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INTRODUCTION



Come to the dark side.
We have the Babadook.


Underneath every hero’s thrilling quest and every villain’s delightful comeuppance there are archetypal narratives that power all our stories. With the magical ability to caution or inspire, empower or belittle, the timeless influence of the old tales should not be underestimated. That’s why the pain of Circe is the same as that of Buffy’s Dark Willow, or the monstering of Medusa is like Ginger Snaps’ grumpy teenage dropout reluctantly transforming into a hairy werewolf. These ancient ideas teach us many things; not least that heroes are straight and saintly, and that queer characters – those feminist witches, gay vampires, cursed monsters, horny demons and bulging goblin kings – exist only on the dark side.


Of course, many of us yearn to be just like the heroic, oiled-up champions and brave do-gooders of fantasy and mythology. But if you already sense you’re something of an outsider, like so many future-queer kids do, sometimes it’s the bad ones who fascinate. For me, it was David Bowie’s Jareth dancing lithely across the gender boundary in Labyrinth – his impossibly tight leggings haunt me still. It was Medusa in the original 1980s Clash of the Titans, the cursed Gorgon sister slayed by Perseus, whose absence of backstory made me wonder, ‘Just what has this woman done to deserve this?’ And it was Lestat and Louis in the movie adaptation of Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire and their immortal queer love, same-sex parenting and really, really great hair. These showstopping villains – complicated, clever and misunderstood – made the dark side seem, well, kind of fun.


And yet, these powerful mythic archetypes have often been used to push LGBTQ+ people down. We are more used to being the tragic, queer-coded villain than the glittering hero, and we’ve become vigilant about how we are portrayed. Watchful for those tired gay stereotypes, we roll our eyes at queer characters confined to punchlines or porny subplots, trans-identities used for plot twists, straight characters showing their depravity by having gay sex, all before we’re bumped off at the end (they don’t call the trope Bury Your Gays for nothing).


Valiant attempts to right this wrong have transformed culture, and, in recent decades, things have changed. Queer characters in art, literature, film and TV have truly evolved, but in the push for authenticity, something unexpected has happened. Although we have our own Hallmark movies, cute YA novels and mainstream Netflix mega-hits, something has been lost in our reworking of how queer people are portrayed. Have our aims of positive representation made our characters inanely saintly, bland and one-dimensional? Can’t we be evil any more?


So many of our most enticing LGBTQ+ villains turn out to be mistreated in the narrative, or are marked out as evil because of their queerness. If we ignore their stories, we lose something of our own history and our sense of self. As we continue to lift up our champions, we shouldn’t be afraid to get to know our villains, too. And so, these are the true queer villains of myth and legend, the age-old gods and goddesses, the fallen angels who have fallen in love, the lesbian vampires, bisexual ghosts and drag queen sea witches, and the contemporary LGBTQ+ Big Bads, on page or on screen, who are echoes of the ancient ones.


Meet the Minotaur, Medusa and Frankenstein’s Monster, three misunderstood ancients trapped in their lairs, who offer us a queer perspective from their excluded positions. Volatile Hera uses her ancient powers of gender transformation, and Callisto, the victim-blamed nymph ravished by Zeus, is reimagined as the powerful nemesis of Xena, the Warrior Princess. Discover Amaterasu, the beautiful Shinto deity who switches off the sun (only to be lured back to the bright side by a sexy dancing goddess), and biblical villains from the much-maligned Lilith, Adam and Eve’s witchy, problematic third, to Lucifer and his accidentally erotic statues commission by the Church, and Neil Gaiman’s demon Crowley and his queer love for the angel Aziraphale.


Get to know Baphomet, the hideous horned pagan deity who fights anti-gay bigotry in modern-day America, and Mithras, the mysterious pre-Christian being who inspired hundreds of dark, men-only underground chambers across the Roman Empire. There are two complicated queer emperors, one of whom smothered his orgy guests to death with a cascade of flower petals and the other who built a sex shack on the Isle of Capri, and the Templar Knights and the court documents that suggest some brow-raising gay goings-on.


