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SPORN: Places that we could start, useful ly, is a discussion, of some con
versat ion about what you recal l about cul tural act iv i t ies, at that
time. Because, obviously, that's what you seem to have been inter
ested in, and also, actively, doing something about. As we said in
the car coming over here culture always seems to be something that

people th ink is a very s ignificant factor in the l i fe of society.
And, that 's been true of poli t ical ly oriented people also, perhaps,
more so of polit ically oriented people than anyone else. So, at
that time, what was the purpose of organizing these meetings?

SIROTKIN: Well, from what I can recall, it seems that it was to provide those

indiv iduals , who were e i ther wr i t ing, or in terested in l i terature,
or readers of literature, or who were aware of, or beginning to be
concerned about, the social and polit ical situation during the de

pression years, possibly, were looking for answers, of some kind,
that . . . as I said, searching for some way of explaining, or help

ing them in their search for some solutions.
To the social and political problems?
Political problems, economic problems. The meetings would generally
revolve around discussions pertaining to the impact of the Depression,
of the economic situation,
The impact on just anyone, or , . .
In general, yes. One the social effect. There was, of course, a
considerable interst in the Marxist approach to l i terature, and to

wri t ing. Also, considerable interest in working class problems, and
how those could be identified.

But, this was done within the context of this cultural manifestation,
and i t ' s l i te rary mani fes ta t ion?
Yes.
Or written and thinking form. You say, these were discussions? What
was the format of it? Did someone come in to speak? Like a writer,
who might've been invited from the outside to come to speak, and

then, after making an address to the group, were there . . .
SIROTKIN: It would be open . . .
SPORN: Open discussion periods?
SIROTKIN: . . . discussion, questions, and discussion groups. I can't, at

this time, recall who some of these writers were.
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SPORN: Well, do you recall, even vaguely, what some of the discussions were

about? Would you say that there were parts of the audience that
were in serious disagreement, with what a speaker might've said?

SIROTKIN: I think so. I think there were times there, if the speaker had a

strong view, as far as a Marxist approach to l iterature; that there
were probably certain members of the audience who would question this
and had strong . . .
Can you remember any specific incidents, or any specific questioning,
or disagreement?
I doubt I can.
Do you remember any interesting, amusing, or dramatically problema
tical ways of organizing these meetings that stick in your mind about
those years?
I 'm afraid not. Sorry I can' t be of . , .
T h a t ' s a l r i g h t . S o m e t i m e s . . .
. . . help to you in that area*

Now, what time span are we speaking of?
Well, this would be a period from about 1932 completely through the
t h i r t i e s .
The entire period?

Yes, f rom the th i r t ies . Yes. The ent i re per iod, yes.
And, the audience that you reached would . . . How would you describe
i t ?

Well, they would consist of persons who were just interested in
literature, or interested in writing, who may not have published any
work. Some of them may have still been students at Wayne University.
Some were . . . Some people would occasionally introduce some indiv
iduals from the Wayne University English Department. Some of their
students would attend. And, I think, I mentioned to you the names
of John Malcolm Brinnin and Kimon Friar.. There was another . . .

SPORN: How do you spell that Friar? F-r . .. ..
S IROTKIN: p - r - i -a - r.
SPORN: is that one of his books?
SIROTKIN: This is one of his books.
SPORN: K imon F r i a r, r i gh t?
SIROTKIN: Yeah. In fact, I think he also may haye translated some of Euripides
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poe t ry.
Oh, yeah?
He may have. His speciality has been the Greek, and his speciality
Greek writers.
Kimon Friar is Greek?
Kimon Friar is Greek, yes. Another name that I recall, is a person

by the name of Jack Thompson. Now, whether he did any writing, I
don't know.
He came from the English department?

No, no. No, but, I understand he's teaching somewhere* Throughout
some university in the east now. But, he was in this . . . Not in
the group that I was involved in, but knew some of these other writ
ers .

Like, J. Malcolm Brinnin?
Yes , r i gh t .
I see.

