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FILMMAKER’S STATEMENT

Harold Louis “Doc” Humes, was my father, but I always found him impossible to describe or 
explain. He defied labels and was full of contradictions. He was a utopian paranoid; 
famous and completely forgotten; crazy and not — at different times of his life, and at 
the same time. I started this film when Doc was dying in 1992, and slowly collected 
material, stitching it all together into a big, layered crazy quilt. The cast, of his 
family and friends, includes writers George Plimpton, Norman Mailer, Peter Matthiessen, 
William Styron and Paul Auster; avant-garde filmmaker Jonas Mekas; and Timothy Leary, 
pied piper of LSD. 

Doc was the co-founder of The Paris Review literary magazine, a novelist whom The New 
York Times described as “alarmingly talented,” an activist, architect, filmmaker and 
gregarious hanger out.

He led fights for free expression and against police brutality and corruption in New York 
City. He eventually did succeed in abolishing the “cabaret card” laws — the notorious 
rules long used by the NYPD to bar everyone from Billie Holliday to Charlie Parker, 
Thelonious Monk, and Lenny Bruce from performing.

As Gay Talese wrote, Doc didn’t stop there: he “hit on a theory of cosmology that would 
jolt Descartes, played piano in a Harlem jazz club, began to shoot a movie called Don 
Peyote, a Greenwich Village version of Don Quixote, and invented a paper house that is 
waterproof, fireproof and large enough for people to live in.” 

With Jonas Mekas and others, he created the New American Cinema Group, which sought new 
ways to fund and distribute movies.

In the mid-1960’s, Doc became mentally ill — he thought he was being followed, that he 
could intercept broadcast thoughts, he saw dangers we couldn’t see. He reinvented 
himself, turning up on the Columbia University campus in 1969 giving away cash, a 
“hipster, visionary, neo-prophet.”

For 25 years, he taught student acolytes that we live in a society run on fear and 
shadowy powers — and that protest, the arts, and healing, especially relaxation 
techniques using massage and marijuana, were necessary practices to preserve human 
freedom.

After he died, my FOIA request turned up a fat FBI file, showing he was being followed 
ever since he lived in Paris as a young man during the Cold War.

Doc’s story needs to be told for several reasons. Most broadly, he was a kind of cultural 
Zelig, popping up everywhere, and his story provides a fresh take on postwar cultural 
history, from NY intellectuals to the Beats and hippies.

More personally, I wanted him to be remembered, as an artist and talker, for his own 
inimitable qualities, and as a person who coped the best he could with mental illness. I 
believe his erasure from the record had a lot to do with his illness, so remembering him 
is a small corrective against that sad injustice.

Making the film was a long labor of filial love, but I don’t want it to be a valentine; I 
don’t want to simplify his complexities or minimize his failures. He could be difficult, 
and destructive to those who loved him. I wanted to tell the truth of a complicated 
person, to tell a long narrative through changing eras without resorting to stock stock 
footage.

It’s a personal film, but the focus is on him, not ME, or our relationship. I stay at the 
edge of the frame, so as not to sacrifice the great wonder of documentary: that it is 
about the world, about others, with all the opportunity and responsibility to seek truth 
that that implies.



CREDITS:

This film is dedicated to Anna Lou Aldrich, with love

Produced and Directed by
Immy Humes

Edited by
Doug Cheek
Mona Davis
Immy Humes

Consulting Editor
Susanne Rostock

Camera
Antonio Ferrera
Roger Grange

Claudia Raschke

Additional Camera
Oren Rudavsky
Immy Humes
Mead Hunt

Drawings by
Thomas Libetti

Associate Producers
Anne Lise Bruening

Hannah Ireland
Patricia Soledad Llosa

Annie Vought

Photographer
Eric Etheridge

Legal
Lisa Davis 
Maura Wogan 

Frankfurt, Kurnit, Klein & Selz

Accounting
Michael Heyman
Wendy Schantzer 

WS Group

Sound Editor and Mixer
Alexander Noyes
SPLASH STUDIOS

Online Editor, Colorist, & Title Design
Steve Pequinot

Post-Production
Glue Edit and Design, NYC



 
CREDITS:

Original Score composed by Zev Katz

Kenny Wollesen-Drums 
Shawn Pelton-Drums & Percussion

Zev Katz-Bass
Gary Haase-Bass 
Andy Ezrin-Piano 

Michael Leonhart-Trumpet, Flugelhorn & Mellophone
Mike Davis-Trombone  

Aaron Heick-Saxophone 
Teddy Kumpel-Guitar

Recorded at 
Pilot, 9th Street & Leonhart Studios, NYC

Engineered by 
Teddy Kumpel, Shawn Pelton & Michael Leonhart

Music Producer & Supervisor
Zev Katz

Music
“This Land Is Your Land”

by Woody Guthrie
Ludlow Music

“Mark Antony's Funeral Oration”
The Naz

Written & Performed by
Richard “Lord” Buckley

Photographs & Footage used by kind permission of
Clips from the film “Sunday” (1961) by kind permission of Dan Drasin
Clips from the film “10: 1” (1974) by kind permission of Wendy Shuall

Anna Lou Aldrich
Katty Bleibtreu Anderson

Paul Auster
Cornell Capa c/o Magnum

Robert Doisneau c/o Agence Rapho, Paris
Dan Drasin

Harold Louis “Doc” Humes Estate
Karl Grossman
Fred Mcdarrah

Cliff Moore & Princeton Stock Photo
Dale Parent & Jazzpix

The Paris Review
Estate of George Ames Plimpton

John Schick

Major funding was provided by
The Corporation for Public Broadcasting

 



CREDITS:

Additional funding provided by 
Eastman Fund

New York State Council for the Arts
Individual Artists Program

Paul Robeson Fund for Independent Media at The Funding Exchange
Joanna & Daniel Rose Foundation

Sundance Documentary Fund
Wellspring Foundation

Women In Film Foundation
Film Finishing Fund and its national presenting sponsor, 

General Motors Corporation

Produced by 
The Doc Tank, Inc. 
www.dochumes.com 

www.thedoctank.com

In association with 
The Independent Television Service (ITVS)

Executive Producer for ITVS: Sally Jo Fifer

 2008, The Doc Tank, Inc. 
All Rights Reserved



                                                   

QUOTES BY H.L.“DOC” HUMES 

“I suggest that we start with the blueprint for Utopia. We’ve gotten into the 
pernicious habit of dismissing utopia as impractical. It may be that utopia is 
the only way out. I mean that quite seriously. It may simply be a fact of history 
that the alternative to Utopia is Hell, perpetual warfare. It looks like we all 
have to learn how to live like saints and angels merely to survive.” 

“The country is suffering a real pestilence, a plague as real as anything that 
ever hit Europe in the Middle Ages. It’s an emotional plague, an emotional 
disorder rather than virus or a bacillus, it’s endemic anxiety neurosis. They see 
fear as something that makes their machine go –I mean when I say they, call them 
the government, call it the corporate structure, call it whatever you will. They 
deliberately induce a state of anxiety.”

“I think we can establish in a court of law that cannabis is a drug that does 
heal and liberate the human spirit. If used properly and not just to get stoned 
out of your balloon on—you dig what I mean.”

“What’s happening in the world of the media is that the techniques of image 
mongering are being perverted to distract, divert, obfuscate, exactly the 
opposite of what the poet does—It’s kind of a battle of language that’s going on. 
This presents a real problem for the poet, because the poet—being the first enemy 
of the tyrant—is stuck with the task of unraveling this perversion of the use of 
language.”

“Machinery that’s not used rusts. And sometimes it’s a good idea not to pay the 2 
dollars, to fight the case, to give the judge something to get his teeth in, so 
he can put down a decision, make a precedent. If you pay the 2 dollars every 
time, then nothing gets before the courts and nothing is decided, no new 
precedents are made and everything stagnates.” 

“The thing I’ve discovered most recently, that I think is the most relevant, is 
that you never fall out of love with anybody that you’ve ever loved. I mean, once 
the anger has diminished, once the stone has been removed from your shoe, the 
love is still there. And that’s just amazing. Just amazing. I’ve done exhaustive 
research on that subject. Exhaustive research. And it has exhausted me.”



