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“Edmund White is one of the best writers of my generation; he’s certainly the contemporary writer I reread more than any other, and the one whose next book I look forward to reading the most.”

—John Irving

“White is unquestionably the foremost American novelist.”

—Newsweek

“Nocturnes for the King of Naples… is a confessedly baroque novel, a sequence of highly wrought addresses to an absent male lover. The narrative voice is subjective, self-analytic, self-accusing… White at this time, like other gay artists before him, treasured the baroque aesthetic for its moral ambivalence, for making ‘little distinction between ornament and substance’—feelings hidden in digressions, in the expressive uncurling of a metaphor.”

—Alan Hollinghurst

“[White] is the unquestioned master of nailing down a time, a place, a mood, and its walking, talking, erring, outrageous denizens.”

—Christopher Bollen, Interview

“Artful vignettes from a life passed between Bohemian and cafe societies, in Italy and Spain, on a decaying American estate, on the New York piers… It is exquisite prose, gooey and fantastic as Italian pastry, mounds of it, piled on prodigally. Elegant plays on words abound… Proust, for a possible comparison, piled phrase upon phrase, hoping by the addition of each to hone an interpretation finer… Mr. White [is] a similar virtuoso… Nocturnes is a set of delicious… prose poems by a writer of great talent and high art.”

—John Yohalem, New York Times

“One of the most brilliant and distinguished authors at work in America today.”

—Patrick McGrath

“Edmund White is one of the three or four most virtuosic living writers of sentences in the English language.”

—Dave Eggers

“One of America’s outstanding prose writers today, a master of language and imagination.”

—Jordan Elgrably, Paris Review

“A long, soliliquous address—craftily modulated into different moody keys and directed to a dead, charismatic, anonymous lover whom the narrator had the callowness and bad fortune to throw over for someone else…Witty and cultured.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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The abstract joy,

The half-read wisdom of daemonic images,

Suffice the ageing man as once the growing boy.

—W. B. Yeats,

“Meditations in Time of Civil War”








FOREWORD

Nocturnes for the King of Naples opens with the most remarkable account of cruising I know. By cruising I mean a specifically gay male practice of organized promiscuity, a form of sexual sociality at once universal—existing, in remarkably similar forms, in rural American truck stops and among Roman ruins—and, as White chronicles it, specific to a particular time and place, the Chelsea piers in 1970s New York, part of the extravagant, unprecedented gay world that flourished between the Stonewall riots of 1969 and the onset of the AIDS crisis. In the nighttime scene that opens the book, men brush past each other in the dark, alert in their animal bodies, their senses sharpened by hunger; they send up cigarette flares, displaying themselves against the night sky; they pair off or remain solitary, unchosen—like the narrator, who lingers until sunrise, when finally he finds a man to go home with.

It’s a bravura opening; it’s also disorienting, and readers might be forgiven for needing some time to find their footing. This is in part because the novel dispenses with preliminaries: there’s no welcoming exposition, no helpful signposts or introductions, just a nameless, faceless first-person narrator in the grip of an as-yet-unexplained desire. What’s more, White’s disarmingly gorgeous prose everywhere works transformations: on just the first page, the rotting industrial warehouse the men populate becomes a theater, a museum, a cathedral, a bird. The landscape beyond the river is a body struck by a whip, an image of pleasure or penitence, we can’t know which, or even whether the distinction can be drawn. Usual relations of cause and consequence are scrambled, made mystic, so that wind conjures flame from a match; banal gestures become lavishly, ravishingly beautiful, making drama of perception, as when the light from a man dragging on a cigarette is described as “molding gold leaf to cheekbones.”

And then, with no more warning than a section break, we’re somewhere else, somewhen else, at a party where a father fails to recognize his son. A “you” is addressed but not identified; we’ve still learned next to nothing of our narrator. The novel’s first chapter, with its leaps and lunges, is characteristic of the novel as a whole, the movements of which are dictated not by logic or chronology or narrative consequence, not even by trackable associations; instead we drift along more mysterious currents of memory and desire, deep in the narrator’s consciousness. (Or his unconscious, “which doesn’t recognize any of the ordinary dimensions such as time, distance, causality.”) Not for nothing does White label the book’s eight chapters “nocturnes”: their movement is oneiric, with harmonic progressions that, unassailable in nighttime, can seem inscrutable by the light of day. We can seldom be sure where we are; throughout the novel, as the narrator is drawn from one remembered scene into another, deictic, anchoring words—here, now, there, then—point in all directions. White’s style, with its recondite vocabulary (internodes, tepidarium, ciliary), its wordplay (“the wan dawns of Don Juans”), its wildly ornate metaphors, can have a narcotic effect; and one very pleasurable way to experience the novel is simply to give oneself over to it, to enjoy its textures and scents, without any arduous grasping after clarity.

