





The University Book
Store’s reading
recommendations

by Brad Craft
Special to the SGN

We’re reading Forster’s
Maurice this month for Se-
attle Gay & Lesbian Book
Club. Honestly, I don’t
know that I would ever have
been induced to reread the
book for any other reason. |
must say, though, the opening
of Wendy Moffat’s new book,
A Great Unrecorded History: A
New Life of E. M. Forster, made
such a glorious fuss about For-
ster’s “secret” novel that I found
myself eager to give it another
go. When I first read Maurice all
those long years ago, I was so re-
pelled by the way the great, chaste
romance of the first two parts came
to an end, that I disliked the book
ever thereafter, and had little more

patience with the idyllic last third.

Moffat’s biography,
in restoring Forst-
er’s full sexual and
emotional history
and in telling the
story of his last
novel, gave me
reason to rethink
my callow judg-
ment even as I
reread. Since,
I’ve had a dif-
ficult time put-

ting Moffat’s
wonderful

book down

long enough

to take For-

ster’s back

up.

Anoth-
er new lit-

erary biog-

raphy that has proved irre-

sistible, Selina Hastings’ The Secret Life of

Somerset Maugham: A Biography, promises
to be fascinating. I’ve read Hastings’ previ-
ous books, on Nancy Mitford, Waugh, and
Rosamond Lehmann,
all quite satisfying, and
each about a difficult
personality. Maugham,
likewise. But Hast-
ings, like Moffat, has a
unique opportunity to
treat her subject’s pri-
vate life with a candor
and understanding
that was not likely,
or perhaps even pos-
sible, for earlier bi-
ographers.
A beautiful new
book, edited by Keri
Walsh, offers an as-
tonishing collection
in The Letters of
Sylvia Beach, per-
haps the last great
figure of “The
Lost Generation”
to be given her
due in this way.
Just dipping into
the book, almost
at random, pres-
ents the reader
not only with an amazing view of
the greats of 20th-century literature, but also
a portrait of this remarkable woman, intel-
lectual, and bookseller.

Not to neglect new fiction entirely, there
is a new novel, Insignificant Others, from
the always-delightful Stephen McCauley.
Few contemporary novelists have contrib-

uted so many
memorable,
yet entirely
familiar char-
acters to the
literature. In
this latest story,
McCauley ad-
dresses the con-
sequences of in-
fidelity with his
customary wry
wit, and makes,
yet again, the
very best of a not
altogether funny
situation.
Emma
Donoghue is per-
haps best known
to general readers
as a novelist and
the author of such
bestselling books
as Slammerkin and
Life Mask, but in her
new book, Insepara-
ble: Desire Between
Women in Literature,
she takes on the whole history of
Lesbianism in literature, and the results are
amazingly unpredictable and fun — just like
an Emma Donoghue novel. Already, there
are a dozen books discussed in this one I
would never have thought to even consider
reading, but Donoghue’s analysis is mak-
ing me wonder what I’ve been missing. I’ve
laughed out loud more than once, and I'm
less than halfway through the book. This is
not the usual dry, academic reading; this is a
juicy treat.

Legendary cultural terrorist John Waters,
in his new book of essays, Role Models, has
managed, after all these years, to shock
even me. It is full of wonderfully funny and
even quite moving portraits of many of the
usual — if that’s ever a word to be used with
Waters — glorious eccentrics with whom
John Waters’ name is most often associated:

strippers, pornographers, the denizens of
various low Baltimore bars, but herein the
reader will also find tributes to his favor-
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ite artists, a fashion
designer, and
Johnny Mathis.
Who could ask
for anything
more?

