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Reflections


Phillip Sipiora



This issue of The Mailer Review is dedicated to Norris Church Mailer.

We do so with a heavy heart and much sadness, reminded daily of how much we miss her. The passing of Norris has taken a heavy toll on those of us who were privileged to know her. I do not believe that I ever met anyone who knew her who did not cherish her, whether the relationship was a casual, recent one or an intense friendship of long duration. The memorial tributes in these pages give testimony to Norris’s ability to touch the hearts and minds of so many individuals. Many contributors recall her ability to transform them by her words and actions. When I think of Norris’s wonderfully engaging spirit, deep generosity, and intensely compassionate spirit, the term “inspirational” is what comes to mind as the best way to describe her. Our tribute edition to Norris is, therefore, an affirmative celebration of all that she was, and is, to us.

I first met Norris and Norman in 1990 when Norman and I participated in a Hemingway conference at Harvard and Norman was the keynote speaker. I was introduced to Norman and Norris at a reception in a large hall and we exchanged only a few perfunctory words, but I recall most vividly the presence of Norris and Norman as they walked through the hall. Norman was Norman, sailing through a sea of outstretched hands and friendly smiles, enjoying the warm confines of the Hemingway crowd, most of whom well appreciated the connections between these two great artists. Norman, too, was a kind of “Papa” and he seemed to savor the emotional fervor of the moment. Norris was beautiful, statuesque, and appeared totally at ease among the large crowd as they moved along, Norris towering above her legendary husband. She, too, held her own in the daunting Harvard air. Norris and Norman impressed me as a majestic match for one another.

As we were introduced, Norris struck me as one of the most distinctive, engaging women I had ever seen. She was stunningly glamorous, of course, as so many have commented, yet my reaction to her was something much more than an aesthetic appreciation of a very attractive woman. There was elegance in her demeanor, something that was clearly recognizable, at least to me, but it was a quality that resists simple definition or description. One might call it “presence,” “chemistry,” or “magnitude.” Norris Mailer, I suspected, had mesmerized strangers her entire life, probably going back to her toddler days in Arkansas. Her allure was a complex mixture of physical appeal and an ability to connect, instantaneously, on a primal level with others. This quality, I suspect, was the result of her richly textured, innate graciousness. Norris always made me feel that whatever I had to say was important and worth listening to. Many others in this volume have remarked how they, too, felt that Norris gave them special attention.

I came to know Norris over the last decade and I realize how true my initial impressions of her were two decades earlier. The past few years truly tested Norris’s indomitable strength and timbre of spirit. She remained undaunted as she suffered the loss of Norman in 2007 and battled the cancer within her. Her dedication to friends and causes she believed in was remarkable. She was always thinking of how she might help others. One example was in 2009, when Norris cheerfully volunteered to speak at the Mailer Society luncheon, even thought she was clearly struggling with her illness. On that Fall afternoon, Norris’s spirits were high, at least on the outside, as she spoke excitedly of her forthcoming memoir, A Ticket to the Circus. She refused to reveal any indication of the suffering that she was going through.

I always looked forward to emails from Norris because of her enthusiasm, optimism, and steadfast support of our common interests. (She had been a staunch advocate of the Review since the very beginning.) One particular gesture of hers that I admired was her signature salutation, “love.” It was Norris’s way of personalizing a message, a manner of connecting with someone in spite of the chill of the electronic medium. And, at least to me, this word conveyed a feeling of warmth and compassion. Norris’s signature always reminded me of an important ancient Greek word for love—philia, which refers to a relationship of friendship. Philia is defined by Aristotle as “wanting for someone what one thinks good, for his sake and not for one’s own, and being inclined, so far as one can, to do such things for him.” Indeed, wanting something for the good of the other. I can think of no more apt description of Norris Church Mailer

Thank you, Norris, for being you and for bringing a ray of light into the lives of those who were honored to know you.


Phillip Sipiora






Tributes to Norris Church Mailer




From Norman to Norris


Norman Mailer




[image: Norman Mailer’s handwritten note about Norris Church Mailer]
Norman Mailer, 2000. In response to having read her first novel, Windchill Summer



She’s a fine and fascinating woman with a wicked sense of humor and I’ve been in love with her for twenty-five years but I never expected her to turn out this good a writer.








Mom


John Buffalo Mailer




[image: Norman Mailer, Don King, Barbara Norris (1977)]
Norman Mailer, Don King, Barbara Norris (1977)

My father once dedicated a book he and I wrote together to my mother, with the words:


To A Lovely Lady – Norris Church Mailer



At the time I felt that it was a bit simple, that perhaps we could come up with something more elegant. But, of course, my father held his ground and we went with it. Now that both of my parents have crossed over, I am beginning to understand more and more why he was absolutely right to stick with that dedication.

I keep a picture on my desk of mom and dad at a fancy party, Don King standing between them, his arms around each. She holds her glass with a delicate grace, as she handled just about everything life had to throw her way. The grin at the edges of her lips indicates a mixture of awe and understanding, like she knows that where she is, who she is standing next to, and what she is looking at are special, a rare treat few get to experience. But her eyes reveal an inner confidence, the knowledge that although she is at one of the parties that people of such taste always dream of going to, she is just as special as anyone there. Her humility was such that she would never allow herself to think she was more special than anyone else, but just as special, that she knew in every way.

Perhaps this is what people loved most about my mother; she had every right to act the role of a queen (for truly, when one was face to face with Barbara Jean Davis Norris Church Mailer, her beauty had a stupefying effect not unlike the sensation one gets when unexpectedly faced with royalty), but she was never anything less than the genuine, kind, girl from the heart of this country who grew up with a mud floor and an outhouse until she was seven years old. She made anyone who talked to her feel as though not only theirs, but everyone’s dreams were possible. When you met her at a party, for the short time you got to spend in her presence, she made you feel as beautiful as she was, as if anyone could be under the right light.

She didn’t hold her beauty above anyone’s head, or use it to excuse rude behavior. She was never rude. At least, she was never rude to anyone who didn’t bring it on themselves with less than a tasteful remark within her earshot. Mom was fond of defending other people and it didn’t matter who you were or where you were, if you stepped out of line, she would let you know in no small terms. As a result, one always wanted to be a better person when they were around my mom.

With every word that I read in helping The Mailer Review put this tribute together, it became clearer and clearer to me that this is the effect she had on the vast majority of people who were lucky enough to know her. After having worked as an editor for three national magazines, I have to say that this was the hardest editing job I have ever undertaken. I would be lying if I told you that tears did not come to my eyes with each piece submitted. But I also cannot describe the joy I felt as I experienced the revelation of getting to know my mother through the lens of each of these talented and generous writers collected herein.

My hope is that in reading this tribute, those who miss my mother will once again have the opportunity to spend time in her world through the experiences depicted, and those who never had the good fortune to encounter my mother in the flesh (for we all know she was taken from us far too soon) can get a taste of what she brought to the table, and perhaps carry on the essence of the way she looked at the world; as beautiful, even the rough parts.

This is dedicated to A Lovely Lady—Barbara Jean Davis Norris Church Mailer.

I love you, Mom.


John Buffalo Mailer, October, 2011






A View Through the Prism


Matthew Mailer



I used to imagine what life would have been if my mother had never gone to a dinner party thrown by Van and Ginnie Tyson, the fateful night where she met Norman Mailer. Mom used to muse on this as well from time to time and would always come to the same conclusion; she’d be teaching art at Arkansas Tech and I’d have been an artist of some sort, “Or, we’d be living in Massachusetts and I would have met Norman anyway,” she would often add. Having filled out an application to Mass Art in Boston, she never sent it after meeting Norman. Mom believed in karma and reincarnation—she really felt there was something to it—and my fate was intertwined with hers back in the days when she was newly divorced from my father Larry Norris and we were living alone, just the two of us.

Memories of those early days in Arkansas come back to me as one might recall a dream, half forgotten with the passing hours of the day. I recall sharing a waterbed with my mother in a brick home along a stretch of highway, a weeping willow in our back yard, and I waiting on the front steps for my father to pick me up for the weekend and playing at my grandparents, James and Gaynell Davis, (Mama and Papa). Mom and I moved quite often, wherever she found work, so I never grew attachments to any house we occupied. Home for me was 303 avenue 3; my Mama and Papa’s house and that’s where I was left at age five for several months when Mom took off for New York to see if she could set up a life for herself with Norman.

I was used to being dropped off with my grandparents when Mom had to work, or the occasional overnight when she needed “adult” time, so her departure was not as crushing as one might think, softened even further by toys and sweets my Grandmother would spoil me with. I started kindergarten and made friends with the neighborhood kids. It felt like a life there and my mother could have been on the moon as far as I could conceive it. She would call often and tell me how wonderful New York was and how much I was going to love it. She sent me cards of old monster movie posters, a note or two on the back (Even at that age I had a love for monsters, Frankenstein and the Mummy among my favorites.) Mom would blame it on her addiction to a horror soap opera called “Dark Shadows” while pregnant with me). My Grandparents would have happily kept me if Mom asked them to. Many years later I was told my grandfather approached my father about trying to keep me in Arkansas, but courts favored the mother in most divorce cases back then. She came back and we flew to New York City.

Mom used to talk about the process of writing as shining one’s memory and experience like a beam of light through the prism of imagination, bending and changing as it’s redirected and colored with spectrum. My first experience in New York at that young age was a transformative one, and my memories of this time are as scattered as light though a prism. Images come back as moments and remembered emotions: staring at the city lights through the window of a cab on our way to Brooklyn from the airport and seeing Norman’s home for the first time. It was night and the apartment was lit with red, green and yellow party lights, emphasizing the circus-like atmosphere. The place was designed to resemble a ship’s galley; fish nets and other nautical mementos were hung in the many nooks and corners of the space. The top floor loft boasted a trapeze, a swing, two climbing ropes, ladders, cat walks and a hammock slung across the upper levels. We spent the night there and the next morning I explored the apartment, imagining it to be a pirate ship overlooking the East River.

We didn’t move in with Norman right away, Mom and I took a one-bedroom apartment two blocks away on Willow street. I soon met the rest of Norman’s children at a family gathering. It was a frightening experience as an only child, coddled by my grandparents, now being one of eight, and two years later nine. My brother Stephan recalls meeting me the first time and my hiding behind Mom’s legs on introduction to the rest of the Mailer clan. I would often call out “Mother!” for her attention, Stephen thought I was calling her “Heather” because of my thick southern accent. The rest of the Mailer kids called her “Barb,” and later I, too, took to calling her “Barb,” trying my best to fit in. This went on for some time before one night Mom broke down and began crying. It had hurt her feelings and she let me know it. I must have been around seven or eight and I made my mother cry, it was such a powerful impression. I trained myself to call her “Mom” and have ever since. It was a transformative time for my mother as well. She began a modeling career, signing with the Wilhelmina agency. She took vocal classes to lose her southern accent (I still have cassette tapes of her repeating: “How now brown cow?” over and over again). I lost my southern drawl naturally, after being relentlessly teased by my two older stepbrothers. Mom also changed her name from “Barbara Jean Norris” to Norris Church Mailer, but went only by “Norris” as her professional name. All this caused great confusion with anyone whom I was introduced to as Matthew Norris (I still had my father’s name). I found myself trying to explain to those scratching their heads why I had a different last name than my mother and why my mother’s first name was the same as my last name. Later, at age fourteen I would take Mailer as my last name and Norris as a middle name, another attempt to assimilate into the Mailer clan.

The first two years living in New York was a hard transition. My mother was the only reference I had as to who I was and where I came from and at ages five through seven I had no sense of belonging. She was a life raft for me and I did cling on for quite a while. I recall Mom and Norman going out often, she in any number of stunning evening gowns and Norman in his tux, looking like a couple out of a fairy tale. On those evenings, two or three times a week, the homesickness would hit me and I felt abandoned, an empty pit in my stomach. I never had angry feelings toward my mother, but sadness and a sense of being displaced. Mom was young, making a splash in New York society on Norman’s arm. I don’t blame her, but looking back at photographs of myself during that period, I see a somber, distant child. I with-drew and tried to become invisible, Mom described me as a “quiet and serious” child, always hiding away in my room creating stories, drawing, or making up games.

My younger brother John Buffalo was soon born and I quickly incorporated him into my fantasy world, creating role playing games, turning a cardboard box and a roll of tinfoil into a suit of armor, dressing him up as a knight, playing G.I. Joe together or making our own movies with the video camera. On the nights she and Norman weren’t out on the town, Mom would make the best dinners, pot roast and roast chicken being among Norman’s favorites (his Mother Fanny taught her how to make a great roast). We would always eat at nine o’clock; that’s when Norman would come home from his studio. He claimed that he got his best writing done in the early evening. Mom created a warm home for all of us. She was the glue that held Norman’s far-flung family together by creating a real home at that crazy bachelor pad I remember walking into at five years old. She and Norman would still go out often, but I’d grown indifferent. I was old enough to babysit John and our parents’ night out just meant we got to order pizza and watch movies. I’ve never known Mom to have many regrets, and if she had her life to live over she wouldn’t change a thing, except to spend a little more time with John and me. After her death, I came across a letter she’d written to John: “I wish I’d spent more time with you boys instead of going to all those stupid cocktail parties.” Time flies by so fast. Now that I have two children of my own, I understand my mother more now than I ever have before. I don’t know a single parent that doesn’t question, in some way, if they are good enough.

In 1999, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. I think I took the news with a heavy dose of denial. She did get better after surgery and grueling chemotherapy treatments. Four years later the cancer came back, just before her fifty-fourth birthday. She and Norman were planning a big party for the both of them, (they shared the same birthday and it would be his eightieth). I remember Norman calling and telling me the news, That old empty feeling in the pit of my stomach came back like a punch in the gut. It was different this time, and the prognosis was not good. I was losing my Mother again, but in a real sense. I went to Mass General Hospital where she was scheduled for a last ditch surgery, I was told that the cancer had spread so much that there was only a one in one hundred chance that she would even make it out of the operating room. I arrived the weekend before the rest of the family and spent all Sunday saying goodbye to her. I sat at her bedside and she confessed some indiscretions she’d had while married to my father, Larry, and I confessed that he had told me about it years ago and I’d kept it to myself. She said she was sorry for leaving me when I was small, a guilt she carried with her for so long. I reassured her that I wouldn’t trade her for anyone in the world. “You have to let me go,” she told me. I never thought of myself as holding on to my mother any more than any son might, but there was a tone in her voice that said, “It’s time you grow up now.” I was still trying to find myself at the time and she was probably right. The rest of the family arrived and, on the morning of the surgery, we all lined up to give her a hug and say goodbye, an odd feeling—waiting in line to say goodbye to one’s mother. I’m not religious in any organized sense, but I prayed in my own way all that day. Miraculously, she came through the surgery and lived another seven years. In those years she had left, Mom finished a novel and a memoir, attended my wedding and got to know her two grandchildren, Mattie James and Jackson Kingsley. I’m grateful for those years.

We never had a cathartic talk about her uprooting me from Arkansas. A part of her felt I harbored some resentment, no matter how I tried to convince her otherwise. For better or worse, I wouldn’t be who I am today if not for my mother’s lovestruck encounter with Norman. I sometimes think what life for my mother would have been if she had another twenty or so years to live. I’ve no doubt she would have had a long career as an author in her own right, apart from Norman. I sometimes look at my daughter Mattie, and see so much of my mother in her. She’s a beautiful, precocious five-year-old who wants to be an artist and already has a modeling credit under her belt. Mattie was particularly manic once when Mom was over for a visit, prancing around and not listening. Mom recalled the time when she had won the “Little Miss Little Rock” contest at age three and refused to leave the spotlight after being applauded for her win. She had to be chased around the stage before being dragged away. “Sorry,” she said, “I think she gets it from me.”




An Unspoken Toast


Norris Church Mailer




*The following pages were written by my Mother, intended as a toast at my wedding reception on South Padre Island, Texas in 2005. She never read it. The crowd at the beachside bar and grill, the site of our reception, were somewhat loud and not given to sitting still and listening. Norman got up and delivered one of his infamous wedding toasts, commanding the crowd enough to get a few laughs, whistles and applause, bringing the toasts to a halt as nobody wanted to follow his act. Mom gave me her notes with an apology before taking leave for the hotel. A long period of my childhood was faithfully reconstructed in these pages and it brings back warm memories of growing up in Brooklyn.


—Matthew Norris Mailer*





There are few images as deeply burned into a mother’s memory as the moment she first sees her baby’s face. All the months of imagining what he or she will look like becomes reality with that first cry. And the shock that registers first is—this is a totally separate human being from me. This is not some extension of myself, although for the past nine months it was as much a part of me as my heart, beating, alive inside.

Matt came to me in my young years, when his father was in Vietnam, and was my hold on reality, my link to the future. He was formed while I ate everything within reach and watched Walter Cronkite on the news, searching the pictures for a glimpse of his father’s face in the jungles of Vietnam; he grew while I read the morning papers, full of trepidation and dark fears. Whatever the genesis, he was, even as a small child, ferociously talented and creative and LOVED horror movies, which terrified me. Against my better judgment, I allowed him to watch them while I cringed and covered my eyes as he absorbed everything with big brown eyes, like a little sponge.

Then life changed for us, his father and I parted ways and we came to live with Norman in New York when Matt was four. We bought Bony Bennie skeletons and figures like Creature from the Black Lagoon and Frankenstein and Dracula, which were his favorite playthings. His little brother, John Buffalo, came along and as soon as he could walk and talk, was enlisted in Matt’s play world. Matt was a great big brother, inventing board games and making costumes and hats from brown paper bags for them to play Civil War or Revolutionary War, and of course GI Joe, which was their favorite. We watched Star Trek and Twilight Zone every night, and all the while Matt was absorbing the movie business. Even at age three he wanted to be a movie director and make his own monster movies. At five he devised a way to draw a series of pictures on long strips of paper glued together, roll them up on two pencils and view them through a match box. I was constantly astounded at his talent and inventiveness.

We bought a home movie camera when he was twelve, and with his able assistant, John, who was by then six, he began to make movies. His first one was a werewolf transformation, himself as the unfortunate werewolf, John the camera man. I still don’t know how he did it—the fangs and long hairy fingers seemed to grow right out of his body. He had figured out how to do stop action while none of us even knew how to turn the camera on.

Class Reunion was his first feature, made while he was in the 7th grade. It was a thriller where everyone in the class gets murdered in interesting ways, like being cooked in an oven. Next was The Deranged, more sophisticated, done when he was seventeen, about a group of well, deranged, psychos who share an apartment with a beautiful clueless therapist. Of course, everyone gets slaughtered. In interesting ways. The amazing thing is that Matt was always the sweetest, most gentle and kind boy there ever was.

I am still astounded at what I let him do during this period, but then he was a kid I always trusted. One night he was filming The Deranged at Columbia University, where his partner in the movie’s father was a professor. They had neglected to tell the campus police they were making a movie, and left the props downstairs with their able assistant, John Buffalo, then nine, while they went upstairs to film a scene in the bathroom. John got bored and decided to come up and watch, leaving a machete out to warn anyone not to touch the props, and of course the cops burst in, saw the machete and nearly arrested all the kids. It was in the days before cell phones, and when they didn’t get back until two in the morning, I was walking the floor. When they came in, their concern was for me—“Mom! What are you doing up? You should be in bed!” My hair would have turned gray if I had allowed it to. Thank goodness for Clairol.

He applied to only one school—Tisch, New York Film School—which is the best in the country. He was so sure he would get in that he didn’t even apply to a backup school, and of course he did get in. He learned his craft well, and his senior thesis film The Money Shot won the Wasserman award, which is like the Oscars of NYU, and went on to win many awards at Film festivals across the country. His brother, Michael, produced a feature version of it which Matt directed. I believe he will become a famous director.

Growing up with Matt, which is what I did, since I was 22 when he was born, was always a delight. I was his guinea pig for special effects makeup, and he, John and I spent our weekends at the Metropolitan Museum with the knights and the paintings and the Egyptian artifacts, and then we scoured the antique toy stores for GI Joe and Barbie—back in the days when you could still buy them for very little. We have great collections.

Then there comes a time when, it seems, overnight, a boy becomes a man. He is suddenly taller than you are, you find yourself asking his opinion on things, relying on his judgment, and the dynamic changes.

When his grandfather, James Davis, was dying, I could not have gone through the five months we spent with him in Arkansas without Matt. He was there to bathe him, to give him his medicine, crushing it up and sending it through a tube, taking care of the intimate details of that long sad ending, and he did it with ultimate patience and love, never once losing his temper or his sweet nature. He was a solace for PaPa and a rock for his grandmother and me.

Again, when I had my own health problems, Matt was there for me, as was John, loving, patient and kind. I have been blessed with two of the best human beings I know for children, and I don’t know what I did to deserve them. Neither of them has ever said an unkind word to me.

And now, I have a daughter joining the family. The first time I saw Salina, I said, Wow! What a beautiful girl! Over the years I have discovered that she is just as beautiful on the inside, warm, loving, gracious. And she is so much fun to go shopping with! We’re pretty bad for each other, though, always saying, “Oh, that looks so great on you! You have to get it!”

She has been so good for Matt, adding an element of pizzaz and fun to his life, and I am so happy they are getting married. What beautiful babies they will make! And we already have a collection of GI Joe and Barbies for them to play with.

So, I lift my glass in a toast to Matt and Salina, my son and daughter. May you have happiness and wonder every day of very long lives.


[Transcribed from the typescript printed in facsimile on pp. 19–23; Norris Church Mailer’s handwritten revisions are taken into the text, and titles italicized.]






What Would Be the Fun of That?


Peter Alson



The first time I met Norris was when she accompanied Norman to Harvard for a lecture that he was giving in the spring of 1976. I was a junior at the time. She was only a few years older than I. But she was tall and beautiful, with cream-white skin and red hair that, as Raymond Chandler might have described it, was “like a fire under control but still dangerous.” In part because she was with my uncle, in part because she was dressed not like my fellow college students, but in a pretty spring dress and heels, she struck me as a full-fledged adult. By contrast, especially in her presence, I felt tongue-tied, nearly protoplasmic. Which didn’t stop me from proudly introducing her and my uncle to my college buddies. I think it safe to say that my connection to her scored me more points with them than my connection to Norman.

Over the years, some of the nervousness and awkwardness I felt around Norris on that first encounter melted away–but not all of it. I was always a little intimidated by her. She was just so damned beautiful and sure of herself and grown up. At the same time she was very much in touch with her inner child. I remember my surprise when I found out that she collected Barbie dolls. I knew there were people who collected them and never even took them out of their boxes so as not to diminish their value. But as Norris pointed out, “What would be the fun of that?”

She loved Christmas with the same kind of kid-like joy. By the time she was finished decorating the tree, I was always surprised that the damn thing was able to stand up under the weight of all the ornaments. Even more impressive was how effortless she made the holiday celebration seem, cooking dinner for the assembled army of kids, nephew, sister, parents. There she’d be, sitting in her white wicker throne by the picture window of the Provincetown house, flipping through a magazine, not a care in the world, and a while later, dinner would be on the table, a feast of chicken or turkey with all the trimmings. If she felt the slightest bit of stress, it didn’t show. I certainly never saw it.

She had a style and a palette all her own, which wasn’t surprising given her painterly talent, and she took great delight in decorating the house in Provincetown to fit her vision—dark, gothic wallpaper, at one point, lots of eccentric lamps (it would take ten minutes to turn them all on and off). I will be frank and say that it wasn’t my own vision of a beach house, but it was distinct and unapologetic, just like its creator.

If Norman was the king of the Mailer clan, as he surely was, then Norris was the queen without whom his kingdom—namely, us, his children, his sister and I—would have been much the poorer. She was so many things to all of us, and filled so many roles. For me, she was my aunt, my friend, the queen whose approval I would always want, artist, writer, wife of my uncle, the redhead from Arkansas, the giggly funny older sister I never had. She was Barbara. She was Norris. All those things. Now still.




Grace Notes


Stephen Borkowski



Norris personified grace, and especially grace under fire. I recall an incident while she was serving as Artistic Director for the Provincetown Theater Company. After attending a performance in the nearby town of Wellfleet, we prepared to exit the theater to find a deluge of biblical proportions, with the car some distance away in the parking lot. Undeterred she ran ahead, without benefit of an umbrella and hiking up the handkerchief hem of her skirt, she waded into several inches of water in gold sandals to open the car door and unlock my side first, ever considerate of others and without regard to the effect on her appearance. She needn’t have worried. Despite circumstances. she always looked effortlessly beautiful.

When I served as administrator to the Wilkes University Creative Writing program, she frequently was present at the residencies as she served on the Advisory Board to the MFA. She made a special effort to attend when a student was to receive the Norris Church Mailer scholarship award created in her honor by Norman and other friends.

Norris had a noble bearing and it was fitting that she would have adopted the mantra of another American original, the Duchess of Windsor who opined “My friends know I would rather shop than eat.” Finding sustenance often was secondary to our retail forays in the environs of the University. I remember one excursion and the great care in selecting winter coats for her adult sons, then something else for her mother and her granddaughter. Finally, she chose something for herself to enjoy, with an eye to passing it along as a cherished heirloom. She spoke quite frankly about her health issues, and with my encouragement she usually bought whatever caught her fancy, from brown diamond jewelry to tiny ceramic dolls dressed in fanciful costumes. I was always happy to return her, weary but smiling, to her hotel room to rest and prepare for an evening ahead. I would return hours later to escort her, and she would always be ready on time, and later faultlessly smiling and gracious to all who cared to pay her homage. I absorbed much from her fine example. She never betrayed weariness and smiled throughout.




Remembering Norris Church


John Bowers



Norris came along late in my life, but she represented the kind of person I’ve known about for most of my life. She was that tough Southern girl that is often cloaked in the sunshine of beauty and affability. She could change a tire on the highway at three in the morning, I bet, as well as strut down a runway in a beauty parade. She knew how to bat her eyes. What drew my everlasting admiration to her, though, was that she knew where she came from, who she was, and most impressively had an instinctive sympathy for those from a hard scrapple background or from a similar inherited place where one has to fight for every inch of ground to get ahead. In her journey she kept inside her what Hemingway so apply called “a built-in shit detector.” She was nobody’s fool. She’d give until there was no more to give but no one was ever going to walk over her.

I come from the hills of East Tennessee and that fact, and all it means, never leaves me for a second (although I try at times.) Norris of course came from the Ozarks. We met at a small get together in an apartment that Mike Lennon and his wife Donna were briefly ensconced in Lower Manhattan. I remember the moment as if it were last night. She was seated on a lounge chair, long legs crossed lady-like, eyes raised shyly, as her husband Norman Mailer sat in great bonhomie and authority a short distance away, showing some stiffness of legs and not able to spring up as of yore. Conversation swirled around gossip, drinks, and possibly politics. Before long, though, Norris and I began the necessary. We had to trade facts to gauge how hillbilly Southern we were, a ritual similar to Armenians far from home who must share their bona fides to set the record straight. We talked about fried chicken, biscuits and gravy, fat back and green beans. We tested each other on Baptist hymns, sang a good one together (very quietly) and shared the info that we both had been submerged in baptism. Not many you meet in a literary gathering in the Big Apple have “gone under” in such a ritual at puberty. It’s not exactly a Bar Mitzvah. We confirmed that we had given up the faith but would never forget the power it had once held over us. Norman was in a good social form that evening, attentive, not a bone to pick with anyone, generous, a little shy himself (if that can be imagined), and I thought, what a pair the two of them make! How do they make it work? I found out when I read A Ticket to the Circus.

Norris and I traded emails after that evening. I began to think of her as “Barbara” as she was before she reinvented herself as “Norris” in New York. We saw each other at Wilkes University where she came to be honored, and we spoke occasionally by phone. When she came down with the brutality of cancer I was aware of how it took away the heretofore soft contours of her body, but a minute later forgot it. Really I did. She remained her radiant self through the greatest of pain, as if, in fact, this disability was either a joke or inconvenience she’d soon get rid of. I held that thought, up until I heard that she’d, as they say, “passed away.” Among the healthy and the lame, she was the most alive person I’d ever met. We emailed each other about work and life a few days before the end. She had a showing of her designed jewelry where my wife was lucky enough to pick up a piece. There was a book party in a palatial Upper East Side apartment that looked out over the lights of Manhattan in which she read from her latest work. She came to a dinner party at our place as if the last thought in her head was that another would not follow. So talented she was, in so many fields—acting, modeling, writing, painting, and on and on. She certainly complemented her multi-talented husband in that regard.

Right now her number is in my address book. I’m not going to take it out. I want to feel I could call her up any time and she would answer.




The Norris I Knew


Christopher Busa



Teaching tennis at the Provincetown Tennis Club during the 1970s, I gave lessons to members of the Mailer family. I enjoyed playing with Al Wasserman, a television producer for 60 Minutes, married to Norman’s sister Barbara, and her son Peter Alson. Michael and Stephen Mailer, the sons of Beverly, had formed childhood roots in Provincetown, as had Danielle, whose mother was Mailer’s second wife Adele.

I met Norris not long after she married Norman in 1980. She only took a few lessons from me, but I still recall the feeling of rallying with her and her nimble adaptation to small movements to keep the ball in play. We shortened the court, using the service line as our baseline, and guided the ball back and forth with the idea of sustaining a rally in the forecourt. We were playing mini-tennis and ball control was our goal, taking small steps and making abbreviated strokes with the racquet. I would take a single ball and attempt to keep it in play for a dozen exchanges, and then we took another ball and kept it going for twice as long. A rally in tennis is like a conversation, a combination of communication and scoring points in a gentle sparing manner. Norris was a beginner, but she had a sure touch, so my method was not to compete but cooperate by keeping the ball in play.

Much of Norman Mailer’s knowledge of the body came from his interest in sports, especially the principles of dynamic balance of a performing athlete. Like the footwork of a boxer, his characters, both within themselves and with others, are moving through complicated turns from balance point to another balance point, maintaining their center of gravity through evolving alignments. But Norris was a lady. She preferred not to perspire. We bantered a bit in the shade of a courtside beach umbrella, and I said flirtatiously, knowing she would be quizzed by Norman, “Norris, your skin has not been kissed by the sun, you are so pale.” And she said softly in a voice redolent with the earthiness of her Arkansas upbringing, “I like to be fish-belly white.”

Norris had read her husband’s book on Marilyn Monroe and was drawn to his effort to portray something essential about femininity from a male perspective. Mailer believed that what was poignant about Marilyn was her desire to become a lady: “Elegance was elusive and fearful and attractive and as awesome to her in these somewhat sordid early years as the hidden desire to be macho can feel to a young and wimpy intellectual.” Mailer defined wimpy as having muscles like cooked spaghetti that were limp and cold. If elegance was elusive for the young Marilyn, Norris grew up secure in the knowledge of being a natural head-turner; yet she pursued intellectual understandings, teaching art in a high school and subscribing to the New Yorker.

She forgot to return the box she had checked “Don’t Send” on her Book-of-the-Month Club subscription, and a copy of Mailer’s Marilyn arrived. She was shocked that a book could cost twenty dollars. But she gave deep attention to the photographs. She started reading Mailer’s text and noticed at once that this so-called war novelist had a lot to say about women and a woman’s view of the world. She met Mailer on the famous occasion of Norman’s Arkansas visit to see his old Army buddy, Francis Gwalthney, who had become a writer teaching English at a nearby college. Norris had been a student in Gwalthney’s class.

Norman told me that when he first met Norris that he felt “a great shock of anxiety.” He mocked himself for his fear of tall women. Already statuesque, she was wearing hip hugger jeans and standing in three-inch sandals. Her white blouse was tied in a gypsy knot just above her belly button. Norman would learn that night that she was born January 31, his birthday. They shared a natal bond, despite being born twenty-six years apart. He was twice her age at 52. In an interview published in Provincetown Arts in 1999, Mailer said, “We looked so unalike and were so different that it was interesting to have something in common. But it wouldn’t have mattered what her birthday was. Over time I’ve learned that we not only have the same virtues, but the same faults.”

Wicked rumors circulated in Provincetown that, after meeting that night, they shacked up in a house trailer and did not emerge for three days. But it is a fact that in less than three months, Norris had quit her job, sold her yellow Volkswagen, and moved to New York to live with Norman. She was a year older than Norman when he published The Naked and the Dead; just as Naked altered Norman, transforming him from an aspiring talent to a major author, so did Norman alter Norris, encouraging her surging ambitions to develop her varied talents and find her forms in theater, painting, writing, and mothering. Often, the first task of an artist is to create the persona that will create the work. So Barbara Jean Davis, who married Larry Norris, now became Norris Church Mailer. In an almost perfect understanding of this process of profound change, Coco Chanel said, “Elegance is not just the prerogative of those who have just escaped from adolescence, but of those who have already taken possession of their future.”

Where Norman rushed in, Norris did not fear to follow, but she declined to become a fool, reminding her husband that he was a great American author and not an ill-mannered ruffian. During the New York symposium where several prominent feminists beat up on Norman for saying that women should be kept in cages, he was shocked by their lack of humor. Norris said the she knew that Norman was trying “to be funny,” forgiving him, as usual, for his offish remarks, but not taking him seriously enough to be offended.

In a lengthy interview in Provincetown Arts, I asked Norman, “Do you know a woman named Cinnamon Brown? Rumors say you know of her.”

“Yeah, sure,” Mailer said. “That look of panic you just saw in my eyes was me wondering if I knew two Cinnamon Browns.”

Shortly after Norris moved to New York, Mailer had cast Norris in the role of Cinnamon Brown, his date for a small dinner party in New York. Wearing a blonde wig and brazen makeup, she was introduced as a girl from the South who had moved to New York to enter the adult film industry. “The real art,” Mailer explained, “was that we did it with two extremely sophisticated people, Harold and Mara Conrad. Mara was one of the smartest, hippest women I’ve ever known. The idea was precisely to fool her. As I remember, Harold was in on it, or I don’t think we could have pulled it off.”

If Bea was a college sweetheart, if Adele was a most Spanish passion, if Lady Jean was regal, if Beverly was the consummate actress who could not play the role of wife, if Carol, mother of their lovechild, would become wife for a day, then Norris proved to be the mother who was as powerful as his own. Freud said, “A man who is loved by his mother will always retain the feeling of a conqueror.” In her thirty years of marriage to Norman, Norris integrated the chaotic legacy of five previous marriages and several broods of children suffering from shell shock of the cultural wars between their sequences of parents. She became friends with former wives, and found a zone of comfort by “avoiding” past mistresses. Family matters were scheduled smoothly. Ironically, Norman wrote the check for Norris’s lessons, which bounced. Norris took over many household matters, including paying bills.

For an exhibition of paintings by Norris Church Mailer, at the Berta Walker Gallery in Provincetown, Norman wrote an appreciation of his wife’s painting, posted on the wall beside Leaving California (1982), a somewhat surreal celebration of yellow as a hue, depicting an irrepressibly happy tourist heading home, back East, having become deeply tanned from California sunshine:


I admire and am intrigued by the little mysteries that my wife, Norris Church, evokes in her best work. It is genre, and the painter’s tale she tells is usually of middle-aged men and women from middle America, people one would not necessarily sit next to on a train or a plane, tourists, housewives, or peppy grandmothers with a small but crazy light in their eye because they are on vacation. There they are, much like this woman dressed in yellow, optimistic, unafraid, and so innocent that one’s casehardened heart feels for her. Full of the glow of brilliant sun and big sky, she is nonetheless fixed in all the interred time of a family snapshot. Blissful, she is as American as her pocketbook, which looks very much like a portable radio. From the white plastic frames of her eyeglasses, down to the sturdy set of her legs, she is our perfect and absolute American, sweet, optimistic, a little bewildered—oh, boy!—the vastness of space in which she stands, and wholly unaware of that faint shadow of the sinister that rides along that outgoing American highway down which we travel for the rest of our lives, off on our vacations, full of snapshots for which we posed that never told us who we were, and what the shadows had to say of that other highway that winds beyond our means to the mortal mystery of our ends.



Yellow was Norris’s favorite color, a honey-colored yellow that contained a dose of her husband’s dark syrup. Her elegance was the equal of her husband’s machismo. When I read Norman’s remarks about his wife’s painting, I began to see why Norris once said, “He had a crazy brain, endlessly fascinating.” In the epilogue to her memoir, A Ticket to the Circus, she confirms her belief in their enduring affection: “I’m anxious to catch up to him.”




Norris Mailer


Nancy Collins



I called her my southern girl... since we both were, more or less. Arkansas-born. Norris was landed gentry. I, spawn of a rebellious Alabama Mama who ran off with a brilliant, exciting Yankee—right up Norris’s alley—a Dixie half-breed. Subsequently, our friendship was grounded in our south-of-the Mason-Dixon-Line humor . . . a shared maverick philosophy where adventure trumped security . . . heart . . . logic . . . passion . . . common sense. We loved transcendent writing, complicated men, great books, good food, glamorous anything . . . jewelry, clothes, furniture, trips. “Ordinary,” we agreed, “is our enemy.”

But then Norris Mailer was never, ever . . . ordinary. Informing that ridiculously gorgeous, movie star persona was a fierce, if soft spoken, intelligence, titanium will, the most tender of hearts, the kind of brutal, unembarrassed candor that rendered her literary pièce de résistance, A Ticket to the Circus, the gold standard for any aspiring memoirist.

Running into each other over the years, Norris and I would, invariably, repair to a corner, engrossed in conversation as the party swirled around us. “You’re the best friend I never see,” she said. I couldn’t have agreed more. That changed during the last couple years of her life when our closeness made up for lost time—alas, not on our side. Wary of making people uncomfortable, Norris resisted talking about her illness, exactly what I, hands-on veteran of my own mother’s pancreatic cancer, wanted to do, providing, I hoped, a discreet, understanding outlet for any unexpressed feelings—or pain—she wished to spare others. Eventually, Norris took me up on it. And though the topic was sometimes hard, it could also become, in our hands, ironically hilarious. Cancer may have been claiming her body, but it never diminished her spirit.

Perhaps the most profound gift that a friend can give is the invitation to help her gracefully leave the earth. So honored by Norris, the gracious generosity of her extraordinary sons, John and Matt, indeed all the Mailers, made me feel like family as we surrounded her with love. Norris’s last days, far from being sad, were as original, uncomplaining, interesting, courageous, dignified, love-filled—even theatrical—as the rest of her remarkable life. She laughed, ate well, watched videos with her adored grandchildren and put on her makeup—daily. “Southern girls,” she deadpanned, “don’t even die without lipstick.”

She also reminisced about her passionate, high-flying, oft tumultuous but never boring relationship with Norman Mailer, the grand love of her life. She wanted a fascinating man and she got him. “In the end,” she mused, “I had a very good marriage. I liked it.”

On her last Friday evening, Norris and I were awaiting the imminent arrival of her boys when, suddenly, unexpectedly, she took quite ill. A less gutsy human being no doubt might have called it a day—make that night—and soared off into the celestial. But Norris wasn’t about to leave without kissing her two favorite people on the planet good-bye. And, so, bravely hunkering down, she gave Matt and Johnny almost two more days with their mother, whereupon, I suspect, Norman, by now impatient at being denied his glorious Norris, swooped down and, throwing one of the world’s great dames over his shoulder, absconded to literary parts unknown.




Norris: A Memory


Bonnie Culver



Norris Church Mailer. Norris. Her name to all of us in the Wilkes Creative Writing Program. At Wilkes, she was a star in her own right. In fact, I never heard anyone call her Mrs. Mailer. During her campus visits, faculty, students and even our University President stood in line to welcome her and touch her hand. She was grace, charm, humor, and love. Sadly, we all learned these things firsthand in the last years of her life, making us wish we had known her earlier.

Like many of us connected to the Norman Mailer Society, I first met Norris when she and Norman graciously hosted us in their Brooklyn, NY apartment and, for the next several years, wowed us in their Provincetown home (now the Norman Mailer Center and Writers Colony). Norris, sitting near the fireplace on a soft cushioned chair, greeted guests surrounded by her artwork and walls of photographs that captured her public and private life with Norman. Norman holding court at the far end of the great room, settled on the fan-shaped chair that still sits near the harbor window in their former home.

When Mike Lennon and I began developing the Wilkes University graduate creative writing programs, we asked Norman to be the first advisory board member. Anticipating our grand program opening in January, 2005, we held a writers conference on campus as a pre-launch celebration. Norman came to campus and spoke to a sold-out audience about his life and a writer’s life in general. Norris was too ill to attend.

Norman not only donated his speaking fee back to Wilkes, but also issued a challenge to the University. He requested that this gift be used to create a writing scholarship in honor of Norris. The first Norris Church Mailer scholarship, awarded to “a student of need and with talent,” was given in June, 2005 to Marlon James, one of the first alums and program superstars. At the next six June residencies, we awarded six other scholarships in her name at our June closing banquet. Norris personally pressed those checks into the recipients’ hands at all but one residency.

When she announced her plans to write her memoir, A Ticket to the Circus, I not only invited her to campus as a scholarship donor, but also as a writer in her own right. In five consecutive June/January residencies, she held our faculty and students spellbound as she read from the gathering pages of the draft and eventually from the newly released book. As she read to us, as writers we recognized she was baring her writerly soul and sharing in generous ways far beyond the norm. Most writers enter such public venues choosing to read their tried and true material, either the chestnuts that brought them early fame or the raw pages of a newly released novel seeking such fame. She made it clear early on that she was “testing those pages” with us. It was in those years that she became Norris to the entire program, who experienced firsthand her humor, vulnerability, sadness, and hope through her words.

At each of those residencies, I had dinner-length conversations with Norris as we celebrated the residency’s end. By that time, Norman was too ill to attend.

At one dinner, a very drunk recipient of the “Norris” award did something publicly that mortified the entire program who sat, watching Norris hand him his scholarship envelope. Upon returning to the head table, an alarmed Beverly Hiscox, a Wilkes University Board member, demanded, “Norris, are you OK?”

Norris immediately responded, “Oh, we joke around all the time.” Meanwhile, she had never met this person until that moment. She immediately squeezed my hand under the table and whispered, “Please, let’s never tell Norman. He and I love Wilkes. I don’t want to upset him.”

Feeling responsible for this special guest and her ill treatment on our campus, I pulled aside the assistant director and second Norris scholarship recipient, James Warner, and asked him if we could do something for her. Jim suggested we upgrade the Town Car to a stretch limo for her return ride to Brooklyn. He made the call and the next morning a white limo pulled up in front of her hotel and waited for her.

At 9:00, she called me, “Bonnie, there’s no Town Car outside. Is there someone I should call?”

“Norris,” I responded, “Is there a white stretch out front?”

“Yes,” she said. “Must be someone’s wedding.”

“Go to the driver,” I said. “Ask if his name is Scott.” I heard her shoes hitting the cement and her query.

“Bonnie,” she said. “He says he’s my driver. This is really for me? He says there’s coffee and breakfast in the back. There’s flowers!”

“Yes, Norris,” I answered. “It’s all yours.”

Upon her arrival back in Brooklyn, she called me. “Thank you again,” she said. “Even Norman never sent a stretch for me. I hold you and Wilkes in no way responsible for that incident last night.” Again, she was gracious to a fault.

In 2010, at our last June residency with her, we once again sent that white stretch. Norman had passed and she told me she was struggling health-wise. At our ending banquet, we always present a gift to our featured speakers and guests. From plaques to gift certificates, to jewelry (in Norris’s case only), we presented our keynote and special guests with hopefully specially selected gifts. At her last residency, 2010, I gave Norris a Boscov’s gift certificate. This discount department store had become her favorite Wilkes-Barre shopping center. She loved to fill the trunk of the car we sent for her with bags from Boscov’s and some nearby consignment shops.

She grabbed my hand as soon as we returned to the head table. “I don’t know when I can use this,” she said. “I might not be back. . . .”

I was stunned. Then I called over my two office assistants for the week—Elsa Higby and Samantha Bedford. Each summer, I hired outside staff for the week to replace the graduate assistants who performed such office duties during the online terms. In the residency weeks, the G.A.s needed to be students.

Elsa, wife of a long-time faculty member, Phil Brady, and someone with her own impressive organizational resume, and Sam, my daughter, who had worked for two years as the Wilkes University athletic department’s office assistant, were the June staff. When I told them about the Boscov’s certificate dilemma for Norris, they immediately offered to go shopping with her the next morning.

I returned to the head table and whispered to Norris, “I talked with Sam and Elsa and they will take you to Boscov’s before you go back to NYC.”

“But what about the limo?” she asked.

“The service will pick up Sam and Elsa at 8:45. You at 9:00. The driver will wait, however long you wish, outside Boscov’s while you spend that certificate.”

Samantha and Elsa told me the next day that Norris spent the entire amount on jewelry the three found piled in bins at the store’s closeout counter. The manager brought more out to them as they spent two hours sorting. Norris intended to use the stones, charms, and jewels to make her own necklaces, earrings, and bracelets. Sam and Elsa also convinced Norris that she needed to return to a nearby consignment shop that also had high end clothing and jewelry for sale for huge discounts.

“I felt like a living Barbie doll,” she laughed when she called me later that day from NYC. “The girls picked out jewels and clothes and made me try everything on. It was great! They spent two hours dressing me up.”

In 2010, I saw her three last times. In August, I taught playwriting at the Mailer Center. Norris was in town to participate in several events—familial vacation, her own book reading at the Fine Arts Center, and several Mailer Colony Board meetings. Despite being ill and in pain, Norris missed no events that week, including a public reading by the playwriting student/scholars I had mentored at the Colony.

She asked if I would have a one-on-one dinner with her. “We need girl time,” she said. “And I want to show you some of my jewelry.”

I picked her up at her rented condo and we went to Mews and sat at the table she and Norman used to share. We spent the next four hours talking like old girlfriends. We shared motherly worries about our children, our hopes and dreams for them, some boyfriend stories, and more childhood memories.

At the book party for Kaylie Jones in NYC two years earlier, Norris asked me about my hometown. I told her that western PA and my family farm were much like her rural Arkansas that she depicts in her novel and memoir. Soon, we were giggling and appalling two of her “NYC friends” who eventually walked away as Norris and I talked about outhouses, butchering chickens and cows, and skinning minks and muskrats, or gutting freshly caught fish. I guess it was the reaction of those listening to us that we found so funny. Likely, we felt comfortable, for once, talking about our pasts, because we both had experienced the “imposter complex,” that gnawing feeling that someone would discover our impoverished childhoods and take us out of the NYC scene she lived or the academic life I had found. I don’t know; I only know we would immediately laugh whenever one of us said, “outhouse.” A silly inside joke. She told me Norman loved for her to tell those stories at fancy dinner parties and see similar discomfort from dinner guests while Norman grinned.

On that warm August month in P-town over dessert she never ate, I asked her about her jewelry. She proudly showed me her necklace and earrings that she wore and two sets she carried in her purse.

I asked her if I could commission her to make a set for Samantha for Christmas. We both cried when she told me she didn’t expect to see Christmas and explained why to me. As she did so, there was not a tinge of regret nor a morsel of self-pity in her voice about her situation. Instead, there was only worry and concern for the people she would leave behind. Motherhood and wifedom were not duties to Norris; they were a mantle she wore proudly wrapped around her shoulders, a “gift” that comforted her and nurtured her in the decades with Norman and the entire brood, a cloak that warmed her even in “bad times.” However, she likely would have said those days were far outweighed by the good times in all ways.

Finally, she looked at me and smiled, “Here, take these,” she said and handed me her earrings. “I’ve worn them three times. You wear them three times and give them to beautiful Sam. Tell her that she has both of us on her whenever she wears them. We will be there with her. Always.”

We left arm-in-arm and strolled back to the car. She pulled me into a shop. “They said they’d sell my jewelry. I love their clothes!” After talking to the manager a bit, Norris handed me a dark green jacket. “This looks like you,” she said.

She also saw the look on my face when I turned over the price tag. Well out of my price range. In typical Norris fashion, she took the jacket, smiled at me, and said, “You know there’s a better store down the street. They will have things that are . . . more your color.” We both laughed.

Then she asked if we could “drag Commercial Street,” and we did. “Dragging” was a play on words for cruising the street after dinner with Norman AND seeing the gay scene in P-town, she explained. She told me funny Norman stories of their drives down the street; she pointed out other places they had lived, eaten, and visited. Told me stories not in her memoir and others that were. Near midnight we sat in my car outside her condo. Just sat looking at a star-filled sky.

She asked me again about Samantha. Was the boy she was seeing the one? I said I believed so. Earlier, she had told me that John Buffalo was between relationships at the moment. “Promise me, that if Sam’s fella doesn’t work out, you’ll introduce her to John Buffalo,” she said. She hugged me and went inside.

I saw Norris several more times in NYC after that night, but it is that late August evening that I remember when I think of her. A special dinner with someone who epitomized grace and courage in all that she did and faced. Someone who made me feel that I should never complain. About anything. Just accomplish something as well as I possibly could. Someone I was lucky enough to know as a friend and came to miss far too late. Norris.




Rise Above It


David Ebershoff



You’ll never regret taking the high road.

The first time I heard Norris say this we were in the living room in Brooklyn Heights a few months after Norman died. She was telling me her early ideas for a memoir. She had all these stories—the story about first meeting Norman in Arkansas, the story about going to a dinner party at Oscar de la Renta’s in a nightgown, the story about dressing up as a stripper named Cinnamon Brown. Then she landed on a story about one of Norman’s “old girlfriends,” as she put it. One evening the woman insulted Norris at a party, looking for a catfight that would land her in the gossip pages. Norris didn’t bite. That’s when she said, “David, you’ll never regret taking the high road.”

If you’re an editor assessing the potential of a memoir, what do you suppose you’re looking for? Of course you want candor, depth, and self-awareness. But you also want a little juice. If a writer says You’ll never regret taking the high road—what is your likely reaction? The high road might be nice for personal relations and family harmony, but will it lead to a fascinating book? Will the high road take a writer to the best stories, like hooking up with Bill Clinton and the painful truths of marital acrimony?

You might have this concern, but not if you’re sitting on Norris Church Mailer’s worn sofa and looking into her worn, wise eyes. There, surrounded by the books and the photos and the memories, you’ll realize the high road will not overlook the hard dirty business of living. The high road will lead a writer like Norris—and all of us—to what’s most important in life: love.

A Ticket to the Circus is about family and fame and books and sex, but above all it’s about love. About loving people when they impress you and when they fail you. About loving friends and not letting foes sap your ability to love. About loving the world you are blessed to live in and the gifts you have been given and loving others whose gifts you sometimes wished you had. Norris loved life. I don’t mean that in the vague, sentimental sense. No, she loved her life. She loved her family, her friends, her homes, her talents, her experiences. She loved her days. On that cold afternoon in Brooklyn Heights she understood she wouldn’t have too many more of those days. She wasn’t bitter, she wasn’t regretful and she definitely wasn’t seeking revenge. She was sad of course and perhaps frightened but more than anything she was full of love. They say an artist’s greatness can be measured by her capacity to love. Norris showed me that if you’re an editor looking for a great book, start by assessing the amount of love in a writer’s ink.




Lip Liner


Katrina Eugenia



Buffalo and I have been dating for four months. He asked me to be his girlfriend a month ago. Today he asked me to help him get his mom ready for her doctor’s appointment.

We can’t find parking near 142 so Buffa asks me to wait for a spot to open up, while he heads upstairs. I’m terrible at parallel parking. Buffalo gives me his phone, and asks that I call 142 when I am at the door.

A spot opens a few blocks away.

I’m doing breathing exercises like one would do when giving birth, “Okay, Katrina, you got this. This doctor’s appointment is the last hope, if you crash the car, you’re toast. Please God, let me park this car.”

Mission accomplished.

I’m in the car, about to call Buffalo, when I realize I have my boyfriend’s phone at my fingertips. I’ve never looked through Buffa’s phone, but it’s tempting. After contemplating, I finally decide to give the texts a peak. As I go for it I hear Norman say, “you nosy bitch,” and I scream out loud, “oh, shut up, it’s just this once!” I find an infinite number of women contacting Buffa. I’m all fired up but I try to cool myself off for Norris.

Norris is sitting at her Vanity table, slightly pissed because she hates the drugs she is on, and “feels like a junky,” but other than that she is in great spirits. She points to her closet, and asks me to pick out a dress. I find a nice long comfy one.

“Okay, now open up my closet and find me the matching beige sweater.”

I open the closet to find endless sweaters, like forty-seven beige ones. I’m thinking, “Well, at least there’s no lack of reading material out there for Buff, this could take a while.” I start pulling out the sweaters one by one, and holding them up.

“Nope . . . not that one. Keep going . . . Not that one.”

Can you believe that I never find the right sweater? Finally, Norris settles on one. She asks me to grab her brown leather boots. They are tall, fancy boots . . . . I say, “Don’t you think you should go for comfort? Maybe your UGGS?” She thinks about it for a second, then agrees.

I start talking about my favorite parts of her memoir. I went from rarely ever reading to reading at the speed of light (as far as I’m concerned) because towards the end there, Buffalo never seemed to have good news and I wanted to share every part with her, so I read faster and faster. I found that I read the fastest at work, loaded on Red Bull. So there I was, two in the morning, sitting in the basement of a club leaning on a fridge of Jell-O shots, wearing nothing but a leotard, reading Norris’ memoir as fast as I could.

Norris starts putting on beautiful makeup while I brush her hair. It comes time for the lip liner, and I am mesmerized. I start brushing slower and slower. In Jersey, lip liner is like a competitive sport, so I never gave it a chance. But man, I’m reconsidering, because Norris sure makes it look good.

Now she’s ready to go. We send Buffalo to get the car.

I suddenly get this sour puss on my face and Norris asks, “What’s wrong, Honey?”

“You wouldn’t believe all of the woman who are after Buffalo! It’s endless! I had no idea but they are texting and calling him constantly! I don’t know what to do . . . .” I instantly feel better having confessed.

Norris says in a matter of fact way, “Well, Honey, you’ve just got to tell um’ to stop.”

Just as she finishes her sentence, Buffalo bursts through the door and pumps his fists in the air as he often does when making an entrance, doing his best to make this outing as fun as possible.

We look at Buffalo, and then at each other, and she says, “I can’t imagine why.” And we crack up laughing.

I waved them off, and on my walk home, I stopped at a drugstore and got myself some lip liner.

Norris passed away just six days after that. I am so thankful for the short amount of time I got to spend with her. Norris had a magical way of disarming me, and immediately felt like a girlfriend. I was excited to have her down the street, to hold my hand when I needed it. And I suppose now, looking back, I realize why Buffalo wanted me to meet his mom, when we were only just friends, that warm August afternoon when we got ice cream.




I Will Love Her Forever


Diane Fisher
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Norris Church Mailer’s inscription in Windchill Summer



For Diane—

Here we are, my darling—twenty-five years into a friendship that has been a ride in a red Ferrari every moment! Cheers to the next 25—

Love, Norris ♡

September 2005





We are still riding in the red Ferrari. Norris, my beauty, next to me, advising on the turns. So far, so wonderful. I will love her forever...


Bestest buddy,

Diane




July 2011
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Remembering Norris


Margo Howard



It was love at first sight, and we met cute. It was at a 2004 PEN dinner in Boston. My husband and I were seated at the Mailers’ table. A man was seated between Norris and me. After talking to each other for about ten minutes, basically leaning in in front of this man, we told him to move. We continued to talk to each other through the whole dinner; rude, to be sure, but there you are. At the end of the evening we exchanged contacts, and each other’s books, and thus our friendship was born. I had, for whatever reason, always thought middle-aged ladies did not make new friends; they had the old ones. But Norris not only became a cherished friend, she became more. We called each other “the red-headed sister.” I was the big sister, of course, being nine years her senior—and both of us were only children.

The unusual thing about our relationship as girlfriends was that, though we did see each other in Boston, Provincetown, and New York, we did most of our talking in emails. We went through a lot together, in the ether, as it were. For me to even meet Norris, let alone become close, was amazing to me because I had been aware of her for many years as someone who was covered in the press. The Mrs. Mailer I was used to seeing in photographs was a curvaceous, Rubenesque beauty. The Mrs. Mailer I met was reed thin—and still gorgeous. She told me, soon after we met, that she was duking it out with cancer, and she had been winning for a lot of years. Her approach to her illness was quite matter-of-fact. There was no complaining, no self pity. But I must say there was a good bit of humor. At one particularly rough juncture after Norman’s death, having more to do with anger than grief, she wrote me, “You know, dying wouldn’t be such a bad thing.” If there was a lull in the e-mail conversation and her phone didn’t answer at home, I knew she was back in the hospital. I would then email, saying I had X-ray vision and knew where she was. She would e-mail back and say, “Oh, sweetie, they have locked me up again.”

Norris had my admiration in so many areas. She was truly multi-talented, level-headed, and so much more than “the great man’s wife.” Whereas I had been a mediocre-to-pretty-terrible stepmother, she had woven together Norman’s children from more different mothers than you can imagine. Along with her own two boys, all the Mailer kids were a family, and that was Norris’s doing. She had wonderful humor and wisdom, and I loved her. She was a gift to my later life that was taken away too soon. Except that she doesn’t seem that far away. When I want to tell her something, I find myself looking heavenward and saying, “Hey, good lookin’, listen to this!” And I have her picture on my desk . . . along with my mother, my children, and my husband. I mean, where else would you put a sister’s picture?




Twins


Aurora Huston



The moon is full tonight with clouds floating in and around it. Or is it the moon that is moving through the clouds? These are random thoughts to some, but very common in the hundreds of emails or letters that Barbara and I wrote to each other over decades since we first met in college. I was not around her when she first met Norman Mailer. She was still married to Larry Norris.

We met in the 1970s while we both had long hair, smooth skin and the wide-eyed notions of being artists who would change the world with the stroke of our brush. Somehow, our lives mirrored each other’s in so many ways that it became eerie, as if we were twins in some strange parallel universe. We had both had a yellow Volkswagen bug, then a dark green one. Even miles apart, we bought similar clothes, shoes and sometimes the same wallpaper patterns. On one visit to NY we came out of our bedrooms at the same time and had the same patterned fleece robe, same slippers and same color and brand tooth brushes. It became a standard joke that we had twin moments when our emails would cross and arrive the very same time on many a night. Funny at first, but deep down I think that we both knew that we traveled the same path to help each other through the hardest journeys in life together.

We had such different lifestyles, different family circumstances, different upbringings, but still the same on so many levels. Physically she was strikingly tall and beautiful with milky white skin and I was short, dark cinnamon skin and not so strikingly beautiful. Still, somehow, Fate gave both of us the comfort of our emails that we came to cling to as our security blankets, our sounding board and our confessionals.

Several years ago we realized that our emails revealed so much of our inner thoughts and personal truths that it may be best to delete all the thoughts we ever shared with one another. We decided a time and we would both push the delete button at that exact moment. I deleted everything . . . but she did NOT. She said she saved a few of the most beautiful moments. I was aghast! We set up another delete date for down the road and continued to write to each other every day until the week she died.

Today I am keeping my promise and deleting all our emails and letters, even the most precious and most beautiful ones. That is what I promised and that is what I have to do. Only one email will be shared and that was the one she asked me to give to Michael Lennon for Norman’s official biography. This is my tribute to my forever friend and confidant that owns parts of my heart and soul I’ve never shared with anyone else.

My twin, I love you.




Sister Mailer


Rudy Langlais



She was singing the blues when I first met her, literally, belting out country folk blues one New Year’s Eve, in the middle of a snowstorm that bound all of us to the Brooklyn Heights apartment on Columbia Heights, likes of Barbara Walters and Harold Conrad.

I don’t recall the song now, lost in that snowy night almost thirty years ago, but in the tradition of the best blues belters—Sarah, Ella, Nina, Big Mama Thornton—Sister Mailer, as I began calling her, understood the song, understood that it had to be growled not from lyrics but up from some deep source of love, hurt, forgiveness, hope.

She really understood the blues. That they were both painful and joyful: “I lived, loved and hurt—but I’ll love again.”

Before the loving again, there was the living and loving. So there she was by Norman’s side, at a reception I was hosting in Beverly Hills for Russian poet Yevtushenko, trailing the Champ like the “whisperer” on the shoulder of Roman generals, cautioning the hero, “All glory is fleeting, fool!”

But he crashed on in, hearing the whispering voice, sat down next to the feminist filmmaker working on a film based on his Henry Miller script, and then was heard to shout across the room, “Women think I’m a sexist pig, but look at the woman I’m with! I’m pussy-whipped, I’m pussy-whipped!”

He may in fact have been. Sister Mailer certainly towered over him and sang better, and certainly understood the blues more deeply.

Sang them on a Hell’s Kitchen street corner one afternoon after a particularly rancorous performance of the pussy-whipped Norman’s production of Strawhead, when her rage came crashing down on his head like so many Tyson left hooks over his direction of her in the play.

And she brush-stroked that sound for the eyes into paint on a canvas that immortalized our dying friend, Mara Conrad, as a showgirl of Broadway, dying of cancer but living it all to the end with her Harold, who was also pussy-whipped. And Sister Mailer understood her pain and sang it into the paint and into the canvas and now Mara Conrad lives, forever, in that sound that only women who sing the blues can utter.

Nina sang, “There was a time, I can’t remember when. / The house was full of love / But then again it might have been imagination’s plan, / Just to help along, one single woman.”

Sister Mailer understood.

And so she was there that night that Norman had settled his accounts and was gone. Went up to bed early wracked by grief, pain, hurt, fatigue—empty of everything, and then reappeared and struck out for the piano and began singing, no—shouting, no, growling . . . her song, long into the night, so that he likely heard her up on that hill where he was intruding in the dust.

She was still singing.

I still hear her . . . .




Norris Church Mailer: An Appreciation


Michael Lee



Her hallmarks were courage and compassion.

The sad news of Norris Church Mailer’s passing spread quickly on Sunday, just a few hours after her death, via the Norman Mailer Society. When I first read the e-mail, it was shocking—not so much that she was gone, but because of how hard she had fought her cancer. As with most people I see battle beyond their means, I never imagined Norris would succumb. It seemed like such an insult to life. And then I thought of her courage and dignity throughout the difficult course of a ravaging illness that lasted nearly a decade. When our friends die, inevitably we say, “She was a remarkable person,” or heap on similar praise. In Norris’s case, it’s truly an understatement.

I met her the day I met Norman—now some 30 years ago. I went to the Mailer house with a mutual friend for an afternoon cocktail party on their deck overlooking Provincetown Harbor. I arrived uninvited and unannounced, but just walking in with our mutual friend, the late writer Eddie Bonetti, I seemed to pass Norman’s litmus test. At the time, I followed boxing pretty closely and Norman had a lot of knowledge and opinions on the subject. But Norman always had an opinion, which I came to love about him. Finally he said to me, “You haven’t met my wife yet, have you? Hey Red!” She had been walking on the beach with their two-year-old son, John Buffalo, and now joined us on the deck. Norris was stunning and statuesque in the early afternoon sun, especially the way it played with her long red hair. Hey Red, indeed.

Knowing that she had probably met more famous dignitaries than the Pope, I was unprepared for how genuinely welcome she made me feel. It wasn’t just the usual, “Hey how are you? Nice to meet you” kind of thing. She pulled up a chair next to me and while Eddie and Norman were off to the side of the deck, engaged in a friendly bout of open-handed boxing, we went on yakking like long-lost friends. It was as though I had known her most of my life instead of the last five minutes. And that was how it always was with Norris, whether I was at her home to interview Norman, or there for dinner, or even there to interview her on each of her books. She always made it seem as though we were picking up the thread of a previous conversation.

Several years later, after Norris had that terrible diagnosis of cancer, I was in a tough scrape with my kidneys, both of which decided to quit at the same time. It was a bit touch and go for a while and my recovery was not a lot of laughs. After the first week I was home, Norris called to ask how I was doing. The next day I got an email from her, cheering me up. For most of the next month, I either heard from her by phone or e-mail, always closing with, “You’ll be fine, Sweetie. I just know it.” All this, while chemotherapy ransacked her body.

A lot of changes took place after Norman died in November of 2007. Norris moved back into their Brooklyn home and she began a memoir. Our emails became sporadic, but she still had that sense of ease about her. I saw her last summer while she was on a book tour for that memoir, A Ticket to the Circus. The book was candid and self-effacing, as if she had just pulled a deck chair next to you and begun to talk of her life. Her reading was held at the Cape Cod Museum of Art and drew a decent crowd. Whenever Norris walked into a crowded room, people noticed—you just knew she was somebody special. She looked thinner than ever, but still had that glow and optimistic enthusiasm about her. She read an excerpt from her memoir in her distinctly soft southern voice. I remember thinking that there was still a part of Barbara Jean Davis (her original name before marrying Norman) and her impoverished Arkansas upbringing within her. All the good parts. Perhaps that is what I found so admirable about Norris. She lived a life under the same microscope that followed her husband. Granted, she was not as famous and far less controversial, but Norris was never immune to the drama of the Mailer life. Yet, despite the occasional turmoil, the challenge of marrying into an established family that grew to nine children with the birth of John Buffalo, and the inexorable decline of her husband’s health, she still preserved her demeanor of kindness and accessibility. Who wouldn’t miss a friend like that?




I Miss You


Sondra Lee



I cannot recall when, or how we met... but where? It was at the Actors Studio!

Norris’s height, 5 feet ten-and-a-half. Mine, 4 feet ten-and-a-half . . . We loved to exchange clothes! YES! Often we wore each others clothes! And somehow they always fit!

My Norris knew how to wear makeup. She knew all the models’ secrets: eyeliner, you put it here, shading goes there, deepens and lengthens, shortens there. She knew all that stuff. She was very serious about her looks and appearance. Everything she did was committed and worked on with discipline (Norman?)

She always remembered what YOU liked. Such as my silver pig pin and the ceramic flying pig on the wall of my kitchen.

We were sitting on the carpeted floor of her little studio, which was not far from their family apartment on 142 Columbia Heights, which she kept for herself to paint in, read in, write in, escape to? All her chotskies were there and a wonderful small photo of Norman and her in the bathroom. One I always coveted. I had asked her to listen to what I hoped was the beginning of a book of my memoirs. Her response was attentive, and swiftly “cut to the chase” (she must have learned that from Norman). As time went by, we checked in with each other; she confessed to be writing a book as well. Not her memoir A Ticket to the Circus. That was later. We shared opinions. We trusted each other.

It was that down home quality she always had. The soft muted voice that still had Arkansas in it, although it could be firm as a fist to an editor: “Put it back like AH WROTE it!!!!!!”

My Norris loved her juke box that Norman had bought and romanced her with. We would sing and dance to all those songs in their living room.

I always thought that Norris was a better playwright than Norman. Her dialogue was savvy and sexually knowledgeable, as it still is.

Her favorite colors—autumn auburns, olive greens. Most of her jewelry was from street vendors. Great-looking expensive shoes! Oh those shoes!!

Fair skin, so pale and smooth; sometimes just a little smudge of shading at the bottom of her nose. Baked great Apple Pie, like red wine.

Even when things were difficult when she became so very ill, she would show up, if it really meant something to you. She kept that family together. Often just looked like one of the kids! It was fun to sit at the table with them all.

Hey listen, my time must be up. We all must have many more intimate stories to share. Me for one, I could go on and on about Barbara or Norris or whatever we called her.

The colors of her life, they will always belong to us. My woman friend who I love so much, NORRIS CHURCH MAILER. I MISS YOU !!! SONDRA




My Friend Norris


Barry H. Leeds



Now I know what “a courageous battle against cancer” really means.

I used to think that it was a compliment haphazardly applied to everyone who, once diagnosed with the dread disease, made a half-hearted attempt to protract their remaining time through a bout of surgery and a course of chemotherapy or radiation. Now, after the struggle of more than a decade waged by Norris Church Mailer against her virulent and relentless illness, I know there are exceptional cases. Norris was a paradigm of dauntless courage. I miss her. We all miss her.

At some point during the forty years Norman and I were friends, our meetings widened to include our wives and children. Now those happy occasions run together like a film montage of the high points in a biopic. Some examples follow.

In 1995, I had the fine experience of dinner at the house on Commercial Street, with my wife Robin, Norman and Norris, their daughter Maggie, and my artist/poet daughter Leslie, who had recently graduated from Connecticut College. After dinner, while our wives and daughters chatted, Norman and I sat up late in his bar overlooking the ocean drinking single malt scotch. When we ran out of time and energy but not talk, and had exhausted the patience of the women, he suggested we meet for breakfast at Michael Shay’s restaurant, which has since become one of my favorite Provincetown haunts. Together, we walked back to the house so I could say goodbye to Norris, where the two engaged in an impromptu repartee that put grins on all our faces.

After Leslie’s death in February 1996, the summer found us in no mood to return to Provincetown. Instead, Robin and I began to understand the statistical dictum that the vast majority of marriages in which a child dies end in divorce. When, in 1997, Robin showed no interest in accompanying me to visit the Mailers, I went alone. I was always made to feel keenly aware of my welcome, alone or otherwise. By this time, Norris had begun to feel close enough to me to offer helpful advice on life and love, and her warm sympathy was unparalleled.

By the summer of 1998, with our marriage sadly eroded after more than thirty years, Robin and I separated. On this visit, which had begun to be an annual event, I was accompanied by my long-time friend Beth, with whom friendship had ripened into something more. After a wonderful dinner and a restful sleep in the recently renovated guest room, we slouched downstairs in rumpled T-shirts to enjoy a great breakfast cooked by Norris in her sweat-suit. At the time, she must have weighed a good 150 pounds. She looked beautifully healthy, and packed in a big breakfast herself. For me, the high point of the morning was Norman’s complaint:

“Norris, just because Barry asked for onions and green peppers in his omelet, why do I have to have them in mine?”

“Shut up and eat your omelet, Norman.”

In October 1999, I took a group of graduate students from my Mailer/Kesey seminar on a pilgrimage to Provincetown to meet Mailer and have a three-hour seminar in his living room. They were so grateful, excited, dazzled to the point of awe, and so intelligent in their questions, that I realized the experience was analogous to how I would have felt if one of my professors had taken my class to Key West to visit Hemingway at his home. I was very proud of them, and very grateful to Norman and Norris. Amazingly, when I spoke to Norris to plan this trip, she offered to cook dinner for us all, which I refused, particularly since she had recently undergone a hysterectomy. Little did any of us suspect that this was only the beginning of her escalating health problems.

The year 2000 brought another fine visit. By now, Beth and I had decided that autumn visits were preferable to summer. That fall, despite Norris’s cancer (and the consequent surgery, chemotherapy and radiation) and Norman’s painful arthritis, they were not merely stoical and self-deprecating about their own travails, but, as always, warm hosts. Over cold vodka and sushi, followed by hearty, hot Russian borscht, we had the pleasure of discussing Norris’s fine first novel, Windchill Summer (2000), and of having two Mailers sign their books for us.

In publishing Windchill Summer, Norris added to her demonstrated talents as teacher, model, actress and artist, that of novelist. In achieving this, she showed great confidence and courage on several levels. It is impossible to estimate the pressure upon someone writing her first novel in the same house as her Pulitzer-Prize-winning husband of twenty-five years and forty books.

The book itself is rooted in such literary antecedents as As I Lay Dying (in terms of shifting, multiple points of view), The Scarlet Letter (a guilt-ridden clergyman takes responsibility for his illegitimate paternity), and even The Catcher in the Rye (in the authenticity of the first person narrative voice of the young protagonist). Further, it is a murder mystery replete with red herrings.

More significant is the fact that the novel is a daring exercise in pushing the limits of incorporating real-life characters into fiction, like E. L. Doctorow in Ragtime, or Norman Mailer in Harlot’s Ghost. Specifically, Norris Mailer is defiantly bold enough to make two of her principal characters participants in the My Lai massacre: not a “My Lai-like” event, but the actual killings, with the presence of Lieutenant Calley, Captain Medina and the heroic helicopter pilot, Hugh Thompson, who stopped Calley at gunpoint in mid-massacre. As she told me, she had to fight her editor on this point of authenticity (Norris Church Mailer in conversation, October 7, 2000).

This coming of age novel, set in Arkansas in the 1960s, but with “no mention of Bill Clinton and no autobiography” (NCM ), coincidentally features as its protagonist a twenty-one year old woman named Cherry. Another interesting parallel to Norman’s work is Cherry’s independently realized conclusion that God cannot be both omnipotent and all good:


In fact, it was getting harder as I got older to figure out the whole business of what God does control. I am almost scared to say it out loud, but it seems to me like either God is all-powerful or He is all good, but He can’t be both. You know what I mean? How can He really be omniscient and omnipotent, like they teach us in church, and still let things happen like Carlene getting murdered or babies getting cancer or all those Jews getting killed by the Nazis? Is it the Devil that causes all of it? If God could stop it but allows it to happen, then maybe He is not all that caring about us. (Windchill, 104)



This passage of incipient Manichaeism was disarmingly explained by Norris in that the Mailers did see eye to eye on some philosophical issues. Windchill Summer may not be The Naked and the Dead, but it was one hell of a novelistic debut.

So in October 2000, after my second reading of Windchill Summer, I sat at the Mailers’ table and while Norman and Beth looked on, told Norris in detail what I liked about the book.

She thanked me, then flashed a puckish grin and asked, “What if you didn’t like it, Barry?”

I looked into her eyes. “Is the question, would I perjure myself about literature to please a friend?”

She nodded.

“Never.”

It’s a part of Mailerian literary history now that the sequel to Windchill Summer, Cheap Diamonds (2007), represents a worthy continuation of Cherry’s story. What is more interesting, however, is the autobiographical book, A Ticket to the Circus (2010), which is, in a very real sense, the third in a trilogy. As I wrote at the time of its publication:


This remarkable and wonderful book by a remarkably courageous and wonderfully warm woman is a must-read for anyone interested in great loves, bravery in the face of cancer, or Norman Mailer. Norris Church Mailer was Norman’s sixth wife and (as she always stated) ‘the last one.’ During their ‘warm and wonderful’ (Norman Mailer) and sometimes turbulent thirty-three years together, Norris showed herself to be a loyal and loving wife, a fine mother to two and stepmother to seven, an accomplished teacher, artist, model and occasional actress. She is also an excellent writer, as readers of her two novels, Windchill Summer and Cheap Diamonds can attest. This is her best book by far: funny, witty, candid and self-effacing. Above all, this volume is magnetic, engrossing, infused with the fire of a unique personality. I couldn’t put it down.



After reading this, Norris wrote me in thanks “for removing the thorns from my paws.” I wish I could have done more for her health.

At the conclusion of Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms (1929), Catherine Barkley on her deathbed says, “I’m going to die. . . . “I hate it!” and a little later, “I’m not afraid. I just hate it” (330). The same defiant spirit was shown by Norris, a lover of life who fought death to a standstill for over a decade. She did not go gentle into that good night.




A Formidable Lady


Donna Pedro Lennon



Norris: a southern American beauty with talent and wit who was a formidable match for her husband. Everything she touched and did—from painting, acting, writing, jewelry-making, to putting together an outfit—she made look effortless. I watched her make delicious pies and pancakes without a recipe. She hosted thirty dinner guests with the same grace and ease as she did for two. She was at home in front of a camera as well as a live audience. After her reading from Windchill Summer at the Provincetown Public Library, Norman turned to me and said, “Wow; that was something. She was great.” I think he was smitten all over again. While she enjoyed traveling and meeting famous people during her thirty-three years with Norman, she never forgot her Arkansas roots and her friends there, especially Aurora, who she said was “her therapist who saved her from needing a psychiatrist.”

Norris was a sensitive, sometimes fragile, thoughtful and caring person. One summer in Provincetown, she took over mothering one of my sons after a sprained ankle kept him housebound. She took him to the doctor and fed him—an unselfish act that created a special bond between them. That special bond was also part of her relationship with the Mailer clan that kept her busy. Like all mothers, she had disagreements at times with various family members; however, her love for all of them never waivered. She always talked about and worried about each of the children and their families. She worried about her mother as well. After her father died, she moved Gaynell from Arkansas to Massachusetts, and then to Brooklyn in order to oversee her care. Her mother outlived her by a few months.

Underneath all of this, Norris was strong and courageous, even on her bad days, during the long, arduous battle with cancer. With the threat of death ever present, I always marveled at how she was able to continue to keep writing, keep painting, always looking forward, and creating new challenges. I was and remain amazed at how she was able to get up every morning and put herself together to meet the world. Every day she would apply her makeup and choose the perfect jewelry for the day’s outfit. I miss our emails, our conversations, and I miss her. Norris Church Mailer—a beautiful person to the end.




Remembering Norris: Excerpts from an Unpublished Account of Norman Mailer’s Last Days


J. Michael Lennon




The following entries are taken from a log I kept for the last three years of Mailer’s life when my wife Donna and I were living in Provincetown, Massachusetts, not far from the Mailers’ large brick house on the harbor. Entries were made every few days, along with occasional reflections. While the log focuses on Mailer and his table talk, Norris is on almost every page, and it was easy to select three dozen entries in which she is described and/or quoted. Note: Norris Church Mailer is identified as NCM; Norman Mailer as NM.



6-11-05

NCM is down to 110 and looks beautiful, although it is the medicine that is keeping her weight down. She says she cares more about clothes now that she is so slender. We had a good discussion with Dotson Rader about Tennessee Williams, who Dotson knew well. I told him that the Tennessee Williams Society may come to P-Town for its meeting.

06-13-05

Thinking about NM’s word to describe himself: improvisational. Yes, but with a big dollop of impetuous. Half the time at least, almost always in conversation, he says the first thing that comes to mind. This is especially true when he is talking to NCM. On hundreds of occasions he has blurted out some sarcasm to her—“That’s how southerners think,” for example. She gives as good as she gets, and they tend to do it in front of me all the time. I am flattered that they do not feel the need to be socially correct in front of me, but it is embarrassing. They really get into it. Both of them say, “Will you ever let me finish a sentence before interrupting?” He interrupts just as much as she does. He can also be extremely sweet and flattering; he is always telling NCM how beautiful she is, what a fine actress, how no one can play Lulu [from The Deer Park] better than she can, despite her age. This latter compliment worked beautifully in my presence a few weeks ago, and she agreed to play the role in one of their upcoming readings.

07-22-05

Donna and I visited the Mailers for a couple of hours today at midday. At first, NM said he didn’t want us to come over because he was going to begin reading the penultimate draft of his new novel [The Castle in the Forest] from start to finish, a week’s job, today. But then he relented, called back, and we went over. Donna swam while NM and I talked and he signed books and magazines. He said he has changed the title of his book with his son, John Buffalo, from Hodge-Podge to The Big Empty. He said the original title was “mangy.” He invited us to dinner with William Thompson, Master of Timothy Dwight at Yale, tonight at 7. Sitting on the porch with NCM and me, NM began talking about his sloppy habits and called himself, jokingly, a “sloborono.” NCM told us how appalled she was when she came to his apartment in Brooklyn Heights back in the mid-70s. She said everything was grungy and needed cleaning and there was a room full of broken furniture and old lamps, etc., that she and Myrtle, their maid, cleaned out. When she was done with a day of hard, dirty work, NM came home just after she had placed his newly cleaned suit on the bed. When he said, “At least you could have hung it up,” she slugged him. He turned red then purple and, as he later explained, “for the first time since I was a little boy, I prayed, asking the Lord to keep me from breaking that beautiful head of my wife’s.”

NM read all of James Atlas’s 1979 profile of him in The New York Times Sunday Magazine, and NCM leafed through it, admiring the photographs but little else. She felt Atlas was inaccurate in spots, especially the story of NM speaking at Harvard and the audience being bored. “Not true,” she said. NM thought that Atlas had been given some general editorial directions to rough him up a bit. He added that he now liked Atlas. NCM remembered how she got back at him: at a Jean Stein [editor of Grand Street] party, Stein brought him over to NCM, who is somewhat taller than Atlas. She looked right over his head and said, “Oh yes, where is he?” NM decided to go for a swim after Donna told him how warm the water was. He said he just did not feel like starting the novel today. He plans to read it through and then begin writing again. NCM told us that because of her stent, she could never swim in the ocean again, or even take a bath. But then she smiled and shook it off. No complainer, she. None of the Mailers are, a family trait.

9-05-05

Arrived in P-Town yesterday and went to dinner at the Mailers’ last night. Steve Mailer, NM’s sister Barbara and John Buffalo were there for dinner. NM was fast asleep on the couch in the TV room until just before dinner at 7:30. I chatted with Barbara and then with NCM. She is going in for her PET scan to check the state of her two tumors, and to see if she has any more. She is remarkably calm about it. Her novel [Cheap Diamonds] has gone nowhere this summer because of all the visitors. She told me today that she wants to finish it by year’s end and have it come out next fall, or even the following summer. Today we discussed briefly the possibility that advance excerpts from her novel might be published in Mademoiselle, Harper’s Bazaar, or Vanity Fair. NCM told me that she had once published a piece on how young models should prepare themselves for their career and that her agency, Wilhelmina, used to give it to new models. Need to get a copy.

She and Norman and John will drive up to Boston tomorrow, he for NM’s surgery on the 8th and for her scan on the 7th. This is not the first time both of them have been in the hospital in Boston simultaneously. NM is calm. He has a new set of uppers that don’t fit and he is gumming his food with gusto. He looks like an old Irish stevedore out for fish and chowder on Friday night.

9-5-05

The whole clan sat on the back porch this morning and talked about Bush and the suffering caused by Katrina and whether it would help or hurt the Democrats. NM was just finishing a humorous rant in a brogue when I arrived. NM and NCM did their usual funny faux fight for us with NCM saying what I have heard her say 50 times: “We never fight when others are not around; Norman just likes to put on a show.” With a big toothless laugh showing his eyeteeth, he agreed. Laughter all around.

10-16-05

NCM told Donna that she fears she has another tumor. She said that she expects to have another operation to replace the stent in her kidney, and perhaps get rid of the bag she has to wear. But she does not ever dwell on these matters, and can be quite funny and warm and energetic. She has sold her parent’s house in Arkansas to a cousin. John Buffalo joined us and brought down a dozen of NM’s books including The Time of Our Time. The idea was to select some passages for the Mailers to read on the 4th of November for the Mailer Society conference in P-Town. This might or might not include Stephen and Kate Mailer. The selections included passages from The Armies of the Night, An American Dream, The Executioner’s and “Our Man at Harvard,” which John might read. NCM read aloud, copying Marilyn Monroe’s voice from a section from Of Women and Their Elegance about Amy Greene and her underwear, ending with Monroe’s admission that she did not wear any. Beautifully done. NM followed her performance with relish and laughed heartily when she was done. It was a lovely moment as they forgot for the nonce their ailments and worries.

10-26-05

NM said that his mother was “always giving me good practical advice, and I never took any of it.” He has said to me many times that NCM has more common sense than anyone he has ever met. Well: “I want a girl just like the girl who married dear old Dad.”

11-12-05

Much has happened since last entry. NM has been improving daily. He has thrown himself into the Mailer family reading for the Norman Mailer Society, running rehearsals, selecting entries, re-writing my brief introductory remarks, checking out the theater’s lights, etc. The Friday, November 4th reading was a great success. Reading were: NM, NCM, Steve Mailer, John Mailer and Christina Pabst (a family friend who filled in for Kate Mailer who had bronchitis). Each read two selections from NM’s works, and NM concluded the 90-minute reading with the embalming scene from Ancient Evenings. I muffed one of my lines and was embarrassed, but all else went smoothly. NCM was tremendous as Marilyn Monroe and Steve Mailer really thrilled the audience reading from Why Are We in Vietnam? Then we all moved to the Mailer home where NM sat in a chair and folks lined up to speak to him and have him sign their books. He was very tired by around 11:30 and went to bed. NCM stayed up until midnight, and said she felt like the Queen Bee. There were about 100 people at the party.

12-30-05

NM talked at some length about the place in Mt. Desert, Maine where he spent several summers back in the 70s and early 80s. He said that diving from the deck in Soames Sound at high tide—the tide shifts are 10 to 12 feet—was not something he was eager to do, but then when he was away, he learned that both of his young sons, Steve and Michael, had jumped in. Michael is the older, but it was Steve who jumped in first. Then he saw NCM jump in. NM said, “When I saw that long-legged creature jump in, I knew I’d have to go.” He said he dove in “like a sack of potatoes.”

1-30-06

NM and NCM then got into a comic argument on the merits of his British accent, which he was happily displaying for a good chunk of the meal. Donna and I were in stitches as he took on the role of a British Lord. Earlier, I had jokingly said that I wanted to write a comic play called “Norman and NCM.” “The restaurant scene could be Act II,” I said, “and all that is needed now is a conclusion.” NCM told Donna later that NM always feels that he has to “be on” when he is at table. He loves to perform.

4-5-06

When we returned last night after NM beat us in poker, Donna said, “All the Mailers talked about were death and dying.” This is correct, although it did not hit me until she said it. NM repeated what he has said before: “My guardian angel has kept me from winning too many prizes and awards in order to keep me writing.” NM and NCM joked about what they might tell whoever meets them after death about the one who remained on earth; they had various scenarios for exaggerating or diminishing the other to God, or whoever, all done in broad joking terms.

NCM was tired and had a cold. She is just back from Arkansas where she broke up her parents’ home. Some of the furniture will go to Gaynell’s [her mother] apartment in Orleans; the rest was sold. John Buffalo helped his mother accomplish this. Today, NCM is in Boston getting her monthly checkup.

4-6-06

NCM received a couple of big FedEx boxes this morning, stuff from the family home in Atkins, Arkansas. In one of them was a photo of her parents when they were young; Mr. Davis in a suit and fedora and Gaynell in a dress with big hair. He had his arm around her and they looked like the tallest couple in the state. The photo has been touched up in color, which makes it all the more a period piece. NCM loves it.

NM needs a haircut. Hair is hanging over his ears and shirt collar. He is without vanity and is invariably a bit rumpled. This morning his collar and favorite vest were all tangled and I told him about it. He laughed and tugged at them ineffectually. NCM will make him get a haircut soon, no doubt. NCM always cuts his hair.

4-18-06

Dinner with the Mailers on Easter Sunday included Gaynell, NCM’s son Matt, and his wife Salina, and their infant girl, Mattie James. NCM cooked a real southern meal: corn muffins, okra, beans, potatoes and her delicious chicken with peppers and potatoes. NM came down after I arrived; he was preoccupied with his final revisions to The Castle and the Forest. It was all delicious and we ate heartily.

7-6-06

NCM told me yesterday that Random House wants to publish her novel next summer, and so she intends to “stop lollygagging” and get to work. This is wonderful encouragement for her and could give them a financial shot in the arm, which the Mailers always will need with their multitudinous obligations.

7-12-06

NM just called to see if I wanted to play poker again tonight. I told him we were going to see the film The Devil Wears Prada, and couldn’t make it. He was disappointed; he loves the game. But I can’t lose another $100 for a few days and we do want to see the movie, which NCM raved about. She feels it shows that there is still a lot of curiosity about the fashion industry and this augurs well for her novel-in-the-works, “Cheap Diamonds.” She is working hard to finish bit by the end of this year.

8-5-06

When sitting alone with NCM the other day, she told me that she missed NYC and that all of her children and grandchildren are there. The expense of keeping two houses up is getting difficult. But she does love P-Town and would prefer to keep both homes. NM, on the other hand, has trouble breathing in NYC and would rather stay here. If the Mailers were not here, I suspect we would sell and move, perhaps.

8-14-06

The Mailer kids have hit P-Town: Kate, Betsy, Maggie, Steve and Danielle are here with their various spouses and kids and boyfriends. Danielle is having a show at a local gallery on the 18th. The Mailer family is very supportive. Last night Peter Alson [Barbara Wasserman’s son] read at the DNA Gallery, and one-third of the audience were family and friends, including almost all the above, plus Barbara and Norman’s cousin Sam Radin and his wife, Pam. Peter was witty and cool and got some laughs. It is a fine memoir.

We played poker at NM’s from around 3:45 until six. Peter, as usual, cleaned us out. I lost $60 and NM lost $40. Jim Baker was visiting and staying with the Mailers and he played like a kamikaze, as Peter put it. I think he lost at least $100. NM called today to tell me about a game tonight at nine, and I called some friends to tell them. But I’m sitting this one out. NCM warned me not to become NM’s “poker pimp.”

8-28-05

Colum McCann [novelist] was thrilled to meet the Mailers, and was awed by the beauty of NCM. I took him up to the third floor, which is usually off limits, except to family and a few others. The three of them exchanged compliments about their books and NM told him how he tried to compliment Saul Bellow on Humboldt’s Gift when he ran into him in Chicago in 1975. [Bob Cromie was interviewing them, seriatim, on his radio program, and raved about Bellow’s new novel. When NM bumped into Bellow, who was succeeding him on the show, he said to the immaculately dressed Bellow (“he looked like an Italian count”), “Well, Saul, I hear you’ve written a terrific novel.” Bellow answered, “Well Norman, Why not?”

9-27-08

NCM has finished, as of yesterday, a first draft of her novel. NM is very pleased that she has submitted it to Random House, more or less on schedule. Her work ethic this summer has been impressive. She disappeared every day after breakfast to write. Her first drafts are quite polished so there should not be that much editing to do.

10-01-06

We had a fine lunch at the Wellfleet bookstore and seafood restaurant—NM and Hans Janitschek [family friend], Donna and me. Hans asked NM if he would ever write a memoir. NM said no, but if he did, it would be from the point of view of his six wives, with NCM’s the longest and most important. He is always thinking about narrative form and—especially—point of view. What a wonderful book it would make! I must pursue this with him. Perhaps he could dictate it.

12-10-06

NCM called the other morning, the 8th, I believe, about the copies of NM’s books in the second floor bookcase, about 150–200 books. She said that an inscribed copy of Naked was missing and she was worried. It may have been one of those returned to the Mailers from Texas. I told her that I’d come over and inventory the books and then recommended that she buy a locking glass-front bookcase. I went over on the 9th and spent a couple of hours writing down the books and the inscriptions. NM has inscribed copies of most of his books to NCM, a treasury of moving inscriptions.

11-18-06

NCM told Donna and me on the 16th when we were chatting in our living room: “Norman can’t open the door with his key at 142 Columbia Heights. It requires a jiggle and he can’t do it.” NCM talked again about the idea of moving to a place in Connecticut where they could be close to all the kids and grandkids, an hour or two from NYC. But she doesn’t know if this will ever happen. NM told her to visit NYC more, but she says she can’t leave him alone here for extended periods. We all sighed. I told NCM that I thought NM was “the most impetuous person I have ever known, and one of the most diligent, hard-working.” She didn’t disagree.

12-29-06

The first copies of The Castle in the Forest arrived and NM inscribed one to Donna and me. He also signed some magazines and other books, including a couple associated with Marilyn. He said that it is probably the book that most Americans know him by most, and the first one of his that NCM had read. She got it for joining the Book-of-the-Month Club. When NM was visiting Fig Gwaltney [army buddy] in Arkansas, she called up and asked if she could come to the party that he was having for NM, as she was intrigued after reading Marilyn. Fig wasn’t overjoyed about having this young woman join the party of older faculty members that he was throwing for NM. “He suspected something might come of the meeting of Barbara and me,” NM said. “He was right,” I said. This brought on a big laugh.

1-16-07

NCM emailed me that she and NM are thinking of putting the house in P-Town on the market in February 2008. A lot could take place between now and then, she noted. She is considering her own mother (who is in a nursing home in Orleans), her sons, daughter-in-law and grandchild living in Brooklyn, and the rest of the Mailer kids, most of whom she helped to raise in whole or in part. But NM’s asthma is not getting any better, which argues for staying in P-Town. She is torn and anxious about this, wanting to be with NM but also missing her children and granddaughter, not to mention her stepchildren. The loss of signed books is also troubling her, and she has bought a large locking bookcase to store the valuable books now housed in an open bookcase on the second floor of 627 Commercial Street.

1-19-07

NCM flew to Boston to have her kidney problem examined, and is on her way home as I write this. NM told me that she is okay, but that one kidney is failing. No operation, however. The other one will pick up the slack.

2-4-07

NCM has emailed both Donna and me about her desire to move to NYC. She has found a place for her mother and now hopes to sell the big house here and perhaps rent an apartment so they can be here in the summer. NM has apparently acquiesced, but says he’d like an apartment closer to the center of town. When NCM gets her mind made up, she moves forward.

2-15-07

NM was very, very tired and panted and grunted as he climbed the three flights of steep stairs to his Brooklyn apartment. It was excruciating to watch him. But he was chipper the next morning around ten when he emerged stark naked from his bedroom as NCM and I were chatting over coffee. She told me later that he had walked out this way before the cleaning lady, and she made him put on a robe when the plumber was coming. Like Lear, he is beyond personal vanity.

NCM is moving her mother to a Brooklyn assisted living facility this spring. She is spending a lot of time there now. NM will be in P-Town, which he prefers, and they will both shuttle back and forth a bit. The fact that NCM’s family, including three new babies, are in New York is the key factor. A secondary factor is the presence of some many friends there. NCM told me that she needs interaction and the love she gives and gets from family and friends. She also said she wanted to be closer to doctors—driving to Boston was getting difficult. She wants to put the P-Town house on the market this year and then perhaps buy a waterfront apartment where NM can stay. Several times she has used the phrase “rattling around that big house” in P-Town to describe how she feels about being away from New York.

2-22-07

I helped NCM load up the new bookcase with NM’s leather-bound editions and about 25 inscribed to her. The inscriptions are lovely, very moving. NM signed about ten leather-bound copies, and inscribed a first of Naked that I had obtained for her. He wrote: “After 30 years, still my beloved.” Now all of the most valuable copies of their books are under lock and key. We included a couple of hers, her Dad’s autobiography, and NM’s copy of James Jones’ From Here to Eternity, inscribed as follows: “To my most feared friend, to my most beloved enemy. Jim.” There are about a dozen more for him to sign or inscribe and then she will have a complete set, save for a first of Deaths for the Ladies and the 35-cent copy of “The White Negro,” both of which I am going to try and find for her.

4-20-07

NCM emailed me to say she was really enjoying being in NYC, and that Matt and Salina’s daughter, Mattie, was going to be a model for GAP, the clothing company. She also said that David Ebershoff [NCM’s editor] was very excited that some of NM’s love letters would be in the edition. She said she’d get them to me soon, perhaps with some of the erotica excised. NM was smitten by her, and his letters are passionate.

6-11-07

Thinking about how to divide up NM’s life: NM giving up writing about himself and getting together with NCM is no coincidence. He reinvented himself again with her, and for the last time. During their 32 years (so far) together, she brought tremendous stability to his life. Her energy, charm, youth and flexibility—not to mention her great beauty—were all he could handle, and all he needed to move into the final phase. I’d divide his life into four major periods with two before 1965 (when he was 42), and two after. They are: 1) 1923–48: Brooklyn, Harvard, Army; 2) 48–65: fame, failure, rebound; 3) 65–79: maximum achievement, exposure, new fame; 4) 80–07: the biographical period, when NM wrote about Lee Harvey Oswald, Picasso, Jesus and Hitler. NM never wrote much about himself after he met NCM; by 1975, he said that by then that he was bored with himself.

6-28-07

NCM arrived at Wilkes University yesterday to do a reading from her new novel. We sent a car to pick her up in Brooklyn and she came with Carole Schneider of Random House, who also spoke. NCM’s reading went beautifully and she was warmly received. She read the opening of the novel where Cherry arrives in NYC, lapsing easily and convincingly into the drawl of her protagonist. We didn’t have much chance to talk until I drove her to her hotel. She was teary and worried about NM’s health. It is now believed that NM has congestive heart disease, something NCM has long suspected. He was diagnosed as having asthma, but this was incorrect, it now seems.

NCM said that NM stated during the event with Günter Grass at the New York Public Library that this might be his last public appearance. Several of the Mailer kids were with him before the event, and Kate said they shouldn’t be bringing him to the Library but to the hospital. Apparently, he has weakened considerably since I saw him last. The scheduled trips to Georgetown University, University of South Carolina and University of South Florida this fall will be cancelled unless something dramatic happens. NCM said she will make no long-range plans and intends to spend the summer in P-Town. “Day by day from now on,” she said.

7-14-07

NCM came in while we were chatting and he told her, as he regularly does, how beautiful she is. It is true; she is rail thin but as gorgeous as any fashion model. She complained about her wrinkles, which aren’t many. NM said, with a twinkle in his eye, “There’s one good thing about wrinkles; they remind me of vaginas.” His metaphor pool is rich, but half of them are sexual. NCM received the first copy of her novel, Cheap Diamonds, and we all cooed over it. It has a great cover shot of NCM when she was a model, with big dark eyes and red glossy lips, and dressed in bib overalls. Very sexy. She goes on a publicity tour in early August. The book could do very well, better than Windchill Summer even.

7-29-07

NM is up and down, weak and dispirited one day and feisty and grumpy the next. He took a sleeping pill on the evening of the 25th when he arrived back from Boston and was out of it the next morning. But on the 27th, he was much better when I stopped by in the morning. He wanted to talk about the book title for the edition of his letters I’m working on, and wanted to read over the manuscript. He said to NCM, “Okay, you can go know,” which made us all laugh. “He’s back,” she said, “ordering everyone around, bullying us.” NM joined in the laughter. NCM is remarkable in her good spirits and refusal to bicker with NM. She told me in an email that he would have to go to NYC in the fall so that he would be near a hospital, and she is right. But he does loathe the New York air.

8-01-07

Donna drove NCM to the airport this morning; she is off on her three-week promotional tour for Cheap Diamonds, starting in Cincinnati tomorrow. She will also go to D.C., NYC, and Atlanta, where Jim Lennon [Lennons’ son] will take her to dinner. He did this for her last book, back in 2000. Then she goes to Chicago and the West Coast. She is excited about the tour and we are all hoping for a smash. I’m reading it now and it moves along at a lovely pace, all marshaled by the wonderfully beguiling voice of Cherry Marshall, the heroine. NM asked me for my frank opinion and I said that it was not quite as good as her first novel, Windchill Summer, but might do even better because of the fashion stuff in it, which will appeal to women readers. Also, the 1970s NYC scene is sharply drawn.

10-6-07

NM can’t swallow and they have put in a feeding tube to get nourishment into him. He is in a private room where the lights can be lowered and he can get some rest. He has a full-time private nurse. Thank God, he has good insurance. He got mad at NCM because she skipped a day visiting him so that she could visit her aged mother and get other things done. She is getting pretty worn down, but soldiers on bravely, rarely complaining.

On Friday night, NCM gave a reading at Barnes and Noble at 66th and Broadway. A big crowd of around 80 attended. She gave a bravura reading and answered about a dozen questions. It was a wonderful event, and nine of us went to a late dinner: NCM, me, John Buffalo, Joe Lennon [Lennons’ son], his fiancée, Marika Beneventi, Dotson Rader, Rick Stratton [family friend] and a lady friend of Dotson’s whose name I have forgotten. It was a jolly evening and the combination of NM’s successful surgery and NCM’s successful reading buoyed us up considerably.

11-14-07

I saw him on November 7th, about 32 hours before he died. I was there with Norris and Barbara Wasserman and Christina Pabst, and then John Buffalo arrived. I told NM that an excerpt from our new book [On God: An Uncommon Conversation] was the lead article in Playboy. He nodded and his eyes lit up a bit when I told him. Then NCM read him a chunk of it. NCM told him, “You were here before and you will be here again,” and later that he was “the bravest man I’ve ever known.” All of his children and many friends visited him in the hospital; some could not bear to come. NCM was there almost every day, missing only when she was doing a reading from her new novel, or seeing her mother in assisted living.

Norris was worn down to a fine point when NM died on November 10, 2007, but she was regal at NM’s funeral in Provincetown, and at the memorial to him in the spring of 2008 at Carnegie Hall.

She died three years later on November 21, 2010. To the end, she was in good spirits and refrained from talking about her medical problems. She retained her poise, beauty and curiosity, and her capacity for work, producing a beautifully written memoir, A Ticket to the Circus, published by Random House in 2010. Besides seeing her extended family regularly, she insisted on going out for meals with friends almost until her last week. She also returned to Provincetown every summer. I interviewed her seven times after NM’s death, and she provided full, frank and nuanced descriptions of her life with him. She had a pilgrim soul, and we loved her.




Norris to Me


Avram Ludwig



I first met Norris Church Mailer at the Actors Studio with Norman. I found her strikingly beautiful in a way that I thought it inappropriate to show. I was just a kid trying to be an actor then, trying to get into the Studio, as stress-provoking an ordeal as any new actor can put himself or herself through. I felt that because I liked and admired Norman. He was so important to the life of the place and he was such an impish, mischievous wise man, I felt that I had to keep a kind of formality—the effect must have seemed shy—toward his wife. I am not normally a shy person. A shy actor wouldn’t get very far, so when I did say hello to Norris from time to time it might have seemed uncharacteristic.

I don’t exactly know when it started but several times after I met her I realized that she had a certain expression when we would say hello. She seemed to be saying with her eyes in a shy pained way: “I know you. I know what it is to feel ill at ease in the world.” I didn’t think much about it at the time, but after several years of this minimal yet, I felt, intimate kind of contact one day, she asked if she could direct me in a play Norman had written called, “The Notebook.”

It’s about a writer, like Norman, who is escorting a young lady home from a date. They start to have a fight and the writer thinks out loud to the audience what a great scene this would make. He starts to write the fight in his mind, and he craves to write the fight down in the notebook in his pocket. This, of course, makes her even more incensed. She slams the door in his face. The play is a little gem, a little passive-aggressive masterpiece. I loved it. It suited me. I had wondered for a time how Norris knew to cast me. I had thought she hardly knew me.




A Tribute to Norris Church Mailer


Danielle Mailer




Beginnings

Sitting across from my father, in a restaurant right by the sea, I waited. There would be silence between us I knew, as he anticipated the arrival of his whiskey sour. Sipping the drink, pleased with the concoction, he disappeared momentarily into thought, his bulky silhouette punched out against the pale backdrop of the ocean. It was the fall of 1975, and I had just started college and my father had insisted on making the seven-hour drive all the way up to Brunswick, Maine. I guessed the urgency of his visit had to do with a woman. In my nineteen years I had known many of his ladies; some he had married while others were just passing through. Listening then, as he nursed his second drink, his eyes bright, I sensed this was something big. And when he finally handed me a small Polaroid photo of her, I thought, not unkindly, “Oh boy Dad, here we go again.”

Back in Arkansas she had been Barbara Norris, but with the signing of a top-modeling agency in New York City, she was to take on the name of Norris Church. My sixteen-year-old sister “Betsy” had already met her and was charmed. Now that I was home from college it was my turn. “She’s really nice,” she had insisted. But I was dubious. I wearily conjured up the photo still clear in my memory: a redhead with a leopard-print bikini posed in front of a waterfall, impossibly young. I would try, I promised myself to accept her, but I doubted I had any room left, to embrace one more of my father’s women.

