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            AUNT IDA: Queers are just better. I’d be so proud if you was a fag, and had a nice beautician boyfriend … I worry that you’ll work in an office, have children, celebrate wedding anniversaries. The world of the heterosexual is a sick and boring life.

            John Waters, Female Trouble, 1974
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            1

            Death in Venice

         

         Each winter, he travels to Venice to deliver a handful of lectures about cinema to gap-year students on an art history course. In the past, he has sometimes come here on the sleeper from Paris, chugging through the Alps in the snow-blue darkness, feeling like a spy or a fugitive when the train is halted for a middle-of-the-night passport check, then dozing off again until the carriage is flooded with sunlight between Milan and Verona. These days, he tends to arrive late in the evening on a budget airline before taking a bus and then a vaporetto into the clenched, canal-veined heart of the city. The hotel staff insist on calling him professore, which used to make him laugh and blush – it always sounds so grand! – whereas now it simply ages him. With every passing year, he feels increasingly like the Gustave von Aschenbach of easyJet.

         As a creature of habit, it should bring him contentment to be here in Venice again. The landing tonight was so gentle that the wheels seemed almost to be kissing the tarmac. The engines exhaled in relief as the plane inched closer to the terminal building, and his fellow passengers began rattling their seat belts as if in some ancient celebratory rite. From the pill-shaped window, he gazed out at the void beyond the runway, the dabs of distant colour hinting at unknowable roads and buildings. It was like a dot-to-dot puzzle awaiting the pencil lines that would finally make sense of it all.

         But a vague concern which entered his mind earlier tonight sharpens now as he treads gingerly down the steps from the aircraft and shuffles towards passport control, a shabby sports holdall slung over one shoulder. It started an hour ago, when the plane hit a pocket of 2turbulence. He did what he always does in that situation: he made a list to distract himself. In this case, he scrolled mentally through all the film clips that he intends to use in his lectures this week. Some he has been showing since he first came here fifteen years ago, such as the police station identification scene from Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 1961 debut Accattone: the director pans silently across angular, pock-marked male faces in close-up, the camera moving at the unhurried pace of a tourist at Sant’Ignazio. Or the moment from Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s 1971 western Whity where Günther Kaufmann freezes in the act of proffering a wad of notes to a sex worker played by Hanna Schygulla, while the camera prowls from one side of the bed to the other. It must have inspired the waxwork-style sex scenes in Gus Van Sant’s My Own Private Idaho, but it also pre-empts those show-downs in The Matrix, directed by the Wachowski sisters, which leave a combatant suspended in mid-air while the audience is treated to a 180-degree view of the action.

         To illustrate the friction that can occur between sound and image, he will show the students a scene from Nénette et Boni, made in 1996, in which what is heard – the voice of a priapic young pizza seller fantasising about what he plans to do to a female baker with his ‘big French stick’ – is subverted by what is seen. While we listen to this snarling sexual reverie, the camera surveys the pizza seller’s bare torso, the sculptural slopes of his shoulders, the unstable tiger-stripes of shadow and light rippling on his mahogany skin and finally his sleep-smeared face as he is woken by the burbling of his bedside coffee maker. The poor dope thinks he’s in charge of his own erotic fantasy. He doesn’t realise he is being watched: by the director Claire Denis, the cinematographer Agnès Godard and the innumerable eyes of the unseen audience. The desirer has become the desired.

         There will be snippets, too, from Shirley Clarke’s 1967 Portrait of Jason, in which the camera never averts its gaze from the raconteur, 3entertainer and hustler Jason Holliday, and Cheryl Dunye’s The Watermelon Woman, from 1996, the first full-length movie by an out Black lesbian director to receive distribution. One lecture will feature Ron Peck’s 1978 Nighthawks, generally considered the first British narrative feature about contemporary gay life. But that would be to overlook A Bigger Splash, Jack Hazan’s 1973 study of the artist David Hockney and his coterie. Hazan’s slippery quasi-documentary, inspired by what he called Andy Warhol’s ‘two-people-sitting-on-a-sofa’ films,1 is as staged as anything scripted. Hazan even added a scene to the movie after realising that viewers of an early cut had no idea that the people on-screen were gay: they thought they were merely tactile and affectionate. A splash of sex cleared up the confusion.

         The week’s lectures will kick off, though, with François Ozon’s A Summer Dress, the ideal gateway drug for students unfamiliar with world cinema. That 1996 short, which begins with an extreme close-up of the bulge in a teenage boy’s black Speedos, contains a pair of sex scenes which gratifyingly reverse the audience’s expectations. The straight fuck occurs between strangers in the wild, the supposedly taboo gay one in the tame domestic setting of a kitchen. On top of a washing machine, no less.

         Only now does he begin to see what he’s done. For the first time since he started teaching in Venice, the queer clips in his selection outnumber everything else. Even the straight ones aren’t entirely straight. All About Eve features Bette Davis as an acting legend refusing to be put out to pasture when a young fan encroaches on her terrain; for all its gay overtones, the film could still technically be described on the witness stand as a heterosexual story if the need arose. Raging Bull has flashes of homoeroticism, not least when the boxer Jake La Motta (Robert De Niro) listens to an adoring account of his upcoming opponent and laments that he now doesn’t know whether to fight him or fuck him, but the film isn’t gay-gay. At least 4the array of work he will be showing by Jafar Panahi and Samira Makhmalbaf will put him in the clear, sexuality-wise. Thank goodness for Iran, he thinks. Not a thought that many queer people have had cause to entertain.

         That won’t count for much once he screens for his students Joseph Losey’s 1963 film The Servant. Its star, the infinitely insinuating Dirk Bogarde, had surrendered his former status as a matinee idol a few years earlier in favour of pursuing more ambiguous roles. Though these sometimes came in varying if discreet shades of pink, they were hardly bolts from the blue. Bogarde’s pained work in earlier films such as The Spanish Gardener, where he is a young handyman conducting a forbidden friendship with his employer’s son, and The Blue Lamp, in which he brings real relish, as well as a transgressive crackle, to his scenes as a cop killer, had already hinted that, as Matthew Sweet put it, ‘there was something dreadful burning under his skin’.2 The new phase simply represented a more pronounced coming-out – even if Bogarde himself never went that far.

         In 1961, he was impressively grave as Melville Farr, a closeted barrister targeted by blackmailers, in Victim, the first British film to deal explicitly with gay themes. The picture looks polite today, but there is no dulling the force of the graffiti that Farr’s wife sees daubed across the front of their garage: ‘FARR IS QUEER’. (Other actors, said Bogarde, had ‘backed away like rearing horses in terror at the subject’.3) With the Wolfenden report into public attitudes towards homosexuality having heralded a move towards greater tolerance four years earlier, Victim did its bit to nudge open a door that was already ajar. Six years after its release, sex between consenting men aged twenty-one or over was partially decriminalised in England and Wales under the Sexual Offences Act 1967. ‘That Victim helped,4 even in a small way, to ease [the act’s] turbulent trajectory is beyond any doubt,’ wrote John Coldstream. 5

         The picture’s embrace was far from universal. Time magazine found its ‘implicit approval of homosexuality as a practice’5 to be ‘offensive’; the US censors refused it a certificate for being ‘thematically objectionable’. Terence Davies, who expressed in films such as The Long Day Closes and Benediction his own thwarted sexuality in exaltedly lyrical terms, saw Victim when it was first released in the UK, and recalled the shock of hearing the word ‘homosexual’ spoken aloud. ‘You could have heard a feather drop in the cinema – the atmosphere was electric.6 That word was never used in England. Never!’ He singled out ‘the exquisiteness of Bogarde’s performance. Not only in the way he delivers the lines but also his gestures. Partly because [Bogarde] was gay himself, although he couldn’t say so, he could play with all those little nuances of guilt and terror that a straight actor wouldn’t know about.’

         Still a decade away was Luchino Visconti’s 1971 adaptation of Death in Venice, in which Bogarde glowed radioactively in his bone-white suit as Aschenbach, an ailing composer who is briefly revived on a Venetian sojourn by the sight of an angelic teenage boy named Tadzio. Losey had long hoped to make the film, though the actor griped to him that ‘you never asked me to do it … or offered me the chance,7 or remotely thought that I even could!’ No matter: he and Losey already had one queer masterpiece to their name, and it had given Bogarde the most enigmatic role of his life. In The Servant, he is Barrett, the ‘gentleman’s gentleman’ who infiltrates and contaminates the life of Tony (James Fox), a clueless young toff so pale he could be his own photographic negative.

