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57. Minnelli, “The Show Must Go On,” Stage (September 1936): 3335, quote on 33,

58. Lambert, “Notes on Vincente Minnelli.”

59. In the biography of his father, Bert Lahr is described in this scene as costumed
with a papier-méché ax while “posed preposterously next to a scrawny tree. .. e
wore a checkered hunter’s shirt and a toupee matted on his head. He began raising
both hands delicately toward his chest and then unleashing an outrageous sound.” In
the meantime, Bea Lillie anxiously awaited her cue when she could “throw boards,

brooms, anything I could get my hands on” at the singing woodsman. John Lahr, Noes
on a Cowardly Lion (New York: Knopf, 1969), 163—64.

The Production and Display of the Closet
Making Minnelli’s Tea and Sym pathy

Davip A. GERSTNER

T, make Robert Anderson’s play Tea and Sympathy into a film,! MGM haq to
convince the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), the Pwdm“l(m
Code Administration (PCA), and even the Catholic Legion of D'cccncy that
the film would clearly punish the sexual transgression of the married womlt.u.l,
and that it would not overtly or covertly make any reference to homoscxt‘u; ity.
In effect, the centerpieces of the play had to be removed. N‘o mz\tlt:l NOW
M GM attempted to rewrite the narrative to satisfy the Code, Tea and 5}/”?’1‘;/
thy would cither be the play it was on Broadway or it‘woulfi be (1‘1\‘0};;:
objectionable. In his memo summarizing the making of the 1‘11171, 50 ‘y)
shurlock (Joseph Breen’s successor as the director of the PCA) Pomtt.‘d m\"l :L
MPAA president Eric Johnston that “Any proposed (reatment removing ! 1:w
two unacceptable basic elements of the play would make it ncccss;\ryltlo w1 1‘
an entirely new story and hence would seem to make pointless the purchase 0
the particular play.” ‘ o
Tea and Sympathy had already caused quite 2 stir when it openee 0

ox i mor ‘qe Deborah
Broadway in September, 1953, Aside from the publicity surrounding
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opening of Tea and Sympathy, Eisenhower issued “an executive order barring
gay men and lesbians from all federal jobs.”*!

The invisible Communist and the equally invisible homosexual were fre-
quently conflated in political discourse. Arthur Schlesinger described Com-
munism as “something secret, sweaty and furtive, like nothing so much, in the
phrase of one wise observer of modern Russia, as homosexuals in a boy’s
school”*? Republican Senator Kenneth Wherry of Nebraska could not put this
anxiety more succinctly: “I don’t say every homosexual is a subversive, and 1
don’t say every subversive is a homosexual. But a man of low morality is a
menace in the government, whatever he is, and they are tied up together*

A color is assigned to the homosexual, like the Communist, in order to talk
about this sexual/juridical anxiety that threatened to seep into sacrosanct
American politics. Pink and red in 19505 America marked the invisible space
of fear that urgently needed to be made visible. Robert Anderson’s Tea and
Sympathy and its making into a film are seated directly at the intersection of
discourse where the American masculine subject found himself nervously
guarding every performance he made on a day-to-day basis. Those making the
film were extremely sensitive to these current affairs of state.

In October 1953, when the major studios jumped to purchase Tea and Sympa-
thy film rights, Anderson refused to sell to Samuel Goldwyn unless the com-
pany retained a “sine qua non that the leading lady solve the boy’s problem by
giving herself to him sexually” and, further, that the film “kept the boy’s
problem [as springing| from the malicious charge of homosexuality . . . homo-
sexuality was not to be glossed over”* In fact, the main reason for the PCAs
continuous rejection of a possible screenplay was the consistent usage of
the word homosexual or its implications. After confronting the zealous de-
nouncements by the PCA and the Legion of Decency, MGM’s strategy was 1o
erase any and all references—explicit or implicit—to homosexuality from the
screenplay. With other studios competing for the scripts, Dore Schary (vice
president in charge of production at MGM) announced that the character of
the boy would not point to the “question of homosexuality” but rather would

o e « %ol vl Ve - > < i, 64
center the boy’s problem on the fact that he was an ‘off horse

272 Schary,
echoing a popular and comforting sentiment of 19505 America, saw the boy’s
S < W <o N B LC ' 5 i

problem” as one of “cowardice and lack of manliness.” He later recalls how

dumbfounded he was when the Legion insisted on the woman’s punishment

26

simply because she had “given the young student a healthy sex experience”

Schary’s relationship to this film highlights the liberal attitude that straddled

the extreme

and

MaxinG MINNELLL'S TEA AND SYMPATHY 283
right and left positions of both contemporary gender relations

politics in Hollywood. His stance, and it was often an unpopular one,

s bd distress the studio bosses at MGM, not only with this film but also with

srany of the projects on which he worked.

