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Dedication

For my generous listeners around the world,

and to my wife, Roxane Gay,

who patiently—

and ceaselessly—

listens to me at home.
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Foreword

by

Roxane Gay

Debbie Millman is one of the finest interviewers working today. She is, indeed, my wife, so you would expect me to believe in her unparalleled interviewing ability, but it also happens to be the truth. I married very well.

When you live with your partner, you learn a great deal about who they really are. I knew Debbie was passionate about her work and, especially, her longstanding podcast, Design Matters. And then we started living together. I saw just how ferociously committed she is to having genuine, probing conversations with some of the world’s most creative people.

Debbie is voraciously curious and loves research. She spends hours a day in the weeks leading up to an interview learning everything she can about a guest. She studies their previous interviews. She unearths seemingly innocuous details about their early lives and careers. She reads everything they’ve written or that has been written about them, taking copious notes. And then she sifts through everything she has learned, drafting questions and determining the shape of the conversation she hopes to have. By the time she finally sits down with her guests in her studio at the School of Visual Arts in New York City, Debbie Millman is ready to guide anyone through one of the most engaging conversations of their lives. She settles in her seat, notes in hand. As she crosses her legs, her voice lowers to a huskier register, and for the next hour or two, she treats her interview subject like the most interesting person in the world. And in that time, they are.

A good interview is much harder than it looks. When a notable person has achieved enough acclaim to be interviewed, they are asked a lot of the same questions about who they are and how they work and what they think. They develop a slate of standard responses because it is rare to be asked the unexpected question. It is that unexpected question Debbie most loves asking. There’s a reason she prepares and then overprepares for her conversations. In every Design Matters interview, there is a moment where her subject expresses genuine surprise about some detail of their lives she has unearthed. Or they reveal a tender vulnerability she elicits from them with grace, care, and patience. It is always that moment when her interview evolves from good to great, from interesting to utterly compelling.

Design Matters has been in continuous production for more than sixteen years. Over that time Debbie has spoken with the world’s foremost designers, public intellectuals, artists, writers, and creatives. She initially created the podcast to have a creative outlet divorced from her professional vocation as a brand expert and designer. She was interested in what it means to design a creative life, but over the past sixteen years the Design Matters project has expanded as her skill has sharpened. She has created a gloriously interesting and ongoing conversation about what it means to live well, overcome trauma, face rejection, learn to love and be loved, and thrive both personally and professionally. She has spoken to people about their crowning achievements and lowest moments. She has amassed more than four hundred and fifty interviews at this point, and each and every one is unique. From her first interview, with designer and creative director John Fulbrook, until now, Debbie Millman has become a singular voice in the world of intimate, enlightening conversations. She has demonstrated, time and again, why design matters.
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Introduction

by

Tim Ferriss

Debbie Millman is my sister from another mister.

Then again, that’s probably how a lot of her guests feel.

She first interviewed me on a crisp November night in 2016. The School of Visual Arts signage drew me off the streets of Manhattan, and as soon as I sat down in her recording studio, I knew things were going to be different.

First, the layout makes you feel like a child emperor, coveted zoo animal, or perhaps the first Martian to visit Earth. Her recording studio is a walled-off eight-by-twelve-foot sound booth within a larger classroom, and speakers pipe the audio outside. There is a huge window on one side so that students can look inside, and that early evening perhaps twenty-five students filled chairs in the room. That turns on all the lights of the mind.

Second, I noticed my books on a desk at her side, filled with more Post-it notes and bookmarks than I thought humanly possible. That made me excited to go deep.

Third, as I looked into Debbie’s eyes, I felt an emotional phase shift: I was now inside the protective shell. This was her home and her safe place. The literal dark of winter had enveloped the building, but I felt like I’d been wrapped in a warm blanket. Everything seemed softer around the edges, and I let out tension I wasn’t even aware that I carried. Debbie smiled, and our breathing seemed to sync.

And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how Debbie works. She’s very witchy with her setup.

Her prep and poise produce contagious calm around the mic. This zone extends out in a good thirty-foot radius, so interviewees and students alike fall under the spell. Once she hits “record,” the prompts trickle out one by one like well-trained ballerinas. It has a powerful momentum but feels unrushed, and the stage and the story arc are only fully visible at the end. It’s beautiful.

Sounds pretty nice, eh? It is, and I assure you: it ain’t easy to make such a dance work when you’re in Debbie’s chair. It’s fucking hard as hell.

Our session was in the middle of week one of my book launch, and I was in press junket purgatory. Doing twenty-five-plus interviews per day exposes you to the full spectrum of hosts, and 99 percent of them ask the same five to ten questions. To survive the monotony, every author develops an autopilot mode. It’s like your head becomes a ventriloquist’s monkey puppet, and you can recite all your polished sound bites while simultaneously thinking about chocolate or sleep or margaritas.

With Debbie, there was no autopilot. It was like driving the winding and hypnotic coastline of California on Highway 1. I was fully engaged and could not waver. Throughout the experience, the thought that popped into my head repeatedly was: I’m not here today to be interviewed. I’m here today to watch Debbie.

Yep, she’s that good. Even the most jaded, world-weary traveler cannot help but feel that they are the only person in the world when Debbie is sitting across from them. And to her, for those 90 to 120 minutes, they truly are the only person in the world.

That singular, empathic attention is a rare gift to the world.
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How and Why Design Matters

by

Debbie Millman

My first two decades working in design and branding are what I regularly refer to as my years of rejection and failure. Over and over again I attempted to find a way to bring together my love of the visual and the written word. I applied to the Columbia Graduate School of Journalism, but my application was soundly rejected. My father had attended Columbia University, and in that moment, my opportunity to follow in his academic footsteps vanished. I was rejected from the Whitney Museum of Art Independent Study Program. I was rejected for a job at Vanity Fair working for design director Charles Churchward. At the far-less-interesting jobs I did get, I dealt with all manner of messy workplace politics and the kind of sexual harassment men rarely answered for. But I was also relentless in pursuing my ambition, working to become a better designer, and then a better brand strategist, and then a better leader. Twenty years into my career, I became more successful than I’d ever imagined: I was one of the few women in the United States running a global branding consultancy, Sterling Brands.

