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THE THIRD BODY

Patterns in the construction of the
subject in gay male narrative film

Prelude: Victorian gay photography and its invisible subject

N INETEENTH-CENTURY HOMOEROTIC photography established a constel-
lation of three types in its construction of the male body. The three bodies
can be glimpsed through the photographs of Wilhelm von Gloeden, the Prussian
aesthete and archetypal gay Victorian who worked in Taormina, Sicily, until his
death in 1931. Two objects of the homoerotic gaze, the ephebe and the ‘he-man’
(the adolescent youth and the mature athlete, respectively) constituted polar
figures in his work. The ephebe, Ganymede, was by far the most popular body
type in the erotic repertory of the Victorian gay imaginary. He reflected both
cultural justifications derived from the classical pastoral model, and economic and
social realities of the period. The ephebe in drag was an important subcategory:
cross-gender motifs offered not only an image of nineteenth-century sexological
theories of the ‘Urning,” or the ‘third sex,” a biological in-between, but also a
matter-of-fact acknowledgement of the marketplace scale of erotic tastes. The cross-
dressed ephebe may also have functioned as an alibi for that homosexuality that
dared not fully assume the dimensions of same-sex desire, a reassurance for the
masculine-gendered body and identity of the discreet spectator (not to mention the
producer and censor).

The ephebe was predominant in von Gloeden, and there were only occasional
appearances of the ‘he-man,” the Hercules who substitutes maturity for pubescence,
squareness for roundness, stiff, active, untouchability for soft, passive accessibility.
Apparently not von Gloeden’s cup of tea, the he-man was nevertheless very popular
with other Victorian photographers, and omnipresent in other cultural spheres, from
the Academy to the popular press and postcard industry, that is, in media that were
on the surface more respectably homosocial than homosexual.
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These two bodies together predicated in turn a third body, an implied gay
subject, the invisible desiring body of the producer-spectator — behind the camera,
in front of the photograph, but rarely visualized within the frame. The third body,
the looking, representing subject, stood in for the authorial self as well as for the
assumed gay spectator.

The Victorian homoerotic pattern of visualized objects and invisible subjects
replicated those structures of Otherness and sexual difference inherent in all patri-
archal Western culture. In fact, in gay culture, as we shall see, those structures
seemed even exaggerated, as if to offset the sameness of the same-sex relation, to
unbalance the tedious symmetry of the Narcissus image. The ephebe addressed the
phallic spectator as older, stronger, more powerful, active, just as surely as the
female photographic object addressed its gender opposite, the heterosexual male
spectator. At the same time, the he-man object addressed the more ‘feminized,’
passive body of the homoerotic spectator. As for all the other variables entering
Victorian gay iconography, from implied distinctions of class, age, and gender role
to Orientalist and classical trappings, these clearly accentuated and elaborated on
the basic built-in structures of difference.

In Victorian gay photography the third body, the gay subject, became visible
only in the minor genre of the self-portrait. Von Gloeden and his American

Figure 55.1 A rare convergence of ephebe and he-man in the photography of Wilhelm
von Gloeden
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Figure 55.2  Self-portrait of von Gloeden as a Christ in disguise

contemporary Holland Day, both adopting the drag of Christ, anticipated the
element of costume and disguise in the gay self-portrait in its later photographic
manifestations of our century (think of George Platt Lynes and Robert
Mapplethorpe).

Twentieth-century gay cinema and its visible subject

In the twentieth century, it is gay male filmmakers, competing with photographers
as prophets of the homosexual body, who most definitely take up the job of
constructing the gay subject. In the gay-authored narrative cinema, as gay themes
become more and more explicit after the Second World War, filmmakers replace
the alibis of their photographer precursors with an agenda of self-representation and
self-definition. At the same time, they unfreeze the iconicity of the photographic
body with the identificatory drive of narration and characterization. From his obscure
corner in the photographic corpus, the third body finally enters the foreground of
the image, alongside the ephebe and the he-man, the objects of his desire. In the
new configuration of character types, the cinema provides two points of entry for
the gay spectator: a site for identification with the narrative subject, and a site for
specular erotic pleasure in his object.

Within a gay narrative universe that remains remarkably constant across the
seventy-five year span of my cinematic corpus, 1916-90, the gay subject consistently
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accomplishes twin functions. On the one hand, he enacts a relationship of desire —
constituted through the specular dynamics basic to the classical narrative cinema,
the diegetic and the extra-diegetic gaze — and on the other, he enacts certain narra-
tive functions that are more specific to the gay imaginary. These functions often
have a literally discursive operation within the diegetic world. To be specific, the gay
subject takes on one of, or a combination of, several recurring social roles, namely
those of the artist, the intellectual, and/or the teacher. In other words, to complete
the mythological triangle, Ganymede and Hercules are figured alongside, and are
imagined, represented, and desired by, a third body type that is a hybrid of oracle,
centaur, mentor . . . and satyr.