But the novel rewards alertness. Beneath its lush, impressionistic surfaces are solid structures, and for a careful reader the story becomes clear, or nearly so. (Some of the book’s mysteries remain unsoundable, at least for me, which is a quality I prize: one can return again and again, to the inexhaustible text.) The narrator, who we will learn is now in his late forties, remembers a relationship with a much older man—the “you” the novel addresses, at least most of the time—that he recognizes as ideal only after it is lost. This “you” is the “King of Naples,” though that phrase appears only in the title: a distinguished, cultured man held in esteem by a court of distinguished, cultured friends, the “saints” who will continue to cross the narrator’s path long after the relationship’s demise.

This is a relationship of a kind we’ve grown suspicious of, though one that has long been endemic to gay male culture: it’s as much educative as erotic, and fraught with power differentials of various, unstable kinds. The older man saves the narrator—they meet in Spain, where the narrator, seventeen years old, still a high-school student, has fled his despotic, drug-addled father—and supports him, financially and otherwise, training him both in gay life and in the ceremonies of high culture. The narrator feels at once grateful for the older man’s protection and trapped by the safety he provides: “you were the living barrier between me and the danger I didn’t want to digest, only devour.” He is constantly aware of the older man’s “full, powerful life,” and aware of his own power, too, the power of beauty, of the beloved: “If I would touch you, as I did once in a while (just a touch, nothing intimate), you’d get excited.” He torments the older man, binding him to chastity while bringing home other men; the older man’s acolytes, those distinguished friends, try to remind the narrator of his place.

The narrator leaves the older man for Robert, a tall, handsome lover closer to his own age; but the unconscious, a psychiatrist tells him, “can’t distinguish between abandoning someone and being abandoned by him,” an ambivalence the narrator will indulge. The narrator sees his younger self as fickle, with “nothing definite in me beyond one surge of emotion after another”; his relationship with Robert soon sours, and he returns to the home he shared with the older man to find that he has been replaced: the bathroom’s monogrammed towels bear a new set of initials. So begins a sense of loss the narrator suffers from and, one suspects, cherishes, nurtures, the source of an abjection that can seem at times, in the book’s windswept lyricism, almost ecstatic. So begins also a different kind of education, a career in love that will result, in the book’s fifth chapter—a lavishly arch fantasia in which the narrator and his lover reenact scenes from the narrator’s past in a theater they’ve made their home—in an experience of unrequited love that allows the narrator fully to understand the older man’s grief.

Nocturnes for the King of Naples is an account of the narrator’s search for the older lover he has lost. This search is geographical, and will take him to the places they traveled together: Rome, Fire Island, Spain. It’s also sexual, the narrator’s promiscuity a process of seeking the lover “in the bodies of hundreds of men I’ve ransacked, tearing them open as though surely this one must be concealing the contraband goods.” Most profoundly, it is a search through the past, the narrator scouring his avowedly fragmentary, unreliable memories for fragments of the “you” he addresses. And so we see his childhood on a landed estate surrounded by slums; his father’s abandonment; his mother’s wild grief and eventual suicide; the boarding school from which his father’s current paramour summons him to Spain, where the narrator joins a bewildering, Bacchic court; his father’s death. The beauty of White’s style can make it possible to miss the starkness of the trauma the narrator suffers from the loss of his parents, which nevertheless brands him; it is there to be found on every page of the book.

The father is another great masculine presence hovering over Nocturnes, a foil for, but also perhaps a further aspect of, the beloved “you” the narrator continually addresses. Especially because, as we will learn—this might be a spoiler, except that White’s novel can’t be spoiled, as with all strong books its interest lies elsewhere than in plot—the older lover has died; the narrator has been directing his plangent confessions to an absence that can accommodate the names of “lover” and “father” with equal ease. And maybe a third, too, since another name for this absence might be “God.” The devotional quality of White’s novel may be the biggest surprise for a reader encountering it in 2024, especially a reader familiar with White’s later, more famous, resolutely secular work. Nocturnes is steeped in religious imagery and citations. The narrator compares himself to Gregory of Nyssa, reading over his past with the fervor Gregory brought to the Song of Songs. The text is loaded with allusions to scripture, to the Psalms, to the story of David and Jonathan, to the Gospels; and also to Sufi poetry, to Saint John of the Cross, to Dante.

