The Shakespeare Experiment: A Seduction in the form of an Essay
by Sky Gilbert

“I was on the floor with laughter. If you held argto my head and forced me to justify
myself, | would say there’s something inherentlged the ideal of male on male sex —
the primacy of desire, it's genetic futility — aadything that defrays that tension can be
funny.”

lan Brown on Sacha Baron CoheBgring, in The Globe and Mail, 2009

"I don't think of myself as gay. That doesn't mézat I'm not gay. | just don't define
myself by my sexuality.”
Tom Ford on his filmA Single Manin The Advocate, 2009

In theatre programs at academic institutions, tieeneuch talk of theory and
practice. My experience is that educational expess in which theory and practice are
actually combined are few and far between. Oftemetlis a lot of practice and almost no
theory, or a lot of theory and almost no pract@ee of the problems with theoretical
practice is that art and science are not the sdaoeb Bronowski asserts $tience and
Human Valueshat scientists and artists share the same cesiatipulse. He suggests, for
instance that the image of the woman who resentidepet in DaVinci’d.ady with
Stoatis as much a theory of evolution as Darwi@sgin of the Species.would contend
that art inspires us and goads thought, even thdugay not prove anything, at least not
the way scientists insist that their experimentsTde discoveries we made in The
Shakespeare Experiment were not strictly scienflfics was not a completely controlled
situation, in which the results were proven (andhaps could be re-proven) without a
shadow of a doubt. However, The Shakespeare Expstihas stirred me to think more
deeply about issues around gender and performanddp ponder implications of theory
and postructuralism, that are, | think, complex angortant.

The Shakespeare Experiment was a practical andetiead project involving
research into constructs of masculinity and feniipiand the cultural conditions of
Shakespearean production in performance, preseatddsummer from 2008 to 2010, in
Toronto. Each year one scene by Shakespeare wasnped in three different ways with

differently gendered actors in the same key ralesaich performance. In one version of



the scene the female roles were played by femaébesain another the same roles were
played by male university student actors, and éntktird version the roles were played by
male university student actors executing drag perémces. The first year (August 23
and 24, 2008) we presented the final scene #snyou Like Itthe second year (August
29 and 30, 2009) we presented the final scene Aafvinter's Taleand the third year
(2010) we presented the final scene frdnmony and Cleopatrall were performed at
Buddies in Bad Times Theatre in Toronto. Studetdgradrom the University of Guelph
performed in plays opposite professional actorgatied by professional directors and
designed by a professional designer. The perforesawere followed by an audience
survey. Graduate student research assistants pussademic research, provided
undergraduates with information, and helped seinganalyze the audience

surveys. The Shakespeare Experiment, having rgoemthpleted the third year of a
three-year SSHRC funded project, sold out its Z#sseach year.

There were three primary goals for The Shakesgegoeriment. The first was to
try and replicate (as accurately as possible) xipergence of an Early Modern
theatergoer in the 16th century watching a playhich boys play the women'’s roles.
The second purpose was to discover how contemptraagre-goers understand cross-
dressing in the theatre. Was it a function of @rta function of sexuality, or both? The
third purpose was to explore the possibility oféqung’ Shakespeare’s work. Queering
the work, means, in this case, exploring whethek8speare’s works fit comfortably in a
gueer context. If Shakespeare’s characters areglaythe context of gay desire and
romance (as we understand them today) does tha i it an inappropriate imposition?

As a SSHRC funded Research Creation Grant in agsmtiwith the University
of Guelph, we were mandated to provide traininguitdlergraduate student actors, stage
managers, designers, dramaturgs and directoreasédtprofessionals, and also to
provide training for graduate students as resesscra teachers. Thus, each year we
hired as many student actors as we could afford.urtdergraduate students were paid
$10 an hour and the graduate students were paidi$R0ur. The student actors were
mentored by professional actors (paid at Equitgs)aat a ratio of approximately two
students to each professional actor mentor. Thiegsmnal actors took minor roles in

the scenes, so their mentoring involved not onkyisadg the young actors at key points



in rehearsal and leading workshops, but also pmifay alongside them in small parts.
The first year, The Shakespeare Experiment lastetivib weeks, and culminated in two
performances with 27 students involved. Eighteethefstudents were actors and the rest
were either graduate students or undergraduates/at/ as stage managers or design
assistants. The second year was the most ambigbearsal and performance period,
with a duration of three weeks, culminating in thperformances, and with a total of 28
students involved. Mainly due to budgetary conceltms final year was vastbcaled
down, with one week of rehearsal culminating in pagormance. There were a total of
9 undergraduate actors involved but no designeste@nagement students or graduate
students. The student-training component of thgeptavas completely integrated into
the process. Acting students not only had actortanenvorking beside them, but design
students assisted professional designers and siagagement students worked with a
professional stage manager each year. For theicsyears of The Shakespeare
ExperimentSherri Hay was the set and costume designer addrgtmentor. The three
professional directors: Moynan King, Edward Roy amgself, were the primary resource
persons envisioning the Shakespeare scenes.

In addition to the training that occurred throughearsing and performing the
scenes, there were also formal workshops for teetfvo years. The first summehge
students attended separate workshops led by tweidoectors and in the second year
(in response to student demands), the workshopsyleadch director were open to all
students. The first year Moynan and Keith Colet&galdancing workshops and the
second year Moynan worked with students on credliegtrical ‘tableau.” Edward and
Salvatore Antonio led workshops in rhetorical gestuwth years. | led workshops in
‘drag’ performance in year one and two, for botliryg men and young women, assisted
by Keith Cole, David Tomlinson and Ryan Kelly. Té¢mntent of the workshops was
related to each director’s approach.

Each year the three professional directors appezhtieir new scenes in
fundamentally the same way as they had the yearddfloynan’s job was to employ a
‘straight’ ‘Stratfordesque’ approach to Shakespe&he was not allowed to cross-cast or
to play with gender (other than in ways that weotatied by the script, for example when

Rosalind cross-dressed as a boy). This was theimplgsition put on Moynan’s work.



As Moynan is a radical lesbian feminist, thesegwlere somewhat restrictive for her.
Nevertheless, she construed fascinating methodsking her work radical. The
purpose of these restrictions was to give the auwegiéand ourselves) — in terms of
sexuality and gender, at least, — a template amhof a modern Shakespeare
performance from which to view the historical vers{that Edward directed) and the
‘queer’ version (that | directed).

Moynan’s productions involved the most elaboratse,ses well as choreographed
movement: a tap dancing sequence (in the first semnamd tableaus (in the second and
third summer). Though restricted in terms of geradet sexuality, Moynan was free, as
are the directors at Stratford (Ontario), to setgieces in whatever time period she
wished, and to create surprising visual effectscins something one often finds in a
Stratford production that is praised for takingks.” Moynan’s fascination with tableaus
has a historical basis and is related to femismies. In some western cultures, at certain
points in history, women were restricted in terrhtheir appearance on stage. They were
allowed to be part of performances (and even teappude) only if they appeared in a
still, mute ‘tableau’. During the second and thstdnmers, Moynan focused on tableau as
a central technique for presenting her scenestalileau image was particularly apt for
Hermoine’s statue ithe Winter's Talevhose movement was tableau-like, since it was
sometimes very still. Moynan also employed the rscteho played the ‘three gentleman’
as trees, and later to play passages and gatdeefactors to walk through. In the third
year, forAntony and Cleopatravioynan made reference to Charcot’'s famous
photograph’s of hysterical women during the operseguence when the actors entered
and formed a series of quickly changing still piet.

