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ABSTRACT

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is a play repldte wiblence and desire present in the adolescepémence of love. It
captures the ethos of mania that surround loverinage where the young minds begin to form a schefnthe world

around them and love becomes the focal point figrdften rebellious interaction with familial strueces, society, culture
and sexual conventions. For this reason the play been widely adapted into films and plays, whicd hew ways of
engagement with the Shakespeare’s canonical texvid® range of film adaptations have engaged irertektual

exchange with the text. One such adaptation is Blawn’s Private Romeo, highlighting a gay relasbip at the center
of the play, displacing a heteronormative paradigrhe film portrays a version of the play that endas gender and

sexual diversity as a norm.
KEYWORDS:Film Adaptation, Queer, Heteronormativity, Shakespe
INTRODUCTION

Alan Brown'’s film Private Romeoa take onRomeo and Julieffigures as a revolt against the centuries okehsihg of
homocentric aspects of the play. The politics abpeal sexual and romantic desire versus institatiauthority becomes
the center of his reimagining of the text. He iseald bring out various tenets of gay sexual idgntrhile tracing the
Shakespearean trope of forbidden love. The comtkat suppressed love maintains fidelity with thet tend allows for
assertion of ‘queer’ identity. The film maker uniitegs his struggle with sexual politics of markiggy identity on screen
and the bodies of the actors “as a gay man a gimeramoved from theirs, | couldn’t teach them himwnhabit teenage
characters that had the courage to act on thewraseand romantic convictions. Nor how to play thierfds of those
characters who were less (or not at all) botherethb “coming out” of their cadet friends than bgwhthis unexpected

revelation and romance affected the group.”

Alan Brown'sPrivate Romephighlights a gay relationship at the center af phay, displacing a heteronormative
paradigm. The film portrays a version of the plagttembraces gender and sexual diversity as a fidrenactors perform
the same gender pronouns as part of the origixalaied there is no cross-dressing device to accatatecthe female
identity of the original characters. The isolatiotnthe academy and its distance from the outsidddwmead to the
establishment of an internal model of society coseloof the students and the teachers. Additiontallys down its own
conventions of expected social behavior which sethfthe interaction of various characters in theypThe drama
remains in sync with the heightened poignancy ehage experience with love. The events of the fidature a similar

tragic effect and life and death experience fordharacters in motion, bearing the same weight@Shakespearean play.
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The film is based in an all-male service schoolechMcKinley Military Academy. The reenactment bktplay
in the classroom rolls out to become a reflectibtheir lives, amidst which blossoms a gay lovenmsn the two cadets,
Sam Singleton (Romeo) and Glenn Mangan (Juliete film is mediated on ‘Don't ask, don't tell’, tioficial United
States policy on gays serving in the military, whadlowed the closeted gay and lesbian individtmlserve in the military
while barring the openly gay/lesbian people. The feas discriminatory against homosexuals and wpsaled after the

release of the film.

The film is based on Joe Calarco's pllyakespeare’s R&Jyhich is set in the context of a private, military
school, in which four boys start acting d®ttmeo and Julidor their private enjoyment, and through their riegcdiscover
themselves and their sexualities. Calarco elab®ifaten the beginning that the concept of an allevalst itself supposes
homoerotic themes, and the setting of a contemporastrictive school demands that homophobia hizesded. Thus, he
subverts the conceit of the all-male cast, whicdtdnically is not acknowledged on stage. Wherealhenale cast usually
relies on cross-dressing to pretend to be an aecoegresentation of reality, Calarco acknowledfesabnormality and
dispensability of this casting choice in contemppréheatre in the absence of any additional reasordo it. Calarco
asserts that there are many “bad ways” to makellanade adaptation, presumably referring to theagimistic issues
associated with not giving women a role to play: Fion, one cannot justify doing an all-male prodmetwithout a good
reason to, simply because one wants. Furthermbomsing an all-male setting to go with the castihgice, rather than
relying on cross-dressing actors to play the femalies, makes the homoeroticism less incidental, @eates the need to
acknowledge and work with it, rather than lettibdpé part of the subtext. Calarco's play reliesagiay within the play,

allowing for the context of the school to be deypeld.

