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Abstract 
The premise of this study is to investigate homonormative concepts in the works of Edward 

D. Wood, Jr. Following a contextualisation of the time period he was active in, the thesis 

interacts with camp as a concealed queer discourse and a political voice. Concepts of 

crossdressing as challenges to heteronormativity are observed in relation to Woods cinematic 

canon and persona. Case analyses of Glen or Glenda (1953) and Take It Out in Trade (1970) 

observe how mentioned methodologies are applicable.  

 

The conclusions relate data exhibiting queer discourses held by Wood. Camp as a signifier of 

queer representation and counter oppression is identified as a discourse within Wood’s films. 

Examples given demonstrate how this is obscured within the agency of narrators, dialogue 

and metaphors. As camp evolves post-Stonewall, an adherence to camp as a parody of 

heteronormativity is acknowledged in later Wood pieces. Exploring concepts of crossdressing 

in Wood’s cinema, drag and transvestism can be excluded. Through crossdressing we find a 

stage for gender performativity as to reunite with the heteronormative challenges of his debut 

film. This reunion progresses to a compliance with homonormativity in his final feature films.  

 

Keywords 

Edward D. Wood, Jr., camp, crossdressing, queer, transvestism, gender, performativity, 

exploitation cinema, queer cinema, parody. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study 

On September the 14th 2014, as part of an Edward D. Wood, Jr. retrospective curated by 

Wood’s biographer Rudolph Grey, the Anthology Film Archives in New York City publicly 

screened an 80-minute, 16mm print of Wood’s film Take It Out in Trade (Edward D. Wood, 

Jr., 1970).1 This film, directed by Edward D. Wood Jr., or simply Ed Wood as he also will be 

referred to herein, was previously considered “lost” and only accessible through a compilation 

of outtakes lacking audio released by Something Weird Video.2 The rediscovered print stands 

as a final transmission from Ed Wood, giving a unique insight into the final phase of his 

feature film career. Four years later, the American Genre Film Archive, in collaboration with 

Something Weird Video, announced a new 2K restoration from the found print and scheduled 

it for a November 13, 2018 Blu-ray release. Thus, finally making the lost film accessible to 

Wood enthusiasts.3  

 

Being a Wood enthusiast myself, the release became a ‘must see’ piece of exploitation film 

history finally available to access. Take It Out in Trade performs as a caricature of the nudie 

cuties of Russ Meyer and Doris Wishman, with a film noir-like approach to its story.4 The 

production is riddled with Wood aesthetics of cheap production values, camp performances, 

voice-over narration and repetitious stock-footage. But more of importance, upon observing 

the piece I discovered it to be a film of significance as not yet used in a discussion of queer 

discourse within Ed Wood’s works. A return to directing after a ten-year absence, it features 

Wood in a self-directed crossdressing appearance for the first time on film since his debut 

film Glen or Glenda (Edward D. Wood, Jr., 1953). Suggesting that the crossdressing of Glen 

or Glenda be more than a one-time performance, Take It Out in Trade furthermore contains 

gender fluid characters and a house of ill repute governed by women whom could be argued 

as standing outside of the patriarchal structure.  

 

Observing the re-found film one can raise a bookend column from which one could span a 

                                                
1 “Anthology Film Archives screening for Take It Out in Trade.” Do NYC. Accessed October 4, 2019 
http://donyc.com/events/2014/9/14/take-it-out-in-trade  
2 Released on VHS by Something Weird Video in January of 1995. 
3 “Take It Out in Trade release announcement”. Bluray.com. Accessed October 4, 2019 
https://www.blu-ray.com/news/?id=23714  
4 Elena Gorfinkel, Lewd Looks – American Sexploitation Cinema in the 1960’s (Minneapolis – London: 
University of Minnesota, 2017), 98. 
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structure between Glen or Glenda and Take It Out in Trade to observe and reflect upon the 

themes of gender fluidity, crossdressing and challenges to heteronormativity which Ed Wood 

addressed in his debut feature. Disputably a discourse one could suggest being found through 

the body of his work. I would suggest these reoccurring themes to be interpreted as deliberate, 

through a hidden discourse that biased readings often fail to acknowledge in the polarized 

debate of Wood as inept or competent. As thus, the work of Ed Wood may be eligible for 

reconsideration through a presentation as queer text.  

 

1.2 Research Aims and Research Questions 

My overall research objective is to study queer themes found in the work of Edward D. 

Wood, Jr. Such findings would assist in proposing alternative entry points as which to re-

evaluate the readings of Wood’s work. Evidence that could support a suggestion of him being 

accessible for reception as a queer filmmaker, active in a time pre-defined queer filmmaking. 

Thus, aligning him with a canonical queer film history of pioneering peers such as James 

Whale, George Cukor, Dorothy Arzner, Kenneth Anger, Jack Smith, George Kuchar and 

Andy Warhol among others. Putting findings in relation to key Ed Wood works, and using 

theoretical concepts to read his canon as one of queer cinema, I would propose that we have 

displaced a director telling tales of queer discourse due to the diverged and biased readings of 

Ed Wood’s craftmanship.  

 

Avoiding adherence to the biased opinions, focusing on the films, themes, content and 

discourse held, is what is of interest to explore in my research. A contextualization of Wood 

and the time period will show evidence of how his works contain challenges posed against 

heteronormativity.  

 

I will be reading camp as a concealed discourse to present an insight into the usage of camp 

within Ed Wood’s cinematic discourse as one of coded queer dialogue. What evidence can be 

found therein to help support a suggestion of Wood as a queer filmmaker? 

 

Further, I will engage with theories of crossdressing as to open up entry points into presenting 

how Wood defies heteronormativity through codes of clothes and gender performative 

questions. Could accessing Woods films through these entry points assist us in alternative 

readings of his body of work? 
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The evidence gathered through theoretical discussion and argumentation, alongside the case 

studies could support a claim that Wood was a queer filmmaker, a filmmaker that was 

deliberately striving against the pattern of heteronormativity, and therefore should be accessed 

and interpreted as such, hence challenging the reception commonly given to the cinema of Ed 

Wood. 

 

1.3 Methodology and Material Selection 

Methodological reflections upon the proposal ‘lost to bias’, could be constructed through a 

study of Wood within a context of the time period he was active, aspects of his discourse as 

interpreted through theory, and case-studies of Glen or Glenda compared with Take It Out in 

Trade. Furthermore, the shift of representation within Wood’s work could be clarified to 

suggest a queer rhetoric and show how his challenge towards heteronormativity progresses 

between the two films. Finding this discourse, it will be necessary to regress through his body 

of work to explore possible queer content of other Wood pieces. Engaging with theoretical 

frameworks of camp discourse, sartorial concepts of gender, and evidence from his canon, a 

cohesive exploration of queer rhetoric and queer sensibility, a sensibility posing challenges 

towards hegemonic structures of heteronormativity, could be delineated.  

 

After constructing my methodological framework, time will be devoted to watching the 

features directed and written by Ed Wood between 1953 – 1970 under his own name. Results 

from this investigation identifying a possible queer sensibility will be brought into dialogue. 

My expanded data will limit the feature films directed under pseudonyms, although 

Necromania: A Tale of Weird Love (Edward D. Wood, Jr. as Don Miller, 1971) and The 

Young Marrieds (Edward D. Wood, Jr. as Richard Trent, 1971) will be engaged with as 

examples where queer rhetoric figures in the narrative, intertextually adhering them to themes 

and rhetoric suggested within his work. The pornographic loops produced between 1972-1974 

will be excluded from the research material, partially for them being short films, but also 

because they are uncredited to Wood, and predominately made to order blue movies. His 

early TV Pilots are occasionally referred to, and I will approach novels and short stories 

written by Wood primarily when they clarify or strengthen an argument. 

 

Scripts commissioned for other screenwriters, albeit containing certain queer themes, will be 

sparsely interacted with as due to limitations of context, collaborative influence and 
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restrictions outside of Wood’s stimulus that may have affected the content to move away from 

Wood’s queer themes. Arguably, films written and directed by Wood contain his most 

personal discourse. Therefore, films directed by other filmmakers will not be included as 

primary sources of data, although interactions with such titles will be conducted when they 

function to support or corroborate arguments.5  

 

1.4 Literature Review 

Professed the “worst filmmaker in the world” by the Medved Brothers6, academic research on 

Wood is suggested by Birchard, a “lack of regard for the discipline known as ‘critical 

studies’”7, and often includes passages such as Bruzzi’s “it is impossible to offer a theoretical 

analysis of Glen or Glenda that can in any way be meaningful”.8 Despite Bruzzi using Glen 

or Glenda to serve her proposed discussion of crossdressing and comedy, she paradoxically 

adheres to the bias found in most academic texts, rejecting any serious research into Wood’s 

work. This is often the case when Wood and Glen or Glenda are used in academic examples. 

The limited academic research into Wood’s films is often equally challenged and seemingly 

pay mandatory attention to the bias before any investigative research proceeds as noted in 

Craig who writes, “the condescending view posited by the Medved’s and others took hold, 

and Wood became legend not as a film artist of note, but as a freak of nature, a literary clown, 

an alcoholic buffoon of fringe Hollywood”.9 Ironically, a considerable amount of academic 

writing on Wood, focuses its dialogue about Wood through the perspective of Tim Burton’s 

biopic, Ed Wood (Tim Burton, 1994). Furthermore, any written work on Wood will at some 

point refer to Rudolph Grey’s Ed Wood biography Nightmare in Ecstasy, as it is commonly 

considered the cornerstone of any Wood examination.10 The counter reaction repeatedly sees 

pro-Wood texts falling into a disproportionate affection when disusing his work, “Discarding 

                                                
5 Tim Burton’s biographical Ed Wood (Tim Burton, 1994) is not included as it builds off many uncorroborated 
rumours of Wood’s legacy, and a dramatized narration for entertainment value, not as documented fact. There is 
a challenge of separating the person Ed Wood from the persona of Ed Wood, of which I find Burton’s film 
problematic. 
6 Harry & Michael Medved, The Golden Turkey Awards (London: Angus & Robertson Publishers, 1980), 180f. 
7 Robert S. Birchard, “Edward D. Wood, Jr. – Some notes on a subject for further research”, Film History, Vol7, 
No7, (Winter 1995): 455. 
8 Stella Bruzzi, Undressing Cinema – clothing and identity in the movies (London and New York: Routledge, 
1997), 154. 
9 Rob Craig, Ed Wood, mad genius : a critical study of the films (Jefferson, North Carolina, and London : 
McFarlane & Company, Inc. Publishers, 2009),1. 
10 Rudolph Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy The Life and Art of Edward D. Wood, Jr. (London-Boston: Farber and 
Farber, 1994) 
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the patent absurdity of such a claim, Wood’s films are in fact neither bad, nor good – they are 

art”.11 We need also take into concern the Cult of Wood found in cineaste writings and fan-

based publications where counter culture texts oppose academia as to salvage Wood from 

ridicule and applaud his flaws. Sconce writes, “Wood has since shifted from bemused 

derision to active celebration”.12 Not surprisingly, Wood has been eagerly accepted within the 

LGBTQ sphere, where he is revered as “the angora-cloaked ‘genius’”13, and Glen or Glenda a 

“Masterpiece of Transvestite cinema”14. The bias is apparent, despite obvious stoops 

celebrating the queer content of his work within a queer community.  

 

Nevertheless, it is within these texts that we find passages we could link to theory, which 

when used tentatively, could shape an alternative approach to the work and themes of Woods 

films. This would lead us into discussions focusing on camp as a concealed queer rhetoric. 

But also open up engagement with arguments and interactions based on Judith Butler’s 

discourse on gender and performativity, Marjorie Garber’s studies on crossdressing and 

culture, Harry M. Benshoff’s writings on the Queer element in horror and Anette Kuhn’s 

essays on Representation and Sexuality. 

 

1.5 Disposition of the Thesis 

To offer an abridged theoretical framework tying the queerness of Ed Wood together the 

thesis has been structured into seven chapters.   

 

Chapter two aims to bring a context to Ed Wood as this thesis approaches him. It 

contextualizes a brief biography, a complexity of his persona, and how he was rediscovered 

with a contaminated suggestion of being the worst filmmaker of all time. This is of 

importance to position the bias concerning academic approaches to his output, as this often is 

tainted with an evaluation of his persona and inadequacies as a filmmaker. The chapter 

discusses the point that in a time post-Second World War, riled with a homosexual fear, 

                                                
11 Craig, Ed Wood, mad genius : a critical study of the films, 1. 
12 Jeffrey Sconce, “’Trashing’ the academy: taste, excess, and an emerging politics of cinematic style.”, Screen 
36:4, (Winter 1995), 388. 
13 Justin Bond, “In Praise of the Upstarts.”, Bay Area Reporter, 16 April 1992, 36. 
https://archive.org/details/BAR_19920416/mode/2up 
14 Rebecca J. Buchannan, “Ed Wood. Jr.  Grade-Z Genius.”, En Femme, March/April 1989, 26. 
https://archive.org/details/enfemmemagazine1989unse_0/mode/2up 
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Wood directs a gender questioning first feature, defying both a legal governing and a 

McCarthy driven paranoia fostering heteronormative structures. The aesthetics of exploitation 

films are discussed as these are of importance due to technical and financial reasons 

motivating part of the bias against Wood. They are further the driving force of the paracinema 

movement that chooses to project Wood as a genius of counter cinema, also discussed in this 

chapter.  

 

The third chapter deals with the many rumours and truths that concern Ed Wood. Much of the 

documentation of Wood is through hearsay, interviews, gossip and rumours. Therefore, an 

approach to these fragments is taken as to pose the question if Wood’s sexuality had anything 

to do with the queer content of his subject matters? Primarily through the case studies, but 

also with expanded examples from his career. The reason for this is that much of the theories I 

divulge into in the following chapters, suggest and claim themselves as being those of gay 

men. A possibility of Wood as a bi- or homosexual filmmaker would position him in a realm 

of queer filmmaking that he normally is not discussed within. This chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the problematic of positioning the homosexual as deviant, criticism aimed at 

Wood for rejecting homosexuality despite homonormative discourses, and how Wood in his 

final films offers a position that may suggest answers to the questions and theories I present 

on this topic.   

 

Chapter four discusses camp. Camp as a phenomenon distorted following Susan Sontag’s 

claim of camp being applicable to whatever projects an ironic, or parodic aura. Further, 

Sontag depoliticizes camp, to which I argue camp at the time of Wood’s films do not comply. 

