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A V o i c e from t he T h i r t i e s (V) 
An I n t e r v i e w w i t h G i l b e r t W i l s o n 

Ph i 1 i p L .  Gerber 

T h i s i s t h e f i f t h o f s i x i n t e r v i e w s w i t h G i l b e r t W i l s o n ,  p a i n t e r and w r i t e r .  

In p r e v i o u s i n t e r v i e w s he spoke of h i s e x p e r i e n c e s w i t h A r t Young and 

D i ego R i v e r a ,  and r e m i n i s c e d abou t h i s boyhood i n T e r r e H a u t e ,  I n d i a n a .  O t her 

t o p i c s o f c o n c e r n have i n c l u d e d : h i s e a r l y e x p e r i e n c e s as a p a i n t e r ; h i s c o n n e c t i o n s 

w i t h p e r s o n a l i t i e s such as Theodore D r e i s e r ,  R o c k w e l l K e n t ,  and Sherwood Anderson ; 

h i s i n t e r e s t i n a d a p t i n g M e l v i l l e ' s Moby D i c k f o r t he s t a g e as a mus i c-drama ; and 

h i s t r i b u l a t i o n s as a mura l p a i n t e r d u r i n g t he 1930s .  The p r e s e n t i n t e r v i e w b e g i n s 

w i t h W i l s o n ' s f u r t h e r remarks c o n c e r n i n g t he m e r i t s o f Moby D i c k .  

Gerber : T h i s morn i ng we a r e go i ng t a l k abou t how you became i n t e r e s t e d i n 

F.O.  M a t t h e i s s e n ' s work i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h Moby D i c k .  

W i l s o n : Y e s ,  w e l l ,  e v e r y w h e r e I wen t I was s e a r c h i n g f o r some t h i ng on Moby D i ck 

and M e l v i l l e ,  and i n Amer i can R e n a i s s a n c e ,  a v e r y b i g book by 

F.O.  M a t t h e i s s e n ,  he has a c h a p t e r on M e l v i l l e w h i c h i n t r i g u e d me v e r y 

much .  E s p e c i a l l y w i t h my r a d i c a l i z a t i o n o f v i e w p o i n t abou t a r t ,  I was 

g l a d t o f i n d t h i s quo t e from M a t t h e i s s e n : " M e l v i l l e c r e a t e d i n Ahab ' s 

t r a g e d y a f e a r f u l symbol o f t he s e l f - e n c l o s e d i n d i v i d u a l i s m t h a t ,  c a r r i e d 

t o i t s f u r t h e s t e x t r e m e ,  b r i n g s d i s a s t e r bo t h upon i t s e l f and upon t he 

group o f 'Which i t i s a p a r t . " In o t h e r w o r d s ,  Ahab was r e a l l y a symbol 

o f t h a t q u a l i t y i n Amer i c a wh i c h i s i n d i v i d u a l i s m ; bu t I b e l i e v e t h e r e i s 

a p o i n t a t w h i c h i t becomes a l mos t e g o c e n t r i c .  One man can ge t i n t o 

power ,  a l m o s t l i k e H i t l e r d i d ,  and can r e a l l y t a k e t he who l e shebang down 

w i t h h i m .  Ahab i s i n t h a t p o s i t i o n ,  i n a way ,  w i t h h i s m i crocosm o f t he 

Pequod ,  wh i c h was no t o n l y a symbo l o f A m e r i c a ,  w i t h i t s ama l gama t i on 

o f r a c e s ,  bu t a m i crocosm o f t h e w o r l d ,  w h i c h i s o f a l l n a t i o n s and 

n a t i o n a l i t i e s .  I f one f a c t i o n g e t s i n t o 



c on t r o l  o f t h a t ,  i t  can e v e n t u a l l y des t r o y not  on l y i t s e l f  bu t  t he 

s o c i e t y o f wh i ch i t  i s a p a r t .  T h i s e s s e n t i a l l y i s what  I was 

t r y i n g t o say i n Moby D i ck as a mus ic-drama ,  The Wh i t e Whale .  

The e l emen t a l  energy i n t he atom or i n t he nuc l eus i s r e a l l y t he 

s e c r e t  o f a l l  s u s t a i n i n g l i f e .  I t ' s g e t t i n g energy a l mos t  d i r e c t  

from t he sun .  The povyer t h a t  i s i n t he atom i s e q u i v a l e n t  t o the 

nuc l eus of t he sun i n r e l a t i o n t o our p l a n e t s .  I t ' s j u s t  an approach 

t o u n i v e r s a l  energy .  And i f  we don ' t  approach t he atom w i t h i n t e l l -

i gence and w i t h l o v e ,  i t  w i l l  s i mp l y des t r oy us ,  because t h a t ' s t he 

na t u re o f t he whole i dea .  Na t ure w i l l  no t  t o l e r a t e s t u p i d i t y .  So 

f a r ,  I 'm a f r a i d t h a t  on our p l ane t  we ' re be ing ve r y s t u p i d abou t  our 

s u r v i v a l .  We may j u s t  r u i n t he p l ane t  t o t he po i n t  where l i f e w i l l  

not  be ab l e t o go on .  I 'm su r e i t  w i l l  go on e l sewhere i n t he u n i v e r s e ,  

bu t  our p l a n e t ,  t he e a r t h ,  i s r e a l l y on p roba t i on .  We,  as t he human 

be ings of t h i s p l a n e t ,  may have t o f ace up t o our own i gnorance ,  wh i ch 

can des t r oy us .  

I v^as so impressed w i t h Ma t t he i ssen ' s e v a l u a t i o n o f Moby D i ck and i t s 

meaning t h a t  I wro t e him a l e t t e r .  He was a t  Harvard ,  t each i ng .  I 

asked him i f  I cou l d come and show him my draw i ngs and t a l k t o him 

abou t  mak ing a music-drama of Moby D i ck .  He adm i t t ed t h a t  he knew ve ry 

l i t t l e abou t  mus ic a l t hough he had an a p p r e c i a t i o n o f i t .  He cou l dn ' t  

he l p me on t he mus i c s i d e o f t he t h i ng bu t  he c e r t a i n l y v;as i n t e r e s t e d 

i n Moby D i ck and M e l v i l l e ,  and any a r t i s t  who approaches t h a t  comb i na t i on 

he f e l t  would i n t e r e s t  him .  I had ve r y f r i e n d l y l e t t e r s from him f o r 

q u i t e some t i me i n r e l a t i o n t o pay i ng him a v i s i t ,  bu t  I never got  around 

t o i t .  I was a l ways backward abou t  mee t ing peop l e f ace t o f a c e .  I 

cou l d e a s i l y w r i t e a l e t t e r  and ge t  on f r i e n d l y t erms w i t h them ,  bu t  



when t he i dea came o f go ing i n t h e i r presence and t a l k i n g t o them ,  

I a l ways f e l t  i n se cu r e .  

I even sen t  Ma t t h i ssen a draw i ng ;  I cemented t he f r i e n d s h i p w i t h 

t h i s draw ing o f Ahab .  He l i k e d i t  ve r y much and p r a i sed my work 

and s a i d he was l o ok i ng forward t o see i ng me.  Bu t  a f t e r a few y e a r s 

of our cor respondence ,  I was s o r r y one day t o l e a r n t h a t  he had 

comm i t ted s u i c i d e .  N a t u r a l l y ,  when you have a f r i e n d s h i p w i t h 

someone,  you wonder .  I was v / orr i ed t h a t  maybe I had l e t  him dov;n i n 

some way.  I knew from what  I had read t h a t  he had been a n t i c i p a t i n g 

t h i s a c t  o f s u i c i d e f o r q u i t e some t i me .  He had w i l l e d h i s books and 

persona l  be l ong i ngs and what  money he had t o v a r i ous i n d i v i d u a l s and 

had r e a l l y p l anned t h i s .  I a t t ended a memor ial  ceremony i n New York 

w i t h George B r a z i l l e r ,  t he book p u b l i s h e r ,  and s e v e r a l  o t he r ou t s t and -

i ng i n d i v i d u a l s .  

I l ea r ned t h a t  Ma t t he i ssen must  have been a l o n e l y man.  To s t and on 

a window l edge on a f i v e - s t o r y b u i l d i n g i n a c ou r t y a r d i n t he dark and 

t o j u s t  l e t  go,  f a l l  down i n t o t h a t ,  k i l l  y o u r s e l f ! I t  l e f t  me w i t h 

ve ry uneasy f e e l i n g s .  I r e g r e t t e d t h a t  I hadn ' t  pursued t he f r i e n d s h i p 

more v i g o r o u s l y .  Not  t h a t  I had any t h i ng t o do w i t h t he s u i c i d e ,  but  

i t  was j u s t  t h a t  t h i ngs m igh t  have been d i f f e r e n t  i f peop l e had been 

more f r i e n d l y .  E s p e c i a l l y when any person goes i n t o t he s t udy of 

M e l v i l l e and Moby D i ck .  Van Wyck Brooks po i n t ed ou t  t o me t h a t  t he 

book has a v/ay o f g e t t i n g i n t o your i nne r be ing and t u r n i n g around i n 

t he r e and r e a l l y d i s t u r b i n g you :  i t ' s dangerous .  

Brooks po i n t ed ou t  t h a t  two of h i s f r i e n d s - - h e d i dn ' t  men t i on who t hey 

were--had come t o bad ends from s t a y i n g too l ong i n t he "honey headl '-

o f Moby D i ck .  We know t h a t  when t he head i s cu t  o f f t he wha le and hangs 



on t he s i d e of t he s h i p ,  t hey pu t  what  i s c a l l e d t he sperm-bucke t  

down i n t o t h a t  c a v i t y o f t he head ,  t he b r a i n ,  and t he r e t hey ge t  

t he f i n e s t  o i l ,  used p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r t he l u b r i c a t i o n o f wa t ches 

and f i n e mach i nery .  A t  one po i n t  i n t he s t o r y o f Moby D i ck ,  Tash t ego 

s l i p s i n t he greasy process o f g e t t i n g t he o i l  ou t  o f t he wha le and 

f a l l s h e a d - f i r s t  i n t o t h i s honey-we l l ,  as t hey c a l l  i t .  J u s t  a t  t h a t  

same t i me ,  w i t h t he added we i gh t  of h i s body,  t he head broke t he 

t a c k l e and t he whole t h i ng f e l l  i n t o t he sea and s t a r t e d t o s i n k .  

Queequeg w i t h ever - ready prowess dove i n and w i t h h i s k n i f e cu t  i n t o 

the head down where Tash t ego v;as.  I t ' s i n t e r e s t i n g how M e l v i l l e 

desc r i bes him g e t t i n g ho l d o f a l e g f i r s t .  As everyone knov/s,  i f 

a c h i l d i s born f e e t - f i r s t ,  i t ' s a d i f f i c u l t  b i r t h ,  a breech b i r t h ,  

ve r y bad f o r the c h i l d .  So he pushes t he foo t  back and t u r ns t he 

body around and ge t s a ho l d o f Tash t ego ' s head ,  and p u l l s him ou t .  

G i ves him a second b i r t h t he r e beneath t he wa t er .  I can ' t  say t h a t  

Ma t t he i ssen s t ud i ed too l ong abou t  Moby D i ck ,  bu t  he c e r t a i n l y was a 

s c h o l a r who went  i n t o t h i ngs w i t h f u l l  f o r c e ,  and h i s Amer i can 

Rena i ssance r e v e a l s t h a t  he had a ve ry deep f e e l i n g f o r M e l v i l l e and 

h i s s t o r y .  

'  Gerber :  I t ake i t  t h a t  your read i ng t h i s quo t a t i on from Amer i can Rena i ssance 

regard i ng i n d i v i d u a l i s m means you wou ld agree t h a t  i n any c o n f l i c t  

between t he two ,  t he group must  t ake precedence over t he i n d i v i d u a l ;  

i s t h a t  r i g h t ? 

W i l son :  I t ' s a ve ry s u b t l e k i nd o f t h i n g .  There i s a need f o r l e a d e r s h i p ,  

o f t en t i mes and a l ways ,  but  t h a t  l e a d e r s h i p has t o have a p u r i t y o f 

mo t i ve and must  not  dom inate t he group o f wh i ch i t  i s a p a r t .  I n my 

s t udy of E s o t e r i c s ,  t he s o - c a l l e d mas t ers o f t he wisdom rema ined 
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completely anonymous.  They act through t h e i r subord inates .  I t ' s 

comparable to big business .  I f you get something v;rong w i th your 

telephone,  you can not c a l l i n to the president of AT ^ T and say ,  

"Look,  my telephone i s in troub le ." You have to go to someone 

beneath him,  someone who has got the time to spend wi th you .  I t ' s 

the same way wi th leadersh ip of nat ions; i t has to be a beneficent 

re l a t i onsh i p and never encroach upon the ind iv idua l i sm of the people 

in the group.  

Gerber: Th is quest ion became qu i te important during the T h i r t i e s ,  a time 

when the emphasis upon the group came in s trong ly after--and maybe 

as a reac t ion to--the i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c Twen t ies .  I note tha t a number 

of the things you have v;orked on have to do wi th group ac t i on .  Your 

murals alv;ays invo lve people working together .  And your l i t t l e f i l m 

on the Hue-mans that you showed us l a s t night has to do wi th groups.  

So I was in t eres t ed that you would se l ec t t h i s par t i cu l a r quotat ion 

from American Renaissance.  I t a l so has to do wi th the dangers of 

unbridled i nd i v i dua l i sm .  

Wi lson: Ue have a perfec t example of leadersh ip gone wrong in the Guyana 

inc iden t a t Jonestown ,  where mass su i c i des came about through the 

inf luence of one i nd i v i du a l ,  the leader .  H i t l e r a l so i s a perfec t 

example.  In Ind i ana ,  my home s t a t e ,  during the T h i r t i e s ,  Governor 

McNutt brought about mar t i a l law i n my home town of Terre Haute.  We 

had mar t i a l law for three days .  I t was i l l e g a l for three people to 

congregate together on the s t r e e t .  Two people could stand and t a l k ,  

but i f a t h i rd jo ined them they could be arres t ed .  Th i s was considered 

to be a crowd.  

Th is was in 1934 and 1935,  when I was doing murals a t Terre Haute.  



I n v e s t i g a t i n g t he prob lem o f c i v i l  r i g h t s ,  t hey found t h a t  S u l l i v a n 

Coun ty ,  abou t  t h i r t y m i l es away,  had had m a r t i a l  l aw dec l a r ed and 

never l i f t e d f o r t h r ee y e a r s .  I n T e r r e Hau t e ,  when t h i s p r o f ess o r 

f r i e n d of mine wan ted t o go down a c e r t a i n s t r e e t ,  a m a r t i a l - l a w 

boy w i t h h i s r i f l e s a i d ,  "So r r y ,  s i r ,  bu t  you can ' t  come dov;n t h i s 

s t r e e t . " And t he p r o f esso r s a i d ,  "I ' m go ing down t h i s s t r e e t .  I ' ve 

done i t  f o r t he l a s t  f i f t e e n y e a r s and I 'm go ing down i t  a g a i n ,  t o 

t he schoo l  where I work ." The f e l l o w j u s t  pu t  a bayonet  t o h i s stomach 

and c a l l e d t he r e s t  o f them and s a i d ,  "Take t h i s man t o j a i l . " 

When I was do ing t he mura l s a t  Woodrow W i l son H igh Scho o l ,  t he f i r s t  

I ' d eve r done,  t he c i t y was be ing c r u i s e d by t hese g r ea t  army t r u c k s 

w i t h men w i t h mach ine guns .  I t  was a genera l  s t r i k e .  Eve ry i n d u s t r y 

and every s t o r e and eve ry bus i ness i n T e r r e Hau te was c l o sed .  For t h r ee 

days we had r e a l l y a ve ry t ouchy s i t u a t i o n .  E a r l  Browder came t o town 

and t hey a r r e s t e d him as a vagran t  because he d i dn ' t  have ve ry much money 

i n h i s pocke t .  The s o c i a l i s t  l eade r Norman Thomas came t o town and t r i e d 

to speak ;  t hey t r i e d t o preven t  t h a t .  I b e l i e v e t he r e was a f e l l o w named 

Powers Hapgood,  who a l s o was a s o c i a l i s t ,  came over from I n d i a n a p o l i s and 

spoke on the cour t house s t eps .  He drew a l i t t l e crowd ,  and so t hey 

a r r e s t e d him .  Bu t  Norman Thomas ms too much o f a n a t i on a l  f i g u r e .  They 

d i dn ' t  dare j a i l  him .  