         Barrett’s arrival in Tony’s puzzle-like home, with its concealed doors, warping mirrors and steep, incarcerating shadows, is casual – this is no home invasion – but it heralds a slow-motion collapse of convention. The two men drift into see-sawing power games, mutual humiliations and even a mock-marital pantomime in which they 6squabble over cleaning duties and the household budget. Bogarde’s lifelong partner and manager Tony Forwood was uneasy about the actor doing ‘two in a row’ after Victim,8 worrying that audiences might find him a shade too convincing in these roles: no smoke without a flaming queen. Bogarde kept mum on such matters, likening himself to a hermit crab. ‘I’m certainly in the shell,’9 he told Russell Harty in a 1986 television interview. ‘And you haven’t cracked it yet, honey.’ Perhaps it was Forwood who pressed Bogarde to ask Losey and the screenwriter, Harold Pinter, whether The Servant was a gay project. Either way, he didn’t receive an answer, though the director had already insisted the film shouldn’t be ‘simply a study of a little homosexual affair’.10 Losey got his wish: it’s altogether murkier than that.

         
             

         

         Disembarking the shuttle bus now, and galumphing across Piazzale Roma in the dark to meet the vaporetto bobbing on the inky water, he thinks back to the first time he heard about The Servant. It was Levi, a video artist he met in his twenties at Vaseline, a queercore club night in north London, who raved to him about Losey’s movie. He can still see his nose-ring, the sweat beading on his dark scalp, the skin razored so closely that it had lost any memory of hair.

         ‘You call yourself a critic and you haven’t seen that?’ Levi said, disdain flashing in his eyes.

         Obsession was too weak a word for how he felt about the film. He said it had shaped his entire sensibility, ignited his interest in S&M and formed the basis of his postgraduate degree: a Master’s in The Servant.

         When they left at around 3 a.m., Levi gave him his first-ever pillion ride, the Essex Road whooshing past in a jaundiced sodium smudge, his face hot and damp inside the foam vice of the crash helmet. Clutching onto this stranger’s waist, he imagined himself an outlaw, though they can’t have been doing more than 20 mph, what with all 7the speed-bumps Levi had to swerve around, as though negotiating an obstacle course.

         They pulled up next to the canal, where the street lights couldn’t pick them out. Levi killed the engine, then helped him over the railings by turning his hands into a platform to step on. Their bodies dropped into the undergrowth one after the other, landing with a muffled thud. They were like parachutists making it across enemy lines.

         ‘Should we be in here?’ he whispered, eyes darting.

         ‘No,’ Levi said.

         
            *

         

         ‘Experiencing myself as a fictional character has been a mode of survival for me,’ Jenni Olson says in her film The Royal Road. It’s an occupational hazard for anyone obsessed with cinema. But there’s something else, too, which he associates with being gay: as soon as you become cognisant as a child of the deleterious effect your presence has on other people, and the words they use to excuse or diminish you, it becomes impossible not to watch yourself being watched, and to differentiate between who you really are and who you need to be to survive. Building a persona, or observing yourself as a character, creates space for play and performance, but it also means that the bad things aren’t really happening to you – they’re happening to the fictional you, the counterfeit one. The realisation now that he has tipped the scales towards queerness in his choice of film clips is enough to make him step outside himself once again, as he has spent his whole life doing, and anticipate the ways in which he will be judged and found to be Too Gay.

         He knows these thoughts would sound delusional if anyone else could hear them, especially now that queerness is ubiquitous: public figures with no specific LGBTQ+ affinities appointing themselves 8‘allies’, rainbow flags a boon for any business. And queer visibility in cinema has never been greater. A sizeable chunk of the movies competing at the Oscars in the first half of the 2020s had some gay or queer component: the Best Picture-winner Everything Everywhere All at Once, which ends with its multiverse-straddling hero learning to admit without embarrassment that her daughter has a girlfriend; Tár, with its domineering lesbian conductor behaving in as beastly a manner as any of her straight male antecedents; Aftersun, told from the perspective of a queer woman trying to make sense of her father; Glass Onion: A Knives Out Mystery, starring Daniel Craig as a dapper gay detective, with Hugh Grant as his husband; the animated allegory Nimona, which was dumped by Disney when the studio got the jitters about its LGBTQ+ content; Anatomy of a Fall, with Sandra Hüller as a bisexual novelist suspected of killing her husband; the musical Emilia Pérez, which made history when its star, Karla Sofía Gascón, became the first out trans performer to be nominated for an acting Oscar; Netflix biopics of a bisexual composer (Maestro), a lesbian swimmer (Nyad) and a gay civil rights leader (Rustin). Even viewers who like their queers to be holy suffering martyrs, as they were in the bad old days, could whoop it up at the kitsch, masochistic pity-party of The Whale.

         Around a quarter of the 2022 intake of titles inducted into the National Film Registry, which is administered annually by the US Library of Congress, contained LGBTQ+ characters, themes or content. These included Kenneth Anger’s fetishistic phantasmagoria Scorpio Rising (1963); Pariah (2011), a zesty lesbian coming-of-age story written and directed by Dee Rees; the heartfelt 1977 documentary Word Is Out: Stories of Some of Our Lives, tender enough to disarm the most sceptical viewer; and Tongues Untied, Marlon Riggs’s rousing, poetic 1989 video essay on Black queerness, which makes no concessions to anyone. The end of 2022 also ushered into the multiplexes the slick romantic comedy Bros, co-written by a gay man (Billy 9Eichner, also its star) and marketed as the first gay rom-com from a Hollywood studio. There was an LGBTQ+ presence in everything, everywhere, all at once.

         When Vito Russo published the first edition of The Celluloid Closet, his exhaustive 1981 critique of queer representation in mainstream cinema, audiences may have been starved of this range of images, but they were scarcely famished overall. Queer viewers quickly learn how to rustle up a hearty banquet from crumbs: you take what you can get, and you’re always on the lookout. Provocative renegades were not thin on the ground: Warhol, Anger, Fassbinder, Pasolini and Jean Cocteau (The Blood of a Poet), as well as John Waters (Pink Flamingos) and Jack Smith (Flaming Creatures), Barbara Hammer (Dyketactics) and Rosa von Praunheim (It Is Not the Homosexual Who Is Perverse, But the Society in Which He Lives). Access to those films was an obstacle – the raggedy gay western Lonesome Cowboys was never going to get block bookings in the Midwest, even before Warhol, its director, withdrew most of his work from circulation in the 1970s and 1980s. But there were always queer-coded bulletins being made within the Hollywood system by the likes of Dorothy Arzner (Dance, Girl, Dance), George Cukor (Sylvia Scarlett), Nicholas Ray (Johnny Guitar) and Douglas Sirk, whose masterpiece, All That Heaven Allows, inspired Fassbinder’s Fear Eats the Soul and Todd Haynes’s Far from Heaven.

         Eventually, there were marvels, too, in gay porn, thanks to early-1970s pioneers like Arthur Bressan Jr (Forbidden Letters), Wakefield Poole (Boys in the Sand) and Jack Deveau (Drive). Fred Halsted went within the space of a year from being Vincent Price’s gardener to making LA Plays Itself, a fragmented hardcore triptych which throbs with menace and sadism, much of it emanating from the brutish director– star himself.

         What queer audiences manifestly did not have when Russo wrote The Celluloid Closet was the reasonable expectation that they 10wouldn’t be used by Hollywood and its emissaries as punchline or punch-bag. That situation is never coming back, not in the movies anyway. Undisguised homophobia is so rare on screen today that when it does surface, it looks retrograde, even quaint. Near the end of Steve McQueen’s 2011 drama Shame, a straight sex addict played by Michael Fassbender, having reached his lowest ebb after being beaten up and spat upon, submits himself to the most degrading act the film can imagine: receiving oral sex in a gay club drenched in hellish red light. Homophobic the scene may be, but its earnestly censorious tone pushes it out the other side and into camp.

         
             

         

         When the palaeontologist played by Cary Grant in the 1938 screwball gem Bringing Up Baby was caught wearing Katharine Hepburn’s marabou-trimmed nightie, the actor’s inspired ad-lib – ‘I just went gay all of a sudden!’ – somehow sneaked past the censors of the Hays Code era, even though references to homosexuality were forbidden; today, Grant’s line can be applied to much of popular culture. As can Joe Dallesandro’s speech to his fellow hustlers thirty years later in Flesh: ‘You straight? Nobody’s straight. What’s straight?’ Todd Haynes’s wish ‘to turn every gay person straight and every straight person gay’11 with his glam-rock odyssey Velvet Goldmine, made thirty years after Flesh, has seemingly come true. And in 2023, Stephen Winter, who directed Chocolate Babies in 1996, noted how the queer vernacular had permeated popular conversation. ‘Listen to white straight millennial news pundits and they’re all talking about “throwing shade”,’12 he said. ‘They probably don’t even know why they’re saying it, but everyone understands what they mean because Black-drag-queen-trans-woman lingo is now American lingo.’

