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staff there. He would invite pecple every weekend. I remember
oné man in particular--he was not a Russian, but he had come

out with a woman to buy a painting. After the weekeﬁd was over--
they didn't buy the painting--the woman left and the man stayed
on. It was like the man who came to dinner. They were all
against him. We weré told at breakfast to ignore him. Sunday
morning breakfast, you went out in the kitchen to prepare your own
and sit down and eat it. If there's anyone else there, you sit
down together. But we were told not to have anything to do with
this man. We were supposed to try to freeze him out. Bht if he
happened to come while I was eating, I talked to him. Kent came
in the kitchen one day and found me sitting with this guest, which
was supposed to be persona non grata. I got bawled out for that.
Another time, the door of the kitchen swung back and forth, and I
was over near the door when Kent was coming through. The door
bumped me and he bumped into the door and nearly broke his nose.
It was almost as if I was doing all this to him on purpose.
Anyway, after reading Moby Dick at Kent's the idea of it as a music
drama became more and more a passion with me. Around 1947 I began
making drawings of the various characters and the material that was
so graphic in the story. It made wonderful paintings.v I was
going more and more into--not illustrating the story, but putting
it into form and color, which is a non-verbal way of expressing
the great idea which is the basic power of Moby Dick. The theme
is man's relation to the universe, how he has to approach it with

intelligence and with love rather than wild hatred and the
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commercial attitude. The high purpose of whaling was to get

0il to light the world's lamps. Man was approaching the

whale just as a resource--he's even worse today when he approaches
it with the idea of making animal food, dog and cat food. Back

in those days, before petroleum had been discovered, the whale

was the source of energy. We're in that crisis right now, of
having bled the earth almost dry of its fuels, and we're going to
have to turn to some other source. That's what whaling was, the
source of energy, oil, for lighting Tamps.

I saw this as a powerful statement of dramatic intensity, as Greek

~drama. Not sung. I couldn't see it done as an opera, but more as

Beethoven's "Fidelio," part sung but also part spoken, with musical
background. So there's a precedent for the idea. I saw this great
drama of Moby Dick as an international cultural collaboration. I

had the idea that Shostakovitch, who had done this fourteenth
prelude, orchestrated by Stokowski--it's only three minutes long,

but it has a powerful, dissonant raw power, and it gives you the idea

that it can be the leitmotif of the whale.

Was it your idea to get Shostakovitch to do the rest of the music

for this production?

Not necessarily. I'd heard that Shostakovitch was interested in
electronic music, and I'd hoped that he would do something along

that line to separate the realism of the story from the delirium.
When Ahab goes mad it goes into almost electronic, raw souﬁd that

is not orchestrated but is almost like abstract painting and abstract

music. Shostakovitch was in this country twice, and my agent talked
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to him. We had to have an interpreter, because he never did
learn English. The agreement was that if this project ever

got to a high level of production, then he could consider
taking part in it. But I, being an unknown person and having
no credits of any kind, no real name, and no support for the
thing, I failed utterly in getting the thing to any stage where
this great composer would become interested in it. Even

though a few times it almost got to the Metropolitan.

Rudolph Bing was interested by the drawings and said I painted
a lot like Blake, and I felt greatly encouraged but I never was

able to get any financial support for commissioning the score.

.A11 I could do was to make the 1ibretto—§or the scenario, as

it's called--and a set of scenic designs, and then try to interest
some theatrical group in doing this thing as Greek drama with

musical background.

Was it about this time you came up with the idea of using Walter

Huston and Lauritz Melchio to do the speaking and singing?

I had gune to the American Theatre Guild about it. I used to

walk around New York with these two big portfolios of drawings.
I felt 1ike the man in "Death of a Salesman," because they each
weighed about twenty-five pounds. No one had ever approached

these theatrical people with a bunch of drawings. You came in
with a scenario, usually a good commercial idea, and they would
take it from there. But being an artist, and impelled also te
write, thanks to Theodore Dreiser, whe said I Suqht to write as

well as paint, I made this effort to put the story not only into
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a scenario but into graphic form.

