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A Voice from the Thirties (V)
An Interview with Gilbert Wilson

Philip L. Gerber

This is the fifth of six interviews with Gilbert Wilson, painter and writer.
In previous interviews he spoke of his experiences with Art Young and
Diego Rivera, and reminisced about his boyhood in Terre Haute, Indiana. Other
topics of concern have included: his early experiences as a painter; his connections
with personalities such as Theodore Dreiser, Rockwell Kent, and Sherwood Anderson;
his interest in adapting Melville's Moby Dick for the stage as a music-drama; and
his tribulations as a mural painter during the 1930s. The present interview begins
with Wilson's further remarks concerning the merits of Moby Dick.
Gerber: This morning we are going talk about how you became interested in
F.0. Mattheissen's work in connection with Moby Dick.
Wilson: Yes, well, everywhere | went | was searching for something on Moby Dick
and Melville, and in American Renaissance, a very big book by
F.0. Mattheissen, he has a chapter on Melville which intrigued me very
much. Especially with my radicalization of viewpoint about art, | was
glad to find this quote from Mattheissen: ”Melviile created in Ahab's
tragedy a fearful symbol of the self-enclosed individualism that, carried
to its furthest extreme, brings disaster both upon itself and upon the
group of which it is a part." In other words, Ahab was really a symbol
of that quality in America which is individualism; but | believe there is
a point at which it becomes almost egocentric. One man can get into
power, almost like Hitler did, and can really take the whole shebang down
with him. Ahab is in that position, in a way, with his microcosm of the
Pequod, which was not only a symbol of America, with its amalgamation
of races, but a microcosm of the world, which is of all nations and

nationalities. |If one faction gets into



control of that, it can eventually destroy not only itself but the
society of which it is a part. This essentially is what I was

trying to say in Moby Dick as a music-drama, The White Whale.

The elemental energy in the atom or in the nucleus is really the

secret of all sustaining Tife. It's getting energy almost direct

from the sun. The power that is in the atom is equivalent to the

nucleus of the sun in relation to our planets. It's just an approach

to universal energy. And if we don't approach the étom with intell-

igence and with love, 1f will simply destroy us, because that's the

nature of the whole idea. Nature will not tolerate stupidity. So

far, I'm afraid that on our planet we're being very stupid about our

survival. We may just ruin the planet to the point where life will

not be able to go on. I'm sure it will go on elsewhere in the universe,

but our planet, the earth, is really on probation. We, as the human

beings of this planet, may‘have to face up to our own ignorance, which

can destroy us.

I was so impressed with Mattheissen's evaluation of Moby Dick and its

meaning that I wrote him a letter. He was at Harvard, teaching. I

asked him if I could come and show him my drawings and talk to him

about making a music-drama of Moby Dick. He admitted that he knew very

little about music although he had an appreciation of it. He couldn't

help me on the music side of the thing but he certainly was interested

in Moby Dick and Melville, and any artist who approaches that combination

he felt would interest him. I had very friendly letters from him for

quite some time in relation to paying him a visit, but I never got around
: 2

" to it. I was always backward about meeting people face to face. I

could easily write a letter and get on friendly terms with them, but



when the-idea came of going in their presence and ta]king to them,

I always felt insecure.

I even sent Matthissen a drawing; I cemented the friendship with

this drawing of Ahab. He liked it very much andApraised my work

and said he was looking forward to seeing me. .But after a few years
of our correspondence, I was sorry one day to learn that he had
committed suicide. Naturally, when you have a friendship with
someone, you wonder. I was worried that maybe I had let him down in
some way. I knew from what I had read that he had been anticipating
this act of suicide for quite some time. He had willed his books and
personal belongings and what money he had to various individuals and
had really planned this. 1 attended a memorial ceremony in New York
with George Braziller, the book publisher, and several other outstand-
ing individuals.

I learned that Mattheissen must have been a lonely man. To stand on

a window ledge on a five-story building in a courtyard in the dark and
to just let go, fall down into that, kill yourseif! It left me with
very uneasy feelings. I regretted that I hadn't pursued the friendship
more vigorously. Not that I had anything to do with the suicide, but
it was just that things might have been different if people had been
more friendly. Especially when any person goes into the study of
Melville and Moby Dick. Van Wyck Brooks pointed out to me that the
book has a way of getting into your inner being and turning around in
there and really disturbing you: 1it's dangerous.

Brooks pointed out that two of his friends--he didn't mention who they
were--had come to bad ends from staying too long in the "honey head®

of Moby Dick. We know that when the head is cut off the whale and hangs
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on the side of the ship, they put what is called the sperm-bucket
down into th;t cavity of the head, the brain, and there they get

the finest 0il1, used particularly for the lubrication of watches

and fine machinery. At one point in the story of Moby Dick, Tashtego
slips in the greasy procéss of'gettiﬁg the 0il out of the whale and
falls head-first into this honey—we11,'as they call it. Just at that
same time, with the added weight of his body, the head broke the
tackle and the whole thing fell into the sea and started to sink.
Queequeg>with ever-ready prowess dove in and with his knife cut into
the head down where Tashtego was. It's interesting how Melville
describes him getting hold of a leg first. As everyone knows, if

a child is born féet-first, it's a difficult birth, a breech birth,
very bad for the child. So he pushes the foot back and turns the
body around and gets a hold of Tashtego's head, and pulls him out.
Gives him a second birth there beneath the water. I can't say that
Mattheissen studied too long about Moby Dick, but he certainly was a

scholar who went into things with full force, and his American

Renaissance reveals that he had a very deep feeling for Melville and

his story.

