MAINSTREAM FICTION,
GAY REVIEWERS,
AND GAY MALE CULTURAL
POLITICS IN THE 1970s
Brian J. Distelberg

As the gay liberation and gay rights movements transformed gay life and U.S.

society during the 1970s, their effects extended to the shelves of the nation’s
booksellers, which harbored a growing and changing literature of homosexuality.
Major publishers in the years after Stonewall offered new works of fiction with selfconsciously frank and sympathetic depictions of gay people. Advertisements trumpeted Gordon Merrick’s The Lord Won’t Mind (1970) as, “at last, a novel that dares
to be completely honest about homosexuality.” They similarly declared Patricia
Nell Warren’s The Front Runner (1974) “the first honest popular novel about
homosexual love” (fig. 1). And they ambitiously asserted that Laura Z. Hobson’s
Consenting Adult (1975) was “unlike any novel or play or movie you have ever seen
or read about homosexuality.”1 Such novels, and their marketing, sought to appeal
to a newly evident gay audience while also cultivating an air of daring, unconventionality, and controversy designed to draw nongay readers no longer captivated by
literature that documented other strains of the period’s social tumult.
This wave of mainstream novels about gay men met with a wide range of
reactions in the gay community. In the pages of the burgeoning periodical press
aimed at gay men, for instance, major publishers’ offerings were praised as groundbreaking and derided as formulaic, cheered for shattering stereotypes and jeered
for failing to depict typical gay people, embraced as signs and potential agents
of political progress and shunned as political threats. Not uncommonly, a single
book elicited such contradictory responses, with reviewers’ standards of evaluation
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varying and shifting over time.
Indeed, the very term gay fiction
meant different things in different instances, and the prevailing
usage evolved over the decade.
By the late 1970s, it had come to
refer most often not to “positive”
novels like Merrick’s, Warren’s,
and Hobson’s but to the proliferating novels by young, openly
gay men chronicling the period’s
urban gay worlds — among them,
Andrew Holleran’s Dancer from
the Dance, Larry Kramer’s Faggots, and Edmund White’s Nocturnes for the King of Naples.2
As a crucial point of intersection between a major mass
cultural form, the novel, and a
central gay community institution, the gay press, during a moment when gay cultural visibility
was significantly transforming
and highly politicized, the gayidentified criticism that gay
male reviewers developed during the 1970s was a vital arena
for discussing and practicing the
Figure 1. Publishers promised unprecedentedly frank
politics of culture, and it richly
and sympathetic depictions of gay people in The Front
Runner and similar novels. Advertisement for The
rewards close historical examinaFront Runner, by Patricia Nell Warren, published
tion. Through their book reviews,
in the New York Times Book Review, April 21, 1974.
self-styled reviewer-activists enCopyright © 1974 by Patricia Nell Warren. Reprinted
tered into conversation with other
by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.
authors, activists, and gay men,
debating and seeking to shape how gay men’s public presence in mainstream culture was changing. They articulated and promoted new notions of gay identity,
participating in the decade’s sea change in how male homosexuality was lived and
expressed in everyday life. And they asserted that the relationship between gay
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culture and mass culture had political stakes, voicing their understanding of the
way cultural texts could and should validate such gay lives. In doing so, they participated in spirited debates about gay visibility politics at a moment when such
politics, now both omnipresent and oft-criticized, were just emerging, revealing
the rich internal dynamics of the gay movement during the critical years of the
1970s.3

Gay Visibility, Gay Politics, Gay History
In one popular narrative of gay history, the late 1960s and 1970s were a time when
gay people became dramatically more visible, largely by their own doing. The
generation of activists who came of age in this period embraced and advocated
“coming out” to heterosexuals, a strategy founded on both a broader cultural shift
toward sexual frankness and a belief in the many salutary effects public visibility
as homosexuals would provide, including heightened self-respect, the politicization of other gay people, and increased sympathy from outsiders. Where earlier
generations of homosexuals, seen to live in shameful secrecy, were oppressed by
a society that rendered them invisible, or at best propagated cruel antigay stereotypes, these activists asserted that coming out would produce and disseminate
“positive images” that validated gay people and the vibrant, affirmative culture
they were creating.4
Recent scholarship has cast this narrative partly into doubt. Gay activists of the 1970s suggested that the “gay community” had only recently emerged
as a well-defined minority group sharing not only a sexual orientation but also a
distinct and self-created culture. But historians have since demonstrated that such
claims neglected the history of gay and lesbian life in the United States, including
a generation of efforts to foster an organized, politicized gay and lesbian minority
identity, but also, even more significantly, earlier models of gay identity and gay
culture elaborated in bars, restaurants, and other public spaces of large cities
and small towns and in periodicals and other communication networks.5 In their
examinations of pre-Stonewall gay cultural life, the historians George Chauncey,
Martin Meeker, and Michael Sherry specifically question the extent of gay people’s historical cultural invisibility. Although the backlash of the 1930s and 1940s
against the prominence of queer sexuality during the Jazz Age produced new, formal sanctions that reduced gay representation on-screen, onstage, and in print,
homosexuality hardly disappeared from public consciousness in ensuing decades,
and it received surprisingly nuanced treatment. In particular, cultural critics
including David Bergman and Michael Bronski — contradicting the assertions of
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the copywriters quoted above and many Stonewall-era critics, including those discussed below — argue that gay people were a regular presence in scores of mainstream novels, in cheap “pulp” paperbacks, and in a booming pornographic fiction
industry. While the content of these depictions admittedly varied, the notion that
pre-Stonewall “gay fiction” was scarce and depicted gays only as sad and tragic
was, in Bronski’s formulation, “a post-Stonewall invention.” Similarly, in a broader
way, post-Stonewall commonplaces about the fragility, clandestinity, and tragedy
of the earlier period were manufactured by gay activists indifferent to the ways
many older gay people had drawn from the resources available to them to create
social and cultural spaces in which they were quite visible to one another and
from which they drew strength and support.6
Certainly, things did change during the 1970s. As documented by such
scholars as Vito Russo and Larry Gross, images of gay men and lesbians circulated
more widely in this period. Developments during the 1960s, including the Warren Court’s dismantling of the censorship of printed materials and the relaxation
of the Motion Picture Production Code, helped pave the way by the early 1970s
for a vastly expanded gay press, films and made-for-television movies about gay
subjects, and television series featuring gay characters.7 And although homophile
activists had previously worked with mainstream journalists to shape coverage of
gay life, the Stonewall generation combined a new aggressive direct action with
intensive behind-the-scenes pressure to influence how major periodicals, broadcasters, and movies depicted gay people and their lives, working through groups
like New York’s Gay Activists Alliance and creating new organizations, including the Gay Media Task Force.8 These changes were significant, especially for
many gay people. Yet scholars have suggested that their scope and impact — and
indeed that of the gay movement of the 1970s more broadly — paled in comparison with the broad changes of the 1980s and 1990s, when the AIDS epidemic,
the series of gay-related rulings from the Supreme Court, and Bill Clinton’s 1992
presidential campaign all placed homosexuality at the center of national debate,
and when gays and lesbians began appearing regularly and extensively in film and
on television in what Suzanna Danuta Walters has termed an “explosion of gay
visibility.” Despite antecedents in earlier decades, it was in the 1980s and especially the 1990s when visibility politics is often said to have assumed its central, if
controversial, place among the gay movement’s most prominent organizations and
leaders.9 Taken together, then, revisionist perspectives tend to retain and to relocate a moment of dramatic progress, even as they raise doubts about narratives of
progressively increasing gay visibility. But these accounts clearly recast the 1970s
not as a time of sudden breakthrough from invisibility to visibility but as a crucial
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period of transition and transformation, one during which the nature and politics
of gay visibility were in flux, and thus one which warrants further examination
both in its own right and to better illuminate the cultural politics of the decades
preceding and following it.
To date, however, the fledgling historiography of the gay liberation and
gay rights movements of the 1970s has centered more narrowly on explaining
why these political movements originated when they did and assessing patterns
of change within them, especially the relative fate of “radical” and “reformist”
approaches. Historians’ scholarship, focusing mostly on political organizations in
gay communities in New York and San Francisco, has highlighted gay liberation’s
roots in homophile organizing, New Left and antiwar movements, and bar-based
cultures. It has produced an increasingly nuanced picture of gay liberationist politics, the disputes that divided liberationists, and the rapid ascendance of “gay
rights” or “gay identity” politics by the early 1970s.10 The enormous value of this
scholarship should not be minimized. But given that crucial insights about the
pre-Stonewall past have emerged from considering cultural institutions alongside
politics and as political sites, and given the centrality of cultural politics to the
post-Stonewall movement and to debates about the direction of the contemporary
movement, it is notable that few historians have yet explored in depth the postStonewall appearance of a new network of gay social and cultural organizations
and commercial institutions that far surpassed explicitly political groups in number and competed with them for gay people’s allegiance.11 Studying the gay bars,
bathhouses, social centers, theaters, bookstores, clinics, churches, and periodicals
of the Stonewall era will allow a fuller view of the 1970s and a richer sense of its
politics. Doing so can shift attention beyond the hoary and insufficient binaries
“reform” versus “radicalism,” the nonpolitical versus the activist, and the market versus its critics to show the complicated ways gay culture and cultural politics changed and were contested during the period and the implications for what
came afterward.
Examining gay male reviewers’ responses to major publishers’ gay novels between the late 1960s and the breakthrough gay-publishing year 1978, as
this article does, offers a useful example.12 Assessing these books, gay reviewers
in four important periodicals — the Advocate, the Body Politic, Gay Community
News, and Christopher Street — routinely adopted an adversarial stance toward
gay-related mainstream fiction not authored by gay men, criticized the decisions
of major commercial publishers in general, and condemned the ways ostensibly
“positive” mainstream novels depicted gay men. But while their criticism might
initially seem to locate gay reviewers as radical opponents of mainstream culture,
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existing social institutions, and the commercialization of gay life, closer attention quickly reveals evidence contradicting such a reading. In each publication,
reviewers also strove to reform mainstream publishing, encouraged their readers
to purchase and read certain offerings from major publishers, and celebrated gay
authors’ mainstream success. Despite these periodicals’ divergent political reputations and modes of organization, the literary criticism they printed in many
ways formed a common conversation. Reviewers’ responses and the periodicals
that printed them belie a sharp opposition between gay and mainstream cultural
production, and indicate instead a more complex and multidirectional relationship. Many reviewers refused what the scholar Lisa Henderson has termed the
“presumption of market degradation” and found benefits as well as constraints
accompanying commercial success.13 In sum, these reviewers and periodicals
complicate accounts of the period characterized by stark divisions between radical
and reformist politics, between a small group of activists and a larger, “nonpolitical” gay population, and between a rejection and an embrace of commerce and a
commercial sexual world.
Close attention to these reviewers not only confounds these old understandings but also suggests at least two important new ones. First, reviewers’ criticism was part of a broader effort to promote both within the gay community and
in society at large a new vision of gay male identity for the 1970s, emphasizing
proper masculinity, openness, pride, and creativity. By condemning some novels’
representations of gay people as “stereotypical” or “antiquated,” and by arguing
that gay men were best suited to tell their own stories, reviewers endorsed for
their gay readership certain ways of being gay at the expense of others. Understanding the machinery of gay-identified criticism in this way, rather than solely
as an oppositional political project, makes clearer not only the work of identity
formation it accomplished but also the exclusions it entailed in doing so. Reviews
of the decade’s major novels collectively tended to disparage the contributions of
women who wrote fiction about gay men, for instance, while attempting to create
and regulate the boundaries of an elite, literary, male fraternity of gay authors and
critics authorized to undertake such writing and to represent gay people within
mainstream culture.
As these reviewers sought to create and shape a space within mainstream
publishing for fiction about and by gay men, they found themselves increasingly at
odds with other activists focused on questions of cultural visibility. This cleavage
within gay visibility politics during the 1970s is a second important phenomenon
evident in these reviews. Especially earlier in the decade, reviewers’ praise and
criticism of “positive” novels like The Front Runner and Consenting Adult focused,
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like the activists who protested outside theaters and network headquarters, on the
quality of representations they offered. But as gay-authored novels grew in number, a shift away from this focus occurred. This shift was demonstrated especially
clearly in the controversy attending Dancer from the Dance and Faggots in 1978,
which revealed at least two distinct tendencies finding organized expression. A
number of activists saw novels, along with other mainstream cultural productions,
as sites where “positive” representations of gay people must be encouraged and
“negative” ones combated. But others, including nearly all of the reviewers examined here, selectively deemphasized such concerns and viewed skillful cultural
production itself, accompanied by its wide commercial circulation, as a way to
make visible gay creativity and to legitimate contemporary gay identity and culture.14 The tensions between these approaches indicate the contradictions and
complexities that inhered in visibility politics almost from its origins, and understanding them better can help make sense of its subsequent career.
Lesbian and feminist book and periodical publishing during this period
were significantly different from gay male publishing. Although the male-focused
publications examined here, as discussed below, did review women’s writing and
print female reviewers, extensive critical conversations about women’s writing also
found a home in separate women’s publications such as Amazon Quarterly, the
Furies, and Lesbian Tide. The mechanics and politics of lesbian book publishing were also different. Cooperative woman-identified presses, established during these years as an alternative to mainstream outlets, played a greater role in
lesbian and feminist publishing, and important lesbian novels, most notably Rita
Mae Brown’s Rubyfruit Jungle (1972), were initially published by such presses
before being acquired and reprinted by mainstream publishers. Along with the
skepticism about celebrity that was a significant tendency in lesbian feminist politics, the structure of lesbian publishing created distinct dynamics of controversy
and contestation over commercial popularity. And most fundamentally, lesbian
feminist literacy had different preoccupations and emphases, focusing more on
collectively run periodicals themselves, which were a home for fiction but also the
similarly important genres of poetry and polemic.15 Although beyond the scope of
this article, a fuller study considering lesbian and gay publishing alongside each
other would be valuable, for there are hints of a dynamic interrelationship between
gay male and lesbian and feminist literary cultures during the 1970s. As activist
gay men negotiated the relationships of mainstream and gay cultures, they at once
drew inspiration from similar, contemporaneous conversations among lesbians and
feminists that played out around them and took positions that fostered strong differences and divisions between gay and lesbian literary worlds.
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This article first surveys the increasingly sophisticated landscape of gay
book reviewing within the professionalizing gay male press during the 1970s,
drawing partly on a statistical analysis of book reviews in the Advocate, the Body
Politic, Gay Community News, and Christopher Street, and begins to complicate
common understandings of their politics.16 Then, it closely analyzes the argument
developed by reviewers of mainstream gay fiction, especially “positive” novels,
whose sustained critique of this fiction’s representations, its timeliness, and its
commercialism promoted their vision of gay life, their desire for fiction celebrating
it, and their sense that talented gay writers could improve the genre. Finally, it
examines the reception afforded the gay-authored novels of 1978 and the controversy over Dancer from the Dance and Faggots, which reveal the gay critical community’s increasingly well-articulated claim that gay writing ought to be assessed
as art, rooted in a vital gay community, and capable of making this community
visible to all.