I've even graphed the music and the electronic parts as I can

hear them, just as though you'd see a sound track. You remember
when "Fantasia" came out? They would hit a drum or a cymbal and
you'd see this chart showing the way the music or sound creates

a graph. I had even made a twenty-foot-long thing which graphed
the music. There was black for the percussions, red for the
brasses, yellow for the stringed instruments, and blue for the
wind instruments. There were thick lines for the wild music, and
when it got into the lyrical parts it was a very thin line. I
showed this to Richard Rodgers once and he agreed that this could
be very helpful in conceiving a score, because you could tell
where the light parts of the music are, and the heavy parts.

I understand Villa Lobos down in South America once took the
mountains of the horizon beyond his home and put it on graph paper.
Then he set it to music. By drawing lines across the graph paper
he could actually put that creative line into a melody. One time
I found someone had graphed the music of Bach by using a design.
Every time this design came along, you had a certain melody, and
when it was over that same melody was repeated. So it is possible

to graph music.

What is the next step? You have this marvelous collection of Moby
Dick paintings. They're connected somehow with the movie and this
tour you went on. When did that phase begin? When did you go from

the scenic designs to these paintings?
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Wilson: They were coming along at the same time, the first hundred
paintings. A friend of mine was an agent, from my home state,
from Indianapolis. He was in New York, with a place at Steinway
Hall. For about $700 we could rent a gallery on 57th Street for
one week. These hundred drawings were put in this gallery on
57th Street--these were Moby Dick drawings. The Theatre Guild
had become somewhat interested in looking at my designs, and
someone had suggested Walter Huston as being a good Ahab.
I had two Ahabs in my conception, because in the middle of the
second act the man's alter ego steps out from behind the mast.
The good Ahab and the bad Ahab, the split personality; you don't
know which is dominant, which is in control. I conceived of
Walter Huston playing the body of Ahab and Lauritz Melchior--who
was about the same height, although he was heavier--playing the
soul, the spirit. It was a battle between them; one would speak
and the other would sing, perhaps. The one was trying to get back
to his wife and child; they kept coming into his memory, and in- his
jmagination he would try to reach them. The other half of him kept
telling him, "Look, you can't go back home again to your wife and
child because"--he's inferring that Ahab was emasculated. These
images come on scenic projection on the sails. It is said in the
novel that when Ahab is laid out, they would find this scar running
from the top of his head clear down the side of his body to the sole
of his foot. He had taken this lightning stroke. He was like a
great tree that had been struck. All of this intrigued the people

who would lcok at my drawings, but the story is so heavy and powerful

/

that it's almost frightening.
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I thought about the problem of the leg; you can't bend back a

leg and walk comfortably on stage. Walter Huston told me about
this. He had been in Knickerbocker Holiday and had worn a peg

leg. But he wore a long coat and a sword which held the coat

back so that he could put his leg back and strap it up to his

belt and still walk around, rather awkwardly. He said, "You'll
nevef get someone like Melchior to do that, because he believes

in comfort. He'll wear his old sneakers even when he's playing
"Tristan and Isolde." Then Huston said, "Why not make a plastic
boot which can just fit over this leg? It'11 be comfortable and
impressive; it's made out of the whale's jawbone. It's a formid-
able thing. It would solve the problem of the leg." The problem
of the whale could be solved by using light, which makes it a very
symbolic thing. This brilliant, blinding 1ight which approaches

the ship is really what takes care of the whale. All of these things
seemed to strike home to the people who would see this. They would
get excited about it. Walter Huston was very close to Kurt leill.
Weill took my drawings out to his home one time and showed them to
Maxwell Anderson, who was very much excited by the fact that Ahab
was castrated by the whale's biting off his leg. Also, when he fell
that time in Nantucket, a splinter piercéd his groin, which implies
that he had a castration. This gave motivation for Ahab's madness.
It seems as if everyone who took hold of this thing eventually,

I'm sorry to say, they just died. Walter Huﬁton died. Kurt Weill
died. Melchior died, and before that he got kicked out of the Met
because he wouldn't rehearse. Of all the ironies, after I approached

him on this music drama of Moby Dick and showed him the script, the
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/
Tell me about getting connected with the motion picture of Moby

DiLk.

I've spoken of this exhibition I'd had on 57th Street, which
cost $700. The people kept coming in to see this and looking
around, but the critics just don't seem to 1ike what they call
"theme" shows. I was exhibiting them with the idea of getting
someone interested in the music drama. Pearl Buck was one of my
sponsors. Walter Huston was another.

