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			When I was a child, art seemed like a tunnel to me.

				At the end of that tunnel I could see light where the world opened up, waiting.

				—JEROME ROBBINS
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			PREFACE

			The choreographer and director Jerome Robbins was famous for many things—reinventing the Broadway musical, creating a vernacular American ballet, winning four Tony Awards, five Donaldson Awards (precursor to the Tonys), two Oscars, and an Emmy, naming names to the House Un-American Activities Committee—but a way with words was not one of them. “He was not articulate,” said his frequent collaborator and occasional nemesis Arthur Laurents, a statement that was echoed by Stephen Sondheim, Harold Prince, his sometime assistant director Gerald Freedman, the critic Frank Rich, and numerous others. And indeed, for someone who dealt in the kinetic and the visual, who staged dance and action by working physically with the performers who would embody the images he had in his mind, it seems logical that being a wordsmith might not be in his job description or his skill set.

			But as I discovered almost as soon as I began working on my 2006 biography of Robbins, Somewhere, this assumption couldn’t have been more wrong. Jerome Robbins was a prolific correspondent, inveterate journal keeper, perceptive critic, dramatic scenarist, whimsical (sometimes ribald) versifier, even confessional fiction writer. He wrote about his identity (artistic and sexual), his background, his aspirations, his conflicts. He wrote to, and about, his family, his lovers, and his friends and associates—including the playwright Arthur Laurents, the choreographer George Balanchine, the ballerina Tanaquil Le Clercq, the composer Leonard Bernstein, the novelist and poet Robert Graves, the writer and impresario Lincoln Kirstein, the actor Laurence Olivier, the novelist Edna O’Brien, the director Ingmar Bergman, and scores of others, some professionally connected to him, some not. He wrote in airplanes and on trains, at home and while traveling. He wrote for his correspondents, for the public, and for himself. His personal papers consume 100 linear feet of shelf space, and the professional papers take up a further 141; this archive, which is part of the Jerome Robbins Dance Division at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, includes an array of material that reveals Robbins to have been not only an expressive writer by any measure, with a unique voice, but also an avid photographer, watercolorist, and draftsman. Taken together, Robbins’s writings and artwork form an extraordinary record of a protean creative life and a time of enormous artistic ferment—a record that is the more extraordinary because so few people, including some he worked with closely, have suspected its existence.

			
			This book aims to construct from that record a chronicle of Robbins’s life as it looked from the inside, beginning with his childhood and his struggles as an aspiring but unrealized artist, going on through his glory days as a revolutionary force in American theater and dance, to his latter years, in which he strove to reconcile his conflicts and ensure his legacy. As such it offers a different perspective on this contradictory artist than has been possible in any of the biographical works about him. It is neither objective nor exhaustive—there is no coverage of events or relationships that Robbins didn’t write about—nor analytical, at least not in the sense of third-party analysis. It draws on his many journals (including his teenage diary, the work notebooks that lay bare his creative process, and the hundreds of loose sheets of paper on which he jotted thoughts, impressions, and memories); his correspondence; his autobiographical fiction; his occasional essays (published and unpublished); his memoirs of childhood and apprenticeship, drafted for the most part in the 1970s; the script of his autobiographical theater piece, The Poppa Piece; and more.

			I’ve arranged these elements to form a selective and impressionistic chronological narrative, one that occasionally groups together material created at different times for what I hope is a richer effect (each selection, however, carries the date of composition). For example, there are few documents from his childhood or early career, but these are the periods he covered most thoroughly in autobiographical writings in later life, so in the first sections of the book I’ve threaded his retrospective memoirs among his juvenilia. In an effort to avoid repetition or obscurity, and to be as representative and inclusive as possible, I’ve made cuts in a number of the selections, in particular the memoirs, the creative writing, and to a lesser extent the correspondence and journals. Because this is Robbins’s story, told in his own voice, I’ve chosen not to interpolate editorial commentary between the documents. As he himself wrote to Arthur Laurents about Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, “The thing I’ve tried to avoid…is to talk about [the] career, work, etc. and just let the pieces say it for me.” But to locate those pieces within the framework of Robbins’s life and work, I’ve prefaced each chronological section with brief contextual commentary; I’ve provided a chronology of events and work at the back of the book; and I’ve footnoted references within the text that might be confusing or meaningless to a reader without a detailed knowledge of this book’s background.

			
			A different kind of context for Robbins’s writings—a visual one—comes from his own photographs and artwork. From his earliest years Robbins was an intensely visual person. (“I have a studio in the basement where I do oil painting and everything,” he wrote in high school. “You see, I’ve gone Greenwich Village.”) His childhood journals and juvenilia are illustrated with his own drawings and with montages made from images cut out of books; later he recorded his home and professional life in photographs and other media. Like anyone with an iPhone today, Robbins snapped photos when he was touring with Ballet Theatre—mainly candid snapshots of himself and his fellow dancers*1—but he also drew and painted sketches and portraits of his colleagues. In the late 1940s he moved into a duplex apartment in a brownstone on Park Avenue that had belonged to the photographer George Platt Lynes; inspired by some of the darkroom equipment Lynes had left behind, Robbins upped his photographic game, acquiring a Rolleiflex and a Leica with an auto-timer that enabled him to take more ambitious and nuanced photographs, which he developed and printed himself. In the late 1960s and early 1970s he studied painting with the noted landscapist Jane Wilson, and his journals in the next decade became filled with watercolors, particularly of the East End of Long Island and the area around Spoleto, in Umbria, where he spent many happy summers.

			In Robbins’s writing and artwork, as in his choreography, elements and themes emerge that are both predictable and surprising. One sees, from the first, his drive and ambition; but also his vulnerability and tenderness; his preternatural theatrical sense and his creative anxiety; his humor and his savagery; his fascination with travel and his love of his native New York; his zest for gossip and his intellectual and artistic hunger. As a first-generation American, and a gay man, he was often searching for a comfortable and secure place in the world (it’s not a coincidence that the phrase “it was home” recurs in his private journals). And he struggled to balance his sometimes lacerating critical sense with acceptance—for himself and for others—a struggle that reached a crisis point in the 1970s.

			
			What saved him, then and always—what ultimately brought him a sense of reconciliation and fulfillment—was the power of art. “When I was a child,” Robbins told an interviewer in the 1960s, “art seemed like a tunnel to me. At the end of that tunnel I could see light where the world opened up, waiting.”*2 If for Robbins art was a means of escape, a way out of doubt and conflict, for us it can become a way in to his personal and creative experience. My hope is that through the words and visual record he left behind, we can enter his world and see it as he did, and in the process understand both art and artist more completely.