Now, there are some other people that may know some other informa
t ion. And, i f you ' re in terested in the i r names, I l l l be g lad to
mention them.

Sure, of course. You mentioned a name during lunch.
The poetress. Anne Marie Persov,

O k a y . P e r s o v . P - e - r . . .
S-o-v. Or s-o- f - f - . I 'm not cer ta in, but i t may'^ve been s-o-v.

And, you're not sure where she is?
Whether she's st i l l al ive, I don't know. But, she was wri t ing

poetry, and I think, and published some poems at the time.
And, you suspect that she may have been connected to the Federal
Ar t i s ts Pro jec t?
She may have.
But, you're not sure?
No. I 'm not sure of that,

And, there's this Adrian McGil l .
Adrian McGill, right. Now, there^s some other individuals who may
have information about other writers that would often attend some
of these lectures and meetings. There was a woman by the name of
Mendleson.. Her married name now Is Tate,



SPORN: Duva Tate?
SIROTKIN: Duva Tate. Yeah, she's l iv ing in this area now. I don't think,

she did any writing. But, she may have certain .. . .
SPORN: She was interested in wri t ing?
SIROTKIN: Another person is John Gilbrath. Now, John did not do any writing

that I know of, but he knew some of these people, too. He was also
: l i v i n g i n t h i s a r e a .

SPORN: Now, in coming to organize these meetings, you say, that these meet

ings were around throughout the thirties? That would be a stretch
of ten years, you're speaking of?

SIROTKIN: Yes. Well, I . . .
SPORN: So, this was a very serious endeavor?
SIROTKIN: Well, I don't think that these lectures, meetings, were going on

for that long of t ime. I would th ink that , poss ib ly, four or five

years, perhaps.
SPORN: Would you th ink more o f , le t ls say, the firs t ha l f o f the th i r t ies ,

second half of the thir t ies, or the middle stretch of the thir t ies?
SIROTKIN: I think it would probably be the middle stretch, probably, from

1932 to 1936. I think that it might be the period, that I was In
volved.

SPORN: In those days, at least, certainly, around 1936, there were many

people concerned with the rise of fascism.
SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: And, I know that in New York City, and elsewhere, many cultural

meetings were organized, open to the general public, on the rela
tionship between fascism, and writing and fascism, and art and
fascism, and this and fascism.

SIROKTIN: Yes.
SPORN: Whatever aspect of cultural output one could think about* But,

many such meetings held ... Do you recall if any of the themes
of your meetings had to do with the questions of war and fascism
and their relat ionship to art?

SIROTKIN: There may have, but I just canlt remember any specifcs. It was
most l ikely t rue, but . . .

SPORN; Were there . , , Did you organize things al l by yoursel f , or were
there other people that you worked with?
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No, no. Not . . . I worked separately.
You mentioned Saul Snlderman. He^s one person who helped you to

organize thes meetings? Or . . .
He may have. I'm really not sure. But, this would be the same

groups that were involved, more or less, in the John Reed Club.
I see.
In other words, the Contemporary Theatre, all the cultural . . .
A l l le f t wing cul tura l groups were centered. In fact , I th ink,
there was one in New York City at the time, in the thirties.
John Reed Club?
John Reed Club.

Oh, yeah, there was.
Yes.
There was a John Reed Club.

Yes , r i gh t .
New York was the one, and Chicago, and . . ,

So, this was this focus, or the central point. Art ist group, dance
group, theatre group, writer 's group.
As I recall, the John Reed Clubs were phased out when the question
of fascism became the most central political question. And, when
that happened, at least on the left, at least on the part of the
Communist Party, the stress became united front, rather than . . .
Yes.
. . . what was felt to be a fairly narrow approach with say, John
Reed. The John Reed Clubs. And so on. I think, if Irm not mistak

