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N the cover of Autobiography of
Oa Tattoo is a photograph of a
naked, muscular young man

rawling on his back. His eyes are
$osed, his head is tilted back and to-
¢ard the camera. He has an air of
nonchalant indulgence, of self-ab-
sorption and narcissism.

I'm not sure Stan Persky, philoso-

y teacher and journalist (and for-
mer, Globe and Mail books colum-
fist), picked this image, but it
thatches the book perfectly. Like the
fmage, Autobiography is initially ar-
testing and intriguing but finally not
as challenging or disruptive of the
§tatus quo as the author would have
it be. :

Persky begins by posing several
Questions about the biographical va-
garies that lead us to the sexual path
e choose. He proposes a sort of per-
sonal chaos theory, in which fleeting,
perhaps accidental occurrences from
qur youth end up shaping our lives

d urges. He also wants to speak
g:out what he calls the “anthropol-
ggy of desire,” and the relationship
Between language and passion. Had
tte fully explored these paths the
book would have sustained its own
ambitions and been an engaging
read.
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~Tattoo is not quite indelible

The jacket calls Stan Petsky ‘the most important writer about homosexuality in
North America today.’ But this mixture of erotic and literary musings is finally not
as challenging or disruptive of the status quo as the author would have it be.

What we get instead is an uneven
mixture of philosophical musings,
tales of casual sex with young men
from various cities and a few bio-
graphical and historical set pieces.

The book is not for the prudish.
Persky leads us through his awaken-
ing desire for boys in high school,
then through his years of sexual fum-
bling and successes in the navy, San
Francisco, Paris and on to Berlin. It
is after his tour of duty in the navy
that he gets a tattoo of a ship’s
anchor on his left forearm. This
book, he says, “is its story.”

- While in Berlin, where most of this

‘book is set, Persky hangs out at Pin-

occhio’s rent-bar, buying young men
for sex. His list of temporary compan-
ions is lengthy and many of the liai-
sons are graphically described. From
his days in the navy to his current
stay in Berlin, they include Sven,
Jorg, Bert, Bob, Dominic, Jan, David,
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Luc, Jacky, Willy, Tony, Paul . ..

His principal research project
while in Berlin is examining pornog-
raphy. His summing up, after endless
hours of viewing porn and interview-
ing a porn director, includes: “Porn
seems to me at least as good as most
television,” and, “Porn is mainly for
the body, while television occupies
the mind.” Not the most riveting of
conclusions.

Woven through these various ex-
ploits are Persky’s thoughts on vari-
ous writers and thinkers. At times,
his brief, sympathetic insights into
such writers as Roland Barthes,
Christopher Isherwood and Bill Read-
ings can be absorbing and lead to
new perspectives on their work. At
other times, Persky quotes interest-

ing passages and then belittles them
by being excessively literal or just
facile, as is the case with his assess-
ment of Edward Luttwak, Galen
Strawson and Iris Murdoch. His grap-
pling with Plato is particularly thin:
At one point he provides a six-page
synopsis of The Symposium and then
a two-page set.of “objections” and
“disappointments” with Socrates.
The strongest parts of the book are
the passages that are the most des-
criptive or the most historical, per-
haps because Persky does not feel the
need to be as profound or philosophi-
cal here. His adventures with various
young men. makes for provocative
reading, especially for those to whom
this world is uncharted territory. He
is also good on the early years of
Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Jack
Spicer and the White Rabbit poets of
San Francisco, with whom he became
friends. Spicer, who died in 1965, re-

mains a strong influence on Persky,
and was evidently a strong supporter
(Persky was listed as the contact per-
son on his next-of-kin form).

The energy of Autobiography flags
toward the end, where the redundan-
cies start to pile up. There is a repeti-
tion of an interesting quotation from
Barthes, an unattributed self-quota-
tion from Persky's 1995 book Then
We Take Berlin, and various other re-
iterations and lapses. )

Must one be gay to.fully under-
stand and appreciate this book? It's a
bit like saying, “Must one be hetero-
sexual to fully appreciate the writing
of Michael Ondaatje or Jane Urqu-
hart?” 1 hope the answer to both
questions is no. A reader is a reader
is a reader.

On the back cover Persky is called
“the most important writer about ho-
mosexuality in North America
today.” Had he examined the issues
he proposed, had he provided more
piercing critiques of the writers he
quotes and had he illuminated the
“erotic theology” that has shaped his
life, this description might have been
more applicable. Unfortunately the
blurb outshines the book.
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