“They Need to Be Reviewed”: Building a Critical Machinery
The Advocate, the Body Politic (BP), Gay Community News (GCN), and Christopher Street (CS) were each part of the dramatic expansion of the gay press during
the late 1960s and 1970s. This expansion began with the gradual liberalization of
censorship and antigay policing during the 1960s, and it was fed by not only the
emergence of gay liberation and militant gay rights activism, which saw activists
establish numerous and often short-lived magazines and newspapers, but also the
growing market for coverage of gay news and culture, which encouraged profitminded entrepreneurs to launch others. The result was a gay press with diverse
formats and political agendas; although the periodicals that endured tended to
have stable organizational structures, a clearly defined mission, and secure financial support through advertising, the dominance of glossy, upscale, celebrityfocused gay magazines was still years away.
Together, these four publications embodied this diversity.17 The Advocate
was founded as a newspaper in Los Angeles in 1967, quickly adopted a national
focus and attained a distribution to match, and was purchased and transformed
into a national gay lifestyle magazine directed toward well-off gay male readers by
the wealthy investor David Goodstein in 1975, prompting critics from the left to
bemoan its promotion of gay consumerism and to criticize its antiradical tendencies.18 BP was a bimonthly (later, monthly) newspaper based in Toronto, founded
in 1971 and run by a collective whose members included radical gay liberation
activists and veterans of the local alternative press and counterculture. Although
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Toronto-based, its circulation and considerable influence and intellectual reputation extended throughout North America.19 GCN was published weekly in Boston
beginning in 1973. Like BP, its organization was collective and its orientation
radical; it is also known as the most prominent gay publication to incorporate
the viewpoints of both gay men and lesbians. 20 Charles Ortleb founded CS in
1976, as a highbrow monthly gay magazine that sought to offer sophisticated cultural criticism. 21 But while their different political outlooks and modes of organization might invite labels like radical or consumer-oriented, all four periodicals also shared much in common when it came to their literary criticism. These
commonalities — relative stability and professional aspirations, increasingly
sophisticated critical machinery, and male-skewed gender demographics in their
book review pages — partly defy such labels.
All four publications were adopting conventional formats and models by
mid-decade. The Advocate, of course, dramatically embraced commerce and a
focus on cultural coverage in 1975 during the makeover accompanying its purchase by Goodstein, who cut its news coverage and rebranded it with the subtitle
“Touching Your Lifestyle.” CS commented wryly on contemporary gay culture in
cartoons modeled on those published in the New Yorker. And even publications
that tended to advocate more radical, oppositional politics increasingly mirrored
mainstream media and journalism. BP shifted from bimonthly to monthly publication in 1976, and GCN adopted professional standards, including the Associated
Press’s style guidelines.22
A growing refinement and resemblance to the mainstream press was
reflected in the frameworks within which these publications presented literary and
other cultural criticism (fig. 2). Although each one printed book reviews from its
earliest issues, their critical apparatuses became more sophisticated and formalized over time. Editors crafted special columns, sections, and supplements dedicated to books, as well as other cultural forms. In 1975 the Advocate expanded
cultural coverage to forty pages per issue and began grouping cultural criticism
on pages ennoblingly labeled “Humanities,” with fiction considered under the
subheading “Literature.”23 A redesigned GCN in 1975 likewise began featuring
a dedicated arts section, and toward the end of that year BP’s Ian Young began
writing a column called “The Ivory Tunnel” that discussed recent books issued by
small and alternative presses.24 In February 1976 BP premiered a review supplement titled “Our Image,” devoted to taking a critical approach to culture, specifically “books,” “the arts,” and “mass media.” Noting that “the books by us and
about us proliferate,” the supplement’s mission statement declared, “they need to
be reviewed and analysed.”25 CS, created in 1976 expressly as a journal celebrat-
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Figure 2. The special issue of the Advocate published June 14, 1978, exemplifies the sophisticated
discussions of gay people and books prominent throughout the gay press by the end of the 1970s.
Reprinted by permission of Here Media.

ing gay culture, embodied the trend toward increasingly formal channels for gay
cultural critique; it featured lengthy reviews of fiction and nonfiction as well as
regular contributions from gay authors and excerpts of forthcoming work. 26 By
1978 the Advocate’s longer-form reviews were complemented by a regular column
written by its principal book critic, the author Richard Hall, which included not
only shorter reviews but also brief squibs on publishing industry news and forthcoming titles of interest, and GCN had begun to publish a monthly “GCN Book
Review” that centralized its literary criticism. 27 Although the Advocate, which
actively ingratiated itself with the publishing industry and itself operated a book
club selling many mainstream publishers’ gay-related titles, was perhaps most
institutionally amenable to commercial publishers, increasingly sophisticated
and formalized critical conversations about gay people, books, and the publishing
industry won a prominent and clearly defined home in book review pages throughout the gay press.28
And although those on the gay Left saw in the Advocate’s focus on well-off
men evidence of its conservatism and in the cooperation between men and women
in the GCN and BP collectives evidence of their greater radicalism, the book
review pages in all three publications, as well as CS, were effectively dominated
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Table 1. Gender of Reviewers

Gender
Male
Female
Anon.
Undet.
Total

Advocate
(1968–
1974)

Advocate
(1975–
1978)

73%
(n = 100)
1%
(n = 2)
19%
(n = 26)
7%
(n = 9)
n = 137

67%
(n = 86)
13%
(n = 17)
17%
(n = 22)
3%
(n = 4)
n = 129

Christopher
Street
(July
1976–
1978)

Gay
Community
News (June
1976–
1978)

Total

73%
(n = 118)
26%
(n = 42)
1%
(n = 2)
0

63%
(n = 10)
38%
(n = 6)
0

n = 162

n = 16

58%
(n = 56)
17%
(n = 16)
7%
(n = 7)
18%
(n = 17)
n = 96

69%
(n = 370)
15%
(n = 83)
11%
(n = 57)
6%
(n = 30)
n = 540

Body
Politic
(1972–
1978)