QUOTES ABOUT H.L.“DOC” HUMES 

TIMOTHY LEARY
It gives me great pleasure to talk about Doc Humes. I knew him for a long time and he 
played a very important role in our society, almost an invisible role. 

NORMAN MAILER
He was brilliant. He was one of the few people I have ever met who was essentially at 
bottom more vain, more intellectually arrogant than I was at that time.

GEORGE PLIMPTON
He was a talking machine. He was a talking sort of encyclopedia. Knew everything.

ALISON HUMES
I’m really glad he was my father. Even though he was never around, and even though he was 
more interested in himself as opposed to in me.

ALEX HUMES ALDRICH
A healer, a visionary, a scientist, he was a lot of different things—and he was also a 
madman. 

PAUL AUSTER
You have to seize your opportunities in life to get to know people who are so remarkable, 
even if they finally pulverize you. 

ALAN CHEUSE
It’s hard to think of someone publishing two books so good and so interesting one after 
another, without calling Faulkner to mind, or Hemingway to mind.

RUSS HEMENWAY
One of the favorite Doc lines is the time he joined us on the terrace of St. Germain, and 
said: “Somebody ask me a question—I feel like explaining something.” 

WILLIAM STRYON
There were these alternating ingratiating qualities and these absolutely infuriating 
qualities. They played themselves off against each other until I didn’t know whether to 
kiss him or kill him.  It was a very impressive book. He wrote a lot of it in Bennett 
Cerf's office. He used to drive the people at Random House insane because he began to 
live there. Bennett would come to work in the morning and he had a private bathroom and 
Doc would be there gargling or shaving! 

GEORGE PLIMPTON
Doc had a motorcycle and he would wheel it up into Bennett Cerf’s office and park it. I 
mean, he was Mr. Random House. His book was coming out and it was a damned good book—I 
mean people adored Doc.



QUOTES ABOUT H.L. “DOC” HUMES

ALAN CHEUSE
He was living in great days, in great times. Great time to be a novelist, I mean novelist 
was a profession right up there with brain surgeons and presidents. 

NORMAN MAILER
The 50s had sat on all of us like a boil... And what we wanted was to disturb society. We 
couldn’t stand the complacency of society. We hated the Cold War, although I don’t recall 
we ever talked much about it, it wasn’t the Cold War we hated, we hated the air of 
oppression that sat over everything because of the Cold War and the way we felt that the 
powers that be were manipulating everything and using the Cold War in order to be able to 
run their little game the way they liked to run it. So we saw ourselves as icebreakers, 
as people who were going to smash all the stupidity and this congealed lard that sat over 
the public mind. It never occurred to us that there’s a certain part of the public mind 
that loves being installed in congealed lard because it makes life a lot easier if you 
don’t have to think a lot of the time. 

JONAS MEKAS
Everybody was already very busy, planning, shooting, making films. There was something 
really exciting in the air. Doc was a very special person and he was very active and part 
of the family in the creation of the New American Cinema Group. 

NORMAN MAILER 
You know, I think deep down, what he wanted to be was perhaps not even President of the 
United States, but Dictator of the World!  He knew how to solve the fucking thing!

IMMY HUMES
Did you remember him at all as paranoid as any chance? 

NORMAN MAILER 
I was a little paranoid myself in those days so I just took it as normal intelligence. 

IMMY HUMES
I don’t know, I think he was mentally ill. And I think he always was. 

NORMAN MAILER
There’s no real line, it’s a spectrum. And depending on your success in life, you’re 
either clinically insane or you’re not. And Doc, with everything else, could always walk 
that tightrope. And he would always find people who would follow him. He was a leader, 
there’s no question of that. It’s just that he was a kind of cockamamie leader. 



IMMY HUMES - FILMMAKER

Immy Humes has been making documentaries for over 20 years. Her films and videos range 
over a variety of subjects and formats, but have a distinctive, recognizable voice. They 
treat social and political themes relating to justice, class, gender, and race, but often 
take an indirect approach or use a semi-comical tone.

