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Fighting talk: ‘September 11 was horrific, but patriotic fever can go too far. Has there ever been a powerful country that is as patriotic as America? And patriotic in the tinniest way?’
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but wasted no time winning fame as
a fast-talking, tough guy novelist. He
gave his book about the war a pulp­
fiction title - The Naked and the Dead
- yet it so impressed the serious
critics that he became, almost over­
night, America’s most celebrated
young literary hero.

Much of the novel’s popular suc-

Those were the days when everyone
in publishing was dead drunk after
their three-martini lunches, so the
publisher had a difficult time keep­
ing track of the fugs that were sub­
tracted in the morning and added in
the afternoon."

These days, he is very much aware
that the freedom he craved in print

name. One of her stab wounds nar­
rowly missed her heart.

Though the judge in the case
declared that Mailer couldn’t distin-

was shot out of a cannon. 1 was 25
and, suddenly, reporters were taking
down every word I said. It was all
terribly unreal. Though it makes
people throw up when they hear me
say this now, I used to feel sorry for
myself. I suffered from an identity
crisis.”

Hollywood and enjoyed a brief
period of celebrity as a budding
screenwriter and freewheeling parly
animal. Burt Lancaster and Charlie
Chaplin became pals. Fs===’
G-,'JCT7npilTl AWtlffTOHtllfbur then, as
a lot of the people 1 knew in Holly­
wood were. So I didn’t get very far in
my ambition to become somebody in
the film business. It was a mistake, i
but I didn’t leave in bitterness. 11
wouldn’t trade anything now for fl
those days when I could rub shout-II

cess arose not so much from its liter­
ary merits as from Mailer’s effort to
test the repressive censorship laws of
the period. One critic hailed it as “a
Kinsey Report on the sexual behav­
ior of the GI”. Yet what seemed bold

looks rather quaint now, espe-
___y tire novel’s repeated use of
‘fug” for “f-—”•

Like a naughty schoolboy recalling
old triumphs, Mailer still speaks
proudly of his “fugs . The pub­
lisher thought that there were too
many fugs in the book and kept try­
ing to take them out. But a young
editor who was a great fan of the
novel kept putting them back in.
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The world certainly didn’t know
what to make of Mailer. Was
he simply a popular novelist

with a tremendous talent for .self­
promotion? Or was he a literary
giant in the rough, grooming himself
to write the Great American Novel?
Fifty years later, opinion is still
divided. Some say that Mailer has
blossomed into the Great American
Journalist, pioneering a new way of
seeing contemporary events through
such epic works as The Annies of the
Night and The Executioner's Song. His
detractors say he is nothing but a
publicity hound, who long ago aban­
doned literature for the cheap thrill
of celebrity.

But, rather disingenuously, Mailer
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has gone to an absurd extreme
among some young writers. In his
estimation, the fashionable measure
today is “five f—s to every 100
words". He enjoys teasing Hie new
generation for Ute way it takes its
freedoms for granted. “I’ll stand up
and talk to a group of student play
Wrights and ask: "Can any of you
f_____ young writers write a play
without using the word?’ ”

And what is their response?
"They smile, sheepishly."
In his own reckless youth, Mailer

worked tirelessly to exploit the
advantages that fame brought him.
He went almost immediately to

insists that he has never liked being
in the spotlight. “I never felt good
about publicity. It always comes out
wrong, and it always gets me into
what George Bush Sr used to call
‘deep do-do'. What would happen if
Ihnt 1 would get bad publicity and
then seek more publicity to set
things right. But that doesn’t work. I
accept now that we move forward not
on a wave of truth, but on a wave of
disinformation.”

He is proud of his reputation as
the Father of New Journalism, but he
still regards fiction as the superior
art form, and still yearns to win
greater recognition for his skills as a
novelist.

“A novel is a gift. Getting it right is
like falling in love. It happens just a
few times in your life. And you never
know what’s going to happen. With
non-fiction, I can sit down and arbi­
trarily choose a subject and write a
book in a short period without much
trouble. You can't do that with a
novel. You can’t force iL The differ­
ence between writing non-fiction
and fiction is like sparring with your
friends and sparring with someone
who's out to beat you."