There is artist and filmmaker Derek Jarman’s movie inspired by philandering bisexual painter Caravaggio and his devilish works, and all them witches, from Madeline Miller’s Circe to Disney’s Ursula from The Little Mermaid, and the Sanderson Sisters through to Buffy’s Dark Willow and The Craft’s Nancy Down.


Are all vampires gay? It certainly seems that way. From the bloodlust of Elizabeth Báthory, the world’s most prolific serial killer of young women, to Carmilla, the lesbian literary vampire who predates Bram Stoker’s Dracula (who, in turn, seems to be inspired by Oscar Wilde); Anne Rice’s painfully embarrassing but loveable Lestat; Ana Lily Amirpour’s chador-wearing skateboarding killer; and Tilda Swinton’s Madame Blanc in Luca Guadagnino’s reimagining of Suspiria. The 1970s and 1980s were glory days for minting new queer villains, from A Nightmare on Elm Street 2’s Freddy Krueger, to the riotous camp of Frank-N-Furter and bisexual Beetlejuice, Doctor Who’s the Master, and the bulging queerness of David Bowie in Labyrinth.


Just as we can be inspired by our heroes, there is also great wisdom and wiliness to be learned from our most mischievous and misunderstood queer villains. Come over to the dark side. We have the Babadook.





Some notes on the use of ‘LGBTQ+’ and ‘queer’ in Queer Villains 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 the ultra-masc Minotaur to gay gorgons, teenage werewolves and evil lesbian choreographers.


‘Queer’ is a catch-all for some, bringing together LGBTQ+ people into one sprawling family; for others, queer is an identity in 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.





THE MINOTAUR



The bullish, big-horned lord of the (sex) maze


The Minotaur is the mythical half-muscleman, half-bull of ancient times, a flesh-eating horror who reigns over King Minos’s labyrinth in Crete. Each year, gorgeous yet doomed Athenian ‘tributes’ are sent, Hunger Games-style, to their certain deaths until the Minotaur is slayed by our hero, Theseus. The Minotaur embodies unbridled sexual energy, the monster lurking inside the minds of all of us, representing our innermost desires. And to some, he is the perfect queer villain: a hung, strapping chimera, lord of the darkroom, stalker of the sex maze, who wants nothing more than the flesh of men in his mouth.


Alongside Ovid’s Metamorphoses, countless frescoes, sculptures and mosaics, cups and bowls, the Minotaur has long haunted the dreams of queer artists. He clip-clops through Alison Bechdel’s graphic novel Fun Home (2006) and hits the beach in surrealist poet Charles Henri Ford’s impossibly racy short film Johnny Minotaur (1971), featuring Warren Sonbert and Allen Ginsberg , among others. And follow the thread from the original ancient epics to contemporary academic papers and you will find yourself in a labyrinth of self-published fever dreams. There’s the eye-wateringly titled Mated to the Minotaur (2015) by Tate McKirk, Lusty Labyrinth: A Minotaur/Human Gay Erotica (2022) by Chris P Richards, and Delaney Rain’s The Minotaur’s Mate (2023).


In the Minotaurean legends, bulls and heifers play an outsized and unexpectedly sexualized role, and generations of the great King Minos’s family are haunted by impossibly hench bovine creatures, with their bashful eyes and glistening, moist snouts. They nuzzle their way into King Minos’s bloodline, with his mother Europa a descendent of Io, the nymph turned into a cow by Zeus to protect her identity from Hera. And, of course, there is Europa’s own seduction by Zeus disguised as a bull.


But how did the Minotaur come to be? Poseidon, the great sea zaddy himself, became furious with King Minos for a small transgression and vowed to punish him. He bewitched King Minos’s wife Pasiphae, causing her to fall hopelessly in love with her husband’s prize bull. It was a cruel joke, but Pasiphae enlisted the help of Daedalus and Icarus to help her with a contraption so she could consummate her love – thankfully off-page. Soon, she gave birth to a baby Minotaur.


There is little written about the Minotaur’s early days. King Minos was aghast at the newborn, punishing Daedalus and Icarus, but ultimately tried to accept his wife’s new addition. As the child grew, his true nature began to develop, and Daedalus and Icarus were summoned back and made to build the labyrinth in which they would hide the Minotaur. Eventually, King Minos put his dark secret to use. When his oldest son was killed in the Athenian Games, he sought revenge by forcing the king of Athens to send seven men and seven women to Crete as a tribute – each to be devoured by the Minotaur.