I was unaccustomed to the addictive feeling of real achievement, so when I first experienced it, all I wanted was more. My focus became singular. I abandoned everything I had once pursued to concentrate on accomplishing as much as I could as quickly as possible. After a life of myriad, albeit inconsistent, creative endeavors, I stopped making art. I quit writing poetry and prose and stopped scribbling in my journals. I discarded sewing projects and craftwork. I even put my old guitar in its case and tucked it under the bed. I was so intoxicated by this new feeling of professional triumph that nothing but more of it mattered. I worked nonstop. I traveled constantly. I worked ridiculous hours. I abandoned my personal life. I was in perpetual motion for many years.

I had achieved a great deal, but there was an echoing vacuum of meaning and purpose in my life. I was consumed with the business of my work—shelf-presence and statistical significance, benefit violators, and back-of-pack romance copy (the information on the back of products designed to give consumers more information about any given brand). I worked on teams that created the illustrated bubbles on a new identity for 7UP and photographic droplets on the Tropicana Orange Juice carton. We added blue to the Burger King logo, and I created a hand-drawn typeface for Twizzlers. We redesigned the branding and packaging for salty snacks, over-the-counter pharmaceuticals, canned soup, raw chicken, bottled salad dressing, Pepperidge Farm Goldfish, cat litter, deli meat, jarred tomato sauce, frozen meal kits, shelf-stable beverages, and a bevy of carbonated soft drinks. At one point I was sure I had worked on at least 25 percent of everything you could buy in a supermarket or a drugstore.

After nearly a decade at Sterling, I began to wonder if I had lost my creative soul or, at the very least, abandoned it to my professional ambition. Or, perhaps, it is more accurate to say I finally got to a place where I was willing to stare down a fear that had been hovering at the periphery for years.

In the midst of my struggle with creative ennui, I received a cold call from a salesperson of a fledgling online radio station asking if I’d be interested in hosting my own show. I had no experience hosting a radio show either online or off. But the salesperson tried to assuage my doubts by clarifying that I was only being offered a thirteen-episode “try out,” and the network—Voice America—was focusing on niche topics from creative people they were expecting to train. Voice America was one of the first online radio networks to emerge in the early aughts and, after an initial boom, extended the network to include Voice America Business and Voice America Country. The network was interested in my hosting a show on the business channel because of my position at Sterling.

I was skeptical, but I was also intrigued. The idea of hosting a program was outlandish, but it was different. I didn’t want to do a show about branding, though. I wanted to do something completely uncommercial in an effort to try to resurrect my creative spirit. I countered the salesperson’s proposal with the concept of developing a show about graphic design, which, if absolutely necessary, could also include a bit about branding.

My counterproposal came at a time when Donald Trump’s reality television show, The Apprentice, was at the height of its popularity. The night before my final conversation to persuade the executives at Voice America that a show on graphic design could and would be gripping radio, the weekly exercise on The Apprentice featured a challenge with the Pepsi-Cola Company. The test for the young entrepreneurs included redesigning the Pepsi Edge can.

As fate would have it, I had worked on the design of the original packaging, and the client on the show was not only Sterling’s client, she was also a good friend. The next day, when the executives at Voice America tried to stump me by asking what design topic I’d do a show on if I had to come up with an idea on the spot, I answered that I would interview the designer at Pepsi-Cola featured on The Apprentice the previous night. When they questioned how I could pull that off, I nonchalantly remarked that the designer was a client and a friend. The allure of a Pepsi connection was enough: they approved Design Matters immediately.

Sometimes a great opportunity is too good to be true. Shortly thereafter, I discovered that the salesperson and his team at Voice America were not really offering me a job as a radio host per se. They were providing me with an “opportunity” to hire them as in-house producers of a radio show that would live on the Voice America network. At that moment, I realized it was a nothing more than a vanity project.

I weighed the shame of my hubris against my growing excitement about the potential of this new endeavor. I really had very little to lose. I was single and had no children. My mortgage was manageable. My current salary could more than comfortably fund the potential resurrection of my creativity. This is all to say, I absolutely leaned into my vanity. I signed on. I started planning. I figured the show would be a little bit of fun, a chance to experiment again, and a risk low enough to avoid public embarrassment.

On February 4, 2005, at 3:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time, Design Matters launched on Voice America. The show aired live every Friday afternoon via a telephone modem in my office in the Empire State Building. I sat face to face with my guests, each of us holding a telephone handset. The sound quality was tinny and carried a wretched delayed echo. The producers were also on the line from a remote location in Arizona. The result had all the craziness of a “Wayne’s World” sketch from Saturday Night Live.

My first guests were friends. I asked John Fulbrook, then an art director at Simon & Schuster, to be my first interview. He was gregarious and a great storyteller. I figured that if I got too nervous, he could easily take over. My second guest was the visual strategist Cheryl Swanson. She ended up teaching me my first lesson in interviewing. When I asked Cheryl how I did, she gingerly recommended that I listen to future guests’ answers before asking additional questions.

Over the next ten episodes, I asked more friends to join me, sometimes a few at a time. As my guests began to send the links of the show to their friends, word spread throughout the New York City design community that I was doing something cool. After my first thirteen episodes, Voice America renewed my contract and I wrote another check for the airtime. The show’s reputation had grown such that I was able to invite designers beyond my circle of friends, and, mercifully, most said “yes.” By the end of the second season, legendary designers, including Milton Glaser, Paula Scher, Emily Oberman, Michael Bierut, and Stefan Sagmeister had joined me in conversation. I continued to run Sterling Brands, sold the company to Omnicom in 2008, and ultimately left in 2016. At the same time, in 2009, along with Steven Heller, I co-founded the first graduate program in branding at the School of Visual Arts, and I am chair of that program today.

