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Abstract

In 1950, Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger created The Tules of Hoffinann (TOH), an eccentric blend of opera, ballet, and
film. Shot on a film stage to a pre-recorded score, TOH's principal onscreen cast is made up of dancers, actors, and singers. The film
performs “reality” through a combination of lip-synching, cinematic special effects, and expressive use of Technicolor. 7OH's mix
of genres, hybrid characters, and multi-layered visuals create a level of hyper-reality whose vivid dynamism depicts the pleasures
and pains of being in love. The film’s fixation on hybridity also brings into question the “reality” of being a subject. In this film, one
character, Hoffmann’s valet Nicklaus (acted by Pamela Brown and sung by Monica Sinclair) seems untouched by frustrated desire.
This article argues that, with Nicklaus, T7OH presents a trans character who, in a century when trans people were presented either
as laughable or monstrous, offers the viewer a more positive image of trans as a form of hybridity. This hybridity in turn engenders
an abundance that reflects 7OH's own raison détre: the joy of being neither/nor yet something new and more.

“‘Now when we made our Tales of politically, depictions of gender variance on screen
Hoffmann in 1950-1, 30 years ago, we began to expand beyond just transvestites to feature
have tried to blend ballet and opera and transgender people in films such as 7he Crying
film together. Most people thought it Game (1992) and Boys Don’t Cry (1999). In each of
was a hotch-potch, it was not worth the these cases, however, gender variance was offered
candle. Now I know several people in as a position of abnormality, whether a temporary
Suffolk where I live who think it is our aberration necessitated by circumstance or a more
best film. There’s hardly any story in it, permanent pathology.? The impermanence of trans
it’s no opera, the ballet is understandable identity in these films, whether resolved by return to
only in the Olympia act but together it “natural” sex or through the trans character’s death,
means more than film, ballet and opera shores up the overlapping orthodoxy of cisgender
singly.” (Emeric Pressburger)! and heteroerotic subjectivities. In contrast to this

prevalent narrative of the fleeting or doomed trans
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Introduction

In the twentieth century, transgender people
on the mainstream screen seem to fall into two
general categories: the psychopath or the cisgender
character compelled through circumstance to adopt
their opposite gender’s guise temporarily. In the first
group we might think of Psycho’s Norman Bates
(1960) or Dressed to Kills Robert Elliot (1980); in
the latter, Some Like It Hofs Joe and Jerry (1959)
or Mrs. Doubtfire's Daniel Hillard (1993). Towards
the end of the twentieth century, alongside the
increasing awareness of trans people socially and  The Jales of Hoffmann, Lobby Card. Courtesy of BFI Stills.

Transgender Media = 21
Roxanne Samer, editor, Spectator 37:2 (Fall 2017): 21-29.



THE EROTICS OF HYBRIDITY

person, the central focus of this article, Nicklaus
from Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s
1950-1 Tbe Tules of Hoffimann, falls neither neatly
into the category of crossdresser nor trans person
and is depicted as free from trauma, neurosis, and
psychosis.

In the film’s story, Nicklaus (the titular
Hoffmann’s valet) is an adolescent male but their part
is performed physically and aurally by two females,
acted onscreen by Pamela Brown and sung on the
soundtrack by mezzo-soprano Monica Sinclair.
Nicklaus’ gender ambiguity is readily apparent to
the film’s audience but is never referred to within
the film itself; neither is there any desire in the film
to establish or reveal Nicklaus’ “true” gender. Rather
Nicklaus, as constant companion to Hoffmann’s
erotic mishaps, provides a benign and comforting
presence in a landscape where all other characters
seem to be at the whim of their own destructive
passions. The Tales of Hoffmann is also a film where
all persons are in some way hybrid, either at the
diegetic level (i.e. appearing as multiple characters
within the film’s narrative), or at the extra-diegetic
level (i.e. being performed both by singer and actor/
dancer simultaneously). Nicklaus, however, is the
only character whose composite make-up poses
no erotic trauma and moreover establishes their
particular hybridity as #be preferred subjectivity in
TOH'’s multi-layered universe. This is a universe,
one might add, which is itself a metaphor for the
utopian possibilities of cinema as a site able to unite
opera, ballet, and the visual arts.