en, !35 was sort of ... .
Well. That may be. I wasn't sure of the dates.
It may be earlier than '36.
That might be.
And finally, the John Reed Clubs were phased out. Incidentally,
much to the unhappiness to a number of people. Richard Wright
writes about that. He belonged to the Writersr Project.
Oh, yes. In Chicago, yes, I remember.
And, he was one of those who felt puzzled . . .
Sure.
. . . why phase out something that they felt very strongly about?
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Sure, yes.
And, were very fond of. So, you would say that . * . Was it the
John Reed Club that was, basically, behind * . .
Yes.
. . . these kinds of meetings, and so on, and so forth?v So, then,

by '35, '36, they were over?
Well, if you have those dates, I would think that's probably true.
Wel l , that str ikes me as those are the . . .
Yes.
. . . those are the dates.
Yes.
Now., In the John Reed Club, as I understand it, at first, there were

writers, dance groups. I think we mentioned that.
Yeah.
T h e a t r e g r o u p . . .
And art ists.
And art ists.

Right.
But then, the Contemporary Theatre people told me that they separ
ated from them. Not because of any particular disagreements, but

simple because it was too unwieldy organizationally to keep all
t hese peop le do ing . . .
Sure.
. . . what they had to do. At one point, I believe over 28 East

Warren, or West Warren, whatever Warren, the Contemporary Theatre
had a studio, where they did their rehearsals, and I was told, by
Minnie Gossman in fact, that she would run off to the Contemporary
Theatre studio, and her husband, her husband at that time . . .
Her first husband was an artist. Maurice . . ,
Maurice Merlin.
Mer l in .
Would dash up in to the art studio, and in fact, I think it was
Leo Mogill who told me, that if you weren't careful, as you were on

your way up to the Contemporary Theatre, you might be caught by one
of these art people, and would have to serve as a model for them
while they were drawing or painting.



SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: Do you remember any of that? Was that anything you were involved

in?
SIROTKIN: No. I don't recal l . But, I mean, I was aware of the activi t ies,

of these various groups, but the relationships, I don't ; . .
SPORN: I see. I t sounded l ike i t was very exci t ing to me.
SIROTKIN: Yes, it was.
SPONR: They had a dance studio up there, and .. .
SIROTKIN: Yes. In a sense, there was times when some of the dancers . . .

There were some New York dancers that lived in Detroit, were with
the Detroit group for a while.

SPORN: Some . . . Who?
SIROTKIN: In fact, one was Edith Segal, who's done some work on children's

books, I understand.
SPORN: She was a choreographer, for a period of time, for the Contemporary

Theatre, and I'm going to see her in New York. I've spoken to her.
I've written to her, and I've spoken over the phone.

SIROTKIN: I see.
SPORN: And, I have an appointment to see her on Septmeber 11.
SIROTKIN: Have you talked to anyone else who was in the dance group?
SPORN: No-one e lse . . •
SIROTKIN: Blanche Shafarman was very active in it. She might give you . . .
SPORN: Blanche Shafarman?
SIROTKIN: Shafarman, right.
SPORN: Is she here in Det ro i t?
SIROTKIN: Yes. Her husband is a doctor. Eugene Shafarman.
SPORN: Oh. And, you know she's definately here and st i l l a l ive?
SIROTKIN: Yeah. Right , r ight .
SPORN: I hate to ask these questions, but . . .
SIROTKIN: No, no. I know. I . . .
SPORN: One of the things I suggested in my proposal, is that we'd better

carry this out soon, otherwise . . .
SIROTKIN ; Right. No, she was very active in the dance group. You might call

her up.
SPORN: Oh, we l l , I ' l l t r y to ge t in touch w i th her.
SIROTKIN: There was another dancer from New York who was , . .



JfPN

SPORN: Who lived here for a while?
SIROTKIN: Yes. And another . , , The composer Alex North was in Detorit? do

ing some work down there, it seems to me. That name familiar to you?
SPORN: Not Alex North, but when you say composer, I did come across a . . .

Someone who, I was told, was a young composer here, who did some of
the scores for, perhaps, The Cradle Will Rock when it was put on
here. Let me see if I can locate that information quickly, you
know.