Discussions of post-Sontag theories reclaiming camp as a male homosexual rhetoric and 

further concepts expanded on Sontag’s models are needed to be examined and conversed with 

as to place the camp of Ed Wood within the correct framework.  

 

Challenges to heteronormativity through sartorial systems are discussed in the fifth chapter. 

Delineations of theoretical frameworks of drag, crossdressing and transvestism are presented 

as to locate the realm in which Woods facetted gender fluid homonormativity adheres.  

 

This is followed by chapter six where the theoretical frameworks of earlier chapters are 

discussed within the context of the case studies of Glen or Glenda and Take It Out in Trade. 

Here, demarcation of narrating agents carrying the heteronormative agency, gender, and 
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concepts of sex between the two bookending pieces are discussed. An excursion into the 

possibility of Wood as being parody concludes the case studies.  

 

The final chapter concludes the results of the research offering an argument for Ed Wood 

needing to be reassessed as a queer filmmaker working in the field of exploitation cinema, 

although currently lost to bias. 

 

2. Contextualizing Wood’s World 
 “I’ve lived the Hollywood rat race and I’ve filmed in the Hollywood rat race. Check my 

films! And check some others! And then realize how easy it is to make a cheap film and fail.” 

Edward D. Wood, Jr.15 

 

Edward D. Wood, Jr. was an exploitation filmmaker active during the fifties to late seventies. 

He was also a writer of screenplays, short stories and pulp novels. Much of Wood’s life is 

retold through cluttered intersections amid truth and deceits, rumours and evidence. Born 

October 10, 1924, one of the first parts of Wood’s childhood retells how he as a youngster 

received a Kodak ‘Cine Special’ film camera with which he filmed the Hindenburg airship 

shortly before its disastrous ending in New Jersey in 1937. The second part of childhood lore 

is that suggesting his mother dressed him in girls’ clothing because she wanted a daughter 

rather than a son.16 Two accounts that intersect throughout his lifetime making up the 

intriguing and complex portrait of Wood as a filmmaker and crossdresser.  

 

During his lifetime Wood is estimated to have directed thirteen feature films (accounted for so 

far), several commercials, TV pilots and short films. He is credited as writing screenplays for 

more than eighty films, although several more are suspected of being authored by him under 

yet deciphered pseudonyms. By his own account, he assessed that he had “131 novels 

published and more than 1000 short stories and articles published in the last 15 years” when 

interviewed in 1978.17 The existing movies, and identified writings, for a better part, carry the 

identifying characteristics of what I would claim to be traits of Ed Wood’s, mixing genre with 

queer themes. We note him exploring pulp crime, erotica and exploitation horror stories. But 

                                                
15 Edward D. Wood, Jr. Hollywood Rat Race (New York – London: Four Walls Eight Windows, 1998), 120 
16 Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy The Life and Art of Edward D. Wood, Jr., 16 
17 Fred Olen Ray, “Edward D. Wood Jr. Interview”, Cult Movies, No. 11, 1994, 30. 
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more specific with themes of crossdressing and challenges to heteronormativity, often with a 

homoerotic content upfront, or in subtext.  

 

Wood died from a heart attack at the age of 54 on December 10, 1978. Just a few years before 

his name would find itself at the core of a pop-cultural revolution, that of the Cult of Wood 

and paracinema, cinephile readings of all things bad as art. 

 

2.1 The Rediscovery of Wood 

The inscription of being the worst director of all time was instigated through the Medved 

Brothers awarding Wood the Golden Turkey Life Achievement Award in 1980 merely two 

years after his death.18 At the time, Wood was more or less forgotten and it would be no 

exaggeration to call him something of a lost filmmaker. His work lost due to the independent 

and exploitation film industry’s lack of archival procedures, and his key films banished to 

late-night independent television programming.  

 

Although, because of the attention from the Medved’s Turkey Award, exposure through said 

late-night television screenings and cinephile journalism exploring the films of Ed Wood due 

to the curiosity of this proposed worst director, a following and cult reputation started to 

flourish. Rudolph Grey’s biography on Wood Nightmare in Ecstasy The Life and Art of 

Edward D. Wood, Jr. published in 1992, followed by Tim Burton’s biopic Ed Wood led to a 

new interest into the legacy of Wood. This positioned him to a wider, more mainstream 

audience, all under the pretence of him being a crossdressing, eccentric, and incompetent 

filmmaker. 

 

2.2 Queerness in Post-World War II, and Ed Wood’s Initial Feature 

Writing on the horror genre’s parallel relations to the cultural and social history of 

homosexuality in America, Harry M, Benshoff writes “In many ways, the 1950s might be 

thought of as the darkest decade of the twentieth century both for monsters and for 

homosexuals, as well as for anyone else who might have considered him/herself somehow 

                                                
18 Harry and Michael Medved, The Golden Turkey Awards, 171-181. 
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outside the hegemonic construction of normality”.19 At the time Wood was making his debut 

feature Glen or Glenda, an empathetic plead for tolerance towards the 

crossdresser/transvestite, crossdressing was a crime. William N. Eskridge Jr. sketches an 

image of how the law was misused for oppressive means, “[a]ntimasquerade statutes in New 

York and California were interpreted by the police and judges to make cross-dressing illegal 

statewide. In these jurisdictions, the laws were applied against "butch" lesbians and men 

impersonating females.”20 These laws, key reasons for gender-fluid individuals to stay 

underground and hidden ‘in the closet’, are referred to by Eskridge as principal apparatus in a 

“state-sponsored culture war, against homosexuals and other gender-benders”. Laws that were 

ever-evolving to constrain incongruities from the streets of a heteronormative USA.21  

 

Harry Benshoff suggests monsters being the Other, more specifically the queer Other. Being a 

deviancy from the norm, the Other, is a term I find appropriate to use as to describe many of 

the characters of Wood films and texts considering that they are positioned outside of the 

normative hegemonic structures. Thus, Wood’s characters outside of heteronormativity could 

also be considered monsters in Benshoff’s usage, and as we will see, Wood’s output certainly 

contains Other’s. Deviants, gender normative challengers, women taking on masculine 

personas, alien invaders with latent queerness and men sporting female clothes. Characters of 

the Other adhering to Benshoff’s definition. 

 

2.3 Exploitation Cinema 

Exploitation cinema, a niche that dealt with prohibited topics, low-cost production values, and 

independent distribution, is sparsely dealt with within academia. Nevertheless, some studies 

have been dedicated to fringe areas outside of Hollywood, for which Eric Schaefer offers up 

an explanation, “[j]ust as Hollywood dominated production, it also dominated the academic 

study of American film”.22 However, this is changing moderately as film outside of a 

Hollywood dominance, such as amateur and regional filmmakers, independent cinema and 

                                                
19 Harry M. Benshoff, Monsters in the Closet - Homosexuality and the horror film (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 1997), 122.  
20 William N. Eskridge Jr., "Challenging the Apartheid of the Closet: Establishing Conditions for Lesbian and 
Gay Intimacy, Nomos, and Citizenship, 1961-1981," Hofstra Law Review: Vol. 25, Issue 3, Article 7, 1997, 861. 
21 William N. Eskridge Jr., Gaylaw: Challenging the Apartheid of the Closet (Massachusetts – London: Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 1.  
22 Eric Schaefer, ”Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!” A History of Exploitation Films, 1919-1959 (Durham & 
London: Duke University Press, 1999), 13. 
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genres that “have been traditionally left out of the mix” are being reassessed, analysed and 

step by step being reinstated into the canon of film history.23 This is something Paul Watson 

encourages, “[d]espite its absence of artistic pretention, exploitation cinema has much to offer 

precisely those canons of film and film theory which continue to reject it on aesthetic 

grounds”.24 Leaning against Watson, his demarked entry point is where I’d suggest an 

investigation into the exploitation cinema of Ed Wood.  

 

2.4 A Brief History of Exploitation Cinema 
Beyond the studio system of the time Ed Wood was initiating his career, we find the 

Independents. Studios that produced cheap, fast, genre pieces often referred to as exploitation 

or trash films. Being independent pictures outside of the studio system, these films had wider 

freedom to explore subjects deterred by the studio systems governing. As Guy Barefoot 

explains, “[e]xploitation films were anyway excluded from those cinemas affiliated to the 

industry trade organization, the Motion Picture Producers Association, who would only show 

films with the MPAA’s Production Code of approval”.25 As no themes where prohibited by 

censoring guidelines, freedom to explore alternative themes outside of the system was 

possible. 

 

Outlining a definition of classical exploitation films, which he places between the years of 

1919 to 1959, Eric Schaefer delineates five key features that define the niche, where the 

principal subject lies with “forbidden” topics. “Sex, and sex hygiene, prostitution and vice, 

Drug use, nudity and any other subject considered at the time to be in bad taste.”26 Low 

production values, poor technical quality, cheap sets, a wide use of stock-footage, limited 

prints in circulation due to the independent distribution are amongst the remaining listed 

elements of exploitation cinema.27 Independent distribution lead to resourcefulness, as 

Barefoot explains, “[t]hey where screened in the relatively small number of ‘Main Street’ 

cinemas that specialized in their field […] or through road-showing (travelling from location 

to location with the film or ‘four-walling’ (leasing the premises rather than taking a cut of the 

                                                
23 Schaefer, ”Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!”, 13. 
24 Paul Watson, “There’s No Accounting for Taste: Exploitation Cinema and the Limits of Film Theory”, in 
Trash Aesthetics: Popular Culture and Its Audience, eds. Deborah Cartmell, I.Q. Hunter, Heidi Kaye and Imelda 
Whelehan (London – Sterling, Virginia: Pluto Press, 1997), 68. 
25 Barefoot, Trash Cinema, 34. 
26 Schaefer, ”Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!”, 4. 
27 Schaefer, ”Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!”, 5-6. 
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box office.)”.28 Jonathan Rosenbaum suggests the popularity of the exploitation film in the 

post-war era as being one where “[f]or virtually the first time, ‘bad’ movies that teenagers 

could feel superior or at least equal to became a significant part of movie culture”.29  

 

This is further supported by David Roche who notes that exploitation film as part of a 

developing consumer society, “also testified to the industry’s growing awareness of the 

significance of the youth market.”30 

 

As has been discussed here, exploitation film is a niche, it is not a genre. They were films 

“made cheap for easy profit” as David Roche comments.31 “’Easy’ because they are almost 

always genre films relying on time-tried formulas”.32 This is why when we discuss Wood and 

exploitation film we can find horror, noir, faux-documentary and sexually themed pieces, 

because they are films exploiting traits of other genres. 

 

Making exploitation films within the independents was unquestionably a necessity for Wood 

to craft the films he made. Wood’s films contain forbidden topics, challenges to 

heteronormative sex, queer monsters of the Other, camp, and provocative themes strafing 

against patriarchal norms. Themes and topics explored, or perhaps rather exploited, by Wood 

were prohibited through the Hayes Code; “[p]ictures shall not infer that low forms of sex 

relationship are the accepted or common thing.”, ”[s]ex perversion or any inference to it is 

forbidden”.33 Hence, Wood arguably could only have made his films within the field of 

exploitation cinema where he could use these themes free from injunctive code regulations, in 

a space where he could depict “the forbidden spectacle to moviegoers that the organized 

industry did not”.34  

 

                                                
28 Barefoot, Trash Cinema, 34. 
29 Jonathan Rosenbaum, ”The Way We Weren’t [REBEL HIGHWAY]”, From Chicago Reader, November 18, 
1994. Accessed April 21, 2020. https://www.jonathanrosenbaum.net/2018/02/the-way-we-weren-t/  
30 David Roche, “Exploiting Exploitation Cinema: an Introduction”, Transatlantica, no2 (July, 2016): 4 
https://journals.openedition.org/transatlantica/7846 (retrieved 5 June, 2020) 
31 Roche, “Exploiting Exploitation“, 1. 
32 Roche, “Exploiting Exploitation”, 1. 
33 “The Motion Picture Production Code (as Published 31 March, 1930)” reprinted in Richard Maltby, 
Hollywood Cinema (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 593-597. 
34 Schaefer, ”Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!”, 2. 
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2.5 Paracinema, The Cult Of Wood and Reluctance. 

The reluctance to observe Wood’s work academically is infected through the previously 

mentioned bias often declaring his work as inferior, inept and of no importance to cinema 

studies. A stigma more complex than a discussion of high-brow/low-brow cinema, for we 

need to look beyond the exterior of the works and explore the themes and topics that are 

prevalent within. Exploitation films, or trash cinema, become valorised through the movement 

of paracinema. Jeffrey Sconce demarcates paracinema as a manifesto to bring legitimacy to 

“all forms of cinematic ‘trash’, whether such films have been either explicitly rejected or 

simply ignored by legitimate culture”.35  

 

Although, Sconce has since been criticized by later academics for how his attention aimed at 

the focus on intellectual and ironical readings does not consider the “possibility that some 

people may actually become emotionally involved in viewing these films.”36  

 

This criticism additionally supports a challenge to an oxymoron often surfacing within 

discussions of exploitation and trash cinema. That of terminology such as so bad, it is good. 

The term is paradoxical, as the audience essentially could consider a paracinematic film 

simply to be good, and as such, have been presented with an emotional experience and 

involvement with cinema. 

 

Joan Hawkins points to paracinema as being a filmmaking predominantly illustrated by affect. 

Meaning that these films have more of a physical impression on their audiences than an 

intellectual one.37 She further suggests that a paracinematic approach towards film culture not 

necessarily need to be one of challenging high art with low art discrepancies, but one as 

suggesting a flattening of cultural advances. Through an approach intent on demolishing 

highbrow and lowbrow discrepancies, a much more inclusive formation of culture could be 

constructed.38  

 

                                                
35 Sconce, “’Trashing’ the academy”, 372. 
36 Ernest Mathijs and Jamie Sexton, Cult Cinema, An Introduction (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2011), 91.  
37 Joan Hawkins, Cutting Edge: Art Horror and the Horrific Avant-garde (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2000), 4. 
38 Hawkins, Cutting Edge, 10. 
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With this evolved approach to paracinema, one must pose the question if this is not precisely 

what Wood was searching for with his counter cinema, an inclusiveness of the deviants, and 

therefore we should look to the films through the same lens. A political counter act searching 

for inclusiveness. 

 

Further, Sconce in a later article has acknowledged the fact of the films being of importance 

to their viewers and the affect they have upon their audience, as a delineation missing from 

his earlier article.39 

 

During the surge of interest into Wood due to Burton’s biographic movie in the 90s, Robert S. 

