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THERE’S SOMETHING QUEER HERE

Alexander Doty

There's Something Queer Here

But standing before the work of art requires you
to act too. The tension you bring to the work of
art is an action.

Jean Genet?

I'm gonna take you to gueer bars
' gonna drive you in queer cars
You're gonma meet all of my queer friends
Our queer, queer fun it never ends.
“The Queer Song,”
Gretchen Phillips, Two Nice Girls®

The most slippery and elusive terrain for mass culture
studies continues to be negotiated within audience
and reception theory. Perhaps this is because within
culrural studies, “audience” is now always already
acknowledged to be fragmented, polymorphous,
contradictory, and “nomadic,” whether i the form
of individual or group subjects. Given this; it seems
an almast impossible rask to conduct reception stud-
ieg that capture the complexity of those moments in
which audiences meet mass culture texts. As Janice
Radway puts it:

No wonder we find it so difficult to theorize the
dispersed, anonymous, unpredictable nature of
the use of mass-produced, mass-mediated cul-
tural forms. If the receivers of such forms are
never assembled fixedly on 2 site or even in an
easily identifiable space, if they are frequently not
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of <<oBmdm culrure, [ was hard-pressed to {ind a term
describe a culural common ground between les-
plans and gays as well as other nonstraights—a term
\representing unity as well as suggesting diversity. For
eriain historical and political reasons, “queer” sug-
mmmﬂma itself as such a term. As Adele Morrison said
: an OQUT/LOOK interview: "Queeris not an ‘instead
£’ it's an ‘melusive of” I'd never want to lose the terms

at. specifically identify me.”™

Currently, the word “gay” doesn't consistently
have the same pender-unifying quality & may once
have possessed. And since I'm interested in discuss-
ing aspects of cultural identification as well as of
emal desire, “homosexual” will not do either. [ agree
.§% those who do not find the word “homoesexual”
.mbw%ﬁowdmﬂm synonym for both “gay” and “lesbian,”

4 these latter terms are constructcns that concern
“ore than who you sleep with—although the objects
of sexual desires are certainly central to expressions

uniformly or even attentively disposed to mwmw.m
of cultural production or to the messages
issue, how can we thecrize, not to mention ezam
ine, the ever-shifting kalsidoscope of o&E‘B_f
culation and consumption??

~of leshien and gay cultural identities.
S find a term with some ambiguity, a terrn that
- éo:E describe a wide range of impulses and cul-
tural expressions, including space for describing and
-expressing bisexual, transsexual, and straight queer
tess. While we acknowledge that homoseiuals as well
as heterosexuals can operate or mediate from within
straight cultural spaces and positions—after all, most
of us grew up learning the rules of straight culiure—
we have paid less atiention to the proposition that
' bagically helerocentrist texts can COmtain quest ele-
ents, and basically heterosexual, straight-identifying
‘people can experience gueer TMOMENLs. And these

I also wanted

In confronting this complexity, Radway sugges
that ass culture studies begin to analyze ﬁmnmvm.
more ethnographically by focusing vpon the de;
patterns and practices “of daily life and the way
which the media are integrated and implicated wil
it” rather than starting with already mmnm@mmvmm.m.r,
ence categories? Clearly the danger of making e
tializing staternents about both audiences and the
reception practices lurks behind any uneritical use L

categories such as “women,” “teenagers, leshia

“housewives,” “blue-collar workers,” "blacks,” or /g
eople should be encouraged to examine and express

these rnoments gs queer, not as moments of “homo-
exual panic,” or temporary comfusion, or as unfortu-
‘riate, shameful, or sinful lapses in judgment OT taste
“te e ignored, repressed, condemmed, or somehow
‘explained away within and by straight cultural poli-
s or even within and by gay or lesbian discourses.

men.” Further, conducting reception studies on i
basis of conventional audience categories cardl
_mmm to nmmo& blindness about how certain recept :
mwﬁmmm_mm are shared g otherwise disparate individ
als and groups.

1 would like to propose “queerness” as a mass
culture reception practice that is shared by all sor
of people in varying degrees of consistency a
intensity? Before proceeding, however, | will need
discuss—even defend—my use of “queer” in
“gueer readers, m €.
readings,” and “queer discourses.” [n working HTOUE
my thoughts on gay and lesbian culnural history:
found that while I used “gay” to describe particdl
of mem’s culture, and “lesbian” to describe particular?

Iviy uses of the terms "queer readings,” “queer dis-
eourses,” and “queer positions,” then, are atternpts to
account for the existence and expression of a wide
range of positions within culture that are “queer” oF
fiori-, anti-, or contra-straight.” 1 am using the term
queer” to mark a flexible space for the expression of
all aspects of non- {anti-, contra-} straight cultural pro-
uction and reception? As such, this culturel "queer

phrases as “queer positons,”
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space” recognizes the possibility that various and fluc-
tuating queer positions might be occupied whenever
anyone produces o responds o culere. In this sense,
the use of the term “queer” to discuss reception
takes up the standard binary opposition of “queer”
and “nonqueer” {or “straight”) while questioning its
viahility, at least in cultural studies, because, as noted
earlier, the queer often operates within the nondgueer,
as the nongueer does within the queer {whether in
reception, texts, or producers). The queer readings of
mass culture. [ am concerned with in this essay will
be those readings articulating positions within queer
diseourses, That is, these readings seem to be eXpres-
sions of queer perspectives on Imass culiure from
the inside, rather than descriptions of how “they”
(gays and/or lesbians, usually) respond o, use, or are
depicted in mass culture.

When a colleague heard I had begun using the
waord * queer” In 1my | cultura] studies work, she asked If
I did soin order to “nostalgically” recapiure and reas-
sert the “ramance” of the culturally marginal in the
face of trends within straight capitalist societies fo co-
opt or contain aspects of queer cultures. Thad, in fact,
intended something quite different. By using “queet,”
1 want to recapture and reassert a rnilitant sense of
differenice ihat views the erotically “marginal” as both
(in bell hooks's words) a consciously chosen “site of
resistance” and a “location of radical openness and
possibility.” And [ want to suggest that within cultural
production and reception, quesr erctics are already
part of culture’s erotic center, both as a necessary
construet by which to define the heterosexual and the
siraight {as “not queer”), and as a position that can be
and is occupied in various ways by otherwise hetero-
sexual and straight-identifying people.