         This hasn’t prevented homophobia and transphobia from flaring up in virulent legislation across the world. It may be tempting to focus on extreme situations such as the one in Uganda, which has only worsened 11since the events highlighted in the 2012 documentary Call Me Kuchu, directed by Katherine Fairfax Wright and Malika Zouhali-Worrall, which revealed the role of the country’s media in encouraging vigilantism: the daily newspaper running squalid attacks on citizens suspected of homosexuality in its ‘Homos Exposed!’ unmasking campaign, the attempts to blame terrorism by al-Qaeda on ‘Homo Generals’. Call Me Kuchu ends with the murder of one prominent LGBTQ+ rights activist, David Kato, and chilling threats being made against others. In 2023, Ugandan politicians were nearly unanimous in voting into law a bill that proposed punishments for LGBTQ+ people, ranging from severe custodial sentences to the death penalty.

         But it would be misleading, not to mention implicitly racist, to suggest that bad things only happen over there, wherever that might be, or that the necessary battles have all been won at home. On the contrary, the treatment of trans and gender non-conforming people in the UK and US has degraded sharply at every level: social, civic, political, medical, legal. The right of the trans body to take up space, whether in schools, competitive sports or public bathrooms, is constantly imperilled; lives that should be prized and protected are instead being used as wedge issues to widen division and foment hostility. By the end of 2023, hate crimes against trans people in the UK had increased by 11 per cent over the past year,13 and by 186 per cent over the preceding five years, while hate crimes on the basis of sexual orientation had risen 112 per cent since 2018. And those are merely the ones which were reported.

         In that context, his trepidation about the films he has chosen to show his students in Venice seems trivial to say the least. He just wishes he had noticed the abundance of queer material sooner so he might have corrected it. Of course, it’s no mystery why he got carried away and let his sexuality colour his film choices in this of all years. He must have felt emboldened by the two significant events which 12had occurred in his life in the past few months. First, he had married his boyfriend after nine years together. Then he had signed a contract to write a book about queer cinema. Marriage and a book: it doesn’t get much more demonstrative than that.

         
            *

         

         The courtyard gate is locked when he arrives shortly before midnight. In the absence of any other sound, his echoing footsteps cling to the air for a second or two once he has come to a halt, transforming reality briefly into a poorly dubbed Italian film. Eventually, the buzzer screeches, the gate unfastens itself with a scraping clang, and he crosses the flagstones into the golden, glowing lobby. In his room upstairs, a single lamp has been left on to provide some half-hearted resistance against the gloom. With one foot, he nudges his holdall under the escritoire, then stands by the window overlooking the ghostly deserted piazza. From here, he can see the same strip of Dorsoduro where Katharine Hepburn toppled backwards into the canal in David Lean’s 1955 Summertime – such a perfectly executed pratfall, with the little Venetian urchin snatching the camera from her as she flails past him.

         Why didn’t he pick Lean’s film to show his students instead? Then again, perhaps one of them would have pointed out that this straight love story, like Lean’s Brief Encounter, which was written by Noël Coward, is gay at source. It originated as The Time of the Cuckoo by the gay writer Arthur Laurents, which was also the basis for the 1965 Broadway musical Do I Hear a Waltz?: lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, choreography by Wakefield Poole, who within six or seven years became the leading innovator in US gay porn. The film has other queer connections: in The Royal Road, Jenni Olson declares an affinity with Summertime’s story of impossible love; and the gay actor 13Michael Jeter in The Fisher King plays a distraught homeless man who, when asked where he wants to be, sobs: ‘Venice! Like Katharine Hepburn in Summertime. Why can’t I be Katharine Hepburn?’

         Arthur Laurents also co-scripted Rope, the queerest of Hitchcock’s movies, which both Cary Grant and Montgomery Clift turned down for fear that they might be tarnished. When the screenplay was returned by the censor, Laurents said, it had ‘HOMOSEXUAL DIALOGUE’ scribbled all over it in ‘furious blue pencil’.14

         Sprawled on the bed now, he goes over tomorrow’s lecture in his head. Keep this in perspective, he tells himself. It’s not as if he will be trying this week to win over a phalanx of retired army colonels or a hive of alt-right trolls: his audience will consist of young, open-minded students, many of whom are more at ease with their sexuality than he will ever be. But then the problem isn’t them; it’s him. He knows rationally that the world is different today to how it was when he was growing up in Essex in the 1970s and 1980s. Home was a notch on the green belt, a two-pub tumbleweed village located three miles beyond the dangling red nerve-ending that was the easternmost point of the Central line. Traces of the fear and shame from those years still linger inside him, stubbornly resistant to the detergent properties of words like ‘inclusion’, ‘tolerance’ and ‘diversity’.

         He reads so often about films and directors who are ‘unapologetically queer’, has probably even used the phrase himself in fact, that he sometimes wonders what ‘apologetically queer’ might look like. Then the penny drops: it looks like him.

         Cinema and sexuality have always been as closely intertwined for him as the stripes on a barbershop pole. For much of his life, though, his queerness has existed in theory rather than in practice. The title of a 1991 short film, directed by Jane Dowie and starring Jane Horrocks as a shy lesbian, describes almost perfectly the circuitous route his life has taken: Came Out, It Rained, Went Back in Again. 14

         As a child, he felt fizzy thinking about other boys, long before he acquired the language to express that – or the wisdom not to. At fourteen, he couldn’t hold on to his wretched and brilliant secret any longer: it was like a gobstopper obstructing his airway. He confessed to two friends in the back row of biology class; once the words were out of his mouth, he found he could breathe again. That he wasn’t bullied once his sexuality became common knowledge was a minor miracle. But his negligible same-sex experiences over the next few years failed to extinguish his sense of isolation, or the suspicion that life would be like this forever.

         It was the mid-1980s: homophobia was too routine to be remarked upon; AIDS had given the world an even broader licence to demonise; the hostility peaked with Section 28, the Conservative government’s legislation banning local authorities from ‘promoting’ homosexuality. There was verbal abuse when he was out at night. Eventually, there was violence, too. Adults had always told him he had a lively imagination, but the one thing he could never envisage was a future in which he would be happy as well as gay.

         Shortly before his eighteenth birthday, he tumbled into a relationship with his closest female friend. Lying next to her, he stared up at his bedroom ceiling, which was papered with posters of River Phoenix torn from Just Seventeen and Jackie, and felt like what he was: a gay boy with a girlfriend. Nobody expected this to happen, least of all him. He was going against the gay! He was Dylan gone electric!

         He was a father of two before he was twenty-three.

         After he and his girlfriend broke up, he drifted back into dating men, only to fall in love with another female friend. The posters were different now – it was the forlorn, bony-faced Guillaume Depardieu of Les Apprentis gazing down from his wall – but the sensation was the same. There was nothing fake about either of those straight relationships. Even after his third child was born, though, he knew that 15gayness was still the foundation on which the rest of him was built. When he eventually came out for the second time at forty-one, he found to his surprise that he was no longer young. Craigslist personal ads and Grindr profiles contained the warning: ‘Don’t be over forty.’ He had skipped the part where he was on the inside. How did that happen?

         There was a new word now to explain who he was (‘fluidity’), but he had always experienced sexuality more as an identity crisis, and that wasn’t about to end simply because he had chosen to live honestly at last and the world had decided to let him. Here he is today, married to a man, benefiting from freedoms new-found and hard-won (even if none of them were hard won by him), yet he squints with disbelief at same-sex couples holding hands in the street, glows with grand-motherly delight whenever he hears of someone he knows asserting their gender identity, blushes obligingly when one of his children corrects him for muddling up a friend’s pronouns. All this came to pass without him. Now he is as gauche and dowdy as a time-traveller from Thatcher’s Britain, still partying like it’s 1989.

         One constant, whether he has been in or out of the closet, is cinema. Film served as a helping hand, even a turbo-booster, in comprehending his own desires when he was younger. If movies didn’t make him gay in the first place, he is happy to give them the credit, at least until he can dredge up an origin story which pre-dates the one he already has: three years old, kneeling in his seat in the Granada cinema in Walthamstow, mesmerised by The Jungle Book and by Mowgli’s perky bottom twitching in his snazzy orange pants. He could measure out his childhood and adolescence in the underwear he has coveted: Mowgli’s orange number; Johnny Weissmuller’s overstuffed loincloth in the black-and-white Tarzan films which filled the TV schedule in the never-ending summer holidays; John Travolta’s skimpy black briefs in Saturday Night Fever; Michael J. Fox’s faded purple Calvins, 16the exact shade of Parma Violets, in Back to the Future; and the pants worn by boys at school, which he glimpsed in the PE changing rooms and committed to memory. Each pair was like a new word in the exotic language he was learning.

         Film depends for much of its potency on the pleasure of sitting in the dark, staring secretly at strangers’ bodies on-screen, so no wonder the act of cinema-going itself feels to him like a queer pursuit with its connotations of transgression, concealment, voyeurism; the suspicion that there is something dirty down there in the dark.

