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TAKE 2

INTRODUCTORY PHONE CALL  
TO GEORGE DUREAU

August 26, 1990

Primary Source Material 
Dureau Speaks

Jack Fritscher: Hello. This is Jack Fritscher. Is George Dureau there?

George Dureau: This is George Dureau.

Jack Fritscher: George! How nice to talk to you. I’m a writer and 
a friend of Robert Mapplethorpe and have learned of your work 
from Keith Ardent who, when I was talking to him the other day, 
said, “There’s this New Orleans passage in Robert’s life that someone 
should pay attention to and the man there is George Dureau.” I was 
wondering if you might consider my making a telephone appoint-
ment to ask a few questions.

George Dureau: Yes. Are you writing a book or what?

Jack Fritscher: I am. May I record this? To make notes? I won’t take 
much of your time.

George Dureau: Of course. Ask away.

Jack Fritscher: I’ve been working on my Mapplethorpe book off 
and on since 1978. A couple of chapters are based on my feature 
articles about Robert. I’m not so much interested in the controversy 
about him as I am in presenting him as a person. And in your case, 
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as your student. People have heard he had a mentor, but they think 
it was Sam Wagstaff.

George Dureau: So you see him as he was?

Jack Fritscher: As I saw him for three years when we were together. 
Robert has been lost as a person in all this controversy over censor-
ship. What I’m trying to do in my book is present him as a person 
who, as with all young photographers, had teachers, mentors, friends. 
You helped him along and taught him things about photography. 
Robert was not born to the camera. The camera found him.

George Dureau: I knew even less about photography than he. We 
may have started photographing about the same time, but because 
I’ve always drawn and painted, when I picked up the camera and 
started making pictures, they looked like my paintings and draw-
ings. So the precedents for whatever he got from me come from my 
paintings and drawings of men. Robert was much more a student 
of photography than I. He and Sam had gathered up a collection of 
historic pictures by all kinds of photographers and Robert studied 
them and distilled them into what he wanted his work to look like.

I must say, I never thought about what my own work would 
look like. It just looked like my painting. Robert certainly never 
came to me to learn anything. He saw some of my photographs at 
Robert Miller Gallery. He and Sam were reviewing my work, and 
fell in love with a couple of them. He wrote me a letter and asked 
could he buy one. So he bought that first one [Wilbert Hines, 1977], 
and he continued thereafter to buy them, and I must say that they 
influenced him a lot.

I’m very much a humanist and I’m very involved with the people 
I photograph. My pictures are family pictures. Very sentimental, 
shall we say. They’re very humanist. And that was highly inappro-
priate for the New York market he was aiming at. Sam, not even 
for one moment, would never have tolerated Robert photographing 
people with as much compassion as I did. Quite true.

Robert, looking through a large stack of my photographs, just 
kept staring at me as if to say, “You must be crazy to like these 
people.” My pictures quite clearly say that I like everybody that I 
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photograph. So anyway, Robert cleaned them up. That is, he used 
some of the aesthetics of my kind of old-fashioned good posing that 
I had developed over twenty or thirty years of work, but he made it 
into a much more stylized, art-for-art’s-sake kind of art which suited 
him and the much more chic audience he had in mind.

The New York people to whom he appealed, none of them, were 
as compassionate as the people in New Orleans who were amused 
by my pictures. There was a coldness about his work, either because 
he was like that or his audience was. He always used to sort of smile 
and give a “Ooh, how could you do it?” look about my pictures be-
ing so tender and involved. He came around here a good bit, you 
know.

Jack Fritscher: So you knew him rather well. Personally. And 
through your lens.

George Dureau: Yes. I have a good many photographs of him, and 
some he took of me down here. There’s two or three really lovely ones 
of him. One that I took when we first met face to face, 1979, I guess, 
and then I also took some later when he was not as well, looking a 
bit bedraggled. I don’t know when that was, maybe 1985.

He came down here and stayed in the French Quarter. In 
those days I had a big house right outside the French Quarter on 
Esplanade [Avenue]. Now I live in the French Quarter. We went 
out together. Ran around together. He had that sweet baby-sister 
behavior. A come-hither kind of behavior.

We shared quite a bit of the same taste about men we liked, but 
I don’t think there was any similarity about our sexuality. I’m an 
old fashioned Greco-Roman patriarch queer, not a flip-flop queer. I 
mean, I’m the dominant male about the house. I have a lot of gor-
geous boys who work for me and do things for me. My house is a 
kind of colony of the underclass, but I’m Big Daddy always. I’m not 
anything similar to his sexuality which, I believe, was much more 
modern gay.

Jack Fritscher: It was. It’s a perfect hook to talk about because I had 
many of the same observations about him myself during our affair.
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George Dureau: Well, let’s consider the people. It’s wild the tender-
ness I afford to my models. They’re my children. They’re usually 
people that I’m doing for, like they’re adopted. I keep them around 
so when I hire them to model, it’s quite different from Robert’s one-
shot thing. Bring them in, shoot them, pay them, throw them out.

Robert asked, “How can you get them so cheap?”
I said, “You can get them cheap if you don’t mind having them 

for life.”
Where he would pay $400-$500 to get them to drop their pants 

in front of the camera, I would seduce people because I loved them 
and then I would have them to dinner or for life, to paint from or to 
draw from or to fuck or to photograph. If I paid them $100 to pose 
for me they would be back the next day anyway to get money to pay 
their momma’s rent or the water bill or something. I could have paid 
them $1,000 and they’d still be back.

It’s so different when you live in a congenial little town like New 
Orleans. You can’t shoot them and leave them. At any given time, 
I have two or three at the door, even though I’ve found out they’re 
not people I want to spend the rest of my life with. I have discretion. 
I have to be a bit choicey, but not too much. I still get enamored by 
someone’s appearance and bring him home.

Jack Fritscher: When you and Robert went out, how did you find 
him to be? Was he predatory? Did you find him under the influence 
of drugs?

George Dureau: When we were out, Robert would always have 
to go home to make a pit stop for his powders. I didn’t have to. I 
did smoke in the 60s and a little into the 70s. I used to be quite an 
alcoholic and drank quite a bit, but I’ve never been addicted to drugs. 
So we had a different mentality. The drugs matched very well with 
his hard vision of what people could do for him as opposed to my 
sort of Big Daddy way of what I’m going to do for them. It’s a very 
funny thing. I see people as somebody I might adopt, do for them 
for awhile, while Robert would see them as “What’s this one going 
to do for me tonight?” His was a very modern-day gay behavior, but 
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not something I could do. I think it ties in much more with drugs 
and immediate satisfaction. I’m the king of low-key living.

Jack Fritscher: I tend to be more like you.

George Dureau: Where do you live?

Jack Fritscher: In the countryside north of the Golden Gate Bridge. 
Just so you know, because you mention Big Daddy, I wrote my dis-
sertation on Tennessee Williams. So I get it when you call yourself 
Big Daddy.

George Dureau: Tennessee lived right around the corner from me.

Jack Fritscher: Ah, the Vieux Carré.

George Dureau: In some ways, I’m the older Big Daddy and some-
ways I’m the younger Brick [two characters in Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof ]. I looked at myself when I was thirty-five….

Jack Fritscher: The average age of a leading man in Hollywood…

George Dureau: …back when we all had long hair in the early 60s, 
and I would go into hippie bars with hip people. And then I looked 
in the mirror one day and it dawned on me that I had attained the 
age of my own fantasies.

“Oh, my God,” I thought, “now you’re a daddy!”
I suddenly became the daddy instead of the pursued person and 

I must say it’s the best thing that ever happened to me. So many 
older queers think they’re “something” and hold themselves royally 
apart for no good reason. I just think being older gives me more 
advantages to offer more to the cute things I would much rather 
pick up.

Jack Fritscher: Robert was that way in a sense. He was very good 
looking, but he was that type. Aloof. Objectifying. Everything he 
did around leather guys he met was an audition for his photography.

George Dureau: Yes, it was. I however still do blind “fall-in-loves.” 
I have this immediate passion for almost all human beings which is 
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incredibly stupid sounding, but I give everybody one hundred per-
cent. Then I let them chip away at that. Essentially I just love people 
unreservedly, whereas he!

Let me tell you a story. He was here one Mardi Gras and we had 
an absolutely splendid time out in the cold cruising the Mardi Gras 
parade and crowd. Now this was swell to him like he was paging 
through a book of beauties or something. I was his wingman.

I’d say, “Look at 3:00 tall and skinny, tan, eyebrows.”
And he’d say, “Look at 9:00.”
We’d do this sort of behavior, walking through the crowd, the 

endless, massive crowd, especially when you went down to Canal 
Street, the main drag. Do you know New Orleans?

Jack Fritscher: From music, movies, and books. When my husband 
Mark Hemry was younger, he often went to Mardi Gras and has 
stories to tell.

George Dureau: Canal Street is the main drag, but it’s also the 
meanest street because that’s where most of the black people hang 
out, on the main drag, and so we could go cruise through them. 
Actually, that may have been my best time with Robert because 
the fun of seeing them and cruising them was what we enjoyed the 
most. What happened with them after he saw them, or I did, was so 
dissimilar, it was strange.

We’d go into a black gay bar. There’s many, but they’re not the 
kind of places I can go into because the city is so small. The guys 
would be all over me because they want me to photograph them or 
hire them for a little job around the studio. They know me too well.

But I did take him around for a little education.
We’d go into a black bar and find someone he thought was fabu-

lous looking. Then I’d drop him home with them, but often as not 
he’d say later, “Oh they weren’t any good,” or, “They wouldn’t do 
the right thing.”

I would think: that’s odd. He liked them when he saw them, but 
when they didn’t do what he wanted, or come up to the New York 
standards, he complained.
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As a matter of fact, when I moved to New York in the 60s, it 
took me no time at all to find I was not going to perform up to 
the predictable New York pattern. I was far too romantic, yes, and 
came on sort of “southern literary” or something, southern country 
behavior, country compared to New York. There was a gentility to 
my life before I went there. I thought, “My God, if I stay here, I’m 
going to have to give up everything I hold dear.” I stayed about nine 
months.

