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need your financial help!

'GAY SUNSHINE

Since their inception Fag Rag and Gay Sunshine, two original movement publications,
have faced similar problems in publishing. There has been a good deal of communication
between the two papers and a general feeling that we are engaged in the same struggle.
Last November during his visit to Boston; Winston Leyland, editor of Gay Sunshine, sug-
gested that as a gesture of solidarity the two papers publish a special joint issue in the
summer of 1974 to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the New York Stonewall riots which
sparked off the current gay liberation movement.

The logistics of putting together such a double issue were enormous. The paper was
typeset and laid out in San Francisco by people from both papers. Fag Raggers traveled
3000 miles to the West Coast to work on the issue. Working together we faced many dis-
agreements and problems which were resolved as we went along. ‘This Stonewall issue
will not merge the two papers. Both will resume independent publication. in the fall.

In this issue we have printed articles which express a wide divergence of opinions (not all
of which we necessarily agree with ourselves). Nonetheless, this is probably the largest
gay liberation collection to appear to date and is equivalent in material printed to a book
anthology. In publishing this joint issue we are sharing ourselves and providing a place
where other gay people can sing about themselves. Hopefully, our readers will find echoes
and reverberations of themselves in our writing and will respond to us, not by accepting
everything we print, but by loving us for taking the time and energy to publish this issue.

Both Gay Sunshine and Fag Rag are non-commercial publications. We have only been
able to publish this issue because of the many subscriptions and contributions (in money,
work and encouragement) that continue to come in. The expenses (over $2000) have com-
pletely exhausted our funds..If you like this issue and believe in the kind of gay journalism
we are doing, why not subscribe now to both papers (subscription box is on page 17). If you
are already a subscriber, why not renew, or send in a contribution. This is the time we really

If you are gay you have something beautiful to:say.
Submit an article, a poem, a letter, a drawing, a photo-
graph. Add your energy to the community by letting the
community in on your creativity. Deadline for submis-
sion of material for the next issue of Gay Sunshine (no.
23) is September 1. Send material to Gay Sunshine,
P.@. Box 40397, San Francisco, CA 94140; (415) 824-
3184. Please type and double-space all manuscripts.
Deadline for the next issue of Fag Rag (no. 10), a
special poetry issue, is August 1. Send material to Fag
(?26‘291‘5’3'04 Box 331, Kenmore Station, Bostoh, MA

imaginary
interview

in the style of beckett malanga, en a.k.b.g. . .. ..
by John Wieners

Seen through the eyes of Simone de Beawvoir as An
Imaginary interviewer of Greta Garbo:

GG: Madame Simone, I suppose you wonder why I've
asked you here this afternoon. It's because I was reading,
and impressed with your photograph, that I came across
while rifling through a closet shelf of news clippings, 1
wondered if you (knowing I'd be thrilled) care to inter-
view after 1 discarded such personal trivia. [Nostalg:-
cally); The ire of former times has abated, in the direction
of a certain Ms. Mary Theresa, tu reconnats, n ‘est-ce-pas?
SdeB: 1 concern myself most assuredly, in forgoing prior
lucidation.

GG: Gracious, then you accept an assignment in debating
the earlier merits and acerbities in the direction of
another laxity?

by gleep

SdeB: 1 can’t say I do, but I persevere in attacking the
general miasma, mythically winnowing through the
debasements in our governmental genetic cabinets, as
demeaning athwart the titular habiliments of feminine
costume. -

That intrigues me, just where did that rubbish buy lent
out of your files? I mean, it's corpuscular, leaning pieces
of O’Leary plastic.

GG:. That's a good one. I didn’t know, are you Irish,
through the Mulligan and the Morse?

SdeB: No matter. A missing link, as morning becomes
Electra. No mind to the proper names.

GG: Knowing an assumed paternity, could you guess
Odin refers to Intrusion? or Celt unto Cornish.

SdeB: Please, let’s get down to basics: How much do you
weigh? You've put on weight, and your earlier efforts. ..
GG: Appear in vain, approximate unavoidably of major-
ity acclaim; mildly awarded. A generous sampling in
taste.

SdeB: Decorum being sensible adjunct, to a sumptuous

- 'surveillance. You continued your efforts in the film,

tracing antecedent lives from post-modern authorities, in
genres of geographical locales and constabularies, a la
Romany and South America. ;

GG: No, I dare say not. I've haven’'t budged an inch; as a
chatelaine to Victor P. Immanuel.

SdeB: Goodness, gracious, pungency betrays berating
gestating twilight’s aura. A glimpse atwixt our reunion in
the art of letters gently. There can never be enough of a
good thing. A just cause. A noble. ..

GG: Intrusion.

SdeB: At your request, of course, in the world of the

unconscious sharply risen through old words, and
straight kept sentences in the ancient field of Lonorable.

GG: Always, darling monde. Theoreticianed correspon-
dent, called caught, kept in proselytizing to the fickle
mouths of impertinent men. I can see there’s no such dis-
dainful distaste culled imaginatively other mindfully.

SdeB: You read somewhere, a Chelsea, Grammercy, Sar-
dinia?

GG: None of trompe l'oeil.

SdeB: In Boston, last week.

GG: About our Lady of Lourdes,

SdeB: Doubly. Acceptance of apparition intrigues Seduc-
tion. Ariadne either acquits fatally reversed exotic mis-
creant both rurally benefitting Prescott; desperately
Staunching the body and blood of Her son, for the
supreme act of sacrifice, heard daily in the weekly cele-
bration of the Mass, not upon the federal apron strings
braided as coils from Circe’s turret Pike’s peak.

I consider poetry and problematic philosophy to be
outré gauche, regarded skitterish tabulating of worldli-
ness galoshed Southern central juxtaposition to this Nord
de Paris visitation, mourned you profess by servant girls
upon the masonned bypaths of my put-out. Pointingly,
plurally.

GG: Coquettishly.

SdeB: How dare you? [Stammering): Ruefully. Those
were my assumed tears you heard. Bled lachrimae
Trinkles from Parisian judmented plazerias. [Both laugh
musically and discuss sidereal asides in delightful, sundry
mirths of gratuitously acquired innuendos.] I gather
you've seen a good deal of the United States, through a
friend of yours, with whom you are severing three
decades of codification. Is he too strange as in the
example H. P. L.?

GG: T dunno. It’s gone beyond.

SdeB: Desire? [A long, as usual awkward pause,
generated by the unmentioned escort reimburses the
tacking of these relations.] Sober, harried and T-conti-
nent.

GG: Fruitlessly

SdeB: You've been too kind, over simplification aligns
aspersion, a good jostling now and again never hurts any
one. I receive first hand you’ve gone shopping incessantly
around Town in Two years of all the things bought, which
do you favor? or prefer? Consider four. .. .

GG: Automobiles, Tens, a Sunny afternoon, hostess.

FAG RAG NO. 9 GAY SUNSHINE NO. 22

(* indicates member of Fag Rag group; ° indicates involve-
ment in Gay Sunshine group. )

General Editor: WINSTON LEYLAND.

Contributors: *STEVE ABBOTT, Boston librarian; co-editor
of Myra and Gore. GARY ALINDER recently returned to San
Francisco after a long absence. He was involved in the be-
.ginnings of Gay Sunshine,., JIM ARNOLD is a full-time
staff member of Seattle’s Stonewall. ALLYN AMUNDSON,
Boston artist. *LARRY ANDERSON is involved in Third
World Caucus. LEONARD ANDREWS is currently living in
Ann Arbor. In the fall he begins his first year as a Yale
divinity student. °LEE ATWELL, film critic for Gay
Sunshine. He has published in Film Quarterly and else-
where. JULIAN BAMFORD lives in a Los Angeles gay col-
lective and has been involved in that city’s Gay Community
Center. WILLIAM BARBERs poetry has appeared in Gay
Sunshine, Manroot and The Male Muse. He currently lives
in San Francisco. JOE BRAINARD, artist and poet, lives in
New York. His most recent book, New Work, was published
by Black Sparrow Press (1973). PERRY BRASS’ poetry has
appeared in The Male Muse and Gay Sunshine. He lives in
New York City and is a long-time activist. STUART BYRON
is a film critic for Boston’s Real Paper. He is included in the
anthology Out of the Closets. JOHN BUTTON is a prominent
New York artist. He has published in Manroot and Gay Sun-
shine (#8). ED COX lives in Washington, D.C. His book of
poems, Blocks, was published by Some of Us Press (1973).
KIRBY CONGDON lives in Brooklyn. He is publisher of
Cycle Press and editor of Magazine. His poetry appeared in
The Male Muse. DAVID. DARBY is a Milwaukee gay activist.
DAVID EBERLY, Boston poet, previously published in
Sebastian Quill, Fag Rag, Gay Sunshine and elsewhere.
KENWARD ELMSLIE is a prominent New York poet-novel-
ist, librettist, and editor of Z. His book of poems, Motor Dis-
turbance, won the Frank O’Hara Award. *LOFTIN ELVEY
is a member of the Fag Rag staff. DANIEL EVANS is|
editor of Philadelphia’s poetry magazine, Painted Bride
Quarterly. *SALVATORE FARINELLA, Boston poet, is
editor of Suntan. His poetry has appeared in The Male Muse
and numerous magazines. ALLEN GINSBERG’s most recent
book is Fall of America. He is spending this summer in the
country in northern California. An interview with him ap-
peared in Gay Sunshine #16. JOHN GIORNO, New York
poet. Most recent book is Cancer in My Left Ball. GLEEP, an
artist, transexual, lives in Alexandria, Louisiana. ROBERT
GLUCK is a San Francisco poet. His most recent book, Andy,
was reviewed in Gay Sunshine #20. °DAVID GREENE, film-
maker and photographer, lives in Berkeley, Calif. °ED-
WARD GUTHMANN is a free-lance writer living in San
Francisco. PATRICK KELLY is a white medical volunteer
who recently returned to Seattle from Wounded Knee.
*JOHN KYPER is active in the War Resister’s League and
Win magazine. °"WINSTON LEYLAND, movement activist|
and editor of Gay Sunshine since 1971. He is editing a gay|
poetry anthology to be published by Panjandrum Press
(1975). CRAIG MAKLER, poet, lives in San Francisco.
PAUL MacPHAIL is currently living in Massachusetts. He
helped on proofreading. PAUL MARIAH is co-editor of San
Francisco’s poetry magazine Manroot. TOM MEYER, poet,
lives in England with Jonathan Williams. . *JOHN |
MITZEL recently published a book on Gore Vidal. He also
edits the satiric paper Manifest Destiny. RICHARD NASH
has been a full-time staff member of Los Angeles’ Gay Com-
munity Center since 1972. HAROLD NORSE, poet, lives in
San Francisco and edits Bastard Angel. An interview with
him appeared in Gay Sunshine #18. RICTOR NORTON,
movement activist and writer, currently lives in England
where he is contributing editor to Gay News. ROBERT
PETERS teaches at U. Cal. Irvine. His poetry appears in The
Male Muse. °JAMES REED, graphic designer, lives in Sa
Francisco. He designed the covers for this joint issue.
SAMUEL REESE is currently serving a life sentence in Mis-|
souri. His prison graphics appeared in Gay Sunshine #117.
*TOM REEVES, Boston activist. His book End the Draft:
The Feasibility of Freedom was published by Random
House. BRUCE REIFEL, free-lance artist, currently lives in|
‘Los Angeles. NED ROREM, composer and writer, lives in
New York City. SATIVA, black poet, lives in San Francisco.
*KEN SANCHEZ handles distribution for Fag Rag. RON
SCHREIBER, Boston poet, co-editor of Hanging Loose. His
most recent book, Living Space, was reviewed in Gay Sun-
shine #17. *CHARLEY SHIVELY, Boston poet, teaches
American history and has been involved in Fag Rag since its
inception. JOEL STARKEY is a Florida gay activist. ROGER
STEARNS is a Boston artist whose work has appeared in Fag
Rag, Sebastian Quill and elsewhere. CHRIS STOREY,
Nantucket, Mass., bus driver, originally from New Mexico.
KEITH THOMAS lives in Berkeley, Calif., where he is a
graduate student in English. KOKE VACHA lives in Ohio
and has coordinated the Ohio Gay Conference Poetry An-
thology. ANN WALDMAN, New York poet, is editor of The
World and involved in the Poetry Project at St. Mark’s-in-
the-Bowery. *JOHN WIENERS’ most recent book is
Selected Poems (1971). He lives in Boston and was inter-
viewed for Gay Sunshine #17. JONATHAN WILLIAMS,
poet, publisher of Jargon Books, divides his time between
England and North Carolina. His most recent book is Loco
Logodaedalist in Situ. °ALLEN YOUNG currently lives on a
rural commune in Massachusetts. He has written extensively
for the gay movement and is co-editor of the anthology Out of
the Closets. He is a contributing editor of Gay Sunshine. IAN
YOUNG lives in Ontario, Canada. He edited the recent gay
poetry anthology, The Male Muse.

