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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

British Queer Cinema 

By Robin Griffiths (ed.)

London: Routledge, 2006. ISBN: 978-0415307796 (pbk). 248pp. £18.99 (pbk). 

A Review by Max Fincher, Independent scholar, UK

This collection of fifteen essays focuses upon a range of films that invites the question as to how 

each contributor understands the rubric of both "queer" and "British". As Kenneth MacKinnon 

observes queer readings often try to move away from a gay/straight binary of identity, and to show 

the fissures and instabilities of gender and sexuality against social and politically constructions of 

gender. Queer bodies and behaviour are often foregrounded in texts where there seems to be no 

apparent thematic of erotic desire between men or between women. However, the extent to which 

the films selected here can be described as cultural texts that are queer -- because they work 

against both gay and normative cultural values -- is, at times, problematic. 

Queer theory developed within US academic institutions, alongside artistic and political practitioners 

who reclaimed the use of "queer" in the early 1990s. Given that context, it is important to ask what 

differentiates British Queer Cinema from, say, the New Queer Cinema moment of the early 1990s, 

for example the radical work of directors such as Greg Araki. Including essays on films and 

filmmakers from the 1920s through to the 1990s, this collection aims to re-evaluate classic British 

cinema and to survey post-war queer cinema. One needs to ask how far the films chosen are self-

consciously and actively queer working on a definition that queer suggests complicating identity 

politics and gender, a practice that defines the New Queer Cinema and queer artists more generally? 

As MacKinnon asks: "One question therefore of British Queer Cinema, as it must be of New Queer 

Cinema, is whether one of its organising priniciples is a dismantling of the categories of 'gay' and 

'straight'?" (122). Many of the films selected here are for a mainstream audience. With the exception 

of the essays on Derek Jarman's Edward II (1991), The Crying Game (1992) and Beautiful Thing 

(1996) it would have been refreshing to have had a contributing essay or two that balanced the 

revisionsist approach and considered contemporary British queer independent offerings. Robin 

Griffiths notes how Nine Dead Gay Guys (2002) effectively provoked debate and shock surrounding 

sexual and/or racial stereotypes for both gay and straight audiences. But there have been other 

British films that have premiered at the London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival over the last 10 years 

or so that deserve further attention, films such as Gypo (Jan Dunn, 2005) and Rag Tag (Adaora 

Nwandu, 2005), for example, which present complex inter-racial queer relationships. 

One strand of a queer reading practice is to pinpoint those knots of interpretation and (in)visibility 

around a subjects gender and sexuality. Arguably, queer film plays with conventional film narrative 

devices, challenging the spectator' s desire to know or understand the essence or truth of a 

character's identity. MacKinnon shows how Prick Up Your Ears (Stephen Frears, 1987) the story of 

the troubled relationship between the playwright Joe Orton and his lover Kenneth Halliwell, is queer 

because it refuses to grant to the spectator any opacity about its subjects' identities. We are 

shown how: "those who seem to be our identification points if we are to reach the point of confident 

interpretation are not allowed to be authoritative voices" (124). Peggy Ramsay, Orton's literary 

agent, played by Vanessa Redgrave, is both a character and an interpretive narrator. However, her 

authority is undermined at various points in the film's story. Both Orton and Halliwell are like 

collages, built from a composite of details and viewpoints. The structure of the film is "unusually 

complex" with rapid changes in the chronology of Orton's life. The film's refusal to "grant any easy 

access to objectivity or truth" (131) makes both its subject and narrative technique queer. 

Inevitably, the problem arises as to whether some of the films chosen resist the idea of being 

described as queer, not least because of their conservatism and/or because they are allied with a 

visible politics of profiling gay representation. This emerges in the biopic of Oscar Wilde, Wilde (Brian 

Gilbert, 1997) and in the adaptation of E.M. Forster's novel, Maurice (1987). Glyn Davis feels Wilde 

to be disappointing, to fall short of capturing the transgressive individualism of Wilde's life and 

spirit. Despite the success of the adaptation of Sarah Waters novels for television, queerness, 

especially queer sex, is difficult to accommodate with the mainstream genre of the heritage film. 

However, a recent adaptation of Ernest Hemmingway's posthumously published novel, The Garden 

of Eden (John Irvin, 2008), breaks this rule by containing cross-dressing, lesbianism and hints of a 

ménage a trois. 