How should we understand this language? Sometimes, as when the narrator, lying between two sand dunes, compares himself to a crucifix hanging between breasts, then to Christ hanging between the two thieves, it seems clearly camp. But more often it comes in a key of at least plausible sincerity. “Now that I am ready you have hidden your face,” the narrator says at one point; at another: “Everything was done in remembrance of you.” White has frequently called Nocturnes his “Baroque novel,” by which he means both to characterize a style “that makes little distinction between ornament and substance,” as he writes of the novel in The Farewell Symphony; and also to denote works that, as he said in an interview, confuse the sacred and the carnal, that “seduce the spirit through the flesh.” The novel draws on a long tradition of mystical writing that confuses sacred and secular desire, using the language of sexual pleasure to denote spiritual rapture. If nothing else, especially in the context of 1978, this constitutes a remarkable statement about queer lives: that they are possessed of a dignity and significance that can be adequately described only by the resources of the devotional tradition.

Readers familiar with White’s other books will recognize moments in Nocturnes, anecdotes and motifs that appear in his autobiographical fiction and memoirs: a dog named Timmy; a boarding school classmate enamored with fascism; an Italian woman whose father is a philosopher obsessed with time, who herself becomes obsessed with the narrator; a man tormented by compulsions he calls his “mania.” Nocturnes is distinct from White’s later, more explicitly autobiographical work, to my mind the most beguiling of three early-career experiments (the others are Forgetting Elena and Caracole); but White is almost always, at his core, an autobiographical writer, and bits of atomized autobiography float like free radicals through Nocturnes. White has said that the novel’s narrator is based on a younger man White had a long involvement with (the actor Keith McDermott, who played in Peter Shaffer’s Equus on Broadway opposite Richard Burton and Anthony Perkins); the older lover, White writes in his memoir My Lives, was “someone resembling the poet Frank O’Hara or God or me.”

The novel might be read as an elaborate sort of wish fulfillment, then, or maybe an elaborate revenge, imagining a beloved humbled by age, his beauty dulled, desperate with longing for the once-spurned lover. But that would be a simpler book than the one White wrote. Many of the details from White’s biography that appear in the novel adhere to the narrator, not the older man, and it’s the narrator whose suffering we sympathize with; so that the psychic currents animating White’s novel are never unidirectional, never unconflicted. As the novel, obeying the logic of the unconscious, muddies the distinction between the one who is abandoned and the one who leaves, so too the line between the narrator and his older lover becomes sometimes difficult to maintain. “Everyone here is impersonating you. I, for one,” the narrator says; and, later: “I try to understand you by impersonating you.” We may come to wonder, even, if the older lover has existed at all, or if he would be recognizable from the narrator’s version, constructed from memories that have been variously “pruned” and “updated.” Perhaps the narrator has invented him as an occasion for the longing that has become his being, a desire that precedes its object, or with no object beyond itself: “the maddening vision of a man or god who has died, gone away, or never existed.”

White published his novel in 1978, which was something of an annus mirabilis for gay literature, producing two books—Larry Kramer’s bilious, moralistic Faggots and Andrew Holleran’s glorious Dancer from the Dance—that have found an enduring place in the canon of queer literature. White’s third book, A Boy’s Own Story, would do the same, making his career and his fame as a literary writer. Why has Nocturnes been so neglected? Maybe because its pleasures are so refined, demanding patience and a certain application; or maybe because its aesthetic roots lie not in Kramer’s Swiftian satire or Holleran’s Fitzgeraldian romance, but a source less familiar to American readers, a kind of decadent modernism, its fragments not shored against ruin but offering ruin to be wallowed, even reveled in. It’s closer to the nouveau roman or the work of Jean Genet than to anything in the English-language tradition.

And maybe Nocturnes has been difficult to assimilate because it stands outside the affirmative current of queer triumphalism that has overtaken more nuanced accounts of gay literature and gay lives. Far from the heroic queers that populate much post-Stonewall cultural production, the narrator of Nocturnes is melancholic, diffuse, too wan for political action, “less a man in time,” as he says of another character, “than a synchronous field of energy.” (“My new book wasn’t altogether healthy,” White would later write.) White’s novel is best understood, I think, as adhering to an alternative, anti-identitarian queer tradition that has never been wholly congenial to North American readers, one we might trace from Genet and Patricia Highsmith to contemporaries like Andrea Lawlor and Pajtim Statovci.