They arrived at my mother’s upper Westside apartment, a curious pair: a short and tall combo that seemed to fit. She was modest and funny, long-limbed and very pretty, a contrast to his stocky, brooding demeanor. Her shiny cap of copper-colored hair reminded me of pennies, a lucky penny I thought. She was so down to earth, so utterly without affect that in spite of my concerns, I felt myself wanting to offer a welcome.

Swept up with the sense of goodwill and confidence, I ventured to tell a story. Showing off a bit, and calling upon my flair for exaggerating, I was enjoying the amused laughter coming from my audience, until my father interrupted. “For God Sakes, Danielle,” he said irritably, “Don’t be like your Grandmother, May Morales,‘The Department of Misinformation.’” My penchant for exaggeration always set him on edge. I was embarrassed and hurt and feeling a tightening in my throat. I retreated to the kitchen with the excuse of bringing back drinks.

I allowed the tears to come, pouring his Bourbon on the rocks through blurry eyes carefully counting out cubes, not wanting to risk yet another reprimand. I wished they would leave. Then I felt her hand tentatively rest on my shoulder; her eyes, a lovely shade of gold, spoke of kindness. Wordlessly, she poured us both a glass of milk giving me time to collect myself. In an attempt to offer solidarity, she offered bits and pieces of her own life story: a messy divorce, her little boy whom she would bring east as soon as she was settled, a good art teaching post she had left behind.

And then my father’s voice gravely and distinct. “Honey,” he called, “Where’s my drink?” We giggled conspiratorially, realizing that we had momentarily forgotten him. As he engulfed me in a bear hug, contrite and wanting to make things right, I caught her eye. She was a friend now, I felt certain. And in that moment, I knew what I could not yet articulate but merely intuited—that this woman, who had so captured my father’s heart (who would later capture all of ours), was here to stay.





Girls’ Lunch at Café Blasé


Elizabeth Mailer



One afternoon in the late spring of 1976, when I was 16, the phone rang in the Upper West Side apartment that I shared with my mother, Adele, and my sister, Danielle. It was my father calling.

“Betsy, I want you to meet a Boss Lady,” Dad said. “She’s going to stop by to meet you tonight at your place.”

I cut right to the chase: “OK, Dad, who is she?”

“I’ll explain later,” he said. “Just be nice to her.” He hung up the phone.

Truth be told, I groaned out loud. We had been around this block before. When it came to Dad and women, I never knew what to expect.

My mother and Danielle happened to be out that night. So I would have to meet this Mystery Lady on my own. I knew absolutely nothing about her. I was half-dreading it. Besides, it was a school night, I was tired, and I still had a lot of homework to do.

She was supposed to stop by our place at 8:00 that night but the doorman rang upstairs to announce her arrival at 7:40.

“Hi, I’m Barbara Norris,” she said when I greeted her at the front door. She was quite tall, a little too thin and very pretty. Her style that day was a cross between Hippie/Mod/Chic and I can remember her outfit to the letter: she wore a long, casual, floral-print dress in terracotta, olive green and beige with a macramé vest and big hoop earrings. Her gorgeous, shoulder-length red hair was pulled back into a ponytail. And the “Corkies” platform sandals she wore made her look even taller.

She offered up a firm handshake.

“Sorry I’m so early,” she apologized. “I’m still trying to figure out the timing of the subways.” She was soft-spoken with a distinct Southern accent.

“It’s ok,” I chirped. “I was just watching tv,” I said.

“What are you watching?” she asked politely.

I was embarrassed to tell her.

“Um . . . The . . . Beverly Hillbillies,” I said sheepishly. It seemed so crass to be watching the latter on this particular occasion; but the fact is, I had not known until this minute that my lovely guest hearkened from the South.

“This is such a stupid show, isn’t it?” I said, trying somehow to compensate. I made a move to turn off the tv. “I’m so sorry. I hope you’re not offended.”

“Oh, no, not at all,” she grinned. “It’s just a silly stereotype. Besides, I get a kick out of Granny. Please don’t turn it off on my account. In fact, let’s go watch the rest together.”

I offered her a cold drink and we sat down together on the couch. We watched the rest of the show, laughing at the corny dialogue and silly antics of Ellie Mae, Jethro, Granny and Jed Clampett. After that, we talked for about an hour. I liked her but I was somewhat guarded. I did not want to like her too much, in the event that I might not ever get to see her again. After all, if things did not work out with her and Dad, I didn’t want to be disappointed. Right then, I decided not to worry about it. All I knew was that it was fun to hang out with her. Vis-à-vis our backgrounds, it was obvious that we were worlds apart. But when it came to a sense of humor, a love of fun and a creative sensibility, we were simpatico.

When I met Barbara, I was sixteen and she was twenty-six. As we were only ten years apart, it was a lot like having another Big Sister. From that first summer in 1976, when she arrived on the scene (with Matt) to encounter, head-on, seven high-octane, precocious Mailer kids, it was a lot for anyone in her shoes to contend with. She was a good sport. That August, Dad had rented a cabin on Lieutenant’s Island in Wellfleet, MA on the Cape. It was a funky cabin with modest amenities and it was more like an army barracks. When the tide was high, the bay came all the way in and covered over the land; which meant that we all had to wade through waist-high water, even late at night, to go back and forth from the cabin to the mainland.

The following summer, in August 1977, we returned to Maine after a short hiatus. Hiking was a big activity for us as a family, but Kate, Barbara and I lagged behind the rest of the family on most of the trails. Some of the walks were tiring and tedious, like the long trail on Cadillac Mountain. I would start to complain about the endless climb. Then Barbara would start singing; and before too long, she was leading us in a rousing chorus of “My Boyfriend’s Back” and “It’s My Party and I’ll Cry if I Want To.” We were so engrossed in the singing, we kept up the pace and forgot we were tired. In between songs, we chatted about the past; and Barbara shared amusing tidbits from her own childhood, like her frequent morning routine of drinking Coke and eating Ring Dings for breakfast and the summer she worked in a pickle factory. On rainy days that same summer (August 1977), Barbara would drive the whole Mailer gang to the mall in Ellsworth, Maine for Big Macs, matinees at the local movie theater and browsing in the bookstore; and once or twice a week, she headed up the daunting task of grocery shopping for eleven hungry Mailers.

In July 1982, just a few months before my twenty-second birthday, I broke up with my First Love/college sweetheart and I was devastated. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep and was down to 110 pounds. Fun and Distraction were Barbara’s Rx for a broken heart; and by golly, it worked. Along with my sisters, Kate and Danielle, Barbara kept us very busy that month in Provincetown. We had Girls’ Lunch Out at Café Blasé; clothes-shopping sprees at Silk and Feathers; movies at the New Art Cinema; and trips to Ben and Jerry’s Ice Cream Parlor in the center of town. One special day, we made a foray to Adam’s Pharmacy to buy lipstick, eye shadow, rouge and mascara. Then we headed back to the rented house, parked ourselves in front of the vanity table upstairs in the master bedroom, and watched Barbara do a whole makeover on each of us. Even with cosmetics, she was an artist, and she could play with the different shades of eye shadow as if they were her palette of acrylic paints. After she did my makeup and teased my hair into a bee-hive, I borrowed one of her feather boas and slipped on a pair of her high-heel stilettos. Barb showed us how to suck in our cheeks, tilt our heads a certain way and project that “Come Hither” look. I felt like a model on the cover of Cosmo. We took turns doing campy poses and we sashayed back and forth from one end of the bedroom to the other. Meanwhile, Barbara took lots of pictures with a Polaroid camera that flashed like a mock-Paparazzi. I remember at the time thinking: “Well, it may be over with Phil, but right now I feel like Hot Stuff; and, as the Gloria Gaynor song says, ‘I Will Survive’”!

Barbara had a way of exhibiting grace under fire. In the Fall of 1982, Barbara’s parents, James and Gaynell Davis, were in New York, visiting from Atkins, Arkansas. They were still getting to know the whole Mailer clan. One night, there was a big family dinner at the Brooklyn Heights apartment. I think the unspoken hope was that we kids would all be on our best behavior. I was sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter, chatting with James and Gaynell. We did not have much in common, but what we had in common was our Faith and Fundamentalist perspective. James and Gaynell were Southern Baptists and I was a Born-Again Christian at the time. The thing we could talk about, if nothing else, was Jesus and the Bible and “Staying right with the Lord.” Well, that night (of all nights), I decided to have my very first mixed drink. I don’t know what possessed me. An innate mischief or perversity, I suppose. Not knowing the correct proportions, I mixed myself a gin and tonic with way too much gin. By the time I drank half of the cocktail, I was hammered. Quite randomly, I picked up a copy of Newsweek that was lying on the counter. There was a cover story about AIDS. I thumbed through the magazine and in perfect earshot of James and Gaynell, I drunkenly blurted out: “The experts say they don’t know what is causing AIDS. But the other night, I heard somebody on a Talk Show imply that AIDS began with one guy who went to Africa and fucked a baboon up the ass!”

Well, James and Gaynell visibly paled; they were dumbstruck. Norris, who also overheard my outrageous faux pas, was probably mortified but did not show it, God bless her. Instead, she was able to finesse a very awkward situation. She winked at me and said: “Oh, Bets, that Ol’ Man Liquor and the Devil Himself are trading off with you on the dance floor tonight, aren’t they!” Then she turned to her parents and winked at them. And after his initial shock, James actually chuckled.

When I think about what Barbara signed up for and what she took on when she first came on the scene in 1976—the joys, the surprises, the stresses, the adventures and the challenges in becoming Mrs. Norman Mailer (with five ex-wives preceding her) and the formidable task of becoming Stepmother to seven—I do marvel at her grace, good will and sense of humor through it all.

I shall miss those days.




Remembering Norris


Maggie Mailer



I met Norris when I was about four years old, at my grandmother’s house in Brooklyn Heights, and I’ll always remember the feeling of ease and fun and friendliness that she immediately projected. Even though I was too young to understand what divorce meant, it was easy to embrace her and her son Matthew, who was my age, as part of my family. I have many warm memories of those early days when Norris had just moved to Brooklyn, and the nights when she would read to me and Matthew, or recite Greek myths from memory, enchanting us with stories about Odysseus and Zeus. I think that her versions may have been slightly different from the originals, but they are the ones that I remember.

My childhood visits to see my father in Brooklyn were full of fun and adventure with Norris. She often took me and Matthew to Soho, and Pearl Paint, which was just down the block from her painting studio off Canal Street. Then we would all go to our favorite coffee shop for a burger, or make a special trip to see the knights in armor at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It seemed we were always planning and doing something exciting.

Norris was an art teacher before meeting my father, and had all kinds of wonderful supplies and equipment that she would present as entertainment. She used to set up her miniature kiln on the kitchen counter in Brooklyn Heights, and we would all make enameled plates and jewel-like objects out of powdered glass. She showed us how to set up a still life when we were five or six, and the painting I made of a green apple is in my studio to this day. Matthew and I became such a pair in our creative endeavors that she lovingly referred to us as “MaggieMathew.” Later, when John Buffalo was born, Matthew and I jumped up and down with joy for half an hour in our excitement over having a little brother. I hope that Norris knew how thrilled we were.

After John was born, Norris still managed to lavish attention and support our desire to make art, and would generously lend me her easel and art supplies during summers in Provincetown. I still have the oil set she gave me one Christmas, with her handwritten explanation of how to use colors, and which pigments were right for skin tone, or foliage, or sky. She always encouraged my love of painting, and came to every show she could manage, through college and on into my adult life as an artist.

During the summers, when all nine siblings would congregate in Provincetown, Norris gave us a feeling of home and summer camp at the same time. She was witty and lighthearted, and had a way of making everything seem fun, even if it weren’t. She used to put the Andrews Sisters on the record player in the evening, and then we knew it was time to get ready for dinner. Making dinner was like running a small restaurant, with a minimum of ten guests (the children, plus Dad and Norris), and sometimes as many as thirty of us, especially as the family started to expand with spouses and grandchildren. Trips to the market were major events, and Norris would effortlessly orchestrate teams of siblings to help with the many trips back and forth from the car to the house, carrying endless paper bags, or unpacking them in the proper order in the kitchen. If anyone complained, she had a way of making light of the situation until you remembered that you were having fun.

She was such a trooper, finding ways to entertain seven stepchildren and two of her own during those summers in Maine and Provincetown. We used to have great times celebrating all the birthdays that happened to fall during the summer months, with Norris and Danielle making elaborate drawings in icing on the birthday cakes, and all of us gathering at an extremely long table. Then Norris would start a round of Happy Birthday, and end with her memorable, “And Many More . . .” in a deep voice that sounded comical coming from her.

Now that I am a mother I have even more respect and gratitude for Norris and her outstanding generosity. I know she cared about us and went out of her way to connect to every one of the Mailer clan. The fact that she was able to keep her equanimity and sense of humor with seven stepchildren and five ex-wives in orbit seems amazing to me in retrospect.

Not only did she keep her balance, but Norris had real projects going at all times, whether it was a solo painting show, a novel, or a book tour, and her stamina was incredible. The idea of beginning to write while being married to my father would be creative folly for many, but Norris had an effortless confidence that saved her from falling into the trap of artistic comparison. She had a clear and stable sense of her own abilities, and this must have allowed her to stay highly productive, even throughout an illness that could squash the healthiest of creative energies.

In fact, for the duration of Norris’s bout with cancer, which lasted over a sixth of her life, there were many times when it was hard to believe that she was navigating such treacherous terrain. Her indomitable spirit and optimistic attitude made it almost possible to forget the illness. And that is how she walked through life. I never heard her complain about physical pain, or anything for that matter. She was buoyant.

I am lucky to have had Norris in my life. She left all of us with her amazing courage and ability to embrace life to the fullest and, most importantly, a sense of unity as a family. It’s still hard to believe that she is gone, and I offer these words in tribute to a brave and beautiful woman who died too young.




A Summer to Remember


Michael Mailer



I remember the summer Norris was introduced to the family. It was the year of 1976 and as usual we were congregating en masse up at Fortune Rock, the house my dad rented every Summer in Mount Desert, Maine. August was always a special month in the Mailer family as it was the only extended period of time where we lived under the same roof. They were good times and, despite our occasional mini flare-ups, we cohered well under the direction of our paterfamilias.

However, this particular Summer we had new blood introduced into the family unit: Barbara Norris. I had met my future stepmother the winter before up in Provincetown. She was introduced to Stephen and me over a dinner at the restaurant Ciro’s as my dad’s secretary’s best friend. Even at the naïve age of ten I knew somehow the story lacked the ring of credibility, but I was immediately charmed by her and did my best to show her the very best of my limited table manners by using a fork and knife and occasionally wiping the spaghetti sauce off of my chin.

But it wasn’t till the following August that I got to know Norris well. Into the maelstrom of seven children she walked. I suppose we were something like the Von Trap family without the singing nanny and the fancy ironed uniforms. In fact, we were all a little rag tag, particularly the younger ones, including myself, and I vaguely recall going a few weeks the Summer before without brushing my teeth.

Looking back, becoming a “mother” to eight was no easy task but she made it seem effortless. Indeed it was as if she possessed some psychic compass that gave her an uncanny direction to find the point of interest that broke the ice for each and everyone of us. For me, she won me over in a leg-wrestling contest. It was something I had never seen before or since. It involved lining up side by side, hip to hip, on the floor at opposite ends to each other. On the count of three, the two competitors would raise their right leg up to vertical position, hook the other, and try to push your opponent over onto his neck.

I was no match for the long-legged Arkansas girl, who had clearly honed her craft in the hard scrabbled background of the Ozarks. Over and over again I would be punished for my limp-leggedness and over and over again I would re-challenge trying to regain some shred of my incipient manhood but to no avail; I finally accepted defeat. However, I was infinitely charmed at having a stepmother who would come up with such fantastic games of strength—clearly a winning strategy for a preteen boy.

Norris’s fun of games and gameness didn’t end there. She would bravely line up for just about every physical challenge thrown her way by my dad. Whether it was rock climbing, jumping off of high decks, or doing all day climbs up Mt. Katahdin, she lead by example and somehow made a scary, sometimes impossible endeavor seem manageable.

Her spirit was indefatigable and not only did it extended her life in her battle against cancer far beyond what most normal mortals would have sustained, it kept the family together as well. She was our matrix. If pop was the Sun, she was the connective stream of astrological glue that kept the family orbiting in a consistent pattern. Losing dad was hard but losing Norris was in many ways more difficult. I will forever miss her.




The Way We Were


Susan Mailer



The first time I saw Norris was at Barbara and Al Wasserman’s place on Bleecker St. She was wearing a white wool dress, high heels and had just had her long hair cut and styled, as part of her rite of passage into Wilhelmina’s model agency. Every now and then she would turn to the window to see her reflection not all sure she approved of the outcome. That evening, Dad’s seven kids had gathered to meet his new girlfriend. Maggie, then the youngest, was four and I, the oldest, was twenty-six, the same age as Norris.

A few weeks later we went to Bloomingdale’s to get an outfit for one of those cocktail parties Dad thought were sensational and I used to dread. After two hours we left. I was exhausted and empty handed; Norris was completely satisfied with a black velvet jumpsuit. We decided to see Saturday Night Fever and on the way she mentioned she was confused because Dad wanted her to succeed as a model but wasn’t at all pleased with the idea of her traveling to Europe for photo shoots. “What would you do Sue?” she asked in a conspiratorial tone that invited us to be friends. “I wouldn’t marry someone like Dad,” I answered. To which she said in her still southern flavor, “Oh, Sue don’t be so mean.” We looked at each other, a spark of mutual acknowledgment in our eyes, and smiled. The ice had broken.

Norris wasn’t only beautiful, my father’s girlfriend, and my age to boot: the perfect recipe for a classic stepmother-stepdaughter saga. She was also lonely and vulnerable and seemed eager to join our family, even if it meant dealing with seven stepchildren of all ages, and one of her own. She did it with elegance and not without pain, weaving her own patterns into our early family tapestry.

Recently, Mike Lennon found a note. It was taped under Dad’s desk, which my husband had used daily while we lived in Brooklyn Heights and which was later to be Norris’s worktable. At my request, Dad had left it to me. One evening while my husband, Norris and I were sipping a glass of white wine with a spot of cassis at the Brooklyn apartment, I reminded her of Dad’s gift. With time, that evening and our conversation were forgotten. Or so I thought. But Norris, in spite of her illness and growing frailty, had left a message: “Sue and Marco’s desk with chair.” This simple handwritten note taped under our shared desk reminded me of all the meaningful gestures she had made in the course of our thirty-five-year friendship.

It’s in the realm of the uncanny when your same age stepmother and friend dies. I can imagine her “rage against the dying of the light,” her frustration at all she would miss: her grandchildren, her kids, her friends, the apartment, her writing, shopping, dressing up for balls and dinners. We never lived close by but it didn’t prevent us from being close, having rituals and developing a piece of life in common. When she died, I thought she had slipped away from my life, to be remembered as a loved but absent one. But I was wrong, for I am often aware of her presence at odd moments, in subways, in dreams, or in a note left under our writing table.




A Perfect Day


Legs McNeil



Last summer Norris and I were shopping in an upscale men’s store along Provincetown’s Commercial Street.

Norris was shopping for her sons.

I was shopping for myself.

Norris was appalled in my taste for loud Hawaiian shirts, so she suggested a more moderate approach.

“I think you’d look nice in this.” Norris pulled a hanger from the rack with a rather handsome but bland shirt on it, and held it up to me.

“Naaah,” I declined, “I don’t think so Norris, I’d look too gay in that . . .”

“SHHHHH!” she hushed me, “Legs you can’t say that!”

“What?”

“That it looks too gay,” Norris frowned, “You might offend the salesman . . .”

She looked over her shoulder to see if he had heard me.

“Oh Norris, he knows what I mean,” I explained.

“I don’t know,” Norris said, still frowning. She was very skinny from the cancer, but still amazingly beautiful; delicate, but graceful and oozing class.

“Not that gay, the other gay,” I continued, feeling like I was trapped inside an episode of South Park.

“You know, not like faggot-gay,” I searched for the words, “but like I’d-feel-like-a-wuss-in-that-shirt-gay.”

Norris stared at me, and then graciously changed the subject.

“Back in the seventies,” Norris giggled, whispering conspiratorially, “did you really pour Coke-a-Cola on your Captain Crunch breakfast cereal in the mornings?”

“Well, sorta,” I lied, not wanting to shatter the myth, but breakfast cereal was a bit of a luxury in the East Village in those days—and as anyone with a killer hangover knows, only a nice cold Coke can dissolve the Styrofoam that has become your mouth and throat.

“Hold the Captain Crunch; pour in the ice-cold Coke . . .”

Now I changed the subject.

“You know Norris,” I started, “You really gave the Organization some class. I mean Norman was great and everything, but the guys he hung out with!

Norris laughed.

“I mean, there was me and Jeffrey Michelson, Harold Conrad and Jose Torres, Tom Piazza and Rudy, I could go on and on—I mean, we were the biggest collection of weasels and con-men you’d ever want to meet. And you know—YOU made it seem less dreadful for us to be seen in public with Norman . . .”

“Oh, I liked all you guys,” Norris remembered. “We had a lot of fun, didn’t we?”

“We sure as hell did,” I answered, remembering Norman’s grave, which I had visited earlier in the week. Ann Wood had driven me there, and as we smoked a joint and I quietly thanked Norman for inviting me into the chaotic fun that was his life and said a prayer, I was shocked to see that there was a place in the grave for Norris.

I don’t know why I was so shocked to see Norris’s name and date of birth on the granite—but her date of death sat there, blank—just waiting to be filled in.

Shit.

I knew the clock was ticking for Norris, and that she would be joining him way to soon.

I dismissed the thought, and instead took Norris to some art store along the pier and bought her some rocks that she needed for a jewelry project. They were polished stones, very cheap and, I thought, quite inconsequential.

Indeed, except for the way Norris clutched the rocks, bouncing them in the frail palm of her hand, inspecting them as if they were precious gem stones.

“Look at this one,” Norris held up a brown-speckled stone, “Isn’t it beautiful?”

It was, I agreed.

Norris could always see the beauty in the everyday stuff that surrounds us. A minute ago, it was just a fucking shiny rock, now it was something to be treasured. It reminded me of Spalding Grey’s Swimming To Cambodia, when he’s talking about not being able to leave Thailand until he’s had a perfect moment—and then I realized we are having a perfect moment!

I paid for the rocks, which Norris kept thanking me for, as we drove over to her old house that was now the Norman Mailer Writer’s Center, for a reading of a class of playwrights.

The playwrights seemed like a bunch of losers who were pretending to be writers, and I thought their stuff sucked dead monkey balls, but after each one read—Norris offered kind words of praise and encouragement.

“Geez, is she vying for Sainthood?” I thought to myself, believing that Norris could be too nice. If I could bottle her essence and sell it, I’d make a million bucks. Norris was that special; she could make time stop for brief moments, which allowed me to suck in the beauty that always seemed to surround her.

After the writer’s charade, I followed her through the house as she picked through trinkets and artwork she wanted to bring back to New York.

We were in her and Norman’s bedroom when I asked, “Hey Norris, what’s your favorite book by Norman?”

Without missing a beat, she answered, “Ancient Evenings . . .”

“Really?”

I always believed that The Armies of the Night, The Fight, and The Executioner’s Song were Norman’s best works.

“Did you ever read it?” Norris asked.

“Uh, no,” I said sheepishly, “I hate fiction . . .”

“Oh but Legs, you’d love it,” Norris gushed, “It’s so rich and textured, and there’s even some dirty parts in there for you . . .”

“Am I that obvious?” I thought.

Later we found ourselves in the basement of the house, where John Buffalo and some hot chick from the Writer’s Center had joined us. Norris was telling them the story of me in the clothing store, and me saying the shirt was too gay, and everyone was laughing—and I really wished it hadn’t been twenty years since I was last with Norris.

As I was driving her home, there was a long moment of silence, so I asked, “Do you ever talk to Norman?”

“Yeah, sometimes I do,” Norris blushed. “Sometimes I really do . . .

“What do you say?” I asked, thinking, and hoping, she might have all the answers to the questions about where we go after we die.

Norris just turned to me and smiled.

Instead she said with that Norris Mailer charm; genuine and relaxed, “It really was a perfect day, wasn’t it?”


Copyright Legs McNeil.






Candid Snapshots of Norris Mailer


Jeffrey Michelson



(1) On November 11, 1980, my then-girlfriend Sarah and I are among the few non-Mailers at Norman and Norris’s impromptu wedding. It happens so fast it’s like an elopement except they don’t go anywhere; they get married in their Brooklyn Heights apartment. Norris tells me she agreed to marry Norman not just because they have a child together, John Buffalo, but because he is a great lay.

(2) It’s winter 1981. The four of us meet for dinner at “Club Norman,” P.J. Clarke’s on Third Avenue. After drinks at the bar, Norman leads us into the dining room. Heads turn.

Like synchronized swimmers, everybody makes the same moves. They look at Norman because he’s Norman Mailer, they look at my girlfriend Sarah and Norris, because they are tall stunning women, both taller than Norman, and then they look at me in the shortest amount of time necessary to conclude I’m not worth looking at. I’m just some guy. I may be the guy with two hot babes and Norman Mailer but I have little to offer a celeb gawker. I walk the emotional tightrope between pride and humiliation.

My arm is around Sarah when Norris turns, sees my face, reads my ego’s ambivalence, comes to my side and puts her arm around me so now I am at least the guy with two hotties. She elevates my status above the salt, in a move somewhere between a social nicety and emotional philanthropy.

(3) At the table Norris moves into the category of awesome when she takes a maraschino cherry stem into her mouth, makes the most contorted faces I ever saw a gorgeous face make, and then with her gorgeous face back on, sticks her tongue out and with childlike pride presents us with the stem tied in a knot.

(4) I’m writing a memoir. No one likes it better than Norman and he writes the Foreword and gives me brilliant marketing advice. No one hates it, well, parts of it, more than Norris and she is drop dead blunt about it. In the years of rewriting I am motivated most to please her. I take out everything she hates and it totally changes the book for the better. She likes the changes and before she dies she e-mails me encouragement and a sweet blurb or two.

(5) On December 5, 2009 I turn 63. I’m a two-time cancer survivor and Norris and I have gone though lots of terrible cancer shit simultaneously during the previous decade. On my birthday I tell her I am excited to have made it to 63, since there were times I wondered if I’d see 60. She is just about to turn 60 and says as long as we both pass 60 we won’t be able to complain about how very young we died, only how young we died.

Barbara Jean Davis Norris Church Mailer was a real life sexy star with great comedic timing. She had wide talents as a painter, model, writer and actress. She was a lady who could vamp. In another era she would have been called a classy broad. She was intuitive and kind and although soft-spoken she could and did steal Norman’s thunder from time to time. She was the center, the ringmaster, the housemother, the coach and cheerleader and she helped keep the Mailer family together. And I hate that she got gypped out of time and how young she died.


With love,

Jeffrey Michelson






Beautiful


Aimee Mullins



“I am sick of people telling me how ‘beautiful’ I look,” she said, flatly. The obvious discomfort registering on my face pressed her on, her insistence rising with the flush of embarrassment in my ears. I had, of course, just greeted her with a hug and told her that she looked beautiful. “I know when I look beautiful, and this isn’t it. Far from it.”

I understood the root of her frustration, because this was a woman who had known the kind of effortless beauty few women ever experience, and her flair for the theatrical and her love of a good face painting made her even more adept at climbing into the pantheon of Great Beauties from which “ordinary” people are barred entry.

But, even then, the summer before she took leave of us, she was beautiful. She of the long fingers crowning an elegant hand, the green eyes that saw more adventure than the lips below them would reveal—even though she also had the forthrightness and frank storytelling ability innate to her Southern stock.

She reminded me that “to live” was a verb, it demanded action, as opposed to plain old “existing,” in which passivity reigned and life just happened to you. Norris lived life. She had the uncanny ability to both be secure in knowing exactly who she was, and confident that she could create and develop facets of any number of Norrises she wanted to be. That is one of my favorite traits in any person.

She always bestowed upon me the feeling of calm and collectedness; she was the kind of mother who didn’t mind you borrowing her for the job when your own mother wasn’t around . . . or available. Norris knew that she had wisdom of a life well lived to impart, and she made herself available to those of us who asked for it. It was as if she knew, after completing her memoirs, that Norman and his legacy would be okay, her kids would be okay, her kids’ friends would be okay. She didn’t need to be available in that way anymore. She wrote it all down and never really got her appetite back. She had lived, and she was full.




The Memorable Norris


Mark Olshaker



The first time the Mailers invited my wife Carolyn and me to dinner at their home on Cape Cod, everything was memorable: the intellectually and philosophically challenging conversation supported by a full bottle of Balvenie and the view over Provincetown Bay; the wonderful company: Norman’s sister and brother-in-law, Barbara and Al Wasserman; the exquisite salmon and fresh vegetables Norris prepared while Norman presided over the dining room. But what I also remember is my confusion over Norman calling both his sister and wife by the same name.

At a certain point, I got Norris alone in the kitchen and said, “Am I missing something, or is Norman calling you ‘Barbara,’ too.”

“That’s my real name,” she explained. “Barbara Jean Davis. So he usually calls me Barbara.”

“What shall I call you?” I asked.

“Anything you like!” she replied with what I came to realize was her unique and characteristic sparkle.

That, in a nutshell, was the essence of the woman who came to call herself Norris Church Mailer.

There are many accurate descriptors to describe her: loving mother, caring teacher, talented artist, beautiful New York fashion model, gifted writer. And she gave equal and passionate devotion to all of these undertakings. But she was also the sensitive pilgrim soul who captured Norman’s heart and mind and held them, with all the ups and downs, for the last three-plus decades of his life. This was the innocent small town southern girl who wasn’t afraid to go mix it up with the toughest town and largest literary ego in the nation.

What Norman saw quickly spread to everyone who knew her. She pulled together the eclectic Mailer clan as no one else had or could. On more than one occasion he observed to me, “If Norris and I were both drowning, there is no question in my mind who my children would rescue first.”

She was, quite simply, whatever you most needed her to be, and you couldn’t help loving her for it. Norris was just that kind of person.

The entire time I knew her she was battling the aggressive cancer that ultimately took her life. Yet never did any of us ever hear her complain, bemoan her unfair lot or give up hope or optimism. When our keynote speaker dropped out at the last moment before the 2009 Norman Mailer Society conference in Washington, D.C., Norris agreed to replace her and read from her forthcoming memoir. We tried to be frugal in expending her limited energy, but she insisted on participating in everything, telling us she would rest when she got home. She was always thinking of other people.

During the next year Norris grew weaker, and in October, with no expectation, I called to ask her if she’d like to come to the 2011 conference in Sarasota. To my great surprise, she said she would and we started making plans for her trip.

A week or so later, I got a call from John Buffalo, saying that it didn’t look like she’d be able to travel after all. I said that, of course, I understood. Still, Norris felt the need to follow up—no self-pity, merely explanation—and sent me an email:


John said he already told you I have backed out on the Florida trip, I was waiting until the last minute, I guess, to tell you, hoping I would get better, but in fact I have not had a good week at all, the pain is worse and I have a bad infection that we are trying to get under control. I have to stop thinking I can do what I used to, because I can’t, as much as I want to. I know it will be a big success and please give everyone my best regards and tell them how much I appreciate their loyalty, just as I appreciate yours. I think Norman is there with us, whenever we have one of these gatherings—I know he is watching us, still enjoying making a splash. Best love, Norris



I responded as I had to John, assuring her she would be with us in spirit and ably represented by John. Within minutes, I received a response:


Thanks for being so understanding, Mark. Please give my best love to Carolyn, and have a wonderful time at the conference. I’m sure I’ll be better one of these days. Love, Norris



A few weeks later, she died.

If my memories of Norris or her outlook on life ever begin to fade, I am confident I can re-conjure them. All I will have to do is take down one of her two novels, Windchill Summer and Cheap Diamonds, or her memoir, A Ticket to the Circus. In the real self of the memoir and the surrogate self of the novels, Cherry Marshall of Sweetwater, Arkansas, this extraordinary woman comes across in all her beautiful, vulnerable sensitivity, her wounded, naïve optimism, her steely strength and determination, tempered by humility and self-doubt. And most of all, her amazing openness, wide-eyed curiosity and out-and-out love of the human race and the individual members who compose it. She was that fine and memorable a writer.

She was that fine and memorable a person.




Norris Church Mailer and the Provincetown Theater


Brian O’Malley



After a fire destroyed the Provincetown Playhouse on the beach, in 1977, the dramatic community that has been finding its voice in this town since the original Players on the wharf premiered O’Neill’s Bound East For Cardiff in 1916, was again without a home. It found shelter at the Art Association, Town Hall, the Monument Museum, the Provincetown Inn, town churches, and a number of other venues. . . .

It would be more than three decades before we would again find that home.

Late 1990s . . . two active producing companies in town. The Provincetown Theater Company (PTC), a community-based and membership-driven producing and teaching organization, built on a pool of local talent in the early 1960s, doing mostly off-season work. And the Equity-based Provincetown Repertory Theater (PRT, or more commonly, the Rep) founded in 1995, and producing more elaborate and expensive productions in the summer season. I joined the Rep Board a few years later, and soon volunteered for the role of President, at a difficult time when ambitious and beautiful productions were losing tens of thousands of dollars, and our debt was staggering.

Knowing the Mailers’ involvement with the Actors Studio in NYC, I encouraged Norris to join our Board. She became an engaged and active participant.

After the painful departure of our founding Artistic director Ken Hoyt in 2002, Norris stepped into that role. It was a time of deep divisions, complicated by the dispersal of the talented repertory company members that had been its core over the first five years.

Norris assembled new talents, and found new venues. Son John Buffalo brought young actors, and explored new works in simple settings. A most memorable production was Master Class by Terrence McNally, in the stunning trompe l’oeil Universalist Meeting House, on Commercial Street.

While the quality of the company’s productions sustained belief, it was the Mailer family as a whole that Norris recruited in support of the major fundraising needed to rebuild and find a home. Taking advantage of the size of Provincetown Town Hall, in order to maximize the audience potential, we were gifted with a trio of fundraising theatrical events that indeed turned our fiscal ebb tide. She said, of the series they devised and carried off, “Norman was certainly a supporter and loved the theatre but it was too difficult for him to sit through performances so he didn’t go often. But he wanted to contribute the best way he could, so we did the three benefits.”

She was committed to the Rep, and Norman was devoted to her.

2001 saw the first production, Zelda, Scott and Ernest, a dramatic dialogue that Terry Quinn and George Plimpton had adapted for the stage from letters and other writings by F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, and Hemingway. They persuaded George Plimpton to play Fitzgerald, while Norris was his wife Zelda, and Norman, of course, was Ernest Hemingway.

Norris later recalled, “George, Norman and I went on to do Zelda Scott and Ernest in seven cities in Europe, the Fitzgerald festival in St Paul and several venues in NY. It was one of the best times of our lives.”

They outdid themselves the next year, as the reluctant-voyager Gore Vidal accepted the invitation from his old verbal (and on at least two occasions, physical) sparring partner Norman, to come visit Provincetown, to play His Wickedness in The Devil and Don Juan, adapted from GB Shaw. He traveled, uncomfortably, from Italy to do the single performance. Norris describes a “. . . wild and wooly week . . . rehearsing all day . . . ending with a late night of drinking and verbal sparring between Norman and Gore in our bar. . . .”

To the best of my knowledge, the week was fundamentally amicable. No injuries were recorded.

Norman could be charming, and he was specially liberated in the role Don Juan. Norris was lovely as Dona (with a tilde) Ana, the victim of his seductions. Mike Lennon was the Duke, her enraged father. The show was a sell-out; the largest theater audience in Provincetown history enjoyed a fantastic performance. We were rescued from the brink.

And in 2002 the family performed scenes from O’Neill’s A Long Day’s Journey into Night, again in Town Hall. Norris observed, “The odd thing was that (sons) Stephen, John, and Norris were all the right age for the roles, NM was a bit older but that was okay. Daughter Kate was also in it. It was a great experience for us all.”

In that year, an emerging dialogue intensified between the Rep, and the Provincetown Theater Company, with a focus on our need for a Theater home, as a shared space for our companies. With the collaborative energy, and fundraising support that we collectively developed and then gathered, we found an old car dealership and garage, and turned it into a first-class intimate performance space, The Provincetown Theater, which opened its doors as in June 2004.

In our second year, we saw John Buffalo Mailer’s Crazy Eyes at the Theater, having premiered in Athens months before. As I responded to the very positive reviewer for the Provincetown Banner, “. . . the title suggests the consequences of conviction-driven imperatives, twisted by interpretations of real events experienced at close hand.”

In June 2004, Norris Church Mailer was recognized and honored by the Provincetown Theater with a ceremony and a plaque bearing a sweet photograph of her at home, for her “. . . Outstanding Contribution to the Performing Arts.”

And in June 10, 2010, in her last appearance in the Theater, she read a particularly personal reflection on her first intimacy with Norman, from her just-published memoir, A Ticket to the Circus, to an adoring audience.

Now in its eighth season, The Provincetown Theater is committed to promoting the talents in our performing arts community, and to providing a workshop to hone skills. Our Playwright’s Lab meets every two weeks. We have three annual playwriting competitions, which each generating a Playwrights’ Festival running for two to three weeks. We also encourage new performance companies to try out new works in our space, in front of our smart theatre audiences.

I believe it no exaggeration to say that we owe the very existence of the Provincetown Theater to the Mailer family, to their devotion to the craft of theatre art and, indeed, to the community of theatre here.

And for Norris Church Mailer, a most particular appreciation. It was her commitment to this theater company that enabled the community, in this birthplace of modern American drama, to build and sustain the crucible that continues to nourish the vitality of the dramatic arts here.




Our Lady of Provincetown


Denise Doherty Pappas




“People will forget what you said. They will forget what you did. But they will NEVER forget how you made them feel.”


—From an anonymous church bulletin, Elyria, Ohio





“Norris will be joining us today,” a board member whispered to me as we sat in the deconsecrated auto body shop on Bradford St. This comment was made before my first meeting of the Board of the Provincetown Repertory Theatre the summer of 2002. I had no idea who Norris was, except, of course, that she was THE WIFE of literary lion Norman Mailer. Arriving late, Norris slipped quietly into a folding chair, making greeting gestures to a few.

Instantly, I recognized how everyone in the group—myself included—was excited to see her, to be granted her blessing, her expertise. I saw everyone purposely avoided looking at her for too long, lest we embarrass her and ourselves. She was so elegant and yet so real, a soothing voice coupled with “can do” answers.

That year, the Repertory board’s mission was to raise funds to establish a permanent theater in Provincetown. Transforming a car shop into a state of the art theater required many resources. Ever generous with their time and talents, Norris and Norman and Mike Lennon and Gore Vidal entertained us with their town hall performance fundraiser of Don Juan in Hell on Oct. 12, 2002. Post play, there was a large party at the Mailer’s East End home. Pinching ourselves, we invitees walked taller, stood straighter, and were at our party best entering their Commercial Street celebration. Norris greeted every single guest as the front door. She had the charm and grace to make each of us feel A-listed: treasured, important, entertained.

With her longtime friend Lynda Sturner, the Artistic Director of the new venue, Norris engineered an inaugural performance for the Bradford Street building’s opening night. The Direct Line Play, premiering on June 26, 2004,was an innovative piece, whose concept had been imported from England. At Norris’s urging, this chain play was started by playwright number one—who wrote a three-minute scene and then passed it to playwright number two, who added three minutes etc., etc., until the twentieth-fifth writer completed the script. Wendy Wasserstein and Michael Cunningham were two contributors to this amazing evening. Standing on the shores of Provincetown, the audience was told, we have a direct line to the ancient Greeks who invented the drama we love.

Legacy notwithstanding, what theater isn’t in need of more income? So again, the Mailers stepped up to the fundraising plate. In August, Norris and Norman trekked back to the town hall to perform Long Day’s Journey Into Night—with Mailer daring—en famille! Norman played the father, Norris the mother, Michael and Stephen the sons and Kate the daughter in ONeill’s drama. Post show, I complimented Norris for acting with her children. She said they often read plays together. I copy from the best and subsequently tried Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ? with my own kids. A novel family memory, thanks to Norris.

This summer (2011), I spent time at the Mailer Center, the extraordinary writing colony that Larry Schiller created with Norris. The paintings she created, mostly of family, have pride of place on the second floor. As one’s home is one’s autobiography, I noted the tender smiles she traced around her relatives’ portraits. I realized she expressed the same circle of appreciation back to her many Provincetown admirers. My mother wisely told me: “Beauty is as beauty does.” Thank you, dear Norris, for consistently showering us with your beauty, inside and out.




Norris Mailer


Dotson Rader



In August, 1975, Norman Mailer phoned from out of town and asked me to go to his Brooklyn apartment and meet Barbara Davis, a swell girl he had met a few months before in Arkansas. He said she didn’t know New York from a rat’s ass, didn’t know anybody in town, so would I look after her while he was away? Here we go again, I thought, Norman got himself another bimbo.

“Is she your new girlfriend?” I asked. I was under the impression that Carol Stevens was still his official girlfriend, more or less.

“Stop by and meet her,” he laughed. “You two can talk about Jesus.”

I did, and we did.

Barbara (Norris) was from the Bible Belt, as am I, and she was haunted by Jesus all her life. From the first day we met in 1975, until our last conversation a few days before she slipped away to Heaven, we talked about Jesus and how much He had sometimes disappointed us, and we Him, and what He was really like and what joy we would have when we finally met Him in the Sweet Forever when they rang the golden bells for us. We wanted to believe that we would hear the peal of those glorious bells calling us to Heaven someday, even if everything we knew told us it probably wasn’t true. We were two believers held hostage by doubt, and that never changed.

I mentioned to her that my father was a Fundamentalist evangelist, more Southern Baptist than anything else. I bragged that we had Gospel preachers in my family going back to The Great Awakening in the 1730s.

“My ancestors came over here in the early 1700s, running from the law,” Norris countered, unimpressed. “I was raised a Free Will Baptist. Southern Baptists say that once you’re saved, you’re always saved. But that isn’t true if you’re a Free Will Baptist. If you’re a Free Will Baptist and you backslide and sin after you get saved, you might still go to Hell.”

Most Fundamentalist Christians believe in “eternal security”—once “born again” as a child of God, you are in the club for good. That is not what Norris was taught. This continuing doubt about the permanence of her salvation really bothered Norris for a long time. She took this stuff seriously. She believed in God. So did Norman. Their shared concern about what Divinity has in store for us when our number is called was one of the interests that bound them together.

“Hell wins very large in the religion I grew up in,” Norris said. “Every word of the Bible is true, that’s what I was taught, and you got to believe it or you’ll go to Hell for sure.” She smiled at the absurdity of it while half-believing it might be true. In time she would give up on the idea of Hell, and the rest of the Fundamentalist claptrap, and cling only to the promise of an eternal soul and the incomparable grace and love of Jesus. Years later, in his 1997 novel The Gospel According to the Son, the Jesus whom Norman describes was her Jesus. She still believed in Him, all the way to the end.

In my memory, on that warm August afternoon in Brooklyn Heights in 1975, a soft breeze was coming through the open terrace door and gently ruffling the silky flowered summer dress that Norris wore when I first beheld her in the place that would soon be home to her. I was staggered by her beauty, and utterly captured by the sweetness of her soul. She was, and still is, perfection to me—bright, loving, beautiful, generous, kind—and no one’s fool. On meeting her I immediately thought what everyone who came to know her believed—she could have any man in the world she wanted, and yet she chose Norman. She was no gold digger, God knows. She was the prize.

“I didn’t know a lot about Norman when I met him,” she said, “I knew he was a famous writer and had been married a bunch of times, and had a bunch of kids, and had been in World War Two with Francis Gwaltney (her former English teacher), who introduced us. With Norman, the thing that impresses me is his mind. I’ve never run across a mind with a motor like his. He’s fascinating and surprising, like he’s in his own new world every day. He doesn’t see things the way other people do. He’s like a little boy. He sees with new eyes.”

So did she, and in time Norman would come to see the world anew through Norris’s eyes, and be fascinated and surprised by how much and how clearly they saw. He would be changed by what he saw through her eyes, changed, mellowed, made more loving and wiser. The truth is, she changed Norman far more than he did her, and it was all to the good. She became a wonderful mom to Norman’s kids and she brought him two adored sons, Matt and John. She made working possible for him. She never left him, although he gave her the cruelest reason to leave. She loved Norman. She was incapable of betrayal. She kept her promises. It was as simple as that.

During the four hours or so of my first visit to Norris in Brooklyn, we ended the day by singing hymns together: In the Garden, Just as I Am, What a Friend We Have in Jesus.

Thirty-five years later, as we concluded the final phone conversation that we had at the close of her life, after we had spoken of our unbroken friendship and love, as we bid our final good-byes, we did what we had initially done decades earlier when we were both young and our friendship was born and the world seemed so unbelievably pretty and new and happy—we sang a hymn together:


Can’t you hear the bells now ringing?

Can’t you hear the angels singing?

’tis a glory hallelujah jubilee.

In that far off sweet forever,

just beyond the shining river,

they ring the golden bells

for you and me.




New York City, 2011






Norris Reminiscence


Sam Radin



When I first saw her, she was a tall, beautiful redhead, about my age, across a crowded room. I walked over to introduce myself—and then I remembered: this gorgeous person was never going to go out with me. We were, after all, at a wedding—and it was hers. Barbara Norris was marrying Norman Mailer, my cousin, who was almost thirty years older than I.

She was Barbara then, but by the time we next were in a crowded room she had made the transition to Norris. A glamorous personality and a great beauty, for those who knew her, Norris still retained the spirit that was Barbara. Down to earth and sincere, she was possessed of a unique intellect, talents for painting, acting and writing—and all with a lively wit.

I came to know Norris well over many fine dinners with Norman and Norris. I remember a celebratory dinner in Austin after the University of Texas acquired Norman’s papers. They were both asked to say a few words to the fifty guests. Norman told them that he was delighted to have his papers in Texas, a big state. Norris stood at her table, and looked around the room measuring the guests. She smiled and in her best velvet voice said, “Being from Arkansas, it’s wonderful to be in a place where I can say ‘y’all’.” She brought the house down.

After Norman’s death in 2007, we began another phase of our relationship, as co-executors of Norman’s estate. Norris looked to me for advice and support in business affairs and legal matters. And I looked to her as an advisor because her instincts were so right and her thinking so perceptive.

Norris had a gift for making her views known in ways that were often subtle. If I had to send an email to someone about estate matters, I would first send it to her in draft. One day Norris called me to discuss such an email. She began by saying that she agreed with me about how we should deal with the issue at hand. Then she said, “But Sam, you can’t send that email. It’s too cold. They’ll misunderstand and get upset.” She explained that the email was too lawyerly and curt. To be effective, it had to be warmer and more conversational so that the recipient would consider our position. Of course, she was right and I rewrote it. In one minute, she taught me to hear my own voice with a subtler ear.

After Norman’s death, Norris moved from Provincetown to Brooklyn, where she flourished despite her illness. She was a true hero in a time when “heroism” has been reduced to a mere buzzword. She tried to ignore her challenging health and to enjoy life. She loved to be with her children and grandchildren, to spend time with interesting friends, and to write. It was in New York that she wrote her memoir, A Ticket to the Circus, perhaps her finest book.

Despite her illness, I think Norris was never happier than in those last years in New York. At last she could focus on herself, her interests and her purposes. As for me, we now were contemporaries, not just friends and colleagues. I was lucky to have been able to spend so much time with her. I miss her calls and her laughter. I always will.




Norris, My Friend


Dwayne Raymond



I knew her only slightly the evening I bumped into her in the dance bar at the Atlantic House in Provincetown in 2002. She looked simultaneously out of place and as if she owned the joint. Gay guys huddled near her, laughing, drinking, hanging on her every soft word. She held a glass of wine—something rare for one to drink in a room that lent itself more to over-priced plastic cups of hard liquor.

I meandered over to where she was holding court and smiled. She smiled back and sort of tipped her wine in my direction. That was my chance to crash her little party. I don’t remember what the occasion was; likely an impromptu gathering after an art opening or the like, but she had come to the A-House (as we in Provincetown call it) with the man who hung wallpaper in her and her husband, Norman Mailer’s, house. She and her handyman had become friends. That’s the way it is here in Ptown; it doesn’t matter what you do it’s who you are as a person.

“Nice to see you again,” she said. “Do you know John?”

I did. He happened to be my downstairs neighbor.

“I’m surprised to see you here,” I said to her.

“Really? I love a good dance club,” Norris Church Mailer said to me, with a devilish wink. She knew she was in safe harbor among the gay boys gyrating all around her in this bar and indeed in this town that she and her husband now wore on their personas, after decades of New York City glamour, like a comfortable old glove. I first understood that evening that Norman and Norris, in their own distinct ways, had come to Provincetown because it was home and it was the place for Norman to settle into his twilight and both of them live life to a sort of hum-drum hilt.

Everyone knows about her husband, Norman Mailer. What more can be said? Well, perhaps one thing: Norris was the love of his life, and he was hers. But Barbara Jean Davis Norris Church Mailer still lingers as a bit of a puzzle to most people who encountered her. Not that she ever hid behind her husband—surely not! She was her own woman, a complete woman. However, she wore mystery like most people wear clothing. She had a flintiness about her; shocking beauty, sly wit, bawdy-perfect comedic timing, and an ability to wrangle a tear from you with a story about her meager beginnings without stooping to the maudlin or manipulative. No one ever quite understood where that ability sprang from—hence the mystery of her. Norris could relate a tale with unadulterated style, which is copiously evident in her writings, two finely honed novels and a memoir of staggering honesty.

As mother to two boys, Matthew and John Buffalo, and stepmother to Norman’s seven other children, she had to discover “middle-age responsibility” if you will, quickly. That in itself is no easy deed for a young woman of twenty-six to do, which is how old she was when Norman and she first met. There they were; the Famous Writer and the Art Teacher from Atkins, Arkansas. Arguably, theirs was not an uncomplicated mix. Norris did it, though, and she did it well. She found the proper balance of being “mother” at such a young age to his kids, two of whom were nearly her age, by taking the odd path: she became a friend to them, which spawned respect. The prevailing notion one retains when reflecting on Norris is that she did “friendship” better than most. When she decided that you were her confidant, she treated you like treasure.

It must be noted that her last years were not easy ones. She’d been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer around the turn of this new century and fought it intensely, yet privately, until November 21, 2010. A decade of struggle, but not one moment of self-pity. Those close to her, of which I became one in 2003, witnessed the tough days and helped appropriately. We also played to her wishes that pity not be a viable option. Norris had little patience with self-indulgence when it came to vanity—I do not mean the vanity of beauty because she was indeed beautiful, knew it, and used it to her benefit when necessary. However, the vanity of neediness, of all consuming self-importance, no, that was not Norris.

Some years later when our relationship had deepened, I found myself with nine very loving pseudo-siblings. The days and years had mixed the sands of us all rather as the tide does on the beach. Norris and I would often sit in the evening and look out the window at the expansive flats in front of the Provincetown house and talk.

“It’s the blue hour,” she’d say.

“I never get tired of this,” was usually my response.

“I will always be here, I think. Even when I’m not anymore.”

We’d watch the sun wane and the blue cultivate, and then fade to green-black against a slate ocean that had no limits.

But people do have limits.

Norris Mailer died some years later, after Norman, after some fun of feeling “Like a school girl again,” as she wrote to me in an email. “I can do what I want, sleep when I want, eat what I crave and write when the work takes me over.” She could and she did. She had loved her husband and their life deeply, but she also relished in the relief that comes after a loss of a period living with someone. She flourished in her last years and she was bountiful for a woman plagued. Moreover, her inner bounty she spread wildly thin to those of use who needed it. Her elegance was like sugar from a packet; she sprinkled it about and we were all the better for it.

When I left the apartment in New York the day after she died, I recall sitting on the train feeling particularly lonely. An hour later, now well outside of the city, my less expensive Northeast Express had to stop for ten minutes to let the higher priced Acela pass—perhaps I should have paid the twenty extra bucks?

I went out to the platform to get some air and stood next to the large African American conductor of my car of the train.

“Good visit to the city for you,” he asked.

“My sister died,” I said. “But not really my sister.”

“Did she tell you what was what, and how to behave in life?”

“Yes, sir, she did.”

“Then you have lost family.”

The man then reached over and shook my hand and said the train was about to head out again.

“We gotta go. The other train has passed. What was her name? Your sister-friend?”

“Barbara Jean Davis Norris Church Mailer.” I said, using her full name because I missed her terribly and I had no edit for my wounded tongue.

“That sounds like a hell of a woman. Wait . . . Mailer? Is that the lady in the New York Times today? One of Norman Mailer’s wives, right?”

“No,” I said. “Norman’s wife. Norris was his wife for thirty years. And she was my friend.”

“So I’m right,” he said.

“Yes, you’re right. But she was more than just number six.”

I got back on the train heading North. Norris was there, traveling with me; sometimes one can feel a presence as palpably as the rumblings of iron wheels against steel rails. We were aiming for Provincetown, back to look out at the beach again. Both of us were going home.




Almost the Same: A Dedication


Salina Sias



In 1999 I met my prospective mother-in-law, Norris Church Mailer. I was in a t-shirt that barely covered my bottom. Needless to say, I was embarrassed. I was fresh in a relationship with her son, Matt and, had I known that I was going to be meeting his parents that day, I would have at least put on some make-up. I managed to smile at her and Norman while they were having their breakfast, but that’s about it. For days I thought that I would never see them again, because where I come from a girl who “sleeps over” with someone before getting married is considered disrespectful. I was relieved to find out that Norris knew exactly how I felt—she, too, was from the South.

Norris and I had much in common—and the biggest thing was our love for Matt. During the first five years I was dating him, she would pull me aside and have woman-to-woman talks about relationships. Our first one took place in 1999 at Thanksgiving when Matt’s ex-girlfriend was also invited by Norman, whom she was tutoring in German. Norris must have known how I felt about the whole thing. She spent an hour in the car—it was parked outside the house—telling me how crazy he was for me. It was a good thing, too, because I was ready to take the first ferry back to Boston. Over the years, she shared stories that made my jaw drop and belly ache with laughter. She also managed to instill a little confidence in me—she had a sweet way of making people feel good about themselves. She was prideful when her sons were happy, and yet she was still able to vent about the frustrations of motherhood and marital relations. She had great timing.

In May, 2010, she asked Matt to accompany her on a book tour to San Francisco; she had not been feeling well enough to travel alone. At that time, I grew slightly cold. I had feared that life was soon to change, and I didn’t know how I was going to deal with it. My biggest concern was my daughter, Mattie James, Norris’s first biological grandchild. They were inseparable. Norris was so proud of her, and I could see how much she wanted to see “her girl” grow up into a beautiful, young, woman. She watched on in admiration as Mattie applied eyeliner and eye shadow, doing a remarkable job without proper instruction, and she couldn’t take enough pictures of the young model in her incredibly creative outfits. So I had become a bit distant before, during, and after the San Francisco trip. I panicked and thought, “. . . What am I going to tell Mattie? How am I going to explain?”

And so I wrote a song—and I only told Matt about it. It was the fourth song I had ever written, and even though I tried to revise it and rework the melody, (I still think it’s way too long), I couldn’t bring myself to change it. Now it is the fourth song on my self-titled debut album, and I suppose I’m wondering if she can hear it. It is simple, it is pure, and it is from the heart.


Almost the Same




There’s someone you used to know and she watches you wherever you go

I don’t know if that’s really true, I can’t prove it to you

There’s nothing I can do



But how can someone who looks like you forget

You’re still here

How can the trees grow new leaves if they never let the old ones fall?

Isn’t it funny how we’re almost the same?



    You can laugh and you can cry

    There’s no need to know why

    Sometimes we try to find a reason to say goodbye

    But we regret, we forget

    We can laugh and we can cry



She told me to tell you that she’ll be with you when a cold wind blows

When you don’t know what you feel inside, you can’t laugh, you can’t cry

When all you want to do is hide



But how can I tell you something I’m not sure I believe in?

How can the clouds begin to change

If they never let the raindrops fall?

Isn’t it funny how we’re all almost the same?



    You can laugh and you can cry

    There’s no need to know why

    The difference is time

    Sometimes we try to find a reason to say goodbye

    But we regret, we forget

    We can laugh and we can cry



But I can see her in your smile

You can watch yourself in my eyes

There’s a magical surprise

With your face, you can’t go wrong

You’re the reason we go on



    And still we laugh, and still we cry

    There’s no need to know why

    Sometimes we try to find a reason to say goodbye

    But we regret, we forget

    We can laugh and we can cry






They Were Perfect Together


Lawrence Schiller




Lawrence Schiller offers his memories of their first meeting, how she tamed her legendary husband, Norman Mailer, and her great wit.



It was 8 a.m. in California when John Buffalo Mailer called me to say that his mother, Norris, had died a few minutes earlier in the Brooklyn Heights home she’d shared for more than 30 years with my longtime friend Norman Mailer. Norris had been ill with cancer for 11 years. John and his brother Matthew were at her side when she died. Now, three hours later, after The Daily Beast asked me to compose some thoughts, as I fly back toward New York, memories flood my mind and the words to describe them do not come easily. Norris was Norman’s sixth wife and the one who came to care for him and love him the most, and in that love she found the way to make Norman a better person. He owed so much to her and she asked so little in return—that’s my opinion on the subject. She made her own feelings known in her recent memoir, A Ticket to the Circus.


[image: Norris and Norman Mailer in 1977. Credit: Courtesy of the Norman Mailer Estate Archives]
Norris and Norman Mailer in 1977. Credit: Courtesy of the Norman Mailer Estate Archives

I met Norris for the first time in 1975, at the Manila airport. Norman was due to arrive to cover the Ali-Frazier fight in the Philippines and I was there to photograph it for Time. Both Norman and I were between marriages. When he showed up in the arrival hall of the airport, a tall, beautiful young woman accompanied him, her arm wrapped tightly around him. She glided over the tile floor like a gazelle and had a face that Amedeo Modigliani would have died for. No, she was not Eileen Ford’s latest discovery; she was an art teacher from Arkansas whom Norman had just met. I took Norman aside and said, “You’d better hurry up and marry her, otherwise I will.”

Norman’s reputation with women was always controversial. His views on feminism, his outlandish statements, his drinking in public, his constant challenging of authority, his public debates with Gore Vidal, and all those battles with all his ex-wives. How long would this woman—she was just 26—last with a man twice her age? I wondered.

Yes, she loved the parties they were invited to night after night, and, yes, she loved becoming a model and being photographed by the best. Soon they were the subject of dinner chatter in New York City. She might even have enjoyed that, too. But all the time she was also a woman about to come into her own. As their son John Buffalo was born in 1978 and Norman married her in 1980 and adopted Norris’s first child, Matthew, she slowly emerged as a force of her own.

Norman didn’t stop being Norman, but Norris started to manage his life in a manner that he would slowly accommodate. They had long, drawn out fights over his drinking, his language, his late nights out. Still, she knew how to handle him—“Jewish boys need to be taught what it’s all about,” she once said to me, a twinkle in her eye just like the twinkle in Norman’s. She left him alone when he needed to write. And write he did.

Under her influence, a new voice also emerged in his work. I started to see it when Norman and I began work on The Executioner’s Song, which would go on to win him his second Pulitzer Prize.

Still, he and Norris fought. She would let him have it, in her Southern drawl, again and again. She let him know that she would not put up with his womanizing. And when it got too much, she would just move out with John Buffalo. I could never figure out if Norman went running after her or whether she came back to show him just how much she loved him. It was clear, though, that she had her conditions and that Norman met them. He could no longer live without her. And her love for him was plain for all to see.

Norman had seven children by five wives by the time he met Norris. And she took it upon herself to bring his family together each summer in Provincetown, where she and Norman retreated when they got tired of New York society and he needed to write. In the early years, the kids slept in sleeping bags all over the house, sometimes two or three to a room. As the Mailer children grew and married and had children of their own, they came back each summer for weeks at a time, and the family grew closer under the guidance of the shepherdess Norris. During my visits to Provincetown, I marveled as I watched the family cook, sing together, and play on the beach together. Little by little, the children grew to love Norris as much as—and maybe, in some cases, even more than—they loved their father. She cared for them as she cared for their father. She spoke her mind to them as she did to their father, and they respected her for that.

They were proud to witness Norris come into her own, as Norman was. She began to paint again, she wrote books on her own without any interference from the other writer in the house, and she enjoyed sitting at the bar with Norman at the end of each day, looking out at the bay and going over the events of the day and planning those on the horizon. Norman cut down on his drinking as his heart condition worsened and when Norris came down with cancer. When she first got sick, she told me she was sure she would die before Norman. But she outlasted him.

I last saw Norris a month ago at the second annual gala for the Norman Mailer Center and Writers Colony, which she and I co-founded in 2008 after Norman’s death. When I spoke to her on the phone 10 days ago, her final words to me were, “Larry, I will not last this year.” She was right.

I loved them both. They were perfect together. Thank God they found each other.




Melly and Scarlett


Natasha Stoynoff



It was a boast I had made to countless interview subjects in my twenty-five years as an entertainment scribe, but Norris was the first and only one to ever challenge me on it. We met in 2000 when I interviewed her for People Magazine about her first novel, Windchill Summer, a yarn about a beautiful, plucky, Southern gal much like herself.

Sitting in their Provincetown living room, surrounded by Norris’s paintings and Norman’s tomes, I tried to think up an intriguing icebreaker. Though born and bred in the great white north of Canada, I knew all about feisty Southern girls.

“You know,” I bragged, as she handed me a sweet tea, “when I was thirteen I memorized all four hours of Gone with the Wind. . . .”

She was immediately fascinated. She wanted to know, did I still remember any of it? Oh, sure, I told her. Gimme a scene, any scene, and I can do it.

We laughed at my bravado and went on with our interview, zigzagging our way through her childhood, her love life, her dreams. Three hours later when I packed up my tape recorder, I assumed that my GWTW reference was long forgotten.

“I thought of what scene I want you to do!” she piped up. “My first choice was the ‘God is my witness’ bit . . . but that’s too easy.” She really wanted to test me, so had settled on the scene when Scarlett meets Melanie at the barbecue at Twelve Oaks. And fiddle-dee-dee if that wasn’t one of my faves.

“Melanie Hamilton,” I began, “what a surprissssse to run into you here . . . !”

I intended to take on both parts—wimpy Ashley, too, natch. But in jumped Norris, on cue, her drawl doubling in size.

“Aah hope I shall stay looong enough for us to become real friennnds, Scarrrrrlett. Aahh do soooo want us to be!”

She had upped the ante! In that moment our friendship—and nicknames—were born. For a decade, she was Miss Melly and I was Miss Scarlett—two unlikely sisters, together roaming the streets of New York among the carpetbagger Yankees. Though I continuously argued with her that we should switch roles.

“You’re the beauty and you have the tiny waist,” I insisted, as we sat on her Brooklyn Heights balcony, staring at Lady Liberty and sipping kirs.

“But I’ll go before you,” she always said. That was something I never wanted to talk about. She had been dealing with cancer since the day I had met her and finally, the day came too soon when I had to admit she was right.

Thirty minutes before she moved on to join the love-of-her-life, I squeezed her hand and we said goodbye in the best way we knew how, the same way we had said hello—in GWTW-speak. But we didn’t act out Melanie’s somber farewell scene . . . that was “too obvious,” I told her. Instead, I chose a triumphant send-off and Norris’s first choice back in P-town. It had been a tough day; we needed an “easy” one.

“GOD IS MY WITNESS,” I raised my fist, heavenward, “. . . as God is my witness, they’re not going to lick me . . .”

I could see a little smile through her labored breaths. She moved her lips; she knew what came next. And she was right on cue.




In Praise of a Redhead


Richard Stratton



You were a rare breed. A woman of uncommon beauty, impeccable taste, and wry Southern charm. Ah, lovely redhead. The universe makes only so many of you redheads. One to two percent of the population of the entire world can claim to be redheaded. Carrot top. Ginger. Firecrotch. Queen Elizabeth I was a redhead. Jonathan Swift said of redheads, “It is observed that the red-haired of both sexes are more libidinous and mischievous than the rest, whom yet they much exceed in strength and activity.” Redheads are more sensitive than the rest of us. I remember when Norman first told me he had a new love, he said, “And she’s a redhead.” I won’t tell you what else he said.

He met his match in you, dear Norris, the woman who would love him to the end of both your lives. And you could go with him, word for word, barb for barb in a match of wits, never letting his Promethean intelligence beat you down. He glowed when he was near you. We all did. As if the beauty were some inner light that you cast upon all who came near. Fiery, and yet with a soothing spirit. You could put the old man down and calm him down at the same time. He grew when he was with you, mellowed, became an even greater man for having married a great woman and the great love of his life. You managed his life and took his entire brood under your soft, gentling wing. There was never any question in my mind, you loved him not for who he was but for who he became when he was with you. You made him better. Made him greater and more comfortable with greatness. Your greatness was his greatest asset. To say nothing of your other assets.

Your paintings hang on my walls. Your books rest on my bookshelves. You were an artist, a wife and a mother. A lady. Elegant. Charming. You gave birth to a Buffalo. I loved you for how you loved my friend. When you became ill, your strength and stamina humbled us all. Norris and Norman. Lovers. Husband and wife. Writers. Parents. Storytellers. Dreamers and dream weavers. Earth was blessed by your passage through this dimension. I think of you now, together again in eternity. Beautiful Norris, brilliant Norman, a couple and a singularity, a durable duo over which death shall have no dominion.




Some Thoughts about Norris


Barbara Wasserman



First of all, I miss her. I miss her at the family dinners we made for each other and sometimes together. I miss “the girls” lunches we used to have. I even miss the shopping sprees she insisted we go on together. I miss the long telephone calls in which we laughed a lot, or commiserated, exchanging concerns about our children. Indeed, whenever I wanted to know what was going on with someone in the family, even my own son, I would call Norris. She always knew everything and she wasn’t very good about keeping secrets. However, that never seemed to stop anyone from confiding in her.

I was old enough to be Norris’s mother, but she always made me feel as if we were contemporaries. Probably she felt that way about everyone, including Norman. Norris was ageless. Young, but ageless.

People were always saying about Norris, “How could anyone so beautiful be so nice?” But that was perhaps the most obvious thing about her. She was extremely various. I was always lost in admiration of her extraordinary capacity to retain and express all the stages of her life—the child who plunges into whatever attracts and interests, the girl delighted with clothes and makeup and just plain stuff. And all of this in the smart, witty, sophisticated woman that she became. I think I always disappointed her a little because I had pretty much lost the girl in me. I rather regret now that I never gave her the satisfaction of convincing me to get my ears pierced.

In her last ten years, despite all the pain and ghastly suffering, Norris’s will to live, her zest for life, and her creativity never seemed to flag. She wrote two more books. She acted, she painted. Only six months before she died, she suddenly started making jewelry. Beautiful jewelry. And she made a ton of it. She sold it, she gave it away, and it festooned every possible hook and cranny of the Brooklyn Heights apartment.

She always lived as if she would never die. It’s still hard to believe that Norris didn’t win her battle with cancer and outlive us all.




Norris Church Mailer: A Complex Simple Woman


John T. “Ike” Williams



The more I knew Norris, and I knew her quite a long time, she always confused me with her adopted persona of unsophisticated, gracious, and accommodating Arkansas beauty. But over time a totally different Norris emerged from time to time from an office far different than central casting. The only qualities that were constant were beauty, fierce loyalty to family and friends, and her commitment to making Norman’s life as smooth as possible.

I first laid eyes on her when I emerged from a conference room in my law firm where Norman and I had been holed up for days vetting his enormous The Executioner’s Song rough manuscript. There in our reception area on a chartreuse suede couch was a beautiful young woman with the longest legs I could recall. Returning to the conference room I asked Norman who she was (he was married to someone else I knew) and he replied, “My new wife to be.” There appeared to be not the slightest doubt in his voice, which of course was classic Norman.

Gradually I came to know Norris as Norman and I worked on various projects and our lives intersected in New York, Boston, and Provincetown. She quickly became extremely close to my late mother-in-law, Mardi Hall, whose friendship with Norman stretched back to the 1950s and that often brought us together as well.

Few women’s egos could survive long exposure to Norman’s and his unfortunate want to move abruptly from intimacy to public humiliation of the women in his life. When at a dinner or party I heard Norman’s voice rise to criticize Norris, whom he always called “Barbara” at such moments, my own hackles would rise as well, for Norris was the target. I found Norris Church could give as good as she got and still find room to forgive if not forget. She just chose to do it in her own way, either in private or by abandoning the field to Norman to display his boorishness before others.

As you came to know her you realized she was both totally sexually secure as a woman in a man’s world and as a mother and most importantly as what she was not: classically educated, Eastern establishment or reserved. She was what she was, a multi-talented painter, model, actress and finally a writer, and a damn fine one with a voice totally her own. She was inordinately proud of her extended family, including all of Norman’s children, his mother and, most importantly, his sister, Barbara. She delighted in her own taste in clothing, furnishings and culture, regardless of others’ imposed standards. She was first an American, proud of her Arkansas roots, her humble but unique religious upbringing, and most of all (as an only child) her beloved Mom and Dad.

She was enormously tolerant given the America she grew up in. I never felt she ever had any prejudices regarding race, religion or sexual preference. Bring ’em on, bring ’em all on was her mantra and she alone would decide whom she liked and whom she did not.

When Norris did not like someone, the only way you could usually tell was her reversion to her roots as she would say about such a person, “Bless their little hearts.” When you heard that you knew you were unlikely to see them again!

When her cancer began she faced it as she did most things that were personal, with few complaints and a sense that ultimately all would be well. As it slowly ravaged her it also transformed her back in time to her youthful beauty, model slenderness, and high cheekbones. She lit up the room and it was hard to believe she was slowly vanishing before our eyes. Her only regrets were about children and grandchildren and her mother abandoned. Her own work as a writer and muse to a writer had been completed and completed well.

I, however, want my phone to ring and hear that gorgeous husky southern voice say, “It’s Norris.”




A Floppy Hat and a Bench


John Wiley



I looked up as a stunning auburn-haired lady walked into Gay’s beauty Shop . . . the gossip ceased. All eyes gazed in the direction of Barbara, Gay’s daughter, as she asked her mother the difference between baking soda and baking powder. Her mother explained that Barbara was learning to bake cookies from scratch. The ladies laughed, explained the difference, and the young lady returned to the kitchen. The gossip resumed with “she is so beautiful—she should be a model.” Consequently, all of these ladies lived to see their statement validated as she worked as a runway model and played roles in a popular daytime soap. Years later, I was not privy to the “inner circle gossip” . . . as everything on the street was considered second-hand information. However, the little old blue-hairs usually had their levels of accuracy confirmed before it hit the street. Yes, that lovely young lady is seeing that Norman Mailer man and she has moved to New York. “There was drama . . . and fear for her life.” Yet, history demonstrates that the soft spoken little girl from Atkins managed to provide new direction for the outspoken Mailer.

In 1980, I owned the gift shop at The Capitol Hotel in Little Rock where one evening Norman and Norris made an appearance. The hotel manager, a former food and beverage manager from the Waldorf, flipped out stating that he thought that Norman Mailer was at the base of the stairs . . . and there was Norris. In my calm demeanor, I asked Mr. Stermur if he would like to meet Norman and Barbara. “Come on . . . let’s go.” But you just cannot walk up to people like that and politely introduce yourself. He was not aware that I grew up with Barbara so I said just watch. To the stairs I traveled waiving and extending my hand to Norman and to Barbara. I got a hug and looked back at Mr. Stermur who almost passed out with embarrassment. I then asked if they would like to meet the hotel manager and they both consented. Introductions were made and Mr. Stermur charmed the couple with a personal tour of the elegant restoration.

I had not seen Barbara for many years, but happened to be in Atkins one day when my mother told me that I should go down to Gay’s and see Barbara, as her father had died. Barbara was still as beautiful as ever and Matthew was growing up. Norman and Buffalo had already returned to New York. It is strange how death re-unites friends as was the case with Barbara and me. We corresponded and spoke of book signings and finally she arrived in Eureka Springs for the signing of Cheap Diamonds. The temperature was brutal that August day as we casually strolled from store to store shopping. She purchased an elegant summer hat—wide-brimmed and floppy. We then sat on a bench in Basin Park where Norman and she sat and watched John Buffalo play when he was about seven. “I’ve always dreamed of retiring here, of buying a small log cabin with a view so I could just sit in my rocking chair and enjoy nature.” Her phone rang . . . it was Norman. “Hello Sweetie, you will never guess where John Wiley and I are sitting? We are sitting in the park on that same bench we sat on years ago.”

Following the call, she stated that Norman was in poor health but “Ohhhhh, he still has that brilliant mind . . . I suppose that is really what attracted me to him.” She spoke about what a wonderful father Norman was and how she wanted me to get to know her sons—they are great guys. Several visits to Eureka Springs followed where I met John Buffalo and many of Barbara’s friends. My final visit with Norris was for the signing of A Ticket to the Circus at the New Delhi and then in Memphis for John’s Birthday.

Living memories become images privately held in our minds. Each friend shares an image of Barbara/Norris and the vision continues. What a lasting impression a floppy hat and a bench can make.




Norris Church Mailer: A Voice in the Dark


Guy Wolf



Norris Church Mailer was certainly more important to me than I was to her. She was a friend. Norris was a teacher of the best kind, without judgment, and not fully aware of her impact. She was a gentle, quiet, companion voice in the dark.

My first face to face with Norris came about when she asked me to have lunch with her at Fannizi’s, a waterfront restaurant in Provincetown. In 2002, she had taken on the role of Artistic Director of The Provincetown Repertory Theatre, a professional theater company, and I served in the same capacity for The Provincetown Theater Company, a community theater. She asked me to lunch to mend past grievances. On that front, lunch was very successful. But the most important topic of conversation had nothing to do with the hard business of producing theater. We discovered our mutual love of Walmart and stores like B.J.’s and The Price Club. We agreed that there was both a hand-clapping excitement, and a sense of security, in knowing you can buy forty-eight rolls of brand-name toilet paper in one plastic-wrapped package. We established a casual friendship over the next three years, Norris always inclusive, inviting me to parties in her home, even hiring me to perform with The Provincetown Repertory Theatre.

In October of 2005, my life-partner Paul Soodsma was diagnosed with HIV-related, Burkitt-Like Lymphoma—an aggressive and speedy killer if not bombarded with chemotherapy. Norris had met Paul when he came with me to receptions and parties at the Mailers’ Provincetown home. At theater events, I would see them in brief conversations. Paul told me they usually talked about art. We lived five minutes away and one day Paul walked down the street and gave her one of his large, handmade, silk scarves. He rarely gave scarves away, not even to his own family. He told me, “She is just too beautiful not to have one.”

Paul had cancer and I was terrified. I wrote an email to Norris and asked her what I could do. I wanted her perspective as a cancer patient. I was too crazy with fear to figure anything out by myself. Sometimes, it was simple, practical things, like, putting wet wash cloths in the freezer for the fevers, and Kool-Aid ice chips for thirst. Other times, Norris’s guidance was invaluable. No matter how afraid, she told me to spend as much time as possible with Paul, in the hospital when he had his chemotherapy, and as much time at home, since no matter what cancer protocol you are on, it gets messy and the body revolts. I remember her saying something like, “Better to have someone you love clean you up than to suffer the humiliation of waiting for a nurse or until you get home from work.”

I often wrote to Norris in the middle of the night from the Oncology floor’s computer. She almost always responded immediately. Even with the intensity of the hospital’s white light, I always felt that I sat in a tiny, dark corner. Hunched over the computer, in the felt darkness, I would cry as softly as I could. After a particularly difficult phase of chemo, Paul began to waste away and resemble, without exaggeration, a cadaver. I was certain he was going to die. I emailed Norris. Norris replied within minutes, writing, “I am praying for Paul.” She also wrote that she had already asked her “prayer groups to pray for him.” She told me that she had a lot of prayer groups praying for her because “I need all the help I can get.” She said the groups included, “Jews, born-again Christians, and Wiccans.” When Paul got better, he called all his art school friends and bragged, “Norman Mailer’s wife, Norris is praying for me.”

Perhaps the greatest wisdom Norris shared with me relating to Paul’s illness and his possible death was to “have no regrets.” I recall the meat of what she said, “No matter what the prognosis, don’t leave anything unsaid or undone.” Twice they told me Paul was going to die, and each time, including the morning he actually died, there was no panicked need to hover over him and tell him what he didn’t already know or regret that I had not held him enough.

After Paul died in March of 2006, Norris would “check in” with me every so often and ask how I was “managing.” I could never find the right combination of words to answer. I don’t think she expected a response. The care was expressed in her repeating the question.

In 2008, I was hired as the Site Manager of the Norman Mailer Writers Colony, (a job she helped me get), located in her Provincetown home. There were daily details and files and papers she needed, but with each of those emails or calls, in the years that followed, she still asked, how I was “managing?”

After Norman died, I had wanted to ask her the same question but never did.

I think I got my answer in an email dated, December 24, 2007.

“Not sure what my life will be like, but I do have such fond memories of you and Paul, and I wear the pretty scarf he gave me. I just hope and pray that one day our bread will land jelly side up. Keep in touch, love, Norris.”




Excerpt from A Ticket to the Circus


Norris Church Mailer




[image: Photo courtesy of the Norris Church Mailer Estate.]
Photo courtesy of the Norris Church Mailer Estate.

An English teacher at Tech named Francis Irby Gwaltney (who wrote the memoir Idols and Axle Grease that I had illustrated) was a soldier in World War II with Norman Mailer. While I never had Francis (or Fig, as Norman called him) as a teacher, I was friends with him and his wife, Ecey (E. C., short for Emma Carol), another English teacher at Tech. Along with B. C. Hall and his wife, Daphna, we all subscribed to The New Yorker magazine and considered ourselves to be intellectuals—Russellville-style, anyhow. After I started teaching at the high school, we’d all get together once in a while to have a glass of wine (Russellville was in a dry county, so drinking wine was totally avant-garde—we had to drive thirty miles to buy it) and discuss literature and The New Yorker articles. We were big Walker Percy and Eudora Welty fans.

Often, Francis mentioned Norman. They had kept in touch after the war, and every couple of years they managed to get together. Francis became a writer after Norman published The Naked and the Dead. He said that if Norman Mailer could write, by God, he could, too. According to Norman, Fig had been a much better soldier than he had been, and Norman looked up to him. Fig was the inspiration for Wilson, one of the characters in the book.

Sweet, innocent Norman, straight out of Harvard, had somehow been assigned to an experienced, battle-hardened Texas outfit, and he tried to play dumb and be as invisible as possible so as not to be perceived by the good ol’ boys as the Eastern Jewish intellectual he was. They were as tough as old leather, those Texans, skin burned a deep sienna from sitting around in the hot sun on the troop ship, endlessly sharpening their bowie knives on pieces of flint and painting their sores with iodine. One of them once said something about that “goddam New York Jew,” and Fig jumped to Norman’s defense.

“Who’re you calling a goddam Jew? I’m a goddam Jew, too!”

“You ain’t no goddam Jew, Gwaltney. You’re from Arkansas.”

“I am too a goddam Jew,” the big, blond blue-eyed Southerner said, his chin thrust out, his fists clenched. He stood ready to jump in and fight, but the bully just said, “You a crazy sumbitch, Gwaltney,” and backed off.

Of course Fig wasn’t Jewish, but he endeared himself to Norman that day, and they became best buddies. Norman tried his hardest to keep a low profile, but once in map-reading class, when he was daydreaming, the harried officer who had been getting nothing but “I don’t know” from the men asked him a question, and by accident, before he could think, he blurted out the correct coordinates of a position. He was busted. (Life was a little harder after that, but the officer was thrilled that he finally had someone who could read a map.)

It has been said that there are no coincidences in life, and I might just believe that. It was April 1975, and I had been divorced for more than a year. Frankly, dating a lot of different guys had begun to lose its charm, but I had no interest in getting serious about anyone. I liked having my own house and doing as I pleased. No man to clutter up my closets, no man to clean up after (except my big boy, Matt, of course). No man to tell me what to do, how to spend my money, what to cook. I was close to my parents, who adored Matthew and were thrilled to babysit for me while I worked. My life was pretty great.

Then I got a call from my friend Van Tyson, another teacher at Tech, who was having a film animation artist come speak to his class. He wondered if I wanted to bring my senior class over to the college to sit in. I was always up for something new to do with the kids, so we went, and it was interesting. But the most interesting bit of information I got that day was that Norman Mailer was next door in Francis’s class, and Francis and Ecey were giving him a cocktail party after school. To which I had not been invited.

Although I’ve always loved literature, books were a luxury I treated myself to sparingly, but I had been a member of the Book-of-the-Month Club for several years, getting things such as Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, or James Jones’s The Merry Month of May. But for some reason, even though Fig knew him, I had never read one of Norman Mailer’s books. Occasionally, I would forget to send in the Book-of the-Month response card saying I didn’t want the selection that month. One such time was when Norman’s Marilyn was offered. It was twenty dollars, more than I could afford, but there it was in my mail, and I couldn’t resist opening it. After looking at the pictures and reading a few pages, I was hooked. “She was our angel, the sweet angel of sex, and the sugar of sex came up from her like a resonance of sound in the clearest grain of a violin . . .” Oh, my. This didn’t sound like a rowdy war novelist at all. It sounded like a man who was sensitive and understood women, and who could write like the angels themselves. I read some of the sentences over several times, just to feel the words.

Now Norman Mailer was in Russellville! I called Francis and asked if I could stop by the party, just for a few minutes to get my book signed, and he said no, that he didn’t want to bother Norman with that fan crap. Fig never minced words. One always knew exactly what he thought.

“Oh, come on, Francis,” I said. “Don’t be like that. I’ll leave it in the car and won’t bring it in if it doesn’t seem right. I just want to meet him.”

I had heard over and over from Francis what a genius Norman was and I figured I’d never have another opportunity to meet a famous writer. I had aspirations to write myself. Maybe he could give me some tips or something. So, reluctantly, Francis said I could come. Since they had all been in the war, I knew Norman was as old as my father (in fact, he was one year older), just as Francis was, not to mention that Norman had been married a bunch of times and had a lot of kids. The last thing on my mind was romance, I swear. I was just going to stay for a minute to see if he minded signing the book, and maybe have a teensy little conversation with him. I didn’t even bother to change. I was wearing bell-bottom hip-hugger jeans and a soft cotton voile shirt tied at the waist, showing a bit of my belly button. I was also wearing huge platform shoes called Bare Traps that made me about six feet one. (I’m five feet ten in stocking feet.)

I was a little nervous when I walked in, realizing that everyone else was dressed up, and I wished I had gone home and changed. And then I saw Norman. He was sitting in front of the window, his curly, silver-shot hair lit by the sun as though he had a halo. (Saint Norman!) Amazingly, he was also wearing jeans, the most patched jeans I had ever seen in my life. There were patches on top of the patches. In fact, they were nothing but patches. 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.

He stood straightaway, came over to me, and to his surprise had to look up into my face. He always said he was five eight, but I personally think he was a hair under that, and I towered over him in my platform shoes. I introduced myself, we shook hands, and then he turned on his heel and walked out of the room. I was a little taken aback, but I figured he must have had a thing about tall women, so I just sighed and decided not to go out to the car and get my book.

I knew everyone there—all the English faculty, the men dressed in coats and ties, the women in little dresses or suits with tidy bows on their blouses and sensible low heels. Someone handed me a glass of white wine, and I started talking to Van. Then Francis came over and said, “Stay after the party and go out to Van and Ginnie’s for dinner with us.”

“Ginnie’s making pizza,” Van said. “Why don’t you come?”

“Thanks, guys, but I think that’s a bad idea,” I said. “I don’t think Mr. Mailer liked me much.”

“Liked you?” Francis said in his gravelly voice, full of displeasure. “Hell, he’s the one who wants you to go, not me!”

I didn’t know why he was being so grumpy to me. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought he was jealous over Norman, that Francis was angry that Norman liked me and didn’t want to share him or something. Anyhow, I didn’t care. The fact that Norman wanted me to go out with them was a nice surprise.

The women teachers were all atwitter because Norman had brought along another pair of jeans just like the ones he was wearing, or even worse, which needed another patch, and they were all taking turns sewing on them, so pleased with themselves to be able to say “I sewed Norman Mailer’s pants!”

But there was no sign of the great man. I guessed he was still in the kitchen, for whatever reason. I couldn’t believe he was that shy. I went and sat on a low couch by myself, and finally Norman appeared. We looked at each other and I smiled. I patted the seat beside me, and he came and sat down while the other women gave me the evil eye, looking at me as though I was the hussy I was.

I don’t remember the conversation we had on that couch—something trivial, I’m sure—but I do remember the intensity of his blue eyes, and his charisma—not unlike Bill Clinton’s. He concentrated on me, that’s for sure, and he radiated energy like a little steam heater. He couldn’t sit still. Then, too soon, Francis came and got him so he could talk to the others, fearing I had trapped him long enough.

After a while, people started to go, but I stayed put. Another teacher had just polished off her fourth glass of wine and was determined to wait me out. We chitchatted until everyone else had gone, and then, in an awkward silence, knowing she had to go, she grabbed me by the arm and started pulling me toward the door.

“Come on!” she said. “They need us to leave so they can go to dinner!”

“I’m going with them,” I said.

“Oh, no, you’re not!” she countered, pulling harder.

Thank goodness I was bigger, because she was determined to haul me out of there.

Ecey, bless her, stepped in and explained that I had been invited, so all the poor thing could do was sadly turn and leave on her own, weaving a little as she walked down the driveway. Norman and I piled into the backseat of the car with Francis and Ecey and headed to Van and Ginnie’s house in the woods.

As we drove, we were chatting, getting to know each other, and Norman asked me when my birthday was.

“January thirty-first,” I said, “1949,” which made me twenty-six. He got all excited and started pounding on Fig’s arm.

“Fig! Fig! When’s my birthday?”

“Well, Norman, don’t you know?” Fig drawled in a voice that indicated he thought Norman might have had one drink too many.

“It’s January thirty-first! We have the same birthday!” He was beside himself. It turned out that we’d also been born within one minute of each other, he at 7:04 and me at 7:05 A.M. I later checked it with his mother. A mother always remembers exactly when her child was born. He was also fifty-two, precisely twice my age, the only time that phenomenon would occur in our lifetimes. It seemed like some big portent had just been swooped in and dropped onto us by twittering birds.

Van and Ginnie’s house was built over a brook, and as soon as we got there, Norman and I went out onto the porch to take a look. The woods, with the brook gurgling underneath our feet, were magical. It was so beautiful and peaceful. The air was sweet and fresh with the smell of pines, and dragonflies flitted under the little stone waterfalls in the brook like fairies.

We were at first shy with each other, and I still had those monster shoes on, but it didn’t seem to matter to Norman. He rather liked it that I was tall, and years later he would make me put on high heels if I tried to go out in flats.

“Put on your big shoes. I’m not going to have people towering over you!” he would say.

The rest of the lucky dinner guests were milling around in the kitchen, which has a beautiful stone fireplace, watching us through the window, waiting for him to come in and talk to them. But Norman wasn’t in a hurry, and neither was I. I had wanted an intellectual man who would talk to me, and I finally got one. Norman could go on for hours on almost any subject, and this time it was one of my favorites—me. He rhapsodized about my eyes, my hair, my skin, my nose. Finally it got to be a touch too much, even for me. I had to cut him off.

“Well, you really know how to deliver a good line, Mr. Mailer,” I said with an exaggerated Southern accent. “But that’s all right. I’ve always bought a good line, well presented.”

He roared with laughter, hugged me, and told me how marvelous I was. I had the passing thought that with that one remark, I had, perhaps, made a not necessarily small impression on him.

I did have to bring up the marriage thing, though. I wasn’t going to get tangled up with a married man. (Little did I know just what a tangle I would find myself in.) He presented himself as separated from his wife, which was technically true, and it was only later in the evening that I learned he was separated from his fourth wife, Beverly, but not quite separated from his present companion, Carol, and they had a daughter, Maggie, who had just turned four, six months older than Matthew. Since I thought I would never see him again anyhow, separated from a legal wife was good enough for a flirt, especially such an enjoyable one.

Finally, someone tentatively came to the door and asked us if we wanted any pizza. There were only a couple of leathery cold pieces left by that time, so we went in and ate them, and he talked to the rest of the patient group. It got to be nine-thirty, and I told Van I had to leave to go pick up Matthew, who was at his father’s house, by ten. My plan was for Van to drive me to Francis and Ecey’s. I would get my car, pick up Matthew, and go home. I’m sure by this time everyone wished me gone. I’d monopolized the guest of honor much too long for their taste, especially Francis’s. But Norman had other ideas. His plan was for him to drive me to Larry’s, pick up Matthew, and come back to the party.

He drove, and I sat across the bench seat next to the door, not too close to him. We pulled into Larry’s yard, and I went to the door to get Matthew, who was sound asleep. I carried him to the car, and Norman got out and took him, holding him while I drove, since he didn’t know his way around those country roads in the dark. Watching him hold my sleeping boy touched me.

We went back to Van and Ginnie’s, and I put Matthew to bed in the guest room. I don’t remember how it came up, but someone there knew how to do tai chi, so we all did it. I was my usual clumsy self, which Norman thought was endearing. That night, it seemed I could do no wrong.

Finally we left, Matt still completely snozzed out, and Norman asked Fig and Ecey if he could drop them off, borrow their car, and follow me home. I think at this point they were both beginning to worry a bit, about whom I’m not quite sure, but they had to say yes.

I’d never before had a man over while Matthew was in the house. I put Matt to bed and then we went into the living room, where I offered Norman a glass of Boone’s Farm’s finest apple wine (I think it was a bottle, but it might have been a box), which I’m sure appalled him, but I didn’t know that then. We talked for another hour or more, about my desire to write, my marriage, and my divorce, and then he began to tell me about his life, his five wives and seven children. (He referred to Carol, his present companion, as his wife. They had been living together for five years, and had a child, after all.)

He told me how he hadn’t lied to me when he’d said he was separated, but he was in a place where he was being pulled in a lot of different directions. He then told me about another woman—I’ll call her Annette—with whom he had been having a serious affair for several years and who was pressuring him to leave Carol for her. He didn’t want to live with Annette, and in fact really wanted to break it off with her, but he didn’t want to hurt her, so he had suggested that they not see each other for six months while he had time to think things through. He felt he was already half separated from Carol, living two weeks in New York in an apartment in Brooklyn, which he used as a writing studio, seeing Annette and various “other” women, and then spending two weeks with Carol and Maggie in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. He’d been continuously married or living with five women in succession, each waiting in the wings to take over from her predecessor, since he was twenty years old—something else we had in common, our marriages at twenty.

It was all rather overwhelming, but I appreciated his honesty. I told him that the last thing on my mind was getting married again, after being with the same man since I was sixteen years old, and so we understood each other. At least I thought we did. That this was just a pleasant evening, an interlude in his lecture tour, was the unspoken meaning of it all. He said I was the nicest woman he had ever met, which I thought was just more of the line, but he might have meant it, at least a little; he said it a lot over the years, sometimes behind my back.

Then he leaned over and kissed me, at first just a casual, exploratory kiss; but the kiss ignited, and I knew I was going to make love with him. He was leaving the next day, I would never see him again, and I at least wanted to be able to say I’d done that, even if I hadn’t been able to ask him to sign my book (which was still in the car). But I didn’t want to go to the bedroom; too close to Matthew. I didn’t want Matt to wake up and be scared by voices or strange sounds. So we did it on the living room floor. (Why did I always seem to wind up on the floor?)

It was a bit of a comedy, actually. I was jumpy and nervous trying not to make noise, listening for Matthew to wake up, and it was awkward and uncomfortable. I wouldn’t fully undress or allow him to, as Matthew might walk in, and I was getting rug burns on my back. Finally, it wasn’t that great. 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. Afterward, I was sorry we had done it, and I think he was, too. It was a slight downer to a magical evening for both of us, but he held me sweetly, and I felt close to him. As he was getting ready to leave, I thought once more about asking him if he would sign my Marilyn book, but after what had just happened, I couldn’t. It would have been tacky. I’m glad I waited. It wasn’t until the next February, when I was living with him in New York, that he finally signed it. The inscription read:


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





I couldn’t wait to tell Jean Jewell, my earth mother friend who lived down the street, that I’d made love (what a strange expression for an intimate act with someone you hardly know) with Norman Mailer. She was thrilled and wanted details, which I gladly supplied, and what particularly interested her was the fact that Norman and I had the same birthday, down to almost the same minute. She had a friend who did astrological charts, and immediately after she hung up with me she called the friend to get our charts done.

Among other things, the friend told her that Norman was going to die in 1978. This, as you remember, was 1975. That’s why I have been leery of astrologers and seers and psychics ever since. I don’t want to hear bad news. I was, of course, aghast at the prediction and didn’t know whether I believed it or not. I read my horoscopes in the newspapers every day but had never taken them seriously. We tend to remember only the ones that come true. Still, even a stopped clock is right twice a day. I decided to forget it, but that was not to be so easy. Especially when 1978 rolled around. But that was three years away.

Norman had given me an address to write to, a post office box, which made me feel kind of sleazy. I was sure I wasn’t the only woman writing to that box number. I worried over whether I should write to him at all, given his entanglements, but I didn’t feel like I was breaking up a marriage. I didn’t even know which marriage was there to be broken up, but whichever one (or two) it was, he made it clear it was broken before I came on the scene and wouldn’t last whether I was in the picture or not. The bigger problem was that I didn’t want to be just one of the harem, like with Bill Clinton, although it was way too soon to be thinking of being part of a harem or part of anything with Norman.

So between not wanting to tell him I had told Jean about our encounter (who then told some astrologist, who predicted he would be dead in three years) and trying not to assume a relationship where none existed, although still wanting to have some kind of one, I frankly didn’t know what to say to him. “Thanks for a lovely evening”? “Glad to have met you”? “My rug burns have healed”? But he was easily the most interesting man I had ever met, and in spite of his age and his convoluted personal life, I did want to get to know him better, no matter where it led, if anywhere.

I finally decided to send him a little poem I had written, one that I thought said nicely that he was great but I understood ours was a romance that was not to be. I’d actually written the poem for John Cool, who used to write me poetry, but what the heck. It was the seventies, and I was much influenced by Rod McKuen. And why waste a perfectly good poem? It’s so bad that I blush with embarrassment to recount it here, but it’s a part of our history, so please be kind.


Ode to a First Encounter

You were there and

I was there

in a pocket

of sunshine

in a vacuum of space.

You poured your soul

into me

and I took it

knowing full well

I could not contain it.



And it was gone,

leaving me alone.

But I dared not follow,

lest I lose my own soul

and he lost forever

in a pocket of sorrow

in a vacuum of space.



What was I thinking? Obviously, I wasn’t.

But he wrote back to me:


Stockbridge, MA

May 12, 1975



Dear Barbara,

Your poem was waiting when I got back, and I would have written to you then, but there wasn’t a moment to think and some work to get out, and I thought I’d wait until things were quieter and there was time to write a decent letter.

But no, it’s the other way and things are in a rush and if I keep waiting, another couple of weeks will go by. So this is just to tell you a few things.

(1) You were an oasis on a long trip.

(2) Your poem was sad, and it was true—I knew what you were saying to me, and when we see each other again, maybe we can leave you with a somewhat different poem. I have to go to Denver for the Memorial Day weekend, May 24–26, and if you’d like I think I could stop off in Little Rock on the way back. Could you take off a day to meet me there or could you possibly stay overnight? I haven’t said a word to Fig or Ecey that I might be in the area because we’d only have a day, and I don’t want to share it. Depending on whether I do a lecture in the west or not, I’d be coming by somewhere between Tuesday May 27 and Thursday May 29.

Will you drop me a line right away—don’t be like me!—and let me know how this strikes your beautiful auburn red head.


Cheers,

Norman



I wrote back immediately, YES, I’d love for him to stop off in Little Rock! I didn’t worry about any of my concerns at all. (P.S. He’d sent back the poem, copyedited in red pencil. That should have been a clue, but I was too happy to care. Besides, it was a secondhand poem anyhow, so I figured we were even.)

A few days later, I ran into Francis at the Kroger store. After a few minutes of chitchat, I asked him if he had heard from Norman. He looked at me with a little pitying smirk—at least I imagined it was pitying—and said that yes, Norman had written him, but he hadn’t mentioned me, so I shouldn’t get my hopes up that I would ever hear from him again. Which, Francis said, to his mind was good, since I would have gotten in way over my head. He continued on in that vein for a while, how Norman was a busy, famous man, little girl, and just because he spent one evening with you doesn’t mean he will ever call you again. He has dozens of beautiful, sophisticated women all over the place, all over the world. Why would he be interested in a girl from the sticks of Arkansas? The bottom line was that he (Francis) was just trying to protect me, he didn’t want me to get hurt, on and on, yackety, yackety. I just nodded, never once letting on that I had plans to meet up with Norman in just a couple of days. So Norman really hadn’t told him. I smiled and said, “Thank you, Francis. I totally understand. You’re absolutely right. I know you’re just looking out for my welfare, and I promise not to worry anymore. I’m just glad I got to meet him.”

He smiled and patted my hand, as if to his mind that little incident was over and done with.

Norman came off the plane from Colorado—where he had been rafting on the Dolores River with his two boys, Michael and Stephen carrying a big white stuffed dog that was dressed in denim overalls and a red shirt. He handed it to me with a grin, and it’s fair to say I was speechless. I turned it over, and on its behind he had drawn a heart, in the middle of which he had printed our initials—NM + BN. It was so ridiculous and sweet I had to laugh. I discovered then and there that for the rest of my life I would never know what to expect from him.

We got his suitcase and went out to my yellow Volkswagen. He insisted on driving. It’s a man thing some guys have, and I didn’t argue, although it was the tiniest bit annoying, like having someone borrow your favorite pair of shoes. You know they are going to put their print on them somehow. It took him a few minutes to get the hang of the car, adjust the seat, which I was going to have to readjust, and we lurched out of the parking lot, our heads jerking, as he stepped on the clutch, gas, then the brake, trying to shift the grinding gears.

“You’re not used to driving a stick shift, are you?” I blurted.

He got a little huffy and said, in his best Harvard accent, “I’m used to driving a Porsche.”

A naughty part of me thought, “And I would bet money you drive it just like this.” He had driven Francis’s car kind of jerkily, too, the night we’d met, and Francis’s car had an automatic transmission. He was one of those guys who have nervous feet on the pedals, he just couldn’t help it. (He indeed did drive the Porsche like that, although he would violently disagree. When I first saw it, the poor thing was riddled with dents and rusty scrapes and bumps covered with pieces of silver duct tape; we had an ongoing dispute during the next thirty years over who was the better driver. [I could write a whole chapter on his driving peccadilloes, like the time he wanted to get a closer look at a motorcycle and ran the guy off the road, but that would be dirty pool.] It was only near the end of his life one day, years after he had stopped driving and I had just finished the long trip to New York from Provincetown for the umpteenth time, with a few hairy moments like having to swerve to avoid a car wreck, that he told me he thought I was an excellent driver and he always had. It surprisingly made me cry to have him say that.

I’d made a reservation at the Sheraton, and we dropped our bags off, then went out to lunch. He didn’t know Little Rock, so I took him to a place I thought he would enjoy, the old Marriott Hotel, where the legislators and important people in town ate, near the capitol. The food wasn’t that memorable. I think we each had a piece of bland fish with new potatoes and broccoli that was boiled gray, and I didn’t recognize anybody well known—except for a man sitting across the room who saw us, got up, and marched right over to our table. I could see Norman going into celebrity mode, bracing to be assaulted by either a fan or a crazy person. Instead, totally ignoring Norman, the man turned on me and said, “Where were you last night? I waited for an hour at the studio for you!” Urps. He was one of the local TV weathermen, whom I had been out with a couple of times. (He was one of the never-slept-withs.) We’d had a dinner date for the previous night, which I had completely forgotten about in the excitement of Norman’s arriving. There was nothing I could do except say that I was so sorry, I’d gotten my dates mixed up, and introduced the two of them.

They politely shook hands, then the weatherman walked away shaking his head, maybe a little impressed in spite of himself, but frankly more annoyed. Needless to say, he never called me again; ask me if I cared. The weatherman was shorter than I was, but unlike Norman, he didn’t handle it well and made me take off my shoes and dance barefoot the one time we went dancing. He also liked me to pick him up at the studio after he did the six o’clock weather, and he wore his TV makeup when we went out, which I found to be a little pretentious. I guess he would have just had to put it back on for the ten o’clock weather, but still, how weird is that, to kiss someone and get makeup on my face that wasn’t my shade? Norman found the whole thing amusing, as he seemed to find everything about me and my life.

After lunch, we drove around Little Rock and I showed him the sights, such as they were, the most important being General Douglas MacArthur’s birthplace, a house preserved as it had been in 1880, now situated in the middle of MacArthur Park. There was a legend that during the Civil War, a group of runaway slaves took refuge in a room dug out underneath the park, and they all got diphtheria or something and died. People said if you walked across a certain area in the park, you could feel a chill, but I never found it. Nor did we that day, although we walked around, trying to feel the cold.

In the park was also the Arkansas Arts Center. The Arts Center was run by a man named Townsend Wolfe, who knew me well, or at least well enough, but he had never really given me the time of day, speaking down to me from his lofty artistic perch. This time, however, when I walked in with Norman Mailer, his eyes lit up and he was suddenly my oldest and dearest friend. He gave Norman a personal tour of the place and couldn’t have been nicer to me.

There was a show of handmade silver jewelry going on, and a smooth silver ring with a moonstone that reminded me of a whale’s eye caught mine. I pointed it out to Norman, and asked him if he didn’t think it looked like a whale’s eye. He studied it for a minute and then told Townsend, who had been hovering, that he wanted to buy it for me. I was aghast. I would never have admired it to him if I’d thought he would buy it! I didn’t want him to think I was a gold digger who hinted for a man to buy her things. I protested. But Townsend took it out of the case and urged me to try it on. It fit the middle finger of my right hand like it had been made just for it. I was lost. But it cost eighty dollars. That was more than my monthly mortgage.

“No, really, Norman, you are sweet to offer, but no thank you.” I took off the ring and firmly handed it back to Townsend. Norman could have gracefully backed out at that point, but he didn’t want to. He really wanted to buy it for me. My father never bought my mother and me gifts at all when I was growing up, except for Christmas, and when we went shopping, we had to sneak our packages into the house so he wouldn’t know we had bought things, or they would have a fight. I remember one horrible fight they had over a new shower curtain!