0

by men’s voices. Men wrote just over two-thirds of the reviews published (table 1)
and authored almost two-thirds of the books evaluated by reviewers (table 2). 29
The gender imbalance among reviewers was starkest in the pre-Goodstein Advocate, when virtually no women authored reviews, but it was significant in all of
the publications throughout this period. Men wrote over 70 percent of the reviews
in BP, over two-thirds of reviews in The Advocate after 1975, and around 60 percent in both CS and GCN (table 1). Similar patterns characterized the imbalance
among reviewed authors in each publication (table 2). The relative uniformity of
the gender demographics suggests that, at least in some respects, the distinctions
between reputedly more egalitarian publications and straightforwardly maleoriented ones were less than sharp. 30 Perhaps as significant, the data indicate that
the presence of a minority of female authors and critics, although encouraging
certain interactions between men and women, left the boundaries between gay and
lesbian literary worlds largely intact. While men and women were about equally
likely to review books written by women, men reviewed books written by men over
80 percent of the time. And men were far more likely to review fiction written
by women — which, as in the prominent cases of novels by Mary Renault, Warren, Hobson, and others could primarily feature gay male characters — than they
were to review women’s nonfiction, which tended to focus on women (see table 3). 31
Across all four periodicals, then, two largely separate conversations about books
played out, with gay men driving a relatively more prominent — and increasingly
professional and sophisticated — discussion of books by or about gay men.32
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Table 2. Gender of Books’ Author(s)/Editor(s)

Advocate
(1968–
1974)

Advocate
(1975–
1978)

Body
Politic
(1972–
1978)

86%
(n = 118)
1 auth/ed
83%
(n = 114)
> 1 auth/ed
3%
(n = 4)
Female
6%
(n = 8)
1 auth/ed
6%
(n = 8)
> 1 auth/ed
0

58%
(n = 75)
54%
(n = 70)
4%
(n = 5)
33%
(n = 42)
31%
(n = 40)
2%
(n = 2)
3%
(n = 4)
4%
(n = 5)
2%
(n = 3)
n = 129

59%
(n = 95)
52%
(n = 84)
7%
(n = 11)
34%
(n = 55)
28%
(n = 45)
6%
(n = 10)
3%
(n = 5)
4%
(n = 6)
1%
(n = 1)
n = 162

Gender
Male

Mixed*
Other**
Undet.
Total

3%
(n = 4)
1%
(n = 2)
4%
(n = 5)
n = 137

Christopher
Gay
Street
Community
(July
News (June
1976–
1976–
1978)
1978)
56%
(n = 9)
56%
(n = 9)
0

57%
(n = 55)
53%
(n = 51)
4%
(n = 4)
38%
(n = 36)
33%
(n = 32)
4%
(n = 4)
3%
(n = 3)
1%
(n = 1)
1%
(n = 1)
n = 96

44%
(n = 7)
44%
(n = 7)
0
0
0
0
n = 16

Total
65%
(n = 352)
61%
(n = 328)
4%
(n = 24)
27%
(n = 148)
24%
(n = 132)
3%
(n = 16)
3%
(n = 16)
3%
(n = 14)
2%
(n = 10)
n = 540

* Multiple authors, both male and female. ** Corporate and institutional authors; also Includes
one author in Advocate (1968 – 1974) identified as a male-to-female treanssexual.

Table 3. Gender of Reviewers versus Gender of Books’ Author(s)/Editor(s)
Reviewer

Author/Editor

Male
1 auth/ed
> 1 auth/ed
Female
1 auth/ed
> 1 auth/ed

Male

Female

282
263
19
60
58
2

13
13
0
64
53
11

Anonymous Undeterminable
41
38
3
11
11
0

16
14
2
13
10
3
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Table 4. Genre of Books Reviewed

Genre
Fiction
Poetry
Drama
Nonfiction
Other/Undet.
Total

Advocate
(1968–
1974)

Advocate
(1975–
1978)

66%
(n = 91)
1%
(n = 1)
0

34%
(n = 44)
8%
(n = 10)
0

28%
(n = 39)
4%
(n = 6)
n = 137

50%
(n = 65)
8%
(n = 10)
n = 129

Body
Politic
(1972–
1978)

Christopher
Street
(July
1976–
1978)

Gay
Community
News (June
1976–
1978)

25%
(n = 4)
0

38%
(n = 36)
14%
(n = 13)
2%
(n = 2)
44%
(n = 42)
3%
(n = 3)
n = 96

22%
(n = 36)
10%
(n = 17)
1%
(n = 2)
66%
(n = 107)
0

75%
(n = 12)
0

n = 162

n = 16

0

“Old Stereotypes,” Anachronisms, and Rip-Offs:
Assessing Mainstream Fiction
Beyond confounding the easy political categorization of these periodicals, a survey of their literary criticism offers a vivid sense of where fiction and those who
reviewed it fit within the broader landscape of gay-related publishing during the
1970s. Except in the pre-Goodstein Advocate, which as discussed below devoted
considerable space to reviews of erotic fiction, a plurality or a majority of books
reviewed in each of these publications were works of nonfiction (see table 4). 33
This focus on nonfiction writing by and about gay people reflects the dramatic
expansion of that category during the decade, as a new generation of openly gay
writers and activists churned out political tracts, memoirs, essays, biographies,
and academic studies, then continued their debate in the pages of the periodical
press. Mainstream publishers, eager to capitalize on the latest hot-button issue
during a time of persisting political turmoil, gladly encouraged the trend. 34 A
growing body of gay-identified poetry found a home in small, new gay-run alternative presses and also won a small but significant chunk of reviewers’ attention
(see table 4). Thus those who reviewed gay fiction not only confronted an oftenskeptical publishing industry and general public but also had to struggle to make
their voices heard within the clamor of reactions to gay writing as a whole.
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Gay reviewers’ desire to influence the direction of gay fiction and to defend
the genre’s continued relevance in a world where the “openness” of nonfiction
seemed newly possible was oftentimes at least partially driven by self-interest, for
many reviewers were novelists themselves. The increasingly sophisticated critical machinery of the 1970s gay press both made space and created a demand for
informed commentary on gay writing, and it thereby helped create interpenetrating
communities of authors and reviewers.35 At the same time, many reviewers (and
authors) of fiction were as well known as activists as they were as intellectuals,
and an activist discourse that assessed novels as political documents and related
them to the gay political movement featured prominently in the reviews they wrote.
Even as gay novelists such as Hall and George Whitmore came to the fore by the
end of the 1970s as particularly authoritative commentators in these publications,
they continued to use activist rhetoric. Whitmore, for instance, wrote of a desire
to “evaluate from a gay perspective,” described reviewing as a way that a politically unsatisfactory book could be “argued with” and those responsible for it “held
accountable,” implied an audience of “gay lib types,” and endorsed one novel for
its “high-consciousness story.”36 But reviewers’ activist language was increasingly
marked by collegiality and professionalization, as reviewers assessed gay novels
not only for their impact on gay men’s political fortunes but also for their contributions to “gay literature,” and attempted to justify the latter’s existence by tying it
to the former. The complicated relationship between these two impulses emerges
clearly in the evolving reactions of reviewers in these four publications to mainstream publishers’ gay-related novels.
A handful of self-consciously “positive” novels about gay men, most of them
written by straight women — or, in the case of Warren, a lesbian author initially
presumed by readers and reviewers to be straight — began appearing early in the
decade and gained considerable attention for their frank accounts of gay life and
their efforts to cultivate readers’ sympathy and support. 37 Gay reviewers at first
tentatively embraced “positive” mainstream fiction. But they quickly developed
a sustained critique of mainstream novels’ representations of gay people, their
alleged anachronism, and their commercial popularity. Although these grievances
were no doubt often sincerely felt, by articulating them reviewers also promoted
their vision of what it meant to be gay in the 1970s, drawing lines of inclusion
and exclusion among various gay social types, and consolidating a model of gay
identity that emphasized the youthful, appropriately masculine, openly gay man.
Furthermore, their reviews functioned to promote gay authors as the most appropriate chroniclers of contemporary gay life, carving a space within mainstream
commercial publishing for gay-authored fiction and insisting on the value of gay
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creativity by exalting such fiction as gay literature rather than mere propaganda, a
term derisively applied to positive novels.
Gay reviewers’ initial favorable responses to positive novels celebrated
them primarily for forging a new definition of gay fiction. Reviewers delineated
this redefined genre in contradistinction to two other categories of books sometimes referred to using the same term. One was a lineage of literary novels with
homosexual main characters said to feature negative portrayals and unhappy
endings, usually considered a relic of “pre-Stonewall” times. 38 The second comprised the works of gay erotica — what one reviewer termed the “gay fuck story” —
published by a number of Southern California–based specialty houses by the later
1960s and much discussed in the Advocate during its early years.39 Both sorts of
gay fiction circulated widely in cheap paperback editions sold in drugstores and at
newsstands nationwide.40
In the early 1970s reviewers employed these two other senses of gay fiction to suggest that the first positive mainstream novels represented a welcome
break with what had come before them. Their rejection of paperback gay erotica
was especially dramatic. Scott Langdon, for instance, approvingly declared that
The Front Runner, Warren’s novel of an openly gay Olympian who falls in love
with his conflicted, closeted coach, “cannot be called a gay novel,” for it is unlike
“all those hardcore porno potboilers”: it lacks “explicitly erotic descriptions” and,
unlike gay erotica, it is unique and enduring. Similarly, Jim Kepner praised Daniel Curzon’s Something You Do in the Dark (1971), a novel that tells the story of a
gay man’s experiences after a three-year stint in prison, for its “frank and full sex
scenes” that were “considerably more believable than [those] in the current crop
of sex paperbacks,” while also judging the novel a good antidote to the “pallid,
precious, sentimental, or apologetic hogwash” of past “gay fiction.”41 Where in
1971 the Advocate’s critic Carl Driver had referred to erotica houses as “the gay
publishing world” (even while seeking from them more “quality” books), by 1974
most reviewers seem to have adopted the outlook, if not the specific program, of
the Advocate’s writer Paul Damon, who seconded Curzon’s assertion that “trashy
gay pornography is choking off a supply of quality gay material and forcing writers
to avoid the serious and honest issues in the gay experience,” and proposed a “Gay
Writers Guild” to “promote high quality gay writing” within the “straight media”
and among “existing media leaders.”42 From quite early on, then, gay reviewers in
the 1970s worked to define gay fiction with an eye toward skillful gay male authorship, mainstream success, openness and contemporariness, and a sense of the
“gay experience” that included, but was broader than, sex alone. Although major
publishers’ positive novels served to break down older ideas of what gay fiction
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was, as they moved to the center of reviewers’ attention, they did not fulfill their
hopes of what gay fiction could and should be. Reviewers increasingly deemed
such novels strained, formulaic, adolescent, commercial, and not “fun,” finding
fault with much of what they read.43 Their criticisms centered, especially, on three
areas: undesirable representations, anachronism, and commercial popularity.
Gay reviewers were preoccupied with mainstream novels’ representations
of gay people. By characterizing certain representations as inappropriately stereotypical or excessively antistereotypical, reviewers validated certain ways of
being gay while discrediting others, declaring what contemporary gay men were
and were not. They did not, for instance, fit what reviewers often called “the old
stereotypes,” which suggested that gay men were sex-obsessed, effeminate, degenerate, narcissistic, misogynistic, masochistic, neurotic, and psychologically sick
and damaged. These stereotypes, reviewers argued, were emphasized in the discredited genre of older, pre-Stonewall gay fiction.44 New novels seen to perpetuate
them came in for the same condemnation. For instance, reviewers blasted Ross
Berliner’s The Manhood Ceremony (1978), which tells the story of a gay kidnapper and child molester pursued by two cops, one straight and one gay. The novel,
Don Barrett wrote in GCN, “exploits stereotypes of gays” (“both the [gay] cop and
the abductor come from the same stereotyped background — distant father, close,
binding mother, unstable family life”), and he was “squeamish” about encouraging its purchase.45 Other reviewers found fault with depictions of “stereotypical
closet queens” and a “stereotypical fag hairdresser,” suggesting that such social
types did not fit with their idea of present-day gay identity.46
But reviewers faulted some books for countering “the old stereotypes” so
insistently that gay men were now misrepresented as homogenously masculine,
middle class, and white. They applied this analysis with the most vigor to the
representations offered by positive novels with female authors: Warren’s books and
Hobson’s Consenting Adult, which describes a mother’s slow coming to grips with
her son’s homosexuality. The Front Runner’s “heroic masculine characters” — a
trio of track stars and their butch ex-marine coach — “are not the faggots that most
of us know,” Allen Young wrote. Likewise, the protagonist in Consenting Adult
(also a star athlete, as well as a medical student ultimately in a long-term relationship), like the main characters in similar novels, was in Thom Willenbecher’s estimation “not . . . the stereotypical fag.”47 Novels with female authors — Warren’s
in particular — also received an especially intensive gender analysis not typically
applied in other cases. Caution was first sounded about The Front Runner; GCN’s
Vincent Hoskinson wrote that “the author (or at least the narrator, [coach Harlan]
Brown) tends to identify liberation with that of athletic men, and tends to take a