Immy’s most recent film, DOC, is about her late father, HL “Doc” Humes, the film is a 
stylistically original take on a literary “beautiful mind,” a political, personal, and 
cultural tale of mental illness, drugs, and creativity. Thanks to interest sparked by the 
film, Random House is republishing HL Humes’ two novels after almost 50 years out of 
print.

The honors Immy has received include an Academy Award nomination, screenings at Film 
Forum and MOMA in NYC; festivals in Amsterdam (IDFA), Leningrad, Mannheim, Los Angeles 
(AFI), Florida, and Arkansas (Hot Springs); and INPUT, the annual public TV conference. 

Her films have aired on POV (PBS), and many other TV channels in the U.S. and abroad. She 
has won grants from the NEA, NYSCA, Jerome, Robeson, Soros Fund (now the Sundance fund), 
ITVS, NEH, CPB and other funders.

Her first independent documentary, A LITTLE VICIOUS, about a dog “with ties to the pit 
bull family” was nominated for an Oscar in 1992. The New York Post called it a “superb... 
splendid little comedy” that “shows how racism and class prejudice affect our perceptions 
of something as seemingly uncomplicated as a dog”; The New York Times praised the 
“literary quality of this offbeat documentary, [which] pays rewarding attention to the 
little peculiarities of all involved.”

LIZZIE BORDEN HASH & REHASH (1997), about America’s favorite “self-made orphan,” features 
tightly intercut interviews with 28 “Bordenites:” scientists, poets, historians, a 
Gertrude Stein expert — and three artists who adopted her name themselves.

The film explores obsession, projection, and how Americans relate to history, while 
experimenting with the cumulative effect of multiple points of view. It is also a plain-
style study of the virtues of talking heads. Newsday called it “swift, sharp, incisive 
and curiously, unexpectedly funny.” The New York Press liked its “elegant black humor.”

Immy’s other films include three portraits of unusual people: Wade Davis, ethno-botanist 
and indigenous culture activist (Nat Geo, 2002); Dorothy Lewis, a psychiatrist with a 
compelling theory about violence (A&E, 2001); and Joseph Paul Franklin, a racist serial 
killer on death row (CourtTV, 1999).

A major educational website about Design that Immy created for CPB with her company, The 
Doc Tank, won the Webby award for “Best Youth Site” in 2003.

For Michael Moore’s “TV Nation” (NBC, 1994), she produced the cult classic “Pets on 
Prozac” and “The Boy from Bubbles” (about Bill Clinton’s real hometown, Hot Springs, 
Arkansas). She produced many segments for Dateline NBC and USA.

Immy graduated from Harvard with honors in Social Studies. She has taught documentary at 
the Center for Worker Education at City College, and spoken and 
given master classes at the University of Texas, Austin; the New 
School; and Connecticut College.

She started out working on serious TV programs, such as the PBS 
“Vietnam” series; a media criticism program with Hodding Carter that won four Emmys; an 
environmental news service; an investigative unit of ABC News; “Declarations” for PBS; 
and “A Life Apart” (1997), a feature about Hasidic Judaism.

She is a proud native New Yorker, and co-founder of Filmwitches, a group of NYC 
filmmakers.



Saturday, January 13, 2007

The Burgeoning Rebirth of a Bygone 
Literary Star                By CELIA McGEE                                                                                                                                                                               
Correction Appended
Somewhere on the bookshelf between forgotten and neglected, between the tragic and the 
strange, stands the reputation of the American writer Harold L. Humes.
The Third Man of the postwar Paris expatriate crowd — he was a co-founder of The Paris 
Review in 1953,  with Peter Matthiessen and George Plimpton — Doc Humes,  as he was known, 
went on to produce two novels in the late 1950s that placed him at the head of a new generation 
of writers to watch.  But in the ’60s he succumbed to a mental illness that left him paranoid and 
peripatetic. Yet to those who remember him, he remained so brilliant that even in madness he 
dazzled, delighted, educated and touched. 