My father was a child of the Depression and had strict ideas about what one needed and didn’t need, which was anything that wasn’t replacing something totally falling-apart worn-out. Mom and Dad had those fights often, as she and I both loved clothes and things for the house. It got better when she opened the beauty shop and started earning her own money, and I began babysitting when I was eleven, but I never quite got over the feeling that buying things was bad. (I remember with the first money I earned, eleven dollars, I bought a watch, as my mother said I should get something I could keep forever to remember it. I have no idea where it is now.)

Even after Norman and I had been married for many years, I still sneaked my packages into the house, although he was always generous and couldn’t have cared less. If I wore something different that he liked and he asked if it was new, I would say, “Oh, you’ve seen this before. It’s been hanging in the closet for ages.” I wonder what a psychologist would say about that? The poor man must have thought he was going crazy to forget so many of my outfits. Or perhaps he knew and just indulged me.

As far as the silver ring was concerned, never before had a man spent that kind of money on a casual gift for me. When I married Larry, I even paid for our wedding bands, as he was in school and I was the one working. I always had a strong sense of wanting to earn my own way; it was those early days of women’s liberation. After I was divorced, I earned seven thousand dollars a year as a schoolteacher—a respectable salary for the time and place—and had an excellent credit history. Still, when I bought a house, I had to get a man, in my case my father, to cosign the mortgage before the bank would give it to me. The same with a credit card. I never had a credit card of my own until I had been married to Norman for many years. Until then, they were always in his name.

Protesting the ring got silly past a point, and I finally let Townsend write up the sale, but I was uncomfortable. Still, I loved the ring and didn’t take it off for years.

As long as there has been literature and its naughty offspring, pornography, the sex act has been endlessly, exhaustingly described, but—like trying to describe pain or love—there are no words in any language to truly capture the phenomenon, and I am not going to try it here. Frankly, I had never been really attracted to many men in my life, even though I had slept with several. I was certainly attracted to Norman the first time I saw him, but it was as much mental and emotional as it was physical. I couldn’t wait to hear what he would say next, and talking to him made me feel more intelligent, as I rose to the occasion of bouncing off his remarks.

Over the years, trying to one-up each other became our favorite game, much to the amusement and despair of our friends, but in the beginning that kind of verbal play was new to me. We were in the Hepburn-Tracy mold, he making slight fun of me and me turning the tables on him. Sometimes he would win, sometimes I would. For example, I had told him I was one of the champion table tennis players at church camp, so one night at a friend’s house, he skunked me in a game because he had a nasty little serve that barely cleared the net. “You were the champ of church camp, huh? That’s mighty Christian of you to let me win, then,” he’d say, and I’d reply that Christians didn’t go “in for crooked cheap shots,” and it would escalate from there. It all probably started with the remark I made about his driving, which just slipped out, and I got cheekier after that. To his credit, he was delighted when I got a good shot in at him, like his little protégé had done well.

I had never met anyone like him. He was fresh and enthusiastic about every subject, politics and religion being two favorites, but he had opinions on everything from how plastic was poison (it turned out that he was right, after decades of being laughed at) to how auto pollution was killing us (again, he was right). He had run for mayor of New York with some great ideas, like Sweet Sunday, which would be one Sunday a month when no cars except taxis and emergency vehicles were allowed in the city, and he proposed a better transit system, an electric monorail that ran around Manhattan that was nonpolluting. He had other ideas that were perceived to be totally off-the-wall, such as New York City seceding from New York, and becoming the fifty-first state, and people thought he was a clown who was running for fun, but over the years a lot of the ideas have turned out to be not so crazy.

Back to sex. As we went to the hotel, I was nervous and unsure of how compatible we would be in bed, given the last sad time on the floor in Russellville. But with all the inhibitions removed—Matthew safely at my mother and daddy’s for the night—I was more than attracted to him, and he was determined to assert his reputation as the best lover in the world. (Where had I heard that? Maybe he’d told me?) Little Rock was only the beginning, of course. Through the years, 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, 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 finally brought it to an end was old age, illness, and death itself, but that was years away from where we were then, on this first night of our life together, it was quite unimaginable to my twenty-six year-old mind.

He spent an extra night. For a girl who had previously never let a man who wasn’t her husband spend the night in her bed—who couldn’t, in fact, wait for them to get dressed and go home—it was something new. We woke up so entwined around each other that it was a task to disentangle ourselves in the morning. I had snuggled him against the wall, had him pinned there all night, and he was delighted. When we finally surfaced, rosy and happy, near to suppertime the next day, we went out to Cajun’s Wharf, a great fish place where you could get peel-and-eat shrimp by the bucket, and fried catfish and hush puppies. We laughed all evening long, smug in our newfound attraction, as we peeled and ate an entire bucket of shrimp. By the time he left the following day, neither of us knew quite what had happened, or how it would play out, but we both knew it wasn’t going to be a short-term thing.


June 5



Dear Barbara,

Just got your letter. The timing was fine. I was in just the mood you were as you wrote it. We bounce into each other like sunlight. Off of red-rock walls. The time in Little Rock keeps reflecting back into the room for me so that no matter the hour or the place there we are swimming in that red gold light and there you are smelling like cinnamon. God, you’re attractive. In Brooklyn, we used to say fucky (as in the way I used it in Marilyn). Barbara Cinnamon fucky Brown Davis Norris—there’s a moniker for you.

I miss you in a good way. I’m dying to see you again, tomorrow if I could, but I know it’s there between us. It’ll be the same whenever we’re in a room with one another. I think something has started, I know we’ll get together in July because there’s a week when I have to do a tour for the book [The Fight] (It’s published July 21) and we’ll meet on the trip. But I want to see you before then. Maybe in New York or Chicago. Could you get away for a couple of days in the third or fourth week of June? It would probably be the middle of the week. When you answer this, put in a few pictures. The man is getting greedy about you.

I agree about the next to last one. I’d like to be right back there again. Right through the door. Lambent is the only word for such an afternoon.

I haven’t written to Fig yet. Hate to take him into our yard. I may just invite him up to Maine by phone. I’ll be able to tell by his voice.


Kisses and further

honey, Norman



It turned out to be Chicago. I had never been on an airplane before, and on top of that, I had to lie to my parents and tell them I was going with Jean to work at an arts and crafts festival. I hated to lie to them, but the plan was to wait until I got there and then call and tell them the truth—one, because I would already be there and they couldn’t cry me into not going, and two . . . well, one is enough. But they had to know where I was in case something happened with Matthew. I was a conflicted, nervous, guilty, excited mess. I had again promised Norman not to tell Fig and Ecey that he and I were seeing each other. I think Norman really had Fig pegged as far as the jealousy thing went, but I just couldn’t keep a trip as big as this to myself.

I was at the beginning of summer classes, taking an American literature course at Tech to complete my English degree, and we were reading Moby-Dick. My teacher, Ruth, wasn’t much older than I was, and I had to tell her I would be missing a couple of classes and ask her if I could make up a test. I didn’t want to tell her where I would be, but a part of me was just bursting to tell, so I hinted that I was going on a big trip to meet someone, and she weaseled out of me who it was. Of course, I made her swear that she wouldn’t tell Francis or Ecey or anybody else, but the first thing Ruth did was call Ecey and ask her if they had spoken to Norman or me lately. When Ecey said no, Ruth said she thought she needed to talk to me. How Christian of her, to keep to the letter of the promise while doing the most damage. I don’t think Francis ever got over what he saw as our betrayal. But for now, I couldn’t worry too much about Francis and Ecey or Moby-Dick and Ruth. I was on my way to Chicago!

The closet in the back of my mind where I was cramming all the sinful things I was doing was pretty jammed, but there’s always room for more. I couldn’t even in good conscience pray for God to not let the plane crash, since I was on my way to commit adultery, but I did hope it wouldn’t. It was hard to understand how something that heavy could float up in the air like that. I tried not to grip the seat arms too tightly, or gasp when there was some unexplained noise, so no one would know I had never flown before. This was in the days when people were allowed to smoke in the back rows, and I was in the row just in front of the smokers. The smoke made me sick, and the food was like an overcooked TV dinner, but I was too excited to really care. It was thrilling when the plane left the ground and headed, nose up, toward the sky, when the cars on the freeway became like chocolate sprinkles, and the Arkansas River a snake across a patchwork of farmland. I had a window seat and watched every mile of ground we flew over.

Norman was in Chicago doing publicity for Playboy, which was publishing an excerpt of his about-to-be-published book The Fight. He had to do a radio show just at the hour I arrived, but he had given me the address of the Blackstone hotel and told me to take a cab—which I had never done, either—and wait for him in the room. I was trying to pretend I wasn’t a total rube as the cabdriver threw my bag into the car and I gave him the address, although there was no hiding my accent. He took off with a screech, and I fell back into the seat like I had been launched from a bean flip. I wasn’t too interested in the scenery of Chicago—I was too intent on the erratic way the cabbie was driving—but I got an impression of tall dark buildings, which made the streets seem narrow and canyon-like. I didn’t know about tipping, and didn’t give him one, so he nearly ran over my foot when I got out. I went into the hotel and asked at the desk for a key to Norman’s room, as he had told me to do. The clerk wouldn’t give it to me.

“Who are you, Miss? I don’t have any instructions to let you go up to Mr. Mailer’s room.”

I was so humiliated. I guessed there were dozens of crazy women who tried to get into famous men’s hotel rooms all the time, and he just assumed I was one more, but I was well dressed, not like a floozy or anything. I was wearing a big straw cartwheel hat and a nice beige pants suit and tall wedge-heeled sandals. I tried nicely talking him into giving me the key, but he wouldn’t budge and became rude. I wasn’t used to being treated like that. It made me feel like I was nobody, like some hooker or something, and it was all I could do to keep from crying. There was nothing I could do except sit in the lobby with my suitcase and wait for Norman. The air around my chair was thick with the ice I was sending over to the desk clerk, who ignored me.

“What are you doing out here?” Norman asked, an hour later.

“He wouldn’t let me go up to the room,” I answered, glaring at the clerk, who promptly called for someone to help me with my suitcase. Norman was embarrassed he hadn’t told the clerk I was coming. He hadn’t thought there would be any problem. I was so happy to see him, though, it didn’t matter, and he shortly made up for it.

I had brought along an African dashiki—a kind of batik short robe—that I’d bought in Mrs. Marshall’s art shop, and when Norman saw it, for some reason he said, “Is this for me?” I, of course, had to say yes, and he put it on and wore it. I admit he did look cute in it. He had good legs, nicely muscled, if a little short and a tad bowed, and good posture. Cute little butt and a round belly I was particularly fond of—not too fat at all, nicely firm, like a soccer ball. I’ve always liked guys with little bellies, rather than those hard six-pack stomach things. Who wants to hug someone you bounce off like a brick wall? He was hairy, front and back, which I have always loved, too, and he walked with a kind of bearlike swagger, hands on his hips, which I thought was sexy. My own teddy bear. I was sorry to see the dashiki go, however, and I never saw it again. I have no idea what happened to it, but if he had come home to me from a trip with such a garment in his suitcase, I would have probably pitched a fit and then thrown it away.

Chicago was good practice, the hors d’oeuvres for New York, which came a few weeks later. It was a big city that wasn’t too overwhelming but full of wonderful things I had never seen before. We went to fancy restaurants with flowers on linen tablecloths and maître d’s in tuxedos, and I loved how the staff treated us like stars, seating us at the best tables, hovering around and offering us little treats as gifts from the chef. Norman knew a lot about wine, of which I was completely ignorant, and I discovered it was a totally different beverage than the sweet soda pop wine I had been drinking in Arkansas. “You don’t have to get the most expensive French wine on the list. In fact, those are sometimes the most sour. Get a good medium-priced California wine. Merlot is good. Get a good merlot, or a chardonnay if you want a sweeter white wine. You never drink red wine with fish, you know, or white wine with meat.”

“Why not? What difference does it make?” I really wanted to know. I could just about drink white, but red seemed beyond my capabilities.

“Red is heavier, and meat is heavier. You need the weight to wash down the meat. Besides, people will know you’re a hick if they see you drinking the wrong wine, and won’t respect you.” Ah. The old “What will people think?” That I understood. Although I was surprised that Norman would care. He seemed like he didn’t much care what people thought, but we all have our Achilles’ heels, I suppose.

I didn’t like red wine, but made myself sip it and pretend it was delicious, and after a while it got easier to tolerate. I have never liked any kind of liquor, except maybe a little rum in sweet juice punches like mai tais, or sweet amaretto over ice, and I usually put ice in my white wine. But Norman loved teaching me. He had a great time playing Henry Higgins to my Eliza Doolittle, introducing me to exotic things like escargot, which I ate enthusiastically, if with trepidation. I liked it, of course, for the garlicky butter sauce, as the snails themselves didn’t have much taste, and I felt sophisticated pulling them out of their shells with the tiny, clever forks.

At one restaurant, we ran into a nice poet named Paul Carroll, who sat with us and talked for a while about the poetry center he had started, and about Allen Ginsberg, a poet I had hardly heard of who sounded absolutely crazy. (I met him later and discovered he was indeed crazy, but in a good way.) A lot of people smiled and stared at us, and I realized they were eavesdropping on our conversation as if they were at the theater. (That was one thing that always annoyed me, the way people would unabashedly listen in to our conversations in restaurants. Norman always loved to discuss things of a personal nature, too, in his big loud voice, and no amount of shushing him could ever get him to stop it.) I tried to listen with interest to Norman and Paul’s conversation and not betray my ignorance of poetry. Norman used to say that I didn’t open my mouth for the first three years we were together, which wasn’t true at all of course, but I did subscribe to Abraham Lincoln’s old adage “Better to keep your mouth shut and be thought a fool than to open it and remove all doubt.” I resolved to read more poetry and try to wean myself from Rod McKuen.

After dinner, we went to hear jazz, another thing I had never done. In high school choir we had sung everything from show tunes to Russian dirges, and of course there was music at church and good old rock and roll, but I was totally ignorant of jazz and was a little nervous when we went into the smoky, dim club. Carol, Norman’s companion at that time, had been an up-and-coming jazz singer in the fifties, and that was intimidating to me, too; I was an interloper in a world that was hers, with her man. I didn’t mention my fears to him. I just pretended I was secure and confident, and he was happy to be there with me. I was wearing a tight pair of pale gray knit pants with an off the shoulder top and high-heeled lizard sandals, and my red hair fell in waves down over my shoulders. I instinctively knew that Norman needed a strong, confident woman, and that was what I was determined to be.

In a spotlight on a small stage, a man named Sonny Stitt was playing a saxophone, with a couple of other guys on the piano and bass. There was no beat, no dancing, just cool people sitting and drinking, nodding their heads to some rhythm I couldn’t seem to pick up. Norman ordered a white rum and tonic, with a topper of water and lemon—very important that it’s lemon, not lime. A rum and tonic Presbyterian, he called it. It was his drink for many years. (I later pieced together that during his turbulent earlier years, of which at this time I was more or less ignorant, his drink of choice had been bourbon. Only once did I ever see him seriously drink bourbon. It was on the campaign plane with Jimmy Carter when he was running for president, and Norman absolutely turned into someone else, as opposite from the man I knew as Mr. Hyde was from Dr. Jekyll—someone I didn’t like at all, rude and snide and argumentative, not only with me but with others as well. He was so bad, I seriously considered getting another flight and going home, and I might have if it had been in any other situation. He was contrite afterward, and said he wouldn’t drink bourbon again. He seemed to know what it did to him. They don’t call it “spirits” for nothing.)

At the jazz club, I ordered a white wine, which I sipped the rest of the evening. When the band took a break, Sonny put down his sax and came straight over to us. He and Norman embraced like old friends (he embraced me, too, a good one), although I don’t think they really knew each other well, if at all. (Celebrities are always happy to see one another; it is as if you are the only Little Person in the room and suddenly you see another one. Aha! A member of my tribe!) Sonny invited us to hang around until after the second set and then go out with him for a drink somewhere else, but Norman said that would be impossible.

Sonny tried to convince him, but to no avail, so he finally had to let it be and go back and perform again. We left well before the second set was completed. I later learned that before she met him, Norman’s ex-wife (the one he was still married to) Beverly had once had a big affair with Miles Davis, so Norman wasn’t keen on history repeating itself, I suppose. All that history with the wives! Well, I vowed to make a little history myself, and try not to worry about it.

The next day, we went to the art museum. I saw paintings and sculptures I had only seen in books. At the Arkansas Arts Center, I used to pack up my high school kids to go to look at a single Andrew Wyeth painting that they’d have on loan, and here were walls full of them! Norman bought me a necklace at the gift shop, a golden filigree pendant that was copied from a Spanish piece. He said he wanted to see me wearing it and nothing else, and later that afternoon I obliged. He kept saying I smelled of cinnamon—maybe it was some perfume I was wearing—and he jokingly said if I ever became a stripper, I should call myself Cinnamon Brown. (Remember the old game we used to play as kids, where you take the name of your first pet and the name of the street on which you grew up and put them together to get your stripper name? Mine would have been Blacky St. Mary, which actually is kind of better than Cinnamon Brown. His would have been Dukie Crown, which is also a pretty good one, come to think of it.)

When I got back home to Arkansas, I knew my life had already begun to change.

To Barbara Norris:

. . . Cinnamon Brown, that’s your other female, the tall jaunty slightly mysterious red-headed woman who can’t walk into a bar without turning it on since there’s a sexual voltage comes off you then of which you may even be unaware, and that lady, of course, is a distance away from Barbara who is looking to have one love till she dies and wants to make an art of that love so that she gives strength and gains strength and tenderness passes forward and back. And I, of course, love those ladies because there’s one of them for each of me, Barbara for Norman since he is probably as tender as she is (that is saying a lot) and as much in love with the religion of love which is to make it with one’s mate and thereby come out to a place very few people visit and you can be true to that idea of love; then another side not so different from Cinnamon, a cold creation full of lust who might just as well have a name like Ace or Duke or some such hard-cock name far from Norman—and yet not a bad side, no worse than Cinnamon, for so much of the action is there, even an instinct for some of the better adventures.

I used to be that way when I was twenty-six; I still am. One past needs to be in love—the other can remain in love only so long as the love keeps changing, and so if it is the same woman, the ante keeps rising. There has to be more and more. Of course one cannot always name what more might be—it is rather that one has to believe it is possible. Then the two sides of my nature can come together. I know it is the same with you.

Sometimes I think of everything in the scheme of things which is not designed for us—the physical distance, Matt on your side and all my children on mine, my two years of chronology to each of yours, our cultures—for New York as you will see is a culture—and just as I might not be able to live for long in Arkansas, so might you not be able to endure the East; a cold and competitive place you will find if you live in it long enough, and then there’s all you have to learn, and all I have to remember and to keep from losing, and yet I feel curiously optimistic, as if we will never lose the best part of each other for all those reasons, but only because there is finally not enough magic and/or balls in one of us or the other or both of us together to keep our opposites in that lovely tension which would not cease in Little Rock or Chicago. So I do not worry about our betraying each other . . . my happiness, and then my optimism is that at last I know a woman who understands love the way I do and has the same kind confidence and the same respect—it soon becomes fear—that such a love can make in its resonance toward everything about it. This kind of love is dangerous in its essence possibly because its potential harmony is so great that every devil in you and me will be disturbed by it, and the devils in others will hate us. Still we have our chance. We have that lovely balance between us and that fucky imbalance which keeps us pawing each other and exploring each other and looking to surprise one another—there’s such delight in the surprises, and that funny confidence we each feel where we’re just happy to be with each other.

So I don’t worry. I think we have a little time at least in this happy state and the confidence that if we have it in us truly, nothing will grind it down, and if we don’t, well God we’ve been blessed a little already and I love Cinnamon Brown and Barbara Norris, ’cause as you know they’re both divine.


Hey, I miss you

right now,

Norman Kingsley



P.S. How did you know that Kingsley was my middle name? I wonder if I have a use for it at last. P.P.S. Nope. It’s no better than Ace or Duke. Call me Roger.
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Overexposed: My First Taste of Filmmaking


Michael Mailer



My father, Norman Mailer, once wrote that film exists somewhere between memory and dream. We recall a film—a good film—the way we recall our memories: fragments crystallized in our minds as visuals of a dream (or a nightmare)—points of light dredged up from our subconscious.

I experienced my first taste of filmmaking when I was five years old. I was unwittingly a glorified extra—a day player in the parlance of the biz—and had my debut as a witness to the near death of my father at the murderous hands of Rip Torn. The film was Maidstone, the third and final attempt at underground filmmaking—cinéma vérité style—that my dad attempted in the late Sixties.

The cast was comprised of friends, ex-wives, sports and movie stars, and of course a few gangsters thrown in for good measure portraying some warped and far out version of themselves—persona extensions on steroids—if you will. They were summoned to Gardiners Island—a bucolic piece of land somewhere off the coast of the Hamptons—to vow their allegiance or disaffection of a certain Norman T. Kingsley (portrayed by who else), who happened to be a retired porn director running for President of the United States. Why not, after all? Qualifications for higher office being what they are you might argue that it was a prescient conceit. Those who arrived immediately drew tags from a hat identifying whether they became friend or foe to the candidacy. Though technically neither side knew the other’s position, over three strenuous days the cast would exercise their voices, feelings, prerogatives and, in one case, an assassin’s impulse.

And like those stories you hear of people being invited to spend a weekend in jail, some as jail birds, others as the jailers, who take to their role with psychotic zeal so too did the denizens on Gardiner’s act out their respective parts with manic intensity. I can’t help but look at Maidstone—when I can look at it all objectively—as a testament to why the Sixties ultimately imploded. The movie embodies indulgence to the point of mental hazard. And yet the film stands the test of time as a sociological statement.

Cutting to yours truly, for some reason in the midst of preparation for the film, one or both parents decided it was a good idea to bring the family along. Let the kids enjoy the great outdoors while the elders make a movie or some such thought must have filtered through their minds. So into the vortex trotted my older sisters, Danielle, Elizabeth, Kate, my younger brother, Stephen, and myself. We soon found ourselves unwittingly part of the cast, filmed as cherubs wandering through the fields of the island. But that’s where the idyll ended.

As the movie was winding down, Rip Torn, who putatively was playing Norman T. Kingsley’s ungrateful brother, Raoul, realized that the only way he was going to save the film was by killing Norman T. K. or, more poignantly, Norman Mailer on camera. To that end in the final hours of shooting, Rip attacked Norman with a hammer to the head. Thank God, dad had a hard head which may have saved him some brain damage but not a healthy pouring of blood—head wounds do bleed like crazy—all of which commingled with Rip’s bloody ear as Norman retaliated by gnawing on his ear lobe.

And there we were: Mother and children as eyewitnesses to the bloody carnage. My mother, exercising full lung-power, started screaming at the camera men to do something. However, the esteemed Pennybaker and Lea-cock realized they had something better to do. Keep filming. Why waste cinematic gold when they had it at their fingertips? Rip, after all, was right. It was the ending the movie desperately needed. Nonetheless, bearing witness as a child was hard on the system and to see yourself many years later on film watching the assault brings back a host of mixed feelings (the clip is available on YouTube—for better or for worse).

Just before my father died we discussed the impact Maidstone must have had on my young psyche and we laughed at the discovery that it was clearly the reason why I went into the film business. It was my first traumatic experience and of course the best way of dealing with trauma is by journeying into the heart of it—confronting it head on—so to speak. Ergo, my career choice.

As a postscript, my dad and Rip repaired their friendship; Art, after all, is thicker than blood. And while my dad had a few stitches in the head, Rip ended up in the hospital with an infected ear. When Norman visited Rip’s bedside he told Norman that a human bite was far more infectious than that of a dog. To which my dad replied, “I should have bitten the whole thing off then.”

I also became friends with Rip—perhaps as part of my trauma therapy—and ended up casting him as a co-lead in a film I produced called The Golden Boys. During the shoot, Rip would regale me, along with the cast and crew, of Maidstone-related tales, one of which was a funny story about him suing Dennis Hopper for libel. Hopper claimed that Rip attacked him with a knife on the set of Easy Rider after being told he was going to be replaced by Jack Nicholson. Rip won the case on the irrefutable claim that he could not have possibly knifed Hopper as he was, at the time, on the set of Maidstone trying to kill Norman Mailer.




Reinventing a New Wheel: The Films of Norman Mailer


Gary D. Rhodes



Years ago, I met someone who had made a documentary film called How Much Paint Does a Painting Need? What a great title. It not only stuck in my memory, but it dovetailed with questions that have plagued me for years about the history of cinema, and, more particularly, the cinema’s history of itself.

Consider, for example, Francois Truffaut’s remark that he liked Hollywood films because they were so similar to one another. Despite technological changes, aesthetic evolutions, and generic boundaries, it is easy to argue that Hollywood films always have more in common with one another than they have differences. By extension, the same could be said of all narrative cinema, whenever and wherever it is produced.

Mikhail Bakhtin once referred to the novel as a genre (3–40). Foregoing my early devotion to auteur theory and the uniqueness of particular film directors, I might well be led to a similar conclusion about the cinema, at least on some days of the week.

In years past, I have given many lectures on the importance of modern filmmakers recognizing and understanding film history. So many films have been produced over the last 120-odd years that they constitute not merely a well or a reservoir from which to draw, but oceanic depths of ideas and approaches to consider and understand. I believed those words as I spoke them, and most of the time I still do. I am both a film historian and a filmmaker, so I probably have little choice in the matter.

After all, the best film education is viewing films, and viewing them repeatedly. Orson Welles did just that with Ford’s Stagecoach (1939) before he directed Citizen Kane (1941). Over six decades later, a graduating film student that I knew—one who was highly astute and very talented—told a university program director that he believed the money he spent on tuition would have more wisely been used to purchase the entire Criterion Collection on DVD. The program director did not appreciate or understand his argument but, well, that is hardly surprising. Most of the stupidest people I’ve ever met have the letters “PhD” after their names.

At any rate, let’s come to the point and make sense of these random thoughts. Let’s ask a question that—in the tradition of the very best questions—probably has no answer: How much film history does a film need?

I like being winked at, whether in a pub or at a movie theatre. Filmmakers have often winked at film buffs over the years, providing allusions in their films to earlier films. Appropriation becomes homage. We are part of the game of film history, the repurposing of some particular character name or line of dialogue. During the lengthy crane shot in The Player (1992), we know that Altman is thinking about Touch of Evil (1958) and that, in turn, he knows that those of us “in the know” will be thinking about it as well.

In the past two decades, the environmentally conscious state of California’s most financially successful recycling project has been the Hollywood remake. Old television programs into movies (the Beverly Hillbillies ride again). Old movies into movies (there is more than one ticket on the 3:10 to Yuma). And even old movie genres into modern movie genres (The 1970s horror film is the horror film of today). These examples brim with film history. And then the cup overfloweth; it spills onto the floor with maybe little more than instant coffee from a cheap vending machine. In other words, we might also ask if a film has too much film history?

As fascinating and as maddening as these questions of film history are to me, I do know whether they held much interest for Norman Mailer. As a writer, Mailer towered over the twentieth century. That he is not more studied in Departments of English at American universities is to their discredit, not his. But I suspect that his novels will outlast his critics. They already have a good track record in that regard.

Mailer’s film career is another matter. Cinematic adaptations of his literature began with The Naked and the Dead (1958), and continued with such films as See You in Hell, Darling (1966), Marilyn: The Untold Story (1980), and The Executioner’s Song (1982). But then there is also the quartet of films that Mailer directed over a period of two decades: Wild 90 (1968), Beyond the Law (1968), Maidstone (1970), and Tough Guys Don’t Dance (1987). At the time of this writing, the first three are not available on DVD in the United States.

Tough Guys Don’t Dance is readily available, as are its many bad reviews. In fact, it is easier to find to negative reviews of all of Mailer’s films than worthwhile analyses of them. “Not the most wretched movie ever made, but close,” so claims one Maidstone viewer on the erstwhile Internet Movie Database, that regularly inaccurate online encyclopedia which doubles as a commercial for Amazon.com (“Maidstone”). Of Beyond the Law, another amateur reviewer tells us it is “a vanity project of the most arrogant sort” (“Beyond the Law”).

But enough of self-anointed internet critics. Their ease of accessibility on the World Wide Web is matched by their equally limited depth and shelf life. And judgments of what is “good” and “bad” are all-too-often opinions that say as much about the persons who offer them as they do about the work of art under consideration. Instead of ill-formed posts on the internet, Mailer’s four films need something else. They need to be reclaimed by film historians, because, while they have held a place in Mailer’s biography, they have usually been ignored in tales of the cinema.

The first three of Mailer’s films bear a great deal of commonality to one another, but—at least in his mind—little resemblance to most, if not all, of the films that preceded them. Recounting the production of Wild 90, he claimed, “We got the idea we would do fiction in documentary form” (Wild 90). The specific documentary form he had in mind was direct cinema as practiced by D. A. Pennebaker, who had directed Don’t Look Back in 1967 and Monterey Pop in 1968, a film that Mailer greatly admired. Pennebaker shot Wild 90, which came—as the film’s credits tell us—“from a script which did not necessarily exist.” Pennebaker also later worked as one of the cinematographers on Beyond the Law and Maidstone.

Mailer later admitted that Wild 90 was “tremendously amateurish,” but he was also firm in his belief that there were “elements in it that . . . were different from all the movies” he had ever seen (Wild 90). “Together with all the rough hewn sloppiness of the film,” he said, “there was also in it something vital that I liked” (Wild 90). It was that same kind of vitality that he tried to explore in Beyond the Law and Maidstone. As he claimed onscreen during a scene in Maidstone, “We made a movie by a brand new process.”

In his published essay “A Course in Film-Making,” which was ostensibly about the production of Maidstone, Mailer modulated his position. He noted that he was not the first to “do fiction in documentary form” (“A Course” 217). Some person or group of persons had evidently brought this fact to his attention. Various filmmakers had worked without scripts, including the likes of Charlie Chaplin. The faking of non-fiction footage had long roots, ranging from the early cinema period (with its fabricated images of the Spanish-American War and famous boxing matches) to newsreels of the thirties (as lampooned in MGM’s 1938 feature Too Hot to Handle with Clark Gable). And fictional films like Citizen Kane (1941) had employed documentary film aesthetics nearly three decades before Wild 90.

In some respects, John Cassavetes’ Shadows (1959) was a particularly important link to the chain that led to Mailer’s first three films. Shot on location in New York with an improvised story, the fictional film exemplifies the kind of raw and authentic vitality that Mailer would seek a decade later. However, Mailer’s visual style would be quite different than Cassavetes’ style.

Mailer’s departure from all of these earlier examples came in part due to his embrace of direct cinema. Handheld camera and existing lighting mark his first three films. While Pennebaker and others had already made direct cinema documentaries, they were still exploring its possibilities when Mailer began his filmmaking career. He directed Wild 90 and Beyond the Law in 1968, the same year that the Maysles Brothers completed Salesman (1968). Two years later, Mailer finished Maidstone at roughly the same time that the Maysles Brothers finished Gimme Shelter (1970).

In other words, rather than simply being inspired by a movement that had stopped moving, Mailer conducted his own fictional experiments while direct cinema was the prevailing force in documentary film. His films not only appropriated then-recent film history, but also engaged in a conversation with the unfolding present. Perhaps that is why, as Mailer tells us in “A Course in Filmmaking,” his ideas were a “conception which was more or less his own, and he did not feel the desire to argue about it” (217). Put another way, he did not believe his films incorporated very much film history.

Of Mailer’s first three films, the inaugural Wild 90 is the most austere. Onscreen text informs us, “Once three guys from Brooklyn were hold up in a room and couldn’t get out for various vague reasons.” These guys, who are “Maf Boys,” have already spent 21 days in that location when we meet them. One is Prince, played by Mailer. Another is Buzz Cameo, who shares his first name with Buzz Farber, the actor who portrayed him. The third is Mickey (aka, “20 Years”), who also bore the same first name as the man who assumed the role: Mickey Knox, the only one of the three who was a professional film actor.

The trio pass the time by talking, by arguing, by fighting. “If you ever find yourself in shit, don’t sing,” Mickey tells them, giving sage advice to the room’s prisoners. But they are not always alone. An array of guests visit the apartment, ranging from Mickey’s wife to a “bunch of bulls” who speculate that at least one of the three wouldn’t survive if he left the room. Someone wants to kill him (or them), and it isn’t the police, at least not the officers in the scene.

We have no idea how long we are in the room with the trio. Ranging from the nickelodeon era to the present, onscreen titles in films have usually been pedagogical. They teach us information we need to understand film narratives. In Wild 90, a repeated use of the same title cards tells us “Another Day” and then “Another Night.” We see these six times, but their appearances are spaced so randomly throughout the film it is difficult to trust them, or even—as a first-time view—to count them.

To a degree, time has lost its meaning. Like the characters, we the observers become lost in the relentless monotony of living in a single location. Wild 90 is boring, perhaps excruciatingly so, but in a manner that the Italian neo-realists would likely have appreciated. We share the boredom of the main characters. We experience the meaningless activities and trite conversation of criminals who, since they are not committing crimes, are in fact very dull, just like so much of everyday life.

Acting styles in the film vary from Hollywood norms (Knox) to the forced and exaggerated (Mailer). Together, they draw constant attention to the fact that what we are seeing is fictional, but that realization collides with the film’s aesthetics, which suggest that what we are seeing is genuine. Some of this is due to the handheld camera; some of it due to the use of imperfect audio and existing lighting. At one point, for example, we see a light bulb shadow on Cameo’s head. It is distractingly authentic.

Paranoia reigns as Mickey repeatedly worries about the lights in an adjacent building; he believes that they are being observed from afar. And indeed they are, but not by rival gangsters or by the authorities. A film camera watches them. Prince acknowledges that fact at the film’s conclusion, when he looks directly into the lens and says, “Goodnight,” thus violating a long-standing Hollywood taboo. The observed has become the observer. It is in that moment that Mailer best captures the tension between fiction and nonfiction filmmaking.

Shortly after completing Wild 90, Mailer wrote and directed Beyond the Law. In it, he plays Pope, a police lieutenant; his acting style is much more restrained than in Wild 90. Once again, he cast a combination of professionals and amateurs. Rip Torn notably appears as Popcorn. Mickey Knox (as Mickey Burke) and Buzz Farber return. Farber plays “Rocco Gibraltar,” a character name that highlights the film’s fictional roots.

Once again Mailer plays with onscreen titles. A series of different title cards tell us that Beyond the Law is a film with various alternate titles, perhaps more than any other in film history. The blank spaces below indicate the numerous changes of title cards:


BEYOND THE LAW

alias

BUST 80

ALIAS

GIBRALTAR, BURKE AND POPE

alias

COPPING THE WHIP

or

A Fantasy

of the Angels,

The Downtrodden

And The Dispossessed

otherwise known as

THE VELVET HAND

and

THE IRON TONGUE



The fact that one of these title cards uses the very word “fantasy” indicates from the outset that the film is a fiction, but collectively the title cards suggest that it is a fiction drawn from the factual: an opaque background on the titles ever so slowly reveals an image of a New York skyline.

Beyond the Law’s structure departs from the purely observational. The entire film takes place in one long night, with most of its running time devoted to a police line-up and the grilling of individual crooks who range from murderers to a man arrested for soliciting a “young boy.” But all of those scenes are merely flashbacks. The film begins with two of the policemen (Rocco and Mickey) on a double date. They review what has just happened at the police station; later in the film, Pope joins them. The result allows for a multiple locations, both within the police station and without.

Direct cinema guides the shooting and editing style. Handheld camera shots unfold in long takes, occasional zooms, and jump cuts. Camera glare also invokes the appearance of authenticity. Mailer allows for a great deal of overlapping dialogue, as well as—during the police interviews—the intrusion of offscreen voices (and shouts) from elsewhere in the police station. But here we also feel the presence of a director more than in Wild 90. For example, at the line-up, the handheld camera situates its point of view over the shoulder of Mailer, who is neatly silhouetted on screen left. Such composition hardly suggests the random.

Other aspects of the cinematic style repeatedly remind us that Beyond the Law is a “fantasy.” Music is used more prodigiously than in Wild 90, punctuating important moments of action, such as when a cop pushes a crook down a hallway and threatens him with a police baton. And then there are numerous different wipe transitions, ranging from one that looks like a splash of paint to another that resembles a car’s windshield wiper. Once again, it is as if fiction and non-fiction wrestle in a cinematic competition.

If Wild 90 is little more than a record of three men trapped in a room, Beyond the Law attempts to convey a clear theme. All of the horrible things that crooks do are matched, at least to a degree, by all of the horrible things that the police do. “There is no police brutality in this precinct,” one cop ironically tells a criminal while roughing him up. The mayor (George Plimpton) calls Pope “sadistic,” and Pope himself announces that it is “time to become corrupt” when he meets a woman at a restaurant who has earlier been arrested for taking part in an S&M party.

Beyond the Law ends with Lieutenant Pope, Mickey Burke, and Rocco Gibraltar staring into the camera. Like Wild 90, the taboo is violated, but here it is more pronounced. Three characters acknowledge us, the audience who has been staring at them.

For Mailer, the complicated interplay between documentary film aesthetics and fictional film narratives culminated in his third film, Maidstone. Much as Oliver Stone’s work with fact and fiction (as in his use of mixed media and what he termed “vertical editing”) moved from JFK (1991) through Natural Born Killers (1994) to Nixon (1995), so too did Mailer’s interest in filming “fiction in documentary form” move from experimentation to mastery.

Using no written script, Maidstone tells the story of famous film director Norman T. Kingsley (Mailer), who considers a run for the presidency even while he begins production on a new movie set in a bordello. Various persons plot against him, ranging from a number of “high officials” to the “Cashbox,” a group of Kingsley’s cronies headed by his half brother Raoul Rey O’Houlihan (Rip Torn). Kingsley’s assassination seems inevitable, but it never happens.

Once again, Mailer combined professional actors (Ultra Violet and Hervé Villechaize) and amateurs (including two of his ex-wives and his then-current wife, as well as the owner of the Maidstone estate where the film was shot). He also drew upon cast members from his prior films, including Rip Torn, Buzz Farber, Mara Lynn (from Wild 90), Peter Rosoff (from Beyond the Law), and Beverly Bentley (Beyond the Law and Wild 90).

For much of its running time, Maidstone relies upon direct cinema. A failed attempt on Kingsley’s life all too readily recalls the assassination of Bobby Kennedy. At the same time, the film’s editing occasionally drifts into experimentation. Some footage appears to be repeated, but under scrutiny, it becomes apparent that Mailer gives us more than one take of the same shot, placing pressure on us to consider whether or not any are “real.” Title cards divide the film into sections, though they also place some strain on our memory. Each is numbered, though curiously only one of them (EIGHT: Return of an Old Love) spells out the number.

Section 9: The Death of a Director intercuts images of nudity and sex with shots of animal bones and Kingsley laying on the ground, as if he has been murdered. The section also features Jeanne Cardigan licking a microphone before smearing a baby doll (and then herself) with what appears to be blood. Here Maidstone aligns itself more with the avant-garde movement of the sixties than it does with any documentary film tradition.

Whereas Mailer’s earlier films only allowed actors to acknowledge the camera as their narratives concluded, Maidstone’s ostensible plotline ends with 10: The Grand Assassination Ball, but two more sections follow. 11: A Course in Orientation features Mailer (not playing Kingsley, but rather playing Mailer the film director) explaining the process by which he made the film to its cast and crew, some of whom voice disappointment that the narrative drive towards Kingsley’s assassination was all for naught.

And then, famously, there is 12: The Silences of an Afternoon. In it, Rip Torn – disappointed by the lack of an assassination in the film’s narrative—makes an apparently unexpected attack on “Not Mailer,” but on “Kingsley.” After announcing that he “must die,” Rey/Torn twice hits Mailer/Kingsley with a hammer over the head. The two struggle with each other until falling onto the ground. Mailer bites Torn’s ear, drawing blood. They grab at each other’s necks, with Torn gaining an upper hand just as Mailer’s wife and children arrive.

Even if (at first, at least) it is Rey the film character attempting to assassinate Kingsley the film character, it is also Mailer the man (no longer Kingsley and perhaps no longer the film director) who struggles with Torn, an actor who has seemingly run amok. But here my description is admittedly simplistic, as their roles could have reconstituted themselves repeatedly during the apparently spontaneous and authentic encounter.

“I’m taking that scene out of the movie,” Mailer yells at Torn shortly after the fight ends. They continue to talk, trading barbs and insults in between Torn’s attempts to explain that he did what he had to do. Writing about the event later, Mailer admitted “Torn had . . . been right to make his attack. The hole in the film had called for that. Without it, there was not enough” (“A Course” 238). Onscreen, the attack and struggle lasts roughly two minutes, with another six minutes covering Torn and Mailer’s ensuing and heated conversation.

The fight scene gave Mailer “a whole new conception of his movie.” He believed that his filmmaking process had created a “presence” that outlived the conclusion his original storyline and what had only seemed to be the end of the shoot. It was an event that took Maidstone closer to the “possible real nature of film” (Mailer, “A Course” 238).

And perhaps closer to real the nature of the filmmaking process. After all, those eight tense minutes between Mailer/Kingsley and Rip/Rey include six edits. Something is there for us to see, whatever it is and whatever it depicts, but something has been left out as well, removed from our view.

After Nixon, Oliver Stone largely eschewed his work with mixed media and vertical editing, opting instead to return to more traditional Hollywood filmmaking in films like U Turn (1997) and Any Given Sunday (1999). Stone’s choice was as inevitable as it was regrettable. Mailer did the same after Maidstone. His only other directorial effort came in Tough Guys Don’t Dance (1987) with Ryan O’Neal and Isabella Rossellini. To employ the much overused phrase, the film represents another side of the Mailer coin. And, as a big budget film featuring star performers, it represents the obverse side of that coin. It does not employ direct cinema and does not attempt to convey fiction through any kind of documentary film form. In appearance, it aesthetically smacks similar to many typical Hollywood films of 1987, including Oliver Stone’s Wall Street.

One brand of film history would tell us that this approach is a bad idea, at least if a director hopes to be dubbed an auteur. John Huston, notably overlooked by adherents to auteur orthodoxy, once remarked that he could find no more similarity between his films than he could between his wives: they all seemed different to him. Likewise, Tough Guys Don’t Dance bears little resemblance to Mailer’s earlier films.

Critics have not generally been kind. Mailer’s complicated tale of lust of murder combines with a style of direction that pushed the actors to a level of heightened exaggeration. In some ways, Tough Guys Don’t Dance could fit within David Lynch’s canon, but in his hands it still would have been more restrained. Perhaps there is a subtle intrusion of film history, as Tough Guys also smacks similar to a number of exploitation films of the sixties and seventies, such as those directed by Russ Meyer. However, Meyer’s world never featured storylines as complicated as Mailer’s.

Does Mailer push things to the edge, or does he (and his actors) fall over the cliff and explode in the canyon below? Viewers will differ on this point, as well as on whether careening off the cinematic road is necessarily a bad thing. At any rate, such a conversation drifts into the realm of opinion, and opinions should not conceal the kind of important experimentation at work in Tough Guys.

The art of adaptation is much studied. So many books and essays (and, for that matter, entire journals) have concentrated on the rather common practice of one author adapting the work of another—the Book-into-the-Film. However, self- (or “auto-”) adaptation is rare, particularly in Hollywood with a writer of Mailer’s stature. For Tough Guys, Mailer (with uncredited assistance from Robert Towne) translated his own novel into his own script and, finally—given his role as director—his own film.

Even well planned experiments yield unexpected results. Nowhere is the gulf between written word and live performance more evident than in Ryan O’Neal’s infamous performance of Tim Madden, particularly when he learns his wife has been unfaithful. Standing on a bluff at the ocean, he cries out to himself: “Oh, Man! Oh, God! Oh, Man! Oh, God! Oh, Man! Oh, God! Oh, Man! Oh, God! Oh, Man! Oh, God!” On paper the words not only reveal the intensity of a moment, but they also operate on more than one level. These are two exclamations common to everyday speech. But together, repeated in alternation, their literal (and opposite) meanings come to the fore.

However, once enacted by Ryan O’Neal, the words seem detached from intentionality. Their impact is cumulative, and it is extremely memorable, but certainly not in a way that O’Neal appreciated. Touted for its awful acting, the scene has become a favorite “so bad it’s good” clip for the YouTube crowd. But rarely do viewers stop to ask whether any actor could have read those lines in accord with what passes for believability in Hollywood films. Many persons involved with Tough Guys urged Mailer to remove the scene, but he would not budge. His cinematic laboratory not only recorded his experiments, but also required their dissemination.

When I began this essay, I proposed the question, “How much film history does a film need?” Norman Mailer believed that Wild 90, Beyond the Law, and Maidstone represented a unique approach to filmmaking. They were distinct, and so for him they bore little relation to what had gone before. However, a conscious decision to break from the past is still engaged in a conversation with it.

In Mailer’s case, that conversation was complicated. However original those three films were (and remain), there is no doubt that certain elements of them—including the basic idea of tackling fiction in the guise of documentary—had many important predecessors. And Mailer’s films constituted a small part of their own history. Wild 90 influenced Beyond the Law, and both of those influenced Maidstone.

With all of this I mind, I believe that another, related question is now in order: How many film historians does a film need? The past needs a present to remember it: that much is clear. Many films have been forgotten because they were forgettable. But others have just slipped through the cracks. No one can watch every film. Some are lost, and even some of those that are found sit comfortably in archives without attention from viewers. They await rediscovery, their joys currently imprisoned in aging film cans. And they await interest from enough film historians (and theorists and critics) to be chronicled in studies of the cinema.

Regrettably, only a few of us have examined Norman Mailer’s films in any depth. Herewith we announce an open call for membership in our small club. We seek allies and enemies alike. The ranks need to swell. After all, even in the space of just a few words, it is possible to suggest why Mailer’s films deserve intervention by historians (and others) who have to date neglected them.

Wild 90 and Beyond the Law are mockumentary films, important if for no other reason than the fact that they helped initiate a genre that did not yet even have a name. They predate Mitchell Block’s No Lies (1974), which has sometimes incorrectly been called the first mockumentary. They anticipate the large numbers of mockumentaries that have been produced from the eighties until the present day. And, rather than retrospectively copying the aesthetics of direct cinema, they were produced while its style was still being forged.

Long before most persons even knew what a mockumentary film is—and even some time before Orson Welles’ important cinematic experiment F for Fake (1975)—Mailer tore down the genre’s walls. With Maidstone, he marched into a more complicated terrain, one that proposed to re-examine the very nature of the cinema. Here Mailer chased the authentic, an elusive property that seems to be chimerically reconstituting itself in front of his cameras.

I submit that Mailer’s first three films are important to film history and that their general absence from discussions of documentary film, mockumentary film, and the films of the sixties represents a gap that limits those of us interested in the cinema far more than it does Mailer. And while Tough Guys Don’t Dance never rises to the level of importance of Mailer’s earlier films, I believe that it can speak volumes about the rarely discussed issue of self-adaptation.

In Wild 90, Norman Mailer (as Prince) asks who invented the hammer. Norman Mailer did not invent the hammer. Nor did he invent the wheel. But in the best tradition of films like Citizen Kane (1941), he borrowed various elements from prior films and reassembled those ideas anew. Rather than regurgitate via remake and rather than appropriate via homage, Mailer reinvented past practice. He reinvented a cinematic wheel, and more film historians need to keep it turning.
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Making Masculinity and Unmaking Jewishness: Norman Mailer’s Voice in Wild 90 and Beyond the Law


Sara Jo Cohen



Norman Mailer’s sizable FBI file begins with his voice. The 165 pages of Mailer’s 171-page file available to the public cover fifteen years of observation and surveillance, and include materials ranging from endless notes tracking Mailer’s passport applications and international travel, to FBI agents’ reviews of Miami and the Siege of Chicago (with meticulous notes about each mention of the FBI), and even a letter from a high school teacher asking J. Edgar Hoover for permission to teach The Naked and the Dead.1 The file begins, however, with a clipping from The Washington Post, a June 6, 1962, George Sokolsky column called “These Days,” that moved J. Edgar Hoover to leave a note for his staff reading, “Let me have memo on Mailer” (United States Federal Bureau of Investigation). Sokolsky’s article responds to an Esquire piece Mailer wrote about then first lady Jackie Kennedy that describes Mrs. Kennedy’s voice as “a quiet parody of the sort of voice one hears on the radio late at night, dropped softly into the ear by girls who sell soft mattresses, depilatories, or creams to brighten the skin” (qtd. in Sokolsky A15). Sokolsky takes offense at Mailer’s mockery of Mrs. Kennedy and scrutiny of her voice, responding, “[A] person’s voice is what it is. I never heard Norman Mailer’s voice but whatever the Lord gave him, baritone or tenor, soprano or bass, it is what it is and he can thank the good Lord that he does not suffer from cerebral palsy or some such thing” (A15). Mailer’s voice, however, much like his persona, is not at all God-given and never “is what it is.” Rather, Mailer’s voice is a deliberate construction pieced together from bits of others’ voices in order to mask the adenoidal voice of his childhood.

Mailer reflects briefly upon his voice in his chronicle of the October 1967 March on the Pentagon, The Armies of the Night: History as a Novel, the Novel as History, written in the third person with himself as its main character. Part IV of Armies begins with an apology from Mailer for bringing the story of the March on the Pentagon to a climax and then launching into a diversion about his relationship to film and the cameras following him through the melee of the march. Mailer writes of his relationship to film: “he had on screen in this first documentary a fatal taint, a last remaining speck of the one personality he found absolutely insupportable—the nice Jewish boy from Brooklyn. Something in his adenoids gave it away—he had the softness of a man early accustomed to mother-love” (Armies 152). For Mailer, the paradoxical experience of seeing his voice undermines the masculinities he works to materialize in his career as a writer and public intellectual, which he goes on to enumerate: “warrior, presumptive general, ex-political candidate, embattled aging enfant terrible of the literary world, wise father of six children, radical intellectual, existential philosopher, hard-working author, champion of obscenity, husband of four battling sweet wives, amiable bar drinker, and much exaggerated street fighter, party giver, hostess insulter.” As a result of feeling outed on film as a “nice Jewish boy,” “accustomed to mother love,” our presumptive general and champion of obscenity vows to “[stay] away from further documentaries of himself ” (Armies 152).

The problem of Mailer’s voice is intimately connected with both sexuality and masculinity. The adenoids, after all, are located in the nose, a stereotypical marker of Jewish otherness and degeneracy. We do not need Sander Gilman to tell us, although he does in the chapter of The Jew’s Body entitled “The Jewish Nose,” that the Jewish nose is the locus of redirected anxiety about the Jewish penis—both are body parts that develop and take shape at puberty—the latter of which is a threat to national purity through its potential to increase the Jewish population. The adenoidal voice signals a kind of impotence for Mailer, revealing him as accustomed to mother love, and functions as “the acoustic mirror in which the male subject hears all the repudiated elements of his infantile babble” (Silverman 81). The infantile babble here, the mother tongue of the mother’s voice, is Yiddish.2 Kaja Silverman writes that the voice of the mother resonates in the male subject and that “the male subject frequently ‘refines’ his ‘own’ voice by projecting onto the mother’s voice all that is unassimilable to the paternal position” (81). Mailer is a case study in this relationship to the maternal voice; when Mailer first sees himself on film, he hears the adenoidal, Jewish, maternal voice within himself. Because the paternal position Mailer strives to create is distinctly not Jewish, or, at least one that allies itself with Jewishness without performing it, the mother’s voice becomes unassimilable (or in his words, “unsupportable”) to his identity. Thus, while Mailer asserts that he will “[stay] away from further documentaries of himself,” he returns to film as both actor and director in order to refine his voice by expunging its maternal layers.

Norman Mailer’s film career, often dismissed as vulgar and/or irrelevant, was short but intense; he directed four films, two of which were released in 1968, Wild 90 and Beyond the Law, one in 1970, Maidstone, and, after a long break, Tough Guys Don’t Dance was released in 1987.3 Mailer’s first three films were largely influenced by John Cassavetes, although Mailer predictably argues that his mastery of what he calls “existential acting” makes him a much better filmmaker than Cassavetes (“Interview”). In his essay, “Some Dirt in the Talk,” Mailer defines existential acting by addressing each of the terms that comprise the phrase. He notes that existentialism and acting exist at two opposite “poles,” writing, “If existentialism is ultimately concerned with the attractions of the unknown, acting is one of the surviving rituals of invocation, repetition, and ceremony—of propitiation to the gods” (“Some Dirt” 104).4 His theory of existential acting, then, strives to collapse these two poles, freeing acting from repetition and ceremony, and liberating his actors (and himself) from the propitiation of the gods. Existential acting, he argues, works because in our daily lives we always pretend, lie, and act, and works by more effectively representing the chaos and “complexity of our century” than mainstream Hollywood cinema (“Some Dirt” 90, 108). Unsurprisingly, from the man who gave us the genre-bending history as novel/novel as history, the true life novel, and the novel biography,5 existential acting collapses the cinema and the outside world, documentary and fiction, acting and existentialism, and masculinity and performance, the last of which Mailer explicitly connects, writing: “There is hardly a guy alive who is not an actor to the hilt—for the simplest of reasons. He cannot be tough all the time. . . [s]o he acts to fill the gaps” (“Some Dirt” 90-1). Thus, armed with the theory and methodology of existential acting, Mailer returns to the cinema as a filmmaker for the same reason he considers turning away from it after his experience in the above passage: at the same time the camera exposes one’s frailties and the identities one attempts to disguise, it bolsters the masquerade of masculinity by imprinting its performance in celluloid. The same voice that undermines Mailer’s masculinity becomes his primary means of constructing it.

In his first documentary Mailer sees “something in his adenoids” in a moment of slippage that renders the aural a visual prop. The experience of seeing his voice disrupts Mailer’s viewing experience by first troubling the traditional assumption that film is a visual medium, and then forcing Mailer to confront himself as both image and sound. Mladen Dolar provides a means of understanding the revolutionary and revelatory potential of sound, in the form of the voice, in relation to both identity and film, as he writes:


[T]he visible world presents relative stability, permanence, distinctiveness, and a location at a distance; the audible presents fluidity, passing, a certain inchoate, amorphous character and a lack of distance. The voice is elusive, always changing, becoming, elapsing, with unclear contours, as opposed to the relative permanence, solidity, durability of the seen. (79)



Here the visible is associated with stability, permanence, and distinctiveness—terms that are crucial to our understanding of cinema, but that mirror the ways we come to understand ourselves as selves. In film, the visible is assumed to guarantee presence, an assumption that stems from, among other things, the historical and philosophical privileging of the visual as a primary quality, and the problem of the voiceovers and voice-offs of sound film—which are often disembodied, absent, and coming from beyond the grave or before birth. Because the visual has historically been the privileged epistemological order through which we understand both film and identity, by focusing on sound, which is dynamic and playful, we can begin to dismantle both identity and film.6 As Mailer sees his voice, witnessing his insides (in the form of his adenoids) undermining his outsides, the visual and audible come together, undoing the binary oppositions between seeing and hearing, insides and outsides.

Dolar contrasts the visible to the audible, arguing that the latter is associated with a lack of distance, a lack of distance perhaps best embodied by the uterine envelope created by the mother’s voice. This lack of distance with regard to the sound of the voice stems from the fact that the voice is simultaneously sent and delivered, thus folding back on itself and troubling the boundaries between self and other. This lack of distance is also precisely what Mailer experiences when he sees himself in his first documentary, at once spoken and heard. While Christian Metz dismisses seeing oneself on screen as an impossibility,7 feminist film theory calls attention to the discomfort that comes from not being granted the distance that the visible demands. In “Film and the Masquerade,” Mary Anne Doane argues that the female spectator goes largely untheorized because the historical “imbrication of the cinematic image and the representation of the woman” leaves her too close to the image (76). Doane theorizes that in order to achieve the distance necessary to watch and appreciate film, female spectators assume a metaphorical feminine mask, which “in flaunting femininity, holds it at a distance” (81). Doane then briefly considers why men do not have to masquerade as more masculine spectators, writing, “The very fact that we can speak of a woman ‘using’ her sex or ‘using’ her body for particular gains is highly significant—it is not that a man cannot use his body in this way but that he doesn’t have to” (82).

But using his body for particular gains is precisely what Mailer does, as exemplified in Diane Arbus’s 1963 photograph of Mailer. If, as Mailer quipped, “Giving a camera to Diane Arbus is like giving a hand grenade to a baby,” this hand grenade caught an image that exemplifies how Mailer flaunts his masculinity by holding it at a distance (qtd. in Hagberg 211). In this photograph, we see Mailer is in his standard three-piece suit, sprawled out in a writerly looking high-backed chair. His right hand looks as though clasping an invisible cigarette, or pen, or as if gesturing to emphasize a point. His forehead is wrinkled in thought, and his blue eyes glow even in black and white. While his clothing, his chair, his furrowed brow, and his mouth, slightly agape in apparent mid-sentence, add up to an image we would expect of a great writer, his posture suggests otherwise; immediately, our attention is drawn to Mailer’s crotch. Thus, this image reveals both Mailer’s efforts to underscore his masculinity, placing his crotch front and center, and the vulnerability of this masculinity—in this moment, we wouldn’t need a grenade to cause Mailer a great deal of pain; a swift kick would suffice. The simultaneous power and vulnerability of Mailer’s crotch underscores his efforts to use the visibility of his body to counteract the invisibility of his voice, and his hidden adenoids. We see Mailer engaged in a manly masquerade, as his proximity to the image allows him to manipulate it.

So male spectators need to masquerade as well—especially male spectators who find themselves closer to the image than they would like. The Jewish male is one such figure, as a result of a history of anti-Semitic visual representations of Jews in both scientific and popular media. Sander Gilman argues that such visual representations are internalized by contemporary Jewish-American writers, registering most prominently in repeated anxiety about sounding too Jewish (10–37). Mailer’s anxiety about his adenoids is decisively Jewish, both because the adenoids are located in the nose and because they give the Jewish voice its stereotypical nasal quality. Mailer’s attempt to work through this anxiety in his films is twofold. First, he gets on the other side of the camera in order to see rather than be seen, and when he is seen (as actor), it is under his own direction. Second, Mailer employs his voice in order to intervene, destabilize, and distance himself from the power of the image.

Wild 90, as it repeatedly calls attention to issues of seeing and visibility, provides the best examples of Mailer’s effort to seize control of his visual representation in order to produce a record of his masculinity. Mailer accomplishes this task not only by “writing,”8 editing, and directing the film, but also, by playing a boxer in league with mafiosi, who have the police under their control. In this film the Maf Boys, three men who spend the film holed up in a Brooklyn warehouse, watch over the New York Police Department, a position emphasized by their location many stories above the city street. The NYPD, however, asserts that the Maf Boys would not have lived past thirteen had the Irish and Jewish cops not been watching out for them—so a network of interlaced looks, and interlaced ethnicities, emerges. But perhaps the most striking look is Mailer’s own. As a character known as “the Prince,” Mailer is perpetually at the mirror, greasing up his hair and combing out its kinky curls. This position is crucial to Mailer’s management of his visual representation: from the mirror, much as in his position as director, Mailer can see both himself and the actors behind him; he can also control his image, making sure his mane and signature sneer are exactly as he wants them to appear. The metaphorical significance of Mailer’s mirror scenes almost goes without saying—at these times we are treated to moments of silence rare in his film (or writing, or political) career in which Mailer uses the visuality of film to construct and maintain the visibility of identity, to register his transformation here from nice Jewish boy to badass boxer. Despite this love affair with his image, Mailer shatters the filmic mirror when, at the conclusion of Wild 90, the Prince demands to speak to the audience, breaking the fourth wall, and informing the audience that the CIA9 is watching all of us. He then goes on to tell us, in his garbled, drunken voice that his favorite author is Norman Mailer—presumably, because he is both his creator and a substantial part of his self.

Mailer’s appearance, particularly in the mirror scenes of Wild 90, is crucial to his efforts to make masculinity and unmake Jewishness, two concepts at odds because of the internalization of a long history of popular representations and stereotypes of the weak Jew. While Mailer combats this weakness in part through his tough guy exterior—carefully cultivated through hard-drinking, hard-talking, and hard-fighting in an effort to make himself out as a latter-day Hemingway—Mailer’s voice registers this construction as well. In the notes taken during my first screenings of Beyond the Law and Wild 90, I repeatedly try to describe the voice of the characters he portrays. In my notes on Beyond the Law, I wrote that the poor sound quality of the film combines with Mailer’s voice to create the effect of almost incomprehensible yelling from Lt. Francis Xavier Pope for an hour and twenty-four minutes. My notes on Mailer’s gangster voice as the Prince of Wild 90 remark that his accent makes him sound like a cross between Marlon Brando and Fred Flintstone with marbles in his mouth. In my second viewing, I crossed out this assessment, and wrote that he sounded more like Bert Lahr’s Cowardly Lion from the Wizard of Oz. I am not alone in trying to describe Mailer’s voice. Michael Mewshaw describes Mailer’s voice as “the Irish brogue of a whiskey priest” coming from the body of a man who “looked about as threatening as a teddy bear” (14), and Jane O’Reilly notes that “words rumble and bubble and jump out, in a variety of accents: New York, faintly southern, all g’s dropped (as in ‘Ah’m talkin’’) when he is particularly shy” (198).10 More recently, in an article about the 2007 New York Mailer retrospective, A.O. Scott describes Mailer’s voice as a “rapid, forceful stream of half-baked nostrums and brilliant aperçus delivered in that inimitable accent, an audible palimpsest of Mr. Mailer’s Brooklyn childhood, his Ivy League education and his World War II combat service in an Army unit composed mainly of Texans and Southerners.”

All of this is to say that the voices of Mailer’s characters (including the character “Norman Mailer,” who becomes a formal entity in The Armies of the Night, but who was roaming the streets of America and Europe at least since the publication of The Naked and the Dead) are a response to the anxiety of sounding too Jewish. The adenoidal voice Mailer hears in his first documentary, the unsure voice of the Brooklyn Jew, transforms into a cacophony of accents—Southern, Irish, Italian, Brooklyn—which together make Mailer’s voice the voice of immigrant America. Paul Breines writes that discursive constructions of Jewish weakness arise from and refer to the rootlessness of the Diaspora (195). For Breines, tough Jewishness is a performance on the part of secular Jews that is largely associated with Zionism, and its creation first of tough Jewish pioneers, and then, after Israel’s victory in the Six Day War, of tough Israeli soldiers (195). Mailer, however, described his relationship to Judaism in this way: “I am a Jew out of loyalty to the underdog. I would never say I was not a Jew, but I took no strength from the fact” (qtd. in Dearborn 14). With this in mind, Mailer’s voice is a tough Jewish voice, but one that revises Breines’ toughness by drawing strength from a composite of immigrant voices, rooted, if at all, in American soil rather than Israeli. Mailer brings these immigrant voices together to construct a hybrid masculinity that is not only part white Negro and part tough Jew, but that is also comprised of Italian-American, Irish-American, Southern, and Texan parts, among others. Thus, Mailer simultaneously makes and unmakes Jewish masculinity by borrowing from other masculinities in the process of making himself into a palimpsest.

Mailer’s essay, “The White Negro,” is the site most often returned to in order to discuss his contribution to the theories of tough Jewish discourse and of masculinity.11 This essay, which argues that the hipster’s existential, psychopathic masculinity is particularly well-suited for the Cold War political climate, is infamous not only because it espouses Reichian connections between sex and violence, but also because it argues that “the Negro,” who “relinquish[es] the pleasures of the mind for the more obligatory pleasures of the body,” provides a model for how to live violently and sexually (Mailer, “The White Negro” 341). Both because of and despite its racist enlistment of African-American men, Mailer’s essay celebrates and identifies with black masculinity as a means of embracing otherness without admitting Jewishness. With its repeated references to the figure of “the psychopath,” who “murders—if he has the courage,” however, Mailer’s essay is also about criminality, which is a crucial source of his on-screen tough Jewish persona (347). While this persona borrows its style and hipness from African Americans, it almost literally ventriloquizes through the voices of Irish Americans and Italian Americans, particularly those of Hollywood cops and crooks.

Forging a criminal enterprise, and/or performing criminal masculinity, is a traditional means of assimilation for immigrant populations in America, which for the second wave of European immigrants begins with the Irish in the 1850s, and is then passed on to Italian and Jewish immigrants two generations later.12 While criminality provided immigrant gangsters with increased notoriety and power, immigrant groups who became police officers saw a similar rise in status—and much like criminals, in part because it was hoped that they could infiltrate the criminal scenes of their brethren, it was the Irish who were cops first, followed by Italians and Jews (Fried xv). While this history suggests discrete ethnic groups who cross paths but not cultures, cinematic representations of the outlaw capitalism of mobsters often star Jewish immigrants in the role of Italian immigrants, and thus demonstrate ethnic crossings similar to those in Mailer’s films. The results register in the voice; in Little Caesar (1931) Edward G. Robinson, né Emanuel Goldenberg, stars as the adenoidal Cesar Enrico Bandello, and in Scarface (1932), Paul Muni, né Meshilem Meier Weisenfreund, stars as Antonio Camonte whose Italian accent has a near Yiddish lilt.

In a 1965 letter to William F. Buckley, a man whose mid-century faux British accent made his voice almost as strange and remarkable as Mailer’s,13 Mailer hands the crown of “most hated man in American life” over to Buckley. The letter responds to Buckley’s recent speech before the Holy Name Society, an annual gathering of Catholic police officers, in which Buckley criticized the news media for overemphasizing police brutality during the recent civil rights marches in Selma, Alabama (Tanenhouse). When the Herald Tribune and civil rights activists caught wind of these remarks, and the rumors that the assembled police officers laughed and applauded upon hearing them, a media frenzy ensued which elicited a letter from Mailer, weighing in on Buckley’s speech by clarifying his own relationship to the boys in blue:


I’m not the cop-hater I’m reputed to be, and in fact police fascinate me. But this is because I think their natures are very complex, not simple at all, and what I would object to . . . is that you made a one-for-one correspondence between the need to maintain law and order and the nature of the men who would maintain it. The policeman has I think an extraordinarily tortured psyche. He is perhaps more tortured than the criminal. (“In the Ring”)



Perhaps as a result of their tortured psyches, Mailer repeatedly turns to cops and crooks as the focus of and source of conflict in his oeuvre. For Mailer, cops are men in power who are repeatedly outwitted by clever, hypermasculine, criminals: think Stephen Rojack and Gary Gilmore, the respective heroes of An American Dream and The Executioner’s Song, who commit numerous crimes in single volumes, and the Norman Mailer of The Armies of the Night, arrested by U.S. Marshalls for crossing a police line at the Pentagon. There is also the Norman Mailer who stabbed his second wife, and the one who nearly lost an eye after fighting a group of hoodlums who insinuated that his dog was a “faggot” (Hitchens). Mailer, as his art and life suggest, sees the tension between cops and criminals as one that is inside of everyone. In a discussion of Beyond the Law in an interview with Gilles Boulenger, Mailer reveals that the film “had a notion at the core of it that worked—which is that everybody has a cop or a criminal in them” and that, “when you put people together—one playing a cop and one playing a crook—you get the dynamism that comes from the fact that every cop in real life has a potential criminal in him and every criminal in real life, or almost every criminal in real life, has a potential cop within their soul (“Interview”).”

Mailer sees the conflict between cops and crooks as one that inhabits the film set as well. In “A Course on Film-Making,” he describes cameramen and union grips, who “usually dress like cops off duty and are built like cops (with the same heavy meat in the shoulders, same bellies oiled in beer), which is not surprising for they are also in surveillance upon a criminal activity: people are forging emotions under bright lights… [l]ike cops they see through every fake move and hardly care” (133). Here the crew, who are equated with cops, are set up in opposition to the actors whom they put under surveillance and, more indirectly, to the director, who for Mailer is always an outlaw resisting the tyranny of the image, striving to disrupt the conventions of polite cinema through a refusal to use a script, and insisting upon including as much verbal and auditory obscenity as humanly possible. Thus, even when Mailer plays a cop in Beyond the Law, this portrayal becomes an effort similar to that of the director whose film tramples upon respectability. Mailer’s Lieutenant Pope inhabits the body of the cop in order to mock him and to illustrate a psyche more tortured than that of the criminal.

In Beyond the Law, as Mailer takes on the role of a cop, anxieties about Jewishness, being seen, and the voice come together. Beyond the Law tells the story of one night in a police precinct in which a number of criminals are interrogated, ranging from a motorcycle gang, to a man who murdered his wife with an axe, to the members of a sadomasochistic whipping club. The film takes us back and forth between the precinct, where we see the cops in action, and a bar, where we see the cops off-duty, having drinks. Toward the film’s conclusion, these spaces intersect as Lieutenant Pope brings one of the women from the whipping club, a stunning Syrian woman named Lee Ray Rogers, to the bar. Rogers’ tripartite name, cobbled together from pieces of Lee Harvey Oswald and James Earl Ray,14 suggests that she too will be an assassin of sorts, or at least that she will bring the little death of orgasm to Lieutenant Pope. Just before Rogers arrives, Pope (Mailer’s Irish-American cop, whose rank and name suggest that he is only slightly less than the Bishop of Rome) and Mickey Berk (Mickey Knox’s Jewish-American cop, feminized through a last name that is cockney rhyming slang for cunt)15 have a heart to heart in the men’s room in which Pope remarks, “I used to have no respect for the Jewish cops until the Israelis showed the Arabs where to go. And then I said to myself, maybe Berk has more than even I thought.” Pope then mutters under his breath for a couple of minutes, and quietly says to himself, “The Irish never won a war.”

Once Rogers arrives, Pope asks the other officers to leave them alone. An intimate conversation follows, during which the two imagine an S & M scene and Pope refers to his penis as “the avenger.” A difficult to obtain “blue” version of the film exists in which we presumably see Pope’s avenger in action. For our purposes, however, it is even more striking to see him voicing his potency and sexuality; while Mailer’s voice revealed him as soft in his first documentary, Pope tells us here that he is hard. Pope expresses the ethnic crossing that facilitates his hardness in this conversation as well, as he tells Rogers, “You bring out the Italian in me.” Ultimately, Pope’s blonde wife arrives at the bar, cramping his style, and commands him to end this conversation. Thus the film concludes with Pope at the nexus of several ethnicities: pitted against an Arab dominatrix and an emasculating shiksa, the Irish Pope arms himself with an Italian libido, and metaphorically whips out his avenger in the name of both the Jews, who showed the Arabs where to go, and the Irish who never won a war.

In “A Course in Filmmaking,” Mailer argues that after the advent of sound, film started to mimic theater, and that the work of film should be to get away from this mimicry in order to accomplish things that can only be accomplished on film. As films that are uniquely filmic, Mailer gives the example of The Maltese Falcon, but also of the Marx Brothers’ films, in which the brothers “stampeded over every line of a script and tore off in enough directions to leave concepts fluttering like ticker tape on the mysterious nature of the movie art” (“Course” 129). The Marx brothers are important ancestors in Mailer’s filmic genealogy, in part because they too are Jews who remix ethnicity on film, as Chico becomes Italian and Zeppo becomes the brothers’ WASPy foil. And like Mailer’s films, much of the chaos and anarchy that unfurls in the Marx Brothers’ films stems from sound, in the form of elaborate musical numbers, Groucho’s wordplay, Chico’s Italian accent and piano playing, Harpo’s horn-honking, and even his silence. For both the Marx Brothers and Mailer, the work of cinema is to unravel itself, to make and unmake a universe in the same space, to challenge conventions. Where the Marx brothers wreak havoc, for example, upon the university in Horse-feathers, and upon dictatorship in Duck Soup, Mailer wreaks havoc upon language and good taste as he attempts to create the film with the most “repetitive pervasive obscenity of any film ever made” with Wild 90, and upon both his own voice and the human ear drum with the perpetual yelling of Lt. Pope in Beyond the Law. Mailer even tells us, “Wild 90 seems close to nothing so much as the Marx Brothers doing improvisations on Little Caesar with the addition of a free run of obscenity equal to Naked Lunch or Why Are We in Vietnam?” (“Some Dirt” 90). It is as though Mailer sees Wild 90 as an almost unimaginable supplement to the Marx Brothers’ oeuvre—a vision of what their tough Jewish contribution to cinema would look like had they ever assumed the roles of mafiosi.

In Mailer’s universe, the borders between Mailer and his characters are always fragile. He tells us in the Boulenger interview that in the making of Beyond the Law he would torture the actors playing the crooks, who were all friends of his, by interrogating them about things they had done in their real lives.16 In his writing and his introductory remarks included on the French DVDs of his films, Mailer repeatedly tells us that the goal of existential acting is to create a fictional documentary (“A Course” 107, 109). Here is an example, taken from his discussion of the successes and failures of cinéma vérité in “A Course on Filmmaking”: “It was as if there was a law that a person could not be himself in front of a camera unless he pretended to be someone other than himself. By that logic, cinéma vérité would work if it photographed a performer in the midst of his performance” (147). Mailer’s films elaborate upon his ideas about existential filmmaking: it is only in the act of performing as a character (Lieutenant Pope) that the actor reveals himself (Norman Mailer). Pope/Mailer’s sarcastic comment about not respecting the Jews until they showed the Arabs their military might is a line almost directly out of Breines’ Tough Jews, or vice versa, Pope/Mailer’s comment is part of the discourse surrounding the 1968 war that inspired Tough Jews. Either way, with this line, Mailer introduces himself into the lineage of tough Jews—but with his own spin. When Pope tells us that Lee Ray Rogers brings out the Italian in him, he speaks for Mailer as well. Because Jewish masculinity for Mailer is always borrowed from and channeled through other ethnic masculinities, Pope’s words are as good as Mailer’s saying that Rogers brings out the Jew in him, and Mailer’s (via Pope’s) tough Jew is always already fighting, whether he is pushing Arabs out of Palestine or fighting to defend his dog’s honor. Thus, much as Mailer helped to unmake cinema as he made it, Mailer makes Jewishness as he unmakes it—masculinity unravels as the film does the same, moving from real to reel.




Notes


1. In a letter dated March 18, 1964, also included in Mailer’s file, Hoover wrote back telling the teacher that this request was beyond his area of jurisdiction because the FBI “neither makes evaluations nor draws conclusions as to the character of integrity of any organization, publication, or individual,” and because Hoover has made it a habit “not to comment on any material not prepared by the FBI.” ↩



2. Mary V. Dearborn writes that Mailer picked up Yiddish at home from his parents, “enough so that many years later, in Germany, he was able to ask for directions in this language and be understood” (14). ↩



3. Mailer was also featured in several documentaries during these years, including Dick Fontaine’s Will the Real Norman Mailer Please Stand Up? (1968) and Norman Mailer vs. Fun City U.S.A. (1970); the former is a filmic companion to Armies, documenting Mailer’s actions during the March on the Pentagon, and the latter produces a record of Mailer’s 1969 New York City mayoral campaign. Mailer was also documented in Chris Hegedus and D.A. Pennebaker’s Town Bloody Hall, a film of the 1971 debate between Mailer and Germaine Greer about women’s liberation at Town Hall in New York City. ↩



4. It is quite possible that Mailer is thinking in part of Kenneth Anger here, the word “invocation” invoking Anger’s Invocation of My Demon Brother (1969), as well as the ritual and ceremony of highly-stylized films like Kustom Kar Kommandos (1965) and Scorpio Rising (1964). Incidentally, in the Boulenger interview, a copy of Anger’s book Hollywood Babylon can be seen on the bookshelf over Mailer’s shoulder, almost like a cartoon devil egging him on. ↩



5. The Armies of the Night, The Executioner’s Song, and Marilyn, respectively. ↩



6. At this point in time, there is, of course, a well-established tradition of discussing sound and the voice on film—Pascal Bonitzer’s “The Silences of the Voice” (1975), Christian Metz’s “Aural Objects” (1980), Mary Anne Doane’s “The Voice in the Cinema” (1980), Michel Chion’s The Voice in Cinema (1982), and Silverman’s Acoustic Mirror (1988), just to name a few. It seems important for our purposes, however, to rehash the stakes of this discussion, especially in relation to deconstructing/reconstructing/constructing Mailer’s masculinity. ↩



7. In Imaginary Signifier, Metz writes that “there is one thing and one thing only that is never reflected in [the screen]: the spectator’s own body” (45). ↩



8. The word “writing” is in quotes in this sentence because while Mailer is given credit for writing the film, for example on the Internet Movie Database, existential acting relies on improvisation and thus has no script, per se. ↩



9. Mailer had a strong distaste for the CIA, an organization that he saw as the paragon of both surveillance culture and WASP culture. Mailer’s 1300-plus-page novel Harlot’s Ghost provides an extended though indirect glimpse into his dislike for the CIA and is almost agonizing to read because its narrator, Harry Hubbard, is a boring, WASPy, CIA agent. It’s also worth noting that Hubbard refers to the one Jewish agent in the CIA, Reed Arnold Rosen, as “adenoidal” (61). ↩



10. Salman Rushdie describes Bert Lahr’s lion voice is strikingly similar words, “all elongated vowel sounds (Put ’em uuuuuuuup),” and the Cowardly Lion’s personality as one that sounds a lot like Mailer’s: “transparent bravado and huge, operatic, tail-tugging, blubbing terror” (48). ↩



11. See Levine and Damon. Damon pithily writes that “The White Negro” “claims to be about how the white man envies the Black man’s sexuality and thus tries to emulate his style, but [its] subtext is about how the Jewish man envies and wants to emulate the gentile man’s sexuality, but can’t say so” (149). ↩



12. A classic example appears in Sergio Leone’s 1984 Jewish gangster film, Once Upon a Time in America—which stars the perpetually ethnicity-crossing Robert De Niro and for which Mailer flew to Rome in 1976 to work on the screenplay (Mewshaw 14). For a recent example, see Stern’s The Frozen Rabbi, a comic whirlwind tour through the history of American Jewry that follows one family from the Russian Pale to Memphis, Tennessee, with a stop in New York, where one family member, Ruby “Kid” Karp, becomes a notorious gangster. ↩



13. Buckley is also both WASPy and a former CIA agent. See William F. Buckley, Jr., “Who Did What?” ↩



14. The name also refers to Republican luminary and soon to be Nixon Administration Secretary of State William P. Rogers, who would go on to negotiate an Arab-Israeli peace treaty in 1973. ↩



15. See also entry for “Berk” on LondonSlang.com: “Rhyming Slang, short for ‘Berkshire Hunt’, meaning ‘cunt’. Most people go around calling people ‘berks’ for years not realising that it is slang for one of the strongest swear words in the English language.” See also: http://www.urban dictionary.com/define.php?term=berk ↩



16. The best example of this existential interrogation occurs as Mailer’s Lieutenant Pope interrogates Peter Rosoff, whom Mailer asserts was a closeted homosexual, accusing him of soliciting sex in a subway men’s room (“Interview”). ↩
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Norman Mailer: Playboy Magazine Heavyweight


Taylor Joy Mitchell



Although sometimes purchased because of a Playmate’s allure, most Playboy magazines get read cover-to-cover, confirming the quip “I buy it for the articles.” Because less than ten percent of each issue contains nudity, the majority of monthly pages are well-known editorial features, such as the Playboy Advisor or the Playboy Interview, advice columns, cultural commentary, humor and literary selections. Using Esquire as a model, Hugh Hefner published fiction to position Playboy as more than a mere “skin-magazine.” Hefner juxtaposed the nude pictorials with literature because he believed that, for proper stimulation, both the mind and body should be addressed. The quantity of fiction published in Playboy is astonishing, making fiction the single largest component of the magazine. In just its first year of publication, from December 1953 to 1954, Playboy devoted 168 pages to literary selections, over thirty percent of its content (Lambkin 26). In the 1960s the magazine maintained over 200-page issues and published elite critics and authors such as Alfred Kazin, William F. Buckley, Leslie Fiedler, Ray Bradbury, James Baldwin, and Vladimir Nabokov. Most of Playboy’s fiction is either written by popular, contemporary authors or can be classified as a parody by an unknown author of a famous story. The cultural currency of contemporary authors or familiar narratives helped sell copies—by 1973, Playboy’s paid circulation peaked at seven million per month (Pitzulo 12). Playboy editors particularly sought out authors or fictional selections that would help them re-masculinize the act of reading in the midst of the Cold War gender debates. To fulfill this objective, editors first looked to Ernest Hemingway because the Hemingway code hero exemplifies the quintessential Playboy qualities—strong, adventuresome, educated, and womanizing. Then, after his death in 1961, Playboy used Hemingway’s obvious successor—Norman Mailer.

In 1956, Hefner hired Playboy’s first renowned literary editor, Auguste Comte Spectorsky, an up-and-coming journalist, for the express purpose of elevating the magazine’s literary content. Hefner considered Spectorsky “a real heavyweight” because of his literary talents and East Coast connections. Spectorsky’s The Exurbanites had recently reached the Best Sellers list, and he had the literary connections needed to “upgrade” Playboy’s fiction (Fraterrigo 32). Once on the editorial board, Spectorsky began recruiting personal friends to contribute the magazine. He solicited fiction and non-fiction pieces from Ken Purdy, Philip Wylie, Vance Packard, and John Steinbeck. Even if Hefner and Spectorsky did not always agree on lifestyle choices, they were both committed to producing a virile, high-culture publication. Hefner’s vision was to embellish and surround sex with the trappings of high culture. Spectorsky, on the other hand, wanted to “reinvent sophisticated culture itself by bracketing it with heterosexual desire” (Gilbert 207). Combining nude pictorials with good writing and sophisticated advertising allowed Playboy the opportunity to re-masculinize both reading and consumerism, two activities that were supposedly feminized during the postwar era.

Spectorsky viewed Playboy as his platform to “redefine male readers as ‘whole men’” (Gilbert 207). He wrote:


Each issue is a tacit statement to [readers] that they are responsive to fine fiction and to pretty girls; to Lucullan dining and drinking and to serious articles and interviews that bear directly or philosophically on today’s serious issues; to sports cars and classical music, jazz, fashion, the struggle for civil rights, bachelor high-life, and the world of business and finance. (qtd. in Gilbert 207)



Spectorsky sincerely believed that Playboy was a viable vehicle from which to “preach” his literary tastes. For Spectorsky, the literary selections would provide readers an outlet for discussing the pertinent issues of the day, affording them the knowledge needed for sophisticated conversations.

It was important to Spectorsky to devise clear guidelines to ensure that the literature of Playboy would celebrate a particular kind of masculinity. These literary guidelines suggest that Hefner and Spectorsky believed that literary selections were a crucial component of the ethos of Playboy. Spectorsky instructed his fiction staff to discard any “castration-defeat-doom stories” in favor of “Hemingway heroes . . . who deal with the world instead of cringing and having high-tone failures” (Gilbert 208). Spectorsky also based much of his criteria for quality fiction on Hemingway’s writing style—clear, economical prose, machismo or womanizing, rich imagery, and simple, albeit vigorous, word choice. Using Hemingway, the author and the man, to advertise the magazine’s commitment to masculinity, Spectorsky helped resurrect the masculine, intellectual man during the 1950s gender debates.

In order to promote Playboy’s macho literary persona and maintain a heavy dose of Hemingway, Spectorsky commissioned Norman Mailer for various publications. For instance, the January 1963 issue contains a special portfolio on “man’s politics and sport, his business and pleasure, his competition and credo” that couples Hemingway’s “A Man’s Credo” with Mailer’s debate on right-wing American politics. And, in the laudatory introduction to the Playboy Interview with Norman Mailer, the editors claim that “Mailer is as colorful and publicized as any writer since Ernest Hemingway” (69, Jan. 1968). Featuring Hemingway first, followed by Mailer, Playboy editors could assure readers that elite literature would not negate readers’ masculinity. Spectorsky could easily use Mailer in this capacity because of the multiple themes and concerns connecting these literary giants, including their iconoclastic status.

As articles in the 2010 issue of the Norman Mailer Review illustrate, the connections between Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer range from bull-fights to multiple wives. Erik Nakjavani argues that Hemingway’s influence on Mailer was so acute that the younger author “came to embody Hemingway’s influence, identifying with him” and developing affinities with him (166, emphasis original). Scholars such as J. Michael Lennon, James Meredith, Mark Cirino, and Barry Leeds prove that themes of boxing, war, violence, and firearms unite two of the most famous twentieth-century century writers. Constructing female characters as objects also links them. In “Norman, Papa, and the Autoerotic Construction of Woman,” Mimi Gladstein chronicles how both authors became “favorite whipping boys for feminist critics” for creating a “certain kind of fantasy woman, a projection of autoerotic impulses, by which they allow themselves, imaginatively, privileges that they did not have in life” (288-89). And, in “Hemingway, Mailer, and the ‘Reds’,”Victor Peppard rightly asserts that their common interests are “no secret.” Both authors were preoccupied with “macho tests of manhood.” Hemingway’s interests included hunting big game, boxing, and bullfights, and while Mailer was “more of a boxer than a bullfighter . . . he was always a battler whatever the arena” (Peppard 227). Tests of manhood often appear in their respective works and they both became controversial cultural figures in their personal lives. Both continue to loom over the American cultural landscape because of their notoriety and literary achievements.

Hemingway’s literary presence dictated much of Playboy’s editorial content, even though his words appeared minimally in the magazine. According to Thomas Weyr’s Reaching for Paradise, Hefner desperately wanted to include a Hemingway original in the inaugural 1953 issue (10). Yet due to the magazine’s content and budgetary restraints—Playboy’s first issue’s editorial content only cost $2,000—Hefner could not obtain the Hemingway, John O’Hara, or James Thurber pieces he so desired (Weyr 10). The New Yorker “haughtily” refused to sell Hefner reprint rights for a Thurber piece and Hemingway’s publisher rejected Hefner’s request “because his magazine had not ‘demonstrated its character’” (Miller 35). It would take three years and over 300,000 subscribers until Hefner and Spectorsky could include Hemingway’s presence in the magazine. They commissioned Jed Kiley for his unauthorized Hemingway biography, which was serialized over eight issues. Beginning with the first installment of Kiley’s “Hemingway: A Title Bout in Ten Rounds,” Hefner and Spectorsky added to the myths of Papa. In the September 1956 “Playbill,” editors proclaimed Hemingway as a man of “unimpeachable morals” and possibly the “greatest writer in the world” (4). Editors reminded readers that Hemingway has, for many years, “hit the bottle, tumbled wenches” and “enjoyed such organized carnage as war and bullfighting” (2). Quick to dismiss his actions as neither immoral nor sinful, editors described Hemingway as a cheater of death who became “a scarred and bearded American legend, a Great White Hunter, a husband of four wives, a winner of Nobel and Pulitzer Prizes” (2). They quoted Kazin’s praise of Hemingway as “the bronze god of the whole contemporary literary experience in America” (2). But what seems most important about the Hemingway myth is that he hails from a Midwest, middle-class family—the same family history as Hefner and many Playboy readers. His roots and eventual fame make Hemingway the quintessential Playboy author: growing out of middleclass America and a devoutly Christian home, Hemingway became “the hard-drinking, death-happy . . . swaggering, irresponsible author of best-selling Hollywood fodder” (2). This image of Hemingway, a Midwestern everyman turned courageous, financially successful, and intellectual, supports the grand narrative Playboy presented for its readers—every male has the potential to get the woman of his choice if he works hard, participates in capitalism, and reads quality fiction.

Playboy editors amplified the Hemingway myth throughout the 1960s. In January 1961, Playboy published “Hemingway Speaks his Mind,” quotations from a variety of Hemingway’s collected works. Editors thoroughly searched Hemingway’s works for scraps of prose that would suggest that his life style mimics those of a Playboy. Introduced as “a philosophy of life,” Playboy used this four-page feature to present Hemingway as an honorary Playboy (95, Jan. 1961). There are quoted topics range from musings on Cuban women to his many cats, but the myth of the man that emerges is one of strength and smarts. For instance, Hemingway’s observations about war, being hit with a mortar shell, drinking, boxing, bull-fighting, cooking a lion steak, deep-sea fishing, gate-crashing, and cursing remind readers of his masculine persona. His ruminations on hunting are particularly insightful: “You must be calm inside, as if you were in church, when a lion or a rhino is coming at you” (96, Jan. 1961). Hemingway’s use of the second person oddly addresses Playboy readers, in the comforts of their suburban homes or urban bachelor pads.

Hemingway’s quotations concerning sexual relationships also support the Playboy lifestyle. In “On Love,” for example, Hemingway writes that love is “an old word, and each man takes it new and wears it out himself ” (96, Jan. 1961). This musing suggests that each man observes relationships differently—those Playboys that reject the monogamous life of the nuclear family can still find their own kind of love. In this passage, Hemingway blesses male readers to wear out their own version of love. Even in his dreams, Hemingway was the spitting image of a Playboy: “In my nocturnal wanderings I am always between twenty-five and thirty years old and am irresistible to women, dogs, and on one occasion, to a very beautiful lioness, who subsequently became my fiancée” (96, Jan. 1961). As tamers of women, dogs, and wild cats, readers could model their behavior on Hemingway’s actions in order to obtain their next catch. The things Hemingway deemed good are equivalent to what Playboy readers should want: wine, bread, bed, early mornings, the sea, women, love, and honor (97). In this list, Hemingway conflates necessities, like food and sleep, with amenities like women and early mornings. Much of Playboy’s editorial content, like its monthly Playmate, promoted similar notions—sex and honor were both necessary and attainable.

After the success of “Hemingway Speaks his Mind,” Playboy continued to use the myth of Hemingway to advance its literary selections and grand narrative. Editors even applied parodies of Hemingway’s famous titles to pictorials and satire pieces. For example, in the July 1961 issue editors published Barry Spacks’s “For Whom the Booth Tolls.” Editors meticulously labeled Spacks’s work “outrageous” in its “attention getting (and money-making) device” (5). Unlike satires and parodies of other authors, editors were careful to honor Hemingway. Later that same year, Spectorsky serialized Hemingway’s first authorized biography. Spectorsky paid a reported $25,000—approximately equivalent to $160,000 in current U.S. dollars—for the serialization rights (Hale). Beginning in December 1961, Leicester Hemingway’s “My Brother Ernest,” spanned four issues and over sixty pages. Published only eight months after Hemingway’s suicide, “My Brother Ernest” received favorable reviews from Playboy readers. The text was later expanded, published by Pineapple Press, and reached the New York Times list of 100 outstanding books for summer reading in 1962. Playboy continued the Hemingway trend with “Papa and the Playwright,” a review of Hemingway and Tennessee Williams, Evgeny Evtushenko’s “Meeting with Hemingway,” Patrick Hemingway’s “My Papa, Papa” and Hemingway’s only play, “The Fifth Column.”

Readers responded so well to the Hemingway material that Spectorsky published Hemingway’s “Advice to Young Men” in 1964. Consisting of previously unpublished observations on some of the ground rules of life and literature, this piece is eerily similar to the earlier “Hemingway Speaks His Mind,” sans the heavy dose of observation on traditional masculine activities like boxing, big-game hunting, and fishing. The main focus of “Advice to a Young Man” was on the art of writing and responding to critics. In this piece, Hemingway shared his wisdom on other topics, most notably education, achieving success, happiness, living with honor, prejudice, death, faith, and the future. The feature concludes with a Hemingway quotation that reinforces Playboy’s call for its readers: “All the glory of life, all the romance of living, all the deep and true joys of the world, all the splendor and the mystery are within our reach” (225, Jan. 1965). Hemingway’s posthumous advice echoes the Playboy stance on working hard to enjoy the products of capitalism with a female companion.

Relying so heavily on Hemingway allowed Spectorsky to “advertise the magazine’s commitment to masculinity” (Gilbert 209). His “reputation as a literary tough guy” had been well established in the 1930s (Osgerby 45). Esquire proudly featured Hemingway for his “rough-hewn machismo,” even offering him one thousand shares of stock in 1937 (Osgerby 47). Due to Hefner’s relationship with Esquire and Spectorsky’s desire to re-masculinize readers, Hemingway became the obvious “godfather” for the journal during the early Cold War. Rather than publish what Spectorsky deemed literature of “morass incense and butterflies and Spanish moss, of précieuse style and hyperfine imagery,” Playboy published what it considered to be elite, although accessible, fiction for its masculine audience (2, Sept. 1956). It did not want any writers too busy “exploring stylistic jungles”; instead, it wanted Hemingway, “perhaps because he has trekked many a real jungle in his life” (4, Sept. 1956). Spectorsky claimed that he wanted to veer away from stories likely published by The New Yorker, stories that reflected what he called a “womanized,” “neurotic,” and “castrating world” (Gilbert 208). He promoted Hemingway’s attributes because he knew that Playboy “was surely” to “get literally hundreds of ‘fine’ stories a month which are intricate embroidery on the motto: The Sensitive Misfit is a More Interesting Man and a worthier Topic than the The Man Who Fulfils His Masculine Destiny” (Gilbert 208). Instead of wasting time reviewing stories about sensitive misfits or mutilated heroes, Spectorsky wanted Hemingway heroes.

And yet, ironically, Hemingway’s heroes are often castrated in one way or another. While many of Hemingway’s characters are “real” men on the battlefield or on the hunting grounds, they could also be classified as androgynous in terms of their sexuality. In Ernest Hemingway: Machismo and Masochism, Richard Fantina reappraises the foundations of the old Hemingway myth of machismo and argues that his fiction’s “greatest legacy” may be the “embodiment of diverse models of masculinity” (3). Well before Hemingway scholars revised perceptions of him as the ultimate American macho man in the 1990s, Playboy editors subtly address misgivings about Hemingway’s sexuality. In the same “Playbill” that praises him in comparison to other contemporary writers as a “standing out like a rugged oak in a field of delicate pansies,” editors call Hemingway “sexually insecure” (2). Why would Playboy editors admit this in the same announcement that begins over a decade of Hemingway contributions? Why would a magazine, striving to push its heterosexual agenda on middle-class American men, place such precedence on a sexually insecure author? Quite possibly, Spectorsky assumed his readership would miss the subtle classification. Maybe Spectorsky only published Hemingway non-fiction to avoid the obvious contradictions. Or, and more likely, the myth of the man and the Hemingway code looms larger than fiction.

Similar to its heralding of Hemingway, Playboy relied on the cultural myths surrounding Mailer. Beyond his combative prose, controversial comments, and wife stabbing, Mailer presides over American literature “longer and larger than any writer of his generation” (McGrath). The “most transparently ambitious author of his era,” Mailer was a prolific author, social commentator, and cultural provocateur (McGrath). He cofounded The Village Voice, won the Pulitzer Prize twice, ran for New York City Mayor, married six different women, fathered eight children (and adopted a ninth), directed films, appeared on talk-shows, and participated in many interviews, making the Mailer name a household one. In short, Mailer’s ever-present, masculine persona, ambition, and the immense quantity of his work make him an appropriate Playboy contributor. Like Hemingway in the 1930s, Mailer had already established his tough-guy persona by the end of the 1950s. The violence in his war novel, The Naked and the Dead (1948), and the obscenity in The Deer Park (1959) set the stage for Mailer’s 1959 Advertisements for Myself: “a tough-guy writer’s apologia for his literary life” (Castronovo 180). In his life and literature, Mailer can stand in as a Hemingway hero, especially because Mailer lacked Hemingway’s ambiguous sexuality. Mailer consistently conducted himself with grace under pressure through the various tumults in his career. Thus, Playboy editors, from Spectorsky to Christine Hefner, frequently published Mailer to connect with their male readers.

When reviewed as a body of work, Mailer’s multiple Playboy contributions reflect the historical shifts in post-war masculinity constructions, the same changes Playboy’s editorials depict. As a popular author with staggering amounts of testosterone present in his best-selling fiction, Mailer’s virile image fits comfortably into Playboy’s agenda. Beginning with an “After Hours” Book Review reference to The Deer Park in January 1958, and lasting to the publication of his conversation with Michael Lennon, “On the Authority of the Senses,” in December 2007, Mailer contributed directly to Playboy on seventeen occasions. Mailer’s numerous appearances in the magazine range from panelist to cultural critic. Playboy paid him $5,000 to reprint his debate with William F. Buckley and, in 1967, Mailer offered Playboy his essay on bullfighting. Then, in 1975, he wrote over 28,000 words on the prizefight between Ali and Foreman, which Playboy published in two installments (with rare illustrations). He continued to offer the magazine selections on sports and politics at the turn of the century. In 2004 Playboy published Mailer’s “Immodest Proposals,” a call to American voters to review the government’s handling of war, welfare, imprisonment, abortion, gay-marriage, and foreign policy. Playboy posthumously published “A Man of Letters” in January 2009 to honor Mailer. The byline to the feature reads, “A literary giant’s correspondence on Hollywood, celebrity, and society shows him to be a critic and crusader, pugilist and poet” (70, Jan. 2007). The simple eulogy for a poetic boxer sums up why Playboy continued to rely on Mailer for his nonfiction and fiction contributions: Mailer’s persona represented Playboy’s commitment to masculinity and intellect.

Although an apropos Playboy author, Mailer’s relationship with Playboy involved lawsuits coupled with considerable praise. After Playboy editors paid Mailer for the essay report on the Buckley’s debates, Mailer sued Playboy on the grounds that his essay was worth more than the paid sum (Buckley). Mailer also wrote to the editors, denouncing them for labeling him a liberal: “I don’t care if people call me a radical, a red, a revolutionary, an outsider, an outlaw, a Bolshevik, an anarchist, a nihilist or even a left conservative, but please don’t ever call me a liberal” (8, April 1963). And later, in 1975, Elmo Henderson sued Playboy for publishing “The Fight,” in which Mailer created the factoid that Henderson had been in an insane asylum (Manso 560). But according to one of Playboy’s executive editors, Arthur Kretchmer, Mailer was “a long-run investment” (Manso 561). In an excerpt from Peter Manso’s Mailer: His Life and Times, Kretchmer explains how Playboy did not “function on pornography or Enquirer-like sensationalism. It functioned on the fact that people who read Playboy have a certain sense of upscale events, and Norman’s part of that psychology” (Manso 561). By distancing Playboy from Enquirer, Kretchmer suggests that Playboy readers are much more sophisticated than those that read either sensational or pornographic media. Mailer’s contributions, then, are used to elevate the magazine’s content. In the 1970s, Kretchmer wanted to publish a magazine that


reflect[s] what’s going on in America … and that magazine has to have Norman because it’s a different world without Norman. Playboy with Norman is a magazine of the moment, of impact. Powerfully, incontestably, Norman has tried to express our era. He looks through infinity and says, ‘Who are we? What have we done? What can be done?’ (Manso 561)



Kretchmer’s insights implies that both Playboy and Mailer worked to articulate America’s cultural concerns, and because of that shared objective, Playboy editors dismissed the legal trouble in favor of a working relationship with Mailer.

Kretchmer seems beguiled by Mailer, but other magazine editors, like William Phillips of the Partisan Review and Gordon Lish from Esquire, also solicited work from Mailer. Based on his growing fame, Esquire accepted Mailer’s offer to write a monthly column, “The Big Bite,” which ran from November 1962 to December 1963 (Dearborn 179). Clay Felker, Esquire editor, claimed that he assigned Mailer to write about Jackie Kennedy because “at Esquire we loved to start fights” and hiring Mailer to write about the First Lady immediately after he had stabbed his wife was “obvious” (Manso 353). The enthusiasm surrounding Mailer as a magazine contributor was only reinforced when his “The Prisoner of Sex” (1971) sold more copies of Harper’s than any other issue in the magazine’s history (Manso 462).

Like Kretchmer’s praise for the author, Mailer’s praise for the Playboy empire and its founding editor seemed equally enthusiastic. When covering the Liston-Patterson fights, Mailer stayed at the Playboy mansion and recorded his first impressions of an after-hours Playboy party. After detailing the mansion’s exaggerated dimensions, Mailer compared Hefner to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s archetypal, white, male American hero: “one never saw one’s host except for once or twice in some odd hour of the night. He had a quality not unlike Jay Gatsby, he looked and talked like a lean, rather modest cowboy of middle size; there was something of a mustang about Hefner” (qtd. in Miller 130). Mailer claimed that Hefner was “not the kind of man one would have expected to see as the publisher of his magazine, or the owner of the Playboy Club, nor certainly as the undemanding host of his exceptional establishment” (qtd. in Miller 130). Here, Mailer hints at Hefner’s subtle allure. His unassuming demeanor makes him a surprising candidate for the head of the flamboyant Playboy empire and this exchange of praise reveals how integral cultural myths can be for the success of a mass produced, glossy magazine.

Playboy commissioned Mailer to support its agenda as a with-the-times magazine and to “further gentrif[y]” its heterosexual perception (Schuchardt). In the first Playboy “Panel” on “Censorship in Literature and the Arts,” editors introduced Mailer as “among the forefront of individualistic, iconoclastically outspoken American author” (27, July 1961). Throughout the panel exchanges, Mailer lived up to that introduction: he “polemicized against masturbation and argued that open labeling of pornographic literature as such was vital for ‘the health and life of the republic,’ but that pleading its socially redeeming values was not” (Weyr 92). Mailer’s insights on censorship shine amidst the jumbled thinking presented by the other panelists and he was asked to return for the next year’s panel on “The Womanization of America” (June 1962). The panel, which was Spectorsky’s idea, was intended to respond to Philip Wylie’s scathing arguments regarding a supposed power shift between the genders—and Mailer’s career and personal life made him well-suited for the discussion. By 1962 Mailer had published three bestsellers and married three different women.

In the introduction to the seventeen-page panel, Playboy editors once again refer to Mailer’s iconoclastic status and, throughout the panel discussion, Mailer endorsed Spectorsky’s claim that men are in need of re-masculination. Mailer contended that “women are becoming more selfish, more greedy, less romantic, less warm, more lusty, and more filled with hate” (44, June 1962). However, Mailer did go on to state that male collaboration needed to be accounted for in the gender-role demise. Pinpointing the Cold War as the “certain historical phenomenon” that “allowed penis envy to develop,” Mailer eloquently stated that during these “renaissance” moments in history, there is a tendency for “this coming together of sexes” (134, 139, June 1962). Aware of his audience and the magazine’s heterosexual bias, Mailer immediately reaffirmed his heterosexuality by stating that the increasing numbers of homosexuals during the Cold War can be attributed to a “general loss of faith in the country, faith in the notion of one’s self as a man” (142). Mailer had obviously not lost any faith in himself as a man, so his sexuality and commitment to phallocentric concerns remained intact.

