as a CIA operative, a great proponent of “protocol” (869), “craft” (445) and the “rules of procedure” (241).

Harry Hubbard is only half Hubbard, of course—his mother is a Silberzweig—and as well as reading Hemingway, he enjoys Irwin Shaw’s The Young Lions because “Noah Ackerman, the Jew, had appealed to me” (145). Harry also reflects upon the character of Robert Cohn (422)—whose upperclass New York background he shares—and to some extent, he belongs to the ranks of Cohn’s literary “avengers” (Fiedler 71). Harlot’s Ghost reveals the limits of methodology and “purity of intent” (1021) and instead asserts the virtues of division and dialectic, of ongoing “war” and “relation” (594).11

And yet, in Mailer’s eyes Hemingway was divided, too. He may have been a craftsman but he was not a mere craftsman. As much as D.H. Lawrence or Henry Miller—indeed, every major figure in the Mailer pantheon—Hemingway was a “great writer, for he contained a cauldron of boiling opposites” (Mailer, Prisoner 137). Reviewing Morley Callaghan’s That Summer in Paris in 1963, Mailer declared that Hemingway’s bravery was “an act of will”; the “heroic” product of a lifelong struggle with “cowardice” and an ability to carry “a weight of anxiety within him” which would have “suffocated any man smaller than himself ” (Cannibals 159).12 His decision to reprint these comments as the first “prelude” to The Time Of Our Time suggests that they should be thought of, in some way, as initiating his own work (Time 4). What Hemingway’s example initiated was not a style or methodology—not camp-building—but a fascination with the futile effort involved in such constructions and an awareness of the incapacity of all camps to remain secure, to keep the river away. For all that Hemingway strove to be “classic,” “sophisticated,” “purer,” and “graceful,” for all that he represented the ideals of “scrupulosity,” “manners,” and “gravity” (Pieces 91–2), the chaos of his “inner” life was still apparent to Mailer (Existential 10). In other words, like Cal Hubbard, “[t]he two halves of his soul were far apart” (Harlot’s 117). The question was one of balance. At his best, like Hubbard, Hemingway’s “strength was that he had managed to find some inner cooperation between these disparate halves” (Harlot’s 117). At “his worst” (Advertisements 474) shortly before his death, the “old moldering” (477) writer was adding to “the nausea he once cleared away” (474). Nowhere in Hemingway’s fiction does what Mailer called the “continuing battle” of “being a man” emerge more clearly than in his representation of boxers (Advertisements 222). To consider a boxer (especially a heavyweight) is to consider a man who should—at least in the world into which Hemingway was born—epitomize a straightforward, unambiguous Anglo-Saxon heterosexual manliness. But, for one reason or another, Hemingway’s boxers are unable to fulfill the brief. Cooperation between one’s disparate halves—“the Champ and the Fraud”—is not always possible (Pontifications 160).



“Being Macho Is No Fun” (The Big Empty 185)

Consider “The Light of the World” (1933), in which the teenage narrator and his friend, Tom, encounter a motley crew of late-night travelers at a railway station: “five whores . . . and six white men and four Indians” (Hemingway, Short Stories 385). Among the prostitutes are two “big” women, Alice and Peroxide, who argue about who really knew “Steve” or “Stanley” Ketchel (they also can’t agree on the first name).13 The cook remembers Stanley Ketchel’s 1909 fight with Jack Johnson, in particular how Ketchel had floored Johnson in the 12th round just before Johnson knocked him out.14 Peroxide attributes Ketchel’s defeat to a punch by Johnson (“the big black bastard” (389)) when Ketchel, “the only man she ever loved” (388), smiled at her in the audience. Alice remembers Steve Ketchel telling her she was “a lovely piece” (390). Both women refer continuously to Ketchel’s “whiteness”—“I never saw a man as clean and as white and as beautiful,” says Peroxide (388). “White,” as Walter Benn Michaels notes, “becomes an adjective describing character instead of skin” (“The Souls” 193); and so, Ketchel is figured as a kind of Christ-like figure, while Johnson, “that black son of a bitch from hell” (Hemingway, “The Light” 389), is the devil. Ketchel’s pseudo-divinity is further suggested by such statements as “I loved him like you love God”; “His own father shot and killed him. Yes, by Christ, his own father” (388); and, of course, the title. Philip Young points out that Hemingway placed this story after “the most pessimistic of all his stories,” “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place,” in Winner Take Nothing, “as if the point of the story is really that the light of the world has gone out” (50).15

But there seems to be more going on under the surface of this particular iceberg. First, the confusion of names and facts is important. Stanley Ketchel was not killed by his father—that was Steve Ketchel, a lightweight boxer, who never got near Johnson. Stanley was shot in 1910 by the husband of a woman with whom he was having an affair. Second, of all boxers, Stanley Ketchel was perhaps the most unlikely possible candidate for Redeemer. His nickname was the “Michigan Assassin,” and, according to one reporter, “he couldn’t get enough blood” (Roberts 82).16 While the prostitutes may be seeking salvation, the story that they tell is absurd. So what is going on? Howard Hannum argues that much of the dialogue between the two women “has the quality of counterpunching,” as if they are restaging Ketchel’s contest against Johnson: here, the (bleached) blonde versus the heavyweight (325). But the cook’s role also needs to be considered. The discussion of whiteness begins when the narrator notices a “white man” speaking; “his face was white and his hands were white and thin” (Hemingway, “The Light” 385). The other men tease the cook about the whiteness of his hands (“he puts lemon juice on his hands” (386)) and hint that he is gay. Are these two things connected? And, if they are, what does that suggest about clean, white, beautiful Ketchel? When asked his age, Tom joins in the sexual bantering with hints at “inversion”—“I’m ninety-six and he’s sixty-nine” (387)—but throughout the boys remain uneasy and confused. By the end of the story, the narrator seems quite smitten with Alice (“she had the prettiest face I ever saw” (391)). Tom notices this and says it is time to leave. The supposedly natural order of whites beating blacks, men having sex with women, and “huge” whores being unappealing has been unsettled (386). When the cook asks where the boys are going, Tom replies, “the other way from you” (391).

Racial and sexual ambiguities also trouble “The Battler,” one of the Nick Adams initiation stories in In Our Time (1925).17 The story begins with Nick himself having just survived a battle with a brakeman on a freight train. He has been thrown off the train and lands with a scuffed knee and bruise on the face, of which he is rather proud—“He wished he could see it” (“Battler” 129)—but he is still standing. “He was all right” (129). Nick then ventures into another battling arena—a fire-lit camp that seems to be a refuge but which also turns out to be a kind of boxing ring.18 There he encounters Ad Francis, an ex-champion prizefighter whose bruises are more impressive, and much more disgusting, than his own:


In the firelight Nick saw that his face was misshapen. His nose was sunken, his eyes were like slits, he had queer-shaped lips. Nick did not perceive all this at once, he only saw the man’s face was queerly formed and mutilated. It was like putty in color. Dead looking in the firelight. (131)19



That “Nick did not perceive all this at once” suggests that he kept looking away (131). “Don’t you like my pan?” the fighter asks, revealing even worse: “He had only one ear. It was thickened and tight against the side of his head. Where the other one should have been there was a stump” (131). Although Nick is “a little sick,” he counters Ad’s pugnacious assertions with gusto:


‘It must have made him [the brakeman] feel good to bust you,’ the man said seriously. ‘I’ll bust him.’

‘All you kids are tough.’

‘You got to be tough,’ Nick said. ‘That’s what I said.’ (131)



Nick’s pleasure at establishing a rapport with a fellow battler is short-lived, however. Ad, he discovers, is unstable (“crazy”), and depends on his companion Bugs to stop him from battling (132). When Ad tries to start a fight with Nick, in “an ugly parody of a boxing match” (Strychacz 252), Bugs intervenes by knocking him out with a stick from behind in a manner that recalls Hemingway’s very first story, “A Matter of Color” (Bruccoli 98–100). Color is also important here as Nick is obviously startled by the fact that Bugs is black, and makes a great deal of his “negro’s voice,” the “negro” way he walks, and his “long nigger’s legs” (Hemingway, “Battler” 133). Although it has been argued that the story reveals Hemingway’s racism, these almost compulsively repeated epithets (like those describing whiteness in “The Light of the World”) seem to be Nick’s as he struggles to understand the relationship between the two men. White prizefighters, after all, were not supposed to have black friends. Bugs tells Nick a story about Ad which adds to his confusion. Ad had a woman manager, and it was always being “written up in the papers all about brothers and sisters and how she loved her brother and how he loved his sister, and then they got married in New York and that made a lot of unpleasantness” (136–37). Nick vaguely remembers this, but then Bugs adds, “[O]f course they wasn’t really brother and sister no more than a rabbit, but there was a lot of people didn’t like it either way” (137). Bugs repeatedly stresses how “awful good-looking” the woman was, and how she “looked enough like him to be twins” (137). Some have read this admiring comment (along with the description of Ad’s face as “queerly formed” and his lips as “queer shaped” (131)) as a suggestion that the two men may be lovers.20 Less directly, like “The Light of the World,” the story slides anxiously between taboos—incest becomes homosexuality becomes miscegenation. The “perplexing behavior” of boxers once more promises to reveal the perplexing nature of masculinity, and again the boy flees (Brenner 159).

What boxers reveal again and again is that the biggest of men are just “not big enough” to take on the “dark” and ambiguous world that surrounds the most well-regulated and well-lit ring, as the narrator of “Fifty Grand” notes (Hemingway 320). The first quotation above is from Mailer’s response to a question from his son, John Buffalo Mailer, about the relation between boxing and writing. A writer, he said, like a fighter, can come to realize that he’s “[b]ig, but not big enough” (Big Empty 189). This is an insight that Nick Adams tries to avoid in “The Killers” (1927). Two men show up in a small-town café and hold the staff hostage as they wait for the man they want to kill, Ole Andreson, a former heavyweight boxer. When Nick, who has been in the café, tells Andreson about the men, the boxer says that nothing can be done to save him and turns his face to the wall. Little more than a page of this eleven-page story is devoted to Nick’s encounter with Andreson, but it changes everything. The gangsters dub Nick “bright boy,” but the story reveals how little he knows about power and powerlessness (Hemingway, “Killers” 283). In an attempt to escape his revelation—that the heavyweight, the epitome of masculinity, is not prepared to fight back—Nick decides to move on. “I can’t stand to think about him waiting in the room and knowing he’s going to get it” (289). As in the case of “The Battler” and “The Light of the World,” the story ends with Nick preparing to “get out of this town” (289).



Boxing as American War

The boxers in these stories reveal the ways in which seemingly solid distinctions between hypermasculinity and homosexuality, between whiteness and blackness or Jewishness—confront and often threaten to collapse into each other. As Walter Benn Michaels remarks of The Sun Also Rises, “Hemingway’s obsessive commitment to distinguishing between Cohn and Jake only makes sense in the light of their being in some sense indistinguishable” (Our America 27). For all their differences, Robert Cohn and Jake Barnes are both “taken in hand” by Brett Ashley, “manipulated” in a way that recalls the boxer dolls that Jake nearly trips over on the Boulevard des Capuchines (Hemingway, The Sun 8). There, a “girl assistant” lackadaisically pulls the threads that make the dolls dance, while she stands with “folded hands,” “looking away” (32).

America (condensed into American masculinity) was, to use a favorite Mailer word, “schizoid,” and the boxing match—for Mailer much more persistently than for Hemingway—provided a metaphor or structure within which to explore its violently felt divisions. Like a literary Tex Rickard or Don King, Mailer specialized in setting up big matches: an essential masculinity is pitted against an essential femininity; an idealized heterosexuality confronts a mythical homosexuality; imaginary “blacks” encounter imaginary “whites.” The continuing clash of one hero against each other is what constitutes “[e]xistential politics” (Mailer, Presidential 6), and “form . . . is the record of a war . . . as seen in a moment of rest” (Cannibals 370). In fiction then, Mailer’s characters became the embodiments of opposing positions which need to be argued through; in non-fiction, he favoured the Q&A, in which he could have “A Rousing Club Fight” with an interviewer (Presidential 125), or sometimes enter the “arena” with an imagined alter ego (Existential 182–90). And sometimes genres—in particular, fiction and history—argue with each other.21 “[T]he element which is exciting, disturbing, nightmarish perhaps, is that incompatibles have come to bed” (Advertisements 342).

If all relationships have a comparable dialectic structure, then it makes equal sense to use language of sex to describe boxing—the first fifteen seconds of a fight are equivalent “to the first kiss in a love affair”—and the language of boxing to describe sex (Existential 29).22 For the narrator of “The Time of Her Time” (1959), for example, the “dialectic” of sex stages conflicts between Jewishness and non-Jewishness, high culture and low culture, and even the competing therapeutic claims of Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Reich (Advertisements 495). If conflict is the model for the relationship between men and women, men additionally face an internal battle between heterosexuality and homosexuality (Mailer does not think that women have this problem). So the brutal outcome of the 1962 fight between Emile Griffith and Benny (Kid) Paret is said to dramatise the “biological force” with which men disavow their inherent homosexuality (Presidential 243). Paret had taunted Griffith with homophobic remarks at the weigh-in and during the fight, and Griffith responded by beating him to death.23 For Mailer, this is an example of the ring not doing its usual job of containing and controlling (or sublimating) sexual desire.24

The boxing ring also enacts, and thus mostly contains, another conflict that Mailer saw as fundamental to American culture of “our time,” one between blacks and whites (Time x). Again the challenge is to foreground and disrupt familiar stereotypical dichotomies: between whites, who are civilized, sophisticated, cerebral, literate and literary; and blacks, who are primitive, illiterate, attuned to the “pleasures of the body,” and fluent in its language (Advertisements 341). James Baldwin (and many others) complained about Mailer’s tendency to see “us as goddam romantic black symbols” (Weatherby 78). But Mailer saw everyone and everything symbolically. For Patterson vs. Liston, therefore, read Art vs. Magic, Love vs. Sex, God vs. the Devil.



Hemingway and Ali: Existential Ego

“I think there is a wonderful study to be made about the similarities between Ernest Hemingway and Muhammad Ali,” Mailer told Michael Lennon in 1980, making a start himself. Both men, he argued, “come out of that same American urgency to be the only planet in existence. To be the sun”—and at the heart of each was a dialectical struggle that was somehow both personal and national (Pontifications 161–2). The fact that “the mightiest victim of injustice in America” was also “the mightiest narcissist in the land,” he observed of Ali in 1971, proved that “the twentieth century was nothing if not a tangle of opposition” (Existential 28). “Ego” (later renamed “King of the Hill”), an account of Ali’s comeback fight against Joe Frazier, is not only about a “dialogue between bodies” (Norman 19) but about a dialogue within Ali himself. For Mailer, the triumph of the fight’s end is that Ali has somehow managed to reconcile his two “sides”—he could dance—displaying “exquisite” grace, figured as black and feminine (86)—but he could also “stand”—revealing, for the first time, qualities of endurance to “moral and physical torture,” figured as white and masculine (93).25

Troublesome “contradictions” also “[fall] away” in The Fight (1974), an account of Ali’s “Rumble in the Jungle” with George Foreman. Once again, the issue is survival as much as victory. Mailer models his essay on Hazlitt’s 1821 piece of the same name. As Hazlitt’s narrator-protagonist begins by announcing his desire to escape the sentimental complications of daily life, Mailer declares his disappointing love affair with himself. As Hazlitt travels companionably to the heart of the country, discussing Cobbett and Rousseau en route, Mailer flies Pan Am to Conrad’s “Heart of Darkness” in Vachel Lindsay’s “Congo,” and on the return journey, plays dice with the air stewardess. Both men experience a “restoration of being” through journeys to watch boxing (The Fight 239). But while Hazlitt ends by simply acknowledging the ephemeral achievement of both the boxing match and his own essay, Mailer wants more, nothing less in fact than the restoration of the title “champ among writers” (33). The book plays with various versions of magical thinking, but all are designed to the same end: “the powers of regeneration in an artist” (162). Ali works magic on Mailer by showing him that regeneration is possible; and set against his example is that of Hemingway, whose suicide fourteen years earlier haunts the book (123, 162). Ali, in other words, is both Hemingway and a kind of anti-Hemingway.26



Boxing with Hemingway

So what does it mean to box with another writer? For Hemingway, at least in his youth, the analogy expressed the inevitability of succession. Once a great boxer or writer had lost his crown, there was no reclaiming it. The old must give way to the new. So in 1924 he complained to Ezra Pound that the writers Ford Madox Ford was selecting for transatlantic review were the literary equivalents of Great White Hope Jim Jeffries, dragged out of retirement for one last fight: “The thing to do with Ford is to kill him . . . . I am fond of Ford. This ain’t personal. It’s literary” (Ernest 116). Killing is also what Hemingway envisaged for Sherwood Anderson, re-imagined as the has-been heavyweight Ole Andreson in “The Killers”; a “sock on the jaw” was not enough to settle the score.27 In an early draft of the story, the fighter was called Nerone; Hemingway changed the name to Anderson and then, finally, to Andreson.28

For all that he joshed about minor and major contenders, Mailer’s sense of literary influence was—like everything else in his worldview—less teleological than dialectical, less a matter of drastic, once-and-for-all Oedipal action than a conversation between competing “taste[s]” and “loyalties” (Mailer, Pontifications 149). To develop as a writer, Mailer did not want to kill Hemingway off so much as to continue to spar with him, while also sparring with (among many others along the way) Henry Miller and Herman Melville. If “Prelude—I” of The Time of Our Time evokes Hemingway, the presiding figure of its concluding “Acknowledgments and Appreciations” is Dos Passos, whose 1936 trilogy USA Mailer once described as “the most successful portrait of America in the first half of the twentieth century” (Bruce and Webster 173).29 Setting up one “great American author” (Mailer, Pieces 87) or “literary athlete” (92) against another while, at the same time, looking forward to other juxtapositions—that was what boxing meant to Mailer: a way of exposing the truth that, in the ring or on the page, “no two Americas will prove identical” (Time x). Nothing, as he liked to say, “is settled after all” (Pieces 86).





Notes


1. See also Callaghan 122; Inglis 4–7; Donaldson 138–44. ↩



2. See also On Boxing 54, and, for sympathetic reading of Mailer’s fiction, New Heaven, New Earth 177–203. Reviewers, such as Falconer, often present Oates as a “massive literary heavyweight” who is not allowed to compete with the men (10). ↩



3. Algren had just published a satirical account of Look Ma, My Fly is Open by one Norman Manlifellow (Algren 19). Mailer does not mention this attack but recalls his own swipe at Algren (Advertisements 467). As they leave the studio, the talk shifts to middleweights and they shake hands. ↩



4. Mailer also compared himself to Leon Spinks in that, with the publication of his first novel, The Naked and the Dead, he became “champ before he [knew] whether he [could] really fight or not” (Pontifications 159). ↩



5. See also Dearborn 109. ↩



6. “Dumb Ox” was Wyndham Lewis’s term for Hemingway. ↩



7. Mailer later totted up the reviews much in the manner of a boxer’s scorecard—“seven good and eleven bad” (Advertisements 245). ↩



8. Except perhaps in Mailer’s “sophomore year” at Harvard (Advertisements 27). ↩



9. Hemingway was not the only writer who Mailer thought had been limited by methodology. Others include Katherine Anne Porter and Robert Penn Warren. ↩



10. She shares a hairstyle with Brett Ashley in The Sun Also Rises, the American girl in “Cat in the Rain” and Catherine in The Garden of Eden. ↩



11. Poirier sees war as the “determining form of his imagination” (28) while Lennon, who argues for Mailer’s debt to American Transcendentalism, argues that he is “interested in RELATION, an idea larger than war and which subsumes it under its rubric” (“Mailer’s Cosmology” 150). ↩



12. Mailer’s review first appeared as “Punching Papa” in the New York Review of Books. ↩



13. Ketchel’s real name was Stanislaus Kiecal. ↩



14. Ketchel’s knockdown of Johnson was widely believed, even at the time, to have been staged for the film cameras. The painter John Sloan wrote appreciatively in his diary of seeing “the cinematograph pictures of the recent fight between Ketchel and the negro Jack Johnson. The big black spider gobbled up the small white fly—aggressive fly—wonderful to have this event repeated” (St. John 346). ↩



15. On the story’s relationship to Holman Hunt’s painting of Jesus with a lantern, see Reynolds 317–19. ↩



16. In a 1922 letter, Hemingway described Ketchel as “too small for that damned smoke” (Ernest 64). See also discussions by Collins and Martine. ↩



17. Hemingway described the story as being about a “busted down pug and a coon” (Ernest 157). Baker argues that Ad was an amalgam of Ad Wolgast and Bat Nelson and that Bugs was based on the trainer who had looked after Wolgast, a one-time opponent of Steve Ketchel (178–9). ↩



18. The opening story of In Our Time, “Indian Camp,” introduces into the collection the recurrent motif of a safe-seeming camp which turns out to be a violent and dangerous place. ↩



19. Hemingway sent the manuscript to his publisher with a letter claiming it had “a good 3/1 chance” at success. “And I never bet on Jeffries at Reno nor Carpentier nor other sentimental causes” (Ernest 155). Hemingway was only 11 in 1910, but he did bet, and lost, on Carpentier in 1921 (52). ↩



20. See, for example, Monteiro. Consider also Hemingway’s reported comments to Gertrude Stein: “when you were a boy and moved in the company of men, you had to be prepared to kill a man, know how to do it and really know that you would do it in order not to be interfered with” (A Moveable Feast 28). ↩



21. So The Armies of the Night is subtitled “History as a Novel, The Novel as History”; Marilyn (1973) is a “novel biography” (20). ↩



22. Training is like making love to one’s wife with “carnal indifference” (Mailer, The Fight 6); making “comfortable love” with a sparring partner is dangerous (69). When Ali starts fighting like a southpaw, Mailer thinks Foreman must feel like he’s “making love to a brunette when she is wearing a blonde wig” (192). When Ali lies back on the ropes, he’s like a “working man getting back into bed after a long day to be treated to a little of God’s joy by his hardworking wife” (201). When, in An American Dream, Stephen Rojack kisses Cherry Melanie he feels as though he’d “been sparring with a bigger man and got hit with a full right hand, not a bare fist but a hand in a boxing glove” (109). Cherry, however, simply compliments him on being “such a sweet kisser” (109). ↩



23. For Griffith’s version, see Heller 383–87. ↩



24. Gerald Early reads the fight as “virtually antihomosexual theater” (15). ↩



25. See also Messenger 97–98 and Boddy 354–56. ↩



26. He returned to the comparison later. “After Ali got old, he still won a couple of great fights,” while Hemingway “didn’t make the big knockout . . . in his later books” (Mailer, Pontifications 162). ↩



27. In 1926, before publishing The Torrents of Spring, a ruthless Anderson satire, Hemingway wrote to his friend justifying the book, his “attempt to sock you on the jaw” (Ernest 210). An earlier letter developed the metaphor: “You see I feel that if among ourselves we have to pull our punches, if when a man like yourself who can write very great things writes something that seems to me, (who have never written anything great but am anyway a fellow craftsman) rotten, I ought to tell you so” (205–6). Anderson replied in the same vain. “Come out of it, man. I pack a little wallop myself. I’ve been middleweight champion myself. You seem to forget that. . . . Did you ever hear of Kid McAllister—the nonpareil—that was me” (Selected 80). ↩



28. See Small and Reynolds 4. Anderson responded with “The Fight,” a story about two “substantial-looking” men whose fisticuffs settle nothing. ↩



29. For a reading of The Time of Our Time as an attempt at an equivalent portrait of the second half of the twentieth century, see Lennon’s “Norman Mailer.” ↩
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Firearms in the Works of Hemingway and Mailer


Barry H. Leeds



By now it is mouthing a truism to point out that firearms have played an iconic role in American history. Starting with this axiomatic assumption, one finds that guns are virtually ubiquitous in the works of those two peculiarly American authors, Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer. Sometimes mere accoutrements or plot devices, they are more often significant thematically and symbolically.

Occasionally, serendipitous connections between the two authors present themselves. The best example of these may be the case of the 6.5 mm. Mannlicher-Carcano rifle. At the outset of A Farewell to Arms (1929), Hemingway describes how


the troops were muddy and wet in their capes; their rifles were wet and under their capes the two leather cartridge-boxes on the front of the belts, gray leather boxes heavy with the packs of clips of thin, long 6.5 mm. cartridges, bulged forward under the capes so that the men, passing on the road, marched as though they were six months gone with child. (4)



This crucial passage foreshadows the thematic connection of rain, pregnancy, war and death in the novel, notably that of Catherine Barkley, which makes Farewell so clearly a naturalistic work.

The 6.5 mm. Mannlicher-Carcano, standard issue for the Italian army throughout the first half of the twentieth century, was subsequently sold cheaply in large numbers through mail-order houses worldwide. One of these rifles, equipped with a 4-power scope, was ordered by Lee Harvey Oswald in 1963, forty-five years after the 1918 setting of Hemingway’s Farewell, and used to assassinate John F. Kennedy, as elaborated upon in Mailer’s Oswald’s Tale: An American Mystery (1995). This death of monumental, tragic proportions was brought about by the use of a $10 gun. Also in A Farewell to Arms, Frederick Henry feels faintly ridiculous in obeying the regulation that a uniformed officer be armed with a pistol even when out of combat (148). Yet after his convalescence in Milan he uses his pistol (of unspecified caliber, but described as “regulation”) during the next campaign to shoot one of two sergeants for disobedience and desertion (204). The point of the passage, one of many emphasizing the anti-heroic message of the novel, is that Henry and the enlisted man Bonello (who administers the coup de grâce) are so inured to death in war that they are entirely dispassionate about it.

Most clearly parallel to this scene is the opening of An American Dream (1965) in which Stephen Richards Rojack kills four German machinegunners with his .30 caliber M1 carbine. Portentously set under a full moon, the episode illustrates Rojack’s capacity for lethal violence and his perception that murder has a sexual aspect to it (Mailer, American 3–6). Yet, in a later passage in the New England woods with his wife Deborah, he is shamed by her superior ability to hunt small animals with a .22 rifle, another of the scenes that illuminates the constant competition in their intense love/hate relationship: “And in fact she was an exceptional hunter. She had gone on safari with her first husband and killed a wounded lion charging ten feet from her throat, she dropped an Alaskan bear with two shots to the heart (30/06 Winchester)” (35).

Moving to the beginning of Mailer’s career, it is obvious that every character in The Naked and the Dead (1948) is issued regulation small arms: the officers with caliber .45 ACP Model 1911A1 pistols, the enlisted men with 30-06 M1 Garand rifles (as distinguished from Rojack’s smaller M1 carbine) or .45 Thompson submachine guns. Perhaps the most crucial episode in which one of these weapons figures is late in the book, during the abortive attempt by I & R platoon to climb Mt. Anaka, when Red Valsen rebels against Staff Sgt. Croft’s leadership and is forced to obey at gunpoint: “Croft . . . unslung his rifle, cocked the bolt leisurely. . . . It was worthless to temporize. Croft wanted to shoot him” (695–6). When Red capitulates, it signals the end of all resistance to Croft, which is emblematic of the allegorical conclusion by Mailer that reactionaries would dominate post-war America and which emphasizes the novel’s pessimistic message, its naturalistic bias.

If war is the most obvious arena in which guns figure, it is not hard to find the others: hunting and, in urban civilian life, criminal pursuits. The most striking of the latter occurs in Hemingway’s great story, “The Killers,” and Mailer’s 1984 murder mystery, Tough Guys Don’t Dance. In the former, the two hit men, almost robotic in their mindless, inexorable commitment to a job that must be done, pursue their prey, ex-boxer Ole Anderson, with a chilling, leisurely assurance and sawed-off 12 gauge shotguns. In the first cinematic version of the story (1946), a classic film noir with Burt Lancaster and Ava Gardner in their first starring roles, the killers (one of whom is William Conrad, later of TV “Cannon” fame) use more pedestrian Smith & Wesson Model 10 .38 Special revolvers. As in Hemingway’s story, Ole Anderson, in true naturalistic fashion, passively awaits his death.

In Tough Guys Don’t Dance, several of the seven violent deaths are carried out by the three matching .22 automatic pistols bought by Meeks Wardley Hilby III, including his own suicide and that of his doppelgänger Lonnie Pangborn. These parallels in death echo the sexual parallels in the lives of these characters and the novel presents a sexual nexus in which virtually every character is attached carnally to several others.

In a more significant book, The Executioner’s Song (1979), the career criminal Gary Gilmore traffics in guns and murders with one. He is inept with the .32 automatic he uses in his two cold-blooded assassinations, for he shoots himself in the hand after the second murder, and the bleeding wound casts immediate suspicion upon him and leads to his quick capture by the police. This episode is in line with Gary’s failures throughout the book and his entire life.

In Why Are We in Vietnam? (1967), the metaphorical juxtaposition of over-armed Texans hunting in Alaska, and the parallel depredations of the U.S. Army upon the population of Vietnam is best expressed in the passage where DJ lists at length the battery of guns brought on the hunt, especially by his father, Rusty:


Which brings up Rusty, who travels like a big-ass hunter. . . . yeah, he got for instance a .404 Jeffrey on a Mauser Magnum action with a Circassian walnut stock, one love of a custom job by Biesen with Zeiss Zielklein 2 1/2X on Griffin & Howe side mount for Gun #1. Gun #2 is Model 70 Winchester rechambered to .300 Weatherly Magnum, Stith Bear Cub scope, birds’-eye maple stock, etcetera. . . . Gun #3 is Winslow Regimental Grade 7 mm. Remington Magnum with FN Supreme 400 action and Premium Grade Douglas barrel, ivory and ebony inlays in the stock, basket weave carving on both sides of the forearm and pistol grip, Redfield Jr. mounts, Redfield 2 X –7 X variable scope. (79–80)



Despite this impressive array of weaponry, Rusty selfishly fails his son by his lack of a sportsmanlike hunter’s ethics. Later in the novel, it is only by divesting themselves of all weapons and other equipment that DJ and his best friend Tex Hyde are able to experience a transcendent oneness with nature.

In a similar situation but without the devastating irony, Hemingway equips the title character in “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” with a 30-06 rifle and 220 grain solid slugs for lion and Cape buffalo. The professional hunter, Robert Wilson, based on the famous Philip Percival with whom Hemingway had hunted in Africa, carries a “shockingly big-bored” .505 Gibbs “with a muzzle velocity of two tons” (138). Here, Hemingway makes an error in nomenclature and physics, since muzzle velocity is measured in feet per second, and muzzle energy in foot pounds. Yet the .505 Gibbs, a highly specialized big game hunting rifle of which only eighty were ever manufactured, presents a very impressive picture in the mind’s eye. Finally, in one of the greatest examples of controlled ambiguity in literature, Macomber’s wife Margot, “shot at the buffalo with the 6.5 Mannlicher” (153), killing her husband. This 6.5 mm Mannlicher (a fine sporting arm quite different from the rough, mass-produced Mannlicher Carcano of Farewell and Oswald’s Tale) is the instrument of a death which lives forever in the shadowy ambiguity of Margot Macomber’s true intent, and which brings to a close the short, happy, existential life of the protagonist.

Part One of Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not (1937) opens with an action sequence in which two politically opposed groups of Cubans kill each other with, among other guns, a 9mm. Luger, a 12 gauge shotgun, and a .45 Thompson submachine gun. Later in the same section of the book, the protagonist Harry Morgan, a modern pirate like his namesake Henry Morgan (1635?–1688: a Welsh buccaneer in the Caribbean, later acting governor of Jamaica, 1680–82) carries out the dangerous mission of transporting (and double-crossing) illegal Chinese immigrants with the aid of a fairly standard but versatile battery consisting of a Winchester 30-30 lever action carbine, a 12 gauge pump shotgun, and “the Smith and Wesson thirty-eight special I had when I was on the police force up in Miami“ (Hemingway, To Have 44).

In Part Two, Harry is badly wounded in his right arm, which he subsequently loses, by the gunfire of law enforcement agents while smuggling liquor from Cuba. But in Part Three, the longest and most intense section of the book, he (literally) single-handedly kills, with his Thompson submachine gun, four Cuban revolutionaries escaping from a bank robbery. And yet, a true existential character trapped in a naturalistic world, he mutters with his dying breath this credo: “No matter how a man alone ain’t got no bloody fucking chance” (225).

Many guns figure prominently in the 1940 novel For Whom the Bell Tolls, perhaps most significantly the Smith and Wesson .32 revolver handed down by Robert Jordan’s grandfather, a veteran of the American Civil War:


It was a single action officer’s model .32 caliber and there was no trigger guard. It had the softest, sweetest trigger pull you had ever felt and it was always well oiled and the bore was clean although the finish was all worn off and the brown metal of the barrel and the cylinder was worn smooth from the leather of the holster. (Hemingway, For Whom 336)



After Robert’s father commits suicide with this gun (like the author’s own father), although the revolver is lovingly described, Robert Jordan disposes of it in a memorable flashback by dropping it into an eight hundred feet deep lake (337). In the main action of the novel, Jordan is armed with an automatic pistol and a submachine gun, both unspecified as to caliber or manufacture. But other guns are more clearly defined: the Lewis gun of which the guerrilla band is so proud but whose obsolescence disappoints Jordan, and the 9mm Star pistol with which El Sordo carries out his “suicide” ruse on the fascists surrounding him in his last stand. Finally, Robert Jordan, waiting to make his last stand at the novel’s conclusion, grasps his submachine gun and thinks, “I have fought for what I believed in for a year now. If we win here we will win everywhere. The world is a fine place and worth the fighting for and I hate very much to leave it” (467). Here, as with Harry Morgan, the firearm is an extension of the individual’s capacity to resist evil forces and fight with existential heroism for the good.

Firearms play minor roles in other Hemingway novels and stories: the shotguns Col. Cantwell uses in the opening duck-hunting sequence of Across the River and into the Trees (1950); the .357 Magnum carried by Thomas Hudson in Islands in the Stream (1970) and the Thompson gun used to shoot sharks in that novel; the shotgun used by the father in “A Day’s Wait” to dispense death to quail while his beloved son is lying in bed at home mistakenly expecting his own death. Finally, the last gun for Hemingway was the “double-barreled Boss shotgun with a tight choke” with which he took his own life (Baker 563).

What, finally, can we say about the role of guns in the works of Hemingway and Mailer? They are virtually ubiquitous, sometimes mere everyday equipment, more often objects of profound symbolic and thematic significance. But always, as in life, they loom as instruments that amplify the individual’s influence on the world around him. Whether used to hunt game, commit murder, or fight for a political ideal, every gun is a tool that extends the power of the existential human will in a world that would attempt to render it impotent.
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A Visionary Hermeneutic Appropriation: Meditations on Hemingway’s Influence on Mailer


Erik Nakjavani




[T]here is nothing in the critical field that should be of greater philosophical interest or prove more rewarding to analysis than the progressive modification of one mind by the work of another.


—Paul Valéry (Leonardo, Poe, Mallarmé 241)






I. Prologue

Norman Mailer and Ernest Hemingway. This phrase brings into proximity two prominent twentieth-century American writers. The phrasal contiguity of the two names suggests an arrangement that at first glance conceals more than it reveals. For, upon reflection, their proximity sketches out areas that often tend toward more pronounced darkness rather than light. One repeatedly thinks about Hemingway’s influence on other writers. Colleagues at various academic conferences refer to it. It appears in scholarly journals, popular magazines, and newspapers. Still one does not readily see what might constitute Hemingway’s influence on Mailer, that is, aside from what amounts to and is derided by some critics as Mailer’s imitative behavior in the worst meaning of the adjective.

Mailer’s imaginal thematics, which often touches on the phantasmagoric, his baroque stylistics, and his distinctive intellectual concerns, all seem to be divergent from those developed and practiced by Hemingway. Does this mean, then, that the conjunction “and” in my initial verbless and therefore as yet inactive sentence misleadingly sets forth commonalities between the two writers? I think not. Because I would expect one may at least adumbrate a theoretical common ground between them. The conjunctive “and” will exceed its usual grammatical function and eventually carry out an exceptional task. The promise of latent and multiple vistas of the connection between Mailer and Hemingway, which as yet remain unknown, will still become known. However, the fulfillment of this promise requires wide-ranging conceptual meditations and may take a long and nonlinear course. The meditative approach I am proposing will offer an inkling of possible signifying links between Mailer and Hemingway.

Clearly, Hemingway and Mailer’s names are heavily laden with literary, cultural, religious, educational, and socio-political implications. They often connote factual differences, even inevitable conflicts. Consequently, now and again, the differences may seem to be unbridgeable and militate against the prospect of serious comparative studies of the commonalities between the two writers. Since such study endeavors to go beyond wading in the shallows of mere superficial similarities and comparisons, the complexity of its conceptual framework will also proportionally increase. But I would like to go straight to my conclusion and confirm that such a study is indeed realizable, in spite of undeniable obscurities, or paradoxically because of them. For such seemingly impenetrable areas force us to rethink our theoretical guiding principles of literary influence and reconfigure constitutive elements.

Happily, Mailer’s own preoccupation—if indeed not outright obsession—with Hemingway as a singularly distinctive man and writer renders my effort somewhat easier. Mailer’s own articulations of his connection with Hemingway will allow me to make intelligible possible shared literary-philosophical views and aspirations. His passionate fascination with Hemingway communicates itself as a combination of theoretical and experiential interests and practices. Altogether, they indicate a space where a serious study of their affinities and visionary literary kinship may come to light as viable. Such likelihood may not be easily discernible if one only limits oneself to the more traditional influence imitation theories. It would seem to me applying such theories to Hemingway and Mailer as tutor and tyro may well prove to be an egregious over-simplification and therefore more aporetic than heuristic. In my view, the whole problematic of Mailer’s relationship with Hemingway sets in motion a pervasive expectant mood. A Heideggerian sense of ontological disclosures gives the impression of emerging from it, providing the clearing where the two language artists practiced their profession. This clearing also permits crisscrossing meditations, interpretations, and associative musings. As we well know, Mailer and Hemingway’s personalities and works tend to elicit such activities in their readers.

As a result, in due course I shall propose and will attempt to develop a subcategory to the traditional theory of influence to make intelligible the nature of Hemingway’s unusual influence over Mailer’s imagination. I classify it as visionary hermeneutic appropriation as influence. I hope the general theoretical thrust of such classification differentiates it from the more direct and more easily discernible thematic and stylistic influence as imitation. It will provide us with a useful working concept. I hope the reader will find it less daunting in its logic and practice than its designation at first might suggest.

It would seem helpful to begin our task of examining the particular mode of influence Hemingway exerted on Mailer with a brief overall assessment of Hemingway’s widespread influence on twentieth-century American writers, including Mailer. I shall then proceed to Mailer’s own appraisal of Hemingway’s influence on the writers of his generation. Above all, I will examine Mailer’s perception of Hemingway’s influence on himself as arguably one of the most ambitious writers of his own time right along with the older Hemingway. This sequence will make it possible to study how Hemingway’s influence on Mailer characterizes itself as a highly differentiated case.



II. Hemingway’s Transparent Influence on Some Notable American Writers

There are many American writers who appear to have made Hemingway’s work and way of life their own. They have done so through direct influence and imitation. Two interrelated operations make the effects of such influence intelligible. First, there is a process of phenomenological hermeneutics in the sense that Martin Heidegger understood it as interpretation and understanding. Analogous to the task of gods’ messenger Hermes, the reader-writer endeavors to understand Hemingway’s work in the context of his or her own interpretation of it. In practice, this task is readily achievable as a given in human heuristic activities without considering the more technical underpinnings of hermeneutics as such. The act of interpretation permits the reader to understand the meaning of a given text as an intended object of his or her own consciousness. It carries in it the reader-writer’s individual desires, fantasies, dreams, daydreams, culture of reading, and socioeconomic circumstances. In short, each interpretation carries in its fold the interpreter’s prior lived experiences. Second, the text, thus read, implies a concomitant epistemology, which the reader-writer can appropriate.

On the plane of his way of life, as Mailer so well knew, Hemingway also exercised an exceptional charismatic influence on readers and writers. To some extent, he still continues to do so. One thinks of his way of life as an instance of Martin Heidegger’s “Dasein,” a genuine way of being human, which would be open to various interpretations and imitative practices. In a way, Hemingway as an individual makes available to us a specific semiological text, as it were. If so inclined, one can engage with it through simple imitation or more labyrinthine paths of influence.

The uncommon influence that Hemingway exercised on readers and writers is largely due to his instinctive inclination to write open-ended fiction and creative nonfiction. Even at the lexical and syntactic levels of his work, the slide from vivid denotation to unrestricted connotations guarantees unlimited interpretive semantics. Based mostly on lived experience and its endless twists and turns, opacities and vagaries, unpredictabilities and mysteries, his fiction and creative nonfiction are largely unlimited enterprises in the domain of signification and interpretive disclosure. For Hemingway the purity of heart was to will everything, which embraces Kierkegaardian belief on the plane of the unity of the whole of existence. Nearly all of Hemingway’s sentences, as in all good fiction, are potentially polysemic and subject to an endless existential hermeneutics as are the lived experiences they try to recreate imaginatively. The truth of such fiction can only be regarded in the plural: truths.

Thus, Hemingway initiates a dialogue with all of his potential reader-writers, to which they can respond emotionally, cognitively, and even actively pursue either by imitation or under the enchantment of influence. “Read anything I write for the pleasure of reading it,” he said in “The Art of Fiction,” an interview with George Plimpton. “Whatever else you find will be the measure of what you brought to the reading” (229). It would be hard to find a keener or more accurate description of existential hermeneutic activities and modes of recreating and making a text your own.

To sum up: the combined agencies of three phenomenological operations in the act of reading make it possible for any reader of Hemingway to read his work according to his or her own desire and knowledge. They are dialogics, that is, the art and science of dialogue as it burst upon consciousness; hermeneutics, the method of interpreting and comprehending the scriptural work or text guided by the clusters of one’s desire and knowledge; and, finally, recreating the text in the light of all these three operations.

At this point, one may state that Hemingway’s attentive readers, reader-writers, and critics (the other group of reader-writers) who may have an interest in the domain of literary influence either have taken mental notes or have made up their lists of writers influenced by Hemingway. It seems to be an irresistible activity. It may well be that each list brings forth the reciprocal effects of the texts read, in turn reading and analyzing the readers and list-makers.

Taking into considerations the nature of Hemingway’s influence, I should like to offer a list of writers I consider to have been apparently influenced by him. I limit the list strictly to American male writers and include such diverse names as Dashiell Hammett (1894–1961), James M. Cain (1892–1977), Walter van Tilburg Clark (1909–1979), John Heresy (1914–1993), Robert Ruark (1915–1965), Charles Bukowski (1920–1994), Vance Bourjaily (1922–), Jack (Jean-Louis) Kerouac (1922–1969), Cormac McCarthy (1933–), Richard Brautigan (1935–1984), Elmore Leonard (1935–), Raymond Carver (1938–1988), and Hunter Thompson (1937–2005).

This list is illustrative, of course—not at all intended to be either critical or exhaustive. It is at best exploratory and suggestive. I am aware that in each writer’s case the affinities with Hemingway and the extent and depth of his influence on him substantially differ. What does remain constant, however, is the existence of an inevitable vestige of the dynamic dialectic of uniqueness and influence, going from clear-cut direct imitation to intricate indirect influence in fictional conception and execution.



III. Hemingway’s Nontransparent Influence


Hemingway’s style had an ability to hit the young writers in the gut, and they weren’t the same after that.


—Norman Mailer (“Mailer Talking” 298)





My intention in treating Hemingway’s influence on American writers at some length has been to show the nature and extent of the problem Mailer was facing in dealing with Hemingway’s pervasive and detectable influence. Placing Mailer within my list would not have done justice to his own unique place in the history of twentieth-century American letters. For this reason, I made no mention of either his name or, I must add, Nelson Algren’s (1909–1981). I would say Hemingway’s influence on them falls into a different category. One may think of it as profound but not readily intelligible influence. They were two writers who were truly “hit in the gut” hard and for good and keeps by Hemingway. But the essence of how they experienced that radical influence remains mostly nontransparent.

Once one understands how—and how hard—with what lasting effects Hemingway as a writer “hit” a younger fellow-writer like Mailer in the “gut,” consequences can then be explored. A proper definition and explication of it may then emerge. Mailer and Algren both came to embody Hemingway’s influence, identifying with him, each in his own way. The result was the development of affinities with him, both as men and writers. Even though the nature, scope, and intensity of their kinship with Hemingway greatly varied, they both went beyond the boundaries of the dialectic of direct imitation and influence. As enlightening and fascinating as it is to compare simultaneously Mailer and Algren’s relationships with Hemingway, it would fall beyond the perimeters of the present study.1

Accordingly, I would like to add the category of nontransparent influence to the broad sphere of Mailer-Hemingway studies. I designate it as visionary hermeneutic appropriation, primarily as it applies to Mailer. I shall later devote a section to its definition. To my mind, the critical narrative of Hemingway’s influence on Mailer belongs to the logic of this other sphere of influence, which sounds a bit technical but bears out to be less so in practice. I deem it to be a useful concept and place it as a category within the general theory of influence. I am persuaded it will provide forays into uncharted territories. Basically, it will embrace the proximal and the distal, the familiar to the unfamiliar, the expected and the unexpected from within and without the immediate and known boundaries of studies of Hemingway’s influence so far done.



IV. Mailer’s Recognition and Assessment of Hemingway’s Influence

In “Prisoner of Success,” an interview with Paul Attanasio, Mailer stated with exceptional lucidity:


Hemingway occupied the center in every way, not only coming from the Midwest, but he occupies the very center of writing itself. Anyone who’s ever read a newspaper can feel how good a writer he is—he uses a vocabulary that if anything is smaller than the average newspaperman’s vocabulary. And he does wonderful things with it. So no matter how serious or superficial a reader you are you sense very quickly that you are in the hands of someone who truly can write well. Then, of course, he wrote about things that are very, very interesting to men. There aren’t very many women going around saying Hemingway is a great writer. I am willing to bet more American women who are good writers have been influenced by Proust than by Hemingway. But for men he’s central: the anxieties he feels about being a man cover all the anxieties; it’s almost impossible not to identify with his work. (Pontifications 131–32)



Clearly, this citation is long, but well worth providing. It is well conceived, admirably stated, and far-reaching. As the most stridently ambitious writer of his generation, one can unquestionably see the implications of Mailer’s awareness of all things Hemingway. Mailer shows a keen sense of the truth and the astonishing expanse of the influence Hemingway exercised during his lifetime. Hemingway’s work went beyond regional influence and extended itself to national and international levels.

With striking insight Mailer goes to the very mysterious heart of Hemingway’s magical influence as a creative writer: mastery of the alchemical power of everyday American speech as poetry. With remarkable accuracy, he perceives that the prominence of Hemingway as a writer resides in the wonderful things he does with the English language or, more precisely, with the American colloquial speech. Mailer sees the rare enchantment that Hemingway can work by eliciting a feeling in the reader that true wonders await him or her merely by reading on. He also hints at his appreciation of Hemingway’s meiotic style, and what he could achieve with a minimal poetic diction at the lexical and semantic levels of the language. It is little wonder that Mailer also liked to read the Belgian born French writer Georges Simenon’s detective Jules Maigret series. Simenon, too, practiced a totally unornamented, uncluttered, minimalist style that approached Hemingway’s.2 Hemingway, too, admired Simenon’s fiction, which he originally discovered in the 1920s in Paris.

Let us take a closer look at Mailer’s view of Hemingway’s centrality to twentieth-century American writing. In any human community our fellow human beings always surround us in the circle of their ontological presence as the horizon of our life. As a consequence, the notion of occupying the “very center” in such communities spells out a position of unquestionable eminence and prominence. Mailer readily credits Hemingway with the central position in writing in the community of writers in America. In a Playboy interview, conducted by his son John Buffalo Mailer, he spoke of Hemingway’s “prodigious influence for young American writers. He taught a lot of us how to look for the tensile strength of a sentence” (Big Empty 122).

Combining these related declarations about centrality is irresistible. First, because lexically “center” indicates the principal, pivotal, and radial point within a circle or sphere. The center comprises the focal point of the circumference that it defines. Second, the grammatical notion “sentence” defines the foundational, generative, syntactical unit of language. The sentence constitutes the center of our meaningful oral and scriptural discourse. It follows then that the maximal stress that a sentence as the basic unit of discourse may bear is essential. The sentence must do so without syntactically imploding into semantic nonsense. Mailer’s statements pay austere but high homage to Hemingway. The older writer comes through Mailer’s considered opinion as the high priest of creative writing in twentieth-century American writing. Judged by any standard, that is high praise, spontaneously offered. At the same time, it bears witness to the challenge that Hemingway as a writer posed to Mailer and how he dealt with it.



V. Outline of a Visionary Hermeneutic Appropriation


Examples of greatness lie about us, living texts of renown. Let each set before himself the greatest in his line, not so much as something to follow as something to spur him on.


—Baltasar Gracián (The Art of Worldly Wisdom 25)





The centrality Mailer attributes to Hemingway among American writers would be seldom, if ever, far from his own mind during his writing life. It acquired the invisible center in his own gravity in his own writing. Initially, Mailer’s comments about Hemingway were inspired by genuine fascination as well as frequent intimations of irritation. One may generally regard his irritation as making an effort not to be captivated by the older writer, in the sense of being creatively captured and subjugated. His sporadic early resentment toward Hemingway would seem to be prompted by the inclination to declare himself as the rightful archetypal son and inheritor of the master’s place. Yet this declaration had to be couched in a language that permitted him to continue to be a unique, talented, and independent writer. At times, I would imagine it implied that he, Mailer, would someday be considered an undisputed literary genius in his own right. He would become the new literary champion of the world. So, at the outset, his ambivalence toward Hemingway betrays a telltale sign of a justified Oedipal resentment as the master’s self-appointed heir apparent.

In the fullness of time, Mailer developed a larger and steadier perspective on Hemingway and his work. I very much regret that he did not regard it necessary to devote a book to the subject. It would have been a remarkably enlightening book. His decision not to do so might very likely have been due to his ample but widely dispersed observations on Hemingway. “If one is going to make a statement about Hemingway,” said Mailer as early as 1955, “it can be done either by posing a riddle or else one has to write at least ten thousand words to say something new in the critical literature” (“Intimate” 26). Mailer ended up by saying and writing nearly as much on the subject and implying more during his writing life. One hopes that a Mailer scholar will gather these observations in a collection, which will no doubt prove to be instructive.

Mailer’s comments on Hemingway in their aggregate manifest his own distinctiveness as an individual and writer. Concomitantly, there is a pervasive sense of identification with Hemingway through the agency of empathetic imagination. Mailer’s empathy with Hemingway and his early reservations about him make up the strong antithetical pole of a dialectical synthesis. From a theoretical standpoint, this dialectical synthesis is replete with critical import. For the general patterns of Mailer’s gravitation to Hemingway bear testimony to French poet and critic Paul Valéry’s belief in the truth of “philosophical interest” that “the progressive modification of one mind by the work of another” possesses (241).

In the absence of any transparent, extensive, unmediated stylistic or thematic influence by Hemingway on Mailer, my formulation of influence as interpretive and visionary offers a new but specific theoretical reconfiguration of constitutive elements of influence. It provides a key to rendering our incomprehension of Mailer’s literary relationship with Hemingway less so. For me, the interrelated operations of interpreting lived experience, elucidating its epistemology, and putting the whole process through a transformative imagination forms Hemingway’s influence on Mailer. Briefly put: It is a way of making written words by one writer the flesh and blood of another. It confers magical powers of creativity on the writer as the reader. As a result, on the plane of interpretation, this modality of reading involves the immediate effects of our conscious and unconscious activities of the psyche as thoughts, emotions, dreams and their correlates as myth.

On the cultural plane, visionary hermeneutic appropriation brings into play the whole range of our familial, social, cultural, and educational inheritance. All of our prejudgments, prejudices, and received notions, as well as our capabilities to create and imagine the world, enter into it. On the side of appropriation of our interpretation, it functions within the psychological structures of sympathetic imagination, identification, projections, and transformations through textual intermediations. In short, it amounts to our vision of the writer’s work. Henceforth, I use the visionary hermeneutic appropriation to indicate the modality of Mailer’s relationship to Hemingway and I shall refer to it as visionary hermeneutic appropriation in the context that I have just formulated it.

In the interest of taking just a step further the concept of the visionary in hermeneutic appropriation, I wish to emphasize how it plays in the theoretical concept. By visionary, I mean to point out a kind of unconscious intervention that renders our imagination active, making it capable of audacious undertakings. Additionally, I would attribute to a quality of inspiration, a work of animation more akin to its Latin etymology of “to inspire” (insp r re) or to “breathe upon” or “breathe into.” It seeks to enliven, quicken, and heighten the senses. Inspiration as such coincides with pneuma in its etymological Greek meaning as “breath,” which approximates its quasi-theological meaning as “vital spirit.”

If we integrate visionary hermeneutic appropriation within its twin phenomenological appearance in our consciousness and its existential implications in our experience, the term would then impart a sense of imaginative apprehension and alignment. This is so because one may perceive it as a type of conversion that would be justifiable. As conversion, it carries in it a combined sense of artistic and spiritual adhesion and adherence. As such, it would differentiate itself from the passivity and inertia that usually characterize imitation and influence. Applied to Mailer’s attitude toward Hemingway, the whole process characterizes itself as a freely chosen mode of dynamic commitment and fidelity to an imaginatively energizing ideal. What it categorically refuses is a type of willy-nilly literary seduction. The entire enterprise demands an authentic self-transformation and renewal of identity from within. Therefore, certain perceived affinities and empathies between Mailer and Hemingway are more or less analogous to spiritual and religious longings as influence.

I would like to convey a recollection that may put the concept of Mailer’s visionary hermeneutic appropriation of Hemingway in a clearer proper perspective. I remember reading French philosopher Gabriel Marcel’s effort to tell his readers that although he had read German philosopher Karl Jaspers’ essay “Système de philosophie” (Philosophical System), his own essay “On the Ontological Mystery,” had not been directly influenced by it. Marcel explained that Jaspers’ “terminology” and his “spiritual and religious orientations” were quite different from his own (6). Marcel then added, “Nevertheless, I feel obscurely that I owe a real debt to this noble and profound thinker [Jaspers], and I am anxious to acknowledge the inward and almost indefinable influence which he has exercised on our own mind” (6). I consider this statement to be an elegant, touching acknowledgement. This “inward” and “indefinable” and perhaps ultimately ineffable influence, with all that it implies, is precisely what I mean by visionary hermeneutic appropriation as influence. I detect it in Mailer’s inward and often ineffable responses to Hemingway. This is precisely my reason for differentiating among literary imitation, influence, and visionary hermeneutic appropriation.



VI. Search for Elements of Mailer’s Visionary Hermeneutic Appropriation of Hemingway


Literary influence remains endlessly curious.


—Norman Mailer (Spooky Art 99)





I would say that searching for the components of Hemingway’s nontransparent but nonetheless true influence on a writer such as Mailer could resemble the psychological mechanisms of paranoia. Or at least it may appear so to readers with a psychoanalytic proclivity and sensitivity. One may think of it as the “hermeneutic of suspicion,” formulated by French philosopher Paul Ricouer. The logic of Marxist hermeneutics essays to explain the role of economic class in determining our consciousness as Freudian psychoanalysis does with the unconscious. This type of intellectual and scholarly paranoia (para + nous) requires that the conscious mind extend itself beyond the limits it ordinarily imposes upon itself, because it suspects its own motivations. In so doing, the paranoiac mind suspects the existence of correspondences hitherto gone undetected, engaging in thoughts and acts to unveil and disclose them. Such paranoia may impel the scholar to see mysterious influences lurking in everything everywhere.

It is perhaps preferable to the “naiveté” that is the dialectical opposite of paranoia, to use English psychoanalyst Donald W. Winnicott’s vocabulary. Literary critical paranoia may indeed be of help here to the extent that it mobilizes our sensitivities to look for what often lies hidden below the exhausted surfaces of our scholarly work. The paranoid critic of influence studies joins Mailer’s “[c]ertain artists, those who see associations and connections everywhere” mentioned in his “The Metaphysics of the Belly” (Cannibals and Christians 265). In any case, let us not forget the example of the venerable Sir Isaac Newton and his apple.

There is no discernible evidence that Mailer directly imitated Hemingway to any appreciable degree personally or as a writer. I do not believe he became the “neo-Hemingway tough guy who patronize[d] boxing and bullfighting and bars,” as Joseph Glemis dubbed him (Mailer, “Norman” 156). Mailer was too proud, too conscious of his own place in American letters to be a straightforward and unsophisticated follower, borrower, and/or imitator. With him it was all much more complicated than that. On the one hand, as an individual he worked hard to learn, say, how to box, which is a punishing way of imitating anyone. He was also interested for some time in bullfighting and other sports. But he was willing to pay the price for the lived experience of boxing, whose semiotics and metaphysics in his mind had much to do with the language arts, as it did for Hemingway. In The Executioner’s Song Mailer consciously and transparently adopted Hemingway‘s less ornate, intentionally stripped-down narrative style. I would go as far as to suggest that Mailer’s creative nonfiction such as Armies of the Night might have been inspired by Hemingway’s prototypes of creative nonfiction in Death in the Afternoon and Green Hills of Africa. It is our common knowledge that some critics have mentioned Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1966) as the source of inspiration for Mailer’s creative nonfiction. But the two examples of Hemingway’s experimentation with the genre texts precede Capote’s effort by three decades. Given Mailer’s astute mind and his trust in Hemingway as a writer, this possibility would appear to be more convincing than its supposed alternative.

On the other hand, Mailer’s shared literary interests with Hemingway’s were considerably broader and deeper. They grew out of Hemingway’s fundamental literary-philosophical concerns such as courage and bravery modes of transcendent behavior. As well-integrated spiritual and corporeal strength, courage offered both men the proper deportment required to find salvation in extremis. They also had in common a vision of living the possibilities of their gender as maximal manhood firmly rooted in the body. I would think that the aim of such vision for Mailer was not machismo as a sense of masculine entitlement. I would suspect a merely assumptive masculine entitlement as a given would have made its embodiment emasculating to him rather than an existential adventure. At its best and in its profoundest sense, it was a matter of seamlessly lodging the psyche within the body as whole and entire. For that reason, they sought a second process of embodiment for their world for posterity within the body of the language of the art of fiction. As Hemingway had predicted, this approach to fiction would then produce a world whose truth would be truer than true. Language had the power to bring cohesion to the chaotic world of lived experience as it bursts upon our consciousness. And the truth of this cohesive world would then be available to anyone who could read. These are complex matters and need more clarification. I shall delve more probingly in due time.

If Mailer thought of Hemingway as worthy of imitation as a way of life and a writer, on a particular plane of reflection one cannot altogether dismiss it as trivial. Literary imitation yields much that is of interest about the imitator and the imitated. Imitation as transformative action has none too simple an origin and a history of development. Imitative acts, literary or otherwise, exceed the pejorative notion of “aping” in the current vernacular; that is to say, mindless mimicking, passively embraced at a low level of intellectual and artistic engagement. Such prejudices or prejudgments still play a part in a hierarchical study of influence. Nevertheless, such received ideas ignore too much such as, for example, the psycho-philosophical and aesthetic sense of imitation as mimesis.

Mimetic activities have a well-defined origin and long developmental history of spontaneously assembling, organizing, and ordering our perception of the world’s realities. In relation to Mailer and Hemingway, they still fall within the purlieu of visionary hermeneutic appropriation. Imitation and influence follow us with their compelling biological and atavistic impact as our genetic and familial inheritance at the time of our conception and henceforth throughout our life. Embedded in our familial, religious, cultural, societal and educational patterns of life and in the deep structures of language, imitative behavior permeates our life. Indeed, extensive theories of learning and pedagogical practices derive from them. Imitation and influence relentlessly precede and proceed us wherever we go. They ally themselves with the force that Freud attributes to the super-ego, whose effects as educative processes remain mostly unconscious or at least quasi-conscious. Various patterns of imitations and influences in their aggregate track all the developmental stages of our life. We can only move beyond them in acts of genuine creativity, acts that at once confirm their existence and transcend them in appropriation.

On the plane of the arts, Mimesis provided the philosophical and aesthetic matrix for classical and neo-classical paintings in the Renaissance period. Much later, as realism, naturalism, and impressionism they created new forms of artistic perception. It even sustained the foundational aesthetics of abstract impressionism and abstract painting as “non-figurative art,” or “non-objective art.” For instance, representations of moods and combinations of quasi-unconscious states of mind in the impressionism of Claude Monet, the post-impressionism of Vincent van Gogh, Paul Cézanne and, later, Jackson Pollock are all mimetic operations. Abstraction in painting merely reverses the direction of the mimetic gaze from without to within and vice versa. Incidentally, Hemingway was acutely cognizant of such mimesis, particularly as he found it in the works of Paul Cézanne.

Thus, one needs to be cautious in accusing Mailer of impersonating Hemingway or directly imitating him. As a writer he was interested in understanding the violence and brutality in such war and the so-called “contact sports.” For the trajectory of imitative behavior covers large and varied expanses, some of which are grounded in spirituality, which everyday language pejoratively relegates to “aping.” Imitation as a legitimate, indeed essential, activity persists, as strongly in childhood echolalia as it does on the mystical level that Thomas à Kempis accords it in his Imitation of Christ. In its profoundest sense, imitation may lead to a visionary conversion that I attribute to Mailer’s relation to Hemingway as visionary hermeneutic appropriation. Imitation would then come forth as transformative action in the process of forming new a new identity. I believe that was one of the contemplative aims that the writer of Imitation of Christ had in mind. In this light, the true imitation would appear to be seeking a truth not available otherwise, either to the imitated or the imitator.

Contemporary critical thought habitually disregards such imitative efforts as ultimately derivative, producing no more than redundant, second-hand truth, hardly expected to provide original knowledge and understanding. It is because we often forget that our primordial inclination toward imitative behavior serves us as a catalyst at all levels of human educative processes. To be totally impervious to imitation is to be uneducable. To imitate is to change, and, strictly speaking, no change is death in the midst of life. As transient as it often proves to be, what makes imitative behavior possible is the freedom to change, to be, with intelligence and luck, better than one might have been otherwise. It implies freedom that solely change can elicit, as is evident in the early games in which children dress up and act as grownups.

Hemingway often serves Mailer as a trampoline for further conceptual and creative modifications of his own desires, conscious or otherwise. In general, perhaps the meditative attitude I have adopted in this essay is in and of itself an imitative example to the degree that it draws from the patterns of traditional meditative literature in general. I would like to end this section by citing a fine story Mailer recounts about Nelson Algren giving a class on writing and inviting Mailer to sit in. Mailer recalls,


He [Algren] read a story by one of the kids. Third-rate Papa. Afterward, I said to Nelson, “Why did you pay that much attention? He was just copying Hemingway.” And Algren, who was ten years older than me and knew that much more, said, “You know, these kids are better off if they attach themselves to a writer and start imitating him, because they learn a lot doing that. If they’re any good at all, sooner or later they’ll get rid of the influence. But first, they have to get attached to somebody.” That was useful. (Spooky 76)





VII. Mailer’s Visionary Hermeneutic Appropriation and Bloom’s Theory of Anxiety of Influence

Can the particular concept of visionary hermeneutic appropriation that I ascribe to Mailer in his relationship as a writer to Hemingway find a justifiable place within the context of Harold Bloom’s magisterial The Anxiety of Influence? Bloom forcefully applies his theory to Hemingway’s influence on Mailer. I maintain that such placement is possible on the condition that I relegate my own formulation of influence in the Mailer-Hemingway case to a category within Bloom’s own theory of anxiety of influence as an exception. This effort necessitates a brief exposition of Bloom’s justifiably elaborate theory of influence.

In The Anxiety of Influence, Bloom offers an analysis of the phenomenon of influence in the development and maintenance of the “poetic,” in which the poetic is to be taken in its traditional sense of literature as a whole. We owe Bloom a large debt of gratitude for this work in the field of influence studies. Passionate, dense, and erudite, one can only underestimate it at one’s own great loss. Bloom analyzes how “poets” guarantee continued literary creation, and dissemination as influence, while paying an exorbitant but necessary price for it in the anxiety of influence.

Bloom informs us that “[t]he precursors flood us, and our imagination can die by drowning in them, but no imaginative life is possible if such inundation is wholly evaded” (154). Concise, astute, and confident, it is a truly compelling statement. The Anxiety of Influence legitimately demands that we attempt to periodically test it here and there. Such probes keep the theory of anxiety of influence supple, flexible and therefore applicable to new demands made upon it by new literary visions. I find this exploratory probe to be warranted in the Mailer-Hemingway case. Such activity, I hope, accords The Anxiety of Influence the attention it so highly deserves as relevant to our contemporary concerns.

My line of reasoning demands more elucidation. In the essential chapter “Clinamen or Poetic Misprision” in The Anxiety of Influence Bloom states,


What gives pleasure to the critic in a reader may give anxiety to the poet in him, an anxiety we have learned, as readers, to neglect, to our own loss and peril. This anxiety, this mode of melancholy, is the anxiety of influence, the dark and daemonic ground upon which we now enter. (25)



Elaborating further on it, he adds, “Poetic influence—when it involves two strong, authentic poets—always proceeds by a misreading of the prior poet, an act of creative correction that is actually and necessarily a misinterpretation” (30). He stresses, “The history of fruitful poetic influence . . . is a history of anxiety and self-saving caricature, of distortion, of perverse, willful revisionism without which modern poetry as such could not exist” (30).

These are strong arguments, well conceived and precisely stated. Far-reaching in their ramifications, they sound severe, determinant, even formidable and daunting. All the same, I acknowledge their validity in a psychoanalytically inflected general theory of literary influence as Oedipal in its origin and unfolding in one of the multiplicity of forms. Bloom underlines as given the enormous influence writers undergo as they internalize their literary culture and the accompanying psychological guilt that it causes. Citing Mailer as an example, Bloom informs us,


“The burden of government,” [Samuel] Johnson brooded, “is increased upon princes by the virtues of their immediate predecessors,” and he added: “He that succeeds a celebrated writer, has the same difficulties to encounter.” We know the rancid humor of this too well, and any reader of Advertisements for Myself may enjoy the frantic dances of Norman Mailer as he strives to evade his own anxiety that it is, after all, Hemingway all the way. (28, emphasis added)



Oddly, in “First Advertisement for Myself,” the introductory piece to Advertisement for Myself, what Bloom perceives as “frantic dances” would seem like ritualistic dances. Mailer performs them as he prepares to affect a kind Jungian metanoia to re-form his divided psyche to bring about self-healing and renewed creative energy. The “rancid humor” of it derives from the struggles of the psyche of a writer torn apart between a sense of utter defeat and megalomania. “Defeat has left my nature divided,” declares Mailer, “my sense of timing is eccentric, and I contain within myself the bitter exhaustions of an old man, and the cocky arguments of a bright boy. So I am everything but my proper age of thirty-six, and anger has brought me to the edge of the brutal” (Advertisements 17). On the other hand, he immediately confesses, “In sitting down to write a sermon for this collection, I find arrogance in much of my mood,” which is an understatement (17).

Later, as it was his inclination, Mailer extravagantly predicts, “it is my present and future work which will have the deepest influence of any work being done by an American novelist in these years” (17). His contradictory statements make intelligible a psychological swing between defeat and a sense of manic exaltation, a type of bipolar depression that he may have shared for sometime and to some degree with Hemingway. They detract from his confidence in his claim of eventual superior influence and puts it in question. But I would say his vacillations in self-assurance are much to his credit. Because, sad to say for him and for us, Mailer came to acknowledge later in life that his prediction that his work will have “the deepest influence of any work being done by an American novelist in these years” did not transpire—at least not in any appreciable way.

On a certain plane of critical thought, one may argue Advertisements for Myself constitutes Mailer’s own treatise on influence. In a letter to George Plimpton, Hemingway refers to the book as “the sort of ragtag assembly of his [Mailer’s] rewrites, second thoughts and ramblings shot through with occasional brilliance” (Ernest 912, emphasis added). If by “ragtag” Hemingway meant that the books contents were diverse and lacking in cohesion in appearance or composition, that might well have been true. But the fact remains that Mailer intentionally structured it as such, as he did, say, in Cannibals and Christians. But Hemingway’s remark on the text being “shot through with occasional brilliance” is right on the mark. Hardly noticeable, Mailer’s attempts in this text culminate in discovering and establishing a viable, working out a dialectical synthesis between himself and Hemingway as men and writers. Mailer’s articulation of the subject falls into that hard-earned occasional brilliance of the text. Did Hemingway realize this in his own way? It is entirely possible.

Mailer’s own sense of “defeat” will not cease tormenting him unless and until this Hemingway matter is truly settled once and for all. “Every American writer,” writes Mailer plainly, “who takes himself to be both major and macho must sooner or later give a faena which borrows from the self-love of a Hemingway style” (Advertisements 19). “Faena” is an unusual but pertinent word to use here in connection to Hemingway and the way Mailer proposes to deal with his contemporaries. Faena denotes a series of final ritual passes at the bull that a matador carries out in bullfighting. It occurs immediately before the kill, the moment of truth, to highlight a matador’s skill. On the other hand, to perform “a faena which borrows from the self-love of a Hemingway style” connotes at the same time a moment of pride in the truth of accomplishment as well as exhibition narcissism and a touch of brutality.

The main point, however, is Mailer laying claim to Hemingway’s vision through the agency of his own interpretation of it. It will make it possible for him to identify with Hemingway for better or worse and for good and for keeps. Mailer tells his readers, “I have come finally to have a great sympathy for The Master’s irrepressible tantrum that he is the champion writer of this time, and of all time, and that if anyone can pin Tolstoy, it is Ernest H.” (19).

Confined to the framework of this essay, I would propose that Advertisements for Myself is Mailer’s valiant form of confession and initiation into a visionary hermeneutic appropriation, which approaches a kind of literary conversion. It represents a writer’s self-transformation and regeneration as a genuine response to another writer’s thought and work. It does so, however, without any illusion, compromise, and least of all sentimentality. In no way such conversion implies loss of creative uniqueness and integrity, just the contrary.

In relation to Bloom’s general theory of influence, I would relegate Mailer’s hermeneutic appropriation to the “state of exception,” as Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben. Agamben defines the “state of exception” in reference to Saint Paul’s word “katarego,” roughly translated as “I deactivate” in his First Letter to the Corinthians. Agamben calls it “messianic katarg sis,” or messianic deactivation (104). He further clarifies it as a “law that is simultaneously suspended and fulfilled” (104). I find it useful to compare “messianic katarg sis” and visionary hermeneutic appropriation, because both concepts fully connote fidelity and flexibility. As Agamben points out, “In our tradition, a metaphysical concept, which takes as its prime focus a moment of foundation and origin, coexists with a messianic concept, which focuses on a moment of fulfillment” (103–4). What sanctions such coexistence “is the idea that fulfillment is possible by retrieving and revoking the foundation, by coming to terms with it” (104).



VIII. Mailer’s Visionary Interpretive Appropriation and the Oedipus Complex: “The State of Exception”

In an interview, Mailer scholar and critic Michael Lennon elicited from Mailer the following keen remarks on the perception of his relationship to Hemingway:


The more I know about writing, the more of an achievement Hemingway’s style becomes to me. I know his flaws inside out. I’ve loved and hated him as if he were my own father for years. There is so much he did for one, so much he didn’t do. Truly the relationship you have to him is as a father. But he is a remarkable writer. His sense of the English language, I’d say, is virtually primitive in its power to evoke mood and stir the senses. (Pontifications 161, emphasis added)



Now, one needs to pose the question: Are there detectable traces of an Oedipal guilt and anxiety in visionary hermeneutics appropriation that I attribute to Mailer in relation to Hemingway? My answer is a modified yes. Freudian psychoanalysis teaches us that the Oedipus complex is a universal concept, not merely a limited and localized notion. As such, it affects us all. However, it would be justifiable to remind ourselves that the degrees of the intensity of Oedipal complex and Oedipal guilt vary widely. The differentials of extent and intensity affect the quality and acuity of the Oedipal complex and therefore its consequences. As Freud in Totem and Taboo so perceptively recognized, the ritual slaying of the father and the birth of Oedipal guilt among the primitive horde were not the only result or the most consequential of patricide among them. The sons also engaged in vital subsequent rituals of atonement for their irreversible and unforgivable act. So the killing of the primal Father was an immensely ambivalent act. They partook of the totemic meal as an act of atonement. It was not in the least purely a revengeful, cannibalistic devouring of the father’s body. The totemic meal set in motion an unending series of significant revitalizing, self-generating imaginative powers.

Thus, killing of the father and partaking of his flesh were essentially rituals of embodying him in order to appropriate his magical powers as patrimony. Partaking of the totemic meal was then not an altogether negative and negating ritual, far from it. Parallel to patricide, but going in the opposite direction, another force lurked behind the bloody event, which paves the way for a wider hermeneutics of patricide among the primitive horde. The sons also interpreted the killing of the father as rituals of self-preservation and regeneration through corporeal appropriation, integration, and identification with him. Taking the father’s body and blood had all the identifying or distinguishing marks characteristic of the sacrificial and the sacramental. So the emphasis was not entirely on patricide; it rather emphasized rituals of sacral nourishment, embodiment, atonement, salvation, and continuation. At the center of it was, however, the principal of redemptive atonement, which approximated a mode of “sacrament of reconciliation,” to borrow a term from Catholicism. The redemptive atonement prevented their guilt from bordering on permanent paralysis and enslavement.

In a parallel fashion, the permanence of the work of art establishes potent traditions that exercise massive powers. Specifically, the literary work of art within a linguistic community tends to firmly fix us within its scriptural power and authority. Such authority parallels that of the slain father of the primal horde, as Mailer so astutely discerns in Hemingway. When allied with our own unconscious desires, this authority internalizes itself and becomes psychologically astonishingly potent. It is then likely to lock our literary creative impulses within its sway. More often than not, they succeed in doing so at the expense of our imaginative potentials. Literary traditions imbed and enclose us in clusters analogous to our given genetic matrix with their spider’s web of mysterious determinative effects.

Consequently, what confronts a creative writer such as Mailer and Hemingway, both of whom desire to establish a new fictional world with its own epistemology. Such a goal can only realize itself through exploration of new themes and their attendant stylistics. The problematics of how to come concurrently into possession of the enormous inherited wealth of tradition and surpass it is a thorny one. For some writers, it becomes an insurmountable problem, because it demands an alchemical inner process of transformation of the writer’s literary inheritance. Ready acceptance or radical rejection of literary influence sets up psychological tensions that surface in a writer’s lived experience as Oedipal guilt and its inevitable anxiety, which Bloom has so brilliantly detected and elucidated.

From this perspective, visionary hermeneutic appropriation, which through the alchemy of imagination in literature, allows a writer such as Mailer to now and then transform or at a minimum negotiate with the given as the received body of preceding literary works. In this fashion, Mailer could manage to be paradoxically both old and new and come to grips with the determinism of the Oedipal guilt. Symbolically, one might say Mailer appropriated the father’s body, mainly Hemingway’s, in order to support his own life of imagination. Accordingly, Mailer perceived the process not so much as emulation but rather what I have called interpretive appropriation.

To put it somewhat differently, the warp and woof of influence may be at once determining and liberating. We are all rooted in this paradox, particularly artists as innovators. At one and the same time, we remain identifiable individuals while we undergo change and evolve or devolve biologically, psychologically cognitively, affectively, and creatively. In its most inclusive meaning, to be susceptible to hermeneutics of influence is tantamount to permitting the inflow of interpretive knowledge to inscribe itself on our consciousness and body, submitting the knowledge thus acquired to further processes of internalization for adoption or rejection.

As a tribute to Mailer’s own instinctive talent for theorizing, I would imagine that the event of “poetic influence” also makes itself known to him as a specific and singularly privileged modality of rediscovery and reconfiguration of our world as well as remaining totally anchored in it. In Mailer’s case, beyond “poetic influence” there are also strong illuminating instances of reaffirmation of the self in acts of “active imagination,” as Carl Jung has put it. In Mailer’s situation, active imagination is capable of alchemically transforming the self from a state of hermeneutic appropriation to the ecstasy of conversion. In this context, one cannot but wonder if alchemy has not always been fundamentally about the psyche. I would suggest that such alchemical states in creativity are moments of integration of the derivative chronos (clock time) with inner time kairos, combining our present creative impulses and our collective literary past as it projects both into an imagined future. Kairos is the temporal dimension of our hermeneutic appropriation.



IX. Constitutive Theoretical Components of Mailer’s Visionary Hermeneutic Appropriation

As a relatively young writer, Hemingway wrote, “A thousand years make economics silly and a work of art endures forever, but it is very difficult to do and now it is not fashionable.” But he added, “those who practice it now wish to cease their work because it is too lonely, too hard to do, and it is not fashionable” (Green Hills 109). As a creative writer with strong genuine intellectual interests, Mailer was aware of the permanence of the literary arts. He realized the enduring power of literary works of art. He recognized how they exert their considerable influence within literary traditions; and how they tend to firmly fix us a writer within their scriptural authority in a given lingual community and sometimes beyond it. He was also cognizant of the loneliness and difficulties that flow from the problematic of how to place oneself within the long line of language artists and still remain free and work out one’s own identity as a unique creative writer. Furthermore, Mailer could not remain passive to the pressure of new visual arts such as the cinema and particularly television and later the internet, all vying for popular attention. They have tended to make serious creative writing less fashionable.

Mailer was most desirous to do creative writing that would simultaneously find a large readership and still shed light on matters hitherto unknown, therefore incomprehensible, even the unknowable. His tendencies to tackle such phenomena generate a knotty problematics for any writer. I would propose that Mailer’s solution to the problematics as well as the troublesome notions of the new versus the traditional was to conceive literature as a type of advanced evolutionary process. There would be stages of development within which each writer finds himself or herself, working out a proper strategy of creative survival. From his vantage point, what would set apart such developmental stages was the difficulty to choose between essential and nonessential among the constitutive elements of the inherited literary culture and the present literary trends. Therefore, in tandem, he would take from tradition what was essential to him as a starting point. He would then embark upon remaking the inherited literary tradition in his own novel ways. It is a bit similar to the ways that one may receive and dispense of one’s inheritance. In Advertisements for Myself, Mailer writes,


If I have one ambition above all others, it is to write a novel which Dostoyevsky and Marx; Joyce and Freud; Stendhal, Tolstoy, Proust and Spengler; Faulkner, and even old moldering Hemingway might come to read, for it would carry what they had to tell another part of the way. (477)



His gratuitous quick jab at Hemingway not withstanding, in this passage Mailer makes an effort to position himself in the canonical ranks of his literary forbearers and contemporaries. Persuasively, they also include the historian Oswald Spengler and two towering figures of nineteenth- and twentieth-century intellectual history—Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud. There is an evident suggestion in this selection of illustrious names of the necessity Mailer finds in having a vision of the human world as an integral whole. In the interview “Literary Ambitions,” he tells Lennon,


I grew up under the shadow of Marx and Freud. Both men, independently, created an entire world system. They had a vision of all existence. That impressed me immensely. I was nothing if intellectually ambitious when I was young and wanted to come up with similar vision that would comprehend everything (Pontifications 169, emphasis added).



Here, Mailer the creative writer meets Mailer the intellectual and putative theoretician. Be that as it may, he was neither a philosopher nor a psychoanalyst, certainly not in their restrictive academic classifications. But as a novelist, he discovered the imaginative unity of the world of fiction, with its unifying imaginative logic and “worldmaking” powers, to use Nelson Goodman’s apt language. In Tolstoy and Stendhal, the imaginal geographies and histories of Russia and France found their well-integrated expressions in the melancholy accounts of war and peace. Spengler traced the history of the Western world in what he considered to be its downward spiral. Proust made the rich domain of memory of things past his own. James Joyce made Dublin the capital of the world through lingual, linguistic, and fictional magic. Karl Marx attributed to the dialectics of matter and history materialism Godlike powers; and Sigmund Freud rendered the unconscious the all but supernatural ruling principle of the psyche.

Each one of the writers cited by Mailer attempted to “totalize” their world, to use a more technical term introduced by Jean-Paul Sartre. In one way or another, they all allowed Mailer to have a steady view of the world in its totality albeit on the plane of the fictional. In this way, for Mailer, the logic of this literary conception is at one with that of philosophy, psychoanalysis, and history. He believed he had “a coherent philosophy,” as he told Lennon, adding, “I believe we could start talking about virtually anything, and before we were done I could connect our subject to almost anything in my universe” (Pontifications 170). For Mailer, this coherent literary philosophy eventually shapes up as a cosmology in On God: An Uncommon Conversation.

Among his contemporaries, Mailer mentions novelists William Faulkner and Hemingway. They too, each in his own way, valiantly sought to create an imaginal vision of the world that was entire onto itself. Faulkner’s goal was to represent the entire history of a region, the American South, by his fictional Yoknapatawpha County, which simultaneously transcended all historical and geographical boundaries and became universal in its wide array of its human implications. And, specifically, there was Hemingway, who as a young writer believed


[t]he great thing is to last and get your work done and see and hear and learn and understand; and write when there is something that you know; and not before; and not too damned much after. Let those who want to save the world if you can get to see it clear and as a whole. Then any part you make will represent the whole if it’s made truly. The thing to do is work and learn to make it. (Hemingway, Death 278)



I should think that this passage would be magical music to Mailer’s ears. In my mind I hear the voice of the young Hemingway reaching out to Mailer like a keening over the years and putting a powerful spell on him. It is direct hard-hitting talk about an unspeakably tough profession, which Mailer may well have noticed and admired. For the young Hemingway, it was all a matter of the senses and the comprehension that precedes understanding. It made a fragmented and constantly changing world whole. All that remained for a writer to do was getting it down on paper and making the world whole and entire. It represents the great totalizing function of a writer of fictional knowledge. It is a world in which a writer attempts to capture in language the human way of being. As Martin Heidegger reminds us “language belongs to the closest neighborhood of man’s being” (189).

One might speculate that for Mailer the phenomenon of language as omnipresent and inexhaustible matrix of all significations makes the “lifeworld,” Lebenswelt of German phenomenology, translatable into fiction. The interweave of language and the lifeworld are proportionately boundless. One may judge the enigmatic nature of the affect Hemingway has on Mailer to emanate mostly from his fictional world as total lifeworld. What Mailer wanted was to embody as much as possible Hemingway’s vision of this lifeworld on various levels of his own psyche and its interpretive work. He did so concurrently as viva activa and as viva contemplativa.

Thus Mailer could speak of his own world, of his own philosophy, and finally of his own cosmology and mean it. Writing fiction offered both Hemingway and Mailer means of synthesizing their lived experiential vision. No matter how compressed or dilatory their style might be, or how distinct their thematics the practice of a new aesthetics of lived experience seems to give their fiction its unity. In “The Existential Aesthetic,” Mailer maintained that “of all of the philosophies, existentialism approaches experience with the greatest awe: it says we can’t categorize experience before we have experienced it. The only way we’re going to be able to discover what the truth about anything might be is to submit ourselves to the reality of the experience” (213). Mailer’s statement is true whether one is a religious or an atheistic existentialist, because it is rooted in the phenomenology of experience, within which religious or atheistic experiences also dwell. Similarly, it is true whether the experience is physical, psychical or psychosomatic, as I am convinced all experiences are. This new experiential aesthetic theoretically approximated the Quantum Mechanics of the fictional discourse for Hemingway and Mailer.

Lived experience appears to be an unchangeable given of the human condition, which would fall within the concept of “facticity” (facticité) of Sartrean philosophy. Paradoxically however, lived experience, le vécu of French phenomenology, bursts upon creative intentional human consciousness and can turn into the ground of an alternative world of literary alchemy through interpretive activities. Hemingway and Mailer fully comprehended that fiction emerging from lived experience was the Tao of fiction, as it were, dealing as it did with the real of the real. I believe they both trusted the validity and efficacy of this alternative fictional truth. Mailer found in such fiction what was the possibility of expressing the inexpressible and of comprehending the seemingly incomprehensible in the diverse, specialized conceptual discourses of his time that fragmented our world.3

In my opinion, Mailer committed himself to a visionary fiction constituted by lived experience that was a sort of lingual religion, alchemy, and magic for him and Hemingway. Within such fiction, the body became the nodal point of psychosomatic phenomenon of lived experience, making possible an indissoluble subjective-objective union with the environing world. This corporeal comprehension presented a universal oneness that verges on the mystical for both writers. The human body as an indivisible continuum is the agency that makes lived experience possible. It legitimately permitted Hemingway and Mailer to go beyond the trappings of realism and solipsism. Such fiction miraculously invades the interstices of imaginal space-time through its inexhaustible connotative potential of language. Both writers, one after another, discovered in such vision of literature what Carl Jung has called alchemy’s “holy technique.”



X. Mailer’s Interpretation of the Concept of Manhood Hemingway’s “Discipline”

In Advertisements for Myself, Mailer writes,


I was one of few writers of my generation who was concerned with living in Hemingway’s discipline, by which I do not mean I was interested in trying for some second-rate imitation of the style, but rather that I shared with Papa the notion, arrived at slowly in my case, that even if one dulled one’s talent in the punishment of becoming a man, it was more important to be a man than a very good writer, that probably I could not become a very good writer unless I learned first how to keep my nerve, and what is more difficult, learned how to find more of it. (265)



In this passage, Mailer offers an analysis of Hemingway’s “discipline” and makes it his own by living within its punishing demands. The Hemingway “discipline” as he sees it is a matter of existing “in-situation,” of being subject to the givens of a writer’s life, and of transcending them through keeping one’s nerves and engaging in lifelong creative and conciliation with it in sober give-and-take operations. From an existential standpoint, the most exigent aspect of being in-situation (in situ) describes the condition of unpredictability. Mailer was acutely aware of this condition and its attendant dread. In “Existential Aesthetics,” his interview with Laura Adams, Mailer points out, “we find ourselves in an existential situation whenever we are in a situation where we cannot foretell the end” (213). He apprehends being in-situation as a courageous existential mode of engaging in acts of becoming a man. These are acts whose foremost quality is unpredictability, which require that our mind and body remain unbreakably whole in an unspeakably broken world. That wholeness comprises the secret of the emergence and survival of a very good writer.

The mind-body continuum as the primal presence of the human presence in the world is then the essence of Hemingway’s discipline. I suspect that Mailer is empathetically projecting upon Hemingway what he himself already desires or possesses as a large but somewhat slumbering unconscious drive. Accordingly, Mailer believes that for a truly good male writer the most effective way of being a writer is to fulfill the highest potentials of his gender. His life revolves around becoming fully man, subjecting himself to punitive masculine trials such as boxing and everyday acts that he deems to manifest bravery. He deems courage, bravery and the honor they entail indispensable to attaining the primeval promise of being. As he clearly expresses it in Cannibals and Christians, “Masculinity is not something given to you, something you’re born with, but something you gain. And you gain it by winning small battles with honor,” that is, with courage (201).

Of course, by the same logic of gender potential, neither is femininity given. All writers, male or female, struggle to define themselves within their given gender. They make daunting forays into the vast mysterious terrains of the human condition through language and imagination housed in the unimaginable complex of the body. If authentic, these forays put all serious writers in extremis. It reminds one of Simone de Beauvoir’s assertion that “[o]ne is not born a woman, but rather becomes, a woman” (267). Admittedly, there may be differences between Mailer and Beauvoir’s statements, but the general thrust of them is identical. They basically attest that mere physiological givens or societal determinations of one’s sex do not totally determine one’s gender possibilities.

From the depths of the preceding elucidation of Mailer’s interpretation of Hemingway’s discipline surfaces a specific philosophy of creative writing. I detect in it the upsurge of an integrative mind-body continuum, anchoring the writer squarely in our world and conferring upon him or her the courage to be and to write. The truth of mind-body wholeness belongs to the sphere of the writer’s lived experience and produces its own distinctive ontology and resultant epistemology.



XI. The Body and Its Implications


[T]he human being even as he or she dreamed or theorized was unmistakably a bag of guts, with motor devices and pleasure-seeking organs attached.


—Malcolm Bowie (Lacan 15)





We have seen that in Mailer’s philosophy of the art of creative writing, the desired developmental process of becoming a man is one of battles fought well and honorably fought. Such freely chosen fights are adventures into the unknown; but whether won or lost they always bestow upon the fighter-writer a brave new way of being human. Of the role of the body within such fights and its vicissitudes, Mailer wrote, “Writing impinges on that body; writing depends ultimately on that body” (Spooky 126). “I believe that is one of the reasons I’ve been so interested in prizefighters,” Mailer discloses (125–26). One may expand the import of his disclosure to bullfighters and other athletes where Hemingway’s well-known concept of courage as “grace under pressure” applies.

I see the philosophical sense of the concepts of mind-body wholeness as embodiment in Hemingway’s “discipline” in Mailer’s work as having the signifying function of transcendence. It goes beyond what Mailer derisively thought would be “to sit at a desk and squeeze words out of yourself,” which in and of itself, is an extraordinary activity (125). Mailer goes as far as saying, “I think one has to develop one’s physical grace. Writers who are possessed of some may tend to write better than writers who are physically clumsy. It’s my impression this is so” (77). And it may well be so, because one may advance the argument that the unconscious is well anchored in the body and regulates vital functions, including the brain.

Mailer tells us “Hemingway suffered from the honorable need to be the equal of his male characters, particularly since he used the first person so much” (95). I believe that is because the mind and body for Hemingway also acted as an indivisible whole within the context of lived experience. To a large extent, this is also true of Mailer’s fictional characters such as Stephen Rojack in An American Dream, even though Rojack is not directly drawn from his creator’s experiences. The psycho-philosophical inferences of the body in writing privilege it as a totally integrated psychosomatic agency of apprehension of our world. It would seem to me, in the inherent interest of rendering human existence more comprehensible, it may well be that on a certain plane of integration Hemingway and Mailer found the aim of their fiction was to recognize the indissoluble unity of the organic, the inorganic, and the psychical in our bodily presence as the fundamental of mode of human presence in the world. As French psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu also has noted, the “body is the bedrock of the mind” (61). As such, the body calls forth an infinite series of corporeal relationships with the world between, which immensely enriches Hemingway and Mailer’s philosophy of fiction.

It is of interest to note that even on the level of fantasy, for Mailer the body finds its nearly mystical expression in corporeal identification and communion with Hemingway in a roundabout way. In The Fight, his book on the Muhammad Ali-George Forman fight in Zaïre, Mailer writes, “To be eaten by a lion on the banks of the Congo—who could fail to notice that it was Hemingway’s own lion waiting down these years for the flesh of Ernest until an appropriate substitute had at last arrived?” (92).



XII. Conclusion

I trust I have shown Mailer’s visionary interpretation and appropriation of Hemingway comprises a mode of influence whose thrust and effect are genuinely original and creative. As such, it is a theoretical influence. By theoretical I would like to communicate mainly the etymological sense of the adjective in Greek as theoria, which conveyed an act of viewing or beholding, of having a vision that entitles the beholder to holding or possessing what is beheld in his or her own way. So it may be “Hemingway all the way,” but magically in Mailer’s own entirely visionary interpretive way with all its startling twists and turns, leading us always to territories best known to him.





Notes


1. Following the logic of visionary appropriation in this essay, I am currently engaged in writing a study of Hemingway’s mode of influence on Nelson Algren. ↩



2. On Mailer’s appreciation of Georges Simenon’s detective fiction, please see Dwayne Raymond’s Mornings with Mailer (174). For more extensive discussions of Hemingway’s meiotic stylistics and the role that the concepts of primal silence and the invisible plays in it please see my articles “The Aesthetics of Silence,” and “The Aesthetics of the Visible and the Invisible.” ↩



3. Please see my essay “The Prose of Life: Lived Experience in the Fiction of Hemingway, Sartre, and Beauvoir.” ↩
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Jive-Ass Aficionado: Why Are We in Vietnam? and Hemingway’s Moral Code


James Plath



In Why Are We in Vietnam? Norman Mailer alludes to James Joyce twice (126, 149), and certainly his 1967 anti-war novel has a Joycean feel. It incorporates the same sort of monologic stream-of-consciousness narrative and language play as we saw in Ulysses, all tinged with the “color” that put Ulysses on trial in America for obscenity. But Mailer’s novel is also richly evocative of that other great modernist writer, Ernest Hemingway.