A l l  the papers were w r i t i n g abou t  T e r r e Hau te .  I ' ve seen my home town 

on t he f r o n t  magazine s e c t i o n o f c u r r e n t  p e r i o d i c a l s t h r ee t i mes .  One 

of them was a b i g gamb l ing t h i ng t h a t  e x i s t e d i n Te r r e Hau t e ,  r aceho rse 

gamb l ing .  The nex t  one v;as p r o s t i t u t i o n ;  i t  was c a l l e d the S i n C i t y o f 

T e r r e Hau te .  And t hen t he t h i r d t i me was a f e a t u r e i n L i f e magazine '• 

when t he c i t y had i t s genera l  s t r i k e .  I come ou t  o f a r a t h e r d i s t u r bed 
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background so f a r as a c i t i z e n i s concerned .  I s t and w i t h Debs 

and Dre iser , ' vyho v/ere t he two o t he r ou t s t and i ng i n d i v i d u a l s t h a t  

came from Te r r e Hau te .  

Gerber :  May we t a l k abou t  D r e i s e r f o r a m inu t e? I know you ' ve gone over 

your connec t i on w i t h him many t i mes ,  bu t  I 'm i n t e r e s t e d i n hav i ng 

your a n a l y s i s o f what  i t  i s t h a t  drew you t oward him .  

W i l son :  I 'm su re t h a t  one day du r i ng t he T h i r t i e s T ime rev i ewed t he book 

of Theodore D r e i s e r c a l l e d Dawn,  abou t  h i s e a r l y l i f e and h i s coming 

from Te r r e Hau te .  I was i n my t v / en t i es ,  I guess ,  j u s t  ou t  o f h i gh 

scho o l ,  and I r e a l i z e d t h a t  here was a g r ea t  man,  born i n my home 

town ,  whom I never knew any t h i ng abou t .  Never i n my s t udy had anyone 

brough t  up t he name o f Theodore D r e i s e r .  I f e l t  r e s e n t f u l  t h a t  here 

was an ou t s t and i ng wor l d f i g u r e ,  and my educa t i on had never touched 

him .  So I went  t o t he l i b r a r y t o t r y t o ge t  a copy of Dawn,  and a l l  

of D r e i s e r ' s books were "on r e s e r v e . " Tha t  sounded funny ;  I though t  

maybe t hey were so v a l uab l e t h a t  t hey kep t  them on r e s e r v e ,  but  I found 

ou t  t h a t  t hey were cons i dered d i r t y books ,  and t hey were not  e a s i l y 

drav^n ou t  from t he l i b r a r y .  You had t o s i gn f o r them ,  

I began read i ng abou t  D r e i s e r ' s work .  E v e n t u a l l y I had t he chance t o 

go t o New York and t o t he W r i t e r s Congress .  I ' d had t h i s t r oub l e w i t h 

my mura l s i n Woodrow W i l son J u n i o r High Schoo l  and t h i s had been w r i t t e n 

up i n The New Repub l ic ."* The r e f o r e I v;as asked t o come t o read a paper 

on my work a t  t he A r t i s t s Congress ,  i n 1936 .  I had made t he po i n t  of 

l ook i ng up Theodore D r e i s e r ,  found he l i v e d i n New York C i t y on Eas t  

Ten t h S t r e e t ,  r i g h t  o f f F i f t h Avenue ,  and so I wro t e a l e t t e r ask i ng 

i f I cou l d come and v i s i t  him and make some ske t ches f o r a p o r t r a i t .  

' A r t  and Te r r e Hau te ," The New Repub l i c ,  Sep tember 4 ,  1935 ,  p.  91 .  
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I wanted my "Mural Song of the Midwest" to inc lude people l i k e 

Debs and A r t Young and D r e i s e r , anyone of g reat s i g n i f i c a n c e i n 

the l i t e r a r y f i e l d s . I wanted to do a mural tha t would surround 

t h e i r heads w i th va r i ou s expres s ions of t h e i r work. I asked D r e i s e r 

to g ive me a run-down of the cha r a c te r s in h i s books which he f e l t 

v;ere most t y p i c a l of h i s w r i t i n g , and he d i d , about ten or twelve 

i n d i v i d u a l s , one being h i s brother P a u l . T e r r e Haute would c e l e b r a t e 

P a u l , but they wouldn ' t c e l e b r a t e Theodore. So I d i d n ' t get f a r w i th 

the "Mural Song of the Midwest." I s t i l l have t ha t to do, somewhere, 

I suppose. But I d id do my p o r t r a i t of D r e i s e r . 

Gerber: What kept you i n t e r e s t e d i n D r e i s e r beyond the hope of ge t t i ng h i s 

p i c t u r e in to a mural? 

Wilson: I was f i nd i ng murals more and more d i f f i c u l t to do--to get a chance 

to do. So I turned to w r i t i n g , and I began w r i t i n g about people in 

my home town who had i n f l uenced my l i f e . I decided to c a l l t h i s group 

of s t o r i e s High E a r t l i , which i s a t r a n s l a t i o n of Ior re_j la j iJ .G , Trench 

meaning high ground. I wanted to pa t te rn t h i s hook a f t e r D r e i s e r ' s 

Twelve Men, which i s a s e r i e s of short c h a r a c t e r sketc l ies ahout people 

he knew, and a l so Sherwood Anderson 's Winesburg, Oli io, a s e r i e s of 

short s t o r i e s w i th one c e n t r a l c h a r a c t e r running tlirougfi thonr. that 

cha r ac te r was a young ticw-paperman who ms r c a H y ' hei'v/ood Ani l - i son. 

I had about ten or twelve of these s t o r i e s roughed out , and I asked 

D re i s e r i f he would l e t me send him tin 's manuscr i i ) t . He was ii:oro than 

g rac ious , s ay i ng , " Y e s , I ' l l be glad to look at i t ; a t l e a s t have i t 

a l l typed up so tha t I won 't have to s t rugg le w i th someone's handwr i t i ng . " 

1 



I was so l i f t e d by t h i s prom i se t o l ook a t  my work t h a t ,  a g a i n ,  

I h e s i t a t e d t o t ake i t  t o him because I v/anted t o con t i nue 

p o l i s h i n g i t ,  do ing i t  b e t t e r .  He s a i d ,  " I hope t h a t  you can 

w r i t e as we l l  as p a i n t ,  because I t h i n k t h a t  you wou ld t u r n ou t  

an a r r e s t i n g volume ." I 'm su re t h a t  t o me t hose words from D r e i s e r 

v^ere p r e t t y much l i k e Emerson ' s p r a i s e o f Wa l t  Whi tman ' s Leaves of 

G r ass :  " I g r ee t  you on t he t h r esho l d o f a g r ea t  c a r e e r . " 

Gerber :  Do you r e c a l l  when you f i r s t  met  D r e i s e r ? 

W i l son :  I t  was a t  t he A r t i s t s Congress .  When t hey l ea rned t h a t  I was 

f r i e n d l y w i t h him and had some correspondence w i t h him ,  t hey asked 

me i f I wou ld ge t  D r e i s e r t o come t o t he A r t i s t s Congress ,  wh i ch was 

he l d i n one of t he b i g mee t ing h a l l s i n New York C i t y back i n ' 36.  

So I c a l l e d him on t he phone and spoke t o a s e c r e t a r y and she f i n a l l y 

pu t  D r e i s e r on t he phone.  I had t h a t  shaky f e e l i n g .  T h i s g l a s s o f 

v/ater i n f r o n t  o f me i s a l ways a symbol  o f my t i g h t  t h r o a t ,  wh i ch 

somehow j u s t  t h i ckens up when I have an i mpor t an t  word t o say to 

someone.  I n t a l k i n g t o D r e i s e r I asked him i f  he wou ld l e t  us bo 

honored w i t h h i s presence t he r e .  He s a i d ,  " I ' l l  come t o the mee t ing 

bu t  I ' l l  s i t  i n the aud i ence ,  not  on the s t age ,  i f you don ' t  mind ." 

So we agreed t o t h a t ,  and he a l lov /ed me t o announce h i s presence a t  

t he mee t i ng ,  and when I read my paper I had him s t and up and i n t roduced 

him .  N a t u r a l l y ,  t he app l ause was t remendous ,  because D r e i s e r had been 

very i ns t r umen t a l  two y e a r s before i n g e t t i n g t he W r i t e r s Congress 

e s t a b l i s h e d ,  wh i ch was a pa r t  of the League Aga i ns t  War and Fasc i sm o f 

t h a t  t i me .  

Gerber :  And you had o t her persona l  connec t i ons w i t h D r e i s e r ? 
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Wi lson: Yes ,  a fr i end of mine was an a ss i s t an t photographer for Time 
r 

Magazine and n a t u r a l l y ,  now knowing Dre i ser ,  I asked t h i s 

photographer one day i f he v/ould l i k e to take some p i c t ures of 

Theodore Dre i ser ,  Of course he jumped at the chance.  Color photo-

graphy was j u s t coming in a t tha t t ime; i t was a very laborious 

process to get l i gh t i ng se t up,  and I r e a l l y stuck my neck out 

because v;hen the photographer appeared 'he had three ass i s t an t s and 

a l l of them had big cables and l i g h t s and cameras.  Dre iser was almost 

overwhelmed.  But I found him very agreeable .  Th i s was my f i r s t contact 

wi th him,  in h i s presence ,  and I was amazed a t how l igh thear t ed he was.  

His sm i l e ,  h i s fr i end l y persona l i t y was so d i f feren t from what I had 

imagined he would be l i k e .  An American Tragedy and S i s t e r Carr i e being 

being such dark ,  dark books gave me the fee l i ng that he would be an old 

grouch ,  someone who might "look the part" of being the author of grim 

books.  

My des i re to do Dre i ser ' s por t r a i t was frus t ra t ed by my f i nd i ng him a 

very d i f feren t persona l i t y in t h i s f i r s t meet ing ,  d i f feren t from what 

I had imagined from reading h i s books.  I ' l l agree wi th h i s niece;^ 

she says ,  "Your por t ra i t of Dre iser that I saw at Terre Haute that time 

.  offended me.  I never saw that kind of qua l i t y in iiiy uncle ." I t r i e d 

to exp l a in about an a r t i s t when he does a p o r t r a i t .  I don ' t know who 

the author was,  but a quotat ion says ,  "As when a pa in t er poring on a 

face d i v i ne l y through a l l hindrance f inds the man behind i t ,  and so 

pain ts that the form and co lor of a mind and l i f e l i v e s for those a f t e r 

him,  ever a t i t s best ." You go beyond the surface of the face .  You 

t ry to express some of the inner qua l i t y of the man.  Th i s i s what :I 

have t r i e d to do wi th my mural por t r a i t of Dre i ser ,  to get tha t grim ,  

2 
Dr.  Vera Dre i ser ,  niece of the nove l i s t and author of the biography My Uncle 

Theodore (1976) .  
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pov/erfu l  de t e rm i na t i on of h i s ,  t o ge t  a t  the f a c t s and b r i ng them 
t  

ou t  r e g a r d l e s s of how de v as t a t i ng t hey a r e ,  t o f a c e up t o t he i nne r .  

q u a l i t i e s of our w l io le s o c i e t y .  

Gerber :  What  happened t o t hose pho tographs? 

W i l son :  I t r i e d t o reach t h a t  man l a t e r , '  h i s name was Le i gh I r w i n .  I wro t e 

to a con t ac t  I had i n New York ,  and he l ooked i n t he phone book ,  

but  t he r e was no i n d i c a t i o n t h a t  I r w i n was s t i l l  i n New York .  I 

have no way of know ing .  I never saw any of t he photographs pub l i shed .  

I t o l d D r e i s e r when I was g e t t i n g them made,  "Th i s i s a pho tographer 

f o r Time magaz ine ,  and t hese may be used on t he cover o f T ime ." He 

s a i d ,  "Oh Yeah?" as i f he was ve ry dub i ous abou t  g e t t i n g on t ha t  cover ,  

Gerber :  Were you w i t h him a t  Woods Hole and p l aces l i k e t h a t ? 

W i l son :  No.  A l e t t e r  of mine was forwarded t o h.im t h e r e ,  and he wro t e me from 

t he r e .  I immed i a t e l y wro t e and asked i f I cou l d come to Woods Ho le .  

He had p r a i sed i t  so h i gh l y as a l i t t l e commune where t hey worked on 

vege t ab l es i n t he e a r l y morn ing and then i n t he af t e rnoon worked on 

t h e i r own t h i ngs .  They v;ere ve ry advanced and c e l eb r a t ed s c i e n t i s t s 

who were t r y i n g t o b r i ng t h e i r work forward i n d i v i d u a l l y and not  have 

to t u r n i t  over t o b i g i n d u s t r y .  I unders t and t h a t  many an i mpor t an t  

s c i e n t i f i c exper i men t  w i l l  be brough t  f o r t h ,  f o r i n s t a n c e ,  shoes wh i ch 

w i l l  not  wear ou t ,  or t i r e s or r az o r b l ades ,  and t hese w i l l  be brough t  

up and pu t  under t he t a b l e and not  s o l d .  Because t he r e i s no p r o f i t  

i n them.  What  manufac t urer wan ts a p a i r of shoes t h a t  w i l l  l a s t  f o r e v e r ? 

They ' re not  go ing t o s e l l  any t h i ng l i k e t h a t ;  t hey want  you t o wear" ' i t  

ou t  so t hey can s e l l  you a new one.  These men a t  Woods Hole were 



work ing on v a r i ous t h i ngs t h a t  d i d not  have t o be f i nanced through 

b i g i n d u s t r y or governmen t .  D r e i s e r spoke o f t h i s nuc l eus of 

marve l ous i n t e g r i t y t ha t  mank ind can have .  The s c i e n t i s t  can have 

as rough a t i me as t he a r t i s t 5 as when Pas t eu r wen t  up a g a i n s t  t he 

Co l l ege o f Surgeons w i t h h i s i deas abou t  germs ,  and t hey s a i d ,  "You ' re 

j u s t  a chem i s t ,  ge t  ou t  of here . " So P a s t e u r i z a t i o n was pu t  o f f f o r 

a number o f y e a r s .  

Gerber :  When were you acqua i n t ed w i t h Marguer i t e T j ad e r H a r r i s ? 

W i l son :  I met  her through my f r i e n d s h i p v^ i th A r t  Young.  She was D i ^e i ser ' s 

s e c r e t a r y f o r many y e a r s and was work ing w i t h him on The Bu l wark ,  

1 b e l i e v e ,  and a l s o h i s Notes on L i f e .  She was a wea l t hy woman who 

had a l i t t l e magazine c a l l e d 4 3 i r e c t i on .  She pub l i shed i t  p e r s o n a l l y ;  

i t  had no a d v e r t i s i n g .  She came t o see A r t  Young abou t  us i ng some o f 

h i s draw i ngs .  I was t he r e w i t h A r t .  Tha t  was i n Danbury ,  Connec t i cu t  

A r t  s a i d ,  " G i l b e r t  here i s he l p i ng ms on my au t ob i ography and t yp i ng 

up t h i ngs .  Why not  l e t  him u r i t e so ine th ing abou t  the draw i ngs and p i c 

ou t  the ones you v;ant  and pay him f o r h i s s e r v i c e s ? " 

I  had t o go down t o B e t h e l ,  Connec t i cu t ,  wh i ch was f i v e or so m i l es on 

the bus and a n o t h e r m i l e a t  the end of the bus l i n e ou t  t o h i s farm .  

There I ' d go over h i s draw ings and f i n d ou t  what  I wan ted .  So v.'e 

pub l i shed abou t  f ou r or f i v e d i f f e r e n t  a r t i c l e s du r i ng t he course of 

s e v e r a l  months.  I v/ould ge t  pa i d t h i r t y or f o r t y d o l l a r s f o r t hese .  

I t  v/as h e l p f u l  t o me a t  t h a t  t ime because ,  l i k e a l l  a r t i s t s ,  I was 

broke much o f t he t i me .  I t  was a ma t t er o f hand-to-mouth e x i s t e n c e .  

