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‘Outlaws’ shineswelcomelight
ongaywriters’ livesandwork

By Colin Dabkowski
NEWS BOOK REVIEWER

I
n 2010, when the art exhibition
“Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in
American Portraiture” opened in the Na-
tional Portrait Gallery in Washington, its
curators made a remarkable claim. The

show, they said, was the first major museum exhi-
bition in America to explicitly include sexual differ-
ence as its central theme.

To the casual museumgoer in 2010, this came
as a surprise. Surely, some major museum, some-
where in the United States, had dared to address
the practical omnipresence of coded or explicit gay
and lesbian subject matter in American art and its
manifold influences on the whole of American so-
ciety.

Yet no. The long-overdue show, curated by the
Portrait Gallery’s David Ward and University at
Buffalo professor Jonathan Katz, managed to
bring into the spotlight what had been “hidden in
plain sight” for at least the last century. That
“Hide/Seek” set off a heated and ongoing contro-
versy came as no surprise (though the precise cata-
lyst for that controversy did).

Two years later, it might surprise some readers
to know that when it comes to a major consider-
ation of that same hidden-in-plain-sight subject
matter in American literature and its widespread
influence on the broader culture, the pickings are
similarly slim to nonexistent.

Aside from the odd academic journal article or
monograph, most of which have tended to focus
on narrow time frames (before or after the 1969
Stonewall riots, for instance), authors have either
avoided writing on the rise of a gay literature for a
general audience or publishers have avoided the
subject. One suspects the latter, and probably for
the same reasons that museums avoided an exhibi-
tion like “Hide/Seek” for so long: In the second de-
cade of the 21st century, homophobia still lingers
in our major institutions, where the depiction of
certain approved brands of homosexuality is fine,
but the discussion of its larger meaning remains
taboo.

In other words: Be as gay as you like, but for
God’s sake don’t make us think too much about it.

Here to drag a long-overdue discussion of post-
war gay literature into the light is the novelist
Christopher Bram (“Exiles in America,” “Lives of
the Circus Animals,” “The Father of Frankenstein,”
adapted into the film “Gods and Monsters”). His
excellent book “Eminent Outlaws,” out this week,
is a personal chronicle of the author’s wide reading
of gay authors that doubles as a bravura explora-
tion of gay literature’s ascendance and cultural in-
fluence.

Bram did not set out to be exhaustive — an im-
possible task, given the vast and variegated genre
of gay literature. Instead, he produced a deeply in-
formed, clear-eyed and happily peripatetic book,
which moves effortlessly between personally in-
flected critiques of individual works of fiction and
nonfiction and the lives and careers of the gay au-
thors who wrote them.

Along the way, Bram argues convincingly that
the idea of a named gay literature and gay writers
have been consistently and systematically down-

played in popular and intellectual discussions of
the larger American literary scene. What’s more,
he also makes the case — though perhaps not con-
vincingly enough for some — that gay literature
had a more direct and powerful effect on galvaniz-
ing the gay movement than, for instance, black lit-
erature or feminist literature had on the formation
of those movements.

Bram begins with Gore Vidal, the enigmatic
and prolific figure whose 1948 book “The City and
the Pillar” is perhaps the first sign of a new literary
consideration of homosexuality — a literature that
dared to include gay characters as something other
than symbols of moral weakness.

From there, Bram launches off on his decade-
by-decade chronicle, giving us breezy, highly en-
gaging sketches of the careers of Tennessee Wil-
liams, Allen Ginsberg, James Baldwin, Christopher
Isherwood, James Merrill, Edmund White, Armis-
tead Maupin and Tony Kushner, among many oth-
ers. Along the way, he weaves in illuminating ob-
servations by straight writers like the critic and
University at Buffalo professor Leslie Fiedler
(whose important 1948 essay “Come Back to the
Raft Ag’in, Huck Honey” remains required read-
ing), Norman Mailer and Frank Rich, even flagrant
homophobes like William F. Buckley and John Si-
mon.