The strong adherence to Shakespeare’s language ifilrh, such as in the layers of meanings depadsite the
seemingly one layered language, puns and insediomonologues, runs parallel to the manifestatiborhemosexual
desire. The language specifically becomes a vedniaisposition of the adding homosexual connotatimnthe theme of
forbidden love, which exonerates the same valueet@ry human being. The lines spoken by Glenn Mar{daliet) at
00:29:05, make “rose” a symbol for love in its wars forms whether queer or straight in its sexuigntation. It can be
interpreted to bridge a connection with the shama¢ tomes to denote gay desire in the societaicfalpd how it stands to
demonize gay people. It rejects the enterpriseabéling love and individuals which propagate honudypé and unjust
biases. Critics such as Harry Levin argue thatuagg is a tool that has been called on to challéxfj@ames, forms,
conventions, sophistications and arbitrary dictatEsociety’ (Levin 45). Juliet's asking ‘What’s ia name?’ (2.1.86)
becomes significantly threatening to the regulaiptaced on love, specifically gay love, which isiMy present in the
gueer version Brown presents. The astute reprasamtaf rejection of heteronormative paradigms aticty queer love is
inherent in the act of challenging the “names” P8005) or in this context the labels assigned keystbciety which forbid
qgueer love. The opposition of the peers at the erogds eveident in the dialogues spoken by Josli (N&rcutio) and
Gus Sanchez (Benvolio) “Blind is his love and Heedits the dark” and “If love be blind, it cannat the mark” (00:26:46

— 00:26:56), showing the marginality of homosexdiatourses.

The film maker’s ability to visualize a queBomeo and Julighighlights the gaps in the original text which can
be utilized to read the text as inhabiting a marversal and inclusive love. It also could be takemssess a longing for
acceptance. Juliet's mediation to change Romeaisenean be argued to be a plea for the discardirteoprejudiced
label that their love has, such as when Glen Mangguores “Romeo, doff thy name” (00:29:24). GilliaVoods in the
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assessment of Levin's comments claims that Jdiatiare of the ‘dangerous breach of social decoamnu’her evaluation
of the aberration is marked in the words: ‘I woulok for the world they saw thee here’ (2.1.117)e Tegulatory forces

governing sexual or romantic relationships thatyesate the society are consciously present here.

Michael Goldman in hiShakespeare and the Energies of Draays down a structure of verbal interplay in
Romeo and Juliefpcusing specifically on the interchange betweemBo and Juliet. He elaborat&omeo and Juligs a
tragedy of naming, a tragedy in which at times Rosi@ame seems to be the villain’ (Goldman 35) sTdbservation can
open pathways to explore how biases towards horasigx function. There are various points of istttion between
the text and the experience of gay love. We firegtltantasizing about a world without names. Glétangan (Juliet) in
the film hiding in a dark room, trying to avoid tpersecution by his own peers following the first af declaration of
homosexual inclination in the remaking of the balcscene, finds himself calling Sam Singleton (Rojrte ‘doff thy
name, and for that name which is no part of theles all myself’(00:29:20). His declaration of nanassobsolete and sans
carrying any essential significance becomes syrolwilthe desire for freedom and acceptance of gdiyviduals. Romeo
however is more aware of the danger they pose:ddiming out’ in the film is a step which poses tréo him and his
remaining in the closet and ‘out of favour of lova’the opening scenes of the film (00:02:10) imptomatic of his
dreadful attunement to his marginalized positiogaining that Juliet is grieving for her murderedisin, Romeo gains a

deep insight and cries in the play: (swinging bax# forth without coherence)
As if that name,
Shot from the deadly level of a gun,
Did murder her, as that name's cursed hand
Murdered her kinsman. O tell me, Friar, tell me,
In what vile part of this anatomy
Doth my name lodge? Tell me, that | may sack
The hateful mansion. (3.3.101-7)