I  met  Marguer i t e subsequen t l y s e v e r a l  t i mes ,  and aga i n a t  t he D r e i s e r 

Cen t enn i a l ,  wh i ch was he l d i n T e r r e Hau te s e v e r a l  y e a r s ago.  She v/as 
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very i , ~ i i na" ; y v.o i,;e.  l ie went  to l unch and she i n t r oduced me to 

t h i s Dr .  Zassou rsky ,  the head of t he j o u r n a l i s m depar tmen t  a t  

Moscow U n i v ' ^ r ? t v .  We s r okc f l u e n t  E n g l i s h .  Here v,-as my chance ,  

I hoped ,  t o c s t a b l i s i i  a con t ac t  w i t h Sho s t ako v i t ch ,  whom I was 

a l ways pu r su i ng ,  t r y i n g t o ge t  him t o do someth ing abou t  t he score 

f o r The Wh i te Whale.  

Ge j ber :  Marguer i t e seems a l ways t o have been f a i t h f u l  t o D r e i s e r and h i s v;ork 

and he l p i ng him .  

W i l son :  Very much.  I wan ted t o send her t h a t  s t o r y of Ru th wh i ch we were 

l augh i ng abou t  t he o t he r day .  I wondered i f Marguer i t e H a r r i s had 

ever been one of D r e i s e r ' s many women.  He used her as a s e c r e t a r y ,  

I know,  and she was very devo ted t o him and h i s work .  I unders t and 

she was c h i e f l y r espons i b l e f o r t he manuscr i p t  o f The Bu l wark f i n a l l y 

g e t t i n g pub l i shed ,  because i t  l a i d f o r y e a r s i n D r e i s e r ' s desk w i t hou t  

h i s coming t o g r i p s w i t h i t .  I f i t  hadn ' t  been f o r her ,  we m igh t  not  

have the book.  C e r t a i n l y we wou ldn ' t  have t he Notes On L i f e ,  wh i ch she 

pub l i shed h e r s e l f .  

Gerber :  Wnat  i s i t  abou t  the Notes on L i f e t h a t  a t t r a c t s you? 

W i l son :  I was a b s o l u t e l y amazed a t  D r e i s e r ' s command of s c i e n t i f i c i n t e r e s t  and 

h i s knowledge o f s c i e n c e ,  s i n c e i t  never seems t o appear i n h i s books .  

Bu t  i n h i s Notes on L i f e he i s dea l i ng w i t h t remendous and comp l i ca t ed 

prob l ems ,  l i k e E i n s t e i n a l mos t .  D r e i s e r speaks t ime and t i me aga i n of 

the i s l a n d u n i v e r s e s .  He was i n t e r e s t e d i n t he energy of t he un i v e r ses 

He v;as i n t e r e s t e d i n the energy of t he un i v e r se and t he power of na t u re 

and a l l  k i nds of developmen t .  I 'm su r e t h a t  when he was a t  Woods Hole 



he  was  a b l e  to  t a l k  w i t h  t h e s e  m e n  on  a  ve r y  h i gh  l eve l  o f  k n o w l e d g e .  

Fo r  a  man  as  u n e d u c a t e d  as  I  b e l i e v e  D r e i s e r  v ; as ,  he  i iad  a  c e r t a i n  

b a c k g r o u n d  o f  r e a d i n g ,  s u r e l y ,  and  s t udy  t h a t  was  n e v e r  used  in  h i s  

b o o k s .  I  wa s  f l a b b e r g a s t e d  w i t h  e n t r i e s  i n  h i s  j ou r na l i s t n - - t he  N o t e s  

on  j - j r fe~-how  f ar - reach . i ng  t he y  w e r e  i n  t h e i r  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t he  way  

d i v i n e  f o r c e s  a r e  o p e r a t i n g .  D r e i s e r  had  a  ve r y  d e e p l y  r e l i g i o u s ,  

t hough  u n o r t h o d o x ,  b e l i e f  w h i c h  was  q u i t e  a s t o u n d i n g .  P e o p l e  ha ve  

t h o u g h t  o f  h i m  as  be i ng  an  o l d  r ad i ca l  S o c i a l i s t  o r  Co i nmun i s t ,  a  pe r son  

who  wou l d  no t  b e l i e ve  i n  d i v i n i t y .  B u t  I  b e l i e ve  D r e i s e r  had  a  g r e a t  

g r a sp  and  a  b r oad  e x p a n s e  o f  v e n e r a t i o n  f o r - - n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  an  a n t h r o -

p o m o r p h i c  g o d ,  a  r e l i g i o u s  k i nd  o f  g o d ,  bu t  c e r t a i n l y  a  r e s p e c t  f o r  t he  

f o r c e s  o f  t he  e l e m e n t s .  

G e r b e r :  A f t e r  D r e i s e r  d i e d ,  H e l en  w r o t e  t ha t  she  had  l oc a t e d  m a n u s c r i p t s  f o r  

t he  N o t e s  t h a t ,  i f  s t a c k e d  a t o p  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  v;ou ld  r oach  t o  t he  c e i l i n g  

o f  he r  l i v i ng  r oon i .  T h e  p r i n t e d  v o l u m e  wh i c h  M a r g u e r i t e  d i d  was  ve r y  

muc h  a  cu t  v e r s i o n .  

; ;dy G:-  _  i  ca l l  

m y  r o l i g i o n - - i t ' s ? •  k i r c l  o f  t h e o s o p h y .  I  unde r s t and -  t h e r e  a r e  t hose  

sc l e r a l  mastc i -b o;  t nc  v. i i ao. i i ,  t he r e  m u s t  b e  a b o u t  t w e n t y  tnu' - .  a l l  

t o l d ,  and  t h e y ' r e  i n  a l l  pha se s  o f  l i f e .  Th iey  a t  one  t i me  had  a  o n e - t o -

one  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e i r  d i s c i p l e s  bu t  now  t i iey  on l y  o p e r a t e  throuc j h  

g r o u p s .  I  h a p p e n e d  to  be l ong  to  an  i n t e r na t i ona l  g r o u p - - g r o u p  t e n ,  

•  wh i c h  i s  cu l t u r a l  c r e a t i v i t y ,  t he  g r o u p  f o r  t he  a r t i s t s .  W o  c o r r e s p o n d  

t h r ough  a  s i n g l e  l e a de r  who  m e r e l y  t akes  p o r t i o n s  o f  l e t t e r s  f r om  t he  

va r i ous  m e m b e r s  and  pu t s  t hem  i n t o  a  p a p e r  and  sends  t hem  back  ou t  t o  

t he  g r o u p  as  a  w h o l e .  T h e y ' r e  l oc a t e d  a l l  ove i '  t he  w o r l d .  I  s u p p o s e  
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t he r e ' s twen t y o r t h i r t y i n d i v i d u a l s .  I ' v e never met  any of them ,  

bu t  I ' ve corresponded w i t h t he woman who i s head o f our group .  T h i s 

seems t o be t he t h i ng you s t r e s s now,  more than any t h i ng ,  t he group .  

The i n d i v i d u a l  i s f ad i ng ou t .  I t ' s a ve ry d i f f i c u l t  t h i ng t o ba l ance 

t he tv;o i n c l i n a t i o n s ,  be l ong i ng t o a group and go ing your own sepa r a t e 

way.  

Gerber :  You ' re p r e t t y unor thodox i n sugges t i ng t h a t  you adm i re D r e i s e r f o r 

t he q u a l i t y o f h i s i d e as ,  because he ' s o f t en scorned as a t h i n k e r .  

I n f a c t ,  he d i dn ' t  have much r espec t  f o r h i mse l f i n t h a t  r e g a r d ,  a t  

l e a s t  p u b l i c l y .  The Notes d i dn ' t  appear i n h i s l i f e t i m e ,  o f cou rse .  

W i l son :  I t h i n k he underes t i ma t ed h i mse l f ,  i f t h a t  i s t r u e .  I b e l i e v e t hese 

Notes a r e a u t h e n t i c ,  I don ' t  t h i n k t h a t  D r e i s e r cop i ed them from 

anyone .  They ' re d i f f i c u l t  t o r ead ,  many t i mes ,  and t he whole scope 

of t he book i s p r e t t y much t he same;  I mean he doesn ' t  seem t o run i n t o 

v a r i e t y of i n t e r e s t  as a keeper of a j o u r n a l .  Ye t ,  t ime and t ime aga i n 

I read i n awe of h i s use of t he language of s c i en c e .  I ' v e done q u i t e 

a b i t  of s t udy on my own o f s c i e n t i f i c t h i n g s ,  e s p e c i a l l y p s y c h i a t r y 

and psycho l ogy ,  bu t  I cou l dn ' t  beg in t o w r i t e some of t hese Notes .  

They a r e s u r p r i s i n g i n t h e i r b r i l l i a n c e .  I don ' t  know what  a s c i e n t i s t  

would t h i n k abou t  them;  he m i gh t  p u l l  them t o p i e c es .  Bu t  D r e i s e r had 

a mind .  I don ' t  t h i n k he vms l a c k i n g t h e r e ,  and anyone who c l a i ms he 

i s i s r a t h e r s h o r t - s i g h t e d .  



16 

A Vo i ce from t he T h i r t i e s ( V I ) 

An I n t e r v i e w w i t h G i l b e r t  W i l son 

P h i l i p L.  Gerber 

T h i s i s t he l a s t  of s i x i n t e r v i e w s w i t h G i l b e r t  W i l son ,  p a i n t e r and 

w r i t e r .  I n p r ev i ous i n t e r v i e w s he spoke of h i s expe r i ences w i t h A r t  Young 

and Deigo R i v e r a ,  and r em i n i sced abou t  h i s boyhood i n T e r r e Hau te ,  I nd i ana .  

O ther t op i c s of concern have i nc l uded :  h i s e a r l y expe r i ences as a p a i n t e r ;  

h i s connec t i ons w i t h p e r s o n a l i t i e s such as Theodore D r e i s e r ,  Rockwe l l  Ken t ,  

Sherv.ood Anderson ,  and F.  0.  Ma t t he i ssen ;  h i s i n t e r e s t  i n adap t i ng f l e l v i l l e ' s 

Moby D i ck f o r t he s t age as a music-drama;  and h i s t r i b u l a t i o n s as a mural  

p a i n t e r dur i ng t he 1930s .  The p resen t  i n t e r v i e w beg ins w i t h W i l son ' s f u r t h e r 

remarks concern i ng h i s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Sherwood Anderson .  

Shou ldn ' t  we speak f u r t h e r of your connec t i on w i t h Sherwood Anderson? 

fiow d i d you manage t o become acqua i n t ed w i t h him? 

I t  took two approaches .  I had w r i t t e n him when I v i s i t e d C a l i f o r n i a 

one t i me ;  I l ea r ned from f r i e n d s ou t  t he r e t h a t  Sherwood Anderson had 

been on the coas t  j u s t  a few weeks befo re ;  i t  was a l i t t l e t h e a t e r ,.  

group ,  and he had t a l k e d t o them.  I had read a s t o r y of h i s i n a 



magazine .  I t  was abou t  a m i l l i n g town ,  g i r l s f a l l i n g i n l ove w i t h 

t h e i r mach ines .  Of a l l  t h i n g s ,  t hey wou ld l ean up a g a i n s t  t hese 

mach ines and ge t  t h e i r k i c k s ou t  o f t he mach ines and then t he boys 

cou l dn ' t  have any t h i ng t o do w i t h them .  I t  was an i n t e r e s t i n g s t o r y 

from t he s t andpo i n t  o f how man ' s mach ine and h i s mach ine wor l d 

possessed him .  I can ' t  r e c a l l  t he t i t l e ,  bu t  t he s t o r y i n t r i g u e d .  

me.  

Anderson had been i n C a l i f o r n i a j u s t  two weeks be f o r e ,  so I wro t e 

t o him i n ca r e o f t h i s group ;  I though t  t hey wou ld forward t he l e t t e r .  

E v i d e n t l y t hey d i d n ' t ,  because I never heard from him .  T h i s must  be 

i n 1930 o r ' 31 ,  and i t vjas not  u n t i l  1934 or '35 t h a t  I f i n a l l y wro t e 

him a g a i n ,  and t h i s t i me I seemed t o con t ac t  h im ,  because he ansv/ered .  

I was aga i n approach i ng him on w r i t i n g .  I wan ted him t o l ook a t  some 

of my " S t o r i e s o f H igh E a r t h . " He responded and s a i d ,  "Su re ,  I ' l l  

l ook a t  them ,  and I may s t e a l  from them ." Tha t  was f l a t t e r i n g as t he 

d i ckens t o me--the though t  t h a t  I cou l d g i v e Sherv/ood Anderson an i dea .  

So when I had t h i s f r i e n d l y response ,  I began cor respond i ng w i t h him 

and found him r e a d i l y w i l l i n g t o answer .  

I l ea r ned t h a t  he used h i s correspondence as a k i nd of warming up f o r 

h i s day ' s w r i t i n g .  He r e a l l y welcomed hav i ng someone t o w r i t e t o .  

Many t i mes h i s l e t t e r s were much l i k e h i s n a r r a t i o n i n h i s s t o r i e s .  

I had l ong l e t t e r s from him .  He wou ld t ake t h i s f o o l scap paper ,  wh i ch 

i s y e l l o w and l i n e d ,  and pu t  i t  i n h i s t y p e w r i t e r ;  i t ' s v e r y cheap 

paper ,  and he v;ould h i t  t he damn keys so hard t h a t  t hey cu t  r i g h t  i n t o 

the paper .  The pages were cu t  i n pa t t e r ns a l mos t  l i k e a l a c e v a l e n t i n e ,  

f ie ' d t ype c l e a r ou t  t o the edge of t he marg ins and from t he top of t he 

page c l e a r t o t he bot tom .  He s a i d he t yped w i t h one f i n g e r or two 
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f i n g e r s ,  something l i k e t ha t .  You could c e r t a i n l y t e l l h i s l e t t e r s 

because of the way they were cut out of the s t a t i onery .  

Gerber: He put a l o t in to them,  phys i ca l l y as wel l as men t a l ly l 

Wi lson: But some of h i s l e t t e r s were handwri t ten .  I often f i nd tha t I have 

to use my own handwri t ing in wr i t i ng a l e t t e r ,  and I hate to do i t , '  

because I know people can ' t read i t ; i t ' s not l eg i b l e a t a l l ,  i t ' s 

l e t t e r i n g instead of w r i t i n g ,  and the l e t t e r s are a l l strung together 

Sherwood Anderson ' s wr i t i ng was l i k e t ha t .  In a few cases he would 

wr i t e i n h i s ov;n handwri t ing ,  and I would have to take each l i n e of 

h i s l e t t e r separa te ly and wr i t e my own i n t erpre t a t i on of what the 

words were i n order to get the sense of the l e t t e r .  Sometimes I was 

abso lu te ly l o s t as to what to make out of a word.  The people a t 

Chicago who have Sherwood Anderson ' s l e t t e r s and papers ,  a t some 

1 ibrary--

Gerber: The Newberry? 

Wi lson: Yes ,  Newberry L i brary .  They asked to have h i s l e t t e r s one t ime .  I ,  

had about ten or f i f t e e n I suppose,  and they put them on m i crof i l m .  

I know they must have been buffaloed by the l e t t e r s which had both 

h i s handwri t ing and mine on them.  But tha t ' s the only way I could 

i n t erpre t h i s handwri t ing ,  was by c a r e f u l l y pu t t ing my own wr i t i ng 

underneath to decipher i t .  F i n a l l y ,  when I was at An t ioch ,  doing 

the murals there for the c l ass of 1938,  during 1939 and ' 40--I was 

l i v i n g on the campus at Ant ioch Col lege in Yel low Spring^ Ohio--I 

t o l d the people there tha t I knew Sherwood Anderson and t h a t ,  s ince 

he was an Ohio man,  i t might be a n ice thirig for them to i n v i t e him 



f o r a l e c t u r e pe r i od ,  t o spend two o r t h r ee days on t he campus.  