S chary pushed hard for the making of such films as Crossfire (1947), Battle-

oo rind (1949), and Tea and Sympathy. Films like Crossfire were hard sells, and

i

S ary often put himself on the line for them. Of course, Crossfire was based
11 a novel, The Brick Foxhole, in which homosexuality was central to its plot.

< chary, in part because of the Production Code, changed the homosexual to a
T e ¥
A

vV .

.. As with Tea and Sympathy, the homosexual was erased.

Tea and Sympathy (like Crossfire) was important for Schary not because of
1 o mosexuality but because of the speech act of smearing. Schary based his
moral agenda on his ability to work with others because they were good
Lsorkers, not because of their political affiliations—or their homosexuality.
1 1is middle-of-the-road liberalism maintained the homosexual as a figure of
pity and invisibility. This stance would invariably inform MGM’s final version
ot Tea and Sympathy.

Wwith the bidding war in high gear for the film rights of Tea and Sympathy,
AGM “raised the ante to the then astonishing sum of $400,000, of which
4300,000 would be withheld until Anderson turned in a filmable script.”*
This filmable script would include a prologue and an epilogue that would
punish the wife’s wrongs. This script would also translate the question of
homosexuality into a conflict of defining masculinity.

Between January and August 1955, a series of screenplay rewrites was un-
dertaken by Anderson and MGM. To convey to Shurlock his frustration with
the archaic structure of the Code and the continuous intervention of the
Legion of Decency, Schary sent him a letter (dated May 16,1955) with a copy of
an article in Look titled “How Much Do We Know about Men?”2 The article
was flanked by a full-page vertical photograph of a small boy looking up to the

statue of David (whose genitalia are covered by a fig leaf). It was written by
Lawrence K. Frank, who was, according to Look’s biographical account of the
author, the “former chairman of the International Preparatory Commission
for the International Congress on Mental Health” The essay attempts to
underscore changing gender relations in America in terms of society’s con-
stituted system of values; it briefly mentions homosexuality, but mainly fo-
cuses the question on what it means to be a “real man” (i.e., “modern” man,
who could now share “in baby and child care, in cooking, dishwashing, house-

keeping”) without threatening the definitions of male and female.” Schary’s
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basic contention was that if this masculinity question could be discussed in a
major national magazine, ought it not be brought to the screen? Schary (and
so MGM), of course, won the debate.

On September 1, 1955, Shurlock informed Schary that Anderson’s revisions
“now meet the requirements of the Production Code” The moral heat, how-
ever, was far from turned off. On September 25, 1955, the New York Times ran
an article, “MGM Solves Tts Tea and Sympathy Script Problem,” in which
writer Tom Pryor interviewed MGM unit producer Pandro S. Berman. Albeit
skewed to shift the emphasis away from homosexuality and toward the con-
flict of defining masculinity, the article conveys the certainty that the audience
will recognize what the script i really about. Berman states:

The theme of the play is essentially this: what is manliness? We haven’t
cl

hanged that at all. The boy is regarded by fellow students and the house-
master as an “off |

Wil .
horse” because he doesn’t flex his muscles and knock

himself out climbing mountains or playing basketball. To them he is soft
physically and

becomes suspect. They conveniently pigeon-hole their stan-
dards for manliness and - : ;
for manliness and anyone who doesn’t conform is an oddball. We

never say in the fi ' '
say i the film that the boy has homosexual tendencies—I don’t believe
the word homosexual

was actually spoken in the play either—but any adult

who has ever i ' L ‘ . :
s ever heard of the word and understands its meaning will clearly
understand this suspicion in the fily

1‘(?1j the MGM Producers, smearing, or the malicious scapegoating of those
V‘V“h"d ng4r00 of difference, was what the film was about. By this point in the
Tlﬁi(.mg % t_he f.ilm, the homosexual who could not be seen because of his
(L‘)zl~1ty bl ,mterpret“ti()n would now render himself on the screen and
; ecome recognizable while remaining unseen. Berman announced this invis-
ible presence by marking his invisibility.