Powell and Presshurger's The Tales of Hoffmann

HOFFMANN:
My Mistress? (to himself) Oh! Stella!
Three women blended as one!
Three souls united as one
True artist, tender maiden, and — courtesan!?

TheTalesof Hoffimannfollows the erotic misadventures
of Romantic writer E. T. A. Hoffmann by weaving
together three of the author’s short stories in which
he describes falling in love with, and subsequently
losing, a series of women. The film’s narrative begins
with Hoffmann sending a backstage note to his love,
the star dancer Stella, which is intercepted by his
rival, Councilor Lindorf. During the intermission of

Stella’s performance, Hoffmann joins his associates
in Luther’s beer cellar where he recounts to them
three tales of personal heartbreak. First, he tells of
Olympia, whom he thought to be a living woman
but who is revealed to be an automaton crafted
by the inventor, Coppelius. He then encounters
Giulietta, a Venetian courtesan, who is persuaded
by the satanic Dapertutto to capture Hoffmann’s
reflection in a mirror. Finally, Hoffmann’s love,
Antonia, a talented but consumptive opera singer,
is made to sing herself to death by the sinister Dr.
Miracle. As Hoffmann’s three tales come to an end,
Stella enters the beer cellar on the arm of Lindorf,
and, seeing Hoffmann drunk and exhausted from
his storytelling, promptly departs.

Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger
released 7OH in 1951 following the success of
their film charting life in a fictional ballet company,
The Red Shoes (1948). With TOH, the filmmaking
duo decided to continue their exploration of
adapting traditional stage performance into a
cinematic medium. Whereas 7he Red Shoes had
featured an extended surrealistic ballet performance
within its melodramatic narrative, 7TOH was
to be all performance: a cinematic adaptation
of Jacques Offenbach’s 1881 comic opera Les
Contes d’Hoffimann. The work was filmed to a pre-
recorded soundtrack and, with the exception of two
characters, Hoffmann (Robert Rounseville) and
Antonia (Ann Ayars), it was not the soundtrack’s
singers that appeared on screen but rather a group of
actors and, perhaps more unusually, dancers (Moira
Shearer, Ludmilla Tchérina, Robert Helpmann,
and Leonide Massine), whose balletic abilities
were utilized to great effect. The film’s multiple
performative layers such as onscreen performers
lip-synching the offscreen recording (often quite
noticeably), the kinetic expressivity of the dancers’
acting and choreography, special effects, and Hein
Heckroth’s fantastical designs, all draw attention
to the highly wrought artificiality of 7OH’

world.
Hybridity in Hoffmann

Powell and Pressburger establish hybridity as the
norm in 7OH’s conceptual universe by combining
multiple genres of media (opera, film, and dance)
and by their use of composite performances (roles
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split between singer/actor/dancer). In terms of
performance history, Powell and Pressburger’s film
is the culmination of a series of artistic iterations
across several media. The work first began as a
series of short stories, and later became a stage-
play, an opera, and finally a film. The fascination
with multiple and divided identities within the film
can perhaps be seen as a development of the opera
production in which Offenbach had the roles of
Stella, Olympia, Giulietta, and Antonia performed
by the same soprano, and the roles of Lindorf,
Coppelius, Dapertutto, and Dr. Miracle by the
same baritone. In their version, however, Powell and
Pressburger extend the opera’s hybridity to a further
level by having the majority of the film’s characters
performed onscreen and sung on the soundtrack by
different individuals. These performances in turn
draw our attention back to the hybridity of cinema
as a composite medium whose reality is created, like
these composite performances, through both sight
and sound. The exceptions to this doubling are the
performances of Robert Rounseville (Hoffmann)
and Ann Ayars (Antonia), whose onscreen singing
and acting is rather anticlimactic—“oddly plain,”
as William Germano describes it—in comparison
to the vividness generated by the constant splitting
and doubling of the other personalities in the film.*

