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A vivic] se/][-portrait m worc]s

o][ a great American artist

DWARD GOREY’s extraorclinary
and clisconcerting books are avicuy

sought after and treasured around
the WOI‘lCl, but until now little has been
known about the man himself. While he
was notoriously protective of his privacy,
Gorey did grant dozens of interviews over
the course of his life. And as the conversa-
tions collected in this book suggest, he was
unfailingly charming, gracious, and fasci-

nating.

Here is Gorey in his own words, ruminating
on every’ching from the ballets of George
Balanchine to cats, from classical Japanese
literature to television sit-coms, from
obscure silent films to yard sales. We meet
the artist in his ramshackle book-lined stu-
dio in Manhattan and his equauy bizarre
house on Cape Cod and listen as he
describes his eclectic obsessions and tastes.
Together, this collection of more than a
quarter century of interviews constitutes a
loosely sketched self-portrait, a freewheeling
autol')iography in Gorey's own fashion.
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Yet the notoriously diffident Gorey was also unfailingly generous and
accommodating to would-be 1nterviewers—as well as to just about
everyone else, including people making outrageous demands on his
time. Asked in one interview what he would choose, if he could change
one thing about himself, he opted for the ability to say no. Even “on
pain of death”™ was not an unqualified refusal. Between 1973 and 1999
this reluctant subject granted more than seventy interviews in the
United States, Great Britain, and Germany. And Gorey, always a gra-
cious and amiable companion, and a voluble talker once he got going,
frequently seems to have enjoyed or, at least, to have been interested in
the process.

Together, this collection of more than a quarter century of interviews
constitutes a loosely sketched self-portrait, an informal, freewheeling
autobiography in Gorey’s own words. The facts of his life, sometimes
embellished, compressed, or edited for literary effect, gradually emerge
so that through an accumulation of ofthand allusions to Gorey’s
Chicago childhood, his Harvard years, and his early days in New York,
we begin to understand how the author and illustrator of those uncanny
little books was formed. Not that Gorey was particularly forthright.
Since he was always less ready to talk about himself than to discuss the
things that engaged him most passionately—which included everything
from the ballets of George Balanchine to cats, from classical Japanese
literature to television sit-coms, and from obscure silent films to yard
sales, all of it embraced with relish and filtered through a penetrating
intelligence—the interviews can perhaps most accurately be described
as a catalogue of Gorey’s eclectic obsessions and tastes, a record of what
one interviewer called his “cultural voraciousness.” What rapidly
becomes clear 1s that Gorey’s curiosity was dazzlingly wide-ranging,
that his breadth of knowledge was astonishing. He had an insatiable

appetite for both high and low culture, and a connoisseur’s enthusiasm
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not only for arcane objects but for arcane ideas—"a man of enormous
erudition,” as one writer described him.

Routine or ill-informed questions bored him, although he would
answer politely, gently correcting errors of fact and interpretation,
almost without appearing to do so. But when an interviewer had deep,
specialized knowledge of something Gorey was obsessed by, then he
held nothing back. With a certain amount of informed encouragement,
he would unselfconsciously make use of his vast store of information so
that the slightly skewed subtlety and complexity of his thinking became
immediately apparent. When interviewers hadn’t done their home-
work, Gorey didn’t volunteer a great deal. Since no one, for example,
seems ever to have asked him about music, even though it was a very
large part of his life, he never oftered any opinions on the subject, other
than to mention that he listened to Mozart, Schubert, and Bach, but
plaved no musical instrument.

If Gorey found his questioner sympathetic, he might offer a new
biographical fragment. In an interview published in Esquire in 1974,
Gorey told Alexander Theroux: “My great-grandmother—my mother’s
father’s mother—is the single person, I guess, from whom I inherited
my, well, talent. Or whatever you want to call it. Helen St. John Garvey
was her name. She supported the family in the mid-nineteenth century
by, oh, illustrating greeting cards and writing mottoes.” Theroux noted
that Helen St. John Garvey’s diploma and some of her watercolors hung
directly over Gorey’s desk in Barnstable. When we read such a conver-
sation, 1t’s easy to be (perhaps rightly) convinced that we are seeing the
“real” Gorey: thoughtful, deliciously verbal, serious, astonishingly
informed, friendly, although even here there 1s a suggestion that only a
fraction of a carefully constructed persona is being revealed.

Despite his repeated protestations about having nothing to say, the

extant interviews make it clear that Gorey was not only fascinating and
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articulate, but also utterly charming, a delight to spend time with—
once common ground was established. Yet 1t 1s equally plain that, his
charm, wit, and politeness notwithstanding, Gorey was not only essen-
tially guarded and self-protective, but also possessed of an edge, an
acute “take no prisoners” critical sense. “The personality is playful,
amusing, evasive,” Richard Dyer noted in a 1984 interview for the
Boston Globe. “Gorey 1s opinionated, and even, at times, vicious,” wrote
Stephen Schiff in a New Yorker profile in 1992, “but he’s almost child-
ishly unaware that anyone might find what he says objectionable; one
has the impression that if he actually discovered himself giving offense,
the remorse would overwhelm him.” In this context, however, it’s useful
to keep in mind that the accommodating, amiable Gorey had carefully
designed a life for himself that ensured his privacy and allowed him
long periods of uninterrupted solitude. “There have been winters up
here when [ hardly saw anyone,” he told a writer who visited him on
Cape Cod, “and I don’t remember feeling particularly bothered by it.”
Then, of course, there was Gorey’s appearance— “half bongo-drum
beatnik, half fin-de-siecle dandy,” as Schiff described him. Everyone
who met Gorey seems to have been fascinated by the way he looked and
what he wore, both of which remained remarkably consistent. Everyone
commented on the beard and the jewelry, the fur coats and the sneak-
ers. The curly beard changed from brown to grey to white, and the hair
got sparser, but the clear blue eyes remained unchanged and so did the
air, despite the jeans and the crewneck sweaters, of being part of anoth-
er era. “Gorey appears to be a migrant from another century,” Schift
wrote. “Beneath a baldish head and trifocals he wears a thick cloud of
mustache and a white beard in the profuse, flowing style of a grand
Sritish litterateur.” “Gorey’s long fingers positively droop under the
weight of the brass doughnuts he wears,” said Mary Rourke in The

National Observer in 1976. “They come from lands of mystery, like
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Egypt and Tibet. And he wears dozens of African necklaces of beads
and shells, jingling and clinking like odd bells. ‘I've always dressed this
way, says Gorey.”

In Cizy Poet, his biography of Gorey's college roommate, the pocet
Frank O'Hara, Brad Gooch oftered this description of the twenty-
vear-old “full blown eccentric” who arrived at Harvard in 1946:
Standing over six feet tall, thin and gaunt, Gorey accentuated the towering
effect of his presence by dressing in long sheepskin-lined canvas coats and
sneakers. Looking like a Victorian curiosity, Gorey invited inevitable char-

acterizations from fellow students who perceived him as “tall and spooky
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looking” or as a “specter.” The costuming and gesturing, including, as one
Ehot House neighbor recalls, “all the flapping around he did,” decidedly
cast him as a campus aesthete. “I remember the first day Ted Gorey came
into the dining hall I thought he was the oddest person I'd ever seen,” recalls
the photographer George Montgomery, an Eliot House resident. “He
seemed very, very tall, with his hair plastered down across the front like
bangs, like a Roman emperor. He was wearing rings on his fingers.”

O’Hara and Gorey'’s close-knit circle during their Harvard years
included the writer Alison Lurie and the poet V. R. (Bunny) Lang.
Lurie provided a wonderful portrait of Gorey, only a few vears out of
Harvard, in a memoir of Lang. Gorey had recently moved to New
York, but was back in Boston to visit his writer friends. “He came down
in a faded pair of cotton pajamas, shrunk by the wash so that his long
thin legs and long pale feet protruded in a comic-adolescent way,” Lurie
wrote. “As usual the top half of him did not match the bottom half.
Over his pajamas he was wearing an Edwardian silk brocade dressing
gown which he had picked up in a Third Avenue thrift shop, and, of
course, his new curly brown beard, which had just about reached full
growth.”

Everyone was struck, too, by Gorey’s distinctive voice and his even
more distinctive way of speaking. “As Gorey talks, his voice soars and
swoops enthusiastically across octaves, and his language takes on the
high-flown rhetoric of a Victorian heroine or villain. . .” observed
Dyer. “But he constantly brings his flights down to earth in the homey
idioms of his Midwestern upbringing: ‘Kiddo,” he calls himself;
‘Heavens to Betsy!” he cries.” Gorey’s vaguely nineteenth-century pres-
ence and his meticulously wrought prose often seem to elicit a certain
amount of high-flown rhetoric and deliberately obscure vocabulary
from the people writing about him; describing Gorey’s The Fatal

Lozenge, Theroux called the dire alphabet book “an impious—but

EDWARD GOREY: AN INTRODUCTION

.
Y
’

XV




X

X
\

comic!—enchiridion of almost a// violence.” (The OED defines
“enchiridion™ as “a handbook or manual”). Anyone invited into any of
Gorey’s homes, whether the Murray Hill apartment where he lived dur-
ing his thirty years in New York or either of the houses in Barnstable
and Yarmouth Port on Cape Cod, itemized with amazement the yards
of obviously often-read books and the miscellany of sometimes inde-
scribable objects with which the writer and arust surrounded himself,
not to mention the multiple, sometimes omnipresent, cats.

None of this—neither the playfulness, the charm, the sneakers, the
cats, nor the erudition—comes as a surprise to anyone who has studied
Gorey’s unmistakable works attentively. As any alert Gorey-phile
knows, his seemingly otherworldly little picture books are, in fact, full
of complicated, sometimes contradictory allusions. Even the simplest
Gorey image or the most straightforward line of prose frequently
proves to reverberate with echos of its author’s lifeime omnivorous
reading and looking. Prodded by informed questions, Gorey was forth-
right about his sources, his working methods, and his influences. He
would speak readily about the specific triggers for some of his books,
and attempt to track the more intuitive, imprecise sources of others.
Sull, he usually avoided spelling out precise relationships. He spoke
frequently of the French film pioneer Louis Feuillade as his primary
influence yet he never explained just what the connections were.
Perhaps he simply assumed that the origins of the iron railings and
pompous furnishings of his settings or the prototypes for his characters’
fantastic hats and handlebar mustaches or the models for their exagger-
ated gestures would immediately be obvious to anyone who had seen
any of Feuillade’s vivid shorts or haunting serials.

Nonetheless, such clues to the origins of Gorey’s universe make us
look freshly at his vaguely fin-de-siecle, vaguely British world of claus-

trophobic interiors and bleak landscapes. His allusions to Feuillade’s
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weird synthesis of naturalism and fantasy make us think in new ways of
Gorey’s languid divas, his wide-eyed ingenues, his hearties in turtle-
necks, and his sinister types in long padded dressing gowns. The bicy-
cles, the motorcars, and the obsessively intricate wallpaper acquire new
lavers of associations. (By contrast, the cats and unnameable creatures,
some small and agile, some domestic, and some monstrous, which vie
for our attention with the urns and crumbling masonry, become wholly
idiosyncratic.) Primed by Gorey’s references to Feuillade, we begin to
read his elliptical chronicles of the inexplicable as silent film intertitles
raised to some transcendent level of literary excellence, compressed nar-
ratives told in meticulously honed sentences and elegant rhymes in
which every word counts. In the same way, Gorey’s casual acknowledg-
ment that Buster Keaton was his favorite silent movie star makes us
think differently about the air of deadpan reasonableness with which he
recounts and depicts deaths and disappearances, the pertectly dreadful
and the perfectly implausible.

However much or little they ultumately reveal, such glimpses into the
workings of Gorey’s always surprising intelligence not only provoke us
into approaching his books in unexpected ways, but also reassure us that
our half-formed associations with his images and texts are, as far as they
go. accurate. Obviously, Gorey’s work can be enjoyed without unravel-
ing the complex skeins of reference (sometimes deliberate, sometimes
not) that permeate his work. He himself secems to have been perplexed
by innocent enthusiasm; he commented more than once on his amaze-
ment at being told that his brilhant parody The Curious Sofa, a porno-
graphic work was the favorite book of some young child. But there is no
doubt that even the most uncritical affection for Gorey’s work is
enhanced by realizing that there is more there than we imagined. The
whole question of allusions, however, is made more complicated by

Gorey's insistence that many seemingly overt references were probably
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around and hoping, you know, you can fit it in somewhere . . . some of
it will be input from thirty vears ago and some of 1t will be something |
saw just vesterday.”