Jack Fritscher: Do you think Robert’s urbanity tripped up his 
humanity?

George Dureau: I don’t know. I just saw how he acted in New 
Orleans. He could pick up anybody he wanted to, but you don’t 
have to behave that sharp way in laid-back New Orleans to pick up 
people. They’re all over the place. I find my satisfaction in having a 
more humanist relation with people.

I’m fifty-nine. I’ll be sixty in December. I’ve been laying men, 
devotedly laying people, since the 1940s. I’ve changed some with 
age, but back then I would go dancing and have a riotous good time 
in the Spanish or Greek bars. If you fell in love with somebody, 
wasn’t that wonderful? And if three months later they screwed you 
over, well, that was just a different period. You could fall in love with 
a sailor and wait for him to come back from some endless war.

Jack Fritscher: Like Tennessee Williams’ maimed young Navy 
sailor in his French Quarter story, “One Arm” [1948].

George Dureau: Yes. The Quarter was full of sailors and soldiers 
from World War II and Korea and the Army. I was in the Army 
myself. I seduced a mountain of people. I didn’t go for sex first. I 
went for romance first. I worked at it because sex was a wonderful 
jewel in those days whereas today it’s thrown out on the counter like 
meat.

Jack Fritscher: What was Robert like when he went into a black 
bar with you?
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George Dureau: Oh, just the usual petulant leather boy standing in 
a corner of the bar and scowling at people, then sort of sidling over 
to them and whispering something. He acted the same way in New 
Orleans as he would in a New York bar, looking petulant and kind 
of drawing them close into him whispering sex and drugs. I don’t 
do that. I don’t know how to do that. I ask them about their wives 
and children.

Jack Fritscher: Robert liked figuring out what drugs might make 
people available. He liked MDA.

George Dureau: He didn’t have enough confidence in his own 
charm. So he always offered them drugs. That’s the cheap and easy 
way to do it. He knew that I didn’t object terribly to his taking drugs. 
I didn’t participate. A joint once in awhile. I’ve never used coke.

Jack Fritscher: Wally Wallace [Manager of the Mineshaft bar 
in New York who allowed Robert to shoot Mr. Mineshaft, David 
O’Brien, 1979, on location] introduced him to black bars in New 
York and told me for the record on video that when he took Robert 
into his first black bar, he was terrified, and yet he went around 
wearing that lapel button that said “N-word.” So…

George Dureau: Well, that was a real problem with him, that 
N-word thing he had.

Jack Fritscher: Like a fetish-trigger buzzword that made him hard, 
something he could say to a partner to propel a scene.

George Dureau: I can remember one time he brought a rather cute 
black man back from a bar to my home. In this small town, I rec-
ognized him. So you can see one of the problems in New Orleans 
is sexual history. I’ll see a guy who is twenty-eight-years old, hand-
some, and good looking, and I remember him when he was my 
paperboy because I go so far back, because I’ve been a recognizable 
nice man who is an artist who will lay you if you want it. I go way 
back. I’ve laid their big brothers. So Robert would see somebody 
cute who turned him on because he seemed real scarey. So I’d have 
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to be careful not to disillusion him and say, “Oh, yes. He used to be 
my delivery boy.”

Jack Fritscher: He needed that mix of beauty and terror.

George Dureau: Exactly. So one time when Robert was staying 
with my friends, he took home somebody who was quite handsome. 
I had an idea who he was, and the next morning Robert came over 
to have breakfast with me.

He was often the houseguest of my friends Russell Albright and 
Michael Meyers. Russell is a radiologist and Michael is a decora-
tor. They have a big gorgeous house here, and they bought a lot of 
paintings from Robert Miller and they’re sort of art climbers. So 
they would make a “Big Score” saying, “Oh, Robert’s staying at our 
house.” Okay, fine.

It would not be fun for Robert to stay at my house because I 
work all over my house all the time in my big live-in studio. But it 
was fine for him to stay at Russell’s because there’s a slave quarters 
building across the patio, and more guest rooms in the big mansion. 
So I knew they would find a nice place for him and give him all the 
liberty in the world because they don’t make guests have to eat with 
them or drink with them or anything else even though they’re quite 
social.

So anyway he would stay over there and come over the next 
morning to my place, and I would say, “How was Danny boy?” Or 
whoever.

“Oh, not too good.”
“Why not?”
“Well, he didn’t want to do anything.”
“I can’t believe he didn’t want to do anything.”
“He wouldn’t say, ‘I’m your N-word.’”
I’d go, “Huuuh?” I’ve been accused of being a colonialist, ac-

cused of keeping slaves, and all sort of things, but I have this cordial, 
sweet saintly behavior with my darlings. And I’d say, “He wouldn’t 
say, ‘I’m your N-word?’ Isn’t there an alternate? Like, ‘Oh my dar-
ling I love you?’”

Robert would say, “No. Why couldn’t he say, ‘I’m your N-word?’”
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Well, do I have to explain why it’s hard to say that?
I’d say to him, “Look, if you said, ‘I’m your cocksucker,’ it might 

be a trade off for him to say, ‘I’m your N-word.’ Even so, why do you 
want him to say it? The problem is on your side, not on his.”

We all have horrible fascist politically incorrect scenarios that go 
through our heads, but no one need say everything that comes into 
their head. You maybe create a private fantasy around a look in a 
certain picture, or around a guy, and then you hold your dick a cer-
tain way that turns you on, and then you lean up against something 
and fantasize two people falling in love with you, or something, 
and Whammo! It all adds up and you shoot your wad. It’s often 
some kind of fetish scenario that comes out of your deepest past. It’s 
okay, but I think it’s so odd if you can’t do it any other way. I mean 
that somebody had to open his mouth and say, “I’m your N-word.” 
I mean in your head you could pretend that by his actions he was 
saying, “I’m your N-word.”

Jack Fritscher: Floral Park where he grew up is very white. [Less than 
two percent black in 2020] He never said anything racist around me.

George Dureau: For all that, he would sometimes act like I was 
living a sweeter, warmer life than he. A couple times he wanted to 
come down and spend a couple of months here, but it never worked. 
He’d stay a week or two. He’d love it, but he couldn’t stay off the 
phone, keep from doing business. He was just so ambitious to be 
well known.

Jack Fritscher: It’s the American Dream.

George Dureau: Once he came down and said, “What have you 
been doing?”

I showed him some drawings and paintings.
He said, “No, Who have you been photographing? Got any-

body new?”
I said, “I have new ones all the time. How about these?”
He’d look at the pictures and say, “Oh, look at him!”
I’d say, “Well, he’s nice. but he ain’t gonna say he’s your N-word.”
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He said, “I haven’t photographed any N-word I want in six 
months.”

“Really?” I said. “What are you shooting?”
“Oh, I photographed some horses and some ads for Cardin.”
I said, “Haven’t you done any easel art or something you enjoy?”
No?
Well, I thought, what a price. First you’re famous and then you 

have to hurt yourself more. I’d like to be that famous, but his fame 
is so gigantic that it shits all over me all the time because it’s so hard 
for people to understand that I am me without any need for Robert. 
He doesn’t have anything to do with me because he sort of laid a wet 
blanket on everyone with his style.

My pictures, because they have other stuff going on in them, 
look less pure than his because they’re not as stylized, as abstract as 
his. I’m much more concerned with the person, the whole human 
item. Do you know my work at all?

Jack Fritscher: Yes. I’ve seen your British photobook [George Dureau 
New Orleans. 50 Photographs, Introduction by Edward Lucie-Smith, 
GMP, London, 1985]. I know Ted Lucie-Smith who often stays in 
our guest room. And I appreciate your vision.

George Dureau: My pictures are like a record of a romance which 
is a big difference from him.

Jack Fritscher: Yes.

George Dureau: I’m romancing everybody who has ever appeared 
in my photographs. I have hundreds of pictures of the same people 
because they come back year after year and I photograph them. 
Sometimes it’s hard to choose what to do with them, but each shoot 
I try to photograph different aspects of their personality.

Jack Fritscher: Robert went after the abstraction of a person, the 
platonic ideal.

George Dureau: That abstraction sometimes happens in my paint-
ings because I sometimes talk the person into an ideal pose although 
I still keep some contact with their faces and personality. When I 
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decided to make some photographs of the people I was painting and 
drawing, I had to resist the particular obvious things the camera was 
dying to shoot. I didn’t want to spend my life taking literal pictures 
of a pair of big brown eyes with lashes on them, or of handsome 
amputees.

I used my camera as another way to get inside each person. My 
photographs also allow the person to “talk” which my paintings 
can’t very well do. In my photographs, I have the person speaking 
back at you by looking back at you which, unfortunately, can make 
viewers feel guilty.

Jack Fritscher: Well, it’s a shock to racist history when a black man 
can make direct eye contact with a white viewer and survive.

George Dureau: That’s why some of my photographs were odious 
to some collectors like Sam Wagstaff, but not Robert who bought 
them. He had about thirty. He’d study them, take hints out of them, 
take the humanity out of them. He liked that my pictures would fre-
quently make viewers feel uncomfortable. He wanted that with his 
pictures. I go nose-to-nose, beard-to-beard with you as the viewer, 
and then kind of come back at you again, and sometimes make you 
downright embarrassed.

Jack Fritscher: Your pictures have a gentle social consciousness. 
Robert’s were rather aggressive acts of art for art’s sake and com-
merce’s sake. His leather pictures were like stills from a play in 
the Theater of Cruelty that assault an audience. The subtitle of my 
Mapplethorpe book will be Assault with a Deadly Camera.

George Dureau: “Assault,” yes. His pictures were political, but a dif-
ferent kind of politics from mine. Somebody wrote, and this is very 
interesting, that his pictures belong to a speculative concept of art.

Jack Fritscher: Which is the gateway drug to the joys of pornography.

