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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


We can (all) be heroes


My love of myths and legends springs from one fantastical source: the 1981 epic movie Clash of the Titans. At the time of its release, Clash stunned reviewers with its Hollywood handling of myth and magic. Roger Ebert reviewed it in the summer of that year, calling it ‘a grand and glorious romantic adventure, filled with grave heroes, beautiful heroines, fearsome monsters, and awe-inspiring duels to the death’. But I knew nothing of this when, as a small child, I happened upon Clash late one night on TV. It blew my mind.


The hero of Clash is Perseus, played by the impossibly beautiful Harry Hamlin, a sweetly dumb fantasy jock – all tanned muscles and pudding-bowl curls in a nip-slip toga. He hears of a princess, Andromeda (played by Judi Bowker), who lives under a curse placed upon her by her spurned ex Calibos, the highly problematic son of sea goddess Thetis, and he soon pledges to save Andromeda. Calibos has recently been cursed himself, transformed by Zeus into a hideous (but ripped) satyr-like creature, and Andromeda can barely look at him. And so he creates an unwinnable contest for her suitors: a tricky riddle that must be answered correctly on pain of death – and any number of clueless princes have already met a grisly end.


As the secret son of Zeus, Perseus is favoured by the gods; but all is not well on Mount Olympus and Thetis works behind the scenes so that Calibos might prevail and marry Andromeda himself. Of course, Perseus – using gifts from the gods – solves the riddle and he and Andromeda are soon hitched, but that’s where things get spicy.


At the wedding, Andromeda’s mother claims that her daughter is ‘even more lovely than the goddess Thetis herself’ and the great sea goddess (in a marvellously camp performance from Maggie Smith) is pissed. Her own colossal monument suddenly crumbles and her pale marble head rolls terrifyingly through the crowd. When it springs to life – something that freaked me out as a child – Thetis finally speaks. She demands that Andromeda be sacrificed to the Kraken, an incredibly swole sea monster. Perseus has just 30 days to complete a dangerous quest to obtain a super-weapon to save her: the head of Medusa. With its young, handsome and nearly naked hero (Perseus), its camp evil queen (Thetis), fey flying horse (Pegasus) and all manner of magic and monsters, Clash had me spellbound. Perseus became my personal hero, although I sometimes wondered: did I want to be him, or be with him?


From that first fateful viewing, I read every myth and legend I could, from Roger Lancelyn Green’s Tales of the Greek Heroes (1958), illustrated by the iconic Pauline Baynes (favoured artist of J R R Tolkien and C S Lewis), to Edith Hamilton’s Mythology (1942) and even Usborne’s Supernatural Guides and World of the Unknown series, but I could find none of the queer magic I was seeking. As a teenager, I discovered the (accidentally) homoerotic sci-fi fantasy artwork of Mark Harrison and Frank Frazetta, with their muscular heroes and oily barbarians, all bulging boobs and codpieces, phallic magical swords and thick-thighed centaurs. But, as raunchy as it all was, it was gay in subtext only.


I watched Clash again and again and again over the years, but as I grew older and, I guess, even queerer, something changed in how I viewed it. Just as Perseus had once glowed, Calibos now simmered. While Andromeda had previously sparkled on the screen, Medusa – all scales and fury – took her place in my mind as Clash’s truly wronged woman. Both Calibos and Medusa, misunderstood by society, are abused and ostracized; and, although they choose darkness instead of turning towards the light, they seemed pretty queer to me. It made me wonder if there might be more queerness glittering inside the stories of old, hidden from view, and I set out to unearth it.


You will not find Calibos and Medusa in these pages; sadly, they are just too villainous to be celebrated as heroes. But they are the creatures who sent me on my own quest to discover the true queer stars of myth and legend: the gay, lesbian and bisexual role models, the gender-nonconforming love (and hate) stories, and the powerful trans and nonbinary archetypes that appear again and again throughout the ancient stories. Hidden in the margins of history books, classical literature and thousands of years of heroic tales, there is a diverse, otherworldly super-community of queer heroes to discover, learn from and celebrate.


