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INTRODUCTION:
THE PRESENCE OF
THE QUEER IN THE
SHAKESPEARE FILM

It seems fitting that the Shakespeare film was born not in
Hollywood but, rather, in England, albeit in London as
opposed to Stratford-upon-Avon. As Judith Buchanan details,
the perhaps inevitable development of Shakespearean drama
moving from the stage to the screen came about in 1899 when
the British Mutoscope and Biograph Company (BMBC) — a
subsidiary of its American counterpart, a leading innovator
in the earliest days of the film industry — produced a very
short, silent cinematic rendering of excerpts from King John,
starring Herbert Beerbohm Tree. This ‘constituted the first film
ever made on a Shakespearean subject’.! At the time the hope
was ‘that the mere fact of a Shakespeare film would function
as a sanitising and legitimising influence on the questionable
reputation of the industry as a whole and the BMBC in
particular’.? In other words, it was Shakespeare to the rescue
of the BMBC and the then fledgling movie business as a
whole, which, not unlike the early modern theatre of which
Shakespeare was such an integral part, was not very highly
regarded by the moral, ethical, cultural, philosophical, govern-
mental and religious authorities of the day. It was also not the
first time, nor would it be the last, that Shakespeare was called
on to play such a redemptive role in an artistic and commercial
medium other than the theatre given the fact that his cultural
capital was writ so large in the human consciousness.
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Russell Jackson adds to this necessarily brief history
of the genesis of the Shakespeare film by pointing out
that ‘Shakespeare’s plays played an honourable but hardly
dominant role in the development of the medium.”> He
proceeds to note that ‘[sJome fifty sound films have been
made of Shakespearean plays to date [the years 2000-4], but
it has been estimated that during the “silent” era ... there
were more than 400 films on Shakespearean subjects.”* While
in toto 450 may seem like a large number, Jackson provides
the sobering reminder that ‘Shakespearean films and other
“classics” were hardly a staple of the new and burgeoning
cinema business: it was comedy, melodrama, the Western and
the exotic historical romance that were regarded as bankable’
marketplace commodities.” In addition, as the case of the
1899 silent film of King John suggests, ‘[i]t was their prestige
value or the power of a particular personality that recom-
mended Shakespearean projects to film companies, or at least
overcame their reluctance’ to produce what was, and still is
for the most part, considered esoteric material for the movie-
going masses.® Alas, even with taking into account the valiant
efforts of directors and actors like Laurence Olivier, Franco
Zeffirelli, Kenneth Branagh, Baz Luhrmann, Julie Taymor and
many others, producing the Shakespeare film remains a likely
money-losing, albeit an esteem-enhancing, venture for all
concerned well over century after the works of Shakespeare
first made their debut on the silver screen.

With the strong links between the cinema and Shakespearean
drama, studies of Shakespeare’s plays on film have not been
lacking. These works can be broken down, roughly, into four
main categories: guides and encyclopaedias, histories and
surveys, topical collections of essays, and more idiosyncratic
monographs with a particular analytical thrust. There is a fair
amount of overlap between these generic groupings, but they
remain useful for delineating the larger trends in this extensive
field of study. However, considering the plethora of texts that
comment on the Shakespeare film, it is striking that, compara-
tively speaking, there seems to be a dearth of scholarship on
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Shakespearean cinema that addresses the subject from a queer
perspective. Whereas volumes of the former number in the
dozens, the latter has been limited (with one exception) to
only book chapters and journal articles, and those critique
only a few Shakespeare films as opposed to a more compre-
hensive array of examples. This set of circumstances is even
more conspicuous when, taking into account that, starting
with Joseph Pequigney’s Such Is My Love: A Study of
Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Between
Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, both
of which were published in 1985, and continuing all the
way to the appearance of Madhavi Menon’s 2011 collection,
Shakesqueer: A Queer Companion to the Complete Works
of Shakespeare and beyond, queer studies, in the form of
monographs and anthologies of essays, of Shakespeare’s plays
and poetry as written texts have seemingly proliferated.

In any case, since the early 1990s, a cluster of discrete
articles, book chapters and a single monograph — all focused
on only a pair of Shakespeare films: Derek Jarman’s The
Tempest (1979) and Gus Van Sant’s appropriation of
Shakespeare’s Henry IV and Henry V plays, My Own Private
Idabo (1991) — have made it into print and qualify as queer
critical interventions on these cinematic texts. These include:
Kate Chedgzoy’s ‘““The Past is Our Mirror”: Marlowe,
Shakespeare, Jarman’, Chapter 5 from her book Shakespeare’s
Queer Children: Sexual Politics and Contemporary Culture;
Jim Ellis’s ‘Conjuring The Tempest: Derek Jarman and the
Spectacle of Redemption’; Joon-Taek Jun’s ‘Thus Comes a
Black Queer Shakespeare: The Postmodern Confrontation
of Zeffirelli, Jarman, and Luhrmann’; and Chantal Zabus’s
‘Against the Straightgeist: Queer Artists, “Shakespeare’s
England”, and “Today’s London™’; as well as David Roman’s
‘Shakespeare Out in Portland: Gus Van Sant’s My Own Private
Idaho, Homoneurotics, and Boy Actors’; Richard Burt’s
‘Baroque Down: The Trauma of Censorship in Psychoanalysis
and Queer Film Re-Visions of Shakespeare and Marlowe’;
Jonathan Goldberg’s ‘Hal’s Desire, Shakespeare’s Idaho’; Matt
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Bergbusch’s ‘Additional Dialogue: William Shakespeare, Queer
Allegory, and My Own Private Idaho’; and Vincent Lobrutto’s
Gus Van Sant: His Own Private Cinema. Each of these studies
offers an idiosyncratic look at Jarman’s and Van Sant’s films
from outside the straightjacket of compulsory heterosexuality.
Chedgzoy, for example, analyses The Tempest as emblematic
of Jarman’s ‘search for the cultural traces of a queer past’ in
Shakespeare,” while Lubrotto examines the tropes of, among
others, hustlers, gay sex and loneliness as they are represented
in Van Sant’s My Own Private Idaho in ways that may well
resonate on a queer level with audiences.

Meanwhile, Richard Loncraine and Ian McKellen’s 1995
adaptation of Richard I11 has garnered similar critical attention
to that generated by Jarman’s The Tempest and Van Sant’s My
Own Private Idabho. In ‘Camp Richard III and the Burdens
of (Stage/Film) History’, Stephen M. Buhler’s contribution
to Mark Thornton Burnett’s edited collection, Shakespeare,
Film, and Fin de Siécle, the decidedly queer notion of camp
is used as a lens through which Loncraine and McKellen’s
Richard 111 is interrogated as a work that plays subversively
with historiography and calls attention to the homoeroticism
attendant upon fascism. Michael D. Friedman’s ‘Horror,
Homosexuality, and Homiciphilia in McKellen’s Richard 111
and Jarman’s Edward II’, on the other hand, claims that both
films depict rather grotesque male characters who derive
sexual pleasure through the act of murder (hence Friedman’s
coinage of the term ‘homociphilia’). And Robert McRuer’s
‘Fuck the Disabled: The Prequel’, which appears in Menon’s
Shakesqueer collection, reads Loncraine and McKellen’s
Richard III as a sexy, queer, disabled figure that manages to
give the cinematic equivalent of the middle finger to all things
heterosexual and able-bodied.

Other articles or book chapters that warrant mention here
include: Peter S. Donaldson’s ““Let Lips Do What Hands Do”:
Male Bonding, Eros and Loss in Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet’,
Chapter 6 of his book Shakespearean Films/Shakespearean
Directors; William Van Watson’s ‘Shakespeare, Zeffirelli,
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and the Homosexual Gaze’; Maria F. Magro and Mark
Douglas’s ‘Reflections on Sex, Shakespeare, and Nostalgia
in Trevor Nunn’s Twelfth Night’;” Daniel Juan Gil’s ‘Avant-
garde Technique and the Visual Grammar of Sexuality in
Orson Welles’s Shakespeare Films’; Laury Magnus’s ‘Michael
Radford’s The Merchant of Venice and the Vexed Question
of Performance’; and Anthony Guy Patricia’s ““Through
the Eyes of the Present”: Screening the Male Homoerotics
of Shakespearean Drama’. Each of these pieces is concerned
in some way with the poetics of representations queerness
in films ranging from Franco Zeffirelli’s 1968 Romeo and
Juliet to Michael Radford’s 2004 The Merchant of Venice. In
addition, Richard Burt, in ‘“The Love That Dare Not Speak
Shakespeare’s Name: New Shakesqueer Cinema’, Chapter 1 of
his eclectic Unspeakable ShaXXXspeares: Queer Theory and
American Kiddie Culture, glances at the queer moments in a
wide range of Shakespeare film adaptations and appropria-
tions (including pornographic versions) to make his case that
they are emblematic of Shakespeare’s texts having become,
by the late 1980s and early 1990s, ‘signifier[s] of queer
sex and of popular culture’® in ways that do and do not
succeed at, in accord with one of the guiding paradigms of
queer theory, posing a sustained challenge to proscriptive
heteronormativity. Finally, Madhavi Menon’s Unbistorical
Shakespeare: Queer Theory in Shakespearean Literature and
Film directs queer attention to Bollywood film appropriations
of Much Ado About Nothing and to the smash worldwide hit
Shakespeare in Love (1998).

In terms of numbers, then, the selective review above
catalogues only twenty titles that consider the Shakespeare
film from a queer perspective as having been published in the
last three decades, and twelve — more than half — of those
are concerned with just three movies: Jarman’s The Tempest,
Van Sant’s My Own Private Idaho and Loncraine/McKellen’s
Richard III. Given the fact that these films have been so
thoroughly critiqued from a queer perspective elsewhere,
they will not be considered in Queering the Shakespeare
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Film. Furthermore, space limitations prevent an encyclopaedic
approach to the topic at hand; as such, no slight is intended
to those who champion particular productions that are not
covered in the analyses that follow. However, even with its
necessarily limited breadth and depth, this book does attempt
to extend the discussion of queer Shakespeare film that has
thus far taken place. It does so through close readings of
ten mainstream and independent Anglophone movie produc-
tions from the sound era of A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
Romeo and Juliet, Twelfth Night, The Merchant of Venice
and Otbhello. The films used as exemplars in this book have
been chosen specifically because they correspond with the
Shakespeare plays that, as written texts, have been subjected
to a great deal of productive interpretation from a queer
perspective since the instantiation of queer theory at the
outset of the 1990s. Hence secondarily this study seeks to
link the currently ongoing queer conversation about these
playtexts with the burgeoning queer conversation involving
their counterpart cinematic texts. Overall, this study critiques
the various representations of the queer — broadly understood
as that which is at odds with what has been deemed to be the
normal, the legitimate and the dominant — particularly (but
not exclusively) as regards sexual matters in the Shakespeare
film. It is concerned with such concepts as gender and
gender trouble, compulsory heterosexuality, the discourses of
sodomy, marriage and masculinity, male homoeroticism, gay
spectatorship and queer self-fashioning. As such, it embraces
the insights, ideologies and explicative strategies authorized
by feminism, gay and lesbian studies, queer theory and the
‘new kid on the Shakespeare block’,” presentism.

Chapter 1 of the book begins with the premise that,
as opposed to being only a recent development, the queer
has always been a presence in the Shakespeare film. This
overarching idea is explored using Max Reinhardt and William
Dieterle’s 1935 production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
a movie that, ironically, seems to have no queer content
whatsoever. However, when the definition of queer is expanded
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to encompass things aside from either the homoerotic or
the homosexual, the queerness of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
Midsummer becomes legible. It can be discerned, for example,
in the directors’ representation of Hippolyta early in the
film, who is led into Athens by a triumphant Theseus and
appears every bit the unhappy but chaste, silent and obedient
woman she must be in a well-ordered patriarchal society. As
in Shakespeare’s original playtext, the discord evident in the
relationship between Theseus and Hippolyta is mirrored in
that which exists between Oberon and Titania in the fairy
kingdom. For her recalcitrance in bending to his will, Titania
is punished in queer fashion by Oberon when she is made to
fall in love with the ass-headed Bottom, thereby raising the
spectre of bestiality, a crime indelibly linked with sodomy —
an act equated almost exclusively with male homosexuality
today — in early modern England. The queer also manifests in
Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer through its subtle but
unmistakable intimations of parent—child eroticism as well
as in the questionable masculinities of the quarrelling suitors,
Lysander and Demetrius.

Exploring the presence of the queer in early Shakespeare
film continues in the first part of Chapter 2. Here attention
turns to George Cukor’s 1936 production of Romeo and
Juliet, a movie that, like Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer,
seems to have no obvious queer content. Once again, however,
under the pressure of interpretation the queerness of Cukor’s
film reveals itself in its treatment of age (all of the principal
roles are played not by teenagers, but by middle-aged actors)
in relation to love; its exaggeratedly effeminate Mercutio; and
the fact that its director, writer, set designer and at least one of
its music composers were all gay or bisexual — something that,
even if only on a subliminal level, impacted the picture that
resulted. Jumping forward thirty-two years, the chapter takes
up Franco Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet (1968), a film that
from the first was recognized as being avowedly homoerotic
even as it told the most well-known, if not the greatest, hetero-
sexual love story in all of literature. One particular instance of
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this explicit homoeroticism is readily apparent in the camera’s
treatment of star Leonard Whiting as Romeo, who is made
into an object of voyeuristic attention that is queerly and never
less than tastefully provocative that invites gay spectatorship.
Following up on the considerations of Cukor’s and Zeffirelli’s
Romeo and Juliets, the chapter goes on to study Private
Romeo, director Alan Brown’s 2011 independent appro-
priation of Shakespeare’s play. Though not by any means
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Private Romeo nevertheless
earnestly tells the story of two young male military cadets
who, despite society’s heteronormative imperatives, fall in love
with one another as they act out the lead roles of the tragedy.
Aside from the fact that the film, in a way that is somewhat
analogous to the conventions of early modern English theatre
(there is no male to female cross-dressing), features an all-male
cast, the queerest aspect of Private Romeo may well be that it
ends with a happy ending for the gay couple.

The queer concept of gender trouble — the fact that
gender is not an immutable biological characteristic but,
rather, a continuously changing performance that all human
beings engage in — is the focus of Chapter 3. Gender trouble
appears in Trevor Nunn’s Twelfth Night (1996) the moment
Viola transforms herself into the eunuch/male youth Cesario.
Indeed, Viola’s acting the part of a young man, a performance
facilitated by the cutting of her long hair and her donning
masculine clothing, is so successful that both the Countess
Olivia and Count Orsino find themselves completely infat-
uated with him/her. Thus Nunn, like Shakespeare before him,
explores the queer consequences of what happens when gender
is not rigidly policed in accord with normative paradigms. Baz
Lurhmann, meanwhile, embraces gender trouble in Romeo
+ Juliet (1996) by representing Mercutio as an ‘in-your-face’
drag queen. Reflecting the advances made in gay and lesbian
and queer criticism in relation to Shakespeare, Lurhmann’s
Mercutio is also clearly in love with a Romeo who is
unable to return Mercutio’s love in kind. Arguably, this is
why, no matter how progressive it may seem, Lurhmann’s



INTRODUCTION XXV

depiction of a transvestite Mercutio ultimately fails because
it ends up doing nothing more than serving an ideology that
demands male same-sex relationships must always give way
to opposite-sex relationships, even if that means death to the
queer. The last instance of gender trouble discussed in this
chapter occurs in Michael Hoffman’s William Shakespeare’s
A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1999). Here, when Francis
Flute is cast by Peter Quince in the role of Thisbe — ‘the lady
that Pyramus must love’ — all of his fellow mechanicals burst
into laughter at Flute’s expense. In fact, for his fellow players,
there seems to be something inordinately funny in the fact
that Flute will have to play a woman while wearing a dress.
However, since Hoffman chooses not to depict the Pyramus
and Thisbe play-within-a-film as a complete farce, as is
usually done in cinematic productions, the homophobia that
lies at the heart of the mechanicals’ laughter at Flute’s plight
vanishes when Flute, as Thisbe, suddenly and queerly trans-
forms the performance before the Athenian court into one of
true pathos.

