‘Blank’ Verse

Richard Hell casts off his ‘punk’ past in favor of a ‘Godlike’ literary future.

BY KATHERINE TURMAN
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rial, (oellike may not be the best
cholce, despite its considerable liver-
ary mertis. Fven s author realizes
it's the kind of novel that makes peg-

ple feel, “Gosh, [ hope no one is reading
over my shoulder.” Richard Hell laughs at
his ohservation. The Kentucky born, Mew
York-weaned wandsmith - wheo left “punk”
roeck behind decades ago for edgy litera-
ture = knosws well that the subject matter
and “generl obnoxiousness™ af his second
novel made it difficul to find a publisher,
and may likewise hamper s finding a
wide audience.

When Hell is asked what Godlike is
abowt, he'll sdmittedly try o duck the
quueesthon: “1 will =ay it's about this intense
love affuir between two poets, [ might elab-
orate a little more and say its & guy in a
hospital remembering his youthful kove
affair."

Even the book cover dossn't reveal the
fact that Godiike is actually a dysfunctbon-
al love story bepween a 27-year-obld man
and a 16-year-0dd boy, set In the grity,
carly "T0s Mew York poetry scene, full of
sound, fury and, of course, drugs. And a
pregnant wife. And poetry. Its a fictional
story about Paul Vaughan - the elder poat,
hospitalized in 1997, looking back on his
youthful exploits and explorations with
one Randall Terence Wode, or *T.° as
described in a “memolr-novelene® soyle.
Hell based the beautifully tortured rela-
tionship betwesn the cocky teenage poel
and his older admirer loosely on the lives
of Verlaine and Rimbaud.

Godlike comes nine years after Hell's
debut novel, Go Now. And in the interim,
Hell did “a fair amount of research on a
non-fiction book about the Vietnam-em
writer Gustay Hasford," Ultdmately disen-
chanted with his subject, that tome never
came to fraition, but Hell says he retained
and ubtimately succeeded in his goal of
“writing a book as different as my first
book as possible.” Hell was somewhat per-
wirbed that people viewed Go Now as
autobiographical, and was bothered that
some felt it didnt take “imagination or
ability™ to write about one’s own life

Henee Gadlike As for making the char-
acters homosexuall Hell muses for a few
maoments. “The gay part... | can’t remem-
ber, Basically, | didn’t have a plot. That's
not that important to me. [Plot] i just a
skeleton to hang the writing on. It's really
secondary.”

To wit, the paragraph that gives the
ook it dede: ... T. and Paul fantasized
about this, imagining themselves as god-
like philssopher poets encouched in the
advanced civilization, languorously sip-
ping their fermented grain as they spun
ideas and mental-sensual constructions of
life-language in the air for the pleasune of
their own delectation,”

Hell's writing is visceral and hrical as
were: — past tense - his lyrics. The once-
scrawny singer may have retired from
spewing on stage to & drunken crowd, bt

his magnetism ks still nonetheless palpable
on page and in person. Al my books are
pretty funky and in your face,” Hell
explains, which also holds true of his
music with the band Televislon, the
Heartbreakers and especially with the late
705 Voidoids, thanks to songs such as the
seminal “Love Comes in Spurts.” Yet as his
literary career burgeons, Hell is attempiing
o close the chapter on his musical life,
saying of the newly released 21-cut Spurts
on Rhino Becords: "Mew [ can walk away
and mot look back "

Ir's been 30 years since Hell played a full
set with a band. I did thees songs with
Dim Sars at a Sonbc Youth gig in 1992, 1
think. Everything was completely out of
tune,” his recalls,

Bry 1560, he had already set his sights and
computer to a serious lerary path and is
still grappling with the world's view of his
career o date. “Its frustrating to have everny-

bady talk about me as a musician when they

* werile about my book,” he observes though-

fully, choosing his words with cane. “It
albwarys has to be browght up, and it will seem
lke the writer s treating [the book] differ-
enthy than they might if | didn’t have any his-
tory as a mushclan. That's knd of madden-
ing. though | think the books are strong
enough that that will fade

Hee's shrewd enough to understand and
accept the benefits, though: “*Thenes no
denying that there are places the books get
talked about that it wouldn't othersise. As
a musician, it used to bug me that people
would always talk about me as the suthor
of “Blank Generation,” which is maybe the
second song | ever wiote ina 10-year canesr
&s a musician, | cam to terms with
that, And if you're talking about the mass
miedia way you'ne regarded superficialty by
people who just know your name, alrmisst
abways people get identfled with the flrst
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lh.'lng that hmughl; you to public attention
&% an artist, Like Jack Kerousc wrote On The
Roagd, But if you keep plegging away, i's
passible to got past that.”

And plug he will. Though he's way over
the touring band life, Hell doeset mincd
doing readings o promote Caodlike, while
acknowledging that its more nerve-wrack-
ing than playing music: "You don’t have
any knd of props; no cushion betwesn you
and the audience. In a band, you have all
this makes, and i's collaborative. But when
you'ne reading fram your own works you'ne
really exposed.” Plus, he confesses, laugh-
ing. “It's alsa kind of baring. I'm tending to
talk to the asdience as much as | nead,
because it seems such an anificial sia-
tlon; why should you insert your voles to
thie reader’s head, rather than them read-
ing the book themselves, which Is more
true o the intention of the wark.”

As CGodiike finds ity audience, Hell
doesn’t have the next ace up his sleeve. His
general goal is always to “come up with
projects that will really engage me and be
as siimulating as they possibly can be, that
will require everything of me and more.”
*It's hard work, he eontinees, “bat its
exhilarating, I'm faidy confident that as
long as 1 keep plugging away, I'm going to
get something that will make me happy.”

Its one-day-at-time work for Hell the
author, who had no real idea how Godlike
wias poing to end until it dicl. And that's fine
by him. “That's part of what's really excit-
ing about writing these books,” he con-
cludes. “I'm really curlous every moming
to find out what's golng to happen.” 8

Ocrober 1, Beyond Baroque, 681 Venlce
Eilved. ﬂ!ﬂ}m—mm.lﬁﬂhgm:{p-
ing 730, 57, with Darren Klein, October
2 West Hnﬂ;lmadﬂm&Fdir; B47 N, Ean
Vicerte Blwed. 2:30, October 3, Book Soup,
8818 Sunset Rled, (3100 659-3110, short
reading and signing at ¥ p.m,
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