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			INTRODUCTION

		

		
			I recently enjoyed a walk with Robert Glück—I’ll call him Bob, to be true to our friendship. Our walk was sandwiched on the early side by the ceramic rattles and lingams he makes (“They’re an argument with sentience,” he whispered to me) and, on the later side, by his homemade pickled daikon, yellowed by gardenia blossoms and turmeric. On our way for coffee, Bob reminded me that he thought of Jack the Modernist as his “valentine to the gay community,” a reminder that returned like a coup de foudre as I recalled the novel’s first sentence: “You’re not a lover till you blab about it.”

			“So, Jack is the ‘blab’ that realizes your true love,” I returned, with the glee of revelation.

			That first sentence is a proposition that the novel exhaustively tests, as if Jack the Modernist were a performance whose aim is to become the thing of which it speaks. What’s to blab about but that blabbing makes it so? And, with that one word, “blab,” Bob lays bare the novel’s device whereby elevated literature and degraded blather lose the value of their distinction. Echoing Louis Zukofsky’s theorem to describe his poetry—“Lower limit speech / Upper limit music.”—one might say about Jack: “Lower limit blab. Upper limit art.” But rather than maintain those limits, too often policed as a matter of convention, the novel collapses them while constructing a new approach to narrative on the site of that collapse. 

			

			For Bob—the writer of Jack the Modernist, and also the name of its narrator—being a lover shares something crucial with being a writer: while both might lend themselves to isolation, they are very much social activities enabled by a larger community that shapes the possibilities of pleasure and exchange.

			A more becoming word for “blab” might be “gossip,” and Jack the Modernist dignifies it as the common currency of exchange between love and writing, sex and community. “I trust gossip,” Bob says. Jack replies, “Gossip is crude.” In response, Bob characteristically shifts gears with a bit of commentary on the sociology of gossip:


			Gossip registers the difference between a story one person knows and everyone knows, between one person’s story and everyone’s. Or it’s a mythology, gods and goddesses, a community and a future.



			Bob wants to believe in a fiction called “the future”—a collaborative story that could be called “community” or “self”—and gossip is among its lubricants. “What is self or narration without a future,” Bob asks here, “my palms open with helplessness.” By contrast, Jack doesn’t appear to believe in much beyond his present, a kind of “presentness” that may aim for grace but belies its own self-absorption. The tension between the two approximates a plot, if there can be said to be one. 

			As for the promotion of gossip, while this may seem antithetical to literature’s high-minded ideas about itself, those limits of discretion—let’s say, lower limit vulgarity, upper limit dignity—had long ago been shaken by the likes of Frank O’Hara, for whom poetry and gab have a shared vocation: the life-affirming work of bringing news of a community to itself, whose ongoing formation is entwined with that of the lover’s own experience. And when the community is the beloved, the indivisibility of personal and communal life is affirmed. 

			

			To love the community is to write about it, and to write about it is to participate in its construction. 

			This begins to get at Bob’s achievement.

•

			When I was first turned on to Jack the Modernist in 1989—nearly five years after its original publication in 1985—I was involved in protests at my progressive liberal arts college against the censorship of a queer photography exhibition called The Onanist, a sequence featuring a man masturbating in negative black-and-white, cropped from neck to knees, with his erect penis outlined in rhinestones artfully glued to Kodak paper. The dean of student affairs deemed the whole thing “offensive and scandalous,” because the images amounted to “flagrant assaults on good taste.” 

			The artist aimed to reconcile love and loss, sex and isolation in the era of AIDS, but the work refused to make images of “universal” consolation or “relatable” grief, and The Onanist was removed by administrative fiat, without any community discussion. 

			I’m revisiting this moment because Jack the Modernist helped me to understand it, as I reckoned with the insistence on “positive” representation, while longing to embrace an iconoclasm of sorts. Bob puts it this way in Communal Nude: 

			


			The mainstream reflected a resoundingly coherent image of myself back to me—an image so unjust that it amounted to a tyranny that I could not turn my back on. We had been disastrously described by the mainstream—a naming whose most extreme (though not uncommon) expression was physical violence.1 



			The iconoclasm Jack promotes is part of the work of queer community-building resistant to the culture’s pact with the devil whereby one coherent image—be it “the predator,” “the sodomite,” “the pervert”—is sanitized in exchange for recognition and enfranchisement, in this case that of a “healthy gay identity,” as Bob refers to it. Like The Onanist, Jack refuses to provide a sterile optic on gay life, just as it refuses to endorse an image of the gay self whose coherence pandered to heterosexist values, values I had myself by then internalized, creating a lot of confusion for me.