Gorey wore his astounding erudition lightly. Self-deprecating, mod-
est, always ready to laugh at his own foibles, he could happily skate on
the surface of a conversation, in High Camp mode, and then suddenly
reveal a hoard of staggering arcana. Sometimes he appeared to be gently
teasing his interviewers, amusing himself without ever being conde-
scending, and occasionally showing his hand. “Part of me 1s genuinely
eccentric,” Gorey declared to Lisa Solod of Boston Magazine, “part of me
1s a bit of a put-on. But I know what I'm doing.” Predictable questions
clicited predictable answers or, very rarely, exasperation. In response to
some specially pedestrian inquiries about his apparent aftinity to
Edwardian England, Gorey wrote: I suppose so to all of the above,
more or less, he murmured reluctantly, but these are the sort of ques-
tions I think are worse than a waste of time to try and answer for rea-
sons [ have no intention of wasting more time in even adumbrating.”
But other questions, happily, provoked Gorey into unleashing idiosyn-
cratic insights into literature, movies, dance, feline personalities, politics,
sexuality, and much more. The person who emerges is not the familiar
Gorey as a maker of cunning, and sometimes disturbing little books or
of oddball theatrical entertainments, but as a ferociously intelligent,
articulate, complicated, and perhaps ultimately unknowable individual
with whom it is always surprising and enriching to spend time.

Contradictions abound. Gorey liked to present himself as frivolous,
given to spending hours watching television reruns or avoiding doing
any sertous work. (“I'm a great one for drift,” he said many times.) In
fact, it quickly becomes evident that he was a disciplined, focused work-
er, an exacting writer and careful craftsman who not only completed

and polished many more of the texts of his short “novels” than were
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published in his lifetime, but meticulously organized them, hoping to
find time to illustrate them. Reading a series of interviews with Gorey
can be rather like the way he himself described living with cats: “They
have these mysterious hives that are only half-connected to you,” he said.
And on another occasion, still about cats: “It’s very interesting sharing a
house with a group of people who obviously see things, hear things,
think things in a vastly different way.”

The interviews in this collection have been arranged chronologically.
They have been selected and edited to lessen repetitions—bearing in
mind Gorey's observation that “the trouble with interviews is that you
say the same things so often vou end up believing them”™—and not only
to emphasize the breadth and depth of his interests and opinions, but
also to allow readers to follow both the constancy and the alterations in
his ideas, over ime. Notes have been added to clarify some of the more
obscure references and some less obscure ones not adequately identified
in the text. Most of the interviews were clearly edited before publica-
tion. As Richard Dver noted, “Gorey’s mind is so fertile that his sen-
tences begin and rebegin in a torrent of muluple possibilities. By the
end, on the other hand. they tend to trail off inconclusively. Uncertainty

and the fragility of every form of order are the subjects that underlie

everything.” None of the published interviews—of necessity—transmit
precisely this quality of Gorey's conversation, nor do most of them repli-
cate his unmistakable verbal delivery, described by Schiff as “the peaks
and troughs of his inflections™ or what Solod called his habit of “sprin-
kling his conversation with many ‘vou knows.” great, throaty laughs,
and huge body sighs.”

Gorey once said, perhaps facetiously. perhaps not: "I look like a real
person, but underneath I am not real at all. It’s just a fake persona.”
Perhaps not even Gorey's closest friends were privy to the full complexi-

ties of the independent-minded, thoughttul, and playful individual
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a man of his own shadows, and never gives interviews. He certainly
didn’t want to give this one. "On pain of death,” he muttered when 1t
was first broached. “Absolutely not,” he said when asked directly. "I
really haven't anything to say.” But a gentle man and an eminently
polite man, when tracked down at the Gotham, he diffidently gave in.

Face on he is the patrician as eccentric, with luxurious grey beard,
melancholy crystalline blue eyes and the reluctant paunch of a frail man
who's never had to worry about weight. His conversation is strewn with
the land mines of anxiety—"if I don’t kill myself to avoid coping with
people,” he says at one point, allowing at another that although his life
often comes “to a screaming halt, I do manage to work.” But his lack of
interest in publicity, he says, is because “it doesn't really seem to be in
aid of anything much. If it could make me rich as well as famous—but
it doesn’t.”

Twenty vears ago, when his first book was published, “I wanted to
print it under a pseudonym—just an instinct actually. But I couldn’t
give a good reason. I think [ was right at the ume. I'm not someone ecas-
ily unnoticed. I've always tended to run around in tennis shoes, fur
coats, lots of jewelry. I just can't go out of the house with naked fingers.”

It is suggested that the times have caught up with him and that the
pressure must be off, but he sighs delicately.

“Well, nine years ago. if you were wearing nine rings when you went
into a restaurant, people would not hesitate to ask you why ...

His first book was the result of a meeting with “the two gentlemen
who ran Duell, Sloan and Pearce. They saw some drawings of mine.
’rhc'\‘ \ll:,-_'gc\tul I do a book. Somehow or other I came up with The
Unstrung Harp.” That was an illustrated history of one Clavius
Frederick Earbrass and. as in most of Gorey's work to follow, there was
a sense of inexplicable, fey doom and a vividly imagined English

Edwardian setung.
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Pas encore

attraction is not to ballet in general but specifically to the City Ballet’s
repertory of ballets by George Balanchine.

“If you're absolutely obsessed with something, everything else seems
meaningless,” he admitted cheerfully. “I have really tried to appreciate
other things.” The classics leave him cold. “Les Sylphides? Where they're
all looking for their contact lenses?” Sir Frederick Ashton’s The Dream?
“Sorry about that.” La Bayadiére in the Royal Ballet with its spectacular
line of girls descending a ramp in arabesque? “Let’s get just one of those
girls come down the ramp as a token. I don't care how well organized

they are.”

The City Ballet Fan Extraordinaire
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What Mr. Gorey does care about is the Balanchine ballets and the
changes in them that he has been particularly well equipped to observe
throughout the vears.

“Things do happen to ballets,” he said in discussing Agon, considered
the epitome of avant-garde ballet when Balanchine and Stravinsky cre-
ated it in 1957. “At first vou saw it and thought, what i1s everyone doing
out there? You couldn’t imagine what was going on.”

“When you've seen a ballet as many umes as I have, you get emotional
about it. Agon was very different for the company that first did it.
Everyone was screwed up to a pitch. Now they can do it like falling oft
a log. The formal qualities are a bit more obvious and everyone can't
keep up with the original emotional pitch.”

Mr. Gorey can remember when his favorite dancer, Patricia McBride,
first stepped into the role of one of the bourgeois waltzing ladies in
Balanchine’s Liebeslieder Walzer.” She was, he said, “like a governess
who had been invited because someone else didn’t show up. Now she’s
the grandest.”

One of the advantages of his marathon attendance at the City Ballet,
Mr. Gorey explained, “is that you can see a person grow into a role.”

“Of course there are performances [ can barely sit through. But one
of the things that made me go to every performance 1s that you may
come across one that is going to be exceptional. I can count a great
many transcendental performances that took place on a Saturday mat-
inée when no one in his right mind would be there because they were
doing Firebird, Swan Lake, and Western Symphony.™

Mr. Gorey began going to the City Ballet in 1953, three vears after
graduating from Harvard. By 1956, he was hooked. “I found myself
going more and more often,” he said. “There seemed no point in not
seeing evervthing. IUs easier to see every performance than to anguish

which five performances out of eight to see.

ANNA KISSELGOFF



“I do turn off in Swan Lake, it’s true. I take little naps when the corps
de ballet is thrashing through it and running about. Generally, I don't
care what the casting for any ballet is going to be. I'm going to be there
anyway. If it's going to be terrible, I'd rather not know in advance.
“After four or five weeks of repertory, you can get tired of going
every day. I try not to do something strenuous during the day, especially
during those five performance weekends. Virtually, my life is arranged
around the New York City Ballet. [ leave New York to work at Cape
Cod the day after the season closes and I arrive back the day before it
opens.”
Balanchine is “the greatest living genius in the arts,” Mr. Gorey
declared. “Even if I don’t like what he’s done, I will sit around and fig-
ure out what he’s done because it’s on such a high level. I hated his Szars
and 51‘7'1'/’&\‘: at first and then I loved it. It’s one of those ballets where the
choreography is formally superb and no one realizes 1t because 1t’s a 1 ‘"n

fun ballet.”
Mr. Gorey is frequently approached by total strangers R
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for his views about this or that ballet performance.
“Who needs opinions?” he said, thoughttully. N
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I can hardly wait for the fall

Season, can you? _
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etched but chunkily muscled dancers in The Gilded Bat, the author’s
only other venture into ballet-as-subject-matter.

The book is gently led through the company’s aesthetic progress by
three grave, well-dressed children. They appear sometimes as dancers,
more often in impeccable street clothes of timeless classicity. Gorey
recreates a world. Caricaturist not of personalities, but of events and
ambiances, he chronicles the company’s distinctive foibles, faults which
have somehow become endearing to those of us who've seen the New
York City Ballet through its lean years as well as the fat. There is its
inability to cope with costumes and scenery, beginning with the poverty-
stricken leotard and blue cyclorama days, when the company was rich
only in aesthetic—"Don’t vou feel the whole idea of sets and costumes 1s
vulgar?” Gorey recalls the endlessly unmatching pieces of the uncos-
tumes, whence, the lavender leotard shown on the cover, with its
accompanying skirt just a little too pink. Then we have the inevitable
realization of the longed-for, corruptive money, when the ballerina
floats in, beribboned and headdressed, in flower-decked tulle, to have
her cavalier comment mildly, from amidst his flowing sleeves, “I didn't
recognize you for a moment.”

Deadpan, Gorey notes the chronic and incredible misuse of scenery:
the Novice, dressed in her intestinal thing, with Nora’s wet-locked hair-
do, says to the G-stringed male bug she is about, somewhat reluctantly,
to devour:' “Just once we could use the Serenade costumes and the back-
drop from Lilac Garden.” Gorey crystallizes this tendency with a single
picture and a few words: the children, as audience, tentatively leaning
toward one another and whispering: “Lilac Garden again; those are the
side pieces. and the bit across the middle must be the edge of Swan Lake.”

Gorey takes us through the history and quirks of Balanchinean cho-
reography: the strange movements and the difficult musicality—we

have the pair from Four Temperaments’ moving toward the wings like
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Of course, Gorey can’t describe—only the actual experience could—
just how beautiful and exciting those fifty seasons were. But he details
everything around the beauty and excitement, which is enough to evoke
it again for each of us, in the mind’s eye, the gut, the secret heart, or
wherever one’s most vivid, passionate, lyric, and lavender images are
stored. He recalls that long-gone yesteryear. And he sums up the snob-
bery we—surely America’s most fanatical audience outside Ebbets
Field—cultivated as ardent supporters of that odd and wonderful
troupe: “Other companies merely put on ballets; we dance.”

A small apartment building in Murray Hill,” incredible for its ornate
iron work. “It’s one flight up,” Gorey calls, and immediately, for some
inexplicable reason, I feel at ease. “I would apologize for the mess the
place 1s in, but 1t’s been this way for twenty years.” His studio room is
all books, lined with them, crazy stacks of them rising from the floor.
A drawing board. A bed. Two ancient Noguchi lanterns. Two cats.

“I thought three.” “My Abyssinian 1s shy. She hides.” Pictures revealing
Gorey’s interests— Victorian engravings, cats, some Orientalia, a few

and small, fasci-

evil, enchanting monsters, a Francis Bacon postcard
nating, rust-encrusted metal objects—scissors, old keys——cover the few
unbooked vertical spaces. Dusty. Dim. Even the fireplace is stopped up
with books. The kind of place in which only a fool would not feel com-
fortable. Home.

Gorey talks most easily about ballet, so that’s what we talked about.
Mostly. The new tape recorder, which neither of us knew very well how
to work, was propped up on the overflowing drawing board, guarded
by the larger, fiercely beautiful grey cat with the yellow eyes. I got the
only chair—a dratting stool; Gorey, fidgeting with his many Indian silver
rings, perched on the seat of a small stepladder; the black cat, vulture-
like at first on the marble mantel, then, apparently concluding that we
were up to no particularly unspeakable practices, dozing; stretching,

elegantly lazy; dozing again.
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This 1s the man who goes to every performance of the New York

City Ballet.

How did it begin?

Well, I started going to ballet in 1937 or "38, in Chicago, when [ was
about twelve or thirteen. What first impelled me to go—no one in my
family ever saw any ballet; oh, they might have gone to see Pavlova
once, but they certainly weren’t dance fans—was the decor. I was inter-
ested in art and I wanted to see the sets and costumes.

My first exposure to Balanchine’s work was through Ballet Russe and
Ballet Theater. I didn’t like his stuff very much at the time, probably
because 1t wasn’t danced very well and then I just wasn’t up to it yet. |
was a real Ballet Theater nut, though; I adored Scheherezade.

[ finished my (non-combatant) stint in the army in 1946, and went to
Harvard. I didn’t see Ballet Theater again untl 1950, and by then, the
first, fine careless raptures had worn off and I wasn’t really terribly
interested in them any more.

[ came to New York to live in January 1953. I'd never seen the New
York City Ballet before. I went to see them maybe three times that first
winter. And the next year I went seven or eight times. And the year
after that, a few more. And finally, by around ’57 or ’58, it had reached
the point where it was just easier to buy tickets for every performance.
By then I was absolutely hooked on Balanchine—to the point where,
I'm afraid, everybody else bores me. Rather.

[ feel absolutely and unequivocally that Balanchine is the great
genius in the arts today. I've tried to figure it out, to myself, why what
he does works so well. Whatever he does, no matter how often he
changes it, or fiddles around with it, always the steps seem absolutely
inevitable for the music at that given moment.