I have spent sixteen years consumed by the question of how to conduct a good interview, how to get interesting people to reveal the depths of who they are, how to earn their trust so that our conversation can go to unexpected places. Since the inception of Design Matters, I have interviewed more than four hundred people. But I have a confession: at first, I was a terrible interviewer. I wasn’t listening enough. I filled silences with unnecessary verbal tics. I had a plan for each interview and wasn’t flexible enough to stray from that plan. Early on, critics said I was too gushy about my guests and maybe I was, but I was talking to incredible people. I don’t think that unabashed admiration was an unreasonable response. But still. I worked at developing Design Matters with the same relentlessness with which I approached my career. I learned to temper my fangirling, as the kids say. Perhaps most important, I became obsessed with research and still am today. In fact, I’ve grown to love preparing for episodes almost as much as sitting down with each of my guests. Now, I am lucky—when I am deep in my efforts, time goes to that elusive place where it almost doesn’t exist. Hours go by without my even realizing it, and that is when I feel most creative. Once I’ve learned everything I can about my guests, I then start to shape the conversation. I want to help them articulate who they are in ways that honor their truest selves and their accomplishments. In my best interviews, I am asking my guests questions only they can answer. I’m not at all interested in asking open-ended cookie-cutter questions about creative processes or what they are inspired by or their favorite books. There is nothing wrong with these questions, but I want to give my listeners a unique experience. When Design Matters is at its best, that’s exactly what I do. In June of 2005, when the radio show became a podcast, it evolved from a show about designers talking about design, to designers, artists, writers, performers, musicians, and public intellectuals working in any discipline talking about how they have designed the arc of their creative lives. I’ve discovered that the arc of a creative life is a circuitous one, and I am endlessly fascinated by how people become who they are and how the decisions they make over the course of their lives impacts their work. Design Matters is now a show about how the most creative people in the world create their lives.

Back in 2005, if anyone had told me that this creative experiment would become one of the centerpieces of my life, I’d have rolled my eyes. If anyone had told me that more than forty million people (at last count) would download the show, that Design Matters would be one of the first and longest running podcasts in the world, that it would be designated one of the best shows on Apple Podcasts, that it would be featured on more than one hundred “best podcasts” lists, and that it would win a Cooper Hewitt National Design Award, I’d have thought they were hallucinating. But here we are, a decade and a half into a grand experiment. This book represents a body of work, a love letter to creativity, a testament to the power of curiosity. In these pages, you will find conversations with the world’s most renowned designers, artists, writers, and public thinkers. You will read about their most enviable successes, the devastating failures that almost derailed their careers, the joys and sorrows of their personal lives, and how they’ve given themselves over to the act of creation.

Sixteen years ago, Design Matters was something of a vanity project, albeit sincere and well intended. I am happiest when I am making something, and this show has provided me with moments of profound satisfaction. It has also shown me what is possible with an idea and some resilience and hard work coupled with the generosity of friends, a whole lot of hope, optimism, and a willingness to grow, to change, and to evolve. Design Matters has been the unexpected gift of a lifetime, an endlessly intriguing and ongoing conversation. With this book, I welcome you into that conversation, arms open wide.
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August 2005

Legendary, brilliant, intellectual, inventive, sweetly naive [image: image]

These are just some of the words that have been used to describe Milton. I use Milton’s first name intentionally but with no disrespect. Like John, Paul, Mick, or Keith, his name is instantly recognizable. Milton Glaser was very much the superstar of the graphic design business. He designed the iconic Bob Dylan poster and the I Love New York icon. Milton Glaser passed away in 2020, on his ninety-first birthday. During his long career, Glaser often talked about the confusion many people have about what it means when we use the word “art.” He has suggested that we eliminate the word art and replace it with work. He then came up with the following descriptions: The sad and shoddy stuff of daily life can come under the heading of bad work. Work that meets its intended need honestly and without pretense, we call simply work. Work that is conceived and executed with elegance and rigor, we call good work. Work that goes beyond its functional intention and moves us in deep and mysterious ways, we call great work. Milton Glaser was a creator of great work.

DM  One of my favorite things you have authored is a piece titled 12 Steps on the Designer’s Road to Hell. In it, you sought to understand your own willingness to lie. You said that you created this when you were working on doing the illustrations for Dante’s Purgatory. How did you come up with the steps?

MG  I was doing the illustrations for the Divine Comedy specifically for the section called Purgatorio, which I was disappointed with. I thought that illustrating the conceptual hell would be more interesting, until I realized that purgatory is where we all are, somewhere between hell and heaven. The great distinction between purgatory and inferno, or hell, is that the people in purgatory know what they have done and the people in hell do not. The souls in hell haven’t got the chance of getting up. The people in purgatory somehow can get out of it.

At any rate, I thought that everything that you do is either a step to going into hell or getting out of it. I thought that in our business—the communication business—the questions become most egregious. We are always in a situation of transmitting ideas to a public. If we apply the idea of doing no harm to what we do because we have some responsibility to that public, we have to look at the nature of the messages that we are sending out into the world. I started with benign things that are quite acceptable to most practicing professionals, such as making a package look larger on a shelf.

DM  That’s number one.

MG  Number one. That comes under the general heading of professional practice, and while it is misrepresentation of a certain kind, that misrepresentation is an attribute of design because you are always dramatizing things. It is something that you could justify and causes little pain.

What I tried to do in the Road to Hell was to increase each problem so at a certain point you realize you’re creating mischief. The question is personal: Where will I stop? What will I not do? I have to ask myself that question when I find myself going down the road a bit. I realized there was a certain point that I would go no farther. It’s an interesting thing. It’s very personal. People respond very differently to it in terms of what point they feel that their conscience or their sense of ethics will not permit them to go any deeper. You’d find that there is by age, there is by vocation, and certainly there is by individual.

DM Here is the full list:


	Designing a package to look bigger on the shelf.

	Doing an ad for a slow, boring film to make it seem like a lighthearted comedy.

	Designing a crest for a new vineyard to suggest that it has been in the business for a long time.

	Designing a jacket for a book whose sexual content you find personally repellent.

