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Abstract

My PhD is a practice led research investigation into writing plays for performance from
archive. In order to conduct this research, | have written two full-length history plays.
Each piece required a detailed engagement with archive materials, existing
historiographies and other related secondary material in order to reach a state | am
terming “historical literacy”. From that state, an original creative response was then
made in the form of playwriting. The thematic focus is on sexual and emotional
intimacy between men, a topic which has, in terms of archival records, often been
ignored, deliberately left coded, or even destroyed. Subsequent historicisations of the
materials have frequently compounded this, mis/interpreting the few extant records
with a heteronormative bias. | am exploring the extent to which playwriting can
address this and the mechanisms by which it might do so and complementing my own
exploration by interviewing six other leading screen and stage writers who have

undertaken historical dramatisations about their processes.

The researching and writing of the plays acts as a form of inquiry into the
dramaturgical, historiographical and expositional strategies involved in such writing.
This is documented, forming a record of the methodological approaches taken to such
a task, and the plays themselves are evaluated as forms of historiographical enquiry.
As approaches and techniques for archive-based creative writing emerge, | suggest a
nomenclature for them. | am also proposing specific strategies for dealing with the

absent, coded, and/or nullified record of intermale sexuality.



There are academic accounts of history plays featuring intermale sexuality, vocational
texts on playwriting, and a growing body of work on performing heritage, the use and
ethics of docudrama and queer dramaturgies. However, little addresses the history
playwriting process methodologically and the detailed mechanics and
historiographical implications of the playwright’s use of archive. | review the fields of
narrative history, experiential archaeology and biography for applicable paradigms,
and test my methodology against interviews with other writers. My aims are to provide
insight into writing from archive generally, to illuminate the specific issues in the
representation of intermale sexuality in a contested record of the past and to explore
the case for the playwriting process from archive as a form of historiographical enquiry

or, at least, as a disruptive challenge to pre-existing historical narratives.



CHAPTER ONE:

Introduction

The research and writing of a new history play is not a tabula rasa. Itis
contextualised, informed and challenged by the history of the history plays that have
come before it; by the existing historiography of the events that it is seeking to
dramatise; by the levels of primary historical materials that are extant to in/validate
this; and by the cultural history of the representation of intermale sexuality on the
stage. Moreover, there is the fundamental epistemological challenge to the validity
of any historicising of the past, whatever its narrative form. As Miller states, “To
reconstruct something is to reconstruct it in accordance with current interests” (1986,
p.28). In that sense, any history play is always more about the present than the

past.

Although specific intermale sexuality history plays have been considered
academically and critically, very little has been written about them specifically as
history plays. What has been written has focussed primarily on their content and not
on their dramaturgical strategies in relation to archive. Similarly, although there is a
growing body of vocational literature of how to write successfully for the stage, within
it there are very few accounts of the process of writing from archive, especially
through the prism of intermale sexuality. Those accounts offered by playwriters
themselves tend to occlude more than they reveal. There is an absence about how

to write about an absence.



Connerton (1989) argues that telling each other stories about our past is a human
fundamental in coming to know each other. Gay men may suffer a form of double-
absence in this regard. Firstly, in terms of the established discourses of history,
intermale sexuality is often ignored, wilfully misinterpreted or deliberately
suppressed. Secondly, there is a deeper sense in which a gay man’s story is not the
story their fathers told them, at least in most cases. Both Isay (1993) and Downs
(2005) explain in different ways the psychological wound that most gay men can
suffer in being raised by heterosexual parents, often in the absence of affirming
peers. Jones (2009) also notes, “...the troubling and irrevocably troubled
relationship between gay men and history” (p.34) which can even see them collude
with a self-erasing of the history of their own lives that they have been taught or
adopted as a survival mechanism. Perhaps, LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Trans) History Month itself can be understood partly as an act by those groups of
pushing themselves back into history, into the places where they are unaccountably
absent. That was certainly part of the motivation for me in taking on the roles |
currently hold as both LGBT History Month’s National Playwright in Residence and

National Theatre Coordinator.

My first work for LGBT History Month in 2014 was a commission to write a piece
based on new historical research into the arrest of 47 men at the Hulme Temperance
Hall in Manchester in 1880. After the success of what became A Very Victorian
Scandal, LGBT History Month asked me to stay on and to involve other playwrights
in an annual cycle of what we now term “Heritage Premieres”. Commissioning new
writers involved the articulation of what “Heritage Premieres” are, how they use the

available historical record, what dramaturgical strategies are permissible and what



degree of supposed verisimilitude we are aiming for. Answering these questions in a
vocational and pragmatic way threw up a more complex, compelling and academic
set of issues, which | have shaped into the research questions which drive this
project:
1. How does the existence and use of historical evidence influence the
content and dramatic form of a play featuring intermale sexuality?
2. Are there distinct approaches to writing a history play about intermale
sexuality that can be grouped by different relationships between the research,

dramaturgical and playwriting processes?

A secondary research question that flows from these is:
3. How can historical playwriting respond to any absences and possible

distortions in the public and private records of intermale sexuality?

The project has the specific objectives of:

1. Describing in detail the process of playwriting from archive through
researching and writing two full-length plays which are taken through a
structured script development process;

2. Comparing my methodology with that of others through original interviews
with six writers of history plays and an analysis of other secondary sources
(such as theatre programme notes);

3. Exploring the specific problems that intermale sexuality poses in terms both of
its presence, absence and coding in historical collections, and in terms of its

meaning when recreated for a contemporary audience;



4. Testing the degree to which the act of researching and dramatising the
historical record of events is itself a form of historiographical enquiry capable
of yielding a new reading of the past;

5. Writing two new full-length history plays that demonstrate the distinct ways in
which presences, absences and distortions in the available historical record
can be responded to dramaturgically in historically literate ways to create

stage drama.

There were a number of external cultural and academic factors that were indicative
of the potential for this research finding traction. In May 2012, the Museums,
Libraries and Archives Council was abolished, and the Arts Council of England was
given responsibility for their funding. This brought with it a new focus on how
creative arts could interface with these institutions and fostered a more general
willingness from libraries and museums to becoming sites for performances. Whilst
a clear steer from a major funder helped re-invigorate this connectivity, it was in fact
already well established. Jackson (2011) offers an overview of heritage
performance, with the genesis of his book resting with the work of the Performance,
Heritage and Learning Project (2005-8). This was itself a marker of a new academic
focus on an area that, according to Jackson, had previously been fragmented and
largely ignored, “Its practice has often been ad hoc, and its evidence base
anecdotal” (p.1). Jackson’s book provides a number of springboards for further

research.

In addition to facilitative changes in industry funding arrangements, and a new

interest from academics, museums themselves are undergoing wider, deeper
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changes to their culture which is also enabling, creating what Bennett (2013) calls
the “new museology”. This is typified by, amongst other things, a shift from display
to experience, from observation to collaboration, from school visit to an educational
emotive experience, from viewing a collection to being part of the collection, from a
silent visit to a shrine to participatory meaning creation, from one authoritative
viewpoint (white, male, colonial, heterosexual) to many in dialogue and sometimes
opposition. Performance is not just potentially helpful in all of these transitions; it can

embody them.

By dramatising the historical record (and non-record) of the past | am not only
providing specific new historiographical readings of intermale sexuality in the plays
themselves, but also outlining, evolving and validating the methodology by which
they were made and providing that methodology for other playwrights with a degree
of detail that will be helpful in their own endeavours. This is ultimately a radical and
political act. The plethora of new and still emerging acts of historicisation that LGBT
History Month showcases each February demonstrates the scale and scope of the
absences and erasures that there has been. This research makes its own

contribution to counter-balancing that.

Formulating the correct conceptual and descriptive language for the sexual and
emotional expression of intimacy between men is particularly elusive in the periods
in which the proposed plays are set, which span from 1816 to 1894. An act of sex
between two men could variously be described at different points in this period as

L1 tE 1]

“sodomy”, “gross indecency”, “queer” or “homosexual”’. Each act of labelling carries

a distinct, often oppressive, meaning in the period in which it was applied (Foucault,
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1976), and only some of those meanings may be retrievable to a writer or an

audience today, or perhaps none are if poststructuralism prevails.

There are conventional historical accounts of the levels and likely meanings of inter-
male sexuality throughout this period which can provide context (Cocks, 2003,
Walkowitz, 1992, Cook, 2007, Brady, 2005, Robb, 2003). Though the meaning of
specific events is contested between the texts (e.g. the introduction of the Criminal
Law Amendment Act in 1885), they provide a frame for dramatisation. Sodomy is
punishable by death until 1861, and by imprisonment until 1967, with full legal
equality not achieved until 2001. Under the pressure of such strictures, there
remains an overwhelming silence about intermale sexuality, as de Jong (2008) pithily
puts it when accounting for his research writing A Plague Over England, “The details

of precisely what happened are lost in the mists of gay reticence.”

The degree to which sexual behaviour was indicative of sexual identity is a point of
contention when looking across the 19th century. The proposition that the
“‘homosexual” was invented as category of person, as opposed to “sodomy” as a
sinful temptation against which all men must guard, is outlined by Foucault (1976),
Weeks (1979) and Cook (2007). Against this proposition are traditionalists like
Norton (2010) who assert that “the essentialist position is that although an
individual's sexuality is the subject of several constraining discourses — notably the
law and religion — the body itself is the initial mediator of desire and that there is a
‘sex drive’ that operates independently from social discourse”. | have remained
pointedly ambivalent about the alternative essentialist and post-structuralist frames

for understanding sexuality, an ambivalence that is reflected in the two plays.
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Whatever the precise aetiology, however, there is a body of evidence that the
second half of the 19th century saw significant cultural and linguistic efforts to
determine and (re)define a distinct category of person by their sexual behaviour and
to position this as dominant in their personality and to position them as other and

identifiable for legal control.

Evans (2016), working from the perspective of a hermeneutical historian, also
outlines the complex linguistic challenges when working with the record of past
sexual behaviour amongst men from 1850-1970. Whilst much of the terminology of
the past is associated with religious transgression and expressions of secular
hostility, he argues that terminology such as “gay” and “queer” is expressive primarily
of a political viewpoint signalling divergence or reclamation. Houlbrook (2005)
highlights the shifting nature of the term “queer” in his consideration of its use at the
start of the 20" century, a label whose “meanings were...never self-evident, stable or
singular” (p.7). Evans is also cognisant of Katz’s (2001) warning of the ahistorical
errors that can follow from “retro-labelling”, i.e. conflating present day behaviours
with past behaviours, which then imbues the past behaviour with a set of ideological
equivalences that it is unlikely to have possessed. He proposes “inter-male sex” as
an “expansive placeholder’ to encompass consensual and variously coercive
behaviours and for ages of males that from today’s perspective would be considered
to be minors. Whilst “inter-male sex” is persuasive as a term for the purposes of a
longitudinal review of criminal records, | require a term that places significance on
the meaning of sex acts in terms of self-identity construction; that allows for the
definition of “sex” to be entirely what a specific character considers it to be; and that

allows for someone to desire something but not act upon that desire. So, | am
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adapting Evan’s “inter-male sex” into “intermale sexuality”. This is an expansive
term in as much as it can contain what might otherwise separately be termed
‘homosexual”, “gay” “bisexual”, “sodomitical” and occasionally “queer”, but it is
limiting in that it requires within the text of the play that there is an actual, or implied,

or consciously coded (by the playwright) sexual desire or act represented between

males, either in performance or off-stage.