Moynan’s scenes were always set in an historicabgehat was neither the
present, nor the Early Modern period. As in a tgpRtratford production her mise-en-
scene demanded that we as an audience think comadlgpthat is to try and interpret her
unique and anachronistic interpretations, whiclthoagh they had a feminist
perspective — did not fundamentally challenge tdience’s conceptions of gender or
sexuality. For instance, in her version of thelfs@ene ofThe Winter's Taléhe image of
Hermoine was one of a strong feminist icon (ontarfat set), and Moynan’s Cleopatra

was a persecuted woman in a 1950s mental instituoth interpretations engaged



feminist issues but neither interpretation presgndenantic or sexual relations between
same sex characters. Moynan'’s approach resulteeantiful and thoughtful
interpretations of Shakespeare that were surphisuitallenging, considering the fact she
was restricted from cross-casting. For many audienembers, her scenes were the
favorite ones. | suspect that this not only haddavith Moynan’s skill as a director, but
the fact that the scenes were very much what tdeace was used to seeing at Stratford,

except with a more feminist bent.
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The other two directorial approaches were juxtag@sainst Moynan’s
fascinating but somewhat typical interpretationkifh were typical only because we
required Moynan to approach them without questigiive characters’ genders or
sexualities). The other two approaches did, eathdaim own way, demand that the
audience fundamentally challenge traditional hesexaal (and heterosexist) notions of
sexuality and gender.

Edward'’s job was to recreate, as closely as pasdié conditions of a 16
century performance of a play by Shakespeare. ieae this end, Edward focused on
the use of rhetorical gesture. Rhetorical geswamniacting technique (and, earlier, a
manner of speaking) that was employed in Europmguhe 17 through the 19
centuries. It is explicated in the teachings ofRwenan rhetorician Cicero. It may very

well have been employed in some form, during Shada®’s time. This technique was



chosen because there is almost no documentatitie afcting style that was used if"16
century England. The rationale behind the use etioriical gesture in our project came
less from the argument that this technique had bdeenmented as Early Modern than
from a need to settle on an acting style that veaisistent with a performance that
required the audience to allow for a significardpnsion of disbelief, since we assumed
this was typical of the Early Modern period.

Rhetorical gesture is uniquely presentational:em®tions or ideas expressed by
the actors in each line of dialogue are each aceared by a gesture that symbolized the
essence of what was being said or felt. They @@ ggnder specific. For instance, there
was a generally recognized feminine gesture fonessland a generally recognized male
gesture for anger. Significantly, Hamlet, in higsph to the actors, waragainst
excessive movement of the hands: “Nor do not saaithtoo much with your hand,
thus, by use all gently, for in the very torreetnpest, and (as | may say) whirlwind of
your passion, you must acquire and beget a tempethat may give it smoothness”

(2.3. 296). This suggests, at the very least,Eaally Modern actors employed hand
gestures.

The sets, costumes, and lighting for Edward’s hisabrecreations were also as
faithful as possible to the scant information weenabout production values of
Shakespeare’s plays during his lifetime. Englishd&ssance theatrical costume (as
rendered in the one or two extant drawings frompiir@od) reveals actors in ensembles
that combine contemporary Elizabethan clothing sitiall number of emblematic
articles that aim at an approximation of histormeturacy, i.e. a piece of fabric thrown
over a shoulder to indicate a Roman citizen, a befor a warrior. Thus, Edward’s Early
Modern approach featured Elizabethan costumesweddrom Stratford in order to stay
true to the replication of the L&entury style of staging. The Early Modern thetikely
had no ‘sets’ as we know them today: a pole may g to serve as a tree, or a stool as
a throne. Edward’s version, similarly, employedaaebstage with only a seat for a throne
or chair when needed. The stage of the public tegatas not a thrust (as many assume)
but a raised platform — with the audience standimghe ground and seated in balconies
almost fully surrounding it — which was the kindpdétform stage that Edward

employed. Performances happened in the afterndbus-there was no stage lighting — a



convention also employed in our historical rec@atiThe stage picture for our
Elizabethan presentation was, thus, very muchthkeElizabethan one may have been.
Each summer our audiences — like the Early Modass e- watched one performance of
the scene on a raised platform, in which young pilayed women employing elaborate
theatrical gestures and wearing elaborate Elizalpetbstumes, wigs and makeup, with

minimal set pieces under general (i.e. non-theajrlghting.
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My ‘queer’ directorial approach was significantlifferent than Edward’s, though
both featured cross-dressing. Edward’s direct@jgdroach was to recreate a non-
realistic style that would have been equivalerftrot the same as — an Elizabethan
acting style. | worked with my actors to createailet, realistic contemporary
performancesAs You Like Itvas set in a modern day Romani camp (what woule ha
been previously called a ‘gypsy’ camp) in eastemrnolge, The Winter's Talavas set in
the house of a modern day sex trade worker (a datn), andAntony and Cleopatra
was set in the bedroom of teenage girl contemgatammitting suicide over Justin
Bieber. Rosalind, Paulina, Hermoine, and Cleopatee all played by male student
actors. Also, some male roles (Jacques de Boydaagles i\s You Like jtand the
character of the guard Antony andCleopatra) were played by female student actors.
The guard in Antony and Cleopatra became Cleosasiaioying younger brother,

dressed in a football uniform. The milieus for nquéer’ approach were chosen partially



because | hoped that if the young actors were pdpgiharacters close to their own age in
a contemporary setting then the scenes might tistregboth funny and emotionally
involving, in a contemporary way. Paulinalihe Winter's Talevas a young sexy
dominatrix taunting and teaching her old client hi&s (played by an older, professional
actor) and leading him through a gallery of her v@soOne of her whores turned out to
be Hermoine — resembling a young Joan Crawfordharable and sexual, an old film

clip come to life — who excites old Leontes’ memangd pity. Rosalind i\s You Like It
(played by the incomparable Nigel Gough, a studdrd tragically died in a freak bike
accident soon after The Shakespeare Experimentigademed very much like a saucy,
sexy young gypsy girl until he removed his wig dgrthe final speech. It is here that
Shakespeare makes the only theatrical referente tactuality of boy actors, when
Rosalind says: “If | were a woman | would kiss asyof you as had beards that pleased
me” (5.4. 131). At this moment Gough (who was angwpenly gay actor) revealed
himself not only as male, but as gay, and flirteeéatly with the male members of the
audience.

Edward'’s historical approach and my more contempapproach had one thing
in common. Both were attempting to take the texbsely, that is to activate all the
emotional moments in the drama and the human manetite comedy. This is a radical
notion that can help us to understand the queefi@hakespeare. | say radical, because
cross-dressing has been viewed, historically, ister@ culture as simplytaumorous
device. But cross-dressing is only a gag whenfraisied that way and framing cross-
dressing as ‘merely’ comic, is indicative of deepeltural prejudices. When viewing
cross-dressed performances in which males playlésnthe key question is whether the
disguise has been used to emphasize the differend¢ks similarities between men and
women. This question is important because it pdmtsvo fundamentally different
notions of gender. Gender essentialism (the idaanien and women’s personalities and
intelligences are influenced by biology) is reied when the differences between men
and women are accentuated. However, when the sitie$abetween men and women are
stressed, we are reminded that the two gendetssw@lifferent than we think. Perhaps
gender traits are not inscribed, immutable andregdebut instead, culturally influenced.

This kind of interpretation flies in the face of stern gender-essentialist, heterosexist



plays, in which males only dress as females faka,jrelentlessly iterating the notion
that men cannot — and should natress as women, because if they do, they will nbt o
be ‘funny’ but will invite ridicule.