Birchard writes “[i]n an odd sense Edward D. Wood, Jr. has become the latter-day equivalent 

of Erich von Stroheim – the ‘Hollywood Scapegoat’ in this age of devolution”.40 Birchard’s 

concern is a suggestion of how the cinephile Cult of Wood attempts to elevate Wood against 

the academy, against disciplinarian disapproval. A counter action equally biased, spitefully 

comparing Wood’s academic rejection with auteurism. As Sconce writes, “No longer 

regarded a hack, Wood is now seen, like Godard, as a unique talent”.41  

 

This brings us back to the challenge of exploitation films being studied through the discipline 

of film studies. Sconce suggests, “[s]tudents with an interest in ‘trash’ cinema often find 

themselves in the ironic position of challenging the legitimacy of the very institution they are 

attending in order to obtain cultural validation and authority over issues of politics and 

taste”.42 Although, if we put aside the discourse of validating what is art/high-brow vs. 

trash/low-brow cinema, we are still left with a body of work that consists of continuous 

challenges to hegemonic views on gender, which deems Wood’s canon worthy of creating an 

entry point into his work.  

 

Birchard, critical to the Cult of Wood, and indirectly paracinema, suggests that popular 

culture’s appraisal, and film students labelling Ed Wood a folk hero, neglects the facts 

concerning Wood and contributes to the general public’s suspicion, showing a “lack of regard 

                                                
39 Jeffrey Sconce, Sleaze Artists: Cinema at the Margins of Taste, Style and Politics (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press 2007), 8. 
40 Birchard, “Edward D. Wood, Jr. – Some notes on a subject for further research”, 450. 
41 Sconce, “’Trashing’ the academy”, 388. 
42 Sconce, “’Trashing’ the academy”, 378. 
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for the discipline known as ‘critical studies’”.43 Following Birchard’s suggestions that Wood 

was “not a victim”, “not exploited by the system”, that his films “did not find a wide 

audience”, nor that he was “unique” in his position as a fabricator of cheap exploitation film, 

for an extensive list could be composed of similar filmmakers working under the same terms 

and conditions, I find myself in concurrence. The legacy of Wood, as which I noted earlier, 

thrives through cluttered intersections amid truth and deceits, rumours and evidence, where 

much is taken as truth without scrutiny, hence creating a desire to prove nay-sayers wrong. To 

elevate a ‘misunderstood genius’. This is the Cult of Wood’s decrepit bias as an opposing 

party. I would propose a neutral perspective to be of outmost importance when exploring the 

suggested themes as to create an unbiased position. However, I am not in agreeance with 

Birchard’s suggestion that Wood “did not bring a personal vision to his projects”.44 Despite 

Birchard giving a good case for his suggestions, focusing on Glen or Glenda primarily being 

a George Weiss production, his main evidence is the word of his “friend” Alex Gordon. 

Gordon was a producer, occasional co-writer with Wood, but also co-tenant as they shared an 

apartment at the early stages of Wood’s career. Birchard’s rhetoric of going by Gordon’s 

word relies on the same and similar hearsay and rumours that equally motivate paracinema 

and cinephile writings without substantial evidence. Therefore, I would challenge Birchard’s 

claims by suggesting that exploitation film, governed by producers or not, relied upon the 

philosophy of using cinema to tell a story. Cinema that could hold a political declaration of 

Ed Wood’s conviction is most certainly personal. Thus, rendering exploitation film, and 

especially Ed Wood as something that needs to be explored academically. If usage of pushing 

unorthodox themes of counter heteronormativity continuously could be corroborated, then Ed 

Wood’s vision is personal. Thus, he could also be deliberated as to have been a pioneering 

queer filmmaker working in exploitation cinema. Looking to Paul Watson who writes, “the 

schema according to which exploitation cinema is distinguished from the institution and 

history of cinema should be abandoned, and attention turned to the historiographic, aesthetic 

and economic discursive structure through which all cinema operates”.45 If cinema is the 

artform of telling stories through moving images, then Ed Wood is cinema. If Ed Wood is 

cinema, then he needs to be observed through the discipline of the academy. I once again turn 

to Watson who inspires my investigation into Wood’s themes and topics as he progresses the 

                                                
43 Birchard, “Edward D. Wood, Jr. – Some notes on a subject for further research”, 455. 
44 Birchard, “Edward D. Wood, Jr. – Some notes on a subject for further research”, 451. 
45 Watson, “There’s No Accounting for Taste”, 81-82. 
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passage above claiming that “[a]ll these areas of practice contribute fundamentally to the 

recognition of all that cinema is, to a greater or lesser extent, exploitation cinema”.46 

 

3. Truth, Deceits, Rumours and Evidence – Sexuality and Wood  
Success at the time of their limited release or not, Ed Wood was conducting rebellious 

alterations and posing challenges to prevailing society through his cinematic output. A 

question that arguably should be posed to help unpack the films and themes of Wood is that if 

his sexual-preferences holds any importance to the gender political queerness and campiness 

within his body of work?47 Questioning Wood’s sexuality may appear to be an unnecessary 

one, and also one on the verge of speculation. However, as we diverge into theories and 

discussions on camp, drag, crossdressing and transvestism, the frequent proposition is made 

that they are gay discourses. This motivates an exploration into rumours as to search for 

possible evidence supporting concepts of a queer sensibility of which we will discuss shortly. 

 

Within reception studies, Andrea Weiss discusses Hollywood stars and lesbian spectatorship. 

Through her approach, she leans into rumours and gossip as a source of delineating possible 

facts therein. Taking an interdisciplinary approach alongside reception studies, I find that 

Weiss offers us an entry point into discussing rumours and gossip concerning Wood as a way 

to demarcate concepts of Wood based of the sources that otherwise could be looked upon as 

precarious. Weiss writes:  

  

Something that, through gossip, is commonplace knowledge within the gay subculture 

is often completely unknown on the outside, of if not unknown, at least unspeakable. 

It is this insistence by the dominant culture on making homosexuality invisible and 

unspeakable that both requires and enables us to locate gay history in rumor, 

                                                
46 Watson, “There’s No Accounting for Taste”, 81-82. 
47 I would propose to go about this reflection in the same manner as Judith Mayne reassesses Dorothy Arzner. 
Where Mayne observes Arzner through the perspective of lesbian contours as to elevate a queer persona, I would 
suggest observing Wood from a bi-sexual or homosexual outline as to delineate a queer persona. This could 
provide an understanding into how, and why, Wood strives against the traditional heteronormative Hollywood 
narrative though his inclusion of queer themes, as told from the position of queer authorship.   
Judith Mayne, “Lesbian Looks: Dorothy Arzner and Female Authorship” in Critical Visions in Film Theory: 
Classic and Contemporary Readings, eds. Timothy Corrigan, Patricia White, with Meta Mazaj (Boston : 
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2011) 386-400. 
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innuendo, fleeting gestures and coded language – signs I will consider as historical 

sources...48 

 

Using Weiss modus operandi to dissect “rumors, innuendos, fleeting gestures and coded 

language” applied to Wood’s texts, it could offer a wider understanding of his films. It could 

also help us locate a queer rhetoric therein and understanding of how this is produced. Though 

Weiss method, we can discard the deviousness of speculation and read what may give a better 

insight into Wood’s themes and consistency in their use.  

 

The image of Wood is a two-fold one. One of fast drinking man who entered and exited 

several marriages and had an appetite for women. Commonly this gives an outward 

suggestion of being a womanizer, a classic image of an archetypical heteronormative 

masculine. In Rudolph Grey’s biography on Wood, Nightmare of Ecstasy, constructed 

through interviews with Wood’s friends and colleagues, we find several accounts of this: 

“John Crawford Thomas – Every woman was fair game to Ed”, “Paul Marco – Ed was 

attracted to any beautiful girl.”, “Chuck La Berge – [W]e drank a lot, partied a lot, chased 

broads”.49 Though, with the knowledge of Wood’s gender political agenda through 

crossdressing, queer characters and camp performances, it is feasible that Wood’s womanizer 

image could have been one to avoid the stigma of queerness in the fifties/sixties Hollywood. 

Which makes his other personality interesting. The second image of Wood as told through 

interviews, gossip and Hollywood lore, paints an image of transvestism and crossdressing 

carried from his private life into his films, exposing his effeminate side for the world to see. 

An eccentric filmmaker with an affection for crossdressing, an image that may have been 

closer to his own personal truth. But this also opens a door to something else, something 

arguably sounding like a concealed confession. Phil Cambridge conveys, “He was very, very 

proud, he said […] if you want to know me, see Glen or Glenda, that’s me, that’s my story. 

No question”.50 One-time girlfriend Dolores Fuller discloses, “Our relationship was pretty 

much like the movie, Glen or Glenda, I’m afraid to say”.51 A possible key to unlocking 

Wood’s gender/sex preference is found in a passage with actress Valda Hansen, “He loved 

women, but he’d also like to wear eyelashes sometime and lipstick, too, when he put those 

                                                
48 Andrea Weiss, “‘A Queer Feeling When I Look At You’, Hollywood stars and lesbian spectatorship in the 
1930’s”, in Stardom, Industry of Desire, ed. Christine Gledhill (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), 287. 
49 Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy, 35, 28, 26 
50 Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy, 86. 
51 Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy, 36. 



 
22 

gowns on. It’s like he loves women so much he’s taking on the persona and becoming, having 

this woman wrapped around him, and in him”.52 A further passage with interviewee Phil 

Cambridge states “I once said to him, ‘Ed, if you could have anything in life, what would you 

be?’ He said, ‘I would come back as a blonde, a woman blonde’”.53 Are these interviews 

relaying truths of Wood’s gender preferences? One could read them as signs of a fluid gender, 

and a desire to be a woman. Thus being further propositions of Wood projecting a desire of a 

female persona, through himself, but also through female characters acting as a proxy-Wood 

within his films. 

  

Let us probe this further as to locate suggested queer sensibilities of Wood. Homosexuality 

being a deviant behaviour, and an unspeakable one, one can read in Wood’s biography that 

“he denied having any homosexual relationships of any kind”.54 Although there are amongst 

his final film’s elements of homosexual intimacy, something that escalates throughout his 

later texts as we will see later. A greater part of his short stories use crossdressing as a plot 

device, however, homosexuality is to be found as part of the narrative in his short stories 

Island Divorce (1969), Missionary (Position) Impossible (1971), Superfruit (1971) and The 

Autograph (1974). In The Autograph, two men meet, one of them working in the movie 

industry. The movie star offers a line of queer empowerment, “the homos who really 

appreciate watching a homo and know him for what he is […] and it will give them a lot of 

strength knowing that one of their kind made it big and they could be in the same scheme.”, 

ending with a declaration to “stand up and be counted as a homosexual”.55  

 

The Autograph was written by Wood four years ahead of his death. Suffering from alcoholism 

and poverty, his film career was reduced to shooting pornographic loops for Swedish Erotica, 

where there disputably was no room for challenges to heteronormativity.56 Writing short 

stories could feasibly have been the only outlet for such fantasies, making The Autograph a 

conceivable allegorical piece, referring to himself, the coded camp discourse of his films, and 

his possible homosexuality, despite friends rejecting such a sexual preference.  

                                                
52 Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy, 59. 
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3.1 A Masquerade of Truth? 

The denial of Ed Wood being homosexual is challenged by Jean Marie Sinte in Transgender 

Tapestry, as she debunks several myths concerning Wood’s legacy. Sinte writes, “Myth #12: 

Ed was a heterosexual crossdresser, repelled by the thought of sex with another male. Fact: 

Writer-director Robert F. Saltzer, who knew all those involved in Ed’s circle, reports that Ed 

had several encounters with men, while dressed as his female persona”.57 It is also worth 

noting that the headline on the cover of the issue reads “14 facts about crossdressing director 

Ed Wood the Mainstream Media got wrong & We got Right” almost as if claiming Wood for 

the queer community.58 

 

It is feasible that Wood’s image of being a philanderer could have been one as to avoid the 

alienation of non-accepted queerness in the fifties/sixties Hollywood. If so, then we could 

venture into a question of performativity, as this evokes the question if Shirley, Wood’s 

crossdressing alter ego on film and in private, was the performance, or if the filmmaker Ed 

Wood with his tailored suit, Errol Flynn moustache and womanizing reputation the 

performance?  

 

“He didn’t act feminine in front of anybody, but the minute he would get home – chapow!” 

tells George Cooper, one of Wood’s early Hollywood friends.59 Judith Butler poses the 

question: 

  

 Does masquerade construct femininity as the reflection of the Phallus in order to 

 disguise bisexual possibilities that otherwise might disrupt the seamless construction 

 of heterosexually femininity? […] Or is masquerade the means by which femininity 

 itself is first established, the exclusionary practice of identity formation in which the 

 masculine is effectively excluded and instated as outside the boundaries of feminine 

 gendered position.60  

                                                
57 Jean Marie Stine, “Edward D Wood Jr, The Man and The Myth”, Transgender Tapestry, issue #78 (winter 
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59 Rudolph Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy, 33. 
60 Judith Butler. Gender Trouble – Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London and New York: Routledge, 
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Paraphrasing Butler, I ask, is Wood’s parodic masquerade as an Errol Flynn type of persona a 

performance disguising bisexual possibilities that might disrupt the seamless construct of 

heterosexual masculinity? Is the masquerade of Shirley a performance to effectively exclude 

the masculine to construct a feminine gendered position? As Annette Kuhn writes “Far from 

being a fixed signifier of fixed gender identity, clothing has the potential to disguise, to alter, 

even to reconstruct, the wearer’s self”.61 One could approach an argument of Wood 

nourishing a fantasy to be reborn as a woman, and acted upon this fantasy both in his films 

and in his private life by dressing as a woman. Changing his masquerade opened up a 

performance where he could be the woman he conceivably desired to be, and through being a 

woman Wood metaphorically adhered to a pseudo-normativity of male/female 

heteronormative sex.  

 

Butler comments on the complexity between sexuality and gender as thus:  

 

 For, if to identify as a woman is not necessary to desire a man, and if to desire a 

 woman does not necessarily signal the constituting presence of a masculine 

 identification, whatever that is, then the heterosexual matrix proves to be an imaginary 

 logic that insistently issues forth its own unmanageability.62  

 

Arguably Wood presents a curious case of gender and sex defiance that challenges the 

heterosexual matrix, although this also leads us to a problematic found in Woods texts. A 

problematic of a recurrent non-confirmative non-heterosexuality.  