They had a l e c t u r e s e r v i c e wh i ch a l l owed them t o go up t o one 

thousand d o l l a r s t o have an i mpor t an t  man come.  So Sherwood 

Anderaon go t  a thousand d o l l a r s f o r coming f o r t h r ee days .  He 

was somewhat  t aken w i t h my mu ra l s .  I had one pane l  done and pa r t  

of ano t her .  There were t o be t h r ee pane l s ,  bu t  t he war had come 

a l ong and I was d i s t u r b e d ,  because I knew I was e l i g i b l e f o r t he 

d r a f t ,  and I d i dn ' t  wan t  t o go.  I wou ldn ' t  have any t h i ng t o do 

w i t h t he war .  My f e e l i n g s abou t  t he mural  were such t h a t  I cou l dn ' t  

do t he t h i r d panel  i n my upse t  s t a t e o f mind .  

Anderson was d r i v i n g an o l d c a r back t o New York .  He 'd been t o 

O l i v e t ,  M i ch i gan ,  and had spen t  some t i me t he r e .  So he spen t  t hese 

t h r ee days a t  An t i o ch ,  t a l k i n g t o t he s t uden t s and l o ok i ng a t  my work ,  

and so when t he t i me came f o r him t o do,  I asked him i f I cou l d r i d e 

back t o New York w i t h him .  I t  would be a chance t o see A r t  Young 

aga i n and ge t  the mural  ou t  o f my mind so t h a t  I cou l d come t o g r i p s 

w i t h i t .  He was t i c k l e d t o dea th t o have me go a l ong w i t h him i n t he 

c a r ,  because he v^as d r i v i n g a l one .  He t a l k e d a l l  t he t i me he was 

d r i v i n g ;  he r e a l l y en j oyed un l oad i ng h i mse l f .  I was ask i ng a l l  k i nds 

of ques t i ons abou t  W inesburg ,  Oh io ;  I had become i n t r i g u e d by t he f a c t  

t h a t  a l mos t  every s t o r y i n W inesburg men t i ons t he r a i n .  I t  r a i n s i n 

a l mos t  every s t o r y .  I had unde r l i ned a l l  t hose passages .  He v/as 

s u r p r i s e d ,  h i m s e l f ,  t o f i n d t h a t  r a i n was such a symbol  i n h i s v;ork.  

I n the l i t t l e p o r t r a i t  t h a t  I had made of h im ,  a s k e t c h ,  I had i t  

r a i n i n g i n t he background .  I though t  of W inesburg i n t erms of r a i n .  

I wou ld read him a passage abou t  t he r a i n ,  and he wou ld guess wh ich" 

s t o r y i t  came from .  On l y once or t w i ce d i d he m i ss .  
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We got  back t o New York and he took me t o d i nne r w i t h h i s w i f e 

and a whole bunch o f f r i e n d s down i n t he Jew i sh s e c t i o n .  I ' d 

never had Jew i sh food be fo r e .  Kosher food ,  and I was sca r ed 

because I d i d n ' t  have any money i n my pocke t ,  and I d i dn ' t  know 

whe ther I was be ing t aken a l ong as a gues t  or whe ther everyone 

v;ould pay t h e i r own way,  l i k e a r t i s t s g e n e r a l l y do,  go du t ch .  Bu t  

he was ve r y good abou t  t ak i n g my check and t e l l i n g me t o ea t  up ,  

because I was o r de r i ng ve r y l i g h t l y .  I was ve r y hungry ,  bu t  I d i dn ' t  

want  t o ge t  i n too deep and not  have a n y — 

Gerber :  You d i dn ' t  wan t  t o wash d i shes? 

W i l son :  Tha t ' s r i g h t .  Then I asked Anderson t o l e t  me make some s k e t c h es ,  

so he i n v i t e d me t o come t o Wash ington Mews,  wh i ch I though t  was 

Wash ington News.  I had never heard of a Mews,  so I was ask i ng peop l e 

where was Wash ington News.  I though t  i t  was a j o u r n a l  or newspaper .  

So f i n a l l y t hey s a i d ,  "Are you su r e t h a t  i s n ' t  Wash ington Mews? Tha t ' s 

up t he s t r e e t  t o your l e f t . " So I went  i n t h i s l i t t l e a l l eyway and here ' s 

t h i s o l d s t ab l ehouse made i n t o t he most  b e a u t i f u l  apar tmen t  you ever saw .  

He was v i s i t i n g t he r e w i t h some wea l t hy woman and a maid l e t  me i n .  '  I 

s a t  down,  and my f e e t  were a l l  s l u sh y and muddy and my coa t  was r e a l l y 

vjet  from t he snow.  The snowf l akes must  have been tv;o i nches i n d i ame t er ,  

t he k i nd t h a t  h i t  your f ace and s t i c k t he r e .  I n came Anderson ,  r i g h t  

through t he room,  d i dn ' t  even see me.  I s t ood up ,  bu t  I was i n a dark 

p l ace ,  and he wa lked r i g h t  pas t  me.  He had t o make a few phone c a l l s ,  

and he had t h i s l ong s c a r f around h i s neck ;  I ' l l  bet  i t  hung t o h i s knees ,  

both s i des of i t .  I got  t o s i t  w i t h him t h e r e ,  and t a l k ,  and l a t e r t h a t  

even i ng we v^ent  t o ea t  I t a l i a n food .  Tha t  seemed t o be a f a v o r i t e o f h i s ;  

he l i k e d foods t ha t  were un-Amer ican .  



T h i s woman v;ho l i v e d a t  Wash ington Mews'  must  have been ve r y wea l t hy .  

She was go ing t o g i ve a c o c k t a i l  p a r t y ,  w i t h t he money from t he 

proceeds t o go t o Spa i n ;  t h i s v/as when t he Franco Uar was on .  She 

was t r y i n g ou t  her d r i n k s on us t o see how weak she cou l d make them 

and s t i l l  keep us s a t i s f i e d .  We were gu i nea p i gs f o r her m a r t i n i s I 

She s e t  a b i g p i t c h e r of them i n f r o n t  o f us .  So t he r e I was ,  mak ing 

Anderson ' s s k e t c h ,  and him s i t t i n g t h e r e ,  both o f us t a l k i n g .  I t o l d 

him not  t o worry abou t  pos i ng because I l i k e d an i ma t i on i n t he f a c e ,  

and j u s t  t o go ahead t a l k i n g .  I was d r i n k i n g away;  I 'm su r e i t  was 

not  t he d r i n k s t h a t  were g e t t i n g me,  because he was l augh i ng a t  them .  

He s a i d ,  "Th i s i s undoub t ed l y t he we t t e s t  m a r t i n i  I have eve r had ." 

I v;as t e l l i n g him t h a t  I l i k e d t he p o r t r a i t  wh i ch A l f r e d S t e i g l i t z had 

made of him .  The h a i r was down over h i s f o rehead ;  he l ooked some th ing 

l i k e a chubby g r oce r ,  not  l i k e a l i t e r a r y man a t  a l l .  I t  seems I hu r t  

h i s f e e l i n g s by t e l l i n g him t h a t  I f e l t  t he r e v;as t h i s someth ing i n t he 

p i c t u r e t h a t  S t e i g l i t z had made and wh i ch I d i dn ' t  f i n d i n him t oday .  

H i s head sank down and he d i dn ' t  t a l k ,  kep t  d r i n k i n g away a t  h i s m a r t i n i ,  

t w i s t i n g t he g l a s s around .  I knew t h a t  he had some th ing on h i s mind .  I 

Stopped draw i ng .  I cou l dn ' t  go on .  H i s f ace was i n shadow .  

I was s i l e n t  t oo ,  and you know how t hose s i l e n c e s can ge t  t o t he po i n t  

where you don ' t  know what  do do.  So I s a i d ,  "Have I s a i d some th ing wrong ,  

or hu r t  your f e e l i n g s ? " He s a i d ,  "You know,  you ' re t he second man i n s i d e 

of t he l a s t  few v/eeks t h a t  has come up t o me and f i r e d po i n t - b l ank i n my 

f ace .  The o t her f e l l o w I have t o r e s p e c t - - I don ' t  know you ,  because you ' re 

a s t r an g e r t o me,  p r a c t i c a l l y - - b u t  t he o t her f e l l o w was Thomas Wo l fe .  

Wol fe t o l d me t ha t  I was washed up ,  t h a t  I was woman-crazy and t ha t " - I ' d 

b e t t e r ge t  myse l f s t r a i g h t e n e d ou t  i f I 'm go ing to be a w r i t e r any more.  



Here you come a l ong and say t h a t  S t e i g l i t z '  p o r t r a i t  has more i n 

i t s f ace - - a photograph wh i ch was t aken twen t y y e a r s ago-- than I 

have t oday . " I t  n e a r l y broke h i s h e a r t .  I saw t h a t  I had hu r t  

h i s f e e l i n g s .  And t he s i l e n c e s t i l l  ex t ended i t s e l f a f t e r he had 

s a i d t h a t .  I s a i d ,  "Do you wan t  me t o go?" I had a l r eady t aken 

t he p o r t r a i t  and t o r n i t  up ,  wh i ch i n i t s e l f was a k i nd o f i n s u l t . .  

What  I meant  by i t  was t h a t  I wasn ' t  g e t t i n g what  I wan ted i n t he 

ske t ch .  So I asked i f I shou l d go.  He s a i d ,  " I f you wan t  t o , " and 

so I go t  up and l e f t .  

Can you imag ine hav i ng a f r i e n d s h i p s t a r t  o f f w i t h such a b l ank blow 

l i k e t h a t ? I wro t e him a l e t t e r t hen ,  and pu t  a g r ea t  e f f o r t  i n t o 

apo l o g i z i ng abou t  t he s i t u a t i o n .  He wro t e back ,  s a y i n g ,  " I r e a l l y 

f e e l  t h a t  when I f i r s t  met  you ,  you were a young ,  a r r ogan t  k i d who 

wan ts t o t ake po t  sho t s a t  a man who has made h i s mark .  Now I see 

t h a t  you a r e hones t  and not  t h a t  way a t  a l l . " I t  r e a l l y made me f e e l  

good t o ge t  o f f t he hook ,  because I f e l t  I had ru i ned t he f r i e n d s h i p .  

From then on we exchanged l e t t e r s f o r s i x or seven y e a r s .  He was 

a l ways prompt  abou t  answer i ng ,  and he seemed t o t horough l y r espec t  my 

f r i e n d s h i p .  I was p l eased t o f i n d a t  l e a s t  t h r ee or f ou r o f h i s l e t t e r s 

t o me i n h i s pub l i shed book o f l e t t e r s . ^ When he t o l d me t h a t  he wou ld 

read my "High E a r t h " s t o r i e s ,  I sen t  t h a t  l e t t e r t o D r e i s e r and apo l og i zed 

f o r pu t t i ng him second i n l i n e ,  as I had a l ready ,  o f f e r e d t he s t o r i e s t o 

Anderson .  

Both men seemed t o f e e l  t h a t  I shou l d t r y t o pu t  t he s t o r i e s i n t o book 

form and become a w r i t e r ,  a l t hough Anderson d i scouraged me from be ing 

both a w r i t e r and a p a i n t e r .  He s a i d ,  " I t r i e d t o p a i n t  when I was young ,  

^See L e t t e r s o f Sherwood Anderson ,  Howard Mumford Jones and Wa l t e r B.  R i deou t ,  
eds .  (Bos t on :  L i t t l e ,  Brown and Company,  1953 ,  pp.  249 ,  250 .  



and I f i n a l l y had t o g i v e up p a i n t i n g .  My b ro t her p a i n t s and has 

made a Career o f i t ,  bu t  I t ook t o w r i t i n g and cu t  o f f t he p a i n t i n g .  

Tha t ' s t he bes t  adv i ce I can g i v e you . " I ' v e never t aken i t .  I 

may s t i l l  not  be a w r i t e r ;  I don ' t  know.  

Gerber :  What  was i t  you so adm i red abou t  Anderson? 

W i l son :  He was from t he M idd l e West ,  hav i ng been born and r a i s e d i n C l yde ,  

Oh i o ,  and t h a t  made him e l i g i b l e f o r my Mural  Song of t he Midv/est .  I 

suppose t h a t  as much as any t h i ng was my reason f o r w r i t i n g h im ,  j u s t  

as i t  was f o r D r e i s e r and W i l l i a m A l l e n Wh i t e and o t h e r s .  

Gerber :  Why a Mural  Song o f t he M idwest? Why s e l e c t  t h a t  a r ea? 

W i l son :  Does t h a t  seem p r o v i n c i a l ? 

Gerber :  No.  I v;as on l y cu r i ous abou t  your a im .  

W i l son :  There were a group o f a r t i s t s i n New York ,  a l s o i n t he West ,  who viere 

w e l l  known.  I was c i r c u m s c r i b i n g my communi ty .  No one had r e a l l y 

come ou t  of t he M idd l e West ,  t o c e l e b r a t e i t .  I was s a y i n g ,  "Le t  t he ,  

Eas t e r n a r t i s t s have t h e i r group and l e t  t he Wes t ern have t h e i r s ,  and 

w e ' l l  have one i n t he M idd l e West .  I suppose ,  i n a way,  i t  was c l i q u e i s h ,  

I found t h a t  t he r e were more peop l e o f M idd le-West  o r i g i n ;  I was s u r -

p r i s e d t o f i n d t h a t  Rober t  Penn Warren was born i n Ken t ucky .  We had a 

g r ea t  many c e l e b r i t i e s from t h a t  a r e a .  No one t h i n k s o f D r e i s e r as 

be ing from T e r r e Hau t e ,  I n d i a n a ;  you have t o be a s c h o l a r t o know t h a t .  

I t h i n k t he M idd l e West  i s neg l ec t ed by not  be ing v e r y cogn i zan t  o f i t s 

c r e a t i v e peop l e .  I suppose t h a t ' s what  I was t r y i n g t o do,  b r i ng t t i a t  

f a c t  i n t o f ocus .  

2 
Ka r l  Anderson ,  p a i n t e r and i l l u s t r a t o r .  



Gorber :  What  abou t  a p a i n t e r such as Gran t  Wood?.  Would you cons i de r him as 

be l ong i ng w i t h i n your c i r cum f e r ence? 

W i l son :  I adm i red him ve r y much.  He v;as a juryman a t  t he Hoos i er Sa l on ,  wh i ch 

gave a p r i z e t o my mrk.  I n f a c t ,  i t  was t he Eug en i c s p i c t u r e ,  wh i ch 

we were l ook i ng a t  up i n t he s t u d i o .  I t  was supposed t o have been t he 

ou t s t and i ng work i n t he e x h i b i t i o n ,  acco rd i ng t o Gran t  Wood;  he pu t  i t  

f i r s t .  I t  f i n a l l y went  t o abou t  t h i r d p l a c e ,  because t he r e s t  o f t he 

jurymen f e l t  t h a t  t hey cou l d no t  g i v e f i r s t  p r i z e t o t he Eugen i cs 

p i c t u r e ,  v/hich i s t he seamy s i d e o f l i f e ,  when t he Hoos i er Sa l on was 

noted f o r i t s l andscapes and i t s z i n n i a pa i n t i n g s and i t s s t i l l  l i f e s .  

To have t h i s f e l l o w come i n and t ake t he p r i z e w i t h t h i s ug l y p i c t u r e 

o f t he s l i me and gr ime o f a s o c i e t y - - t h e sponsors m i gh t  cu t  o f f t h e i r 

p r i z e money.  

So my p i c t u r e ,  wh i ch Gran t  Wood had p r a i s ed ve r y h i g h l y ,  d i dn ' t  w i n .  

He wro t e t o me a f t e r t he show ,  say i ng he was s o r r y i t  d i dn ' t  ge t  f i r s t  

p r i z e ,  bu t  t ha t  he wou ld l i k e f o r me t o come ou t  t o h i s home i n Iowa 

and he l p him w i t h h i s s t uden t s t o do a mu ra l .  He knew I was a mural  

p a i n t e r ,  and t h i s Eugen i cs p i c t u r e was r e a l l y a des i gn f o r a mu ra l .  He.  
4 

i n v i t e d me t o l i v e w i t h him and be suppor t ed f o r a t ime wh i l e we d i d a 

mu ra l ,  somewhere i n Iowa .  I corresponded w i t h him f o r a t i me ;  t he 
t 

reason I d i dn ' t  go was t h a t  I had a chance t o do a mura l  i n Lake Wawasee,  

.  I nd i ana .  I t  v/as t he summer home f o r t he Hoos i er Sa l on ,  a b i g summer 

r e s o r t ,  and I had t hese w a l l s t o p a i n t ,  two huge pane l s on e i t h e r s i d e 

of the s t age ,  and I had i t  a l l  v i s u a l i z e d t h a t  when t he c u r t a i n opened 

on the s t age i t  wou ld cover t he mural  so t h a t  you saw what  was on t he 

s t age ;  t hen ,  when t he c u r t a i n s c l o s e d ,  t he mura l  wou ld be r e v e a l ed .  