But, like any hero’s quest, there are pitfalls in digging around in the past for queerness. The gates are guarded by pearl-clutching academics and Victorian-spirited scholars who have traditionally winced at the idea of ancient queer love. We must also navigate some tired tropes, from Bury Your Gays, where queer characters are more expendable than straight ones, and Lesbian Tragedy, which decrees that if two women fall in love then at least one of them must die. It should also be acknowledged that contemporary notions of sexuality, gender identity and queerness are, well, contemporary, and do not always fit neatly over stories from ancient times. But, while not everything can be queer-edged, there is often a gay glimmer that has been ignored, mocked or suppressed by those in the know.


Meet Patroclus and Achilles (explored in Madeline Miller’s bestseller The Song of Achilles) and the sprawling queer Greek pantheon. Revisit Sappho, queen of the lesbians, and get to know pot-smoking Amazons, protective Vodou deities, Norse tricksters, the Mahābhārata’s genderqueer Shikhandi, and the stars of a bisexual Arthurian three-way.


Because of Clash, and my love of 1980s, 1990s and end-of-millennium pop culture and activist groups, I have also been a little flexible in my approach (and why not?). Meet too the Order of Chaeronea, a secret queer cabal of elites from the time of Oscar Wilde; the Minoan Brotherhood, a gay male-witch community born out of the post-Stonewall summer of gay power; and Daughters of Bilitis, a lesbian activist group who loved to dance. And alongside texts like Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night are clever contemporary spins of the tales of old, from literary characters like Virginia Woolf’s Orlando and Maurice Sendak’s Wild Things, to Anne Rice’s ‘first vampire same-sex parents’ Lestat and Louis, and even gaymer deity Zelda. Meet comic stars like Neil Gaiman’s Dream, aka the Sandman, plus mythical Marvel characters and legendary TV personas from Doctor Who, Xena: Warrior Princess and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.


There is much wisdom to learn from these timeless heroes who have commanded armies, fallen in and out of love, placed curses on gender boundaries and fought to be themselves. But, if there’s one thing I hope you take from this book it is that being a gay demigod, lesbian Valkyrie, trans literary creation, eight-legged flying horse, bisexual Knight of the Round Table, or teenage witch with 1990s mall-Goth styling is no barrier to greatness: we can (all) be heroes.





Some notes on the use of ‘LGBTQ+’ and ‘queer’ in Queer Heroes of Myth and Legend



In this book, I use the term ‘LGBTQ+’. It’s an initialism in flux, with different communities and individuals using it in clever, creative and subjective ways. The + sign does a lot of heroic lifting: it encompasses a multitude of both fixed and shifting identities and intersections that don’t fit neatly into lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans categories. Why? Well, I wanted to include everybody, from gay gods and sapphic saints to gender-nonconforming djinn.


‘Queer’ is a catch-all for some, bringing together LGBTQ+ people into one sprawling family; for others, queer is an identity itself. It’s also an academic movement with a retro 1990s edge that seeks a new way of analysing a culture built around straight expectations, all to a Spice Girls soundtrack. Some might point out that queer was once a slur – and even though it is now widely thought to have been reclaimed, not all agree. What this shows, to me at least, is that both queer and LGBTQ+ are terms that imply huge diversity of thought and interpretation. And so, in these pages, queer relies on context. It will almost always be shorthand for ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ or ‘trans’, but it might sometimes point to something that, well, just isn’t ‘straight’. Oh, and one last thing: queer is a noun but also sometimes a verb. Confused? You’ll get it, I know you will.





ACHILLES AND PATROCLUS


The godly golden frat boy and his mortal geek boyfriend


Achilles is the achingly beautiful demigod of Ancient Greece, desperate to realize his destiny as a legendary war hero. At his side is Patroclus, his complicated, mortal companion, advisor and lover. Although somewhat side-players in the wider story of the Trojan War, the pair’s relationship shines out from the classics, from Homer’s Iliad to the works of Aeschylus and Plato. Its queerness was hidden in the margins of history until classics teacher and author Madeline Miller deftly refocused the myth, bringing this tragic, musclebound love story to the fore.