SIROTKIN: It was either Alex North, or the brother. The name's familiar.
SPORN: I got some of this material from somebody in the Contempoarary

Theatre. Let me see. Here's a program. I t 's for presentat ions by
the Contemporary down in Toledo. Here's The Cradle Will Rock. Mus
ical Direct ion, Car l Mi l ler. So, that 's not the same person. "Piano

accompaniment, by Carl Miller, and Norma Kroll." who, I'm sure, must
be of the Krol l family.

SIROTKIN: Norma Kroll, that name is . . . Now, there's a Ben Kroll in town,
who*s an artist.

SPORN: I spoke to him yesterday.
SIROTKIN: Yeah?
S P O R N : Ye s .
SIROTKIN: He was in the artist gorup.
SPORN: Yeah.. He was never in the Federal Arts Project.
SIROTKIN: Oh, he wasn't?
S P O R N : N o .
SIROTKIN: I'm sorry.

SPORN; Because, he told me that, when he graduated from Wayne, he got a

teaching job with some art department in a high school.
SIROTKIN: Oh.
SPORN: So, he d idn ' t qual i fy. In order to get on to the Federal Wr i ters '

Project, one also had to be on the relief roles.
SIROTKIN: Yes.
S P O R N : O n t h e r e l i e f r o l e s .
SIROTKIN: There was another person in the Contemporary Theatre, a Shepard,

James Shepard. And he's living in New York, I think.
S P O R N : Y e a h , o
SIROTKIN: Well, Minna Gossman would know some of the names, which I . . .
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Well, she gave me some..
There's a Rose Nichnmin.. She's living in Cleveland.
Cleveland. That I pretty well have, because, of course, I spoke to
Charlotte Shapiro.

Oh, yeah. Wel l , that 's r ight . Char lot te would have thatV
And, I spoke to a number of the other people.
Yes.
In fact, in California, I also spoke to a person . . . Faygabeth

Henry Wolfson. I don't know if you ever heard of her. She was in
the Contemporary Theatre for about a year.

Faygabeth? Yeah, I know. Well, of course, Maurice Sugar was very
active in the labor movement.
Yes.
His name's probably familiar to you.

Yeah.

And, he wrote some adaptations for some of these labor songs.
Right. And, a number of those . .. ♦
And "Soup Song" is a misnomer.
Yeah. And, a number of those things are in the Reuther Archives,

by the way. And, but, I do want to go through his material a little
more carefully, and I can't remember what it is, but somebody

thought that a good source of information on him would be Ernie
Goodman.
Yes.
Some of the names that I've been able to pull out of the archives,

Mary Barrett, I told you about. Some of these are administrators.
But, let me run through them. Maybe you know about them. Dr. Ehg-
bert Isbell? He was state director for about a year, then Mrs.
Cecil R. Chittenden, whom I spoke to you about earlier.
Yes.
Estelle Wolfe?
Estelle Wolfe?
Yeah. She was a photographer. Ralph Goll? G-o-1-1. He was a re

por ter. Wi l l iam F. Young, I ment ioned to you. Ar thur Cl i f ford,
Woody Jarvis, and John D. Newson was state director for a while.
Ralph R. Wayne? Rebecca Rathmer? R-a-t-h-m-e-r-. Arthur D. Graeff.
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Lucy Williamson? Rudolf Jacob? A lot of people in . . .
I know.
James Strasburg? Laon Cousens?
Leon Cousens, that name ...
C-o-u-s-e-n-s?
Yes. Leon Cousens. Was he in the Writers' Project?

Yes, he was the . . .
Oh, is that r ight? Yes.
He was the ethnology editor. At least, in March 31, 1936.
I dd.n ' t th ink Leon is l iv ing. I don ' t be l ieve so. His wi fe is

though. And, whether or not she's remarried, I don't know. Yes,
r ight . I remember.
Is he a writer?
I c a n ' t . . .