After Mailer’s discerning comments on gender and sexuality, the conversation degraded until Mailer, once again, culturally contextualized the issues. According to Carrie Pitzulo’s study, Bachelors and Bunnies: The Sexual Politics of Playboy, panelists “primarily fixated on inane debates” (Pitzulo 31). For example, in response to Playboy’s concerns about some females refusing to complete household chores, three of the panelists debate the cost of aprons and the difference between drying and washing dishes. Mailer then stated that “there’s been a shift in the social and biological function of the woman, where she expected . . . not so much to create a home as she is to be an aide-de-camp or staff general to an ambitious opportunist” (49, June 1962). Mailer’s comments, regarding the change in duties for postwar women, hints at the supposed mid-century masculinity crisis—being a blue-collar worker was no longer sufficient for most men. Rather, the stresses of the Cold War and the evolving capitalistic economy forced men to adapt to domineering images of hyper-masculinity. Readers’ responses to the panel, as published in the “Dear Playboy” letters, suggest that Mailer’s statements eclipsed the other panelists. Out of the four published “Dear Playboy” letters that mention the womanization panel, three praise Mailer and the letter from John T. Gosset exclaims that Mailer’s insights “astounded” him (9, September 1962).

At the panel’s conclusion, Mailer reminded Playboy readers that “masculinity is not something one is born with, but something one gains. And one gains it by winning small battles with honor” (142, June 1962). He warned those American men who fear the destruction of their masculinity to be wary of mass media because it gives an unrealistic view of life. Mailer claimed that the majority of mass media is out to “destroy virility slowly and steadily” (142, June 1962). This argument directly reinforced Spectorsky’s thoughts on the fundamental malaise about masculinity in America, as well as supported his argument that Playboy is a necessity for American males. American men needed magazines like Playboy to help combat the insipid depictions of masculinity in the mass media. And Playboy needed Mailer’s contributions to do so. Mailer’s presence on both panels reinforced his machismo status and added to Playboy’s cultural currency.

Mailer’s machismo reputation further aligned the author with the Playboy empire, especially during the battle of the sexes. Both Mailer and the Playboy enterprise received intense criticism from second-wave feminists. Mailer’s fiction often sparked deserved critique for its objectification of female characters or depiction of sexual violence. In the classic Sexual Politics, Kate Millet analyzes Mailer’s fiction and claims that he was long ago designated a “prisoner of the virility cult.” Mailer’s response to her literary criticism, “The Prisoner of Sex,” sparked acrimonious debates, like the very public, 1971 Town Hall debate with feminists Germaine Greer and Jill Johnston. And at the 1986 birthday celebration of the Feminist Writers Guild, attendants played “Pin the Tail on Norman Mailer” in “satiric protest against what they consider his antifeminist writings” (Blades). In a similar vein, Playboy has dealt with its own share of feminist critique for the past five decades. From its inception, critics have lambasted the magazine for its centerfold: “it fetishized busty, young bodies for straight male consumption” (Pitzulo 35). Playboy garnered backlash from feminists, such as Betty Friedan, Barbara Ehrenreich, and Gloria Steinem, as well as anti-pornography activists Gail Dines and Catharine MacKinnon. Steinem published her damning exposé on working conditions at the Playboy clubs in Show magazine and faced-off with Hefner for McCall’s magazine in a lengthy interview in 1970. Copies of Playboy were tossed into a “freedom trashcan” as part of the 1968 Miss America Pageant protest and Playboy confronted the feminist movement with its article “Up Against the Wall, Male Chauvinist Pig” (May 1970). Hefner intended the piece to criticize radical feminists, but his condemnation of the militants solidified his—and Playboy’s—reputation as anti-feminist.

Playboy editors balanced the negative attention from Steinem’s experience as a Playboy Bunny with Mailer’s appreciation of the clubs. Mailer’s presence at the Playboy clubs and mansion “lent” them “literary and symbolic cachet they have won from few other public personalities” (Weyr 78). In “Ten Thousand Words a Minute,” Mailer does not censure the guests’ egregious behavior toward the female employees, nor does he disapprove of the Bunnies’ attire. Instead, Mailer matter-of-factly states that the club “looked about the way one thought it would look” with corporate executive patrons and Bunnies in all colors (qtd. in Weyr 78). Whereas Steinem claimed the boning in her bunny costume would have made “Scarlett O’Hara blanch and the entire construction tended to push all available flesh up to the bosom,” Mailer complimented the outfits: the Bunny costume “exaggerated their hips, bound their waist in a ceinture and lifted them into phallic brassiere” (Steinem 39; Weyr 78). In his Presidential Papers, Mailer compares a Bunny’s breasts to the “big bullet[s] on the front bumper of a Cadillac” (23). Mailer’s approval of the costume, like his comparison of Hefner to Fitzgerald, captured how editors wanted the culture to view Playboy—as an American icon.

While superficial, his praise for the Bunnies and their uniforms reinforced the growing Playboy brand, compelling editors to also publish Mailer’s fiction. Kretchmer classified Playboy’s “dynamics” with Mailer as “interesting” because Playboy did not publish his fiction “for direct sales” (Manso 561). Unlike other writers, such as Ian Fleming or Joseph Heller, who were understood as more commercial, Playboy published Mailer “simply” because he is “the most interesting writer, a writer you want to publish if you’re editing a magazine, and whether or not all of Playboy’s readers are going to line up eagerly to buy the issue doesn’t really come into play” (Manso 561). Therefore, including Mailer in the magazine was more about building the Playboy brand than selling copies. Editors commissioned Mailer, like Hemingway, for his cultural status rather than his literature.

Playboy published only three true fiction selections from Mailer: “Trial of the Warlock” (Dec. 1976), excerpts from Ancient Evenings (April and May 1983), and “The Changing of the Guard,” (Dec. 1988). Out of these three pieces, Ancient Evenings is the only work to have received critical attention, much of it mixed. Scholars have often overlooked the “Trial” and “The Changing of the Guard” but Playboy praised them both as quality, literary selections, even offering the “Trial” the annual $1,000 prize for Best Fiction for 1976 and later republishing the story in its anthology—Playboy Stories: The Best of Forty Years of Short Fiction, edited by Alice K. Turner. And because his machismo fueled much of his fiction, Mailer’s fiction appear to fit Spectorsky’s stringent guidelines for Playboy’s literary selections—masculine, Hemingway heroes, and clear, intellectual prose.

Mailer’s third literary contribution to Playboy, “The Changing of the Guard,” complements all of Spectorsky’s original criteria for quality, virile fiction. The five-page feature represents intellectual machismo at its best: with lines like “it would have blasted her panties clear off her pubes” mingled with literary allusions to Hawthorne, Chaucer, and Fitzgerald, the narrator presents himself as an intellectual who enjoys “getting it on” with his mistress as well as cunnilingus with his wife (197, Dec. 1988). The simple plot, a nameless, first person narrator driving to his wife’s bed after a tryst with his mistress, allows for commentary on word choice, the Cold War, class, love, sex, masculinity, and ethics. The narrator constantly relays his relationship to certain words such as backside (for back of the shore), incest (his wife is his distant cousin), and distinguished (his wife, Kittredge, is “beautiful” in comparison to his “cheerful,” “common” mistress, Chloe). He even clarifies with a parenthetical aside that the “Yankee inn” in which he met his mistress is really “(Let us say: a Yankee-inn-type restaurant run by a Greek)” (196, Dec. 1988). This close attention to detail helps develop Mailer’s narrator as an intelligent main character and his occupation, as a spy for the CIA during the intensity of the Cold War, heightens his virility.

In between vulgar recollections of sexual intercourse, Mailer exposes his narrator’s perspicacity with philosophical asides, most notably his diatribe on masculinity. After explaining failed plots to assassinate Fidel Castro, the narrator describes Hugh Tremont Montague, his boss and “guru in machismo” (196, Dec. 1988, emphasis original). Hugh’s hyper-masculinity reflects the “only spiritual art that American men and boys practice dependably”; the narrator claims that “we do not hope to peer into the pond of revelation so much as to pass through the iron gate of virility” (196, Dec. 1988). Hugh also happened to be married to Kittredge. When the narrator began his affair with Kittredge, he felt “like a hermit crab just moved into a more impressive carapace, and waiting to be dislodged” (196, Dec. 1988). Very high echelon in the CIA, Hugh worked with double and triple agents and participated in athletic activities. Hugh was a vision of virility until the narrator witnessed him “stove in at the waist,” after a rock-climbing accident (196, Dec. 1988). Seeing the man that gave him “life courses in grace under pressure” weakened and crying caused an “abrasion on the flesh of memory” (196, Dec. 1988). The narrator reacted to his boss’s demise by forcing his relationship with Kittredge to “climb from the dungeon of its inception” (196, Dec. 1988). The crippling of the narrator’s masculinity model “sentenced” him to maintain their relationship and drove him “spend hours slopping and sliding” on Chloe’s “overfriendly breasts” (197, Dec. 1988). Interspersing Hugh’s crumbling hyper-masculinity with explicit sex scenes and intellectual commentary turns the narrator into a Hemingway code hero.

In order to maintain a sense of coherence within the narrator’s stream-of-consciousness, Mailer consistently returns to the icy road metaphor, making the short piece allegorical in nature. For the narrator, the dangers of driving on “a night as terrible as this—with sleet on the cusp of freezing” become inextricably linked with the dangers of monogamy (197, Dec. 1988). Toward the end of the story, the narrator “suddenly” realizes what he had been missing in his marriage: “a wife who could allow you to live not only with herself but with ten other women she could remind you of ” (198, Dec. 1988). Mailer abruptly ends the piece with the narrator remembering his pledge of honesty to his wife. The narrator’s unknown plight must have left Playboy readers questioning the validity of taking a vow, as well as the slippery nature of conducting an affair. The story and its ending leave readers with a model of masculinity akin to Playboy’s model of an upwardly mobile, educated, heterosexual man.

In comparison to some of Hemingway’s fiction in which castrated heroes do not always abide by the code, Mailer’s Playboy fiction offers a range of masculinity models for readers. According to Robert Caserio’s editorial introduction to the Journal of Modern Literature, Mailer’s later fiction represents a “‘queering’ of his picture of masculinity,” and the novel Ancient Evenings, in particular, suggests a “surrender and uncoupling” of Mailer’s ideas about masculinity and moral bravery (v, vi). In comparison to his 1960s works, like An American Dream and Why are We in Vietnam?, Ancient Evenings deals with homosexuality in “tolerant and even erotic fashion” (Dearborn 121). The novel’s protagonist narrator, a eunuch in a large harem, is anally penetrated and the most politically powerful man in the novel “gave Himself up to the little queens as if He were a woman” (124, April 1983). In an interview with John Whalen-Bridge regarding his later works, Mailer admits that, until Ancient Evenings, he did not recognize homosexuality as “an element in all men” and has since come to understand homosexuality as “a bigger theme than [he] ever gave it credit for being” (vi). This change in views regarding sexuality suggests that Mailer revised his masculinist ideal in his later fiction and the Playboy excerpt of Ancient Evenings illustrates this revision. Magazine readers might have expected selections from the 700-page-plus novel to be more in line with Playboy’s heterosexual agenda, but Mailer chose to include scenes that deal with “a spectrum of male motivation leading from homosexuality to machismo” (Lennon 331). Within the Playboy excerpts of Ancient Evenings, Mailer explores power relationships between men and depicts various masculinity models.

Similar to the excerpts from Ancient Evenings, Mailer’s “Trial of the Warlock” deviates slightly from the model of masculinity presented in Playboy’s strictly heterosexual editorial features. The story offers a “readable” “screen treatment” of J. K. Huysmans’s La Bas (Turner 333). Mailer appropriates the novel’s protagonist, Durtal, to revisit the 1891 fictional account of how Gilles de Rais transitions from being Joan of Arc’s second-in-command to a documented serial killer and practitioner of Satanism. The story seems to contain all of Playboy’s necessary criteria: the hero is not castrated; he has no problem with blood or Satan—so he is obviously courageous. After swearing off sexual relations for religious reasons, Durtal becomes involved in a tumultuous affair with a married woman, so his sexuality is not ambiguous. And he is an intellectual, deeply entrenched in his research about the first serial documented serial killer. However, the focus of Durtal’s research is a man who “cannot speak of the thoughts I have when young boys pass before [his] eyes” (354). De Rais moves beyond the fifteenth-century acceptance of fornicating with young boys and begins to abduct, rape, and brutally murder them. Once dead, de Rais uses their bodies in unheard of ways for sexual pleasure. De Rais’ acts of necrophilia and pedophilia seem wildly extreme when compared to the tameness of gazing at a carefully posed centerfold. But the erotic nature of “Trial” and Mailer’s return to this century-old French novel about Satan in medieval Europe represent deviations from the literary selections of Playboy that may leave readers questioning things. Why would editors pay for and publish fiction that undermines its stated heterosexual objectives? Mailer’s tripartite role as novelist, journalist, and historian explains the fascination with the historical content, but the story’s form and style are extremely peculiar. Why a screen treatment? Why the use of the second person point of view? The original protagonist was a thinly veiled caricature of the original author, so what kind of layer does a new author offer? The panoply of unanswered questions, especially why Playboy would award it an annual prize when it has received scant criticism, proves that Playboy editors were willing to publish fiction based on an author’s cultural status. The “Trial” and Ancient Evenings might have undermined Playboy’s grand narrative of heterosexuality, but because they were written by Norman Mailer, editors, like Kretchmer, wanted to include them.

Besides Mailer’s work, Playboy’s relationship with literature is exceedingly complex. Recognized for publishing the century’s greatest writers, Playboy introduced its readers to serious literature, fiction that most would likely have never have been read if it were not sandwiched between pictorials or garish cartoons. Produced as a guidebook for young, urban men, it is surprising that much of Playboy’s fiction destabilizes its grand narrative. Most of Playboy’s 1960s fiction could be classified as Gothic romance, which often includes narratives of traditional marriage. English and American Literature Gothic scholar Marilyn Michaud analyzes why Playboy’s early fiction “paradoxically” encouraged readers to become husbands. She questions “What does Gothic romance fiction teach the aspiring playboy? How does an aesthetically middle-brow publication with images of wholesome, semi-clad young women sit comfortably beside tales of horror and distress?” Exposing the magazine’s internal contradictions, Michaud argues it is “not surprising” to find traditional narratives in Playboy “given the gender politics and the national anxiety over masculinity in the postwar period.” Michaud concludes that the gothic stories, while seemingly paradoxical to Hefner’s agenda, reflect postwar culture because they focus on marriage and family. According to Michaud, teaching bachelors to be heroic rescuers of distraught females will teach them to be good husbands.

Therefore, it seems plausible that while Playboy editors sought to publish approachable, entertaining fiction with masculine heroes, they would also publish works based on reputations or cultural myths regardless of the story’s content. In his Playboy interview, Mailer endorses this cultural concept when he says that “if Hemingway had been a pimply-faced kid instead of the man he was, his books wouldn’t have had the audience they commanded” (84, Jan. 1968). For Mailer, Hemingway had a “clear image” because the work and the man “bore a certain resemblance to each other” (84, Jan. 1968). Mailer goes on to say that this clear image is often necessary: “Americans like answers, not enigmas” (84, Jan. 1968). During his life, Hemingway used his solid, masculine persona to boost book sales and Playboy still uses that same sales model. And while Mailer confesses his “public personality probably hurts his sales” because it is much “more surrealistic” than Hemingway’s, Playboy editors continued to rely on him as a contributor (84, Jan. 1968).
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“The White Negro” Revisited: The Demise of the Indispensable Hipster


Tracy Dahlby




Introduction: A Case for Reincarnating the “Psychic Outlaw”

You wouldn’t necessarily guess that in a country undergoing a revolution, albeit a digital one, conformity would be on such a roll. Yet what strikes me as odd in America today is our seeming inability to produce authentic nonconformists in any significant numbers. Folks that show up locked and loaded for Tea Party rallies—Christian Lorentzen called the type “the radical square”—don’t count, since the point is to question groupthink, not enforce it. What I’ve got in mind is Norman Mailer’s definition of that quintessential American existentialist: the hipster.

In his 1957 essay, “The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster,” Mailer defined his hero as “a philosophical psychopath” whose role it was to test the fear-soaked conformity of the time by rejecting “that domain of experience where security is boredom and therefore sickness”. Five years before novelist Ken Kesey gave us One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Mailer laid down the theoretical groove: individuals who would challenge society’s norms had better work up the guts, like Kesey’s Chief Bromden, to smash the asylum windows and make a run for it. Not for nothing did the expression “Crazy, man!” become a hallmark of hipster lingo.

Mailer’s views were hot stuff for 1957. Critics accused him of condoning violence as a form of existential expression (Lorentzen), when in fact what he championed was a sort of psychic jujitsu that turned society’s straight-jacket inside out by exploring what he called “the rebellious imperatives of the self.” Pursuing that “uncharted journey,” the hipster (Mailer guessed there were 100,000 of them working America’s fringes) would help liberate the rest of us TV-numbed squares into the bargain (“White Negro,”). He overstated the case in claiming “there is not the hipster alive who is not absorbed in his own tumultuous hypotheses” (“White Negro,”). And his assertion that his self-selected adventurer “had absorbed the existentialist synapses of the Negro,” thus becoming a “white Negro,” makes one wince today.

Yet Mailer put a righteous new spin on Thoreau’s old dictum: “in Wildness is the preservation of the world” (“Walking,”). After all, it takes some wildness for a society to fight off cultural rigor mortis. Which, as I say, is the problem: we don’t produce many wild ones today, and the hipster is the butt of Internet jokes. According to a post on the PBS NewsHour Art Beat blog, “[T]he hipster is usually seen as a clown—not so much a trendsetter or truth-teller, but a young and moneyed member of a cultural niche or the uber-fringe” (Pollack). Hip 20-somethings in Austin (the self-proclaimed “Live Music Capital of the World” is chockablock with self-identifying hipsters) minced fewer words when I asked them in April 2011 what “hipster” brought to mind. “Stands for nothing,” they said. “Wears tight pants,” “Think they’re better than you.”

How did the hipster sink so low? There are at least three reasons: For starters, existential terror isn’t what it used to be; second, the triumph of economic convention over truth in our society has made it hard to talk about the scope of what really matters in life; and lastly, today’s online revolution is helping blunt the very sensibilities we’ll need to strike some kind of humane balance. Yin follows Yang, and maybe we’ll pull out of this existential blind alley, but meanwhile where are Mailer’s psychic outlaws when we need them?



Scared Sideways: The Waning Value of Menace

It is hard to outdo the Fifties, with its raw memories of Nanjing, Dresden, Hiroshima and the Holocaust, for inducing bone-chilling dread. As Mailer noted:


The Second World War presented a mirror to the human condition which blinded anyone who looked into it. For if tens of millions were killed in concentration camps out of the inexorable agonies and contractions of super-states . . . one was then obliged also to see that no matter how crippled and perverted an image of man was the society he had created, it was nonetheless his… collective creation… and if society was so murderous, then who could ignore the most hideous of questions about his own nature? (“White Negro,” par. 2)



If self-reflection wasn’t your bag back then, the chronic threat of annihilation in a nuclear showdown with the Russians could stir doubts about a life in civilization, that as Mailer wrote, “could mean... that we might still be doomed to die as a cipher in some vast statistical operation in which our teeth would be counted, and our hair would be saved, but our death itself would be unknown, unhonored, and unremarked . . . a death by deus ex machina in a gas chamber or a radioactive city” (par. 1).

Today, we live less existentially encumbered lives. Our society is vastly more inclusive and solicitous of individual preferences than the exclusionary, quasi-militaristic fifties (even if we’re not as open as we generally like to think), and that’s progress you can take to the bank. In fact, we have; sixty years of muscular economic growth has, until recently, so improved the material quality of American life that we now routinely confuse our jamboree of consumer-oriented diversions, with its incessant Internet distractions, with life itself. But we’ve paid a price: Somewhere along the line we’ve lost an actionable grip on the phobias that, if properly explored, were once thought to bring out the best in us. To wit, Mailer’s authentic hipster is


the man who knows that if our collective condition is to live with instant death by atomic war… or with a slow death by conformity with every creative and rebellious instinct stifled… why then the only life-giving answer is to accept the terms of death, to live with death as immediate danger, to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots . . . (par. 4)



Yes, we’ve had our moments. The September 11 attacks on New York and Washington were terrible shocks, and viscerally so for those of us living in a place like Manhattan at the time. Knocked off our bearings, the country let ita maximum political leaders talk us into a dubious bargain. Ours wasn’t to dig in against our attackers with the unflagging, see-you-in-Hell focus that was typical of World War II (in part because we had such difficulty in identifying who or what we were fighting)—or to make the sacrifices necessary to wean ourselves from Middle East oil and secure greater energy independence—but to get back to business as usual.

As Andrew J. Bacevich later observed in The Washington Post, “from the very outset” President George Bush


described the “war on terror” as a vast undertaking of paramount importance. But he simultaneously urged Americans to carry on as if there were no war. “Get down to Disney World in Florida,” he urged just over two weeks after 9/11. “Take your families and enjoy life, the way we want it to be enjoyed.” Bush certainly wanted citizens to support his war—he just wasn’t going to require them actually to do anything. (par. 2)



In that horrible season, I remember receiving a mass e-mail from one big-box retailer in particular expressing grief over the tragic events while taking the opportunity to remind its customers of an upcoming fall sales event and wondering if it weren’t a sick joke. Victims’ families mourned, our soldiers went off to fight, and the rest of us were left to define patriotic duty as flexing our plastic.

Ten autumns later, it is easier to see the bankruptcy of our moral math. The utility of existential fear for taking collective action is basically a numbers game. In the years since the 9/11 attacks, how many of us have been directly exposed to terrorism’s terrors on a sustained basis or subjected to its material deprivations? In truth, not that many. Instead, the Pentagon has prosecuted a war by proxy, using our tax dollars to do hard things at the farthest of psychic removes from the average American, while at home our fears have been absorbed in a mishmash of media-speak and online canoodling and kvetching.

What a difference a half-century makes. “No matter what its horrors,” Mailer wrote in “The White Negro,” “the Twentieth Century is a vastly exciting century for its tendency is to reduce all of life to its ultimate alternatives” (par. 42)—totalitarianism v. freedom, boredom v. excitement, life v. death. Such stark philosophical opposites gave the Beats, the literary arm of the hipster movement, its traction. In Howl, Allen Ginsberg could famously tell us what needed rebelling against: a society built on “Robot apartments! invisible suburbs! skeleton treasuries! blind capitals! demonic industries! spectral nations! invincible mad houses! granite cocks! monstrous bombs!” (sec. 3, loc. 2009). In On the Road, Jack Kerouac told us exactly who would do the rebelling, “the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time . . .” (ch. 1, loc. 156).

True, most Americans didn’t want to hear such crazy talk. Howl went to court on obscenity charges, and the mass media did its damnedest to mock the budding counterculture by inventing the put-down term “beatnik” to describe zany, misguided youth devoted to lives of “berets, bongos and bedbugs” (Ginsberg, David). Yet contradictions percolating beneath the surface of the archly placid fifties, in the lack of civil rights, sexual freedom and gender equality, to name a few, allowed the Beats to bolster, as Mailer put it, “the isolated courage of isolated people” (“White Negro,” par. 3). Eventually new ideas helped persuade society at large that the outsiders were some of the sanest people among us.

Today, as New York Times columnist Roger Cohen pointed out, Americans are once again looking for a “sense of direction” but are stuck by circumstances in which “banksters,” salvaged by tax dollars, get richer. Ordinary folk get poorer . . . Corporations sit on their cash piles. Algorithms drive Americans to the news that comforts their prejudices and stokes their anger” (par. 9). Meanwhile, our primary allegiance, no matter what they say down at yoga class, is not mainly to our deeper selves but to economic imperatives that encourage core conformity and support our collective “comfort zone”—a now-thicker and more insidious version of public inertness Mailer once called “the wad” (“Genius,” par. 2).

Could that be in part because Americans are locked into behaving primarily as economic actors?



The Rise of Economic ‘Orthodoxy’

According to Mailer’s hipster formula, a society in which deep-dish sacrifice is discouraged by circumstance less than direct political fiat is unlikely to produce many committed rebels. What was true then is truer now. In “Dehumanized,” his 2009 essay in Harper’s Magazine, Mark Slouka argues that our submission to economic “orthodoxy” is nearly complete:


Popular culture fetishizes it, our entertainments salaam to it… our artists are ranked by and revered for it. There is no institution wholly apart. Everything submits; everything must, sooner or later, pay fealty to the market . . . (33)



Slouka marvels: “You have to admire the skill with which we’ve been outmaneuvered; there’s something almost chess-like in the way the other side has narrowed the field, neutralized lines of attack, co-opted the terms of battle” (33).

Yes, our greedy tycoons have helped bring out the worst in the American character, but it’s also true the rest of us have mostly gone along for the ride. Social cocooning, with its emphasis on physical comfort and unquestioned self-image, has become our lodestar, even among the self-styled hip. Interviewed in the Art Beat blog post cited earlier, John Leland, author of Hip: The History, said the original hipsters “had to make a choice and make sacrifices to live the . . . bohemian lives that they did.” Today, he said, “you do not need to make those same kinds of sacrifices. You can have a wonderful job, a wonderful apartment, your parents can be so proud of you in this bohemian hipster role” (par. 13).

Even the September 11 attacks didn’t much rattle America’s collective amour propre. By then the American public had fallen for a seductive narrative line. Trumpeted by politicians, the news media, and popular misinterpretation of academics like Francis Fukuyama,1 author of the controversial 1989 essay, “The End of History,”2 it went like this: As victors of the Cold War, Americans had little to fear. The Soviet bogeyman was kaput and with it the bilateral death sweepstakes, that had included such white-knuckle moments as the Cuban Missile Crisis. American-style market capitalism had won, hands down, as the champion fructifier of the human nut. It would be up to others, in China or Djibouti, say, to figure out how the formula could be fine-tuned for local use.

It followed logically in 2001, then, that no bunch of ragtag terrorists, however bloodthirsty, could do real damage to our bulwark of wealth, inventiveness and military power. And to an extent we were right. Although we were on our way to spending our second trillion in Iraq and Afghanistan by the time we plunged into the financial crisis of 2008, it was mainly our own wayward bankers and financial wizards that ruined our economy and slammed millions of Americans into joblessness and foreclosure.

Now comes the reckoning. As David Leonhardt recently explained it, “the economic version of the law of gravity is reasserting itself. We are feeling the deferred pain from 25 years of excess,” in which both ordinary Americans and their government spent money – lots of it – that didn’t belong to us (par. 9). Chronic unemployment is the highest it has been since the Great Depression. Household debt has sent consumer spending into historic decline (par. 4). China is rising, our infrastructure is crumbling, and while jobs continue to migrate offshore, jobless college grads are moving back home to reunite with mom and dad. We might hope against hope for a return to the old spend-and-grow magic but we know something has fundamentally changed.

And so we arrive at today’s existential rub. Having been generally conditioned not to look for much in our lives beyond our role as economic beings, it’s hard for Americans to recalibrate and think of ourselves in fundamentally different ways. We appear to have forgotten, as Mailer pointed out, that true self-centeredness is not ultimately about selfishness. It is an act, requiring courage and sacrifice that ultimately opens the existential envelope for everyone:


The only Hip morality (but of course it is an ever-present morality) is . . . to be engaged in one primal battle: to open the limits of the possible for oneself, for oneself alone because that is one’s need. Yet in widening the arena of the possible, one widens it reciprocally for others as well, so that the nihilistic fulfillment of each man’s desire contains its antithesis of human co-operation. (“White Negro,” par. 37)



Today, our nihilism excludes such optimism. Still ensorcelled by the gods of consumption, we’re stuck in a vast holding operation of the psyche. No wonder we’re fascinated by dark and handsome Don Draper, the womanizing, corner-cutting protagonist of AMC’s hit TV series, Mad Men, about ad execs at bay in the early sixties. Draper is our televangelical Odysseus, “the man of twists and turns driven time and again off course,” who we suspect is headed for a moral train wreck (Homer 77). But who’s to say Draper’s charm and luck won’t see him through? We know the feeling: We’re hoping for a little luck ourselves. Unlike the retro Draper, though, we’ve got the Internet, where we can still fly through the air with the greatest of ease. Maybe social media will help us get back on track?



Quietly Smothered by Mother Technology

The Internet is our millennial magic carpet ride. Facebook, Twitter and YouTube take us into places like Cairo’s Tahrir Square where, earlier this year, we witnessed historic events, in real time, and met people literally changing the world. And there will be a lot more Internet-inspired problem solving where that came from, we’re told. Crowdsourcing guru Clay Shirky argues, for example, that the time we save in our computer-networked world not watching TV as much anymore creates “cognitive surplus” that we can invest in socially redeeming pursuits—like-minded people gathering on the Web to talk, collaborate and act to benefit the commonweal in ways small or big. It’s convergence, not conformity, in Shirky’s view, because people will do things increasingly for love, not money. In his book, Cognitive Surplus, he observes, “Expanding our focus to include producing and sharing doesn’t even require making big shifts in individual behavior to create enormous changes in outcome” (Shirky, ch. 1, loc. 327). Thus, like Mailer’s hipster of old, the techno-hip enable a new human order, this time one in which the love of sharing eventually trumps the desire to consume. It is Shirky, by the way, who is widely credit with popularizing the phrase “the Internet runs on love” (Garber, par. 11).

Those are lovely ideas, but for now the real question is, How deep is the love? Wired cooperation has proven effective in collecting micro-donations for the recent natural disasters in Haiti and Japan, for example, or zeroing in on petty crooks or shoddy public service. No small achievements. So far, however, it has worked less well in fostering fundamental change. In an essay entitled “Small Change: Why the Revolution Will Not Be Tweeted,” New Yorker writer Malcolm Gladwell noted that student protests in Tehran in 2009 were robustly tweeted but the role of social media was overhyped; most of the micro-blogging was done by people outside Iran and in English (42). In Cairo earlier this year, getting out the word through micro-blogging did help out on the ground, putting protestors in Tahrir Square, but it’s the-people-in-the-square part, and the physical risks and hardships they shared, that was key—not bloggers re-tweeting developments from the safe distance of New York or Madrid.

How does this relate to America in hipster times? Gladwell argues that America’s Civil Rights Movement, which was gaining momentum around the time Mailer published “The White Negro,” could not have been successful without the life-and-death commitments forged between and among its organizers in real time and real places. As Gladwell observed: “Activism that challenges the status quo— that attacks deeply rooted problems—is not for the faint of heart” (44). Movement veteran, and now U.S. Congressman, John Lewis confirmed the point for the PBS NewsHour, when he said: “[T]here comes a time when you believe in something that is so right, so good and so necessary that you’re prepared to stand up and be willing to die for it (Lewis, PBS).”

Online organization doesn’t often lead to that degree of commitment or sacrifice – at least not yet. Rather, as Gladwell argues, social media encourages low-risk participation and “weak ties” among participants (45). This “form of organizing…,” he wrote, “makes it easier for activists to express themselves, and harder for that expression to have any impact. The instruments of social media are well suited to making the existing social order more efficient. They are not a natural enemy of the status quo” (49).

Neither are many of the personal communication habits we now pick up online. “Anonymous blog comments, vapid video pranks, and lightweight mashups,” wrote computer programming pioneer Jaron Lanier in his 2010 anti-programming manifesto, You Are Not a Gadget,


may seem trivial and harmless, but as a whole, this widespread practice of fragmentary, impersonal communication has demeaned interpersonal interaction. Communication is now often experienced as a super-human phenomenon that towers above individuals. A new generation has come of age with a reduced expectation of what a person can be, and of whom each person might become. (4)



In “The White Negro,” Mailer had a different order of person-to-person communication in mind: To be hip, he wrote, “is to swing” and to swing is “to communicate, is to convey the rhythms of one’s own being to a lover, a friend, or an audience, and—equally necessary— be able to feel the rhythms of their response” (par. 23). Instinctively, we know that such human intimacy isn’t possible when we’re wedded to a screen-based existence that separates us from the world of blood, fiber, touch and smell. Observed Lanier,


I know quite a few people, mostly young adults but not all, who are proud to say that they have accumulated thousands of friends on Facebook. Obviously, this statement can only be true if the idea of friendship is reduced. A real friendship ought to introduce each person to unexpected weirdness in the other. Each acquaintance is an alien, a well of unexplored difference in the experience of life that cannot be imagined or accessed in any way but through genuine interaction. (53)



Mailer would be down with that. To him, genuine interaction meant to be “with it,” in hipster parlance, and that meant


to have grace… to be closer to the secrets of that inner unconscious life which will nourish you if you can hear it, for you are then nearer to that God which every hipster believes is located in the senses of his body, that trapped, mutilated and nonetheless megalomaniacal God who is It, who is energy, life, sex, force… not the God of the churches but the unachievable whisper of mystery within the sex, the paradise of limitless energy and perception just beyond the next wave of the next orgasm. To which a cool cat might reply, “Crazy, man!” (“White Negro,” pars. 27-28)



That does sound a little crazy in today’s world where the Internet cognoscenti talk about life as the “survival of the busiest” (Carr 35) and people generally squirm at the prospect of failing our new technological gods. Younger friends have told me that they suspect our growing addiction to social media may be robbing us of what it means to be human but fear it would be antisocial to put up too much of a fight. Intrepid souls declare e-mail “sabbaticals” or even “bankruptcies,” but it’s crazy to think any of that will turn the tables. When it comes to fighting techno-conformity, to paraphrase the old-time boxing commentators, we’ve got a punch that wouldn’t crack a potato chip.



Conclusion: Ready to Be ‘Beat’ Once More?

In a long interview for The Fifties, a documentary series I helped create some years ago, Allen Ginsberg said the whole purpose of the Beat movement was to “define some kind of new vision of America.” Kerouac, he explained


began picking up on the word “beat” drawn from the common vocabulary of Times Square, meaning in those days exhausted, worn out, maybe homeless, maybe up all night, not wanting to be hassled. It didn’t mean “beaten.” It didn’t mean the beat of drums. It didn’t mean hearing the beat, man, snap, snap, snap—all that hippy dippy stereotype you get on the mass media. It just meant emotionally and intellectually exhausted and wide open, and maybe receptive to some other awareness, some more deeper perception (Ginsberg, David).



Mailer knew that however great the conformity, things won’t conform forever when worked on by the steady drip of iconoclastic ideas. In “The White Negro,” he caught a sharp sense of where America was headed in the sixties, toward a generational rebellion that could “bring into the air such animosities, antipathies, and new conflicts of interest that the mean empty hypocrisies of mass conformity will no longer work. A time of violence, new hysteria, confusion and rebellion will then be likely to replace the time of conformity” (par. 41).

I can’t compete with prophecy, so let me just mention an idea that’s less premonition than possibility. Today, with a record number of ordinary folks out of work, thus weakening our hold on that American article of faith that, whatever else happens, our kids lives will be materially better off than our generation; with declining economic fortunes of middle- and working-class Americans cutting into our genius for supporting stability and flux at one and the same time—with all that, can we ask the question: Are we “beat” enough as a society, have enough of us had a taste of what Kerouac memorably called that “oldtime lowdown” (Desolation 137), to force new perceptions – or new political ideas? New action?

Not for the moment, it appears. For now, “the radical square” still has the upper hand in endorsing the false hopes of what we might call “liberation conformity.” Meanwhile, the potentially hippest lack conviction. Somehow, we’ve diminished what is at once daring and difficult in ourselves: our urge to go strongly against the grain in the service of exploring, more completely, what being human entails. What Mailer wrote in 1957 speaks to us in a way that we no longer speak to ourselves:


And in being so controlled, denied, and starved into the attrition of conformity, indeed the hipster may come to see that his condition is no more than an exaggeration of the human condition, and if he would be free, then everyone must be free. Yes, this is possible too, for the heart of Hip is its emphasis upon courage at the moment of crisis, and it is pleasant to think that courage contains within itself (as the explanation of its existence) some glimpse of the necessity of life to become more than it has been. (par. 39)



In other words, generating genuine nonconformists is essential to the future of our republic. They comfort the economically afflicted and afflict the materially self-satisfied, and may help keep the rest of us computer-networked potatoes at least mildly aggrieved in our thinking. If life’s wisdom is to commit ourselves to, and to sacrifice for, achieving some kind of balance among competing values, it seems only sane to turn to our philosophical psychopaths to shake things up and keep the energy flowing. And so I repeat: Where are the hipsters when we need them?





Notes


1. In Fukuyama’s original essay, which appeared in the summer 1989 edition of The National Interest, the author argued: “The end of history will be a very sad time. The struggle for recognition, the willingness to risk one’s life for a purely abstract goal, the worldwide ideological struggle that called forth daring, courage, imagination, and idealism, will be replaced by economic calculation, the endless solving of technical problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of sophisticated consumer demands. In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history.” ↩



2. Fukuyama developed his ideas, and answered his critics, with the publication of his book: The End of History and the Last Man. New York: Penguin, 1992. ↩
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Through the Lens of the Beatniks: Norman Mailer and Modern American Man’s Quest For Self-Realization


Raj Chandarlapaty



Few mid-century writers were friendly with the Beat Generation. Most, including Norman Mailer, cited their criminal and licentious impulses as an undermining tangling of ethically strong American sensibilities. I have noted Mailer’s criticism found in “The White Negro,” where Mailer sketched the unkempt and ghettoized portrait of white rebels such as Neal Cassady. Whether it is Mailer, Arthur Miller, or left poet-rockers such as Bob Dylan, or even fiction writers such as Truman Capote, the recurring message of a degenerated gang of would-be hoodlums abandoning mainstream lifestyles remained a cynical counter-step to the endless innovations and cultural adventurism that was unheard of for most Americans in the 1950s.

I realized that I had visited the literary spectacle of Norman Mailer but a few times: once, as a child, when The Executioner’s Song aired on ABC in 1980, and then, in 2007 when Mailer died at the age of 84. While a graduate student, I thought that he was compared unfavorably to Capote, with Mailer a kind of “copier,” an imitator of Capote’s much more virtuous meditation on crime and human psychology. The essays were very much in Capote’s favor. While reading The Naked and the Dead, I began to understand something wholly detached from the occult glory, fame, and entertainer-super-star-politician thread that Mailer is famous for colonizing: Mailer was definitely interested in narrating the cerebration of modern man’s social and civic problems, and perhaps the direct challenge to American humankind’s democratic spirit when faced with the powerful and nature-deciding apparatus of institutions and authoritarianism. He writes the following of “The League of Omnipotent Men”:


You could kill the dozen men, and there would be another dozen to replace them, and another and another. Out of all the vast pressures and crosscurrents of history was evolving the archetype of twentieth-century man. The particular man who would direct it, make certain that “the natural role . . . was anxiety.” The techniques had outraced the psyche. “The majority of men must be subservient to the machine and it’s not a business they instinctively enjoy.” And in the marginal area, the gap, were the peculiar tensions that birthed the dream. (The Naked and the Dead 391)



As a whole, The Naked and the Dead snapshots very familiar wartime ground—the ethnic and racial jokes, the longing for sexuality and the thrust of jealousy, the protected incomprehension of foreign cultures that impaled American democracy with the very real contention that American mankind was simply not humanly prepared to lead the world at all. There is much more: first, this novel captures American manhood’s very real and gnawing psychic doubts and missteps, while dreamily transposing the economic and tactile miracle of long-standing American prosperity. Second, tactility is established in the above passage akin to the sentiments of Jack Kerouac—that in a modern world, we should lose our animate confidence, pride, and basically our intellectual ability to manage the fruit of both changing times and world responsibility. What I intend to depict in this essay, then, is Mailer’s increasing, if guarded, approval for some of the character and ethnographic foci of Beat writers. The letters and testimonies gathered from Harry Ransom Center overstate the anxiety, terror, and illuminating potential of the far-reaching hand of the new generation of literary bohemians, and therefore Mailer’s recognition that both democracy and culture would be in some way transformed by this shaded lens of cultural hereticism.

A remarkable exchange of letters between Mailer and Beat poet Michael McClure renders the flat authoritarianism of “The White Negro” as questionable, dialectic, and even chronologically false: Mailer’s letters to McClure certainly weigh in an approval of the occult ethnographies and mythological wizardry of the Beat writers. Much of McClure’s correspondence date to 1964, and show an anxious McClure trying to publish a novel and some short manuscripts including “Untitled Novel,” “Ghost Tantras,” and “Mad Cub.” The letters from McClure, far in excess of what Mailer writes back—reflect a proselytizing tone, an aggressive eagerness to suggest beatnik ideas in the post-Beat era. One such letter, dated from February 1964, includes his rendition of the beatnik “legend” of writing mythology. What also becomes clear from this letter is McClure’s admiration of Mailer: he is close to idolizing Mailer as a literary godfather who can help him with his publishing fiction and poetry attests to a very different social and intellectual imagination than the curt criticisms found in “The White Negro.” Letters from Mailer are comparatively short, even handwritten. Letters from McClure are voluminous and copious in number. Mankind’s subconscious motivations, too, are an important theme in Mailer’s most acclaimed novels. What is less known was his appreciation of the mythological and anthropological adventuring of the Beats, and the impact of narco-criticism that could identify a very different dynamic to the motions of the psychic organism through drugs. Of course, we should be cognizant of the fact that the literary conventions of 1964 were very different from those of 1957. Clearly, however, Mailer is moved by the literary possibilities for conscious expansion and occult mythologies as they might derive or enhance American spirit.

On February 17, 1964, Mailer responded and expressed the visible tension between refinement and animate penning of self- and world-mythology that through the portrait of the writer gives credence to the art of discovery and self-promotion through writing. Mailer’s cautionary disdain is matched with an approval of the writing scene and the promotion of art and culture through writing, rather than an overstatement of the dilemmas of social realism. While far from a complete reversal of opinions and criticism in “The White Negro,” the anxiety of mentorship is given new impetus because of the cultural gap between the conservative-leaning 1950s and the explosive, global, revolutionary 1960s. Mailer projects an educated responsibility. He tacitly admits the relevance of liberalism and occultism in a less homogenous world, and coincides with some of the possibilities for excavating a modern epistemology against the tides of materialism and authoritarianism. “Flesh of the form” directly translates Sampas’s 1942 letter to Kerouac as that of authorial progeny—what could be said about the modern development of American manhood could be as easily said about the influence of writing on one’s imagination, and suggests a maybe-ambivalent directioning of the Beatnik social and intellectual “possibility” (Kerouac, Selected). Egoistic granting of cultural status through writing modifies considerably the art of social revolution. What is clear is that Mailer recognizes in the Beat Generation a potential that was completely rejected by him at the embryonic time when the Beats were completely unrecognized and unpublished, not a factor at all in the making of ideas on the political world stage. That Mailer recognizes something going on that is subtle yet dramatically impactive borrows directly from his assuming tutelage to an ever-growing population of renegades—he has incorporated the concept of “beatnik” into his idea of the modern selfhood through the mask of writing itself. Mailer’s passion for the ego-soul and for the imaging and fame of American consciousness is here greatly altered and suggestive of a very new stage of development for him.

Mailer’s fairly paternal tone is contrastive with the general disapproval of publishers for “renegade” literatures that praise rebellion, animate power, and the ecstatic. We should, of course, remember that publishers denied Kerouac his attainment of literary glory for twelve years—and that most Beat novels and poetry were shunned or bowdlerized by editorial interpretations designed to protect doctrines of American conservatism. In the genesis of “Flower Power” and hippiedom, replete with animate, environmental, and occult glories, many literary greats presided over a degenerated bunch of would-be writers with no true talent. Paul Bowles’s Itesa apartment in Tangier was a classic example of the engine of failure when it came to collaborative re-invention of the modernist form, with many writers appearing at his apartment in a scheme of literary disfocus and psychic abandonment unreconcilable with the business of true literary production. We could even make much of the excursion of hipsters and hippies to remote regions of the world. That literary genius involved far-off travel implies the unsaleable quality of these ideas and the weakness and embryonic passiveness of those truly “fighting” the establishment and the military-industrial complex. The subject matter for McClure’s letters includes digests of Mad Cub and Ghost Tantras. Both are tributes to primal, essential, animate reclamation of instinct and poetic animateness. Written in the early 1960s, they restate Sampas’s letter and the debacle between officialism and animate ownership of the psyche, the earth, and primordial consciousness. It is suggestible, of course, that Mailer saw enough self-characteristics in these narrations, but the popular message is clear enough. By 1964, Mailer saw in McClure what he would deny of Kerouac. He understood that “Beat” or “beatnik” inveighed a general sense of the development of modern Western man, and could not as easily confine the Beat literary works to a colonial scheming of its characters and ideas. That the “last” meeting of the Beat Generation takes place in 1964 in San Francisco heralds a “new” beginning, one in which literary production could be divorced from its older mentors and hence some of the political idealism that informed them. Mailer, by being paternalistic and circumspect, divines the prospect of literary acquisition as a developable strand of his own literary genius, and a recalculation of literary possibility to influence culture and therefore move forward the architectonic of American selfhood in the Modern Era. Mailer’s tone, in the letters, shows moments of warmth, authorial reciprocity in communications, and the lingering anxiety of publishing and its expectations from the writer. A shared anxiety is continuously documented in lieu of the 1964 political elections in the US.

Mailer was also commissioned by Allen Ginsberg and other Beat writers to testify against the censoring of Burroughs’s novel, Naked Lunch, which was finally cleared of American censorship in 1966. Mailer testified that


We are richer for [Burroughs’s] record; and we are more impressive as a nation because a publisher can print that record and sell it in an open bookstore, sell it legally. It even offers a hint that the “Great Society,” which Lyndon Johnson speaks of, may not be merely a politician’s high wind, but indeed may have the hard seed of a new truth; for no ordinary society could have the bravery and moral honesty to stare down into the abyss of Naked Lunch. But a Great Society can look into the chasm of its own potential Hell and recognize that it is stronger as a nation for possessing an artist who can come back from Hell with a portrait of its dimensions. (“Naked” xviii–xix)



Mailer’s message here is very obvious—as a nation and as a “collective soul,” America and its conception of democracy are expanded and strengthened by the existence of drug-addicted literary genius. The phrasing of “dimensions of Hell” repeats the doctrine of American “learning” rather than the diminution, comedism, and nihilism of surrealist writers who also used drugs. We almost feel that Mailer believes that taking drugs is a step towards totalistic self-redemption and even cultural-historical redemption, an answering of the seemingly meaningless and jocular decay of the earlier beatniks who praised Black and other minorities for spawning the adulation of excess. Yet there is also an authorial recognition of grandeur and achievement: Burroughs may easily be mismatched against the United States Government in the sense that Burroughs’s written and social understandings of drugs, consciousness, addiction, and “culture” was far greater and considerably more objective and human. It is also very likely that Mailer saw reasons to praise Burroughs where he would have been reluctant to do so for Kerouac, that he recognized a gutsier and more cerebrated authorship and the promise of a more durable idealism. Surely, in the early part of the Twentieth Century, man’s understanding of narcotics was far from literary. Once again, the literary medium is a common ground, a moment of psychosocial development away from colonial or “Jim Crow” barbarizations meant to racialize and therefore diminish the true impact of suffering and intoxication upon the modern self. There is also an implied note of recognition of the changes in popular culture. Mailer’s comparatively centrist metier develops a much broader social understanding of drugs and their arguable utility in a rapidly changing world. Gone are the fantasies and undefined adventures that meshed with Victorian portraits of horror, and ushered in is a definable modern subject that is a part of the modern reality, lingual and otherwise. Mailer attempts this without giving any credence to occult or multicultural possibilities for experience: he is soberly realistic and attempts to incorporate a divergent stream of texts and their signification into the mainstream setting. Mailer’s typing of Burroughs as a “religious” writer maintains some of the traditional mask. However, he concurs with the portrait of a profound if terrifying reflection on the mind and its lingual construction of experience. His identifying religion and damnation give credence to the contemporary concept of drugs and rehabilitation, while escaping them by stressing “the real” and its influence on the modern society. The impulse to democratization, or rather a recognition of the form and humanity of drug-addicted experience, projects without much reservation the idea of a maturing spirit that is older, wiser, and with a greater grasp of psychic agency. Authoritarian dogma, then, is not refuted but rather channeled into a more intimate discussion, one favorable to the individual and to social freedoms. Although Mailer is not a strong proponent of the legalization of drugs, he certainly recognizes that writing about drugs contributed to a greater understanding, and maybe even the redemption, of man from his long-standing social and personal ills.


Literary Comparisons: The Prospect of Literary Genius in Modern America, and the Estimation of Modern Character

Whatever may be said about Mailer’s strong points of criticism in “The White Negro,” which was published the same year as On The Road, Mailer’s publication of The Village Voice from the 1960s attests to his modifying presence, and even the expansion of “beatnik” into other areas of modern consciousness and social learning. A particularly interesting point of introduction came from Al Aronowitz’s May 18, 1960 column in The Village Voice:


But actually Kerouac and Mailer have long been literary brothers, even if under each other’s skin. Which one founded the Beat Generation and which one merely found it is just a matter of semantics. . . . Perhaps it might be concluded that, in one way, Mailer found in his own mind what Kerouac found throughout America.



If the comparisons are misleading, they at least call to attention how both authors captured modern man’s impalement with both the outside world and with memory: the decidedly different paths to literary glory that are encapsulated in a comparison between “America” and “the mind” makes literary comparisons between the two men more problematic—that Mailer could be interpreted as mentalizing the anxiety of “beatnik” legend suggests a parallel writing of selfhood from external and internal experiences. The statement of literary co-writing could not be biographically more certain: both men served in the war, and forecasted their discoveries onto a new-fangled American who belonged as much to the world as to his particular region. Therefore, an exposition of literary and character similarities proposes a considerably greater selfhood and the alterity of the lens. Reading Mailer through the literary and character conventions of Kerouac deepens the anxiety and soul-redemptions of Spengler’s primary statement of civilizational “decline,” and maybe the impetus towards a rejuvenated social learning. Since the publication career of Mailer and Kerouac is very close in origin—Kerouac published his first novel one year after Mailer his—we may turn to the prospect of literary similarity and the makings of cultural and countercultural depth without referring to complex theoretical strategies that would make their core ideas seem radically and racially different.

The character identities, memories, and dislocative dreaming of The Naked and the Dead positively anticipates the legend of beatnik discovery and adventure; further, the stress in this novel is upon humanity, identity, and emotional attachment in a no man’s land of carnage and alienation. Mailer and Kerouac both address the spiritual decimation of the modern American. They call attention to the semiotic parameters of exile and self-diminution against the glowing possibility of “Pax Americana.” Both authors tread heavily on the same psychic/cultural ground: they match the tactility and emotional happinesses of humanity against the spectacle of a debilitating nightmare of a powerful abyss. Both authors struggle to match the inhumanity, moreover, of external or “foreign” cultures against the certainty of an American imagination of selfhood. Without approaching the emotional dread for what Jean-François Lyotard termed in postmodern literature the continuous revolution of forms (10), Mailer spindles dream, memory, and emotional renditions of faith against the hungering stresses of democracy and camaraderie in a dangerous military no-man’s land, passively anticipating a coming “New Era” that assembles memory against the threat of totalitarian mind-control. In many instances, very real tensions and hierarchical dimensions are muted so as to receive the delicious individuation and democratizing touch of pre-War dreaming: we are led to the confirmation of a deeply pensive American subject anxiously wandering through the intellectual transformation of his world. More succinctly, though, Mailer parallels Kerouacian impulses to inscribe emotions—love, the body, rusticity, and tactility as the architectonic of democratic “spirit.” We are ritualized subjects who imbibe in the indistinct and unpredictable memoirs of an older America that exuded a dramatic moment of self-satisfaction and refinement in its making of political theory. Fighting the inhuman standardizations of “post”-ness, too, is a valiant literary assemblage of facts and self-delineation. The American man’s sensoryness is the backdrop to his liberated self, his quest for personal redemption in a utopic world symbolizing his ethos borrowed from American community. Mark Cirino writes the following:


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) is disclosing the tension that defines his work, the internal struggle between a man of action and a man of thought. (126)



Yet the soldier’s reflection, or rather the peculiar moment of that reflection on one’s past, is what produces mankind’s idea of community, ethicality, and beauty. Notwithstanding the tremendous filmic possibilities of a quasi-pastoralist moment of reflection, “beatnik” accelerates the possibilities for an expanded romanticism: it draws memory, dream, and conversation against the tide of oppression, while Americanizing an anti-rational moment of cultural topos. Vulgarizing self-portrayals, moreover, project Sampas’s thematic idea of a “crude, raw, unfinished—superb” American being: more important, though, is the depth of similarity in terms of modern man’s cultural realization of himself (Kerouac, Selected 69). While modernism, akin to William Faulkner’s writing of internal memory in The Sound and the Fury, is textualized through the narrative moment of confinement to the island of Anopopei, a pressingly beatnik sentiment is shared among a multi-ethnic troop which is bemusing the collective impact of humanity in the modern ethos, painted in terms concrete, sensory, and lingual.

Scenes of romantic sensualism, as was common to Kerouac and certainly a major tour de force in Kerouac’s first novel, The Town And The City, confirm the poeticity of American man’s modern journey to validate democracy and democratization. They also stage modern American man’s much-anticipated confrontation of undemocratic “post” officialism and conservatism. We could, of course, understand the kind of cultural-political battling between the two men when we read statements like these:


POLACK: (falsetto voice) I don’t know why I’m not more popular with the girls . . . I’m such an easy lay. (They all laugh.) BROWN: What do you think your girl friend is doing now? I’ll tell you what. It’s just about six A.M. now in America. She’s wakin’ up in bed with a guy who can give her just as much as you can, and she’s giving him the same goddam line she handed you. I tell you, Minetta, there ain’t a one of them you can trust. They’ll all cheat on you. POLACK: There ain’t a fuggin woman is any good. MINETTA: (weakly) Well, I ain’t worrying. STANLEY: It’s different with me. I got a kid. BROWN: The ones with kids are the worst. They’re the ones who’re bored and really need a good time. There ain’t a woman is worth a goddam. (Mailer, Naked 185–186)



Of course, soldiers musing about their wives’ cheating habits restates the basic antagonism, both political and physical, between Mailer and Kerouac. One is out on the battlefield, away from the pleasures of life, perhaps stiffening his resolve and making him less likely to be lenient about social policy, while the other is mostly at home, free to expostulate the labyrinthine and otherwise juicy moments of pleasurable transcendence from the ordinary. Sexual jealousy, or “fighting for cunts,” probably influenced the medium of writing as much as it symbolized modern man’s quest for self-realization. It also deliciously problematizes Sampas’s statement of a “crude, raw, unfinished—superb” meta-modern man developing in the American context. While Mailer’s dramatization of romantic and sexual anxiety in The Naked And The Dead interrupts the syntactic form of being where Kerouac is free to propound and expostulate an ebullient and geographically diverse rebellion, Mailer’s account more dramatically stages the crises of modern American maleness, registering it as a psychic challenge to bring forth ethical and cultural vision in a changing world. Chapters exhuming memories of life before the war, entitled “The Time Machine,” represent a deeper sensual underpinning to the making of modern American selfhood and calculates the weight of modernist anxieties against the resilience of man’s spirit—economy, sexuality, faith, imagination, travel, education and psychology arrange the depth of modernist literary innovation and modern man’s social panic within the form of American male character. They restate the anxiety and possibility of man’s grasp of the “new” world without determining the ultimate course of action. That at least could predate Kerouac’s childhood memoirs in The Town And The City: restating un-patriotic or hyper-patriotic moments of jingoism and hereticism predated the romantic emphasis upon discovery, while nestling it in a crux of modern ultimacy that is inescapable rather than pleasantly redrawable.

In this segment, I compare and contrast three of the “Time Machine” chapters, which are Red Valsen, The Wandering Ministrel; Robert Hearn, The Addled Womb; and Joey Goldstein, The Cove of Brooklyn. In all three, the anxiety of being is coupled with the anticipation and imperfectness of man’s knowledge of a changing world that presents a new, challenging dynamic of political ideation and capitalist-cultural-metatechnologies that outmaneuver the will and action of the American male self. The contrast between depressive novels such as William Faulkner’s The Sound And The Fury, where a Harvard student commits suicide, and later modernisms such as Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man And The Sea, where an old fishermen doffs the outside world to restate his greatest quest within nature, mean to belabor the moment of modern anxiety in the development and redevelopment of self. Mailer’s soldiers are less emasculated than Leopold Bloom in James Joyce’s Ulysses or Walter Mitty in the stories of James Thurber, but whether gay, roguish, or ethnic, they internalize the languages and imaginations of a newly cast modern world that tends to erase the ebullient masculine pastoralism of works such as Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio that molded a conception of modern man’s achievement through work, capitalism, education, and cultural longevity and maturity. Thus, the throbbing moment of self-doubt is captured against the spectacle of a powerful mass cultural redevelopment. It could be said that Mailer had thought through modern man’s special list of psychic and personal issues before Kerouac was to relocate them to physically and sensually liberating fantasy. American modernist novels, whether crammed with political news developments or littered with unlikely-sounding advertisements, elongate the spectacle of modern life and its circumstances—broadening, then, long-standing conceptions of American character and spirit rooted in premodern scripturalism and economic ingenuity, which must re-invent themselves as monumental counterweights to the infinite and coercive determinants of modern political realism. In the balance was a seemingly intractable American lingual, psychic, and cultural selfhood that was likely to tune out political ideas and even suppress them. Indeed, American notions of the outside world were far from objective and certain to overlook or misrepresent politically active beliefs and ideals as contrary to democracy and pluralism.

“The Wandering Ministrel” snapshots moments of Kerouacian rusticism and junked-out splendor. At reflective moments, the story of a coal-miner’s son facing the economic depression of his land falls into hoboed moments of brilliance long before Kerouac narrated them into the story of Cody Pomeray, in Visions of Cody: “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” (Mailer, Naked 226). Sensualism also accompanies education, employment, and sexuality without dismissing or diminishing the emotions and conversations around social responsibility: “The Wandering Ministrel” finds Red facing as a youth the problems of economic depression and ethnocentric distaste for new generations of Americans from European and Euro-Jewish stock. “Sensualism” also renders the proliferation of technology in a spirit more dense and spiritualizing than that of Kerouac. Rather than technology being inferior to or less lyrically promotive than the cultural, natural, and ecstatic, technology chronologizes modern man’s social and intellectual development and mediates in a spirit friendly with American male rhetoric and personality:


In ‘thirty-five he works in a restaurant for almost a year, the best dishwasher they ever had. (The rush hour lasts from twelve to three at that end of the kitchen. The dishes come clanking down the dumbwaiter, and the tray man mops the food and grease with his hand, fingers the lipstick on the glasses to loosen it, and drops them in a rack. In the machine, the steam vibrates and sings, whips out at the other end, where the finish man pulls out the tray with tongs, and wiggles the plates with his fingertips as he flips them on a pile. You don’t grab it with your bare hand, Jack.) (228)



The thrill of sex, moreover, stages the economic and social anxieties of the post-World War II American rather than embolden a non-economic mobilization of transcendence, thereby equating the sensual with the realistic. We should remember that Kerouac’s motivations to render poetic and timeless the ecstatic or otherwise extra-normal pleasures and escapes of his generation rose from a materialistic spirit of confidence that permitted the ambitious re-drawing of the modern American experience. The staging of marital, sexual, and familial decline answers the tide of modern freedoms, both intellectual and sensual:


You know, I’ll tell ya something, I don’t believe in God. You don’t mean that, Red! (Underneath the blanket his father’s body had been crushed almost flat.) Yeah, that’s right, I just don’t believe in God. Sometimes I don’t either, Agnes says. Yeah, I can talk to you, you understand. Only you want to go away. Well. (There is the other knowledge. Her body is young and strong and he knows the smell of her breasts, which are like powdered infant-flesh, but all the women turn to cordwood in the town.) You take that guy Joe Mackey who got Alice with a kid and left her, my own sister, but I tell ya I don’t blame him. You got to see that, Agnes. You’re cruel. Yeah, that’s right. It’s praise to the eighteen-year-old. (224)



“The Addled Womb” counter-creates “beatnik” to locate anxiety and doubt rather than aggressive countercultural critique. We may even hypothesize the envisioning of a deeper and more centrist rendition of poet Allen Ginsberg, a confirmed homosexual who rigorously and polemically applied Marxist critique to the military-industrial complex. The opening stanzas inscribe the power and magnificence of mid-century America in terms of civilizational topos: “No one ever really comprehends it, the vast table of America” (328), but the substitution of modern man’s nihilism instead of his faith and redemptive feelings counter-strategizes “beatnik” by proposing establishment and authority to inhere a classic moment of self-introspection, with layers of beneficence and destruction that rhetorically present tenacity rather than re-invention: “How do you conceive your own death, your own unimportance in all that man-created immensity, through all the marble vaults and brick ridges and the furnaces that lead to the market place? You always believe somehow that the world will end with your death. It is all more intense, more violent, more rutted than life anywhere else” (328).

True, the discordant gauging of Hearn between destruction, or conscious realization of destruction, and the gleeful portrait of the vices and pleasures of capitalist making, “AN AIRLINE TICKET TO ROMANTIC PLACES, and the touch and smell of young girls, lipstick odor, powder odor, and the svelte lean scent of leather on the seats of convertibles” (334), challenges the psychic and spiritual re-invention of American selfhood through the lens of “beatniks” seeking instead occultism and ethnolingualisms that could, too, render the modern psyche more tenacious and redemptive. Ruggedness of personality performs the rejection of anti-capitalist calls to “revolution” while inviting Kerouacian masculinity: “For a little while it is all quite glorious. They are wise and aware and sick and the world outside is corrupt and they are the only ones who know it” (340). Yet the inclusion of communist pretenders such as Jansen, or even his presentation of Oswald Spengler commenting on “an acquisitive society” (340), gives us a dialectic that Kerouac and Ginsberg craved and continually re-wrote to express increasing knowledge of what was “beyond” the American mainstream, or even military-industrial complex. Hearn’s recurrent meditations on topos, technology, and rebellion anticipates the multicultural and multi-lifestyle possibilities for a new-fangled democracy with a much greater comprehension of the world. Into this, we may draw the soldiers at Anopopei and the freaks of Greenwich Village as mutual selves: the idea or façade of negotiation and communication is archetypally drawn as a struggle for ideological realization.

Interestingly enough, the strongest instance of romantic/sensual redemption through romantic love is the province of a Jewish soldier, Joey Goldstein. “The Cove of Brooklyn” stages achievement and knowledge, and the monetary realization of that knowledge, against stereotypes and depressive urban characteristics that perform ethnic and racial subjugation; in the context of The Naked and the Dead, we may easily devise cultural and sensual rejuvenation as a mode of being and a learning of selfhood in an American social fabric ruled by racialism and racial denigration. Sexual anxiety and the emotional depth of romantic encounters were common to the writing of Jewish-American writers—from Bernard Malamud’s The Assistant to Isaac Bashevis Singer’s ambitious medieval fairy-tale The Slave, we might underscore a redemptive theme to sexual lust as a being-creating metaphor that offsets both the severeness of Judaic religious conservatism and the constant tension between Jews and Christians who either envy them or wish to violently quell their religious difference. Goldstein happens through a characteristic tale of urban nurturing and economic self-realization. He falls in love and marries, then has a family. Social liminality is re-written optimistically and within a spirit of masculine confidence: “Shy sensitive girls may end up as poetesses or they may turn bitter and drink alone in bars, but nice shy sensitive Jewish girls usually marry and have children, gain two pounds a year, and worry more about refurbishing hats and trying a new casserole than about the meaning of life” (487). It was, of course, a classically beatnik oeuvre to try and write the romantic and erotic generativity of the non-White, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant man or woman, but Beat Generation novels and poems were less adept at recognizing the economic and social “success,” by mainstream terms: the covert brilliance of “the Other” was carefully guarded, a kind of secret that had evocative psychological power. Goldstein’s relationship with Natalie, and specifically the romantic death of that relationship during the maternity of the second child, projects a very different positioning of “the ethnic.” His/her social and cultural success, rather than promoting multi-ethnic ecstasies, strengthens ethnic traditions while focusing a point of modern, urban social maturity:


They expand, put on weight, and give money to charitable organizations to help refugees. They are sincere and friendly and happy, and nearly everyone likes them. As their son grows older, begins to talk, there are any number of pleasures they draw from him. They are content and the habits of marriage lap about them like a warm bath. They never feel great joy but they are rarely depressed, and nothing immediate is ever excessive or cruel. (491)



Jack Kerouac does not narrate the ethnic citizen’s realization of community and success until 1965, with the publication of Desolation Angels. Mailer’s centrism, by contrast, envisions the spectacle of “beatnik” as a kind of temptation, an allure, to a spiritual outcome that is uncalculated and therefore misleading. Presenting the “Jewish” story, of course, overlooks very real gaps of cross-cultural understanding that Mailer deliberately puts in his soldiers: the positive xenophobia, plus the distortions of non-Western peoples such as the Japanese, again seriously distort any kind of populist or democratic ideal for a “Pax Americana.” Mailer’s penning of Goldstein diminishes the demographic and geographic concept of “the Other,” while retaining him as a modern subject borne of the fruit of social pluralism. Although the scope of otherness is limited, again a counter-thrust to beatnik eclecticism is given a very positive bearing, one which competes with narrated racisms to the present day.

We should remember that Mailer was a writer who faced the same crisis as the Beat Generation: that of publishing to earn a living. Still, Aronowitz’s essay underscores what we are often likely to dismiss—that their coinciding in the early 1940s breathed a kind of social estimation of American community and overall outlook. The harsh criticism, too, of “The White Negro,” although a key theme of Mailer’s recurrent centrism, veils a moment of social being that is the continuing effort and development of authorial translations of culture. Paraphrasing Oswald Spengler—for many critics the godfather of “Beat”—he establishes the continuity of literature instead of its schizophrenic and hasty re-drawing of consciousness and experience to suit political needs. In short, Mailer’s anticipation of the Beat Generation sustained a continuing moment of literary discovery: we find a delicious sort of foil that forecasts the problem and the praxis of modern American man’s social achievement.

My thanks to the Harry Ransom Center at The University of Texas at Austin for permission to examine the Norman Mailer archives in researching this essay.
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Norman Mailer and the Novel 2.0


Gerald R. Lucas




This essay is a conglomeration of several blog entries written over the course of several months. As with any translation from hypertext to traditional text, some of the nuance is inevitably lost. I’ve made some small attempt to unify the various sections, but I wanted the “essay” to feel more like a series of thoughts that address related threads of concern. To see much of what follows in its original, raw form, go to http://grlucas.net/. I would also like to elicit comments and feedback on the ideas I attempt to explore within.




There was probably no impotence in all the world like knowing you were right and the wave of the world was wrong, and yet the wave came on.


Norman Mailer, The Armies of the Night





One of the most distinguishing characteristics of the digital age is its challenge to established systems of control. Nowhere has this change been more evident recently than the upheavals in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria, and Libya. While the credit given to social media in these revolutions might be overstated, what social media websites like Twitter and Facebook represent expresses a fundamental shift in who controls communication. Traditional channels of media authority are finally being challenged by a new digital zeitgeist. In many instances, monolithic media forms have encountered a wave of digital literacy that, tsunami-like, washes away political, social, and economic structures that have stood for years.

As I write this, Muammar el-Qaddafi’s state-run media organizations wage a narrative battle against the revolutionary forces of Facebook and Twitter while literally trying to crush a political rebellion. The former, an organization of old media forms like television, newspapers, and radio, obfuscate alternative views with official ones, while the latter allows a polyphony of challenges to attack this view, both inside and outside of Libya. While the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt were able to facilitate political change mostly through the media, Libya, Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain—and arguably Iran—must translate the battle of words into the material world. Many of these regimes are not afraid to back their one-sided propaganda with force, a tactic not uncommon for the despotic.

A similar battle has been waging for over a decade now, also precipitated by social media—that between the entertainment industry (supported by the government) and the consuming public at large (mostly young). The model of this industry is based on a physical product that can be controlled by the companies that own the copyright: publishing houses, the Record Industry of America (RIAA), and the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA). Distribution of entertainment has always been easily controlled by these megapowers, not only whose voice was sanctioned for publication, but how that voice was packaged and sold. Even the advent of new analog copying technologies becoming widely available to the general public beginning in the 1970s—the VCR and tapedeck—only succeeded in giving the powers-that-be more approved modes of distribution.1

It was not until the digital was combined with the Internet that the power of these entertainment corporations was challenged. The old model of distribution was based on a physical object that was easily quantifiable, controllable, and policed. The object—the copy—fit into the traditional economies of morality: it is wrong to steal. When you steal this object, you are depriving the owner of money, enjoyment, and his or her property. However, without the medium, this ethical narrative becomes tenuous—it just doesn’t seem like stealing anymore. Indeed, the benefit of the digital copy is that making one is not only a perfect reproduction, it does not deprive the owner of his or her enjoyment.

The digital zeitgeist is a challenge of medium. Any student of Marshall McLuhan can tell you that “the medium is the message” (8). By this adage, McLuhan meant to call critical attention to the politics of medium—how it controls the ways users process their reality. McLuhan was not interested in content, but in how our use of the devices of communication (the media) shaped our lives and our perception of them. Most media before the digital did not allow for what Jean Baudrillard calls “response” (280). Media, he argues, do not facilitate a communication exchange because information flows one-way; therefore, the powers that control the media also control the message (Baudrillard 277–288). Watchers of television were in a controlled place at a stated prime time, and most importantly, they were isolated from each other. Not only were they given a message by the television, they remained apart from the mob that might organize a resistance against this “forced socialization” (Baudrillard 283).

However, what happens when the medium disappears—when the order of the cathedral is abandoned by its apostates who now prefer the chaos of the bazaar? Eric Raymond’s metaphor2 refers to the open-source software movement, but it might be equally applicable to entertainment and now politics. The digital revolution has given everyone a voice that they seem unlikely to relinquish easily. Globally, humanity has responded to and will continue to respond to the media that has structured its lives to promote another’s agenda. These tides seem to be increasing in number and force, seeking to wash the shore clean of its old monolithic structures. Yet, in the aftermath of such forces of nature, a sense of uncertainty often seems to frighten the newly freed into reestablishing structures of domination.

My interest here is inherently political, if not expressly. As a student of literature, I came to my discipline as many others did—reveling in the content, the thematic concerns of great narrative. However, I wonder how the authority of literature—particularly that of its dominant form, the novel—can withstand or should resist the tide of digital change?


A Crisis of Interpretation3

After September 11, 2001, the United States has arguably entered a continuum characterized by the capitalist drive to “just do it.” This mantra is a zeitgeist that emphasizes action over thought, movement over contemplation. A trend toward anti-intellectualism had been growing since the last century, and the fact of terrorism seems to have been the final blow, toppling American thoughtfulness along with the twin towers.

The mania that followed the figurative collapse of America with the destruction of its twin signifiers has brought about the literal collapse of the American economic system, especially for those who have historically been disenfranchised. There is a new world, the nascent and wily political and social movements seem to shout from the streets—one that must be engaged in a visceral way, not in an elitist, academic one. Just after 9/11, Stanley Fish’s voice defending postmodernism—what he characterized as an academic theoretical position, not an ontological philosophy—seemed to be drowned out by the cries for vengeance, war, and a reassertion of American dominance (27–31). Those “smarties” in their rarefied academic atmosphere have made us all sissies—irreligious, immoral, feminine, and much too tolerant. We need to regain control and drive the immoral behavior back in the closet if it cannot be obliterated all together.

America flexed its military muscle and launched two wars after 9/11 that have drained not only our coffers, but our social morale. These are not the only wars America has waged since 9/11, but there has been cultural war, too. Mailer points out in Why Are We at War? that the political right has used the terrorist attacks as an excuse to tighten America’s chastity belt, to reassert those traditional values that privilege phallogocentric views and practices (52). America’s empire is crumbling because it has lost its moral center (Mailer, Why 52). The only way to get it back is to institute a moral reform and eliminate the social evils of liberalism. America has lost its identity, and only through direct action can it get it back.

The crisis of identity that Mailer sees in America has brought about a further crisis of interpretation. Many of the attitudes vocalized by the right spring from the conservative pundits on the national “news” channels. Movements like the Birthers or the Tea Partiers (and now the Deathers) are strategically nothing new in partisan politics, nor are the talking heads that support them and feed their fires. One of the central aspects of old broadcast forms—television and radio, in particular—is that they fostered a culture of non-responsiveness, as Jean Baudrillard put it (281). He meant that the mass media are “anti-mediatory and intransitive,” leaving no room for communication, response, or play. In these old forms, “power belongs to the one who can give and cannot be repaid” (Baudrillad 281). This has the consequence of forcing certain social attitudes; it tends to assure that people are not talking to each other and, Raymond Williams adds, leads to the privatized home, separate and distinct from decisive political and commercial powers (30).

Yet, while digital, social media might allow for a revolutionary response (Baudrillard remained dubious), it also leaves many of us afloat without a rudder on a turbulent sea. We are free, yes, but now at the hands of chaotic tides and devastating tempests. In much the same way as terrorism makes its victims flee back to the comfort of their safe houses, the current digital landscape provides a vertiginous amount of information, almost forcing us to focus our gaze on the good-ol’-days of narrower bandwidths. I can’t help but think of Dostoyevsky’s Grand Inquisitor’s offer of miracle, mystery, and authority to the huddled, frightened masses. All one needs to do is leave his or her freedom at the door. Just do it.

As Langdon Winner observes in his essay “Mythinformation,” the utopian aspirations of digital access often have just the opposite effect: an impotent paralysis in the face of overwhelming choice (594). Too much freedom is a terrifying prospect to those not used to it and underprepared for it. In the face of such a prospect, the masses seek succor in the traditional narratives of their fathers. How do we interpret too much choice? It is a loss of directions, values, morality, and sanity.

This crisis of interpretation has us retreating to the easily binary answers of good and evil, right and wrong, right and left. The problem with the polarities is that they sacrifice subtlety, nuance, and choice to the gods of certainty, righteousness, and privilege. The rallying call demands that the polyphony of voices be silenced by the one, true voice of certainty. In a time of crisis, we seem to seek the authority that can help us out of it. Don your tea bags—We must act!



The Novel and the Order

Arguably, the dominant form of literature in the twentieth century was prose fiction, of which the novel was a titan, if not a god. Indeed, there is something god-like about the novel and its relation to Western Civilization’s sense of identity and order. While the novel has its genesis in ancient prose texts, it didn’t develop fully until certain intellectual and technological foundations were established. Since the Enlightenment, the novel has become an art form of, in Lukács’s words, the “new world,” a representative guide for the modern human seeking meaning in a cold universe (20). The novel, therefore, seems to be the medium of expression for a twentieth-century zeitgeist, fully developed during the modernist days of recovery from the intellectual revolutions of the turn of the century and the literal rubble of the World War I. And while the work of the modern novel was serious and sober, the postmodern novel’s authority is, perhaps, ironic and blasphemous.

Thus far in the digital age, the novel stands defiant. While many seek a new art form for the digital age—a cyberbard or a collectively authored cybertext—the novel appears to still provide something we need. After all, the novel has been developed since the invention of written language. It is related to the epic, the romance, the novella, the picaresque and various modes of expression, the tragic, the comic, the moral, the licentious, the ideal, and the real. The novel’s emphasis on a character’s relationship to society and universe is traditionally told in a comfortable prose, in a language of verisimilitude that is comforting enough to allow the reader to engage new ideas. The novel, arguably, has become the medium of authority in the contemporary world, even despite the digital wave, perhaps because of its transparency. That is, the novel is its content as much as the dead trees it is printed on.

Perhaps the novel gives an order to life, particularly in the days following September 11, 2001, when America, as Mailer notes in Why Are We at War?, was going through an identity crisis (10). The fact of terrorism shatters the meaning of life and death, robbing our lives’ order and replacing it with absurdity (18–19). The rest of Mailer’s essay examines the aftermath of 9/11: in an attempt to rebuild the national ego, many Americans became “Flag conservatives,” drunk with a mindless patriotism that sought to reassert itself through a jingoistic wave of moral cleansing (51). A tide of patriotism became a wave of American supremacy that sought empire, no matter the cost.

I would argue, too, that this struggle is expressed in the flow of the word. The digital word resembles the political anxiety of disorder and insecurity. With books, the word was solid, permanent, authoritative. With the Internet, words become tenuous, temporary, fleeting. Printing on dead trees provided a way to measure and judge the validity of the word because it could be held in the hand, put on a shelf, reliably referenced. The World Wide Web, too, opened up the flood gates of opinion, obfuscating the voices of authority by those of the masses: yes, the word gained more of an equality, but at the loss of the authoritative voice. In an age of print, achieving admittance into the world of publication was a Herculean task, but blogs now allow anyone with a computer to have a voice. These disparate voices represent for many the planes demolishing the towers of authority. While many revel in their newly found voices, many in America are left reeling and longing for the days of the few, sanctioned voices that could give them direction and order.

The problem with digital forms of art, especially literature, is that they seem to lack the necessary force of authority to provide them the structure that they need to fulfill the audience’s aesthetic expectations. As Janet Murray points out in Hamlet on the Holodeck, audiences expect the guiding presence of the author to deliver a unified experience replete with all the accoutrements of narrative (204). Without the authority, the narrative ceases to be engaging because it lacks the singular focus or unifying vision that we expect from literary expressions. The digital challenges the established conventions of the literary, and while we have traditionally turned to stories for a reflection of ourselves and for meaning, the digital explodes meaning into multiplicity (Murray 274).

It seems, then, that we are still in need of the author, maybe even more so as atoms turn to bits.4 Perhaps this will be the cyberbard that Murray suggests might become the voice of the digital age, or maybe we aren’t ready yet to dispense with the novel just yet.



Mailer as Novelist

Norman Mailer saw the responsibility of the novelist as a double-edged sword: he must posit an authoritative vision of structure in form and content, yet always be aware that “no authorities exist that have certain knowledge” (Mailer and Mailer 218). This places the novelist in an ethical and existential position of great responsibility. One of Mailer’s chief concerns seems to be with the notion of individual truth and how that truth can lead to creativity, order, and action.

Mailer equates God with the novelist, and vice versa. Like the novelist, Mailer’s conception of the creator is an existential one: God is not all-powerful or all-good in Mailer’s conception, but makes mistakes and tries again (Mailer and Lennon 7, 11, 13, 33). God as artist, it seems to Mailer, remains true to his vision and his own creativity, even though occasionally messing up. Like an artist, God evolves with creation; he “still has an unfulfilled vision and wishes to do more” (Mailer and Lennon 35, 22).

Mailer’s Christ in The Gospel According to the Son is also a metaphor for the novelist: one, Mailer suggests, who does the best that he can under difficult, if not impossible, circumstances (Mailer and Mailer 214). Christ’s voice is that of narrator and novelist, seeking through the “small miracle” of the text to “remain closer to the truth” in his account of his life (Mailer, The Gospel 4). He explicitly distances himself from the gospels and the intention of the scribes who seem to have their own agendas. The truth, therefore, is in his vision—one that is subjective and existential, although authoritative. He, like the novelist, seeks to uncover the truth, unlike others who would bury it for their own purposes.

The authority here is not necessarily with an account of factual occurrences, but with the narrative and its struggle for order and identity. These are battles Mailer seemed to fight his whole life and which kept him close to his vision of God, the model creator and authority. Yet, for Mailer, God was not properly “God,” but a god among many that, like his narrator Christ in Gospel and Mailer himself in The Armies of the Night, as they sought “to develop their vision of existence rather than accept visions from other gods opposed to them” (Mailer and Mailer 215). God is not all-powerful, but trying to do the best he or she can do against great odds.

Creation seems to come, then, from narrative, or to paraphrase Mailer’s subtitle for The Armies of the Night : the novel is history and history is the novel.5 It is less a true “novel” and more of a journalistic-novel hybrid. J. Michael Lennon, in “Norman Mailer: Novelist, Journalist, or Historian?” observes that Armies was written during the period of Mailer’s career where he seemed to push the novel beyond its traditional limits, as if to be true to his own growth, the novel could no longer contain the truth that Mailer sought (94). He seems to suggest that the narrative order of the novel and the waves of history were connected inextricably and dynamically, that even “facts” become like fictions, as they seemed to do in Mailer’s work during this period, perhaps most successfully in The Executioner’s Song. Historical facts charged by the authoritative narrative of the novelist become, perhaps, closer to the truth than reality. There is a give and take: life is never as orderly as fiction, although everyday we attempt to impose our fictions upon it. Mailer states:


I think in fiction, what we want to do is we want to create life. We want to give the readers the feeling that they are participating in the life of the characters they’re reading about. And to the degree that they’re participating in it, they shouldn’t necessarily understand everything that’s going on anymore than we do in life. (qtd. in Lennon 95–96)



Similarly, Mailer says elsewhere that when the great historian writes, he or she is also a writer of great fiction (Lennon 96). Lennon concludes that Mailer elevated the novel and the novelist as the true creative spirits, ones that pose difficult questions in order to provoke, to incite, and to contend. Whereas the historian and journalist work with pre-digested facts, intended to answer, to clarify, and to end debate (97). Mailer is not writing in an easily understandable prose for the masses; he is challenging readers to rise up to his level; this is not journalism or television—it is literature (Bufithis 90).

Yet, while the novelist is not limited by the facts of history, perhaps the novel itself is in Mailer’s view—or at least the realities of identifiable historicity that remain the touchstones for communication and meaning. Mailer seems to be calling out the fictional nature of all narrative, whether based on fact or imagination and, as Lennon avers, Mailer uses whatever form he needs to “carry the tale forward to the century’s end” (101). In a way, as Laura Adams suggests, it is as if Mailer suspects that the novel is no longer capable of influencing people’s consciousness as it did before World War II (100-101). Authority of the narrative seems to be linked to history, culture, and the artist’s place in it: the narrative grows with the author/creator. The best novel, then, remains true to the novelist’s vision at the moment of creation. This principle seems to be a moral imperative with Mailer, an imperative that forced him to push the boundaries of genre.

Another link between history and the novelist is the idea of the novelist as savior. Alfred Kazin sees Mailer as primarily a “moralist,” one who has an “acute sense of national crisis” and a responsibility not to leave this crisis in the hands of the journalists (2). Mailer’s authority as a novelist attacks what he sees as an American authority that is misplaced and oppressive. Mailer plays the social miscreant and the artist, asking questions, getting in the way, and forcing his own path through the middle of the conflict, both metaphorically and literally (Bufithis 87, 91).

Armies is a novel of opposition: political, aesthetic, and moral. Mailer’s opposition in Armies holds contempt for the American military-industrial complex and its monolithic symbol is the Pentagon, but at the same time he also sees as his opponent the mediocrity of America’s insipid middle class. His revolution in Armies is not just against American leadership, but also those forms that have become too tarnished by quotidian reality. “Opposition” might best describe Mailer’s own aesthetic approach to literature, which informed the narrative of his public persona. The best oppositional tool of the time was Mailer’s hybrid “novel,” a genre that might have been pushed and stretched as far as it will go.

Further, Mailer might have been opposing the novel. After all, it is older than the Pentagon, and perhaps more ossified: more a symbol of authoritarianism than a challenge to it. The civil unrest of the 1960s demanded political and social change, and maybe Armies itself demanded a new literary medium.



The Web v. the Novel

When I spoke at the Norman Mailer Society Conference in 2005, I was asked to discuss the position of literature and English Studies at the beginning of the twenty-first century, how the work of Norman Mailer fit into these cultural and intellectual trends, and recommend ways that the Society might continue to flourish in a still incunabular information age. In 2005, books and the system that supported their publication still reigned supreme; thus in the US alone there were published 282,500 new titles, about 40,000 of which were fiction.6 Also in the fall of 2005, The Facebook, a successful social networking site for colleges and universities, had just launched its version for high schools. It was still a year away from opening its digital doors to the world’s Internet users, but it already showed the growing popularity of Web 2.0 applications and their integral foundation of community built on members’ affinity. And in 2005 the world had not yet heard of an iPhone. Its launch would not be for another year and eight months.

I highlighted the growing disparity between our play on the Internet and our serious work as literary scholars and aficionados. I advocated flexibility and patience to help us through this transition from atoms to bits. I suggested that it is up to us canon builders to decide what is important, in Toni Morrison’s words in Beloved, to “pass on” in both senses: that is, what needs to be preserved and emphasized for the coming generations and what it is we can safely leave behind. If anything, our digital lives, with their ever-increasing glut of information, blur this distinction not only for us, but especially for those who have never known a world without the Internet.

So at the end of this century’s first decade, where are we? In the middle of March 2010, more people visited Facebook than Google,7 and by July the number of active users on Facebook had grown to 500 million.8 Facebook might be the apotheosis of the Web 2.0, but in its most insipid form. The idea of the Web 2.0 began as a reaction to static web pages. Its proponents argued that the web should be user-centered and less like the printed page. Sites should be dynamic, allowing users to participate, to contribute, and to collaborate. Websites should be only frameworks, giving users space and tools for sharing their affinity with photography, video, books, cooking, and any other topic they can think of. However, since my discussion of the Web 2.0 in 2005, something has shifted in its focus, and it might be blamed on Twitter, introduced in the summer of 2006. Twitter, as you know, allows users to follow other users’ “tweets,” or streams of SMS-like messages limited to 140 characters. Many users of Twitter attempt to focus on a topic, but according to Pear Analytic research firm, the dominant content of tweets is “pointless babble”—you know, the nonsense that makes up most of our lives.9 About Twitter, Bruce Sterling states, “Using Twitter for literate communication is about as likely as firing up a CB radio and hearing some guy recite the Iliad.”10 I would argue that Facebook seems to replace the topic-centered Web 2.0 with Twitter’s “pointless babble,” turning it into ubiquitous “social media.”

In light of the Facebook revolution of the Web, even more voices are speaking out that lament the ostensible death of traditional literacy. More so, as the research of UCLA Professor of Psychiatry Gary Small suggests, reading the web is actually rewiring our brains. His findings will probably be no surprise to many:


When we go online, we enter an environment that promotes cursory reading, hurried and distracted thinking, and superficial learning. Even as the Internet grants us easy access to vast amounts of information, it is turning us into shallower thinkers, literally changing the structure of our brain” (Carr).



Reading on the Web, probably the most popular form of reading done off a computer screen, is not the same thing as reading a novel. Something about the computer—even a laptop—inspires a cursory, quick, and superficial consumption of text. Perhaps it is because it looks more like a television than it does a book? Perhaps it is because we have to lean forward, rather than lean back (Anderson and Wolff)? Maybe we are trained that what comes to us through a monitor should be consumed in a certain way, whereas that which is found on leaves in cloth binding must be absorbed in another way. In many ways, books, especially novels, are like holy artifacts. Computers, to paraphrase Mailer, are machines of the devil.

I still hear people say that they can’t proofread or edit on a computer screen. There’s something about the printed word on a physical sheet of paper that allows our minds to take it more seriously than we would something appearing on a computer screen in a Web browser. Seriously, I am pretty sure I could never read a book on a PC.

Perhaps it is the notion that what we see on the computer screen is somehow transient and impermanent, that it can disappear with a flick of a switch or the press of a key. Books sit heavily on shelves. They are weighty matter that can be handled and not so easily disposed of. Until recently, the idea of publishing was like, in Gilgamesh’s words, “having one’s name stamped in bricks.” If you were mentioned by a poet, you achieved a kind of immortality. “Literature” deserves this treatment, after all. It is weighty. It matters. It should be in books, not on computer screens. Sven Bickerts in The Gutenberg Elegies echoes this sentiment: “our entire collective history—the soul of societal body—is encoded in print. Is encoded, and has for countless generations been passed along by way of the word, mainly through books” (20). Birkerts goes on to lament what he sees as an inevitable paradigm shift away from print to the digital (139). His observation seems to agree with Small’s research: the Web is destroying our ability to read in a significant way.

Not only is our reading changing because of our digital lives, but also our writing. According to Virginia Heffernan of the New York Times, “Book publishing is simply becoming self publishing.” Considering numbers from the Bowker bibliographic company, she reports that 764,448 book titles were produced by self-publishers, 45,000 of which were fiction titles. Inexpensive digital-publishing technologies and print-on-demand companies make professional-looking books, complete with dust jackets and ISBNs, within any aspiring author’s reach. Waning are the days, too, of the stigma of the self-published, since many are finding commercial success without the hassle and frustration of dealing with the traditional publishing industry gatekeepers. Therefore, if anyone can publish a novel, is our access to digital technologies also destroying what we read?

These significant changes are not the only technical revolution to happen since 2005. Apple introduced the iPhone in January 2007, and the first model was available six months later. Not only has the iPhone made a significant shift in the cellular phone market, but it has also changed the way that many of us interact with our information, so much so that Anderson and Wolff of Wired recently proclaimed “The Web Is Dead.” They argue that while information access is on the rise, how users get that information is changing from the Web to apps, like those Apple sells for its iPhone. These apps are smaller, sleeker, faster, and more specific to the task: they are about “getting,” not “browsing.” With technologies as push notifications, information that users want is delivered directly, rather than the user going out to find it. After the great success of the iPhone, Apple later released what might arguably be called the most popular and successful consumer device of the last couple of years: the iPad.

With the iPad, we can finally sit back again, like we would with a novel. The iPad is made for visually rich content. The user experience is more encompassing—and applications use the entire screen, blocking out other distractions. Photographs and videos look beautiful. Games are a new experience, but it is the text applications, like iBooks, that won me over. Perhaps this new device could finally begin to usher in an age of new media that those of us who still consider the novel integral to a literary zeitgeist could finally embrace—not as a replacement—but as an evolving, vibrant, and important literary form.



The Novel 2.0?

In the late 1960s, Mailer saw a disturbing trend in America: with the many distractions that contemporary America presents, people are no longer reading literature. There was a revolution happening, but instead of being aligned with the great literary figures of America’s oppositional past—Whitman, Emerson, Hemingway—it was instead one of television, popular music, and drugs (Bufithis 89–90). While Mailer opposed the war in Vietnam and the new American authoritarian machine that precipitated it, he, too, opposed the increasing effects of a disengaged and lazy culture.

Similarly, America seems to still be engaged in a like battle. Fueled by the digital revolution, the developing world in the Middle East attempts to throw off the shackles of oppression and authoritarianism, but America seems to be moving in the opposite direction. Mass media today makes its consumers even less patient with complex ideas and nuance than it did when Mailer was writing Armies. While digital technology can provide the tools for political change and revolution, it can also be used by the corporations and mass media to keep people from thinking or acting for themselves. Mailer saw this dangerous side of increasingly ubiquitous computer technology, charging computers with being the tools of the devil (Mailer and Lennon 18). It is difficult to challenge that assertion when viewing the increasingly polarized and myopic American media.

The battle between democracy and authoritarianism can also be seen in literature’s waning novel. The novel, ironically, is no longer “new,” but to many represents literature’s patriarchal past. While the digital age in many ways encourages us to become engaged with the world as citizens of a democracy should be, the voices of those artists, dreamers, and rebels who wrote powerful novels seem also to be caught up in the digital tsunami overtaking world culture and politics. Instead of holing up in our bunker hoping that the tide will pass, perhaps the digital age will present the novel with a new life—a medium that can both represent the individual talent and the voices of the people.

While attempts to represent the novel in a new way on the Web11 have potential, they will ultimately remain just experiments if readers are forced to use a computer. The device must not get in the way of our engaging the text. The novel’s transparency is likely what many opponents of the computer seem to be most concerned with. We already know how a novel works. The medium of the novel does not get in the way of the content of the novel. In fact, the medium seems to highlight the content by the very fact of its transparency. Novels on the Web are more about the technology than they are about the content. This situation bothers us literati.

While we should be concerned about technological transparency, perhaps it is integral for a literary experience. Several new applications for tablet devices show promise, not only for traditional publications—like Apple’s iBooks, Sony’s eReader, and the Kindle—but also for those incorporating user interaction for annotations and bookmarks.12 Perhaps it is less the digital aspect of the Novel 2.0 than the lack of solid and predictable conventions that bothers us.

The digital evolution or metamorphosis of the novel seems to be inevitable. Our books made of atoms are not going anywhere, but that medium has been getting old for a while—even Mailer saw it in the 1970s. The new era of the digital emphasizes participation and action for those who use it. It seems the novel must evolve, both as a medium and through its content, if it is to speak for a changing world.





Notes


1. For a thorough and thoughtful analysis of the current state of US copyright laws and their effect on American youth in particular, see Lessig. ↩



2. Raymond’s study considers open source software, which he likens to an unruly bazaar of unsanctioned trading, vis-a-vis proprietary software, which is like an impenetrable cathedral that limits access to maintain an authoritarian control. ↩



3. I borrowed this idea from Stuart Moulthrop’s essay “From Work to Play: Molecular Culture in the Time of Deadly Games.” He argues that an age of complex systems encourages a shift from interpretation to configuration, a move from thought to action. He sees this shift as having ramifications not only for daily interactions, but implicitly for aesthetic practices. ↩



4. I borrow Nicholas Negroponte’s phrase throughout; it is the chief concern of his insightful Being Digital. ↩



5. I am reminded here of the cybernetic loop—a system where cause and effect mutually influence one another through feedback. ↩



6. See Bowker’s industry stats, available: <http://www.bowkerinfo.com/bowker/IndustryStats 2010.pdf>. Short URL: http://bit.ly/kpa0Ed. ↩



7. See Hitwise: http://www.hitwise.com/us/press-center/press-releases/facebook-was-the-top-search-term-in-2010-for-sec/. Short URL: http://bit.ly/m3xmaZ. ↩



8. See the report by Facebook’s own Mark Zukerberg: <https://www.facebook.com/blog.php? post=409753352130>. Short URL: http://on.fb.me/kc0rTZ. ↩



9. See Pear Analytics: http://www.pearanalytics.com/blog/2009/twitter-study-reveals-interesting-results-40-percent-pointless-babble/. Short URL: http://bit.ly/lIR3yN. ↩



10. At least this quotation is ascribed to Sterling. See High Talk: http://hightalk.net/2011/03/21/twitter-turns-five/. Short URL: http://bit.ly/j1THRr. ↩



11. For example, see Power Moby-Dick http://www.powermobydick.com/; The Golden Notebook Project http://thegoldennotebook.org/; and Apture http://vimeo.com/15725310. ↩



12. For example, see GoodReader http://www.goodreader.net/goodreader.html; Inkling http://www.inkling.com/; and Al Gore’s Our Choice by Push Pop Press http://pushpoppress.com/. ↩
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Piling On: Norman Mailer’s Utilization of Marilyn Monroe: “What is it about Marilyn Monroe that obsesses you so?”


Mimi Reisel Gladstein



In a lengthy, single-spaced, two-and-a-half-page typewritten critique of the Actor’s Studio production of Strawhead, Norman Mailer’s fifth wife, Carol, tasks him with the above observation about this third appropriation of Marilyn Monroe as a focus for his creative endeavors. It is a salient question, something mentioned not only by someone who knew him intimately, but also by critics of the relevant works, Marilyn, Of Women and Their Elegance, and Strawhead. Mailer’s biographers have also noted how beguiled he was with the topic. Robert Merrill calls it “a continuing obsession” (9). Barry Leeds introduces his book-length study, The Enduring Vision of Norman Mailer, with a chapter on Mailer and Marilyn, observing in his first sentence that for decades Mailer had been “fascinated with the life and death of Marilyn Monroe” (20), introducing the similarities between them, and concluding that they were both prisoners of sex. The issue calls for further exploration of both its enduring allure for Mailer and the unsavory aspects of his handling of his Marilyn mania.

It is hard to know exactly when this “obsession” began. Mailer claimed on a number of occasions that he had never met Marilyn Monroe. Not so, according to Shelley Winters, quoted in the “Hollywood Politics” chapter of Peter Manso’s biography. She contradicts Mailer’s claim that he never met Monroe. According to Winters, they met at a rally for Henry Wallace in Hollywood in 1948 (131). Both may be right according to their memories. It is possible that in 1948, the woman who would become Marilyn Monroe was still Norma Jeane and displayed little of that incandescent ability to exude sexuality as she projected herself to camera and fans.1 The as-yet-unknown Norma Jeane may not have made enough of an impression on Mailer for him to remember it. Years later, once he began writing about her, the official story from him and a number of his biographers is that the only place they ever met was in his imagination.2 Regardless of whether or not they met briefly in the forties or never met, once Mailer had fastened onto Monroe as a topic for his literary delectation, he had a hard time letting go. In addition, his fervor sometimes led to “piling on” and on occasion “late hits” or “low blows,” to use football and boxing metaphors for Mailer’s literary excesses.

Oddly enough for what became such an enduring interest, the initial impetus to write about Monroe was not Mailer’s.3 It came as part of a book project for a compilation of photographs of Monroe by famous photographers, principle among them Larry Schiller who had taken nude photographs of the actress in the last days of her life. Others included Milton Greene, Bert Stern, Eve Arnold, and Richard Avedon.4 Mailer was a big name writer, whom they contacted to quickly deliver a ten-thousand-word preface for this photography book. However, as is often the case with addictions and/or obsessions, once started, they are difficult to abandon. The Preface was like an aphrodisiac appetizer for Mailer and once begun, the subject so enflamed his phallic pen, that eventually it produced more than ninety thousand words and, in the opinion of the New York Times reviewer, the “100 photographs . . . [were] reduced to serving the relatively minor function of illustrating his text” (Lehmann-Haupt 27). And while Marilyn was to serve as Mailer’s muse on three separate occasions, it was this initial foray into the world of America’s legendary sex goddess that first demonstrated Marilyn’s variety of uses for Mailer. In this case, the publication of Marilyn was professionally valuable in the development of Mailer’s career. Middle-aged, with his career in a “holding pattern,” according to Mary Dearborn, “Marilyn put Norman’s name before the public, where it had not been” for some years (324).

Another possible source for Mailer’s obsession with Monroe could be Mailer’s competitive nature. A number of writers have suggested that his legendary ego might have been wounded by his lack of access to the era’s consummate sex goddess, as he considered himself the epitome of the macho man. The main men in her life were such that Mailer would want to measure himself against them. Husband number one was not a consideration. Mailer interviewed James Dougherty, but the man and his remembrances are summarily dismissed as possibly unreliable since they are those of a narcotics cop. For Mailer, in terms of possible competition, Dougherty qualifies at best as a neophyte, ignorant of the finer points of the contest. Husbands two and three are another matter. They were both significant figures in their different professions. Mailer, for whom boxing was an actual hobby and metaphorical trope, may have consciously or subconsciously regretted that he never even got the chance to get in the ring with either of these champions.5 It was about this time in Mailer’s life that Jose Torres began giving him boxing lessons in exchange for editorial assistance with the book Torres was writing about Muhammed Ali. In a contest with Monroe’s second husband, Mailer is out of his class, division, or league, whichever metaphor works. Joe DiMaggio was a legendary sports hero, an icon of the masculine arena. DiMaggio had reached such mythic status that he was referenced in popular music and Hemingway’s admired novella, The Old Man and the Sea.6 Bouts are not scheduled between boxers who fall in different weight classes and, in the sports league, Mailer would not even try to get in the ring with DiMaggio. Instead, Mailer presents him in an almost complimentary manner, writing that during the years that Monroe was married to DiMaggio, she looked like she was fed on sexual candy (102). In his need to find sufficiently lusty language, Mailer invents the term “fucky” to describe how Monroe looked during the DiMaggio period. He also pays DiMaggio the high compliment of comparing him to Hemingway in terms of eminence in his art, pointing out the “consistent courage” it took to face thousands of fast balls, any of which could kill or cripple him (99). If there is a hero in this “novel,” it would have to be “Jolting Joe.” Mailer credits him with always being there for Marilyn “when she needs him, and is probably her closest friend in the months before she dies” (95). A photograph of DiMaggio at Monroe’s funeral is one of the last images in the book and Mailer’s last line reads, “Let us then take our estimate of her worth by the grief on Joe DiMaggio’s face the day of that dread funeral in Westwood west of Hollywood” (262).

The competition begins in earnest when Mailer turns to Monroe’s last husband, Arthur Miller. Miller is definitely in Mailer’s class, division, and league: both are literary heavy-weights. Miller was a dominant figure in the intellectual and arts arena. Both Death of a Salesman and The Crucible were prominent theatrical vehicles, winning a number of drama awards and becoming mainstays of university and community theatres all over the country. Mailer takes a number of jabs at Miller, labeling him a “failure” as Monroe’s champion in her battles with Olivier in England and a “traitor” because he had written a note about how she embarrassed him, a note that devastated her when she read it (167). As if taking on the role of Marilyn’s champion, Mailer pelts Miller with numerous pejoratives. Among them are “tight,” “tied up” and “abstemious” (143). In addition, Mailer tries to land a knockout blow by characterizing Miller in the sexual arena as “an inhibited householder from Brooklyn” (167). In this metaphorically sexual bout, in addition to his below-the-belt punches, Mailer hits Miller with a glancing blow to the head with the assessment that he had “limited lyrical gifts, no capacity for intellectual shock” (142). Mailer is sure he could have beat Miller but he never did get in the ring with him because, as he complains, when they lived in close proximity he “waited for the call to visit, which of course never came” (19). He admits that a reason for the cut may have been the very fact of his competitive nature and the fact that stealing Marilyn had been his secret ambition. Convinced of his prowess in this arena, he suggests that Miller may have feared creating the opportunity. Of course that meeting with Marilyn never occurred, and as Mailer could not compete with either of these men in a real life mano a mano, he resorted to his most effective weapon. He created his own access—with his pen.

Returning to the subject of the many uses Mailer made of Monroe, Marilyn, as I argued in an earlier study, is, among other things, an exercise in creating a masturbatory fantasy about a woman who got away (“Norman”). It is also the initial volley in Mailer’s campaign to possess his subject inside and out, first in his voice as a biographer and then assuming her voice as memoirist. From the onset of the first project, Mailer expresses his frustration with the time limitations imposed on his fantasy fulfillment. In “An Acknowledgment,” Mailer proclaims his discontent with having to meet a publication deadline (Marilyn 257). This he was able to remedy in the future by creating his own projects, whereby he will be “master of his own domain.” Because of the time checks in this case, he protests that he cannot write a proper biography, which he claims would take at least two years just to amass the materials needed for a suitable job. Therefore, he complains, rather than the biography he desired to write, he has written a “novel biography.” Since he can’t do his own original research, he enumerates the other writers whose works he draws on, as well as Norman Rosten’s manuscript for the as-yet-unpublished biography, Marilyn—An Untold Story. In addition, he cites what he calls “interviews in modest depth” (259). In this case, the Mailer braggadocio, his advertisements of himself, may have been uncharacteristically muted. In Legend: The Life and Death of Marilyn Monroe, Fred Lawrence Guiles, whose first biography Norma Jean is one of two cited by Mailer as the main sources for the facts in his book, returns the compliment, when he credits Mailer’s “modest” interview with producing the “most thorough account” of the relationship between Norma Jeane (not yet Marilyn) and André de Dienes, a Hungarian born fashion photographer. A number of the fresh-faced, jeans-clad photographs by Dienes are in the book.