I take it that your reading this quotation from American Renaissance

regarding individualism means you would agree that in any conflict
between the two, the group must take precedence over the individual;

is that right?

It's a very subtle kind of thing. There is a need for leadership,
oftentimes and always, but that leadership has to have a purity of 1
motive and must not dominate the group of which it is a part. In my

study of Esoterics, the so-called masters of the wisdom remained
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magazine. It was about a milling town, girls falling in love with
their machines. Of all things, they would lean up against these
machines and get their kicks out of the machines and then the boys
couldn't have anything to do with them. It was an interesting story
from the sfandpoint of how man's machine and his machine world
possessed him. I can't recall the title, but the story intrigued

me.

Anderson had been in California just two weeks before, so I wrote

to him in care of this group; I thought they would forward the letter.
Evidently they didn't, because I never heard from him. This must be
in 1930 or '31, and it was not until 1934 or '35 that I finally wrote
him again, and this time I seemed to contact him, because he answered.
I was again approaching him on writing. I wanted him to Took at some
of my "Stories of High Earth." He responded and said, "Sure, I'1l

look at them, and I may steal from them." That was flattering as the
dickens to me--the thought that I could give Sherwood Anderson an idea.
So when I had this friendly response, I began corresponding with him
and found him r;adily willing to answer. .
I learned that he used his correspondence as a kind of warming up for
his day's writing. He really welcomed having someone to write to.

Many times his letters were much 1ike his narration in his stories.

I had long letters from him. He would take this foolscap paper, which
is yellow and lined, and put it in his typewriter; it's very cheap
paper, and he would hit the damn keys so hard that they cut right into
the paper. The pages were cut in patterns almost like a lace valentine.
He'd type clear out to the edge of the margins and from the top of Zhe

page clear to the bottom. He said he typed with one finger or two
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Here you come along and say that Steiglitz' portrait has more in
its face--a photograph which was taken twenty years ago--than I
have today." It nearly broke his heart. I saw that I had hurt
his feelings. And the silence still extended itself after he had
said that. I said, "Do you want me to go?" I had already taken

the portrait and torn it up, which in itself was a kind of insult..

What I meant by it was that I wasn't getting what I wanted in the

sketch. So I asked if I should go. He said, "If you want to," and

so I got up and left.

Can you imagine having a friendship start off with such a blank blow
like that? I wrote him a letter then, and put a great effort into
apologizing about the situation. He.wrote back, saying, "I really

feel that when I first met you, you were a young, arrogant kid who

wants to take pot shots at a man who has made his mark. Now I see

that you are honest and not that way at all." It really made me feel
good to get off the hook, because I felt I had ruined the friendship.
From then on we exchanged letters for six or seven years. He was

always prompt about answering, and he seemed to thoroughly respect my
friendship. I was pleased to find at least three or four of his letters
to me in his published book of 1etter‘s.'| When he told me that he would
read my "High Earth" stories, I sent that letter to Dreiser and apologized
for putting him second in line, as I had already. offered the stories to
Anderson.

Both men seemed to feel that I should try to put the stories into book
form and become a writer, although Anderson discouraged me from being

»
both a writer and a painter. He said, "I tried to paint when I was young,

]See Letters of Sherwood Anderson, Howard Mumford Jones and Walter B. Rideout,

eds. (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1953, pp. 249, 250.
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and I finally had to give up painting.' My brother2

paints and has
made a dareer of it, but I took to writing and cut off the painting.
That's the best advice I can give you." I've never taken it. 1

may still not be a writer; I don't know.
What was it you so admired about Anderson?

He was from the Middle West, having been born and raised in Clyde,
Ohio, and that made him eligible for my Mural Song of the Midwest. I
suppose that as much as anything was my reason for writing him, just

as it was for Dreiser and William Allen White and others.
Why a Mural Song of the Midwest? Why select that area?
Does that seem provincial?

No. I was only curious about your aim.

There were a group of artists in New York, also in the West, who were

well known. I was circumscribing my community. .No one had really

come out of the Middle West, to celebrate it. I was saying, "Let the
Eastern artists have their group and let the Western have theirs, aAd
we'll have one in the Middle West. i suppose, in a way, it was cliqueish.
I found that there were more people of Middle-West origin; I was sur-
prised to find that Robert Penn Warren was born in Kentucky. We had a
great many celebrities from that area. No one thinks of Dreiser as

being from Terre Haute, Indiana; you have to be a scholar to know that.

I think the Middle West is neg]ected.by not being very cognizant of its

creative people. I suppose that's what I was trying to do, bring that

fact into focus.

Karl Anderson, painter and illustrator.











































