His obsession with fighting may
help to explain why he’s had six
wives and fallen in and out of
romances more times than anyone
can count. Yet his most recent wife -
Norris, a writer and ex-model who is
ZB^aars his junior and the mother of

‘feme of his eight children - seems to
have mastered the fine art of spar­
ring with Norman.

She has been with him for more
than 25 years now and, despite many
ups and downs, they seem content
with each other. During my visit, she
hovers affectionately over her hus­
band and serves him homemade
cream puffs with his tea.

But don’t get the idea that Mailer is
completely domesticated. He still
gets a gleam in his eye when he talks
about sex, especially as he knew’ it in
the Fifties. "Back then, it had to be fl
dirty to be good," he says, gleefiilly. |
It is not surprising that one of his •
most successful works of non-fiction
was his 1973 biography of Marilyn
Monroe. He adored the sultry, for­
bidden glamour of Hollywood’s sex
queens, and his book on Monroe is
one long tribute to her kind of erotic
charm. It is also much concerned
with Mailer’s fantasies, including a
convoluted effort to draw some mys­
tical connections between his own
status as a “great novelist" and her
immortal place as a sexual icon.

Perhaps inevitably, one critic has
complained that much of Mailer’s
writing is “inasturbatoiy". Several
years ago, this same critic was asked
by the New York Tinies to review one
of Mailer's novels, and the author
exploded with indignation. He com- n
Plained to the literary editortisf UiC J
paner- lint she riirln'T^'lVI1 llUtTRI 111 UTT ||
satisfaction. “She was an egregious I
feminist. If you don’t know what that *
is, it’s a lady who, if she doesn’t have
a man for breakfast, is unhappy for
the rest of the day.”

It’s probably just as well that Mail-

Ier never achieved his ambition to
serve as New York’s mayor, given his
fondness for fights. Rudy Giuliani's,
recent example of grace under pres­
sure has left Mailer uncharacteristi­
cally in awe of the job’s challenges.

“I have respect for Giuliani
because he had one moment when
he really could become much larger
than he ever was before, and he rose
to the occasion."

It is not lost on the writer that
Giuliani’s triumph took place in the
aftermath of the mayor’s embarrass­
ing public battle with his wife, who
sought a divorce while she was per­
forming in a sexually suggestive
play. That’s the kind of scandal that
tugs at Mailer’s old heart.

“What a lot of grief that man had to
go through. 1 mean, to be mayor of
New York and have your wife doing
The Vagina Monologues... ”

Mailer pauses and shakes his head
in wonder. "That can’t be easy to
face, can it? 1’11 tell you, whatever
dial guy’s got, it’s good stuff.”

 As part of the Orange Word season,
Norman Mailer will be talking to
Andrew O’Hagan tonight from 6-7pm
at the Apollo Theatre, Shaftesbury Ave­
nue, London Wl. Tickets cost £5; call
020 7494 5070
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homicidal and suicidal”, the writer
told the court that he was perfectly
sane and would still run for mayor as
soon as hy was rideaHUtl. He didn't
Iiclj) his'case, when he
volunteered that one of his ideas for
easing social tensions was to hold a
series of jousts in armour and on
horseback.

As he told the press: “Perhaps
i once a year, in Central Park, we

iv o, auy...K could have a vast tourney which
perfectly charming would bring back the Middle Ages.

manner, zu numu, he is a congenial The appeal of hand-to-hand com-
host who never raises his voice, and bat is something that Mailer seems
who seems as warm and mellow as a to have romanticised ever since he
lazy cat at the fireside. To look at his failed to grapple with the Japanese
beaming face, you would never sus- enemy during the Second World ~
ped that he is the same man who, in War. He spent
I960, was committed for a short sewing as an"army cook m thel <W
period to a mental hospital after Bflhlie? "1 was IB SKBlUW soldier. U fug

turning grim. “It was 40 years ago,
and I may still want to write about it
one day. I was living on die edge in ioung auu.v. ".T'y." ,.1othose days, smoking a lot of pot and chance nt glory on the field of battle.

enemy during the Second World
War. He spcnl much of that conflict

an^ai'inV book in~iel
. , ..as iftl ordinary soldier. Il

thblng me second oi ms uiun > distinguish myself. And that
===> doesn’t leave you feeling too good
te Io talk about ihnt." about yourself, if you're in the army.
his sunny expression you want to be n good soldier, but 1

- i- i, was just adequate. The only thing 1
'■ could do well was write." ....