But in another sense recapturing and reasserting
a certain nostalgia and romance is part of my project
nere. For through playfully occupying various queer
positions in relation to the fantasy/dream elements
ivolved in cultural production and reception, we
(whether straight-, gay-, leshian-, or bi-identifying)
are offered spaces to express a range of erotic desire
frequently linked in Western culfures Lo nostalgic and
romantic adult conceptions of childhood. Unforty
nately, these moments of erotic complexity are usi-
ally explained away as part of the “regressive” work
of mass madia, whareby we are tricked into certain
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“unacceptable” and “immature” responses as passive
subjects. But when cultural texts encourage straight-
identified audience members to express a less-cen-
sored range of queer desire and pleasure than is pos-
sible in daily life, this “regression” has positive gender-
and sexuality-destabilizing effects.'®

[ am aware of the current political controversy
surrounding the word “queer” Some gays, lesbians,
and bisexuals have expressed their inability to also
identify with “queerness,” as they feel the term has too
long and too painful a history as a weapon of oppres-
sion and self-hate. These nonqueer lesbians, gays, and
bisexuals find the attempts of radical forces in gay
and lesbian communities {such as Queer Nation) to
recover and positively redefine the term “queer” suc-
cessfial only within: these eommunities—and unevenly
successful at that. Preferring current or freshly cre-
ated terms, non-queer-identifying lesbians, gays, and
bisexuals often feel that any positive effects resulting
from reappropriating “queer” are more theoretical
than real.

But the history of gay and lesbian culrres and poli-
tics has shown that there are marry times and places
where the theoretical can have real social impact.
Encugh leshizns, gays, bisexuals, and other queers tak-
ing and making encugh of these moments can create
a more consisient awareness within the general public
of queer cultural and political spaces, as these theory-
in-the-flesh moments are concerned with raking what
has been for the most part publicly nvisible and silent
visible and vocal. In terms of mass culture reception,
there are frequent theory-in-the-flesh opportunities in
the course of everyday life. For example, how many
tirnes do we get the chance to inform people about our
particular queer perspectives on film, television, litera-
ture, or music during conversations (or to engage some-
one else’s perhaps unacknowledged gueer perspec-
tive)? And how often, even if we are openly lesbian, gay,
or bisexual, have we kept silent, or edited our conversa-
tions. deciding that our queer opinions are really only
interesting to other queers, or that these opinions would
make pecple tncomfortable—even while we think fam-
ily, friends, and strangers should, of course, feel free to
articulate various heterosexual or straight apinions in
detail at ary time?

Of course, queer positions aren't the only ones
from which queers read and produce mass culture.

kﬁﬂgﬁﬁmmﬂboﬂu\ -

As with nonqueers, factors such as class, ethnicity,
gender, occupation, education, and refigious, national,
and regional allegiances influence our identity con-
struction, and therefore are important to the positions
we take as cultural producers and reader-consumers,
These other cultural factors can exert influences dif-
fieuli to separate from the development of our ideni-
ties as queers, and as a result, difficult to discuss apart
from our engagement in culture as queers. For exam-
ple, nost people find it next to impossible to articu-
late their sexual identities (queer or non-queer) with-
out some reference to gender. Generally, lesbian- and
gay-specific forms of gueer identities involve some
degree of same-gender identification and desire or

a cross-gender idendfication linked to same-gender

desire. The understanding of what “gender” is in these

cases can range from accepting conventional straight

forms, which nawralize “feminine” and “masculing” . -3
by conflaiing them with essentializing, biology-based . ...
coneeptions of “woman” and “man”; to imitating the
ouiward forms and behaviors of one gender or the
other while not fully subscribing to the straight ideo-

logical imperatives that define that gender; to com-

bining or ignoring traditional gender codes in crder
to reflect attitudes thar have little or nothing to do
with siraight ideas about femininity/women or mas-

culinity/men. These last two positions are the places
where queerly reconfigured gender identities begin to
be worked cut."

“Begin to be,” because most radically, as Sue-Ellen
Case poins out, “queer theory, unlike lesbian thecry
or gay male theory, is not gender specific.”? Believing
that “both gay and lesbian theory reinscribe sexual dif-
ference, o some extent, in their gender-specific con-
structions,” Case calls for a queer theory that “works: -
not et the site of gender, but at the site of ontclogy”™
But while a nongendered notion of queerness makes
sense, articulating this queer theory fully apart from
gendered straight feminist, gay, and lesbian theorizing -
becomes difficult within languages and cuifures that
make gender and gender difference so crucial to their
discursive practices. Through her discussions of var-
pire myths, Case works hard to establish a discourse
that avoids gendered terms, yet she finds it necessary )
ko resort to them every so often in order to suggest the

queerness of certain things: placing “she” In quotation
marks ar cne point, or discussing R. W, Fassbinders .

There’s Something Queer Here

glm character Petra von Kant as “a truly queer crea-
ture who flickers somewhere between haute couture
putch lesbian and male drag queen.”

Since I'm working with a conception of queer-
ness that includes gay- and lesbian-specific positions
as well as Case's nontesbian and nongay gueerness,
gender definiions and uses here remain fmportant
to examining the ways in which queerness influences
rmass cultire production and reception. For exarmple,
gay mern who identify with some conception of “the
feminine™® through processes that could stem from
comscious personal choice, or from internalizing
longstanding straight imperatives that encourage gay
men to think of themselves as “not men" {and there-
fore, by implication or by direct attribution, as being
Jike “women”), or from some degree of negotiaton
between these two processes, are at the center of the
gay culture cults built around the imposing, spectacu-
lar women stars of opera (Maria Callas, Joan Suther-
Jand, Beverly Sills, Renata Scotic, Teresa Stratas,
Leontyne Price), theater {Lynn Fontanne, Katharine
Cornell, Gertrude Lawrence, Maggie Smith, Angsla
Lapsbury, Ethel Merman, Talilah Bankhead), flm
{Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Judy Garland, Marlene
Diemich, Vivien Leigh, Beite Midler, Glenda Jackson),
popular music (Midler Garland, Eartha Kitt, Edith
Piaf, Barbra Sireisand, Billie Holiday, Donna Surnimer,
Diana Ross, Debbie Harry, Madonna), and television
(Carcl Burnett, the casts of Designing Women and The
Golden Girls, Candice Bergen in Murphy Brown, Mary
Tyler Mocre and the supporting cast of wormer on The
Mary Tyler Moare Show).'® For the past two decades in
the gay popular press, book chapters and articles on
the connections between gay men and women stars
have been a commnonplace, but only occasionally
do these works go beyond the monolithic audience
label “gay men” to suggest the potential for discussing
Teception in & manner aruned to more specific defi-
nitions of sexual identity, such as those constructed
to some degree within the dynarmics of gender and
sexuality”

