_Compass Rose

Literature and Art Journal

Interview with Arnie Kantrowitz

Compass Rose:
As you were developing as a writer, were there any artists you tried to emulate? How did that affect
your work?

Arnie Kantrowitz

In my late teensand exly twenties, | wrote podry exclusvely. As| read poets, | was
affected bythdr language and thar thoudts. Soecificdly, | remembe Dylan Thomes and
T.S Eliot, as different asthey were. It was atime of experimentation for me, trid and aror,
and unbrtunaey some of the"errors’ got pubished dongwith the successes. Live and
learn.

CR:
How do you approach a new piece?

Kantrowitz:

Whehe it'sapoan (rare, now) an essay, or abook | let it "cook' on the back
bumer for awhileN days, weeks, whaever's posible. | keep apad handy, and whenever |
think of an idea, amemory or akey phrase, | jot it down. Then | use thenotesto gimulate
and arange my writing

CR:
Excplain how you deal with criticism.

Kantrowitz:

First | go gpeshit (unlessit's postive, in which casel go geshit in the other
direction). If it'sgood, | read it saverd times. If it'snot o0 good, | consde it, take the
advice if it'swarranted and putit avay.

CR:

You wrote and published a memoir before the form took off in popularity. How do you feel about
the memoir genre now, and, looking back, wonld you change anything about the way you approached the
piece.

Kantrowitz:

| think the memoir genre, dongwith "redity” showson TV, suggest arisein the
pubicsinterest in fact (whatever tha is). But Sncefiction tdlsatruth as well, it ill has a
place. Memoirswill beuseful to the future because they not only record alife (or wha the
author thinks his or he life is about), but they dso dhronicle atime and pkce. Tha was my



effort in Unde theRainbow: | actudly had achance to revise it when it was reissued 20
years later, but asdefrom minor changes of nanes, etc. dl | did was add achapter on wha
had hgppened snce thefirg edition.

CR:
What reactions do you aim to extract from your readers?

Kantrowitz:

| want to use language to make people think and fed aboutthe themes| am writing
about, mogly the legitimacy and sgnificance of gay fedings and rdlaionships | want people
not to triviadize experiences they haven't understood béore.

CR:
Describe your writing process.

Kantrowitz:

See answver #2. Then, as Dorothy Parker said, | st a the keyboard "until amal
dropsof blood pexr on my forehead." When thefirst draft findly comes gushing forth, |
write asfast as| can. If it'slong | revise the previousday's work, in order to get myself back
in the piece, before | continue | meddle and fuss for awhile when it'sdone then | putit
away for aslongasisfeasble. Then | do amgor revison, often moving things around &ad
edimingingand enhandng. Then | polish it acoupk of times.  FHndly, | read it to desth
because a that moment it seems like the grestest thing ever written.

CR:
Obviously, Walt Whitman bas had quite a lasting effect on both your life and your writing. What
drew you to his work?

Kantrowitz:

| didnt think much about Whitman unil | took acoursein him in gradude school.
My professor was atraditiond scholar, who deldt with the arangement of Whitman's rouch
drafts. Asl read, | foundawondeful kinship with Whitman's worldview, his discussion of
sexudity, siritudity and democratic brotherhood d made senseto me. He gpoke directly
of what it isto beahumen bangin theuniverse. | guess| fell in love. My professor didnt
get it. Hegave meaB. Now I've taught my own course and written my own bookon
Whitman.

CR:
What are the advantages and disadvantages of teaching the craft at the college level?

Kantrowitz:

The advantage is the contact with youngminds which may beinexperienced &
writers, but which keep oneinvolved with the present world end the enthusasm and energy
of theyoung Anothe advantage is bang seeped in writing and language use dl thetime.
The disadvantage, of course, istha you're dedlingwith other people's writing, not your own.
But there are dways summersN or early morningg, if you're stoked.

CR:



After having such an active role in Stonewall and GLAAD, do you feel if you had a lasting effect
on the gay community? Do you feel as if you've left a legacy? (If possible, could you go into specific detail
about Stonewall? I don't think many people in New Hampshire know about it.)

Kantrowitz:

The Sonewdl riots took place in Line1969, &ter the police had raded agay bar
cdled theSonewdl Inn. After severa days of riots, the Gay Liberation Front was formed.
| saw theriots from across the sreet on the way home from adae with awoman.
Unfamiliar with the gay scene a tha time, | didn't knowwha | was seeing urtil | read aout
it in thenewspgpe. Ix monthslater the Gay Activigts Alliance (a more moderate, non
violent organization) was formed, and tha's when | joined the movement. A few months
later, | became secretary and then vice-presdent of GAA. Through dreet demongrations
and writing, | fed tha | did my shaein the gay Sruggle. | can hardly take credit for the
work of hundedsand lkater thousndsof people. Fifteen yearslater, | was oneof the origind
seven foundes of The Gay and Lesbian Alliance Againg Defamation, organized to educte
and mnfront the medias misrepresentation of gaysand AIDS  We worked for free. Now
the organization is anaiond one whos presdent makes more than twicewhat | do.
Tha's alegacy, as are thechanges in laws and pubic atitude, which | played asmdl role in
changng. But my red legecy is my writing. Tha'sdl mine

CR:
What's the strangest thing you've done to support your writing?

Kantrowitz:
| wish | could say | shipped outon atramp seamer or daved avay in acarwash, but
the grangest thing | did wes to teach tdented youngwhippasngpess like you!