The gay subject looks at and desires the object within the narrative. As artist-
intellectual he also bespeaks him, constructs him, projects him, fantasizes him, in
short, represents him. He fucks with him rarely, alas, seldom consummating his desire
as he would within the master narrative of the (hetero) partriarchal cinema built on
the conjugal drive. The dualities set up by both photographers and filmmakers —
mind and body, voice and image, subject and object, self and other, site for iden-
tification and site for pleasure — these dualities remain literally separate. For the
most part, narrative denouements, far from celebrating union, posit separation, loss,
displacement, sometimes death, and, at the very most, open-endedness. Yet, at the
same time, the denouement may also involve an element of identity transformation
or affirmation. In fact the assertion of identity, the emergence from the closet
(to use a post-Stonewall concept), is often a basic dynamic of the plot, usually
paired with an acceptance of the above separation, and signalled by telling alter-
ations in the costumes that we shall come to in a moment. Through all of these
patterns, the same-sex imaginary preserves and even heightens the structures of
sexual difference inherent in Western (hetero) patriarchal culture but usually stops
short of those structures’ customary dissolution in narrative closure. In other words,
the protagonists of this alternative gay rendering of the conjugal drive, unlike their
hetero counterparts, seldom end up coming together. We don’t establish families
— we just wander off looking horny, solitary, sad, or dead. Or, as I said with denun-
ciatory fervor along with everyone else in the 1970s, gay closures are seldom

happy endings (Waugh 1977).

Costumes

The physicality of the gay subject is cloaked, like Grandfather von Gloeden in various
corporal, vestimentary, and narrative costumes, which are in sharp contrast to the
sensuous idealized bareness of his object, whether the he-man's squareness or
the ephebe’s androgynous curves. The third body puts on costumes as readily as the
objects of his desire take them off. The element of costume has several resonances.
First, it is obviously a disguise, a basic term of homosexuals’ survival as an invis-
ible, stigmatized minority. Second, it operates to desexualize the subject within an
erotophobic regime in which nudity articulates sexual desirability. Finally, costume
is a cultural construction, which sets up the nudity of the object as some kind of
idealized natural state, but at the same time acknowledges the historical contingency
and discursive provenance of sociosexual identity, practice, and fantasy.
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Figure 55.3  The disguise and mortality of the gay subject in Death in Venice, 1971 (Dir.
Luchino Visconti; Courtesy Warner Bros)

. The costumes of the gay subject are familiar markers from the repertory of
cinematic realism, drawing singly or in combination from a roster of attributes, each
attribute predicating its opposite in the narrative object of desire. Thus we have:

1 age as opposed to the greater youth of the object (e.g. Mikael or Montreal Main);

2 class privilege as opposed to peasant, proletarian or lumpen affinities (e.g. Ludwig
or Ernesto);

3 cultural-racial privilege as opposed to identities that are less white, or less European
(e.g. Arabian Nights, Prick Up Your Ears, and Mala Noche);

4 clothing connoting all of the above, as opposed to nudit ’ i

> eg. AB Splash

N PP ity (e.g. 4 Bigger Splas

5 bc.adily condition, by which I mean markers such as eyeglasses, makeup, obesity,
disease, and mortality, as opposed to beauty, strength, and health (e.g. Death in
Venice, Caravaggio);

6 gem.iet role as opposed to its complement (this pair is a reversible term; if the
subject is feminized, the object is often masculinized, and vice versa, with
narrative oppositions of active—passive or powerful-submissive assigned either

in the traditional gender configuration (e.g. Flesh, The Naked Civil Servant); or °

7 its inverse, that is, with the object exerting control over the subject (e.g.
Querelle, Sebastiane).
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Shifting ground

All of these narrative functions and layers of narrative costumes constitute a mosaic
of the gay self, the third body, which subtends the corpus of the gay-authored
narrative cinema from the First World War to the present. Certain films stand out
as prototypes of successive generations of the gay imaginary. Under the shadow of
the German civil rights campaign of the Scientific Humanitarian Committee
(1897-1933), the pair of films based on the gay novel Mikael, by Mauritz Stiller
(1916) and Carl Dreyer (1924) respectively, together with the German social-
reform narrative feature Anders als die Anderen (1919), produce the jilted artist and
the violinist blackmail victim as the first gay subjects of the cinema.

In the considerably more repressed period after the Second World War, the
works of Anger, Fontaine, and Warhol elaborate obliquely on the pattern. They
tease out heightened and ambiguous tensions with spectator voyeurism and construct
a gay subject that is partly obscured, displaced, or off-screen. In the early 1970s,
Visconti’s Death in Venice and Pasolini’s ‘Trilogy of Life’ converge as a final cele-
bration of a departed (fantasized?) sexual regime, as if to deny the rumblings of
Stonewall (not to mention the women’s movement) on the other side of the Atlantic.
Their younger contemporaries, like Larkin, Hazan, Peck, Fassbinder (Germany in
Autumn), and Benner situate the gay subject within a complex, curiously antiseptic
universe where visions of post-Stonewall affirmation are often achjeved at a cost.
Interestingly, in all of these latter films, the gay subjects’ strong nonsexual rela-
tionships with women rival the inter-male subject—object sexuality for dramatic
space.

P Finally, the flood of 1980s updates — the British pair Caravaggio and Looking for
Langston dispelling the shadow of Section 28, the Canadian Urinal, the Dutch 4
Strange Love Affair, the Spanish Law of Desire, the numercus American entries from
Abuse to Torch Song Trilogy — are all eclectic, postmodern renditions of the tradi-
tional configuration of the gay artist-intellectual, situated on various strata of the
cultural hierarchy and in different relations to gay subcultural constituencies. These
entries of the last prolific decade all reflect (implicitly or explicitly) shifting sensi-
bilities and cultural-political strategies in the face of the antigay backlash and the
Pandemic. Significantly, all reclaim the sensuous Pasolinian eroticism which the
Stonewall pioneers had somehow downplayed.