	Designing a medal using steel from the World Trade Center to be sold as a profit-making souvenir of September 11.

	Designing an advertising campaign for a company with a history of known discrimination in minority hiring.

	Designing a package for children whose contents you know are low in nutrition value and high in sugar content.

	Designing a line of T-shirts for a manufacturer that employs child labor.

	Designing a promotion for a diet product that you know doesn’t work.

	Designing an ad for political candidates whose policies you believe would be harmful to the general public.

	Designing a brochure for an SUV that turned over frequently in emergency conditions known to have killed 150 people.

	Designing an ad for a product whose frequent use could result in the user’s death.



Milton, where do you net out numbers-wise?

MG  I hover around the top five before I find that I can’t go further if I am really stringent about causing no harm. It’s almost impossible if you have a firm conviction that you will do nothing to harm another creature. A lot of this is relative. A lot of ethics are relative. On the other hand, causing somebody’s death doesn’t seem to be complex at all. If you’re willing to do it, it means you don’t think of them as human.

DM  At this stage in your career do you find that it’s easier now to say “no” to projects, or have you always adhered to your principles?

MG  I’ve always had principles and I’ve always tried to do no harm. I don’t think it becomes easier as you get older or more successful. Quite the contrary. I’m a great believer in simply observing what is, and if you don’t want to change your behavior, at least you know what your behavior is. From that point, I think it’s necessary for designers to be aware of what they do when they are participating in misrepresentation or causing someone’s death. They should simply know that’s what they’re doing and not pretend that they have no role. My problem with Ken Garland’s First Things First manifesto is that it doesn’t give people any place to go. It says, “Why don’t you work for schools, universities, cultural institutions, and so on?” without the recognition that they form only 5 percent of the total economic opportunity for designers. The real question is, “What are you going to do if you are in business, and you’re participating in a capitalist enterprise which serves to maximize profits above all else?” What is your role in that? Certainly, going elsewhere is an alternative, but in most cases it is a nominal alternative. People don’t have the opportunity to go elsewhere. The big question for most of us is staying within the system, understanding that we are in a profit-making capitalist economy. What do you do? That is a more complex issue than simply only working for universities and cultural institutions because most people simply don’t have that option.

My problem with First Things First is that it doesn’t provide real alternatives for people who have to survive and live, but, on the other hand, it does raise questions regarding the meaning of what you do. I feel ambivalent about the manifesto. I signed it and I would sign it again, but I think it has to present a deeper and more thoughtful idea of what people’s alternatives are.

DM  You have a book coming out in a few months called The Design of Dissent. You’ve stated that you feel that at this particular moment in time, the dissenting press is all but invisible. How did that happen?

MG  What happened is that seven corporations now own the media. Corporations, business, and government are one, and you can’t separate the interest of business from the interest of government. There is a collusion between business interests and what the government is interested in. In fact, there’s no separation between those objectives by and large, and the people and journalists have been intimidated by the fact that if you want to pursue a career in journalism and you get labeled as a troublemaker, you’re not going to have much of a career.

DM  I find it interesting that being a troublemaker now can ruin your career when thirty years ago being a troublemaker made your career.

MG  The terrible thing about it is that it’s not as overt as one would hope. What people have done is they have voluntarily withdrawn from asking the questions because they realized it was dangerous. The government didn’t have to tell them to shut up. Their business didn’t even have to tell them to shut up, but they know what happened is, in fact, that they’ve created difficulty.

DM  Is there anything that designers can do to change that?

MG  I think designers can do only what good citizens do, which is to react, to respond, to publish, to complain, to get out on the streets, to publish manifestos, and to be visible. They can’t do more than citizens can do except they have one great advantage: they know something about communication.
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May 9, 2016

For some artists, work and life are so intertwined that it’s impossible to tease them apart.

Alison Bechdel is one such creator. Her cartoons and graphic novels lay out the complex intimacies of her life in all their heartbreaking splendor, upending long-held expectations in the process. Her long-running Dykes to Watch Out For is one of the major achievements in the comic-strip genre. Her graphic memoirs Fun Home and Are You My Mother? propelled her work to the mainstream, thanks to their thunderous emotional resonance. Our conversation took place a year after Fun Home was adapted into a Tony Award–winning Broadway musical.

DM: You were born in Lock Haven, Pennsylvania. Your father was a high school English teacher, and he operated a funeral home. Your mother was an actress and a teacher. I believe you were about four years old when you saw your first butch lesbian. What happened?

AB: I was out with my dad on some funeral home–related errand in a larger city; we might’ve been in Philadelphia. He had taken me to lunch, and a woman came into the luncheonette who just blew the top of my head off. In seeing this big woman wearing men’s clothes, I recognized a version of myself, and my father recognized that in her too. He said to me, “Is that what you want to look like?” Of course that was exactly what I wanted to look like, and I didn’t know it was possible or that anyone else did it. Simultaneously, I was getting the message that it was not okay.

DM: When you were ten years old, you experienced an episode of obsessive-compulsive disorder. It would take you all night to write a simple diary entry. Your mother got involved, and you dictated entries that she would enter into your diary; you’ve written that you feel this activity became a kind of template for your life. In what way?

AB: When my mother took dictation for my diary, I became a memoirist because the thing I was most passionate about was the act of writing down the material of my life. In a more normal and relaxed family, love would have been transmitted through affectionate language or touch. We didn’t have that, so it was all getting funneled into this one act of my mom’s.

DM: Did your mother’s dictation stop the obsessive-compulsive behavior?

AB: I haven’t stopped it. I’ve learned to disguise it.

DM: In what way?

AB: Becoming a cartoonist was a productive way of harnessing it, but I still express it all the time through little ticks and gestures that I hope other people can’t see. Like right now, I’m breathing out of one side of my mouth.

DM: Is it because you’re uncomfortable?

AB: I do it all the time, but maybe I’m always uncomfortable. I wish I could get rid of it; I wish I could get this whole feeling kneaded out of my body. But then I don’t know if I would still be myself.