Given this situation, one strand of queer mass
culture reception studies might be more precisely
focused upon these networks of women performers
who were, and are, meaningill at different times and
places and for different reasons io feminine-identified
gay men. One of the most extended analytic pieces
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on feminine gay men's reception of women sters is
the “Homosexuals’ Girls” chapter of Julie Burchill's
Girls on Film. But Burchill is clearly writing criticaily
about a particular queer reception position; she is not
queerly positioned herself Indeed, Burchill's analysis
of how "queens” respend to women stars seerns writ-
ten to conform to very narrow-minded ideas about
audience and reception. For Burchill, all “feminine
homosexual® men's invesument in women stars is
rooted in envy, jealousy, misogyny, and cruelty—and
she concludes this even as she relates a comment
by one of her gay friends: “You may have a flaming
faggot's taste in movies. kid, but your perspeciive is
pure Puritan.”!®

Clearly we need more popular and academic
mass culture work that carefully considers feminine
gay and other gendersd gueer reception practices, as
well as thase of even less-analyzed queer readership
positions formed around the nexus of race and sexu-
ality, or class and sexuality, or ethnicity and sexuality,
ar some cormbinaton of gender/race/class/ethnicity
and sexuality® These studies would offer valuable
evidence of precisely how and where specific com-
plex construetions of gueerness can and do reveal
themnselves in the uses of mass culture, as well as
revealing how and where that mass culture comes to
influence and reinforee the process of queer identty
formation.

One of the earliest atternpts at such a study of
queers and mass culture was a seties of jnterviews
with nine lesbians conducted by Judy Whitaker in
1981 for Jump Cut, “Hollywood Transformed.” These
interviews touched upon a number of issues sur
rounding lesbian identity, including gender identifica-
tion. Although cereful to label these interviews "bio-
graphical sketches, not sociological or psychological
studies,” Whitaker does make some cCorments sug-
gesting the potential for such studies:

(Of the nine women who were interviewed, 2l least
six said they identfied at some time with male
characters. Ofien the explanation is that men had
the interesting active roles. Does this mean that
these leshians want to be like men? That would be
a specious conclusion. None of the women who
identified with rnale characters were “in love” with
the characters’ girl friends. All of the interviewees
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were “in love” at some time with actresses, but
they did not ideniify with or want to be the male
suitors of those actresses. While the context of
the discussion is film, what these women are reaily
talking about is their Iives. . . . Transfortnation and
positive self-image are dominant thetnes in what
they have to say Hollywood is transcended.™

After reading these interviews, there might be some
question about how fully the straight ideologies Hol-
Iywood narratives encourage are “transcended” by
these lesbian readers’ uses of mainstream films, for
as two of the interviewees remark, “We're so starved,
we go see anything because something Is better than
nothing,” and “It’s a compromise. It's a given degree
of alienation.” This sense of queer readings of mass
culture as Involving & measure of “compromise” and
“alienation” contributes to the complexity of queer
articulations of mass culture reception. For the pathos
of feeling like a mass culture hanger-on is often related
to the processes by which queers (and straights who
find themselves queerly positioned) internalize straight
culture’s homophobic and heterocentrist attitudes and
later reproduce them in their own queer responses to
fitm and other mass culture forms.

Even so, traditional narrative films such as Syfvia
Scarlett, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, Trapeze, T Live and
Diz in LA., Internal Affairs, and Thelma and Louise,
which are ostensibly addressed to straight audiences,
ofien have greater potental for encouraging a wider
range of queer responses than such clearly lesblan-
and gay-addressed films as Scorpio Rising, Home Mov-
ies, Women I Love, and Loads® The intense tensions
and pleasures generated by the woman-woman and
man-man aspects within the narratives of the former
group of films create a space of sexual instability that
already quesrly positioned viewers can connect with
in various ways, and within which straights might be
likely o recognize and express their queer impulses.
For example, gays might find a form of queer plea-
sure in the alternately tender and boisterous rapport
between Lorelel/Marilyn Monroe and Dorothy/ Jane
Russell in Gendlemen Prefer Blondes, or in the exhilarat-
ing woman-bonding of the title characters in Thelma
and Louise. Or lesbians and straights could queerly
respond to the erotic elements in the relationships
between the major male characters in Trapeze, To

might feel a sexually ambiguous attracton—

gay, lesbian, bisexual, or straight?—to the image:
Katharine Hepburn dressed as a young man i Sya;
Scarler. .

Of course, these gueer positions and readin
can become modified or can change over time, -
people, cultures, and poliics change. In my oy
case, as & white gay male who internalized &ogg
culture’s definitions of myself as “like a woman” in
traditional 1950s and 1960s understanding of wha
woman” and what “fernininity” was supposed to by
my pleasure in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes initially worked
itself out through a classic gay process of identifying
alternately, with Monroe and Russell; thereby expé
encing vicarious I ternporary empowerment through
their use of sexual allure to atiract men—including the
entire American Olympic tearn. Reassessing the ferri
nine aspects of my gay sexual identity sometime in
1970z (after Stonewall and my coming out), | refurned
to the film and discovered my response was now, _mm.m
tooted in the fantasy of being Monroe or Russeil ai
gaining sexual access to men, than in the pleasure: ,
Russell being the “gentleman” who preferred blondé
Monroe, who looked out for her best interests, who Q.o
tected her against men, and who enjoyed @m%o%m
with her. This queer pleasure in a leshian text has besn
abetted by extratextual information I have read, or was
told, about Russell's solicitous and supportive offscreen
behavior toward Monroe while making the film. ™ Bri
along with these elements of queer reading that devel
oped from the interaction of my feminine gay ident
my knowledge of extratextual behind-the-scenes 908
sip, and the rext irself T also take 2 great deal of direct
gay erotic pleasure in the “Is There Anyona Herefor
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'forms of identification with women through gay con-
nections with “the feminine” coniinue:

One rnight have expected Stonewall to make star
cults ourmoded among gays. In a sense it did: The
natural-man discourse, with its strong political and
social vision and its sense of a fulfilied and open
self, has supplanted both the aesthetic and campy
discourses. . . . A deliricus absorption in the stars
is now something associated with pre-Stonewall
gays or drag queens, yet neither gay openness not
the new machismo has completely abolished the
cults. New figures are added regularly: Diana Ross,
Dorma Summer, Jennifer Holliday from the world
of music, for exarnple. There's a newer, more open
gay following for male stars: Richard Gere, Chrls-
topher Reeve [and, to update, Mel Gibson], even
teen hunks like Matt Dilion {Christopher Atkins,

24

... Johnny Depp,.Jason Priestley,-and Luke Perry] 2.

One could also add performers such as Beite Midler,

- Patti LaBelle, and Madonna to La Valley's list of women
- performers. While ambivalent about her motives (“Is
* she the Queen of Queers. . .. Or is she just milking

us for shock value?”), Michael Musto’s Qutweek article
. "Immaculate Cormection” suggests that Madonna is
. queer culture’s post-Stonewall Judy Garland:

By now, we finally seem willing to release Judy
Garland from her afterlife responsibility of being
our quintessential icon. And in the land of the liv-
ing, career stagnation has robbed Diana [Ross],
Lize [Minnelli), and Barbra {Streisand] of their
chances, while Donna [Summer] thumped the
bible on our heads in a way that made it bounce

Love?" numbes, enjoying its blatantly homo-historic ani
erotic ancient Greek Olympics miise-en-scéne {includ:
ing Russell’s large colummn earrings), while admiring
Russell’s panache and good hurnor as she simgs, St fes;
and stokes her way through a sea of half-naked male
dancer-athletes. [ no longer fee] the need to mediate
sexual desires through her o

In 1985, Al La Valley suggested that this - iype
of movemeni—from negotiating gay sexual ‘desite i
through strong women stars to directly expressilg
desire for male images on screen—was beco.
increasingly evident in gay culture, althcugh certal

back into her face. That leaves Madonna as Queer
Queen, and she merts the ttle as someone who
isn't afraid to offend straight America if it does the
rest of us some good.®

Musto finds Madoma “unlike past icons” as she’s

not a vulnerable toy”; this mdicates to him the need

1o reexamine gay culiure’s enthusiasms for women

stars with greater attention to how shifing histotic
{and perhaps generational} contexts alter the mean-

- ings and uses of these stars for parricular groups of

gay men.*
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Bxamining how and where these gay culis of
women stars work In relation to what La Valley saw In
the rmid-1980s as the “newer more openly gay following
for male stars” would also make for fascinating cultural
histary. Certainly there have been "homosexual” follow-
ings for male personalities in mass cuinure since the late
nineteenth century, with performers and actors—3an-
dow the muscleman, Edwin Booth—vying with gay
enthusiasms for opera divas and actresses such as
Jermy Lind and Lillian Russell. Along these lines, one
could queerly combine star studies with genre stud-
ies in order to analyze the gay appreciation of women
rrusical performers, and the rausical’s “feminine” or
“efferrnized” aesthetic, camp, and emotive genre char-
acteristics {spactacularized decor and costurning, infri-
cate choreography, and singing about romantic yearn-
ing and Alfillment), with reference to the more hidden
culturat history of gay erotics centered around men i

mmusicals o oo - B

In filrn, this erotic history would perhaps begin with
Ramon Navarro (himself gay) stripped down to $ing
“Pagan Love Song” in The Pagan. Beyond this, a gay
beefeake musical history would include Gene Kelly
(whose ass was always on display in carefully tailored
panis); mmnbers like “Is There Anyone Here for Love?”
{Gentlemen Prefer Blondes) and YM.CA (Can't Stop
the Music) that feature men in gym shorts, swimsuits
(Esther Williams musicals are especially spectacular
in this regard}, military (especially sailor) uniforms,
and pseudo-native or pseude-classical (Gresk and
Roman) outfits; films such as Athena {bodybuilders),
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (Western Levis, flan-
nel, and leather men), West Side Story (Hispanic and
Anglo t-shirted and blue-jeanad delinquents, including
a butch girly; Eivis Presley films (and those of other
“teen girl” pop and rock music idcls—Frank Sinatra,
Ricky Nelson, Fabian, Cliff Richard, the Beatles, and
so en); znd the films of John Travolta (Saturday Night
Fever Grease, Staying Alivé), Patrick Swayze {(Diry
Dancing), and Mikhail Baryshnikov, who in The Turn-
ing Point and White Nights provided the fpetus for
many gays to be more voeal about thelr “lowbrow”
sexual pleasure in supposedly high-cultural male bod-
ies. If television, music video, and concert performers
and texts were added to this hardly exhaustive list, it
would include David Bowie, Morzissey, David Cassidy,
Tom Jones, and Marky Mark, among many others,
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and videos such as Cherish, Express Yourself, and Jus-
tfy My Love {2l performed by Madonna), Being Boring
(The Pet Shop Boys), Love Will Never Do Without You
(Janet Jackson}, Just Tell Me That You Wanr Me (Kim
Wilde), and Rico Suave {Gerardo), along with a mum-
ber of heavy-metal videos featring long-haired lead
singers in a variety of skintight and artfully opened or
ripped clothes.®

I can't leave this discussion of gay erofics and
musicals without a few more words about Gene Kelly’s
“male trio” musicals, such as On the Town, Take Me Out
to the Ball Game, and Ir's Ahways Fair Weather® Clad
in sailer uniforms, baseball umiforms, and Army uni-
forms, the male trios in these films are composed of
two conventionally sexy men {Kelly and Frank Sinatra
in the first two films, Kelly and Dan Dailey in the last)
and a comic, less attractive “buffer” (Jules Munshin in
the first two, Michael Kidd in the last) who is meant
to diffuse the sexual energy generated betwzen the
two male leads when they sing and dance topether
Other Kelly flms—Singin’ in the Rain, An American in
Paris, and Anchors Aweigh—resort to the more con-
ventional heterosexual{izing} narrative device of using
a woman to mediate and diffuse male-male erotics.®
But whether in the form of a third man or an ingenue,
these devices fail to fully heterosexualize the relation-
ship between Kelly and his male costarzs. In Singin’ in
the Rain, for example, I can't help but read Donald
{O'Conner maniacally unleashing his physical energy
to entertain Kelly during the “Make "Em Laugh” numn-
ber as anything but a case of overwrought, displaced
gay desire.®!