As for the object types, Victorian iconography has undergone a radical shift as
twentieth-century gay male culture has evolved. The predominant icon of the
modern gay erotic imaginary, the he-man (in his postwar ghetto incarnations as
‘trade,’ ‘clone,’ and bodybuilder) has gradually supplanted the ephebe, in both his
straight and ‘in-betweenist’ shapes. Aside from some important exceptions, the
ephebe is now relegated to stigmatized specialty tastes within gay culture. When
young Thomas Mann imagined an ephebe at the center of his novella Death in Venice
in 1911, he was in stride with his generation, but when old Luchino Visconti trans-
lated that vision literally onto the screen sixty years later, it now seemed nostalgic
and anachronistic within the rapidly changing gay cultural context. It is symbolically
apt that the professorial protagonist of A Strange Love Affair supplants his original
ephebe object with the latter’s decidedly bearish old dad. The decline of the ephebe
stems perhaps from the tghtening taboos on pedophilia within sociomedical-juridical
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discourse, but no doubt more fundamentally from changing conceptions of the
economic role and sexual identity of the child, and the emergence of youth culture
with its (post-)pubescent subject. No doubt as well, the gay imaginary has dared
more and more to desire (and represent the desire for) objects with no alibi of ferni.
ninity, but the trend away from the ephebe was clear well before Gay Liberation
took hold. One perhaps symptomatic development of postwar gay sensibilities is
the emergence of a hybrid object, the body of the he-man with the mind of the
ephebe, incarnated archetypally by (Little!) Joe Dallesandro and the cowboy hustlers
of The Boys in the Band and Midnight Cowboy (the last decade may have mercifully
reversed that trend). Regardless, the object type of our dreams may have fluctu-
ated, but the figure of the artist-intellectual remains an all-embracing constant,

The queen

One important variation of the gay artist figure is the queen, whether aggressively
lustful or passively pining. Though the queen does not always have the obvious
discursive narrative function of the artist-intellectual, no one will deny that she
discourses in her active way in the construction of gender, body, and identity. The
queen inherits gender markers from her Victorian third-sex precursor, the ephebe
in drag, but these markers now adorn the gay subject rather than the gay object. In
some manifestations, the queenly subject may even push gender markers into the
realm of biology, whether real or silicone, whether as transvestite, transsexual, or
even as heterosexual woman, all Incarnating to a greater or lesser degree the desirin
gay male subject. Though Molly Haskell (1974) and Pauline Kael (1981) thought
they’d cleverly unmasked the insidious phenomenon of gay men hiding in the bodies
of heterosexual heroines in Tennessee Williams and George Cukor respectively, in
fact the most vivid recurring example in the corpus comes from the Warhol-
Morrissey oeuvre. Here, queens as biologically diverse as Taylor Meade and Holly
Woodlawn join ‘real women’ Jane Goforth and Viva in playing the gay male subject,
often competing for (though never obtaining) the films’ limp and sleepy dreamboat
objects like joe Dallesandro.

The artist

What does it mean for the gay subject to be translated so often as a figure oper-
ating diegetically as a discursive agent, namely as artist or intellectual or queen?
No doubt many factors are in play. On the one hand, two ideals are inherited
from precinematic gay literary traditions: first the ideal of pedagogic Eros, the
Socratic intergenerational initiation (the two silent adaptations of Mikael present a
mentor relationship where the sexual object is simultaneously artistic apprentice
and model), and second the aesthete or dandy, member of a refined and sensitive
elite. Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray may not have been the first work to posit
artistic representation as some kind of metaphoric analogue of gay identity, and the
artist-intellectual as the gay prototype, but it is undoubtedly the Ur-text of the third

body narratives.
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On the other hand, a documentary dimension to the artist figure is also signif-
icant in so far as he embodies a sociological acknowledgment of a sector where gays
traditionally are disproportionately visible, sheltered, and nurtured. More specifi-
cally, an autobiographical discourse can be read on a quite literal level. What else
to make of Visconti, in his sixties, undertaking his final progression of portraits of
aging artistic figures: composer, patron, and connoisseur, respectively in Dea.tb in
Venice, Ludwig, and Conversation Piece? The autobiographical possibility is dram.atlcally
foregrounded in that small group of ‘avant-garde’ works, mostly nonfiction, by
Werner Schroeter, R.W. Fassbinder, George Kuchar, Rosa von Praunheim, Derek
Jarman, and Curt McDowell, where the filmmaker plays himself as gay artist literally
integrating sexual expression and artistic creation. Of course, Pasolini’s performanc.e
as artist in two installments of his trilogy is a unique and sublime variation of this
pattern in narrative fiction. The autobiographical reading of the gay artist figure may
be better understood by comparing it with the important role of autobiographical
writing in the cultural affirmations of other disenfranchised groups, from women
to blacks.

Another perspective on the artist figure assumes an analogy between the
Romantic moment of artistic inspiration/crisis and the gay ritual of coming out.
Pasolini’s Teorema does exactly that, when aspiring painter Pietro has sex with
Terence Stamp and calls into question his entire vocation: Action Painting becomes
Piss Art (Stamp as homoerotic object has had a similar devastating impact in other
films as well, from Billy Budd to Far from the Madding Crowd, and his androgynous

Figure 55.4  Autobiography: the filmmaker Curt McDowell’s hands in Loads
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compatriots, Dirk Bogarde and Michael York, have shown similar propensities —
there’s a thesis in there somewhere).