But, he was on the . . . Apparently he was a writer, because . . .
Apparently he was, and I didn't remember. But, I remember . . .
. . . His name came up in some of this correspondence in some of
these archive records. He was the ethnology editor.
Yes.
J.E, Wells? T.H. Hewlett? J. Marshall? Donald Houghton? E.H.
Latham? Maxine FInsterwald?

Yes, I remember Maxine Finsterwald, yes. Yes.
Do you know if she's still around?
I don't know if she was a member of that ... It was a well known

fami ly in the c i ty.
Finsterwald?
Finsterwald family. And, she was part of that family. They were in
the Griswold funiture business.
Oh.

But, whether she's sti l l around, I don't know.
Someone, I don't know his first name, but, his last name is Briley.
Bri ley? Ruth Crawford?
That name is fami l iar, but I can' t . . . I 'm not .sure.

Ralph Montgomery? Well, I'll have to check those people out, and
I'll just look them up in the phone book, and see if I can't find
them. One of the first ways to go back is . . .
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There was a chap in the group who was doing some writing. I never
saw any of his work. His name was James Lindahl. But, whether or
not that was a pseuconym, I'm not sure.
He used that name at that time?
He used that name, but whether he was writing under that name,*I
don't know.
J a m e s . . .
Lindahl. L-i-n—d-^a-h-1. He said he was writing, and whether he

did, I don't know.
Well, It doesn't sound like a name one adopts for a pseudonym.
W e l l . . .

But, you can never tel l . Yeah. Wel l . . .
Well, at times, some people in the John Reed Club did take . . .
Pseudonyms?
. . . pseudonyms. Particularly if they were employed somewhere.
Didn't want to be identified with these , . .
Are you suggesting that James Lindahl was part of the John Reed
Club at one point?
Yes.

And, was he also in the Writers' Project, then later?
I don* know*
You don!t know. But, you think he was a writer?
I think he was.
Who functioned at that time?
Yes. I just mentioned that in passing.
The .. . We were talking earl ier about, or I mentioned to you that
one of the things that I'm interested in is the problem, or problems
caused by the Federal support of the arts in terms of bureaucratic

funct ioning, in terms of pol i t ical content , and so on. In the
Federal Writers' Project, there were instances . . . One of the
ideas behind this, let 's say this, guide series that I mentioned to

you before, was to writ'., a guide, that was not just a tourist kind
of thing, or a Badecker kind of thing. It wasn't meant to commer

cially promote tourism, although there was an attempt to, in fact,
st imulate touring, touring in the United States. But, what these
were meant to do was to present in as historically accurate way as
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SPORN: possib le, a p ic ture of each state that would g ive fu l l credi t to a l l
the various groups in existence. It wouldn't be one sided,

SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: Give the sympathetic people, the working class, for example, ethnic

groups within the sta^e, and would also, not simply be a balanced
view of the various peoples living in the state, but if there were

th ings to be c r i t i ca l o f , wou ld be cr i t i ca l o f . Cer ta in th ings
that had happened in various states. It was the 1930ls, and so,
there is a great deal of sympathy toward oppressed and submerged

groups. An attempt to portray them in a more positive manner than
had before. Along with that, of course, obviously, i t went into
the fact that some of the other groups would be portrayed less

favorab ly.
SIROTKIN: Yes,
SPORN: Especially if there was, say, some contact between industry and lab

or, if they had just grievences, that's a sympathetic statement to
ward labor, but it's also an unsympathetic statement toward the hon
ors o f indust r ies . Wel l , the pr inc ipa ls o f wr i t ing th is gu ide ser ies ,
was that that kind of thing should be done. But, then, problems

immediately arose for the administrators because in some instances
the administrators felt that too negative a picture was being given
of the. honors of industry, or certain polit icians, and so on. So,

they had to curve some of the things. And, had a lot of conflicts.
Okay? That's the kind of thing that happened. One can understand.
On the other side, there would be problems for artists in being
artists, and at the same time presenting polit ical points of view.
From the polit ical angle, i t 's always desirable, I suppose, to be
as straight forward, and as clear, and direct as one can possibly
be. But, sometimes, art doesn't function that way, or at least
ar t is ts don' t th ink i t funct ions that way. Somet imes th is mater ia l

