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For my parents, who have made me the luckiest “black-market baby” on Earth






PREFACE

BLAKE GOPNIK


her eyes, squinty and bright green…

voice—boy husky

pencil-thin, bony kneed legs

and

fiery dutchboy hair

joel height

worn brown shorts and a yellow polo shirt



Those are a few lines from a whole sheet of notes that an art student named Andrew Warhola wrote, in a knock-kneed cursive he’d just invented, about the characters in a new novel he’d just read called Other Voices, Other Rooms. A twenty-three-year-old Truman Capote had published it early in 1948, seeing it received with both acclaim and disgust—but always with surprise.

The New York Times said Capote was “fascinated by decadence and… evil, or perhaps only by weakness.…” and that his book was “filled with sibilant whispering,” hinting broadly at its homosexual themes.

Andy Warhol’s notes on Capote’s novel mark the first intersection between two of the most daringly gay creators in postwar America.

Rob Roth’s WARHOLCAPOTE, based on words actually spoken by the two men, is set in the 1970s and ’80s, toward the end of their close connection and not too long before their untimely deaths. But the very special, complex friendship captured by Roth had its roots in where they both came from.

When Capote’s book appeared, Warhol was all of nineteen, a junior in college in his native Pittsburgh. He was also just coming out as gay, in a city whose judges soon declared homosexuals to be “society’s greatest menace” and then tasked a police “morals” squad with eliminating it. (Two gay men were shot within weeks of the squad’s creation; hundreds of others were soon arrested or blackmailed by the cops.)

How could Warhol not have been floored by a book that was about as openly queer as any writing of its era could be? Its thirteen-year-old hero, Joel Knox, gets described by Capote as defying mainstream notions “of what a ‘real’ boy should look like…He was too pretty, too delicate and fair-skinned; each of his features was shaped with a sensitive accuracy, and a girlish tenderness softened his eyes.” He could have been talking about Warhol at that age. “Go on home and cut out paper dolls, sissy-britches,” says a playmate to Joel. That’s just what Warhol had done when a childhood strep infection had left him bedridden with spasms for three summers running.

One pan described the book as “lavender eyewash” and said it was evidence of the disintegration of American culture. For Warhol and certain others, the wounds that such words meant to inflict on Capote came with as much glory as shame: They were the stigmata of that moment in gay culture. Like all such markers of martyrdom, they stand as a sign of some kind of victory over your tormentors.

A contemporary of Warhol and Capote’s remembered how, surrounded in college by “truculent” veterans on the G.I. Bill, the campus aesthetes found each other through Capote’s new book: “To walk with Capote in your grasp was as distinctive, and as dissenting from the world’s values, as a monk’s habit.”I

In the twenty-first century, it is almost impossible to fully understand what it meant to be gay in postwar America, when both Warhol and Capote came of age, and came out. Two years after Other Voices appeared, the US Senate produced a report called Employment of Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in Government that included, among its other lies and brutalities, the assertion that “one homosexual can pollute a Government office.” The Lavender Scare that followed stole the livelihoods of countless gay Americans. And yet Warhol and Capote dared to build their creative personas, and many of their creations, around limp wrists and levitating loafers.

In an amazing watershed for queer culture, Gore Vidal published a novel of gay life just a week before Capote’s, and it was even more clearly and polemically “out.” But with prose as spare and “muscular” as any straight author’s, the novel comes closer to arguing for the potential normalcy of gay life—for its strong wrists and sensible shoes—than for the virtues of its exceptional culture. Warhol and Capote were almost unique in accepting, and in helping to create, a gay culture and art that could be proudly other. You can feel that in almost every word they utter in Roth’s play; you can also feel how hard-won that acceptance was, even for the two men who did the accepting.

Eighteen months after the appearance of Other Voices Warhol moved to Capote’s New York, where his interest in the writer turned into proper obsession.

“I started getting these letters from somebody who called himself Andy Warhol. They were, you know, fan letters,” Capote recalled. “But not answering these Warhol letters didn’t seem to faze him at all. I became Andy’s Shirley Temple. After a while I began getting letters from him every day!” That pretty much squares with all kinds of records that document Warhol’s crush. Capote’s agent wrote to the young artist asking him to stop with the notes but was clearly more amused than distressed by his antics: “[Capote] said he’d been receiving some inane notes from one Warhol and thinks you must be slightly insane. So of course I told him you were.”

For all his annoyance, Capote must have taken a certain pride in having a stalker of his very own, and one who was more than a bit above average, culture-wise. By the summer of 1952, Warhol had already scored his first New York solo show, in a velvet-draped gallery famous for its daring modernism—and for the camp antics of its owner, a former ballet dancer. The exhibition was called Fifteen Drawings Based on the Writings of Truman Capote, and Capote himself was impressed enough by its images to imagine them illustrating new editions of Other Voices.