The final piece of terminology that requires some consideration is “history play”.
Stern (2012) offers as a generic definition, “(a play with) focussed engaged depiction
of real events, which assumes responsible engagement with the sources on the part
of the playwright and independent, historical knowledge on the part of the spectator”
(p-81). Rokem’s (2000) detailed study of theatrical representations of the holocaust
and the French Revolution leads him to say, “(history plays are) aesthetic
adaptations or revisions of events that we more or less intuitively (or on the basis of
some form of general knowledge or accepted consensus) know have actually
occurred” (p.5). The applicability of these definitions to my research is limited, as my
work seeks to allow for irresponsible engagement with history (if this is taken to
mean deliberately eschewing empirical evidence). Far from being based solely on
the “real”, the depiction of events in the plays may be nothing more than well-
researched creative guesses and may be blurred, self-contradictory or even

deliberately and purposefully wrong.

If these definitions of what constitutes a “history play” are unhelpful, it is because
they rely upon consensual notions of history and spectatorship, appropriate to

researchers in uncontested areas, but not to uncovering hidden histories, as this
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often requires a disruption to a prior consensus. Perhaps, a playwriting based
definition is deployable. Explicitly, the purview of my research is of those plays
where the playwright has indicated that all or part of the action is set in a researched
past, relative to the time of writing, and where there is an actual, or implied, or
consciously coded intermale sexual desire represented either in performance or off-
stage. In order to make the endeavour manageable within the parameters of one
discrete piece of research, my initial frame is limited to plays performed and
published in the UK from 1925 to 2019, taking The Prisoners of War by J.R. Ackerley
(1989) as the first modern intermale sexuality history play, in common with de Jongh

(1992) and Clum (2000).
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CHAPTER TWO:

Literature Review

Introduction:

There is a growing body of writing about writing for stage and screen: from the
seminal work by Egri (1942), through to Yorke (2013), the originator of the BBC’s
Writing Room. Despite the gap of over 70 years, Yorke acknowledges that much of
what he is articulating is actually still re-working elements of Egri’'s work. There are a
number of other playwriters turned playwriting tutors who offer their own guides to
the playwriting process: Ayckbourn (2002), Edgar (2009), Gooch (2001), Grieg
(2005), Jeffreys (2019), and Waters (2010). Across this literature there are rules set
out for the building blocks of playwriting: inspiration, narrative structure,
characterisation, foreshadowing and symbolism, often set out alongside textual
analyses and writing exercises. There are some differences of tone, emphasis and
expositional strategy, but also a remarkable consistency in the analysis of what
makes for the making of a good play. There is, however, no consideration in the
vocational literature of whether and to what extent the playwriting process might be
different for a play working with historical records. How different practical and ethical
approaches to archival research influence the dramatic form and content of a stage

play is rarely covered.

Consideration of these issues in relation to the process of writing history plays that
specifically feature intermale sexuality is rarer still. At best, there are occasional

nods to the issue in unpublished theatre programme interviews with playwrights,
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usually brief, vague, retrospective accounts. Kelly’s (2015) statement about writing
his play Mr Foote’s Other Leg is typical, “...it is right for the dramatists to let their
research slough away as best they can, whilst being true to the spirit of things”.
Kelly acknowledges that he moves the location of events, writes speculatively about
Foote’s sexuality and conflates different actual people into a single dramatic
character. Yet he maintains the genre assertion of ‘history play’ with the attendant
implied veracity claims. Quite what Kelly’s sloughing away process is and how to be
true to the spirit of something that is often only implied by absences and erasures

remains unclear from this quote but is addressed by Kelly in Chapter Eight.

If the playwriting vocational literature does not focus on these issues, then the allied
fields of biography and heritage performance do offer some insights. Both engage
with the record of the past in different ways and through a creative process bring
representations of it into the present. Beyond them, the two other disciplines of past
knowledge making are history and archaeology. More specifically, narrative history
and experiential archaeology will be reviewed for methodologies and techniques that
are transferrable, particularly in relation to addressing absence in the archival record.
The history of the representation of intermale sexuality on the stage and its attempts
to bubble up through the 20" century into 215t century queer embodiment will also be
considered. Itis itself another history of erasure, but one which has been, at least

partially, overcome.

Narrative History

A comprehensive consideration of the philosophy of narrative history is well beyond

my purview. It is only necessary to make some framing observations that assist in
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addressing the research questions. Narrative history considers the value of narrative
in the writing and experience of history, indeed as a fundamental cognitive
structuring device to even comprehending the past. Mink (1978) states that, "The
significance of past occurrences is understandable only as they are locatable in the
ensemble of interrelationships that can be grasped only in the construction of
narrative form" (p.148). Jameson (1994) theorises historical understanding in a
similar way and writes that "history is inaccessible to us except in textual form ... it
can be approached only by way of prior (re)textualization”. Collingwood (1994)
notes that as the past does not exist as a thing that we can see and touch and visit, it
is created first and fundamentally through being re-enacted in the mind narratively.

In this sense then, they all agree that the story of the past is the past. Rigney (2001)
also identifies the need in historians for coherence, “the desire to make sense of the
past at a later point in time” (p.3) , i.e. to tell a single unified story that fully explains
the past to the present. She sees this as being in tension with the desire for
accuracy, all the mass details of past events, which resist generalisation into a
single, unified story. She defines “accuracy” as “the desire for a correspondence
between the image of the past presented and the past as it actually was” (p.4).
Rigney argues there is an “inherent incongruity” between wanting a history that is
both accurate and coherent. She argues that the past did exist apart of
representations of it, but that we can never recover it, both for lack of sufficient

evidence and for an inescapable lack of objectivity.

For Jones (2009) any given history is only a story about the past written by someone
from the near past and told in the present. Post-modern historical scholars, like

White (2014), go further arguing that historiography can never be anything more than
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a form of fiction and re-locate it from a science to mythology. This invites a
consideration of whether creative fictional responses can also offer historiographical
insights, especially where the historical record is weak or non-existent. Holderness
(1992) asserts that some of Shakespeare’s history plays were a form of original
historiographic enquiry. Jones (2009) makes a slightly more mystical version of the
same argument to validate historical fiction as historiography and Doan and Waters
(2000) also argue for some lesbian fiction as a legitimate historiographic resource.
Schneider (2014) notes how women, queers and blacks have often been removed or
reduced in history, or as Rowbotham (1973) would have it “hidden from history”. As
Wilkinson (1996) succinctly puts it, “Not everything in the past has left traces” (p.80).
History then can be seen as a form of structuring narrative about the past which is
dependent upon invoking the authenticating power of surviving documents and
artefacts, which are themselves the highly partial and often random remains of what
actually existed. The gap between what happened in the past and “history” is

apparent.

This must necessarily be more so in relation to the people who are not equally
represented in conventional archives. That inequality will remain unless other forms
of doing history are validated. Schneider (2014) argues for just such a non-

conventional form of historicising:

Theatre and dance, the embodied arts par excellence, would seem the prime
places to explore what bodies nevertheless may have retained of knowledge,
of stories of modes of transmission alternate to, or at least in addition to

libraries and archives...Studying performance practices on the stage and in
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everyday life and their often extremely complex overlap in the making as well
as in the telling of history’s stories, can only aid in the challenge of thinking

and feeling cross-temporally. (p.61).

More widely, Taylor (2003) argues that, in a Western sense, many colonized peoples
simply had no history, therefore, “Recognising performance as a valid form of
analysis contributes to our understanding of embodied practice as an episteme and
a praxis, a way of knowing, as well as a way of storing and transmitting cultural
knowledge and identity” (p.278). The project of decolonising the archive requires
that performance and oral testimony are seen as valid ways of knowing and
transmitting knowledge. There is therefore, both a questioning of fictional
narrativising in historical discourses from a white, heterosexual, Eurocentric
perspective which disrupts claims to accuracy, and a valuing of creative and oral
traditions for exploring and transmitting the past. These can be seen as part of a
wider process of the decolonisation of archival records and of the careful setting
aside of mononarratives in how history and museums create meaning and how that

meaning is transmitted.

Jones (2009) recognises that the historical record of intermale sexuality is either
purposefully absent or is a record from the position of the repressive organisations
and mechanisms that have attempted to punish and extinguish such behaviour.
Typically this is the criminal justice system, but also latterly medical and psychiatric
accounts, “...the scant surviving evidence of gay and lesbian history derives from
negative sources. One might go so far as to say that the study of gay and lesbian

history actually chronicles various forms of this oppression more than anything else”
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(p-45). Jones also notes the “self-erasing” nature of gay history, i.e. that gay people
chose not to note anything personal down, or to conceal and to code. The people
who then inherit what records there are may also add another layer of destruction,
editing, censoring and denying. This leads Jones to suggest other ways to negotiate
generational difference and inheritance “...broadening the very notion of lineage and
ancestry beyond the heterosexist cultural bias that privileges biology as the strongest
foundation for human connection in turn allows for a wider variety of possible
understandings of what it means for gay and lesbian people to be family, to be kin, to
be in the present” (p.146). Historical playwriting might almost stand as the opposite
of historical self-erasure. It can be a purposeful engagement with the past,
imagining the words that should’ve been committed to the pages and left uncoded,
the diaries and documents that should not have been destroyed but celebrated, and
positioning them within drama to create dialogue between past and present
generations. In this way, it can attain a reconstituting power. Perhaps, the
transmission of the past into the creative present is not as amenable to theory as any
of these positions suggest. Schneider (2014) observes there is a randomness at
work, “The temporal travel of things, signs and signs of signs can wash history up on
the unlikely shores of our theatre stages as often as stand it behind glass in our

object based archives” (p.85).