MAINSTREAM FICTION AND GAY REVIEWERS

somewhat negative and conventional view of women and effeminacy in men.”48
These criticisms were greatly amplified in response to Warren’s later novels, with
the novelist Jane DeLynn (one of the few women to review a mainstream gay male
novel) in CS bemoaning Warren’s “virulent misogyny,” “extreme hatred of effeminacy,” and “extreme narcissism about the male body,” while Gordon Montador in
BP deplored her “anti-woman stance.”49 Although reviewers’ critique of Warren
and their observations about the narrowness of her and Hobson’s perspectives had
some merit, and although the particular prominence and success of these authors’
novels made them especially ripe targets, these criticisms allowed many reviewers not only to discredit the positive subgenre and the gay men it portrayed as too
conventional but also to dismiss the contributions of these female authors.50
Reviewers, then, sought fiction that rejected the “old stereotypes” without
appearing to try too hard to do so, and they thereby called for fiction that featured
men who were masculine (but not too masculine), well adjusted (but not without “typical” concerns), and openly gay. Authors, reviewers suggested, could best
satisfy reviewers’ distaste for stereotypical characters and their desire for typical
ones by writing fiction that exhibited a “for-grantedness” toward gay men and gay
life — a job well suited for gay male authors, but also seen to require considerable
literary talent.51 For instance, reviewers reacted positively to Wallace Hamilton’s
novel Coming Out (1977), about a man who comes out in middle age and begins
dating a younger man, suggesting that Hamilton’s efforts to “turn conventional
assumptions” about gay promiscuity and neurosis “on their heads” were pleasurable and appreciated. But multiple reviewers remarked on Hamilton’s “fairly
rudimentary” plot and characters and “technically crude” writing, and for Foster
Hirsch in CS, these made the novel fantastical, sentimental, and naive.52 In Eric
Rogers’s view, the gay author Paul Monette’s farce Taking Care of Mrs. Carroll
(1978) likewise “carefully avoids any stereotypes”; his two main gay characters,
a pair of ex-lovers working to help a dead woman’s companion secure the inheritance headed for her ungrateful children, “are both typical of many gay men in
the issues that preoccupy them, yet the perspectives they offer and the quality
of their romance distinguishes them from the usual molds that literature fits gay
men into.” Monette wrote with “beautiful style,” Rogers suggested, demonstrating a skillfulness and artistry seemingly required to write “a good, contemporary
novel about gay men” that would “take [him] . . . back into the daily business of
getting on with life.”53
For Rogers, a desire to emphasize the everyday was tied up with a desire
to focus on the present day, and other reviewers made the same connection, if
less explicitly. Thus a second frequent criticism from gay reviewers judged many
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mainstream novels out of step with contemporary gay life. Contemporariness was
a quality both deeply politicized and highly prized by most reviewers, as they saw
being gay — or, at least, being openly, proudly gay in the way they understood
it — as a relative novelty, made possible by gay people’s collective actions within
the decade’s gay political movement. Reviewers drew a direct correlation between
novels’ representations of gay subjects and gay life and reality; both the preliberation past and its fiction were foreign and oppressive.54 By criticizing novels or elements of their plots as anachronisms, reviewers further defined the subjects appropriate for contemporary gay fiction and delineated its boundaries. Reactions to
C. F. Griffin’s novel Haakon (1978), about a middle-aged, gay professor grappling
with his homosexuality immediately after World War II, are illustrative. David
Stein, in CS, noted simply that the story was “dated.”55 Whitmore’s take, writing
in BP, was similar: while the book “would have caused a sensation” if published
in the 1940s, he declared, “I don’t know how much it has to say in 1978.”56 In
the Advocate, Hall made the same point with sarcasm, writing, “Haakon, alas,
appears to be the best gay novel of 1952.”57 The midcentury setting of Haakon
reinforced perceptions that it was otherwise behind the times, but the anachronism charge could function to establish fine-grained periodizations of the postStonewall period. “Patricia Nell Warren’s novels were satisfying a few years ago,”
Rogers wrote in his 1978 Mrs. Carroll review, “but now I find reading two hundred
pages of the agony of coming out as a college track star a bit too sensationalistic
and certainly hackneyed.”58 By alleging anachronism, reviewers suggested that
gay fiction should be concerned with the lives of openly gay men, rather than with
the challenges of coming out or the pressures of life in “the closet.” And because
the demand for contemporariness functioned in tandem with a demand that fiction provide a transparent representation of reality, reviewers thus advanced the
argument that the archetypal gay man was openly and uneventfully gay, excluding
from the circle of acceptability those who, for whatever reason, embraced other (or
older) models and modes of queer identity.
As gay reviewers sought to define the appropriate subjects for gay fiction,
they also sought to establish the proper venues for its publication and circulation.
A third common category of attacks targeted various aspects of mainstream novels’
marketing and commercial popularity. Gay authors during the 1970s expressed a
variety of grievances with mainstream publishers’ marketing of their novels: failure to promote books to gay readers and failure to promote them to anyone but,
jacket copy that downplayed gay content and jacket copy that sensationalized it.59
But gay reviewers condemned mainstream publishers for other reasons. Some
reviewers charged publishers and authors with seeking to exploit gay oppression
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for profit. Both Montador and Eric Rofes, for instance, criticized Warren’s The
Beauty Queen (1978), which was published in the midst of ex–beauty queen Anita
Bryant’s antigay crusade and itself centers on the political ambitions of a Bryantlike antigay ex–beauty queen, along these lines. Rofes, in GCN, suggested the
novel was Warren’s “most calculated foray into the gay market,” and Montador, in
BP, accused Warren of “ripping off the gay community” by seeking to profit from
a struggle that “belongs to all gay people.”60 Other reviewers suggested a distrust of the mass market, rooted in its potential to magnify undesirable images of
gay people. The shortcomings of Warren’s novels would be troubling in any event,
DeLynn wrote in CS, but “none of this would be of much import had The Front
Runner not sold hundreds of thousands of softback copies.” Regarding Berliner’s
The Manhood Ceremony, David Roche similarly suggested that it was the power
of commercial publishing to disseminate objectionable representations that ought
to concern his readers: “The thought of such efficient junk making it onto the
mass market is disquieting.”61 And some reviewers, likely mindful of these two
concerns, derided popular fiction in general — and, by their inclusion in it, novels
like Warren’s — as hopelessly lowbrow, akin to the books “that fill the rush-hour
reading needs of subway riders everywhere” or, in GCN reviewer Bunny Larue’s
pithy formation, “CRAPOLA!”62
Yet despite these criticisms, reviewers were far from uniformly adversarial
toward the mainstream publishing industry and its commercial orientation. They
often explicitly encouraged readers to purchase certain books or expressed in a
more general way the wish that certain books would find commercial success.63
Some also emphasized the constructive potential of commercial publishing’s
power, writing that success in the mass market could disseminate positive treatments of gay issues to a much larger audience than gay activists could reach on
their own. For instance, unlike other gay reviewers, the Advocate’s Karl Maves
responded positively to Warren’s The Fancy Dancer (1976) and its story of a gay
Catholic priest, and he declared that the novel might educate young readers about
homosexuality if it were “read, popularized, and made into a movie.”64 Such
thinking implied that publication by mainstream presses and commercial success,
especially best seller status, meant both influence and a form of validation for gay
people’s stories — a perspective that most reviewers, whether or not they acknowledged it, seemed to share. Even those given to employ harsh rhetoric against mainstream fiction — for instance, Montador in his review of The Fancy Dancer — were
far from uniformly adversarial. “Stories like this,” Montador wrote, “published
and distributed by major outlets, probably fill the gay quota, use up whatever
money is available for gay fiction within the confines of straight publishing.” Mon-
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tador objected to The Fancy Dancer because, in his view, it “perpetuat[ed] . . .
much that is at the heart of our oppression,” but at the same time, he faulted it for
crowding fiction more to his liking off mainstream publishers’ lists.65 Gay novels
had a place in “straight publishing,” he implied; he simply wanted a different sort
of novel to fill that place. Gay reviewers’ criticisms of the publishing industry did
not constitute a systemic critique of that industry’s commercial nature. Indeed,
reviewers recognized important benefits accompanying mainstream success, and
their criticisms functioned as one component of their efforts to champion the sort of
gay-authored fiction they preferred. Their specific condemnations of pornographic,
anachronistic, exploitative, “stereotyped,” and lowbrow books pointed to the positive alternatives this fiction would be seen to embody as it began to appear from
the presses of mainstream publishers.