Chapter 4 engages with the queer topic of male homoe-
roticism and how it is represented in Michael Radford’s
William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice (2004) and
Nunn’s Twelfth Night. These productions were chosen for
analysis here because both are highly attentive to the fact
that, as groundbreaking textual criticism of Shakespeare’s
original playtexts pointed out in the early 1990s, the Antonio
characters in both of them are in love with their male friends,
Bassanio and Sebastian respectively. The male homoeroticism
that lies at the heart of the Antonio/Bassanio and Antonio/
Sebastian relationships is represented in Radford’s and Nunn’s
productions mainly through their physical interactions — for
example, both Antonios choose to put themselves in physical
danger on behalf of their beloveds; the couples are often shown
hugging and, in one instance at least, kissing each other — and
in the passionate ways that each character speaks to or about
the other. Hearing and watching such utterances performed by
actors on screen, rather than merely reading them in a text,
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makes their queer inflections all the more apparent. However,
Radford falters in his treatment of the male homoerotic at the
end of his Merchant when Antonio is shown alone and once
again descending into melancholy as Bassanio and Portia walk
away from him, presumably to consummate their marriage.
Nunn (in a sense precipitating Radford, since Twelfth Night
appeared eight years earlier) also chooses to end his Twelfth
Night on a heteronormative note. This occurs when Antonio
is shown as if he has been cast out of the Countess Olivia’s
home and into the dreary cold, then walking away from the
estate with a grim, melancholic expression on his face. It is
reinforced when, as the credits roll, Nunn interjects scenes
that show Olivia and Sebastian — as well as Orsino and Viola,
the latter garbed in her ‘woman’s weeds’ — in the celebration
following their double wedding. The montage is punctuated
with a host of images of the two happy heterosexual couples
smiling, dancing and kissing passionately. From a queer
perspective, it is argued that, for viewers who have invested
time watching Radford’s Merchant and Nunn’s Twelfth Night,
these conclusions are disturbing, especially since, as textual
critics have explained, there are other — queer inclusive — ways
of ending these works.

In the films of Othello by Orson Welles (1952) and Oliver
Parker (1995) discussed in Chapter 5, Iago is understood
to be a figure of queer self-fashioning. Indeed, he fashions
that queer self out of the crucible of forces he is enmeshed
in throughout the tragedy in which he plays such a central
part. However, the two most prominent forces lago is subject
to are an overpowering feeling of betrayal and an equally
overpowering feeling of love, both of which centre on Othello.
Welles’s Otzhello explores the dynamics that arise from the
opposition of these forces through a film noir — a genre that
is notorious for its derogatory treatment of homosexuals and
homosexuality — mise-en-scéne that is, in turn, informed by
the Freudian idea that male homosexuals are little more than
beings filled with utter hatred for others (but particularly
for women) because of the fact of their sexuality itself and
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because they know intuitively that they will never be able to
manifest their queer desires for other men in any kind of a
fulfilling way given that the norm for most people in the world
is heterosexuality. Parker’s Othello, in contrast to Welles’s,
eschews both film noir and Freud in favour of a naturalistic
treatment of the tragedy. This representational strategy allows
for the queer idea that Iago is not acting out because he is a
frustrated homosexual but, rather, that he is acting out simply
because it is in human nature to do so when people feel they
have been wronged by others.

After reiterating the fact that this book covers a necessarily
limited time period in the history of the Shakespeare film — the
seventy-six years spanning 1935 and 2011 - and an equally
limited selection of cinematic adaptations and appropriations
of just five plays from the canon, its collective findings are
summarized in the conclusion. The study then ends with an
expression of hope that it may inspire more critical work of a
similar nature, particularly in those areas that had to be elided
from the discussion provided herein.
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Max Reinhardt and
William Dieterle’s 4
Midsummer Night’s
Dream and the queer
problematics of gender,
sodomy, marriage and
masculinity

I

Before helming Warner Brothers’ 1935 film of A Midsummer
Night’s Dream, co-director Max Reinhardt had staged the
play many times in live-theatre venues in Germany and
Austria and on the east and west coasts of America.! Thus,
even though cinema provided a new medium in which to
work, he was no neophyte to Shakespeare in performance.
The movie Reinhardt and his colleague William Dieterle made
offers audiences as much spectacle as Shakespearean comedy:
sumptuous sets and intriguing special effects; remarkably
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innovative cinematography for the time of its making and
a mise-en-scéne that reward careful attention; a range of
ebullient music and dancing; and finally, acting that varies
from the downright annoying (a young but woefully miscast
Mickey Rooney overplays Puck as little more than a screeching
primate)? to the surprisingly good (James Cagney — a then
enigmatic young actor well known and well liked for playing
hyper-masculine gangster characters — as Bottom makes the
role of the hammy weaver who wants to act every part in
‘The Most Lamentable Comedy and Cruel Death of Pyramus
and Thisbe’ uniquely his own).? But for much of its eighty-
year existence Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer has been
both celebrated and disparaged by critics and movie audiences
alike. To that point, Russell Jackson provides a solid overview
of the film’s mixed reception in the popular and the trade
press following its premier in the US and UK in 1935. In these
outlets the picture was in equal measure heralded as a great
success, thought to appeal to only a very limited audience of
Shakespeare specialists and aficionados, and dismissed outright
as nothing but the most ridiculous nonsense.* More contem-
porary critical assessments of the movie are just as contentious.
Jack J. Jorgens describes it as a ‘bold effort to interpret and
translate Shakespeare in cinematic terms’ that makes ‘an
important contribution to the interpretation of Shakespeare in
performance’ while Scott MacQueen claims that ‘the modern
viewer raises an eyebrow as high art collides with high camp’
in a production that ‘is absolutely bereft of taste, starved for
respectability’.® There is, as these examples reveal, no single,
widely shared consensus on the merits, or lack thereof, of
Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer. Nevertheless, as only
the second Shakespeare play to reach the screen in full-length
feature form after the introduction of sound technology to
the industry, the production is a significant one in the overall
history of Shakespearean cinema. Indeed, given its particular
place in the historical continuum, Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
Midsummer proves the ideal adaptation with which to start
the larger project of queering the Shakespeare film.
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It must be acknowledged at the outset, however,
that Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer, like most of
Shakespeare’s original play itself, seems to present an
immediate problem as far as the overarching aims of this
book are concerned because it is a cinematic text that lacks
any obvious gay or homosexual representation. How, then,
can it be queered? The work of Madhavi Menon provides a
way of navigating through this interpretive crux. She writes
that ‘if no homosexuals existed in the Renaissance, then did
queerness? Thus formulated, the query collapses homosexu-
ality and queerness so that the queer is grounded in specific
bodies and acts’, such as men who have sex with other
men.” The result is that ‘(hJomosexuality and its historical
placement [as a discovery/invention of the nineteenth century]
become synonymous with the queer’ in a way that automati-
cally precludes queerness as a possibility in the early modern
period by virtue of appeal to the strictures of teleology.®
For Menon the solution is one that ‘takes queerness away
from its primary affiliation with the body and expands the
reach of queerness beyond and through the body to a host of
other possible and disturbing configurations.” Thus situated,
it shall be shown in this chapter that the queer obtains
in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer in four signifying
registers: those of gender, sodomy, marriage and masculinity,
all of which, in this instance at least, have nothing to do with
genital homosexuality per se in any form.

IT

Though grounded in Shakespeare’s original playtext, the
opening scenes of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer are
inflected with a certain kind of queerness, particularly as far
as the characters of Theseus and Hippolyta are concerned.
This queerness manifests first of all in the style of Hippolyta’s
costuming and more especially in the disdainful way the former
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queen of the Amazons acts toward Theseus. Explication of
this assertion begins with noting that as the film proper starts
to unfold, the trumpets roar, announcing the return of Theseus
(Ian Hunter) to Athens with the conquered Hippolyta (Verree
Teasdale). The couple walks separately but side-by-side as
the throng of Athenian citizens that surrounds them cheers
in order to make their joy known to one and all. Hippolyta
wears a silver dress with a matching stylized head covering,
both of which gleam as the light catches their respective
surfaces. At the same time these garments manage to conceal
almost the whole of Hippolyta’s body, effectively robbing her
of the individuality of her gender. It is almost as if she has
been unsexed. And that unsexing, contra the fondest wishes
of Lady Macbeth, has left Hippolyta powerless.!® Indeed, she
does little more in these moments than stare at the ground
with her lips pursed in what comes across as the most severe
manner possible. Her defensive posture is only heightened
since she keeps her chest covered with her right arm, making
it seem like she expects to be assaulted at any moment. But by
far the most striking feature of Hippolyta’s appearance is the
ornamental black snake she wears draped around her arms,
shoulders and bosom (see Figure 1). The snake resonates
not unlike Hester Prynne’s ‘A’ in Hawthorne’s celebrated
1850 Romance The Scarlet Letter. Given the rather unsubtle
Christian allusion, it brands Hippolyta as a transgressive
creature — a serpent, specifically — that has been defanged and
compelled to occupy the proper chaste, obedient and silent!
position all women are ‘supposed’ to inhabit in Western patri-
archal society whether they will or no.

Meanwhile, C. W. Griffin explains that, in four represent-
ative twentieth-century film adaptations of Midsummer,'? it is
often Hippolyta’s costume that serves as a potent signifier of her
relationship to Theseus, suggesting degrees of compliance with
his wishes in concordant versions and degrees of resistance in
discordant ones’."* The Hippolyta of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
Midsummer is an example of the latter. According to Griffin,
this discordance in costume is complemented by Hippolyta’s
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FIGURE 1 A downcast Hippolyta (Verree Teasdale) with a black

snake wrapped around ber bosom, shoulders and arms. A Midsummer
Night’s Dream, dir. Max Reinbardt and William Dieterle, 1935.

‘looking disgusted with the whole operation’ that has brought
her to Athens under Theseus’s control.'"* The observation is
an accurate one. Hippolyta is, for instance, unable to bring
herself to look at Theseus when he insists with a conde-
scending laugh that chills rather than humours that he ‘woo’d’
her with his ‘sword’ and by doing her ‘injuries’, and then goes
on to proclaim that he will ‘wed” her ‘in another key, / With
pomp, with triumph and revelling’ (1.1.16-19)."> According
to A. B. Taylor, these words and

lines would have met with the approval of an Elizabethan
audience imbued with patriarchal values: rebellious and
disruptive womanhood, in the person of a warrior queen
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who had tried to overthrow one of the oldest civilisations,
has been forced to submit to the ‘natural’ order and is in
the process of being returned to the civilised fold through
marriage.'®

Still, only moments later, Hippolyta merely smirks as Theseus is
crowned with laurels in recognition of his success in conquering
the Amazons and the crowd sings an anthem of praise to the
duke’s greatness. The specificity of this acrimonious gesture on
Hippolyta’s part makes it plain that she has little if any respect
or admiration for Theseus, much less love for him. In feminist
critical terms, the film thus participates, albeit ex post facto, in
the long-standing interpretive tradition whereby, in the words
of Tom Clayton, ‘Hippolyta has been aggrandized, Theseus
demonized’.'” As all of the evidence suggests, this approach to
the interpretation of these characters is not unmerited, despite
Clayton’s scepticism of its validity.

Though Clayton goes on to claim that Theseus and
Hippolyta’s is ‘on the showing, a civil(ized) relationship of
“mutual love and good liking”” because they are ‘social and
personal — and military — equals of partly shared background:
mythic nobility from different countries of the classical and
post-classical mind [about to be] joined in late-Renaissance
(or Early Modern) English-poetical matrimony’,'® things are
no better between Theseus and Hippolyta not long thereafter
when, at the ducal palace, he comes up behind her without
alerting her to his presence. Now wearing a black dress
with a high collar and a white snake framing her bosom,
she is startled out of a reverie in which Griffin claims she is
‘recalling her Amazonian past’, presumably in all its glory
and with its attendant freedoms for women, rather than
dreaming of the future, such as it may be, that lies before her
in Athens with Theseus." The duke is rather taken aback by
Hippolyta’s frightened reaction to his unexpected appearance
at her backside. But he covers his dismay by launching into
his poetic complaint about the interminable passage of the
time:
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Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour

Draws on apace; four happy days bring in

Another moon: but O, methinks, how slow

This old moon wanes! She lingers my desires ... (1.1.1-4)

Viewers cannot fail to note that these lines have everything
to do with only Theseus’s desires and not those of Hippolyta.
It seems in fact that Theseus assumes his desires are exactly
the same as hers. As such, Hippolyta responds in a way that,
albeit subtly, makes it clear that she can wait for the fulfilment
of his desires:

Four days will quickly steep themselves in night;
Four nights will quickly dream away the time;
And then the moon, like to a silver bow

New bent in heaven, shall behold the night

Of our solemnities. (1.1.6-11)

In addition, as Theseus speaks to Hippolyta, he can barely
refrain from pressing his body against hers and from bestowing
kisses on her person.

More than once during this curious exchange Hippolyta
makes a show of trying to push Theseus away with her
hand even as she also seems to welcome his attentions;
this is, contra Clayton, another unmistakable sign of
her general discomfort with her husband-to-be. And to
confirm the point, though she invests the first three-and-a-
half lines of her answer to Theseus with more than a hint
of excitement, when Hippolyta mentions how the moon
‘shall behold the night / Of our solemnities’ she turns her
eyes away from Theseus, drops her chin to her chest, and
once again stares at the ground in defeat. It is as if she
is confronting, inwardly and one last time, the certain
knowledge that she cannot escape the fate of becoming the
wife, the possession, of the man who destroyed completely
her previous, supposedly idyllic, way of life among the race
of Amazon women.
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Since it refers to what David Halperin describes as
‘whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the
dominant’,** another word for the discord Griffin explores
in various cinematic versions of Midsummer like the one
directed by Reinhardt and Dieterle under consideration here
is queerness. In accord with the dictates of the regimes of
the normal — with the normal understood, in this instance,
as the heterocentric — Hippolyta should be far less equivocal
about her forthcoming marriage to Theseus. Indeed, she
ought to be downright ecstatic that Theseus saved her from
an ‘abnormal’ life in a female-ruled society in which the need
for men was at the utmost minimum; she ought to be grateful
for her deliverance. As such Hippolyta’s actions and words
in this early part of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer are
queer in the sense that they are ‘at odds with the normal, the
legitimate, the dominant’. She is resisting, insofar as she can,
the straightjacket of what Adrienne Rich very aptly labelled
‘compulsory heterosexuality’.?! In this instance, compulsory
heterosexuality takes the form of an enforced marriage — and
all of its attendant responsibilities, such as house-running and
childbearing - for Hippolyta to a man who violently abused
her and her people (and then attempted to make a joke out
of such misogynistic cruelties by using ‘woo’d’, ‘sword’ and
‘injuries’ as crude innuendos designed, presumably, to both
seduce her and excuse his prior behaviour toward her), a man
she does not seem to like, much less love, and a man she has
not chosen to couple with of her own accord just because the
proscriptions of an arbitrary normality demand that she do so.
Given their individual and collective resistance to the dictates
of compulsory heterosexuality it is not overstating the point
to suggest that some queer audience members can possibly
recognize at least something of a kindred spirit in Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s conformity-resisting Hippolyta.

It should be noted, too, that Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
representation of Hippolyta in their Midsummer is an inter-
pellation that, if it exists at all, exists only in the subtext of
Shakespeare’s play. Griffin points out that a ‘major problem
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attends any discordant performance of the Theseus—Hippolyta
opening scene: because Shakespeare’s script doesn’t show
us the process by which Hippolyta is changed, her trans-
formation by the last act [of the play] into a willing bride seems
unmotivated’.?? Griffin claims, however, that Reinhardt and
Dieterle grapple with this problem ‘squarely — by presenting
at least a portion of Hippolyta’s transformation, partly
through reorganizing the script and partly through a costume
change’.® By the time Hippolyta and Theseus discuss their
impending marriage in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer —
something that happens in the very first lines of Shakespeare’s
Midsummer — Griffin discerns this transformed Hippolyta in
the queenly style of her dress and in the fact that ‘although
she seems to take a good deal more pleasure in the thought
of the approach of the new moon than she does in that of
their (hers and Theseus’s) solemnities, she nevertheless does
seem quietly resigned to her fate’.?* In contrast, Shakespeare’s
Hippolyta seems to have accepted her plight from the initial
moments of his Midsummer. In fact, she seems to be just as
eager as Theseus is for their wedding to take place. That being
the case, her transformation into a willing bride, as Griffin
characterizes it in relation to Reinhardt and Dieterle’s film,
needs no motivation; she is that willing bride from the outset
of Shakespeare’s play. There is no small amount of irony then
in the fact that, though designed to provide viewers with the
background deemed necessary for them to understand the
dynamics at work in Theseus and Hippolyta’s relationship, the
discordant interpretation of these characters that Reinhardt
and Dieterle make central to the opening moments of their
cinematic production of the play also brings to the foreground
the queerness — as measured, at least in part, by the force
of Hippolyta’s resistance to the imperatives of compulsory
heterosexuality — inherent in such a representation. Arguably,
that queerness would have remained more or less unintel-
ligible had Reinhardt and Dieterle chosen not to employ
such a specific expositional strategy in their adaptation of
Midsummer.>
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The repeated depictions of Hippolyta’s resistance to
compulsory heterosexuality apparent in the first third of
Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer come to seem even
more queer in light of what occurs in the last third of the
film, the part that corresponds with Shakespeare’s fifth act
in which ‘The Most Lamentable Comedy and Cruel Death
of Pyramus and Thisbe’ is performed before the newly
married duke and duchess and their court. Gone completely
by this point in the movie is the angry, resisting woman
warrior Hippolyta that had to be forced to walk through
the streets of Athens led by the one that conquered her and
her people. In her place is a relaxed and content Hippolyta
who is ‘entirely at home in the Athenian court’®® and wears
a genuine smile while walking hand in hand with Theseus
through the ducal palace to the places of honour where
they will sit as their nuptials are celebrated with mirth and
revelling. She now wears a bright, elaborate and heavily
bejewelled gown devoid of any accessory resembling a
serpent. After questioning Theseus about the strangeness
of the tales Hermia, Lysander, Helena and Demetrius have
related regarding their experiences in the forest outside
Athens, Hippolyta listens intently to her husband’s speech
about the similarities in the natures of lovers, madmen and
poets (5.1.1-22). Though she responds with ‘But all the story
of the night told over, / And all their minds transfigur’d so
together, / Tells more to us [More witnesseth] than fancy’s
images’ (5.1.23-5), suggesting that she is convinced there
is actual substance to the young lovers’ stories, she also
accepts Theseus’s explanation without argument, as would
be expected of the dutiful and subservient wife of a powerful
man. Furthermore, it should be noted that Hippolyta’s
newfound equanimity toward her husband does not dissipate
as the film concludes.