 

Drag as defined by anthropologist Ester Newton would suggest Wood to be read as 

homosexual as he was prone to drag through his crossdressing persona of Shirley.63 The 

“appearance is an illusion”, thus his male persona, Ed Wood, has an outside appearance 

[body, gender] of being masculine, but himself being feminine. I have suggested that Wood’s 

both personas may have been performance.64 The masculine filmmaker and the effeminate 

crossdresser. This dichotomy of male/female, masculine/feminine, inside/outside corroborates 
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a personal gender binary of where it is arguable that possible homosexuality, or bisexuality, 

was a motivator for Wood’s frequent themes. A panoptical view into a sexuality and gender 

palette beyond, and challenging heteronormativity. As Rob Craig suggests, “considering 

Wood’s lifelong preoccupation with transvestism, it would be more surprising to find out that 

Wood did not have any dealings with the gay community”.65  

 

Returning to Butler, she poses the question if sexual practices suggest male and female gender 

“[i]f gender is no longer to be understood as consolidated through normative sexuality, then is 

there a crisis of gender that is specific to queer contexts?”.66 Within the queer context of Ed 

Wood, I would argue that there is a “crisis of gender”. Though we can merely propose 

theories on Wood’s sexual preferences, or construct a concept of possible bi-sexuality that 

colour and motivate the themes hidden in his films, there is still in effect a crisis of gender 

through dual gender positions. A duality that remains despite the problematic of Wood 

frequently concluding his films with a return to heteronormative standards. 

 

One could pose the question if it not possible that through discourses interacting with 

intersections of gender and queer themes, that Wood’s films still qualify to be read as queer 

despite their heteronormative friendly conclusions? We could look to a definition of queer as 

described by Alexander Doty, who refers to queerness as “a quality related to any expression 

that can be marked as contra-, non-, or anti-straight”.67 Which in Wood’s case could be 

heteronormative stories with a queer flair as told by a bi- or homosexual man. Despite the 

closure of heteronormativity, the discourse has been one of queerness. Doty opts for the term 

Queer to be one preferring “those uses of ‘queer’ that make it more than just an umbrella term 

in the ways that ‘homosexual’ and ‘gay’ have been used to mean lesbian or gay or bisexual, 

because queerness can also be about the intersecting or combining of more than one specific 

form of non-straight sexuality” which is what we recurrently find in Wood’s texts.68 

Intersections of non-straight sexuality in a time period where, an “insistence by the dominant 

culture on making homosexuality invisible and unspeakable”69 lead Wood in an age without  
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a definition of queer cinema, to use his queer characters as “punchlines”, and “tragic demises” 

curbed by heteronormative conventions?70 

 

Keeping homosexuality invisible, unspeakable or metaphorically as Benshoff’s monstrous 

queer Other, leads to the need for a language that was yet to be defined. At the time of Wood, 

there was no queer film as to be categorized. As B. Ruby Rich writes on queer cinema in 1969 

as the Stonewall riots opened up dialogue for queer rights, “[a]rguably there was no such 

thing, just a scattering of gay and lesbian directors, often closeted, making films that were 

masquerading as mass market heterosexual fare, albeit with the occasional gay or lesbian 

actor or subtle wink”.71 Masquerading as mass market heterosexual fare is where Wood finds 

a rhetoric within the usage of camp of which I shortly will delineate. 

 

3.2. Recurring Problem – Patriarchal Closure and the Homosexual Threat 

Though riddled with camp, gender fluidity through crossdressing, and challenges to 

heteronormativity through a queer discourse there is a returning problematic with Wood’s 

reluctance to fully submit to a queer alliance.  

 

Wood’s rhetorical discourse is indisputably a political commentary on how his gender 

positioning is neither accepted in society, nor his deviancy of crossdressing, nor the possible 

secret homosexuality. This frequently problematizes his films, as despite their queer themes 

suggesting a pro-homonormativity, this often takes a step back to heteronormativity as his 

films reach their conclusion. 

 

In The Violent Years (William Morgan, 1956) from a script written by Wood, a foursome of 

young female leads blur the boundaries of feminine/masculine gender positions through 

dressing as men to engage in criminal activities. Committing crimes commonly adhered to a 

masculine positioning in classic cinema; violence, shootouts and crime. The solution to the 

gender-blur concludes with lead character Paula (Jean Moorhead) being punished back into 

the heteronomy through pregnancy. For her rebellion against her gender, she dies in 

childbirth, perhaps the ultimate patriarchal sacrifice. 
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A further example can be found in Plan 9 from Outer Space (Edward D. Wood, Jr., 1959). 

Whereas space invasion movies of the fifties recurrently where metaphoric pieces for 

communist infiltration paranoia, within the context of Wood’s queer rhetoric, Plan 9 from 

Outer Space could be seen as a metaphoric piece of a gay invasion in the McCarthy era. If 

one reads the androgynous alien invaders of Plan 9 from Outer Space through Wood’s camp 

they become metaphoric gay characters. Thus, the final speech holds a political challenge to 

heteronormativity and gender. As the masculine police detectives with their phallic pistols 

pointed at the seemingly genderless invaders, alien Eros (Dudley Manlove) holds a speech:  

 

 We did not come here as enemies, we came only with friendly intentions, to talk, to 

 ask your aid […] Your aid for the whole universe, but your governments of earth 

 refuse to even to accept our existence, even though you’ve seen us, heard our 

 messages, you still refuse to accept us.  

 

Alpha male Jeff (Gregory Walcott) pistol-whips Eros who cries out: “It’s because of men like 

you that all must be destroyed, headstrong, violent, no use of the mind God gave you.” An 

attack on patriarchal masculinity in its own right, to which Jeff questions “You talk of God?”. 

Eros replies, “You also think it impossible that we too might think of God?” One could read 

the exchange as if Wood is posing the question, are we not all the same? We, the 

‘aliens/queers’ are not deviants, ‘we’ are all the same, our gender or sexual preferences mean 

nothing, as we all adhere to the same God. The queer agenda seems feasible, but then the 

idiosyncrasy. The queer invasion turns out to be strictly male and still structured through the 

same patriarchal systems they appear to be challenging.  

 

As the queer threat is eradicated, Wood progresses to reinstate the heteronormative. 

Following the all-male brawl, Tanna (Johanna Lee) tries reasoning with the male earthlings, 

only for Eros to push her aside. Being unison clad in the androgynous costume the aliens are 

never once gendered throughout the piece. But this is disrupted when Eros sexes Tanna by 

crying out “On my land, women are for advancing race, not for fighting battles”. Wood falls 

into his all-male pitfall again as Tanna is regressed to ‘that which is not male’, shattering the 

androgynous illusion of the aliens, bringing them into a hegemonic heteronormative structure, 

male misogyny and patriarchy. Not only has Wood rejected the possible queer agenda, he has 

retreated, rendering it once again concealed within a heteronormative closure. 
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Despite a rhetoric of queerness through crossdressing and transvestism, the effeminate Glenda 

finally abates, leaving us with a masculine Glen at the end of Glen or Glenda. Only when 

Glenda is dead, can Glen live a normal life. Returning to normality, reinstating the hegemony 

of patriarchy often appears as a requisite for Wood. He takes a queer detour, only to regress to 

normality as he closes his movies. 

 

However, Glen or Glenda presents a bigger threat to heteronormativity than crossdressing and 

transvestism. It positions homosexuality as an act far more deviant. On several occasions Dr 

Alton clearly states that Glen is not a homosexual, “Glen is not a homosexual. He is a 

transvestite, but he is not a homosexual.” Following a dramatic moment of lightning and 

thunder, Alton once again declares “But Glen and Glenda and all the Glen’s and Glenda’s 

have an even bigger problem…” The scene shows us a man loitering at a lamp post smoking a 

cigarette. A second man approaches and gesticulates for a light. The first man puts forth his 

cigarette for the second to light his cigarette from, but the second man gently embraces the 

hand and looks into the face of the smoking man. The smoking man pushes away the second 

man who becomes isolated in his own frame. Alton continues his dialogue “The Homosexual, 

it is true at times does at time adopt the clothing or the makes up of a woman to lure members 

of his own sex. But this is not so for the transvestite.” We cut back to the lamp post at which 

Glenda is now stood in full cross-dress. “The transvestite is not interested in those of their 

own sex. The clothing is not worn to attract the attention of their own sex, but to eliminate 

themselves being a member of that sex.” This discourse acts as a refusal of the homosexual, a 

character even more deviant than the crossdresser or transvestite.  

 

Wood has been criticized for his queer discourse as to the extent that Glen or Glenda is an 

attempt to normalize “an otherwise ‘deviant’ form of gender expression by portraying it as, 

ideally, a guilt-free expression of male heterosexuality”.72 The gender fluidity of Glen as 

Glenda is proposed as a choice of heteronormative man, not as a deviancy. Almost as if to 

remove it from the realm of queer, a masquerade within heterosexuality. This is problematic 

as Wood seldomly fully immerses into the homosexual/queer position. He offers a possible 

interpretation only to retract on said suggestion as the film closes. What has been proposed as 

                                                
72 Tanfer Emin Tunc and Nichole Prescott, “Glen or Glenda: Psychiatry, Sexuality, and the Silver Screen.”, 
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a homonormative discourse is cured, at least within the narrative, through heteronormativity 

as the film concludes. 

 

This is where the criticism of Tunc and Prescott becomes appropriate, “[t]he narrator negates 

any associations with homosexuality by regularly intoning that transvestites are ‘normal men’, 

and completely unlike ‘mentally-disturbed’ homosexuals, who are the true sexual menace”.73 

The gay male is far more deviant than the unsexed crossdresser and transvestite. I will in the 

case studies be discussing narrating agents in Wood’s films, although consider it appropriate 

to point out here that the narrator Tunc and Prescott call out, is despite Timothy Farrell’s 

voice in the film, a representation of Ed Wood and his political position on the homosexual. 

Observing this in Wood’s debut feature, Benshoff writes “even while attempting to create a 

broad coalition of queer people […]Glen or Glenda still feels the need to construct the male 

homosexual as the ultimate Other to be excluded”.74 

 

Could it be the fear of being presented as a gay male that forcefully leads Wood to 

continuously suggest a queer position only to regress from that, as to reposition himself as a 

normal man, not a disturbed homosexual? Reasonably, this once again leads back to my 

question of Wood being bi-sexual or homosexual as a tool to explore his work. Is he a 

heteronormative male exploring fantasies, or is he a homonormative male attempting to carry 

a political discourse based on gender binaries? 

 

3.3 A Truth is Unveiled 
At the end of his career, we find a progression of queer freedom within his last works. Despite 

heteronormativity being reinstated, it is not presented as an absolute. Reflecting upon Glen or 

Glenda, criticized for its positioning of the homosexual as the ultimate deviant, Wood’s last 

features present an openness towards the queerness he has pulled back from in previous work. 

An embracement of homonormativity is found as a final statement on his positioning. Instead 

of repressing the queer back into invisibility, as he progressed into adult-themed work and 

pornography, he displays an ironic freedom to explore and present the themes more openly. 
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Moe Meyer writes, “The queer’s invisibility in representation and his/her dependence upon 

dominant structures of signification are not so much negative condition to be overcome, but 

rather, the very strength to exploit”.75 Exploiting the strength of a queer invisibility becomes 

an interesting point of entry for Wood in his later sexploitation and pornographic pieces, 

where he succeeds to challenge heteronormativity despite working in films primarily aimed at 

a male heteronormative audience. Paraphrasing Annette Kuhn discussing pinup photographs, 

the pinups are easily exchangeable for the pornographic images of Wood’s adult films, “In the 

instance of pinup photographs, the formal organisation of the images themselves, taken 

together with the context in which they normally appear (men’s ‘entertainment’ magazines), 

would as a rule privilege a ‘masculine’ reading by male consumers”.76  

 

Whereas Wood’s adult films unquestionably were made for a male audience, despite serving 

the male gaze, Wood works themes of queerness and camp into the pieces. We will observe 

this in the case study of Take It Out in Trade later, although examples from other late works 

are in place to be given here. In a scene from Necromania: A Tale of Weird Love we observe 

lesbians trapped in a kaleidoscopic mirror image behind a concealed wall. A seductive cultist 

tells male patient Danny, who has been watching them voyeuristically through the mirror that, 

“They are lost forever. They can never return to a world that will reject them. They are happy 

here”. A possible commentary on queer communities living outside of society. Nevertheless, 

the threat of Danny not being able to sexually satisfy his wife Shirley,77 is what has led to her 

joining the secret lesbian coven of Necromania. The film culminates with Danny saving their 

heteronormativity by being intimate with Madame Tanya, and learning how to “make a 

woman happy in her sex life”. A queer discourse has been presented, although Wood, retracts 

again, falling back into the position that Tunc and Prescott criticize Glen or Glenda as being, 

primarily “’heterosexual’ solutions” to queer binaries.78 However, a discourse of the queer has 

been held, and the kaleidoscopic world of the lesbians presents an awareness of queer politics. 

Homosexual possibilities and explorations have assisted the heterosexual solution, as thus 
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blurring the boundaries of heterosexuality. 

 

Confronting and adhering to the criticism, we observe Wood’s final feature film, for here I 

suggest that Wood comes to a definitive conclusion of sexuality. The Young Marrieds uses a 

reoccurring Wood theme of disrupted hegemonic intimacy, similar to that of Necromania. 

There is no sexual satisfaction within the marital bed, leading Ben (Dick Burns), pushing wife 

Ginnie (Alice Friedland) into exploring their sexuality through threesomes, swingers’ parties, 

and lesbian encounters. Although in the final scene of the film, as Ginnie lastly is cured of her 

frigidity with the help of a second woman at an orgy, Ben finds himself confronted with a 

proposition to partake in a male homosexual encounter. One of the nude men sits down with 

Ben and points out, “Turnabout is fair play. We’ve got a rule around here. After all, Ginnie 

started on Betty, so Greg’s got a claim on you.” Greg, the second man questions, “What’s the 

matter Ben, haven’t you ever sucked cock before?” A series of three images depicting gay 

male intercourse is shown as the final narration through voice-over explains:  

 

 Ben is startled at seeing his wife in the embrace of a lesbian act. This protest lead him 

 into another strata of sex play. The very head of trouble that Ben feared lifts itself 

 through the gay veil and confronts Ben squarely with its presence. There is no time for 

 Ben to go into his dream fantasy for comfort and guidance. He has to make a decision. 