Except for one cringe-worthy sentence, Bram
shines particularly brightly on Baldwin, a writer of
great personal significance to him, as well as with
Isherwood, Maupin and White — each of whom re-
ceives a loving treatment that is nonetheless un-
sparingly critical when it needs to be.

Perhaps the most important role Bram plays,
more than informed chronicler of a multifarious
literary movement, is as a heroic rescuer of reputa-
tions. The book serves as a badly needed corrective
to the corrosive, virulently homophobic criticism
of the past 70 years. (Criticism, it has to be said,
that continues in some quarters to this day.)

He writes, convincingly, that Baldwin’s own
monumentally important sexuality was unfairly
edited away during his life, and especially after his
death, by those who wish to claim him solely as a
black literary hero. As if his sexuality did anything
but make his vital contributions to the ongoing ra-
cial debate in this country even more important
and broadly applicable.

Writing about Baldwin’s death in 1987, Bram
writes that Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou and

Amiri Baraka spoke at his memorial service in
New York City, each one celebrating him “solely as
a black writer, not a gay one.” His gay novels were
largely ignored. “The degayification of James Bald-
win had begun,” he writes.

It was a fate that befell many other writers who
appear in the book, from Isherwood to Ginsberg,
as well as many other artists (Robert Rauschen-
berg chief among them) and many other thinkers
and dancers and actors throughout history.

Bram’s prose is clear and unadorned, the better
to describe such riveting historical events as a tele-
vised debate between Gore Vidal and arch-conser-
vative Buckley in which Buckley calls Vidal a
“queer” and Vidal calls Buckley a “pro or crypto
Nazi.”

Bram’s skill in taking apart the arguments of re-
actionary critics like Buckley, and by extension the
critics themselves, is never done in a mean-spirited
or polemical manner. He gives credit where credit
is due to those who have redeemed themselves in
his eyes — Frank Rich, for one — and uses the
same compassion and sensitivity to discuss the
personal artistic failings of Baldwin, Williams, Vi-
dal, Truman Capote and, especially, Larry Kramer,
the irritable, outspoken but indispensable author
of “Faggots” and “The Normal Heart,” a 1985 play
about the terrifying onset of the AIDS crisis.

On the AIDS crisis and its effect on literature,
Bram offers this insight: “The AIDS epidemic was
not a sudden cataclysm but a slow-motion disaster,
a creeping fire that left people with time to brood
and worry. Writers used this time to write, fighting
off their fears with prose and poetry. AIDS gave a
new urgency to the work, and it gave gay writing a
new importance in the culture at large.”

Through it all, “Eminent Outlaw” never bores.
Bram’s passion for the novels, essays and critical
debates that moved him personally — many of
which also happened to move American society “a
few inches forward,” as he writes — is infectious.
For the curious reader, the book is like a treasure
map with the potential to send us scurrying off to
the nearest library to indulge ourselves in the same
pleasures Bram so expertly describes.

For that reason, “Eminent Outlaws,” remark-
ably the first book of its type, must now rank as an
invaluable addition to the very body of literature it
set out to chronicle.

Colin Dabkowski is The News’ Arts Critic.

CHILDREN’S

Drawing From Memory by Al-
len Say; Scholastic, $17.99 (ages 10
and up).

• • •
Caldecott medalist Allen Say offers

a fascinating look at his childhood
and adolescence and his relationship
with his mentor,
Noro Shinpei, Ja-
pan’s leading car-
toonist, in this
charming graphic
novel-style memoir
beautifully illustrat-
ed with old family
photographs, wa-
tercolor paintings, maps and original
cartoons. It’s both a fascinating look
at Say’s unique path toward becoming
an artist guided by a sensei and a vivid
glimpse of Japan during the war years
and afterward. (The devastation of the
war is briefly, but effectively noted
with a sketch of rubble and the sen-
tence, “When the war ended four
years later, everything was broken.”)
Say was born in 1937 near a fishing vil-
lage in Japan and discovered a love of
drawing through the comic books he
read to neighbor children. His desire
to become an artist was considered
frivolous by his father and the grand-

mother he went to live with at age 11
in Tokyo. Young readers will likely be
amazed that the promise of his own
apartment, at age 12, was his incentive
to study hard to get into an exclusive
middle school. A newspaper story
about a 15-year-old boy who sought
out an apprenticeship with Japan’s
leading cartoonist inspired Say to do
the same, and at 12 he was erasing
pencil lines and then inking skies and
hairdos for Shinpei’s cartoons. The
story ends at the point when Say left
for the United States at age 15. Say,
who has based many of his stories on
his own experiences, won the Calde-
cott Medal for “Grandfather’s Jour-
ney.”