In the history of Western representation, from @nglays to modern films (and
excepting, | would posit, Elizabethan theatre), tineg is consistent. Males who dress as
females are framed in such a way as to point @itrtfales do not make convincing
females and gender essentialism is thus reinfotoealfilm like Some Like It Hotfor
instance, the joke is that Jack Lemmatarge and ungainly woman, convinces the thick-
headed Joe E. Brown that he is sexy and desirab&ndheim’s musicah Funny Thing
Happened on the Way to the For(ipased on Plautusiiles Gloriosu$ a man dresses
as a woman, but the joke is yet again that he eéenwvincing, unwieldy, and ridiculous.

In contrast, Edward and | directed our male agbtaging female roles to emphasize the
similarities, not the differences, between menwaodhen. We made every attempt to
accentuate the notion that young men can be comgras women. We did this by taking
advantage of these young men’s beauty, their hogtes, their slender, hairless limbs,
and whatever natural effeminacy they were endowiédas well. We chose the feminine
looking boys to play women, and did everything weld with costume and training to
encourage the illusion. There were very few laughsijther directorial approach, at the

expense of the young men playing women; that gemous, or sympathetic comic, roles.
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The only exception was when the young men weremdyroadly comic roles.
Here the audience laughed at them (not with thenrt)] think this is consistent with the
way an audience would have reacted to these rolezmen played them. Audrey, the
unapologetically sensual country girl,As You Like [twas played by a large and
unfeminine boy in Edward’s scene. The actor wasgis best to act in a feminine
manner and look that way, but did not fully succeethis task. This may have seemed,
to some, to have been funny in only a heteroseasti.e. as having been about
ridiculing women. | don’t think this was the cageidrey was played by David
Tomlinson in my version oAs You Like ItDavid is an actor who makes an attractive,
feminine — but tall, and somewhat hairgrag queen. | would posit however, that the
laughs at both of these versions of Audrey origiddtom the same place as they do
when a female plays Audrey. What is funny in the [gapredatory femininity,
aggressive femininity, gross, sensual femininitlyisTis a woman acting in a way that we
don’t expect women to act in a heterosexist sogcigtyacting like a man. This is a joke
that relates to what it means to be a woman ireeghcontemporary or Early Modern
context and is inherent in the part. In other wprdsen we laugh at women who do not
seem to be typical women, the laughter can be taatical and not; we are, on the one
hand, soothing our own discomfort about peoplefittotg into gender roles. On the
other hand such a presentation reminds us thaeall women are not actually always
seamlessly feminine and womanly. A real woman wtte eappropriately (i.e. is highly
sexually aggressive) in such a stage role, andreacing in the same manner in the
same role, produce the same result. We questiogender assumptions.

The focus that we had in the historical representacenes on accentuating the
similarities between men and women went a long teasards achieving the first of the
three purposes of The Shakespeare Experiment, widsho replicate (as best we could)
the experience of an Early Modern theatergoer virdch play in which boys play the
women'’s roles. Keep in mind that The Shakespeapeixent is not the first
experiment of this type. Laurence SenelickThe Changing Roonmentions several
companies in the last century that attempted eahi&srical re-creations in which
young men have played women in Shakespeare’s piaysding: Christian Camargo as

Isabel Queen of France (opposite Mark Rylance asy¢) at The Globe Theatre in
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1997 and Adrian Lester as Rosalind in a Cheek kg gooduction from 1994. Senelick
guotes Peter Brook: "One knows at every momentitisas man playing a woman and
yet one is all the more touched by the woman’srigsl | think one can boil this down to
one simply thing. The art of theatre is suggesthomd suggestion never means spelling
out” (149). However, from looking at photos of thdsnglish attempts at ‘authenticity’
and from Senelick’s descriptions of them — Celig wartrayed as “an acidulous butch
with thinning hair” (149) for instance — | am narpuaded that the focus was on making
these young men convincing as women or on accemguidie similarities between men
and women.

However, our Early Modern recreations in The Shp&ase Experiment, though
stylized, aimed to make sure that the young mem wenvincing (and not ridiculous) as
women in dramatic or sympathetic comic roles. T$isecause it is usually assumed that
Shakespeare’s heroines — even though they wereglayboys — were meant to be
taken seriously by Elizabethan audiences. No onddwuggest that Shakespeare’s boy
actors played the touching scenes for laughs;anrfest scholars — including Robertson
Davies in his boolShakespeare’s Boys Act@asd Joy Gibson iBqueaking Cleopatras
are focused on explaining how these young men nhigi¢ achieved verisimilitude in
female roles. They assume that, for instance, lvényear old boy playing Gertrude,
delivering her narration of Ophelia’s death, wob&e touched the audience in the way
author intended (or at least would have attempieatbtso). Our experiment certainly
confirmed this to be so. It became immediately agpmtaduring the first year of The
Shakespeare Experiment that lithe and only recébyte young men completely
disappeaas men.

Also, the English Early Modern theatre was higlhlgétrical, as described above.
Actors wore Elizabethan dress for historical plagd performed on an almost bare stage
in full light. Thus, beardless boys, hidden in warisebreast/flattening female garb of the
period, covered with elaborate wigs and extensiakaup, perhaps employing highly
stylized feminine gestures, would have been arlyeastepted aspect of the non-realistic
convention. It’s easy to see how the actual gentldre persons performing women
under the voluminous petticoats became irrelevardther words, the Early Modern

gender illusion required a minimum suspension sbdlief in the context of a theatre that
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must have required a maximum of it.

Add to this,the fact (noted by Robertson DaviesShakespeare’s Boy Actdrs
that the lines that Shakespeare gave his femalaateas are often, arguably, some of
Shakespeare’s most evidently poignant verse. | deyyperson with an ear for poetry or
a moderately sensitive soul to listen to Gertrudeasech on the death of Ophelia, or
Viola’s ‘willow cabin’ speech — read aloud by malefemale, adult or child, actor or
non-actor — and not be moved to tears.

Finally, one must not forget that merely on thedewvice of Shakespeare’s plays
alone, the idea of adolescence (as we know it jodag unheard of in the Renaissance.
Males were either boys or men and the difference chearly visible through the
possession of a beard and/or the lack of a pipaicevAs You Like [twhich contains
several fascinating discussions between Rosaliddcatando on the similarities between
women and boys, seems to indicate that Elizabett@amsidered all non-bearded
individuals with high voices to be effectively gemaquivalent i.e. significantly not
male.Rosalind/Orlando states that “for every passionetbing and for no passion truly
anything, as boys and women are for the most pditecf this colour” (3.1.400-403).
Collectively, these factors suggest that it waprablem for the Early Modern audiences
to accept boys as women. It was certainly no prolbdte our audiences to do so and this
may have been due to some of the factors that eweedlwith Early Modern
presentations, i.e. Shakespeare’s moving languilage&oncealing costumes, and the non-
realistic acting conventions employed.