George Dureau: Yes, because his photos were like the reclining 
nude female painting hanging over the bar in a western cowboy 
saloon. It’s hanging up there quite passive, invitational, for horny 
men to speculate on and use in their heads as they will. But mine 

https://jackfritscher.com/Drummer/Research%20Note.html


©Jack Fritscher, Ph.D., All Rights Reserved
HOW TO LEGALLY QUOTE FROM THIS WORK

Jack Fritscher	� 83

do the opposite twist. My pictures flip the dynamic. My pictures 
look back at the cowboys looking at the picture. You hear what I’m 
saying?

Jack Fritscher: Yes.

George Dureau: It was a funny point, but it’s kind of true. Robert’s 
politics suited the gay mafia he catered to. Wagstaff was a real fascist.

Jack Fritscher: How so?

George Dureau: Wagstaff despised minorities. Not that anybody 
has to love them. I am one, but they piss me off sometimes too. 
Wagstaff really hated the whole idea of anyone saying anything nice 
about the poor.

Jack Fritscher: Do you think that attitude applied to Robert’s 
women as well? When I look at Robert’s women, I wonder if his gay 
eye was reductive around women. There’s a certain passive deadness 
about them [Lucy Ferry, 1986; and about men, like the deadpan, 
Roy Cohn, 1981]. As if they’re masks. Maybe he thought deadpan 
photography was cool.

George Dureau: But he’s done that deadpan with practically every-
body. There are very few of his black men that will look at you, except 
in a kind of odd sexy way. He bought one picture of my model, 
Oscar, and basically re-shot his version [Bob Love 1979]. He got it 
straight out of me. It was not the first picture [Wilbert Hines, 1977] 
he bought from me, but it was the very first picture of mine that he 
took a ‘departure” from.

My friend Oscar himself had a pockmarked face and big bulgy 
pretty eyes that made him the king of peering out at you from the 
corner of his eyes and Robert did his “departure” of that picture 
[Bob Love 1979], and put it on the cover of his [pre-AIDS] Black 
Males [Galerie Jurka, Amsterdam, 1980, preceding his AIDS-era 
Black Book, 96 erotic photos of black men, St. Martin’s Press, New 
York, 1986]. It’s the head leaning forward. He’s looking off to the 
side. Robert had my photo of Oscar hanging in the hall right next to 
his bedroom when he was dying.
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There were three or four more of my pictures that he also took 
as points of “departure,” one being the guy leaning on a mantelpiece 
named Wilbert Hines. The lighting and everything just intrigued 
Robert. Wilbert was the first one he bought. I didn’t know Robert 
then. He had seen my work and wrote me and asked could he buy it.

Another one he bought was of a model who has little deformed 
arms, and a fierce expression. I photographed him with the arms 
curled up under his chin and I made three big 16x20s that Robert 
bought from the show because the lighting intrigued him. There’s a 
big diagonal in the background and he went cuckoo over that.

Then there were two more that I showed in New York. One was 
Dave Kopay, the [gay] football player, sitting sidesaddle with his 
arms around his knees and his dick and balls hanging out [David 
Kopay, 1982]. The other one was a nude black boy [Leonard Frazer 
(with Clarinet) sitting with dick and balls hanging out. And those 
sort of went together to make Robert’s picture of a black boy sitting 
on a pedestal [Phillip Prioleau (on Pedestal Side Facing), 1979, Z 
Portfolio].

I photograph a lot. I don’t make a big deal out of it. I get these 
spells to do it. I might feel I love this person. So I’ll take eight or ten 
rolls in one afternoon and maybe later just select one frame from 
it all. I do have a lot of negatives. Sometimes I go back and I see 
something in a picture, and I’ll say, “Oh, my God. Robert must 
have loved this one.”

My assistant [Jonathan Webb] would shake his head. “I know 
you love Robert. You must have had a good time together.”

Robert would never go out cruising with Jonathan and me. 
He always felt that Jonathan was too quiet and vegetarianish. And 
Jonathan always felt wrongly he was not sophisticated enough for 
Robert’s company.

And Jonathan would say, “Can’t we hide these pictures when he’s 
here? Because you know they’re going to turn into Mapplethorpe 
pictures if you leave them sitting out here on the table.”

It was the kiss of death when Robert would buy something. It 
was like he was paying a token price for what he was going to do 
with that picture. Put it in the Big Time! It was funny because he 
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would drain the soul out of it. That big slice of soul was not an ac-
ceptable commodity to him. That soul that I shared came from my 
personal experience. It wasn’t public domain.

Jack Fritscher: I find soul in Robert’s pictures of Patti because he 
loved her. In his book Some Women, the last four pages are of her, and 
she looks, now, like the grieving Mrs. Mapplethorpe. But the other 
women in there, even Yoko Ono, I don’t know. There is something 
dead about his sleeping beauties. [The ghostly floating face of Doris 
Saatchi, 1983]

George Dureau: I don’t know how he acted with his models. Did 
he photograph you?

Jack Fritscher: Yes. Many frames. Also, in a kind of double-selfies, 
he shot the two of us curled up around each other.

George Dureau: He photographed me with one of my black models 
in New Orleans. It was a really nice photograph. I’d been photo-
graphing an old house, and I sort of came up with idea. The house 
had huge columns, and we stood on either side of these huge, bat-
tered columns. [George Dureau (with Crouched Black Male in “Black 
Cobra” Sweatshirt), 1982] While it was my idea to stand there, Rob-
ert took the picture.

He wasn’t very manipulative. He didn’t spend a lot of time mov-
ing us about. I imagine that he must have spent a great deal of time 
directing people who were important to him, especially when he 
was desperate to make a good picture on commission, but he didn’t 
fuck with me much in front of the camera when he photographed 
me as I didn’t with him. Maybe it was because we knew too much 
about the thing. We didn’t want to expose ourselves.

On the other hand, I downright seduce the people I shoot. I put 
them through all kinds of directorial changes. I make up all kinds 
of stories to liven them up. “Oh, let’s do this one as if you’re wait-
ing for the bus to come and get you.” I’ll babble at them and stroke 
them, and once in awhile we’re having sex when I take the picture. I 
play with people a lot. I don’t mind stroking them and kissing them 
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and carrying on. Sometimes my pictures are foreplay or afterplay as 
the case may be.

Jack Fritscher: I do the same verbal directions minus the sex when 
I shoot my video models. I tell them to put the sex into the camera 
for the viewers. I’m a writer, but I do a lot of magazine photography 
as well.

George Dureau: What kind of camera do you use?

Jack Fritscher: Minolta Maxxum.

George Dureau: Robert and I accidently used the same camera and 
the same paper and the same film and all that makes the pictures 
look similar. He had much more expensive equipment than me. 
When I began photography [1971], I used the light coming in the 
windows, with a little bit of fill light and then I got two more lights, 
but I’ve never been very technical and never spent much money on 
equipment. Essentially because Robert and I used the same film, 
paper, camera, and format, there’s a similarity in the velvety quality.

Robert never photographed a black until he met me.
That’s why he bought my pictures.
He asked me how I did it and like a fool l told him.
He told me he hadn’t shot any black men, but he may have 

experimented.
He said, “I can’t believe how you can get them to look like that 

for you.”

Jack Fritscher: It was your relating to your sitters.

George Dureau: I think that he wanted to get rid of them as soon 
as he shot them. I know he would sometimes have major plans for a 
person, but I don’t do that. I don’t decide that this model is going to 
be my husband for life. And I don’t do the opposite and throw them 
out after I’ve shot them. I enjoy our relationship that’s nice while it 
lingers. I don’t predict what our relationship has to be.

There was one picture Robert had of a sailor, the one with the 
big dick hanging out of the polyester suit, Melvin? [Milton Moore 
with whom Robert had a tempestuous relationship: Man in Polyester 
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Suit, 1980]. I’ve lost his name now. Anyway, he thought that was 
going to be some big life-long affair.

One time he said, “I wish I could find a smart one.”
I said, “What do you mean, a smart one?”
He said, “You know. I’d like to find a good-looking Bryant 

Gumbel or something.”
I said, “Why?

Jack Fritscher: To see if he could find a what?

George Dureau: A good-looking Bryant Gumbel [handsome televi-
sion host of the Today Show].

He said, “I want one who has a brain of his own.”
“Why? So he doesn’t hang on you?”
“Yes.”
“But Robert, if there was a black man who was brilliant and had 

a successful business, why would he want to go into a corner and 
say, ‘I’m your N-word’?

What a success.

Jack Fritscher: His camera was a power tool.

George Dureau: I get embarrassed about things he did that I don’t 
do. Things that are hideous to me. I don’t know about the scat issue 
with him. I know he was into it one way or another, but I don’t know 
what was going where, do you?

Jack Fritscher: No. That was not part of our scene. When he shot 
grande dame Katharine Cebrian in San Francisco [Katherine Cebrian, 
1980], he did have SHIT spelled out in big silver studs on the back 
of his leather jacket. It was his bad-boy charm offensive.

George Dureau: Oh.

Jack Fritscher: When I was involved with him romantically, I should 
say “intelligently,” he said what he wanted was “intelligent sex.” I told 
him that some of his New York scenes were not my California scene. 
We had words about hygiene that [in 1980 before AIDS] turned our 
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sexual relationship to friendship. I think I may be one of the few 
people who ever said “No” to Robert Mapplethorpe.

George Dureau: Have you been published?

Jack Fritscher: Since a wee gay boy of seventeen.

George Dureau: What’s your recent work?

Jack Fritscher: My new novel is Some Dance to Remember [A Memoir-
Novel of San Francisco 1970-1982]. It was published on Valentine’s 
Day [1990].

George Dureau: Oh, yes. Jonathan is reading it. When we started 
talking, I had a feeling I knew who you were. Jonathan loves your 
book. He tells me some things in it from time to time. I’m wildly 
dyslexic so I read very little. So don’t feel insulted. I try to put out 
of my head what people tell me they’ve written because I know I’m 
never going to get to it, because I’m the worst reader in the world.

Jack Fritscher: It’s a lot of reading for anyone, five hundred pages 
about the 70s in San Francisco.

George Dureau: Jonathan says it’s quite wonderful. I go to cocktail 
parties where he was talking to people about it and I was embar-
rassed not to have read it.

Jack Fritscher: Don’t be. You can say you talked with the author.

George Dureau: There’s something in it about you and Robert.