Now “Doc,” a documentary by an Oscar-nominated filmmaker (one of Mr.  Humes’s daughters) and fresh awareness among several 
publishers is raising hopes that Mr. Humes’s long out-of-print novels will finally resurface.
With that in mind, Immy Humes, the director of “Doc,” has taken an unusual tack.  The film had its premiere in November, when it 
was the opening-night selection of the 30th anniversary Margaret Mead Film and Video Festival at the American Museum of Natural 
History. Although it was already slated to run as part of PBS’s “Independent Lens” series,  Ms. Humes negotiated with the network to 
wait a year before broadcasting it. The idea was “to have enough time for any publication to ride in the broadcast,” she said. 
The novelist Paul Auster, who knew Ms.  Humes’s father,  said that he thought that Mr. Humes’s 1957 novel,  “The Underground City,” 
set in an intrigue-filled Paris during and immediately after World War II, and “Men Die,” published in 1959, a moody, anguished story 
about military disorder and race relations on a Caribbean island, “put him up there with people of his generation like Mailer, Styron 
and Matthiessen.”
The film may also be shown in Britain; Ms. Humes is in discussions with both the BBC and Channel 4. Mr. Humes, a child science 
prodigy and a dropout from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, is remembered in Britain for cutting a self-destructive swath 
through the swinging London of friends like Rosemary Harris, Jonathan Miller and Kenneth Tynan. Thanks to a recent grant from the 
New York State Council on the Arts,  Ms. Humes is working on a longer version of the documentary for submission to film festivals, 
and with an eye to limited theatrical release. 
The renewed attention to Mr. Humes is no doubt aided by the growing interest in American writing of the 1940s and ’50s, and a better 
understanding of the mental instabilities that can stall a creative career. (Mr. Humes suffered from some of the same sort of manias 
that also afflicted John Nash, the math genius chronicled in “A Beautiful Mind.”) Mr. Humes,  moreover, was the campaign manager 
on Norman Mailer’s mayoral run in the early 1960s, and present at the infamous party where Mr. Mailer stabbed his wife Adele. 
But also intriguing to many is the documentary’s revelation of a C.I.A. connection to the history of The Paris Review. In the film, Mr. 
Matthiessen, best known as a novelist,  environmental activist and advocate of American Indian rights, admits publicly for the first 
time that he was a young C.I.A. recruit at the time he helped start the magazine, and used it as his cover. 

“Immy cajoled me into talking about it,” Mr. Matthiessen said.
Mr. Humes, who tussled with Mr. Matthiessen and Mr. Plimpton about this secret after Mr. 
Matthiessen confided in him in the mid-’60s, died in 1992 in St. Rose’s Home, the New York 
City cancer hospice founded by Nathaniel Hawthorne’s daughter. Ms. Humes found 

correspondence between the three co-founders about Mr. Matthiessen’s clandestine affiliation in a suitcase of papers sent to Mr. 
Humes’s wife and four daughters in New York after he had to be institutionalized in Britain for several months after a psychotic break.

“His novels are definitely the sort of thing I’m interested in,” says Robert Weil, executive editor of W. W. Norton.  “I love bringing 
back great writers.”
Ms. Humes has also talked with Edwin Frank, who runs NYRB Classics, a publishing imprint of The New York Review of Books, 
which is edited by Robert B. Silvers, a former Paris Review editor and current board member of its foundation. Mr. Humes “was a 
remarkable writer,” Mr. Frank said.
“And the books become a kind of new way to look at that entire era,” he added. 
Another contender for reviving Mr. Humes’s work is Robert Loomis, executive editor of Random House and the original editor on 
“Men Die,” who said he had made a proposal to the house’s paperback division. 

