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Critical Reflection: Jack Solero at the Chelsea Hotel
The background to Jack Solero at Chelsea Hotel was Scandinavia Today, a nationwide celebration of Nordic Culture in America from 1982- 83.
For this story, I built on my observations from my early role as an assistant director to the producer/director Viveca Bandler in the 1980s. I have borrowed material from encounters I had at that time in New York and during the ensuing poetry reading tour, as mentioned in my writing.
When writing Jack Solero at the Chelsea Hotel, I recalled and was inspired by various people and events. Nonetheless, Jack Solero is an entirely a made-up fictional character.
This is how the Scandinavian Tour was presented in the news: 
For the first time in the United States, the five Nordic countries Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Finland, and Iceland, have made a joint presentation of their culture and societies. The Nordic countries showed the American people the richness and variety of their cultural life. Scandinavia Today presented the finest talent and quality from the Nordic countries in art, opera, classical music, dance, film, radio, television, architecture, graphics, handicrafts, photography, textile, and glass designs. Scandinavian Today is estimated to have reached more than 30 million Americans (Vestkusten, Number 4, 25 February 1982).
The real challenge in writing Jack Solero at the Chelsea Hotel was capturing the particular 'vibe' in the East Village art scene in the early 80s. I aimed to include some of the new writing techniques taught in lectures (2020) at UWTSD in Lampeter (Wales). Additionally, I wanted to bring 'magic realism' into the character of Ben. One might argue that I have included too many influences and writing styles for a piece with the length of 6000 words. Still, I asked myself, why should I put a limitation if there is no compelling reason? 
I found the one-on-one tutorials most conducive to creating a writing style that matched the time, place and tone that I wanted to convey. I learned to simplify the language and calibrate my voice without changing the storytelling.
One of the vital things I learned is that using too many adjectives can make the text weaker rather than stronger. It made a significant difference, and the story became far tighter. The one-one tutoring sessions also helped me become more skilled in creating individual voices for the different characters.  I found myself ushered in a more exact direction; I became more explicit about what I actually wanted to say and how I wanted to say it. In Jack Solero at the Chelsea Hotel, the somewhat harsh and short-sentenced New York dialect from the 80s art and party scene was not always easy to mimic. 
After writing and rewriting, I found a writing style which is custom-made for this piece. I learned to use short sentences reduced to the essential to give a sense of speed. After all, this is not a Jane Austin novel. Jack Solero's world is a live fast, die-young culture. I also found how structures of sentences, long words, short words etc. immediately change the tone. Ben is one of the main characters, and he comes from a different, much slower time which is reflected in his language and choice of words.
I believe these techniques will benefit any work of writing I might do in the future. I will always ask myself: 'Who is talking? What language and style do these characters need?' Before even starting the story itself, I will need to find my characters' unique voice. My writing will most likely be mainly character-driven. I am far from mastering this skill, but I understand more of its dynamic after these modules. 
My earliest professional training was acting and assisting in directing. I find that even my short novels have a script like quality. I have some understanding of the underlying dynamics of interactions between people. But writing on this level is an entirely new challenge for me. Writing is also an intimidating process for me.
When I decided to take a degree in English, my initial motivation was to learn to speak and write in my new home country's language correctly. It was an utter surprise for me to discover that I actually enjoyed writing. It was and still is a huge challenge but an inspiring one. I believe that to write is somehow intrinsic for us humans as it is to sing or paint. Each person, when they are small children, does all of it. 
However, in my case, it may be a slow road rather than the fast lane. Still, it feels like a blessing. It could be compared to discovering a new world, a dimension that was not there and now has emerged. 
I do not consider myself a writer, but I feel privileged to be a learner. I also received some reflections on this particular work from other students. I am learning to listen to and welcome the whole spectrum of criticism. My fellow students have been mindfully critical. Concerning this specific text, one opinion expressed that parts of the writing were somehow ambiguous or confusing. Therefore, I rewrote specific paragraphs to make sure there were just enough references concerning the main character in place.  
I deliberately wanted the story to be a snapshot rather than storytelling from a-z. I received some quite encouraging feedback, which alleviated my particular insecurity concerning writing for a moment. As so often, the more significant learning has been through constructive criticism. I worked carefully on the text to ensure that readers would not make up their minds about the characters too early. 