DM: You’ve stated that drawing people has always been your passion, and that as a child you rarely bothered creating backgrounds for your figures because you were too eager to move onto your next subject—chefs, explorers, policemen, firemen, musicians, scientists, lumberjacks, farmers, spies, mountain climbers, lifeguards, astronauts, accountants, disc jockeys, coal miners, businessmen, and bartenders, among numerous other central-casting types. Why were they all male?

AB: As a kid, I didn’t even notice that. I grew up in the 1960s, when the world was a man’s world, so the guys were doing the stuff that interested me. Representations of women were just absurd. Housewives or secretaries didn’t interest me. As I got older and had more of a political awareness, it occurred to me that to be a woman meant you were not human—you were something other than human. I would think of Mickey Mouse versus Minnie Mouse. Mickey was the regular generic human mouse, and Minnie was Mickey with all these impertinences and details added to her. I feel there was some element of gender dysphoria at work.

DM: Dykes to Watch Out For began in the margin of a letter you were writing to a friend, in a drawing you titled “Marianne, dissatisfied with the morning brew.” It ran in the 1983 lesbian pride issue of a feminist newspaper. How did it get to the newspaper?

AB: I was a volunteer at this feminist monthly called WomaNews. I showed up because I wanted to meet people and do something interesting. I got involved in the production end of the paper. I was doing these cartoons for fun and showing them to my friends, and someone said, “You should show these to the collective and see if they want to put them in the paper.”

DM: In your book The Indelible Alison Bechdel, you write, “The concept of a series, although initially a joke, begged for continuation.” It was at this time you begin doing a cartoon for every issue of the newspaper.

AB: In the 1980s there was this gay and lesbian subculture happening that I found so exciting—this parallel world where gay people were making their own art and newspapers and had their own bookstores and bars. I wanted to not just be part of that world but to show it. I started doing that with these comics. I wanted to see images of people like me which I didn’t see anywhere in the culture at that point.

DM: When you first started to syndicate your comics, you expected no one was going to be interested in your bizarre subcultural experiences. Given the success you’ve now had, has it gotten any easier for you? Or are you still constantly doubting your own work and worth?

AB: That hasn’t changed. Becoming a lesbian cartoonist was almost like seeking a form of expression that no one was going to notice or judge—specifically, my parents. My father was dead at that point, but psychically I was trying to express myself in a way that my parents couldn’t see. Even later, when I would show my work to my mother, especially when I was writing Fun Home, I liked that she couldn’t understand the comic’s format. On some level, I didn’t want her to see what I was doing.

DM: But that’s because of the relationship you had with your mother, not necessarily the relationship you had with the world. Or would you say they were the same?

AB: I think they’re similar. Both of my parents loved fine art and literature. They were always reading poetry. I had to rebel against that, so I found this art form that was anti-elitist and populist—and which was more like journalism. It was a way of being an artist without claiming to be an artist.

DM: You’ve said the challenge of autobiography is to transcend its inherent egocentrism enough so that someone else will be interested. I’ve read so many accounts of people who did not experience anything you experienced, yet who were completely able to relate to what you were writing about and who you were writing for. I’m wondering whether the cartoon narrative engages people in a way that is fundamentally different from a memoir narrative because of the graphics.

AB: I do think there’s a way for people to see a scene that heavy-handed language doesn’t allow. The drawings forge some kind of bond with the viewer.

DM: There were aspects of the characters, despite their sexual orientation or their politics, that were universal. People curled their feet under the chair in the same way, or held their cat in the same way, or drank their coffee in the same way. There’s a humanity in these characters that transcends any type of life choice.

AB: If I had had it together enough to declare my mission, it would have been that I wanted to show that lesbians were humans. I had a very visceral sense of wanting to do that because in this day and age it’s hard to convey how…

DM: …marginalized lesbians were in the 1980s and before.

AB: Even marginalized is a weak word. Hated, despised, feared, mocked, ridiculed. It was the mocking and ridicule that I wanted to dismantle.

DM: As somebody who had struggled with my own sexuality for decades, marginalization is part of what kept me in the closet until later in life because I was so afraid of being judged and ridiculed. Because we’re the same age, and because you’ve been so incredibly free with who you are and generous with your talent, I can’t convey how brave it seems from the outside.

AB: It’s not brave. It was circumstantial because my father died when he did. My closeted gay father killed himself right before my senior year of college, and so I didn’t get into grad schools, I was a mess. I didn’t know what I was doing, but there was something immensely freeing in not having a father.

DM: A judger.

AB: He had a whole plan for me, and he was very intrusive about it. He was constantly trying to get me to live out the life he wished he had had, to take the classes he wished he had taken. And it was very hard to fight that. I didn’t want to live a secretive life like my father did—look how that worked out. I wanted to be out and open. But also I had nothing to lose. I had no stake in the system.

DM: Your mother wasn’t all that into it.

AB: No, she wasn’t, and that was hard, and that’s part of my whole story with her. But there had been such a rupture with my father’s death that I was beyond caring about little things like that. All of this to say, it might look brave from the outside, but it really wasn’t. I didn’t have any alternative.

DM: In 2006 you published Fun Home, which centers on you coming out during your freshman year of college and your closeted gay father’s suicide a short time later. Time magazine crowned the book number one of its 10 Best Books of the year, stating, “Forget genre and sexual orientation: this is a masterpiece about two people who live in the same house but different worlds, and their mysterious debts to each other.”
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AB: I wanted to tell this story about me and my father almost as soon as it happened. He died when I was nineteen. But these were big secrets. No one knew my dad was gay. No one knew his death was a suicide. He was hit by a truck. All of a sudden, I found out my family was nothing like I had thought. My entire childhood was upended.

DM: You had no suspicion at all? Even when he brought you into the city and went out while you were sleeping?

AB: No, no. I began to have this need to reconcile the past with what I now knew was a different version of that past.

DM: How do you make sense of it?

AB: Well, you go to therapy for a long time.