['m not a great one for attending rehearsals, although I suppose, now,

if I really wanted to, I could hang around the company twenty four
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hours a day. But occasionally, when George did Requiem Canticles, tor
example, [ saw as many rehearsals as I could, because there was only
going to be that one performance. I can’t tell a thing from one perfor-
mance of a Balanchine ballet. I usually dislike them the first time.

Balanchine is my life now. Just the fact of Balanchine’s being here
dictates so much of my existence. I'm sure I would have left New York
years ago if it weren’t for the New York City Ballet.

My nightmare is picking up the newspaper some day and finding out
George has dropped down dead. Then, do I watch the company go into
a slow decline or do I say “That’s it. I saw it. It’s past.” and just go
away?

[ don’t think the New York City Ballet is so far and away above
every other company, the way Balanchine is so far and away above
every other choreographer, but I think it’s probably the best company
['ve ever seen. You can often hear me bitching about somebody’s per-

formance, but I'm bitching on a terribly high level.

Is there a big difference between the character of the company now and
the City Center days?

It’s hard to say. People are always asking me “What was it like in the
old days?” I don’t really know any more. A kind of legend’s grown up
about it, you know, that at City Center no one came except people who
really loved ballet, and the house was always empty, but every one really
appreciated it all. It’s true, I think, that the subscription audience can be
creepy; certainly the New York City Ballet's become more
Establishment. And the Farrell® era certainly had its impact; for a while
every girl in the corps was dancing like Suzanne. But when all is said
and done, it’s a pragmatic thing—this 1s what they're doing now, so

why not enjoy 1t?
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Do you care about the individual dancers? You must find some
especially magical.

Well, currently, Patty McBride is surely the greatest dancer in the
world. Of course, my favorite dancer of all time is Diana Adams;’ she
was miraculous. She was crystal clear, absolutely without mannerisms,
and she had one of the most beautiful bodies I ever saw in a ballet
dancer—flawless proportions, those ravishing legs. Technically, well,
she could make anything look effortless, like the Siren in Prodigal Son.”
And the Second Movement of Symphony in C'is consecrated to her as

far as I'm concerned—the way she could make

it one long, seamless, legato line.

If I had to name the single greatest per-
formance I ever saw, I'd say it was Diana
rehearsing Swan Lake. She had no make-up
on and a ratty old whatever dancers
rehearse in, and she was chewing gum,
and she walked through half of it, but it
suddenly had all the qualities. . . . She was
the kind of person who could extend her-
self on stage; her dancing made everyone else’s
look great.

And Kent'". This year in Nutcracker, she
wasn’t dancing all that well, but when she
came to that final penché before the kids go
drifting oft again, [ suddenly burst into tears
because I thought, she is the Sugar Plum Fairy;
she really 1s a figment of this little girl’s imagina-
tion, and she’s going to vanish into air when they
leave; this whole thing will disappear like Prospero’s

island in The Tempest. She has this incredible kind
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of fragility, and an uncanny ability to make the choreography meaning-

ful. But she doesn’t always work the way she should, I'm afraid.

What about Farrell?

When she first joined the company [ adored her and thought, she’s so
lovely, give her a chance. Well, they did. And then she developed that
repertoire of mannerisms. Of course, technically, she could do anything,
but she was often extraordinarily opaque about getting the meaning of
the choreography across. It’s too bad, though, that she’s off in Béjart,
doing her penchés into eternity. You know, ['ve always believed that the
dancers who came off luckiest with Balanchine were the ones he was

not totally obsessed with.

And Kirkland? "

A superb dancer who hasn’t quite found herself vet.

Tell me how anyone can sit through thirty-nine Nutcrackers in one sea-
son. Convince me.

At first I thought, my God, this is the most boring ballet in the histo-
ry of the world. Then I began to go more and more. People say. oh
nothing much happens in the first act, but the second act is lovely. For
me it's the first act that’s so marvelous. It's an aspect of Balanchine’s
genius that nobody has paid much attention to. That party is one of the
most enchanting things ever set on the stage. The relations between the

children and the adults. everything

are breathtaking. It's a Platonic
party, the essence of every family party—the way it should be and never
is, the party that no one has ever attended. Every year it gets a little bit
better.

Naturally, one of the reasons for going to Nutcracker is to watch the

mice carry on—somebody’s doing something crazy and new and differ-
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ent every night—and the tree grow, and the bed whiz around. And
these days Shaun O’Brien, as Drosselmeir, gives a performance that
holds the whole thing together; the instant he comes on you're riveted.
The choreography for the Snowflakes 1s heaven. No one notices it
because it’s so pretty and they’re busy watching the snow come down.
And set back in time the way it is, 1U’s nostalgic in a lost-world-that-
never-really-existed way. Of course it’s a very ambiguous ballet—
frightening and funny and strange and beautiful—like most of George’s

work.

Apart from the ballet, how do you spend the day? What about your
own work?

[He laughs, and begins to recite in how-I-spent-my-summer-vacation
style.] I-usually-get-up-about-8:00. And if I can possibly find a reason
for not setting to work, I do. On a good day I'll sit here and work for
six to eight hours. The ballet at night. Or a movie.

I’'m a real movie nut. Not that there’s anything to see any more. I'm
one of those people who feels the movies have been going downhill
steadily since 1918. And that things really got bad when sound came in.
But there were periods when I must have seen a thousand movies a
year.

[ used to go to the New York City Opera a great deal. But unfortu-
nately they’ve gotten much more like the Met. I have bouts of concert-
going now and then. But this last year I bought a new phonograph and
I've been buying records like mad. I'll just sit here and play ten or
twelve albums and that takes care of my concert-going, so to speak. I do
some art galleries; that is, also, in spasms.

Of course the other half of my life 1s completely different, up on

Cape Cod—Barnstable

where [ have an aunt and a couple of cousins.

[ live in their house—TI have the top floor, the attic—and I do all the
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cooking for the family, chauffeuring around, and so forth. I lead a very

domestic existence up there.

Getting back to the work, does it have a central importance for you?
Well, if I'm not working on something of my own, I get very nervous

and hung up. The rest of my life is a shambles, but I do try and contin-

ue to produce my own work. Because vou get nagged by an idea until

vou do something.

Have you had any formal art training?

No. When I was in high school, I went to art school on Saturdays.
That sort of thing. I've had very spasmodic and only rudimentary art
training. Which [ think shows only too clearly, but it’s too late now to
go and sit in life class from morning "ul nmight.

And then although I support myself by my art work, doing drawings
for this and that, I tend to think of myself as a writer. My i1deas tend to

be first literary ones, rather than visual ones.

What are your influences? There’s a lot of very cerebral talk about the
relationship of what you do to Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear.

Well, Carroll and Lear are two of my favorite people. Alice in
Wonderland is one of the earliest books [ read and one of the books I
know best. I'm an extravagant admirer of both of them and I'd love to
be able to do things like they do, but I don’t think I have. My influences
have been elsewhere. The whole genre of nineteenth century book illus-

tration—steel and wood engravings—holds a fascination for me.

There’s something in that technique that obviously appealed to me
strongly. I'd pore over these books and of course evervone in them was
trongly. I'd these book [ of \ th

in period costume. [ do think period costume is more interesting to

draw. My stuff is seldom very accurate Victorian or Edwardian of
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Chinese literature. I like to work in that way, leaving things out, being
very brief. Ronald Firbank." Then later, [Samuel| Beckett, [Jorge Luis|
Borges. I don’t know if you'd call these influences. You simply feel

affinities for other works of art.

Often your work seems to be about children, or for children, or both.
A lot of things I've done, I've intended for children. I don’t know
many children. And I don’t know if I really remember what it was like

being a child, or not. I use children a lot, because they're so vulnerable.

[ am trying to reconcile this charming man’s obvious achievement in his
strange, brilliant work with the odd passivity of the dreamer-Gorey,
who spends so much of his life watching Balanchine’s dances and
dancers, as if they recreate that beautiful lost world that never was.
We're standing in the doorway, sull talking, trying to keep the now-
energetic black cat from escaping down the stairs and into the street.
“One of the ballet mothers—who are a notorious breed, I must say—
came up to me after she’d seen my show at the Gotham. She was very
much taken with one of the drawings—she’s a psychiatrist—and she
said, ‘I want you to tell me what that really means.” I would agree with

beware.”

George that when people are finding meanings in things
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everybody’s rights lapsed, I guess. Finally John Wulp, who had pro-
duced it on Nantucket, got the rights back for Broadway. So now I'm
redesigning the whole thing, and it’s presumably coming into New

York on Halloween.

Terrific timing.

Yes. Well, it was supposed to go on this spring, but that didn’t work
out, partly because I haven't finished the sets and costumes vet. Every
day or so they call up and scream, “Where is something more for some-

thing or other?”

Does this Dracula stem back to when you were first beginning to write
plays?

No, no, no. I'm just designing this. They're calling it my production,
which I think must make the director feel a trifle idiotic; 1t’s the same
director as we had in Nantucket. Frank Langella 1s going to play
Dracula, supposedly. The producer, John Wulp, is very nice, and he is
shielding me as much as possible from all this nonsense. It’s the first

time ['ve ever designed a Broadway show, certainly.

When did you begin writing plays?

[ started writing plays when I was in the Army for no very good
reason that I can recollect now. I've always drawn. I never knew what |
wanted to do when I was a child. After I was in the Army I ended up at
Harvard in a sort of inadvertent way. I was drawing and writing,

taking creative writing courses: you know, the whole bit.
Were you trained as an artist?

Not really very much. [ used to take Saturday classes at the

Art Institute in Chicago from time to time. I actually went to the Art
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[nstitute for one term after | got out of high school, then I switched
over to the University of Chicago. But I was promptly drafted—so
much for that. My first publisher saw some of my drawings and stuft
and got interested. I didn’t have anything that would make a book at

the time.

Who was your first publisher?

It was Duell, Sloan & Pearce, which is no longer in existence. My first
two books were with them. They didn’t make any money, nor did you
get paid much attention. Great piles of those books were remaindered

on 42nd Street for nineteen cents several years later.

What were those?

The Unstrung Harp and The Listing Attic. God, I wish I had those
copies now. | remember that [ bought fifty of each when they were
remaindered for nineteen cents, and I don’t know what happened to
them. I wouldn’t have thought I knew fifty people, much less fifty peo-
ple I was planning to give away a book to. [ have one battered copy of
everything I've done at this point. I've got an apartment that consists of
nothing but books; on the other hand, I don't collect. It's a mania to buy
books. I can’t go out without buying a book. But it would never occur
to me to collect. I collect authors because obviously I want all their
work, but this business of first editions and that whole thing doesn’t

strike me.

How did The Unstrung Harp and The Listing Attic come about?
Well, The Listing Attic was the limericks I had been writing for years,

but I never had done any drawings for them.

Conversations with Writers: Edward (‘mrc_\ 7

(S}




Did you plan to publish them?

No—I don’t know. I don’t know what I thought I was doing. [ mean
why was [ writing plays that obviously couldn’t be put on? They were
like ten pages long and demanded the technical powers of the
Metropolitan Opera stage to get put on, what with the special effects
and everything. I remember [ started writing The Unstrung Harp to
order, except I don’t know if anybody gave me the idea for it. They just
said give us an idea for a book that you think we might find feasible.
Why they found that feasible, I cannot imagine at this late date. Just
about that time I moved to New York, after I had been living in Boston
for two and a half years. After I got out of Harvard I came down to
visit New York and was offered a job at Doubleday and turned it down
at first, because I didn’t want to live here. I wasn’t starving to death. |
started out as an artist in the art department, then I switched over to

being a book designer. I was there seven years in all.

How did you come to the attention of Duell, Sloan & Pearce?

I had an English teacher at Harvard, John Ciardi,' the poet, and I got
to know him fairly well. He knew Merrill Moore,” the psychiatrist and
poet. I think Merrill somehow introduced me to Mr. Pearce and Mr.
Duell in Boston. They saw some of my drawings and were interested,
Mr. Pearce especially. As I say, they asked me to try and think up an
idea for a book. And [ guess I did, because they published [The
Unstrung Harp| in the fall of ’53—which meant that [ came to New
York in January of '53. So I must have done the book before I came
here. Then The Listing Attic, which was the limericks—I had enough
for a book. And then [ didn’t have anything published for nearly three
years, when Doubleday published two books of mine, which is only the

beginning of a lurch from one publisher to another.
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Your books are, I think, an acquired taste. You have to get to know
them to understand the way you work. Is that why you changed
publishers?

No. I never changed publishers; they always changed me, as it were.
They all thought they were going to make more of a splash with
whichever particular book they were doing at the ime. And then they’d
do like one or two, and the splash didn’t arrive. So they would say

reluctantly, “Well—"

One of your books was published by the Fantod Press.

Oh, that’s me. I published, let’s see, I guess fourteen of my own and
will continue to do so at intervals. I've been doing it for a long time,
because there were periods when I had all sorts of things that hadn’t

been published. Finally I ran out of stuff.

What does it feel like to be a cult figure, which I think you certainly
are?