The following list indicates the material that each paper con-
tributed to this special joint issue:

Fag Rag: Indiscriminate Promiscuity; John Horne Burns;
Steven Jonas; Wieners/Greta Garbo; Reflections from Third
World; Wounded Knee; Timelustness; Dear Dos; Cory/
Sagarin; Seattle Center.

Poems by: John Giorno, John Wieners, Ron Schreiber, Bill
Barber, Daniel Evans, Sal Farinella, Stuart Byron, Sativa,
David Eberly, Charley Shively, Tom Reeves.

Graphics by: Allyn Amundson, Roger Stearns

Gay Sunshine: Ned Rorem Interview; On Human & Gay
Identity; Chilean Oppression; Reflections on the Gay Move-
ment; Gay Novel; Gays and the Left; Film Interview &
Review; L.A. Community Center; Photo Essay on Gay
Friends; Steven Grossman Music Interview & Review;
Cartoon; Harold Norse Review.

Poems by: Perry Brass, Ed Cox, Kenward Elmslie, Craig
Makler, Paul Mariah, Tom Meyer, Harold Norse, Robert
Peters, Keith Thomas, Anne Waldman, Jonathan Williams,.
Koke Vacha.

Graphics by: Joe Brainard, John Button, gleep, Jim Reed.

Joint material: Allen Ginsberg poems; Reviews of -Paul
Mariah, Bill Barber, Robert Peters; Editorial.

Copyright © Winston Leyland and Salvatore Farinella 1974 '
U.S. ISSN 0046-5860X




PAGE 3

INDISCRIMINATE

PROMISCUITY

B
Aihallanaileiellned oflihsfledho ooy o
0 VIR O | (S

D e

04

(R

LA el

an act of
revolution

Choosing homosexuality is in itself an act of rebellion,
a revolutionary stance. Becoming a homosexual meant
I rejected the boyfriend/girlfriend, jock/homecoming
queen, auto mechanic/cooking class, dirty joke/purity,
science/poetry divisions that were everything in Hamil-
ton, Ohio. I refused to become a “man.” I was (and am)
“queer as a three-dollar bill.”

I am also thirty-six years old and am part of a
movement not more than twenty (really no more than
five) years old. Why have we waited so many centuries to
act on the revolutionary core, potential, voice deep within
us? Notwithstanding Walt Whitman, Oscar Wilde, Paul
Verlaine, or Morris Hirschfield—why have faggots been
so slow to rebel?

Th_e answer partly rests in the massive drains of energy
put into surviving, the co-optation by the ruling class and
other causes common to oppressed groups. But there is, I
think, a unique potentiality among faggots to break away
from the existing power structure and search out new
alternatives. The nuclear family is the foundation stone of
all that is established. Because we are so radically op-
posed to the breeding family unit with reproduction as its
ultimate aim, our sexuality makes us revolutionary.

Everywhere people belittle our practice. In the spring
of 1971, I wrote the first part of my “Cocksucking as an
Act of Revolution” (Fag Rag #1, June 1971), and got little
comment except people saying surely you don’t mean
that Just sucking cocks or taking it up the ass can be
revolutionary. If you do, you're wrong (or stupid) not to
notice it’s been done for centuries without much change.
Aren’t you just “wishfully thinking about our sex habits

.as though they were revolutionary”? If sucking cocks

would do, then “given the number of numbers making it
every night in bushes from Boston to Bulgaria, the state
would [long ago] have exploded.”

/3> STEARNS

I have always refused to concede the point here because
I believe there is an implicit denigration of sexuality and
of the body. Our bodies are real, they are not some social
theory, some utopian proposal; their relationship to
labor, the state, the economy and consciousness is no less
fundamental than the other way around. We still wince at
taking our bodies and sexuality seriously. Certainly I do.
Doing child care at a conference recently, I was just
stunned at the “innocent” sexuality of the “children.”
They had not learned yet how much more important
thought and consciousness was than their bodies or the
bodies of those they love. They simply did it.

Getting back into, back to our bodies, our sexuality can
be a revolutionary perspective for ourselves. How much
less utopian can I be? to rest everything on the “flesh,”
“lust”—prevailing practice instead of magisterial theo-
ries? Why can’t our bodies, commonplace things found in
every home—why can’t they be the source of change and
revolution? Do we have to sail to Byzantium, the
Kremlin, Hanoi, Havana, Santiago or Zanzibar to find
the revolution? If so, there ain’t many’ll be able to afford
the trip. 2

Obviously there is decadence, cruelty and exploitation
everywhere in faggotland. But I say that decadence
comes not from our bodies or our sexual practices; deca-
dence comes from accepting the straight, white man
values. Believing that we are sick, inferior, cursed, bad,
spoiled, wrong, wretched; believing “they” are always
right; wanting to be them; not wanting to be ourselves. It
is so easy to wander from sensation—to go away from
what we feel into what they want us to feel, believe,
think, and experience. Maybe, I'd do better to say “Revo-
luationary Sensuality” is intended to be a revolutionary
perspective for ourselves—the antithesis to bourgeois
decadence. But I prefer to talk of “Cocksucking as an Act
of Revolution.” When the ass is licked clean, then come
to me talking of “revolutionary sensuality.” Then I will
kiss your sweet tongue. -

Because our sexuality is not only strange, but danger-
ous and lethal, to the existing powers, they have invented
peculiar and unique ways of talking about and conceptual-
izing us. Ruling-class men associate faggots with effete-
ness. Their projection is oddly perverted from their
normal way of fantasizing about “oppressed” groups.
Generally the administrators equate inferiority with sex-
uality and subjectivity (both being base, sensual) and
their own superiority with thought and objectivity. This
holds true of every group except faggots. We are con-
sidered animal/sexual/base because our only defining

characteristic is sexual; at the same time we are para-
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doxically seen as an effete part of the ruling class—given
over to music, philosophy, decoration, poetry and other
intellectual pursuits. The accepted wisdom is that (unlike
other oppressed groups) we are rich or nearly so. By one
count, 80% of all U.S. homosexuals as homosexuals are
living affluent lives or struggling to do so. ‘

I don’t accept such counts, nor the fantasy about our
being an effete part of the ruling class. Quite the con-
trary, I think faggots suffer all the existing discrimina-
tions of our class/race-bound society plus those of sexual
oppression. We need a more real understanding of our
social standing—how it is a part of a class society—and
from that.I think we can find real strategies out of the
existing, collapsing society. '

To begin with, we need to understand that the idea of
faggots being only a small group of decadent ruling-class
parasites is nothing but a fantasy. Ruling-class faggots (of
which there are plenty) are more visible and freer, but
that doesn’t mean they are necessarily more numerous.
There are not fewer faggots in the working class, there
are only more closets there. Manliness is really a mark of
class oppression, and the lower class you are the more
manly you are expected and required to be—both by your
peers and the society in general. Thus sports—i.e. base-
ball, football, hockey, boxing, etc.—is primarily an
interest of young and lower-class men. Almost a social
necessity that declines as you rise on the class scale.

- S~

In the gay community, these marks of class are visible
everywhere. The young, virile, beautiful, educated—
usually white—form a cirele of beautiful people, who as a
group enjoy more fun and privilege than the old, ugly,
poor, uneducated. All faggots carry in their heads a com-
puter system/switchboard in which they weigh each
other. On the grid we process such factors as height,
penis size, ass shape, eyes, clothing, personality, smile,
weight, age, skin/hair color, virility, education, intelli-
gence, sun sign, birthplace and so forth. The inexorable
computer says: Meet my Fantasy or be gone, what do you
think this is, some kind of charity?

Too many protests against the horrors of this computer
system have been against the values being processed
rather than the process itself. That is, someone with a
short penis will argue that technique should count more.
Or someone will want to substitute personality, intelli-
gence and education for those areas in which he would get
a lower score. And isn’t the demand for counting person-
ality similar? A friend writes: “i have my best luck meet-
ing people on the streets, just talking, and many times,
through the beginnings of compassion or intimacy, the
other person (who might have refused my advances in a
bar or the fens) sees that i am a person and responds. in
fact; i think i can say that i have luck only when i can get
myself across as a decent, interesting human being.”

I don’t deny this heartfelt ery in any way; just typing it
makes me want to stop and cry—search the faggot out
and embrace. Yet I can’t help feeling some failure to
recognize the goodness in anonymity. Plenty has been
said of its shortcomings; it’s supposed to be breakdown of
the family and civilization according to some sociologists.
(They put it in French, anomie, to make their observation
seem even profound.)

Faggots live anomie more than virtually any other
group of people I know; despite the evils, maybe we're
onto something good. Because sometimes it does help the
old, ugly, poor, uneducated and generally “unfortunate.”
Since the computer of each faggot is “fussy” to some
degree about who they’'ll copulate with, the more casual
the encounter the less particular they are likely to be. In
the baths or bushes, a faggot will more likely make it with
someone he will not have to live with the next day. The
trucks in New York City are one example of a very un-
familial rendezvous—where words are seldom spoken,
names are unknown, the whole body may never be seen.
Unlike the baths and bars, they are also cheap (no cover
charge).

As the stakes go up in the relationship, the standards
go up. You might trick with someone in the bushes who
has a score of 25, but require a score of 50 before you'd
take him home to bed; 65 before you'd fix him breakfast;

Indiscriminate
Promiscuity

oo0

69 before you'd actually make it again with him; 75 before
you'd live with him; 85 before you’d become his lover; 95
before you'd live with him the rest of your life.

Thus the denunciations of tea-room sex or the baths or
one-night stands are denunciations of victims. The typical
bourgeois morality: people are bad because they are
poor, less successful, less happy; they have done poorly in
the economy, they are to blame. An Advocate poll asks
the question: “Do you think that tearoom and park
‘queens’ are a disgrace and discredit to Gays?” A recent
front page story in the Boston Gay Community News
condemns such sex because it might alienate the Massa-
chusetts state legislature. Laud Humphreys in Tea Room
Trade found that many more lower-class men (often mar-
ried) used the tea rooms than went to bars. More older
men likewise. The baths or the bushes are similar. For
instance, in Boston for many years you would not see
more than one or two black faggots in the Punch Bowl
(loud, brassy) or Sporters (collegiate) or Napoleon (high
church)—but in the subway tea rooms or along the Espla-
nade, the proportion was greater.

Our computer/capitalist wiring grades not only people

‘and places for cruising; more deviously it also controls

our sexual practice. We carry around a control board
indicating just what we can and will do in bed. Some
people are wired only to suck; others only to fuck; some
to sex only with black men; some only with white men;
some only 69; some only in chains. Both as a group and as
individuals, faggots have suffered from tightly delineated
sex roles. Breaking these, building new wider, better cir-
cuits, is our most important task. Each person should be
free to choose a role if they want and to live without roles
if they want, but the freedom and potentiality should be
wired in, available.

Least freedom probably exists in prison; here the roles
tend to be most tightly defined. You either fuck or get
fucked, and if you are fucked, you fit into an inescapable
and undesirable category. When I went to visit the Bille-
rica House of Correction, the prison master arranged an
interview with two older trusties in order to intimidate
any gay people coming to visit the prison. A lot of what
they said was lies (like we were in danger of being raped
and stabbed there), but one thing stood out in my mind.
The trusty said, don’t you understand, they've taken
everything from us; we’ve only got one thing to hold onto,
our manliness. Having to be a man is a mark of oppres-
sion; the more wretched your position, the more manly
you're expected to be and the harder it is for you to be a
faggot. The more you have to stay in the closet. The less
freedom you have to be gay.

The situation with femininity or transvestism among
men is similar—both in prison and in general “society.” If
you relinquish the role of straight man, then you have no
other choice but to accept the role of woman—which
brings a loss of freedom, money and independence. My
own experience of cross-dressing is not great but that
little has been educational. I remember wearing a robe at
one gay “pride” celebration. In workshops, the lunch
room and around the campus—everyone tended to ignore
me and everything I said. Pantalooned men might open a

few doors but for them I had otherwise ceased to exist. In

themselves, roles are not evil but what is wrong is the
fact that some people are involuntarily forced into certain
definitely inferior roles and others fit into superior roles
by their birthright as it were.

The idea of freedom seems particularly middle class;
children of the working class are taught that you must
either dominate someone or be dominated. And these
roles appear in sexual relations. Anal sex is much more
common among men in the third world or in rural areas
than in the ruling parts of the empire (big cities for
instance). The mouth is closer to the mind, personality
above the rectum. Generally one is either dominant or
dominated. The more middle-class a group of faggots, the
more likely they will be into oral sex and the more likely
it will be mutual. An interesting study shows that college
students active in gay groups tend more toward oral sex
than those outside gay groups who tend more toward
anal sex. (No report on relative tooth decay).

Whatever the shortcomings of the gay liberation fronts,
they really tried to break down roles. Admittedly they
could be freer because so many were from the middle
class. The luxury and possibilities of freedom were hard
to come to and to understand, but that insight is perhaps
our single most precious heritage. It doesn’t always make

things easier; Phyllis Sawyer’s “After Women's Libera-
tion” says it in two lines: “Hurting more/ enjoying it
less.” But occasionally the vision, luxury, even ecstasy of
a mutual faggot sexuality can be found. A few days ago, I
think I felt it in Lynhurst Butte, Oregon: when I was
being fucked and couldn’t tell whether I was inside him or
he was inside me. And later I couldn’t remember which
way it was. Maybe everyone feels that all the time but it
was a revelation to me.