Perhaps at a more profound psychosexual level is the issue of empowerment
both individual and collective. Does the artistic control of model and scenario, guarf
anteed by professional protocol, social status and/or class privilege, translate into a
fantasy of general sexual empowerment in a hostile social setting? Does specific
sexual control of the body of the loved one represent a symbolic victory over
repression?

The incarnation of the gay subject as artist connotes a sense of presence in the
world that is one of thought and feeling as opposed to action; of desire rather than
consummation; of representing as if in revenge for the nonrepresentation of gayness
in official culture; of observation as if in retaliation for the increasing surveillance
we have been subjected to from the start of this chronology.

) R T ST T 8 e T I N ST

Narrative role: the look and the voice

Sexual looking is, of course, a highly charged activity in our culture, all the more
so for the same-sex look that ventures outside of certain carefully controlled areas
(such as sport). The artist figure, then, at the most pragmatic level, has recourse to
a traditional high-status alibi, and thereby legitimizes sexual looking and repre-
sentation. Furthermore, the artist-intellectual is traditionally an outsider type in
our culture (as is the queen in her simultaneous embrace and rejection of disguise).
The artist’s outsider vantage point fuses with that of the sexual outlaw in patriar-
chal culture. The image of Caravaggio watching the goings-on of the papal court,
or of Aschenbach on the porch of the Venice hotel, is that of both the alienated
artist charting the machinations of social power from the wings, and the gay man
tuning into the sexual undercurrents of his surroundings. The gay artist figure
exposes and concentrates the networks of sexual looking and being-looked-at within
gay narrative and within gay culture, and, in fact, within Western patriarchal culture
as a whole. '
Two interesting variations in the scenario of the look must also be noted:

1 The return of the look of the sexual object. The subject’s model, initiate, or sexual
object looking back can be a key moment in the narrative of the third body,
hinting tantalizingly at the possible union of subject and object. Remember
Tadzio’s complicit look back as Death in Venice draws to a close — a look of
acceptance and reciprocity, perhaps a challenge to the act of voyeurism as well
(this look back is incidentally a key addition that Visconti brought to the Mann
novella). In some cases, the returned look of the object can so dominate or
unsettle or overturn the narrative structure that an entirely new narrative
mythos emerges, the object as subject — as in Fassbinder’s groundbreaking
Querelle or its realist precursor Fox and His Friends, or in Derek Jarman’s
Sebastiane. More literal instances are those moments in 1980s’ works like
Looking for Langston and Law of Desire, where the object looks directly at the
camera and the spectator, thus subverting both the subject-object dynamic and
the narrative syntax of voyeuristic pleasure.
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2 The voice of the subject. In many cases, the look of the gay subject is activated

by or signified by his voice, namely through the mechanism of disembodied
voice-over narration. It might be argued that the preponderance of voice-over
narrations in gay fictional cinema reflects only the low-budget artisanal level
of the production, as in My Hustler or Loads, or in physique movie mogul Dick
Fontaine’s overdubbing of his classic erotic shorts with a giddy voice-over by
queenly commentator Glory Holden. However, the voice-over has lingered
as an aesthetic strategy in nonartisanal cinema, throughout entire films such
as Looking for Langston or in key moments such as the porn-dubbing opening
sequence of Law of Desire.

The voice-over, emitting from the body of author-subject as he retreats
once more behind the camera, may impart a level of retroactive self-reflexivity,
as in Caravaggio and Loads. This voice may also enact a simultaneous sports-
casting relationship to the erotic action of the camera’s gaze, as in My Hustler,
or the gay cable video genre represented by a mid-1980s New York work like
How to Seduce a Preppie (Rick X). With both options, the effect is to amplify
the outsider status of the gay subject, to cement the irreconcilability of subject
and object, and to indulge in a deliriously self-conscious game of voyeurism
that at the same time problematizes and exults in the subject’s look. In Langston
and Querelle, external and literary voices engage in a multivocal address of and
by the gay subject. The often disembodied quotations and overlapping voices
create a distancing, multivalent effect.

The erotic cinema

Many of the foregoing titles, because of the oblique or direct eroticism of their
address, call for a momentary digression to consider how the third body pattern
pertains to that disreputable mirror of the narrative cinema, the erotic cinema
proper. Since no gay fiction is far from the erotic impulse that is central to all gay
(popular) culture, it is not surprising that the third body makes an appearance in
the erotic cinema as well, yet with an important inflection. Here, the gay subject
is both absent and present: absent as in the erotic photograph, even in the pinup
layout’s narrative modes, for the gay subject seems invisible and is assumed to be
off-screen. Yet the gay subject is also present, in the sense that subject and object
within the diegesis are often fused, and these roles are dispersed interchangeably
among all the bodies within the frame. It is a question, to paraphrase Mingus, the
legendary, pseudonymous, porn reviewer of the New York Native, of confusion and
ambiguity between the men we want to be and the men we want to love, in other
words, between subject and object. Mingus goes on to argue that this confusion
emerged with what I've called the decline of the ephebe, which he situates in the
Jate 1950s, before which there was a clear dichotomy between adolescent object
and ‘dirty old john over thirty’ (the exact point of this historical threshold needs
further study at the very least). Nevertheless, this current (con)fusion of subject
and object is highlighted by the artist-intellectual figures who people the porno
formulas. For they are indeed stock characters in gay film, including the writer-
researcher (usually of porno novels), the photographer, and the journalist. The list
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expands if one includes the porno world’s variations on the Socratic mentor:

track coach, the sex doctor, and the Marine officer. With these figures w}:. e
homoerotic objects as well as subjects, most of the tensions of difference r’_hat s('zrzre
ture the licit fiction disappear; artist and model, subject and object, self and oth .
he-man and third body, become all but indistinguishable in bod;ly constru o
(except for the occasional differences in race, age, body, consciousness, and o
times other fact01js that recall but usually don’t replicate the origina’l Stmi?:;e‘
o.f op,position). In this minimization of difference, it is interesting to locate gay er ES
cism’s most essential distinctiveness alongside heterosexual eroticism ignywho .
narrative world difference is always visualized at its most extreme form’ that i -
gender difference. , o

lfositiv.e image/happy ending, or the failure of gay
liberation criticism

The foregoing attempt at a taxonomy of gay-authored narrative cinema as a trans-
historical, transcultural corpus, this project of defining the gay subject as third bod;
as incarnation of difference and enactor of representation, is not without methogj
ological stresses. Aside from the dangers of gay essentialism lurking in am
cr.o§s?cultural and transhistorical study, does this taxonomy in fact constitﬁte enrz
criticism without a genre (in the sense that the necessary continuing dia%o e
between genre author and genre audience would seem missing with this retroga‘z-
tive’ly constructed, discontinuous corpus that is the gay art cinema)? Is this auteur
c.riucism without an auteur (in the sense that the gay author is constructed collec-
tively and retroactively on the basis of thematic consistence and biographical
knowledge that in many cases are invisible to the ordinary spectator)? Or is E:.his a
structuralist inventory of narrative archetypes and functions without the necess
mythological coherence of a discrete host culture (unless the international netw::l);
of gay subcultures that are the pillar of the ‘art cinema’ constituency can be consid-
ered a coherent ‘culture’)? (Of course, these problems tend to dissolve with the
1980s corpus, since the new breed of young gay directors have been very much
plugged into their gay constituency, and the international circuit of gay festivals has
begun to consolidate something like real gay genres, gay audiences, and gay authors
arguably for the first time in our history.) e ’
. What is clear amid this methodological tentativeness is that traditional gay liber-
ation criticism, as exemplified in the post-Stonewall decade by the ethic-aesthetic
of the positive image, would see, and has usually seen, the foregoing corpus as irre-
deemable traffic in negative stereotypes. A familiar litany of ‘bad images’ can readily
be.drawn up from the films I've discussed: the young, silenced, and objectified sex
o.bJect, attracting but never reciprocating the lustful gaze of the aging, bourgeois
libertine predator; the sensitive yet self-destructive artist; the wiltin ’ ansg' th,
dead queer. , & pamys ™
In short, the ‘positive image’ perspective founders before this corpus assem-
Pled 'around authorship and sexual orientation, and has no power to explain the
irresistible attraction by gay authors to images that seem harmful in the viewfinders
of movement ideologues. Is the attraction to the ‘negative image’ by the gay author
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simply a question of self-oppression, as we assumed in the 1970s? Or is it a kind of
existential reappropriation of stigma, a Genetesque, defiant inoculation against the
denigration of the stereotype? Is it a preference for the exclusive marginality of the
damned, rather than the anonymous absorption entailed by the civil rights/gay liber-
ation platform? Is it a Pasolinian refusal of the consumerism and conformism of the
liberal utopia? Or is it simply, as Dyer would have it, the adaptation by an invis-
ible minority of the only available system of coding for self-definition (Dyer,
‘Homosexuality and Film Noir’ 1977)? All of these possibilities no doubt enter into
play, but too often we have avoided them, relying instead on reductive moralism
instead of criticism.

For all of the indisputable magnitude of the late Vito Russo’s contribution to
gay cultural history, as a-populist polemicist he did have certain blind spots around
gay authors of the art cinema. Russo’s famous ‘Necrology’ of the cinema’s dead
queers in The Celluloid Closet contains not a few gay authors (though several obvious
entrants have inexplicably been sifted out, such as Fassbinder and Pasolini). His
dismissal of Ludwig (‘Sleeping with a stable boy rots your teeth’) is a scandalous
rejection of one of the few serious, gay-authored works to attempt to imagine
nineteenth-century cultural and sexual sensibilities (Russo 1987: 336). But Russo
was not alone: remember the fierce polemics in many gay community newspapers
around Fassbinder’s Fox, around semi-mainstream films, from La Cage aux Folles
to Kiss of the Spider Woman, and around Dyer’s and Jack Babuscio’s useful articles
on ‘camp.’ Even Dyer seemed to contradict his own sensible discussion of stereo-
types and a social typing strategically useful for the gay liberation project of
self-definition by his later uncharacteristically moralistic broadside against
Pasolini’s Arabian Nights (Dyer, ‘Stereotyping,” 1977; Dyer, ‘Pasolini,” 1977). My
own record is by no means spotless in this regard: I still cringe when [ remember
my 1978 denunciation of Sebastiane for its ‘cloyingly pompous stylization, visual and
dramatic vacuum,’ and ‘tawdry jumble of s-m formulae,’ with the parting shot that
‘the only thing that distinguishes Sebastiane from the realm of the soft core is the
honesty of the latter.’ In short, while the positive-image gay critic has usually been
dead-on in his targeting of the Cruisings of the (hetero) patriarchal entertainment
industry and has effectively revolutionized the reception of mainstream media
within gay culture, he has too often gunned for the fragile butterflies of gay expres-
sion within the art cinema as well, and with counterproductive effect. Of course,
feminists, too, have had to grapple with the negative image issue: for example, over
the past decade, New York lesbian independents Lizzie Borden, Sheila McLaughlin,
and Su Friedrich have insisted on dealing upfront in their films with previously ‘nega-
tive’ iconography of woman as victim, sex worker, butch/femme, and nun
respectively.