“Dishonor” or “Artistry”? Debating the Gay Novels of 1978
The trickle of such works became a flood in 1978, when major publishers released
at least five important novels by gay men (see fig. 3). These included Monette’s
Taking Care of Mrs. Carroll; Armistead Maupin’s novel (originally serialized in
the San Francisco Chronicle) recounting the adventures of the motley residents of
a San Francisco apartment house, Tales of the City; and White’s tale of lost love,
Nocturnes for the King of Naples. Particularly noteworthy were Holleran’s Dancer
from the Dance and Kramer’s Faggots, both of which were set in the gay world of
contemporary New York City and Fire Island.66 Faggots, through the quest of its
loosely autobiographical main character to find love before his impending fortieth
birthday, casts a harshly satirical eye on the promiscuous sex and drug use of this
“gay ghetto.” Dancer, by contrast, offers a lyrical, romantic, and deeply melancholy view of this world through the eyes of a gay man searching in vain for love
amid the hunt for sexual pleasure. Both novels, however, found themselves at the
center of considerable controversy. Reviewers’ reactions to these novels and this
controversy reveal a cultural politics valorizing gay authors’ high-quality, literary fiction and success within the world of mainstream publishing and insisting
that these both flowed from and exemplified the strength of gay life. Reviewers’
reactions thereby help reveal complex fault lines among gay activist-intellectuals
concerned with the politics of visibility in this period. Gay literary criticism was
becoming less connected to other activist efforts to alter images of gay men in the
media while increasingly providing a home for the interactions of a specialized,
professionalizing community of gay authors and intellectuals.
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Figure 3. A photo illustration published in the Body Politic in September 1978 depicts the arrival
that year of a wealth of new gay novels. Reprinted by permission of Pink Triangle Press.
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In January 1979 New York’s Gay Activists Alliance (GAA), briefly reinvigorated in response to the antigay campaigns of Anita Bryant and others, listed
Holleran and Kramer on a “dishonor roll,” alongside antigay figures such as California state senator John Briggs and former San Francisco supervisor Dan White,
among those who “have been most oppressive to gay men and lesbians, whether
intentionally or not, during the preceding year.” Holleran and Kramer were specifically cited “for their distorted presentations of gay people in general, and the
gay movement in particular, in their books Dancer at the Dance [sic] and Faggots.”
In their newsletter, The Gay Activist, the GAA had further charged Dancer with
depicting “doomed queens” — Holleran’s term — rather than “vital, important,
dynamic, and alive men and women,” echoing reviewers’ customary distinction
between unhappy past and liberated present.67
The GAA was not alone in sounding the alarm about the two novels. In a
somewhat more tempered essay in BP subtitled “Why We Need Better Books,” the
radical activist Scott Tucker argued that both novels blamed gay people for their
oppression rather than identify its social roots, and both proposed individual remedies while neglecting the bravery of gay activists whose work created the market
that gave them an audience. “We want more art, more truth, not less, and our
desire is not demagogic,” Tucker wrote. He reassured readers that he had no interest in censoring, only censuring, but he proposed that Kramer and Holleran had
a “responsibility” to offer a vision of “the suffering and successes of all of us.”68
Censure fell particularly heavily on Faggots. Martin Duberman called it a “foolish, even stupid book” in a review in the New Republic, and Craig Rodwell refused
to display it on the shelves of his Oscar Wilde Bookshop in New York.69
But gay reviewers leapt to Dancer’s defense, even as they largely joined in
the chorus of jeers for Faggots. Whitmore, who had praised Holleran’s novel as “a
near masterpiece” but called Kramer’s “an offensive and anti-gay tract,” was particularly vocal, taking issue with the GAA’s pronouncement in an editorial in GCN.
Whitmore suggested that “gay writers, columnists or commentators” ought not to
be “the primary targets of our media criticism.” If gay writers were required to “be
politically ‘correct,’ ” he argued, their novels would iron over difference and ambiguity. “If gay writers have any special obligation,” Whitmore declared, “it is certainly to resist being dictated to by anyone — even the movement — at the expense
of their own experiences and imaginations.”70 After Tucker criticized these arguments in his essay, Whitmore responded again, briefly, in BP, suggesting that it
was unfair for Tucker to compare Dancer with Faggots; even after recognizing
Holleran’s ability as a writer, Whitmore argued, Tucker was “so politically-minded
that he won’t be put off by Holleran’s built-in apoliticality,” instead reading back
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into the novel statements about gay life Holleran had made in other contexts and
thereby suggesting that “Dancer is somehow more insidious in its artistry.”71
Other reviewers echoed both Whitmore’s emphasis on artistry and his
willingness to give it priority over political purity. Although gay reviewers had
frequently commented on style and technique before, their reviews of 1978’s gayauthored novels emphasized such formal analysis and, to an unprecedented degree,
stressed that these books — apart from Faggots — would satisfy an implicit elite
of discerning, patient readers. Robert Etherington suggested that Dancer might
banish the ironic quotation marks he had long inserted in the phrase “gay ‘literature,’ ” for it was “so good that one can actually invite a civilized person to read it.”
Byrne Fone, in the Advocate, forthrightly declared himself “an unashamed elitist”
and announced that Dancer “is one of the most brilliant novels I have ever read.”
Nocturnes, Paul F. Pearce wrote, “was a mature work,” which “thoughtful readers” would appreciate; Peter Collins called it “an unforgettable work of art,” and
Andy Beck mused, “It is meant to be savored gently and dwelled upon for days
afterward.” Hall likened Monette to Ben Jonson and Dante, while James Saslow
compared Maupin to Fyodor Dostoyevsky and Tom Wolfe. For reviewers, these
novels were evidence that contemporary gay men could produce — to quote the
title of Collins’s review — “Definitive Art.”72
This assertion of literary virtuosity was connected to reviewers’ insistence
that these novels sprang from and embodied contemporary gay identity and culture. Holleran’s Dancer, CS’s publisher Charles Ortleb declared in an introduction
to a published interview with the author, was “the first novel of the first self-defined
gay generation.” Hall’s description of the plot of Mrs. Carroll — “Using no more
than the sensibilities for which they have been reviled, the gay people set one corner of the rotten world to right” — suggested an analogous claim about Monette’s
authorship. And for Pearce, Nocturnes offered “for-grantedness” and, through it,
evidence of the vibrancy of gay life: “Though neither political in any obvious way
nor chauvinistically gay, it seems completely a gay novel, gaining its strength from
an open, healthy gay culture and community. We finally have a novel in which the
gay element is essential but accepted, not pushed or awkward — just beautifully
there.”73 The very existence of a literary gay novel, the fact that a novel could be
simultaneously “completely . . . gay” and worthy of mainstream success, reviewers
suggested, was a form of validation and a sign of the strength and sophistication
of gay life.
Given this context, as Whitmore’s exchange with Tucker suggested, one
could relax a too-stringent focus on how authors chose to represent gay men, setting
aside the concerns articulated by other activists concerned with gay visibility — as
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well as, significantly, the critiques reviewers had mobilized against numerous
mainstream novels, including “positive” fiction authored by women, in the past. In
his August 1978 review, Etherington predicted that Dancer’s “melancholy” depiction of “doomed queens” “will probably not endear Holleran to those obscurantist
elements in the gay movement who believe that only ‘positive’ gay characters or
situations are permissible.” Nevertheless, he continued, “only the most censorious
critic can fail to appreciate Holleran’s prose.” Likewise, Fone voiced some dismay
that Holleran’s characters were so detached from politics, but it did not stop him
from declaring, “I loved this book.” Naming Dancer his top book of 1978, Hall
acknowledged the “many detractors” who “object[ed] to it for depicting so many
self-hating queens,” but continued, “My advice is to check your ideology at the
door and enjoy the novel as a work of art, however retrograde politically.”74
It was this balance of artistry and ideology that reviewers suggested Kramer
failed to negotiate in Faggots, on which they heaped as much scorn as they had
piled praise on Holleran, White, and the others. John D’Emilio has written that gay
criticism of Faggots was “content focused and came with accusations of betrayal
of the ‘lifestyle’ . . . of a community that was just emerging into the open.”75 Some
reviewers did attack Kramer along these lines. Whitmore asserted broadly that
Kramer’s failed satire of “all gay people” ended up a “homophobic book,” while
Rofes, writing in GCN, complained more specifically that, for Kramer, “anything
but ‘missionary’ position [sex] necessarily falls into the ‘sicko’ category,” unfairly
marginalizing “leather and bondage and piss and fist-fucking.” But the bulk of
Rofes’s review focused on the quality of Kramer’s writing, deeming his characters
hackneyed and shallow, his style graceless, his humor unsuccessful, his diction
“strange,” and his descriptions of sex unsophisticated (like “cheap pornography”);
Whitmore found fault with the novel’s length, its poor characterizations, and its
“excremental prose.”76 Others similarly skewered the novel for its lack of literary
merit. The Advocate’s Maves, for instance, actually declared Faggots entertaining
and appreciated that it was less reverent and “mawkish” than Holleran’s novel, but
he tore into Kramer’s incoherent point of view and “pretty slapdash prose,” spending about half his review mocking various stylistic shortcomings.77 Frank Moore,
in CS, likewise found “entertaining moments,” but he suggested that Kramer’s
“sarcasm . . . sometimes seems rather self-indulgent” and that the note of selfrealization at book’s end “rings like tin.”78 Reviewers may have joined many of
their peers in feeling that Kramer’s book constituted a “betrayal” of the urban
gay male world and its sexual culture, and this broad reaction against Faggots
was certainly consequential in shaping gay attitudes toward Kramer’s early AIDS
activism a few years later.79 But it is significant, here, that these reviewers instead
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framed their dissatisfactions largely in terms of Kramer’s betrayal, through the
inferior quality of his writing, of the world of gay male writers.
The controversies of 1978 show gay literary criticism, in parallel with its
increasingly sophisticated and formal apparatus, both rhetorically and actually
preoccupied with forging an exclusive, specialized, and largely collegial community of gay authors and intellectuals dedicated to cultivating gay creativity and artistry. Indeed, the cast of players involved in the reviews of these novels reveals the
intense and growing interconnectedness of the emerging new community of gay
authors, critics, and intellectuals. Holleran and White were frequent contributors
to CS, where the former’s Dancer was trumpeted on the cover as “The Chic Gay
Novel of the Year” and the latter’s Nocturnes received a glowing notice. Kramer
helped Holleran, who worked out at his gym, find a publisher for Dancer. Holleran,
Whitmore, and White would all be members of the “Violet Quill,” an informal
circle of seven gay authors based in New York that came together in 1980 and met
regularly for about a year; Monette was asked to visit the group to read his work in
progress. That same year, Whitmore chaired a symposium on gay literature featuring Fone and Tucker as panelists.80 Paul Damon’s “Gay Writers Guild” may never
have come to fruition, but his vision of gay men working collaboratively to “promote high quality gay writing” in the “straight media” was embodied in the gay
press’s critical apparatus and its version of visibility politics by the late 1970s.81