Kelly himself jokingly refers to the queer erntics
of his image and his many buddy musicals in That’s
Entertainment!, when he reveals the answer to the
often-asked question, “Who was your favorite dancing
partner ... Cyd Charisse, Leclie Caron, Rita Hayworth,
Vera-Ellen?,” by showing a clip of the dance he did
with Fred Astaire ("The Babbit and the Bromide”) in
Ziegfeld Follies. "It’'s the only time we danced together,”
Kelly remarks over the clip, “but I'd change my name
to Ginger if we could do it again.” As it turned out,
Kelly and Astaire did "do it again” in That'’s Entertain-
ment 2, and their reunion as a dancing couple became
the focus of much of the film's publicity campaign, as
had been the case when Astaire reunited with Ginger
Rogers in The Barkieys of Broadway®

There’s Something Queer Here

Ty.other queerly positioned viewers. Gverall, Seneca
and Arbuthnot's analysis of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes
‘gualifies as a lesbian reading, as it discusses the
1 and the mhusical genre so as to “re-vision . .
ogrnections with women” by focusing upon the
leasures of and between women on the screen and
¢omen in the audience, rather than on “the ways in
hich the filmn affords pleasure, or denies pleasure, to

if often clichéd, cultural connection made he
gays and musicals, lesbian work within the mm..:
been less acknowledged. However, the miam:m
lesbian viewing practices—in articles such as
lywood Transformed,” in videos such as Dry
Onfy {1980, Jane Cottis and Kaucyila Brooke
Grapefruit (1989, Cecilia Dougherty), and in Em,n.,
.amm.:mm

- Working with the various suggestive COIMMmeNis
n this article and considering actual and potential
. Jeshian readings of other musicals can lead to a con-
sideration of other pairs and trios of song-and-dance
wornen performers {often related as sisters in the nar-
vatives), certain strong solo women film and video
musical stars (Eleanor Powell, Esther Williams, Car-
“men Miranda, Lena Horne, Eartha Kitt, Dorls Day,
ulie Andrews, Tina Turner, Madonna), and musical

own culturally specific readings and pleasures
the genre.® Although it never uses the word
bian,” Lucie Arbuthnot and Gail Seneca’s 1982 ar
“Pre-text and Text in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes™

haps the best-known lesbian-positioned piece-on
musical. While couched in homosccial rhetorie] thrg
analysis of the authors’ pleasures in the EB.m.un
upon Lorelei/Monroe’s and Dorothy/Russell's.
nection to each other through locks, touch, andwi

o participation by men® Of particular mterest irl this
Tatter category are those often-reviled Busby Berkeley
musical spectacles, which appear in a different light If
one considers leshians (and other queers) as specta-
: ﬁa_ rather than straight men. Pro thinking here espe-
- gially of numbers Ike “The Lady in the Tutti-Frutti
Hat” in The Gang’s All Here, where Carmen Miranda
sell who sing—and even harmonize, adding ano ‘riggers an all'woman group rnasturbation fantasia
layer to the metaphor—and dance as a team. ™ Sif involving banana dildos and foot fetishismy; “Damas”
in Darnes, where women sleep, bathe, dress, and seek
m.aﬁwogmﬁ together—some pause to acknowledge
e carnera as bearer of the voyeurisic (siraight) male
gaze, only to prohibit this gaze by using powder puffs,
atomizer sprays, and other objects to cover the lens;
“"The Palka-Dot Ballet” in The Gang’s All Here, where
androgynized wornen in tights rhythmically move neon
: moomm and large dots in unison, then melt into a vivid,
‘hallucinogenically colored vaginal opening initally
“inhabited by Alice Faye's head surrounded by shiny
.@omﬁ “Spin a Litfle Web of Dreams” in Fashions of
7934 where a seamstress falls asleep and "spins a little
..web of dreams” about a group of seminude women
amid giant undulating ostrich-feather fans who, at one
wQ.mp create a tableau called “Venus with Her Galley
mpwqmmu.“ and parts of many cther munbers (the two
women sharing an upper berth on the MNiagara Limited
who cynically comment upon martiage in 42nd Streef’s
“Shuffle Off to Buffalo,” for example).*®

n o« o

(“lovey,” “honey,” “sister” “dear”). Noting that &

cal characteristic of [the] movie musical genre is

there are two leads, a man and a worman, who's
and dance together, and eventually become rol
cally involved,” Seneca and Arbuthnot HmnomE.wm
in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes “it is Monroe mzﬂ...m.

the men in the film are “never given a musical 1o}
the authors conclude “the pretext of heterosexin
romance is so thin that it scarcely threatens the text
female fiendship."3 L

One note hints at a possible butch-fernme. red
of the Russell/Monroe relationship, centered Up
Russell's forthright siride and stance: “The.Russé
character also adopts a masculine’ stride and stance
Mare often, Monroe plays the Tady’ to Russell's marlly"
moves. For example, Russell opens doors for Morirog

Monroe sinks into Russell’s strong frame, allowl
Russell to hold her protectively " Released in'19
during the height of traditional butch-fernme -
playing in American wban ieshian culture, Geritle
Prefer Blondes could well have been read and .m&%
by leshians at the time with reference fo this partictl
social-psychological paradigm for understanding
expressing their sexual identity® The film conting

be read along these lines by some lesbians as sﬁ.

