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Abbreviations and Referencing

In the main text:

‘Dearborn’ refers to Mailer: A Biography by Mary Dearborn (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999).

‘Lennon’ refers to Norman Mailer: A Double Life by J. Michael Lennon (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2013).

‘Manso’ refers to Mailer: His Life and Times, edited by Peter Manso (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1985).

‘Mills’ refers to Mailer: A Biography by Hilary Mills (New York: Empire Books, 1982).

‘Rollyson’ refers to The Lives of Norman Mailer by Carl Rollyson (New York: Paragon House, 1991).


AFM refers to Advertisements for Myself by Norman Mailer (New York: Putnam, 1959).


MoO refers to Mind of an Outlaw by Norman Mailer (New York: Random House, 2013).

Other in-text references are either set down in full in brackets – especially with newspaper or magazine pieces – or ascribed by abbreviation to fully specified works in the Bibliography.
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Introduction

In his Manhattan office a literary agent is concluding a phone call with his client on her recently delivered novel.

‘I’m sorry, but you must realise … Your story is not credible, it’s too fantastic, ridiculously improbable. It was supposed to be a realistic portrayal of the world of books but it’s as far-fetched as science fiction. No one will publish it.’

The book in question is about a fictitious novelist who visits his most hostile reviewers at their homes, taking with him a pickaxe handle. One has been hospitalised. Drinking at least a bottle of whiskey a day, supplemented by generous amounts of amphetamines and cocaine, he has broken records as a lothario, treating each of his numerous marriages as an incentive for a new regime of rabid infidelity. He subjects virtually all other members of the literary world to abuse, in print and in person, and those courageous enough to attend his parties are often treated to the spectacle of him naked, fulminating on the colossal proportions of his penis. The novel culminates at one of these events, when he partially severs the hand of a literary rival with a samurai sword. After calling an ambulance he decides to finish the job but being unsteady from drink and drugs visits only minor damage to the soft tissue of his victim’s side. The media-swamped trial for attempted murder results in him being found not guilty, and some argue that the jury is stacked with compulsive fans of his work.

The story concludes with him being elected as Governor of New York State. His vision alarms even the more radical elements of his party, promising, as he does, to campaign for the public flogging of paedophiles, free medical treatment for the ‘illness’ of homosexuality, and legalised bear-baiting in Central Park.

Following his lunch the agent thinks of telephoning his client to pacify her and perhaps discuss how this disastrous project might be salvaged. Fifteen per cent of even a modest advance is still worth fighting for. But then, quite suddenly, he realises that nothing at all can be done. It is not that this monstrosity goes beyond the usual boundaries of fictional credibility. Rather, it comes too close to the truth: the novel might be deemed libellous as a thinly disguised biography of Norman Mailer.

Mailer was boundlessly provocative in his dealings with virtually everyone he knew, including his six wives. Shortly after his first novel, The Naked and the Dead (1948), brought him acclaim, he invited the poet Dorothy Parker to his New York apartment for drinks. Parker and her tiny poodle were introduced to Bea, Mailer’s pregnant first wife, and Karl, his gigantic, restive German Shepherd. Soon the conversation was suspended while Mailer did his best to restrain Karl, who after taking a sniff at Parker’s dog made a frenzied decision to eat it. The incident lodged in Parker’s memory, and as reports of Mailer’s ostentatiously bad behaviour became commonplace, the boundary between Karl and Mailer began to fade. She is supposed to have been particularly amused by a story that circulated during the early 1960s. Mailer had himself acquired two poodles, and one night after walking them in Central Park returned home ‘in ecstasy’ with his left eye almost out of its socket. He had, he informed his wife, taken on two sailors who had ‘accused my dogs of being queer’.

Mailer tried on two occasions to become mayor of New York City. His first attempt in 1960–61 got no further than an inaugural party-lunch for the campaign. Along with the standard assembly of political bigwigs and journalists Mailer invited a considerable number of the city’s disenfranchised, notably drunks and figures with criminal records whom he had met during his research, mostly in bars in the less fashionable parts of the metropolis. These were the kind of people whose interests he claimed to represent, but at the party most seemed more interested in the free drink. Several fights broke out, often involving Mailer, and in the early hours he staggered, bloodied, into the kitchen and stabbed his second wife, Adele, twice with a knife. His motive remains open to speculation since all witnesses were drunk, but Adele herself later wrote that when he ran towards her she treated this as another brash machismo performance. She recalled that he looked like a ‘crazed bull’, and she joined the game as the matador. ‘“Aja toro, aja,” I called, “come on, you little faggot, where’s your cojones, did your ugly little mistress cut them off…?”’ (The Last Party, p. 351). She saw it as imbecilic and ludicrous, but not once did she expect that he would actually use the knife. She required emergency surgery – the wound came within a fraction of an inch of her heart – but refused to press charges. Mailer pleaded guilty to a minor charge of assault and was given a suspended sentence.