I ' ve a l ways f e l t  t h a t  mura l s shou l d not  be i n a p l ace where you have 



t o l ook a t  them .  You shou l d be ab l e t o go i n t he r e and s t a y as 

long as you wan t  and l ook a t  them ,  bu t  i f you have t o s i t  i n t he 

presence of mu r a l s ,  i t ' s l i k e someone l e c t u r i n g t o you a l l  t he 

t ime .  The same w i t h mus i c .  You can ' t  s t and hav i ng j u s t  t he mus i c 

a l l  t he t i me .  For i n s t a n c e ,  Orozco ' s mural  i n t he New Schoo l  f o r 

S o c i a l  Research i n New York i s i n t he d i n i ng room.  I t h i n k t hey 

made i t  t he d i n i ng room a f t e r he pa i n t ed t he mu r a l s .  They ' re o b t r u s i v e .  

To have t o s i t  t he r e l o ok i ng a t  p a i n t i n g s on t he w a l l l  I t ' s some th ing 

l i k e be ing on a bus and hav i ng t o l i s t e n t o rock mus ic a l l  day .  

Gerber :  You were t e l l i n g me t h a t  your Eugen i cs p a i n t i n g po r t r ayed "de v o l u t i on . " 

W i l son :  I was t r y i n g t o show t h a t  w i t h Eugen i cs we t ake our f i n e s t  c a t t l e and 

ho r ses ,  our f i n e s t  b l o o d l i n e s ,  and l e t  them produce .  The thoroughbreds 

a re c a r e f u l l y guarded ,  bu t  t he p low horses a r e no t .  They j u s t  breed as 

t l i ey w i l l , ,  Man t r e a t s h i s c a t t l e w i t h such c a r e ,  and y e t  h i s own progeny 

i s many t i mes neg l ec t ed e n t i r e l y .  Na ture i s ve ry c r u e l  i n s u b j e c t i n g 

e v e r y t h i ng t o i t s w i l d e s t  and rawes t  s t r e n g t h ,  and t he weak d i e ou t ;  bu t  

i n our s o c i e t y vje t ake ca r e of t he r e t a r ded and t he moron i c ,  t he c h i l d 

who i s below s t andard .  We ' re go ing t o ge t  t o t he po i n t  where v;e w i l l  

have t o r ecogn i ze t h a t  t h i s i s not  hea l t hy .  There a re e x c ep t i on s ,  o f 
f 

cou rse ,  l i k e S t e i nme t z ,  who was a c r i p p l e ,  and even E i n s t e i n ,  who was 

- cons i dered below s t andard i n h i s e a r l y days .  Bu t  b i o l ogy has so pro-

gressed t h a t  t hey can f i n d ou t  i n t he genes beforehand whe ther t he c h i l d 

i s go ing t o be a mongoloid .  T h i s i s what  t he p i c t u r e o f my Eugen i cs 

mural  i s abou t ,  how t he ug l y ,  seamy,  d i seased pa r t  of l i f e i s encroach i ng 

on the hea l t hy pa r t  o f l i f e and a l mos t  obscu r i ng i t .  *'  
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Gerber :  I note t h a t  you don ' t  i nc l ude p a i n t e r s among t he men you schedu l ed 

to be i n t he Mural  Song o f t he Midv/est .  

W i l son :  There was one.  Eugene Savage v/as from t he M idd l e West ,  down i n 

Ind i ana somewhere,  and I v^ould have i nc l uded h im ,  I 'm s u r e ,  I worked 

w i t h him as an app r en t i ce f o r abou t  a y e a r .  He gave me my s t a r t  i n 

mu ra l s .  I had wan ted t o be an i l l u s t r a t o r u n t i l  I met  him .  

Gerber :  T e l l  me abou t  S t e i g l i t z .  You were men t i on i ng an expe r i ence you had 

w i t h him and h i s w i f e ,  Georg i a O ' Keefe .  

W i l son :  In go ing t o New York ,  I sough t  ou t  t he p l aces where a r t  was be ing 

e x h i b i t e d .  There was a l i t t l e g a l l e r y c a l l e d 291 on Madison Avenue .  

I went  i n t he r e one day ,  and t he r e ms t h i s o l d m a n — w e l l ,  f i r s t  t he r e 

were Georg i a O ' Keefe ' s p a i n t i n g s a l l  over t he v /ans--and t he o l d man 

was a wh i t e - ha i r ed i n d i v i d u a l ;  he l a y on a couch i n t he an teroom back 

of  t he g a l l e r y .  When I passed t he door t h e r e ,  he mot ioned me t o come 

i n .  I was a l l  a l one i n t he g a l l e r y .  He i n t roduced h i mse l f as A l f r e d 

S t e i g l i t z .  Tha t  made a mark i n my m ind ,  because I knew t h a t  he was a 
4 

famous pho tographer .  We got  t o t a l k i n g ,  and he asked me how I l i k e d 

t he p a i n t i n g s .  I was r a t h e r t aken aback .  Someone has s a i d t h a t  t he r e ' s 

the shock o f r e c o g n i t i o n .  Many t i mes I ' ve had i t .  When I f i r s t  saw 

Orozco ' s work I was shocked i n j u s t  such a vmy.  I though t  i t  was h o r r i b l e 

v/hat  he v^as p a i n t i n g ,  and y e t  I r e a l i z e d l a t e r t h a t  i t  had a g r ea t  i mpac t ,  

of l i f e i t s e l f ,  and so i t  was i mpor t an t .  Tha t ' s t he way p a i n t i n g s do.  

Somet imes you don ' t  l i k e them a t  f i r s t .  I d i dn ' t  l i k e Georg i a O ' Keefe ' s 

bones and t h i ngs l i k e t h a t .  I was impressed by t he t e c h n i c a l i t y of- them .  

Bu t  I Vvfondered why anyone wou ld v;ant  t o s t a ck a p i l e o f bones on top o f 



one ano t her and then pa i n t  them i n t he d e s e r t .  I was t r y i n g t o ba 

hones t  i n r e a c t i n g t o S t e i g l i t z ' s i n q u i r y ,  and even though I s tumb l ed 

around and t o l d him t hey were v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g ,  I d i dn ' t  t h i n k I under-

s tood them.  So he i n v i t e d ma back any t ime I was f r e e ,  

I  had w i t h me a b r i e f c a s e of photographs o f my mura l s wh i ch I a l ways 

c a r r i e d around ,  l i k e a suppor t - -a s e c u r i t y b l anke t .  I showed my work 

to him ,  and then I s t a r t e d coming i n eve ry o t he r day or so .  I had a 

copy o f Whi tman ' s Leaves of Grass i n t he pocke t  of my corduroy c o a t ,  

so wh i l e he l a y t h e r e ,  somet imes w i t h h i s eyes c l o s e d ,  I read Whi tman 

to him .  When I v;ould s t op r ead i ng ,  he wou ld open h i s eyes and say ,  "Go 

on ." I had though t  he was go ing t o s l e ep .  

One day t h i s ve r y sma r t - l ook i ng woman swep t  i n t o t he p l ace .  She had an 

aura o f energy abou t  her .  I l ea r ned t h a t  t h i s was Georg i a O ' Keefe .  

S t e i g l i t z wan ted her t o see my work ,  so he asked me t o come home w i t h 

him t h a t  even i ng and have a c o c k t a i l .  She was supposed t o l ook a t  my 

p a i n t i n g s .  I t h i n k I have desc r i bed t h i s i n one of t hose volumes t h a t  

I gave you o f my Post-Mor tem L e t t e r s t o D r e i s e r .  Bu t  she a t t acked me 

m e r c i l e s s l y because I was t r y i n g t o use a r t  as a s o c i a l  f o r c e and show 

t l i e way t h a t  mach inery i s becoming a mons ter and man be ing dom inated by 

the mach ine .  She c l a i med t h a t  I had no r i g h t  t o p a i n t  t h i s way i n f r o n t  

of c h i l d r e n .  You shou l d pa i n t  b e a u t i f u l l y and p o s i t i v e l y ,  not  n e g a t i v e l y .  

I t  was as i f she v/ere a doc t or t hrow i ng me on t he t a b l e and ope r a t i ng on 

me w i t hou t  morph ine or any t h i ng l i k e t h a t .  Befo re I knew i t  I v/as c r y i n g 

and swear i ng .  I s a i d ,  "Damn i t  a l l  t o h e l l ,  wou ld you pu t  down t he Greek 

t r aged i ans because t hey pa i n t ed t he seamy s i d e o f l i f e ? Medea k i l l i n g 

s .  

her c h i l d r e n ? " She d i dn ' t  have an answer .  She went  on t a l k i n g ,  say i ng 

t h a t  i f you a re p a i n t i n g t he ug l y s i d e o f l i f e you have t o do i t  
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b e a u t i f u l l y .  The>^e was a c o n t r a d i c t i o n t he r e t h a t  I cou l dn ' t  see ,  

but  t h i s i s what  she was a i m i ng a t ,  I suppose ,  i n her p a i n t i n g s of 

bones--wh ich i s dea th and t he d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f l i f e ,  bu t  i s b e a u t i f u l .  

I t  was not  h o r r i b l e and ug l y .  Tha t  was her con t en t i on .  I had t o 

r espec t  her ,  because she was a p r e t t y we l l -known v̂ ioman by t h a t  t i me ,  

as a p a i n t e r ,  one o f t he g r e a t e s t  of the woman p a i n t e r s .  

And S t e i g l i t z ,  see i ng how hu r t  I was a t  t he a t t a c k ,  took me ou t  of 

t he r e and down t o h i s p l ace 291 aga i n and s t a r t e d show ing me photographs 

of h i s work .  1 remember t hese Lombardy pop l a r s ,  he showed me a whole 

s e r i e s o f them ,  t he way t hey were when t hey were young ,  when t hey were 

grown ,  and f i n a l l y when t hey were a l mos t  gone,  dy i ng ou t ,  j u s t  a few 

green l eaves on the l i mbs .  He showed me a photograph o f some g r a s s ;  

he had t aken many photographs o f j u s t  g r ass .  One i n p a r t i c u l a r  I l i k e d 

so we l l  because i t  rem inded me of Whi tman ' s Leaves o f G r ass .  He s a i d ,  

"One of t hese days I ' l l  make you a p r i n t  of i t ,  I prom i se . " Bu t  v/hy I 

never got  i t ,  I ' l l  never know.  When he d i ed ,  I unders t and most  of h i s 

work went  t o one of t he Negro u n i v e r s i t i e s .  Georg i a O ' Keefe adm i n i s t e r ed 

the w i l l ,  and I f e l t  l i k e w r i t i n g t o her '  had no proof of h i s prom i se ,  

but  I never got  the p i c t u r e of S t e i g l i t z ' s g r a s s ,  w[ i i ch wou ld be very 

v a l u ab l e .  

Gerber :  D id I as!;  how you f i r s t  became i n s p i r e d t o be a m u r a l i s t ? 

W i l son :  Eugene Savage had some des i gns f o r mura l s i n t he Hoos i er Sa l on one y e a r .  

He had t he whole wa l l  of h i s t h i n g s ,  abou t  one- fou r t h t he f i n a l  s i z e of 

the mu r a l s ,  des i gns f o r a war memor ial  i n Ch i cago .  Because I was an 

Ind i ana a r t i s t ,  the head o f t he Hoos i er Sa l on ,  who was i n t e r e s t e d i n 

promot ing young a r t i s t s ,  s a i d ,  "Would you l i k e t o meet  Eugene Savage? 



He i s a mural  p a i n t e r and comes i n t o t he g a l l e r y once i n a w h i l e , " 

The g a l l e r y v/as i n Ch i cago ,  i n one of t he b i g s t o r e s t he r e .  So 

I prom ised t o come i n and meet  Savage .  He s a i d ,  " I f you ' re i n t e r e s t e d 

i n go ing t o Ch i cago some t i me" - - ! was s t i l l  i n t he A r t  I n s t i t u t e i n 

Ch i cago t hen - - " r m do ing some work t h e r e ,  pu t t i ng some of t hese mura l s 

on the w a l l s o f t he war memor i a l .  So i f you wou ld l i k e t o come and 

he l p my a s s i s t a n t s ,  I ' l l  be g l ad t o have you . " 

I w i l l  t e l l  you a l i t t l e anecdo te abou t  my work w i t h Savage .  We 

a s s i s t a n t s had on our good c l o t h e s ,  and I was t o l d t o go i n a room and 

pu t  on an o l d p a i r o f c o v e r a l l s t o p r o t ec t  my good c l o t h e s .  We had gone 

to l unch ,  Mr.  Savage and two o f h i s a s s i s t a n t s and myse l f .  They were 

abou t  my own age ,  boys from New York ,  and I f e l t  s t r ange w i t h t t iem 

because I heard them t a l k i n g abou t  l unch .  They s a i d ,  "D id you see how 

he a t e h i s sh r i mps ,  w i t h a spoon ,  i ns t e ad of us i ng t he l i t t l e shv-imp 

f o r k ? " I had never had shr imps before .  Here I was i n t he o t her room;  

t hey d i dn ' t  know I heard t h i s ,  bu t  I was a f r a i d t o pass through t h e i r 

room because 1 m i gh t  embarrass them a f t e r t hey had s a i d t h i s abou t  me.  

So I s t ayed i n t he room u n t i l  I f e l t  t hey had gone on ,  and then I came 

ou t .  I mz l a t e g e t t i n g back t o work .  

I v/as i n t r i g u e d by Savage ' s work .  I t  was a r t  i n a grand s o r t  o f 

symphon ic vjay ,  compared w i t h t he s o r t  of t h i ng t f i a t  I had wan ted t o do,  

wh i ch was i l l u s t r a t i n g s t o r i e s .  I t h i n k t he seed f o r me becoming a 

mural  p a i n t e r was p l an t ed by see i ng Eugene Savage ' s work .  

Gorber :  I t  was a d i r e c t i o n t h a t  many p a i n t e r s v/ent  a t  t he t i me .  I though t  i t  

m igh t  have t o do w i t h your deve l op i ng a s o c i a l  sense .  *'  
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W i l son :  The s o c i a l  s i d e o f t he t h i ng hadn ' t  code i n u n t i l  Savage h i m s e l f ,  

when I was work i ng w i t h him as an app r en t i c e ,  wou ld go i n t o New 

York and t ake me a l ong w i t h him and send me t o t he g a l l e r i e s t o l ook 

a t  a r t .  There was some by S i q u e i r o s and Orozco and R i v e r a .  He s a i d ,  

"Those a r e t he young men who are go ing t o be t he g r ea t  a r t i s t s of 

tomorrow ." I saw t h e i r v;ork as a s o c i a l  f o r c e .  

Gerber :  What  appea l ed t o you abou t  t he mura l  as a form o f pa i n t i ng ? 

W i l son :  The mural  i t s e l f  seems t o p rov i de t he a r t i s t  w i t h a way o f mak ing a 

p u b l i c s t a t emen t ,  some th ing l i k e pu t t i ng up a b i l l b o a r d on a p u b l i c 

b u i l d i n g i n f u l l  v i ew .  I t ' s somehow even more p u b l i c t han p u b l i sh i n g 

your work ,  because u s u a l l y you have t o buy a copy of a book or magazine 

to f i n d i t .  Bu t  a mural  makes a p u b l i c d e c l a r a t i o n .  You can ' t  h i de 

i t .  

I  took t o work ing i n p as t e l  and cha l k because i t  was a t emporary medium.  

I began t o see mura l s as c e l eb r a t ed pos t e r s .  I f e l t  t h a t  we were i n a 

c r i s i s pe r i od ,  a r e a l  chang ing of our t i mes .  I remember my t a l k t o t he 

A r t i s t s Congress asked--Why pa i n t  on a crumb l i ng w a l l ? Tha t ' s v;hat  i s 

happen ing t oday .  The l i f e o f a b u i l d i n g i n Amer i ca on t he average i s 

f i f t y y e a r s .  So a mural  has go t  t o be someth ing t h a t  i s t emporary .  I t  

shou l d be "reborn" every decade or so .  New i deas con t i nue t o come i n .  

