Our History

Felice Picano
Eric Andrews-Katz
Felice Picano is one of the premier forces of the American
gay literary movement. He has authored over twenty-five
books of fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and plays. Nominated
for four Lambda Literary Awards and a finalist for the
PEN Foundation/Hemingway Award, Picano has won
the Syndicated Fiction/PEN Award, the Ferro-Grumley
Award, and the Gay Times of England Award for best
gay novel and best short story. Several of Picano’s novels
have been reissued by Bold Strokes Books, and his latest
memoir, True Stories: Portraits of My Past, has garnered
some of the best reviews of his career. Picano, now in his
mid-sixties, continues to write new stories and publish
new work. This fall Bold Strokes is releasing his third
collection of short fiction, Contemporary Gay Romances,
and next year will publish a fourth collection, Twelve
O’Clock Tales, comprised of the author’s genre, mystery,
and speculative fiction stories.
Earlier this year journalist and author Eric AndrewsKatz sat with Picano to discuss his career and writing
projects.
ERIC: What authors influenced you to become a
writer?
FELICE: I read Balzac when I was very young so he was
very influential. In college it was Thomas Mann and
Henry James who got my attention. Believe it or not,
aside from science fiction, I didn’t do popular reading
until after college, and by then my course was set—even
though I did nothing about it. I thought I was a painter,
so I just read whatever I wanted.
ERIC: The Violet Quill is considered to be a gay urban
version of the Bloomsbury Group. How did it get started?
FELICE: We were all friends and lovers—literally. Robert
Ferro and Michael Grumley were partners since the
University of Iowa writing school. Andrew Holleran was
also at that school. Michael and Robert were together for
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years. I met Edmund White in Greenwich Village in 1976,
and George Whitmore in ’77. Chris Cox was Edmund’s
boyfriend; George and I were tempestuous boyfriends at
the time, but he was instrumental in forming the group.
Robert was also very socially active, so he and George
pulled it together.
ERIC: Do you find advantages with using a writer’s
group?
FELICE: We did then because nobody was taking our
writing seriously, and neither were our friends. No one
would have anything to do with gay literature. They all
said, “There’s no such thing; there’s only porn.” We had to
find each other, little by little, and then write and define
what was both “gay” and “literature” at the same time;
something the mainstream media could review and that
was prize-worthy, something that could be discussed in
academia—yet be accessible and important to the gay
man on the street. Nobody believed it could be done.
And we felt we had no choice but to do it ourselves.
ERIC: What oppositions were presented when The Violet
Quill first started to publish their works?
FELICE: Name it! First, nobody would publish us. We
literally had to form a beneficent conspiracy, which we
did, with other people who were starting gay newspapers
and magazines, and with the few bookstores that were
around. Christopher Street magazine was crucial. A lot of
local gay papers, too. Three Lives & Company Bookstore,
run by lesbians, turned out to be very supportive. As other
gay and lesbian bookstores opened around the country,
we put together readings and events to publicize our
stuff. The anthology I edited and published through my
all-gay SeaHorse Press, called A True Likeness (1981)
had all of the Violet Quill plus other men and women in
it; it had plays, poetry, and fiction. Many say that was a
turning point for gay literature. But before it, Holleran
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remaining members of the Violet Quill were all together.
We were photographed as “the most influential people”
for 2009 by Out magazine, and we did a reading together
in Manhattan.
ERIC: In your essay “My Second-Childhood Friend” in
True Stories, you talk about your “intense misery” and
“sense of loss” as a result of AIDS. Do you still feel that
way and how do you combat it?

had published Dancer from the
Dance (1978), and my book The
Lure (1979) had come out, and
they helped to swing weight with
publishers. My novel was the first
gay-themed book offered by the
Book of the Month Club. Before
us there was The Front Runner
(1974) and Gordon Merrick’s
many novels, but they didn’t
offer the same kind of “literary”
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writing that ours did. I got
blurbs from Stephen King and
from “academics.” We were hitting all the spots and those
books (among others) had a big influence by selling many
copies and making money for publishers and bookstores.
ERIC: Whom in the Violet Quill did you admire the
most, and why?
FELICE: Oh, I don’t know. I mean, Edmund White and
Andrew Holleran are still close friends of mine. Andrew
and I speak every week, Ed and I once a month. The fact
that we’ve remained close all these years says a lot. Last
year in New York, it had been thirty years since we three