         What he experienced in the cinema when he was a boy taught him how ‘gay’ felt, long before he heard the word or knew it applied to him. During his Rip Van Winkle years of adulthood, film provided a kind of IV line for his queerness, feeding him the necessary nutrients to keep that part of him from dying off even while it was outwardly dormant. But it was also a kind of torture seeing the discrepancy between what happened on-screen and his own life. He recognised in Brokeback Mountain the sort of constricted existence he had engineered for himself. He saw in the lovers in Weekend the self-acceptance that had always been out of reach for him. Perhaps his best-case scenario would be to end up like the father played by Christopher Plummer in Beginners: come out in his seventies, take a younger lover, sport an array of coloured neckerchiefs, then die.

         
            *

         

         The week’s lectures go smoothly enough. The students are bright, buzzy, appreciative. He scours their faces for disapproval but none of them seems the least bit perturbed by the queer bias in his clips. Afterwards, he lounges in the sun outside a café in Campo Santa Margherita, letting his Americano cool as he studies the youths romping past in fours and fives, rowdy with their cryptic, jousting banter. 17Those shrewd faces know everything about the internet. Confidence trails behind them like a superhero’s cape.

         He wonders how Aschenbach from Death in Venice would have coped with the abundance of queerness and beauty on the streets, the avalanche of images in the digital age. It might have diluted his passion, killed off his quest, if there were blemishless Tadzios on every corner, each with their own Instagram and OnlyFans accounts.

         The prospect of Aschenbach adrift in the vulgar modern world is treated with tenderness and humour in Richard Kwietniowski’s 1997 film Love and Death on Long Island, a bittersweet spin on Thomas Mann’s novella adapted by Gilbert Adair (who wrote The Real Tadzio) from his own novel. The Aschenbach surrogate here is a reclusive widowed novelist (John Hurt), who sets out to see the latest period drama at his local cinema only to stumble into the wrong screen, where he is greeted by the image of a teen idol (Jason Priestley). Having found his Tadzio, mercifully older than Mann’s fourteen-year-old original, he flies to the US, tracks him down and befriends him in a calculated seduction.

         It felt natural that John Hurt should arrive at this role in the autumn of a career so closely associated with queerness: from playing Quentin Crisp, resplendent beneath a laurel of copper curls in The Naked Civil Servant, to The Countess, the vulture-like mogul of feminine hygiene products in Gus Van Sant’s Even Cowgirls Get the Blues. Hurt seems to carry Crisp’s queerness with him into space in Alien, where he is doubly distinct from the rest of the crew. First, he is one of just two Brits on the spacecraft. More importantly, he is the only male to be penetrated by the alien. It enters him orally – this is the deepest of deep-throats – before erupting from his chest, ghoulishly sexual: a slicked, sticky phallus with glinting metallic teeth like an outré piercing. By the time Hurt starred as an effete gay cop flung together with a homophobic colleague (Ryan O’Neal) in the cheerless comedy 18Partners, he looked so miserable that another chest-bursting parasite could only have been a blessed relief.

         Love and Death on Long Island, then, represented a culmination for Hurt, and a triumph all round. When it comes to taste, nuance and wit, the film knocks Death in Venice into a cocked Panama hat. Visconti’s movie plays as if it were directed by Aschenbach himself, the camera desperate to appear decorous even as it practically quakes at the sight of young Tadzio prancing in the striped clingy skin of his bathing suit. There is the sense on the page that he was spoiled forever once he noticed the older voyeur’s erotic interest. No such subtlety on-screen. Visconti’s Tadzio, as played by the fifteen-year-old Björn Andrésen, is an incorrigible tease who co-opts the city as his catwalk.

         ‘As Visconti portrays the boy, he is seductive from beginning to end, “cruising”15 Aschenbach so often you wonder why the old man doesn’t sneak into an alley with him,’ wrote one reader to the New York Times in 1971. Of course, the reason Aschenbach stops short of jumping his bones is that he knows age has rendered him invisible and irrelevant. ‘Don’t be over forty,’ the hook-up apps would tell him.

         Film language does its best to play Cupid. When Aschenbach spots Tadzio, the boy looks bored, posed like a doll, resting his face on one limp hand as he waits with his family in the hotel salon to be assigned a table for dinner. He is dressed in a sailor suit, making him well placed to navigate a sinking waterlogged city, whereas Aschenbach is out of his depth from the moment he arrives and blunders into a contretemps with a gondolier.

         From that initial shot of Tadzio, the film cuts back to Aschenbach, who raises his newspaper to his face as if to protect himself from the glare of the boy’s beauty. Then he lowers the paper again. He strokes his chin, creating in his pose a direct mirror-image of Tadzio. Each figure has a hand touching the side of his own face, Aschenbach raising 19his to his left cheek, Tadzio to his right. Later in the same scene, the camera moves away from the boy, panning around the restaurant and eventually coming to rest on Aschenbach. The unbroken tracking shot unites the observed and the observer in the same take, the same held breath. The film is languid, but Bogarde plays Aschenbach as a man who is all eggshells and tenterhooks. Perched at his little writing table on the beach, he is beside himself with glee at having bagged a front-row seat to watch Tadzio capering in the sand. The candy-striped canvas tent behind Aschenbach ripples and flaps in the wind: it could be his diaphragm quivering as he struggles to breathe.

         Visconti protested that ‘the love in my film is not homosexual.16 It is love without eroticism, without sexuality …’ Bogarde didn’t get that memo; he described his character as ‘a fifty-two-year-old Jewish Genius with a “hang up” … on kids. Male.’17 The film got off to a rocky start. The actor complained of ‘the agonies’18 beginning with ‘paying off Jose Ferrer 100,000 dollars to clear off (he had half the rights we discovered the day we were to start shooting!)’. Visconti ordered a prosthetic nose for Bogarde but it filled with sweat and kept falling off. Instead, he wore a moustache and a pair of ‘Granny glasses’ that Forwood had found in a box of junk jewellery.19 Bogarde feared the get-up might turn him into a cross between John Lennon, Lloyd George and Peter O’Toole in Goodbye Mr Chips.

         He predicted before shooting began that his young co-star would be out partying ‘until seven every morning doing the “Frug”20 or something frightful with the kids on the Lido …’ Once the shoot was over, though, he pronounced Andrésen ‘absolutely extraordinary’ and ‘the perfect Tadzio’. He had one final perceptive observation: ‘The last thing that Björn ever wanted, I am certain, was to be in movies.’21

         It is common knowledge now that Andrésen’s life was blighted by his involvement in the film, and by Visconti’s callous objectification of him, which began with an audition where the boy, clearly 20uncomfortable, was made to pose first clothed and then in trunks, and ended at the press conference for the movie’s Cannes premiere, where the director joked about the teenager losing his looks. ‘Luchino was the sort of cultural predator who would sacrifice anything or anyone for the work,’22 Andrésen later said. An entire documentary on the subject, The Most Beautiful Boy in the World, was made in 2020 with the co-operation of the former Tadzio, who was by that point in his early sixties. Watched now, Death in Venice seems to absorb retroactively the misery that it engendered for that young actor. Asked in 2021 what he would say to Visconti if the director were alive, Andrésen didn’t need any time to consider his response. ‘Fuck off,’ he said.

         But for all that the film is as spoiled as those cholera-corrupted strawberries which spell doom for Aschenbach, it captures one thing with mortifying accuracy: the alienating force of queerness in a world hostile to difference.

         
            *

         

         Pinning a few euros under the saucer to pay for his Americano, he troops back across the little bridge to his hotel. As he walks, he does a quick spot of mental arithmetic, and works out that he is now, at fifty-one, a full two years older than Bogarde was when he made Death in Venice. He expects to feel a jolting stab at this fact, signalling some impending mortal crisis, but it doesn’t come. Age, he realises, is incidental to his alienation: he was already in Aschenbach’s shoes when he was seven or eight years old, a good decade before he opened the pages of Mann’s novella or first clapped eyes on Visconti’s film. He was set apart irretrievably from other boys by his desire for them. It turned him into a snoop, a sneak, a double agent. Carrying a secret not only put him at one remove, it aged him internally. His gayness was like a curse rendering him elderly before he had so much as 21touched puberty. If he is Aschenbach today, then that is only because he always has been.

         After he came out in his forties, an acquaintance reassured him that she would never have guessed he was gay. He received that as the highest of compliments, the mark of a job well done; his camouflage had been complete. It made a change from when he was out and about in his teens, seemingly unable to set foot in a pub or on a Tube train without strangers remarking on his effeminacy; it was as if his sexuality were visible from space. Over time, he ironed out most of the giveaway quirks and kinks and cringed at anyone who hadn’t. Aside from that breed of closeted politician who vehemently opposes gay rights, internalised homophobia never had a greater success story than his.

         It has produced in him a curious sort of tension. Standing in front of his students earlier this week in Venice, he policed his voice and his mannerisms, taming the ghost of his childhood lisp, and tried not to come across as too gay. Sitting at home today in London to begin writing his book, he doesn’t feel nearly gay enough.