In the Victoria and Albert Museum in London sits Antonio Canova’s pale marble sculpture Theseus and the Minotaur (1781–83), and it has long drawn the eye of queer historians. They see a glimmer of gayness in the piece, not least Theseus’s perfectly ripped body, the athletic locker-room repose and the slipping-off drapery exposing a flash of hero’s bush. He sits heavily on the prone muscle-bound body of his conquest, his heaving buttocks on the creature’s own crotch, whose bull-like head lolls back in the throes of death – or is it ecstasy? It is a favourite of Jack Shoulder, historian and co-author of Museum Bums (2023), who points out that many of Canova’s confidants and contemporaries are thought of as queer, particularly fellow artist Gavin Hamilton. ‘Hamilton was involved at excavations at Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli,’ writes Shoulder (‘Uncovering LGBTQ Artefacts’, Medium, 19 February 2021), ‘and painted subjects like Achilles mourning Patroclus so he was well aware of LGBTQ themes from the ancient world.’ Johann Joachim Wincklemann, the German art historian whose private letters show his adoration of nubile young men, and love of Michelangelo’s perfectly honed Apollo Belvedere, also weighed in on Canova’s project. ‘We can surmise that this piece was informed at least by a queer gaze,’ writes Shoulder, ‘and that there is queer DNA in its making.’
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If the maker isn’t queer, then the inspiration might be. One hundred or so years later, George Frederick Watts – the British allegorical painter and sculptor – painted another Minotaur, only this time from a Victorian viewpoint. Watts’s work feels like contemporary fantasy art, with glowing, dreamlike figures hanging out with angels or sniffing blooms. His painting The Minotaur (1885) has the monster gazing quietly out from a balcony in the sunlight, waiting for the next set of tributes to arrive, and is a study in quiet horror. For Watts, it’s all about the body, as if the Minotaur’s human essence is trying to climb out of its animal form. But what was monstrous to the Victorians now reads like the contemporary male beauty ideal. Watts’s Minotaur is a hulk of triceps, lats and sinew, and pulled taut in a Greek-island selfie spot like so many shirtless fitness influencers posting from vacation: ‘the struggle is real, guys’. It was painted in one delirious morning session after Watts had read about a new bill to both raise the age of consent but also further criminalize homosexuality, and he had his own desires to deal with – not least his impending first marriage when he was 46 and his wife was 16. Swept up in a very Victorian moral panic, Watts had the beast-like nature of man on his mind.


In all the stories and florid depictions, the Minotaur glows with queer energy. He is the unwanted son, rejected by society, with unnatural desires so frightening to the majority that he must be either tamed or destroyed. It is little wonder he is so fascinating to LGBTQ+ artists, some of whom imagine a different fate for the misunderstood monster: what might happen if the Minotaur stepped out of the labyrinth and into the light?





BAPHOMET



The Satanic Panic-inducing demon fighting anti-gay bigotry


Meet Baphomet, the goat-headed, human-bodied pagan deity who clip-clops his cloven hooves through centuries of ghost stories, horror movies and the feverish dreams of the conservative Christian right wing. With two fingers pointing up to the sky, and two more pointing down in a perpetual dad-on-the-dancefloor move, he’s hairy, horny and queer as all hell.


Although the etymology of Baph is ancient, his earliest mentions as a deity are found in Inquisition transcripts dating back to the 1300s. There, he is linked to the Knights Templar, the mysterious Catholic military corps charged with protecting pilgrims. Their secretive ways drew suspicion and scorn and the fanatical soldiers soon found themselves accused of everything, from gay sex parties to worshipping a Satan-adjacent deity. Back then, Baph was a merely a rumour, a shadow on the overreach of the Church, but he soon entered the collective consciousness and became the antagonist of every scary story. He still has resonance with occultists and mystics, but some modern-day pagans point to Baph’s neutrality. He isn’t purely evil but embodies duality – good and bad – his pointing fingers symbolizing the phrase ‘as above, so below’. He continues to haunt conspiracy theories of the Freemasons and the Illuminati, and powered the Satanic Panic of the 1980s. In recent years, Baphomet has become a cleverly deployed symbol challenging religious overreach and political hypocrisy and promoting pushes for queer liberation.