Everything boils down to iequality. We live in a
culture/economy where all things are measured and sold;
any inequality is counted and counts against you. Even
the drug culture is a rat race of competition and selling
and enslavement where the “superior” or those tho have
an edge either use it or have the potential for using it, and
thus rule, prevail, while those without the edge fall to one
side. Inequality cannot be dealt with on an individual
philanthropic level: the unequal resent philanthropy, fear
the loss of largesse. For instance, if a beautiful trick
decides to befriend a “dirty old man,” love him, go home
with him, and become his lover, the economy dictates
that the D.0.M. should live in constant jeopardy; he
knows that he lives at the mercy of the other who has

- enough points to make different choices; the D.0.M. re-

sents inevitably the disparity. Or the inequality could be
money; someone might be rich and able to buy lovers.
The poor lover will inevitably resent the inequality,
where riches can be denied or granted him by reasons
beyond his control. :

Billie Holliday sings that “Them that’s got, gets; them

that’s not, lose, that’s what the Bible says—and it still is
news.” Matthew 25:29, “For the man who has will always
be given more, till he has enough and to spare; and the
man who has not will forfeit even what he has.” An Arab
proverb says, “If you are a peg, endure the knocking; if
you are a mallet, strike.” That’s the conventional wisdom
of centuries against which we now speak.
* I believe early clues to a new direction can be found in
my own experiences in tea rooms, parks, trucks, baths
and other untalked-of corners of this land. I don’t want to
make comparisons (such a$ faggots have made immemori-
ally) about which faggots are good, better, best. Nor
would I want to suggest the best bar or argue that
monogamous marriage is the only respectable way. What
I want to defend is the proposition that there is a whole
body of experience within the existing promiscuity of
faggots that (if accepted for the good it is) is revolution-
ary. I don’t say there aren’t “bad” sides to faggot behav-
ior, the way we treat and mistreat each other. I offer
some generalizations not as a utopian fantasy, but as a
way for making change, a way rooted in the actual social
experience of faggots—a way tied deeply into centuries of
suffering and experience. You could label it “revolution-
ary sensuality,” but I prefer Indiscriminate Promiscuity.
People (particularly menpeople) have tended to classify
love as changeless, timeless, natural, and as unavoidable
or indefinite as death. This mystification is a fraud meant
to prevent any questioning or change in the so-called
“reality.” Why should there not be a socialism of love and
sex no less than of work and money? Should not equality
and freedom extend to our bodies and their physical rela-
tionships as well as to the economy?

We need to be indiscriminate. No one should be denied
love because they are old, ugly, fat, crippled, bruised, of
the wrong race, color, creed, sex or country of national
origin. We need to copulate with anyone who requests

_our company; set aside all the false contraptions of being

hard to get, unavailable—that is, costly on the capitalist
market. We need to leave behind the whole mentality of
measurement; it is a massive tool of social control. We all
measure ourselves against some standard, find ourselves
wanting, and feel inferior, guilty, wrong, weak—in need
of authority, direction, correction, ruling and enslave-
ment. (

Discriminating and distinguishing involves more than
recognizing differences. Differences can indeed be pre-
cious, but they need to be understood as that—precious
differences, not marketable qualities that have to be
counted, compared and graded. Indeed, discrimination
presumes a scale in which one perfection is taken as stan-
dard; everything short of achieving that goal is sub-
standard and inferior on a particular scale.
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Beauty, for instance, tends to cluster around a few
ruling imperial standards—blond, blue-eyed, Nordic, ete.
But even if different standards were set—"Black is beau-
tiful,” for instance—that would not be enough unless the
competitive, measuring, rewarding, punishing system
were junked. We are crippled by the pursuit of a false
social ideal in sex—generally that of an Anglo-Saxon man.
In fact beauty is not one ideal; it is in men everywhere.
Beauty needs to be appreciated in its multiplicity and
many manifestations; it also needs to be freed from its
market value, its power, its usefulness in getting what
you want (a lover, money, love, attention, customers,
ete.).

Actually the greatest impediment to indiscriminacy is
probably not so much ugliness as familiarity. I learned
early about the incest tabu. I had this understanding
faggot friend, who could see through my soul and perhaps
me likewise. He made it with lots of people, some not that
different from me. So once I said, “Why don’t we try it
together?” “Oh no,” he asnwered, “that would be too
much like incest.” A faggot is more likely to be attracted
to some stranger—hitchhiker, new-in-town, transient—
than to a close friend. Part of this is the simple desire to
keep social relations and sex separated; the latter being
considered dirty and unworthy. But even those who over-

come this prejudice, who can accept their sexuality for
the joy, dignity and beauty that-it can be—they still lose
some ardor and passion after a few years’ acquaintance
with another faggot. I've noticed this with my lover of
nearly ten years; as he has come to be like my family to
.me, he has lost interest in me sexually.

Being indiscriminate would not only break down the
hesitations about “ugliness” and undesirability but also
break tabus between those who work and live closely to-
gether. A meeting would never be for “business” alone;
every contact could be sexual as well. Our whole social
system could become eroticized, sexualized, changed,
revolutionized. The alienation most of us feel most of the
time is most pronounced in our most intimate institutions
—the “family” of social units in which we live. As David
Cooper maintains in Death of the Family, these units are
“the ultimately perfected form of nonmeeting” of “anony-

‘mized people.”

We need to be more promiscuous as well as less dis-
criminating. Promiscuous in every way with our bodies.
Release all the armors and shackles, open all the pores
and holes up for sexual communication. No restraint in
any way. Multiple loves—amoeba-like as in orgies at the
baths—single couplings, perhaps between subway stops
or between classes or on the way shopping. We must be

open at all times for sexual activity; in fact not make it an .

in-between action, but make every action sexual. Unlike
capitalist decadence, our sexuality would not be sepa-
rated from our business, our sexuality would not “drag”
us down or wear us out for the tasks of building a totally
free society. Our sexuality would be that society.

Promiscuity among faggots is not some dream or fan-
tasy; it is a real social experience in many parts of our
community. The present shortcomings of the baths,
bushes, trucks, tea rooms and other libidinous areas is
partly the discrimination that still goes on there. But
it is more in the failure to provide for our lovers once we
have been with them. Without a society in which every-
one can make it (as well as make out), there will continue
to be the question of “taking care of” each other—that is
inequality, where the superior' must provide for the
inferior. Much of the fears and possessiveness in our
present families comes from the way people are meas-
ured and sold on the love market as property. In our
economy of scarcity, everyone continuously fears poverty
and abandonment. Everyone is constantly hoarding
people and love. Each relationship is curdled by the ten-
dency to cling to someone else, to hold on for fear that
there will be no more love after this. And the more mar-
ketable the love object and the less marketable the lover,
the more desperate the clinging and the more terrifying
the loss of a love object.

I think this may be my own greatest fantasy and fear—
that of loss and abandonment. I've always worried about
loss, what happens when the lover goes away, what if he
leaves me, where then will I be. Such fear leads one to
shut off, to be closed to loving, to protect oneself for fear
of being wounded. And even coming to love the wound
too dearly. Doubtless my own fantasy is my own particu-
lar one and cannot be exactly imposed on others, cer-
tainly not all faggots nor all society. Yet, I offer my
humble solution. Indiscriminate Promiscuity, and wonder

if it ‘wouldn’t allow for a society in which each person

could be free to provide for themselves without depen-
dency.

This would, I believe, be the essence of a socialist econ-
omy: where each individual would become a person, be
free, be an independent, unique agent, where they might
explore the voice deep within. A humane socialism must
move beyond trade-union economism; it must lose its
prudery, and find sexuality. In calling for a socialist soci-
ety, we do not ask some party or state to suddenly give
something to us—like legalize homosexuality.

We don’t want something, we want everything. Not
half a loaf, but the whole thing; not for some but for
everyone. Our desires are not false, nor an expression of
hunger, appetite, want: our desires—to suck cock for
instance—are creative, they are the road to creation, to
the modification of reality. Our bodies themselves are
real; our sexual organs are not separate from our
persons; they should be an expression of our individual-
ity. “Capitalism,” a friend of mine writes, “keeps the de-
sires in the frame of its limits, it enlarges these limits to
contain the desires, it co-opts. There is hope, though, be-
cause no one knows where the new eruption is going to
come from, and desire is more and more coming from un-
expected places, so that capitalism has a harder time to
prevent revolution. While the capitalists are reading
Mao, Castro, Che, to prevent a surprise attack, the mar-
ginals invent revolutionary strategies, unheard of, un-
read before.”

—Charles Shively

GAYS AND THE TRADITIONAL LEFT

-

Since I came out three and a half years
ago I have considered myself a gay radi-
cal. I came out into the gay liberation
movement from several years of participa-
tion in the straight left of the 60’s. At that
time, I had quite ill-defined politics which I
suppose complemented rather nicely my
ill-defined self. In those days, the gay
movement seemed to be to a great extent
attempting to clarify its relation to the
straight movement. A parallel endeavor
was an attempt to discover—or create—
roots for the gay movement in an historic
tradition of radical politics. To the extent
that poeple in this culture are even aware
of an historic opposition to the dominant
society, that opposition is Marxism. This
led a lot of people who were clear about
their opposition to the dominant society to
assume that they must be some sort of
Marxist. Marxism is often presented as
the only framework in which a person can
develop a coherent opposition to imperial-
ism, racism and now sexism. This rather
uncritical acceptance of Marxism seems to
me to have been the source of several re-
grettable conflicts within the gay move-
ment. What I would suggest is that many
of the conflicts were not necessasrily due
to “reactionary” elements of the gay
movement, but were due to the inade-
quacy of Marxism as a framework for
sexual politics. I will try to explain why I
see Marxism as inadequate, if not inappro-
priate, to gay people.

First and most easily dismissed is the so-
called vulgar Marxism which to a great ex-
tent equals the old-line Communist Party-
type marxism. I have a hard time thinking
even of gayness in this context. Simply
within the traditional political criteria, CP
politics seems to be such a dismal failure.
Gay polities are here reduced to the primi-
tive level at which capitalism attempts to
keep us. Namely we would be reduced to a
civil rightsian approach of appealing to
and pleading with the state-party bureauc-
racy for recognition as human beings. To
say the least, the CP does not have a tradi-
tion of recognizing gayness as politically
relevant or even humanly relevant. Clear-
ly then, this element of the Marxist tradi-
tion offered no hope to gays searching for
a framework in which to legitimize our
rage.

Recognizing this, the affinity for the
Marxist critique has centered around the
humanistic elements of Marx, particularly
as developed by European Marxists.
Marxist humanism has been primarily
based on a rediscovery of the early
writings of Marx. Heavily emphasized in
these early writings are the origins of pri-
vate property and alienation. Here finally
we have something common to most
gays—alienation. In fact this has been the
concept latched on to by most of the
humanistic schools of Marxism as a basic
concept of Marx. Let’s not be too quick,
however, to think we have found with this
a neat framework by which to analyze our
situation. The root of this concept in
Marx’s writings is the First Manuscript of
1844. In this essay, he analyzes alienation
in a way which leads me to believe that he
is using the term in a much more confined
way than we often do in speaking of our
alienation as gays. By starting with an
analysis of the nature of the relation of the
worker to the product of labor as aliena-
tion, Marx goes on to explore the subse-
quent alienation from self and from
others. I think it would be a mistake to
deny the extent or power of this sort of
alienation. However, I feel that it is also a
serious mistake to suppose that all phe-
nomena which we term alienation can be
accounted for by Marx’s model. The
analysis provided by Marx is an accurate
analysis of work alienation in a capitalist
society. This is clearly a source of aliena-
tion for most gays since most gays work.
However, even the broad interpretation
of alienation from others given by some
writers on work alienation comes up quite
lacking as an analysis of much of our
alienated experience as gays.

Now, where do the Marxists go from
here? The most common next step is to
view gay people as one of the minority
groups maintained in an oppressed status
by the capitalist society (e.g., the position
held by the Socialist Workers’ Party). It is
quite accurately pointed out that the eco-
nomic structure of this country encour-
ages the oppression of antagonistic minor-
ity groups. This seems to me to be another
point that is interesting by virtue of being
a half-truth. The element of truth is that

to the extent we as gays are viewed as and

view ourselves as a minority group we can
understand our economic oppression in
such areas as jobs and housing. The nega-
tive, insidious aspect of the minority-
group approach is that it is crucial for the

~ straight power structure. Inasmuch as the

straight male mentality will even recog-

. nize the existence of gays, they would

very much like to be able to deal with us

as a minority group. I find this just as true .

in traditional liberalism as in the tradi-

-tional left. The way in which I see this as

reinforcing to straight mentality is that it
allows them to continue to view gayness
as a phenomenon alien to themselves,

Gayness continued to be viewed as some-

thing which afflicts a few social aberrants.
To me, this is precisely a myth, the
destruction of which is a cornerstone of
gayliberation. Until straight men become
aware of their own homoerotic selves (the
repression of which produced their pres-
ent mangled personalities), then gay lib-
eration will be at most a matter of plead-
ing for tolerance in a straight-defined
framework.