Marilyn was also to serve Mailer as a vita-enhancing publication. Robert Merrill argues for “serious reconsideration” of Marilyn as he contends that its excellences as a biography have been overlooked (142) and, though one of Mailer’s “minor” works, it still contributes to the overall “imposing output of serious and original works” (212). Carl Rollyson considers it a “significant achievement in American letters with which biographers must reckon” (261). Jennifer Bailey reads it as an “unmistakable achievement” (140). And, indeed, when one gets beyond the leeringly salacious element, there is much to admire about the book, both as biography and as a novel. A charming element about it is Mailer’s tone, which is wonderfully self-deflating in places. One such instance is when he acknowledges his peevishness about not being invited to meet Marilyn as he was sure that “no one was so well suited to bring out the best in her” (Marilyn 20). Then, in the next line, he concedes that some failed marriages later, he is better equipped to understand that what he was probably responding to at the time was the same thing that some fifty million other men felt as a result of what he calls “the foundation of her art,” which was an ability to “speak to each man as if he were all of male existence available to her” (20). He admits that not only would he probably have failed her, but that she might well have “damaged” him. In another instance of uncharacteristically revealing candor, he admits, in a discussion of Monroe’s purported lack of self-assurance about sex, that “we all reveal our innocence about sex in a candid remark” (75). This from the writer who had, on occasion, positioned himself as a “sexpert.” To a certain extent the tension between the macho writer taking lusty virtual possession of his subject and the self-revelatory hesitations he expresses creates a correspondence between him and Monroe as they both projected a blatant forward sexuality that overlays an undercurrent of vulnerability.

Another service Marilyn/Marilyn performs for Mailer is facilitating his joys of linguistic excess.7 Given the spectacular and extravagant nature of his subject and her reputation, he allows himself a surfeit of verbal high-wire acts. On occasion the result is fun as when he catalogs the list of Monroe’s early Hollywood relationships: “Snively, Schenck, Karger, and Hyde! If she had been a bargirl looking to sue an ex-lover in a raunchy case, she would have picked her law firm out of the yellow pages with a name like that” (89). But at other times his unmonitored metaphors and imagery are definitely in need of a discerning editor.8 In one jarring instance he writes of Monroe’s final moments when “the wings of death lay wet feathers across her face” (86). “Wet feathers” is a clumsy image whereby to communicate the dark eminence of death. Rather than a sense of awe, what is evoked is annoyance; wet feathers would tickle or make one want to sneeze. Mailer’s choice of metaphor to describe Monroe’s inability to escape her past is to describe her behavior “as sluggish as a dinosaur’s tail” (126). This metaphor is equally inept. The image conveyed is awkward rather than apt. Experience that repeats itself “with the breath of a turnip” is another of his odd images (143). Wet feathers, dinosaur tails, and the breath of a turnip—surely a wordsmith like Mailer could do better. In his explanation of why the “detritus of the insignificant” films she played in early in her career so damaged any good will she may have accumulated as a young woman and led to “retaliations” he describes as “nihilistic,” Mailer pulls out more over-the-top verbal imagery (89-90). He calls Monroe “a sly leviathan of survival, and, Faust among the Faustians” (90). In addition to the linguistic abandon, he also allows himself such salaciously voyeuristic flights of the imagination as an invented dialogue after the discovery by studio executives that their newest sensation had posed in the nude. Mailer excuses himself by pointing out that “a novelist has a right to invent the following dialogue” (92). He then devises such questions as cannot help but inflame the imagination: “Did you spread your legs?” “Is your asshole showing?” “Any animals in it with you?” Lest he miss the opportunity to use every profanity he knows, Mailer includes the statement, when trying to describe the divided character of Monroe’s personality, that while she could be an angel, she was also “one hard and calculating computer of a cold and ambitious cunt” and then underlines his linguistic choice by stating parenthetically “(no other English word is near)” (97).9

The publication of Marilyn was a boon to Mailer both personally and professionally—and then as a bonus benefit unexpectedly, it was to serve him as a tool for seduction. In A Ticket to the Circus, Norris Church Mailer writes of its role in their first encounter and subsequent courtship. In 1975, in anticipation of meeting the famous author, Barbara Norris—her name when they met—brought her copy of the book for him to sign. He did not sign it until February of 1976 when a relationship had already begun. Addressing it to Barbara Mailer he writes, “Because I knew when I wrote this book that someone I had not yet met would read it and be with me” (89). The Mailer chutzpah is in full force here.

Of Women and Their Elegance, Mailer’s second appropriation of Marilyn Monroe, came some seven years after the first. Like the first, it is heavily reliant on the visual. Here, however, rather than pictures only of Marilyn, there are pictures of other women and their elegance. The photographs by Milton H. Greene run the gamut from Marlene Dietrich to Grandma Moses. In Marilyn Mailer claimed to be writing a “novel biography” and he routinely referenced the biographical works of Maurice Zolotow, Fred Lawrence Guiles, and Norman Rosten, also often citing what he called “factoids.” Here he baldly states in a note before the text that he “does not pretend to offer factual representations.”

Obviously foreseeing much of the kind of criticism that this book would engender, Mailer anticipates his detractors in a make-believe trial published in New York magazine. Deftly titled “Before the Literary Bar,” besides his own voice he creates the parts of the Prosecutor, the Defense, and The Court. The charge is “criminal literary negligence” and Mailer himself characterizes the work as a “false autobiography” or “an imaginary memoir” (27–8). The thrust of his main argument about his fast-and-loose treatment of the facts is that what he portrays in the book, “whether factual or not . . . [could] reasonably have occurred in Miss Monroe’s life” and that they are therefore “aesthetically true” if not literally so (34). Mailer assumes the variety of voices, both pro and con, in an adroit manner, convincingly developing the arguments of his detractors. In some spots he even demonstrates a delightful sense of self-irony. An example is when, after having been instructed numerous times to reply only to the questions asked of him, he has The Court remark, “Maybe Mr. Mailer thinks he is being paid by the word” (34). In another instance he has The Court assure him, after a question of whether or not he would like it if someone made up facts about him when he is dead, that they “do not wish to rush that occasion” (45–6).

Mailer’s self-defense in “Before the Literary Bar” is that the made-up parts of his fictional autobiography can be justified as having reasonably occurred in Monroe’s life. However, his creation of the Bobby de Peralta character pushes the boundaries of a reader’s willing suspension of disbelief. Mailer claims to have made him up to try to explain the tragic ambiguities in Monroe’s character, attributing them to buried matters in her psyche. He rationalizes that something in her unrecorded years in Hollywood must contain a “psychic cyst” or memories so bad that she could not face them (45).

Mailer’s rationalizations are unconvincing and this sordid and sensational section of Of Women and Their Elegance is a prime example of Mailer’s “piling on.” To demonstrate the appropriateness of this football metaphor, at the point in her life at which Mailer claims to need a defining episode, like a downed quarterback, Marilyn’s background of illegitimacy, foster homes, absent father, family insanity, and a remembered attempted strangling in her crib have effectively already left her “sacked.” Any one or any combination of the events of her childhood could more than adequately explain why she would be the unhappy and disturbed person Mailer portrays. Dumping more excrement on her can serve little purpose other than to warrant the author’s desire to give license to his lascivious imagination. The pictures he paints are almost cliché in their pornographic purpose. For Marilyn’s first Hollywood party Mailer evokes rooms of filthy pictures filled with naked people and the imaginary Bobby “naked except for cowboy boots and a Stet-son hat,” walking a Doberman named Romulus who tries to get in on the sexual action of the lustful couples (130).

But the party is only the destination point for the heart of this imaginary episode. Traveling to this party, Mailer indulges his fantasy by having Marilyn engage in a brief fling with a fictional “Rod” (the double entendre is almost funny). They ride to the party on his motorcycle, all the while having sexual intercourse at eighty miles an hour. Making the most of his imaginary license, Mailer has Marilyn explain how she had only “to lean up on the handlebars a little, and he was in the proper place, if from behind, my dear. I could have become an addict” (129). The situation only gets more sordid after that.10 As if picturing Marilyn as so dissolute that she rides to the party on a motorcycle having sex with the fictional Rod, after which she gives him a “blow-job” only to spend the night in an orgy with Bobby is not enough, Mailer also gives her murderous inclinations. When the nefarious Bobby suggests they go over and cut his wife’s throat, Mailer’s Marilyn creation responds with “excitement.” The prospect of murder stimulates her to the declaration that “I was nearer to myself than I ever wanted to be” (137). She relishes the idea that “everyone would talk of me,” seeing it as “beautiful” (137–8). She acknowledges that she is “ready to commit murder” (138). Murder is so appealing to her that it vanquishes her headache. If Mailer’s excuse for this sensationalism is that he had to create something awful in her past to explain her future bad behavior, his is a sharply flawed argument. In this fictional episode, Mailer’s Marilyn is already so lacking in any moral compass that she goes through all the motions of participating in murder, only prevented from the act because it turns out that the designated victim is not there. She is willing to commit murder with a man who does not even know her “phone number or my address, or even my last name” (142). Logically, whatever brought her to this morally bankrupt state had happened earlier and Mailer’s invention should be flagged by the referee as unnecessary roughness. Two days after this imaginary episode, Mailer adds the information that she has an abortion. Cleverly, in his self-defense before the imaginary literary bar, Mailer has the Prosecutor question him about the factual basis for Bobby de Peralta and the murder plot. He acknowledges that he has none and even allows his Prosecutor creation to describe his actions as “outrageous” (“Before” 40). And I would add self-indulgent.

Even on his own terms, with himself as judge and jury, Mailer’s defense rings hollow. He claims that without such an episode the reader would be left with a characterization of Marilyn that presents only her “sweet, charming, madcap” side, thereby unable to understand why one so attractive would end so badly. Acknowledging what might have been “a failure of invention,” he concedes that it is difficult “to conceive of one powerful dramatic episode that will substitute satisfactorily for the sum of a thousand smaller episodes” (45). And that is, I would argue, because the thousand smaller episodes are more than sufficient explanation by themselves. Mailer, on the basis of what he calls “general knowledge” about the life of a Hollywood starlet (33), gives Marilyn the kind of demeaning and humiliating experiences that, along with her genetic and childhood history, could adequately explain her later behavior. Mailer has her remember being sent to perform fellatio on three executives in a row, on the half hour, before going to acting class. He even remarks to the prosecutor’s question about the episode that “the scars” of that period in her life explain why a woman with her “angelic appearance” came to be so difficult to work with and inconsiderate of co-stars, directors and crew. Calling the excerpt “factual” he quotes both Lee Strasberg and Arthur Miller to verify the “call girl” and “chewed and spat out” quality of Monroe’s early Hollywood days (33).

Mailer’s sly manipulation here is blatantly self-serving in an additional manner. By making this particularly egregious episode Exhibit B in the trial, he can enjoy his imaginary voyeurism again. Not only are the offensive events in the book, but in case the reader of New York does not buy the book, Mailer has the opportunity to present his self-indulgent imaginings for a different audience—those who might pick up the magazine. He has the prosecution make him read the whole episode to the court as Exhibit B. The titillation quotient is high.

As a sidelight, it can be said that still another use Mailer made of his writing about Marilyn is payback or appreciation to Milton and Amy Greene. Whatever the realities of their behavior in their relationship with Monroe, in both Of Women and Their Elegance and Strawhead, Mailer casts them in a very positive light and puts complimentary language in Marilyn’s mouth when she speaks of them. Milton Greene’s particular charm is portrayed with Marilyn’s initial reaction at their first meeting: “You’re just a boy” (34). Her expectation, given his fame as a fashion photographer, was for an older man. Mailer also tries to make him appealing in a scruffy kind of way when he has Marilyn describe him as looking like a young John Garfield if Garfield had been chewed a bit by a toothless lion (34). He is portrayed as the only man who did not take advantage of Marilyn and she blames Arthur Miller for ruining their relationship. Besides the direct compliments, such as when Marilyn tells Amy her eyes are like stars (28) and compliments her performance during the Edward R. Murrow interview as “truly scintillating” and done with “real poise” and “real vivacity” (126), Mailer also portrays Amy Greene as a mentor to Marilyn in matters of fashion, introducing her to the fashions of Norman Norell.11 Marilyn lauds Amy’s organization down to her color coordination of her underwear with her clothing. Of course, the Greenes are his co-authors in a way as they provided the reminiscences and the photographs that make up the bulk of the book. Milton Greene’s ethics are also presented in a most favorable light when the break-up of Marilyn Monroe Productions occurs. With the comment, “It was not my idea to make money on Marilyn Monroe,” Greene explains why he takes only $100,000 for his share when all had expected him to hold out for five times that much. The irony is not lost that Mailer, who is trying to make money on Marilyn Monroe, chooses this vindication for Greene. One might also say that Mailer uses this opportunity to pay the Greenes back by telling their stories along with Marilyn’s. We learn a lot of their histories and talents. One of the last things Mailer has Marilyn do is recall how beautiful Milton’s photographs are and remember, “Oh, how exquisite he could be” (235).

The reception of Of Women and Their Elegance was mixed. The exploitive nature of Mailer’s use of Monroe did not go without notice. Although David Marshall considered it a “wonderful treasure,” mainly because of the photographs, he also remarked that Mailer was “squeezing the last dollar out of a woman he never met.” Lawrence Wright’s Texas Monthly article that explores the connections between fact and fiction, particularly in what is called the “new journalism,” compares Mailer’s Of Women and Their Elegance unfavorably to The Executioner’s Song. Wright terms the former “reader abuse” and concludes that Mailer’s depiction of Marilyn is unconvincing as he is “trying to fill the unexplored spaces in her personality with his own” (202). In addition, beyond the critiques of the text of the book, it has the dubious distinction that the 1999 Esquire Book Awards named Of Women and Their Elegance as Worst Title.

It took Mailer a few years to get back to “piling on” Marilyn. This time, the medium was theatre. Although Strawhead is often categorized as a dramatization of Of Women and Their Elegance, there are a number of variances, probably occasioned by the differences in media and perhaps by Mailer’s desire to emphasize the imaginary truth aspect of his take on Marilyn. Richard Hannum is listed as the co-author of the play. Among the number of drafts housed at the Harry Ransom Center is a bound copy that emphasizes the “staged” quality of the production.12 It begins with the ACTRESS, the DI-RECTOR, and the PLAYWRIGHT discussing the issue of whether or not the ACTRESS should take the part and whether she feels up to it. She names her boyfriend, her agent and her consciousness-raising group as reasons not to take the part. In terms of the latter, Mailer’s cognizance of previous feminist reactions to his “Marilyn” works may be in play. The ACTRESS names feminist indecision about whether to consider Marilyn a martyr, a victim, or a collaborator with the enemy.

Further removal of the distance between audience and subject is accomplished by the way, when the play is ready to begin, the audience watches as the Marilyn character is created. The actress draws a small black mole on her cheek and puts on a blonde wig. In addition, Mailer uses the timeworn theatrical technique of the aside to indicate that the “mirror of her mind” is being reflected to the audience. These he identifies as D.A.—Direct Address. There are many occasions for this. Much of the action begins at Marilyn’s dressing table as she remembers. Stage directions call for the “actors who play varying roles in Marilyn Monroe’s life [to] appear . . . like ‘cat calls.’ “They are verbal memories for Marilyn” (1.1).

Among the changes from text to stage is a different initial setting. Whereas Of Women and Their Elegance begins with an excerpt from a Life magazine interview shortly before she died and then moves to a Waldorf Towers suite, all of Strawhead takes place in Marilyn’s mind. Added sound effects contribute to the wistful and tragic tone of the piece. In a number of scenes there are claps of thunder heard and in one version, “Smile Though Your Heart is Aching” is played at the end of the play as Marilyn Monroe and Charlie Chaplin walk off together.

Although Strawhead was never produced on Broadway, it did receive some attention before going “kerflooie” in Mailer’s words (Letter). In 1983, The American Repertory Theatre at Harvard had a staged reading for alum of Mailer’s spec script. That same year, Provincetown Playhouse also produced a version. Mailer’s sexual obsession was blatantly evident in the early script that began with a fantasy interview wherein the Marilyn character gives a blowjob to the Mailer-interviewer character. Shelley Winters had such a negative response that it resulted in a Mailer rewrite. The 1986 Actor’s Studio production was attended by many of Mailer’s friends, some of whom, such as Kitty Carlyle wrote that she found herself “enormously interested.” Less complimentary is a letter from Elia Kazan who diplomatically writes, “Your play is worth more work. You can and should improve it.”

On three occasions, Norman Mailer made use of Marilyn Monroe and I choose my language advisedly. He “used” her shamelessly. In an earlier study, I argue that Mailer, in Marilyn, creates an auto-erotic fantasy to satisfy his actual inability to consummate a sexual relationship with her. Obviously, the illusion was not fulfilling enough and so he was to attempt satisfaction two more times—again through photograph and text and finally, when those did not suffice, by bodying forth his imaginative vision with live actors in a theatrical production of his script Strawhead.13 Barry Leeds has a less cynical take on the subject of Mailer’s repeated return to the subject. In his biographical study The Enduring Vision of Norman Mailer, he suggests other reasons for Mailer’s repeated return to the subject. Leeds rhapsodizes on what he considers the many similarities between NM and MM. Au contraire, I would counter, if there is a oneness of the two, I would invoke the Yin/Yang oneness, the oneness of opposites: in this case, I would suggest, the user and the used. However, Mailer’s uses were progressively less effective. Marilyn was a critical and financial success, Of Women and Their Elegance less so, and finally, Strawhead was never published and after a two week run at the Actor’s Studio, it had no further production.

Lest I be accused of piling on Mailer, a few lines about his success in writing in Marilyn’s voice are called for. Among her other attributes, Mailer gives his Marilyn a sensitivity to color, a trait that escapes many male writers who create female characters. She describes the colors of the furniture and walls in her Waldorf Tower apartment, using the word “buff ” to describe the walls. Buff is not a word men often use; gradations in color tones are definitely a predominantly feminine bent. Strawhead also captures the terrible sense of loneliness Marilyn felt by staging her as the only person onstage, all the others being her remembrances. Among the bits printed in Fragments are the lines “Alone!!!!!/ I am alone—I am always/ alone/no matter what” (35). Unfortunately, he gets little of her poetic side, her fears of aging captured in lines such as those written on hotel stationary in Surrey. “Where his eyes rest with pleasure—I / want to still be—but time has changed / the hold of that glance. / Alas how will I cope when I am less youthful—” (Fragments 119). Finally, the issue divides itself into two conflicting parts. On the one hand, Mailer cannibalizes Marilyn for his own purposes, be it fantasy, financial, or ego-maniacal. On the other hand, his writing imagination is sometimes so spot-on as to create a viable portrait, first through biography and then autobiography. Michael Glenday also suggests that there is a certain pleasure associated with “encountering not just the memoir, but also the vitality of interaction between Mailer’s imagination and his subject” (350). In addition, if the commonplace is that a man can’t write from a woman’s perspective, in Of Women And Their Elegance, although Mailer’s Marilyn voice is totally fictional and does not fully capture Marilyn, it is certainly a plausible creation.

To date, the obsession with Marilyn does not seem to have abated.14 Nor is it limited to Mailer. In a 2010 article, Maureen Dowd lists a number of current “Marilyn” projects. One is a biopic starring Naomi Watts, based on Blonde, the novel by Joyce Carol Oates. Another movie is in the works about the conspiracy theory that Marilyn was murdered and not a suicide. A recent novel in Britain uses the trick of having “Maf ” (short for Mafia), the Maltese terrier gifted to her by Frank Sinatra, as narrator. Still another film with Michelle Williams is titled My Week With Marilyn (18A). The dress Marilyn wore in the famous subway grate scene of The Seven Year Itch brought a record $5.6 million at Debbie Reynolds’ movie memorabilia sale in June, 2011. And, finally, a bittersweet footnote about the Marilyn/Mailer connection: A recent New York Times article about the sale of Mailer’s last home includes a reference to, among other items, a framed original print of Milton Greene’s photograph of Marilyn Monroe. “Mailer’s obsession and the subject of two affectionate books” is the identifying phrase for the picture, one among the many eclectic possessions left when Mailer died. One might conclude that Marilyn was with him to the end.15

My thanks to the Harry Ransom Center at The University of Texas at Austin for permission to examine the Norman Mailer archives in researching this essay.




Notes


1. Guiles spells it “Jeane” in Legend: The Life and Death of Marilyn Monroe, as does Leaming in Marilyn. Mailer spells it “Jean”. ↩



2. This holds true for the make-believe trial he created to forestall the criticism of his second Monroe book. When his is asked in an imaginary court scene, Mailer answers the Prosecutor’s question about whether he had ever met MM, by saying, “No, but I sat behind her once at Actor’s Studio” (“Before” 33). ↩



3. I am not unmindful of the earlier references to Monroe or the Marilynesque characters in previous Mailer works, but here I mean Marilyn as the main subject. ↩



4. Milton Greene’s photographs would be featured in Mailer’s second Monroe project Of Women and Their Elegance. ↩



5. Hemingway also used the boxing metaphor, famously evaluating his writing in relation to other writers in terms of staying in the ring with them. ↩



6. A Simon and Garfunkel lyric for a song in the Academy Award-nominated film, The Graduate, positions DiMaggio as a national hero, one whose return the nation longs for: “Where have you gone, Joe Dimaggio / A nation turns its lonely eyes to you.” Santiago, the heroic fisherman in Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, tells the boy about “the great DiMaggio.” ↩



7. I do not mean to imply that Mailer’s linguistic virtuosity is sparing in other works, only that this work allows him even more occasion for unmonitored verbal hijinks. ↩



8. My colleague Robert Gunn suggests that Mailer’s prose flaunts a lack of monitoring, that in its “gleefully exhibitionistic (and highly erotic)” display demonstrates “not an absence of artistic control, but rather a deliberate choice to refuse propriety and proportionality.” ↩



9. I am reminded of an old graffiti: “Profanity is the crutch of the inarticulate mother-fucker.” I can think of a number of words that would work as well. I am sure Mailer could too, but he liked to shock and as I argue throughout, he gives himself full license with this topic. ↩



10. Stephan Morrow writes of Shelley Winters getting up and objecting when he played that scene in Strawhead. ↩



11. Although Norell’s fashions are given prominence in Mailer’s writing, he is ignored in many of the biographies. An interesting sidelight is that Michelle Obama wore a vintage Norell dress during the 2010 Christmas season. ↩



12. There are numerous drafts in the Mailer collection, reflecting pre- and post-production rewrites. ↩



13. Several writers have skirted around the quirky choice of his daughter Kate to play Monroe in the production, noting the Freudian associations. Stephan Morrow comments on the “various and delicious Oedipal” implications, especially during one rehearsal where Mailer demonstrated how he wanted the “blowjob” scene between Marilyn and Rod played. Kate got so disgusted that she refused to go on with the “tabloid bullshit” (278). ↩



14. As far back as 1974 the obsession was in full flower. In his biography, Robert F. Slatzer noted that over forty books had already been written about Monroe. Mailer was not the only famous novelist to write about her. Joyce Carol Oates tried her hand at it in Blonde, also labeled as a novel, published in 2000. Gloria Steinem is another celebrity biographer. ↩



15. My thanks to my colleagues Robert Gunn and Ezra Cappell who read the first draft of this article and made several useful suggestions. ↩
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Cluster Seeds and the Mailer Legacy


Donald L. Kaufmann



The Mailer “seeds” stirred, as the Twentieth Century dawned and American literature soared. The last century would climax in the late 1920s, and achieve its final “coming of age,” now superior to its English and European counterparts, soon to be the new superpower’s final word.

An early starting line indicator in the history of literary legacy—the birth of Ernest Hemingway in 1899. As an unknown expatriate in early 1920s Paris, America’s future “Papa” was, probably, its first to orbit into international literary recognition and power. Meanwhile, on the home grounds, Walt Whitman, in 1892, died.

In his monumental Leaves of Grass, nine editions in total, Walt Whitman became the archetypal American Idealized Poet, the lover of the Universe, and the singular Bard of Selfhood, Freedom and Democracy, with a Vision of a Potential Utopian America. All his fresh idiomatic verse showered down in future generations of writers and shaped their artistic, cultural and political beliefs, mostly “Leftist,” or “Liberal” or “Progressive” or any other relevant “ism.”

Whitman died amid minimal “cult” media (no Mark Twain sensational funeral). Whitman’s legacy was powerful and sometimes underground, but clearly many contemporary and later writers were inseminated with Whitman “seeds.” And Norman Mailer was one of those who had more than his share. For the Mailer scholar, legacy quotient is based more on his authorial singularity and less on the common characteristics of his generation of contemporary writers. Whitman’s death announced that the nineteenth-century American Realism of Howells and James had ended. In its wings was formed the new Literary Naturalism that might be called the “dynamic male quintet.”

These five new literary figures—Stephen Crane, Frank Norris, Jack London, Theodore Dreiser, and the lesser writer, Richard Harding Davis, a power-packed Quintet—personified the Mailer “seed womb” that gave rise to the man from Brooklyn and his subsequent place on the international literary scene.

The new literary generation, post-Civil War Realism, was Naturalism, a French import, and its chief spokesman was Emile Zola (1840–1902), author and activist, with a postmortem solution to the cultural ashes of the Darwinian era in which “revealed religion” had suffered a downward slide. In its place loomed Scientism and its cousin, Technology, which was clearly related to Industrialism. The spirit of objectivity was ushered in and the arts were forced to adapt to this new cultural reality. Thus, there could be no more significant aesthetic apartheid. Zola insisted on a remedial “cultural marriage.” The new union was a merging of arts and sciences.

Zola published his 1800 manifesto, The Experimental Novel, in which he advocated that writers (and other artists) imitate the scientific method and, experimentally, return to nature, follow natural laws, and apply a somewhat strict theory and practice. Thus, a writer must observe and record and interpret less and be more objective—underplaying figurative and melodramatic prose. This perspective was primarily theoretical, but in practice resulted in hardcore realism that still included some romantic excess (exactly what Mailer subsequently achieved in his Naturalistic WWII novel, The Naked and the Dead).

British philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) transformed the more abstract biological Darwinism into a more practical cultural context, more ethical and sociological. Historians dubbed this “Social Darwinism.” This movement ushered in a new empirical arena, characterized by such stark phrases as “struggle for existence” and “survival of the fittest,” “Laissez Faire” and “Progress.”

There were new literary directions in the air. The two new dominant thematic “isms” were Scientism and Humanism, often hybridized. Homo sapiens existed in a materialistic and deterministic universe, manipulated by outside forces. Behavior thus was subject to two prime conditioning factors. What Zola called “psycho-chemical laws” became translated as “heredity” (later as DNA). What Zola called the “milieu” became “environmental,” and its focus was the social sciences. Humans thus were biological pawns or social ciphers with limited free will. Thus evolved a literary sensibility that emphasized a character’s external and not inner world.

Literary Naturalism offered new vistas, now Americanized, less dogmatic, and more pliable. There was a setting shift from the genteel upper and middle class to the “submerged tenth” or social bottom. The new prevailing mood was sordid, shocking, and depressing. There was new urban blight, factories and slums, along with their agrarian equivalent, the vanishing Jeffersonian farmer.

Darwin is well known for his depictions of “atavism” or reversion to degradation or monstrosity, or earlier primal roots. In 1914, Edgar Rice Burroughs published, Tarzan and the Apes. Earlier, in 1897, Bram Stoker wrote Dracula, a series of written letters, published on the eve of the “movies,” and the coming erosion of the nineteenth-century’s power of the printed word. As for lycanthropy, Frank Norris (the American Naturalist writer, except for Dreiser, with the most Mailer “seeds”) wrote Vandover and the Brute, a kind of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) novel. Instead of “monster,” literary critics then preferred the phrase “brute,” a creature of minimal intelligence, incompetent in the struggle for existence, and psychology and literature textbooks called such characters grotesques.

There was further new “ism” fallout, a host of new taboo-breakers—a Darwin-Spencer focus on basic human needs: sex, hunger, survival skills, which meant more stark violence, force against force—that is, animalistic human survival. The American language was not spared. Its brainchild was the modern documentary. This new prose was steeped in objectivity. Furthermore, as writing aped the sciences, it relied on basic research and copious details. Some candor and frankness was welcomed, but not the overtly rhetorical and figurative.

The once-puritanical American vernacular finally had loosened its tongue. Taboo cultural matters, such as physical bodily functions, especially sex, and its verbal offspring, profanity and depravity, were unleashed—at first slowly, but soon an avalanche of expletives poured out until the popular arts seemed awash with four-lettered realities. All of the above, collectively, was the cultural legacy of literary Naturalism. The first Naturalist novel, Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893), modernized the literary scene. The twenty-two-year-old Crane and his shocking book ignited an overnight youth takeover of American letters and became the avant-garde. At the forefront was the young male quintet, whose collective canons would transform earlier cherished literature, while they themselves were short-lived—quite literally premature deaths, except for Theodore Dreiser who survived just three years shy of The Naked and the Dead.

Mailer was born in 1923 when Naturalism was in its prime—illustrated by its 1925 masterpieces, An American Tragedy and The Great Gatsby. Of these powerful works, the pre-kindergarten Mailer would hardly be aware. But who knows? Maybe Mailer’s literary DNA twitched and he could sense a change in times.

Stephen Crane (1871–1900) started out as a newspaperman writing the “Bowery Sketches,” which resulted, at age twenty-one, in Maggie. Its focus was slums and prostitution. This first Naturalist work shocked the country. It appeared in yellow covers, a tiny printing (at Crane’s own expense) with a self-protecting pseudonym, Johnston Smith (the two most frequently used names in the New York telephone book). Crane’s second opus was The Red Badge of Courage (1895), written from scratch with no actual war experience—and yet the first modern psychological treatment of war. This book remained his masterpiece and, like Mailer, Crane was a literary star in his mid-twenties. Thereafter, Crane fell in love with violence. He turned daredevil foreign war correspondent, in search of any available warfare moment, to foreshadow Hemingway and Mailer. Crane was America’s first modern “Bad Boy Writer.” Later critics dubbed him the “Poetic Naturalist.” In raw content, his prose did have a veneer of tough fact. And he was a Zolaesque technician with a concern for form and economy. His diction remained compact, energetic, and provocative. Crane also wrote highly competent short fiction and stark verse. Crane’s work evolved into literary impressionism, with an accent on tone and mood, rather than on theme, plot, and character. The result was prose that was no longer logical and orderly, a drift toward the non-rational, amoral, and pre-speech—all of these qualities a very early preview of today’s postmodernism.

The Western canon posthumously embraced Crane’s work, and he became a classic American. A veteran Mailer legacy quotient watcher might easily recast Crane’s treatment into a transplanted 1960s Mailer scenario. Yet, obviously, Crane’s most notable disciple was Hemingway, especially their similar lifestyles. But an obsessive Crane-Hemingway-Mailer’s thread, probably diminished rather than enhanced Mailer legacy quotient. As for the Crane-Mailer connection, its most positive legacy quotient factor was, despite writing in widely diverse times, each writer’s singularity.

Another figure of singularity was Frank Norris (1870–1902). His literary DNA hinted as much, as did his Chicago affluent environment: his father, a successful jeweler; his mother, a teacher and actress; and their son, being taught the arts in Paris where he fell in love with medieval fantasy and chivalry. At age fifteen, Norris moved to San Francisco and entered the University of California, where he excelled in writing and football and fell under Zola’s spell. Later, he fondly called himself, the “Boy Zola.” When his parents divorced, he lost most of his inheritance (over a million dollars). But he persevered and, obeying Zola, he studied San Francisco’s “social bottom,” then went off to Harvard to study writing. He covered the Boer War as a newspaper man, then to Cuba and the Spanish-American War and, later, more domesticated, be became an editor-reader at Doubleday publishers, where he helped shepherd into print Theodore Dreiser’s historic Naturalist novel, Sister Carrie. Norris’s own canon, like Crane’s, was brief, but intense. From the outset, Norris’s literary trademark was sensationalism. Two subsequent novels, his second, Moran of the Lady Letty, and his fourth, Blix, were, at best, pulp melodramas. Norris struck gold in his controversial, McTeague (1899). Compared with Crane’s slim yellow-wrapped Maggie, Norris’s opus became America’s first major thematic Naturalist novel. Its protagonist, McTeague, was the Darwinian Adam or the “brute within” but with a heart of gold. He was sluggish, unambitious, easily pacified, a massive slow-witted, blonde-mustached dentist with enormous hands who pulled out teeth with his bare hands, saddled with a mismatched grotesque wife, Trina Sieppe. She was afflicted, literally enslaved with both “avarice” and “sensuality.” Such primal “greed,” both racial and ethnic, was rooted in her Swiss peasant blood, which impelled her to take her money to bed where she, psychotically, “made love” with it. Her husband disapproved and the marriage turned violent.

The novel’s supporting cast were the people of Polk Street, a slice of San Francisco’s social bottom, rundown and stinky, full of racial-ethnic degenerates who grossly overate and exhibited other unseemly behavior. The novel’s denouement occurred in Death Valley, where hero and villain perished with “thirsty” operatics. Such mega-sensationalism was a natural scenario for, some say, the greatest silent film, entitled Greed, directed by Erich von Stroheim, who shot on location in Death Valley. The final director’s cut was forty-two reels and was shown once in nine-and-a-half hours.

After McTeague, Norris embarked on his short final phase and his first enterprise was a trilogy, The Epic of Wheat, and its first novel was The Octopus: A Story of California (1901), which was panoramic serious fiction, and well written. Its mammoth theme was economic determinism, or man in the grip of uncontrollable forces. The two powers in conflict were the railroads, backed by urban bankers and industrialists, mostly state-wide and national, versus Californian wheat farmers, both rich and poor yet still powerful.

The octopus in the title figuratively refers to humankind’s kinship with those entangling crushing primordial forces in Nature, opposed by human instinct. Yet this 1901 novel was well wrought. Critics and readers marveled at Norris’s unlimited literary potential. The second novel, The Pit (“The Chicago Story”), was published posthumously in 1903 and it focused on the production of wheat. The scene shifted from the vast agrarian to the cramped urban scene and its “survival of the fittest.” The title referred to Chicago’s Board of Trade and the plot hinged on cutthroat attempts to corner the wheat market. Curtis Jadwin, an impassioned capitalist and a leading trade speculator, tests his Darwinian-Spencerian skills, both economically and romantically. Indeed, much of the novel is devoted to Jadwin’s marital woes. The novel’s ending threatens to be an absolute tragedy when the Wheat Market crashes, which breaks Jadwin’s monopoly and erases his assets—all caused by natural forces (in this instance, unforeseen heavy wheat production in the far West). The third and final volume, The Wolf, dealt with the consumption of wheat in France, a novel which remained unfinished and unpublished.

But literary quotient analysts pondered “Boy Zola’s” marvelous literary excesses. His concept of Nature as Force and Energy, plus his “isms,” plus ideological characters such as the Neitzchean Superman and even a Superwoman (see Moran and the Lady Letty), plus his anti-intellectual prose (and more elegant English), plus his atmospheric neo-primitivism and operatic techniques—all contributed to his status. Norris, indeed, was an outstanding stylist. His prose style was an odd hybrid, part documentary and part “purple prose.” His tonal effects were multiplex—word packets of solemn messages in slapstick wrappings. But what most separated him from this first wave of American Naturalists was his becoming this movement’s greatest symbolist, akin to the twentieth-century-enshrined Melville. The Norris canon, posthumously, struck a strong prenatal Mailer connection with Norris’s aesthetics in The Responsibilities of a Novelist (1903). There, Norris discussed three groups of novels: (a) of “plot” (of telling); (b) of “character” (of showing); and (c) (his preference), of “theme” (of proving)—the message novel. Norris also interpreted Naturalism as a new form of Romance and compared it as it differed from the earlier Realism of Howells and James. But what fascinated Mailer observers was Norris’s theorizing about his and America’s future. Thus, late in his life, Norris emerged as a “big thinker.”

The once “Boy Zola” called for the American Novel, a “romance of force,” and its template, man’s “animal nature” transformed into a neo-epic, and its rhetoric would resemble a lifelike “symphony of energy,” a vast “orchestration of force.” Its narrative would focus on the human struggle for food, sex, shelter, and other earthly basic or more sublime abstractions such as power, wisdom, and justice.

What Norris was doing was making Naturalism and nationalism synonymous, and, in doing so, was previewing the literary gospel of America as the Twentieth Century’s “global superpower.” Norris, as seer, had prefigured the first Mailer seed storm. Mailer, either by reading or osmosis, would ingest the Norris message and he would make the most of the philosophic “Boy Zola.” Yes, of these five literary revolutionaries—Crane, Norris, London, Davis, and Dreiser—Norris remained the best bet for becoming Mailer’s earliest literary “blood brother.”

At the opposite pole of minimalism, in 1900, Theodore Dreiser’s Mailer influence was limited to his landmark Naturalist novel, Sister Carrie. Unlike the other four writers with their strikingly early deaths, Dreiser survived until 1945, on the eve of Mailer’s first draft of The Naked and the Dead. Consequently, the more salient Dreiser-Mailer connection occurred after Dreiser’s two female-centered novels, Sister Carrie (1900) and Jennie Gerhardt (1911). Dreiser’s first novel was an instant failure, with few sales and the barest recognition. For a decade, a stricken Dreiser did not publish. In 1900, in the midst of a literary arch-masculine “ism,” Dreiser introduced Naturalism’s first three-dimensional female protagonist in a highly readable novel. Concurrent heroines, such as Crane’s slum-girl, Maggie, and Norris’s Viking Superwoman, Moran, were either lab “case studies” or wild male fantasies. But Caroline Meeber (sister Carrie) came off the page as a real new woman in a new real environment. A potential twentieth-century bestseller, instead, got snuffed out and Dreiser, readerless, had vanished.

Consequently, when Crane and Norris died, their muscle-bound canons boomed on, until Dreiser’s new female reality, after a decade hiatus, resurfaced about 1925, American literature’s banner year. Earlier, after Jennie Gerhardt (a sentimental Carrie), Dreiser shifted into more familiar Zola-Norris territory with his “Trilogy of Desire,” capped by his masterpiece, An American Tragedy, published in 1925, as was another iconic novel, The Great Gatsby. Those avid female readers of the Jazz Age Flappers also quickly assimilated Sister Carrie and were fascinated by how its heroine ended. Carrie, now a generic “sister,” had rebelled and survived, socially unpunished, emotionally unscathed, except for seemingly natural bemusement. Dreiser’s underlined theme was that females’ recourse to instinct or intuition immunized them from emotional tragedy. The 1920s vamps, of course, read Carrie’s “victory” as a call for the “new women” to go into a cultural free fall.

The fourth member of the “modern” literary Quintet was Richard Harding Davis (1864–1916), an odd fit with his literary peers, a media darling of his times, and thus an essential link from Twain and London to later media masters, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and Mailer. Davis was a leading journalist, a globetrotting, derring-do reporter of wars, such as the Greek-Turkish War, the Spanish-American War, the Boer War, and World War I. Yet he was prolific, his prose was pedestrian, and he “could spin a yarn.” His short stories, eleven volumes, numbering over eighty stories, were factually crafted, vivid, and exciting, with flashes of local color. His fiction had global settings, was highly theatrical with sensational plots, fast-paced with typed characters, and not exactly “serious” fiction. He wrote twenty-five plays. His novels were outlandishly romantic and superficial. His most representative novel was the author’s self-image, A Soldier of Fortune (1897). Davis was known as the Beau Brummel, or dandy-dressed, of the American press. Then, he was the ideal male—tall, handsome, tough but debonair, at ease at showy wars, in proper salons, and risqué beds—and he was blessed with a manly code of good manners (faint echoes of the later Hemingway hero).

Davis, instead, became a media-created American male hero, to be emulated and revered.

But the “other” Davis, the literary careerist, was radically different, more like the high-risk lifestyles of Crane and London. On news assignments, Davis actually tempted death. The press loved his go-for-broke front line antics. He called the Spanish-American War “splendid fun” and took part in the Battle of San Juan Hill, and made Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough Riders famous. Davis became the newspapers’ darling. He had continuous access to elite personages from presidents to kings and queens, even the underworld.

All this fame peaked at about age twenty-six and turned into high financial rewards as Davis began to reshape both American history and journalistic fiction. Upon the heels of the 1890 U.S. Census announcing the Closing of the Frontier, Crane toured the West, and rechristened the Wild West, the “Mild West” (see “The Blue Hotel”). Davis went out West, pressed the flesh with sportive cowboys, Texas Rangers, and even Mexican murderers. He temporarily revived the myth of the Wild West, a preview of the coming power of celebrity journalists and other media hounds to temporarily remake history.

Davis also had “splendid fun” with the literary urban crime genre. In his story collection, Van Bibber and Others (1892), he introduced his new upper-class hero, Courtland Van Bibber, of rich Dutch ancestry, the moneyed young clubman and eternal playboy, the public consummate law-abider who, by night (like today’s comic books’ caped crime-stoppers), descended to the underworld, disguised, to save maidens and right wrongs. Such was the clever packaging of Robin Hood, the Scarlet Pimpernel, and Andrew Carnegie, who gave away $350 million dollars and called it, “The Gospel of Wealth.” “Van Bibber’s” ultimate tone was not seriousness, but amusement. Davis’s fiction with media accompaniment had turned American literature into banal comic grand opera.

If Mailer, during the decades of building his canon, ever pondered such quaint cultural and literary goings-on, he probably both winced and smiled at seeing a virtual repeat of those big-media shows, obvious only during Paine’s two brief stints, and the more prolonged follow-ups by Emerson and Twain. Mailer also probably noted (with Hemingway’s melodramatic demise on his mind) that Davis died naturally in 1916, the same year as Jack London’s more mysterious death, and how Jack (call me “Wolf ”), in a much shorter lifespan, and whose one-decade career, attracted intense glaring media legacy quotient that threatened to eclipse Mark Twain.

The fifth and final Naturalist was Jack London (1876–1916). His early demise was foreshadowed by a storybook life, which read like a boyish yet mannish fantasy. He was born in the slums of San Francisco—illegitimate. London’s early life—waterfront Oakland poverty and an eighth-grade education—was spent reading Kipling, Marx, Spenser, and Nietzsche. (Later, at age twenty-one, on his 1897 Yukon arctic-trek, he brought The Origin of Species, Paradise Lost, and read and reread Moby-Dick.)

London, at age thirteen, became an oyster pirate, purchasing a sloop in San Francisco Bay. At age fifteen he drank heavily and had a mistress. At age seventeen he sailed for seven months in the Pacific. Still seventeen, London won a newspaper prize for an account of a typhoon off Japan. He then returned to Oakland for one more high school year and, in 1896, at age twenty, he spent one semester in college, where he joined a radical wing of the Socialist Party as an activist speaker. He was occasionally jailed.

In 1898, after time in the Klondike, he returned to Oakland to begin serious writing. What followed was a short but brutal ordeal (he called himself a “work beast”). There were a sea of rejections, dramatized in his later autobiographical novel, Martin Eden, and, in 1900, his breakthrough happened—nine collected stories, The Son of the Wolf, and sudden national fame. Like Mailer, London achieved substantial notoriety in his mid-twenties. Yet the London corpus of work, incredibly large for its sixteen-year span, was a mix of throwaway pulp, but also some excellent writing, and thus a mixed career.

America’s natural topographical frontier was rapidly fading after the U.S. Census declared the frontier officially closed. President Teddy Roosevelt embodied the “strenuous life” and London was its chief literary embodiment. The boy “oyster pirate” turned into a frontier strong man, a primitive adventurer who sniffed out new raw settings. There was the Klondike near-Arctic wilderness, then the bottomless South Seas, and onto the “submerged tenth” of London slums and the San Francisco waterfront. Interestingly, by Mailer’s time, the pristine frontier was truly closed shut.

London’s lifestyle also turned him into a literary pioneer. Destined to become a serious writer, he nonetheless gave birth to enhanced he-man Argosy stories and other pulp magazines, and he also toughened up the sudsy Horatio Alger (how-to-succeed) Dime Novels, with a new dose of rugged individualism. Unlike his compatriot Quintet, his canon had heavy pulp content but it was muscular and moving, peopled at times with (successful) abysmal brutes. London’s tone, however, was excessively melodramatic, sentimental, and outlandish at times.

London’s Naturalism, at its most exotic, took place in the Klondike-Arctic—“Seward’s Folly,” or Russia’s “white elephant gift”—that later turned into an icy golden U.S. forty-ninth state. This mammoth chunk of the near-Arctic was then mostly uncharted literary territory when London arrived with his gold pan, ink pen, and well-thumbed Moby-Dick. He wrote about the awesome setting, people, and animals, especially the primal dog family. The Call of the Wild (1903) and its reverse-sequel White Fang (1906), two novels with dogs as makeshift protagonists, made London the first such American writer whose canon featured serious fiction that deeply probed canine consciousness. And these probings were not only high quality experiments. They are also high canon content. London’s two canine heroes—Buck and White Fang—could be likened to Kurtz and Marlowe in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, with canines substituting for humans in white Arctic America. Such dog destiny also played well in the Darwinian-Spenserian context—that is, atavism or species reversion, with Buck from domestic farm dog to wolf, and, White Fang, the opposite, from wolf to subjugated dog. After studying these two canine creations, London critics either approved or snidely remarked that London could fictionalize dogs better than people.

The Mailer canon, despite its chic “now” surface, also co-existed as a primordial descent, an American version of Jung’s racial memory, as if America had its own mythic dream life, the American as civilized animal at zero-primitive—as if Mailer were retelling London’s atavistic tale of Buck and White Fang, now transformed into the “now” human condition, with infused American superpower angst. And so the Mailer canon, periodically, would lurch into Jungian night-mythos, such as America’s primordial racism in the celebrated essay, “The White Negro,”—or (with a global canon in the Mailer mind), why not switch from the customary Greek-Roman American roots and lurch back to Ancient Evenings in Egypt, more at home with magic rather than logic? And the Mailer canon was laced with primitive ornaments, such as Mailer’s—and his American Dream murderer, Rojack’s—lust for smell, Homo sapiens’ most primitive sense. Long live Buck and White Fang, and note how the positive legacy quotient light turns a dark green.

London’s addiction to socialism was Americanized, less revolutionary, and more akin to the Progressive Movement. But his core beliefs, nonetheless, were fervent. At age eighteen, to protest the 1893 “Panic’s” unemployment, London joined Kell’s “March on Washington” (early intimations of Mailer’s “March on the Pentagon”). At age twenty, London formally joined the Socialist Party. Immediately, his canon turned socio-political didactic. He wrote two Socialist treatises, War of the Classes and The Human Drift. Zola’s “social bottom” now obsessed him. With his recently acquired fame, he traveled to England and did a “live” documentary treatment of London slum life, a shocker about sweat dens and garbage eating in The People of the Abyss (1903). This volume was the first of later social exposés, including John Barleycorn (1913), an autobiographical memoir, a polemic in support of the Prohibitionist Movement, his prose still highly readable and self-revealing. Soon, his hard drinking would cause serious health problems.

London’s cultural and political radicalism shaped his fiction. In his 1913 novel, The Valley of the Moon, the hero and family, victimized by urban plutocrats, escape to idyllic Agrarianism. The title refers to a California utopian community, a haven from dreaded Capitalism. There the hero and wife return to the “land” and await their son’s birth, a cultural and literary scenario recognized as neo-primitivism.

The more apocalyptic aspects of the classic Marxist class struggle are the centerpieces of London’s The Iron Heel. It was truly omniscient, structured as a fragmentary historic document, told through a diary (1912–32) of several decades of Capitalist persecution. Titanic class warfare was being waged between Plutocrats and the Masses, the latter’s only hope of a Socialist Utopia. Such was not to be, at least in 1932, when the diary stopped. But readers were informed that after three hundred years of a dystopian nightmare, only then could blessed collectivism be restored and advanced into Utopian Socialism. Such was the tonal dichotomy of a famous writer who introduced to Literary Naturalism very readable and, yet, high quality Marxist ABCs. This radical political fallout prefigured what the 1930s called “proletarian literature” and, later, would foreshadow Mailer’s political odyssey from an early flirtation with Henry Wallace’s tepid US communism and his gradual shift into a somewhat ambiguous, self-proclaimed “left conservative.”

With his breakthrough Son of the Wolf, London was hailed as the “American Kipling,” a counterpart to England’s incredibly popular manly author, well known for his plain style. This development resulted in highly profitable, reader-friendly prose. It sported clear images—that is, a skilled blend of concrete sense details plus a smoothing flowing story or plot and catchy, moderate tonal passion and sincerity. Such was the formulaic prose that brought Kipling both fame and wealth.

In both the London and Mailer canons, there is a medley of thematic, tonal, and mood crossover effects. For example, London’s 1905 novel, The Game, featured a prizefighter—a Mailer fixation. And there was a plentitude of Maileresque thematic clouds, filled with metaphysical power preoccupations, hovering above one of London’s best novels, The Sea Wolf (1906), famed for its Nietzschean captain of the “Ghost,” a sealing schooner. Within Wolf Larson, London had transplanted the atavistic dog formula, the “Buck-half,” on to a human seafaring environment, with its demonic antagonist. London said that his anti-hero symbolized an “attack on the superman philosophy.” As for this novel’s legacy, scholars have called Wolf Larson the “Zolaesque Captain Ahab of literary Naturalism.”

London emulated Crane, Norris, and Davis, and turned into a gutsy, flashy war correspondent, covering the Russo-Japanese War and other headline chaos. He copied Twain, and embarked on a lecture tour, both street-side among the proletariat and among eggheads at Yale and Harvard. The Klondike man, as ever, was a work beast, and now, also a spend beast. He reconditioned a great house called “Beauty Ranch”—1,500 acres, 100 employees, and at $3,000 per month a luxury mecca for worldwide guests, high and low. While this opulence was at a proliferated cost, still there was financial success. For example, the serialization of The Sea Wolf earned $4,100, and made the novel a bestseller. During this period, London earned about $75,000 a year, but was always about $200,000 in debt, yet he still wrote about 1,000 words per day. And his fluid, inner circle friends, employees, and strangers, milked and robbed him blind, not unlike the fate of some of today’s celebrities.

In 1911 there was a new wave of fame and success, and in 1913, London unveiled “Wolf House,” a magnificent dream castle built in one year, of solid stone, and a cost of about $100,000. Soon after construction it was destroyed by fire, probably arson. London’s luck had turned. The work beast wrote about ten hours per day to keep financially afloat. His body gave way. Those prolonged global cruises had brought him multiple tropical physical ailments and his overall health collapsed.

London became a breathing medical alert, a sick man beset with headaches, rheumatism, dysentery, painful kidney or renal nephritis, and excess weight from overeating and heavy drinking. And there were mental maladies. He mourned the loss of an infant child. He also suffered from spousal problems—a passive and jealous wife, which only intensified London’s melancholic yearnings for the glorious past. He was despondent over what he saw as declining sales and fame. Now, toward the end, he became disillusioned with Socialism, and dropped pacifism and turned hawkish, a supporter of World War I against Germany. He died in 1916, apparently from uremia or a stroke or heart failure or (some whispered) suicide, but his strong legacy lived on.

The postmortem legendary London impact was impressive. In less than two decades, the work beast’s canon could boast about more than two hundred short stories, twenty novels, three plays, and over four hundred nonfiction pieces and some sizeable pulp junk. London admitted that he was “more business man” than writer. His mammoth Darwinian-Spenserian struggle to achieve success was powerfully rendered in his “personal” novel, Martin Eden.

London’s powerful legacy factor was also enhanced and sustained by American literature’s breakthrough into a global presence. In 1991, the International Copyright Law was initiated. No more foreign “pirated” editions. Instead, both international and American literary and artistic works could be copyrighted, and from there into a wide-open global market. This copyright bonanza, coupled with America’s Twain-fed fascination with plain prose, instantly made London America’s most translated writer. Indeed, his work was translated into more than eighty languages. In a more radical political context, London’s fame subsided in his home country, but elsewhere it soared, especially in the young Communist Russia, and resulted in four “complete editions,” in the old USSR. London was enshrined as America’s foremost International Author.

In London’s day, when the media was still somewhat primitive, he had become a complex celebrity. On one level, he was the new flashy literary globalist. On a personal level, he concocted an idiosyncratic multiple myth of himself, as if he were living simultaneous lives—the radical politico, the mythic Naturalist, the risky adventurer, the conspicuous consumer. And all of his front page literary agency was nurtured, clearly, by authorial megalomania. London loved being called “Wolf.” Thusly, he signed his letters and book inscriptions, and his bookplate featured an engraved picture of a wolf ’s head. So in this earlier America with its quaint media, a virtual one-man show was about to exit.

On the brink of the Twentieth Century, with its media ready to go heads-on with electronics, American literature had a threesome, a trio of virtual one-man celebrity shows (Twain, London, and Davis) but only Twain would prevail with the highest legacy quotient standard. All of this notoriety was because of one book, Huckleberry Finn, then as now, America’s most singular, quintessential book. With this media-enshrined novel, Twain had touched his (and his country’s) mother tongue’s central nerve. Now it was exit time for London, Davis, and all earlier American writers. At the Nineteenth Century’s closing, if there were to be only one man and one book standing, it would be Twain and Huck.

Those who question Mailer’s legacy quotient might ponder this question: Will Mailer and his literary contemporaries survive such stringent legacy quotient guidelines, previews of future “cuts.” Davis is an automatic no-show, too minor and ephemeral. Crane seems pinpointed with Hemingway and, thus, a Mailer dead-end. And Dreiser, who would live on into Mailer’s own time, must be considered as a potential Mailer legacy/literary “Godfather.”

The Norris-Mailer connection, indeed, was vital, and mostly from Norris’s twin literary trademarks—bigness and sensationalism, especially in his more abstract prophetic stance (not found in the London canon) in his “Responsibilities of the Novelist,” the lead essay in a posthumous (1903) collection. There, Norris pontificated, on a cosmic-global level, on the upward march of American literature, symbolizing the fulfillment of Western civilization’s destiny. All of this would seem to be strong academic “meat” for a heavy thinker like Mailer. In a “nuts and bolts” more practical America, the London canon remained the best media package and best rejoinder to the legacy of Mark Twain. Yes, the London career and canon were robust with survival knowledge about the nature of authorial megalomania and media response. It all came down to control. And who had it, the writer or the media?

Let us consider the life and works of Jack London and their connection to Mailer. During the heady days of literary Naturalism and its Quintet, London was the one writer who came the closest to controlling the media of his time. London was his own star performer and he played quite well for two short decades joining those few select icons (Twain, Hemingway, Fitzgerald) who are still universally recognized and respected. “Wolf ” London survives today in the U.S. and overseas. His legacy quotient is well earned.

A century or more in the future, will Norman Mailer be among such august literary artists? Already there are some early positive signs for the future, those budding literary quotient seeds. For example, in their shared trait of literary megalomania, Mailer’s mode, unlike London’s, was expressed only secondarily through his character, personality, and career—but primarily through his protean canon. Big-theme writers tend to impress “Ivory Tower” canon academicians. As for being the combative media writer, Mailer, both in the ring and on the page, was a singular battler with the media, and a controller and survivor. These qualities will play an important role in determining the Mailer legacy.




Situating Hemingway: Mailer, Style, Ethics


Lee Spinks



The purpose of this paper is to offer some preliminary reflections upon the following question: How might we make sense of the conjunction “Mailer and Hemingway”? This question has considerable force and pertinacity because to think back upon the scope and variety of Mailer’s corpus, and to begin to come to terms with his manifold significance as a major American writer, is to be compelled to recognize how profound—but also how implicit and sometimes almost subterranean—his engagement with Hemingway had been. We can, I would suggest, start to think about the nature of this engagement in various ways. We might begin, as others have, with some of the dominant features of the established account of Hemingway’s literary influence upon Mailer, which habitually accentuate both the allure of a certain romantic strain within American modernism and the seductions of the heroic literary personality. Mailer, we should note, is happily complicit with some of the presiding elements of this account; who can forget his imperishable remark in Advertisements for Myself that “[e]very 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” (19)? These, I must confess, are to me the least interesting aspects of Mailer’s fidelity to Hemingway, although his hypertrophy of romanticism would later constitute a crucial component of his critique of the “technological” sense. One problem with this type of investment in character and topos is that it too easily becomes, for want of a better phrase, dully thematic in its predilections and emphases: one is reminded, perhaps, of Mailer’s depiction of Lovett’s wartime infirmity in Barbary Shore (with its knowing evocation of Jake Barnes’s condition in The Sun Also Rises) which is rather portentously intended to symbolize an aspect of damaged life brought upon by the war, most particularly its degrading effects upon our conceptions of subjective autonomy and the possibility of genuinely free and vital existence. It is difficult, in this regard, not to agree with Richard Poirier’s more general observation that one of the principal weaknesses of The Deer Park is that Sergius O’Shaugnessy is a rather tedious and lifeless invention precisely because he too closely resembles the typology of Hemingway’s alienated war veteran and, in consequence, lacks the singularity and vivacity of perspective and perception to bear the emotional and dramatic weight accorded him by the novel (41).

A second and, to my way of thinking, much more significant aspect of Hemingway’s influence upon Mailer is that something in what Mailer calls Hemingway’s “inner life” (an “inner” life that appears inextricably tied to both the public projection of an image of heroic and embattled personality and the internal constituents of a style) exposed to him the existential edge and quality of what it means to be fully human (Existential xi, 10). We can approach Mailer’s imbrication of Hemingway’s example with properly existential thinking and being in a number of ways. We should first acknowledge that, for Mailer, existentialism in its essence (to use a necessarily paradoxical formulation) is implacably opposed to what he elsewhere calls “camp” or the “put on” of technology: a mode of life that has surrendered its vitality to “directives determined in the main by the ruminative processes of computers” and which tricks out its desiccated sense of being in the garb of irony, pastiche and the vestments of dead style (x-xi). We should further recognize that Mailer locates the most potent means of resistance to such devitalized and technologized life in the existential sense of our radically contingent and alienated relationship to the world around us, a sense or perception that reveals itself most potently in “that stricken existential moment in which Camp is stripped of its marks of quotation and put-ons shrivel in the livid air” (xi). If existentialism, properly conceived, is for Mailer a form of anti-technological anti-camp—a style of living, that is, that insists upon a depth beneath style—then boxing and bullfighting become both a scene and a metaphor for this moment of naked existentialist vision. And it was, of course, Hemingway who presented himself to Mailer as the chief literary inhabitant and adept of both of these existential scenes: “Hemingway is the example above all,” as Mailer phrased the matter in Existential Errands, “[b]ecause he wished to be the greatest writer in the history of literature and still be a hero with all the body arts age would yet grant him, he was alone and he knew it” (10). The importance of Hemingway’s example to Mailer’s developing existentialist formulation of the need to “keep the sweet nerve of life alive” becomes clear during one of his bullfighting trips to Mexico. Here he is compelled to concede that although it would it would be quite an achievement in these circumstances not to write like Hemingway, whenever he considers what bullfighting actually means to him (the “knowledge,” as he puts it, “that a man cannot be judged by what he is every day, but only in his greatest moment, for that is the moment when he shows what he was intended to be”), he cannot finally distinguish Hemingway’s accents from his own (59). This concession, honestly and forthrightly made, should concentrate our minds when we recall that the two aspects of bullfighting and boxing Mailer most highly prizes (their “romantic” and “impractical” refusal of the “twentieth-century’s demand for predictable ethics, high production, dependability of function, and categorization of impulse” and their disclosure that “form is the record of a war”) lie right at the heart of his mature aesthetics and ethics (59).

Mailer’s exuberant, sometimes dizzying, collocation of terms like existentialism, ethics, writing, form, and risk brings us closer to the core of my concern with Hemingway’s “influence” upon him (if the word can register the impression of a pressure at once so pervasive and indistinct): the question of literary style. It is worth acknowledging at the outset that the claim that Hemingway exerted a stylistic, rather than attitudinal or more generally cultural, influence upon Mailer requires careful nuance and qualification. Thus when I read as sensitive a critic of Hemingway’s style as John Graham I find myself once again reminded of a certain Mailerian fidelity to Hemingway and yet continuingly unsure in what this fidelity actually consists. Graham locates the well-spring of the extraordinary vitality of Hemingway’s prose in features such as his active presentation of subject and object, his character’s conscious reception of present fact (not judgement or even response to fact), the constant activity of sensory perception of active objects, the interplay between his character’s awareness of their relation to these objects and a deliberate simplicity of plot, a directness of human relations, and a basic impermanency of novelistic situation (18). It is undoubtedly true that Mailer excels at the active presentation of subject and object and the constant activity of sensory perception of active objects, and I shall return momentarily to his preoccupation with the idea of the situation of aesthetical and ethical deliberation and judgement. But his novels also never allow us to forget that the perception of any subject or object must contend with the contextual web of socio-political discourse and institutional pressure that would bend us to their will and they are replete with judgements, responses and resistances to these pre-emptive and coercive forces. Returning briefly to Hemingway, we might also want to suggest that any description of his narrative vitality that locates its source in the “constant activity of sensory perception of active objects and, still more important, in the subject’s awareness of relationship to these objects” misses the meaning of its subject in the act of accounting for it by confusing Hemingway with Henry James or Virginia Woolf (18). Valuable though it is on its own terms, Graham’s typical (some might say stereotypical) reading of Hemingway’s style needs to be supplemented by the analytical rigour David Lodge brings to his engagement with Hemingway’s 1925 story “Cat in the Rain.” Beginning, as we all must, with the interpretative conundrums Hemingway’s prose presents to us (by which I mean our sense as readers that the meaning of the story does not inhere in its action), Lodge reminds us of Carlos Baker’s observation that in the 1920s Hemingway was evolving a “new theory that you could omit anything if you knew what you omitted, and the omitted part would strengthen the story and make people feel something more than they understood” (165). Lodge finds Baker’s description of Hemingway’s practices to be of seminal significance because it rather gropingly captures what is vital and new in Hemingway’s style: his “application of the metonymic mode of classic realism to modernist literary purposes” (30). Metonymy, we recall, is a principle of nonlogical deletion (Lodge reminds us that Baker’s own word is “omission”): metonymy “connects actions that are contiguous in time and space and engendered by the principle of cause and effect,” but, since it cannot describe exhaustively, the “narrative text selects certain details or connections and suppresses or deletes others” (22). Hemingway’s genius was to generate emotional resonances from a constellation of metonymically connected details while suppressing or subtracting the kinds of motivation that would explain them. In so doing, he “generated a symbolist polyvalency in his deceptively simple stories, making the readers ‘feel more than they understood’” (30). Against this background it would be a mistake to look for a single clue or explanatory narrative ground to explain the “meaning” of Hemingway’s fiction: the “situation” of his prose always exceeds the scene he evokes at the same time that the suggestive but necessarily indeterminate relationship between the two compels us as readers continually to reconsider the interpretative (by which I mean ethical as well as aesthetic) decisions by which we bring our own narrative worlds into coherence.

In the space that remains I want to develop these remarks by suggesting that the real clue to Mailer’s interest in Hemingway’s writing lay in its persistent reworking of the relationship between style, situation and vitality. My central claim is that the crucial and constitutive relationship Mailer’s work adduces between style and vitality (or that expansive mode of being that pits itself ceaselessly against the managerial and technocratic determination and regulation of modern life) is best understood as an elaboration of Hemingway’s literary and existential paradigm of the situation: a paradigm that seeks to tie a new grammar of perception to a new style of life. Everything, it seems to me, that Mailer most prizes in Hemingway’s situational aesthetics and ethics—its radicalization of perception and point-ofview, its inventive rethinking of interpretative contexts and grounds, and its dissolution of values into power-relationships and shifting alignments of force—later comes to inflect his mature conception of both an improvisational and an existential ethics. We might begin to elucidate the complex relationship in Mailer’s work among form, perception and ethics by dwelling for a moment upon the implications of one of his most Hemingwayesque sentences: “[Y]ou are in an existential situation when something important and/or unfamiliar is taking place and you do not know how it is going to turn out” (Existential 104). This expository statement is drawn from a passage in Existential Errands where he makes an explicit connection between the “technological” deadening of spirit, reflex, and vitality that subtends the increasing administration and management of modern life and what he sees as the contemporary narcosis of apprehensive and visual forms. Mailer brings his point into sharper relief by positing an antithesis between the formal modalities of theatre and television. Television, Mailer argues, is one of the key media by which the technological waning of affect and vitality degrades the body politic because it recycles pre-programmed (the clue is in the title) and incipiently generic gobbets of cultural style and judgement in order to impose a kind of universal suburban mediocrity of taste:


America has been watching television for twenty years and the style of television has transfused itself not only into the taste, but the demand, even the expectancy, of the suburban middle class—that precise compound of neurons and suet so capable of being smelted into money. . . . Television, after all, was the child of the Age of Conformity which came to America after the Second World War. Television produced a genre: moderate characters in modest situations. It offered endlessly recognizable detail, surface detail: supermarkets, highways, suburban streets, pastel-colored classrooms. However, the characters in such television dramas presented nothing which was biologically real. They bore the same relation to human beings which vinyl does to leather. (77–8)



The flatness of television, its subtraction of a shared intersubjective space for audience response and interaction, engenders a kind of narcosis or stupefaction in the same way that the familiarity of its generic routine dulls the synapses and conditions and enervates our imaginative reflexes (and television increasingly depends upon the conditioned reflex of canned laughter). Mailer emphasizes that such conditioning of reflex and response lies at the heart of the administered life: corporate control, he argues, extends and reproduces itself by imposing a rational and repeatable structure upon every form of exchange (even the exchange of nerve and synapse); he distils the essence of this corporate conversion of responsiveness into a conditioned and dependably reactive reflex into the lapidary formulation “Fear + Control = Corporate Power” (103). But what might offer us solace and redemption from the “camps of concentration” established by the technological circumscription of sense (88)? Mailer’s answer arrives in the form of a new mode (or situation) of existential theatre (and later cinema) that works by stripping out the connective tissue of narrative consecution and implicating his audience instead in the collective labor of devising an interpretative ground from a circulating array of reality-effects. Crucially, for my purposes, his elaboration of this new mode of existential or situational drama (a drama in which all the “formal” elements of thought no longer frame the scene of writing but compose its very possibility or ground) is conducted in explicitly Hemingwayesque terms:


So why not write a play which went from explosion to explosion, or . . . from one moment of intensity or reality (which is to say a moment which feels more real than other moments) to the next—a play which went at full throttle all the way. Which is precisely what was done this summer when The Deer Park, a four-hour play, its third draft five years old, had an hour or more taken out of it, a transition which cut away all dramatic scaffolding, connective tissue, road signs, guides, and left the play stripped to its essential connections, the movement ideally from one real scene to the next, with the audience left to fill the spaces between. (66)



This observation strikes me, in conclusion, as a signal moment in Mailer’s developing aesthetic philosophy. It reaches forward to what he describes as the explicitly existential milieu of films like Maidstone and Wild 90 which loose their participants into a situation without a script or normative ground and record them composing a world together from a series of unpremeditated responses to shifts and alignments of force. It pits creativity and vitality against both the authoritarian recourse to the refuge of “moral values” and the condescension and programmatic devitalisation of liberal reformism and the social coding of “good taste” that retards any authentic expression of thinking and feeling; and it portends, in terms Mailer was yet to clarify, an experience of becoming-life, a life which is not managed life, a life which in its fluid improvisational forms is not quite life and yet which is ready to become life (158). Yet if this newly fashioned improvisational aesthetics points us forwards towards the style of Mailer’s great literary accomplishments of the 1960s and early 1970s, it also reaches back in its form and figures to those radical years in the 1920s when Hemingway reinvented American prose page by page from one moment of intensity or reality to the next.
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The Devil’s Party: Reading and Wreaking Vengeance in The Castle in the Forest


Fannie Peczenik




You don’t know what it is to have six million of your people killed when there are only twelve million of them on earth. You don’t know the profound and fundamental stunting of existence that got into the blood cells of every Jew after Hitler had done his work. (Norman Mailer to Jack Abbott, 18 April 1979)



When I heard that Mailer had written a fictional biography of Hitler, I made up my mind not to read it. The idea was offensive. At this late date, the life of Adolf Hitler did not merit another examination, least of all in a novel, which would entail an imaginative engagement with the Führer’s private fears, desires, hopes, and dreams. Who wanted to spend time in close communion with that repellent psyche? Not I. Born in post-war Vienna to parents who were Holocaust survivors from Poland, I could say that I had already shared far too much of my life with Hitler.

Distaste is one thing, curiosity another. And I was just curious enough about Castle in the Forest to read J. M. Coetzee’s essay in the New York Review. A review seemed like a good compromise: appraisal and analysis instead of direct contact. But as it turned out, Coetzee made such a strong argument for the seriousness of the enterprise that I reconsidered my opinion. The novel might have some merit after all. Yet I was in no hurry to read it. Months passed, and then one early spring day, as my husband and I were strolling through a bookstore, he picked a copy of Castle in the Forest off a shelf. “Here,” he said, “I’ll get this for you. It’s a Purim gift.”

This autobiographical vignette serves a purpose: there was uncanny prescience in linking Purim to Castle in the Forest. The holiday celebrates the salvation of the Persian Jews in the Fifth Century BCE from a plot by Haman, the king’s evil advisor, to have the entire community slaughtered. The Book of Esther tells how, with the help of her kinsman Mordechai, she uses her wits and her beauty to foil Haman’s plans. By the king’s decree, victors and victims undergo a swift reversal of fortune. Haman’s plot recoils back on him and he ends up on the very same gallows he had prepared for Mordechai. Meanwhile, the Jews of the realm, permitted to arm themselves, attack and kill Haman’s followers. For the Jews, sorrow is turned to joy and a day of mourning to a festival.

The only boisterous holiday in the Hebrew calendar, Purim is not unlike Carnival in using masks and costumes and giving license to rowdy behavior. That the history of the Jews is replete with other plots against them that do not end so well does not diminish the festivity of Purim; perhaps it only increases it. Through the feasting and merrymaking, the retribution against Haman is reenacted as mockery. Most Americans in urban areas are probably familiar with the special Purim pastries, poppy seed or fruit-filled triangular tarts called hamantaschen, Haman’s pockets, made popular by Eastern European Jewish immigrants. In the synagogue, the holiday is celebrated by a public reading of the Scroll (Megillah) of Esther, during which the congregation deploys noisemakers (called greggers in Yiddish) to drown out the name of Haman whenever it is said aloud in the reading of the text. As the Hebrew curse has it, Haman’s name is blotted out —except to denote pastry. Among Ashkenazi Jews, the festivities traditionally included a Purim-shpil, a folk play based on the Purim story or contemporary subjects.1 Crossing genre borders, I now propose to read Castle as a type of Purim entertainment, a shpil in long prose narrative form that carries the heavy burden of invoking not a catastrophe averted but a catastrophe perpetrated.

First, a disclaimer is in order. Castle can be read in the context of the retributive charivari of Purim without exaggerating the novel’s Jewish dimensions or Mailer’s engagement with Judaism.2 In fact, it is instructive to consider Castle in the light of a very different tradition, what one might call the locus classicus of retributive justice in Western literature, Canto 28 of Dante’s Inferno. There the pilgrim-poet encounters Bertran de Born who, having severed filial ties between a father and son, is condemned to carry his own severed head. Holding the head by the hair and swinging it like a lantern, Bertran offers a gloss on his gruesome condition: “Così s’osserva in me lo contrapasso“ (In me you may observe fit punishment).3 While scholars disagree on the extent to which the penal code of hell is based the principle of contrapasso, it clearly underlies the punishment of Ugolino and Ruggieri in Canto 33.4 Recounting how in life he and his sons were imprisoned by Ruggieri and left to starve, Ugolino implies that hunger drove him to cannibalize his children. So now in hell he is condemned to gnaw forever on the head of Ruggieri; the punishment is superbly efficient, at once echoing the crime and exacting vengeance for it. Dante’s contrapasso, his vision of the precise and punctilious infernal justice of retribution, informs the Purim-shpil extravagance of Castle. Mailer’s close examination of Hitler’s life—the bibliography appended to the novel is extensive—puts mockery in the service of strict accounting, the measure for measure of condign punishment.

For fifty years he had been waiting to write about Hitler, Mailer said in an interview (Lennon 2007). During that time, as the Third Reich has been examined and reexamined and incorporated into popular culture, Hitler has become, for the general population, more a figure of speech than a historical reality. The psychic havoc (Mailer’s term in Advertisements for Myself ) caused by the Second World War has morphed into cliché with the concomitant psychic pall, and the condition extends well beyond the Jewish community. So as the historical Hitler dominated most of Europe and caused the deaths of millions, the figurative Hitler still has the power to thwart discourse—mention his name and it kills the conversation.5 And in the bleak confusion and bold incompetence of American political life at the beginning of the twenty-first century, that name was invoked with alarming frequency (deployed, curiously enough, by both ends of the political spectrum).

Taking on the trope of Hitler, the aging Mailer returns to the prophetic mode of his younger self, who believed his vocation lay in becoming “consecutively more disruptive, more dangerous, and more powerful“ (Advertisements for Myself 22). He remains a disruptive writer, making his readers uncomfortable. But ever the great experimentalist of the narrative voice, he chooses now to speak with the mellow cadences of folktale, telling how das Waldschloss, the castle in the forest, came to be where there was neither castle nor forest, but only the adamantine irony of inmates from Berlin imprisoned in a concentration camp where there had once been a potato field. We do not learn about this Waldschloss until the end of the novel, when we have already passed through the other adamantine irony of a tale told to avenge crimes committed more than sixty years before. The long delay has its advantage. As we know from an old adage invoked in Mailer’s Harlot’s Ghost: “OSS working undercover in Italy, 1943, did encounter the following piece of Sicilian wisdom: ‘Revenge is a dish that people of taste eat cold.’” (HG 813). The time is ripe for low temperature retribution.

Mailer’s instrument of revenge is the novel’s first person narrator, the gregarious, ingratiating, and ambitious devil, incarnated as Dieter the S.S. Officer (renamed D.T. during his residence in America—but of that sojourn we are told very little), who played a leading role in fostering, encouraging, and fashioning Hitler. While his boss, the Evil One, or Maestro, has turned his attention to modern technology, Dieter takes the opportunity to avenge a demotion by betraying the covert demonic organization that employed him and reveal how a boy born to an obscure Austrian peasant family became his most famous client. Barbara Probst Solomon has noted that, deliberately or not, in The Castle in the Forest Mailer “has turned the tables on Hitler. Hitler’s demonic portrait of the Jews, his obsession with their bloodlines, their presumed inherited characteristics, had to be ingested from sources close to him. And Mailer hunts down Adi’s family with the same obsessiveness and belief in inherited characteristics that Hitler did to the Jews” (225). Going far beyond subjecting the Hitler family to intense scrutiny, Mailer has contrived to give them an antagonistic writer of an unauthorized biography, a Kitty Kelley gone wild, or—the temptation to say this is irresistible—the biographer from hell. And so Dieter is.

Even earnest biographers run the risk of appropriating the lives of their subjects. For Dieter appropriation is the goal, as we learn from his teasing discussion of the narrative’s genre: “It is more than a memoir and certainly has to be most curious as a biography since it is as privileged as a novel ” (79). He may argue against the common belief that demonic possession is total but he can also boast of his mastery of the subject: “I live with the confidence that I am in a position to understand Adolf. For the fact is that I know him. I must repeat. I know him top to bottom” (9). On the basis of his successful cultivation of Hitler as a client of the Maestro, Dieter rose through the ranks of the infernal hierarchy, and in telling the story afterwards, the demoted (can we call him fallen?) devil is not about to give up his rights to the life of a celebrity. Hitler is still Dieter’s intellectual property, one might say, but the vengeance is only incidentally his. Primarily it is ours.

Dieter’s knowledge of his client is indeed extensive. He generously offers readers copious data accessible only to devils (and novelists) about Hitler’s incestuous genealogy, odious conception, and bullied and bullying childhood. He takes pains to describe the workings of infernal plots and ploys to intervene in human life. Yet nothing about the information he imparts tells us why Hitler turned out as he did—why a dysfunctional family, nasty sibling rivalry, and a failed beekeeping venture, unpleasant as they are, should lead to dictatorship, world war, and genocide. For not providing an explanation for Hitler’s evil, Mailer was criticized by some reviewers (Gross, for example). They missed the point, I believe. Such criticism presupposes that Castle should have offered the kind of catharsis-through-information that one finds in murder mysteries. Yet if we knew what caused Hitler to do what he did, would his deeds suddenly become less horrific?6 It is worth noting that even in The Executioner’s Song, where Mailer is dealing with a mundane criminal, there is also no catharsis-through-information. We wait for Gary Gilmore to explain his motive, to say why he murdered the two men he robbed. But he never does.

As though anticipating the objections of his critics, Mailer has Dieter tease us with details whose later historical echo is unmistakable. Relating how Alois Hitler’s beekeeping mentor, der Alte, set fire to one of his hives, Dieter casually mentions that the young Adi happened to be present but takes care to describe the boy’s sadistic excitement: “His toes tingled, his heart shook in its chamber, he did not know whether to scream or to roar with laughter” (263). Since der Alte burns the hive in obedience to instructions sent to him in a dream by the very same Dieter and the boy likewise has been instructed by dream to be at the old man’s farm, can we conclude that this is a formative moment? The devil demurs with a shrug. He had just come back from creating mayhem in Russia, he tells us, and he was not up to the task of dealing with the mind of this particular six-year old (the six-year old who interests us more than the entire Russian royal family). If we were expecting to derive some intellectual or emotional satisfaction from that proffered datum about the young Hitler’s fascination with fiery death and mass slaughter, we are disappointed. Dieter denies us the pleasure.

A balder instance is the large Hakenkreuz carved into the gate of the monastery school the young Adi attends. At this point the swastika is not yet an abhorrent political symbol; it is merely the coat of arms of an Abbot von Hagen who may have enjoyed the punning allusion to his name. The gate is the scene of an episode in which the nine-year-old Hitler, caught smoking by one of his teachers who happens to be an important client of the infernal powers, has a chance to hone his skills in manipulation and gives up the idea of becoming a priest. Yet as soon as Dieter brings the tantalizing description of the school archway to our attention, he warns us against rushing to conclusions: “Not too much, I hasten to add, should be made of this. Von Hagen’s swastika was subtly carved, and so offered no striking suggestion of the phalanxes yet to march beneath that symbol. Nonetheless, there it was, a crooked cross” (341-42). The carving is and is not significant; it does and does not foreshadow the goose-stepping hordes.

Although Dieter has a pronounced impish edge, he does not dangle provocative details before his readers merely to amuse himself at their expense. Ambiguity comes with the secret agent’s territory. The nature of his work requires him to move from one blind stratagem to another, rely on sources of varying credibility, and grasp the opportunities that come with occasional bits of good luck. The outcome is always unpredictable and always obscure; cause and effect are blurred.

The infernal organization to which Dieter belongs is, after all, a literary descendant of the CIA in Harlot’s Ghost, and it is instructive to remember Harry Hubbard’s limited knowledge about the Company (as the agents call their organization) and its manifold machinations against its ostensible enemy, the KGB. Applying the same kind of intellectual limitations to his private life, Hubbard remains unaware of the state of his own floundering marriage. Wandering for decades in a maze of disguises, disinformation, cryptonyms, letters, messages, and fragments of poetry, he finally tries to extricate himself by writing a memoir in two disjointed manuscripts, Alpha and Omega (the other twenty-two letters of the Greek alphabet coming between them, it is unlikely the two parts will ever fit together). Hubbard’s hapless ignorance is institution-wide. Hugh Montague may be the master of literary cryptograms, but his monologue after the Kennedy assassination reveals (in a moment of black humor) his true ignorance as he tries to cover his tracks without knowing precisely where his tracks are. His desperate self-vindication is worthy of one of Robert Browning’s soliloquizing madmen. Always more vulnerable than his superior, Harry even worries that through the convoluted webs of intrigue he has set in motion, he himself might ultimately be culpable.7

A supernatural veneer is, evidently, no protection against the ethos of ignorance inherent in covert agencies. Dieter is better informed than Harry only in that, Socratically, he knows how little he knows, admitting (while still status conscious): “I am about as much endowed beyond an accomplished scholar as he in turn is more knowledgeable than a clod from a poorly endowed school” (236). To the agent who must traverse the murky terrain of the human mind, that academic advantage counts for very little. And, again, like his human counterpart, Dieter is deliberately kept ignorant by his employer: “In truth, I do not know much about hell. I am not even certain it exists. The Maestro has kept us, after all, in enclaves. We are not supposed to know what we do not need to know” (385). Dieter must entertain the possibility that the Maestro is not even the Devil himself, but merely another one of the many infernal bureaucrats. Compartmentalization keeps the agents wandering in the labyrinth of their assigned enclaves.

Dieter is, then, no better than a CIA agent at charting his own success or foreseeing the future course of history (and perhaps the Maestro and his archenemy, the Dummkopf, are also limited in this respect). After the young Adi helps his father gas a hive of sick bees, the boy is sent a dream etching in which he is given an assignment to count the dead insects. Laying them out in rows, he takes pride in counting four thousand dead before the dream is interrupted. But again Dieter adds a caveat against hasty conclusions and reiterates the uncertainty of the outcome:


Here, I would warn the reader not to make too much of the gassing nor the body count. It is not to be understood as the unique cause of all that came later. For a dream-etching . . . leaves but a dot upon your psyche, a footprint to anticipate a future sequence of development that may or may not come to pass in future decades. Most dream-etchings are not unlike the abandoned foundations one can see on the outskirts of Third World cities. Left to molder for lack of further funds, they lie there, excavations on a scraggly field. (201)



As spies plant information and pay informants, so devils etch dreams, but not all of their schemes come to fruition.

Christopher Ricks has noted that in the descriptions of Alois Hitler’s attempts to become a beekeeper “there are glimpses of something that might have been other, a world of which one would not have had to despair” (208). The beehives are a vision not only of a naturally thriving world but of a communal life otherwise unavailable to the Hitler family. Beyond Alois’s visits to the local tavern and, later, an occasional Bürgerabend, there is only hearth and home, subject to frequent changes of address. One might be able to consider the beekeeping episodes as a kind of counterplot (as Geoffrey Hartman called that sense of an omnipresent divine providence protecting creation in Paradise Lost, especially those redemptive images embedded in the pastoral similes in Books I and II) if, in the shadow of the Waldschloss, one could imagine good coming out of evil. But no, there is neither divine providence nor protection in this castle in this forest, even within the confines of a figure of speech.

If there is a counterplot in Castle, it tends toward retribution, not redemption. By modeling the structure of the Maestro’s infernal organization on the CIA of Harlot’s Ghost, Mailer has assured that Hitler will be denied centrality in his own life story. He will be groomed, honed, tricked out for whatever task his handler deems necessary; he will be scrupulously manipulated; but personally he will matter not at all. It is consistent with the nature of Dieter’s work that he should resist calling any episode in little Adi’s life formative. Intelligence work is like that—uncertain and inconclusive. Dieter’s caveats may give us, painfully, a glimpse of another world, one in which his schemes failed, but in our world, where they succeeded, the absence of formative experiences works towards the progressive diminution of Hitler. Very simply, if fashioning the Führer required hard demonic labor, then we can smile sarcastically along with Dieter as he listens to Himmler expound on Hitler’s superhuman Will and Vision and the rest of the pseudopolitical, pseudo-philosophical notions dear to Nazi hearts. Superhuman Will and Vision? Dieter must think the mortals fools. Does Himmler have any idea how many demon-hours (evidently the infernal clocks are not set by eternity) were required to make all those dream etchings (and some of them went nowhere) in Hitler’s brain?

In that light, the coronation of Czar Nicholas II in Book VIII becomes a necessary detour away from rural Austria rather than a digression from Hitler’s biography. In St. Petersburg and at Khodynskoe, the Maestro’s agents are preparing the way for the Bolshevik Revolution and ultimately Stalin, and one need not indulge in alternative history to see how Hitler’s career depends on their success. The eastern assignment is evidently so important to the demonic designs that it boosts Dieter’s career: “I can vouch that the eight months I lived in Russia from late 1895 to the early summer of 1896 became a prominent element in my development as a high devil” (213). But—more diminution—as the reader well knows, Dieter’s Russian strategy also leads to the entry of the Red Army into Berlin and Hitler’s suicide and fiery end.

The diminution of Hitler does not depend solely on future events. In his capacity as biographer from hell, Dieter works against his subject from the beginning, cutting Hitler down to size even as he narrates his life story. Narcissistic and reflexively competitive, Dieter does not gladly share the spotlight with his young charge and his contempt is palpable. (We already know from Harlot’s Ghost that it is de rigueur for intelligence agents to despise the clients they cultivate). “I, too, am a protagonist” (CIF 213), Dieter is quick to remind us. He presents his client as a boy devoid of any admirable qualities, except a talent for war games, the skill that damns him by bringing him to the attention of the Evil One. Otherwise Adi is an unappealing, fearful egotist enamored of power and brute force. Moreover, he suffers from that traditional affliction of the Evil One’s clients, a sulphurous smell. Every so often, Dieter reminds us that the little boy stinks; it is a gratuitous detail, mean and petty, but also funny. Adi is eventually shown to be completely loathsome in his jealousy (possibly murderous—Dieter hedges his bet here) towards his younger brother, the angelic Edmund whose death almost brings a smattering of human emotion to the demon. Compared with Adi, even Alois Senior and Junior, despite their crude appetites, cruelty, and violence, seem recognizably human.

If he demurs on the formative experiences in Adi’s life, Dieter is considerably less reluctant to disclose the requisite personality traits he nurtures in him. He begins by feeding the boy’s vanity, feeding it so well that every incident in his harsh, claustrophobic life is measured by an increase or decrease in his quantity of self-esteem. A stepbrother runs away from home, a brother dies, and Adi is chiefly concerned with his place in the family hierarchy, delighting when he becomes, first, the eldest son, then the only son. Through dreams, Dieter ensures that his young charge believes he has a special destiny, a belief completely contradicted by daytime evidence. The woozy nationalism of the late nineteenth century is seductive and, before long, the boy links his desperate and defiant sense of personal destiny to that of the Volk. Following an adolescent outburst against both the prevailing prudery and his own sexual disgust, the young Hitler reads Treitschke in a school text and becomes mesmerized by a hyperbolic passage about the mystery and majesty of the German people. He barely understands the words but he is certain they are true. At this juncture, Dieter points menacingly toward the future: “We devils have known for a long time that a mediocre mind, once devoted to one mystical idea, can obtain a mental confidence well beyond its normal potential” (447). This is a contemptuous assessment from a biographer who thoroughly knows his subject—and a depressing thought, but true.

To complement his self-induced grandiosity, the young Hitler is schooled by Dieter in the fine art of data selection. When he receives failing grades at the Realschule, the boy convinces himself—with help from his handler—that his failure is actually a sign of intellectual superiority. In a compensatory fantasy, he envisions himself as a schoolteacher giving a lecture on the secret of true learning: “Do not try to remember all the facts of every historical event. . . . Most of the facts you have memorized are no better than debris which contradict other facts. So you will be in a state of confusion. . . . Select only those facts which clarify the issues” (419). This skill will obviously prove useful in Hitler’s later career. It is, incidentally, worth noting that here Mailer has slyly summarized a basic tool of bad governance, popular with a great many leaders besides Hitler. (One would very much like to know where D.T., the American incarnation of the narrating devil who was once Dieter, would have directed his attention on this side of the Atlantic. But those episodes belong to a subsequent volume that Mailer did not live to write.)

By the time of the Realschule failures, Dieter has already used Adi’s twin obsessions with primogeniture and patriarchy to prepare him for the apotheosis of data selection—a lifetime of mendacity. (Curiously enough, although he was once reviled by feminists, in The Castle in the Forest Mailer offers a stunningly cold dissection of patriarchy and its discontents.) When Alois Senior savagely attacks his eldest son, Dieter deploys his infernal machinations to make the terrified little Adi believe that he himself was the victim, and Hitler spends the rest of his life believing that his father almost beat him to death. Through the false memory, Dieter lays the groundwork for an entire edifice of lies: “this fiction would enable me to develop Adi’s future incapacity to tell the truth. By the time his political career began, he was in command of an artwork of lies elaborate enough to support his smallest need. He could shave the truth by a hair or subvert it altogether” (316). If it were any man but Hitler, the pathos of a bogus Oedipal struggle (a hated stepbrother acting as surrogate to confront the vengeful father where three roads meet) would merit pity.

Or, there would be pity, if the narrator were someone other than Dieter. Although he is an immensely entertaining story-teller, he is a devil, cut off from the full range of human experience, his emotional vocabulary accurate only when expressing combative, competitive egotism. It is useful here to remember how one of Dieter’s literary ancestors, Milton’s Satan, becomes so distracted by Eve’s beauty that for a moment he loses his hate and envy and stands there, abstracted from his usual evil, “Stupidly good” (Paradise Lost 9. 465). Dumb passivity is as close as Satan gets to understanding Eden and prelapsarian experience; the local animals and even the plants have richer emotional lives than he does. For his part, Dieter is well-acquainted with envy, self-pity, ambition, lust, physical pain and pleasure. But compassion, longing, sorrow, remorse and love are unfamiliar to him, except in a reductive sense: “we do look for the lowest common denominator to any truth” (Mailer, Castle 99).

Dieter’s truncated psyche gets him (that is, his S.S. officer incarnation) killed in the Waldschloss. As he tells it, the Jewish psychiatrist who interrogates him is upset by the pestilential effluvia and the shouts of the liberated prisoners and seeks out Dieter’s company because they are both high-ranking officers. Dieter must have engaged in some extremely obtuse data selection because he has egregiously misjudged the situation. The American has just encountered immeasurably greater horrors than a few bad smells and as a Jew is probably taking the horrors personally. But empathy is so alien to Dieter that he makes the fatal mistake of pretending to be conscience-stricken. (An argument could be made that Dieter is clueless here because he has been wearing the S.S. uniform for so long that even the vestigial sensibilities of a demon have atrophied.) The sense that Dieter gets what he deserves is inescapable.

At that moment, we are abruptly reminded that Dieter is not an impartial narrator nor a reliable one, and we have been of (and at) the devil’s party, amusing ourselves as we watch the heartless education of a wretched little boy in the arts of lying and self-deception. In 1940, in The Great Dictator, Charlie Chaplin imagined Hitler subsumed by a double, an anonymous Jewish barber. What Chaplin began before Hitler was fully yet the murderer he would become, Mailer completes after the fact. Hitler is subsumed by his biographer, the slick Dieter, good at schmoozing and imprinting his own image on his clients. Significantly, Dieter appropriates the soul of the young Hitler without temptation, without the flattery and bogus promises of wealth, power, knowledge, or beautiful women that are the stock-in-trade ploy of the devil. It is possible a temptation scene might have figured in a later episode in a subsequent volume, but that is idle speculation. In the novel as we have it, Dieter so overshadows his client that he effectively blots him out.

As we know from Aristotle, history merely tells us what happened, poetry what might have happened. There is reason to believe (or hope) that if what might have happened is well told enough, the way we perceive what happened changes. Isn’t Napoleon’s invasion of Russia forever defined by Tolstoy and World War I by Hemingway? Then there is a chance—the odds unknown—that some years hence, the popular view of Hitler will be shaped by Mailer’s novel. Hitler, the man of millennial urges who dominated the twentieth-century, reduced to a powerless stick figure—that would be exemplary contrapasso, retributive justice meted out by literature, as though The Castle were a roman à clef, albeit one written to redress historical rather than private grievances.

Meanwhile, for the present, does the novel-cum-Purim-shpil change anything? If Mailer was correct in his letter to Jack Henry Abbot and my existence was stunted by Hitler, am I less stunted for having read Castle in the Forest?

I resort to another autobiographical vignette.

Some months after my husband gave me Castle as a Purim gift, we were in a bookstore again, but not, as before, in a strip mall in Pittsburgh. This time we were in a shop near the chic Kärtnerstrasse, close to the street where I was born in Vienna. I had recently had a landmark birthday and it was my husband’s idea that we celebrate it there. After a lifetime of ambivalence about my natal city, I had hesitated. But since he had never really seen Vienna and it has the reputation of being one of the most livable cities in the world, I agreed to go.

On a table, among the new selections, was a stack of books entitled Das Schloss im Wald. I picked up one of the books, thumbed through it, handed it to my husband. We exchanged sly glances. For my purposes, the timing of the German translation of The Castle in the Forest couldn’t have been more fortuitous.

A clerk was watching us. He had that wonderfully welcoming face that so many young Austrians have but I thought his expression implied more—a chance, perhaps, to discuss the new book with a couple of Americans.

The possibility of a literary chat was intriguing. Austria was late in addressing its Nazi past, but when it finally did, it undertook the work with commendable seriousness. I had just been to see the inverted blank concrete books of the Holocaust memorial on Judenplatz. It was, I thought, a solemn act of piety.

“Nein, danke,” I shook my head and smiled at the young clerk. I didn’t need any help.

And I didn’t. I could forgo the chat. On the table in front of me I had everything I wanted. The desire for retribution is atavistic, unattractive, and yet undeniable. For the Austrians, concrete books, unwritten and unreadable, made a fit monument. But Das Schloss im Wald, Mailer’s self-razing biography of Hitler, was fit for me.

Yes, Vienna was one of the most livable cities, as well as one of the prettiest. For the first time, I allowed myself to feel the familiar comfort of a childhood home and it was sweet, like hamantaschen.

I wish to thank Elemer Boreczky, Gloria Erlich, and Carol Holmes for their comments on this essay.




Notes


1. For a study of the reception of a Purim-shpil performed in the aftermath of World War II, see Aronowicz. For a general discussion of the Yiddish folk dramas performed at Purim, see Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and “Purim-Shpil,” Encyclopaedia Judaica. ↩



2. For various and valuable insights into Mailer’s role as a Jewish writer, see Bernstein, Cappell, and Siegel. ↩



3. Dante, Inferno, 142. For explication and sources, see the commentary to 28. 142 in Hollander, Princeton Dante Project. ↩



4. For a comprehensive summary of the issues involved in determining whether all the condemned souls receive condign punishment, see Armour. ↩



5. For a concise exposition of still unanswered questions about Hitler’s regime, see Lukacs, especially 86–108. ↩



6. For an interesting perspective on the impossibility of establishing causal relations in Castle and elsewhere, see Fleming. ↩



7. For the “radical indeterminacy” of Harlot’s Ghost, see Anshen, 457. ↩
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From Here to Eternity and The Naked and the Dead: Premiere to Eternity?


Alexander Hicks




The novelist deals with personality, with characters wearing their personae or social masks. He needs the framework of a stable society, and many of our best novelists have been conventional to the verge of fussiness. The romancer deals with individuality, with characters in vacuo idealized by revery, and, however conservative he may be, something nihilistic and untamable is likely to keep breaking out of his pages.


—Northrop Frye (“The Four Forms of Prose Fiction” 584)






The epic requires as its object the occurrence of an action which must achieve expression in the whole breadth of its circumstance and relations as a rich event connected with the total world of a nation and epoch.


—Hegel (qtd. in Moretti, Modern Epic 11)





James Jones was a born novelist. Norman Mailer was a born writer. This distinction holds, I believe, across the two authors’ life work. I illustrate this distinction here for only the authors’ first published novels, The Naked and the Dead and From Here to Eternity.. However, I believe these illustrations help assess not only the quality of these two books, but each author’s career.


Two Types of Fiction

From Here to Eternity In the classical taxonomic terms of Northrop Frye, From Here to Eternity is very much what Frye means by a “novel.” Its characters do indeed wear “their personae or social masks” (Frye, “The Four Forms” 584). Robert E. Lee Prewitt is very much a Private First Class, Milton Anthony Warden a Sergeant, Ms. Karen Holmes a housewife. (They are vivid and memorable, yet seldom capitalize much on eccentrics as mark such well-remembered Dickens characters as David Copperfield’s Mr. Macawber or Martin Chuzzlewit’s Seth Pecksniff.) The book’s stable societal framework is the U.S. Army just preceding World War II. Right at Eternity’s outset we are given the novelistic focus on a character in social context:


When he finished packing, he walked out on to the third-floor porch of the barracks brushing the dust from his hands, a very neat and deceptively slim young man in the summer khakis that were still early morning fresh. He leaned his elbows on the porch edge and stood looking down though the screen at the familiar scene of the barracks square laid out below with the tiers of porches dark in the face of the three-story concrete barracks fronting on the square. He was feeling a half-familiar affection for this vantage point that he was leaving. Below him under the blows of the February Hawaiian sun the quadrangle gasped defenselessly, like an exhausted fighter. Through the heat haze and the thin mid-morning film of the parched red dust came up a muted orchestra of sounds: the clankings of steel-wheeled carts bouncing over brick, the slappings of oiled leather slingstraps, the shuffling beat of scorched shoesoles, the hoarse expletives of irritated noncoms. Somewhere along the line, he thought, these things have become your heritage. You are multiplied by each sound that you hear. And you cannot deny them, without denying with them the purpose of your own existence. Yet now, he told himself, you are denying them, by renouncing the place that they have given you. (3)



By the end of Chapter Two, we know of principal protagonist Prewitt’s place in the company he is leaving and we know something of the Kentucky mountains from which he hails. Within a few chapters more we are deeply engaged with Prewitt in his new world of Company G: the stern but fatherly Warden, the jokester friend Pfc. Maggio, company commander Holmes, and the numerous sharply drawn men who’ll “soljer” and chat and play cards with Prewitt and try to force him to box for the Company or almost make him wish he had, including Anderson, Bloom, Chaote, Kowalski, Leva, Mazzioli, Preem, and Stark.

The dialogue is masterful. Physical and social action clearly is evoked by concrete description and by adept use of the empathetic first person indirect, a vivid and seamlessly shifting sense of point of view on the action and its social circumstance. If there is a mode of writing other than Frye’s “novel” that is aptly evoked by Eternity, it is Frye’s “drama” in which the author is hidden from the audience and audience experiences content directly (Anatomy 239). Characters jump off the page as in this early exchange between Prewitt and Maggio:


“If I had knew,” he said to Prewitt, whose bunk was two beds from his own in Chief Choate’s squad, “if I had only knew what this man’s Army had been like. Of all the people in this outfit, they give that vacant Pfc to Bloom. Because he is a punchie.” What did you expect, Angelo?” Prew grinned. “He aint even a good soljer, mind you,” Maggio said bitterly. “He’s ony just a punchie. I’m only out of ree-croot drill a month and I’m a better soljer than Bloom is.” “Soljerin aint what does it.” “But it ought a be. You wait, man. If I ever get out of this Army, you just wait. Draft or no draft, they’ll never get me back.” “Balls,” Prew grinned. “You got all the makins of a thirty year man. I can see it on you a block away.” “Dont say that,” Maggio said, violently. “I mean it. I like you, but I dont like even you that much. Thirty year man! Not me, buddy. If I’m goin to be a valet, yard man, and general handyman for some fuckin officer, I’m goin to get paid for it, see?” “You’ll re-enlist,” Prew said. “I’ll re-enlist,” Maggio said chanting the old bugle call parody, “in a pig’s ass hole. If anybody should of had that rating, man, you should of had it. You’re the best soljer in this outfit for my dough. By a hunert million miles. ” (127)



Dramatic conflict arises with great naturalness and force from the well-etched milieu:


Andy was dealing when the saloon doors opened and Pfc Bloom came in, pushing the door back so hard it banged against the wall and the swung back and forth squeaking loudly. Pfc Bloom advanced on the men around the blanket with a heavy, meaty confidence grinning and shaking his flat kinky head, so big the tremendous shoulders seemed to fill the door. “Quiet, jerk,” Maggio said. “You want the CQ up here and break up the game?” “To hell with the CQ,” Bloom said, in his customary load vice. “And you too, you little Wop.” A transformation went over Maggio. He stood up and walked around the blanket, up to the huge Bloom who towered over him. “Listen,” he said in a contorted voice. “I’m particular who calls me Wop. I aint big and tough, and I aint one of Dynamite’s third rate punchies. But I’m still Maggio to you. I wont mess with you. I work you over, I’ll do it with a chair or a knife.” He stared up at Bloom, his thin face twisted, his eyes blazing. “Oh yeah?” Bloom said. “Yeah, yeah,” Maggio said sarcastically. Bloom took a step toward him and he leaned his head forward pugnaciously on the thin bony shoulders, and there was the sudden attentive silence that always precedes a fight. “Lay off, Bloom,” Prew said, surprised at the clear loudness of his voice in the silence. “Come on and sit down, Angelo. Five up to you.” “I call,” Maggio said without looking around. “Take off, you bum,” he said over his shoulder as he walked away. Bloom laughed after him self-confidently and nastily. (137)



Though the book does not appear to aspire to any allegorical significance beyond easily generalizable but hardly unusual outsider-insider, self-society, subordinate-superordinate tensions central to its dramatic construction, its typical “dramatic-novelistic” mode of expression incisively and elaborately illustrates insights into the relation of individual to society within the specifcally military hierarchal orders. And Eternity rises eloquently to nice ironies of social aspiration and class, war and peace, as in the book’s final pages on the status distortions of Lerene’s recollections of Prewitt’s patriotism and war. Take Karen Holmes and her son on the latter as they leave Honolulu Harbor:


From this far out, if you did not already know it was there you couldnt have seen it. Behind her, the five boys had swelled to seven and had given up being shuffleboards and taken to shooting at each other with cocked thumbs and explosive “Bohww!”s from behind corners and stanchions. She took the six flower leis off over her head and dropped them over the side. This was as good a place to drop them over as any. Diamond head, Koko Head, Makapuu Head. Perhaps Koko Head was the best place, really. The six leis fell together and the wind blew them back against the side of the ship and out of sight and she did not see them light on the water. “Mother,” her son said from behind her. “I’m hungry. When do we eat on this old boat?” “Pretty soon now,” she said. “Mother, do you think the war will last long enough so I can graduate from the Point and be in it? Jerry Wilcox said it wouldnt.” “No,” she said, “I dont think it’ll last that long.” “Well, gee whiz, mother,” her son said, “I want to be in it.” “Well, cheer up,” Karen said, “and dont let it worry you. You may miss this one, but you’ll be just the right age for the next one.” “You really think so, mother?” her son said anxiously. (858)



The dramatic arch of the multi-stranded narrative is strong and clear. Prewitt’s refusal to box for the company, Maggio’s mounting resistance to abuses of the military power and class structures, and Warden’s bold consummation of his desire for Karen Holmes provide parallel disequilibria that trigger narrative of beleaguered—and in Prewitt and Maggio’s cases, doomed quests for “soljer” autonomy within a hierarchical social order. Each of these three central narratives cascades outward, rippling across the others: Maggio’s rebelliousness is intensified by Prewitt’s “treatment” by Holmes and the Company Boxers, and Prewitt’s rebelliousness is deepened by Maggio’s destruction in the Stockade. Ironic parallels between the Prewitt-Lorene affair and the Warden-Holmes affair cap the book’s conclusion aboard the liner on which Karen Holmes and Alma ‘Lorene’ Burke leave Honolulu shortly following the attack on Pearl Harbor. Pearl Harbor and war provide a second parallel wave of disequilibria that concentrate the book’s action, speeding it to conclusion: the AWOL Prewitt is shot by a Wartime sentry while seeking to return to his company, and the call of war cancels Warden’s committed involvement with Karen Holmes.