Romeo understands the cultural association andngletment of love with a system of appropriation and
marginalization. The meanings carried by names heltters responsible for things, for which theyraoe Regardless of
this, they indicate a person’s history and crintédemosexuality has for a long period been crimiredizand thus the
people of non-heteronormative identity cannot persu relationship without the fear of being penaifer it by
administrative authorities. “Ha, banishment! Be cifet and say ‘death’!” (01:02:18) uttered by Samndleton (Romeo)
indicate the way in which homosexuality is deniedial sanctions or acceptance to manifest itseim&o desires to undo
such a name that obstructs his evincing his resitity. His rejection of names gives it a 'pecuabstantiality’ and an

agency. Thus ‘name’ has a physical presence itettieand the film both.

Catherine Belsey discusses in ‘The Name of the RoB®meo and Juliethow the tragic flaw in the text is of
being assigned culturally premeditated divisive eanBhe goes on to argue how the course of Ronwduiet’'s love
was predetermined by a cultural language, whicly entls with a failure of this forbidden love (BslsE30). Their names

do not allow for averting a tragic end in a cultotesessed with signification of names and in degwhe outcomes that
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erupt from such cultural enterprise of naming. Rommeefusal of his name can only give him a neweldwt it cannot
strip his name away to be un-named. Romeo cannst iexa state of namelessness and must offertamative name.
‘Call me but love, and I'll be new baptized. / Heriorth | never will be Romeo’ (2.1.93-4). Thegeek are also present in
the film (00:29:34), signifying an overlap with thext. The signification of the lines in the filmawses one to question the
constricted view of a heterosexual love which maatirzes gay love. Queer love is entangled in alamiveb of
associations and a possible way to transcend thmdsoof panopticon hold of homophobia is througttudtural
reevaluation of formulated ideology concerning s#dentities and its norms, whether it is the jpathal order or the

catholic control.

Queer space has often been riddled with secrecyramphing into heterosexism to avoid being instgdfor the
termed ‘deviant’ sexual behavior. The longing feca&pe and the hinted seclusion of Glenn MangarSana Singleton in
various frames of the film is evident “Not |, beleeme: you have dancing shoes/ With nimble solésve a soul of lead/
So stakes me to the ground, | cannot move” (O0BL#3®0:17:46). The characters’ closeted statusocdy operate in
secrecy. The initial frames highlight trauma amdjush, which itself can be a meta-narrative ofequexperience. The
secret world of the students in Calarco’s work sgoses this instinct of the text more profoundlgdiionally a body of
critics has discussed the presence of such simmildroverlapping constructs in the Shakespeareak. Wénods recalls a
depiction of ‘tragic selfhood’ ilRomeo and JulietHe reveals in it the ‘tragedy of the unsounddé, sehich he uses to
account for a ‘self with a private interiority thiat at odds with the imperatives of the outsidelélafWoods 17). The
lovers are put through separation several timekimtrial for their forbidden love. This has a cogte intersection with
the film’s narrative of the characters’ visibleigade and inability to find expression of love ilaiens such as ‘out of love’

and ‘out of favor in love’ (00:02:05).

According to James L. Calderwood, the lovers’ iml&speare’s drama face a linguistic seclusion wisters
into a cause for their tragedy (Calderwood 92).iThevate love, consolidated in a formal bond hg imeans of a secret
marriage never gains social acceptance. In theditchparticularly in the context of homosexual tieteships, marriage is
not a possibility (gay marriage was illegal in UaAthe time of the film’'s release). Without the paltvalidation and
recognition, gay identity and love remains on tlgighery of the social establishment. This is aquai problem that
erupts in the reimagining of the text which highlig the double closeted status of queer relatipssi@alderwood also
notes the imbalance between the impact of privatepblic words in the play by Shakespeare. Thedwmanished’, as
uttered by the Prince has been repeated ninet®mes in the text and is the key to shaping the thadfeat the heterosexual
Romeo and Juliet get immersed in. The word banistied echoes the subjugation and control placeticonosexuals
across different cultures. It can be an appropmagtaphor for the society’s treatment, which isereed by people of

queer identity.