         The trick, he feels, will be to build an account of queer cinema that conceals his own compromised position. His use of the word ‘queer’, though, is dishonest; it was a term of abuse in his youth, one he never quite got around to reclaiming in the way that good modern gays are meant to do. For the next generation down, it has a different sort of connotation. As the twenty-something Harry, played by Paul Mescal, puts it in All of Us Strangers, ‘queer’ sounds polite: ‘It’s like all the dick-sucking’s been taken out.’ Monika Treut, the pioneering director of Virgin Machine and My Father Is Coming, approaches the word from the opposite angle: she has expressed nostalgia for ‘the time when queer people were outcasts’,23 as well as a distaste for the casualness with which ‘queer’ is bandied around today: ‘It used to be associated with activism: not agreeing with family values, having a different view of 22society. Now “queer” is more like a fashionable way of going with the flow. I’d say 80 per cent of the students I teach would call themselves “queer” without having had any real fights.’

         Even in the no-risk realm of the superhero blockbuster, queerness is part of the brand, albeit one which can be easily jettisoned without endangering the integrity of the whole – such as the gay kiss in the Marvel adventure Eternals, which was expunged in markets hostile to LGBTQ+ rights. When X-Men 2 was released in 2003, it seemed adventurous of the film-makers to include a coming-out scene for one of the young heroes, who owns up to having mutant powers; ‘Have you tried not being a mutant?’ asks his mother. More than two decades on, subtext is now text – and greater visibility can feel like a diminished presence.

         Venom: Let There Be Carnage (2021) is a case in point. The CGI monster Venom spends most of his time living the dream of many gay men: being inside Tom Hardy, that is. He offers sartorial tips to Hardy’s character, Eddie, makes references to Barry Manilow and even gets a coming-out party at a masquerade ball, where he declares himself to be ‘out of the Eddie closet’. The sight of all this Day-Glo corporate queerness, jazz-handing at the multiplex, calls to mind the life cycle of punk: from the Sex Pistols at the 100 Club to shredded jeans at H&M.

         Queerness in film started to become a commercial possibility in the 1980s with the rise of independent cinema, which provided a dedicated platform for stories of marginalised lives, as well as the flourishing of queer auteurs like Pedro Almodóvar and Gus Van Sant. The market exploded like a glitter cannon in the 1990s, sending sparkling product raining down in every direction. AIDS activism provided a defined focus for anger. Trans lives hit the mainstream (Orlando, Boys Don’t Cry) alongside dynamic renderings of the Black queer experience (The Watermelon Woman, Young Soul Rebels, 23Chocolate Babies), jubilant celebrations of drag (Paris Is Burning, The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert), provocations from the New Queer Cinema (Poison, Swoon, Edward II), auteurist masterpieces (Beau Travail, Happy Together) and after-school coming-out stories (Beautiful Thing, Show Me Love). The Wachowski sisters, Lisa Cholodenko, François Ozon and Bruce LaBruce all made their debuts in that decade; Almodóvar and Van Sant went stratospheric.

         If the movement feels diffuse now, that is an inevitable consequence of proliferation. It is still possible to single out genuine renegades, like Yann Gonzalez (Knife+Heart), João Pedro Rodrigues (O Fantasma), Sebastián Silva (Rotting in the Sun) and Gustavo Vinagre (Three Tidy Tigers Tied a Tie Tighter). There are adrenalised celebrations of the queer female libido in films like Emma Seligman’s fight-club comedy Bottoms, Ethan Coen and Tricia Cooke’s crime caper Drive-Away Dolls and Rose Glass’s torrid, swaggering thriller Love Lies Bleeding.

         The most convincing groundswell of innovation today, equal to the revolution of the 1990s, belongs to transgender film-makers: Jessica Dunn Rovinelli, who made So Pretty, an elliptical portrait of a fictional queer commune; Isabel Sandoval, whose films include the fine-grained immigrant drama Lingua Franca; Lyle Kash, director of Death and Bowling, which frustrates the notion that trans-ness can be distilled and defined; Alice Maio Mackay, whose first splatter movies, including T-Blockers and Satranic Panic, were made while she was still in her teens; Paul B. Preciado, whose malleable documentary Orlando, My Political Biography riffs magically on the Virginia Woolf novel previously filmed by Ulrike Ottinger in 1981 (as Freak Orlando) and a decade later by Sally Potter; and Jane Schoenbrun, described by Paul Schrader in 2024 as ‘hands down the most original voice in film in the last decade’,24 whose chronically unsettling horror movies We’re All Going to the World’s Fair and I Saw the TV Glow find mind-bending new metaphors for trans identity 24struggles. Meanwhile, Vera Drew, in her subversive trans coming-of-age comedy The People’s Joker, co-opts DC Comics iconography and characters (including Batman, the Joker and the Penguin) with all the last-chance, do-or-die derangement of an airplane hijacker.

         What he intends to do in his book is to use films such as these to illuminate queer cinema’s past and to indicate what its future might hold. He wants to explore how movies have shaped and intersected with queer identity, and to ask how queer film can retain its element of the coded and the contraband even though it is no longer strictly underground. To be queer is to be outside, oppositional, different, wrong, freakish, even criminal. As Jean Genet wrote: ‘The greater my guilt in your eyes, something I entirely embrace, the greater my freedom and the more perfect my solitude and singularity.’25

         The answer to how that outlaw spirit can survive in the age of assimilation must lie in the distance between the early 1980s, when Russo in The Celluloid Closet argued in part for the equitable treatment of queer characters on-screen, and today. Not only does representation alone no longer cut the mustard, but it has morphed into one of the tentacles of capitalism. ‘When people start seeing representation as the end-all, be-all,’26 said Julio Torres, the writer–director–star of the queer art-world comedy Problemista, ‘what it allows is for a company to be, like: “OK, we re-cast it, now buy it.” And we’re tricked into thinking that consuming is an act of activism.’

         
            *

         

         Sitting at a table in the corner of the British Film Institute library, in the same building in which the critic and theorist Robin Wood delivered his lecture ‘Responsibilities of a Gay Film Critic’ in 1977, he starts work on what he intends to be his introduction. 25

         
            This is a book about queer cinema, he writes. But what exactly is queer cinema? though the narratives of queerness and gayness overlap, there is a difference between how those modes manifest themselves on-screen. todd haynes’s 1995 masterpiece Safe, starring Julianne Moore as a timid San Fernando Valley ‘homemaker’ who is seemingly allergic to her surroundings, features no major gay characters, yet in its form – which depends on a denial of specific pleasures and consolations, and a rejection of convention – it is fastidiously queer. the romantic comedy Bros, on the other hand, has a dramatis personae that is almost exclusively LGBtQ+ (as is most of its cast and crew), yet nothing about its form feels queer. it perpetuates a narrative orthodoxy deployed since the beginning of cinema to erase, thwart and invalidate queer or non-conformist desire.

            What exists today in so much LGBtQ+-themed cinema is plenitude without depth, abundance devoid of analysis, queer characters manufactured from straight moulds. Writing in the 1980s, the filmmaker Barbara hammer argued that the apparent glut of lesbian representation at the time, in pictures such as Desert Hearts and She Must Be Seeing Things, served to ‘posit the lesbian inside the heterosexual discourse … the lesbians act out heterosexual gender roles and positions rather than claiming any difference: even the sexual practice is situated in heterosexuality … the romance, the on-screen gaze, the plot, the character development are all situated within a heterosexual lifestyle or a hollywood imagination.’27

            There is another way. Reflecting on the new Queer cinema, todd haynes, who went on to make Carol and May December, said:

            
               The thing i dug … was being associated with films that were challenging narrative form and style as much as content. it wasn’t enough to replace the boy-meets-girl-loses-girl-then-gets-girl with a boy-meets-boy version. the target was the affirmative form itself, which rewards an audience’s expectations by telling us things work out in the end … Queerness was, by definition, a critique of mainstream culture.28 it wasn’t just a plea for a place at the table. it called into question the table itself. 26

            

            Queerness is a mechanism for disruption; it can reinvent structure and language as it goes along. in this way, it mirrors the experience of being queer in an intolerant world. One of the reasons hammer gravitated towards experimental film, she explained, was that ‘being a lesbian is experimental. We’re creating a new life for ourselves.29 Why not create a new media form as well?’ Queerness in cinema is an innovating force and a catalytic power. it is the future. And the future always wins.

         

         He squints at that line as it floats in the white electric sea of his laptop screen. He thinks it strikes roughly the right valedictory note and helps to disguise some of the timidity he feels about himself and his book. The ‘future always wins’ idea he stole from Zackary Drucker, co-director of The Stroll, a documentary about trans sex workers of colour in the 1990s in New York’s Meatpacking District. ‘The future always wins,’ said Drucker in response to a question she was asked about anti-trans legislation. The audience at the BFI Flare festival applauded her, and no wonder: the line has an inspirational feel, a kind of ‘We shall overcome’ flavour.