		

		
			*1  The photographs from the early 1940s that are reproduced here are all from Robbins’s personal collection. Most have no negatives or contact sheets, as exist for his images from approximately 1950 on, but since he wrote captions on the versos and research has turned up no other examples of them, they’ve been presumptively attributed to him.

			*2  Robert Kotlowitz, “Corsets, Corned Beef, and Choreography,” Show: The Magazine of the Arts, December 1964, 39.

		

	
		
		
			
			A NOTE ON THE TEXT

			Jerome Robbins saved nearly everything he wrote—not just journals, scenarios, and essays, but also letters. Much of his correspondence was typed, even letters from his touring days with Ballet Theatre, and he seemingly made carbon copies of a good deal of that. His copies and drafts—for in writing some letters and virtually all critical or theatrical work, he would compose and edit numerous versions—are supplemented, in his archive, by originals that many of his correspondents returned to him, most during the period in the 1970s and 1980s when he contemplated writing his autobiography and wanted them for reference.

			As a result, the New York Public Library’s collection of Robbins’s papers, both personal and professional, has a nearly complete record of his writings, allowing me to rely extensively on it in compiling this selection. In some cases, such as the correspondence with Leonard Bernstein and Arthur Laurents about West Side Story, and with Laurence Olivier and the artistic staff at Britain’s National Theatre about a contemplated production of The Bacchae, the collections of the Library of Congress and the British Library, respectively, provided valuable supplementary or comparative documentation. Several of Robbins’s letters to Tanaquil Le Clercq were handwritten, and to reproduce them, I was fortunate to have access to Le Clercq’s papers in the New York City Ballet Archive, where they reside. Other documents came from recipients who shared them with me.

			Robbins’s multiplicity of drafts presents a special problem in that—as in his choreography—there are often several versions of a given text. Without resorting to variorum-edition-style notation, I’ve generally opted to preserve the version that in my judgment was the best, which sometimes meant ignoring a penciled edit in favor of the original wording, or choosing between different scene variations in The Poppa Piece or the partial memoirs he wrote in preparation for that work.

			
			Robbins was a notoriously erratic speller, and I’ve left his orthography alone; he also, as an autodidact, had an idiosyncratic way with what some might term malapropisms but that in his hands acquired a kind of eccentric magic. Someone’s hair is “astray,” thoughts “carouse” in his brain, he is studying something “arduously,” a demented Balanchine has “peeks of clarity.” Despite the “[sic]” that follows them in the text, they’re at least as vivid as the “correct” usage would be and I’ve left them alone too. Major cuts to documents are indicated with ellipsis dots (where Robbins interpolated them himself, that is noted, except in the case of his own—again idiosyncratic—double-dot punctuation); minor cuts, of redundant or extraneous words, phrases, or sentences, have been made silently.

			When I first encountered Robbins’s enormous archives, they were still in his home office and afterward at the offices of the Robbins Foundation, stored in file boxes with unhelpful names like “Green Cabinet to Left of Fireplace.” The move to the New York Public Library and subsequent processing imposed one kind of order on them, but sometimes Robbins’s own descriptive titles for documents, such as “Day-to-Day Notes Telling the Story of Mother Courage,” were replaced with something else, in this case the generic label “General Notes.” Where Robbins gave a title to a document, I’ve generally retained it.

			Finally, this selection from Robbins’s writings represents only a portion of what he wrote, and thought, and I would encourage anyone with an interest in his life, work, and times to pursue that interest in his archives. There may be as much to learn from what I haven’t included as from what I have.
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			Prelude: 1918–1935

			 

			

			Jerome Robbins was born Jerome (or Gershon) Wilson Rabinowitz in New York City on October 11, 1918. His father, Harry, was an immigrant from the shtetl of Rozhanka in the Jewish Pale of Settlement, in Russia; his mother, Lena Rips, had been born in the United States, the daughter of a garment cutter, and unlike her husband she had not only graduated from high school but also studied for two years at a women’s college. In 1923 the Rabinowitzes moved from Manhattan to Jersey City and then Weehawken, New Jersey, with Jerome and his older sister, Sonia, born in 1912. In partnership with his brother-in-law, Harry Rabinowitz ran the Comfort Corset Company in Union City, and the family enjoyed the trappings of prosperity: a Packard car, a private (German) kindergarten for the children, dancing lessons for Sonia, violin and piano lessons for Jerry, trips to concerts in New York City. Although they observed the Sabbath and expected their son to study for and celebrate his bar mitzvah, the Rabinowitzes—like many of their generation—were assimilationist Jews: they celebrated Christmas, with a tree and presents, and Yiddish was rarely spoken in the house except when the parents were trying to keep things from the children.

			In the summer of 1924, Lena took both children to Rozhanka, then located in Poland, to visit their grandfather Rabinowitz, an experience that seemed to the nearly six-year-old Jerry like a glimpse of Arcadia, a vision he would return to again and again in his later work. The local public school, which he began attending on his return to America, was the opposite: a terrifying place full of noisy children with WASP names where he tried to be unobtrusive unless there was something he could excel in. Spelling was not one of these things, nor was grammar, but he loved to write and filled notebook after notebook with poems and reflections.

			
			The family suffered in the 1929 crash and ensuing economic depression: the corset factory teetered on the edge of bankruptcy, the family sold the Packard and got a Model T, Lena Rabinowitz went to work in the factory with her husband, and tensions rose between the parents and the children, and between sister and brother. Arguments became physical as well as vocal. Teenage Jerry vacillated between anxiety and anger: ashamed of his Jewishness, resentful of the expectations, and poverty, of his parents. School, surprisingly, offered a refuge. Although his academic performance was erratic, he excelled in writing and in all the arts: he painted, sculpted, made masks, collages, and puppets, even composed music—one piece a setting of an erotic poem (“my sweet old etcetera / aunt lucy”) by e. e. cummings. And, following Sonia’s lead (she had been a child star with the troupe of Irma Duncan and had recently been appearing with an avant-garde modern ballet company in New York), he began studying dance—modern, “expressive” dance—paying for his lessons with a variety of menial after-school jobs.

			His artistic self-expression translated into success: he was vice president of the drama club and had a wide circle of friends, including a girlfriend to whom he dedicated one of his music compositions (not the cummings). But some conflict, some irresolution, nagged at him. In his senior year in high school he wrote a remarkably self-perceptive extended essay, called “My Selves,” to which he appended passages from his diary in an attempt, he said, “to express my character as I see it.” This seems less adolescent narcissism than confessional honesty, for at seventeen Jerry Rabinowitz already had a terrible need to be honest—a need that would persist throughout his life.

			 

			

			
				
				Poppa: Getting to the U.S.A.