Hemingway was conspicuously singled-out with a few adjectives when Mailer told an interviewer six years earlier that if he has “one ambition above all others, it is to write a novel which Dostoevsky and Marx; Joyce and Freud; Stendhal, Tolstoy, Proust and Spengler; Faulkner, and even old moldering Hemingway might come to read” (Conversations 76). A close reading reveals that Why Are We in Vietnam? may actually be that novel, but I’ll leave it to future critics to explore how it would have appealed to the sensibilities of the other writers mentioned. I’m going to focus on Hemingway, because apart from echoes of Joyce’s style, his influence here seems most prevalent.

As Laura Adams observes, “three of the most powerful influences on Mailer’s scheme of things have been war and Ernest Hemingway and the intersection of the two” (173). Mailer told an interviewer that Hemingway’s death made him feel “a little weaker” (Conversations 71), no doubt because he had felt a connection. Like Hemingway, Mailer wrote about boxing, he wrote about bullfighting, he talked tough, he hung out with tough friends, he went to war, he wrote about war, he backed the underdog, he infuriated feminists, he was suspicious of governmental structures, and he seemed to take special delight in writing fiction that shocked readers or showcased his “insider” knowledge. “Hemingway and Fitzgerald are important imaginative figures in my life,” Mailer told the Washington Post Book World in 1971, explaining that “in Hemingway and Fitzgerald, it’s the sensuous evocation of things. The effect on the gut is closer to poetry” (Conversations 189).

Why Are We in Vietnam? Mailer seems to have borrowed a number of things from Hemingway, including the narrative structure for the novel, Hemingway’s “iceberg theory” of omission, the attempt to make the reader actually experience the fiction in his “gut,” and thematic elements that reflect the code and code heroes that Robert Penn Warren and Philip Young recognized during the early years of Hemingway scholarship.

In the spring of 1924 Hemingway had written the lower-case in our time, which consisted of eighteen vignettes drawn from the young writer’s journalistic observations of political upheaval, war, and bullfighting, published in an edition of only 170 copies. For In Our Time (1925), which was released by a major publisher in a first edition of 1,335 copies, he elevated two of those vignettes to stories and used the other sixteen as interlocutory chapters inserted in front of each of the longer new stories that he had crafted, most of which involved a coming-of-age protagonist named Nick Adams. To solve the problem of having an extra vignette, Hemingway broke the last story—“Big Two-Hearted River”—into Parts I and II. Interestingly, as Michael Reynolds reminds, Hemingway later said he always intended the vignettes to function as “chapter headings,” explaining, “‘You get the close up very quietly but absolutely solid and the real thing but very close, and then through it all between every story comes the rhythm of the in our time chapters’” (qtd. in Reynolds 233). As Hemingway further clarified for critic Edmund Wilson, his intent was to “give the picture of the whole between examining it in detail” (Hemingway, Ernest 128).

That’s exactly how Why Are We in Vietnam? is structured with similar effects that it has on the reader. Just as Hemingway’s short stories focused on Nick and the personal lives of people “in his time,” while the vignettes served as newspaper-headline reminders of the violent, larger world that was affecting individual psyches, so, too, Mailer’s highly personalized and detailed narrative of sixteen-year-old D.J.’s hunting trip with his father, his father’s business associates, and his best friend Tex in the rugged Brooks Range of Alaska is intercut with “Intro Beeps” that serve the same function and add “rhythm” as did Hemingway’s vignettes. The chapters in Why Are We in Vietnam? focus on the story of the hunting trip, while the Intro Beeps are digressively vocal tour de forces that give Mailer the chance to evoke a broader world by allowing D.J. the freedom to rant about things outside the constraints of narrative. For one thing, the Intro Beeps feature the narrator as an eighteen-year-old, so there is a broader prospective already involved. D.J. at eighteen is wiser than D.J. at sixteen, who is recalled in the main narrative. In the Intro Beeps D.J. thinks and “speaks” in an even more pronounced stream-of-consciousness while at a dinner party his parents throw for him the night before he and Tex are scheduled to ship out to fight in Vietnam. It is in these numbered Intro Beeps where D.J., unfettered by storytelling, can rant and ramble about more general and abstract topics like the teachings of Marshall McLuhan, the Canadian philosopher who warned that the media and the constant bombardment of pop culture messages would have a deleterious effect on the human condition (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 8). It is these big-picture concerns that surface mostly in the Intro Beeps and do indeed remind the reader of a world outside the hunting narrative of the novel, just as listening to a radio dee-jay makes one aware of the source and also other listeners—a “broadcast” that is simultaneously reaching a larger world. And that in itself can be unsettling. “As D.J. suggests,” one critic observes, “society acts as a kind of succubus upon the unconscious of Americans so that ‘you never know what vision has been humping you through the night’” (Wenke 123).

Although the white noise of media forms a powerful current that runs through the whole of D.J.’s Intro Beeps, the young narrator also weaves in his musings about bullfighting, machismo, existential dread, and Freudian theories on the centrality of sex and sexual issues. It is also in these Intro Beeps where Mailer teases readers by having D.J. insist, as early as Beep 4, that he may not be a white, young, and virile genius from Texas after all—maybe he’s really the voice of Black America:


I, D.J., am trapped in a Harlem head which has gone so crazy that I think I am sitting at a banquet in the Dallas ass white-ass manse remembering Alaska am in fact a figment of a Spade gone ape in the mind from outrageous frustrates wasting him and so now living in an imaginary white brain. . . . (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 58)



As Adams notes, “Although D.J. can ‘see right through shit’ [49], he is not emancipated (he is only a ‘presumptive philosopher’ [93], and the reader has no alternative but to confront the narrative’s white noise” (127). Hemingway famously remarked, “The most essential gift for a good writer is a built-in, shockproof, shit detector. This is the writer’s radar and all great writers have had it” (Hemingway, Conversations 128). Though D.J. has enough “radar” to make connections between corporate power, “yes men,” sexual acts, hunting, power-brokering, commercialism, and politics, he seems as affected by society’s white noise as he hopes his own “broadcasts” will be on readers, listeners, anyone within psychic earshot. And his voice deliberately shifts so many times that it is hard for anyone to get a “fix” on him.

Hemingway’s In Our Time, not coincidentally, produced a similar effect. Michael Reynolds puts it best: “Eliot used so many voices in The Wasteland that it was hard to say when he was speaking. When Hemingway finished in our time, he achieved something of the same effect” (125). The same is true with D.J., whose narrative voice encompasses a disc jockey’s Hipster talk and bemused take on society, philosophical riffs from a deep thinker, more standard narration, and anger-fueled rants that suggest a disturbed side we suspect will come out in full flower once D.J. finds himself in Vietnam: “That’s how they talk in the East, up in those bone Yankee ass Jew circumcised prick Wall Street palaces—take it from D.J.—he got psychic transistors in his ear (one more gift of the dying griz) which wingding on all-out pickup each set of transcontinental dialogues from the hearts of the prissy-assed and the prigged. Fungatz, radatz, and back to piss” (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 151). Yet, the more he gets close to his father or describes the hunt in detail, the more D.J. settles into a less provocative, more evocative narration that comes closer to a standard-issue voice, if there is such a thing:


On and on they go for half an hour, talking so close that D.J. can even get familiar with Rusty’s breath which is all right. It got a hint of middle-aged fatigue of twenty years of doing all the little things body did not want to do, that flat sour of the slightly used up, and there’s a hint of garlic or onion, and tobacco, and twenty years of booze gives a little permanent rot to the odor coming off the lining of the stomach. . . . (133)



That the multiple voices and structure of Why Are We in Vietnam? derive from In Our Time seems even more likely when one considers Mailer’s ending. Curiously, like Hemingway, Mailer also breaks his final narrative installment—Chapters Ten and Eleven—into two, although there is no logical reason for doing so. The tenth chapter ends, “And the boys slept” (197); the eleventh begins, “And woke up in three hours. And it was black, and the fire near to out” (199), in what is most probably a reference to Hemingway’s narrative divisions for “Big-Two Hearted River”—inexplicable to the reading public unless, of course, one considers Hemingway’s desire to incorporate all of the vignettes from in our time. Here, Mailer apparently has a little joke at Hemingway’s expense, breaking up the narrative but then actually drawing attention to the break by juxtaposing the two chapters with no Intro Beep between them, using conjunctions to show they should or could have been one, and positioning the final Intro Beep at the very end of the novel, the way that Hemingway ended his book. By so doing, Mailer engages in an intertextual dialogue with his literary “papa,” as he does with other literary forebears in the interlocutory sections.

It is in the Intro Beeps where Mailer situates his attempts at creating a new American fictional voice by invoking the book that Hemingway said begat modern American fiction—Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn (Hemingway, Green Hills 23)—which D.J. talks about in Intro Beep 1. The next major, irreverent young voice in American fiction was undoubtedly Holden Caulfield, J.D. Salinger’s hero from The Catcher in the Rye, to whom D.J. refers in Intro Beep 2, along with “Call me Ishmael” Melville (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 26). With these references, Mailer obviously was drawing attention to young D.J. as a new American Adam with a new and distinctive voice that, like his predecessors, questions or indicts current society for its misguided thinking and behavior.

Just as Hemingway opted for irony in his title—Philip Young suggests the likelihood that In Our Time is a “sardonic allusion to a well-known phrase from the Church of England’s Book of Common Prayer: ‘Give peace in our time, O Lord’” (5)—Mailer took the title of an address that President Lyndon Johnson gave at Johns Hopkins University in the spring of 1965 (“Why We Are in Vietnam”), in which Johnson presented his case for American involvement, then turned Johnson’s explanatory title into a question . . . which, of course, it was becoming by the spring of 1966 when Mailer began Why Are We in Vietnam? Why was America in Vietnam, and more importantly, why would there be, at the time Mailer was inspired to write this novel, still such flag-waving support for Johnson’s war?

As historian John Hellman reports, it begins earlier, during the presidency of John F. Kennedy, whose “well-publicized interest in the Special Forces made them extensions of the commander-in-chief, just as the Hunters of Kentucky and the Rough Riders had once magnified the respective images of Andrew Jackson and Theodore Roosevelt” (44). Hellman identified the Green beret as a “contemporary reincarnation of the western hero” who “personified the combined virtues of civilization and savagery without any of their respective limitations” (45–46)—which helps to explain why the bestselling novel to come out of the Vietnam War era wasn’t any of the realistic accounts that generated support for the anti-war movement, but rather Robin Moore’s The Green Berets, published in 1965. This flag-waving novel that lionized the Special Forces reached Number 5 on the bestseller list in hardcover, and when it appeared in paperback that same year, “buyers at drugstore racks made it what 80 Years of Best-Sellers calls ‘the phenomenon of the year, with 1,200,000 printed in only two months,’” Hellman writes. It inspired former Green Beret Barry Sadler to record his “Ballad of the Green Berets,” which vaulted to Number 1 on the Billboard charts and “reportedly induced so many enlistments of young men hoping to become Green Berets that the Selective Service was able to suspend draft calls during the first four months of 1966” (Hellman 53).

If Mailer found such early support for the war maddening, in this antiwar novel he again takes his cue from Hemingway, whose famous “iceberg theory” dictated, “If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about he may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer had stated them” (Hemingway, Death 192). Hemingway felt that the writing becomes more powerful by omitting things you know, and the quintessential examples of the theory in practice are to be found in the short story “Hills Like White Elephants,” in which a couple avoids talk of a pregnancy and abortion, and the final story from In Our Time. Of “Big Two-Hearted River, Pts. I & II,” Hemingway wrote, “The Story was about coming back from the war but there was no mention of the war in it” (Moveable 76). Nick is a young veteran who not only finds no hero’s welcome; his favorite wilderness fishing area looks like a war zone, blackened by fire. And that external devastation mirrors the interior landscape of his war-ravaged soul. No mention of the war is necessary.

Mailer accomplishes nearly the same thing by titling his book with a blunt question and then appearing to avoid it for the length of the entire narrative. “Vietnam” is mentioned only once in the book . . . and on the final page, in the final sentence. It is almost as if the character of D.J. took on a life of his own and steamrolled in whatever direction his voice could take him, and to whatever end. The mention of the word is, in fact, so shocking by the time we hear it that it almost has the feel of authorial intrusion. And Mailer was well aware of the gap that could be created between a strong fictional character living in the text and the author himself. As he wrote in an essay on “Miller and Hemingway”:


If we take The Sun Also Rises as the purest example of a book whose protagonist created the precise air of a time and a place, even there we come to the realization that Hemingway at the time he wrote it could not have been equal to Jake Barnes—he had created a consciousness wiser, drier, purer, more classic, more sophisticated and more graceful than his own. He was still gauche in relation to his creation. (Pieces 91)



Partly that is because Hemingway, through his narrative personae, was determined not to describe “or depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive. So that . . . you actually experience the thing” (Hemingway, Ernest 153). Laura Adams was the first to see a similar technique at work in Why Are We in Vietnam?, although she stopped short of drawing the connection to Hemingway in identifying the “radical promise” of Mailer’s novel, which is that the reader will not only receive an adequate account of the way things are in America (“know what it’s all about”), but also experience at the level of sensibility remission from the cultural plague that is “an ultimate disease against which all other diseases are in design to protect us” (Adams 124). Adams concludes, in language that makes us think of Hemingway’s goals, “The radicalized or ‘shamanized’ reader, whose silence has been rewarded, participates in Mailer’s attempt to reintegrate the old, now suppressed, human circuitry with the baneful new” (124). And this happens, as it does in Hemingway, through detailed description and a compelling new narrative voice. As one critic astutely observes, D.J. makes us experience the narrative more viscerally “through language that is a free and manic association of puns, obscenities, hip slang, jive-talking rhyme, technologese, and mutated psychological jargon” (Wenke 123). D.J.’s voice is such a dominant and constant presence that the very act of listening to him makes us feel as if we are indeed “experiencing” D.J. and his concerns, rather than simply reading about them.

Like Hemingway’s Nick Adams, D.J. is also bursting with existential dread—though for neither young man is it a philosophical position. Rather, it is a near-paralyzing condition that afflicts them both, despite Mailer’s hero being more flippant about it. Hemingway’s young Adams was so shocked after he suddenly “realized that some day he must die. It made him feel quite sick” (Hemingway, “Three Shots” 14). Nick is the first of many Hemingway alter egos who experiences the pangs of existential dread, which Jake Barnes succinctly summarized: “It is awfully easy to be hard-boiled about everything in the daytime, but at night it is another thing” (Sun 34). D. J., meanwhile, is “up tight with the concept of dread”:


ever read The Concept of Dread by Fyodor Kierkegaard? No, well neither has D.J. but now he wants to know how many of you assholes even knew, forgive me, Good Lord, that Fyodor Kierkegaard has a real name, Sören Kierkegaard. Contemplate that. You ass. (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 34)



D.J. too has a moment in which he recognizes his mortality, and “D.J. breathes death—first time in his life—and the sides of the trail slam onto his heart like the jaws of a vise . . . like attack of vertigo when stepping into dark and smelling pig shit, that’s what death smells to him” (136). With Harry, Hemingway’s dying hero from “Snows of Kilimanjaro,” he sensed death’s presence and “he could smell its breath” (Hemingway, “Snows” 54). But of all the things that D.J. and the Hemingway heroes share in common, it’s an ostensible cure for dread—a moral code for doing things precisely and with passion—that gives them a sense of importance as well as being, and offers both respite from those dread-full nights and the courage to confront the possibility of death by day.

As Barry Leeds notes, “The story of the hunting trip embodies certain mythic elements (notably the initiation into manhood of D.J. and Tex) and proceeds along a line of progressively more crucial conflicts between man and nature” (181). But the conflicts also manifest themselves as an alpha male competition and a clash of values over the right and wrong ways of doing things—what Hemingway dubbed “aficion” in The Sun Also Rises: “Aficion means passion. An aficionado is one who is passionate about the bullfights. All the good bull-fighters stayed at Montoya’s hotel; that is, those with aficion stayed there. The commercial bull-fighters stayed once, perhaps, and then did not come back” (131). In The Sun Also Rises, aficion is linked to bullfighting, but Hemingway scholars have extended the term to apply to the Hemingway code hero and code aspirant who live according to principles that elevate them above others. As Robert Penn Warren observes,


Hemingway’s characters are usually tough men, experienced in the hard worlds they inhabit, and not obviously given to emotional display or sensitive shrinking. . . . His heroes are not squealers, welchers, compromisers, or cowards. . . . They represent some notion of a code, some notion of honor, that makes a man a man, and that distinguishes him from people who merely follow their random impulses and who are, by consequence, “messy.” (79)



For the Hemingway hero, this meant high standards and an equally high skill level, whether it is keeping his lines “straighter than anyone” as Santiago did in The Old Man and the Sea (Hemingway 32), or knowing “how to blow any sort of bridge that you could name,” as with Robert Jordan in For Whom the Bell Tolls (4). And in the matter of hunting, it means precise, accurate shots that make for clean and humane kills.

Someone familiar with Hemingway will find it difficult to read Why We Are in Vietnam? without thinking of Green Hills of Africa, Hemingway’s fictionalized account of his much-anticipated 1934 safari with his wife, Pauline, and Key West best-friend Charles Thompson—a safari which, according to biographer Michael Reynolds, “degenerated badly,” turning into an alpha-male contest of measurements between Hemingway and Thompson (162–65). But more than that, it was a contrast between Poppa’s (Hemingway’s) aficion and Karl’s (Thompson’s) apparent indifference to or ignorance of the higher values.

Poppa’s values are established early in the novel. In addition to insisting that guns be kept clean and in perfect working order and becoming angry if they’re not (Hemingway, Green 146), he also has a keen sense of the “rules” of hunting. “God damn them,” he says of Karl and his guides and bearers. “What the hell did he have to blow that [salt] lick to hell for the first morning and gut-shoot a lousy bull and chase him all over the son-of-a-bitching-country spooking it to holy bloody hell”—too much shooting at the wrong place, which spoils the hunting for miles, and then a bad shot that makes the animal suffer (148). D.J. has a similar reaction when he watches his friend squeeze off a bad shot on a wolf: “Tex took him down with a shot into the gut and at first he could have been there dead, the animal fell and for an instant the hills clapped together” and “D.J. was on with the blood, he was half-sick having watched what Tex had done, like his own girl had been fucked in front of him and better, since he had had private plans to show Tex what real shooting might be” (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 68–69). Hunting is linked to manhood in both Hemingway’s and Mailer’s novels, and though “Rusty’s got cunt in him” (120), D.J. is “the only one not to shoot at the female grizzer” (121).

In Green Hills, Poppa’s superior skills and knowledge are demonstrated later, when he insists on going after kudu at dusk, leaving the guide who insisted, “Hunt tomorrow” (Hemingway 164). Then, confronting the kudu he knew would be there, Poppa “saw the bead centered exactly where it should be just below the top of the shoulder and squeezed off ” (165). And when he thought it ran off into the forest they pursued and he shot again, only to realize that he had felled the first one with a clean shot and a second one as well, he was even more ecstatic that he hadn’t just wounded the first animal. Both had trophy racks, and there was much elation . . . until they got back to camp and saw that Karl had somehow bagged a bigger one (205). The hunt was pure competition, not recreation, and that’s the way the hunting trip plays out in Mailer’s novel.

Like Pop, the Great White Hunter in Green Hills, and Wilson in “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber,” Big Luke is the big expert on hunting in his particular stretch of wilderness, and his derision or validation of those who hire his services somehow matters. It does to D.J., who himself has already pronounced similar judgment on the “medium-grade and high-grade asshole” (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 50) that compete in his corporate culture. Even Rusty, the corporate “father” as well as D.J.’s, is in it hoping to bag a big-enough bear for Big Luke to say that he got off “a fair shot” (51)—just a little show of approval, which is all, one suspects, that D.J. ever wanted from his father.

The closest D.J. comes to that approval is when he and Rusty break off from the rest of the group as Hemingway’s hero did—“‘Son, let’s split from Luke the Fink cause he ain’t going to get your ass or mine near a grizzer’” (123). Alone and apart from the main competition, they become “real good, man, tight as combat buddies” (128). Rusty tells D.J. how much he learned about hunting from his father and passes on this bit of advice, which ironically D.J. already knows: “‘the only time a good man with a good rifle is in trouble is when he steps from sunlight into shadow, cause there’s two or three seconds when you can’t see’” (132). Together they decide to let an old caribou pass without shooting at him and stick to the grizzly they’re trying to bag—and the bear, which is “about as frightening as a stone-black seven-foot three-hundred-pound Nigger,” (135) provides D.J.’s chance to shine, perhaps because he knows how a “bear” of this metaphorical nature thinks, him being a “black-ass cripple Spade” from Harlem, and all (208). In the matter of black culture, white noise, and an elevated form of hunting that respects nature, D.J. has aficion. There are “those who know and those who do not know when a very bad grizz is near to you (a final division of humanity) and D.J. knew, and D.J. was in love with himself because he did not wish to scream or plead, he just wished to encounter Mr. D., big-ass grizz” (140).

When a grizzly bear charges them and both men fire, wounding it, their disparate level of aficion is also made clear. Rusty’s impulse is to blame the absent guide for “‘sticking us around the chimney’” (142). D.J. is more tuned in to nature and the dynamics of the natural world, and he realizes that “no man cell in him can now forget that if the center of things is insane, it is insane with force” (143). Although Rusty is hesitant to pursue the wounded grizzly into thick brush, as Francis Macomber was reluctant to pursue the lion early in “The Short Happy Life,” D.J.’s self-encouragement—“That’s it”—echoes what Wilson told Macomber who seemed suddenly cheerful and determined to face the lion. “‘After all, what can they do to you?’” Macomber says, and Wilson responds, “‘That’s it. . . . Worst one can do is kill you’” (Hemingway, “Short Happy” 25). D.J. would rather face God than “look into the contempt and contumely of that State of Texas personified by Gottfried Tex Hyde Jr.” (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 143).

Another interesting Hemingway-Mailer crossover occurs when both men shoot at the grizzly and only D.J. has the nerve to walk close to make sure he’s dead. Yet, Rusty (“wetting his pants, doubtless”) takes credit for the kill shot, ultimately choosing the respect of the other hunters over the respect of his son, none of which is lost on D.J. After the grizzly is felled by both men shooting and Rusty takes the credit, he forever alienates his son: “Final end of love of one son for one father” (147). That is different from a similar scene in Green Hills in which Poor Old Mama and Poppa shoot at a lion, and while the “killing of the lion had been confused and unsatisfactory,” Poppa nonetheless gives the credit to his wife, even after seeing that the bullet dug out of the animal came from his gun (Hemingway 36–37). As Foster notes,


D.J. breaks spiritually with his father when, out of habits of competitive vanity and self-justification, his father claims the grizzly bear that D.J. has mortally wounded, violating not only the father-son bond as reinforced by the hunt (stalking their dangerous quarry D.J. sees himself and his father as ‘war buddies’) but also the sacred blood bond between killer and prey. (20)



Would D.J. have gone off to war a different man had his father given him the credit?

Mailer says in the introduction to Why Are We in Vietnam? that he had intended to write about a murderous Charles Manson-style clan in Provincetown, but began with a chapter on hunting bear in Alaska as “a prelude,” with the boys “still young, still mean rather than uncontrollably murderous” so that “the hunting might serve as a bridge to get them ready for more” (Mailer, Pieces 10). As Foster summarizes,


High on pot, the prose of the Marquis de Sade and William Burroughs, and the cheerfully psychotic inspiration that he may be the voice of a ‘Harlem spade’ imprisoned in the body of the son of a white Dallas tycoon, he tells the story of how he got that way. It is an initiation story (new style) as An American Dream was a new-style story of sacrifice and redemption. (19–20)



How D.J. got that way explains how America got where it is, and why, by novel’s end, a boy who has enough aficion to know right from wrong in the matter of hunting etiquette seems suddenly hot to board that plane for “Vietnam, hot damn” (Mailer, Why Are We in Vietnam? 208). Unless, of course, he is the voice of an ironist who asks which is worse, Harlem guiding Dallas or vice versa? The Hipster or the Redneck?

Ultimately, it is Mailer and D.J.’s adoption of the Hipster mind-set and way of talking that sets them apart from others, even more so than the hunter’s code of honor. And being an insider—someone who knows what the outside world can only imagine—is perhaps the most crucial element of aficion, as Hemingway detailed it. “Jake achieves prominence in the group because he is the aficionado,” Linda Wagner-Martin observes. And with Barnes as narrator (The Sun Also Rises), “Hemingway tries to use that mocking, quasi-humorous tone that he chooses for his Esquire columns during the 1930s, for Green Hills of Africa, and for some of his stories” (10). In The Sun Also Rises, the Pamplona hotel owner who has aficion and who boards bullfighters that share his aficion, puts his hand on Jake Barnes’ shoulder and smiles. Jake writes,


He always smiled as though bull-fighting were a very special secret between the two of us; a rather shocking but really very deep secret that we knew about. He always smiled as though there were something lewd about the secret to outsiders, but that it was something that we understood. It would not do to expose it to people who would not understand. (Hemingway, Sun 131)



Likewise, in Green Hills of Africa, Poppa’s prowess and hunting aficion earns him a special tribal handshake “using the thumb which evidently denoted extreme emotion” (Hemingway 167); later, he asks what it means, and Pop explains, “It’s on the order of blood brotherhood but a little less formal,” and quips, “You’re getting to be a hell of a fellow” when he hears that the Massai have accepted Poppa into their circle (206).

“Hip makes for a livelier vocabulary, a more stylish way of carrying oneself, more and better orgasms,” writes one critic (Dupee 101). The Hipster, which D.J. embraces, is a culture whose Mandarin language is understood only by members of an exclusive group, the same as with Hemingway’s heroes. “The Hipster is, of course, only one of many possible realizations of the ‘new consciousness’ of which Mailer is the prophet,” Foster concludes (26); and prophets are always insiders. By the end of Why Are We in Vietnam? it has become clear that D.J. is indeed an insider with a unique and prophetic voice. He’s also a true aficionado. But the disturbing question (and the force behind what power the novel possesses) is, as Mailer was fully aware, of what? More and better orgasms? As Hemingway’s war-wounded hero quips at the end of The Sun Also Rises, “Isn’t it pretty to think so?” (247).
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Hemingway’s Jewish Progeny: Roth and Goldstein in The Naked and the Dead


Ezra Cappell




I.

In 1926, Ernest Hemingway published his first novel, The Sun Also Rises, which established his lean, hard literary voice—a style that would influence countless American writers. In 1948, a young Norman Mailer published his first novel, The Naked and the Dead, to critical and commercial acclaim. In his first novel, Mailer established a tough and unforgiving narrative voice very much in Hemingway’s debt. Yet there is another aspect that unites the early work of these two often compared writers: their representation of stereotypical Jewish characters. In The Sun Also Rises, Hemingway created his petulant and “superior” Jewish character, Robert Cohn, who is often seen in the narrative as being a step out of line with the other characters. Hemingway sums Cohn up as possessing “a hard, Jewish, stubborn streak” (18). Two of Mailer’s characters from The Naked and the Dead, Roth and Goldstein, have been described by Morris Dickstein as being “almost anti-Semitic caricatures of sensitive weaklings, too eager for acceptance, as uneasy in their own skin as in a man’s army” (33). As one of Mailer’s characters in The Naked and the Dead says of these two Jewish soldiers, “For that Roth and Goldstein, you could shoot ’em in the nuts and they wouldn’t even know the difference” (429).

How is Mailer building on Hemingway’s representation of an emasculated Jewish character as well as complicating and subverting Hemingway’s conception of the effete Jew? Throughout his long career as a writer, Norman Mailer was often condemned for creating stereotyped Jewish characters, or alternately, for not creating enough Jewish characters in his fiction, but I believe that far from slavishly following Ernest Hemingway’s anti-Semitic lead, Mailer in The Naked and the Dead (much like Philip Roth would do a decade later at the beginning of his career) creates a complex portrait of Jewish characters attempting to negotiate the constraints of an anti-Semitic, mid-century America. Although Mailer has often been portrayed as having broken with his Jewish upbringing and eschewed Jewish values and ideas, as we will see in this essay, I believe that Mailer was deeply engaged by both Jewish ideas and values, and that he deals with his complex Jewish identity throughout his long and prolific career, starting with his first novel in 1948 through his last published work in 2007.



II.

When I was a kid growing up on Long Island, my father gave me a short biography of the “The Ghetto Wizard,” Benny Leonard, who rose from the tough tenements of the Jewish Lower East Side to become the lightweight boxing champion of the world. I remember reading about how as a young boy Benny always listened to his Jewish mother and how he not only fought with his fists, but with his head as well. A few years later when I picked up The Sun Also Rises, I was keenly interested in this Jewish boxing champion of Princeton, Robert Cohn, whom readers meet in the very first line of the narrative. As I read further, I was quickly disabused of any Jewish pride I might have in Cohn. I soon discovered that not only is Hemingway’s first-person narrator, Jake Barnes, unimpressed by Cohn’s boxing title, he is even less enthralled by the “Jewish” nature of his acquaintance. After showing Cohn to be both emasculated and hen-pecked in the opening chapter of the book, Hemingway quickly adds, in the second chapter, that the extremely wealthy Cohn (after all, he is Jewish) “had a hard, Jewish, stubborn streak” (18). Things quickly degenerate for Mr. Cohn from that point on. By the end of the novel—which tells of the exploits of a group of young friends carousing their way across Europe on their way to the famous bullfights of Pamplona, Spain—Cohn has managed to sucker-punch two of his friends, Bill and Jake, and he beats nearly senseless the handsome, young bull-fighter Pedro Romero. In the process of these altercations, Cohn provokes the hatred and ire of just about every character in Hemingway’s book. Toward the end of the novel, Jake, who in the opening chapters claimed to like Cohn, says to Brett, “I’m not sorry for him. I hate him, myself ” (186). To which Brett responds: “I hate him too . . . I hate his damned suffering” (186). Later, in the same conversation, when Brett announces her intentions of having an affair with the young bullfighter Pedro Romero, Jake tells her, “You oughtn’t to do it” (187). Brett responds: “Oh darling, don’t be difficult. What do you think it’s meant to have that damned Jew about . . . ?” (187).

Now, as I pick up The Sun Also Rises many years after my first encounter with Robert Cohn and his lost generation friends, I am struck by the fact that Hemingway is not content to simply produce a minor anti-Semitic character in his work, as is customary in the work of other modernist writers, for example, F. Scott Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby with his malevolent Jew, Meyer Wolfsheim.1 In contrast, Hemingway’s anti-Semitic character Robert Cohn is crucial to the entire structure of the novel; I would go so far as to suggest that the emasculated figure of the Jew, most often viewed as a contrasting figure, might even be central to Hemingway’s credo of “grace under pressure” and the tough-guy persona that he embodied to the bitter end of his life. Hemingway portrays his Jew as the perfect (if obvious) foil to his WASP hero, Jake Barnes, a man who clearly lives up to the code. Barnes is a man of few words, but he is a man full of grace and, what critic Thomas Strychacz has termed, “emotional restraint” (141). In short, Barnes is all the things that Hemingway’s imagined Jew is not.

It was not only Jewish readers who were concerned about Hemingway’s Jewish characters, but Jewish writers of the period were just as anxious about the long shadow Hemingway cast over American literature. This apprehension, some might even call it a preoccupation, is perhaps most clearly seen in the very beginning of Saul Bellow’s first novel, Dangling Man, where his narrator, Joseph, frets over his masculinity. He worries that keeping “a journal nowadays is considered a kind of self-indulgence, a weakness, and in poor taste” (9). Although Joseph admits that this concern with his emotions and feelings is a “weakness,” in his present state of demoralization, in the midst of the fiercest fighting of World War II, suspended between civilian and military life as he waits to be inducted into the US Army, Joseph has no choice but to keep his diary. Joseph ends these thoughts with an obvious nod to Hemingway when he writes, “The hard-boiled are compensated for their silence; they fly planes or fight bulls or catch tarpon, whereas I rarely leave my room” (10).

As a young Jewish American reader, I remember being so unsettled by Hemingway’s Jewish character Robert Cohn that I asked my father about what it all meant. He thought for a while and then replied, as was his custom, with a little story. He said that Grandpa, a survivor of several Nazi concentration camps in Belgium, used to define an anti-Semite as someone who hates Jews more than is normal. I was left to infer from this anecdote that Hemingway’s mild form of social anti-Semitism in America did not bear all that much resemblance to the horrors perpetrated upon my family by the Nazis in Europe. In short, Hemingway’s anti-Semitism was, while not particularly nice, a respectable, long-accustomed “normal” form of Jew-hatred practiced the world over. At the time, laboring to enjoy Hemingway’s novel despite the disturbing use of the term “Jew” as an adjective, I tried to “read around” the offending passages.

More recently, I was asked to substitute for a colleague who was teaching a class on modernist American writers; the class I taught was focused on The Sun Also Rises. Upon re-reading Hemingway’s novel, I was more than a little disturbed by my fictional co-religionist, Robert Cohn, and due to his centrality in the novel, this time there was no “reading around” the offending passages. Perhaps more disturbing was that at the same time I had been rereading Norman Mailer’s monumental World War II tome, The Naked and the Dead, for a course of my own dealing with war fiction. In my reading of Mailer’s novel and his portrayal of two Jewish soldiers, Roth and Goldstein, I was often, and uncomfortably, reminded of Hemingway’s disparaging portrait of the Jew in The Sun Also Rises. So maybe Hemingway, the arch WASP American writer had a bit of a Jew problem (as did so many of the great modernist writers from T.S. Eliot to F. Scott Fitzgerald, dare I even bring up Ezra Pound?). But Norman Mailer? Nachum Malech, the proud grandson of a Rabbi? Perhaps the fault was mine? Maybe there was something in the text that I was missing? What was this Jewish American writer Norman Mailer up to in his first novel, and how might his fraught construction of Jewish characters help reveal his aims? When Morris Dickstein calls Mailer’s two Jewish characters “sensitive weaklings” and “almost anti-Semitic caricatures” (33), he is wholly correct in his assessment: Roth and Goldstein are definitely stereotypical constructions of ethnic characters, as are many of the other characters in Mailer’s novel, from Martinez the Mexican American scout who in many pensive moments worries obsessively if he is a “true American,” to Mailer’s cliché-ridden portrait of an uneducated southern hick, Private Wilson.

My reading of Hemingway’s and Mailer’s constructions of Jewish stereotyped characters will explore the complicated legacy of Jewish fictional representation that Mailer tapped into in his first novel—so while it would be easy to suggest that in an effort to ingratiate himself to his literary hero Ernest Hemingway and to distance himself from his own biography (the good and obedient, middle-class Jewish boy who was Bar-Mitzvahed in Brooklyn), Norman Mailer slavishly copies Hemingway’s lead in creating distasteful Jewish characters—I believe that there is something far more complex going on in Mailer’s creation of his two Jewish soldiers a generation after Hemingway’s first novel was published. In fact, I would argue that Mailer is not creating his stereotypical Jewish characters in homage to Hemingway, but rather as a response and a challenge to Hemingway’s literary legacy.



III.

The editors of The Norton Anthology of Jewish American Literature, in their introduction to Norman Mailer, claim that “Mailer’s work occasionally includes Jewish and part-Jewish characters, good and bad, but the most deliberate avoidance of what seem to be centrally and recognizably Jewish issues in the greatest part of his prolific output over six decades has been noted and decried by almost all concerned with Jewish American literature” (815). I couldn’t disagree more with this assessment of Mailer’s career. Mailer’s portrait of Jewish characters and his sustained focus on the inherent anti-Semitism of the US Army, from the enlisted man all the way to the top of the chain of command, force readers of his first novel into a place of discomfort, a place where they will need to rethink their own preconceived notions about American ideals of pluralism and democracy in the immediate postwar period and reconsider their views on Jewish Americans’ place in that postwar pluralistic culture. I believe that Mailer is dealing with the nexus of decidedly Jewish and American issues in almost all of his works, perhaps not as explicitly as some of the critics would like to see these issues addressed, but that would seem to be beside the point. Indeed, Mashey Bernstein quite convincingly argues that “Mailer’s ideology, as an American writer and social commentator, stems from both the intellectual ideas of Judaism and how these ideas make themselves manifest in our daily lives” (377). This focus is evident at the very beginning of Mailer’s career in The Naked and the Dead with those two stereotypically Jewish characters: Privates Roth and Goldstein.



IV.

In Advertisements for Myself, Mailer recounts the story of how he sent a copy of his third novel, The Deer Park, to his literary hero Ernest Hemingway. The short piece, titled “Literary Pain and Shame,” reprinted in Mailer’s massive 1999 retrospective, The Time of Our Time, suggests that close to a decade after writing The Naked and the Dead, Mailer was still enamored of Hemingway and still obviously ambivalent about his feelings towards his literary forefather. Mailer’s inscription reads,


TO ERNEST HEMINGWAY

—because finally after all these

years I am deeply curious to know

what you think of this.

—but if you do not answer, or if you

answer with the kind of crap you

use to answer unprofessional writers,

sycophants, brown-nosers, etc., then

fuck you, and I will never attempt

to communicate with you again. (207–8)



Despite not receiving a reply from Hemingway, Mailer was still eager to meet with his hero when Hemingway was in New York City in 1958 to be interviewed by George Plimpton for The Paris Review. Plimpton was friendly with both writers and attempted to set-up a dinner meeting. Although the dinner was scheduled, it never came off. In a 2002 interview with The Guardian, Plimpton told the story of why Mailer never did get to meet Hemingway. In the article, “Hemingway, Mailer and Me,” Plimpton recalls,


“I set it up, and then Hotchner stopped me. Said it wouldn't be a good mix. Oh, it was awful. Poor old Norman sat by the telephone. It was,” he concludes, still smiling, “very bad.” He pleads intimidation: “Hemingway? Scared to death of him. Not an easy man to be around. Although I must say, I do treasure that relationship.” (4)



To the casual observer it might seem that adding a Jewish writer to the mix would be toxic to the genteel dinner crowd. Might this be a rather obvious example of life following art? In this sad little drama the role of Robert Cohn was clearly played by Norman Mailer, easily pictured stubbornly sitting by his phone waiting for a call that would never arrive.

So just what was Cohn’s big “stubbornness” in The Sun Also Rises ? Hemingway’s narrator explains Cohn’s problem this way:


Then there was another thing. He had been reading W.H. Hudson. That sounds like an innocent occupation, but Cohn had read and reread The Purple Land. The Purple Land is a very sinister book if read too late in life. It recounts splendid imaginary amorous adventures of a perfect English gentleman in an intensely romantic land, the scenery of which is very well described. For a man to take it at thirty-four as a guide-book to what life holds is about as safe as it would be for a man of the same age to enter Wall Street direct from a French convent, equipped with a complete set of the more practical Alger books. (17)



Hemingway’s narrator Jake Barnes suggests that Cohn’s stubbornness had a “romantic streak,” but just what did this schoolboy idealism entail? The Purple Land might afford us a clue:


Here the lord of many leagues of land and of herds unnumbered sits down to talk with the hired shepherd, a poor, bare-footed fellow in his smoky rancho, and no class or caste difference divides them, no consciousness of their widely different positions chills the warm current of sympathy between two human hearts. How refreshing it is to meet with this perfect freedom of intercourse, tempered only by that innate courtesy and native grace of manner peculiar to Spanish Americans! What a change to a person coming from lands with higher and lower classes, each with its innumerable hateful subdivisions—to one who aspires not to mingle with the class above him, yet who shudders at the slouching carriage and abject demeanour of the class beneath him! If this absolute equality is inconsistent with perfect political order, I for one should grieve to see such order established. (Hudson 335)



So now we can see just what makes The Purple Land such a dangerous book for Robert Cohn. At the ripe age of thirty-four, Cohn, much like the narrator of The Purple Land, still dreams of being accepted into a classless society by his Anglo-Saxon peers. Surely, Jake suggests, this was an idea that Cohn’s years at Princeton should have beaten out of him. As he says of Cohn, “No one had ever made him feel he was a Jew, and hence any different from anyone else, until he went to Princeton” (Hemingway, Sun 12). Yet Cohn—even after Princeton should have convinced him of his inherent difference from people like Jake Barnes and Lady Brett Ashley—in his arrogance and stubbornness still believes that he will be accepted by his WASP acquaintances. Hemingway’s narrator says rather bitterly of Cohn, that all of his romanticism and his “stubborn” clinging to an idea that life is fair and equal stems from Cohn’s immature belief in two books. As Jake says, “So there you were. I was sorry for him, but it is not a thing you could do anything about, because right away you ran up against the two stubbornnesses: South America could fix it and he did not like Paris. He got the first idea out of a book, and I suppose the second came out of a book too” (20). So the first book that leads Cohn to think his life will be more on par with his peers in South America is clearly The Purple Land by W.H. Hudson, but what of the second book? What second book lends Cohn both his stubbornness and his air of moral superiority? Perhaps Hemingway is coyly referring to the Hebrew Bible, which he does in several key ciphered passages in The Sun Also Rises.2 The Hebrew Bible speaks of the ancient Hebrews and their legendary stubbornness: “And the Lord said unto Moses: I have seen this people, and, behold, it is a stiffnecked people” (King James Bible, Exod. 32. 9). Cohn’s restless dissatisfaction with the way things were in the post-World War I period for Jews, stemmed from his reading and his inherent (read: Jewish) stubbornness. Hemingway famously spoke of the need for omniscience in a young writer—to know all that one can before putting pen to paper—but in this passage, Hemingway seems to defer to God himself. It is as if Hemingway says, “See, don’t blame me, I didn’t invent this Jewish stubbornness, it is as old as the Hebrew Bible itself and as obvious as the large, hooked, and bent nose on Robert Cohn’s face.”

These supposed Jewish characteristics are referenced numerous times in The Sun Also Rises. For example, in Chapter Fifteen, while the veterans (of both war and bullfighting) are discussing the best way to endure the graphic and violent nature of the bullfighting, Cohn takes on an air of superiority, stating “I’m not worried about how I’ll stand it. I’m only afraid I may be bored” (Hemingway, Sun 165). As is apparent, Hemingway imbues his Jewish character with an unmitigated superior and condescending attitude, which, not surprisingly, infuriates the rest of the group. As Bill tells Jake, “That Cohn gets me. He’s got this Jewish superiority so strong that he thinks the only emotion he’ll get out of the fight will be being bored” (166). Cohn’s stubborn and whiny attitude is immediately contrasted with both Jake’s quiet calm in the face of personal tragedy and with the dignified figure of the physically resplendent bullfighter, Pedro Romero. Of course, Cohn’s repeated attempts at being accepted by his gentile peers—in effect, his attempts to change the unfair nature of his social and cultural reality like in the fictional South America of The Purple Land—becomes yet one more “Jewish characteristic,” to the disdain of the other group members. After all, Jake has been unfairly and mercilessly left impotent3 from an injury during the war, an inequity and a horror which he does his best to accept and to bear with grace; only occasionally and only in the privacy of his own hotel room does Jake despair of his condition. It is as if Hemingway is saying, here’s this true American, Jake Barnes, injured in the most brutal way fighting for other people’s freedom and all this rich Jew Cohn can think about is himself and how sad it is for him to have to spend all of his millions in Paris.



V.

Which brings us to Norman Mailer, whose first novel was published to critical and commercial acclaim and he was hailed as the new, great postwar American writer. The Naked and the Dead tells the story of one platoon’s dangerous reconnaissance mission in the battle for a Japanese-held island in the Pacific, Anopopei, toward the end of World War II. Control of this island might prove of key strategic importance for ultimate victory in the Pacific and an end to the war. Throughout the novel, Mailer introduces us to the varied members of the platoon, all of whom represent different aspects of working-class America. The difficulties encountered by the enlisted men are contrasted with the often pampered day to day life of the officers. This is especially true of both the calculating General Cummings, a highly successful general with political ambition—at one point Cummings says, “a more effective soldier the poorer his standard of living has been in the past” (Mailer, Naked 174)—and Lieutenant Hearn, a Harvard-educated WASP who has more liberal ideas and regard for the lives of the enlisted men. The men of the platoon have for months been led by the tyrannical Sergeant Croft. After the deaths of several members of the platoon, two new Jewish soldiers, Roth and Goldstein, are added to the group. These two Jewish soldiers bear more than a passing resemblance to Hemingway’s Robert Cohn.

Despite the familial likeness of Hemingway’s and Mailer’s Jewish characters, in A. E. Hotchner’s 1966 book, Papa Hemingway, Hemingway revealed his less than favorable overall opinion of The Naked and the Dead and its author: “The guy who wrote The Naked and the Dead—what’s his name, Mailer—was in bad need of a manager. Can you imagine that a general wouldn’t look at the co-ordinates on his map? A made-up half-ass literary general. The whole book’s just diarrhea of the typewriter” (113). While Hemingway did not admire Mailer’s credentials as a war correspondent, one thing he might have admired was Mailer’s creation of two Jewish characters as stereotypically Jewish as Robert Cohn: Privates Roth and Goldstein. So what are we to make of these two Jewish characters in The Naked and the Dead?

The novel often switches between the men’s present reality in the Pacific and flashback sections called “The Time Machine,” which are interspersed throughout the narrative in which the men are seen at earlier moments of their civilian lives. At one point, the men of the platoon are sitting around waiting for the fighting to begin and, somewhat humorously, discuss the best way to give oneself a “million dollar” wound: a non-debilitating injury that will get the soldier sent home and out of the horrors of the war. In the midst of this conversation, Private Gallagher says of the two Jewish soldiers in the platoon: “For that Roth and Goldstein, you could shoot ’em in the nuts and they wouldn’t even know the difference” (Mailer, Naked 429).

This sense of the emasculated, literally castrated, Jewish soldiers parallels Robert Cohn in Hemingway’s novel. At one point during the bullfighting section, the group of friends is talking about the awful way one of the bulls gored a steer. Cohn adds to the discussion: “It’s no life being a steer,” which leads to the following exchange:


“Don’t you think so? Mike says. “I would have thought you’d loved being a steer, Robert.” “What do you mean, Mike.” “They lead such a quiet life. They never say anything and they’re always hanging about so . . . I should think you’d love it. You’d never have to say a word. Come on, Robert. Do say something. Don’t just sit there. . . . Is Robert Cohn going to follow Brett around like a steer all the time?” (Hemingway, Sun 146)



Clearly both Hemingway and Mailer create emasculated Jewish characters. Yet despite the obvious similarities between these three fictional characters, I believe that Mailer is actually attempting something diametrically opposed to Hemingway’s Jewish portrayal. Mailer’s portrait of emasculated Jewish characters is designed to draw attention to the complex negotiations his Jewish characters must make with an outwardly hostile and clearly anti-Semitic US Army during World War II. As a result of Mailer’s multifaceted portrait of the struggle of ethnic others, in this case Jewish Americans,4 in a pluralistic society, readers are challenged to delve deeper into the racial, religious and social attitudes prevalent in mid-twentieth century America.



VI.

There are numerous parallels between Hemingway’s Cohn and Mailer’s Roth and Goldstein. Take drinking, for instance. Jake, Bill, Mike and Brett all drink legendary amounts of alcohol to dull their pain of the losses they have suffered in the war. In contrast, Cohn often does not participate in their extended drinking sessions. At the high point of the fiesta, Cohn does get drunk and passes out, leaving the others to continue their drinking for several more hours. When he reappears, Cohn tries to ingratiate himself with the group by saying “What a lot we’ve drunk” (163). This elicits an angry response from Bill: “You mean what a lot we’ve drunk. You went to sleep” (163).

Similarly, in The Naked and The Dead, when we meet Private Roth for the first time we see how Roth’s exclusion is a result of both his own defensive actions as well as the inherent and casual anti-Semitism of the Army: “The man with whom he was bunking, a big good-natured farm boy, was still over at another tent with his friends, and Roth didn’t want to join them. He had gone along the previous night and, as it usually happened, he had felt left out of things” (Mailer, Naked 50). We can easily see from the narrator’s comments how Roth is both excluded by the group and that he excludes himself, almost as a preemptive maneuver designed to gain a sense of agency in an environment in which he has very little standing and even less power. Similarly, in his isolation, Roth, a college-educated man, reflects on the intellect of his fellow soldiers and, with disdain, decides that “they were all stupid” (51). In this same scene, Roth has a lengthy conversation with the other Jewish member of the platoon, Goldstein. In the creation of these two figures, Mailer is attempting to draw out the numerous social and religious differences between these two vastly different Jewish characters.

Despite their obvious differences, both Jewish soldiers are despised by the other members of the platoon. In this portrayal, Mailer is scrupulously careful to honestly portray the Army in all of its inherent bigotry. For example, while speaking with Roth, Goldstein recalls overhearing a conversation earlier that day between a group of soldiers and a truck driver. The driver was warning the soldiers about the good and bad companies. The driver said, “‘Just hope you all don’t get in F Company, that’s where they stick the goddam Jewboys’” (53). After much mirth among the men, one of the soldiers responds. “‘If they stick me there, I’m resigning plumb out of the Army’” (53). Thus Mailer offers us a well-rounded conception of these two Jewish soldiers’ treatment in the Army and the difficult time they have just trying to survive in a doubly hostile environment. In addition to the constant threat of the Japanese enemy, the Jewish soldiers must always be on guard for the next anti-Semitic outburst from one of their own fellow platoon mates. Although he doesn’t respond to the anti-Semitic comments of the truck driver and the other soldiers laughing with him, Goldstein intuits “that kind of face was behind all the pogroms against the Jews” (53).

Or later, when some of the men are sitting around talking, one of the veterans of the platoon, Gallagher, begins to reminisce of his time back home in Boston when he used to run with a gang. He recalls an incident where he and his friends beat-up a local Jewish kid; this memory gives him a good laugh, but the story also gets him thinking about the larger problem of “the goddam Yids” (93). This memory leads him to dwell on his lack of advancement in civilian life, which, he also, conveniently, blames on Jewish nepotism: “if it hadn’t been for that Alderman Shapiro and his fuggin nephew Abie or Jakie” (94). This in turn leads him to further reflect on the two new soldiers assigned to his platoon. Gallagher says, “‘I see we got a couple of fuggin Yids in the platoon’” (94). Red Valsen, the unsung hero of the novel, tries to mitigate this harsh anti-Semitic statement of Gallagher’s by responding: “‘Yeah . . . they’re sonsofbitches just like the rest of us’” (94). Gallagher responds furiously, “‘They only been in one week and already they’re lousin’ up the platoon’” (94). This leads to a more subtle formulation by another soldier, Wilson, who draws a distinction between Roth, who is, by even the most objective standard, not a very good soldier, and Goldstein, who has given every indication that he might become a first-rate soldier. However, Gallagher only pushes aside all subtleties and concludes with the thought, “‘I wouldn’t trust a fuggin one of them’” (94).

Much like The Sun Also Rises, Mailer’s novel reveals a considerable amount of talk concerning the emasculated Jewish male. In one scene, Goldstein, along with several of the men of the platoon, is complaining about the inefficiency of the Army. Along with all the other men, Goldstein adds his assessment. Yet the sadistic Sergeant Croft immediately seizes on Goldstein’s casual remark:


“You bitching again, Goldstein?” Croft asked. The anti-Semite, Goldstein thought. “I’m just expressing my opinion,” he said. “Opinion!” Croft spat. “A bunch of goddam women have opinions.” (127)



This emasculating comment by Sergeant Croft only goads Gallagher to draw Goldstein’s manhood into further question: “What’s the matter, you want some gefüllte fish?” (127).

This feminization of Mailer’s two Jewish soldiers bears many of the physical stereotypes Modernist American literature often associates with Jewish characters. This is particularly true of the diminutive Roth, who often chews on his bitter thoughts of how much better he is than all of the uneducated men that surround him. Yet despite these many surface similarities with Hemingway’s Jewish characterization, ultimately Mailer portrays a complex understanding of America’s perception of the Jew both during the war years as well as in the immediate postwar period. Mailer repeatedly counters a scene that emasculates either Goldstein or Roth with a further scene highlighting the rampant anti-Semitism of the US Army.

Concurrently, Mailer also presents a strikingly realistic portrait of the difficult life for the average US soldier during World War II, and his novel is no idealized “best generation” portrait of the era. The soldiers and the officers are often racist and many of the men believe that their wives are unfaithful to them as they are off far from home fighting the war. In regard to his Jewish portrayal, as opposed to Hemingway, Mailer affords his readers insight into the consciousness of his Jewish characters. Mailer carefully portrays two vastly different Jews in the novel: Roth is a college-educated agnostic prone to fits of fury, pessimism, and general arrogance, while Goldstein is a working-class man from Brooklyn who, despite numerous hostile experiences, generally wants to think well of people and institutions. Ultimately, Roth proves himself an inept soldier, whereas Goldstein redeems himself by displaying fortitude and dedication in attempting to save his wounded platoon-mate Wilson. Nevertheless, Mailer asserts that both soldiers are lumped under a general term of disapprobation, and all they will ever be known as in the army is simply and eloquently—Jews.

Mailer also paints a scary yet realistic portrait of an officer corps rife with bigots and racists. At one point, an officer, Colonel Conn, is ranting in the mess hall voicing a racist tirade on “the treachery and depravity of the Negro, and the terrible fact that Jew York was in the hands of foreigners” (69). Lieutenant Hearn can take no more of this racism and anti-Semitism, and although he is outranked by Conn, he humiliates his superior officer in an exchange that is overheard by all of the other officers (73). Later that evening, General Cummings summons Hearn to his tent to upbraid him for his insubordination, but the conversation quickly turns from Hearn’s actions towards other matters: American power, politics and the progress of the war. The General says to Hearn, “I don’t disagree with Conn. There’s a hard kernel of truth in many of the things he says. As for example, ‘All Jews are noisy. . . . They’re not all noisy, of course, but there’s an undue proportion of coarseness in that race, admit it’” (82). Although it might appear that Mailer is creating a stereotypical portrait of Jewish characters in The Naked and the Dead, I believe that he is trying to underscore the widespread anti-Semitism inherent in all aspects of the Army, from the lowest enlisted man on up through the highest levels of command. Against this backdrop, readers of Mailer’s fiction must begin to gauge their own ideas about Jewish people in general and Roth and Goldstein in particular. Far from merely parroting Hemingway’s anti-Semitic construction of Jewish masculinity in The Sun Also Rises, Mailer, a generation later, challenges his readers’ notions of American inclusiveness and concurrently exposes an ugly strain of anti-Semitism and racism in American institutions.

In The Naked and the Dead, as in Hemingway’s novel, the ideas and feelings of the group come out most expressively and passionately at times of drunkenness. As if acknowledging Hemingway’s earlier portrait of emasculated Jewish characters, Mailer dramatizes a similar drinking scene in The Naked and the Dead to the one Hemingway wrote in The Sun Also Rises. In a poignant scene, Mailer depicts five men of the platoon all pitching in to buy several canteens of homemade liquor from the mess sergeant. As they sit around getting completely hammered, one of the men, Wilson, notices Goldstein sitting off by himself writing a letter. In a moment of inclusiveness, Wilson good-naturedly invites Goldstein to join them for a drink. However, always on the defensive and having heard rumors of poisoned homemade liquor, Goldstein is wary of drinking the brew. Instead of focusing on bonding with his fellow platoon mates, Goldstein remains firmly focused on his wife and child back home in Brooklyn. Goldstein worries about what would happen to them if he were to die of poisoning out in the middle of the Pacific.

In this scene, Mailer starkly contrasts the numerous social and cultural differences and preoccupations that fuel the many conflicts between the men of the platoon. Goldstein asks Wilson, “‘Is it real whisky or is it jungle juice?’” This incites Gallagher, who tells Goldstein, “‘Take the goddam drink or leave it, Izzy’” (204). Of course, now that he has been insulted, Goldstein abstains, which in turn only isolates him further from the men of his platoon. Beneath the curses of his fellow soldiers, Goldstein walks back towards his tent to continue writing his letter to his wife. The narrator says, “Goldstein turned around abruptly and walked away. The circle of men who were drinking drew closer, and there was an almost tangible bond between them now” (205). In contrast to the solidarity of the drinking men, Goldstein sits alone in his tent feeding on his bitterness: “Once his eyes filled with tears and he shook his head angrily. Why did they hate him so? he asked himself ” (205).



VII.

In his recent essay, “The ‘Whine’ of Jewish Manhood: Re-Reading Hemingway’s Anti-Semitism, Re-Imagining Robert Cohn,” Jeremy Kaye suggests that while the vast majority of literary critics “have most often explored Cohn from the site of Hemingway’s production, they overlook the site of reception” (48). Perhaps my similar interrogation of the reception of Mailer’s controversial Jewish characters has helped us move beyond an understanding of Roth and Goldstein as simple stereotypes. Far from merely imitating Hemingway, Mailer’s Jewish characters in his first novel are as great a challenge to his literary forefather as was his inscription of The Deer Park. Yet that did not stop the vast majority of critics from thinking of Mailer as a self-hating Jew. That Mailer was excoriated by many Jewish readers and critics for his depiction of stereotyped Jewish fictional characters in the US Army early in his career was, only a decade later, eerily paralleled in the harsh and unforgiving reaction to one of Philip Roth’s earliest stories, “The Defender of the Faith,” which was first published in The New Yorker in 1959. After the publication of this story, Roth was accused of being a self-hating Jew as well (Remnick 76). The public outcry against Roth was so great that in an incident recounted rather humorously in Roth’s 1988 autobiography/novel, The Facts, he was forced to meet with leaders of the Anti-Defamation League to talk about the rising storm of Jewish protest his story had let loose across America (Roth, Facts 123).

From my perspective of a half century later, I would say that Roth is continuing a tradition begun a decade previous to the publication of “Defender of the Faith,” by one of his acknowledged literary forefathers, Norman Mailer. Although Roth was excoriated for creating a negative portrait of a Jewish soldier in the figure of Sheldon Grossbart, much like Mailer before him, Roth establishes the extremely anti-Semitic environment of the US Army during World War II that places Grossbart, along with all the other Jewish soldiers, in a disadvantageous position from the very beginning of Roth’s controversial short story. One could argue that for all the Jews behaving badly in “The Defender of the Faith,” the most offensive action in the story is perpetrated by the racist and anti-Semitic Captain Barrett. As Roth’s Sergeant Marx narrates,


The next morning, while chatting with Captain Barrett, I recounted the incident of the previous evening. Somehow, in the telling, it must have seemed to the Captain that I was not so much explaining Grossbart’s position as defending it. “Marx, I’d fight side by side with a nigger if the fella proved to me he was a man. I pride myself,” he said, looking out the window, “that I’ve got an open mind. Consequently, Sergeant, nobody gets special treatment here, for the good or the bad. All a man’s got to do is prove himself. A man fires well on the range, I give him a weekend pass. He scores high in P.T., he gets a weekend pass. He earns it.” He turned from the window and pointed a finger at me. “You’re a Jewish fella, am I right, Marx?” (Roth, “Defender” 166)



Friday nights are for cleaning the barracks, and Grossbart is concerned because he has heard the other men complain that the Jewish soldiers who go to religious services Friday night are really just shirking their work. When Sergeant Marx tries to explain Grossbart’s concern to the Captain, he replies,


“If the Jewish personnel feels the other men are accusing them of goldbricking—well, I just don't know. Seems awful funny that suddenly the Lord is calling so loud in Private Grossman's ear he's just got to run to church.”



“Synagogue,” I said.


“Synagogue is right, Sergeant. I'll write that down for handy reference. Thank you for stopping by.” (166)



Much like Mailer did in his World War II novel, we see Roth in his short story addressing anti-Semitism in the American military and how it has affected several Jewish soldiers within the service. And much like Mailer had encountered a decade earlier, Roth was immediately at the center of a firestorm of Jewish protest. In a profile of Philip Roth (published in 2000), David Remnick describes the controversy “Defender of the Faith” elicited and he quotes directly from some of the letters Roth received in the late 1950s:


Mr. Roth: With your one story, “Defender of the Faith,” you have done as much harm as all the organized anti-Semitic organizations have done to make people believe that all Jews are cheats, liars, connivers. Your one story makes people—the general public—forget all the Jews who have lived, all the Jewish boys who served well in the armed services, all the Jews who live honest hard lives the world over. One letter came to the Anti-Defamation League from a prominent rabbi, reading, “What is being done to silence this man? Medieval Jews would have known what to do with him.” (76)



In The Facts, Roth recounts this early condemnation as being formative in his development as a writer. The outcry against Roth in 1959 continued for several years and built to a crescendo during a visit Roth made to Yeshiva University in 1962. Roth was invited to be part of a symposium on the theme of “The Crisis of Conscience in Minority Writers of Fiction.” In addition to Roth, Ralph Ellison was also a panelist, but the entire symposium, it would seem, was staged as a pretext for vilifying Roth and his supposedly anti-Semitic and self-hating work. Roth was attacked again and again by the audience members, who surrounded him to continue the barrage once the official program had come to an end. As Roth recalls in The Facts,


I listened to the final verdict against me, as harsh a judgment as I ever hope to hear in this or any other world. I only began to shout “Clear away, step back—I’m getting out of here” after somebody, shaking a fist in my face, began to holler, “You were brought up on anti-Semitic literature!” “Yes,” I hollered back, “and what is that?”—curious really to know what he meant. “English literature!” he cried. “English Literature is anti-Semitic literature.” (129)



According to Roth, he initially wanted to forswear any more writing about Jews, and it was only years later that he understood the full import of what he termed “the Yeshiva battle.” Roth writes that “instead of putting me off Jewish fictional subjects for good,” the event “demonstrated as nothing had before the full force of aggressive rage that made the issue of Jewish self-definition and Jewish allegiance so inflammatory” (129). Roth claims that “After an experience like mine at Yeshiva, a writer would have had to be no writer at all to go looking elsewhere for something to write about . . . the Jewish resistance that I aroused virtually from the start—was the luckiest break I could have had. I was branded” (130).

Roth forcefully maintains that it was this opposition and resistance to the expectations of the Jewish community that would become the subject matter of his work for the rest of his career. Despite all of the anger focused on Roth’s character Grossbart, just as Mailer had done a decade before, in “Defender of the Faith,” Roth creates a stereotypical Jewish character as a means of challenging his readers to understand the inherent racism of American institutions during World War II and the effect these prevailing attitudes would have on Jewish security in postwar America. So the question remains: What about Mailer? Was Mailer similarly inspired by the overwhelmingly negative reaction the Jewish community had to his two Jewish characters in his first novel?



IX.

Much like Philip Roth’s watershed experience at Yeshiva University, perhaps the initial scorn heaped upon Mailer as a result of his creation of two stereotypical Jewish characters sent the writing career of this good Jewish boy from Brooklyn on a trajectory that would confound his critics for over half a century. In responding to both the Jewish community and the anti-Semitic character of Hemingway’s Robert Cohn, Mailer launched his career with Jewish themes at the forefront. It is precisely these major Jewish themes, that in his last books, The Castle in the Forest, and On God: An Uncommon Conversation, Mailer would continue to explore.

Toward the end of his life Mailer was asked about his feelings for Hemingway. Mailer replied, “I wanted to be a writer since 1941, when I was 18. Hemingway was more important to us than Saint Paul is today to the Catholics” (Weeks C01). Mailer never did get to meet with Hemingway man-to-man as he had dreamed of in his youth. In that same interview—which was occasioned by the production of Zelda, Scott and Ernest, the staged, dramatized reading of the letters of F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald (Mailer read Hemingway while George Plimpton read Fitzgerald)—Mailer told a Washington Post reporter that his reading Hemingway’s lines in the performance was “as close as I’ll ever get to Hemingway” (C01). Although Mailer might have spent much of his life chasing Hemingway’s ghost, ironically, it is his earliest fictional portrait of two unremarkable Jewish soldiers that will ultimately serve as his fiercest and most personal response to his literary forefather.





Notes


1. Recently (2005), Modern Fiction Studies devoted a special issue to this topic. In her introduction to Modernism’s Jews/Jewish Modernisms, guest editor Maren Linett writes that the issue “considers some of the processes by which Jewish writers shaped literary modernism and the intricate ways modernism was in turn shaped by its figurings of Jews and Jewishness” (249). ↩



2. An obvious example would be the title of his novel, The Sun Also Rises, which Hemingway takes from a famous passage in Ecclesiastes (King James Bible, Ecc. 1.5). ↩



3. In an interview with The Paris Review, Hemingway takes exception to the wide-spread idea that Jake Barnes has been “emasculated” by his war injury: INTERVIEWER: Continuing with just one question on this line: One of the advisory staff editors wonders about a parallel he feels he’s found in The Sun Also Rises between the dramatis personae of the bull ring and the characters of the novel itself. He points out that the first sentence of the book tells us Robert Cohn is a boxer; later, during the desencajonada, the bull is described as using his horns like a boxer, hooking and jabbing. And just as the bull is attracted and pacified by the presence of a steer, Robert Cohn defers to Jake who is emasculated precisely as is a steer. He sees Mike as the picador, baiting Cohn repeatedly. The editor’s thesis goes on, but he wondered if it was your conscious intention to inform the novel with the tragic structure of the bullfight ritual. HEMINGWAY: It sounds as though the advisory staff editor was a little bit screwy. Whoever said Jake was “emasculated precisely as is a steer”? Actually he had been wounded in quite a different way and his testicles were intact and not damaged. Thus he was capable of all normal feelings as a man but incapable of consummating them. The important distinction is that his wound was physical and not psychological and that he was not emasculated. (Bruccoli 120) ↩



4. A similar argument could be made about Martinez being used in The Naked and the Dead to challenge prevailing negative stereotypes about Mexican Americans. ↩
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Hemingway, Mailer, and the “Reds”


Victor Peppard



Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer both wrote fiction and journalism that deal with what I am calling here the “Reds.” In Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls and in Mailer’s Harlot’s Ghost and Oswald’s Tale Reds or communists of different types, stripes, and nationalities appear in various significant roles and guises. There are several questions I would like to address, especially the following: What is it that attracted Hemingway and Mailer to write about the Reds? Even if they depict very different historical periods, can we still discern certain commonalities in their approaches to and treatment of the Reds? Further, what is the dominant image of them in the works of Hemingway and Mailer?

That Hemingway and Mailer share a number of common interests and traits is no secret. Both artists dealt extensively and importantly with the horrors of war and with the ways in which people cope with war and conduct themselves in it. Both writers were preoccupied (some might even say obsessed with) macho tests of manhood that in the case of Hemingway involved balls, battles, boxing, bulls, and hunting and fishing. For Mailer balls were also always in play, but he was more of a boxer than a bullfighter, and he was always a battler whatever the arena. A corollary to this is their fascination with the stars and celebrities of American pop culture—and with their own stardom and celebrity as well.

Hemingway and Mailer were deeply in love with language, and not just English, as we see in the former’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, which exudes his fondness for Spanish. Mailer studied German assiduously as preparation for writing The Castle in the Forest, and he also worked with Russian in connection with his trips to the Soviet Union, as is evident in Harlot’s Ghost, Oswald’s Tale, and Castle in the Forest. Their stylistic innovations, well celebrated in Hemingway but not yet fully recognized in Mailer, are no doubt related to this love of language that they shared. Further, neither writer hesitated to tackle the burning issues of the day, in and out of their fiction. Thus, it is no wonder they both engaged with the two most controversial and problematic “isms” of their century, Communism and Fascism.

Before examining For Whom the Bell Tolls it is instructive briefly to consider Hemingway’s relationship to the Spanish Civil War, which he witnessed primarily as a journalist who wrote about the conflict. William Braasch Watson has shown how, in his attitude toward this war, Hemingway moved from a position of complete abhorrence of all war to an ardent supporter of the Republican / Loyalist / Red or Communist cause against the Fascists /Falangists / Francoists, largely under the influence of Jorvis Ivens, an avid Communist and member of the Comintern (37–57). Watson comes to the conclusion that in his enthusiasm for the Comintern / Communist cause Hemingway distorted the truth:


He suppressed certain realities he knew to be true and he promoted as realities things he must have known to be false, all in the name of winning a war whose character the Communists had largely defined. In this respect Hemingway had become an effective propagandist . . . . He genuinely admired the Communists for their commitment and for their proven ability to organize and fight the war. But partly too his transformation was the product of a conscious effort on the part of the Communists to gain his confidence and to enlist his support. (53)



It should be stressed that Watson is writing about Hemingway’s journalism and not his fiction. Naturally, one has to ask whether in For Whom the Bell Tolls Hemingway continues to portray the Spanish Civil War in the same fashion as Watson describes. I believe that in the novel Hemingway’s treatment of the Reds does indeed include a measure of admiration, but it also contains a much fuller depiction of them and their conduct of the war that includes both direct and indirect condemnation of certain communist actors and their acts. Let me quickly say that in For Whom the Bell Tolls, despite an open sympathy for the Loyalist-Red cause, Hemingway complicates the actual conduct of the war by both sides, as well as the associated moral questions, to a degree that renders any pat conclusions about these matters more than problematic.

What Hemingway describes in For Whom the Bell Tolls has some interesting correspondences with the depiction of the Russian civil war by Russian writers such as Isaac Babel, Vasily Grossman, Vsevolod Ivanov, Nikolai Nikitin, Boris Pil’niak, and Andrei Platonov in their works of the early and mid-1920s and, in the case of Grossman, the early 1930s. These Russian authors portray the atrocities of the Reds, Whites, Greens, anarchists such as Makhno, and assorted marauding bands in graphic scenes of brutality, cruelty, and above all violence. Frequently, the various principals of the war—mostly, but not just the Reds and Whites—alternate in taking over towns and villages, and it is usually impossible to distinguish their violent methods from one another. Furthermore, the local villagers and townsfolk are invariably clueless about the great issues of ideology and policy history has associated with the Russian Civil War, and they struggle to understand what is happening to and around them in terms of the cultural practices the past has given them. At the same time, the Russian fiction of this period, such as Babel’s stories in Red Cavalry (Konarmiia), 1926, often exhibit a certain “revolutionary romanticism” that treats the Civil War not so much as a struggle rooted in politics or ideology but as a great force of nature sweeping across the land.

I mention this because Hemingway read some of these Russian authors, including Platonov, and because his treatment of the Spanish Civil War has, as I am claiming, significant points of contact with their work. For example, in For Whom the Bell Tolls the Reds’ takeover of a town, so brutally led by Pablo and so eloquently described by Pilar, is followed three days later by a fascist takeover that was even worse (Hemingway 129). Judging by both Hemingway and the Russian authors mentioned here, these horrific cyclical reigns the combatants inflict on towns, villages, and cities appear to be an inevitable phenomenon of any civil war.

The tendency throughout For Whom the Bell Tolls, as we see in the case of the town just mentioned, that Robert A. Martin has identified as Ronda in Malaga Province (63) is for each of the sides to match or exceed each other in the commission of atrocities. For instance, the beheading of Sordo and his men that the fascist Lt. Burrendo orders is followed shortly by Pablo’s execution of several men he has recruited to help with the blowing up of the bridge. When reflecting on Pilar’s story, Robert Jordan admits to himself that he always knew that the side he was fighting for behaved as she described and that however much he hates this “that damned woman made me see it as though I had been there” (135).

In a number of places in For Whom the Bell Tolls it is clear that the loyalists are executing non-fascists, perhaps most dramatically in the case of Don Guillermo, who is killed, as H. R. Stoneback points out, because of his loyalty to his wife whose religiosity was taken as proof she is a fascist (106). Robert Jordan wonders at times about the real commitment of his erstwhile enemies to the fascist cause, in particular that of a boy he has killed in battle (304). Here Jordan concludes that he simply has to kill whether it is wrong or not.

Robert Jordan’s band of battlers for the Republic, not unlike many of the characters in Russian fiction of the 1920s, are shown at various levels of commitment to and belief in the cause. Pilar is no doubt the most avid devotee of the new red atheism, as we see when she declares that “[b]efore we had religion and other nonsense. Now for every one there should be some one to whom one can speak frankly” (89). Yet even Pilar can waver in her faith in atheism as when she says, “There probably still is God after all, although we have abolished him” (88). For all of its many ironies, I do not see a great deal of humor in For Whom the Bell Tolls, but this example is surely an exception. It is also a most effective way to capture the ambivalence the Spanish Reds experience as they try out their newfound atheism.

Pablo is someone whose beliefs, if any, are most mercurial and murky, but at one point he invokes God and the Virgen (sic). This prompts Pilar, acting in her role as law giver, to rebuke him for talking that way (90). In moments of crisis, as when Joaquín prays to the Virgin Mary at death, and when Maria prays for Robert Jordan’s safety, Republicans of various degrees of redness tend to revert back to their traditional cultural practices.

The case of Robert Jordan is special for a number of reasons, primarily of course because he is an American who is taking orders from a Soviet general, but also because he is a fascinating combination of stubborn commitment to what he sees as his duty and his far ranging and sensitive introspection and contemplation. In the early passages of the novel Jordan might be easily mistaken for a hero straight out of Soviet Socialist Realism—not just because he agrees to the highly questionable orders of Soviet General Golz, but because his virtues are so strong and his motives are so pure. Over the course of the novel, however, Robert Jordan grows ever richer, more complex and elusive as a character. In this sense, For Whom the Bell Tolls is a concentrated case of a Bildungsroman that covers not an extended period of maturation but only about seventy hours, the last hours of Jordan’s life. In the end, Jordan, for all of his attachment to the Republican cause, tells himself that he is “not a red Marxist” and not to “kid yourself with too much dialectics“ (305). It is here that he undergoes the revelation that his love for Maria is the most important thing in his life and that such love is indeed the most important part of life. I would claim also (allowing for the fact that there were indeed genuine American communists such as Jorvis Ivens) that Jordan’s “non-party” commitment to the Red/Republican cause is characteristically American in his lack of interest in the specifics of its ideology.

Hemingway’s Soviet Russian characters play important parts in For Whom the Bell Tolls and they are problematic in a number of ways and on a number of levels. First, the names of General Golz and the journalist Karkov look as though they are real Russian names, but they are not. This is my own (virtual native speaker’s) reaction to these surnames that I have confirmed with actual native speakers of Russian. Kashkin, however, could be a genuine Russian family name. He is a double to Jordan, as they are both explosives experts. Kashkin’s lack of resolve reflects the side of Robert Jordan that is sometimes subject to indecisiveness. The link between the fates of these two is made explicit when we learn that Robert Jordan killed the wounded Kashkin in an act of mercy so that Kashkin would not be tortured by the fascists. Kashkin’s demise is also a foreshadowing of Jordan’s who, as he lies with a broken left thigh, fights off the temptation to take his own life in order to avoid the sort of torture by the fascists he has spared Kashkin.

General Golz has formulated a strategy for winning a battle with the fascists that includes the plan to blow up the bridge, the central, culminating act toward which the plot of For Whom the Bell Tolls inexorably moves. This plan, however, is fraught with danger for Robert Jordan and the others who are supposed to carry it out. If Golz’s indifference to the likely loss of life on the part of those carrying out his orders is on a certain level contemptible, it is more than convincing as a motivation for a general bent on victory at all cost. In one of the many passages of the novel that are so psychologically persuasive, Golz watches the Republican planes take off for battle. Golz, has learned from Robert Jordan via Andrés that the surprise attack he had conceived is no longer a surprise and that “it would be one famous balls up more” (429), and allows himself to bask in the false glow of what might have been.


All he heard was the roar of the planes and he thought, now, maybe this time, listen to them come, maybe the bombers will blow them all off, maybe we will get a break-though, maybe he will get the reserves he asked for, maybe this is it, maybe this is the time. (430)



Although this passage openly broaches the fact that the Loyalist side made strategic mistakes, it is nothing like an overall critique of its conduct of the war. A far more damning instance that lays bare the cynical, opportunistic side of the International / Red / Republican project in the Spanish Civil War is found in the confrontation between the Soviet journalist Karkov and André Marty, the Frenchman who is a member of the Comintern. As Robert A. Martin shows, Karkov is drawn on the model of Stalin’s personal journalist Koltsov, whereas Marty, also an actual historical figure, retains his own name in the novel (62). Marty, for whom, as Martin writes, Hemingway had “an intense personal animosity” (61), appears in For Whom the Bell Tolls as a paranoid, deranged careerist who is eager and willing to have executed anyone on his own side about whom he has the least suspicion. He is the embodiment of the worst side of the Comintern’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War. He is also a prescient if unintentional portrait of many of Stalin’s salient character traits, especially in his obsession with rooting out imaginary enemies.

Karkov-Koltsov, like Hemingway, detests Marty, who for all of his misdeeds has somehow remained untouchable, and he is determined to find Marty’s “weakness” and expose it (Hemingway 418). When Karkov-Kolstsov forces Marty to release unharmed Gomez and Andrés, who have brought the news from Robert Jordan that the fascists can no longer be subject to a surprise attack, he is asserting his role as the chief do-gooder of the Soviet contingent. Hemingway draws him as the righteous one who uses his privileged status as journalist and Stalin’s right hand man to make things right in both Spain and the Soviet Union. I have to say that I find this portrait of Karkov-Koltsov to be naïve at best. It is the one place in the novel where Hemingway comes closest to the realm of Socialist Realism, where the heroes are all too good and too true to the cause to be true.

Lest anyone think I am about to attempt a deconstruction of For Whom the Bell Tolls, let me say that whatever its minor faults may be I find the novel to be a work of real genius. (I will let specialists in American literature continue their battle over its rank among Hemingway’s and America’s great novels.) In addition to this multi-leveled novel’s masterfully constructed plot and its superb development of a whole range of disparate characters, several of whom are imbued with the kinds of mythic qualities Robert E. Gajdusek attributes to them (113–30), I find that Hemingway’s use of Spanish is both innovative and effective. Although he translates many of the Spanish passages, he lets others stand in the original, trusting the reader who does not know the language to deduce the meaning from the context. Furthermore, Hemingway’s use of Spanish phraseology in English, as in “the woman of Pablo,” and “What passes with thee?” and “thou askest” creates a kind of linguistic estrangement, a kind of “Inglespañol” that effectively conveys the Spanish speaking milieu of the novel as well as the point of view of the Spanish speaking hero Robert Jordan, who is a Spanish instructor at the University Montana in Missoula.

Much more could be said about language and style here, but I will add only one more comment. As Thomas E. Gould demonstrates, the American linguistic Puritanism of the 1930s would not permit Hemingway to use the obscenities his characters spoke in, nor would it permit explicit description of sexual acts (67–81). This last prohibition might be construed to have had one positive outcome with respect to Hemingway’s description of the love making of Robert Jordan and Maria, because rather than describing their actions directly Hemingway uses a rich repertoire of metaphors. Hemingway’s depiction of the third and final time Jordan and Maria make love, when together they reach “la gloria,” is highly original and moving.


There is no other one but one now, one, going now, rising now, sailing now, leaving now, wheeling now, soaring now, away now, all the way now, all of all the way now, one and one is one, is one, is one, is one . . . is one in goodness, is one to cherish, is one now on earth with elbows against the cut and slept-on branches of the pine tree with the smell of the pine boughs and the night; to earth conclusively now, and with the morning of the day to come. (379)



I find this passage doubly noteworthy because its rhythmic, flowing, repetitive intonations are so unlike the straight-forward, gruff and blunt style Hemingway often employs. Here Hemingway also evokes the bond between nature and the characters, especially Robert Jordan, that he develops throughout the novel.

Over the course of For Whom the Bell Tolls we learn that not only do both sides commit the same atrocities on each other, but that they both pray to the same Virgin Mary. We further see that participants on both sides are appalled by the war itself. Agustin, who is one of the several mouthpieces in the novel for the senselessness of war says, “In this war there is an idiocy without bounds” (94). The fascist Lt. Burrendo comes to a similar conclusion, but his statement is redolent of unconscious irony and hypocrisy when he says, “what a bad thing war is” just after ordering the beheading of Sordo’s men (322). At the very end of the novel, Robert Jordan has Burrendo in his sights at twenty yards away, a range at which he can hardly miss his target. Jordan does not know of Burrendo’s previous perfidy; he only knows that he is the leader of the detachment of fascists who are hot on his trail and that of his companions—I should say comrades—after the bridge has been blown up. But we see that the author has a plan in mind for the fascist lieutenant to receive a poetically appropriate payback for his deeds. The novel ends before Robert Jordan shoots Burrendo, but Hemingway leaves no doubt that this will happen.

With all of the balancing and matching Hemingway does between the Republican and Fascist sides, we may conclude that with respect to the conduct of the war itself the warring parties are virtually equal in their employment of brutality and violence—including the execution of members of their own side who for whatever reason happened to displease someone such as Marty or Pablo. If there is any “romance” left over in Hemingway’s description of the Spanish Civil War, it has more to do with Spain than with the war. Even given the cynicism, corruption, and brutality of the Reds and Republicans that Hemingway exposes with much(o) gusto, he is still fundamentally in sympathy with their cause, the preservation of the Republic, for whatever else they are, they are not fascists.

Here, then, is my segue to Norman Mailer, who also uses Communism and Fascism as measures of each other. In 1984 Mailer made his first trip to Russia and the Soviet Union. This brief visit helped lay the groundwork for a much longer one in which he researched material and interviewed many Soviet citizens in pursuit of material for Oswald’s Tale. I should add here that Mailer had a built in, so to speak, predisposition to visit Russia, since as J. Michael Lennon, Mailer’s authorized biographer, has pointed out to me, all four of his grandparents were from there. Mailer wrote an interesting article for the Times of London about the first trip in which he questions Ronald Reagan’s famous declaration that the Soviet Union was “an evil empire” and also makes a plea for a more nuanced and mature relationship on the part of the US with the USSR. In addition to some perceptive observations on the life of the USSR at that time and comparisons with the US, Mailer writes,


American leaders are invariably ready to accept fascism in other countries and do business with it. Since fascism is the foul disease of the rich when capitalism breaks down, so our leaders can understand it. Communism, however, terrifies the American rich. After all, it is the tyranny of the poor when society breaks up altogether . . . It is significant that we have forgiven Nazi Germany for its concentration camps and the 15 million people the Nazis exterminated. We do great business with Germany, but we still do not exculpate the Russians for their gulags. (38)



One could certainly debate Mailer’s conclusions, the sort of sweeping, summative analysis he was fond of making on the large questions of politics and life, but that is not the object here. My point is that forty-four years after the publication of For Whom the Bell Tolls, for all of the differences in the contexts and the details, Mailer is using the F-ism to test and partially justify the C-ism in a way that is not unlike Hemingway’s approach to the same question. And like Hemingway, Mailer comes down on the side of the now former Reds partly because they are not fascists.

We can say former Reds now not just because there is no longer a Soviet Union, but also because in Russia the word itself has long since lost the edge it possessed in the early years of the establishment of the Soviet state. Of course the word remains in such terms as the Red Army, but there it is in a vestigial role, not the provocative one it once had. Similarly, by the time Mailer began visiting the Soviet Union the energy of the 1930s, its frenzied “socialist building“ had flowed over the dams of all those hydroelectric plants, flown up through the stacks of all the steel mills, and become frozen in the gray cement of the resulting Soviet concrete colossus. During Harry Hubbard’s visits to Moscow in Harlot’s Ghost, Oswald’s strange stay in the USSR chronicled in Oswald’s Tale, and Mailer’s own visit just mentioned, the overall impression one gets is that of hum-drum routine. The human energy that was voluntarily and forcibly put into the building of the new state’s infrastructure was long since spent. I say forcibly because prisoners of the Gulag were used as laborers on many major and minor projects, including the building of the Moscow Metro, the extensive system of waterways linking Moscow with Leningrad-Petersburg, and the Belomor (White Sea) Canal. The romance associated with the Soviet intervention in Spain, amplified by cultural visits such as the one made by a Basque soccer team in 1937, was also long gone. Even if in the mid-1980s the Soviet Union was still a police state, Stalin’s terror of the 1930s was over as well, and dissidents were, as Mailer wrote in 1984, “ostracized . . . but no longer pulled out of their beds at three in the morning” (36). By the mid-1980s, a Soviet version of the middle class had long since formed (at least in the cities) that provided its citizens a stable and predictable way of life. When Hubbard visits the Metropol Hotel in Moscow with “aged parquet that buckled like cheap linoleum when you stepped on it” (Harlot’s 99), he cannot believe that this is the place where the Bolsheviks gathered before and after the Revolution. “I was furious suddenly at I knew not what. How did these people presume to be our greatest enemy on earth? They did not even have the wherewithal to be evil” (107).

Hubbard shortly backs away from this apparently definitive repost to the Reagan doctrine when he reflects that “Communism might well be evil. That is an awesome and terrible thesis, but then the simple can reign over the complex” (103). Even the statue of fearsome Felix Dzerzhinsky in Lyubanka Square and the Lyubanka prison itself fail to “stir adrenaline” in Hubbard, who knows he might wind up there (104). When he walks out onto Red Square, whose ancient name means Beautiful Square in Russian, Hubbard is struck by his impression that “[e]ven the young had an air of relinquishment that speaks of middle age” (105).

Throughout Harlot’s Ghost Mailer describes how the CIA and the KGB engaged in competition with each other in both Latin America, especially Uruguay, and in Berlin. (Mailer also describes the CIA’s and Hubbard’s activities in “Red” Cuba that led to the Bay of Pigs fiasco.) Even with the understanding that over all of this hung the possibility of some overzealous fool on either side making a fatal blunder that could have led to a nuclear exchange, I hope that we have now reached a time when we can look back and say, as I believe Mailer shows us, that all of the hugger-mugger, derring-do, tunnel digging, and various forms of cat and mouse the CIA and KGB engaged in were just so much silliness. We do so of course in the full recognition that much of this nonsense still goes on in the post-Soviet present.

At the end of Harlot’s Ghost, Hubbard, using a fake passport, makes a second visit to Moscow to see whether Harlot has defected from the CIA to the KGB and thereby become an American version of the British spy Kim Philby. If this were found to be the case, it would of course be an enormous defeat and embarrassment for the CIA and a personal trauma for Hubbard as well, since Harlot was variously his surrogate father, mentor, and rival in romance. Here Hubbard’s rage at the Soviet Union is in full cry when in contemplation of the bad coffee he will drink in the Metropol, he exclaims that it is an “[a]ccursed country of whole incapacities!” (982). What I take from Harlot’s Ghost is that on one hand the US-USSR rivalry is still a good platform for the sort of mystery Mailer is creating in the novel, especially with regard to the fate of Harlot himself that is left unresolved. On the other hand, the middle aged, middle class Soviets are no longer really Red anymore, and the system they have created, however formidable militarily, is rent with glaring faults and failures, many of which are in plain sight for all to see.

In Mailer’s description of the pre-revolutionary period in Russia in The Castle in the Forest there is virtually no mention of the Bolsheviks and other revolutionaries, for his interest is all in Nicholas, Alexandra, Rasputin, and his narrator Dieter’s professed manipulations of events. Had Mailer finished the future Russian project he forecasts in Castle, he would certainly have dealt with the Reds. My own hunch is that he could not have resisted the temptation to give his own characterization of Lenin. Leaving aside such moot points, I find that Mailer, for all of his attention to politics on a national level, is greatly more interested in the inner workings of the personalities of his characters than in their politics.

And the same may be said of Hemingway, who largely on account of his time at the Hotel Gaylord in Madrid, where he met with a number of Soviet participants in the Spanish Civil War on the Republican side, was exceptionally well informed about what was going on in the Soviet Union of the late 1930s. He knew about the purges, especially of the Red Army’s officer corps, including that of Tukachevsky. He also knew buzz words and phrases, such as “liquidated” and “enemy of the people,” and he knew about political commissars. I am not claiming that his Soviet sources revealed to Hemingway everything they knew about the darker sides of Soviet life, particularly Stalin’s terror, for they would have been unlikely to risk being found out as Hemingway’s source of such information since he was known to them as a famous writer and journalist. However, Hemingway, one way or another did crack some of the Soviets’ seamier secrets, as we see in Robert Jordan’s ruminations on the fate of the Russian poet Mayakovsky who, according to Jordan, was guilty of the sin of Bohemianism, but now that he is dead he is a “saint” (Hemingway 164). I understand this to mean that Hemingway was concerned about the fates of Soviet Russian writers and that Jordan’s irony shows that he understood they were subject to the vagaries of the state’s ever shifting attitudes toward them. I have to say here parenthetically that among the writers of his time Mayakovsky was certainly the reddest of them all, and his leftist proclivities outlasted even those of the regime itself. For all of Robert Jordan’s political awareness and involvement, he is no party’s man, and ultimately we judge him not on his politics but on his character. Likewise, I believe that we should judge Hemingway by the character of his prose and not his politics.

It seems clear that the red connections of Hemingway and Mailer are sometimes linked with their interest in things Russian and sometimes not. Moreover, both writers are bound up with Russian literature in a number of substantial, one might even say formative ways. To put it briefly, Hemingway was clearly well read in Chekhov and he also read authors of the Soviet period. As Clarence Brown points out, Hemingway’s praise of Andrei Platonov to Soviet journalists helped spur the Soviets to resume publication of this writer of exceptional and original talent (116). It was during the 1960s that Hemingway experienced a surge of popularity among Russian readers. Indeed, I remember vividly a young man I met in Kiev in 1969 who had literally read all of Hemingway that was available in Russian translation at that time and who knew by heart the plots of many of his stories and novels. There is not space here adequately to describe what voracious readers of fiction Russians are except to say that they—from professional intellectuals to professional bus drivers—often know well not just the “classics” of their own literature but those of world literature, including of course Hemingway. Furthermore, some of the Russian writers who are often associated with a loose grouping from the 1960s called “Young Prose,” for example Yury Kazakov, show the unmistakable hand of Hemingway in their manner of writing. So we see that the relations between Hemingway and Russian writers form a two-way street.

I have made a case for what I consider to be Norman Mailer’s seminal relationship with Russian literature in the 2009 edition of The Mailer Review (173–211), and some of his best known works, such as An American Dream, have been translated into Russian. A more thorough investigation of his reception in Russia, however, remains to be done.

I wish to acknowledge the assistance and advice that I received in writing this article from J. Michael Lennon, Phillip Sipiora, and Shannon Zinck. I naturally take full responsibility for the way in which I have used the information they so kindly provided to me.
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Norman and Ernest (Exit Music)


Donald L. Kaufmann




Author’s Note: Nearly four decades ago I wrote an essay, “The Long Happy Life of Norman Mailer,” an ironic echo of Hemingway’s Francis Macomber’s split-second demise (Modern Fiction Studies, 1971). Norman Mailer’s passing in 2007 inspired this revision of my premature “last words.”



Hemingway’s suicidal shadows reinforced the literary truism that Mailer was Papa’s heir apparent for the postwar generation. In 1948 Hemingway was revisited in the guise of The Naked and the Dead. John Aldridge and other critics gave their blessings. At Hemingway’s death, Mailer’s eternal debt still echoed: “I shared with Papa the notion, arrived at slowly in my case, that even if one dulled one’s talent in the punishment of becoming a man, it was more important to be a man than a very good writer” (Advertisements 265). Even without such “advertisements,” few readers, then or now, could ignore the surface similarities, so massive as to make a kind of Siamese twins out of Hemingway and Mailer.

Both men were exponents of lifestyles that almost push their writing off stage. Both took to notoriety that keeps time to gyrations of Byron in the raw. Mailer’s summer action at Provincetown was a rerun of Hemingway’s action at Key West and Cuba. Papa’s conformation with the outdoors—bulls, fish, game—had its counterpart in Mailer’s gestures at prize fighting, glider flying, hand wrestling. Both abided by the neo-primitive, a distrust of civilization and complication, a demand that man shift to the natural and simple and go back to the tough-guy earth. Females, usually, ended up as second class in fictive worlds that rocked with masculinity.

With current American sexuality in flux, mostly spouts of neo-feminism, the Mailer-Hemingway flair for the art and life of the he-man makes for instant hate/love from the literary world. Legends-still-in-the-making cannot not wait for smug cultural certitudes. Future scholars will discover ultimate Mailer-Hemingway clarity. Much will depend on the vagaries of overall “Canon Esteem” and “Legacy Quotients.” A more likely future scenario, both American and global, is, ZIP—near-zero books and readers, a literary dystopia. Already the times may be too much out of joint to include Hemingway and Mailer in the same slice of literary history after all their shadowboxing with posterity ends.

But no such utopias or dystopias are yet here; but still lumping Norman and Ernest in a time capsule makes a generation gap look like a cultural chasm.