I.hc th:/ Yorl.c {IH'IL’S article threw the Legion into a tailspin. How could this
l;(;:’(:: ‘(.)f suspicion” still remain at this point in the production? They still,
losingtllx;mq\ as and nails for keeping the closet shut. Fearful of
Thome B i control over the film industry, the Very Reverend Monsignor
1 .mmds‘l'-. Little wrote to Shurlock oy September 27, 1955, expressing his wish

respectively, to advise

‘ you of our i
From published reports th

carried the hammer

mpression of the proposed story changes.”
9 at the reverend had seen, there merely seemed “an
elfort . .. to color and

) ask the essential offensiveness of the questionable
material . . . hepce [

there is] 1 o i .

5| no Clkmm“l()n " B Is for ser ;
T sic] of the grounds tor serious
moral ob)ccmm,” ‘ Isic] o

—
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Shurlock’s response to the reverend was to tell him of his surprise at these
published reports and of his intention to bring them immediately to the
attention of Berman and Schary. But his gesture was only one of perfunctory
politeness. By this time the film had been approved by the PCA. Shurlock,
however, offered the Legion the opportunity to write its own version of the
epilogue. Their rewrite points to the discursive weight of the Legion’s attempt
to control social meaning,

The Legion’s corrections to the epilogue reflect their need for a trans-
parently clear reading of Laura’s transgressions and her punishments. Their
rewrite left no question, either, about Tom’s satisfactory transition from suf-
fering young man to well-adjusted married heterosexual.

Anderson: These are terrible things to write you, Tom, about guilt and
right and wrong. But you are old enough to know that when you drop a
pebble in the water there are ever widening circles of ripples. There are
always consequences.

Legion: These are terrible things to write you, Tom, about sin and guilt.
sut you are old enough to know that when you drop a pebble in the water
there are ripples that may carry afar a burden of good or of evil.

And, from Anderson: Dear Tom, have a good life, a full life, an under-
standing life.

The Legion, however, sought to emphasize this portion of the letter with:
Dear Tom, I was so pleased to hear that you were married.

While Anderson’s version survives over the Legion’s more egregious (yet
banal) reworking, it still needed to fall between the Legion’s moral condemna-
tion and the PCAs enforced use of the unseen but ubiquitous homosexual
who acted as the marker of difference and necessarily reinforced Tom’s hetero-
sexual union. The framing story of Tea and Sympathy is clearly the container
of the closet.

After two years of debate, Tea and Sympathy would begin production. Just
before the film’s release, Dore Schary sent a letter to Arthur Loew deriding
MGM’s handling of Tea and Sympathy. “We abandoned a principle,” he wrote,
“alienated a good and valuable writer, [and] . . . hurt a valuable picture.” His
letter points to the instability and unreliability of the moral and political
ground on which Hollywood finds itself when confronted with a socially
taboo subject. Schary was frustrated with “the two or three people sitting in a
room [who) insisted on words that are trite and self-righteous.” Even though

MGM had a “good battleground on which to wage a fight . .. we have retreated
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and run away.”*' According to Schary, two months after he sent this letter to

Loew, and one month after Tea and Sympathy was released, Loew handed him

a letter from an anonymous “loyal studio employee” that listed an array of

charges, including accusations that Schary had had sex with MGM “glam-

o

orous female stars” and that he had “encouraged male stars to lose to [him] in
gin games in exchange for assigning them juicy roles”#> Schary was out of a
job. While Tea and Sympathy was not the deciding factor in his firing, it

certainly played a pivotal role in the tense dynamics between Schary and
MGM executives,

AESTHETICIZING THE TEXT

Reading the autobiographies of Dore Schary and Vincente Minnelli, one is
struck by what can best be described as the cordial relationship between them.
Schary mentions Minnelli as director, and Minnelli recalls Schary as the out-
sider who would be friendly enough to send him a kind letter when he was
embarking on a new project. Schary handled the front line of production and
Minnelli made sure that the product was delivered, but to sce this relationship
as merely one of a labor/management situation is to dismiss the ways in which
they overrode the “battleground” (to use Schary’s terminology) that existed
because of the Code and the studio system. They both showed a certain
determination, albeit directed in different ways, that challenged the con-
straints under which they often had to work. While Schary ncgolialt‘d the
politics of the studio system, Minnelli constructed a film that would hyperbo-
lize and aestheticize the anxiety of American men over the possible effemini-
zation of their own masculinity.