 

The presentation of the images implies that we already know the answer, Ben will submit to 

the homosexual activity. This is further suggested by another three images of Ben kissing 

Greg at the end of the voice-over narration. The decision is made, thus seeing Ed Wood 

rejecting the return to heteronormativity he often regressed to. The gay veil that confronts 

Ben, is arguably the same gay veil of decision Ed Wood struggled with throughout the 

discourse of his cinematic output. Finally, he positions himself fully within a homosexual 

dominion, uncovering the otherwise often rejected homosexuality that is merely suggested 

trough his camp, crossdressing and gender fluid themes. 

 

I believe that this is an important entrance into reading Wood. While only occasionally 

becoming and/or staying queer, there is nonetheless a sensibility within his discourses. Is this 

not what camp theorists discuss as a gay sensibility?  
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4. Camp, Wood and Sensibilities 
To unpack the texts of Wood as thus to explore the counter heteronormative discourse found 

throughout his body of work, camp is a useful ontological starting point.79 As a method of 

critique, camp in the mid-1970s through the 1980s was split into two divisions driven by 

ambitions to reclaim camp as a discourse of, and for, gay culture. On one side were parties 

aiming to reclaim (camp) as a part of gay culture that was often being lost to shame. On the 

other side, parties claiming camp back as a part of gay history and culture, due to it becoming 

diluted, as we will see, due of a loss of political meaning through popularity within 

mainstream and straight cultures.  

 

4.1 Demarcating Camp 

Delineating a definition of camp is necessary as the concept of camp becomes derailed, and 

problematic following Susan Sontag’s 1964 essay Notes on Camp. Whilst Sontag brings camp 

to a broader attention and declares the essence of camp being “love of the unnatural”, which 

arguably should be read as unnatural in correlation to hegemonic heterosexuality, she also 

attributes it to being “something of a private code, a badge of identity”.80 Arguing that a 

sensibility cannot be analysed, and only exhibited by its analyst, Sontag’s essay comes across 

as somewhat of a paradox. As she further argues her analysis of the sensibility of camp she 

shifts the demarcation of camp from a secret discourse to being applicable to ways of 

observation. Sontag’s camp sensibility becomes a sensibility analysed through an exhibition 

of her own points. Debatably, Sontag’s re-definition of camp is attempting to constructing a 

demarcation of camp that suits her proposal of camp being read as items, restaurants, 

architecture, operas, films, postcards, therefore she needs to remove camp from the political 

potency it holds. Hence her most disruptive assessment of camp comes through her claiming 

that “the Camp sensibility is disengaged, depoliticized – or at least apolitical”, one which I 

would strictly oppose.81  

 

                                                
79 Susan Sontag and Moe Meyer consequently place emphasis on the upper letter case when using the word 
Camp. I will be using the lower case with the exception being in citied passages from Sontag and Meyer texts. 
80 Susan Sontag, “Notes on ‘Camp’”, in Camp: Queer Aesthetics and The Performing Subject: A Reader, ed. 
Fabio Cleto (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan  Press, 2002), 53. 
81 Sontag, “Notes on ‘Camp’”, 54. 
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Pre-Sontag, camp was, using a delineation from Moe Meyer, “part of an unmistakable 

homosexual discourse bound together by a shared referent (the ‘Homosexual’ – as Type)”.82 

One could find camp used as a critique to read disclosed discourses within heteronormative 

film. Shared referents of a homosexual discourse, concealed within the heteronormative 

discourse. For even though Independent films could work more freely with their topics and 

themes, it was arguably still dominated by a heteronormative perspective, making the use of 

camp rhetoric a necessity for Wood’s discourse. As a concealed language as for non-

heterosexuals to identify their presence in a time when same-sex sex was forbidden, camp 

befitted a discourse accessible for representation in cinema during a time when the MPAA 

deemed all ”[s]ex perversion or any inference to it is forbidden”.83 I would suggest camp at 

the time of Wood’s early films thus as being coded language and not the exposed, disengaged 

ironic approach of Sontag’s definition, a definition which though would assist a 

transformation of camp.  

 

Caryl Flinn writing on the deaths of camp points to Mark Finch and David Roman as noting 

“camp exists only as a pre-Stonewall phenomenon, an important but dead, if you will, 

moment of gay history”.84 The transition from a coded language to an exposed Sontag camp 

evolves between Sontag and The Stonewall riots of 1969, which is why we see a shift from 

the covert, to an open ironizing of the camp semiotics as gender politics become wider 

recognized. Camp as such had evolved through the exposure and freedom of ironizing the 

once hidden discourse. Instead of a secret language, the homosexual could now openly make 

fun of his once forbidden self and coded representation. 

 

Richard Dyer defines camp as holding two possible interpretations. That as a characteristic of, 

“camping about, mincing and screaming” and a certain taste of aesthetics, which he defines as 

a “certain sensibility”.85 A “camp sensibility” that holds no “’serious’ content”.86 Following 

the apolitical approach as instigated through Sontag, Dyer points to the camp way of 

observation being one of “prising the form of something away from its content, of reveling in 

the style while dismissing the content as trivial”.87 I would argue against such a reading, as 

                                                
82 Moe Meyer, The Politics and Poetics of Camp (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), 6. 
83 Formerly the MPPDA. “The Motion Picture Production Code (as Published 31 March, 1930)” reprinted in 
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camp pre-Sontag defuses the political tension of camp as a discourse for homosexual 

characters. Delineating it as trivial content is a conundrum recurrent in many pre-Sontag 

readings, as I once again would claim that there is always a political aspect to camp. A 

political bond through the association of a counter connection, an anti-normal, a belonging, a 

correlation of togetherness with the Other.  

  

Jack Babuscio furthers outlines the demarcation of camp by positioning what he terms a gay 

sensibility, “a creative energy reflecting a consciousness that is different from the 

mainstream; a heightened awareness of certain human complications of feelings that spring 

from the fact of social oppression […] a perception of the world which is coloured, shaped, 

directed, and defined the fact of one’s gayness”.88 Babuscio’s gay sensibility reading is a 

feasible camp to apply to Ed Wood, as his interpretation does indicate that the signifier of 

camp comes through the oppression of gayness, as does Dyer who claims, “the camp 

sensibility is very much a product for our oppression. And, inevitably, it is scarred by that 

oppression”.89 Through said oppression, it is arguably producing the concealed codes of 

Meyer’s demarcation of camp, which also is a product of said oppression. If there is a 

consciousness differing from the mainstream, which we need read as heteronormativity, 

affecting our perception of the world shaped through gayness, it is arguable that 

representation and performance of such a consciousness would contain codes to be 

interpreted, through camp. Being a consequence of oppression, camp is immensely political.  

 

Andrew Britton challenges Sontag and Babuscio, claiming there to be no gay sensibility 

determined by the alignment of one’s sexuality: “The ideological place of any individual at 

any given time is the site of intersection of any number of determining forces, and one’s sense 

of oneself as ‘gay’ is a determinate product of that intersection – not a determinant of it”.90  

 

I would, however, argue for a gay sensibility which Britton so aggressively denounces, as this 

gay sensibility would be the intersection that instigated the use of a concealed rhetoric. This is 

found in the conscious political aspiration of claiming representation to beckon one’s 

presence, using the intersections of cinematic representation as a performative projection 

                                                
88 Jack Babuscio, “The Cinema of Camp (Aka Camp and the Gay Sensibility)”, in Camp: Queer Aesthetics and 
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through camp. Camp as a gay discourse of oppression aligns the two sensibilities.  

 

If we are to adhere to Doty’s queerness as discussed earlier, “the intersecting or combining of 

more than one specific form of nonstraight sexuality”, a suggestive parallel could be drawn 

between camp sensibility, gay sensibility and queer sensibility, and thus we locate a position 

for Wood’s camp, as being that intersection between straight and nonstraight sexuality.91  

 

Returning to Moe Meyer, he defines camp as a political, exclusive queer discourse and one to 

embody queer cultural critique without alienating any specific sex or gender. “Camp is 

political; Camp is solely a queer (and/or sometimes gay and lesbian) discourse; and Camp 

embodies a specifically queer cultural critique”.92 I find that Meyer offers the most accurate 

reading of camp for my means, as he argues camp being a theory to construct queer identities, 

which is what we are exploring within Ed Wood’s body of work. “Camp is not simply a 

‘style’ or ‘sensibility’ as is conventionally accepted. Rather, what emerges is a suppressed and 

denied oppositional critique embodied in the signifying practices that processually constitute 

queer identities”.93  

 

Meyer declares camp not simply being a style or sensibility. Although I find it arguable that 

the critique embodied in the signifying practices making up queer identities are generated 

through a sensibility of belonging that produces Babuscio’s gay sensibility, Dyer’s camp 

sensibility and Doty’s queer sensibility. Thus, camp is not simply style or sensibility, though 

they are a defining political constituent of camp.  

 

Camp can also offer us an insight into the earlier noted question of which of Wood’s personas 

was his performance, “[b]ecause gender identity is instituted by repetitive acts, then queer 

performance is not expressive of the social identity but is, rather, the reverse – the identity is 

self-reflexively constituted by the performance themselves”.94 This makes Wood part of camp 

through his repeated performances of crossdressing. Through his performances, as either 

Shirley or Ed, Wood’s personas both resonate the converses of male/female, 

masculine/effeminate, through the existence of them both being part of Wood’s social identity 
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creating his inexplicable identity. Rarely is Wood mentioned as a (male) director without the 

counter act of female clothing being part of said description. I would claim that through 

challenging both male and female norms, Wood’s performativity becomes camp behaviour, 

and categorically so through a queer sensibility. Britton argues camp behaviour:  

  

 Camp behaviour is only recognisable as a deviation from an implied norm, and 

 without that norm it would cease to exist […] camp simply replaces the signs of 

 ‘masculinity’  with a parody of the signs of ‘femininity’ and reinforces existing social 

 definitions of  both categories. The standard of ‘the male’ remains the fixed point, in 

 relation to which male gays and women emerge as ‘that which is not male’.95  

 

Wood through his performativity deviates the implied norm, although performs parodies of 

both ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’, arguably emerging with a fluctuating identity that is a 

counter correlation to the normative male.  “It comes down to the fact that, at some time the 

actor must do something in order to produce the social viability by which the identity is 

manifested. Postures, gestures, costume and dress, and speech acts become elements that 

constitute both identity and the identity performance.” writes Meyer, and disputably Wood 

adheres to this, manifesting his identity, as when not present as a drag performer himself, 

infusing himself metaphorically into his texts as seen in several examples given throughout.96 

As Grey writes, “[t]here’s always a Shirley”.97 

 

4.2 Camp in Woods Work 

So, posing the question how we place Ed Wood within the ontology of camp I look to 

Babuscio who claims that “[c]amp is ironic insofar as an incongruous contrast can be drawn 

between an individual/thing and its context/association. The most common of incongruous 

contrasts if that of masculine/feminine”.98 Wood engaged in crossdressing, taking on a female 

persona and placing himself outside of the ’natural’ and ‘normal’. This was something Wood 

did in his onscreen performances as a “wo/man”, making it a definitive contrast between 

masculine/feminine, arguably the main theme of the stories told in Glen or Glenda. Thus 
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establishing Wood as a performer of camp, holding a sensibility encapsulating camp, gay and 

queer. Though, Babuscio writes “people who have camp […] need not be gay’”, which the 

argument of Wood’s sexual preferences as discussed earlier resurface.99 “As the rejection of a 

social identity based upon the differentiation of sexual practices, queer identity must be more 

correctly aligned with various gender, rather than sexual, identities because it is no longer 

based, and does not have to be, upon material sexual practice” comments Meyer.100 Although, 

it is precisely because of this conflict that I find the discussion as held earlier on Wood’s 

sexual preferences of importance. How do we approach a queer content within the work of Ed 

Wood, when there are evidence supporting both claims of a queer sexuality and not? He 

clearly uses a queer discourse, and theoretical concepts that lean in favour of a queer persona, 

although it is not a prerequisite for a queer rhetoric. I find it sound to look to Annette Kuhn’s 

discussion on feminist authorship, and apply it to the case of reading queer authorship in 

Wood’s films. Kuhn writes, “[i]s the feminism of a piece of work there because of attributes 

of its author (cultural interventions by women), because of certain attributes of the work itself 

(feminist cultural intervention) or because of the way it is read?”.101 One could paraphrase 

Kuhn by asking, is queer a piece of work because of attributes of its author (cultural 

interventions by queers), because of certain attributes of the work itself (queer cultural 

intervention) or because of the way it is read? 

 

If we chose to read Wood as camp, as a queer discourse, I’d contend that the texts need 

adhere to a queer sensibility which progressed the themes found within his films. Wood as a 

homosexual or heterosexual dispatcher, unquestionably through concepts and problematics 

that strive against the norm, should thus be read as queer, camp and political. Because of the 

queer rhetoric of his films, they are frequently read as inferior as the surface is what is being 

observed, not the layers of content. This resonates with Babuscio’s arguments on camp 

clashes that shift perspective from ideological observations to superficial ones. “Camp is 

often exaggerated. When the stress on style is ‘outrageous’ or ‘too much’, it results in 

incongruities: the emphasis shifts from what a thing or a person is to what it looks like; from 

what is being done to how it is being done”.102 I agree with Babuscio on this, and suggest that 

this is where contemporary camp transferred post-Stonewall, when a secret code no longer 
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was as necessary. Through the likes of Leigh Bowery, George and Mike Kuchar, Jack Smith, 

John Waters, Divine, Dame Edna, RuPaul, camp is ironized through exaggeration. Instead of 

being a secret discourse for peers of queer nature to identify with, it is an open approach to 

show that the secret is out and up front through the performativity of camp and drag 

performers. Babuscio argues that kitsch is not to be mistaken for camp. He claims that camp 

“implies fervent involvement – an ability to strongly identify with what is being perceived as 

camp.” whereas he points to kitsch as being “artistically shallow or vulgar… marked by 

sensationalism, sentimentalism, and slickness”.103Arguably Wood’s final crossdressing 

performances, his later films, John Waters films, Divine’s performances, The Rocky Horror 

Picture Show (Jim Sharman, 1975) could be read as kitsch, as they play on vulgarity and 

sensationalism with the intention to shock their audiences. Nevertheless, the performances 

and performativity of said pieces, still adhere to a camp/queer sensibility. They become read 

as queer as they use their camp as their discourse, hidden or public. As Doty notes on queer 

readings, “[they] aren’t ‘alternative’ readings, wishful or willful misreadings, or ‘reading too 

much into things’ readings. They result from the recognition and articulation of the complex 

range of queerness that has been in popular culture texts and their audiences all along”.104 

Doty’s passage resonates to the gay/queer sensibility and hidden discourse of pre-Sontag 

camp that I am arguing to be present in Wood’s texts. 