I'm afraid so. I'm not sure. See, I've been going to the New York
City Ballet ever since I came to New York, virtually every performance.
So there are endless numbers of people who don’t know who I am, but
know me from the New York City Ballet. So if I'm caught someplace
else, voices will come out of the dark saying, “What are you doing
here?” And I think, “What do you mean what am [ doing here?”
Sometimes they won’t even explain. Then they’ll usually say, “Why
aren’t you at the New York City Ballet tonight?” or something. And
when the New York City Ballet was on strike, people used to come up
and commiserate with me in the streets and say, “Oh, you poor boy!
What are you planning to do?” Also, there’s no use denying that my

physiml persona is about as eccentric as you can get.
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Oh, well, I think you’ve got some way to go before you get that eccentric.
I mean, for instance, I walk a lot, and I'm always walking in the

same places and everything. So people who do not know me just recog-
nize me. But then, of course, there are the people who do know who |
am. It’s always flattering to have someone come up and say, “I love your
work.” But, on the other hand, what do you say after “Thank you” and
that sweet smile [ put on? After all, I've been doing this for twenty-five
years almost. So now it’s: “Oh, you've been one of my childhood idols
for as long as [ can remember.” You know what I think? “Am [ really
that much older than you are, whoever you happen to be?” I've decided
that, as somebody’s pointed out, the older you get, it’s very difficult to
tell how much younger anyone else is. [ mean I can't really tell the dif-
ference now between people who are fifteen and people who are thirty-

five. When that first started happening, it did rather flabbergast me.

Do you start out with a notion of what you are going to do, or for the
whole of a book?

No, not really. I think you have to sit around waiting for the initial
idea. I don’t think you could just sit down and say, “I'm going to write a
book about such and such.” You've got to get the idea from somewhere,
wherever it seems to come from outside. It always seems to me that

there has to be some little seed or something.

What would have been the seed for The Hapless Child or
The Curious Sofa:

The Hapless Child—1 happen to know what that comes from. [t was a
French movie dating, I think, about 1905 or 1906, called L’Enfant de
Paris. | can’t remember the director.” [ only saw it once. At one point
the Muscum of Modern Art started to go through its entire film collec-

tion on Saturday mornings. You could subscribe to it. For years, we'd
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just sit upstairs on Saturday mornings, and we’d watch all these movies
that hardly ever get shown otherwise. I know that the movie starts out
exactly the way The Hapless Child does. The Hapless Child deviates quite
early. But I've always been a passionate moviegoer. I've been very much
influenced by old movies, and a lot of my books derive, in one way or
another, from old movies. That one, I remember, quite impressed me; |
can remember sitting in the dark and thinking, “Oh, what a zippy
movie.” Actually it was, I think, the little girl in the movie who was
kidnapped and taken down to the Riviera and was finally ransomed in
the end. The plot was entirely different.

I think maybe the business about the father returning was from the
movie. But it had a totally happy ending. As I say, it was just the open-
ing part of it which somehow set me off, and I remember jotting down
a couple of salient points in the dark. The Hapless Child is the one book,
I remember, in which I was on about drawing number five, drawing
wallpaper, and I thought, “I'm so bloody bored drawing wallpaper. |
can’t stand this.” So I put the book aside for about five years. Then sud-
denly I felt, “Well, I better finish this up.” So I went back to drawing

wallpaper and finished the book.

I must say that’s the one thing that’s true about your art: there are a lot
of lines there.

Yeah, but a lot of people draw a lot more lines than I do. Somehow I
think I manage to give the effect of having drawn more lines than I
have or something. I'm not really all that intricate. [ mean I'm intricate,
but there are other people, I think, who spend a lot more time at their

drawings than I do.
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How long does it take you to do a drawing? Every one must be different.
The complicated ones are somewhere between a whole day and part
of the next maybe—one or two days. I work reasonably rapidly when

I'm working, which 1s sometimes very little.

Do you develop it as it goes along, or do you have it pretty well mapped
out by the time you sit down?

The one thing I did learn very early was that I had to have the text
completely written before I could do the drawings. I mean I can start by
doing the drawings, it wasn't that. [t was if [ started the drawings, I'd
never finish the text. I had to know how 1t was all going to come out
before I could. . . . Thatis one of my problems now: I mean I have
something like fifty or sixty texts waiting for illustrations. Then I have
God knows how many more that are partally written. I will probably
finish those since I have . . . Well, I can stll remember things that 1
didn’t finish as a child and teeling so guilty about it. So I haven’t for
twenty-odd years, I don't think, started something I didn’t eventually

finish.

As you're writing a text you must have an idea of what you're going to
use for illustrations.

No, I trust myself enough so that I don’t have to say to myself: “Will
this make a drawing?” I think my subconscious takes care of that.
When I'm writing occasionally I'll have a momentary block, or I'll
think “What made me think I could do a drawing for this particular
sentence”” but I can usually solve 1t. I can quite often begin by doing a
drawing of something completely different so that it will make a coun-

terpoint.
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You said you work pretty quickly. Are you disciplined?

No, I will do practically anything rather than sit down and work.
With the slightest reason to go out of the house, the day is shot. Success
really does nothing for one, I’ve decided, at all. I used to think, “Oh,
God, if I only didn’t have to illustrate these dreadful books for other
people”; not necessarily that they were dreadful books, but they weren’t
my own. Sometimes | quite liked the book, but I thought, “I can’t illus-
trate that,” and ended up doing a terrible job. In other books that
weren't really very good and that I didn’t particularly like, I ended up
doing a fairly good job, or at least I thought I had. It didn’t make any
difference whether I liked it or disliked 1t, or how I felt at the time, or
anything else. But just think—how marvelous to work only on my own
projects. Well, now basically that’s all I do. And yet it’s worse somehow.
I must say Dracula 1s not a project | would have ever taken to my
bosom if they hadn’t offered lots of money. Not that I have anything
against 1t; it just doesn’t interest me very much. I keep telling everybody
plainly that what I really want to do 1s design sets and costumes for
Gilbert and Sullivan or something like that. So far no one has taken me
up on that. [ have done a couple of ballet sets and I am also doing a

Dracula book, which I am not really sure I want to do.

A book based on the play?

[€’s all sort of lunatic. [ haven’t started on it yet because I have to get
the sets and costumes done. What it’s basically, in theory, going to be is a
kind of synopsis of the play in my own manner, but I suspect it’s going
to get further and further away so it will not bear any relation to any-
thing. Presumably the backgrounds of the drawings will look like the
stage and the costumes will be the costumes of the play. 'm certainly
not going to try and reproduce the people, especially since nobody

knows who will be in it anyway.
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You are a noted macabre, of sorts.

Which I don’t really believe in either so much. It sort of annoys me to
be stuck with that. I don’t think that’s what [ do exactly. I know I do 1t,
but what I'm really doing is something else entirely. It just looks like

I’'m doing that.

What are you doing?
I don’t know what it 1s I'm doing; but it’s not that, despite all the evi-

dence to the contrary.

Do you see yourself as a teller of moralistic fables?

I don’t know what anybody else’s point of view really 1s, of course,
Actually, the content always sort of takes care of itself because I don'’t
think one has any control over that anyway. Usually what sets me off is
the kind of formal aspect of it. [ can’t think of a good example of exactly
what it would be like. I can think better in terms of ballet: it’s like doing
a ballet with only a certain kind of steps. Obviously nobody ever says
“I’'m going to do a ballet in which nobody does such and such.” There’s
a section in a Balanchine ballet where the girl is manipulated by four
men and never touches the ground.” I'm sure that when he started out
to do it he didn’t say, “Well, I'm going to do a piece where the girl
never touches the ground.” But obviously, since he works very fast any-
way, he probably got it all done and suddenly realized that she hadn’t
touched the ground. Sometimes I will take about equally from life, or
from other artwork, or another book. I'm very, very catholic in my
choices—sometimes it’s dance; sometimes it’'s movies; sometimes it’s

other books; sometimes it’s pictures. [t may be verbal; it may be visual.
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Inspirations?

Yeah, [ tend to be very imitative, so if | see something I like, I think,
“Oh, I'd love to do something like that.” Well, no matter how hard you
try to do that, of course, eventually you wander off on something com-
pletely different. The original impetus may be totally goofy. I remem-
ber, and I really still don’t know what the connection is, The Wuggly
Ump started from a book about that size. [ don’t know what the text
said because it was in German; it was by Christian Morgenstern.” But it
was a little Easter book with rabbits and eggs and God knows what
else. What that has to do with The Wuggly Ump, do not ask me. I think
about the only thing that is left is that the books are the same size; the

pictures are the same size.

The Wuggly Ump is sort of unusual. Most of your books aren’t in color,
are they?

No. I can work 1n color, but I don’t often. Partly the reason I've
never worked in color to begin with is that since I was working at
Doubleday I knew only too well that if nobody knew who vou were or
anything, they weren’t going to publish books in color. A lot of my
books were intended as children’s books, and they would not publish
them as such, which I always thought was very shortsighted. [The
Wuggly Ump] is the only one that’s ever been published as a children’s

b( )()l\'.

So your inspiration comes from any number of things and this will be
the kickoff for a whole book?

Yeah. Unfortunately, as the years have gone by, I can now practically
conceive a book 1n about three minutes, which is all I need. [ used to

worry endlessly about what if [ dry up? What if I never have another
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idea? While I would not like the feeling of never having another idea
again, I can certainly do without very many more, because obviously

['m never going to finish the ones I've got.

You've got a long time to go yet.
Well, one hopes. I stll have this whole backlog of stuft which I feel

sitting up there waiting to fall on me if I don’t get it done.

You must plot easily, I guess. I mean if you can call . . .

Yeah—if you can call it . . . I’'m a firm believer in plotting. I know
that sounds sort of silly, but I'm a firm believer in the plot as the under-
pinning of everything else. If you don’t have a plot, you're in trouble.
Or at least if you don’t have a plot you ought to have something else in

mind to substitute for it.

Do you revise as you go along?

Yeah, I have to get the first sentence right or I can’t do the second,
and so forth. I can cover several hundred pages with versions of the first
sentence. Actually I write easier than I used to. [ mean I used to ago-
nize. I also discovered that sometimes the revision just gets you
nowhere; you might as well go back to what you've done in the first

place. Occasionally I will get stuck.

You’re more of a cat person than a dog person, but you have more dogs
than cats in your books.

[ left cats out for a long, long time. [ don’t know, maybe I was
superstitious about putting them in or something. Even now I don't,
My anthropomorphic cats are really something quite different from

regular cats.

Conversations with Writers: Edward ( Jorey 37

%



AL LITE T
£ tf.ﬁwﬂ
F




Y

Do you find it easy to create characters—for instance, the people from
The Loathsome Couple?

[ suppose it was obvious that | The Loathsome Couple| was based on
the Moors Murders, which disturbed me very greatly for some reason.

I'm a great aficionado—that’s the word everybody uses —of true crime.

Wasn’t there a woman who wrote about it?

Oh, Pamela Hansford-Johnson” wrote that sort of dodge, which 1
sort of agree with, as I remember, about one of the reasons the murders
were committed was because of all the nasty things the murderers had

been reading.

Pornography, right?

Well, in a way, that book 1s a kind of equivalent to The Curious Sofa,
because I had read very little pornography in my life. And 1f you will
notice it, The Curious Sofa begins the same way as The Story of O,
which is what finally set me otf—where I think he picks her up in the
park and puts her in a taxi after that. But I once remember spending an
absolutely paralyzingly wet Sunday afternoon in Chicago reading The
Hundred and Twenty Days of Sodom by the Marquis de Sade in French. |
got so bored; I was ready to blow my brains out after wading through
that. But [ always wonder how people can manage to write pornogra-
phy. The first couple of pages are fun, but after that I just get
There are only so many things that you can do and so forth and so on.

And so The Curious Sofa | wrote over a weekend and did the drawings.

Over a weekend?
Yeah. I just sat down and wrote it as fast as anything I've ever writ-
ten, and [ did the drawings just about as quickly. You know, there were

two printers that turned it down.
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Not because it was pornographic?

Well, no. One of them said they simply wouldn’t do it. The other
said that if we would remove the word “pornographic” from the cover
they would print it. [ think, in a way, The Curious Sofa 1s possibly the
cleverest book I ever did. I look at it, and I think, “I don’t know quite
how I managed this because it really is quite brilliant.” I don’t like it,
but you know, I'm really quite fond of its cleverness—the fact that
everybody’s names are totally indistinguishable. People used to
approach me to illustrate pornographic novels after that. And I would
say, “Have you looked at the book?” The men are totally indistinguish-
able from the women; everybody is seen from behind. That’s the whole
point: I think it’s really about a girl who's got an obsession for grapes
more than anything else.

But The Loathsome Couple was the same sort of thing. I resisted writ-
ing it for quite some time, and it really is one of these things I had to
get off my chest. | sat around with a manuscript for a long, long time.
The Soho Weekly News was always saying they would print anything. I
thought, “All right, print this.” And so I did it and I purposely made
the drawings as red and a certain gray and dull and, you know, sort of
unpleasant, uncharming as I could and everything. I was looking at it

again, and it really is even more unpleasant than I thought.