Whatever the case, this edition provides an opportunity for a new and better reading of White’s second novel, one that sees its importance not just as an historic record or an essential document of a crucial career, but as a psychological study of complexity and depth, and a stylistic performance of an immaculacy seldom achieved.

Garth Greenwell

New York City, 2023






CHAPTER I

A young man leans with one shoulder against the wall, and his slender body remains motionless against the huge open slab of night sky and night water behind him. He is facing the river. Little waves scuttling shoreward from a passing, passed scow slap against boards: perfunctory applause. On the other side of the water, lights trace senseless paths up across hills, lash-marks left by an amateur whip. He turns toward me a look of hope tempered by discretion; eyes dilated by a longing too large—as large as this briny night panel behind him—to focus in on any single human being.

I have failed to interest him. He turns back to his river as though it were the masterpiece and I the retreating guard.

For me there was the deeper vastness of the enclosed, ruined cathedral I was entering. Soaring above me hung the pitched roof, wings on the downstroke, its windows broken and lying at my feet.

A wind said incantations and hypnotized a match flame up out of someone’s cupped hands. Now the flame went out and only the cigarette pulsed, each draw molding gold leaf to cheekbones.

There are qualities of darkness, the darkness of gray silk stretched taut to form the sky, watered by city lights, the darkness of black quartz boiling to make a river, and the penciled figures of men in the distance, minute figures on—is that a second story? What are they doing up there? A cigarette rhymes its glow with my own across the huge expanse that has shattered its crystal lining to the ground.

I told myself to stand still in the shadow of an immobile crane, its teeth rusted shut, to stand still and watch. What I was looking for were the other men secreted in corners, or posted on dilapidated stairs, or only half-visible behind tarred bollards. The wind died and in my hiding place a bowl of fragrances was lifted like a potpourri culled from leaves, cloves, tar, burned rubber—droll hobby. I could scarcely get past the preserving odor of brine. But just beneath it hovered the smell of trapped sweat on bodies. Beneath everything else I smelled (or rather heard) the melancholy of an old, waterlogged industrial building, a sound as virile but at the same time as sexless as a Russian basso descending liturgically from low G to F to E, on and on down on narrow steps below the stave into a resonant deep C.

The men I was searching for now became palpable. They leaned out of the low shelf of night. They whispered, if they were in twos, or shifted their weight from foot to tentative foot if alone. At the far end of the vaulted room in a second-story window, one gnat-sized man knelt before another.

I had moved out from under the crane to walk the length of the pier, intrigued by the symmetrical placement of people on the far-away landing deck. They stood at attention, motionless—ah! posts. They were posts, but the sound beside my right hand was human breathing. Through the glassless window of an office I saw a man sitting on the floor, breathing. I didn’t speak but rather rested my hand on the sill, which was grained as fur. He plopped his hand over mine: not dry, not clean. Beneath the concealing ridge of his brow his eyes could have been staring up at me.

Congeries of bodies; the slow, blind tread on sloped steps; the faces floating up like thoughts out of ink, then trailing away like thoughts out of memory; entrances and exits; the dignified advance and retreat as an approaching car on the highway outside casts headlights through the window and plants a faint square on the wall. The square brightens till it blazes, then rotates into a trapezoid narrowing to the point of extinction, its last spark igniting a hand raised to hit a face. A new square grows on the wall but when it veers off it reveals not the stunned face, nor the punishing hand—ooze on old boards, nothing else.

Down the steps, past the polite, embarrassed face of someone I know. I mount a loading ramp onto a platform where an insubstantial shack, doorless and windowless, shelters another cigarette. I stop at the doorway. He turns to the wall, causing me to retreat. There is another dubious figure, tall, face visored. I won’t risk encountering him now. He can wait—that he will wait is the bet I’m willing to place. A shed at the extreme end of the platform glistens and sweats with water; running water can be heard, muted, sloshing through moss-slick pilings. Into that wet vault I take a step. A hand; a bearded face; the smell of whiskey; another hand. My motionless shoes turn cold—no, wet. A vagrant wave wallops against the pier like a blanket someone shakes out during spring cleaning. A boy with pale arms bruised by shadow is caught in the cross-currents of fear and curiosity. Something behind me is ticking, an electrical timer in good running order within a building I had assumed was long ago defunct.

Retracing my steps, I notice that the sentinel I’d left posted by the door to the shack has been relieved but not replaced. Down a ramp I go into the central hall, which not only reports but also magnifies the waves drumming the dock in triplets of dotted eighths over the sustained crescendo-diminuendo of a passing barge. As it passes, the barge pivots its spotlight into our immense darkness; two voices, male, call back and forth to one another from bow to stern over tons of clean gravel. Instructions. Orders.