While writing the story of Jack Solero, I have been finding new ways of using language and expressing myself. The characters are American, except for Jack. The plot is played out in New York, where the English language's use and cadence are unique. The New York art culture is very different from anything else. It has been challenging to capture its unique nature. 
Jack is moving in the art, film and theatre scene. Like a footballer who feels at home with the football community's language, Jack is at home in the 'arty scene' in the early 80s. I had myself spent some extended time in New York in similar surroundings during that period. In my writing, I wanted, firstly, to take an impartial look at that particular culture. I tried to avoid relying entirely on my own personal, somewhat biased experiences from my stay in New York. Therefore, I found on YouTube a few documentary films from this particular world of art and moment in time. The videos themselves were a new medium at that time. Especially in the art scene, videos documented anything that literally moved. Some of the material is now accessible on YouTube.
The German television interview with Alan Barrows and Dean Savard from the Civilian Warfare Gallery and Painter Richard Hambleton provided a valuable contribution to my research. 
Richard Hambleton is the only surviving 'member' of a very influential and successful group from the New York City art scene during the thriving art market of the 1980s. The group also included Keith Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat. Haring and  Basquiat used the city as a canvas for their art and poetry. I had the privilege to meet some of these artists and tried to translate the sense of that scene into Jack Solero at the Chelsea Hotel.
I also found some curious movies and more recent T.V. series illustrating this era. An example would be the T.V. serial Pose.  Although in Pose, the focus is on queer and transgender culture, there is a parallel story with the specific angle of the AIDS epidemic. I included this issue in the character of Jim. 
[bookmark: _Hlk58163565]There are a few movies that were useful for this piece of writing. The one film that I would like to mention for this reflective piece is Basquiat (1996), a U.S. biopic by Julian Schnabel. David Bowie is playing the character of Andy Warhol. I found the extended bonus interview between Julian Schnabel and David Bowie to be very revealing, and it brought me right back in time. 
I consciously tried to create some ongoing gossipy conversations in an otherwise quite bleak hospital scenario. It is not purely for entertainment reasons, but more accurately reflects a style of an unending dialogue that seemed to be innate in this particular culture in New York at the time. The rumours I have included in the text are allegedly true, and some are first-hand tales I encountered far back at that time. 
A vital context for this story is that the U.S.A. was hurt by the recession during this period, with unemployment rates reaching higher than 10%. The Ronald Reagan administration introduced significant budget cuts (austerity). The more or less negligence of the AIDS epidemic would eventually cost more than 700.000  American lives. There are obviously some parallels to 2020. The budget cuts also included the shutting down of major psychiatric hospitals and mental institution—mentally ill and institutionalized people overcrowded New York streets as rough sleepers. Manhattan was not the safe tourist spot we are used to Today. Back then, one could get mugged or even stabbed while walking through the streets. 
When I began writing, 6.000 words looked like a lot. However, it has allowed me to construct characters, intrigues and give space for character development. Fewer than 6000 words would have been far too little. I have worked on the characters' 'subtext' rather than using explaining language. Now I find myself with a handful of interesting characters with no space or time to introduce them appropriately.
As for most of my writing, I have used a subject matter which I have, to some degree, been familiar with at some point in my life. The more significant challenge will be to write stories with a subject matter that is less known to me.  I can clearly see the temptation of an amateur writer like myself to only write familiar stories. There is the danger that writing could become too much of a reflection of the writer himself without expanding and stretching beyond the obvious. This I might need to face in the future if I continue writing, most likely as a playwright.
I am aware that some issues I am dealing with in this writing might reflect the Covid-19 situation we live in.  We are isolated, afraid, and our perspective gets altered. And this can take various shapes and forms. Many people find it difficult to focus and concentrate. We are less active and have less energy. When writing this story, I moved back to a period that I had hardly ever revisited except when I saw artists or people from that time on photos or magazines. Maybe this time in isolation caused me to be retrospective to reconstruct the era I am portraying in my story. Without COVID 19, it might have been a different story.


image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