Such ongoing cultural and literary fireworks have already pushed Hemingway and Mailer into separate spheres of no-man’s land. In the Hemingway canon, a thin slice of experience repeats itself. Heroes look and sound alike. A code emerges with an inner order. Various settings, moods, and actions almost blur, as if popping from the same narrow but deep bag of ideas and themes. And there is that prose style, unique, that brooks no imitation. Despite all the ado about his writing of hyperaction, violence, madness, and confrontation with the void, Hemingway’s work survives as giving off a sense of unity, coherence and simplicity. Ultimately, there exists a rapport with the natural and the individual. All such trademarks of Hemingway end with Mailer, whose writing features a series of non-heroes without a code. Instead of Hemingway’s mannered serenity, a fictive world “clean and well-lighted” as a foil to the outside void, Mailer lets the outside chaos shape his fictive world. As a chameleon of American letters, Mailer seldom repeats himself. It is either change for the sake of change or, more likely, an attempt to mark time with the headlong rush of American history. Unlike Hemingway, whose culture was ripe for “a separate peace,” Mailer’s culture seems ripe for a separate war.

Language takes to different styles depending on whether the writer’s strategy is peace or war. Hemingway sees language as a way of disengaging from an institutionalism that brings to the individual the effects of a constant condition of war. Silence becomes an index to inner peace, the kind “that passes all understanding,” the best to be had during an age given over to Nada. The answer to complication is simplification—to corruption, purification. This is how Hemingway’s language works—as a tactic of survival for those at one with the code. His hero’s rapport with relative silence—tight-lipped, cool-gestured—reveals one key to how experience can be made more simple and pure. Much of the hero’s pullout from the “messy” establishment rides on verbal omission. Words have become noisy lies, products of the cerebral and the institutional taboos of the Hemingway world. The magic in Papa’s language rests on the ability to keep sensation a one-man show. Hemingway’s ear for cutting experience to the bone gives him a one-man authorial voice and explains why he so mastered the short story, an accomplishment not repeated in the Mailer canon with its fewer and lesser Dreiser jumbo-sized stories.

But for Mailer, for decades on a kaleidoscopic search for authorial voices, language poses an altogether different challenge. Words must echo history. Instead of the Hemingway sound of disengagement, Mailer’s language leads to a confrontation with the stuff of American culture, past and present. Since culture continues to undergo shock, language as communication is pushed to its limit. This results in language complicated and experimental. Unlike Hemingway with his one-man style, Mailer has turned into an everyman. Versatility sounds throughout his canon: to read Mailer’s novels—from the neo-naturalism of The Naked and the Dead to the mixture of bland essay and flip allegory in Barbary Shore to the aesthetics of magic and mood in An American Dream to the pop dynamics of Why Are We in Vietnam? and to the “simple declaratives” Hemingway echoes of The Executioner’s Song, and to Ancient Evenings, a time capsule with Melville operatics; and to elevated Le Carré and Clancy genre diction of Harlot’s Ghost; and later “near novels”—Oswald’s Tale or neo-classic “Creative Nonfiction”; and The Gospel According to the Sun with its show-stopping “Divine First Person Narrator,” and the Mailer literary finale, The Time of Our Time, a six-decade creative tome, is the antithesis of Hemingway’s clean well-lighted pocket dictionary. As a bonus, the stuff of Mailer’s prose is a kind of rhetoric that rocks with grace and wit. It befits a mod Jeremiah who aims to win over readers to the word, an image that has made Mailer a modern master of the essay. His is the language of involvement, the opposite of Hemingway’s voice at the fringe of American experience, almost underground. No other American writer but Hemingway has made it so big with so small a vocabulary while Mailer, in his attempt to interpret what makes his culture tick, uses a vocabulary that pumps without beginning to end.

This dissimilarity between Hemingway and Mailer holds when the focus shifts from language to hero, from voice to face. The Hemingway hero enters as a fixture. His face fits the contour of a generation more letdown than lost. His is masculinity plus with a next-door name. He sports a big wound (scarring body and soul) but puts down any self-pity. With heavyweight thought in hock, he leads with his body, seeks out a life of sensation with much coolness and courage until hedonism turns into his religion. If Nada still bothers, the hero counters with an ironic lip and enough cosmic stoicism to insure belief in selfhood. Such a lifestyle clings to the Hemingway hero with little variation—Nick Adams, Jake Barnes, Frederick Henry, Robert Jordan, and others all resembling the same Papa with the same message. The code to be emulated enables an individual to erect a no-man’s land between himself and the establishment. At least there is survival with dignity as Hemingway’s heroism passes on a vital advertisement that even if God is dead, man, alone, is very much alive.

Any such hope fades with what passes for heroism in the Mailer canon. Here a hero is defined as someone to be emulated in terms of cultural survival. But America is cancerous, too sick a culture to justify automatic survival and thus more ripe for villainy than heroism. As a result, Mailer takes to a diverse and tentative approach to heroism that had turned out non-heroes, antiheroes and, at best, heroes-in-training. The wartime culture of The Naked and the Dead offers five soldiers—Ridges, Goldstein, Valsen, Hearn, and Croft—whose heroics are halfhearted and part-time. In Barbary Shore, the theme of mankind drifting toward barbarism squelches any vital heroism. As for The Deer Park, Sergius O’Shaugnessy (the cool one) and Marion Faye (the cold one) are experts in styles of sensibility that mark them as villains in a sickly sentimental land. Stephen Rojack, in the shadow of hipsters and “White Negroes,” acts as a “philosophical psychopath” who exposes the nerve of cancer in An American Dream and ends more the murderer than savior of his culture: a happening in language serves as makeshift heroism in Why Are We in Vietnam?

An omniscient “D.J.” (disc jockey) in a way-out version of the “Voice of America” spews out a one-way dialogue at the heart of cultural abyss. Any reader, bothered by books without overt classic heroes, can tune in or turn off the Word as hero. In his socio political work—The Armies of the Night and Miami and the Siege of Chicago and Some Honorable Men—Mailer playacts as hero-narrator, camouflaged with all the tonal acrobatics of self as third person (shades of Joyce’s Stephen Hero and Portrait). And there is Gary Gilmore, the Maileresque philosophical soulful All-American Murderer, and, ultra pop celebs, Ali and Marilyn, and super-stud artists or writers, Picasso and Henry Miller; and the “historic” Lee Harvey Oswald, the eternal “suspect” J.F.K. killer, subtitled, “An American Mystery.” But there is no mystery hero in Mailer’s idiosyncratic tome, Time of Our Time. Just open it and out will rush a one-man’s “The American Language” in all its “Baroque Glory.” Yet, there remains a Manichean-based “hero” mystery—Mailer’s final project and protagonist. During his last days, Mailer envisioned a trilogy centered on Adolf Hitler, his generation’s consummate human evil. No human heroism here, just villainy, with a Nazi-SS point of view, and no counter American in sight. Finally the Mailer hero has stopped wrestling with tangible American culture. All in all, there is little chance (so sayeth posterity) that Mailer will duplicate Hemingway’s feat of making a mode of heroism and his name inseparable.

Hemingway’s and Mailer’s split over the hero carries over to their authorial tone. Unlike Mailer, whose rhetoric of self sends out an array of attitudes throughout his work, Hemingway usually lets his authorial voice play it straight. Whether fiction or nonfiction, Hemingway relies on an expertise of total experience to cut down on tonal ambiguity. When it does occur—playful or serious or in between—such ambiguity clings to the work or to the reader and rarely refers to Hemingway himself. One authorial mask that Papa rejects is that which undercuts the authority of self, especially any tone that smacks of self-parody. Papa, at bottom, is serious. As Carlos Baker and others have pointed out, Hemingway as man often takes to the gross lie, a way to make his life as jazzy as his art. But once the claims of art intrude, he subscribes to a law of authenticity, fact or pseudo-fact done up in a style that tells it the way it is. Autobiography passes into fiction. As for nonfiction, fact becomes the final word. No matter how well he could hunt, fish, fight bulls or men, Hemingway’s greatest and most lasting gift is with words whose main power derives from an authority of self.

But America’s current increasingly reader-free, flashy-iffy pop culture for decades ran counter to any one-man expertise as a serious writer. But the expatriate Hemingway’s fame occurred in the early 1920s, with America on the brink of worldwide literary acclaim. Mailer’s overnight Byronic literary debut with his “Big War Novel” happened with America on the brink of “culture shock” that erupted in the 1960s. Quickly the Hemingway-Mailer time frames differed. As Norman sweated over a disappointing Barbary Shore, Ernest was surfing to literary heights with The Old Man and the Sea. Clearly, literary times were out of joint. Mailer’s new radicalized America superseded any possible tonal uniformity with Papa. See Advertisements for Myself, the Mailer opus with underlined homage to the new “Cultural Papa,” mass media. Granted, Hemingway knew how to create notoriety (becoming an instant celebrity in his own time) by doing “tricks,” his way, cool and sly, with the voracious media. But by Mailer’s time, mega-media (no less) demanded excess, derring-do, and out-and-out egomania. Mailer complied with inflated prose and personality. In Hemingway’s day, a writer’s life could be (should be) derring-do, but a writer’s craft (his art) should be highly disciplined and aesthetically grounded. But by Mailer’s time, derring-do had to be both on and off the page.

Advertisements introduces the necessary hard sell. Mailer’s tonal grotesqueries range from self-exalting arrogance to self-pitying confessions. What also shapes such a personality plus is a style of existentialism that leads Mailer into “those areas of experience where no expert is competent” (qtd. in Kaufmann 111). More at home with the radical, the tabooed and the mysterious, Mailer veers from the Hemingway rapport with a clean well-lighted slice of experience. Unlike Papa’s assimilation of autobiography, Mailer makes do with bits and pieces of his life revised to fit his fiction. This makes for writing spiced with sound effects of a pseudo-self. During the media craze for privacy, Mailer finds that aping Papa and restricting the big lie to real life is superfluous. Notoriety is automatic once an American writer makes it big. That is the iron law of mass media. As a result, the authorial voice in Mailer’s nonfiction runs on an overload of tone—arrogant, perceptive, naughty, defiant, confessional, scatological, humble, profane, candid, and so on. Such a barrage of attitudes blurs the images of Mailer as man and Mailer as writer. At times, readers cannot distinguish between the authentic and the phony and between the sincere and the put-on, as if Mailer is a kind of writer on a tightrope straddled between wisdom and nonsense. Irony, Hemingway’s key tactic for insulating the me from the not-me, can become in Mailer’s hands a radical extension of self, from the heights of adulation to the depths of parody. Such is the price—seer or clown?—that Mailer pays for his refusal to settle on expertise not heavyweight enough to confront the ills of his culture.

The fact that Mailer is more the heavyweight thinker than Hemingway points to how the American milieu has grown evermore a mix of the high-tech and lowbrow: the result, the current obsession with the “touchy-feely,” and the chic media creation, the celebrity writer, billed as the “Popular Culture Philosopher.” Hemingway’s earlier aversion toward “Big Thinking” stems from his believing the roots of American experience to be (at that late date) still tied to the frontier. Thus he sees the urban and industrial side of the American Twenties as transplanted Europe, foreign to what really makes Americans tick—nature as the ultimate test for man, alone. Papa’s resultant flair for the neo-primitive and raw sensations does away with the intellectual style of art. Ideology weighs down fiction. Thought, even in nonfiction, should be cut to the bone. The intensity of self, tuned to the body, not the mind, becomes Hemingway’s touchstone for art.

But Mailer takes art far outside the heart of self into the glare of history, American style. Neo-primitivism, in the Mailer style, also enshrines the role of sensations but only as an adjunct to a more vital mission of the artist—“making a revolution in the consciousness of our time” (Advertisements 17). Art, as a style of revolution, feeds on ideas, especially those that expose the underside of American experience, the roots of orgy, orgasm, psychopathy, violence, suicide, and the rest of the cultural abyss. Hemingway’s frontier—as an index to American experience—is art that is dead-end. In its place, and saturating the entire Mailer canon, stands the image of America as worldwide number one, a modern Rome, the undisputed shaper of current history, the key to why Mailer’s writing remains a “peculiarly American statement.” It also makes Mailer (despite his protestations to the contrary) one of America’s arch-intellectual writers of all time. Hemingway’s standard of art has gone into reverse.

Even those themes—sex, violence, death—which look to be Hemingway hand-me-downs are worked over by Mailer with a scope and depth never attempted by Papa. Hemingway’s mode of sex, he-man’s “pleasures on the run,” strikes a Mailer reader as a throwback to the pristine sex of yore. Of course, the Hemingway hero does not make love to unpolluted maids on horsehair sofas. Nick Adams meets his quota of perverts, and Jake Barnes does the can-can with occasional whores as expatriate homosexuals cruise Left Bank bars. But nowhere in the Hemingway canon is there anything that matches Mailer’s souped-up probe into the guts of current American sexuality on a 3-D online “XXX” rated romp. In his earlier fiction, Mailer takes apart autoeroticism, onanism, and narcissism, a prelude to the analism, orgy, incest, “apocalyptic orgasm,” and other erotic cousins of violence and murder in An American Dream and Why Are We in Vietnam? In the latter, Mailer takes Hemingway’s dictum that the real obscene words are institutional abstractions (such as “honor” or “patriotism”) to a linguistic point of no return. “Vietnam” sports so-called obscenities by the hundreds before it is finally mentioned twice on the last page. “Vietnam,” for Mailer, is the only dirty word in the book. The sexual and cultural revolution in American letters has put Mailer’s style of sex almost outside Hemingway’s shadow.

The same holds for the theme of violence. Hemingway, as expected, snubs cerebral comment and sticks to dramatic action. His hero finds violence the key unit of sense experience, the most natural way of discovering the sources of one’s own feeling. When he confronts violence, all concerns about the not-me (all those institutionalized obscenities) fade; in their place, there is only a lust for survival, a passion for life, self-contained, unique. Philip Young and others have traced Hemingway’s obsession with violence to “traumatic neurosis” or a permanent shock after a wartime Big Wound, which makes for suicidal urges that must be diverted and purged through the destruction of other things. This may well be true, but Hemingway stays silent and lets his critics supply a rationale to his style of violence.

Again, Mailer does the expected, doing Papa one better. Not content with just dramatizing a mode of violence, Mailer adds his own ideology. In “The White Negro,” he projects from hipsterism the “philosophical psychopath” or “the antithetical psychopath who extrapolates from his own condition, from the inner certainty that his rebellion is just, a radical vision of the universe which thus separates him from the general ignorance, reactionary prejudice, and self-doubt of the more conventional psychopath”(Advertisements 343). Once this psychopathy is set up as a revolutionary force against the establishment, Mailer focuses on how philosophic psychopaths create “a new nervous system for themselves” (345). This sounds like a see-all composite of Rojack, Gilmore, Oswald, and other hip derring-do “tough guys.” Hemingway’s noted—“killing is not a feeling that you share”—passes into the complexity of Mailer’s “authentic violence,” an existential way of seeing the roots of emotions during a violent act. The ancient intimacy of violence of “et tu, Brute?” is updated to explain the zest for love and the reign of violence in a modern Rome. In America, killing (contrary to Papa) has become a last ditch way to share a feeling that love will conquer all.

Those changing times have also revised the concept of death, long a thematic trademark of Hemingway and Mailer. Death as terminal experience is what the Hemingway code is all about. Existence before or after death, no such nonsense! Courage spiced with stoicism is all the hero can muster against his ultimate encounter with nothingness. Carpe diem will, in the meantime, keep Nada at bay. But Hemingway’s cosmic blackout does not hold for Mailer, who rejects old-time God-is-dead and seeks a mode of eschatology that fits modern times. In Mailer’s existential theology, God is much alive but “not all-powerful; He exists as a warring element in a divided universe” (380). Old-time Manichaeism takes on a modern look as Mailer sees drama flare up at the hub of the universe: “If God and the Devil are locked in an implacable war, it might not be excessive to assume their powers are separate, God the lord of inspiration, the Devil a monumental bureaucrat of repetition” (Time 1233). The 2007 Mailer/Lennon’s “An Uncommon Conversation,” entitled On God, offers final Mailer words on his “iffy” theology. Of course, such an existential vision makes death a mere workable mystery. Unlike Hemingway’s pinpointing death as a one-way ultimate experience, Mailer runs variations on the concept of death—from the “naked knowledge of wartime to the sophisticated techniques of the concentration camps, death “unknown, unhonored and unremarked” (Advertisements 338). He most resembles Hemingway when he approaches death from an existential standpoint—death as the most exact way of defining the self. But in his later work, Mailer passes beyond Papa’s orbit into the mysticism of death “as sea change, voyages, metamorphoses” (Cannibals 328). Rojack’s “private kaleidoscope of death” is as much his as his culture’s (American Dream 7). Hemingway’s use of death as the ultimate definer of a man still appeals to Mailer, but not as much as death as a crucial definer of a culture.

The one area that creates a sophistication gap is political thought. Next to Mailer, Hemingway comes out naïve. His journalism has its quota of surface accounts of revolutions gone astray. The action spills outside America onto the world scene as Communists and Fascists vie with each other. Hemingway’s emphasis stays pragmatic; his is the politics of action, immediate and tangible, with issues clear-cut. As for speculation and theory, Papa declares “a separate peace” from all that political claptrap. But Mailer’s salvos on the ills of America shift into total war. What stays fixed as a target is America’s political horror—totalitarianism. The writer as political warrior now employs new literary weaponry, heightened nomenclature, “The Novel as History,” known earlier as “Art Journalism,” and more recently, “Creative Nonfiction.” But in 1968, the award-winning The Armies of the Night, Mailer’s “hybrid novel” still remains a literary revelation. Writers, on the cultural or political beat, now can do it many ways—as fact or fancy, in either first or third person, or other multiple tones and moods. (Hemingway, if still around, would have either smirked or shuddered.) But not media-crazed 1968 America. Mailer (also Vidal and Capote) achieves media stardom. The new Mailer calendar now features big-time television appearances as sage and seer; and, in print media, numerous essays, articles, interviews, and other “talking points” literary ephemera. And, of course, multi-books on politics (Some Honorable Men) or pop culture happenings, the Marilyn books and the Ali fights. And don’t forget Mailer’s “live” campaign for the New York City mayoralty. Politics and culture literature, at such protean times, entirely blur. (The literary world once thought that History itself cannot be invented.) Hemingway’s world is dead. But not for Mailer. A few years before his death, he interrupts his massive Hitler biography, to publish a slim soft-cover, entitled Why Are We at War? (2003). (No Vietnam—this time, Iraq.) Until the end, Mailer remains a literary warrior and, perhaps a history-maker.

Gone are Papa’s days when fiction—in the hands of a master—seems stranger than truth and, not surprisingly, with Mailer’s canon in an orbit unknown to Hemingway’s, this is also true of aesthetics. Critics agree that aesthetic thought is not one of Hemingway’s strong points. Besides the oft-resurrected “principle of the iceberg” of Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway usually limits aesthetics to his own problems as writer and gray-bearded advice to young writers. Papa’s dicta include the high premium on honesty and imagination in fiction, with an accent on the sensuous and concrete, a muscled version of Henry James’ “felt life.” The abstract and other cerebral fallout he relegated to the essay. For the writer, action is rooted in his inner life; its highest quality turns into the stuff of fiction. To do any more with aesthetics would be superfluous to Hemingway, who learned early how to key up and measure out his life for his art, a tactic that later times denied to Mailer.

If Papa (like Byron) woke up in the twenties to find himself famous, Mailer wakes up in a postwar milieu intent on converting overnight fame into instant notoriety. Advertisements for Myself brims with personality jitters as Mailer confronts a media-minded America given over to pushing writers into the limelight, Horatio Algers as entertainers. Show business and cutthroat competition are a writer’s touchstones for survival in an electric age and Mailer reacts with an electric personality. Unable to do smooth autobiographical fiction in the Hemingway manner, Mailer begins living, rather than writing novels. This results in aesthetic stance and thought that hover between the sublime and banal. The overload of egocentricity, courage, and honesty that Mailer expends on his public image puts his aesthetics outside past norms of separating a man from his work, an artist from his mission. For Hemingway’s “iceberg,” he substitutes a metaphor of writers as “pole vaulters”—“a being who ventured into the jungle of his unconscious to bring back a sense of order or a sense of chaos. . . . If a writer is really good enough and bold enough he will, by the logic of society, write himself out onto the end of a limb which the world will saw off. He does not go necessarily to his death, but he must dare it” (Cannibals 108). As a mode of literary survival and self-preservation, Mailer projects on the national scene a panorama of aesthetic possibilities—self images of the writer as prize fighter, as army general, as a cultural spokesman, soulful revolutionary, and so on—a razzle-dazzle public image whose strategy aims to “influence the history of my time a little bit” (Advertisements 269). Such a grandiose goal seems within reach, thanks to the literary establishment’s belated taking up with Mailer. But if some critics still insist that Mailer’s image as a writer ends up more clown than sage, Mailer would blast back with the ironic fact that his inner life is already a matter of public record in Time or Life or Talk Radio or Vanity Fair or blogs or Google, and that Hemingway’s “principle of the iceberg” sounds quaint during a time given over to disappearing books and “brain modification” and ubiquitous computers and “identity theft.” Mailer also eclipses and excels Papa in the realm, usually reserved for academe and prestigious publications—serious literary criticism. The Mailer canon sports many tidbits on the craft and tribulations of “The Writing Life.” Typically, Mailer, as literary critic, is candid and blustery, usually softened by surplus charm and wit and, an unusual gift, serendipity, and, at bottom, some genuine literary heft and depth. Thus far, this phase of Mailer has been either ignored or underrated. His “Some Thoughts about Writing” has been collected and published in 2003, aptly entitled The Spooky Art. By contrast, Hemingway’s life seems the more “spooky.”

As for present and future biographers of Hemingway and Mailer, they can only note a growing incompatibility in lifestyles. Mailer’s career, especially its later stages, points up the absurdity of any conscious imitation of classic Hemingway. Even the two World Wars, supposedly Hemingway’s and Mailer’s twin springboards, make for little harmony. In the South Pacific, Private Mailer with his cool rifle and hot dream of being first with the big postwar novel looks bush league next to the legendary adventures of a warrior-Papa who (as an over-aged World War II war correspondent) still takes a lion’s share of frontline action around Paris and elsewhere. Hemingway’s “big” wounds—237 mortar fragments from World War I plus countless late injuries—look like high romance when set against the black eyes and bruised fists and other more prosaic variations of Mailer’s peace “in our time.” Mailer’s world—Dachau, Hiroshima, Watts, man on the moon, 9/11, and Iraq—is tone-deaf to the Byronic rumblings of a writer whose shadow loomed over bullrings, safaris, and big and little wars. This disparity in lifestyles comes out in their fiction. “Big Two-Hearted River,” which features Nick Adams—a chunk of composite Hemingway—the wounded outdoor man who embodies the American loner’s last rapport with nature, passes into the Mailer canon as the surrealistic autobiography of Why Are We in Vietnam? where an American eclectic voice chimes in and beeps out an overkill world of Heinrich Himmler. A second go-round with Papa’s classic life was off the American literary map, and this Mailer well knew.

But Mailer and the rest of the literary world had to ride out Hemingway’s grotesque finale, a suicide that made his life in retrospect read like terminal writer’s block. Prior to the end, the Hemingway style as a viable force in American letters had already been eclipsed, even Papa’s twilight triumph in The Old Man and the Sea, despite its fine prose, still reeked with the last-ditch happenings of hero, code, and the rest of Hemingway’s message, tied neatly with upbeat humanism. An old Cuban fisherman’s stoic victory over a big fish sounded hollow to Mailer’s generation, more in tune with the earlier Hemingway whose fictive world was rooted in an encounter with Nada without any fishy deus ex machina. A big fish or any ready made index to identity was a metaphysical luxury out of sight for Mailer’s generation. Papa was human after all. Like most men, Hemingway has lacked the ultimate “grace under pressure,” that of growing old. The Hemingway message in the sixties had a last-minute relevancy for the middle-aged. Or, as Mailer said—in regard to An American Dream and how he cast Rojack (age 44) in the Hemingway mold—a reader “really enjoys Hemingway” when middle-aged, when ripe for “that attack on masculinity that comes about the time when life is chipped away” (qtd. in Kaufmann 124–125). Mailer was speaking, three years after a death that had shocked both him and America:


I think Ernest hates us by the end. He deprived us of his head. It does not matter so much whether it was suicide or an accident—one does not put a gun barrel in one’s mouth, tickle the edge of an accident and fail to see that people will say it’s suicide. Ernest, so proud of his reputation. So fierce about it. His death was awful. Say it. It was the most difficult death in America since Roosevelt. One has still not recovered from Hemingway’s death. One may never. (Presidential 103)



Then, Mailer tried to clean up a “messy” suicide by substituting an existential ritual that made Papa’s “deed . . . more like a reconnaissance from which he did not come back.” Mailer’s imagination saw Hemingway each morning “go downstairs secretly in the dawn, set the base of his loaded shotgun on the floor, put the muzzle to his mouth, and press his thumb into the trigger. There is a no-man’s-land in each trigger.” To enter here became Hemingway’s (a skilled hunter’s) final expertise, to press as far as possible, to recover “the touch of health” by daring to “come close to death without dying.” Mailer ended by suggesting that this may not be suicide: “When we do not wish to live, we execute ourselves. If we are ill and yet want to go on, we must put up the ante. If we lose, it does not mean we wished to die” (104–105). Mailer’s version of Hemingway’s death (not meant for official biographies) was his way of “recovering” from a literary fact—that Papa’s suicide (even by any other name) had instantly converted all his life into an American tragedy, a total experience that any other American writer would find suicidal (no joke intended) to follow.

Norman Mailer didn’t. He must have concluded that Hemingway’s death reflected how void of grace American old age still is.

Mailer died on November 10, 2007, and his dying provided some telling final words on the Mailer-Hemingway connection. (I should add that during Mailer’s final three years, I was periodically privy to Mailer and to his inner circle. I have either seen or heard firsthand some of this Mailer epilogue.)

At the 2005 Norman Mailer Society conference, in Provincetown, members were offered souvenir tokens, key holders attached to a miniature pair of finger-sized red and white boxing gloves, with the caption, “Norman Mailer Takes on America.” At that time, Mailer, in his early eighties, was already visibly aging. He might have amended that caption to read, “Norman Mailer Takes on Norman Mailer.” His opponent was his body. His mind, probably from enriched family DNA, thus far, had decided to “sit this bout out.” His body, subject to decades of excess, was finally saying “enough.” It also more and more whispered such dire sounds as “bedridden” and “house arrest.” This also meant no more moneyed celebrity outings for the octogenarian writer, still the reputed “Super Papa,” and also the blue chip “Good Family Man” who (unlike Hemingway) befriended ex-wives and supported the offspring. Still, “not enough,” said his stubborn body, after decades of supporting a literary celebrity too often “off the page” and “out” on the edge—what some might call “crypto-suicidal.”

Was this an existential Mailer-Hemingway combo attempt to “fix” the bout? Would Norman do an Ernest encore?

Some of the early signs said “either way.” The Mailer mind was on the march. Alzheimer’s was not welcomed here. Each day he religiously assaulted the New York Times “toughie” crossword puzzles, usually to his advantage. Much of his time was still devoted to various writing projects—that steady grind along with other mental feats. The Mailer mind, like those deathless counterparts in Ancient Evenings, seemed steely hip and immune to termination.

Other signs played more overt Papa music. What resounded from Mailer’s refusal to become housebound was his battle with the dreaded wheelchair (echoes of Hemingway’s “Old Man” and “Big Fish”). Reports out of his Provincetown home told of his herculean attempts to stay robust and mobile. Such were his indoor military manners, but what about the more showy outdoors and the public image of Mailer-being-Mailer? What result was battleground vanity? Using a “walker” was a no-show, most unbecoming for the (another Papa echo) “undefeated.” Instead of the old folk’s “walker,” the Mailer choice—the “telling” tough guy sleek twin dark walking canes and yes, more Hemingway grace notes: Papa’s matador with his code-blessed minimal artsy cape. Lastly, the public Mailer’s outer countenance: massive stress and pain, notwithstanding, the sustained and composed image of a laconic stoic, a muted reminder of Hemingway’s “grace under pressure.”

The end-result: a surprising engaging, elderly avuncular Mailer, once again stage center. I witnessed in a South Florida auditorium, its audience hushed, on seeing the featured speaker’s laborious Mailer reading Mailer, spiced with meaty but cozy cultural nuggets, the focus on his current favorite, the mystery of creative writing, or The Spooky Art. There was an encore (surprise), for those fortunate admirers able to get up close and personal and seeing, almost touching, healthy gray hair, and, still a muscled-toned face, and that prime-time Irish glint and smile. Had those giddy 1960s made a comeback? But this was still February 2004, and those up close soon realized that today’s feature performer had but one imperfect ear, and that his body was locked in last ditch combat.

Yet, there was some leftover Mailer celebrity magic, especially, when the Mailer Society met in Provincetowntown, where the Mailers (Norman and wife, Norris Church) held an open house. These parties were an instant follow-up of Mailer’s live dramatics at the nearby, legendary Provincetown Playhouse. Now our host was ready for closet drama. Such stage hopping rejuvenated and morphed octogenarian Norman into a vintage host. He stationed himself room-center, seated, with his twin parked canes. He was the hub, the party’s only main artery. About one hundred guests took turns, passed by and pressed flesh, hearts, and minds. All later agreed that the Mailer mind remained indomitable. At mid-party, guests could believe in miracles—endless Mailer parties, what with Norman, intermittently, swigging whiskey, flirting with young, sexy, guests, still dispensing loads of rapturous charm and wit, but (below the party’s radar) the party-room’s one indomitable brain knew that a “war” was going on.

What those partygoers did not see was the hands-off sign on Mailer, what the insiders, supposedly respected, a warning temporarily deactivated, for this time, under this roof. On these open house occasions, guests, including some of his own family, and, of course, neighbors and friends and Society members, in short, this onetime extended family could be hands-on. Hence, those wishful images of the host as an ephemeral “Life of the Party,” reinforced by the reputed Norman Mailer, the good Family Man (no Hemingway overtones here). But those partygoers, oblivious to “hands off,” did not see what the usually mannerly Mailer did when I tried to help him up a steep building ramp. His twin canes miscued. He lost his balance and I, instinctively, grabbed and held him and he glared and pushed me off, saying, “Never do that again.” I nodded and obeyed. His strategy for survival was his and nobody else’s. Few, if any, knew the totality of Mailer’s wrestling with death.

In his final weeks, amid media whispers of overnight Boston hospital “check-ups,” Mailer was “failing.” Dire Provincetown reports told of morning and midnight tussles with newspaper crosswords and other mindboosters, and sweat over the ongoing Hitler book. There were in-house endurance feats, such as prolonged torturous twin-caned inching, alone, to use the bathroom. All indoor and outdoor activity had become an obstacle course. The last battle alert read: his body, situation hopeless.

Hemingway did his own mop-up. Suicide, no less. And where was his beloved code? His end was not clean and well lighted. His last act, instead, was darkly done and downright messy. Mailer’s version of Papa’s final act was creative, revealing much more about Mailer and the extremities of the “Spooky Art.” Hemingway’s suicide remains more mystery than fact. Instead of a lengthy tell-all letter, a shotgun in the mouth was his final word. America’s famed literary Papa, at the end, seemingly sought a separate peace.

Mailer, instead, remained Mailer.

One of the most eloquent maxims on confronting one’s own death remains: “Do not go gentle into that good night”—so said Dylan Thomas with his battle cry: and Norman Mailer, seemingly, was “going” in the midst of a one-man war (Thomas 791). No separate peace here. Mailer ended, an existential warrior more and more resembling an aging and defiant Nick Adams but certainly not this hero’s creator. On November 10, 2007, in a Boston Hospital, Mailer closed his eyes for the final time, and no Hemingway in sight.
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Authorship and Alienation in Death in the Afternoon and Advertisements for Myself


Hilary K. Justice




In 1930, still smarting from compromises required of him by the publishing industry, Ernest Hemingway received a letter from an editor and pulled the “emergency stop” cord on the speeding train of his career. Crumpling the letter in his fist, he stepped out of the car and onto the platform of non-fiction; he stood there, in this empty page of a place, his eyes focused in the distance as though there he saw the Spanish bullfights he had long wanted to capture in words. But a shadow passed between his eyes and his object—a Hemingway-shaped shadow, both him and not him, through which he could not see clearly.



He admitted the shadow to his work, naming it “Author,” as if a separate identity might contain and isolate it, trying to preserve the kind of clarity on which he had earned his reputation as a writer. He tied it up neatly and stuffed it into Hell, leaving its figure slumped, presumed dead, on the platform behind him.

The train changed course for Purgatory.

In 1959, Norman Mailer, in whose baggage rested eight rejection letters for his last novel, alighted at the same station, and the same shadow greeted him or perhaps alighted with him. He already knew its name; he had used it well enough. He could no more shake it than Hemingway before him. He challenged it to debate, or perhaps a boxing match—perhaps, maybe later, to a bullfight.

The course changed again.

As twentieth-century American writers, Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer each strove to achieve lasting success and power as novelists, two of their most revealing and thus interesting works in no way qualify as novels. These works, Death in the Afternoon (1932) and Advertisements for Myself (1959), occur at almost precisely the same point in their careers—after initial critical success for quasi-autobiographical war novels, after the consequent achievement of celebrity, and after a major disappointment when that celebrity alone was not enough to overcome the restrictive vicissitudes of their respective moments in publishing culture. Although their disappointments differed in degree—Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms was published with missing profanity and an enforced blurring of the direct, explicit prose that he preferred (Bruccoli and Trogdon 119). Mailer’s The Deer Park was rejected by eight publishing houses before a ninth (Putnam) picked it up solely because he was Norman Mailer (Mailer, Advertisements 230–231) and with their next full-length books, both writers took urgent stances against the capitalist imposition of the social, implicitly performative role of “authorship” over and against their shared goals as writers who sought to capture truth in language as a prerequisite to presenting their works publicly.

Their stances in response to the writer/author alienation would initially differ thus: Hemingway saw this alienation as a paradox and sought to eliminate it through force of will and pedantry. Mailer, having learned from Hemingway (and writing not as a Modernist but Postmodernist), embraced the paradox and gave it center stage. Neither approach solved or could resolve the problems faced by the creative writer who must by definition become public property once he or she achieves publication, let alone critical or popular success. Consciousness of this problem and their ensuing struggles with it, expressed in Death in the Afternoon and Advertisements for Myself, seems to have prevented both Hemingway and Mailer from publishing a fully-formed novel for a decade (Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not [1938] was initially two long short stories, which he lumped together and published as a “novel” to quiet his critics). Their future success as novelists (which would in both cases be uneven) would depend for the remainder of their careers on how successfully each negotiated the inescapable alienation of writer from author that was intrinsic to mid-twentieth-century American authorship.

What is most curious is that both writers sought to address the question of authorship in such structurally complex, generically ambivalent works—so curious that the complexity and ambivalence themselves require critical scrutiny. Neither Death in the Afternoon nor Advertisements for Myself fit neatly into any particular generic category. Both can be described as “nonfiction,” although that classification is at best reductive. They are problematic, difficult-to-classify works whose generic hybridity is intrinsic to their internal and external logics; in both cases, though, that fundamental pertinence defies ready legibility.

Both works include multiple genres. Death in the Afternoon presents readers with non-fiction reporting (on bullfighting), non-fiction self-reflection (on writing), short fiction (told by a character named “Author” to a character named “Old Lady”), dramatic dialogue (which reveals the drama as a morality play), and literary criticism (a pugilistic response to a critical piece by Aldous Huxley). All of the genres in Death in the Afternoon, save the nonfiction, occur within the frame of the Author/Old Lady dialogues. Advertisements for Myself includes both new and previously published material in the forms of non-fiction essays, polemics, poetry, a play, excerpts of fictional works-in-progress (and abandoned works), a facsimile of an advertisement (placed by Mailer himself in The Village Voice), and meditations and musings on all of the above plus the thousand or so other things that attracted Mailer’s attention during the writing and made it into the words.

Both works thus appear to be generic train-wrecks, the cacophony of a once-single voice and genre fractured and turned against itself by competing, unrelenting, and mutually exclusive internal and professional expectations. The cacophony was too great, the fracturing of their structural lenses too kaleidoscopic for either writer to produce a full-length novel for years.

On May 2, 1930, Forum editor Henry Goddard Leach approached Ernest Hemingway, requesting a celebrity statement on life, the universe, and everything: “To put it briefly, what we want from you is a statement of your personal credo, your convictions and beliefs concerning the nature of the world and of man . . . it would have to touch intimately on your own hopes and fears, the mainspring of your faith or the promptings of your despair.” In exchange, Leach offered the author of The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell to Arms—and future Nobel prize-winner—$500.

Hemingway was furious. He already had held Leach in contempt for the latter’s 1929 request for a short story of “about two-thousand words,” which Leach condescendingly reminded him must contain “narrative, or at least plot.” Hemingway’s response in 1929 had been to scribble angrily in the margins of stories in progress several pointed responses, including a never used story collection title, Unsuited to Our Needs. In 1930, his response to the more fawning (but still condescending) editor was more subtle and more public and its effects far longer-reaching. It would play out in the first third of Death in the Afternoon in the form of a series of nine dialogues between an Author, who emerges out of the voice of the first-person narrator but is distinguished by the labeling conventions of dramatic dialogue, and an Old Lady. Unfortunately for the book’s reception and thus for Hemingway’s reputation, the only one who understood the purpose of the dialogues was Hemingway (and perhaps, much later, Norman Mailer, whose discussion of the problems of authorship refers readers to Death in the Afternoon in the first three pages of Advertisements for Myself).

Hemingway had long wanted to write “the bullfighting book.” He first mentions the idea in his first letter to Maxwell Perkins, written when he was entering into contract with Boni & Liveright for his 1925 collection In Our Time. (By 1926, he would switch allegiance to Perkins’s house, Charles Scribners’ Sons, with Torrents of Spring and The Sun Also Rises.) After three of his first four books met with critical acclaim (Torrents was universally considered negligible, a brutish and immature attack on former mentor Sherwood Anderson), he felt he finally had the professional cachet to write the nonfiction book on bullfighting.

No one knows whether Leach’s letter interrupted Hemingway’s actual writing or merely his preliminary thinking about his next book. Although Hemingway establishes on the first page of Death in the Afternoon that this so-conceived “bullfighting book” will be as much about writing and authorship as bullfighting (the analogy is thoroughly developed throughout the book, hinging on the similarities in the economic, institutional and cultural mechanisms by which any art form is produced for a paying public), the first several chapters merely introduce the milieu, the spectacle, and its value to the writer, who tries in the night to remember which amongst thousands of details results in a feeling—for it is by strict focus on and adherence to such details, the narrator believes, a writer can convey real feeling and avoid cheap tricks and sentiment. The detail is the contrast between a gored matador’s thighbone and his dirty underwear (20). Mailer would approve.

For the first six chapters, Death in the Afternoon promises to unfold as the observations of a writer (the narrative “I”) engaging with the culture, history, form, and presentation of the Spanish bullfight and, by extension, the character of the Spanish nation and people. Even had Hemingway not delivered something far more difficult, problematic, and admittedly obscure, the reading public (expecting something more in line with his war novels and Nick Adams stories) would have been surprised by this strange departure from fiction by the already restrictively codified “Ernest Hemingway.” Mailer mentions his own experience with such codification—one of many aspects of authorship—and how it can intrude into and contaminate the space of writing in The Spooky Art, when he reflects on this very intrusion:


“Sometimes, you can tell in advance you’re headed for trouble. Obviously, with a book about ancient Egypt, everyone would have been happier if some unknown author had written it. There might have been then a lively curiosity about the author. Who is this unknown and most curious talent? One hurdle I had to overcome with Ancient Evenings was knowing in advance that a lot of people would pick it up and spend the first fifty pages saying, ‘What is Norman Mailer up to?’” (qtd. in Mailer, Spooky 54).



Hemingway, spurred on by Leach’s insulting request as well as Aldous Huxley’s derogatory critique of him as uneducated and boorish (“Foreheads Villainous Low”), twisted his book into something more, which critics felt rendered it less: a tangential descent into a wildly allusive and allegorical discussion of the problems with art production, specifically the distraction and alienation forced on a working writer who must function as author (a discursive role as well as an object for consumption) before an obtuse and increasingly hostile public. This discussion takes the form of nine Dantean dialogues between an Author who, if you distinguish him from the narrator and from Hemingway at all (which initial reviewers, with the exception of Malcolm Cowley, did not) seems to come out of nowhere in order to ridicule and verbally abuse a prudish and hypocritical Old Lady, who emerges out of an imagined “crowd” to become, temporarily, a character, who allegorically stands for “the public.” The dialogues intrude seemingly at random in the first third of the book, after which they disappear entirely, whereupon Hemingway returns his focus to the writing/bullfighting/art/production conceit for the remainder of the book.

With the sudden intrusion of characters (the Old Lady and the Author her presence creates), the ostensibly non-fiction Death in the Afternoon takes on the first of several additional genres: dramatic fiction—more specifically, a morality play in nine acts (or nine circles) in which the Author, in return for being rendered schizophrenic by the presence of Old Lady, drags her through Hell. The characters are very much mutual and mutually interdependent constructs (without the Old Lady, there is no Author), something else the book’s initial critics missed, lacking access to Leach’s letter, or perhaps predisposed to agree with Huxley’s assessment of Hemingway’s lack of education and subtlety.

Death in the Afternoon’s nine Author/Old Lady dialogues function as a kind of Greek chorus, as each provides a space for reflection on the nonfiction bullfighting discussion that precedes it. These sections each describe a specific kind of danger to which both art and artist are susceptible within capitalist production; by content and structure these sections echo, with minimal fanfare, the nine circles of Hell from Dante’s Inferno.

The fanfare is minimal but literal. The entrance of the Old Lady and the descent into hell are heralded by a trumpeter at the end of Chapter 6: “[T]he trumpet sounds and the very serious, white-haired, wide old man, his name is Gabriel, in a sort of burlesque bullfighter’s suit . . . unlocks the door of the toril and pulling heavily on it runs backward to expose the low passageway . . .” (Hemingway 61–2). In the next chapters, Hemingway will literally burlesque the Armageddon wrought on art by the capitalist system of production, performing his erudition (in what he will reveal as a direct response to Huxley) by alluding to several dramatic forms and specific dramatic texts, including the morality play (one more burlesque than apostrophic), tragedy, and Romeo and Juliet (specifically the line “He jests at scars who never felt a wound”). His purpose, although never more overt than the passing reference to Gabriel and the Café Fornos (from forno, Italian for “Hell”) (105), is to illustrate that authorship (as opposed to writing) is a burlesque performance, a low-comedy, symptomatic of a system of decay and putrefaction. He invites the careful reader to compare his Author to Dante’s Virgil (addressed as “guide,” “Master,” and “Author” [1.85]) and to thus perceive the analogy and its scathing commentary on the degradation wrought on art and artist by the mechanisms of popular consumption.1

Although Hemingway lifts the structure of his dialogues from Dante, the specific sins do not map exactly. Most of Hemingway’s “sins” correspond directly to those described in Inferno’s circles, but he orders them differently as required by his own analysis. Once past the “Limbo” of the uncommitted (Chapters 1–6), the narrator states that, “At this point it is necessary that you see a bullfight” (63), and the Old Lady emerges from the imaginary public “crowd,” and they begin their descent through the following circles:


Chapter 7: Decadent Artists (Dante 3: Gluttons)

Chapter 8: The Mean (Dante 4: Misers)

Chapter 9: False Messiahs, including Authors (Dante 6/8: Heretics/Frauds)

Chapter 10: The Lustful (Dante 2: The Carnal)

Chapter 11: Husbands who lead dangerous lives (no correspondence)

Chapter 12: Literary Critics (Dante 5: The Wrathful/Sullen)

Chapter 14: Impresarios, traitors to art (Dante 8/9: Flatterers/Traitors)

Chapter 15: Crimes against nature (Dante 7: The Violent)2



What Hemingway does not say, does not seem to need to say, is that the decadent system of art, artist, and audience is always measurable against a Platonic ideal reality in which the artist performs for the aficion. His approach is clever—too clever by half—and pugilistic, rendered palatable only when revealed (a la the man behind the curtain in The Wizard of Oz) as a deliberately contemptible construct: “What about the Old Lady? She’s gone. We threw her out of the book, finally. A little late, you say. Yes, perhaps a little late . . . Shall we try to raise the general tone? What about higher things?” (190). The “we” in the narrative voice is telling vis à vis the contamination of the writer, he who occupies the space of observer and from it crafts his narratives, by the Author, revealed finally as a performance required by the system.

Once again in the voice of the singular, “I,” the text responds directly and specifically to Aldous Huxley’s accusation that Hemingway was too concerned with “Lower Things” and not nearly well-educated enough to speak as a public authority (190). Countering Huxley’s critique, the narrator employs the words “writer” and “writing” twenty-two times in the next two pages as though it offers an antidote to the poison of authorship (191–2). By comparison to the kind of performance required by Huxley and, by extension, the entire economic system of cultural capital, the “importance” the writer locates in the contrast between Domingo Hernandorena’s dirty underwear and the “clean, clean, unbearably clean whiteness” of his exposed thighbone is a “higher thing” indeed (20).

The generic complexity of Death in the Afternoon reflects that of the multiple roles played by the man, writer, author, authority, and public figure; Hemingway presents the problem of performative authorship in order to deconstruct it (and to provide a windmill for his initial critics, all of whom turned their lances on it). With the Author unmasked, Death in the Afternoon returns to non-fiction prose and remains non-fiction prose until the end. Within the text, at least, the author/writer alienation was resolved; in professional and capitalist practice, however, the problem was irresolvable, and Hemingway would wrestle with it for the remainder of his life.

The structure of Mailer’s Advertisements for Myself owes nothing to classical literary forms or Western canonical works. Mailer presents his pieces more or less chronologically, asserting his independent authority over his own presentation and performance, his own alienation. Yet its very focus on alienation and concomitant generic hybridity thus seems to owe too much to the shifting terrain of Death in the Afternoon, which is lauded in its opening pages. Whether Mailer borrowed consciously or unconsciously from the formal intricacy of Hemingway’s work, the correspondence of topic, theme, and structural complexity, combined with the early specific mention of Death in the Afternoon, have compelling resonance.

At the time of Advertisements for Myself, Mailer was in a very similar career moment to Hemingway at the time of Death in the Afternoon. Mailer was slightly older (36; Hemingway was in his early 30s), and he had published three novels to Hemingway’s two. But, like Hemingway, he had fought to get his most recent novel into print the way he wanted it. Like Hemingway, Mailer had edited that novel at the behest of his publisher. Unlike Hemingway’s A Farwell to Arms, which Hemingway and critics alike considered successful, even Mailer found his most recent novel, The Deer Park, less than successful. In some ways, The Deer Park’s effect on Mailer’s reputation was as adverse as Death in the Afternoon’s proved for Hemingway’s. For purposes of analysis, then, Advertisements can be considered analogous not to Death in the Afternoon as a whole, but rather to its Author/Old Lady dialogues.

Mailer’s overt project in constructing Advertisements for Myself was more pointedly novel-oriented than Hemingway’s. Whereas Hemingway set out to write a bullfighting book and ended up simultaneously producing both that and a strange appendage on alienation, Mailer states that Advertisements’ purpose was to confront alienation head-on in order to “clear a ground” for his next novel, which was already underway (Advertisements 8).

In the opening paragraph of his “Note to the Reader,” which precedes the two Tables of Contents, Mailer overtly distinguishes author and writer. “The author,” he says, “taken with an admirable desire to please his readers, has also added a set of advertisements, printed in italics” (7). In the next sentence, Mailer states that “[l]ike many another literary fraud, the writer has been known on occasion to read the Preface of a book instead of the book” (7). The distinction is subtle and probably instinctive; the role of the author involves production and requires awareness of his reader, whereas the writer is here presented as private consumer. That authorship is a fraught space is evident in Mailer’s ironic comment that he “will take the dangerous step of listing what I believe are the best pieces . . .” [emphasis added] (7).

Mailer then addresses the book’s structure with an explanation of his decision to provide two Tables of Contents, one chronological, provided for “anyone wishing to read my book from beginning to end,” and a second, organized by genre, “to satisfy the specialist” (7). That he considers formal decisions authorial, as opposed to writerly, is implicit in his overt conscious awareness of audience. It is thus not exceptional that a book concerned primarily with authorship reflects that concern in its structural form, and it therefore follows that its fractured structure reflects the shifting, multiple, and sometimes contradictory roles played by one man who is writer, author, authority (if only on himself), and celebrity. Further, as Mailer assigns interest in genre to “the specialist” (to whom he “offers” the second table of contents), his thinking implicitly extends alienation throughout other capitalistic roles—the “specialist,” or professional reader, will necessarily be always/already alienated from the text by virtue of its implication in their own labor. Mailer the professional writer thus extends a token of solidarity to the professional reader—that token being an acknowledgment that professionals must not relinquish awareness of hierarchies and protocols in the performance of their work, even when that work brings in a supposedly private space of consumption. Mailer’s conceptual thinking analogizes thus:


writer:author::reader:specialist


and writer:reader::author:specialist



Further, Mailer implies that that the power of the author over the reader is distinctly unequal to the power of the author over the specialist, who asserts a different kind of ownership over the text, one necessarily implicated within capitalist production. Both general and professional readers are consumers, but the consumption that is leisure to one is labor to the other.

Mailer’s seven “Advertisement for Myself ” sections function analogously to Hemingway’s Author/Old Lady dialogues, but whereas Hemingway burlesques qualities of readers into a character, Mailer’s approach is more direct. Speaking as author, he addresses the reader throughout as “you” (as Hemingway does just prior to the entrance of the Old Lady and Author and immediately after their unceremonious exeunt). Perceiving Mailer’s project thus does not require the mental acrobatics whereby one watches Hemingway’s Author judge quick and dead readers. The Harvard-educated Mailer, having other things to prove, simply tells the reader in his “specialist” table of contents that his “advertisements” comprise the “Biography of a Style” (15). Mailer’s author is the author; Mailer acknowledges that his readers can and will decide their own roles for themselves.

This acknowledgment, however, renders Mailer’s experience of authorship no less performative nor any less alienating than Hemingway’s. His “First Advertisement for Myself,” a lengthy if perhaps not entirely self-conscious response to Hemingway generally and Death in the Afternoon in particular, establishes alienation as intrinsic to the writer/author distinction on its opening page:


There was a time when Pirandello could tease a comedy of pain out of six characters in search of an author, but that is only a whiff of purgatory next to the yaws of conscience a writer learns to feel when he sets his mirrors face to face and begins to jiggle his Self for a style which will have some relation to him. (17)



Mailer develops this point by describing his struggle with Hemingway and Hemingway’s struggle with himself, concluding that he has come “to have a great sympathy for The Master’s irrepressible tantrum that he is the champion writer of this time” because to be any less “is tiring, much too tiring” (19).

Despite Mailer’s apparently visceral understanding of the struggle Hemingway dramatized in Death in the Afternoon, he, like Hemingway’s initial critics, seems to have missed the Dantean lens through which Hemingway refracts that struggle: “Hemingway has always been afraid to think, afraid of losing even a little popularity” (20). (This is especially ironic given that Hemingway’s popularity took a nose-dive because he thought.) Mailer does provide a caveat, giving “credit to the man, he’s known the value of his own work, and he fought to make his personality enrich his books,” especially in A Farewell to Arms and Death in the Afternoon, both of which are exemplary of how “[a]n author’s personality can help or hurt the attention readers give to his books” (21).

Mailer’s preliminary conclusion regarding the problem of alienation is, again ironically, that “[t]he way to save your work and reach more readers is to advertise yourself, steal your own favorite page out of Hemingway’s unwritten Notes From Papa On How The Working Novelist Can Get Ahead” (21). Seemingly unaware of the problem that those “unwritten” notes are implicit in Death in the Afternoon’s Author/Old Lady dialogues (and the consequent problem that those dialogues had the opposite of their intended effect), Mailer indulges in some gymnastic contortions of his own. Despite the fact that the “First Advertisement” does “steal” that page (topically and thematically, however un-self-consciously), and despite the fact that Mailer states how unsuited he is to that sort of self-advertisement, both happen within exactly that sort of advertisement in the service of that sort of advertisement.

It seems evident that Mailer missed at least the “thinking” part that structured Hemingway’s burlesque according to Dante’s circles of Hell, yet one page further finds Mailer listing his own “sinners” or “criminals,” which map as neatly onto Hemingway’s as Hemingway’s do onto Dante’s: “I must get better at overriding the indifference which comes from the snobs, arbiters, managers and conforming maniacs who manipulate most of the world of letters” (22). Mailer further defines his struggle as wanting to “write so well and so strongly as to call my shot, but unfortunately I may have fatigued the earth of rich language beyond repair” (22). Writing “so well and so strongly” was the ambition of both writers. Both discovered they could not call their shots (Hemingway in publishing A Farewell to Arms and after publishing Death in the Afternoon; Mailer in trying to publish The Deer Park). Both writers acknowledged the contamination and depletion of their central resource, language (Hemingway’s Author addresses this equally overtly, warning that “all our words from loose using have lost their edge” [71]). The six and a half declarative pages of Mailer’s First Advertisement thus provide an eerie echo of all nine Hemingway dialogues in both generalities (content) and specifics (language)—in the thirty years between their publication, nothing about authorial alienation had changed.

Mailer’s identification of the stakes of the struggle against this alienation in his “Second Advertisement” echoes the pre-dialogue “unbearably clean” moment in Death in the Afternoon. In this “Second Advertisement,” Mailer recounts two experiences: the writing of and the alienation resulting from the success of The Naked and the Dead (91). He situates his subject position during its writing as one of forever lost innocence in which writing was a space of “humility” and incredible creative fluidity in which he could “write twenty-five pages of first draft a week” (91), feeling all the while that “it seems to be at dead center” (92). Its success had the lasting effect of catapulting him abruptly into a role for which he was unprepared: “Naturally, I was blasted a considerable distance away from dead center by the size of its success . . . My farewell to an average man’s experience (which he had needed to write the novel to begin with) was too abrupt,” and “I had been moved from the audience to the stage—I was, on the instant, a man—I could arouse more emotion in others than they could arouse in me” (92). Like Hemingway’s writer sitting in the stands, witnessing Hernandorena’s goring, Mailer figures the writer’s role as one of audience member; like Hemingway’s Author in his dramatic dialogue, Mailer figures authorship as a performative role that necessarily alienates author from writer by virtue of relative exposure to the raw materials of writing and the process of production. Both Hemingway and Mailer place tremendous value on the kind of clarity that being “in the audience” allows. But whereas in Hemingway’s time, the illusion remained that struggle could result in victory, by Mailer’s, that illusion had been shattered, at least for Mailer.

The analog to Hemingway’s response to Huxley may be found in Mailer’s “Third Advertisement,” in which he discusses the mostly negative reviews for his second novel, Barbary Shore (105–107). The “Fourth Advertisement,” which recounts in substantial detail his experience trying to publish The Deer Park, goes beyond the limits of Death in the Afternoon and serves as the central scene in which readers are finally shown, not told, what it means to be an author.

The “Fourth Advertisement” stands as the pivotal act in Mailer’s Advertisements, the act that elevates the collection from a “great wreck” and “ragtag collection” (Castronovo 179) to a narrative that has its own intrinsic drama, identified by David Castronovo as the “symbolic tale of one tormented consciousness trying to stay alive” (180). Although Mailer’s use of dramatic form is never as overt as Hemingway’s, he too was a product of highly canon-centric literary exposure, and despite his anticipation of full-blown Postmodernism, he remained subjugated to his innate internalization of classical Western literary form, in which the physical center of any narrative contains the pivot moment: the moment at which things that were previously only possible become either inevitable or impossible.3

On the surface, the “Fourth Advertisement” presents in explicit detail the problems Mailer had selling—not writing, selling—The Deer Park. From an original editorial objection to six words stems an epic exposition of the underbelly of mid-century American publishing that encompasses eight major publishing houses, censorship, broken contracts, and the reverberations of that conflict back into the once-private space of writing in which Mailer experiences an epiphany regarding what is wrong with his novel to begin with—that it takes place in the wrong voice, the wrong tone—resulting in a complete rewrite in which those six words, once so important as to break a relationship with a publisher, ended up changed anyway—but in the service of art.

The voice in which Mailer recounts this quietly ironic drama is thus the most gentle, most wry, most humble of any of his multiple voices that appear in Advertisement for Myself, for it is in this Advertisement that the reader sees Mailer see the dirty underwear of mid-twentieth century American publishing, and his own implication within it, in stark, revealing contrast to the clean, clean, unbearably clean whiteness of his own commitment to his art. Whatever else one can say about Mailer or Hemingway—and there is much, and much of it not complimentary—the impact of such moments is what elevates words on a page to something more, something that one might imagine can, however briefly, transcend the process of publishing and render its endemic alienation invisible. That it will return is inevitable, but such moments reveal why both men persisted in their struggle.

At least partially because of the way the profession of authorship worked in the American Twentieth Century, both men hit a point in their careers where they realized that they had surrendered a kind of control over their perceptions and voices, and they both struggled with it—with similar formal havoc resulting from that struggle. It is in the very superficiality of their similarities that Death in the Afternoon and Advertisements for Myself reveal that they share one profound identity. Despite differing aesthetics and denotative purposes, in these works, both men say, “Wait”; both men say, “No” before giving the lie to their absolutes and saying, “Yes” by publishing these works at all. Both imperative and absolute are revealed by their respective structural forms, and this point serves as well as any as a place to understand Hemingway and Mailer as writers, as authors, as public figures, and as creative individuals. Death in the Afternoon and Advertisements for Myself are many things, but chief amongst them is this: both are way points of self-definition in a necessarily doomed struggle in which both self-styled heroes nonetheless conclude, “It matters.”





Notes


1. The specifics of how, why, and to what effect Hemingway constructs this allegory are presented in full in Justice, “A Pilgrim’s Progress into Hell: Death in the Afternoon and the Problem of Authorship” in The Bones of the Others, 92–118. ↩



2. There is no dialogue in chapter 13; for an expanded table of correspondence, see Justice, 105. ↩



3. This is perhaps most evident in Shakespeare’s plays, usually occurring in III.ii, and subsequent literary works pre-dating Modernism (Dickens’ Bleak House contains a striking meta-example; its central pivot occurs in iambic pentameter), but the phenomenon is hegemonic and not limited to literary prose writing. Bullfights and symphonies work on the same sort of narrative arc. ↩
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Mailer’s “Footnote to Death in the Afternoon”


Allen Josephs




I had the conceit, I had the intolerable conviction, that I could write about worlds I knew better than anyone alive. The Deer Park (356)




[O]ne and one is one . . . . For Whom the Bell Tolls (379)



The Bullfight: A Photographic Narrative with Text by Norman Mailer, as the title reads on the cover and on the title page, presents some interesting problems for the aficionado of the corrida. To begin with there is the ambiguity of the title: Is it a photographic narrative with text, both by Norman Mailer? Or is it an authorless photographic narrative, with accompanying text by Norman Mailer? More logically the latter, since the essay by Mailer, which bears its own interior title, “Footnote to Death in the Afternoon,” deals with one Mexican torero, Amado Ramírez, who used the nom de guerre, El Loco, while the photo section portrays the corrida exclusively in Spain, which means that the photographs and the text do not correspond. Non-aficionados may not appreciate the gravity of this impropriety—to get an idea, imagine an essay about an Indy-car driver at the Indianapolis 500, with photos from Le Mans, Monaco and the Mille Miglia, or an essay about the Atlanta Olympics with photographs from the Beijing games. The mix—awkward from the point of view of the aficionado—does not compute.

In between the essay and the photos appears a ten-line excerpt from Federico García Lorca’s taurine poetic masterpiece, “Lament for Ignacio Sánchez Mejías,” translated woodenly by Mailer and his daughter Susan, not that the quality really matters, since the excerpt has nothing to do with either the essay or the photos, nor does it serve as a transition from one to the other. The overall effect of this haphazard mixture is one of ineptitude. It is not even clear who claims to have published the book. J. Michael Lennon’s bibliography of first editions, published in the second volume of The Mailer Review, lists Macmillan (515), but the copyright appears as belonging to CBS Records, and Macmillan is only credited with distribution. The dust jacket begins by saying that “This is the most unusual book to be published about the bullfight.” I tend to agree with that statement but not for the reasons the publisher sets forth, and the resulting irony for the aficionado or for the critical reader is most certainly unintended.

The ninety-one black and white photographs, all the same snapshot size (approximately five inches by three and a half inches), are meant to give “an almost cinematic experience,” and according to the dust jacket, they intend to portray the spectacle “in the natural order of one complete corrida de toros.” They do no such thing, showing instead one composite bull with one composite matador. The overall effect is not that of cinema nor that of a complete corrida of six bulls, but rather that of a clumsily constructed one-bull collage, a concept which might have worked in an artificial way except for the absurdly small photographs, so small sometimes that the figures become almost indistinguishable, especially to an untrained eye, with the odd Lilliputian torero less than an inch high (for example, nos. 11, 28, 79).

Mailer, in the opening sentences of his essay, in one of only two references to the photos, tells us: “Turning through the pages of this book one is captured finally by a modest addiction. One keeps going back. As the pages are toured for the tenth time, a small magic emerges” (1). The author’s passive, impersonal, subdued, even removed tone is quite remarkable for the opening of an essay, particularly one by Mailer, presenting to the reader a weak lead, and projecting a weird sort of disconnect, as though the writer were seeing the photographs for the first time. Magic is the last thing that emerges from the photos or from the initial prose. Also the notion that anyone would “tour” these pages ten times, becoming even modestly addicted, falls somewhere between fanciful and absurd.

The photographers—twenty of them—range from noted taurine experts such as Robert Daley, Vincent Kehoe and Peter Buckley, all of whom had already published excellent photographic essays on the bulls (in suitable large format), to those of news agencies and, in the case of the photos of Dominguín (credited “courtesy of Luis Miguel Dominguín”), an anonymous photographer, probably one of the Spanish taurine professionals such as Cano or Cuevas. Some of the photos—notably two by Bob Cato (nos. 60, 78)—should have gone straight into the trash can.

The more I looked at these photographs as a group, the worse they looked, rather the opposite of Hemingway’s carefully selected and artfully captioned selections, about which taurine critic Anthony Brand wrote in an excellent analytical article: “The photo-essay is perhaps the most intense, focused, and serious section of Death in the Afternoon” (182). In fact some of the captions in this book, whoever did them, are clearly wrong. Photo no. 18, for example, pictures not a “media verónica” but a revolera. Both passes finish a series with the cape, but their confusion is virtually impossible—the former is tight, classical and closed, and the latter is loose, showy and open.

To label no. 47 as “El Cordobés in difficulty” seems a kind of pathetic understatement. The famous matador is receiving the most severe goring of his life, in perhaps the most famous non-fatal horn wound of the twentieth century. Apparently the author of that caption was ignorant of the photograph’s true significance. The telephoto shot, from an agency, is not the well known one by Cano, but looks nearly identical, clearly showing the unmistakable Munch-like open-mouthed silent shriek issuing from the torero’s mouth as the horn penetrates his upper thigh. In difficulty indeed.

There are other fundamental errors, such as the so-labeled derechazo by Dominguín, which is in fact a pase circular cambiado or invertido (nos. 61–65), the confusion of which is tantamount to calling a backhand swing in tennis a forehand, but it would become more than a little technical and tedious to explore such technical matters here. At this point in my consideration, somewhat disgusted by the mounting errors and problems, whether they were Mailer’s or not, I decided to call Robert Daley and ask him if he knew what the hell had been going on.

Daley remembered the project in detail. To resume very briefly my conversation with him on January 24, 2010: 1) Mailer had, as I suspected, nothing to do with the selection or placement of the photos, and Daley believes he may well have written the essay much earlier and simply used this vehicle to publish it—some dozen years had elapsed since the summer and fall of the essay, 1954—an explanation that would help account for that strangely disconnected opening; 2) Bernard “Buzz” Farbar, a book editor at CBS Records, who knew nothing about bulls (the book’s dedication reads: “For Buzz and Mickey”), was in charge of the project and had originally asked Daley to do all the photos; 3) Farbar later tried to get out of paying Daley for the thirty-eight photos of his they eventually did use and Daley had to threaten legal action in order to get paid; 4) the photos were originally to have been full size, but the credit-less young man serving as art director at that time (not the credited book designer, Lydia Ferrera) foolishly insisted they had to be small for maximum artistic effect; 5) Daley got understandably upset about the unsuitability of the format and the non-payment, but Mailer would not take his call on at least two occasions in spite of the fact that he and Daley had E.L. Doctorow in common as editor at the time.

In any case Farbar had charge of the book. It was his project. The overriding impression that Daley left me with was that Farbar was difficult to work with, did not know what he was doing, taurinely speaking, and was responsible in large part for the haphazardness of the book’s production. To what extent Mailer was aware of how bad the final product was I cannot say, but in subsequent publications, no listing of this item appears on the “Books by Norman Mailer” page.

But what of the essay, what of Norman Mailer’s “Footnote to Death in the Afternoon”? Aside from the obvious allusion to Hemingway’s book in his title, Mailer only mentions Hemingway once. On the first page he avers: “In Mexico, the hour before the fight is always the best hour of the week. It would be memorable not to sound like Hemingway, but in fact you would get happy the night before just thinking of that hour next day.” That does sound something like Hemingway, but after that first mention, there is no more Hemingway, except perhaps that shadow of his that hovers, sometimes nearer and sometimes farther, but always there, over every word written in English on the subject since 1932. That shadow is one of Mailer’s problems and he not unwisely chooses to go with Hemingway in his tone and title instead of against him, at least in principle.

Sergius O’Shaugnessy, Mailer’s autobiographical protagonist in The Deer Park, quoted above in the epigraph, tries to write about a Mexican torero, but finds that his novel was “[. . .] not very good. It was inevitably imitative of that excellently exiguous mathematician, Mr. Ernest Hemingway, and I [SO’S] was learning that it is not creatively satisfying to repeat the work of a good writer” (353), which is to say that O’Shaugnessy also suffers from the problem of Hemingway’s shadow. O’Shaugnessy ceases work on the taurine novel and writes (the first-person) The Deer Park instead, not however without having left himself an escape: “I tried for a long time to write that novel, and some day maybe I will” (352).

That novel, the one Sergius O’Shaugnessy did not write, was to be about an apprentice torero, a novillero, who resembles physically, as well as in time and in place and in character, especially in his wildly vacillating bravery and cowardice, the real Amado Ramírez, El Loco, the subject of Mailer’s essay. There can be little doubt that SO’Ss’ character in the fictitious novel would have been based on Ramírez, especially since Ramírez was the only torero Mailer saw often enough to write about with any confidence. In the essay, Mailer tells us that he is writing about “the origin of an addiction,” then “the history of a passion,” and finally that in that summer of 1954, “I was going to write the novel about bullfight, dig, digary” (sic, 6; Mailer’s emphasis). Mailer, like SO’S, never wrote “the novel about bullfight,” or any novel about it, and the essay itself seems a kind of surrogate piece for the novel neither of them wrote. (Perhaps I should mention that Mailer had published an earlier, prize-winning version of this essay—virtually identical—in the October 1967 issue of Playboy, in which he does not mention “the novel about bullfight”).

The real question becomes: What was Mailer trying to do with his so-called footnote? With only the minor nod to Hemingway noted above, it certainly was not an overt homage. So was he coat-tailing? Merely being cheeky? Was he justifying not having written “the novel on bullfight”? How is the essay meant to be a footnote to Death in the Afternoon when Death in the Afternoon is only mentioned in the title, and Hemingway himself only in passing? Is it a footnote because it couldn’t rise to a level of competence equal to anything greater? These are not idle questions and the answers are not readily forthcoming.

Hemingway critic and well versed taurine aficionado Keneth Kinnamon has written that Mailer may have tried not to sound like Hemingway, but that “[. . .] he often does.” Except that Mailer’s subject, unlike Hemingway’s, is “[. . .] whatever extravagant hyperbole may serve to shift the focus to hasty generalizations or preposterous inferences.” He opines that Mailer’s “[. . .] wild generalizations about Mexicans are absurd and at times even racist.” And he finishes by saying that it is just as well that Mailer’s proposed novel about the bulls remain “[. . .] in his ‘Bureau of Abandoned Projects’ (Bullfight 2)” (286).

It is hard not to concur when, for example, Mailer writes: “Every Mexican is gloomy until the instant he becomes happy, and then he is a maniac. He howls, he whistles, smoke of murder passes off his pores, he bullies, he beseeches friendship, he is a clown, a brigand, a tragic figure suddenly merry” (2). Hyperbole? Yes. Generalizations? Indeed. Racism?

Could Kinnamon be missing the hyperbolic, extravagant and preposterous humor of the man, the ill-tempered, grotesque, intentionally skewed malice? What drives Mailer to proclaim that the crowd in the bullring is “[. . .] brutal to a man”? Why does he go out of his way to describe them in the following terms: “In the Plaza de Mexico, the Indians in the cheap seats buy a paper cup of beer and when they are done drinking, the walk to the W.C. is miles away, and besides they are usually feeling sullen, so they urinate in their paper cup and hurl it down in a cascade of harvest gold, Indian piss” (3–4)? When the matador has difficulty “[. . .] the crowd would jeer and the piss would fly in yellow arcs of rainbow through the rain all the way down from the cheap seats [. . .]” (4). Then comes perhaps the acme of tastelessness: “[. . .] and the whores would make farting sounds with their spoiled knowledgeable mouths, while the aficionados would roll their eyes, and the sound of Mexican laughter, that operative definition of the echo of total disgust, would shake along like jelly-gasoline through the crowd” (4–5). Rather than racism, I would call it stylistically intentional misanthropy directed at the Mexicans, an ur-gonzo line or style followed to one degree or another by William S. Burroughs and later by the gonzo master and inventor Hunter S. Thompson.

It’s not just the Indians Mailer goes after: “The intellectuals and the technicians of Mexico abominate their national character because it is always in the way” (2). He rails against every level of Mexican society: “To the vampires and banshees and dried blood on the curses of the cactus in the desert is added the horror of the new technology in an old murder-ridden land” (3). Where is all this eloquent vilification headed? To the bullring, of course: “And four o’clock on Sunday is the beginning of release for some of the horrors of the week” (3). In what Hemingway would probably have called dubious sociology—a notion to which I would subscribe—Mailer blinds us with his insight into the national character of Mexicans: “If many come close to feeling the truth only by telling a lie, so Mexicans come close to love by watching the flow of blood on an animal’s flanks and the certain death of the bull before the bravery and/or humiliation of the bullfighter” (3). The operative word here is humiliation, not truth, not lie, not blood, not death—humiliation.

Why? Because Mailer eventually divulges that it was a humiliated matador who led him to his initial understanding—if you can call it that—of the corrida. The nameless matador in question (not Amado Ramírez, we haven’t gotten to him yet), whom Mailer variously describes as “a clod,” with a “nasty build,” with “spindly legs,” with “a butt which was broad and stolid, real peasant ass,” and with “a vulgar worried face with a gold tooth” (4), this wretched torero was not having a good day: “I got a look at the bullfighter who was the center of all this. He was not a man I could feel something for. He had a cheap pimp’s face and a dull, thoroughgoing vanity. His face, however, was now in despair” (5). The description puts me in mind of Hemingway’s overtly and overly negative description of Domingo Ortega in Death in the Afternoon: “All the rest of him was ignorance, awkwardness, inability to use his left hand, conceit and attitudes [. . .]. In appearance he had one of the ugliest faces you could find outside of a monkey house [. . .]” (169). In any case, whence Mailer’s angst, this clearly existential horror, above and beyond the problems the matador was having with an uncooperative bull and a cantankerous, piss-slinging crowd? “There was something going on for him more humiliating than humiliation [. . .]”. The final verdict: “I was watching the despair of a profoundly mediocre man” (Bullfight 5).

Somehow, with luck, this pathetic matador kills well and Mailer writes: “[. . .] I had felt contempt for a stranger and then a secret and most unsocialistic desire to see this type I did not like humiliated a little further [. . .]”. Mailer confesses he was: “[. . .] overcome by his last-minute success sufficiently to find myself liking a kind of man I had never considered near to human before” (6). And thus it was that a barely human, pimp-faced, profoundly mediocre peasant clod was responsible for Mailer’s getting “religion” (4), a revelation that “[. . .] had given a drop of humanity to a very dry area of my heart [. . .]” (6). Now properly irrigated with that drop of humanity, Mailer is instantly ready to convert, to move from “detestation of the bullfight” (4) on to the addiction and the passion necessary to write “the novel on bullfight,” or, as it turned out, to tell us of his summer love affair with El Loco.

Love affair? Well, that’s what he says: “I fell in love with a bullfighter.” Not that they ever met: “Meeting him could only have spoiled the perfection of my love, so pure was my affection.” That courtly sentiment emanates from Mailer’s watching “El Loco, the Crazy One. It is not a term of endearment in Mexico, where half the populace is crazy” (8).

The rest of the essay proceeds to elucidate and obfuscate Mailer’s affair with El Loco. Obfuscation: As a sort of preface to our knowing El Loco, Mailer explains: “The bullfight is nine-tenths cruelty. The bullfight brews one’s cruelty out of one’s pores—it makes an elixir of cruelty.” Those are his chosen words—“an elixir of cruelty.” Mailer deliberately twists the old alchemical elixir of life into something oxymoronically reprehensible. Can he really mean such an assertion? In Spanish we say: “Vaya usted a saber,” which is not far from “Go figure.”

This sociological quicksand that Mailer is creating gets deeper: “[. . .] one of the few gleams in the muck of all this dubious Mexican majesty called existence is that one can on occasion laugh bitterly with the gods.” As Mailer rakes through the Mexican muck, all he really manages to do is to splatter his essay with Kinnamon’s hasty generalizations and preposterous inferences: “In the Spanish-Indian blood, the substance of one’s dignity is found in sharing the cruel vision of the gods.” Is Mailer comparing the sacrifice of the bull to the Aztec sacrifice of humans or is he conveniently forgetting that the corrida has its origins in the most profoundly Spanish Catholic traditions? Or both? “In fact,” he goes on, “dignity can be found nowhere else. For courage is seen as the servant of the gods’ cruel vision” (11). There is no dignity to be found in all of Mexico except in the bullring? Courage is a joke?

In his need to give us the true gen about Mexico and the corrida with a Hemingwayesque authority, Mailer ends up sounding oddly chauvinistic and strangely at odds with his own subject, with too much authority and too little substance. Hemingway knew in Death in the Afternoon when to skewer himself about being too serious, invoking “[. . .] those inner-searching Viennese eyes peering out from under the shaggy brows of old Dr. Hemingstein, that masterful deducer [. . .]” (54). And he knew when to admit the precarious nature of his own authority. Conversing with his fictitious “Old lady,” invented precisely to lighten up the discussion of gore and death, he commented to her: “Madame, rarely will you meet a more prejudiced man nor one who tells himself he keeps his mind more open [. . .];” only to conclude matter-of-factly: “[. . .] it may well be that we are talking ‘horse-shit’” (95); and still not content with his admission, defining the term ‘horse-shit’ as “[. . .] unsoundness in an abstract conversation or, indeed, any over-metaphysical tendency in speech” (95). Mailer could have profited from this observation.

More obfuscation, this time technical: Mailer attempts to describe a pass with the cape, one he calls a gallicina in these terms: “[. . .] it was an old-fashioned pass of great intricacy which spoke of the era of Belmonte and El Gallo and Joselito. It was a pass of considerable danger, plus much formal content (for a flash it looked like he was inclining to kiss a lady’s hand, his cape draped over his back, while the bull went roaring past his unprotected ass)” (Bullfight 13–14). The practiced aficionado might try to picture from such a contrived description some kind of larga, a pass with one hand, but just when you think you have sorted out what taurine anomaly Mailer is trying to convey, he complicates the issue: “It [the pass] consisted of whirling in a reverse serpentina counter-clockwise into the bull, so that the cape was wrapped around your body . . . but the timing was such that the bull went by at the moment your back was to him and you could not see his horns” (14).

Hemingway was much wiser in his treatment of this area in Death in the Afternoon: “I will not describe the different ways of using the cape, the gaonera, the mariposa, the farol, or the older ways, the cambios de rodillas, the galleos, the serpentinas in the detail I have described the veronica because a description in words cannot enable you to identify them before you have seen them as a photograph can” (176). One can only wish that Mailer had followed this advice and assembled a volume, like Death in the Afternoon, which combined complementary narrative and photography, instead of the disjunctive collection to which he put his name.

Also, practiced aficionados will realize the impossibility of such a maneuver as Mailer describes, which, if it were possible, would not just be loco, but downright insane, like driving blindfolded. Non-aficionados puzzling it over need only attempt to picture how one is to drape the cape over one’s back while the cape is wrapped around one’s body. SO’S and Mailer may be able to “write about worlds [they] knew better than better than anyone alive,” but this is clearly not one of those worlds, and Hemingway’s term ‘horse-shit’ is much closer to the truth. I am also reminded of his dictum from Death in the Afternoon: “There are some things which cannot be learned quickly and time, which is all we have, must be paid heavily for their acquiring” (192).

Am I making too much of Mailer’s ineptitude and faking? It is true that Mexican toreros are highly inventive with the cape and with the muleta (the small red cape). I never saw El Loco, but I did see El Imposible when he came to Spain in the 1960s, and his imposible pass with the muleta was intricate and it depended on precise timing. Is it possible that El Loco invented some strange pass and that Mailer, for better or for worse, tried to describe it? It is. El Loco did not call himself El Loco without reason. But there is no such thing as a gallicina and there never was—I went so far as to double-check with a source in Mexico City who knows Ramírez and who has trained with him over the years. So not even in the inventive and hermetic world of Mexican toreo does a pass with that name exist. Nor is the pass Mailer describes, whatever it was, possible to execute. I leave it to the reader to decide the degree of loss of credibility this matter entails, but I can say with assurance that it makes the aficionado snicker.

On the positive side, Mailer’s narration of his love affair with El Loco has some amusing moments, as when he describes Ramírez with the muleta as looking like “[. . .] a man about to miss a train and so running with his suitcase.” About his bad killing he writes: “It took him forever to kill and he stood out like an old lady talking to a barking dog” (Bullfight 14). When Ramírez is unable to kill a bull, “[. . .] he trots along like a farmer accompanying his mule down the road” (17). While these comparisons make us smile, in each instance they depend on bringing to bear non-taurine or even anti-taurine elements. And they make Ramírez look even more ridiculous.

For elucidation, we find this depiction of El Loco: “He came up one summer a dozen years ago like a rocket, but a rocket with one tube hot and one tube wet and he spun in circles all over the bullfighting world of Mexico City all through the summer and fall” (9). That description, both comical and not inaccurate, more than adequately sums up El Loco’s delirious season. I ran it by a friend who works for NASA, asking how a rocket scientist would view such a simile and he came right back with “Pretty funny.” So it seems to satisfy the aficionado as well as amusing the specialist.

Still, amusements aside, we have not answered the initial question about what Mailer was trying to do with this piece. The answer, to the extent there is one, lies in the last paragraph: “But I will always have love for El Loco because he taught me how to love the bullfight, and how to penetrate some of its secrets.” Then, leaving the easy middle ground of clichéd response, Mailer plunges in much deeper: “And finally he taught me something about the mystery of form. He gave me the clue that form is the record of a war” (23). This striking statement stands out in bold relief from the foregoing essay with its facile humor and dubious sociology, and it makes me think that Mailer came to identify with El Loco, that he saw something of himself in the torero and something of the torero in himself. The record of a war is not just El Loco’s crazy season, the record of a war is also Mailer’s early career, both figuratively and literally: “When Amado was happy and brave he delineated the form of bullfighting as bullfighting should be, and when he was awkward and afraid he engraved archetypes of clumsiness on the brain and offered models to avoid forever” (23). Don’t Amado—the only first-person reference to Ramírez—and Norman begin to superimpose, reflecting on each other as artists, as erratic geniuses and failures?

If I am right—that Mailer is at some level describing himself in Amado Ramírez, El Loco, and therein empathizing with him—then that empathy may explain at once why he wrote the piece and why he included Hemingway in the title. No one has come close to Hemingway in the vital identification of the writer with the torero and the act of writing with toreo. Precisely in the first three pages of his artistic creed, Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway explained how he had discovered his style and toreo simultaneously and how they were inseparable. “I was trying to write then [. . .],” he says (2). “So I went to Spain to see bullfights and to try to write about them for myself ” (3). To trace the early taurine sketches of In Our Time (Chapter IX–Chapter XIV)—in which, trying to write, he writes about them [the bulls] for myself—is to watch Hemingway’s style developing, with a nearly dizzying speed and avidity, from that of the outsider who has never seen a corrida and is only reporting what he has heard (Chapter IX), to a complete first-person insider (Chapter XIII), wherein the first-person narrator and the torero are one and the same, a fusion in which his early revolutionary style crystallizes.

Hemingway tied toreo to style, to what he called on the second page of Death in the Afternoon: “[. . .] the sequence of motion and fact which made the emotion [. . .],” his own elegant version of Eliot’s objective correlative. Toreo provided him the perfect vehicle because he understood it on an intuitive level and because he could concentrate on the physical aspects of the spectacle. Hemingway explained that the matador “[. . .] is performing a work of art and he is playing with death[. . .], and that the matador “[. . .] gives the feeling of immortality, and as you watch it, it becomes yours” (213). Precisely such a transference of emotion from artist to spectator or reader was what Hemingway was seeking and finding in his own work.

Mailer didn’t understand the corrida as well. Without Hemingway’s knowledge and concentration he was more like El Loco, one tube hot and one tube not, concentrating on the emotion rather than the physical sequence from which it arose. Even so, he was able to make the same important connection between torero and writer that Hemingway had made. The tacit realization that he was treading familiar ground must have been part of Mailer’s original inspiration, as he more or less admitted in the beginning, and he suggests now a subtle attendant epiphany with the phrase form is the record of a war. Once we consider this larger context of the piece and the carefully worded meaning of that embedded phrase, his literarily conceived doppelgänger Norman-Amado, Amado-Norman—with its improbable narcissistic pun—takes shape like El Loco’s equally improbable toreo in those rare moments when he was able to stand still and get it right.

Form is the record of a war: Mailer’s own version of grace under pressure, his own and El Loco’s.

Form is the record of a war: His recognition of Amado as his cuate, his twin, his artistic double.

Form is the record of a war: This essay of Mailer’s is that record and the record of the summer of Amado, fused.

Form is the record of a war: On the 6th of February, 1955, Amado Ramírez, El Loco, took the alternativa to become a full matador. He was unable to kill any of his three bulls and subsequently renounced the alternativa and ended his career as a professional matador. Norman Mailer would not write “the novel about bullfight.”

Since the identification of writer and torero, as well as the larger context of war, came first from Hemingway, Mailer’s ultimate insight—his fleeting recognition of himself in the other, of the other in himself, and of both of them as one with Hemingway and his taurine shadow—was derivative in its source, yet original in its vision, adding another layer in its peculiar confirmation to Hemingway’s discovery of the literary value of toreo. Thanks to the clue Amado Ramírez had given him through his erratic performances (clue harks back to the ball of thread Theseus used to escape the labyrinth, after killing the minotaur), Mailer’s eureka-like moment helps turn a messy essay in an unfortunate tome into an intricately conceived footnote to Death in the Afternoon.
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Battles for Regard, Writerly and Otherwise


Peter Hays



Hemingway was Mailer’s oedipal father, the elder to look up to, to imitate, and to destroy. In college, I think in 1959 or thereabouts, I read in Esquire a piece by Norman Mailer in which he saw himself climbing into the ring with Hemingway as the two battled for the championship of writing. I didn’t know at the time that Mailer was responding to an interview Hemingway had given Lillian Ross for the New Yorker: “I started out very quiet and I beat Mr. Turgenev. Then I trained hard and I beat Mr. de Maupassant. I’ve fought two draws with Mr. Stendhal, and I think I had the edge in the last one. But nobody’s going to get me in the ring with Mr. Tolstoy unless I’m crazy or I keep getting better” (Ross 35). I have browsed through Advertisements for Myself and The Time of Our Time to read that Esquire piece again, but if it has been reprinted, I couldn’t find it.

Mailer, like Hemingway, was a boxing aficionado and a scrappy character, so the image of climbing into the ring with a perceived champion is not unusual, in fact, and Mailer uses a boxing analogy in describing how he sent an inscribed copy of The Deer Park to Hemingway hoping to receive praise for a jacket blurb, only to have the book returned unopened. Mailer, in reaction, thought of boxer Carmen Basilio, taking a hard punch and almost going down, where he could have rested for an eight-count, instead staying up and ultimately knocking out his opponent. When asked later why he didn’t go down and take the count, Basilio answered, “I didn’t want to start any bad habits”—he had never been knocked down before. After the book to Hemingway was returned, Mailer’s “pride collapsed into powder and [he] sent off inscribed copies to Graham Greene, Cyril Connolly, Philip Rahv, and a dozen others whom I no longer remember.” He says of the incident, “I must have carried the memory as a silent shame which helped to push me further and deeper into the next half year of bold assertions, half-done work, unbalanced heroics, and an odd notoriety of my own choice” (Mailer, Time 208–09).

Mailer’s work is rife with references to Hemingway. “In my sophomore year I wrote a great many stories which were influenced by Ernest Hemingway” (Advertisements 27). What is ostensibly a collection of articles, novel segments, and confessions in The Time of Our Time starts with an excerpt from his review of Morley Callaghan’s That Summer in Paris focusing on a boxing match in which Callaghan, a smaller, lighter man than his opponent, knocked Hemingway down, something Mailer also wanted to do, at least figuratively (Time 3–4). Advertisements for Myself begins with passages like these:


Every American writer who takes himself to be both major and macho must sooner or later give a faena which borrows from the self-love of a Hemingway style. . . . I have come finally to have a great sympathy for The Master’s irrepressible tantrum that he is the champion writer of this time, and of all time, and that if anyone can pin Tolstoy, it is Ernest H. (Advertisements 19)



Yet Mailer on the next page undercuts this bestowing of laurels by saying that Hemingway “has not written anything which would bother an eight-year-old or one’s grandmother, and yet his reputation is firm” (20). Many grandmothers were disturbed by The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell to Arms, but perhaps Mailer’s grandmother was more liberal than most in the first half of the twentieth century; Hemingway’s mother declared The Sun Also Rises “one of the filthiest books of the year.” Mailer feels that for Hemingway “the best tactic to hide the lockjaw of his shrinking genius was to become the personality of our time” (20). No one ever accused Mailer of lockjaw, but did he not also campaign to become the personality of his time as writer, political commentator, candidate for office, and—that role he mocks Hemingway for—celebrity? His style as a mature writer was not Hemingway’s—it was not sparse—but his style as a self-campaigner certainly outdid his model. In that regard, he was a champ.
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Norman, Papa, and the Autoerotic Construction of Woman


Mimi R. Gladstein



Characterizations of the Hemingway / Mailer connection are many.

Hortense Calisher once quipped that Norman Mailer was one of those writers who too early got caught up in Hemingway’s jockstrap (188).1 For Peter Swenger, Hemingway and Mailer are catalogued as writers of the School of Virility (133).2 Jeffrey Meyers names Mailer as Hemingway’s “most important disciple” in what he identifies as the “hardboiled” school of writers (570).3 Indeed, a linking of the two is almost a cliché by this time, the younger Mailer referencing Hemingway often, not only in interviews, but also in his writing. One of Mailer’s biographers, Carl Rollyson, contends that Mailer saw Hemingway as a role model in that he “had shown how a writer could become his own man” (Lives 143). When Gregory Hemingway wrote his remembrance of his father, Papa: A Personal Memoir, Mailer wrote the Preface. The connections are numerous and varied. In another sense the relationship could be characterized as an ongoing mano a mano, an almost Oedipal contest, as the younger writer attempted to emulate and outdo the master in myriad manners: the creation of a larger-than-life celebrity persona, drinking, brawling, and challenging peers to boxing matches both literal and figurative. Both had war experiences when young and both used those experiences to feed their fiction. Hemingway wrote the quintessential World War I novel, A Farewell to Arms; Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead occupies a similar status as the definitive war novel of World War II. Both married multiple times, Mailer beating Hemingway by two wives. Both became favorite whipping boys for feminist critics, condemned for their misogynistic portrayals of women and chauvinistic notions about relationships between the sexes. Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics devotes a chapter to Mailer, whom she characterizes as “a prisoner of the virility cult” (314), one who sees sex as war and war as sexual. Judith Fetterley’s The Resisting Reader: a Feminist Approach to American Fiction includes chapters on both Hemingway and Mailer. And while I do not disagree with much of the criticism, in my appreciation for the major talents of these two writers I must invoke Norris Church Mailer, who comments on the tensions of living with Mailer: “Part of him was this wonderful, sweet, intelligent, terrific, funny guy that I was in love with. And another part, I just couldn’t stand” (qtd. in Newman 128). It is a tension applicable to my situation as a professor of literature, one who recognizes and teaches the brilliance of these men as writers, while never loath to point out some of the less than savory aspects of their personalities and artistic creations.

In keeping with that perspective of appreciating the talents while acknowledging alternative readings, this essay identifies another similarity in the writings of Hemingway and Mailer, one that perhaps springs from an analogous impulse of these two self-absorbed and often ego-maniacal writers—their creation of a certain kind of dream fantasy woman, a projection of autoerotic impulses, by which they allow themselves, imaginatively, privileges that they did not have in life. In their fiction, they create a fulfillment that privileges male satisfaction; man is the subject, woman an object, a means to that end. Whereas life may not have afforded them realization of certain of their fantasies, they can, to borrow a phrase from Seinfeld, be “masters of their own domain” in writing or following from the egocentric nature of the two, they can accomplish in their writing a fantasy fulfillment, for as Woody Allen quips in Annie Hall: “Don’t knock masturbation: it’s sex with someone I love.”4 My hypothesis is validated in The Spooky Art where Mailer makes the connection explicit, noting that “[t]he act of writing is so close to the psychic character of masturbation that if we are going to discuss the world of the writer, then we ought to deal with this as well” (135).

The cases in point for this study are Catherine Barkley for Hemingway and Marilyn Monroe for Mailer.5 These choices may strike some as an odd pairing, perhaps inappropriate. After all, one is a fictional character and the other was a real woman. Not withstanding that demurrer, in terms of the authors’ autoerotic uses of these women, the comparison is justified. Hemingway took the real Agnes Von Kurowsky, the woman who, in the words of Harry, his alter-ego writer of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” was “the first one, the one who left him” and formed a fictional daydream who could never get away (48). Various members of Hemingway’s family and biographers have written of the traumatic effect on him of Kurowsky’s “Dear Ernest” letter. But, while the actual woman may have gotten away in his life, the author captures her forever on the pages of his daydream projection in A Farewell to Arms. On the other hand, Marilyn Monroe was a real woman, but one who recreated herself as a fictional character, a characterization Mailer validates: “Marilyn had been polishing her fables for years” (Marilyn 18). Just as Agnes Von Kurowsky is the one who left Hemingway, who metaphorically got away, Marilyn is one who got away from Mailer, as he was never invited to meet her when she and Arthur Miller were his neighbors in Connecticut. In his review of the Marilyn biography, Dean MacCannell theorizes that “Mailer is burned up about this, fantasizing that Miller did not have him over out of fear that he would steal Marilyn” (123). It is a view supported by Mailer, who acknowledges in his introductory chapter that “in all his vanity he thought no one was so well suited to bring out the best in her as himself, a conceit which fifty million other men may also have held” (Marilyn 19–20). However, as a skilled writer the older Mailer can rectify the missed opportunity. What did not happen in real life can be played over and over in the reel life of his fictional fantasy.6

Generations of critics have analyzed and dissected the character of Catherine Barkley.7 Their conclusions run the spectrum from the “Catherine is the real hero” minions to those who see Hemingway’s female characters as “a convenience and a technique to turn a monologue into a dialogue” contingent (Tharp 191). The latter diagnosis is supportive of my hypothesis that in his creation of Catherine Barkley, Hemingway, in addition to turning his monologue into a dialogue, creates an ideal masturbatory fantasy, a technique to allow him to tell himself what he wants to hear; he gets both his say and the opportunity to put satisfying words into her mouth. Hemingway, as writer, in the assertive role of creation, uses the phallic pen to fulfill his erotic fantasies as his surrogate Frederick lies flat on his back and is ministered to by the “fresh,” “young,” and “beautiful” Catherine.