Our orders, scattered by the prying beam, emerge out of hiding places. A hand-rail, wrenched away from the stairs it was designed to guard, stencils opposed pairs of black S’s on absorbent gray air. A protective sheathing of corrugated tin, torn free from the clerestory, rattles stage thunder above us.

Yes—us. A moment before the barge’s beam invaded the cathedral we were isolated men at prayer, that man by the font (rainwater stagnant in the lid of a barrel), and this one in a side chapel (the damp vault), that pair of celebrants holding up a flame near the dome, those communicants telling beads or buttons pierced through denim, the greater number shuffling through, ignoring everything in their search for the god among us.

This glorious image I’ve made, sustained like a baldachino on points of shadow above the glass mosaic on the floor, gently folds under the sun. The sun is rising. It recalls us to work, play, reputation, plans, to guilt, and sends everyone away until only I remain, hugging my knees, my eyes unfocused into the refracted dazzle of water. The red line painted on a boat’s hull rises and dips, its reflections flaring on the waves like flames from the sun’s corona, scorching the mystic vacuum.

On my way home I see one last man pressed against the wall, gathering about him the last tatters of darkness to be had. He is very rough with me.

“Do you want to go to my place?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Promise you won’t change your mind when you see me in the light?”

“Do I know you?”

“Promise?”

I nod.

And then, once we’re in the light, I see he’s one of your old admirers, the crazy one who gave you the dog. We smile and begin to talk about you.



In that lady’s house we were all standing in the July heat. Encased in my white suit, tie, shirt, I stood very still and felt the sweat explore my body. That afternoon I was handsome and drunk. The glare on the water outside projected a rippling shoal on the ceiling of her salon. Motorboats just outside the open windows plunged noisily by.

I stood there intrigued by the sweat secretly bathing my chest, as though the thinnest, purest stream of silver, poured over its living model, were hardening into flexible armor against—against doing anything. I nodded to the woman who had found me and asked her another question about—well, her jewelry, why not her jewelry, that antique jewelry? Behind me stood my father. He did not recognize me and I kept hesitating to introduce myself.

He did not seem to know the language of this place, and the girl with him had to translate everything. She did it charmingly, interpolating compliments.

Our shoulders touched. While listening to the woman with the old necklace, I had shifted my stance ever so slightly until I brushed against my father. Naturally he drew away—he was here to talk to everyone simply and openly, but not to touch them.

Where had he just come from? And who was the girl? Returning from the bar I slumped into a white cane-bottomed chair and ran the fingers of my left hand over the bulges calculated to simulate joints of bamboo. Like the clearest French olive oil, the sunlight fried on the dark water. The plant beside me had been stretched taut on strings as though it were a vine, or would be, and I fingered one of its cool, heart-shaped leaves and hairless stems.

No one was bothered by my retreat into the chair. People were content, I suppose, to have seen another young man, his face handsome enough to explain why he might have been invited.

My father didn’t recognize me. That made me become all the more a white suit and tanned hands and face. Once, when I was a child, I had seen him consult a list of six points to cover during lunch and only after coffee did I realize, with a chill, that he had indeed touched, or led others to touch, all six points. Not even his stammer could be trusted since it was only a ruse he had devised to force other men to finish his ambiguous sentences for him. His decision to ignore an adult son might easily have been just such a stratagem, a sacrifice to vanity, to his own ageless face.

There are qualities of light: the light heightened by the sheer curtains, made as pure as the napkin over the host by these folds in the tablecloth, or the light freshly revived in the ruche of that blouse or caught in the gray, splintered fern in my ice cube. The bands of silk and velvet striping that S-shaped couch they call a causerie lit and extinguished the light in rapid succession, the velvet grained like fur, the silk as wind.

The girl with my father, yes, reminded me of myself. She was one more functionary he had drummed up, a pretty face, as pretty as Linda’s or mine might have been when I was sixteen and he leaned over the table and said softly, “A boy your age could be a girl.” Later he said, “You have your mother’s eyes.”

As I looked around the room I prized the blown glass figures behind the vitrine, our hostess’s folly, things she would never have commissioned while her husband was still her husband, but which now, between solitude and senility, she had succumbed to because the blue objects were… “pretty.” As indeed they and we and, now, I were, the unrecognizable face above the white shirt front that disguised the rivulets of sweat collecting at the clavicle and then coursing down my body. He was capable of ignoring me if it suited his purposes.
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