Our uneasy relationships with the tragic or ironic sensibilities of the great gay
art-house filmmakers of the post—Stonewall generation continue — from Visconti and
Pasolini to Fassbinder and Almodovar (our relationship with cult gay authors from
Morrissey-Warhol to Waters has been only marginally better). Our reluctance to
become the gay constituency they deserved has been due in no small way to the fail-
ure of a whole generation of gay critics to understand the contradictions of the inter-
national art cinema marketplace within which so many of these authors were
circulated.
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The institution of the art cinema stalled the development of a discrete gay
constituency in two ways: through the ambivalence of its discourse, and through
the crossover constitution of its audience. Textually speaking, the art house/
film festival product usually offers a something-for-everyone blend of intellectualism
and ambiguity, and an aura of recuperable marginality. The ‘exotic’ articulation of
taboo desire alongside its simultaneous disavowal, this cinema hovers on a tightrope
between hjgh—cultural status and subversive subcultural chic. Gay cinephiles are
offered a mixed package, just the right blend of melodramatic catharsis, social justi-
fication provided through visibility alone, and finally an adequate dose of skin, albeit
ultimately frustrated through the forever-receding closure of the open ending.

The demographic mosaic of the art house audience also enters the picture. If
the gay spectator cements his identification with the gay subject through the
voyeuristic sighting of the gay object, non-gay spectators, one can speculate, attach
their voyeuristic fix on the gay subject himself, shaped through discourses of stereo-
type, freakshow, and pathos/victimization. For non-gay constituencies and critics,
gay directors’ tragic sensibilities seemed a tautological adjunct of marginality,
Meanwhile, straight critics actively stifled gay discourses around these films, either
through homophobic panic, liberal tolerance (‘I'm so matter-of-fact and cool that
sexual orientation doesn’t have to be mentioned’), or allegorical exegesis (“This film
is not about gayness, it’s about fill-in-the-blank’). If the built-in ambiguity of the
narrative codes of the art cinema allowed gay authors space to create, it denied
them the chance to nurture a continuous and coherent gay audience. Instead, we
remained invisible and covert spectators, a divided and discontinuous audience.

The inadequate critical context set the tone for the expectations and tastes of
gay audiences in the rare moments when they were constituted as a discrete group,
most often through the gay festivals that started cropping up in large markets in the
1970s (a similar abdication of critical responsibility affected the other discrete gay
market, the porno scene). Even seasoned gay festival audiences still lean towards
the happy-ending, positive-image standard, with a preference for intimiste domestic
or romantic melodramas with open — but not too open — endings; and this after
almost two decades of gay programming. Some post-Liberation gay filmmakers have
excelled within the melodrama genre — think of Frank Ripploh, the late Bill
Sherwood, the late Artie Bressan, or Quebec’s Michel Tremblay (in his screen-
writer’s hat) — namely through developing strong and authentic emotional hooks
on lifestyle issues within the ghetto. The melodrama’s validity as a format of gay
popular culture is without question, having delivered some of the 1980s’ undis-
puted masterpieces. However, the development of the gay melodrama hardly
constituted the appearance ‘at last’ of the gay cinema, as each successive new work
fromn Taxi Zum Klo to Longtime Companion was greeted by both gay and straight blur-
bists. As for the Pandemic’s impact on the mythic landscape, ACT UP’s exemplary
cultural politics may have stimulated a new creative energy in the cultural margins
and on community levels, but the health crisis’s impact on feature-length indepen-
dent fiction has been largely to enrich this important melodrama tradition — think
of Buddies, Death in the Family, and Parting Glances, all precursors of that mother of
all melodramas, Longtime Companion.
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Reinventing the third body/gay subjects in the 1980s
and 1990s

Aside from this healthy melo current, the third body pattern maintained its currency
at the end of the 1980s, and is still in the process of being reinvented by the young,
post-Stonewall authors (who are still incidentally far ahead of their critical
constituency for the most part, though the gap may be closing). In another context,
Richard Dyer describes this work as ‘post-affirmation,” ‘films that manage to de-
construct without auto-destructing, that leave behind without anguish the fixed
identifiers affirmed by earlier films, that seem to enjoy the struggle with definitions
of identity as an ongoing process’ (Dyer 1990: 284). In the recent renditions of the
third body films, the separation of subject and object is no longer a given, nor is
the fixity of observer status, the immutability of difference, or the infinite deferral
of closure. The gay subject emerges now dialectically, for example, as a comic
subject rather than tragic, through parodic quotation or through reversals. Risks are
taken with ‘dangerous’ or negative imagery (I am sure that for Almodovar the
concept of the positive image is an inscrutable aberration of Protestantism), sexual
pleasure is reclaimed and celebrated as much as it is problematized, humor and
anger are as characteristic as the melancholy of yore.