Conclusion
During the 1970s, reacting to and encouraging the expansion of mainstream publishers’ gay fiction offerings, gay reviewers created a machinery of gay-identified
criticism, negotiated new definitions and boundaries of gay identity, and built a
community of gay authors of fiction authorized to make gay creativity visible to
all. Gay reviewers’ interest in defending gay men’s literary virtuosity and the value
of contemporary gay life, and in forging by the end of the decade a community of
authors and intellectuals dedicated to doing so, prompted them to develop ideas
about gay cultural politics and the proper relationship between activism and commercial cultural production distinctly different from those of gay political organizations and of other gay activists. From these disagreements emerges a more complicated story of the development of gay identity and gay politics after Stonewall
than one simply tracing debates between moderate and radical activists, or setting
a small group of engaged activists against a larger, nonpolitical gay population,
or pitting critics of the commercialized world of gay leisure and sex against its
defenders.
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This article has addressed only a few aspects of gay publishing’s transformation in the 1970s, which itself represents just one of the numerous developments that reshaped gay and lesbian visibility and cultures in the decade after
Stonewall. Its conclusions point to several avenues that merit further exploration.
Their contentious reception by gay reviewers and their wider impact within gay
communities suggests that the novels discussed here — especially those, like
The Front Runner and Consenting Adult, that have received little to no scholarly
attention — are valuable sources for understanding gay cultural history that merit
closer analysis in their own right.82 Comparing reactions to gay-related novels with
responses to other genres of writing and other forms of media may reveal important distinctions in the sort of political expectations and obligations with which
each was freighted. The dynamics of mainstream success in the writing of fiction
discussed here, for example, may not have been representative, as other massculture industries, especially film and television, drew far larger audiences and
attracted considerably more attention from activists concerned with gay people’s
image.83 And as suggested above, considering gay publishing alongside lesbian
and feminist publishing may illuminate how each helped constitute, shape, and
bound the other, and thereby may offer a model for understanding broader relationships between men and women in this period.
Nevertheless, examining gay book reviewers enriches our understanding of
the complex, divided gay activist-intellectual world that existed by the end of the
1970s and the start of the 1980s, a crucial moment during which gay men confronted resurgent social and political conservatism, the incipient AIDS epidemic,
and the intense contests over gay culture and gay visibility accompanying them. In
this world, the politics of visibility — its advantages, ambiguities, and exclusions —
emerged from many quarters. Before it was enlisted in AIDS-related and antihomophobia activism in the 1980s, before it was formalized within the Gay and
Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation and other organizations, and before it began
to attract scholarly skepticism, the politics of visibility had already been articulated, practiced, and debated. Any full accounting of its varieties, strengths, and
weaknesses must reckon with this history.
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Eric O. Clarke, in Virtuous Vice: Homoeroticism and the Public Sphere (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2000), defines “the politics of visibility” as “a politics that
strives for greater access to and presence within diverse cultural, economic, and political forms of representation” — an apt description, although my focus in this article
is primarily on cultural forms of representation (29). Clarke is one of several scholars
who have, over approximately the last decade, offered detailed critical assessments
of the limitations of visibility as a focus of recent gay, lesbian, or queer politics. Others include Alexandra Chasin, Selling Out: The Gay and Lesbian Movement Goes to
Market (New York: St. Martin’s, 2000); Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (Boston: Beacon, 2003);
Martha Gever, Entertaining Lesbians: Celebrity, Sexuality, and Self-Invention (New
York: Routledge, 2003); and Vincent Doyle, “ ‘But Joan! You’re My Daughter!’ The
Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation and the Politics of Amnesia,” Radical
History Review, no. 100 (2008): 209–21. My modest aim in this article is to offer a
historical case study that might enrich our understanding of the complex origins and
past contours of the phenomena at the center of these contemporary debates — in
other words, to inform, but not to assess in detail, arguments about desirable political
strategies for the present. Clarke’s study, specifically, mobilizes and interrogates the
concept of the public sphere in assessing contemporary visibility politics, arguing
that the terms of inclusion characteristic of the public sphere “at the very least tend
to produce a heteronormative sanitation of queer life” (6), and the reviewers and publications I examine might profit from further consideration more explicitly within this
framework.
Useful discussions of the complex origins and politics of coming out include John
D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minor-
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5.

6.

7.

8.