Biography & Biopics

Biography as a term has been increasingly differentiated into specific and sometimes
still emerging subgenres that limit and licence different relationships between fact
and fiction. Debates around researched, surmised and invented elements of writing

about someone’s life have consistently been addressed within the field of biography
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and creative non-fiction for many decades often through the lens of wider ontological
debates within poststructuralism and postmodernism. The focus of this research is
not ontological philosophising , but there are parallels to the debates in narrative
history about the ability to know the truth of the past and the requirement of narrative
structuring to make it comprehensible. Any clear distinction though between writing
about the past based on fact or fiction is neatly challenged by Doctorow: “I could
claim that history is a kind of fiction in which we live and hope to survive, and fiction
is a kind of speculative history” (1977, p.217). As | have noted, Rigney (2001)
makes associated points about the historian’s propensity for systemic totalising to
create “coherence” in their accounts obscuring the impossibility of ever fully
recovering the past (both because of a lack of any way of creating comprehensive
records and the impossibility of notions of temporal objectivity). In terms of
biography’s view of the past, Nardel (1986) not only recognises that the biographer’s
approach is “akin more to the creative writer than the historian” (p.11), he also
suggests that strict fidelity to facts may actually impede the vision that the biographer
has for their work and asks whether facts themselves are even necessary for a work
of biography to succeed. The precision of the language chosen by the biographer
and the reception of that language by the reader is, of course, a complex nexus of
transferred meanings and assumptions, unlikely to transmit “facts” without some
shifts in the knowledge that is transmitted. Beyond this, Nardel acknowledges that
biography is shaped by “contemporary theories of narrative form and fictional
technique” (p.5) and asserts the validity of alterations and omissions in order for the
biographer to realise their vision of their subject’s life. Nardel’'s assessment relies on
the independent, external facts about a person’s life being stable and retrievable and

implies that the biographer is simply sifting and shaping those facts into a cognitively
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digestible version of the past for the reader to meet genre expectations. It should
also be noted that the narrative techniques of which Nardel speaks are not different

for playwriting.

Garber (1996) agrees with Nardel that biography is a form of fiction, asserting that
this a truth “so old that only willed cultural amnesia can make it new,” but suggests
that postmodernism has profoundly changed biography: “For the biographer and the
autobiographer, postmodernity means understanding that there is no secure external
advantage point from which one can see clearly and objectively...”(p.175). Any
attempt by a biographer to assert historically researched “truth” then becomes a
deployment of ideologically and ahistorically constructed knowledge discourses.
Whatever the writer asserts is “true” can readily be recreated as “fiction” if it is read
as fiction. This is both a licence and a limitation. It licences queer biographical
readings of the historical remains of anyone’s life, but limits, even obviates any
“truth” claims that can be made of such readings. However carefully researched, the
biographer is stuck with a work of fiction that can only reflect them and the
ideological framework in which that act of biography was created. Or, as Parke
(1996) asserts, a “tug of war” has taken place among fiction, biography, and history,

“‘with biography in the middle” (p.xvi).

Aside from the changing context of cultural theory, the breadth of biographical
endeavour in culture itself and the recent history of its multimodal expressions are
illustrative of dilemmas in representing past lives. Though Hamilton’s (2007) focus is
mostly on literary biography, his adoption of the term “real life depiction” is an

expansive one that incorporates docudrama, plays, blogs, museum exhibitions,
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biopics and the range of more or less accurate virtual embodiments of dead people
on social media. He demonstrates how, since the 1970s at least, each mode of real
life depiction has inflected upon the other self-consciously. His case-in-point, the
seminal biographies of Lytton Strachey by Holroyd (editions runs from 1967-1994),
which also explore some of the dilemmas of dealing with intermale sexuality. Up
until the first edition of Holroyd’s biography in 1967, Strachey’s personal relationship
and desires were not widely known, and neither were the sexualities (evidenced or
implied) of the wider Bloomsbury Group of which he was a core member. Holroyd
(1994) in this introduction to the last version of the biography describes his initial
immersion in the archive of the papers of the Bloomsbury Group: “My work held
something of the excitement of an archaeological discovery. The vast terra incognita
represented by the Strachey papers seemed like a lost way of emerging into the
light” (p. xvii). He emerged with a revelation, that Strachey was homosexual and that
many of the group were involved in different degrees of same sex physical and

emotional expression.

Hamilton (2007) believes Holroyd’s declaration of Strachey’s sexuality was
transformative. Firstly, in the specific terms of naming something which had
previously been unsaid, not just of Strachey, but more comprehensively across the
field of biographical work, he broke forever the heterosexual assumption about lives
of the past. Secondly, that a wider interest was thereby demonstrated in the sexual
lives of biographical subjects both legitimising itself with an appeal to the form of the
Freudian case study whilst simultaneously appealing to prurience in a reading public
that translated directly into more sales. The timing of the original publication in 1967

is, of course, also significant in that it is the year that male homosexuality was
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partially decriminalised in England. This was not simply an issue of zeitgeist
commissioning. For the Bloomsbury Group survivors who had given access to their
letters and diaries, this was a matter of serious legal significance. Evidence was
now no longer criminal evidence, but even so, Hamilton alleges that some
documents were destroyed by their owners out of fear firstly at the success of the
original biography and subsequently at the prospect of dramatisation. So, the
relationship between documentation and publication becomes a form of destructive
feedback loop where the more successful and public the biographical accounts of
homosexuality in the group become, the more likely the limited documentation of it is

to be destroyed, making it scarcer and through that scarcity fuelling further interest.

Gaber (1996) raises some additional problems in the biographical representation of
an individual’s sex life. In considering the nature of accounting for the sexual desires
of that person, she imagines that a complete sound and film recording could be
made of their sexual activities which upon review might be thought to
comprehensively prove something about a person’s sexuality. Except, of course,
that it doesn’t, at least not fully. The man recorded may be having sex with a woman
but in his head could be picturing a man or vice versa. Very few people have kept
sex diaries, and even when they have their veracity as acts of autobiography might
rightly be questioned. Crucially, it is this very move into the sexual life of subjects
that Gaber argues invokes speculation, requires creative interpretation, often moves
beyond anything that is readily verifiable. “Instead of revealing the ‘truth’ beneath
the gauze, the newly liberated biography, freed from the convention of reticence,
replaces concealment with augmentation - good guesses, connecting the dots,

speculative fictions” (p. 21). As the biographer comes to address the sexual tastes,
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actions, desires and fantasies of their subject, so this requires more and more
speculation and therefore fictive approaches. This strengthens the hold of both on
the biographical form. Several of the writers interviewed (see Hynes and Fillis in
Chapter Eight) make reference to exactly this, that the more personal and revealing
a moment of dramatising sexual and emotional intimacy is, the more they have to
use fiction. The truth of the intermale sexuality of the past emerges then as a kind of

steam on a mirror, evaporating as it is observed, leaving without a trace.

Hamilton (2007) details how Holroyd wrestled with the many dramatists who
approached him to adapt the Strachey biography for stage or screen and the
protests from detractors at the prospect. Hamilton believes that there is an essential
tension between the extensive twin volume biographical form and any attempts to
dramatise it, which he thinks inevitably will lead to over-simplifications. Moreover,
given the high costs associated with producing historical drama for screen, the
content and tone he believes would have to be shaped to appeal to the largest
possible potential audience. These reservations are indeed realised when a film that
uses Holroyd’s work is eventually made, Carrington (1995). The film focusses not on
Strachey, but on Dora Carrington, the woman he had an intense, but sexless
relationship with, speaking very much to the moment of production, “...in a Western
society confronting the ravages of AIDS, the tale of Carrington and Strachey’s
platonic love proved a balm — indeed, a new form of homosexual embalming”
(p.263). The demands of female-centred story-telling and the contemporary
strictures around homosexual sex had combined to form a limiting and censoring of
the original biographical material. Russo (1987) catalogues the wider absence,

reactive coding, asexualising and pernicious stereotyping of gay men’s screen
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representation in film. The themes of his work have subsequently been built on and

updated by many, including Streitmatter (2009).

Behind the specifics of any one biography or set of people being biographised, there
were other wider important industry based issues that were transformative at the end
of the twentieth century, Hamilton (2007) argues. Firstly, there was a professional
intermingling with biographers adapting their work into plays, becoming directors and
subsequently deploying their new sense of story-telling skills into their biographies
(something amply demonstrated by Kelly’s account of Mr Foote’s Other Leg — see
Chapter Eight). Secondly, as the biographical form becomes more and more
popular, so it becomes more invasive, more overtly politicised and more speculative
in its narrative. The most obvious polemic attacking this trend is Malcolm’s book
studying the biographies of Sylvia Plath, The Silent Woman (1994). In it, Malcolm
documents the repeated biographical evisceratings of Plath’s partner, Ted Hughes,
who is blamed in a variety of different ways by different biographers for her suicide.
Biography emerges as a burden, an almost unbearable intrusion into grief and a
constant that actually becomes part of the story itself in terms of the life of Hughes
after Plath. Moreover, Malcolm is dismissive of the basic biographical act seeing it
reductively as voyeuristic, offering the thrill of spying at the bedroom door keyhole
without the risk of getting caught. An unlikely return to the Victorian hagiographic
form would seem to be the only satisfactory response. The line between
restoratively addressing the absence of intermale sexuality in the historical record
and falling into gratuitous, even specious, sexual speculation may be a hard one to

navigate.
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Twenty-first century biography-based writing has had an increasingly plastic and
positive relationship with creativity. Hamilton (2007) catalogues some literary critics
at the end of the twentieth century expressing their disappointed acknowledgement
of the post-modern fragmentation of truth into truths, He believes, however, that this
is in itself a more truthful way of presenting biography by acknowledging the
subjective narrative and creative elements to it. Indeed, he suggests that the
popularity of biography may now in fact indicate a kind of category swap, “...inverting
the Victorian fiction— fact paradigm. It may be said, in fact, that biography has largely
changed places with fiction. Where once factual biographical reporting seemed hard
and certain, while fiction could be dismissed as ‘make-believe’, the roles are now
reversed” (p. 283). Scandals around the “falsification” of some memoirs and
biographies could suggest otherwise and indicate an ongoing expectation from
readers (usually expressed in the critical literature as a “contract”) that includes an
attempt at fidelity and accuracy. The blistering attacks on James Frey began after it
was revealed that his memoir A Million Pieces (2003) contained fictional elements.
This is well documented (Barton, 2006, Lazar, 2007, Peretz, 2008) and is presented
as a cautionary tale in managing reader expectation. This moral context of
biography is a repeated theme in the literature and goes beyond managing reader
expectations of genre compliance. Backscheider (2001) outlines some other moral
dimensions to the form: clarity about what is interpretation and what is fact and
recognising the power of biography as reputation/myth maker/destroyer. She argues
simply that, “practising the biographer's profession 'irresponsibly' is immoral” (p.10).
Certainly, the power of the responses to some biographical acts imply that the genre
comes with a set of (perhaps moral) expectations and that having been found to

have broken any of these requires contrition. Frey later appends an apologetic
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acknowledgment of his fictionalisations to later editions of A Million Pieces (2003).
But Frey is, perhaps at the time unwittingly, part of a wider movement that emerges
in life writing, biofiction, which is distinct in its ability to interweave fictional elements
with biographical elements, and the rebirth, reforming and re-theorising of the

biographical novel.