In her award-winning and bestselling novel The Song of Achilles (2011), Miller deals with the Achilles and Patroclus of the Iliad, drawing on the original, master-tape narrative of their incredible relationship. Although Miller didn’t set out to write an explicitly ‘gay’ love story, the sense of ‘physical devastation’ that Achilles feels on the death of Patroclus spoke deeply to her; put simply, there was no way to see these characters other than as two men in love.
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Miller decodes what she sees as the central mystery of the Iliad: that of the turnaround of Achilles’ seemingly unshakable stubbornness to continue to fight in what has become a senseless, blighted war. In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida (1609), the same scene plays out rather queerly indeed: the Greek commanders cannot even with Achilles, who refuses to come out and fight, suggesting that it is his time in a tent with Patroclus ‘upon a lazy bed the livelong day’ that has made him so ‘dainty of his worth’. In all the stories, Achilles has become immovable – until, that is, he hears Patroclus has been killed.


In the Iliad, it is how Achilles reacts to Patroclus’s death – a scene of high drama – that underlines their love. Achilles refuses to fight to protect his honour, and Patroclus (in a near-magical trance, in Miller’s novel) ultimately dresses up in Achilles’ armour and heads out onto the battlefield. Although he fights with the singular force of a man desperately in love, he has just a fraction of Achilles’ own fighting power and is eventually killed. Hector, Prince of Troy, thinks he is Achilles and brutally slays him. Overcome with grief, Achilles’ sole focus is to avenge his lover’s death; his feat of frenzied bloodlust ultimately ends his own life, earning him a place in legend.


Miller’s take is at odds with that of certain historians, some of whom wince at the idea of Achilles and Patroclus in love, but her source material suggests otherwise. In Book 18 of the Iliad, Achilles claims that he loved Patroclus as his own life; and in another section, the dying Achilles asks for them to be buried together – something Miller plays on in Song, helping push the pair back into contemporary queer consciousness. Their constant struggle to have their unique bond recognized, in both familial and political spheres, is certainly a queer experience the author seeks to highlight. But Miller has fun too. We all know of couples where one basks in the golden light of fame while the other sits around grumpily tending to their lover’s whims. But the author plays with specifically queer iconography, making the lives of these two mythical men seem, well, pretty gay.


There’s also the glittering, pink-crystal-lined cave of Chiron, the burly centaur and educator who looms large in the lives of Achilles and Patroclus like some hot gay zaddy. It’s not just Miller who finds fascination here: there are endless classical paintings depicting a nubile but nervous Achilles and the thick-thighed, lusty Chiron weighing down on him (the man was half-horse, after all). There are also the allusions to sex and muscle-worship, to Achilles’ physical perfection and frat-boy persona, and to geeky Patroclus’s unrequited love, the queerest trope of all.





DIONYSUS


The Greek pantheon’s Pét Nat-loving bisexual party king


As the god of wine and fertility, Dionysus is the Greek pantheon’s party king, the conjurer of orgiastic rites and ritual and a longhaired stoner who sways tipsily through the mythical texts in skimpy goatskin briefs, a bottomless cup of wine in hand. He would transform himself or his followers into animals or multiple versions of himself, drive others to madness, and would often appear with the tempting offer of a honey-dipped fennel stalk. But beyond the hedonism is a complex main character, a queer hero who balanced the godlike figure he was expected to be with the messy, earthly being he truly was.


Dionysus had rather queer beginnings. He is said to have been born twice: once by his mortal mother (and saved at the point of her sudden death, Harry Potter-style), before being sewn into Zeus’s thigh until he reached maturity and was born again, a god. The idea of this second birth gave Dionysus instant mystery-cult status and he was worshipped in secretive ancient communities until the early Christians trademarked being born again. His second birth from a man’s body places Dionysus in a more contemporary space – one where gender is unset and exists in a more malleable, slippery state. He was also raised as a girl, a disguise to protect him from Zeus’s much-maligned yet long-suffering wife, Hera; and although early depictions of Dionysus are of a bearded man, in post-classical art he was transformed into a sinuous femme-presenting boy, a sort of gender-nonconforming club kid for the ancient age.