A r t  need not  l a s t  f o r e v e r ;  i t  shou l d be l i k e a f r e s h breeze .  I f vie were 

to l e t  the a i r we brea t he s t a y t he same a l l  t he t i me ,  we wou ld s u f f o c a t e ,  

WG can s u f f o c a t e w i t h o l d a r t ,  c e l e b r a t i n g t he o l d ,  e s t a b l i s h e d a r t i s t  

and l e a v i n g t he young one w i t h nowhere t o go.  He ' s s t r u g g l i n g a l l  the 

t ime .  He ' s o l d before he becomes recogn i zed .  »• 

The mural  i s exposed ,  i s n ' t  i t ? Open a t  l e a s t  t o t he i ndoor wea t her ,  

hum i d i t y ,  t empera t ure ,  and can ' t  r e a l l y be p r o t ec t ed .  Open t o wear and 



t e a r o f a l l  s o r t s ,  t o remode l i ng ,  and t o a l l  t he v a r i ou s t h i ngs t h a t  

happen t o a b u i l d i n g .  W i t h i n t h a t  f i f t y - y e a r l i f e t i m e ,  you may have 

l e ak i n g p i pes and t he l i k e ,  so i t ' s no t  l i k e an ease l  p a i n t i n g t h a t  

you cou l d h i de av/ay,  pu t  i n a v a u l t .  You r e a l l y a r e pu t t i ng up a k i nd 

o f b i l l b o a r d .  

Gerber :  Can a mural  ever l a s t  l onger than f i f t y y e a r s ? 

W i l son :  The Mexican U n i v e r s i t y has pu t  mura l s on t he ou t s i de o f t he b u i l d i n g s ,  

w i t h mosa i cs and a c r y l i c p a i n t s t h a t  a r e ab l e t o t ake t he wea t her ,  so 

t hey a r e do ing some th ing un ique and ve r y e x c i t i n g .  I f e e l  i t ' s some th ing 

t h a t  needs t o be exp l o r ed .  I ' v e t r i e d t o t a l k w i t h t he a r c h i t e c t s i n 

Te r r e Hau te abou t  t r y i n g t o b r i ng t he a r t i s t  and t he s c u l p t o r back i n t o 

a r c h i t e c t u r e .  R i gh t  a f t e r t he Rena i ssance t hey both seemed t o go t h e i r 

sepa r a t e v a y s ,  and t he u n i t y o f a r t  as a c u l t u r a l  s t a t emen t  has been h u r t .  

A r c h i t e c t s today no l onger seem t o f e e l  t h a t  mura l s or a s c u l p t u r e be l ong ,  

un l ess i t ' s an a b s t r a c t i o n or someth ing t h a t  i s a l mos t  a p i ece of a r c h i -

t e c t u r e i t s e l f .  

i  

Gerber :  I t  seems as i f t hey say the b u i l d i n g i t s e l f i s a work o f a r t  and doesn ' t  

need any t h i ng e l s e .  

W i l son :  Frank L l oyd Wr i gh t  e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t  i dea and I ' ve a l ways he l d i t  a g a i ns t  

h i i i i .  He f i n a l l y t r i e d t o ge t  Orozco t o come t o T a l i e s i n t o be w i t h h i s 

co im iun i t y of young a r c h i t e c t s .  Orozco v i s i t e d t he p l ace and spen t  abou t  

one day before s a y i n g ,  "Th i s i s not  f o r me,  because i t ' s ou t  o f t h i s 

wor l d . " I t ' s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t  s e v e r a l  of t he a r c h i t e c t s who have grown 

up through T a l i e s i n have comm i t ted s u i c i d e .  They came back ou t  i n t o t he 

wor l d and t hey ha ted i t  so much,  because t hey had worked f o r Wr i gh t  i n 



an a tmosphere of b e a u t i f u l  mus i c and b i g b e a u t i f u l  s i g h t s and sounds ,  

and then t o come ou t  i n t o t he wo r l d ,  where r e a l i s m i s t he f a c t ,  t hey 

cou l dn ' t  t ake i t .  They ' d been l i k e hothouse f l o w e r s ;  t hey cou l dn ' t  

grow on t h e i r own anymore.  

Gerber :  I note t h a t  Ch i cago has made som.e e f f o r t s t o combine a r t  and a r c h i t e c t u r e .  

They brough t  i n t h i s b i g P i c ass o s c u l p t u r e ,  and had somebody do a mu ra l ,  

one of the French a r t i s t s .  They seem t o be coun t e r i ng t h i s o t her t r end .  

W i l son :  I t h i n k t h a t ' s why I ' ve t aken t o v / r i t i n g .  I t ' s e a s i e r t o w r i t e by 

y o u r s e l f than t o go ou t  and ge t  peop l e t o l e t  you p a i n t  on t he p u b l i c 

w a l l s .  Us u a l l y you have t o dea l  w i t h a group ,  not  w i t h an i n d i v i d u a l .  

Gerber ;  They ' re so a f r a i d o f what  m i gh t  be pu t  on t hose w a l l s .  I t  m i gh t  not  be 

l i k e d by everyone v/ho saw i t .  

W i l son :  Even M i che l ange l o had peop l e who p r o t es t ed a g a i n s t  h i s vrork .  When he 

pa i n t ed "The L a s t  Judgment ," t h i s c a r d i n a l  or someone s a i d i t  was on l y 

f i t  f o r a b o r de l l o ,  a l l  t hose naked f i g u r e s .  He pu t  t h i s f i g u r e i n t he 

bot tom o f the mural  r i g h t  above t he doorway ,  w i t h a se rpen t  around h i s 

l o i n s and s a i d ,  "Tha t ' s f o r you .  Go down i n infamy .  You came i n t o t h i s 

wor l d naked and when you d i e you go ou t  o f t h i s wor l d naked ." So nud i t y 

i s not  f o r a bo r de l l o .  

Gerber :  I t  seems t o be one of t he g i v ens ,  w i t h mural  p a i n t i n g ,  t h a t  someone i s 

go ing t o ob j e c t .  

W i l son :  T.hat ' s wfiy i t ' s so necessary t o w r i t e what  you hones t l y b e l i e v e and not  

t r y t o p l ay up t o p u b l i c app r ova l .  



Sherwood A nd e r s o n , L e t t e r - V / r i t o r 

D a v i d D . A nde r s on 

P e rh ap s  t h e r?iost p r o l i f i c l o t t e r w r i t e r o f h i s l i t e r a r y g e n e r a t i o n 

and th e lest t h a t  v e n a v r.ee ^n -;n a:7n ino r e a^ l "^ ; T l y dm . - ' .nd ir . ' ' i n s t a n t 

i f  ino cuou s e l e c t r o n i c CL,.:\n>.^n±^::, l::.c:i, . ^ h o i : : c o a / i.,:;^_.;'-;>o:: ':..uio i n 

h i s l i t e r a r y l e g a c y , 2S vo l i imes o f f i c t i o n , verr^e, e s s a y s , and a u t o -

b i o g r aph y p i i b l i s h o d i n h i s own l i f e t i m e ; hund reds o f p u b l i s h e d bu t 

u n c o i l e d . . ' . i i^ho r t e r wo r k s f rom t h a t sane p e r i o d , w i t h ne* d i s c o v e r i e s 

s t i l l b e i n g made ; and  a w e a l t h o f m a t e r i a l u n f i n i s h e d and unpuV jx ished 

a t h i s d e a t h . He ha s a l s o l e f t u s more t h a n 7000 known l e t t e r s v r r i t t e n 

du - . . : } - Lib l i t e r a r y l i f e t : ; j : e o f l i t t l e niore t h - : : ^ : • . . ^ v y e a r s , 

b e g i nn i n g a t th e ago o f f o r t y , when  h e became  a p u b l i s h e d a u t h o r . T l i a t 

mxmber o f l e t t e r s . "•nprox ina t f is t>e number o f dry : - o f h i s nctiv-'f l i t o r c r y 

l i f e , and  i t  contir:^ .';':s Lo  ^  \ i C]^ \ i ub i ^ a s p ^ x j v i u t i L . i-,^  m^-M ' ^ . i / )  J . o t^ .o i i ' i , a r ] i  u p .  

Of tho s e thou sands o f l e t t e r s , most o f them i n th e supe rb Newbe r ry 

L i b r a r y C o l l e c t i o n --nd o t h e r s i n l i b r a r y nnd p r i v a t e c o l l e c t i o n s a c r o s s 

the cou . . , : - -y , f ew a ; C.^-n 1000 > i :v i . \y^:.iin po">-!.•;.:.>^. J l ' 4 0 1 appe a r 

T\i?: l e t t e r s o f Sherwood A n d e r s o n , e d i t e d by Howard Mvtmford J one s w i t h 

W a l t e r R i d e o u t , s a r e f i l l ! y - r d i t f . d , we " ; l - ; . -e lec t - "d c o l l f - c t i c n , p u b l i s h e d 

i n 1953* I ' / i t l l iv *o : ; ; . jL - iy t.^u o i u - y : . ; ' i , c . a i l y i^va:^!::,Lj.e. c . i ; oi^-jlc^:; c,aJ, 

a s s emb l y o f A n d e r s o n ' s l e t t e r s , th e J o n o s - R i d e ou L vo lume h a s r e c e n t l y 

been - io ined by an e x c e l l e n t s e l e c t i o n o f 201 a d d i t i ' ^ r - ' l L i t t e r s i n 

S h . , : - : o j a ^^ud -rson : S e l ' : : - . l i e t t e r s , e d i t e d  b y Cr.urJ,-*;^ . . o d l i n ( K n o x v i l l e 

U n i v e r s i t y o f Tenne s s ee P r e s s , 198k), Kiimorous o t h e r l e t t e r s , some t o 

i n d i v i d u a l s , i n c l u d i n g G e r t r u d e S t e i n , have a l s o  a p ^ D e a r e d i n v a r i o u s 



periodicals and c o l l e c t i o n s . 

As the new Modlin c o l l e c t i o n and e a r l i e r publications make 

v i v i d l y c l e a r , the continued i n t e r e s t i n Anderson's l e t t e r s i s neither 

prurient nor the product of a continued scholarly search for f a c t s . 

Anderson's l e t t e r s are r a r e l y mundane and aLmost as r a r e l y r e l i a b l y 

f a c t i i a l as they record not the d a i l y l i f e of a l i t e r a r y man nor h i s 

l i t e r a r y l i f e but the essence of a man's exploration of what he was 

l a t e r to c a l l "the great adventure." 

From the time he learned that he was a writ e r , as he wrote the 

s t o r i e s that were to become Winesburg, Ohio i n l a t e 1915* Anderson not 

only wrote l e t t e r s almost d a i l y , but at times, as i n the long months of 

1923-2^ that he spent i n Reno waiting for Tennessee Mitchell's consent 

to t h e i r divorce, wrote them almost constantly as he reached out of h i s 

i s o l a t i o n to those whose l i v e s had meaningfully touched h i s . 

Of a l l Anderson's l e t t e r s , the most appealing are those i n which 

he reaches out to others, whether from the Chicago advertising office of 

C r i t c h f i e l d and Co. as he sought to make his work not only true but 

known; from the shadows of the mountains i n Reno; or from h i s re-discov-

er<---! * - -?-- - t l tv i n Var^r-.^, V - r r i r - - ? , an-i t h e r c l l i r - ; ' - h i l l r ^ P i r . ' i h i n 

Far-.. . , - c f emotional as . - e i l &i: . .. i s o l a t i o n , h 

demonstrates most c l e a r l y the theme that gives unity to his l e t t e r s as i t 

had to his l i f e and h i s work. 

I n the l e t t e r s from those periods and from other moments of 

i s o l a t i o n , too, often i n the midst of friends, colleagues, family, or 

other wr i t e r s , Anderson writes as he has i n the best of h i s f i c t i o n , 

both s t y l i s t i c a l l y and philosophically, as he demonstrates most c l e a r l y 
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the nature of human i s o l a t i o n and alienation and h i s never-ending 

attempts to transcend them and find an ultimate, i f elusive, human 

oneness. At the end of the sketch "Sophistication" i n Winesburg, Ohio 

he wrote of George V/illard and Helen V/hite: "...they had for a moment 

taken hold of the thing that makes the mature l i f e of men and women 
2 

i n the modern world possible." Each of many such intiiriate moments 

transcribed to paper v;ith dozens of di f f e r e n t letterheads or none, i n 

the attempt to transcend time and space, make up the substance of the 

bulk of his l e t t e r s . Each i s , to Anderson, to the recipient, to the 

reader h a l f a century and more l a t e r , an attempt to penetrate for a 

moment—and i n h i s work Anderson makes c l e a r that i t can only be done 

i n such moments—the s h e l l that i s o l a t e d him, as i t i s o l a t e d the people 

of Winesburg, from, the f u l l e s t understanding s?nd enjoyment of the t o t a l i t y 

of l i f e . 

At the same tim.e, each of the l e t t e r s , written with a haste that 

often r e s u l t s i n questionable spe l l i n g and dubious punctuation, i n a 

scrawl that dem.ands c a r e f u l deciphering, i s written i n the oral idiom 

and s t y l e that Anderson discovered and perfected i n writing the 'w'inesburg, 

Ohio stories and that marked h i s best work to the end. Anderson's style 

. - • cour.trysic _ 

the C i v i l '..'ar and that he :.ad learned i n l i s t e n i n g to the s t o r i e s of 

his father, Irwin Anderson, former Ohio Volunteer Cavalryman, harnessmaker-

craftsinan displaced by the new technology, sign painter, book salesman, 

magic lantern showman, and t e l l e r of t a l e s . The model of V/indy 

JfcPherson i n Anderson's f i r s t published novel, he was also and t r u l y , 
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as  Ande rson  l earned  when  he  began  to  unde rs t and  h i s  own  i den t i t y  and  

ro l e  as  a  s t ory - t e l l e r ,  an  o ra l  a r t i s t  i n  a  soc i e t y  t ha t  no  l onger  had  

t i me  for  a r t  or  for  c r a f t ,  or  for  unders t and i ng  i t se l f .  I n  h i s  l e t t e r s ,  

echoes  of  an  ear l i er  and  younger  Amer i ca  are  c l ea r ,  echoes  of  an  

Amer i ca  t ha t  had  t i me  to  reach  ou t ,  to  t a l k ,  and  to  l i s t en ,  echoes ,  t oo ,  

of  the  vo i ce  of  the  f a t he r ,  t ransm i i ted  i n to  a  h i gher  rea l i t y  by  the  

son  vrho  h a d ,  i n  d i scover i ng  h i mse l f ,  d i scovered  both  h i s  f a ther  and  an  

Amer i ca  no t  ye t  cor rup t ed  and  ?iad  l earned  t o  t ransmu te  those  d i scover i es  

i n to  m y t h .  

Ano t he r  d i mens i on  of  Ande rson ' s  l e t ters  t ha t  f asc i na t es  the i r  

readers  then  and  now  i s  the  i ns i gh t  t ha t  each  g i ves  i n to  the  va r i ous  

aspec t s  of  the  comp l ex  persoa i l i t y  of  the  man  who  wro t e  them  and  the  

equa l l y  comp l ex  rnosrd.c  of  h i s  l i f e .  Here  i s  Ande r son ,  the  young  

w r i t e r ,  a t  f o r t y ,  b l un t l v  te l l i ng  " M r .  Dre i ser "  tha t  " I  wan t  vou  to  
3  

rop.d  one  of  my  nove l s , "  the  unpub l i shed  V/ indy  Mcpherson ' s  S o n .  H e r e ,  

t oo ,  i s  Anderson  n i ne  mon ths  l a t e r ,  a f ter  i ts  pub l i ca t i on ,  -wr i t ing  

"i-Ir.  Frank , "  Wa l do  F r ank ,  one  of  the  f ounders  and  ed i tors  of  Seven  

A r t s ,  t ha t  " I  canno t  res i s t  the  des i re  to  vrr i te  you  a t  once  and  

i ssue  of  Seven  Ar;ts_,"  i n  the  rev i ew  essay  "Emerg i ng  G rea t ness , "  

v; j  t h  ' v l ^ '  dear  Jrs i ^er "  "  c: .  c c r a r i Q i c ;  ana  i a c .  A a i l  i n  

the  shadow  of  wh i ch  Ame r i can  ar t i s ts  mus t  work , "  and  Frank  has  'oecome  

"Dear  Bro ther , "  to  whom  he  w r i t e s ,  "Perhaps  one  has  to  grov;  o l d  be f ore  

he  can  rea l i ze  the  grea t  t ru th  t ha t  l i f e  can  on l y  be  beau t i f u l  a t  odd  
6  

momen t s  and  i n  qu i te  unexpec t ed  ways , "  and  aga i n ,  "A l l  day  my  rndnd  has  
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reached out and out. Kinute l i t t l e happenings i n the l i v e s of many-

people have been revealed to rr;e. Today, had I a dozen hands, I could 
7 

w r i t e a dozen t a l e s , strange, wonderful t a l e s , a l l a t one time." 