Young Mailer was denied his
. i .......,1... riztlzl nF linttln

racc °f his seaside
n \ home in Massachusetts
\ \ 7/ wilh tllc nagger of an

elderly Popeye. Al 79,
his legs are a bit wobbly, and his
curly white hair is a little sparse, but
he still carries himself like a tough
guy itching for a good brawl.

Once inside his spacious house at
the tip of Cape Cod. he offers me a
quick boxing lesson. First, he frames
his large head with open palms, and
then shifts his neck, alarmingly,
from side to side, “.A good boxer." he
says, “can slide his head without
moving the rest of his body. I spent
years practising iL You see die punch
coming and you just slide out of its
way."

Ordinarily, a great .American nov­
elist with a Harvard education
wouldn't find many occasions to use
his talents for bobbing and weaving
in a street fight. But. during his
prime. Mailer often found himself
doing battle with his fists. “I had a lot
to prove." he says, with a twinkle in
his blue eyes. “Being macho is a
bitch."

He mentions the time, in the
Fifties, when he fought a street cor­
ner bully in a bad neighbourhood
and nearly had his eyes gouged out.
Some might say that he was asking
for trouble by taking his two poodles
for a walk down those mean streets.

"What was I supposed to do? The
guy snickered and insulted me. He
called one of my poodles a bitch. I hit
him and he stuck his thumbs in my
eyes."

» So that was the end of that?
“No. when my eyes were back to

normal. I knew 1 had to go down that
same street and walk past that guy
with my poodles and prove that I
wasn’t going to back down. You go
there at different times until you see
him again. You make it clear that
he’s not going to stand in your way.
Von ligv-c to_show that you can't be

virr: 1 J”wonder thaT*?vIailer’s self-
imposed tests of manhood didn’t get
him lulled long ago. Yet the old lion
has a lot of fight left in him. He isn’t
starting brawls with the local con­
stabulary any more - in the Sixties,
he successfully defended himself on
a charge of assaulting a Cape Cod
policeman - but he hasn’t lost any of
his relentless literary’ drive. He is
planning a new novel and has just
finished a screenplay about the infa­
mous mole at the FBI. Robert
Hanssen.

He’s also happy to continue a life- ■
long habit of asking provocative
questions about his native land,
despite the new mood of national
unity sweeping America. i_____ „ . w

‘'What happened on September 11 control."
was horrific, but this patriotic fever Incredible as it may seem, he was
can go too far,” he says. “America campaigning for mayor of New York
has an almost obscene infatuation at the time and was “scared shitless”
with itself. Has there ever been a big, by the intensity of the campaign. At
powerful country that is as patriotic 5am, after a drunken party at his
as America? And patriotic in the tin- apartment, he went over the edge
niest wav. with so much flag waving? when Adele Mailer called him a
You’d really think we were some z'rclnk
poor little republic, and that if one
person lost his religion for one hour,
the whole thing would crumble. ---------------- ------- - ——------
America is the real religion in this guish fiction from fact and was ‘both
country.” 1 1-1 1

These days, such talk will defi­
nitely start a fight in many American
cities, yet Mailer is not averse to
throwing the first punch. With a mis­
chievous smile, he says: “The Right
wing benefited so much from Sep­
tember 11 that, if I were still a con-
spiratorialist, I would believe they’d
done it."

Like Mark Twain before him,
Mailer has a way of saying outra­
geous things in a
manner. At home, he is a congenial
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