
FREDDIE HERKO

"Take my picture."

Those were the first words Freddie Herko ever spoke to me and, over the next several years,

they became the bond that held us together. Freddie loved to have his picture taken, and I was more

than willing to oblige.

I met him in a rehearsal studio where James Waring's Dance Company was putting together a

program to be performed at The Living Theatre. Freddie, a young male dancer, was wearing grey

leotards, and a white tank top. I thought he was one of the most beautiful young men I had ever seen.

I had come to watch the rehearsal in preparation to doing some photographs of the actual

performance, and so, I had my camera strung around my neck. Freddie immediately spotted it, and

came up to me to introduce himself
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Freddie Herko on the day I met him



After our first meeting, I photographed Freddie whenever I could. I photographed him in

his apartment. I photographed him in dance rehearsals . I photographed him on the streets at night

gazing into bridal store windows.

Needless to say, however attracted I might have been to Freddie , he had no sexual feelings

about me. With his good looks , I always assumed he had bigger fish to fry.

During my year of residency in Cambridge for the Poet's Theatre , I had written a play

called Madrigal of War. Several influences inspired the play. There were Goya's etchings of the

Disasters of War ...and there was Monteverdi's Madrigal of War from which I took its title. I had

also read M.e. Richard's translation of Antonin Artaud's The Theatre and its Double , and I was

fascinated with his idea that there should be no separation between art and reality.

In Romola Nijinsky's autobiography she tells how Nijinsky had been imprisoned in

Romania , her country, during the First World War. Upon his release, he rented a chateau in

Switzerland and invited a group of his friends to come and witness a dance recital. When they

arrived , Nijinsky was straddling a chair with his chin upon his hands. He regarded the audience he

had assembled intently, for a long period of time. Finally , he got up , and addressing his audience ,

he said, "Now I am going to dance for you The War." He then spread a black cloth upon the floor

and proceeded to dance. Those witnessing the performance knew that at that moment , Nijinsky

had gone mad.

My final influence was Jean Cocteau . In his memoirs , he had written that during the First

World War, he , along with some of his compatriots , such as Misia Sert, and Paul Iribe, had

organized an ambulance corps. He persuaded several of the dress designers in Paris at the time to

lend him their delivery vans to use for ambulances, and then he and his friends proceeded to the

front to care for the wounded. They were hopelessly ineffectual. I intended the playas an interior

self-portrait of my state of mind. Just as Nijinsky had gone mad, I wanted the play to go mad.



Out of these materials, I wrote my play. When I had finished, I submitted it to the Board of

Directors of the Poet's Theatre, hoping for a production. A few days later I was summoned to the

home of Molly Howe, the Chairman of the Board.

"This play is a homosexual play," she announced grandly. "I cannot allow it to be done at

the Poet's Theatre." Molly Howe was the wife of Mark Howe, a distinguished professor of law at

Harvard University. She was a wild Irish woman, given to making outrageous statements.

Again, I was shocked. I remembered Tony Randall's words to me in Robert Whitehead's

offices. What was it about my plays that had so outraged people?

Molly Howe was relentless in her attack. "Are you a homosexual?" she bluntly asked,

pronouncing the word with extreme distaste. I can't remember what my reply was , but it must have

been unsatisfactory. Madrigal of War was never done at the Poet's Theatre.

Again. Again. Why did the incident with Joe Creeley keep repeating itself. How could I

avert it? How could I ward it off?

Nevertheless, I decided to do the play on my own. Sometime between The Saintliness of

Margm Kem~ and The Red EXe of Love, I asked Julian Beck and Judith Malina if I could

present Madrigal of War on a Monday night at The Living Theatre when the building would

otherwise be dark, and they agreed. James Waring was to direct the show. Mary Hara would play

Misia Sert , Byron Ringland would play Jean Cocteau, and Robert Jordan would play Paul Iribe. I

recruited Roy Little to do the costumes. He was my closest friend in New Rochelle High School.

We used to spend out afternoons drawing together, and I was in great envy of his talent. After

graduation, he went to Paris, where he worked for Christian Dior. He had some role in designing

the "New Look" which was so popular in the 1950's. For Madrigal of War,-he designed some of

the most exquisite costumes I have ever seen.



Freddie was to be the stage manager , and general understudy. He went on for the preview

performance as Chorus.

At this time I was living in a small apartment on Washington Street . Every night, Freddie

and I would have dinner together and talk over the events of the day. I can remember one snowy



night, when we were walking along Christopher Street, our arms loaded with bags of groceries,

feverishly discussing Artaud. Freddie's hair was matted with snow. It was illuminated by the glare of

the streetlights, and he looked indescribably beautiful to me.

We did one preview performance ofMadrigal of War at a Saturday matinee . The house was

packed with people such as Merce Cunningham and John Cage. At the end of the performance there

was thunderous applause, bravos, and cheers. Afterwards, in the lobby of The Living Theatre, Merce

told me it was one of the best plays he had ever seen.

On Monday night, we did the actual performance. There were about forty people in the house.

My parents had come down from New Rochelle with their neighbors from across the street, Brigadier

General J. Donald Adams, and his wife. They sat in stony silence throughout the show. Into the

drawer. Into the attic.

After I moved to Nantucket, I pretty much lost touch with Freddie Herko. I would read about

him from time to time in The Village Voice. By now, the scene of activity had shifted from The Living

Theater to the Judson Memorial. Freddie appeared there in a play called Home Movies. He played a

woman, and apparently his performance was so successful that he was called back to play more roles,

usually in drag.

The last time I saw Freddie was in myoId apartment on East Eleventh Street. I don't know why

we met. I must have come down on a visit from Nantucket and somehow run into him.

By this time, Freddie was heavily into drugs. He had lost all his good looks. His cheeks were

sunken, and he was missing several teeth. He must also have been homeless , because at the end of our

meeting, he said to me, "Would you like me to spend the night?"

At that point, I couldn't have imagined anything that I wanted less.



Madrigal of War
Robert Jordan as PaulL, Byron Ringland as Jean C.,

and Mary Hara as Misia Sert



Madrigal of War
Byron Ringland as Jean C.



Madrigal of War
Robert Jordan as Paul I.



The next time I heard ofFreddie, he had committed suicide. I received a telephone call from a

mutual friend, Remy Charlip, late one October night at my home on Nantucket. Freddie had jumped

from the window of a small fifth floor apartment on Cornelia Street. He was visiting with a group of

friends. They had spent the afternoon smoking marijuana or injecting their veins with more lethal

drugs, so that by nightfall , they were all in various states of euphoria, ranging from merely "high" to

almost total and complete insensibility. It was just in such a drugged condition that Freddie turned to

the young man who owned the apartment and requested him to put on a record of Mozart's Coronation

Mass. When the music began to blare from the phonograph, Freddie began to dance. He had just taken

a bath, so he danced naked. Before the eyes of his startled spectators, he danced across the room in the

direction of the open floor-length windows. Then, without stopping, he danced out on the air,

plummeted to the ground, and was killed instantly.

In the spring of2014, a friend was showing me some pictures on his computer. For some

reason, I asked him if he could find a picture of Freddie Herko. And there he was as a young man,

supremely beautiful, in a photo I had taken of him long ago. I read the biographical information that

accompanied his photograph. It said that at the time of his death, Freddie had been reading a book

about some sort of Chinese ritual performance which ended in death.

On October 28 of the same year, the fiftieth anniversary ofFreddie Herko's suicide was

celebrated with poems and public readings at 35 Cornelia Street, the site of his unfortunate end.
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