I don’t have a great affinity for children, so that may be why I enjoy the
book.

Well, after all, I've been murdering children in books for years. It’s
much more personal to me in a way, [ suppose, than a lot of the others,
because I really read those books about the Moors Murders. Somehow it
stuck in my mind: This is really one of the great unpleasantnesses of all

time.

DAHLIN



So The Loathsome Couple is more of a sociological comment?

[ guess. I don’t know what it is. I was looking at it, and I thought,
vou know, “What is all this in aid of, exactly?” I remember thinking of
some of the little jokes. or what seemed like jokes to me; like the

meal—I spent a long time figuring out what they should have to eat.

Artificial grape soda was first.

There were lots of versions of that until I got it right down to my lik-
ings. And I saw in them a lot of myself, like the comment, “Even as a
child she had thick ankles and thick hair.” I kept thinking, “Had I bet-
ter remove that sentence”” I couldn’t quite. I finally decided to leave it
in, but ['m not sure about it even now. I know one is always supposed to

throw away one’s best lines.

What do you mean?

Well, vou know. if you've got something really spifty you should
throw that out because the rest 1s obviously not up to it. Quite often |
have discovered this to be true. Since my things aren’t all that long,
quite often I throw away the first sentence and start with the second.,

as it were.

Are there things that you would change now if you were to go back
and redo~

[ doubt it. I always feel that whatever vou did at the time was obvi-
ously what you had in mind. I hardly ever reread any of my stuff any-
way. in any real sense of the word. I used to worry about repeating
mvself, but I thought. "Well, I can’t sit down and read my collected
works every time before [ start anvthing, or else I'll go crazy.” So now 1
just hope that it's something slightly different from anvthing I've done

before.
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Do you have a favorite book?

I tend to like the ones that make the least obvious sense. I'm very
fond of The Nursery Fricze. And U'm very fond of The Untitled Book, or
at least T think T am;as I said, I don’t look at them. I've always rather
liked The Objeet-1esson, because that doesn’t make any sense. Those
kinds of things are harder to do than almost anything clse, so I feel ['ve
done them reasonably well. [ haven’t done anything of my own that |
didn’t behieve in. And [ don’t think the amount of work you have to put
into anything has got anything to do with it. As [ say, The Curious Sofa

took me less time than anything else I've ever done. I do tend to sort of
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write the things that would make as little sense as possible. I have

B 1 . - i

alwavs been sort of fascinated by that: vou know, Flaubert’s 1dea of
writing a novel about nothing. Most minimal art drives me absolutely
crazy. In fact, most of what [ do would drnive me crazy 1n anybody else.

I can find myself getting very upset by somebody else doing the same

thing, I think.

Is there something that has influenced vou, like writing a novel about
nothing?

Well, that’s one of those tag lines that has always stuck in myv head.
It’'s more an example. The Object-Lesson, for instance, really grew out of
Samuel Foote’s poem called Grand Panjandrum.” 1t's a short eighteenth-
century poem. He was a playwright, but he tossed off these ten or
twelve lines. I cannot really repeat them to vou, but it’s a complete non-
sense poem. The thing was that somebody said they could memorize
anything if they heard it once, so he tossed oft this total nonsense. |
don’t know if the person managed to repeat it or not. but anyway it
turns up in anthologies of nonsense verse and children’s verse. It makes
no sense at all. Randolph Caldecott” has done illustrations for it which

‘.k‘

are quite wonderful. Anyway, as | say. | purposely sat down with
object to write a piece that made no sense. That took me a long me to
do. There were endless versions to that I had floating around some-

where.

Is there any humorist or commentator or artist who has influenced the
way you have developed?

I think actually the biggest influences on me have been things that
are totally indirect. [ mean I've been going to the New York City Ballet
for just under a quarter of a century now, almost everv performance.

And George Balanchine’s choreography has had—it’s totally impossiblc
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later and I said, “Oh, listen. I had the goofiest phone call a couple of
davs ago.” I told them about it. Thev said. "Oh, that was Allegra. That’s
very Allegra.” Indeed, about a week later the book arrived. Then she
started sending me notes and things. She does things like write a note
and then stitch it up inside a paper bag and mail i1t. I was just crazed.
but it was very amusing. And then I got a letter from Washington, and
she said, "Would you, could vou possibly do a drawing for the invita-
tion for a party being given for the book?™ and I said, “Oh sure, I'd love

to.” So finally I met her. Funny—I ran into her on the street one day
and said. “Oh. listen. Allegra. I think it's time we met.”

The party was very strange, There were very few people from the
ballet there. like five people. I had gotten invited on the strength of hav-
ing done the invitations and stuff. Anyway, everybody was standing
around. and I said in one of my best loud flippant voices, “Who are all
these people, do vou suppose?™ There was this middle-aged lady, whose
husband came up and said, "Oh. well, listen, we're old friends of
Allegra’s.” I made 1t worse: I said. “Well. I didn’t mean you.” But every-
body looked very odd.

Ms. Kent's book is about exercise in water.

Yeah. You put on these little, tiny water wings, which vou clamp on
to your wrists and your ankles, and vou overcome gravity. She gave us a
demonstration in the pool. The pool was filled with camellias stapled to

water-lly petals. Oh dear.
How many languages do vou speak?

[ don’t speak anv. | majored in French at Harvard but myv French is

Y 1 1 g
absoluatelv atrocious.
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Some of your limericks are in French.

But they are very inaccurate. Edmund Wilson castigated me wildly
for them. He was always castigating me for my prose. That’s why when
I finally dedicated a book to him, it had no text. I thought, “That will

fix you, Edmund. Now what will you be able to say?”

Did he castigate you in a review?

No, no, no. The poor man did that one piece on me in The New
Yorker'"” once after [ had only four books published, and everybody’s
been quoting from it ever since. He was a very sweet man. He intimi-
dated me terrifically. I finally first met him at a New Year’s Eve party
when we both got wedged behind the same sofa. I don’t hear very well
in noisy places, so I couldn’t hear most of what he was saying. He was
very formidable anyway, though very nice. And the last time [ saw him
at the Princeton Club, deafness had ensued for all of us. I was trying to
figure out what he was saying and he was trying to figure out what |
was saying; both of us were trying to figure out what the third person

present was saying. This was not too long before he died.

Have you written any books that are all text?

The Black Doll."”’ I was hoping to make it into a movie sometime. [t
was very seriously intended as a movie. I tend to drift my way through
existence, and if I had decided to direct myself a little more than I ever
did, I think I probably would have worked in the theater more. I was
connected with this thing called the Poets” Theater'* of Cambridge
while I was at Harvard and afterwards. [ loved it. It was kind of a
goofy amateur theater where we all did the very arty plays and so forth.
[t was great fun, but when I came to New York I didn’t particularly
care for the equivalent of it. Nobody has ever asked me to do anything

particular, so .
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distant. ageless, and wholly
imaginary relatives to fitty
seasons of the New York City
Ballet.

Years ago, someone with wonderful taste and precognition gave me a
copy of The Listing Attic, and I thought, “I must be the only person in

the world who's ever heard of, or seen, this mysterious, wonderful sort

of work.”

You probably were, at the ume.

Well, this would have been about 1956, 'S8—The Listing Attic:?

Yeah. Yeah, it came out in 1954.

The Dick Cavett Show with Edward (;m'c_\'
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Are you enjoying it so far?

Painless so far.

Do you want to see what you look like on television?

No. :\'(), I don't.

If you look over there you will.

Yes, I realize.

If you'd rather not —-

I’d rather not.

OK. Seeing your drawings, I had a sense of déja vu. I had a feeling that
I had seen Henry James illustrated by you. Is that just that one gets a
feeling from Henry James that is Gorey-like?

[ suppose. When [ first came to New York, I worked for Doubleday
and, among other things, I did covers for Anchor Books paperbacks.

And I did several Henry James, which were highly thought of.

Aha.
And I've always had this very ambivalent feeling towards Henry
James. [ think I've read practically everything he’s ever written, and |

loathe and detest all of it.

I have the same mixed feelings about him. Someone said that following
through one of his sentences is like watching an elephant try to pick up
a pea.

Well, that’s true. You know, there are certain things of James I think
are—some of the short things. Well, The Turn of the Screw and The

Aspern Papers.
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The Turn of the Screw is made for you, isn’t it? It has several things that
are characteristic of your work. The children . . .

No. Something like that I think is—1I mean, it could be illustrated—
but it’s supertluous to illustrate. People are always coming to me to
illustrate things that really do not need to be illustrated. I mean, that
really think would be better off not illustrated, because I think the
illustrating of horror stories is one of the nightmares of my existence.
Because people still ask me to do it a lot. And, for one thing, in illustrat-

ing a horror story, vou obviously cannot illustrate what’s horrible.

No.

I once did a whole anthology of horror stories and by the ume I was
through, I was practically faint on the floor, because I couldn't—I was
trying too hard to avoid, you know, giving anything away. So that you
could usually only illustrate the first couple of pages before the story got

going.

That’s right. If you do The Tell-Tale Heart and show the man under the
floor—

There’s no use reading the story.

Now we’ve spoiled it for a number of people.
Right. Yes.

One of the things that recurs in your work is the beset-upon child, the
murdered child, the abused child. I was going to ask you the obvious
question, of what you were like as a child. I'm sure amateur psychia-
trists have said, “Well, he obviously had a wretched, horrible, baroque,
macabre childhood.”

No, [ didn’t. I had a typical sort of Middle-Western childhood in

Chicago, in the suburbs.
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The idea that you live exactly as you want to. You do, apparently, a very
satistying kind of work. I find it just marvelous to look at, but I can
imagine that it must be wonderful to do. I may be wrong about that.
And I'm talking, also, about the fact that if you want to go to the ballet
fifty nights in a row, you do; if you want to live in a house full of cats,
you do; if your work isn’t ready by the time the publisher wants it to be,
apparently this doesn’t get you terribly upset. And of the thousands and
thousands of kinds of lives there are to lead, most people opt for one or
two of the best-known ones. And you have done exactly, as I see it,
what you want to do.

Well, I guess I have. But only because I didn’t really see any way of

doing anything else.

But when you were in the Army, did they say, “What are you gonna be,
Gorey? You better shape up!”:
No, I was one of those people who sort of slithered through the

Army. For one thing, I always felt | was fortunate being in the Army

during World War 11, rather than, you know, later—say, during, well,

Korea or Vietnam.

The more ambiguous wars.

Yeah, the more ambiguous ones. I mean, as it was, everybody was in
the Army when I was in the Army, during the war. | spent most of my
time being a company clerk ninety miles from Salt Lake City, in the
desert. That terrible place where they—well, remember that George C.

Scott movie about the poison gas?

Oh, yes.
“The Rage,” I believe it was called or something. But anyway, that
was based on the place I was—the Dugway Proving Ground, which I

believe is still there. And every ume [ pick up a paper and see, you
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know, that 12,000 more sheep died mysteriously out in Utah, I think,

“Oh, thev're at 1t again.”

What influence should an art scholar see in your work? What painters?
Mostly what it 1s, 1s 19th-century wood and steel engraved illustra-
ton—vou know, not by anvone particular. Well, Doré- I've alwavs liked
a lot, but I wasn’t particularly conscious of Doré as one particular artist
until long after my own stvle had been set. I was alwavs rather fascinated

by that kind of thing. Well, it's the same thing that fascinated Max
Ernst,” I guess. Just that kind of funny quality that emerged. Which
1sn't really artistic or anything, because it was. after all, done by hack
engravers and things, with these tools. You know, I don't think anvbody
can do 1t anymore.

You know, vou look at the original drawings for Alice in Wonderland
that Tenniel” did. which are just wash drawings, rather than engrav-
ings. So that the Dalziel brothers,” or however vou pronounce them.
are really responsible, in a sense, for the quality of the Tenniel draw-
ings. For instance, those funny square-toed feet that turn up in the
Alice are not Tenniel—they're the Dalziel brothers. Because in every
single thing that they ever engraved, no matter by whom, those square

feet turn up.

In vour drawings, many of the toes turn out, as in ballet.

Ballet. It’s not so much conscious, but I think I realized early on that

- 1 . 1 1 - . . " .
one of the things that makes ballet what it 1s. 1s that it's the maximum

of expressiveness. [ mean the sides of the feet. vou know, the sides

and, vou know. obviously, when your legs are turned out they're well.

like Egyptian art or something. You know, each piece is the way it’s
most expressive: the profile, the profiles of the legs. the front of the
torso, the front of the hands. and stuff. And so i1s ballet. I think.

: ! . S i .
Somewhere along the line I obviously began to realize that I was being
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influenced by ballet. And it probably, you know, worked both ways
since everybody draws himself.

But as I began to copy my own drawings, I'd get a little more bizarre.
And then, you know, then I'd start copying myself as I looked, as I had,
you know, gotten more and more stylized. And you obviously get very
self-conscious, eventually, which is, I think, one of the things you have

to be aware of.

My wife has a friend who is forty-third on a waiting list for The Beastly
Baby, which is one of your things, like the one based on the Moors
Murders, which, I gather, a lot of bookstores refused to show because it
was just too gruesome.