DM: Fair enough. When you were writing Fun Home, you had the realization that the book was you learning from your father to be an artist. And you ended the story with James Joyce’s incantation at the end of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: “Old father, old artificer, stand me now and ever in good stead.” The musical doesn’t include the Joyce references or many of your drawings, but it does capture their spirit, and Alison the character gets launched by her father to do something he wasn’t able to do. Can you talk about how your father taught you to be an artist?

AB: Fun Home had started as the story of me and my dad. Along the way, these literary references gradually crept in as I needed to find out more about who my father was. I started looking at the books and authors that my father had loved so passionately and that he was always trying to get me to read when I was growing up. So the Joyce reference organically came together. Our lives are chaotic. There’s no meaning or order to the things that happen to us day after day. But to try and find a story, to try and find some kind of meaning or narrative in those random events—that is a very pleasing activity.

DM: After Fun Home won the Tony Award for Best Musical, you told Rolling Stone that you were not used to such good things happening. You struggled financially, you struggled emotionally in years past. How do you make sense of all this incredibly well-deserved good fortune?

AB: I’m still trying to do that. I know it’s important to let it in and accept it and not be afraid that it’s going to disappear. But it is not my natural state. I’m very pleased about how things have turned out, but it can be just as traumatic to have positive things happen to you, sometimes, as negative things. It’s change.

DM: What is it like seeing characters that were once real and then drawn as cartoons come alive in other bodies?

AB: It’s weird and also strangely wonderful and healing to see people acting out my family’s story on the stage night after night.

DM: What does it feel like seeing people having visceral reactions to your work?

AB: It’s all unbearable, in a good way. It’s very intense to see the show. It’s a painful show to watch, and it’s especially painful if it’s actually your own story. I’ve become shut down to it, in a way.

DM: Your mother died just before Fun Home opened at the Public. Had she read any of it or heard any of the music?

AB: I gave her the script along with a CD of all the songs, and I told her, “Here it is. If you want to listen to it and read it, just prepare yourself—it could be intense.” I have no idea if she ever read or listened to it.

DM: She didn’t give you any feedback? Did she give you feedback on the graphic novel?

AB: I showed that to her in draft form. Part of the seven-year process was getting her to be okay with all of that. She was very minimal in the feedback she would give, I think because she didn’t want to implicate herself. She did have a few things she asked me to change or correct, and I mostly did those things.

DM: You refer to a lot of this in Are You My Mother?

AB: Yes, my memoir about my mother ended up being a memoir about writing the memoir about my father and how she and I navigated that.

DM: What made you decide to write that book?

AB: It wasn’t clearly conceptualized as a memoir about my mother. For many years, I thought I was writing a book about crazy relationships I’d been in. It was about the idea of relationships, about the self and the other, and it was very abstract and constipated. Finally, my agent said, “This doesn’t make any sense at all.” It was a great relief to hear someone tell me that. At that moment, I realized the problem was that I was trying to avoid directly writing about my relationship with my mother, and then I was able to tell the story.

DM: At the beginning of the book, you state, “You can’t live and write at the same time.” Do you still feel that way?

AB: I do. Once you’re writing, you’re not present in your life. But that’s not so terrible. I think that’s just my lot that writing is more comfortable than living.

DM: Like your mother, you’ve kept a log of your daily external life, but unlike her, you also recorded a great deal of information about your internal life. Has the demarcation between the two become any clearer to you?

AB: The personal is political. It was a useful slogan when I was growing up. It explained my life perfectly: I was the result of a father who was gay before the gay liberation movement and a mother who was thwarted in her desire to be a writer or a professor because she came of age before the women’s movement. They were a little too before their time. But if they had never met, if she had gone on to be a feminist or my dad had come out, I wouldn’t have been born. As a younger person, I felt very clearly that there was no demarcation between the external and the internal. I felt that everything was an open book. As I’ve gotten older and as I’ve lived with the fallout, good and bad, of writing these stories about my family, I feel less adamant about that. I think there is place for privacy. Especially as I feel so overexposed—like I’ve put so much of myself out in the world.

DM: You write that the notion of a true self that had to be kept hidden at all costs resonated with you. I find that so interesting—the notion of the true self needing to be hidden while writing about the self. As I was reading Are You My Mother? I was overwhelmed again and again by how much we choose to reveal, even though you are revealing all of these experiences, thoughts, and feelings. Do you feel you’re revealing your true self in a different way in writing Are You My Mother?

AB: I hope I am. The funny thing about Are You My Mother? is that it’s a very cerebral book, and I feel like it somehow fails to break out of the very thing it’s describing, which is the mind as its own object.

DM: You’ve speculated that being a lesbian actually saved you from some aspects of your childhood—that if it weren’t for the unconventionality of your desires, your mind might have never been forced to reckon with your body. You state, “It was only my lesbianism and my determination not to hide it that saved me from being compliant to the core.” That blew my mind.

AB: For me, thinking is a defense against just being. In my case, my body spoke up. I knew I was attracted to women, and that felt like something that was inherently true and that I had to go with. I say it saved me because I became an outlaw at a young age and was very freed up to do whatever I wanted. I was writing this crazy marginal comic strip for free. It was not a great career path, and bizarrely it has worked out. So, I thank my body for that.
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October 28, 2016

“I am always hungry and wanting to have sex. This is a fact.”

That’s the opening of Eileen Myles’s poem “Peanut Butter.” If you haven’t read Eileen Myles’s writing, please start. It’s blunt, it’s open, it’s funny, it’s moving, and there’s a lot of it: more than twenty volumes. She started off in the East Village poetry scene in the 1970s, and for decades she’s been famous in the poetry world. Very recently, she vaulted to a new level of renown, when the Amazon show Transparent modeled a character on her and read her poems on air. It’s a rare and wonderful thing when a poet makes waves in popular culture, and Eileen Myles has done just that and so much more.

DM  Eileen, you’ve written about how you walked into the Veselka café in October 1975 and met the late New York poet Paul Violi, who invited you to a workshop at St. Mark’s Church. What do you think your life would have been like if you hadn’t met Paul?