There were particular arenas during the 19405 and 19505 where the display
of the male body as homoerotic was circulated. Films such as Kenneth Anger’s
Fireworks (1947), the male erotica films from Apollo and Zenith studios, and
the paintings of Paul Cadmus point to this representation of homosexual male
desire. To declare Minnelli’s hyperbolization of the male body—considcr Gene
Kelly in The Pirate and An American in Paris, or (he young studs in Tea and
Sympathy—as the site of such desire is potentially (and probably) valid; the
homosexual, however, is not necessarily identifiable as such. While Pandro
Berman carlier articulated the homosexual imo>visibility, we still do notseea
homosexual. Tom, identified as creative and gentle (rehearsing his “feminine
traits”), is nof a homosexual. We can, however.

, see masculine anxiety and its
attendant homophobia.
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It is the masculinized figure who is caught in Minnelli’s aesthetically frene-
tic mise-en-scene.” Minnelli’s melodrama explores an aesthetic mise-en-
scene that visually heightens the cultural anxiety of masculinity in postwar
America. Traditionally, melodrama has been regarded as the genre of anxiety
constructed through a symptomatic mise-en-scene (heightened  gesture,
color, etc.) as a way of revealing the repressed middle-class angst of sexual
desire (usually the woman’s). But to recommend the genre as only a symp-
tomatic rendering of the repressed is to foreclose an analysis that looks
to discover the ways in which those symptoms are actually produced and rep-
resented. Following the tradition of the historical aesthete (Huysmans,
Firbank, Van Vechten, etc.), Minnelli practices a process ol aestheticization on
the mise-en-scene in order to make visible and hyperbolize the cultural anx-
iety of masculinity. Indeed, melodrama and its tradition of a “melodramatic
imagination” are historically constituted as a practice of heightened rep-
resentation.

While Minnelli’s films need to be examined individually, one can argue
that they visually render the hyperactivity of men’s anxiety toward the 'prlo—
duction of their own masculinity. In Tea and Sympathy, the hypermasculinity
of the homosocial does not necessarily deliver a representation of homosexual
desire, but actually works to represent American homophobia ot"lhe 195.05- In
effect, homosexual desire is not met not only because of its (en)forced silence
but also because of the indetermination of exactly what that homoscxt.m\

desire is. What can be displayed, however, is the aggressivity of the “."“““1‘1.”.“:
figure within the homosocial grouping.* The anxiety of homosocial desire
between men on the screen—homophobia—becomes that which can be .scen-
It is, in other words, not so much a question of locating homosc?mal dfslrc a;
itis a question of illustrating homosexual panic.” In much 01. Iv.hnnclh 5 “T(,“,i
he constructs a text whereby these de-sexed and hypcrmaswll.nIZCd ﬁg.ures ;”'“
pressed within and against the service of an aestheticized mllsc—cn—sccn.c l'm.l
collapses any supposed verisimilitude surrounding the social ordcr. of {1-11{\?/t
culinity, as well as pushing to the surface the entrenched homophol‘)m 0{1 1‘.:_
social order, Fyen though Minnelli could not escape the sh:fckles ()f l‘lll.c1 ,Ld:hc
ing story demanded for Tea and Sympathy, he did direct a film .tlultla.\: Lihcw
proscription by aestheticizing the mise-en-scene, or the place in which thes
men cinematically reside. - onflict about mas-
Minnelli himself continually experienced an ongong sk LTS
culinity. The use of terms such as shy to define himself defy a scemingly

eativi as unmanly,” Min-
potent personal query. “1 was never told that creativity Wa Y
nelli recounts,
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