				July 13, 1976

				The sons of my father’s father were sent one by one to the New World. The system was not unusual. Most Jewish families endured the same. Enough money would be saved and scrimped to get the eldest son over to the other side. Then he would get to work and as each son got a toehold in America the burden of raising enough money for the next in line eased a bit for the family at home. My father was one of four brothers and one sister—in order: Teddy, Julius, Harry, Sam, Ruth. So he was the third to try to get across. I say try, for there was much danger connected to it. First of all his parents had to buy a grave and a death certificate for him. You see, at a certain age he would be conscripted into the Russian army and the army treated Jewish soldiers about the way our army treated black soldiers. To avoid this his [parents] bought a grave & the attendant burial paper so that when the military authorities come for him they could prove his death, for if he had run off, the Russians would extract a terrible penalty from his family.

				Having secured the necessary cover for his escape, for indeed it was a flight, they sewed his money and his boat ticket in the inside lining of his coat. My brain reels when I consider what plotting and risks they must have taken to connive getting the plan that far, for I spent a summer in my father’s tiny village when I was six, some twenty-five years after my dad left it, and even then it was a one-dirt-road village, without electricity or plumbing, & many of the homes had packed dirt floors.

				He had to travel at night & avoid towns & check points & barriers, & any hostile strangers. He went from western Russia, through Poland [and] Germany, & got to Amsterdam.*1 He told me how he had met a Russian soldier who was deserting, and how they made the journey traveling together. Oh, he was so handsome, & big, my father said, and evoked his emotional memory [of] a tall man in a heavy army coat as he gestured & puffed up his chest. We had to be careful when we came to the borders where they raked the ground carefully so that footprints would show. We slept in barns & in the haystacks & scrounged for food. And once we stopped at a tavern, and there was such a beautiful girl there waiting on the tables. Ai, she was beautiful, he said, as he saw her in his memory. And something in the way he spoke of her and the soldier telegraphed to me the vibrancy of living people in a living plot of relationships.

				
				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						Weehawken, Robbins once said, was “about three blocks deep and nine wide…grubby, ugly, and uninspiring,” but drawings he made of it in the late 1930s show that at least some of the houses were more substantial.

					
				
				Dad told me that he made his way to Amsterdam—and that when he got to the pier and realized that the wall rising up beside him was the side of a ship, he burst into tears. For he had never seen anything so enormous, and it was a fearful thing to contemplate being in it & on it.

			

			
				
				Family Life

				August 24, 1976

				My first memories are of living in Jersey City on Booraem Avenue. I have a photograph of me standing on my father’s hand, he propping his elbows against his waist to support the weight. I remember my father taking my wrists and ankles in his two hands, swinging me as a package first under his open legs then in an exhilarating arch, up in the air over his head to land piggy back on top of his shoulders with a thump. I remember these intimacies and my father’s affectionate embraces and support till the day I asked him to swing me up on his shoulders and he said I can’t, you’re too big now. And I do believe that we separated at that time.

				From then to now, with increasing need and desire and interest, I have tried to track him down, to find my father, who was always present, but never there—a stubborn fortress, an ungiving forest, a book that wouldn’t open its pages. I have never broken through to him, or gotten him to break through to me. He is afraid of emotion and even of sentiment, certainly of sentimentality.

			

			
				To: Harry Rabinowitz

				[June] 1924

				WHITE STAR LINE*2

				
					Dear Daddy,

				

				How are you? We are in the middle of the ocean.

				I am not sea sick.

				Every night we have ice cream.

				
					From Jerry

				

			

			
				
				Grandpa

				1977

				In Rozhanka, in my grandfather’s house, I slept under mosquito netting. There was no electricity, no running water—there were kerosene lamps & wells. They told me I spoke Yiddish there, then, and that I played with the children of the shtetl all day in the fields, in the yards.

				I bathed in a brook with the women. I peed for them like men do, feet apart, hands on hips. I climbed into haylofts, shopped in the marketplaces, crawled through the abandoned flour mills. I slept in the afternoons, smelled baked bread.

				I watched my grandfather stop a drunk from carousing through the town, atop a large farm wagon, lashing his two horses.

				A mysterious man was kept locked up behind a heavy door in a dark room. His food was passed to him through a slot in the bottom of the door, at the floor. There was a small shutter we could slide open to look in and see him. Eyes: only eyes.

				At night after dinner, by kerosene lamps, songs were sung. I remember apples, embroidery, mud pies, and catching fish in a tin can perforated with holes. So proud was I, keeping them in a wooden pencil case for days before my mother traced the smell to them and I had to give up my prizes. I remember tea, candles, jams and the melodies of voices.

				It was all lovely, all lovely. I do not remember one unhappy moment. When we left there, we left at night by hay wagon to travel till dawn to a larger village to the train. The night we left, Itchi Utch (also six), shaven head, friend, ally, landsman, brought me apples in a red bandana, its end tied together in a knot. He handed them to me saying, “Na, Gershen.” We got into the small wagon and waved goodbye. As we clopped away into the darkness, I fell asleep.

			

			
				Reading Chekhov’s Autobiography

				August 6, 1976

				Imagination was always the most fascinating part of growing up, and I loved to use mine. I could go into worlds and believe them. All the prism’s colors thrown magically on the wall, on paper, my hand, the table took me on journeys. My mother used to play a game with my sister and me. We had a small children’s blackboard easel at home, and we’d take a wet rag and wipe the board haphazardly, then we’d watch it dry and as it dried we’d see faces and figures and landscapes, animals, trees, monsters and all fanciful and real creatures. One summer we had a house at Sea-Girt*3 and every evening we’d watch the sunset from the porch and as the clouds traveled across the horizon we’d point out what fanciful or real things we saw parading across the sky.

			

			
				
				Jerry Rabinowitz Poetry & Music Compositions

				[1927]

			

			TO MY MOTHER

			
				I offer you this little book

				Inside the pages I hope you’ll look

				For inside of them you’ll find

				Some little verses I have rhymed.

				Pictures of all kinds of stages

				Is what you’ll find inside these pages.

			

			THE DREAM

			
				1.

				Sometimes I dream of funny things

				Sometimes I dream I’m dead

				Sometimes I dream that I’m so mean

				I have to go to bed.

				
				2.

				Sometimes I dream I’m with a ghost

				Sometimes I dream I’m not

				Sometimes I dream I’m playing marbles

				Down in our old lot.

				3.

				Sometimes I dream of sunshine

				Sometimes I dream of rain

				Sometimes I dream of a little girl

				I know her name’s Elaine.

				4.

				Sometimes I dream that I’m in school

				And the teacher gives dictation

				And then I’m very very sad

				I wish it were vacation.

				5.