Each character in TOH appears to be involved
in the work’s overarching theme of hybridity to
some extent, whether we are encouraged to envision
an individual as being made up from various parts,
or indeed missing some vital component. For
instance, Hoffmann, lacking a part of himself, is
propelled to search for that missing part through
his female loves Stella, Olympia, Giulietta, and
Antonia.’ In turn, Hoffmanns missing part, his
ideal love Stella, herself is presented in the film
as partitive. Stella contains within her the three
women of the tales—doll, courtesan, and artist.
Likewise, these women are also missing some
fundamental part of themselves: Olympia, the doll,
lacks humanity; Giulietta, the courtesan, material
riches; and Antonia, the artist, her deceased mother.
Stella’s partitive nature is imaginatively emphasized
in a dance section towards the end of the film when
three ballerinas, dressed as Olympia, Giulietta,
and Antonia, appear in an empty black dream-
space where they perform choreography in unison
with Moira Shearer’s Stella, who is now dressed
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as a white sylph (the image of ideal womanhood
in late nineteenth-century French ballet). During
a musical reprise of the opera’s famous barcarolle
“Moon of Love,” the three ballerinas rise gracefully
from the floor, rush towards Stella, and are absorbed,
through editing, into her single figure.

This moment of absorption is not just
significant in portraying Stella as partitive but also
in emphasizing Stella’s position as an impossible
idealization of womanhood. This absorption also
makes an explicit link between the characters in
the film and the character of the film. The motif
of the three becoming one is further reflected in
the very deliberate color narrative told throughout
TOH. Each tale has a signature color for its setting:
yellow for Olympia, red for Giulietta, and blue for
Antonia.® It is perhaps no coincidence that when
mixed together these primary colors combine to
produce black—the background for this out of
place and time sequence. The three ballerinas are
also each depicted in a distinctive hue, and when
overlaid/absorbed into Stella have a synecdochic
effect, since the film’s use of Technicolor likewise
creates its chromatic magic through the overlaying
of three different colored layers of celluloid (the
three strip process of shooting a red, green, and blue
negative).

While Hoffmann’s love object, Stella, is the
sum of her three parts (“three souls blended as
one”) and is played by three different performers,
Hoffmann’s four enemies in love—Councilor
Lindorf in the frame story; Coppelius, Dapertutto,
and Dr. Miracle in the subsequent tales—are fully
formed individuals and are all played by the same
performer, Robert Helpmann. So whereas Stella is
presented as a construction of elements (Olympia,
Giulietta, Antonia combined), Lindorf is shown
as a malevolent essence hiding below the personae
of Coppelius, Dapertutto, and Dr. Miracle in
turn. In the same black dream-space as the ballet
sequence described above, Helpmann is shown
holding Antonia, Giulietta, and Olympia wrapped
in his arms one by one. On each occasion the three
respective  villains, Coppelius, Dapertutto, and
Miracle, peel away their faces (a series of rubber
masks), and each time the face of Hoffmann’s arch
nemesis, Councilor Lindorf, is revealed.

We as audience members are well aware that
Helpmann/Lindorf, although a master shape-shifter,
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is a malevolent presence throughout Hoffmann’s
misadventures. Yet the knowledge that Hoffmann’s
enemy is the same person in each story, albeit in
a different guise, does not lessen the eerie impact
of Helpmann peeling off his facial flesh to reveal
the self same face ever lying beneath. It is precisely
this odd sensation of the threat of something both
alien and familiar that Sigmund Freud labelled as
the “uncanny”in his famous reading of the Olympia
tale.” Here is the dark side of artifice and hybridity:
that a persistent threat is ever lurking and inevitably
causes downfall. With Lindorf, hybridity becomes
an essentialist nightmare, whereby a change of
surface cannot alter permanent interior identity.
What is perhaps most disturbing for the audience is
that we, unlike Hoffmann, can recognize the artifice
but are unable to stop Lindorf’s inevitable victory
over our hero.