If there are jarring notes in Eternity, they are stylistic. They are mainly comprised of instances of faulty diction and idiosyncratic rhetoric that tend to arise when the writing veers off into an authorial voice distanced from specific characters and found within sociologically detailed dramatic situations. I address instances of the “bad” writing that has tended to conspire against the book’s chances for immortality, especially after eventually falling under the shadow of extensively negative reviews reviling Jones’s style that were cast by Some Came Running.



The Naked and the Dead

In the terms set out by Frye on the novel and romance, Mailer is as much an author of romances as of novels. Many characteristic portions of Mailer’s fiction express the subjectivity of the “psychological archetype” and “[radiate] a glow of subjective intensity” (Frye, “The Four Forms” 584). True, this tendency in Mailer’s writing is perhaps most intensely expressed in the first-person narration of An American Dream’s Steve Rojack and in The Executioner’s Song’s polyphony of consciousnesses. (Song is perhaps more a socially wide-ranging chronicle of snatches of consciousness rather than of scenes of action.) Although Naked is hardly a romance, by the ascent of Mt. Anaka, Croft becomes a “psychological archetype” who “radiates a glow of subjective intensity” (Frye, “The Four Forms” 584). Indeed, with Croft, “something nihilistic and untamable” seems, in Frye’s words, “to keep breaking out of ” [Mailer’s] pages” as would occur in much subsequent writing by Mailer (“The Four Forms” 584). However, novelistic-romancer will not suffice in Mailer, even as fiction writer. His work resonates not only as novel and romance, but also as confession (close to the tenor of O’Shaughnessy’s tale) and anatomy or “Mannipean satire” (with Mailer himself in The Armies of the Night and with the Presidential contenders of Mailer’s presidential campaign chronicles).

Still, not even evocation of the full range of Frye’s four fictive modes will suffice to categorize much of Mailer’s work. In particular, The Naked and the Dead evokes Moretti’s reference to the appearance of literary “one-off cases, oddities, anomalies” in his discussion of that variant of the high modernist fiction he terms “the modern epic” in his 1996 The Modern Epic (1). If the original epic can be boiled down rather conventionally into a lengthy narrative poem, ordinarily concerning a serious subject containing details of heroic deeds and events significant to a culture or nation, the “modern epic” is a variation of the epic in which the heroic is downplayed and the expression of the “total world of a nation and epoch” extends to the “supranational” sphere, in which we encounter a somewhat incongruous ungainly mix of modes of expression—not only the very novelistic accounts of exchanges among the tale’s principals but the confessional ardor of Ishmael’s voice when he accounts his own high spirits, the cataloguing of seamen’s conversation during watches, the lessons in cytology, the pseudo-Shakespearean soliloquies of Ahab along on the forecastle (Meyer 2128; Moretti 11–14). With the Ahab-like ardor of Croft ascending Mt. Anaka, the social and linguistic cataloguing of social types and vernaculars in Time Machine and Chow Line segments; and the epic qualities of the book’s framing, and charting, and detailed depiction of the Anopopei campaign and its combat actions; and the basic novelistic interactions among the principals, each with members of his immediate sphere—Cummings, Hearn, and Croft, each with his circle of underlings—The Naked and the Dead fits the template of the “modern epic” quite well.

Although Naked has no individual hero—Croft is arguably an antihero—the action of the Army on Anopopei might be considered heroic. For example, the book begins with a statement about the invading force—the memorable “Nobody could sleep . . . all over the ship, all through the convoy, there was a knowledge that in a few hours some of them were going to be dead”—and it ends with a description of the “mop up” or “successful” campaign (3, 715).

Further, Naked ’s use of its Time Machine segments reaches out toward “expression” of the “total world of a nation and epoch” (Moretti 11). These devices democratically apply the model of Dos Passos’s elite biographic profiles of great Americans in U.S.A. to the description of the American “everyman.” In place of U.S.A.’s Jack Reed and TR, aviators like the Wright Brothers, lovers like Rudolph Valentino, financiers like Andrew Carnegie and J. P. Morgan, we get Hispanic Texans like Julio Martinez; Texan and Virginian rednecks Sam Croft and Woodrow Wilson; Montana miner and hobo Red Velsen; working-class Bostonian Irishman Will Gallagher and working-class Jewish Brooklynite Joey Goldstein; small-town Northeastern/Midwestern middleclass William Brown; Northeastern/Midwestern, upper-class, Harvard-educated Left intellectual Robert Hearn; and Northeastern/Midwestern, upper-class, West Point-educated Far Right intellectual General Cummings. Indeed, Naked’s use of its Time Machine segments extend U.S.A.’s encyclopedia of American social types and speech during the second and third decades of the twentieth century to the third and early fourth decades of the century, for the Time Machine profiles deal with the biographies that highlight the preponderantly 1930s and early 1940s adolescence and youth of Naked’s cast on its principal 1944-ish stage.

Naked’s allegorical structure also contributes to the book’s “expression” of a “total world of a nation and epoch” (Moretti 11). As allegory, The Naked and the Dead is dystopian. It is in part a dystopia of fascistic foreboding expressed both in terms of General Cumming’s highbrow aspirations of a domestically authoritarian and internationally imperialistic United States and in terms of Sergeant Croft’s thuggish service for Cummings (i.e., his role in the elimination of the annoying Lieutenant Hearn for Cummings). However, it articulates a more nuanced vision than the sometimes noted dystopian Xray of fascist undercurrent at War and a possible fascistic post-war. It also voices the vision of the unexpected military victory that the hum-drum and luck Major Dalleson led right under General Cummings’s nose—a triumph of competence and good luck that is a harbinger less of fascist totalitarianism than of managerialism and centrist liberalism fringed by Cold War hysteria of the Truman and Eisenhower eras. Mailer closes off not with some extension of Cummings’s subtly maneuvered elimination of the intellectually annoying and faintly insubordinate Liberal Lieutenant Hearn. Instead, he leaves us with Major Dalleson captivated by the USO-poster and PR charm of the emerging, somewhat demilitarized managerial age, thinking with more innocence than is imaginable for Cummings, “He could jazz up the map-reading class by having a full-size color photograph of Betty Grable in a bathing suit, with a co-ordinate grid system laid over it” (626).



On Style, Construction and Assessment.

From Here to Eternity Jones has been criticized for bad writing. The main site of this criticism and defenses against it is in writing on Some Came Running. However, as we shall see, these criticisms had precursors in responses to From Here to Eternity (Garrett 100). Writing on Some Came Running, Edmund Fuller wrote, “[I]f you like bad grammar...shoddy and befuddled philosophy, Some Came Running is your book,” and Time that “Choctaw rather than English would appear to be [Jones’s] first language” (Fuller qtd. in Carter 38; qtd. in Carter 38). And, J. Donald Adams attributed Jones with having a “fatuous pride in being illiterate” (Adams qtd. in Carter 38). On Eternity’s literary quality, Burgess wrote the following in The Caine Mutiny section of his 99 Novels: “[Mutiny] stands somewhere between Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead . . . and James Jones’s From Here to Eternity. It has some literary distinction, far more than Jones’s, much less than Mailer’s” (56). Similarly, I can recall a 1960s episode of The David Susskind Show on which Gore Vidal, after praising Fred Zinnemann’s film of Eternity, dismissed Jones’s book for bad writing. Although I am both a Jones and a Bloom fan, I was not surprised when I realized that Jones was entirely unmentioned in the extensive critical works of the stylistically finicky Harold Bloom.

Defenders of Jones’s style cast light on its criticism, both positive and negative. For example, Tom Carson writes, “[A]t its crowded, vernacular best [the prose] does just what he wanted to do, involve you in the events, and put you inside the characters’ heads with striking veracity and conviction” (19). George Garrett writes that “Jones, as he wrote Running, was involved in an experiment with language, a kind of discovery . . . he calls it working with ‘colloquial forms’ by which he means not merely the free and easy use of the living, spoken American language on dialogue or first person narration but an attempt to carry it into the narrative itself, into third-person narration” (116). These defenses focus on that aspect of Jones’s writing that his critics seem to stress as his weakest attribute: his writing style.

One concentration of stylistic criticism seems to me to focus on Jones’s attempts to put readers “inside the characters’ heads” (Carson 19). This mainly consists of the use of the first-person indirect and free indirect, in which movement between a third-person mimicry of a character’s consciousness approaching stream of consciousness and authorial comment on characters’ consciousness or simple third person occurs, for Jones seldom lapses into the first person in “third person” fictions like Eternity and Running. This second paragraph of the book’s first page, already quoted above, illustrates the sort of writing:


Through the heat haze and the thin mid-morning film of the parched red dust came up a muted orchestra of sounds: the clankings of steel wheeled carts bouncing over the brick, the slapping of oiled leather slingstraps. (3)



So does the third paragraph of Eternity’s opening:


Somewhere along the line, he thought, these things have become your heritage. You are multiplied by each sound that you hear. And you cannot deny them without denying with them the purpose of your own existence. Yet now, he told himself, you are denying them by denying the place they have given you. (3)



A second concentration of stylistic criticism refers to instances of straightforward third-person narration, a voice mainly confined to the tellingly italicized introductory pages to “Book Four: The Stockade.”

Examples of the first sort of faulted writing mainly occur when Jones engages in extended attempts at first-person indirect and free indirect, and his language grows either too arcane to ring true as a plausible voice of the character overheard or too oddly vernacular to work as a shift into authorial voice. Even writing in a tone ostensibly close to a character, Jones may move into an oddly eccentric rhetoric that manages to violate the standards of verisimilitude in the mimicry of a character’s use of language required of the first-person indirect, or the standards of good authorial rhetoric, or both standards at once. An example of a double violation arises in early pages of “Book Four: The Stockade” where Jones describes Prewitt’s thought or feeling regarding “a great conflict of fear” that “lay rises flapping from the depth like a giant manta ray, looming larger and bigger, looming huge, up out of the green depths that you can look down into through a water glass and see the anchor cable dwindling in a long arch down into invisibility, up from far below that even, flapping the two wing fins of choice and ego caught square in the middle” (410–411) This refers to fears that Prewitt thinks his unthinking candor precipitates in the minds of others (in this case fears of homosexuality in the mind of Maggio).

Examples of the second sort of blemished writing arise in “Book Four: The Stockade” when we shift into a clearly authorial voice far from that dramatic mode in which the book’s style approximates a dramatic mode in which the audience experiences content directly. In the straight-out italics with which “The Stockade” opens, Jones writes, “He was held in confinement at the Stockade as a general prisoner while he waited trial ” (405). Clearly “awaited” is the appropriate word. A little latter, still writing in a straight-forward third-person narrator (or omniscient narrator) voice, Jones describes the “many officers, officers’ wives and officers’ children” near Honolulu’s “tennis courts, golf course and bridle paths as all looking very tanned and sportive” (409). Clearly, “sporty” is the appropriate word.

In defense of Jones’s prose, Garrett refers to innovations with “colloquial forms” by Faulkner and O’Hara, and Carter extends this line of defense with a few brief evocations (e.g., of Bellow and Updike) (Garrett 116; Carter 39). However, I do not find these lines of defense persuasive. Where I see no lapse in an author’s use of the first-person indirect and the free indirect (e.g., for O’Hara, Faulkner, and Bellow), the defense does not seem worth extended comment in the time and space available. (In short, I think that Faulkner, O’Hara, and Bellow employ idiomatic English more adeptly in their use of the free indirect.) Where I do see such a lapse is when Updike lapses into language too literary (e.g., too metaphorically ornate) to credibly reflect a character’s consciousness, which in comparison to the stylistically masterful Updike, seems inappropriate, despite Updike’s lapses. Although I see some dubious use of idiomatic language in straightforward third-person narration divorced from the first-person indirect and free indirect in the work of William Faulkner, the comparison again seems generally inappropriate (i.e., too much a matter of an idiosyncratic syntax), as well as rather too complex for this effort.

Digression of the pros and cons of Jones’s possible stylistic shortcomings, where they turn up in Jones’s writing, seems to me less relevant to the assessment of that writing—Eternity, in particular—and seems to me less important than my own defense of Jones. This focuses on how infrequently they turn up and how peripheral they are when they do turn up—most especially in From Here to Eternity. In brief, the instances of poor writing that Jones’s stylistic critics have targeted tend to address occasional divergences from Jones’s best and most characteristic writing. This is a “transparent” mode of writing focused on dialogue backed by incisive description of action and setting backed up by preponderantly adept excursions into the first-person indirect and divorced—for the most part divorced—from overt authorial voice. It is that mode of writing that bears some resemblance to Frye’s dramatic mode in which the author is hidden from the audience and audience “experiences content directly” (Anatomy 229). This mode provides almost all of the words of From Here to Eternity and Whistle. It provides enough of Some Came Running to constitute nearly all of Jones’s 1958 Signet abridgement of Running. It perhaps does not apply well to The Thin Red Line because in that novel, Jones is far more involved in use of the free indirect, in which he shifts between dialogue and physical description. The first-person-indirect variant of stream of consciousness indeed jumps so frequently and swiftly from consciousness to consciousness as to virtually create a collective consciousness of Thin Red Line’s GIs.

From Here to Eternity can only receive glancing blows from the criticisms of Jones’s writing for that book because these are largely irrelevant to most of the book’s writing. The same can be said for The Thin Red Line and Whistle. Some Came Running may be another story. (For convenience, I ignore all of Jones’s books but the four just mentioned.) On the one hand, the power of its underlying narrative, documentary scope and cogency, and rich characterization seems to me to compare to that of From Here to Eternity. (Here we have aspects of Jones’s creativity perhaps even more effectively expressed by Minnelli’s 1958 film than by Zinnemann’s excellent 1953 one.) Moreover, Jones scholars have claimed with great zeal thematic and spiritual merits for the voluminous stretches of writing in Running that do not conform to the model of transparent writing and drama-like novelistic presentation described here for Running. Alas, with Running, critics of Jones’s style have a large target. Perhaps champions of Jones might devise defenses for his literary style—say via elaboration of Garrett’s claim that what looks awkward about the style of Running has an unappreciated idiomatic grace. However, such a defense seems to me so far no more than sketched. The Naked and the Dead. Some critics found the structure of The Naked and the Dead baggy.1 In particular, they have charged that its narrative is encumbered and diffused by the Time Machine profiles of principal characters and by a late usurpation of the protagonist’s role by Sergeant Croft. Here I dispute these criticisms in part on the grounds that they are put in a new truer light that is more favorable to Naked, when this is considered an instance of Moretti’s “modern epic.” Regarding sometimes imputed ungainliness of the Time Machine segments, critics have overlooked the function of the Time Machine segments—not as a plot element in a well-structured novelistic narrative, but as a kind of post-Crash extension of the 1910–1930 sociological and linguistic profile of the U.S.A. provided by the social disparate cast of Dos Passos’s U.S.A. In doing this, they fail to judge Naked as a “modern epic” with a stress on “a summation of a social and cultural totality” and as no simple traditional war novel (Moretti 11). Further, critics have tended to overlook the sheer propulsive vigor of Naked’s narrative, which belies technical claims against this narrative’s construction.

Regarding the coherence of Naked, this is quite remarkable considering the book’s social reach as social chronicle and political allegory as well as combat narrative. If some of the book’s coherence rests on traditional novelistic foundations, some derives from the book’s ambitious modernist (i.e., modernist epic) reach for expression of a capacious social world. Key to this coherence are the central cumulating dramas of the book’s Anopopei narrative. To my mind, there are four interlocking “dramatic substructures” to the Anopopei narrative that cohere into one visionary drama. One drama consists of the top-down fascistic reach of Cummings’s creation of the patrol as an attempted solution to his failures to either effectively assert the dominance of his authoritarian intellectual vision with regard to the left-liberal Hearn or to advance his high career aspirations via his direction of the battle for Anopopei. The second consists of the bottom-up fascistic reach of Croft’s attempted assertion of his will to power over Hearn by maneuvering his death and over his squad by pitting it against the symbolic as well as practical challenge of Mt Anaka. The third consists of the heroically solidaristic altruism (and resistance) entailed by Goldstein and Ridges’ attempted assertion of soldier solidarity and group of survival in the face of Croft’s assertion of his will to power. The fourth and final drama consists of the managerial ascendance of Dalleson’s competently assisted usurpation of immediate pragmatic military success on Anopopei due to a nicely Tolstoyan combination of managerial competence and sheer chance.

Naked’s narrative elements cumulate well. The Cummings narrative ends powerfully with the death of Hearn and the trumping of Cummings’s Mt. Anaka strategy by Dalleson’s sea strategy. The Croft story ends with powerful irony with the failure of the Mt. Anaka expedition especially in the wake of the boldness of the Hearn offing and the strength shown by Croft in the initial attempt at the crossing. The heroic tale of Goldstein and Ridges serves as a nice dramatic and thematic counterpoint to the high and low fascist authoritarianism of Cummings and Croft and the softer, friendlier managerial authoritarianism of Dalleson. The Dalleson tale resolves itself and all the others with the resolution of fascistic and humanistic strains of narrative in the triumph of a managerial competence marked by some mediocrity and much good luck. The range of narrative strands—and their wrap up with the Dalleson strand—offset the somewhat disproportionate force of the Croft strand at least as we finish reading, if not, necessarily, in longer term memory.

If in Naked allegory helps provide a strong focus, so does the integrative cumulative force of the book’s narrative. This is not merely some incoherent—or coherent—near apotheosis of Croft’s vivid psychopathy but a symmetrical dystopia of fascist foreboding high (as with Cummings) and low (as with Croft). Moreover, it is not merely the often noted dystopian vision of fascist undercurrent at War and possible fascist post-War as well that is conceived of as a harbinger of the dangers and restraints of an age of Eisenhower, managerialism, and centrist liberalism, surface success and contentment and underlying antagonisms as one can imagine.

The social-documentary scope of Naked’s Time Machines segments and the reach and focus of its allegory fit Moretti’s model of the “modern epic” with its aspirations toward expression of the “whole breadth” of “the total world of a nation and epoch” (3). This modernistic epic character of Naked vitiates much of the force of arguments against Naked as a loosely constructed attempt at a traditional novel. Within the context of a “modern epic,” Naked’s Time Machines segments and allegorical anatomy function as social vision that have literary standing in their own right. That they, in fact, take little or nothing from the effectiveness of the more conventional narrative and novelistic pleasures offered by Naked only enhances Naked as a multi-faceted modern epic. As much as the basically novelistic character of Eternity is consistent with the type of writing that Jones does best (and does almost exclusively in his first fiction), Naked’s range of literary performances is consistent with the book’s genre and with the variegated skills and modes of Mailer’s writing.

This is not to say that conceptualization of Naked as a modern epic provides any defense of criticisms of Naked’s use of language as sentence-bysentence, paragraph-by-paragraph literary style. Much of Mailer’s style shows the limitations of its reliance on a simple combination of dialogue, transparent physical description of the speakers and their settings, and the use of first-person indirect (after the models of James T. Farrell’s Studs Lone-gan and of Tolstoy’s War and Peace and Anna Karenina).2 However, I would simply argue that this style is a very serviceable one for expressing the characters and character interactions at the center of much of the book. The characters are memorable with several—at least Hearn, Cummings, Croft—drawn with depth and dynamism. For example, we see Hearn’s intellectual confidence with Cummings and insecurity with “the men” of his platoon; we see Cummings both as aloof intellectual and commander, as schemer maneuvering Hearn into the dangerous patrol, and as the deflated figure who must acknowledge Dalleson’s credit as victor of the Anopopei campaign; and we see Croft as not just a hard and capable commander of men but as one in the throes of a mythic conflict with Mt. Anaka that resonates with Ahab’s quest for Moby Dick.

More generally, lesser characters like Martinez and Goldstein show development, and the dialogue and accounts of soldiering ring forcefully true. Indeed, the physical action of men in battle with the Japanese and with nature is often eloquent. For example, the opening rises to the level of Tolstoy in his epic descriptive mode on Napoleon’s Russian campaign. Here it is: “Nobody could sleep. When the morning came, assault craft would be lowered and a first wave of troops would ride through the surf and charge ashore on the beach of Anapopei. All over the ship, all through the convoy, there was a knowledge that in a few hours some of them were going to be dead” (3). The description of a storm hitting base camp is especially memorable:


The wind tore through the bivouac area like a great scythe, slashing the palm fronds from the coconut trees, blasting the rain before it. As they looked, they saw a tent jerk upward from its mooring, and then steam away in the wind, flapping like a terrified bird . . . . A tremendous gust of wind bellied under the tent, blew it out like a balloon, and then the ridgepole snapped, tearing a rent in the poncho. The tent fell upon the four men like a wet sheet . . . . “Where are you?” he shouted, and then the folds of the tent filled out again like a sail, ripped loose completely, and went eddying and twisting through the air . . . . [A]ll the tents were down in the bivouac area, and here and there a soldier would go skittering through the mud, staggering from the force of the wind with the odd jerking motions of a man walking in a motion picture when the film is unwinding too rapidly. (86–88)



The descriptions of the platoon’s frequent physical exhaustion achieve a visceral force:


Their ears filled with the quick frenetic rustling of insects and animals, the thin screeching rage of mosquitoes and the raucous babbling of monkeys and parakeets . . . . Slowly, inevitably, the men felt the water soak through the greased waterproofing of their shoes and slosh up to their knees whenever they had to wade through a deeper portion of the stream. (398)



Those descriptions of the platoon on patrol winding through the Kunai grass formed a pictorial beauty that would become one of the chief inspirations of Walsh in his film version of The Naked and the Dead.

Turning to the stylistic merits of the Time Machine segments—and not just their proclaimed obtrusiveness as excessively flashy, overly documentary, philosophically deterministic baggage for an effective war novel and campaign narrative—critics have been imperceptive. They have also dismissed the Time Machine segments as overly derivative—that is to say, as too closely modeled after Dos Passos’s telegraphed biographies of national elites in U.S.A. However, in making this criticism, critics have failed to notice the extent to which Mailer’s use of the Time Machine devices follows Pound’s modernist injunction to “make it new.” In particular, they have missed how thoroughly democratic and sometimes playful Mailer’s Time Machines are. In contrast with Dos Passos’s use of his profiles to telegraph the life of important national figures in the shaping of the world, in which he situates his cast of rather everyday fictional characters, Mailer’s Time Machine bios profile numerous faces of “everyman.” They do so via the transfer of Dos Passos’s elite-oriented device to a popular subject matter. As Mailer writes in the first Time Machine, which profiles Julio Martinez, “Mexican boys also breath the American Fables, also want to be heroes, aviators, lovers, financiers” (55). This is to say that they also want to be figures like those of the U.S.A. biographies, heroes like Jack Reed and TR, aviators like the Wright Brothers, lovers like Rudolph Valentino, financiers like Andrew Carnegie and J. P. Morgan. They have also failed to notice such playful touches as we find in Mailer’s Woodrow Wilson Time Machine episode. This evokes Dos Passos’s Meester Veelson biography of President Woodrow Wilson in The 42nd Parallel in more than title: at the outset of his profile of the white-trash Wilson, Mailer presents him in “a pair of round, silver-rimmed glasses” reminiscent of those that appeared on the patrician Southern President in photograph (326).

In addition, Mailer’s prose sometimes attains a roiling power and dignity, most especially in its “overspirit” mode, by means of its use or near use of the “heroic” line: “Ahead, ahead, ahead, ahead, moving” catches the cadence of this pentameter, splendidly detailed for Mailer’s writings by Christopher Ricks. For example, “The moon was out, limning the deckhousings” (10). Returning to Mailer on the movement of that 77mm artillery piece, we have a final phrase that begins with the heroic line:


Once or twice a flare filtered a wan and delicate bluish light over them, the light almost lost in the dense foliage through which it had to pass. In the brief moment it lasted, they were caught at their guns in classic straining motions that had the form and beauty of a frieze. Their uniforms were twice blackened, by the water and the dark slime of the trail. And for the instant the light shone on them their faces stood out, white and contorted. Even the guns had a slender articulated beauty like an insect reared back on its wire haunches. Then darkness swirled about them again, and they ground the guns forward blindly, a line of ants dragging their burden back to their hole. (116)



That is, we have, with some intriguing mix of heroic irony, Mailer’s dignification of the routine, derided as the “heroic” beat of “a line of ants dragging their burden back” (116).

Neither The Naked and the Dead nor From Here to Eternity is remarkable for such stylistic innovation or sustained eloquence as we find, say, in The Sun Also Rises, The Sound and the Fury, Invisible Man, Augie Marsh, or Pale Fire. Each, however, is masterful in its realization of its basic fictional design. From Here to Eternity provides a dramatization of a social milieu unexcelled in American writing, and The Naked and the Dead provides a vision of the U.S.A. combat in the Pacific theater of World War II and during the preceding decade, plus a look into the future. Stylistically, From Here to Eternity frequently attains the peculiar eloquence of great drama in which the audience witnesses intense action directly, and The Naked and the Dead rises intermittently to a level of stylistic eloquence above and beyond the call of its particular fictional duty.





Notes


1. Dickstein refers to Jones’s The Thin Red Line as “a tighter, more disciplined rejoinder to The Naked and the Dead” and charges Mailer with filling in his characters’ backgrounds “clumsily” (25). ↩



2. “The atmosphere of The Naked and the Dead, the overspirit, is Tolstoyan; the rococo comes out of Dos Passos; the fundamental slogging style from Farrell, and the occasional overrich descriptions from Wolfe,” said Mailer to interviewer Peter Manso (qtd. in Manso 101). ↩
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Contradictory Syntheses: Norman Mailer’s Left Conservatism and the Problematic of “Totalitarianism”


Alexandros Mantzaris



Norman Mailer’s seemingly paradoxical position of “Left Conservatism” may have its basis in certain mechanisms contained within the problematic concept of “totalitarianism.” I suggest that there are two aspects to the broader problematic of totalitarianism. The first aspect has to do with what we could refer to as the historical phenomenon of totalitarianism. This phenomenon is represented by certain political regimes and/or types of sociopolitical organizations called totalitarian, to which are attributed a number of shared characteristics such as rule by a single party, an official ideology, and a monopoly of mass communications. From Mailer’s slightly different perspective, such totalitarian regimes are thought of as suppressing the past, suppressing myth, and imposing a cowardly conformity on their subjects. Here, in short, we find the view of “a system” exhibiting certain characteristics. There is also, however, another facet to the totalitarian problematic having to do with the discourse of totalitarianism itself. From this slightly diverging angle one would observe that the discourse of totalitarianism is one whose very logic confuses political “sides” and therefore destabilizes “standard” political antagonisms. What we have here is a convergence of political opposites, the plasticity of political/ideological oppositions, and a profound ideological ambivalence.

Not everyone would readily accept the central thesis of totalitarianism’s theorists, namely that the former USSR and Nazi Germany can be put in the same category. And, naturally, even fewer would accept that American democratic capitalism can itself be implicated in such a problematic category—yet, of course, that is what people like Mailer never tired of arguing.

Now, when Mailer critics discuss totalitarianism they usually refer to what I called the “phenomenon” of totalitarianism—that is, to a “system” with certain characteristics. Although there is much to be said in this area, I believe it is equally productive to approach totalitarianism as a discourse exhibiting certain paradoxical properties. In what sense is it helpful, then, to think of totalitarianism not just as a system but in the way I am suggesting—as a discourse perpetuating the political confusion that produces it in the first place? First of all, the view of totalitarianism as political confusion allows us to confirm that Mailer’s Left Conservatism does not surface for the first time in The Armies of the Night, although it is there the term first appears, nor does it properly belong to Mailer’s 1960s work only. Left Conservatism, in other words, is not a later stage in Mailer’s ideological development. It is there from the start, in the uneasy relationship of the author of The Naked and the Dead to that book’s most fascinating characters, Cummings and Croft, both of whom are fascists.

Critics have discussed this tension, starting with The Naked and the Dead as well as its development in Mailer’s later works, in terms that are primarily moral, philosophical, aesthetic. Joseph Wenke, for example, has argued in his highly interesting study:


[I]t is clear that until Mailer was able to write “The White Negro,” totalitarianism was a particularly intimidating and intimate enemy of his art. In addition to representing an external political threat, it presented itself to Mailer as an immediate aesthetic problem that insinuated itself into the very creation of his first three novels. (Wenke 8, emphasis mine)



The problem Wenke refers to is, precisely, the profound appeal that characters such as Croft and Cummings held for Mailer even as he was placing them on the side of the “heavies.” And, in general, I think it is fair to say that this tension has been mostly discussed in terms similar to Wenke’s. Indeed I sometimes have the sense that the political field has to be preserved intact in such critical efforts, as a sort of stable ground from which Mailer’s course can then be observed and appraised—so that, for example, in his opening to the violent (a)morality of Croft, Mailer can be said to be moving “to the Right.” This approach is somewhat problematic for, in my view, the problem or paradox here is first of all political in nature. Moral and other considerations follow. That is, it seems to me wrong to try and retain the political as a stable reference point, which can then help us explain aesthetic problems and/or moral ambiguities, because the origin of the ambiguity lies with politics and ideology.

The argument, then, is that when one is working within the framework of the discourse on totalitarianism, one is bound to activate a host of paradoxical political/ideological effects (or, perhaps, side-effects), which are conducive to the development of ambivalent and problematic stances such as Left Conservatism. There are effects we could discuss. To avoid too protracted an analysis, however, I have isolated two, of which I would like to say a little more in this essay. So, to recapitulate, totalitarianism is a discourse which ultimately functions to undermine standard political oppositions and which, therefore, causes great political and ideological confusion. When working within the framework of this discourse one is bound to become implicated in a number of paradoxes, such as (1) the force one sets in opposition to totalitarianism (that is to a totalitarian “system”) often turns out to be itself totalitarian or potentially totalitarian; (2) within the context of a specific political/ideological antagonism, opposition to may finally be indistinguishable from support for whatever it is one is ostensibly opposing. Or, perhaps even more paradoxically, one’s political ends may be better served by supporting one’s political opponent: the best way of effectively opposing one’s opponents may finally be to support them.

With totalitarianism qua political confusion as our guide, then, we can attempt to tackle some of the salient curiosities in the development of Mailer’s ideology, which seem to me to have been often met with a sort of embarrassed silence. One such very interesting curiosity was already noted by Diana Trilling in her seminal, early essay on Mailer’s work:


[H]ad Mailer been of their period [i.e., that of D. H. Lawrence and W. B. Yeats] instead of ours, he would have similarly avoided the predicament of presenting us with a hero not easily distinguishable from his named political enemy. He would have been able to evade the political consequences of consigning the future of civilization to a personal authority morally identical with the dark reaction from which it is supposed to rescue us. Or, to put the matter in even cruder terms, he would not have exposed himself to our ridicule for offering us a God who is a fascist. (Trilling 127)



I have not read many critics trying to follow the lead offered by Trilling here and to explain, if Mailer’s God is indeed “a fascist,” how we might be able to justify such a rather unexpected reversal? Yet there are places in Mailer’s work where this political exchange with fascism is more than obvious. The following example I take from “The White Negro,” where we are told:


[I]t is possible, since the hipster lives with his hatred, that many of them are the material for an élite of storm troopers ready to follow the first truly magnetic leader whose view of mass murder is phrased in a language which reaches their emotions. (“The White Negro,” 355)



The first thing to note is that the very terms used by Mailer (“storm troopers,” “magnetic leader,” “mass murder”) take us beyond the field of morality and even aesthetics and points us clearly in the direction of organized politics. And I think that the way, finally, to explain such ironies is precisely with reference to the first paradox I spoke about. Namely, the idea that when one works within the totalitarian discourse, the force one posits as a counterweight to the dreaded totalitarian system will often turn out to be itself totalitarian or potentially totalitarian.

The work of Georges Sorel (1847–1922), a French theorist of anarcho-syndicalism, is important for the proper understanding of our second paradox. Réflexions sur la Violence, his best-known work to which I will refer, was published in 1908. For the sake of brevity I would not like to go into the details of what I hold to be Sorel’s own “Left Conservatism.” Instead I have chosen a few quotations, which will give an idea of the basis for the comparison to Mailer. The first comes from an essay on Sorel, written by Isaiah Berlin:


Sorel remains, as he was in his lifetime, unclassified; claimed and repudiated both by the right and by the left. . . . He appeared to have no fixed position. His critics often accused him of pursuing an erratic course. (Berlin 296, 297)



I think that both the lack of political “fixity” but also, all the more so in fact, the idea of an interstitial position between “the right and the left” clearly points us in the direction of Left Conservatism. The second extract comes from the English author and painter Wyndham Lewis, according to whom


Georges Sorel is the key to all contemporary political thought. Sorel is, or was, a highly unstable and equivocal figure. He seems composed of a crowd of warring personalities, sometimes one being in the ascendent [sic], sometimes another, and which in any case he has not been able, or has not cared, to control. (Lewis 119)



When I first read the above what instantly came to my mind was Mailer’s description of his own personality in The Armies of the Night, where we read:


[T]he architecture of [Mailer’s] personality bore resemblance to some provincial cathedral which warring orders of the church might have designed separately over several centuries, the particular cathedral falling into the hands of one architect, then his enemy. (The Armies of the Night 28)



Clearly, the two descriptions are nearly identical. Sorel’s “warring personalities” find their near-perfect equivalent in the “warring orders” of the church of Mailer’s personality. And I hope it is clear how the volatility of both personalities might be relevant to constructs such as Left Conservatism. Beyond the obvious resemblance suggested by the above extracts, it is possible to argue that Mailer often appears to share with Sorel a marked hostility towards what we perhaps could call social democracy but might be better off defining more carefully as social compromise, social peace and what Mailer has called politics as property.1

In her discussion of “In the Red Light,”2 Jean Radford notes that while characterizing the support for Goldwater in rather negative terms, “Mailer is able to admit his own excitement at the thought of Goldwater’s victory” (Radford 69). She attributes this, in part, to what she calls Mailer’s “own version of ‘politique du pire’” (and with this idea of a politique du pire we enter the heart of our second paradox). “Johnson” she writes “will only blur the reality of America’s conflicts whereas Goldwater will polarize America and out of that polarization some hope for the revolution might come” (Radford 69–70). What is noteworthy here is the preference for an energetic, violent opposition, the prospect of which is better embodied, for Mailer, in the Goldwater candidacy. A variation on this motif is the idea from the Presidential Papers3 that for the physical body as well as the body politic, an “acute” disease is preferable to a “faceless” one. According to Sorel, as he explains his own notion of politique du pire, the success of a Marxian “catastrophic” revolution—his ideal—requires that the capitalist system be functioning properly up to the moment of revolt. In turn, this proper function demands an openly predatory middle class brutally and unapologetically exploiting a proletariat, which in response becomes progressively more militant. Thus, Sorel writes that the revolutionary doctrine


will evidently be inapplicable if the middle class and the proletariat do not oppose each other implacably, with all the forces at their disposal; the more ardently capitalist the middle class is, the more the proletariat is full of a warlike spirit and confident of its revolutionary strength, the more certain will be the success of the proletarian movement. (Sorel 86)



One of the more interesting elements in Sorel’s theory is that capitalism’s progress towards its self-dissolution appears as a sort of “unconscious” historical process:


It might . . . be said that capitalism plays a part analogous to that attributed by [Eduard von] Hartmann to the Unconscious in nature, since it prepares the coming of social reforms which it did not intend to produce. (Sorel 85)



Now, I don’t think that the “Unconscious” Sorel has in mind here is quite the same as the Freudian unconscious. In fact, I might as well admit that I may be “lost in translation” since Sorel obviously uses a French translation of a German term which T. E. Hulme, the British translator of Reflection, renders as “Unconscious.” In any case, I think that for the Mailer critic this idea of an unconscious, natural process that is somehow undermined by social peace and compromise is a very interesting one indeed. So for Sorel any adulteration of the implacable antagonism between the middle and working classes acts as a disruption of an unconscious development:


If . . . the middle class, led astray by the chatter of the preachers of ethics and sociology . . . seek to correct the abuses of economics, and wish to break with the barbarism of their predecessors, then one part of the forces which were to further the development of capitalism is employed in hindering it, an arbitrary and irrational element is introduced, and the future of the world becomes completely indeterminate. (Sorel 87)



Sorel refers to the state resulting from such “irrationality” as “decadent” and “degenerate,” and thus we have another clear parallel with Mailer’s idea of “the plague,” as in both cases we observe an attenuation of fundamental and essential conflicts.

My own extrapolation from Sorel’s idea is as follows. Someone acting in such a context and with such an understanding of how things work, he offers: would they not possibly come to believe that (please remember our second paradox) the best strategy of attaining their goals might be propping up the enemy? And is exactly this not an important part of Mailer’s strategy in the whole Goldwater affair and beyond? I am referring to all those ideas running through his 1960s work, about restoring a true Conservatism to its lost potency, so that a vital and drastic confrontation with the Left can be ensured. What is, perhaps, the best example of the paradoxical positions resulting from such an equally paradoxical attitude can be found in Mailer’s speech at the debate with William Buckley, Jr. There, what we might call a “freedom-loving” brand of Conservatism is pitted against a “Totalitarian” one and the Cold War itself is denounced as a sort of senseless distraction from another war that would be “welcome”: “the war which has meaning, that great and mortal debate between rebel and conservative where each would argue the other is an agent of the Devil” (Presidential Papers 187–8).

Sorel’s own solution for reinforcing the essential antagonism between the middle and working classes is the employment of proletarian violence. The social peacemakers’ advances, we are told, must be met with “black ingratitude” and blows. The paradox here is that such violence will prevent more virulent and abhorrent violence on a grander scale. For a revolution erupting in the midst of capitalist decadence would, according to Sorel, lead either to a regression to barbarism and/or anarchy, or to “the dictatorship of the proletariat.” The latter represents Sorel’s worst nightmare, since by this term he understands a revolution led by his unconscionable opponents, the “parliamentary” Socialists, and that revolution would be destined to repeat the worst excesses of the French Revolution.

Thus we are brought to the final resemblance between Mailer and Sorel, the idea that a form of limited violence can work to prevent what may be properly called “totalitarian” violence, which is organized violence on a massive scale employing the resources of the State. In fact, Sorel goes so far as to propose that, to avoid misunderstandings, we call all violence of this second type “force” and retain the term “violence” for all oppositional (notably, of course, proletarian) violent acts:


Sometimes the terms force and violence are used in speaking of acts of authority, sometimes in speaking of acts of revolt . . . I think it would be better to adopt a terminology which would give rise to no ambiguity, and that the term violence should be employed only for acts of revolt; we should say, therefore, that the object of force is to impose a certain social order in which the minority governs, while violence tends to the destruction of that order. The middle class have used force since the beginning of modern times, while the proletariat now reacts against the middle class and against the State by violence. (Sorel 195)



This distinction between “force” and “violence” is one Mailer essentially shared with Sorel.

Let us, briefly, recapitulate our main points. Totalitarianism can be approached not only as “a system” but also as a discourse whose logic confuses political sides. A thinker operating within the framework of this discourse is bound, by dint of its logic, to get entangled within a certain political paradoxology, which is conducive to the formulation of highly idiosyncratic positions such as Mailer’s “Left Conservatism.” Indeed our central preoccupation throughout has been with the question, “How is a Left Conservative produced?” In response to this question we proposed a principle and highlighted what might initially appear as a certain conceptual “mechanism.” The principle is that opposition to totalitarianism will often turn out to be itself, de facto, totalitarian or potentially totalitarian. Between the two opposed “totalitarianisms,” then, the distinction between Left and Right will tend to be attenuated if not erased. The “mechanism” we termed, with the help of Jean Radford’s old but still very interesting study on Mailer, the politique du pire.

The politique du pire, being a policy (and hence a mechanism), could be initially approached in tactical or strategic terms as the idea that the tactical aggravation of oppression, exploitation, conflict (but therefore also the preservation in good shape of one’s opponent) will bring a strategic goal of revolution even closer. However, on closer inspection it turns out that, in the case of both Mailer and Sorel, whatever tactical or strategic deliberations might there be, the “mechanism” also actually conceals a principle. In Mailer’s characteristic terms, acute, inflammatory diseases are healthier than lingering, silent ones. The metaphor points to a rather complex economy of violence. We dealt with one of its facets, the opposition of subjective to objective violence. Placated once, subjective, visible, symptomatic violence feeds, through accumulation, into objective or better still, in our case, “totalitarian” violence. However, the two principles here interlock. The bearer of liberated subjective violence, the hipster, is himself potentially amenable to the call of a “magnetic leader” with visions of “mass murder.” We are still in the cycle of “totalitarianism.”




Notes


1. Mailer discusses politics as property in Part Two, Chapter Six, of Miami and the Siege of Chicago. ↩



2. Mailer’s essay is included in Cannibals and Christians. ↩



3. See the “Prefatory Paper” entitled “Heroes and Leaders.” ↩
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Norman Mailer’s Mythmaking in An American Dream and “The White Negro”


Martjin Sermeus




Introduction: From Revolution to Reconstruction

Norman Mailer is very concerned with the American “identity,” not just with the shape and soul of the country as a whole, but also with the individual identity of “the” American. He searches for the characteristics he thinks of as essential to the real American identity. One of the most central and long-lasting myths in American society is that of the “American Dream,” the idea that anyone, anywhere, is capable of becoming successful.

In his 1965 novel, An American Dream, Mailer deconstructs the outlived interpretation of this all-American phenomenon and, at the same time, constructs his own, new and much more individual and existentially-rooted vision. He gives his own idiosyncratic view on the American “soul” and thus creates his own American myth.

This process from deconstruction to construction is narrated in the protagonist’s metaphorical quest for personal redemption. I argue that the different pieces of the puzzle are held together by the topos of myth. The characteristics of what is generally regarded as mythical will be used to underline and substantiate the argument in an attempt to make Mailer’s vision on the American identity more accessible. Not only the hero-genesis of Mailer’s protagonist in Dream can be explained on the basis of mythology, but Mailer’s claim for a new “American Dream” is underlined by the topos of mythology. For general background information about myth and how myth operates in American society, I shall refer to Richard Slotkin’s theory outlined in his book Regeneration through Violence.

On a primary level the protagonist of the novel, Stephen Richards Rojack, is depicted as a mythical hero in the classical tradition, facing personal ordeals in the search for salvation. The series of confrontations the hero encounters on his odyssey serves as key elements for the interpretation of the protagonist in Mailer’s novel. On a secondary level, I shall scrutinize the writer’s deconstruction of the canonical version of the American Dream, where he is pointing at the most important elements of critique. At the same time, I shall analyze the new, existential American Dream as constructed in the novel.

These different levels will be discussed in turn and in relation to each other. At the same time, I will analyze how the vision apparent in Dream originates in Mailer’s earlier essay “The White Negro.” Mailer’s search for an apt view of the American identity was already present in this 1957 essay, as Mailer tries to distil the essence of what was needed to thrive in American society into a comprehensible existential philosophy. In Dream, Mailer applies his findings of “White Negro,” but, at the same time, adds more creative nuance.



Rojack as a Hero in the Legacy of the Hipsters

In Regeneration, Slotkin delineated three basic elements necessary for myth. In order to be considered a myth, a narrative needs to comprise of a hero, a mythological world and a narrative that elaborates the relationship between the hero and the world he lives in. Moreover, Slotkin discusses several types of mythological forms present in mythology. These different forms are to be understood as different possible ways in which a writer can narrate the relationship between the hero of the myth and the world in which the myth is situated. Therefore these forms are to be considered different possible instantiations of the third basic element of myth, the narrative. In Slotkin’s opinion the heroic quest “is the most important archetype in American cultural mythology”:


The quest involves a departure of the hero from his common-day world to seek the power of the gods in the underworld, the eternal kingdom of death and dreams from which all men emerge; his motive is provided by the threat of some natural or human calamity which will overtake his people unless the power of the gods can be borrowed or the gods themselves be reconciled with the people. The quest is also an initiation into a higher level of existence. . . . (10)



In his definition Slotkin provides four characteristics for the heroic quest: the escape from everyday life, the threat in life that is the source for the action, the subsequent confrontation with the gods of the underworld, and the resultant higher level of existence. In addition to the three basic elements for myth, these four characteristics for the heroic quest are apparent in Dream.

Mailer’s mythmaking is centred on one of these characteristics, namely Rojack as a mythological hero. The image of a hero embarking on a mythological quest enables Mailer to construct and deconstruct the “Dream” at the same time, parallel with the journey and evolution of the protagonist. However, Rojack is not the first instance of this kind of figure in Mailer. The characteristics attributed to the protagonist in Dream seem derived from the writer’s famous 1957 essay. In “White Negro,” Mailer provided the outline of the philosophy of the Hipsters, a generation of young ambitious men with a strong sense for individualism and rebellion who where inspired by American black culture. In the philosophy of Hip great emphasis is on the importance of courage, violence, and victory in order to break free from the impediments present in society. As Mailer maintains in Advertisements for Myself,


The unstated essence of Hip . . . quivers with the knowledge that new kinds of victories increase one’s power for new kinds of perception, and defeats . . . attack the body and imprison one’s energy until one is jailed in the prison air of other people’s habits, other people’s defeats, boredom, quiet desperation, and muted icy self-destroying rage. (339)



In Dream the same pattern of regeneration and creation through violence in confrontation, which is key in the evolution of the Hipster. At the same time, other Hip-features emerge and accumulate in the protagonist’s process of hero-genesis in the unravelling of the plot.

In order to understand the reading of Dream as a heroic quest, we must understand the importance attributed to the series of confrontations in the novel. The momentum of violence and victory in the novel are crucial in the depiction and emergence of Mailer’s main character. At the same, the hero-genesis of Rojack is supported by Slotkin’s theoretical framework about American mythology. In order to substantiate the thesis of Dream as a heroic quest in the American mythological tradition, the four different characteristics of Slotkin’s definition will be discussed in turn and in relation with the essay “The White Negro.”



Breaking the Bonds

According to the philosophy of Hip that Mailer outlines in “White Negro,” the need for divergence is generated out of the dichotomy between conformity and rebellion. Rebellion is viewed as the solution to withstand and overcome the deadening pressure present in society that forces every single one to become part of the nameless mass of comfortably numb people who live according to the rules of the totalitarian state. As a result, the greatest danger besieging society in Mailer’s perspective is “slow death by conformity with every creative and rebellious instinct stifled” (339). The reason for this numbing of society lies in the aftermath of the Second World War. The legacy of the war implanted society with the constant fear of “instant death by atomic war” and “death by deus ex machina” (339, 338). As a result, “[a] stench of fear has come out of every pore of American life,” draining the last drop of dynamism and forcing society to a frightened standstill (338). This dead stop in American society is reinforced by the rule of the upper class. The high society regime has absolute power over the nation and deprives the individual of his will to stand out as an individual. The Hipster is the only one in society who dares to turn away from the safe bosom of the totalitarian state, reluctant to die the “slow death by conformity.” Therefore the Hipster consciously chooses the path of rebellion.

The same dichotomy between conformity and rebellion is present in the novel. Initially, Rojack is part of the mass of comfortably numb people. Notwithstanding the fact that he is considered a successful man who lives the American Dream, he feels depressed. Rojack is tied down by his high-society marriage to Deborah, “the bitch goddess.” Everything in Rojack’s life is controlled by the influential Kelly family. Rojack has no free will left and is decided for. Or as Rojack himself puts it in the novel: “Deborah had gotten her hooks into me, eight years ago she had clinched the hooks and they had given birth to other hooks” (Mailer, American 9). Rojack’s possibilities coincide with those of the Hipster—either he dies the death of conformity or he acts violently in order to break free. This juxtaposition between courage and cowardice is metaphorically elaborated by the image of cancer. A lack of bravery not only nullifies the possibility of rebellion and the resultant personal freedom, but it also generates the deadly disease.

In the first chapter, Rojack desperately wants to break free from his high society life and he considers committing suicide. It seems the final resolution is to come in contact with his uncorrupted, “raw being” (11-12). Only by killing himself will he be liberated from the restraints his life imposes on him. Rojack is attending a party when the urge for suicide overwhelms him. He goes outside to the balcony and is lured to the parapet. Standing on the edge of the balcony he debates whether to jump or not. In the end, he must admit that he lacks the bravery to leap into the void. After this failed attempt to step out of life and regain his freedom, he feels the cancerous growth of cowardice in his body:


This illness now, huddling in the deck chair, was an extinction. I could feel what was good in me going away, going away perhaps forever, rising after all to the moon, my courage, my wit, ambition and hope. Nothing but sickness and dung remained in the sack of my torso. . . . [I]f I died from a revolt of the cells, a growth against the design of my organs, that this was the moment it all began, this was the hour when the cells took their leap? (13)



Rojack, however, is not yet completely condemned to die the death of conformity. He can “cure” his cancer by finding another way to unearth the necessary courage to stand out as an individual. Instead of stepping out of life, he has to take what is his own and reclaim his individuality by engaging in open battle with the powers that hold him down. The need for courage is the most basic characteristic of Hip and will resonate throughout the whole novel. Rojack has to unearth his courage to “seek the powers of the gods in the underworld,” which is the next phase of the heroic quest.



Fighting Demons

The third characteristic of Slotkin’s definition of the heroic quest exemplified in Dream is the motivation of the hero, after his departure from the common day world, to “seek the power of the gods in the underworld” and thus to complete his odyssey. This characteristic of the mythological form of the heroic quest must be understood in the light of confrontation and conflict. The mythical hero engages in an open battle with the gods who wrong him and the society in which he lives. In the novel this confrontation with the gods is spread out over a series of conflicts with an array of adversaries and assumes a ladder-like structure. Rojack has to pass a series of ascending stages by which he may advance and, ultimately, reach his destination.

Mailer seemed to derive the underlining idea for structuring the novel along the lines of subsequent confrontations from the basic ideas expressed in “White Negro.” Here, the Hipster must seek confrontation and violence to improve on his life. Instead of having to face the “constant humility” the mass of comfortably numb people is subjected to, the Hipster chooses to live a life with “ever-threatening danger” (341). The Hipster actively seeks danger because, according to the philosophy of Hip, “life was war” and one can only “remain in life only by engaging death” (341- 42). The ability of violence, however, goes beyond supplying the Hipster with the necessary thrills to feel alive. The importance of violence in the philosophy of the Hipster is summarized in the term “to swing” from the Hip-lexicon:


For to swing is to communicate, is to convey the rhythms of one’s own being to a lover, a friend, or an audience, and—equally necessary—be able to feel the rhythm of their response. To swing with the rhythms of another is to enrich oneself—the conception of the learning process as dug by Hip is that one cannot really learn until one contains within oneself the implicit rhythm of the subject or the person. (350)



On a primary level “to swing” indicates that the defeat of an adversary not only enables the Hipster to move up a step in the ladder of confrontations, but also prepares him for the next conflict in his path. On a secondary level, the accomplishment of a stage in the series of conflicts invests the Hipster with the characteristics necessary to combat his next and more powerful enemy. In conflict the Hipster is able to unearth previously unknown talents because “[t]o swing with the rhythms of another is to enrich oneself ”—with the characteristics of his adversary. On a tertiary level, an act of violence functions as a purifying act. This cleansing ability of violence enables the Hipster to lessen tensions from the past, coming to terms with the traumas in his previous life.

The context of the act of “swinging” determines the outcome of the conflict. Because men are viewed as “a collection of possibilities,” the context is predominant in stimulating the different possibilities present in men. Moreover, “success or failure of an action in a given context reacts upon the character and therefore affects what the character will be in the next context” (353–54). Therefore, not only conflict, but also the success in a conflict, is extremely important for the positive evolution of the character of the Hipster.

The nature of violence, as it is outlined in the philosophy of the Hipsters, echoes one of the underlying characteristics of American mythology. Slotkin notices that “the myth of Regeneration became the structuring metaphor of the American experience” (5). In Dream, this thesis of “Regeneration” is further elaborated. Mailer put the theory of violence developed in “White Negro” into practice through the actions of the novel’s protagonist. Barry H. Leeds and Laura Adams have assigned a great deal of importance to the moments of violence in their studies of the novel, and indeed the plot of the novel centers on the momentum of inevitable violence. These conflicts push the action of the novel forward and at the same time function as pivotal moments in the emergence of Rojack as a hero in the legacy of “White Negro.” Parallel with the outbursts of violence described in the novel, Mailer assigns other characteristics of Hip to his protagonist, completely in line with the Hip-notion of “to swing.” Moreover, the contexts in which the conflicts take place are in all cases illustrative of the character of the respective adversaries and stimulate Rojack in unearthing his necessary talents. In this respect, the context emphasizes the importance of the conflict.

The first conflict in the novel is Deborah Kelly’s murder. Rojack strangles his wife in an act of brutal and barbaric ferocity. In the act of killing Deborah, Rojack discovers his ability to “swing.” In line with the Hip-philosophy, it is the body—“the paradise of limitless energy”—that guides Rojack safely to “victory.” It seems that Rojack’s body has taken over: “I had meant . . . to make it no more than a slap, but my body was speaking faster than my brain” (30). Rojack is at the height of his powers at the moment of violence. The powers needed to thrive in a conflict are derived from the fact that by murdering Deborah, Rojack is able to lessen the tensions generated by his depressing marriage to the wealthy and dominant Deborah Kelly.

Corresponding to the Hip meaning of “to swing,” Rojack is able to encapsulate Deborah’s energy and power: “For ten or twenty seconds she strained in balance, and then her strength began to pass, it passed over to me, and I felt my arm tightening about her neck” (31). These forces, derived from the character of his wife, will prove to be necessary for Rojack to combat the following enemies on his perilous journey. Murdering Deborah enables Rojack to cast his cowardice aside and unearth a courage he never expected to possess. For the first time, Rojack cracks the mold he has been fitted in and starts leaving his depressing life behind, determined to cast aside the high society life.

Murdering Deborah is only the onset for his journey into the dark abyss of American society. However, in the act of murder, Rojack caught a glimpse of how life could be. In the novel this image of Rojack’s new life is presented by the use of the metaphor of a jewelled city: “I had the mental image I was pushing with my shoulder against an enormous door which would give inch by inch to the effort. . . . But I had had a vision of what was on the other side of the door, and heaven was there, some quiver of jewelled cities shining in the glow of a tropical dusk” (31).

Enforced by the “inner certainty that his rebellion is just” (“White” 343), Rojack decides to continue his perilous odyssey, determined to reach this “jewelled city.”

In the next ascending stage of the journey, Rojack engages in combat with the former prizefighter, Romeo. In a dark and gloomy nightclub they dispute over the favor of the beautiful blond singer Cherry. When Rojack tries to come close to Cherry in order to start a conversation, Romeo and Tony, both small time crooks in the New York underworld, start bullying him around. In normal circumstances, Rojack wouldn’t try to take on a “tough guy,” but strengthened by the courage he discovered in murdering Deborah and motivated by the fierce desire he feels for Cherry, Rojack prepares to “swing.”

Rojack senses “the implicit rhythms” of his adversary Romeo and mirrors his opponent’s behavior in order to gain Cherry’s favour. Rojack outclasses his adversary in wit and masculinity and is therefore able to scoop Cherry away. The prime motivation for Rojack’s actions is found in his longing for Cherry: “It was the glitter of light in Cherry’s eyes, bright and prideful. That fed the anger to stare back into Romeo’s eyes” (American 106). Rojack’s sexual motivation to seek danger is an illustration of yet another important quality of Hip apparent in this confrontation. In the life view of the Hipster, competition for (sexual) pleasure plays an important role. This results from the major significance Mailer attributed to sex. In his opinion “good sex” has the power to refresh a human being, while bad sex cripples and destructs men’s personality. Rojack, however, is on the right track. When Rojack and Chery make love afterwards, Rojack has the same vision of the heavenly city he had in the act of killing Deborah. This portrait indicates that he made the right choice and he now has to complete his perilous journey through the darkest corners of American society in order to arrive at the gates of this jewelled city. Ultimately, this confrontation invests Rojack with the knowledge that he can also show male bravery and wit, which he can use to stupefy his opponents. These features will prove to be necessary in the remaining conflicts of his odyssey.

For the next confrontation, Rojack goes to the police station where he arranged to meet the investigating police officer, D.I. Roberts. At the start of the interrogation, Roberts makes it immediately clear what he wants: “I think you’re entitled to know how bad your situation is. I want your confession, this evening, right here” (153). The autopsy report leaves little doubt about the real cause of Deborah’s death and shows clear evidence of a violent struggle only minutes before her death. Roberts is certain Rojack murdered Deborah and he is not inclined to let Rojack go. Rojack, however, uses the talents that were brought to light in the previous conflicts to withstand the bombardment of accusations. He shows placid masculinity and coldly states: “I’m not guilty. So I assume there’s something wrong with your evidence” (154). By mirroring Roberts’ behaviour of the determined hard-boiled detective, Rojack is able to withstand the crossfire of questions just long enough for Roberts to receive the liberating telephone that orders Rojack’s release. Later on it will be made clear that Rojack’s father-in-law, Barney Oswald Kelly, applied pressure to release Rojack. Rojack notices: “It was as if we’d been wrestlers and Roberts had proceeded on the assumption it was his night to win. Then the referee had whispered in his ear – his turn to lose” (160).

Rojack’s prime motivation for withstanding the pressure of the interrogation is his desire to see Cherry again. He is determined to go back to Cherry that night and this resoluteness generates the necessary courage to keep on the winning track. In line with a Hipster’s philosophy, Rojack’s actions are sexually driven. For Rojack, Cherry embodies his vision of the jewelled kingdom. Therefore, Cherry represents liberation. However, Rojack is not yet liberated from his “society life.” The corruption of the police force shows that the influence of the Kelly family stretches further than Rojack initially had thought. In order to be freed from the Kelly family’s power, Rojack must pass two more stages of his odyssey in which he will have to turn to new talents to be victorious.

The next confrontation in the novel is the violent encounter between Rojack and the black jazz-singer Shago Martin, an ex-boyfriend of Cherry’s. When Rojack and Cherry are quietly enjoying their breakfast, Shago comes stumbling in. The sight of Cherry and her new lover infuriates Shago and he immediately orders Rojack to leave. Rojack, however, resists. At first they engage in a battle with words, but the conflict quickly turns to physical violence when Shago feels that he is about to lose.

The confrontation between the protagonist and the black artist is the most extensive passage in the novel thus far. The reason why Mailer assigns this much importance to this conflict in Dream is twofold. First, as a consequence of the novel’s ascending narrative stages, Shago has to be the strongest enemy in Rojack’s odyssey at that point. Therefore, their conflict is the most intense and most powerfully described in the novel, up to this point. Secondly, Shago’s character echoes Mailer’s description of the Hip movement, the potent black man in contemporary society, and the source from which Mailer derived his ideas for “White Negro.” Moreover, the juxtaposition of Rojack and Shago is essential in understanding the protagonist’s genesis.

In “White Negro,” Mailer frequently refers to jazz-music as the music of Hip. Jazz represents the same motion and unrehearsed action that is important in the philosophy of the Hipster. The character of Shago equals motion and agility, impulsive action and streetwise wit. He is the sexually potent prince of Harlem and therefore a fearsome enemy. The inherent dynamism of Mailer’s philosophy is also reflected in the language of Hip, which, according to Mailer in Advertisements, is “an artful language, tested and shaped by an intense experience” (348). In his speech, Shago frequently uses words directly taken from the Hip lexicon, such as dig, cool, square, and cat.

The language of Hip is also an important feature in the dichotomy between Rojack and Shago. In Shago’s opinion Rojack serves as a prime example of “square,” which in Hip functions as the total opposite of “hip”: “[I]f I got to lose, I got to lose to a square with heart, I mean he’s all that heart and no potatoes, just Ivy League ass. Harvard, I presume, Doctor Rojack” (American 187). By using the word “square” to refer to his adversary, Shago makes it clear that he detests the fact that Rojack renounced his individuality in order to be successful. By losing his personality, Rojack becomes a familiar face in the pantheon of the rich and famous. Shago, on the other hand, holds onto his personality on the way to fame. Notwithstanding his fame, he remains a strong and independent individual. Shago’s success is based on the Hip characteristic of “swinging,” the power to adapt to different and changing circumstances in order to blend in and take control over the situation. Shago knows that this capability is his secret weapon, and he explains, “I’m just the future, in love with myself, that’s the future. I got twenty faces, I talk the tongues” (189).

Rojack appears to be no match for the powerful black jazz-singer, yet is able to defeat him. Rojack relies on the powers he extracted from his previous victories and is motivated by his strong love for Cherry. Rojack’s determination to love Cherry, and reach “the heavenly city” makes him a much stronger adversary than Shago initially anticipates. In the actual physical encounter between Shago and the protagonist, Rojack shows his true colors.

One of the recurring and frequently discussed characteristics of “White Negro” is the need for courage at the moment of violence. As in the previous conflicts of Rojack, the energy needed to win the battle with Shago is extracted from Rojack’s “paradise of limitless energy,” his body, which is constantly fuelled by rage. His rage and energy are derived from Rojack’s determination to win this part of the “competition for pleasure” (“White” 349). From this point of view Shago and Rojack are drawing swords over the love of Cherry.

Another important feature to note in this conflict is the explicit reference to the notion of the psychopath, which is expressed in “Negro.” Here Mailer depicts the Hipster as the elite of the psychopaths, “the wise primitive in a giant jungle” (343). Rojack himself notes during the conflict: “The feeling of joy came up in me again the way the lyric of a song might remind a man on the edge of insanity that soon he will be insane again and there is a world there more interesting than his own” (185–86). This more interesting world can be accessed only by violence, which is why Rojack finally instigates the physical conflict; “I took a step toward him. I did not know what I was going to do, but it felt right to take that step,” after which Shago feels threatened and starts pushing the hero-protagonist around, but Rojack reacts with the speed of lightning (185). “The pressure back of my neck let go of itself and I was a brain full of blood, the light went red, it was red.” Rojack senses that “[m]y rage took over,” his body governs his actions; “I was out of control, violence seemed to shake itself free from him each time I smashed him back to the floor and shake itself into me” (192–93). According to the philosophy of Hip outlined in Advertisements, violence is a necessary cleansing characteristic for the Negro to grow and reach salvation and be able to feel real love: “the necessity to purge his violence, for if he cannot empty his hatred then he cannot love” (347).

In the end, Rojack defeats Shago by kicking him down the stairs and back on the street. Rojack has absorbed Shago’s power—or, as Cherry remarks to Shago, “you’re not white, you’re just losing your black” (American 191). Shago’s powers pass over to Rojack. As a token of her love and trust in Rojack, and as an illustration of Rojack’s newly acquired powers, Cherry hands over Shago’s umbrella to Rojack. It is clear that Rojack accumulates the final necessary characteristics in this penultimate confrontation to be enabled to defeat his last and foremost powerful adversary.

In the final confrontation of the novel, Rojack has to face his father-inlaw, Barney Oswald Kelly. In the unravelling of the novel’s plot, this encounter is the final ordeal the protagonist has to face before reaching personal salvation. The rich and powerful Kelly is the strongest and foremost intelligent enemy Rojack has encountered thus far. In contrast with Shago or Romeo, Kelly deliberately postpones the actual physical encounter. Mailer makes clear that Kelly is situated in a totally different league of evil—Kelly is the novel’s Devil, the physical embodiment of upper evil in American society. Indeed, Kelly’s life story reveals him as the prime example of the corrupt American nouveau riche, bereft even of the smallest hint of morality. However, this digression from the actual encounter between the two characters is not only a tool to complete the disturbing image of Barney Kelly, but can also be considered an attempt on behalf of Kelly to gain Rojack’s confidence in order to make the protagonist confess the murder of his daughter Deborah. From early on in the conversation, Kelly stresses the fact that Rojack has to attend Deborah’s funeral.

Kelly uses the topic of the funeral to probe into the actual facts about Deborah’s sudden death. When Kelly has finished unearthing the specifics of his past life, Kelly asks Rojack, “There’s one reason why you won’t go to the funeral, isn’t there? . . . It’s because you did kill Deborah?” Rojack replies affirmatively, but launches a counterattack by confronting Kelly with his failure as a father. Subsequently, Rojack senses that “finally I had blundered through a barrier,” opening up the possibilities for real confrontation. Kelly seems furious (253).

The real physical confrontation, however, is situated on the terrace of Kelly’s apartment. A little voice inside the protagonist’s head urges him to walk the parapet as a test of his courage, and Kelly tries to use this situation to have his revenge on Rojack. Therefore he stimulates the protagonist to attempt his perilous walk. Before Rojack mounts the parapet, Kelly says: “You’d better give me your umbrella” (256). When Rojack has almost finished his vertiginous task, Kelly steps forward and uses the umbrella as a weapon with which he tries to push Rojack over the edge. “You’re not bad Stephen,” he said, “it’s just . . . I don’t know that I want you to get away with it,” and he lifted the tip of the umbrella to my ribs and gave a push to poke me off (260). Rojack reacts with the speed of lightning, seizes the umbrella and strikes Kelly across the face before leaving him behind defeated. Notwithstanding the fact that the outcome of the conflict holds the defeat of Rojack’s enemy, the walk on the parapet is much more than a conflict between the two men. When the focus is on the parallels with the philosophical doctrine outlined in “White Negro,” it has to be observed that the confrontation represents the struggle between the Hipster features of courage and cowardice and is therefore located in the psyche of the protagonist. This internal battle is most apparent in the moments before and during the walk on the parapet, which is reminiscent of Rojack’s suicide attempt at a party at the beginning of the novel. The parallels between the two attempts to walk round the parapet illustrate the “Hip notion” that present actions lessen the tension of past trauma.

Because Rojack has finally finished the final league of his journey, he is able to cast aside his cowardice and walk the parapet. In order to gain resolve, Rojack must control the tearing dichotomy in his own head. When Rojack first mounts the parapet, he is terribly frightened by his hazardous task, which is made even more difficult by wind and rain. At first he is inclined to give up, but Rojack quickly recovers: “And then I felt some hard contemptuous disgust of my fear” (257). Nevertheless the fact that he decides to confront his fear, the hero-protagonist still feels the urge “to leave the balcony and fly.” The little voice inside his head cautions him: “You murdered. So you are in [Deborah’s] cage. Now, earn your release. Go around the parapet again” (259). When Rojack is forced to step off the parapet by Barney Kelly’s attack with Shago’s umbrella, the little voice warns him that “It’s not enough. It goes for nothing if you don’t do it twice (260).” Rojack is determined however, that he finished his final ordeal and responds: “I’ve lain with madness long enough,” and he walks away, turning his back to the corrupt American upper class (260).

In the act of “swinging” represented in this confrontation, Rojack is able to take over the powers and qualities of his adversary. However, in contrast with the desired qualities of streetwise wit, cool and power represented by Romeo, Roberts and Shago, Kelly’s determining characteristics are of a different, less desirable kind. The main reason for Barney Kelly’s success is his pact with the devil, which invested him with a magical kind of intelligence, a “[w]ondrous sort of power,” enabling him to be visionary and therefore extremely successful in business (244). Rojack is frightened by the immense power of Barney Kelly’s devilish intelligence, which briefly seems to pass over to him. “[A] gout of the stench which comes from devotion to the goat came up from him and went over to me” (253). This fills Rojack with an immense and crippling fear:


For I wanted to escape from that intelligence which let me know of murders in one direction and conceive of visits to Cherry from the other, I wanted to be free of magic, the tongue of the Devil, the dread of the Lord, I wanted to be some sort of rational man again, nailed tight to details, promiscuous, reasonable, blind to the reach of the seas. (255)



By taking the walk round the parapet, defeating Kelly and his own cowardice, Rojack casts away the temptation of real evil, opening up the possibilities for a new, rational and even happy life with Cherry.

On the level of myth and the battle between good and evil, this final conflict shows that Rojack equally uses good and evil in order to reach a state of higher personal awareness. Rojack has learned to master the Hipster skill of “swinging,” but in this final confrontation he consciously opts not to “swing” and, as a result, chooses not to continue to nurture the evil side of his personality. Rather than being tempted by the allure of immense power equal to that of Kelly or even the Devil, the hero-protagonist resolutely chooses for good, for Cherry and for love, determined to reach his personal salvation. The Hip morality as presented by Mailer in “White Negro” provides a set of rules that Rojack must follow and absorb if he wants to break with his previous, depressing high society life. Rojack hopes to start life anew, reaching a higher level of existence.



Reaching Salvation

The fourth and final characteristic of Slotkin’s definition of the heroic quest is “the initiation into a higher level of existence.” For Rojack, this means that he reached the end of his ordeals and acquired personal salvation. At last, he is liberated from the constraints of his deadening high-society life, having personally defeated the representatives of his previous life. In line with American mythology, Rojack goes west to Las Vegas where he redresses balances, after which he continues on to the lawless territories of Mexico. Free at last. However, this character of the heroic quest is the least elaborated in the novel. The reason therefore lies in the fact that the novel is an act of constructing, not a finalized construction.



The Mythogenesis of Mailer

According to Slotkin, mythology is a key for understanding a nation’s identity, since “a mythology is a complex of narratives that dramatizes the world visions and historical sense of a people or culture, reducing centuries of experience into a constellation of compelling metaphors.” It is important to note that the narrative of a myth is not perpetual, but has to be reactive to the changes in an inherently dynamic society. If a mythological narrative strives to sustain its functionality, the myth must address these alterations in society. At the same time, the response of people living in that particular society to that particular myth is equally essential to the viability of a myth, because “a people unaware of myths is likely to continue living by them, though the world around that people may change and demand changes in their psychology, their world view, their ethics, and their institutions” (4-5).

This triple dynamic between the mythology itself, the myth-maker, and the myth-maker’s audience shapes the precarious task of the literary mythmaker as the seismograph of a society:


On the basis of limited, finite experience, he (the myth-maker) creates a hypothetical vision of a universal, infinite order and imposes that hypothesis on his perception of the phenomena of nature and his own behavior. He tests his vision by acting in accordance with the principles of behavior that seem to be demanded by reality as he envisions it. (7)



In constructing his own myth, the writer is able to ventilate his own idiosyncratic view on the values of society that is intended to raise certain awareness among the people of a particular society. Not only does artistic mythogenesis tend to make people aware of the existence of a myth, it also prescribes this population with a set of rules to follow if they want to survive in a society dominated by that particular myth. Subsequently, a myth is much more than only a narrative, but can be considered to be “a source of power.” This power is derived from the fact that a myth shows its readers “how to appropriate and control the forces that order the world” (7). In this view, myths offer a guide to success.

In what Slotkin calls the primary stage of myth, the “mythopoeic state of consciousness” predominates. This means that both mythmaker and audience are very susceptible to a new myth. In this stage a certain fixity of form takes hold in society.

In the secondary or romantic stage of myth, the emphasis is on “the fulfilment of the obligations established for the myth” (13). This means that the people became aware of the specific set of rules outlined by the myth-artist, and try to live life accordingly.

The third and final stage is called the consumatory stage of myth. In this stage, the major thinkers in society become aware of the corruption that flowed from the romantic stage. The original faiths and values that were constructed in the primary stage were perverted to such an extent that the myth is no longer supportive to the nation and the nation’s people. The mythmaking artist is the first to become aware of this degeneration. He is blessed with a strong sense of critical awareness and senses the need for a new myth. “In a conscious attempt to recapture the lost innocence of the mythopoeic attitude, [he] tries to assume the role of a prophet in society.” As a visionary, he reaches out to people and tries to make them susceptible to his new vision. The artist’s prophecy is based on his new hypothetical “construction of symbols and values, derived from real and imaginary experience and ordered by the imagination according to the deepest needs of the psyche” (13). Mailer’s work on the “American identity” is situated in this final stage of the development of American mythology, not only because of the apparent reaction to a degenerated myth frozen in the romantic stage, but also because of the prophecy of a new, consumatory myth.

The myth Mailer is concerned with is one of the strongest surviving myths in American society: the American Dream. According to Slotkin, the American Dream equals “the conception of America as a wide-open land of unlimited opportunity for the strong, ambitious, self-reliant individual to thrust his way to the top” (5). In this view, anyone can climb the ladder of success by hard work and just a bit of luck. However, the reality of everyday life often contradicts this perpetual idee-fixe—and wealth is often accommodated by corruption and high-society influencing. In contrast with the democratic ideal of the original American Dream, wealth has become the privilege of a secluded group of perverted semi-criminals.

In Advertisements, Mailer signals a frightened standstill in contemporary society. American society has turned into a totalitarian state controlled by a small number of highly powerful people—“men who had too much money and controlled too many things”—who are obstructively relentless to change. As a consequence, the American people were deprived of the possibilities of personal growth, which were initially offered by the democratic ideal of the American Dream. Enforced by the legacy of the Second World War, “[a] stench of fear has come out of every pore of American life,” resulting in the fact that “almost any kind of unconventional action often takes disproportionate courage” (338, 339-40). According to Mailer, the power needed to overthrow the dictatorial regime is found in the power of the individual. The individual has to show courage to stand out of society, because without deviation from the norm, progress is not possible. By breaking away from the impediments of society, the Hipster will be able to claim what is rightfully his, namely the American possibility of self-creation. The guideline for this individual regeneration—a source of power in Slotkin’s view—was outlined in the essay and re-evaluated in Dream. Mailer tests his mythological hypothesis by applying it to Rojack. At the same time, the dichotomy between the “evil” and the “good” American Dream that was already touched upon in Advertisements is further elaborated in the novel. In Dream the conflict between the romantic and the consumatory stage of the American myth is illustrated by the protagonist’s heroic attempt to break the bonds with his old life and start life anew. The representation of Rojack’s old life holds Mailer’s description of the corrupted American Dream while the protagonist’s new life represents the new myth Mailer is proposing.



The Deconstruction of an American Ideal.

The prime representative of Rojack’s old life is his highly influential father-in-law, Barney Oswald Kelly. Kelly is presented as the embodiment of the romantic stage in the mythological development of the American Dream. The plot of Kelly’s life-story reveals the characteristics of a corrupted American society.

Kelly is of Northern-Irish descent and grew up in a poor immigrant family. Notwithstanding the fact that Kelly had to start from an impoverished background, he was able to climb the ladder of success and become one of America’s most powerful men. On the surface, the synopsis of Kelly’s life seems the perfect illustration of the original American Dream in the primary stage of the mythological development. However, a closer look at the reasons for his success reveals the corruption that Mailer reacts against.

One of the pillars on which the success of Kelly is based is his ability to network. From early on, Kelly was able to sense the importance of high society influence. His first marriage with the Sicilian Leonora, her name meaning “bright light,” was not a marriage of love but of convenience. This marriage to the old European aristocracy provided Kelly with the necessary money and influences to continue his path to success. Or, as he comments, “I adored the life she opened, Leonora’s friends were the patch for me” (American 240).

This blending of old and new money, which lies at the basis of Kelly’s success, is metaphorically elaborated by the coat of arms Kelly constructs out of the heraldic images stolen from the Mangaravidi and the Kelly family’s symbols. The image represents a naked infant being devoured by the serpent of the Mangaravidi family. On a metaphorical level, the naked, pure child represents the innocence of the Irish immigrant family, while the serpent serves as clear rendition of the Devil and illustrates the temptation of wealth and success. Moreover, the motto underlining the coat of arms also invokes the presence of the devil. The phrase Victoria caelo terraque seems to echo the famous line, “It’s better to reign in Hell, than to serve in Heaven,” from John Milton’s Paradise Lost (263).

In order to consolidate his bond with the old and powerful Mangaravidi family, Kelly must have a child with Leonora. Kelly knew that a child means a connection to good luck. Leonora however, is reluctant to the idea of sex and in an attempt to rape her, Kelly calls the Devil, the serpent in the coat of arms, for help: “Satan, if it takes your pitchfork up my gut, let me blast a child into this bitch!” (240). With the help of Lucifer, Deborah is conceived, reassuring Kelly’s physical connection to the powerful Mangaravidi family. The influence of the devil, however, is not restricted to the conception of Deborah but continues throughout Kelly’s successes. Moreover, Satan’s help is the second pillar on which Kelly’s success story is built. Not only does the devil invest Kelly with a “wondrous sort of power”—when Kelly wished one of his adversaries to drop dead, it actually happened—but Kelly is also able to reinforce his position at the pinnacle of American society. Mailer uses the image of the “spider” to describe Kelly’s position at the top of society (237). As a spider, Kelly constructed a flexible web that stretches out over American society, rigorously controlling the different powers constituting the nation. Kelly’s influence ranges from the corrupted police officer in the street to the head of the CIA, from the petty thieves populating the outskirts of the city to the organized crime of the mafia and even to the American media.

But if you strike a bargain with the devil, the devil will come and collect. Kelly has to pay the price for his success and the devil sends his envoy Bess to corrupt Kelly even further. Bess is described as a representative of the American nouveau rich and is, to say the least, not reluctant to the idea of sex. She tempts Kelly in cheating on his wife Leonora and wants him to take part in an incestuous threesome with her daughter. Even for Kelly, who never felt such temptation, this act is too much. Nevertheless, Kelly debates what the outcome could have been if he had not resisted, since “[i]ncest is the gate to the worst sort of forces” (246). The idea of the potential powers of incest keeps haunting him until Deborah, fifteen years old at the time, returns home to live with her father. This time Deborah is the serpent, the temptress sent by Satan to corrupt Kelly. In contrast with Bess, she succeeds in her sinister task. The temptation overwhelms Kelly, and he and Deborah have sex. Deborah’s daughter Deirdre is the living proof of their incestuous relationship. At this point, Barney Oswald Kelly is totally corrupted and reached the point of no return. The corruption of the American Dream is now complete.

Mailer uses Kelly’s character to illustrate the corrupted American Dream in the romantic stage of American mythology. Following Mailer’s hypothesis, the American Dream was destroyed by the corruption and perversion of the nouveau riche class, who succeeded in acquiring the power needed to control society. Their influence on society is so powerful that the possibilities for individual growth are effaced. Personal enrichment is only possible by responding to the demands imposed by the ruling class. Mailer’s prophecy rises as a phoenix from the ashes of a corrupted society sent to inflame the American people, not only with the ideas of the newly proposed myth but also with the idea of great personal awareness.



The Construction of an American Ideal

The greatest motivation for the destruction of the power of the ruling class and the fourth characteristic in Mailer’s myth is the urge to be free. In the romantic stage of the mythology of the American dream, the right to freedom of the common man was bound and gagged by the supreme powers of upper class. It may seem a cliché, but for an American this stage is not acceptable because personal freedom is one of the pillars of American citizenship.

Mailer has always shown a great concern for the welfare of his nation. Therefore his mythogenesis can be considered a call to arms to recapture the lost right for personal freedom. This thesis clearly echoes the Hip morality Mailer proposed in Advertisements: “The only Hip morality (but of course it is an ever-present morality) is to do what one feels whenever and wherever it is possible” (354). America is the land of the free.

Within the framework of mythology offered by Slotkin, Mailer functions as a consummate myth-maker, a creator who in times of need assumes the role of prophet, shaking the nation’s people with new ideas and beliefs. As a critical observer he is able to sense that change is needed in order to assure the nation’s health, and the message he sends is one of hope. If the original American features of individuality and persistence are regained, change is still possible and the corrupted powers can be overthrown. America remains the land of endless opportunity.



Works Cited


Adams, Laura. Existential Battles: The Growth of Norman Mailer. Athens: Ohio UP, 1977. Print.

Glicksberg, Charles I. “Mailer: The Angry Novelist in America.” Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary Literature 1.1 (Winter 1960): 25–34. Print.

Leeds, Barry H. The Structured Vision of Norman Mailer. New York: New York UP, 1969. Print.

Levine, Andrea. “The (Jewish) White Negro: Mailer’s Racial Bodies.” MELUS 28.2 (Summer 2003): 59–81. Print.

Mailer, Norman. An American Dream. New York: Dial Press, 1965. Print.

——— . “The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster.” Advertisements for Myself. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1959. 337–358. Print.

“Mailer, Norman.” Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 1 Nov. 2008. Web.

Milton, John. Paradise Lost. Ed. Matthias Mull. London: Kegan Paul, 1884. E-book.

Schulz, Max F. “Mailer’s Divine Comedy.” Contemporary Literature 9.1 (Winter 1968): 36–57. Print.

Shoemaker, Steve. “Mailer’s ‘White Negro’: Historical Myth or Mythical History.” Twentieth Century Literature 37.3 (Autumn 1991): 343–360. Print.

Slotkin, Richard. Regeneration: the Mythology of the American frontier, 1600–1860. Middletown: Wesleyan UP, 1973. Print.







A Tear Shed into a Cup of Sorrows


Stephen Borkowski



I live in Provincetown on a high hill with sweeping harbor views. My neighbors are Mike and Donna Lennon, who live in the same cluster of townhouses. We are a brisk walk from the Mailer home. I met the Mailers for the first time in the Lennon’s home, along with Doris Kearns and Dick Goodwin. I knew that Norman, before his mobility became an issue, would use the Lennon’s top floor study to write. Our condominium complex was principally inhabited only on weekends, and even less so in the winter months so it was a perfect retreat for Norman. He was also a familiar sight at our corner market, walking with his two canes, when he was out to buy the daily paper. Our intersections were rare but always cordial. I also knew Norris through our involvement in the Provincetown Theater. She was always gracious and kind, and I began to feel a special kinship with her.

I was interested in Russian history long before I traveled to St. Petersburg and surrounds in 1998 with the Provincetown Art Association. My Slavic senses were heightened on that trip, and I felt a strange sense of oneness with the culture. I seemed to effortlessly blend into the life there, however briefly. I felt very much at home.

Years prior in Paris, and again in rural Maine, I had purchased a Khodinka Cup or Cup of Sorrows. I had been shown one while living in San Francisco in the late 1970s and I knew that the front of the enamel beaker depicts the crowned ciphers of Tsar Nicholas II and Tsarina Alexandra Feodorovna above the date 1896. The reverse depicts the Russian Imperial double-headed eagle. It is decorated with a rust-colored and pale blue strapwork design below a gilt band. Contemporary accounts differ, but it is said they were to be distributed as a souvenir in the Khodinka Field in Moscow, to be filled with beer for the satisfaction of the hordes of loyal acolytes waiting to celebrate the coronation. The rumor that one contained a gold coin caused the crowd to rush forward impulsively, and the ensuing stampede killed many thousands. This tragedy was a black cloud over the last Romanov Emperor and his family, later brutally murdered.

At a private dinner with Norman, arranged with the Lennons, Norman and I talked about another fin de siècle character, the Empress Elizabeth of Austria known as “Sissi.” He and Norris had collaborated on a screenplay about her at the behest of an Austrian patron. I was relieved not to be the only one to examine this fascinating, complex woman who unhappily reigned beside Emperor Franz Joseph. Sissi had been infected with syphilis by her husband very early in their marriage, and was attempting a cure by ingesting mercury, the only known remedy at the time. I was gratified to make Norman aware of that fact, which seemed to have escaped him during his research. The revelation seemed to satisfy some lingering questions that he had pondered over during his work, and he said “That explains much!” Clearly, we shared an interest in history and my enthusiasm was not looked upon with vague condescending amusement.

Norris later followed up with an email thanking me for sending the reference to the mercury cure, and mused about Sissi that “rich and powerful people are unhappy, too, just like the rest of us.”

Well into his work on The Castle in the Forest, I was made aware of Norman’s interest in Rasputin, and I asked Mike Lennon to pass along books I had absorbed the information from, but also made a gesture I had hoped might intrigue that staggering Mailer mind. I sent one of the beakers for Norman to examine and to “absorb the energy” that only holding such a talisman in your hands can generate. It was later returned with the customary thanks and my copy of Castle in the Forest inscribed: “For Steve, til we break bread again, Cheers, Norman.” The cups were safely stored in a leather-bound box awaiting a future disposition.

Following Norman’s death, when Norris returned to Provincetown, I helped her to pack personal items in preparation for the house being used for the Writers Colony and her transition to the Brooklyn apartment. Months passed into years, and we intersected later during her visits to Wilkes University, where I functioned as an administrator during the Creative Writing residency programs. We shared a love of bargain hunting and often shopped rather than eat a proper lunch. She spoke candidly of her health battle, and her desire to “tell her story” while working feverishly on her book. I saw her at the Mailer Colony Gala in 2010, and again the following night at a party where she brought her handmade jewelry for sale. We spoke briefly and promised to see each other soon. She slipped into the night on John’s arm and we kissed goodbye; my strong sense told me it would be the last time.

In early December, following lunch with Mike, I was pained being in the house for the first time since her death, memories of that sad packing day flooded my head. I arrived from an errand for Mike while he was working with the vast library of books left behind by Norman and Norris. In an effort to push sadness aside, I jokingly inquired as to whether we might slip my name into the books about Rasputin that I had given to Norman during his research for The Castle in the Forest. Mike gave me the arched eyebrow “NO” that I had come to know after years of friendship. Looming behind us was a vitrine, which showcased Russian dolls and lacquer boxes that Norris had selected on her trips to Russia with Norman.

I was reminded of those intersections as I mourned the loss of my neighbors and (dare I presume) friends, the Mailers on that chilly December day with the vast sandbar created by the receding tide as I stood on the deck of the now Norman Mailer Center. I am grateful for the memorable moments in both their lives and the richness they added to my life in Provincetown, not fully appreciated until I knew it would never be repeated.




Hemingway and Women at the Front: Blowing Bridges in The Fifth Column, For Whom the Bell Tolls, and Other Works


Kim Moreland



One of the central issues on which critics of A Farewell to Arms focus

is the vexed relationship between love and war, a response Hemingway invites with his punningly ambiguous title. Certainly Frederic Henry rejects the arms of war in his “separate peace” (243), an act of desertion validated by the confused and murderous actions of the Italian officers in the army he serves. Yet Frederic is also pulled from the arms of war by the arms of love in the person of Catherine Barkley. The two flee the war arena—she abandoning her post as nurse in the American Red Cross Hospital in Milan—for a safe retreat in neutral Switzerland, an idyllic haven that protects them from wartime reality. That Frederic must ultimately say farewell to the arms of love when Catherine dies in childbirth is tragedy of a different order from his first farewell—existential or perhaps ontological tragedy, the tragedy of life itself, not the sociopolitical tragedy of war.

Some nine years later Hemingway revisits this same vexed relationship in his 1938 play The Fifth Column, whose setting is the Spanish Civil War. Whereas Frederic Henry ultimately chooses love over war, Philip Rawlings chooses war over love, declaring, “We’re in for fifty years of undeclared wars and I’ve signed up for the duration” (80). He rejects his lover Dorothy Bridges, along with her fantasy of sharing “a long, happy, quiet life at some place like Saint-Tropez or, you know, some place like Saint-Tropez was” (23)—that is, an idyllic haven outside of time. Instead, he embraces the wartime reality, declaiming, “Where I go now, I go alone, or with others who go there for the same reason I go” (83). Loyalty to his comrades in arms supersedes loyalty to his lover, whom he pointedly stops calling “comrade” in a politically and emotionally significant act. Not a separate peace but voluntary enlistment “for the duration” is the fate Philip Rawlings chooses.

Why love over war in the novel and war over love in the play? Independent critical discussions of the two works point to several explanations, including differing composition circumstances, differing perceptions of the wars’ meanings, and differing characterizations of the female protagonists. These three reasons deserve brief discussion here because they point to an additional issue that has not been discussed in this context, that of the increasing breakdown of the boundary between the foundational western categories of “home front” and “war front.” This breakdown had two causes. One cause was the increasing penetration of the home front by so-called total war, which was enabled by changing military technology and a concomitant changing ethic of war. Another cause was the increasing penetration of the war front by women in various professional roles—a change less abstract, more personalized, than the first. As home front and war front became increasingly difficult to distinguish, confusion and anger inevitably resulted.

Hemingway’s significance as a cultural icon reveals itself in his own confusion at this breakdown of boundaries. On the one hand, he repeatedly expressed anger at the impersonal forces of technology that characterize the “strange new kind of war” represented in all his war fiction1 (“New Kind” 267). On the other hand, he also expressed anger at the strange new kind of woman who was invading the male war front, displacing his anger onto the personal behavior of individual women and expressing it dramatically by his characterization of his female protagonists. He thereby transformed geopolitical war into what he called “the great unending battle between men and women” (Baker 481–82). As Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar brilliantly explore in their No Man’s Land trilogy, the sexual struggle initiated by the suffrage movement of the mid-nineteenth century became “a key theme in late Victorian literature and ultimately a shaping element in modernist and post-modernist literature. . . [such that] writers increasingly represented women’s unprecedented invasion of the public sphere as a battle of the sexes” (1:4). Hemingway thus valorizes in Farewell the war nurse who abandons her military hospital for life as a wife at home in neutral Switzerland, whereas he repudiates in Fifth Column the female war correspondent who refuses to leave the war front of Madrid when her lover directs her to do so. Not one war but two—the geopolitical and the sexual—are thus fought in the pages of Hemingway’s works.

The composition circumstances of the novel and play are markedly different. Hemingway wrote Farewell some ten years after World War I had ended in victory for the Allies. The years between the war’s conclusion and the novel’s composition provided time for reflection on the war’s meaning. Hemingway’s post-war novel offered the opportunity to call the war itself into question—in effect, to argue against the war while not endangering the chance of victory. In contrast, Hemingway wrote Fifth Column while living in war-ravaged Madrid at the Hotel Florida, some fifteen blocks from the front. Ronald Fraser sums up many first-person accounts in his oral history by noting that Madrid was “the only city where you could go to the front by tram” (455), citing an interview subject as remembering that conductors called out “To the front—five céntimos” (265). Peter Wyden notes that secret-police chief Alexander Orlov once told war correspondent Louis Fischer of The Nation, “There is no front. Madrid is the front” (202). The Hotel Florida was shelled over thirty times in the fall of 1937 while Hemingway was drafting his play, during the second and longest of his four wartime visits to Spain (completing a clean typescript manuscript titled A Play in Madrid on 23 November 1937, and revising the manuscript in Key West in the summer of 1938, between his third and fourth visits to Spain). Published in October 1938, the play was largely a propaganda vehicle designed to encourage American sympathy for the Republican cause, which might result in a change in American policy that would allow the sale of war material to Republican Spain. It was thus necessary that Philip Rawlings choose war over love, else the play would have seemed to support the American neutrality policy.

Perceptions about World War I and the Spanish Civil War were also markedly different. The causes of World War I were murky, the conduct of the war disconcerting because traditional ways of battle had been rendered obsolete, and the meaning of the Allied victory in this war of attrition was unclear. The only hope was that this was the war to end all wars—ironic, given that the Treaty of Versailles in effect set up the circumstances that led to World War II. Speaking for an entire generation, Hemingway’s Frederic Henry famously says, “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” (185)—in short, a slaughter without meaning or higher purpose.2 As such, Frederic Henry is justified in making his famous “separate peace” (243).

In contrast, the Spanish Civil War was “a most passionate war” (Thomas 616), indeed a cause célèbre perceived as a fight for the soul of Spain and ultimately that of the world. Those who sympathized with the democratically elected Republican government of Spain regarded the war as a conflict between freedom and tyranny, offering an opportunity to stop fascism (most immediately in the person of General Franco and the rebellious Spanish Army, which was supported with material and men by Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy). A war to determine who would govern Spain—in this regard “a conflict small enough to be comprehensible to individuals” (Thomas 616)—it was more largely an ideological war, a war of competing belief systems. The Loyalists who supported the Republican government included a complicated coalition of Spanish and foreign communists, socialists, syndicalists, anarchists, and democratic liberals, ultimately subsumed into the Popular Front.3 Moreover, both sides regarded the war as important not only in itself and for what it represented, but also for what it presaged—either the containment of fascism, or its expansion and a resultant world war. Everyone involved knew that the war’s outcome would profoundly matter to the course of history. To make a “separate peace” from the Spanish Civil War, as indeed England and France in effect had done via the Non-Intervention Pact and America via a revision of the Neutrality Act, would unwittingly encourage the triumph of fascism, the destruction unleashed by another world war, and the possible end of political freedom and self-determination in the modern world. In these terms, it is unthinkable that Philip Rawlings not commit himself to the fight “for the duration.”

The attributes of the female protagonists of Hemingway’s two works also differ significantly, especially insofar as they reflect Hemingway’s attitudes toward the actual women on whom they were based. Catherine Barkley is based on Agnes von Kurowsky, Hemingway’s first love, a World War I nurse he asked to marry him during his convalescence under her care, who jilted him for an Italian artillery officer after Hemingway’s return to the American home front. The lyric passages of A Farewell to Arms, especially in Switzerland, reflect Hemingway’s love for Agnes, just as Catherine’s death (however tragic to Frederic) reflects Hemingway’s anger at Agnes’s betrayal, as does the bitter portrait of Luz in “A Very Short Story” (1925).

Dorothy Bridges is based on Martha Gellhorn, Hemingway’s lover during the Spanish Civil War and later his third wife—once Hemingway and Pauline Pfeiffer had divorced, a long process whose conclusion was often in doubt, Pauline insistent on maintaining the marriage, and Hemingway wavering between his wife and his lover. The few lyric passages of The Fifth Column occur at night, when Philip expresses his love for Dorothy and asks her to marry him, a reflection of Hemingway’s own intensifying love for Martha. The daytime exchanges between Philip and Dorothy are marked by arguments and Philip’s contempt, reflecting Hemingway’s anger at Martha for threatening his domestic life with Pauline and their sons. In a telling handwritten letter to Martha in June 1943, Hemingway reminisced about their Spanish Civil War love affair and their subsequent marriage, about which she had hesitated, to his terrible distress. He thanked her for “interven[ing]” in his life, but he first wrote “interf ” (that is, interfering) and then marked out this slip of the pen that unconsciously revealed his continuing ambivalence.4

Though the characterization of Dorothy Bridges is typically read only in relation to Hemingway’s personal and psychological struggle concerning Martha Gellhorn, it is also a reflection of Hemingway’s complicated attitude toward the appropriate role for women at a time of radical change that was simultaneously independent of and precipitated by modern warfare. While the “New Woman” in America and England had been demanding more political, economic, and social rights since the nineteenth century, the role women played in modern wars—notably World War I, when women were first encouraged to do “male” jobs to free men for the battle front—exacerbated this sense of entitlement. If not on the surface of the text, at the subtextual level Dorothy Bridges threatens a set of foundational categories more or less operative in the western world since the chivalric code of the Middle Ages—that is, the home front in binary opposition to the battle front. Love is for the home front, war is for the battle front. Women are for the home front, men for the battle front. Women are idealized because they symbolize the stakes of male combat, while men are realized by their role as combatants. According to this binary opposition, the role of “wife” is at the home front, away from the intensity of battle, which enables male self-realization while also encouraging an inevitable live-for-the-moment mentality that socially and morally justifies brief sexual liaisons. Melissa Herbert notes that “the military is a ‘gendered institution’ because soldiering has been about not only war, but being ‘a man’” (7), and she argues that “much of the strategy [designed to establish one’s status as soldier] seems to rely on being that which is not feminine” (8). To be a soldier in this sense is to not be a woman.

Historically, the visible roles for women in the male arena of war have been limited. Always, of course, and especially in civil wars (“the best war for a writer,” Hemingway claims in Green Hills of Africa [71]), women have been war victims, often victims of rape, whereby the woman’s body is regarded as enemy property to be looted, or as enemy military terrain to be invaded and conquered, as is Maria’s body by the Nationalist soldiers in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Women are even at risk from their own army, whose soldiers may regard use of the female body as rightful recompense for placing their own bodies on the line. Marion Merriman, the wife of Robert Merriman of the Lincoln Battalion, who was the figure on whom Hemingway based Robert Jordan, recounts her own rape by a Lincoln Battalion officer in her 1986 memoir, American Commander in Spain. Having traveled to Spain to nurse her husband after his first wounding, she chose to remain with him in the only way possible, International Brigade officials allowing her to enlist “if [she] would promise to never, under any circumstances, try to get to the front lines” (78). One of only two American women actually in the Lincoln Battalion (women comprising a majority of the staff of the twenty-five-orso American medical units), she was assigned largely to office duties, at one point making an official trip with two officers under her husband’s command. She recounts her thoughts after one of her fellow officers raped her in the night:


I had to calm myself. This is a war, I told myself. Men are dying and maimed. This is my burden. . . . But should I tell Bob? . . . [I] finally concluded: I must not hurt Bob with this. . . . No, this must be my secret burden. I cannot tell anyone—ever. . . . I could not get the rape off my mind. But I went on with my work. . . . I said nothing about the rape. The war filled Bob’s mind. I could not trouble him further, and I did not. (148–49)



Just as women historically, if often silently, have been war victims, so too have women historically functioned, in Hemingway’s term, as ‘‘whores de combat” (quoted by Kert 297). His pun suggests woman’s dual role with regard to war—either party to it at the battle front as whore, or apart from it (that is, “hors de combat”) at the home front as wife. As Katharine Moon notes:


Historical conditions of war and military occupation have helped foster socioeconomic conditions that have forced women and girls . . . into sexual labor for the military. In general, they have been grouped together as camp followers, women who have made their sexual and other forms of feminized labor, such as cooking and washing, available to troops either voluntarily or involuntarily (210).



In her study of camp followers in the American Revolution, Holly Mayer reminds us that camp followers should be understood broadly as the men and women who “live[d] and work[ed] with the military” (1). They traditionally formed part of the European and American military communities, supplying many of the support services (transportation, nursing, laundry, food and other supplies) that were gradually absorbed into the military itself only beginning in the eighteenth century. The increasing professionalization of the army in the nineteenth century resulted in the decline of the camp-following community in which women, especially of the lower classes, had played a significant if historically unremarked role from the fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries. This military change was supported by the nineteenth-century “cult of true womanhood” or “cult of domesticity,” which vigorously delineated the female and male spheres as private and public, respectively. In short, the boundary between home front and war front has always already existed in western society, and simultaneously it has been permeable to a greater or lesser extent.

Moon notes that “[camp-following] women belonged to the army, but they belonged to it in the same way they belonged to anything else—as domestic attachments” (275). Typically ordered to “accompany the baggage and stay out of the way” (14), they were regarded as outsiders, historically marginalized though they traveled with and supported the army. Mayer notes that this community was class-inflected, such that officer’s wives were “ladies” who typically visited only during winter quarters and created a social life for the officers, while lower-class women not only traveled year-round with their men-folk but also necessarily worked to support themselves and their families, thus rendering them suspect since some female merchants inevitably “supplement[ed] their incomes by engaging in prostitution” (7). Prostitutes from nearby and typically urban areas also saw encamped armies as commercial opportunities. Moon notes that “the degree to which military prostitutes’ lives have been controlled or regulated by the armed forces has depended on [a variety of factors]” (210), and Herbert asserts that “historically, in many instances prostitution was organized, or at the very least made available, by the military” (64). In A Farewell to Arms, Hemingway describes a relatively regulated degree of military control, Frederic observing that Gorizia has two separate “bawdy houses, one for troops and one for officers” (5). Rinaldi alludes to “bad administration,” complaining that “for two weeks now they haven’t changed [the girls, who have become] . . . old war comrades” (64-65).

It would seem that rape victims and prostitutes represent ways in which the boundary between women and war is breached, but women in these two categories are essentially redefined as war booty and are therefore appropriated to the war front by men. In effect, the only women who belong at the war front are rape victims and prostitutes, and their place at the front is validated by men—more specifically, by male sexual activity, which reinforces the “masculinity [that is] . . . one mechanism by which men become soldiers” (Herbert 6).

But the woman who goes willingly to war calls into question independently the boundary between women and war, between the private sphere of the home front and the public sphere of the war front. Perhaps that is why the Lincoln Battalion officer felt he had the right to rape Marion Merriman, simultaneously his commander’s wife and a corporal serving in what Marion herself called “woman-less war” (148). And perhaps that is why, over the centuries, whenever women have approached the war front their activities have been marginalized and dismissed, rendered historically invisible, as in the case of the camp-following communities except insofar as they have been reduced to the single identity of prostitute.

While women have historically served as soldiers, until comparatively recently they have done so only by disguising themselves as men, and they have most often been discovered only after being wounded. Most important is that these women-disguised-as-men remain largely disguised in the pages of history. Those who succeeded in their disguises were neither identified nor counted; those who died were regarded as aberrations whose freakishness was buried with them; those who were wounded were removed behind the lines and warned not to return to the battle front.5 From the male perspective, the more palatable motivation for such behavior was the search for a lover or husband, while less palatable was a desire to fight for the cause directly on the battle front rather than indirectly on the home front.

Atypically, in the early stages of the Spanish Civil War, Republican women fought openly beside men:


The first masculine sphere to which women had access was the military one . . . due, primarily to the initial troop disorganization and, second, to the fact that the Republican army was formed of militia columns organized by trade unions and political parties without any military hierarchy. . . . Thousands of women under arms and in female battalions, for example, took part in the defense of Madrid in November of 1936 (Coleman 48).



But once the crises of the first six months or so had passed and the militias were increasingly professionalized as the Popular Front army (this so-called militarization a micro-version of the historical professionalization of armies in the nineteenth century), the Republican leadership moved quickly to discourage women from functioning at the front lines as soldiers—notably, not so much for their own comfort or safety, but that of the male soldiers: “Republican soldiers were uncomfortable with the miliciana. For the most part, men expected milicianas to do kitchen and laundry duties and to act as nurses” (Coleman 49). One International Brigade soldier, for example, was “infuriated” by a women’s battalion that was fighting before the Segovia Bridge, for “women at the battle seemed to him the final degradation of the Republican side” (Thomas 322, n. l). Because such responses testified to male embarrassment and threatened the destruction of male morale, Republican officials launched a propaganda campaign whose slogan was “Men to the front / Women to the home front” (quoted by Coleman 49).

The Republican propaganda effort had a harsher side as well, the milicianas soon publicly redefined as prostitutes who endangered the army by transmitting sexual diseases. Allen Guttmann notes that the contemporary British and American publics were “fascinated by the females who fought with the Spanish militia in the early days of the war” (11), and he notes the pornographic combination of sex and violence in the overheated press descriptions of the milicianas as “Red Amazons, many of them actually stripped to the waist, carrying modern rifles, and with blood in their eye,” and as “supple-hipped Carmens of the Revolution, [who] for want of roses, toss bombs as they whirl” (quoted by Guttmann 11, 12). Hemingway offers a variation on this perspective in For Whom the Bell Tolls: “The twenty-three-year-old mistress [of the Republican officer] was having a baby, as were nearly all the other girls who had started out as milicianas in the July of the year before” (399).