A final aspect of Marxism which I feel is
counter to our needs as gay people is their
fascination with being scientific. Marxism
developed at a time in which there was
still the hope that science would provide
some sort of total, definitive framework.
This has given rise to what seems to'me a
tragic aspect of Marxism—their pseudo-
objectivity. The myth has been that some-
how by a proper analysis of society one
could objectively determine the proper
course of action. This course would be ob-
jectively valid by being scientifically de-
termined and would be ordained by his-
tory. What more could you want? One
rather crucial problem, however. No one
ever quite figured out how to establish the
nature of the truly “proper” analysis. This
would be innocuous if it were merely a
theoretical flaw. It is, however, one of
those theoretical flaws which have been
quite costly. It was with just this sense of
historical certainty that Stalin launched
his vicious attacks on the peasants and
Castro imprisoned and ‘“‘re-educated”
gays.

This sense of scientific and historical cer-
tainty ties in with what I see as a negative
aspect of many gay radicals’ attraction to

Marxism. As I mentioned before, I think
many of us were searching for an histori-
cal tradition through which to legitimize
our rage. What better than something
which pretends to be historically and sci-
entifically objective? The search for legiti-
macy ‘in some historical tradition seems§’
to me to be an outgrowth of our inability
to trust ourselves and our experience. A
life of repression and oppression is suffi-
cient in itself to legitimize our rage and
our demands for transformed social and
interpersonal structures.
To the extent that I see my politics and
life in relation to a tradition, it would be
that of anarchism. I would be quick, how-
ever, to note that this is not without dis-
sociating much of what is within the
anarchist tradition. Suffice it to say that it
too. has been a straight, male-dominated
tradition. What makes anarchism attrac-
tive to me is that such dissociation is not a
threat to its tradition, but rather is within
the anarchist tradition. Anarchism has no
single body of writing to serve as a fount
of truth—no holy writ. Anarchism does,
however, have many elements in its
numerous embodiments which I find-
important as a gay person. One is its
stress on the basis of a new society being
the individual and the self-conscious com-
munity of which the person is a part. The
society which we create must be an em-
bodiment of our lives as experiénced in un-
repressed and probably as yet unthought-
of ways. Anarchism has a tradition of
stressing revolution as a process and not a
specific event. Gay liberation has had a
parallel and compatible stress on revolu-
tion as an experimental, fluid and possibly
ambiguous life-style of revolt.
Finally, I think we as gay people should
continue to develop our opposition from
our growing sensitivity to the ways we
are oppressed every day. What is impor-
tant is to act against the institutions and
embodiments of that oppression. I do not
see the development of a coherent theory
as useless, but the theory must be an ex-
pression of our life experiences and not a
sieve through which our experiences are
strained.
—David Darby
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Words and music are inextricably linked for Ned Rorem.
He has been called “the world’s best composer of art
songs,” yet his musical and literary ventures extend far
beyond this specialized field. Rorem has composed three
symphonies, three piano concertos, five operas, several
ballets and other music for the theatre, choral works of
every description, and literally hundreds of songs and
song cycles. He is also the author of five books, including
two volumes of diaries, and a collection of lectures called
“Music from the Inside Qut” (Braziller, 1967).

Born in Richmond, Indiana, on October 23, 1923, Rorem
early moved to Chicago with his family, where by the age
of ten his piano teacher had introduced him to Debussy
and Ravel, an experience which “changed his life forever.”
At seventeen Rorem entered the Music School of North-
western University. After two years there, he received a
scholarship to the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia. Rorem
tater studied composition under Bernard Wagenaar at Juil-
liard, where he took his B.A. in 1946 and his M.A. degree
(along with the George Gershwin Memorial Prize in com-
position) two years later. In New York he was Virgil Thom-
son’s copyist, in return for $20 a week and orchestration
lessons. He studied on fellowship at the Berkshire Music
Center in Tanglewood in the summers of 1946 and 1947. In
1948, his “The Lordly Hudson” was voted the best pub-
lished song of that year by the Music Library Association.
In 1949 Rorem moved to France, where he lived until
1958. These years as a young composer among the lead-
ing figures of the artistic and social milieu of post-war
Europe are absorbingly portrayed in “The Paris Diary of
Ned Rorem” (Braziller, 1966). This was followed by the
books “The New York Diary” (1967), “Music and People”
(1968), and “Critical Affairs: A Composer's Journal”
(1970). His most recent book is “Pure Contraption: A
Composer's Essays” (Holt, Rinehard & Winston, 1974).
Rorem's “Final Diary” will be published later this year.
The following interview with Ned Rorem was taped by
Winston Leyland, editor of Gay Sunshine, at Rorem'’s New
York apartment in late October, 1973. The interview was
edited and revised in May 1974. A photo of the interviewer
appears in the photo essay elsewhere in this issue. A
profile of Ned Rorem, along with excerpts from his
diaries, was published in Gay Sunshine #17 (March 1973).

Winston Leyland: In your “New York Diary” you have an
aphorism: “The beautiful have a more drastic challenge
than the ugly in aging, for only they must habituate to
a change.” How do you feel you've met this challenge,
now that you've turned fifty which you've considered a
kind of crucial turning point?

Ned Rorem: It's merely an epigram. There’s really no-
thing to add to an epigram because it is its own explana-
tion. The implication is also that | considered myself
beautiful when | wrote it, which was twenty-five years ago.
Well, I've been fifty for two days and it’s less traumatic
than thirty. When | was twenty-nine and a half | turned
jaundiced with trauma because it was a thing which could
happen to anyone but oneself. If you can be thirty, you
can die—that | got past, and was willing to die, gave me a
new lease on life. There's nothing to say except I'm proud,
and I've had a nice life. The difference between me now
and, say, fifteen years back, is that I'm more happy. No—
happy’s not the word. The state of happiness is a stupid
state. I'm less miserable. Misery is unbecoming after a

ED ROREM:
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certain age and can be controlled consciously, ass'uming,

you're in reasonably good health. Nothing’s more inele-
gant than to be unhappily in love after forty, or to show it,
to go around crying on people's shoulders. Certain pre-
occupations replace others with age. It’s a favorite topic of
the all-knowing Colette: the horror of aging, still falling in
love, not being able to adjust to unrequited infatuations
and therefore going to pot. Nothing is less graceful than
an unhappy person. If the unhappy person is young and
handsome, he or she just might get away with tears flow-
ing down those downy cheeks. But | decided one day,
0.K., I've done all that, I've let myself crack up sentimen-
tally for too long. Let’s stop it. There are more pressing
concerns: Like, the work must come before the anxiety
(which it always did, for that matter). This planet’s in too
much of a mess for my private vanities to take precedence.
So that’s my first reaction to fifty. How I'll feel next week |
don’t know, but for the moment things seem pretty fine.
True, | no longer see through a glass darkly, but realize
ever more keenly that my heartbeats are numbered. All
around me friends are dying off. Yet as the future shrinks
the past expands, and the expanse takes on new signifi-
cance every day—which is nourishing.

WL: Ididn’t know your birthday was two days ago.

NR: Yes. Same day as Sarah Bernhardt's Franz Liszt’s,
and Johnny Carson’s. . . . Again, my little epigram about
adapting: a perfect face altered is more dismaying for
those who have looked at it than is the alteration of a face
they never thought perfect. Auden’s face as it aged in-
trigued but didn’t appall people because. it always was a
crisscross of spider webs. Lana Turner's face disturbs
people now because it once existed specifically for being
perfect. (Poets don’t get face-lifts.) With me, it's not a
question of whether | was in fact pretty, but of whether |
thought | was. Still, | was smart enough never to let that
thought be foremost, although the fact that | even wrote
about it so much in the diaries embarrasses me now. |
can't think of anything more to say on this. ; 7
WL: Aging'seems to be a more traumatic thing for some
gay people because of the emphasis which is put on youth
in the gay community. You know, the “over-the-hill-at-
thirty” syndrome.

NR: There’s many a well-adjusted homosexual over the
age of fifty, and many maladjusted heterosexuals. it just
isn't true that gay people are lonelier than un-gay people
(or whatever the opposite of gay is), and I'm in a position
to know.

WL: | think there’s a question of ageism in the gay com-
munity to some extent. There are a lot of older, .lonely
people around who perhaps don’t have their work, their
art, to uplift them.

NR: Well, along with other preoccupations, sex, for
instance, as a pastime, doesn’t concern me as it used to.
The competitive scene of making out no longer seems so
urgent. | do like people to respond to me, but to respond
to my intelligence more than to my physique. Of course,
we all want to be loved for ourselves alone, but none of us
are, for the good reason that there’s no such animal. |
don’t put myself in a position to be rejected any longer,
and that’s a relief. | do see a lot of ageism, for instance,
vis-a-vis my own parents, or other older people here and
there. Most of the people | frequent regularly are roughly
my age, at least here in America. Fortunately, | don't lust

NED ROREM
30 August 1962
by Don Bachardy

for young people, and do not curry their approval.

WL: In the interview I did with Christopher Isherwood, he
talked about his gayness as being crucial to his life as an
artist. He gave a quote at the end of the interview to that
point; he said that he couldn’t imagine himself not being
gay. Do you feel the same has been true of your own life,
or to what extent has your sexuality been interwoven with
your work?

NR: How can one know? As an infant, almost from the
time | knew how to talk, | knew what | wanted to be. It was
just -a question of tossing a coin—which kind of artist
should | be: a performing musician, or a so-called creative
musician? or shall | be a writer, or a dancer, ora whatever?
Since | was in America rather than in Europe, which is a
country of specialists rather than of general practitioners,
| learned you have to be one thing; but even to this day |
hate to pigeonhole myself. I'm a composer, but also a per-
forming musician (| give concerts all over the country) and
a writer, and more. | never wanted to be what other little
boys want to be, a fireman, or Tarzan, or . . . Oh, | did
aspire to be a pastry cook, for a while. Still, it never
occurred to me that everybody in grammar school wasn’t
exactly like me; it never occurred to me that when they
went home in the afternoon they didn’t sit down and play
Ravel on the piano, and then try to write pieces that
sounded like Ravel. It never occurred to me that they
didn’t read Hawthorne or Gide. It was a rude awakening:
the lack of curiosity | found in my fellow man. By the same
token | cannot categorize myself. To be homosexual is too
generalizing, | can't say “we,” not even “we composers,”
or “we writers,” or “we fifty-year-olds.” | say ‘“they.”
Therefore | can only refer to my sexuality. Now a black
person is demonstrably black, there's nothing he can do
about it. He's black if he's a scientist, he’s black as he
looks into a microscope, he's black as he reads Plato. We
can see that he is. Meanwhile, a homosexual is only
homosexual when he's being homosexual. He's not de-
monstrably so when he's writing music, or when he’s
thinking about a recipe for carrot cake. Homosexuality is a
condition, whereas to be black is not a frame of mind, it’s
a physical identity.

WL: |don’t agree with you all the way on that. | feel that |
am gay twenty-four hours of the day and not just when I'm
making love.