I never could get it published. That was how I started publishing
myself. I thought, “Oh I've been sitting around looking at this stupid
little thing for many years.” “Waste not, want not” was always my

motto, so I founded The Fantod Press.

Dracula, which you do on Broadway—you did the designs for—has
somewhat been eclipsed by your being in it, if you know what I mean. I
mean, every review has—it’s called Edward Gorey’s Dracula, for one
thing. And the reviewers seem to begin by talking about the sets, which
is one of the first times in theatrical history, I think.

Which I find very strange, because after all, I mean, I've been sitting
around for twenty-five years, doing books. And this is the first time I've

cver \'cnturcd nto—

—the Big Street?
—the Big Street. And suddenly, it—you know, I just don’t really
understand it. [ suppose, at the time it arrived. And it wouldn’t much

have mattered . . .
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I’m sorry. Had you finished that sentence?
I guess I'd finished—yes. I actually tend to be very inconsequential

and trail off.

When you saw your drawings blown up to that terrific great proportion
that they are in the play, did it become other than Gorey for you?

[ practically had cardiac arrest, is what I practically had.

How so?

Well, I don’t know. I was prepared. I'd seen things blown up before.
I felt the scale of the—the main thing—I felt was wrong. And since
nobody else agrees with me, there’s no point in belaboring the point. [
felt the scale was wrong, that I should have done them on a larger scale.

[ don’t like blown-up drawing very much.

If you’d known they were going to be that big, you’d have done the
originals in a different scale?

Well, no. I knew they were going to be that big and everything, but
as it was . . . See, I had originally done that design of Dracula for
Nantucket back in 1973, for this stage that was not much bigger than
this thing. And I had done it on a much smaller scale there and it had
worked all right, because it was a very dark little pocket type stage. But
when I saw this—I just felt the drawing, for my purpose, for my taste,
everything was much too open. But, on the other hand, I don’t think
they could have probably executed the sets if I'd done them on a much

larger scale—it would have been too costly. So . .
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There is something very important in the books about the scale of your
works. It seems to me it’s easier to enter that weird world in that small
size than it would be blown up. We have a Dracula poster. [Shows
poster.] Do you have any particular feeling for or against bats?

Oh, I'm rather fond of bats, I think.” I've never had one, you under-

\t;in(l.

I've petted a bat. Were you at all influenced by the Lugosi film images?
And did you have to shed any influence?

No. I don't suppose I've seen the Lugosi film” for, gosh, I don't know
how many years. [t’s one of my favorite movies. When I started doing
this [ wasn’t particularly conscious, you know, of antecedent. Or [ don't

remember thinking about it one way or the other.

No problem for you.

No. Well, somehow, when we got talking about the set, it had to be a
certain way because of such and such. And we, you know, invented
these five arches, with the plugs that fill them and change the set. There
obviously must be something that has crept into that set that I didn’t put

there, as it were.

Actors.

Well, that. But, [ mean, the fact that everybody has reviewed the
sets—which I don’t think is entirely just because [—I'm obviously not
that well enough known so that it’s exactly all that much of an event
that I'm asked to do a play on Broadway. So I think some kind of mon-
umentality crept into the set, which I wasn’t prepared for. But that’s
nice, because if something doesn’t creep into a drawing that you're not

prepared for, you might just as well not have drawn it, [ think.
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“I got my first cat when I was about seven. Apart from when I was at
Harvard and in the Army, ['ve always had cats, all of them shorthairs. |
can’t conceive of life without cats. I don’t believe I've ever forgotten any
cat I had, even if circumstances conspired that [ only had it tor a short
time. On the other hand, I don’t have too many specific memories of
them, but then [ don’t have many specific memories of people who are
no longer around either.

“For years, I used to try to keep their number down to three, because

of my one-room apartment. But then, as one does, [ knew other people

The Cat (_Quntcs ol Edward (;m'c)
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with cats. You find a cat on the street and try to foist it off on somebody
else. My various blackmailing ventures like that have come home to
roost. People will call me and say, ‘Listen, we don't like to bother you,
but we've got this cat. And if you don’t take it, we're going to put it in
the oven.” So, though I live on the same street as Bide-a-Wee, I've never
had cause to stop in. And following more than one of these ventures, I
ended up with six.

“Between three and four, before I took in the fifth, didn’t seem much
difference. Between four and five didn’t seem much difference.
Strangely enough, between five and six I suddenly felt it’s not just six
cats, 1t’s six cats making up a kind of phalanx. Not that the six banded
together. To the contrary, there were all sorts of internecine relation-
ships. But somehow six cats seem a lot more, disproportionately more,
than five. I lost one this spring, so now I'm down to five, which once
more 1s five individuals.

“l name them whatever strikes me at the ime. The names usually
turn out to be wildly unsuitable. For example, Agrippina couldn’t be
less like the original (wife of the emperor Claudius; Nero's mother).
Most of their names are trom The Tale of Genji by Lady Murasaki. At
present [ feel Genji 1s inexhaustible, though obviously when the name is
hard to pronounce, un-Japanese nicknames creep in. The cats all have
about six nicknames.

“The Abyssinian, going on seventeen, was given to me by friends
who had her mother, a perplexing cat, quite indescribable. She was very
pretty. Who has ever seen an Abyssinian who wasn’t? But she seemed
to have absolutely no character. She wasn't shy, she wasn’t outgoing, she
wasn't withdrawn, she wasn’t happy, she wasn’t sad, she wasn’t any-
thing—she was just there. When they oftered me a kitten I said, ‘Oh,
I'm not sure.” They realized exactly what I was intimating. ‘Oh listen,’

they said, ‘we’ll give you the kitten that has personality.” And indeed she
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does. She’s diminutive. She’s all personality and crazed charm. She’s
spent her whole life torn between being incredibly shy and incredibly
friendly. You can watch her go into paroxysms of ‘Shall I run up the
bookcase and disappear; or shall [ come over and talk to somebody?’
She learned to purr when she was ten years old. She was always affec-
tionate with me, but her purring was delayed. Now of course she never
stops and she’s become more friendly than she used to be.

“The most intelligent cat I've ever had was twelve in August.
Kanzuke is a brilliant cat, very friendly and emotionally distressed.
When worked up, he bites and scratches. He feuds with one of his sis-
ters. Occasionally I inadvertently get so upsct by this I try to separate
them. I once had a number of holes up and down one arm—Iittle white
craters which took months to heal. The other arm had claw marks from
upper arm to wrist. Those healed rather rapidly. Once he bit me so hard
[ had to have a tetanus shot. My whole wrist swelled up in half a
minute.

“The house my cousins and [ have at the Cape is at the head of a
marina, where Koko had been living on boats. She has one black-ribbed
eye, one orange-ribbed eye. There are stll stray cats, well-fed ones,
abroad 1n Barnstable, who are related to Koko. She 1s very sweet and
she purrs a lot, but [is] totally brainless as far as I can gather. She’s never
shown the slightest sign of intelligence. She’s very domestic looking and
enormous.

“To No Chun is a pale ginger cat, very long, thin and bony. This one
[ telt sorry for at the vet’s one day, and adopted. My vet always has a
cage on display. I was talking to him about the ginger cat, without any
intention of taking it. Then the vet said, ‘Anybody who takes that cat
had better see beforehand how badly crippled 1t 1s.” ‘Oooh, poor little
thing, what is the matter with him? I'll take him. I'll take him,’ [ said,

figuring nobody else would. He'd fallen or been pushed off a terrace.
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His back leg had been broken and twisted so that when sitting up one
back leg would stick out. He has worn all the fur off the back of it
because of the odd way he has to sit down. He'd been inside the cage for
a couple of days already. When they dumped him out, he slithered
along the floor. I thought, ‘Oh my God, what have I done? My other
cats will kill him because he’s not agile and fast like the others.” I took
him home anyway, expecting he wouldn’t be able to get up on anything.
Well, he is a perfect demon. I think what he did was—he didn’t fall off
the terrace, he probably sailed off it, in a great fit of euphoria. He wants
to sit on my shoulder all the time. He flings himself up. I'm glad I took
him in because he’s a sweet cat and a peacemaker, compatible with the
other four.

“If you have just one cat, it tends to fade when the owner is not
around. But among several cats—though mine seem to sleep a great
deal of the day, too—there is a complex of relationships going on. One
cat will allow the other cats to sleep up against it. There’s also a pecking
order, which is funny to watch. Kanzuke has ruled the house for years
and years, although a couple of the lady cats will occasionally assert

themselves. Agrippina is bullied by everybody, but once a year she runs

amok—I'm not having any more of this'—and she sets to skirmishing
with everybody, a situation lasting about a week. Kanzuke tries to bully
Stubbs, but Stubbs will have nothing to do with it. He lays his ears back
and shuts his eyes, sitting still as a statue, which nonplusses Kanzuke.
They’re actually fond of each other. Koko is basically indifferent to the
others, but amiable. Stubbs and Maude like each other quite well.
Agrippina makes friends, but she is sometimes pushed from the food
dish, the poor dear.

“Days when I’'m at home they may pay me no attention at all. Which

is better than the days when they decide they all want to sit on the

drawing-board, no matter what I'm doing. Sometimes there is the full
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Have decisions to use black and white been based on the economics of
the books?

I've had a natural tendency toward black and white anyway. At one
point I wanted to paint, but that was when I was very young. Line
drawing is where my talent lies. I do work in color and like to, to some
extent. But the preference for black and white was confirmed [when 1
worked| at Doubleday. I immediately became aware that it is much eas-
ter to have a black-and-white book accepted, especially since it seemed
they would never publish my books as literature for children. My train-
ing caused me to be very conscious of what constituted a book, so I have
always been very careful in coordinating the parts of my books, putting
them together. I naturally think in terms of how many pages there will

be, how the pages turn, and so forth.

In addition to the books you have illustrated by other authors, when
have you written specifically for children?

When T first started out, I wasn’t trying to write for children because
I didn’t know any children. Then again, I mean “knowing” in the fash-
ion of people who talk to the kiddies all the time. This simply would
not work for me. However, I have thought that more of my work
might have been for children than anybody would ever publish on a
juvenile list. The Doubtful Guest was for children, by my estimation. |
used to try to persuade a publisher by saying, “Why don’t you bring this
out as a children’s book? I have an adult audience which will buy the
book anyway. You might as well pick up some children along the line.”

But they would not risk it, they’d get all twittery. So T gave up.

When you were a child, would you have relished The Gashlycrumb
Tinies?
Probably, yes. I was reading very early. I taught myself when I was

about three and a half, and read just everything. I read Alice and
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that princess, an awfully uppity little bitch—of course who remembers

that?—hurls it against the wall trying to kill it. Fairy tales may be
incomprehensible to the individual. They have grown that way. No one
mind cast them as they exist. Even Perrault’ was a codifier. So they
express collective truths, as Bruno Bettelheim’s book” points up. I do
admire the funny, irrational quality of fairy tales. That is one of my fas-
cinations. What if one were to write a completely rational “fake” fairy
tale? And there’s one Grimm fairy tale I'd like to illustrate. I've worked
it out perfectly as one of my thirty drawings books. It’s two tales stuck
together, called Clever Alice. The story begins with a courtship. The girl
goes down to the cellar for beer. “Suppose the axe fell from the ceiling
onto the head of my child,” she says. The family and the suitor join her
one by one, 'til pretty soon everyone has collected in the cellar and
they’re weeping and wailing. The second part takes place after the pair
are married. The wife goes out into the fields to reap corn. She falls
asleep, and not knowing who she is, the husband throws a net over her
head. On her return she knocks on the door and the husband answers.
But he says his wife is already in the house. “Then who am 17" she asks,
and wanders off. There is much to draw: people descending into the
cellar in this cumulative effect, the spooky business of “who am 12"
Walter Crane drew only one picture for each Grimm story in his edi-

tion, so great scope 1s left to work i1t up into a book.

How did you happen to write the Fletcher and Zenobia books, which
were illustrated by another author?

Victoria Chess had written a version expressly so that she could illus-
trate it. She took it to Peter Weed at Dodd, Mead, who is also my edi-
tor. He loved the drawings but felt the text was unsatisfactory. So they
asked me to write her a text. I kept the plot but transformed Zenobia

from a human being into a doll. It was too spooky having a real live
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person hatched from an egg. Vicky’s drawings were beautitul but she
was hopelessly dissatistied with them all, so she redrew the entire book.
I’'m supposed to do a third Fletcher and Zenobia book. I outlined it five

years ago, but haven’'t begun writing.

How do you handle collaborations?
On the whole, I enjoy collaborating with people. They usually pro-

duce the text, and I do the drawings without consulting them.

Will you continue illustrating other people’s books, or is that kind of
partnership over?