“murbers performed by groups of-women, with little or-
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Since this discussion of queer positions and queer
readings seems io have worked itself out so far largely
as a discussion of musical stars and the musical genre,
1 might add here that of the articles and bocks written
zhout film musicals only the revised edition of Jume
Feuer's Hollywood Musicals goes beyond a passing
remark in considering the ways in which this genre
has been the product of gay film workers, or how the
ways in which tmusicals are viewed and later talked
about have been influenced by gay and leshian recep-
tion practices.*' From most accounts of the musical, it
is & genre whose celebration of heterosesxual romance
must always be read siraight. The same seems to be
the case with those other film genres typically linked
to gays, lesbians, and bisexuals: the horror/fantasy
film and the melodrama. While there has been a
tich history of queers producing and reading these
genres, surprisingly little has been done to formally
express-this cultural history. There-has been more
queer work done in and on the horror film: vampire
pieces by Richard Dyer Bonnie Zimmerman, and
Sue-Ellen Case; Bruna Fionda, Polly Gladwin, Isiling
Mack-Natal's leshian vampire film The Mark of Lilith
{1986); Amy Goldstein's vampire rusical fitm Because
the Dawn {1988}, a sequence in Dry Kisses Only that
provides a leshian take on vampire films; an article by
Martin F Norden on sexuality in The Bride of Fran-
kenstein; and some pieces on The Rocky Horror Ficiure
Show {although most are not written from a queer
position), to cite a few examples.

But there is still much left unexamined beyond
the level of conversation. Carl Dreyer’s lesbophobic
“classic” Vampyr could use a thorough queer read-
ing, as could Tod Browning's Dracule—which opens
with & coach ride through Transylvania in the com-
pany of a superstiious Christian straight couple, a
suit-and-tie lesbian couple, end a feminine gay marn,
who will quickly become the bisestal Count Dracula’s
vamnpirized servant. Subsequent events in the fim
include a straight women who becomes a child
molester known as “The Woman in White™ after the
count vampirizes her. It is also amazing that gay hor-
ror director James Whale has et to receive fill-scale
queer auteurist consideration for films such as Franken-
sigin (the idea of men making the “perfect” man), The
Bride of Frankenstein (gay Dr. Praetorius; queer Henry
Frankenstein; the erotics between the blind man, the
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monster, and Jesus on the cross; the overall campy
atmosphere), The Old Dark House (a gay and lesbian
brother and sister; a 103-year-old man i the attic who
is actually a woman), and The Invisible Man (effete,
mad genius Claude Rains spurns his fiancée, becomes
invisible, tries to find a male parmer in crime, and
becomes visible anly after he is killed by the police).®
Beyond queer readings of specific films and directors,
it would also be important to consider how the cen-
tral conventions of harror and melodrama actually
encourage queer posinoning as they exploit the spec-
tacle of heterosexual romance, straight domesticity,
and traditional gender roles gone awry In a sense,
then, everyone s pleasure in these genres is “perverse,”
is queer, as much of it takes place within the space of
the contra-heterosexual and the contra-straight.

Just how much everyone’s pleasures in mass cul-
ture are part of this contra-straight, rather than strictly
antistraight, space—just how queer our responses to
cultural texts are so much of the time—is what I'd
finally like this chapter to suggest. Queer positions,
queer readings, and queer pleasures are part of a
reception space that stands simultaneously beside
and within that created by heterosexual and straight
positions. These positions, readings, and pleasures
alsc suggest that what happens in cularal reception
goes beyend the traditional opposition of homo and
hetero, as queer reception is often a place beyond
the audience’s conscious “reallife” definition of their
sexual idenfities and cultural positions—ofien, but
not always, beyond such sexual identities and identity
politics, that is. For in all my enthusiasm for breaking
down rigid concepts of sexuality through the exam-
ple of mass culture reception, I don't want to sug-
gest that there is a queer utopia that unproblemati-
cally and apolitically unites sirzights and queers (or
even all queers) in scme mass culturs reception area
in the sky. Queer reception doesn’t stand outside
personal and cultural histories; it s part of the articu-
laticn of these histories. This 1s why, politically, queer
reception {and production) practices can include
everything from the reactionary to the radical to
the indeterminate, as with the audience for (as well
as the producers of} “queercore” publications, who
individually and collectively often seem to combine
reactionary and radical attitudes.

What queer reception often does, however, is

stand outside the relarively clearcut and mmmmmmm.
izing categories of sexual identity under which m
people fumection. You might identify yourself as o fs;
bian or a straight woman yet queerly exparience. .
gay erotics of male buddy films such as Red River ay;
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, or maybe ag’
gay mar: your cultlike devotion to Laverne and Shirlgy
Kate and Allie, ot The Golden Girls has less to do wi
straight-defined cross-gender identification than s}
your queer enjoyment in how these series are crudiali
concerned with articulating the loving reladonship
between wornen.* Queer readings aren’t “alternativ
readings, wishfid or willfil misreadings, or “readi
too much into things” readings. They result from £
recognition and articulation: of the complex rangsi
queerness that has been in popular culture texts
their audiences all along.
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plex workings of gender in the construction of queer
identities and cultural reading practices. as wefl as indi-
cating the reciprocity between sexual identity formation
and reading cultural texts. Speaking of her adolescence,
Hennegan states: “That 1 turned to ancient Gresce
need come as no surprise. [f there’s one thing every-
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mermbers of their own sex rather than to the other. That
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matter n part this was because I spent at least half my
adoiescence ‘being male’ mside my own head: ‘gendar
identity confusion’ in today's terminology, or 'male iden-
tified,” but neither phrase is right or adequate. I never
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28-32. T might also includa critie John Simon's Private
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romantic movies when [ was a teenager. [ unconsciously
identified with all the herces who got the girl. Since |
came out, however, my identifications have changed.
Now I yell, 'No, no, not him?’ at the heroine and root for
her fermale roommate. What a difference a decade (or
two) makes” (p. 57).

21, Whitaker, “Hollywood,” 34,

22. Films mentioned in this section: Sylvia Scarlert (1938,
RKO, George Cukor), Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1853,
Twentieth Century-Fox, Howard Hawks), Trapeze {1956,
United Artists, Carol Reed), To Live and Die in I A, (1985,
New Century, William Friedkin), Jnternal Affairs (1990,
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24,
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28.
27.

28.

