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« Stoppard
reinvents love

The playwright of The Real Thing turns his attention to the unrequited
gay ohsession of poet A.E. Housman By Gerard Raymond

nglish playwright Tom Stop-
pard, who has been hailed on
both sides of the Atlantic for
his seriously funny, intellectual-
ly agile comedies such as The
Real Thing and Arcadia, is perhaps
more widely known as the Oscar-win-
ning cowriter of the popular 1998
movie Shakespeare in Love. Stoppard’s
new play, The Invention of Love, cur-
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rently on Broadway, is a change of
pace from that lusty heterosexual
romp. For the first time in his career,
the playwright ventures into homosex-
ual territory to examine the inner life of
A.E. Housman (1859-1936), the closet-
ed late-Victorian poet and classicist
who is best known for his lyrical odes
set in the English countryside.
Throughout his life Housman was

dominated by a futile obses-
sion with Moses Jackson, a
heterosexual he met while
both were undergraduates at
Oxford. In Stoppard’s poi-
gnant and witty memory play,
the poet lies on his deathbed
remembering and misremem-
bering his emotional and
scholarly life. In the New
York production, directed by
Jack O'Brien, Richard Easton
plays the adult Housman;
Robert Sean Leonard, his
younger self. The playwright
talked with The Advocate
about his views on Housman
and the genesis of The Inven-
tion of Love.

How did you come to write
a play about Housman?

It was the knowledge that he
had this career as a Latin
scholar and an occupation as
a poet—the sense that he had
two sides to his nature. I
think that all of us have these
two sides to us, in different
proportions. We are more ro-
mantic than we let on, or per-
haps some of us are more an-
alytical than we let on.

Did you know it was going
to be a gay love story?
It sounds strange, but the
thought of writing a play
about Housman preceded the
knowledge that he was homo-
sexual. As a matter of fact, I
was slightly taken aback by
the discovery, because the
Roman poets, which he was
very familiar with, in general
[wrote about] the cruel mis-
tress, the beautiful older
woman, who had the poet in
her thrall. You have to bear in
mind that the poems that he
was famous for were in no sense what
is called homosexual poems. The
poems which revealed his feelings for
Moses Jackson were published after his
death in obscure places, and it is only
recently that the full collected poems
have been published. But of course,
when you look into Housman’s life, it's
the first thing you find out about him.

I got a book of his letters and p
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How can
you recover
if you

can’t be
yourself?

It is a fact that many lesbians and gay men who are chemically
dependent do not succeed in traditional treatment programs. It
is a fact that most patients do succeed at Pride. Pride Institute
graduates are far more likely to remain chemical free than gay
graduates of mainstream programs.

At Pride, you are one of a group of like-minded people. Ours
is a gay culture, not a gay-accepting culture. When you are
recovering from addiction or depression, you already have
enough issues to deal with. Don't let your sexuality become
another one.

Visit www.pride-institute.com and find out more about why

we’re the best place for help if you’re gay, lesbian or bi-sexual
and dealing with an alcohol, drug or sexual dependency issue.
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found this illustration of a page from
his diary in which there is a very brief
sentence about the man he loved. At
one point Moses went off to India to
teach, and [the entry read] something
like, “His boat reaches Bombay at 8:40
this morning.” It didn’t even mention
his name. One felt there was such
emotional suppression. I found the
identity of this man suddenly extreme-
ly dramatic and moving.

Housman’s reputation as a scholar
was very severe. | mean, he was capable
of being very witty but almost always at
somebody’s expense. People were

Robert Sean Leonard (left) and David Harbour in
Tom Stoppard’s The Invention of Love

frightened of having their work criti-
cized by him, and so on. At the same
time, this same man was suffering tor-
tures of love.

Did you have any trepidation about
exploring homosexual feelings for
the first time in your work?

Yes, I did. When I realized that I had
somehow committed to writing a play
about homosexual love, there was a mo-
ment, which lasted probably a couple of
days, where I thought, Would it ring
true? because it is not a world I know
much about. But in fact, as you might
have guessed, that made no difference.
It's a play about love, not about homo-
sexual love.