         But when he repeats those words to one of his friends, she insists they are gibberish.

         ‘What does Drucker mean, “The future always wins”?’ she scoffs. ‘Is the future winning for queer people in Uganda or Turkey or Russia? Is it winning for trans kids anywhere?’

         He thinks about that now. He opens his laptop and deletes the line. Later, though, he is back at the keyboard, typing it out once more, even italicising it this time. He’s going to keep it in, he decides. It is precisely the sort of rallying sentiment with which the opening chapter of a book on queer cinema ought to end, whether he believes in it or not.

         
            317Notes
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         It might be considered a setback when writing such a book to be told that ‘queer’ as a term is over. ‘In the US, we’re totally past that,’1 says Jessica Dunn Rovinelli in her seen-it-all tones, pushing aside the long platinum hair from her cool-kid-sister face. ‘I think it was helpful for a lot of my generation. For trans and non-binary people, it was this space in which you could play. But as brands started to market and sell the idea of queerness, it became this sort of homogenising impulse.’

         We are talking over video call on a wet spring Monday, and the director of So Pretty and Empathy is doing a rotten job of breaking it to me gently that ‘queer’ is passé. ‘On the one hand, the bleeding edge of politics is done with the word “queer”, but at the same time it’s still useful to articulate to a certain group of people what that term might mean,’ she says, belatedly trying to cushion the blow. ‘Don’t forget, you’re also talking to me. A lot of other people would tell you it’s really important and that I’m a homophobe or a transphobe for not liking it.’

         What’s coming next if that word has expired? What is my book about if not queer cinema? ‘Ugh, I dunno,’ she groans, her expression making it clear that this is a me-problem. ‘I am trying to care less about terminology. As I get older, I become more invested in asking: what are the material freedoms that we can afford for all genders?’ The word itself has no negative connotations for her. ‘I always found that hilarious: “We’re reclaiming it!” No one’s ever called me “queer”. They called me “faggot”.’

         Rovinelli made her feature debut in 2016 with Empathy, a non-fiction film – though one, like Lizzie Borden’s Born in Flames or 28Juliet Bashore’s Kamikaze Hearts, that is not exactly a documentary either. The crowdfunding campaign for Empathy did deploy the D-word, however, pitching the film as ‘a performative documentary on sexual-social work’. Donors who contributed $100 received a signed postcard, a thank you in the credits and ‘a video of the director kissing any object you desire’.2

         The picture follows Em Cominotti, a sex worker weaning herself off heroin; she gets a ‘story by’ co-credit, which is an early sign that any documentary component will be conditional. The camera is rarely acknowledged in Empathy, but artifice is sewn into the film’s fabric. In a nocturnal exterior shot outside a Taco Bell, an off-screen voice says: ‘Shot two, take one.’ Em waits for ‘Action!’, followed by the snap of the clapperboard’s jaws, before biting into her burrito and beginning the scene. So much for vérité.

         While going cold turkey, she deals with quotidian issues: dates with clients, healthcare bureaucracy, a possible move from New York to Pittsburgh. Rovinelli prioritises largely static takes that create or dwell on contemplative spaces in Em’s life. An extended scene in a bare white room where Em is meeting a client shows the couple in bed together, the john reading Shakespeare’s sonnet 57 to her: ‘Being your slave, what should I do but tend/ Upon the hours and times of your desire?’ The ‘slave’ in this case holds all the cards and is being billed according to the hours and times of his desire. The scene also pings us back to another queer film about a hotel room assignation: The Hours and Times, which imagined what Brian Epstein and John Lennon got up to on holiday in Barcelona.

         During an unshifting six-minute shot, the camera hangs back as it observes Em and her client shedding their clothes and slipping into foreplay. Rovinelli keeps the doorframe always in view on the right of the shot, so we never forget that this is an observed moment, perhaps even a staged one. She emphasises this through sound, too, blasting 29out Magic Fades’ euphoric, throbbing ‘Ecco’ at the beginning of the scene but not replacing the song with anything else on the soundtrack once it ends. Save for the occasional moan or whimper, the remaining two or three minutes of sex play out in a stilted, yawning silence. The whole of Empathy hangs in a series of limbo states: between addiction and sobriety, travelling and arriving, waiting and happening. Near the end of the film, we hear the voice on Em’s meditation tape telling her: ‘In any circumstance, you can start afresh. You have the power and control to start a new moment at any time.’ Quite the queer concept.

         The tensions in Empathy between life and its cinematic facsimile are amplified in Rovinelli’s 2019 follow-up, So Pretty, adapted from Ronald M. Schernikau’s novel So Schön. The film’s form keeps shifting, just as the relationships – between a group of queer friends and lovers in a Brooklyn commune – morph within it. There are moments in which the characters read from Schernikau, seeming to will into existence the adaptation we are watching, while commenting on their own relationship to the text or their resemblance to the book’s characters.

         Interludes show them standing at a microphone in a field, reading from what appears to be a script. ‘This film tells of four young people attempting to organise their love,’ announces Erika (Rachika Samarth). Theatricality is foregrounded, only for documentary realism to intrude repeatedly in the shape of footage of real New York City demonstrations and protests, or intimate scenes of conversation or sex, or the creeping spectre of an inevitable break-up. The naturalism in the performances collides with casual acknowledgements of artifice: ‘This is a flashback,’ says one actor; ‘This is a flash-forward,’ says another. In this way, So Pretty is not merely a film that knows it’s a film, but a text making the transition to the screen, writhing and wriggling in front of our eyes. Rovinelli captures a state of flux that is political, social, sexual and artistic. The process of the movie discovering what it is becomes the movie itself. 30

         I won’t be the last person to describe So Pretty as Brechtian. What Rovinelli has tired of hearing, though, is the word ‘gaze’, which has become the Japanese knotweed of film theory. ‘I don’t want to talk about the “gaze” ever again in my life,’ she says. ‘It’s like: “O-kay, the female gaze!” These floppy generic terms don’t help us make better cinema or understand women or men or trans people.’ Isn’t So Pretty a film of many gazes? ‘Yes. One of which hopefully belongs to the audience.’

         Her own responses to films as a younger viewer were initially visceral. ‘Crying is what attracted me to the movies as a child. I would go see them largely with male friends – most of the little teenage cinephile circles I was in were young boys – and it was very beautiful that we would chase this act of sobbing together.’

         Consequently, she pays close attention to how her own teenage fans online respond to So Pretty. But in an age of fluidity, she resists the idea of the film as a manifesto. ‘I have a certain frustration with So Pretty because it does represent, I think, a milieu of utopian queerness – and I do worry that it can participate in the same universalising nothingness that I spoke about earlier. But the film has a lot of young fans, and most of them seem able to recognise the fantasy elements. The film says, “We live like this. You can live like this!” And nobody lives like this. In reality, the quote–unquote “trans community” is filled with incredible cruelty, as any minority group that is isolated from larger spaces is going to be. Any woman who has existed as a trans woman will discover: “My God, these people do not have my back.” So this is how it could be, but it’s not how it is.’

         It’s an awareness that only occurred to her subsequently. ‘I started making So Pretty as a man. It was aspirational. I knew it was fantasy. It was an attempt to make a film that’s set in a world I might want to live in, which is what Schernikau was doing in the original text.’ Where is her head at now? ‘The phase I’m in is anti-representational. I want to continue working with a diverse group of people in front of 31and behind the camera as a labour issue, because I think these labour politics are incredibly important, but the idea that representation can save us is, I hope, dying. Representation is not fucking working. And I don’t want to make films to present us as good subjects. I’d rather present us as vile subjects. Because if we can only exist as the best version of ourselves, we will die.’

         If representational politics has a political thrust in the real world, she says, it is one of provoking actual violence against the very people it’s supposed to help. ‘It creates the image of some who are deserving of participation, of inclusion, of material benefits, and some who are not. The response to the accusation that trans people are groomers and rapists should not be to say: “No, we’re not.” You cannot engage in a discourse with your oppressor. You cannot just pick the opposite pole.’

         As Rovinelli insists, queer people need the freedom to be anything on-screen, even deplorable or irredeemable. Advocates of that idea may be gaining in number. In April 2023, the British film-maker Campbell X (Stud Life) put out an invitation on social media to ‘please share with me your most controversial take on LGBTQI films’.3 Among those who responded was Francis Lee, the director of God’s Own Country and Ammonite. ‘Make your gay characters complex,’ Lee said.4 ‘Problematic. Nasty fuckers who do bad things. Unapologetic. Evil. Manipulative. Unlikeable. Three-dimensional. Villainous. Not just the “cute” teens holding hands.’