In addition to cultural, social and religious cotatmns, in homosexual discourse there is alwaymlaical
undercurrent. Since the discrimination towards qpe®ple is propagated through political tools, diseourse can never
be free of a political valency. Michael Warner aghfes that "same-sex people kissing, embracinigolding hands in
public view commonly excite disgust even to thenpaif violence, whereas mixed-sex persons doingsétme things are
invisibly ordinary, even applauded" (Warner 12).eTtiim adaptation by Brown is conscious of its gegqdical and
historical setting. It carries forward the polititisat surround queer people serving in USA milithoyces and the

prejudiced viability of their free and validated wavship of their sexual identity. In a similar cext; Kiernan Ryan in his
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analysis of the Shakespearean tragedy contendst@gddvalue’ that the play is charged with (Ryd®7). There is a
contradiction effervescent in the tragedy ‘betwagstified desires and their unjustifiable suppressi This tension is a
reminder for the audience of the discarded poteatid how lives are laid wasted in the tramplesveen the society and
individual agency. With the aid of such a cathardie play produces the tragedy. The movie subvwbesending which
exits with the deaths of the protagonists Romeo &ulget by giving a chance for Sam and Glenn te lout a more

positive cognizance of their love. Sam (Romeogisved from death by Glenn (Juliet) and the tratgath is averted.

Timelessness of love is one of the central thenficshakespeare’s canonical plRgmeo and JulieRomeo and
Juliet's love becomes a breakage point in the péaéenmity that their families had. Their love bewes canonized and a
cause for peace in the violent relationship thgiutzts and Montagues share. They die, yet thee lves on through the
resolution it brings. Hence it is not surprisingttieritics such as Ryan have dedicated much of grargies elaborating
on timelessness in the discourse of the play. fdwetly in the play persists in the course of ‘mistgs’, as Woods voices
in the assessment of Ryan’s work on the play (Wd@%)s This is inhabited in the instances such asreBalthazar is
able to speak to Romeo before Friar Laurence.rtadso be navigated in the historical time theyseii and its diktat of
administering social realities. This historical memty which is of Elizabethan England, is significam producing the
conditions in which the tragedy occurs. In anothistorical timeline, such a tragedy can be aveitetie social and
cultural conditions are more favorable. The histrispecificity has much value in Ryan’ remarks,icluhstrongly
emphasize against the critical approaches that \levtragedy to be an encompassing plight of hutpahie is
particularly suspicious of opinions which gauge yloeing lovers to be the victims of natural law baoce or any self-
destructive ideations that might be thought to $saiated with the lovers. All these appraisala large extent accept the
appropriateness of the tragedy. They widely recgtiie ending to be inevitable. But Ryan believed the tragedy of
the play lies in how it could have been evadedsHuareness itself is the cause for the audiepma¢mant reception of
the tragic end. This is the argument which Browvession ofRomeo and Julieinherits and intercepts as a favorable
microcosm wherdrivate Romeaan come to life. The vilification of queer peojdean avoidable alternative. There is a
possibility that in the context of the film, thdiitde of the culture or the social conditions ihigh gay people have to live
can be improved and the heteronormativity can kestipned. This is the tragedy that the historipalc#ficity of Private
Romeoproduces. It is aware of the dynamics of the sopwditics that the culture has undergone sincetilmes of
Shakespeare, as visible in the theatrical convestad cross dressing male actors and homosexumsliting a more open
reception. Bevington argues that “the assigningvoimen's parts to boy actors gave Shakespeare apjpbrtunity to

sport dramatically with sexual ambiguity and teeimbgate gender differences” (Bevington 39).