In the second and third year of The Shakespeaperitrent, Edward stopped
worrying about whether or not the boys were conmgas women (they justere), and
instead experimented with various levels of realisterms of gestural performance. In
the first year'sAs You Like Itthe gestures were very formal — informed less by
naturalistic, emotional acting to support them -evelas in the™ and ¥ years the
gestures were supported by emotive acting that mesembled contemporary
performances. Edward’s work thus explored the npasgibilities for gestural acting of
the period and it’s relationship to contemporargrennaturalistic styles. For instance, in
the first year, actors used rhetorical gesturdagptimary way of expressing emotions

and communicating. In the later two years, theragbarsued emotional objectives i.e.
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resorted to a more naturalistic approach to tHearacters. This concentration on each
character’s emotional goals fueled the communiodbietween actors onstage and
rhetorical gesture became a way of embellishinganifying that in a presentational
manner. Edward’s interpretation of Hamlet's spetectie actors (in which Hamlet
discouraged his actors from ‘sawing’ the air whbit hands) was that he was exhorting
them to be more naturalistic in their interpretasidoy being more economical with their
rhetorical gestures. So although Edward’s presemntatas essentially unrealistic (unlike
mine) — especially in the first year — there wasraggle with the notion of emotional
realism and what that might have meant for theggefevertheless, an attempt to make
the young men convincing as women was a goal thiatthe historical presentation and
my presentation shared. The fact that the boys algeeto effectively disappear as male
in the historical presentation, suggests thatriat@ly would have been possible in
Elizabethan times too.

There was, however, an important difference invthg the female characters
were presented in our queer presentation and storltal one. That difference goes a
long way towards achieving the other two purpokeswere the focus of The
Shakespeare Experiment, i.e. understanding thewaaern audiences perceive cross-
dressing in the theatre, and our attempt at ‘qgongeBhakespeare. In Edward’s scenes,
and my scenes, we did all we could to make the gonen appear to be like women
within the context of two very different stylesrefpresentation (Edward’s essentially
non-representational and mine essentially realidticboth cases the young men did, to
some degree, disappear as women. However, thenpeeséhomosexuality disappeared
only in Edward’s historical reproductions. The Favlodern scenes did not appear to be
‘gay’ scenes, because the disappearance of thegyoen into the women’s roles was
complete, and the stylized staging was not sexusliggestive. Although the texts of the
scenes contained sexual references the sceneglagmprecisely the opposite, delicate
— almost like music — with little physical contdtween the actors. Even the kissing was
stylized. In the one scene in the first year whkesactors kissed, their lips never met.
Instead the kiss was indicated by a rhetoricalugestn contrast, however, though the
gueer interpretation featured young men doing thest to disguise themselves as

women (and often succeeding) the scenes still stayag.’
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The omnipresence of ‘gayness’ in my scenes had with both ‘camp’ and
‘drag.’ Both need to be defined. My definition @frap is borrowed from Susan Sontag,
who in her definitive article in 1964 suggested ttemp was profound and humane:
“Camp is generous....camp taste is a kind of lowee kor human nature” (293). For
Sontag, true camp requires that the audience haweutaneously comic and tragic
experience, that they be “serious about the frivs)drivolous about the serious” (289).

| have my own personal definition of drag. For migg usually means a gay man
dressing up as a woman for fun and/or work, nat daily choice, a lifestyle choice, or a
sexual choice, but for occasional performing funtomake money lip-synching in a
bar). What distinguishes drag from female impertansas that drag performers are out
and gay, or at least might be assumed to be sot $éparates a drag queen from a
transgendered person is that the person is naglas another gender, but acting as
another gender for pay and/or play.

Both camp and drag want to have it both ways, bay tlo. This is probably one
of the most difficult things for some straight péofo understand about gay culture: the
delicate balancing act that drag carries out betveeenedy and seriousness, between
disbelief and belief. Camp implies hyperbole andrethe-top, exaggerated,
melodramatic performance. Yet it also requiresousye the performance and the text,
because it's not simply parody; the comedy is fathdn affection and seriousness. Drag
is not about men disappearing completely as woris.is not because men are trying
to accentuate the fact that they are not womenbéchuse some drag queens are
enormously believable and some are not. We knowtatrag, and connect it with
homosexuality, and we know that some men enjoynegsing up as women and that
they are called gay drag queens. The result idthaheer force of will, and the power of
performance, a drag queen can convince us thahgjte as welbe a woman, or is
certainly a creature that is part man and part worDaag is a style of cross-dressing that
wishes to have it both ways. Unlike female impes&dors or transexuals, whose aims are
to convince us utterly that they are really memwomen, drag wishes to convince us
essentially but not completely. We wish these merewvomen, andimostbelieve they
are.

Similarly, camp is a genre that wishes to havethlways. Camp wishes to be
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comic and serious at the same time. This is inrashto comedy, and tragedy, that in
genre terms, are defined primarily by how differtvgty are and how different our
responses are to them. In my presentation of sedftemThe Winter’s Talefor instance,
the gallery that old Leontes visited featured codrag presentations but the trip was a
tragic event and morally ambivalent; an old man beisg forced to look at a young
prostitute who inevitably reminded him of his younife. Forcing him to do so was an
act of revenge on the part of the prostitute (Hen@pwho organized the presentations.
The scene was funny, yes, but also horrible and sad

Usually drag performers who do camp presentaioe®ut and gay. However,
in The Shakespeare Experiment only one of the stuat#ors who executed a drag
performance was out and gay (Nigel Gough). Summlgi this was a non-issue during
rehearsal. Nigel was clearly emotionally and imetihally invested in his drag work in
the show which I think made the rehearsal and p@idace process particularly
rewarding for him (and the spectators). The othetgrosexual) actors were not
emotionally and intellectually involved in the samay, yet there was little or no
reluctance on the part of these young actors ttoexfeminine roles ‘in a drag context’
and many of them were quite supremely effectivatage. In none of the scenes did the
boys fool anyone; they were clearly male, thougdwitiéul, feminine young males,
flirting with other males as part of their perfornca and even occasionally kissing or
caressing them in my scenes. We certainly trieda&e the young men look like women
and depending on the physical features of the yooewy, they were more or less
convincing. Importantly though, the young men wieypd these roles were naturally
effeminate and/or naturally beautiful when dresse@dvomen: wearing women’s makeup,
wigs and contemporary female clothing. They wesepsgally but not completely
convincing as women.

One of the reasons why this occurred was becausepaople in a contemporary
audience know about ‘homosexuals’ and the connet®ween homosexuality,
femininity and drag. Younger, novice and oftenaigint drag queens were also
surrounded by seasoned older actors, gay maleadhdrag experience. Each year
Ryan Kelly and David Tomlinson played small drageu roles: Celia and Audrey As

You Like It Iras inAntony and CleopatreRyan Kelly (on the serious end of the camp
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spectrum) sang in a seamless touching soprane atith ofAs You Like land David
Tomlinson’s whorish clowning as Audrey and Iraf\mony and Cleopatravas
unmistakably sexual and funny in the way that dragens often are. These
performances helped to contextualize the youngersmeerformances as drag, and
encouraged what | call the ‘flash’ response. | widolagine that theatre-goers would
‘flash’ back and forth when watching two young niera romantic scene. The ‘flash’
would be between feeling they were watching a nmthaawoman in a romantic scene

and between feeling they were watching a ‘gay’ ecen

PHOTOGRAPHER: Blair Kay
David Tomlinson and Ryan Kelly

The young men’s performances in my scenes weremiptdrag performances but they
were camp in the way they elicited the generousanemesponse that Susan Sontag
speaks of. In ouAntony and Cleopatrahe audience saw a young, beautiful, feminine
woman, played by a young man, committing suicidéniggsting a bottle of pills, and
dying in her sister’s arms. | judged (from the aumdie response) that they were both
moved and amused. They may have been uncertaimeritbey should have laughed or
cried, but some certainly knew that there was shimgtgay’ about what they were
watching.