All of this accords with Shakespeare’s text. Nevertheless,
audiences might well wonder what happened to the irate and
defiant Hippolyta that was presented to them earlier in the film
and mourn her loss. In New Historicist terms, any subversive
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qualities she once had have been contained and she has been
rendered docile by the dominant patriarchal forces from
which she is unable to escape. Yet the queer reading being
performed here must register suspicion with the presumed
happily-ever-after ending Reinhardt and Dieterle, following
the original play, as it were, depict as the ultimate conclusion
to Theseus and Hippolyta’s story in their Midsummer. Even in
its cinematic form, that happily-ever-after is easily disrupted
given that, in the words of Louis Adrian Montrose, the ‘play
ends upon the threshold of another generational cycle, in
which the procreation of new children will also produce new
mothers and new fathers. Within this ending is a potential
for renewing the forms of strife exhibited at the opening of
the play.””” Peter Holland makes a similar point when he
writes that Midsummer ‘leaves entirely open the question
of what the issue or outcome of this marriage of Athenian
and Amazon will be, describing and blessing the future
without directly stating what might or rather will happen (will
because it is already accomplished, already fixed unalterably
in the Theseus mythography)’.?® Holland adds that in ‘any
version of the Theseus story Theseus does not stay with his
Amazon bride ... and the next person on the Theseus list
of seduced, raped and abandoned women seems usually to
have been Phaedra’, whose lust for Hippolytus, Theseus and
Hippolyta’s only child, will lead to death and destruction.?’
Marriage, in this case between a man and a woman, Theseus
and Hippolyta, does not lead to the kind of stability and bliss
many believe is the inevitable, ordained and final result of such
unions. As Montrose and Holland both make clear by their
references to classical Greek mythology, Hippolytus, the son
of Theseus and Hippolyta, will engender all sorts of additional
strife in his own life and in the lives of his father and mother.*
Queer interpretation does not shy away from recognizing
and accepting the fact that the notion of a relational happily-
ever-after like that suggested by Shakespeare’s and Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummers is, at times, a simplistic, if not an
outright dangerous, fiction.
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ITI

Exactly what Oberon wants to do with the young boy Titania
is keeping from him is a subject that has exercised critics of
Shakespeare’s Midsummer for some time. Richard Rambuss
describes the circumstances as follows: “What has really set
Titania and Oberon at odds is the changeling boy. Titania
holds on to the Indian prince, fetish-like, as a keepsake of
his dead mother, pampering him in a precious, feminized
world of flowers, sweets, and serenades, while Oberon wants
to masculinize him’ instead.’® Beyond the issue of custody,
though, this is a particularly queer matter where Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummer is concerned, in large part because
the directors opted to feature the child as a character that
actually appears on-screen rather than leaving him as a figure
that is only spoken about by Oberon, Titania and Puck, but
never ‘seen’, as in the original playtext. This queerness reveals
itself when eroticism and sexuality are factored in to the inter-
pretative milieu that surrounds both the play and the film. As
Shirley Nelson Garner points out, the playwright provides
two related but distinct reasons that explain the fairy king’s
and queen’s respective obsessions with the changeling boy.
On Oberon’s side the reason is that Titania has stolen the boy
from an Indian king and therefore does not deserve to keep
him since she obtained him by nefarious means. On Titania’s
side the reason is that she is rearing the boy because she feels
an overwhelming responsibility to the deceased votaress of the
fairy queen’s order, who was the boy’s mother and Titania’s
bosom confidant.’? Clayton, trying to rehabilitate Oberon’s
misogynistic reputation, claims that:

while Oberon begs Titania to give him the boy, she
withholds him, not for his [the boy’s] sake but for the sake
of his deceased mother, her late votary. The loyalty part of
the sentiment is creditable but the rest and the effects are
not: withholding the boy is made a willful refusal to yield
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responsibly and sympathetically to Oberon’s begging: it has
no evident benefits for the boy, the boy’s deceased mother,
herself [Titania], or Oberon, now or hereafter.?

More problematically however, Garner goes on to insist that
both Oberon’s and Titania’s emotional investments in the
changeling boy are charged with eroticism. Of the latter she
writes, ‘Titania’s attachment to the boy is clearly erotic’; of the
former she explains, ‘Oberon’s passionate determination to
have the child for himself suggests that he is both attracted to
and jealous of him’ in equally erotic terms.** Though informed
by the best insights generated by psychoanalytic theory as
applied to the study of literature, this is dangerous territory
— this is queer territory — given the prevalence of modern and
postmodern anxieties associated with children, adults and
sexuality.

Garner’s repeated use of the term erotic in her essay is
troublesome because it lacks definitional specificity. Drawing
on its Greek etymology, the OED equates the erotic with
the sexual as far as meaning is concerned.’® But if there is
in fact any kind of a sexual component to Oberon’s and
Titania’s respective ‘attractions’ to the Indian boy, Garner
does not make that clear in the course of her analysis; her
readers are left to fend for themselves on the interpretation
of this point. In either case both erotic and sexual are words
that can be further divided into subcategories. These include,
among others, the physical and the non-physical, the genital
and the non-genital, and the romantic and the platonic. It
can be inferred of course that Garner means only for erotic
to be understood in its non-physical, non-genital and wholly
platonic sense. In that case what she seems to be attempting
to describe in relation to Oberon, Titania and the changeling
boy is the idea of desire sans either the erotic or the sexual.
To be sure, conceding that the possibility exists that Oberon’s
and Titania’s interests in the youth may cross the line between
the appropriately parental and the disturbingly criminal forces
an entirely discomfiting confrontation with one of the darkest
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sides of humanity — the abuse of children perpetrated by adults
who are afflicted with a deformity in mind, character and
spirit as devastating as it is repulsive.

Nevertheless it is one thing to contemplate such disturbing
ideas in the comparatively safe realm of textual criticism; it is
quite another to do so when concrete visual representations
of Oberon’s and Titania’s erotic desires for the changeling
boy are available as in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer.
The changeling boy (Sheila Brown)3¢ first appears in the film
as Puck (Mickey Rooney) regales the fairy in Titania’s service
(Nina Theilade) with the story that the child was stolen by
Titania from an Indian king and that Oberon wants the
youngster for himself so that he can be a ‘[k]|night of his
[Oberon’s] train’ (2.1.1-42). Dressed in shiny silver clothing,
the boy looks very much like a miniature turbaned raja. Bruce
Babbington claims that the boy is ‘doubly contradictory;
clearly masculine, yet highly feminised; and speechless, which
makes him a literal infant, yet a perfectly coordinated child’
who ‘provides identification for both male (Oberon) and
female (Titania) oedipal trajectories within his masculinity’.?”
For the most part, the boy seems to be at home in the forest
just outside Athens: he attempts to catch a firefly or two, he
is entranced by a group of fairy musicians performing in the
tree branches above, and he longs to fly like the fairy children
who come to frolic with him in the wood. Clearly there is
something very special about this changeling boy; he is at the
centre of all the attention and the adoration. He is the object
of everyone’s desire within and without the film.

When Titania (Anita Louise) finally appears, the fairy queen
and the boy run into one another’s arms as if they have been
parted for an interminable period of time. Babbington describes
this portion of the scene in the following way: the changeling
‘is ecstatically reunited with the mother [Titania] in a sequence
of breathtaking consummation, with the two running towards
each other and the camera, so that the audience is alternately
positioned with the points of view of mother and child’.>® The
overdetermined effect here is a highly emotional one despite
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the obviously manipulative qualities that bring the effect to
life. As the entire company proceeds to dance its way around
the forest Titania takes every opportunity to shower light,
feathery kisses on the face of her beloved little boy, the child
of her devoted votaress. Before long the fairy queen and the
changeling boy are led by the dancing company of her subjects
to her bower where she and the child will rest. After placing a
wreath of flowers on the boy’s head Titania kisses him again
four times in a row, once on the nose, once on the cheek and
twice on the lips. Then mother and child lie down to sleep in
a state of perfect contentment right next to one another. While
singing as requested, a few of the fairy queen’s subjects cover
their monarch and her boy in a blanket woven of fresh flowers,
leaves and vines. And for the briefest of moments at least, all
seems right in the fairy world. But these interactions between a
mother and a child, depicted on-screen as they are in Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummer, call particular attention to the
fraught erotic component inherent in such relationships. It was
Freud who claimed that ‘sexual love and what appears to be
non-sexual love for parents are fed from the same sources; the
latter, that is to say, merely corresponds to an infantile fixation
of the libido’.*” In other words, a child’s erotic desire for a
parent is merely another manifestation of the child’s innate
desire for a parent’s care and nurturing that is part and parcel
of the human developmental experience. Drawing on the work
of Freud and Julia Kristeva, Aranye Fradenburg describes the
dynamics in operation here as follows:

when we are young, we are in love with people a lot
older than we are, and they with us, and we all ‘know’
it, if not consciously. We cannot become a human subject
without taking in how our parents feel about us; the adult’s
passionate love for the child is also in the child and in the
adult she [or he] will become. This love is readily eroticized
on both sides. It is not just ‘tenderness’ but ‘in-loveness’; it
has a passional quality and is manifested through extraor-
dinary bodily intimacy.*
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From the initial embrace of Titania and the Indian boy, to the
kisses they share, and to the fairy bed they slumber so closely
together in, the eroticized ‘in-loveness’ Fradenburg details in
her work is made plain in the images of the fairy queen and
her charge that Reinhardt and Dieterle present in this section
of their film. Individually and collectively these interactions
between Titania and her votaress’s son make the passional
quality of their relationship readily apparent. And it is a queer
imperative to interpret them as such.

Though represented quite differently, Oberon’s (Victor
Jory) erotic attachment to the changeling boy in Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummer is no less intense than Titania’s.
Upon their initial confrontation under the moonlight in the
forest a menacing Oberon reiterates to Titania that she alone
has the power to bring their quarrel to an end. To this he adds:
‘T do but beg a little changeling boy / To be my henchman’
(2.1.120-1); then he makes a sudden grab for the boy that
is unsuccessful because the child is so well protected by the
queen and her coterie of fairies. Once Titania has explained to
the fairy king why she will not give the boy up to him, Oberon
inquires as to how long she intends to stay in the woods. In a
rather sly, taunting, high-pitched voice, she answers:

Perchance till after Theseus’ wedding-day.

If you will patiently dance in our round,

And see our moonlight revels, go with us;

If not, shun me, and I will spare your haunts. (2.1.139-42)

Oberon’s not unexpected response is: ‘Give me that boy, and
I will go with thee’ (2.1.143), which causes Titania to flee
with the child wrapped firmly in her arms so that Oberon
cannot take him from her by force. But when Titania later
abandons the changeling boy in favour of the ass-headed
Bottom, Oberon rushes into the clearing where the child lies
on the ground in tears, and utters a primal scream of triumph
as he sweeps the boy into his embrace. With a deep-throated
laugh he proclaims “This falls out better than I could devise’
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(3.2.35); then he retreats, with the changeling finally in his
sole possession as he wanted all along, back into the forest.
Thus what Montrose describes as ‘Oberon’s attempt to take
the boy from an infantilizing mother and to make a man of
him’ proves successful and, not incidentally, simultaneously
ensures the continuation of his vision of the patriarchy.

It should be noted however, that Montrose’s summation
of the circumstances involving Oberon’s acquisition of the
changeling and what it means — that Oberon will be able
‘to make a man of him’ now that the boy has been wrested
away from Titania’s overwhelmingly feminine influence — is
only unproblematic from a traditional patriarchal perspective.
Clayton provides the reminder that

it is not very common for critics to discuss the boy’s interest
... According to the social norms implicit in the relations
between the principals, it must be about the time that the
boy would be fairy barmitzvahed and join the men — or
elder fairies — if he is ready to be a ‘henchman.” So, in the
patriarchal fairy culture, his interests are best served by
joining Oberon.*!

And indeed, throughout much of Western history, male
children were separated from women, particularly their
mothers, as a matter of course once they had reached a
certain age. This was done so that these youths could be
schooled properly in the ways of masculinity as they grew
from boys into the men who, among other important tasks,
would govern, fight for and produce the foodstuffs and
goods that would ensure the survival of their respective
societies. The assumption behind this separation of boys
from women was built on the ideology that women were
incapable of raising true men; only men who had themselves
been through the transition from boy to man could bring
about such an important metamorphosis successfully. There
can be no doubt too that the curriculum for boys on their
way to becoming the men they needed to be encompassed
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formal and informal instruction in sex in its procreative and
non-procreative forms. These conventional associations are
not at all unexpected as far as Montrose’s ‘to make a man
of him’ statement is concerned. But significant complications
arise here anyway because of the unavoidable fact that
Oberon is perhaps the queer figure of all queer figures in
Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer.

Christy Desmet notes that the changeling boy ‘comes
equipped with a maternal lineage [by virtue of being the
offspring of Titania’s votaress] as ward to the fairy queen that
prevents him from being absorbed easily into another Ovidian
plot, playing Ganymede to Oberon’s Jove’.* The myth of
Jove’s sudden, intense passion for the mortal youth Ganymede
— a desire so strong it led Jove to transform Ganymede into
the immortal cup-bearer of the gods — is well known. It is
also a myth that gay men in particular have claimed as one of
their own foundational identitarian stories. Hence Oberon’s
queer desire for the Indian boy in Shakespeare’s and Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummers is alluded to intertextually. But
Oberon’s queerness also reveals itself through the character’s
potential bisexuality. Following the tumultuous night-time
events in the forest outside Athens the fairy king tells Puck as a
new day begins: ‘But we are spirits of another sort / I with the
Morning’s love have oft made sport’ (3.2.388-9). Most glosses
on this passage note that the ‘Morning’s love’ is a reference to
Aurora, the mythological goddess of the dawn that makes way
for the sun to shine every morning, while ‘sport’ is a long-
standing euphemism for sex. The logical assumption then is
that Oberon and Aurora have enjoyed multiple erotic romps
together and will quite likely continue to do so in the future.
Interestingly, Stephen Greenblatt, editor of Midsummer for
The Norton Shakespeare, adds in a parenthetical aside in the
footnote to the lines cited here the following information:
‘or Cephalus, a brave hunter, Aurora’s lover’.* Considering
the fact that the ‘love’ in question is linked grammatically by
possession to the ‘Morning’, Greenblatt’s gloss makes a great
deal of interpretive sense. More to the point it suggests that
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Aurora may not have been Oberon’s only object of desire;
the fairy king’s ‘oft made [sex] sport[s]’ could have involved
the brave male hunter Cephalus exclusively, alternately, or
perhaps even simultaneously. It is clear from this evidence
then that Shakespeare did not box the character of Oberon
into a conventional heterosexual role; his sexual object choices
among Aurora and Cephalus are enough to make him queer in
a very basic if not exactly revolutionary sense.