NR: | don't claim I'm not gay, but my sexuality is only
one section of what | am. Certainly it's conditioned me
down to my toenails. But as to how it's conditioned me,
I'll never know. Let me add that I've never suffered from
being what | am, or particularly what | am. When | told that
to Kenneth Pitchford—who has now become an ultra-
radical liberationist—he said you have suffered—you just
don’t know it. Well, I've faced far more hurdles for being a
composer than for my bedtime inclinations. | feel more
discriminated against as an artist in our America than as a
queer. The milieu in which | evolved as an adolescent in
Chicago was an “artistic” one. My parents, although not
swinging people, were and are cultivated and intelligent;
we never discussed sex (a case of tact between genera-
tions, although there was a lot of gaudy rumpus when |
was a kid); still the community was on my side. And even
as an artist in this society, if | feel discriminated against,
as a composer, | still feel I've been awfully lucky. I've been
appreciated for what | am able to do, and appreciation is
the food of inspiration.
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WL: Don’t you think that perhaps you've not been ex-
posed to as much discrimination as a gay person because
of the artistic circles in which you were moving, such as in
the 50’s, in France?
NR: France is not all that open-minded, and is also the
most heterosexual of European countries. But don’t
forget, | lived here all through the 1940’s. By definition the
category to which | have always been drawn is not homo-
sexual, so much as literary. Though it's dumb for literati
to be anti-homosexual, a ot of them are. | mean, Mailer
still gets a cheap giggle on TV when he refers to the
Marquis de Sade as a faggot. Everybody laughs nervously.
Now, the nervousness is not because of the word “fag-
got”; it’s because of who the Marquis de Sade was! Is it
conceivable that Mailer would say “nigger” as he says
“faggot” for an easy reaction? Well, that doesn’t bother
me if I’'m in a milieu which is not inherently anti-homosex-
ual, being literary, and thus inherently individualistic, as
opposed, say, to a military milieu. It would be no more
than vulgar of Mailer to make his quip in my presence. In
that sense | wouldn’t feel discriminated against. If | were
among baseball players and they said it, | would feel, well,
what am | doing here anyway? I’ve nothing in common
with them—not because of sexuality but because of edu-
cation. I've no more in common with them than Kafka or
Kissinger do. | may one day suffer from society, but it’ll be
the suffering of, shall we say, post-menopause. . . .

| do ultimately feel more at ease in a homosexual group
than in an essentially straight one. But again, whatever
the group, I'm more at home with intelligent than with
stupid people. I'm basically shy. That may be hard to
believe, because | talk so much, and because | write
diaries, which when they first came out were thought of as
candid. But the very fact of keeping a diary implies a kind
of reticence. In a sense the diarist writes what he is unable
to say. As a terribly timid kid | told myself, categorically
and calmly: be shy if you want to but no one will pay
attention to you. You’re as bright as the others in this
room, saying their witty empty things. Shyness will get
you no place. Yet even now, to speak out at a party means
to break through a barrier, which makes me (unjustly) in-
tolerant of people who are shy. If | can conquer it so can
they. Shyness surely comes from a person’s sexuality,
just as everything that a person is contributes to what he
produces. May | contradict that by its opposite? Could
one say there is such a thing as homosexual music? There
are works of literature that | admire terrifically, while feel-
ing they lack a necessary queer spice. That’s bigotry in
reverse, perhaps, but | mean it. Although I'm attracted
toward super-masculinity in humans, | loathe super-
masculinity in art. Although | am not attracted toward
effeminacy in a person, that’s precisely what | admire in
art. Which is probably what appeals to me in French art.
French heterosexuals are not afraid of delicacy. Ballsi-
ness—that is, male defiance—is not an ingredient of
twentieth-century European culture. The male artifacts of
a composer like William Schuman, a writer like James

Jones, a painter like Jackson Pollack are strictly made in.

USA. Of course, the greatest art contains both gentleness
and savagery. But isn’t that also the definition of a true
man? and of a true woman?

WL: What’s your response to the Gay Liberation move-
ment and its ideology in regard to the oppression of gay
people? Do you respond in a negative or positive way to
the gay activist movement?

NR: | think gay liberation is important. If | haven’t done
anything about it in a public way it's because I'm”a
coward. My mother, age 75, to this day stands on street
corners to impeach Nixon, to foster abortion, to solicit
funds to stop the war in Vietnam. Gay Liberation (which
we never discuss in any but the most objective way) she’s
entirely sympathetic with, as is my father. It’'s something |
only kind of enter in with, but whether I'm right or wrong,
I'm right for me. The thing is, | am first of all a composer,
and anything | can do for any group of people, | want to do
as a composer,. as Benjamin Britten does with his
concerts to raise money for peace in the world. | would
willingly give a concert for Gay Liberation. Not as a gay
musician necessarily, just as a musician.

Let me put it this way..I'm against Gay Liberation except
where it counts. | dislike seeing people stretching virtually
every remark, as certain women do, into a sexist remark.
Recently while in Vancouver to give a concert | read that
Jill Johnston was there too, giving a speech. And | said,
“Well, | have nothing to do tonight. I’ll go listen to her,”
and | did. Afterward, as we got into the question period,
she said, “Nobody’s asking me any questions. | usually
like some hostility at this point.” So | raised my hand and
introduced myself and said, “l don’t feel hostile, but I'm
willing to help get this show on the road. Do you remem-
ber that | once sent you a letter that was printed in the [Vil-
lage] Voice?” She said, “Yes, | know that. | know your
book. | know you. You’re a sexist.” She had the answer
before the question was even posed and that was so hope-
lessly depressing that | simply after half an hour got up
and left. We were getting no place. It was not a meeting of
minds. I'm for, in other words, Women’s Liberation, ex-
cept as it is misused. Ditto for Gay Lib. But the com-
passionless in-fighting is as distasteful as Watergate.
There are people, after all, who don’t care one way or
another about your sex life if they care about you. Not to
make an issue of one’'s penchants doesn’t imply one
denies them. In my books | have never said, “l| am homo-
sexual.” | have simply said | am sexual.” I've never con-
cealed the nature of my love affairs. I've also taken other
people’s tolerance so for granted that I'm alarmed by any
countercurrent. Suddenly there’s a new generation who
also take it for granted, but far more defiantly.

WL: This compassionless infighting, as you call it, has
occurred too often in the gay movement. In a recent
issue of the gay male feminist journal Double-F, | was in-
cluded on a “Gay Enemies” list along with just about every
other full-time male gay liberationist in the country. Actu-
ally, | was honored rather than hurt. It was like being on
Nixon’s “Secret Enemies” list.

NR: | like your magazine because of your concern with
the whole person, and not just the groin nor just flag-
waving, if you'll pardon the expression. . . . To hear these
things that you’re telling me now about Double-F brings
bitter tears. Infighting, to me, is a most unhappy thing.
WL: In your book “Critical Affairs” you say there isn’t a
homosexual art as such any more than there’s hetero-
sexual, female, or black art, although you do say that “art
may come from the experience of being these things.”
You also say that art dealing directly with homosexual ex-
perience does not necessarily deepen an understanding of
heterosexual relationships. Don’t you think that art deal-
ing with homosexual experience deepens our understand-
ing of homosexual experience? | could mention some of
the poetry of John Wieners, Allen Ginsberg, Harold Norse,
Frank O’Hara—poetry which has certainly deepened my
understanding.

NR: It doesn’t deepen our understanding of homosexual-
ity. It deepens our understanding of art, the human condi-

tion. I'm not sure what you mean by homosexual art, but
it's a beguiling question and there could be many defini-
tions. A comprehensive editorial on homosexuality is
more persuasive, for the so-called average man, than an
art work on the subject—whatever that might be. You just

mentioned Frank O’Hara. | think if Frank O’Hara were told

that his subject was homosexuality, that would come as a
surprise to him.

WL: | don’t mean that homosexuality was his subject. |
think there was a homosexual sensibility underlying all
his poems. This comes more to the surface perhaps in
some poems in which he was more explicit, such as the
poem about visiting a gay bar with friends.

NR: That’s not quite what you said before. By that token
you could say the homosexual sensibility of Hemingway
comes to the surface—he is so vitriolically anti-queer that
he's obviously queer. So that’s a kind of homosexuality
too. | thought you were talking subject matter, not sensi-
bility.

WL: And subject matter too. In the case of many poets
gay subject matter is very important in their writing. John
Wieners, for instance, writes a good deal of poems on gay
themes, or connected with the gay experience in some
way.

NR: Why say “gay experience”? Why not just say “experi-
ence”? Why qualify that any more than you would say that
“Romeo and Juliet” is on the heterosexual experience?
Why don’t you forget the word “gay” in a case of that sort.
Insofar as “The City and the Pillar,” for instance, has
homosexuality as-its theme it’s a bad book. It might be
good propaganda but not good literature. Do you think
that for President Nixon, the reading of Wieners’ poetry
would be more convincing than the reading of an essay on
the subject?

WL: | don’t think that he'd get anythirig out of John Wie-
ners’ poetry or out of an essay. Nixon is totally corrupt
with zero sensitivity. | think for many gay people, espe-
cially when “coming out,” reading John Wieners’ poetry
can be a catalytic experience, can be revelation. It was for
me, and | told John'that when | saw him recently.

NR: A lot of things “work” that are not “art,” yet which
can be a great help to men and women who are coming
out. Some very intelligent people are just not concerned
with art, while many unintelligent people, who are very
uptight about sexuality, don’t need poetry but therapy. |
feel strongly that art doesn’t change people. It reinforces
what they already know.

WL: | agree. Poetry did not change me. But it was im-
mensely catalytic.

NR: As for homosexual subject matter, we can talk about
that until the cows come home and never put our finger on
what exactly it is. What it is changes with each genera-
tion. Let me give you a political example. You have the
recording of my “War Scenes.” In 1969, the French
baritone Gerard Souzay asked me to write a song cycle for
his American tour. | wanted to compose something for
him that, with his French actent, wouldn’t sound funny.
The words of my beloved Frank O’Hara or of John Ashbery
were just too colloquially American. Now, the Vietnam
misadventure was at its height at that time, so what could
| use as a text that would be both good literature and
engagé which Souzay could put across with his little
accent? | wanted to use something to express my concern
for this mess we’re in. Yet | cannot set current news items
to music about bloody injustices. Lots of young poets go
on the assumption that “to know where it's at” makes
them poets. That war is bad and peace is good does not of
itself make literature. Some great poets are terrific bigots.
To be a poet does not mean to be right; too many bad
poems in the name of peace prove this.

WL: There’s bad music too.

NR: Sure. Well, since there’s always the question that as
a composer I'm going to write bad music, | at least didn’t
want to set bad verse to it. In 1969 | wanted to set words
that had a degree of universality. So | went to Walt Whit-
man who had served me well in the past. | didn’t want to
take verse of his, so | used his Civil War diary, “Specimen
Days,” which he kept while he was a medical assistant,
writing of his attitudes both tranquit and devastating. The
sense of the text could apply not only to the Civil War, but
to the Trojan War or to Vietnam, or, as we sit here today,
to the war in Israel. Walt’s words are not about the war,
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they’re about a war. They're about generalized strife, ap-
plicable to you or to me, to poor and rich and guilty and in-
nocent. Generalized by an individual! So | composed a
cycle which is effective, but one of the reasons, perhaps
the only reason it’s effective, is because Whitman wrote
the words. By the same token, not just any bright versifier
treating homosexuality can be persuasive, it’'s how good
the treatment is. So that’s not homosexual art, that's John
Wieners’ art, or Whitman’s art; or Goodman’s art. If it
touches a strain in you as a homosexual, that is not be-
cause Whitman was homosexual, but because he was a
poet.

WL: | would disagree on that; | doubt that you can
separate the two.

NR: You mean the mere fact that a poet is a homosexual
is going to touch you?

WL: Not necessarily. Whitman, for example, touches me
because he was an insightful poet and a gay brother.
There's a gay sensibility throughout . his writing. A good

N /
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‘homosexual experience. It will not be persuasive at all.

-or even Jane Austen can be very very sexy because their

‘out of context, ends up more wearying than stimulating.

~WL: To return to Walt Whitman, who | gather has been a

poet who is not homosexual cannot write really of the

NR: Yet the inverse does not hold true. | mean, E.M.
Forster's weakest book (though | happen to love it) is
“Maurice.” It's weak structurally. It’s a fairy tale, if you'li
pardon the expression, with specifically homosexuality as
subject matter. It’s a trick, and a fantasy at that. But Fors-
ter, or any homosexual, can write of heterosexual experi-
ence, because from what do we all learn if not from our
heterosexual environs, after all? Remember that chic
vogue of criticizing or of digging “Who’s Afraid of Virginia
Woolf,” because the protagonists were drag queens? As if
a homosexual can’t write about other things! One writes
about what one knows, or what one imagines, and Albee
is no more a woman than.Shakespeare—author of “Mac-
beth”—was a murderer.

WL: My point is that successful poems touching on the
gay experience are almost always poems that have been

Ned Rorem, 1950's
by Henri Cartier-Bresson

written by good poets who happen to be gay—poets who
have gotten into their gayness and integrated it into their
life, their writing. “Maurice” may be an inferior novel (al-
though that’s debatable). But | think it’'s sad that
“Maurice” could not be published while Forster was alive.
He did suffer for his homosexuality, and perhaps pun-
ished himself by withholding the book during the last
decades of his life when it could have been published.

NR: I'm very much against censorship, of course, but | do
believe that limitations—whether imposed by the artist on
himself or by the state, are not a deterrent to communica-
tion. Art is form. Does it really make much difference for a
novelist? He knows many ways for sidestepping censor-
ship. It’s not as though he were a preacher or a journalist.
Censorship makes far less difference in questions of art
than in questions of daily life. A work of art will come to
the fore, censorship or not. Of course an artist needs free-
dom. But even more, he needs discipline—he’s going to
set his own limitations in any case. Creation is not solely
the spewing forth of unreasoned emotion. Control is the
very heart of poetry. To be able to say things within a set
framework, or by allusion. | wouldn’t presume to define
pornography (the definition of pornography changes every
three minutes). But in the long run, Sophocles or Tolstoy

excitation is in context. Hard-core porno, by depicting sex

Similarly, homosexuality for its own sake proves nothing.

source of constant inspiration for you. You mentioned in
one of your books that you used Whitman’s tropic format,
.development of ideas, in your tone poem “Eagles.” You,
also set five Whitman poems for baritone and clavichord
in 1957, and then there’'s the setting from “Specimen
Days” that you just mentioned. Perhaps you could talk a
little more about Whitman and why he has meant so much
to you? g

NR: Well, I've never musicalized any of his so-called boy
poems—unless they're all boy poems. God knows he was
sexual, all sperm and growth, and becoming rather than
dying. But | love and need death too, and Whitman essen-
tially is not about death, he's not pessimistic. Like
Roethke, who was a most morbid human, in his poetry he
was optimistic and wrote about plant life and resurgence.