EM  I wrote my novel Inferno to say what it was like to be a female coming into New York as a poet in the 1970s because every dude had some book you should read. And that’s how the poetry world always was. It was just a question of what other pile I could have wound up in. But Paul was my guide into all the other schools of poetry at the time. It was everything that was not in the mainstream American canon of literature. So that was the right place, and hopefully I would have found it some other way, but Paul was the guide.

DM  In an interview in the Paris Review, you stated, “I’ve made myself homeless. I’ve cut myself off from anything I knew prior to living in New York. I did this to myself, so I know exactly how it happened.” Do you think this was necessary to you becoming the writer you are now?

EM  Yes. We’re always translating. I think any of us who come from another class can’t stay home and do or make. You have to take what you have someplace else. Even in the poetry world I’ve done that, importing male avant-garde styles into a queer or a lesbian world.

DM  In 2009 you wrote a book of essays titled The Importance of Being Iceland. You wrote this book after becoming sober; you began performing instead of reading your poems and tried improvising after being moved by performers like Spalding Gray. Talking led you to running for political office. In 1992 you conducted an openly female write-in candidacy for president against George Bush. What made you do this?

EM  I was a little unhappy. My girlfriend at the time decided to go to grad school and I was disappointed.

DM  So you needed something to do? Okay! Let’s run for president!

EM  I needed a new project. I had seen Pat Paulsen running for president. Jello Biafra running for office. Mostly men, actually. I had been really interested in figuring out how to be political in my work—authentically political in a way that still felt like my work. So with all that, and the timing of George Bush and the new language of political correctness, I was interested. I was doing improvisational performance work, and I thought, “My God, a campaign would be exactly that.”

DM  You mentioned the words “politically correct,” and I know that the appropriation of that term in culture has pissed you off. Tell me why.

EM  It’s really funny because it’s specifically lesbian language. In a lesbian community, politically correct meant that would be the person who would stand up at the reading and say, “Would that person with the perfume on their body or other animal products, please . . .” It was so ludicrous and shocking to see our Republican president suddenly using this lesbian language against us.

DM  Your campaign originated in the East Village and exploded into an effort of national interest. You had a flyer for your presidency. I found it online. It’s titled, “8 Reasons Why You Should Write in Eileen Myles for President in ’92.” Would you read it?

EM  “8 Reasons Why You Should Write in Eileen Myles for President in ’92.” These are all bullet points. “She will abolish income tax. It’s invasive. Tax assets instead. She will reduce defense spending by 75 percent. Twist our priorities back toward domestic spending.” And in the graphic it was like a bow tie. Under Myles, “we will pay our UN dues and stop vetoing peacekeeping initiatives around the world. She refuses to live in the White House while there are homeless in America. Her vision for America is inclusive. Everyone can come. All classes, races, sexes, and sexualities count. As an openly female and queer candidate, she has primary reasons for promoting these groups. A poet, Myles writes her own speeches. Once elected, she will continue to communicate with the American people. She will create a department of culture. She guarantees health care for all Americans, within 90 days of her election. She needs it, too. Veto the mainstream. Stay outside. Vote for Eileen Myles.

DM  Do you know how many votes you got?

EM  No. We did go to the board of elections and they said something really paltry, and it wasn’t until Al Gore had his own counting episode that we realized they just don’t count. I think that when these handwritten votes get to all the precincts, they just throw them out.

DM  You and your former partner, Joey Soloway, authored “The Thanksgiving Paris Manifesto,” which was hosted on your site, Topple the Patriarchy. From what I understand, you and Joey were feeling revolutionary after seeing the Broadway show Hamilton and visiting the White House. You’ve said that writing the manifesto together was an act of passion. Can you share some of the themes of what you wrote and why you wrote it?

EM  We were enjoying the extreme act of creating new requirements for art-making. Like, inviting men to stop making art for fifty or one hundred years. Inviting men to stop making pornography for one hundred years. It was to go out there and create a whole new space in which female work would flourish and expand, and men would think twice about going forward into that space. The nature of a manifesto is hyperbolic because what you’re trying to do is level the playing field and even create the playing field. There’s never been justice for women. There’s never been a place where men actually aren’t making work. Why don’t we start there?
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Cindy Gallop has said of herself, “I like to blow shit up,” but that doesn’t describe all of the things she has built.

The former advertising executive now runs her own business innovation consultancy. She started Make Love Not Porn, a video-sharing site that counters the clichés of hardcore porn by showing how real people have sex. She is a fierce feminist warrior. In this interview we discuss her beliefs about the advertising world, what it means to be a leader, and why she likes to date younger men.

DM: You studied English literature at Somerville College at Oxford University and received two master’s degrees, one from Oxford University and another from Warwick University. I understand you were in love with the theater and you started your career as a theater publicist. What were your ambitions at that time?

CG: I fell madly in love with theater at Oxford, which has a very thriving student drama scene. I wrote, acted, directed, and stage managed. I used to draw a lot, so I got pulled into designing theater posters for friends at Oxford. From there I got pulled into promoting their shows. I enjoyed that. I thought, “I bet it’s a lot easier to get a job in theater doing this than it is to act or direct.” I was absolutely right because I never had any problems finding a job marketing theater. That’s what I did.

DM: At the time, a woman approached you and said, “Young lady, you could sell a fridge to an Eskimo.” Wherein you decided the universe was telling you to try something new. Why was advertising that something new?

CG: That comment crystallized that my skills marketing theater were transferable into advertising. Getting my first job in advertising was extremely difficult, though. First of all, I tried applying for jobs based on my experience in theater. I found myself in that state where you can’t get a job because you have no experience in advertising, but you can’t get experience in advertising unless you get a job. I went back to the very beginning. I applied for graduate trainee, which a lot of advertising agencies offer students fresh out of university. The very first graduate trainee entry-level job I got offered was for an agency called Ted Bates in London 1985. I just grabbed it.

DM: Your first assignment at Ted Bates was to work on the DHL Courier and Mars Confectionary accounts. You said you had a whale of a time during your first two years in advertising.