For most of the 1950s, Warhol and Capote orbited each other at some slight distance—they could be seen dining at the gay-owned and decidedly camp Café Nicholson, if not at the same table then in the same dining room.

The duo got closer in the fall of 1966. That’s when Capote celebrated the success of his blockbuster true-crime novel, In Cold Blood, with a masked ball at the Plaza Hotel, at which Warhol was among the celebrity guests. In the years that had passed since the two men’s first encounters, their status had evened out. If Capote was an undoubted literary star, Warhol had at least equal status in the art world, and beyond, as the madcap capo of New York’s underground scene. But where Warhol’s fame had liberated him to make art that capitalized on his avowedly gay persona—the film Blow Job was one of his most (in)famous works of that era—the quite “straight” narrative of In Cold Blood followed Vidal’s lead in divorcing Capote’s writing from his persona, which continued to revel in queerness. You have to wonder if the creative gap between Other Voices and In Cold Blood helped stymie Capote’s further growth as an artist—he achieved very little afterward, while Warhol’s output never flagged.

In 1972, Warhol and Capote at last became true friends, after they were brought together by Capote’s pal Lee Radziwill, Jackie Kennedy’s sibling and thus a former “First Sister of the United States.” She was renting the lavish compound that Warhol’s artistic success had allowed him to buy out on the tip of Long Island, where Capote also liked to summer. Before long, Warhol was suggesting to his new friend that the two do some kind of “sisters act.”

Although it doesn’t seem that Capote and Warhol ever had a romance, they went on to function like a classic pair of gay exes—loving but often catty as well, full of knowledge, but also reservations, about each other’s past and behavior. That’s the couple that is so perfectly captured in Roth’s play.

It does seem to reveal a reversal, however, of the roles they’d played in 1948. We come to see Warhol as the model for some kind of successful integration into the wider culture. Capote seems more at sea.

That could be because Warhol, unlike Capote, had found a way to reconcile who he was and what he made. He had used the automatic outsider status he had always had as a gay man to power the most avant-garde art he could imagine, which by definition had to be far out of the mainstream. Even when he seemed to be courting the center, he was almost always busy working the margins. Capote, on the other hand, had never managed that kind of reconciliation. His most successful creations—not so much Other Voices as Breakfast at Tiffany’s and In Cold Blood—spoke directly and easily to a mass audience and were meant to.

In Roth’s true-life play—a parallel, in some ways, to Capote’s true-crime novel—you get the sense that Capote is frustrated by conflicting desires: to be truly accepted deep into the mainstream while also preserving his gay outsiderism. But that didn’t become an option in American culture until well after he’d been felled by the drugs and booze that his terminal angst forced on him. Whereas Roth’s Warhol comes across as having a certain emotional ease that actually foreshadowed—because it helped cause—the hard-won ease of gay culture in the twenty-first century.

“I just assume everything is going to turn out for the worst and if it doesn’t that’s just so much gravy,” Capote says to Warhol toward the middle of the play. “I mean, my life is so beleaguered and your life is so un-beleaguered.”

And then, at its end: “When God does give one a gift, whatever it may be, composing or writing, for whatever pleasure it may bring, it also is a very painful thing to live with. It’s a very excruciating life.”

—May 2022


	
I. Cynthia Ozick, quoted in Neil Printz, “Other Voices, Other Rooms: Between Andy Warhol and Truman Capote, 1948–1961” (PhD, New York University, 2000), 140.
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A NOTE ON THE PLAY

In 1978 Andy Warhol and Truman Capote decided to write a Broadway play.

Andy suggested that he tape-record their conversations with his Sony Walkman, and that the tapes would form the basis of the play. Truman enthusiastically agreed, and they began their collaboration.

The project was never completed, and the tapes, along with approximately three thousand others, were stored away. Upon Andy’s death in 1987 the entire collection of cassette recordings was sent to the Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh, where they remained unlistened to, uncatalogued, and untranscribed.

In 2007, after lengthy discussion with The Andy Warhol Foundation and The Truman Capote Literary Trust, I was given permission to search for these recordings. Matt Wrbican, head archivist at the Warhol Museum, hunted through the cassettes, eventually unearthing fifty-nine ninety-minute cassettes with “Truman” written on them. Approximately eighty hours of recordings. The majority of the tapes were undated.

The cassettes were digitally transferred and then transcribed word for word by a bonded court reporting company. The resulting transcripts are the source for the majority of the play. Direct quotes from Andy and Truman found in interviews and other recordings were employed as well.