         It’s an admirable goal. And yet that manner of portrayal invariably encounters opposition from funding bodies, festival selection panels and distributors before it can even reach critics and audiences. One of the most egregious examples of a radically queer film being stymied on its way to the marketplace is Sam H. Freeman and Ng Choon Ping’s 2023 thriller Femme. Nathan Stewart-Jarrett plays Jules, a statuesque drag queen whose confidence is shattered after he is the victim of a homophobic attack. Months later, he spots his closeted 32assailant, Preston (George MacKay), in a gay sauna. Preston doesn’t recognise him out of drag, which gives Jules the chance to contrive a sexual relationship with him as revenge. He is playing the long game, not knowing where or how it might end.

         Raising the budget was a challenge even off the back of a BAFTA-nominated short of the same name. A leading UK body turned the film down at the funding stage. One company pledged a chunk of the movie’s budget, only to withdraw it six weeks before shooting was due to begin. Privately, its executives expressed doubts about the commercial viability of Black queer content, as though the casting of Stewart-Jarrett as Jules might limit the film’s appeal. It was always Ng’s preference that one of the leads should be played by a person of colour. ‘Our desires are shaped by what we see,’5 he says. ‘So I was keen to tell a story that was outside the usual two white guys. But it wasn’t a deal-breaker.’ None of the characters were written as a specific race; it just so happened that Stewart-Jarrett was the best actor who auditioned to play Jules. ‘No one we saw held a candle to him,’ says Freeman.6

         In its tension between physical presence and emotional fragility, its splinters of vengeance and victimhood knitting together under the skin, Stewart-Jarrett’s performance is comparable to Sigourney Weaver’s in Death and the Maiden. Like her, he leaves many of his character’s beat-by-beat emotions and motivations daringly opaque, even to himself. As the film proceeds, Jules’s mission becomes adulterated by desire and even affection for his attacker. Those emotions, never verbalised, feed into the film’s suspenseful overarching enigma. The secrets that Stewart-Jarrett carries in his eyes still haven’t been spilt by the final shot.

         Femme had its world premiere at the Berlin International Film Festival, or Berlinale, in February 2023. ‘People gasped in the right places,’ says Ng. ‘There are many ways Jules’s story could have gone: it might have addressed healing and reconciliation, or it could’ve been 33an exploitation traumapalooza. But we wanted to make a thriller, which is not traditionally a space for queerness, and that’s how it went across in the room that night.’

         The film received a standing ovation. ‘I was crying,’ says Stewart-Jarrett.7 ‘But I was wearing this silk shirt, so I couldn’t use it to wipe my tears. I said to George, “I don’t know what to do!” And he was like, “Wipe them on my back.” Here I am on stage wiping my face on the back of George’s shirt. It was emotional. We all believed in the film, and here we were in this moment of joy.’

         What happened next was unfortunate. ‘There were 800 people, it was the first time we had shown the film publicly, and we were exhausted from a full day of press interviews,’ says Freeman. ‘It’s 11 p.m., we’re all up on stage – Ping, Nathan, George and myself – and the moderator asks a few things. It’s going well. Then they go to the audience for questions, and this guy stands up. He has something written down, and he starts reading from it: “In a world where violence against trans people is at an all-time high, why would you choose to make a film where …”’ He sighs. ‘I can’t remember the rest. Ping and I looked at each other and panicked. It’s not like we hadn’t thought about the question before, but we were in such a nervous place. We just went blank.’

         ‘It was yelled at us,’ says Stewart-Jarrett. ‘The words were screamed.’ He stepped in with a rejoinder along the lines of: when it stops happening on the streets, we won’t need to show it on-screen. ‘I wanted to close it down without being rude.’

         ‘Nathan handled it so well,’ says Freeman. Who was the disgruntled speaker? ‘I heard he was a film-maker. He had this campy, queer sci-fi film on the festival circuit around the same time as us. I’m trying to remember his name. Rabbit something. Harvey Rabbit maybe?’

         
            *

         

         34‘Before we proceed,8 I would like it to go on the record that the story-telling and everything about the film-making was great. I do not want to insult these folks. I’m choosing my words carefully, and I need that to be very clear.’

         Harvey Rabbit is speaking from his apartment in Berlin. He has black-framed glasses and thick mutton chops and is wearing bright blue dungarees over a striped long-sleeved T-shirt. He is the director of Captain Faggotron Saves the Universe, a comic fantasy about a swishy superhero, his intergalactic alien non-binary ex-lover and a horny gay Christ. The film is decked out in calorific colours, includes faux-naïf animated inserts and climaxes with a literal climax: Captain Faggotron’s copious ejaculation on a church altar, which enables queer satyrs, nymphs and demons to emerge from a quivering pink sphincter known as the Anus of Hell.

         After the Berlin screening of Femme, Rabbit was the first to take the mic. ‘Someone has to, right?’ he says. ‘It’s usually me. And I’m a good talker, I guess. I knew this was their world premiere. I didn’t want to ruin their moment but I was just so mad.’

         His displeasure began before the movie did. ‘The directors came on stage to introduce the film. They’ve got this huge audience and they’ve both chosen to represent themselves in a masculine fashion in terms of clothing. And that’s fine. I know there’s a lot of discrimination against cis gay men, and that they face violence and threats, too. I get that. Especially as I appear to be a cis gay man, and I can tell when some dude is not OK with who I am. Even if they have no idea I’m trans, I somehow threaten their masculinity. But to go to a movie called Femme and then to see these cis men on stage who don’t have any gender-fuck going on, no make-up, no display of queerness – that’s a little bit of an alarm bell for me.’

         The film started. Jules performs his late-night drag act; still in his stage costume, he then visits a nearby convenience store where he is 35mocked by Preston’s friends; in response, he taunts Preston for eyeing him up in the street earlier that evening. In the attack that follows outside, Jules is slammed against a wall and thrown to the ground. His clothes are torn from him. It is as if he is being stripped of his queerness.

         ‘Right away, I started making notes,’ says Rabbit. ‘I have an agenda. I will not be shy about saying that. My agenda is: more trans joy. More queer joy. We need joy. Did you see the TV show Pose? That was great. It changed the world for trans women, and maybe trans people. But it seems like we always have to be punished for going outside the gender lines, and I’m sick of it.’ His voice rises indignantly.

         When the microphone reached him that night, he let rip. ‘I was at the peak of my agenda. I was attempting to make my point and be diplomatic, but I wanted an answer to my question.’ Which was? ‘Just: “Why?” Why show that people who challenge the gender binary are going to face violence, even if you’re saying it shouldn’t happen? Why show it at all? But especially in the time we’re in right now, with so much violence against femmes and trans women of colour.’

         Did he receive the answer he wanted? ‘They didn’t really address my global concern. Not everyone is as political as I am, and that’s OK. I’m only speaking from my super-campy perspective.’ What about Stewart-Jarrett’s response? ‘I don’t disagree with him. But there were a lot of bourgeois heterosexual people in the audience who have no contact with the queer world. And even more than the film-makers needing to hear my voice – sorry, film-makers! – I felt the audience needed to hear what I had to say. To hear from a queer person that we can be represented in other ways.’

         He didn’t stay for the rest of the Q&A. ‘I was mad. I waited outside for my friends to come out of the Kino. Most people didn’t make eye contact with me. Fine. But one person, who was femme-looking, came up and thanked me.’ 36

         A month after the premiere, Rabbit posted a one-star, one-paragraph note about Femme on Letterboxd. It concluded: ‘Why are we all so addicted to queer tragedy and pain?9 Can we please flip the script?’ Among the thirty-two users who hit ‘like’ on his post was bruceclarklois, who left an even harsher score – half a star – and the following comment: ‘haven’t seen (and will not bother to watch!) but I trust all the negative reviews I’ve seen on this one so I’m trying to do my part to bring down the average rating.’10 Then a saluting emoji.

         I read that aloud to Rabbit, and he laughs. ‘That’s funny. But having people not watch the film was not my M.O. I just want to see more femmes and trans characters having a good time on camera. With the protagonist here, I don’t even know if getting revenge made him feel better.’

         It’s been more than a year since he saw the film, so I remind him how the story plays out: Jules fosters with Preston a sexual and emotional closeness over several months, leaving his assailant vulnerable, invested and (as the final scene shows) capable of tenderness. Jules’s revenge is anything but sweet. It’s ugly and complicated, and it’s intended to leave the viewer conflicted.

         ‘I do think there’s room for that kind of story,’ Rabbit says. ‘But another way Femme could have gone is the protagonist might have gotten attacked and then – OK, this is a different movie – but he could have formed a gang and gone after guys like his attacker. Or he could have become a killing machine. My issue was he didn’t get to experience any joy. None. He’s just miserable. I want to see femmes win! I want to see trans people win!’

         
            *

         

         In the months that followed the premiere, Freeman and Ng received multiple knock-backs. They heard that people in the industry were 37wary of supporting a film that had a Black protagonist but no Black director – a judgement call which paradoxically robbed Stewart-Jarrett of any agency.

         ‘There is a lack of directors who are not white,’ the actor points out. ‘We know that. So am I only meant to work with Black ones? If so, I’m not going to work very often.’