Enter the satanists, specifically The Satanic Temple (TST), a LGBTQ+ -friendly group for whom Baphomet has inspired divine-like fortitude. Co-founded by Lucien Greaves in 2013, TST uses symbolism like Baph to poke at those in privilege and power. Its superstitious imagery, incantations and berobed ceremonies hide an open secret: its members are nontheistic. They don’t strictly worship Baphomet – or Satan for that matter – but exercise their right to do so. Born during the now defunct New Atheist movement, TST aims for the separation of church and state and is overwhelmingly liberal and queer-friendly. Its current focus? Upholding a woman’s right to access abortion.


In 2013, TST infamously held its first Pink Mass over the grave of Catherine Johnson, the mother of late Westboro Baptist Church leader Fred Phelps. Weeks after the Boston Marathon bombings, Phelps claimed that the Westboro Baptist Church would picket the funerals of the victims with its usual tiresome anti-gay messaging (graveside antagonisms were the Westboro Baptist’s stock move in the mid-2000s). In response, The Satanic Temple held its very queer ritual. Lucien Greaves wore a headdress made of horns and two male couples and a female couple recited TST scripture, lit candles and kissed salaciously over the grave. TST claimed that the ritual had changed the sexuality of Catherine Johnson: ‘The ritual was conceived to make Fred Phelps believe that The Satanic Temple had turned his mother gay in the afterlife,’ writes TST at TheSatanicTemple.com, ‘and succeeded in invoking the ire of the Westboro Baptists.’


A few years later, Baphomet was in the spotlight again. TST’s impact litigation involves legal challenges to install Baphomet statues in public spaces where Christianity unfairly dominates, and in 2018 it found the perfect site. A Ten Commandments statue had been proudly unveiled on Arkansas State Capitol grounds, which, as TST pointed out, seemed to contravene the First Amendment that prohibits the government endorsing any particular religion. The satanists asked if they could install their beloved Baphomet statute there too. The answer from state officials? Hell, no. And so, Lucien and others drove an immense, 2.9m (7½ feet) bronze Baphomet statue, featuring the winged goat-man and two adorable children, 22 hours from Salem, Massachusetts to Little Rock, Arkansas to highlight their case against the state. This Baph already had something of a reputation. The statue had been crowdfunded and unveiled in Detroit in July 2015, with Lucien and TST asking for a simple donation for each ticket to the ceremony. Rather than cash, though, the TST had asked guests to sign over their soul – and, incredibly, 700 Baph-lovers were happy with the bargain.


Theatrical press stunts aside, there is something heartwarming about this modern love of Baphomet. In the US, where the separation of church and state is, at times, merely symbolic, those illiberal, conservative and anti-queer ideals can creep into everyday life. Lucky, then, that LGBTQ+ people who grew up hiding their identities in religious communities have found solace under the bat-like wings of Baphomet.





MEDUSA



The misunderstood monstrous femme


In a fire-lit death lair, Hollywood jock Harry Hamlin hides behind a pillar, his lithe muscle-twink body glistening, his soft curls giving top-3-percent TikTok hair-influencer energy, desperate to avoid being turned to stone. In contrast, his foe is so utterly hideous, so monstrous, that a mere glance into her eyes would mean certain death. But Harry – or rather, Perseus – has a plan. He takes the magical shield gifted to him by the gods and, using it as a mirror, tracks the slithering, reptilian humanoid through the shadows, his sword at the ready. The scene from 1981’s classic fantasy movie Clash of the Titans shows Perseus, our hero, ultimately beheading Medusa, the mythic monstrous snake-haired femme that haunts the ancient tales. She is perhaps one of the best-known monsters of legend, inspiring countless sculptors, artists and writers from Dante to Shakespeare and Shelley, and even the fashion house Versace, all with different takes on her beastly form through to her transgressive beauty. But she is also the ultimate wronged woman, a survivor of abuse, feminist symbol and queer icon.


