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ing. As early as 20 years ago, he was the sub-
ject of such academic citations as George 
Bodmer’s “The Post-Modern Alphabet: Ex-
tending the Limits of the Contemporary Al-
phabet Book, from Seuss to Gorey” (Children’s 
Literature Association Quarterly 14/3, Fall 1989). 
Since his death, he has been the subject of 
multiple museum exhibitions. Dery seems 
to want to paint a picture of an artist trans-
forming slowly in death from a kiddie cult 
object to an acknowledged great—but by 
his own account, the serious appreciators 
were there from the late 1950s onward.

The biography’s greatest strength  is 
its use of interviews—many new, conducted 
by the author—and correspondence. Dery 
spoke with a number of Gorey friends and 
colleagues (who might never have been put 
on the record at such great length other-
wise) about his life, and their recollections 
help soften a man who can come across in 
old profiles and interviews as calculatedly 
flippant about his own life and feelings.

Even in youth, Gorey moved in circles of 
remarkably accomplished people. He was 
a high-school classmate of the painter Joan 
Mitchell, and roomed in Eliot House with 
the poet Frank O’Hara ’50, with whom he 
had a close, if complicated, friendship. (Dery 
credits Gorey with helping O’Hara accept 
his homosexuality; the two apparently fell 
out shortly after graduation over a belittling 
remark by O’Hara about Gorey’s drawings 
of “funny little men.”) The recollections of 
novelist Alison Lurie ’47, a close friend of 
Gorey’s in their years just after college, to-
gether with Gorey’s early letters to her after 
graduation, provide an especially vivid por-
trait of a young artist of abundant raw talent 
trying to find his métier. Born to Be Posthumous 
is at its best when it shows Gorey through 
the eyes of others, especially because those 
others often have their own rich gifts of per-
ception: the poet John Ashbery ’49, Litt.D. 
’01, the publishers Jason and Barbara Epstein 
’49, the artist and writer Maurice Sendak.

It’s helpful to read these contemporaries’ 
impressions because they provide some of 
the context necessary to make sense of 
Dery’s portrait of Gorey as a man out of 
temper with his own time, for whom an 
infatuation with a hazy Anglo-French fin-
de-siècle was as much a reaction against the 
cheery conformism of the 1950s as Beat po-
etry or rock and roll were. This landscape 
was almost entirely fantasy: though Gorey 
was steeped in English and French art and 

literature, he never actually visited either 
country, and seems to have resisted doing 
so lest modern reality shatter his illusions. 
In an effort to highlight Gorey’s innova-
tiveness, Dery wants to make this a kind of 
avant-garde impulse re-directed onto the 
past (“avant-retro,” he calls it, slipping into 
interlingual oxymoron). But there is a dif-
ferent word for an infatuation with times 
before your own—antiquarianism—which 
seems to apply to Gorey (owner of mum-
my parts, Roman coins, Victoriana) pret-
ty well. Despite Dery’s repeated efforts to 
make him a person “ahead of his time,” the 
reader comes away with a sense that Go-
rey would have taken “innovator” as a slur.

Dery’s voice can exasperate at times. The 
biography has odd tics that start to grate af-
ter the first 50 pages or so. Time after time, it 
cajoles the reader down avenues of specula-
tion (“It’s hard not to see,” “One can’t help 
wondering”), even when the conclusion 
drawn is not at all self-evident. Its author has 
a habit of needlessly invoking impressive-
sounding cultural references, as if to dignify 
Gorey by association: his putative asexuality 
is called “very Taoist of him” and illustrated 
with an allusion to Melville’s Bartleby; The 
Unstrung Harp evinces “disenchantment with 
language reminiscent of Beckett or Derrida.” 
A little of this is fine (Gorey did love Beck-
ett, and called him an influence), but here it 
is ubiquitous and becomes unilluminating.

At worst, the implausibility of the con-
nections drawn sometimes undercuts ap-
preciation of Gorey’s work. Twice Dery un-
convincingly refers to Gorey and O’Hara as 

“postmodernists avant la lettre” solely because 
Gorey asserted “the virtues of anachronism.” 
It’s not clear what is meant: “postmodern-
ism” usually means some kind of stylistic 
blending or questioning of master narratives, 
neither of which quite seems to fit Gorey and 
O’Hara. Moreover, the label draws attention 
away from what Gorey was actually doing 
with faux-Victorianism and antiquarianism.

“If his life looked, from the outside, like 
an exercise in well-rutted routines, its inner 
truth recalls the universe as characterized by 
the biologist J.B.S. Haldane: not only queerer 
than we suppose, but queerer than we can 
suppose,” Dery writes in his introduction. 
That sentence, in style and substance, sums 
up much of this biography’s approach. Go-
rey was full of idiosyncrasies, but the book 
sets those peculiarities at the heart of every-
thing, leaving little else to talk about: every 
aspect of Gorey’s life assumes the scale of an 
eccentricity, even his very normal TV habits 
in old age. (He enjoyed The Avengers and Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer.) By the end, it’s hard not to 
return to Dery’s image of the Chinese boxes: 
the smallest one is usually empty. The boxes 
themselves, however, are the real work of art, 
and a full biography of Gorey, a man who de-
voted as much aesthetic detail to his lifestyle 
as to his work, is welcome. 
 
Contributing editor Spencer Lee Lenfield ’12, cur-
rently a doctoral student in comparative literature at 
Yale, reviewed a biography of architect Philip Johnson 
in the November-December 2018 issue. (For more 
about Gorey, see Vita: Edward Gorey, March-April 
2007, page 38.) 

Edmund Rosenkrantz writes,  “The 
views of Grant [Vita, January-February, 
page 42] brought to mind a description I 
recall from years ago, that to me fully cap-
tured him: ‘The man with the sad eyes 
and the iron mouth.’ Anyone know the 
author and the publication?” Vita author 
Elizabeth Samet did not recognize that 
phrase, but wrote: “Nineteenth-century 
biographer Hamlin Garland several times 
uses phrase ‘man of iron’ in quotations 
marks, ventriloquizing contemporaries. 
Not always a term of praise. Twentieth-

century biographer Jean Edward Smith 
notes that in 1878, when news circulated 
that Grant might run for a third presiden-
tial term, The St. Louis Globe-Democrat 
proclaimed Grant ‘A man of iron’ in pref-
erence to Rutherford B. Hayes, ‘a man of 
straw’ (Smith, Grant, 614).” Can any 
reader provide a precise citation?

Send inquiries and answers to Chapter 
and Verse, Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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