And finally,
how could T let
such a Gay round-
up go without
mentioning a book
I read at one sitting
with nothing but the
purest nelly plea-
sure: Alison Arn-
grim’s memoir of life
before, during and

has everything from T.V.

and a mother who actu-
ally was the voice of

st giit s Price Friendly. Earth Friendly. Life Friendly

Miss Polly Purebred,
among others. Imag-
ine. Alison herself has
been there, done that,
and it’s all in here: the
abuse at the hands of
her monstrous broth-
er, the cattiness, the
backstage stories,
but also her ongoing
activism on behalf
of various organi-
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Footnotes

by Richard Labonte
SGN Contributing Writer

Death comes in threes: Peter Orlovsky,
born in 1933, was poet Allen Ginsberg’s
sexual companion for several decades, after
they met in San Francisco in 1954, where
Orlovsky was an art model. Encouraged by
Ginsberg to write, he eventually published
several slim volumes of poetry, and taught
at the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied
Poetics in Boulder, co-founded by Ginsberg.
Orlovsky succumbed to lung cancer on May
30... Donald Windham, born in 1920, was an
intimate of a constellation of Queer artists,
among them Christopher Isherwood, Glen-
way Westcott, George Platt Lynes, Lincoln
Kirstein, Paul Cadmus, Truman Capote and
Tennessee Williams, though their friend-
ship was shattered in 1977 after Windham
published Tennessee Williams’ Letters to
Donald Windham, 1940-1965. Windham
wrote several novels with sub-textual Gay
themes, including Dog Star and Tanaquil,
but received better reviews for his mem-
oirs, including Emblems of Conduct, about
his early years in Atlanta, and 1987’s Lost
Friendships, about his relationship with Ca-
pote and Williams, with whom he collabo-
rated on the play You Touched Me!, based
on a story by D.H. Lawrence, which opened
on Broadway in 1945. Windham died at his
Manhattan home on May 31... John Stahle,
whose Ganymede Journal showcased the
poetry, fiction, and art of Queer writers

young and older, died alone in his New York
apartment some time in April, apparently of
a heart attack, shortly after the seventh issue
of the Journal went on sale. In its run, the
magazine featured work by Edmund White
on writing Gay, David Sedaris on loving
his man, historical Gay-interest writing by
Robert Louis Stevenson, Glenway Wescott,
Denton Welch, and Bruce Nugent, and the
debuts of Gay poets and fiction writers.
Friends have set up a memorial site: remem-
beringjohnstahle.com.

Author and activist Larry Kramer, one
of two Pioneer Award recipients on May
27, spoke movingly about how much writ-
ing means to him, praised editors who have
helped shape his prose, and told an audi-
ence of more than 300 people at the 22nd
Lambda Literary Awards that his next novel
- which he’s been working on since 1978 —
has reached about 4,000 manuscript pages.
Comedian and activist Kate Clinton, the
other Pioneer, was true to her craft, keep-
ing attendees in stitches while recounting
a brief history of her career and thanking
her Queer peers for being a literate lot. As
is the tradition at the Lammys — as the
awards are known — not many winners
were present. Among those who were
on hand, Rakesh Satyal — an editor at
HarperCollins by day, a sometime cab-
aret singer by night — sang his thanks
for winning the Gay Debut Fiction
category, for Blue Boy, from Kens-
ington Books; Mart Crowley, author of the
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1960s play
The Boys in
the Band,
bounced to
the stage to
accept  the
LGBT Drama
award for The
Collected Plays
of Mart Crow-
ley, from Alyson
Books, noting
that it was his first
award in a long
career, and sure to
be an inspiration;
and Lynn Breed-

love, the Trans-
gender winner for
Lynnee Breedlove’s
One Freak Show,
from Manic D Press,
tenderly thanked her
mother, recovering
from a stroke. An-
other finalist in the Transgender category,
Adam Lowe, author of Troglodyte Rose,
claimed the honor of nominee attending
from farthest away — he lives in England.
For a list of winners in all 23 categories,
visit www.lambdaliterary.org.

Two veteran writers have assumed new
roles in the Queer literary world — start-
ing LGBT-interest presses. Jameson Cur-
rier launched Chelsea Station Editions ear-
lier this year with his novel, The Wolf at the
Door; is actively reading other submissions;
and plans to publish a second of his own
books later this year — The Man That Got
Away, an “illustrated confessional” about a
college student in 1970s Atlanta “who be-
comes the unlikely pupil of a coterie of drag
queens.” And writer and journalist Victo-
ria Brownworth, an acquisitions editor for
young adult books for a mainstream pub-
lisher for five years, has established Tiny
Satchel Press, for YA books “committed to
exploring issues of race, class, gender, and
sexual orientation” for a ‘tween and teen au-
dience ages 8 through 18. The debut title is
The Secrets of Loon Lake by mystery writer
J.D. Shaw, followed this year by Greg Her-
ren’s supernatural thriller Sorceress; Diane
DeKelb-Rittenhouse’s Immortal Souls,
featuring two high school girls and an infa-
mous Lesbian vampire from centuries past;
and Brownworth’s own Everyday Monsters,
a novel about incest, child abuse, and alco-
holism. In 2011, Tiny Satchel plans to debut
a series of YA novels from writers of color,
including Fiona Zedde, Lisa Nelson and
Lowell Boston. For info, visit chelseasta-
tioneditions.com and tinysatchelpress.com.