Not at all. T plan to do Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through
the Looking Glass for Putnam, eventually, a project I anticipate with a
great deal of alarm. Sometime I would very much like to illustrate
Daisy Ashford’s The Young Visiters, which came out around the end of
the First World War. It s a late-Victorian novel Daisy Ashford wrote
when she was about seven, but it was found much later in the attic of
her family.” No grown-up could have written it. It has a loony tone
which no other fiction I've ever read quite has, and was published com-
plete with misspellings. It was written by a very bright child who had
somechow penetrated to the heart of all the clichés of social behavior and
presentation. Several illustrated editions have appeared, but because of
this funny tone I've always felt I could do a good job on it. Then there’s
another novel which I began to illustrate years ago called Irene
lddesleigh, by a lady named Amanda M'Kittrick Ros.* She was an Irish
washerwoman—to put it at its lowest level. Mrs. Ros wrote her novels
in the purplest prose ever written. They are unreadable if you try to sit
down and read straight through. They are Victorian novels of passion
and crime, retribution and revenge. No one with a literary background

could have achieved the utterly peculiar prose style of Irene lddesleigh.
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Trying to do a parody you'd fall down immediately. But she was totally

sincere. Again, it's the odd tone which appeals to me.

Are you ever bored by having to draw the same character over and over
again in a book?
No, that doesn’t bother me, though it amazes me how cartoonists do

their figures ad infinitum. No, it’s mostly just how I must cover this

much territory—augh. I've started on a background of wallpaper, for
instance, and then realized how intricate the design was. You see, [ feel
all my people look alike. I merely use a few physical characteristics, like

the clothes they're wearing, to distinguish them from one another.

You once mentioned having copied your own drawing style to perfect
it. You pointed out that this was a dangerous practice. Can you explain
the danger?

There is a tendency, if you have an idiosyncratic style, which obviously
I do—1I wish it weren’t quite so identifiable but that is how it always
works out—to fall into self-parody. However, since [ never look at my

stuff after I've finmished it, [ may have repeated myself unknowingly.

How consciously do you borrow?

[t’s conscious in a way of appreciation. Unfortunately, we live in a
period when eclecticism has run amok. But I see no way of limiting 1t. |
have a strong sense of imitation. I'm terrible at it, luckily. I recall taking
courses in creative writing at Harvard when we were assigned to do
pastiche. My pastiches turned out to be quite entertaining, but bore no
relation to Pope or Dryden or whomever [ was supposed to be imitat-
ing. They all ended up sounding like me. So I can afford to indulge this
kind of exercise, filch blatantly from all over the place, because 1t will
ultimately be mine. As someone once said, originality is not taking from

somebody else. It’s when nobody can take it from you and repeat it.
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Your plots are generally either inconclusive, or stop dead in a comic or
ironic vein.

[ put a high value on plot as a kind of scattolding. Underneath every-
thing in my books 1s a lot of plot which holds them together. I'd love to
be able to write Victorian novels with all the trimmings. I couldn’t do it.
But I do try to construct a strong plot, at least in the books that are not
merely compilations like the alphabet.

[ like literature to be either very short or very long. What I dislike 1s
writing which 1s very exhaustive. Thomas Mann tells everything there
is to know, leaving virtually nothing to the imagination. *Good grief,” |
think. Trollope, whom I adore, is far more sohid. Solidity is the quality 1
admire most 1n fiction—the quality that makes you feel these are real
people, authentic situations. Of course this does not apply precisely to
my work. Nevertheless, I try to make my work solid. My ideal is Jane
Austen. She represents to me the most solid person in English literature.
And I like Japanese literature very much. It is amorphic, with drift,
with fluctuation in everything, but with an ineffable reality beneath it
all, whereas Thomas Mann seems to me exhaustive without being con-

vincing.

Which novels of Dickens do you like? Do any of his child characters
stand out for you?

My favorite Dickens tend to be the sinister bits. I love the idea of the
Old Curiosity Shop, or of Little Nell and her grandfather. There is no
earthly reason why Quilp shouldn’t have caught up with them on page
twelve. What's marvelous about their flight is that it works. They are
clusive until the end. My favorite single Dickens is probably Owur Mutual

Friend because it’s so scary. | enjoy Bleak House and, too, Great

Expectations—with Miss Havisham brooding in the cobwebbed room.
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What appeals to you about the E. F. Benson Lucia’ books?

I inadvertently discovered the “Lucia™ books in 1943, when [ was in
the Army. There 1s an omnibus edition of them in print now. If [ were
driven to decide what to take along to a desert island, it would be a toss-
up among Jane Austen’s complete works, The Tale of Genji, the “Lucia”
books, or one of the Trollope series. Regrettably, I've read the “Lucia™
books so often I almost know them by heart, so there’s little incentive to

reread them.

Are you a fan of thrillers?
Yes, especially Agatha Chrisue. I've read all her books at least once.

When she died, I thought, “This is the end!”

Some of your work has been called surrealistic. Do you view yourself in
the Surrealist tradition?

Yes. That philosophy appeals to me. I mean that 1s my philosophy if |
have one, certainly in the literary way. On the other hand, most Surreal
art strikes me as very boring indeed, although Max Ernst’s collages are
wonderful. I suspect that the kind of thing I do is just the kind of thing
that drives me crazy in other authors. [ like the Surrealism of Charles
Cros.” whose piece I illustrated—The Salt Herring—in Amphigorey Too.
I also translated Alphonse Allais” monologue, Le Hareng saur (Story for
Sara). His 1s pre-Surrealist art, I suppose. I sit reading André Breton
and think, “Yes, ves, vou're so right.” What appeals to me most s an
idea expressed by Eluard.” He has a line about there being another
world, but it’s in this one. And Raymond Queneau” said the world is
not what it seems—but it isn't anything else, either. These two i1deas are
the bedrock of my approach. If a book is only what it seems to be about,

then somehow the author has failed.
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What about the Surrealist doctrine that a writer conjures without fully
understanding the work and sees more meaning in it after the fact?
That is one of the thorniest questions. Take, for instance, Henry
James, my favorite béte noire. Sometimes I think he knows perfectly
well what he writes about, as in Turn of the Screw, and 1s quite brilliant.
Other times he unnerves me. I think, “Henry, did you realize what this
was about when you wrote it? You've been going on for several hun-
dred pages and apparently have no idea what you’re saying.” For exam-
ple, I don’t believe James ever realized how detestable the behavior of
the characters is in The Aspern Papers. Even more so The Figure in the
Carpet, where a famous novelist says there’s a figure in the carpet of his
work which no one has ever discerned. A woman goes to the length of
marrying him to learn the secret. When the author dies, a critic marries
her to find out. The motivation 1s totally insane: utterly unpleasant arid
curiosity. Yet James goes blithely on, seemingly unaware how loathsome
these people appear to any person not a monster to begin with. That

story 1s a classic example of unconscious writing.

Your early works like The Beastly Baby seem more outrageous than your
later books. Is that merely stylistic shift or do you feel that you’re mel-
lowing?

Oh, I think, “Why bother?” For one thing, it’s exceedingly hard to
outrage anybody anymore, given the state of the world. And I truly am
more interested in what everyday life is like. People think I think every-
day life is filled with murder. But to me every day is completely differ-
ent from every other day, even when nothing at all is happening. That
1s what has always appealed to me about Japanese literature. It has a
stronger sense of what life is to the individual living it than any other
literature I've ever read. The Tale of Genyi displays subtleties of feeling

about existence rarely dealt with in Western literature.

An Interview with Edward St._lnl]n (;(n'ey at the Gotham Book Mart







e
Y =

’ o o3

B was a Bore who engaged him in talk

The Mind's Eve: Writers Who Draw 37

/







fairly rough. and there is only anything more elaborate and meticulous
when it involves something overall like wallpaper or some complicated
object, e.g., an automobile, which [ am filching from somewhere else. |
really can’t say anything about how I develop an 1dea or a drawing to
the final stages because I haven’t any idea.

“All my drawings are done to the size of reproduction, the only
exception being when the final result 1s going to be more than. say, six
inches in any direction, then I work smaller and have it blown up.
because | am uncomfortable working any larger unless [ absolutely

have to.

“I correct drawings only in a very minor way—with white tempera
and/or a razor blade. In desperation I may redraw a segment and paste
it over iT.I f‘L‘L'l unable to redo the rest ’)f‘I}IL‘ (}r.l\‘:in;_: as well a second
tme.

“I don’t have a studio, at least not so’s vou could notice. In New York
[ have a one-room apartment which by the window has a drafung table
and a taboret; on Cape Cod in my attic bedroom I have a kitchen table
at one end of 1t. My drawing space 1s not arranged. if only because any-
where from one to six cats are almost always sitting on wherever [ am
working. Also, I have never understood how artists can bear to be sur-
rounded by their own work. Mine goes out of sight as soon as it 1s fin-
1ished and 1s in most cases never really looked at again.

“I don't use models, at least not actual ones except very, very seldom.
I do a lot of filching, however, from all over the place. (I cannot suffi-
ciently repay Dover for all they have supplied me with.) Clothes are
sometimes researched, or were once, and sometimes made up, undoubt-
edly from past recollections for the most part.

\I\ I\lr\l dr.;\‘.‘m;\ <|.|T.c })‘1(1\' to Y.l‘.w age ‘:I>'»I]"., M!(i a }:.I'H. YL\. }H,H I
think without displaying any particular talent. My art training was neg-

ligible: again I don't think I displayved any particular talent. Why I have
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On both occasions, Gorey drove us to lunch in his battered 1972

Volkswagen—once at Turner’s Ice Cream Parlor, where he spent the
better part of an hour talking about the hit television series Dallas (he has
memorized the plots to every show), Star Trek, and the British-import
science fiction series, Dr. Who; the second time at Mildred’s Chowder
House, a Cape Cod institution, where we again exhaustively discussed

Dallas and also Being There, which Gorey had just seen and enjoyed.

After lunch we went to the Barnstable house—a writer’s dream of an
abode; rooms upon rooms decorated with Gorey’s beanbag toys,
antiques, and old bargain-basement chairs and couches. It is comfort-
able and cozy. The attic where he summers is filled with books piled
from floor to ceiling. A draft blows in through the windows, making it
quite cold in winter, but very pleasant in summer. In the tiny back room
is a small, narrow bed where Gorey sleeps, accompanied at any given
moment by at least three of his cats.

The interviews took place around a small wooden table in Gorey's
kitchen. We chatted for nearly five hours during both visits, over many
cups of tea, Gorey sprinkling his conversation with many “you knows,”
great, throaty laughs, and huge body sighs. The view from the kitchen
is of Barnstable Harbor—serene, clean, and extraordinarily beautiful. I
saw quickly why Gorey has given up the hustle-bustle of New York
City to stay there. The solitude is good for his writing; he does not get
lonely. And although with his cheery, ruddy fisherman’s face and casual
dress, he looks every bit a Cape native, I wondered if Gorey—in his

“declining years,” as he calls them—thinks he has finally come home.

Do you consider yourself a New Englander?

Only by adoption.
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Are you accepted down here?

[ don’t really know anyone here. I had more friends at one point than |
do now; they’ve all moved away. At one time I did find myself becoming
involved with people who lived in the country—usually in more remote
places than the Cape—but they were very urban and sophisticated and all
they would see were other very sophisticated people who lived in remote
places. They were heavy drinkers: you go for cocktails at six and dinner

at midnight. Relentless gossip. And everybody does something.

Do you find country life claustrophobic?

I remember when Dracula opened on Nantucket so many years ago;
[ went over for the day. I got a glimpse of what life on that island 15
like. You go to someone’s house and he says, “Oh, I see you didn’t take
the milk in untl quarter after seven this morning. Usually you take 1t in

at quarter of.”

You keep your distance because you don’t want people prying into your
business?

My life is pure as the driven snow.

So you spend most of your time with your family? Do you have close
family ties?

Yes. My mother was in a nursing home down here for some time.
She died two years ago in October. I couldn’t possibly have looked after
her, though, so I put her in a perfectly nice rest home. I think she actu-
ally liked 1t. She had a stroke when she was about eighty and her entire
character changed. All her hypocritcal love for humanity vanished.
Any parent-child relationship has its sides, you know. With Mother |
was always getting carried away. I'd say, “Oh, Mother, let’s face it. You
dislike me sometimes as much as I dislike you.” “Oh, no dear,” she’d

say. “I've always loved you.”

li(l\\'zll'(l ( }()l‘(‘)'




But did she love your work?

She appreciated 1t. But, poor dear, she had become very sour toward me

in the last five years of her life. She was, however, lovely to evervone else.

You are an only child?

Yes. And in childhood I loved reading nineteenth-century novels in
which the families had twelve kids. I think it’s just as well, though, that I
didn’t have any brothers or sisters. [ saw in my own family that my moth-
er and her two brothers and two sisters were always fighting. And then

my grandmother would go insane and disappear for long periods of ume.

Sounds like eccentricity might run in the family. How do you fit in?
Oh, I've always been eccentric. Part of me is genuinely eccentric, part

of me is a bit of a put-on. But I know what I'm doing. I don’t think I do

anything I don’t want to do. If you're at all self-conscious. you realize

perfectly well what vou’re doing—most of the time.

What's the dividing liner

Well, frankly, living by vourselt with six cats is eccentric.

What about your reputation for wearing fur coats and sneakers?
That part is genuinely eccentric. I wouldn’t do it if it wasn't the way
I wanted to dress. But I'm very much aware that [ could be a little more

or a li[t]c ]css‘ eccentric.