In 1969 he ran again and came fourth in a field of five. His plans involved turning New York City into the fifty-first state and seeking more devolution than any of the other fifty. The city would, he hoped, fragment into self-governing, village-like communities where everyone would have a say in matters ranging from water fluoridation to capital punishment. Private automobiles would be banned from the streets of Manhattan, residents would have free use of communal bicycles, and non-profit markets would sell fresh vegetables grown in farms surrounding the metropolis.

His vision, as some credited it, had evolved out of his long-term commitment to very un-American notions of socialism, and he now sounds like a trailblazer for radical Green policies. But, like most of Mailer’s visionary enterprises, zealotry was matched by farce. Every month would contain one ‘Sweet Sunday’, during which all incoming and outgoing trains, road traffic, ships and air transport would be banned. To encourage the urban population to sample the organic, unpolluted experience enjoyed by countryfolk, electricity would be turned off too. At one public meeting he was asked by a nonplussed voter how those in cramped apartments, let alone hospitals, would cope without air conditioning when high-summer temperatures hit the 90s. ‘On the first hot day the populace would impeach me!’ he replied. Following several other anxious enquiries he grew impatient, informing a woman who asked how snow would be cleared without ploughs in midwinter that ‘I’d piss on it’. During the 1960/61 election he had petitioned for the recognition of communist Cuba and declared that the new, quasi-independent New York City must form an alliance with Castro’s republic, given their similarities.

Mailer had also campaigned regularly against the US support for the South in the Vietnam War. At several meetings he promised to make citizens of the city exempt from conscription, to which counsellors in his own team suggested that even advocating such policies might be seen by the federal government as treasonable. In truth, Mailer’s political principles were a shabbily customised version of his personality: rough-house existentialism was his cover for irresponsibility and hedonism, and his pledge to social equitability mitigated bad behaviour. Despite his wealth and status he believed himself to be one of the people.

Opinions vary on his standing as a writer. The Naked and the Dead was acclaimed not so much for its intrinsic qualities but rather because it launched a brutally realistic subgenre of military fiction (Catch-22 and the novel MASH are other examples), with the filth, horror and fear of combat rendered in prose that seems to have come from the notebook of an infantryman unconcerned with the tastes and sensitivities of his readers. There is some irony here given that for most of his time in the military Mailer served more as a cook than as a combatant.

After this his reputation as a novelist began to fade. His second, Barbary Shore (1951), a naïve, self-absorbed portrait of American left-leaning politics set in a Brooklyn rooming house, achieved the unenviable status of being scorned by almost every critic who reviewed it. The Deer Park (1955) was subjected to similar derision, and it is interesting that in 1959 Mailer brought out the slightly bizarre Advertisements for Myself. The book is not a novel, but it remains difficult to define it as a branch of non-fiction. ‘Personal Ramblings’ would be an appropriate subtitle. Quintessential to its character is the section called ‘Evaluations – Quick and Expensive Comments on the Talent in the Room’. The ‘talent’ are Mailer’s contemporaries and eminent predecessors on whom he pours a good deal of contempt. Salinger is ‘no more than the greatest mind ever to stay in prep school’. Bellow: ‘I cannot take him seriously as a major novelist’. Gore Vidal ‘is imprisoned in the recessive nuances of narcissistic explorations which do not go deep enough into himself, and so end as gestures and postures’. Of all the women writers of his day: ‘I do not seem able to read them … the sniffs I get from the ink of the women are always fey, old-hat, Quaintsy Goysy, tiny, too dykily psychotic, crippled, creepish, fashionable, frigid …’