We know this because of the answers to the quesstiat we distributed in our
audience surveys. The purpose of the survey waddress the second goal of The

Shakespeare Experiment: understanding how contempaudiences view and
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understanding cross-dressing in a theatrical contdse first summer a graduate student
(along with John Pollard of York’s Institute for Sal Research) worked together with
me to devise a survey that was distributed to aeage composed of mainly Guelph
students, their families, as well as some Buddiddad Times Theatre queer fans. The
survey contained ten questions and was reviseddeetihe first and the last year. The
revisions were focused on trying to trick the and&into being honest, keeping in mind
that present day notions of what is ‘politicallyr@xt’ sometimes inhibit people from
expressing their honest attitudes on the subjesexdality. By the second year,
guestions had become gentle and coaxing, utilizinliple choice and with ample space
for audience members to elaborate on their ansiviirsy wished. The most important
guestions were the following:

1. When | see a male playing the role of a fembhbeacter, it

a) hinders Shakespeare’s poetry

b) helps me to hear Shakespeare’s poetry better

¢) makes no difference

2. On the scale from 1 to 10 how true to life do yeel Shakespeare's representations of
women are in his plays? Of the three versions @ktiene presented, which seemed the
most real and natural to you?

3. On a scale of 1 to 10 how comfortable are yogeineral seeing a man play woman's
role? Please tell us why you feel this way.

4. Do you think a gay man brings any special geaslibr talents to portraying a female
character in general?

5. If  were to discover that Shakespeare was adserual or had a male lover this
discovery would make me look at his work differgniDisagree? Agree?

The audience responses proved revealing. Dasitiact that audiences viewed
three very different scenes each evening, dedmtéact that in Moynan’s
‘Stratfordesque’ approach there was no cross-drggsixcept for when it was required in
As You Like )t despite the fact that in Edward’s ‘historicalareation’ the cross-
dressing was not linked with sexuality and the bayygseared to be women, and finally,
despite the fact that it was only in my scenestifiete was an overt connection made

between cross-dressing and sexuality, some audrean#ers, in their survey answers,
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insisted on making the assumption that theatricaszdressing (and indeed all theatre in
general) is nearly always ‘gay’.

In the fifth question of a ten question survestiibuted after The (first)
Shakespeare Experiment in 2008, some spectatote ey were comfortable with
cross-dressing in various mediums because “yeshétrhomophobic” or because
“homophobia is over.” One gay man said he was cadaiite with cross-dressing onstage
simply “because I'm a homo.” Others, in contrasgmed to take the view that theatrical
cross dressing has nothing to do with sexualityngaiacting is acting” or “just acting a
role.” One audience member went so far as to andweguestion with the word “art”.
Another question (the fifth question listed abope)duced similarly polarized answers to
a different, but related, subject matter. Some am®wered the question about
Shakespeare having a male lover were interestednsidering Shakespeare’s sexuality
because “homosexuality has a long standing relgstipnwith the arts.” Another said,
similarly, “the theatre has always been gay arghtlly disrespectable.” Others, in
contrast, were not interested in Shakespeare’satigktbecause his plays aren’t about
his sexuality” and “it’s pretty irrelevant to higtigtic merit.” One said, again, simply, “art
is art.”

In terms of the survey, our experiment was to gineeaudience a neutral template
(Moynan’s ‘Stratfordesque’ Shakespeare) juxtap@gginst two other scenes. We hoped
that with Moynan’s scene representing, for audientee type of Shakespeare
presentation they were most familiar with, it woaltbw them to then examine the other
two presentations and compare them to the ‘norimeyThad viewed Edward’s historical
re-creation, a Shakespearean scene in which tse-dressed boys were completely
convincing as women and in which homosexuality & tansome degree all sexuality —
seemed to disappear. This scene was again juxthpgsénst my scene, in which the
cross-dressed boys were convincing, but the apprneas ‘camp’ allied with drag,
producing a theatre experience that was ultimaggly.” The question was, after seeing a
relatively diverse group of presentations, how migley express their ideas about the
relationship between cross-dressing and sexudityences seemed to be quite evenly
split on opposite ends of the spectrum. For somussedressing was ‘art’ (as in Edward’s

historical scenes) and for others, cross-dressamjinevitably linked to being gay (my
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scenes).

My ulterior motive for approaching the final seein a camp manner, employing
drag, was, of course, to achieve the third purpdSehe Shakespeare Experiment, which
was to effectively queer Shakespeare: to challethgeiygh theatrical evidence, the
notion that Shakespeare’s plays do not lend theraséb queer interpretations.
Shakespeare’s plays seem to invite interpretatioaischallenge traditional sexuality.
The plays are very sexual, for instance. The charaoften make sexual jokes that are
sometimes excised in contemporary productiondhatrrhay be ignored by contemporary
audiences because they are based on puns thatanegrehensible to a modern ear. In
my production of the scene froAs You Like [tAudrey (portrayed by David Tomlinson)
was an obvious stereotypical ‘hooters’ girl, oryBlay bunny-type, fumbling around with
a jockstrap at one point, fellating a bottle attheo, but in true drag queen style, the
character was still sympathetic and ‘real’. A wonméduthis type is suggested by the text;
she is characterized as possibly promiscuous imigertain bawdy terms. It is possible
that she is an unattractive girl, who has had amuser body freely in order to get a lover,
or that she is an attractive girl who has beereddBluttish’ and unattractive in an
attempt to demean her. It's impossible to figureexactly what Audrey is about because
there is so much innuendo hurled at her, and yetately speaks. She doesn’t sound
very intelligent (certainly her wit bears no conmipan to Rosalind’s). Her lover,
Touchstone, and Jacques have an extended discadgiahher ‘honesty.” This means, in
Elizabethan terms, her sexual virtue. Though Audieends her virtue, she talks quite
openly with the men about promiscuity and it’s tielaship to sexual attractiveness. “I
am not a slut, though I thank the Gods that | ant’f(8.3.33). The joke here is to some
degree on Audrey and all ‘loose’ women, for théeatacademically complex sexual
argument is about whether unattractive women dsdutish. Audrey is proud that she is
a plain nice girl, but the cynical Jacques, nopsikal of the plainness, does question
whether or not she is virtuous. The Arden Shakespaaggests that the double meaning
of Audrey’s defense of herself is that she is, gtougly, also ‘clean.’ This raises the
guestion of whether a virtuous girl of the periodul even address such a question.
Rosalind doesn’t. But again, we are delving in® kind of sexual detail that a

contemporary audience in a regional theatre migéfepnotto be privy to, but that
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seems to have been acceptable to audiences irathyeNEodern period.