Thus a rather heady situation now emerges in relation
to Oberon and the changeling boy the fairy king has taken
possession of from Titania in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
Midsummer so that Oberon can make him a ‘Knight of his
train’ (2.1.25), his ‘henchman’ (2.1.121) and, as Montrose puts
it, ‘to make a man out of him’. The idea that presumptively
heterosexual men inevitably take over the upbringing of boys
from women in Western society once they are of a certain age
underlies Montrose’s thinking. But the fact that Oberon is a
queer man assuming charge of the Indian boy’s development
complicates this normative trajectory in intriguing ways. For
some the idea of a queer man being in charge of a young boy’s
transition to manhood might be anathema of the worst sort.
Such individuals may think that the Indian boy’s upbringing
ought to be left to one like the unmistakably masculine, martial
and heterosexual Theseus rather than the to-be-feared queer
Oberon who would most certainly damage the child beyond
all repair. There is something remarkable then in the fact that
Reinhardt and Dieterle — following Shakespeare but punctu-
ating him with specific visual clarity — leave their audiences with
the certainty that the changeling boy is going to be raised by
the queer Oberon. From a presentist perspective rather than a
strictly historical one tied to the mid-1930s or the late sixteenth
century, this representation pulses with resonance because
Western society has evolved to the point where — as proven by
the increasing empirical evidence produced by scientific, socio-
logical, psychological and educational studies — it recognizes
and accepts, in most quarters at least, that queer people of all
kinds are just as capable of and successful at raising children
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as their straight counterparts. Like many things associated with
queer people, their ability to be decent parents has been hidden
from history for far too long. That is no longer the case.

It should be noted too that the eroticism Garner identifies
as a constituent part of Oberon’s and Titania’s individual
relationships with the changeling boy is also, as detailed
here, presented in stereotypically gendered terms. Titania’s
interest in the boy comes across as at once intimate and
nurturing; Oberon’s, on the other hand, seems intimate and
aggressive. The words motherly and fatherly could also be
used as adverbial descriptors in these particular circumstances
with only some pause. However, what ultimately disturbs the
rigid male/female binary Reinhardt and Dieterle construct
in their interpretation of the Oberon/Titania conflict over
the changeling boy is the fact that the king’s and the queen’s
respective desires are in the end displaced from the child
and on to another, age-appropriate, though certainly no less
problematic, figure: Bottom, the hapless weaver and amateur
actor compelled by naive, but no less sincere, dreams of
grandeur.

After Titania spurns him yet again over the changeling boy
and disappears into the forest with the child folded tightly
against her chest, Oberon vows revenge: “Well, go thy ways;
thou shalt not from this grove / Till T torment thee for this
injury’ (2.1.146-7). He then sends his gentle Puck off in
search of the ‘love-in-idleness’ (2.1.168) flower, the liquid of
which he plans to use to bring Titania to heel. The fairy king
envisions his vengeance taking the following form:

And with the juice of this I’ll streak her eyes,
And make her full of hateful fantasies.

She shall pursue it with the soul of love.
And [before] I take this charm [off from] her sight
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I’ll make her render up [this boy] to me. (2.1.257-8, 179,
182-3, 185)

Though not technically needed to understand what is going
on and why in this part of the film, it is nevertheless
rather strange that Reinhardt and Dieterle chose to leave out
Oberon’s list of the various kinds of creatures he imagines
Titania experiencing an immediate erotic attraction to. In
Shakespeare’s Midsummer this roster includes lions, bears,
wolves, bulls, monkeys and apes, as well as lynxes, cats,
leopards and boars (2.1.180-1; 2.2.29-30). According to
Jan Kott, ‘[a]ll these animals represent abundant sexual
potency, and some of them play an important part in sexual
demonology’.** Bottom of course is transformed by Puck
into an ass, a beast that, Kott explains, ‘[fJrom antiquity up
to the Renaissance ... was credited with the strongest sexual
potency and among all quadrupeds was supposed to have
the longest and hardest phallus’.* Beneath the comedy of
this plotline then there lies something altogether darker and
more troubling. Taylor points out that ‘it is not lust of which
Oberon is curing his wife: he is exploiting her sensual nature
to cure her of the most fundamental fault of all in marriage,
the fault from which all others spring, a wife’s disobedience
of her husband’.* But in order to make Titania pay for her
transgressions against him, Oberon is doing everything within
his power to create the circumstances in which he will have
the ‘pleasure’ of seeing his wife coupling romantically and,
presumably sexually, with an animal rather than another
anthropomorphic fairy of her own kind. From this perspective
Oberon is unable to escape the charge of being little more than
a sadistic panderer of bestiality — a practice so far beyond the
pale of ‘the normal, the legitimate, [and] the dominant’ that it
cannot be anything other than queer as well.

Due largely to the efforts of Thomas Cromwell, ‘An Acte
for the punysshement of the vice of Buggerie’, also known
in its short though unofficial form as the Buggery Act, was
passed into law by the English Parliament in 1533, well
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into the nearly forty-year reign of King Henry VIII. The act
criminalized the ‘detestable and abominable Vice of Buggery
committed with mankind or beast’* in the civil and eccle-
siastical juridical realms. This was a legal proscription that
curiously enough had never been effected in Europe prior to
the early sixteenth century. According to the act, those who
committed the crime of buggery and ‘being herof convict
by verdict confession or outlawry shall suffer such pains of
death and losses and penalties of their goods chattels debts
lands tenements and hereditaments as felons do according
to the Common Laws of this Realme’.* Put another way,
those found guilty of buggery forfeited all of their worldly
goods to the crown and their lives to, it is a safe assumption,
the vengeful Christian God of the Old Testament. Where
semantics are concerned, it is clear from the text of the act
itself that buggery and bestiality are for all intents equated
as one and the same within the linguistic confines of the new
law Cromwell shepherded through Parliament and that, a
generation later, Queen Elizabeth I reinstated (it having been
repealed in 1553 under the reign of her half-sister, the staunch
Catholic Queen Mary), in perpetuity this time, in 1563.

Although the legal framework for prosecuting those
suspected of committing buggery was in place in England
by 1533, Bruce Thomas Boehrer reveals that ‘{dJocumented
cases of bestiality are rare in early English records’.** He adds
that:

This is not to deny that real people were tried, punished,
and even executed for bestial buggery; they most certainly
were. Yet the miniscule numbers of such trials; the extreme
inconsistencies of sentencing, which could range from a
virtual handslap from the church courts to hanging under
the common law; the massive contrast between the heated
language of Renaissance moralists and legal theorists and
the trickle of prosecutions for buggery of any kind; and the
occasional way in which bestiality charges were tacked on
to other, more serious accusations as a kind of judicially
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unnecessary lily-gilding — all these suggest that the rhetoric
of bestiality was in some basic ways more important than
the crime itself.*°

In other words, merely discoursing about bestiality took
more prominence in 1530s England than the commission of
the actual acts associated with bestiality.”! Even so, with his
representation of the sudden love affair between Titania and
the ass-headed Bottom in Midsummer, Shakespeare seems to be
flirting recklessly with the spectre of out-and-out criminality,
albeit theatrical criminality, whether viewed from a sixteenth-
or an early twenty-first-century perspective. Regardless, there
can be no doubt that Titania and Bottom’s relationship in
the play, and Reinhardt and Dieterle’s film version of it,
violates both the word and the spirit of Cromwell’s Buggery
Act. But if the rhetoric of bestiality — the words, the treatises,
the laws, the arguments, the literary treatments, in short, the
overall discourse, of bestiality — was, as Boehrer explains, of
more interest than the actual crime itself to the authorities in
early modern England, then Shakespeare was likely on safe
ground where this particular dramatic fiction of bestiality
was concerned since it was, apparently, just another cog in
the larger discursive nexus associated with these transgressive
types of behaviour.

Still, the very real slipperiness of terminology — the tension
between the signifier and the signified — is only magnified
when modern words for sexual acts and identities are placed
into conversation with their early modern English counter-
parts. As Alan Bray explains, it

[...] was not until the 1890s that the term homosexual
first began to be used in English, and none of its prede-
cessors now survive in common speech: ganymede, pathic,
cinaedus, catamite, bugger, ingle, sodomite — such words
survive if at all in legal forms or deliberate obscenity, or
in the classical and theological contexts from which they
were drawn.>?
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That being the case, Bray goes on to question whether a more
historically accurate term for homosexual existed during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. He writes that [o]nly two of
the possible candidates, bugger and sodomite, were in general
use and neither was synonymous with homosexuality alone.
“Buggery” could be used with equal ease to mean bestiality
as homosexuality’, and so could sodomy.*® So not only were
buggery and bestiality synonymous in early modern England,
but sodomy was equal to both, and all three could be used to
signify what individuals in the late twentieth/early twenty-first
centuries conceive of as homosexuality.

But layered on top of this impreciseness is even more
impreciseness. Bray reveals that the ‘Elizabethan “sodomy”
differed from our contemporary idea of “homosexuality”
in a number of other ways also. It covered more hazily a
whole range of sexual acts, of which sexual acts between
two people of the same sex were only a part.”’* Elizabethan
sodomy was ‘closer, rather, to an idea like debauchery. But
it differed more fundamentally also in that it was not only a
sexual crime. It was also a political and a religious crime and
it was this that explains most clearly why it was regarded
with such dread.”” Elizabethan sodomy was also a crime
that anyone could commit at any time in their lives; it did
not carry the monolithic identitarian force that the concept
of the homosexual does today. No one in early modern
England would have referred to him- or herself as a sodomite,
whereas millions of people the world over have, do and will
continue to refer to themselves as homosexual (or gay, queer,
bisexual and so forth) in the present and the future. Given this
morass of definitional problems, it is not at all surprising that
Foucault described sodomy as ‘that utterly confused category’
in his groundbreaking three-volume history of sexuality.’® It is
an utterly confused category indeed.

So what from a queer perspective can be inferred from
this utter confusion about sodomy in relation to Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummer? The answer is, a great deal. In his
work on bestial buggery in the playtext Boehrer asserts from
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the outset that Shakespeare’s comedy ‘is patently about besti-
ality’.’” He adds that, ‘[o]n the most immediate level, Titania’s
animal passion for the asinine Bottom climaxes the play’s
fairy subplot. In the process, this passion tests the bounds
of Elizabethan theatrical decorum’.® The same two points
can be made about Reinhardt and Dieterle’s film, with the
latter morphing into something like: Titania’s drug-induced
desire for Bottom the ass pushes the envelope of twentieth-/
twenty-first-century cinematic appropriateness. Movie depic-
tions of simulated bestiality — like the allusive performances
of simulated bestiality must have been on the theatre stages
of early modern England — make it difficult if not impossible
to ignore or to dismiss the literal fact that such activities
between humans and other species do occur in the material
world and have likely done so since the beginning of time. In
Reinhardt and Dieterle’s adaptation the representation of the
simulated bestiality between Titania and ass-headed Bottom
is very subtly done but nonetheless troubling considering
what it conveys in its specificity and immediacy: that is the
physical manifestation of bestiality itself, a set of sexual acts
and behaviours that the vast majority in Western society find
abhorrent.

As Bottom sings in order to hold fear at bay after his fellow
amateur thespians have left him alone in the forest audiences
of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer are provided with a
lingering shot that features Titania sleeping in her bower with
the changeling boy by her side. When she stirs, her thoughts
are focused on the source of the singing: “What angel wakes
me from my flowery bed?’ she asks (3.1.124). Her votaress’s
son is, it seems, no longer of interest to her. Having left the
child behind, Titania approaches Bottom; when she is near
enough to his ass/person, she cannot keep her hands, or much
of the rest of her body, for that matter, off his.’” Before long
the fairy queen swears in Bottom’s ear ‘I love thee’ in a voice
infused with breathless passion (3.1.136). Moments later
Titania repeats the fact that she loves Bottom and, while doing
so, she strokes and kisses his muzzle before embracing the
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creature fully and then curling up against his chest (3.1.147-
50). Thus, in the words of Michael P. Jensen, a certain kind
of strangeness is made apparent in the film, and that ‘mostly
because of its implied perversity’, given the all-too-obvious
fact that Titania and Bottom are two different species on the
verge of coupling.®® Titania clearly wants for physical and
emotional intimacy with the ass-headed Bottom. Indeed Kott
claims, bluntly, that the ‘slender, tender, and lyrical Titania
longs for animal love ... This [Bottom the ass] is the lover she
wanted and dreamed of; only she never wanted to admit it,
even to herself.”®' She instructs her fairies to fashion ‘night-
candles [tapers]’ out of the ‘waxen-thighs’ of ‘humble-bees’
so that there will be enough light for her ‘[t]o have my love
to bed” where she proceeds to ‘dote’ on him in a pronounced
state of ecstasy (3.1.164, 162, 161; 4.1.44). That ‘dote’ is little
more than a euphemism for sexual activity is made clear by
Gail Kern Paster, who writes:

Bottom’s languor at his appearance with Titania in act 4,
scene 1, his passivity and apparent bodily contentment
at being scratched petted, and adorned, may well suggest
the postcoital. We are free to assume that in the interval
since their first encounter in act 3, scene 1, the monstrous
[i.e., bestial] mating has occurred — an action manifestly
unstageable but not unimaginable.?

A monstrous mating of this kind is also unfilmable but
not unimaginable. But the implication of its occurrence is
unmistakable and impossible to ignore in the film. Jensen
explains that ‘[w]hile the scene is handled chastely, they are
embracing in Titania’s bower. Freud would have loved this
scene’, he adds,

especially when Titania winds him [Bottom] in her arms
and sings to him of their physical contact, then encourages
him to sleep. Reinhardt and [music composer] Korngold
took a song that is in Shakespeare, but repeated the lines
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about their physical contact [T will wind thee in my arms’
(4.1.39)] again and again, cutting most of the others.
Adding to the perversity, Oberon and Puck look on
approvingly.®

It ought not to go unnoticed that the Indian boy, following the
lead of Oberon and Puck, is also looking on at the intimacies
taking place between Titania and Bottom, increasing the
perversity of the moment Jensen remarks on exponentially by
invocation of a decidedly queer primal scene.

While the dialogue cited above is spoken in Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s production, the visuals that accompany them
also make it very clear that Titania and Bottom are, both
before and as they slowly make their way to her bower for
what remains of the night, being united in the state of holy
matrimony. Titania’s fairy attendants craft the queen a veil
and train from the silky webs of the forest’s spiders while
they also spiff Bottom up and provide him with an oversized
sunflower boutonniere for the impromptu ceremony. Even the
soundtrack is made to participate in the signifying equation of
this particular matrimonial performance, especially when the
triumphant, celebratory strains of Mendelssohn’s ubiquitous
‘Wedding March’ can be heard. Given the fact that these
circumstances involve respectively a fairy and an ass/man
rather than the traditional human man and woman, they
demonstrate the fact, as Arthur L. Little, Jr. insists, that ‘no
Shakespeare play succeeds more than A Midsummer Night’s
Dream in trafficking in the possibility of queer marriage’.**
Indeed, Midsummer’s participation in the multiple possibilities
of queer marriage is on full display in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
film; this is most evident in the directors’ depiction of the very
queer, quasi-marital relationship between Titania and Bottom.

The wedding of Titania and Bottom in Reinhardt and
Dieterle’s Midsummer is also queer because it is an event
that does not actually occur in Shakespeare’s playtext. For
Shakespeare, it is enough that Titania and Bottom love
each other; in the playwright’s view, nothing else is required
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to authorize their sexual relationship. So then what is the
significance of the fact that Reinhardt and Dieterle chose to
show Titania and Bottom marrying immediately prior to the
commencement of their physical intimacies? The specificity
of such a representation makes it seem like the marriage
between Titania and Bottom is effected in one example of
early twentieth-century Anglophone Shakespearean cinema
for the sole reason of serving heteronormative and patri-
archal ideological ends. Although Titania and Bottom are
not real personages, they are fictional approximations of
real personages. They can be considered then as figures that
were part of the Elizabethan fascination with what Boehrer
describes as the rhetoric of bestiality as opposed to the actual
manifest reality of the crime of bestiality. In addition the
statistics Boehrer provides in his work suggest that, had they
been living, breathing beings, Titania and Bottom likely would
not have been prosecuted or convicted for participating in acts
of bestial buggery in early modern England. Since it was, as
Bray writes, a social, a political and a religious offence rather
than merely a sexual offence, it does not seem at all likely
either that Titania and Bottom would even be suspected of
committing sodomy in the circumstances Shakespeare and
Reinhardt and Dieterle present them in where their respective
versions of Midsummer are concerned. It seems that because
they are presumptively heterosexual, they get a pass as far
as their other (adulterous, bigamous and, potentially, child
abusive) behaviours are concerned.