Frederick’s selfish behavior toward Catherine enhances the connotations of autoeroticism; he is not concerned that she has work to do or may be tired, his satisfaction is all that matters. “Come back to bed” he tells her when she says she has charts to fill, work to do. Although she is on duty the day Doctor Valentini visits him, Frederick implores, “And can you be on night duty tonight?” Like the selfish boy that he is, he cajoles, “You don’t really love me or you’d come back again” (102). The autoerotic state is one of complete self-absorption and Frederick is nothing if not totally self-centered. The narrator (Frederick after the fact) comments on how popular Catherine is with the other nurses “because she would do night duty indefinitely” (108), and she does it indefinitely because of Frederick’s demands.

Hemingway, when he distances himself as author, is aware of Frederick’s selfishness and to his credit creates a scene where Ferguson reminds him of it. “You might give her just a little rest,” she suggests, although doubtful that he will (109). She even reminds him that while he is sleeping, Catherine, after having fulfilled his sexual needs, is still working. Still, lest reality intrude too much on this remonstrance, there is an element of boasting involved; the implication is that he is so potent and insatiable that Catherine never gets to rest. Hemingway does end the scene with Miss Gage coming into the room, having a drink with Frederick and assuring him no less than four times in the space of one page, “I’m your friend,” thus providing a modicum of absolution (110). In the end the three nights that Catherine is off duty serve only to add further piquancy to the resumption of their lovemaking and can be read as an Epicurean enhancement to the pure Hedonism of Frederick’s self-indulgence. Absence acts to increase the appetite. Holding off is just another way to add potency to the reunion.

Hemingway creates Catherine/Agnes as compliant, docile, and anxious to please. “I’ll say just what you wish and I’ll do what you wish,” says the fantasy woman (105). It is hard to imagine that the twenty-six year old veteran nurse would speak to the nineteen-year-old “kid,” as she called him in such a servile manner.8 Then, having given him an enema and prepared him for surgery, she is summoned back to his bed: “You see,” she said. “I do anything you want.” The most telling exchange in this scene is when she says: “I want what you want. There isn’t any me any more. Just what you want” (106). And, indeed there isn’t any woman there, just what the Hemingway’s surrogate figure wants. The reality of a masturbatory fantasy is a lone individual, doing just what he wants. His only limitations are those of his imagination.

To further enhance the argument that, at one level of this novel, Hemingway is engaging in an autoerotic fantasy, there is Catherine’s insistence that she does not exist as a separate entity. “There isn’t any me. I’m you,” she insists. “Don’t make up a separate me” (115). The oneness of the two is reinforced by Ferguson, “You’re two of the same thing,” she proclaims, citing in particular that they both have no shame and no honor and are equally sneaky (247). Of course, like the good little autoerotic fantasy that she is, Catherine often assures Frederick of her lack of any will separate from his: ”I’ll go any place any time you wish,” which of course she will, since as a creation in Frederick’s memory and Hemingway’s fantasy, she has no autonomy outside of their needs and minds (252).

In the published photos of Agnes Von Kurowsky during her time in Italy, her hair is very neatly situated under her nurse’s cap, so it is difficult to know what it looked like unconfined. In Hemingway’s fantasy, however, he makes full use of the erotic resonance of woman’s hair in the sexual encounter, hair being a traditional and timeworn symbol of female sexuality. It is not coincidental that Brett Ashley, one of Hemingway’s most castrating women, has short hair, hair that her young love Pedro Romero wants her to grow so she will be more womanly.

Catherine’s hair is a key component of her attractiveness for him: “She had wonderfully beautiful hair and I would lie sometimes and watch her twisting it up in the light” (114). There is a voyeuristic quality to his description of these scenes: “I watched her brushing her hair, holding her head so the weight of her hair all came on one side” (258). Watching her brush with the light shining on her hair, he remarks that the sight makes him feel faint. In a particularly sensual image, Frederick remembers taking the pins out of her hair so that it cascades down around the two of them, making him feel as if they are either “inside a tent or behind a falls” (114). A number of scholars have written about Hemingway’s hair fetishes and I won’t rehearse them here; however, the impact of hair on Frederick’s sexual responses is evident in a scene where he watches Catherine having her hair done in a beauty salon.9 While most men would be annoyed having to wait while a woman gets her hair curled, Frederic finds it “exciting to watch.” He finds it so arousing that his “voice was a little thick from being excited” (292). In Hemingway, we must read between the lines and what Hemingway does not make explicit is exactly what the woman who runs the salon sees. But it is obvious that she notices something out of the ordinary and the reader can readily interpret that there must have been evidence of arousal as the salon owner is moved to comment, “Monsieur was very interested. Were you not, monsieur?” (293). This is followed by a smile, further confirmation that the owner saw something that is not made explicit for the reader. If further corroboration of the importance of hair as a trigger in Hemingway’s autoerotic arsenal is needed, this scene is ample proof.

In still another scene, the sexual connotations of hair are coupled with Catherine’s desire to merge with Frederick. She suggests that he grow his hair longer and that she cut hers so “we’d be just alike only one of us blonde and one of us dark” (299). Though he tells her he likes her hair as it is and does not want her to cut it, she argues for the change so that they would both be alike. “Oh, darling, I want you so much I want to be you too” is the language Hemingway gives her, to which Frederick, making my argument, responds: “You are. We’re the same one” (299). Reading the strong autoerotic nature of this recreation of Hemingway’s first serious love affair, it is obvious that they are one and the one is Hemingway, indulging his fantasy. Furthermore, Catherine adds, “I don’t live at all when I’m not with you,” as the Catherine character has no existence outside of Hemingway’s self indulgence (300).

Hemingway, as a novelist, has great latitude in his creation of characters. He can use real-life models and situations, and as a fiction writer recreate persons and places to fit his plot and interpretation. Judith Wilt, in explaining the romantic appeal of Ayn Rand’s writing, theorizes that a particular allure for the romantic writer of creating a fantasy is being allowed to live in it while one is creating it (173–74). Hemingway’s romantic fantasy operates in a similar vein. While A Farewell to Arms can be lauded for its hard-hitting realism, it is also Romance with a capital R. Hemingway can recreate his love affair with Agnes Von Kurowsky to his liking and live in it while he is creating it. All the elements are there, a love story that prefigures Erich Segal’s Love Story and a war story Hollywood could not resist making and remaking.10 Furthermore, Wilt suggests, if a writer creates a fantasy and can live in it while writing it, it is Romance, and if the writer can live in it after having created it, it is philosophy, creating the “sublime equipoise” (173–4). Hemingway has created the “sublime equipoise” in A Farewell To Arms. The strong stoical contents cushion the fantasy, lifted it beyond the realm of pure autoeroticism. At the same time Hemingway has a philosophical rationalization for killing the “one who left him.” Catherine cannot live in the theoretical structural design because she must fulfill Frederick’s philosophy of the “biological trap.” She is the one who is caught off base, the brave one who may have died many times before her death, but she barely mentions it. Hemingway can recreate his war experiences and love affair, but can, at the same time, assuage his wounded pride at having been left by Agnes in the creation of a Catherine who is devoted unto death.11

The reader must construct a mental image of Hemingway’s dream girl from the narrator’s description of a “quite tall,” blonde with “tawny skin and grey eyes” who Frederick thinks is “very beautiful” (Hemingway, Farewell 18). Mailer’s fantasy woman poses no such problem, for her image is world-famous and she probably served and may well still do duty as an instrument for millions of men in autoerotic contexts. She is so well known that Mailer needs only her first name for the title of his biography. But, in the event that the reader does not have a strong imagination, Mailer is nothing if not generous in that he supplies the visual as well as the verbal tools to implement the fantasy.12 Marilyn’s life-size face, mouth slightly open, eyes in a sleepily half-open position, stares out from the cover, invitingly. Inside there are numerous photos, pictures taken from the time she was an unknown starlet, throughout her career and from her last photo-shoot. In many of them she is posed naked—Marilyn stretched out on red satin, tangled in white sheets, and climbing out of a swimming pool, one leg swung up so that her genital area is probably spread wide where the mind’s eye but not the camera can venture.

Mailer gives permission for a wide latitude of readings by calling his work a novel biography, “a species of novel ready to play by the rules of biography” (Marilyn 20). Quoting Virginia Woolf to the effect that a biography may capture six or seven of a person’s selves, where there may be as many as a thousand in the individual’s reality, Mailer rationalizes his portrayal. And in his argument that none of the extant biographies of the time had provided a complete and satisfactory portrayal, it is worth noting that he references Carlos Baker’s biography of Hemingway (18–9). Mailer underlines his qualification to accomplish this “novel” of Marilyn Monroe by arguing that as a literary man he is best equipped to achieve an imaginative act of appropriation by the exercise of his skill. Appropriation is the telling word here, helping to make my argument about his use of her for his autoerotic fantasy.

That Mailer considers Marilyn an instrument for sexual flights of the imagination is evidenced by the initial images he uses to describe her. In the first paragraph of his book he likens her to a violin, calling her “a very Stradivarius of sex.” Continuing the violin metaphor he rhapsodizes, “the sugar of sex came up from her like a resonance of sound in the clearest grain of a violin” (15). Moreover, for those male readers who might shrink from the possibility of intercourse with this larger than life icon of sexual appeal, he promises that “even the most mediocre musician would relax his lack of art in the dissolving magic of her violin” (15). “Come,” his sub-text reads, “any and all, from the sex maven like me to the pimply faced nerd, all are welcome to use this book for their masturbatory stimulation tool. Marilyn is our instrument.” In addition, he saw his writing about her as an instrument for erotic attraction, a kind of aphrodisiac. In his inscription of the book to Barbara Davis (Norris Church Mailer) early in their relationship, he confirms that he “knew when I wrote this book that someone I had not yet met would read it and be with me” (Mailer, Ticket 89).

The facts or factoids, as Mailer calls them, about Norma Jean/Marilyn are mostly culled from Fred Lawrence Guiles, with regular citations from Maurice Zolotow; here and there he does quote from Diane Trilling and Norman Rosten. Mailer is acutely conscious of the impossibility of knowing the “truth” and does not pretend that he will arrive at it, only as Rollyson explains, an attempt to create a whole person, “while at the same time conceding that the search for wholeness is elusive and problematical” (Marilyn 49). For my purposes here, the focus will be those instances in the narrative when Mailer is indulging his sexual fantasies.13 In one such instance he imagines a studio executive questioning Marilyn about the nude calendar pose. The questions are salaciously pointed: “Did you spread your legs? . . . Is your asshole showing? . . . Any animals in it with you?” (Marilyn 92).

If, as many reviewers complain, Mailer’s Marilyn is nothing but a thinly disguised commercial maneuver, I would argue that it is not as Robert D. Callahan opines, “wasting square miles of forest in a Brobdingnagian mercantile enterprise” (50). A cursory reading reveals how much fun and personal satisfaction Mailer is getting as he lives in his fantasy. And why shouldn’t a writer be allowed his autoerotic daydreams? On the distaff side are those like the Booklist reviewer who likens Mailer’s appropriation to feeding on dead flesh and is disgusted by his “self-satisfied prose” and the reduction of the woman to a “figment in Mailer’s stylishly lurid dreams” (363). Hugh Leonard’s view is harsher and lends further support to my thesis that Mailer is using Marilyn for his autoerotic pleasure. Leonard detests the book and calls it “an exercise in necrophilia” (80).

Whereas Hemingway sets time limits to his autoerotic fantasy as he is reinventing a particular time period in his life, Mailer gives his wide scope. His being a biography of the whole life of a woman he never met, he can give his imagination full range to satisfy any number of his fantasies by recalling scenes from a wide array of Marilyn’s sexual experiences, lovers, husbands, and final days. As early as in his description of the sixteen-year-old bride, Mailer indulges his sexual visualizing: “We close our eyes, and see the movement of her hips” (Marilyn 46). He interrupts the presentation of facts to gratify his libidinous daydream, “Her wedding peels off like a stripper kicking a gown” (46). Writing about her activities and weight training, he cannot resist picturing how “[h]er plumped breasts bounce like manifests of the great here!” (49). Ever the sexual combatant, Mailer theorizes that Jim Dougherty, her first husband, was feeling threatened by Marilyn’s maturing sexuality, “feeling the natural discomfort of any man when his prize is capable of getting him into murderous fights” (50).

Throughout the text, Mailer makes little attempt to disguise the autoerotic nature of his enterprise. Acknowledging the nature of his imaginings, he writes: “It is not too great a demand on our voyeurism (emphasis mine) to see a young husband in bed” (53). Inviting the reader along on this escapade of indulgence, he assures us that “we may as well enjoy one more situation where we can have no certainty” (60). His sentences may begin with a “why not assume” or, after a rhapsodic stint of theorizing about how a lie becomes a script for an actor and whether or not Marilyn was telling the truth to one of her early lovers, or just acting a script, acknowledges: “Let us return then to the little (emphasis mine) of which we can be certain” (58).

In his musings about writing, Mailer acknowledges his understanding of the connection between creation and autoeroticism. In another instance he likens writing to psychic excretion (Spooky 140). Paradoxically, he also inveighs against masturbation, because he claims the “ultimate direction of masturbation always has to be insanity” (137). Nonetheless, it is difficult to take Mailer at his word, for if he rationalizes his stance that masturbation is bad because “everything that’s beautiful and good in one goes up the hand” (137), he seems not to mind if it is someone else’s hand. Carole Mallory writes of his taking her to a pornographic movie, watching the screen mesmerized and then reaching for her hand to put in his unzipped pants (171). She comments on her awareness that at that moment she is nothing but an object for his satisfaction.

In one area of the presentation of autoerotic fantasy, at least the published ones, Mailer has considerable advantage over Hemingway. Although he may have fought for the right to use more realistic language, Hemingway wrote in an era of strict censorship, coming up with his own clever way of conveying his meaning while still abiding by the strictures of publishing in his day. Since he could not print the obscenity and since much of what his peasant characters in For Whom the Bell Tolls say is unprintable, Hemingway devised the cunning stratagem of writing “obscenity” or “unprintable” whenever one of his characters uses a forbidden word. Thus his gypsies utter such oddities as “I obscenity in the milk of thy mother” or go “unprint thyself.” Only when he has the freedom of writing in Spanish can Hemingway’s characters curse openly. Thus Robert Jordan swears at the gypsy, “You hijo de la gran puta!” which can be loosely translated “son of the great whore,” equivalent to son of a bitch (Hemingway, For Whom 274). When Jordan and Pilar hear the planes attacking El Sordo’s enclave, Pilar asks Jordan if she thinks Sordo is jodido (298). Hemingway could not have used “fucked,” an English equivalent. Hemingway developed this two-pronged method of surmounting the censorship challenge for his Spanish Civil War book, but, maybe because his characters are both English speakers, or maybe because the context is so different, his language in this earlier book remains within the bounds of propriety in most instances. There is the moment when Frederick returns from the hospital in Milan and Rinaldi is teasing him, offering to take out his liver and replace it with a good Italian liver. Frederick responds, “Go something yourself ” (Farewell 169), which while it has the same obvious connotation is not nearly as powerful as “Go obscenity yourself.”

In the Caporetto retreat, after they have picked up the two young girls, Hemingway again depends on what is not printed, but suggested by the blank line: _____________. Aymo tries to reassure one, saying “Don’t worry. . . . No danger of ___________,” (196). In case the reader should miss the implication of the blank, Frederick tells us that Aymo used the vulgar word.

Mailer began his writing career when such strictures were still in place and following in Hemingway’s footsteps, he developed his own strategy for conveying the language of the American fighting man in The Naked and the Dead. Since he could not use the four-letter word that is the mainstay of a soldier’s vocabulary, he invented a three-letter word as a substitute. His fighting men use “fug,” phonetically similar, but able to pass the censor’s inspection. The civil rights movements of the 60s and early 70s also liberated language and by the time he was writing Marilyn, Mailer had wide latitude not only about what he could write, but also in the language he could use to write about it. Gone was the constriction of having to use fug instead of fuck. Thus, in describing the allure of Marilyn’s publicity stills, Mailer explains, that for a man looking at the pictures it is as if she is whispering, “You can fuck me if you’re lucky” (Marilyn 91). In the crudest language he is free to write derisively about Marilyn’s having been reputed to be Schenek’s or Hyde’s girl first; therefore bedding her was not any “glory” to Darryl Zanuck’s “sausage.” He explains that Zanuck had the reputation of stamping female actresses by putting “his own meat into a star’s meat” (90). Mailer can unreservedly write about blowjobs, anal sex, and use any and all obscenities. Hemingway’s sexual iceberg is very much seven-eighths under water. When Rinaldi asks Frederick, if he is in love and married, he expresses sympathy, asking “Is she good to you?” When Frederick’s positive response comes too easily, Rinaldi clarifies, using a euphemism, “I mean is she good to you practically speaking?” (Farewell 169). We know this is a sexual euphemism because Frederick tells Rinaldi to “shut up.” Rather than being explicit, Rinaldi asks, “Does she ——?” (169). Again, Hemingway does not fill in the blank and we can only surmise from Frederick’s angry response that he is asking sexually explicit questions. In the exchange that follows, Rinaldi claims not to have any sacred objects, so Frederick asks, “I can say this about your mother and that about your sister?” (170). Once more Hemingway avoids the actual language and evades the censors. Mailer, on the other hand, is so liberated from any restraints to his fantasies and/or language that he even creates his own obscenity. In trying to find a way to describe how physically appealing Monroe looked during the time she was married to Joe Dimaggio, Mailer searches for the appropriate metaphor or adjective. First he writes, “She looks fed on sexual candy” (Marilyn 102). However, that does not satisfy him. Therefore he decides to “examine a verb through its adverb” and resorts to creating the word “fucky” to describe the sexual energy she was emitting. No, he proclaims, never again “will she appear so fucky” (102).

In what each man is allowed or allows himself to write of his autoerotic fantasy, their styles could not be more opposite. Hemingway is controlled, using few adjectives; there are no specific descriptions of either the genitalia or the sex act itself. It would not be until For Whom the Bell Tolls that he created the “earth moved” metaphor to describe orgasm (174).14 Mailer, au contraire, indulges in florid flights of linguistic high jinks. Everything is explicit. He repeats an apocryphal story about Marilyn’s comment when she finally signed a contract with the studio: “Well, that’s the last cock I suck” (Marilyn 78). He envisions some of her modeling photos as suggesting, “Take me from behind” (79). He is even detailed about her gynecological history, speculating on painful periods, many abortions, and whether or not she used a diaphragm (171–3).

It should be noted at this juncture that if both men created desirable and docile fantasy women for their erotic fantasies, their writing is not without their opposites, bitch women, destroyers of male potency, not the women of dreams, but those who inhabit their fictional nightmares. Hemingway’s Margot Macomber is a bitch goddess of the first order, turning her husband, the great American boy-man into a whining cuckold before she finally does away with him altogether with the eponymous named Mannlicher rifle.15 Mailer’s consummate bitch is the Jewess of “The Time of Her Time,” who if she doesn’t turn him into a boy-man, accuses him of being a man who loves boys when she categorizes him as a latent homosexual (503). But that is another article.

A philosopher colleague and I were once discoursing on the differences between men and women in their choices of characteristics for an ideal fantasy partner.16 Besides the physical and sexual qualities Hall listed, he added that a major component of the ideal fantasy woman’s appeal would be that she would have disappeared in the morning. A real woman is annoying because the man has to deal with her once his satisfaction has been achieved; she may demand consideration and attention from him. A fantasy woman is all satisfaction and no responsibility. For Hemingway and Mailer, the ultimate disappearance is achieved. They can creatively enjoy their fantasy women with no possibility of the women becoming demanding, because the women are deceased, one done away with in fiction, the other dead in real life. Hemingway wrote a number of possible endings for A Farewell to Arms. In one both Catherine and the baby survive. In another Catherine survives, but the baby does not; in another the baby survives but Catherine doesn’t. His choice, artistically and autoerotically gratifying is to free Frederick of all responsibility, leaving him with memories of a compliant, devoted Catherine who is on call for instant replay in his memory. Whatever the aesthetic justifications, Hemingway did choose to tell the story as Frederick’s recreation of the past. Catherine is dead when he begins the story, but their lovemaking is resurrected at his choice. Let me add here that Agnes von Kurowsky, Hemingway’s Catherine model, was far from dead when he rewrote their history. She lived a long full life and seems never to have regretted his loss. Like Frederick’s Catherine who is dead before his narration begins, so Mailer’s Marilyn is likewise a memory, having been dead a decade when Mailer’s rapturous portrait is published.

Sexologists tell us that most human beings fantasize when they are having sexual relations. At sperm banks male clients are given pornographic materials to help them achieve their goal. Writers have a power that most of us do not. They can not only create their own sexual fantasy to please themselves, but they can also sell it to us. My argument here is that on one level that is exactly what Hemingway and Mailer do.




Notes


1. This was in the context of a review of the lack of women writers in the canon. ↩



2. Swenger’s focus is their fascination with the bullfight. ↩



3. Meyers writes that “Mailer was obsessed with Hemingway, fastened onto the son after he had failed to meet the father” (570). ↩



4. Thanks to my colleague Ezra Cappell for reminding of this scene. ↩



5. A longer study could survey a number of their texts interpolating the auto-erotic construction of others of these writers’ fantasy women, but for this shorter study, the primary focus will be on one character for each. ↩



6. As a side note, Norris Church Mailer makes an observation about the fantasy connection between Hemingway and Marilyn for Norman Mailer. When they visit the finca in Cuba, she writes: “I was a little sad, seeing Norman poking about in Hemingway’s house, wondering what they might have said to each other if they had indeed ever met. Kind of like the phantom affair he might have had with Marilyn Monroe, if they had ever met, which they didn’t” (305). ↩



7. Sandra Whipple Spanier catalogues them in “Hemingway’s Unknown Soldier: Catherine Barkley, the Critics, and the Great War.” ↩



8. Jean Wyrick, exploring Catherine’s credibility as a twentieth-century woman, observes: “Few women, if any, live only to serve, their wish to deny their own personalities and to assume those of their lovers” (43). ↩



9. A key text is Carl Eby’s Hemingway’s Fetishism: Psychoanalysis and the Mirror of Manhood. Binghamton: SUNY Press, 1999. ↩



10. The first film version was in 1932, starring Gary Cooper and Helen Hayes, directed by Frank Borzage. In 1957 Charles Vidor directed Rock Hudson and Jennifer Jones. Even a scholarly book on the subject inspired a Hollywood production. Richard Attenborough’s In Love and War was inspired by James Nagel and Henry S. Villard’s Hemingway in Love and War. ↩



11. Hemingway’s masterful ability to amalgamate his experience, historical data, and fiction are nowhere more in evidence than in the retreat from Caporetto scenes of A Farewell to Arms. See Reynolds, 105–180. ↩



12. I am not unmindful of the fact that the book began with Lawrence Schiller’s photographs and Mailer’s participation grew as he warmed to the subject. However, I would contend that this strengthens my argument. ↩



13. To that end I will avoid discussion of Mailer’s interesting takes on her search for a true self, issues of how her personality was molded by the traumas and privations of her childhood, her survival techniques. ↩



14. It should be noted that the “earth moved” metaphor has maintained a place in the cultural lexicon. ↩



15. I am not unaware of the debate about whether or not Margot killed her husband on purpose or accidentally. For purposes of this study I will take my cue from Hemingway’s comment that he saw her as “a bitch for the full course.” I develop the characterization more fully in The Indestructible Woman in Faulkner, Hemingway, and Steinbeck, 62–64. ↩



16. David Hall and I created and team-taught a course in Sexuality at the University of Texas at El Paso. He is the author of, among other books, Eros and Irony. ↩
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Looking at the Past: Nostalgia as Technique in The Naked and the Dead and* For Whom the Bell Tolls*


Bob Batchelor




“A great writer always goes to the root, he is always coming up with the contradictions, the impasses, the insoluble dilemmas of the particular time he lives in. The result is not to cement society but to question it and destroy it” (qtd. in Breit 20).


—Norman Mailer





Nostalgia is a contested word that evokes numerous, often conflicting, definitions depending on its context. In contemporary usage, however, the term most often implies a romantic look at the past, as if history’s difficulties have been bleached out of existence. Through nostalgia, people can make sense of the past in a highly personal way, essentially crafting or re-creating narratives that fit into their broader ideas about self and society. The tendency, however, is to consider this use simpleminded.

What I call the “nostalgic attraction” or the desire to examine the past through rose-colored lenses has become a vital component of popular culture. The general craving for nostalgia has transformed the idea into a commodity, used to advertise, market, and sell products by invoking a return to “the good ole’ days.” The nostalgic idea also drives mass culture. There are numerous examples of nostalgia assuming a kind of starring role across mediums, from blockbuster films, such as Forrest Gump or Titanic, to popular television shows, music, books, and fashion. Nostalgia is also closely associated with certain presidents, such as Ronald Reagan, or with presidential eras, like John F. Kennedy’s Camelot.

Much of nostalgia’s allure is in providing people with a way to explain the past in favorable terms, a kind of self-persuasion or possibly even delusion. According to Linda Charnes, “we cannot, nor would we want to, abandon the important project of understanding how people lived in times before ours—what they experienced in their own cultural present”(73). She contends, however, that scholars also need to “acknowledge the inherent limitations of the cognitive framework that continues to organize our ideological relationship to time” (73). Since life unfolds in chronological terms, taking measure of past milestones or events seems logical. Yet, when given a fanciful spin, nostalgia is less history and more fairytale.

Despite the overriding negativity surrounding nostalgia—basically that it strips history of its complexities and enables individuals and society to yearn for a mythical past—a careful examination uncovers a different approach to looking at the past. From this alternative perspective, nostalgia can be interpreted as a positive force. Or, as Christine Sprengler explains, “[nostalgia] tells us something about our own historical consciousness, about the myths we construct and circulate and about our desire to make history meaningful on a personal and collective level” (3). Rather than simply brushing it off as a form of camp or romanticism, I argue that nostalgia is a central component in enabling individuals to create worldviews, while also discovering ways to maneuver within society. Nostalgia, then, can enlighten and provide nuance as one interprets the past.

In this essay, I focus on how Norman Mailer and Ernest Hemingway use nostalgia in The Naked and the Dead and For Whom the Bell Tolls as a literary technique. In each, nostalgia is deliberately invoked as a means to help the reader understand or contextualize the narrative. As a result, nostalgia fills in chronological gaps in the texts, thus pulling readers deeper into the storylines. Hemingway and Mailer are also able to use nostalgia to interpret broader societal issues.

It may be challenging to break from the common notion of interpreting nostalgia as a silly distraction, particularly in contrast to the more difficult work in understanding the authentic past. Yet, what Mailer and Hemingway demonstrate is that nostalgia can be used, even with a touch of sentimentality, to add additional interpretive layers to fiction. Taking nostalgia seriously, the authors expand on the term and demonstrate its potential in advancing historical insight.


Mailer Enters “The Time Machine”

Boldly declared, “the best novel yet about World War II,” by Time magazine, The Naked and the Dead launched Mailer’s career (“War”). At twenty-five, the author stood atop the literary world, with fame and wealth at his side. The enduring power of the book, however, is its exploration beyond the traditional scope of the war novel. Rather than cast the battle as simply one of good versus evil, Mailer penetrates deeply into issues at humanity’s core. He showcases both the horror and humor of war, wadding it into a single existential romp through the jungles of tiny Pacific island Anopopei.

One of the interesting techniques Mailer uses in exploring the lives of the men fighting on the island is a device he calls “The Time Machine,” which takes the reader to events in the men’s lives prior to their service. While Time offhandedly labeled these simply “flashbacks” and likened them to John Dos Passos’ use of realistic snapshots in the U.S.A. trilogy, Mailer’s portraits are not toss-off pieces, but instead provide information central to the overall tone and interpretation of the novel (“War”).

In the ten stories that comprise The Time Machine, Mailer offers the reader detail regarding each subject’s life before the Army, essentially establishing a link between the person’s past and present. Many of them reveal the men at their most base—actors operating within the gritty drama of life. From this viewpoint, The Time Machine pieces point toward Mailer’s predecessors in American naturalism, such as Theodore Dreiser and Frank Norris. However, there is a nostalgic strain that runs through them as well. The combination of realism and nostalgia displays the young author’s skill in storytelling and purposely crafting an impression for the reader, as if hinting toward a nostalgic past within the naturalistic framework is a way of lessening the violence and disparity in these sections.

For example, Mailer shows Red Valsen’s duality, almost lovingly describing him as having “an expression of concentrated contempt” and “tired eyes, a rather painful blue . . . quiet” (222). With deft writing, Mailer also creates the suffocating Montana mines of the man’s youth, as well as the open road he craves, with the unnamed narrator explaining, “To a kid from a mining town, getting drunk in a flatcar on Saturday night is still fun. The horizon extends for a million miles over the silver cornfields” (226). Without resorting to the fake sentimentality that marks the contemporary definition of nostalgia, Mailer uses the great American myth/nostalgic view of the open road as a tool to elicit a specific feeling from the reader. His style—the “silver cornfields”—acts as an additional character as the reader travels through Valsen’s remembered past.

Mailer certainly understood the realist aspects of The Time Machine essays and The Naked and the Dead as a whole. But to consider them nothing more than simple reportage, or “massive amounts of research, seemingly assembled rather than written . . . in a crude unexpanded note form,” as Nigel Leigh describes them, is a terrible injustice to the part they play in clarifying each man’s past and adding context to the group’s role in the attack on Anopopei (427). Three years after publishing the novel, Mailer told The New York Times that he respected, but felt hamstrung, by “that terrible word naturalism” (Breit 20). Obviously, for the author, there was more at stake with The Time Machine pieces than simply pushing a political or ideological agenda.

Perhaps not surprisingly, given Mailer’s years at Harvard, Robert Hearn’s Time Machine section, titled “The Addled Womb,” is the deepest exploration. In this piece, Mailer allows Hearn to use his past as a springboard in becoming a different person. At first, Hearn looks back on his past with nostalgic feelings, despite his difficult relationship with his bullying father and passive mother. During college though, the young man goes through a transformation. He emerges wiser in many ways, but lost. He tells one girlfriend, “I don’t feel sick. I just feel blank . . . superior, I don’t give a damn, I’m just waiting around” (349). Hearn becomes so enmeshed in the sensitivities of the world that he himself disappears in the process.

At the end of the Hearn section, the man sets off on a troop transport from San Francisco and looks back at the city lights. Hearn’s mind drifts to a nostalgic vision of the past, to his time as a younger man when the future still looked promising, “the power that leaped at you, invited you” (353). But, when examining his generation, he concedes “all the bright young people of his youth had butted their heads, smashed against things until they got weaker and the things still stood” (353). A scion of the Midwest with unlimited resources, he is nonetheless beaten. In his defeat, he becomes part of the institution that he flailed against.



Authenticity versus Nostalgia in Hemingway

For Whom the Bell Tolls, Hemingway’s tale of guerrilla warfare in the Spanish mountains as seen through the eyes of American professor Robert Jordan, according to Michael K. Solow, “can be read as an indictment of war, corrupt politics, and flawed humanity” (116). The novel is also a study in details, as Jordan lives among Pablo’s bandits, falls in love with Maria/Rabbit, and prepares to blow up the bridge, which he concedes is a suicide mission.

Yet, within the stark description of life in the jungle and Jordan’s last several days leading up to the explosion, Hemingway also uses nostalgia as a means of providing context and explanation for Jordan’s decision to sacrifice himself and his guerrilla colleagues. Nostalgia in For Whom the Bell Tolls is a necessary component in making this sacrifice have meaning. Particularly, Solow explains, when “[c]ontemporary readers also knew too well that the Spanish Civil War had been lost for over a year when the novel appeared in 1940. So, in a larger sense, the actual outcome of Jordan’s mission—from a rational perspective—is altogether moot” (116). Hemingway uses Jordan’s nostalgic feelings for Spain prior to the war as a motivation for his actions in the novel.

Robert Jordan fights the fascists because he believes in the pre-Civil War Spain he loves. His worldview includes this nostalgic aspect, which he holds simultaneously with an analytical understanding of his current situation. As an intellectual, he holds an acute, fact-based, and logical worldview. Jordan also sees the larger strategic picture, even on his last day, boosting his own morale by thinking “as long as we can hold them here we keep the fascists tied up. They can’t attack any other country until they finish with us.” But, then admitting, “You just watch now and do what you should” and chastising himself for “getting very pompous in the early morning” (465). Given that the reader knows the Spanish Civil War was lost, Hemingway needed to convince them that Jordan fought for something important.

The contrast between Jordan the thinker and Jordan the dreamer that Hemingway creates really expands and deepens the reader’s interpretation of the character. Early in the novel, the reader watches as Jordan sketches the bridge in his ever-present notebook, a kind of lifeline he clings to throughout the story. Thus, one reads, “He sketched quickly and happily; glad at last to have the problem under his hand; glad at last actually to be engaged upon it,” and recognizes the orderly, rational side of Jordan that puts him on this task, despite the risk.

Hemingway, though, does not create Jordan as a kind of robot, without emotion or feeling, which may have been an easier route to take, given the complexity of detail the author provides throughout the novel. Instead, the young guerrilla warrior has a past and thoughts about his personal history that has consequences for his current beliefs and actions.

Jordan, for example, draws a distinction between the things he learns as an actor within the drama of war and the time he spent in Spain with its people for “parts of ten years before the war” (148). He is able to balance the atrocities he participates in with the loving feelings as an outsider, but who had put in the time to learn the nation and its people to the point, “He never felt like a foreigner in Spanish and they did not really treat him like a foreigner most of the time” (148). In the end, Jordan decides he will take in everything, convincing himself “if he were going to form judgments he would form them afterwards” (148). Yet, it is difficult to think that he could divorce himself from ten years of previous experiences in Spain or his love for the nation.

While Jordan holds both a rational side and a nostalgic vision of the past, Pilar presents a kind of anti-nostalgia in telling the story of the massacre at Avila. Although, even then, Pilar drapes the story in positive images of the past, when she was beautiful and young and Pablo was a strong, forceful leader. Hemingway emphasizes the importance of the speech by couching it in terms of a lecture, “as though she were speaking to a classroom,” the narrator explains (108). Jordan, on the other hand, places a nostalgic sheen on the event.

Later, when Jordan reflects on Pilar’s story, he hopes that he can someday write about the episode as well as she told it. His desire to get at “[w]hat we did. Not what the others did to us” (147), points to balance Hemingway creates between the authentic history of the Spanish Civil War, which will be ultimately told by the winners, and the people of Spain: “You had to have known the people before. You had to know what they had been in the village” (147). The tension between authenticity and nostalgia creates a new way of looking at a world event witnessed by Hemingway and written about shortly after its end. With For Whom the Bell Tolls, Hemingway forced his readers, just as Pilar forced Jordan, to confess “that damned woman made me see it as though I had been there” (147). The reader must address the relationship between authenticity and nostalgia, which Hemingway presents without overt sentimentality, giving nostalgia a prime place in how Jordan creates his powerful worldview.



Nostalgia as a Literary Technique

The contemporary negative attributes of nostalgia as mere sentimentality or as a tool to sell products hides its effectiveness as a legitimate way of addressing the past, particularly in literature. In other words, nostalgia does not have to be automatically linked to an unrealistic or fanciful yearning for a romanticized past. As a matter of fact, as Michael Janover explains, “Nostalgia is the pain of homesickness,” which could be turned into a positive as an author creates characters that have thoughts and feelings about their own history. His interpretation of “nostalgias,” defined as “the pangs of longing for another time, another place, another self . . . almost certainly romantic in seed and, potentially, corrosively decadent in growth” (115) can also be transformed into a useful device for creating literary figures.

Given that For Whom the Bell Tolls and The Naked and the Dead were published a mere eight years apart, the use of nostalgia within the narratives and as a literary technique speaks to the role of nostalgia in that era dominated by war, its consequences, and immediate aftermath. As Sprengler notes, the interpretation of nostalgia had gone through a transformation in the early years of the twentieth century, “within modernity because of industrialization, technological modernization and urbanization” (16). Leigh, for example, then views The Time Machine sections of Mailer’s novel as fixing the characters “unalterably to their environments . . . to a reality that is shown to be static and unchanging” (427). Looking into the past, then, for some guidance or grounding within the current environment would provide solace for people going through tremendous change, whether it is for the authors, the characters they create, or for their readers.

There remains a fine line between an authentic representation of the past and a nostalgic view. For Hemingway and Mailer, the use of nostalgia in war novels certainly softens the harshness of the place their characters exist in current time. As Charnes notes, “As physical creatures who are born, grow, age, and die, our experience of time convinces us that it moves in only one direction: forward. [But] As creatures with highly developed cognition and memory, however, our experience of time is vastly more complicated” (74–75). Breaking out of the chronological view also adds density to the narratives, by revealing that time is a complex experience. For both Hemingway and Mailer, providing a multi-dimensional view of a character’s past that includes nostalgic impulses, creates richer characters, ones that readers, in turn, empathize with as they struggle through the atrocities of warfare.
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Effects of Trauma on the Narrative Structures of Across the River and Into the Trees and The Naked and the Dead


Kathleen Robinson



The American experience of the trauma of war functions through family stories, cultural representations appearing in film and television and, of course, various narratives and novels that position war in the integrity and structure of story. Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer are two of the most important illustrators of the effects of war and trauma in twentieth-century American literature. Hemingway’s narratives have always been linked to the experience of war. James Nagel observes that perhaps it is normal to link the theme of psychic discord expressed in Hemingway’s narratives to the experience in war related to Hemingway’s time spent at various fronts (213). The disjuncture expressed in the various narrative structures in Hemingway’s fiction reveals a connection between the trauma of war and representations of subjectivity and objectivity. Mailer’s fiction also connects to his experiences in war and with violence. Critics have sometimes cast Mailer as a misogynist and a violent-centric writer whose fiction reflects the damage done to man by a violent and chaotic world.

Narrative tension in the narrative structures between external and internal perspectives in American war fiction corresponds to the trauma of war—World War I and World War II. Trauma is best explained in the classical sense—as being an experience that is not fully assimilated as the experience occurs. The experience of trauma during war operates as a complex play between the knowing and not knowing that occurs in reaction to a breach in the mind’s experience of time, self, and the world.1 The question surrounding the expression of narrative tension in American war fiction arises in relation to how a body of literature deals with subjects who are illustrated as speaking from the abject position in relation to the representation of war trauma, rather than engaging trauma in a more traditional subject or object narrative position in the structure of the fiction.

Modern and contemporary American narrative structures that attempt to embody traumatic experiences of war treat an experience not occurring within normal subjective or objective expressions of narrative understandings. Therefore, narratives deploy a structure and a point of view that differs from earlier structures involving more defined and stable positions of subjectivity and objectivity. In the narrative presentation of war in literary structures, the awareness experienced in relation to trauma is abject; it is knowledge that operates from without and within and sometimes from another space of understanding. The novels and narratives that arise out of the experience of World War II, in particular, engage a structure that uses a point of view that attempts to speak from and not to the abject experience and understanding of trauma and war.


Narrative Structure and the Trauma of War

American war narratives following World War I and World War II reference a relatively inchoate tradition of American war writing initiated by the fiction following the first truly American war, the Civil War. The narratives that draw on the Civil War engage a narrative structure of questioning and concern with subjectivity and objectivity. Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage (1895) and Ambrose Bierce’s “Chickamauga” (1891) represent this new attempt of constructing a war narrative. In these war stories, the structure of the narrative appears to oscillate between traditional presentations of narrative subjectivity and objectivity as these authors attempt to speak of the dark knowledge of war and trauma. Robert Penn Warren in The Legacy of the Civil War argues that the fictions following the Civil War engage the idea that to have history one has to have stories, and the nature of these stories is to be fallen, to face the dark side of one’s own nature, and to have some dark knowledge one cannot bear having. Warren’s notions preface a tension that ultimately surfaces in the narratives of modern and contemporary American war fiction. Authors, during the period following the Civil War, understood that capturing the tension of war trauma in a narrative structure requires a move beyond romantic dialogue or realistic narrative summary.

American narratives surrounding the Great War or World War I subsequently reflect an increasing awareness of trauma and the abject nature of the experience of war on the structure of the narrative, while representing the possibility of ordering the traumatic chaos of war. World War I, described by H.G. Wells as the “war to end all wars,” appears initially in the American landscape almost as an afterthought. President Woodrow Wilson’s reluctance to engage America in the European conflict contributes to an early American sense of distance with the conflict. As America enters the war in April of 1917, however, an era of conscription and service weaves through the American consciousness.2 The conscripted masses of American soldiers face a war-torn landscape unlike any experienced before in war, resplendent with men fighting from muddy trenches, attacking from armored tanks, bombing from war planes, and gassing from canons. The horror of war surrounding the newly minted American soldiers introduces a new understanding and mental chaos into the psyches of soldiers. Jennifer Keene asserts that few combatants directly confronted the irrationality of the war landscape. Instead, Keene argues, these men remained adamant in believing in order that could be discerned in the chaos of frontline life (49). The narratives of the period reference this attempt at projecting order into and onto the chaotic structure and experience of the traumas of war. The fictions of the Great War and after reflect an increasing desire to witness and project some semblance of order within the chaos of war, as seen in the content and structure of the narratives.

Narratives written following World War I appear torn between the traditional impulse of repression and the psychoanalytic credo of repetition. There is no question of the trauma experienced by the participants and witnesses of World War I. First-hand narratives such as Richard Aldington’s (1929) Death of a Hero and Erich Maria Remarque’s (1929) All Quiet on the Western Front attempt to capture the churned and shattered landscapes—mental, physical, and geographical—shaped by narrative point(s) of view. David Craig and Michael Egan suggest that the understanding of World War I is best described by the phrase—the “obliteration of humanity” (12). Craig and Egan observe that the “filth, terror and injuries of war had, since prehistoric times, been glorified out of recognition by the chroniclers and bards, because of the psycho-social need to repress traumas and keep morale well-tempered” (13). Scenes of trench warfare populated by dead and decomposing bodies, blind stares of the veterans marching out of battle, and bombed-out ruins of buildings are imprinted in the fabric of the culture as collective images of the trauma of this war. These scenes operate as a cultural palimpsest employed by the authors of the time, exerting incredible influence on the structures of the narratives that attempt to fully engage the trauma of the period.

War fiction following World War I illustrates a tension between the repression of objective experience and the repetition of the subjective effect of war trauma. Narratives following World War I illustrate subjects who display the interior affects of an exterior encounter with trauma. The narrative presentation of this experience is often described by literary critics as a tendency for the fiction of the time to focus on the “fragmentation of the self.” This tension corresponds to the newly emerging study of the effects of trauma on war veterans. Sigmund Freud’s theories of trauma and “shell-shock” appear during World War I. Freud, along with other psychoanalytic researchers and physicians such as Charles Meyers, W.H.R. Rivers, and Elmer E. Southard, begins to explore the lingering mental effects of war trauma on veterans and witnesses to the traumas of war. Novels such as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s (1934) Tender is the Night and Virginia Woolf ’s (1925) Mrs. Dalloway explore shell-shock and the effects of war trauma within the structure and mode of point of view. James H. Meredith observes that these subjects mourn a loss of the traditional meaning of loss.3 The expression of this loss appears in the narratives following World War I in a discontinuity and, indeed, a fragmentation of plot, character, and narrative. Sharon Ouditt observes that narratives following World War I Freudian ideas are alluded to as a “means of representing a world fragmented and disjointed in which narrative progression is frequently disrupted by stories that compete with it for attention” (255). The disruption of the narrative structural unity vis-à-vis the emphasis of subjectivity in post-WWI fiction references a shift in narrative structure—authors engage the traumas of the war both in stories’ content and structures.

Fiction appearing during World War II and in the post-war period (less than five years following the Armistice of 1945) engages in attempting to address—in narrative form—the atrocious events of World War II, compounded by the cultural hangovers of the Civil War and World War I. World War II, described by Studs Terkel as the “Good War,” exceeds all prior boundaries and expectations of war. The scope of World War II generates an almost unfathomable, pervasive emphasis on the relationship between “thought” and experience in the narratives chronicling the experience of war. James Dawes observes that artists reflect on this oppressive pervasiveness through a literary style equal to the task of witnessing the unbounded and unprecedented events of World War II (157). The aftermath of the trauma of World War II—the mass genocide of the Holocaust combined with the mass atomic decimation of Nagasaki and Hiroshima—introduces a set of tragic circumstances into the cultural fabric. The trauma of World War II operates on a scale that encompasses an unimaginable subjectivity—war simply pervades all perceptions of experiences—there is no outside war and there is no inside war. There simply is war. The question then arises as how do writers create narrative subjects in a period of total trauma and war.4

The question posed at the beginning of this essay is a critical one—how might a body of literature deal with subjects who are speaking from the “abject” position of trauma. The experience of trauma operates as a complex play between knowing and not knowing that occurs in reaction to a breach in the mind’s experience of time, self, and the world. The awareness experienced in relation to trauma is abject (see Kristeva’s discussion of the abject). Modern and contemporary narratives embody the trauma and traumatic experiences of war through the treatment of an experience that cannot occur within normal subjective or objective narrative understandings or expressions of understanding. The narratives engage a structure that differs from previous narrative structures’ reliance and adherence to the myth of stable subjectivity and objectivity. In this engagement, the narratives draw on the previously silenced and abjected voice of trauma to generate a different narrative presence in the fiction following war. The fiction of war involves the placing of narrative authority in a voice of trauma.5 In giving voice to the trauma of war in the narratives, war fictions engage a previously silenced portion that allows the presentation of a reconstruction of an interior experience of trauma and reveals a necessary component of war. In this narrative reconstruction, the war narratives of trauma create a necessary counter-critique to the hegemonic war narratives6 that Paul Fussell in Wartime Understanding and Behavior in the Second World War argues have turned the experiences of trauma in World War II into sanitized, Norman Rockwell-ized narratives of war (267).



Hemingway and Mailer: Trauma’s Treatment in Presenting WWII

Ernest Hemingway’s Across the River and into the Trees (1951)7 and Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead (1948) illustrate necessary components and adaptations of the exploration of the narrative engagement of the traumas of war into and onto the structures of fiction. Carlos Baker observes that Hemingway’s ARIT projects an “atmosphere” that “was darkened by a strange psychological malaise, as if Ernest were using the pages of his novel as the equivalent of a psychiatrist’s couch” (477). While Baker—like many Hemingway scholars— is keen to link Hemingway’s second-to-last novel to the author’s personal experiences, Hemingway’s novel does not exist merely as an autobiographical account of trauma.8 Instead, Hemingway’s oft-dismissed novel captures the sentiment of a culture affected by the trauma of war in the work’s evolved narrative structure. Baker is partially correct in his observations; however, the atmosphere of the novel is not merely darkened by Hemingway’s personal malaise, so much as the novel presents the dark malaise of a culture attempting to reconcile narratives that speak from the abject position of trauma.

Mailer’s NAD is the author’s first novel, and the reviews—unlike the reviews for Hemingway’s second-to-last-novel ARIT—refer to Mailer’s novel as successful at its attempt of providing commentary on the war; in fact, reviewers deemed it “the best novel yet about World War II.” Mailer’s work captures the experiences of war in a non-romantic fashion with its focus on the disunity surrounding the trauma of war in the structure of the narrative. The narrative disunity captured and implemented in the structure of both Mailer’s and Hemingway’s WW II novels involve a point of view that differs from the prior structures of war fiction. In the aftermath of the Second World War, American fiction—illustrated in ARIT9 and NAD—engages a different narrative point of view involving abjection and drawing on the trauma of war to generate a different structure of narrative.

The titles of the two works preface influence of trauma on the structure of the narratives. Mailer’s title calls attention to a shift in position in the structure of his narrative. “Naked” does not suggest the indicator of a physical objective state but, instead, projects an interior subjective state experienced abjectly during the trauma of war. Paul Seigel observes that the use of “naked” in Mailer’s title connects to a sense that the appearance of the term throughout the novel intimates a feeling of openness and vulnerability (294). For Seigel, the term showcases a central theme of the novel, the theme of the effects of drawing back into oneself after opening up to others. Seigel’s perspective on the use of “naked” is furthered if coupled with the idea that this receding of openness, of nakedness, occurs in the acts that lead to death in the structure of the narrative (295). The coupling of the terms “naked” with “dead” produces a sense of unified disjuncture in conjunction to the work’s subject and structure. The narrative structure of the work reflects a sense of unified disjuncture in the jostling occurring between point of view perspective and structure operating in the novel. The jostling between exteriority and interiority is illustrated by the “time machine” passages.

Hemingway’s title selection also references a desire to explore the effects of war and trauma on the structure of the narrative.10 Hemingway’s paraphrase of General Stonewall Jackson’s last words, in the title of the ARIT, reflects on the question posed at the beginning of this piece: how does a body of literature deal with subjects who are speaking from an abject position of trauma? Civil War leader Stonewall Jackson, who upon death observes that, “Let us cross over the river, and rest under the shade of the trees” (Cooke 485).11 Hemingway’s paraphrase of Jackson’s last words removes the communal “us” and the restorative “rest.” As such, Hemingway’s title highlights a different presentation of narrative subjectivity and objectivity from the intention suggested by Jackson on his deathbed: a representation of point of view that in Hemingway’s application does not involve traditional first or third person narrative structures. Instead, Hemingway’s narrative speaks not from the objective “you” or the subjective “I” but instead from a more abjective narrative perspective. Thus, Hemingway’s title intimates a focus on the giving of voice to a previously silenced experience and point of view of war and trauma inherent in not only the subject but, more important, in the structure of the novel.

Hemingway’s and Mailer’s titles suggests another tangent to the previous question of how a body of literature speaks from a position of trauma: why does a body of literature desire to speak from this previously-silenced abject position. Twentieth century war narratives differ from those following the Civil War. For Craig Warren, the constraints of the Victorian narrative structure in correspondence with codes of social propriety limit the earlier narratives that choose war and trauma as their subjects. The limitations of previous era’s narrative structures first appearing following the Civil War betray a silence—a narrative gap—that authors following the World Wars address as they attempt to generate stories of and from the dark tragedy and trauma of war. The narrative gap created through the silences in the narratives following war corresponds to the experience of trauma. In traditionally structured war narratives, subjectivity is bound to the experience of war, yet the experience of the trauma of war is often silenced below the surface of the narrative structure. Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer’s World War II novels appear to grant a point of view to the previously silenced abject experience of trauma in their narratives as a palliative to the hegemonic subjectivity of prior war stories and structures.

Giving voice to trauma in the structure of literary narratives following World War I and II addresses the excising of the interior life of war trauma in predominant narratives. Evolving narrative structures operating in the late war fiction of Hemingway and the early fiction of Mailer counter a hegemonic privileging of the objective valor and subjective honor of war that systematically attempts to avoid engaging the abject experience of trauma in the narratives. John M. Kinder suggests that Norman Mailer’s goal in NAD is to


remind postwar readers of what was already being excised (both deliberately and inadvertently) from Americans’ memory of World War II. Drawing upon his own experience as an infantryman, Mailer takes great care to highlight the brutality of combat and the physical and mental abuse suffered by “common soldiers” throughout the war. (191)



The narrative evolution occurring in Mailer and Hemingway emboldens a different type of narrative structure that takes the tragedy of trauma not only as subject matter for the fiction but, more important, takes the experience of the tragedy of trauma as structure. This evolved form of narrative is a tragedy not involving hegemonic, external dei ex machina and internal heroic flaws as the impetus for the structure of the fiction, but a narrative structure that instead uses the previously silenced experience of suffering12 to generate and provide structure for the narrative.



Narrative Calculus and the WW II Fiction of Hemingway and Mailer

The trauma of war as a structural template reveals changes occurring in the narrative structuring of fiction following the World Wars. Narrative structures prior to the World War periods often engage a linear and equational method for presenting the story. In the traditional linear narrative tradition of pre-World War I and II literature, fictions are presented and structured in a manner reminiscent of arithmetic and geometry. For instance, narratives like Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage utilize a structure that presents the experience of war chronologically. The focus in this war narrative is on the movement of the story through the traditional elements of time and space. The narratives following the Civil War, like Crane’s work, appear to be focused on presenting elements of the narrative—character, plot, and point of view—in a traditionally straightforward manner and point to the idea that the solution to the narrative’s content and structure can be understood vis-á-vis the computation of various elements of the story. In many ways, these post war narratives hold tenuously to the personal subjective and objective fictions surrounding war and trauma.

The experience of the first two wars offers a necessary counterbalance to the narrative arithmetic and geometry—which upholds traditional narrative and cultural fictions of war trauma—presented in the content and the structures of the earlier war narratives. The elements deployed in the narrative arithmetic and geometry from the prior narrative structures still retain a place of prominence in the work occurring during and following the wars. Increasingly the narratives following the Great War and World War II effect a changed narrative action in relation to the experience of war trauma on the author’s narrative epistemology. Kali Tal suggests that “re-telling the war in a memoir or describing it in a novel does not merely involve the development of alternative national myths through the manipulation of lot and literary technique, but the necessary rebuilding of shattered personal myths” (117). As the structure of war and trauma evolves, the narrative structures reflect the changes experienced on the idea of the personal subjective point of view in the structures of narratives as a result of war and trauma. A necessary change in structure is needed to address the evolving impact of trauma on the population’s evolving understanding of subjectivity and objectivity and, concomitantly on the fiction’s presentation of point of view and self.

Hemingway’s fiction progresses from a reliance on a narrative arithmetic and geometry into a different and changed narrative structure relative to his engagement with war trauma in his fiction. Following Hemingway’s time spent as an embedded correspondent in the Spanish Civil War and in World War II, his writing—in content and structure—no longer focuses only on presenting the arithmetic—the subjects and objects of his stories—or the geometry—shapes and senses evoked by his stories—or the algebra—equations and consequences apparent in the themes of his stories. Hemingway asserts, in a 1950 interview with Harvey Breit concerning the narrative construction of ARIT, that “I have moved through arithmetic, through plane geometry and algebra, and now I am in calculus” (Hemingway, “Talk” 14). Hemingway’s focus on crafting a text using a narrative calculus is not just about treating or representing an inner reconciliation to the outer experience of trauma in the fiction. Instead, the emphasis is on the play between the inner and the outer effects as a result of trauma on the structure of the narrative. As calculus is the study of change, of space, and of time, Hemingway draws attention to the manner in which change is represented in the structure of a narrative as a result of the experience of trauma in war. Hemingway seeks to capture the illusive element of change, space, and time in his narrative construction mirroring of the experience of trauma in the structure of the narrative.

Calculus, as the study of change and space, operates as a narrative method for structuring the presentation and representation of the trauma of war in fiction. The study of change, which Hemingway engages in the narrative structure of calculus in ARIT and Mailer appropriates in the structuring of NAD, is illustrated through the memory of war and trauma in the narratives. Samuel Hynes observes in Soldier’s Tale of the effect of war trauma on the construction and structuring of narratives involving the experience of war trauma. Hynes observes that


there are the inflicted sufferings of war—the wounds, the fears, the hardships . . . there is something else that is done to men by wars: no man goes through a war without being changed by it . . . and though that process will not be explicit in every narrative—not all men are self-conscious or reflective enough for that—it will be there. (3)



ARIT utilizes a narrative calculus as Hemingway shows how the experience of war and trauma affect the structure of the narrative as war similarly affects the participant. NAD engages a narrative calculus as Mailer, though the experience of war and trauma, engages and manipulates time, space, and place. These evolved structural adaptations can be seen through the specific experiences and re-experiences of soldiers. Exploring Hemingway’s widely-panned novel and Mailer’s widely-lauded work focusing on the effects of trauma on the structure of the narrative represents an opportunity to examine how the narrative calculus contributes to understanding the evolution of the narrative structure.

The illustration of Hemingway’s calculus in ARIT encourages an understanding of his earlier narrative structures—arithmetic, geometry, and algebra. The experience of trauma in the culture-at-large also privileges a sense of awareness of the past mythic narrative structures of war. Hemingway’s narrative structure of calculus that captures the experience of war trauma in ARIT embodies yet transcends previous narrative structures. Hemingway13 offers in the narrative calculus of ARIT a study of change in relation to the experience of trauma as the focus of his fiction, instead of the exploration of the effects of trauma or the spatial experience of trauma. Hemingway writes that Richard Cantwell observes that “[h]e [Gran Maestro] and the Colonel both remembered the men who decided that they did not wish to die; not thinking that he who dies on Thursday does not have to die on Friday” (61). In this passage, the external observations of the men are characterized as coalescing with the internal impressions of the narrator. The narrative calculus unfolds as Hemingway appears to examine the alterations of the narrative presence via the figure of Cantwell and his experiences of trauma. The presentation and representation of trauma, as an abject awareness and state, represents a variable that enables a narrative evolution in the structure of ARIT. The narrative’s treatment of trauma, which gives voice to an experience that is abject, alters the presentation of person, space, and time in the narrative structure of the novel.

Mailer’s novel adopts narrative strata that also illustrate a questioning of the previous representation of objectivity and subjectivity in war narratives. John Limon observes that NAD displays four levels of narrative influence in the work’s content and structure. For Limon, Mailer’s work reflects the influence of World War I—in its modernist meanderings, World War II—in its witnessing, interrogation, and visioning of totalitarianism, Cold War—in the book’s ideology, and World War III—in its prediction and inchoate eschatology (134). These four elements of influence on Mailer’s text contribute to an understanding of how the “Time Machine” sections operate in the structuring of the narrative.14 Similar to Hemingway’s treatment involving narrative calculus in his ARIT Mailer, too, plays with a variety of narrative positions in his novel in relation to trauma in war. The shifts in person, place, and even in thought contribute to providing a narrative voice to a previously silenced voicing of the experience of trauma during war. Mailer’s novel opens with, “Nobody could sleep” and continues in the second paragraph with “[a] solider lies flat on his bunk, closes his eyes, and remains wide awake” (Naked 3). In this passage, the narrative voice assumes a point-of-view situation that operates without a traditional deployment of narrative subjectivity or objectivity. This altered point of view is illustrated in the focus presented through the experience of “nobody,” and then it is further engaged by the assumption of a narrative position relegated to war trauma—“a soldier” (3). The opening passages of the novel illustrate a shifting point of view in the structure of the novel that moves beyond traditional subjective and objective narrative presentations of war trauma.



Traumatic Points of View: Narrative Structures and War in Hemingway and Mailer

Hemingway’s and Mailer’s focus on capturing the traumas of modern war and experience engages and deploys a testimony of questioning and confusion related to the trauma of war. The experience of trauma, in war, often is illustrated in the fictional narratives of war as not simply the threatening of one’s life but the recognition of the threat by the mind as occurring “one moment too late” (Caruth 62). The necessity and impossibility of truly grasping the threat to one’s life is repeatedly confronted by both the act of survival and the traumatic experience itself. Thus in the fictional retellings of traumas in narratives, the attempt is made to capture both the timeliness and timelessness of the experience of trauma. However, conventional narrative structures often do not allow the space or place for the representation of these abject understandings or experiences. The inability of traditional narrative structures to embody and reflect the experience of trauma in a narrative relates to the structuring of these conventional narratives which follow the lines of narrative arithmetic, geometry, and algebra.

Hemingway and Mailer adopt a different structuring of their narratives involving the trauma of war. Instead of trying to use the traditional elements of narrative to engage the experience in a narrative, these authors use trauma to engage the structuring of the narrative. James Dawes asserts in The Language of War that “war thus initiates a semantic crisis, a crisis of meaning premised upon disbelief in language’s ability effectively to refer to and intervene in the material world” (131). Dawes’ assertion opens the exploratory vista regarding the relationship between trauma and narrative, for the experience of war not only illustrates a disbelief in language—as unit—in capturing the experience of trauma, but it also engages a disenchantment with the ability of narrative or story to refer to or intervene. Hemingway and Mailer adapt narrative and elements of the experience of trauma in a narrative calculus that both reflects and creates from trauma and the experience of trauma in order to address the effect of trauma on narrative presentations of the war.

The notion underlying a narrative evolution to a more calculean movement occurring as a result of war trauma focuses on the effects of war trauma on narrative point of view—specifically on the objectivity and subjectivity—operating in their World War II narratives. Lyndsey Stonebridge suggests that the trauma of war affects the understanding of narrative point of view profoundly in the structuring of war fiction. Stonebridge asserts that


the only thing accidental about the experience of fighting in the trenches in the first war was that one managed to survive at all; nonetheless it was shell-shock that confirmed that the trauma of war, similarly, could obliterate the time of the mind . . . What could be described as a traumatic temporality set the terms for much literary and cultural modernism for the first part of the 20th century—as well as what was to follow. Freud’s originality was to insist that trauma not only had an effect on the mind, but that it constituted what we think of as human subjectivity itself. (196)



In this movement, the traumas of war do not simply ravage the participants physically, but the individuals who experience war trauma are traumatized more deeply by the idea, echoing Stonebridge that “the trauma of the war” undoes their “deepest fantasies of themselves as peacetime masculine subjects” (197). Stonebridge’s argument focuses on the notion—introduced and engaged in the burgeoning psychoanalytic community surrounding the world wars— that the traumas of war do not only affect the bodies of the soldiers and individuals who experience the trauma of war, but that the traumas of war profoundly alter the epistemology and ontology of individuals.

The undoing of the fantasy of subjectivity in relation to the experience of war trauma also relates to the evolution of (prior) narrative structures. The awareness that the trauma of war alters the understanding of subjectivity and objectivity, and thus engages the necessary shifts that appear in the construction of narratives following the experience of trauma and war. Mailer’s narrative structure intimates this narrative shifting in both content and in construction in NAD. In one of the many “Time Machine” sections focusing on General Cummings, the narrative content and structure of the chapter reflects and creates from a narrative space of the undoing of subjectivity and objectivity as a result of the traumas of war. Mailer notes of Cummings that


He is always learning things, understanding already that his mind must work on many levels. There is the thing he thinks of as the truth, the objective situation which his mind must unravel; there is the “deep layer,” as he calls it, the mattress resting on the cloud, and he does not care to plumb for the legs; there is, and it is very important, the level where he must do and say things for their effect upon the men with whom he lives and works. (Naked 411)



In this passage, the content of the narrative reflects the experience of the trauma of war—following traditional narrative paradigms of arithmetic and geometry. However, the structure of the narrative creates from the experience of trauma—engaging the narrative exploration illustrated by the changed understanding of space, time, and place occurring in reaction to trauma experienced. In this calculean movement in the novel, Mailer’s narrative focuses on representing the many aspects of the experience of trauma—not only the limited subjective or objective presentations but also the abjective experience of trauma.

In ARIT, the narrative perspective illustrated focuses on Richard Cantwell expressing his displeasure at the attempt to re-make the traumatic abject actions of war trauma emblematic of subjective patriotic glory and objective nationalistic sacredness. Cantwell remembers his experience of war and battle stating that, “that was the first time I ever saw a German dog eating a roasted German Kraut . . . how many could you tell like that? Plenty, and what good would they do? You could tell a thousand and they would not prevent war“ (255). In this passage, Cantwell’s recollection centers on engaging the abject inconceivability of war and trauma represented by the animals eating the soldier’s corpse. Further, the passage also reveals a tension with subsequent attempt to normalize the unbearable condition of witnessing this atrocious act of war. The passage from ARIT illustrates the narrative shifts constructed in relation to tension appearing when attempting to engage the abject experience of the traumatic events of modernity in the structure of a narrative. In this passage, as in the passage from NAD, Hemingway represents the experience of trauma in war in the content of the narrative and, also, attempts to embody the abject experience of war trauma in the structuring of the narrative—a structure that gives voice to the abjective more than the subjective or the objective.

Mailer’s focus on the traumas of war and experience reflects and creates in the narrative the testimony of questioning and confusion of the trauma of war. For Mailer, the narrative presentation of the traumas of war embodies knowledge of the incomprehensibility of the traumatic experience. Thus, as he constructs his structures of fiction, Mailer oscillates between reflecting a testimony based on experience of trauma and creating a fiction drawn from the impossibility of understanding the experience of trauma.

At the end of NAD, General Cummings is presented as reflecting and creating his views on the ending of the offensive. Cummings is observed in the structure of the narrative as feeling that


[f]or a moment he almost admitted that he had had very little or perhaps nothing at all to do with this victory, or indeed any victory—it had been accomplished by a random play of vulgar good luck larded into a causal net of factors too large, too vague, for him to comprehend. He allowed himself this thought, brought it almost to the point of words and then forced it back. But it caused him a deep depression. (716)



Mailer’s focus on the observations illuminate a parallel between Hemingway’s Cantwell and Mailer’s General Cummings, two military men whose war service is not punctuated with the glory of victories but defined more by the experience of defeat. The narrative parallel illustrates the connection between fiction and tragedy. The fictive tragedies written following the World Wars seek to address a cultural amnesia concerning the trauma of the war. The structuring of these tragic narratives seeks not to operate as tragedies of the subjective flawed hero or objective doomed polis. Instead, the structure of these modern tragedies operates in narratives that speak from and to the abject nature of tragedy: the suffering, the destruction, and the distress experienced in the darkness of war—the dark knowledge too heavy too bear yet too important to silence.





Notes


1. See Cathy Caruth’s exploration of Freud’s treatment of trauma appearing in Unclaimed Experience (4–5). ↩



2. Ernest Hemingway, like many of his fellow young men, seeks to become involved in the war; however, due to his myopic vision, he is deemed unsuitable for military service. ↩



3. The rapid and decisive destruction of villages, homes, peoples, and ways of life in the modern warfare of World War I, according to Meredith, illustrates a rapid acceleration of time. This acceleration operates as the spiritual enemy of mankind, and accordingly, for Meredith, places time as a major preoccupation of the modern literary and artistic sensibility. See James H. Meredith’s “Fitzgerald and War” in Kirk Curnett’s A Historical Guide to F. Scott Fitzgerald. ↩



4. This question differs from Fredric Jameson’s view of narratives as socially symbolic acts in his The Political Unconscious: Narrative as Socially Symbolic Act in that the question of narrative subjectivity is focused on the manner in which trauma impinges on the narrative of the text. However, the question still reflects Jameson’s desire to link narrative evolution with social change in the culture. ↩



5. The placement occurs in American war fiction beginning with Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage and Private Fleming. ↩



6. Notions of traumatic war remembrance in Ernest Hemingway’s Across the River and into the Trees and Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead offer a component and link to the influence of the trauma of war on modern fiction. Elaine Scarry notes that “without memory, our awareness would be confined to an eternal present and our lives would be virtually devoid of meaning” (1). In this context, Mailer’s early characters appearing in his first novel and Hemingway’s later characters like Cantwell experience remembrance in a different fashion than the earlier characters in American fiction. The act of remembrance operates as a method for attempting to understand the interior self in reference to the exterior world. The memory of World War I operates similarly as it lies like a palimpsest beneath the surface of modern American fiction. The desire to locate meaning through an attempted recollection of past traumas echoes from the first international trauma, World War I. The post-World War I literature seeks to explore understanding through the remembrance of an exterior world fraught with trauma. ↩



7. Hemingway’s title selection for the work references his desire to explore the effects of war and trauma. The title of the work is a paraphrase of the last words of Civil War Leader Stonewall Jackson, “Let us cross over the river, and rest under the shade of the trees” (Cooke 485). Hemingway’s paraphrase removes the communal “us” and the restorative “rest.” As such, the title highlights a different subjectivity from Jackson: a subjectivity that in Hemingway does not involve a “you” or an “I.” Instead, this narrative speaks not from the objective you or the subjective I but instead from the space of the abjective. ↩



8. Hemingway, in “Battle for Paris,” observes, “during this epoch I was addressed as ‘Captain.’ This is a very low rank to have at the age of forty-five years, and so, in the presence of strangers, they would address me, usually, as ‘Colonel.’ But they were a little upset and worried by my low rank . . . The main highlights of this period that I remember, outside of being scared a number of times, are not publishable at this time. Sometime I would like to be able to write an account of the actions of the colonel both by day and by night. But you cannot write it yet” (By-line 370–371). ↩



9. In ARIT, Hemingway opens the novel by presenting Colonel Richard Cantwell’s memories that occur in the past. These moments appear early in the narrative as an interior representation of an objective self. Cantwell remembers, “That was the day before yesterday. Yesterday, he had driven down from Trieste to Venice along the old road . . . he relaxed [and] looked out all this country he had known when he was a boy” (21). Hemingway’s use of a frame device in the novel, according to John Paul Russo, is one that provokes an unsettling, uncanny response (155). The placement of the majority of the novel as focused on Cantwell’s memories give subjective voice to his interior landscape. Thus, Hemingway’s representations of memory and remembering in ARIT imbricate creating a protagonist who differs from Hemingway’s prior heroes. In the novel, Cantwell does not operate objectively nor does he operate subjectively; instead, he encompasses another space that seeks to find understanding through his memories of a lifetime of war trauma. ↩



10. Cantwell is not simply concerned with the experience (i.e. being in it) nor is he merely concerned with thinking about the experience. This protagonist oscillates between the two representations creating the idea, as E.M. Halliday expresses, that external action is inadequate to internal meaning. In the narrative, Cantwell’s memories and understanding of the effects of war are more privileged then his actual experiences. A Cantwell figure relies on the importance of memory to make sense of his world. This character type is a post-war protagonist who has no choice but to assume a different level of narrative subjectivity when constructing meaning. ↩



11. On Saturday, May 2nd, 1863 Jackson was wounded at the battle of Chancellorsville. He was shot through the left upper arm just beneath the shoulder. The humerus was fractured—the rachial artery was injured. He bled profusely. A second bullet entered the lateral left upper forearm and exited diagonally from the medial lower third of the forearm. A third bullet struck his right hand fracturing the second and third metacarpal bones and lodged beneath the skin on the back of his hand. These wounds would lead to his left arm being amputated, and his living for eight days. On the following Sunday, at 1:30 PM, Dr. McGuire noted momentary consciousness and told him he had but two hours to live. Jackson whispered, “Very good. It’s all right.” He declined brandy and water and said, “It will only delay my departure and do no good. I want to preserve my mind to the last.” Dr. McGuire states his mind began to fail and wander. He talked as if giving commands on the battlefield—then he was at the mess table talking to his staff—now with his wife and child—now at prayers with his military family. A few moments before he died he ordered A.P. Hill to prepare for action. “Pass the infantry to the front rapidly. Tell Major Hawks”—then stopped. Presently he smiled and said with apparent relief, “Let us cross over the river and rest under the shade of the trees” and then seemingly in peace he died (“Ernest”). ↩



12. Cathy Caruth asserts that “[l]iterature, like psychoanalysis, is interested in the complex relation between knowing and not knowing. And it is at the specific point at which knowing and not knowing intersect that the language of literature and the psychoanalytic theory of traumatic experience meet” (3). In Across the River, Hemingway echoes Caruth’s point as Cantwell asks himself, “How can I remember if I am not bitter?” (230). Cantwell’s question illustrates the complex relation between the knowing and not knowing which arises in trauma. More importantly, his question focuses on the very nature of attempting to remember from the abject position of trauma. ↩



13. Hemingway, in a (1959) introduction unpublished until 1981, examines the progression of his writing career. In this essay written two years before his suicide, he hits on the importance of trauma in relation to his evolution as a writer. Towards the end of the passage meant for a collection of Hemingway’s short fiction, Hemingway writes, It is very bad for writers to be hit on the head too much. Sometimes you lose months when you should have and perhaps would have worked well but sometimes a long time after the memory of the sensory distortions of these woundings will produce a story which, while not justifying the temporary cerebral damage, will palliate it. “A Way You’ll Never Be” was written at Key West, Florida, some fifteen years after the damage it depicts, both to a man, a village, and a countryside, had occurred. No questions? I understand. I understand completely. However, do not be alarmed. We are not going to call for a moment of silence. Nor for the man in the white suit. Nor for the net. Now gentlemen, and I notice a sprinkling of ladies who have drifted in attracted I hope by the sprinkling of applause. Thank you. Just what stories do you yourselves care for? I must not impose on you exclusively those that find favor with their author. Do you too care for any of them? (“Art” 10–1) Hemingway captures in this section the progression of his work in relation to the trauma he experienced. The various “woundings” Hemingway experiences contribute “after the damage” depicted is long gone to the creation of narratives, including the oft-dismissed ARIT. These narratives capture a sense of the trauma experienced and remembered by Hemingway. Ernest Hemingway in Across the River and into the Trees reflects the unhinging and play of certain thought-to-be-stable notions of subjectivity and objectivity in his fiction. The evolution of Hemingway as a writer is a result of the trauma experienced and remembered. He observes, “but sometimes a long time after the memory of the sensory distortions of these woundings will produce a story which, while not justifying the temporary cerebral damage, will palliate it” (10). Hemingway’s Across the River and Into the Trees correlates his experiences and memories of trauma to his fiction. ↩



14. The time machine sections notably display the influence of John Dos Passos on Mailer’s writing and textual construction. ↩
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Rumors of Grace: God-Language in Hemingway and Mailer


Raymond M. Vince




This book is fiction. But there is always a chance that such a work of fiction may throw some light on what has been written as fact.


—Ernest Hemingway (A Moveable Feast 230)






It is the author’s contention that good fiction—if the writer can achieve it—is more real, that is, more nourishing to our sense of reality, than non-fiction. . . . novelists have a unique opportunity—they can create superior histories out of an enhancement of the real, the unverified, and the wholly fictional.


—Norman Mailer (Harlot’s Ghost 1287–8)





What is the rhetoric of Modernism? Is the Modern novel “the epic of a world that has been abandoned by God” (Lukács 88)? If so, why do religious themes still appear? Are they the Cheshire Cat’s grin, nostalgic echoes of a vanished age, cosmic footprints left in the wasteland of Modernity? Or are they rumors of grace? How does God-language function in the work of Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961) and Norman Mailer (1923–2007)?

This issue could be a problem in narrative theory, constructing modernity, contemporary religion, or all three. In any case, why does religion persist? Why is some God-language compatible with Modernity—and some not? I shall first discuss the rhetoric of Modernism, then Modernity and disenchantment, before moving on to my selection of God-language of Hemingway and Mailer. I briefly emphasize the sacred, indeterminacy, and grace.


The Rhetoric of Modernism

The epigraphs speak of the role of fiction in our lives. For Mailer, paradoxically, good fiction nourishes “our sense of reality.” For Hemingway, fiction “may throw some light” on the facts. The strange relationship between fiction and fact seems linked with Modernism—and the problematic nature of “reality.” I call this the rhetoric of Modernism. But is that rhetoric—seen in the Modern novel—necessarily linked with secularization? Pericles Lewis suggests that it may be the following:


If the novel is indeed the art form of secularization, “the representative art-form of our age” in Lukács’s words, and if modernity is indeed a secular age, then we could expect the modern novel to be doubly secular [Lukács 93]. Many major novels of the early twentieth century do in fact seem to represent a “world that has been abandoned by God,” inasmuch as virtually none of their characters expresses any concrete religious faith and no gods intervene in the course of the action. (673)1



But does the novel represents a world “abandoned by God”—or is this statement more hyperbole than argument? Either way, how do we explain these vestiges of God-language? Is this merely etymology—like using Wednesday without necessarily invoking the god Woden? I suggest that God-language has more significance than that. But what is the rhetoric of Modernism? Here are two samples.

We start with Hemingway and In Our Time (1925). At the end of chapter two’s vignette, we read three sentences: “There was a woman having a kid with a young girl holding a blanket over her and crying. Scared sick looking at it. It rained all through the evacuation” (21). The impact of war, fragmenting of form, juxtaposing of birth and death, distancing of trauma, the phrase scared sick looking stripped of its subject, the absence of any clear antecedent to the pronoun it, the naturalistic symbol of rain—combine in Hemingway’s language. Shaped by modern warfare, in a collage of disturbing images, here is Hemingway’s innovative rhetoric. In its way, In Our Time is as significant culturally as T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), published three years earlier. Matthew Stewart suggests that this “remains the most insistently experimental of all his books because it is the product of the one period of his life when he participated intently in a literary scene, and the temper of that milieu was distinctly modernist” (12).

Two decades later, a parallel to Hemingway’s rhetoric is Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead (1948). Toward the end of the novel, we find two sentences: “Quite naturally he assumed the point and led the platoon toward the pass. A half hour later, Lieutenant Hearn was killed by a machine-gun bullet which passed through his chest” (602). Like Hemingway, the language is sparse and fragmented, the tone objective. There is human rationality in one sentence and violent, irrational death in the next. Yet, the irrationality of Lt. Hearn’s death comes through the exercise of all too rational choices by others—those who designed and manufactured the machine-gun and bullet, the Japanese soldier who fired the fatal shot, and the murderous machinations of Staff Sergeant Croft that led Hearn to that particular point.

The Great War was to be “the war to end all wars.” History demonstrated that proposition to be false. World War Two extrapolated dramatically the horrors of 1914–1918, particularly in the Holocaust and Hiroshima. Here is revealed a demonic rationality, applied with supreme efficiency to the killing of human beings—on a scale not before seen. Label it postmodern, post-Christian, or post-human, there is no doubt that the world described by Hemingway had—by the time of Mailer—become more irrational, sinister, and far darker. As goes the world, so goes literary form.

These vignettes, a quarter century apart, illustrate the Modernist rhetoric of Hemingway and Mailer. For both authors, they mark a beginning, a revelation, a new Genesis. One thing is clear: unlike the biblical Genesis, there is an absence of traditional concepts of God, a sense of Providence, a rational universe. We have left the Garden. Many have written on religious themes in Hemingway and in Mailer: certainly, the themes exist and can be discussed.2 But I would like to examine the overall matrix of Modernity in which those themes are embedded, focusing on the disenchantment of the world.



Modernity and Disenchantment

Lewis says the modern novel is “doubly secular,” representing a world vacated by God (673). The representation is both thematic and formal. Much has been written about the changing status of religion in the era of Modernity—a period, shall we say, from roughly 1900 to the present day—and many concepts have been used, such as secularization, loss of faith, ironic cultures, cognitive minorities, the disenchantment of the world, the sacred and the profane, and modernist literature as religion substitute. As one might expect, the literature is considerable.3 After all, Modernity and the disenchantment of the world is a thing of complexity.4 But it cannot be undone.

For Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud onwards, “disenchanting” the world spelt the end of religion —the “death” of God—a process thought to be inevitable. The journey begins with Martin Luther in 1517, or earlier in Renaissance humanism. The rise of modern science, symbolized by On the Revolution of the Celestial Spheres by Copernicus in 1543, is crucial: science advanced as it was able to provide mathematical explanations for phenomena attributed to God or magic. That reality is the heart of disenchantment. Skepticism, a rationalistic response to the Wars of Religion, was also significant. No wonder Popkin says, “Luther had indeed opened a Pandora’s box” (15).

During the Enlightenment, the American and French revolutions attacked the Divine Right of Kings. While their respective revolutionary documents retain a “veneer of religion” (Brown 39), this effectively begins the modern secular state. In 1843, Karl Marx, following Feuerbach in arguing that “Man makes religion” (243), in memorable phrases described religion as “the heart of a heartless world” and “the opium of the people” (244).5 After 1917, the Soviet Union mandated the “death” of God. A host of epistemological challenges—Descartes, Hume, Kant, Darwin, Einstein, Heisenberg—obviously contributed to this process we call modernity.

But religion persisted. Partly, this was an aggressive counter-revolution, including Pope Pius IX (1792–1878), with his Syllabus of Errors (1864) and Definition of Papal Infallibility (1871), and Protestant fundamentalism, seen in The Fundamentals (1910–1915) and proclaiming another form of infallibility—an inerrant text. Within the infallible world of Marxist-Leninism, religion grew, maybe because it was attacked. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, Marx’s critique of religion has lost much, but not all, of its potency. The secularization thesis requires modification.

An example of such modification is Peter Berger’s book, A Rumor of Angels (1969). My title alludes to his book, and to a recent usage by Philip Yancey (1997). Berger suggests that there exist certain “signals of transcendence”—such as the human desire for order—that point beyond a purely naturalistic reality (53).6 However, as Berger recognizes, for most people the predominant reality is still that secular mind-set. Thus, religious language is used by a “cognitive minority” (6).7 This position is uncomfortable, needing to be buttressed socially and epistemologically. But the position exists.

Today, the relationship between religion and modernity is more nuanced than in the naturalistic Nineteenth Century. We recognize a wide spectrum from faith through doubt to atheism. But at the risk of simplification, there seem to be two main approaches. For conservative Christianity and Judaism, religious commitment may be expressed as a rejection of modernity, using an either/or approach to truth. For those with liberal perspectives on Christianity and Judaism, religious commitment may be regarded as complementary to modernity, utilizing a both/and approach to truth. That complementary perspective may remind us of wave-particle duality in quantum mechanics. This is not simply a literary trope.8 In both humanities and physical sciences, there will be no return to rigid determinism.



God-Language in Hemingway: “Scared Stiff Looking at It.”

It is easy to list God-language in Hemingway: deciding significance is harder. The title of In Our Time (1925) came perhaps unconsciously from an English Prayer: “Give us peace in our time, O Lord” (1928 31).9 In this work, however, there is little overt God-language, maybe the awkwardness of Krebs with his mother’s sentimentalism in a “A Soldier’s Home” (Hemingway, In Our Time 76) or the unnamed soldier’s fearful bargaining with God in the accompanying vignette (67). Perhaps the final story, “Big Two-Hearted River,” with Nick Adams dealing with an indeterminate trauma by returning to Nature, has echoes of Genesis in its simple declarative sentences, “It was a good camp” and “It was a good feeling” (147). The fragment, “Scared stiff looking at it” (21), could be seen as a signifier of modernism, much as the final words of Kurtz, “The horror, the horror” (Conrad 178) from Heart of Darkness. Conrad’s words, Cedric Watts suggests, “serve as a thematic nexus, a climatic but highly ambiguous utterance which sums up, without resolving, several of the paradoxical themes of the tale” (215). A quarter century later, Hemingway’s In Our Time offers yet another such thematic nexus.

In The Sun Also Rises (1926), two themes are balanced. One epigraph, “You are all a lost generation,” from Gertrude Stein, suggests that the narrative is a war novel, although the war seems absent. The other epigraph from Ecclesiastes, perhaps the most secular passage in the bible, includes the words, “One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh; but the earth abideth for ever” (King James Bible, Ecc. 1.4–7). This theme, the continuation of the earth, is a metonymy for the continuation of humanity. Linda Wagner-Martin suggests this theme “maintains its dominance” (6).10 Maybe this motif is an attenuated form of providence.

There is a kind of balance in Jake and Brett’s conversation following the Romero debacle. Brett’s decision “not to be a bitch” represents she claims, “sort of what we have instead of God” (Hemingway, Sun 249). Jake counters, “Some people have God, quite a lot,” but Brett replies, “He never worked very well with me” (249). The famous ending is poised among irony, ambiguity, and pessimism. Partly a verdict on Jake and Brett’s tragic relationship, it becomes a larger evaluation of life. With Brett, we like to believe we can have “a damned good time” (251); we hope the world is a place of order. But in answer, the novel offers only indeterminacy: a delicate balance between covert God-language and hard-boiled modernism. We are left with Jake’s summary: “Isn’t it pretty to think so?” (251).

A Farewell to Arms (1929) marks a new skepticism, with Hemingway’s famous dismissal of war’s high diction as “obscene” (185). It was also a low point for Hemingway, considering his divorce from Hadley in 1927 and his father’s suicide in 1928. As Reynolds argues, Hemingway frames the Italian retreat from Caporetto as a synecdoche of a larger human defeat (274). This, says Reynolds, was the “final conclusion” of the war generation (282).11 But what of the priest in A Farewell to Arms: is the Abruzzi a kind of sacred space? It might be, but Henry cannot seem to get there. As a modern man, he seems to be “banished” (Civello 78).12 Heroism still exists, but the irrationality of modern warfare—or the cruelty of Fate—renders it tragically absurd. Toward the end, we read


If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them to break them, so of course it kills them. The world breaks every one and afterwards many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills (Hemingway, Farewell 249).



There is a foreshadowing of Catherine’s death, but the words have more resonance as a statement on human destiny. Yes, there may be a rumor of grace in the phrase, “many are strong at the broken places,” but the pervasive tone is bleak. There seems an absence of God-language, providence, any orderly universe. So, have we not left the Garden for the wasteland?

Indeed we have. But this diction is still theological language. Mankind’s estrangement from the Garden may be part of Modernism, but it is at the heart of the biblical story—and another element in disenchantment. In Genesis, we read that “the LORD God drove [Adam] out of the garden of Eden” (NEB, Gen. 3.23), that “Cain went out from the LORD’s presence” (NEB, Gen. 4.16), becoming a “vagrant and a wanderer on earth” (NEB, Gen. 4.12). Here is alienation—being a stranger, a fugitive. Linked with Hegel and early Marx, alienation has deep biblical roots. In God-language, all are sons of Adam and brothers to Cain.13 Here, the rhetoric of modernism and Genesis intersect: Garden and wasteland belong both to a biblical vocabulary and also to the vocabulary of modernity.

Among Hemingway’s short stories from the 1930s, we have a profound existential parable, “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place.” In the café, old man and waiters stave off life’s nada experience. In his own, each character faces his nada or emptiness, seen in other Hemingway stories from the period.14 The story echoes Jesus’ Parable of the Prodigal Son—and Cain’s angry question to God.15 The “clean, well-lighted place” seems a poignant synecdoche for the Garden, representing the search for a lost home, the quest for order. By story’s end, the older waiter better understands the old man’s despair, answering positively Cain’s ancient question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (NEB, Gen. 4.9). Yet, the waiter demythologizes the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary, central to the God-language of Catholicism.16 Surely, this representation is the absence of God-language? After all, absence is said to be characteristic of modernism—we think of Hemingway’s iceberg motif. The waiter has replaced grace—and every other theologically significant word—with nada, nothingness, emptiness. God is dead. Grace has left the building. Nihilism rules.

Yet, two points may be made. First, the Judeo-Christian tradition yields many parallels to the nada experience: the reflections of Job; the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53; the ocean as symbol of chaos, “the dark night of the soul” from the Spanish mystic, St. John of the Cross; the via negativa of medieval theology; the abandonment of Christ on the Cross; creation as the transforming of an earth “without form and void” (NEB, Gen. 1.1–2). Before Hemingway’s epigraph from Ecclesiastes, we read, “Emptiness, emptiness, says the Speaker, emptiness, all is empty” (NEB, Ecc. 1.2). Much of modern theology has a strong existentialist flavor.17 Yes, two different “language games” are being played here, but they are not necessarily incompatible with one another.

The second point on the nada experience concerns the structure of the story. Several times the bleakness of nada seems mitigated. Immediately following the stark words, “Hail nothing full of nothing, nothing is with thee,” we read this: “He smiled and stood before a bar with a shining steam pressure coffee machine” (Hemingway, “Clean” 33). A smile and steaming coffee chase away the nada experience—for a moment. Then the waiter reaches home, nada reappears and kills his sleep until daylight. But again, a form of rhetorical balance, for the older waiter dismisses the severity of nada. “After all, he said to himself, it is probably only insomnia. Many must have it” (33). So, the presence of nada is not necessarily the negation of God-language.

In For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), title and epigraph are from poet priest, John Donne (1572–1631), but God-language again is infrequent. Written close to Neville Chamberlain’s “Peace in our Time” speech (September 1938), Hemingway rejects appeasement.18 Quoting Donne, “No man is an Iland, intire of it self . . . I am involved in Mankinde,” Hemingway commits to the struggle of the Spanish people (Donne 243). Baker describes the novel as “a study of the betrayal of the Spanish people—both by what lay within them and what had been thrust upon them” (241). By 1940, the battle against Fascism in Spain was lost: the greater war was just beginning. Hemingway’s narrative has relevance for both.

The religious context of the Spanish War was tragic: the Church was allied with the Fascists. Anselmo, the old man, hopes to be forgiven for the sin of killing. But forgiven by whom? “‘Who knows?’” he says, “‘Since we do not have God here any more, neither His Son nor the Holy Ghost, who forgives? I do not know’” (41). Jordan asks, “‘You have not God any more?’” Anselmo refers not to the Left’s “death” of God but to the ancient problem of theodicy, replying,


“No. Man. Certainly not. If there were God, never would He have permitted what I have seen with my eyes. Let them have God.” “They claim Him.” “Clearly I miss Him, having been brought up in religion. But now a man must be responsible to himself.” (41)



After making love with Maria, Jordan criticizes his political clichés.19 “He had gotten to be as bigoted and hide-bound about his politics as a hard-shelled Baptist. . . . Bigotry is an odd thing. To be bigoted you have to be absolutely sure that you are right and nothing makes that surety and righteousness like continence” (164). Finally, in the novel’s last few pages, Jordan reflects on facing death “with religion” and “taking it straight” (468). Here Jordan’s perspective, echoing Feuerbach and Freud, is typical of the rhetoric of modernism. “Who do you suppose has it easier? Ones with religion or just taking it straight? It comforts them very much but we know there is no thing to fear” (468).

There is more God-language that could be quoted. The child’s prayer in “Now I Lay Me” (Complete 276–282), the Crucifixion told by the Roman soldiers in “Today Is Friday” (271–273), the quest for an original paradise in The Garden of Eden (1986), but these examples may be sufficient. In summary, what can be said? The rhetoric of Modernism is integral to Hemingway’s writing: always and everywhere, his God-language is embedded in that cognitive framework. Inherently, modernism is interrogative and indeterminate—suspicious of dogma, skeptical of organized religion. The fragment, “Scared stiff looking at it” (In Our Time 21) may serve as a signifier of modernity, revealing Hemingway’s vision of a world “that was adrift” (Stewart 113). Modernism presents a hard-boiled picture of the world, stripped of traditional certainties, bereft of religion’s “opium.” This was the world of which, like the dying Harry in “Snows,” Hemingway must write.20 This is the world we have inherited.

But what is the cognitive status of Hemingway’s God-language? Is it merely an ironic use of ancient myths—seen in T. S. Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce and others—with no underlying substance? Hemingway had little sympathy with the moralistic faith of his parents, leaving their Congregationalism for Catholicism. Morris Buske suggests that his father’s “corporal punishment with a religious orientation” may have contributed to his “psychic difficulties” (86). Indeed. We might also envisage some religious impact. Perhaps there is a psychoanalytic link between the Liberal Protestant Fatherhood of God, Nietzsche’s “death of God,” and the suicide of Hemingway’s father.21 So, is Hemingway’s God-language ironic, emotional and bereft of cognitive reality?

Following Buske and Stoneback, I suggest not. Buske suggests that Hemingway’s early experiences “led him to embrace Catholicism” (85).22 H. R. Stoneback denies that Hemingway’s Catholicism was only nominal:


Hemingway’s personal religious pilgrimage takes him through a rejection of Puritanism, and far beyond the social-gospel brand of Protestantism, into an ever-deepening discovery of Catholicism. This personal faith-journey is manifest . . . with the aesthetic and historical and spiritual sensibility centered in ritual and ceremony (e.g., most obviously, as in the world of Toreo, or the bullfight; and, less obviously, in the vision of life-as-pilgrimage). Hemingway’s rootedness in the sacramental sense of experience, in the incarnational paradigms of Catholic Christianity, grows ever deeper. (50)



Stoneback’s argument is plausible. Yes, Hemingway’s rhetoric is always unsentimental, open-ended, embedded in modernity: that is hard to dispute. Cleanth Brooks said Hemingway confined himself to “his secular terms” (21). I think that he went further. Granted, in Hemingway there is no parallel to T. S. Eliot’s pilgrimage from the agnosticism of The Waste Land (1922) to the faith of Four Quartets (1943). But then most of the Modernists felt unable to follow Eliot in his particular journey. Nor is there any equivalent to Mailer’s final book, On God (2007), his “quest into the nature and context of ‘reality,’ particularly non-material entities”—in effect, “Mailer’s metaphysics” (Sipiora 503).

If Hemingway had not encountered physical and psychological problems, if his memory had not been gravely impaired, what at the end would he have written? We can never know what might have been. But Stoneback puts it well, “Pilgrimage, the notion and motion of spiritualized travel, is at the center of Hemingway’s religious vision and his work from his earliest stories to the final, unfinished and posthumously published novels and memoirs” (49). With great skill, and with a high degree of indeterminacy, Hemingway’s rhetoric appears poised between the language-game of God and that of modernism. Some claim the two games are inherently incompatible. I argue otherwise.