Another reason that it seems appropriate to foouseauality in Shakespeare’s
work is that plays such #mntony and Cleopatrare thematically connected to issues of
sexuality that are still relevant today. A Shakespan audience viewingntony and
Cleopatrawould have found Shakespeare’s choice of hero ammirte inappropriate for
a tragedy and may have viewed the play itself asesdhat of a farce or at least as a
bawdy travesty. Cleopatra would, to many audieneebers, have simply been a whore
and Antony’s fate, as her de-masculinized anti-t{€amson to her Delilah), would have
made him, for many pre-twentieth century critias uafit protagonist for a serious play.
As Cynthia Marshal saysAhtony and Cleopatrdefies much of what we have come to
expect from either a history play or a heroic tdhgeAntony shares the spotlight with
Cleopatra, the point of view is uncertain, and fevatue is in scant supply” (298).
However, it is precisely the play’s celebratiortlod feminine that makes possible a drag
vehicle. My approach tAntony and Cleopatravas founded on the notion that audiences
in Shakespeare’s day would have thought that beskgd to sympathize with Cleopatra
as a tragic figure would have required a huge caillfeap in judgment: one that could
only be matched by my asking a contemporary audiéméeel pity for a teenage girl
committing suicide over Justin Bieber (a hero ésefand de-masculinized as Antony
was for Early Modern spectators). The genre insgcaf the work that has often been
cited as a criticism of it, suggests to me thattlay may have been written, to some
degree, as camp. Note that cross-dressing is nmeatioear the end of the play.
Cleopatra alludes to the possibility that, after death, she will be portrayed by boy
actors (in ‘drag’) as a prostitute: “Antony / Shiadl brought drunken forth, and | shall see
/ Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness/ paikture of a whore” (5.2. 265-268).
Most contemporary directors of Shakespeare, and cootemporary audiences,
conceive of the part as a tragic role. It's diffidor us to imagine that the boy who
played the original Cleopatra courting theatridabdlief in the same way that Cleopatra
(the character) talks about some boy ‘squeakingeinrole. For contemporary scholars,
this remark presents a conundrum: for would nobitnewho was speaking these lines
about squeaking Cleopatras, possibly. . . squaakthker words, Cleopatra, here, hopes

that she will not be presented as whorish draggntesion of herself. This must prove,
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therefore, that the boy playing her would mostaiaty havenot have interpreted the role
as drag burlesque, as an evidently cross-dressetish, drag queen. But could
Shakespeare have been making an ironic commensawh presentation @gtntony and
Cleopatr& In a camp interpretation, both of these situatame possible. In other words
we need not haveithera serious adult woman (Vivien Leigh, for instanebp played
the role in 1951) as Cleopatraa squeaking, bawdy boy as a drag queen joke akdste
we can have both. The young man who played Cleajpaimy scenes was a very
beautiful in drag and did not ‘squeak.” He was eyxanvincing pathetic teenage girl
who made us laugh and cry at the same time.

Just because | may have effectively queered Spakee’s works, and just because
the work itself may invite sexual interpretatioled that mean that the work itself is
intrinsically queer? Am | imposing my own inter@gon? It's not easy to imagine my
gueer interpretations ever reaching the StratfOmtdrio) stage or being part of any
mainstream presentation of Shakespeare. Mainstaeaiences would be put off by a
production that is as sexual as Shakespeare’s dgegsuggests his original productions
were intended to be. For many audience membersréic$, such an interpretation
would demean the work. This has to do with a winddéory of criticism that carefully
removes Shakespeare from sexual interpretations.

The contention, for critics, seems to be that $bpkare’s plays (though they
featured cross-dressed male actors in Early Mogeriormance) are — as the epitome of
art —by definitionremoved, or immune, from issues of sexuality. HhBloom has no
kind words for those who analyze Shakespeare’siplégrms of sexuality, saying the
work “does not fit very easily into Foucault's anads” (7). Bloom discourages a
biographical reading of Shakespeare, suggestiriglieanan’s work transcends
biography, something that many of those who attéridee Shakespeare Experiment — as
we saw from the evidence in the surveys — obvioalsg believed. Stanley Wells
suggests that Shakespeare’s ability to understdraatsois more important than his own
sexuality: “If Shakespeare himself did not, in thkest sense of the word, love a man, he
certainly understood the feelings of those who @®). Those who would place
discussion of Shakespeare’s plays above issuesobkty often set up art and sexuality

as polar opposites: art is profound, universaltaamscendent, whereas sexuality is not.
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The implication is that by associating art andststivith sex and sexuality we
underestimate it and perhaps demean it. What stteree is the similarity between the
present day views of Bloom and Wells (and someratialern theorists), and the
attitudes of conservative Elizabethans: the amathicalists, for instance, who
denounced theatre roundly and tried to stop it.

For myself, sexuality and theatre have always lieextricably connected and
equally appealing has been the notion that artiesthat tells the truth. | became
involved in the theatre as an adolescent becassemed an appropriate profession for
an effeminate, creative boy. It offered an escag@amly, but one that was more
intellectually challenging than hairdressing omfr arranging and less rigorous than
ballet. Theatre was a place where | could hidenbtitbe taken seriously and not. In
other words, it was a place where my identity cdagdike drag or camp. Before |
became involved in theatre my family and friendgfremarked on my mannerisms:
“Why do you move your hands like that?” | was suspperhaps homosexual; this was a
serious issue. ‘The theatre’ seemed to some tm la@propriate place for my
mannerisms and my interests to be displayed, khittwe excuse that theatre people are,
after all, ‘theatrical.” So my sexuality becamattid less visible or obvious, but the
mannerisms and sensibility connected with it wéiteusdeniably there, and | had a
practical excuse to display them. People couldiaatghe way | used my hands even
though it still made them a bit uncomfortable. Mgmnmerisms were, once | started
theatre school, not just a cause for worry, b lamp, both serious and funny at the
same time.

So for méqueering’ Shakespeare also meant challenging diemthat theatrical
cross-dressing in the Early Modern period mustesasarily, have been unlike my
personal experience with theatre and cross-dressirgggay man, i.e. unrelated to sex or
sexuality. In The Shakespeare Experiment, the merpb separating the historical
reconstruction scenes (in which young men simpguised themselves as women) from
the ‘queer’ scenes (in which same sex desire andegelay occur simultaneously) was
to allow the audience to separate historical (aaxmoss-dressing from present day
(gay) cross-dressing. Interestingly, some audiemembers simply could not wrench

sexuality and cross-dressing apart.
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Even within Edward’s historical scenes, where gwffort was made to weed out
‘camp’ or ‘drag’, these notions sometimes madertivaly into the scenes. For example,
one of the actors playing a woman in the histolydalithful Renaissance scene was a
slightly older, out, gay professional actor. Edwgwtith the assistance of this actor
working as a mentor for students) had directed/theng male actors to use rhetorical
gesture to indicate femaleness and not to altérbees artificially. Nevertheless, this
adult gay male actor’s performance as a womandrstiene was, (although superficially
in the same style as the young actors), if notag gerformance, then a performance in
which flirtatiousness, grace and humour extendggte impersonation and became
tinged with sexuality, at least to my trained €ljee actor was slightly more
melodramatic and graceful than the younger memobuin such a way as to disrupt the
performance or to be noticed perhaps by an ordithegtergoer. To me, there seemed to
be very small ‘quotation marks’ around his impeemn that suggested the wit of camp.