         Concerns over the subject matter proved even more pressing, and soon a pattern began to emerge. First, there would be initial enthusiasm from prospective distributors, even the promise of a bid. Then the heat would cool after other employees on those teams voiced objections to the brief scenes of violence which bookend the film, or to the idea of queer trauma.

         ‘There was a good amount of interest from relatively big names,’ recalls Freeman. ‘But generally, you’d hear that younger members of the team weren’t happy.’ In such situations, it becomes possible for a well-meaning liberal aversion to the dramatisation of trauma to coincide, albeit inadvertently, with a right-wing tendency to police or nullify challenging queer material. ‘There’s this weird point where they kind of meet, even though they might hate each other.’

         It happened on a larger scale in 1980, when opposing political flanks savaged another thriller spiked with queerness: William Friedkin’s Cruising, starring Al Pacino as a cop going undercover in New York’s BDSM scene to search for a serial killer who is butchering gay men. On one side was the MPAA, which demanded extensive cuts to escape what the board’s chairman, Richard Heffner, predicted would be a rating of ‘5 billion Xs’.11 Some exhibitors refused to play the film or posted warning notices to customers: ‘Cruising is a picture we sincerely wish we did not have to show,’12 said the Mid-America Theatres chain, cornered by its contractual obligation. On the other side were the gay activists who had successfully disrupted the shoot. Arthur Bell in the Village Voice, who in 1979 called the then-unfilmed 38script ‘the worst possible nightmare of the most uptight straight’,13 encouraged gay New Yorkers and business owners to ‘give Friedkin and his production crew a terrible time if you spot them in your neighborhoods’, which they duly did. Protestors redoubled their efforts once the movie was in cinemas by picketing screenings, handing out leaflets which promised that ‘gay people will die because of this film’. Between them, right and left gave Cruising quite the bruising.

         One of the most significant snubs to Femme came from the BFI London Film Festival, which declined to programme the movie. ‘There was pushback,’14 says the film’s executive producer, Harriet Harper-Jones. ‘We did fight. We wrote to the LFF. It felt particularly important given how the film was made. It was the most diverse crew I’ve ever seen, both racially and gender-wise. There were several trans and non-binary crew members, which is unheard of. It was extra-ordinary. So that was really hurtful.’

         When Stewart-Jarrett heard that Femme had been rejected by the LFF, he met with the festival’s director, Kristy Matheson. ‘I did this kind of pilgrimage, just to ask “why?” I was sweating beforehand: I had a fantasy that I was going to get us in. That didn’t happen.’

         I ask Harvey Rabbit whether he thinks his Berlin tirade might have harmed the film’s chances at the LFF. ‘That’s highly unlikely,’ he says. ‘Films get rejected by festivals all the time. And I doubt my opinion holds that much weight with festival curators.’

         Freeman isn’t so sure. ‘Who knows?’ he says. ‘There were people from everywhere in the room that night. Who knows how much damage he did? He really threw a grenade at us.’

         Femme did find a UK distributor, which marketed the film bafflingly as a straightforward thriller, putting it predominantly into outer-London multiplexes when it should have been playing art-houses. Indeed, one of the sticking-points seemed to be that Femme doesn’t behave like a gay film; sexuality isn’t its subject. Instead, it 39trespasses on the heterosexual terrain of the genre movie, looking and acting like a thriller. The movie’s characters are all in a kind of drag: Preston in his leisurewear, his tattoos, the bright lemon hoodie that he wears during the assault; Jules in his on-stage garb, and, later, the ‘straight’ wardrobe (including that hoodie) which he adopts as his undercover disguise. Femme is also in drag: too gay for some of those who saw it as a thriller, too genre-based for anyone hoping for ‘gay’. How much queerer could a film get?

         ‘It sat between two stools,’ says Harper-Jones. ‘The straight audience felt discomfort because it’s a gay film that is not issue-based. And there was discontent within the privileged, mainly white gay community, where the reaction has been: “How dare you? It’s a Black gay character suffering violence and you’re trying to make it commercial.” If Preston was vilified, and if Jules was a good gay Black man who was attacked but then sought redemption and became this happy drag performer, everyone would have loved that: poor Black guy gets beaten up and then becomes stronger for it! But Jules is both the victim of a violent act and a perpetrator. It’s the whole fucking manifesto of the film: it’s about the cycle of violence.’

         The movie’s profile was so low that by the time awards season rolled around, many voters simply hadn’t seen it. While other British debuts, such as Scrapper, Rye Lane and How to Have Sex, were splashed on the sides of buses, Femme remained a grubby little secret. It did scoop the Best Feature Film prize at the LGBTQ+ Iris Festival in Cardiff, where Captain Faggotron Saves the Universe was also competing. (Harvey Rabbit’s film took home the Best Performance Beyond the Binary award for its star, Bishop Black.) And Femme triumphed at the BIFAs (British Independent Film Awards), where voting is weighted differently from other awards bodies: a film earns nominations based on how highly it scores with those who see it, rather than the number of people who vote for it. In that instance, 40it received eleven nominations and won three prizes, including Best Joint Lead Performance.

         At the BAFTAs, however, it failed even to make the long-list for Outstanding British Debut. ‘Had we not been nominated at the BIFAs, it might have been different,’ says Freeman. ‘But to not make it to the long-list for BAFTA … well, that felt loud.’ Harper-Jones puts it more bluntly: ‘To me, that is a scandal.’

         The movie was picked up by Utopia in the US, where it went down a storm. Ryan O’Connell, star and creator of the queer Netflix series Special, called it ‘a fucking breath of fresh air, a movie that is challenging and complicated’.15 Megan Ellison, the producer who rode to the rescue of the queer animation Nimona after Disney dropped it, tweeted about Femme: ‘I absolutely love this film … Content warning: it’s very gay.’16 John Waters, Bret Easton Ellis and Bruce LaBruce are also fans.

         ‘You always hope a film will live on,’ says Stewart-Jarrett. ‘And Femme does appear to be quietly snowballing. Making it was hugely positive and full of joy, even though it wasn’t a joyous subject. But what came afterwards was hard to deal with. It’s been this complex experience of rejection.’

         Today, Freeman confesses to being exhausted by the picture’s turbulent journey. ‘We’d put so much of ourselves into making something we thought was honest and nuanced and complex. And so this response from certain parts of the industry that it was in some way dirty or offensive, or that it was a story we shouldn’t be telling … that was tough. There were points, when I was caught up in it all, where I questioned whether I’d want to make something a little safer next time.’

         ‘If we did the film again, I would make all the same choices,’ says Ng. ‘A year on from the premiere, I feel less emotional. Harvey Rabbit is not going to give me a job. He’s not going to fund my work. He isn’t in that position. When organisations and funding bodies have the 41same attitude, the same set of rules – that’s when it becomes substantive. One should never expect 100 per cent support. That’s unrealistic. But where the lack of support comes from can surprise you. There’s this idea that you can only have one type of freedom, because only that type is real and valid. We even deal with it in the film, when Jules’s flatmate tells him he shouldn’t go around carrying all this self-loathing. It’s queers policing queers.’

         
            *

         

         To have the freedom to be shown as flawed, complicated and at times reprehensible, as the characters in Femme are, must be a priority. ‘That’s why we keep going back to Fassbinder, right?’ says Jessica Dunn Rovinelli. ‘One of the best portrayals of a transgender woman in cinema is In a Year of 13 Moons. I can understand why certain transgender activists at the time found it abhorrent, but now it’s great. Elvira is a full cinematic subject: she exists in Fassbinder’s cynical anarchist realm, and she’s allowed to become a woman solely for the sake of another. That feels freeing. That doesn’t make her not a woman. She just does it so her boyfriend will fuck her, and I think it’s fascinating; it’s within the realm of capital and these sorts of brutal exchanges that characterise how Fassbinder constructs a film world. That’s exciting.’

         In a Year of 13 Moons opens with the Adagietto from Mahler’s Fifth Symphony, which also dominates Death in Venice. (Fassbinder had recently directed that film’s star, Dirk Bogarde, in the moribund Despair.) The picture spans the last five days in the life of a trans woman and ex-butcher, Elvira (Volker Spengler). Before the film begins, she has undergone gender affirmation surgery in response to her boyfriend indicating that he might consider having sex with her if she were a woman. Based upon that flimsy hypothesis, she has 42reshaped her entire body and existence. Now she must reckon with who she has become, and whether she can find love in an emotionally barren world.

         Directly inspired by the suicide three months earlier of Fassbinder’s lover, Armin Meier, the film was one of three made in 1978 by the prolific director. He was in the final four years of his life, yet he seemed indestructible: swaggering and burly, like an alley cat with baby fat, the threat of confrontation daubed on his torn slab of a face.

         In a Year of 13 Moons apparently signalled a new level of immersion for Fassbinder. He was credited in all elements of production: directing, writing, cinematography, art direction and editing (with his co-editor, Juliane Lorenz, to whom he was married at the time of his death).
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