Richard Labonte has been reading, edit-
ing, selling, and writing about Queer litera-
ture since the mid-‘70s. He can be reached
in care of this publication or at Book-
Marks@gsyndicate.com.
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JOHN WATERS

continued from cover

have to embrace the extremes in people that
change the laws and how we live, even if
they are not so honorable.”

Embracing extremes is what Waters has
always done, from his infamous 1972 clas-
sic cult film Pink Flamingos to his more
mainstream success with Hairspray. (The
latter became a hit Broadway musical, fol-
lowed by a hit Hollywood film version/
remake, and a sequel to the movie-musical
is due out this summer.) Waters has always
“stuck up for those people who had a tough
time,” and this is why his fans like the way
he thinks. “Everybody feels they are an out-
sider,” he says.

Waters’ chapter on Tennessee Williams
is especially revealing. After reading Wil-
liams’® One Arm — which he confesses to
stealing from the library, because it was for-
bidden — he writes that, “[I] didn’t have to
worry about fitting in with a crowd I didn’t
want to hang out with in the first place. ...
Didn’t want to be part of this dreary con-
formist life that I was told I had to join.”

Talking about his teen years, Waters is
candid and thoughtful. “I felt anger, but I
never felt I was a victim. I didn’t fit in, but
I didn’t know how angry I was about that. I
didn’t want to [fit in]. I wanted to hang out
with other people who didn’t want to fit in
— the ones who chose not to. I hung around
with the worst boys and always the trashiest
girls. The girls they said were the whores.”

The filmmaker returns to the topic of Ten-
nessee Williams only to pause the conversa-
tion while he looks for a copy of One Arm.
“Have you seen that new little book that
just came out?” he asks, as he searches his
shelves for Tales of Desire, a new collection
of Williams’ stories, published in February
by New Directions. Ever the role model —
his library contains over 8,000 volumes —
Waters’ lengthy search makes me feel better
about the difficulties of finding titles on my
own overcrowded bookshelves.

Securing the copy and effusing about the
picture of an electric chair in the book, Wa-
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ters admits that he didn’t re-read One Arm
when he wrote the essay in Role Models
about Williams. But he did read the story
again recently. ““You know what?” he asks in
a confessional hush. “It was better than I re-
membered. It sooo lived up to my obsession
in my mind! Sometimes you don’t

even remember what it is
[about something], it was
just an influence when
you were young.”

I cite Waters’
own 1987 book
Crackpot  as
something that
influenced my
outlook 20+
years ago, and
he thanks me
politely. Then

he
proudly, “Both
Crackpot and Shock

Value [his 1981 book]

have never gone out of

print.” It is a testament to his

talents as a writer, and his fans’ ardor
for his work.

If Waters had not become a filmmaker or
a writer, he admits he would have probably
been a defense attorney. He justifies this in-
terest in law by saying, “That is a world I am
fascinated with because there is no clear an-
swer.” Waters has attended numerous trials,
including the Manson case, and has taught
for many years in prisons. “Corrections is
my field, weirdly enough,” he demurs.

His chapter “Leslie” in Role Models
chronicles his friendship with Leslie Van
Houten, one of the Manson Family mem-
bers. He emphasizes that she has taken “full
responsibility” for her crimes, and judi-
ciously includes what the victims’ families
said against Van Houten’s release. He as-
cribes his interest in her thusly: “Leslie is a
case like no other — ever. Who meets a mad-
man when they were 17 — and he turns out to
be one of the most notorious madmen in the
history of criminals?!”