The structure and location of the five conversations that form the play are wholly imagined. Every single word is directly from the mouths of Andy and Truman. A nonfiction invention.

I have followed the creative path Andy and Truman discussed together, which Andy, luckily, recorded.

—Rob Roth

New York City

October 22, 2020



PRODUCTION THOUGHTS

I believe that a simple production of the play works best.

For Michael Mayer’s production at A.R.T., he guided the design team to a simple and elegant unit set, with a rear projection screen. In the play I have indicated “video transitions” between the scenes. Designer Darrel Maloney created graphic and moving images that were fairly abstract.

For the actors, the key here isn’t to create an impersonation of Andy and Truman, but rather to reveal their true emotions and friendship.

The play is performed without an intermission.
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(A pool of light comes up revealing ANDY WARHOL. HE wears blue jeans, paint-covered shoes, a button-down shirt and a silver wig. HE gazes at the audience for a moment. Then speaks directly to them:)



ANDY

Some people are peculiar.

My tape recorder and I have been married for ten years now. My wife. When I say “we,” I mean my tape recorder and me. A lot of people don’t understand that. They’re always putting it down as an invasion of privacy, but I think everyone should be bugged all the time. Bugged and photographed.

Some people spend their whole lives thinking about one particular famous person. They pick one person who’s famous, and they dwell on him or her. They devote almost their entire consciousness to thinking about this person they’ve never even met. I admire people who do well with words, and I thought Truman Capote filled up space with words so well that when I first got to New York I began writing short fan letters to him. If you ask any famous person you’ll find that almost every one of them has at least one person who’s obsessed with them.


(The lights fade on ANDY as a pool of light comes up on the other side of the stage revealing TRUMAN CAPOTE. HE speaks directly to the audience:)



TRUMAN

Andy Warhol had this obsession about me. I always attracted a lot of attention, because, well really, there isn’t anybody else like me. In the 50’s I started getting these letters from somebody who called himself Andy Warhol. They were, you know, fan letters. I never answer fan letters. After a while I began getting letters from him every day.

ANDY

I used to write Truman every day. For years. I wanted to illustrate his short stories so badly. I could almost picture Truman tilting his head and arranging his words around the paper, making them go together in a magical way that put you in a certain mood when you read them. Truman was a magic person.

TRUMAN

He wanted to become a friend of mine, wanted to speak to me, to talk to me. He used to stand outside my house, just stand there all day waiting for me to come out. Somehow or other my mother spoke to Andy out there on the street and she invited him upstairs to the apartment. So, I sat down and talked to him. He told me all about himself, and how he lived some place with his mother and twenty-five cats. He seemed a very shy, pale person. One of those hopeless people that you just know nothing’s ever going to happen to. Just a hopeless, born loser.

ANDY

I called him on the phone every day. He was always so sweet. He always asked me how I was.

TRUMAN

He started calling me every day! He nearly drove me crazy. Then one day my mother told him not to call anymore. She was drunk at the time. So suddenly he stopped writing or calling me. Then, years later, I ran into him at Studio 54.

ANDY

Studio 54 is the best thing that’s happened to New York City. Sometimes, when it’s really fun, I can’t help but think somebody will be murdered there. Every time I go I’m afraid I won’t get in -- maybe they’ll be somebody new at the door who won’t recognize me. I always go with Halston, or in Halston.

TRUMAN

When I had known him in his previous incarnation, he seemed to me the loneliest, most friendless person I’d ever seen in my life. At 54 he was surrounded by seven or eight people, a real little entourage around this person I had really thought quite pitiable.

ANDY

At 54, Truman goes up into the crow’s nest up above the dance floor, and it’s like his private office. People come up to say hi, and he stays until eight o’clock in the morning.

Cab to Studio 54 was three dollars and fifty cents.


(The lights change. A muffled disco beat plays as a title appears:)





FROWARD


(The Crow’s Nest at Studio 54. TRUMAN is enjoying a cocktail and looking down onto the crowded dance floor. ANDY enters and watches for a few seconds, unnoticed, then:)



ANDY

Hi.

TRUMAN

Hello Andrew. How are you? Everything fine?

ANDY

Everybody looks like they’re Somebody here. Everyone looks so important.

TRUMAN

Yes. Love your shoes.

ANDY

Oh. They’re painted.

TRUMAN

What?

ANDY

They’re painted.

TRUMAN

Oh, really.

ANDY

Well, I was wearing boots for, you know, six months and I was getting all these blisters.

TRUMAN

You probably don’t remember, but I think I told you to not wear boots.

ANDY

Oh, I know.