				Then mother comes into my room

				And gets me out of bed

				And still I am so tired

				She calls me sleepyhead.

			

			MOTHER

			
				1.

				My mother is the greatest one

				Who gives sunshine like the sun

				And helps you when her work is done.

				2.

				She helps you with arithmetic

				She calls the doctor when your sick

				And gets so nervous very quick.

				
				3.

				When some troubles come to you

				When your feeling kind of blue

				Go to her she’ll help you thru.

				4.

				Your mothers advice is always good

				And you promise that you would

				Then of course you really should.

				5.

				There’s father sister I’m the brother

				But I love best above all other

				My most beautiful greatest kindest

				Mother.

			

			DANCE

			
				Dance when your merry

				Dance when your sad

				Dance when your happy

				Dance when your glad.

			

			
				London Journal, 1971

				October 27

				[A]t the moment she reached the bottom of the stairs and as she started to turn on the landing, with her right hand on the balustrade—she stopped & looked up at me. She was in day dress, a gray woolen jacket trimmed with beige & a pleated skirt that fell to the floor, and her hat like a Tyrolean hunting hat with some tall feathers that was slightly cocked over her left eye. She is as fixed as Sargent’s Madame X—stylish, poised & cooling looking up & back.

				Mama Mama I was screaming—Don’t go—please don’t go & leave me—A housemaid—Annie—was holding me fiercely as I struggled to tear myself from her arms; I was crying [in] desperation. [T]he terror of separation & my love for my mother were so intense that my life & security depended on keeping her home—depended on her not forsaking me.

				
				It was these desperate & hysterical cries & physical struggle that made her stop & look back.

				And there it is.

				Cool. Still. Poised. As if her picture was to be taken—not posing, but still & objective. STAY there it said—you must learn it said—I cannot, I will not turn back. Neither did she smile—wave—blow a kiss say a word—offer consolation or suggest comfort or assurance. She stood and gave me that look and left.

			

			
				The Factory

				September 1, 1976

				It was exciting to go to the place where Dad worked—the “boss”—and see him in action, directing it. It seemed to me, as a child, a wonderful place of mystery and fascination of machinery. Huge, noisy, it had an old elevator that worked by pulling on a rope to give it a start. I liked the office with its ledgers, ink, typewriters, elastics, clasps, rubber bands, [and] pencils. In “The Shop” itself, as my father referred to it, were four long rows of girls working on sewing machines. My father would heckle and nudge them along—come on girls, no talking no talking—work work that’s what I pay you for.

				I used to watch fascinatedly as he’d lay out material for cutting. There was a way of folding and refolding the pink patterned material into thick 6–8 inch stacks, holding them down with weights, of stenciling the patterns on them, and then, most terrifying, cutting them out with a rotary blade knife cutter which let out a shrill whine when it hit the cloth. “Be careful of the knife,” I was always warned. And I was. And the table where they sewed the stays into the corset—the table where they put in the long laces, the eyelet machine and the most formidable of all, the garter machine, in which the end of the elastic garter was placed with a metal stapler—when you pushed your foot on the pedal, down would crash a heavy hammer-head stamping the staple into the material. Gah! I also loved the enormous cardboard boxes that materials came in or corsets were sent out in. They could become houses, caves, tables, castles, dungeons, forts—what a world was I able to conjure with them. And then there were the heavy cardboard empty spools, [cylinders] with great wheels on either end, perfect for making carts and wagons and scooters.

				
				The floor of the factory was covered by the end of a day with clips and snips and pieces of material cutouts, confetti of satins and elastics. It was fun to take a running start and then slide on the materials, which I did until taking a colossal fall when my feet slipped out beneath me. Later on I used to earn my allowance by sweeping up the factory after work. The materials there would catch in the rough splintery wood floor, or under the foot pedals and legs of the machines themselves. I really hated that job.

				In my 15th or 16th year Dad tried to get me to “learn the business.” I got as far as handling the big shears, about 16–18″ long, so long that the far end picked up the tip of my finger on the other hand and sliced off a third of an inch of pad. I saw it happen—when I felt the pain and watched the blood rush out, I fainted dead away. (I never can watch my own or others’ wounds, cannot watch my blood being taken, or see an X-ray of a friend’s broken bone without coming close to or truly passing out). That was the end of my factory career.

			

			
				Sister—Family Continued

				September 1, 1976

				It’d start in the kitchen, Sonia and Mother. Pots would be slammed, voices raised: I’ll make it myself, my way, your way. Aggravation—that killer disease caused by children of martyred parents; a smell of onions, eggs, and lox frying, challah toasted, a constant going and coming to the table for plates, salt, butter, the meal being eaten piecemeal, the fight going on…and on…and on…until finally hysteria would be reached—my sister my mother, my mother weak-kneed, wobbling, crying to God for help, tears pouring out. And my father erupted, lash[ing] out at us with his Jewish paper. I’ll give you a mouth, he’d cry, I’ll show you a respectful mouth, he’d blurt out in his guttural inarticulate fury—and we’d scurry for safety and harbor and clear the room as he’d hurl his Yiddish thunderbolts and expand his fury, and we’d all quell and quack after the squall.

				
				Once Sonia and I got into a fight in the middle of an afternoon. Whatever caused it is again a mystery but she slapped me and I called her a bitch. She slammed me again. Bitch, I cried. Slap. Bitch. Slap. Bitch. She had me down on the floor and sitting astride me slapped hard as I refused to give in. Neither of us would give in, and her strokes increased in force till a woman who was doing some cleaning for us tried to stop Sonia and failing, telephoned my mother to come help. Our fight went on till she suddenly stopped…and instead gathered me into her arms and held me to her. Stop, stop. Don’t cry, she said; but I cried and cried and accepted her love and security, crying for both the fight and the acceptance. We were both rocking on the floor when my mother burst in and pulled Sonia away. What have you done, she screamed at her, What did you do, you murderer you—what did you do to him? No, no, mother, I said, it’s all right now, I’m all right. Don’t hit her. We’re OK now. Mother looked in amazement, wild-eyed, hair astray, and said, What’s going on in my own house that a servant has to call me out of the factory, drag me away from my work, to come save my son who my daughter is beating up so it will kill him? What? What?

				It’s all right mama—it’s all right now, I said. I was happy in getting Sonia’s love again.

				Yes, said my mother bitterly, she beat you until she knew I was coming and then she changed her tune. Not to save you—to save herself.

				It was true. I knew it. [And] once after having been slapped hard by my sister, I said to her, one day, Sonia I’m going to be bigger than you—I’m going to grow up and be bigger than you and I’m going to slap you—I’ll get even.

				And I did.