Nicklaus, “a faithful friend”

With their ambiguous gender, Hoffmann’s valet,
Nicklaus, inhabits a particularly interesting place
in TOH’s hybrid universe. In contrast to the
film’s presentation of “desired” Stella as woman as
construct, and “demonic” Lindorf as man as essence,
Nicklaus is the only character whose hybridity
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Pamela Brown as Nicklaus.

causes no harm to Hoffmann and who, in addition,
seems free from erotic trauma themselves. We first
see Nicklaus in 7OH’s frame story standing half
in darkness under the staircase which leads down
into Luther’s beer cellar. This shadowy space affords
the viewer a close-up of Nicklaus’ feminine and
attractively made-up eyes which dart sharply left,
above, then right. This shot indicates Nicklaus’ role
as witness within the film from the outset. When the
camera next cuts back to Nicklaus, first in mid-, and
then in long-shot, they step out into the full light,
where we now see that Nicklaus is dressed in boyish
clothes: a tawny velvet jacket with black cape, beige
pants, and frilly white lace shirt-cuffs. These initial
shots establish Nicklaus’gender ambiguity by firstly
emphasizing their feminine face, and then clearly
signaling Nicklaus’s masculinity in the subsequent
long-shot, which frames them as they swagger into
full view wearing clothes marked as masculine (for
the period of the film’s setting at least).® Nicklaus
strides up to Hoftmann and greets him singing/lip-
synching: “Good day...excuse me, master, if you don’t
mind I'll sit and drink and smoke same as you, fair’s
tair.” Hoffmann acquiesces and, for the remainder
of the film, Nicklaus is rarely far from Hoffmann’s
side. Listed in the opening credits as Hoffmann’s
“faithful friend,” Nicklaus’ first sung lines establish
that their relationship with Hoffmann, like their
gender, is complex. As valet they are subservient to
Hoffmann in status, yet some equity is obviously
shown in their ability to sit alongside their master
to drink and smoke.

Cinematically, Nicklaus’ gender ambiguity may
be highly unconventional, but in operatic terms the
portrayal of Nicklaus by Brown/Sinclair in the film
is perhaps one of the most conventional casting
choices Powell and Pressburger could have made.
The term usually used in opera for a part such as
Nicklaus’, where a woman sings a male role, is a
“trouser role” (or “breeches part”), and has a history
as long as the art-form itself. Opera’s forefather
Monteverdi had a woman play Telemachus,
Odysseus’ son, in his 1640 work I/ riturno d’Ulisse.
The convention was then notably adopted by
Mozart, Rossini, Richard Strauss, and most recently
by Thomas Ades for Ariel in his 2004 opera, The
Tempest. TOH's composer, Offenbach, was no
stranger to casting women in male roles either and
used this convention for Orestes in his operetta La
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belle Heléne as well as for Cupid in Orphée aux enfers.
The composer’s decision to have a woman play
Nicklaus onstage, however, was most likely dictated
by Jules Barbier and Michel Carré’s stage-play, the
first theatrical incarnation of “the Tales” presented at
the Théatre de 'Odéon in 1851. Barbier and Carré
ended their play with an epilogue in which Nicklaus
revealed themselves to be a (female) ancient Greek
Muse of poetry who claimed Hoffmann as their
own love-object.’

Musically, the part of Nicklaus requires a
female voice but it did not necessarily require
a female actor to appear on screen. Would the
alternative of casting a cisgender male actor have
been a more or less jarring choice for Powell and
Pressburger to have made? As Powell’s production
files indicate, the casting of a female for the film, as
with the opera and stage-play, seems predicated on
Nicklaus’ proposed transformation from male youth
to female Muse at the close of the piece:

Nicklaus could be acted and sung by the
same person but it is not essential. First,
visually she must be a handsome girl
with a boyish figure and good legs; yet
feminine for the transformation to the
Muse. I would like confirmation that
Nicklaus (as the Muse) will not sing
the final song but will speak it. This will
make it much easier for us to find an
actress to play the part. Also, I imagine,
it will make it easier to find a singer to
play the part.?