 

Dyer questions, “How then to define the camp way of looking at things? Basically, it is a way 

of prising the form of something away from its content, of revelling in the style while 

dismissing the content as trivial”105, only to be challenged by Babuscio who notes “[t]he term 

‘camp’ has been widely misused to signify the trivial, superficial and ‘queer’”.106 With camp 

shifting into a meaning/interpretation of ironizing, or parody of an earlier oppression, it is 

prone to being read as kitsch, which comes off as apolitical, therefore trivial. The vulgarity of 

Wood’s low production values and exploitation film aesthetics become trivialized as the films 

are read as kitsch, prying them away from their political commentary as camp projected 

through a gay sensibility. This leads to the recurrent refutation of a bias free criticism and 

analytical work. If one leans against Sontag and her proposal of camp being trivial, as Dyer 

does, then this makes sense, but also returns us to the core problematic of Sontag’s 
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“disengaged, depoliticized – or at least apolitical” passage which arguably is an oxymoron, 

camp can never be apolitical.107 This is where I find Dyer to stumble on his own argument, as 

he later claims that “the camp sensibility is very much a product of our own oppression. And, 

inevitably, it is scarred by that oppression”, for if it is oppression, it cannot be trivial. 108 In a 

contemporary context, camp has been disrupted by Sontag’s definition, and evolved into an 

almost defamatory word of oppression of its own. As the “whole point of Camp is to dethrone 

the serious”, which post-Sontag camp arguably can be read as, it can never truly be dethroned 

from being serious considering that even through its irony and parody it resonates the 

oppression of pre-Sontag camp and the hidden discourse of homosexuality.109 Any camp 

sensibility is always connected to oppression and constructed as a counter action to normality. 

Any approach to camp as pop-camp, or kitsch, or vulgar, or trivial must adhere to, and 

acknowledge the oppression of which camp grew out of, of which I would maintain is a 

necessity to coherently read the films of Ed Wood. 

 

I find that Meyer is successful in reclaiming camp from Sontag’s dilution, “[t]hus there are 

not different kinds of Camp. There is only one. And it is queer”.110 Camp is queer, it is a 

signifier of non-heteronormative conformity. Camp is therefore always political as it aims to 

reject the patriarchal hegemony, through signifying its presence, be it coded, or exposed in an 

openly ironizing fashion. Meyer’s camp is that which is most accessible to read Wood’s body 

of work through, arguing camp as tactics and performative practices used to decree a queer 

identity through being publicly observable. As Meyer continues, “[i]t means that all queer 

identity performative expressions are circulated within the signifying system that is Camp. In 

other words, queer identity is inseparable and indistinguishable from its processual enactment, 

or Camp”.111 Clearly Meyer positions camp as a political act, something Sontag blurred when 

she separated “signifying codes from their queer signified”.112 Although, where Britton and 

Meyer may be reluctant to the definition of a gay/camp sensibility, I would argue a queer 

sensibility that instigates camp, be it gay or lesbian discourse. From said oppression, a 

narrative is formed through a sensibility of being gay/queer, which gay men/queer persons re-

claim the oppression posed against them where, as Britton concludes “Camp is simply one 

                                                
107 Sontag. “Notes on ‘Camp’”, 54. 
108 Dyer, The Culture of Queers, 59. 
109 Sontag. “Notes on ‘Camp’”, 62. 
110 Meyer, “Reclaiming the Discourse of Camp”, 140. 
111 Moe Meyer, “Reclaiming the Discourse of Camp”, 139-140. 
112 Moe Meyer, “Reclaiming the Discourse of Camp”, 140. 



 
40 

way in which gay men have recuperated their oppression, and it needs to be criticised as 

such”.113  

 

Referring to Andrew Ross’s Uses of Camp (1989) Meyer notes that “queer is erased in 

representation at the very moment that camp is subjected to a dominant interpretation. Pop 

camp emerges, then, as the product of a visually biased dominant reading of queer praxis 

interpreted though the object residue that remains after the queer agent has been rendered 

invisible”.114 I would suggest that reading Wood as pop-camp, which we frequently find in 

readings proclaiming inept, B-movie, worst ever director, crossdressing, eccentric, alcoholic, 

are reasons for his films being shunned and overlooked, as the incorrect tools to reading his 

films are being applied. Therefore, his films become invisible to appropriate interpretation as 

they are read through dominant heteronormative interpretation. Through camp, an alternative 

point of entry is accessible, the eccentricities and queerness of Wood find new meaning, and 

the camp functions contains the agency of a queer rhetoric.  

 

5. Drag, Crossdressing, Transvestism – Devising an Entry Point  
Terminology like drag, crossdressing and transvestism all carry encumbered meanings, 

making them convoluted entry points of possible application and psychoanalytical 

complexity. Although, I find that despite the definition of the specific word, of which 

connotation may have changed over time as words of definition and power do, they are all 

words that adhere to, and signify interests of gender binary conflicts. Ontologically, all three 

definitions carry the concept of a social construction posing a challenge to a heterosexual 

hegemony, producing a persona fabricated through the subversives of gender identity. 

Following, I will try to differentiate the terms to discuss how, and what is applicable to Wood 

before looking to his cinematic realm and how we find these elements therein. 

 

5.1 Drag 

Esther Newton claims “[d]rag means, first of all, role playing. […] drag primarily refers to the 

wearing apparel and accessories that designate a human being as male or female, when it is 
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worn by the opposite sex”.115 She furthers her demarcation suggesting that sex, as implied 

through drag is a role that can be “manipulated, put on and off”.116 Presenting drag as ‘role 

playing’ Newton argues “theatrical referent is the key to the attitude towards playing 

embodied in drag as camp. Role playing is play; it is an act or show”.117 As thus, drag 

presents a performance based on a ‘play’ on opposing genders. We can conceive of gender as 

fixed with the possibility to manipulate through ‘role playing’. 

 

Marjorie Garber views drag as being a “theoretical and deconstructive social practice that 

analyses these [sartorial] structures from within, by putting in question the ‘naturalness’ of 

gender roles through the discourse of clothing and body parts”.118 Disguising one’s gender 

through clothing, distorting the external signifiers, one can challenge the ‘naturalness/reality’ 

of gender, which drag befits from in its illusionary appearance. 

 

Newton, claiming that drag is homosexual, presents an analysis for how gender is constructed 

through drag as she finds its most complex form being a twofold antithesis that comments, 

“’appearance is an illusion.’ Drag says, ‘my ‘outside’ appearance is feminine, but my essence 

‘inside’ [the body] is masculine.’”, although simultaneously symbolizing a transposition, “my 

appearance ‘outside’ [my body, my gender] is masculine but my essence ‘inside’ [myself] is 

feminine”.119 Garber agrees, and finds this structuralist analysis useful as it provides an 

insight into a level on which “drag functions theatrically” and “involves an exploitation of the 

opposition between construction and essence”.120 Through being theatrical and ‘role playing’, 

the exploitation of the opposition deems that gender comes with a contrariety. There need be 

two points between which the tension can resonate, inner/outer, masculine/feminine 

suggesting that gender is defined fixed attribute.  

 

Whereas Garber and Newton propose drag suggesting a fixedness of gender that can be 

manipulated through doubling, mimicking and contradictive duality, Judith Butler raises the 

issue of gender being non-fixed as she argues “drag fully subverts the distinction between 
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inner and outer psychic space and effectively mocks both the expressive model of gender and 

the notion of true gender identity”.121 

 

Butler further disputes “[d]rag is an example that is meant to establish that ‘reality’ is not as 

fixed as we generally assume it to be”.122 Through drag, we see a deconstruction of signifiers 

of which we by default decode as gender determining constructs. Although the reality of 

gender is not necessarily what we perceive it to be. Discussions on gender conflicts through 

clothing often refer to a passage from Freud stating, “[m]ale or female is the first 

differentiation that you make when you meet another human being, and you are used to 

making that distinction with absolute certainty”.123 If the external presentation is that of 

female, we would interpret the gender as female. Through the act of drag, gender becomes 

illusory as we through a Freudian observation initially read the surface projection of the body 

and interpret the signifiers we perceive to be the truth. Although the surface of drag is 

deceptive, it is merely an illusory construct and says nothing of the gender in front of us. The 

constructed female/male outside hides an inside gender of polar opposite blurring any 

fixedness of gender, hence adhering to Butler’s opposition towards Garber and Newton as she 

suggests that gender is not fixed. It is not a play, nor a fixed that can be put on and off. 

 

I would argue that to view the male drag-performer simply as men dressing up in women’s 

clothing would be untrue, thus adhering to a Butlerian approach to drag where gender is non-

fixed. We need to immerse ourselves into the performativity of the act, the illusion of drag as 

gender. I support this claim with observations of the way male drag performers interpret 

themselves as female personas when presenting their alter-ego personalities. When Ed Wood 

is dressed as Shirley, he identifies as his female persona. Within contemporary pop-culture 

drag, performers carry this same dual identity through their male, contra their female drag 

personalities, although retaining two individual personas. Performers backstage, out of drag, 

show a clear split between their dual identities. Off stage, in male clothing, He is Aaron 

Coady, a shy and gentle young man with a punk exterior. On stage, She is Sharon Needles, a 

full embodiment of female. An aggressive go-getter with an attitude and ferocity sharper than 
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a knife.124 “When I’m in drag, I’m a woman” claims Brian McCook of his alter ego Katya.125 

Supported by Butler, “[i]f the inner truth of gender is fabrication and if a true gender is a 

fantasy instituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies, then it seems genders can be neither 

true nor false, but are only produced as the truth effects of a discourse of primary and stable 

identity”.126 We read what we see in front of us without concern of the inner truth of gender. 

We immerse ourselves into the fantasy inscribed on the surface of the bodies accepting a non-

fixed blurriness of gender through drag.  

 

But can we position Ed Wood in drag? Is his she persona Shirley actually drag? I would 

suggest looking at the various kinds of drag as defined by Newton’s studies where she argues 

the “glamour image” as being “central to the drag performances”, as this will aid us to 

delineate Wood’s position.127 The glamour image is a representation of the moment women 

are the most desirable to men, hence the drag queens’ goal and ambition is to imitate the most 

perfect and sexually desirable woman. Within deviations from the glamour ideal, we find 

“’tacky drag’ and ‘transy drag’” where tacky is as the word denotes, an obvious deficiency of 

style or in bad taste.128 Looking dirty or low class are examples Newton gives of tacky drag. 

Transy drag represents deviance from the glamour ideal. This is when items deemed feminine 

are used in an ordinary context. Explaining how transy drag disrupts the aesthetics of glamour 

Newton writes of it being incorrect “because it violates the glamour standard, which is 

synonymous with professionalism, that is, the right context and motivation for impersonation 

(performance, making legitimate money) as opposed to the wrong context (prime life, private 

compulsion to be rather than imitate a woman)”, arguably declaring transy drag more an act 

of crossdressing than drag.129 

 

When not seeking to project the most desirable female through the glamour ideal, the drag is 

lesser, making it tacky or transy. Further, Newton suggests that “typical transy mode is to 

wear feminine attire underneath men’s clothes”.130 During her research Newton finds that the 

only appropriate divergence to glamour drag accepted is comic drag, where we find 
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exaggerated portraits of femininity such as the drag of Divine, star of John Waters’ camp 

cinema.  

 

Arguably, Ed Wood’s gender imitation does not work when observed as drag. There are no 

intentions at projecting a desirable female, although the act is still performative. At best Wood 

would be seen as tacky or transy, though it is not comic as the analysis of Glen or Glenda and 

Take It Out in Trade will suggest later. Where Wood as in Garber’s interpretation resides 

within sartorial structures deconstructing social practices, I would reason that he undoubtedly 

is questioning the “‘naturalness’ of gender roles through the discourse of clothing and body 

parts”.131 Wood’s masquerade contains exterior garments, wigs and accessories, even 

undergarments complete with padded bullet bra, to manipulate his masculine body into that of 

a feminine one. He is challenging “naturalness”, and he is giving a performance as that of a 

woman, but is it really drag? It seems feasible that Wood’s gender, although a challenging 

performance, is one of a fixed gender. There are no intentions of projecting an illusion of 

female, but instead a distinguishing of male/female genders. Butlers conclusion on drag 

shows how gender impossibly can be fixed as drag challenges the structure, “In imitating 

gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself – as well as its 

contingency” (emphasis in original).132 Wood is a man wearing women’s clothing, a transy 

drag, while not an illusion of women, hence not drag, but a man in women’s clothing. He is 

crossdressing. 

 

5.2 Crossdressing 

Annette Kuhn writes on crossdressing as she suggests it to be “understood as a mode of 

performance in which – through play on a disjunction between clothes and body – the socially 

constructed nature of sexual difference is foregrounded and even subjected to comment: what 

appears natural, then reveals itself as artifice”.133 As discussed above, Wood dressed in female 

clothing is not a performance to give the illusion of a desirable woman. His social construct 

does although hold the performativity of blurring gender and presents an image we could 

conceivably read as an imitation of woman, even though we certainly see a quite masculine 

woman. Crossdressing highlights facts of the gender confusion where the act utilizes a fixed 
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gender requisite, man in female/female in male clothing, unlike drag which hides the fact, 

hence creating a non-fixed gender. We read the signifiers of gender through the female 

outside (clothing) though comprehend the inside (body) as of being male (and vice-versa with 

female crossdressing). Kuhn also proposes that “[c]rossdressing, by definition involves 

clothing: and in itself clothing signifies. It carries a range of meanings, the most culturally 

prominent of which pivot on gender”.134 As with the previous Freud example, we tend to 

distinguish gender through what we observe. Where drag creates an illusion, crossdressing 

imitates. It has no aim to blur gender positions, and thus needs the fixed positions as to attain 

its effect.135  

 

This suggestion could be supported through Garber who writes “The appeal of cross-dressing 

is clearly related to its status as a sign of constructedness of gender categories. But the 

tendency on part of many critics has been to look through rather than at the cross-dresser”.136 

Garber suggests that instead of interpreting the blurriness of the gender crisis, we forcefully 

attempt to place the construct within one of the two genders, male or female. We read the 

crossdresser as mimicking gender through the fixedness of gender. We read a man in 

women’s clothing, just as we do Wood when he is mimicking woman through Glenda, unlike 

drag where the illusion of gender is blurred adhering to Butler’s argument that “genders can 

be neither true nor false”.137 So if we were not to look through but at the crossdresser we 

would still find a crisis of gender as it a blend of gender significations, man/woman, 

woman/man. 