			

			
				The Jew Piece

				January 1975

				I didn’t like my father—I didn’t like his accent. I didn’t like that he couldn’t speak English.*4 I didn’t like that he seemed drenched in some murky, foul, unclean, unkempt, mysterious filth and dirt, which the whole of the Judaism, as it was practiced, seemed to be—hair shirts and tallises*5 and fringes and beards and drippings and nose-runnings and eyes watering and smells that I didn’t know, a language I couldn’t understand. It revolted me. And I laid my knife against it.

				
				[I was] training for Bar Mitzvah and an old, old, wizened, decrepit, white-bearded unshaven man came to the house every afternoon to train me to read the Torah. That part of the Torah I had to learn.

				I didn’t like him and I didn’t like what I had to do. One, I didn’t understand what it was about. Two, I didn’t understand what it was I was saying. Three, it was pounded into my head that from that moment on, after thirteen, all my sins would be on my head. My voice hadn’t changed. [I’d] been mother-cuddled all my life. And now I was facing: “Today you are a man.”

				One afternoon I had been playing on the street with my school friends, hockey tag, whatever we played, and I had to leave to do my lesson with the Tzaddik.*6 I came in and we started. Suddenly there was a rap on the window. I looked up and there were the kids from the block at the three windows that gave into the dining room. They were making faces and imitating him. And he taught me Jewish submissiveness because he understood the baiting and he never looked up.

				After a while they opened the windows. They climbed into the room. At this point I summoned up enough courage to say that I was going to call their parents if they didn’t get out. That got them out, but the horror and the embarrassment and the shame remained.

			

			
				Family Life

				August 24, 1976

				High school seemed to be evenly balanced between learning things from our teachers and learning things from the other boys. How to score a home-run or triple-bagger, not on the playing field, but on sticking your finger down the inside of someone’s fly (before zipper time) and seeing how many buttons got undone. A great deal of time was spent learning how to get up and down the staircases ahead of the running mob and not be late for class. The first time I ever had an orgasm was in gym on the climbing rope. I never knew what the ecstatic dizziness was I felt as I twisted myself up, I was too young to really come. But I soon found out that I liked climbing ropes and having that strange thing happen. I did well in English and history. I liked chemistry. I wanted to be a chemist at that time, but I think I made a tactical error by winning a contest. The brother of [Robert Elliott] Burns, author of I Am a Fugitive from a Georgia Chain Gang,*7 became a lecturer/preacher/priest and gave a talk on his brother’s life at school, ending with telling us whoever wrote him the best letter would receive a book of his poems. I sat down and wrote a poem, and to everyone’s surprise and chagrin, I, Jerome Wilson Rabinowitz, won. This did not endear me to Mr. Sarofian, our chemistry teacher.

				
				There were sensitive areas about being Jewish, as most of the population of Weehawken was Christian. Jewish and Christian holidays caused separation. In English class, in having to use a new vocabulary word in a sentence, we were given the word “despise.” I came up with the theatrical, “ ‘I despise you,’ she said.” The teacher told me in front of the class that it was plain unchristian to use the word in that sense. I didn’t have enough Jewish chutzpah to tell her I wasn’t Christian, and it was used all the time in Drama. Instead I sat down and nursed my embarrassment.

				…I was small for my age and never felt I could compete in sports (though later I became a very fast swimmer and liked basketball). I was a washout at baseball and always hated it at school and camp. At high school I tried out for the cheerleaders—my sister had coached me—but I still didn’t make it. I became a vice president of the dramatic club (our male biology teacher took us to see the Princeton Triangle drag show*8 for culture!!!). I made some appearances in school plays and played piano at school assemblies…

				I liked school. At least it was company. At home my sister was absent—working in New York—and my mother and father worked at the factory. My grandmother*9 had come to live with us…a wonderful tiny, amazingly wrinkled little woman, a strict Orthodox Jew who never lit a stove or turned on electricity after sundown on Sabbath eve, kept separate dishes for dairy and meat foods, and was always reading the Talmud. She mostly wore dark clothes with long skirts; she had snow white hair and intense blue eyes and a leathery tiny face.

				
				It was hard when she moved in. I did resent her. I also “despised” her Jewish backward ways. In later years I realized we had a lot in common, she and I: loneliness. We were both always left alone in the evenings….She was the only one who saw my fits of temper—my unhappiness. Alone, often—not wanting to visit relatives in Brooklyn—not wanting to go where my parents went in business—I’d be left home [to] vent my frustration and anger. I’d fall to the floor and beat it and cry and yell and flood the carpet with tears. She’d come up to me—für vas shreist du, für vas shreist—concerned and alarmed she’d hover over me. Nothing, I’d fling at her—lass mir alaine, lass mir.*10

				During her lifetime when she lived with us she was a pest to me. Now I miss her, understand her, and know that I must have loved her very much and she me.

			

			
				Diary, 1934–35

				1934 Jan. 7—Rain—Sunday.

				Went to N.Y. for a rehearsal for play for reunion of Camp Colony. It doesn’t look so hot. Saw lots of people I knew from camp. Went to movies with Seymore Rudges. “Prizefighter & the Lady.”*11 Ate at Rudges’s house. His sister trying to make me. Everybody so nice to me. ’Specially my grand-ma even if we do argue.

				
				Jan 10, 1934, nice—Wed.

				Am sick of Al C. Saw J. Ahearn. He’s not such a bad fellow. Saw some inter-class games. Lousy. What’ll I do about my gym suit. (It was taken by someone). Worked 2 hours on Chemistry problem, but got it right. Nothing happened today.

				Jan 22.

				Chemistry exam. Not so easy—might have passed—who knows. Went to movies in afternoon. Saw Four Marks Brothers in “Duck Soup.” I laughed my head off.

				April 23, 1934

				Junior Prom. Went stag. Saw Sylvia there and danced with her. Gee Whiz.

				Oh Well.

				Sept. 11 Tues. 1934

				Went out and got my things for school. Got a nice new tie & pin & holder for it. Am prepared for school. Got a haircut too.

				January 2 Wed. 1935

				School—good to get back. This morning had a terrible quarrel with Sonia. But afterwards I was as sorry as usual. Went to N.Y. to get suit but they said they’d have it Fri. Hope so. Went to gym & met Patty Axelrod, very nice boy I knew from camp. Wish I’d be asked to join a club up at the center*12—home, “and so to bed.”*13

				Jan 3 Thursday, 1935

				School—but afterwards walked my feet off earning 75¢ selling tax bills.*14 Might make more tomorrow.—Dentist—Oh yes Ruth Abramson, Gladys Roseman, Rose Adoff, another boy, and myself are planning to go see The Children’s Hour.*15 Am picking up in Algebra, but letting down in French.