FELICE: I was haunted on every street in NYC; there
was loss everywhere I turned. So much death! After my
partner and the last of my best friends died, I had to leave
New York to get away from it, and I moved to L.A. in
1995. Now, when I go back, NYC is a different place. …
I feel that all that illness and death ruined my personal
life. Someone once said that I’m reaching for something
I can never attain. The Golden Bowl by Henry James is a
perfect metaphor for who I believe I’ve become: one is
so distracted by its glitter and its apparent wholeness
that you can’t see the hairline crack running through
it. Sometimes I feel like that bowl. I think that all of us
survivors may feel like that; you may not see the fatal
damage, but it’s there all the same.
ERIC: Of all the common, famous, or infamous
people you have met, who stands out most in
memory and what makes that person stand out?
FELICE: I don’t know if I can answer that, I meet
famous people constantly. The first story [in True
Stories] is about meeting the poet W.H. Auden,
in a totally non-literary way. I got to know him
personally first before I knew who he was. So, I’m
going to say W.H. Auden, even though I only knew
him for a few years before he moved back to Europe and
died. Mostly because he showed me that great authors
could be flawed and human and still be uncommon.
ERIC: In your True Stories there are several stories about
relatives. Have you always had a good relationship with
your family?
FELICE: I had a terrible relationship with my father most
of the time. Later on, my father had calmed down, and
he was easier to be with when I wrote that story about us
driving in True Stories. But we always had an adversarial
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“Every essay is gripping, exciting, fun to read, and, yes,
entertaining. True Stories is a masterpiece.”
—James D. Anderson, ALA Newsletter, GLBT Reviews

True Stories
Portraits from My Past
a memoir by

Felice Picano

relationship and as he was a powerful personality, that
helped me grow up fast.
ERIC: What do you think is the future for gay/lesbian
authors and publishing?
FELICE: Based on what I’m seeing, I think it’s very good
and going very strong. At the recent Rainbow Book Fair in
Manhattan, where mostly GLBT independent publishers
and groups are represented, it was packed with people
from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. And it was freezing outside.
People were buying lots of books too. Based on that I
think our literature is healthy. I think we’ve discovered
that we don’t need the major publishing houses—which
are in constantly crisis right now, anyway. We can do a
lot on our own—and let’s recall that how gay and lesbian
literature began in the 1970s in small presses.
ERIC: Which of your many works would you like to
represent you for future generations?
FELICE: I’d say True Stories represents me pretty well.
It’s honest, serious, fun, admiring, and also critical of
myself and of those who have influenced me.
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“Telling truths is something that
Picano does extremely well. This is
most evident in his latest collection
of expanded personal essays and
life reflections. Picano’s memory is
impeccable, and his ear for dialogue
just as distinctive and richly realized.
Appealing and wonderfully anecdotal,
the essays shared here harken back
to a cloudless era when fun was
freewheeling and the consequences of
that fun were overcast at best. With this
collection, Picano pays tribute to the
many unsung heroes of his past who
have long since fallen, forever etched
both in memory and the occasional
bout of inexplicable laughter and
tears.”
—Jim Piechota, Bay Area Reporter
www.chelseastationeditions.com
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ERIC: Whom of the modern generation of queer writers
do you admire?
FELICE: There are so many, and I’m surprised at how
much quality there is out there. Just talking about
people who have new books out in the last couple of
years, I’ve admired Jess Wells, Aaron Hamburger, Tom
Mendocino, David Pratt, Trebor Healey, and Jeff Mann.
I’m sure I’ve missed some among the current crop. The
person I admire the most in this group is Radclyffe; she’s
a prize-winning author and a major indie publisher, and
I think she is one of the most stupendous forces in GLBT
literature today.
Eric Andrews-Katz has written for the Seattle Gay
News and the Advocate. His fiction has appeared
in So Fey, The Best Date Ever, Charmed Lives, Gay
City, and Zombiality. Upcoming anthologies include:
Made You Flinch and Swords, Rockets and Rainbows.
He is co-editor of the upcoming Gay City vol 4: At
Second Glance.
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