Hemingway did struggle against nihilism, at times teetering on the edge of chaos. Of his writing, Ihab Hassan says, “literary statement approaches the edge; language implies the abolition of statement” (299). Yet, Hemingway also redefines the sacred, reformulating grace beyond the borders of organized religion. Without ceasing to be a modernist, he is also deeply rooted, as Stoneback claims, “in the incarnational paradigms of Catholic Christianity” (50). Like Kierkegaard, his God-language is covert and subtle; but it does exist.23



God-Language in Mailer: Protagonist in the Cosmic Struggle

With Norman Mailer, we have a different rhetorical situation. Partly, this difference is a time shift: Hemingway was shaped by the Great War, Mailer by World War II, the generation haunted by the Holocaust and Hiroshima. Hence, there is a religious shift: Hemingway grew up in Oak Park Protestantism before moving to Catholicism, whereas Mailer’s roots were in the Judaism of Brooklyn. To characterize Mailer’s God-language, I use the phrase protagonist in the cosmic struggle. J. Michael Lennon says that Mailer’s writing is “shot through with his ideas on God and the Devil and the struggle in which they are locked” (On God ix).

Harlot’s Ghost (1991) has myriad themes: betrayals ideological and sexual, haunting of sons by fathers, the “compartmentalization of the heart” (Mailer, Harlot’s 13). Using the CIA as a synecdoche for a world of modernity, Mailer shows the boundary between fiction and non-fiction to be extraordinarily indeterminate. That indeterminacy applies to language but also to the realpolitic world of intelligence. But perhaps the most fascinating example of God-language appears in the last few pages of Harlot’s Ghost. It comes from Hugh Montague, codename “Harlot”—a mysterious protagonist loosely based on a real person, the enigmatic onetime poet and chief of CIA Counter-intelligence, James Jesus Angleton (1917–1987).24 Harlot speculates that the whole cosmos revealed in modernity—fossils, evolution, solar system—to be God’s “‘majestic cover story’” (1280), an exercise in disinformation and misdirection from the Lord of Spies, Jehovah.


“‘What would I do if I were Jehovah . . . . I have created him, after all, in My image, so he will wish to discover My nature in order to seize My throne. Would I ever have permitted such a contract in the first place, therefore, if I had not taken the wise precaution to fashion a cover story?’ . . . . “You can say the universe is a splendidly worked-up system of disinformation calculated to make us believe in evolution and so divert us away from God. Yes, that is exactly what I would do if I were the Lord and could not trust My own creation.” (1280–1)



Mailer presents an astonishing degree of humor, irony, and ambiguity, worthy of Nabokov. Can we take Harlot’s speculation seriously? Mailer provides a complex play of metaphor, metonymy, and metaphysics in three arenas—character and plot in the modern novel; theology and cosmology in the universe; and the quest for meaning among the contingencies of life.

Sixteen years later, Mailer returns to these themes in his final book, On God (2007). There, among other topics, he discusses modern science, fundamentalism, and intelligent design, bringing insight into the nature of plot in the novels of Henry James, Hemingway, James Joyce, and others (143–161). He suggests, for example, that James and Hemingway were “avatars of Intelligent Design” (150) whereas Joyce “plays at the very edge of chaos” (151). It is no coincidence that Mailer moves smoothly between God-language and an analysis of plot in the modern novel—for two reasons.

First, his central theological motif is that God is an artist—a limited Creator doing the best he can. At the start of On God, Mailer says, “I see God, rather, as a Creator, as the greatest artist. I see human beings as His most developed artworks” (5). He draws, therefore, an analogy between the Creator and the creative artist—like Hemingway, James, Joyce, or himself. Second, Mailer recognizes that literary plot is a synecdoche for the larger search for meaning, religion being only one manifestation of that search. Just as Mailer is suspicious of a plot that is too contrived in a novel, so he is also wary of a faith in God that is too dogmatic, not sufficiently aware of the indeterminacy and chaos of existence.25 Such fundamentalism misreads the nature of the world, keeping human beings infantile, even dog-like.26

Mailer’s The Gospel According to the Son (1997) is an intriguing work. Rewriting the gospel in first person, he retells the story of Jesus, focalizing the inner thoughts of the Son of God. To call this narrative bold is an understatement, but the book is more successful than many critics allow. Here, implicitly comparing gospel and story, Jesus compares his account with the canonical gospels:


While I would not say that Mark’s gospel is false, it has much exaggeration. And I would offer less for Matthew, and for Luke and John, who gave me words I never uttered and described me as gentle when I was pale with rage. Their words were written many years after I was gone and only repeat what old men told them. Very old men. Such tales are to be leaned upon no more than a bush that tears free from its roots and blows about in the wind. (3–4)



A kind of mirror image to Gospel is Mailer’s The Castle in the Forest (2007). In reconstructing the beginning of Hitler, Mailer explores two opposing entities—God and the Devil—and their cosmic struggle. Like Gospel, this work questions the boundaries of language, plumbing deep realms of cosmology. Mailer is writing literature, but he is also writing theology. Not all theology arises in seminary, church, or synagogue: God-language may emerge even in the world of modernity.

But here we may find a cognitive divide on the nature of language. Theological fundamentalists believe language to be essentially literal, determined for all time, even restricted to the letters of the King James Bible of 1611. Theological liberals, on the other hand, will see language as metaphorical, indeterminate, always in flux. As with Hemingway, Mailer’s God-language would seem incompatible with that fundamentalist perspective, but compatible with a more liberal viewpoint.

Mailer asks hard questions. In Gospel, he asks if there is a God who is more than nostalgia enshrined in ancient words. In Castle, he asks if we shall avoid the lure of Fascism and another Hitler. Is there a God who speaks to modernity and the evils of the Holocaust? With D.T. as narrator in Castle, we encounter a Nazi officer in the SS. Then we discover he is also “an officer of the Evil One” (Mailer, Castle 71). Mailer recognizes the risk that he runs, “Given the present authority of the scientific world, most well-educated people are ready to bridle at the notion of such an entity as the Devil” (71). Robert Begiebing comments, “The suspension of disbelief required is audacious” (216). But Mailer reminds us that our modern world has little understanding of Hitler, “the most mysterious human being of the century” (Mailer, Castle 72).

As in Gospel ten years earlier, The Castle in the Forest operates in two distinct realms, “the metaphysical and the mundane” (Begiebing 216). Metaphysical language is hard to decode. In fact, in the 1920s Logical Positivists denied any meaning to such metaphysical language, a view later modified by Karl Popper. God and Satan “appear” in a strange No Man’s Land, at the frontiers of human experience. But thinkers from Augustine to Einstein have recognized that strangeness, using tropes of analogy and metaphor.

However, boundaries are always problematic, be they political, racial, or metaphysical. God-language is found at the liminal places of life, border regions of indeterminacy and danger. Such language is disturbing, even dangerous. It disturbs our expectations, confusing our maps of modernity. Max Born the physicist said, “We have sought for firm ground and found none. The deeper we penetrate, the more restless becomes the universe, and the vaguer and cloudier” (277). If that be true of physics, other disciplines certainly share that mystery. If all human language exhibits indeterminacy, then religious language will have it in spades.

Since the days of the Puritans, the place of Satan in American culture has become drastically attenuated, the current strength of Fundamentalism notwithstanding. A survey of this trend in American Literature is Andrew Delbanco’s The Death of Satan: How Americans Have Lost their Sense of Evil (1995). He speaks of a dialectic in our culture “between the dispossession of Satan under the pressure of modernity and the hunger to get him back” (234). Whatever our beliefs on his being, Satan’s function in society is fairly easily charted, as America moved from belief to irony. Mailer is a protagonist in this cosmic struggle between God and the Devil, but using the metaphors of modernity.27 However, Mailer leaves us with indeterminacy. We learn that what “enables devils to survive is that we are wise enough to understand that there are no answers—there are only questions” (Mailer, Castle 467).



Conclusions: The Sacred, Indeterminacy, and Grace

There is still much left to explore. Both men redefine the realm of the sacred outside the boundaries of the Church. They also redefine the profane, in language and belief. There are theological precedents, but much of organized religion finds such redefinition problematic, particularly fundamentalists. For Hemingway, the sacred is found particularly in the natural world—rumors maybe of the original Garden? In Mailer, I am not sure: maybe the sacred is found in the moral struggle—the eternal battle between God and the Devil.

Indeterminacy and suspicion of rigid dogma are also at the heart of both men’s writing, as in Modernity itself. Grace, however, is a problem within modernity: “The world starves for grace,” says Yancey (40). But grace is a problem also for contemporary religion, as Bawer and Yancey demonstrate. Grace may have its antonym in Hemingway’s nada or Mailer’s “absurdity” of life. Grace may be implicit in Mailer’s belief that, “stories bring order to the absurdity” (Mailer, Spooky 156–57). Good fiction, says Mailer, is “nourishing to our sense of reality” (Harlot’s 1288). Stories, after all, have always been part of our lives. Novelist and theologian Fred Buechner has said, “Listen to your life . . . in the last analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace” (87). In this world of modernity, maybe it is through fiction and narrative that we still hear rumors of grace.





Notes


1. “Novels of the period that do address theological themes more directly seem to be excluded from the modernist canon precisely because of their express interest in religion . . .” (Lewis 690). ↩



2. Recent articles include Buske (2002), Stoneback (2003), Lewis (2004), Stolzfus (2005), Adamowski (2005), Kroupi (2008), Bernstein (2008), Cappell (2008), Sipiora (2008), and Whalen-Bridge and Oon (2009). ↩



3. Owen Chadwick (1975) is a useful introduction to secularization. Modernity and Christianity are discussed in Hans Küng (1980). Spirituality and modern man are the focus of Carl Jung (1933). Ironic cultures are dealt with by Ernest Gellner (1974), while irony as a product of the Great War is in Paul Fussell (1975). Cognitive minority is used by Peter Berger (1969), while Berger & Luckmann (1966) use terms such as deviance, heresy, and symbolic universe (98–100). Disenchantment of the world goes back to Max Weber in the 1940s. Weber, sacred and profane, and modernism as religion substitute are described in Lewis (2004). ↩



4. Secularization in England, for instance, involves Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859) and the literary responses: including Tennyson’s In Memoriam (1850), Arnold’s Dover Beach (1867), and the novels of George Eliot such Silas Marner (1861) and Middlemarch (1871–72). Eliot translated two works of German radical theology, D. F. Strauss’ Life of Jesus (1835, ET 1846) and Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (1841, ET 1854). Willey (1964), Brown (1969) and Chadwick (1975) are useful guides, as is Kucich (2001). ↩



5. “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people” (Marx 243–244, emphasis in original). ↩



6. “By signals of transcendence I mean phenomena that are to be found within the domain of our ‘natural’ reality but that appear to point beyond that reality” (Berger 53). ↩



7. “By a cognitive minority I mean a group of people whose view of the world differs significantly from the one generally taken for granted in their society. Put differently, a cognitive minority is a group formed around a body of deviant ‘knowledge’” (Berger 6). ↩



8. Planck, Einstein, and Heisenberg revealed the inescapable reality of indeterminacy in our world. ↩



9. “Give us peace in our time, O Lord” can be found in the 1928 Episcopal Book of Common Prayer (31), but presumably Hemingway knew it from the 1662 English BCP. Significantly, peace and Lord are not in Hemingway’s title: certainly, his parents saw little traditional faith in this work. In 1932, Hemingway admits “Ezra Pound discovered I lifted from the English Book of Common Prayer” (Hemingway, Ernest 90). ↩



10. “Considering the two epigraphs in tandem, no reader could stay focused for long on the ‘lost generation’ image. The tone of the second epigraph is clearly positive; it is much longer; it maintains its dominance” (Wagner-Martin 6). ↩



11. “Some discovered such a truth in the trenches during the war; others discovered it in war prisons or in front of firing squads. Hemingway did not finally understand it until ten years after the war” (Reynolds 282). ↩



12. “The Abruzzi, however, is an anomaly in the modern world, and the Christian order it represents no longer exists beyond its boundaries. Frederick Henry, the epitome of the modern displaced hero, yearns nostalgically for that ‘other country’ yet finds himself ‘banished’ from it by his own modern sensibilities” (Civello 77–78). ↩



13. “Alienation is the experience of being a stranger, ‘away from home,’ estranged from others and from oneself . . . Alienation is also a theme of the Scriptures as a whole. Adam’s eviction from Eden, Cain’s wandering as a fugitive, Israel’s servitude in Egypt and later exile in Babylon. All symbolize an alienation that is the lot of mankind. . . . from the 1940s, the word was used increasingly to describe social and cultural estrangement. Influences include the vast disorientation caused by World War II, and the writings of Weber, Kierkegaard, and Tillich. A major source was the newly discovered Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of Marx. . . . Alienation, an important concept in social psychology, has its roots in a basic theological reality: that mankind is alienated from God, his fellows, and himself ” (Vince 15). ↩



14. “Nowhere is this nada (the void, emptiness, meaninglessness) more insistent than in Hemingway’s two African stories, ‘The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber’ and ‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro’” (Stolzfus 206). ↩



15. The Parable begins, “There was once a man who had two sons . . .” (NEB, Luke 15.11). Both stories have simplicity and profundity. Both seem answers to Cain’s question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (NEB, Genesis 4.9). Both have strong Existentialist perspectives. “The parable, then, is a microcosm of the human situation . . . a picture of man’s alienation from his essential self, from the world, and from society, and is a crystallization of our human condition” (Vaughan Jones 184). ↩



16. In a 1941 essay, “New Testament and Mythology,” Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) introduced demythologizing, influential in the post-war theology (Brown 187). ↩



17. Shaped by Heidegger, Sartre and post-war anomie, Existentialism has earlier sources in the Christian philosophy of Søren Kierkegaard, and is seen in theologians Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, and Rudolf Bultmann. On American Existentialism, Adamowski (2005) is crucial. ↩



18. “As the clever hopes expire / Of a low dishonest decade” (Auden 95). ↩



19. “Hard-shell Baptist” was applied to the Primitive Baptists, a group dating from early nineteenth-century splits. ↩



20. Harry thinks, “There was so much to write. He had seen the world change; not just the events . . . He had been in it and he had watched it and it was his duty to write of it; but now he never would” (Hemingway, “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” 17). ↩



21. “The doctor’s suicide shook Hemingway: it added another painful memory to those from years of powerful mixed emotions. As in other times of need he turned to the faith he had embraced, rather than to that of his father, for support” (Buske 87–88). ↩



22. “It was long believed in many quarters that Hemingway’s early Protestantism made him a “nominal” Catholic, pressured by Pauline into joining the Church. The opposite may be true: his early experiences led him to embrace Catholicism. He had found his father’s faith cold and unsatisfying; he had known his grandfather’s belief in a God of warmth and trust and now sought it for himself ” (Buske 85). ↩



23. Kierkegaard, before his final faith-crisis, through pseudonyms and tropes of misdirection, practiced “indirect” communication of God-language. So, I believe, did Hemingway. ↩



24. There is no consensus on Angleton. Was he the greatest practitioner of counter-intelligence, or, like Kim Philby in British Intelligence, was he a Russian mole? Mailer describes him as “a most complex and convoluted gentleman” (Harlot’s 1132). ↩



25. “The reason I don’t like plots to prevail is that they don’t allow the figures in the book, the characters, to push their own limits to the point where they make the plot unacceptable and so throw the design into chaos” (Mailer, On God 151). ↩



26. “The worst to be said about Fundamentalism is that it reduces people to the reflexes of a good dog. . . . No great writer ever came out of Fundamentalism, nor any great scientist” (Mailer, On God 71–72). ↩



27. Delbanco suggests that modernity “has doomed us to see the world through metaphors that cannot be ratified by any appeal to transcendence” (224). ↩
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Death, Art, and the Disturbing: Hemingway and Mailer and the Art of Writing


J’aimé L. Sanders



In a 1964 interview published in The Paris Review, Norman Mailer cites the authors he has been influenced most by as James Farrell, F. Scott Fitzgerald, E.M. Forster, John Dos Passos, John Steinbeck, Thomas Wolfe, and, of course, Ernest Hemingway (43). Significantly, almost twenty years later, Mailer admits in a 1982 interview for The New York Times that his “ambition” as a writer is no longer to “try to reach Americans with a book the way Hemingway could reach them with a book, because I believe that’s beyond my powers”; “Hemingway’s style” he says, “affected whole generations of us. . . . I don’t have that kind of talent” (3). In these interviews Mailer does not elaborate on how Hemingway’s style and technique “affected whole generations” of writers or his own art, yet a closer look at Mailer’s philosophy of writing and his self-proclaimed American brand of existentialism reveals that Hemingway’s influence on Mailer’s art reaches far beyond the realm of style and technique. In fact, just as Hemingway’s philosophy of writing and art correlates to what has been labeled as Hemingway’s own, self-developed “characteristic philosophy” of life, Mailer’s philosophy of writing and his self-created brand of existentialism are also inevitably intertwined (de Madariaga 18). Yet in order to fully understand the depths and dimensions of Hemingway’s influence on Mailer’s art and thought, it is essential to first examine what founds each author’s philosophy of writing and artistic goals, then examine how they put their philosophy in motion in the form of literary art.


Honest, True and Pure: Hemingway and Mailer’s Art of Writing

At their core, the art of writing both Hemingway and Mailer espouse is founded in their aspirations to, as Hemingway puts it, “tell honestly the things I have found true” (Death 1). Echoing Hemingway’s standards, Mailer believes a writer must write “to the limit of one’s honesty” (“Hazards” 399). But what exactly does this mean? Consider Hemingway’s advice to friend and contemporary writer John Dos Passos in a March 1932 letter. Hemingway writes, “Keep them people, people, people, and don’t let them get to be symbols . . . Keep on showing it as it is. If you can show it as it really is you will do good” (354). According to Hemingway’s standards, good writing is achieved by writing honestly and thus capturing life “as it really is” (354). Mailer expresses a similar standard for good writing: “It proves amazing,” Mailer writes,


how many evil reviews one can digest if there is a confidence that one has done one’s best on a book, written to the limit of one’s honesty, even scraped off a little of one’s dishonesty. Get to that point of purity and your royalties may be injured by a small welcome, but not your working morale. (“Hazards” 399)



If one achieves this level of honesty Mailer refers to, this “point of purity,” the author succeeds in showing life “as it really is” (“Letter to John” 354). Significantly, Hemingway also addresses this idea of honest writing reaching a “point of purity” when he defines what he calls “the real thing” in the opening pages of Death in the Afternoon (2). Hemingway writes,


In writing for a newspaper you told what happened and, with one trick and another, you communicated the emotion aided by the element of timeliness which gives a certain emotion to any account of something that has happened on that day; but the real thing, the sequence of motion and fact which made the emotion and which would be as valid in a year or ten years or, with luck and if you stated it purely enough, always, was beyond me and I was working very hard to try to get it. (2)



Hemingway makes an important distinction between his journalism and his art and suggests that if a writer-artist depicts life honestly, states it “purely enough,” captures the “motion and fact” of life as it really happens, then honest, real, universal, and enduring emotions and experience will be conveyed to the reader (2). Yet, for both Mailer and Hemingway, honest writing not only provides the foundation for good writing, but founds the morality of their philosophy of art, a sentiment reflected in Mailer’s statement that “we might quit [this discussion on writing] with the agreeable moral instruction that one must do one’s best to be honest” (“Hazards” 399). Similarly, Hemingway tell readers in the opening pages of Death in the Afternoon that although they must create their own standards—ranging from moral to artistic—he strives in his writing “only to tell honestly those things I have found true about it”—it referring to the Spanish bullfight and, correlatively, art and writing, life and death, and the violence, brutality, and cruelty of the bullfight and life (2).

Honest writing is the foundation for good writing by Hemingway and Mailer standards, yet both authors have been accused by critics of being obsessed with death, violence, and the darker aspects of life. Hemingway answers: in order to write honestly and convey life “as it really is”


You can’t do this without putting in the bad and the ugly as well as what is beautiful. Because if it is all beautiful you can’t believe in it. Things aren’t that way. It is only by showing both sides—3 dimensions and if possible 4 that you can write the way I want to. (qtd. in Baker 153)



The way he wants to write? Hemingway explains this directly in the following description of his goals as a writer: “I’m trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actual life across—not to just depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive. So that when you have read something by me you actually experience the thing” (qtd. in Baker 153). Similarly, Mailer defends his focus on “the bad and the ugly” in his writing as bound to his purpose and goals as an artist. Mailer writes,


I suppose that the virtue I should like most to achieve as a writer is to be genuinely disturbing and by this I mean no easy reliance upon material which is shocking or brutal in itself, but rather effects which come from being truly radical, from going to the root of what is written about, so that life—which I believe is always disturbing if it is indeed seen—may serve as a gadfly to complacency, institution, and the dead weight of public taste. (qtd. in Foster 40)



Mailer’s admission that he tries to capture the “disturbing” by “going to the root of what is written about” and capturing life “as it really is” (Hemingway, “Letter to John” 354)—which “is always disturbing if it is indeed seen”—not only echoes Hemingway’s philosophy of portraying “the bad and the ugly as well as what is beautiful” (qtd. in Baker 153), but Mailer’s focus on broadening readers’ perceptions through art also recalls Hemingway’s focus on teaching his readers how to see the “danger,” “cruelty,” and the emotional experience of “life and death” in the bullfight as mere “parts” of the “whole” of the art of Spanish bullfighting (Hemingway, Death 2–9). For both Hemingway and Mailer, writing honestly not only assists in the creation of the emotional experience the writer hopes to capture or convey in his/her writing, honest writing can also alter readers’ perceptions, “serve as a gadfly to complacency, institution, and . . . public taste,” and thus bring readers to a heightened awareness of self and world (qtd. in Foster 40). Here we find what is at the core of Mailer and Hemingway’s artistic purposes: to shake us, wake us up, make us think, and make us change.

According to both Hemingway and Mailer, their focus on the disturbing aspects of life—including war, death, violence, murder, suicide, and animalistic brutality—stands at the core of both authors’ philosophies of writing and of their artistic goals as writers. They strive to shake readers out of their normal ways of seeing, feeling, thinking, and being. In fact, they strive to get to the core, “the root,” “the purity,” “the real thing,” and present the “disturbing” (qtd. in Foster) and real in order to capture the “motion and fact” (Hemingway, Death 2) that creates the emotion, bring readers to experience the thing for themselves, and thus bring readers to see life, themselves, and their worlds more “clearly” and as a “whole” (8–9).

Writers, as Hemingway and Mailer suggest, have a responsibility to their art, their “working morale,” and their readers to try to get to the core of experience and show readers how to see self, world, life, and even art more clearly, honestly, and truly—without illusions (Mailer, “Hazards” 399). In fact, in the opening pages of Death in the Afternoon, Hemingway urges readers to rely on their own “experience and observation,” to “only feel those things they actually feel and not the things they think they should feel” (5, 10), to feel “what you really felt, rather than what you were supposed to feel, and had been taught to feel” (2), to create their own standards—both moral and aesthetic—and come to see the bullfight (and correlatively life, death, and art) more “clearly” and as a “whole” (4, 8–9). Significantly, Hemingway’s focus on the writer’s purpose as clarifying Americans’ vision of self and world is Mailer’s stated artistic purpose as well. In Cannibals and Christians, Mailer succinctly states this Hemingwayesque philosophy in his claim that the highest purpose of literature is “to clarify a nation’s vision of itself ” (98). Mailer writes,


It is, I believe, the highest function a writer may serve, to see life (no matter by what means or form or experiment) as others do not see it, or only partially see it, and therefore open for the reader that literary experience which comes uniquely from the novel—the sense of having one’s perceptions deepened, and one’s illusions about oneself rendered even more untenable. For me, this is the highest function of art, precisely that it is disturbing, that it does not let man rest, and therefore forces him so far as art may force anything to enlarge the horizons of his life. (qtd. in Foster 40)



Both Hemingway and Mailer’s goal of clarifying “a nation’s vision of itself ” is consciously focused on capturing and conveying real emotion and experience that shakes readers out of their normal ways of thinking and being. This, according to Hemingway and Mailer, opens readers to differing perspectives, forces them to be honest with themselves, and helps them to break all illusions of self and world (Mailer, Cannibals 98). Yet this philosophy of writing in which the author takes responsibility for enlarging readers’ “horizons” through presenting life honestly, “as it really is” (Hemingway, “Letter to John” 354), is not exclusively bound to Hemingway or Mailer’s own, self-developed philosophy of writing and art.

Hemingway and Mailer’s philosophy of writing and their artistic striving to make, as Mailer puts it, “a revolution in the consciousness of our time,” is founded in existential notions of creating art and becoming an artist (Advertisements 17). For existentialists, to become an artist, an individual must break through all illusions, see self and world more clearly, get to the core or “root” of life, and thus see life “as it really is” (Hemingway, “Letter to John” 354). The catalyst for this perceptual shift, according to existentialists, is profound emotional experience. Specifically, the existentialists’ study of the intense emotional experience that accompanies facing death, an experience that shakes individuals out of their normal ways of being, seeing, feeling, and thinking, is an essential part of their philosophy of creating art and becoming an artist.

According to the existentialists, it is through the study of death that individuals recognize the importance of seeing life “clearly” and as a “whole” (Hemingway, Death 2, 9) and come to understand the urgent necessity, as Hemingway puts it, of making “something of his own,” of creating “art” and becoming “artist” (100) or “author” of one’s own life, meaning, structure, content, and commitments (Yalom 8–9). The study of death reveals to individuals, according to existential scholar Charles Guignon, the importance of seeing their lives as a “whole” (Hemingway, Death 278) and the importance of “creating their lives as ‘works of art’” (Guignon xxxv). Significantly, the profound emotional experience that brings individuals to see their lives as a “whole” is bound to the realization that the structure of human nature is a synthesis between the temporal and the eternal—what Hemingway refers to as “the feeling of life and death and mortality and immortality” (Hemingway, Death 3)—in which the individual moments of one’s life (the temporal or parts) require an overarching unity or meaning (the eternal or whole) to give authentic meaning to one’s life and/or work (63). It is through facing up to one’s own certain death—and the uncertain hour and day of one’s death—that the individual comes to the realization that he/she is responsible for creating his/her life and work as art by expressing the eternal in his/her nature, something Hemingway envisions as the enduring emotional experience of the bullfight, something he strives to convey through his writing and an essential aspect of his existential-oriented philosophy of creating art. This existential focus on the study of death, the realization of the temporal and eternal nature of human existence, and the profound emotional experiences that bring individuals to the realization that they must express the eternal in their nature form the basis of both Hemingway and Mailer’s philosophy of writing and their goals as writer-artists.



Hemingway and Mailer: The Art of Writing Existentially

Where Hemingway seeks to express the eternal through his art by capturing “the real thing, the sequence of motion and fact which made the emotion and which would be valid . . . if you stated it purely enough, always” (Death 2), Mailer envisions as “the existential state, of the novel writer” in which the writer-artist strives to capture and convey enduring emotion and experience and is constantly faced with the death of his art (“Hazards” 393). Whether it is the death of the writer’s abilities, the death of his art via his critics, or the actual “existential state” the writer-artist must enter to capture and convey the eternal through his/her art, for Mailer, and as we can see in Death in the Afternoon, for Hemingway, the professional writer-artist, like Hemingway’s matador, must face up to his/her own death—albeit existential death—on a daily basis in order to create art.

As both Hemingway and Mailer directly and indirectly tell their readers, their philosophy of writing is an existential one; it is a philosophy of art in which the writer-artist strives to write honestly and show life “as it really is” by presenting the “genuinely disturbing” and “the bad and ugly” in order to express eternal, enduring human emotion and experience through their art (“Letter to John” 354; qtd. in Foster 40; qtd. in Baker 153). If they write “purely enough” (Hemingway, Death 2), according to Hemingway and Mailer, what they present in their art will be felt by readers—and correlatively their fellow writers and artists—and bring them to the realization that they, too, must take responsibility for what their lives and their work or “art” are adding up to. Importantly, imbedded in both authors’ philosophy of writing is a social-mindedness and a focus on individual responsibility not normally attributed to these writers. But both Hemingway and Mailer do present a philosophy of writing and a philosophy of life through which they attempt to teach readers to learn “how to live in it”—in the increasingly modernized, post-war culture that favors conformity over individual expression and thwarts the development of the creative spirit—by presenting an art of living for their times (Hemingway, Sun 152).

Considering Hemingway and Mailer’s didactic focus on clarifying Americans’ visions of themselves and their aspirations to make “a revolution in the consciousness” of their times, it is not surprising that both authors were often disappointed when critics accused them of being morbidly obsessed with death and of endorsing violence through their works (qtd. in Glenday 86). “Hemingway,” according to Carlos Baker, “was dismayed that many reviewers found Death in the Afternoon marred by a morbid ‘preoccupation with fatality’ and a tendency to ‘he-manish posturing’” (243). Mailer was frustrated by critics of An American Dream, who accused him of being “no more than an American pornographer, socially irresponsible, and acutely immoral” (Wenke 98). What these critics miss is that it is this death-obsessed view that founds their philosophies of writing and life and their aspirations as existentialist artists. The artist, in Hemingway and Mailer’s view, must strive to convey real, disturbing emotions and experiences in order to shake readers out of their everyday ways of being. Like the existentialists who “rose in revulsion against the corruption of values in capitalist society” and whose “basic conviction was that the evils it perceived were to be ascribed to the very concept and existence of society,” Hemingway and Mailer expose the inadequacy of American capitalism in an increasingly commercial and consumer culture and reject the capitalistic values, identities, and norms prescribed by and reinforced through the increasingly oppressive social and political structures of American culture (Finkelstein 293–94). Therefore, both Hemingway and Mailer’s choice of “disturbing” and “ugly” subjects taken alongside their existential-oriented philosophy of writing and art not only points to these authors’ intense concern for how war, death, and violence have changed the face and heart of their native nation, but reveals a social-mindedness often overlooked in their art (qtd. in Foster 40; qtd. in Baker 153).

To this day critics still denounce Hemingway and Mailer’s choice of subjects—war, murder, rape, violence, madness, suicide, and senseless brutality—when, in fact, their choice of these subjects is consistent with existential philosophy of art and the concerns of the existential artist. In short, what Hemingway and Mailer’s philosophy of writing reveals is that they are intensely concerned with the direction our increasingly conformist and inauthentic American culture is headed: towards the death of the individual, the death of individualism, and the death of the vitality of the creative spirit (Adams 4). Their philosophies focus on how to combat the feelings and forces that oppress the individual psyche and thwart individual growth and development. They show and tell readers to break from all illusions of self and world—they try to “clarify” our vision—and show us that we must refuse to be complicit. What they present is an art of writing that is also an art of living for their times, one in which the individual or artist must take responsibility first for what his/her life or art is adding up to, and then for what his/her culture is and is becoming. Nowhere is this more evident than in Hemingway’s Death in the Afternoon and Mailer’s An American Dream, works a handful of critics—including Lawrence Broer, John Killinger, Kurt Muller, Michael Reynolds, Laura Adams, Michael Glenday and Richard Poirier—argue represent a shift in each author’s art and reflect the creation of their own, self-developed philosophies of life and death, philosophies that they will carry with them throughout the rest of their lives. These works, taken together, provide a key to the depth of Hemingway’s influence on Mailer’s art and thought. Throughout An American Dream Mailer subtly references and invokes Hemingway, the man, Hemingway’s characters, and espouses what is at the core of the philosophy of life, death and art Hemingway focuses on throughout his manifesto on bullfight, art and writing, Death in the Afternoon.

An American Dream not only reveals Mailer’s indebtedness to Hemingway’s existential-oriented philosophy of life, death, and art, but also reveals how Mailer puts this philosophy in novelistic motion is consistent with Hemingway’s philosophy and approach to art. For example, Mailer employs the “ice-berg” theory of writing Hemingway espouses and enacts throughout Death in the Afternoon (Death 192). What we find below the surface is Mailer’s creation of a Hemingwayesque character—Stephen Richards “Rojack”—whose war experience, study of death, and attempts to create the feeling of “life and death” recall and reverberate the characteristic philosophy on life, death, and art Hemingway espouses in Death in the Afternoon (192). In the opening pages of An American Dream, Mailer invokes both Hemingway and Mailer’s characters and reveals his indebtedness to both Hemingway’s art and his early brand of existentialism by presenting Rojack’s view toward death, his study of violent death, and of his own wounding and near-death experience as a continuation of Hemingway’s study of life and death in Death in the Afternoon.



Below the Surface: The Depths of Hemingway in An American Dream

From the opening pages of An American Dream, Hemingway is there. It begins with Rojack’s reference to his World War II wounding on “a particular hill in Italy” (Mailer, American 2), an experience that echoes Hemingway’s own war experience on the Italian front, as well as that of Hemingway’s Jake Barnes (The Sun Also Rises) and A Farewell to Arms’ Frederick Henry’s near-death experiences and woundings on the Italian front. Rojack’s wounds—to his thigh and pelvis—are the wounds Frederick Henry, Jake Barnes, and Hemingway himself received during their World War I service in Italy. Rojack’s injury—“a minor crack and small split in the girdle of the pelvis”—recalls Jake Barnes’ groin wound, in particular (6). Yet, unlike Barnes’ wound, Rojack’s wound does not leave him physically impotent, although Rojack admits that his wounding leaves him psychologically and existentially impotent. Rojack writes, “Where many another young athlete or hero might have had a vast and continuing recreation with sex, I was lost in a private kaleidoscope of death” (7). Significantly, Rojack’s pelvis is split, which is not only suggestive of Rojack’s split selves—what he distinguishes as his “public” and his “lost in a private kaleidoscope of death” selves—but his is a wound, unlike that of Barnes’ wound, which can heal.

Part of Rojak’s public self is formed after Rojack returns from the war, is awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, and is “used” by the Army as a “public relations” agent (6). Rojack, like Hemingway, who is awarded an Italian Medal for Valor, returns from the war to a hero’s welcome bearing the “trace of a distinguished limp” and, like Hemingway, the first American wounded on the Italian front. Rojack, too, “was a curiosity after all, a most special product; I was the one intellectual in America’s history with a DSC and I spoke in public with a modest warrior’s charm” (6). But Rojack admits that years later he still “could not forget the fourth soldier” he killed in Italy. Rojack writes,


His eyes had come to see what was waiting on the other side, and they told me then that death was a creation more dangerous than life. I could have had a career in politics if only I had been able to think that death was zero, death was everyone’s emptiness. But I knew it was not. I remained an actor. My personality was built upon a void. (7)



Rojack’s realization that during his time in politics, “Congressman Stephen Richards Rojack, Democrat from New York,” he was merely “a young actor” playing a “part” and he must “depart from politics before [he] was separated from [myself] forever,” suggests that Rojack comes to the realization that his “personality was built upon a void” (7). As existential scholar Charles Guignon puts it, “our social roles are really anonymous, ‘anyone-roles’”; we see that in “playing our normal public roles, we are not really ourselves” and that we are ultimately “responsible for making something of our own lives” (198). Although Rojack does not specify when he became a student of existential ideology, he suggests his need to understand and face up to his war experience and face up to his role as an “actor” for the Army, his “role” as a Congressman (Mailer, American 7), and as an actor in a marriage he envisions to be “a five-act play” (10), which is the catalyst for his examination of his own life and death and his Hemingwayesque study of death via the forum of the executioner.

Like Hemingway, the death-haunted Rojack not only studies his own near-death experience and repeatedly faces up to the possibility of his own death via his suicidal impulses, but he, like Hemingway, also publishes a study of violent death. Hemingway chooses the bullring, since it is “the only place where you could see life and death—that is, violent death now that the wars were over,” whereas Rojack chooses to study violent death in the forum of the executioner, the only place Rojack can study death now that his war is over (Hemingway, Death 2).1 It is no coincidence that Rojack’s study of violent death focuses on differing forms of execution. It is a means of violent death that Hemingway mentions he would like to study in the opening pages of Death in the Afternoon. After telling readers he never had the opportunity to study “an execution by firing squad, or a hanging,” Hemingway writes that he had “never been able to study them as a man might, for instance, study the death of his father or the hanging of some one, say, that he did not know and would not have to write of immediately after for the first edition of an afternoon newspaper” (3). Rojack’s study, “a psychological study of the styles of execution in different states and nations—death by guillotine, firing squad, by rope, by electric chair, by gas pellets,” is an extension of Hemingway’s study of violent death in the bullring in Death in the Afternoon (Mailer, American 8).2 Further, Hemingway’s mention of his desire to “study the death of his father,” or more accurately, the violent death by suicide of his father, lies just below the surface of Rojack’s study of his own suicidal impulses throughout An American Dream (Death 3).3 Particularly in light of Hemingway’s violent death by suicide, which Mailer himself struggled to understand, Rojack seems to be haunted by the same demons Mailer imagined as Hemingway’s. Yet, what it most significant about Rojack’s study of violent death and suicide is the implication that he, like Hemingway, seeks a place where he can see, study, understand, and write about “the feeling of life and death and mortality and immortality” he first experienced during the war (Hemingway, Death 63).

Rojack’s study of violent death via the executioner and his study of existential psychology taken together are the basis for Rojack’s “thesis that magic, dread, and the perception of death were the roots of motivation” (Mailer, American 8). Although Rojack’s belief in “magic” is a variation on Hemingway’s and the existentialist’s philosophy of death, the concepts of existential dread or anxiety over facing up to one’s own certain future death and the resulting impact the study of one’s own death has on life and art are consistent with both Hemingway and the existential vision of life, death, and art. Because the study of death, to use Søren Kierkegaard’s words, gives the individual’s “life force as nothing else does,” death teaches the individual “not to fear those who kill the body but to fear for himself and fear having his life in vanity, in the moment, in imagination” (Kierkegaard 83, 77). This “fear” of having lived an inauthentic life—the reason Rojack sees himself as a “failure”—is the unspoken catalyst for Rojack’s realization that he is merely an “actor,” that his “personality was built upon a void,” and that if he does not struggle free from his public roles, he will be “separated from” his self “forever” (Mailer, American 7). This urgency to live life more authentically points to the impact the thought of death has on one’s life and work. It brings the individual to the realization that the individual is wholly “responsible for—that is, is the author of—his or her own world, life design, choices, and actions.” It motivates the individual to create his/her life and work as “art” (Yalom 8–9). It is this existential awareness that Rojack has lived life “in vanity” (Kierkegaard 77), falsely, by American standards of happiness and success, that brings Rojack to conclude that he “had come to the end of a very long street. Call it an avenue. For I had come to decide I was finally a failure” (Mailer, American 8).

Rojack’s realization that he is a “failure” brings him to the admission that his “parts” did not add up to a self-authored, authentic “whole” (Mailer, American 18), and sentiment that recalls Hemingway’s view that each “part” of the bullfight—and correlatively of one’s art and one’s life—“if made truly” will reflect the “whole” (Death 8–9, 278). Rojack writes,


At any rate, such were my parts. Without Deborah they did not add to any more than another name for the bars and gossip columns of New York. With her beside me, I had leverage . . . But for myself the evidence made no good case: probably I did not have the strength to stand alone. (18)



For the existentialists, as well as Hemingway and Rojack, each part signifies each separate moment of our lives or the temporal aspects of our lives. The “whole” signifies the overarching unity and meaning we give to our lives—the eternal. It is the expression of the eternal in our lives that is not only difficult, but it “comes only with a struggle” (Guignon 7). This struggle is envisioned by some existential thinkers as a violent process through which an individual must wrench him/her “self ” free from the cultural and social forces that thwart and corrupt identity, smother individuals in conformity, and destroy the individual’s creative spirit. Significantly, Rojack suggests throughout the opening chapter of An American Dream that Deborah is this inauthentic force, his unifying structure, his “whole,” which he envisions to be “fused” at the “center” of his being (Mailer 28).

What Rojack suggests through his realization that Deborah—the embodiment of the corrupt, oppressive force of American culture—is “fused” at the “center” of his being is that with Deborah as his “center,” life is merely “a series of means-end strategies” (Guignon 196). That is, Deborah serves and has served as the means to Rojack’s inauthentic dreams. “I thought the road to President,” Rojack writes, “might begin at the entrance to her Irish heart” (Mailer, American 2). Her money, status, power, family, and connections are the basis from which all of his successes, post-war, stem. As his “center”—at the “center” of Rojack’s dreams and aspirations in life—Deborah, like the culture Rojack is beginning to reject, threatens annihilation of Rojack’s true “self.” Rojack couples this fear of annihilation of his “self ” with his literal fear of Deborah on the night Rojack visits Deborah in her bedroom: Rojack tell us she “was violent” (23), and “I was afraid of her. She was not incapable of murdering me” (25).

Thus Rojack’s crisis over Deborah occupying his “center” is an existential crisis, a fear of existential annihilation of the “self.” He knows he must wrench himself free—which “comes only with a struggle”; he knows he must free his “self ” from its false, unifying force: Deborah and the inauthentic aspects of the culture she represents (Guignon 7). This existential fear of the death of the self, like Rojack’s fear that he is not able to wrench himself free from Deborah, becomes a literal fear of death when they engage in a physical struggle during which enraged Deborah charges Rojack “like a bull” (Mailer, American 30).



Man versus Bull: Rojack as Hemingway’s Matador

The most direct and most obvious reference to Hemingway in An American Dream is in the scene when Deborah admits to Rojack of a bullfighter lover in her past. Significantly, Deborah’s admission that she was once in love with a bullfighter comes at the end of Deborah’s almost methodical attempt to psychologically emasculate Rojack.


“God, you’re a whimperer,” said Deborah. “Sometimes I lie here and wonder how you ever became a hero. You’re such a bloody whimperer. I suppose the Germans were whimpering even worse than you. It must have been quite a sight. You whimpering and they whimpering, and you going pop pop pop with your little gun.” (23)



After Deborah calls him a “whimperer,” questions his courage, and questions his masculinity for having an affair with a weak woman, a “sparrow” (25), she confesses to sex acts with other lovers, then boasts of her affair with a great man—a bullfighter, she says (28). Deborah admits,


“There was one man I never told you about. I never told anyone about him. Although once, somebody guessed.” “Who was the man?” “He was a bullfighter. Marvelous ripe man.” “You’re lying.” “Have it your way.” “It wasn’t a bullfighter.” “No, it wasn’t. It was someone far better than a bullfighter, far greater. . . . As a matter of fact, it was the finest and most extraordinary man I ever knew. Delicious. Just a marvelous wild feast of things. I tried to make him jealous once and lost him.” (28)



Those familiar with Hemingway’s canon will recall Brett Ashley’s affair with bullfighter Pedro Romero and Jake Barnes’ physical emasculation. But Rojack, unlike Barnes, suggests he cannot “take it” and slaps Deborah in the face. “[T]he blow,” Rojack writes, “caught her on the side of the ear and knocked her half out of bed.” Deborah’s response, Rojack writes, “She was up like a bull and like a bull she charged” (30). Here, Deborah’s psychological emasculation of Rojack escalates to a physical threat when Deborah tries, as Rojack puts it, “to find my root and mangle me” (30). Faced with existential and literal emasculation, Rojack, like the matador, delivers a “cold chop” to “the back of the neck,” which drops Deborah, like the bull, “to a knee” (30). Rojack then hooks his arm around her neck, yet Deborah, Rojack tells us, “had almost the strength to force herself up to her feet and lift me in the air,” an image that recalls Hemingway’s description of the bull tossing the matador (30). At this moment Rojack kills Deborah like a bull: he cracks her neck like the bull’s spinal column is severed in what Hemingway describes as a clean kill (Hemingway, Death 81, 249). This clean kill brings Rojack, like the matador, to transcend the material world, which Rojack suggests through his vision of “heaven,” the “new grace,” and the “honorable fatigue” he describes (Mailer, American 31–32).

Because Deborah threatens Rojack’s “self ” literally and existentially, he violently struggles with her in order to wrench himself free from the world in which he has been complicity absorbed and struggles to free himself from his absorption in the “they”—from the corrupt and oppressive American cultural values, identities, and norms Deborah represents—and free himself from her oppressive, corrupting, and pervasive force. He must reclaim his “self,” his “center” (28). Existential scholar Jon Mills envisions this process of freeing one’s self from the “they” as a “struggle,” a “violent process” through which the authentic self “finds itself in its lostness” and recovers “its authenticity in its freedom.” Rojack not only illustrates this process, but during his literal physical struggle with Deborah he feels he must kill her to reclaim his “center,” achieve his freedom, and thus begin to form his own, authentic basis for being (28).

Throughout Rojack’s description of his physical struggle with Deborah, what Rojack experiences is a struggle for his freedom. He describes the mental picture he sees as his arm tightens around her neck: “I had the mental image I was pushing with my shoulder against an enormous door which would give inch by inch to the effort” (31). Rojack writes,


I released the pressure on her throat, and the door I had been opening began to close. But I had had a view of what was on the other side of the door, and heaven was there . . . and I thrust against the door . . . and crack the door flew open and the wire tore in her throat, and I was through the door, hatred passing from me in wave after wave, illness as well, rot and pestilence, nausea, a bleak string of salts. I was floating. I was as far into myself as I had ever been and universes wheeled in a dream. (31)



What Rojack sees on the other side of the door—“heaven”—is his freedom from the “they” and from Deborah who stands at the “center” of his Being (28, 31). What he catches a glimpse of is his freedom from his lostness in the “they.” What he sees is “heaven”—his freedom from earthly forces and constraints—and the authentic possibilities for the “self ” that transcends its thrownness in a corrupt, oppressive and stifling culture (31). Hemingway describes this feeling and this experience occurring at “the moment of truth” in the Spanish bullfight, the moment when life and death exist simultaneously for the audience and the matador to feel and see (Death 68).

Rojack’s description of the “feeling of life and death,” his vision of “heaven,” and the feeling of freedom he achieves, recalls the spiritual experience Hemingway describes of the “moment of truth” or the “moment of killing” in the Spanish bullfight. According to Hemingway, this moment in the bullfight is charged with “emotional and spiritual intensity,” and “takes a man out of himself . . . makes him feel immortal while it is proceeding . . . [and] gives him an ecstasy, that is, while momentary, as profound as any religious ecstasy” (206). It leaves you, Hemingway writes, “as empty, as changed and as sad as any major emotion will leave you” (206). Rojack suggests a commensurate feeling and experience in his description of coming out of himself as “floating” and emptying himself as “wave after wave” of “hatred . . . illness . . . rot and pestilence” leave him (Mailer, American 31). He tells us he was “as far into” himself as he “had ever been” (31) and his “flesh seemed new” (32), since by freeing himself from his false “center”—Deborah—he transcends his inauthentic, everyday ways of being by literally killing what is fused at his “center” and frees himself to form his own basis for Being (28). Further, Rojack envisions his experience as a religious one, an extension of what Hemingway describes as “the feeling of life and death” (Death 3) charged with emotional and “spiritual intensity” that reaches “religious ecstasy” (206), a feeling that becomes a vision of “heaven” in Rojack’s experience (Mailer, American 31). It is this feeling “of life and death and mortality and immortality” that Rojack and the matador, as well as Hemingway and Mailer, strive to create in their life and art (Hemingway, Death 63). Throughout the novel, Rojack is in the midst of this process, and his struggle for freedom is the life and death struggle of Hemingway’s matador, an artist who faces literal and existential death on almost a daily basis. Whether Rojack is studying executions, struggling with Deborah, or poised on a balcony or parapet over the abyss of meaninglessness that is the American city below, Rojack repeatedly faces death in an attempt to create and study the intense emotional and spiritual experience he first felt during the war, an experience, many critics argue, that founds Hemingway’s own intense interest in the study of death in general, and the bullfight, in particular.

Significantly, An American Dream both begins and ends on a Hemingwayesque note: after many attempts to create authentic meaning for his life by making a commitment—as husband to Cherry and father to their imagined child—Rojack wanders the desert mourning Cherry’s death and the loss of authentic possibilities for himself. Without a viable base for meaning in his life and without a base from which Rojack can begin to build an authentic community in America now that Cherry is dead, Rojack leaves America—the vast wasteland of the desert and the corrupting American cities, the only environments in America now that the frontier is closed—and heads for an environment capable of nurturing growth and expression of the creative spirit. He departs for the green breast of Guatemala and the Yucatan. Like Hemingway, who favors Spanish culture, the national art of the Spanish bullfight, and the virgin land of Spain to the overcrowded, modernized face of America and American culture, Rojack heads for Guatemala, another home of the bullfight, and toward the unspoiled jungles of the Yucatan.

Although few critics may agree, An American Dream ends optimistically, at least for the individual, but America does not fare as well. Rojack rejects the increasingly empty and materialistic values of his culture, shows us that he refuses to be complicit anymore, and becomes an artist, a writer, the author of his own story in the form of An American Dream. But the America that stands in both Rojack and Mailer’s imagination seems hopelessly lost to continue to stifle individual desire and expression and smother individuals in conformity until they can no longer act in any moral way. For Mailer, America is destined to continue to make individuals “think there’s something wrong” with them if they are “not on the big capitalist team” (The Big Empty 128). In Mailer’s works, his disdain for the inauthentic parts of American culture sound loud, but you can often hear Hemingway’s whisper in the background.

Considering how influential Hemingway was on Mailer’s art and thought, it is surprising that Mailer gave up on trying to “reach Americans with a book the way Hemingway” did (Mailer, “Mailer” 3), when Mailer’s philosophy of art, his own brand of existentialism, and An American Dream, in particular, meet all of Hemingway’s criteria for what makes an artist a “great artist” (Hemingway, Death 100). Hemingway writes,


The individual, the great artist when he comes, uses everything that has been discovered or known about his art up to that point, being able to accept or reject in a time so short it seems that the knowledge was born with him, rather than that he takes instantly what it takes the ordinary man a lifetime to know, and then the great artist goes beyond what has been done or known and makes something of his own. (100)



Although Mailer’s philosophy of art and his existentialism are indebted in their foundations to Hemingway’s philosophy of life, death, and art, Mailer “goes beyond” the founding philosophies Hemingway espouses and creates “something of his own” (100): he creates a religiously charged, American brand of existentialism suited to meet the needs of his historic moment and creates an art that is social-minded and didactic with aspirations to both shock and heal his readers. As Hemingway does for his generation, Mailer presents an art of living for his times through which he attempts to shake us, wake us up, and teach us “how to live in it” (Hemingway, Sun 152).

The decades of criticism and praise Hemingway has received for creating his own characteristic philosophy, his own philosophy of life, death and art and for trying to teach readers “how to live in it” (152) has earned Hemingway the titles of “guide” for his generation (Kvam 29) and “prophet of those who are without faith” (20). Although Mailer’s philosophy and art are heavily indebted to Hemingway’s existential vision of art, life, and American culture, Mailer, as Hemingway advises, “uses everything that has been discovered or known about his art” and creates “something of his own”: he creates his own American-based existentialism and puts it in motion in the form of literary art. By Hemingway’s standards, Mailer becomes, with An American Dream in particular, a “great artist” (Hemingway, Death 100). In my estimation, this earns Mailer a place next to Hemingway as a seer and a healer, as a “guide” and a “prophet” for his post-war, post-modern lost generation (Kvam 29, 20).





Notes


1. Rojack, like Hemingway, finds a forum in which he can study death now that his war is over. Both study “killers”: Hemingway studies the matador and Rojack, the executioner. Roajck’s choice to study execution is not explained, but it is suggested that he studies death in an attempt to see, feel, and understand the emotional experience of life and death, the “real thing” which is conveyed, as Hemingway tells us, to the audience in the bullring, and which Rojack and the audience can observe during differing styles of execution (Death 2). ↩



2. Rojack’s claim that his study of death would “turn Freud on his head” echoes what Susuan Beegel identifies as Hemingway’s rejection of Freudian interpretations of the Spanish bullfight in Death in the Afternoon in favor of an existential interpretation of the experience of death and of the Spanish bullfight (Mailer, American 17). ↩



3. Hemingway suggests an association between the matador and suicide, and Rojack expands his “study” to include his own inclinations toward suicide (Death 20). The key for both Hemingway and Rojack: the study of death is essential to the creation of art and life as art. Like Hemingway describes the matador, Rojack faces death on a daily basis and attempts to create “the feeling of life and death” (3). In the wake of Hemingway’s suicide, it is not coincidence that Rojack is suicidal. Plus, now that the war is over, the only place Rojack can study death in America is by climbing onto a balcony. ↩
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“Oohh Normie—You’re Sooo Hemingway”: Mailer Memories and Encounters


H. R. Stoneback



Looking back now, over more than half a century, it seems Norman was always there. He was there, closer to the center of my cultural and literary formation and experience than I had remembered; and there, too, through the encounters I had with him over the years. And, in one way or another, Hemingway was involved in all of my “Mailer moments.”Yet, after my early twenties, I was seldom consciously aware of Mailer’s presence. And I have not finished any of his works published since the early 1970s, which was the last time I taught Mailer in my college classes. I hold no brief as a Mailer scholar, or even as an enthusiast of Mailer’s complete oeuvre. Thus, when the editor of this journal invited me to submit a piece on Mailer and Hemingway, I begged off, saying I had not done my Mailer homework in decades and I could provide nothing more than anecdotal reminiscences of my encounters with Mailer. Our sage editor persisted, so I have written these remarks. In the course of mining history and inviting my memory to speak clearly, I have come to believe that a book, several rich and nuanced books, should be written on the subject of Mailer and Hemingway. Surely the special Hemingway-Mailer issue of this journal will constitute a significant step in the direction of that necessary goal. But all I have to offer here is anecdote. Not literary memoir—this is not the place to recount my conversations about Mailer with Mary Hemingway and Gregory Hemingway and Valerie Hemingway. Just personal anecdotes involving Mailer. And if this is taken as a sign that I am approaching my anecdotage, so be it.

I first read The Naked and the Dead when I was fourteen years old. I was in the ninth grade then, in 1955, and my pantheon of great artists at that moment included Ernest Hemingway, Thomas Wolfe, Lord Byron, Hank Williams, Elvis Presley, and Fats Domino. We did not read The Naked and the Dead in school, but I read it at the same time that we were reading A Tale of Two Cities in my ninth-grade English class. I think I may have ranked Mailer higher than Dickens in my ninth-grade literary pronouncements. And I read Mailer immediately after the summer vacation when I read For Whom the Bell Tolls and The Old Man and the Sea in my grandmother’s attic in our summer place near Atlantic City. I do not remember whether I preferred Hemingway over Mailer then but I do remember the smell of my grandmother’s bookcases and the unpainted tongue-and-groove wainscoting of that attic, and the smell of the row-house outside Philadelphia—especially the basement where my father had to keep his copy of The Naked and the Dead. And the feeling that reading both Hemingway and Mailer evoked is all mixed up with the scents of that season of reading. My father had to keep Mailer in the basement with certain other books next to his collection of 10,000 jazz records (78s of course) because my mother did not approve of Mailer and certain other authors having a place in the glass-fronted barrister’s bookcases in our dining room. Only one Hemingway—The Old Man and the Sea—was allowed in those bookcases with the complete works of Cooper, Irving, Scott and other classics, a generous assortment of Bibles and scriptural commentaries, and inscribed copies of books by a famous young evangelist named Billy Graham, who was my mother’s personal friend.

The next writing by Mailer that I remember reading was his celebrated and controversial essay, “The White Negro.” I was with my father in a used book and record shop when he purchased a soiled copy of the summer issue of Dissent for a nickel. Although my father was a factory worker then, in the fall of 1957, he had been in the 1920s and 1930s a publishing poet and jazz pianist of some reputation; he had been, for example, the only white musician and sideman on some “race records” vintage 1930. Thus he was interested in what Mailer had to say in “The White Negro.” And since I had long since announced (in the third grade) that I was going to be a writer and a singer, a novelist and a singer-songwriter, and I had long thought of myself as an outsider and a rebel, and I too was interested. By the end of 1957 I was reading The Village Voice whenever I could get hold of a copy and I had made my first hitchhiking trip to Greenwich Village to sing in coffeehouses. By the time I read and reread Advertisements for Myself in late 1959 I had hitchhiked to Greenwich Village several times and spent some time singing in the streets and in whatever places would give me ten or fifteen minutes on stage. I also sang with all the other folksingers in the famous gatherings in Washington Square. In spite of all the time I spent singing and playing guitar and writing songs in those high school years, I still thought of myself as primarily and primordially a writer; so I was well aware all during that time of how frequently Mailer’s name was linked with Hemingway’s—by English teachers, by the press, by anyone near my age who pretended to be a writer and to know something about the contemporary literary situation.

At the small church college I attended from 1959–1961 in Kentucky—first because I had fallen in love with the Kentucky River and then because I thought I was in love with a girl at that college—Mailer was not present on the list of authors who were talked about openly. His books were not in the college library. By the time I went to New York during the Christmas season of 1960 I had heard that Mailer had stabbed his wife, had spent some time at Bellevue, and had only managed to avoid prison time because his wife would not press charges. Some people that I talked to then held Mailer up as the prime example of a great talent laid waste by drink and drugs. I did not know if this were true. I was in Brooklyn for the Christmas season to sing with the Salvation Army on the streets, and to dress up as Santa Claus and ring the bell for donations. I couldn’t find any other Christmas break employment and the Sallies offered room and board. And I wanted to be in New York City. When my Santa Claus gig ended I moved from Brooklyn to Greenwich Village where I slept wherever I could find folks hospitable to young folksingers and would-be writers. There was so much hospitality that I had to get away from it for a few days, so I stayed at the old run-down Broadway Central Hotel because I’d read that Thomas Wolfe stayed there. It was so cold that winter that there wasn’t any singing outdoors in Washington Square, but I sang in some coffeehouses, the Café Wha?, the Gaslight and other joints, and I sang at the Monday night hootenanny at Gerde’s Folk City. At those hoots, we all got our fifteen minutes on stage. Even a kid named Robert Zimmerman, who was already calling himself Bob Dylan, although his name meant nothing at the time, only got fifteen minutes on stage in those days. The Village coffeehouses swarmed with winos and leftover Beats and some good kid-singers and older jazzmen and Uptown folks slumming and I suppose I saw many well-known writers that I did not recognize. I did not really care about meeting any writers although it would have been nice to see Kenneth Patchen who was, in my book then, in a league by himself. But I knew he could not be there in his wheelchair. One night somebody pointed out Allan Ginsberg to me. I liked Howl when I read it in the tenth grade, the year it came out. People said that they sometimes saw Mailer in the jazz and folk joints in the Village but if I ever saw him there I did not know it. But it was due to my momentary spell of infatuation with folksinging in Greenwich Village that I first saw Norman Mailer.

Because of the girl back in Kentucky that everybody but me thought of as my intended, I went back belatedly to attend the college winter quarter. Then, either during spring break or on one of my week-long hitchhiking trips AWOL from college, I was in the Village again in early April. The cops were harassing folksingers in the streets and tension was building over the singing in Washington Square. We sang “We Shall Not Be Moved” and made up words about Mayor Wagner and other city officials. I was lucky not to be in the Square the day the cops cracked down on the folksingers and hauled wagonloads away to jail. I was in the Library up on 42nd Street trying to read all the way through Hemingway’s Across the River and into the Trees. Word of the crackdown and assault spread like wildfire and I was still in town a few days later when the protests and right-to-sing meetings started. I went to a few of these gatherings including one that was a kind of protest party in somebody’s place near the Judson Memorial Church.

At that event, more party than protest, there were many Village luminaries present, standing around talking in little circles with drinks in their hands, doing what I then regarded disdainfully as their dismal Prufrockian dance. A few of us proudly authentic kid-folksingers were singing in a far corner of that large warehouse-like room. During a break between songs, a tweedy, pipe-smoking professorial-looking older man that I talked to about being a writer said: “That’s Norman Mailer over there.” He gestured with his pipe toward the far side of the crowded room. “Mailer thinks he’s Hemingway but he doesn’t really know who Hemingway is, and he doesn’t write anything like him. And besides, Hemingway’s very sick now.” I remember staring at his lizard-lidded eyes behind thick black rectangular glasses and thinking what do you really know about Mailer and Hemingway but I said nothing. I put down my guitar to head over and introduce myself to Norman Mailer. I knew it was Mailer from all the pictures I’d seen. On my way across the large room I stopped at the outer fringe of one circle of talkers, the circle where Moe Asch—head of Folkways Records—held forth. He was the real reason I had come to that gathering, having heard he’d be there. More than anything, I wanted Moe Asch to offer me a recording contract with Folkways. Just like every other kid-folksinger in the room, in the Village, in the entire country—that’s what I wanted then. (Years later, I had a chance to make a Folkways album with Asch but I was too busy writing about Faulkner and Hemingway to take time off from my promotion-and-tenure quest.) That night in 1961 I listened to Asch talk about the record business for a few minutes, and when I turned to make my way through the crowd toward Mailer I saw his shoulders and the back of his head going through the door, leaving the gathering. I was a little disappointed I didn’t get to talk to him but I wasn’t going to chase him down the steps and into the street. So that was when I first saw Mailer. I went back to the singing corner and played guitar and sang some more. That night some girl gave me a copy of The Old Man and the Sea, inscribed to me and my “future great writings.”

The next day I hitchhiked back to Kentucky, where I put my new copy of The Old Man and the Sea on my dorm room bookshelf next to my well-thumbed copy of Advertisements for Myself. My Kentucky girl didn’t approve of Mailer but she thought Hemingway was OK. And even though she was from Patchen-Country she wouldn’t even look at his work. As for my writing I think she liked best the stuff that sounded like bad Byron or Keats or Whitman or Wordsworth that I’d written in the eighth grade. Sometime in May I heard from a country singer hitchhiking through Lexington that Mayor Wagner had just lifted the ban on folksinging in Washington Square. That was in a bar in Lexington where the rules of my college forbade me to be and Hank Williams was playing loud on the jukebox and I had just learned that my girlfriend was pregnant. There wasn’t any way we could get married and in those days in that place nobody even thought about abortion. When that term of college ended I was informed that I was expelled from college due to “accumulated demerits,” excessive absence from class and required chapel, and “general bad attitude.” Maybe I was a better student of Mailer than I realized.

Sometime after I’d heard about the lifted ban on folksinging, I had read about it in the newspapers in the college library. I was happy for my folksinging buddies in the Village but by then I already knew I wasn’t going back there. I’d had enough of the Village. So I’d just have to wait to talk to Norman Mailer. I cleaned out my dorm room and threw whatever possessions I had in a duffel bag and slung my guitar over my back, hitting the road, hitchhiking from Kentucky to Northern Michigan. The toughest decision I had to make was which books to give away and which to carry with me on the road. The choice was generally determined by weight but still I packed Advertisements for Myself with The Old Man and a few other books along with my notebooks filled with poems and stories in the burlap feed-sack that I tied on to my guitar with baling twine. I had a job for the summer up in Hemingway-Country at a resort not far from Petoskey. My job title was Assistant Social Director, and my duties included singing every night, organizing shows and entertainment, playing guitar at square dances (sometimes even doing the calling, under the tutelage of the regular 70-year-old caller), and generally keeping the tourists—maybe 70% women—happy.

It was mostly a good summer there in Hemingway-Country. That’s not the way I thought about Northern Michigan then and even though I was fishing and canoeing his streams and hanging out in places where he had lived and written I rarely thought about Hemingway at all. Until that day came in early July and the news of Hemingway’s death filled the airwaves, the newspapers, and all the conversations at the resort and in the nearby towns. Regardless of what the initial press releases said, everybody in that country said from the first that it was suicide.

I remember a heated discussion that lasted for hours one night at El Rancho—the name of the resort where I worked—that occurred a few days after Hemingway’s death. One of the debaters was my co-worker, a six-foot-four man who weighed about 400 pounds and everybody called “Tiny,” who was a big fan of both Mailer and Hemingway. He had borrowed my copy of Advertisements for Myself and was reading and rereading it all summer. I had borrowed his copy of The Deer Park but I was having trouble getting through it, partly because there wasn’t much time to read and partly because I hadn’t liked any writing about Hollywood since I read Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust a few summers before. The other debaters were tourists or visitors to the ranch. I was mostly a silent listener, in a rare act of deference to my elders. When Tiny repeatedly asserted that up until then the twentieth century, in a literary sense, had belonged to Hemingway, but now Mailer was Hemingway’s only true heir and the rest of the century belonged to Mailer, one of the ranch visitors vehemently disagreed. He maintained that Mailer was nothing like Hemingway, that he had no clue regarding Hemingway’s code or vision. And Mailer’s sentences, his form, were nothing like Hemingway’s. Some of the tourists in the bar that night, the majority of them, agreed with him. His argument was compelling, citing chapter and verse from the works of both writers. He also said that the worst thing about Mailer was he had no compassion. I was very young, just a kid-folksinger who wanted to be a writer, so I wasn’t sure what I thought about the argument that night. I was just happy that it occurred, that people were taking writers and writing seriously, that they argued for hours about Mailer and Hemingway instead of about movie stars or sports or politics. But I did say, during a lull in the heated debate, that the very act of writing was itself an act of compassion. I had believed that for a long time and I had a deep respect for all writers, for anyone who was truly driven to write. When the girl from North Dakota was through working in the kitchen and came into the bar, I went off with her and we canoed across the lake. We could hear their voices, still arguing, echo across the lake. Although she was a big Hemingway fan she had never heard of Mailer. But we did not talk about writers and writing. Not that night.

The next morning I learned that Tiny’s debate opponent was a journalist from a major newspaper in Detroit or Chicago—I don’t remember his name or home base or newspaper—but he was on assignment at the ranch to do a feature story for the travel section on the phenomenon of square dancing in the lake that was a regular occurrence at the ranch that summer. He interviewed me over lunch, since he had discovered that I was the inventor of water-square-dancing. In one of my more Edisonian moments as Assistant Social Director, I had realized that for those who didn’t want to go horseback riding there wasn’t much to do in the afternoon, so I organized square dancing in the water as a regular afternoon event. When I said that the water slowed down the dancer’s moves, introduced a kind of artistic suspension into the motion that made it like ballet, the reporter wrote that down in his notebook. I had never seen a ballet then and I really just invented water-square-dancing to get myself free from leading trail rides and the dreaded archery instruction that were part of my time-filling assignments in the afternoons. I didn’t tell him that. In the course of our interview I mentioned that aside from being a singer-songwriter, I wanted to be a writer. He said he also wrote fiction. He looked like he was about fifty but he hadn’t published a novel yet. That afternoon he was down at the edge of the lake studying our water-square-dancing session like a bemused anthropologist investigating a strange lost tribe. His photographer took many pictures of the dancers doing their dosey-do’s and promenades in knee-deep and waist-deep water, and photos of me calling the dance and playing the guitar in knee-deep water, backed up by another guitar player and a fiddler who did not like fiddling in the water.

That night, after my evening performance, he came up to me and said he’d enjoyed meeting me but he had to leave for the Upper Peninsula—he had to get to Seney to do a story on the country of Hemingway’s “Big Two-Hearted River.” He referred to the great Hemingway-Mailer debate of the night before and counseled me firmly against following Mailer, told me to eschew the Maileresque path of self-involvement and self-advertisement if I wanted to be a writer. I knew what eschew meant, of course—at least since I had spelled it correctly in the fifth grade spelling bee. But I had never heard anybody say it in the course of a normal conversation and I did not like hearing the word. People who said words like eschew must live in another world, I thought. Then he said: “If you want to be a real writer, you must learn compassion.” I didn’t think that you could study and learn compassion, you either had it or you didn’t, and if you didn’t you wouldn’t write at all. If you had it, it probably came to you in an epiphanic flash, as it did to me as a teenager, and he was right that you had to have it to be a real writer. But I figured that Mailer had it, like all real writers, and also that this journalist was probably missing some wit and irony in Mailer’s deployment of his self-advertisement motif. But I didn’t say that to him. I just thanked him for his advice. He reminded me of other older failed writers who were intent on advising young would-be writers like me how to avoid failure. I’d noticed this syndrome before, but had never seen it so clearly. He was really an all right guy and I hope he got his novel written and published.

There were other “Hemingway-Mailer moments” at that Michigan ranch in the summer of 1961 but I will limit my account here to just this one, which does seem to me to be a token, a sign, a charged moment in the oral history of literary reputation. So, too, was the fact that when I finished my duties at the ranch, I left with no less than five books given to me by girls and women, inscribed with love and great hopes for my future writing. All of the books were by Hemingway.



That September, after some more hitchhiking-singing-on-the-road escapades, I went off to Parris Island to become a Marine. I offer this sidelight on the literary history of the Marine Corps: Marine privates, who were said in those days to be joining up either because they were running from the law or from a girl, did in fact read. My platoon at Parris Island and Camp Lejeune was in fact a remarkably literate group, many of us college dropouts, and most of us dropouts were English majors. We devoured war books and all of us preferred For Whom the Bell Tolls and The Naked and the Dead over Jones and From Here to Eternity, over Styron’s The Long March, over Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front and all the other World War One books by Aldington, Cummings, Dos Passos and the rest. The fact that Hemingway and Mailer received the Good Marine Seal of Approval—in my platoon—must mean at least as much as a good or bad review in the New York Times.

Although I am enjoying this informal survey of literary history, I fear my readers may by now be mumbling mere anecdotage so I will truncate these memories. It’s OK to look back, as the slogan goes, just don’t stare. And I offer my assurance that these remarks contain none of that unearned emotion known as nostalgia, not even la nostalgie de la boue, for there is no homesickness here for the fundamentally hungry wretched life of the kid-folksinger on the road.

When my active duty in the Marine Corps ended in 1962, I was based in Kentucky and drove a truck for awhile before I quit and hitchhiked to New Orleans. From my first days in New Orleans, I lost forever any homesickness I might have had for Greenwich Village. The French Quarter became the new capitol of my Bohemian universe and erased almost all memory of an attraction to the Village. After a road-trip to Mexico, I went back to Kentucky and my new girl friend and we ran away to get married and build a log cabin in Alabama. My new wife was a great reader and she had read more Hemingway than I had but she did not like Mailer. While she worked in a café to earn money to pay the rent on our attic apartment, I worked in the deep woods from dawn to dusk, building a log-cabin the old way—no chain-saw, felling all the trees with my ax, skinning all the logs with a draw-knife, notching everything into place. Remarkably, a legendary character and landowner there in east-central Alabama had given me the rights to forty acres of his land for exactly one penny. Things like that still happened in the America of 1962. I didn’t read much during those long months of deep satisfaction in the singularity of intense physical labor, at least twelve hours every day, and Mailer and the literary life of the Village, all literary life, began to recede to the far corners of my consciousness. Mailer didn’t go well with log cabins in the wilderness; neither did Hemingway.

My wife and I were now singing (sometimes on the local radio station, sometimes in country churches, occasionally in the rare southern coffeehouses which were nothing like the coffeehouses of New York and the Northeast), more classic country and gospel than folk, and Hank Williams and Jimmie Rodgers and Johnny Cash didn’t seem to have much to do with Mailer—his American Dream seemed far distant from mine. But then, maybe, Cash and Mailer and Williams were more kindred spirits than they could recognize. And the American Dream—all of our American dreams—were much closer in spirit and substance than any of us could see then or maybe even now.

Somehow I ended up back in New Orleans by mid-1963, largely from the need to earn money so that I could complete my cabin in Alabama. This time I landed a regular gig singing in a club on Bourbon Street. I became a kind of local star, and people came to my club to hear me sing my own songs, which felt nothing like the songs I’d been writing in the Village two years before. I was hired to sing at private parties, on Mississippi river-boats, at Tulane sorority parties and I even had my own day-time television show. I knew everybody in the French Quarter, including legendary old jazz musicians who played at Dixieland Hall (then more important than Preservation Hall). I also knew all the literary types in the Quarter and none of them admired Mailer. One of the few who even mentioned him—a would-be writer, who had been a would-be writer much longer than I’d been one—said that Advertisements for Myself was very passé, that Mailer seemed like a 1930s Old Left character who had discovered drugs, an old Leftie who couldn’t even sing.

When the price of living my entertainer’s Bohemian life in the French Quarter began to seem too high, I decided to go back to college. It seemed like a way to give shape to time. I was twenty-three and I hadn’t written much of anything except songs for several years. If I was going to be a writer, I knew I had to know more writers. My decision to get a B.A. was in fact my decision to get a Ph.D. and read everything I had not yet read. So I went to Rutgers, where neither Hemingway nor Mailer played any role in my coursework or indeed in any of the courses offered. By 1964 the anti-Hemingway reaction that so characterized the later ‘60s and after had set in; and, if you were in the grip of a thoroughly wrong-headed assessment of Hemingway, how could you accurately gauge Hemingway-Mailer connections? At the level of literary conversation (not coursework), you still heard talk in Rutgers circles about Mailer as the heir to the Hemingway legacy. But now this was understood to be a negative thing—a tainted and unfortunate legacy, macho, violent, and solipsist, claimed by a confused heir. Confusion was rampant on all sides. As escape from what I felt to be the dead-end imperatives of contemporary American writing, I invested most of my time and passion in exploration of the Russians and the French, and even considered doing my Ph.D. in French literature.

As usual when I needed money my only sure fallback position was entertainment. So my wife and I, with some student partners, opened a coffeehouse, which immediately became the place to go for Rutgers students and many locals. We did all the cooking and we sang almost every night of the week. Sometimes, we put on stage the folksingers passing through town—although there were not as many kid-folksingers on the road as there had been just a few years before. We had a hootenanny night (“Open Mike” in today’s terminology) for mostly locals, with the predictable mixed results. Something had changed in the folk music world: audiences were more receptive to our stage repertoire—mostly deep old country, authentic traditional (and non-politicized) folksongs, gospel, and some of our own songs. By then, too, Dylan songs were de rigueur. Some things about our coffeehouse carried on what I then felt to be the old-fashioned late 1950s Greenwich Village traditions—jazz records that customers could choose from and play until live show times. And chessboards.

The best chess player was an older black man, an artist and a fine painter who had been Ezra Pound’s attendant when he was incarcerated at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital. Gregory—that was the only name we knew him by and the way he signed all his paintings—was a regular. I never saw him lose a game of chess. I talked many hours and days with him about the kind of man Ezra Pound was—Gregory loved him deeply, but preferred to talk about the Cantos, with which I had then only a passing and superficial acquaintance. We had several shelves of books for our customers to peruse in the quiet hours. One day I tried to give Gregory my now-ancient and much-traveled copy of Advertisements for Myself, which had been on the coffeehouse bookshelves since we opened. He held the book in his hand with a certain world-weary look while he talked about Mailer. Gregory had been a hipster in the late 1940s sense and a regular at New York jazz clubs from the 1940s into the 1950s. He said he had often seen Mailer in the jazz clubs and talked to him a few times. Said he was a nice guy but Gregory didn’t like Mailer’s work. He had particular words of disdain for “The White Negro.” He said it was an all too familiar case of la nostalgie de la boue (it was from Gregory that I first heard that seminal phrase), the kind of romanticized slumming—Gregory spoke this sentence very slowly and firmly—that you might expect from a rich Ivy League Jewish boy. He said he could no longer read Mailer, and, anyway, he much preferred Pound. He liked Hemingway, too, and thought that nobody had really understood Hemingway yet and how he was Pound’s best student. Gregory declined my gift of Advertisements for Myself. A few weeks later I gave it to a fellow student who, shortly thereafter, drove his Harley—stoned—over a cliff at 120 MPH.

I finished my B.A. at Rutgers quickly; in spite of having been expelled years before from that college in Kentucky I spent only three-and-a-half years total earning the degree. I already knew that I wanted to get my Ph.D. at Vanderbilt, so the location of my M.A. degree didn’t matter a great deal to me. When the University of Hawaii offered me a Teaching Assistantship, complete with travel pay from the East Coast, I packed my bags. I earned my M.A. there in nine months of intense coursework that did not, however, include any Hemingway or Mailer. It was 1966 and dismissal of Hemingway and Mailer was pervasive. In Hawaii, of all places, I first truly discovered Faulkner, read twice everything he wrote, and wrote my M.A. thesis on Faulkner’s folk usages. Hawaii was as far as you could get from Greenwich Village, from Mailer and the New York literary life. There were no coffeehouses but we sang occasionally in some local joints and even learned some Hawaiian folksongs from Big Island cowboys. But they really preferred Hank Williams to their own folksongs. If there was a jazz scene in Hawaii, we never saw it. We lived in the apartment in the old Jungle of Waikiki that Kui Lee, the legendary Hawaiian songwriter-poet, had just vacated. His songs were scrawled on the wooden walls of that shack. And Frank Zappa played the guitar up in a tree at a party in my front yard. But no Mailer, no Hemingway—not in those islands.

I accepted a Ph.D. fellowship at Vanderbilt and in the fall of 1966 I moved to Nashville. Mailer and Hemingway were not read in any of the courses at Vanderbilt then, and if their names came up at all it was only in a negative sense in passing disdainful remarks. There we lived, to be sure, in what was regarded as the capitol of the Southern Renascence, and the long shadow of Fugitive-Agrarianism was a palpable daily presence. We took literary criticism courses with Allen Tate and special seminars with Cleanth Brooks, down from Yale for a week. I got to know Robert Penn Warren and, immersed as I was by then in southern lit, I started thinking of Red as my literary father. The literary life of New York and the East Coast, if it were granted existence at all, was something from another planet. There was only one other doctoral candidate who read Why Are We in Vietnam? and The Armies of the Night at the same time as I did. He was also the only other graduate student who sang and played music in clubs when he needed money. There weren’t any coffeehouses in Nashville and the folksongs that were sung in the Village were not sung there. But there were plenty of juke-joints and country music places where I sang what I thought of by then as authentic folksongs, along with the songs I was writing and trying to pitch to the likes of Johnny Cash. My only Maileresque moment in Nashville was when we set up a temporary coffeehouse at the headquarters of Eugene McCarthy’s brief quixotic presidential campaign. I sang some of the old Village songs there, and some new ones, but I had nothing to do with the place being named EUGENE, surely the worst name ever for a coffeehouse. After three years at Vanderbilt, with my newly minted Ph.D. in hand, I accepted a job teaching graduate studies in Faulkner and southern lit, as well as undergraduate and graduate folksong courses, at a place I had never heard of—SUNY-New Paltz, an hour and a half north of Manhattan. It seemed like a good place to be for a few years. I am still there, still teaching, forty-one years later. It is still one of the good places. Inevitably, as a function of landscape or place or location, I was drawn back into the literary life of New York City.

The first night I saw Mailer face-to-face and shook hands with him was at The Lion’s Head in the Village in the early 1970s. It was perhaps the most famous literary saloon in New York City and, as I would learn, one of Mailer’s favorite hangouts. But I did not go there to meet Mailer. I’d heard on the street that the Clancy Brothers might be singing there that night, informally, as they often did. And I knew that other singer-songwriters often performed there. In the late 1960s, Jerry Jeff Walker’s greatest hit “Bo Jangles” had its debut there at The Lion’s Head as did perhaps another of his early greatest hits, “Stoney” (a song, I confess, that is about me). I don’t know if my old road-buddy Jerry Jeff knew Mailer at all, but the next time we talk I’ll ask him. Just the other day, as I was composing this essay, I was at the Guthrie Center in the Berkshires for a concert by Tom Paxton, one of the most celebrated folksingers and songwriters of the ‘60s. Talking to Tom after the show, he confirmed that he regularly saw Mailer at The Lion’s Head for a number of years; Norman had his own roundtable there where he held forth, and “he was a good guy.” I forgot to ask Paxton if Mailer liked folk music. Maybe he did. In any case, I went to The Lion’s Head for the folk music the first night I shook hands with Mailer. He was not at his roundtable; he was standing at the bar talking with Pete Hamill, Jimmy Breslin, and some other regulars, a loud raucous conversation about New York politics and personalities. I was drawn into the conversation and eventually introduced myself and shook hands with them. I liked them all and it was the good real old talking and I wanted to stay but I had to get up to Grand Central and catch the last train to Poughkeepsie. I had to teach The Naked and the Dead the next morning. It was the first (and last) time I taught Mailer. That course was called Contemporary Literature (contemporary then meant everything after 1945). The professor who usually taught the course was hospitalized for the rest of the term and I’d been asked to take over the course, called up from the Southern League. It was also the first (but not the last) time I taught Hemingway.

The next few times I was in the Village I stopped in at The Lion’s Head but I did not see Mailer there. I did hear some good folksinging. Then I went off for a year’s stint as Visiting Professor at the University of Paris (Faulkner & Southern Lit of course), and I lived in the Latin Quarter and Montparnasse. Just as New Orleans and the French Quarter had erased my early love of the Village, Paris now became my magical palimpsest. Nobody in Paris that year (1973–74), French or American, talked about Mailer as Hemingway’s heir. Nobody talked about Mailer at all, except James Jones at one memorable long lunch we had on the Boulevard Raspail. Discretion may be the better part of memoir, so it must suffice to say here that Jones thought From Here to Eternity was a far, far better book than The Naked and the Dead.

By the 1980s nobody at my university, nobody that I knew around the country, was teaching Mailer. When I did a senior Fulbright year in China—now hired to teach both Faulkner and Hemingway—at Peking University, I was much involved in translation projects initiated by Chinese scholars and translators who wanted to get all of the best twentieth-century American fiction rendered into Chinese. On several occasions, I was formally consulted on this matter, and once I was asked to comment on a very long list of writers and works that were under consideration. Mailer’s name was not on the list. I suggested that they should add his name. I do not know if they did or if he was ever translated into Chinese. One translator, roughly my age, who knew the names of many lesser American writers, said he had never heard of Mailer. But then he had never heard of Elvis Presley either.



And that brings me to my most important encounter with Mailer—at the legendary 1986 PEN meeting in New York. My original intent here was simply to record that encounter. I had hoped to locate the careful notes I took at all the meetings and sessions where Mailer presided, but they seem hopelessly lost among the trunks and closets full of pre-computer writing in my vast wreck of a house. Still, it is a story worth telling, and to tell it properly I have felt it necessary here to record my long involvement at the periphery of Mailer’s life and work. So I offer this anecdote, this record of my newfound admiration for Mailer, as a kind of atonement for my own long neglect.

The 48th Congress of International PEN in January 1986, when the nation’s and the world’s leading writers came to New York at the invitation of Norman Mailer, president of PEN’s American Center, to discuss the theme of the gathering—“The Writer’s Imagination and the Imagination of the State”—was the most extraordinary literary event I have witnessed in a lifetime of participation in remarkable literary conferences and parliaments worldwide. Only Mailer could have created and presided over such a happening. I was not an invited participant, just a bystander, an observer who was present at most of the events as I stayed at the St. Moritz Hotel on Central Park South for the duration of the Congress. For a week I sat next to and rode the hotel elevator with and exchanged passing remarks with the likes of Brodsky, Coetzee, Gordimer, Grass, Milosz, Oz, Rushdie, Soyinka, Vargas Llosa, and of course the Americans such as Bellow, Carver, Doctorow, Morrison, Sontag, Styron, Updike, Vonnegut and many others I had seen or met or talked with at previous literary occasions. It is hard to believe that a detailed account of the event does not exist in print, but if it does I am not aware of it. I have heard, in conversation, the event referred to as “Mailer’s Disgrace.” But I prefer to think of it as “Mailer’s Triumph.” Since I have been unable to locate my detailed contemporaneous notes taken at the meetings, I can only sketch here a few of the most memorable moments.

I remember the grand opening event at the Library, for which Mailer had arranged the star speaker George Schultz, Reagan’s Secretary of State. I remember the protests made by many writers, the denunciations to the effect that Mailer was making all of the assembled writers appear to be Reagan stooges. That seemed laughable to me, since the occasion seemed to exemplify one of Mailer’s finest traits, his taste for free and open debate, at the highest level. Besides, I rather liked Schultz—the man—ever since I’d talked to him at some length during Reagan’s state visit to China in 1984. I talked with him both at the State Dinner and at a private cocktail party, and it seemed extraordinary that he actually knew who I was—a leading young Hemingway scholar he called me. He knew that I was the Senior Fulbright Scholar at Peking University, China’s most prestigious institution, and without any clue from me, he said it was a very good thing that I was teaching Hemingway to China’s future leaders. That earned him some credit with me and not just because he was a man who did his homework and actually read advance briefings. (Conversation with Schultz was certainly more focused and illuminating than the interview I did with Diane Sawyer on network news later that week.) In any case, amidst all the protests, I approved of Mailer’s choice of Schultz as speaker, and I made a point of telling him this after the occasion. He seemed very pleased, as if no one else had expressed approval.

I remember the confrontation between Günter Grass and Saul Bellow, and how Bellow handled the situation with poise and grace. I remember the denunciations of Bruno Kreisky, the Chancellor of Austria, and how he came across as the exemplar of graceful lucidity. I remember many readings by so many fine writers, including Updike’s near mystical celebration of mailboxes as a medium of the free and open movement of thought and feeling. And I remember, of course, the women’s protests over the lack of women on the various session panels. They had a point, but it was probably Susan Sontag (not a part of the rebellion) who had the last word on that score: “Literature is not an equal opportunity employer.”

It was after the major session of the women’s revolt that I had my most memorable Mailer moment. With Mailer presiding, many women occupied the front rows of the auditorium and proceeded to interrupt him persistently with hisses, catcalls, and other audible forms of disapproval and disorder. Many in the audience clearly felt a sense of chagrin, a deep embarrassment over the way things were going. I was sitting next to Günter Grass and Salman Rushdie and their sense of discomfiture was evident. Behind me a writer I did not recognize said in heavily accented English: “This is shameful. It does not matter what he has said and done and written about women in the past—this is about this moment, this occasion, and they must cease their rudeness.” But the hissing and interruption continued; although it seemed that most in the audience were appalled, no one, as I remember things, rose to the floor in defense of Mailer. I thought—and many others agreed—that Mailer handled an impossible situation well, mostly with even-tempered wit. On the elevator that night, crowded in with Bellow and Amos Oz and other writers, I recall that someone said: “Norman handled that mess with poise and uncharacteristic grace.” But that was later.

Right after the heated session I was walking through the crowded lobby next to Mailer. We were squeezed in tight by the crowd, hardly able to move. I had just told him that I thought he’d handled the difficulties like some tough field commander conducting a battle against terrible odds. The PEN events, especially the protests, had captured the attention of the media, and there were reporters asking questions on all sides and television news cameras pointed in our faces. I remember thinking isn’t it nice that literature is news. Then, as the TV cameramen backed away from Mailer and me and the crowd around us, clearing a space in front of us to improve camera angles, a young man pushed into that open space, got in Mailer’s face and said: “You’re such a tough guy Mr. Mailer. May I have this dance?” He was either flamboyantly gay or pretending to be. With Mailer’s left arm pressed against me by the crowd, I could feel him tensing up. Then the young man said: “Oohh Normie—you’re sooo Hemingway.” Immediately, I felt Mailer’s left arm tense and saw his fist then his tight left uppercut started toward the young man’s chin. I put my right hand firmly on Mailer’s wrist and said: “It’s not worth it.” I do not know whether I stopped the uppercut or he pulled his punch but the cameras were rolling and I was later told that there was a sound bite, a brief sequence of this moment on the 11 o’clock news that night and I could be heard clearly saying “It’s not worth it.” They told me that the TV clip—I never saw it—ended with the young man on the floor in front of Mailer, apparently out cold. Simultaneous with the stopped punch, the young man fell to the floor and seemed to be unconscious for a few seconds. All of us, including Mailer, pushed the crowd back to give him more breathing room and summoned emergency aid. When the cops showed up immediately, the young man got up and ran the other way, and with a high shrieking laugh he disappeared in the crowd.

The incident of the fake fainting spell, the pulled or stopped or phantom punch, has haunted me off and on over the years. Was it the “sooo Hemingway” remark hissed in his face, after all the hissing at the women’s revolt session just before, that made Mailer seem to lose his composure for a second? Or was it the “Oohh Normie”? Maybe both. Or maybe he didn’t lose his composure at all, and the near-deed was the sure sign of a cool equanimity. I remember standing there, as the cops cleared the crowd away, seeing Doctorow sitting at the bar across the lobby and the expression on his face, and then as the cops escorted Mailer toward the Central Park South sidewalk his turning back and looking at me and saying “Thanks.” The whole sequence of events, I stood there thinking, seemed to signify some terrible primordial cultural misappropriation of both Hemingway and Mailer, calamitously emblematic of the deep confusions of our culture.

After that night in 1986 I saw Mailer on several other occasions. He gave the keynote address at the 1990 International Hemingway Conference at the Kennedy Library in Boston. I remember that I defended some things Mailer had said against the objections of my Hemingway colleagues. I do not remember what those things were since I do not have a copy of that speech, necessary as a corrective to what Mailer had said about Hemingway over the years. After the speech I spoke with Mailer, who was sitting with Jackie Onassis. He was jovial and relaxed and he made some coded humorous reference to the 1986 PEN encounter in the lobby. Something about Cassius Clay and Sonny Liston and a phantom punch. Both Mailer and Jackie Onassis were pleasant and charming that night.

Sometime in April 1991 I drove up to Albany for the “Telling the Truth Symposium” put on by the New York State Writers Institute. I particularly wanted to see Gay Talese again and to hear the “Is Fiction Truer than Truth?” panel with Mailer, Mary Gordon, and William Kennedy. I knew all three of them and it seemed like a fine mix for some fireworks or at least lively discussion, with Gordon and Mailer, and Kennedy’s politesse between them. It wasn’t exactly fireworks, but after Gordon held forth at length on the Catholic novel, it was Mailer’s turn to say something about the Jewish novel. When Mary kept interrupting Norman, even on the subject of Jewishness, he said what he said. Suffice it to say that Mailer won the debate, scoring top points in the categories of literary acuity and wit. When I talked to Mailer after the program, he again made a reference to the phantom PEN-punch at the St. Moritz.

One last encounter germane to my Hemingway-Mailer motif here was a night at the Lotos Club in the early 1990s that stands sharply at attention in memory. The Lotos Club, in New York off Fifth Avenue in the East 60s, is one of America’s oldest and most elegant private literary clubs. Mark Twain was a member, as were many other literary and arts luminaries—a long list. And I have been a member for over thirty years; in the period when Bill Kennedy chaired the Club Literary Committee I went to nearly all the literary evenings he organized at the club—for example, the occasion that Kennedy writes about in his piece, “Norman Mailer: An Eavesdropper at the Lotos Club” (in Riding the Yellow Trolley Car). But the night I am remembering here was a different occasion (if I remember rightly) in the early 1990s when William Styron was being honored, not long after the publication of Darkness Visible. After the program I went downstairs to the famous Grill Room with Kennedy, Mailer, and Styron, where a fascinating literary conversation ensued, crystallizing certain key points regarding the state of twentieth-century American literature.

It started out genially enough in the almost deserted Lotos Grill Room, in the company of the famous nudes hanging on the walls around us. Kennedy and Mailer discussed other writers, and I talked with Styron about Robert Penn Warren. He had died a few years before, and we both said how much we loved and missed Red. I mentioned that Warren had been my sponsor for Lotos membership in 1978. We then talked about how Eleanor and the children were doing. At some point, I mentioned that my other sponsor for Lotos membership was Mary Hemingway. Mary and I had been friends for several years and I was pleased that the first woman member in the long history of the Lotos had been my co-sponsor with Warren. At this point, Styron made some crack about Hemingway—I don’t remember precisely everything he said but it had to do with how vastly over-rated Hemingway was and how his work “was inimical”—this I recall exactly because I always remember when somebody uses words like inimical or eschew—“to good writing by all the writers who followed after him.” I remember thinking uhoh I hope Norman didn’t hear that but he did and immediately abandoned his other conversation and entered what instantly became the fray. It did seem rather graceless for Styron to say such a thing in the presence of Mailer. But Styron looked very frail that night, his visage showing signs of fragility from his recent illness, so I gave him a pass. At first.

