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INTRODUCTION

BRYAN WASHINGTON

There are blips throughout Henry Blake Fuller’s 1919 novel Bertram Cope’s Year where its queer concerns reveal themselves entirely unambiguously: in the midst of a year in which Cope, a youngish English professor, is completing his thesis at a Midwestern college campus, our protagonist finds himself tiptoeing the question of how to diffuse a potential lover. It’s a new situation for our hero. He’s discombobulated by the sudden accumulation and maintenance of social wealth—thrust between an older man, and then another, several women, and finally a dear male friend whose implied sexuality turns our protagonist into a knot. Through all of this, Cope is largely guileless. A bit dopey. A canvas for the more experienced denizens of his new social world to impose their desires upon—while his own, for better and worse, remain astutely oblique.

The appearance of a queer novel’s paramour can exist as a narrative inflection point: the scene presents itself as a moment shrouded in tension, whose realization, or lack thereof, becomes the source of untapped narrative thrust (the amount of which informs just how much the novel’s nods toward romance work, or not). This appearance can also instigate a blip of introspection, in which a protagonist takes stock of their circumstances (“how the fuck did I get into this mess?”). Or, as in Cope’s circumstances, these romantic introductions can mirror life itself, offering little more than what presents as a linger, or a stray glance, or a seemingly awkward conversational beat—at least to the untrained eye.

But those who’ve been there know. Queerness is everywhere when you know what to look for.

The environment in which Fuller released his novel was, to put it mildly, caustic toward the gays. He completed his text in the summer of 1918, only to find apprehension and disinterest from the publishing houses he sent it to. While the nods toward queerness in Bertram Cope’s Year, in the eyes of a contemporary reader, might seem frail at best, the implications were glaring for editors at the time: the novel was deemed soundly unpublishable. Eventually, Fuller’s novel made its way to a friend, who offered a modest publication, upon which the book received an even more circumspect welcome: sales were not strong. Critical reception proved scant. Almost immediately after its appearance, Fuller’s novel was lost to time.

His protagonist spends much of it ambling through waves of possible interest, and possible romantic inquiry, and the implications of action. Its definitive strokes are mild. But, ironically, in this way, Fuller has done a great service to queer life in the moment. An experienced reader would clock it: a seemingly extraneous gesture. An offhand remark, or circular conversation. A direct transcription may mute these gestures’ intentionality when, in reality, the implication is nearly as strong as the action. In this way, Fuller is utilizing his tools on hand to paint, in broad strokes, as clear an iteration of queer life for our protagonist as possible. Discernibility isn’t necessarily analogous to existence. If you know what to look for, then you’ll find it.

This precision is further exacerbated by the directness of Fuller’s oeuvre: he is credited as writing the first American play in which homosexuality holds a primary role (in it, a man commits suicide at the wedding of an ex; a gay demise as any). Fuller constantly pined after younger men in his own life, many of whom were his students. In his later years, he’d travel through Europe with one such student, and, in old age, he’d ultimately pass in the home of a man with whom he lived the last few years of his life. In this context, for a man who seemed to live explicitly, the novel’s subtlety becomes at once both magnified and refracted—inevitably, unrequited and horny are two pillars of queer existence.

Bertram Cope’s Year resurfaced in literary discourse as a canonical event decades after Fuller’s death. Its inconvenient faggy overtones underlined its newfound title as “the first queer American novel.” Cope’s bumbling overtures are redefined as an excavation of queer existence in the early twentieth century. This redefining is camp in and of itself. And if the novel is, in fact, the first of its kind, it calls into question what a queer novel is, exactly. The answer will change with its intended audience. But what, then, is its blueprint? Can obfuscation serve as iconography in its own sense?

The America in which Fuller’s novel is being reintroduced is both very different from and reminiscent of the book’s origins. The subtlety Fuller utilizes might be considered “stylistic.” His characters’ linguistic gymnastics could be deemed “thoughtful.” In contemporary literature, unambiguously sucking dick in a novel isn’t terribly obtuse; what’s actually rare is positing queer lives within the context of daily life, sans hyperbole or immediate emergency. Simultaneously, queer rights are being challenged apace—our government is actively working to push queer visibility back into the closet.

A lot has changed. A lot hasn’t. The question remains: what can the works from which our contemporary canon stems—that have survived these decades of change—tell us about where we are going and how to prepare ourselves upon arrival? How can we identify what a queer novel is now, and what it could become, through examinations of the very first one? As a tool in our temporary questioning, Bertram Cope’s Year is, in a literal sense, a classic—foundational to our understanding of both the trajectory of the queer American novel as a narrative entity, and its role in the larger factory of the country’s publishing mechanisms.

But, in the end, story is all that lasts. That’s what matters. At the novel’s conclusion, there’s a moment where Cope is confronted with the question of what, exactly, a relationship’s travails are worth. What does it mean to take up with another person? To stand alongside them? To expect, to hope, that they’ll stand alongside you? And as Cope throws up his hands in exasperation—“Worth the to-do? Who is?”—a reader can’t help but ask the same thing. But this book, in many ways, is an answer.

—
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