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For all my heroes (you know who you are)
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INTRODUCTION

We can (all) be heroes

My love of myths and legends springs from one fantastical source: the 1981 epic movie Clash of the Titans. At the time of its release, Clash stunned reviewers with its Hollywood handling of myth and magic. Roger Ebert reviewed it in the summer of that year, calling it ‘a grand and glorious romantic adventure, filled with grave heroes, beautiful heroines, fearsome monsters, and awe-inspiring duels to the death’. But I knew nothing of this when, as a small child, I happened upon Clash late one night on TV. It blew my mind.

The hero of Clash is Perseus, played by the impossibly beautiful Harry Hamlin, a sweetly dumb fantasy jock – all tanned muscles and pudding-bowl curls in a nip-slip toga. He hears of a princess, Andromeda (played by Judi Bowker), who lives under a curse placed upon her by her spurned ex Calibos, the highly problematic son of sea goddess Thetis, and he soon pledges to save Andromeda. Calibos has recently been cursed himself, transformed by Zeus into a hideous (but ripped) satyr-like creature, and Andromeda can barely look at him. And so he creates an unwinnable contest for her suitors: a tricky riddle that must be answered correctly on pain of death – and any number of clueless princes have already met a grisly end.

As the secret son of Zeus, Perseus is favoured by the gods; but all is not well on Mount Olympus and Thetis works behind the scenes so that Calibos might prevail and marry Andromeda himself. Of course, Perseus – using gifts from the gods – solves the riddle and he and Andromeda are soon hitched, but that’s where things get spicy.

At the wedding, Andromeda’s mother claims that her daughter is ‘even more lovely than the goddess Thetis herself’ and the great sea goddess (in a marvellously camp performance from Maggie Smith) is pissed. Her own colossal monument suddenly crumbles and her pale marble head rolls terrifyingly through the crowd. When it springs to life – something that freaked me out as a child – Thetis finally speaks. She demands that Andromeda be sacrificed to the Kraken, an incredibly swole sea monster. Perseus has just 30 days to complete a dangerous quest to obtain a super-weapon to save her: the head of Medusa. With its young, handsome and nearly naked hero (Perseus), its camp evil queen (Thetis), fey flying horse (Pegasus) and all manner of magic and monsters, Clash had me spellbound. Perseus became my personal hero, although I sometimes wondered: did I want to be him, or be with him?

From that first fateful viewing, I read every myth and legend I could, from Roger Lancelyn Green’s Tales of the Greek Heroes (1958), illustrated by the iconic Pauline Baynes (favoured artist of J R R Tolkien and C S Lewis), to Edith Hamilton’s Mythology (1942) and even Usborne’s Supernatural Guides and World of the Unknown series, but I could find none of the queer magic I was seeking. As a teenager, I discovered the (accidentally) homoerotic sci-fi fantasy artwork of Mark Harrison and Frank Frazetta, with their muscular heroes and oily barbarians, all bulging boobs and codpieces, phallic magical swords and thick-thighed centaurs. But, as raunchy as it all was, it was gay in subtext only.

I watched Clash again and again and again over the years, but as I grew older and, I guess, even queerer, something changed in how I viewed it. Just as Perseus had once glowed, Calibos now simmered. While Andromeda had previously sparkled on the screen, Medusa – all scales and fury – took her place in my mind as Clash’s truly wronged woman. Both Calibos and Medusa, misunderstood by society, are abused and ostracized; and, although they choose darkness instead of turning towards the light, they seemed pretty queer to me. It made me wonder if there might be more queerness glittering inside the stories of old, hidden from view, and I set out to unearth it.

You will not find Calibos and Medusa in these pages; sadly, they are just too villainous to be celebrated as heroes. But they are the creatures who sent me on my own quest to discover the true queer stars of myth and legend: the gay, lesbian and bisexual role models, the gender-nonconforming love (and hate) stories, and the powerful trans and nonbinary archetypes that appear again and again throughout the ancient stories. Hidden in the margins of history books, classical literature and thousands of years of heroic tales, there is a diverse, otherworldly super-community of queer heroes to discover, learn from and celebrate.

But, like any hero’s quest, there are pitfalls in digging around in the past for queerness. The gates are guarded by pearl-clutching academics and Victorian-spirited scholars who have traditionally winced at the idea of ancient queer love. We must also navigate some tired tropes, from Bury Your Gays, where queer characters are more expendable than straight ones, and Lesbian Tragedy, which decrees that if two women fall in love then at least one of them must die. It should also be acknowledged that contemporary notions of sexuality, gender identity and queerness are, well, contemporary, and do not always fit neatly over stories from ancient times. But, while not everything can be queer-edged, there is often a gay glimmer that has been ignored, mocked or suppressed by those in the know.

Meet Patroclus and Achilles (explored in Madeline Miller’s bestseller The Song of Achilles) and the sprawling queer Greek pantheon. Revisit Sappho, queen of the lesbians, and get to know pot-smoking Amazons, protective Vodou deities, Norse tricksters, the Mahābhārata’s genderqueer Shikhandi, and the stars of a bisexual Arthurian three-way.

Because of Clash, and my love of 1980s, 1990s and end-of-millennium pop culture and activist groups, I have also been a little flexible in my approach (and why not?). Meet too the Order of Chaeronea, a secret queer cabal of elites from the time of Oscar Wilde; the Minoan Brotherhood, a gay male-witch community born out of the post-Stonewall summer of gay power; and Daughters of Bilitis, a lesbian activist group who loved to dance. And alongside texts like Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night are clever contemporary spins of the tales of old, from literary characters like Virginia Woolf’s Orlando and Maurice Sendak’s Wild Things, to Anne Rice’s ‘first vampire same-sex parents’ Lestat and Louis, and even gaymer deity Zelda. Meet comic stars like Neil Gaiman’s Dream, aka the Sandman, plus mythical Marvel characters and legendary TV personas from Doctor Who, Xena: Warrior Princess and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

There is much wisdom to learn from these timeless heroes who have commanded armies, fallen in and out of love, placed curses on gender boundaries and fought to be themselves. But, if there’s one thing I hope you take from this book it is that being a gay demigod, lesbian Valkyrie, trans literary creation, eight-legged flying horse, bisexual Knight of the Round Table, or teenage witch with 1990s mall-Goth styling is no barrier to greatness: we can (all) be heroes.


Some notes on the use of ‘LGBTQ+’ and ‘queer’ in Queer Heroes of Myth and Legend

In this book, I use the term ‘LGBTQ+’. It’s an initialism in flux, with different communities and individuals using it in clever, creative and subjective ways. The + sign does a lot of heroic lifting: it encompasses a multitude of both fixed and shifting identities and intersections that don’t fit neatly into lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans categories. Why? Well, I wanted to include everybody, from gay gods and sapphic saints to gender-nonconforming djinn.

‘Queer’ is a catch-all for some, bringing together LGBTQ+ people into one sprawling family; for others, queer is an identity itself. It’s also an academic movement with a retro 1990s edge that seeks a new way of analysing a culture built around straight expectations, all to a Spice Girls soundtrack. Some might point out that queer was once a slur – and even though it is now widely thought to have been reclaimed, not all agree. What this shows, to me at least, is that both queer and LGBTQ+ are terms that imply huge diversity of thought and interpretation. And so, in these pages, queer relies on context. It will almost always be shorthand for ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ or ‘trans’, but it might sometimes point to something that, well, just isn’t ‘straight’. Oh, and one last thing: queer is a noun but also sometimes a verb. Confused? You’ll get it, I know you will.
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