ity in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 235–36; George
Chauncey, Why Marriage? The History Shaping Today’s Debate over Gay Equality
(New York: Basic, 2004), 32–35; and Gever, Entertaining Lesbians, 81–114, esp.
94–106.
A paradigmatic example of this 1970s-era claim can be found in Dennis Altman,
The Homosexualization of America (New York: St. Martin’s, 1982). Among the historians who have cast doubt on this analysis are D’Emilio, Sexual Politics; Elizabeth
Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The
History of a Lesbian Community (New York: Routledge, 1993); George Chauncey,
Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay World (New York:
Basic Books, 1994); John Howard, Men Like That: A Southern Queer History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide Open Town: A
History of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2003); Chauncey, Why Marriage?; and Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and
Lesbian Communications and Community, 1920s–1970s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).
Chauncey, Gay New York; Michael Bronski, ed., Pulp Friction: Uncovering the
Golden Age of Gay Male Pulps (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2003), 6; David Bergman, The Violet Hour: The Violet Quill and the Making of Gay Culture (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2004), 44–54; Michael Sherry, Gay Artists in Modern
American Culture: An Imagined Conspiracy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); and George Chauncey, The Strange Career of the Closet: Gay Culture, Consciousness, and Politics from the Second World War to the Gay Liberation
Era (forthcoming).
Regarding gay visibility in print, more broadly, Meeker has argued that sensationalized nonfiction about homosexuals and homosexuality helped forge gay and lesbian communication networks during the postwar period (Contacts Desired, 109–95).
Vito Russo, The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Movies (New York: Harper and
Row, 1981); Larry Gross, Up from Invisibility: Lesbians, Gay Men, and the Media in
America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 21–93. On the decline of censorship during the 1960s, see D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, 129–48. See also Meeker,
Contacts Desired, 112, for a discussion of how competition from television drove other
media to more extensively cover homosexuality and other forms of “deviance.”
See, generally, David Eisenbach, Gay Power: An American Revolution (New York:
Carroll and Graf, 2006); and Gross, Up from Invisibility, 40–55. Kathryn Montgomery, in “Gay Activists and the Networks,” Journal of Communication 31, no. 3 (1981):
49–57, discusses activists’ fusion of public pressure and private negotiation and
expands this analysis in Target: Prime Time: Advocacy Groups and the Struggle over
Entertainment Television (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 51–74.
On homophile activists’ work to influence Life magazine journalists and authors
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of popular sociological studies, see Meeker, Contacts Desired, 151–95. Meeker revises
D’Emilio’s account of gay people’s expanding cultural visibility of homosexuality in
the 1960s, which fails to give homophile activists a major role in the phenomenon.
D’Emilio does point out how activists such as Randy Wicker had become self-styled
gay spokesmen by the end of the 1960s, playing a range of media off one another to
win coverage for a gay point of view (Sexual Politics, 158–60).
9. This caution is central to Chauncey’s narrative in Why Marriage? 39–58. See also
Suzanna Danuta Walters, All the Rage: The Story of Gay Visibility in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 3; and Gever, Entertaining Lesbians, 11–14,
41–44.
10. Much of this scholarship has responded to and followed arguments first raised by
D’Emilio in Sexual Politics, as Marc Stein observes in “Theoretical Politics, Local
Communities: The Making of U.S. LGBT Historiography,” GLQ 11 (2005): 605–25.
See John D’Emilio, “After Stonewall,” in Making Trouble: Essays on Gay History, Politics, and the University (New York: Routledge, 1992); Terrence Kissack, “Freaking
Fag Revolutionaries: New York’s Gay Liberation Front, 1969–1971,” Radical History
Review, no. 62 (1995): 104–34; Justin David Suran, “Coming Out against the War:
Antimilitarism and the Politicization of Homosexuality in the Era of Vietnam,” American Quarterly 53 (2001): 452–88; Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Forging Gay Identities:
Organizing Sexuality in San Francisco, 1950–1994 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2002); Boyd, Wide Open Town; and Eisenbach, Gay Power.
11. D’Emilio, “After Stonewall,” 250–51; D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, 1–2, 238–39;
Chauncey, Why Marriage? 31–32, 35–36; Altman, Homosexualization of America,
esp. 1–38, 146–71. Important historical examinations of cultural aspects of gay liberation and gay rights include Rodger Streitmatter, Unspeakable: The Rise of the Gay
and Lesbian Press in America (Boston: Faber and Faber, 1995); Meeker, Contacts
Desired, 197–250; and Gillian Frank, “Discophobia: Antigay Prejudice and the 1979
Backlash against Disco,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 16 (2007): 276–306.
Historical examinations of cultural aspects of second-wave feminism and the women’s movement focusing on lesbian feminism include Becki Ross, The House That
Jill Built: Lesbian Nation in Formation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995);
Anne Enke, Finding the Movement: Sexuality, Contested Space, and Feminist Activism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); and Heather Murray, “Free for All
Lesbians: Lesbian Cultural Production and Consumption in the United States during
the 1970s,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 16 (2007): 251–75. Cultural studies
scholars have, of course, produced a literature far too extensive to cite fully here on
gay men, lesbians, and queer sexuality in film, literature, music, and the visual arts,
and some such works offer revealing accounts of the queer subcultures and social
networks characterizing these media. For just two examples, see the discussions of
midcentury modernist composers’ social networks and the queer communities of
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1960s underground cinema in Nadine Hubbs, The Queer Composition of American
Sound: Gay Modernists, American Music, and National Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); and Janet Staiger, “Finding Community in the Early
1960s: Underground Cinema and Sexual Politics,” in Swinging Single: Representing
Sexuality in the 1960s, ed. Hilary Radner and Moya Luckett (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1999). But such accounts have not yet been well integrated into
historical narratives of the post-Stonewall period.
12. I focus in this article on the responses of a subset of self-styled activist-intellectual
gay men to these novels; I do not attempt to offer new interpretations of these novels
themselves. By taking this focus, I hope to indicate how these evolving responses
were crucial events in gay men’s ongoing negotiation of a public political and cultural
identity during the 1970s. As I suggest in the conclusion, expanding and illuminating
these novels’ contexts in this way may offer new frameworks for reading these novels themselves. So too might further research incorporating additional sources — for
instance, letters to the editor, oral history interviews, best seller lists compiled by gay
periodicals, and less prominent gay publications — that offer access to the responses
to these novels of broader communities of gay men.
I chose 1978 as a cutoff point for my investigation because it was perceived to
be a breakthrough year for “gaybooks” generally and in particular for major novels
written by openly gay authors. In a contemporary review, the Chicago Tribune’s Helen
Dudar declared, “The love that dare not speak its name turns out to be the blabbermouth of 1978”; a mid-1978 analysis by Richard Hall in the Advocate began, “It is no
longer news that the last two years have been catch-up time in the world of gaybooks,”
and went on to cite publishers’ “literary largesse” and the “sudden spurt” of relevant
fiction and nonfiction (Helen Dudar, “The Joy and Pain of Gay Books,” Chicago Tribune, September 24, 1978; Richard Hall, “Gaybooks: From the Furtive World of the
’50s to the Fad-Style of the ’70s,” Advocate, June 14, 1978).
13. In doing so, these reviewers and authors may offer a historical instance of Henderson’s
“queer relay,” which she envisions as an alternative to a “crossover” or polar model
of the relationship between queer and mainstream culture — one that highlights how
“dominant culture itself is necessarily in play, not at the mercy of subcultural forms
but lifeless without them,” and finds in abandoning “queer refusal” opportunities for
“recognizing and redistributing critical cultural resources, including new subjectivities” (Lisa Henderson, “Queer Relay,” GLQ 14 [2008]: 569–97, 570–72).
14. Bergman has observed a similar shift. In the introduction to his book-length analysis
of the writing of the “Violet Quill,” a group of authors discussed at greater length
below, Bergman writes that by avoiding the “so-called problem novel,” the Violet
Quill “signified that the lived experience of gay people was as valuable as anyone
else’s experience, that homosexuals weren’t a problem that needed to be dealt with,
but real people who have as much right to portray the world as straight people do”
(Violet Hour, xiv; emphasis in original).
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15. Streitmatter, Unspeakable, 154–82, esp. 175–79; Kathryn Thoms Flannery, Feminist
Literacies, 1968–75 (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2005). On the publication history of Rubyfruit Jungle, see Michael Bronski, Culture Clash: The Making of Gay Sensibility (Boston: South End, 1984), 157. On the politics of celebrity in
women’s liberation, see Gever, Entertaining Lesbians, 81–88.
16. Using the digital databases “LGBT Life” (from EBSCO Host) for the Advocate, the
Body Politic, and Christopher Street, and “Alternative Press Index Archive” (from
OCLC FirstSearch) for Gay Community News, I searched for all items categorized
under the subject headings “fiction,” “nonfiction,” and “book review.” (For the Advocate, after noticing some reviews not located through these searches, I also added a
search for the descriptor “books.” Although Gay Community News began publishing
in June 1973, it was not indexed before June 1976, so my data span this date through
1978.) I compiled the results into a single database and removed erroneous items,
such as reviews of films and articles generally about literary subjects. Additionally,
I broke out reviews that examined multiple books (44 reviews) into separate entries,
treating them for my purposes as multiple reviews, one of each book. Finally, to make
my survey more manageable, I restricted the database to even-numbered years only:
1968, 1970, 1972, 1974, 1976, and 1978. This produced a database of 540 reviews.
I then added a number of data points to each item. Typically, each index entry
already contained the reviewed book’s title and sometimes its author. Building from
this information, I assigned each book a genre (based on a combination of the subject headings accompanying that book’s entry in the electronic catalog WorldCat and
internal clues in its title): fiction, nonfiction, drama, photography, poetry, or unknown.
Then, where possible, I noted the gender of each review’s author and each book’s author.
Where only a last name was available or a first name was ambiguous, and other articles,
reviews, or catalogs failed to provide conclusive clues, I simply noted “unknown.” This
was a particular problem for reviews from GCN, as the Alternative Press Index Archive
included only reviewers’ last names; filling in some of the gaps were Amy Hoffman’s
memoir An Army of Ex-Lovers: My Life at the “Gay Community News” (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007) and a list of GCN writers included in Eric Rofes,
“Gay Community News — The First Gay and Lesbian Weekly Newspaper in the United
States” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association,
Boston, January 4, 2001), www.ericrofes.com/speaking/Gay_Community_News.pdf.
17. Two major considerations guided my selection of periodicals to examine. First, my
methodology required that periodicals be both electronically indexed and relatively
easily accessible. Second, I sought periodicals that were broadly important to gay
male cultural and political life during the 1970s and were, by reputation, representative of varying political tendencies.
18. Streitmatter, Unspeakable, 82–153, 183–210, and esp. 87–88, 183–89; Bronski,
Culture Clash, 147–49.
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19. David S. Churchill, “Personal Ad Politics: Race, Sexuality, and Power at The Body
Politic,” Left History 8 (2003): 114–15; Gross, Up from Invisibility, 36.
20. Gross, Up from Invisibility, 37; Hoffman, An Army of Ex-Lovers.
21. Bergman, Violet Hour, 171.
22. Streitmatter, Unspeakable, 183–242; Gross, Up from Invisibility, 35–37; “History of
The Body Politic — A Timeline,” www.uwo.ca/pridelib/bodypolitic/bphistory/time
line.htm (accessed October 23, 2009).
23. Streitmatter, Unspeakable, 183. See, e.g., George Whitmore, review of The Female
Man, by Joanna Russ, Advocate, July 2, 1975; and Whitmore, review of The Butterscotch Prince, by Richard Hall, Advocate, September 24, 1975.
24. The new format GCN debuted on March 8, 1975. Ian Young’s column premiered in
December 1975 and appears to have run through 1984. BP later kept readers abreast
of inexpensive reprints in an occasional feature called “Paperback Traffic.” See
“Paperback Traffic,” BP, November 1977; and Ed Jackson, “Paperback Traffic,” BP,
May 1978.
25. BP (“Our Image” supplement), February 1976.
26. Bergman, Violet Hour, 171.
27. See, e.g., Richard Hall, “Queen Mansions: Monette’s Menagerie,” Advocate, April 19,
1978.
28. The Advocate’s interest in the publishing industry was evident in its June 1978 special
section “Shapers and Shakers,” which included a long analysis by Hall of the history
of gaybooks, a roundtable interview moderated by Hall with gay authors and publishing industry executives, and a letter from the editor by Goodstein eagerly anticipating
the Advocate’s forthcoming appearance at the American Booksellers Association Convention (Hall, “Gaybooks,” 17–19; “The Perils and Power of Publishing Gay Books,”
Advocate, July 14, 1978; David Goodstein, “An Industry Acknowledges Us,” Advocate, June 14, 1978). See also [the Advocate Book Shop advertisement], Advocate,
March 8, 1979.
29. I am conscious of shortcomings in my methodology for assigning genders to authors
and reviewers; I assumed binary gender identities and generally do not account for the
possibilities of transsexual and transgender identifications. While I would prefer to be
able to capture how individual writers imagined and identified their genders, and the
intersections of transgender and gay and lesbian history demand further examination,
I nevertheless hope my data usefully illuminate relationships between gay men and
women during this period.
30. The role of women did grow relatively larger over time at both BP and GCN, suggesting that those publications perhaps eventually attained a degree of gender parity that
influenced how they were subsequently remembered. The number of reviews written
by women rose from two in 1976 to fourteen (out of seventy-five, or 18.7 percent) in
1978 at GCN, and from two in 1972 and none in 1974 to fifteen in 1976 to twenty-five
(out of seventy-four, or 33.8 percent) in 1978 at BP.
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31. Combining single- and multiple-author books, men wrote twenty-four reviews of nonfiction by women while women wrote thirty, but men wrote thirty-four reviews of fiction by women while women wrote twenty-three.
32. My close examination of reviews of mainstream fiction in these publications, discussed at more length below, confirms what the demographics of reviewers and
reviewed authors suggests: book reviewers generally spoke to and for gay male audiences, with “us” and “our” nearly always referring to gay men. The limitations of
women’s presence in these publications may help explain the role of lesbian feminist
culture in constructing and refining alternative venues.
Without further research, it is not possible to characterize with certainty reviewers’ racial, class, or educational backgrounds, but there is little to suggest that they
were not, like most gay activists of the period, by and large white, middle class, and
well educated. This was certainly the case for the (all-white) Violet Quill, as discussed in Bergman’s analysis of racial representation in these authors’ writing (Violet
Hour, 114–36). Additional research might further illuminate how racial and other
exclusions helped consolidate the gay literary elite discussed in this article.
33. After 1975, works of fiction were the subject of just over one-third of the reviews the
Advocate published. The figures for the other publications ranged around this percentage, from a high of almost 40 percent for GCN to a low of just over 20 percent for
BP. The Advocate published 137 reviews in 1968, 1970, 1972, and 1974: 91 of these
considered works of fiction, and 44 of those books I identified as erotic fiction, published by houses including Guild Press, Greenleaf Classics, Parisian Press, Frenchy’s
Gay Line, Brandon House, GX, Midwood Books, Traveler’s Companion, and Surrey
House. See Bronski, Pulp Friction, 200. Of the 44 works of erotic fiction, 16 were
reviewed in 1970, 26 in 1972, and only 2 in 1974.
34. Roger Austen, Playing the Game: The Homosexual Novel in America (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1977), 220–21.
35. For instance, Patrick Doyle and Carl Driver were prolific reviewers of fiction (much
of it erotic) and other books in the early years of the Advocate, and the two also wrote
several works of erotic fiction reviewed in the magazine. Hall, the leading book
reviewer in the Advocate, was also a novelist, as was Whitmore, who reviewed books
in multiple gay publications as well as in mainstream venues including the Washington Post. Similarly, authors of gay-related nonfiction such as Barry Adam, Dennis
Altman, Allan Bérubé, and Allen Young also contributed book reviews to the gay
publications considered here.
36. George Whitmore, “Consenting Adult: ‘A Book for Our Parents, Not for Us,’ ” [review
of Consenting Adult, by Laura Z. Hobson], Advocate, August 13, 1975; Whitmore,
“Marketing the ‘Gay New World’ ” [review of Faggots, by Larry Kramer], BP, February 1979; Whitmore, “Beer, Baloney, and Champagne,” BP, September 1978; Whitmore, review of The Butterscotch Prince, by Richard Hall, Advocate, September 24,
1975.
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37. This category includes Warren’s The Front Runner and its successors, The Fancy
Dancer (New York: Morrow, 1976) and The Beauty Queen (New York: Morrow, 1978);
Hobson’s Consenting Adult; and C. F. Griffin, Haakon (New York: Crowell, 1978).
Somewhat surprisingly, although well known as examples of this category of fiction,
Merrick’s early-1970s novels — The Lord Won’t Mind and its sequels — do not appear
to have been reviewed in the periodicals I examined. See George Whitmore, “Out of
the Closet and onto the Shelves,” Washington Post, January 8, 1978.
38. Bronski, Pulp Friction, 6. For instance, Allen Young, reviewing E. M. Forster’s posthumously published novel of gay love, Maurice (New York: Norton, 1971), defined “a
gay novel” as “a novel with a homosexual as the central character” and argued that
“authors generally, if they mention us at all, use a homosexual character in a negative sense” (Allen Young, review of Maurice, by E. M. Forster, and What Happened,
by Merle Miller, GCN, February 2, 1974). This sense of “gay fiction,” applied to the
pre-Stonewall period, was persistent: in 1978, for instance, Hall wrote of the “furtive
world” of 1950s “gaybooks” (“Gaybooks”).
39. Jim Kepner, “Two Novels on Cruising — or Are They?” [review of Cruising, by Gerald
Walker, and Cruising, by Jay Greene], Advocate, October 14, 1970.
40. As Bronski, among others, has observed, these “gay pulps” were part of a broader
fascination with “illegal or taboo sex” and other forms of social deviance in the “burgeoning paperback industry” of the midcentury United States. Pulp fiction about
gay men included both “reprints of previously published novels from established,
respected houses” (by authors such as Gore Vidal, Charles Jackson, John Horne
Burns, and Lonnie Coleman) and original works written by and more narrowly for gay
men, along with nonfiction of varying degrees of sensationalism and veracity (Bronski,
Pulp Friction, 2–6). Lesbian pulp fiction — a more prominent and popular subgenre
at the time — has received considerable critical attention from scholars of the queer
past. See, for instance, Meeker, Contacts Desired, 113–50; and Amy Villarejo, Lesbian Rule: Cultural Criticism and the Value of Desire (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2003), 159–89.
41. Scott Langdon, “Gay Athletes Battle for Love on Macho Road to the Olympics”
[review of The Front Runner, by Patricia Nell Warren], Advocate, March 27, 1974;
Jim Kepner, “Realistic Novel Has the Ease of the ‘New Homosexual’ ” [review of
Something You Do in the Dark, by Daniel Curzon], Advocate, May 26, 1971; Daniel
Curzon, Something You Do in the Dark (New York: Putnam, 1971). Driver, in his
review of Renault’s Fire from Heaven, a historical novel about Alexander the Great,
was similarly scornful of paperback erotica: “There is more lasting stimulation from
one of Miss Renault’s [love] scenes than can be found in all the cock novels published
in San Diego” (Carl Driver, “Alex as a Kid” [review of Fire from Heaven, by Mary
Renault], Advocate, April 28, 1971).
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42. Carl Driver, “Gay Fiction May Be Growing Up,” Advocate, December 8, 1971; Paul
Damon, “Author Outlines Plan for Gay Writers’ Guild,” Advocate, March 13, 1974.
The Advocate was the only one of the publications I examined that had ever included
paperback erotica among the books it reviewed. The desire of reviewers and editors to
exclude erotica from the realm of “fiction” and the legitimacy that attended it appears
to have been widespread; the scholar Roger Austen, for instance, specifically excepted
“paperback porn” from his request in 1974 for donations of books to be considered for
his study of the history of the gay novel, eventually published in 1977 (Roger Austen,
“Old Gay Novels Shouldn’t Die,” Advocate, February 13, 1974). At the same time, the
very frequency with which commentators disparaged erotica suggests that ordinary
readers continued to embrace it. Indeed, the industry hardly died; in fact, it thrived,
with authors often incorporating the gay rights movement into their stories. See Bronski, Pulp Friction, 322–24. It is important to keep in mind that gay reviewers were
not representative of the gay community at large, and their appeals during the 1970s,
like those of gay activists more generally, often fell on deaf ears.
43. See, e.g., Paul Pearce, review of The Butterscotch Prince, BP, April 1975; Whitmore,
review of The Butterscotch Prince, 34; Thom Willenbecher, “Consenting Adult —
Positive Pablum for Gay Liberation Babies,” [review of Consenting Adult], GCN,
August 30, 1975; Robert Etherington, “Trash” [review of Haakon], GCN, July 29,
1978; Jeff Ruda, “A Gay Irving Wallace” [review of The Quirk, by Gordon Merrick],
GCN, September 30, 1978.
44. See, e.g., Ed Jackson, “Gay Mystery,” Advocate, September 16, 1970; Kepner, “Realistic Novel,” 26; Young, review of Maurice and What Happened, 7; Patrick Doyle,
“Hansen’s Gay Gumshoe” [review of Death Claims, by Joseph Hansen], Advocate,
February 14, 1973; Jane DeLynn, review of The Fancy Dancer, CS, August 1976,
43–45; Foster Hirsch, “The Gay Novel as Health Food” [review of Coming Out, by
Wallace Hamilton], CS, June 1977, 53–54; Don Barrett, “A Simplistic Distortion”
[review of The Manhood Ceremony, by Ross Berliner], GCN, April 1, 1978.
45. Barrett, “A Simplistic Distortion,” 12; Ross Berliner, The Manhood Ceremony (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1978). Likewise, Hall criticized Haakon in the Advocate
in part because “everyone has had an awful childhood — orphaned, humiliated or
abused” (Richard Hall, “Haakon’s a Hack-Off; The Pick of Felice Picano” [review of
Haakon], Advocate, March 22, 1978).
46. Eric Rofes, “Only Skin Deep” [review of The Beauty Queen], GCN (“Book Review”),
August 26, 1978; Whitmore, “Beer, Baloney, and Champagne,” 14–15. Although
Whitmore was unsettled by the “stereotypical fag hairdresser” who is the best friend
of the female narrator of Sheila Weller’s Hansel and Gretel in Beverly Hills (New York:
Morrow, 1978), “all Weller’s cheap tricks to humanize him (he’s the foster parent to a
little South American, for instance)” did succeed in distracting him from his objectionable “mannerisms.”