Jack Fritscher: The novel is dedicated to him. He’s not in it, but his 
presence is felt in the fictional narrative about a photographer. Real 
people walk through alongside fictitious characters. There’s a scene 
at the Fey-Way Gallery that is based on Robert’s showing there.

George Dureau: Didn’t he use another gallery in San Francisco?

Jack Fritscher: He used Edward DeCelle’s Lawson-DeCelle Gallery 
[80 Langton Street] for his leathersex pictures downtown near the 
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leather bars South of Market Street, and the Simon Lowinsky Gallery 
uptown near Union Square for his polite pictures.

George Dureau: I’ve begun pursuing a few galleries. I’m having a 
show with Fahey-Klein Gallery in LA.

Jack Fritscher: How wonderful. I’ve talked to David Fahey a num-
ber of times.

George Dureau: Well, I haven’t. I’m leaving everything to my gal-
lery manager here. He loves to manage things and keep everybody 
apart. I probably should give Fahey a call.

Jack Fritscher: He’s very sweet on the phone.

George Dureau: I should certainly call him because he would prob-
ably like to know something more about me than what he’s been 
told. What happened was he had several of my pictures. Do you 
mind staying on the phone for so long?

Jack Fritscher: No. Absolutely not. I’m all yours.

George Dureau: At one of the Chicago exhibitions, my gallery 
[Arthur Roger Gallery, his dealer since 1988] and Fahey decided to 
bring some of Witkin’s work [Joel-Peter Witkin, b. 1939] down to 
New Orleans. They wanted to do a small show here, and I got the 
benefit of a trade-off deal.

I was embarrassed at first because Arthur had just a few of my 
works at the gallery and at first there wasn’t that much of a response, 
but then all of a sudden, Arthur sold eight of my large prints and 
took orders for twelve more. So all of a sudden, there was this live 
reaction. So I get to have a show in February. Which is fine with 
me. I’m going to create, which is a first for me, a suite of eight or ten 
photographs that are real allegorical kind of compositions.

Jack Fritscher: Based on your paintings?

George Dureau: Well, based on what is in my head. There are some 
useable things in my paintings. My paintings are big and allegorical, 
not very complicated, not in the sense of neo-classic allegory. They 
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are big, bland, kind of as if Cezanne painted people. I’m somewhat 
influenced by Manet too. There’s a lot of flesh in my pictures. They’re 
big, over life-sized, and very sexy. I draw very well. The drawings are 
frequently kind of unfinished looking, but I draw very naturally. 
Anyway, I’m going to have a show there in February.

Jack Fritscher: Congratulations.

George Dureau: A man in Seattle [Dan Fear] runs the Silver Image 
gallery [1973-1993]. He included me in a group show [The Nude: 
Classic & Erotic, July 19 - September 1, 1990]. He wants me to have 
a solo show too, and there’s another gallery up there. It looks like the 
West Coast has discovered me all of a sudden. I wonder if it’s because 
of Christie’s selling so many of my photos when they sold so many 
Mapplethorpe pictures right after he died. Do you know there’s a 
gallery in New York called Robert Samuel Gallery?

Jack Fritscher: Yes. Robert’s longtime gallery [795 Broadway, 
opened November 1978].

George Dureau: Sam Hardison [Robert Samuel Hardison II 
(1942-1991) whose name fronted the gallery he managed in which 
Mapplethorpe and Wagstaff were active silent partners] talked me 
into showing there. I don’t know if he’s still alive. I think he is. I 
guess he’s in Provincetown now.

Jack Fritscher: Some of Robert’s work has been reproduced as greet-
ing cards by a group in Provincetown. In fact, I set up a shoot for 
Robert with my then lover Jim Enger [Jim Enger, 1980] who is a 
championship bodybuilder. It was supposed to be a private thing 
Robert was doing for me and Jim for fun, but Jim was so gorgeous 
Robert couldn’t resist making him his “model.” Jim didn’t fancy the 
switch. You know what happens when stars collide. The star body-
builder and the star photographer. Jim refused to sign a release until 
after he saw the pictures. Somehow one of those shots was published 
as a greeting card of Jim’s torso from the back with no head in the 
frame. [Other published Mapplethorpe photos of Enger, unlike the 
private originals Robert gave me, do not show Jim’s face.]
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George Dureau: Really? Because that’s really trashy if that’s what 
Sam [Hardison] is doing because Sam has had trouble like that 
before. Where did he get the photographs?

Jack Fritscher: Probably from Robert.

George Dureau: Robert sued Hardison to get back works that 
Hardison had stolen from him. He stole an enormous amount of 
stuff from me and others. Witkin and others. I didn’t care to spend 
three years of my life fighting over the prints. So I wrote Hardison 
a scorching letter, told him to go fuck himself. What happened was 
there are notoriously gay couples who own galleries and talk them-
selves into thinking that they’re going to make a great big go of 
everything. They think their intentions are so good and so noble that 
it will all come out okay. Anyway, Hardison would give work of mine 
to these eager people who would back him, keep him afloat, and 
then they’d flop. So an awful lot of my pictures were never returned.

They would periodically pop up at Christie’s or somewhere like 
the Ace Gallery in LA. Ace got in touch with my gallery here and 
sent a whole lot of Xeroxes and asked would we identify the pictures. 
They were 8x10s and 11x14s that were meant for publicity. Robert 
Samuel might have sold them all off. So my pictures are drifting 
around the country all over the place, all these things of mine that 
Hardison confiscated and sold.

Hardison did buy some of Robert’s pictures from me. I still have 
a few of his prints. I’m thinking of selling them. I think now might 
be the best time to sell them.

Jack Fritscher: Dead Celebrity Syndrome.

George Dureau: I don’t think the market can go up. I have the 
polyester picture [Man in Polyester Suit, 1980].

Jack Fritscher: That’s a main signature photo, of course. It’s been in 
the center of all this controversy, in the Congressional Record, So 
that should command quite a price.

George Dureau: I have that one and I have another one. It’s on 
the cover of one of his books from about 1979, I think. It’s a white 
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boy wearing thermal underwear, but just the boy’s head was on 
the cover [Likely, Robert Mapplethorpe: Foto’s/Photographs, Galerie 
Jurka, 1979]. I have the whole original picture where his hand is like 
squeezing his nuts. It reminded me of what my drawings look like. 
Once when Robert wanted to give me one, I took that.

Then he printed another one for me as a birthday present. I may 
have the only print of it. I don’t like it much. It’s has a smear on the 
lens or something. It’s in a circle which is a mockery of my stuff 
which is frequently in a circle in a few of my photographs, but more 
so in my drawings and paintings inside circles. His picture shows a 
mean looking, tough little Spanish guy, maybe a kickboxer, making 
a fist, but it looks like a mockery of my style. I don’t know why he 
made that picture for me.

Jack Fritscher: Maybe to acknowledge you. Like a student turning 
in homework for extra credit.

George Dureau: It may have been more about the type of model he 
thought I’d like. I have one or two people who fancy they’re a model 
and they’re wonderful. I like the complete innocence of somebody 
who is at last being given his chance to speak to posterity through 
my camera.

I’m kind of slave to my models, in the camera, but not in paint-
ing. I serve them with my camera somehow because I think it might 
be their only or last chance to say who they are, particularly if they 
have one arm with a scar on one cheek.

It might be their one chance to speak to posterity. My camera 
gives them voice. So I frequently, always, let them do a couple of 
their own poses because they seem to crave something that they’ve 
been saving up for years. I give them space, step back, and kind of 
rearrange their ideas and hope for a compromise between my idea 
and their idea.

Jack Fritscher: You say you’re a slave to your models in the aesthetic 
sense. Do you think Robert might have been on a leather-bar master 
trip to some of his models based on his urban Plantation Fantasy of 
wanting them to be his N-word slaves?
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George Dureau: Yes, which is comical. The master photographer 
dominating them to express what he wanted. What did they want? 
When I shoot them, it’s noblesse oblige on my part.

I said to Jonathan once, “Why is it, you think, that men who 
look perfectly big and tough and fierce on the street, why is it that 
they know that I’m the fucker?”

He said, “Honey, any man who wants to get fucked knows a 
fucker when he sees one.”

I think it’s my Minoan profile. I’ve got an exaggerated profile 
and I always think of it as my Minoan profile, you know, like the 
pottery. Pottery that has satyrs and whatnot with very strong pro-
files. My hair is in a tight little braid down my back. I have a rather 
garish, deep profile.

Jack Fritscher: Have you done any self-portraits with the camera?

George Dureau: No. Not with the camera. In drawings.

Jack Fritscher: What do you think of Robert’s self-portraits?

George Dureau: I think they’re great, but they’re pretty. I’ve never 
done that — made myself pretty. I’ve thought about doing it, but it 
may be too late. It’s an odd idea to pose yourself pretty, like a lady. 
I didn’t dress like a girl when I was young. I’d dress with ribbons 
around my dick hanging out or something, but I didn’t dress in 
ladies dresses.

Jack Fritscher: Off camera, Robert didn’t either. Gender bending 
was popular back in the 70s. David Bowie. Men with beards in glit-
ter drag like the Cockettes and the Cycle Sluts.

George Dureau: There’s a lot of rather flamboyant, womanish 
behavior in me sometimes. I get a little like a woman when I get 
really mean.

Jack Fritscher: You know I’m going to quote you.

George Dureau: Let me read it back afterwards.

Jack Fritscher: I will if you like.
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George Dureau: I prefer it.

Jack Fritscher: Yes. I will.

George Dureau: I don’t mind saying wild things, but I want a 
chance to clean them up.

Jack Fritscher: It’s perfectly fine to let yourself go and say what you 
want.

George Dureau: That reminds me. Do you know Edmund White? 
He’s sick.

Jack Fritscher: The gay press reports he’s positive, but healthy.

George Dureau: He described me as a surprisingly graceful “bear.” 
I’m not heavy, but it’s very funny because I have kind of short legs. 
I’m very graceful, but it’s kind of funny to have short legs and be very 
graceful, like something out of the Seven Dwarfs.