By cloaking the queerness of bestiality in the banal respect-
ability of heterosexual marriage, even one that transforms
Titania into a bigamist because she is also still married to
Oberon, Reinhardt and Dieterle almost succeed at rendering
the bestial buggery enacted by Titania and Bottom in their
production of Midsummer unnoticeable, or at least easier to
dismiss as unimportant. Elision of this exact kind has been
put forth in studies of Shakespeare’s playtext. For instance,
Deborah Wyrick claims that ‘the dalliance between the ass and
the Fairy Queen is one of amusement’ and nothing more.*
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In this reading, comedy trumps the bestial so decisively
that the bestial disappears. Similarly, Joseph H. Summers
insists that: ‘As almost every audience recognizes, the scenes
between Bottom and Titania do not descend to nightmarish
bestiality.’*® Thus without taking the historical record into
account like Boehrer and other scholars have done, Wyrick
and Summers seem to attempt to eradicate any hint of the
bestial in Shakespeare’s Midsummer by rhetorical fiat alone.
Although Shakespearean film critics have to this point in
time not commented explicitly on the subject of bestiality in
relation to the characters of Titania and Bottom in Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s Midsummer, it is not at all impossible to
surmise that some of them might be inclined to engage in
the same kind of disavowals that Wyrick and Summers do in
their respective studies. Still, given the fact that the vengeance
Oberon takes on Titania serves the needs of patriarchal and
heteronormative ends, presumably no real harm is done in
these circumstances and, in fact, the ‘natural’ order of things
with the man once again in control of the woman is restored by
the time all is said and done between the fairy king and queen.
On this point Garner writes that ‘[s]ince he cannot persuade
Titania to turn the [Indian] boy over to him, he humiliates her
and torments her until she does so. He uses the love potion
not simply to divert her attention from the child, so that he
can have him, but to punish her as well’ for her transgression
against him and his superior, masculine authority.®” Oberon’s
actions toward Titania function as a sharp reminder that as
her husband Oberon is also her lord and master and that she
must submit to all of his whims, desires, demands, orders and
so forth — no matter how unfair, demeaning, disrespectful,
outrageous or degrading.

With the work of Boehrer and Garner being two on
a shortlist of notable exceptions, traditional criticism of
Midsummer — as a play and in its Reinhardt and Dieterle
cinematic incarnation — has remained largely silent on the
issues of bestiality and adult/child eroticism, not to mention
male and female homoeroticism, that the comedy wrestles
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with. Indeed, Rambuss notes that the forest in which the
bulk of the action of the play (and the film) takes place is
a ‘dreamscape lush with sexual possibilities: not only the
homoeroticism that sometimes encumbers, sometimes oils
the marriage machine of Shakespearean comedy, but also
child-love, anality, and bestiality’.®® Still, as far as Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s treatment of the fairy king, the fairy queen, the
changeling boy and the ass-headed man is concerned, a queer
reading like the one carried out here discerns a rather striking
hypocrisy. Oberon and Titania, the straight couple, are the
transgressors par excellence when it comes to bestiality and
adult/child eroticism. Regarding the former, Boehrer, with
pithy bluntness, describes Oberon as a ‘king and semideity
who acts like a peeping Tom with a taste for animal forni-
cation’.®” Because of Oberon’s spiteful machinations, Titania
indulges in the pleasures of bestiality and becomes technically
speaking a bigamist in the process. Furthermore, both Oberon
and Titania are adulterers and both harbour barely repressed,
quasi-inappropriate erotic desires for an underage boy. Yet
in previous criticism of Shakespeare’s play and Reinhardt
and Dieterle’s cinematic adaptation of it, neither Oberon nor
Titania is held accountable for their individual and collective
violations of propriety and/or outright law-breaking. It is
as if the fact of their heterosexuality alone absolves them
of any wrongdoing. They are certainly not made to suffer
like their queer brethren are and have been for centuries for
their supposed emotional, psychological and spiritual deform-
ities, and their resulting behavioural, emotional and physical
‘lapses’ outside of the realm of the ‘normal’.

IV

The treatment of masculinity in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
Midsummer is also demonstrably queer in at least one sense
because it does not offer a unified representation of what it
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means to be a man nor of how men should ideally comport
themselves in the world of Athens and its environs. Take,
for instance, Theseus, a character that first appears in the
film dressed in the manner of an ancient Greek warrior. His
uniform includes the traditional short soldier’s tunic of the
period with a fan of metal strips to shield his waist, as well
as a gleaming silver breastplate designed to protect his upper
body from harm and which accentuates his muscular chest. An
armoured helmet with martial feathers both crowns his head
and frames his handsome face, a face that is marked by large,
lively eyes, a well-shaped nose and a neatly trimmed beard.
The tights Theseus wears only highlight and draw attention to
his long, well-developed and shapely legs. Though it may very
well push against the boundaries of critical decorum to say so,
some audience members might find this Theseus an attractive
figure, including those whose desires are queer and encompass
members of the same sex as themselves. However, it must be
remembered, too, that at this early point in the movie, Theseus
is leading Hippolyta — as the prisoner of war he conquered by
force rather than consent — through the centre of the city like
he might lead a dog on a leash. The talk of his desire to marry
Hippolyta in another key, ‘[w]ith pomp, with triumph, and
with revelling’ (1.1.19), rings hollow considering the fact that,
in light of Theseus’s success in defeating Hippolyta through
violent means, he has managed to restore the ‘natural’ patri-
archal order to the Western world in which men rule over
women given the former’s assumed innate superiority, wisdom
and prowess.

Following Shakespeare, Oberon and Egeus are shown
in the film acting similarly to how Theseus acts toward
Hippolyta as regards ‘their’ women. When Titania steadfastly
refuses to part with the Indian boy her votaress gave birth to,
Oberon moves decisively and vindictively to humiliate Titania
into submission so that he can take the child for himself. And
Egeus is so determined to marry his daughter Helena off to
Demetrius, even though she loves Lysander, that he is willing
to see her dead and buried or relegated to a convent for the
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rest of her life just because she is choosing to deny him his
paternal right to ‘dispose of her’ (1.1.42) as he sees fit and
without consideration of her feelings, wishes or desires in
the matter. The actions of Theseus, Oberon and Egeus thus
confirm the fact that the world they inhabit is one in which
men are the masters and women no more than their subor-
dinate subjects. Their deeds reflect their understanding of the
normative when it comes to how relations between men and
women are supposed to work in a well-ordered, properly
functioning, male-dominated society.

Yet there is another significant representation of mascu-
linity in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer that warrants
comment in the present context; it is to be found in the
film’s depiction of Lysander (Dick Powell) and Demetrius
(Ross Alexander). Whether they were directed to do so or
chose to do so of their own accord, Powell and Alexander
play Lysander and Demetrius, respectively, as foppish, effete
buffoons. Often their exaggerated mannerisms border on
the effeminate with Powell’s Lysander the more egregious
of the two as far as such acts are concerned. Early in the
film, for instance, as Theseus is being feted by the citizens
of Athens for his victory over the Amazons, Demetrius rolls
his eyes around in his head when he catches sight of Helena
(Jean Muir) waving at him from across the square and then
dissolving into tears because of Demetrius’s cruel disdain for
her. Seconds later, however, Demetrius is nothing but smiles
when his attention falls on Hermia (Olivia de Havilland)
who, ironically (and not unjustifiably), turns her back on him.
When Lysander and Demetrius spar over which one of them
should be allowed to take possession of Hermia from her
father, Lysander speaks with a pronounced falsetto, waggles
his head on his shoulders, and puckers his lips in a disdainful
—and decidedly unmanly — fashion. This is particularly evident
when Lysander tells Demetrius, “You have her father’s love ...
Let me have Hermia’s; do you marry him’ (1.1.93-4). Indeed,
Lysander seems to have no shame whatsoever when it comes
to his treatment of Demetrius here; it is as if Lysander is
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deliberately trying to provoke the other young man into some
kind of reaction regardless of what consequences may issue
from such foolhardiness.

Lysander is also presented as fond of skipping and hopping
as opposed to merely walking or even running like a man
might be expected to do when he needs to move about. He is
shown gambolling in such a manner twice in Reinhardt and
Dieterle’s Midsummer. The first occurrence happens when
he follows after Hermia as she flees from the presence of her
father and the duke upon hearing the latter’s pronouncement
that she must do as Egeus demands and marry Demetrius
rather than Lysander. “The course of true love never did run
smooth’ (1.1.134), Lysander coos into Hermia’s ear once he has
skipped and hopped up behind her and has taken her into his
arms. Later, transformed by Oberon’s magic love juice because
of Puck’s having ‘mistaken quite, / And laid the love-juice on
some true love’s sight’ (3.2.88-9), Lysander is seen prancing
through the forest wide as he pursues Helena, with whom he
is now completely enamoured because of the fairy king’s and
his sprite’s inadvertent machinations. Toward the end of the
forest madness section of the film, and once Oberon and Puck
have sorted out the convoluted business that has taken place
between the two couples and night has given way to day,
Hermia and Lysander and Helena and Demetrius individually,
then collectively, pantomime their reactions to all that befell
them in the preceding hours. Soon Hermia and Helena and
Lysander and Demetrius are paired in this impromptu dumb
show. What is significant about the male couple’s interaction
here is that it includes the spectacle of Lysander falling
repeatedly into Demetrius’s arms along (see Figure 2) with
Demetrius catching Lysander before Lysander can fall to the
forest ground. It is striking that Lysander seems to have no
qualms about being held by another man and, conversely,
that Demetrius has no qualms about holding another man so
closely to his own person. Lysander’s penchant for skipping,
hopping and seeking out the embrace of other men as he does
in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s film is problematic because such
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FIGURE 2 Demetrius (Ross Alexander) and Lysander (Dick
Powell) falling into each other’s arms. A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
dir. Max Reinbardt and William Dieterle, 1935.

actions fall into the same classification of effeminate gestures
as limp wrists, sashaying with hands poised on hips, speaking
with a lisp and assuming a falsetto instead of a normal voice
in speech, among others — all of which have been linked
negatively, in the West in particular, with specifically male
homosexual behaviour and identity since at least the mid- to
late nineteenth century.”

Though innocent in and of themselves, the effeminate
behaviour and actions of Lysander and Demetrius remarked
on here resonate on a queer level precisely because of the
boundless heterosexist zeal, operative from the moment the
homosexual was according to Foucault discovered some
145 years ago, to categorize such behaviour and actions as
deviant, as non-normative and as unacceptable for ‘real” men
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to engage in if they were intent on maintaining the unques-
tioned status of their masculinity. At the same time, it must
be conceded that Reinhardt and Dieterle’s representation
of Lysander and Demetrius is anachronistic, although only
partly ahistorical. To that end, Stephen Orgel reveals that in
early modern England ‘the most persistent line of medical
and anatomical thought from the time of Galen had cited
homologies in the genital structure of the sexes to show that
male and female were versions of the same unitary species’.”
That being the case, the ‘female genitals were simply the
male genitals inverted, and carried internally instead of exter-
nally’.”! Because both men and women were thought to bring
about the genesis of life via ejaculation, the logical extension
of this idea was that ‘male and female seeds are present in
every fetus’, while ‘a fetus becomes male rather than female if
the male seed is dominant, and generates enough heat to press
the genital organs outward’.”> Given such an understanding
of ‘anatomical history, we all begin as female, and mascu-
linity is a development out of and away from femininity’.”?
Orgel goes on to point out though that the ‘frightening part
of the teleology [of gender] for the Renaissance mind’ was
its possible reversal.” This very real fear was fuelled by the
‘conviction that men can turn into — or be turned into —
women, or perhaps more exactly can be turned back into
women, losing the strength that enabled the male potential to
be realized in the first place’ in the womb by the formation of
outward-facing genitals.”

The way early moderns attempted to circumvent this, to
them, horrific possibility had much to do with the child-
rearing philosophies of the era. As was customary at this time
in history, male children were, by the age of seven, removed
from the care and nurture of their mothers and placed in
circumstances intended to encourage the development of
their masculinity to its fullest realization. Indeed, once he had
reached that critical age, ‘for a [growing] man to associate
with women was felt to be increasingly dangerous — not only
for the woman, but even more for the man: lust effeminates,
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makes men incapable of manly pursuits’ like hunting, war
and so forth.”® In slightly different terms, what made a man
effeminate in early modern England were his affection, desire
and love for a woman and nothing but his affection, desire
and love for a woman.”” Some 500 years or so later almost the
exact opposite is true: a man’s affection, desire and love for a
woman are, today, some of the key aspects that constitute the
bulk of his masculinity.

With their representation of Lysander in particular and,
to a lesser extent, of Demetrius, Reinhardt and Dieterle,
most likely unwittingly, succeeded in manifesting — albeit in
fictional cinematic form — the worst fears of the early modern
English people where gender and masculinity are concerned: a
man beset by effeminacy because of his romantic interest in a
woman. The main difference between Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
depiction and actual fifteenth-/sixteenth-century epistemology,
as Orgel makes clear, is that the latter gave full credence to
the incredible idea that a man’s being effeminized would result
in the literal evisceration of his penis, which would, because
of the loss of the original strength and heat that pushed his
genitals outward in the first place, morph back into the form
of a vagina solely on account of his non-masculine behaviour,
itself engendered by nothing more than his attraction to a
woman. But it is crucially important to understand that what
Reinhardt and Dieterle also succeeded in depicting in their
Midsummer, especially through the character of Lysander,
is the late nineteenth-/twentieth-/early twenty-first-century
stereotype of the male homosexual. This stereotype, and all
of its cognates, was built on the idea — explored by, among a
number of others, the English sexologist Havelock Ellis — of
sexual inversion: the view that male homosexuals were really
women trapped in men’s bodies that appropriated feminine
behaviours in the areas of, for example, apparel, mannerisms,
voice control and, most particularly of course, sexual desire
for members of their own biological gender. So Reinhardt and
Dieterle’s Lysander, who takes delight in hopping, skipping
and often speaking in falsetto, is coded effeminate in a
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specifically contemporary way because of those behaviours
rather than because of his love for Hermia as would have
been the case during the Renaissance in England. And that is
a queer representation indeed.

\%

Though not as extensive as the studies derived from
Shakespeare’s original playtext of Midsummer, a substantial
body of criticism of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s cinematic
adaptation of the play does exist. A survey of this work
reveals that critics have been particularly good at historicizing
the film; considering how faithful it is to its source material;
comparing it to other kinds of movies — screwball comedy and
musicals most notably, as well as to other directors’ film or
television versions; assessing the performances of the actors and
actresses, many of whom were well known for their successes
in very different types of roles before their respective appear-
ances in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer; and accounting
for the fact that Warner Brothers turned to Shakespeare in
order to make a prestige picture that the studio hoped would
raise both its cultural and economic profiles. However, only a
few of these essays, articles and book chapters direct attention
of any kind to the issues at the heart of this study — and even
they are rather perfunctory treatments.
For example, Babbington explains that