29,
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Paramount, Mike Figgis), Thelma and Louise (19
MGM, Ridiey Scoit), Scorpio Rising (196263, Kenrg
Anger), Home Movies (1972, Jan Oxenberg), Womp
I Love {1976, Barbara Hammer), Loads (1980,.C;

McDowell). e
When [ say certain ramstream flms elicit a "wi
range of queer responses” than Alms made by, for
about lesbians, gays, and bisexuals, | am not compay
ing upon the politics of these films or their Bnm@. o
only about the multiplicity of queer responses. Al
while the lesbian and gay films listed here are mug
more direct and explicit about the sex-in thenr beir

homo, the sexual politics of these films are not necs
sarily more progressive or radical than that of &m 1

stream films. -
The strength of the Monroe-Lorelel/Russell-Dorathy
pairing on and off screen was publicly acknowledge
shortly after the film's release when, as a tearn, the twg
stars went through the ceremony of putting prings g
their hands and feet in the forecourt of Grauman'’s ¢}
nese Theatre in Hollywood
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musical, see Steven Cohan's chapter, “Les Boys,” In
Masked Men: American Masculinity and the Movies in the
Fifties {Indiapapolis and Bloomingron: Indiana Univer

.. . sity Press, 1997).
. Films cited: Singin’ in the Rain (1952, MGM, Gene Kelly

and Stanley Donen), 4a American in Paris (1951, MGM,
Vincente Mirnnell), Anchors Aweigh {1945, MGM, George
Sidney).

. In The Celivloid Closel: Homosexuality in the Movies, rev ed.

{New York: Harper and Row, 1987), Vito Russo uncov-
ers materal on Swgw’ o the Raw's producton history
that reveals that the erotics between Kelly and O'Conner
were teferred to in the original script: “One line of dia-
logue in Betty Comden and Adolph Green's screenplay
for Singin’ in the Rain (1952) was penciled out by the
censors because it gave ‘a hint of sexual pervemsion’
berween Deonald O'Connor and Gene Kelly When
OCounor gets the idea of dubbing the voice of Debbie
Reynoids for the high-pitched, tinny voice of Jean Hagen
in a proposed musical, The Dancing Cavalier, he illustrates

Al La Valley, “The Great Escape,” American Film Eh. o,
6 {April 1985 71. ;
Michael Musto, “Immaculare Connection,” OnE\m&m B
(March 20, 1691}: 25-36. s
Ihid., 36.
In the revised edition of The Hollywood Musical (L6
don: BFi/Macmillan, 1993), Jane Fener has addad
brief section focusing on MGM's Freed Unit and Judy,
Garland that suggests ways of developing gay Hm.waﬁmm
of musicals with reference to both production dnd dquéer;
culural contexts. Mentioned in Feuer's discussions
Richard Dyer's chapter “Judy Garland and Gay Me
in Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (New York: &
Martin's Press, 1986), 141-84, is an exemplary analysis
of how and why queers and queer cultures read and,
certain ways, help to create star personas,

Fims mentioned in this section: The Pagar (192
MGM, W. 5. Van Dyke}, Athena (1954, MGM, Richar
Thorpe), Sever Brides for Seven Brothers (1954, MG,
Stanley Donen), West Side Story {1961, United Arti
Robert Wise and Jerome Robbins), Saturday Eﬁ?%@
(1977, Paramount, John Badham), Grease {1980, Fara-
mount, Randall Kleiser), Staying Alive (1984, Paramount;
Sylvester Stallone), Dirty Dancing (1987, Vestron, Ermilé
Ardolino}, The Turning Poinf (1977, Twentdeth OmuE,.
Fox, Herbert Ross), White Nighes (1987, Paramount, Ta
lor Hackford). .

Films cited: On the Town (1950, MGM, Gene Kelly afid
Stanley Donen), Take Me Out to the Ball Game (1949
MGM, Busby Berkeley), /' Always Fair Weather (195
MCM, Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen). For a2 more
extended discussion of Gene Kelly and the "budd:

3.

-35.
- 36.
.37,

_his idea for Kelty by.standing-in- front-of -Reynolds -and.

mouihing the words to "Good Morning” while she sings
behind him. When the song is over O'Connor turns to
Kelly and asks ‘Well? Convincing?” Kelly, not ya carching
on, takes it as a joke and replies, 'Enchanting! What are
you doing later? The joke was eliminated” {pp. 98-99).

~ Films cited: That’s Entertainment! (1974, MGM, Jack

Haley, Jr). Ziegield Follies (1946, MGM, Vincente Min-
nelli), That's Entertainment 2 {1976, MGM, Gene Kelly),
The Barkleys of Broadway (1948, MGM, Charles
Walters).

Film cited: Calamity June (1953, Warners, David Butler).
Some leshians also take what they wonld describe as
a gay pleasure in musicals, and perform readings of
mdivical ftms and of the genre in terms they iden-
tify as being influenced by their understanding of the
ways gay men appreciate musicals. These kinds of gay
approaches might take the form of specific star cult

...enthusiasms (for Judy Garland, Barbra Streisand, or

Bette Midler, for example) that individual lesbian read-
ers feel aren't fmportant m lesbian culture, or of an
appreciation for certain aesthetic or critical approaches
{camp, for example) which seem unpopular, mopera-
tive, or not “politically correct” in the leshian culrure(s)
within which the individual reader places herself.

34, Lucie Arbuthnot and Gail Seneca, “Pre-text and Text in

Gentlemernt Prefer Blondes,” Fifm Reader 5 (1982): 20. This
essay is repritied In fsswes fn Ferninist Film Criticism, ed.
Patricia Erens {Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1890), 112-25.

Arbuthnot and Seneca, “Pre-text and Text,” 21.

Thid., 23.

Alix  Stanton’s Butches and

“Blondes, Brunettes,
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Fernmes” (unpublished seminar paper Cornell Uni-
versity, 1991) offers & more extended consideration of
buich-fernme roles and cultyres in relation to readings
of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (and How to Marry a Million-
aire {1953, Twentieth Century-Fox, Jean Neguleseo]).