Jack Fritscher: Eddy wrote the introduction to Robert’s Black Book 
in 1980. Robert and I had been working on a book of his pictures 
and my text back in 1978 when I was editor of Drummer.

George Dureau: When were you editor of Drummer?

Jack Fritscher: Issues 19 to 30. March 1977 to January 1980. At that 
time, I’d done half the Drummer issues in existence.

George Dureau: Would Drummer have any of my pictures there 
in the files?

Jack Fritscher: Listen, that office has always been dysfunctional. 
Manuscripts and photos would arrive in the mail and get tossed 
into a closet. I had words with the publisher about his not returning 
manuscripts and art.

George Dureau: They asked me for things. They did a spread on 
me [“George Dureau: Maimed Beauty.” Drummer 93 (1986), pages 
8-11].
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Jack Fritscher: By that time I was long gone as the editor. By then, 
I was only a continuing contributor.

George Dureau: For a number of years, Drummer kept asking me 
for something. But I said, “I can’t because, well, there’s one serious 
problem. The men I shoot, most of my models, even though I some-
times lay them, are straight. They live a straight life. I’m attracted 
to people who are not flamboyant or don’t have a gay lifestyle.” It 
seemed unfair to compromise them in a gay magazine.

Jack Fritscher: I agree. I’d feel creepy putting my straight models in 
gay magazines unless I ask them and they say it’s okay.

George Dureau: Exactly. So I sorted out where my men could be 
published. I didn’t do magazines, but I did allow Gay Men’s Press 
[London] to publish a little monograph of my stuff, but I had to 
really restrict it. [New Orleans: 50 Photographs by George Dureau, 
1985] I made them [Aubrey Walter and David Fernbach] change 
their name to do it [from Gay Men’s Press to GMP]. I told them that 
if they wanted to do it, they couldn’t talk about gay all through the 
book because the men in the book are married or virgins because 
nobody else has screwed them.

I’m not bragging. Those men are just my specialty. I like men 
for whom I will end up being either their first or only lover. So I end 
up with a body of work of people who have a right to be looked at 
for some other reason than that their clothes are off to turn-on gay 
men. I told Gay Men’s Press that I’d only do the book if it was of 
sexy-looking but handicapped people.

I told them that the pictures had to look like they had merit 
beyond gay because I didn’t want the book to be construed as being 
a book of gay men for gay men.

Jack Fritscher: Did they pay you?

George Dureau: I always expect a small amount of money. That 
may have been four years ago, and then two years ago, GMP asked 
me to create some more pictures to illustrate one of their authors who 
wrote up some trashy, romantic little piece about falling in love with 
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a guy with two artificial legs or something, and the thrill of watching 
him walk across the room.

Well, that was really hard. I considered two different existing 
pictures that I sent them I had one model with two artificial legs, 
but I didn’t want to use his face or anything that would identify 
him. And I had another model who had only one leg, and I didn’t 
really want him to be recognized either. So I prepped both pictures 
in a way no one could tell who they were.

Jack Fritscher: That’s very interesting, kind of a short circuit in 
the world of gay body dysmorphia that some call gay body fascism 
because the whole gay subculture and its art and photography are 
always presenting and making a sex fetish of not ordinary men but 
super, heroic bodies and dicks, and your take is the opposite, present-
ing ordinary people who also have bodies different from the average.

George Dureau: I’ve photographed a lot of just drop-dead gorgeous 
people. I have some black guys who are just marvelous looking. 
They’re good buddies of mine. Some of those gorgeous guys are 
also deformed. What I do with that is different and it gets a reac-
tion because that combination overwhelms some people. They don’t 
know how to respond to the beauty of deformity and missing parts.

Jack Fritscher: Do homosexual men respond to these men well? 
With our boyhoods and people telling us we’re broken freaks?

George Dureau: I think they respond well. Sometimes foolishly. 
Sometimes they’re embarrassed about their hidden attraction and 
affection for deformed people. I’m not particularly interested in sort-
ing their fetish psychology.

Jack Fritscher: Grooving on a guy because he’s handicapped or black 
reduces him to a fetish.

George Dureau: Yes. I often tell people that because some people 
who are beautiful and sexy have a stump on one side doesn’t mar 
their sexiness or their beauty. I often tell people who don’t get it: “You 
don’t say, ‘Let’s just throw out this little Roman sculpture because it’s 
part broken.’” It’s still there. We’re still here.
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Jack Fritscher: Do you feel that people respond to your pictures of 
missing parts because they feel not whole themselves?

George Dureau: Well, yes. Some people are really touched by them. 
I’m really thrilled when they ponder what they’re going to buy. That’s 
really profoundly interesting to me. I do drawings that are about 
life-size. They are usually 30x40-size drawings. They’re torsos and 
sometimes they’re torsos of people who are missing something. You 
can’t quite tell what it is because the drawing is sort of ambiguous. 
Is that one arm off at the elbow? You can’t quite tell.

When people come in to see my drawings and photographs, a 
man, very often with the wife, will ponder which one they’re go-
ing to buy. Frequently it’s a drawing that’s going over their bed. 
Whatever that all means, I don’t know. Very often they are very 
intellectual straight people like psychiatrists who worry and ponder 
such things. Very often with the photographs they will line up three 
amputees, and they’ll talk about them, go home and ponder, and 
come back again.

For these reasons it’s kind of delicious to sell things out of my 
home instead of a gallery. It’s kind of a bother to have people come 
into my home, but it’s kind of delicious because we have time to 
talk, no pressure, and it’s interesting to hear their worrying and rea-
soning and help them choose the right one.

Robert loved the thrill of the sale in a different way. The thrill 
of the sale became the thrill of adulation. When he shot a scary pic-
ture, he saw it in the eyes of the beholders, rich people who would 
have to buy it, look at it, swallow it, live with it on their rich walls.

I look at my pictures from the point of view of the people I pho-
tograph. I get all nervous my models may not like their pictures. If 
there’s a picture of them that’s rude or shocking, I worry they won’t 
like me anymore. Robert never cared about any of that.

Sometimes the buyer will not pick the prettiest picture. They’ll 
say, “Oh, I know this isn’t a beautiful picture, but for some reason 
I like it.”

They’re caught between classical and romantic art. Some of my 
work is more classical in the sense that the form dominates the sub-
ject, like Robert’s. Others are more romantic in the sense that the 
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subject is so important that it almost goes off balance, because it 
just has to, because you can’t bend this boy around anymore. He is 
what he is.

You can’t tell his story any differently than he tells it because I 
make contact with the person coming out of him. The engagement 
is that there’s something coming out of him, emanating. He’s lower-
ing his head and staring at you funny, and he has his arm pushed 
at a funny angle. Sometimes I can change that. There are pictures 
in which I have directed things during a shoot, and others in which 
I have left the awkwardness in them. I just don’t want to iron the 
person out of it.

Jack Fritscher: Robert did your ironing.

George Dureau: He cleaned my pictures up to make them respect-
able for respectable queers, especially queers with money. He wanted 
to give them something to talk about, bragging rights, like compar-
ing the broken pottery of a boy to his perfect calla lilies. Baloney.

Jack Fritscher: Lucie-Smith told me, “A Mapplethorpe calla 
lily hanging in the dining room is only there because there’s a 
Mapplethorpe fisting photo hanging in the bedroom.”

George Dureau: Oops. Excuse me. I just had to turn down the 
stewing hen. I’m a very conscientious cook. I love to cook. So I got 
this hen and she turned out to be the Mother Courage of hens and 
I had to get a hammer and cleaver to break her thighs. I’m stewing 
her in what we call a fricassee, a dark brown fricassee. I love to cook 
with hens. They have so much flavor. Do you cook?

Jack Fritscher: I do. My home and studio are far out in the coastal 
hills north of the Golden Gage Bridge. I can’t go running off to 
restaurants.

George Dureau: I go once in awhile to restaurants, but I cook every 
day. Sometimes it’s a little meal. Sometimes it’s big. Sometimes it’s 
only a rice salad, but I love food. I cut down my eating a little because 
I was eating too much. I was eating healthy, but too much. Just 

https://jackfritscher.com/Drummer/Research%20Note.html


©Jack Fritscher, Ph.D., All Rights Reserved
HOW TO LEGALLY QUOTE FROM THIS WORK

Jack Fritscher	� 99

because it’s vegetarian doesn’t mean it’s not fattening. Five cups of 
bran a day is going to get you.

Jack Fritscher: I’ve been making tabbouleh lately.

George Dureau: You could be nice to me and send me a good tab-
bouleh recipe because I have one or two that I do and I would love 
to have one from somebody else.

Jack Fritscher: I never cook the same thing twice. I improvise as I 
go. I’ve added fruit as well as vegetables for a nice departure. Nice 
strawberries.

George Dureau: Do you put a lot of lemon in it?

Jack Fritscher: Yes. Tomatoes are basic and then build from there.

George Dureau: We do with tons of parsley and garlic.

Jack Fritscher: Yes. Garlic. Mint from the garden. Sometimes I add 
chicken or shrimp.

George Dureau: Are you healthy?

Jack Fritscher: Yes. I’m fifty-one. Are you?

George Dureau: Yes. Whatever that means at fifty-nine.

Jack Fritscher: The question usually means “What’s your HIV sta-
tus?” I’m negative. Because I knew Robert, people sometimes pre-
sume I have AIDS. You must know you are making me want to fly 
off to New Orleans to sit on your floor and look at your paintings 
and pictures.

George Dureau: What I have here is a 120-foot balcony with a roof 
over it wrapped around the corner of the block. It’s the biggest and 
best balcony in the city. That’s why I moved here. It’s an ordinary 
1840 house with guillotine windows, but 100 years ago it was gutted 
and made into a warehouse so [Laughs] it’s Queen Anne front and 
Mary Anne behind.
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It looks like the most wonderful, commodious house in the 
front with ironwork all over it and then you get inside and there are 
no walls. At one time it would have driven me crazy because I love 
details of architecture. I learned from the last house I lived in that 
you can go crazy walking around in beautiful old architecture that 
clashes with the new art I’m painting. So now I have these rooms 
that are 55-feet long. Two big warehouse rooms that are 55x30.