Courtesy of Immy Humes
The writer Harold L. Humes in   
Greenwich Village in the 1960s. 
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Some critics belonging to a younger generation have discerned in Mr. Humes’s behavior and beliefs the seeds of the ’60s and ’70s 
counterculture. One, Alan Cheuse, also finds in Mr. Humes’s writing early intimations of what he has called the “paranoiac fiction” of 
Thomas Pynchon.
Upon returning to the United States in 1969, Mr. Humes, a free-speech militant who had participated in early “beatnik” 
demonstrations (as a 1961 Daily Mirror headline blared), developed a habit of taking up unofficial residence at colleges where his 
daughters were enrolled, including Harvard and Bennington. There, he became a disheveled “hipster visionary neo-prophet” — a tag 
coined by Mr.  Auster, a Columbia student when he befriended Mr. Humes in the wake of a famous incident when Doc decided to hand 
out money to passers-by at the university. 
Mr. Humes developed a following of self-named “Docolytes,” undergraduates who hung on his every word about politics, life, 

marijuana, cloud-shaped F.B.I. monitors and how he had single-handedly prevented World War III.
Mr. Auster said Mr. Matthiessen’s statements in the film about the C.I.A.  “blew me right out of my 
chair.”
“I had no idea,” he said. “I found it, well, startling.”
On the other hand, Philip Gourevitch, who came to The Paris Review as editor in 2005, said Mr. 
Matthiessen’s past “was certainly not treated as a secret around the magazine.” 
But the writer Gail Lumet Buckley, who worked for the review in Paris in the ’50s and was close to 
Mr. Humes and Anna Lou, then his wife, back in New York, said: “I never knew that.  Wow. And I 
knew him for a million years. He was a hero to me, an antihero hero.” 
For a long time, it turns out, Mr. Humes worked on a third novel,  which Ms. Humes discovered in 
his papers as well. The story of a scientist named Dorsey Slade, it was also “science fiction about a 
character who becomes another character — and about a writer going mad,” she said. “  ‘Doc’ was 
trying to write that while being aware that the same thing was happening to him.” 
Ms. Humes said she would like to try to finish the novel for her father, using the notebook drafts and 
fragments that are left. 

“He was a utopianist, after all,” she said. “He was a paradox, a paranoid utopianist. He instilled great values in us. The problem is how 
to learn to live by them.”

Correction: January 31, 2007 
An article in The Arts on Jan. 13 about the writer Harold L. Humes misstated the time frame during which he served as campaign 
manager for Norman Mailer. He was the manager for Mr. Mailer’s aborted campaign for mayor of New York in the early 1960s, not in 
1969. (Joe Flaherty was the manager of the campaign in that year.)
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Two classic works by H. L. “Doc” Humes will be back in print after nearly fifty years, 
and Immy Humes’s documentary film about her father opens January 23 at Film Forum 
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THE UNDERGROUND CITY and MEN DIE
Two forgotten classics by H.L. (Doc) Humes with a new introduction by NPR’s Alan Cheuse

 (Random House Trade Paperbacks, Publication date: January 2, 2008)

H.L. “Doc” Humes (1926-1992) was an originator of The Paris Review, a literary giant many have never heard of. The 
New York Times called him a “counterculture pioneer.” He lived in Paris and New York City and published his first novel 
The Underground City in 1958 at the age of 32. He published Men Die in 1960, and his third novel, The Memoirs of 
Dorsey Slade, was never completed. 

Wildly imaginative, intelligent, exuberant prose defines these powerful novels. Humes was widely praised for these 
works, but  soon after 1960 his writing career ended as his obsessions and eccentricities took over his life full time and he 
was eventually institutionalized. His daughter, Academy–Award nominated filmmaker Immy Humes, will shed light on 
her father’s incredibly creative and elusive life in her new documentary entitled Doc. 

The reissuing of these forgotten classics as well as the new film will restore Humes to his rightful place as one of 
America’s most intriguing and talented writers.

Praise for H. L. Humes
“One of the least-known and most enigmatic members of his writing generation…These books hold up the way 
Under the Volcano holds up. Until you read them, as Humes himself remarked to us all those many decades ago 
about the Lowry novel, ‘you will remain flawed. Not damaged. But flawed somewhat. You’re missing out on a

 great feast, a great fiesta of human frailty and extraordinary writing.’” 
—Alan Cheuse

“A hipster visionary neo-prophet, the legendary forgotten novelist H.L. Humes.”
 —Paul Auster, in Hand to Mouth

“A writer and conversationalist with more intellectual energy and love of life than a writer needs, perhaps.” 
—John Updike in Licks of Love

“A natural treasure—America’s greatest living paranoid.” 
—Timothy Leary