When Walter came in to see the work, he said, "I've got to get
John in here to see it, because he wants to do Moby Dick as a
motion picture}\ Finally, John sent one of his partners in, a man
named Kohner, and he was very much excited by the thing. T was
going to design the picture for John even though the Met was

interested in a music drama. John even was considering filming

-an opera or music drama. I have letters from him which said,

“Certainly I'm interested in this. I don't know how we would do
it," he said; "I don't like the idea of filming a play or a stage
production, but maybe I can make a documentary."

Along céme Orson Welles, who did what was called a "Moby Dick
Rehearsal." His characters were all sitting around; they just
finished King Lear and are talking about their next play. So they
just go through the motions. The robes hang down from the rigging.
The whole stage is empty and there's big 1$dders, there's big ropes
hanging déwn, and they move the ropes back and forth. It gives the

feeling of a ship.

Where was this?
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Wilson: This was in England. He did a beautiful thing. Some of the
Melville Society scholars saw it and they said it was one of
the finest things. I've always felt that Orson Helles could do
a grand job of Ahab. I see Ahab as a big, stout, heavy set,
Wagnerian hero. In fact, John Huston used Welles in his film,
but he played Father Mapple. He was just too fat for Ahab. And
Walter Huston was to play Ahab in the film, but they had to use
Gregory Peck, and he was just wooden in the thing. He didn't
feel right in the role. He admitted it was his worst performance.
I kept saying this on the tour. I was getting all kinds of press
notice because I wasn't going out and beating the drum for the

picture. I was being critical of it.
Gerber: How did the tour start?

Wilson: It was five years getting off the ground. Huston started this
picture around 1950 or '51, which was the 100th anniversary of
Moby Dick. It didn't come out until 1956. He had trouble with
the unions in Hollywood doing a film of a purely American story
and he was going to do it over in his Elstree Studios in England.
That cut me out, because he couldn't use any American help. Peck
being, fortunately, a Britisher--now he's an American citizen, I
guess--made him all right. John had to use all British labor on
his film over there. He had two million dollars in nis budget and
before he knew it all of that money was gone.. He'd built this huge
whale which floated away and they finally had to blow. it up because
jt became a hazard in the Channel. He found this 1ittle village

in Wales that looked just like New Bedford. He had a very interesting
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thing of using a black-print negative and a color print super-
imposed, and that gave the color a very dark and ominous quality.
That's the first time it was used, in Moby Dick. He invented a
great many ideas, and the picture when he first made it was three
hours long. They cut that down to an hour and fifty minutes. I'm
ashamed of my own little film of Moby Dick, in a way, because it's
only thirty minutes long--or twenty-eight--it seems like putting
the Gettysburg Address onto the head of a pin. You can't put

Melville into a condensed form.

Who sponsored your tour?

It was Warner Brothers.

They wanted to publicize the Moby Dick film?

My idea was to go out and‘ta]k about the story of Moby Dick énd

show slides of my paintings. I had these paintings in a portfolio,
and I would show them to the people I was talking to. They had.me
speaking to Rotary Clubs, and women's clubs, and fifteen high schools,
and colleges. I had three lectures. One was fifteen.minutes long,

one was a half-hour long, and one was a whole hour.
You can't do much in fifteen minutes, can you?

When you go to a Rotary Club, they horse around a Tot, and then
they're all getting up to sneak out, so you just give them the small
works. I remember one time, it was in an old people's home--they
were really putting me into almost anyplace. After almost five
months of this road work, I came back along the southern route and

they were putting me into children's shows and Captain Kangaroo and
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just anywhere they could. These old people, they took them away
from their games and their crocheting and their handcrafting and
said, "Here's a lecture this man's going to give you on Moby Dick."
One 01d fellow said, "How long does this thing Tast?" So I thought
I better give them the short form. They were cranky about it. I
had an audience of six people one time in Indianapolis, in one of
the museums there. Since it was an art lecture, they thought they'd

put it into there. Six people came to the thing. This was at the

John Herron Art Institute.

A tour like that is unpredictable, I suppose.