Jack Fritscher: That must suit your artist’s perspective because you 
can stand back, put your thumb up, squint your eye…

George Dureau: It’s wonderful. My drawings always want to be 
looked at from fifty feet away. I draw very big and bold. My contours 
are strong.

Jack Fritscher: As you probably know, Robert’s studio on Bond 
Street was such a tiny place.

George Dureau: My God, what a terrible way to have to live when 
you’re rich. He photographed me there.

Jack Fritscher: He photographed me there as well, and shots of the 
two of us together.

George Dureau: I photographed him there.

Jack Fritscher: It’s so different from his designer apartment in the 
BBC documentary.

George Dureau: I didn’t see that. You mean the one on 23rd Street?

Jack Fritscher: Yes.

George Dureau: I saw that apartment four years ago when I drove 
up there in my Jeep. [Laughs] You’ve got me going. Now I’m going 
to have to try to read your book in spite of all my reading problems.

Jack Fritscher: Perhaps Jonathan can read part of it to you.

George Dureau: Jonathan spends hours reading. I have to spend my 
time painting and photographing, but he sits and reads. I put him 
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through “Art History” classes last year that almost drove me crazy. 
He had to read all this art history instead of helping me. He’s not 
going to school this semester so I might get some use out of him.

Jack Fritscher: Did Robert ever seek advice from you or did he suck 
you up by osmosis?

George Dureau: We would compare notes. He already knew more 
about book photography and about printing. I had learned how to 
print from some local people. I know how to print, but I don’t do it. 
I simply dictate to the printer what I want. I’ve had the same printer 
for about twelve years. So there’s a kind of continuity and it all comes 
off exactly as I want because he does what I tell him to do. When he 
prints my work, it doesn’t look like anything else he prints.

But technically Robert would ask me, “Why don’t you use such 
and such? How did you get this?”

Sometimes he wouldn’t like what I did because it wasn’t slick 
looking enough. He knew my pictures were praised by people in the 
know. He was interested because sometimes I would shoot pictures 
that were muddy and heavy and dark, but you see there’s an aes-
thetic input to it all. I’m not offering them something that is meant 
to be dangerous and scary. I’m being frank. If it’s a one-legged man 
standing there naked and staring hard at you, that’s a good reason 
that it should look a little muddy.

Jack Fritscher: Do you think Robert’s work was dangerous and 
threatening?

George Dureau: No. Not really. When you say, “It’s a Mapplethorpe,” 
people expect to see something shocking, but how shocking can 
something be when it’s so planned and expected?

A woman wrote in her thesis that Robert’s art is speculative. His 
models are meant to be looked at. He pushed them all into a sort of 
come-hither calendar-boy pose that, even when they’re looking men-
acingly at you, you’re saying, “Oh, that’s Robert’s ‘Mr. December.’”

His models are too available whereas mine look like something 
just dragged in off the street which they were. His were dragged off 
the street too, but he presented them in a way that every good faggot 
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will know what it means. With mine every good faggot doesn’t 
know what it means.

Jack Fritscher: So you had a sense he was after mainstream money?

George Dureau: I know it. He used to say, “George, how do you 
live off this? Who’s going to buy these things?”

That was his big worry. He used to love some of the people in 
my pictures. He would fall in love with them. He was crazy about 
some of my models. And crazier about sales.

It was a big decision back then for people to spend $800 for a 
Mapplethorpe. Now it’s jumped to $2,000 to spend on a picture 
that going to upset them and offend their guests.

My drawings do the same thing sometimes, but I’m so comfort-
able dealing with handicapped people that I don’t offend the guests. 
I have lots of sophisticated, intellectual handicapped friends, and 
some who are lawyers for the disadvantaged, and they’ll have me 
over to discuss sex, because I’m the only “normal” person they know 
who knows about having sex with handicapped people.

So all these handicapped people will get together and talk about 
sex. I almost died one time when there was this girl who had no 
arms, and a friend of mine was there and his wife, and they wanted 
to talk about what it was must be like to pick up a man who has 
shriveled legs, and what would it feel like if they put their arms 
around this girl with no arms. It almost drove me crazy.

You know, it was like the scene in the movie Freaks where the 
beautiful, “normal” girl has married into the freaks, and they sur-
round her and chant, “Now you’re one of us.”

Jack Fritscher: I love Tod Browning. I often screened Freaks for 
my university film students. Speaking of films, is there a particular 
difficulty, that’s the wrong word, in shooting blacks as far as light-
ing is concerned? Haskell Wexler made a major breakthrough in 
Hollywood when he figured out how to properly light black actors 
like Sidney Poitier for In the Heat of the Night [1967].

George Dureau: Well, here’s the funny thing. Blacks are the first 
people I shot. Before the blacks, I never shot a white person. I was 
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one of the peculiar people who get to the age of forty without know-
ing anything about cameras. I would hold up a camera and say, 
“What button do I push?” I never thought cameras or photographs 
were interesting.

Because I always painted and drew, I wasn’t interested in the his-
tory of photography. I knew there were some nice-looking Avedon 
and Irving Penn photos in magazines. I knew those from when I 
was a queer teenager and once in awhile I would see a nice picture, 
but it would never occur to me to look up a person’s name or to 
study photographs in any kind of way.

I was in my early forties when I picked up my first camera. I 
wonder if it is connected with my quitting drinking then? Just a 
“tittle bit.” But I had drunk for forty years here in New Orleans. In 
New Orleans, you just drink. New Orleans is the drunkest city on 
earth. I used to sit on the bar when I was two years old, drinking my 
daddy’s beer at the tennis club.

I picked up the camera as a kind of “proof ’ about my models. I 
discovered that for three or four years I had been showing these big 
torso-size drawings and sometimes they would have wings on them, 
or the people would have hooves. Dwarf friends of mine propped 
up on the pedestal. I discovered that because my style of drawing is 
rather classical, I have a real understanding of line, big long simpli-
fying lines of contour. Because of that, people thought my models 
were my fantasy or something because I would put wings on them 
or leaves in their hair as a kind of commentary about what I saw in 
that person. People thought they were artificial people, fantasies, 
whereas they were in fact truly my garbage man, my mailman, my 
grocery boy.

Jack Fritscher: Kind of a “proof of life.”

George Dureau: Exactly. I did it to make notes to myself and for 
posterity. I thought I should take some documentary pictures of 
these men that I draw. A photo also will keep me from having to 
have them in my house for the rest of my life, drawing what their 
ear looks like today and their eyebrow another day and how after the 
first pass, you go back again to see what the ears look like.
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I asked a photographer friend what kind of camera to get, and 
he asked, “What do you want to do?”

I said, “Just black-and-white pictures, black men against a white 
wall.”

He said, “Oh, your black friends, yes. What you need is a 2.25.”
I said, “What’s that?”
He said, “Oh, that’s what stodgy old fucks like you photograph 

with.”
“Oh, really? Where do I get one?”
I bought a $65-dollar Vermeer Lens and an eleven-year-old 2.25 

camera. I photographed three years without a light meter. Some of 
them were wonderful. In the late 70s, Robert brought some of these 
dating back to my earliest days in 1971 and 72. The first one he 
bought [Wilbert Hines] was one he loved.

In 1972, I really started in photographing these blacks. It was 
a very black period. I’ve always had white lovers, maybe eight or 
nine great loves over the years, especially when spring is in the air. I 
should be dead now from all the sex. Oh, those lovers were such dif-
ficult numbers. They were all white, and I didn’t photograph them 
much.

At first, I photographed black men standing against the neutral 
plaster walls in the two or three studies I had become accustomed 
to. Sometimes I would go off from my studio to the park on my bike 
with my camera over my shoulder to photograph somebody against 
a building. Because I didn’t begin to photograph white people, the 
problem of how to photograph blacks presented itself immediately. 
I learned quickly from the start how to photograph black people in 
natural light because you frequently have a bleed-out background, 
the background just bleeds out, by the time you’ve adjusted the con-
trast to capture the tones of black or brown bodies in the foreground.

What Robert did to make up contrast was jump from natural 
lighting to studio lighting which was too MGM for me. He was us-
ing strobes, and lighting up the whole scene. I don’t do that because 
I don’t want to scare my darlings. I don’t want to scare my trick 
to death. I want the sex and the shoot to remain sweet and tender 
and I want them to keep talking uninterrupted about their life. So 

https://jackfritscher.com/Drummer/Research%20Note.html


©Jack Fritscher, Ph.D., All Rights Reserved
HOW TO LEGALLY QUOTE FROM THIS WORK

Jack Fritscher	� 105

I never use strobe. But Robert would get everything illuminated in 
that magazine style.

Robert learned a trick from me early on. I think he got it from 
me. He must have. I told him how I grease my models with heavy 
Vaseline.

Jack Fritscher: I grease my muscle models with olive oil. A deeper 
sheen than baby oil.

George Dureau: I got the idea from my kickboxer friends because 
they always grease themselves for protection and to look good under 
the lights. I found out early on that the foreplay experience of greas-
ing the person isn’t a bad idea. You get to make them know how 
much you love them. Sometimes it’s hard to keep a straight face 
while doing it.

Jack Fritscher: You make a visual experience tactile.

George Dureau: I always talk to my models. I explain my pictures. 
I let them know what I’m doing. I don’t think Robert would do that.

I say to them, “I like the way your nose has a real straight inflec-
tion here. Cross your arms and lean forward on this pedestal here. 
Put your head down. Now look up a little.”

If the result was close to what I wanted, but wasn’t quite it, I 
would talk to them about what was nice in the picture and ask to 
re-shoot it. Film is cheap enough that you should shoot what they 
are presenting. So I’d re-set the shoot. There’s a light shining down 
on their nose. So I’d move the light. I always like to talk to them 
about what’s happening at the moment instead of leaving them sit 
there in a pose like a dead fish on the counter waiting to be cooked.

Jack Fritscher: Herb Ritts is so popular now. How does he fit in to 
all this?