The earliest, most primitive depictions of Medusa have her as a lumpy, hand-made terror. In early depictions, the Gorgon was a grinning, hairy head with beard and tusks meant to protect its owner, though later on, Medusa, one of three Gorgon sisters, took on a beautiful, more human (although still terrifying) countenance. Medusa, the only mortal sister, then incurred the wrath of Athena due to her boastfulness about her ill-fated love affair with Poseidon – though more likely she was molested by the great sea god against her will in Athena’s temple. This next aspect of the story is hard to square. Rather than punish Poseidon, Athena victim-blamed Medusa (if there are two things both the Ancient Greeks and Zeus’s toxic pantheon loved, they are victim-blaming women and punishing those who boasted). To recap: the young Gorgon is violated by Poseidon, transformed by Athena into a vicious creature with snakes for hair and left to simmer and seethe until she is beheaded by Harry Hamlin. Surely Medusa wins the prize for the most wronged monster in existence?


Medusa has long attracted the attention of feminist academics and queer theorists who have deciphered her modern meaning and unpicked her supervillain status. Those early, bearded depictions on Medusa are of a female creature that refuses conventional femininity; she has a thoroughly queer body with the power to paralyse the jocks and chads of the heteronormative male world. Freud had some dark ideas about Medusa embodying the threat of castration, and in Sexual Personae (1990), Camille Paglia reminds us how the Gorgon’s bloodlust is gender-specific, ‘Men, never women, are turned to stone by gazing at Medusa.’


In her 2020 book Warriors, Witches, Women, Kate Hodges tells us that ‘Medusa has become shorthand for a particular brand of strong female agency perceived as aggressive or “unladylike.” ’ As Hodges points out, throughout history, outspoken women have been reimagined as the Gorgon in a bid to silence their voices and act as a warning to others who might step out of line. ‘In the twentieth century, anti-suffragette postcards likened the protestors to the monster,’ she writes; and ‘during the 2016 American election campaign the image of Hillary Clinton’s snake-bedecked raging head being cut off by her Republican rival Donald Trump – compared to Perseus – appeared on unofficial merchandise.’ To Hodges, the message of these misogynistic Medusa memes is clear: ‘Keep your mouth shut or we’ll shut it for you.’ Paglia seems to agree: ‘Her hideous grimace is men’s fear of the laughter of women.’


Back in the death lair, Medusa – a brilliant archer – picks off Harry’s hunting friends one by one. Movie monster-maker Ray Harryhausen has her clamouring on her hands, her snake-body twisting behind her like some hideous landlocked mermaid, determined to kill handsome Perseus. Eventually, our hero prevails and lops off her head, falling back to catch his breath, and Medusa has been vanquished. But the story of the Gorgon is far from over. Her bewitched head is a still-potent superweapon and Perseus uses it to defeat the Kraken. This symbol of Perseus the hero holding the Gorgon’s severed head reverberates throughout culture, and its most famous depiction is Benvenuto Cellini’s mid-1500s bronze Perseus with the Head of Medusa. With the Gorgon’s head dripping with blood, it’s a gory metallic masterpiece (Cellini had form here: he had slain his own brother’s killer, who is thought to have acted in self-defence). The statue is in dialogue with the other nearby statues of the Piazza della Signoria in Florence, all of them marble, all of them men, as if Medusa has turned them all into stone.


[image: illustration]





HERA



Mount Olympus’s master gender-switcher with revenge on her mind


For all his thrilling adventures, manly triumphs and problematic sexual conquests, Zeus has earned infinite fame, the world’s most swole statues and a fanbase that fizzes with excitement every time he throws a thunderbolt. But there is a member of the Greek pantheon who would gladly see the great king of the gods cancelled. Zeus has his own personal antagonist, a divine, immortal sourpuss who is always there in the shadows, tutting and rolling her eyes. Many of the ancient stories cast Prometheus as Zeus’s main enemy, the titanic fire-thief who helped the humans escape Olympian overreach, but it is his wife, Hera, who is the true villain of the piece. Or so the ancient stories would have you believe.
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