They would have me on television and radio. They cut all of the
pages out of the newspapers that the story is in, and they put them
all in a pile, just the single page of the newspaper that's got the _
article on it, and that's the way they measure jt. They say, "This
has got more publicity than any £ilm we've ever shown." 1 was on
the front page of papers way up in the northern part of the states.
I told a story about the power of the atom; can you imagine the art
news or the movie news getting on the front page? It was really an
interesting thing. I made money for the first time in my 1life, and
then the income tax took most of it away-. Two years éfter the tour,
the capita]—gains.tax came in and I could have gotten all that money
back. My friend Naecker, who is on the H & R Block thing, says,
"you really should have filed over again." After three years, you

can refile, vou know. But I was never able to get it back.
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Nden we ended a previous tape, we were talking about a dancer--
|

His name was Allen Wayne. He was a premier dancer at the

Metropolitan.
You were speaking of the way he walked, how he glided his feet.

He walked like Nijinsky. He was a great admirer of Nijinsky. An
Indian walks that way too. It's flat-footed, but they slide their
foot along the ground almost. It looks very powerful, Tike a
panther. There's something about it that's very beautiful. People
will stand and look when they see someone walk along the street that

way.
He was with the Ted Shawn company?

He had a great career in dancing. But I never knew such a homely
person. He must have had smallpox--he had pock marks all over his
face. His hair looked like a wild man, and he usually had wide-open
eyes. He just didn't seem to fit into little old Terre Haute,
somehow. But he was a dance teacher in the latter part of his life.
He took one of my drawings of a hand--Ahab's hand--and nailed it up
in his dance studio, and I was never able to get it back again. He
was that kind of an aggressive person. He wanted to do the choreo-
graphing of the music drama, the way the crew act when they're
frightened by the whale as it's approaching the ship. He had mar-
velous ideas as to how the men would move. He was a great advocate
of Martha Graham. He had style, and he had talent, but he was a

kind of a wild man. I suppose all creative people, including dancers,
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have something like that about them. I remember that Melville
is spoken of by Hawthorne; he was describing a savage who is
swinging a club, fighting. And after Melville went home that
evening, they all said, “Where is that club that he was using?"
Their imagination was so powerful that they'fe]t he had used an
actual war club. My friend, the Melville scholar, Dr. Murray,
who is a psychiatrist, said, "Really, your grandfather must have
been hit over the head with a harpoon, because Moby Dick has
possessed you. It's amazing. No one has spent thirty years of

his 1ife on this book."
Gerber: You thought of that as your masterwork?

Wilson: After you get past fifty, you begin to feel that you've got to do
something that will really solidify your talent, something to be
remembered. I've appreciated the fact that you've gone from Dreiser
to Melville in approaching my own interests, because I'm sure
Dreiser appreciated Melville and probably was familiar with him, but
Melville is my first love, in that sense, and Moby Dick is my Bible.

I feel it's got as great an impact, as a message.

Gerber: I was going to ask what it is about Moby Dick that appeals to you

so much.

Wilson: 1 cun't sxulain it. I ses the book as a work of art that has true
greatness in it. When Somerset Maugham included Melville's Moby

Dick as one of the ten great literary works of the worid, I rexlly
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felt good about this. It confirmed my belief that it is, for

our time, the greatest piece of writing that's come along.

You've spoken to me of someone who called it one of the twelve

worst.

Some dumb cluck students who hate to read stuff brought out a
book some years ago and classified all of the novels that were
the worst ten books in the world, and Moby Dick was at the head

of the list. They were being smart alecks.

What was second worst, David Copperfield?

That or Les Miserables. Maybe War and Peace. They parodied the

story in a chapter of their book. It came out from Princeton or

Harvard. I feel the same about Whitman's Leaves of Grass as I do

about Moby Dick. I wanted to do a mural on Whitman's poetry. In
fact, I've done one, which you know about--you have the postcard
of the "Vigil Strange" which I did in the community theater in Terre
Haute. I have made the scenario of the story of Walt Whitman and

his Leaves of Grass. But I haven't carried it nearly as far or

illustrated it like I have Moby Dick.

Do you see in Moby Dick what so many critics do, an elemental story

~ of the human species and its predicament?

There are many interpretations of the thing.

Some people say it goes to the heart of everything which makes us

the human predicament.


































