It may be of interest to know how | happened to com-
pose the orchestral tone poem “Eagles.” It’s a nonvocal
piece which contradictorily employs a poem rather than a
musical structure as format. Now music cannot be based
on, say, sonnet or ballad or sestina forms because there’s
no such thing as rhyme in music. Only words rhyme. What
| did there is sort of amusing from a musician’s stand-
point. | took a Whitman poem about eagles fucking in
mid-air. they clench claws, start to bleed, gyrate like a
wheel, and fall a mile in the air while having a great
orgasm. Then she flies off in her direction and he flies off
in his direction, and the poet, who was watching this
during his morning walk along the river, is somehow
changed, and continues to walk. | took each one of those
eighteen lines and translated them into music. Yet music
has no literary connotations. None. Except inasmuch as it
deals directly with words, as in songs. Vocal music is bas-
tard music, being the illegitimate result of music’s rape of
poetry. That doesn’t mean bastards can’t be healthy and
stimulating. If a wordless tone-poem has a program, as
“Eagles’ does or as Richard Strauss’ tone-poems do, it's
only by virtue of what the composer, in words, tells you it
signifies. .

To write a song | need good poetry first. Second, it must
be my kind of good poetry. My kind of good poetry as op-
posed, say, to Pierre Boulez's kind, or George Crumb’s or
Lou Harrison’s. It has to communicate when sung. That
might sound obvious. Yet another composer has other
criteria and may not be concerned about the words being
understood when they’re sung. In fact, he could set them
to music disjointly. In Gregorian chant the word “deo” can
be protracted for five minutes. And if you come in late
you’re lost. Theologically you know the word is “deo,” but
it's not the meaning that counts, it’s the meaning of the
meaning. But I'm interested in the words being under-
stood on a straight verbal plane as they are sung, so | use
them prosodically, as we speak them. | don’t distort words
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to where you can't understand them, or repeat arbitrarily
words that the poet has not repeated. My kind of good
poetry means, then, that it's got to be fairly easy. I'm not
interested in setting T. S. Eliot which is a little bit compli-
cated, or Marianne Moore, though | love and respect them.
WL: But you did set John Ashbery’s work, rather difficult
poetry.

NR: John Ashbery is complicated but in another way. |
did set John Ashbery’s “Some Trees” for three voices and
piano. Now that’s a different concept. Nobody “under-
stands” Ashbery anyway. | mean, it’s not poetry that you
understand the same way that you understand, let’'s say, a
Shakespeare sonnet which has one meaning. It might
rave puns and things, but it has a specific message. The
elusiveness of Ashbery’s poetry is its very nature. The elu-
siveness of Eliot’s poetry is not its nature. An Eliot poem
asks you to interpret it, to find references. It dares you to
find the key. John Ashbery’s poems don’t challenge an
interpretation. They’re asking you to let them flow over
your skin. Sensual experience can’t be meaningful in-any
literary way, at least while it's occurring. So music only
adds to the fun. Kenneth Koch I've set a good deal of. |
just did his opera “Bertha,” which of course is very easy if
you know “Bertha.” It’s all of the Shakespeare king plays
reduced to ten pages: a huge tragic farce in miniature. It’s
very funny and it's very sad. Very direct too, and all about
President Nixon. Bertha, the-mad queen of Norway, is so
obsessed with invading countries she finally invades her
own. We're performing it with a mezzo-soprano, Beverly
Wolff, and a little chorus of nine singers. As a play it
makes plain sense. Kenneth’s poems don’t make sense in
the sense of sense, they make sense in the sense of
poetry.

WL: You've also set poems by Paul Goodman.

NR: Well, Paul is something quite else—both literal-
minded yet romantic in the expansive nineteenth-century
manner. He's sort of my Goethe, the poet | constantly turn
to, who constantly satisfies me. And his poetry is just the
opposite of his prose writing. It's sentimental, it rhymes,
it's non-intellectual. Yet he doesn’t say anything in his
poetry that he doesn’t say in his prose. Because every-
thing that Paul' was, was poetry. His plays were poetry.
His poems were poetry. His essays on how to plan a city
were poetry. Like Freud he was a poet first, a thinker sec-
ond: And I'm sure he thought that way about himself.
Paul’s approval had much to do with my being an artist
today. I'm only one of hundreds of people who felt that.
(Here I’'m confusing him in both past and present tenses,
and he’s been dead for over a year. Do poets die? Yes they
do, and the meaning of their value alters immediately.)

WL: He was a catalyst for you when you were in your
early twenties?

NR: Mid-teens. Paul was a born Socratic. The two best
minds of our time are Paul Goodman’s and Wystan
Auden’s. | single them out—the compleat Jew and the
compleat Goy—because poets as a rule are not thinkers.
Because these two were very well-trained, they proposed
logical solutions for world problems, and were able to
write prose, a sensible prose that was granted authority by
virtue of the fact that they were great poets. The prose,
say, of a Wilfred Sheed, or a Benjamin DeMott, or of all
these clever book reviewers, does not in my opinion have
the same force as Auden’s or Goodman’s, because either
they are poets themselves, or they lack a requisite classi-
cal background. Auden, unlike Goodman, was not a
Socratic type. It was important to Paul that he be sur-
rounded by the young who would listen to him as to the
Sermon on the Mount. It wasn’t that important to Auden to
be personally heard. He might have been the life of the
party and assumed everyone would listen while he talked,
but he didn’t visit the schools and tell people how to raise
children or to have proper orgasms or to keep out of the
army the way Goodman did. By doing that, Paul did, |
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think, cheat in a way. It was unfair of Paul, who for many
years was a practicing analyst, to try to seduce his cute
patients and not the ugly ones. Yet he was a responsible
husband and parent and had time for anyone who needed
him.

WL: | met Goodman just once very briefly when he came
to a small gay-lib-consciousness rap group that we had in
Berkeley three years ago.

NR: What do you remember him saying?

WL: He talked a little about gay oppression, what it
meant to him and how changes will come about. | re-
member we disagreed with his reformist approach that if
we wait long enough the laws against gay people will be
changed automatically. We felt there needed to be more
activism, instead of proposing the passive approach. |
respect him immensely, but | also felt that there was too
much of a tendency on his part toward being a guru.
People reacted a little negatively to that—perhaps a
natural reaction among young people.

NR: | think gurus are a pain in the neck. They cater to
weakness—to grooving rather than to thought. For the
general public Paul was a mind rather than a body, which
is what gurus are not. God knows he could turn people
off. And God knows he was a proselytizer, didn’t listen to
other people. However, his.was such an extraordinary
brain that I'm inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt.
He did have answers. As for the gay oppression thing, |
imagine, between us, it's something that Paul wouldn't
have grasped for the simple reason that he grasped it only
too well. In the way that | was talking about earlier, he
didn’t use a word like “homosexuality.” Not because he
avoided it but because he took it so for granted. Oh, he
was so sexual (which 'm not)—always making passes in
front of his wife or children even! In principle he was bi-
sexual; in fact his eyes lit up mainly for boys. After | was
no longer a boy he grew to see me as a person, then as a
rival. Unfair but understandable. Paul’s books are full of
people who screw each other without asking questions or
making problems. Outside the books the problems were
whether people were attracted to each other (that is, to
him)—not whether they were homosexual! | think that’s
what he would have assumed your rap group was: not a
problem of societal oppression, but sexual beings
amongst themselves.

Like many gay people, Paul lacked humor (although
Auden had humor). A person can become so great as to be
removed from standard questions. Not that young homo-
sexuals have all that much humor, or young anybody. A
lot of survival | suppose, even living to the age of ten, re-
quires a sense of balance, and humaor is balance—seeing
two sides of the same coin, or even three. But so is art
balance. So is imagination. A lot of artists don’'t have
much humor either (starting with Chaplin, though he is a
terrific comic). As Paul grew older, he grew understand-
ably disillusioned with the whole human race; and since
with people in any given circumstances he would usually
be the wisest, and see them go on making the same mis-
takes . . . I can’t help but think he died of a broken heart.
WL: In your book “Critical Affairs,” you say that artists
care less about being misunderstood than about being
heard, but that we are all misunderstood most of the time.
Do you feel this has been true in-both your life and your
music?

NR: Gide’s famous remark, “Don’t be too quick to under-
stand me” is a quip all artists like. When people come up
and say “Oh, I just understand you so well,” that makes
me feel transparent. Did you misquote a little bit?

WL: The quote of yours I've got here is “We are all mis-
understood most of the time.”

NR: | do believe'it. A work of art, so long as it is art, is

never understood. One does not understand art. We
understand analyses of art. But we never understand the
art any-better for the analysis. A real work of art is like the
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Facsimile of a manuscript page showing opening measures of SUN (1966).

human soul, without finite limits, and changes definition
according to who looks at it. So what | meant is not “an

artist wants to be understood.” What | meant was “hef>

want it not to be misunderstood.” Therefore, do not mis-
understand him. But | have never read a diagnosis of any-
thing I've ever made that | agreed with. Although I'm
pleased, I'm pleased because of the length rather than the
insight.

WL: Is this true of both your writing and your music?

NR: Particularly the music. | don’t know what my writing
is. | don’t even know if it’s art. | don’t even know what art|
is. But if 'm an artist, it’s as a musician. | am a musician|
who also writes prose, not a prose writer who happens to}
write music. It's as a musician that | am talking to you.|
Only as a musician do | have any authority in what | say.

WL: In “Critical Affairs” you talk about an artist judging
his own work under acid. Is that “acid test” meant to be a
put-on? Have you taken acid, or is that just a bon mot?

NL: It’s a.bon mot, and | have. | took mescaline three
times many years ago, and discussed the first trip at
length in “New York Diary.” The only reason for taking
psychedelics now would be under a control—it ' is so
startlingly informing. | know exactly what | would like to
do: an investigation of problems in musical grammar. |
would like to discover wherein | have cheated, because we
all cheat all the time without knowing it. With each breath
we draw we compromise. Life is a compromise, and so is
art. But sometimes it’s the right compromise. Wrong com-
promises are cheating, and that’s what makes a bad artist
out of a bad artist: to take the easy way out, given a set of
rules that you've assigned to yourself for constructing this
or that piece. You can’t always see when you’re cheating.
Nor do we always know when we’re cheating sexually. The
human language being already such an artificial situation,
we use music to reinforce our artifices. We use it to
dissemble rather than to reveal. Musical language is a
language of dissemblement. Art is a language of disguise.
The artist guards himself and his work. Sometimes he
will—I'm mixing my metaphors all over the place, but |
hope you follow me—sometimes he will guard himself
carefully, sometimes uncarefully, and he can’t always
know until years later when he looks back and says, “My
God, what a good day that was. What a terrific poem that
was, and right off the top of my head!” or maybe “What a
lousy tune—and to think | was six months writing it!” So |
would like to hear my own music under LSD and see
wherein the seams are closely-knit or falling apart. But |
say all this as an aside to that essentially cute phrase you
just quoted. (Paradoxically, music is sometimes defined
as a language—a language not too vague but too precise
to be described by words.)

WL: You mentioned composer Lou Harrison in your book
“Music and People,” and you call him one of the most
gifted melodists of our century. | had the honor to meet
Lou last year—a charming, brilliant man. | spent a week-
end with Lou and Bill Colvig down in Aptos, California.
Perhaps you’d like to talk a little about his music, or your
own music.

NR: It’s hard for me to talk about my own music. Com-
posers always talk “around” their own music, since that
music itself speaks so much more clearly. Presumably. |
did the entry for Lou in Grove's Dictionary this year so |
know his music in depth, as they say. Not that | know all
of it, but I’'ve known some of it for a really long time and
care about it. That’s saying plenty, because | don’t like
anybody anymore. When people ask “What American
composers do you like?” | always scratch my head and say
“Oh God” and Lou Harrison is the only name | can eke out.
(Naturally there are others.) :

. WL: | heard in concert a beautiful, soul-piercing work by

Lou last summer—a setting in Esperanto of the Buddhist
Heart Sutra. I've long admired his music.
NR: Lou Harrison’s got wit and that counts for a lot.
Nobody has wit any more. Not even me. He gets in a rut
sometimes with those eternal ostinatos—a mannerism |
have copied, | fear. But on the whole Lou Harrison has a
terrific melodic sense, the sense that most counts, music
being all inherently melodic. Which doesn’t mean it has to
be a simple-minded street-song, or a Stephen Foster tune,
or even Purcell or Puccini. But any composer worthy of
the name is basically a singer. Inasmuch as any author is
good, it's not because he deals with homosexuality, but
because he’s a writer. Inasmuch as a poet is good, it’s be-
cause he’s a poet, not because he’s gay. Inasmuch as a
composer is a composer, it's not because he’s a man or a
woman, nor because he’s wise and experienced, but be-
cause he’s got a singer in him trying to get out. All music
is song. Now Harrison is a songster if ever there was one.
He just reeks of memorable melody. | like him and | like
his ideas about a lot of things. Like Paul Goodman, Lou
was liberated long before one “was liberated.” It must be
made clear, though, that both Lou and Paul would have
been thought eccentric, not being average people, and
highly noticeable. Their sexuality had much to do with it,
and certainly their persona had much to do with their
sexuality.