			Jack was clarifying, and still is, as it performs a kind of exorcism, challenging the norms of acceptable expression from within the community itself. The novel risks the messiness and the incoherence of an often unspeakable present, unspeakable not for reasons of censorship but because, as Bob puts it, “a language does not yet exist to describe the present.”2 The militant artist/writer had to interrogate the assumptions upon which conventional representation is created—coherence, continuity, transparency—and in doing so, troubled the obedience and self-censorship often called for by identity politics.  

			This is how Jack helped me to grasp gay identity as a collective strategy of representation.  

			•

			

			“I met Jack at a forum in April 1981,” Bob tells the reader, and our attention is immediately cued to the novel’s moment. It’s a crucial time of gay visibility. “Gay identity” is fledging, and it’s inseparable from the future of a whole group, a promise of solidarity. Emerging out of 1970s gay liberation, the queer body no longer defaults to shame, isolation, and repression, though abjection persists like an undertow, always ready to draw one back into a sea of loneliness. 

			By 1980, the San Francisco gay community, like queer culture elsewhere, was riding the heady waves of its own formation. This is several years following the political triumph against the Briggs Initiative in 1978, a state proposition that had aimed to ban queers from teaching in California public schools. “Gay Is Good!” is in the air, a mantra of communion and sex. And yet, the menace of violence seems always to persist (“A few weeks ago some drunk asshole fag-bashed my boyfriend and bit him in the neck,” Bob writes). That violence erupted spectacularly when Harvey Milk and George Moscone are murdered by Dan White, whose bogus defense and conviction for “manslaughter,” not murder, catalyzed the White Night Riot on May 21, 1979, setting the city aflame. 

			These events occurred just prior to the novel’s inception, and while they go unmentioned, they are sedimented in community bedrock. 

			The emergence of AIDS put an end to the charmed moment—in retrospect all too fleeting—that Jack the Modernist chronicles, a fermata whose duration one can easily fantasize about. By 1985, the year of the novel’s first publication by Seahorse/Gay Presses of New York, HIV had claimed the lives of 5,600 people. The bathhouses closed. In response, Bob was moved to add a disclaimer tagged to the original book’s front matter: 

			


			Note: Jack the Modernist is set in 1981. Before the onset of the AIDS epidemic, I would have gone (did go) to the baths and liberally exchange body fluids; now I don’t.



			Jack was reissued ten years later by High Risk/Serpent’s Tail. By that time, half a million people in the United States alone had been reported as having been diagnosed with AIDS, 300,000 of whom had already died.

			This makes Jack the Modernist a thrice-haunted novel: haunted by a past it could soon only mourn (sex before HIV); a present for which there was yet no language; and a future it could not foresee. As Dodie Bellamy and Kevin Killian put it, Jack is “a majestic monolith, like Stonehenge, of an occluded sexual past.”3 There was no way for Bob to foresee the epidemic of loss on the horizon, which would demand an entirely new language to negate that negation. But Jack nourished the ground for response. 

			It’s a precious window, between the Briggs Initiative and the AIDS crisis. Bob has referred to this as a “heroic period” when gay identity was “new enough to know its own constructedness,” a moment that allowed one to grasp identity as both myth and strategy. He calls it “an imaginary resolution of real contradictions,” borrowing a phrase derived from the structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss and associated with Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology. What sort of contradictions? Individual and community. Self and sex. Continuity and disjunction. And akin to that identity, the community, too, is a construction unfolding in the present of the novel’s composition. 

			Jack the Modernist gives itself lovingly to this construction without reserve.

			

			•

			Jack the Modernist is a terrific experiment, one of whose aims is to find a new form of prose adequate to the experience of that construction. This “new form” had already acquired a name—New Narrative—which took wing as a movement. This novel is among its classic texts.4  

			Following Bob’s own prescription in his “Long Note on New Narrative,” New Narrative needed to “convey urgent social meanings while opening or subverting the possibilities of meaning itself.” In the chapter here titled “The Writing Workshop,” Bob expresses the same writerly problem this way: “How do I mesh modernism’s disjunction with continuity and depth of feeling?” Coded into these seeming contradictions is a longing for a more promiscuous commingling of the immediate social stakes of Movement Writing (feminist writing, Black Arts) with the theoretical rigors of the avant-garde, whose Bay Area manifestation circa 1980 was Language Writing. To interrogate linguistic meaning without integrating that interrogation into the local struggles of community life would risk what Bob refers to as a “luxurious idealism.” 

			Jack may be the first work of so-called “gay fiction” where “being gay” isn’t an issue. It isn’t a secret to confess or a problem to solve. Being gay is neither a social scandal nor a family drama. No high-wire act strung out between masquerade and honesty. No hidden truth whose expression marks the threshold of authenticity. Rather, the novel challenges the very distinction between sincerity and artifice. 