After a Republican decree was issued that forbade women from fighting at the front, the “miliciana icon” reappeared, now a “symbol of Republican resistance” rather than a celebration of military heroines, which was used “to inspire men to serve their patriotic duty” (Coleman 50). The balance between the female home front and the male war front was thus reestablished, at least as a useful fiction.

But in point of fact, the “total war” strategy that Nazi Germany was practicing in Spain meant that besieged Madrid (and later Barcelona, as well as the infamous Guernica and other less famous towns) was itself a war front where women died daily without the opportunity to fight for the Cause or even to defend themselves. Martha Gellhorn observes in The Face of War, a collection of her war correspondence, that “what was new and prophetic about the war in Spain was the life of the civilians, who stayed at home and had war brought to them. . . . The people of the Republic of Spain were the first to suffer the relentless totality of modern war” (22). Gellhorn describes her arrival in Madrid as follows: “I had not felt as if I were at a war until now. . . . [The] whole city was a battlefield” (20-21). Marion Merriman describes the combination of terror and frustration engendered by her own trip to Madrid: “In the trenches I had been nervous but not afraid. That was war. In the city I felt defenseless, trapped. In the city the bombing was a deep personal affront, with no reprisals except a soul-shaking hatred. . . . There was no way to fight back” (139). Gellhorn similarly describes “this helpless war in the city,” where women cannot fight back but can only scatter for cover “professionally, like soldiers” (Face 32, 43).

Though the milicianas were banned from the battle front, guerrillerinas continued to work behind the fascist lines, as Maria Teresa Toral describes in her historical account, providing at great personal risk “aid to the wounded, to the hungry, to the sick guerrilla, who had descended from the sierra to the village” (308). In For Whom the Bell Tolls, Hemingway creates an unforgettable portrait of a guerrillerina in the sympathetic and psychologically complex character of Pilar. A miliciana like many other women at the start of the war, she participated in her lover Pablo’s takeover of their village for the Republicans. When the fascists retook the village, she fled into the mountains as the only female member of Pablo’s guerrilla band, not providing food and nursing care to guerrillas who had descended to the village, as Toral describes, but participating in sabotage activities like Robert Jordan’s blowing of the bridge. Though General Golz had noted that “the more irregular the service, the more irregular the life” (8), Pilar is a most irregular figure indeed. She announces, “Here I command” as she accepts “the allegiance. . . given [by the guerrillas]” once they lose confidence in the increasingly unstable Pablo (55, 53). She is admired as a model of courage by Robert Jordan: “You’re shaking, like a Goddamn woman. What the hell is the matter with you? . . . I’ll bet that Goddamn woman up above isn’t shaking. That Pilar” (437).

An admirable figure, Pilar is constructed by Hemingway as simultaneously revolutionary and conventional in her military role. While her aberrance draws the most attention, it is her conventionalism that is ultimately most telling. Certainly her physical presence is unusual. She is massive, ugly, even masculine in appearance (in this regard reminiscent of the female soldiers who have historically disguised themselves as men), and she sexually admires both Robert and Maria. Her Gypsy blood is invoked throughout the novel as an explanation of her sexual power and her supernatural ability to read the future and smell death. Having been the lover of three matadors, among more casual liaisons, before becoming Pablo’s woman, she has “the heart of a whore,” according to Pablo (53). When she describes her years of traveling with the matadors, she represents herself as a camp-follower of sorts, typically describing the women present as “gypsies and whores of great category” (185).

Pilar’s status as guerrilla leader is unusual not only in terms of history but also Hemingway’s canon. But she supplants Pablo only after Robert Jordan arrives, serving largely as symbolic leader while Jordan acts as operational leader. When Pablo returns after having deserted and sabotaged the band, Pilar largely cedes her authority to him, sympathizing with his need to appear as leader before the men he has newly recruited to help blow the bridge. So by the end of the novel, Pilar willingly shares with Pablo the role of symbolic leader and Jordan continues as operational leader until Pablo takes charge of the band’s escape.

Provocatively, Pilar’s combat activities are never dramatized in the novel, despite her putative role as guerrilla leader. For example, though she identifies herself as an active participant in the initial Republican takeover of her town, thereby sharing moral responsibility for its excesses, her description reveals her to have functioned largely as an observer. She watches Pablo execute the four guardia civiles. She stands in the gauntlet through which fascists run to their death though she never wields a flail. She leaves the gauntlet to watch from a bench after becoming sickened by the action. She does not enter the bullring where the remaining fascists are imprisoned, instead witnessing their execution while standing on a chair. Even then she misses the final horrific events because the chair breaks. Pilar sums up her experience by unconscious reference to her role as witness rather than participant: “That was the end of the killing of the fascists in our town and I was glad I did not see more of it” (126, emphasis mine).

As a member of the guerrilla band, she participates in the dynamiting of a train, but the only action of Pilar that is actually represented involves her rescue of Maria, who is being transported to prison.6 Pilar insists that the guerrillas carry Maria away, beating them when they want to drop her during the dangerous retreat, and also carrying Maria herself. Even during Jordan’s military action, when Pilar directs her own small band above the bridge, separate from Pablo and his small band below the bridge, she is never represented in actual battle (even though gunfire is reported from her position), in contrast to the male characters whom we actually see shooting at the enemy—Robert, Anselmo, Rafael, even Pablo shooting ineffectually at a tank. In short, we never see Pilar in the act of shooting a gun, only holding a gun, carrying a gun, or reloading guns for the men. Instead, Pilar is almost always represented performing domestic activities—cooking, cleaning, sewing. When Pilar declares herself leader, Pablo grudgingly cedes his position while simultaneously undermining her power by commanding her to perform her domestic duty: “‘All right. You command,’ he said. ‘And if you want he [Jordan] can command too.’ . . . He paused. ‘That you should command and that you should like it. Now if you are a woman as well as a commander, that we should have something to eat’” (56–57).

In representing Pilar in a military role, whether as miliciana or guerrillerina, Hemingway clearly presents her as sympathetic and admirable, yet he also restricts his representation of her actions to the domestic sphere, ignoring dramatically her military actions as though they were unthinkable or inappropriate—indeed, not to be witnessed. Moreover, insofar as Pilar is represented as a woman comfortable at the battle front, she is represented as a whore—sexually knowledgeable, widely experienced, at ease describing herself in the company of prostitutes, indeed at ease hearing herself described in rough language by the male guerrillas and using such language herself. She is located in binary opposition to Maria, the virgin raped by Nationalist soldiers, who is simultaneously part of and apart from the guerrilla band.

Tellingly, Pilar wants to send Maria, whom she has nursed back to sanity, to a “home” (32, 70)—that is, to the home front. Robert Jordan first promises to send her to a home for war orphans that also provides shelter for female war victims, but when he falls in love with her, he determines instead to locate a home in Madrid and later Montana for her to inhabit as his wife. Agustin tells Jordan that “Pilar has kept her away from all as fiercely as though she were in a convent of Carmelites,” carefully explaining, “Because she sleeps with thee she is no whore. . . . You do not understand how such a girl would be if there had been no revolution . . . She is not as we are” (290–91).

In one sense, Hemingway presents in Pilar a revolutionary portrait of a woman active as a soldier at the front, indeed behind enemy lines. Yet in another sense he invokes the familiar stereotype of the female at the battle front as whore (indeed, whore with a heart of gold), while invoking in his portrait of Maria the other familiar stereotype of rape victim. These two women in the otherwise male guerrilla band thus represent the only two historically visible roles for women at war. Moreover, even Pilar is restricted dramatically to the domestic sphere, as Maria always is (to the degree that is possible given the constraints of her environment). Paradoxically, Hemingway participates by these strategies in the historical erasure of women other than the whore and the rape victim from the war front, despite his seemingly revolutionary portrait of Pilar as guerrilla leader.7

But this ongoing historical erasure was countered, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, by the emergence of new professional roles for women at war. The New Woman was first incarnated on the battlefield as the female war nurse.8 This new development was marked in England by the Crimean War (1853–56) and in the United States by the American Civil War (1861–1865). In part, this new female identity developed in response to the actions of men who were themselves creating a new male identity, that of the war correspondent. William Howard Russell of the London Times is most often cited as the first war correspondent, though other challengers inevitably exist. It was the reporting of Russell and several others, for example Edwin Lawrence Godkin and especially Thomas Chenery, that roused the English public to outrage over the despicable conditions of the British army in the Crimea, especially regarding medical care.9 Florence Nightingale responded to the request for nursing aid (female nurses from France were already on scene), and her “aristocratic background” and “social and political connections” enabled her to overcome the prejudice against sending female nurses to the field (Garrison 12). But the nurses nonetheless suffered under public charges of immodesty and worse—that is, sexual promiscuity and prostitution—because they breached the boundary between home front and war front. They left the private for the public sphere, even though they did so while practicing the traditionally female actions of nurturing and caretaking, often fulfilling specifically domestic functions such as cooking and cleaning. In this regard, Hemingway’s Pilar is ironically like them.

Nightingale and her party of thirty-eight women constituted “an historic deputation which established a precedent for women determined to serve as nurses in military hospitals, and became the model for respectable female Sanitarians [members of the US Sanitary Commission, a volunteer organization established during the American Civil War] as they entered a male environment previously forbidden to them” (Garrison 13). In fact, the precedent was class-inflected, concerning middle- and upper-class women, since female camp-followers had long functioned as nurses in earlier wars, though their actions went unremarked (Mayer 219-23).

Like the female war nurses of the Crimea, those led by Dorothea Dix in the American Civil War largely remained behind the lines, though more often near the battle front. Katherine Prescott Wormely wrote of her experiences, “I see the worst, short of the actual battle-field, that there is to see” (131). Clara Barton responded yet more radically, providing independent nursing and relief services on the battle front itself. The middle- or upper-class status of these “ladies” rendered their wartime actions surprising on the one hand (why weren’t they satisfied rolling bandages in ladies’ aid societies?) yet also protected them to some degree from sexual gossip. As a mark of over-compensation, they were apostrophized as saints and angels, Nightingale known as “The Angel of the Crimea” and “The Lady with the Lamp,” and Barton as “The Angel of the Battlefield.” They were also apostrophized more domestically as mothers and sisters, which was especially appropriate for the many Roman Catholic nuns who served as nurses in the American Civil War.10 Their vows of chastity and obedience rendered them particularly appealing to male authorities, notably doctors; female doctors were forbidden from serving—a situation that also obtained in World War I, though many female doctors found their way around American Expeditionary Force regulations by attaching themselves to volunteer organizations.11

Nightingale, Dix, and Barton are the direct ancestors of later female war nurses, among whom are the VADs (that is, the Voluntary Aid Detachment, a British service auxiliary) like Hemingway’s Lady Brett Ashley in The Sun Also Rises and Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms, and also like American Red Cross nurse Agnes von Kurowsky. To combat the potentially salacious reputation of female war nurses, they labored under strict rules of appearance and behavior. Dix required her nurses to be middle-aged and “plain to the point of ugliness” (Garrison 18). American Red Cross nurses serving in World War I were “forbidden to carry on serious romances, even to be alone with a gentleman caller” (Villard and Nagel 239).

Hemingway reflects these rules in A Farewell to Arms when Catherine describes the restrictions on the nurses’ behavior at the hospital in Gorizia, only a mile from the front: “The Italians didn’t want women so near the front. So we’re all on very special behavior. We don’t go out” (25). Though the rules are more relaxed at the American Red Cross Hospital in Milan, Frederic notes that “they would not let us go out together when I was off crutches because it was unseemly for a nurse to be seen unchaperoned with a patient who did not look as though he needed attendance” (117-18). Increased personal freedom resulted inevitably, however, in increased sexual freedom, as represented in the actions of Catherine Barkley and Brett Ashley; indeed, Clara Barton’s intimate relationship with the married Colonel John Elwell, quartermaster for the Department of the South, is illustrative in this regard.12 Of course, the same point about increased sexual freedom might be made about male soldiers. But only the female nurses labored under moral opprobrium, whether external or introjected, as Hemingway represents. It is no accident that the name of the sexually promiscuous Brett rhymes with that of the prostitute Georgette, nor that Jake Barnes confuses their voices. Similarly, Catherine Barkley voices the internal anxiety surrounding the new female role of wartime nurse when she says, “I never felt like a whore before” (152) to her patient-lover. Of course, he is more truly her impatient lover, whose return to the battle front results in her agreeing to a sexual encounter as atonement for her sexual refusal of her now-dead soldier-fiancé.

The type of position that Hemingway held with the American Red Cross as ambulance driver and canteen operator would be appropriated by women once America fully entered World War I. His volunteer service soon became an unwitting escape from the combatant role then urged upon healthy young American men; women were now encouraged to take on the noncombatant roles supervised by volunteer organizations like the Red Cross and YMCA, whose famous “doughnut dollies” operated canteens for the American doughboys fighting the war. By the end of the war, Hemingway’s Red Cross activities would have allied him more with the role of American women than men—hence, perhaps, his public exaggerations of his role on the Italian front and supposedly in the Italian army.

During the early twentieth century, another female figure publicly emerged at the battle front, one yet more troubling in terms of the prevailing paradigm since her activities could not be redefined as appropriately female because domestic: the female war correspondent. The first American woman to win accreditation from the War Department as an official war correspondent was Peggy Hull on 17 September 1918, but she was restricted from access to the battlefields of World War I (as were the few free-lance female correspondents); when the male correspondents realized the popularity of Hull’s stories about “the lives of the common soldier” away from battle, they “demanded her removal” (Sorel xviii) and she was “forced to spend the rest of the war in Paris” (Knightley 127). Some eighteen years later, the women who covered the Spanish Civil War were still small in number but free of official regulations governing their behavior. Outsiders in Spain creating a new professional role, they were little regulated as to dress or behavior (as were the later female correspondents of World War II, who were required to wear uniforms and forbidden access to the front lines,13 though individual resourcefulness frequently overcame this official restriction). These female correspondents ranged as freely as their inclinations, abilities, and contacts enabled.

It would seem that The Fifth Column’s Dorothy Bridges is a war correspondent—how else to explain her residence in Madrid’s Hotel Florida, the presence of a large military map and war poster and typewriter in her room, and her announcement late in the play that she has “sent away three articles” (82)? But her lover Robert Preston, himself a war correspondent, calls her “a bored Vassar bitch” (4)—a change from the 1937 Madrid typescript where she is identified with Martha Gellhorn’s own Bryn Mawr. Rather than protesting, Dorothy agrees that she doesn’t “understand anything that is happening here” (5). Dorothy’s stereotypical characterization as a dumb blonde renders her presumed identity problematic. For example, Philip confusedly shouts, “Aren’t you a lady war correspondent or something? Get out of here and go write an article. This [the assassination of a Loyalist soldier in Philip’s room] is none of your business” (33). Her role as war correspondent cannot stand alone, but must be delimited by the modifier “lady”—or better yet relegated to the unnameable “or something.” But if the assassination of a soldier is not the business of a “lady” war correspondent, then what is? Indeed, what is the appropriate material for the article Philip directs her to write while simultaneously identifying what is off limits to her? In this telling scene, Philip places Dorothy in an untenable position because her identity and her subject matter remain unsayable. She fits into neither of the historically accepted categories of women at the battle front, prostitute or rape victim, nor into that of the more recently accepted category of nurse. But there she is nonetheless, at the war front instead of the home front, practicing it would seem the male profession of war correspondent.

As soon as Philip falls in love with Dorothy, a romance that she boldly initiates, he demands that she “move out of this hotel and . . . go back to America” (31). But Dorothy refuses to leave, calling him an “impudent, impertinent man” (31). An independent woman, she need not comply with his demand that she return to the home front. That is, after all, the realm of wives, as evidenced by Preston’s wife, about whom he is “always going on,” according to Dorothy, who adds, “Let him go back to his wife and children if he’s so excited about them. I’ll bet he won’t” (25).

Though Dorothy commits herself to remaining near the battle front, she has simultaneously worked to make her own room homey, and she makes over Philip’s adjoining room as well. In the context of the play, Dorothy’s redecoration of Philip’s room signals her desire to domesticate him, to lure him away from the war to the home front. Certainly that is how Philip interprets it. His ambivalence about this domestication is revealed by his discomfort in the redecorated room and by his conflicted responses to Dorothy. In the midst of the war, she has created a home front of sorts, a conflation that confuses Philip. He attempts to reestablish the division by associating nighttime with the home front and daytime with the war front, declaring during the night not only his love but more tellingly his desire to marry her, and repudiating these declarations during the day. Dorothy reacts to both nighttime and daytime pronouncements with equanimity, enjoying Philip’s nighttime fantasies which she also shares, yet recognizing them as such. When Philip rejects her at the end of the play, he does so because he fears he will be unable to withstand the temptation she represents to abandon the war front for the home front, a concern that his German comrade Max reinforces. But Philip’s rejection of Dorothy, however painful, does not result in her departure from Madrid.14 Just as Philip has volunteered for the duration, so too, it would seem, has Dorothy. But she is better able to assimilate fantasy and reality, nighttime and daytime, home front and war front, into a complex whole. For Dorothy, the conversations about other places are “just playing” (62), a kind of bedtime story ritual. Realist to his romantic, she accepts the constraints placed on them by their mutual presence at the war: “But can’t we just go on now, as long as we have each other, I mean if we aren’t going to always keep on, and be nice and enjoy what we have and not be bitter?” (63).

In creating a home front at the war front, Dorothy does not split but compounds her loyalties, voluntarily remaining at home in war-torn Madrid. Gellhorn asserts in her 1959 Introduction to The Face of War: “War was our condition and our history, the place we had to live in” (viii). In making the war front their home, women were thus making themselves at home in the public sphere of the world at large. In “The War in Spain” section of The Face of War, Gellhorn specifies: “Thanks to Collier’s I had the chance to see the life of my time, which was war. . . . For eight years, I could go where I wanted, when I wanted, and write what I saw” (22). In a 1945 Collier’s article describing the end of World War II in Europe, “You’re on Your Way Home,” Gellhorn writes that “the war, the hated and perilous and mad, had been home for a long time too; everyone had learned how to live in it, everyone had something to do, something that looked necessary, and now we were back in this beautiful big safe place called home and what would become of us?” (qtd. in Sorel 389).

For women at the war front, now at home in the public sphere, what in fact was there to return to, since the home front was publicly defined by the presence of a waiting wife? Yet such a return was necessary if the balance between the male public sphere and the female private sphere was to be reestablished. Margaret Mead addressed this male anxiety, complaining about the “continuous harping on the theme: ‘Will the women be willing to return to the home?’’’ and noting the male self-interest involved in this particular skirmish between the sexes: “[This question was] repeated over and over again. . . by those to whose interest it will be to discharge women workers . . . as soon as the war is over” (qtd. in Gilbert and Gubar 3:214). The female war correspondent at the battle front was an extreme example of the millions of women who had entered the public sphere of war work, if most often on the home front.

Dorothy Bridges’ identity as female war correspondent is undermined not only by her characterization but by the very structure of the play, which rigidly confines her to the domestic sphere—a strategy that Hemingway later employed more subtly in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Act One, where Dorothy is prominent, has three scenes, all set at the Hotel Florida. Act Two, where Dorothy is less prominent, has only one scene set at the Hotel Florida; the other two scenes are set at Seguridad headquarters, where two Loyalist soldiers are being interrogated for suspected treason, and at Chicote’s Bar, the hangout for International Brigade soldiers, prostitutes, and war correspondents. Act Three, where Dorothy is again less prominent, has two scenes set at the Hotel Florida; the other two scenes are set at Seguridad headquarters, and at a Republican artillery observation post that Philip and Max infiltrate. The active Philip’s scenes include not only those in his and Dorothy’s rooms at the Hotel Florida, but also those at Seguridad Headquarters, Chicote’s Bar, and the Republican observation post. In contrast, Dorothy is never presented outside of the Hotel Florida, almost always in her own room (only once entering Philip’s room). Indeed, she is most frequently seen in bed, for example “sleeping soundly” through Philip’s extended conversation with the hotel manager (16), “go[ing] back to sleep for just a little while longer” after waking for breakfast and conversation (26), pushed by Philip “toward the bed” in a protective gesture when the Loyalist soldier is shot in Philip’s room (33), eating breakfast in bed, reading in bed, lying in bed with Philip while she wears her new silver fox cape, 15 “asleep in bed” when Philip and Max discuss the initial failure of their counterespionage plan (55). Jeffrey Meyers describes her with understandable hyperbole as “virtually narcoleptic” (318). The bed is Dorothy’s locus classicus, both defining and containing her.

In the second scene of the play, Dorothy easily switches her sexual loyalties from Preston to Philip, thereby introducing the motifs of loyalty and betrayal that suffuse the play. These motifs are appropriate given the complex politics of the Spanish Civil War, but also the complicated personal situation of Hemingway, who was emotionally torn between his wife and his lover. In an unlikely judgment, the prostitute Anita criticizes Dorothy for “tak[ing] a man just like you pick a flowers [sic]” (43). Dorothy casually rejects Preston, who makes bad puns and takes cover during shelling, in favor of Philip, who does not take cover but otherwise seems Preston’s inferior. A war correspondent who spends his time drinking and carousing rather than writing, he is certainly “livel[y]” (5), as Dorothy notes with approval, but not productive. On the other hand, she scorns Preston’s productivity since “he never goes to the front . . . [but] just writes about it” (20)—a scruple that suggests her own ethics concerning war correspondence. Of course, Dorothy does not know that Philip is deadly serious, his carousing a cover for counterespionage activities at which he is extraordinarily successful. In company with Max, he overcomes a Nationalist command post, kills multiple soldiers, captures a general and a political leader, and gains information that ultimately results in the capture of three hundred Fifth Columnists in Madrid. Petra the hotel maid explains that the Fifth Column is “the people who fight us from inside the city” (46). This term gained its historical currency from Nationalist General Mola who, “when asked by a group of foreign journalists which of his four columns he expected would take Madrid . .. replied, in words repeated incessantly during the . . . years of treachery and espionage since that time, that it would be that ‘Fifth Column’ of secret Nationalist supporters within the city” (Thomas 317)—a term that Hemingway’s play popularized. General Mola’s words unleashed in Madrid and elsewhere a charged atmosphere of mistrust and paranoia, which promoted a civil war within the civil war, given the uneasy coalition of political parties that eventually composed the Republic’s Popular Front.

That Philip, the seeming playboy-correspondent, is involved in something secret and serious is realized even by the idiot hotel manager, a point emphasized not in the 1937 Madrid typescript but in Hemingway’s 1938 Key West revision of the play. But dim Dorothy, who lives with Philip in adjoining rooms at the Hotel Florida, never suspects his other life, the resulting dramatic irony redounding always to Philip’s credit. Philip’s apologia for loving Dorothy sounds instead like an indictment: “Granted she’s lazy and spoiled, and rather stupid, and enormously on the make. Still she’s very beautiful, very friendly, and very charming and rather innocent—and quite brave” (44). While Dorothy is here damned by faint praise, Philip’s description calls his own values into question. Philip loves her because of her superficial qualities, only his appreciation of her bravery hinting at something deeper. In this sense, they are well matched, each largely drawn to the other because of physical size and sexual appeal. Dorothy is referred to as “that great big blonde” (41), and she is attracted by Philip’s sexual prowess, 16 noting that “he made me happier than anyone has ever made me” (47). When he throws her over, asserting, “You’re uneducated, you’re useless, you’re a fool and you’re lazy,” she responds, “Maybe the others. But I’m not useless” (83). She here indirectly refers to her sexual utility, which Philip identifies as “a commodity you shouldn’t pay too high a price for” (83). Hurt and angry, Dorothy retaliates by asking Philip, “Did it ever occur to you that you’re a commodity, too? A commodity one shouldn’t pay too high a price for” (84). Philip is amused, never having had to think of himself as a sexual object, indeed a whore (“commodity” an economic term saturated with Marxist significance). But Dorothy does not have the luxury of Philip’s laughter. She is psychologically vulnerable to the charge, for “women who push the boundaries of gender are censured for such behaviors” in gender-specific ways (Herbert 2). Just as the milicianas were figured forth as whores to discourage their presence at the front lines and to render them a familiar female type if they stayed, so too is Dorothy when she will neither leave the war front for the home front nor deny the interrelationship of war front and home front that she herself has created and represents.

The correlation between Dorothy and the whore would thus seem to be historically inevitable, a correlation that develops from the play’s very first short scene, which exists solely to provide a gloss on the play. A whore sees the sign on the door to Dorothy’s room: “Working. Do Not Disturb” (3). When she asks her soldier-customer to read it to her, he responds with contempt: “So that’s what I’d draw. A literary one. The hell with it” (3). She responds—to the sign? to his contempt?—with “a dry high, hard laugh,” asserting, “I’ll get me a sign like that too” (3). The stage goes dark and the scene ends, these allegorical characters disappearing forever, having provided their implicit commentary on all that follows.

In the next scene Anita—“a Moorish tart” as the stage directions initially refer to her rather than by name—is brought by Philip to Dorothy’s room, where Anita objects to the sign because “all the time working, isn’t fair” (10). She insists that Dorothy give her the sign as a means of forestalling unfair competition. Anita is, in fact, in competition with Dorothy for Philip’s affections and his sexual favors. At one level, the play presents a choice between Dorothy and Anita. And the final scene of the play presents the high-minded Philip, having rejected Dorothy, initiating a sexual encounter with Anita. Sexuality without strings is preferable to the entanglements of love and marriage when one has committed oneself to fighting for the Cause, although this loveless encounter seems like torture to Max, who responds to it exactly as he does to an interrogation scene earlier (76, 85). In “Night Before Battle,” one of the Spanish Civil War stories that Hemingway blocked out while revising The Fifth Column in Key West, the only difference between “two American girls at the Florida [who are] newspaper correspondents” and two prostitutes is that a soldier must talk to the female war correspondents before sex, while he may simply pay the prostitutes for their sexual services (118). Max’s confused articulation of Dorothy Bridges’ name—“Britches?” (64)—reinforces her redefined identity as sexual object, indeed as whore.

In both characterization and structure, then, the play works against the recognition of Dorothy as a serious woman, a competent journalist, a war correspondent. Malcolm Cowley asserted in his review of the play that “if Philip hadn’t left her for the Spanish people, he might have traded her for a flask of Chanel No. 5 and still have had the best of the bargain” (qtd. in Trogdon 213), thereby wittily suggesting her triviality, decorative quality, and stereotypical femininity.

But just as Dorothy does not catch on to Philip’s secret life, perhaps neither does Philip catch on to Dorothy’s. Though she is never represented as writing, only once sitting down at her typewriter and then only for a moment (as though to emphasize her disengagement from it), she somehow writes three articles during the play’s time period, not merely the one article whose potential completion Preston doubts, saying, “You never do work anyway” (10). Philip shares this judgment, labeling her “lazy” (83). In the final scene of the play she is presented in the stage directions as returning “home” (81) to her room at the Hotel Florida—but from where? Her activities outside the confines of her room, if occasionally referenced, are never dramatized like Philip’s.

Yet Dorothy clearly goes out on her own in besieged Madrid when no one (neither the playwright, nor the other characters, nor the audience) is “watching,” and her criticism of Preston for writing articles without visiting the battle front suggests one of her probable destinations. She tells Philip at one point, “You know I’m not as silly as I sound, or I wouldn’t be here” (57)—a claim that Philip himself could have made yet to which he does not react. Just as his career requires him to act silly, so too perhaps does hers, for it cannot have been easy to be one of only a few female correspondents in the male realm of war. Indeed, Philip’s cynical comments and bored manner find their corollary in Dorothy’s Vassar idiom and equally bored manner. Just as Philip’s manner masks his deadly seriousness as a counterespionage agent, so may Dorothy’s manner mask her own seriousness as a war correspondent.17 Though she earlier claimed that she didn’t “understand anything that is happening here,” she follows up by commenting, “I understand a little bit about University City, but not too much. The Casa del Campo is a complete puzzle to me. And Usera—and Carabanchel. They’re dreadful” (5). She cites four critical locations, neighborhoods and suburbs of Madrid where the Nationalist enemy had been dug in since November 1936, sites of horrific battles between Republican militias (soon supported by the International Brigades) and the Nationalist Army that determined whether Madrid would stand or fall. Madrid suffered mightily, but La Pasionaria’s cry ‘‘No Pasarán”—“They shall not pass”—became the city’s watchword. For the rest of the war, the Nationalists maintained their positions on the outskirts of Madrid, shelling the city and inhibiting the movement of supplies, while Madrid held fast despite terrible punishment until the very end. It was a “City of Anguish” as Edwin Rolfe titled one of his Spanish Civil War poems. These battle sites were indeed “dreadful,” as Dorothy asserts in her understated idiom (and as Robert Jordan recollects in For Whom the Bell Tolls, having fought at Usera and Carabanchel himself). And she keeps her promise to write “just as soon as [she] understand[s] things the least bit better” (10).

Employing understatement like Philip’s own, Dorothy later comments to Philip in passing, “I work when you’re not around,” a claim that Philip could also make (57). Yet Philip has a history on which to draw to enact his role successfully, whereas Dorothy must create a new role without history’s support, rendering her circumspect as she defines this identity. Nancy Sorel notes of the women war correspondents who reported World War II—“fewer than a hundred in all” (xili)—that “every women felt vulnerable in regard to her professional status,” whether because of “discriminatory treatment by generals,” “denigrating remarks from hostile male reporters,” or unwanted romantic or sexual advances (xiv). Dorothy disguises her vulnerability at enacting her new role as war correspondent just as Philip does at enacting his role as counterespionage agent. But Dorothy has no one to talk to about her secret life, while Philip has Max, to whom he confides his doubts and fears, and even the hotel manager, to whom he confides information in a code they both understand. As Pilar tells Robert Jordan in For Whom the Bell Tolls, “Everyone needs to talk to someone. . . . Now for every one there should be some one to whom one can speak frankly, for all the valor one could have one becomes very alone” (89). And secretly valorous Dorothy is in this regard far more alone than Philip.

In one sense, of course, Dorothy’s secret life is that of Martha Gellhorn. Accomplished journalist and author of two books, the novel What Mad Pursuit (1934) and the much-lauded fiction collection The Trouble I’ve Seen (1936), Gellhorn had considered covering the Spanish Civil War before she met Hemingway, who had come to a similar decision. His longtime marriage to Pauline Pfeiffer breaking down, he and Gellhorn quickly followed up on their initial attraction in Key West once they arrived separately in Spain in March 1937. Their mutual commitment to the Republican cause, her longtime admiration for him as a writer, her newfound appreciation for his talents as a war correspondent (including a tactical understanding of war and great personal courage), his ease at living in Spain, his willingness to teach an apt and adoring pupil—all combined with the intensity of war such that their love affair ignited almost immediately. During their four stays in Spain, Gellhorn often followed Hemingway about, whether in Madrid, to the front, or on longer battlefield trips around Spain. She actively participated with Hemingway and Joris Ivens in the filming of The Spanish Earth, a propaganda film for which Hemingway wrote the script and which he ultimately narrated. Because of her personal friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt, Gellhorn was able to arrange for the film to be viewed by the Roosevelts at the White House, with her and Hemingway and Ivens in attendance to plead the cause of the Spanish Republic.

But Gellhorn also spent many days in Spain on her own, learning Spanish, visiting hospitals, talking with the common people, traveling to other battlefields. She was smart enough to know that she did not know much about being a war correspondent, but she learned quickly under Hemingway’s apt tutelage (and that of fellow correspondents Herbert Matthews of the New York Times and Sefton Delmer of the Daily Express). In July 1937 she sent off her first article, under Hemingway’s prodding encouragement. Collier’s published it as “Only the Shells Whine,” a title that Gellhorn changed to “High Explosive for Everyone” in The Face of War.

Far from wanting Gellhorn to leave the dangerous arena of war, Hemingway wanted her to stay, for it was the locus of their love affair. Only after their affair was firmly established did he once briefly forbid her from accompanying him, telling her in Paris to wait there with the wife of war correspondent Vincent Sheean, since ‘‘Spain’s no place for women,” then promising to “phone to say whether ‘the women’ might come” (quoted by Wyden 450). Gellhorn did not wait for his approval to join him in Barcelona, thereby again demonstrating her independence.

Like Dorothy’s first lover Preston, Hemingway had a wife and children on the home front, and his coverage of the Spanish Civil War provided him with a reason to be away from his family as well as with an environment of danger and intensity where a shared cause subsumed any other differences, encouraging the pleasures of a sexual liaison without thoughts of consequences. Indeed, a wife and children seemed to preclude consequences. Hemingway demonstrates a degree of masculine self-awareness when he has Dorothy say, “Those wife-and-children men at war . . . just use them as sort of an opening wedge to get into bed with some one and then immediately afterwards they club you with them” (25).

Gellhorn most valued her comradeship with Hemingway as they worked together (thereby reversing the priorities of Dorothy and Philip, whose sexual relationship is primary and comradeship a farce). Gellhorn was an apt pupil, and Hemingway loved the role of teacher. His tutelage, born of hard experience, demonstrably influenced Gellhorn, who learned fast and with a gusto that delighted Hemingway, as did her courage.

Yet once Gellhorn and Hemingway were able to live together outside the war zone (even before his divorce was finalized), Hemingway resented Gellhorn’s continuing career as war correspondent because it resulted in what he viewed as her abandonment of him—for example, when she left him in 1939 at Sun Valley in order to cover the Russo-Finnish War. In effect, she thereby relegated him to the role of home-front wife. Having experienced that role long before during World War I, he must have feared being jilted again as Agnes had jilted him when he returned to the home front of Oak Park while she remained in Italy, and as he had recently jilted Pauline, who had begged to accompany him to Spain but whom he had insisted remain on the home front in Key West.

Hemingway hoped to keep Gellhorn “away from war, pestilence, carnage and adventure” (Letters 511). Nevertheless, shortly after their 1941 marriage she persuaded him to accompany her as a fellow war correspondent to the Far East (thereby reversing the power-relationship that had obtained between them in Spain), where she was to report for Collier’s on the China-Japan War as well as the defense of Hong Kong, Singapore, and the Dutch East Indies. Though Gellhorn tolerated the difficulties of this trip less well than did Hemingway, that did not quench her thirst for such assignments. While Hemingway remained at the Finca Vigía on the home front of Cuba, she traveled the Caribbean on assignment for Collier’s in 1942, investigating the impact of submarine warfare on the islands; the lack of action perhaps caused her to underestimate Hemingway’s own later submarine-hunting activities off Cuba and Bimini.18

When she left Hemingway in Cuba for the European theater of World War II in 1943, she begged him repeatedly to accompany her or to join her there, as in this letter of 9 December 1943: “I so wish you would come. I think it’s so vital for you to see everything; it’s as if it wouldn’t be entirely seen if you didn’t” (Letters 156). The insistent tone of her letters reveals her desperate desire to recapture their best time together—in Spain, at the Hotel Florida, both comrades, both dedicated to the same cause, both writing.

But Hemingway was comfortable at the Finca and satisfied with his sub-hunting adventures (which incorporated the counterespionage activities that he had invested in Philip Rawlings). He resented Gellhorn’s demands, partly because he was no longer her teacher, but more importantly because she was now his wife instead of his lover. He cabled her, “Are you a war correspondent or wife in my bed” (quoted by Moorehead, Gellhorn 212), thereby drawing an absolute boundary between the war front and home front, and announcing that he would no longer tolerate her conflation of the two. He desperately wanted her to return to the home front and to him, but after her repeated refusals he determined to go to the war front in 1944 in order to defeat her in the battle of the sexes their marriage had become. He wrote to her, “Will organize the house, close down boat, go to N.Y., eat shit, get a journalism job, which hate worse than Joyce would, and be over. Excuse bitterness”; in a letter shortly thereafter he labeled her “unscrupulous” and wrote, “Maybe will see you soon maybe not” (qtd. in Moorehead, Gellhorn 212). In his eyes she had betrayed him, and as he wrote in “Treachery in Aragon,” an article about the Spanish Civil War, “When one has become involved in a war there is only one thing to do: win it” (26). Thus he purposely did not travel with Gellhorn, instead flying to Europe while she was relegated to a twenty-day voyage on a dynamite-laden ship traveling through mined waters. World War II became a nightmare version of Martha Gellhorn and Ernest Hemingway’s Spanish Civil War dream.

In a matter of days, Hemingway met Mary Welsh, Martha’s opposite in appearance, social class, and temperament. Taking Mary’s attentions from fellow war correspondent and novelist Irwin Shaw in what must have been an ego-bolstering move, Hemingway almost immediately asked this female war correspondent to marry him, in yet another example of the repetition compulsion that structured so much of his life. And soon, despite serious doubts, Mary agreed, taking a leave of absence from her job that became permanent. Before the war had officially ended and while Martha was still covering it, Hemingway and Mary were together in Cuba. The only journalism that Mary ever wrote again concerned life with Hemingway on the home front.

Hemingway’s attitude toward the female war correspondent was complex, reflecting that of the culture at large with regard to women “at-home” in the public sphere. He knew a number of such New Women, among them Josephine Herbst (a longtime friend from 1920s Paris) and Virginia Cowles in the Spanish Civil War, and Helen Kirkpatrick and Lee Carson in World War II, along with Martha Gellhorn and Mary Welsh—women venturing into the heretofore male realm of war, venturing yet further into it than had the female nurses he had come to know during World War I. He admired their sexual independence and also their courage, since grace under pressure was an ideal appropriate for women as well as for men, and war provided the ultimate pressure-cooker in which grace could be measured. He married two female war correspondents.

Yet Hemingway came to resent the very qualities that had attracted him because he was fearful, not without reason, that these women would refuse to return permanently to the home front upon becoming his wife—an identity to his mind that subsumed all others. When angry at Mary in later years, he called her a “camp-follower” (quoted by Kert 455), saying, “I haven’t fucked generals to get my information” (quoted by Whiting 20)—a sexually demeaning remark that redefined her war-front identity from war correspondent to whore while simultaneously signaling his uneasy sense of professional rivalry. In calling Mary “you goddamn smirking, useless female war correspondent” (quoted by Lynn 515), he indicted all female war correspondents because the adjective “female” is joined in this list by uniformly pejorative adjectives. And Hemingway’s indictment of Mary was an indictment of Martha Gellhorn, whose war correspondence he chose to criticize at one of their last meetings, knowing exactly how to hurt her. Indeed, it was an indictment of all those women whose positions at the home front had been compromised by their experiences at the war front, which were among the most exaggerated of the public-sphere activities in which modern women were involved. Such activities rendered them simultaneously more fascinating and more terrifyingly unpredictable to modern men.

Hemingway wrote a self-justifying letter to his adolescent son Patrick, explaining the breakdown of his marriage to Gellhorn while also preparing Patrick for his new relationship with Mary Welsh: “We want some straight work, not be alone and not have to go to war to see one’s wife and then have wife want to be in different war theatre in order that stories not compete. Going to get me somebody who wants to stick around with me and let me be the writer of the family” (Letters 576). He wrote similarly to his eldest son John, “[I] would swap her for two non beautiful [sic] wives I might occasionally have the opportunity to go to bed with” (Moorehead, Gellhorn 228). While Hemingway had gone to war to see his lover quite willingly, the change in Gellhorn’s identity from lover to wife was a sea-change that Hemingway could not get past because, by definition, wives were for the home front. Husbands might go to war as an act of self-realization, but wives should not, as he made very sure Mary understood. In his 1950 novel Across the River and into the Trees, he provides a thinly veiled attack on Martha that doubles as a warning to Mary: “You mean she went away, from ambition, when you only were away from duty,” Renata says to Colonel Cantwell about his former wife, adding, “You couldn’t have married a woman journalist that kept on being that” (212).

Martha Gellhorn came to recognize the dilemma that inevitably resulted when modern men were attracted to modern women for qualities that they would abjure in a wife, playing it for comedy in the 1945 play she and Virginia Cowles wrote, Love Goes to Press (originally titled Men Must Weep and then, with wonderful ambiguity, Take My Love Away). The two female protagonists, Annabelle Jones (based on Gellhorn) and Jane Mason (based on Cowles), are successful war correspondents who report from the front lines of World War II, when “any decent woman would stay at home” according to Philip, the British Public Relations Officer and Jane’s love interest (10). Joe Rogers, war correspondent and Annabelle’s ex-husband, “says war’s no place for a woman” according to his new fiancée, actress Daphne Rutherford (14). She is entertaining the troops rather nearer to the front line than she had expected, and he promises to “bundle [her] up and send [her] straight off to America where it’s safe” (14).

While the male correspondents are satisfied to rewrite military communiques, Annabelle and Jane show remarkable ingenuity in finding ways to get to the front so as to report the action firsthand. However, their efforts are denigrated, Joe Rogers repeatedly complaining, to the widespread agreement of the other men, that they “run this lousy war on sex-appeal” (45, 49). As Sandra Spanier notes in her Afterword to the play:


The fact is, of course, that being female is a definite occupational handicap for a war correspondent, and both Jane and Annabelle know it. But because their womanhood is something that they have never been allowed to forget, they have great fun flaunting it. With a perfect understanding of the currency of power, they turn a handicap to their own advantage in repeated acts of subversion that the authors exploit to comic effect. (82–83)



In considering the likely outbreak of World War II, Gellhorn had noted of her own plan to once again take up the profession of war correspondence, “It is going to be a serious drawback to be a woman, it always has been but probably worse now than ever” (Letters 90).

Jane and Annabelle find it a minor irritant that everyone assumes they must inevitably be nurses. “No, I’m not a nurse,” Jane patiently repeats (16). But this correction implies criticism of the stereotype alone, not the role itself. Indeed, Jane forgoes a scoop in order to render medical aid to a wounded officer on the battlefield, just as Gellhorn helped the medical staff with the wounded on the hospital transport ship where she had stowed away in the toilet so as to get to Normandy to report on the D-Day landing. Even the “repugnant” Daphne is recuperated (36). When Philip criticizes Daphne because “all she can think about is her dreadful career,” Jane responds with exquisite irony that “it isn’t the career that’s silly,” and she notes with admiration that Daphne “certainly knows what she wants” (63).

Jane briefly thinks that what she herself wants is marriage to Philip, who suddenly expresses admiration for her independence and professionalism as a war correspondent. But soon he says, “I can’t have you going to the front any more. . . [because] you’re mine now” (60). He sabotages her work by arranging for her to sleep through an attack she is to report, and he makes plans to send her to his family home in England. This last is too much for Jane. She is appalled by his description of the life his mother and sister lead there—notably, not because she finds it trivial, but rather because the riding and hunting, the bee-keeping and cow-tending, the war committees and the uniformed “land army” all require a different sort of courage and a different set of talents than she possesses (76). She is horrified to discover, for example, that there are no “field dressing station[s]” at fox hunts, and she bewails the fact that “there’s no one to pick up the wounded” (69, 64). Imagining a future where she will be “kicked by horses and stung by bees and finally die of mastitis from a cow,” she envies Annabelle whom she envisions “in a lovely dry dug-out somewhere” (73, 69). Jane changes her mind about marrying Philip and lights out for the territory—to Burma, in fact, with Annabelle, to report on the war front there.

Annabelle does indeed plan to continue her war correspondence, but she hopes to do so with Joe Rogers, who has proclaimed not only his continuing love for her but also a new attitude of respect for her work: “No other girl would have dared to fly that mission. . . . You’re everything. You’re pretty and funny and brave. I think being so brave is one of the things I’m proudest of ” (67). He promises never again to steal her stories as he did during their brief marriage. “He said he did it because he loved me so much he couldn’t bear to have me in danger,” Annabelle tells Jane, but “it turned out he married me to silence the opposition” (19). Joe now asserts, “Nothing means anything without you,” and he promises never to interfere in her work again (67). Annabelle imagines a future with this “beautiful, funny, fascinating man” in which they will cover wars together in happy comradeship (20), having learned that marriage is “too dangerous” and that “you risk ruining everything with marriage” (69). But Annabelle discovers that Joe has not changed when he steals her trip to Poland. The theft is bad enough, but his condescending explanation is still more infuriating: “Hawkins sent for you, but it’s too dangerous. I love you too much. It doesn’t matter for a man. P.S. Back tomorrow” (73). Annabelle’s earlier comment, “If there’s anything I really loathe, it’s a woman protector,” resonates for she senses personal motivations beneath this seemingly generous sentiment (25). Moreover, the same sentiment is expressed by Philip, as one of the male correspondents tells her: “You’ve got to be more tolerant, Annabelle. The poor guy’s been away from England for three years, fighting to protect womankind from the horrors of war. And then the womankind walks in on him. He might as well have spared himself the trouble. You can see it would upset him for a while” (25).

Annabelle is terribly hurt by Joe’s betrayal, but she vows not “to let any worthless man ruin [her] job” (74), and she is cheered at the prospect of covering the war in Burma: “It sounds too terrible. Those poor men, and no one to tell what they’re doing. Forgotten Army. How dare people treat them like that” (75). Annabelle proves herself “still out to save the world,” as Jane had earlier described her, claiming, “We have to write, Jane. The people who fight can’t. It’s our job. . . . Our duty, really” (19, 18). So Annabelle and Jane go off to yet another war front, finding it “lovely to be at the same war” but regretting that the men they love cannot somehow tolerate sharing the experience with them (23). Hemingway’s Philip Rawlings had criticized Dorothy, saying that “the first thing an American woman does is try to get the man she’s interested in to give up something” (24), but in Love Goes to Press it is the men who try to change the women. As Sandra Spanier notes in her Afterword, “Love Goes to Press portrays men and women in love and at war from a distinctly female point of view, a lens through which we rarely have had the opportunity in American literature to view . . . any war. And in this wartime drama, the European Theater of Operations is literally that—the stage set for the main action: the War between the Sexes” (82).

In The Fifth Column, Hemingway also portrays what he called “the great unending battle between men and women” (Baker 481-82), though he plays it for tragedy rather than comedy. His biting portrait of Dorothy Bridges, Philip Rawlings’ potential wife, provided a cautionary example that Hemingway proceeded to ignore, as so many critics have pointed out, and as Philip seems to know when he famously confesses, “I’m afraid that’s the whole trouble. I want to make an absolutely colossal mistake” (42). But in order to render evident this colossal mistake, which Philip actually avoids, Hemingway is reduced to caricaturing Martha in the role of Dorothy—in point of fact, underplaying those characteristics that he found most attractive in Martha and also most disconcerting. But the play didn’t work, critics citing most often as its primary flaw the unbelievable characterization of Dorothy. And so he easily ignored his own warning, as Martha also apparently did, though her fictional counterpart quite rightly says of Philip, “You’re a very serious problem for any woman” (24). These two willful, talented, independent people came together in the heat of battle, then waged their own personal war, from which Martha emerged an accomplished war correspondent and Hemingway emerged as husband to a woman whom he had persuaded to abandon war correspondence—not a pocket Reubens, as he affectionately termed her, but a pocket female war correspondent whom he packed up for the home front once he decided he wanted to leave the war behind. But given the modernist merging of home front and war front, Hemingway should not have been surprised to discover that in moving Mary into Martha’s room at the Finca Vigía, he had not emerged as victor in the war between the sexes but had merely shifted the battlelines.




Notes


1. For an extended discussion of Hemingway’s attitude toward the transformation of traditional warfare by modern technology, see my Medievalist Impulse 163–83. ↩



2. Hemingway draws an equivalent relationship between the Chicago slaughterhouse and World War I, and then between the Spanish bullfight and the knightly tournament. He deconstructs the seeming equality of these sets of terms, revealing the hierarchical relationship that always already obtains, the first set of terms being subordinated to the second set of terms. For an argument as to the central significance of these terms to an interpretation of Farewell, see my “World War I.” ↩



3. For a detailed analysis of the ideological positions of these various groups, and also for an analysis of the political in-fighting among them, see Orwell 46–71. ↩



4. This unpublished letter is dated 9–10 June 1943 and was written by Hemingway while he was submarine hunting on the Pilar. ↩



5. For an account of two disguised female soldiers in the Spanish Civil War who were discovered only after being wounded, see Brome 206–08. For an extended discussion of female soldiers in the American Civil War, see Leonard 99–272. ↩



6. See Prago and Toral for discussions of conditions in women’s prisons. Prago notes that “in addition to the sufferings common to all political prisoners, women were subjected to unique humiliations and tortures, [including] the violations of the body by ‘macho’ guards” (300). ↩



7. See Weitz for a brilliant discussion of the often overlooked military roles that women in Occupied France played, including as guerrillas. Weitz candidly discusses not only their contributions but also the difficulties they encountered; for example, they were often “assigned traditional feminine support roles, for the customary view was that ‘War is a man’s affair’” (147). ↩



8. See Reeves for an overview of the role female nurses have played in American wars from the Revolution to the Persian Gulf War. For a discussion of their role in the American Civil War, see Garrison, Maher, Oates, Pryor, and Wormeley; in World War I, see Gavin 43–76; and as camp followers in the American Revolution, see Mayer 17, 142–43, and 219–23. ↩



9. This new male identity was initially suspect, the military deriding war correspondents as camp followers. For a discussion of the vexed question of the identity of the first war correspondent, see Mathews 31–78. For a description of the role of the Crimean war correspondents, their treatment by the military, and their role in the introduction of female nurses to the war theater, see Knightley 6–17. For a discussion of William Howard Russell’s actions in the Crimea, see Bullard 31–48. ↩



10. See Maher for a discussion of the role of Roman Catholic nuns as nurses in the American Civil War. ↩



11. See Hawks for a first-hand account of a female doctor in the American Civil War. For a discussion of the role of female doctors in World War I, see Gavin 157–78. ↩



12. For discussions of the relationship between Clara Barton and John Elwell, see Oates 148–58 and Pryor 112–17. ↩



13. Gellhorn wrote in 1944 “a formal letter of protest to the military authorities about the ‘curiously condescending’ treatment of women war correspondents which, she said, was as ridiculous as it was undignified, and was preventing professional woman [sic] reporters, with many years’ experience, from carrying out their responsibilities to their editors and to ‘millions of people in America who are desperately in need of seeing, but cannot see for themselves’” (Moorehead, Gellhorn 221). She wrote more pithily to a friend that “female journalists were now seen as lepers” (quoted by Moorehead, Gellhorn 221). ↩



14. In Benjamin Glazer’s adaptation of the play for production, the much-revised character of Dorothy does leave Madrid, hoping but not expecting Philip to follow her. Glazer’s Dorothy is more conventional than Hemingway’s, an attempt to make her more sympathetic to the audience. Notably, she is only pretending to be a war correspondent while she is actually searching for her lost brother who has joined the Lincoln Brigade. In Glazer’s adaptation she is, bizarrely, raped by Philip. She is thereby transformed from Hemingway’s female war correspondent into the conventional female rape victim of war. Despite the rape, Glazer’s Dorothy falls in love with Philip, a response that the audience is expected to approve. For a discussion of Glazer’s version as compared to Hemingway’s, see Fellner 5–30. ↩



15. Dorothy’s silver fox cape is a fictionalized version of Gellhorn’s own. Reynolds asserts that this cape was “a gift [to Gellhorn] from the Abraham Lincoln Brigade” (270), but he provides no note for his source. Lincoln Brigade veterans Milton Wolff (the Brigade’s last commander) and Mo Fishman independently told me in telephone interviews in May 2001 that they considered this claim unlikely given the extremely low pay of the Brigade soldiers, most of which was donated to build orphanages, and the relative infrequency of contact with Gellhorn and her circle. Moorehead notes that in Gellhorn’s first few weeks in Spain, she “went shopping with [fellow war correspondent] Virginia Cowles, . . . priced silver foxes and got desperately greedy wanting them” (Gellhorn 119–20). In The Fifth Column, Hemingway represents Dorothy’s fur as the morally dubious Black Market purchase of a self-centered woman, and in the context of the play he indicts Gellhorn as well. However, the reality is more complicated. Moorehead notes that “often, [Hemingway and Gellhorn] walked together around Madrid, buying silver and jewelry ‘like speculators’” (Gellhorn 136), and Kert notes that Hemingway’s sidekick Sidney Franklin not only scrounged food for Hemingway but also “found bargains in furs and perfumes” (297). Hemingway must have found Gellhorn’s fur acceptable, indeed attractive, since she wore it when accompanying him in 1937 to the Second Congress of American Writers, where he previewed The Spanish Earth, showing an excerpt from it, and gave his famous speech, “Fascism is a Lie”; Gellhorn gave a speech the following day. In a 1937 radio broadcast from Madrid to the United States, Gellhorn “stressed for her radio listeners the composure of Madrid’s population,” noting the irony that “while various staples were scarce, it was possible to purchase ‘furs, fine silk stockings, and beautiful clothes, French perfume, victrolas, wrist watches, and every imaginable luxury’” (Rollyson 115). In order to make such broadcasts, she was required to “dash across the road to the Telefonica, where Madrid’s only radio studio was based, at the moment of peak evening shelling” (Moorehead, Gellhorn 139). But despite her radio broadcasts and her journalism, she upbraided herself during this same period, “fretting about her own idleness, her visits to the dressmaker and furrier. . . . ‘Stupid day, stupid woman. I am wasting everything’” (Moorehead, Gellhorn 138). ↩



16. Hemingway here engages in an ego-bolstering move, since Gellhorn “did not find [Hemingway] physically attractive” and sex with Hemingway “was never very good” (Moorehead, Gellhorn 114, 135). Moorehead notes that Gellhorn “told a friend [in a 1950 letter], [that] all through the months in Spain she went to bed with Hemingway ‘as little as she could manage’: My ‘whole memory of sex with Ernest is the invention of excuses and failing that, the hope it would soon be over’” (Gellhorn 135–36). ↩



17. For perhaps the only other interpretation that takes Dorothy seriously, offering a subtextual reading, see Nakjavani. His argument differs from mine, however, insofar as he focuses narrowly on ideology and politics, associating Dorothy with ideology (a positive value in Nakjavani’s argument) and Max with politics (a negative value). ↩



18. For Gellhorn’s description of her trip to the Far East with Hemingway, see her Travels 19–63; for her description of her Caribbean trip, see her Travels 64–108. ↩
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The Conception of Irreversibility: Hannah Arendt and Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants”


Jennifer Yirinec



There has been a plethora of criticism examining one of Ernest Hemingway’s most powerful short stories, “Hills Like White Elephants.” However, one approach that may merit more attention is an exploration of Hemingway’s notions of “action” and of the irreversibility of action within the text. Hannah Arendt, an intellectual whose germinal work has transcended more than one discipline, may be useful in providing some measure of insight into Hemingway’s problematic narrative.

I would like to begin by examining certain rhetorical elements of “Hills,” which suggest traces of Arendt’s perspectives on the “nature of action.”1 More specifically, Arendt’s influential study, The Human Condition, suggests that the dissonance found in the relationship between Jig and the American primarily arises from their differing viewpoints regarding the Arendtian notion of irreversibility.2 That is to say, the issue is far more important than considerations of the potential abortion, which is the explicit topic of their combative dialogue, as critics have noted (Gillette 50–69; O’Brien 19–25; Rankin 234; Urgo 35). We might consider that Jig, in her overtly rhetorical exchanges with the American, illustrates (and promotes) the concept of irreversibility, as she suggests that the conception of life (an action, in essence, as it is a beginning) within her cannot be undone, while the American argues against irreversibility, as he believes that the conception can be “undone” by the act of abortion. As Stanley Renner proffers in his “Moving to the Girl’s Side of ‘Hills Like White Elephants,’” “[I]n choosing whether to abort or to have the child, the couple are [sic] choosing between two ways of life” (28). This forty-minute exchange determining the end decision—abortion or life—reveals that the couple is also choosing between two ways of living—either living in such a way so that actions can be “undone,” so to say, or living in such a way where actions bring consequences that are absolute.

Throughout the story the American attempts to articulate and advance his belief in reversibility. However, his own actions and statements undermine his attempts to do so. One can first see this situation in the exchange begun by Jig’s comment about the hills in the distance, as this moment initiates the heated philosophical discussion. As David Wyche perceptively states, “This bit of dialogue establishes the characters’ opposing positions in what is, essentially, an emotionally charged negotiation” (61). Seated outside the bar, the couple enters into dialogue—the dilemma at hand being whether or not the couple should (or can) have an abortion and thus reverse the conception. While staring off into the distance, Jig remarks that the hills “look like white elephants,” to which the American responds, “I’ve never seen one” (211). Jig views the hills as white elephants, as entities so large and powerful that they require attention and disallow negotiation, much like the baby within her womb—a connection that Stanley Kozikowski makes: “Hills are like white elephants for Jig because they carry ambivalent evocations of the child within her—like a white elephant, an unwanted gift, a seemingly remote but immense problem” (107). The American, on the other hand, claims to have never seen a white elephant, a statement that suggests he does not believe in entities or actions that cannot be undone. However, his rhetorical position is weakened by his unwillingness to look up and assess the hills for himself. He responds to his beer,3 rather than to Jig, as following his statement, the narrator says, “[T]he man drank his beer,” rather than something like, “The man said,” or, “The man responded” (Hemingway 211; 55-56). When Jig snaps back, “You wouldn’t have,” the American replies, “Just because you say I wouldn’t have doesn’t prove anything” (211). In his response, the American, perhaps unwittingly, takes power away from speech, through which the two ways in which actions can be reversed—the making of promises and forgiveness—occur. As such, within this exchange about the hills, Jig constructs the fetus within her womb as irreversible and non-negotiable, much like a white elephant, while the American attempts to forward his belief in reversibility—in the abortion of actions. Yet the American fails to construct the plurality necessary for such actions to be reversed, as he talks into his beer and limits the power of his own statements.

Another such exchange occurs when Jig and the American try Anis del Toro. Upon imbibing the drink, Jig comments that “[i]t tastes like licorice,” to which the American responds, “That’s the way with everything” (212). The American’s response plays into Jig’s beliefs about irreversibility, for she seizes upon the chance to rephrase the statement and direct it back toward the American: “Yes,” she says. “Everything tastes of licorice. Especially all the things you’ve waited so long for, like absinthe” (Hemingway 212). Perhaps the American only meant to dismiss Jig’s childish statement about licorice; however, in doing so, he opened the door for her to make a philosophical statement about consequence. In saying that everything amounts to one thing—one “taste”—Jig suggests that actions have an absolute consequence, one that leaves a bitter taste that cannot be undone. After a succession of comments about each rhetorician’s motivation, Jig concludes, “That’s all we do, isn’t it—look at things and try new drinks?” (Hemingway 212). Jig’s statement indirectly reproves the American for not allowing action within the relationship. The only action she has seen, in her opinion, was the conception, and the American will not even allow that to progress to full term. Detecting Jig’s intimation, David Wyche writes that “[Jig] manages to articulate, again figuratively, what has no doubt been an increasing awareness of the emptiness of the couple’s lifestyle to date” (62). Similarly, Paul Rankin surmises that, despite the American’s desire to “act” on the conception, his character is “essentially passive in nature”: “the man has nothing to offer, nothing to contribute to the story, just as he has nothing more to contribute to Jig’s pregnancy” (235). As such, despite the American’s desire to reverse the action—the life—he created through the abortion, his passivity inhibits his rhetorical position.

The rhetorical struggle culminates in a battle between the cans and the cannots—a battle that Jig incites when she looks upon the field and the mountains and says, “And we could have all this . . . . And we could have everything and every day we make it more impossible” (213). She clearly makes this statement to spite her lover, who agrees with her that, once Jig had the abortion, they could do and have anything they wanted. Every time the American suggests something (clearly impossible) they could have or do post-abortion, Jig responds, “No, we can’t” (213). After the American’s concluding remark (“We can go everywhere”), Jig replies, “No, we can’t. It isn’t ours any more,” and later comments that “once they take it away, you never get it back” (213). At this point Jig cements her belief in irreversibility in the face of the American, who now is at a rhetorical disadvantage and can only make impossible remarks. In these lines, Jig insists that “undoing” something—reversing something—such as the conception of life is an impossibility, for though something can be removed or killed, in the case of the fetus, that something was once present—was once a reality—and, as such, can never be truly reversed. True reversal would require Jig and the American to “forgive and forget,” so to say—something that Jig, once having had life within her, cannot do. It is clear that if Jig went through with the abortion, she would never be able to view the world in the same way—nothing could ever be hers again, for she would have lost something that was truly important to her. After this exchange during which Jig seemingly wins the rhetorical battle over the potential of irreversibility, she refuses to discuss the matter anymore. Whether or not she has the abortion is open to debate, although the issue of irreversibility, once on the table, has been removed from the discussion.

The story concludes with Jig smiling—yet not because she has discerned the fate of her unborn child, but rather because she has asserted her beliefs regarding the notion of irreversibility and has won the rhetorical battle against her lover, the American. She “feel[s] fine,” perhaps, as a result of this knowledge of rhetorical victory, rather than as a result of her thinking—at least temporarily—she will not go through with the abortion, as Hilary K. Justice and Stanley Renner say, or as a result of her being inebriated, as Phillip Sipiora suggests (25–26; 40; 50). Without knowing the fate of Jig’s unborn child, the reader can surmise that Jig has successfully promoted her claims of the irreversibility of actions (particularly conceptions), while the American, although attempting to forward the reversibility of actions, has failed in such attempts. By not acting and fostering plurality through his dialogue, he is not able to utilize the two Arendtian modes of reversal that would be open to him—namely, forgiveness and the making of promises. His promises are not grounded in reality, for what he has to offer includes the whole world—a non-reality, which Jig jumps to point out. Moreover, he cannot talk Jig into forgiving him for impregnating her, nor can he “forgive” her for conceiving a child by enabling her to carry it to term. While neither partner agrees with the other,4 there is a clear rhetorical victor. As no concordance is reached, the reader is merely left with the conclusion that, based upon the rhetorical aspects of the text, Jig has emerged rhetorically victorious, while the American has lost control of the situation and must resort to interacting with others inside the bar and acting as Jig’s porter, moving the luggage to the other side of the tracks.




Notes


1. Hannah Arendt, in The Human Condition, distinguishes action from performative activity based upon the ability of action, in contradistinction to performative activity, “to set something into motion,” to begin something anew (177). Action, in the Arendtian sense of the word, is intrinsically tied to speech, for it is “[i]n acting and speaking [that] men show who they are, reveal actively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance in the human world” (179). As illustrated by the previous quote, action necessitates plurality, for the “revelatory quality of speech and action comes to the fore where people are with others and neither for nor against them—that is, in sheer human togetherness” (180). According to Arendt, man’s ability to act—to set things into motion—can have severe consequences if actions are left unchecked. ↩



2. In order to combat irreversibility, according to Arendt, man must either make promises or bestow forgiveness on others, two actions that, by their nature, also require plurality, “for no one can forgive himself and no one can feel bound by a promise made only to himself ” (237). ↩



3. Meg Gillette, in her piece “Making Modern Parents in Ernest Hemingway’s ‘Hills Like White Elephants’,” provides a detailed analysis that focuses upon how the characters in the story frequently shift between offering retorts and drinking. ↩



4. As David Wyche points out, “We see that if either or both of the characters experience ‘growth’ throughout the course of the story, neither necessarily moves toward the other’s side” (61). ↩
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Classic Interpretation




Norman Mailer Today


James Toback




This essay first appeared in Commentary magazine in 1967



In the late 50’s, Norman Mailer’s reputation still stood on The Naked and the Dead (1948), neither of his subsequent efforts, Barbary Shore (1951) and The Deer Park (1955), having quite convinced Mailer or anyone else that he was the major novelist he insisted he could become. By his own later account, his head was leaden with seconal, benzedrine, and marijuana: a sense of what he himself has termed passivity, stupidity, and dissipation threatened to overcome him. Only gradually, after returning to New York from Paris and giving up drugs and cigarettes, did he begin to feel that he could write once again. Then, in 1957, Mailer produced “The White Negro,” an essay which restored his faith in his literary future and presaged the forms and directions that it would take.

Mailer has always professed an umbilical attachment to the Left, but since “The White Negro” the drift has been unmistakably from political radicalism toward spiritual radicalism, from an obsession with Marx to an obsession with Reich, from economic revolution to apocalyptic orgasm, from the proletariat to heroes, demons, boxers, tycoons, bitches, murderers, suicides, pimps, and lovers. And correspondingly, concern with extreme psychic states has become more important to his work than concern with extreme political states (the center having always been a bore for Mailer in all its manifestations).

It was not that eschatology replaced politics, but rather that it came to constitute a new means of diagnosis, both of personal and social plague, and that it promised answers to the crisis in which both the individual and the nation were entrapped. The criteria by which the health of a particular man (the organ) were to be assessed—his complexity, his bravery, his daring, his capacity for love—were essentially the same as those which measured the salubrity of America (the organism). Similarly, the disease which threatened both individual and state (expressed at once literally and metaphorically as cancer) evinced identical symptoms: mediocrity, uniformity, repression, and security.

Assuming the voice of religious physician, the Mailer of the 60’s reveals a vision of malady and possible restoration that is profoundly radical; at the same time the terminology and conceptual foundation of his homily are Puritan to the core. God and the Devil, Good and Evil, Heaven and Hell, History and Eternity are as inescapably real for Mailer as they were for Jonathan Edwards—and he has repeatedly asserted that such ultimate questions are proper and indeed necessary preoccupations for the contemporary novelist. Many would dissent, but even if we do look to the novelist for salvation, can we look to Mailer? There is, at least on the surface, an insistent buffoonery to his self-projected public image that can make it difficult to take him seriously, let alone to believe he can show us the way to redemption. Yet even a cursory examination of his work suggests that he is justified in claiming to be an intellectual adventurer of broad dimension. If he sometimes seems to be more familiar with Captain Blood than Middlemarch, he nevertheless possesses an uncanny ability to recall and make use of what he has read. If he is sometimes guileful, more often he strives for complete honesty and the subject of his work. If his thinking is occasionally wild and unsound, he is also capable of rigorously logical intellection. And if his emphasis on scatology is at times repugnant, his undeniable charisma excites interest in practically everything he writes or says or does.

Consequently, when a new work by Mailer appears, we turn to it eagerly—expectant and hopeful—especially when, as in the case of his latest novel, Why Are We in Vietnam?,1 the new work also represents a new literary departure. By itself perhaps the most ambitious and the most difficult effort of his career, Why Are We in Vietnam? is also a crystallization and an extension of Mailer’s other major productions of the 60’s. To do justice to its complexity, to make it more accessible, and to place it properly in the perspective of Mailer’s development as a writer, one must first look back to The Presidential Papers, An American Dream, Cannibals and Christians, and the dramatic adaptation of The Deer Park.

With Advertisements for Myself (1959), Mailer showed that whatever stature he might or might not achieve as a novelist, he was certainly becoming a major essayist. This impression was confirmed by The Presidential Papers (1963), in which Mailer took it upon himself to indicate to John F. Kennedy the brave new paths he must follow in order to achieve greatness as a President, heroism as a man, and salvation for his country. In Mailer’s view, the only kind of hero who can appear in contemporary American life is the “existential” hero, a man who lives—in his thoughts as in his actions—by daring the unknown. On one occasion, when discussing symptoms of the national disease, Mailer remarks that no one in America is capable of tolerating a question that cannot be answered in twenty seconds. And he finds deeds courageous (and hence potentially heroic) only if there is death, or at least danger, as a possible consequence.

Heroism is the victory over Dread, the sensation that haunts not only The Presidential Papers, but the whole of Mailer’s work in the 60’s. Although doubtless a natural threat to man from the earliest days of his consciousness, Dread has become rather fashionable (to talk about if not to feel) in recent years. It has perhaps been best described by Tennessee Williams. After indicating that the war, the atom bomb, and terminal disease are not really to the point, Williams writes:


These things are parts of the visible, sensible phenomena of every man’s experience or knowledge, but the true sense of dread is not a reaction to anything . . . strictly, materially knowable. But rather it’s a kind of spiritual intuition of something almost too incredible and shocking to talk about, which underlies the whole so-called thing.



Either one knows what Williams is talking about or one doesn’t, and Williams implies that only artists and madmen do. Mailer, however, sees no one safe from the possibility of confrontation with the abyss, and he seems to feel a moral obligation to awaken us all to the danger. All roads lead to it, and it is only through the unmanly deceptions of right-wing politics, logical positivism, linguistic analysis, popular journalism, and Freudian psychology that “the terror which lies beneath our sedition [is hidden from us].” The vigilantes of the right wing, like the Un-American Activities Committee, the F.B.I., and the Birch Society, seek to transform metaphysical Dread into Red dread, to give internal emptiness the tangible outer shape of Communism. And Freudians tell us that Dread is merely a recurrence of the fear we feel as helpless infants. But Mailer, like the latter-day hell-fire Puritan preacher he is, asserts that the horrible intimation of Dread is that “we are going to die badly and suffer some unendurable stricture of eternity.” This is no metaphor; it is an expression of Mailer’s belief in the literal existence of hell.

The Maileresque hero—suspecting that his Dread is a real premonition of the agony that awaits him after death, an agony that can be averted only be daring death to come sooner, to come right away—will always put up an ante that amounts to more than he can afford to lose. Here, for example, is Mailer on Hemingway’s suicide:


How likely that he had a death of the most awful proportions within him. He was exactly the one to know that the cure for such disease is to risk dying many a time . . . . I wonder if, morning after morning, Hemingway did not go downstairs secretly in the dawn, set the base of his loaded shotgun on the floor, put the muzzle into his mouth, and press his thumb to the trigger . . . . He can move the trigger up to a point [of no man’s land] and yet not fire the gun . . . . Perhaps he tried just such a reconnaissance one hundred times before, and felt the touch of health return . . . . If he did it well, he could come close to death without dying.



That Hemingway eventually died as a result of his gambling with life is not so important as that he grew by it. By challenging fate he was saving his soul; by refusing to give into his dread of death, he was making whatever life was left for him more noble; and he was fortifying his spirit so that he might transcend the eternity of hell.

If the individual can save himself from madness and the abyss only by ceasing to repress even his most hidden and dangerous impulses and by flirting with death, so, too, with the nation as a whole. Devoted to the illusion of safety and security, it is condemned to mass insanity and an ignoble end, unless it redeems itself by immediate embarkation on a course of “existential” politics. This would involve a complete remolding of national objectives, not only on the large issues involving danger and death, survival or extinction, but also on less apocalyptic matters like urban housing.

For if America is not already incurably insane, she is certainly in a state of plague. Mailer sees the symptoms everywhere: in architecture, frozen food, television commercials, sleeping pills, sexual excess, sexual repression, the deterioration of the language. One has only to look at the kind of people who regulate and set the tone of the nation. Mailer lists them: politicians, medicos, policemen, professors, priests, rabbis, ministers, psychoanalysts, builders, and executives. It has not always been so:


[Once] America was the land where people still believed in heroes: George Washington, Billy the Kid; Lincoln, Jefferson, Mark Twain, Jack London, Hemingway, Joe Louis, Dempsey, Gentleman Jim; American believed in athletes, rum-runners, aviators, even lovers. It was a country which had grown by the leap of one hero past another.



Now, more than ever before, America needed a hero. Was he Norman Mailer? Not yet. For the time being Mailer’s faith was in Kennedy, the inspiration for the essay, “Superman Comes to the Supermarket,” in which Mailer had expressed his faith in Kennedy’s capacity to lead the country in “the recovery of its imagination, its pioneer lust for the unexpected and the incalculable.” And yet no sooner had Kennedy won the election than Mailer was possessed by “a sense of awe,” an intuition that he had betrayed himself, and, as a result, he began to follow Kennedy’s career obsessively, as if he, Norman Mailer, personally “were responsible and guilty for all which was bad . . . and potentially totalitarian.” There are suggestions in this abrupt reversal of sentiment of three forces at work in Mailer: serious concern for the fate of the spiritual and political ideals he cherishes; a histrionic penchant for breast-beating; an almost petulant envy of Kennedy’s power and possibility, an irrational and vast extension of the simple literary envy he occasionally felt for James Jones.

To be sure, the heroism of which Mailer speaks is a cure which both individual and nation might decide is too hazardous and too painful to undertake. The patient is apt to protest that he does not really feel so sick as Mailer tells him he is and that even if he were, he would rather fade gradually into death than risk the unknown under surgery. If it is the “Establishment” that objects in these terms, Mailer regards it as plain cowardice, the cardinal sin, which should be avoided even if the strictures of eternity were not waiting as retribution. But with minority groups, the Negro in particular, his urgency is softened. He understands that it would be no small act of presumption on his part to demand that the Negro, who has lived with violence all his life, surrender the goals of security and stability.


The demand for courage may have been exorbitant. Now as the Negro was beginning to come into the white man’s world, he wanted the logic of the white man’s world: annuities, mental hygiene, sociological jargon, committee solutions for the ills of the breast. He was sick of a whore’s logic and a pimp’s logic.



And yet the paradox here is only too obvious to Mailer. Believing that he must turn his back on the values of the ghetto, the Negro seeks recovery through assimilation into the moribund world of white liberal America. In reality, he is abandoning a way of life which is founded on those extreme states of human feeling and action which for Mailer constitute the only true possibility for spiritual rehabilitation. Mailer regrets that


there is no one to tell [the Negro] it would be better to keep the psychology of the streets than to cultivate the contradictory desire to be . . . a great, healthy, mature, autonomous, related, integrated individual.



This problem is crystallized in the eleventh (and perhaps best) essay in The Presidential Papers, “Death,” which focuses on the proceedings before, during, and immediately after the first Floyd Patterson-Sonny Liston heavyweight championship fight. Most Negroes wanted Patterson to win, a fact which Mailer explains by identifying Patterson as the symbol of security. Patterson was polite, quiet, humble, diligent, and Catholic; he was, in short, “White.” Liston, on the other hand, personified “the old torment,” the darker, dangerous side of life that the Negro had known only too well. Liston was surly, unpredictable, mob affiliated, and an ex-convict; he was “black.”

Most Negroes, then, wanted to see Liston beaten by Patterson for much the same reason that they would not react warmly to proposals that they seek out violence, danger, and the unknown. But if Mailer cannot blame them, he is nevertheless distressed by the insidious assimilation of Negroes (and Jews as well) into Anglo-Saxon America. For a Negro or a Jew, to stifle the rich uniqueness of his potential contribution to American life is to betray himself and to withhold the transfusion that might save this bloodless land.

Mailer likes Patterson—his loneliness, his pride, his persistent struggle against the odds. But just as the Fascist Croft had stolen Mailer’s interest from the liberal Hearn in The Naked and the Dead, so Mailer’s real fascination here is not with Patterson but with Liston, whose inexorable toughness makes him the kind of Negro other Negroes refer to (sometimes in fear, sometimes in praise, sometimes in disapproval, but always in awe) as “a bad cat.” Liston takes on mythic proportions in Mailer’s mind, a mind which by nature tends to intensify, to exaggerate, and to think in terms of extremes. He is “near to beautiful” and one can think of “very few men who have beauty.” But that is in no way all.


Liston was voodoo, Liston was magic . . . . Liston was the secret hero of every man who had ever given mouth to a final curse against the dispositions of the Lord and made a pact with Black magic. Liston was Faust.



He was the kind of Negro that any white man who imagined himself hip would have to come to terms with—either as model or as rival. Predictably, Mailer chooses the latter course, and does battle with Liston. Not physical battle, but psychic warfare that could have erupted into violence.

Liston’s incredibly fast knockout of Patterson left Mailer in a state of feverish frustration, a condition aggravated by a conscience which taunted him for his own recent failures—for too much alcohol and too little discipline. It was out of this sense of despair and defeat that another of Mailer’s obsessions was born.


I began . . . to see myself as some sort of center about which all that had been lost must now rally. It was not simple egomania nor simple drunkenness, it was not even simple insanity: it was a kind of metaphorical leap across a gap. To believe the impossible may be won creates a strength from which the impossible may be attacked.



The essence of Mailer’s claim was that he was “the only man in the country” who could build the gate of a second Patterson-Liston fight into the proportions of an epic. The insistence with which he promoted his proposal the next day, the rude insults he hurled at Liston, and his petulant refusal to leave the dais (where he did not belong) all indicate that what Mailer wanted above everything was some kind of direct confrontation with Liston, some chance to prove to himself that he was still a possible hero, that he was larger than the myth into which his own mind had transformed the new heavyweight champion.

After the series of humiliations which gave reporters, detectives, bystanders, and Liston himself ample opportunity to laugh at him, Mailer finally got his chance. While obviously intoxicated, he approached Liston.


“You called me a bum.” I said . . . “Well, you are a bum,” he said. “Everybody is a bum. I’m a bum too. It’s just that I’m a bigger bum than you are.” He stuck out his hand. “Shake, bum,” he said . . . . Could it be, was I indeed a bum? I shook his hand . . . . “Listen,” said I, leaning my head closer, speaking from the corner of my mouth as if I were whispering in a clinch, “I’m pulling this caper for a reason. I know a way to build the next fight from a $200,000 dog in Miami to a $2,000,000 gate in New York.” . . . “Say,” said Liston, “that last drink really set you up. Why don’t you go and get me a drink, you bum.” “I’m not your flunky,” I said. It was the first punch I’d sent home. He loved me for it. The hint of corny old darky laughter, cottonfield giggles, peeped out a moment from his throat. “Oh, sheet, man!,” said the wit in his eyes. And for the crowd watching, he turned and announced at large, “I like this guy.”



Three phrases in this most revealing passage are particularly significant. First, Mailer views the dialogue in the terms of a fight; he speaks to Liston as if they were “in a clinch.” Secondly, Mailer’s “first punch” (“I’m not your flunky”) is delivered while he is behind on points and trapped in a corner. When he finally makes this move, he risks taking a (literal) punch in the mouth from Liston, who is not, one imagines, in the habit of being told off in public by inebriated reporters. Then, there is Liston’s remarkable reaction (“I like this guy”) to Mailer’s thrust, a totally unexpected profession of feeling for the writer that amounts to admiration, and the even more remarkable response that Liston’s concession generates in Mailer’s mind. For Mailer, Liston’s grunt becomes “a chuckle of corny old darky laughter, cottonfield giggles”: not only has Mailer taken final honors in his combat with the “Supreme Spade,” but he has metaphorically reduced him to his (ancestrally) original condition of servitude. From king of the Northern urban jungle where the white man is afraid to meet him on the street at night, Liston has been deported to a Southern cotton plantation where he knows his place and recognizes his master.

Liston is at once Mailer himself and Mailer’s alter ego. When he is the latter, Mailer becomes Patterson: “The fighters spoke as well from the countered halves of my nature.” Mailer even conjectures that perhaps Patterson is God and Liston the Devil, an idea which emanates from a conviction that every man is a potential agent for either of the two great warring cosmic powers, and that by one’s actions one affects the outcome in their ultimate struggle for control of a Manichean universe. On that night in Chicago, Liston, in his demonic role, “had shown that the Lord was dramatically weak.” Was it possible that Mailer’s press-conference comeback had restored some of the Deity’s strength? No negative answer could be given with full assurance.

In An American Dream (1964)—his first novel since The Deer Park—Mailer is again concerned with the themes that inform the essays: danger, death, and heroism. The pattern of the novel, one might say, is designed on intercourse—with God, with the Devil, with voices from the inner recesses of the mind, with the vagina, and with the anus: intercourse leading to oceanic climax, coming variously in waves of love, lust, or pure aestheticism. The center of all this activity, the narrator and hero, is Stephen Richards Rojack, the embodiment of Mailer’s unrealized fantasies and of his radical Puritanism as well. A Harvard graduate summa cum laude, he is also a war hero (“the one intellectual in America’s history to win a distinguished service cross”), an ex-congressman, a television personality, a professor of existentialist psychology, an author, a boxer, and an unsurpassed stud. He lives in contemporary New York amid people who, in Mailer’s view, personify the cancerous totalitarianism of our age.

The action is generated by Rojack’s murder of his wife, Deborah, a great bitch, beautiful, extremely rich, and secretly involved in international intrigue as a spy. The love he once felt for her has withered into a sense of dependence so paralyzing that she has now become the very structure of his ego. Without her, he fears he “might topple like clay.” In such a condition Rojack, who expresses Mailer’s eschatological vision, knows he is unprepared to face eternity. The first step toward reconstruction of self is to exorcise the demon that possesses him—and to exorcise Deborah is to kill her. The act of strangulation is committed with sexual passion, which is true to Mailer’s insistence that sex, love, and murder are inseparable and cathartic:


Some blackbiled lust, some desire to go ahead (and kill her) not unlike the instant one comes in a woman against her cry that she is without protection came bursting with rage from out of me and . . . crack I choked her harder . . . and crack I gave her payment.



With Deborah’s death begins the arduous process of Rojack’s rebirth; he realizes that if murder is sometimes necessary, it is never simple. The gods, like furies, haunt him; he is acutely conscious of everything he thinks or says or does, for now cowardice or weakness or smallness will bring swift retribution—Dread, insanity, and the abyss. To strengthen himself, and to find, once again, something he can honestly call love are the ends of Rojack’s quest, but fulfillment of it and freedom from these new furies can be attained only through heroism, through seeking danger and daring death.


. . . I believed that God was not love but courage. Love can come only as a reward . . . . A voice said in my mind: “That which you fear most is what you must do.”



The very phrasing of the passage is related to the nature of the punishment that will accrue if the command goes unheeded. Rojack’s mental life is split into a “voice” and “mind,” a separation dangerously close to the empty panic of schizophrenia.

But if madness looms as the penalty for prudence and cowardice (Mailer uses the two as almost indistinguishable), it is also possible that Dread will overwhelm even the bold Promethean. Rojack knows that “if man wished to steal the secret of the gods . . . they would defend themselves and destroy whichever man came too close.” With so narrow a chance of escape from insanity and an eternity in the abyss, suicide quite naturally presents itself as an alternative. What is to hold one back?

Despite all his frenetic activity, it is not merely a sensual lust for experience that keeps Rojack going. On the contrary, while his senses are irrepressibly active (especially his sense of smell), his mind persists relentlessly in observation, commentary, and criticism. Any physical sensation is immediately subject to conscious analysis. In Rojack, sex is the effort of the body to rape the mind, to pulsate in waves of ecstasy transcending consciousness. But even here he fails. Whether it is with the German maid, Ruta, or with the Southern chanteuse, Cherry, Rojack’s concern is with power rather than with pleasure, with the psychic domination he achieves after her orgasm rather than with the physical rapture of his own. Like his creator, Rojack is far more a Puritan than a hedonist; life is struggle rather than joy.

So the question remains: why go on? It is true that Rojack puts his life on the line more than once. The murder of his wife, the competition with mafia goons, the insults to a former boxing champion in an unfriendly bar, and, especially, the nocturnal walk on the parapet of a windy terrace thirty stories above the ground—all could easily have resulted in his death. But rather than misguided suicide attempts, these acts are a part of Rojack’s supreme effort to prepare himself for death. The goal in life is finally religious—to make oneself as fit as possible to meet the unknown after life is done, to face the judgment of eternity; and Rojack is possessed by the faith of the gambler. Like a poker player who is convinced that his next hand is bound to be the lucky one, Rojack acts on the assumption that the longer he lives, the more heroic he may become.

And the assumption is not unfounded, for Rojack’s heroism is boundless. He argues with demonic voices and then dispels them, he outwits and outfights his indomitable tycoon father-in-law, and, above all, he humiliates and beats up a sexually magnetic Negro hero, Shago Martin. Not only does Rojack cause Cherry to have her first sexual explosion, after Shago had failed with her for months, but through a combination of psychic intuition and physical power he changes a situation where Shago is standing over him with a knife to one in which he is standing over Shago, who is now writhing pulp at the bottom of a staircase (and all in the space of ten minutes).

Practically everything Rojack says or does suggests parallels to his creator’s personal life, and the episode with Shago Martin, recalling the Mailer-Liston confrontation, is perhaps the richest example. If Liston was a large part of Mailer, Shago’s ode to himself is easily applicable to the dark sides of both Rojack and Mailer.


“I’m a lily-white devil . . . . I’m just the future, in love with myself, that’s the future. I got twenty faces, I talk the tongues, I’m a devil . . . . I’m cut off from my own lines, I try to speak from my heart and it gets snatched.”



If Mailer’s encounter with Liston faintly suggested repressed homosexuality transformed into manly fortitude, Rojack’s encounter with Shago positively smacks of it. Like Shago, he has Cherry, and his immediate concern after intercourse is in comparison. He can hardly hide his elation when she implies that he was better, a predictable response when one recalls his reaction the night before to Cherry’s paean to Shago’s sexual prowess. Her emphasis on the word “stud” had made Rojack uneasy.


The word went in like a blow to the soft part of my belly. There was something final in the verdict as if there were a sexual round robin where the big people played. All the big Negroes and the big whites.



Like Mailer, Rojack lives his life as if it were some dark experiment which has gradually but relentlessly gained the upper hand so that he is free to act only within its prescribed limits. Again like Mailer, Rojack is paying the price for a lifelong habit of thinking in metaphor; image (like God and the Devil, Heaven and Hell) has become reality, and that reality has become a master demanding undivided attention. It is a reality of dreams, and the dreams in An American Dream are endless: the sexual dreams of Don Juan, the Alger dream of the self-made man, the outsider’s dream of the inside, the Mafia’s dream of money and power, the square’s dream of the life of the hipster, and the hipster’s dream of death. None of these dreams has turned entirely into nightmare, but each has gone sour, like the soul of the nation which fabricated them. But the saddest dream of all is Stephen Rojack’s (and perhaps Mailer’s) dream of sanity.


I was caught. I wanted to escape from that intelligence which let me know of murders in one direction and conceive of [love] from the other, I wanted to be free of magic, the tongue of the devil, the dread of the Lord, I wanted to be some sort of rational man again . . . But I could not move.



But what if, unlike Mailer and Rojack, one is not obsessed with psychopathic extremes? What if one’s patience expires at exhibitions of braggadocio? What if one appreciates wit (of which there is some) but loves humor (of which there is none)? Probably one would call An American Dream a joke, and a bad joke at that. The infantile demand for intermediate and complete attention; the insistence on being taken seriously, literally, and on his own terms at all times; the inability to treat his agony with even a suggestion of laughter or a trace of irony; the sloppy inconsistency of much of the dialogue; and, finally, the sheer loudness that informs the whole novel, a tone alternating between agitation and hysteria—all this works to tire, frustrate, and, at times, infuriate even the most sympathetic reader.

And yet somehow exasperation yields to the suspicion that Mailer’s is a mind which understands as much about the quality of contemporary American life as any now active, a mind which could well represent the last intellectually significant and articulate thrust of an eschatological and religious fervor that may be sorely missed once it is gone. So one is willing to indulge Mailer further, even to thank him once again. And one is willing to accept Rojack’s vision of himself as a fair description of Mailer:


I had leverage; I was one of the more active figures of the city—no one could be certain finally that nothing large would come to me.



In 1960 there was reason to hope for a dramatic rebirth of energy and heroism; even the darkest passages of The Presidential Papers were balanced by intimations that America was not yet doomed. A man could function in society and still find opportunity to grow. By 1966, dream had at last soured into nightmare. Cannibals and Christians, a collection of essays, “poems” (or, more accurately, epigrams and graffiti), and interviews (both real and imaginary), is a sermon whose vision of hell has become dire and inevitable. From Mailer’s pulpit comes a most disconcerting premonition:


The sense of a long last night over civilization is back again; it has perhaps not been here so intensely in thirty years, not since the Nazis were prospering, but it is coming . . . . The world is entering a time of plague.



Totalitarianism has suffocated individuality; the Hilton in San Francisco is emulated before the Plaza in New York; housing projects look like nurseries and nurseries look like hospitals; appliances are plastic rather than metal; vile bully tactics in Vietnam have developed from simple occupation of Southeast Asia; the psychotic has taken over from the psychopath; pornography has gained another step on sexuality. In a word, Lyndon Johnson has replaced John Kennedy.

Johnson, Mailer tells us, is the archetypically alienated figure—a fact which can be observed in his prose (perhaps “the worst ever written by any political leader anywhere”), in his boorish manners, in his deceitfulness, in his voracious ego, and in his almost arrogant lack of style. If a President has a profound effect on the quality of life during his era—and Mailer is convinced that he does—then hope is indeed dim. And the consequences may be far worse than possible loss of prestige, power, or land; for there is the unknown to face after death, and the possibility that there is no absolution for cowardly sins.

But Mailer’s exhortations against the insanities of the age of Johnson do not come from one whose own tensions—between radicalism and Puritanism, heroism, and buffoonery, the playboy’s life and the intellectual’s vocation—are anywhere near control. And there is a further complication in Mailer’s complex personality, an unmistakably reactionary streak, not unrelated in impulse to his intense religiosity, which challenges his natural and professed political radicalism. Apart from the kind of conservatism that is common property among many contemporary radicals—a quasi-isolationism that urges America to terminate involvement in practically all foreign countries and a profound distrust of the liberal establishment—Mailer holds positions on matters not directly political which fall neatly into line with the conservative spirit (he is, for example, strongly opposed to birth control and abortion, and he speaks of homosexuality as a “vice”). But two pieces of evidence (both from the essay on the 1964 Republican Convention) are particularly striking. First, Mailer confesses to a buried urge to see Barry Goldwater elected:


I knew Goldwater could win because something in me leaped out at the thought; a part of me, a devil, wished to take that choice.



Secondly, Mailer’s ambivalence toward Negroes, manifested earlier only in the individual cases of Sonny Liston and Shago Martin, is now explicitly broadened. His reaction to James Baldwin’s suggestion that there may be no remission for the white man’s sins against the Negro is violent:


I had to throttle an impulse to . . . call Baldwin, and say, “You get this, baby. There’s a shit storm coming like nothing you ever knew. So ask yourself if what you desire is for the white to kill every black so that there be total remission of guilt in your black soul.”



If the relief of such tensions and conflicts and the consequent fortification of the self can come only from bold action, then Mailer’s primary means of personal salvation lies in his work. It is in the very act of creating the artistic sermons which he claims will show us the way to redemption that Mailer redeems himself. His influence has given rise to several “cults.” At one extreme there is a segment of the underground hipster community, closely involved with drugs, which worships him as the high priest of God and Sex. At the other end is that increasingly large group of liberal and radical intellectuals, centered in New York and comprised of such critics as Norman Podhoretz, Steven Marcus, and Richard Poirier who see in Mailer, as Marcus once put it, the embodiment of extraordinary literary talent, personal honesty and loyalty, and penetrating social criticism. And yet, in the last analysis, Mailer’s influence is limited, for the Word has hardly reached, let alone changed, the heart of the land he is trying to transform.

From the first three sermons of the 1960’s, the congregation is likely to walk away interested and, sometimes, excited, rather than transformed. Entertainment overshadows eschatology. And in Mailer’s fourth effort of the 60’s, The Deer Park, a stage adaption of his novel of 1956, religion gives way completely to comedy (both intentional and unintentional).2

This is not to imply that Mailer has abandoned his urgent message; practically all his obsessions of the 60’s are here: sex, love, lust, heroism, cowardice, power, God, and the Devil. If Mailer has added anything new to his philosophy, it lies in the expansion of his idea as sexual freedom and it is expressed through the pimp Marion Faye, who “follows sex to the end, turns queer, bangs dogs, and sniffs toes.” But in the figure of Herman Teppis (or “H.T.”), a Hollywood mogul in the tradition of Louis B. Mayer and Harry Cohn, genuine humor replaces heavy rhetoric and caustic wit. In the desert of endless debates over who is—and who is not—a genius in bed, Teppis’s pronouncements are oases.


You know what an artist is? He’s a crook. They even got a Frenchman now, you know what, he picks people’s pockets at society parties. They say he’s the greatest writer in France. No wonder they need a dictator, those crazy French. I could never get along with the French.



But Mailer pays a price for his success in the comic mode. One laughs so hard at Teppis that one keeps right on laughing, even at the tortured, self-searching characters—spokesmen all for traditional Maileresque values—one is meant to take seriously. If there is a lesson to be learned from this play, it is that comedy may be suitable to many dramatic modes, including tragedy, but that it has no place at all in eschatological homily.

After a pop play perhaps one should have expected, or at least have been prepared for, a pop novel from Mailer’s pen. Nevertheless, Why Are We in Vietnam? comes as a shock. Radical as the ideas contained in them may have been, Mailer’s earlier novels were more or less conservative in form: except for Barbary Shore, they were all clearly in the mainstream of the realist-naturalist tradition. But in Why Are We in Vietnam? ordered syntax has yielded to the total liberation of the word; intricate plot structure has given way to hallucinatory fantasy; fully realized characters living in what we know as the real world have been replaced by the protean apparitions in Mailer’s mind; the last trace of ratiocination has been obliterated by a relentless bombardment of sensual impressions and apocalyptic utterances. Dreiser and Farrell have disappeared in favor of Joyce, Faulkner, Burroughs, McLuhan, and Norman O. Brown.

At one point or another virtually every theory Mailer has ever had appears—but now with an important difference. Rather than preaching his messages baldly as in the past, Mailer drops them mockingly. And the mockery is directed both at himself and at those he would edify.


The world is going shazam, hahray harout, fart in my toot, air we breathe is the prez, present dent, and god has always wanted more from man than man has wished to give him. Zig a zig a zig. That is why we live in dread of god.



Even the seminal concept of Dread is translated into the pop language of rock-and-roll. A vast chasm of culture and sensibility separates the tone of Rojack’s agonized monologues from the narrative voice of the present novel.


. . . Mr. Sender, who sends out that Awe and Dread is up on their back . . . because they alone, man, you dig? They all alone, it’s a fright wig, man, that Upper silence alone is enough to bugger you, whoo-ee.



Indeed, the very claim to a prophetic stance in Why Are We in Vietnam? is established in a similarly (and intentionally) ambiguous tone.


This is your own wandering troubadour brought right up to date, here to sell America its new handbook on how to live . . . . We’re going to tell you what it’s all about.



Although there is a bare minimum of dramatic tension or external conflict, Why Are We in Vietnam? has several “characters,” each significant primarily on a symbolic plane. D.J. (Disc Jockey, Dr. Jekyll), the adolescent hero narrator of patrician Texas blood, is sometimes convinced that he is really a “Harlem Nigger,” and since “there is no such thing as a totally false perception,” perhaps he is. Not literally, of course, but rather in the same way that Mailer recognized Sonny Liston in himself and in the same way that the white hipster of “The White Negro” is, in his psychic makeup, black. If D.J. is the hipster, Rusty, his father, is the square, a corporation tycoon in Dallas—coarse, selfish, and, at heart, a coward. Tex (the Mr. Hyde to D. J.’s Dr. Jekyll) is part Indian, manly, bisexual, and the son of an undertaker.

The three go bear hunting in Alaska, but the most important action takes place in D.J.’s mind. At one point he has an urge to turn his gun on his father and “blast a shot, thump in his skull.” Although he resists, he soon commits the act symbolically by contradicting his father’s warning and courageously approaching a wounded bear, putting his life on the line, while his father lies hidden, waiting for the bear to become helpless before firing the fatal shot. Thus liberated from paternal authority, D.J. finds his instincts for love and battle shifted to Tex, D.J. encounters nakedly for the first time his other self. And through a mutual awareness of their mutual desire for both intercourse and fratricide, D.J. and Tex finally achieve a sense of purification and personal integration.


. . . Tex Hyde . . . was finally afraid to prong D.J., because D.J. once become a bitch would kill him, and D.J. breathing that in by the wide-awake of the dark with Aurora Borealis jumping to the beat of his heart knew he could make a try to prong Tex, there was a chance to get in and steal the iron from Texas’ ass and put it on his own . . . now it was there, murder between them under all friendship, for god was a beast, not a man, and god said, “Go out and kill—fulfill my will, go and kill,” and they hung there each of them on the knife of the divide in all conflict of lust to own the other . . . . Killer brothers, owned by something, prince of darkness, lord of light, they did not know; they just knew that telepathy was on them, they had been touched forever by the North and each bit a drop of blood from his own finger and touched them across and met blood to blood . . . .



In one eternal moment the Manichean polarities that have obsessed Mailer are at last synthesized—God and the Devil, heaven and hell, nature and man, Negro and white, Dallas and Harlem, phallus and anus.

But why are we in Vietnam? What relation does the title have to D.J., Tex, Rusty, bear-hunting, Harlem, Dallas, liberated syntax, or Maileresque eschatology? In the strictest sense, nothing at all. But in a broader, metaphysical sense, the title can be explained as another urgent warning to America. We are in Vietnam because we, as a nation, are going, or have already gone, insane. Mailer’s development from politics to meta-politics is complete. The world—and especially America—is now viewed as an expression of Mailer’s own most extreme longings and fantasies. Subject and object, chaos and order, internal imagination and external reality are united in a fusion of creator and creation. In an ultimate sense Mailer is claiming not only relation to America but identity with her. It is likely that he has himself in mind when he writes of Rusty:


His secret is that he sees himself as one of the pillars of the firmament, yeah, man—he reads the world’s doom in his own fuckup. If he is less great than God intended him to be, then America is in Trouble.



One cannot help wondering whether Why Are We in Vietnam?, unruly and overwhelming, is not at least as much a symptom of our “Trouble” as a cure for it.

Throughout the past decade Mailer has made the world of the hipster the stuff of his sermons—novels, essays, and plays—as well as the style of his personal life. He calls it “a muted cool religious revival,” and a better description (at least of his intentions) would be hard to find. He is Zarathustra coming down from the mountain with his vision of the hero; he is Dostoevsky reminding us that “God and the Devil are fighting, and the battleground is the heart of man!”; he is a Puritan minister informing us that pain may be good, for to suffer is to be given the opportunity to grow and prepare for the mystery of death and the perils of hell; he is a preacher frustrated by his congregation’s blind faith in innocence at a time in history when innocence is not only a lie but a crime; he is a seer trying to jar complacent men into an awareness of the despair that lies beneath their conventions; he is Toynbee telling us that if a civilization stagnates, it will die, that if a nation is to survive, it must respond to the reality of challenge; and he is Jonathan Swift couching his eschatological message in the language and imagery of scatology.

It is true that Mailer’s own faith in the validity of his message is not absolute. He has admitted that “the hipster gambles that he can be terribly, tragically wrong, and therefore be doomed to Hell.” But Mailer is a gambler, and so he continues to preach, to reiterate the old verities with a new twist, opening himself to the charge of anachronism, refusing to accept the “modern,” the valueless objectivity of the novels of Robbe-Grillet, the impersonal detachment of the music of Milton Babbitt, and the faceless hotels of Conrad Hilton. He will not give up like Hemingway’s Lieutenant Henry, who trusts only in the names of bridges, cities, and battles; Mailer chooses instead still to believe in God, Love, Heroism, Courage, and Death. His life and work are a contradiction of the message contained in one of his own poems:


Never

contemplate

nothing

said

the saint.



History is a nightmare from which Mailer is still trying to awaken; but he will not take the easy way out in his struggle.

And yet if he is singleminded in his determination to view life in terms of ultimate battle, his desire for victory is not without ambivalence. His involvement in the pop world has become more than peripheral with his play, his new underground movie (where he is cast as a Mafia gangster), his new novel, and his own life style (where he tries to enact simultaneously the roles of writer, fighter, celebrity, lover, and messiah); and like most of the major figures in this eclectic pop world, he is flirting with psychosis. To live on the edge of so many different scenes is to belong truly to none; and to act like so many different people is to endanger the self. The sign of surrender, the indication that the battle has been lost, is the sense of succumbing to Dread. It is not impossible that Mailer’s Dread is essentially the fulfillment of his own unacknowledged desire for that Dread, the intuition that all those “psychotic” ideas and actions he lives by are simply the expression of a profound longing for madness and extinction.

Mailer holds himself together, however, by virtue of his work. Through creation he is able to come closer to the unattainable goal of total victory in the struggle which is the metaphor for his vision of life. Even if we do not believe in it ourselves, even if we are impatient with the intellectual naivete of a man who only a decade ago speculated that perhaps he was the first person to state that God was in danger of dying, and even if we are annoyed by the heavily flawed style of his prose, we can still learn from, and be moved by, this belligerent prophet. At the end of the stage version of The Deer Park, he speaks of debates about God and Time and Sex as constituting “part of the poor odd dialogues which give hope to us noble humans for more than one night.” If Mailer has done this in his own work even a small part of the time, he is one Puritan our age can ill afford to lose.





Notes


1. Putnam, 208 pp., $4.95 ↩



2. One ignores, for Mailer’s sake as much as for one’s own, Deaths for the Ladies, a collection of words which the author extravagantly describes as poetry. ↩
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With the exception of Gore Vidal, the generation of American novelists who served in WW II is gone. Among that group, which included James Jones, William Styron, Joseph Heller, Saul Bellow, Kurt Vonnegut, Ralph Ellison, and J.D. Salinger, Mailer was famous for the longest period: from 1948, with the publication of his first novel, The Naked and the Dead, until his death in 2007. Over the course of almost sixty years, through the second half of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century, Mailer wrestled with American culture. Mailer was an indispensable figure, a writer of massive ambition and undeniable celebrity. It is hard to imagine the course American literature might have taken without his chutzpah. As the country slides ever closer to perpetual war, to a surveillance state, and to the abyss of corporate fascism, I miss his voice and keep imagining what choice observations he might have made during the 2012 Presidential election year about our current crop of political crazies. As John Whalen-Bridge writes, “Mailer was a public intellectual like no other, and there is no American author who can succeed him” (9-10).

Similar to Hemingway, there was no else quite like him and, like Hemingway, his notoriety and self-mythology overshadowed his works and made it difficult to assess his writing. Again, like Hemingway, his career suffered ups and downs, and many critics dismissed his late work, writing premature obits. His last critically acclaimed work was the nonfiction novel The Executioner’s Song in 1979. The reviews of his later novels were mixed, sometimes scathing. He began disappearing from the anthologies and was in danger of being de-canonized. Although I continued to teach The Armies of the Night in my course on American fiction of the 1960s, I never attempted any of his later works in the classroom.

Now that Mailer is gone, we have a chance to reassess his career, and John Whalen-Bridge’s anthology Norman Mailer’s Later Fictions: Ancient Evenings through Castle in the Forest is a worthy start to that revisioning. Whalen-Bridge sees the late Mailer in “late” terms: “a late romantic, perhaps the last of the late romantics” (184), “our last quixotic/heroic writer” (185), a writer like Melville, “so rich that he gave us a kind of cultural indigestion” (189). The argument of the book is that in his last two decades, Mailer “not only maintained his powers as a writer—he continued, against all expectations, to grow” (190). This edited collection makes a good case for that assertion, with a variety of approaches to the richness and range of Mailer’s last five novels: Ancient Evenings, Tough Guys Don’t Dance, Harlot’s Ghost, The Gospel According to the Son, and The Castle in the Forest.