Lackey (2017) trumpets a critical reappraisal of biographical fiction in his volume on
the genre. He argues that biographical fiction writers are often judged against the
standards for a historical novel or for traditional biography and by either measure
found wanting, when in fact the writers have persistently explained and asserted that
their work is fiction. The crucial genre difference is the approach to the historical
record of a life and the events surrounding it. For all biography may deploy narrative
devices, there is always an attachment to the historical record of events, whereas
writers of biofiction unapologetically alter facts. Lackey draws out the distinction

thus:

“There is an expectation that biographers will represent the life of the subject
with as much accuracy as possible. Now, of course, an informed reader will
know that the author's ideological orientation will inflect their representation of
the biographical subject, so what readers get in a biography is a biased
version of their subject's life. But there is a big difference between an
inadvertent misrepresentation and a purposeful and strategic alteration of
fact...in biofiction, history and biography take their cue from the vision of the

creative writer rather than from the reality of the external world” (p. 9).
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So, in biofiction historiographical demands might be secondary, incidental or not
even demands that the piece recognises at all. A parallel to the competing demands

of dramaturgy and historiography can be made in writing history plays.

Inevitably, a strategy of creative practice that priorities altering facts selectively
invokes a set of more fundamental epistemological questions about the nature of
truth itself, it's knowability and recoverability. This deliberate strategy of alteration is
not simply a result of some capricious creative impulse. Lackey (2017) suggests that
biofiction writers use the historical record of someone’s life as a starting point for
expressing a truth about how they as a writer see the world. Biofiction licences the
writer to connect the past with the present by altering the pattern of events, the place
of event, the pace of events in any way they require to transmogrify the real person
into a metaphor. To make the truth as resonant as possible, the writer will alter
things in its service, and thereby create something that bridges the past and present
and, if done well, becomes a literary symbol attaining some metonymic power.
Lackey’s argument seems to require the writers of biofiction to be well-versed in the
literary theory of the form and he ascribes a set of grand intentions to such writers in
terms of examining socioeconomic or psycho-political truth. Whether either of these
is true in specific cases or not, the essential argument is that the kind of truth that
fact-centred biography can offer is actually illusory, whilst the deliberate distortion of
facts to suit a creative agenda in biofiction can open up different forms of compelling

truth.

Truth itself has a complex relationship with notions of accuracy and both relate to the

partial historical record of the past in fluid rather than fixed ways. Is truth about the
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past affirmed through a scientific rationale tested through experimentation involving
verifiable externals, or is it primarily experienced in emotional terms as a kind of
empathy for peoples passed? In the introduction to a collection of essays on
creative non-fiction Lazar (2008) poses a similar set of such ontological questions
asking if truth is, “accuracy, sincerity, a form of authenticity”, problematising the
notion of any objective truth in order to justify fictionalising, even self-consciously in
autobiographical writing, through the common literary devices of “invention,
compression and the use of imagination” (p.10). Whilst Lazar notes that the
contributors to his volume are not consistent in where they place the boundary
around the exercise of creativity, he believes the overt and covert mixing is justified,
“Non-fiction blends fact and artifice in an attempt to arrive at truth, or truths. This
frequently includes great leaps of the imagination.” Foley (1995) problematises the
basic bifurcation using Doctorow’s maxim, “There is no fiction or nonfiction as we
commonly understand the distinction: there is only narrative” (p.9), she then widens
the philosophical parameters of the debate further by placing the binary fiction/non-
fiction in the wider context of Western dualist thinking. She surveys that
poststructuralists attempts to reduce everything to forms of intertextual fiction and
draws out the importance of the reader in the relationship between fiction and non-
fiction. Foley outlines how the decision to read something as fictional is itself a
product of historical and ideological positions. This is amply demonstrated in the
genre debates around Kramer’s last book (2015) which started as a work of history
claiming the homosexuality of Presidents Washington, Lincoln and Nixon and ended
with the subtitle, “A novel” (see Helmore, 2015). In Foley’s consideration of the
documentary novel, she argues that such novels frequently deploy the reproduction

of documents as a way of authenticating their fictional elements. Both Foley and



31

Lazar argue for the acceptance of an overt blend of fictional and non-fictional
elements in order to reveal a truth which is considered to have more value and
power than fact-based truth, which may in itself be another fiction. Quite how the
writer is to achieve the alchemical mix and how it is to be known that a deeper,
greater truth has so been conjured up is unclear, but the somewhat paradoxical

postmodern proposition is established.

Sanders (2006) consideration of the use of historical records in adaptations includes
the notion of an “authenticating strategy”. Here “facts” about the past are deployed
to confirm the historicity of the piece because, “as readers we are trained to trust the
historical evidence of archival material” (p.141). Sanders consideration of the
motives of a writer doing this include both the notion of trying to use them to say
something about the present and the notion of the retrieval of lost or repressed
voices, i.e. that the writer is specifically addressing an absence in the canonical
historical account (p.140), “History, literary or otherwise, is being redeployed...in
order to indicate those communities and individuals whose histories have not been
told before, the marginalised and the disenfranchised”. Sanders also points out that
where the person is well-known, then the readers’ foreknowledge and expectation
become a vital element in narrative structuring. The writing of any play can artfully
acknowledge this and allow the degree to which its subject is well-known to become
a dramaturgical asset, for example by minimising exposition and allowing for

narrative compression.

Different forms of writing depicting someone’s life does not have to engage with the

additional questions of verisimilitude that dramatisation raises through the prospect
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of physical embodiment. The history of the biopic also introduces the politics of the
production process and raises the prospect of a new way of both engaging popular
audiences and of discovering forms of historical truth. Bingham (2010) starts his
overview of what he argues is the discernible genre of biopic with some bemusement
at the lack of scholarly interest in the form, a lack that mirrors the relative lack of
interest in the wider form of creative non-fiction. He argues that the critical derision
of the biopic was initially as a result of major Hollywood studios using the genre as a
repeated appeal to respectability in the early years of the Motion Picture Production
Code (a form of industry self-censorship introduced in 1934) and producing
hagiographies. This repeatedly sees studios casually altering the history they were
attempting to represent, not in search of some deeper biographical truth, but in order
to improve the film’s chance of being commercially successful (a gaol which also led
to many dubious casting choices) and to ensure compliance with the Code. They
are seen as a mendacious form and one in which the narrative structure is
essentially the same: a progression from early life towards the big thing that the
person is known for, which plays out climatically in a celebration housed in a bed of
conservative politics and phoney historical positivism. Rosenstone (1995, quoted in
Bingham, p.5) summarises the critical view of biopics as if it were a question asking
what would you have left of a biopic if you removed, “alteration, compression,
invention, and metaphor? Nothing.” This pejorative assessment by historians is also
noted by Collins (2007), “We know that many historians are dismissive of motion
pictures because they manipulate facts, conflate historical characters, and
communicate through symbols and microcosms rather than employ word-laden
discursive techniques.” He argues, however, that a successful biopic will use

creative licence to alter things in the service of the truth.
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North (1999) outlines how the narrative needs of film create a reductive binarism of
complex historical events into the simplicity of protagonist and antagonist and
bemoans the reductivism of what he terms “fidelity criticism”, i.e. measuring the
worth of an adaptation only by how closely it is renders a facsimile of a historical
novel onto the screen. Rosenstone’ s defence of the biopic contends that invention
does not of necessity have to form an oppositional binary to truth, and that in
production, with all that dramatisation must invent as the past becomes embodied, a

truth can emerge. Rosenstone states:

We must recognise that film will always include images that are at once
invented and true; true in that they symbolise, condense, or summarize larger
amounts of data; true in that they impart an overall meaning of the past that
can be verified, documented, or reasonably argued. And how do we know
what can be verified, documented, or reasonably argued? From the ongoing
discourse of history; from the existing body of historical texts, from their data

and arguments. (p.71)

Rosenstone’s validatory appeal is to the external of an objective historical knowledge
(a notion whose flaws have already been discussed) is problematic but his disruption
of a simplistic binary between invention and what is historiographically claimed as
truth has potential. Writers on the biopic, like some writers on biofiction, defend
altering “facts” in the service of a deeper truth, but again offer no way of defining
what the limits of the licence to alter are, or should be, and no way of assessing

whether the alterations have indeed served to reveal a previously unknown or
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unrecognised truth. The same impasse is reached by another route, and history
offers no recourse as a benchmark, as Pingree (2007) argues in his consideration of
the documentary’s role in past life depiction. He points out that we have to
understand the complexity of the process of representation and it relationship with a
past which is inaccessible without representation. We can't test the claims of history,
films or fiction to be representing the past as we have no way of knowing what the
past was like with any high degree of probability. He concludes that we engage with
history as if the past is knowable when it isn’t. History is the unreliable ghostly
outline of the past. In the end, nothing is capable of consensus other than that time
passes, and even time can be deconstructed and challenged through quantum
physics or ontological philosophy. He argues: “History is neither the static remains
nor the reliable evidence of something so much as it is a process of searching: what
we are able to do, what we choose to do.” Perhaps the historicising impulse is
simply one of self-reflection. Perhaps past life depiction is just a way of holding a
mirror. Perhaps there is a deeper, almost atavistic pleasure at work in biography as
Bingham (2010) concludes, “We want to live as characters in a story to the extent
that we want our lives to have shape, purpose, and meaning. And we watch biopics
so as to plumb that mystery of humanness, the inability completely to know another

person, and the absolute importance of knowing them and ourselves” (p.379).

Archaeological Approaches

Outside of narrative historiography and biography, there is another allied way of
reconstructing versions of the past, one more attuned to dealing with absence and
increasingly one that validates creative responses to absence as a form of

approximating the historicity of prior events. At its broadest, archaeology is always
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about absence or partial glimpses as Cole wryly observes: “Archaeology is the
discipline with the theory and practice for the recovery of unobservable hominid
behaviour patterns from indirect traces in bad samples” (quoted in Clarke, 1973,
p.17). This absence can become the imperative to drive further physical
explorations and evacuations. It can lead to the resignation that some past things
are simply unknowable. Or, it can lead in some branches of archaeology to attempts
to create a sketchier category of knowledge. This may be highly contingent and
provisional but none the less it may be able to offer some apprehension of the past.
These forms of past knowledge-making offer paradigms for considering archive-
based dramatisation as a similar form of epistemological endeavour and for how

absence can best be addressed.