just had to be, or gets presented in a more indirect, more elusive
way. . So, that creates a conflict . Because , , . And, I , mysel f ,
have been involved in such debates. Why not say this, or say that,
or the other th ing? In fact , I bel ieve i t was Albert Mal tz. I was
interviewing him in California, who mentioned the story to me. He
had written a play about a pacifist involved in an anti-war movement
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SPORN: in the la t te r ha l f o f the 1930 's . In the p lay, he had the pac ifis t

say that he is opposed to all wars*
SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: Wel l , l is ten, there was thir t remendous cr i t ical debate around that

one l ine in the p lay. And, a l l sor ts o f people cr i t ic ized th is

might inadvertantly give people the impression that no wars are
any good. And, that would be politically wrong from that . , .

SIROTKIN: Sure.
SPORN: , ' . . ' , point of v iew. From a Marxist point of v iew i t 's a pol i t ica l ly

wrong concept. So, there was a big debate about this. Now, he says
he agrees that there are some just wars. Albert Maltz said so.

But, what the people criticized and didn't understand was that he
wasn't saying that, the pacifist, as a character in a play, and
that's what a pacifist would say.

SIROTKIN: Yes. Sure.
SPORN: But, the more political people, the ones who, you know, were con

cerned, 'Well, that may be true, but stil l, the audience might walk
out of here, somehow or other, identifying with that idea.' ' So,
there was a conflict, you see, between presenting polit ical material,
and the artist who felt that he had to be true to the character he
was presenting. The pacifist who would say that. Now, in your work
with the '30's, or your own views about these matters, let's talk
about that. You were interested in the arts, and said you yourself
were not a writer, but, you enjoy what writers do, and take advan

tage of that* Obviously, you must have had some views, or at least
some notion, about these problems that result from government spon

s o r s h i p o f a r t . I n c i d e n t a l l y, t h e l e f t f o u g h t f o r i t .
SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: But, of course, i t 's a government sponsorship by administrators,

who basically are representatives of a specific kind of system.
SIROTKIN: Sure.
SPORN: No matter how liberal minded they may be. Therevs a point beyond

which they really can not go and remain representatives of that

government. So, on one hand, there's a problem and on the other
there's the problem that I just mentioned * So * . *

SIROTKIN; Well, I was aware of this conflict, as you might call it? or dif—
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SIROTKIN:
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SIROTKIN:

SPORN:
SIROTKIN:

SPORN:

SIROTKIN:
SPORN:

SIROTKIN:
SPORN:

SIROTKIN:
SPORN:
SIROTKIN:
SPORN:

ferences, but I just can't recal l of any specific events or si tua
tions that involved these differences.. I was aware of them, heard
of them, some of them that would usually arise in cases like art
work with certain pictorial, and you had this . . . visual image,
whether it was a mural or painting done that was considered too ra
dical or was surrounded by some sort of controversy. For instance,
the Rivera murals, as you know.
Yes.
There was considerable furor over political and other symbols that
were used in there. Although, this was not a federally funded pro

ject, yet i t was some other community or cul tural act. Incidental ly,
there was a Canadian writer living in Detroit at the time, but was
not involved in the Federal Works Project, named Leo Kennedy, who
was a Canadian writer and poet. But, I don't know if he would know

any of that. He's not l iving in this area any longer*
Did he continue to write after he left here, or do you * ., .
He was mainly involved in advertising. So, whether he did any writ-

ing at al l , that . . . But, most of his creative writ ing was done
when he was living in Canada as a poet.
Did you, in that period, attend any of the Contemporary Theatre per
formances?
Yes.
How would you characterize the audience? At the Detroit Institute
of Art?