The Cape doesn’t strike me as particularly decadent, which is a word
that has been used to describe you and your work. How do you feel
about that’

Decadent. Ohhhhhh. —I'm really terribly innocent. I guess, though,
that my work is slightly decadent. I think, however, that it 1s less deca-

dent than other people’s.
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But what kind of people do you think your work appeals to?

Chances are [ am going to appeal to someone who was brought up
in the city rather than someone who was brought up on a farm in
North Dakota, although you do get some awtully decadent people on
farms in North Dakota. And you know, there are a lot of kids who like
my work who obviously don’t—uwell, they might understand it, but
they’re obviously not going to get a lot of the references. To do that,
you have to be reasonably well read in a funny way. Aware. I am fairly
interested in all the arts, and I think I use all that stuft in my work.
Anyway, 'm more aware of it when I'm working. | tend to spend a lot
of time in a stupor, but on the other hand. I am sort of hyper-conscious

of what is going on.

Why can’t you seem to get past, say, 1930 in your work? That’s not your
generation.

No. it’s before I was born.

Does the repression of that era interest you? Do you feel repressed?

[ am probably terribly repressed. But we won’t go into that.
] ) y reg =

Why won't we?

I think it’s very boring. I was talking to someone the other day, and 1
was saying that I don’t think it is possible not to be one’s own genera-
tion; however, on the surface, my work harks back to the Victorian and
Edwardian periods. Basically I am absolutely contemporary because
there is no way not to be. I am dealing with contemporary concerns.

You've gor to be contemporary.
Still, you aren’t contemporary in the sense that you talk about sex and

politics and drugs.

Well, no, that’s true.
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What impresses you most?

I don’t know. I remember fits of childish euphoria that you get while
vou're still in college, even after. But I also remember thinking of
myself as grown-up, being grown-up. Kenny is still very much a kid.
He drags it out, doing . . . what do vou call those things you do on your

bicycle?

Wheelies.

Wheelies. Of course, we never had bicycles like that.

So back then you had lots of girlfriends. But now the press makes a
point of the fact that you have never married. What are your sexual

preferences?

Well, I'm neither one thing nor the other particularly.
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Why not?

[ am fortunate in that I am apparently reasonably undersexed or
something. [ know people who lead really outrageous lives.

I've never said that I was gay and I've never said that [ wasn’t. A lot
of people would say that [ wasn’t because | never do anything about it.
What I'm trying to say is that I am a person before I am anything else.
Now people come up to you and say, “I'm a press agent” or “I'm a

writer.” [ never say I am a writer. [ never say [ am an arust.

You are a person who happens to do those things?

[ am a person who does those things. —I correspond with a museum
curator in New York and he told me he was going to be ona TV pro-
gram about homosexuals speaking out. I asked him, “Are you doing
this reluctantly?” And he said, “Oh, no! I am very much into this.” He’s

very militant.

You don’t approve?

The curator was quoted as saying that his creative life and his homo-
sexuality were one and the same. All I could think was, “Hogwash,
dear, hogwash!” Which is unfair, I suppose, because maybe for him the
two are linked.

[ realize that homosexuality is a serious problem for anyone who 1s—
but then, of course, heterosexuality is a serious problem for anyone who
is, too. And being a man is a serious problem and being a woman 1s,

too. Lots of things are problems.

Is the sexlessness of your books a product of your asexuality?
[ would say so. Although every now and then someone will say my

books are seething with repressed sexuality.
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You don’t believe that?
[ don’t really know. [ don’t know what I'm writing about. I never sat
down and tried to figure 1t out. It’s not about sex, or at least not obvi-

ously, right?

Sometimes it is about sex. There are those who say that your book The
Curious Sofa is a pornographic novel; in fact, it’s even subtitled “a porno-
graphic work.” And it’s full of couples having odd sexual encounters.

But it’s not pornographic in the standard sense. 1t’s all in the style.

Why does it end with a man starting up some mechanical device inside
of a sofa? Why is the woman frightened? Why a sofa?

I have absolutely no idea.

That book is minimalist and unexpected—a good example of your
work. You leave a lot to the imagination.

Well, no one has any sex organs.

But you do mention several times that the characters are enormously
“well endowed.”

O, right. But the girls are all flat-chested and the men in the pic-
tures have their backs to you. You don’t see anything. The whole point
of The Curious Sofa is that it was totally not illustrated! I'd rather die

than do pornographic drawings. Oh, God!

Why?

It's so boring! 1 wrote The Curious Sofa after I finally managed to get
a copy of The Story of O, which Edmund Wilson had recommended to
me as a really great book. I read it with Edmund’s strictures in mind,
and [ thought, “Oh, Edmund, this is absurd. No one takes pornography

seriously.”
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Do you think there’s a difference between pornography and erotica?
Yes.

What is a good example of eroticar
Well, everyone has his tastes. But. . . Vanity Fair.” It's not one of my
favorite books, God knows. It is, however, much more erotic than a

novel where everything is spelled out.

But since you believe so firmly in leaving so much out of your books,
how can you believe that they are about reality? Or, in the past, have
you just said that for effect?

No one ever lets me explain what I mean about the reality of my
books! Everyvone always thinks, “Isn’t that amusing that this 1s his idea
of reality!” What [ am most interested in 1s Japanese and Chinese litera-
ture. [ have always felt that those writers are much better at describing
everyday reality—what life is like day to day. I know that my work
does not seem to be about reality, but it 5! God knows that day-to-day
reality is certainly drab to the point of lunacy sometimes. And that
means that vou Aave to leave an awful lot out. | have a fairly eccentric
talent, but I try to tone 1t down rather than heighten 1t. Most people, I
think, take the opposite approach; if they write a novel about everyday
life, it winds up being wildly melodramauc. Classical Japanese literature

concerns very much what is left out.

You use this approach?

I don't use it consciously. I don’t say, “Well, I'm going to leave out
this and this.” It just works out that way. Sometimes the only way I can
work is by trying some private, experimental thing. One of the things
that George Balanchine has always said is that you don’t put everything
that there 75 into any one thing that vou do. But you do put in every-

thing that you &now.
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What do you think of this quote from T. S. Eliot: “Humankind can
only bear so much reality”?

Oh, that is so true! I know that quotation. It’s perfectly true. We
spend all our lives trying to avoid reality in one way or another. I've
always had a rather strong sense of unreality. I feel other people exist in

a way that [ don’t.

What way is that?
[ always feel that other people’s lives are filled with meaning. You
look at them on the street and think how real/ their lives must be. Of

course, you also know that isn’t true.

But don’t people think the same of your life?

[ look like a real person, but underneath I am not real at all. It’s just
a fake persona. That's why cats are so wonderful. They can’t talk. They
have these mysterious lives that are only half-connected to you. We have

no idea what goes on in their tiny little minds.

You're also fond of another quote from Patrick White* that begins

*Many too many alternatives, but no choices . . .

Right. [t's my favorite sentence.

Why:

A situation comes up, and either you do this or that, or maybe a third
alternative comes up. But vou simply do not choose. You never really
choose anything. It’s all presented to you, and then you have alterna-
tives. You don't choose the subject matter of anything you write. You
don’t choose the people vou fall in love with. When I look back on my
furious, ill-considered infatuations for people, they were really all the
same person. I think evervone has a certain range ot experience that

doesn’t change. You do the same things over again.
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How does this affect your work?

[ find it impossible to sit down cold and say, I'm going to do a book
about such and such. Well, that’s not guite true. I did sit down and do a
book about opera—The Blue Aspic. Someone had asked me to do an
opera book to go along with The Gilded Bat, which is about ballet. 1
said, “I don’t know anything about opera, but I'll give it a whirl.” So in
that sense, I sat down and concentrated on opera, but the idea of a book
on opera is meaningless. The actual idea for the book, what it was to be
about, had to come to me. I couldn’t sit there and construct it. Once the

basic idea had come, I could sit and write the book.

Let me get this straight. Is choice conscious and alternative unconscious?
No. —I distrust metaphors, and this 1s a great simplification, but
here goes: It’s like a department store. The choice has been made for
you—vou are in umbrellas. You can pick a black umbrella, or a red one,
or a blue one. You can pick one with a different handle. But you cannot
buy galoshes. And someone in galoshes cannot buy an umbrella. But

they can choose any pair of galoshes they want.

Do you think you were destined to write and draw?

Yes. [ disagree with the quotation about the saddest words of tongue
or pen being what might have been. I don't think anything might have
been. What s, is. That’s the whole idea. Any other idea is remote, such as,
“Oh, if only it had been different, Jeanette and I would be gliding down
the Nile on a gondola,” or “*Harold and I would be in Antarctica together,”
or “I would be a famous movie star.” All of this is absolute nonsense.

What is, is, and what might have been could never have existed.

Are you a religious man-

X().
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But you were raised a Catholic.

My father’s family was Catholic. I skipped first grade and went to a
Catholic school for second grade, but the year of my First Communion,
I came down with measles or chicken pox or something like that and
went to Florida to live with my grandparents for the next vear.’
Somehow or another, I never got back to Catholicism. I don't think 1
was stuck with it long enough to have one of those terrible love/hate
relationships with it. I know a lot of people who have never quite got-
ten over being Catholic. I do have an aunt who 1s a nun, but I've never

been bothered by that.

Do you consider yourself a celebrity? Do people recognize you in the
street?
Heavens, no. 'm not a Cclcl)rit_\'. I)('nplc do rccngnixc me, but it is a

very minor thing. After Dracula, 1 appeared in Us and People, so 1 was
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beginning to be recognized a lot more. I was also making a lot more

money. And I began to realize what it would be like to be rich and

tamous, but I've decided unh-unh.

You don’t want to be rich and famous?

I think it would be worse. More of the same and worse.

You are happy with your cult following?

Well—no. It’s flattering, but it has nothing to do with anything.

Do you, then, just write for Edward Gorey?

I know I've said this, but while I realize there is an audience out there,
I don't cater to it. I might cater to it if I could figure out how. I've never
been particularly goal oriented. It someone would ask me, *How would
vou summarize vour career?’ ['d say, “What career?” Or "How would
vou summarize your work?" and [ would say, “What work? Today I am
drawing a picture of this and tomorrow I am writing that.”

I have a lot of friends in New York who are involved in various
enterprises where they’re always fanning their careers. They will say,
“Listen, I think vour next book should be about such and such.” I say,

“Oh. come now. What are vou talking about=™

But you fan your career in a way. You're talking to us, for example, and
you're quoted as saying that you only give interviews “on pain of
death,” yet you give them fairly frequently.

Yes, but I'm not interested in myself much. And I'm not that inter-
ested in my work, except when I'm doing it, which does not make for
spectacular entertainment. When [ used to finish a project or book, I'd
think, “Isn't this wonderful>™ And I'd like 1t for about twenty-four
hours. For twenty-four hours, I'd think. “This is the best thing I've

done. Isn’t this divine? I'm a genius. Whoopee!™
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that he appears in some of his books behind anagrammatic disguises

like Regera Dowdy, Dreary Wodge, G. E. Deadworry, Ogdred Weary,
and Miss D. Awdrey-Gore.”

As Gorey talks, his voice soars and swoops enthusiastically across
octaves, and his language takes on the high-flown rhetoric of a
Victorian heroine or villain—or of some hapless Edward Gorey protag-
onist. But he constantly brings his flights back down to earth in the
homey idioms of his Midwestern upbringing: “Kiddo,” he calls himself;
“Heavens to Betsy!™ he cries; “Snuggy-poos, cuz it out,” he says to the
cats. Gorey’s mind s so fertile that his sentences begin and rebegin in a
torrent of multiple possibilities. By the end, on the other hand, they
tend to trail off inconclusively. Uncertainty and the fragility of every
form of order are the subjects that underlie everything.

“What obsesses me more than anything in this world,” he says, “is
why some things happen and why other things don’t. It doesn’t seem to
me there is any logic, any way of . . . you know .

An only child, Gorey was born in 1925 in Chicago. When he speaks
about his childhood, it sounds unusual but not unhappy. “One of the
great deprivations of my life is that I never learned how to make papier-maché,
and now 1t’s too late. And everyone else was always making three-
dimensional relief maps out of flour and water, and I was never taught
to do that.”

Gorey’s parents, Edward Gorey and Helen Garvey, were divorced
when he was eleven and remarried when he was twenty-seven. His
stepmother, for a while, was Corinna Mura, a nightclub singer who
won a kind of immortality by singing “La Marseillaise™ in the movie
Casablanca. Gorey started drawing when he was only one and a half,
and his mother preserved these first efforts. “Most children draw a lot,
and maybe I drew more than most. We lived in a house on a bluff, and
we could watch the trains go by. I drew them, and they look like irregu-

lar sausages with windows and wheels. By now I've been drawing for
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over fiftv-five vears, and vou'd think I might have learned a little bit,
but I haven't. . . parncularly.”

Gorey was a bright kid who skipped grades and spent most of his
time reading, playing Monopoly (“It came out when I was about ten,
and for months we didn’t do anvthing else™), and going to the movies.
He says he was obsessed by serials and horror films, and by whole gen-
res of books. “I loved The Secret Garden and the A. A. Milne books. One
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