Bottom’s seduction by Titania, of which it may be said
that whereas Titania’s relationship with the Boy eroticises
the mother—child relationship, Bottom’s relationship with
her de-eroticises the adult relationship or, rather, diffuses
its eroticism within the primal pairing as Bottom becomes
an infantile seeker of polymorphous pleasures and Titania
loves him more like a mother than a lover.”
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Of course, Babbington’s interpretation remains well within the
safe ground of Oedipal epistemology, safe because, in Freud’s
version of psychoanalysis, the Oedipal conflicts Babbington
mentions will eventually sort themselves into the proper
heterosexual categories. In a darker view of things, Robert
E. Willson, Jr considers Titania’s ‘idyll with the ass-headed
Bottom ... an example of grotesquerie in the play’ and by
extension in Reinhardt and Dieterle’s film.” As these quotes
make clear, though aware of the eroticism that attends Titania
and Bottom’s drug-induced dalliance, neither Babbington
nor Willson choose to develop their pronouncements beyond
statements of informed analysis. The result is that the erotic
aspects of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer are glossed
over in favour of other matters — quite possibly because of
the queerness — the ‘whatever is at odds with the normal, the
legitimate, the dominant’, to cite Halperin yet again — inherent
in the representations these critics single out for analysis.
Finally, Jorgens, in what Babbington characterizes as the
first entirely sympathetic contemporary critical appraisal of
Reinhardt and Dieterle’s Midsummer, writes, ‘[a]longside the
innocent playfulness, genial humor, and cotton-candy fantasy
in Shakespeare’s dream play are numerous undercurrents
which are unfestive, grotesque, erotic’.’® He adds that in
contrast ‘to the dominant comic movement are moments of
murderous hatred, jealousy, threatened rape, sexual humili-
ation’ threaded throughout the film, none of which are
normally associated with feel-good comedy.®! Interestingly,
though Jorgens acknowledges the presence of the erotic in
the movie, he does not find the erotic in the relations between
Oberon, Titania and the changeling boy, or in the fantastical
love affair that takes place between Titania and Bottom. For
him the ‘eroticism of the play has been transferred to still
another couple who dance an allegorical conflict between
Moonlight and Night to Mendelssohn’s “Nocturne”’.®? In a
description that accompanies a still from the film that features
Moonlight and Night in the midst of their intricate ballet,
Jorgens refers to it as the ‘erotic conquest of Moonlight by
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Night’,%3 a scenario that mirrors Theseus’s erotic conquest of
Hippolyta and Oberon’s erotic conquest of Titania. There can
be no denying that eroticism does infuse the stylized dance
of these ethereal figures. Given the obvious genders of the
dancers, as well as the black/masculine, white/feminine colour
motif that pervades the movie, this eroticism is coded, specifi-
cally, heterosexual. This is all well and good, but it should be
noted that the ‘transference’ of eroticism from Midsummer’s
usual suspects to the dancers Moonlight and Night that Jorgens
argues is key to Reinhardt and Dieterle’s cinematic production
of the play allows him to elide any mention whatsoever of the
far more problematic eroticism evident between the fairy king
and queen and their changeling boy, or the bestial eroticism
evident between Titania and Bottom. Thus Jorgens renders
these troubling forms of eroticism unintelligible in the critical
discourse — a situation the reading of Reinhardt and Dieterle’s
Midsummer performed in this chapter seeks to complicate.
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The queer director, gay

spectatorship and three
cinematic productions of
Shakespeare’s ‘straightest’

play — Romeo and Juliet

I

Since the early to mid-1590s, when it made its debut on the
stages of Elizabethan London, Romeo and Juliet has been an
enormously successful play. Not surprisingly, its success is
reflected in the play’s fortunes in the cinema. According to
Kenneth S. Rothwell, Romeo and Juliet has been brought to
the screen in various forms some twenty-five times since the
beginning of the twentieth century.! The first of these produc-
tions was Vitagraph’s fifteen-minute silent black-and-white
version in 1908; one of the more recent films was penned
by Julian Fellowes, directed by Carlo Carlei and appeared in
2013. Because they were made by, broadly speaking, queer
directors, this chapter focuses critical attention on George
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Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet (1936), Franco Zeffirelli’s Romeo
and Juliet (1968) and Alan Brown’s Private Romeo (2011).2 In
fact, given their directorial provenance, it is not unreasonable
to infer that these movies approach the Shakespearean source
material from some kind of a demonstrable queer perspective.
Beyond that idea, the guiding principle here is that, even
though received knowledge holds firmly to the notion that
Romeo and Juliet is one of the most well-known and univer-
sally admired stories of thwarted heterosexual love in the
world’s archive of cultural, artistic, literary and theatrical
inheritances, it still has a great deal to offer its queer viewers
and their allies, particularly in its various cinematic forms.
This has everything to do with the fact that Romeo and Juliet,
out of all of Shakespeare’s plays, repeatedly shows that hetero-
sexual love is often imbricated in male homosexual love and
vice versa.

IT

From the moment of its premiere and well into the present
era the response to George Cukor’s lavish 1936 film of
Romeo and Juliet has been rather mixed.? There can be little
doubt that this is not the kind of history the studio, Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), had in mind to make when it set
out to bring Romeo and Juliet and Shakespeare to the screen
in the wake of Warner Brothers’ release of Reinhardt and
Dieterle’s Midsummer the year before. For instance, though
he finds much to admire in it, in the end, Rothwell describes
the film as ‘a reverential but not warm and vibrant Romeo and
Juliet, received respectfully but not lovingly by the critics, and
ultimately too wrapped up in a high mimetic bardolatry for
either Shakespeare’s or Hollywood’s own good’.* Meanwhile,
Courtney Lehmann explains that ‘[f]rom its acclaimed director
and Tchaikovskian score to its all-star cast, multi-million
dollar financing, distinguished screenwriter (Talbot Jennings)
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and, above all, its visionary producer Irving Thalberg — the
watchmaker who oversaw every aspect of the film’, this
particular Romeo and Juliet ‘seemed predestined to make
history as the Hollywood studio system’s first “legitimate”
Shakespearean masterpiece of the sound era’.’ Alas, this
decidedly lofty ambition was not, for the most part, attained.
It seems that the main problem with the film was not with
the myriad technical and artistic elements that went into its
production, which were uniformly of the highest quality, but
with the age of its actors who portrayed the key characters,
all of whom are young teenagers in the original source text,
with, focusing on the two most prominent examples, Romeo
aged sixteen and Juliet not quite aged fourteen respectively.
Even so, Lehmann writes, ‘Norma Shearer played Juliet at
thirty-seven while Leslie Howard played Romeo at forty-two’
and, similarly, a ‘fifty-five-year-old John Barrymore supplied
the role of Mercutio while Basil Rathbone performed Tybalt
at forty-four’.® Given the specificity of this information,
Lehmann is left to conclude in what comes across, no doubt
unintentionally, as a somewhat ageist assessment, that the
‘film was a geriatric adaptation of Shakespeare’s tale of
teenage lovers; despite the garish sets, gorgeous costumes, and
Tchaikovskian musical accompaniment, nothing could turn
back time for these would-be youngsters’.” Stephen Orgel is
perhaps even more blunt in his remarks about the film, which
he considers to have been woefully ‘miscast ... with a prepos-
terously mature pair of lovers in Leslie Howard and Norma
Shearer, and an elderly John Barrymore as a stagey Mercutio
decades out of date’.?

But another point of view on this matter of age in Cukor’s
Romeo and Juliet is to be found in the work of Richard Burt,
who speculates that the ‘film’s gayness [i.e. its queerness,
insofar as Burt conflates the two] is also marked, one could
argue, by the casting of actors much too old for their parts,
most obviously a middle-aged Leslie Howard’ as Romeo.’
From a perspective that demands more or less complete
fidelity to Shakespeare’s text, the casting of Shearer, Howard,
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Barrymore and several other mature actors in Cukor’s Romeo
and Juliet is anachronistic and remains so for contemporary
viewers of the film. It seems however, that Burt’s hypothesis
can be pushed a bit further since he does not articulate
exactly why the age of the actors in the principal parts of the
movie signifies, in one respect at least, its ‘gayness’. The only
larger implication that makes sense is that love is just for the
young and older people should not be engaging in the kind of
romantic antics Romeo and Juliet engage in simply because
they ought to know better after having experienced more of
life — its arbitrary vicissitudes, its triumphs and defeats, its
joys and its miseries — than mere teenagers have. Love between
older people then becomes as forbidden as the love between
the teenaged Romeo and Juliet and, much more significantly
in the context of this book, as forbidden as the love between
two people of the same gender. In this case age itself is the
agent that brings forth the queerness, or the not quite (hetero)
normativeness, of Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet.

Moving just beyond the critical assessments and debates
touched on above, Harry M. Benshoff and Sean Griffin note
that ‘films might be considered queer when they are written,
directed, or produced by queer people or perhaps when they
star lesbian, gay, or otherwise queer actors’.'® Though none
of its lead actors or actresses, its scriptwriter, or its producer
fall into this category, by all accounts Cukor, the director of
MGM'’s Romeo and Juliet, was gay. Patrick McGilligan, one
of Cukor’s major (if not always sympathetic) biographers,
explains that in the early part of the twentieth century
‘Hollywood was a haven for all sorts of artistic people, but for
those among them who happened to be homosexual it was a
vaguely hospitable oasis in a distinctly antagonistic world’.!! It
is all the more remarkable then that Cukor was able to carve
out a career for himself in such a milieu. McGilligan goes on
to point out, though, that what

needs to be understood is that Cukor’s standing in this
context was unique. There were certain pockets of the
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movie business where homosexuality thrived; among the
creative crafts — sketch and design, decoration and sets,
costume and makeup — it was almost ghettoized. However,
at the top of everything in Hollywood, in creative authority,
stood the director, among whose first rank there was only
one homosexual ...1

That first-rank director who also happened to be homosexual
was Cukor. As such, McGilligan speculates that ‘Cukor must
have felt that he had to protect his stature among the first
echelon.”’3 He adds that the resulting ‘secretiveness had to be
partly shame. Even among the most enlightened Hollywood
people, the liberal opinion of the era — an opinion that to some
extent prevails today — held that homosexuality was a kind
of psychological deficiency, an abnormal, perhaps “curable”
condition.’'* In other words, acceptance of homosexuality at
this time and place in history was tainted by a thoroughly
homophobic stigma that men like Cukor internalized as
embarrassment and acted accordingly in order to survive.
However, Emanuel Levy, another of Cukor’s biographers,
offers what seems like a more measured take on these
circumstances: “Working in a highly conservative setting,” he
writes, ‘Hollywood of the studio era, Cukor was extremely
careful (“discreet” was the word he liked) about his gayness.
But he didn’t have a double life; everybody in Hollywood
knew he was gay, and he was never ashamed of it.”"* To
support this assertion, Levy quotes Cukor himself as saying ‘I
never had any problems accepting myself.”'® This suggests that
Cukor was apparently savvy enough about the effect the mere
idea of homosexuality had on at least some of those who were
not so affectively, erotically or romantically inclined of his era
to make the appropriate accommodations without sacrificing
either his integrity or his basic sense of self.

Given these circumstances, Burt explains that the ‘usual
approach to a film like Cukor’s [Romeo and Juliet] would be
to read it either as closeted or as (perhaps obliquely) marked
as gay’.'” He later suggests provisionally that ‘Cukor might
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be regarded as so closeted ... that his Romeo and Juliet might
seem not to be marked by gayness at all.”'® It seems then that
Benshoff and Griffin’s idealistic assertion that it is possible to
queer films on the sole basis of a queer person’s involvement
in a production proves fruitless where Cukor’s Romeo and
Juliet is concerned in every sense but, perhaps, the anecdotal.
Though certainly queer in that this kind of a strategy does
not engender anything productive in terms of new knowledge,
that is not really very satisfying in the larger critical/analytical
context of this study. But Burt later suggests that gayness is
evident in Cukor’s production in three ways. One of these is
the already discussed mature age of the actors cast in the lead
and a number of the supporting roles. The other two involve
the film’s set design and portions of its musical score. Burt
proceeds to note that the ‘English and gay design consultant
Oliver Messel was brought over to Hollywood at consid-
erable expense to give the production a gauzy revue look’
and the ‘consummation [of Romeo and Juliet] scene is accom-
panied by the music of a gay composer, the famous opening
theme from Tchaikovsky’s “Pathetique” (Symphony No. 6 in
B Minor, Op. 74)’."” Thus as a film directed by a queer man
(Cukor), adapted from a play by a queer man (Shakespeare),
with sets crafted by a queer man (Messel) and featuring music
by a queer man (Tchaikovsky), Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet
can be considered quadruple queer(ed). The problem with
the ‘marks of gayness’ that Burt identifies in Cukor’s Romeo
and Juliet is that such esoteric information is not necessarily
readily available to average film viewers, queer and non-queer
alike. Though accessible in the archives, interested audience
members would need to know what to look for, where to look
for it, and how to interpret it in relation to Cukor’s movie. So
for all but the specialist, then, the information Burt discusses
here seems to have value only at, yet again, the anecdotal
rather than the critical level given its unintelligibility in the
film itself.

Where the cachet of a film subject like Romeo and Juliet
itself is concerned, McGilligan and Levy appear to be in
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agreement as Cukor’s biographers. McGilligan reveals that
although ‘he was regarded as the studio’s most “cultural”
director, in fact Cukor had no experience with, or special
claim on, Shakespearean literature’.?’ He adds that if Cukor
was ‘going to direct Shakespeare, probably something such
as the acid-etched Taming of the Shrew, a battle royal of
the sexes, would have better piqued his sensibility’.?' Levy
concurs: ‘A grand-scale production, Romeo and Juliet was
Cukor’s biggest assignment to date, and he took great care
in planning the medieval sets and costumes. But the prestige
of the literary source — the first and only Shakespeare Cukor
ever directed — made him nervous.”?? Shakespeare awed Cukor
as a cinema director, in other words, and not, evidently, in a
good way. Furthermore, if Cukor was drawn to Romeo and
Juliet because it was a tale of forbidden love — something
queer folk might well be apt to identify with considering,
until very recently, the disapprobation with which they and
their relationships have been subjected to in the modern era
- no (auto)biographical record exists to confirm that fact.
This does not mean, however, that the project of queering
Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet is a lost cause. One of the keys to
pursuing this line of enquiry further lies in a set of observa-
tions put forth by McGilligan about the director and his
work on Shakespeare: “‘Whatever his own instincts might have
been, Cukor seemed overwhelmed by the swollen prestige of
it all. The sets tended to dwarf the actors, and in any case
Cukor was not one to let his camera linger on scenery; he
preferred the architecture of the human body.”?* It can be
argued that Cukor’s preference for the architecture of the
human body - particularly the male body - is apparent in a
number of places throughout his Romeo and Juliet, though,
in keeping with what seems to have been his almost obsessive-
compulsive penchant for discretion where his homosexuality
was concerned, the director is never anything less than subtle
in his representation of the male body.

In his commentary on the costuming of Cukor’s Romeo
and Juliet Jackson notes that ‘[sJome of the younger men
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wear small fringed sporrans — not quite cod-pieces — that
decorate their lower abdomen without covering the genital
area. Their outline is the smoothed-out and idealized one of
the male ballet dancer.’® In addition, citing a 16 February
1936 piece that ran in the Boston Globe, Jackson reveals
that Leslie Howard was selected to play Romeo on account
of the shapeliness of his legs; it seems, in fact, that none of
his competitors for the role filled out the tights the actor
would be required to wear throughout the film as well
as Howard.” What Jackson remains silent on is the male
homoerotic appeal these masculine outfits have on those in
Romeo and Juliet’s audience who recognize and appreciate
such a quality. That male homoerotic appeal is evident in the
image below (see Figure 3). In the near centre stands Romeo
with his sword drawn; to the extreme right of him is Tybalt,
who is jousting with Mercutio; and to the left of Romeo is

FIGURE 3 From left to right, Mercutio (Jobhn Barrymore), Benvolio
(Reginald Denny) with strategically placed sporran at his waist,
Romeo (Leslie Howard) and Tybalt (Basil Rathbone) brawling in the
streets of Verona. Romeo and Juliet, dir. George Cukor, 1936.
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Benvolio (Reginald Denny) and Mercutio, the latter being the
initiator of the attack on Tybalt. Benvolio is the only character
clad in the type of sporran Jackson mentions, but otherwise
all four men in the forefront of the shot are wearing form-
fitting tights that emphasize the musculature of their thighs,
calves and knees. For aficionados of the male body, of which
Cukor was one, such a composition — punctuated as it is by
the testosterone-charged drama of a bitter fight — is redolent
with homoeroticism since only males are shown in the screen
capture, and since it depicts a riotous physicality punctuated
by the use of swords, which have long been interpreted as
symbols of men’s, in this case unseen, penises. In tandem these
elements coalesce at this point into what can be described
as an overdetermined homoerotic masculine tableau. Queer
viewers of Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet are thus encouraged by
the means of artful and suggestive costuming and stage fight
choreography, if they are so inclined, to engage in the trans-
gressive act of imagining exposed male flesh being presented
to them for their pleasure here and throughout the film.
Interestingly, Burt also claims that Cukor’s Mercutio ‘is
pointedly made heterosexual: he regularly flirts with the local
single women’ featured in Romeo and Juliet.** From a queer
perspective, there is reason to challenge this assertion. The
way to begin doing so is by observing Mercutio’s style of
dress closely. Early in the film Mercutio wears a large, pearl
teardrop earring in his left ear; later, he wears a prominent gold
hoop earring in the same ear (see Figure 4). Though inconse-
quential in and of themselves, these accessories are significant
given the gender of the wearer because of the earring’s long-
standing and problematic association with homosexuality.
‘Earlobes, necks, wrists and fingers’, Shirley Bury writes, ‘are
among the chief parts of the human anatomy which lend
themselves to applied decoration.””” She goes on to explain
that, like ‘so many innovations in the field of jewellery, the
practice of piercing the fleshy protuberances of the ears for
the attachment of ornaments symbolic of race, tribe and
status seems to have originated in Western Asia. A sculptured
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5 { b
FIGURE 4 Mercutio (John Barrymore), centre, with a large gold

hoop earring clearly visible in his left ear. Romeo and Juliet, dir.
George Cukor, 1936.

slab from the palace of Ashurnasirpal 1T (883-859 BC)’ — a
well-known male ruler of Ancient Assyria famous for having
had constructed a library at his Nineveh palace — that sits
‘in the British Museum depicts the king in profile wearing a
long earring with an acorn-shaped terminal’.?® Throughout
the ages, Bury details, ‘men, women and children have been
subjected to the ordeal of ear-piercing, though the male
fashion for earrings has been mysteriously intermittent and
sometimes a national rather than a cultural phenomenon’.?”
One of the key points Bury makes in her brief summary of the
history of earrings as a fashion item is that from their earliest
appearance earrings were not solely for women — men wore
them, too.