Arbuthnot and Seneca, “Pre-text and Text” 21. For
anather approach to the lesbian aspects of this flm,
see Maureen Turim's “Gentlemen Censume Blondes,”
in Issues in Feminist Film Criticism, ed. Erens, 101-11;
originally in Wide Angle 1, no. 1 (1979), also reprinted in
Movies and Mathods, Yolume II, ed. Bill Nichols (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985):
369-78. As part of an addendum to the original article,
Turim considers leshianism and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes
in light of certain ferninist film theories about straight
rale spectatcrship. Turim sees the main characters as
male constructed “pseudo-lesbians,” and the film's use
of them as being related to “how lesbianism has served
in male-oriented pornography to increase visual stimu-
lation and to ultimately give twice as much power to the

... 2y8, which can.penetrate even the liaisons-which would
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appear to deny male entry” {pp. 11011},

White not & leshianspecific reading, Sharl Roberts’s
“You Are My Lucky Star: Eleanor Powell's Brief Dance
with Fame” {from an unpublished PhDD. dissertation,
“Seeing Stars: Fernale WWII Hollywood Musical Stars,”
University of Chicago, 1993) is suggestive of how and
where such a reading might begin, with its discussion
af Powell's (autoerotic) strength as & solo performer
and its threatening qualities: “If .. . Powell represents a
recognition of women as independent, working wornen,
her films also reflect society’s related fear of this new’
wornan, and potential gender confusion. . . . This anxiety
15 demonstrated with homophobic and cross-dressing
Jokes in the Powell films” {p. 7).

Films mentioned In this secton: The Gang's Al Here
{1943, Twentieth Century-Fox, Busby Berkeley), Dames
(1934, Warners, Ray Enright), Fashions of 1934 (1934,
Warners, William Dieterle), £2nd Streer (1933, Warnets,
Llgyd Bacen).

Feuer's “Gay Readings of Musicals™ section in Holi-
wood Musicals (clied In note 27) concentrates an gay
male preduction and reception of musicals.

Articles mentioned in this section: Richard Dyer, "Chil-
dren of the Night: Vampirism as Homosexuality, Homo-
sexuality as Varnpinsm,” Sweer Dreams: Sexuality, Gender
and Popufar Ficion, ed. Susannah Radstone (London:
Lawrence and Wishart, 1988), 47—72; Bonnie Zimmer
man, “Daughters of Darkness: Lesbian Vampires,” Jump
Cut 24/25 (1981) 23-24; Sue-Ellen Case, "Tracking
the Vampire,” differences 3, no. 2 (Sumner 1991 1-20;
Martin F Norden, “Sexual References in James Whale's
Bride of Frankenstein,” £ros in the Mind’s Eye: Sexuality
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and the Fantastic in Art and Film, ed. Donald Palumbo
{New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 141-50; Elizabeth
Reba Weise, “Bisexuality, The Rocky Horror Picture Show,
and Me,” Bi Ary Other Name: Bisexual Peaple Speak Cut,
ed. Loraine Hutchins and Lani Kaahurnanu (Boston:
Alysou, 1851), 134-39.

Films mentioned in this section: Vamgyr {1831, Glona
Filrn, Carl Theodore Tryer), Drecwla {183 1, Universal, Tod
Browning), Frankenstein (1931, Universal, James Whale),
The Bride of Frankenstein {1935, Universal, Jarnes Whale),
The Old Dark House (1932, Universal, Jarnes Whale), The
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Invisible Man (1933, Universal, James Whale). Tne light of

the discussion of musicals in this essay, it is Hawammm.bm E

to recall here that Whale's biggest success apart from,
his horror films was directing Universal’s 1936 version of
Show Boat.

Films and television series mentioned I this sectign:

Red River (1948, United Artisis, Howard Hawks), Buseq

Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969, Tweniieth Century.
Fox, George Roy Hill). Laverne and Shirley (1976-83,
ABC), Rate and Allie (1984-90, CBS), The Golden Girlg
{1965-92, NBC).
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BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

Video Recorders in the Home

Ann Gray

The video cassette recorder is arguably the major
innovation in home entertainment In Britain since
television. When we address questions of how women
waltch television and video we inevitably raise a com-
plex set of Issues which relate to women and their
everyday lives. In taliing to womnen about home video
cassetie recorders {(VCR) and television use, [ have
identified some of the determining factors surround-
ing these activities which take place within the domes-
fic envirenment.! With the development of VCRs and
other products such as home computers and cable
services, the 1980s is seeing an ever-increasing irend
towards home-centred leisure and enfertainment.
New technology in the home has to be understood
within a coniext of structures of power and authority
relarionships berween household members, with gen-
der emerging as one of the most significant differen-
tiations. This far from neutral environment influences
the ways in which wormen use popular texis in general
and television and video in particular, and the plea-
sures and meanings which these have for thern.

The Video Revolution

Although it is a relatively recent phenormenon. home
video arrived as long ago as 1972 with Philips VCR
and Sony U-matic. But it wasn't until Sony Betarnax
and VHS {video home systern}, bath of which use 19
mm tape, brought the cost down significantly, that the
stage was set for a consumner boom. In 1883 15 per
cent of households in the United Kingdom had access
to a VCR, by 1986 the figure had reached 40 per cent.

An Important factor in the British VCR experience is
that the distribution of recorders operates through the
already existing television rental networks, thereby
making it possible to rent a VCR on a monthly basis,
without the necessity for large capital investrnent.
This results in video recorders being made available
to a much wider range of soCio-eCoNOMIC Zroups
than might at first be imagined. We are not. in the Brit-
ish case, considering a ‘luxury’ item which graces the
afflaent household. rather, & widely available home
entertamment facility which has rapidly become an
accepted and esseniial part of everyday life, cutting
across ecenomnic and class boundaries.

The development and marketing of entertaim-
ment consurner hardware can often outpace the pro-
vision of ‘software’ or 'content’. Raymond Williams
points cut that when domestic radio receivers were
first marketed there was very little to receive In terms
of programming content, ‘it is not only that the sup-
ply of broadcasting faciliiies preceded the demand; it
is that the means of communication preceded their
content’ (Williams, 1974: 25).

There are two major uses for VCRs: time-shift,
which involves recording off-broadcast television in
order to view at a different time, and the playing of
pre-recorded tapes.? These can be purchased, though
the majority are hired through video rental libraries’.
Although off-alr recording is an attractive proposi-
tion, it has become obvious to a few enirepreneurs
that there is a large potential market for the hiring of
pre-recorded tape. In Britain during the early 1980s
one feature of almost every high street was a new