Well,.they were held in various places. I can't remember just where*
Well, for a period of t ime, they were held at the Detroit Institute
of Art. I forget how many they put on a year, but they put on quite
a few.
Yes.
In fact, they considered it as seasons.
Yes.
Leo told me a very interesting thing that after a point, the. Con

temporary Theatre decided to rent it*s own auditorium, and put on
performances there, rather than the Detro i t Inst i tute of Ar t , Think
ing that in that way, they would open the door more to a working
class audience. They said, in fact, that sort of closed the door..
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SPORN: because very few people, working class people, came to this other

place.
SIROTKIN: Yes, yes.
SPORN: Not that he thought very many came to the Detroit Institute of Art,

But, in certain senses, a little more convenient, easier- to get to
than the other places less well known, and so on.

SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: But, the . . . Would you want to venture a characterization of the

audience at the Detorit Institute of Art? Or, don't you even re
ca l l?

SIROTKIN: I can ' t , I can ' t recal l .
SPORN: Did you attend any of the Federal Theatre Project performances?
SIROTKIN: I don't recall any in Detroit. I"remember some in New York that I

attended, I didn't know that, remember that, they ran any Theatre

Projects presented in Detroit.
SPORN: Yeah. I know for a fact they put on .Living Newspaper.
SIROTKIN: Yeah, but, I thought it was a New York company.
SPORN: That came through?
SIROTKIN: Yeah. That was my impression. But, I don't know.
SPORN: Well, maybe so. But, I do know that they did have a Federal Theatre

Project here.
SIROTKIN: Oh, they did?
SPORN: Oh , yes .
SIROTKIN: I see.
SPORN: Because I've met at least one person in the Federal Theatre Project.
SIROTKIN: Oh, I see.
SPORN: And who spoke to me. Gave me some information,
SIROTKIN: Oh.,
SPORN: The plays they put on tended to be plays that were written by peo

ple in New York.
SIROTKIN; Yes.
SPORN: And which, frequently were first put on by the New York company..
SIROTKIN: Yeah. Oh, I see.
SPORN: And, then, rehearsed and put on hy a local company.
SIROTKIN: Well , that 's possible,
SPORN: So, I just wondered. So, I remember, when I was a very young boy
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SPORN: going to a Federal Theatre Project performance in Cortona Park in
the Bronx, when I lived in New York City, This performance was put
on outside in the park, A truck or van would come into the park,
and drop down one side of the van, and that would be the stage.

And, they put on different kinds of performances. And, I remember
seeing that. You don't remember?

SIROTKIN: No, no.
SPORN: Any th ing o f tha t so r t?
SIROTKIN: One of the writers that may have come to Detroit to talk before, may

have been Alfred Hayes. I 'm not certain, but i t*s a possibi l i ty.
SPORN: That's sort of a name that . . ,
SIROTKIN: Yes. And, you're familiar with Alfred Hayes?
SPORN: Yes , su re , su re .
SIROTKIN: I think it's possible that he may have come here,
SPORN: Poetry, or a novel?
SIROTKIN: Right, r ight.
SPORN: He use to write for the "New Masses"?
SIROTKIN: Yes, yes.
SPORN: But, now, you spoke about you were aware that the government found

some art works embarrassing to it, and tried to do something about
it. You mentioned the Rivera murals, or something that caused a
fuss here in town.
Yes.
What about the other question? The problem between trying to pro
duce art that is well crafted and, at the same time, clear in it 's

presentat ion as pol i t ica l issues.
Well, what seemed to me that that was one of the most serious pro
blems for that period there. Any serious writers and artists were

attempting to include some poli t ical working class, social content,
That is, in the writing or the painting, became so self-conscious
about it, that it seemed to be a strained effort rather than a
free flowing creat ive work, which interfered with the qual i ty of
the work.