To be homosexual today is not eccentric necessarily. A
man doesn’t have to be a deep intellectual or a mad drag
queen today to be homosexual. In New York he can be a
warrior, a truck driver, as well as a maker of women’s hats.
But eccentricity was a mark of an artist far more in the 40’s
than it is today, and certainly of a homosexual artist. I'm
contradicting myself to some extent. To be a patifist is
not particularly unusual, but it was unusual in the 30’s and
40’s, like Lou and Paul. To be intelligent is very unusual
any time, and to use one’s intelligence to better the world
is most unusual of all.

WL: Maybe you'd like to talk a little bit about Frank
O’Hara. You have often set his words to music. What were
your feelings about him as an artist?

NR: Frank O’Hara was the least selfish of artists. Most
artists are out for themselves, like everybody else. They're
interested in other people’s art only as that applies to
themselves. Frank O’Hara was interested in other people’s
work for its own sake. He could spend hours, months,
helping other poets, even bad poets. Or writing blurbs for
painters—unsigned blurbs that did nothing for his own
posterity. Thus his poetry was generous too—not because
it was about other people. He’s written along with an
awful lot of lazy junk, but at his best, the split-second,
on-the-spot poems are good precisely by virtue of being
split-second, on-the-spot, and they can melt your heart.
Every time | read it | weep at his poem about Billie Holiday
dying, an uncopyable masterpiece that young poets have
all tried to copy. Look around at all the imitators of Ash-
= bery, of Koch, of O’'Hara! They say, “If Frank can get up
and recite a poem that says ‘I shit,” so can we.” But it
doesn't work, because Frank was a poet and they are not.
The Masturbation School of Poetry declares: “Anything is
valid because it happens to us and we are poets.” What
makes a poet a poet? It's one thing nobody can define.
Frank’s poems had at their best the blood of life and their
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poems are tubercular, yet the subject matter is identical.
He was fun to work with because, in this age of special-
ists, he adored collaborating in a variety of fields. He col-
laborated in a tactile way with dancers, painters, novel-
ists, sculptors, other poets. He even collaborated with me
and | hate collaboration. My ego doesn’t permit me to
work gracefully with others. But | did with Frank on two
occasions, and happily. Our “Four Dialogues” are not
great poetry or great music but they work. And the little
poem he wrote on Poulenc’s death is lovely, and my music
for that works too.

Interestingly, Frank O’Hara was not all that famous
while he was alive. He died around the same time as
Randall Jarrell, who was an established poet. When a
painter dies his property becomes more valuable, because
a painting is something that you own. Poetry or music
cannot be owned. A composer when he dies is usually for-
gotten, at least for a while, or becomes immortal. (Bartok
was canonized within a week after he died.) The same
happens with poets. Frank O’Hara died, and New York City
was overrun with widows of all sexes. I've never seen such
spiteful behavior. The number of people who acted like
barnyard creatures ‘gnashing at each other instead of
coming together in a common cause. Each one said,
“Frank loved me the most. Frank gave me this poem. It's
my poem. Frank wrote that for me.”

When you were in Frank's presence, tete-a-tete, you
were the only person in Frank’s life. You might not think
about him the next day, or he might not think about you,
but he gave of himself individually to every single person
he talked to. And he talked to everyone, important people,
unimportant people. He couldn’t not talk. He saw the
worst minds of his generation destroyed, and the best. It
was the same to him. It’s not that he loved people but that
he made them feel they were worth something. So when
there was no more Frank, everybody felt widowed and in-
stead of coming together with benevolence they hated
each other for a while. But the hate turned to practicality.
The collected works of Frank O’Hara are now out and have
sold. His letters are coming out. And other collections.
There's a Young Poets’ Award now in his name. All of that
is very sweet. He has become more famous than Randall
Jarrell.'He is a cult. | wonder what his reaction would be to
this.

In 1970 the Frank O’Hara foundation said, “Let’s give a
memorial concert, and ask a bunch of composers to set
words of Frank O’Hara to music.” They got a slew of
Frank’s poems and sent that around to a couple dozen
composers, and said, “We’re having a memorial for Frank
at the Whitney Museum, set his poems to music as you
would like, and we’ll perform them.” It failed, of course. If
acomposer didn’t set his words to music while Frank was
living, why bother now? Also a lot of it didn’t work be-
cause the generations change so quickly (as we were
saying a while ago). Frank has been dead since 1966. |
often think of how Frank would react to Gay Liberation, to
Women’s Liberation, or to Susan Sontag, or to his own
proteges. Frank is very much situated in my mind, and in
many people’s minds, as the sixties. He's not a poet of the
seventies. Things would be slightly out of focus to Frank
if he suddenly came back. None of these composers had a
point of view because they were all seventies, and Frank
had been dead too long yet not long enough. He spoke
with a sixties accent, and they composed with a seventies
accent just by virtue of being alive. And that’s why it
would be interesting to know how Frank would react.

If Frank were alive now he would not be 40, as when he
died, but 47. A 40-year-old Frank resuscitated and put into
1973. A 47-year-old Frank would have evolved with the
times. Taking the old Frank and putting him in this room
with you and me there on that couch: it’s possible that not
only would he not be able to breathe the air because it's
become so polluted (you and | are conditioned to it
because we’re alive), but he wouldn’t know what the hell
we were talking about. The issue of Gay Liberation for in-
stance would come as a slap in the face. It would either
seem so obvious because it is obvious (like anything
that’s truly needed becomes, after the fact), or so remote
he might not comprehend. Of course, that’s as vain as
asking: how would Bach react to Stravinsky? Bach was a
‘great musician, Stravinsky was a great musician. But that
they should thus naturally “understand” each other
doesn’t follow. Frank O’Hara was lovable and tough. He
should not have died, but he did. It was an Irish death. He
died talking, and probably drunk. Because he hadn’t said
all he had to say, his death is a tragedy.

WL: It would be interesting to hear more on your relation-
ship with Cocteau, although you do go into that
somewhat in your books.

NR: Everything | know about Cocteau I've already written.
That’s why | find myself so uninteresting anymore: | can
just refer you to a page in a book. To meet Cocteau once
was to know him, because he was such an outgoing man.
He had to be liked. And he also had to spill his seed, so to
speak, to disseminate himself indiscriminately through-
out the world. He gave of himself to an awful lot of people.
All who knew him felt that they were the only person in his
life, at least while in his presence, because he exuded a
charitable flood of fire. I've only met three or four big
people who have such warmth. It may be affectation or
opportunism, but it can’t be faked. I've seen people who
try to fake opportunism. In vain.

With Frank it wasn’t warmth so much.as generosity
summed up in the words, “Let me love you, let me help
you.” With Cocteau it was, “I will labor so you will love
me, help me.” It takes however as much energy to be loved
as to love. A person who wants to be loved must toil at it.
Anyone can love. It’s harder to be loved than to love: you
have to have something a lover doesn’t have. Jean
Cocteau was loved, and he worked at it, while Frank
O’Hara worked at loving. There’s the basic difference
between them. When Frank died he left mourners of all
sexes each of whom considered themselves his official
widow. When Cocteau died he left grandchildren (so to
speak), long-since weaned and very derisive. Of course,
Frank’s premature death flung him headlong into a vogue
that’s still going strong, while Cocteau was out of fashion
and forgotten. Cocteau talked and talked, like Tallulah
Bankhead. Impossible to get a word in edgewise. Yet he
remembered everything you said, and threw it back at you
the next time, like Tallulah did. But whereas Tallulah
talked without rhyme or reason, and none of her sen-
tences scanned, every Cocteau phrase was a. ruby
polished right there on the spot for you. Of course he may
have pulled out that same jewel for someone else that
morning, but while he was there he was polishing only for
you.

WL: In your “Diaries” you have written a lot about loneli-
ness and age.

NR: Ithink about loneliness and age, that loneliness is a
part of life, though I'm not sure that as one gets older he
necessarily becomes more lonely. But loneliness be-
comes more uncovered—one grows more aware of it.
Loneliness can be good for you. | am fairly self-sufficient
and have work that concerns me. May the work continue

Ned Rorem, 1970
Photo by Eugene Cook

to interest me for the rest of my life! As to homosexual
loneliness (since you asked), again, like heterosexual
loneliness it stems from sexual rejection—not from re-
pression so much as from ageism in general. The sad
folks in old folks’ homes! With each crucial birthday must
come a certain accommodation. Can one continue to
live—or to live with oneself? Male gays often seem more
sex-driven than straights. Because sexual intercourse
sems proof that one is alive. For better or for worse | feel
far less compulsive sexually than | used to. | don’t feel |
have to prove anything. Were a doctor to say, “Look, you
will be very healthy and live to be ninety-eight if you don’t
have any more sex ever,” it wouldn't be so terrible.

WL: But would it have been terrible for you say twenty
years ago?

NR: Sure it would. Whereas | know any number of sep-
tuagenarians who would commit suicide if they thought
they had to give up sex. My friend JH, who does not like to
be talked about, appeared in my life at an absolute crucial
moment, or so he thinks and | do. | might even be dead
from alcoholism now. But again, | think sometimes that
death can be both willed and willed away. | don’t drink
now, or smoke, or fuck, or say bad words. I'm impossibly
boorish. But I've made choices, and we always get to
some extent what we deserve.

[A youngish man enters the room where Ned Rorem and
Winston Leyland are talking. After a brief introduction he
withdraws.]

NR: That’s JH. He's fifteen years younger than me, al-
though since I'm only attracted to fathers he's a father
image. I'm drawn to older types, but that can’t go on for-
ever. When I'm ninety-eight | can’t only be attracted
toward people in their hundreds. Well, each to his own
fantasies! We are dear friends and | hope that it lasts for-
ever.

That's one thing | wanted to say. The other thing is this:
it has to do with my being evasive. There's nothing—
nothing—that | don't feel guilty of. It's not unusual, many
people feel the same, people from all walks of life. | see
myself on trial for my life, accused of crimes that | don’t
know if I've committed. You know what I'm talking about.
If I'm evasive it's precisely because of the governments of
this hemisphere. Being too outspoken might be risky. |
see myself being tortured in a concentration camp.
Perhaps that’s in answer to my being cavalier awhile ago
about oppression. It might be possibly fear of oppression
that comes from a certain guilt, that makes me want to be
less outspoken. Not just taste, not just a question of good
taste, but a terror of the times we inhabit.

. WL: Ithink you have been outspoken. If the government

were to round up known homosexuals sometime in the
future, you would definitely be on that list. You speak
quite up-frontly about your gayness in the “Diaries.”

NR: Soit's too late now. Oh, I’'m on lots of lists I'm sure,
as are my whole family for the measure of things we be-
lieve in. It so happens that | am not a champion of any
cause except music. | don’t think in generalities. I'll sign
my name to lists that have to do with peace, but | won't
sign anything that will promote any kind of war. I'm not
trying to be lofty, | just feel vulnerable. Although | don'’t

feel oppressed, the risk may be just around the corner. .

And as | say, when they start rounding up people they’re
going to round up artists too. Artists are not bien vus—are
not well seen—by revolutionary governments.

WL: Why do you feel you've found some stability in a
relationship at this point in your life? Your love relation-
ships in the past seem to have been more tumultuous and
traumatic.

NR: In the “Paris Diaries” | talk about an affair with an
Italian. He was a delicatessen owner, and hardly a literary
giant. My relationships today are less physical. | didn’t
have much mentally in common with many lovers in the
past, but we had a lot in common bodily. | can’t imagine
spending an evening now, must less a lifetime, with a
truck driver. | don’t even think about it much, but if | have
some sort of “image,” it's probably that. | talked in the
Shenandoah article clearly about my sado-masochistic
sexual images. But | need somebody to admire, and also
who knows what I’'m made of.

_ine works in any form. This | feel is due to the direct alli-

WL: Do you feel this'is the first time that you really found
that in a relationship?

NR: Of course not, no. But time goes by. If | were me
now. and wanted to have an affair with the “P” of the
“Paris Diary,” who was then twenty-nine, he wouldn’t find
me attractive—I'm twenty years older—or he might, but |
might not find him attractive. One’s needs in given situa-
tions change as the yearsroll on, thank God, and | think it
has to do with our protective clothing. I’'m not especially
interested in gorgeous youths or swarthy toughs anymore.
So our rhythms alter. JH perhaps wouldn’t have been the
right person, or | wouldn’t have been ready ten years ago.
There were still wild oats to be sown.