George Dureau: Herb visited me down here. He was a jetsetter sort 
of person. He came to my house and was stunned by the environ-
ment which is really comfortable, big and wonderful, with tons of 
easels, and a piano and a four-poster bed, a big kitchen. It’s a real 
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live-in house, but also there are a hundred paintings of mine, giant 
ones all around the house.

He said, “Did you paint those? I didn’t know you were a painter. 
They showed you at my gallery, but my director didn’t tell me.”

These gallery directors who sell photographs, but not paintings, 
don’t mention I paint. They sell me as half a person.

There was a photograph that Herb wanted and he said, “Can we 
swap pictures? Would you select one from my show?”

So I gave him the photo he wanted, but I never did select one 
from him. I couldn’t find one I really liked. I’d see a “Herb Ritts” in 
store windows and immediately get pangs of jealousy. “Oh, look at 
the big, fabulous, sexy picture.” Then I’d look up close, and I’d say, 
“Why didn’t he take the pants off more? Why didn’t he do such and 
such?” They’re real magazine pictures. There were one or two that I 
saw in the show that were alright. He also does a lot of celebrities. 
He’s a friend of Richard Gere. He’s photographed Richard. Do you 
know Richard?

Jack Fritscher: His movies. And, of course, his Ritts poster [Richard 
Gere, San Bernardino, 1977] hanging in every gay bar on the planet. 
If he’d sent it to me in 1977 when I was editor-in-chief of Drummer 
magazine, I’d have put it on the cover the way I did Mapplethorpe 
in 1978.

George Dureau: When Richard came to see me, I photographed 
him. He was nice enough. He reminds me of a nice, successful Jew-
ish boy who owns the big department store. I think he manages 
himself in life like that, as if he’s a department store. Robert man-
aged himself like a department store.

I liked Richard. He invited me to stop and stay with him when 
he was making a movie in North Carolina at De Laurentiis Studios 
there. So I stopped on my way back from New York. Here in New 
Orleans, I went out with him to a couple of jazz clubs, but I don’t 
know what he does, or what he’s like. He’s in a new movie with that 
Julia Roberts woman.

Jack Fritscher: Pretty Woman.

https://jackfritscher.com/Drummer/Research%20Note.html


©Jack Fritscher, Ph.D., All Rights Reserved
HOW TO LEGALLY QUOTE FROM THIS WORK

Jack Fritscher	� 107

George Dureau: You said your last name is Fritscher. Do you know 
we have a dwarf here named Fritscher? I’ll send you a picture of him. 
I’ll be looking for Fritscher’s photograph. He’s built like a fireplug, 
a soft one. He’s a little too heavy all the time and he’s got a real 
“Grumpy” from Snow White kind of face, a real angry, middle-class-
man look. He plays in a band standing on a box.

Jack Fritscher: [Laughs] I’m going to get a short story out of this. 
May I say I don’t want to impose much more on your time. This is 
just a call out of the blue. So regarding my book, I’d like to interview 
you formally because what I’m trying to do with Robert is personal-
ize him against all this censorship and give people a sense of who he 
was as the sweet person I knew for so many years.

George Dureau: You know, I think it’s very important to realize 
that nothing could make him happier than to be the ultimate scan-
dalous person. I was always a bit fascinated by his slightly repulsive 
taste in clothing and demeanor. All that leather-wear made him 
look like a boy groupie with a band. He tried to dress “dangerous.” 
He used dangerous, bad-boy fashions to substitute for dick size as 
motorcyclists and gangstas do.

Jack Fritscher: He had a very nice dick. And a sweet body.

George Dureau: I mean, he brought all of this censorship down on 
our heads. I’m not blaming him, the victim, but he was really hard. 
He would look at some things I did, and it would be entirely too 
enlightened and noble and instructive and he would immediately 
think, “How can I do this and make it unacceptable.”

I don’t sit around and try to make things acceptable. I just have 
a sort of kind of lofty mind. I have an enlightened, noble, educated 
moralistic mind.

Robert would show me something of his and say, “Look! Don’t 
you like to look at someone when they’re sucking dick?”

And I’d say, “Uh huh.”
He’d say, “Don’t you want to make some cocksucking pictures?”
I said, “Well, I have one here.”
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I told him I met a sort of tough-looking guy once who always 
wanted me to photograph him sucking my dick which was hysterical.

“Is that what you mean, Robert?” I said. “Do you want me to 
photograph you sucking my dick?”

He went, “Ahh. You don’t even want to talk about art. You’re 
just being nasty. I want to tell you about art.”

He was really possessed with how you can make a picture 
shocking.

My friend Edward Lucie-Smith as you know is an art histo-
rian from London, and he didn’t like Robert much because Robert 
didn’t like him much. Did you know that? Edward is a pudgy little 
English queer from Oxford and Robert just hated that sort.

“Oh, English queers, disgusting,” he’d say.
Edward said, “You know Robert was playing a game of chicken 

with his gay following, wasn’t he?”
And I said, “Yes, he was.”
Robert would say to me, “Look! I’m showing a dick now. Did 

you blink yet? Look! I’m showing a dick with a mouth on it. Did 
you blink yet?”

He was playing a game with his gay mafia following. Their 
smart cocktail party talk was, “No. It didn’t shock me a bit.” That 
was their cool attitude in their well-kept apartments.

Jack Fritscher: I think I love you. Edward told me how he remem-
bered Robert and Sam on a honeymoon trip to London sitting 
together on a roll-arm sofa in a drawing room showing everybody 
their portfolio of S&M Polaroids of bloody dicks tied down on 
bondage boards.

George Dureau: Scaring the horses. Will you be coming down for 
a few days?

Jack Fritscher: Yes. I would love to shoot you on video very soon. 
Your studio sounds beautiful and I’d love to see New Orleans.

George Dureau: It doesn’t have the gorgeous style of San Francisco, 
but it has better buildings and it has this funny down-home warmth 
to it. People talk in the most Southern way, “Oh, honey, you look real 
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cute” and “You fairies, you sure know how to dress.” The old ladies 
like the queers. They’ll help the queers get dressed for Mardi Gras. 
And everybody in every grocery store wants to tell you where to go 
to get your best beans. It’s a really funny flash of southern Europe. 
It’s accommodating. If you come down to see me, they’ll say to you, 
“Honey, you going to have a good time here, and you won’t want to 
go nowhere else.”

Jack Fritscher: Sounds perfect. Things fall together in strange ways. 
I’m not saying this to bullshit you, but I so relate to you on this 
phone call. You’ve turned me on. I appreciate your candor. You’ve 
practically written a chapter of my book for me.

George Dureau: One would ordinarily be cautious and not talk so 
much to a total stranger. You don’t know what they’re going to write, 
and I have gotten my little ass in a vise doing that. On the other 
hand, I’m not an Episcopalian keeping my lips shut.

Jack Fritscher: I’m a Catholic. I hear confessions. I spent eleven 
years in a seminary.

George Dureau: [Laughs] I refused to make my First Communion 
and First Confession. Well, I’m going to go upstairs to the loft that 
I rent to my assistant. He’s in Costa Rica right now. I’ll see if your 
book is there.

Jack Fritscher: Look for the cover photo by George Mott. It’s a 
picture of one of Mussolini’s statues in the Foro Italico in Rome. It’s 
plaster of paris, not marble. So it works metaphorically because the 
beloved bodybuilder in the book turns out to have feet of clay, just 
like the statue. This is one book you can judge by its cover.

George Dureau: It covers the halcyon time of gay lib, doesn’t it?

Jack Fritscher: Yes.

George Dureau: The good old days that lasted for, what, ten years?

Jack Fritscher: Yes, from Stonewall in 1969 to AIDS in 1981. The 
book was writing itself at the time, I was running around with 
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Robert, and he said, “Why do you write for these gay rags? Why 
don’t you cross over like I do?” Like you out collecting models, I was 
out in the streets collecting all the stories guys were telling in bars 
and baths and restaurants. I thought, “My God, take notes. Gay 
liberation is novel telling itself.”

George Dureau: Robert never understood art as much as he loved 
the thrill of capturing someone or something. He loved the thrill of 
the kill, but the biggest thrill to him was the sale. I mean: the adula-
tion. I think when he did a scary picture he was always thinking of 
the eyes of the beholders, the rich people who would buy it, look at 
it, and have to swallow it.

Jack Fritscher: Like Lucie-Smith said. Double-daring the British 
aristocrats in that London drawing room.

George Dureau: I’m inclined to see my pictures in the eyes of the 
people I photograph, not the buyers. I get all nervous and worried 
when a model asks, “Man, you got those pictures back yet?” I have 
to be careful. God, what if they don’t like some shots that might be 
kind of rude and shocking? I don’t want my models to stop liking 
me. Robert never understood any of that.

Jack Fritscher: He wasn’t very involved except for models he was 
in love with.

George Dureau: Let’s hang up and talk again some time. What’s 
your phone number? Can you give me your address to send you a 
few pictures?

Jack Fritscher: I’d love to talk again. Here’s my phone and address. 
May I have your address?

George Dureau: 1307 Dauphine Street, New Orleans, 70116.

Jack Fritscher: Can I ask you three final quick questions? What do 
you think will happen to Robert’s future as far as his photography? 
You mentioned his fame will decline.
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George Dureau: I think his reputation and sales may drop because 
he shot his wad. Who knows? This trial publicity should give him a 
bump. I don’t think there’s a lot more to say or think about his stuff. 
He had his glory on earth, so to speak. He shoved his work down 
everybody’s throat so much, but I’m sure critics will be dining out 
on him forever.

One thing I’ll give him. He was very good at editing his pictures, 
and figuring out what was the most bombastic and the best. He also 
cropped his frames. He has many cropped images that might not be 
so impressive if they weren’t cropped.

So his work is already very edited, and what’s edited is edited. 
What’s not edited by him now he’s dead must be edited by someone 
else. So it’s not the same original as him doing it. Frankly, I don’t 
think Robert was saying enough in his pictures to go on, presum-
ably, as long as I think I’m going to go on because my work is just 
loaded with humanity and stories of people’s lives, and my draw-
ings. My drawings are my favorite things.

Jack Fritscher: Thank you so much for giving me so much time this 
afternoon.