Ronald D. Steinbach adds to the history of the earring
when he notes that they ‘were very fashionable for men in
Europe and to a lesser extent in the United States during
certain periods of time extending from the 1500s to the early
1800s.° Though not, in Steinbach’s view, always reliable,
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much of the evidence regarding the male penchant for wearing
earrings in the early modern period comes from surveys of the
portraiture of the time. These images reveal that prominent
English figures like King Charles I, Sir Walter Raleigh, the
first Duke of Buckingham - and particular romantic favourite
of King James I — George Villiers and, finally, Shakespeare
himself all wore an earring in the left ear as a matter of course.
At the time such a fashion item was not unusual for men; it
did not as would be the case later in history cause anxiety as
far as the demarcations between masculinity and femininity
were concerned. In any case, Cukor’s costume designers were
likely aware of the fashion trends of the period they were
asked to depict in Romeo and Juliet. This is enough to explain
why Mercutio wears either the pearl teardrop or the gold
hoop earrings in all of the scenes he appears. Nevertheless,
the queerness of such a representation is not mitigated entirely
by this concession because, as Steinbach details, earrings
became, by the 1970s and onward, and not incidentally in
the aftermath of the Stonewall Riots and the emergence of
the modern gay rights movement, a signifier of homosexu-
ality for those males who chose to wear them, regardless of
individuals® actual sexual identity.*! Earrings, like pantyhose,
make-up and so forth, were for women only; individually and
collectively, all three of these items were tangible identifiers
that allowed for the necessary differentiation between males
and females that society demanded of its members.

In many respects, of course, it does not really matter
whether or not Barrymore wore earrings in Cukor’s Romeo
and Juliet. If viewers and critics thought about the subject
of earrings appearing on a man — on an actor, for that
matter — at all, they likely considered it no more than part
of Hollywood’s attempt to be accurate in its portrayal of
sixteenth-century Veronese men. Today, however, the histori-
cally contingent baggage associated with what gender can
and, perhaps more importantly, what gender cannot don
earrings maps directly on to Barrymore as the gold hoop-
and pearl teardrop-wearing Mercutio. Alas, Barrymore’s
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subpar performance is prone to hyperbolic affectation and
overacting, neither of which makes for a very compelling
character. Beyond that, Barrymore’s Mercutio does not come
across, as Burt claims, as being particularly heterosexual.
Yes, he does regularly flirt with the local women of Verona,
and he even goes so far as to bestow a lengthy kiss on
at least one of them during the movie. But this flirting
and kissing is thoroughly unconvincing. Joseph A. Porter
describes Barrymore’s Mercutio as one whose ‘gestures and
wide-eyed manners are exaggeratedly effeminate’ and later
asserts that the actor’s/character’s ‘persistent eye for the
ladies is itself subverted by the conspicuous effeminacy of all
his flirtatiousness’.?> The Mercutio that emerges from these
cumulative representations and interpretations is more like a
gay man with a large coterie of devoted female followers — a
bevy of ‘fag hags’ to put it more colloquially — rather than a
randy, red-blooded, heterosexual playboy eager to conquer
the opposite sex with his amorous prowess.

Beyond handsome men to gaze at (though that is not,
of course, the absolute limit of queerness), it would seem
that Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet does not have much to offer
its viewers who are queer or queer-allied. Burt points out,
however, that ‘what is more interesting about Cukor’s film
than whether it tries to mark itself as gay or disavow the
marks of its (perhaps unconscious) gayness is the way the film
passes as straight so that any knowledge of gay desire that
it secretes comes as a surprise to its audiences’.’® Burt’s ‘gay
desire’, in its broadest form, encompasses everything from the
mature actors chosen for the roles of the young characters in
Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet to the fact that Cukor managed
to provide at least one unbilled and silent cameo appearance
in the film for a young man he had a brief romantic/sexual
liaison with at some point, as well as all of the other things
touched on thus far in this chapter. These are details that
Rothwell, Lehmann, Orgel and Jackson do not comment
on in their studies of the movie. By now, however, in the
second decade of the twenty-first century, contra Burt, such
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knowledge should not come ‘as a surprise to its [Cukor’s
Romeo and Juliet] audiences’. It should be out of the closet
and in the open. Indeed, armed with such information, the
experience of the picture might be inflected quite differently
for all of its audience members. Yet, at the same time, therein
lies the value of a queer reading of the film like that attempted
here from the remove of almost eighty years. Queer and queer-
allied audiences of Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet in the second
decade of the twenty-first century have the ability, indeed, the
privilege if not the imperative, of claiming the film as a part
of their history — a history that has all too often been elided in
modern times by the myriad forces of suppression. Watching
a film like Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet from a queer position is
in itself a powerful act of what Jonathan Dollimore has called
sexual dissidence.** Furthermore, crafting the interpretive
response that follows into a piece of discourse that extends
that act of sexual dissidence into the public realm, where it
can effect real change — particularly in ways of thinking, being,
and understanding — by virtue of its very existence, is also a
worthy endeavour.

IT1

Franco Zeffirelli’s career as a film director proper was
launched with the 1967 production of The Taming of the
Shrew, starring then-acting giants and off-screen married
couple with a decidedly stormy relationship Richard Burton
and Elizabeth Taylor. The movie was a success financially and
was also generally well liked by both cinema and Shakespeare
critics. A vyear later, Zeffirelli would turn his directorial
attentions to Romeo and Juliet.>* The resulting film, starring
— significantly from cultural, aesthetic and critical perspec-
tives — the age-appropriate Leonard Whiting and Olivia
Hussey in the lead roles, proved to be, and remains, one of
the most successful Shakespeare movies of all time. It also
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made Zeffirelli a household name and gave him the power as
a director to pick and choose the projects he wanted to work
on from that point forward. In later decades Zeffirelli would
adapt and appropriate Shakespearean source material two
more times and craft what Rothwell calls ‘a dazzling Verdi’s
Otello (1986), and a thoughtful Hamlet (1990)’, the latter
featuring Mel Gibson in the title role and a host of other late-
twentieth century movie stars of the highest calibre in most
of the play’s other parts, t00.>** Thus whereas Shakespeare
intimidated Cukor, the dramas of the celebrated Elizabethan/
Jacobean playwright were more than a worthy challenge for
Zeffirelli, who rose to each occasion with both panache and
a sensibility that appealed — and continues to appeal - to
multitudes.

Colour is perhaps the first thing a contemporary viewer
might notice when comparing Cukor’s and Zeffirelli’s Romeo
and Juliets. In accord with the respective technologies
available to their directors, where black-and-white defines
the first film, glorious colour animates the second. Indeed,
it is not overstating the case to claim that colour infuses
every aspect of Zeffirelli’s production, from the rich textures
of the buildings and the furniture it depicts to the blazing
Renaissance-styled costumes the actors wear that look as if
they were made of richly luxurious velvets, silks and other
similarly sumptuous materials. Everywhere the eye looks as it
drinks in the myriad delights of Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet
it is greeted by a panoply of colour. In the context of this
book, the obvious correlation regarding this aspect of the film
is that colour sheds a multivalent kind of light on things that
were once considered in only black and white binaric terms.
Two of those things are desire and sexuality, which had been
constructed within the strict-gay-versus straight dichotomy
for at least as far back as the identification of the homosexual
in the nineteenth century. In light of the circumstances with
Cukor’s sexuality and how it relates to his 1936 production,
there is no small amount of irony in the fact that this wildly
successful late 1960s adaptation of Romeo and Juliet was
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directed by a queer — a bisexual as opposed to a strictly
homosexual — man, too.”” In addition, given the thirty-two
years between their respective films, it is not surprising that
Zeffirelli was able to direct what can be considered, arguably,
a queerer version of Romeo and Juliet than Cukor had been
able to do in the earlier part of the twentieth century.

It is significant too that Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet
appeared at the height of the Sexual Revolution. Peter S.
Donaldson explains that the “film participates in the general
loosening of restrictions on the representation of sexuality on
film of the period, and it seemed to endorse a number of the
values of the international youth movement: pacifism, distrust
of elders, and sexual liberation’.’® Meanwhile, reviewing the
movie for The New York Times in the fall of 1968, Renata
Adler describes it as a ‘lovely, sensitive, friendly popularization
of the play’ and the ‘sweetest, the most contemporary romance
on film this year’.* Though she expresses some concern with
the inevitable loss of Shakespeare’s language to visual effects,
Adler nevertheless concludes that the film ‘should become
the thing for young people to see’ and ‘that it works touch-
ingly’.** Coming from a movie critic of Adler’s status, this is
high praise indeed. Aside from superlatives and qualifications,
however, Adler was among the first of the intelligentsia to
comment on what she terms ‘the softly homosexual cast over
the film’.#" This enigmatic and apropos remark was for its
time an astonishing observation to make and to put into print
in what was contemporaneously one of the most well-known
and highly regarded newspapers in the world.*> That being
said, it is important to note that Adler does not develop this
idea further. The task of doing that necessary work would fall
to scholars like Donaldson, Porter and William Van Watson,
each of whom fleshed out the notion of the ‘softly homosexual
cast’, or ethos, of Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet in a trio of
important articles and book chapters that complement the
queer reading of the film attempted here.

Donaldson claims that when it appeared Zeffirelli’s Romeo
and Juliet was ‘perhaps the most daring of all Shakespeare
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adaptations in its bringing to the surface homoerotic aspects of
Shakespeare’s art’.* However, he insists that the ‘homoerotic
side of the film seldom breaks the surface of the film or
transgresses the limits of public taste, remaining as allusion,
implication, subtext’.** This was because

[hJomosexual desire could not be directly represented in
popular film at the same period [the late 1960s] but hovers
at the edges of the film, structuring Zeffirelli’s presentation
of patriarchal violence, charging the separation of the
heterosexual lovers with the pain of sundered male bonds,
and inspiring the film’s treatment of intimacy, trust, and
self-reconstruction.*

It is important to realize though that Donaldson’s assertion
rests on a not unreasonably limited view of ‘homosexual
desire’ and its expression in visual form. Certainly, mainstream
films of the late 1960s could not show explicit images of men
being intimate or affectionate, much less having out-and-out
sex, with one another. But there are multiple ways to represent
desire aside from depicting sex acts themselves; as such, it can
be argued that just the opposite from what Donaldson posits
is evidenced in a highly visceral way throughout Zeffirelli’s
Romeo and Juliet. In other words, the homoerotic does indeed
break the surface of the film; it does not merely hover at the
edges. The homoerotic is, in fact, a blatant and palpable force
throughout its 138 minutes’ running time. This is apparent,
for example, when the male gender and the attractiveness of
the bulk of the cast; the specifics of the masculine costuming;
the physical intimacy in which the male characters are often
depicted engaging; the famous male nudity of Romeo in the
morning-after-the-wedding-night, or the aubade, scene; and,
finally, when the desires of viewers are all taken into account
in a queer critique of the film.

As evidenced in part by the image below, there can be no
question but that Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet is populated by
a literal host of beautiful young men, from Leonard Whiting,
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the actor who plays Romeo, about whom Zeffirelli himself
remarked ‘his looks were perfect for the role; he was the most
beautiful male adolescent I’ve ever met’;* to Michael York,
the actor who plays Tybalt; to Keith Skinner, the actor who
plays Romeo’s man, Balthazar; and many more besides. All
are lean and in the bloom of health; are fresh-faced and clean-
shaven; have bright, shining eyes and straight, white teeth
that reflect the sun when they grin or smile fully; have thick,
luxurious hair; have gleaming, bronzed, unblemished skin; and
were blessed with shapely physiques that epitomize masculine
strength, grace and appeal (see Figure 5). As Donaldson puts
it, Zeffirelli’s camera ‘displays the men’s bodies as objects of an
engrossed, sensual appreciation. The young men are all trim and
attractive ... they are presented, to use Laura Mulvey’s useful
phrase, “to-be-looked-at”.’*” Indeed, they are particularly
swoon-worthy examples of the male form that many audience
members, regardless of where they fall in terms of sexual and
gender identity, may take great delight in observing in this film.

FIGURE 5 Romeo (Leonard Whiting), in tights, attempting to
reason with Tybalt (Michael York), in tights and with his back to the
audience/camera. Both are surrounded by a cadre of Montagues and
Capulets in Romeo and Juliet, dir. Franco Zeffirelli, 1968.
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Donaldson’s somewhat casual invocation of Mulvey’s
notion of ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ belies the specificities
associated with this important concept. Drawing on psycho-
analytic theory, Mulvey details that one of the ways the
cinema creates a particular kind of enjoyment is through
the phenomenon of scopophilia, or the pleasure in looking.
Scopophilia involves the ‘taking of other people as objects,
[and] subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze’*® on
the subconscious level. Thus scopophilia is an active function
that provides the ‘erotic basis for pleasure in looking at
another person as object’.*” More problematically, though,
Mulvey claims that:

[iln a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in
looking has been split between active/male and passive/
female. The determining male gaze projects its fantasy
onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly. In their
traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously
looked at and displayed, their appearance coded for strong
visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote
to-be-looked-at-ness.>

From this perspective, film can be seen in its ‘proper’ light
as a simulacrum of the masculine, heterosexual human
consciousness inflected by patriarchal, misogynistic and, by
extension, homophobic values. The male spectator of film
is thus enabled to identify with his fictional correspondent —
the heroes or the anti-heroes — in the visual narrative being
presented to him and to assume that their bond with one
another is unassailable. On a symbolic level, then, the male
spectator of film is able to identify so fully with the film’s
male characters, the figures that direct the action and, more
to the point, make women do their bidding, that he inhabits
the exact same psychic position. In other words, the male
spectator of film and the male characters in film are for all
intents one in the same and they wield the same kind of
directorial power over women.
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Taking all of this theorizing into account, Mulvey goes on
to insist that the ‘male figure cannot bear the burden of sexual
objectification. Man is reluctant to gaze at his exhibitionist
like.”>! But it is crucially important to be aware of the fact that
what Mulvey does not claim here is that man’s exhibitionist
like — the male equivalent to the female who always already
occupies the representational space of to-be-looked-at-ness
because that is where man has consigned her to be — does not
exist in film or any other type of visual media for that matter.
However, she does not comment on the reasons why men are
reluctant to gaze at other men in the same way that they gaze
at women — as objects of erotic desire subject to their control.
Would that Mulvey had made it plain that it is only hetero-
sexual man who is reluctant to gaze at his exhibitionist like and
that this reluctance likely stems from the homoerotic implica-
tions such a gaze signifies. It is difficult to imagine, however,
that a gay or queer person would experience such inhibitions
when it comes to where he chooses to direct his attention in
the pursuit of the kind of scopophilic pleasures film images
can inspire. Hence Mulvey’s assertions can be altered in two
ways: 1) heterosexual man is reluctant to gaze at his exhibi-
tionist like, and 2) homosexual man is not reluctant to gaze
at his exhibitionist like. To the latter point it then warrants
adding that the ‘male figure can indeed bear the burden
of sexual objectification’. Donaldson’s appropriation of the
concept of to-be-looked-at-ness into his homoerotic reading
of Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet then succeeds at disrupting the
dominant patriarchal order as surely as Mulvey’s intervention
into visual pleasure and narrative cinema did in its originary
moment. And that in itself opens up more queer interpretive
possibilities in relation to the film than Donaldson allows for
in his important study.

The work of Brett Farmer, who has extended Mulvey’s
insights exponentially in a number of queer directions, helps
to move the analysis attempted here forward in a productive
way. Farmer explains that ‘[tJoo often the “anatomical fact”
of gay and straight men’s shared corporeality is used as the



60 QUEERING THE SHAKESPEARE FILM

grounds for all manner of theoretical conflations. I argue that,
far from being continuous, gay and straight forms of mascu-
linity are, in many ways, discontinuous.””> He goes on to add
that even though ‘gay male subjectivities intersect dominant
forms of masculinity in significant ways, they are frequently a
site of a thrilling undoing or deconstruction of those forms’.>?
For Farmer, as far as film is concerned, it is ‘gay subjectivities/
spectatorships [that] perform a fantasmatic “ruination” of
phallic masculinity, a simultaneous assumption and de(con)
struction of its forms and significances’.** Putting all of this
in another way, the lived psychological and ontological
experience of masculinity is different for gay men compared
to straight men. Therefore gay men are, by virtue of their
particular ways of understanding it, positioned to critique
masculinity — and thereby ‘ruin’ it — given the concept’s
inherent mutability, a mutability that is more often than
not entirely elided in the discourses that surround and prop
masculinity up as a universal and unvarying gender norm.
Where gay film spectatorship is concerned, this ‘ruinous
de(con)struction’ is accomplished through engagement with
what Farmer calls the ‘fantasmatic’, or the:

concept that refers to the variable networks of fantasy and
desire that subtend and structure subjectivity. Different
subjectivities are sites of different fantasmatic organiza-
tions. Thus one may speak of the gay male fantasmatic,
meaning the various formations of psychocultural fantasy,
desire, and identification specific to and constitutive of
male homosexual subjectivities.*

Building on their idiosyncratic understanding of masculinity,
gay men accomplish this feat of fantasmatic spectatorship of
movies in two ways. The first involves viewing males in films
as sex objects, a role, as Mulvey painstakingly explains, that
is traditionally and normatively foisted on women; the second
is by imagining themselves as either the active or the passive
partners in erotic encounters with male characters and actors
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in films. The end results of gay fantasmatic spectatorship are
queer to the nth degree insofar as they profoundly challenge
what is, often far too uncritically, considered normative in
regards to gender, desire and sexuality in all of their respective
permutations. Theoretically grounded as such, gay and/or
queer men are thus provided with the means to describe
their experience of narrative cinema in general and Zeffirelli’s
Romeo and Juliet in particular.