Can | assume that such a thing happened in [Eikrah performances simply
because it happened in ours? Here is where TheeSpe#tre Experiment ceases to be
scientific and becomes a spur to my own creatigerizing. For when pondering this
guestion | remember that the argument againsnahistorical notion of camp or drag (in
Foucauldian fashion) would be that a ten year ditaBethan apprentice (unlike our
modern day adult gay actor) would not have knowatvwnag was and that neither would
the audiences watching him. However, David Halpkas suggested iHow to Do a
History of Homosexualitthat though the homosexual may only have appessed
human character type after Oscar Wilde, male femtyn{and discomfort over it) is
transhistorical in western culture. He suggestsinfstance, that the act of having sex
with men did not necessarily suggest that the peafoes were ‘homosexual’ (i.e. a
specific character type) before 1900. However aveit’ (i.e. a feminine male) would be
considered to be displaying the outward signsriight lead to social stigma no matter
what his choice of sexual partners were. The faatt he modern conception of
‘homosexuality’ includes both same sex desire (Betwmasculine men) and effeminate
mannerisms that are not in the context of a sexctafreferred to as ‘gender deviance’
below) signals its complex development from origitsch were then, and are still now,

contradictory:
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the definitional incoherence at the core of the emadhotion of homosexuality is a
sign of its historical evolution: it results froimet way homosexuality has
effectively incorporated without homogenizing earrimodels of same sex sexual
relations and sex and gender deviance, modelstigireconflict with the category
of homosexuality that has nonetheless absorbed. {fi&n
The fundamental difference between drag and impetsgm is that the drag queen
enjoys portraying a woman, does it effortlesslyd &inds it not to be merely an acting job
but a joy forever. As a man who enjoys submittmg@ther men in private acts of
lovemaking and romance, the performance of femipisimuch more than a craft or art:
it is an obsession. There is nothing to say thaay Modern adolescent who enjoyed
the affections of other males (or who, thought yjyunay have yearned for it) might not
have performed with a touch of ‘drag’ sensibilitlyey could have been young men who
experienced, or were soon to experience, sameestredn their lives.

| don’t think that present day heterosexuals wewihe Shakespeare Experiment
would have noticed the subtly gay, drag performdrateserved (delivered by the older
actor) in our historical reconstruction. The diéfiece between a man simply
‘impersonating’ a woman, and a drag performanceften minute, because drag queens
who are also professional actors can be extraaitjirsaubtle, and even a fine
heterosexual actor’s professional impersonatioawbman can be terribly effective
(after all, some straight men resemble women ioubof drag, and some drag queens are
as talented as their ‘straight’ theatrical courdets). Even more interestingly, | think the
actor who executed the drag performance in The &paare Experiment would
probably not be pleased that | am singling himasuhaving accidentally done drag, and
might even consider it a criticism of his skill@s actor. It's not.

Present day actors still worry about being thowgjlas drag queens rather than
actors, and heterosexual actors often argue th@rsonating a woman is more
aesthetically honest than what drag queens, acaisadking fun of women, do. Some
also think it's easy for gay men to play women lhseathey are naturally effeminate.
This is not seen a ‘talent’ but an affliction omgily a character trait. Many gay actors
who play women are proud of the fact that theyrantedrag queens. | remember

complimenting a ‘bar’ drag queen on her performaarue having her say to me — clear as
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day, as if it was a notion everyone was aware‘@hk-you'retheatricaldrag. 'mbar
drag. So that really comes as a compliment.” Ompaer is involved fundamentally
with art, the other is associated quite signifibgrwith sex and sexuality.

The Shakespeare Experiment, with it's juxtapositd Early Modern and
contemporary cross-dressing, leads me to pondeirthitarities and differences between
these early periods and our own around issued ahdrsexuality. We will never have a
laboratory situation that creates exactly the ciomas of the early modern theatre and
that makes our experiment necessarily inaccuraseueder, nothing can stop me from
musing about conceptions of same sex desire indHg modern period, and comparing
it to what | know to be contemporary conceptiony.Wbrk on The Shakespeare
Experiment makes me question a definitive distorcbetween issues of sexuality in the
Early Modern period and our own. | would suggeat ftost-structuralism has so focused
us on resisting the urge to impose our presentgime’ on, earlier periods, that notions
of the transhistorical — even when they do exiate-ignored.

For instance, connections between art and séx@ak often made today that were
also common in the Early Modern era. The art/setyuebnnection — both then and now
— is pervaded with anxiety and negativity aboutad artifice. Today we have Bloom
and Wells staunchly defending Shakespeare agamsiaklt and accusations that the
bard was homosexual. In the Early Modern periodtaegtricalists like Stephen Gosson
railed against homosexuality in the theatre: “dngdlenes of the gods is altred and
changed to the love of young men” (20). The argathicalists also connected
homosexuality in theatre with Plato’s injunctioraatgst lies and lying: “No marveyle
though Plato shut them out of his schoole, anddbeai them quite from his common
wealth, as effeminate writers, unprofitable mempansl utter enimies of vertue” (11).
Thus, theatre in the English Renaissance was egjdut the anti-theatricalists for not
being real; for offering an inaccurate, misleadiegresentation of reality, and also for
presenting tempting images of vice. So there isfuttoat fear of same sex desire was
present in the Early Modern period, perhaps, everemotently, there was a fear of male
femininity. Both were linked with art and both tledgars still persist and have been
combined into an association (and sometimes fddheoassociation of ‘gay’ and art.

But what | think what is much more relevant to fethren and now, is fear of sex itself.
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Sex, in the west, has traditionally been linkeddtions of beauty, particularly
feminine beauty, and to the lure of pleasure. Femibeauty and pleasure, in the Early
Modern period, were considered to be fundamentihgerous. Stephen Greenblatt
speaks of the importance of the destruction oflibever’ in Spenser’s Faerie Queene,
saying, “We can secure the self only through aaedtthat involves the destruction of
something intensely beautiful; to succumb to tlestuty is to lose the shape of manhood
and be transformed into a beast” (175). To succumideauty is to possibly surrender
oneself to pleasure, and perhaps even surrendértthre of mankind, by disregarding
procreation. According to Greenblatt, in the EaMlgdern period “generation restores
the sense of linear progression to an experieratehiheatens to turn in upon itself,
reveling in its own exquisite beauty. A pleasurat tberves it's own end, that claims to be
self justifying rather than instrumental, purposeéther than generative, is immoderate
and must be destroyed” (177). In other words pittere redeems sex and sex without it
is frightening. In present day western culture,dhme fears predominate. For instance,
social critic lan Brown, (writing recently on theowie Bruno) said that the sexual acts of
the homosexuals cause him (and many others) tdJdoggause of their ‘genetic futility.’
The lack of a discernable human product as thdtrekgay sex makes it laughable to
some, frightening to others, and akin to both pgraphy and art, because it is a
dangerously purposeless pleasure.

In Renaissance Self-Fashionifgeenblatt suggests that2€entury culture, our
sensibility, our attitude to politics, art and sakty, all find their seeds in the
Renaissance. The juxtaposition of Early Modern @mtemporary Shakespeare in our
project couldn’t help but make me think of the ppwsition of the predominant
philosophies that pervaded the cultures in Shalegsfgetime in comparison to the
prevailing philosophical mood today. In Early Modeulture neo-Platonists and anti-
theatricalists argued about notions of art andgyand the sexual backstage antics of
male actors. Recently, Baudrillard, like anti-tmeaists of the Early Modern period,
warns against the dangers of art, and to some eegrdlates art and pornography:

The illusion of desire has been lost in the ambpemhography, and

contemporary art has lost the desire of illusionpdrn, nothing is left to

desire...But what could art possibly mean in a ¢kt has already become
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hyperrealist, cool, transparent, marketable? Waatporn mean in a world made

pornographic beforehand? All it can do is makenalfiparadoxical wink -- the

wink of reality laughing at itself in its most hypealist form, of sex laughing at

itself in its most exhibitionist form, of art lauigly at itself and its own

disappearance in its most artificial form, iron25-26)
In SimulationsBaudrillard argues that representation has deeeldrom the paradigm
of the counterfeit (in the Renaissance) to produc(during the industrial revolution) to
simulation (in the present day). But though Balaltl differentiates between Early
Modern paradigms of representation and our owndéssription of our postmodern
‘hyperreal’ world (as reflective of the cold pragmgatterns of computer codes) is not
immune to the transhistorical fears of sex andasgmtation that are typical of western
culture. For Baudrillard, both modern day sex andhave confused reality and fantasy.
And beneath his hypnotic diatribes warning us eftilgperreal, there is more than a whiff
of nostalgia for a reality unadorned by the sensumeacheries of art. Baudrillard
reminds me of the anti-theatricalists; his conflatof pornography and art is not unlike
the conflation of imagined same sex practices ing&sance dressing rooms with the
plays themselves. The audience members of The Spedee Experiment were
conflicted in the same way. The surveys revealatlttiey weren’t sure if art was
completely sexual (and gay), or not related to aktyuat all.