What is interesting with both Offenbach in the
nineteenth, and Powell in the twentieth, centuries
is that the transformation is considered viable
only if enacted as a change from transgender man
to cisgender woman, rather than having Nicklaus
appear as a cisgender man and then as a transgender
woman Muse. We might note too that Powell leaves
open in the casting of Nicklaus the possibility of
both “an actress to play the part” and “a singer to
play the part,” and that, for him, the transformation
is not so much one of sex (i.e. male youth to female
Muse) as one of performance mode (i.e. singer to
actor, or potentially vice versa).

With such historical precedent behind them
Nicklaus becomes a grounding presence in 7OH’s
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fantastical and oftentimes dizzying universe.
Their function as witness to Hoffmann’s travails
encourages us as viewers to bond with them and
to see events from their point of view. As our first
encounter with Nicklaus suggests, with its close-
up shot focused tightly on their darting eyes, they
act as our guide throughout the film. Additionally,
Nicklaus is able to see accurately in 7OH’s visually
deceptive world where other characters cannot.
For instance, in the Olympia section, Hoffmann,
wearing a pair of campy magical glasses, can only
see the wind-up doll Olympia as living creature;
Nicklaus, however, is under no such illusion. Yet,
armed with the knowledge of accurate sight,
Nicklaus does nothing to hinder Hoffmann’s
heartbreak. Why?

There is an unspoken erotic bond between
Nicklaus and Hoffmann, which is signaled by the
pair’s proximity throughout the film. Furthermore,
it is possible to see Nicklaus as the architect of this
relationship—significantly the only relationship
with any stability in the film. With their clear sight
and steady temperament, Nicklaus is ideally situated
to reveal to Hoffmann his own erotic folly. But
why would they? Simply put, Nicklaus’ position as
Hoffmann’s sole companion would be jeopardized
were any of Hoffmann’s love affairs actually to
succeed. There is an echo of this erotic bond in
the original stage-play’s Nicklaus/Muse narrative,
whereby Hoffmann is mistaken in thinking that his
unavailable love objects, Stella, Olympia, Giulietta,
and Antonia, provide him with the inspiration for
his literary artistry. The true source of Hoffmann’s
creativity, Nicklaus, is always present and available.
In the film, no resolution/revelation takes place to
“straighten out,” as it were, the emotional dynamic
between Hoffmann and Nicklaus into a more
normative relationship between male writer and
female Muse. Instead, Nicklaus and Hoffmann’s
relationship is left hanging, enacted throughout
the film by Nicklaus’ enigmatic glances at their
master and their pensive reactions to Hoffmann’s
sufferings. These emotive looks are simultaneously
polyvalent, having both a homo charge at the
diegetic level of the film as erotic glances between
men (valet to master), a hetero charge at the level
of the films reception where such looks register
also to the majority of the film’s original audience,
cognizant of the actors’ genders, as erotic glances
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between a masculine woman and a masculine man
(Pamela Brown to Robert Rounseville).

Nicklaus is also available as an object of desire
to the director and to us, as contemporary viewers.
The director’s desire for Nicklaus can be viewed as
both general and specific. Powell in his casting note,
as we saw, states that whoever is cast: “must be a
handsome girl with a boyish figure and good legs.”
Thus the erotic appeal of a pant-wearing tomboy has
for Powell a heteroerotic weight. More particularly,
in TOH we see Powell the director, like Hoffmann
the writer, expressing his desire through his artistic
practice, since Powell and Pamela Brown, who
were frequent collaborators by now, had formed an
intimate relationship.! In his autobiography, 4 Life
in Movies, Powell writes of seeing Brown perform
for the first time:

She was tall, with a long back and lovely
legs, but she moved on stage in a way
that I couldn’t understand, crossing the
stage with swift strides and a queer
loping gait as if she were a cripple and
trying to hide it. It was only when we
met and worked together in One of Our
Aircraft is Missing that I learned she was
a cripple, and that she was trying to hide
it.1?