Regarding the latter, this extends to how such viewers
are invited to gaze at characters like Tybalt and Romeo at
various points in the film. Zeffirelli’s ‘homosexual camera™®
encourages a highly charged homoerotic response to the
lingering images of these young and attractive males. Where
Tybalt is concerned, in his first appearance early in the film,
his feet come into view as they are striding purposefully across
the dusty Verona square in which the Capulet and Montague
men are about to engage in an out-and-out brawl. Those feet
are attached to perfectly shaped knees, calves and thighs that
are themselves encased in form-fitting green and black tights.
As the camera pans slowly upward, audiences are treated to a
view of Tybalt’s midsection, which, not incidentally, features
a very prominent codpiece that only serves to call particular
attention to his penis and testicles — parts of the body in
which most if not all gay and/or queer men have what can be
thought of as a natural interest. At the same time one of his
hands is grasping the handle of a sword, indicating that this
is a man who is ready for action; a man who, in Mulvey’s
terms, is in fact ready to direct the action. Finally the camera
moves even further upward to reveal Tybalt’s chest, which is
clad in flattering Renaissance-styled fine clothing that is open
at the neck to expose a patch of smooth sun-kissed skin. His
handsome, clean-shaven face bears a grin at, apparently, the
mere possibility that a fight is imminent, while the brim of the
hat on his head curls up on either side in a way that makes the
edges look like little devilish horns. It is difficult not to surmise
that gay and/or queer men, not to mention many other kinds
of viewers, may take erotic delight in this blatantly sensuous
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extended display of the roguish Tybalt’s hyper-masculine
person.

With Farmer’s insights in mind, as he is presented initially
in Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet, Tybalt, in all of his phallic,
masculine glory, should be one of the figures male audience
members identify with in the film to the point that they wish
to emulate him as he asserts himself in and on the world he
inhabits. These males thus desire Tybalt, but only in the sense
that they seek to learn how to do what he does so that they
can mimic his manly acts and behaviours, such as always
being ready to engage in a fight. Oedipal male same-sex desire
in this case is channelled in platonic, heterosexually normative
ways that encompass the idea that straight men need to be
taught exactly how to be straight men by other straight men.
However, as Farmer explains, ‘the gay subject recognizes and
takes on the paternal [i.e. the masculine] site’ that Tybalt
inhabits in the film, ‘but then proceeds to subvert it through
an aberrant reconfiguration. Like his theoretical heterosexual
counterpart, the gay subject is positioned in a network of desire
vis-a-vis the father [here represented by Tybalt], but unlike the
heterosexual male subject he does not translate that desire into
an idealizing incorporation™’ that results in styling himself in
a heteronormative way. Instead the gay subject plays the ideal-
izing incorporation ‘out in a transgressive scenario of paternal
[masculine] seduction and subversion in which the father’s
[the man’s/Tybalt’s] position is undermined through its appro-
priative reconstitution as a “passive object” of and for the gay
subject’s erotic desires’.’® Through the transformative alchemy
of the fantasmatic gay and queer spectators of Zeffirelli’s film
are thus able to conceive of Tybalt as a welcoming object of
their erotic, as opposed to platonic, same-sex desires which
in turn robs him of his traditional heteronormative phallic
power. Being able to control the figure of Tybalt in such a
way can be seen as a very queer thing that encompasses the
transgressive and the subversive in ways that are liberating for
audience members of all kinds, but most especially perhaps for
gay and/or queer male spectators of the movie.
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Where the gay spectatorial fantasmatic is concerned that
liberation has everything to do with the concept of anality.
According to Farmer, anality, ‘{m]ore than any other “sign”
of male homosexuality ... marks the gay subject’s flagrant
difference in a phallic economy, that which sets him apart
from other men’.”” In Freudian terms, Farmer continues to
point out, the

repression of anality is a vital prerequisite for the successful
production of phallic masculinity. In part, this is because
male phallic identification requires an unchallenged prior-
itization of the penis as the sole legitimate site of male
erotic organization. It is also because the anus has strong
psychosexual associations with a ‘feminine’ passivity that is
anathema to patrocentric masculinity.®

This leads to circumstances in which the ‘anal zone thus
features psychically as a fundamental symbol of sexual
passivity, penetrability, and castration, something that must
be disavowed and repressed as part of a cast-off femininity
of male phallic identification’, and the resulting normative
heterosexual identity it is supposed to produce ‘is to succeed’.®!
Farmer puts all of this in more blunt terms when he writes:

[a]ccording to the logic of (hetero)sexual difference, in
which masculinity and femininity are bound to an active/
passive division, to be fucked is to be placed in the
despised position of femininity and, thus, to lose one’s
claim to manhood. This is why anal penetration features
so prominently in the patriarchal imaginary as the ultimate
humiliation of the phallic male subject.

Hence the gay subject’s power lies in the fact that he ‘can take
the received image of masculinity as active, impenetrable,
and phallocentric and submit it to a violent subversion’,*
at least within the imaginative bounds of the spectatorial

fantasmatic.
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Tybalt’s status as a sex object rather than a sex subject is
also facilitated, at least in part, by the fact that, like nearly all
of the young males featured in Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet,
he wears a codpiece. Marjorie Garber describes the codpiece
as a ‘sign of gender undecidability, since it is the quintessential
gender mark of “seeming” and notes that it ‘confounds the
question of gender, since it can signify yes or no, full or empty,
lack or lack of lack’.®* Given its rather dubious specificity,
this kind of garment cannot be ignored in the context of this
study of queerness in the Shakespeare film. In addition, Will
Fisher explains that in England the codpiece became a fashion
item near the beginning of the fifteenth century and would
remain as such for the next 200 years. Concomitant with the
appearance of higher-waisted jackets, something was needed
to complement the hose men wore as a matter of routine in
the period that would protect and simultaneously conceal
men’s genital areas.> Thus, as Fisher puts it, in many ways
the codpiece ‘quite literally helped to fashion manhood’ at this
time in history.®® The codpiece, then, is what made a man a
man.

Codpieces were not, though, as Fisher details, without
controversy. That they were prosthetic devices that could
be worn and removed at will and, as plays of the era
indicate, by either gender, was one reason why codpieces were
problematic. They were not, in other words, garments that
were, as originally intended, exclusive to men. For a society
in which the male and female genders were strictly policed
codpieces were dangerous because they could not in the end
be relied on to signify the absolute truth about the physiology
of those who wore them. On the other hand, some felt that
wearing codpieces was basically the same thing as wearing
nothing at all and, therefore, completely inappropriate as
public attire.” Furthermore, drawing on the work of Jean
Howard and Phyllis Rackin, Fisher makes the point that the
codpiece appeared at a time when ideas about the nature of
masculinity were undergoing a profound shift in early modern
England. Prior to this point the marker of masculinity was the
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production of sons who would carry on the male patrilineal
line. During the Renaissance the marker of masculinity became
the number of women a man conquered sexually and without
any pretence whatsoever of reproduction or marriage.® It is
incredibly ironic then that though the codpiece would, for
all intents, disappear by the start of the seventeenth century,
the new conception of masculinity — of what made a man a
man — lingers well into the present day.®” This can be seen in
the all-too-common notion that men who bed lots of women
are celebrated as ‘studs’ while their female counterparts are
derided as ‘sluts’, or worse, if they engage in the same kind of
unbridled sexual behaviours. Regardless, with either the pre-
or post-Renaissance conceptions of masculinity, men are the
only beneficiaries of such constructed ways of thinking and
being in terms of agency.

A close contemporary cousin of the codpiece is the
jockstrap, a garment made of cloth, leather, rubber or other
material(s) that has been, over time, completely fetishized by
gay and/or queer men as erotic since they first appeared in
the mid-1870s as a form of protective wear for athletes. Even
the briefest of forays into the world of beefcake books and
magazines, as well as gay pornography, is enough to confirm
the widespread extent of the fetishization of the jockstrap-
cum-codpiece. In any case, by their very nature, codpieces
— in whatever form they take — call attention to themselves
and to the crotch areas of those who choose to wear them,
whether the wearer is a sixteenth-century figure like England’s
King Henry VIII or a twentieth-century actor in a Zeffirelli
film of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet like Michael York.
What the gay and/or queer spectator brings to the interpretive
equation is the ability to disrupt conventional ideas of what
the codpiece signifies. He, engaging in the strategies enabled
by the fantasmatic, is encouraged to view Zeffirelli’s Tybalt
as sexually available to him rather than off limits because of
his assumed status as a straight man. Hence, rather than the
traditional director of the action who can make women do
whatever he wants them to do, Tybalt, under the pressure of
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the determining gay male gaze, becomes a man who is fully
capable of giving and taking erotic pleasure to/from another
man - that man being the gay/queer spectator of this cinematic
production of Romeo and Juliet who thus ‘ruins’ Tybalt’s
heteronormative phallic masculinity by replacing it with a
queer imaginative anality in its active and/or passive forms.

Whereas Tybalt’s initial appearance in Zeffirelli’s Romeo
and Juliet seethes with a barely repressed aggression that is
simply waiting to spill out of him at the slightest provocation,
Romeo’s first appearance in the film is far more subdued,
although no less erotically enticing. Van Watson describes his
entrance in these terms: ‘Romeo walks into a close-up, the
camera then following him in profile until he sits. When he
finally reclines beside his cousin [Benvolio], the camera again
shoots his face in close-up from above, and he talks of love.””
He is in fact the very epitome of melancholic distress brought
about by what he considers to be his romantic misfortune
given that Rosaline does not return his love. In his state of
repose he evinces an endearing vulnerability as well as a
charming, innocence-infused, sexual availability that is only
heightened by the fact that he too wears a codpiece. Given the
specificities of his overall demeanour here, he occupies what
Mulvey would consider the traditional position that women
in film would usually take in their circumscribed role as the
sexual objects of men who are culturally sanctioned to toy
with them in any way they so desire.

Meanwhile, the skin of Romeo’s hands looks like it would be
soft to the touch; his pretty face betrays the barest beginnings
of a beard; his brown hair is delightfully mussed. Furthermore
the clothes he wears — grey, form-fitting tights complete with
codpiece and a matching, elaborately crafted, grey velvet vest
— do little to conceal and everything to accentuate the glories
of his masculine form. With what Van Watson describes as
‘some of the most gently romantic theme music in the movie’”!
punctuating the affecting homosocial moment between them
with an almost sublime poignancy, Benvolio (Bruce Robinson)
asks Romeo what it is that has made Romeo feel so sad.
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Romeo replies with: ‘Not having that which, having, makes
them short’ (1.1.162).72 At this point in the film many gay and/
or queer members of Zeffirelli’s audience may find themselves
wishing to do everything in their power to comfort Romeo
and to ease his sufferings by giving him the ‘that’ he bemoans
lacking. Like Tybalt, then, when placed under the determining
gay male gaze, Romeo becomes an object of desire that can
be had by any one or all of those spectators in a homoerotic
imaginative context. And once again, queer anality trumps
phallic masculinity in the operation of the gay fantasmatic.
This queer triumph is rendered indelible in the extended
aftermath of Romeo’s vengeful slaying of Tybalt on account
of Tybalt’s killing of Mercutio. Having received an earful and
then some wise guidance from Friar Laurence (Milo O’Shea),
Romeo goes to his beloved Juliet. Zeffirelli provides his
viewers with a close-up of the couple sleeping in bed, each of
their bare shoulders visible, facing one another but with their
eyes closed, and with Romeo’s arm draped protectively over
Juliet (see Figure 6). Given the specifics of this tableau there
can be no doubt that Romeo and Juliet have consummated
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FIGURE 6 Romeo (Leonard Whiting) and Juliet (Olivia Hussey)
in bed after consummating their marriage in Romeo and Juliet, dir.
Franco Zeffirelli, 1968.
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their marriage as part of their mutual consolation for all
that they have endured, all that they have lost, and all that
they must soon sacrifice of their happiness. But where does
such an ‘instinctive’ assessment — that Romeo and Juliet have
indeed had sex and consummated their marriage — come
from? For Christine Varnado, the sex that Romeo and Juliet
are presumptively assumed to have had in both Shakespeare’s
play and Zeffirelli’s cinematic adaptation of it takes place
just off the page, off the stage, or off the screen. It must be
acknowledged, however, that ‘generations of readers and
interpreters of the play have imagined that [sex] act taking
place offstage, right before the aubade scene, because they
wanted to — because that is what they would do, what they
imagine a generalized “one” or “anyone” would do’ in the
same circumstances.” Varnado goes on to add:

projection is the stubborn anachronism inherent in repre-
sentations of sex acts, especially the ‘invisible,” indirectly
figured sex acts in early modern plays. The very notion of
‘sex’ can only be conjured in the audience’s or reader’s mind
via erotic identification — or disidentification — with acts
being suggested, and that fantasmatic act of identification
is inevitably structured by the reader’s or viewer’s desire.”

It should come as no surprise that this desire on the part
of Romeo and Juliet readers or viewers Varnado discusses
is always constructed and interpreted in heteronormative
ways: thus the sex act that emerges is always of the ‘legally
significant, penis-in-vagina variety’.”> Even so, there are other
queer kinds of sex that could have taken place between this
Romeo and Juliet. In fact, Varnado points out that ‘nothing
would have to be different in the text of the play [or in its
various cinematic texts| to imagine the invisible sex act

as something else: some nonpenetrative erotic act of
a more diffuse and mutual jouissance or some suspended
dilation of pleasure that gets cruelly interrupted by the lark’.”®
The same applies ‘if the unseen act were an unclimactic
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fumble, a premature climax, an impossible penetration, or a
dysfunctional episode. Nor would anything have to change
if Romeo did the same thing (any of the things) with Juliet
that he would do with a boy.””” There is in sum ‘no textual
reason that this offstage act of “sex” (whatever it is) follows
the strict phallocentric plot telos that furnishes the patriarchal
definition of sex’.”® The sheer indeterminacy of the kind of sex
Romeo and Juliet have had - indeed, if they have had ‘sex’
at all — transforms what was considered a heteronormative
certainty into a queer uncertainty.

In any case, the depiction of assumed heterosexual erotic
bliss of Romeo and Juliet is interrupted by what surely
qualifies as some of the most obviously homoerotic — and
therefore queer — moments in all of Zefferilli’s film. As the
camera slowly pulls back from the close-up of Romeo and
Juliet’s faces, Romeo’s bare backside — including his buttocks
and legs — comes into the full view of the audience. What is
equally striking about the composition of this shot is the fact
that Juliet remains almost entirely covered up by the bedsheets
and her hair; thus, unlike Romeo, she is hidden from the gaze
of the audience. In accord with the heterosexist imperatives
of narrative cinema that Mulvey discusses in her work, the
conventional expectation for a shot like this demands that
Juliet’s nakedness, rather than Romeo’s, be on display for,
always presumably, straight males to objectify. With the
sound of the morning lark chirping outside the room’s open
windows, Romeo’s eyes flutter open. He smiles contentedly
at the still-sleeping Juliet before kissing her softly on the lips.
Then he rolls over, exposing his smooth bare chest, and sits up
while swinging his legs over the side of the bed. Upon standing,
opening the curtains very nearby and rubbing his eyes, viewers
- including gay/queer male viewers — are treated to yet another
full shot of Romeo’s bare backside. Granted, Zeffirelli does
not present any full-frontal nude shots of Romeo; queer
audience members must, perhaps with the memory of the
film’s repeated attention to the male characters’ codpieces in
mind, resort to imagining what Romeo might look like naked.



70 QUEERING THE SHAKESPEARE FILM

But the backside nude shots of Romeo the director does
present instead are wonderfully homoerotic without being
the least bit prurient and arousing without being salacious.
Indeed, it is as if all manner of audience members are invite