Advertisements for Myself was transitional. After it, Mailer became a member of the opaquely determined school of New Journalism. He did not give up on novels, but his most-celebrated works are non-fiction books about real people and events in which he allowed himself the inventive licence of a novelist, pretending to seriousness while making things up as he went along. His writing was a mirror of his life. He was in charge of the story, and despite material evidence to the contrary he could manipulate the narrative in a manner that made him unaccountable. It is clear enough that during the post-1950s period he was irked by the judgements of the literary establishment that he had failed as a novelist. Thereafter he existed in the hinterland between writing and ‘literary art’, resenting those who had achieved fame in the latter and vilifying them in print whenever the opportunity arose. He heaped loathing on Tom Wolfe, author of the bestselling The Bonfire of the Vanities, and he hated Gore Vidal, who was the most eminent celebrity to be punched by him in public, once on television and twice at cocktail parties.

Mailer’s contempt for his peers was not as a rule reciprocated. Most treated it as a backhanded compliment. Indeed it seemed almost an insult not to be insulted by Mailer. The generation of American writers who, like Mailer, began to publish in the 1940s resemble, by contrast, a group of precious adolescents. It is not an exaggeration to state that by the 1980s Truman Capote, Gore Vidal, John Updike, Tom Wolfe, Mailer and a number of associates were united in a state of mutual contempt, ameliorated only by backhanded praise. It was not that they fell out or became estranged, because anything faintly resembling friendship had been fraudulent in the first place.

A great deal of wit was expended in these bilious clashes, which often proved as entertaining as the books of the combatants. ‘That’s not writing, that’s typing,’ said Capote on Kerouac. Vidal declared of the former that ‘He’s a full-fledged housewife from Kansas with all the prejudices’, and after Capote’s death reflected that ‘It was a good career move’. The nastiness that infected the American literary community of these years is an appetising spectacle for those with a taste for the grotesque, but Mailer was special. Notably there are few quotable and amusing phrases by him. In works such as ‘Evaluations’ he hurled indecorous abuse, while in person he more often used his fists. After being punched by Mailer when the two men appeared on the Dick Cavett TV show, Vidal remarked shrewdly, ‘Once again words fail you.’ The audience in the studio and watching in their homes found this altercation between cultural aristocrats hilarious, but they were unaware of something even nastier going on. Before he hit him Mailer had accused Vidal of ‘murdering’ Jack Kerouac. Both men were bisexual, and many years earlier Vidal had remarked to Mailer that he’d enjoyed a one-night stand with the hero of Beat writing. In Mailer’s view Vidal had caused Kerouac to become a maladjusted ‘queer’, which would eventually lead to the poet drinking himself to death. During the 1940s and 50s Mailer was outspokenly homophobic, and even when he later came to regard gay people as figures who should be free to follow their inclinations, he harboured a residual sense of homosexuality as a choice, which he respected mainly because of its ‘perversity’. This brings us to the topic of Mailer and sex.

Like many men he wanted to sleep with as many women as he could, and as a literary celebrity the opportunities for him to do so were immense. He accepted these readily – but let us set aside moral judgements and consider sexuality as part of his make-up as a writer. His most famous non-fiction work is probably ‘The White Negro’ (1957), in which he presents the outliers of society – gangsters and black people in particular – as possessed of an energy that is lacking in the law-abiding, white, God-fearing America. A key element of his thesis is that because black people, he claims, have sex more regularly and energetically than white people, they’re touched by a visceral entitlement which sad, monogamous, well-behaved Americans should aspire to. It is absurd but it is also a projection of Norman Mailer’s sense of himself. His presentation of black people, largely male, as richly rewarded sex maniacs propagated a racist stereotype, but at the same time it was an excuse for his calculated licentiousness. He cheated on all of his six wives, sometimes covering his tracks efficiently but later in life leaving too many clues. Apart from Bea, his first wife, and Norris, his last, he was a habitual wife beater. Vilely, ‘The White Negro’ also seems to associate sex with violence – aggression resulting in a kind of pleasured male victory. An American Dream (1965) is about Stephen Rojack, a war hero, whose exploits during the 1950s and early 60s are a thinly disguised realisation of what his creator wished he could have got away with, were it not for wife-murder being illegal and the American electorate being generally disinclined to vote for psychopaths. Rojack does kill his wife and shortly afterwards has sex with her maid, following his attempt to anally rape her. The book might more accurately have been called Mailer’s American Dream.