That Brown performs Nicklaus with such
surety and subtlety whilst dealing with debilitating
arthritis—a condition she had battled since the age
of sixteen—makes her performance seem all the
more remarkable.”® Brown’s portrayal of someone
who expresses a mix of masculine and feminine
qualities, and with personal dignity, faithfulness
to Hoffmann, and insight into the vicissitudes of
love, makes Nicklaus a somewhat heroic figure,
attracting identification from both contemporary
trans and queer viewers.

Chris  Straayer in “Redressing the
“Natural™ has analyzed the effect of the polyvalent
erotics produced in many films involving cross-
dressing as a plot device, writing:

Whether the kiss [in our case, sc. “look”]
is consciously seen and experienced as
heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual
depends on several variables: whether

the viewer predominantly experiences
the scene through the narrative point-
of-view, the plot, or the direct image."

TOH both falls within and outside of this
category of polyvalence. There is the double
identification of Nicklaus as male and Pamela Brown
as female, yet Nicklaus’ impassioned looks in 7he
Tales of Hoffmann open up a more ambiguous space
than the kiss that so regularly occurs in temporary
transvestite films. In the films Straayer discusses,
we as audience members are made explicitly aware
when a character’s gender presentation is not in
concert with their sex. Likewise, the moment of
kiss clearly demarcates the protagonist’s desire as
erotic. In Straayer’s example from Some Like It Hot,
Josephine’s (Tony Curtis’) kiss with Sugar (Marilyn
Monroe), on the one hand, suggests a homosexual
reading, whereas knowledge of Josephine’s true
identity, as the character, Joe, in disguise, suggests
a heterosexual reading.” In 70OH, we viewers are
not given that certainty. No reference is made to
Nicklaus’ ambiguous gender, and the looks between
them and Hoffmann are equally ambiguous in
intent. Such uncertainty opens up a space where, in
addition to more straight interpretations, Nicklaus
can also be viewed more queerly as a trans man
whose erotic desire is directed towards their master
and friend, Hoffmann. Furthermore, the film’s
original narrative, like Straayer’s model, demands
a redressing of “natural” order (i.e. the heteroerotic
and cisgender pairing of Hoffmann and his Muse).
'The film as it exists, however, despite following this
logic of resolution, abandons its execution at the last
minute. In denying the audience such resolution, an
erotic charge is set off and subsequently allowed to
remain open to hetero-, homo-, cis-, trans-, straight,
and queer interpretations alike.

Muse Interrupted

Paradoxically, the possibility of transformation
offered to Nicklaus can be read as having been
both accepted and rejected simultaneously. In
TOH's former incarnations both as stage-play
and stage-opera, Nicklaus transitions from valet
to Hoffmann’s Muse. Muses traditionally bestow
artistic inspiration, are appealed to by artists and
writers from Homer and Hesiod onwards, and are
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notably female. Such a transformation of sex was
intended for Nicklaus in the cinematic version,
yet never happens onscreen. Powell’s casting notes
reveal that this was indeed the case. The production
archive even includes a photographic still of Pamela
Brown as the Muse, in which the actress poses
dressed as gilded Greek goddess, her breast visible
as a sign of her anatomical sex in concert with her
gender presentation.

The absence of the Muse from the final film,
however, is somewhat mysterious. A production
note dated September 26, 1950, highlights the
creative tearm’s dissatisfaction with the proposed

ending of the film:

E.P. [Emeric Pressburger] said that he
did not consider the transformation to
the Muse entirely satisfactory at the
moment, but Mickey [Powell] said that
he thought that an additional shot just
made of Nicklaus at this point would
carry the scene.!

The omission of Nicklaus’ transformation from
valet to Muse, whatever the exact circumstances, was
obviously a last-minute decision, since photography
began at the start of July in 1950 and was scheduled
to last for ten weeks in total.