Fassbinder’s relentless exploration of the subjectivity of the object and the
power dypamics of desire in Fox, In a Year of Thirteen Moons, and Querelle, and
Jarman’s not-dissimilar experiment in Sebastiane, have now proven to be prophetic
of a whole spectrum of work, from the haunting L’Homme Blessé (Patrice Chéreau,
1983) to the infuriating A Virus Knows No Morals. Meanwhile, Jarman’s idols Genet
and Pasolini reawaken as the presiding spirits of the end of the century.

Jarman’s two non-white compatriots Hanif Kureishi and Isaac Julien both
explode the patterns of subject—object difference predicated on white, middle-class
subject and racial Other, superimposing contradictory grids of identity, involving
race, class, gender, and sex, and making new connections and coalitions from grid
to grid. Julien goes further than Kureishi's fundamentally populist, realist frame-
work to disperse the subject, and yet collectivize him at the same time, disallowing
the individualist readings encouraged by art cinema’s fetishization of psychological
realism.

While Julien reclaims the gay subject from buried racial, cultural, and sexual his-
tory, John Greyson reclaims dozens of them, offering his historical reconstructions of
everyone from Aschenbach and Kipling to Foucault and (Rock) Hudson. This video
artist offers essayistic hypernarrative formats, matter-of-factly peopled by self-con-
scious and lascivious gay artist-intellectual subjects from the pre-Stonewall era, who
have come back to haunt the post-Liberation gay sensibility. Is this recuperation
of gay history or a tongue-in-cheek postmodern version of the old gay community
ritual of citing the famous fags of history from Plato to Liberace (a self-affirming
ritual which in any case has undoubtedly been more responsible for the momentum
of the ‘third body’ narrative than I have acknowledged)? Whatever, in Urinal,
Greyson's first feature film, Sergei Eisenstein tries to seduce not an object type but
another subject, Langston Hughes. More at home in the toilet stall than the art house,
he squints through a glory hole, not at an ephebe or he-man, but at the parade of gay
artist subjects who now become recycled as postmodern pastiche, at the ferment of



650 THOMAS WAUGH

sexual politics in the cultural horizon of the present, at the collapse of the public and
the private and, at the same time, happily, at the still-undiminished, infinite, and
delirious possibilities of the (homo)sexual body.

Three of Greyson’s subjects are lesbian artists, sketched with his traditon-
ally impeccable gender parity. Greyson however certainly did not invent the
lesbian third body narrative. In fact the sudden emergence of a flood of lesbian-
authored variants of the form in the mid-1980s, each with its own incarnation of
the artist-intellectual subject, made a major contribution to its reinvention. The list
includes works by Su Friedrich, Patricia Rozema, Elfi Mikesch, Lizzie Borden, Sheila
McLaughlin, Léa Pool, Chantal Akerman, and perhaps Sally Potter, with associate
status for Liliana Cavani and Jill Godmilow (for her non-lesbian-authored, nonsexual
Gertie and Alice). Donna Deitch has a place, albeit tenuous, in our category as well,
since Desert Hearts occupies the borderland between art film narrative and pop
romance, and Helen Shaver’s status as an intellectual is more a question of script
exposition and wardrobe than of narrative function. Léa Pool’s 4 Corps Perdu (Straight
to the Heart, 1988), her follow-up to Anne Trister, may also belong as a lesbian-
authored version of the gay male third body narrative, with the subject this time a
photographer. This is not to say that the specularization of eroticism, the prob-
lematization of subject—object relations, or the autobiographical resonances in the
lesbian films are identical to the gay male formulations — far from it. Whether
the lesbian films constitute a transmigration or spontaneous combustion, whether
or not they confirm the pattern as a basic cultural structure of same-sex sexuality,
or as just a genre of art cinema with a new lease on life, they clearly second Greyson’s
demonstration that the third body narrative — the subject as artist-intellectual and
gender transgressor — is large and flexible enough to absorb each generation’s
and each constituency’s particular mythic projection and political challenges.

The continuous thread from von Gloeden and Stiller on through Jarman and
Greyson is of course neither as continuous or as threadlike as might be inferred.

The new breed of the 1980s notwithstanding, the battles are far from over. The’

spurts and starts sometimes seem as uneven as ever, especially as the crisis in non-
Hollywood film financing deepens around the world, gay or straight, and the
flourishing gay festival circuit still can’t finance a single feature budget. The lures
of success are also as insidious as ever (will the Poison of today become the Tie Me
Up Tie Me Down of tomorrow?), and the bowdlerization of gay history in the main-
strearn biopic seems as obnoxious as ever (was Charlton Heston’s Michelangelo in
The Agony and the Ecstasy really any worse than the recent Canadian Whitman trav-
esty Beautiful Dreamers or the Hollywood ‘straightening out’ of Sir Richard Burton
in Mountains of the Moon?). $till, for all the continued lurching back and forth, in
and out of the closet threshold zone of self-censorship dictated by state-supported
art film financing, for all the occasional rubbing thin of the ‘third body’ thread, it
shows surprisingly little danger of unraveling in the 1990s. For gay and now lesbian
artists and audiences, the narrative art cinema, poised halfway between the quag-
mires of Hollywood and the uncompromising nontheatrical fringes of the radical
avant-garde, continues to be an indispensable forum for confronting the world
and ourselves.
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The third body: a select filmography of the gay male subject
as artist, intellectual, and queen

Titles are in approximate chronological order; works are presumed gay- or bisexual-authored, with
authorship sometimes defined to include scriptwriter or, in the case of adaptations, author of orig-
inal source material.

Mauritz Stiller, The Wings (Vingarne) (Sweden, 1916); sculptor — first adaptation of
Herman Bang’s gay novel Mikael.