“Sex, God, politics, and fame: Mailer’s late work develops the relationship between these areas of interest obsessively and with a cavalier joy” (3). Accordingly, Whalen-Bridge divides the book into these four sections. Part I, Sex, contains two essays on Ancient Evenings and Tough Guys Don’t Dance. They are Scott Duguid’s “From Egypt to Provincetown, By Trump Air: Modernist History and the Return of the Repressed in Ancient Evenings and Tough Guys Don’t Dance”; and James Emmet Ryan’s “Mailer and the ‘Diet of Reality’: Tough Guys Don’t Dance and American Values.”

Scott Duguid sees Tough Guys as “a satire on the machismo of the Reagan 1980s,” with Mailer having fun mocking his own macho reputation. The novel shows contrasting styles of American masculinity through the decades: Doug Madden, Tim’s father, is a 1940s-style tough guy; Tim Madden, the hero, represents 1960s liberal masculinity; and Police Chief Regency is Reaganite masculinity; his “misogyny and violence thereby encompasses the 1980s twin backlashes against 1960s liberalism and against feminism” (22). He also reads Ancient Evenings and Tough Guys as representative of 1980s artistic tendencies: Ancient Evenings is a return to modernist aesthetics in a postmodern era, whereas Tough Guys shows an ironic, postmodern nostalgia for mass culture, the hard-boiled detective novels of the 1940s. Duguid also makes some good comparisons of Tough Guys to another 1980s satire on American sex and violence, Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho. The downside of the essay is that it is sometimes rambling and references Ancient Evenings only glancingly.

James Emmet Ryan continues the argument in favor of Tough Guys as not the hastily-written potboiler which many critics dismissed but as “a clever piece of genre fiction” with “a good deal of trenchant cultural commentary” (42). He interprets the novel as dealing with the transformation of America into a community where vice, criminality, and pornography are the new norms. Ryan further argues that in Tough Guys Mailer’s “distinctive journalistic sensibilities are fused to a pulp fiction criminal narrative” (37), although he does not make it clear in what way the novel is “journalistic.”

Part II, God, consists of three essays: Ashton Howley’s “Mailer’s ‘Gnostic’ Gospel”; Mashey Bernstein’s “A Jew for Jesus? A Jewish Reading of Norman Mailer’s The Gospel According to the Son”; and Jeffrey F. L. Partridge’s “Augustinian Evil in The Gospel According to the Son and The Castle in the Forest: A Case for Non-Dualism.”

Ashton Howley’s excellent, learned essay takes The Gospel According to the Son seriously, detailing the Gnostic, Aristotelian, and Jungian elements in the novel as it “restores psychological, theological, and dramatic balance to the story of Jesus” (58). Howley connects the novel to Mailer’s Manichean notions going back to The Presidential Papers and Cannibals and Christians in the 1960s. “Gnosticism” refers to the scrolls found at Nag Hammadi, Egypt in the 1940s, which led to a reinterpretation of Christianity among some Christian thinkers. Mailer’s is a Gnostic Jesus who returns to “the immanent world of nature and the body” (57). And Mailer’s Jesus is also Aristotelian in his inductive logic. Mailer renders the gospel “in the interrogative mood” (62), posing questions as to what really happened and if the events have a supernatural or natural explanation. Finally, Howley reads the novel as Jungian in its belief in the existence and co-dependence of both good and evil and female and male principles in the human psyche. Mailer makes Satan into a necessary figure, a mentor to Jesus, and his Jehovah is not omnipotent and fails to understand women. Most interestingly, Mailer turns Jesus into a speculative “novelist like himself ” (62).

In counterpoint to Howley’s reading of Gospel in terms of Gnosticism and Christian theology, Mashey Bernstein does a Jewish reading. Bernstein notes that Jews such as Sholem Asch who write novels about the life of Jesus risk being denounced by Jews as an apostate or traitor and by Christians as an upstart or blasphemer. Gospel received such caustic reviews that Bernstein wonders whether “the fact that Mailer is Jewish played a large part in the way the text has been received. Other authors have rewritten the Gospels without being taken to task so severely” (75).

Bernstein may be correct about the reception of this novel. In fact, I was reminded of the episode in The Armies of the Night when Mailer is released from jail after his participation in the March on the Pentagon and preaches a sermon before the press assembled on the lawn: “You see, dear fellow Americans, it is Sunday, and we are burning the body and blood of Christ in Vietnam” (Armies 214). When his speech is reported in The Washington Post, the story ends “Mailer is a Jew” (Armies 215), as if that invalidates Mailer’s entire speech.

Bernstein explains that many Jewish-American novelists—including Henry Roth, Philip Roth, Potok, Wallant, Malamud, and Salinger—are attracted to Christian mythology and symbolism because Jesus was a Jew, because the crucifixion provides a potent metaphor for martyrdom, and because Christianity is so central to Western culture. There is also a messianic and prophetic strain in some Jewish-American writers, especially in Mailer. I note that the best commentator on this messianic strain is Sam Girgus in The New Covenant: Jewish Writers and the American Idea, where he talks about the American Jeremiad.

Ultimately, Bernstein connects Mailer’s Jesus not so much to Mailer’s theological concerns but to previous Mailer heroes: Jesus is an existential hero, another “white negro” testing himself through action and risk (83).

In “Augustinian Evil,” Jeffrey F.L. Partridge looks at Mailer’s last two novels, The Gospel According to the Son and The Castle in the Forest, as, in a sense, a single work, “two volumes of his final novel on God and the Devil” (101). If Jesus is the son of God, then Hitler is the anti-Christ, for in Mailer’s novel, the Devil is present at the incestuous conception of the future Führer. These final works are capstones of Mailer’s lifelong fascination with the nature of good and evil, novels Mailer said he felt “assigned” to write (88). In writing them, Mailer tapped into the unconscious, and it “led him down a path he had not foreseen” (88).

Partridge compares the evolution of Mailer’s thinking about the nature of evil in the two books to that of St. Augustine: from the dualism of Manicheanism to non-dualism, from the eternal struggle between good and evil in Gospel to the belief that evil is simply the lack of the good or a perversion of the good in The Castle. Hitler is not born evil, nor is he the product of child abuse or a particular trauma. Rather, his evil is created gradually through a perversion of the good: incest, excessive mother love, and masturbation (Mailer has always denounced masturbation). Partridge’s essay is worthwhile in linking the two novels and showing the subtle evolution of Mailer’s thought about theological questions.

Part II, Politics, also has three essays: Ashton Howley’s “Imperial Mailer: Ancient Evenings”; Brian J. McDonald’s “Spooks and Agencies: Harlot’s Ghost and the Culture of Secrecy”; and Heather Wolffram’s “The Nazi Occult and The Castle in the Forest.”

“Imperial Mailer: Ancient Evenings” is, for me, not as successful as Howley’s other essay in this volume on Gospel. The problem is not in the thorough scholarship or the able Jungian reading but because I am unsure at times if Howley is defending or criticizing Ancient Evenings. For example, he writes, “With Mailer persisting in his dramatizing of this sadomasochistic dynamic and of its emotional and political consequences for Menenhetet, Ancient Evenings threatens to become insufferably tedious” (112). I have to agree, for I too found the novel hard to take in its unrelenting sadomasochistic brutality. Is Mailer commenting on the limitations of this warrior culture, comparing it to present day imperialism? Or is he celebrating it or even indulging his own fantasies? Howley might consider a recent study by Daniel Fuchs, The Limits of Ferocity: Sexual Aggression and Modern Literary Rebellion (Duke UP, 2011), which places Mailer in the tradition of Sadean writers of sexual aggression: “the nihilism of hip, as Mailer conceives it, goes back to Sade, with every social restraint removed—even murder” (Fuchs 8). According to Fuchs, “In Ancient Evenings, Mailer presents a world without superego as he leaves no phallus unadorned, no incest inhibited, no hole unentered” (Fuchs 315).

Brian J. McDonald’s “Spooks and Agencies” is a fine essay comparing the CIA as represented in Harlot’s Ghost and Don DeLillo’s Libra. He sees both novels as a critique of the culture of secrecy as anti-democratic. “Like Mailer’s depiction of the CIA in Harlot’s Ghost, Delillo’s CIA in Libra is ultimately revealed as more ‘sinister bureaucracy’ than ‘invisible government’” (133). In Mailer’s novel, the CIA uses secrecy “as a tool in the battle for influence and resources between governmental bureaucracies” (133).

Heather Wolffram’s “The Nazi Occult and The Castle in the Forest” is an impressively researched account of the relationship between Hitler and Nazism and the occult, which then shows Mailer’s use of the occult in his novel. Although Hitler has minimal use for the occult except for the racist theories of a group called the Ariosophists, Hess and Himmler were very interested. Nevertheless, after 1937, the Nazis outlawed the occult on ideological grounds. “Occultists cannot in any serious way be seen as an important source for or sinister force behind Hitler’s genocidal dream” (145). There is, however, a cryptohistory about Nazism and the occult that flourishes in popular fiction and films such as the Indiana Jones series. Mailer’s novel draws on both “historical fact and cryptohistorical myth” (153) as he attempts to propose a grand theory of Hitler’s psychological development by hinting at incest and occult influences. Ultimately, however, “Mailer leaves the reader with a sense of the inexplicable” (154), for Hitler still possesses free will.

The final section of the volume, Part IV, Fame, is a kind of bonus offering biographical information and appreciation of Mailer’s achievement. In “History Looks at Itself: On the Road with the Mailers and George Plimpton,” Lawrence Shainberg provides a delightful account of a performance in Vienna in 2002 of “Zelda, Scott, and Ernest: A Dramatic Dialogue” compiled by George Plimpton and Terry Quinn from the letters and writings of the three authors. Norris Mailer played Zelda, George Plimpton read Scott, and Norman Mailer of course was Hemingway. Along the way, Shainberg discusses the influence of Hemingway and Fitzgerald on the trio of authors onstage, the vexed friendship between Ernest and Scott and the embattled marriage of Zelda and Scott, which he compares with the more halcyon friendship between Mailer and Plimpton and the turbulent relationship between Mailer and his wife.

Next, John Whalen-Bridge rounds out the book with his astute reassessment of Mailer’s career and importance in “Late Mailer: His Writings and Reputation since Ancient Evenings,” described above. Whalen-Bridge gives the last word in the book, appropriately, to an affectionate but wry tribute by Norris Mailer, who talks about Mailer as “one of the best editors I knew. I got an education in editing from Mailer U by living with him for nearly 33 years and reading his manuscripts” (193). Yet Norris admits she was “too vulnerable to his criticisms,” so that she only gave him the manuscript of her first novel when it was already in galleys and too late to change (194). In the Foreword to the book, Jason Epstein, Norman’s editor, also talks about Norman and editing. Memorably, Epstein says, “Like Lord Byron, he was—when I first knew him, God knows forty years ago or more—mad, bad, and dangerous to know” (xi). With Mailer, writes Epstein, “an editor really wasn’t much more than a valet” (xii). And he concludes, “Whatever I contributed to Norman’s understanding is nothing compared to what he contributed to mine” (xii).

John Whalen-Bridge’s rich and varied collection goes a ways toward demonstrating that Mailer’s last five novels are not evidence of a talent in decline but of a master craftsman still capable of stretching the medium. The volume reminds us that all readers are in Mailer’s debt for his contributions to American literature over the span of almost sixty years.
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Reading sentences in The Castle in the Forest is a fascinating pleasure, interrupted by involuntary eruptions of hilarity. Amusement does not depend on a lurid interest in Hitler’s perversities; rather it is won by the reader’s attention to the narrator’s measured, balanced, and calculated control of presenting Hitler’s perversities: scornfully cynical, derisively sneering, mockingly malicious, disdainfully disparaging, bitterly caustic, and acidly snarky. Mailer makes wickedly funny fun of woefully wicked people. He plants the seeds of bad deeds; he incites quarrels; he belittles and badmouths; he expands disconnections, facilitates discord, and enhances vanity, greed, envy, lust—and the rest of the “sacred seven” sins upon which the narrator concentrates.

Saint Augustine declared famously in his Confessions that “God judged it better to bring good out of evil than to suffer no evil to exist.” This commingling of antagonistic forces may be the fundamental inspiration for art to absorb evil into the fuller context of human affairs. The narrator of Castle offers understandings yoked to a pair of opposites, as if the ox of evil and the ox of good were pulling in unison a cart we call history.

Mailer’s narrator, “without salient personality,” is possessed of the negative capability to dwell within some man or woman’s body, because “a man or woman’s presence is closely related to their body, and so offers a multitude of insights.” Dramatic tension is maintained by the squeezing and releasing of the flow of information, which the narrator reveals in successive approximations to the reader’s growing understanding. The act of the narrator in writing his own novel utilizes petty dilemmas as a means of comprehending a much vaster subject. His existential act of revealing the Devil’s trade secrets is a singular betrayal. Writing about Hitler was Mailer’s last temptation—the occasion to test the power of imaginary characters to function as agents of reincarnation, and there is a Keatsean hint of a living hand holding forth, speaking from beyond the grave. Mailer speaks in an echo chamber of eternity, living sub specie eternitatis, a common post-traumatic afterthought resulting from boredom of political banter in the everyday press. Today, if you are a Republican, the Devil is a Democrat. If you are a Democrat, Republicans are forces of evil.

Mailer’s copious descriptions make real the sordid circumstances of Hitler’s family, and they prepare the reader for the plunge into the murky slather of intimate juices that is the future Fuehrer’s conception in the womb of his mother, his father’s own niece, and possibly his own daughter. In adopting the witnessing voice of a German SS officer, Mailer has found a persona in which he can whisper in the language of the enemy and gain subtle access to our consciousness. The narrator explains how he came to be present at the primal scene of Adolph’s conception, observing the act like a gynecologist performing artificial insemination.


Some readers may notice that I first spoke of that exceptional event as if I were the one in the connubial bed. Now, I state that I was not. Nonetheless, in referring to my participation, I am still telling the truth. For even as physicists presently assume to their scientific confusion that light is both a particle and a wave, so do devils live in both the lie and the truth, side by side, and both can be seen with equal force.



The narrator demonstrates ability to live in duality, showing awareness that most decisions in life are closely akin to choices not taken. Any decision is laden with existential memory of times when there was a forty-nine to fifty-one percent split.

Evil entered Hitler’s being at the moment of conception. Mailer’s impish conceit (not infrequently uttered provocatively in the presence of women) is that two great births occurred in history: Jesus Christ and Adolph Hitler. The mass of women lived lives of less exaggerated glamour than either the immaculate Mary or the soiled and common Klara. Mailer extracts the lesson that every mother bears a genetic responsibility for the good or evil that manifests itself in their children—mothers pass on what was planted in them. Jesus was born from the seed of God, not that of her husband Joseph. Hitler was born of woman, but his mother, Klara, was suspected of being his father’s daughter. Complicated inbreeding influences the way psychic conceptions are read and remembered. These divergent conceptions occurred almost two thousand years apart; yet, they are linked by a Western consciousness capable of sustaining awareness of moments spread over a spectrum of time.

In Mein Kampf, dictated while in prison early in his life, Hitler concluded that his life was and would be a “struggle.” He wrote in the first paragraph of chapter one: “Today it seems to me providential that Fate should have chosen Braunau on the Inn as my birthplace. For this little town lies on the boundary between two German states, which we of the younger generation at least have made it our life’s work to reunite by every means at our disposal.” Reunification was achieved in the phoenix nest of the funeral pyre of the Holocaust, a crazy paradox that yet animates the dynamics of regeneration from burned bodies.

Mailer draws hugely upon history, myth, and legend, combining these elements uniquely into a book that embodies the linqua franca of contemporary cultural memory. Hitler wounded the soul of the last century. His deeds invade our nightmares. Psychiatrists prosper because people’s wits are twisted.

Let us hear a string of utterances that summon the voice of the German intelligence officer, narrator of The Castle in the Forest:


“Intelligence work can be understood as a contest between code and the obfuscation of a code.”




“Prevarication, like honesty, is reflexive, and soon becomes a sturdy habit, as reliable as truth.”




“He could shave a truth by a hair or subvert it altogether.” “My art was to replace a true memory by a false one [like] removing an old tattoo in order to cover it with a new one.”




“If I draw upon reserves of patience, it is because time passes here without meaning for me.”



Metaphoric dazzle drives the narrator’s thinking, strangely animating the banal lives of the novel’s characters. In his opening line, the narrator establishes immediate ease with the reader, offering his nickname, and suggesting that he be considered a friend in need of understanding how to accomplish the complex task of plausibly telling a story that is, so frankly, based on the fiction that the narrator is an agent of the Devil costumed as a person, rather like an actor playing a role.

Using the creaky, horse-drawn carriage of an omniscient “nineteenth century novelist,” the narrator assumes a post-modern authorial voice of immense range and depth, on a scale that speaks across reaches of time and knowledge to Dante’s use of citizens from Florence as characters in the Inferno; Milton, whose concept of evil was embodied in God’s finest angel and glamorous rebel; Goethe, whose Faustian pact with an eminent scholar made us understand the temptation of yearning for greatness; Nietzsche, whose psychological superman was warped into Nazi war slogans; Blake, who said, “Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse an unsatisfied desire; and, in America, Melville. It is as if Melville had begun Moby-Dick with a diminutive of Ishmael’s name—“Call me Izzy.” If Melville commands, Mailer invites us to listen, and this intimacy of the narrator, always in the reader’s ear, makes the experience of reading an act of complicity. We are not asked to identify with Hitler or the Devil, but with a narrator whose relation with the reader becomes, by the book’s end, “as alone with each other as two souls out in the ocean on a rock not large enough for three.”

The question Mailer leaves us with in this farewell volume is curious, and I use this open-ended word because Mailer’s narrator, having completed his European duties in shaping the first sixteen years of Adolph Hitler’s life, has been “demoted” to assignments in America, which he calls “this curious nation.” Following the time that the narrator has been “installed” in the “human abode” that was Dieter, an eerie voice speaks to us, the voice of the novelist speaking of his character in the past tense: “I was not without effect. Dieter had been a charming SS man, tall, quick, blond, blue eyed, witty. To give a further turn to the screw, I even suggested that he was a troubled Nazi. I spoke with a fine counterfeit of genuine feeling concerning the damnable excesses that were to be found in the Fuehrer’s achievements.” How subtle is the slither of this last snaking sentence!

A high-level counterpart to Dieter—an “American Jewish psychiatrist”—is assigned to interview Dieter as a war criminal. Even though a revolver sits on the table while they talk, the narrator suggests the doctor has little familiarity with firearms: “Sequestered in the depths of the average pacifist—as one will inevitably discover—resides a killer. That is why the person has become a pacifist in the first place. Now, given my subtle assault upon what he believed were his human values, the American picked up his .45, knew enough to release the safety, and shot me.”

In an earlier aside, the narrator prepared us for his casual way of sounding cruel: “If it is discomforting to the reader that I usually present myself as a calm observer, capable of a balanced narrative, and yet am also able to abet the most squalid acts without a moment of regret, let it not come as a surprise. Devils require two natures. In part, we are civilized.”

Yes, and so adept at glimpsing truths that obviate our belief in any truth that does not contain the memory of all that for which it is not true. The narrator’s tone navigates the most spontaneous kinds of sardonic irony, causing unbidden laughter verging on the death-causing convulsions resulting from eating the plant, grown in Sardinia, which gave sardonic laughter its name and a definition more deeply unsettling than mere sarcasm.

Dieter, speaking as a German, indicates how voice is visceral, and produced by the body:


If you are German and possessed of lively intelligence, irony is, of course, vital to one’s pride. German came to us originally as the language of simple folk, good pagan brutes and husband-men, tribal people, ready for the hunt and the field. So, it is a language full of the growls of the stomach, and the wind in the bowels of hearty existence, the bellows of the lungs, the hiss of the windpipe, the cries of command that one issues to domesticated animals, even the roar that stirs in the throat at the sight of blood. Given, however, the imposition laid on this folk through the centuries—that they enter the amenities of Western civilization before the opportunity passes away from them altogether—I did not find it surprising that many of the German bourgeoisie who had migrated into city life from muddy barnyards did their best to speak in voices as soft as the silk of a sleeve. Particularly, the ladies. I do not include long German words, which are often a precursor to our technological spirit today, no, I refer to the syrupy palatals, sentimental sounds for a low-grade brain. To every sharp German fellow, irony had become the essential corrective.



Mailer connects character to the intimate feeling of how the organs and chambers of the body produce the unique inflections that are ultimately articulated when air is shaped by the muscles in the lips. Mailer emphasizes the mouth-washing compulsion Hitler suffered from most of his life. He became a vegetarian because he was disgusted when he chewed sausage, which so reminded him of his childhood abuse by his father’s forced fellatio.

Even more curious is why Mailer should end his life writing about a tyrant who sickened his mother’s stomach, when he was a nine-year-old, while she listened to radio reports from Germany, during the prelude to the war. She could picture the trouble from far away because she had lived in Russia and had experienced the conditions that now frightened her more than if she had been in Vienna in the spring of 1938, when Germany “united” Austria by annexing it against the will of its most prominent citizens, mostly Jews like herself. Quite likely, Mailer’s mother saw shocking photographs published in the Brooklyn newspapers. And Mailer, early in The Castle in the Forest, evokes the fading newsreel of this blurred black-and-white humiliation, where he imagined his kin on their knees—using a most diminutive tool to wash away anti-Nazi graffiti: “I remember on the first morning after the Brown Shirts marched into Vienna, that a squad of them—beer-hall types with big bellies—collected a group of old and middle-aged Jews, and put them to work scrubbing the sidewalk with toothbrushes. The Storm Troopers laughed as they watched. Photographs of the event were featured on the front pages of many a newspaper in Europe and America.”

Mailer’s narrator guides the meaning of what he shows in detailed scenes depicting three generations of the Hitler family. The skeletal family tree that spawned Adolph Hitler is fleshed out with more fullness than simple entry into adolescence; Mailer’s silence on the Holocaust makes kitchen table mutterings meaningful. In particular, Mailer explores the father/son relationship of Alois and Adolph to the extent that Alois’ lifespan is completed before Adolph’s life begins in earnest. The penultimate Book (Mailer’s chapters appear as books) is titled “Alois and Adolph”; the father’s concern is to pass on a career direction for his son. Adolph wants to be an artist, but his pictures of buildings, when he puts people in them, show people out of scale to their surroundings, in incorrect proportion to the buildings behind them. To make sure that Hitler would be rejected from art school in Vienna, Dieter induced a most severe migraine to the teacher assigned to assess his entrance portfolio.

Hitler’s father’s, born a bastard first named Alois Schicklgruber, was legitimized as the son of his uncle when the uncle died, leaving his property and surname to Alois Hitler. Alois married Klara Poelzl, his niece, when she was in her twenties, giving sanction to their sexual relationship, which began when she was nine. At the time, the age of consent in Germany and England was nine, yet people whispered.

The narrator, wryly, repeatedly, casually, charmingly explicates the very scenes he creates, irradiating them with insights achieved, seemingly at will, via metaphoric connections between the base and the noble. He shows by the telling of the teller that the most important connection between Mailer’s practice as a novelist and as a nonfiction writer is his utilization of a pseudonym. The Armies of the Night exemplified his use of the third-person as a stand-in for the first person, and the lesson of entering history via the mind of a novelist might prove useful to future historians and biographers of Hitler. Mailer raises questions that far transcend the issues he exposed in The Naked and the Dead—concerning the fascist aspect of a military hierarchy, where the tyrant is armored, and unreachable.

Mailer has always maintained that the first duty of a novelist was not to write about himself, but about the other self with whom he feels “comfortable inhabiting.” The author of Psychoanalytic Explorations in Art, Ernst Kris, observed, “The absolution from guilt for fantasy is complete if the fantasy one follows is not one’s own.” Mailer’s personas reveal his acting aspirations, and root his experience in theater as a key source in his novel writing. Mailer’s scenic sense is displayed in the block-by-block developments so keenly integrated into ordinary life that good and evil seem tainted with each other. Dieter, who follows Hitler’s father into bee keeping, gives credit to honey as a medium for absorbing a dose of his dark syrup: “We have among our gifts the power to invest many a substance with a trace of our presence.”

The novel’s Epilogue fast forwards through the rise of the Third Reich, skipping the Holocaust, and returns us to April 1945, forty years after the narrator’s duties attending little Adolph were completed. Germany has just been defeated. Dieter is present at a nearby concentration camp, which has just been liberated, called “The Castle in the Forest” or as the German translation of the novel has it, Das Scholss Im Wald. Mailer’s title is pointedly ironic, since the “castle” is nonexistent, and the “forest” is a patch of barren land.

Dieter has nearly finished his book, and he considers the accumulated resentments that triggered his desire to write the book we are reading. Indeed, the narrator’s talents have been so aptly demonstrated by his success both in Germany and Russia—creating mischief most serious. The Devil has suppressed Dieter in order to take Hitler on as his exclusive client. The explosive situation made me think of the killings of U.S. Postal workers by fired employees. Mailer’s narrator absorbs primal rage, and uses it to fuel and authorize audacious inquiries into human psychology, and make real how blood is thicker than literature.



In the novel’s “Epilogue,” the narrator once again addresses his motivation for writing his book: “Can it be that the Maestro, whom I served in a hundred roles while holding on to the pride that I was a field officer in the mighty eminence of Satan, had indeed deluded me? Was it now likely that the Maestro was not Satan, but only one more minion—if at a very high level?” This confusion opens up the possibility, Mailer suggests, that we have been reading “the sardonic insights of one more intermediary.”

When Mailer’s narrator is “shot,” the narrative voice persists in speaking, persuasively, in the ambiguity of history, showing self-doubt about his loyalty. The penultimate sentence of the novel is an ode to the author’s endurance: “I have come so far myself in offering this narration that I can no longer be certain whether I still look for promising clients or search for a loyal friend.”



Mailer makes clear from the restrictions of his consistent choices that the roots of the man are fertilized by the dirt, soil, scraps, shames, shivering fears, which remain unforgettable, whatever disguises the adult fashions for mature identity. In a Provincetown Arts interview with J. Michael Lennon, following publication of the novel, Mailer said—echoing Wordsworth’s child being “father of the man”—“The man is in the early material.”1

The Hitler clan, its emergence, malignant flowering, and destruction of its illusion of power are absorbed into a balanced purchase upon which the narrator tells his story of the most diabolical of offspring. In Mailer’s density of detail, turbulent with sensations that are recurrently reconsidered in the fresh circumstances of later chapters, the organic connections of the Hitler lineage, so deeply imagined from mere hints in historical sources, will be read by future historians of the Holocaust for new directions in research. Mailer delineates who begat who with the scrupulous accounting found in biblical genealogies, where daily records become Holy Scripture—etched in memory.

In Mailer’s previous novel, The Gospel According to the Son, Satan is smooth, polite, dripping with deviousness in offering to share a meal with Jesus, which He refuses. On parting, Satan asks permission to touch Jesus, and the son of God, accepting the Devil’s embrace, feels a “shudder of knowledge.” He knows He has been altered by this encounter and that knowledge of evil has lodged in his being.

The novel ends with Adolph entering the sixteenth year of his life, a confused adolescent. The conversation with the Jewish American psychiatrist and Dieter serves to isolate the bitter end point, embellishing the period with the ultimate defense against the futility of war: sardonic irony. As Paul Fussell showed in The Great War and Modern Memory, irony became a mode of remembrance for events too terrible to recall without a divergent refraction of consciousness. Hitler remains Hitler, a mystery, and remains “unexplained”—to refer to Ron Rosenbaum’s book Explaining Hitler, which so influenced Mailer to think of Hitler free of some definitive human flaw as the cause of the Holocaust. Rather, evil is a concept, not a person. The “I” of the novel is an imaginary force opposed to God, and its forces are mustered within a hierarchal system offering the military apparatus that insulates the tyrant’s power.

Mailer does not try to explain Hitler’s evil as a consequence of incest, his deformed testicles, or the brutal beatings of his father. Evil instead becomes fragmented into the dazzle patterns of camouflage, so the formal outline of the enemy is broken up and integrated with the background. Throughout, every event is measured for spiritual cost, calculated against future cost—weighing, balancing, comparing, assessing, and debating the fine equilibrium that is upset when games of random chance are played with loaded dice. The narrator ponders the natural division of human gender into male and female, and the random divisions offer a lesson in Mailer’s notion of “divine economy,” functioning as a kind of invisible hand regulating the free market of good and evil by analyzing the equation between risk and gain.

Mailer created an uncanny narrator who is also an active character; his protagonist, Dieter, at will, has the power to switch the narrative point of view so that antagonist and protagonist may appear as the other. In scene after scene, the reader witnesses sharp refractions that resonate with connections between sensations in the body and thoughts in a shared consciousness. In Castle, the battle is between three players: God, the Devil, and each individual human being. Each possesses equal, if divergent, powers. The novel’s nodal point is positioned midway between three points of a triangle, and Mailer must have thought at least once about the CIA’s method of “triangulation” for sounding out the truth—taking the lies of three spies and finding the element of truth equidistant from each liar.

Speaking with a German journalist following publication of the novel, Mailer, a converted atheist many years ago, said just before he died, “Our existence on earth is much easier to explain if we use a creator.” This is what I call a “utilitarian” theory of religion.2 Here is a revision of the paragraph, paraphrased without a quotation:

Speaking with German journalists following publication of the novel, Mailer reflected on how his early atheism made it very difficult for him to explain how we came out of nothing. Existence was easier to understand if a creator existed. This is what I call a “utilitarian” theory of religion.

Let us close with a connection with Freud, the German thinker who charted individual evolution from infantile anality, through the lessons of the mouth in eating and speaking, to genital maturity. Mailer told his assistant, Dwayne Raymond, that he wanted the archway depicted on the book cover to be “symbolic for the birth canal. I know this absolutely,” he said, “because I sat with him while he did the actual color drawings, and these drawings—and he said it bluntly—were pictures of a vagina.” The stone arch that is pictured, however, is more labyrinth than labia. It was taken from a composite of the arches of a church and a school familiar to Hitler—arches that Hitler, and many others, passed through into darkness. “Darkness is large,” Mailer said in his introduction to a book of Provincetown photographs taken at night in low light with long exposures, allowing the camera to see what is invisible to the human eye in low light. In darkness, we cannot see color because the rods in our retinas can only see in black and white, and in low light they function more effectively than the cones that see color so well in daylight.

Freud considered religious thinking to be primitive—and that our conscious understandings would replace a dwindling mysticism. He predicted in one of his last books, The Future of an Illusion, “Where id was, there shall ego go.” Mailer’s ego was enlarged by his confrontation with amoral impulses, the cause of so much human misery and so much damage. Irony seems always to be associated with injury: Octavio Paz said, “Irony is the wound through which analogy bleeds to death.”

Would this be why the banality of evil must be lacquered with irony—evincing the antique aspect of memory, which is essential for our belated understandings?





Notes


1. The Provincetown Arts interview of Lennon/Mailer appeared in Volume 22, 2007 on page 92 under the title “Hitler in My Mind: The Roots of The Castle in the Forest / An Interview by J. Michael Lennon.” ↩



2. www.digitaljournal.com/AgingMailerRecognizesGod. ↩





Tolls of War: Mailerian Sub-Texts in For Whom the Bell Tolls


Lawrence R. Broer




Hemingway’s Second War: Bearing Witness to the Spanish Civil War

By Alex Vernon

Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2011

www.uiowapress.org

323 pp. Paperback $29.95



At a party for Norman Mailer, I pried the author away from a covey of adoring coeds long enough to ask him how he thought Hemingway, notoriously disdainful of politics, would have responded to his protégé’s turn from straight fiction to the new journalism of Armies of the Night and Of a Fire on the Moon. I was teaching both books and hoped to return to class armed with personal, invigorating insights from the author himself. Clearly annoyed at the distraction, Mailer replied, “What does it matter?”

Had I struck a nerve? Despite my enthusiasm for both writers, did Mailer interpret my remark as implied criticism? Never mind, if only indirectly, Alex Vernon’s lively and carefully researched study of Hemingway’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War reminds us of the political sophistication of both writers. Moreover, in Vernon’s discussion of the way Hemingway’s personal experience as a war correspondent fed and shaped the writing of For Whom the Bell Tolls, we see Hemingway anticipating the New Journalism Mailer perfected—their mutual recognition of the fictional possibilities of and strategies for merging fact and fiction. Showing us how Hemingway’s dispatches verge on becoming stories, how, for instance, he employs the second person as a way of bringing the reader along for the ride, Vernon accentuates the nature of literary truth both writers were after. Vernon describes Mailer and Hemingway as writers committed to “eye-witness” standards, yet journalistic writing whose “essence” is “not information” but personal truth, “optimistic, heroic, human interest work.”

Vernon’s discourse unfolds in three parts: discussions of Hemingway’s early participation as war correspondent, his contributions to the Republican documentaries “Spain in Flames” and “The Spanish Earth,” and Hemingway’s evolved, more critical thinking about the war and the Spanish people as portrayed in For Whom the Bell Tolls. It is toward the latter that all else builds that constitutes Vernon’s main achievement. Much of what Vernon tells us in the early chapters is well known.1 But his examples of Hemingway’s famous understated style in the author’s reports to NANA, the North American Newspaper Alliance, “paradoxically objective and subjective,” show us how the demands of reporting and Hemingway’s fictional gifts work as one: pithy, incongruous juxtapositions that highlight the grotesqueness of battle—soldiers so mutilated “they did not rate stretchers,” a decaying corpse whose left arm hangs “stiffly in air as if even in death he tried to make fascist salute,” an old woman returning home from market, “one leg suddenly detached whirling against the wall of an adjoining house,” a driver lurching from his motor car, “his scalp hanging down over his eyes, to sit down on the sidewalk.” Hemingway’s stark, unsentimental prose shocks us with horrors in the midst of the commonplace, even, Vernon says, “seeing beauty where one shouldn’t.” It challenges us “as gruesome photographs do, our repulsion to the obscene violence clashing with our appreciation of its perfected expression.”

Central to Hemingway’s intentions in For Whom the Bell Tolls, Vernon focuses on ways the journalism anticipates and explains the humanity and art of the author’s Spanish novel. Eschewing easy dualisms, Hemingway’s consistent reporting of the war as brutal and savage on both sides reflects his respect and sympathy for the common soldier, regardless of allegiance. Despite his fervent support of the Republican cause, Hemingway’s portrayals of the suffering and even the heroism of Franco’s fascists are no less admiring than those of the Republican fallen. He wishes somebody would turn over the bodies of the working-class and poor Italian infantry who died fighting for the wrong cause, to face and commune with mother earth, the source of their lives and of their true allegiance. In For Whom the Bell Tolls, Jordan recognizes that the absurdity of war requires killing people labeled “enemy” that one otherwise might befriend, divided only by arbitrary political alignments. Andres reasons that if his father had not been a Republican, both he and his brother would be soldiers now with the fascists. Anselmo observes about the Fascists at the bridge, “I have watched them all day and they are the same as we are.”

While both the journalism and the fiction stress the general inhumanity of war, Vernon credibly argues that understanding their difference illustrates not only the process of invention that transforms fact to fiction, but indicates marked moral growth on the author’s part. While history and For Whom the Bell Tolls tell us that Republican soldiers were as guilty of cruelty and brutality as their fascist counterparts, Vernon explains that Hemingway’s commitment to the Republican cause was so profoundly deep and personal that his journalistic accounts become not only deceptively optimistic but hyperbolic in their support. Like Mailer’s Marxist theorist, William McCloud in Barbary Shore, Hemingway/Jordan believe that the war in Spain was a battle for civilization itself, the point on which the future of the human race might turn, and that winning the war there might prevent the war to come. Citing the following example as a synecdoche for Hemingway’s “running optimistic commentary” on the entire war, Vernon refers to Hemingway’s report about a battle certain to be lost: “Today, you see the extent and seriousness of the Government resistance. It is not over yet by a long shot, and one thing that has been learned in this Spanish war is that anything can happen and the experts are always wrong.” Vernon concludes that what in his pro-loyalist dispatches and essays Hemingway truly understood about Republican betrayals and atrocities, and to what extent he might have turned to a more truthful cynicism, is a question for the ages. Neither is it possible, Vernon says, to determine the extent of the author’s “blind acceptance” of the Republican, and sometimes the Comintern line, versus the deep insight and pragmatism of For Whom the Bell Tolls.

What we know for certain about Hemingway’s more evolved and honest political thinking in For Whom the Bell Tolls constitutes the most telling way the journalism bears on the fiction of both Hemingway and Mailer. While much of James Brookfield’s 2009 overview of Mailer’s work reflects a woefully superficial view of Mailer’s literary gifts in general and his late work in particular, his praise of Barbary Shore evokes Vernon’s primary argument in Hemingway’s Second War. Referring to the Stalinist agent McLeod’s apologia for his political crimes during the Spanish Civil War, Brookfield observes that Mailer seriously addresses one of the most complex political phenomena of the modern world—the emergence of Stalinism, and the tragic schism in the minds of thinking people like William McLeod and Hemingway’s Robert Jordan— torn between hopes for socialist reforms and the evolving barbarism of Russian political oppression. Brookfield evokes the agonizing inner war of both men when he wonders about the intense toll communism’s contradictions took on so many who began their literary careers as idealistic people, “grappling” from the point of view of optimism born of socialist ideals, and bitter disappointment at its failures. Though unlike McLeod, Jordan claims not to be a real Marxist, yet he understands its dialectics well, and like the narrator of Barbary Shore, Mikey Lovett, he sympathizes with its capitalistic critique and humanitarian goals. As well, Jordan argues that the communists offer the “best discipline and the soundest and sanest for the prosecution of the war.”2

McLeod’s faith in the socialist ideals for which the war was fought registers when he says, “It is my hope that a revolutionary determination, the life of which has never been seen before will sweep the earth, and these theses, difficult, recondite, and often incomprehensible, will match the experience of even the most inarticulate peasant, so that the socialist theorist will once again find language to reach the many.” If Jordan is less politically doctrinaire than McLeod, and certainly less garrulous, his hope for universal brotherhood, his commitment to the struggle for freedom and equality in Spain prove equally strong: He tells himself, “This ideal gave you a part in something you could believe in wholly and completely and in which you felt an absolute brotherhood with the others who were engaged in it. It was something that you have never known before but that you had experienced now and you gave such importance to it and the reason for it that your own death seemed of complete unimportance.”

Ultimately, the failure of the wider human community McLeod and Jordan seek produces heartbreak and despair— the “toll” of which Brookfield speaks, the main subject of Vernon’s book, and the primary drama of Barbary Shore and For Whom the Bell Tolls. Reflective of what Vernon calls the Republic’s history of “internal dysfunction,” the fractious acrimony and discord inside McLeod’s boarding house and Jordan’s mountain cave mirror the larger disharmony of temperamental, cultural, and political differences that dooms the Civil War from the start, and that makes prospects for universal order and peace seem increasingly remote and naïve. Divided painfully by their own doubt, as McLeod puts it, Mailer and Hemingway’s failed, despairing idealists face a similar crisis of faith: the effort to remain hopeful and loyal to dreams of freedom and equality, “love for every man our brother,” versus feelings of defeat born of the divisive selfishness and disunity of those around them that augur the futility of the struggle. What results are extreme mental suffering and feelings of guilt, and the agonizing conflict of warring forces—cynicism and withdrawal versus love and engagement—that creates the powerful source of tension within both protagonists.3

When Vernon says it is as if Hemingway were battling his own “conscience,” he identifies both Jordan’s inner war and the special, even allegorical relationship of McLeod and his novelist socialist apprentice, William Lovett, a version of McLeod’s younger self McLeod calls “conscience.” Lovett senses McCloud across the hall staring at the ceiling as he does and dreaming his dreams. Just as within the psychic interplay of For Whom the Bell Tolls, Jordan’s more honest, self-critical, and hopeful self battles fatalism, an unnerving authoritarian manner, and proclivities to violence he feels he will have to atone for later, McLeod exists as a father-confessor figure to Lovett, from whom Lovett can always expect an honest response, whose kindly solicitations help Lovett heal psychic war wounds, fortify his idealism, sharpen his thinking, and encourage his work—the self-begetting novel we are reading. The more McLeod speaks of mental, moral and physical crimes of war that he shares with Lovett, the more Lovett remembers his own concealed transgressions. The analytical McLeod instructs Lovett in negotiating the space between “personal desire” and “political possibility.” In turn Lovett listens to McLeod’s own sins, rekindles McLeod’s flagging socialist fervor—the part of himself that McLeod says remains hopeful as the “machine” grows bigger—and his devotion to the older, wiser man allows McLeod the grace to transmit, as McLeod says, “the intellectual conclusions of my life, and thus give dignity to my experience.”

Rather than offer final solutions to their protagonists’ inner war, the authors deny us the complacency of closure and provoke us to debate the struggle of conscience within ourselves. Like their characters, we are positioned in between what Lovett calls “an antipathetic past and a moot future.” The futility of Lannie Madison in Barbary Shore reminds us of Mailer’s warning in Why Are We at War that “Freedom has to be kept alive everyday of our existence, because we can all be swallowed by our misery . . . become weary, give up.” Evoking the gas chambers of World War II, Madison calls McLeod and Lovett fools for continuing to believe in a better world, concluding “there’s no new world to make, for the world devours.” All the characters of For Whom the Bell Tolls and Barbary Shore are in fact broken in various ways and prone to defeatism. “Vast armies,” McCloud says, continue to mount themselves toward endless war. Yet it is Jordan’s and McLeod/Lovett’s mutual existential faith in life as a process of becoming that sustains their belief in a saner, more orderly world.

Jordan knows that he must make difficult moral choices that are always subjective and personal, what Kierkegaard calls the existentialist’s “earnestness.” He hates to leave this world but determines it is one worth sacrificing and even dying for.4 In turn, McLeod declares that he depends upon “potentiality,” that possibilities are limited only by the human mind. Despite that McLeod dies (like Jordan), in the words he scribbles at the bottom of his will he bequeaths to Lovett what the newborn writer calls the “rudiments of selfless friendship, the heritage of love and sacrifice” Jordan passes on to Maria: “And may he be alive to see the rising of the Phoenix.” As a free man, virtually without a social or economic past, Lovett may author his own identity, which as narrator of Mailer’s story is exactly what he does.





Notes


1. Vernon’s scholarship is prodigious and adroitly employed to bolster or to offer critical counterpoint to his own interpretation of the cunningly problematic moral issues of For Whom the Bell Tolls. As a companion text to the war in general, I suggest the variety of critical perspectives in John Beals Romeiser’s earlier, multifaceted study, Red Flags, Black Flags: Critical Essays on the Literature of the Spanish Civil War (Madrid, Scripta Humanistica, 1982). Referring as they do to over 800 novels written from 1936 to the present, these essays attest to the extraordinary attraction the war has had for writers worldwide. The painful question these writers ask returns us immediately and in even a more broadly informed way to Vernon’s book and to For Whom the Bell Tolls: how in such a fratricidal, bloody, and agonizing war, Spaniards could have come to such extremes. Vernon has it right: “the analysis of it is never done.” In my own discussion of the war in Hemingway’s Spanish Tragedy (U. of Alabama Press, 1973), I discuss the way Unamuno, Ortega y Gasset and other prominent critics of Spanish culture explain the internal struggle taking place within the mind and heart of the Spaniard— a belligerent independence and aversion to authority and order that predetermined the tragic consequence of the war. ↩



2. For an excellent discussion of the factual account of both writers’ relationship to Soviet Russia, see Victor Peppard’s “Hemingway, Mailer, and the ‘Reds.’” (The Mailer Review, Fall 2010). ↩



3. Vernon suggests that in For Whom the Bell Tolls, it is far more than the complexities of the Spanish Civil War to which Hemingway bears witness. Drawing from psycho-sexual studies by Mark Spilka, Carl Eby, Debra Moddelmog, and Kenneth Lynn, Vernon’s concluding chapters, “Pilar and Maria,” and “From Frederic Henry to Robert Jordan” extend these critics’ argument that Henry’s and Jordan’s gender and sexual anxieties constitute the deepest, most personal and guarded part of the author’s famous iceberg. Reading Henry and Jordan’s feminine or androgynous feelings together, Vernon sees Hemingway seeking release from the strict gender boundaries of his conventional Oak Park upbringing, exploring buried homoerotic and incestuous desires that anticipate the taboo gender games of The Garden of Eden. ↩



4. Contrary to this existential reading,Vernon suggests that by contriving to be killed, Jordan assumes an inauthentic pose, relieving himself of the necessity of further choice-making. The most original and startling aspect of Vernon’s hypothesis is that compounding the toll of multiple wars, the author’s emasculating gender insecurities contribute to the author’s death wish, the “suicidal subtext” motivating both A Farewell to Arms and For Whom the Bell Tolls. Rather than be “dragged reluctantly into fatherhood,” Henry and Jordan commit suicide to avoid the complications of family life and “domestic entrapment” from which the Hemingway hero has always been in flight. Vernon cites Gerry Brenner’s view that Henry commits suicide after he finishes narrating his story. Neither protagonist’s relationships, Vernon says, will ever “fall prey to babies, nor to finances nor the numbing effect of ordinary life.” In this vein Vernon disputes the conventional view of the novel’s ending as ennobling. Citing Mussolini’s definition of fascism as a belief in “holiness and heroism,” Vernon suggests that Jordan’s death not only removes him from actual social obligations, allowing him to avoid family life and all it might involve and symbolize, but ironically has a fascist tint to it. It follows that rather than redemptive, Jordan’s relationship with Maria also has fascist implications, confirming a traditional gender hierarchy that undermines the cause of freedom and independence for which Jordan fights. The overthrow of the class system, Vernon posits, should mean the end of the patriarchal system as well. Jordan’s voice “eclipses Maria’s, excludes hers, silences hers,” as he satisfies his own psychic needs. Though he suggests that Hemingway is warning the reader against accepting Jordan’s “self-serving perspectives,”Vernon is never timid about critiquing Hemingway’s personal morality, objecting, for instance, to the author’s “fetishing” of the “primitive” and “romanticizing” of Maria’s erotic albeit spiritual animality. Vernon concludes this lucid, provocative study by asserting that connecting Henry’s and Jordan’s gender and sexual anxieties with their suicidal natures is only a hypothesis, agreeing with Thomas Strychacz and Allen Josephs that Hemingway’s complex aesthetics require that we no more insist on one reading of this richly problematic text than another. If I may venture an advertisement for myself, considering the turbulence of Mailer and Hemingway’s work and inner life, along with Kurt Vonnegut’s as the scene of constant warfare, Vernon’s reference to Paul Fussel’s line, “My war is synonymous with my life” would have made the ideal prescript for my forthcoming study of Hemingway: Vonnegut and Hemingway: Writers at War (U. of South Carolina Press, 2011). ↩





Creative Works




The Living Room Show


Karen Brown



The living room shows were rumored to have started one New Year’s Eve. They took place in Doug Brannon’s Spanish Mediterranean, in the bowling alley-like living room that held little more than a fireplace at one end, and a pair of long, moss green couches arranged in an L at the other. The band placed two mounted speakers on either side of the fireplace, and Doug and the other guitar players set up their amps, and brought in an array of guitars on chrome stands. The drummer, J.B. Levine, placed his red sparkle Ludwig kit in the middle of it all, and whenever enough people had arrived, or the band members grew bored milling around, or it was just late enough and everyone was drunk enough, they would play.

Margaret Carr told us about the shows, and after accompanying her to one they became a monthly part of our social routine. Margaret is one of my husband, John Rushing’s, old friends, a divorced woman with no children, whose own Mediterranean, acquired in the divorce settlement was just beginning to fall into disrepair. The awning in the front had torn, and the pool deck was cracked and discolored with mildew. There were porch lights with broken glass, and a lichen-colored run-off from the roof streaking the exterior of the house. The night of the living room shows was always a Saturday, and it would always start with drinks at Margaret Carr’s, our two children entrusted to a babysitter and all but forgotten. We’d sit out by the pool under the frangipani and the fifty-foot high cluster of bamboo and have various Martinis stolen from the menu of one of the newer restaurants. She served them in over-sized plastic Martini glasses tinted different hues, and the success or disaster of the evening was something I associated with the color of my glass.

The night of the last show, a chartreuse night, took place in April, the air thick with blooming jasmine and tangerines rotting in the grass. A cat was in heat somewhere in the lush overgrowth of Margaret Carr’s landscaping, and John decided to have an argument with Margaret Carr’s new boyfriend, Manuel, about his mint ’85 Corvette. He made an unkind comment, something like, “What would make you want to collect a car like that?” and Manuel, believing the question to be in earnest, began detailing all of the car’s special features. He was in his twenties, with dark eyes and a wide mouth and a chiseled torso that strained against the front of his cotton shirt. John gave him one of his looks, part disdain and part feigned shock, and he waved his hand and turned away from him in his chair to ask Margaret where she found him.

“Behind the register at your hair salon? Handing out towels in the country club?”

Margaret flushed, because as usual John was close enough to the truth to make her uncomfortable—she’d told me earlier she met Manuel in the country club entryway holding an application for a waiter position at The Nineteenth Hole. At this point Manuel realized his error and jumped up in anger, and John stayed in his chair with his legs crossed, his pants perfectly creased, sipping from his Martini glass. Margaret stood quickly, and placed her hand on the front of Manuel’s shirt, and whispered something in his ear and led him off into the house. Through the open door I could hear her mules clacking on the Saltillo tile, and Manuel’s voice, its urgent pitch, fading into the house’s depths.

We left for Doug Brannon’s around ten-thirty, following Margaret with Manuel in his Corvette. The Mediterranean faced a four-lane street and its grounds, separated from the same street by an ivy-covered wall, took up nearly a city block. The driveway was in the back, and the parking extended to the narrow streets behind the house, where the cars queued up along the curb and snaked through a neighborhood of tiny bungalows and cement block homes. Everyone went in up the driveway, through the back kitchen entrance, and on this night we parked behind a sizable line of cars, and joined a group heading down the sidewalk. We passed the hedge of gardenia and the two Magnolia trees flanking the driveway, the darkness balmy, scented with their flowers, tinged with a nervous excitement that took over everyone as we entered the kitchen.

Doug Brannon’s house was built in the twenties of terracotta block covered with heavy stucco. From the outside it was an imposing two-story structure with an arched portico and an odd carved relief of a ship at sea over one of the windows. The flat, pebbled roof could be accessed from a doorway in one of the upper bedrooms, and it created a porch along the front of the house, where bougainvillea climbed and shed its fuchsia petals all over the front walk. Guests would not see this, approaching at night from the back. Inside, they would remember the plaster walls, painted colors like saffron and squash and clay, and the high ceilings and oak floors, and the living room itself, which was forty feet long and lit by a large crystal chandelier dimmed by a switch near the door. On one wall three arches led to the kitchen, the dining room, and a small alcove, and on the other a bank of windows faced the four-lane street and a major intersection with a light, where the waiting cars, if they had their windows down, would be able to hear the living room show going on.

In the kitchen, people left their bottles of Jack Daniels and Absolut and Sapphire gin, their mixers, unloaded beer into a few coolers of ice on the floor. You didn’t know who was there until you went into the living room itself, where the amps were set up, and the guitars waited shining on their stands, and everyone gathered in clusters, or claimed spots on the couches, or if it was crowded moved into the adjoining room that held a large screened television that I imagined Doug watched when he was alone, but on the nights of the shows was never on.

I left John Rushing in the kitchen mixing his drink, and Margaret taking Manuel through the butler door to the dining room on a tour of the house. I stepped up onto the stair landing, and down again, through the archway into the living room that shimmered with people, the chandelier light glinting in the glasses in their hands, off the bottles of beer, the watches and bracelets at their wrists. The stereo music played, and the men’s voices were laughing and loud, the women in their circles more calculative, their murmurs focused on lipstick shades, and the attractiveness of shoes. I recognized nearly everyone there, having seen them at the grocery store, or waiting for a table at Bella’s, or take-out at the Thai Palace. I knew a few from the afternoon pick up line at St. Mary’s school, saw others at one time or another in the mall parking lot, loading their purchases into the back of their SUVs.

I didn’t have a drink because I knew John Rushing would bring me one, and I stood by the arched entry waiting for him, when Alicia Hardcastle came up beside me and clung to my arm. The wine in her glass sloshed out onto the wood floor. She wore a sundress and sandals with high, spiky heels that would leave small dents in the wood floor. I didn’t know Alicia well, but when we drank together at fundraisers and private dinners we would become friends for the evening. She had wispy blond hair that always seemed to fall into her face, and narrow, tanned, freckled shoulders. Her husband, Guy, was new to John Rushing’s firm, a young attorney with longish hair the color of his wife’s, and a kind, gentle manner the others imitated behind his back.

“Listen,” she said. She slid her arm around my shoulders and whispered in my ear. “I want to have sex with Doug Brannon.”

I looked at her, and widened my eyes.

Alicia bit her lip and appeared desperate, at a loss. “Tonight,” she said.

We both looked over at Doug Brannon’s microphone, at his aquamarine guitar on its stand, and Doug Brannon himself stepping out from the shadows of the dining room archway. He moved past the cables and leaned forward toward the mike.

“Hey,” he said, his voice throaty and amplified. “What about it? Are we ready?” He wore a gray silk shirt and had the disheveled appearance of a boy whose mother hadn’t taken him for a haircut. His eyes, even in the shadowy room, shone bright and blue. Around him the other band members appeared and stepped into place, dipped their heads under guitar straps, and made noises on the strings.

“Oh God,” Alicia said.

John Rushing came up beside me and handed me a glass, its sides wet from the ice, then moved past me without saying a word. I watched him disappear into the crowd in the adjoining room, where he would probably continue on through the French doors that led to the courtyard, where a fountain ran, and garden torches gave off a bluish, smoky light, and everyone sat in folding chairs or gathered in groups with cigarettes. Alicia still held onto my arm. She brought her wine glass up to her mouth and took a large swallow, her eyes on Doug Brannon, tuning up his guitar.

It was not difficult to find someone you wanted at the living room shows. Once you walked into the house and the band began to play, the rules changed. I cannot say why, or how everyone knew it, but the air became charged, the music absorbed into the plaster walls, into the planks of the floor. It followed you outside into the courtyard and beyond, to the pool, where it became a steady, unnamed urge in your body. Now, as Doug Brannon leaned into the microphone, and the drummer counted out the first song, everyone’s head swiveled in his direction.

They were all there for the band. The men shed their suits for faded jeans or khaki shorts and topsiders. They pretended they were young again, with no children or responsibilities, and they eyed the women and joked and bobbed their heads to the music. After the band finished a set the men would call one of the members over and invite them into their groups and tell them they should put out a CD, that their cousin worked at a record company, that they might know of a backer to help them get started. They offered them cigarettes out in the courtyard, brought drinks around from their stock in the kitchen. The band would stand within these groups, with someone’s arm draped over their shoulder, and grin awkwardly, even Doug Brannon, whose acquisition of the house was always the object of speculation, who was asked at every show its square footage, how many bedrooms?

The band was more at ease with the women. They dropped their guard and their smiles grew sly. We leaned our bodies into them, grabbed their hands and pulled them down onto the couches, tugged them into corners—the living room alcove, the dining room, where the only light came in from the streetlights outside. Cornered by us the band was always ready to be taken, but only a few of us actually knew the places to suggest. It was not just the band members we ended up with. The other husbands there were potential objects of desire as well, though that was trickier, and didn’t occur until near the end of the night, when you lost track of who you came with, when the rooms blurred and you couldn’t remember how you got outside.

Margaret Carr and I knew more about the house than anyone else. Knowing the house was like learning Doug Brannon. The rooms downstairs were open and public, where nothing could really happen except whispered exchanges, or hands lingering in places unnoticed in the cover of the crowd. Margaret Carr found the library, a small room with a couch off the dining room, on the ground floor but private enough because of a narrow French door that kept it separate from the rest of the house. There were ceiling-high shelves of Doug Brannon’s books, Pascal and Bertrand Russell, Kafka’s The Castle, a collection of Chekov’s stories, Kerouac’s On the Road, a set of Shakespeare, and a copy of Jonathan Livingston Seagull with its original cover. There were the thick American and British Literature anthologies, a survey of Medieval History, books required by the local college for courses Doug must have taken. Scattered in with these I found glossy, hardback books on boats and Arnold Palmer that were probably gifts, and romance paperbacks from the supermarket, which I imagined were left by the women who spent a weekend with Doug Brannon out by his pool. Sometimes a book would be left on the end table by the lamp—T.S. Eliot, The Complete Poems and Plays, and I liked to sit on the library couch with my drink and read the last page Doug Brannon read, marked with the book flap. Margaret Carr liked to take men into the library in the beginning of the night, when they had just had a few drinks, and she wanted to know how their mouths felt on hers, decide if she wanted anything else to do with them later.

The most private room downstairs was the laundry room that led from the downstairs bath at the foot of the stairs. Most people thought it was a closet, with its simple painted door. Once, on a periwinkle Martini glass night, I took the drummer, J.B., into the laundry room, and even he hadn’t known it was there. We set our drinks on top of the dryer, and he pressed me up against the wall to kiss me, his hands roaming under my clothes. J.B. is funny and friendly and wears madras shirts, and is more unlike John Rushing than any man I have ever met. But even now, as he winked, and waved a stick in my direction, I remembered little else of the night except the smell of laundry detergent, and thinking that up close, that would be the smell of Doug Brannon’s t-shirts, his khaki pants.

On another night, or maybe the same one, J.B. took me out to the poolroom. This was through the courtyard gate, a part of the house connected to the garage, with its own set of French doors and an awning covered with jasmine, and pots of geraniums on the cement step. At the doors, J.B. produced a key. Inside, amidst the jumble of band equipment—a drum kit and amps and mike stands and cables coiled on the floor, and overturned ashtrays and rows of empty beer cans, he found a couch. The poolroom was dark and silent, and you could pretend no one was outside, treading the grass by the door, or beyond the screened enclosure, lounging in the chaises by the pool. You could lie down and spread out and take off clothing you may or may not find afterwards.

The upstairs was one of the most convenient places to go, but also the least secretive. Almost anyone would see you climbing the stairs off the pass-through archway between the kitchen and the living room, and though there were bathrooms up there it was evident where you were headed with some else’s wife or husband. Only two of the bedrooms were furnished, if that mattered to you at all. The stereo music would boom up through the floor, or the band’s music, if you were with someone other than the band, which might be something to experience, if you were lying down on the bare heart of pine floorboards.

I had only been upstairs once, the time I followed John Rushing, who had Margaret Carr by the hand. They went into the guest bedroom, which held two twin beds and a bureau, and had the bare, impersonal tone of a motel room, except for the door to the roof, and the set of long casement windows that faced east and looked out over the pool. I am not sure why I followed them. Maybe I had to see for myself, to watch them together out of curiosity. At the time, I believe I wanted them to know I knew, as if that would make me part of their secret. But we are almost always wrong about what we want.

As the band began to play on the night of the last show, and Alicia Hardcastle held onto my arm, I wondered what she wanted from Doug Brannon. She might have heard from the other wives that he would be seen occasionally playing golf at the club, that from their tables at the Nineteenth Hole they would watch him and not recognize him at first. She would hear he went to the Little Monkey’s coffee shop with his paper, picked up his cleaning from Morris Fonte, worked during the day from his house, though no one, really, knew what he did. Outside of his house he could easily be mistaken for the boy in wrinkled khaki pants, ordering his girlfriend a Colosso at the Dairy Joy, and once he stepped from behind the microphone at the living room shows he could mingle with the crowd and safely be overlooked. I could have warned her Doug Brannon knew how to slip in and out of an embrace and leave you untouched by the end of the night. But singing with the band in front of his fireplace, with the guitars’ melody reverberating through the room, and the bass coming up through the floor, he handed you something, like a gift you could not resist—part song, part himself.

Doug’s band played its own songs. Occasionally, near the end of the night, they might do a request of another artist’s music, but this was rare. There were bars and clubs where you could hear “Stranglehold,” or Rolling Stones covers, where the front man could pace a stage and pretend to be a rock star. Doug’s band’s music was so good that no one missed the jolt of a familiar hook, a kind of sixties, psychedelic rock, with melodies that followed jangly guitars, and lyrics inspired by his library’s holdings, Kerouac, and Pensee, and Eliot’s “Quartets.” On the night of the last show the band started up and the music invaded conversations. The people in the courtyard, John Rushing among them, moved back into the house and filled the space in the living room, bringing the smell of the oil from the torches, the jasmine, their cigarettes. It was so loud no one could speak. They pressed in close and Doug Brannon sang, and Alicia’s eyes were on him again.

“I just love him,” she said into my ear, and I knew she would find him that night in the crowd and grab hold of his gray silk shirtsleeve and tell him this, that he would smile at her and shake his head, his eyes slit with doubt. It would be somewhere dark and advantageous for her to whisper in his ear, to slide her lips along the curve of his neck. Her husband Guy stepped up beside us, and his arm fell comfortably across Alicia’s freckled shoulders, and I moved off into the crowd, where everyone’s cologne mingled, and I could smell the lime in their drinks, where I did not have to think about Alicia’s misguided love for Doug Brannon.

After a while, I decided to look for Margaret. I wanted to tell her about Alicia, knowing the story was one she would appreciate, and I found her out at the pool in a chaise with Manuel. They were sipping from one of her Martini glasses, brought along with her in the car. No one was outside at the time, and it was a warm, spring night, and the potted tropical plants waved in the breeze and the smell of orange blossom came from across the fence from the neighbor’s yard, where the plants grew untended, a dense, jungle-like green.

“Look who’s here,” Margaret said. She raised her eyebrows at me. Her blouse was all the way unbuttoned, and her feet were bare.

“You know Alicia Hardcastle,” I said.

“Why, should I?” Margaret asked.

Manuel looked up at me, drunk, his wide brown eyes glazed, and placed his hand on my bare leg. I stood there and suddenly did not want to say anything. Manuel slid his hand up under my dress, and I stepped back and stared at them both on the chaise.

“Well?” Margaret asked.

And I knew then that Margaret had planned for me to have Manuel. She smiled and winked, her eyes lonely and full of the masked guilt that kept her seeking ways for me to pay back John Rushing, as if I still believed being unfaithful would hurt him. I glanced down at Manuel, the comb marks etched in his hair gel, his white shirt front stretched across his chest, and I felt the emptiness of the four martinis, the carved out place the vodka inhabited, vast and sorrowful. So I shook my head and turned from them, pretending to need another drink. I walked back across the lawn, but didn’t yet want to join the groups gathered in the courtyard. Instead I turned and wandered around the caged pool, up along the vine-covered chain-link fence. I heard Margaret calling me back, and Manuel piping in, “I’m sorry,” as if that had anything to do with it. I could just make out Doug Brannon’s neighbor’s house through the orange trees and fern, a small bungalow, its windows unlit. One night a few weeks before I’d come out here alone and been startled by a woman’s voice, thin with age, very close to me on the other side of the fence. “The jacaranda is blooming early this year,” she’d said.

I’d stepped back. In the dark I could just make out the shape of her, small and hunched in a striped housedress.

“I can smell it especially strong out here,” she said. “Are you one of the party-goers?”

I told her I was, and then I felt the need to apologize for the noise. “Is it very loud?” I asked her.

“It keeps me up,” she said. “But I don’t mind being awake at night.”

She explained to me that she was nearly blind, that the night time was a solace—quiet and cool, filled with the smell of flowers. Her name was Esther. She was ninety years old. I had wondered what to say to this admission, but then she told me that it wasn’t especially advantageous to live so long. “The body goes,” she said. “A little at a time. The strangest things stay with you. Like the smell of the jacaranda.”

That night I’d heard her take tentative steps through the fern and twigs that comprised her yard, and she was gone. I’d questioned whether I had even spoken to her at all, so complete had been her disappearance. Now I stood by the fence and listened. I heard small, furtive movements—fruit rats gnawing on fallen citrus, lizards slipping through over-turned clay pots, along the bleeding heart threaded through the chain-link. I waited a long time, summoning the old woman back, but she did not appear, so I left the yard and made my way back to the courtyard. The band had stopped playing, and I watched the groups of people for Alicia and Doug Brannon and I didn’t see them, and I realized, with a stab of something close to jealousy, that he had given in to her, maybe her eyes, her admission of love. He had taken her somewhere, though I didn’t know where until later, when I saw Guy Hardcastle coming down the stairs.

He was pale, and expressionless. His sandy blond hair covered his eyes. I assumed he had seen them go up, or someone else had seen them. I imagined it might have been John Rushing, who approached by Guy looking for his wife had not been able to resist. He would have pulled him aside, and spared nothing, and Guy would not have believed him.

“Go look for yourself then,” John would have said, dismissing him, moving off to a group of friends to tell the story, just as I had.

And Guy had gone up the stairs to the first door, which was the guest room, and not found anything. Perhaps he heard her voice, that certain quality it held during sex, soft and full of secrets, or something else that moved him forward to the door that led to Doug Brannon’s room. The hall light was off, and he could have opened the door and they might not have seen him standing there, watching them. No one followed him down. He came clutching the banister, and brushed past me heading into the living room to mingle with the others.

And eventually the band started back up for one last set. It had to have been near two a.m. I had seen Alicia come down, carrying her shoes, but I hadn’t waited to see Doug round the stair landing. Guy Hardcastle, whose face remained white, who held a glass of iced-down scotch, stood in a small group of people he didn’t know in the TV room, and nodded at things they said, his eyes underneath his blond hair scanning the crowd for Alicia. As the band began to play she went right up to him, her dress rumpled, her cheeks flushed. Guy looked down at her and asked her a question. I never found out what it was. The music and Doug Brannon’s voice filled the rooms, spilled out into the courtyard and drifted up past the billows of cigarette smoke, and Guy turned from Alicia and put his fist through one of the French door panes. If you didn’t see it happen, you wouldn’t have known anything had, and because of the crowd, and the music, no one reacted save one or two people out in the courtyard, whose faces exaggerated shock, and who moved through the doorway and walked off, laughing.

Most had already headed into the living room once the band began, but there were a few who had lingered, who noticed the blood, and Alicia bending over him trying to squelch it with the bottom of Guy’s shirt. I stood near the back of the group that slowly gathered around Guy, who decided to take him out into the courtyard because he was making a mess, the blood pooling and seeping into the cracks of the wood floor. Outside, in the light of the garden torches Guy’s face appeared ghostly. There was some confusion about what to do, with Guy assuring everyone he was fine, and trying to walk away, and Alicia pulling him back. A call had gone up for a doctor, but surprisingly there had been no one there that night to answer. At some point Guy must have weakened and sat down, and I noticed, before I went back inside, that several people had cell phones out to call the paramedics, but no one among them knew the address. They all had operators on the line, telling them different things—“Doug Brannon’s house,” someone said. “The Spanish Mediterranean on the corner of—what was it?”

I looked at Guy’s face, the hopelessness in it, and knew what he must have seen in Doug Brannon’s bedroom. The casement windows would have been opened, and he may have even felt the night air from where he stood at the door with the bed in full view. He may have watched for a while, the lights around the roofline shining in and lighting up their clothes on the floor, their bodies moving on the bed, their faces and the expressions on them. It had been winter when I had followed Margaret and John up to the guest room. The windows had been closed, and the room was filled with the scent of Margaret’s perfume. That time, the hallway light had been on, and I had opened the door and seen them clearly—John holding her back on the bed, looking like the posed and passionate movie stars in old films. Margaret had lifted her head off the pillow and squinted into the glare of the hall light without recognition, but John turned and saw me and gave me the same look of irritation he’d give one of our children if they walked in on him in the bathroom, and told me to shut the door.

I don’t know what my face had registered. I did as he told me and moved on to the next door, which was Doug Brannon’s room, and I’d gone inside and lay down on Doug Brannon’s bed. The band played downstairs, and gradually my eyes adjusted to the roofline lighting and I could see the bureau top littered with things—scraps of paper with song lyrics, matchbooks from different bars, golf tees, and a photo of Doug and two other people who may have been his brother and sister, who may have been anyone, standing on a pebbled driveway, their shoulders touching. Behind them was an old, restored truck, its paint job shining in the sun, and behind that an ivy-covered house with mountains rising up around it, shrouded in mist. Doug’s face looked out of the photograph at the person holding the camera, or at someone else beyond that, with his blue eyes and the same expression he wore when he performed in his living room, and glanced up and caught you looking at him.

Now downstairs the music filled everything. Margaret Carr sat on one of the couches, her shirt only half-buttoned. Her eyelids were heavy, and every so often she would nod off. Beside her a woman had passed out sitting upright, her head tipped at an awkward angle. I stood in the alcove beside Manuel and he took my hand, and I didn’t say anything because it was two or three drinks later, and his hand felt warm and callused at the creases, and his shoulder smelled like starch, and John Rushing had moved in beside Margaret on the couch, and she was laughing and looking around the room for something, maybe us together in the alcove, maybe the small group gathered around Guy in the courtyard.

The bass thudded up and down the plaster walls, the crystals on the chandelier shook, and somewhere the ambulance maneuvered between rows of cars parked on the narrow neighborhood streets, while Guy Hardcastle bled onto the courtyard tiles, and Alicia knelt beside him, her hand over her mouth, disbelieving the amount of blood, the whiteness of his skin. The courtyard fountain bubbled, the stone angel looked on, its face fixed, impervious. I would never know what it had been like, if what she wanted from Doug Brannon could be found in a night. What we did—that groping under clothing in the laundry room, those hands, cold from clutching iced glasses, seeking skin on the poolroom couch, had nothing, really, to do with love.

Manuel threaded his fingers in mine. As I stood there I didn’t know it would be the last living room show, and I watched Doug sing, the rueful chandelier light moving across his face, his voice straining with the yearning that shifted everyone’s mood, their heads turning, eyes riveted. I realized that I loved Doug Brannon, my own version of him—the one with the women out at the pool, the one whose golf clubs leaned against a wall in the garage, who had read Eliot, whose ashtray in the poolroom overflowed with cigarette butts, whose aquamarine guitar was just then slung across hips. I saw, too, that he would have a life in which I would never play a part. “The body goes,” Esther had said. Somehow we must know that the source of all our longing is death. I watched Doug Brannon sing with the force of the band behind him, felt the song on his voice move through me and wrench my heart. I imagine now that was all I ever needed from him.




Trust


Sal Cetrano




In front of my set, I am the black hood,

The obliging executioner, real justice.

The talking heads all ask for my pity, as if

Anyone really believed their do-good

Crap, this electronic absolution;

But I have spent a gray day, shedding gray blood,

Watching prideless scum pissing in train stations,

And know hawks from handjobs when the light’s good.



My set tells me the day’s atrocities:

With door expensively buttressed, it can name names,

Show smirking punk faces, keep score of these grim games.

Chewing through each mea culpa, each gristly plea

By the latest crud’s milk-fed amicus,

I pass bitter judgment with dessert and coffee.

A fair man, only lately cruel, I put my trust

In this: flick a switch, and the horror dies.



My first visit to the Colony, two years back, was made with some apprehension: might things have changed, been rudely moved about, eliminated? Had the precious feel of the place, wrought of singular moments like pearls strung through time, been lost?

Doing my best Inspector General from basement to aerie, it was gratifying to see that it had not. Flocked wall, lush linen, canvasses of Mailer women: everywhere, Norris’s artist’s eye warmly abides.

Most personally gratifying, though, was the small study/TV room just off the kitchen, where he kept his current reading matter on a small table by that beat-up easy chair. Still clearly at hand were copies of some of the journals I’d religiously sent him over the years, bookmarked at my pieces. Hard by, there were several issues of Poetry, of Chicago.

That also made me smile.

While claiming any influence at all over a whirlwind like Norman might seem uppity, I do take substantial credit for his increased interest in verse over the last several years of his life. Whether or not it was simply kind indulgence, Norman had always taken my efforts and sensibilities as a poet seriously. Many are the Mailerites who showed up for Norman’s readings. Norman actually showed up for one of mine.

But I digress.

It must have been nine or ten years ago—I can’t place it exactly. It was a sticky July night, shrouds of mist roiling in off the water, the harbor lights vague suggestions. Norris, as was her fashion, cleaned up quickly after dinner and made herself scarce, safe from a further source of hot air. Norris understood how the anticipation of these summer talks with hisself fueled me through the classroom doldrums of winter. As kind as she was lovely, she always left us alone.

We settled in at the snug bar, he behind and I before, and my host set out a pair of heavy cut glass tumblers, followed by a bottle of single-malt Scotch. In baggy denim shirt and under white poll, the old man before me looked more Santa Claus than O’Neillian barkeep, but even at an advanced age, Norman could drink me under the table and halfway into the basement. I ritually grieved for all the gems I’d forget by morning.

Late the previous afternoon, a prankish Norman, with a simple “This is my old friend Bob—I’m sure you two will find plenty to talk about,” had introduced me to Harvard’s renowned Dr. Robert Lifton, then disappeared upstairs. For all I knew, the affable, shaggy-haired man in weathered overalls before me could have been an unhung horse thief from the next county. But, as with most of Norman’s little jokes, this one turned out well. Lifton and I hit it off famously, even wound up exchanging letters, and the conversation at the table had positively crackled.

This next evening, then, Norman was in high spirits, that indefinite urgency of his outpouring as he splashed two fingers into each of the glasses.

It started quickly: Norman the ringmaster.

“So tell me . . .” he intoned, smile billboarding his face, ‘you’re a poet . . .”

At this I was ready to cash in and go home, but as my drink was fresh, I lingered, and struggled to look sufficiently rhythmic.

He continued: “Lately I’ve been reading more poetry.” The keen eyes narrowed, brows bristling like sea urchins. “Getting into it.” He pursed his lips in emphasis. “But I’m all over the place.”

Norman, I knew, prospered from a habit he passed on to me, among others—that of putting in a short period of quality reading before attempting to write, juicing yourself on someone’s excellence. Usually it was prose, Simenon or Roth.

Now he apparently felt a fresh hunger. Taking a sip, composing himself, Norman came to the point: what single journal might he depend upon to give him the best picture of what now constituted contemporary style? After all, he was a busy man!

Having by then collected a few hundred issues of the flagstaff publication, I recommended Poetry of Chicago, explaining its long history and generally formalist bent. Since Norman’s taste in poetry, as far as I could suss it, was fairly populist—the kind of thing that might have set fingers to popping back in the days of bongo fever, or later given semi-literate young radicals illusions of gravity at places like the Nuyorican Café. I rather doubted that he’d pursue the matter, but he did.

First, I sent him a few issues, then by the next summer and in subsequent visits, I noticed more and more issues of Poetry about the place, well fingered and kept close by. When he started to scribble verse again, it came as no surprise.

But back to the story. . . .

The recommendation had flowered into a discussion of “voice” in verse as distinct from that in the novel, what Ginsberg referred to as “the vibrating plane.” This floundered. It was one thing to compare and discuss, as often Norman had, say, Hemingway’s simplicity with the prolixity of Updike, but few novelists go far in exploring the weightless possibilities of the lyrical line. No matter how I struggled, though, I couldn’t make myself clear. Frustrated, I suggested that if my host had a tad more music in his life, perhaps he’d understand.

Norman gave a little mock-guilt pout, paused a moment, shoulders bunched, then suddenly brightened, as if at something remembered. Whether or not it was the word “voice” echoing late in the great man’s mind, out of deep left field he says: “So, what about this Dylan fellow—is he any good?”

While it would require instruments yet unknown to science to record my dumb-founding at this, I nonetheless managed the deft riposte: “You mean Bob Dylan?!” He nodded, retreating to a poker face at my wonder.

“You’re kidding…” I stammered. “You, president of PEN, champion of the word, and you don’t appreciate Dylan?”

Years later, I found out that Dylan had shown up at a party of Norman’s, barely noticed him, and left Norman, ergo, feeling slighted, ala his oft-told Reagan-didn’t-love-me-at-that-dinner-party story. Here’s Norman, quintessential Duke of his Domain, and Dylan hasn’t gotten the memo—a situation comedy for the gods! Now, of course, it’s amusing, but then . . . .

Ever a beacon to the perplexed, I fortified myself with a swallow and undertook the unlikely mission of using Bob Dylan to drive home a poetic explanation I’d booted the first time around.

Norman and I had at least one poet acquaintance—his bond surely longer and deeper than mine—in common: Ginsberg, so I tried to use Norman’s familiarity with the cadences of Howl’s creator as a bridge between the distant shores of Whitman’s measured flow and the tracer-bullet delivery of Dylan and the later puerile derivative of rap.

Careful not to turn this short-cut to a dead end, the high school teacher on his second drink bloviated thusly:

When Allen in Howl famously declares his intention “to recreate the syntax and measure of poor human prose,” he is essentially carrying on the business of Whitman, who as a young man had come away affected from a lecture in which Emerson had called for an American voice unique and distinctive to the breadth and audacity of the New World experience. He is credited endlessly, even mawkishly, with adjusting poetic sensibility to a longer narrative line, as well as democratizing its voice and subject matter; but though both sang truth to their instincts, it is nonetheless left to Ginsberg to realize the incantational gusto of song.

“Once you cross that bridge,” I proffered, lacing my fingers accordingly, “you’ve got your boy Dylan.” With that as the premise, Norman got the bit. The rest of the evening, what I can recall of it, went well. You can get anything you want at Alice’s Restaurant.

A week later, following up with crusader zeal, I provided Norman with a Dylan mix CD, but as Norris often reminded me, much of what Norman requested on impulse wound up fortifying the Provincetown landfill.

The fun, don‘t you know, is in the trying: Grow or pay more for remaining the same.
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John Bowers is the author of The Colony in which a young Norman Mailer and James Jones appear. His latest novel, Love in Tennessee, was published by Red Hen Press.

Lawrence R. Broer, Professor Emeritus at the University of South Florida, earned his PhD from Bowling Green State University. The author or editor of eight books, including Hemingway’s Spanish Tragedy (U of Alabama P, 1973), Sanity Plea: Schizophrenia in the Novels of Kurt Vonnegut (U of Alabama P, 1994), Hemingway and Women: Female Critics and the Female Voice (U of Alabama P, 2002), and Vonnegut and Hemingway: Writers at War (U of South Carolina P, 2011). Professor Broer has contributed essays to numerous anthologies of literary criticism and authored eighty articles and critical papers on modern and postmodern literature.

Karen Brown was born in Connecticut. Her first collection of short stories, Pins and Needles, was the recipient of The Grace Paley Prize for Short Fiction and published by the University of Massachusetts Press. Her stories have been chosen twice for inclusion in The PEN/O. Henry Prize Stories, appeared in Best American Short Stories 2008, and in literary journals that include Epoch, The Georgia Review, American Short Fiction, New Ohio Review, Freight Stories, TriQuarterly and Five Points, among others. She studied creative writing at Cornell University, and received her Ph.D. in English with a concentration in Literature from the University of South Florida, in Tampa, where she currently teaches. Her newest story collection, Leaf House, won the 2011 Prairie Schooner Book Prize, and is forthcoming from University of Nebraska Press.

Christopher Busa is the founding editor of the Provincetown Arts Press, which has been publishing the annual journal Provincetown Arts since 1985. A nonprofit literary organization, the press also publishes first books of poetry and monographs on distinguished older artists.

Sal Cetrano is a poet and former history teacher in the high schools of New York City. Published in six countries, his work has appeared, among other places, in Descant, Negative Capability, Kansas Quarterly, Orbis, Dalhousie Review, Poetry Wales, Roanoke Review, and PRISM International. A regular at Norman Mailer’s Gramercy Gym boxing club in the 1980s, he takes pride in a twenty-seven-year correspondence with the author.

Raj Chandarlapaty is an Independent Scholar who resides in Miami Lakes, Florida. He has taught composition, reading, and American and World literatures. He has published on topics in African-American, The Beat Generation, North Africa, and Indian literature in addition to having worked as a professor for twelve years. Dr. Chandarlapaty has also written a book, The Beat Generation and Counterculture.

Sara Jo Cohen received her Ph.D. in English from the University of Minnesota in 2011. Her dissertation is “Medical Screening: Medical Imag[in]ing, the Body, and the Self.” She currently works as an editorial assistant in the acquisitions department of the University of North Carolina Press. Nancy Collins is a print and television journalist. Her interviews have been featured on the covers of Vanity Fair, Rolling Stone, Architectural Digest and New York as well as on the Today Show, Primetime Live, and 20/20 as an on-air correspondent.

Bonnie Culver is the co-founder and Director of the Wilkes University Low Residency Master of Arts and Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. Her twenty-plus plays have been produced by community theatres, regional, university, and equity companies from NY to LA. In 2004, her play Sniper won the New Jersey Arts Council Perry Award for Excellence in the Production of an Original Play. Sniper completed a first class equity showcase at Center Stage, NYC and in 2006 Sniper was included in the Richard and Betty Burdick National Play reading series at Florida Studio Theatres that showcases the best in contemporary American theatre. Other Culver plays that received equity productions were Accident, Lifelines, and Group S.O.S. (male and female versions). Two of her screenplays have been optioned, including one by Marlee Matlin’s film company, Solo One. She is an advisory board member of the Norman Mailer Society and Etruscan Press. In 2010, she was elected to the Board of Directors of (AWP) Association of Writers and Writing Programs. She holds an MA and PhD from Binghamton University. Currently, she is the president of the James Jones Society and a member of the Dramatists Guild of America.

Tracy Dahlby is a professor and the Frank A. Bennack Jr. Chair in Journalism at the University of Texas at Austin. A career foreign correspondent, he is the author of Allah’s Torch: A Report from Behind the Scenes in Asia’s War on Terror. He also helped direct The Fifties, a 1997 documentary series for television based on the book by author David Halberstam.

David Ebershoff is an editor-at-large at Random House. He worked with Norman Mailer on a number of books from 2003-2007 and Norris Church Mailer on Cheap Diamonds and A Ticket to the Circus. His most recent novel is The 19th Wife.

Katrina Eugenia is a photographer and painter from New Jersey. She lives in Brooklyn, NY. Diane Fisher is a co-founder of Fisher Pei LLC, New York City’s “one stop shop” for custom relocation and lifestyle design services for home, school, and office. She is also currently co-producing Blind with Michael Mailer.

Mimi Reisel Gladstein is the author of five books and co-editor of two, one of which won a 2009 American Book Award. She is President of the John Steinbeck Society of America. Her teaching and research on Steinbeck have been honored with the John J. and Angeline Pruis Award and the Burkhardt Award. The College of Liberal Arts selected her as the Outstanding Faculty for 2003 and the University recognized her for Outstanding Service to Students in 2006. She was the first Director of the Women’s Studies Program at UTEP and has chaired the English Department and the Department of Theatre, Dance, and Film. Another of her administrative positions was Associate Dean of Liberal Arts.

Andrew M. Gordon is Professor of English, Emeritus, at the University of Florida, author of An American Dreamer: A Psychoanalytic Study of the Fiction of Norman Mailer (Cranbury, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson UP/Associated University Presses, 1980), as well as Empire of Dreams: The Science Fiction and Fantasy Films of Steven Spielberg, and, with Hernan Vera, Screen Saviors: Hollywood Fictions of Whiteness. He has written many essays on Jewish-American authors, including Bellow, Roth, Malamud, and Ozick. But his main claim to fame is that he is the only literary critic known to have smoked dope with Thomas Pynchon.

Alexander Hicks is Winship Distinguished Research Professor of Sociology, Emory University (PhD, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1979). He is author or co-editor of books including Social Democracy and Welfare Capitalism and first author of papers in leading Sociology and Political Science journals. He has twice served as editorial board member for the American Sociological Review and was inaugural co-editor of the Socioeconomic Review. He has been an omnivorous reader of fiction and fiction criticism since around 1960.

Margo Howard is an advice columnist for Creators Syndicate and www.wowowow.com.

Aurora Huston currently works for Dillard’s in Little Rock, Arkansas as a photography coordinator. Her job includes contracting models, stylist and support staff for the Dillard’s studio. She is a former art educator and art consultant. She holds a MSE in Art Education and an associate degree in Interior design. Aurora has taught in public and private school systems, worked as a youth counselor, as marketing director for Arkansas Repertory Theatre, and freelance interior decorator and antique dealer.

Donald L. Kaufmann is Professor of English at the University of South Florida, where he has taught American literature and creative writing since coming to USF from the University of Alaska in 1965. He is the author of Norman Mailer: The Countdown: The First Twenty Years (Southern Illinois UP, 1969), one of the first two books to appear on the work of Norman Mailer. He has also published essays on Mailer, Updike, Bellow, Hemingway, and other twentieth-century American writers. Prof. Kaufmann holds one of the largest Mailer collections of books, stories, essays, memorabilia, and ephemera.

Michael Lee is the author of two books: Paradise Dance, a collection of short stories published by Leapfrog Press; and In an Elevator with Brigitte Bardot, an essay collection published by Wordcraft of Oregon. Lee received his MFA in Writing from Emerson College, and is a book reviewer for The Barnstable Patriot. Currently writing a novel, Dancing Man, he is also a member of PEN, the Writer’s Guild, the Norman Mailer Society, and the National Book Critics Circle.

Sondra Lee is an award winning dancer, actor, and coach. She played Tiger Lilly in the Broadway debut of Peter Pan and recently published her memoirs, I Slept With Everyone.

Barry H. Leeds is CSU Distinguished Professor Emeritus of English at Central Connecticut State University. His books include The Structured Vision of Norman Mailer (NYU Press, 1969) and The Enduring Vision of Norman Mailer (PBS, 2002). He is Vice President of The Norman Mailer Society and a member of the Editorial Board of The Mailer Review.

Rudy Langlais is the former Senior Editor of The Village Voice and Executive Editor of Spin Magazine. Now a film and television producer in Los Angeles, he produced The Hurricane, with Denzel Washington, and Redemption, with Jamie Foxx. Donna Pedro Lennon has been a legal researcher, community college instructor in political science and criminal justice, and realtor. She has a B.A. and M.A. from the University of Illinois at Springfield. She has three sons and two grandsons, and lives with her husband in Provincetown and Westport, MA.

J. Michael Lennon, Emeritus Professor of English at Wilkes University, coauthored with Mailer On God: An Uncommon Conversation. He has recently edited Mailer’s Marilyn for Taschen Books, and is currently writing Mailer’s authorized biography for publication by Simon and Schuster in 2012.

Gerald R. Lucas is an Associate Professor of English and Coordinator of the interdisciplinary program New Media and Communication at Macon State College. His interests include science fiction, new media, computer-assisted pedagogy, and photography. His recent article in The Mailer Review addresses changing cultural attitudes toward traditional media forms. Jerry is the current Web Master for the Norman Mailer Society.

Avram Ludwig is a filmmaker who is equally skilled on both the creative side and production side of the industry. Summer jobs working for directors Mike Nichols on the play Hurlyburly and Alan Alda on the film Sweet Liberty began Ludwig’s production career. He worked as a production assistant then as an assistant director on more than a dozen features for studios such as Columbia, Warner Brothers, Universal, Disney, and 20th Century Fox, as well as more than seventy television commercials for clients as varied as American Airlines, Ford Motor Corporation, and the Cabbage Patch Kids. Ludwig also served as the Assistant Director of the Bravo Network’s “Inside the Actors Studio,” responsible for handling such guests as Al Pacino, Alec Baldwin, Dennis Hopper, Robert Redford, Sally Field, Paul Newman, and Arthur Miller. Ludwig directed John Buffalo Mailer’s play It’ll Pass, It Always Does and Dennis Russo’s Saving the Theatre, both at the Actors Studio. He is currently directing a retrospective of all of the films of Elia Kazan for the Actors Studio and Tribeca Film Festival.

Danielle Mailer is a professional artist who has exhibited her work in many prominent galleries and museums throughout the United States. She is currently part of a traveling museum exhibition (2011/2012), “The Tides of Provincetown,” chronicling America’s oldest continuous artist colony, from 1899 to 2011.

Elizabeth Mailer lives in New York City with her husband, Frank, their daughter, Christina and their cat, Glory. Elizabeth is a writer and is currently working on a memoir.

John Buffalo Mailer is an actor, playwright, producer, and journalist. He is the author of Hello Herman, Co-Author of The Big Empty, developed the Broadway musical In The Heights. He has appeared in New York Magazine, Playboy, The American Conservative, High Times, Stop Smiling, and Inked, and can be seen in Wall Street 2: Money Never Sleeps.

Maggie Mailer is a visual artist. In 2002 she founded Storefront Artist Project in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, a not-for-profit providing studio residencies for artists in vacant storefronts. She lives and works in the Berkshires with her husband John Wendling, and their two-year-old son, Nicholas Maxwell.

Matthew Mailer is an artist and filmmaker who made his directorial debut in 1998 with The Money Shot, a feature film he collaborated on with his brother Michael. He is currently writing and illustrating an adult science fiction graphic novel. Mr. Mailer lives in Brooklyn with his wife, Salina, and their two children, Mattie James and Jackson Kingsley.

Michael Mailer has been working extensively in the independent film business since graduating from Harvard University in 1987. He co-wrote and produced his first feature film, A Fool And His Money, starring Sandra Bullock and George Plimpton, in 1988. Since then he has produced over twenty feature films, including the critically acclaimed Two Girls and a Guy, starring Robert Downey Jr. and Heather Graham (20th Century Fox, 1998), Black and White, starring Ben Stiller, Brooke Shields, Elijah Wood, and Mike Tyson (Sony Pictures, 1999), and Empire, starring John Leguizamo, Denise Richards, and Peter Sarsgaard (Universal Studios, 2002). Additionally, Michael recently had another two films released through Sony, the mixed martial arts/urban western, Blood and Bone, as well as the Hitchcock remake, The Lodger. Michael screened his latest feature film, The Ledge, starring Liv Tyler, Terrence Howard, Patrick Wilson, and Charlie Hunnam, in the main dramatic competition at the Sundance Film Festival 2011. The film was released in Summer 2011 by IFC. Michael has also written for publications such as Plum and Vanity Fair.

Susan Mailer has lived in Chile with her husband and (now) three grown children since 1980. She is a psychoanalyst, professor and supervisor of the Chilean Psychoanalytic Institute, visiting professor of the Catholic University, and Alberto Hurtado University. She is the author of several psychoanalytic articles which have been published in Latin American Journals and has her private practice in Santiago.

Alexandros Mantzaris was born in Greece in 1980. He holds a BA (Honors) in English and US Literature from the University of Essex and an MSC in English Literature (Writing and Cultural Politics) from the University of Edinburgh. He have also been awarded a DPhil by the University of Sussex (American Studies Department). The title of his thesis was “Treasonous Fictions: (Re)visions of ‘Totalitarianism’ in the 60s Work of Five American Authors.”

Legs McNeil, a rock music critic and oral historian, is co-founder of Punk magazine, one of the first fanzines chronicling the 1970’s New York punk music scene. He is a former senior editor of Spin and the founder and editor of Nerve, an early 1990s publication covering Generation X music and culture. McNeil’s books include Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk (Penguin Books, 1997) with Gillian McCain and I Slept with Joey Ramone: A Family Memoir (Simon and Schuster, 2009) with Mickey Leigh.

Jeffrey Michelson, Norman Mailer’s houseboy and sparring partner, designer for the Beatles, creator of hardcore sex journal Puritan and frontman for English band Max & The Broadway Metal Choir, has written his first memoir. Mailer, who chose his Puritan interview with Michelson and Laura Bradley for Pieces and Pontifications, guided the book’s editing and wrote the Foreword. Norris Mailer, Legs McNeil and Mike Lennon continued the guidance after Norman died. The S&M romance centers on the 1980s demimonde when Michelson lived a double life with lingerie model/call girl Laura Bradley, and includes part of an Esquire piece Mailer wrote about Michelson boxing with Ryan O’Neal. Mailer suggested giving the final draft to Bradley to add her side of the story. She agreed. The book will be out in 2012. Michelson lives on a horse ranch in the Poconos. Taylor Joy Mitchell recently completed her dissertation, “Cold War Playboys: Models of Masculinity in the Literature of Playboy,” and continues to study Cold War literature. She teaches contemporary literature and cultural studies at the University of South Florida as a Visiting Instructor.

Kim Moreland is Professor of English at George Washington University. She has published numerous articles, most often on Hemingway and Fitzgerald, in various journals and edited volumes, and she has reviewed more than two dozen books on a wide variety of American literary figures and movements. She is author of The Medievalist Impulse in American Literature: Twain, Adams, Fitzgerald, and Hemingway (1996). A frequent presenter at national and international conferences, she most recently accepted invitations to be a guest speaker on Steinbeck, Gellhorn, and Hemingway, respectively. Her essay, “The Inevitable Failure of Steinbeck’s Necessary Quest: The Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Knights,” is forthcoming in the Steinbeck Review.

Aimee Mullins had her film debut as a starring role in the highly acclaimed film by contemporary artist Matthew Barney, Cremaster 3, first presented in the US at the Guggenheim Museum in 2003. Currently starring as Isis, she continues her work with Barney in Ancient Evenings, an adaptation of Norman Mailer’s novel of the same name.

Brian O’Malley, MD, is a primary care internist who has practiced for over thirty-three years in Provincetown. He was physician and friend to the Mailer clan on Cape Cod, and a partner with them in the Provincetown Theater world.

Mark Olshaker is the author of numerous nonfiction books, mainly on criminal justice and behavioral profiling, and five novels, including Einstein’s Brain and The Edge. He is also an Emmy Award-winning documentary filmmaker whose subject matter has ranged from architecture to history, science to terrorism, current events to classical theater. He has written commissioned screenplays for several of his novels, as well as the IMAX film Stormchasers. He is President of The Norman Mailer Society and lives in Washington, D.C. with his wife Carolyn, an attorney.

Denise Doherty Pappas is an English teacher (BA and MBA from Simmons College, MAT in English from Brown University) who has taught writing to Arab diplomats at the Fletcher School at Tufts University and memoir writing at their Osher Institute. A summer resident of Provincetown, Denise received a scholarship in biography from the Mailer Center and Writer’s Colony this summer studying with Dr. Deborah Martinson of Occidental College. Denise is presently writing a graphic biography of John Simmons, a nineteenth-century tailor who advanced the sale of ready-to-wear clothing to become the largest clothing manufacturer in New England by midcentury. An early feminist, he left his money to establish Simmons College in Boston (in the words of his lawyer) “to make a return to that class of women by whose labor as seamstresses he had laid the foundation of his own fortune.”

Fannie Peczenik is a writer, translator, and independent scholar. She has written on seventeenth century English literature, translated Yiddish poetry, and occasionally writes on ornithology. A memoir, “Baggage Allowance: Triptych,” recently appeared in EAPSU Online: A Journal of Critical and Creative Work. She is a longtime member of the Princeton Research Forum.

Dotson Rader is the author of seven books. He frequently writes articles for Parade magazine and the Sunday London Times magazine. He lives alone in Manhattan.

Sam Radin is an attorney and founder of the National Madison Group, a leading wealth planning firm. He was Norman Mailer’s first cousin and a close friend of Norman and Norris Church Mailer.

Dwayne Raymond is a member of The Author’s Guild and lives in Provincetown, Massachusetts. From early 2003 to the end of 2007 he was editorial aide to author Norman Mailer. He was raised in Oregon, schooled in Vermont and then traveled for a decade throughout the US and Europe before settling in Boston. Raymond has written for The New York Times Brief Guide to Essential Knowledge, The Mirror, In Newsweekly, and The Boston Reader. He wrote and was a producer for the NBC daytime news magazine show Real Life, and served as associate Producer for MTV’s Real World Boston. He moved to Provincetown in 1998. A few years later he began doing research for Mailer. He worked as Mailer’s editorial assistant on his final four books, Modest Gifts, The Big Empty, The Castle in the Forest and On God: An Uncommon Conversation. Raymond’s memoir, Mornings with Mailer, a memoir detailing his unique friendship with the author, was published by Harper Collins/Harper Perennial on January 26, 2010.

Gary D. Rhodes currently serves as Co-Director of Film Studies at The Queen’s University in Belfast, Northern Ireland. He is the author of such books as Lugosi (McFarland, 1997), White Zombie: Anatomy of a Horror Film (McFarland, 2002), and The Perils of Moviegoing in America (Continuum, 2012), as well as the editor of such anthologies as Horror at the Drive-In (McFarland, 2001), Edgar G. Ulmer: Detour on Poverty Row (Lexington, 2008). Rhodes is also the writer-director of such documentary films as Lugosi: Hollywood’s Dracula (1997), Chair (2000), and Banned in Oklahoma (2004). Currently he is at work on a history of the American horror film to 1915.

Lawrence Schiller was born in 1936 in Brooklyn, and grew up outside of San Diego, California. After attending Pepperdine College, he worked for Life magazine, Paris Match, The Sunday Times, Time, Newsweek, Stern and the Saturday Evening Post as a photojournalist. He published his first book, LSD, in 1966. Since then he has published eleven books, including W. Eugene Smith’s Minamata and Norman Mailer’s Marilyn. He collaborated with Albert Goldman on Ladies and Gentleman, Lenny Bruce and again with Mailer on The Executioner’s Song and Oswald’s Tale. His own books became New York Times Bestsellers, which include American Tragedy, Perfect Murder, Perfect Town, Cape May Court House, and Into the Mirror. He has directed seven motion pictures and miniseries for television, which included The Executioner’s Song and Peter the Great, which won five Emmys. In 2008, after the death of Mailer, Schiller, a close friend of Mailer and a collaborator on five of Mailer’s works, was named Senior Advisor to the Norman Mailer Estate and is the President and Co-Founder of the Norman Mailer Center and the Norman Mailer Writers Colony, in Provincetown, MA. Mr. Schiller is a consultant to NBC news, Annie Liebovitz Studio and Mitsubishi Power Systems Americas and has written for The New Yorker, The Daily Beast and other publications.

Martjin Sermeus received his MA in Western Literature only last year from the University of Leuven, Belgium. He is currently teaching English and Dutch in a secondary school near Brussels, hoping to make his students connect with American literature. After being suggested An American Dream by his professor of American Literature, Martjin fell in love with the writing of Norman Mailer. As a result, he decided not only to write his thesis for his Bachelor degree, but also his Master’s Thesis on the subject of Norman Mailer’s position as a novelist, essayist, journalist and political activist in the tumultuous Sixties. He became, and still is, an avid admirer of Mailer’s work.

Salina Sias is a singer and songwriter living in Fort Greene, Brooklyn with her husband, Matt Mailer, and two children, Mattie James and Jackson Kingsley. She is co-director and producer for Eclectic Muse Productions.

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.

Natasha Stoynoff is a New York Times Best Selling Author and journalist.

Lee Spinks is Professor of English and teaches English and American Literature at the University of Edinburgh. He is the author of Friedrich Nietzsche (Routledge: 2003), A Critical Introduction to James Joyce (Routledge: 2009) and Michael Ondaatje (Manchester UP: 2009). He is currently completing a study of Norman Mailer for Manchester UP.

Richard Stratton began his career in the film industry as a writer and line producer on the TV documentary, Fallen Champ: The Untold Story of Mike Tyson. His other documentary film credits include Prisoners of the War on Drugs, The Execution Machine: Texas Death Row, Thug Life in D.C., which won an Emmy in 1999, and Gladiator Days: Anatomy of a Prison Murder. Stratton served as technical consultant on the first season of HBO’s dramatic prison TV series, Oz. His feature film work includes writing and producing the 1998 film, Slam, which won the Grand Jury prize at Sundance and the Camera d’Or at Cannes. He recently completed an adaptation of Edward Bunker’s novel, Dog Eat Dog, which he is directing. Stratton’s fiction and journalism have appeared in numerous magazines including GQ, Esquire, Details, Newsweek, Rolling Stone, Spin, Penthouse, Playboy and Story Magazine. Nation Books published his latest book, Altered States of America, in October, 2005. Stratton is the former Publisher and Editor-in-Chief of the world-renowned High Times magazine, which celebrated its 35th anniversary in 2009. He is also the founding editor and publisher of the award-winning magazine, Prison Life. He currently lives in New York City with his wife Antoinette and son Ivan.

James Toback worked as a freelance journalist and later as a Creative Writing Instructor at City College of New York, after graduating from Harvard in 1966. An interview for Esquire with Jim Brown led to the publication in 1971 of Jim: The Author’s Self-Centered Memoir of the Great Jim Brown. He followed this with a series of successful screenplays, including The Gambler and Bugsy, as well as a string of writing and directing credits that include the 1978 film Fingers and the more recent films Two Guys and a Girl and Harvard Man. The 2009 documentary Tyson is Toback’s latest directorial venture.

Barbara Wasserman is Norman Mailer’s sister and has worked as a researcher for film and television documentaries, as a book editor, and in 1967 published The Bold New Woman, an anthology of contemporary women writers.

John Wiley is co-owner of The New Delhi Café in Eureka Springs, Arkansas and a lifelong friend of Norris Church Mailer.

John T. “Ike” Williams is Of Counsel to Stern Shapiro Weissberg & Garin, LLP. His practice emphasizes intellectual property and First Amendment litigation and entertainment law including the creation, production, and licensing of intellectual property, particularly in the areas of publishing, film, television, music, and new media. He is also the Co-Founding Director of The Kneerim & Williams Agency, LLC, a literary and dramatic rights agency, with offices in Boston, New York and Washington, DC. Authors he represents include Howard Gardner, Michael Patrick MacDonald, Joseph J. Ellis, the late David H. Donald, E.O. Wilson, Nicholas R. Burns, Richard Wilbur, Tim Berners-Lee, Charles Ogletree, Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, James MacGregor Burns, and the late Rev. Peter J. Gomes, Michael Porter, Drew Gilpin Faust, and Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot. Mr. Williams is a 1965 graduate of the University of Pennsylvania Law School and a 1960 graduate of Harvard College.

Guy Wolf works with The Norman Mailer Center and Writers’ Colony as the Provincetown Site Manager. He has worked as a writer for VH-1 and in advertising. He writes for Provincetown Arts and is currently working on a memoir, “The Juggernaut of Grief.” Jennifer Yirinec is a master’s student in the English literature program at the University of South Florida. She is Managing Editor of The Mailer Review, and her research interests include nineteenth-century British literature, urban studies, and psychoanalytic theory.

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 20th 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.




EPUB/media/file1.jpg





EPUB/media/file2.jpg






EPUB/media/file6.jpg
THE BAad)L R RENYIEW

EALILE 20 11

NORRIS MAILER

= L1 rFrE I N WORDS

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA

THE NORMAN MAILER CENTER « THE NORMAN MAILER SOCIETY





EPUB/media/file4.jpg








EPUB/media/file0.jpg
Jhch 1 Lt ed

/ o Jz,cMZ i et

(T o dereten

A / 5/440(/7

Ceal & } cer” ﬁf/@ém

| /M 54%57 //Z /Vﬁ
M/(, /Z

~tly 51”“7 ‘l W%






EPUB/media/file3.jpg







EPUB/media/file5.jpg