			

			
				
				My Selves: An Attempt to Express My Character as I See It, by Jerry Rabinowitz, English 12

				1935

				
					“It’s all a question of masks, really: first the painted masks. We all wear them as a form of protection; modern life forces us to. We must have some means of shielding our timid, shrinking souls from the glare of civilization.”*16

				

				I stand before a mirror. Ahead, two dark eyes are looking back at me beneath a shock of black hair. The face is thin, the eyebrows so bushy as to draw the attention toward them as a diamond on velvet.

				Slowly, the mask begins to rise, revealing another face. The features of this one are the same but they are distorted into a creation of malignant capability. This also rises leaving me looking at a mask of complete tranquility; but this rises and another one is shown and still another….

				Faster and faster they come, spreading over the mirror, the walls, the rooms, the earth. They all look at me with blank vacant eyes where, if they were over my face, my eyes would show through. They are all me, every one.

				In school my mask is well known…a smile, a giggle, or a laugh. At home I try to be the same, but being a spoilt although not the only child, I am soon arguing with someone….[W]henever I meet a group of boys and girls who are of my age who are totally strange to me, I immediately withdraw to my own reflections and thoughts. My outside mask is still on, but my inside ones are furiously alive, analyzing and sizing up these new persons. When these people begin to talk on a topic of the day, I’m afraid to venture a remark because, I’m afraid that…[JR’s ellipses] because I have no self confidence….

				
				[But] there is an artistic self. By saying Art I do not mean just drawing. I mean music, drama, literature, dancing, handcrafts, and painting. I believe I have some talent in all of these. I compose and play music for the piano and violin, I have received awards at camps for dramatic ability and handcraft ability, I have written poetry and prose, and have taken a shot at plays, I have had several scholarships in dancing…modern and fundamental, and have done much painting, and other drawing skills outside of school. I get the same physical satisfaction out of doing any of these Arts as a man does out of being well fed. I can sit gazing on a line of beauty for hours, memorizing each curve and each arc.

				I have tried to give you an accurate picture of myself—my selves. The evil, the good, the bad, the smiling, sneering, artistic, malicious, destructive, benevolent, rapacious, egotistical, sacrificing and selfish are all my selves…all me.

			

		

		
			*1  More likely Rotterdam, which was a seaport.

			*2  This letter was handwritten in childish cursive on White Star Line stationery: Lena and the children sailed from New York to Southampton, then traveled via London, Berlin, and Warsaw to Rozhanka. Decades later Robbins remembered playing piano in a shipboard concert.

			*3  A community on the New Jersey shore.

			*4  What Robbins means is that his father didn’t speak English well: he had a heavy accent.

			*5  Fringed garments worn over or under clothing by religious Jews.

			*6  Teacher (from the Hebrew for “righteous one”).

			*7  Robert Elliott Burns (1892–1955) was a shell-shocked World War I veteran who had robbed an Atlanta grocery store and been sentenced to six to ten years of hard labor; his book about the experience was made into a 1932 film starring Paul Muni.

			*8  The Triangle Club, one of the (then) all-male Princeton University eating clubs, put on a musical comedy show each year, written and performed by undergraduates. Scott Fitzgerald famously performed in one while a student a generation earlier.

			*9  His mother’s mother, Ida Rips, came to live with the Rabinowitzes after the death of her husband, Isaac. In order to make room for her, Robbins and six-years-older Sonia had to share a bedroom.

			*10  Robbins’s Yiddish is inexact, but roughly this exchange means “What’s wrong with you” and “Leave me alone.”

			*11  A 1933 melodrama about a boxer, a nightclub singer, and a gangster, starring Myrna Loy, Walter Huston, and the real-life boxers Max Baer and Jack Dempsey.

			*12  The Jewish Community Center in Jersey City.

			*13  He had been reading Pepys in English class and here alludes to the diarist’s signature sign-off at the end of his entries.

			*14  During the Depression, when numerous people defaulted on property taxes or utility bills, the government’s lien on an affected property (a “tax bill”) might be sold, either at auction to the highest bidder or to anyone willing to meet the government’s price.

			*15  The Children’s Hour, Lillian Hellman’s first play, which concerned false allegations of a lesbian relationship being brought against two schoolteachers, had created a sensation when it opened the previous November; it was later banned in Boston, and could not be considered for the Pulitzer Prize because one of the judges refused to see it. Young Jerry Rabinowitz and his friends had adventurous taste.

			*16  Noel Coward’s “Design for Living” [JR’s own footnote on this composition].
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			Apprenticeship: 1935–1944

			 

			

			Robbins graduated from Woodrow Wilson High School in June 1935 and in the fall began attending New York University as a chemistry major. He’d hoped to study journalism, but his parents insisted he pursue a “useful” degree. Useful didn’t mean compatible, however: by the following spring Robbins was failing two courses (mathematics and French) out of five, and his father, struggling financially from the Depression, told him his college days were over.

			Robbins wasn’t sure what would become of him at this point, but whatever the possibilities, he later recalled, “running the Comfort Corset Company was not among them.” He persuaded his parents to give him a year to establish himself, and set out looking for a way into the world he felt he was called to: the world of art. After an unsuccessful attempt to apprentice himself to the art puppeteer Tony Sarg, the Basil Twist of his day, he was accepted (following a rocky first meeting) into the experimental modern ballet troupe of Senya Gluck Sandor, where his colleagues included José Limón and where he attracted the notice of The New York Times’s dance critic, John Martin. (It was at this point that, at Sandor’s urging, he adopted a string of Anglicized stage names—Robin Gerald, Gerald Robyns, Jerry Robyns—before settling on Jerome Robbins.) He briefly worked backstage making props for the Stanislavski-influenced Group Theatre’s production of Johnny Johnson, and at the Yiddish Art Theatre he appeared in a near walk-on in I. J. Singer’s Brothers Ashkenazi (“someone coughed so I missed your line,” his aunt told him after she attended a performance). And following Sandor’s advice, he began studying ballet—which until then he had considered “false…, out of date, and constricting.” His first balletic appearance, partnering an older dancer named Lisa Parnova, was an awkward one, but he kept working and parlayed his studies—funded with odd jobs—into paid appearances in ballets by the Russian emigré choreographer Michel Fokine at the World’s Fair ground-breaking ceremonies and at Jones Beach’s outdoor amphitheater. Finally, after a brief post–Labor Day tryout appearance in 1937, he got a break that would help determine his future path: a ten-week, $200 job as a dancer for the 1938 summer season at a Pennsylvania resort, Camp Tamiment.