By the 1970s Mailer’s standing as a novelist was more a token of his political radicalism than his reputation as a serious literary writer, but things improved in 1979 with The Executioner’s Song. It covers the real-life trial and execution by firing squad of Gary Gilmore, an event that marked the reinstatement of the death penalty in the United States after ten years of effective, though not constitutional, abolition. The most astonishing thing about the book is that it won Mailer the Pulitzer Prize for fiction. At no point in the work or during comments to the media does he state that the events described amount to anything other than fully documented facts. He allows himself some freedom for speculation on the thoughts and feelings of the figures involved but then so do many historians and biographers. The sober, measured character of the prose contrasts so strikingly with the nature of the story that most reviewers treated it as a literary cross-breed: real life transported into something that reads like a novel. It was his best book, and he had rehearsed for it in The Armies of the Night (1968), on the anti-Vietnam War demonstrations in which he was involved, and The Fight (1975), an account of the Muhammad Ali vs. George Foreman World Title bout he covered in Zaire.

Mailer had charted new territory for writers, but his creative endeavours were also touched by the absurd. Throughout his life Mailer saw writing as an escape route from the generally accepted terms and conditions of existence: being answerable for what we do; treating others, women in particular, with respect; telling the truth rather than habitually making things up; refusing to concede that his personal opinion was subjective, and so on. Fiction allows the writer to indulge such fantasies in the world they create, but for Mailer this was not enough. He wanted to inhabit his inventions, to improve on the life that limited his insatiable desire for hedonism without responsibility and unchallenged greatness. His ambition to change the world according to his private compulsions was as much the driving force behind his mixed-genre books as anything resembling an artistic vision.

A hilarious demonstration of this occurred when he made a film called Maidstone (1970). In it he appeared as Norman T. Kingsley, a deranged dictatorial figure running for president, but as the film’s director he began to treat the rest of the cast and crew in the same maniacal, authoritarian manner as the figure he played. For many it seemed that he was experimenting in the film with the same mixture of reality and invention that he’d pioneered in his books. Those involved were fully aware of the curious parallels between the political ambitions of Norman T. Kingsley and those of the man who had created and now played and directed him, Norman Kingsley Mailer; the latter’s attempt to become mayor of and create a quasi-independent New York City had taken place less than a year before. Drugs and alcohol were consumed from breakfast onwards by all involved, and most began to lose any clear distinction between whether they were in a cinematic representation of a political campaign or part of a real one. Towards the end of the filming Mailer ordered a group of his actors to become assassins, but by this point no one seemed certain of their target – the director, or the presidential candidate played by the director? Rip Torn, the respected Hollywood actor, had like many others become unhappy with Mailer the director’s capricious, bullying manner, which was disturbingly similar to the politics of Norman T. Kingsley. Torn tried to kill Norman T. by bashing in Mailer’s skull with a claw hammer but insisted he had lost any ability to differentiate between acting and attempted murder. Mailer did not call the police because he was responsible for this madcap blurring of what is and what is made up, and he accepted the consequences.

Mailer began his review of Tom Wolfe’s A Man in Full by recalling his own remarks of 1965 that America had failed to produce a Tolstoy or a Stendhal, a novelist capable of unravelling their country’s complexity, and with undisguised satisfaction he went on to conclude that the promise offered by Wolfe was false. Mailer predicted there will never be a Great American Novelist or the Great American Novel (‘A Man Half Full’, The New York Review of Books, 17 December 1998) without fully explaining why this perpetually sought absolute was an impossibility. No other nation longs so despairingly for such a work, because they do not see themselves as sufficiently perplexing, boundless and unfathomable 
so that only fiction will capture their essence. What Mailer did not seem to realise when he wrote these words, so close to the end of his career and indeed his life, was that inadvertently he was responsible for the nearest that America would get to its ultimate literary aspiration. His life comes as close as is possible to being the Great American Novel; beyond reason, inexplicable, wonderfully grotesque and addictive.



1

 
 

Brooklyn Boy

Norman Mailer’s father, Isaac Barnett ‘Barney’ Mailer, was born in Lithuania but spent most of his early years in South Africa after his parents, Benjamin and Celia Mailer, emigrated there in 1900 when he was roughly ten years old: exact certifications of dates of birth are not available. They were Jewish, and when they married their country was part of the Czarist Russian Empire in which antisemitism was rife, enshrined in social conventions, pogroms included, and embedded in laws regarding education and political representation which classified Jews as second-class citizens.