CG: There was something enormously liberating about going right back to the beginning, running around making coffee with very low expectations. That was fantastic. It was like a second childhood. There was also the fact that back in London in the 1980s, advertising was an enormously glamorous industry. Everyone wanted to work in it. The social life was fantastic.

DM: You stayed at Ted Bates for several years. The firm was ultimately acquired by Saatchi and you ended up at J. Walter Thompson. But within six months, Gold Greenlees Trott invited you to join and you did. I read that the first day you joined the agency, you felt like you had been sleepwalking at JWT. What was so different about GGT?

CG: GGT was one of the hottest agencies in town. It was started by Mike Gold, Mike Greenlees, and Dave Trott. It was the wild boy agency. It was a very gritty agency, it prided itself on its macho culture. Jim Kelly, the managing director, used to like to say, “At GGT we stab you in the front.” One day, they suddenly realized that they were all guys. In a pretty typical fashion they instantly hired three female account managers, of whom I was one. Obviously, I agonized over leaving a job I had after only six months. Then a friend said to me, “Cindy, this is GGT, you’d be mad not to.” I joined GGT. They had the energy, the dynamism, the commitment to great work. It was fantastic.

DM: Let’s talk about Bartle Bogle Hegarty, where you won the Advertising Woman of the Year award from Advertising Women of New York in 2003. You went on this incredible run. You got there and exploded. How did that happen?

CG: Quite honestly, Debbie, I haven’t the faintest idea. I just had my head down working really, really hard. I mean, that’s all I was doing.

DM: After sixteen years, you resigned from the chief marketing officer role. Why?

CG: I turned forty-five back in 2005. I had a midlife crisis in the sense that I always thought of forty-five as a midlife point in which you should pause, take stock, reflect, and review. The problem was, I hadn’t the faintest idea what to do next. Vast amounts of thought and angst-ing ensued. Eventually, I thought the best thing to do was to put myself in the market and say, “Okay, guys, here I am. What have you got?” I took a massive leap into the unknown. From there, everything I’ve done has been a complete and total accident.

DM: In your 2009 TED Talk, you launched your Make Love Not Porn website. You stated that the goal of Make Love Not Porn is to provide more realistic information about human sexuality than what hardcore pornography depicts. Tell me about what made you decide to do this, how you’re doing it now, and what the response has been.

CG: Make Love Not Porn was a total accident. It came out of direct personal experience. I date younger men who tend to be in their twenties. About nine or ten years ago, I began encountering what happens when our society’s total access to hardcore porn meets the equally total reluctance to talk openly and honestly about sex. Porn becomes sex education today by default—not in a good way.

Eight years ago, with no money, I put up makelovenotporn.tv, which I had the opportunity to launch at TED. The talk went viral instantly. It drove an extraordinary response to my tiny clunky website that I never anticipated. I realized I’d uncovered a global social issue. I saw an opportunity to do something that I believe in very strongly—the future of business is doing good and making money simultaneously. I saw the opportunity for a big-business solution to this huge, untapped social issue. I always emphasized that Make Love Not Porn is not anti-porn because the issue isn’t porn. The issue is that we don’t talk about sex in the real world.

DM: Why don’t we?
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CG: Three reasons, actually. The first is centuries of repression, religion, and sociocultural dynamics in every country. This issue is the same everywhere. The second is the patriarchy because historically every institution has been male dominated and women have not had the opportunity to apply their lens to sex and sexuality. Third, there aren’t enough people like me; society makes it extraordinarily difficult to disrupt cultural narratives around sex. Many people have tried and given up because of the huge barriers you face. You need people like me who don’t stop no matter what.

DM: What type of porn is more conducive to real life?

CG: I’m doing something that is not porn. At makelovenotporn.tv, we are building the world’s only social sex platform. We are socializing sex to make it socially acceptable and socially shareable. Our tagline is “Pro-sex, pro-porn, pro-knowing the difference.” Our mission is one thing only, which is to help make it easier for the world to talk about sex—by which I mean parents to kids, teachers to schools, everyone to everyone—and therefore as socially shareable as anything else we share on Facebook, Tumblr, Twitter, Instagram.

Makelovenotporn.tv is an entirely user-generated crowdsourced video-sharing platform that celebrates real-world sex. We’re very clear what we mean by this. We’re not porn. We’re not amateur. We’re building a whole new category of social sex. Our competition isn’t porn. It’s Facebook and YouTube, if Facebook and YouTube allowed sexual self-expression and self-identification. Social sex videos at Make Love Not Porn are not about performing for the camera. They’re just about doing what you do on every other social platform, which is capturing what goes on in the real world as it happens in all of its funny, messy, wonderful, beautiful, ridiculous, spontaneous, glorious humanness. We curate to make sure of that. And we have a revenue-sharing business model, so that half of the income from renting and streaming videos goes to our contributors.

DM: How do you think watching porn of any sort changes or influences intimacy?

CG: Again, the issue isn’t porn. The issue is that we don’t talk about sex. Many things are laid at porn’s door that should be laid instead at society’s. It is not porn’s job to educate about sex. Porn is entertainment. It is society’s job to open up to talking openly and honestly about sex in order to encourage and facilitate better human sexual relationships.

Because we don’t talk about sex, it is an area of rampant insecurity for every single one of us. We all get very vulnerable when we get naked. Sexual egos are very fragile. People therefore find it bizarrely difficult to talk about sex with the people they’re actually having it with while they’re actually having it. Because you are terrified in that situation that if you say anything about what is going on, you will potentially hurt the other person’s feelings, you’ll put them off, you’ll derail the encounter and the entire relationship—but at the same time you want to please your partner. Everybody wants to be good in bed. Nobody knows exactly what that means. You will seize your cues on how to do that from anywhere you can. If the only cues you’ve ever been given are from porn because your parents never talked to you, your school didn’t speak to you, your friends aren’t honest, then those are the cues you will take. Porn in the abstract is a very useful concept to
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