			
			In the world of the 1930s, Tamiment was the equivalent of Club Med: the place middle-class singles went in the summer for sun, fun, and the opposite sex—and for the weekly Broadway-style revue directed by the camp entertainment director, Max Liebman. It was a training ground for Broadway (and movie) talent: among Robbins’s fellow entertainers were Imogene Coca, Danny Kaye, and Carol Channing, as well as such dance-world figures as Dorothy Bird, Anita Alvarez, and Ruthanna Boris, and under Liebman’s often-irascible and temperamental direction all were responsible for performing in, and sometimes creating the material for, the weekly revue. Robbins spent four summers at Tamiment, progressing from ensemble parts to solos, from working out dances anonymously with a small group of intimates to choreographing an entire revue, and his signature performing and choreographic style—fluid, expressive, full of sharply observed details—began to emerge.

			But Tamiment was only for the summertime, and he had to make a living, had to pay for the cheap furnished rooms that were the only alternative to living at home with his parents in Weehawken. He dreamed of landing “a job—a job as a dancer—a job in a Broadway show—a dream beyond believability.” Auditioning ceaselessly, and often fruitlessly, he did manage to get cast in the choruses of Great Lady (1938), Stars in Your Eyes (1939), and Keep Off the Grass (1940)—the first and last of which were choreographed by George Balanchine—and he was a featured performer, and some of his material was used, uncredited, in the Tamiment-originated Straw Hat Revue (1939), which made Danny Kaye a star.

			
			While appearing in Keep Off the Grass, he heard about an ambitious new venture called Ballet Theatre, a dance company founded by a New England heiress named Lucia Chase, which would employ a permanent roster of principals, soloists, and corps members to present a mixture of classic European ballet and edgier work created by a cadre of contemporary choreographers—including Antony Tudor, Bronislava Nijinska, Agnes de Mille, and Eugene Loring—in regular New York appearances supplemented with national tours. The curtain had barely risen on its first short season at the now-demolished Center Theatre in Rockefeller Center than Robbins began bombarding management with audition requests until he finally won a contract, first as a summer temporary, then as a permanent corps member. At first, dancers’ terms of employment were erratic: the company was engaged for two months in the fall of 1940 at the Chicago Lyric Opera, then had a brief season in New York in early 1941, at which point it appeared financing for the venture would dry up. Robbins returned to Tamiment for one last season, as a choreographer, but Ballet Theatre struck a deal with the impresario Sol Hurok that ensured the company’s survival, and that fall Robbins went with them to Mexico.

			For the next four years Ballet Theatre would be the nursery that brought forth Robbins’s mature talent, as a dancer (in such signature roles as Hermes in Helen of Troy and the puppet in Petrouchka) and eventually as a choreographer, broadening his horizons on tours around the United States and abroad and introducing him to a surrogate family of dancers, choreographers, composers, and other artists that gave him the camaraderie and acceptance he rarely found at home. The support was welcome, for this was a period of considerable conflict and anxiety for Robbins. His first real sexual attraction, to a man, had been followed by an affair with a woman, which had not been sustained; his family had accused him of consorting with “bad company” (code for homosexuals); and his professional ambition, always transparent, had brought him criticism that, in turn, made him doubt his talent and his worth. Traveling the country, he longed for a place to settle and call his own. He found friends, some of whom would be colleagues and companions for years, including the dancers Donald Saddler and Nora Kaye (to whom he would later be briefly engaged to be married), the director Mary Hunter, co-founder of the American Actors Company, and the playwright Horton Foote, with whom he had plans to collaborate on an elaborate danced and acted theater piece based on an African American folk myth. But even among these, he often felt lonely and vulnerable: “made crudely, painted badly,” as he described the title character in Petrouchka, who he thought was “me in so many ways.” He poured out his loneliness and conflicted emotions not only in his journals but in scenarios and fiction that he never sought to have produced or published.

			
			In the end, his vision of a kind of American theatrical dance, and his drive to create it, prevailed against his self-doubt. In 1943, tired of dancing in Russian boots and wigs, frustrated from bombarding Ballet Theatre management with scores of overcomplicated scenarios—which featured Cecil B. DeMille–sized casts of thousands—in the hopes of getting a commission, he had an epiphany inspired by watching rehearsals of George Balanchine’s nearly minimalist ballet Apollo. He realized he could do more with less: a ballet about three sailors on shore leave in the big city and the three girls they meet. Following his usual practice in previous efforts, he outlined all the action in detail and even specified the tone and tempos for the music, leaving very little to management’s imagination, and when a work scheduled for the spring 1944 season fell through, Ballet Theatre—nudged by his ally, the company’s executive managing director, Charles Payne—gave him the empty slot. He cast two friends, the firecracker Harold Lang as the rowdy, boisterous sailor and the dreamy, sweet-faced John Kriza as the lyrical one, and gave himself the bravura role of their “smouldering” dark companion. Hoping to produce the ballet inexpensively, the company suggested Robbins work with their musical arranger to cobble together a score from existing popular songs, but Robbins had more ambitious ideas. Eventually he persuaded Ballet Theatre to commission the then-unknown Leonard Bernstein to compose the score; since Bernstein was tethered to New York City by his job as assistant conductor of the New York Philharmonic, their collaboration had to be conducted long-distance, but on April 18, 1944, Fancy Free, with a set by Oliver Smith, premiered at the Metropolitan Opera House. It was an immediate, life-changing success. “To come right to the point,” said The New York Times’s John Martin,

			
			“Fancy Free”…is a smash hit. This [is] young Robbins’ first go at choreography, and the only thing he has to worry about in that direction is how in the world he is going to make his second one any better. He has managed to get into this light-hearted little piece of American genre the same quality of humor which has always characterized his personal dancing, the same excellent actor’s sense of the theatre, and some first-rate invention to boot….[T]he whole ballet, performance included, is just exactly ten degrees north of terrific.*1

			

			Overnight, in a stroke that could have come from the Lloyd Bacon/Busby Berkeley film 42nd Street, the twenty-five-year-old Robbins had gone from youngster to star. His new life had begun.

			 

			

			
				How I Almost Did Not Become a Dancer

				August 15, 1976

				There was no money to allow me to continue college even though I felt I could do much better than the first year, [but] I extracted a promise from my parents that for one year I could try my hand at what I wished. I wasn’t at all sure what [things] I did want to do, but running the Comfort Corset Company was not among them.

				I had always been fascinated by marionettes and had even constructed a small cardboard theater in the basement of our house and had made a number of marionettes, designed the clothes, painted, built and lit the scenery, etc. I had read some books on puppetry and was most impressed by one [written] by Tony Sarg.*2 So I looked up his name in the Manhattan phone book—he lived in Greenwich Village—blindly dressed in my most adult-looking clothes, went to his address and rang his bell. He lived in a rather dark ground floor apartment in a brownstone. I remember a short man, in a dim light, who wanted to know what I wanted.