 

We find similarities in the discourse and arguments concerning drag and crossdressing. Drag 

reads as a deliberate deceptive performance, whereas crossdressing is a desire to project and 

be perceived as the female/male gender though through a male/female body.  

 

As Kuhn reflects “crossdressing effects a ‘wilful alienation’ from the fixity of that identity: it 

has the potential, in consequence, to denaturalise it, to ‘make it strange’”.138 The male 

crossdresser could presumably be seen as to have no intention of projecting a perfect female 
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illusion, thus he calls attention to the fallacy in his pretence of gender identity. Wood does 

this as he dresses in female clothing, and it would be in place to point out that, at least in the 

pretence of Glen or Glenda, that Wood’s main mission is to de-stigmatize the crossdresser, to 

unmake it strange. Glen or Glenda is to be read as a personal film, as Wood is making a 

statement on his own behalf. He points several times to the fact that the crossdresser is not a 

deviant, and most certainly not a homosexual, although simultaneously subverting gender 

dogmas. Paradoxically, his subversion is dependent on the same fixed genders that he is 

trying to eradicate. By positioning himself in heteronormative matrixes that adhere to gender 

dogmas, his attempt becomes a failure. Nonetheless, through crossdressing he does pose the 

question of gender constructs. The Freudian analysis is startled as there are several layers to 

interpretation before we consign a gender. As Kuhn writes, “[c]lothing as performance 

threatens to undercut the ideological fixity of the human subject […] Change your clothes, 

change your sex”.139 Perhaps the entire point of crossdressing is to disrupt gendering and 

challenge the need for gender at all, which would also bring crossdressing into a Butlerian 

realm where fixed gender existence is challenged. 

 

5.3 Transvestism  
Marjorie Garber argues that “transvestism is a space of possibility structuring and 

confounding culture” that in itself disrupts sartorial and gender structures, thus evoking a 

“crisis of category”, (emphasis in original).140 Transvestism, does confound culture, but so 

does the terminology. This is an example of a problematic I find with Garber’s and others 

discourse on gender. A frequent interchangeable usage of crossdressing and transvestism as 

likeworthy terminology, which I find adds to a confusion of delineating the acts of gender 

subversions through clothes.  

 

In relationship to the films of Wood, it should be noted that although the use of the 

terminology transvestite within the narration of Glen and Glenda, I have already partially 

outlined Wood as predominately being a crossdresser. Despite the usage of the term 

transvestism by Dr Alton (Timothy Farrell), the faux psychiatrist in Glen or Glenda who 

claims, “[t]ransvestism is the term given by medical science to those persons who desperately 

wish to wear the clothing of the opposite sex”, this terminology is one which is dated in 
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contemporary LGBTQ society, however one used at the time of Glen or Glenda. The 

GLAAD Media Reference Guide does not carry the term transvestite, although notes under 

cross-dresser, “[r]eplaces the term ‘transvestite’” (emphasis in original).141  

 

Summarizing this demarcation of drag, crossdressing and transvestism, I find it arguable that 

the cinema of Ed Wood adheres more to crossdressing that that of drag. I will hereafter refer 

to Wood’s gender perplexity as crossdressing considering that the evidence is not strong 

enough to support the acts as being drag, and the definition of transvestism as a term 

suggested no longer to be used, I will replace transvestism with crossdressing.  

 

5.4 Performativity Brings it All Together 

One could propose Wood’s crossdressing as a ‘singular or deliberate ‘act’’ for speculative 

exploitation cinema narratives if one was to halt the observation at Glen or Glenda, which 

frequently does happen. Wood did appear in cross-dress several times on film, not only in 

fictional films, but also in private. This crossdressing is documented through archival home 

movies that show Wood in female clothing.142 One clip shows Wood at a party in female 

garb. The second shows a Christmas where he, dressed as Shirley, receives not only a black 

slip but also his favoured female attire, an angora sweater. In the party footage, we see Valda 

Hansen and Kathy O’Hara whom Wood would marry in 1959. Wood worked with Hansen on 

Night of the Ghouls (Edward D. Wood, Jr., 1958), so placing the footage somewhere in the 

time frame of ’58-’59 would seem correct, thus corroborating the fact that he engaged in 

crossdressing several years after Glen or Glenda, and not just as a one-time act. 

 

So where do we place the gender-fluidity of Ed Wood? He is giving a performance through 

crossdressing, not one of drag. Wood is a crossdresser, a man wearing women’s clothing 

without trying to give the illusion of being a woman, but rather an imitation. He is questioning 

gender constructs when disguised as Glenda, Shirley or Alicia, acts that are performative. 

“[T]he action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition is at once a re-

enactment and re-experiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; and it is the 
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mundane and ritualized form of their legitimation”, writes Butler.143 Wood’s actions of gender 

are repeated through performance, not only in the semi auto-biographical Glen or Glenda, but 

also in later performances on film and in the above-mentioned home movies. Though 

returning to the question of which persona was the performance, Ed Wood or Shirley, I find it 

feasible that to some extent Wood as male also is performance as the female persona is still 

hidden within the male exterior. There is a conflict between male/female concerning Wood. 

The subversive acts of Wood in cross-dress are present once one is aware of it as which Glen 

or Glenda presents. A suggestive blurriness that resonates within both personas as 

performance. As Butler points out “If the anatomy of the performer is already distinct from 

the gender of the performer, and both of those are distinct from the gender of the 

performance, then the performance suggests a dissonance not only between sex and 

performance, but sex and gender, and gender and performance” such as the case for Glen or 

Glenda.144 Through the performance of crossdressing Wood arguably is not aiming for 

perfection as the illusion of woman, he is directly addressing the conflict between sex and 

gender and doing so through the imitation of woman, the confusion of male/female through 

the masculine performance as female. Once more looking to Butler, “when it is men in drag 

as women, what we have is the destabilization of gender itself, a destabilization that is 

denaturalizing and that calls into question the claims of normativity and originality by which 

gender and sexual oppression sometimes operate”.145 Both instances question gender, 

although both need fixed genders to function. The play on opposing gender emphasizes 

Wood’s masculine identity, as which we see in the cinematic output of Wood; man in dress, 

man in panties. 

 

5.5 Crossdressing in Cinema, How Does Wood Fit In? 

Whereas Ed Wood’s challenges to gender binaries are to be found through a camp discourse 

as discussed above, it is most transparent in his debut feature Glen or Glenda, a film that 

came about in the wake of the medical sensation of the Christine Jorgensen case.146 Although 

Wood would initially appear crossdressing in Glen or Glenda, portraying both Glen and his 

                                                
143 Butler, Gender Trouble, 191. 
144 Butler, Gender Trouble, 187. 
145 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 87. 
146 Christine Jorgensen was a transgender woman who became the first American to undergo sex-reassignment 
surgery. Born as George William Jorgensen in 1926, Christine also served time in the US Army. Following her 
military service, she confronted her feelings of being the wrong gender in the wrong body. In late 1951 and 
1952, she underwent surgeries in Copenhagen, Denmark and the US. To reassign her sex. 



 
49 

crossdressing alter ego Glenda, it would take yet another seventeen years until his 

crossdressing persona appeared on screen again, as Alicia in Take It Out in Trade (1970).  

 

Sex change surgery like that of the Jorgensen case not only served as a basis for Glen or 

Glenda but also for future projects such as the autobiographical The Christine Jorgensen 

Story (Irving Rapper, 1970), Myra Breckinridge (Michael Sarne, 1970) where Myron (Rex 

Reed) has surgically become Myra (Raquel Welch) only to return to Hollywood with an 

agenda to disrupt the gender power structure and bring about “the destruction of the 

traditional man.” Dog Day Afternoon (Sidney Lumet, 1975) is recalled for being a heist 

movie, although the midpoint twist reveals the reason for the heist as being one for gay Sonny 

Wortzik (Al Pacino) to secure funding to finance his lover Leon’s (Chris Sarandon) sex-

change surgery.147 I would also like to highlight the underseen, underrated exploitation piece 

worthy of an academic study in its own right, She-Man: A Story of Fixation (Bob Clark, 

1967). This piece stars actual drag queen Dorian Wayne as the scheming Madame Dominita. 

After blackmailing the soldier, Albert Rose (Leslie Marlowe) with evidence of his cowardice 

during the Korean War, she forces him to work in her establishment crossdressing as Rose 

Albert. A female character, the lesbian Ruth (Wendy Roberts), falls in love with Rose who 

unbeknownst to her is male at his core gender. Nevertheless, Ruth admits to falling in love 

with the persona and declares herself not being concerned with Rose/Albert’s core-gender. 

The two plan a getaway and see to the downfall of Dominita’s gender-bending schemes when 

they ambush her, smear her otherwise flawless makeup, tear off the feminine attributes, 

padding, fake breasts and her wig, revealing the man beneath the female exterior. Before the 

movie closes we partake in a conversation with a psychologist. He breaks the fourth wall only 

to explain the complex and paradoxical laws opposing transvestism (using the term of the 

time period), asking us to be more tolerant and receptive for alternative sexuality. A closure 

more satisfying than the reluctant cure closure of Glen or Glenda.  

 

Within his own canon, Wood would perform an act almost lampooning his Glen/Glenda 

character in the softcore sexploitation film Nympho Cycler (Edward D. Wood Jr, 1971), 

where he on one side portrays a sordid husband forcing his wife Misty (Casey Larrain) into 

lucid photographs, and on the other, a caring crossdressing persona who jokingly admits his 
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atrocious clothing is due to him wearing Misty’s slip under his dress.148 Outside of 

screenwriting for other filmmakers, crossdressing was also an occasional feature of Wood’s 

performances in work for other directors, such as Love Feast (Joseph F. Robertson, 1969). 

After a farcical overbooking of pinup models to his modest studio creating an excess of semi-

dressed actresses and actors, the piece climaxes with Wood being forced to wear women’s 

lingerie and a nightie as punishment for being a voyeuristic old man. The women gang up on 

him and humiliate him by “dragging” him out and pull him around the living room on a leash. 

It could be interpreted as a female uprising as they turn the tables on the male gaze, 

transforming him into a mockery of his object of desire. Similarly, in Mrs. Stone’s Thing 

(Joseph F. Robertson, 1970), Wood appears crossdressing and is credited simply as 

‘transvestite’, to Nancy Holliday’s ‘transvestite’s wife’. Though instead of imitating the 

complexity of Glen or Glenda, Wood basically plays himself at this point in time, a drunkard 

writer in women’s clothing.  

 

Crossdressing in cinema often comes with the somewhat skewed perspective of being 

received or performed, as comedic acts. Stella Bruzzi on clothing and identity in movies 

points to an uneroticized reading of crossdressing films where “[m]ale to female cross-

dressers in film are iconographically coded as undesirable” something that can be challenged 

through the recurrent moments of the male to female crossdressers being read as eroticized 

objects within the narrative of the film.149 The paradox of gender confusion and the challenge 

posed is where the comedic effect adheres, “[w]here the spectator is aware that the characters 

are, clothes notwithstanding, not really women, such self-referentially heightens the 

comedy”.150  

 

However, the ruse of male crossdressing is used in a comedic way due to an inciter of 

necessity. It is used as a means to achieve a further goal. We find this in films like The 

Masquerader (Charlie Chaplin, 1914), I Was a Male War Bride (Howard Hawks, 1949), 

Some Like It Hot (Billy Wilder, 1959), Tootsie (Sydney Pollak, 1982) and Mrs. Doubtfire 

(Chris Columbus, 1993). All films where a male character disguises himself as female as a 

means to an end. Chaplin disguises himself as a woman to sneak back onto the Keystone 
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studio which he has been kicked out of. Carry Grant dresses as a female nurse to escape 

France during the war. Jack Lemon and Tony Curtis need to evade the mafia and do so posing 

as women. Dustin Hoffman needs a job and takes to crossdressing. Robin Williams wants to 

stay close to his kids and disguises himself as an elderly nanny.  

 

A point worth noting with the above examples is that they all contain scenes where the male 

crossdresser is posed with the threat of having their true gender being revealed through 

subjection to objectification/the male gaze. Being a trope for comedic interlude, it is also a 

proposition that engages humour at the possibility, and absurdity, of homosexual sex. The 

audience laughs at the mistaken identity/crisis of gender as the crossdresser tries to evade 

being discovered, not because it is funny, but because of the threat to heterosexual 

normativity. 

 

It has been suggested that gender is fixed in the act of watching film. Whereas Laura Mulvey 

writes of woman in film functioning as both “as erotic object for the characters within the 

screen story, and as erotic object for the spectator”, the disguise of male as female on the 

verge of being revealed leads to one asking if it not triggers a suggestion of gender in film as 

being fluid.151 Our interests as spectator lie with the crossdresser, often a male protagonist 

posing as woman, thus we also take on the identificatory position as the male-as-female 

character. As Mulvey expands, “the spectator identifies with the main male protagonist, he 

projects his look onto that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male 

protagonist as he controls events coincides with the active power of the erotic look”.152  

 

Our point of identification is the male protagonist in cross-dress. As spectators, we do not 

want the male-to-female character to fail his ‘journey in disguise’ as to be, so therefore, we 

accept the fluidity of his disguise, and wish to defend it against the sexual attraction / posed 

threat of the antagonistic fixed challenging oppressor. Our disguised crossdressing feminine 

on-screen-self is threatened by an aroused masculinity. A male character submitted to the 

position of being an object of sexual desire for the same sex, despite the disguise as female, 

triggers a complexity that blurs the delineating definitions of gender performances as 

discussed. 
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Part of the appeal of drag, I would contend, is the blur of gender, the illusion of man as 

woman. But also, as an erotic object. The same scopophilic instinct that Mulvey argues for, 

although though non-fixed gender, whereas I have previously maintained drag being the 

performance that blurs gender most sufficiently.153 Where voyeurism is associated with the 

desire to see unsuspecting people in state of undress, naked or being intimate, the flirtation 

and courtship from a male character towards the disguised male crossdressing character 

evokes a queer voyeurism. Only through a state of undress, or intimacy would true gender be 

revealed. Supposedly we would not want our film narrative to go to that extent, as the threat 

of reveal also carries with it the threat of violence. A violence that could be prompted by 

homophobia and/or transphobia. This could be the core-emotion at stake in crossdressing 

films with the threat of gender reveal, the threat of violence. The opposition to violence is 

acceptance. I as a spectator, need to accept the fact that the crossdressing within the onscreen 

narrative is one of complete illusion, the diegetic performance more one of drag, even though 

we comprehend it non-diegetic as crossdressing, which thus in accordance with Butler “fully 

subverts the distinction between inner and outer psychic space and effectively mocks both the 

expressive model of gender and the notion of true gender identity”.154 

 

Working as an agent through the comedy, the gender fluidity poses a suggestion and threat of 

either violence or same-sex sex through the queer voyeurism. Nevertheless, the concerned 

response of the crossdressing characters to the threat of being revealed as a male in female 

disguise comes through the adherence to heteronormativity. If homosexuality were the norm, 

the threat of violence would be eradicated as the same-sex sex would not be a deviation from 

hegemony, hence losing its comedic value. Thus crossdressing, even as a comedic device, 

strives against a patriarchal normative structure with its projected deviancy and intellectual 

homosexuality. 