Nicklaus’(non)apotheosis is compelling. On the
diegetic level of the story (of the stage-play, opera,
and film as originally intended), the change from a
male Nicklaus to a female Muse exists as a narrative
inevitability. On the extra-diegetic level of the film’s
production, Pamela Brown, cast specifically to
embody the twin role of Nicklaus/Muse on screen,
underwent a physical transformation from female-
to-male—to-female, albeit perhaps only for screen
tests. It matters that a transformation is demanded
by the original libretto (even if it never happens
onscreen), because it clearly influences Powell’s
decision to cast Pamela Brown in the role. Moreover,
the transformation (despite its omission from the
final film) leaves an affective trace, felt through the
gnomic reactions that Brown so powerfully delivers.
It matters also that Nicklaus’ gender variance
stems from, and is normalized by, the historical
precedent and musical possibilities oftered by the
“trouser role.” This precedent authorizes a female
performer to appear as a masculine character at
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Pamela Brown as the Muse. Courtesy of BFI Stills.
a time when representations of non-normative
gender presentation were severely limited onscreen.
Furthermore, such historical precedent gestures
to a longer-reaching genealogy of transgender
representation in media than we as scholars generally
consider (dating to the birth of opera as an art-form,
at least). Finally, it matters both on a conceptual and
physical level that although this transformation is
available to Nicklaus, it is not enforced and thus
provides an alternative to the restrictive narrative
that so frequently demands resolution or death for
the trans character. In the film as we have it, Nicklaus
evades this common trajectory yet never completely
torecloses its possibility. Rather, Nicklaus inhabits
multiple levels of reality by maintaining an open
mesh of possibilities and alternate outcomes.

Transviewing

In laying out the scope of trans film Helen Hok-
Sze Leung asks:

Is a trans film one that features self-
identified trans characters or characters
that viewers would recognize as trans?
One made by trans filmmakers or
starring trans actors, regardless of
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content? Does it have to be meant for
trans viewers, have a trans aesthetic, or
just be open to trans interpretations?'’

Under these criteria 7OH does feature a
character, Nicklaus, viewable as transvestite, -sexual,
or —gender, depending on the historical context of
our viewing. The film certainly was not made by, or
meant specifically for trans people, yet it is certainly
available for trans interpretations. Ultimately, it
is TOH’s aesthetic that is most evidently trans—
pulling, as it does, several genres together in a way
that makes normativity seem rather a humdrum
proposition. 7OH delights in the possibilities of
hybridity by allowing us to enjoy not only its artifice,
but the artifice too of erotic subjectivity, malleable
identity, and the pleasure of multiple iterations.
With Hoffinann there is much play. Indeed, a tale
can become a play, a play can become an opera, and
an opera become a film. Yet even this trajectory
has a slipperiness which makes its categorization
problematic. This is a film like no other. While
having roots to some of the artistic/intellectual
cornerstones of western culture—Muses, opera,
ballet (Freud, even!)—7OH combines these bricks

to build a queer house indeed. It builds a space
resistant to the tidal pull so prevalent in twentieth
century film of compulsory gender resolution and/
or the destruction of trans bodies. It builds a space
that, however singular in cinematic history, can
trace its lineage back across a longue durée of trans
performance, which in itself argues for a kind of
trans permanence. In “Bending the Arrow: The
Queer Appeal of the Archers,” Andrew Moor
explores the ways in which the films of Powell
and Pressburger inadvertently resonate with queer
audiences in spite of their creators’ position as
heterosexuals themselves. What Moor terms in his
discussion of 7he Red Shoes, A Matter of Life and
Death, and the 49” Parallel as “anti-classicism” (i.e.
a disregard by the filmmakers to certain cinematic
conventions) creates an eccentric space in sympathy
with queer viewers’ experiences.'® In much the same
way, I suggest, with 7OH it is possible to enjoy
Powell and Pressburger’s film as providing viewers
with a trans space, which “presents” as traditional
(an amalgam of high-brow Lyric art forms) yet
eschews the process of “passing” as elite cultural
artifact to enjoy its transgressive, transgeneric, and
transgender constitution instead.
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