Richard Oswald and Magnus Hirschfeld, Anders als die Anderen [Different from the Others]
(Germany, 1919); musician.

Carl Dreyer and Herman Bang, Mikael (Germany, 1924); painter — second adaptation
of Mikael.

Jean Cocteau, Blood of a Poet (France, 1930); Orphée (1949); Le Testament D’Orphée
(1959); more-or-less autobiographical variations on gay artist as subject.

S.M. Eisenstein, Ivan the Terrible (USSR, 1944—46); Czar as proto-gay subject/looker,
bodyguards as objects.

Kenneth Anger, Fireworks (US, 1948); hybrid formula includes photo-object protago-
nist.

Dick Fontaine (US, 1950s—60s); physique narrative shorts, many with artist subjects,
some narrated by queen voice-over.

Andy Warhol and Paul Morrissey, My Hustler (US, 1965); queens compete for object.
Lonesome Cowboys (US, 1968); queens compete for cowboy object.
Flesh (US, 1968); hustler object surrounded by queens and photographer.
Trash (US, 1969); queen and hustler.

Pier Paolo Pasolini, Teorema (Italy, 1968); episode around painter/son Pietro.
‘Trilogy of Life’ (Italy):
The Decameron (1971); PPP as Giotto.
The Canterbury Tales (1972); PPP as Chaucer.
Arabian Nights (1974); episode around Arab poet Abu-Nuwas, etc.

Luchino Visconti, Death in Venice (Italy, 1971); composer.
Ludwig (Italy, 1973); patron.
Conversation Piece (Italy, 1974); connoisseur/collector.

John Schlesinger, Midnight Cowboy (US, 1969); hybrid melodrama includes gay object
as protagonist.
Sunday Bloody Sunday (UK, 1971); hybrid melodrama includes doctor/art-lover
as gay subject.

R.W. Fassbinder, Beware the Holy Whore (Germany, 1970); filmmaker.
Fox and His Friends (Germany, 1975); prole underdog as object-protagonist
surrounded by subject types.
Germany in Autumn (Germany, 1978); RWF episode has real-life filmmaker as
subject.
In the Year of Thirteen Moons (Germany, 1978); transsexual.
Querelle (Germany, 1982); sailor as object—protagonist, officer as subject/repre-
senter/looker.

Frank Vitale, Montreal Main (Canada, 1974); photographer and ephebe.

Jack Hazan, A Bigger Splash (UK, 1974); painter and model.

Ryan Larkin, A Very Natural Thing (US, 1974); a romantic melodrama with both photo-
grapher and teacher as protagonists.
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Derek Jarman, Sebastiane, (UK, 1976); hybrid includes centurion as gay subject and
martyr as gay object/ protagonist.
The Tempest (UK, 1979); magician/impresario.
Caravaggio (UK, 1986); painter.

Richard Benner, Outrageous (Canada, 1977); Too Outrageous (1988); drag performer.

Arturo Ripstein, A Limitless Place (Mexico, 1977); drag queen subject.

Jack Gold and Quentin Crisp, The Naked Civil Servant (UK, 1977); queen.

Ron Peck, Nighthawks (UK, 1978); teacher.

Rosa von Praunheim, Army of Lovers or the Revolt of the Perverts (Germany, 1979); docu-
mentary author as subject.

Guy Hocquenghem and Lionel Soukaz, Race d’Ep (France, 1979); episodes around von
Gloeden and Hirschfeld.

Salvatore Samperi and Umberto Saba, Emesto (Italy, 1979); student subject, autobio-
graphical core.

Curt McDowell, Loads (US, 1980); documentary author as subject.

Frank Ripploh, Taxi Zum Klo (Germany, 1980); domestic melo with teacher subject.

Werner Schroeter, La Répétition Generale (France, 1980); documentary author as subject.
The Rose King (Germany, 1986); mother and son compete for ephebe.

Arthur Bressan, Abuse (US, 1982); filmmaker and ephebe.

Paul Verhoeven and Gerard Reve, The Fourth Man (Netherlands, 1983); writer.

Gus Van Sant, Mala Noche (US, 1985); countercultural subject and Chicano ephebe.

Hector Babenco and Herman Puig, Kiss of the Spider Woman (US/Brazl, 1985);
queen/cinephile as gay subject.

Takis Spetsiotis, Meteor and Shadow (Greece, 1985); poet.

Eric de Kuyper, A Strange Love Affair (Netherlands, 1985); film studies teacher and
ephebe.

Stephen Frears and Hanif Kureishi, My Beautiful Laundrette (UK, 1985); entrepreneur.

Bill Sherwood, Parting Glances (US, 1986); musician, editor, porn writer.

Michel Tremblay and Jean-Yves Laforce, Le Coeur Découvert [The Heart Exposed} (Québec,
1987); domestic melo, teacher and actor subjects, child object?

Stephen Frears and Joe Orton, Prick Up Your Ears, (UK, 1987); non-gay adaptation of
playwright’s diaries.

Pedro Almodovar, Law of Desire (Spain, 1987); filmmaker.

Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston (UK, 1988); poet.

John Greyson, Urinal (Canada, 1988); Eisenstein, Mishima, Hughes, Wilde, etc.

Harvey Fierstein, Torch Song Trilogy (US, 1989); drag performer.

Marlon Riggs, Tongues Untied (US, 1990); autobiographical elements, poet persona.
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