			Although “being gay” is not the issue, representing that “being” is among this book’s urgent concerns. Here, Bob becomes an organic intellectual—a community philosopher —taking up notions of “self,” and the problem of “meaning,” “at once a made up thing and a depth in which my being is,” as Bob refers to it on the book’s final page, quoting the poet Robert Duncan. “Meaning” appears as a substantive noun at least twenty-five times in the book, carrying the charge of that concern. “Meaning itself was seen as an ingredient, a prop along with the others to create an illusion,” Bob writes. And then, “there is either an Auschwitz of meaning, or a Farrah Fawcett vapidness that goes to the bone.” It’s another fossil of dualist thinking to which Jack proposes an antidote: “Go where no meaning is to create meaning.” 

			

			“That’s not really a place,” Bob writes. And yet this non-place of meaning is like the book’s “other shore,” at once beyond the form and emptiness of our commodified lifeworld, while remaining one with it, a utopian place that is simultaneously local, here, now. This is the horizon toward which Bob’s narrative tends. Orgasm, of which Jack offers many, may be said to stand in for it, collapsing that singular point into the infinitude of its endless possibility.

			Lower limit commodity. Upper limit orgasm.

			Lower limit orgasm. Upper limit utopia.

			Lower limit utopia. Upper limit community.

			Lower limit community. Upper limit identity.

			Lower limit identity. Upper limit self-dissolution.

			Lower limit “Jack’s cock.” Upper limit “being and nothingness.”  

			Gorgeously characteristic of the novel is its way of collapsing all of these limits—allowing antithetical terms to lose their distinction as each realizes itself in its opposite—just as O’Hara collapsed them in his “Notes on Second Avenue,” where he wrote, “Perhaps the obscurity comes in here, in the relationship between the surface and the meaning, but I like it that way since the one is the other.”

			

			This sort of breakdown is also characteristic of postmodernism, a relic of the academy circa 1980, perhaps, but inscribed in Jack’s DNA. French theory was in the air, like good gossip, and it, too, is critical to the emergence of New Narrative. The same can be said for pop culture, references to which Jack is as full of as it is of orgasms, from Fred and Ginger to Charlie’s Angels, and about which Bob writes, “We craved these images, grateful that they gave superficial expression to our deepest needs.” 

			Lower limit pop. Upper limit theory.

			And here’s a good bit of gossip to boot: The character of Martin in Jack is the confirmed nomen à clef of Fredric Jameson, one of postmodernism’s most significant theorists, whose article “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” was first published in 1984, the year before Jack. “If there was a Red Queen,” Bob writes, “she would have been Martin, a famous art historian and Marxist critic who really wielded some French majesty.”5

•

			Jack the modernist (cool, distant, self-absorbed). 

			Bob the postmodernist (playful, inviting, self-dismissive). 

			In a note appended to the novel, Bob writes, “Mine is an art of collage,” an approach to form often associated with postmodernism. The note includes a list of the novel’s sources, significant among which is the “art criticism” of Denis Diderot, whose novelesque dialogue Jacques the Fatalist lends its title to Bob’s book, and also Georges Bataille’s Erotism: Death and Sensuality, whose striking lines are sutured into the bathhouse scene in Jack. Among other things, collage proposes a resolution to the conflict between coherence and incoherence, a tension that suggests many others, say, between signifier and signified, language and reality, commodity and value, meaning and image. “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Future,” Bob writes, “Greetings from late capitalism where meaning and image have come apart.” This has to do, too, with what Bob refers to as “commodity life,” whose contradictory relationship to “gay life”—at once antagonistic and integral—finds expression here, for example, when Bob collages a self-portrait in a series of “public images” drawn from a well of pornographic cliches and advertisements: “There’s Bob in jock strap and torn white tank top, exhibitionistically displaying his erection and balls.” “You spray Bob in the face, in the eyes and all over his hair and mustache, while the red-haired dude hoses down Bob’s buns and sends a few spurts up his back.” Identity’s mirror reflects just such a market of types and becomes the community’s skin, providing for the arousal of surface and the refusal of depth, even as that distinction comes undone. “I wonder if it’s possible to be aware of the artifacted nature of the self and not be contemptuous of it?” Bob writes in Communal Nude, “to understand it as a construct and be moved by its depth?”

			

			Like collage at its best, Bob’s prose hangs on the fragile but supple balance of “coming apart” and coming together, that is, of disjunctions and continuities. His sentences move with the sensuality of perception, themselves opening like “Japanese paper water flowers . . . perfectly knitted and pleasantly diverse.” Sentences here are measures of intensity, each an impression of embodied life, evidence that a thought or a feeling exists. “I don’t have a language to describe that intensity so I lack the thought,” Bob writes. Put another way, the sentence for Bob may be likened to a stage upon which the relationship between body and mind is performed. “To be loved and not touched—it made me feel abstract, like an idea.” This makes the sincerity of Jack’s prose equal to its theatricality.