Ethnoarchaeology concerns itself with the relationship between the remains of
material culture and human behaviour (Beck, 2015). It requires an analogic
methodology of cross-cultural and cross-temporal generalisation and inferences,
taking some core drives of human nature as relatively fixed constants, whilst also
increasingly recognising the environmental, climatic and ethnic specificity of some
human behaviours and the limitations to simple cross-cultural transpositions. It is
based on hypothesising from what we know about how people behave in a particular
material culture in the present to form an analogy for how people in similar material
conditions would have behaved in the past. Da Silva (2018) surveys this use of
temporal analogy. Whether the form is ecological, biological, functional, or structural
its use is always legitimated by the belief that if the conditions are sufficiently similar
in the past and in the present, so should the process of production, associated

behaviours and inhabitations be. He summarises the recent questioning of analogy,
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which criticises it for being lazy and too open as a blanket methodology but
acknowledges that it still remains at the crux of the discipline. The contested but
enduring central premise is to connect behaviour patterns that we can observe in the
present with material conditions in the past and assert that similar physical factors
would have been likely to produce similar behaviours. So, evidence of past
behaviours having happened per se is not required to assert that they would have
probably taken place. All that is needed is just a knowledge of the environment and
material culture that people existed in and an approximation to the nearest possible
current experience of these. The claims to knowledge that the analogous

methodology creates, therefore, is necessarily limited but not without some merit.

Applying the analogy methodology to intermale sexuality could offer the playwright
useful insights. If a form of sexual expression is prohibited by religious, societal,
legal and moral strictures at one point in the past in English society and the same
mechanisms are enacted again in the same way, against the same forms of sexual
expression in the present then an analogy can be formed investing the nascent
picture of the past with the knowledge of how people respond to the same strictures
in the present. To extend the logic of the methodology, comparative periods within
history should also see similar behaviours from people, if similar conditions apply
and the surrounding cultural context is not too removed. So, the explicit state
endorsed homophobic oppression of intermale sexual and emotional intimacy of the
1950s (Houlbrook, 2005; Higgins, 1996) and the 1890s (Cook, 2007) may create
similar behaviours and responses. Thus, if we know more (in a conventional
historical way of knowing based on extant text based analysis) about the behaviour

of people in the 1950s than we do in the 1890s, we can use that knowledge to create
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an analogy that offers a form of provisional knowledge about the 1890s, when we

know less, or even to earlier periods.

The other form of archaeology that offers a helpful methodology is experimental
archaeology. This involves the imaginative act of hypothesising about the past
within a set frame of references. The hypotheses are then tested with some form of
recreation in the present be that of an object or a process (Busulttil, 2013; Hansen,
2014; Holten, 2014; O’Sullivan & Souyoudzoglou-Haywood, 2019; Petersson &
Narmo, 2011). The method does not require the presence of an artefact from the
past to be part of the experimentation, indeed, it is usually conducted without any
artefact in response to a puzzle over absent knowledge. It is a conjecture, not a
random one, but one that is informed by present contextual knowledge of the past to
create what the experimenter might ultimately only be able to present as a “best

guess”.

Mathieu (2002) distinguishes between and further develops a taxonomy of four
distinct sub-forms: object replication, behavioural replication, process replication and
system replication. The experimental archaeology activity of simply showing how
tools were made and used or how impressive pre-historic monuments were built
(quintessentially Stonehenge) has been set alongside replications that are based in
behavioural and phenomenological approaches, observing and recording how
humans behave, what they sense and even how they feel to build a sensorial outline
of the past. There is an immediate parallel to historical playwrighting where the
process of writing and script development could be seen as a form of behavioural

replication.



38

Narmo and Petersson (2011) consider the field of experimental archaeology nearly a
decade later, placing archaeological methodology in the wider epistemological
context of the twenty-first century. They propose that the general re-balancing away
from the science-based production of objective knowledge towards subjective,
emotional and empathic forms of knowledge has been reflected within experimental
archaeology. They see the future of experimental archaeology as resting in the
intersections between experimental archaeology, museums and re-enactments. The
notion of revivifying a speculative version of the past and embodying it to make
discoveries that have a level of “truth” embedded in them is a significant
methodological expansion. They are exploring how one strand in experimental
archaeology is performative and offers some valid form of provisional knowledge and
arguing for a wider change in epistemological attitudes away from the binary of
scientific experiment versus subjective experience. They develop the case for what
they term “humanist experimental archaeology” which moves away from a strict
hypothetical-deductive theoretical paradigm towards a hybrid methodology that can
include sensory and emotional understandings of the past. Their proposed panoply
of techniques includes “the development of new methods such as conscious use of
anachronisms, renewal of techniques for documenting and communicating
experiments, and use of the human body and senses as an experimental field
(p-27).” This offers a new epistemological horizon from which knowledge can be
gained, a horizon that Mathieu (2002, p.76) thinks can be captured specifically
through embodiment “by allowing the experimenter to potentially put themselves in

the shoes of a past person, experimentation lets us confront the world of possibilities
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as past people may have.” This “putting on” to understand the past could readily be

applied to a playwright finding the voice of a character.

Narmo and Petersson (2011) note, however, that attempts to generate embodied
knowledge are frequently bracketed off within the profession under the slightly
pejorative term of “experiential archaeology”, something which falls short of the gold
standard of scientific objectivity, but which might have some residual value as a sign-
post to more rigorously constructed work. They deploy the alternative term “action-
mediated knowledge” to describe the insights offered by people typically working in
open-air museums undertaking various forms and depths of re-enactment. In
addition they offer a graduated taxonomy of the experiences that might be on offer at
such a site (p.33) which included “the re-enactors in costume dramatis(ing) a living
past to the public.” The degree to which any or all of these can be considered to be
experimental archaeology they concede is contested, but specifically note that this
may be due simply to the cultural category that they are assigned as either theatre,
play or show. The fact that something’s mode of production is from within another
discipline, should not, they argue, forbid it from being able to produce knowledge
within another, once it's methodologies and intentions have been examined (p.35):
“In a humanistic experimental archaeology it is necessary to implement narratives
relevant to the senses. Artistic interpretation and performance should be part of the
accepted ways of understanding the past.” Action-mediated knowledge thus

licences the costumed performance of historical plays as a way of knowing the past.

Narmo and Peterson (2011) also argue that this knowledge should not be dependent

upon the existence of specific artefacts or historical documents to be persuasive.
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They discuss the work of Thor Heyerdahl, who reconstructed a balsa craft and sailed
it from Peru to the Tuamotu Islands in pursuit of his conviction that New World
mariners from the East might have sailed into Polynesia (Van Tilburg, 2002). This
experiment did not create a raft based on extrapolating a boat design from a specific
recovered artefact nor did it depend on any documented evidence. It simply used a
generic understanding of the level of technology that was likely to have been
available. The nature of the knowledge that such an enactment produces is not of
the order of proof. The experiments demonstrate that something is possible,
Heyerdahl might argue probable. And Narmo and Petersson (2011) assert that such
a methodology of the probable is an interesting extension of the way we can
comprehend pre-history. So, contextual knowledge in the absence of specific
information, or even an analogous anchor, can be used to construct something as
tangible as a boat to carry six people across an ocean. The execution of this
embodied experience can produce an understanding of the past, which is a category
above speculation and below certainty, but which maintains a level of
epistemological validity. Indeed, for Narmo and Petersson it is a vital constituent
part of the progression they map for their humanistic experimental archaeology, “it is
important to dare to fill the knowledge gaps with possible solutions. It is in the
encounter between present and past, the mental movement from present times to

another time and place, that deeper reflection has a chance to occur” (p.46).

Interdisciplinary approaches that bring artistic and creative methodologies into
archaeology and imbricate them with modes of experimental and experiential
archaeology are at the heart of the work of Michael Shanks (a classical

archaeologist) and Mike Pearson (artistic director of Brith Gof/Faint Recollections),
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detailed in their book Theatre/Archaeology (2001). The focus of their interest in
theatre is less about scripts and more about devised work, site-specific pieces,
performance art and generally what might be termed post-dramatic performed
heritage responses. Pearson advances the contention that, “It may be that the
archaeological imagination constitutes a kind of dramaturgy” (p.68). He applies his
reasoning to a consideration of a Brith Gof performance at an abandoned coal
foundry, a place that lacks any of the overt historicising of heritage sites (signs,
displays, guidebooks, tour guides) but from which more chaotic knowledge of the
past may be created. Through the act of performing there “...the techniques
developed in such apparently valueless places may serve to suggest animations of
historical locations which can juxtapose varying orders of the dramatic material,
contemporary and historical, documentary and fictive, without monopolising

interpretation, without suggesting ‘this is exactly how it was™ (p.68).

The form of knowledge generation that Pearson (2001) is articulating is a
heteroglossic one, one which makes multiple, fleeting and circumstantial claims to
the past. He considers the Brith Gof production of Gododdin, a medieval Welsh
poem, in terms of its treatment of history. Firstly, he notes how history can be seen
in dramaturgical terms as a series of inciting incidents, and that those incidents can
conflate around a theme, moving the past and present together. Thus an account of
the flooding of a Welsh village in the 1960s to provide a reservoir for Liverpool
becomes read by the audience as a pan-historical synonym for all colonial
exploitation. Pearson champions the bricolage approach to text, narrative and
temporality present in his work, “...performance in heritage contexts can conflate the

documentary and the fictive within a given location or architecture...without laying
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claim to historical accuracy or authenticity” (p.111). This leads him into a wider
discussion about the complex nature of claims to authenticity. Pearson argues that
authenticity is not an innate property that something possess in any context. It is the
result of a process of regulated cultural production that ascribes authenticity to
something in a specific context. It is the relationship between the present and the
past that creates notions of “authenticity” as a form of always meaning-making and

not anything innate to the object.

Pearson (2001) then critically considers heritage performance in the context of
claims to “authenticity”. Fundamentally, he argues that the theatrical performance is
inauthentic. The premise is that people are pretending to be something they are not,
saying words that are not theirs in clothes that have been designed or hired for them,
enacting actions and relationships that they would not otherwise undertake. Thus
everything about a conventional theatrical performance is inauthentic and requires a
joint endeavour with the audience to suspend the reality of what is being presented.
To choose such an already inauthentic medium to discover authenticity is, then,
perhaps a flawed enterprise from the start. The actors cannot escape their
embodiment of the present in terms of the physiology of their bodies, the
mannerisms of their unconscious gestures and the inflections of their voices.
Moreover, for the past to be embodied in a characterisation that exists in a single
narrative, a staged biographical fiction, is, Pearson states, a “banalisation” of the
jumbled mass of the possibilities of the past. He argues that whatever the claims are
for authenticity of a script-based heritage performance, the reality of audience
engagement is that we are never fully seduced by its pastness, “And whatever the

degree of verisimilitude of costume drama, we always suspect that they are wearing
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modern underwear” (p.117). Pearson is, of course, over-generalising to make a
point. He cannot possibly know how all audiences respond to scripted heritage
performance or what they are thinking. But his consideration of the fundamental
contradictions at the heart of any history play’s claim to represent the past
“authentically” resonate. Pearson suggests a rich alternative agenda for

performances that connect in some ways with the past:

It may be possible to create theatrical presentations which are not reliant upon
the re-enactment and singularity of interpretation of conventional dramatic
practice, which make no pretence at verisimilitude, which juxtapose
alternative interpretations simultaneously, which reveal site continuously and
which serve to evoke rather than to monopolise meaning, rupturing rather
than consoling. Such interpenetrative hybrids may include anachronism, lack
of congruence, fantasy, the overlaying of ‘like’ and ‘unlike’ in order to stimulate
the imagination of the spectator, to provoke questioning and to embrace her in
an interpretive and critical process. Their parts never fully coalesce, and they
contain irreconcilable discontinuities within their juxtapositions of material.