Styron insisted on Faulkner’s primacy and Hemingway’s insignificance. It seemed odd for him to do so, since he had so long borne the Faulkner-acolyte label, ever since the derivative-Faulknerian charges that were made against his early work. It also seemed odd since Styron’s close friend Warren always said, as he often did to me, that Faulkner and Hemingway were the two indispensable writers, and we all must write in their joint commingled shadow. At any rate, Styron and Mailer went at it: Hemingway’s famous understatement was a cover for what he didn’t know, Faulkner in saying too much said nothing; Hemingway’s sentences were sometimes baby-talk, Faulkner’s sentences were often over-stuffed verbosity; and so forth. At first Kennedy, always in my experience a calmly reasonable gentleman, said little. I also mostly listened at first. I was then, as far as I could tell, one of two or three Hemingway scholars in the country who was also a Faulkner scholar and firmly believed that we needed to know and love both of them. Most Faulknerians I knew were either ignorant or disdainful of Hemingway; and vice-versa. And I think that is the peace-making position that both Kennedy and I cultivated—we needed both Faulkner and Hemingway. But at some moments, when Styron said some of his harder things against Hemingway, it was clearly three against one. Mailer’s voice got louder when he said things like “Bill, I can’t allow that to go unchallenged” and Styron’s voice got softer and smaller. I was a little worried about him. But it was all just good tough literary talk among people who knew many things about writing. We eventually said goodnight amicably. It was the last time I saw Mailer. And Styron.

Since I thought it had been an evening of the best of all talking, I was very surprised when sometime later a fellow Lotos member, who had been in the corner of the Grill Room drinking alone that night, mentioned to me what he called Mailer’s ungentlemanly conduct. “Rude, loud and offensive,” he said. “Boorish and pugnacious as always.” I reckon that was just one of those labels that you can’t get unstuck. I disagreed genially and said maybe we should call a panel of Great Lotos Members who knew about good literary talk to sit in judgment—chaired by Mark Twain maybe. But I did wonder as I composed this essay if I had given Mailer a pass based on my newfound PEN-based personal fondness. So I recently asked the only other witness to that conversation if he thought Mailer was rude and unpleasant and pugnacious that night. He is a scientist and thus presumably a somewhat detached observer of the occasion. Now, almost two decades later, he remembered the occasion as invigorating literary debate, intense and informed argumentation, some of the best literary talk he ever heard. And he thought Mailer was gracious and civilized. That’s how I remember it, too.

All that has been recorded here may be a useful chapter in the history of Mailer’s reputation according to oral tradition. It is also a reminder to me that we all have our literary sins of omission to atone for. I think I will now go back and finish Harlot’s Ghost, take it off the shelf where it has been ignored for eighteen years with the bookmark on page 133, where I stopped reading in 1992. I might get a new copy of Advertisements for Myself and reread it, bringing full circle this exercise in temps perdu and temps retrouvé. I might even teach The Naked and the Dead again. This Mailer prelude and postlude has made me aware, far more so than I realized when I agreed to write this piece, that Norman has always been there, at the center of my literary life, just as he was—as Tiny insisted long ago in Michigan—at the center of American literary life. I salute Norman Mailer: the writer for his work, and the man for his wit and for, on those occasions when I was in his presence, his decency and graciousness. And I miss him. Thomas Jacomo and the Mailer caricature at the Palm Restaurant. Photo by Mark Olshaker.




Sparring with Norman


Thomas Jacomo




Editor’s Note: Thomas Jacomo was a longtime friend of Norman Mailer. As executive director of the Washington Palm restaurant, he knows everyone of any importance or self-perceived importance and presides over perhaps the main, nonpartisan power meeting spot in the nation’s capital.



It was around 1970 or 1971. I was running a hotel in Manchester, Vermont, called the Avalanche Motor Lodge. Nearby was a nightclub called The Roundhouse. People knew I was a big boxing fan and told me Jose Torres, the light heavyweight champion of the world, was over there. So of course I ran across the street.

I was young, full of piss and vinegar, and I ended up sparring with Torres, kidding around with him, and he says, “I want you to meet my friend Norman Mailer.” I didn’t know who he was, but Jose says, “We’ve got a ring set up at Norman’s house over here. Why don’t you go a couple of rounds with him?”

So I said, “Yeah, I’ll do it.”

Jose was hanging around with Norman, who was teaching him how to write. Jose was writing a book called Sting Like a Bee: the Muhammad Ali Story.

I go over to Norman’s house. Sure enough, he has a regular ring set up there— gloves, headgear—and I think, What am I getting myself into? Also, he outweighed me by about twenty-five pounds.

I get into the ring. Bing, bing, bing—we fought on and off for two or three weeks. We never really hurt each other. In fact, he made a rule a couple of years later that we’re never going to hurt each other, although I did give him a couple of good shots.

Norman was a boxing fanatic. He got an offer to do the Dick Cavett Show in New York, which was a very big deal then. Norman and Jose were going to get in the ring and spar a couple of rounds on the show. I was Norman’s second and Jose had a friend of his as his second in the ring.

I’m teasing Norman, saying, “You know what’s going to happen, don’t you? Jose’s going to get in the ring. He’s going to see the lights, he’s going to snap and think he’s in a real fight and knock you out.”

Norman said, “Nah, nah, he won’t.”

We practice a long time in the back of my restaurant. I’m instructing him and raising my elbow to demonstrate how to block punches and I say, “Hit him here! Make it sound good!”

After all the rehearsal, we get to New York for the show and I’m in Norman’s corner. Jose throws a left hook to the body. Norman’s supposed to have his elbow over here to block it. He lifts his elbow and gets hit right in the gut. I hear the wind come out of Norman and I think, Oh my God, he’s going to fall down, right on national television!

I start yelling to Jose in Italian so no one else will know what I’m saying, “Aspetti! Piano! Piano!”—Stop! Easy! Easy! But he’s Puerto Rican, he speaks Spanish, and doesn’t know what I’m saying.

But we survived that night and went up to Gus D’Amato’s apartment to watch it on TV. And that was one of the most exciting nights Norman and I ever had.

Another time we were up in Vermont. Norman was crazy: he decides we’re going to go hiking and boating with his kids on a lake. The water’s one inch from coming into the boat and I say, “Norman, I hate to tell you this, but I can’t swim.”

“Tom,” he says, “Don’t worry. If the boat goes over, you hang onto it. I’ll rescue the kids and take them to the shore and I’ll come back and get you.”

I said, “F-that! Take me back to the shore first; the kids can swim.”



I was a pretty hot dog skier and one day Norman tells me, “My son Michael wants to learn how to ski.” He was about seven or eight.

I said, “Okay. I’ll take the afternoon and give Michael a few lessons.” And the old joke was, Bend your knees, look out for the trees, twenty dollars, please. That was a private ski lesson up there.

So I’m teaching Michael how to ski. He caught on pretty quickly, so I left him alone for a while to practice.

That night, Norman’s supposed to be at my house for a spaghetti dinner. I’m sitting there waiting for him . . . waiting for him. . . .

Finally the phone rings. It’s Norman. “I’m just coming back from the hospital. Michael’s just broken his leg.”

That was the end of my ski instructor career.



The other great story—I’d just broken up with my girlfriend and my heart was broken.

I was playing ping-pong with Norman at my hotel. He’s been married six times, so I say to him, “How do you get over the hurt and the pain?”

Norman says, “Tom, once you get through the flesh, down to the bone, it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

I said, “Ooh, great advice, Norman. Thanks a lot.”



I miss a lot of things about Norman Mailer. What I miss most is his intelligence. He was the smartest man I ever spoke to in my entire life. He analyzed everything. Nothing just went by him.

Despite what a lot of people said, he wasn’t tough at all. He had a heart of gold. Any time I needed anything, he was always there for me.

And he liked to laugh. I made him laugh.




Encounters with Mailer


Andrew Gordon




I. 1972: Uncle Norman at Berkeley

“Norman Mailer! How can you waste your time on him? He’s just a Male Chauvinist Pig, an asshole.” So said some of my friends, consigning him to the trash heap of the totally irrelevant. But Mailer was not your run-of-the-mill MCP; he had elaborated a private metaphysics and arrived at his conclusions by reasoning as tortured and complex as that of a Talmudic scholar.

It was the fall of 1972, toward the end of the Nixon-McGovern campaign. I was a graduate student at the University of California, finishing a doctoral dissertation about Mailer’s fiction, a project that had engaged me in a close scrutiny of his work and his volatile public personality. Writing a long study of someone is marriage of a sort; you do not commit yourself to it lightly. At times during those years, Mailer had looked like to me like an existential hero. At other times, he was an arrogant boor, a first-rate genius or a second-rate clown, a modest gentleman or an egomaniacal tyrant; a weird mixture of incompatible extremes, as various and schizoid as Mailer’s own portrait of his beloved America. So my feelings toward him alternated between attraction and repulsion, hero worship and total disillusionment. I had never met the man, and I couldn’t make up my mind.

So when I heard that the great man was coming to town, Uncle Norman giving a lecture at Berkeley, all the mixed feelings leaped to the surface, like dexedrine warring with seconal in the head. After grappling so long with his shadow, to confront the legend in the flesh—I felt as much apprehension as anticipation.

“There’s gonna be trouble,” I heard some prophesy gleefully. “Woman’s Lib ain’t gonna let him get away with it.”

The scene as I approached Zellerbach Auditorium seemed to bear out their warnings. In front of the ticket line, a handful of demonstrators were holding up their placards: “A little bit of rape is good for a man’s soul, says Norman Mailer.” Surprisingly, the militants were primarily gays, not women. Supermacho meets the army of gays? It seemed to promise a classic contest: Classic Comics, perhaps.

I was surprised to find my instinct was to defend the champ. Couldn’t they picket grosser offenders than Mailer? Or was it only that he had the boldness to announce unpopular views and the foolishness to take on all comers?

“Aren’t you being silly?” I asked them.

“O, really,” they sniffed at me. I was afraid the evening would be spoiled.

The audience settled in their seats, the gays positioned themselves for the battle to come, and the speaker was announced. He strutted up to the lectern, short and swaggering, dressed in black boots, blue jeans, black turtleneck and black blazer, tough but elegant, looking like a hip longshoreman or a punk professor. A schizoid balance, but on him it worked. The blue Levis seemed to say to the Berkeley audience, “I’m with you baby,” but the blazer was a touch of sartorial splendor; it put him a notch or two above us. He was looking good under the lights, ready to go fifteen rounds, a presence, close to fifty but could pass for a prematurely white-haired forty. He stood there, a celebrity, star of stage, screen, and the printed page, enveloped in a wave of cheers and boos.

He paused a second after the noise died down, sniffing the air, trying to gauge the mood. “What’s the score?” he asked the crowd, like the gangland boss from the East Side ready to parley with the mob from the West. “Are we going to have a good time tonight?”

A flurry of cheers.

“‘We’re going to have the greatest miserable time tonight! I have the fond hope that my dear friends from the liberation are here?”

One lone female shout: “O, yeah!”

“You sound kind of friendly,” Mailer told them. “Hasn’t the word reached you?” He is the sort of man who actively seeks out confrontations rather than avoiding them.

The audience was ready to pick up the gauntlet. “Norman, you shmuck!” yelled a woman’s voice.

“Sweet heckler, all I heard was schmuck. I’m sure you don’t know the meaning of the word. The meaning of shmuck is cunt. And if I’m a Male Chauvinist Pig, I could not possibly be a cunt. God would not so honor me. So ‘shmuck you.’”

Cheers.

“Now I would like those dear ladies in the audience who are in the liberation and have hos-tile feelings toward me to hiss.”

Loud hisses, as of a nest of rattlers, or Medusa with her hackles rising. Mailer hunched toward the microphone, and through tightly compressed lips, bit out: “O-bedient little bitches.”

Much laughter and prolonged applause.

I could see his strategy: he was warming up the audience, playing them and drawing them out. His mood was genial. Maybe the crowd was his.

After a series of one-line gags, he announced two topics for the evening, and it would be his task to put them together: “Woman’s Liberation and Richard Nixon.” The conjunction of these wildly disparate topics provoked more laughter. Just like Mailer to try to yoke together incompatible extremes.

But he didn’t get far before a man in the balcony moaned aloud with mock weariness, “I’m bored.”

“Oh, fuck you,” snapped Mailer, annoyed at the interruption. “You aren’t even beginning to be bored.”

“Fuck you with a telephone pole!” the guy shouted back with verve.

“You’re not man enough to hold the telephone pole,” responded Mailer.

The crowd roared; they were enjoying the repartee. I couldn’t say the same for myself; I had heard better insults in a junior high playground.

Mailer began to talk about the McGovern campaign, but again, they would not let him continue. They baited him, and when he rose to the bait, a voice in the balcony piped out, “Now, now, Norman, that’s a very childish way to reinforce your masculinity.”

As the interruptions continued, Mailer began to lose patience, like the hard-as-nails principal of a slum school, trying to deliver a lecture to an assembly full or punks while the smartasses in the balcony pelt him with spit balls. “I tell you what, gang,” said Mailer, “keep it up and we’re gonna have a showdown.”

The crowd was vastly amused by these sideshows even as I was finding them more and more tiresome. I resented the protestors for their interruptions and I resented Mailer for encouraging them. Was he only going to play the clown this evening?

Suddenly, a man enveloped from head to toe in a furry pink costume bunny-hopped onto the stage. He was a Bay Area grotesque, a walking phallus, a local character who called himself “The People’s Prick.” The author strode up to this pink furry outrage—we expected him to start swinging—but he only removed the sign pinned to the ambulatory shmuck. It read, “Mailer than thou.” Mailer placed it in front of the lectern. “One down, 8,700 to go.”

Applause.

People’s Prick was unceremoniously dragged off stage by a bouncer, reverting to the state the media calls “going limp,” but in his case could only be called “going stiff.” This was turning into bad farce.

Mailer was talking about the women at the Democratic convention and the curse they had put on McGovern, when a curse seemed to descend upon Mailer. A second freak, this one sporting a gigantic blue dildo strapped to the front of his pants—like a demon in a medieval pageant—hurled a burning jockstrap onstage. It sat there and smoldered for a minute, seeming to mirror Mailer’s nervous condition.

But the protestors had exhausted their best ammunition early in the spectacle. The evening went on and subsequent interruptions were shouted down by the audience. When they pleaded for aid for the two phallic impersonators who had been busted, nobody cared. For all the justice of their cause, the gays had ambushed themselves with juvenile inanity.

The crowd was Mailer’s for the rest of the evening and he began to get good. He read from his new book about the 1972 presidential campaign, St. George and the Godfather, he talked about the “totalitarianism” of the woman’s movement and of Richard Nixon, he considered the “monstrous disproportions” of the Vietnam war, with its “moral atrocities that bugger the mind,” and he spoke of the blight that rests upon the twentieth century, which he called “lividity of the will.”

Mailer was warming up now, growing more eloquent and impassioned as he arrived at the core of his ideas, orating in his characteristically rapid, staccato fashion. The extemporaneous words flowed the way his elaborate phrases do in print, in long, elegant sentences that bend and turn and gather momentum. He claimed that the country may be “already afloat on a sea of totalitarianism which is different from any which has ever been visited before on the earth. For this is a species of benign totalitarianism. . . .”

Then he denounced the arrogance and self-righteousness of the New Left, and said that in the years before us we must begin to question all our motives. “Because finally, all evident before us, is the knowledge that we are all full of shit—from top to bottom.”

Now the jester had taken on the guise of the revolutionary theorist. And we believed him; perhaps he had the handle on where the truth was hidden. His strategy had been to establish a communality with all of us—he was full of shit, but then, so were we all. He was one leap ahead because he already knew how full of it he was, and we, perhaps, did not.

The speech was over and he fielded questions from the audience, handling them with the aplomb of a politician. He could rattle off a quick reply to every questioner and a snappy rejoinder to every heckler. The only difference between Mailer and a candidate was that Mailer’s responses were not memorized. He could take the most prosaic question and weave you an epic poem of an answer.

The protestors went down to defeat a second time. Whereas Mailer was familiar with every argument they could muster, they had never read his books and knew his ideas only as clumsy slogans. “‘It is better to rape than to masterbate’—Norman Mailer” one of their placards read. They couldn’t even spell it right. So it was no contest. Compared to Mailer, the crowd seemed weak and unfocussed. He was a master of words; everything in him had been concentrated toward the shaping of himself, the honing of his razor-sharp wit. It is the kind of weapon you must develop to survive in the jungle of New York higher culture, but Mailer also used this wit as the sharpest instrument in his literary arsenal.

Finally, I could see the difference between the audience and Mailer: they were amateurs and he was a professional. He’d had his entire life to develop the role of Norman Mailer, and he’d really got his act together. If, at times, the performance verged on the slick, it was always surprising. He gave you more than your money’s worth. I thought of Mark Twain playing the lecture circuit (although Twain never had to cope with “The People’s Prick”).

Mailer moved slowly offstage, passing through the crowd like a politician working a receiving line, pumping hands, giving autographs (the signature was a little shaky), making pleasant small talk.

He clasped the hand of one attractive woman a little longer than usual. I caught the tag end of the conversation. “We must get together when I come back to San Francisco. Where will you be?”

She, smiling enigmatically: “Well, I move around a lot.”

Mailer: “Don’t worry, I’ll find you.”

As he walked past me, I got an overdose of the potent Scotch fumes wafting off him. An old admirer jumped in and they mixed it up for a minute, cheerfully mauling each other like two bear cubs at play, while the campus patrol freaked out on the sidelines. Then Jerry Rubin appeared, and the two held an instant reunion, embracing in a hearty bear hug. Mailer was beaming.

We followed the entourage to Solomon Grundy’s on the Berkeley Marina (“Magnificent Morsels and Great Grog”), where Mailer sat and worked his way through a series of Tom Collinses, surrounded by a circle of twenty or thirty rapt young listeners. He spoke more casually now, and I began to sense a private Mailer, quiet, polite, and gracious, who was different from the brash, argumentative, and pugnacious image he put forward in public. Perhaps this lion saved his roar for the limelight.

Some of the questions were simple-minded, but his replies were courteous and attentive, and he looked the questioner right in the eye as he answered.

Still, one woman standing near me was less than satisfied. “He talks a lot,” she said, “but he doesn’t give much of his real self. And he doesn’t really care about these people as individuals. Think of the situation Paul Krassner would have made of this round-table discussion!”

Granted, Mailer was not Krassner, but as I listened to his spiel, I could not help being fascinated. Here was Mailer tossing out idea after idea, rapidly and effortlessly. Here was an expert, a professional, a man who had molded his talent and his personality into that species of human magic we call genius. But was he too much the intellectual machine, feeding off his own substance? His ego seemed hidden inside an intricate fortress of metaphor.

I talked with his traveling secretary, a lovely, soft-spoken young woman named Suzanne, who said she was a writer herself. “I read The Prisoner of Sex and thought that he must be a terrible man, an awful person. But when I got to know him, I found that he wasn’t like that at all. He’s really very nice. Sometimes, I feel like I ought to protect him.”

Not surprising that Mailer aroused the maternal instinct. By 1972, he had already been married four times (he was to marry twice more). He admitted he could never live without a woman.

I decided to go up and question the great man myself. But my question was literary, a piece of Ph.D. trivia. Mailer pondered a moment and said, “I can’t answer that for you. You’ll have to do your own homework.” Then he paused and looked me straight in the eye. “There’s an old Mafia saying: ‘Follow your nose.’”

There in the perpetual twilight of the bar, I had a momentary flash, an epiphany: Mailer’s features suddenly melted into the face of the most voluble Jewish uncle who has ever lived, the kind who would take you aside at a party and say, “So, nu, when are you going to wise up, putz?”, the Spinoza of a drunken Bar Mitzvah. The type of uncle who would regale you at a family gathering, drink in hand, with the story of his life. A nice little guy, better educated than the other relatives, the family philosopher, gregarious, a quick opinion on every topic of the day, always tossing out a joke or a sharp notion, but he spent his days as a traveling salesman.

The occasion was coming to a close. It was two in the morning. As Mailer rose from the last Tom Collins like Moby Dick surfacing from the deep, he swam over to a bearded chap in the stygian gloom of the bar and wrapped a comradely arm around his shoulder. “Ah, Jerry!” Mailer intoned. He had located a familiar face in this sea of strangers.

But the fellow replied with a smile, like an actor graciously refusing a supporting role, “Thanks very much, Norman, but I’m not Jerry.”

Mailer pulled back, startled, removing his arm as if he had just received a small electric shock. “O, pardon me, you’re not Jerry Rubin.”

“That’s OK, Norman,” said the man who was not Jerry Rubin. “I’ve been mistaken for him before. It’s really dark in here.”

Mailer grinned, super-polite and chagrined, the apologetic, chastened grimace of a man who has a little too much booze under his belt and has committed a strategic blunder. If the light had been better, I could have said if he was blushing.

“Well, now you know how near-sighted I am.” Mailer is a past master at the art of self-deprecation as a saving gesture.

The blunder was resolved with tact; each had saved face for the other. And that was how the evening ended, Uncle Norman proving himself human after all, neither genius nor fool nor boor, just a mild-mannered gentleman who had the small vanity not to wear his glasses. Had some bullies in a long-distant Brooklyn schoolyard taunted him once too often with the humiliating cry “Four-eyes”? A sensitive, friendly, slightly vain middle-aged man who had committed a faux pas at a party and, courteous to a fault, made his amends and returned to grace.



II. 1986: Uncle Norman at the University of Florida

Norman Mailer came to the University of Florida in Gainesville on February 25, 1986, sponsored by a student organization called Accent. He was paid $14,000 to give a talk entitled “The Art of Writing.” I was asked to introduce him. As he took the stage in the O’Connell Center, a huge, multi-purpose hall built for major speeches and sporting events, both Mailer and the mostly student crowd of several hundred seemed dwarfed by this cavernous arena built to seat thousands.

I reflected on how much had changed in the fourteen years since I had last seen him. It had been 1972; I was a bearded graduate student in ragged jeans at the University of California, Berkeley when Mailer spoke there. Now I was a bearded Associate Professor of English in a jacket and tie, courtesy of Mailer; I had turned my dissertation about his fiction into a book. I never sent Mailer the book, afraid he would punch me in the nose. After all, would you want your works psychoanalyzed in public?

In 1972, it was the tempestuous Nixon years: the Vietnam War was still raging, the country was facing an election, and Mailer faced vociferous protest at Berkeley from both women’s liberation and gay liberation. In 1986, it was the quiescent Reagan era. It was as if the Gipper had force-fed America a massive dose of valium, and everybody was living in Fantasyland, trying to pretend the 1960s never happened. Robert Lowell once wrote, “These are the tranquilized Fifties, and I am forty” (“Memories of West Street and Lepke”). Well, these were the tranquilized Eighties, and I was forty.

The times were tamer, and Mailer too had aged and mellowed. He was dapper in a double-breasted blue blazer, white, open-collared shirt, and grey slacks. No more blue jeans for his public performances. At sixty-three, he looked stouter and more wrinkled and his hair thinner and whiter then when I had last seen him–but, then, I was fourteen years older too. And this bored Florida student crowd was a far cry from the Berkeley rebels who had alternately cheered, booed, and heckled and disrupted Mailer’s speech in 1972. Some of these UF students had actually been required to attend by a journalism professor. The headline in the Florida student newspaper the next day told the tale: “Meet Mailer the lamb: Dry audience dampens author’s rhetoric” (Jim Hagy, The Independent Florida Alligator, February 26, 1986, p. 1).

Mailer began apologetically, saying his reputation had been exaggerated. They seemed to expect a wild man like Hunter S. Thompson: “I couldn’t carry Hunter Thompson’s water pail,” he said modestly. He referred to the last lecture he had given at the University of Florida, in 1975, when the audience heckled him; he felt he had laid an egg that night and seemed to want to make up for it. But his opening anecdote about the boxer Sonny Liston, intended to warm them up, received no response. “That’s the first time I’ve told that story without getting a laugh,” he said. “I can see we’re going to have a lot of fun tonight.” With that, the audience finally laughed, and Mailer smiled for the first time that evening.

He read a passage about Muhammad Ali from The Fight, speaking with a Southern twang, holding the book in his right hand while making short jabs with his clenched left fist. He also read from “The Art of Writing,” which had recently been published in Michigan Quarterly Review.

Afterwards there were the inevitable questions about Mailer’s reputation as a male chauvinist. “I’ve been called a sexist. I’ve been called macho. . . . Women don’t know what they’re talking about. . . . Women have been telling men how to live in New York for the last century.” Some in the audience groaned; others laughed.

The evening had been neither triumph nor disaster for Mailer, but there was no way it could compare with the absurdist warfare that had taken place during his speech at Berkeley in 1972.

At the reception, I asked Mailer about his projected trilogy. When his novel Ancient Evenings (1983) appeared, it was announced as the first of a fictional trilogy beginning in ancient Egypt and stretching into the far future. Mailer said the trilogy was now “on ice.” He said that he spent eleven years on the Egyptian novel, that it could stand by itself, and that he felt no great impulse to continue. He also admitted he was hesitant about writing about the future because science fiction was not his genre. He didn’t know enough about computers, for one thing. I said I taught science fiction, and he asked, “Is it really close to magic?” I mentioned Arthur C. Clarke’s remark: any sufficiently advanced technology is close to magic. Although Mailer majored in engineering at Harvard and wrote Of a Fire on the Moon about the Apollo astronauts, he had always deeply distrusted technology and preferred magic.

He said he was working on another novel but didn’t want to talk about it. The past year he’d mostly been writing screenplays, for money. He had six kids in school and had to pay the bills. Every month he met with his accountant and was “$10,000 down or $10,000 up.” That’s also why he spoke at Florida. He was working on Godard’s adaptation of King Lear (which was eventually made, but not a good film). Mailer spoke admiringly of Kurosawa’s Ran, an adaptation of Macbeth. He was also researching the life of Jewish racketeer Meyer Lansky for a possible film.

By strange coincidence, Joshua Weinstein, the student assigned to chaperone Mailer at UF, said he was a nephew of Lansky. Mailer prompted him for details about “Uncle Meyer” Lansky as family man. It was interesting to observe Mailer’s journalistic technique: he was looking to confirm observations about Lansky’s character he’d gleaned elsewhere.

After the reception, Mailer and I went to Bennigan’s restaurant and bar with some students and journalists. He had refrained from eating or drinking before his talk, wanting to arrive onstage in peak condition. Now he ordered a hamburger and a drink called a “Rum Presbyterian,” a concoction he instructed them how to blend. His mood was genial. The chef was so excited at making a hamburger for Norman Mailer that he asked for his autograph on a napkin. The author complied.

As Mailer drank, he began to unbend and talked freely in response to the students’ questions. I was impressed by his graciousness, his candor, and his curiosity. He was willing to engage with the students, so long as they spoke about subjects that interested him. The conversation ranged from his recent trip to Russia, to his screenplays, boxing, flying, rock climbing, and journalism.

He said he had studied Russian for several months but gave up because he couldn’t speak it and was having trouble with the Cyrillic alphabet: “I couldn’t visualize the sound of the words.” This suggested to me that his imagination is highly visual, or that he has to find a link between the audio and the visual.

Mailer said he liked the Russians: “They are deeper than Americans. I thought they all looked Jewish.” He met and admired the poet Yevtushenko and twice viewed a movie Yevtushenko had made. I said Russian poets were like rock stars or opera singers; Mailer agreed.

He said that the American government had been lying to us about Russia throughout the Cold War to exaggerate the threat. He found Russia in 1985 not to be a great power but a sad place, a Third World country, like the United States if it had been devastated by war and then run by the Army. He called it more “an Army state” then a police state: “In the Army, everyone gets drunk as a way of saying, ‘I don’t give a shit about your institution.’” That, he claimed, accounts for the appalling rate of alcoholism in Russia.

Talk shifted to boxing: the fraternities at the University of Florida had recently held a “Slugfest” of amateur boxing. Mailer was fascinated; he wanted to know the details about the weight classes and the time of the rounds. He said, “If these guys are going in the ring for the first time, they must be terrified.” The students said this was generally true. He talked about boxers psyching themselves up for weeks before a fight, and the pressure and terror with which they lived.

Aging and death seemed to be on Mailer’s mind. He discussing upcoming fighters and mentioned the death of trainer Cus D’Amato. Mailer said he gave up boxing in 1985: “My knees gave out. If you can’t jog, you can’t box.” He had last seen Muhammad Ali in 1984 and said that, despite Parkinson’s disease, Ali’s mind was in much better shape than that of many alcoholics. Ali joked with Mailer’s wife: “You still with that old man?”

The topic switched to skydiving. Mailer said he once flew a glider but didn’t like it: too noisy, you had to concentrate on the instruments, and he got nauseated. Some students at a college he visited had once invited him skydiving. He was terrified all night at the prospect and relieved the next morning when it rained and they couldn’t go up. I admired Mailer’s honesty about his fears and incapacities, something he confronts in all his fiction. The terror he said boxers lived with was deeply familiar to Mailer.

I asked him about the scene of climbing the monument in Provincetown in his novel Tough Guys Don’t Dance (1984). He said it was based on his experience rock climbing and on the experience of a guy who actually climbed the monument. We began to mentally cast the film of Tough Guys Don’t Dance, which Mailer was about to direct. For Timothy Madden, I suggested William Hurt; Mailer said his name had been mentioned (the part was finally played by Ryan O’Neal). The part of Regency was tougher to cast. Mailer said there weren’t many big, tough guys who can act. I mentioned Brian Dennehy (Wings Hauser ended up playing Regency). Then I described in detail to Mailer the plot of the Coen brothers’ film Blood Simple (1985), a murder thriller I had recently seen. Mailer was momentarily taken aback, saying, “Jesus! That plot is better than mine.” He was dissatisfied with the ending of Tough Guys but didn’t yet know how to change it. (Tough Guys [1987] had its moments, but it failed at the box office and became Mailer’s first and last try at directing a Hollywood film. He was right: Blood Simple was a better thriller.)

Because I’d never boxed or gone skydiving or rock climbing, I talked about running with the bulls in Pamplona, which I had done in 1974. I said the real danger of running was not so much from the bulls but from fellow runners who tripped or stumbled, causing a human pileup or montón. Then many people could be gored or trampled by the bulls or the steers. Mailer said, “What a humiliating way to go: trampled by a steer!” I said, “To the guy getting trampled, it would make no difference which animal killed him.” But Mailer was concerned about dying a noble death.

A student journalist asked him if journalism was good training for a writer. Mailer said no, “Journalism is a whorehouse.” I disagreed, citing Twain, Crane, Dreiser, and Hemingway. But Mailer would not change his mind. The student journalists were disappointed.

Finally, Joshua Weinstein demonstrated a drinking trick with a straw; he claimed Florida Governor Bob Graham had taught it to him. It involved twisting and compressing the drinking straw, then popping it with a fingernail. It went off like a pistol shot. Mailer was game but couldn’t make it work.

On the way back, we drove past Graham Pond on campus, where one evening in 1975 Mailer had given a speech outdoors that had been heckled by the students. I pointed out that right across the street was the campus sewage plant. Mailer said, “The sewers must have been rumbling the night I gave that speech.” So he had not come to the University of Florida just for the money. He could have gone to many campuses, but he was trying to make up for what he perceived as his failure of eleven years before. And he seemed satisfied, if not with the bland reception to his speech that evening in 1986, then with his conversation with the students at the bar.

I drove him back to the Hilton. Mailer asked the time; it was 11:45 pm. “Omigosh, I’ve got to call my wife!” And he excused himself to use the phone.

I thought to myself: this is wife number six. I figured she would also be his last.





Norman Mailer: An Expected Encounter in an Unexpected Place


Gail D. Sinclair



Linda Patterson Miller, a friend and colleague in modernism, writes about Mailer and artist Willem de Kooning in an insightful article that belies her proclamation, “I am not a seasoned Norman Mailer scholar” (299). I am sadly much more qualified to make such a disclaimer, but like Miller as a “fellow” in Hemingway studies, I can’t help but acknowledge the comparisons made between him and Mailer on the literary and personal fronts. Both men were journalists as well as writers of fiction garnering popular and artistic acclaim, each gained fame early on through writing stemming from personal war experiences, both were men who avidly followed professional sport and sometimes participated in spontaneous pugilistic bouts to settle personal scores, and each man married and divorced multiple times, creating in the wake of those unions complicated family structures.1 These easily identifiable comparisons have already been explicated by others and I can add little to such discussions. My experience is a personal one, solidifying for me a view that Mailer, like Hemingway, often distanced himself from literary progenitors. Nonetheless, he was an avid Hemingway aficionado, and in this case a Hemingway impersonator.

The occasion for the Norman Mailer to Ernest Hemingway transformation was in itself an odd juxtaposition of contrasting entities. In September 2002 about one hundred and fifty F. Scott Fitzgerald scholars from all over the world, along with non-academics sharing a love for the man who named and wrote beautifully about the Jazz Age, had gathered at the Sixth Biennial International Fitzgerald Conference in St. Paul, Minnesota, hometown of the 1920s icon, to celebrate the author and his work. Rushing from the historic Landmark Center and an earlier afternoon plenary session featuring Frances Ring, Fitzgerald’s secretary at the time of his death, and Budd Schulberg with whom Fitzgerald had been hired and later jointly fired from writing the screenplay for the 1939 film Winter Carnival, we jaunted a few blocks and settled into seats of the nearly one hundred year old Sam S. Shubert Theater at 10 East Exchange Street, now aptly renamed the Fitzgerald Theater, hoping to watch the resurrection of three figures who were such an integral part of our academic interests and intellectual curiosity.

Fitzgerald Society members and local St. Paul residents eagerly filled the audience that crisp fall afternoon. Of a more famous note in the crowd were Fitzgerald’s granddaughters Eleanor Lanahan and Cecilia Ross, memoirist Patricia Hample, Les Miserables lyricist Herbert Kretzmer and his wife Sybil, A Prairie Home Companion’s author/host Garrison Keillor who broadcast each week from this very stage, and the performance’s stars, Norman Mailer, Norris Church Mailer, and George Plimpton. But, most important, we had come to see, or maybe more appropriately to hear Ernest Hemingway and Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald.

The Mailer, Mailer, and Plimpton trio were in St. Paul at the invitation of the Fitzgerald Society to enact their dramatic dialogue co-written by Plimpton and Terry Quinn, although the text was predominantly an arrangement of letters by and between the famous Lost Generation triumvirate. Sitting near the Fitzgerald granddaughters, I heard them whisper to each other at some point in the reading, “Did you grant permission for them to use the Fitzgerald letters?” The response from both seemed to be “no,” but no matter; the show was already in progress. Set on the stage were three stations—the table from which “Ernest” wrote and read his letters, “Scott’s” writing table, and a stool perch for “Zelda.”

This evening was by no means the inaugural performance of the Mailer/Plimpton trio. The troop had previously given readings in 2000 at such prestigious venues as The Getty Art Museum in Los Angeles, the Mercantile Library in New York City, and the Guild Hall in East Hampton. Between 2000 and 2002, in addition to their St. Paul performance, productions were held at the Provincetown Theater, The American Church in Paris, the Folger Shakespeare Library in D.C., the Kaufmann Concert Hall at the Ninety-Second Street YMCA in New York City, the Savannah Arts Festival City Lights Theater, the Rocky Mountain Book Festival in Denver, and the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York City, sometimes with substitutions in the central players filled by Timothy Hutton, Lee Grand, Terry Quinn, Mary Karr, Calvin Trillin, and Robert Stone.2

For our afternoon’s edification Norman Mailer sat at the stage right table wearing, as I remember it, a rather stereotypical khaki flak jacket or maybe something more closely labeled pseudo hunting gear—what Robert J. Begiebing describes on another occasion as Mailer’s being “got up in a safari suit” (70). He was decidedly non-representative of Hemingway’s physique, much shorter in stature, lacking the proper characteristic Hemingway beard, and sporting a more diminutive barrel chest perched atop a paunch belly. He was, however, exuding a sense of his Hemingwayness or as much as he could muster, and his pleasure in the pretense was evident. Norman Mailer clearly liked being Ernest Hemingway for the space of an afternoon’s entertainment.

Less convincing was the George Plimpton to F. Scott Fitzgerald transformation. Plimpton seemed too tall for the young co-ed, whose somewhat diminutive size contributed to his failure at Princeton football, too old for the man who died in his forties, too East Coast bred for the “Middle-wester” from St. Paul, and he was not sporting a Mid-western accent, whatever the machinations of that might be. Fitzgerald’s own dialect was hard to characterize, and in the one recording of him I’ve heard, his voice resonated a slightly affected British twang, obviously not indicative of St. Paul. There was, however, on Plimpton’s part little or no attempt to recreate the Fitzgerald look, even in something as relatively easy as 1920s clothing. He relied simply on the power of Fitzgerald’s words to weave the spell, and for lovers of the author’s highly poetic prose, perhaps that was enough.

Norris Church Mailer portrayed Zelda Fitzgerald, the complex woman with whom she had much in common. Like Zelda, Norris Mailer was Southern bred, although from Arkansas rather than Alabama, had married a Northerner, was known for her beauty, and was also like Mrs. F. Scott Fitzgerald, an artist, a novelist, and a multi-talented woman who played second fiddle to a famous literary husband. Bringing to life the voice that had drawn assorted comments in letters about its unique and engaging qualities and had no doubt inspired such famous lines as, “Her voice is full of money,” no easy task. Norris followed the usual route of actors playing Southern belles and attempting to recreate a dialect that becomes generic rather than particular to a distinctive region. Zelda’s voice exuded cigarette-smoking huskiness and a dialect most likely born and bred in the advantaged neighborhoods of Montgomery, Alabama. But like her husband, the passion and affinity Mrs. Mailer felt for the persona she inhabited was evident. Confirming that sense of sisterhood between herself and Zelda in correspondence with Cathy W. Barks, co-editor of Dear Scott, Dearest Zelda: The Love Letters of F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, Norris penned a note of thanks for a photo of the youthful Zelda that Barks had sent her. She wrote, “I have Zelda’s photo in a little grouping of my ancestors, and she looks right at home!”3

The context for the Hemingway/Fitzgerald exchange was excised primarily from their workaday correspondence, but the prose had many shadings of the more polished fiction each writer carefully crafted with a clear eye toward posterity. These men were after all great writers, and their letters demonstrated this prowess and provided us with multifaceted and valuable insights. They wrote about their craft, their relationship to shared editor Maxwell Perkins and to colleagues in the literary world, and about their families and the struggle to work under the burden of wives, children, and paying the bills. The tensions and rivalry that existed between them at some points was palpable, to be sure, but their bond and mutual respect shone through as well. They were two men in an exclusive, lonely, and hard-earned but highly coveted club.

The Fitzgerald epistles were something of a different note. These letters between Scott and Zelda were not filled with the mundane details of ordinary days and nights spent apart. The sense one always had when eavesdropping on this legendary couple’s correspondence, although at times rife with painful, angry, highly personal accusations, was that their letters were far more frequently emissaries of deeply embedded and lasting love. Regardless of the tragedies that befell their relationship, the bitterness of lost opportunities, self-indulgence at the expense of unity, or the alcoholism or mental breakdown that haunted their marriage, they maintained and professed their love to the end. Better drama than this couldn’t be written.

That September afternoon’s performance was what it was: three large personalities offering up homage to three larger than life figures from the golden era of modern American literature. Most all of the letters’ content we heard that afternoon was already well known to us. We had reveled in it before, scoured through accumulated volumes seeking this or that piece of information to explain something for which we had our own theories. We were not enlightened or presented with secrets previously unknown about Ernest, Scott, or Zelda. But we were, as always, enthralled to hear the spoken cadence of good writing, especially from people we had chosen to follow with such professional vigor that every two years we travel to a relevant part of the world to celebrate their work. For bringing Fitzgerald back to St. Paul along with his wife and their compatriot, Ernest Hemingway, we were grateful to our afternoon’s entertainers.




Notes


1. Tina Brown offers a similar view about Mailer saying, “He subscribed to the Hemingway model, but kicked it up a notch and made it his own” (20). ↩



2. The production would continue past the Fitzgerald Theater performance, mostly at an international level with venues like Paris, Amsterdam, Moscow, Vienna, Berlin and London. In addition, a production entitled “One Sunday at the Fitzgeralds” and also co-authored by Terry Quinn and George Plimpton would take the stage featuring essentially the same set of players. ↩



3. My deep thanks to Cathy Barks for sharing this personal correspondence from Norris Church Mailer, and for her work in bringing forward the beautiful collection of Scott and Zelda’s love letters. ↩
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On Reading Mailer Too Young


Ross Klavan



There he is, get a good look at him and promise not to laugh—this little guy stooped there Quasimodo-style over a thick book at the lumbering, dark wood table in the cathedral library of this suburban New York junior high. Dust on his socks. A morsel of cafeteria lunch pasted on his lip. Girls in bare legs who’ve just learned to have breasts walk by but he won’t look up because he’s afraid his hormones will make him detonate and, well, it’s a good book. Here it is, already 1964. He’s thirteen. Kennedy’s just dead, the Beatles are just arrived, the Stones are releasing their debut album, too, Clay has just become Ali and the GI’s in Vietnam are still called advisors, mostly. The red carpet’s getting ready to unfold. And this little guy is sitting there reading The Naked and the Dead.

The Holt, Rinehart, Winston edition. Black dust jacket that sports a red line drawing—all dots and jagged lines—the face of (maybe) a soldier in some tight-lipped, abstract rendering of the thousand-mile stare. This kid reads on, about Croft and Wilson and the climb up Mount Anaka. And we could say that he hits page 602, runs into the fabled white space, and then the shock of the pick-up: “A half hour later, Lieutenant Hearn was killed by a machine gun bullet which passed through his chest.” And we could go through the usual amazement, the heartbreak of losing Hearn after six hundred-odd pages and the later dismissals from Mailer himself who sort of scoffed at this device as one he pulled from E. M. Forster. We could do that but . . . .

OK. But it’s not Hearn and it’s not Forester; in fact it’s not literature that’s got this little thirteen-year-old guy pouring through Mailer too young, going page-by-page through the longest book he’s ever read. No, the clincher is earlier. It’s page 150. It’s when Mailer’s recon platoon suddenly comes under Japanese machine gun fire and we read: “BEE-YOWWWW! . . . BEE-YOOWWWW!” and on and on and on.

Those fantastic machine gun sounds. Written out, right there on the page.

It’s not literature that’s delivered him to Mailer. It’s comic books.

Now, obviously the discovery of Mailer is a eureka moment that’s built out of a truckload of mental prep. What’s got this little guy turned-on to Mailer (though it’s a few years yet before he’ll use that phrase) is that Mailer is the only great writer around, the only living major public author, who comes busting off of an operatic stage in total exuberance, to fall right into the lap of this thirteen-year-old boy and his reading pals. Because with their own struggling hands they’ve hammered together two unlikely mind-bending standards: Mad Magazine and the world of Batman, Superman, Capt. America and Sgt. Rock of Easy Co. (OK, also the blessed Classics Illustrated, too, one of the finest series of comics ever in those terrible days before Cliff ’s Notes.) So, for the first time, our young man and his reading buddies are convinced they’re getting a load of an adult author who can live up to this incredible mind-melt of Mad, Marvel, National Periodicals . . . I’m telling you, reading this Mailer guy is like being on a rocket even if half the time, you have no idea what he’s talking about.

In the literary eye of the thirteen-year-old boy, this is the highest compliment. Forget the studied sincerity of, say, To Kill A Mockingbird. Down with The Old Man And The Sea, too, (which even at thirteen we thought was enough to put you off Hemingway before you discovered the good stuff.) This Mailer, he was Good vs. Evil, world catastrophe, official lies, violence, sex, madness, the whole crazy, lurid world was there in Mailer’s pages and even better, this was a guy who was respected and could write like a son-of-a-bitch.

And if a “real writer” could put something like “BEE-YOWWWW! . . . BEE-YOOWWWW!” in his book, if he could huddle so dangerously close to “Sgt. Rock of Easy Company” and “Spy Vs. Spy” then by God, a writer could do ANYTHING.

I mean, listen. It would be great to proclaim that we were drawn in by the sex scenes. The only thing is, until An American Dream, Mailer wouldn’t get a shake of the hand from the dedicated literary onanist. Maybe The Time of Her Time. A bit of The Deer Park. But, hey, we’d already read Terry Southern’s Candy. We’d scampered into Lady Chatterley’s Lover and ’64 was the year of the court fight over Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer, a book that showed up, literally in brown paper wrappers, in the school hall from time to time. We were veterans of post-war war novels. Battle Cry by Leon Uris with the bedroom wrestling that always ended in “. . .” and at least two of us were collectors of the fantastic and now much-mourned Monarch Books, a long gone and sadly missed paperback company that had dissected the soul of the thirteen-year-old boy. Titles like: Bloody Beaches (Marines die hard!), Baby Face Nelson, Reptilicus, Tarawa, Marine War Heroes, The Indian Wars series, Nikki (One night with Nikki was like a lifetime)—the company put out a forest’s worth of original paperbacks that skipped their way into the welcoming thirteen-year-old mind. And in each book, even the historical The Apache Indian Wars (even in the novelization of the monster movie Reptilicus, f ’Christ’s-sake!) there was always a surprise sex scene. You’d be sitting around, reading about the Apaches or the Marines or a primordial monster and suddenly there’d be a breathless unhooking of bras, there’d be nipples, panting and moaning and then the final ellipsis or white space. You stumbled upon these surprises in your reading when you least expected it although, after some experience, you knew it would be there like a gift in a Cracker Jacks box. Apropos of nothing. Just apropos of they knew their audience. Monarch Books was young adult reading at its best. We practically supported the company with purchases from the swiveling metal rack at Virginia Variety and from an occasional secretive mail order. And the only reason to go on about all this is . . . into this reading world we invited Norman Mailer.

Because, OK, Mad and comics and these books . . . they were all great and we knew a good piece of junk when we read it. But we were positive that there was something else out there, too, good and tasty and it wasn’t To Kill A Mockingbird. We’d read some John Steinbeck, Stephen Crane, Jack London. Mickey Spillane. I remember that we read Harold Robbins at one point, I think we were twelve. We’d gone through what we could find of Hammett and Chandler. Some Vonnegut. At least part of Heller’s Catch 22. But nobody could match Mailer for the real lowdown. Mailer was the real thing. In his exuberance alone, he was up there with the only great philosophers we ever quoted (incessantly)—Mel Brooks and Carl Reiner, of the album, The 2,000 Year Old Man. So, if we couldn’t be Mel Brooks when we grew up? Who did we want to be? Nah, too easy.

See, from Mailer, at thirteen, we got not only the rush of the comic book world writ grandly, we got something else that we couldn’t find so easily on the shelves. We got an education. We learned things. Hang on, I don’t mean academic things. Those ornate sentences sometimes had to be chopped through and at thirteen we didn’t know that this was half the fun. No, we got real lessons from Mailer and not the self-help lessons demanded by teachers or the New York Times reviewers. What we learned, reading Mailer, too young, was of a more practical nature. Important things. Like how to say “go” and “wild” and “swing” and the other detailed lessons in how to be a hipster. How to walk loosely and not, as he told us, tight, from the shoulders like a white man. And we learned stuff like, to kill a Jap sentry, you should stab him down behind the collarbone, not up into the kidney. A piece of advice that could save your life. I mean, to get that kind of lesson you had to go to Stag Magazine and Men’s Bluebook and half the time, no one would sell them to us.

This kind of special knowledge set off top-of-the-lungs debates over Mailer among the Junior High tuna sandwich-and-literary crowd. We broke down along two lines, both of a physical nature. The question? Who could Mailer take if it came down to a rough-and-tumble? The main contender, for some reason, seemed to be Jack London, who had mentioned some kind of Japanese death grip in his book The Assassination Bureau Ltd. Mailer was thought to be the victor in this contest because he knew how to stab Jap sentries and because he’d been trained in dirty fighting and hand-to-hand combat (as we’d read in The Naked and the Dead.) However, in the minus column, among the literary guys walking home from school or in the cafeteria, Mailer had endorsed, on the cover, a volume called Jiu Jitsu Complete, an early book on the Japanese combative art. This book detailed moves that we regarded as so unusable, you couldn’t even get them to work on your little brother. And believe me, we tried.

Even so. We loved the guy.

He was of our father’s generation (and experience) but Mailer on-the-page seemed more like some impossible, beloved older brother. He might smack us around a little but if anybody else got wise? Forget about it. He was a guy we envied but could trust to tell us the truth. He let us in on the secrets. He told us, “Don’t listen to Dad, it’s OK to swagger.” He said, “Do like me, trust your own experience.” And unlike almost any other writers we knew about, alive and hitting the typewriter keys, he got himself into trouble. Big trouble. More than us. But it went further than that. From Mailer, and probably unconsciously from our fathers, we absorbed the powerful motor that, I’m convinced, was greatly behind the vast upheavals of the period between 1963 to 1973. This was the attitude—often unspoken—of The War’s enlisted man: Don’t trust them, they’re lying to you, they’ll get you killed, shoot first and ask questions later, everyday above ground is a good day, is this trip really necessary, everyone’s scared, everyone dies, just keep moving forward and don’t worry about a thing.

Study that attitude carefully, add Mad Magazine, Capt. American and the rest, mix it together with Mel Brooks and national travesty along with a pinch of the state of the world and I bet that you’ll find a pretty direct route to long hair, fringed jackets and everything else that was counter to culture.

But even better—we could double back on that attitude and throw Mailer against our fathers, knock the old man off the Oedipal perch. The War, as we called it, hung over everything back then. In the neighborhood, everybody’s father had been in The War, uncles thrilled us with the bullet wounds they’d caught at Pearl Harbor, the father of the kid around the corner downed beer after beer watching Guadalcanal Diary on Saturday afternoon TV and slurred to us how he’d killed Japs, too, just like that, just like in the movies. The guy next door showed us a dented Nazi helmet in his basement, the blood still caked and visible inside. The War was almost a form of cosmic, religious authority. To have been in The War was to “know,” although to “know” what exactly nobody could quite say. It took some thought and some years in the land of the living to learn that this guy you met, say, who’d gone in on the first wave at Iwo Jima? Well, he turned out to be fat, stupid, afraid of his boss, more terrified of his wife and if you were foolish enough to ask him, he’d give you the dumbest advice possible. He knew nothing. It could happen. And to absorb that shock there was little else besides The Naked and the Dead. Because Mailer, by putting The War out there as a detailed, finite human action, had almost pulled The War down off its celestial perch. You couldn’t imagine your father walking through The War, say, as in Battle Cry, but the old man’s failures, foibles and shortcomings were apparent in Mailer’s characters. Through our eyes, trained by comics, Mailer did just fine. We got the feeling from The Naked and the Dead that regular guys fought The War and came out of it regular guys, most of them deeply fugged up, but still regular. To qualify as one of Mailer’s existential heroes, though, you had to do a lot more than that.

And another thing about Mailer. He was a cocky, stay-the-hell-away-from-synagogue Jew. Sure, I know all about the God business—but nobody at our lunch table really believed that part of his outlook and I have to admit that when Mailer’s “On God” came out, I still suffered a slight rumbling that he actually took this stuff seriously. To us, see, at thirteen, this was a two-fisted, blooded GI veteran Jew who wrote incredible stuff and cowboy’d around like a champ. There wasn’t a one of us, not that I knew, who hadn’t quit Hebrew School the New-York-minute after saying some prayers and getting some pens. I’d even go as far as to say that the Hebrew Schools of that era turned out as many non-believers (proportionally) as the World War Two infantry turned out pacifists. And Mailer fit right in there, he’d faced and overcome the murderous demand to be “nice” especially in America and especially in our neighborhood where many of the fathers were not only Depression kids and veterans of The War, but also soon to be indicted on various counts of fraud, embezzlement, money laundering, ponzi schemes, you name it. Mailer knew our hearts and he’d be there alongside us when we needed him. I mean, hey. We’d read The Sun Also Rises, we knew what the literary lion of masculinity thought of Robert Cohn. And here was Mailer (in Advertisements For Myself) writing that Hemingway had the “shrewd mind of a small-town boy” because Mailer came across to us, even as boys, as shrewd, sure, but every inch the urban Jew—exactly the guy we needed. Harvard or not, like it or not.

So that was Mailer to the thirteen-year-old mind of 1964, the year that (as Andy Warhol said in Popism) “everything went young” (and at thirteen we didn’t have a choice.)

But there was something that we didn’t get out of Mailer at that age, something that I now see as central to his writing and to his outlook—the overbearing presence of the threat of personal failure. The demand that one turn up the heat and try not to fail oneself. That seems to power the drive towards Ego and the thoughts always of “the big novel” and all those other adventures. At thirteen, the consciousness of personal failure may be intense in the adolescent hormones but the spread is pretty thin. At thirteen, a person will secretly fear and struggle with himself and pick up unconsciously on the mood of the elders of the house, failures not articulated that make their way in through the pores. Still, in the understanding, there’s only the dimmest whiff of how deeply one can fail personally. And I don’t think we picked up on, for example, what happened to Croft when he failed to climb Mt. Anaka and the platoon is chased downhill by bees. We didn’t fathom what Croft had failed when he looked back at the mountain as he and the others left the island.

I only met Mailer once, about fifteen years later. I was overseas, living in London at the time, working on a book and making a living working for the one commercial talk radio station in town, LBC. This was at the end of the 1970s, early 1980s, and Mailer came over to do some PR for Ancient Evenings. It had just been published in paperback. He was interviewed on the air, and then afterwards, as he was rushed out of the studio and escorted to the exit through the newsroom and production area, our crowd of young men timidly, cautiously gathered around him. One by one we approached him—reporters, writers, announcers, producers—and he slowed down and he began to talk. We were all in our late twenties up through about thirty-five, I think, and we started to cluster around Mailer and shyly ask him questions, ask to shake his hand, we traded nice-to-meet ya’s and wound up talking to him about everything. And damned if he wasn’t vastly enjoying himself. Mailer couldn’t have been more generous with his time or attention. I remember thinking even when it was happening, that ol’ Norman was being surrounded by “his boys” the guys who’d grown up with him in the old neighborhood, the neighborhood of his books. And when we’d finished talking about those books, we talked about London, good pubs, beer and then we ended up talking about boxing and Mailer demonstrated a couple of combinations for us, throwing a left and right hook, an uppercut, gracefully moving with the blows. I remember him as somehow both completely relaxed and intensely in-the-moment (as actors tell it) having a hell of a good time and seeming to be genuinely interested in what any of us guys had to say. He was there a long time. And he didn’t leave until the PR woman came over, told him he was late, told him he had to go, and pulled him away from us.




What Norman Mailer Taught Me about Combat


Erin Miele



Norman Mailer owes me one. This statement rings worthy of Mailer’s own limitless chutzpah, but I figure I have a right. I base this calculation on a brief encounter I had with him at long-ago dinner party. Despite Mailer’s reputation as a fighter and scoundrel, I sensed a simple, masculine justice to his character: That is, I hit you, you hit me back, so we’re even, and now we can be friends. I could be wrong, but I think that he, a former boxer and soldier, appreciated a fair fight.

I didn’t meet this hell-raising literary standout on a social basis. As a chronically broke student, I supplemented my scholarship with a variety of temporary jobs—working as an au pair, a library clerk, a Chinese food delivery person, a tutor, and once as a model for a hair styling magazine. While some students at the expensive school I attended lived off trust funds and their parents’ credit cards, most of my friends held part-time jobs. I was excited one weekend to snag a well-paying, Saturday night waitressing gig through my college’s jobs’ board. The listing described a need for a server for an “exclusive dinner party cum political discussion with several well-known novelists in attendance.”

It was the promise of meeting real writers that attracted me to the position. I anticipated a modern version of the salon, those elegant affairs so crucial to nineteenth century culture. I looked forward to eavesdropping on the conversation, which was bound to be brilliant, witty, and profound. Perhaps those assembled might even include me in their conversations, while for my part I might find an opportunity to quote off-handedly a Shakespearean quatrain or a few trenchant lines from Yeats. “It’s obvious you have a gift for language,” one of the distinguished guests would say. “You must send me something you have written.”

In short, I was that creature most dreaded by established authors, an aspiring writer, green as lettuce. I probably deserved what happened.

In high school, I had written my first two short stories, which subsequently won two first prizes in Scholastic Magazine‘s fiction contest. That unexpected coup led to a full scholarship to Barnard in New York City. I had grown up in rural Pennsylvania with my parents and twelve brothers and sisters. In the Upper West Side of Manhatten, during the Koch years, we faced a fairly drastic change of pace.

At college, many professors encouraged my ambitions. “You have a depth to your writing that many older writers would envy,” one teacher told me. Another professor, no slouch of a writer herself, praised my “genius for description.” When my philosophy professor (author of the standard introductory textbook on the subject), handed back our first papers, he announced that there was only one philosopher in the class and only one promising writer. On my paper he’d scrawled, “This isn’t philosophy but you can write. Best of luck”

On the other hand, some people were far less enthusiastic about my creations. With carefully shielded pride, I showed a story to a teacher whose seminar I hoped to join. As a child I had read and admired, in a Reader’s Digest condensed volume, this woman’s saga of her Armenian relatives, owners of a restaurant in Queens. She scanned the first pages, then remarked that only James Joyce was allowed to write in the stream-of-consciousness style. Cringing dog that I was, I found myself agreeing with her completely

It didn’t help matters that I suffered in my youth from what is now labeled a “social anxiety disorder,” coupled with masochist tendencies. I was so thin-skinned as to be nearly transparent, so shy that I wrote lists of interesting conversational topics before leaving my dorm room. Just as praise for my work could elate me to a dangerous degree, criticism too easily flustered me and made me doubt myself.

During one writing class, a professor distributed, without naming the author, a piece that I had written. Her private opinion of the work was favorable, but she allowed my peers to offer their feedback first. Looking back, I have a memory of my fellow English majors at my all-girls college, an irritable group at best, eviscerating the story. One girl, whose t-shirt slogan instructed Pope John Paul to keep his rosaries off her ovaries, took particular umbrage. “Invalid, stultifying negation of “herstory” . . . obviously derived from patriarchal white-male, so-called “classical” literature, were some of the gentler phrases she used. Another student, who, within ten years, would marry a cardiologist and settle in Scarsdale, damned the anonymous writer both for being an undercover male and a reactionary. I mounted a feeble defense of certain passages I knew were decently written, but by the end of the class, I found myself if not agreeing with, at least not objecting to, the general condemnation.

It took me years to learn how to distinguish objective, helpful criticism from personal bias, years to develop enough calluses to survive a writer’s life, and by that time, I had pretty much stopped writing.

That Saturday night dinner party, back in the 1980s, when Norman Mailer was in his rascally prime, was held at the spacious Central Park West apartment of a political writer known for his unapologetic Marxist views. The host was gathering a trio of famous authors—Bernard Malamud, Kurt Vonnegut, and Mailer—along with their wives to discuss how best to achieve worldwide nuclear disarmament. In the giddy pre-party moments, as I set the table and tried to calm myself down after hearing Malamud’s name, the hostess, a well-upholstered, fortyish brunette, spoke warmly to me about the evening ahead. “So you’re at Bar-nard, how wonderful . . . and an aspiring writer yourself, excellent . . . well, we have some very important people coming in tonight, I’ll be sure to introduce you.”

But when the illustrious guests showed up, my hostess’ tone turned a little snappish, and her promise of personal introductions did not materialize. In fact, she suddenly misplaced my name and began referring to me as “you,” as in “I’d so appreciate it if you’d hang up the wraps a bit more carefully,” and “Would you mind hurrying with those drinks?”

The evening progressed, although not quite as planned. Malamud, whose luminescent stories still captivate me, seemed something of a fusspot, several times complaining of a stomachache. Supervised by an anxious Mrs. Malamud, he suffered through his meal, declining most of the food and all of the alcohol offered to him. The other attendees, however, more than made up for his abstention. A gloomy Vonnegut gulped Scotch while lighting the tip of one Pall Mall from another, pinching the butts out on his Havilland plate. By the end of the soup course, those in attendance appeared to have abandoned any thoughts of collaborating on an anti-nuclear treatise. The conversation had drifted to other, less global concerns. I recall a few malicious tidbits involving mutual enemies and some personal chat about families. I hadn’t yet lost hope that the writers would start providing me with fresh insight into Proust, or elaborating on the major themes of Russian literature in the last century.

Norman Mailer, possibly out of boredom, perhaps to exhibit solidarity with the working class, abruptly stood up, picked up his soup bowl, and followed me out of the dining room. Norman’s wife rolled her beautiful eyes. “Oh Norman, don’t bother, the girl can handle that,” protested the hostess as we exited.

In the kitchen, where the chef was plating the fish course, I thanked Mailer for his help, and he politely introduced himself. He then asked me my name, and when I told him “Erin Bridget Kelley,” his face brightened and he squared off in front of me, asking in an atrocious brogue, “Hey, Erin, do ye happen to know what an oxymoron is?”

I was about to tell him that of course I did, that I was an English/classics major, who could explicate The Good Morrow and had translated The Symposium from the Greek. But before I could answer, the literary lion burst out, grinning like a bratty ten-year-old boy. “A sober Irishman! That’s an oxymoron for you!”

I was too startled to reply and instead blushed to the parting in my hair, a vexing physiological reaction that had plagued me since eighth grade. The man seemed disappointed when I wouldn’t insult him back in kind. A couple of times during the rest of the evening, Mailer tried to catch my eye and include me in the conversation, but I, stiff-necked and ashamed to be looked on as a servant by these people, celebrated novelists or not, refused to look in his direction.

In those days, I was reticent about speaking my mind, prone to what the French call l’esprit d’escalier,” or “staircase wit.” To me, the phrase connoted the quick, cutting reply, the clever argument dreamed up on the subway ride home after a party, all the words that I ought to have said. While climbing the stairs to my room, I’d regret not having had the perfect comeback to silence the know-it-all, the bully or the Nosey Parker. I should have jousted with Mailer in kind, countered his insult with a “Hey, wise guy, is ‘a well-mannered Norman Mailer’ an oxymoron, too?”

I’d like to think that Mailer could take it as well as he could dish it out. But it would take me years to learn to speak my mind, to respond quickly to verbal challenges. That night, I was way too young, way too touchy and self-conscious.

Still, in time I realized that Norman Mailer had taught me some things through our little exchange. First, I learned to avoid meeting icons in person, as they are bound to disappoint you. Second, whatever my opinion of Mailer’s many crusades, I had to admire his blunt and outspoken style, the great faith in himself he had to produce not only a new kind of literature in The Executioner’s Song, but also works stunning for their epic length—almost fifteen hundred pages on the CIA, almost a thousand on ancient Egypt. Whatever Mailer did or didn’t do, he did one thing consistently right and that was to take his talent as a writer seriously. I can’t imagine him ever letting anyone sneer at his work.

After graduation from college, I started off determined to write. For a year, I lived alone aboard a Chris-Craft on the Potomac in Washington, DC. I supported myself with temporary office jobs, writing at night in the boat’s galley. At that time, my work-in-progress was a lengthy “fictional” account of two young girls, one of them a double for my younger sister Lizzie. The older girl, Molly, bore striking similarities to me. Coincidentally, the children were members of a large, Irish-Catholic family, and were growing up in the Pennsylvania countryside. The girls enjoyed visiting their lovable old coot of a neighbor, Mr. Welliver, who warmed his dentures in a jar that he set on the old-fashioned coal stove. The old man was notable for the multitude of feral cats living under his back porch. The story kept going on and on, stretching to more than one hundred pages, and I hadn’t even managed to lure the children from Mr. Welliver’s yard. The girls alternated between fashioning bouquets of Queen’s Anne’s lace, whose flowers reminded Molly of “the chaplet her mother wore to Mass,” and chasing the increasingly frenzied kittens around the property. Meanwhile, that quaint old dear, Mr Welliver, had fallen asleep on page twenty-seven, while watching a Phillies game. By page one hundred and twelve, I could have gladly killed off both my main characters in as gruesome a manner as was credible. Fortunately, this particular manuscript has been lost to time.

When I got the chance to join a six-week scientific expedition to Maine aboard a Smithsonian research vessel, I took it. It seemed like a writerly thing to do. Eventually, I moved back to New York and began working in the textbook division of Harper & Row. Soon enough, I set sail again, this time to Ireland for a year, having enrolled in courses in Anglo-Irish literature. I had a great time tramping the same streets as the characters in Dubliners. and visiting Stephen Daedelus’s tower in Dunlaoghaire. Ulysses finally made sense to me, thanks to the Trinity lectures, but I ran out of tuition money, and finished up the year working at a pub.

When I returned stateside, I moved in with my brother Michael in Boston. I was accepted into Boston University’s M.F.A. program, but chose instead to move to Maine and get married. For the next several years, I kept writing, kept holding on to the idea that writing was my true vocation At that point, I believed that with steady, honest work and some luck, recognition for my work would come. In the spring of 1993, I was deep into a work of fiction that I believed to be the best that I had done. I had recently received a friendly, handwritten note from the managing editor at The Atlantic Monthly, rejecting a story I had sent in, while encouraging me to send him more work. I was thirty-three, my wanderlust at last satisfied. I was grateful for my marriage, and my beautiful sons, confident that I would fulfill my writer’s destiny, and eventually get on paper what I needed to say. Yet I couldn’t seem to carry out these plans when the boys were small.

A few years ago, I taught myself to paint in oils, hoping that creating art in another medium might somehow lead me back to writing. Instead, I found I loved painting. Where my writing seemed more effective when it was sad, my best canvases were happy and high-keyed in tone. I’ve exhibited in solo and group shows, and sold a respectable number of paintings. This year, I was awarded a grant from the Pennsylvania Partners in the Arts, through the Scranton Foundation, to create a series of portraits.

Although I have since run into other well-known people, among them Tolstoy’s grandnephew, Maud Gonne’s son Sean MacBride, and George Steinbrenner (bizarre bedfellows, I admit), I retain a fondness for the memory of my quick exchange with Norman Mailer. Out of all those big shots at that dinner party, he had looked me in the eye and spoken to me as if I were a real human being. Maybe he could sense that I, like him, didn’t appreciate being bossed around, even though I had signed up for the job and had only myself to blame.

I hadn’t thought about that chance meeting in years. Last week, I attended the Wilkes University Graduate information session, which was presented by a young playwright, who mentioned that he was research assistant for a professor who was writing a biography of Mailer. The mention of Mailer’s name recalled to me that distant, almost forgotten memory.

Suddenly, present and past converged. It was as if Mailer were challenging me again. Maybe I have an answer for him now. I’m Irish enough to recognize portents. I’m enough of a believer in the spirit world that I might think it just possible that that bellicose genius, that fearless s.o.b., Norman Kingsley Mailer, might be giving me a shout out from wherever he is now. His exaggerated life, sprawling across nine decades, seems too enormous, too gaudy and messy, to be completely contained by death. I’d prefer to think there’s a chance that he’s signaling me to show some gumption, to answer back for once. Art itself is the only real response to a ruthless world. Call it hubris, but could Mailer’s ghost be prodding me to follow his hyperbolic example, to write down what I have to say before it is too late, before the party ends, the whole battle’s done, and it’s all over for me? After all, Mr. Mailer does owe me a chance to answer him back.
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The Spanish Civil War began on 17–18 July, 1936 as a rebellion of generals against the Republic’s electorally-restored left-leaning government. Hemingway held a deep love for Spain dating from his trips to the bullfights in the early 1920s. He finally made it to the war-torn country in March of 1937 to report on the war for the North American Newspaper Alliance (NANA), to assess the situation in his role as chairman of the ambulance corps committee of the pro-Republican American Friends of Spanish Democracy, to collaborate with Dutch filmmaker Joris Ivens on the pro-Republican documentary The Spanish Earth, and to pursue his fledgling love affair with Martha Gellhorn.

By war’s end in April 1939, Hemingway would make four trips to Spain and write thirty-one dispatches for NANA (Watson 4).1 The secondary sources habitually judge them inferior journalism. Carlos Baker in the first Hemingway biography, for example, complains that the dialogue was “so heavily stamped with personal mannerisms as to be of doubtful authenticity.” Baker sees a “curious monotony in his stories of battles and bombardments,” a gratuitous use of graphic imagery “to shock his readers,” and “a note of triumphant boastfulness” in reporting proximity to danger. He also faults Hemingway for “often hint[ing] he was alone when in fact he was usually with Martha Gellhorn, Matthews, and Delmer.” Hemingway lacked Dos Passos’ “eye for telling details” and the “meticulous exactitude and inclusiveness that characterized the best work of Herbert Matthews and Sefton Delmer” (Baker 329).

Philip Knightley’s The First Casualty, the standard history of war correspondence, paraphrases Baker but with a trouncing final judgment: Hemingway’s “performance as a war correspondent was abysmally bad.” But Knightley goes beyond “technical” dissatisfaction to moral condemnation. Not just “unjustifiably optimistic”—an excusable offense—Hemingway’s reporting was “unforgivable” in its “total failure to report the Communist persecution, imprisonment, and summary execution of ‘untrustworthy elements’ on the Republican side, when he knew this was happening and when disclosing it might well have prevented further horrors like this” (Knightley 231–32)2

Such criticisms in the final analysis might bear out. As Scott Donaldson writes, Hemingway advanced the Republican cause in his dispatches by eliciting “the deepest possible feelings of horror and of sympathy for the victims” of the Madrid bombardment; his “undue optimism” often “ignored Loyalist defeats and exaggerated the importance of its victories”; and “he repeatedly called attention to the participation of Italians and Germans on Franco’s side” (426). It also served as a recruitment tool—Milton Wolff, for example, acknowledged the strong influence Hemingway’s dispatches had on his decision to volunteer. Nevertheless, I think it a worthwhile exercise to attend a little more studiously to Hemingway’s dispatches, their context, and their artistry. I don’t necessarily intend to reverse the general opinion of the correspondence, only to achieve a better and more sympathetic understanding.

Herbert Matthews’ reporting for the New York Times will serve as a convenient comparison for two reasons. First, because both Baker and Knightley use Matthews’ journalism as the standard of excellence to pass judgment on Hemingway’s; and second, because the two worked practically side-by-side, seeing and reporting on many of the same events. In fact so closely did they work together that NANA sometimes complained that the Times was not buying Hemingway’s pieces because they resembled Matthews’ (Donaldson 411, 420), and at one point Matthews’ own editors at the Times suspected him of plagiarizing Hemingway. A note from Matthews’ assigned editor Raymond McCaw provides, in two columns, seven quite similar passages from Hemingway’s Aragon front dispatches of September 13 and 14 with Matthews’ of September 14, with a penciled note at the bottom: “a deadly parallel if you ask me” (McCaw, Note). Edwin James, the managing editor and McCaw’s boss, eventually agreed with Matthews’ defense: “It is quite apparent that you did not file any duplicate of the Hemingway story, or vice versa. As I understand it, the similarity arose from the fact that you both went to see the same show and saw it at the sametime [sic], under the same conditions” (James, Letter to Herbert).

Matthews’ dispatches ring of Republican bias as much if not more than anything Hemingway ever filed. The Times received many letters to the editor complaining about Matthews’ undisguised politics, which also gave serious concern to some of his editors. His description of the Republican May 1937 infighting in Barcelona is a striking example of how his news veered into propaganda and shows just how much he passed along the government’s version of events. The government’s “bloodless triumph fought with recognized weapons of democracy” turned out to be blatantly false, as the government and the “communists [who] distinguished themselves” resorted to violent suppression. His blaming the uprising on the anarchist CNT working as Franco operatives parrots the government’s and the communist party’s public position, even though both charges—that the anarchists precipitated the events and that they were under Nationalist direction—were also false. His dispatch’s optimistic close also equivocates the political reality: “new government has taken power which appears tove confidence vast majority spaniards in loyalist territory and tis hoped will gain equal confidence abroad stop violence and revolution been repudiated and new and far hopefuller period seems beginning” (McCaw, Letter to Edwin, 20 May 1937). The Times, knowing full well the one-sided coverage of a correspondent writing from one side of the conflict, had a reporter on both sides: Matthews with the Republicans, and William Carney with the Nationalists. They got their facts right (or wrong) as often as the other, their editors concluded (James, Letter to Bertrand); and they inspired about the same number of letters of complaint (James, Letter to M.B. Tenney).

Furthermore, Matthews’ dispatches received a great deal of substantive editorial revisions. One of Matthews’ Teruel reports had to be cut for length, as McCaw informed James: “This bird sent 2844 words on the same facts which Hemingway covered much better in less than half that number. I wonder if Matthews thinks the paper is thriving, and that cable tolls do not matter a damn. Of course, it had to be cut for space anyway.” McCaw most likely refers here to Matthews’ dispatch corresponding to Hemingway’s “The Attack on Teruel” (McCaw, Letter to Edwin, 20 Dec. 1937), though Matthews’ account of the fall of Teruel is also much longer (and more long-winded) than Hemingway’s, and just as personal in terms of describing the dangers he faced. Indeed its length allows him to share even more of the action he endured.

Raymond McCaw held a general professional disagreement with Matthews perhaps tainted with overzealousness. Whether a personal or political motive informed that disagreement can’t be determined from the evidence I’ve seen. It is also clear that McCaw’s charges bear some validity—that any responsible editor could have easily and reasonably taken issue where McCaw did. One of the more interesting examples concerns Matthews’ piece on Guadalajara. Because he only saw evidence on Franco’s side of Italian forces, he only reported on Italians. But the Times editors heard from other sources that German soldiers also participated in the March offensive. They thought it prudent, from this confusion, to change (nine times) “Italian” to “Rebel,” “the foe,” or “Insurgent.” When Matthews saw the published piece he wrote a strenuous objection. In some instances the editors changed paraphrased quotations from his sources. One large paragraph omitted by the editors stressed the first-hand nature of the information, and Matthews underlines the key words: “All day, at every place we stopped and no matter whom we talked to or what we saw, there was only one label—Italian. The dead bodies, the prisoners, the material of every kind, the men who had occupied Brihuega and then fled were Italian and nothing but Italian.” Here and elsewhere in his original story, Matthews emphasizes the “personal knowledge” of its information (Letter to Edwin, 11 April 1937).3 Yet Matthews did not report on the foreigners fighting for the Republic—it was in fact the Italian Garibali Battalion that routed Franco’s Italians. We might surmise government censorship behind this silence, though Matthews would not cable news of “CENSORSHIP STRICTER” (Matthews, Letter to Edwin, 6 July 1937) and “ban on mentioning internationals including americans instituted today” until July (Matthews, Letter to Edwin, July 1937). Perhaps he cautiously self-censored, or politically self-censored for the same reasons the government would eventually ban mention. Still, his stridency about the omission of foreigners on one side is striking given his knowledge of their contribution to the other side. For this reason too, and his omission of other nationalities on the insurgent side, it seemed only fair to his editor “to stand on the statement that the majority of the Rebels were Italians and let it go at that” (James, Letter to Sulzberger). A reasonable decision.

Throughout his correspondence to his editors and his several books, Matthews maintained a passionate defense of his eyewitness journalistic standard, a position those close to him understood. “Matthews never believed anything he had not seen with his own eyes,” Joris Ivens wrote. “He never saw his job as reporter as one that permitted him to sit in his hotel and read the handouts of the War Ministry” (Ivens 112). Sidney Franklin recalls that some writers wrote their pieces before arriving in Madrid, and came only for the “legitimacy” of the Madrid dateline (232). And Matthews hated, on principle, having his name attached to an article that violated the integrity of his witness. The only way to achieve objectivity, for Matthews, was to acknowledge one’s subjective perspective. Writing to his publisher, Matthews argued that “the full documentary value” of his coverage was lost when the editors altered his submissions for “the apparent necessity of giving more or less equal space to both sides” (Letter to Sulzberger).

As with Matthews, so too Hemingway. Indeed the commitment to subjectivity fit quite well with Hemingway’s modernist aesthetics. If Hemingway focused the dispatches on his perspective—on his own experience dodging artillery—more than Matthews and more than most, he did so at least partially to fulfill expectations. NANA approached him, after all, for his name and personality as much as whatever he would write. Before he even left the states it pitched him to potential publications, sending out a promotional release with text to be used alongside his forthcoming dispatches and suggesting they include a photograph: “Mr. Hemingway’s assignment is to get both from the bombed towns and bombed trenches the human story of the war, not just an account of the game being played by general staffs with pins and a map” (NANA, “Hemingway”). NANA also released each individual dispatch with a one-sentence “precede” about the “famous” or “noted” author. Ernest Hemingway was not writing as Herbert Mathews, ace reporter; Hemingway was writing as Ernest Hemingway, famous author of novels and stories well known to be drawn from his own experiences.

That he understood this to be his assignment is further evidenced by a cable Matthews sent to his Times editors on April 9, 1937, concerning the Loyalist attack: “worked conjointl with hemingway today he sending eyewitness description while eye sent general strategy” (Letter to Edwin). When a year later the Times asked NANA to ensure Hemingway’s reports differed from Matthews, NANA complied by asking Hemingway “to emphasize color rather than straight reporting” not necessarily out of dissatisfaction with Hemingway’s reportage as Baker contends (329),4 but to increase the chance of selling to the Times and indeed to ensure the spirit of NANA’s original arrangement with Hemingway. Far from dissatisfied, NANA wrote Hemingway at the end of August 1938 a letter of agreement for his coverage of “a general European war” should it break out, “written in your colorful style” (Hemingway was in Paris, on his way to Spain for the last time during the war) (Wheeler). When Edmund Wilson criticized the selected dispatches reprinted in Fact, Hemingway wrote him that “I was paid to write what are called ‘eye witness’ accounts . . . what is called, or was asked for as ‘color stuff.’ Most of such stuff is faked. Mine was not. It was straight reporting and the personal stuff was what had been asked for by the editors.” Wilson’s estimation was also based upon Fact’s inclusion of the “The Old Man at the Bridge” story from Ken, “not a news dispatch” at all (Hemingway, Letter to Edmund). Speaking at Carnegie Hall before the showing of a rough cut of The Spanish Earth, shortly after his first trip to Spain and so very much in the context of his wartime work, Hemingway defined the writer’s problem as “project[ing] [what is true] in such a way that it becomes a part of the experience of the person who reads it” (Hemingway, “Fascism” 193).

Personal, anecdotal journalism had been Hemingway’s signature style from his earliest days filing reports, in the early 1920s from Paris, when his editor at the Toronto Star Weekly “encouraged [. . .] what Hemingway did best: write about himself in the act of being a reporter” (Reynolds 45). How could he expect that NANA would expect anything else, if indeed NANA did expect anything else? In the Spanish Civil War he at least maintained his eyewitness posture; in World War II, however, he couldn’t keep himself out. His first piece, about D-Day, begins, “No one remembers the date of the Battle of Shiloh. But the day we took Fox Green beach was the sixth of June, and the wind was blowing hard out of the northwest” (Hemingway, By-Line 340, emphasis added). His venue too—Collier’s magazine—and the fact that he had not written anything in three years further contributed to the story-like nature of the WWII stories, in which he figured as a protagonist—not to mention the stories and involvement he couldn’t write about, armed and running around France more of a free agent than his guerilla-hero Robert Jordan ever was (though he began to transform these experiences into fiction in several unpublished stories). In wartime China in 1943, filing articles for Ralph Ingersoll’s short-lived PM New York afternoon daily, Hemingway did not even care to be called a news reporter (Moreira 99).

It should be mentioned that Hemingway and Matthews enjoyed a great friendship and working relationship. Hemingway usually brought Matthews, who did not have a car, on his excursions. When Matthews left Madrid for a break in mid April 1937, he had already ensured Hemingway would provide coverage to the Times through NANA. For one thing, Hemingway did not have to worry about Matthews as a rival for the history books. He could endorse his friends’ book, Two Wars and More to Come, and praise him as “the ablest and the bravest war correspondent writing today” who “when the fakers are all dead [. . .] will be read in the schools” (Advertisement 21) because Matthews posed no threat to Hemingway’s own chances to be read in the schools. The only brief Hemingway ever expressed he really reserved for Matthews’ editors, for not wanting his Teruel street-fighting story and for cutting references to himself in Matthews’ Teruel dispatches so that it appeared only Matthews had been there (“To Hadley” 462).

As for Hemingway’s neglecting to name everyone with him for every story, the Times cutting of his name suggests that such exactitude was hardly a priority. A paper had no incentive for announcing the fact that a competitor’s correspondent stood beside its own to see and report the same events. NANA changed at least one vague Hemingway “we,” which admits to the presence of others, to “this correspondent” (NANA, “American Veterans”)—we can hardly fault Hemingway for working in the spirit of his employer’s standards.5 Do readers care that Matthews, Delmer, Gellhorn, and others were there? The story’s effect and the limited word count also weighed against such roll calls. One editor chose not to clutter the dispatch on the great retreat across the Ebro with all the names of the American International Brigade volunteers Hemingway encountered, an omission of content more far serious than that of omitted correspondent names.6 Hemingway often gave the names of the reporters with him, such as at Teruel; nor was he the only reporter to sometimes neglect to do so. Martha Gellhorn, for example, used a vague “we” and singled herself out as the primary participant in some of her stories.

By using first-person reportage Hemingway—and Matthews and Gellhorn and most of the group covering the war—were operating solidly within convention. William Stott, in Documentary Expression and Thirties America, calls this first-person participant observer technique “the most common sort of documentary reportage in the thirties” that worked “by vicarious persuasion: the writer partook of the events he reported and bared his feelings and attitudes to influence the reader’s own” (178–9).7 Stott also observes another technique to enable documentary reportage to “talk to us, and convince us that we, our deepest interests, are engaged,” in the use of the second person: “Thirties documentaries constantly address ‘you,’ the ‘you’ who is we the audience, and exhorts, wheedles, begs us to identify, pity, participate.” His examples include Dorothy Parker’s Spanish Civil War writing, and Hemingway’s 1935 “First-Hand Report on the Florida Hurricane” (27–8). A number of Hemingway’s NANA dispatches employ the second-person as a way of bringing the reader along for the ride.

Hemingway’s dispatches used personal pronouns more artfully than is generally recognized. “A New Kind of War,” which William Braasch Watson notes as having been “[w]ritten with more care and imagination” than its predecessors (29), begins in second person: “The window of the hotel is open and, as you lie in bed, you hear the firing in the front line seventeen blocks away.” He takes “you” outside, to see the damage and the dead from the bombing. “Someone makes a joke about missing teeth and someone else says not to make that joke. And everyone has the feeling that characterizes war. It wasn’t me, see? It wasn’t me” (30). The tension between the first-person and second-person pronouns—the movement toward identification with “you” and the insistence that “it wasn’t me”—continues in the next line. Here the reader is at once still in the narrator’s shoes, but strangely distanced from the narrator through biographical tidbit and, at the same time, asked to see himself in the enemy: “The Italian dead up on the Guadalajara weren’t you although Italian dead, because of where you had spent your boyhood, always seemed, still, like Our Dead” (30). It is worth quoting at length the dispatch’s transition to first person:


After the shell that lit on the sidewalk in front of the hotel you got a beautiful double corner room on that side, twice the size of the one you’d had, for less than a dollar. It wasn’t me they killed. See? No. Not me. It wasn’t me anymore. Then in a hospital given by the American Friends of Spanish Democracy located out behind the Morata front along the road to Valencia they said, “Raven wants to see you.” “Do I know him?” “I don’t think so,” they said. “But he wants to see you.” “Where is he?” “Upstairs.” In the room upstairs they are giving a blood transfusion to a man with a very gray face who lay on a cot with his arm out looking away from the gurgling bottle and moaning in a very impersonal way. He moaned mechanically and at regular intervals and it did not seem to be him that made the sound. His lips did not move. “Where’s Raven?” I asked. “I’m here,” said Raven. (31)



The piece simply could not have sustained the second-person for the remaining five pages. More significantly, for this deeply personal exchange between the writer and the faceless, eyeless soldier, Hemingway could not hide in the rhetorical device of the second-person. In the process, he effects a reversal of the usual pronoun game; instead of identifying with the all-embracing “you,” we leave that trick behind and become fully attached to the narratorial “I” as ourselves, as we might not have been had the article begun in the first person. And even as the narrator identifies himself by name for the only time in any of the dispatches—“Hemingway,” and later “Ernest”—as decidedly not ourselves. We do not say, It isn’t me. The historian Hugh Thomas notes “the refreshing candour” of Hemingway’s naming himself “in the world of the International Brigades, where no one’s name seemed to be truthfully given” (591).8

A year later Hemingway’s “Tortosa Calmly Awaits Assault” resists admitting the city’s imminent fall. Yet it does so anyway, by subtly alluding to the wartime rhetoric of sacrificed blood irrigating the earth and rejuvenating Spain. Such rhetoric was common during the war, appearing in speeches, print, and poetry. Many of the poems in Cary Nelson’s anthology The Wound and the Dream: Sixty Years of American Poems about the Civil War join in the Spanish and international chorus’s general connection between Republican soldiers and the land, and the particular singing of their dead nourishing the land. We find such language in La Pasionaria’s farewell address to the International Brigades, her epilogue to The Book of the XV Brigade, and Hemingway’s famous eulogy “On the American Dead in Spain”: “For our dead are a part of the earth of Spain now and the earth of Spain can never die. Each winter it will seem to die and each spring it will come alive again. Our dead will live with it forever” (3).9 The Tortosa dispatch implies the deaths of many Republican soldiers in its final paragraph’s description of the new-born onions:


The artillery was picking up a little now. Two came in at a fairly useful place and as the smoke blew away ahead and settled through the trees, you picked an armful of spring onions from a field beside the trail that led to the Tortosa road. They were the first onions of the spring and peeling one I found they were plump white and not too strong. The Ebro Delta has a fine rich land, and where the onions grow, tomorrow will be a battle. (Watson 84)



The echo is quiet, and perhaps unconscious, but there nevertheless.

The opening boastfulness of “American Veterans Tell of Escaping Insurgents” should be taken somewhat ironically. The dispatch begins by announcing that for “two days we have been doing the most dangerous thing you can do in this war. That is keep close behind an unstabilized line where the enemy are attacking with mechanized forces.” Then, a few pages later, we learn about the Abraham Lincoln Brigade survivors of the spring 1938 Nationalist offensive that took Bob Merriman and eventually reached the Mediterranean Sea. Reading about these survivors creeping through enemy camps, stepping on a sleeping German soldier’s hand, sprinting “across an open field toward the Ebro bank and being sniped at by artillery controlled by an observation plane overhead” and then “the desperate swimming of the Ebro” naked, we are asked to place the correspondent’s plight in due perspective (Watson 71–2). This story certainly escapes the charge of a monotonous battle and bombing scene; its switch from apparently boastful to awe-struck witness feels almost deliberately self-conscious. Other choice self-ironic moments come in the dispatches of that pre-Teruel quiet fall of 1938. The one titled “Hemingway, Covering War, Tells of Brush with Death” has little to report from Madrid other than the new aftershave brand he is trying. In “Loyalists’ Drive Seen Progressing as Planned,” he writes that “Shells are all much the same and if they don’t hit you there is no story and if they do you won’t have to write it” (Watson 58).

Hemingway’s dispatches are sometimes monotonous because his war was usually monotonous—as wars are most of the time. It should also be kept in mind that scholars reviewing Hemingway’s NANA dispatches one after another do not relive the original reading experience. Hemingway wrote dispatches sporadically, papers did not run all of his dispatches, papers edited and cut them, and readers read at least a couple of papers’ worth of other articles in between. He told Edmund Wilson as much in defending himself against Wilson’s critique of the selected (and heavily edited and cut) dispatches reprinted in Fact without his consent: “If you are being paid to be shot at and write about it you are supposed to mention the shooting. [. . .] But I do not go in for re-printing journalism” (Hemingway, Letter to Edmund).

If we can in this way better understand his style, and at least explain it if not excuse it, we similarly ought to try to contextualize—and perhaps excuse—the moral problem. The two issues here are the specific condemnation of Hemingway’s silence about Republican atrocities and the general question of biased reporting (the latter of which has already partially been addressed).

Hemingway knew, as Donaldson writes, that mentioning the atrocities “would arouse anticommunist sentiments back in the States and effectively undermine any possibility of American intervention” (394). It is also doubtful that reporting them would have stopped them. But reporting Republican atrocities from Spain was not possible for the simple reason that all dispatches went through a government censor. Matthews cabled his editors from Paris in May 1937 to tell them that “censorship does not permit us to say when the ‘telefonica’ is hit. So whenever you see reference in my despatches [sic] to ‘an important building in the center of the city’ or words to that effect, the cable desk can know that it is the telefonica” (Letter to Edwin, 8 May 1937). As already noted, by July he would cable “CENSORSHIP STRICTER” as the ban on mentioning internationals went into effect (Letter to Edwin, 6 July 1937; Letter to Edwin, July 1937). Cowles’ memoir confirms the aggressive censorship, observing that it limited journalists to exactly the kind of material Hemingway wrote about:


There were frequent attempts to “beat the censor” by employing American slang expressions, but this came to an end when a Canadian girl joined the staff. The International Brigades were not allowed to be publicized; no reference could be made to Russian armaments, and buildings and streets which suffered bombardments could not be identified. It was only in the realm of the human interest story that the journalists had a free hand. They could describe bombardments to their heart’s content. (20)



Hemingway and everyone else—to reserve incrimination for Hemingway is hardly just. No correspondent covering Republican Spain reported suspicious imprisonments and disappearances by government agents.

Hemingway, through Joris Ivens and The Spanish Earth project, had better access to officials than most. Had he been able somehow to report such activity, he would have lost that access and would probably have been kicked out of the country. His fame would have likely prevented his own officially sponsored disappearance, though he still worried, especially as so many of such crimes on the Republican side occurred from free agents. When Jasper Wood printed the anarchist F.A.I. banner in the limited edition book version of The Spanish Earth, Hemingway expressed his anxieties bluntly in a letter to Jasper on August 20, 1938. It is hardly “petulant,” he scolded, “not to wish to be shot” (Davison 128). Hostility in the Republic against the anarchists ran high; after the Barcelona May Day conflict, the government’s foreign minister told U.S. Ambassador Claude Bowers that “anarchist revolt throughout Catalonia and not only expected but welcomed as an opportunity to liquidate the anarchists who have been hostile from the beginning” (United States 292).10

It is possible that Hemingway’s dispatch stating that “not one friend [. . .] has been executed or is missing” (Watson 34) was his clever means of reporting the rumors and indeed the general fact while evading the censors, as in this very dispatch he acknowledged the presence of a censor after a bombardment. Matthews, on the other hand, never found a way to mention the censors or admit even the possibility of people gone missing in the Republic. Peter Moreira has observed that in a 1943 dispatch Hemingway related a remark by a British officer about the Chinese Nationalist government’s being “hopeless on the offensive” because censorship “prevented American reporters from actually saying that the Nationalists wouldn’t attack, surmising that by telling this anecdote Hemingway could sneak such a judgment into his reports” (77). In Spain, censors aside, the eyewitness standard and his own safety and continuing ability to report the war, and, yes, his passionate support of the government contributed to his decision. He could have written about government abuses from the states, but then could not return to cover the war and support the cause—a justification other journalists, those who did not return after the spring of 1937, did not enjoy. In his mind too, knowing what he heard of fascist atrocities, any reportage against the government lessening its chances of victory through killing hopes of increased international aid would have led to more deaths at Franco’s hands that the much smaller number inspired by fifth column paranoia.11

The accusation that Hemingway did not write about Republican atrocities because he was saving it for his fiction I find baseless (Knightley 232; Baker 402).12 Carolyn Moorehead, in her biography of Martha Gellhorn, describes the climate for the Madrid correspondents that first spring: “And so, day by day, the correspondents walked a thin and nervous line between truth, evasions, and propaganda, telling one another that though it was not all right if things were made up and presented as true, it was acceptable to describe what you wanted, provided it was true and provided your readers were aware of your position” (125). My own sense is that they did not walk the line quite so nervously; their passionate commitment, and their principles of position disclosure and the eyewitness standard, made that walk relatively easy.

The problem of committed journalism, even sixty years later, has not been resolved—as anyone paying attention to the media and world affairs well knows. One person’s truth is another person’s propaganda. Certainly, as Knightley notes, reporting from “the heart” affects one’s judgment (234–5). Yet to attempt “balance,” per the edits to Matthews’ Guadalajara piece, betrays one’s believed truth. Furthermore, the kind of reporting done by the correspondents with the Republic—committed, one-sided, optimistic, heroic, human interest work by embedded writers—would be practiced widely and without reserve during World War II. Such narrative journalism, with roots in Louise May Alcott’s “Hospital Sketches” series published in the Boston Commonwealth, and more immediately in 1930s social documentary writing whose “essence” is “not information” (Stott 11), anticipated postwar new journalism’s adoption of novelistic narrative technique for nonfiction which culminated with such wartime books as Norman Mailer’s Armies of the Night and Michael Herr’s Dispatches. Some of Hemingway’s NANA dispatches fall in this line of development.