TRUMAN

Because they weren’t good for you and they didn’t look right.

ANDY

Well, I’m back to shoes. Gee. The disco tonight is as good as it was years ago.

TRUMAN

It is very good.

ANDY

Good-looking people and straight-looking people. The busboys are all so young looking now. They’re all so nice.

TRUMAN

Very good-looking people, very amusing.

ANDY

Yeah. Not -- not too gay. It’s just great. It really is. This is so fun!

TRUMAN

I don’t know why we don’t open a nightclub.

ANDY

We’d be good at that.

TRUMAN

We should open the all-time great disco.

ANDY

I want to do that. It would be great.

TRUMAN

And we’d feed everything into it. And we’d make a lot of money.

ANDY

I mean, the idea of just being there is fun. Let’s call it something. What can we call it?

TRUMAN

Hhmmm. Oh, Strange Dents.

ANDY

Strange Dents. Yeah!

TRUMAN

Strange Dents. That’s my favorite name for it.

ANDY

Dents. Strange Dents.

TRUMAN

Strange Dents. D-E-N-T-S. Strange Dents.

ANDY

This is fun. God.

TRUMAN

We’ll make millions!

ANDY

Millions! Truman, have you ever been taped before?

TRUMAN

Sure. The thing I like to do most in the whole world is talk!


(ANDY takes out his Sony Recorder and places it between them. We can see the little red record light is already on.)



If I had to choose between writing and talking -- well, I just don’t know what I’d do! You know just the other day I was going through the dictionary, and I found the perfect word for you. It describes you perfectly.

ANDY

Oh. Really? What’s the word?

TRUMAN

It’s called “froward.” F-R-O-W-A-R-D.

ANDY

What’s it mean?

TRUMAN

Froward is a very marvelous word. It means somebody who’s very original and very perverse and contrariwise. Something that just doesn’t actually fit. I’m froward and you’re froward.

ANDY

Oh gee. That sounds great. It’s a good title for a book.

TRUMAN

And nobody ever uses froward.


(Pause.)



Whatever happened to Liza?

ANDY

Liza? I think she’s starting with Scorsese.

TRUMAN

Well, he’s a big nothing anyway.

ANDY

Martin? Oh, no, no. He’s actually pretty good.

TRUMAN

You like him?

ANDY

Yeah, I do. Yeah.

TRUMAN

I think he’s sweet and nice, but that movie he made with Robert De Niro and Liza has got to be one of the all-time worst films ever.

ANDY

It had good music and she was good.

TRUMAN

You didn’t think that was -- you thought that was good?

ANDY

No. No, I didn’t like it. I just like her singing, you know, it’s just, she’s good.

TRUMAN

Oh, well, Liza’s got something, but, you know -- and I love her. She’s a really good girl. And her mother was one of my greatest friends. You know, I knew Liza when she was eight or nine years old. Liza really actually has talent.

ANDY

Halston told me lots of gossip. He said that the night before, when the doorbell rang, it was Liza. Her life’s very complicated now. Like she was walking down the street with Jack Haley, her husband, and they’d run into Marty who she’s having an affair with, and Marty confronted her that she was having an affair with Baryshnikov, and Marty said how could she. This was going on with her husband, standing there! Halston said it was all true, and he also said that Jack Haley wasn’t gay. I was right! I didn’t think so. So when the doorbell rang the night before it was Liza, in a hat pulled down so nobody would recognize her, and she said to Halston, “give me every drug you’ve got.”

TRUMAN

Oh Liza! She’s wild!

ANDY

She’s so fun. Oh! I went to Madison Square Garden to see Elton John. He was sensational. And oh God, is he fat. He had on a silver lamé caftan, but tight -- a skintight caftan -- and the audience loved him.

TRUMAN

I went to a David Bowie concert and it wasn’t very special.

ANDY

David Bowie never really made that much money.

TRUMAN

You know, we could have all flown out to the Rolling Stones concert in LA last night.

ANDY

You mean the night before? Really?

TRUMAN

Yes, there was this private plane going out and I started to call you up. Just for the evening and the concert, and then we would fly back.


(The lights change. ANDY speaks HIS thoughts aloud to the audience:)



ANDY

When you’re really really involved with something you’re usually thinking about something else.


(The lights restore.)



TRUMAN

One thing I’ll say about Mick Jagger. He’s fascinating in the sense that he’s one of the most total actors that I’ve ever seen. He has this remarkable quality of being absolutely able to be totally extroverted. Very few people can be entirely, absolutely, altogether extroverted. It’s a rare, delicate, strange thing. Just to pull yourself and out go -- WHAMM! This he can do to a remarkable degree. Mick’s an extraordinary performer.
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