Other essays consider the lives and biographies of actors. Yet it is unclear if these essays succeed in 

claiming these biographies for a historical revisioning of queer sexuality pre-1967, the year when 

homosexuality was eventually decriminalized. Whether their lives and/or films are transgressive 

enough to merit a description as queer is difficult to decide, if we take queer to suggest 

transgression. Stephen Bourne examines the sensitivity of the director Anthony Asquith to 

situations of male bonding in his war films, a genre that has been investigated by Steve Neale's 

work on masculinity in war films. Unlike the closeted Asquith, Bourne notes that Brian Desmond 

Hurst was openly gay. Kenneth Howes considers how gay actors Michael Redgrave, Dirk Bogarde, 

Alec Guiness, Ian McKellen, Dennis Price and Rupert Everett have shaped the queerness of British 

film. However, as with the readings of Asquith and Bogarde, this sense of queerness is predicated 

on an assumption that the actor/director projects some innate essence of himself into the film. 

Additionally, the actor deliberately chooses stories and characters that can be given a queer 

performance using ambiguity and expressive intonation, to signal to those "in-the-know" that there 

is a subversive meaning intended. But did this sense of identifying as queer, as consciously neither 

"homosexual","straight", or "bisexual" exist for these men. Were things more complicated back 

then? More queer in fact?

Other films seem more concerned with a political consciousness-raising of gay/lesbian lives and 

representation. The Killing of Sister George (Robert Aldrich, 1968) despite its campness and 

"comedic celebration of disorderliness" (91) achieved by Beryl Reid's performance is, as Lizzie 

Thynne argues, one of the first films to show explicitly a sexual relationship between two women, 



underscored by including real footage from the lesbian nightclub, The Gateways in London. Beautiful 

Thing also wants to open the viewer's eyes by showing us what life is like from the perspective of 

two young working-class boys in a deprived area of London. Beautiful Thing is queerer because it 

challenges prevailing stereotypes of gay identity and does not get embroiled in voyeurism (unlike 

Sister George). Ros Jennings argues that the film subverts the classic romance narrative by showing 

how Jamie and Ste's love develops for one another. It also turns the politically endorsed notion of 

"family values" (the moral rhetoric of the Conservative government of John Major) and redefines this 

idea on its own terms. At the close of the film, gay, straight, black, white, old, young male, female all 

dance together in a utopian family of harmony and mutual understanding with no-one "family" 

privileged over another. 

The political dimensions of queer film emerge in Gregory Woods' appreciation of developments in the 

1990s, specifically films that deal with AIDS, as well as in the essays on The Crying Game (Neil 

Jordan, 1992) and Edward II (Derek Jarman, 1991). Woods gives an overview of political climate of 

the demonization of gay men as the receptacles and conduits of AIDS during the 1980s and early 

1990s. He notes how the "out" gay man became, ironically, safer than his closeted or bisexual 

counterpart who moved between two worlds. In Closing Numbers (Stephen Whittaker, 1993) the 

reckless Keith is contrasted with the openly gay and responsible Steve, who supports Anna, Keith's 

wife when she realizes that she might be HIV positive. In effect, the film reverses media portrayals 

of gay men as hedonistic and irresponsible. In this sense it is queer by reversing "gay" and 

"straight" patterns of behaviour, and suggesting that there are parities between them. Woods 

effectively contextualizes his readings with how gay men were among the first to educate and 

empower the majority in safer-sex practices. Nevertheless, Woods argues that the film is 

problematic because Steve is only nominally gay; we don't see him have sex. In the early 1990s at 

least, both filmmakers and audiences were only comfortable with gay characters as long as they 

didn't get their underwear off. The character of Stuart, the sexually avaricious rebel in the television 

series Queer As Folk (Sarah Harding and Charles MacDougall, 1999) changed all that. But whether 

Stuart is as free and liberated as Woods claims, or is locked into the (by now) familiar stereotype of 

the gay man who imitates one model of straight masculinity, is still debatable.

This is a timely collection that effectively charts some classic examples of queer filmmaking by British 

director and actors, while also looking again at British classic cinema to suggest that we might want 

to query those celluloid representations whose irony, excess and campness now seem so queer. 
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