— Jean Westmoore

SUSPENSE

The Retribution by Val McDer-
mid; Grove Atlantic, 416 pages ($25)

• • •
British author Val McDermid’s

psychological thrillers are richly lay-
ered with palpable suspense and in-
tense emotion.

In the strongly plotted “The Retri-
bution,” McDermid returns to the
partnership of crime profiler Tony
Hill and detective Chief Inspector Car-
ol Jordan, which has become her most
successful series. The series concen-
trates on crime and punishment, how

horrific cases weigh on a cop and a
profiler whose platonic relationship is
built on respect. The seventh novel in
this series, “The Retribution” pulls
Carol and Tony back to a case they
thought was over. Serial killer Jacko
Vance escapes from prison, where he
has had time to plot revenge. Jacko
was a charming TV talk show host
with a network of supporters and
wealth that the government couldn’t
touch.

— McClatchy Newspapers

FICTION

The Fat Years by Chan Koon-
chung, translated from the Chinese by
Michael S. Duke; Nan A. Talese/Doub-
leday, 336 pages ($26.95)

• • •
“The Fat Years,” the first novel by

Chinese writer Chan Koonchung to be
translated into English, takes place in
2013, after a global economic crisis so
severe that China alone is financially
and socially stable. “Only China has
been able to recover, surging forward
while the others are on the decline,”
says Lao Chen, the novel’s sometime
narrator and main protagonist.

There’s a catch, though: Somehow,
the Chinese people have lost a month,
the period between the economic col-
lapse and the beginning of “China’s
Golden Age of Ascendancy.” Is it mere
forgetfulness? Is it a government con-

spiracy? “Today, a normal person
doesn’t remember,” a character
named Little Dong tells Lao Chen
halfway through the novel.

For the author, this is the central
issue, although the lost month is
mostly a hook to draw us into the nar-
rative. More essential is his portrayal
of contemporary China as a place in
which acquisitiveness and creature
comforts have insulated the popula-
tion from larger questions of liberty
and identity.

Chan offers a vision of China as a
culture in which individual responsi-
bility has been eclipsed by an unspo-
ken pact between the government
and its citizens, in which the former
offers a constrained facsimile of free-
dom, and the latter indulges in a fog
of consumerist bliss.

Here, Chan has crafted a cunning
caricature of modern China, with its
friction between communism and
consumerism, its desire to reframe
the Revolution in terms of “market
share and the next big thing.” But he
also has identified a deeper disloca-
tion, one stretching beyond China.
What is the malaise of the West, after
all, if not a similar imbalance between
materialism and inattention, in which
history eludes us not because of any-
one erasing it but because we don’t re-
member anymore?

— Los Angeles Times

Life Sentences: Literary Ac-
counts and Judgments by William
H. Gass; Knopf, 349 pages ($28.95).
Jonathan Lethem had a rather neat re-
fusal of Oedipal killing in an essay with
the typically antic Lethem title “Post-
modernism as Liberty Valance: Notes
on a Ritual Killing.” He had a nicely in-
clusive term for “the avowed, self-de-
clared, postmodernist school of U.S.
Fiction writers: Robert Coover, John
Barth, Donald Barthelme, Stanley Elk-
in, William Gass, John Hawkes.” True,
he says, “this tribe once had the effron-
tery to imagine itself the center of in-
terest in U.S. Fiction but it you still
hold that grudge, your memory for ef-
frontery is too long . . . We’ll call these
guys Those Guys.”

Of all “Those Guys,” senior member
William H. Gass has proved to be the
hardiest, the one who proved to be the
best at evading the “ritual murders” of
waning reputation and mortality itself.
(Barthelme, Elkins and Hawkes are
long gone, Coover turns 80 even as we
speak and the reputation of 82-year-old
Barth evaporated long ago.)