As an adult, Dionysus was bisexual, falling in love with both men and women. Although he married Ariadne, he originally rolled around with Ampelos, a young and handsome satyr. In Book 3 of Roman poet Ovid’s Fasti (1st century BCE), Ampelos is described as the son of a nymph and a satyr who was loved by Dionysus and died on a dare to pick grapes from a tree. And in Nonnus’s Dionysiaca (5th century CE), Ampelos is gored by a bull and his blood creates the first grapevine. Brokenhearted, Dionysus lifts him up into the stars to become the grape-gatherer constellation. It’s the fantastical gay-tragedy trope that launched a thousand fanfic pages.


His indefinable gender and sexuality and party-monster status made Dionysus a touchstone in ancient and post-classical art. His stories are explored like hot gossip through Athenian vases in the mid-6th century, and through sarcophagi and countless Renaissance paintings and sculptures, revealing lurid parties in the woods with near-naked devotees and more hard-ons than you can shake a fennel stem at. In the eyes of the artists most tantalized by Dionysus, the god’s gatherings would be boozy, animalistic affairs. He is usually flanked by the maenads, his band of female ravers, and the satyrs, impossibly beautiful young men with horses’ ears and everlasting erections. There’s a full-blooded ultra-hedonism that powers the myth of Dionysus, celebrating life, physical pleasure, ecstasy and identity. To many, he’s the god of not giving AF.


But the figure of Dionysus also served to forewarn, to show what might happen if morals were forgotten, lines blurred, robes dropped and the excesses of human nature left unbridled. In ancient times, failure to worship him might summon him to your village, turning the women into maenads who might rip the local men to shreds in fits of rapture. It is perhaps this sticky relationship between ecstasy and destruction that continues to fascinate and inspire.


Donna Tartt’s barnstorming novel The Secret History (1992) explores the deathly effects of the recreation of Dionysian ritual among a group of privileged students at a private school, and he is referenced in popular culture from Xena: Warrior Princess and Riverdale to avant-garde film like Brian De Palma’s early experimental doc Dionysus in ’69, where a theatre troupe writhes around in jockstraps. The legendary parties of the 1970s gay-liberation era had a Dionysian spirit; and today the slow creep of ayahuasca ceremonies and micro-dosing into modern hipster circles feels in sync with this transformative being.


Perhaps the queerest, most complicated hero in the Greek pantheon, Dionysus is many things all at once, an almost indefinable being who simply loves to party. Although the idea that queer love might happen only as a byproduct of ultra-hedonism is problematic to say the least, let’s think of Big D as a liberator. He frees men, women and everyone in between of their inhibitions, their hetero-or homonormativity, if only for one Pét Nat-fuelled, gender-bending night under the stars.





PAN


The hairy-legged goat-daddy of the eternal cruising grounds


The fuzziest god of the Greek pantheon, Pan is lord of the wild, lusty shepherds, budding fertility and impromptus (improv music and theatre – but don’t hold that against him). As the goat-man wandered Arcadia, the densely wooded heart of the Peloponnese, it became the ultimate queer cruising ground. Imagine the sweet, soft rustle of the undergrowth, the crunch of twigs and leaves under hoof, breathy notes from a set of panpipes and then the hurried grunts of a hairy-legged man getting off: this was Pan’s domain.


Although youthful in spirit, Pan is ancient. In mythical terms, he is older than even the Olympians, making his origin story rather murky, although similar elemental nature spirits appear in many cultures. He has the thick legs of a goat, a clunky set of hooves, a man’s top half (albeit with a pair of shiny horns) and an insatiable urge to play music, jack his beanstalk, and nap.


The god of creative fervour, physical energy and siesta, Pan is naturally thought of as the god of sex and sexuality too. He took a male lover, a Sicilian shepherd named Daphnis who created pastoral poetry (and met an untimely end at the hands of a jealous nymph). A 1st-century Roman marble sculpture (after a Greek original) at the National Archaeological Museum of Naples shows Pan and Daphnis together, with Daphnis trying to play a set of pipes and Pan yawn-reaching his arm around him in an overbearing fashion.