Waters himself has been arrested on sev-
eral occasions. “I went to jail for conspiracy
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“[1] didn’t have
to worry about fitting
in with a crowd I didn’t
want to hang out with in the
first place. ... Didn’t want
to be part of this dreary
responds — conformist life that | was his inerestinbad
told | had to join.”

to commit indecent exposure making Mon-
do Trasho, for underage drinking twice — in
adrive-in movie and a fast food parking lot.
I did get arrested once for DWI, but I was
actually on Quaaludes. I couldn’t tell the
police that.”
Role Models also recounts one
particular incident that Waters
has never really discussed
much, in which he was
found “not guilty of
involuntary man-
slaughter.” But
he admits this
episode was not
what interested
him in criminal
psyches. It was
villains in mov-
ies that sparked

behavior.
“I wanted to be
the Wicked Witch of
the West, the Bad Seed,
or Captain Hook — not Peter
Pan, Dorothy, or Snow White. The evil
queen was a better part,” he claimed. “But
then the fact that there was a real person that
was a villain was something that always in-
trigued me because I don’t think I could do

that — but everyone’s capable.”

This idea of being villainous is a continua-
tion of the extreme behavior concept Waters
mentioned at the beginning of our interview.
He now extends the example of extreme be-
havior to contemporary artists, whose work
is often confrontational. “That’s contempo-
rary art’s job — to wreck what came before
it!” Waters insisted.

“You have to learn how to see. That’s
what contemporary art is — learning how
to see something new, in a totally differ-
ent way, and the artwork/artists [featured
in Role Models] make you do that. And that
is the kind of art people need, because they
refuse to see things in a different way. Ini-
tially, it always gets the reaction, ‘Anybody
could do that.” ... Well, you didn’t, stupid,
and I bought it!”

The impressive collection of art in Waters’
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home, like the books, threatens to overtake
the house, appearing on every possible inch
of wall or floor space. In the entranceway
is Fischli/Weiss’s Invitation, a rubber 33
1/3 record that sits on a pedestal, and prac-
tically invites people to use it as a coaster.
(As Waters bemoans they do in his book.)
The same artists’ Fotografias, a collection
of six “underexposed” images that are hard
to see, hang in the living room, and are, in-
deed, dark and hard to see. But it is to the
artists’ credit that you DO want to see them.
Across the room hangs Moyra Davey’s
equally frustrating photograph The Prob-
lem of Reading, which presents a handful
of books facing spine in, so all viewers see
are the edges of the pages. It’s fantastic, and
reminds me of Rachel Whiteread’s negative
cast of a library. I mention this, and Waters
responds that he appreciates Whiteread,
too.

His dining room is surrounded by some of
his favorite pieces, discussed in Role Mod-
els, including Mike Kelley’s Wedged Lump,
which dares guests to look at it during
meals. I am wowed by the seven Cy Twom-
bly prints on the opposite wall entitled Five
Greek Poets and a Philosopher, one of the
highlights of Waters’ collection.

With the possible exception of the Twom-
bly prints, humor seems to be the element
that connects most of Waters’ artwork. /
Peed in My Pants by Tony Tassett hangs in
Waters’ hallway, and this six-foot photo-
graph of the artist with a wet leg, is amusing
and yes, artful.

Of course, right after this, I zoom in on a
spilled cup of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream sit-
ting on top of more books. It is another fun
faux-food gag item, and one that momen-
tarily fools me because I’m not expecting to
see it.

Waters ends his tour, and closes with a
comment about humor, art and shock value
that appropriately sums up his thoughts on
the subject. “Trying to be shocking — espe-
cially today — seems to me to be desperate.
I can still be surprised, by wit, and shocked
—in a good way. But trying too hard is the
ultimate sin. I never tried to top myself after
Pink Flamingos.”

Waters does not try to exceed his limits
with Role Models, either. The book is suit-
ably smart and Queer and slightly unwhole-
some. “My mother is not allowed to read the
book,” Waters boasts. “My sister just read
it and agreed. It won’t bring her pleasure.
Why torture her?”

Yet fans of the author/filmmaker will find
much to appreciate in this impressive col-
lection of essays.

©2010 Gary M. Kramer
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