An unrequited love that totally
consumed him—

It wasn’t by any means a normal infatua-
tion, because people get over their infat-
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uations. Housman didn’t. Furthermore,
he was infatuated with somebody who
was going to be a nonstarter from the
word go. I think there was something in
Housman’s character which made him
hang on to this hopeless devotion. He
remained faithful all his life to an ideal
which was unattainable from the very
beginning. I would imagine that he was
no longer a youth when he began to un-
derstand that there was a lot of it out
there. I think that one of the things that
Oscar Wilde’s brief, glorious, inglorious
career did was to release a lot of young
men from the tragic and miserable illu-
sion that there was nobody else out
there like them.

In the play Housman meets Wilde.

Is this based on fact?

Wilde overlapped with Housman by one
year in university at Oxford: Housman’s
first year was Wilde's last year. But they
never met. I found that a very juicy situ-
ation. In my play they meet. What actu-
ally happened was, in the last year of
Wilde’s life, when he was a penniless
refugee on the continent, he ended up in
Naples at one point. It suddenly oc-
curred to me that Housman went
abroad for the first time in the same
year that Wilde was in Naples. [When I
checked my books] I found they had
missed each other by a week. So I have
this dream meeting in a place near
Dieppe [a resort town in France], which
is the first place Wilde went to after he
came out of prison.

What is the significance of this
fictitious meeting with Wilde?

Wilde is very important to me, to the
play, because my central thesis, in a
way, is that Housman, who died revered
and honored, had somehow failed in his
life. His emotional life was a disaster.
Wilde crashed and burned and died in
disgrace. But in fact he had lived the
successful life because he had lived it
true to himself. And [today] everybody
knows who Wilde was, and almost no-
body knows Housman. B

Raymond writes for The Village Voice,
Performing Arts, Broadway.com, and
Theatermania.com.

Find more about The Invention of Love and other plays
by Tom Stoppard at www.advocate.com
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THE YEAR’S MOST ROMANTIC VOCAL ALBUM
You're My Thrill is an indispensable work of a legendary artist
with unforgettable renditions of 11 great songs.

"Horn’s taste is impeccable, ber conviction contagious, and
when she sings a lyric . . . we accept it as pure gospel.”
— Vanity Fair

Produced by Johnny Mandel
Executive producer: Tommy LiPuma
Recorded and mixed by Al Schmitt
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Steve Williag Shop online at @Check()ut,com

For the ninth time we have chartered the delightful mv Rio Amazonas and invite congenial ship-
mates to join us on a thoroughly enjoyable but also meaningful cruise on the greatest river on
earth at affordable rates, bringing this great travel adventure within everyone’s reach:

e

The Great _
Amazon Adventure Cruise

JUNE 29 TO JULY 7, 2001
WITH AN OPTIONAL EXTENSION TO MACHU PICCHU, TO JULY 14, 2001

The mv Rio Amazonas, is a typical and romantic-looking river ship which was entirely
reconstructed and modernized in 1981 and 1994 and provides comfortable air-conditioned
cabin accommodations, each with private facilities. The spacious sun decks, dining room, out-
door bar and lounge are ideal for relaxing and socializing. The crew consists of young, cheer-
ful and attentive English-speaking Peruvians.

Our arrangements include two days in Lima, Peru’s capital city, where we visit its museums
and Spanish colonial churches and palaces, in one of which we dine in style. During the week
on the Amazon river we make daily (and some exciting nocturnal) explorations in small boats
and on foot into the jungle in search of wildlife and primitive handicrafts and visit three
fascinating river ports - lquitos, Peru; Leticia, Colombia; and Tabatinga, Brazil.

The extension includes visits to Cusco, the Sacred Valley of the Incas, and Machu Picchu-the
most dramatically situated archaeological site in the world, where we stay two nights at the
small hotel near the Inca ruins.

Detailed brochures of the cruise,with cabin plans of the mv Rio Amazonas and a copy of our
newsletter which lists all our fine travel programs for men, are available from:

HANNS EBENSTEN TRAVEL, INC

513 FLEMING STREET, KEY WEST, FLORIDA 33040, USA
TOLL-FREE (866) 294-8174

FAX (305) 292-9665 E-MAIL: HETravel@aol.com