I n 1918, he confesses to Burton Rascoe, then l i t e r a r y / e d i t o r of the 

Chicago Tribune, t h a t he " s t a r t e d w r i t i n g f o r the s a l v a t i o n of ir.y s o u l . . 
6 

and have been w r i t i n g f o r t h a t end ever s i n c e , " and to Van Wyck 

Brooks, "My dear Brooks," he w r i t e s , on the verge of the c r i t i c a l 

success and f i n a n c i a l f a i l u r e of Winesburg, Ohio, of I'iark Twain and 

American w r i t i n g and i n t u i t i v e l y of h i m s e l f ; 

Now, Brooks, you know a man cannot be a p-essimist v?ho 
l i v e s near a brook or a c o r n f i e l d . V/Tien the brook c h a t t e r s 
or a t night when the moon comes up and the wind plays i n the 
corn, a man hears the whisper of the gods. 

1-iirk got to t h a t once—^when he •wrote Huck F i n n . . . . I t 
poured out of him. I fancy t h a t a t night he came do^vn from 
h i s h i l l stepping l i k e a k i n g , a splendid playboy playing w i t h 
r i v e r s and men, r i d i n g on the l i i s s i s s i p p i , on the broad r i v e r 
t h a t i s the great a r t e r y flowing out of the he a r t of the l a n d . 9 

Then, i n a self-image t h a t r e c u r s p e r i o d i c a l l ; / to the end of 

h i s l i f e , i n terms t h a t r e f l e c t h i s concern with the myth of America, 

the wonder of h i s being a w r i t e r , and the o r i g i n of h i s s t y l e , he 

continues; 

. l e l l , Brooks, I'm s t r c s ' 
i'hG rhythm and swing of i t . i s i n some of my soiigs t h a t are Lo ce 
published next month. I t sometimes gets i n t o some of tne 
Winesburg t h i n g s . I ' l ] , r i d e i t some more, perhaps. I t depends 
on vjhether or not I can avoid titking myself Scrious/_ly7. V/liom 
the gods wish to destroy they f i r s t make di-unk w i t h the notion 
of being a w r i t e r . 10 

Th i s i s the Anderson who^more than two decades l a t e r , can e x t r a c t 

from t h a t apparent drunkenness a cogent meaning as he t e l l s a young 

w r i t e r t h a t "the whole g l o r y of w r i t i n g l i e s i n the f a c t t h a t i t 

f o r c e s us out of ourselves and i n t o the l i v e s of others . I n the end 
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11 
the r e a l w r i t e r becomes a l o v e r . " Ke v r r i t e s t o a young p a i n t e r 

t h a t " I t h i n k most people i n l i f e a r e p r e t t y l o n e l y . I t h i n k t h e r e 

i s a tendency to l i v e on t h i s l o n e l i n e s s , make i t something p r e c i o u s 
12 

and p e r s o n a l . " T h i s i s the Anderson, too, who, near the end of 

h i s l i f e , can t e l l h i s yo'ong p a i n t e r son t h a t " I guess vrhat a man 

13 

has t o l e a r n i s j u s t t o l i v e the day," to experience f u l l y t h a t 

moment i n which f o r Anderson a l l meaning i s found. 

I n h i s l e t t e r s Anderson f u s e s r e a l i t y and myth, f r u s t r a t i o n and 

f u l f i l l m e n t , s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n and the d e f i n i t i o n of the a r t i s t , a 

s e a r c h f o r i d e n t i t y and an assur a n c e of t h a t i d e n t i t y , a sense of the 

c o n t i n u i t y and oneness of the human experience and h i s own. And i n 

so doing, he provides a r e c o r d , a con t e x t , a p s y c h o l o g i c a l environment 

i n vThich our experience of h i s vrorks, from h i s d i s c o v e r y of s e l f 

a t the expense of h i s f a t h e r i n Windy McPherson's Son t o the f i n a l 

summation i n Home Town and the u n f i n i s h e d Memoirs, i s enhanced. And 

we see, too, i n both l e t t e r s and vrorks, the u l t i m a t e f u s i o n of s e l f 

and work and c l o s e n e s s w i t h others t h a t Anderson sought f o r a l i f e t i m e 

t h a t , too, i n such moments as those i n "Hands," i n "Death i n the Woods 

i n "Brother Death," and i n the many other m.oments he de f i n e d so 

completely. 

Michigan S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y 
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Notes 

1 . The Jones-Rideout c o l l e c t i o n and the Kodlin c o l l e c t i o n are 
both comprehensive. Kore specia l ized publications include those to 
Gertrude S t e i n i n Sherwood Anderson/Gertrude S t e i n ; Correspondence 
and Personal Essays, edited by Ray Lewis White (Chapel H i l l , 1972); 
to Paul Kosenfeld i n Paul Rosenfeld: Voyae:er i n the A r t s , edited by 
Jerome K e l l q u i s t and Lucie l/eise (New York, 19'^-fi); to Upton S i n c l a i r 
i n h i s Lifetime i n Letteps (Columbia,- Hoi , I96O)} to F . Scott 
F i t z g e r a l d i n The Correspondenco of F . Scott Fitz.ger?-ld, edited by 
^latthew Bruccol i and Lar^aret H. Dugan (New.York, 19^0) • Others 
appear i n periodicals and i n more e c l e c t i c c o l l e c t i o n s . We s t i l l 
await publicat ion of two important ser ies of l e t t e r s . 

2 . Shen-rood Anderson^ V/inesburg;, Ohio (New York, 1919) • P ' 298. 
3* Shenrood Anderson; Collected L e t t e r s , edited by Charles 
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'•y H a r r y Houd i n i  i n t he M i dwes t  

Thomas P.  L i n i < f i e l d 

Before the e l e c t i ^on i c age o f marve l ous gadge t ry and before the numbing e f f e c t s 

of t e l e v i s i o n ,  Amer icans r e l i e d upon t he v a u d e v i l l e c i r c u i t  f o r en t e r t a i nmen t .  

Vau d e v i l l e prov i ded h i g h - c l a s s en t e r t a i nmen t  f o r t he e n t i r e f a m i l y .  Harry Houd in i  

(1874-1926) v/as one of the g r e a t e s t ,  i f no t  the g r e a t e s t ,  a c t s i n t he h i s t o r y o f 

v a u d e v i l l e .  Betvveen 1900 and 1926 Houd in i  amazed ,  shocked ,  end m y s t i f i e d hundreds 

of thousands o f peop le i n Amer i ca and Europe .  H i s name became synonomous w i t h 

magic and w i t h dea t h -defy i ng escapes ,  and some peop l e even be l i e v ed him capab l e 

of supe r na t u r a l  power -- the power to d e m a t e r i a l i z e and m a t e r i a l i z e a t  w i l l .  Houd in i  

had sco res o f i m i t a t o r s ,  bu t  never an equa l .  H i s name has magne t i c appeal  f o r 

p r o f e s s i o n a l s and ama teurs even t oday .  As r e c e n t l y as J u l y o f 1984 a Houd in i  f a n a t i c ,  

who c a l l e d h i mse l f "Rayburn the G rea t , " drowned i n Lake Winona,  I nd i ana ,  wh i l e 

a t t emp t i ng a handcuf f escape under wa t er . ^ Dur ing h i s p r o f e s s i o n a l  caree*" ,  Houd in i  

cou l d escape from any t h i ng ,  bu t  then he v/as t r u l y un ique .  

A l though he en j oyed fame and cou l d command a s a l a r y before Wor ld War I of over 

$1 ,000 a -week,  success d i d not  come e a s i l y f o r Har ry Houd i n i .  Before he became a 

h i t  on v a u d e v i l l e ,  Houd in i  spen t  over t en y e a r s i n v e n t i n g and p e r f e c t i n g h i s t e ch -

n i que .  He had t o se r ve a l ong and arduous app r en t i cesh i p i n cheap sa l oons and s i d e -

shows ,  many of them i n the M idwest .  In f a c t ,  the M idwest  d i d a g r ea t  dea l  f o r Har ry 

Houd i n i ,  whose r e a l  name was Eh r i ch We i ss .  Though born i n Budapes t ,  Hungary ,  Houd in i  

spen t  h i s ch i l dhood i n W i scons i n .  A f t e r he moved t o New York i n 1886 ,  he r e t u rned 

f r e q u e n t l y t o the M idwest  t o ga i n needed expe r i ence or t o i n t r oduce a new r ou t i n e .  

I t  was i n the M idwest  where Har ry f i r s t  became acqua i n t ed w i t h s p i r i t u a l  seances ,  

a dark f o r c e t ha t  wou ld haun t  him f o r the r e s t  o f h i s l i f e .  The M idwest  served as 

a sp r i ngboard and a t r a i n i n g ground f o r Houd i n i ,  p r o v i d i ng him w i t h a s e t t i n g where 

he cou l d d i r e c t  h i s un l i m i t ed amb i t i on and harness t i i s i n c r e d i b l e men ta l  and p h y s i c a l  

powers .  
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Houd i n i ' s ch i l dhood i n t he M idwest  was no t  an easy one.  H i s f a t h e r was a 

rabb i  a t  a synagogue i n App l e t on ,  W i scons i n ,  bu t  never a s u c c e s s f u l  one because 

o f h i s ex t reme ,  o l d wor l d conse rva t i sm .  Because h i s payments r e f used t o l e a r n 

E n g l i s h ,  Har ry had t o mas t er German f o r h i s home and E n g l i s h f o r the ou t s i de 

wor l d .  W i th h i s f a t h e r Samuel  una lbe t o f i n d work ,  Har ry and the f a m i l y had 

f i v e d i f f e r e n t  addresses i n M i lwaukee between 1883 and 1887.  The f a t h e r l i v e d 

i n a s t a t e o f dep ress i on and spen t  much o f h i s t ime brood ing on dea th .  A t  age 

n i ne ,  as i f he were a c h a r a c t e r from one of Ho ra t i o A l g e r ' s no v e l s ,  Har ry worked 

the s t r e e t s as a newsboy and a boo t b l ack .  I t  was i n t h i s domes t i c s i t u a t i o n t h a t  

2 

Har ry deve loped h i s l i f e l o n g obsess i on f o r h i s mother .  Dr i ven by a hard l i f e 

and meager income ,  Har ry f l e d h i s home and the M idwest  i n 1886 and ended up i n 

New York C i t y where the f a m i l y f o l l owed him e v e n t u a l l y .  

Har ry r e t u rned t o t he M idwest  i n 1892 w i t h h i s b r o t he r Theo as "The B r o t he r s 

Houd i n i . " Har ry had been a p r o f e s s i o n a l  mag i c i an f o r a y e a r and wan ted despe r a t e l y 

to succeed on the v a u d e v i l l e c i r c u i t .  The b r o t he r s '  r epu t a t i on i n New York was 

t a r n i s h e d because one n i gh t  a t  the I mpe r i a l  Music Ha l l  wh i l e per form i ng Me tamorphas is ,  

wh i ch became a Houd in i  Trademark ,  Theo cou l d not  escape from t he l ocked box.  Em-

ba r r assed and d i s i l l u s i o n e d ,  t he b r o t he r s dec i ded on a t ou r o f the M idwest  t o im-

prove t h e i r a c t .  They p l ayed dime museums f o r sma l l  s a l a r i e s ,  bu t  ga i ned v a l uab l e 

expe r i ence and po l i shed t h e i r a c t .  Throughou t  h i s s t age c a r e e r ,  Houd in i  r e l i e d upon 

Metamorphasis as a c o n s i s t e n t  crowd p l e a s e r ,  and i t  was i n the M idwest  where he 

pe r f ec t ed t he t i m i ng f o r t h i s escape .  H i s w i f e Bess wou ld l a t e r r ep l ace b r o t he r 

Theo i n the l ocked box.  Dur ing t h i s same t ou r ,  Houd in i  a l s o expe r i enced s p i r i t u a l i s m 

f o r  the f i r s t  t ime wh i l e a t t end i ng a seance i n M i lwaukee by Dr .  J o s e f G r e g o r o r v i ch ,  

a s e l f - s t y l e d s p i r i t u a l  hea l e r .  

1893 proved t o be an i mpor t an t  y e a r i n t he develppmen t  of  Uarry Houd i n i ' s 

p r o f e s s i o n a l  c a r e e r .  "The B r o t he r s Houd i n i " r e t u rned t o t he M idwest  t o work the 
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M i dw a y  a t  t he  Ch i c ago  Wo r l d ' s  F a i r .  F r om  a  H i ndu  c on j u r e r ,  H a r r y  l e a r ned  h i s  f a mous  

ne ed l e  t r i c k  i n  wh i ch  he  appe a r ed  t o  s w a l l ow  f i f t y  s e w i ng  ne ed l e s  and  a  l eng t h  o f  

t h r e a d .  He  wou l d  t hen  pu l l  t he  t h r e aded  ne ed l e s  f r om  h i s  mou t h  t o  t he  be w i l d e r m en t  

o f  any  on l oo k e r .  O/ i  t he  M i dw a y  Houd i n i  a l so  w i t n e s s ed  f o r  t he  f i r s t  t i me  a  man  

e s c ap i ng  f r om  l oc k ed  h a nd c u f f s .  H andcu f f s  ( i n  f a c t  me t a l  r e s t r a i n t s  o f  a l l  k i nds )  

f a s c i na t ed  H a r r y ,  and  he  soon  m a s t e r e d  t he  e s c ape  t e chn i que  f o r  h i m s e l f .  He  added  

an  aud i enc e  cha l l enge  t o  t he  r ou t i ne  and  pe r f o r m ed  f o r  $12  pe r  w e e k  a t  Koh l  &  M i dd l e -

t on ' s  D i me  M u s e u m ,  b i l l ed  as  t he  " H andcu f f  K i ng  and  Es c ape  A r t i s t . "  Ch i c ago ' s  

Wo r l d ' s  F a i r  w a s  an  i mpo r t an t  schoo l  f o r  t he  a mb i t i ous  and  r e s t l e s s  H o u d i n i ,  and  he  

a l wa y s  r ega r ded  Ch i c ago  as  a  l uc k y  c i t y .  