Today we might categorize such writing under the awkward umbrella term creative nonfiction. That term certainly fits the mixed bag of nonfiction narratives and commentaries Hemingway published during the war in Ken magazine. These pieces are essays, not journalism, several of which directly appeal for support for the Republic, and most of which really deal with the approaching world war. Ken wanted “precisely the kind of opinion articles he could not write for NANA” (Donaldson 433). His article, “The Cardinal Picks a Winner,” shows a photo of a row of dead children from Barcelona and another one with Nationalist officers saluting and Catholic officials with raised hands, apparently making the fascist salute as well. He ends ironically: “So I don’t believe the people shown in the photo can really be making it. I would rather prefer to think that the photograph was faked” (436). When Hemingway argues in “A Program for U.S. Realism” that the United States should stay out of the next war except to stuff its pockets through arms sales, one has to wonder, given his call and the democratic nations’ failure to save Spain, if we are to sniff sarcasm here.

The language of the dispatches, with their corrective intent against Franco’s propaganda, does risk propagandizing. Hemingway’s optimism and anti-fascism certainly colored his correspondence work. His criticism of the anarchist and POUM militia for their inactivity on the Aragon front, for example, sounds a lot like the Spanish Communist Party’s.13 But unlike Matthews, Hemingway limited his reports within the Republic to military matters. Hemingway may have generally condemned the anarchists in his nonfiction, considering their activity as hampering the war effort, but he never repeated the accusation of their collaboration with the rebels, as Matthews had done. And when Hemingway commented on the Bareclona crisis, he referred only to the government—not the communists, as Matthews had done.14 Nor did he write articles asserting the limited role of the communists in the government, or explaining Spanish anarchism, also as Matthews had done.15

During one of Hemingway’s stateside breaks between trips to Spain, his children asked if he was a “tool” of Stalin, an accusation tossed by a schoolmate who, presumably parroting his or her parents, probably understood the term no better than Hemingway’s children (Hemingway, “Home Front”). Hemingway believed in the Republic’s potential, but he was never a dupe of the Spanish Communist Party (PCE) or Comintern. As did many others, he accepted PCE’s presence in the government for its discipline and organization toward winning the war, and he understood the material necessity for Comintern’s support. It should also be noted, as historians Hugh Thomas and Helen Graham have reminded us, that the communism associated with the Republic wasn’t particularly communist anyway (Thomas 628; Graham 184). Hemingway declined to follow Joris Ivens’ suggestion that he write a dispatch on the significant role of the political commissars in the Republican military (Ivens, Letter to Ernest), even though that would have meant featuring his brave new friend Gustav Regler. Hemingway also, in a letter justifying his work to Jack Wheeler at NANA, wrote about choosing not to send a dispatch he had written because it might strike readers as propaganda “no matter how true” (Letter to Jack Wheeler).

Hemingway went to Spain to see the war himself and to support the Republic through his ambulance fund. The paychecks from NANA and the fundraising from The Spanish Earth helped. Whatever propagandistic streak colors the dispatches pales in comparison to the documentary. The filmmaker, Joris Ivens, was well established in European communist circles. The documentary genre then and now has occupied a slippery position between the extremes of impossible-to-achieve empirical nonfiction and of the outright fictionalized. Evaluations of Hemingway’s journalism are informed by knowledge of The Spanish Earth and the Ken essays to the detriment of the journalism. And the very nature of the slippery documentary genre may enable the film to escape opprobrium. It wasn’t reportage; it was altogether something else. But for that matter, Hemingway’s dispatches weren’t purely reportage either, and if not altogether something else, still something else, and should be reckoned with accordingly.




Notes


1. Quotations from the NANA dispatches follow the Diplomatic Text established by William Braasch Watson’s “Hemingway’s Spanish Civil War Dispatches.” I prefer NANA’s titles rather than Watson’s. For my disagreements with some of Watson’s datings, see my comments on specific dispatches in Hemingway’s Second War. ↩



2. In my view, Knightley does not sufficiently acknowledge his paraphrasing of Baker. ↩



3. James supported McCaw on these changes, though later acknowledged that altering quoted sources was perhaps unwarranted (29 April 1937; Herbert Matthews Collection, Box 1 Folder 3). ↩



4. Baker’s notes date the Times request to NANA as 8 Apr. 1938, and NANA’s to Hemingway as 15 Apr. 1938 (Princeton University, Firestone Library: Box 18, Folder 8 “1938”), the date of “The Bombing of Tortosa” dispatch. ↩



5. “we” in typescript and radiogram (Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas-Austin: Ernest Hemingway Collection Box 1 Folder 1 and Folder 25). ↩



6. Radiogram insert dateline 4 April 1938 (HRC: Ernest Hemingway Collection Box 1 Folder 25). ↩



7. He specifically includes Hemingway et al (180). ↩



8. For Watson, the dispatch “seems, in fact, on the verge of becoming a story” (29). ↩



9. Reprinted in Bruccoli 76 and Nelson, Remembering 37 (the drafts at the JFK are titled “The Dead at Jarama”). In addition to the poems in Nelson’s anthology, see the excerpt from Boris Todrin’s “Spanish Sowing” in Guttmann (Wounded 179–180). ↩



10. The Ambassador in Spain (Bowers), then in France, to the Secretary of State, 5 May 1937. ↩



11. Hemingway’s Second War discusses in greater depth Hemingway’s politics and his falling out with John Dos Passos over the execution of José Robles. ↩



12. Hemingway’s casual comment to colleagues calling dibs on Pepe Quintanilla, the executioner of Madrid, is not sufficient evidence. ↩



13. It at least sounds almost exactly like Dolores Ibarruri in her memoir. To the anarchists’ complaint that they had no arms, she retorts “that they had more arms than did many other fronts. . . . What they didn’t have and what they were constantly demanding were airplanes and tanks. And they didn’t have them because the Republic government didn’t have them either, except for those it received as aid from the Soviet Union” (283–284). Yet the various Catalonia militia were not as well equipped with small arms as the more regular Popular Army units, and because of the terrain tanks and planes were in fact necessary. ↩



14. Hemingway’s comments in “Hemingway, en Route Home Expects Loyalists to Win,” NANA staff correspondent dispatch. Though arguably he was propagandizing by hiding the communist influence—to mention the communists to an American audience would not gain sympathy for the cause. ↩



15. An article on the communists’ limited role appeared in late November 1937, as discussed in a missive from The Ambassador in Spain (Bowers), then in France, to the Secretary of State on 2 Dec. 1937 (United States 461). Matthews’ “Anarchism: Spain’s Enigma” appeared in the New York Times 22 Aug. 1937: 6, 14. ↩
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Norman Mailer: From Orgone Accumulator to Cancer Protection for Schizophrenics


Maureen O’Neill Hooker



There is no question that Norman Mailer believed in the toxic effects of anger unexpressed. Why else would he, a talented handyman and carpenter, build his own orgone accumulator? In the six-foot tall phone booth-sized box, lined and padded with foam rubber, he wailed and banged out his personal version of scream therapy in order to de-stress from life in the fast lane (Bosworth 401). It is entirely possible that this activity protected his health in two important ways: first, it reduced his stress, and second, he believed that it reduced his stress. It may have even helped to clarify his thoughts regarding the origin of cancer and its infrequency in schizophrenics.

J. Michael Lennon recently made a startling discovery. It was a single page of twenty-five lines, handwritten by Mailer, probably in the early 1960s, which hypothesized that impotent emotion causes cancer. As examples of impotent emotion, Mailer described an ugly woman who waited in vain for a beautiful lover, a poor man who wished disaster upon his rich relatives, and a person who carried within his heart a desire to murder, an obsession he would never translate into action. Mailer stated that when inner tension becomes acute, cells exist at the edge of rebellion and the violence they cannot express is suffered within. He claimed that stress caused by unexpressed anger results in cancer (Mailer, “Note”). Decades before it was scientifically studied and confirmed, he wrote of the existence of switches that activate the disease.

In fact, cancer is a recurring theme in Mailer’s fiction. He believed that malignancy begins with a single defective cell which attacks a healthy body from inside. Dougy Madden, in Tough Guys Don’t Dance, knew immediately when his cancer began. After being shot, he chased his assailant for six blocks; when he found himself in front of St. Vincent’s Hospital, he stopped. Instead of continuing the chase, Dougy went inside and grabbed an orderly by the collar.

“[J]ust at the moment when I got tough with that punk in the white jacket was when I felt the first switch get thrown in the cancer” (Tough 158). In that instant, according to Dougy’s self-revelation, he “lost his balls” and became the victim of impotent emotion.

A Mademoiselle magazine interview by Eve Auchincloss and Nancy Lynch in February of 1961 is featured in “Conversations with Norman Mailer,” edited by J. Michael Lennon. It quotes Mailer saying, “It’s not living in certain courageous moments that gives one cancer.” He continues,


The tragedy of it all is that if you choose to be brave at a certain moment and you fail, that’s even more likely to give you cancer than not doing anything at all. And since everyone has lost faith and a sense of certain values nobody acts any more. And more and more courageous moments are being lost all over the world, particularly in this country. And for that reason cancer is spreading. One of the causes of cancer must be the absence of action. (“Interview” 42–43)



Later in the Mademoiselle interview, Mailer suggests that Americans no longer believe in their innate ability to rise to the demands of the moment. He associates their lack of confidence to a generation’s lack of courage and ties both to the increasing prevalence of cancer. Courage is an instinctive reaction that occurs in a moment fraught with danger and risk when there is no time for preparation and the outcome is uncertain. If an ax-wielding madman chases you across a bridge and you throw yourself over the side in time to land on the deck of a passing barge, your courage has saved you. But the opportunity to jump existed in a flash of wild exhilaration and would have disappeared if you had hesitated for an instant to consider the impulse.

Mailer believed that spontaneous action requires courage, a feeling synonymous with guts and bravery and audacity. He also believed that the failure to act, or the failure of a courageous attempt to act, causes cancer.

In 1974 Dr.Robert Ader, an experimental psychologist, gave lab rats sugar water and a nausea inducing drug called Cytoxin. As soon as the rats were conditioned to associate sweet water with a stomachache, the Cytoxin was eliminated. Thereafter, the rats became sick when they drank plain sugar water. Dr. Ader watched and waited to determine how long it would take the rodents to forget that sweet water made them nauseous. In the second month, the rats surprised him by dying.

Noting that one of the side effects of Cytoxin is suppression of the immune system, Dr. Ader observed that although the dead rats were not receiving the drug, they thought that they were. That thought shut down their immune systems and left them vulnerable to the ordinary germs which killed them. Obviously a critical connection existed between the rats’ minds and their immune systems (Ader 6–8). Practical wisdom has always known that there is a connection between the will and the cure. It took an additional six years to prove what the stoic Lucius Seneca said near the time of Christ, “It is part of the cure to wish to be cured” (Hoyt 688).

In 1981 it was Neurobiologist Dr. David Felten,(currently a Research and Medical Director at the Beaumont Hospital Research Institute and a former recipient of the MacArthur Foundation genius award), a leading researcher in mind-body medicine, who finally discovered the hardwired connection between the immune system and the central nervous system controlled by the brain. Although ideas of cellular structure and function had existed for some time, they could not be proven because it was impossible to observe submicroscopic compositions like viruses. Advances in technology, including the invention of the electron microscope, greatly expanded the verifiable. The Felten research team led the way in a new field named Psychoneuroimmunology, or PNI. Researchers used fluorescent stain to trace nerves from the brain to bone marrow, lymph nodes, and the spleen. They discovered a network of nerves leading to blood vessels as well as cells of the immune system. At last the connection was visible and scientific research had proven that the mind could control the body’s susceptibility to disease.

In 1989 Dr. Michael Bishop and Dr. Harold Varmus won the Nobel Prize in Physiology for their cancer discoveries. They established that mutated or damaged cells protect the body from their own dysfunction in three ways: they repair themselves, they halt the process of reproduction in order to buy time to remedy the defects, or if that fails, they can commit cell suicide (called “apoptosis”). If this doesn’t work, the result is uncontrolled proliferation of damaged cells, or cancer.

In a Harvard Magazine article which included excerpts from his book that would be published later that year, Dr. Bishop quotes Norman Mailer, a fellow alumnus. He refers to Mailer’s “cancer trigger” theory with a quote from Tough Guys Don’t Dance: “None of the doctors have a feel for the subject. . . . The way I see the matter, it’s a circuit of illness with two switches. . . . Two terrible things have to happen before the crud can get its start. The first cocks the trigger. The other fires it. I’ve been walking around with the trigger cocked for forty-five years” (158). Bishop further explains, “The speaker here was a smoker who died of lung cancer four pages later in Mailer’s novel . . . Mailer’s conservative estimate of two ‘triggers’ has since been revised upward for most cancers, but otherwise, the imagery is on target.” Dr. Bishop, completes the reference with “Norman Mailer gets it,” meaning that Norman Mailer understands how cancer works (Bishop 53).

Anne Harrington, the chair of the History of Science Department at Harvard, writes in her book, The Cure Within, that Mailer authorized his defense lawyers to develop the argument that if he had repressed his rage, instead of stabbing his wife Adele, he would have gone on to develop cancer (Harrington 90–91). She does not suggest that he thought fear of cancer allowed one to act out one’s rage, nor do his characters propose such violence. However, Mailer had no doubt that failure to act in a moment of great emotion causes the disease.

An estimated two million Americans have schizophrenia, a biological condition that affects a person’s ability to think clearly, distinguish reality from fantasy, manage emotions, make decisions, and relate to others. The World Health Organization has identified schizophrenia as one of the ten most debilitating diseases affecting humans. The fact that those who suffer from schizophrenia are a population of very heavy smokers (up to 88%) would lead one to expect that they had a high incidence of cancer (Hughes et al. 995). However, the opposite is true. Norman Mailer believed that their mental illness protected them.

Researchers at National Institutes of Mental Health emphasize that many of the genes associated with schizophrenia are the same as those that are associated with cancer, but the disorders use them in opposite ways. While cancer results from changes in the genes that cause the cells to go into overdrive and multiply rapidly, the same genes cause cells in schizophrenia to slow to a crawl.

Dr. Amanda Law of the University of Oxford, who heads a team at National Institutes of Mental Health, explored specific pathways that cells use to make basic decisions about their development and their fate. She says,


“This is about basic decision making by cells—whether to multiply, move, or change their basic architecture. . . .Cancer and schizophrenia may be strange bedfellows that have similarities at the molecular level. The differences lie in how cells respond to external stimuli: in cancer the molecular system functions to speed up the cell and in schizophrenia the system is altered in such a way that causes the cell to slow down.” (qtd. in “Genetics”)



Dr. Daniel Weinberger of NIMH says, “It’s very curious that a brain disorder associated with very complicated human behavior has at a genetic and cellular level a striking overlap with cancer, a very non-behavior related disorder. Understanding these pathways might provide us with some new strategies for thinking about cancer” (qtd. in Reis). Dr. Weinberger adds that future research involving this information will explore ways to reverse these processes—speeding the system up in schizophrenia and slowing it down in cancer—with implications that may help in the treatment of both diseases. The most advanced research today is attempting to target cancer cells and turn down their genetic instructions to multiply, invade, occupy, and overcome all resistance by using the cell’s own dimmer switch (Dotinga). Turning down the intensity of uncontrolled growth is a big step towards turning it off. The human cell, with the infinite complexity of its ultramicroscopic components, has been revealing its secrets to scientists who now envision cancer vaccines made of cells from a victim’s own cancer (Reis).

But what about Mailer’s belief that schizophrenia affords protection from cancer? Does any substantiation exist? Evidence in a study of the tumor suppressor gene APC (adenomatous polyposis coli), which protects people from cancer growth, indicates a significant association between APC and schizophrenia. This gene is thought to confirm susceptibility to schizophrenia and reduce vulnerability to cancer (Cui et al. 675).

However, one fact must not be overlooked. Cancer is a disease of old age, and the mentally ill die earlier than the general population. In the article “Dying too Young; Cardiovascular Neglect of the Mentally Ill,” we learn that earlier studies of the mentally ill estimated their life spans to average 20% fewer years than the rest of the population. Recent figures vary from state to state, but are alarmingly higher. In Ohio schizophrenics average a loss of thirty-two years of life. As a rule, they take poor care of themselves, have an unhealthy lifestyle, and suffer from metabolic syndrome (idle, overweight, poor nutrition) (Nasrallah). It is possible that many of them do not live long enough to suffer from cancer.

Mailer’s newly discovered handwritten hypothesis, which connects “impotent emotion” and cancer, draws attention to the feeling we are most likely to label “stress.” The bane of modern humankind, stress causes a myriad of toxic effects. “When the weight of impossible desire is suffered within, the tension becomes acute and the cells live at the edge of rebellion.” According to Mailer, they may “secede from the body or face their death.” It is an impossible situation. “Man is made of mind and body” and Mailer concludes, when the situation “becomes intolerable, either the mind or the body must divide itself from the whole” (Mailer, “Note”).

It is interesting that a Dissociative State (a term used in mental illness) can be a temporary condition that follows a period of high stress. It may involve a sudden disappearance which includes travel or wandering and sometimes the establishment of a new identity. The missing period is called a Fugue. The Fugue is followed by a return to normal, often with no memories of the interim. This sounds very much like an “intolerable” situation, perhaps due to an impossible desire, which drives the mind to separate itself from the body. The Dissociative State can become permanent, of course, or cyclical, like schizophrenia, bipolar, and other mental illnesses. When cells on the edge of rebellion don’t secede from the body, but instead they commit cell suicide, they become cancerous. In either case Norman Mailer’s “impotent emotion” refers to a powerful force or experience which drives one to the edge of disaster and beyond. He understood the concept organically and was correct to relate human behavior to cellular activity.

From 1989 to 2003 researchers mapped more than the 20,000 genes each person carries in the hope of comparing defective and healthy ones in order to reveal the secrets of diseases like cancer. The human genome is the DNA blueprint for the body. The equivalent of hundreds of volumes of instructions exists on each genome to direct how cells are assembled and work together (Beil). There is as much mystery in the cell as there is in outer space. Norman Mailer was actively interested in all of it and we know this by the passion of his opinions.
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Advertisements for Others: The Blurbs of Norman Mailer


Matthew S. Hinton



With Advertisements for Myself, Norman Mailer established an influential foundation in his critique of fellow authors. Additionally, he secured his role as a contributor to the literary marketplace by way of his praise of other works. In over half a century, Norman Mailer composed approximately one hundred and forty blurbs for books on a bevy of subjects. From Hemingway to heavyweight champions, from conspiracy theories to Italian cooking, Mailer has, through his blurbs, shown great generosity to fellow writers, commented on a variety of topics, revealed several personal interests, and developed a poetry of promotion.

Although the 1990s were the peak years for his blurb-writing (he wrote thirty-six of them), Mailer was already punching up endorsements in the first full-year of his literary career. Fast on the heels of The Naked and the Dead, he found fascination with a book authored by a thirty-eight-year-old Japanese businessman: a nightclub owner who was “Hawaiian-born, U.S.- educated, and a veteran of the Japanese army” named Hanama Tasaki (“Made in Japan”). Tasaki made his debut with Long the Imperial Way—a war novel—and Mailer generously wrote the following one hundred and seventy two words:


I hope Long the Imperial Way finds a large audience, and to Americans this picture of Japanese life should prove fascinating. Even more important, the experience of military life seen through a Japanese filter is the possible way to grasp the swindle of modern war: the patriotism, the battle waged in the name of peace, the exploitation of soldiers by their officers—the sad song is here with all its verses. For undoubtedly the Japanese were more miserable, more subjected, more oppressed than soldiers of any other nation, and the brutalities and excesses they committed became comprehensible here to the Western mind. Or at least it is to be hoped that they do become comprehensible or we shall be in a pretty pass when not only the Russians but the Americans as well begin to commit the extra-curricular butcheries of war, and American soldiers and Russian soldiers will strike out in blind frustration and in desperation, swindled even in the moment of their death by the slogans which have already betrayed them.



The paragraph he wrote in support of James Jones’s From Here to Eternity, one of his earliest blurbs, presages his relationship with the fellow war novelist—one of great camaraderie and, later, some disagreement. Mailer had received the work through Scribner’s editor, Burroughs Mitchell. Sick in bed in his Vermont home during the fall of 1950, with the galleys of Eternity to keep him company, Mailer had this to offer:


It’s a big fist of a book with powerful virtues and serious faults, but if the very good is mixed with the sometimes bad, those qualities are inseparable from the author. Jones writes with a wry compassionate anger which is individual and borrows from no writer I know. I think his book is one of the best of the ‘war novels’, and in certain facets perhaps the best.



In a letter to Jones in 1955, Mailer properly framed his contribution, saying, “I remember when I read Eternity. I was sick with the grippe at the time and I just got sicker. Because deep inside me I knew that no matter how I didn’t want to like it, and how I leaped with pleasure at its faults, it was still just too fucking good . . .” (Dearborn 87). Mailer suffered, surely, but also felt that Jones was “talking” to him, as good writers did through their books, especially a “major work” like Eternity (JJLS.org). Later, after the deterioration of their friendship, Jones and Mailer would meet for the last time in Elaine’s, a bar in the Upper East Side. An uninformed Mailer suggested that the two “fight it out,” to which Jones replied, “I’m sick, I’ve got a bum heart” (Jones 230).

Norman felt bad about having made this challenge, and relayed the story to Kaylie Jones when the two met at a cocktail party at Jean Stein’s in the late 1980s. Eager to heal old wounds, he offered his friendship to the then twenty-something author. Gloria Jones, rigid and quiet next her daughter throughout the exchange, finally spoke. “You can make it up to her right now,” she said, “give her a quote for her new book about Russia.” Mailer seemed to easily acquiesce, and Gloria added, “If you give her a quote for her novel . . . I swear, Norman, I’ll . . . I’ll . . . give you a blow job.” They all laughed, and Norman wrote the blurb for Quite the Other Way, celebrating Kaylie’s “great honesty about a tricky and charged subject . . . a portrait of life in Moscow . . .”

The Joneses were not the only major authors to receive blurbs from Mailer. Mailer promoted The Naked Lunch as “a book of great beauty, great difficulty, and maniacally exquisite insight,” referring to Burroughs as “the only American novelist living today who may conceivably be possessed by genius.” Mailer would go on public record in a Boston obscenity trial with his thoughts, along with Allen Ginsberg, to appeal the banning of the book (Lennon 216).

Not long after meeting James Baldwin in Paris in 1956—Jean Malaquais introduced the two at his apartment—Mailer “kindly” provided a blurb for the just-finished Giovanni’s Room (Dearborn 144). There to decompress after writing for The Village Voice, the patriarch of hipsterdom was quitting Benzedrine and Seconal, and composed a simple review of Baldwin’s work, saying he “has become one of the few writers of our time . . . [he has written] a book that belongs in the top rank of fiction.”

Novelist and screenwriter Don Carpenter has had his share of Mailer praise as well, initially receiving a blurb for his first work in 1966, Hard Rain Falling, which read, “Don Carpenter has written a remarkably cool, knowledgeable, sly, subtle, wry, painful novel about some intelligent and violent men and their little trip through life, prison, and the pains of reformation . . . the best novel I’ve ever read about contemporary show biz.”

Over twenty years later, Norman was doing his “church work” as president of the PEN American Center (Lennon 149) and coping with the death of his mother, Fanny Mailer, but perhaps found solace in Carpenter’s The Class of ’49. In an eloquent endorsement, he wrote: “I never knew what they meant when they said so-and-so writes like an angel, but now I do. Don Carpenter gives us a superb prose, light, fast as the speed of reading, quick in its turns, luminous, tender, humorous, sad, full of wise woe and comic optimism.”

As for Larry L. King, he would comment on The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas in a 1981 letter, saying he “love[ed] the penetration in that one.” Five years later, he reserved his less suggestive admiration for King’s None But a Blockhead: “King’s strengths are his wit and his integrity . . . He rings an American bell. His writing is, I dare say, intoxicating.”

As with many novelists, Norman understood the infinite value of poets and their craft. He “accept[ed] the hazard of mentioning [his] own poetry” in a blurb for Florida poet Ed Skellings, and included the refrain: “I want my poems / to be like bones / and shine silver in the sun.” Poet Norman Rosten, who referred to Mailer as “Norm I” (Rosten himself was “Norm II”), would also receive acclaim from his longtime friend. Over and Out, however, was not a poetry collection, but a “remarkable novel filled with poetic skills and startling tender sorrows which are blown away with the lightest diffusion of wit . . . the prevailing mood while reading it is pleasure, then more pleasure.” Rosten initiated Mailer’s literary life, helping him to carry the manuscript for The Naked and Dead on the subway to meet Ted Amussen. Once, he had even attempted to arrange a meeting between Norm I and Marilyn Monroe, who frequented the kitchen of his Connecticut home in the late 1950s. Mailer, who lived within a mere five miles, would tease Rosten about this, often accusing him of “favoring [Arthur] Miller” (Rollyson 253). During the 1980s, both “Norms” would regularly eat lunch together in New York—it seems that they always stayed in touch.

But Mailer’s interests were never solely literary. Like any sane person, one of Norman’s favorite pastimes was sex. Yet with one book, he proudly announced a bit of ignorance. One Fall evening in 1956, Mailer had tried to prompt a fight between his then-wife Adele and Leslie Aldridge Westoff (then married to John Aldridge) at a party in their Connecticut farmhouse. Over forty years later, Leslie co-authored Passionate Sex: Discover the Special Power in You (1999) and contacted him for a blurb, saying “[Y]ou, Norman, have always been known for your witty, provocative, brilliant, and sexy comments . . . so if you could just say one sentence . . . I will be forever grateful . . .” (Greenstein). She knew how to stroke his ego, and Mailer’s response matched her praise in kind: “Working on my own stuff, I haven’t had a moment to look into Passionate Sex, but how can others fail to buy it? If the author delivers one-tenth of what is promised in the title, the book will be the bargain of the year.” He allowed no editing of this blurb—no cuts whatsoever—and amended in an interview, “Why assume that endorsements are holy? I thought it was time to have a little fun with the solemnity of sexual promise. And indeed I did remain true to the endangered principle that information in an information age must strive to be as accurate as possible” (Greenstein 40). Whether he knew it or not, Norman’s comment would be telling of the very origin of the blurb itself, which first came to us on the cover of humorist Gelett Burgess’s Are You a Bromide? To promote his 1906 publication, Burgess had included the photo of a buxom woman with the fictional name of “Belinda Blurb,” followed by a brief, and nonsensical, text. This satirical look at self-praise caught on, and the word soon found a more serious home amongst promoters and advertisers (Corey 35–6). With his remarks, Norman had once again cut publicity down to its original chaff.

Mailer’s attention to sex was matched only by his early interest in fighting and its various styles. During the winter of 1956–57, Mailer was visited in his Connecticut home by Lyle Stuart, the publisher who would encourage him to begin writing about race in America, sending his statements to Faulkner and even Eleanor Roosevelt. Stuart was aware of Mailer’s interest in combat, and during this trip encouraged him to take jiu-jitsu classes in New York. Norman took to it immediately, and when he discovered that Stuart was publishing a book by his own jiu-jitsu professor, he matched the fifteen-hundred-dollar advance, and profited from the investment by well over twenty-two thousand dollars (Mills 184). He even wrote a blurb, touting Kiyose Nakae’s 1958 Jiu-Jitsu Complete as “coherent and practical in its every detail.”

An affinity for boxing took Mailer from spectator to promoter to inside the ring. In the same above letter to King, he quipped, “I have to laugh when I think of all the dedication and abstention I’ve put into a sport where on my greatest days I rise within sight of being a mediocre amateur-gentlemen-boxer.” Norman would extol Larry Fink’s 1997 collection of boxing photographs, proclaiming them to be “very good at capturing the dignity, the dread, the sense of doom and the desire to bring doom upon others that is the subtext of every fight . . . and every boxing gym.” He took to early sparring with Adele Morales’ father, Al, who always had a place to practice or a bag to swing at, and had associated with the likes of Roger Donoghue, Mohammed Ali, and very closely with light-heavyweight champ Jose Torres, whom Mailer financed for the 1965 title. Both men took great pains with each other as they traded punches and pages in the summer of 1972, Torres—who rented a nearby house in Jamaica, Vermont—was teaching Mailer the ropes, Mailer teaching Torres the pen (Rollyson 189). By the end of it, Torres completed his book on Ali, the well-known Sting Like a Bee. Mailer’s blurb would prove a quick jab of friendship: “Fantastic . . . Goddamit.”

Just as he was no stranger to taking a swing, Mailer would have a deep interest in the concepts of God, the devil, and the everlasting fight between the two—a fight taking place in the ring of one’s very soul. Myron Kaufmann, a Jewish classmate from Harvard, was present when Bea Silverman (Mailer’s girlfriend at the time) turned to the other women eating dinner at Dunster House and asked “Do you girls fuck?” (Dearborn 34). For Kaufmann, author of the 1957 bestseller Remember Me to God, Norman would state his “extraordinary honesty” in saying that the book would “cause a noticeable shift in the consciousness of the American Jew and the American Protestant” and would credit it for awakening him to hints of anti-Semitism at Harvard, though he “never felt ghettoized” (Dearborn 24).

Sandra Harmon, who booked Mailer for his infamous appearance with Gore Vidal on the Dick Cavett show, received his nod of approval for her novel, A Girl Like Me. The blurb, written soon after his return from Africa in 1975, took up the entire back cover. “We are entering a literature where all the lives which used to be silent now speak,” the comments began,


Now, in its way, A Girl Like Me is the most startling manifestation of this phenomenon. For no matter who else would write a book, how could we expect a novel as unendurably honest as this to come from that female Jewish world which is triangulated between Brooklyn, Miami and Los Angeles, that secretive, plotting, self-calculating and wholly materialistic world, especially when its heroine is beautiful, sexually centered, victim and exploiter, as calculating and ambitious as the rest, and yet divinely, incomprehensibly honest. . . .



It seems appropriate that Harmon’s book made it to Mailer’s reading pile. It was around this time that he met Norris Church at a party thrown by longtime friends, Francis and Ecey Gwaltney. Opposite those “lives which used to be silent,” he filled his life, and his reading hours, with people of great fame. It is no secret that Norman was obsessed by the iconic Marilyn Monroe (evidenced by his much disputed biography, Marilyn). The same year his name appeared on Harmon’s novel, it appeared on Robert Slatzer’s The Life and Curious Death of Marilyn Monroe, hailing it as good enough to re-open the investigation on the starlet’s suspicious death:


In fact I would say on the basis of hard evidence he has collected it would now be more difficult to prove she took her own life than that she was killed. It is already boring to say, ‘in light of Watergate . . .’ but in the light of Watergate, Dallas, Martin Luther King, Bobby, Malcolm X and Chappaquidick, I do not know how anyone could read the end of this book and think that a Coroner’s Inquest on the death of Marilyn Monroe can or should be avoided. The trouble is that public opinion must first call for it. . . .



In an interesting side-note, biographer Carl Rollyson twice requested Mailer’s endorsement for his own book on Monroe: “He replied quite courteously, saying he hoped he would have time to read it—although he had stacks of books from friends who hoped he would write blurbs for them” (Rollyson 371).

Another iconic starlet, socialite, actress, and model—Edie Sedgwick—once auditioned for Mailer’s stage adaptation of The Deer Park, though he thought she “wasn’t very good . . . she used so much of herself with every line that we knew she’d be immolated after three performances.” This quotation comes to us from the Edie: An American Biography (1982), by Jean Stein and longtime friend George Plimpton, which bore a blurb by Mailer: “[she] was the spirit of the Sixties . . . While it is not a novel (although it reads like one) I still will say: This is the book of the Sixties that we have been waiting for.” In 1985, he would comment: “Savage Grace has to be the best oral history to come out since Edie” (Robins). Norman Mailer managed not only to get his name in Edie’s biography, but also on its cover, as well as mention it on another biography altogether—about Fatal Relations in a Rich and Famous Family, the doomed Baekelands.

One cannot mention Mailer’s association with fame and doom without also invoking the Kennedy name. In the late 1980s, he would mirror his comments on Marilyn Monroe with Garrison’s On the Trail of the Assassins, detailing the JFK shooting as “a conspiracy.” Of Summers’ Conspiracy: The Definitive Book on the JFK Assassination he would say, “I began it again as soon as I finished.” However, none of these was as lauded as Symptoms of Withdrawal: A Memoir of Snapshots and Redemption (2005). At 82, Mailer was still going strong—the University of Texas had just purchased his archive for $2.5 million—and he was more than willing to contribute this blurb for Christopher Kennedy Lawford’s book:


Books about famous American families usually land with a pious splat, or look to excavate a mud hole, but this one is a beauty. The Kennedys have had more achievements and more God-size disasters than most of us can ever know, but not one of the Kennedys has been a good writer. That verdict can now be altered . . . given as far as he chooses to go, he certainly tells it like it is. Three cheers.



Such a prominent and sprawling family name brings to mind Mailer’s own blood, specifically Cy Rembar, whose work, The End of Obscenity, came only a few years after Norman’s testimony in favor of The Naked Lunch. Rembar’s work was supported by his cousin as “a quiet and essentially modest account of a legal revolution,” and would be bookended in 1996 by Mailer’s approval of Peter Alson’s Confessions of an Ivy League Bookie as


[T]ough, vulnerable, poignant . . . Alson’s achievement is to limn the spiritual pain of a well-educated Yuppie who is not on his uppers. This he does as no one has before. So, his confessional becomes one of those few books which captures a generation. Since I am Peter Alson’s uncle, I will probably be accused of nepotism, but to hell with that—I would stand by the first paragraph if he were your nephew. Literature is thicker than blood.



In his contributions to covers, Mailer even took the time to contemplate the minutiae of modern life. There is joyous disgust in his blurb for Fenichell’s Plastic: The Making of a Synthetic Century, “At last! For anyone who hates plastics and loves good writing, this is the book to satisfy your anger, your passion, and your instinctive judgment, and all at once.” And one cannot ignore Vittorio’s Dog Book, a collection of drawings that inspired the novelist to admit, “Dogs have souls. The only question, in my mind, is whether theirs are more noble than ours. And I say this despite having seen a great deal of execrable behavior in the canine species.”

Few subjects have escaped Norman Mailer’s interest, and even fewer observations his keen eye. The collection of his blurbs is a collection of reflective vignettes, and serves as a testament to his relationship with the spooky art, his munificence toward fellow conjurers, and his role as a quick-change artist; a Renaissance man; a broker of the literary marketplace. When considering the endorsement of fellow authors, it is perhaps best to heed Mailer’s advice, included in a 1974 letter to Richard Goodwin for his work The American Condition:


If your publishers wish to cut [the blurb], that’s all right with me, but I’d like them to show the rare courtesy of indicating how and where they’re going to make the cuts . . . it creates good will and the opposite causes a quiet rancor to build in people who begin as your champion . . . don’t [take] the blurb and pull out of it ‘a great book.’
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Harlot’s Ghost, Bildungsroman, Masculinity and Hemingway


Alexander Hicks



Harlot’s Ghost is the Bildungsroman of the education of Harry Hubbard. In calling Harlot’s Ghost a Bildungsroman, I mean a novel of protagonist Harry Hubbard’s psychological, moral and social shaping in the course of his journey from youth—adolescence in Harry’s case—to a degree of consolidation of adulthood.1 Harlot also is a picaresque of that same education.2

Despite a lack of conventional closure, Harlot’s Harry moves through enough phases of an education toward full manhood for Harlot to constitute a contribution to the literature of the Bildungsroman. Although the Bildungsroman typically moves toward a final resolution marked by one or another sort of consolidation of adulthood, whether happily triumphant as in David Copperfield, or adaptive to a substantial degree of misfortune as in L’education Sentimental or Invisible Man, or disastrous as in Illusions Perdue, such final resolution is not all.3 Lessons that yield impacts on character development occur throughout the temporal course of Harlot, as I will illustrate. Thus, the prima facie case for Harlot as Bildungsroman is not negated by the book’s ending with Harry still substantially unformed and the book’s Omega tale unresolved.

In short, our actually existing, truncated Harlot offers some of the more episodic developmental satisfactions of the Bildungsroman (as well as the picaresque). It is more than the incomplete narrative decried by adversarial critics like John Simon. And not only does Harlot offer the cornucopia of vibrant characters and tales suggested by such celebrants as Wilfred Sheed and William H Pritchard.4 Its tales enthrall in good part because they cohere around phases of Harry’s education and because they gain force as Harry’s development cumulates, even if it does not conclude.5

Space is not available here for an exhaustive accounting of the developmental episodes in the 1300-page Harlot, but discussion of a few examples of such sequences for some of the work’s key developmental threads can substantiate my argument. I will focus particularly on episodes in the development of Harry Hubbard’s masculine identity—first, his physical courage, second his sexual maturation and, finally, his manliness among men. These are key to the book and to Harry’s development as something like the “tough guy” aspect of writings by and about Mailer.

Harry’s education in physical courage begins with demands from father Cal Hubbard, during a skiing trip, for a manly Harry. When Harry falls on a ski slope and does not quickly rise, Cal asks, “Will you rise to your feet, you quitter?” When Harry indicates that he has broken something, Cal relents, exclaiming “Your father, Carl Hubbard, is a fathead” and “you’re not the worst kid” (Mailer, Harlot’s 123–124). Harry’s struggle to attain the high standard of physical courage set by Father Cal is begun.

A second physical challenge of note confronts Harry while rock climbing “the precipices” with Hugh Tremont “Harlot” Montague. When Hugh leads Harry to a place where “a quick glimpse down . . . proved no easier than standing on the edge of a roof seven stories high that had no railing,” Harry’s impulse is “to ask Mr. Montague if this was, for certain, the right place.” Hugh responds, “This climb will test you” and adds that mastering the test is “[j]ust a matter of learning a new vocabulary” (147–150) and a portion, perhaps, of the larger “language of men” (Advertisements 122). Harry meets the test of the precipices, climbing with increased composure and confidence toward effective mastery of the new manly “vocabulary.” After the precipices, Harry seldom confronts physical dangers that emanate so much from nature as opposed to other people, but the dangers confronted do often include death. A key encounter with the risk of death involves Harry’s participation alongside Dix Butler and Cuban anti-Castro forces in the landing on Playa Girón. In Harry’s words, “Adrenaline kept prayer at bay” and “[d]eath was a great temple” before which he “stood at the gate.” Yet Harry plays his role well. Indeed he reports, “I remember letting loose a prodigious whoop” (Harlot’s 1139). Harry has become a happy warrior.

Harry’s sexual development starts late and proceeds slowly and haltingly. There is no talk of High School coitus, no College news of more than some “petting” (228). During Company training, the bisexual Rosen and Dix Butler tint the atmosphere around Harry’s sexual development; and early during his Berlin mission Harry has an ambiguous encounter with Dix. He rebuffs an aggressive sexual advance from Dix but images of “Butler’s “knotted buttocks” (330) come to him as he approaches climax during his first intercourse, this with a German co-worker named Ingrid. Still, the sex is satisfying: Harry can write that afterwards he “was feeling a good bit better” (330). His sex life begins on an essentially heterosexual footing, if not the firmest. Harry’s return from Berlin brings a flowering of romantic and friendly feelings toward Kittredge Gardiner. This blooms most fully in Harry’s letters to Kittredge from Montevideo station. On a more emphatically sexual note, the Montevideo mission brings an adultery with Sally Porringer, trysts with many of the ladies of Montevideo’s brothels and fellatio from the Libertad la Lingual, a brothel hermaphrodite distinguished by strong feminine allure and, as it turns out to Harry’s consternation, male genitals (669). The Miami mission brings Harry intense, well-integrated romantic and sexual experience in the person of Modene Murthy, mistress also to JFK and mob leader Sam Giancano. Enraptured by Modene’s “sexual lavishness” (796), Harry comes, he writes, “into the place I had been expecting to enter all my life” (818). Beyond the compass of Modene’s thrall, Harry’s epistolary romance with Kittredge continues. Although sexual fulfillment with her lies beyond the extant Alpha, it can be read back from the pages of the extant Omega on Harry and Kittredge—or Harry and Kittredge and mistress Chloe, a waitress who “could enjoy a lonely customer” and who could laugh at her own sexual escapades “with enough good humor to have been watching her own pornographic romp (18–9). With Kittredge,


after all our years together, we still flew at each other. Kittredge, indeed, was as fierce as one of those wood-animals with claws and sharp teeth and fine fur that you can never quite tame. At its worst, there were times when I felt like a tomcat in with a raccoon. . . . I’d see God when the lightning flashed and we jolted our souls into one another. Afterward, was tenderness, and the sweetest domestic knowledge of how curious and wonderful we were for one another. (19)



In regard to Harry’s education in “manliness among men,” his education in physical courage is relevant, for the latter typically involves meeting challenges in the company of mentors like Cal and Hugh. However, I stress aspects of Harry’s learning of his trade that entail dealing in a competent and dignified manner with his male co-workers at the Company. Here one key challenge appears to be attaining a degree of respect and support from mentors Cal Hubbard and Hugh Montague. Another appears to be averting both the self-destructive sexual passivity of Reed Arnold Rosen and the psychopathic sexual extroversion of Dix Butler.

The trajectory of social learning and personal development that takes up the most of Mailer’s labor and Harry’s years in Harlot’s Alpha section involves Harry’s work relations with William King “Wild Bill” Harvey. Early in Alpha, Harvey is Harry’s Station chief for Berlin Station Mission, and he is the focus of Harry’s activities during the Roman phase of Alpha’s final completed section, its “Afterword.” These work relations with “Wild Bill” provide virtual dramatic bookends to the Alpha’s account of Harry’s Company history, such as Mailer completed it. In the Berlin section of Alpha, Harry’s drama and development largely consist of battles of wits and will with Harvey over the secret identity of the insubordinate KU/CLOAKROOM who has made light of a request by Harvey and turns out to be none other than Harry himself (271–278). The drama is intensified because Harry is assigned to uncover KU/CLOAKROOM for Harvey, because the cloak room uncovering is tied to the uncovering of the potentially dangerous Soviet agent KU/WILDBOAR and because Harry’s mentors Cal Hubbard and High Montague are antagonists of Harvey, both for their resented class pedigrees and their opposition to Harvey in Company battles over the question of Kim Philby—who proves to be the traitor Harvey had intimated (276). In their give and take with Harvey, Harry and his mentors emerge unscathed, but the contest between Harry and Harvey is rejoined a decade later in Rome.

In the Roman episode, Harry is charged by Company head Dick Helms with cleaning up the “mess” that Helms states that “Harvey is making of Station in Rome.” Harry must enact Helms’ decision to send Harvey “out to pasture” (1268–1269). When Harry confronts Harvey in Rome, where he has been sent to notify him of the termination of his Roman service, he is threatened by a drunk Harvey who says, pointing a gun “thoughtfully” at Harry, that his seeming dangerousness is not “an act.” To the contrary, he has been feeling “a real inclination which goes right down into the most honest part of me to pull that trigger and blow somebody’s name right out of their body” (1273). True, Harvey next tells Harry “you are relatively safe.” However, he also notes that “if Hugh Montague were present, he “would be a dead man.” Moreover, he plants doubt in Harry’s head about Harlot’s loyalty to the Company and bids Harry good bye with a head butt that, to use Harry’s words, provides him with a “last gift, a headache to take home with the hangover” (1277). By Rome, Harry has the toughness to take such “tough guy” behavior in stride.

Although Harlot as Bildungsroman is principally comprised of the events of Harry’s Alpha manuscript, some parts of Omega are instructively projected back into the year unreached by Alpha. For example, as we have seen, Omega’s references to marital relations between Harry and Kittredge speak rather directly to his “sexual development,” and Rosen’s death and possible suicide may bear a little on the relevance of Rosen’s meaning for Harry. Indeed, Omega suggests to us expectations about how Harry’s tale may have ended, about how the Harry engendered by Mailer in our imaginations might have come to fare in his years beyond those denoted by the extant Omega, about indeed the pattern into which the accounted events of Harry might ideally fit. At the end of the extant Omega, Harry at his clandestine Moscow halfway house gathers his resolve to unveil and address whatever project Montague might pursue. Montague’s project bears on Harry’s relation to himself, for Harry’s chosen vocation, nurtured both by father Cal and mentor Montague, is one of patriot and Company man; and Omega intimates that Montague’s purpose may involve work for and against country or Company, or both. Where circumstance and resolve may lead Harry not only stimulates our imagination about where our imaginatively projected Harry is headed but about what to make of the Harry we already know. Indeed, both the Harry of the extant Harlot’s Ghost and the Harry of any more extended saga we might have imagined, is one whose identity centers around issues of masculine identity—physical, sexual, and social. This is a Harry whose identity conflicts a future encounter with Harlot—after all, a father figure who has been husband to the Mrs. Kittredge Hubbard’s of the final pages of Ghost—would very likely bring to a head. And so Omega highlights main themes in the Bildungsroman of Harry Hubbard’s education, indeed two Bildungsromans—one on the page and one for our expectation for Harry.

Although I have geared my examples of developmental episodes in Harlot as Bildungsroman to Harry’s “manly” development, I stress that Harry hardly becomes a stereotypical Mailerian “tough guy.” Any theme of “toughness” in Mailer’s depiction of Harry’s development is more one of Harry’s mastery of behaviors befitting his dignified adaptation to the rough and tumble world of the U.S. intelligence establishment than it is one of a domineering tough guy. Harry’s development as a man is marked mainly by his armoring himself against dangers, not by Harry initiating or escalating aggression. To draw on Hemingway, Harry’s “manly development” brings more of the grace under pressure of early Hemingway characters like Nick Adams and Jake Barnes than of the occasional public belligerence of the late Papa, or of the middle-aged Mailer. Although Mailer seems to have shifted into an undue sympathy for personal violence in his depictions of certain fictional characters—most notably Croft and Rojack—his portrait of Harry Hubbard is mainly one of a youth’s adaption to a sometimes dangerous world with equanimity. This is so, even though this adaption does draw on the traditional “manly” virtues. Harry more resembles Nick Adams rising from innocence to a degree of bravery as when in “The Killers,” despite the warning of “the cook,” Nick warns Ole Andreson that two men are coming to execute him,6 than he does the coldblooded killers themselves or the resolutely long suffering Jack Brennan of “Fifty Grand.”7 Eventually the warrior, as with Dix at Playa Girón, he is never as heedless of his own mortality as Manuel in “The Undefeated,”8 nor as coldly self-possessed as the white hunter of “The Short Happy Life.”9

In relation to both Hemingway and the Bildungsroman at once, Harlot has an interesting precedent in another novel that concerns manliness in the public service amidst a prolonged geopolitical conflict. I refer to Frederick Marryat’s Mr. Midshipman Easy, with its protagonist’s service in the British navy and the Napoleonic wars. This is not ostensibly as distinguished a precedent as Great Expectations or Lost Illusions.10 However Mr. Midshipman Easy is a fine example of the explicit integration of “manly development” into the Bildungsroman. Indeed, it is also a fine example of the integrations of such development into the picaresque; that is, something of a chronicle of naval and Iberian theaters of the early Napoleonic Wars (Fulford ix–xi).11 Thus, attention to Easy may merit our attention as students of Mailer’s relation to Hemingway as well as to Mailer as author of Harlot and portrayer of “tough guys.”

The retrospective and anticipatory framing of the central, Bildungsromanische Alpha portion of Harlot in terms does not much resemble anything in Hemingway. It better resembles the framing of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. Ellison’s protagonist is also in hiding and also frames his own biographical narrative. Indeed, he is doing so “in covert preparation for a more overt action” (Ellison 13). Although this has no focus as sharp as Hugh “Harlot” Montague, Ellison’s unnamed protagonist is like Harry at the close of Harlot, one who is in clandestine residence at Moscow’s Hotel Metropole, gathering his resolve to head off, as Harry puts it, “on a mission whose purpose I could not name but for the inner knowledge that I knew it” (1279).

Still, Harry, toward the close of the actually existing Harlot, resembles Hemingway protagonists at the ends of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and For Whom the Bell Tolls in looking forward toward momentous resolutions. However, in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” and For Whom the Bell Tolls, these resolutions come in the form of those protagonists’ own imminent deaths. Harry’s final posture in Harlot is more extroverted, as well as more hopeful. Harry looks to a future that may draw the strings of his life together by acting to affect a mentor of his youth and the success of his vocation in ways that will affect public as well as personal fates. Harry’s resolve is more clearly focused than the abstract resolve of Ellison’s invisible man, who has no precise agenda for action. It differs from the resolve of Hemingway’s Robert Jordan at the conclusion of For Whom the Bell Tolls because Jordon’s dying resolution is confined to a final courageous encounter with death, detached from any larger public purpose than the possible elimination of another Nationalist or two in Jordon’s final battle fascist forces. It is, with its relative extroversion and public as well as private purpose, at least as “manly.”12




Notes


1. See Moretti. ↩



2. By calling it a picaresque I mean a novel of its protagonists’ exploration of various sectors of the social world, like some cliques and stations of the CIA. For further information, see Stone. ↩



3. The relevance of the picaresque is merely touched on here, as the topic, once treated seriously, draws us into the copious details of Harlot as social document and history (but see notes 5 and 30). On the varieties of English and French Bildungsroman, see Moretti. ↩



4. See John Simon, Wilfrid Sheed, and William F. Pritchard, ↩



5. It also involves, entertains and instructs the reader in some social history as picaresque, a matter to which I’ll briefly return. ↩



6. The “cook” cautions Nick, when his employer George suggests warning Andreson, “I don’t like it . . . I don’t like any of it” (Hemingway, “The Killers” 286). ↩



7. Jack suffers his way through a defeat that can hand him “Fifty Grand” for retirement from bets on his opponent but feels “all busted inside” (Hemingway, “Fifty Grand” 326). ↩



8. In an attempt to compensate for awkwardly tripping over a cushion thrown honorifically from the stands, Manuel indulges in a last aggravation of his dying kill, hoping it will revive his threat and the crowd’s appreciation. “He stepped close and jammed the sharp peak of the muletta into the bull’s damp muzzle” (Hemingway, “The Undefeated” 263). ↩



9. Hemingway, “The Short Happy Life.” Neither is Hubbard as misogynistic as the hunter Wilson of “The Short Happy Life” or as the writer-hunter of “The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” However, he does seem to share something with Wilson and Macomber, who reports just before his demise when he confides in Wilson about that “feeling of happiness before action is going to come” (Hemingway, “The Short Happy Life” 33). ↩



10. Then again, Joseph Conrad and Virginia Woolf figure with Hemingway among the celebrants of Mr. Midshipman Easy. ↩



11. Despite Harlot’s rather abrupt end to Harry’s social Odyssey, the novel explores sufficient social worlds for Harlot to offer many of the satisfactions of the picaresque as well, indeed the satisfaction of an exploration of many agency missions and of a chronicle of the CIA over more than a history-packed dozen-plus years. On the relevance of Mr. Midshipman Easy, this is the work of one of Hemingway’s favorite authors, one right up there with Turgenev (Plimpton 958). ↩



12. It is also clearer and more public in intent than the resolves that end many an otherwise unresolved Mailerian narrative: O’Shaughnessy on his way to Yucatan at the end of The Deer Park, Rojack off to Vegas at the end of An American Dream, Menenhetet and little Meni off across the centuries at the conclusion of Ancient Evenings. Perhaps it is not clearer or more public minded than Gilmore’s embrace of execution as a move toward prisoner autonomy in the face of legal obstacles to a public contrition via public execution (Hicks). However, it is more outwardly oriented, more extroverted. Of course, Harry Hubbard, as a perennially youthful and refreshed American Adam can never be more than a momentary victim of his past or circumstance and must look ever hopefully forward (Whalen-Bridge). ↩
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Automatons and the Atomic Abyss: The Naked and the Dead


Erin Mercer



Paul Boyer points out that in most of the major American novels of the immediate post-Hiroshima years—Lionel Trilling’s The Middle of the Journey; Saul Bellow’s The Victim; Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead—“the atomic bomb is notable by its absence” (246). Mailer’s 1948 war novel adheres to the era’s avoidance of the atomic bomb by focusing on acceptable socio-political issues, but differs from other war novels of the period through its preoccupation with the uncanny, defined by Freud in his seminal essay on the topic as a profound dread provoked “either when infantile complexes which have been repressed are once more revived by some impression, or when primitive beliefs which have been surmounted seem once more to be confirmed” (639). Although the uncanny remains an often frustratingly broad topic, mostly because it is a concept “whose entire denotation is a connotation” (Cixous 528), most critics adhere to Freud’s definition of the uncanny as something familiar made strange.1 Intellectual uncertainty regarding the animate nature of what is inanimate and vice versa (as provoked by automatons or episodes of uncontrollable behavior), and the “return of the repressed” are all deemed capable of eliciting profound discomfort. Mailer’s ostensibly realist text is complicated by its depiction of weird mechanical soldiers who are plagued with superstitions regarding death and filled with dread provoked by an oddly menacing environment. This conscious use of the uncanny illustrates popular postwar concerns connected with conformity and totalitarianism, but the real strangeness of The Naked and the Dead relies on its ability to reveal unconscious fears connected with Mailer’s personal uncertainties regarding his writing and cultural unease about the atomic bomb.

The destruction of Nagasaki and Hiroshima and the annihilation of their civilian populations are never mentioned in novels such as Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny (1951) and James Gould Cozzens’ Guard of Honor (1948), novels which purport to be about World War II but which exclude a fundamental part of the conflict. As Paul Brians points out, “nuclear war must be the most carefully avoided topic of general significance in the contemporary world” (17). Although the bomb provoked significant debate in the newspapers of 1945, there was a silence in serious literature revealing both the difficulty of representing mass death and how well that mass death was repressed.2 Although nearly 100,000 feet of color film were filmed of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by Air Force film crews following the bombings, the entirety of this documentation was classified top secret because of the horror it revealed (Norris 184). The human toll of the atomic bomb was so repressed that in 1955 when the “Hiroshima Maidens” visited the United States in order to have corrective surgery for their radiation burns (a trip organized by a group of Americans), some people were so threatened by this reification of American atrocity that they wondered whether the organizers of the visit were Communist agents (Filreis).

The difficulties inherent in the representation of mass death were exacerbated in America during the late 1940s and early 1950s by increasing conformity and widespread consensus, especially regarding the military. Mailer points out that a period of Cold War is “obviously equal to greater censorship” and suggests that “if good writers write novels which are conventionally obscene or exceptionally radical, you can be sure that they would have one hell of a time getting their books published” (“Intimate Interview” 23). Although he establishes a clear delineation between an artist who “follows his own nature” and commercial talents who “do what they are obliged to do, and say what they are obliged to say” (“Intimate Interview” 25), Mailer’s desire for literary individualism coexisted with a strong desire for popular success, which countered his radicalism with a certain amount of accommodation to consensus. Despite the fact that The Naked and the Dead depicts the Pacific conflict against the Japanese, Mailer adheres to the era’s avoidance of the bomb. When asked in an interview whether he believed that people want to “look into the abyss,” he replied, “No, I don’t. I think it’s very hard. I think people are petrified of it” (“An Interview with Norman Mailer” 45).

Mailer describes his first novel as “the book of a young engineer” written “mechanically” with the aid of a “sturdy” working plan utilizing extensive character dossiers and charts (“Art of Fiction” 13), thus emphasizing its consciously controlled construction. Yet while the text’s comprehensive character studies and minute details regarding the hardships of military life contribute to a sense of its depiction of the gritty reality of war, the reality Mailer presents remained palatable enough to render the book a bestseller. One review highlights its canny way of appearing to leave “nothing to the imagination” while exposing “the blood, if not always the guts, of war” (Dempsey 6). During the 1950s, Mailer became aware of a division in his mind between a “conscious intelligence” engaged with political issues and an unconscious mind “much more interested in other matters: murder, suicide, orgy, psychosis” (“Art of Fiction” 15). This fascination with unconscious material, unacknowledged at the time of writing The Naked and the Dead, explains the text’s oscillation between familiar conventions of realism and a realism rendered uncannily strange. Although Mailer’s narrative strategy is designed to resist unconscious preoccupations, it cannot entirely keep them at bay. As Mailer himself points out, writing is “a very odd, spooky activity” (“Irish Eyes” 142) and surging beneath the novel’s conscious delineation of socio-political issues are darker unconscious themes connected to Mailer’s haunting problem: the unbridgeable gap between his conscious and unconscious concerns.

The conscious theme of the novel can be summarized as power: “the power of man over man, the power of military force, the power of political thought and polemic, the inexorable power of events on the lives of men” (Jones 87). The platoon consists of one of almost every representative American type whose differences in class, politics, race and religion guarantee personal conflict. Mailer’s characters behave in ways controlled by their socio-economic backgrounds, which aligns The Naked and the Dead with the naturalistic works of writers such as Stephen Crane and John Dos Passos, but as much as individual powerlessness over fate is a part of the naturalistic worldview, much of this concern springs from Cold War sociological issues that would eventually develop into the popular figure of the corporate-controlled “organization man” as outlined in William Whyte’s non-fiction study The Organization Man and fictionalized in popular novels such as Sloan Wilson’s The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. Mailer’s political interests see the novel exploring the potential for the forces fighting fascism to behave in similarly totalitarian ways. A review in the New York Times reveals how carefully Mailer handled this potentially subversive theme when it points out that “Mr. Mailer obviously doesn’t like war, or the people who fight it,” but concludes that he is attempting to show “that much of its unpleasantness comes from the nature of the participants” rather than from any implicit problem with the American military (Dempsey 6).

The nature of the war’s participants in The Naked and the Dead connects the novel to issues deemed relevant to postwar American life. Mailer suggests,


It was as if back in the late Forties and early Fifties a great many people unconsciously began to sense that they were getting further and further away from themselves. There was something funny in the scheme of things. The whole apparatus of the buildings about us, the things we read, the things we eat, the things we see for entertainment, the philosophies about us, the faiths—everything was making it harder and harder for someone to have a sense of identity. (“Norman Mailer Talks to Melvyn Bragg” 199–200)



Mailer’s apprehension of something wrong in postwar life defies clear expression and his grammatical errors between the past and present tense reveal something of the troubling vagueness of this estrangement. Loss of individual identity is linked with an obscure dread, suggesting that the loss of self in an era of conformity registers as uncanny. Mailer’s depiction of the subservience of the individual is far more worrying than other novels of the era concerned with the same theme, and his soldier automatons represent a disturbing manifestation of the loss of humanity.

Among all the psychical uncertainties that can evoke an uncanny feeling, doubt regarding the animate and the inanimate is one of the most potent, especially when this doubt “only makes itself felt obscurely in one’s consciousness” (Jentsch 11). Historically the machine was often seen as somehow demonic, an obscure threat disruptive of traditional social practice, but it is the machine’s relationship to the human that renders it uncanny. Whereas in “the premodern instance the machine is thought to mimic the organic movements of the body,” in the modern instance “the machine becomes the model, and the body is disciplined to its mechanistic specifications” (Foster 51). In The Naked and the Dead, General Cummings decides that it is “a not entirely unproductive conceit to consider weapons as being something more than machines, as having personalities, perhaps, likenesses to the human” (568). Fittingly, he also suggests that soldiers are “closer to machines than humans” (569). Battle is thus transformed from the heroic clashes of history into “an organization of thousands of man-machines who dart with governing habits across a field, sweat like a radiator in the sun, shiver and become stiff like a piece of metal in the rain.” The General’s disturbing conclusion is “[w]e are not so discrete from the machine any longer, I detect it in my thinking” (569). Intellectual uncertainty between the human and the inhuman is not merely played out on a physical level in Mailer’s novel but has infiltrated into the very deepest recesses of personal space. The machine is uncanny “because it assumes our human vitality and because we take on its deathly facticity” (Foster 51) and Mailer’s soldiers cease to “think of themselves as individual men” becoming “merely envelopes” (Mailer, Naked 658).

The ability of mechanization to penetrate not just industry but impinge “upon the very center of the human psyche” (Giedion 41) has significant implications for the human experience of warfare. General Cummings is so estranged from the human that he lacks recognizable expressions and merely displays “a certain vacancy in his face” (Mailer, Naked 81). When this inhuman commander attempts to smile, the only result is that his face looks “numb.”Yet this vacant cipher commands his troops with an absolute power they have little choice but to obey. Ordered out on patrol and lit up by the light of a flare, the soldiers become a mass of “black cutouts moving past a spotlight” (129), two-dimensional objects obeying orders “with no consciousness any longer of what they were doing” (131). Even in extreme situations they are unable to react as humans. When a Japanese soldier is caught in a rain of bullets, he remains standing with “no expression on his face; he looked vacant and surprised even as the bullets struck him in the chest” (153). Even the bodies of the dead are inhuman, with one swollen corpse resembling “a doll whose stuffing had broken forth” (211).

Mailer’s insistence on unreality is a thematic preoccupation shared by uncanny texts, which Susan Bernstein points out frequently depict lapses of consciousness registered as experiences of dislocation and loss of control (1125). Mailer’s soldiers know “very little about what was happening in the campaign” and the days repeat themselves without incident until they are “no longer able to distinguish between things which had happened a few days before” (Mailer, Naked 252). This estrangement is compounded by their lack of agency within the military structure’s repetitiveness. The soldiers “stand guard at night, awaken a half hour after dawn, eat breakfast, wash their mess kits, shave, and load onto trucks” which transport them to their duties. They “return at noon, go out again after chow, and work until late afternoon when they would come back for supper, take a bath perhaps in the stream just outside the bivouac, and then go to sleep soon after dark” (252). These minutely observed details of military life should intensify the fictional reality; instead, the obscurely felt doubts regarding the soldiers’ human identities complicates the suspension of disbelief necessary in the reading contract. When the platoon is sent out on reconnaissance, they march in a “leaden stupor . . . without any thought of where they went, dully, stupidly.” Any empathetic response to the plights of these men rendered mechanical by war imperatives is complicated by the description of the soldiers’ heavy packs becoming “part of their bodies” (505–6). Although metaphorical, Mailer’s strategy provokes obscure doubts regarding the status of the soldiers as “real” people, fictional ciphers or uncanny machines, and destabilizes reader response to a text that appears to be realist but which is also oddly unreal.

Mailer’s army transforms human will, autonomy and labor into a series of estrangements experienced by dehumanized cogs and the strangeness of this fictional process is intensified by the process of fiction, which necessarily attempts to transform language into constructs perceived as human. The writer’s power “to alter reality in other people’s minds by the way we use words” remained an enigma for Mailer, who noted that “[d]ealing with words is a mysterious matter. It’s very insubstantial because they’re just little pieces of dark curly pigment on a white page” (“Norman Mailer” 161). This “mysterious matter” sees Mailer’s text constantly veering between moments of verisimilitude and self-reflexivity, and is the reason for the novel’s strange preoccupation with what Freud terms “the omnipotence of thoughts” (633). The ability to alter reality through language is even identified by Mailer as the mystery “that drove Hemingway insane” (Mailer, “Norman Mailer” 161). The soldiers’ fears regarding the omnipotence of thoughts is clearly connected with Mailer’s conscious theme of the loss of individuality, but is also linked to Mailer’s unconscious fears regarding his power as a writer and the threat posed to him by writing itself. Mailer explains how “a book takes on its own life in the writing” and suggests that the writer has “a certain responsibility” to a book which becomes like “a creature to you after a while” (“Art of Fiction” 26). The writer feels “a bit like a master who’s got a fine animal” and Mailer admits to often feeling “a certain shame with what I’ve done with a novel.” If Mailer feels guilty about his failure towards something raised by him “like a child” (“Art of Fiction” 26) then what kind of revenge might this ill-treated novel wreak on its author?

In his numerous interviews, Mailer returns time and time again to Hemingway, who represents not just a great writer but one undone by the perils of writing. The mystery identified as driving Hemingway mad poses a similar threat for Mailer, who describes craft—as opposed to “the natural mystique of the novel”—as a bulwark against “the terror of confronting a reality which might open into more and more anxiety and so present a deeper and deeper view of the abyss” (“Art of Fiction” 30). Reliance on craft is something Mailer attributes to mediocre writers yet he admits that “there was a time when I wanted very much to belong to the literary world. I wanted to be respected the way someone like Katherine Ann Porter used to be . . . As a master of the craft” (“Art of Fiction” 29). Mailer’s fears about writing are thus twofold: on the one hand, he fears the mystery which he believes rendered Hemingway insane; on the other hand, he fears not belonging to the literary world of the masters of craft to whom writing poses a threat.

This discomfort with the powers of narrative plays out through the soldiers’ superstitious fears regarding death. When Gallagher flippantly comments, “You’re only gonna get your fuggin head blown off tomorrow,” he is suddenly seized with “a cold shuddering anxiety as though he had blasphemed.” As he hurriedly recites the Hail Mary, he has a vision of himself “lying on the beach with a bloody nub where his head should have been” (7). Similarly, when Martinez cannot stop repeating the phrase “‘I don’t care if I do die, do die,’” he is overwhelmed with certainty that “something terrible” (21) is about to happen. The awful “something” that constantly threatens the soldiers is annihilation by war and by language. Croft is convinced with “passionate certainty” (29) that Hennessey will die that very day; when this does indeed occur, Croft becomes privy to “vistas of such omnipotence that he was afraid to consider it directly” (40). Red also correctly predicts, or conjures, Hennessey’s death, and interprets it not as “large and devastating and meaningless” like the deaths of his other fallen comrades, but as a death which opens “a secret fear” because it seems “so ironic, so obvious, when he remembered the things Hennessey had said.” Red finds himself at the edge of a “bottomless dread” (123) thinking about a death seemingly caused by his thoughts and Hennessey’s words. When he remembers the moment he knew his friend would die, he experiences “a moment of awe and panic as if someone, something, had been watching over their shoulder that night and laughing. There was a pattern where there shouldn’t be one” (39).

Death is the hidden secret that lies at the heart of the uncanny. Uncertainties regarding what is animate or inanimate, real or unreal, self or other, are uncanny not merely because of a discomforting blurring of boundaries, but because these liminal areas evoke the nothingness of unbeing. During Minetta’s stay in hospital, his proximity to damaged bodies and corpses renders death “almost tangible” (363). Whereas death had once been unreal, “the way a man’s face may sometimes seem unreal if he gazes at it too long in the mirror” (355), Minetta is faced with death’s reality so viscerally that he becomes “afraid to breathe, as if the air were polluted” (363). He wonders, “How do they expect a guy to stay here, after some poor Joe died right next to you?” (365), a query reflecting not just the difficulty of repressing knowledge of death while in close proximity to it, but which also reveals a deeper fear regarding the menace posed to the living by the dead. When Gallagher receives news from America that his wife has died during childbirth, although he keeps repeating to himself “[s]he’s dead, she’s dead” (280), he is unable to really believe it. As if in confirmation of Gallagher’s sense of his wife’s continuing existence, the delays of the postal system result in her letters continuing to arrive. Understandably unnerved by these spectral communications, Gallagher is even more horrified by the arrival of the final letter since it is the true harbinger of Mary’s death. Upon taking it to the beach to read, Gallagher experiences a “jolt of horror” (284) ostensibly inspired by the strange reptilian sheen of the giant kelp but which seems more likely to stem from his close encounter with death that takes place beside it. Gallagher controls his communion with the dead by insisting that is it the kelp that frightens him rather than his experience of a communication that seems to transcend the boundaries between the living and the dead.

Mailer’s insistence on the soldiers’ dehumanization reflects acceptable postwar fears regarding conformity and corporatization, but also offers a critique of the processes through which violence to the human body is normalized during periods of war. Mailer’s over-elaboration of this motif registers as particularly uncanny. The repetition of mechanical descriptions renders description itself mechanical, sapping imagery of meaning and miring interpretation in a confusing space where familiar literary conventions have become strangely unfamiliar. The novel ends with yet another insistence on the unreality of war when the soldiers realize that “tomorrow the endless routine of harsh eventless days would begin once more.” The final disastrous patrol is “unfamiliar, unbelievable,” yet the bivouac before them is also “unreal.” Finally, Mailer suggests, “everything in the Army was unreal” (709). This constant reiteration regarding the unreality of war acts as a comment on psychological coping mechanisms during combat but it also reveals something of Mailer’s inability to cope with his material.

For any reader versed in the events of the war, never mentioned yet never entirely banished from the novel is the fact that the conflict Mailer describes will soon result in the detonation of the atomic bomb over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The bomb is nowhere in the text but resides in what might be thought of as the text’s unconscious; in the spaces created between a reader’s knowledge and what the text depicts. Nagaoka Hiroyoshi defines atomic bomb literature as expressing the evil of the bomb and the survival of human dignity (qtd. in Treat 20), a paradigm that obviously puts an American writer in an ambiguous position. Most American writers who did write about the bomb in its immediate aftermath thus avoided its military application in favor of imagining its more benevolent role in a future utopia. Writers such as Morris Ernst, whose 1955 book Utopia 1976 promised a pleasing future of atomic power, envisaged a world in which nuclear technology would provide unlimited energy, control the weather, manufacture germ-free foods, provide medical cures and revolutionize agricultural practice. Boyer argues that utopian dreams of a new world of atomic energy were a way of avoiding the unsettling reality of America’s use of atomic bombs to obliterate entire populations (Boyer 122). Such utopian dreams of the future “facilitated the process by which Americans absorbed Hiroshima and Nagasaki into their moral history” (124).

Mailer’s reluctance to describe the deaths of the Japanese soldiers as real—resorting to imagery of dolls and insects to describe their corpses—is thus particularly revealing. The mechanization of Mailer’s soldiers becomes even more relevant in this context, since the destruction and death meted out by the Second World War comes not from human hands but from technology. Although Mailer does his best to focus on the issues that concerned Cold War America by using the war as a fictional trope through which the country’s changing socio-political physiognomy can be examined, he cannot entirely avoid gesturing towards the abyss of total war and mass death. The dark secret hidden at the heart of mid-twentieth century life—the atomic bomb—stages an uncanny return through Mailer’s strangely mechanical soldiers, resulting in a novel that both avoids and highlights the terrifying inhumanity of World War II.




Notes


1. Freud’s article on the uncanny remains a seminal text, but in recent years the uncanny’s boundlessness has seen it approached via the works of postmodern thinkers such as Jean-Francois Lyotard and Jacques Derrida. For a discussion of the uncanny as a trope of deconstruction see Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2003). The uncanny has also become a trope of postcolonialism; see Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994); and Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, trans. Leon S. Roudliez (New York: Columbia UP, 1991); feminism; see Hélène Cixous, “Fiction and Its Phantoms: A Reading of Freud’s Das Unheimlich,” New Literary History 7. 3 (Spring 1976); and psychoanalysis; see Ernst Jentsch, “On the Psychology of the Uncanny,” trans. Roy Sellars, Angelaki 2. 1 (1995); and Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” trans. James Strachey, New Literary History 7. 3 (Spring 1976). For other significant studies of the uncanny see Terry Castle, The Female Thermometer: 18th Century Culture and the Invention of the Uncanny (New York: Oxford UP, 1995); Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994); Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993); Gordon Slethaug, The Play of the Double in Postmodern American Fiction (Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1993); and Paul Coates, The Double and the Other (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1998). ↩



2. `The first, and really only, in-depth writing on the atomic bomb by an American in the period was John Hersey’s article “Hiroshima” published in The New Yorker in 1946, which relates the experiences of six Hiroshima residents on the day of the attack. Before Hersey’s piece, the majority of discussions about the atomic bomb in the popular press focused on statistics of devastation rather than the human toll, chiefly to encourage international control of atomic power or promote civil defence. Hersey was the first to tackle the effects of the bomb on its Japanese victims, yet his dry journalistic tone struck some readers as oddly dispassionate. The effect of Hersey’s approach, however journalistically appropriate, was to spare readers emotional engagement with the bomb’s victims. One reader wrote to The New Yorker commending Hersey’s report for reasons the author might not have anticipated: “I read Hersey’s report. It was marvellous. Now let us drop a handful on Moscow.” For an in-depth discussion of this topic, see Joseph Luft and W.M. Wheeler, “Reaction to John Hersey’s Hiroshima,” Journal of Social Psychology 28 (Aug 1948): 135–40. ↩
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“A Noble Pursuit”: The Armies of the Night as Outside Agitator


Katharine Westaway



On a weekend in October of 1967, tens of thousands of demonstrators amassed in Washington DC to protest the war in Vietnam. Intending The Armies of the Night: History as a Novel, The Novel as History (1968) to record and commemorate this eventful weekend, Norman Mailer enlarged the march on the Pentagon’s meaning, working as a novelist to make it more than a four-day set of tremors in the nation’s capital. Some consider the march a watershed moment, “the first in a chain of events that led to Lyndon Johnson’s decision . . . to deescalate in Vietnam” (Small 70). Mailer’s nonfiction novel carefully examines this defining event of American history. Through Mailer’s dual role as a demonstrator and narrator, readers are provided a rich witness to the many obstacles that were set before marchers in the form of a biased media and government officials opposed to the peace movement, including the military and police whose physical abuse is featured in the novel.

Armies is also concerned with a sweeping view of American culture vis-à-vis the march, for this is a “literary project . . . radically committed to a rendering of the American reality” (Scott 18), and Armies becomes Mailer’s attempt to expand upon the march’s implications for the national character. When Armies was published, the country was divided over the war in Vietnam; according to a 1967 Gallup poll, when asked whether “the U.S. made a mistake sending troops to Vietnam” forty-six percent said yes while almost an equal amount, forty-four percent, answered no (Gallup 2087). Mailer addresses the division over the war and also the disparaging of anti-war protestors in the mainstream press which created a gulf between mainstream America and the anti-war movement: “from late 1967 into 1968 when Mailer wrote this book, open season on the ‘hippie’ had been tacitly declared” (MacFarlane 131). Mailer works to familiarize the populace with these voices of dissent and to humanize them. The cultural clashes Mailer depicts epitomize the volatility of the U.S. at that moment, the rips in the social fabric that were becoming obvious during the escalation of the Vietnam War.

I will also consider how this novel might have acted as a catalyst for activism for some contemporary readers and how it worked to coalesce support for the anti-war movement, addressing those Americans who were either unsympathetic towards or even appalled by the anti-war protesters and challenging readers to see the efficacy and patriotism of the marchers’ cause. It is difficult to gauge the novel’s effectiveness on this front, but I will consider media coverage and popular reaction to the marchers and to the book itself. It is in the novelistic form that Mailer shares this moment in history, and he has said that the reading of novels “is a noble pursuit, that ideally it profoundly changes the ways in which people perceive their experience” (“Prisoner” 133). Mailer understood the great possibility of his novel to effect change and the opportunity he had to shape readers’ understanding of what it meant to protest the war in Vietnam.

The political divide was so great in America in the late 1960s that Mailer may have felt obliged to explain one faction to another, to use as a didactic tool; he was teaching about a counterculture, from which many Americans were insulated. Scott MacFarlane measures the social turmoil of the times “at a level unseen since the Civil War. The book reading public was clamoring for insight into what was happening on the streets of America” (MacFarlane 133). Armies was a new window into the anti-war movement. The mainstream media kept Americans in the dark about the anti-war movement. Readers were witness to Mailer’s own perspective of the counterculture which was not always exhortative: “It was the children in whom Mailer had some hope, a gloomy hope. These mad middle-class children with their lobotomies from sin, their nihilistic embezzlement of all middle-class moral funds, their innocence, their lust for apocalypse, their unbelievable indifference to waste” (Armies 44). Mailer does not form saints out of the anti-war camp, and one could not accuse Mailer of being an outright defender of the counterculture. But through his intimate sketches of the activists and his own experience as a fellow marcher, we do see images of greatness, of self-sacrifice and patriotism. Most important, Mailer, as narrator/protagonist, gives Americans outside the march a sense of what it was to be a demonstrator.

One of Mailer’s main tasks as an author is to acquaint his readers with the character of the marchers themselves, so a primary concern of Armies is media bias as it affected the American public’s sentiments about the acts of resistance happening all around them. But the mainstream press was hawkish: before the Tet Offensive in January of 1968, “not a single major newspaper or television network call[ed] for the end to the war” (Streitmatter, Voices 197). In fact, the mainstream media plainly opposed the anti-war effort “in the heady days early in the war when American correspondents doubled as government handmaidens, they openly condemned anti-war protesters as traitors” (Streitmatter, Mightier 201). This was the atmosphere in which Mailer attempted to tell a moving tale of the anti-war movement.

Mailer renounces conventional journalism; he doesn’t trust the media to analyze the anti-war movement fairly. Media studies of the time show that “throughout [the] various stages of escalating involvement, mainstream American journalists supported the effort, serving as exuberant cheerleaders for the military” (Streitmatter, Voices 184). Mailer frequently points out the unfair coverage that the press gave to the actions of the demonstrators and how “[e]mphasis was put on every rock thrown, and a count was made of the windows broken. (There were, however, only a few.) But there was no specific mention of The Wedge [a brutal crowd control technique, which resulted in beating of the marchers]. Indeed, stories [of police brutality] quickly disappeared” (Armies 313–14). This becomes evident as Mailer distinguishes the reporting of mainstream press from that of the alternative press. The alternative press (such as the Catholic Worker, I.F. Stone’s Weekly, National Guardian, and Ramparts) was critical of the war going back in some cases to the 1950s when troops were first deployed to Vietnam (Streitmatter, Voices 184).

One of the most damning charges in the book is the brutality perpetrated against the marchers, who were for the most part peacefully protesting; some protestors were “clubbed until they were broken and bloody” (Zaroulis and Sullivan 138). The abuse was amplified by the fact that it often went unreported. For the reports of police violence, Mailer relies upon outside sources because he had been arrested early in the demonstration before most of the violence occurred. Yet he gains credibility when integrating outside witnesses and reportage into a book that was mostly reported from his standpoint, and these external sources may have lent more authority to the charge that protesters were abused. For any journalist there was difficulty in covering something as large as the march on the Pentagon “because of the extensive terrain in question and the rapid movements of the protestors and soldiers” (Small 72). Acting as a novelist-journalist, Mailer collects varied media accounts of the march and weaves them into the narrative; here he features one Leftist perspective of the march, identifying the witness as “Harvey Mayes of the English Department at Hunter”:


One soldier spilled the water from his canteen on the ground in order to add to the discomfort of the female demonstrator at his feet. She cursed him—understandably, I think—and shifted her body. She lost her balance and her shoulder hit the rifle at the soldier’s side. He raised the rifle, and with its butt, came down hard on the girl’s leg. The girl tried to move back but was not fast enough to avoid the billy-club of a soldier in the second row of the troops. At least four times that soldier hit her with all his force. (Armies 303)



Mailer was obliged to portray the graphic scenes from the march which were missing in many media reports. Perhaps the stories of abuse were reported on more by the Left media because the Left journalists were among the protestors, down in the tussle, while mainstream reporters observed from a safe distance, avoiding a potential encounter with violent police.

Mailer also gave accounts of “the [mainstream] press [who were], in the aftermath, antagonistic to the March” and so included passages of an article from the New York Times which stated that “it is difficult to report publicly the ugly and vulgar provocation of many of the militants. They spat on some of the soldiers in the front line at the Pentagon and goaded them with the most vicious personal slander. . . . [M]any officials here are surprised that there was not much more violence” (Armies 313). Notice that the Times does not mention any specific violence of the MPs. Numerous commentators condemned not the beatings meted out to the demonstrators, but the protest itself; David Brinkley called it a “coarse, vulgar episode” (Wells 202–3). However, Maurice Isserman, one marcher, remembers the marchers for the most part as peaceful, remaining “pretty true to Gandhian principles” (B15).

In looking beyond Mailer’s collection of media accounts of the march, it is clear that he wasn’t exaggerating the bias against anti-war activists. The New York Times reported that Robert McNamara felt his soldiers showed “restraint . . . under provocation” (Reston 1), and in one article the protesters were referred to as “scum of the universe” (Roberts 45); another report called the demonstration “mass paranoia . . . elicit[ing] a great deal of foolishness” (Baker 45). What the press wrote about the protestors was not always so disparaging, but rarely was the message of the marchers given much time, and this sort of mainstream coverage was the only information readily available to the general public about the anti-war movement. Some of the first reports of the march on and the siege of the Pentagon were missing reports of police violence because the reporters went home late Saturday night before the police began employing more militant tactics. But on Monday in another story of the march the New York Times still ignored “the bloody military sweep of early Sunday morning;” the Washington Post’s Monday coverage was similar in that it “continued to emphasize the violence of the protestors, not the defenders of the Pentagon” (Small 76, 78). Time came out with its story a few days after the march on October 27 in which they marginalized the protestors as “left-wing radicals, hippies, acid heads, and people with painted faces in bizarre costumes” while at the same time “applaud[ing] the government for its restraint” (Small 79–80).

Mailer is unwilling to let the picture that the mainstream press drew of demonstrators become the only permanent record, and “he scolded the press for their lies, and their misrepresentation, for their guilt in creating a psychology over the last twenty years in the average American which made wars like Vietnam possible” (Armies 93). Mailer understands that the press is pivotal in a nation’s critique of its culture and policies, and he takes the press to task for their failure to cultivate an informed public. Eventually, Mailer’s Armies would stand with media accounts as a record of the event. Before Armies was published as a book in 1968, it appeared in periodicals (almost the entire issues of Harper’s and Commentary were given to this story). So Mailer responded to the mass media’s “forest of inaccuracy” first in popular periodicals and then in book form. According to Dick Fontaine, a British filmmaker who was filming a documentary of Mailer over the weekend of the march, “Norman remembered, with frightening accuracy, minutes and minutes, pages and pages, of the dialogues he was having with the others, let alone, of course, the brilliant descriptions of time, place and mood. . . . His memory and interpretations of . . . [these events] are truly breathtaking.” This speaks well of Mailer’s journalistic sensibilities and his hope to avoid a forest of inaccuracies himself. To this end, it is important to recall that Armies won a Polk Award for excellence in journalism.

One of the achievements of Armies is that in it Mailer is able to designate the marchers as patriots, a far cry from the criticism that labeled them “draft dodgers,” “communists,” and “rabble rousers.” In contrast, Mailer describes draft resisters as moral and courageous: “by handing in draft cards, these young men were committing their future either to prison, emigration, frustration, or at best, years where everything must be unknown, and that spoke of a readiness to take moral leaps . . . [and a] faith in one’s ability to react with grace” (Armies 88). Mailer recasts draft dodgers as draft resisters, those willing to risk their lives for peace rather than war. Furthermore, Mailer aligns the march itself with America’s long tradition of ostensibly just and triumphant empire-building conflict. He describes the March on the Pentagon as a rite of passage and connects this to a collection of American moments that could be understood as similar rites of passage, for “each generation of Americans had forged their own rite, in the forest of the Alleghenies and the Adirondacks, at Valley Forge, at New Orleans in 1812, with Rogers and Clark or at Sutter’s Mill, at Gettysburg, the Alamo, the Klondike, the Argonne, Normandy, Pusan” (Armies 308). Such a comparison implies that without undergoing such crises the U.S. would not have become a sovereign republic, and so the March on the Pentagon is figured as another historic challenge for the country. This lofty rhetoric is meant to stir a reader’s patriotic sympathies, and Mailer is determined that his audience will see the marchers not as subversives but as patriots within the traditions of American democracy.

Mailer understood that “to affect consciousness is thus to shape power” and that his words were shaping people’s perception of the anti-war movement. Even if his readers were persuaded to believe in a peaceful resolution to the Vietnam War, what would these readers do with this new consciousness, a consciousness which was “itself a central ingredient in power” (Miller 394)? It is difficult to measure how readers enact their power, but we can watch how Mailer enacts his own. He undertakes his own civil disobedience, getting arrested in hopes of gaining publicity and offering credence to the cause of the march, and he understands that his symbolic action must be captured by the press to multiply its effect. When writing the story of Armies, Mailer tracks his own movement from critic to supporter to war protester to prisoner of conscience, and we see that he “feels the claims of imagination as urgently as the claims of action” (Behar 262), and so he must both examine and act.

Armies represents, for Mailer, a test of his moral strength, an examination of whether Mailer could stand behind his highest moral principles. The story of Armies offers a way for Mailer to put his philosophy into action and to answer the question, Are you willing to put your life on the line? David Wyatt calls Mailer “a man so obsessed by courage,” which is a persistent theme in Mailer’s famous essay “The White Negro” (1957) (318). In many ways Armies is tied to all of Mailer’s preceding writing. The most obvious connection is to Why Are We in Vietnam? (1967), but the themes and challenges of Armies are also indebted to Cannibals and Christians (1966) and The Presidential Papers (1963). These books variously tested the warrior in Mailer. Even his first book, The Naked and the Dead (1948), plays a role in the conception of Armies. Mary Dearborn claims that Armies is a recapitulation of his first novel bringing up questions of “confrontation with and the reaction to authority” (244). In Armies, Mailer’s critique of structures of power and his own civil disobedience stands in clear defiance of authoritarian establishments, the same authoritarian establishments which thwarted characters in his previous texts. Mailer’s working out of his own demons in this journey from author to activist was also meant to engage the hearts and minds of his readers in the important business of opening their eyes to the truth about the war in Vietnam. But it is not just a story about Mailer or the many Mailer characters; Mailer serves as an entry to the predicament of the war in Vietnam and a people’s various ways to protest it.

Mailer admits early in the story his growing belief that his own writing about the Vietnam War is not enough, that “no project had seemed to cost him enough,” for his writing was one thing, but action was another. And by simply writing about the Vietnam War “he had been suffering more and more in the past few years from the private conviction that he was getting a little soft, a hint curdled” (Armies 70–1). This may have served as a barb at his audience of readers, among whom surely numbered many armchair revolutionaries. To keep from getting soft and to resist being contented with a writer’s perspective, he had to move into action himself. He had to actually take part in the demonstrations, to be physically, not just ideologically in opposition to the war, but we are not meant to concentrate solely on Mailer’s own struggle. Rather, from his own story of activism he may bring about in his readers a new understanding that through the act of reading one becomes aware, but not yet involved in a cause. Readers might appreciate that having their consciousness raised was not the same as protesting the war in their own communities, not at all the same as stepping out into the streets to form a human protest. One had to move from words to action, from page to protest.

Mailer asks serious questions of his readers, as Alfred Kazin points out, describing him as the first “leading American peacenik and resister addressing urgent questions to his ‘army’—Are we good enough? How can we overcome the ‘mediocrity of the middle-class middle-aged masses of the Left?’ The general shoddiness of American standards just now? The tendency of authorities to lie?” (BR 1). Mailer artfully places such questions within the framework of a narrative, addressed not only to fellow peaceniks but also to a popular readership. It was important that this novel travel beyond the Left community, and it did. Indeed, Armies “reestablished Mailer with a wide audience” (Whalen-Bridge 217) and won both the Pulitzer Prize for General Nonfiction and the National Book Award. And it was gaining a popular audience (a readership made up of more than those on the Left) for this topic that was a challenge for Mailer: “walking the parapet between the intellectual and the popular, and Mailer with his dream of making ‘a revolution in the consciousness of our time’ is too ambitious to settle for a minority ‘art’ audience” (Radford 230). Mailer was ambitious enough to take on the challenge of telling a story that those within the anti-war movement would rally around and those outside would give a fair hearing.

The novel, first in serial and then in book form, was meant to prod readers to action. In fact, it is specifically the expansiveness of the novel genre that Mailer finds useful toward a moral end. Mailer understood the great potential of the genre. In one interview he contends that “art is to intensify, even, if necessary, to exacerbate, the moral consciousness of people. In particular, I think the novel is at its best the most moral of the art forms because it’s the most immediate, the most overbearing . . . It is the most inescapable” (Mailer, Advertisements 384). Did Mailer’s readers find his story inescapable, and if so, were they catalyzed to protest the war themselves? The answer cannot easily be quantified. We can, however, study the way in which Norman Mailer tried to activate readers. Critics picked up on this hunger of Mailer’s to make change, his “extra-literary hunger for things to change and change now, in palpable ways rather than in the imaginary, alternative ways in which most artist-novelists deal” (Gilman 27). This book is not only a testimony of civil disobedience but also a story which aims to engender civil disobedience in the reader.

Wherever readers stood on the political continuum, Armies invites readers to justify events in the book with their real lives; it allows for “[r]eading history over the edge of text,” which is a combination of “close reading and analysis that allow us to get ‘inside’ the narrative, while at the same time we understand that the narrators and subjects of nonfiction . . . live ‘outside’ the narrative as well” (Lehman 3). This makes for an intense reading experience, especially if the novelist like Mailer uses his skills to capture an already fascinating or contentious event. One other factor that might have turned contemporary readers into implicated readers was the timeliness of the book’s release: the march was more than mere history it was a recent event when the book was published just seven months after the event—and the controversy over Vietnam still raged on.

In a nonfiction novel such as Armies, the story can take on very real manifestations, which could lead to political action on the part of readers. A reader could take measure of his or her own (in)action regarding the war and choose to act out against the war. Such action is difficult to trace, but in the case of Armies, Rubin claims the novel “became the Bible of the movement” (Manso 461); Dearborn suggests that “young leftists found it an astute analysis and were impressed by the passion Mailer brought to the work” (246). However, Michael Albert and Noam Chomsky, both major figures in the anti-war movement, didn’t feel that it made much of an impact within the movement. Albert recalls “honestly, I doubt if anyone I knew or virtually anyone in the movement read it, even I didn’t. My guess would be it had [a] very very modest impact . . . and virtually none inside the movement per se.” While it is unclear whether it affected those within the movement, it is also difficult to tell how it affected readers just becoming acquainted with the peace movement. Dearborn indicates that those outside the movement were touched by the novel: “across the political spectrum, readers who watched the student movement with varying degrees of approval or censure were made to understand that what was going on in the streets . . . was a real phenomenon that had to be taken extremely seriously” (246). Furthermore, the Pulitzer and National Book Award, which were because of the novel, are a sort of establishment seals of approval—proof that it had reached middle America. Contemporary reviewers were generous with their praise. The London Magazine named him “the best living writer of English prose” (Bergonzi 100). Others saw Armies saw as a monumental book, “a literary act whose significance is certain to grow” (Gilman 27). One way the book could live on was through the reactions of its readers.

Not only was Armies about politics, but the novel stood as a statement of the relationship between literature and politics. To ignore politics, for the novelist, is an error. Mailer must speak politically, for “the separation of the literary and political horizons is a mute acceptance of the structures through which power is exercised” (Schueller 127). Whether his novel convinced one single person to join the anti-war cause or not, it was a necessary testimony. Simply by representing the happenings of the anti-war movement in narrative form, Mailer made a new current in American politics. Perhaps Mailer understood the inescapability of politics, for as an activist author he could not “dissociate himself from the social contexts through which he speaks” (Schueller 125). His story would be null without its complex entanglement with real political struggle.

A contemporary review of Armies in The Nation called it “a permanent contribution to our literature—a unique testimony to literary responsiveness and responsibility” (Trachtenberg 702); certainly, Mailer was responding to important political phenomena that had not received sustained literary attention. His writing about the rifts within the tumultuous New Left, the division between Americans for and against the war, and the response of government and the press to the anti-war movement did delineate important political issues that needed to be aired. Mailer did not shy away from critique of the government or the media or of himself in order to tell the story of those in the anti-war movement.

Mailer’s novel represents a catalyst for social change through its introduction of an anti-war subculture to a popular audience. Mailer speaks candidly about his intentions: “I was trying to bring a consciousness to America about the war in Vietnam. . . . I think the effect of the book was to make resistance to the war in Vietnam a little more human to people who were still supporting the war. So, yes, I think the book did have a political effect. Maybe it tended to strengthen the side opposed to the war in Vietnam” (“Existential” 220). Jason Epstein recalls Armies as a book “meant to rally or produce a political reaction” (Manso 470); a strong argument can be made for the fact that Mailer meant to catalyze his readers. He attested to the disorganization and dissension within the anti-war camp, but more vigorously showed the misrepresentation, defamation, and even the physical denigration of the activists. His argument for peace in Vietnam gained stature because he was a bona fide activist for the cause, facing arrest to further the significance of his protest. He was there, present at the march, and authenticated his action by telling the story of the march. The Armies of the Night exists as a testament to the anti-war movement and to the efficacy of civil disobedience.
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Norris Church Mailer


Sue Fox




This interview took place on January 18, 2010 in the Mailer Brooklyn Heights home.