They are purposefully unauthentic. (p.119)

Rather than attempting accuracy through a series of authentications, Pearson is
suggesting that the very opposite might reveal more about the multiple pasts. Itis
not a process of simply being inaccurate, but one of deliberate and jarring distortion,
a highly distinct view of the relationships between dramaturgy, the record of the past

and the claims to representations of it.
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History Plays, Heritage Performance and the Archive:

The literature in relation to history plays focusses on the modes of stage
representation and on the likely interpretation by audiences. The process by which
the playwright engaged with the historical record to create the history play is
relatively ignored or dealt with minimally. Some unpublished theatre programmes do
have some short accounts from playwrights of their writing process, but again the
detail of the methodology of archival engagement is sparse or occluded with poetic
language. Heritage performance is a distinct genre where the site of performance is
a determinant both meta-textually of the meaning of that performance and physically
in terms of how audiences interact it. However, some of the literature researching it
is helpful in relation to working from archives. There are accounts not simply of the
content of a piece and its reception but also of the process of its creation, including
archival engagement. These accounts introduce some key conceptual language
outside of the nomenclature used in playwriting. Farthing (2011) gives a detailed
overview of the archival research and writing process for a commissioned museum
piece. They are still, however, relatively rare and do not deal with the specific issues
of historicising an absent or obfuscated record of intermale sexuality for the

purposes of dramatisation.

Rokem (2000) shows how history based performance can be used as an act of wilful
resistance to dominant discourses and specifically as a critique of existing
interpretations of the past. He situates the actor in such works as a “hyper-historian”
embodying a link between the present and the past in the moment of performance,
thus paralleling the process of writing such pieces to puzzle-solving. He notes the

constant tension between selecting from mass of events and people to create
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narrative from the chaotic nature of what actually happened, a common concern with

biography, narrative history and the biopic.

Jackson (2011) suggests one solution to the limitations of narrative structuring is the
deployment of “heteroglossia”, which is a narrative style in which many viewpoints
are presented without one being privileged, leaving the viewer to create meaning.
Jackson’s survey of performance in museums and heritage sites introduces several
other concepts that expand the vocabulary for this work: “unsettlement” a process by
which the visitor/viewer has their expectations and assumptions challenged, and the
counter-balancing “narrowing tendency” a kind of creeping in to any work performed
in a museum of its existing dominant narratives, and the view by the receivers of the
work as “authorised” by the museum and so possessing a certain historical truth.
Smith (2011) adumbrates the associated concept of Authorised Heritage Discourse
(AHD) a process of legitimating meaning-making at heritage sites that performance
can be seen as being a part of and subject to. Talbot (2011) outlines the concept of
“slippage” in museum-based performance, a process by which different versions of
identity and its institutional and historical construction can be revealed. Bush-Bailey
(2012) proposes a form of performance/research methodology where the historian is
present in the performance, avoiding the dangers of “presentism” because the
distance to the past is acknowledged and not conflated. She, like Lamb (2008),
notes the long-lasting, powerful emotions that can be associated with re-enacting
real events, especially at the site of their occurrence, not just for the visitor/audience

but for the embodier/performer too.

The History of Intermale Sexuality (History) Plays
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To understand intermale sexuality history plays, it is necessary to consider the
representational codes, prohibitions and stereotypes of intermale sexuality on the
stage, as they impact directly on the emergence and development of such plays.
Three seminal books attempt to chart their development on the British stage broadly
across the twentieth century: de Jongh (1992), Sinfield (1999) and Clum (2000).
Though they each consider a number of history plays, only Clum offers any detailed
consideration of them as a genre, taking a thematic approach based on narrative
content. He also offers a succinct summary of a century’s worth of theatre studies,
“The history of the representation of homosexual desire onstage is a series of moves
from nothing, to innuendo and gesture, to discussion without any physical signs of

attraction and affection to, finally, showing” (p.7).

As the above quote from Clum suggests, intermale sexuality has a series of
identifiable evolving devices, plots and tropes in terms of its dramatic composition
and representational strategies. Most fundamentally, there is a basic distinction
between dramaturgical approaches that create intermale sexuality as an outside
corruptive force to be addressed and those that constitute it as the viewpoint, a lens
through which to see the world. Wylie in Sex on Stage (2009) notes how these
reflect more general public attitudes towards sexuality at any given time. They are
also a reflection of a complex intersection of other factors: censorship (either
exercised directly by the State, or as the internalised conventions of taste in Artistic
Directors, or as the priorities of funders, or as hashtag power of social media); the
modes of production (especially the growth of public sector subsidy of the theatre
after World War Two); the legal and cultural status of homosexuality itself (which

changes profoundly in the period under consideration); the career aspirations of
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individual playwrights (being “out” has variously been a potentially ruinous scandal, a
positive asset, a matter of indifference and more recently a position of supposed
privilege in the LGBT coalition); and the prevailing politics of sexuality and gender
(during a period which sees gay men attack closeted homosexuals of the previous
generation and then themselves be marginalised by gender fluid subsequent queer

and post-queer generations).

In considering the absence of intermale sexuality from the historical record, it is
necessary to include within that the history of its absence from the stage and the
attempts to address this absence over time. In terms of the literal legal right to
represent intermale sexuality on the stage, de Jongh (1991), Sinfield (1999) and
Clum (2000) all acknowledge the significance of the state censorship of the stage via
the Lord Chamberlain’s office until 1968. This applied to all new publicly staged
dramatic work and restricted homosexuality from representation on the stage until
1958, though some rare earlier examples are allowed, and then allowed limited
representation until 1968. Clum notes two possible responses to this, either to use
implication (conveyed through tone, casting or performances) or subversion (by
performing in private arts club spaces which were outside the Lord Chamberlain’s
purview). Sinfield suggests that, despite these prohibitions and strictures, that there
was more representation than some accounts allow for as revivals were not covered
by the Lord Chamberlain’s office. If implication was to be deployed as a
dramaturgical device, what would be the shape of a semiotic shadow that would both
be coded enough to get past the censor and explicit enough to register with an
audience, or some parts of it? Clum suggests that Oscar Wilde provides the model

with his novella The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) for, “a clandestine stage
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iconography of the homosexual” (p.16). The crux of the code is a male character
being sensitive, artistic, delicate and narcissistic. The presence of these could be
used to imply what could not be stated and, Clum contends, gradually became
recognised as such, “By the 1920s, the dandy-aesthete was reckoned, in a swift

organising caricature, as a likely homosexual” (p.23).

Coward is the first playwright to manipulate these tropes for more positive, or at least
neutral, effect. De Jongh (1991) notes how in The Vortex (Coward, 1925) some
oblique references to intermale sexuality are made. Sinfield (2000) charts how the
positive critical and commercial response of this led Coward to develop and
elaborate a dramaturgy for dual audiences: one middle brow, middle class,
heterosexual seeking light entertainment, perhaps with the mildest frisson of
disrespectability, and another more sophisticated audience who were in on a private
joke which repeatedly inferred intermale sexuality: “His project was to comprise both
audiences in one text... — the uninitiated and those in the know” (p. 106). Clum
(2000) asserts the apotheosis of this approach is in Design for Living (1933), noting
how the play masks homosexuality as bisexuality and then achieves both its
presence on and absence from the stage. By the time Terence Rattigan’s plays
arrive on the stage in the late 1930s, the representation options for intermale
sexuality have been only slightly augmented into a repertoire which Sinfield
summarises as “...comic low-life stereotypes, discreetly anguished characters and

ambiguously drawn sophisticates” (p. 159).

By the 1950s, any representational radicalism that early Coward plays might have

contained has more than waned, it has inverted. Coward, along with fellow closeted
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homosexual producer Binkie Beaumont and playwrights Terence Rattigan and
Somerset Maugham, are seen by some as ossified, upper middle-class hypocrites
particularly, according to Wyllie (2009), by George Devine at the Royal Court. As the
topic of homosexuality becomes an open part of public discourse (perhaps signified
most vividly by the commissioning of the Wolfenden Report in 1954 to review the
legal status of male homosexuality), so the coding and gender switching in plays,
which playwrights such as Rattigan still used to mask homosexual characters as
women, seemed increasingly arcane and the dramaturgy of the closet started to
break down. Sinfield (2000) notes how what he calls, “the cat and mouse game with
censorship and decorum has become not an occasional awkwardness but a
structural factor in many significant productions. In a very real sense, it became

what the plays are about — almost what theatre is about” (p.166).

In dialectical opposition to Rattigan and Coward’s contorted dual dramaturgy,
emerges John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (1956), with an off-stage named
homosexual character, and the direct staged representation of Shelagh Delaney’s A
Taste of Honey (1958). Sinfield (1999) describes the main dramaturgical premises
open to the playwright in the mid-1950s in presenting intermale sexuality, “...the
bachelor of suspect sensibility and occupation, the buddy relationship which might
be sexual, the boy who might be going wrong, the sinister intruder, the rough lad, the
false accusation, the damaging consequences of self-repression, the risk of police
attentions” (p. 241). Whilst these plays reflect rather than challenge these norms,
they are significant for de Jongh (1991) in that, “The homosexual is brought in from

the cold” (p. 93). He is no longer a medical condition to be identified and treated and



50

is now a social problem to be pitied and tolerated, much in line with the formulation

offered by the Wolfenden Report itself upon publication in 1957.

The Wolfenden recommendations are finally enacted in 1967. This, coupled with the
ending of state censorship in 1968, ushers in a significantly altered creative
environment for playwrights in which to explore new representation strategies for
intermale sexuality. In his consideration of the period 1969-1981, de Jongh (1991)
describes the growth of a definable gay subculture in London which, along with the
political catalyst from the Stonewall riots in America in 1969, facilitates gay men in
creating their own explicit, public culture. He outlines how a self-reinforcing loop of
gay playwrights working for gay audiences reviewed by gay critics in gay
publications is vital in explaining how gay men gain the confidence to experiment
with new dramaturgies to represent themselves on stage openly for the first time.
Sinfield (1999), de Jongh and Wylie (2009) all agree on the significance of Gay
Sweatshop (a theatre cooperative founded in London in 1975) as one of the primary
theatrical organisations through which these highly politicised debates were had, and

the results embodied into stage productions which toured the country.