WL: In “Critical Affairs” you quote Chekhov as saying,
“Artists and intellectuals must deal with politics only in-
sofar as it is necessary to put up a defense against poli-
tics,” and you say in addition, “The past few years”—you
wrote this about 1966—“have spawned even fewer genu-

ance of art with the New Left.” | disagree with you. In
many cases art has been directly inspired by the revolu-
tion. Consider Orozco in Mexico, or Soviet literature and
music in the twenties, before the clamp-down by Stalin.
The artist can't be completely apolitical, because he/she
will be among the first to be rounded up when fascism
comes. -
NR: Yes, but what | meant is this: to express honest
‘political ideas in art does not of itself make honest art.
Kids who sing rock on a subject matter that’s with-it
assume that the very with-it-ness makes good music,
whereas in fact the words are so simplistic, and the music
is so gross that there are no longer those levels of com-
plexity inherent to art. That's all I'm saying. People bring
up “Guernica.” “Guernica” is not a political work, because
it can apply to any war in the world, not just to that
specific war. Picasso did thousands of paintings, of
which one was “Guernica,” and sure it’s good, but it’s not
good because it’s political any more than the crucifixions
of the Renaissance were good because they were reli-
gious. :
More and more people claim to be artists, who have
no know-how and no talent, simply because they know
how to play the guitar, because they don’t want to go to
war, and because they get high on pot. Of course they are
right in not wanting to go to war, but their rightness is
not automatically musical. That matter is too obvious to
need restatement. Not that by definition a subject does or
doesn’t make art. I'm saying that, just as wars in the
name of the Lord are not justifiable (although most wars
up until the twentieth century were religious wars), so an
artistic effort in the name of Vietnam or Israel or in the
name of whatever, is not necessarily art. Art is beyond
these frontiers.
For every Orozco there were a thousand people painting
lousy pictures on the same subjects. When Mozart lived
everyone composed the same kind of music, there was
one musical language. He was better than the rest, that's
all. There is music which is effective for nonmusical rea-
sons, like military marches. A military march might impel
men to walk into battle. Unfortunately it won't inspire
them to walk out of battle. If | could write a piece that
would inspire an army to turn around and walk away, |
wouldn’t care whether that was art or not. Music that
inspires the masses does seem pretty unsophisticated.
When governments are in an emergency art is the last
thing they need. To my chagrin, but not to my surprise,
the most liberal of Americans politicals are the least cul-
ture minded. A Bella Abzug, for example, hasn’t made one
statement on behalf of the arts, yet she represents this
zone of Manhattan from about 100th Street down to the
Village. Some of the world’s greatest creators inhabit Ab-
zug’s zone, yet what has she acknowledged to the United
States Government in their behalf? Yet God knows she'’s
for the rights of man and I'm all for her. It's people like
Rockefeller, jaded, decadent capitalists, who have time
for the leisure of art. Alas!
WL: Aaron Copland was quoted in your “Paris Diary” as
saying that your journal expressed the unexpected violent
side of your nature, and that your music expresses your
serene side. Do you agree?
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NR: | don’t know that | believe it now. At that time | felt
less-responsibility towards prose writing, and therefore
wrote down anything in any order; whereas | felt, being a
[ composer, intense responsibility towards my music. Yet if
the arts could express each other we'd only need one art.
That's why | would write prose and music, but | truthfully
cannot say now whether my music and my prose express
the same thing. | don’'t know what music expresses, that
is, music which doesn’t have words. However, a composer
can’t be jailed for subversive ideas in his nonvocal music,
though authors can be arrested—have been arrested—for
writing certain kinds of prose. In Russia, of course, com-
posers have been arrested for writing certain kinds of
music, but it's impossible to label what that music “says.”
Does a given symphony of Shostakovich represent in-
decent acts, or political acts, or is it dirty, and if so, how?
WL: Of course in the case of Shostakovich, he did have
political intent in some of his symphonies, such as the
“Leningrad Symphony” or Symphonies No. 11 and 12. It is
patriotic music for the masses.

NR: Again, that’s because‘he explained, in words, what
that non-vocal music'was meant to represent. Take that
same symphony and play it for a class of high school sen-
iors who have never heard-of Shostakovich, and explain,

depict the migration of muskrats,” they’'d buy that. Music
means whatever a composer tells you, in words. Some-
times he even gives it titles, like “La Mer” [Debussy], or
“Reformation Symphony” [Mendelssohn], precisely be-
cause he knows that music doesn’t really express literary
ideas. It is associative only through extramusical condi-
tioning—like films on college proms or dreams.

Being a composer involves a lot more paperwork than
being an author. If you like to generalize, and who doesn’t
—composers are neater, fussier, more generally collected
than any other breed of so-called creative artist. Being a
composer involves not only composition, but copying of
that.composition, orchestration of that composition, and
the dissémination of the composition, taking it apart,
copying the instrumental parts, and then giving it to
middle-men who are performers. All this before it’s even
published. There's practical dirty work that needs to be
done, which poets don’t have to do. | once wrote that the
main problem for a poet is how to spent those other
twenty-four hours a day. He can write poetry as he walks
along the river. A painter paints his picture, then it’s done.
But a composer needs both a performer and a listener for

writer. But I'm both of them. The writer in me drinks, and
the composer abstains. The diary represents the bloody,
neurotic, frantic side of me. The music is my pristine,
white, controlled side. A bemusing review of the “Paris
Diary"” said: “Ned Rorem may well write of suffering and
love and introspection and anxiety, but the fact that he
writes to glibly makes it doubtful that he ever experienced
these emotions.” Meaning: if you write well you must be a
phony. The reviewer went on to say that in this era, when
Jews have been massacred by the millions in concentra-
tion camps, how can | write as casually as | do about
recipes and heartache and abbatoirs. It was a review that |
couldn’t believe: criticizing me for having métier.

WL: Was the reviewer being paranoid?

NR: Well, | suppose he resented my sexual casualness.
Homosexuality was thought frivolous even as recently as
1966. Because the critic didn’t want to censor me outright
for loose morals, he accused me of loose politics. Maybe
I'm the paranoid. Nevertheless, the purplest works of nine-
teenth-century art, say by Melville or Dostoevski or Tchai-
kovsky. flow forth like so much ecstasy or vomit, but are
always very carefully fabricated. A person writing about
his unhappiness is not unhappy during those suspended
moments.

WL: You're talking about a cathartic experience?

“Now Shostakovitch intended in this last movement -to.

his work to'exist. So as a type, he's rather different from a-
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NR: |don’t know if it's cathartic, so much as that the act
of projecting onto paper or canvas the distillation of a
feeling, precludes, for the duration of that act, the actual
feeling. Artists are in a sense the most self-involved of all
people, socially, but while putting brush to canvas or
words to paper or notes to staves, they become outside
themselves; they are thus selfless because momentarily
they don’t exist.

WL: You wrote in one of the “Diaries” that artistic natures
tend towards the Compassionate Left.

NR: People often say that artists should stay out of poli-
ties. | would agree if | saw that people in politics were any
smarter than artists. Mary McCarthy contends—and she’s
no slouch when it comes to politics—that artists may not
be more informed than “real people” when it comes.to
politics, but they do have a knack for smelling rats. Which
is why an Auden, while not active politically, had a good
sense of the tone of the times. Shelley wrote, “Poets are
the unacknowledged legislators of the world,” so Auden
then wondered how things might be if poets were in the
White House. The world would turn into an aristocracy.
My generality was that poets tend to be compassionate
and left-wing, like painters, since the Industrial Revolu-
tion when they were no longer subsidized by courts and
things. The bohemian life is theirs. (I'm not speaking
about the Andrew Wyeths of this-world.) Musicians are
more conservative, especially performing musicians. But
even composers politically are pretty conservative. | can’t
think of any painter who is first-rate who could possibly
be as monstrous as a Wagner. Writers are a bit of every-
thing, but on the whole they do tend toward the Compas-
sionate Left, if not always so compassionate. And even
now that is shifting. The very strong school of Jewish
writers today:is not all that compassionate nor all that left,
and what with the war in Israel, Jewish writers can be
virulently mean. And is there really, as a WASP like Benja-
min DeMott maintains, a Homosexual Mafia in music? It's
a terrible thing to say and also untrue. And people talk
about “Jewish Mafia” in the arts. The “Goyish Mafia”?
Although the New York Review of Books is essentially
Jewish, it does have some big goy numbers like Gore
Vidal and Mary McCarthy. Things are segmented, not all
that compassionate, and not even all that left anymore.
And that’s all | can think to say about that.

.

WL: What kind of a life style do you have now that you’re

living in New York?

NR: My health is good but | worry about it constantly. I'm
very nearsighted because God wants me not to see. | don’t
drink anymore or smoke. I'm hooked on sweets and | make
pies and cakes and puddings, and | think of them with lust
the way others think of salty things like cheese or sex. |
work every day, and every one of my actions deals with
that work in some manner, this interview for instance. |
seldom do anything for the hell of it anymore, having lived
so much for the hell of it for so long, and almost dying.
(Look how pretty that light comes in now, just as we sit
here, just for the past two minutes, there against Jane
Wilson’s green painting.) | get up every morning at nine. |
have very little social life. | don’t have fun_at parties
anymore, because | don’t drink. It's boring when every-
body else is drunk. And | don’t smoke pot. I'm madly
stuffy.

WL: Do you think this is partially true because you've
gotten into a more in-depth, continuing relationship?

NR: Yes, certainly it has to do with that. On the last page
of the “New York Diary” | wrote: Everybody wants success
in three areas, he wants success in love, success socially,
and success in his trade. Now, any one person can have
success in two of those areas simultaneously, but if he
has success in all three of those areas he is dancing on
the brink. Because with success in love and society,
there’s no time to get your work done. Success in love and

in work leaves no time to see other people. If you have
success in society and in your work you have no time for
the necessary conversation and compassion of conjugal
living. So | have given up society; | no longer see many
friends whom | think about and love dearly. Of course that
happens with everybody as they grow older. 'm a fairly
good correspondent with friends all over the world—but
it’s with anxiety that | get ready for a party, and never a
thrill of expectation. My time is filled, therefore, with my
work. | visit my parents every week. | cook a lot. | never go
to restaurants, because | loathe the sound of laughter.
WL: Why?

NR: Most laughter is self-conscious and stems from
mediocrity. People who laugh too much can’t think of any
other reaction. Temperamentally it's just their way of re-
acting; it doesn’t mean mirth though, and it does slow
down conversation. Anyway | don’t go to restaurants or
bars, but I spent my youth in them and loved them.

WL: Looking back on the various love affairs that you've
had, what kind of reaction do you have now?

NR: I've had six serious love affairs, and remained on
good terms with all. | still like everyone I've ever loved.
Once love is over, that flaming emotional thing, with me
instead of settling into indifference, it settles into a con-
tinually glowing ember. “Friendship into love, perhaps,
but love to friendship, never.” | don’t comprehend that old
saw. Now, Frank O’Hara just loved to sleep with friends.
He was always going to bed with poets and painters and
such. My affairs have usually begun with people not met
in a, let’'s say, decent way. People picked up, and not in
publishers’ officers. People met ‘“abstractly.” Those
affairs turned into friendship, unfailingly. But the busi-
ness about friends into lovers is something quite foreign
to me.

WL: | think, though, that more people—especially in the
gay movement—are trying to lessen that dichotomy, or to
eliminate it.

NR: You mean of going to bed with an image.

WL: Of.not going to bed with one’s friends. This can be a |
kind of oppressive thing that we’ve gotten into: a mold, a
pattern.

WL: Of only going to bed anonymously you mean?
WL: Yes.

NR: I'm all for friendg doing whatever they want with
each other. My generation didn’t. I'm not proud of it. It
simply was. It’s absolutely lovely that friends go to bed
with each other now, heterosexually or homosexually. But
'm still excited by the anonymous. As soon as | discover
how bright or how dull—how real—some new person
might be, my interest in-them changes from carnal to
either no interest or to sexless curiosity. | find it hard to
link the two, and it’s too bad.

Incidentally, four of the six are European. During my
Parisian years, if one again can generalize about those
things now (because | was younger and my habits were
different)—Europeans in the fifties seemed more able to
have working love affairs than Americans of that period.
By “affair” | mean something worked at by two people,
with the necessary—the necessary sacrifices that must be
made if the pair is'not going to spend their days playing
tricks on themselves. | don’t know about Europe now. But
Americans aren’t doing so badly.

Speaking of love, did | tell you? One day last year | went
to my skin doctor to have a mole removed. It was up by the
Metropolitan Museum. | got there early, so before | went
in to see him | crossed the street to the Metropolitan and
walked around, into the room that had busts of old Roman
emperors. One of the emperors was so beautiful, with his
ample lips, his wise eyes and his Roman nose and curly
hair, that | fell madly in love with him, over the centuries,
this Augustus. Then | had my appointment. | went back
over to the doctor, and who should be sitting in the outer
office but my old friend Kenward Elmslie. | hadn’t known
he knew this doctor. And | said, “Kenward, what can | do?
I'm in love!” And he said, “Oh? Who with?” And | said,
“Well, it’'s with this Roman emperor, the bust of an em-
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