The cultural framework is in strong opposition tegr relationships, as it stigmatizes them atipalitsocial and
cultural levels. The reciprocation of love and imituality do not subsume any importance in thistesyswhich is
predicated on dissimilarities in its reception etdrosexual and homosexual love. The film portthgsunjust biases and
stigmatization of homosexuality, furthering moreasp to the visualization of young adult relatiopshilt treats the
subject of gay romance with sensitivity. BrowrPsivate Romeadnserts a world without adults as a context for the
adaptation. Ryan too asserts the celebration ofiatity within love. It is coupled with alleging theght to love whoever
one chooses, regardless of arbitrary prohibitionsp@judice’. The love being forbidden adds thehpatand the
representation of social outlook to the film. Désgieing presented in an isolated military camjs #ble to capture the

forces at work outside its setting and place. Tdweds cannot escape the discourses surrounding geegraphical
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pinpoint, whether it is Verona or McKinley Militaricademy, as Ryan states that ‘they are cagedaultare which
precludes the survival of such emancipated lovleakgspeare’s text is a romantic tragedy with al yassibility of
critiquing an unfavorable society, which offerstingional opposition to homosexuality. Ryan funtis¢ates ‘By sundering
the lovers from the discourse that defines thenak8fpeare shows their plight to be man-made andbteytthe local
imposition of a transient culture....In the estrhgdiom of the lovers can be read the tragedytamgement from its era,

the imprint of its commerce with futurity.’

In terms of visualization of the sodomitic sexuet, avhich is a key marker to clearly imply a gayamviolating
any misconceptions of a platonic love, Glenn Mangaml Sam Singleton ifPrivate Romeoact out the marriage
consummation scene (01:06:20). Similarly the sekwyateria displayed by the studentsShakespeare’'s R&hanifests
gay desire openly. The acts themselves are a tadisartion of gay identity and are able to captiieeromantic intimacy
the characters develop. It fills a space, a voidim visual culture, where a normalized gay loveulth exist. For
Shakespeare’s Juliet’'s sexual desire is, in Betsexgrds, a longing to ‘obscure even the signifypngctices of the virgin
body’, while consummation is figured as ‘pure séiosa sightless, speechless organisms in conjumcfiesh on flesh,
independent of the signifier’ (Belsey 49). Thistisy or ‘symbolic order’ remains beyond signifioatifor Juliet and can
only remain in that form, as Juliet's highly figtikee description shows. The similarity here betweegay fantasy or
desire of the act of love and Juliet’s conceptibit & paramount. It shows the overlapping of iptay of signification in

the play and the reimagined context in Brown’s dalin.

The urgency and heightened poignancy of the suppdequeer desirepresent in visual frameBrimate Romeo
becomes as emotive as the words that the charaathosin the usage of Shakespeare’s verse dialoghesfiim uses
hand held cameras and different forms of colorratitn to create such effects. The scenes of dweiryday life are toned
down and muted while there is a greater depth lmr@nd warmer tones in scenes which utilize Shadasean verse. The
forbidden pursuit of this kind of love, which stglgs with the anxiety of upcoming social denialtgpath, makes the
play naturally suitable to a ‘queer’ reinterpretati This is also an equivocal aspect of gay idgatit sexuality comes to be
closeted in the lack of speech to voice the gayreledue to which the text domeo and Julieis suitable to highlight
gueer experience. The entire seeming cultural iiolity of gay identity posed by queer erasure ihand literature is the

sign of changed world which has moved from disniesdrown to scorn towards the homosexual indiigu

The ongoing critical commentary é&tomeo and Julieand the re-invention of text with the medium of Istiém
and literary adaptations revitalizes the iconidustdhe text enjoys. The text continues to be aomajltural and literary
locus, and has undergone transformations by thesnefindigenization of the play across the glofige fresh emerging
enquiries have allowed for new meanings to be faamtiestablished as well as Shakespeare’s genngsdelebrated with
a more enhanced perception of the text. The ordy fee must share should be of highly reductive yaea, which
undercut the fervor present in the text, by termingimply as a story of two young lovers. We haerecord of the
original production to substantiate Shakespearathagial intent but the creative and literary epteses ensure that
Romeo and Julieiand by extension the remediation offeredPsivate Romepwill stand as a significant strand of time.
Brown’s sensibility of his own experiences as a filly maker, resound the film, creating a powesdgho of empathetic
call for ‘queer’ visibility. His film majorly inspied by Calarco’s play presents a queer readingeofext which dismantles

the heterosexual delineation of the text. Theicesitranscend the heteronormative bounds.
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