The Gay Liberation Front (the most radical intermale political organisation in the UK)
had argued since its formation in 1970 that heterosexuality was a socially
constructed element of a capitalist society. Sinfield (1999) and de Jongh (1991) both
believe this informs the choices of agit-prop or social realism as the main dramatic
forms used by Gay Sweatshop (and others) in this period. Perhaps inspired by
Marxist ideas of historical materialism, Gay Sweatshop starts to reconsider the past

and its meaning to the present. They produce As Time Goes By (1977) by Drew
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Griffiths and Noél Greig, which politicises as it historicises as it dramatises three
separate periods: the aftermath of the Oscar Wilde trial, Weimar Germany and the
Stonewall riots. Seeing this play, directly influences Martin Sherman to write Bent
(1979), an account of the Nazi persecution of homosexuals. De Jongh argues that
Gay Sweatshop influences not only Bent, which became the first intermale sexuality
history play to achieve mainstream success, but two other such plays Julian
Mitchell’s Another Country (1981) and Hugh Whitemore’s Breaking the Code (1986).
De Jongh says, “These plays...created and celebrated suitable gay heroes; they
rescued from obloquy supposed gay villains. In all three plays rebellious
homosexuals attempt to assert a homosexual identity and to live their sexual lives in
societies that outlawed their sexualities.” All three plays were dramaturgically
radical in taking the homosexual man as the protagonist. This enabled an audience
to see what the normative heterosexual world from his vantage point as an often
murderously oppressive one. With this dramaturgical approach applied, a traitorous
homosexual threat can become a sympathetic rebel (as in Another Country), a
perverted loner becomes a national hero (as in Breaking the Code), and the lowest
caste in the horrors of the holocaust become rebels asserting their humanity in the

worst extremes of persecution (as in Bent).

Clum (2000) is markedly the first writer to give the intermale sexuality history play
serious and detailed consideration in terms of their use of history. He notes, “List-
making was the central historical act in early post gay liberation plays, where identity
and pride come from a symbolic joining of celebrated homosexuals from the past
and present” (p.162). For example in The Normal Heart (1985) and in As Time Goes

By (1977) it essentially forms the narrative structure of the play. Clum is sceptical of
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this device for a number of reasons: either the people listed didn’t conceive of
themselves as gay, or were not proud to be so, or they represent distinct categories
of sexual experience that aren’t easily conjoined with or conflated into “gay”. Clum
suggests that it speaks to an urge in playwriters to make historical connections to
create a sense of culture that is not just sexual. This urge was especially important
during the AIDS crisis peak. Clum argues that the ‘historical impulse’ in the

playwright is linked to three other impulses:

1. The ‘anarchic impulse’: to celebrate creative anarchy as a positive counter
to regulatory oppressive order;

2. The ‘romantic impulse’: to posit loving relationships as the norm for gay
men (the right to love is at stake in the battle against oppression, not just
the right to sex with another man)

3. The ‘canonical impulse’: to celebrate gay creativity by dramatising the
experience of gay artists, reinforcing awareness of the pantheon of

creatives, and laying claim to a space for an openly gay identity.

Norton (2010) shows that this appeal to a lineage of great homosexuals in history is
in fact at least as old as the 1698 sodomy trial of Captain Rigby. The Court records
show it incorporated into Rigby’s attempt to overcome another man’s reticence,
“Rigby replies, ’It's no more than was done in our fore-fathers time’, telling him that
Jesus and John were sodomitical partners, and claiming ‘that the French King did it,
and the Czar of Muscovy made Alexander, a Carpenter, a Prince for that purpose’.

Like homosexuals throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Rigby justifies
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his homosexual desire by claiming it was practised by famous people throughout

history (p.38).” It is unsurprising that this should be reflected on stage.

In terms of the intermale history plays themselves, Clum (2000) identifies five major

themes, which are outlined below with some suggested additions:

1. Martyrdom: He presents Edward Il (1592) by Christopher Marlowe as the
first intermale sexuality history play and also as the first gay martyr,
punished not just for his sexuality but also as a breaker of class and
gender rules. Clum argues this is still playing out in the 1980s for example
in Breaking the Code (1986). Moreover, to this could be added the 21
century protagonists of Mr Foote’s Other Leg (Kelly, 2015) and How To
Win Against History (Davies, 2017) and most, if not all, of the
dramatisations of Oscar Wilde’s life, including The Judas Kiss (Hare,
1997), In Extremis (Bartlett, 2000) and The Trials of Oscar Wilde (Holland

& O’Connor, 2014).

2. Traitors. Edward Il also stages the first gay traitor. Treachery is cast as
revenge for being brought up in a heterosexist and homophobic society.
Clum argues that love and not sex is usually the pivot to treachery. Clum
identifies A Patriot for Me (1965), and Another Country (1981) as plays
that explore this themes, to which could be added Bennett's An
Englishman Abroad (1988) and A Question of Attribution (1988) and de

Jongh'’s A Plague Over England (2008).
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3. War: Clum discusses only one American play only, Streamers by David
Rabe which makes this category hard to distinguish meaningfully. In
Streamers, intermale sex is the great destroyer of the male on male bond,
the homosexual a cipher through which straight men enact their
destructive fantasies upon one another. In terms of topic, though not
perhaps in terms of that specific analysis, The Prisoners of War (Ackerley,
1925), Poppies (Grieg, 1983 ) and The Night Watch (Waters, 2016) could

all be considered under this category.

4. Resistance: These plays feature a militant assertion of a positive gay
identity, the new “us”, and a re-positioning of society’s
homophobia/heterosexism as problematic, the new “them”, and often
feature a wise, proud, politicised mentor figure and coming out narratives.
Clum suggests more pejoratively that these are a sort of “gay’s gay play”,
or as he terms it “an insider gay play” and offers As Time Goes By (Grieg
and Griffiths,1977), Bent (Sherman, 1979) and Street Theatre
(Wilson,1982) by Doric Wilson as examples, to which might be added

Mother Clap’s Molly House (Ravenhill, 2008).

5. Heroic Making: Clum argues that these plays function as an alternative to
the “criminal as gay martyr narrative” offering instead “gay artist as hero”
(even if the hero is sometimes quite flawed). They are historical
biographical dramas that assume a knowledge of the artists output and
usually unite gay and heterosexual audiences around an appreciation of

their creative output. Example plays include: Total Eclipse
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(Hampton,1968, on Arthur Rimbaud & Paul Verlaine), The Dear Love of
Comrades (Grieg and Griffiths, 1979, on Edward Carpenter), and Once in
A While Odd Things Happen (Godfrey, 1990, on Benjamin Britten and
Peter Pears). To this could be added Colquhoun and MacBride
(Byrne,1992 on titular painters) by Jon Byrne, The Invention of Love
(Stoppard, 1997 on A.E. Housman) by Tom Stoppard, Bacon (Towler,
2006 on titular painter) by Jeremey Towler, A Plague Over England (de
Jong, 2008 on Gielgud) and The Habit of Art (Bennett 2009 on Auden and
Britten), Britten in Brooklyn (Lewis, 2016 also on Auden and Britten) all of

which feature creative protagonists.

Clum’s categorisations are a thematic investigation of the state of intermale sexuality
history play at the end of the twentieth century. They begin to tease out the common
narratives, tropes, dramaturgical strategies and some of the character types. The
ability to add more recent intermale sexuality history plays to these categories,
proves some degree of durability. But there are many other plays that do not fit
readily under these themes or at least under the characterisations of them. The
more ambivalent protagonists of mostly recent plays such as Mr Foote’s Other Leg
(Kelly, 2015), Epstein (Sherlock, 2012) Ross (Rattigan, 1960), Lawrence After Arabia
(Brenton, 2016) and Prick Up Your Ears (Bent, 2009) do not sit easily in categories
about heroes or traitors. Many characters in intermale sexuality history plays were
neither figures of resistance nor martyrs. These positions are only for a valorised
few and don’t allow for ordinariness, for average people in the past. The
hairdressers of Ackland’s Absolute Hell (1988), the Leeds sixth-former from

Bennett’s The History Boys (2004) and the mundane drag queen of Nichols Privates
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on Parade (1977), to name but a few, are left without neat taxonomical homes. As
the stage representation of intermale sexuality in the past has pluralised to allow for
more complex, nuanced and neither necessarily heroic, cowardly or victimised
characters to emerge, so the need for a neat taxonomy has become unclear. The
increasing number of plays that sit outside of the ability of Clum’s categories to
define them is a testimony to 215t century’s mainstreaming of intermale sexuality in

plays that no longer problematise or validate that form of sexuality as a theme.

Clum also sets out some codifying of the semiotic strategies that playwrights use to
enact the homosexual experience on stage. In essence these amount to three
things: (i) kissing, (i) male nudity and (iii) drag, some or all of which are used by
plays after the 1969 fault line. He identifies the great problem of AIDS plays in
relation to this, i.e. how to enact a sexually transmitted illness that often ravages the
body, and suggests that AIDS dramas force sex into being a historical act by making
gay men consider the past, reviewing the disruption in what they might have thought
would have been a linear progression through queer Whig history to ever greater

acceptance and freedom.

The impact of AIDS is a vast, multidisciplinary topic and it dominates the staging of
intermale sexuality drama from the moment it is recognised as an epidemic primarily
affecting gay men (arguably from 1983 in the UK). Clum (2000) asserts that the
demands of the crisis were so compelling that it forced political theatre off the stage
and on to street in movements like ACT UP, who used stage devices in their
demonstrations. Sinfield (1999) suggests a number of dramas deliberately model

themselves on the five stage model of grief and trauma. Clum identifies a specific
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device common to a number of AIDS plays, what he calls the “aria of reminiscence”,
whereby a gay male character both affirms the validity of the sexual past and of a
vastly changed sexual present. Sinfield notes how the intense trauma of the health
crisis in the present, drove some UK playwrights into exploring the past, for example
Bartlett’s with A Vision of Love Revealed in Sleep (1989). Speaking about American
drama, Fisher (2008) states that the response was almost the opposite, “...with the
appearance of AIDS...homosexuality became a dominant — if not the dominant —
topic in serious American drama” (p. 2). A key product of this, The Normal Heart
(Kramer, 1985) contains a list of historical cultural figures which the lead character
claims as gay, asserting the value of a culture that is not just sexual, something
already noted above. De Jongh (1991) is dismissive of it: “It is no more than a
conjuring trick to imagine that gay culture sweeps into existence through the naming
of great homosexuals in history, when the homosexuals who he names have a
necessarily different sense of their identity, and may not even have a homosexual
identity in the sense we understand it” (p.185). The play does use one unique
dramaturgical device which Juntunen (2008) sees as crucial: the writing each night
of performance on a prominent part of the set of the current number of current AIDS-
related deaths. “In the moment when fictional time and non-fictional time collided, a
new community was formed...and the production became a ritual about

remembering the dead and refusing to be silent about how to save the living” (p.32).