Shakespeare’s opinion on the issue of the damdens is remarkably ambivalent.

The plays, at any rate, hold a remarkably condisterbivalent attitude towards art and
artifice. This does not mean that Shakespeare badtiude, but rather his attitude is
pointedly ambivalent. This suggests to me thatwaek is, to some degree, about
pondering whether or not art is in its essence améwrt and artifice are, on the one hand,
the basis of truth: “the truest poetry is the nfeggning” (3.3.16) says TouchstoneAs
You Like It.Yet, Hamlet rails famously against a woman’s maketien reviling
Ophelia: “I have heard of your paintings too, waibugh. God has/ given you one face
and you make yourselves another. You/ jig and ananld you lisp, you nickname God’s
creatures and make your wantonness your ignorg8ck141-145). Lest we think that
Hamlet is simply a Renaissance misogynist, it'santgnt to note his distrust of actors

and of language itself; both involved with repraaéion. His own ‘feigned’ madness
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raises serious questions about the efficacy okenses in the context of dangerous
fakery. His cautionary speech to his beloved adsfscused on the importance of
accurately representing reality. And we must naéb his demonization of ‘seeming’
and his romanticization of ‘being’ earlier in thiaypwhen speaking to Gertrude: “Seems
madam? Nay it is” (1.2.76).

Suspicion about art is, | would suggest, a by-pobad capitalism. Certainly the
ambivalence about art in both Shakespeare and Hatairhas a relationship to the
inhumanity of capitalism. The coldness of Baudrdla hyperreal is directly related to
the coldness of the laws of the market which ogtgd in the Early Modern era: “For,
finally, it was capital which was the first to feddtoughout its history on the destruction
of every referential...and if it was capital whiclstered reality, the reality principle, it
was also the first to liquidate it* (43). Shakeggeia somewhat obsessed with commerce
and its relationship to art. He spends more thansamnet attempting, through the
language of commerce, to understand the essernceeodnd beauty. [fwelfth Night
Olivia sarcastically itemizes her beauty: “ O, swill not be so hard-hearted; | will
give/out divers schedules of my beauty: it shallibeentoried, and every particle and
utensil/ labelled to my will: as, item, two lipsidifferent red;/ item, two grey eyes, with
lids to/ them; item, one neck, one chin, and sthfo(1.5. 233-237). Much ofhe
Merchant of Venicés concerned with demonstrating how inappropiiege, sex, and
sexuality seem, in the context of mercantilism. Baudrillard, capital has turned our
lives into art (and sex), which makes present dagaad sex), meaningless. For
Shakespeare, beauty, art and sex are unquantiffaiolegh the naive machinations of
accountancy and the marketplace. Yet his persiatérpts to quantify the market value
of love and beauty make us suspicious of both &naekcapitalism, and any possible
relationship between them. Shakespeare, like Bidardii seems to be suggesting that the
marketplace through its connection with art, dgsn@ality.

The ambivalence about art in our contemporary ogligipervasive. In 2008,
Stephen Harper stated that ‘ordinary people daré @bout the arts.’ It's certainly likely
that the government agency that funded this pr¢f@8HRC) is under scrutiny by the
Harper government. It is perhaps poignant that SSResearch and Creation Grant has

now been discontinued, and that while the Harpgegonent increases funding for

28



scientifically related research, it remains somevghkaptical of arts-related research. |
have no doubt that my musings here would be chgdiéiny a Harper government as not
being ‘scientific’ and perhaps not useful. Thisywessay, | would predict, would be a
fecund cause for a budding parliament member whosng to make a career
campaigning against the wastage of government maoneyuld suggest, however, that
the present mania for establishing the usefulnksssearch findings has as much to do
with capitalism as it does with science.

In the present paradoxical and contradictory agemuch like the Early Modern
period in subtle ways, | think it's important totadhat it is possible that Early Modern
performances in which boys played women mighthatvery least, had subtle ‘drag’
aspects. | value effeminacy and artifice, becalisg have transhistorically, in western
culture, been linked to sex. The lie of art, anchgaxically, its innocence are both
obsessions for Shakespeare. We see this when hiedemale characters (who are
often criticized as being cosmetically enhancedibes in ‘disguise’) are regularly
accused of their deceiving husbands, and justgaday found to be innocent, much to
the husband’s chagriierry Wives of Windsgior pain Othello)or a perplexing
amalgam of bothGymbeline, A Winter's TaleThe Early Modern period was suspicious
of all manner of masquerade, which as many (indg@reenblatt) have pointed out,
was directly related to the transformation fromdalism to early capitalism. The
sumptuary laws, which forbade citizens to dresgarments that were not appropriate for
their station or gender, reflected a deep feareopfe passing from one class to another
in a pre-capitalist society that was becoming iasnegly fluid. Our society, | would
argue — from culture critics like Baudrillard teeliary critics like Bloom and Wells — is
equally suspicious of the dangerous, sexual aspéets and masquerade. The reasons
for these suspicions in these two different periody seem superficially different but |
would argue that they are fundamentally the sarherd may not have been a concept of
a ‘gay’ person in Early Modern times. Capitalismsvamly in its infancy, and religion
pervaded most aspects of social culture. Todagomtrast, many in the west do not live
their lives according to religious tenets, gaysarenly tolerated, and capitalism (albeit
with significant government intervention) rules.tBwould argue, along with

Greenblatt, that the seeds of modern culture andsaphy that were present in the Early
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Modern period are flowering today, and this is v@hakespeare’s plays often seem to
relevant to us.

Obviously, my conclusions are not strictly sciBatiThe thoroughness of our
surveys might be challenged; they may have pregadsépectators towards certain
answers. Our historical re-creations are baseti®@sdant historical fact available and
inarguably, | am gay and have a prejudice: | wiskde Shakespeare ‘queered.’
Nevertheless, | can explain my own fascination i exploration of cross-dressing in
the Early Modern period through my personal urggive myself up to theatre, and
lying, and the dangers of posing as a girl, andst#auctive power of art: the art and
pornography that surround us in the mass medal| itis hyperreality, its alluring
instability, and it's ‘gayness.’ | feel somewhatdia seductress here and almost as if this
essay itself has become a bit of a drag performddaes we be seduced by art that is in
its essence, because of its transhistorical clilagsociations, also tainted with sex?

Tom Ford, the director of his recent film adaptatad Christopher Isherwood’s
novel A Single Manwould like us to understand that he is gay bat ke doesn’t ‘define
himself by his sexuality. What does Tom Ford m#aat he is not defined by his
gayness? Well, he means that the old signifiegagf— effeminacy and promiscuous sex
—no longer define him. When being gay is no lorggy, | would choose to be an
aesthetically promiscuous imposter who flirts erdly with profundity but refuses to be
pinned down; a man who plays a woman much, muchwegdl. The hope for this essay is
to seduce you into imagining and musing, with araaatalyst. Perhaps your reaction to
the ideas within and to The Shakespeare Experingerglevant to the fears and
expectations we all have about what art — in advarled by science and technology —
should, and might, be allowed to do.
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