			

			The novel’s commitment to both the sociopolitical problem of identity and the writerly problem of disjunction/continuity converge in what Bob refers to here as a “sub-plot which duplicates the first explosion that began story and time: the body.” Think of 1980s performance art, Bob Flanagan and Karen Finlay. Or the work of Kathy Acker, whose importance to Bob is explored at length in his essay “The Greatness of Kathy Acker.” More than an idea, the body teases our desire for narrative coherence—the way my image in the mirror arouses the fiction of a unified self, a delusion, as in the old Buddhist sutras—while becoming the ground of resistance to that same coherence. “I, my identity,” Bob writes, “was more and more my body so I/it cried out with each released breath, not to express myself but as a by-product of physical absorption.” As identity’s foil, the body might be “torn into existence”—that’s Bob’s description of being fucked and masturbated simultaneously—just as it might be condensed in a single impression, at once timeless and ephemeral. For example, describing the feeling of planting his ass on Jack’s finger, Bob writes, “My whole body organized itself around it; my whole body and the full extent of my consciousness registered a nick of jagged nail.”

			Bob’s writing performs the full range of that finely tuned instrument—the body—by forging a language for bodily sensations whose authenticity hangs on the artifice of composition, making a description of orgasm equal to a description of breathing, or a traditional Hungarian pastry, with its “balls of sweet yeast dough rolled in apricot glaze and ground walnuts, then stacked in a bundt pan and baked.” The recipe comes from Bob’s mom, who appears throughout Jack like a wise friend. 

			


			Stroking a cock after orgasm yields pleasure in a class by itself—pleasure removed from any goal, so pure it’s close to pain, Keatsian. Deglazing a pan, my mom says, “It’s a shame to waste a flavor.”



•

			Jack the Modernist captures its historical moment, measuring the distance between its time and our own as the book arrives again like a capsule. First published by a small press during a period of awakening consciousness and queer experimentation, it was reissued ten years later as the gay community reckoned with catastrophe. And here we are now, as Jack finds its third life amid yet another emergency, at a time when multiple communities are under siege by a government that is unapologetic for its cruelties.

			All of us are the “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Future” to whom Jack calls and for whom the novel continues to offer itself as a model. While literature will not revolutionize the situation in which we find ourselves, nor end the injustice the situation perpetrates, it can help to ensure that the space between image and meaning remains open for resistance. The success of a species of fascism such as the one we are currently witnessing depends on the clotting of that space and the hardening of representations whose fictions of truth foreclose any other possibility beyond the current regime. Jack keeps that space well oxygenated, nourishing us—our desire, our art, and our organizing—to believe in a future that is not an extension of the present. Put another way, Jack the Modernist is our contemporary, and its urgency remains our own: to refute commonplace assumptions despite not knowing what may lie beyond them. And so, it’s worth repeating this novel’s clarion call: “Go where no meaning is to create meaning.”

			

			—Rob Halpern



				NOTES

			 1.	Robert Glück, Communal Nude (Semiotext(e), 2016).

			 2.	Ibid.

			 3.	Dodie Bellamy and Kevin Killian, Writers Who Love Too Much: New Narrative Writing 1977–1997 (Nightboat Books, 2017).

			 4.	A lot has been written about New Narrative by many writers, myself included, much of which is accessible online. Some of what you may wish to know about the movement can be found in the key texts by its three founders: Bob’s own retrospective essay “Long Note on New Narrative,” included in Communal Nude; Bruce Boone’s “Remarks on Narrative: The Example of Robert Glück’s Poetry,” first published as the postscript to Bob’s Family Poems (1979) and included in Bruce Boone Dismembered; and Steve Abbott’s “Notes on Boundaries: New Narrative” (1984), first published in Soup #2 and included in Beautiful Aliens. By the time of Jack the Modernist, New Narrative involved a community of San Francisco writers and shared many affinities with other radical writers and coconspirators who accompanied the group in friendship and publishing projects alike. You may also be interested in Strategies of Deviance: Studies in Gay Male Representation (1995) by Earl Jackson Jr., who first addressed New Narrative writing as an object of scholarly interest and to whom I owe deep gratitude.

			 5.	Fredric Jameson was no stranger to New Narrative as it emerged in the San Francisco Bay Area during the late 1970s, and his role is not insignificant. In Bruce Boone’s Century of Clouds (1980), another classic New Narrative text, Jameson goes undisguised as “Fred”—“the captain of our destinies and true Teddy Roosevelt of our souls.” Boone’s essay “Gay Language as Political Praxis: The Poetry of Frank O’Hara” appeared beside Jameson’s “Reification and Utopia” in the first issue of Social Text in 1979.
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