Both Wyllie (2009) and Sinfield (1999) are critical of the British stage’s response to
AIDS, which neither see are producing any great work in the 1980s. Wyllie suggests
this is because AIDS hit the US earlier and harder than the UK and so plays from

America, like The Normal Heart, were imported or American plays were developed in
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the UK, like Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, and the crisis was experienced to
some extent vicariously in theatrical terms until plays like Elyot’'s My Night With Reg
in 1994. This argument ignores some successful AIDS-related work in the UK by
Gay Sweatshop such as Compromised Immunity (Kirby, 1985) and most significantly
by Consenting Adults who staged the world’s first HIV/AIDS play Anti Body by Louise
Parker Kelley in 1983. However, it would be true to say that until My Night With Reg

homegrown plays about the UK AIDS/HIV experience had remained on the fringe.

The extreme level of homophobia that also accompanied the AIDS crisis invoked a
crisis in representation that has been noted by Clum and many other critics (see
Moor, 2000, Jarman, 1996, Burston, 1995 and Crimp & Rolston 1990). This
regularly brought into question the value of gay men to society and created
synonyms of iliness and homosexuality with the inherent implication that
homosexuality could be caught and should be eradicated. In this context, the
political importance not just of exploring AIDS in the present, but also of
demonstrating the cultural contribution that gay men had made and the positioning of
those men in a form of lineage to similar men in the past, was a radical act of
resistance. Clum adumbrates one specific example with the National Theatre
staging a biographical history play about Benjamin Britten in 1990, Once in A While
Odd Things Happen (Godfrey, 1990) that with its focus on a same sex family unit,
could be seen as a radical response to Section 28 of the Local Government Act
which banned Local Authorities from promoting homosexuality as a pretended family

relationship.
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The 1980s is the peak (in terms of the number) of intermale sexuality history plays
and also the peak of AIDS-related homophobia. This would appear to be more than
coincidental. The deployment of heritage is a radical device for playwrights to adopt
at this point. A survey of contemporary tabloid reportage of the AIDS pandemic
reveals a mass of myths not just about the iliness itself, but also about intermale
sexuality. Two repeatedly appear in different forms with different notes of pernicious

moral panic sounding through them:

1. Homosexuality has become more prevalent and those engaged in it have
become more promiscuous as a result both of the partial decriminalisation of
male homosexuality in 1967 and of the gay liberation movement that came

into popular culture after the Stonewall riots in America in 1969.

2. Gay men are a risk to heteronormative society, both in moral and medical

terms, and society needs to contain or even eliminate this risk.

At its most simplistic, the first myth is challenged by placing intermale sexuality into
the past, the pre-AIDS and pre-pre-AIDS past (i.e. not the 1970s as the last pre-
AIDS decade but specifically pre-Stonewall and the sexual liberation that may have
followed) examples include More Lives Than One (1854-1900), Another Country
(1930s), Poppies (World War Two), An Englishman Aboard (1956), and Cock Ups
(1967). The device of historical list-making that Clum notes above, notably in The
Normal Heart (1987), is another form of historicising intermale sexuality as not only
always present, but also always present in many of the names from history that are

associated with cornerstones of civilisation. This connects with the way in which



60

history plays can address the second myth, through the bringing into consciousness
of the contribution that gay men have made, for example Alan Turing’s contribution
to winning World War Two in Breaking The Code (1986), or by neutralising and re-
positioning gay men’s bad behaviour as a form of resistance to heteronormative
oppression, for example, Joe Orton’s promiscuity in The Diary of A Somebody

(1989) and Anthony Blunt’s espionage in A Question of Attribution (1988).

Angels in America (Kushner, 2007) is a seen as dramaturgical turning point by Clum
(2000) in that it both specifically represents intermale sexuality in the context of the
AIDS epidemic and makes gay characters and intermale sexuality generalised as
metaphor. Fisher (2008) similarly praises the play’s ability to use AIDS and
homosexuality as key metaphors within a state of the nation drama. The play
contains elements of magical realism and several historical characters. Sinfield
regards some of these elements less favourably as, “unhelpfully mystifying” (p. 205).
For all its commercial and critical success, the play fails to usher in a new era of
writing about intermale sexuality, in some senses its shadow stifles it. Robert F.
Gross in The Last Gay Man (2008) tries to explain the absence of a “new great
flowering of queer drama” that the play invokes in its famous, “Let the great work
begin” closing line. He considers the lacuna in terms of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder, experienced as a result of AIDS losses. Angels in America’s
representation of drag as the dying form of cultural expression, equivalent to African
American’s Uncle Tom'’s racial stereotype, also proved to be a misread of what is to
come. Sinfield (1999) points out that as Judith Butler’s theories of the performativity
of gender filter through the 1990s they in fact re-licence and inspire a whole new

exploration of drag on stage as part of the emergence of a distinct set of queer
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dramaturgies. He discusses the relative merits of different deployments of drag and
camp as part of finding a progressive dramaturgical style, “...it is a mistake to
conclude that there will be one, truly dissident dramatic form — social realist,
Brechtian, camp or otherwise... The dissident potential of camp and drag has to be
assessed not in the abstract, but in particular instances” (p.339). Drag has the
potential to be subversive but equally to be mainstream as Bank’s (2020) summary
of what he sees are problems with the ubiquity of RuPaul’s different forms of drag
show has demonstrated, “The controversy can be summed up by the poet laureate

Ms. Jasmine Masters’ famous statement, ‘Rupaul’s Drag Race has fucked up drag’.”

At the turn of the century, Sinfield (1999) believed there was still space for an
exploration of a specific set of gay concerns: the limits of assimilation, the need for
discretion or disclosure, gendering and the demands of different communities
homogenised into the acronym LGBT. However, as queer dramaturgies developed
specifically exploring sexuality, gender and increasingly issues of race, nationality,
species, body shape, technology and class, often in one person shows using
autobiographical devising, so the issue of intermale sexuality simultaneously became
marginal in playwriting for the stage. A decade later, looking back Wyllie (2009)
points to Mark Ravenhill’'s Shopping & Fucking and to Sarah Kane’s Cleansed
(1998) as texts in which intermale sexuality is featured but it is not the focus of the
drama. He concludes, “...by about 2000 the gay or lesbian play as such had

perhaps achieved all that it could for the time being” (p.109).
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Clum (2000) believes that in all the plays representing intermale sexuality
progressively there are expressions and elaborations of some or all of the following
five elements:
1. Display: of the male body and of the devices of theatricality;
2. Polemic: a dialectic with the mainstream, but one which sets out areas on
which there can be no compromise;
3. Self-Examination: both of the individual and the individual relationship with a
community or series of communities;
4. Transformation: through theatricality and ironical appropriation of the modes
of oppression;

5. Celebration: of courage, resistance, difference and chosen community/family.

Clum, however, also ponders whether there is a dramaturgical future for “gay” and
whether (page 317), “...the terms has outlived its historical moment.” It would be
fair to say that being “gay” has proved to no longer be a dramaturgical proposition in
the context of the British and American stages in the contemporary drama of the last
two decades. In that sense, Clum was correct. However, as the above plays | have
tentatively added to each of Clum’s thematic categories for the gay history plays
suggest, there has continued to be a steady flow of dramatisation of intermale
sexuality which explore the past with different dramaturgical strategies, and different
claims to authenticity. Intermale sexuality in most of these plays is still at the centre
of their drama. “Gay” then may not have had a dramaturgical future, but it still has a

dramaturgical past.

Queer Dramaturgies
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Jill Dolan in Theatre & Sexuality (2010) thinks that a new set of political and social
concerns emerged in the gay community after the battle with AIDS was effectively
won (in terms of it being a terminal condition for men in the UK). These amounted
to a liberal assimilationist agenda: equal marriage, serving in the Armed Forces,
adopting children. She argues that queer dramaturgy was in opposition to this and
rejected social realism in favour anti-realist devices such as: characters commenting
on themselves, revealing the mechanics of staging, non-realist sets and costumes,
reading out stage directions, direct address to audience and even physical contact
with the audience and their involvement in the plot in immersive ways. Savran
(2003) makes an allied list of queer dramaturgical devices, adding: shuffle of
temporal sequence, use of memory, fantasy and desire, cinematic intercutting, use
of drag, spectularising the male body, reimagining community or family, and
universalizing white queer subjectivity. In either, the acts of gender, performance,
drama and theatre are all deconstructed and unpacked as a conscious dramaturgical

device.

The queer dramaturgies of the twenty-first century offer some insights into how the
opening up of sexuality has enabled a wider breaking down of seemingly fixed
categories of being and of knowledge about the past and present, but their influence
overall upon staged written and published text has been limited. Fintan in
Performance & Queer Praxes (2011) notes the propensity for autobiographical solo
work, an observation which Dolan (2010) also makes arguing that this leads to the
work being difficult to re-stage by other people and therefore far less likely to get
published. Queer dramaturgy does offer a pathway for intermale sexuality to become

more metaphorical and move away from previous modes of expression, perhaps
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addressing Wyllie’s concluding admonishment that “The male gay play of the 21st

century can either depress us all or broaden its scope” (p.110).

Campbell and Farrier (2016) provide an overview of queer dramaturgies. In the
introduction to their collection of essays, they offer personal accounts of seeing
performances in which there was a sense of transgression, of a boundary having
been crossed or of something being different from their expectations. They later
came to see this frisson this created for them as the recognition of something
“‘queer”. Theorising from such moments to a coherent set of performance
approaches that might then be grouped together to form a dramaturgy, or a series of
dramaturgies or dramaturgical processes is not an easy task. However, they believe
that the starting point is the performance, i.e. where performance can lead queer,

rather than where queer can lead performance.

There are a variety of definitions available for what queer is as the theoretical
underpinning to what queer dramaturgy might be. Campbell and Farrier quote David
Halperin’s definition (1995, p.62) as, “whatever is at odds with the normal, the
legitimate, the dominant”. Eve Sedgwick’s (1993) seminal first public definition was,
“the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses
and excesses of meaning when the constituents elements of anyone’s gender, of
anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.” Judith
Butler (1993) places an emphasis squarely on the performative aspects of gender,
i.e. that it is understood in the doing of it, in the performance of gender to the internal
and external self and to others. The imbrication of these definitions is perhaps less

relevant than their application on stage, what the moment of being unsettled that
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Campbell and Farrier describe looks like. They define queer dramaturgically in
terms of its contrast to gay dramaturgy (2016, p.13). This is worth quoting at some
length as it provides a kind of diagnostic reference point for the later consideration of

the plays written for this research and their degree of queerness:

“...while they (queer works) 