1897  f ound  H a r r y  r e t u r n i ng  onc e  aga i n  t o  t he  M i d w e s t ,  s e a r ch i ng  de spe r a t e l y  f o r  

t he  suc c e s s  t ha t  had  e l uded  h i m  so  f a r .  H i s  w i f e  B e s s  wa s  h i s  pa r t ne r  no w ,  and  i n  

t he  w i n t e r  o f  t ha t  y e a r  t he  t wo  o f  t he m  j o i ned  D r .  H i l l ' s  C a l i f o r n i a  Conc e r t  C o m p a n y ,  

a  M i dw e s t e r n  m ed i c i ne  show .  Fo r  $25  pe r  w e e k  t he  j ob  p r ov i ded  t e mpo r a r y  s e c u r i t y ,  bu t  

no t  t he  f ame  and  r e cogn i t i on  H a r r y  pu r sued  so  r e l e n t l e s s l y .  He  and  B e s s  pe r f o r m ed  

m ag i c  and  e s c ape s  and  even  doub l ed  as  a c t o r s  i n  t he  company ' s  p l a y s .  To  gene r a t e  

mo r e  i n t e r e s t  f o r  t he i r  a c t ,  H a r r y  and  B e s s  began  pe r f o r m i ng  s e anc e s  i n  J anua r y  o f  

1896 .  The  s e anc e  wa s  a  g r e a t  c r owd  p l e a s e r ,  and  Houd i n i  con t i nued  w i t h  sp i r i t ua l i s m  

f o r  a  y e a r  i n  Kans a s  and  M i s s ou r i .  He  f ound  i t  d i s t u r b i ng ,  ho w e v e r ,  t ha t  an  aud i enc e  

w a s  mo r e  w i l l i ng  t o  be l i e v e  i n  sp i r i t ua l i s m  t han  i n  mag i c . " ^  Houd i n i  wa s  good  a t  

s p i r i t u a l i s m ,  bu t  t he  pub l i c ' s  gu l l i b i l i t y  bo t he r ed  h i m .  H a r r y  de c i ded  i t  wa s  an  
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e v i l ,  l oa t hsom e  p r a c t i c e  and  d i s con t i nued  i t .  Houd i n i  de s i r ed  r e cogn i t i on  and  

s t a r - b i l l i ng  on  t he  v aude v i l l e  c i r c u i t ,  bu t  D r .  H i l l ' s  mob i l e  m ed i c i ne  show  d i d  

no t  p r ov i de  t he m .  

I n  1899  when  Houd i n i  w a s  s e r i ous l y  con t e mp l a t i ng  l e a v i ng  t he  e n t e r t a i nm e n t  

bu s i n e s s ,  he  r e c e i v ed  t he  b r e a k  he  ne eded  t o  p r ope l  h i m  t o  s t a r dom  i n  v a nd e v i l l e .  

In  S t .  P a u l ,  M i nn e s o t a ,  he  c a me  t o  t he  a t t en t i on  o f  M a r t i n  B e c k ,  an  i mpo r t an t  

t he a t r i c a l  a g e n t .  H a r r y  e s c aped  f r om  m ana c l e s  t ha t  Beck  had  pu r c h a s e d ,  and  B e c k  



was so impressed w i t h Houd i n i ' s p o t e n t i a l  t h a t  he s i gned him t o the Orpheum 

v a u d e v i l l e c i r c u i t  f o r $60 per week .  On Beck ' s i n s i s t e n c e ,  Houd in i  dropped 

the magic t r i c k s from h i s a c t  and concen t r a t ed on escapes . ^ Th i s c o n t r a c t  w i t h 

Mar t i n Beck l ed t o . s u c c e s s f u l  t ou r s i n Sam F r a n c i s c o ,  Bos t on ,  Toron t o ,  and the 

M idwest .  Har ry ' s pay mushroomed t o $90 per week ,  and he b i l l e d h i mse l f as "The 

Und i spu t ed K ing o f Handcuf fs" and 'Monarch o f Leg Shack l es ." N o t o n l y d i d Houd in i  

r e c e i v e h i s b i g break i n the M idwest ,  bu t  he demons t ra t ed h i s draw ing power t he r e 

a l s o .  

I n 1905 ,  a f t e r s u c c e s s f u l  and ve ry l u c r a t i v e t ou r s o f t he e as t e r n Un i t ed S t a t e s 

and Europe (where he a c t u a l l y made more money) ,  Houd in i  r e t u rned t o t he M idwest  t o 

i n i t i a t e an escape t h a t  p r ope l l ed him t o a new l e v e l  o f escapo l ogy -- one t h a t  was 

beyond mere handcu f fs and c i t y j a i l s .  Wh i l e booked a t  the Temple Thea t e r i n D e t r o i t ,  

Har ry performed h i s f i r s t  br i dge l eap on November 27 from the B e l l e I s l a n d Br i dge 

i n t o the D e t r o i t  R i v e r .  Har ry used tvio p a i r s o f handcu f fs and a s a f e t y rope .  I t  

was one of V i a r ry ' s most  da r i ng and e n t e r t a i n i n g a c t s ,  bu t  i t  a l s o d i s t r ubed a few 

peop l e because i t  was p o t e n t i a l l y so dangerous .  One of Houd i n i ' s r ecen t  b i ographers 

has t he o r i z ed t ha t  h i s br i dge l eap was a symbo l i c re-enac tmen t  o f bir th .° Har ry 

wou ld repea t  t h i s symbo l i c drama i n most  of h i s escapes on v a u d e v i l l e .  Of course 

Har ry was a l ways a g r ea t  showman,  and t h i s may have been h i s way o f e x c i t i n g h i s 

f ans and ga i n i ng an edge over h i s compe t i t i on ,  s i nc e no t  many e n t e r t a i n e r s were 

eager to jumped handcuf fed o f f a b r i dge .  

Before Wor ld War I ,  Houd in i  deve loped and pursued an obsess i on w i t h a v i a t i o n ,  

a new spo r t  j u s t  i n i t s i n f an c y .  Har ry was a p i oneer a v i a t o r ,  and i n 1909 he 

e n t e r t a i n e d German t roops by f l y i n g h i s own V o i s i n .  Dur ing h i s 1910 A u s t r a l i a n t ou r ,  

Houd in i  made the f i r s t  sus t a i ned f l i g h t  i n t ha t  na t i on ' s h i s t o r y .  I n August  of 1911 

Har ry a t t ended t he I n t e r n a t i o n a l  A i r Meet  a t  Gran t  Park i n Ch i cago .  Dur i ng a b e n e f i t  



f l y i ng  show  fo»^  an  a v i a t o r  k i l l ed  du r i ng  t he  a i r  m e e t ,  H a r r y  pe r f o r m ed  a  f e a t  

f o r  t he  s t a r t l ed  aud i enc e  t ha t  he  wou l d  ne v e r  dup l i c a t e .  He  j umped  w i t h  h i s  

hands  and  f e e t  sha c k l ed  f r om  a  p l ane  f i f t y  f e e t  abov e  La k e  M i c h i g a n ,  e s c aped  

und e r w a t e r ,  and  s wa m  t o  sho r e  be f o r e  t he  gap i ng  f a n s .  H a r r y  cou l d  ne v e r  r e s i s t  

an  oppo r t un i t y  t o  be  a  s ho w m a n .  

A l t hough  Houd i n i  wou l d  r ema i n  a  v aude v i l l e  s t a r  un t i l  t he  n i gh t  he  d i e d ,  

h i s  l i f e  and  c a r e e r  en t e r ed  a  new  pha s e  a f t e r  Wor l d "  W a r  I .  He  be c a m e  a  c r us ade r  

i n t en t  on  e xpos i ng  sp i r i t ua l i s t s  and  m e d i u m s .  The y  w e r e  a l l  f r auds  a c co r d i ng  t o  

H o u d i n i ,  and  he  channe l ed  a  cons i de r ab l e  a moun t  o f  t i m e ,  e n e r g y ,  and  mone y  i n t o  

h i s  c r u s a d e ,  wh i ch  he  f e l t  w a s  h i s  t r ue  pu r pos e  i n  t h i s  l i f e .  He  r e f us ed  se ve r a l  

l uc r a t i v e  b i l l i ngs  j us t  t o  e xpos e  t he s e  c h a r l a t a n s ,  who  v /ere  s i mp l y  p r e y i ng  on  a  

gu l l i b l e  pub l i c .  He  e v en  t e s t i f i ed  i n  W a sh i ng t on  i n  suppo r t  o f  a  b i l l  t o  ou t l a w  

f o r t une  t e l l i ng  i n  t he  D i s t r i c t  o f  Co l umb i a :  " The r e  a r e  on l y  t wo  k i nds  o f  m e d i u m s ,  

t hos e  who  a r e  men t a l  degene r a t e s  and  who  ough t  t o  be  unde r  ob s e r v a t i on ,  and  t hos e  

who  a r e  de l i be r a t e  che a t s  and  f r auds . " ' '  H a r r y  e v en  p r oduc ed  a  new  a c t  f o r  t he  

s t age  t ha t  i nc l uded  m a g i c  t r i c k s ,  e s c a p e s ,  and  e xposu r e s  o f  m ed i um s  and  t he i r  

f r audu l en t  m e t hod s .  

The  M i d w e s t  f i gu r ed  p r om i n en t l y  i n  Houd i n i ' s  c a mpa i gn  aga i ns t  f a k e  s p i r i t u a l i s t s .  

He  ga v e  seve r a l  t a l k s  a t  un i v e r s i t i e s  t ha t  s e r v ed  as  r ehe a r s a l s  f o r  a  p r o f e s s i ona l  

t ou r  w i t h  t he  Co i t - A l be e  L y c e um .  I n  t he  f a l l  o f  1923  he  add r e s s ed  a  ps y cho l ogy  

c l a s s  a t  t he  Un i v e r s i t y  o f  I l l i no i s  on  " The  P s y cho l ogy  o f  Aud i enc e s " ' and  " The  

N ega t i v e  S i de  o f  Sp i r i t ua l  i sm . "  H a r r y  l e c t u r ed  on  m ed i um s  a t  M a r que t t e  Un i v e r s i t y  

i n  M i l w a u k e e ,  and  he  a l so  l e c t u r ed  on  sp i r i t  f r auds  a t  t he  Un i v e r s i t i e s  o f  W i s cons i n  

and  No t r e  D a m e .  H a r r y  en j oy ed  t he s e  t a l k s  be f o r e  co l l ege  a ud i e n c e s ,  be l i e v i ng  

educ a t i on  an  i mpo r t an t  pa r t  o f  h i s  c r us ade  aga i ns t  s p i r i t u a l i s t s .  In  1925  i n  

C l e v e l a nd ,  O h i o ,  he  he l ped  Coun t y  P r os e cu t o r  Edwa r d  B .  S t an t on  e xpos e  t he  m ed i um  
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G eo r ge  R enne r  as  a  f r a ud .  R enne r  r e c e i v ed  a  $25 . 00  f i ne  and  a  s i x - mon t h  j a i l  
g  

s en t enc e  f o r  ob t a i n i ng  mone y  unde r  f a l s e  p r e t e n s e s .  B e c aus e  H a r r y  knew  f r om  

f i r s t - hand  e xpe r i enc e  how  m ed i um s  op e r a t e d ,  he  wa s  de t e r m i ned  t o  e x po s e  t hem  

t o  pub l i c  r i d i cu l e  and  end  t he i r  ev i l  i n f l u e n c e .  

In  1925  i n  Ch i c ago  Houd i n i  be c a m e  i nvo l v ed  i n  a  b i z a r r e  cou r t  f i gh t  o v e r  

t he  i s sue  o f  s p i r i t u a l i s m .  Wh i l e  H a r r y  p l a y ed  t he  P r i nc e s s  The a t e r  f o r  e i gh t  

w e e k s ,  h i s  s t a f f  i nv e s t i ga t ed  ov e r  f o r t y  m e d i u m s .  He  had  a  s t and i ng  cha l l enge  

o f  a  $10 , 000  r e w a r d  t o  any  m . ed i um  who  cou l d  p r oduc e  v a l i d  p r oo f  o f  s p i r i t u a l i s m .  

H e r be r t  0 .  B r e e d l o v e ,  who  r an  t he  M i s s i on  o f  Lov e  on  D e a r bo r n  S t r e e t ,  f i l ed  a  

c r i m i na l  l i be l  su i t  aga i ns t  H o u d i n i ,  c l a i m i ng  t ha t  H a r r y ' s  a n t i - s p i r i t u a l i s t  

c r us ade  w a s  ha r r a s s i ng  h i s  s p i r i t s .  H o u d i n i ,  i ns i s t i ng  t ha t  m e d i um s  w e r e  a  m ena c e  

t o  s o c i e t y ,  cha l l enged  B r e ed l ov e  t o  r evea l  t he  na me  h i s  f a t he r  used  t o  ca l l  h i m .  

He  ba c k ed  h i s  cou r t  cha l l enge  w i t h  a  $1 , 000  r ewa r d .  B r e ed l ov e  f a i l ed  t he  t e s t  

and  l os t  t he  c a s e .  The  a c know l edged  K i ng  o f  Es c apo l ogy  had  pe r f o r m ed  a no t h e r  
g  

m a gn i f i c e n t  e s c ape  t h i s  t i me  f r om  a  l i be l  s u i t .  Ch i c ago  r e m a i ned  a  l uc k y  

c i t y  f o r  H a r r y .  

I n  D e t r o i t ,  ho w e v e r ,  H a r r y  Houd i n i  w a s  no t  so  l u c k y ,  f o r  i t  wa s  he r e  t ha t  

t he  v aude v i l l e  s t a r  whom  Va r i e t y  had  p r a i s ed  as  " t he  m a s t e r  m a g i c i a n  o f  a l l  t i m e s "  

m e t  a  s t r ange  and  un t i m e l y  e nd .  H a r r y  a r r i v ed  i n  D e t r o i t  on  O c t ob e r  2 4 ,  1926  f or  

an  e ng a g e m e n t  a t  t he  G a r r i c k  Th e a t e r .  The  house  w a s  so l d  ou t  i n  an t i c i pa t i on  o f  

the  K i ng  o f  E s c a po l og y .  Bu t  H a r r y  su f f e r ed  f r om  an  i n f l a m ed  s t om a ch  and  a  b r ok en  

l e f t  ank l e .  To  u rgen t  p l e a s  t ha t  he  cance l  Houd i n i  r e p l i e d ,  " The y ' r e  he r e  to  

see  m e .  I  w on ' t  d i s a ppo i n t  them . " ' " ^  A  t r oope r  t o  t he  e n d ,  H a r r y  p l a y ed  t h r ough  

h i s  l a s t  a c t  w i t h  a  t e mpe r a t u r e  o f  104  and  co l l aps ed  a f t e r  t he  f i na l  c u r t a i n .  He  

unde r w en t  su r ge r y  a t  G r a c e  Hosp i t a l  on  O c t ob e r  25  ( Monda y )  f o r  a  r up t u r ed  a pp e n -

d i x .  On  F r i da y  o f  t ha t  w e e k  Houd i n i  su f f e r ed  a  r e l aps e  and  und e r w e n t  a  s e cond  

ope r a t i on  ~-  t h i s  one  f o r  p e r i t on i t i s .  H e  as  de ad  a t  1 : 26  p .  m .  on  O c t ob e r  3 1 ,  1926  

- -  H a l l ow e en  m o r n i ng .  V aude v i l l e  had  l os t  pe r haps  i t s  g r e a t e s t  s ho w m a n ,  wh i l e  



s p i r i t u a l i s t s had l o s t  t h e i r g r e a t e s t  and most  r e l e n t l e s s enemy.  W i th a f i n a l  

t w i s t  o f i r o n y ,  o f f i c i a l s p l aced h i s body i n a bronze box t ha t  resemb l ed a c o f f i n ,  

a prop Houd in i  had purchased f o r a new escape .  

Har ry Houd i n i ' s name i s now i mmor t a l ,  bu t  he had t o f i g h t  hard f o r a p l ace 

i n v a u d e v i l l e ' s pan theon of s t a r s .  Much o f what  Har*^y l ea r ned he acqu i r ed i n the 

M idwest  wh i l e l a b o r i n g i n s l e a z y c a r n i v a l s and dime museums.  The M idwest  se rved 

as a t r a i n i n g ground f o r the K i ng of Escapo l ogy ,  and he r e t u rned r epea t ed l y t o 

d e l i g h t  thousands w i t h h i s mag ic ,  h i s escapes ,  and h i s exposures o f mediums.  Houd in i  

h i mse l f bes t  exp ressed t he s e c r e t  of h i s phenomenal  success when he s a i d ,  "The 

s e c r e t  o f showmanship c o n s i s t s not  of what  you r e a l l y do,  bu t  what  the mys t ery -

l o v i n g p u b l i c t h i n k s you do."^^ Much o f what  Houd in i  d i d on v a u d e v i l l e was 

i l l u s o r y ,  bu t  then aud i ences r e c e i v ed p r e c i s e l y what  they pa i d f o r .  Har ry Houd in i  

gave Amer ican and European aud i ences the h i ghes t  degree o f l i v e en t e r t a i nmen t  

p o s s i b l e and e l e v a t e d the a r t  o f magic t o a new l e v e l ,  one t h a t  modern per formers 

such as Dav id C o p e r f i e l d and Doug Henn ing a r e s t i l l  t r y i n g t o su r pass .  

M i c h i g a n S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y 
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