On the face of it, a twenty-six-year-old high school art teacher raised by strict Arkansas Baptists whose grandparents were sharecroppers and muleskinners, and America’s wildest literary lion—at 52, already a year older than her father—with seven children, five failed marriages and other affairs in his wake—didn’t have much going for it. But who is anyone to judge? Men and women with no obvious link in their culture, backgrounds or achievements are drawn to one another and the alchemy works. Norris Church Mailer and Norman Mailer were one of those couples. Apart from their cultural mismatch and age difference, in her platform soles, the strikingly beautiful, willowy five-foot-ten redhead, towered above Mailer, who was barely five-foot-eight.

Their love affair—painful and stormy as it sometimes was—endured until the day Mailer died—November 10, 2007. He was eighty-four. Norris, who shared the same birthday as her more famous husband, January 31, is sixty-one. As she says,


“We were together thirty-three years, which by any measure is a long marriage. Every love story has its ups and downs and we certainly had ours, but I would say it was one of the great love stories. When you think about it, the two of us were kind of impossible. Norman and his wives sounded a bit like Henry VIII. Nobody would have put our two characters in a novel and imagined that the sixth wife would be the big love story.”



Except that, deep in her heart, Norris knew that the barrel-chested, blue-eyed Jewish intellectual heavyweight—one of the great voices of post-war American literature—loved her more than he had ever loved anyone. She writes about it in her memoir.


“Through the years, no matter the circumstances of our passions and rages, our boredoms, angers and betrayals, large and small, sex was the chord that bound us together; it was the thick wire woven from thousands of shared experiences that never broke, indeed was hardly frayed and only got stronger, no matter how the bonds of marriage were tested. Even in the worst times we had many years later, when we almost separated, somehow, inexplicably, at night we would cling to each other, drawn like powerful magnets, the familiarity of our bodies putting salve on the wounds we had inflicted during the day, until over time the warring ended and the love remained. The only thing that brought it to an end was old age, illness and death itself.”



Norris believes that she and Norman stayed together “Because we really loved each other. We loved our kids, we loved our life and we were comfortable with each other. There were dark places and Norman’s philandering hurt me. We sparred but we also laughed a lot. In the end, nothing was ever powerful enough to tear our marriage apart.”

She writes about the rude people: “and there are way too many rude people in this world asking her ‘Which wife are you?’” Never for a moment did she doubt her short although possibly not sweet answer: “The last one.”

Love him or hate him, no one ever sat on the fence when it came to Norman Mailer, perhaps the most pugnacious writer of his generation. In 1948, his first partly autobiographical novel, The Naked and The Dead, brought him fame and huge public acclaim. He was twenty-five years old. Over the next six decades, center stage, he published more than thirty books, including novels and non-fiction on subjects as disparate as Mohammed Ali and Marilyn Monroe. He twice won the Pulitzer Prize, for Armies of the Night (1968) and The Executioner’s Song (1979). Mailer wrote essays as well as writing, directing and occasionally, acting in low-budget movies. He helped found The Village Voice magazine. He was a regular and highly opinionated guest on TV talk shows who actively sought publicity and public attention. Mailer once ran for Mayor of New York. He was an anti-war protester, an opponent of women’s liberation, and a man who railed against the evils of plastic. He railed against many things and, no mean boxer, could pick a fight at the least provocation. He stabbed his second wife, Adele. Gore Vidal frequently argued with him. In 1984, Mailer wrote asking Vidal to end their feud, inviting him to help raise money for a PEN World Congress by joining an impressive list of writers including John Updike, Susan Sontag, Joan Didion, Isaac Bashevis Singer, Bill Styron, Arthur Miller, William Buckley, Kurt Vonnegut and Norman Mailer. Vidal chose to share an evening with Mailer who, throughout his life, was a great supporter of PEN. According to Norris, “He was also a great supporter of aspiring writers, replying to letters with encouraging words and sending manuscripts to agents. I used to call Norman, ‘Henry Higgins.’ He was always trying to take someone and make them into someone wonderful. He liked it when one of them succeeded and was generous with his time and advice.”

In the ICU at New York’s Mount Sinai Hospital, a nurse mentioned to Mailer that she liked to write. Norman told her to write about her weekend, then went through each typed page with her line by line. As Norris recounts,


“Norman used to say that if we had money he would have liked to start a school for writers. But with nine children (When she first met Mailer, Norris had been divorced for a year, and already had three-year-old Matthew. Their son John Buffalo, was born in April of 1978), money was tight. Norman worked very hard to run our enormous family—especially the time when we had six children in private school.”



One of the darkest times in the Mailer marriage was when Jack Abbott came into their lives. Norman was writing a book (The Executioner’s Song) about a murderer, Gary Gilmore, who was executed in 1977. Jack Henry Abbot wrote to Mailer from prison. He had a history of violence and had killed an inmate. His letter was well written, useful for the book, and they began corresponding. Mailer told Abbott that he thought the correspondence would make an interesting book and his publisher took on the project. Then Abbott was granted parole. Norris had no idea that Norman had committed himself to helping Abbott until the night he announced that he was off to pick him up from the airport and bring him home to dinner. According to Norris, “John Buffalo was not yet three. It was a scary time. The most scary thing was Norman’s lapse of realism. He genuinely thought [that] talent would override everything—that with his book—Jack would be transformed. But a psychopath, even one who has written a decent book, is still a psychopath. That was Norman—idealist and optimist who woke up to a new world every day.”

In May 2007, I went to see Mailer in Provincetown. It was six months before he died. Physically frail, he was combative and thrilling company. I told him that I had once worked in Cuba with a photographer to find Gregory Fuentes who had known Ernest Hemingway and was featured in his novel The Old Man and The Sea. Norman was amused to hear that we found Fuentes who, wheelchair bound, was wheeled out for tourists by his grandson. Just like Mailer, Fuentes had his life etched into his face. For $5 we could kiss Fuentes and take a photograph. As I left, I joked to Norman, “I’m going to kiss you good bye but I’m not giving you $5!’ At eighty-four, in his old man’s slippers, he didn’t argue. I left, haunted by what he had said about writing. “A novel is like falling in love. You don’t say, “I’m going to fall in love. It has to come to you. It has to feel just like love.”

And love is what I came to talk about with Norris in the lovely Brooklyn brownstone house that has long been the Mailer’s New York home. The apartment is up three flights of stairs. You huff and puff your way up flights to be rewarded by the sight of her striking portrait of Humphrey Bogart hanging jokily outside the entrance.

Inside, on a clear blue sky day such as this, your breath is taken away by the view from the huge living room windows over the East River to Wall Street straight ahead. Slightly to the West is the Hudson River and the Statue of Liberty. Norris has filled her home with books. It’s an Aladdin’s cave of objects and memories. There are festive music boxes —a carousel, a circus tent and an enchanting Ferris wheel that lights up. Her home is an oasis of calm green walls and different textures—of stencilled furniture, plumped up velvet cushions, walls and surfaces covered with family photographs and paintings—some of hers—others done by Mailer children. The apartment is a celebration of her love for family and home. It radiates Norris’s artist’s gift for colour and delicious sense of humor. When you’re in her company, it is hard not to smile. She recounts, “I’m anally tidy. But it wasn’t always like this. When I first came to New York, this place was such a mess. I scrubbed it clean, and didn’t give it a thought. There were ropes and trapezes for the kids hanging from the ceiling—a complete jungle gym. You can’t imagine what it was like. But I’d never been out of Arkansas until I met Norman. I’d never been on an aeroplane. And here I was, in New York, totally in love. To me the apartment was exquisite!”

Although we have been corresponding for the past couple of years, it is a year since I’ve seen Norris. She looks her usual amazing self in rich colors complementing her red hair and bold make up. But I’m shocked at how thin she is. She was thin when we met last year, but now she looks less than a size two. It is not her choice, but the result of a particularly nasty cancer, which she has been living with for ten years. She’s had surgeries and procedures that someone less strong and sunny might not have endured, with so little apparent fuss.

While we talk, a specialist nurse calls to brief her on tomorrow’s hospital appointment to replace a kidney stent. “Oh it’s just a little day trip to the OR,” she says in her soft, infectious Steel Magnolias lilt. “When it’s over you get cookies and tea and go home.” I say I’m in awe of how brave she is. Sometimes, in email she might just mention feeling a bit under the weather but it is always incidental to news about the family and her memoir. As she says, “I’m not brave. You’d do it too. I wish it wasn’t like this, but I have to get on with it. It could be my muleskinner genes but I’ve never thought I could just curl up into a fetal ball and say I can’t do it.” The year after Norman died, Norris went to the hospital five times. “I’m not in a hurry to leave this life, but I won’t be greedy either.”

In April 2008, the week before Norman’s memorial service in a packed to the rafters Carnegie Hall, she emailed to say she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to attend. But she was there, sitting serenely in her big hat and understated clothes, seeking not one jot of attention, surrounded and protected by generations of Mailers who love her. And not just because she made Norman Mailer happy. Norris Church Mailer was no trophy wife. She is a remarkable woman in her own right—a gifted writer and painter who has also been a teacher, model and actress. Norris didn’t speak at what was a tender, and often hilarious, celebration of her husband’s life. Instead, there was a big screen video sequence of photos portraying an impossibly handsome man with his impossibly beautiful wife. It was screened to a recording of her singing “You’ll come back. You always do.”

Norris Church Mailer was the name Norman made up for her. She was born Barbara Jean Davis in Moses Lake, Washington where her father, James had a job on the O’Sullivan Dam and the family joined the Freewill Baptist Church. They moved to Little Rock. Feisty, three-year-old Barbara won Little Miss Little Rock and grew into a beautiful young woman—think Julianne Moore colouring and bone structure and then some. Norris was deeply conflicted between rebelling against her strict Christian upbringing and worrying about sin. Larry Norris, her first husband, was two years ahead of her in high school. They started dating in 1966. Vietnam was just beginning. Larry paid his way through school on a scholarship, which meant joining the army when he graduated. At 17, she lost her virginity to Larry. The earth didn’t move, but in the eyes of God she knew she was married. The sex improved. She entered Arkansas Technical College to major in art. They married in August 1969. Aged 20, she knew she was making a mistake but was saving her soul from hellfire. Matthew was born in 1972. Both parents adored him but they divorced in February 1974. As Norris recounts, “The break up was my fault. We’d met as children. I always felt, in some part of me, that I was just marking time until my real life started.”

The ex-Mrs. Norris then taught Art in Russellville High School. Her students voted her Outstanding Teacher of the year. She caught the eye of a charismatic twenty-seven-year-old man named Bill Clinton who was running for Congress. One of the wittiest lines in her memoir recalls when, years later in New York, the scandals broke and a man she knew socially who was in politics said, “I guess he slept with every woman in Arkansas except you Norris.” “Sorry,” I replied. “I’m afraid he got us all.” Norris knew that Clinton would become President and she recalls: “I even wrote in a little book I gave him: See you in The White House.” He was and is pretty hard to resist. But let me put it this way. Although he’s lovely, I would not have wanted to marry Bill Clinton.”

Francis Irby Gwaltney—Fig—was a soldier with Norman Mailer in World War II. An English teacher at Arkansas Tech, he and Mailer kept up a friendship. Norris was also friends with Fig and his wife. In April 1975, Norris took her senior class to the Tech to hear a talk on film animation. Next door, in an English class, Fig was introducing his friend, the writer Norman Mailer to his English class.

Norris remembers, “I had a copy of his book on Marilyn Monroe and persuaded Fig to invite me to the party he was making for Norman that night so he could sign it. The last thing on my mind was romance. I had Matt, who my parents loved and were happy to mind when I was working, I owned my house, and I had a fulfilling job. I was dating a lot. I knew Norman Mailer was older than my dad, but when we met at dinner later (Norman had taken one look at Norris and insisted Fig invite her to dinner), he didn’t seem old. He looked young and attractive and was obviously very interested in me. When some one is interested in you—really concentrating and not looking over your shoulder, which considering my shoes would have been easy for Norman—well, I was interested too.”

At the time Mailer was separated from his fourth wife, Beverley, but not quite separated from Carol, with whom he had a daughter, Maggie, who was six months older than Matt. At 9:30 pm Norris had to leave the party to collect Matt, who was with his father. Norman suggested that they pick him up together. Norris recounts, “Watching him hold my sleeping boy touched me.”

Norman Mailer was the first man Norris ever brought back to her house while her son was there. She told Norman about her desire to write, about her marriage and her divorce. He told her about his life, his wives, his children and how he was being pulled in so many directions—and not only Carol—there was another relationship he was trying to get out of too. Curiously, both of them had first married when they were twenty.

They made love on the floor, which wasn’t that great. Norris writes about it: “How could it have been? But then there are few great ones on the first try. Most guys never get near to great under any circumstance.” Norman left the next day without ever signing her copy of his book on Marilyn Monroe. He invited Norris to meet him in New York. As Norris says, “I lied to my parents who looked after Matt. I told them I was going to an art convention.” Her close girlfriends, whom she still has to this day, thought that she would go to New York and get Norman Mailer out of her system.

Eventually they had to confront the truth. Norris had fallen in love with a man of fifty-two who lived in New York, was a lousy marriage prospect, and had fathered more than anyone’s fair share of children. Norris recalls, “When my father realised I was serious about Norman he said, ‘Well you know that in twenty years time you’re going to end up as his nurse. He’s going to be an old man.’ I told him. ‘Well daddy, I may go first and why give up 20 years of happiness for something that might never happen?’ I’d say that again. None of us know what’s going to happen. If you’re happy right now, that’s more than most people get.” Later, whenever another Norman Mailer story hit the headlines, Norris would call her parents to warn them about what was in the papers. Norris summarizes, “I didn’t like it and neither did they but that’s how it was.” Norman and her parents didn’t have much to talk about, “But,” Norris recounts, “they respected each other and got on fine.”

Mailer used to tell Norris that she was the only woman he had ever picked who had as much common sense as his mother. Norris remembers, “It wasn’t necessarily a compliment! But I loved Fanny Mailer and she loved me. She was a character—curious, clever, down to earth. She wasn’t erudite or well educated—and I’m not either. His mother adored Norman. As long as Norman was happy, that was ok with her. She taught me about Judaism and how to cook the food he enjoyed. Fanny and his sister, Barbara, were good friends to me. That meant a lot to a girl who didn’t know anyone in New York. And Fanny adored John Buffalo, who was a sunny, sweet baby.”

John, with his movie star good looks is, like his father, a writer and actor. He says that he was brought up with “An obscene amount of love.” He is travelling with Norris on her publicity tour. As his mother says, “To look after me, and carry the bags!”

What did Norris have that so endeared her to Norman’s children? Why did she succeed where the other wives failed? She is never going to say anything about any of the other wives: “I was an only child so having this huge family was wonderful. Susan, Norman’s oldest was the same age as me. It was like gaining a sister. The older kids were like siblings, the younger ones loved Matt and when John came along, they loved him too. Most of the time the kids lived with their mothers. They had their own lives but they spent summers with Norman in Maine, swimming, canoeing, climbing and being this big family. Norman was a wonderful father. They could see how happy he was. That hadn’t happened in a long time. Norman was very outdoorsy. During those first family summers I pretended I was more athletic than I really was. By the time he found out it was much too late. He was pretty formidable, radiating energy like a steam heater. But he didn’t phase me. I think that’s one of the reasons he found me attractive—the fact that I wasn’t phased.”

Did Mailer ever sign her copy of his book on Marilyn Monroe? “He didn’t write in it until I was already living with him in New York,” Norris recalls: This is what he wrote—To Barbara. Because I knew when I wrote this book that someone I had not yet met would read it and be with me. Hey, Baby, do you know how I love Barbara Davis and Norris Church?” Norman. Feb ’76.”

By any standard, Norris Church Mailer has had an unbelievable life. Against all odds, she and Norman had a marriage that lasted, as the line goes, “Till death us do part.” She is not unhappy living on her own and has no interest in a relationship with another man. As she says, “I’m not someone who feels lonely. I’m painting again and working on another book. Six of our children live in New York, so I’m surrounded by family. And my mother, who’s 90, lives fifteen minutes away. We see each other all the time and I go out a lot. Of course I miss Norman. There’s so much going on in the world. I want to know what he thinks and what he has to say. If we’d never met, I guess I’d have been happy enough. I’d have painted. Maybe I’d have got married again and had a couple more kids. But I wouldn’t trade my life with Norman Mailer for anything.”




Classic Interpretation




Inside Norman Mailer


Max Apple




I

So what if I could kick the shit out of Truman Capote, and who really cares that once in a Newark bar, unknown to each other, I sprained the wrist of E. L. Doctorow in a harmless arm wrestle. For years I’ve kicked around in out-of-the-way places, sparred for a few bucks or just for kicks with the likes of Scrap Iron Johnson, Phil Rahv, Kenny Burke, and Chico Vejar. But, you know, I’m getting older too. When I feel the quick arthritic pains fly through my knuckles, I ask myself, Where are your poems and novels? Where are your long-limbed girls with cunts like tangerines? Yes, I’ve had a few successes. There are towns in America where people recognize me on the street and ask what I’m up to these days. ‘’I’m thirty-three,” I tell them, “in the top of my form. I’m up to the best. I’m up to Norman Mailer.”

They think I’m kidding, but the history of our game is speckled with the unlikely. Look at Pete Rademacher—not even a pro. Fresh from a three-round Olympic decision, he got a shot at Floyd Patterson, made the cover of Sports Illustrated, picked up an easy hundred grand. Now that is one fight that Mr. Mailer, the Iiterary lion, chose not to discuss. The clash between pro and amateur didn’t grab his imagination like two spades in Africa or the dark passion of Emile Griffith. Yes, you know how to pick your spots, Norman. I who have studied your moves think that your best instinct is judgment. It’s your secret punch. You knew how to stake out Kennedy and Goldwater, but on the whole you kept arm’s length from Nixon. Humphrey never earned you a dime.

Ali, the moon, scrappy broads, dirty walls, all meat to you, slugger. But even Norman Mailer has misplayed a few. Remember the Chassidic tales? The rabbi pose was one you couldn’t quite pull off, but you cut your losses fast, the mark of a real pro, and I fully expect that you’ll come back to that one yet to cash in big on theology. Maybe at sixty you’ll throw a birthday party for yourself in the Jerusalem Hilton. You’ll roll up in an ancient scroll, grow earlocks, and say, “This is the big one, the one I’ve been waiting for.” With Allen Ginsberg along on a leash you’ll clank through the holy cities living on nuts and distilled water and sell your films as a legitimate appendix to the New Testament.

If I had the patience I’d wait for that religious revival and be your Boswell, then I’d drive off that whole crew of trainers and seconds who tag after you, but by then I’ll be almost fifty and maybe too slow to do you justice. As the rabbis said: “Reputation is a meal, energy a food stamp.” It’s toches affen tisch, you understand that, big boy? I’m spotting you seventy pounds, a dozen books, wives, children, memories, millions in the bank. My weapons are desperation, neglect, and bad form. I am the C student in a mediocre college, the madman in the crowd, the quaint gunman who rides into Dodge City because he’s heard they have good restaurants. We share only a mutual desire to let it all take place in public, in the open. This is the way Mailer has always played it, this I learned from you. Why envy from afar when I can pummel you in a lighted ring. Your reputation makes it possible. You who are composed of genes and risks, you appreciate the wildness of strangers. Anyway, you think you’ll nail me in one.

While I, for months, have been running fifteen miles a day and eating natural food, you train by scratching your nuts with a soft rubber eraser. You take walks in the moonlight and turn the clichés inside out. For you they make way. Sidewalks tilt, lovers quarrel. People whisper your name to each other, give you wholesale prices and numerous gifts. An “Okay” from Norman Mailer makes a career. Power like this there has not been since Catullus in old Rome carried on his instep Caesar’s daughter.

I’ll give you this much: you have come by it honestly. Not by bribery and not by marriage, not by family ties and not by wealth, not by good luck alone or by the breaks of the game. You have plenty, Slugger, that I’ll admit. But I do not come at you like a barbarian. The latest technology is in my corner. The Schick 1000-watt blow-dryer, trunks by Haspel, robe by Mr. Mann, Jovan cologne. Adidas kidskin shoes travel three quarters of my shin with laces of mandarin silk. From my flesh, coated with Vaseline and Desenex, the sweat breaks forth like pearls. My desperation grows muscular in the bright lights. I am the fatted calf.

You stand in your corner like Walt Whitman. No electric outlets, cheap cotton YMCA trunks, even your gloves look used. Your red robe just says “Norm.”You wear sneakers and no socks. I should take you the Oriental way by working your feet up to blisters and then stepping on your toes, but I lack the Chinaman’s patience. No, it will have to be head to head, although everyone has cautioned me about trading punches with you.

Last week a crowd of critics came out to my camp in a chartered bus. They carried canes and magnifying glasses. They told me to evaluate each punch from the shoulder. “Let your elbow be the judge,” Robert Penn Warren said; “Sting like an irony,” from Booth of Chicago. They told me that if I win I’ll get an honorary degree from Kenyon and a job at one of the best gyms in the Midwest. Like a Greek chorus they stood beside my training ring and sang in unison, “Don’t slug it out, move and think. Speed and reflexes beat out power. To the victor goes the victory.”

“Scram.” I yelled, spitting my between-the-rounds mouthwash. “Get lost you crummy bastards. You shit on my poems and laughed off my stories, now you want some of my body language. Go study the ambiguities of Harold Robbins.” I was mad as hell but they stood firm taking notes on my weight and reach. Finally a group of kids carrying “Free Rubin Carter” signs ran them back to the bus.

The press is no help either. They are so tired of promoting Ali against a bunch of nobodies that to them I’m just another Joe Bugner. They rarely call me by name. “Mailer’s latest victim to be” is their tag. The Times calls me a “man with little to recommend him. Slight. almost feline, with the gestures of a minor poet, this latest in a long series of Mailer baiters seems to have no more business in the ring with the master than Stan Ketchel had with Jack Johnson. No one is interested in this fight. The Astrodome will be bare, UHF refuses to televise, and Mailer has scheduled a reading for later that night at the University of Houston. Norman, why do you keep accepting every challenge from the peanut gallery? Let’s stop this Christians versus Lions until there is a real contender. Now, if the Pynchon backers could come up with a site and a solid guarantee, that might be a real match.”

You know what I say, I say, “Fuck the Times.” They gave Clay no chance against Big Bad Sonny Liston, and four years later the “meanest, toughest” champ the Times ever saw dropped dead while tying his shoes and Muhammad built a Temple for Elijah M. So much for the sports writers.

But there are a few people who understand. Teddy White will be in my corner and Senator Proxmire at ringside. The Realist and the L.A. Free Press have picked me. The DAR sent a fruit basket. Outside the literary crowd I’m actually well liked. Cesar Chavez and the migrants from South Texas are coming up to cheer for me and my friend Ira from Minneapolis and the whole English department of my school. All the Democratic Presidential candidates sent telegrams; so did Bill Buckley, Mayor Beame, Gore Vidal, Irving Wallace, John Ehrlichman, and Herman Kahn. . . . All I can say is, when the time comes boys, I’ll be ready, just watch.



II

Our first face-to-face meeting is at the weigh-in. He wanted to dispense with it and turn in a morning urine specimen instead. The boxing commission put the nix on that idea. Oh, he knew who I was before the weigh-in. We had traded photos, autographs, and once I had anthologized him. But face to face on either side of a big metal scale with our robes on and Teddy White rubbing my back while I stare bullets, that is something else again.

He nods, I look away. He can afford to be gracious. If I win, I’ll make a handsome donation to UNICEF in his honor. For now, I button my lip. He chats with White about convention sites, claims that because of tonight he’ll have an insider’s if they do the ’76 one in the Astrodome.

I come in at one hundred forty-four and three quarters, thirty-four-inch reach. He is two hundred fourteen and a thirty-inch reach. He spots me the reach and eighteen years. I give him seventy pounds and a ton of reputation. He has enough grace under pressure to teach at a ballet school, but the smile discloses bad teeth. I’ll remember that. His body hairs are graying. I can see that he has not trained and could use sleep. My tongue lies at the bottom of my mouth. “Good luck, kid,” he says, but I have removed my contact lenses and only learn later that it was the Great One in a magnanimous gesture whom I snubbed because I had to take a leak.



III

The Dome is a half-empty cave. At the last minute they lowered all tickets to a buck, and thousands popped in to see the King. To me the crowd means nothing. It is as anonymous as the whir of an air conditioner. I stare at the Everlast trademark on my gloves and practice keeping the mouthpiece in without gagging. “Stay loose,” Teddy yells over the din, “stay loose as a goose and box like a fox.”

I dance in my corner for three or four minutes before he appears. The crowd goes wild when that woolly head jogs up the ramp. He climbs through the ropes and goes to center ring. He throws kisses with both open gloves. He is wearing the same YMCA trunks and cheap sneakers, but his robe is a threadbare terrycloth without a name. It looks like something he picked up at Goodwill on the way over. The crowd loves his slovenliness.

“To each his own,” I whisper to myself as I ask Teddy for a final hit with the blow-dryer. My curls are tight as iron; his hang like eggshells crowding around his ears. He throws a kiss to me; I try to return it with the finger but my glove makes it a hand.

The referee motions us to center ring. We both requested Ruby Goldstein but the old pro wouldn’t come out of retirement for a match like this one. I then asked for the Brown Bomber and Mailer wanted Jersey Joe. Finally we compromised on Archie Moore, who has a goatee now and is wearing a yellow leisure suit as he calls us together for a review of the rules. I notice that he is wearing street shoes and think to protest, but I see that he needs the black patent pumps in order to make his trousers break at the step. A good sign, I think. Archie will be with me.

He goes over the mandatory eight count and the three-knockdown rule, but Mailer and I ignore the words. Our eyes meet and mine are ready for his. For countless hours I have trained before a mirror with his snapshot taped to the middle. I have had blown up to poster size that old Esquire pose of him in the ring, and I am ready for what I know will be the first real encounter. My eyes are steady on his. In the first few seconds I see boredom, I see sweet brown eyes that would open into yawning mouthlike cavities if they could. I see indifferent eyes and gay youthful glances. Checkbook eyes. Evelyn Wood eyes. Then suddenly he blinks and I have my first triumph. Fear pops out. Plain old unabashed fear. Not trembling, not panic, just a little fear. And I’ve found it in the eyes, exactly like the nineteenth-century writers used to before Mailer switched it to the asshole. I smile and he knows that I know. Anger replaces the fear but the edge is mine, big boy. All the sportswriters and oddsmakers haven’t lulled you. You know that every time you step into the ring it’s like going to the doctor with a slight cough that with a little twist of the DNA turns out to be cancer. You, old cancermonger, you know this better than anyone. In my small frame, in my gleaming slightly feline gestures you have smelled the blood test, the chest x-ray, the specialist, the lies, the operations, the false hopes, the statistics. Yes, Norman, you looked at me or through me and in some distant future that maybe I carry in my hands like a telegram, there you glimpsed that old bugaboo and it went straight to your prostate, to your bladder, and to your heavy fingertips. In a second, Norm, you built me up. Oh, I have grown big on your fear. Giant killers have to so that they can reach up for the fatal stab to the heart.

No camera has recorded this. Nor has Archie Moore repeating his memorized monologue noted our exchange. Only you and I, Norm, understand. This is as it should be. You have given dignity to my challenge; like a sovereign government you have recognized my hopeless revolutionary state and turned me, in a blink, credible, at least to you, at least where it counts. I slap my fists together and at the bell I meet you for the first time as an equal.



IV

The problem now is as old as realism. You don’t want all the grunts, the shortness of breath, the sound of leather on skin, and I don’t want to tell you in great detail. But it’s all there, the throwing of punches, the clinches, the head butting, the swelling of injured faces. If I forget to, then you put it in. For I am too busy taking the measure of my opponent to feel the slap of his glove against my flesh. The bell has moved us into a new field of force. We drop our pens. The spotlight is the glare of eternity, and what it has all come to is simply the matter of Truth. “Existentialist” I call him, spitting out my mouthpiece, though in practice I have recited Peter Piper a dozen times and kept the mouthpiece in. “Dated existentialist. Insincere existentialist. Jewish existentialist . . . ” I hit him with this smooth combination, but he continues to rush me bearlike, serene, full of skill and power.

“Campy lightweight,” he yells, in full charge as I sidestep his rush and he tangles his upper body in the ropes.

I come up behind, and as well as I can with the gross movement of the glove I pull back his head and expose the blue gnarled cacophony of his neck.

“I am Abraham and you the ram caught in the thicket,” I announce from behind. “I have been an outcast in many lands, I bear the covenant, and you full of power and goatish lust, you carry the false demon out of whose curved horn I will blow my own triumph and salvation.”

“How unlike an Abraham thou art,” he responds, gasping from his entanglement in the ropes. “Where is thy son then and where thy handmaiden Hagar, whom thou so ungenerously got with a child of false promise and then discarded into the wilderness? Thou art an assumer of historical identities, a chameleon of literary pretension.”

I reach into the empty air for the sword of slaughter when Archie Moore separates us, rights Mailer, and warns me about hair pulling and exposing the jugular of my opponent.

Now we stalk one another at center ring. He, not having trained, not having rested, not having regarded my challenge as serious, he is ready almost at once to revert to instinctive behavior. He wants it all animal now and tries to bite off his glove so that he can come at me with ten fingers. But I am still in the airy realms of the mind. I see and discern his actions. How coarse appears the Mailer saliva upon his worn gloves, how disgusting his tongue and crooked teeth as they nibble at the strings. His mouth has become as a loom with the glove lace moving between his teeth on the slow, feeble power of his tongue.

“The Industrial Revolution,” I yell across the ring, and his gloves drop, his mouth is open and agape. I land a hard right to his jaw and feel the ligaments stretch. At the bell he is dazed and hurt. He moves to his corner like an old man in an unemployment line.

I stand in the middle of the ring and watch the slow shuffle toward comfort of this man whom most enlightened folks thought I could not withstand for even three minutes. So carefully have I trained, so honest has been my fifteen miles of daily roadwork that the first round of exertion has scarcely left me breathless. While Norman is in his corner swishing his mouth, having his brow mopped, I am in mid-ring, stunned with my opening achievement. I have stayed a full round with him. I have seen the fear in his eyes and the beast in his soul. I have felt the heft of his sweating form in a heavy embrace. In the clinch, as our protective cups clicked against each other, there have I surmised his lust. For three metaphysical moments we two white men have embraced in violence while old black Archie pares his perfect fingernails in the midst of us.

“Don’t forget the game plan,” Teddy is yelling from my corner. He wants my help in pulling the blackboard through the ropes. I come out of my reverie to help him. Oh, I have been waiting for this moment, and now but for good old Teddy I might have forgotten. Like the most careful teacher printing large block letters for an eager second grade, I inscribe and turn to four sides so all can see, “The Naked and the Dead Is His Best Work.”

When Norman reads my inscription, he is swishing Gatorade in his mouth while his second, Richard Poirier, applies with a Q-tip glycerine and rosewater to the Mailer lips. When my barb registers, he swallows the Gatorade and bites the Q-tip in half. Poirier and José Torres can barely keep him on his stool. They whisper frantically, each in an ear. Archie is across the ring getting a quick shine from a boy who manages, on tiptoe, to reach with his buffing cloth up to the apron of the elevated ring. Arch kneels to tip with an autograph.

When the bell tolls round two, I face a Mailer who has with herculean effort quickly calmed himself. He has sucked in his cheeks for control and looks, for the moment, like a tubercular housewife. I see immediately that he has beaten back the demiurge. We will stay in the realms of the intellect. His gloves are completely laced and his steps are tight and full of control. He dances over to the ropes and beckons me with an open glove to taste his newness.

Who do you think I am, Norm? Didn’t I travel half a world with no hope of writing a book about it to watch Ali lure George Foreman to the ropes? Not for me, Norm, is your coy ease along the top strand. I’ll wait and take you in the open. You see, I learned more than you did in Africa. While you holed up in an air-conditioned hotel and resurrected those eight rounds for your half a million advance, I thumbed my way to what was once called Biafra. I went to the cemetery where Dick Tiger lies dead of causes unknown at age thirty-five in newly prosperous Nigeria. How did you miss Dick Tiger? You who were the first white negro, you the crown prince of nigger-lovers, you missed the ace of the jungle. Yes, he was the heart of the dark continent, the Aristotle of Africa. A middleweight and a revolutionary. While you clowned around with Torres and Ali and Emile Griffith, Tiger packed his gear and headed home to see what he could pick clean from the starvation and the slaughter. He went home to face bad times and bad people and was dead a week after his plane touched down. Where were you and the sportswriters, Norm, when Dick Tiger needed you? I at least made the trek to the resting place of the hero, and it was there in the holy calm of his forgotten tomb that I vowed to come back and make my move. No one offered me a penny for “The Dick Tiger Story” as told to me, so you won’t get it now either. Come out to the middle, Norm. No, you’re still coy, relaxed; well, two can play that one.

I sit down in the corner opposite him; I fan myself with the mouthpiece. To the audience it looks as if we’re kidding. He sloping against the ropes, I twenty-five feet away pretending I’m at a picnic in the English countryside. Real fight fans know what’s up. There is only a certain amount of available energy. In the universe it’s called entropy; in the ring it is known as “ppf,” punches per flurry. Neither of us has the strength at this moment to muster the necessary ten to twelve ppf ’s to really damage the other. Fighters trained in the Golden Gloves or various homes for juvenile delinquents will go through the motions anyway. They will stalk and butt and sweat upon each other. But Mailer and I, knowing the score, wait out the round. Archie Moore leafs through the Texas Boxing Commission rules. Some fans boo, others take advantage of the lull to refresh themselves.

For me, every second is a victory. Round by round I wear the laurel and the bay. Who thought I could even last the first? Five will get me tenure, seven and I’ll be a dean. Yes, I can wait, Norm, until you come to me in mid-ring with all that bulk and experience. Come to me with your strength, your wisdom, your compassion, and your insight. This time at the bell we are both giggling, aware each to each of the resined canvas upon which we paint our destinies.

I walk over to his corner where he sits on his stool, kingly again, not hurt as he was after round one. He offers me a drink from his green bottle. We spit into the same bucket. I know his seconds don’t like me coming over there between rounds. Poirier turns away but Norman smiles, cuffs me playfully behind the neck. Together we walk out to await the bell.

For twice three minutes we have traveled the same turf. Ambition and gravity have held us in a dialectical encounter, but as round three begins, Mailer’s old friend the irrational joins us. No matter that I actually see the pig-tailed form of my sister beckoning me between mouthfuls of popcorn to rush at you. Aeneas, Hector, Dick Tiger, they too saw the phantoms that promise the sunshine and delight after one quick lunge. My sister is nine years old. She wears a gingham dress. She is right there beside you, close enough for Archie to stumble on.

“Watch out, kid,” I say, “you shouldn’t even be here.” “It’s okay,” Mailer says. “She has my permission.”

She throws the empty popcorn box over the ropes. “Please take me home,” she whimpers, and as she stands there the power enters me, the ppf quotient floods my own soul, and I rush, not in fear, not in anger, but in full sweet confidence, I rush with both fists to the middle of Norman Mailer.

First my left with all its quixotic force and then my sure and solid right lands in the valley of his solar plexus. Next my head in a raw, cruel butt joins the piston arms. Hands, arms, head, neck, back, legs. As a boy for the first time shakes the high dive in the presence of his parents, with such pride do I dive. And with the power of falling human weight knifing through the chlorine-dark pool do I catapult. As a surgeon lays open flesh, indifferently, thinking not of tumors but of the arc of his racquet in full backswing, with such professional ease am I engulfed.

I hear the wind leave his lungs. Like large soft earlobes, they shade me from the glare of his heart. The sound of his digestive juices is rhythmic and I resonate to the music of his inner organs. I hear the liver weakened from drink but on key still, the gentle reek of kidneys, the questioning solo of pancreas, the harmonicalike appendix, all here all around me, and the cautionary voice of my mother: “Be careful, little one, when you hit someone so hard in the stomach. That’s how Houdini died.”

Somewhere else Archie Moore is counting ten over a prone loser. Judges are packing up scorecards and handbags snap shut. I am comfortable in the damp prison of his rib cage. His blood explodes like little Hiroshimas every second.

“Concentrate,” says Mailer, “so the experience will not be wasted on you.”

“It’s hard,” I say, “amid the color and distraction.”

“I know,” says my gentle master, “but think about one big thing.”

I concentrate on the new edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica. It works. My mind is less a palimpsest, more a blank page.

“You may be too young to remember,” he says, “James Jones and James T. Farrell and James Gould Cozzens and dozens like them. I took them all on, absorbed all they had and went on my way, just like Shakespeare ate up Tottel’s Miscellany.”

“No lectures,” I gasp, “only truths.”

“I am the Twentieth Century,” Mailer says. “Go forth from here toward the east and earn your bread by the sweat of your brow. Never write another line nor raise a fist to any man.” His words and his music are like Christmas morning. I go forth, a seer.


Reprinted by permission of the author, Max Apple. From The Oranging of America. New York: Viking, 1976: 49–60.
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When you pick up this marvelous book and read its first pages, you feel you may be eavesdropping on more than you should, like finding someone’s private journal that’s been hidden away in a drawer. Shortly thereafter, you’ve forgotten eavesdropping, and find yourself in something more like a novel, a real page-turner, no holds barred. When you’ve finished you know you’ve read something that’s really something else again. Norris Church Mailer—or Barbara Davis or Barbara Norris as she was known before Norman Mailer stepped into the picture—stands tall and unbridled, an artist at the top of her game.

Life did not begin with Norris upon meeting Mailer. In fact, what has made her who she is, as well as having given her the temperament and ability of an artist, comes from Arkansas. In the now familiar story of her showing the famous novelist her first attempt at fiction, he said, “It’s not as bad as I thought it would be.” She is tough, whether by means of a hard scrabble Arkansas upbringing or by DNA, and she withdrew the pages from his hands and didn’t show him anything else until the galleys of her first novel, Wind-chill Summer, appeared on the doorstep. He started in with corrections, for he was, by all accounts, a fine editor and instructor in writing and couldn’t stop his pencil moving once pages came before him, but she was having none of it. “It is my book,” she told him.

There were fights over many things; there was lovemaking that began in D.H. Lawrence fashion on the first evening she met him in Arkansas and continued on until frailty and illness closed the blinds but never dampened the warmth between them; and there were domestic moments in which the delicate-seeming, softly spoken girl took on the burden of holding a sprawling, diverse Mailer brood together in Brooklyn and Provincetown. But I get ahead of myself. Norris grew up a Baptist in Arkansas, believing and fearing the wrath of the Almighty if she went astray and sinned. She was submerged under water when baptized at 11 and took “Jesus Christ as her personal Savior,” as we say down there. (Full Discloser: I was submerged myself in Tennessee.) Religion has had a lasting effect on her. Her febrile imagination conjured up terrifying vistas of a burning continuous hell that awaited one who saw a movie on the Sabbath or used the Lord’s name in vain.

Her inventive mind in this regard was one of the first indications of later interest, and ability, in creative ventures—such as this memoir. She is busily inventing things from the beginning, imaging outcomes, one of the first orders of business for a writer. What was she thinking when faced with moving to Brooklyn, taking up life with the Mailer and his clan and lifestyle? She simply did it. She has that quality of damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead. She made her first trip on an airplane to meet him for a rendezvous in Chicago when she was living in Arkansas. And she confesses—I guess that’s the word—that she had never said the word “fuck” out loud until Mailer brought it forth. What a combination they became: the author who used “fug” in his first novel for “fuck” and Norris that couldn’t say the word until he came along. Even today, with all the excuses for blowing her top, and there have been many, Norris has trouble swearing.

And she has gone after what she wanted, gritting her teeth, and jumping ahead. When she was three her mother entered her in a Little Miss Little Rock contest and her dramatic flair did not end with her winning the prize on stage. She wouldn’t leave. When a woman in a purple dress and high heels, the MC of the event, tried to take her by the hand and lead her off, Norris wouldn’t go. She had has a taste of the spotlight ever since. Her strong, silent and somewhat shy father had to come on stage and chase her down. She does not like to be left behind and unnoticed and is a natural mimic—a quality found in most actors. When the Baptist preacher was once ranting and raving at the pulpit, she writes, she ran up as a tot and began mimicking his hand gestures so that her father again had to race up and retrieve her.

To not go unnoticed, to act on impulse when the main chance arrives, to see that some situations are untenable and to flee from them no matter what others might think or even what her better judgment might say are constant occurrences in her life. She married Larry Norris whom she met in high school and is not shy about telling us the details of that early romance, which was typical of that Southern place and time. She lost her virginity at seventeen, presumably in the backseat, and writes about thinking, “Is that IT? I felt like I had gotten distracted for a moment and missed it.” They got better at it, married, and she followed him to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, the wife of an army officer. It turned out to be a bad situation. Not that he was a bad guy, but she felt hemmed in and restricted. She had a very brief affair (Norris opens the door to her life but never sensationally or ever for shock value), regrets it, and goes back to making do with Larry. Just before he shipped out for Vietnam she becomes pregnant and her son Matthew becomes an all important figure in her life. Larry only sees pictures of him. When he returns from Vietnam and they set up a life together, things begin to inexorably to fall apart. He teaches physics in high school and later sells insurance that puts him on the road a lot. She teaches art. And she now writes, “It was during this time, when I was all by myself, exhausted from lack of sleep and harried from working, taking care of the baby and dealing with the minutiae of life, when a little voice in my ear whispers, telling me I had missed the parade.”

Not quite yet. The big parade came to town when Norman Mailer arrived to visit an old Army buddy, Francis Irby Gwaltney, called “Fig” by intimates, who was the prototype for the Southerner Wilson in The Naked and the Dead. By that time Norris was divorced from her husband Larry and was making ends meet as a single mom by teaching art in high school while hanging out with a small literary circle that read The New Yorker and, in Norris’ words, “considered ourselves to be intellectuals.” Gwaltney was part of the team and had himself written a memoir called Idols and Axle Grease that Norris illustrated. The stars were now aligning themselves for a cataclysmic event in Norris and Mailer’s lives. Norris inveigled her way into a party Gwaltney was throwing for his old Army buddy, and the narrative itself should best be left with Norris. She writes, “His clear blue eyes lit up when he saw me. He had broad shoulders, a rather large head (presumably to hold all those brains) with ears that stuck out like Clark Gable’s, and he was chesty, but not fat, like a sturdy small horse. (I once drew him as a centaur, which delighted him.) He didn’t look old at all. Nor the least bit fatherly.”

The party continued, with many opportunities for both to call it a night, but neither would. It would not be over until it was over. Norris fought being left out and others taking the famous author away. Understandably and naturally, Mailer fought through party chatter and social protocol—torpedoes be damned!—and ended up taking Norris home. He was not one to miss the main chance either. Her account of their entwining finally on the floor of her living room has comic elements, with Norris receiving rug burns on her back and neither fully out of their clothes, but also the drama of much, much more to follow that neither recognized at the time. She pulls no punches and she leaves nothing out. Coming to Gwaltney’s party, Norris had brought a copy of Mailer’s book Marilyn for him to inscribe but thought better of it after their intimacy on the floor. Later, when she moved to Brooklyn to be with him, he signed it and wrote,

To Barbara


Because I knew when I wrote this book that someone I had not yet met would read it and be with me. Hey, Baby, do you know how I love Barbara Davis and Norris Church? Norman, Feb ’76



Norris and Mailer have the same birthday, almost down to the hour, and they became entwined in more ways than one. He was instrumental in her final name changes that began some time before as Barbara Davis, became Barbara Norris when she married her first husband, and then after she and Mailer got together turned into Norris Church (he liked the sound of it) and finally in later years into Norris Church Mailer. The changes clock her progression though life where Norris has proven to be her own person, someone who sticks to her guns, not ultimately malleable. She can’t be bullied around. It is ironic that Mailer liked being a director. It figured in his fantasy life and in reality. (He directed movies, one of which of course was Maidstone in which Rip Torn went famously off-script and struck him over the head with a hammer.)

So they began their acquaintance with almost immediate sex and went on from there. “Through the years,” she writes, “no matter the circumstances of our passions and rages, our boredoms, angers, and betrayals large and small, sex was the cord that bound us together; it was the thick wire woven from thousands of shared experiences that never broke, indeed was hardly frayed and only got stronger, no matter how the bonds of marriage were tested. Even in the worst times we had many years later, when we almost separated—somehow, inexplicably, the familiarity of our bodies putting salve on the wounds we had inflicted during the day, until over time the warring ended and the love remained . . .”

And up’s and down’s they certainly had in Norris’ chronicle. When she came to New York at his behest to take up residency she expected . . . what? She writes, “Norman had been regaling me with descriptions of the magnificent apartment he had there (it sounded like the Taj Mahal), with its soaring glass skylight, the view of the skyline of lower Manhattan, the harbor and the Statue of Liberty . . .” Her description of what she found shows a journalist’s (or novelist’s) eye for detail—among others: a climbing rope and ship’s ladder that led to a little room over the living room. Ladders everywhere. One went up to a sort of crow’s nest that you finally had to walk to across a naked plank, stretched over an abyss. The Taj Mahal was a mess. “The place looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in many months,” she writes. “Many.”

Norris set to work. She cleaned and scrubbed and put things in order, proving she is at home with making a home a home. She immediately bonded with Fanny, Mailer’s mother, and Barbara, his sister. They had seen wives and girlfriends come and go, so perhaps they were used to the drill. There were seven children to consider, ex-wives to contend with, and learning the byways and subtleties of the imposing Big City. After all, she had been raised as a small town Arkansas girl. She wasn’t worried about it. Neither was Mailer. He thought, in Norris’s estimation, that he was about to inherit an Eliza Doolittle whom he was going to mold into a star. They did make the rounds of parties where she glittered with her flaming hair and tall lithe body and soft intelligent voice. Norris did get to mingle and size up those of celebrity status. But she remained who she was. No one changed the Arkansas girl whose mother opened a hair salon in their car port to bring in money. No one fundamentally changed her. Modeling jobs came her way because of her looks and grace. She painted, something she had always been good at back home where she taught art. She wrote novels without help or correction from the master. (She did collaborate on three film scripts with him.) She even acted in soap operas and appeared as Zelda Fitzgerald in an ensemble that included George Plimpton as Scott and Mailer as Hemingway, reading from the letters of those notables. She was Dona Ana in Don Juan in Hell (Mailer’s idea) with Gore Vidal as the Devil (big applause), Mailer as Don Juan and good friend Mike Lennon as the Commodore. (The book is filled with delightful anecdotes about such events.) She gave as much as she got. I believe she would have done very well by herself, thank you, if Mailer had never come along. But it was a match made by the gods, complete with thunder and lightning.

For awhile they did seem to have everything. They even had a fine son, John Buffalo, to cement their lives. But increasingly there were trips that Mailer took, never quite explained. There were charge card bills for restaurants and hotels in question. Strange women came up to him when they were out, acting a little too familiar for comfort. Norris woke up finally to the fact that the leopard had not changed his spots. Mailer was carrying on. Not with just one person but all over the place. She found a cache of letters and notes and pictures in a drawer that Mailer had, either subconsciously or on purpose, set her up to find. Maybe he was weary of his endless deceptions, wanting to be caught and stopped. Maybe. After much prodding and discomfort he began confessing. And then comes a most unusual turn of events, which some might find amusing. Norris may have thought she wanted a full confession and then they could go on, but I’m sure she didn’t realize how much detail and accounts of the past would follow. You can give her high marks for a sense of humor in the telling. She couldn’t get him to stop. They might be in a taxi cab, and he would confess to yet another. A high point was his introducing her to “the woman in Chicago,” someone he had had a long-term affair with. She had expected a vixen, a femme fatal. She met a woman his age if not older, weighing at least 250 pounds. What was going on? Norris felt sorry for her. And Mailer said, when confronted with what one might imagine, to what was found, that sometimes he needed to be the good-looking one. You can’t forget that line.

No matter the pain and fireworks they remained in love. They made peace. It’s hard to imagine Mailer, at heart a family man, letting go of what he had found. Norris is a survivor and wouldn’t give up. And then the ravages of age and the body’s lack of endurance struck home. Mailer begins a slow but inevitable decline, using two canes, going through operations, getting exercise by slowly walking the deck of their home in Provincetown. And just as it seems the couple had taken a crippling blow, Norris suffers cruel cancer just as Mailer begins his descent. She gives a full account of its treachery. She undergoes chemo, she has surgery and more surgery, and at the last operation the family was told that there was a 99 percent chance of nonsurvival. At the end of an eight-hour surgery, she found a note on her pillow when she woke from her son John that read, “Mom, you’re the 1 percent!”

She outlived Mailer. His death is told about in a brief but highly effective way. His son Stephen was with him at in the hospital room, sleeping on a fold-out cot, when monitoring machines started going off around four in the morning. Stephen called for help, but before it arrived, Mailer sat up, eyes wide open . . . then, “. . . he looked away, toward the distance. His mouth spread in a huge smile, and his eyes were alive with excitement, as if he were seeing something amazing. Then he was gone.”

Read the book and pivotal events—those that made the papers, those that were meaningful but before now private and guarded—unfold without shame or apology. She is simply seeking the truth about one of the great love affairs of our time that fought against the odds of its ever happening. And while we see it documented by anecdotes and insights we also read about, for instance, Jack Henry Abbot coming into their lives and its aftermath. We find the smallest of gems that crop up unexpectedly but come with a wallop. I’m thinking of her account of Gore Vidal (the Devil) flying in to appear in Don Juan in Hell with them in Provincetown. He brought along only “a small duffel bag of the sort cosmetic companies give away with purchases of perfume and [when he turned in for the night], he brought out a framed photograph of himself and his parents taken when he was about nine. He looked at it for a moment and lovingly set it on the bedside table in a gesture that brought tears to my eyes.” It almost brought them to mine.

You can look at A Ticket to the Circus as Norris’ last will and testament to their union. You can also imagine, if you’re like me, Mailer gazing on from somewhere, a pencil in hand, making marks, but without doubt approving of the bravery and talent that made this book possible.




All You Need is Glove


Sal Cetrano




Fighters and Writers

By John G. Rodwan, Jr.

Norman, OK: Mongrel Empire Press, 2010

222 pp. Paperback $18.00



Clichés walk a long road. They don’t start out the sorry, threadbare creatures we finally make some out to be, bumbling and clutching at straws, but once were young and thoroughly of their time, cracking wise at parties and stoking dying talk. That boxers and journalists are somehow cut from the same cloth or share some wild atavistic gene has stoked individual imagination and shaped American popular culture, occasionally touching upon history, for better than a century, a long, if not unbroken, line.

In his essentially titled collection of essays, Fighters and Writers, John Rodwan Jr., a veteran observer of the boxing scene, as well as a respected commentator on jazz and American social change, leads us on such a wide-ranging expedition, through the parallel histories and changing roles of these sometimes-glamorous, sometimes-infamous occupations, as seen from forefronts of masculinity and violence, race and identity, image and reality.

Byron and Keats were boxing fans. Conan Doyle made Sherlock Holmes an amateur pugilist. Jack London led a search for a “Great White Hope.” George Orwell, who would have much to say about violence, was a schoolboy boxer, and Albert Camus a capable amateur. George Bernard Shaw, Dashiell Hammett, Charles Bukowski . . . the roster of boxing’s bedazzled is both pedigreed and diverse.

There are, of course, the familiar exploits of those who themselves famously laced up the gloves: Hemingway, A.J. Liebling, Plimpton, and Mailer. Scott Fitzgerald, object of platonic passion, manages to bruise a hapless Papa, head and heart, without tossing a punch, and even Oscar Wilde makes an unexpected appearance.

“The Ali Act,” not surprisingly, is Rodwan’s starting point, an acknowledgment of that magical confluence of a phenomenal boxer and one of the most turbulent eras in American history. Before rap music’s arid syntax of bluster and threat, greed and lust, spastic id and unwarranted ego, Ali gushed flowers, effortless as waterfall, always of the moment, even his harshest invective laced with poetry, and always that wicked motherlove smile.

Principally through the duelling biographical attitudes of several dons of “Ali Studies,” Rodwan conducts the flood of critical opinion surrounding Ali, from opprobrium to adulation. Mark Kram questions Ali’s intelligence and incisive wit. A fatigued Michael Arkush cannot finally see past Ali’s façade, distinguish hero from hype. Mike Marquesee sees the champ as humanist and iconoclast, a deft and instinctive molder of attitudes. Thomas Hauser goes one better: Ali “changed the experience of being black.”

Whether as “emblem of black pride,” “embodiment of rebellion,” or “surest sign of capitalism’s capacity to transform almost anything into a commodity,” Rodwan leads us through the measured schizophrenia of America embracing a separationist Civil Rights hero and pacifist warrior, simple poet and disturbingly complex thinker.

In the end as much a product of self-promoter supreme Gorgeous George as of either Angelo Dundee or Malcolm X, Ali becomes symbolic of a myriad of things to a myriad of observers with different axes to grind, until in danger of becoming “a generic representative of greatness.”

Rodwan helps to sort out this heavyweight welter of sport, politics, celebrity and pop psychology in which so many were able to see exactly what they wanted to see (a McLuhanism comes to mind: “I wouldn‘t have seen it if I hadn’t believed it”): prismatic Ali the apparent envy of scribes less facile at persuasive charm, guile and misdirection, without which narrative does not dance, but sags into the canvas.

E. M. Forster used the phrase “the beast and the monk” to describe man’s unsettling duality. (Feel free to insert the author of your choice here.) We are given a prime example of this in “Seeing Stars,” where James Toback’s dark film portrait “Tyson” is examined. Tyson, as iconic of his time as Ali of a flowery, more dramatic era, was arguably as adept at the concept of creating and inhabiting roles as Ali, but without what Rodman identifies as the successful fighter or writer’s aspirational ability to adapt and control.

We gawk in Tyson at a haunted man, strange yet familiar, his remorse and self-loathing convincing beyond craft, bizarrely framed by a filmmaker more arch than artist. The savage mauler of memory sits stonily in mood-lit profile, Hamlet as Elephant Man, and fed doctored reflections.

Veteran fight fans will remember the bashful, wounded boy and respectful student of boxing history that Tyson, under the nurture of Cus D’Amato and Jimmy Jacobs, once was. For a strange, brief time the confident, self-proclaimed “master of skullduggery,” Tyson’s eyes now wander past the camera into the dark, onto the blank page of his next incarnation, and you sense the wordless terror at the gaping task of filling it.

Rodwan reminds us that Iron Mike “enjoyed outsmarting others as a criminal,” but we are also reminded of the boy “living in constant fear” of being bullied in the “horrific” streets of Brownsville. At root of the baleful, psyche-shrinking legend, that of the rapacious, baby-eating bête noire, is the frightened child-man still in the process of growing up. Yet when D’Amato tells him that it was Ali’s personality that made him a great fighter, Tyson does not understand. Ali, Rodwan tells us, perfected the writerly capacity “for ceaseless reinvention.” The contrast here with Tyson is, in the strictest sense of the word, pathetic. It is pure schadenfreude, with not a penny’s worth of difference between the most depraved ringsider screaming for blood and the armchair moralist deriving satisfaction at the auto de fé of this tragic soul.

In “The Cinderella Man Fairytale,” Rodwan brings to earth the myth of James J. Braddock, “a strong but limited fighter” who succeeded little in life’s basic tests, but rode an inspirational wave as one of the first to tap a boxer’s “special capacity to become emblematic figures of their time.” Rodwan echoes the familiar—and cinematic—notion that certain eras in history cry out for heroes, searching for the genuine and admirable in the contrasting personalities of the prosaic stevedore Braddock and the flashy but lackadaisical Max Baer, who presaged the media-milkers to come more than the laconic Louis, who was soon to stand colossus-like astride a rare, exhilarating confluence of fistic spectacle and world history.

Although Braddock biographer Jeremy Shaap’s assertion that “great champions usually are fashioned by adversity” serves as stirring paean to all who fashioned lives beneath the Great Depression’s boot, Rodwan reels this in as “far too simplistic.” Both in fiction and the ring, the buffered version “Hard times don’t create heroes; they reveal them” is probably nearer the truth. “The Cinderella Man Fairytale,” sets the stage for later champions whose adversities will be measured on wholly different scales.

Alhough a bit disjointed—the essays are neither closely connected nor presented as such—Rodwan is steadily engaging. Some of Rodwan’s personal essays, as much of life’s soft parade, are trivial. In “Weight Loss: A Love Story,” Rodwan weds logic to romance through the scrupulous gleaning of the proper foods for his hypoglycemic wife, while providing quixotic inspiration through his own gut-busting exertions. We get the practical appreciation of a fighter’s heart in a slightly-saggy everyman’s body. Boxing, the author maintains, being a sport where a fighter’s inattention to his weight can have fell consequence, gave him “a perspective on size, one that I found changed as my body did.” The equation between self-image and exercise as a habit, then, defines the price of admission to the boxer’s world.

Rodwan’s peregrinations are wide: from weight loss to Melville’s use of what Liebling termed “labyrinthine digressions” in Moby-Dick; what book dedications apparent and lesser known (Fighters and Writers is dedicated to Jose Torres, whom only death could KO) reveal about the headwaters of creation; the “tribal” fractiousness of state boxing commissions in “There Are No Easy Answers” to the futility of “health and safety” measures in a sport bent on focused destruction in—what else—Health & Safety; the habits of jaguars or James Bond girls, or the use of repetition in the bodies of authors’ work.

Wander as he might, Rodwan is an effective gate-keeper, no musing too far from his unifying thesis: that boxing is a significant window on both the human condition and pivotal historic events.

“A First Class Sport” is a breath of fresh air along Rodman’s promenade. The phrase was coined by everybody’s favorite tough-guy president, Teddy Roosevelt, who as New York’s police commissioner, when cops still rode horses, staunchly averred that “the establishment of a boxing club in a tough neighborhood always tended to do away with knifing and gun-fighting among the young fellows who would otherwise have been in murderous gangs.” First as governor, then as president, he would occasionally don the gloves, not leery of making a bad impression.

Trainer and boxing commentator Teddy Atlas traces his long career to “boxing in an old laundry room in a rough project.” Boxing programs, he insists, give kids “care, direction, instruction, discipline, accountability and dreams.” Katherine Dunn maintains that women as well as men stand to benefit from the sport’s contributions to an “individual’s reflexes, stamina and strength.” Linked as it is to the survival instinct, she sees “the aggressiveness of boxing as a positive good.”

A twelve-year-old Cassius Clay’s first trainer is a policeman in a neighborhood gym, where the pumped-up boy has come to report a stolen bicycle. Larry Holmes, who before following Ali as heavyweight champion had been a petty criminal and drug dealer, boxes first as a boy in PAL-organized bouts in Pennsylvania. Few writers could more eloquently express than the stolid ex-champion why he found himself through boxing, or the sport’s broader significance: “People express themselves differently. Painters paint, writers write, dancers dance. I discovered I needed physical contact to let what was in me come out.”

The mantra is repeated, old hand after old hand: how boxing helps young men “overcome long odds, just to be strong and functional.” Where else might young men hone these qualities today? It is a sobering thought.

It is perhaps useful to view writers of Rodwan’s age—and, if we’re fortunate, scholarship—as a bridge between journalistic generations, as the grand, insipid machinations explored in “Is Martin Amos Serious?”, a cautionary tale of polysyllabic bitch-slapping between effete critic and self-appointed social visionary in the post-Vietnam era, might seem truly other-worldly to a masculinity cut of the Hemingway-Miller-Mailer model or the Runyunesque romanticism of just-plain, tabloid-reading guys and dolls.

In so many Depression era movies—think His Girl Friday or Kid Dynamite—there is a hairy vitality in which words are punches, clever dialogue the bob and weave. A choice put-down is comparable to a jab, a prolonged exchange—often between man and woman—a promoter’s dream of well-matched battlers. Reporters are scoop-driven individualists, resourceful and combative, or cigar-chomping cynics, sparring with snappy gangster patter. Writers romanticized, or were romanticized by, action in barroom, alley or ring, in corrida or on safari.

Over the years, muscular exercises in ribald badinage such as Pat and Mike and The Philadelphia Story established a salutary pugilism between clever men and women, toothsome adversaries, bent on loosing kindred angels from first row to balcony. Violence was mostly theatrical, and the theater had walls.

No more.

The journalist, however intrepid or self-possessed, confronting what Amis calls “a world of perfect terror and perfect boredom,” is faced with the same dilemma as the other-directed, would-be reader. He is caught in a world where the numbing possibility of extreme, sudden violence is all around, while incidents of personal involvement with violence and tests of imminent physical danger become ever fewer, an inexpressible irony no poultice of gadgetry and spattered crimson image can mollify.

There is no stylistic shortcut for the writer who would wear Hemingway’s hat. How to convey, in Mailer’s words, “not only the fear of getting hurt, which is profound in more men than will admit to it, but . . . the opposite panic, equally unadmitted, of hurting others” without having drunk of both fountains? Charlatan! Fop! Poseur!

If, then, few of us face real violence on an imminent basis in a sanitized, secularized, keep-everybody-alive, everybody’s-a-star world, what then are “life-and-death” or “fight-or-flight” but desiccated phrases in lives passively and dutifully led? Boxing has all but disappeared from the public eye today. “Mixed martial arts,” with its gladiatorial setting, heightened ceiling of violence and ignominious possibility of “submission,” has at least temporarily cornered the attention of erstwhile boxing fans. Motion pictures, replete with superheroes who neither sweat nor bleed, facile special effects and editing friendly to the goldfish attention span of a generation raised on television, have largely replaced the novel as the preferred vehicle of narrative expression. Newspapers are an endangered species, with a surfeit of commentators clinging jealously to odd perches in the blogosphere, desperate to attract attention.

Were Hemingway to rise from the dead, would anybody notice?

There is in Rodwan the suggestion that today’s writer, self-appointed priest in a vanishing church of print, wears uneasily a burden of responsibility to taste life at its extremes, the better to proffer menus to the meek. The parallel between fighter and writer becomes more the whimsical conceit of the writer, anxious of the masculinity of his chosen bread and butter, sublimating with virtuosity what cannot be shown in action.

Rodwan offers the familiar premise: it is boxing’s skill, honed in solitude through training and discipline, together with an inner strength that separates champion from journeyman, contender from “opponent.” “Fighters,” he avers, “are athletes, not brutes.” What, then, of those who presume to explain them?

Although he likens the “artful evisceration” of critics trying to “outshine Amis’s authorial flair” to “a degraded version of Ali’s style of taunting his opponents,” it is clear that the tenuous metaphor between boxing and violence has come under considerable strain, with ad hominem and hyperbole increasingly the arsenal of the infuriated and morally outraged, where pointed plain speaking once sufficed. Fathers who did not dance have sons who play air guitar. While the spectacle of boxing has, to be sure, changed little, the nature of violence, as Amis insists in his “The Second Plane,” has.

“The Fighting Life” looks at the use of boxing in the fiction of two literary giants, Philip Roth and Norman Mailer. In “The Human Stain,” Roth’s Coleman Silk, a light-skinned black who succeeds in convincing the world, including a wife, that he is a nappy-haired, sallow-skinned Jew, flowers a lifelong self-image based on boxing metaphors: “the pleasures and uses of concealment” . . . “taking the measure of every last situation,” “heeding the internal voice that counsels.” These dovetail nicely with “the boxer’s tough-guy code” often espoused by Mailer: disguising intentions, never letting your thoughts be known or your guard down, self-knowledge as power, all to be found in Mailer’s tour de force of baroque violence, Tough Guys Don’t Dance and epic The Fight.

Silk’s personal struggle for identity is mirrored in and magnified by the national catharsis of Joe Louis’s symbolic slaying of Nazism’s vaunted übermensch—poor, kindly Max Schmeling, a man who would later befriend Louis, even pay for his burial—as fully conflating Max Baer’s “situational” Jewishness to democracy as Mailer later does blackness to boxing.

As Rodman’s many-voiced analysis of this episode infers, the lippy Ali and the laconic Louis each jogged people free of preconceptions, but did it in different ways. To some extent each was a helpless fulcrum for forces playing out about them. Louis, by and large, had only to go with history’s flow, Fate having provided no lesser dragon than Hitler for him to slay. Before even entering the ring for Louis-Schmeling II, Louis was a champion on multiple levels. He was not, as Jack Johnson had been, the black fighting the white; he was the American fighting the German.

The wind that blew at Louis’s back was comparable in intensity to the evil inexorably rising in Europe, a conception eagerly reinforced by patriotic journalists, awash in the infinite possibilities of good versus evil, light versus dark, slavery versus liberation. Silk, a classics professor, tells his students that “all of European literature springs from a fight,” referring to The Iliad’s “barroom brawl between Achilles and Agamemnon.” He finds integrity in the inner consistency of his life of misdirection and disguise, just as “Mailer forged a fighter’s persona for himself ” which even caustic critics unwittingly bolstered to the writer’s ongoing advantage.

You can almost hear Mailer chuckling when, in The Spooky Art, he refers to his being provided “a false legend of much machismo.”Yet, as one who had the pleasure of sharing a ring with the man, I can tell you it is true: when style failed, Norman would just block a punch or three with his face, bearing down, relentless, clubbing like a Kodiak bear. Those jealous of his galling facility with language, as with Amis’s detractors, will conveniently question the manhood behind the words. In the case of Norman Mailer, there was nothing false about it.

In “George and Me,” a duly reverential Rodwan echoes the view of countless readers first enthralled by Animal Farm of a saintly, prescient Orwell against a charge leveled at him, long after his death, that he had raped a woman. It is an interesting story, one I’d not heard before, and I’ll not give up the ending.

Particulars aside, we are served a meaty example—feel free to fill in your own— of how “accomplished writers may have led less than exemplary lives.” Long after high ideals emphasized in the writing “have come to be associated with the man,” to what degree can a writer’s persona be separated from his work? Should a single incident forever jaundice a gift of vision?

Recognizing that pernicious streak in man that delights in finding inconsistencies in those we hate—or grudgingly admire—Rodwan asks, “Was Orwell, decency’s advocate, merely a fraud?” The author, plainly troubled that the reputation of one synonymous with clarity and justice might be vitiated by even the rumor of a single incongruous ugliness, finds himself poring over Orwell’s collected work for any clues about his attitudes toward women. In the end, he bemoans “the inevitability of failure in reaching complete truth.”

Incidents of “justifiable violence” in the writer’s life, including a bloody involvement in the Spanish Civil War, moral crucible for a virtual squadron of writers and artists, ironically seem to buttress both sides of the dark possibility. Again citing Amis’s critics, he revisits the thin line between certain pacifists and an admiration for totalitarianism, finding there the same sort of narrow-mindedness that would sully a career so esteemed as Orwell’s for the questionable goal of striking a vein of inconsistency in a mountain of verity.

The title essay in Fighters and Writers offers a last hurrah to all working stiffs blessed to have just enough Mickey Spillane in the blood to hear their romantic inner drummer over the clatter of the morning commute. It opens with a banner on the wall of Gleason’s Gym—from Virgil: “Now, whoever has courage and a strong and collected spirit in his breast let him come forward, lace on the gloves and put his hands up.”

That ordinary men (let alone those blessed with a touch of imagination and the price of a pencil) should find in the spectacle of humans fighting “something akin to their own efforts,” gives nuance to every action so illumined. “To write about boxing,” says Joyce Carol Oates, as heavyweight a mind as ever weighed in on the subject, “is to write about oneself—however elliptically, and unintentionally.” What dark parentheses the writer may insert in either life or work speak of something other than pure perception, and therein lie all tales. Misogyny, racial hatred, brutality, deception, intolerance: all inhabit niches of boxing’s dark side as surely as courage, tenacity, resourcefulness and skill do the light. When heroes have faults, we share their pain; when they are assholes, we look twice in the mirror.

“Boxers are liars,” quotes Rodman of Jose Torres. So, too, then are lovers. In either case, it keeps you alive.

Boxing is about violence, the ability to inflict and withstand, impulses old as man from instincts even older. On one side of what we might call the Oates/Mailer Scale is the myth-nipping conviction that boxing is not a sport, has nothing playful about it, consumes the excellence it displays, damages the body, brain and spirit, and presents a stylized image of man’s collectivized aggression, while in the white corner stand endless protean metaphors for dialectics in manhood, sex, race, personal identity and, yes, even literary style. Writers, at best imperious directors of the play of their imaginings, see fighters in “straightforward pursuits of victory under the unmediated imposition of their wills.”

For all, ugliness and beauty blur in the beholder’s fevered eye. In arenas of dreams, you pays your money and you takes your chance.

In covering Sonny Liston’s 1962 knock-out of Floyd Patterson, Mailer describes boxing as “a murderous and sensitive religion that mocks the effort of understanding to approach it.” We may be thankful that the likes of John Rodwan still make the effort. Fighters and Writers is superbly referenced grist for the ringside scholar’s mill.
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Fred Kaplan’s social history of the end of the nineteen fifties is far more interesting than his somewhat hyperbolic subtitle and thesis that 1959 was the “year that everything changed.” But publishers—or their publicity departments—demand gimmicks and what’s a writer to do? He begins the book with a “Timeline,” that is, a list of important events of the year and gives the whole game away. One only has to look at the two or three examples he gives for the most burning social issue of the time—racial integration—to see how weak his thesis can be. The Timeline’s entry for January 9, 1959, reads, “Federal judge orders Atlanta to integrate its buses and trolleys.” And on January 19, “Federal Judge orders Virginia to desegregate its schools.” Neither of these decisions was unexpected or destined to be memorable. Both were predictable and both—notice that neither came from the Supreme Court—were capable of being litigated for several more years, if the losing side so chose. Between Brown v. Board of Education (1954) and the 1964 Civil Rights Act, these decisions are at best important footnotes. Kaplan does not argue otherwise in his text—clearly he had trouble making the year produce significant civil rights “dates” for his timeline.

But, of course, all was not quiet on the racial front, so Kaplan has no problem producing an interesting chapter on racial unrest and agitation in the late fifties and early sixties, with a cast of characters including George Wallace, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, and the Black college students participating in the first sit-ins, who, ungraciously, waited until the first months of 1960 to begin their attempt to change everything.

So the truth is that 1959 was a year pretty much like all others, encompassing events that mostly had their origins in previous years and consequences that spilled into future years. And Kaplan is very impressive at exploring this wider dimension. Occasionally, he strikes out, however. In the arts, for example, he can deal with the revolutions in Jazz that Ornette Coleman was bringing in, and in the visual arts he can deal with the emergence of pop art. But in literature, he is reduced (in his “Timeline”) to noting the “return” of Allen Ginsburg to Columbia University, his alma mater, for a reading, suggesting he somehow had received approval from the academy. But the chapter on Ginsburg tells another story. It was the students who invited him and the students whose “packed” attendance indicated their approval. Faculty stayed away and for the most part did not warm to the Ginsburg or any other member of the Beat generation. Kaplan takes the disjunction to be indicative of a “generation split” which will appear in the next decade. But it didn’t take an appearance at Columbia University to foresee that. Only in recent times have we forgotten that universities are supposed to be conservators of traditional values, not proponents of the avant-garde. And, in any case, the larger public had already spoken by 1959. By then the Beats were all over the Sunday tabloids, and any self-respecting city was hurrying to open a “coffee house” where Beat-inspired poetry could be read. Too much approval from the “Establishment” as it was soon to be called would have been an embarrassment.

Two other literary happenings of note were the Lady Chatterley’s Lover case which gave Grove Press the right to publish an unexpurgated version of Lawrence’s novel for the first time in America and the publication date of Philip Roth’s Goodbye, Columbus. The Lady Chatterley case is undoubtedly important, but that it was decided in a Federal district court and the government decided not to appeal tells you that by 1959 it was a decision whose time had come. As for the publication of Goodbye, Columbus, what it meant to most people was that the already recognized and sizeable cadre of Jewish American writers had a new member—one with a style almost as sweet as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s. Kaplan’s justification for the novella’s inclusion on his list is based on the objection of certain self-conscious Jewish groups that Roth’s satiric portrayal of prosperous middle-class Jews was in fact anti-Semitic. But since those objecting were hardly tastemakers and Roth got to defend himself (and obtain additional attention to his talents) in Jewish publications that were tastemakers, such as Commentary, this hardly seems like a publication event that “changed everything.”

And then there is the publication of Norman Mailer’s Advertisements for Myself. Of all the literary events, the publication of this seemingly somewhat bizarre anthology was probably the most “era-changing” event of the year. (Kaplan’s chapter is called “The Philosopher of Hip.”) The Beats would go on being “beat;” Philip Roth would go on to write other satires of Jewish life; and the emancipation of literature from the clutches of the bluenose censors would continue, but Mailer would take himself and in reality the whole conception of the literary work and the literary life in a new direction.

Advertisements for Myself started taking shape as a collection of Mailer’s essays, short stories, and selections from his longer works. The publisher did not expect it to do well—it was simply expected to be the kind of mildly successful book that a best-selling novelist could get accepted on the basis of his fame and the assumed loyalty of at least a small percentage of the readers of his novels. Mailer, not surprisingly, was bored by, and dissatisfied with, the boilerplate introductions to the various pieces that he tried to write. Eventually, as Kaplan relates, he took his cue from Jack Kerouac, to whom Allan Ginsberg had introduced him: he would “write about living the essays, to make the book about the merging of his life and his art, his life as art.”

The notion of combining the teller and the tale is not as original as Kaplan seems to think, but it was something different for the nineteen fifties where serious novelists were supposed to have a Jamesean devotion to their impersonal “craft,” which in effect required a purging of the self, an Eliotic extinction of the writer’s personality. Mailer’s personality refused to be extinguished: he wanted to produce a book, in Kaplan’s words again, in which “he would not only celebrate society’s transgressors [in the fictional entries and in the reprinted ‘The White Negro’ and in the various treatments of ‘Hip’] but also join their ranks.”

It was indeed the joining of their ranks that was the major literary transgression or, rather, the major transgression against the norms of writerly behavior of the days. But it was exactly what Mailer wanted. Kaplan relates that Diana Trilling, reviewing Advertisements claimed Mailer was “posturing,” and suggested that he “return to the realism of The Naked and the Dead.” Mailer wrote her a letter saying in effect that the author of “The White Negro” with its premise that the holocaust and the atom bomb had unmoored every personality, forced everyone no matter how rooted previously, into an existential awareness that life could end at any minute, that there were no societal refuges anymore—such an author could not simultaneously valorize the existential rebel, the “hip” Black jazzman and re-assume the narrative voice of a pre-apocalyptic narrator.

There were other complaints and suggestions throughout the sixties that Mailer and writers who followed him in putting their own personae forward (if only by doing journalism) were violating some sacred precept of art. Mailer ignored Trilling’s advice and all the later laments about a good novelist “wasting his time” and became a household name in the sixties, one who could write an essay on Jackie Kennedy or the space program or an anti-war protest march and have it read for the experiences of its front-and-center, combative-and-transgressive narrator/reporter as much as for its factuality.

Finally, Kaplan says that when Advertisements for Myself was published, Mailer sold an excerpt not to Dissent or Partisan Review, the niche journals of his intellectual clique, but to Esquire, a literary but thoroughly commercial magazine, available at newsstands and supermarkets.” This transaction, says Kaplan, makes the work the “first serious postmodern book” a major whack at the distinction between “high culture” and “mass culture.” Here Kaplan misses the mark just about completely. Esquire was not an example of mass culture nor was anything Mailer ever wrote. It actually was a strange mixture of middlebrow and highbrow, and, at least in the arts, decidedly tilted towards the latter. It had published Mailer previously and it had a burning desire to be in the forefront of any literary “revolution.” (A few years later, it would be the publication in which Mailer tried to write An American Dream in monthly installments.) The point is that not only was Esquire not for the masses, but it had a long history of publishing important writers, including Fitzgerald and Hemingway. Its interest and promotion of Mailer showed that there was a literate audience out there waiting to follow him in his transgressive mode, tucked between the slick consumer ads and the even slicker men’s fashion spreads. In effect, Esquire canonized Mailer, validated his attempts to become a (somewhat) hip explorer of his own being and of the larger culture, and, in a more vulgar sense, it advertised him.

But if Kaplan is wrong about Esquire, he is certainly right in the larger sense: Advertisements for Myself announced a new Norman Mailer to the world, one who would occupy the next decades as a cultural force, a powerful and distinctive presence who inevitably defamiliarized everything he encountered. Kaplan was fortunate to find such a publication event in 1959, and we are fortunate to have him remind us of it.
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—A city.

—More streets hanging in the abyss.

—Somewhere south.

—And a black donkey buried in its public park.

—(For years of service.)

—(Years as a friend.)

—Yes, but we mustn’t blame the children.

—They demanded it.

—Blame the two greatest painters of the twentieth century.

––Who weren’t even forty when Columbus discovered America.

––(One classic, eternal.)

––(The other, modern, always, like a pile of shit.)

––The snail climbs the stalk.

—A moment later past the city walls.

—Dirt road to a neighborhood of silos.

—And irrigation ditches, not asylums or prisons.

—Someone has written PARADOX on one of the silos, we think.

—(Or perhaps it is more accurate to say someone has whispered it into the ground.)

—Not far from another ditch.

—Not far from another tasteful confession.

—(He likes to “bite and pluck their nipples like a bass guitar.”)

—The children are listening.

—Black donkeys are German motorcycles.

—We learn to lower our voices and ignore the almost visible.

—As we grow up.

—As we realize the snail: a sniper climbing a silo.

—The painters are prepared to testify.

—Eating things alive. That’s what we do.

—Blame the detectives.

—Exhibit #1(c):

—(Something mute steps out of a neighborhood.)






From Where The Rivers Come
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unto the place from where the rivers flow,

they will flow again.

Ecclesiastes 1.7




The platform

Of the Norte Station welcomed him to Madrid

Where all the trains finish their run

And cabs wait ready at the whistle.



Placing his baggage on a floor

That time had worn with inconsideration,

The little colonel embraced the solitary air,

Looking west to the brilliance of a sunset

Against the dark and inky corridor of change,



Finding isolation against northern frugality,

Sipping slowly to tongue the sweet ridges of fermented time.

The New York apprentice opened his passport,

Pausing like a southern hawk

Into the eccentricity of its image.



And in that sphere of beauty,

He understood “The mountain,

The trying sense of man’s vision,”

The necessary consummation with “fear . . .”

Inhaling its sour breath

To reach “the summit of that ambition . . .”



Looking around to see who hadn’t noticed him yet,

Truman Capote walked over to the empty seat.

“Let us leave it to history,” Mailer said,

Exhaling his handshake to Fear instead,

Where neither refused the meeting;

An empty exchange of Time for dread morbidity,

In the corner of Hemingway’s last round.



An anxious clerk taking up dreams in a rifle,

Papa, trained well an itchy finger,

Losing aim in the foggy breath of

An inner landscape, looking west into the Sun,

Casting an eye east toward the nightmare of his odyssey,

Killing what he had begun.



A fowl breast at his feet,

Weathered feathers beset in the flight of an eagle’s feast.



A lifetime fighting the bull’s fight, stab or be devoured,

Thirsting for the very things that destroyed him.

Playing the long run in a losing battle

When losing is never an option,

A worn out herdsman

Mistaking dreams for realities.



Come sweet death in the hour of my art,

Where in its mystery, the performance of

Dying is exalted in the turbulence of its passion.



Painting blood on a carved-out silhouette,

Molded at the potter’s wheel

In the clay of hedonism,

Molded into the piercing realism of his reflection,

He looked into a cold blue abyss of Narcissian water

              where

One saw God, and the other saw nothing in the drift.



Nothing but fear —

Tearing through lions like a bullet.



“Mercy Father, hold back your trigger!”



Wait in the day’s embrace,

Touch your hand, see the dim

Sorrow of death in the afternoon of your eyes

Without casting shadows,

So that I too, might survive the aura of glamour and power.



Lurking against the night air,

The changing guard

Molted his armor in the hands of Jacob,

Leaving others to do the rest in the troubled ecstasy of beautiful things;

A courage of despair left in the shadow of shape,

The other left for the shadows of woods,

Bending himself toward the religion of moons and men.



Fishing for the nerve

And learning to keep the catch,

Mailer fingered with the line of perfect tension,

Knowing how Marlin play in

The laughter of criminal waves,

Ready with the knife and the net,



Tethered to an absent father

In the solitary silence at his ear;

Holding back to taste the stillness of his sour breath,

Rutting through life and death like rams

Entangled in a Chicago handshake

That never leaves

             A

        dangling man

   above the rivers running.




Notes


“from whence the rivers come,”: from Ecclesiastes. This is part of the same passage Hemingway used in his forward to The Sun Also Rises.

The Norte Station: passage from the ending of The Sun Also Rises regarded as “the end of the line . . .’

The Little Colonel: Hemingway’s name for Mailer

Truman Capote: a writer whom Mailer thought was “one of the bravest men in New York.” The interaction comes from a meeting in Brooklyn Heights. Capote believed that “If I’m not recognized in my own time then something absolutely awful is taking place in society.” From The Paris Review interview by Andrew O’Hagan, “Hemingway. Hitler. God-and me” (as rpt. in NY Times, August 8, 2007).

The directions reference Ecclesiastes as well as their perception of Hope in the East, Untamed West, Suffering South, and God’s North, a cold and distant presence to Hemingway.

“The mountain . . . ”: a letter from Mailer to his parents regarding The Naked and The Dead.

“ . . . .”: the unknown factor of both fear and ambition

“neither refused the meeting.”: From Robert Frost’s poem, “Out Out —” as life is harsh, and references Shakespeare’s “brief candle” in Macbeth.

“cold, blue Narcissian lake.”: Hemingway’s coldness to Mailer’s loyalty and admiration.

Narcissus: self-admiration to the point it kills him.

“Mercy father.”: From John Berryman, the son of a suicidal father as qtd. in Hemingway: A Biography, “Suicide and Aftermath” by Jeffrey Meyers

Jacob: Hebrew for supplanter, the second son of Isaac, the twin of Esau, and the father of 12 patriarchs. Mailer was also Jewish.

“Marlin” and “Criminal waves”: reference to his sport of fishing and being funded to spot enemy ships off the coast of Florida, which was nothing more than sport.

“dangling man”: a reference to Saul Bellow’s novel of the same name. Bellow’s went against Hemingway’s romantic machismo code and instead relishes a more realistic morality towards enlightenment, but his character soon realizes that he has failed in his search and is reduced to the same common physical, social and historical number in society. Both Hemingway and Mailer disagreed with this idea of becoming lost among the masses both personally, and in their writing.

The last stanza ending in nine lines links to the metaphysical world.

The poem moves from past tense into present tense to show transference, the pattern of influence and the changing guard of Hemingway into Mailer, who understood the Hemingway code.

Numerous connections to numerology, Hemingway’s life, passions, and his works.







Norman Mailer and Ernest Hemingway Do Not Box in Heaven


Nicholas Samaras




Instead, they sit companionably on white, wooden lawn-chairs,

the kind you find painted in a summer mountain lodge scene,

white lawn-chairs dotting the landscape, the pleasant air

rippling through the mountain fields its shades of green.



Two old masters laughing in enlivened conversation,

their hands gesturing in animated points, comparing

their boisterous lives, their women, their literary station.

Then, what is Heaven but reverie and sharing?



Mailer drawling, “I never met a beautiful woman

who wasn’t angry.” Hemingway gut-laughing to agree.

Two hard-scrabbled souls relaxing to become true men

finally, beyond fighting to live harder, dying to be free.



No, we can’t imagine contentions continuing after death.

Instead, just let the souls of two old masters have

the time to talk for their small eternity. It’s the breath

of words that are good, words that live on, words that save.






The Boxer in the Park


Francis Blessington




He jogs feintingly



crossing his right hard,

surpassing the park walkers



whose eyes he dodges:



his head bobs a blur

inside the hood’s dark,

hands fluttering high



masking non-stoppingly,

battling spirits in air,

part defeated, part actor,



dancing what we must know is

shaking his heart at the world,



muscling his song.
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Bill Lowenburg is a research assistant for Michael Lennon’s authorized Mailer biography. He analyzed Mailer’s boxing writing and examined the role boxing played in Mailer’s life. He studied boxing for six years with Earnee Butler, Larry Holmes’s mentor, and worked as a sparring partner and trainer for professional and amateur boxers. He is the author of Crash Burn Love: Demolition Derby and currently working on his second book, Larry Fink: The Intuitive Eye. This past year, he published an excerpt from The Intuitive Eye in The International Journal of Photographic Art and Practice. A high school librarian, photography teacher, and former history teacher, he holds an MFA in Creative Writing from Wilkes University and was a 2010 recipient of a scholarship to the Norman Mailer Writers Colony in Provincetown, MA. Robbin Martinelli is a professor of Modern American Literature and Poetry at the University of Connecticut. She also teaches Humanities at The University of Hartford and has published several books of poetry.

Erin Mercer is a PhD candidate at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. Her thesis explores uncanny American literature produced in the first decade following 1945 and she is currently co-authoring a book on the gothic in New Zealand twentieth-century literature. Her most recent publication is an article on Paula Morris’ Hibiscus Coast, published in Floating World: Essays on Contemporary New Zealand Fiction (co-edited by Anna Jackson and Jane Stafford).

James H. Meredith is currently a member of the Core Faculty at Capella University. He earned a PhD in English from the University of Georgia and served as the Faculty President at the United States Air Force Academy in 1999, where he taught for 15 years, earning the rank of Professor in 2000. His academic training is in twentieth-century literature, with an emphasis in American literature. He has lectured nationally and internationally, most notably on Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald. He is the recipient of two Hemingway Research Grants from the John F. Kennedy Library and garnered honorable mention twice for the McDermott Award for Research Excellence from the Air Force Academy, the first officer from the Humanities to ever win such awards. Dr. Meredith is the president of the International Ernest Hemingway Foundation and Society.

Erin Miele, a writer whose non-fiction articles have appeared in domestic and international publications, is currently enrolled in the master’s program in creative writing at Wilkes University in Pennsylvania. A a visual artist who works in oils and encaustics, she has exhibited her paintings in several solo shows, and was awarded a state grant in 2009 for a series of portraits. Miele is employed by SenArt Films as a researcher.

Erik Nakjavani is Professor Emeritus of Humanities at the University of Pittsburgh. Although he has specialized in Hemingway scholarship, his lifelong interdisciplinary interest in psychoanalysis, philosophy, theory literature, and the arts has resulted in many wide-ranging publications. His latest essays “Evil: A Psychoanalytic Meditation” and “Alchemy, Memory, and Archetypes: Reading Hemingway’s Under Kilimanjaro as an African Fairy Tale” respectively appear in Literature and Psychoanalysis (2010) and Ernest Hemingway and the Geography Memory (2010).

Daniele Pantano is a Swiss poet, translator, critic, and editor born of Sicilian and German parentage in Langenthal (Canton of Berne). His most recent works include The Possible Is Monstrous: Selected Poems by Friedrich Dürrenmatt and The Oldest Hands in the World (both from Black Lawrence Press, 2010). His next books, Oppressive Light: Selected Poems by Robert Walser and The Collected Works of Georg Trakl, are forthcoming from Black Lawrence Press, New York. Website: http://www.danielepantano.ch.

Victor Peppard received his PhD at the University of Michigan in Slavic Languages and Literatures with a specialization in twentieth-century Russian literature. He is Professor of Russian and Chair of World Languages at the University of South Florida and is the author of over two dozen articles and/or book chapters on Russian literature and culture, including work on the history of Russian and Soviet sport. His scholarship also includes a monograph on the Russian writer Yury Olesha and a co-authored book, with James Riordan, on Soviet Sport Diplomacy. He has translated and published Russian fiction and poetry, co-authored a text on the US for Russian students, and has published a handful of short stories.

James Plath is Professor of English at Illinois Wesleyan University and the author of Historic Photos of Ernest Hemingway (Turner Publishing Co., 2009) and Remembering Ernest Hemingway (Ketch & Yawl Press, 1999). He was twice invited to Cuba to lecture on Hemingway, and has presented papers at Hemingway conferences in Pamplona, Paris, Sun Valley, and northern Michigan. His Hemingway criticism has been included in four anthologies, with the most recent being Hemingway and Africa, forthcoming from Camden House in 2011.

Kathleen “Kat” Robinson received her PhD in Literature from the University of South Florida. Her research interests include the study of trauma and narrative in modern American and British Literature and the presentation and representation of war in narrative. She has published and presented on Ernest Hemingway, on treasure and treasure-hunting in Florida, and on the effect of war on the narrative structure of Ernest Hemingway.

William T. Ross is former Chair and Professor Emeritus of English at the University of South Florida. In addition to a number of articles on rhetoric and the discursive prose of George Orwell and Bertrand Russell, he is the author of books on the American poet Weldon Kees and the historical works of H. G. Wells.

Nicholas Samaras (PhD, University of Denver) won The Yale Series of Younger Poets Award with his first book, Hands of the Saddlemaker. He is from Patmos, Greece (the "Island of the Apocalypse"), and was brought in exile to be raised further in America. Having lived in Greece, England, Wales, Switzerland, Austria, Yugoslavia, and Jerusalem, he writes from a place of permanent exile, and specializes in teaching Literature of Exile. Currently, Samaras has just relocated to West Nyack, New York where he is completing two new poetry manuscripts and a memoir of living underground during his childhood years.

J’aimé L. Sanders teaches at the University of South Florida where she is a Graduate Advisor for the English Department. She has presented papers on a variety of subjects ranging from the philosophical influences on the works of Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Faulkner, and Mailer to approaches to teaching literature across the English curriculum. Her publications include “Discovering the Source of Gatsby’s Greatness: Nick’s Eulogy of a ‘Great’ Kierkegaardian Knight” and “The Art of Existentialism: F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Norman Mailer and the American Existential Tradition.”

Michael L. Shuman received his PhD in literature from the University of South Florida, where he teaches technical writing and coordinates the Technical/Professional Communications Internship Program. Dr. Shuman is Deputy Editor of The Mailer Review.

Gail D. Sinclair is Executive Director of the Winter Park Institute at Rollins College. Her most recent publications include co-editing Key West Hemingway: A Reassessment as well as essays in Hemingway’s Women: Female Critics and the Female Voice, and Teaching Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. She is currently on the board of directors for the Ernest Hemingway Society, the F. Scott Fitzgerald Society, and served as a director for the 2004 and the 2008 International Ernest Hemingway Conferences.

Phillip Sipiora is Professor of English and Film Studies at the University of South Florida. He is the author or editor of three books and has published approximately three dozen scholarly essays. He has lectured nationally and internationally on twentieth-century literature and film and is the Editor of The Mailer Review.

H.R. Stoneback is currently a Distinguished Teaching Professor of English at the State University of New York at New Paltz, where he has taught since 1969. He has authored an extensive number of works on Hemingway and other figures and is also a poet and folksinger as well as a former Fulbright Scholar and Visiting Professor at the University of Paris and Peking University.

Alex Vernon is an Associate Professor of English at Hendrix College in Arkansas. He is the author of two memoirs, most succinctly bred and The Eyes of Orion: Five Tank Lieutenants in the Persian Gulf War; two books of literary criticism/history, Soldiers Once and Still: Ernest Hemingway, James Salter, and Tim O’Brien and Hemingway’s Second War: Bearing Witness to the Spanish Civil War; the cultural study On Tarzan; and two edited collections, Arms and the Self: War, the Military, and Autobiographical Writing and Approaches to Teaching the Works of Tim O’Brien.

Raymond M.Vince is Visiting Assistant Professor at the University of Tampa. Interests include War & Heroism, Mailer, Hemingway, and Fitzgerald. His book, Heroism, War, and Narrative, was published in 2008 by VDM of Germany. He has published on The Great Gatsby and Einstein; Pattern, Time, & Memory in T. S. Eliot & Mailer; God-language in Hemingway & Mailer; and William Morris. Prof. Vince received his PhD in English from USF and holds graduate degrees in Theology and Scientific Method from Bristol University, Kings College, London, and LSE. Website: http://rayvince.weebly.com/

Katharine Westaway is a PhD candidate at the University of Florida. Her dissertation focuses on social justice and the twentieth-century American novel. She is also a published poet with work appearing in The Amherst Review and the Blue Collar Review among others.

Shannon L. Zinck received her BA in English from Duke University, where she graduated with Honors in 1997. She went on to receive a MA in English from the University of Virginia in 1999, concentrating on twentieth-century British literature, with a special attention to Irish colonial and postcolonial scholarship. She is Managing Editor of The Mailer Review and is currently working on her dissertation, which focuses on domestic space in the fiction of Elizabeth Bowen and Edith Wharton.
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