Barney was the second of the Mailers’ eleven children, and he took a degree at the University of the Transvaal, probably in a science-based discipline; again, there is no documentation. Eventually he trained to become an accountant. We do know that Barney volunteered as a supply officer in the South African army and was stationed in London in 1917 and served briefly in France, though no one is clear as to whether he saw action. After he was demobbed in 1919, he decided not to return to his parents in Johannesburg and instead took the train from London to Liverpool and boarded the White Star liner RMS Baltic for New York. The United States was not the more profitable option, given that his mother and father had over the previous three decades established several successful retail and manufacturing businesses in the largest, most rapidly expanding metropolis in Africa. The Jewish community of the city was one of the wealthiest in the world and was largely spared the prejudices found in most parts of Europe and America. Barney would not see his parents again and Celia never recovered from the devastation of her son’s sudden, unexplained disappearance.

Circumstantial evidence suggests that his motive was shame, in that during his years following graduation Barney became a compulsive gambler, spending much of his time at racecourses around the city and displaying an extraordinary talent for choosing slow horses and bad jockeys. Eventually he began to steal cash from his father’s business to fund his addiction, but he was never expelled from the family home, and until he made his sudden decision to leave for America, it was assumed by his parents that he would return after the war. His sister Anne and her husband, Dave Kessler, lived in New York, and Barney moved in with them after his arrival, but again it is unclear whether he intended to stay in the country. He was certainly not, like most immigrants, in search of a better life. Despite Barney’s transgressions his father was willing to provide him with well-paid employment. It would eventually become evident that Barney was for most of his life caught between what he appeared to be and who he was.

Norman spoke of him rarely, and when he did it was of a man who seemed to compel a particular question: was he really my father? The wealthier, non-Afrikaner white people of South Africa adopted social mannerisms and accents that made them appear to be English (or at least the English who had exported their culture and lifestyle to the Indian Raj). Barney sounded as if he had gone to a British public school and dressed like it too: three-piece handmade suits, black or pearl-grey leather shoes, suede gloves more often carried rather than worn, felt hat and umbrella or cane in his left hand.

It was this otherworldly persona that drew Fan Schneider to him in 1920. Anne had been taken very ill with flu, which some feared might be the deadly ‘Spanish’ variant. She, Dave and Barney took the train to Lakewood, a New Jersey sea resort which was thought to be a healthier environment than the densely populated Brooklyn where they lived.

Hyman and Ida Schneider had spent their earliest years in America during the 1890s on New York’s Lower East Side. Hyman and his sister Lena ran a sidewalk stand mostly selling soda water and newspapers, along with locally made candy. They worked from four in the morning until well after dark and gave up because their modest profits were depleted by members of the Irish gangs that dominated the district. Stock was stolen daily, and on most days the siblings took home less cash than they’d spent on merchandise. The Irish mobsters also took a regular percentage of profits from every local retailer.

The Schneiders moved to Long Branch, New Jersey, a beach resort which enjoyed the patronage of the American political and social establishment. The Seven Presidents Park is named in honour of the number of the country’s leaders who either owned property there or visited regularly, the last being Woodrow Wilson. Hyman and Ida opened a grocery and general store which thrived, and during the years of the First World War invested in rental houses and a hotel in nearby Lakewood. Hyman had also, since the age of sixteen, been a rabbi, and after the family moved to New Jersey he served the local Jewish community as a spiritual leader and teacher of Hebrew, leaving the businesses in the care of his wife and children. Two of their three daughters, Rose and Fanny, or Fan, helped to run the hotel after graduating from high school. Both were bright enough for university, but convention destined them for respectable work in the family businesses followed by marriage. The New Jersey coast around Long Branch had become the home for first- and second-generation immigrant families who found enough entrepreneurial opportunities there for an escape from the crime-riven areas of New York City. Some were Irish, others Italian, but Lakewood was predominantly Jewish. It was certainly not a self-imposed ghetto; more an area in which liberal and Orthodox Jews could feel comfortable with each other and alongside the largely Christian households of the neighbourhood. It resembled a version of the Europe that most would have hoped for but from which they had been forced to flee.

Fan and Barney first met at the Lakewood hotel
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