George Dureau: You can tell I was doing just absolutely nothing 
this afternoon. Stewing this hen and watching Zorba on TV. I was 
amazed at how beautiful the movie is.

Jack Fritscher: Did you know that Alan Bates [bisexual star of 
Zorba the Greek] had twin boys, beautiful boys, and one of them 
died of a heart attack in Japan a few weeks ago?

George Dureau: He was quite beautiful young, but he got awfully 
sloppy, didn’t he?

Jack Fritscher: Yes, but still I loved him. The second question is, 
I’m trying to put Mapplethorpe into a proper context. I’ve talked to 
my publisher and I’d like to include photographs of him by other 
photographers, especially you, because people have gotten the idea 
that Mapplethorpe is the only person who had a camera from 1970 
to 1989.
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George Dureau: Isn’t that strange? But you know it’s because of 
the power of that circle he operated in. All those people here and 
in Europe knew my work as much as his. I’ve heard people come 
back from some university in Belgium or from Paris and say, “Well, 
everyone over there knows that you were Mapplethorpe’s master.” 
And, “Oh, you know he had this master in New Orleans and he 
visited him like a pilgrim.”

Jack Fritscher: That’s how I heard of you and that’s how I started 
this conversation, remember?

George Dureau: How?

Jack Fritscher: I said,”Were you Mapplethorpe’s mentor?” He had 
studied with you.

George Dureau: Where did you hear that again?

Jack Fritscher: Keith Ardent, a model I’ve photographed for my 
video studio and for the cover of Drummer. [“Keith Ardent” born 
“Coleman Jones,” 1954-1992, AIDS; Drummer 118, July 1988]

George Dureau: Oh, wait! Keith came here. He bought some pho-
tographs from me. Maybe he never came back to get them.

Jack Fritscher: That could be. He’s quite the Lad.

George Dureau: The first thing he said to me was he was a porn 
star. I said, “Are you?”

Jack Fritscher: He is. And a good one.

George Dureau: I don’t know if he came back and got the pictures. 
He spent a couple of hours with my assistant and me, but mostly 
with Jonathan, and he had some lady with him and he selected a 
couple of pictures and then was going away and come back and 
claim them and I don’t know if he did or not. Keith Ardent. He 
didn’t look like he would be particularly gorgeous.

Jack Fritscher: To me he has no particular personal sex appeal, 
but he knows how to work the camera. Guys worship him. He’s 
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a wonderful model because he’s an actor who takes direction and 
improves on it.

George Dureau: I can give you pictures for your book.

Jack Fritscher: I’d love to include you. Thank you. You must be in 
it. The cover is yours.

George Dureau: What I think you should include are two or three 
pictures of mine that were Mapplethorpe’s dream pictures. The two 
or three that he bought that he really adored.

Along with Wilbert and Oscar, there’s another one he liked of 
my little friend Jeffrey [Jeffrey Cook, 1984] which is really funny 
because Jeffrey is a gorgeous little mulatto boy and is my protégé. 
He has an incredible stomach. One of these woven stomachs. Eight-
pack abdominals. Washboard abs. He’s little karate person with 
bowlegs that made him so bashful that he never took his pants off.

There’s a real element of S&M in the pictures of Jeffrey pos-
ing with a long foundry tool. The picture is so sexy and so cute 
that Mapplethorpe didn’t mind that he had his pants on. Robert 
loved Jeffrey so much that I think he bought four pictures of him 
to give to people over the years. It’s so strange because it wasn’t a 
totally lewd and sexy picture. He had these little underpants on. The 
picture was so hot looking. The boy was so wonderful with these 
bowed olive-colored legs. Robert and I both loved bowlegged boys. 
You can climb in and ride so much more easily. What I would do is 
give you the pictures that were obviously his favorites.

Jack Fritscher: Thank you.

George Dureau: I must say, Robert’s work is synthetic in the sense 
of flattening models against geometry. His photography is distilled 
from other peoples’s work. It’s hysterical how many of Robert’s pho-
tos of poses and attitudes and mock poetic postures are not real 
“Mapplethorpe” photos because they are really “George Platt Lynes” 
photos. They’re more arty than sexual. Think of his strange angle of 
the boy lying back against a pedestal.
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Robert, for all his creativity, seemed to have lifted everything. 
It’s very strange. He wasn’t comfortable with just the object or per-
son in front of his camera. He had to frame it in terms of a style of 
someone else. Maybe I’m wrong, but there always seems to be refer-
ence in his work. I guess I might think that because I’m so styleless.

I’ve been drawing since I was ten the way I want. I just started 
intuitively. I once thought I should start drawing seriously, study 
art, go to art school. I was drawing one day and I thought, “Oh, my 
God, you’ve been drawing and you haven’t thought about what one 
of these drawings look like. My God, maybe I’m a real artist.”

I’m pretty much aware of art history with my camera. When I 
make a correction or a comment, I jump the bridge into history. I 
say, “This boy is through-and-through Velázquez.” And, jumping 
the bridge, I’ll make the light even stronger, or sometimes I make a 
comment to myself that will cross in from another medium.

There’s one boy who has been my lover for years, named Troy, a 
beautiful blond with long curly hair.

[Meeting the handsome hustler Troy Brown in 1982, George 
found his white muse. Troy’s profile portrait is Troy Joshua 
Brown, 1985.]

Troy’s from North Carolina. When I draw him, he’s a total 
Michelangelo. That’s all he can be. His proportions are about the 
same proportions as Michelangelo’s dream boys: a thick square body 
and big square shoulders and a head just a little too small. My Troy 
pictures were all Michelangelo because he had what his boys had. 
But I never think about other photographers.

Jack Fritscher: My third and last question. Is photography as good 
as painting?

George Dureau: As a painter I have to tell you, “No. It ain’t.” 
Photography is an editorial art. It’s not a creative art in the sense that 
painting and drawing are in which you start with nothing. You’re 
given a lot. The camera will give you too much so all you have to do 
is shut it up by editing it. The camera is just a mindless lunatic. You 
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have to edit down what it’s going to take in. You don’t have to tell it, 
like you do a paint brush, how to make something look like a finger.

Jack Fritscher: Maybe like the last line in Casablanca, we’re at the 
start of a beautiful something, if you don’t mind me being personal.

George Dureau: Come by any time you like. You’re a nice man.

Jack Fritscher: So are you.

George Dureau: I’m delighted you called.

Jack Fritscher: I’m so happy you received me.

George Dureau: We’re lucky this wasn’t one of my hectic days. I’ve 
tried to wind down this summer. I have bunches of projects. I’m 
doing sculpture now as well. I told everybody to go away.

[At that moment, George was working on designing bronze 
gates for the North Court at the New Orleans Museum of 
Art (1993). He then designed the pediment sculptures for 
Harrah’s Casino in New Orleans (1999).]

Jack Fritscher: Keith said that perhaps a Sunday would be best to 
call. He just flew back from Bangkok and stayed with us a couple 
days. He said, “If you’re working on Mapplethorpe, you have to talk 
to George.”

George Dureau: Well, the boy can’t be all bad. Call me next week 
if you want. If you have any more questions. I might just send you 
proof copies for now and better ones later.

Jack Fritscher: Even photocopies will do. My due date is October 
1. I don’t want you to have to go into the darkroom.

George Dureau: I can have copies made for $10 a print. I don’t 
know how many prints you want, but I think I should give you 
something Robert really loved of mine, Oscar, who he fell for hook, 
line, and sinker. I think I mentioned that right before he died he had 
Oscar hanging in the hall right next to his bedroom which really 
surprised me.
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Jack Fritscher: He kept a 1978 story I wrote about him [titled “Caro 
Ricardo’’ to protect his privacy back then] next to his bed and showed 
it to his biographer and told her, “This is about me.”

George Dureau: He valued his past. I think you should have that 
one of Oscar which has all the redeeming social factors he didn’t like 
in his work. There was nothing I could do about his “departures” of 
my work. Some of my pictures he wouldn’t buy because they were 
too conspicuously my thing. I’m not going to get this to you till the 
middle or end of the week.

Jack Fritscher: That’s fine.

George Dureau: Jonathan, the beloved assistant, just called and said 
he’s not coming home for two weeks. The clerical aspect of my life 
is getting funnier and funnier. Give me a call around Thursday if 
you want to ask more questions. It was great talking to you. I hope 
we get together soon. Maybe New Orleans? You’ll at least come to 
my show in LA?

Jack Fritscher: I’d like to. I’d certainly like to interview you on 
video in New Orleans.

George Dureau: [Laughs] I’m always at home to talk to posterity.

Jack Fritscher: I’ll talk to you Thursday. Thanks, George, so much.

George Dureau: Thank you. It’s been fun.

(Opposite page, top) George Dureau’s longtime assistant Jonathan Webb (atop 
taller ladder) and Mark Hemry installing the unframed drape of George’s 
ceiling-to-floor Mars Descending for the Contemporary Arts Center of New 
Orleans’s War Exhibition, April 8, 1991. Video photo by © Jack Fritscher

(Bottom) George Dureau with Mars Descending, Contemporary Arts Center of 
New Orleans’s War Exhibition, April 8, 1991. Video photo by © Jack Fritscher. 
Dureau, as a U.S. Army veteran from the 1950s, rarely spoke about his service, 
but he said, “I like to do things political, and I’m glad that today [1991] I’m 
just as happy to do that as I was in the 60s. I like to push people into a corner 
of social and political problems, but I always try to bring a broad universality 
to it. My gut politics guide my work. Does politics trivialize painting? Think 
of Picasso’s Guernica, Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People, Jacques-Louis 
David’s Deathof Marat.”
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George Dureau on camera, “talking,” he said, “for posterity” over his famous 
crawfish étouffée on his veranda, 1307 Dauphine, April 8, 1991. Asked if pho-
tography is as good as painting, he declared, “As a painter, I have to say, No. It 
ain’t. Painting is a creative art. Photography is an editorial art. The camera is 
a mindless lunatic.” Video photo by © Jack Fritscher from Dureau on Dureau: 
Video Vérité by Jack Fritscher and Mark Hemry
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