In ancient times, Pan inspired a sort of rustic worship, with shrines and statues rather than temples, but it was in the late 19th century that he truly made his mark on contemporary culture. In the late 1890s, Western society was Pan-crazy. While Dracula, Frankenstein and The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde explore the monsters that lurk within all men, academic Victor Imko points out this Victorian Pan reboot coincided with the emergence of gay male identity. In an essay published in the journal Chrestomathy (vol. 12, 2013), Imko nods to several works, including Arthur Machen’s Victorian horror story The Great God Pan (1894), about an outbreak of gay panic in easily scandalized Victorian London, and E F Benson’s Pan-powered ‘The Man Who Went Too Far’ (1904), which showed the awful things that would happen should queerness be allowed to flourish.


On the sidelines, occultist Aleister Crowley (a sort of real-life Doctor Who steampunk villain) led a ritual known as the Night of Pan, where Crowley’s followers would slip into a trance in the horny god’s name. But, for everyone else, Pan meant psychic trouble. It’s easy to see how this half-man, half-goat became the embodiment of duality, the human versus the untamed animal nature the Victorians so feared. That some might hide a sort of queerness within became a terrifying, panic-inducing idea. In fact, the word ‘panic’ derives from Pan himself.


It must have been hard for Victorians to ignore the eye-poppingly graphic depictions of Pan left over from ancient times – statues with gigantic phalluses, or depictions of Pan getting hot and heavy with a goat. For the Victorians, this freewheeling, animalistic god embodied a fear of sexuality, with Pan signifying queerness itself. But this god of the wild was ultimately acting on his most innate urges: does this mean his endless gay romping in the woods could only have been, well, kind of natural? The Victorians struggled to explain it, and instead emphasized the cloven feet and goat horns that lent Pan a certain satanic edge.


Pan continues to clop through pop culture, from the truly odd comedy-fantasy movie 7 Faces of Dr Lao (1964) where he seduces Barbara Eden with his set of pipes, to Tim Curry’s horned god, Darkness, in Ridley Scott’s fan-favourite Legend (1985), and Guillermo del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth (2006). But the most faithful, queer-edged depiction of Pan is in Armistead Maupin’s cult-classic novel Tales of the City (1978), in which Michael Tolliver, a man who has escaped the Bible Belt with its oppressive Victorian values, finds true gay liberation in San Francisco.


One Halloween, he dresses as the one character that can embody this new freedom: Pan. ‘His horns were outrageously realistic,’ writes Maupin. ‘His mock-chinchilla Home Yardage goat haunches jutted out from his waist with comic eroticism. His belly was flat, and his pecs . . . well, his pecs were the pecs of a man who hardly ever cheated on a bench press at the Y [the 1978 version of never missing a leg day].’ If the Victorians feared the way that Pan connects us to our animalistic nature, by the era of Tales of the City, this queer thread to our inner, ‘true’ self is to be celebrated, not suppressed. As Michael readies himself before leaving the house, Maupin writes: ‘Pan is on the rampage tonight!’





THE AMAZONS


The musclebound, pot-smoking wonder women of the ancient world


The Amazons are the mythical warrior women of the ancient world, musclebound matriarchs who matched – and often bettered – men in strength, physical prowess, hunting and combat. They had little use for men, who were used merely to procreate, and preferred their own company. They also loved tattoos, wearing comfortable trousers and, according to Herodotus, smoked a lot of pot. So far, so butch.


In the oldest mythical texts, the Amazons are rarely revered. In fact, they serve as a warning: ancient male scholars saw these manless women as near-monstrous, cruel murderesses and slayers of men (almost every hero in the Greek pantheon has a brush with the Amazons). To later scholars, the idea of a society of women without men, hunting and protecting their travelling nation, was preposterous and some feared that the Amazons were – whisper it – lesbian, at least symbolically.
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