So here we have Gass, now 87, and
always a senior presence among
“Those Guys,” even when they were all
demonstrably young and Turkish. He
had continued to write — mostly for
Harper’s magazine — some of the most
remarkably inventive and brilliant lit-
erary essays that appear anywhere.

He’s never been a fan of the easy
subject. Consequently you’ll find essays
here on Nietzsche, Malcolm Lowry,
Henry James, Franz Kafka and Knut
Hamsun that combine chutzpah with
insight and all the literary “style” to
keep both afloat. Who else would re-
view a Kafka biography by assuming
the subject in first person? Or dive into
Malcolm Lowry’s drunken “Cinema In-
ferno” by positing an ersatz horror film
script?

The occasionally incontinent inven-
tiveness of his sentences is a joy in lan-
guage he isn’t giving up for anyone at
any time but, in fact, is transmitting to
Lethem and his generational buddies
like Jonathan Franzen, Donald Antrim,
David Foster Wallace, Jonathan Safran
Foer, Ben Marcus and all the rest of the
wildly talented New Guys.

— Jeff Simon
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NONFICTION

Eminent Outlaws:
The Gay Writers Who
Changed America
By Christopher Bram
Twelve Books
384 pages, $27.99

Editor’s Choice

Books in brief

Christopher Bram’s “Eminent Outlaws” illumines the work of, clockwise from top left,
James Baldwin, Gore Vidal, Truman Capote and Armistead Maupin, among others.

FICTION

1. Taken. Robert Crais.
Putnam, $26.95
Last Week: -; Weeks on List: 1

2. Private: #1 Suspect. James Patterson
& Maxine Paetro. Little, Brown, $27.99
Last Week: 1; Weeks on List: 4

3. The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s
Nest. Stieg Larsson. Knopf, $27.95
Last Week: 4; Weeks on List: 82

4. Believing the Lie. Elizabeth George.
Dutton, $28.95
Last Week: 3; Weeks on List: 3

5. Death Comes to Pemberley.
P.D. James. Knopf, $25.95
Last Week: 5; Weeks on List: 8

6. 11/22/63. Stephen King.
Scribner, $35
Last Week: 6; Weeks on List: 12

7. The Litigators. John Grisham.
Doubleday, $28.95
Last Week: 8; Weeks on List: 14

8. Raylan. Elmore Leonard.
Morrow, $26.99
Last Week: 7; Weeks on List: 2

9. Death of Kings. Bernard Cornwell.
Harper, $27.99
Last Week: 2; Weeks on List: 2

10. Darker After Midnight. Lara Adri-
an.
Delacorte, $24
Last Week: -; Weeks on List: 1

NONFICTION

1. Ameritopia. Mark R. Levin.
Threshold, $26.99
Last Week: 1; Weeks on List: 2

2. The End of Illness. David Agus, M.D.
Free Press, $26
Last Week: 3; Weeks on List: 2

3. American Sniper. Chris Kyle,
with Scott McEwen & Jim DeFelice.
Morrow, $26.99
Last Week: 2; Weeks on List: 4

4. Steve Jobs. Walter Isaacson.
Simon & Schuster, $35
Last Week: 4; Weeks on List: 14

5. Taking People with You. David
Novak. Portfolio, $25.95
Last Week: 8; Weeks on List: 4

6. Quiet. Susan Cain.
Crown, $26
Last Week: -; Weeks on List: 1

7. Killing Lincoln. Bill O’Reilly
& Martin Dugard. Holt, $28
Last Week: 6; Weeks on List: 18

8. Deliciously G-Free. Elisabeth
Hasselbeck. Ballantine, $30
Last Week: 10; Weeks on List: 3

9. The Psychology of Wealth. Charles
Richards. McGraw-Hill, $26
Last Week: 5; Weeks on List: 2

10. Through My Eyes. Tim Tebow with
Nathan Whitaker. HarperOne, $26.99
Last Week: 7; Weeks on List: 21
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