423

424

GLQ: A JOURNAL OF LESBIAN AND GAY STUDIES

47. Allen Young, “Gay Lib Jocks” [review of The Front Runner], BP, July 1974; Willenbecher, “Consenting Adult,” 6.
48. Vincent Hoskinson, review of The Front Runner, GCN, August 31, 1974. Young made
similar points in “Gay Lib Jocks,” 11.
49. DeLynn, review of The Fancy Dancer, 43–45; Gordon Montador, review of The Fancy
Dancer, BP, August 1976. Reviewers did not find fault only with Warren’s gender
politics. In the Advocate, Hall charged Haakon author Griffin with “fall[ing] for the
sex-role line” for having some characters disparage an effeminate protagonist, and
Barrett in GCN wrote that The Manhood Ceremony author Berliner’s “treatment of
women is almost misogynist” (Hall, “Haakon’s a Hack-Off,” 34; Barrett, “Simplistic
Distortion,” 12).
50. Reviewers were not uniformly antagonistic to Warren and Hobson. The Advocate’s
Langdon, for instance, praised Warren’s focus on “the young, masculine, athletic
homosexual,” whose masculinity was “gentle and kind” (“Gay Athletes Battle for
Love,” 32). Reviewers writing in the Advocate, in general, were kinder to Warren’s
books than were reviewers for other publications. But, taken as a whole, reviewers’
hostility toward Warren and Hobson was strong. It was also somewhat hypocritical;
rarely, except with respect to their books, did reviewers invoke a radical politics that
stressed the interconnectedness of various forms of oppression and the need for collective action in order to object to white, masculine, middle-class protagonists — and
these were hardly uncommon in the genre. Indeed, the relationships between gay
periodicals (and gay activists in general) and Warren, as an openly lesbian author
writing about gay men, could easily occupy an essay of their own.
51. The term for-grantedness was invoked in Michael Lynch, review of The Butterscotch
Prince, BP, April 1975.
52. Ian Young, review of Coming Out, BP (“Our Image” supplement), November 1977;
Hirsch, “Gay Novel as Health Food,” 53–54; Wallace Hamilton, Coming Out (New
York: New American Library, 1977).
53. Eric Rogers, “Incisive Thinking (and Romance Too)” [review of Taking Care of Mrs.
Carroll, by Paul Monette], GCN, March 25, 1978; Paul Monette, Taking Care of Mrs.
Carroll (Boston: Little, Brown, 1978). Indeed, Whitmore cited Mrs. Carroll in a 1978
article, arguing, “Gay writers are no longer burdened with the obligation to explain
and apologize for the hard, cold truth, the dreary facts about gay life — matters better
left to the prattlings of sociology. As the narrator says in Taking Care of Mrs. Carroll,
there is a distinction to be made between what is true (realism in all its tedious manifestations) and what is real (what we known from our own experience, how we choose
to view ourselves)” (George Whitmore, “The Gay Novel Now,” Gaysweek, October 9,
1978, 11, quoted in Bergman, Violet Hour, xiv).
54. Although for a few reviewers, pre-Stonewall fiction could at least help contemporary
readers to comprehend this past, to most, it was simply “badly dated” (Kepner, “Real-
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56.
57.
58.

59.
60.
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63.

64.

65.
66.

67.

istic Novel,” 26; Young, review of Maurice and What Happened, 7; Carl Driver, “Forster’s Maurice Waited Too Long,” Advocate, November 10, 1971).
David Stein, “An Honorable Failure” [review of Haakon], CS, August 1978, 54–55.
Whitmore, “Beer, Baloney, and Champagne,” 13–15.
Hall, “Haakon’s a Hack-Off,” 34.
Rogers, “Incisive Thinking,” 10. DeLynn, discussing The Front Runner several years
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