				
				I said I wanted to be a puppeteer and would he take me on as an apprentice. His answer was a brief “no, he didn’t do that”—and I found myself in my best clothes out on the street again.

				So then I decided I’d try dancing.

				Because my sister had worked with him and because I had watched rehearsals, she arranged an audition and interview with [Senya Gluck] Sandor.*3 I felt about him then as I do about Balanchine now—he was very much in the limelight, and reviews by Martin*4 were not uncommon. He was the most stimulating creative man that I ever encountered.

				He greeted me (he knew me as Sonia’s brother) and asked me to change into my dance clothes (bathing trunks and a t-shirt) and then put me through some very elementary movements, running, jumping, rhythmic sequences, etc. Then he asked me to do some improvisations. First he asked me to write large numbers in the air, from 0 to 9 with my arms, then to write different numbers with different dramatic contexts—pleading, anger, as royalty, begging, etc. [T]hen he asked me to do one as Shiva, who both gave and took, blessed and damned. He put one gold spotlight on me and I took off. He said, very good—get dressed and we’ll talk. After I changed, he invited me for a tea or snack at the bar-restaurant across the street. I was very nervous; being with such a famous creative person, and honored and thrilled to be allowed to dine with him.

				We went into the bar-restaurant, seated ourselves in a booth, ordered I don’t remember what, sitting opposite each other. Sandor must have sensed my anxiety. Then he said, I have to go to the bathroom—do you want to wash your hands or anything. I said yes because it seemed more agreeable than saying no, even though I didn’t need to wash my hands again. So, with Sandor leading the way we entered the narrow little john consisting of one urinal, one toilet, a sink, mirror and towel rack.

				
				While Sandor relieved himself I washed my hands, using the liquid soap that hung in an inverted jar extended out over the wash basin. You tapped up on the little peg on the bottom of the container jar and it released the soap with that particular certain public toilet odor. As I was drying my hands, in silence, Sandor took his turn at the sink and began washing his hands and then next he leaned forward toward the wash basin to splash some water on his luxurious black long hair before combing it. But as he leaned into the bowl I noticed that his head bobbing up and down was about to hit the short peg of the soap dispenser and I quickly passed my hand under the peg to stop that disaster. But an even more terrible disaster occurred. My hand pressed against the peg and out poured a stream of liquid soap down onto and into the black head of hair of Sandor, who, not knowing what was happening, continued to splash water on his head. A shampoo commercial could not outdo the sudsy foam that ensued. Horror-stricken, I watched as Sandor finally felt something wrong, looked at his hands and lifted his head to see in the mirror what looked like a soapy Harpo Marx. He held still—then wheeled around and stared at me. I don’t know what my expression was like. All I know is that I knew for sure that my career as a dancer had come to a calamitous end in the bathroom of that bar-restaurant. Sandor, dearest man, must have seen everything in my face and he read all of it, the accident and my ashen-faced response to it and after a good look, he turned right back to the basin and washed the soap out of his hair as I stood by in complete misery. When he seemed rid of the soap he mopped up with his handkerchief, slicked his hair back with his comb and then we both went back to our booth and never ever to this day talked about what happened in the men’s room.

				What he did say was something like this: I was, he felt, very talented, but my wanting to be a dancer was to be very discouraged. It was a hard terrible life, one that certainly would never earn [me] enough to protect a future, no less make a present living. Dance was not popular in the US, male dancers were thought of as freaks, and the effort needed and the rewards of succeeding were totally out of balance.

				
				But he said, you think it over, and if you want to work with me I’ll take you on.

				I thought it over then and there for less than a second and said, Yes, I want.

			

			
				The Story of Hands

				August 14, 1976

				Across the street from [Sandor’s] studio was a bar-restaurant the little company used for occasional meals and drinks, and on one evening when I went there with them someone suggested I have my first real drink. After much discussion it was decided that a Tom Collins was to be my inaugural concoction. Thus it was ordered, toasts were made, and I drank it, and of course got immediately drunk. They decided to return me to the studio and put me to bed on a couch, there to sleep it off, rather than allowing me to try to get home to Weehawken. Four or five people got me on my feet and helped me stagger across to the garage,*5 up the stairs, and on to the couch, where they undressed me and put me to bed while I sang, laughed and sometimes groaned as the room spun around me. There was one constant that I became aware of. Someone—some man—held my hand closely in his through all of this. Someone had my hand warmly in his and held it and me safe from danger and sent through our clasped hands a sensation of love, security and attention.

				The next day I awoke and remembered the feeling of my hand in someone else’s. I think I must have known who it was, for I went to him and asked, Did you hold my hand last night—and he said yes—and then a shocking thing happened. It was the realization that I was in love—and even more shocking—in love for the first time with a man.

				It wasn’t that I hadn’t had homosexual experiences before—I had, with schoolmates & camp mates—but I never thought of them as being “queer”—only as a way we got secret pleasure while growing up. There was no kissing or anything connected with affection or love—only some mutual masturbation that every male goes through to some degree while maturing.

				
				But now I understood that my heart had been captured & I completely catapulted into love feelings. It made me unhappy to realize I loved a man, that I was queer; but there was a marked separation between those feelings and the ones I had for Harry, the dancer who held my hand. (Funny—Harry was my father’s name.) I confided my sad state to Klarna,*6 who stroked my hair while my head rested in her lap & who comforted me without approval or disapproval.

				And I went after Harry. I watched all his rehearsals, waited for him to arrive each day, & tried to leave with him each evening. He wanted none of the responsibility of bringing me out. I would follow him to the subway & tell him I was going home with him—& he would refuse me & make me go to Jersey. I would dog his footsteps, [noticing] how he talked, laughed, smoked, walked, danced, smiled. But he refused me, nicely, carefully; he would have nothing to do with me physically. I wanted to be with him & hug & kiss him, but settled for whatever crumbs he gave me.

				One evening we planned to have dinner together after rehearsal….After everyone left the studio Harry and I sat on the couch. And we embraced & lay down together. And I kissed him so much & held him so tightly & it was such happiness & so blissful to me to be held so lovingly in his arms & be lying next to him.

				Then to my surprise his hand slipped down between our bodies & cupped my genitals. I lay still, in shock…[JR’s ellipses] still, still as I realized oh, that’s what it’s about, that’s part of it, I hadn’t thought of that—of sexual activity.

				He felt my stillness & recognized what was happening within me. He pushed me away & sat up & smacked his closed fist against his forehead, held it there for a moment with his eyes tight shut & got to

				
			

			
				
				Training: Yiddish Art Theatre and Classes
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				Journal, 1939*18
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