SPORN: Do you have any specific works in mind that struck you as being that

way?
SIROTKIN: I wouldn't remember. Just it seems that this was a subject that

SIROTKIN:
SPORN:

SIROTKIN:
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SIROTKIN: would often be discussed, and the subject of criticism.,
SPORN: Oh, yes . . I t was f requen t l y c r i t i c i zed .
SIROTKIN: Yes. But, I can' t recal l any specifics.
SPORN: One of the things that were very often discussed was this, what

came to be known in the literature as the 'conversion' scene.
SIORTKIN: Oh?
SPORN: George Sklar, the playwright and novelist, described the formula

for wri t ing a play or a novel, let 's say, of that per iod. And,
that would be the presentation of some social problem — the problem
of working conditions, and so on — during which, the characters would
be introduced. Then the conflict over that part icular issue. Then
a sor t of s tand-off , and final ly a resolut ion of e i ther v ic tory or

defeat, as the case might be. If a victory, then not too much else
would have to be presented, because, that would be sort of a politi
cal lesson. If a defeat, it had to be done in such a way that some
how or other, there was a feeling that the next time we would have
learned from this, and the next time it was going to be better. So,
there was always the next time, in a sense that every piece of writing
had to have that kind of formula, which ended on a note of optimism.
And that was one kind of formula. The other formula was that, as a

consequence of the other ending formula, the consequence of the con
flict, somebody, the hero, and somebody close to the hero went through
a conversion from his or her r ight wing pol i t ics to left wing pol i t ics.
And that became known as the 'conversion' scene. And, a lot of peo

ple, crit ics, both on the left and on the right, were unhappy with it,
because it was felt that nothing before that scene really lead to that
conversion. I t just happened, period. So, those are the kinds of
criticisms that would come up.

SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: And , we l l , i t ' s k ind o f f o rmu l i s t i c work ing . I t goes by ' I ' ve go t to

have this thing in there1. I take that these, that as far as you can
recall, these questions werenlt that openly debated, at least not here
in Detroi t?

SIROTKIN: Wel l , I can ' t recal l . I t may have been. But , I can ' t recal l . An
other name that can help us, .Manny Bilsky, Has that name come up at all?
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S P O R N : N o ,
SIROTKIN: He lived in Detroit in that time. He's teaching out at Eastern

Michigan, I bel ieve.
SPORN: Yes, who gave me that name? I have it^somewhere here. Here it is.

Manny Bilsky, Art Dealer. He's also dealing in art now,'
SIROTKIN: Yes, well, he does that to sort of ... *
SPORN: He's a philosophy professor at Eastern Michigan?
SIROTKIN: Yes.
SPORN: He's an ar t is t , you say?
SIROTKIN: No, he's not an artist.
SPORN: Oh . He ' s a w r i t e r?
SIROTKIN: I don't know whether he's done any writing, but he's been teaching

at Eastern Michigan for a number of years, And, he has taught phil

osophies. Just basically been philosophy classes.
S P O R N : Ye a h .
SIROTKIN: But, I just mentioned, since you have the name that possibly he might

be a source of some information,
SPORN: About th is per iod?
SIROTKIN: About this period.
SPORN: Yeah. The reason that I have that name is that my wife and I are

just beginning to col lect art . That is most ly the ser iously done,
SIROTKIN: Sure,
SPORN: We bought a piece here and there occassionally. But, we'-d like to

have a litt le more. Extensively so. It came up in a casual con
versation with Minnie Gossman. She said "Hey, you want to look up

Manny Bilsky, since he's an art dealer."
SIROTKIN: Oh, I see. He does that on the side.
SPORN: Yeah , r i gh t . She ment ioned tha t . We l l . . ,
SIROTKIN: Therels another art ist who l ived in Detroit at the t ime, I don't

know whether he was in the Federal Art Project. That was Milton
Kemnitz. He lives in Ann Arbor.

S P O R N : Ye a h .
SIROTKIN: And, his wife was in the dance group, I believe*
SPORN: Yeah. That name I got from Sophie Fordon,
SIROTKIN: Oh, yes.
SPORN: Last night. Her . , , She came up to Kemnitz. She. might Be a good
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S P O R N : s o u r c e .

(END OF TAPE, SIDE A. END OF INTERVIEW),