 

My suggestion could be challenged through Bruzzi who writes, “the comedic narratives […] 

utilise performance as a means of legitimizing cross-dressing and the deviancy of the straight 

characters’ behaviour”.155 Although the gender crisis should not completely be seen as 

defused, as the confrontations offer no regression to normalcy, the deviancy is still a factor of 

the story until the moment the character achieves his goal, often with the comedic twist that 
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blurring the lines of gender was not a negative experience. Mrs Doubtfire sees Robin 

Williams carry on his female form as a televised Agony Aunt. Tootsie closes with Hoffman’s 

line of dialogue, “I was a better man with you as a woman than I ever was with a woman as a 

man”. Reconciling with Jessica Lange, he agrees to lend her his yellow Halston dresses but 

makes a point of the fact that he will be wanting it back. Some Like It Hot ends with Osgood 

(Joe E. Brown) taking his ‘girlfriend’ Daphne (Jack Lemon) home to mother. Despite 

Lemon’s reveal of true-gender, Brown delivers a line which definitely proposes the 

suggestion of same-sex sex as he declares, “Nobody’s perfect". 

 

Kuhn writes, “[t]he narrativisation of such themes may provoke questions about the ways in 

which gender is socially constructed: it may even subject to certain interrogation the 

culturally taken-for-granted dualities of male/female and masculine/feminine”. This supports 

the claim that crossdressing in film, be it resolved as in Glen or Glenda or open as the 

examples above challenges not only hegemonic structures, but also gender as a construct and 

the fixed/non-fixed position of the spectator.156 If one can immerse oneself within the gender 

charade and experience the threat of gendered violence, the position becomes one of non-

fixed as the spectator takes on the imaginary gender of the performer he identifies with. As 

Kuhn puts it “[c]rossdressing, then may denaturalise that phenomenon held in our culture to 

be most evidently and pre-eminently natural: sexual difference”.157 

 

Movies such as Female Trouble (John Waters, 1974) The Rocky Horror Picture Show, The 

Adventures of Pricilla, Queen of the Desert (Stephan Elliot, 1994) are films that feature 

crossdressing as a chosen performance of gender, not as one of necessity, though still all with 

a comedic approach to the gender questioning. Never the less, still comedic due to the gender 

conflicts. A number of films have used gender disguised through crossdressing without using 

it as a comedic device. Shadows on the Stairs (D. Ross Lederman, 1941) briefly uses 

crossdressing as a deceptive device without it being comedic. As does Psycho (Alfred 

Hitchcock, 1960) and Dressed to Kill (Brian De Palma, 1980). The Wicked Lady (Leslie 

Arliss, 1945) tells of a female aristocrat who takes to dressing as a highwayman. Not of need, 

but of want, her own choice of gender construct. The World According to Garp (George Roy 

Hill, 1982) features a former footballer played by John Lithgow who identifies as female 

Roberta, also want, his own gender construct. Not instigated through need, and done without 

                                                
156 Kuhn, The Power Of the Image, 50. 
157 Kuhn, The Power Of the Image, 54. 
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comedic interaction. I would argue that at its most progressive, drag and crossdressing 

culminate in The Crying Game (Neil Jordan, 1992) where the female character of Dill (Jaye 

Davidson) shockingly surprises Fergus (Stephen Rea) as she reveals herself to be a him. 

 

It is challenging to find another film that takes crossdressing as seriously as the documentary 

approach pre- Glen or Glenda, and we need to place Ed Wood’s Glen or Glenda within the 

serious category instead of allocating it as a comedic oddity. In hindsight, the performativity 

and portrayal of Glen/Glenda may seem comedic, although they were definitely not acts of 

comedy, even though they have predominantly been read as such due to the stigma of Wood’s 

legacy. It is also important to keep in mind that Wood’s film is an exploitation cinema 

documentary-style piece, with re-enactments and dramatizations where the crossdressing is 

discussed as a phenomenon more than a simple plot device.  

 

6. Case Studies 

6.1 The Debut – Glen or Glenda 

By 1953, Wood had previously directed two short pieces. One cowboy picture which never 

was completed, The Streets of Laredo (Edward D. Wood, Jr., 1948) and The Sun Was Setting 

(Edward D. Wood Jr., 1951) one of several Wood TV pilots.158 Glen or Glenda came about as 

producer George Weiss sought to cash in on the medical sensation of Christine Jorgensen. 

When Jorgensen rejected the proposition to star in the movie, Wood himself ended up taking 

the position of lead actor in Glen or Glenda. Glen or Glenda drives a crossdressing friendly 

narrative. Its aim is to give the recipient an insight and understanding that the behaviour is not 

of a deviant kind, hence the faux-documentary approach. Despite being tolerant towards 

cross-dress, it alienates the male homosexual and positions him as an abnormal character. One 

could propose the stigma of homosexuality due to the Kinsey report and homosexual fear 

propelled through McCarthyism of being the reason to position homosexuality as a deviancy 

beyond cross-dress as thus gaining leverage that cross-dress at least is not as deviant as the 

gay male. 

                                                
158 Telling the tale of a dying woman who wants to leave her apartment, The Sun Was Setting, is a rather 
melancholic piece closer to a study on existentialism than anything else, and taunts of something completely 
different that could have been in the cards for Ed Wood. 
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Nonetheless, being a crossdresser himself, Wood’s bias for the queer, the Other, calls for him 

to challenge heteronormative structures, hence through Glen or Glenda creating a personal 

film based on his, as well as the experiences of others. Some experiences of which I’d suggest 

he emulated and made part of his own lore. As Craig notes of Glen or Glenda, it was to 

become “an extraordinary, deeply personal polemic which pleaded tolerance of difference 

while cannily addressing some salient social issues of the guilt-ridden, soul-searching post-

war era”.159 

 

Following an opening seeing Bela Lugosi in a theatrical enactment echoing the villainy of his 

former performances, complete with thunder and lightning tropes, the stories of Glen or 

Glenda unfold. The action of Glen or Glenda progresses within flashbacks and narration 

through stories retold to Inspector Warren (Lyle Talbot) by Dr Alton (Timothy Farrell). Glen 

or Glenda deals with two main cases of gender conflicts, both of them male to female 

crossdressers.160 In the instigating circumstance, a deceased character, Patrick/Patricia, has 

committed suicide following his/her fourth arrest for crossdressing. “Let my body rest in 

death forever in the things I cannot wear in life” reads the suicide note, undeniably a political 

statement reflecting on the oppressive crossdressing laws, and also a prompt challenge to any 

suggestion of camp not being a political discourse. If one cannot live in the sartorial gender 

one desires for being constantly persecuted and arrested, then life holds no value. This initial 

incident leads Inspector Warren to visit Dr Alton as to gather an understanding of the 

crossdresser’s mind (using the term transvestite) and the path leading to his suicide. Dr Alton 

diverges into two stories. The first tale being that of Glen/Glenda (Ed Wood), a young man 

about to get married to fiancé Barbara (Dolores Fuller). Glen is suffering with the anxiety of 

how to go about his crossdressing persona Glenda. How this will affect their pending 

marriage, and how will Barbara react to the truth of his secret? Through the psychiatric help 

of Dr Alton, Glen finally succeeds in revealing, and suppressing his crossdressing persona, 

going on to live happily ever after, married with Barbara when she accepts Glen’s 

                                                
159 Craig, Ed Wood, mad genius, 23. 
160 There are in total nine individual instances of crossdressing in the film. Some through performance, others 
suggested through narration. The deceased character Patrick/Patricia (Walther Hadjwiecy), Glen/Glenda 
(Wood), a bearded male-female crossdresser reading a newspaper (Conrad Brooks as Connie Brooks), Glen’s 
friend Johnny (Charlie Crafts), who tells of his own unintentional outing to his wife, and finally Alan/Anne 
(Tommy Haynes) which are all onscreen depictions. Through the narration we learn of a character the narrator 
presents as a “rough tough individual wearing pink satin undies under his rough exterior clothing” and “your 
friend the milk man who knows how to find comfort at home”, two industrial workers Joe/Jack who we hear talk 
offscreen over stock-footage of their masculine workplace. Also two women stand in front of a judge talking of 
their husbands stretching their sweaters, and wearing ruffles on their shirts and shorts. 
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crossdressing. Dr Alton tells us that through the happy marriage, along with Barbara’s love 

and understanding, Glenda begins to disappear forever from Glen. The second story tells of 

Alan/Anne (Tommy Haynes) a man who never really felt comfortable in his body. His mother 

always wanted a girl, his father never cared. Dressing in female clothing Alan found 

satisfaction in his crossdressing, but then the War saw him drafted. During his time in the War 

he sports his female underwear under his uniform. After the War, in an army hospital 

recuperating from a wound, he learns of being a pseudohermaphrodite. After sessions with Dr 

Alton and researching sex-change operations, Alan comes to the decision of wanting to 

become a woman. The operation is performed and Alan, now Anne, goes about his new life as 

a woman, continuing his visits with Dr Alton to perfect his appearance and apparition as a 

woman. “Acting the woman and being the woman are two different things.” Having to learn 

how to do her hair, apply make-up, walk and pose like a female. “a lady is a lady, whatever 

the case may be” states Alton suggesting that gender is fixed, something that Wood would 

reconsider in later work. 

 

Two different cases with two entirely different happy endings. As Alton completes telling his 

story, Inspector Warren poses the question, “But what of the hundreds of other less 

unfortunate Glens the world over?” Lugosi returns to bookend the movie, repeating Warren’s 

question, Yes, what of the others? The less fortunate Glens’ the world over?” Dare I pose the 

question if we should be hearing, What about me? Ed Wood, unfortunate victim of gender 

conflicts.  

 

6.2 Debut Aesthetics  

Glen or Glenda is an eclectic mix of material. Theatrical staging, camp performances, stock-

footage, original material and voice-over narrations, all definitions of exploitation film as 

described by Schaeffer.161 But Glen or Glenda also introduces the undeniable traits of Ed 

Wood, stories told with a queer sensibility, posing a challenge to heteronormativity by use of 

crossdressing and questions of gender. Through the challenge, they also demand of us as an 

audience to reflect over heteronormative ignorance.  

 

Wood’s debut film comes off as a strange piece of cinema mixing genres, styles and 

                                                
161 Schaefer, ”Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!, 4-6. 
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fragmented stories. It is quite comprehendible to appreciate how it has become observed and 

partially discarded as an unserious piece of exploitation comedy. Despite reception and later 

resurgence as a cult movie, it was never intended to be comedic. Wood is, notwithstanding 

exploitation traits of low production value and lower quality aesthetics, fully serious in his 

discourse of acceptance for the gender confused. The way this is exemplified in Glen or 

Glenda is the approach to its narrative mimicking a documentary production, a device quite 

common within early exploitation cinema.162 Wood is using authority figures to discuss 

serious matters, and relying on these faux authoritarian figures to declare the seriousness of 

the subject at bay, that of crossdressing as not being a deviancy. 

 

6.3 Narrating Agents in Glen or Glenda  

Sarah Kozloff, delineating usage of voice-over in American fiction film turns to Gérard 

Genette’s reflections in Narrative Discourse when taking a defensive stance to the often-

criticized voice-over narration.163 Genette’s system discusses literary narratives, whereas 

Kozloff investigates if they can be used within film. I find myself in agreeance with Kozloff 

that this is applicable, and will thus use Genette’s system whilst discussing narrative discourse 

in the work of Ed Wood. The primary distinction Genette and Kozloff use is differentiating 

“narrators of the first level (the frame story)” and “embedded narrators who tell a story-

within-a-story, and doubly embedded narrators of a story-within-a-story-within-a-story”.164 

Genette uses the terminology “homodiegetic” for characters who are narrators within the story 

they relate. These characters are within the diegesis, within the world of the story being told. 

He further designates “heterodiegetic” for narrators who are not characters, but merely third-

person narrators. Although it is important to remember that all of the above-mentioned 

narrators are characters. What we need to resolve is to which level of embedment in the story 

they hold. The parable of the Russian doll is an excellent one, and one that certainly is 

applicable to Glen or Glenda with its multitude of narrators. 

 

                                                
162 Examples of such films are other cautionary tales, where exploitation hides under the guise of educational 
films are Marihuana (Dwain Esper, 1936), How to Undress in Front of Your Husband (Dwain Esper, 1937), 
Mom and Dad (William Beaudine, 1945), Child Bride (Harry Reiver, 1943), Too Hot To Handle (Lillian Hunt, 
1950). These films could plausibly have figured as inspiration for the documentary approach to the Jorgensen 
case that evolved into Glen or Glenda. 
163 Sarah Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers – Voice-over Narration in American Fiction Film (Berkley-Los Angeles-
London: University of California Press, 1988), 42. 
164 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 42. 
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Kozloff breaks down voice-over narration as follows “one recognizes voice-over speech – 

fragmentary though it may be – as narration on the basis of: first, certain linguistic clues; 

secondly, our intuitive knowledge of narrative structure; and finally, the entire context in 

which the speech arises”.165 Throughout Glen or Glenda, Wood relies on several narrating 

agents. Narrating agents being the voice driving the narration forth and aiding with insight. 

Kozloff argues that “behind the voice-over narrator there is another presence that supplements 

the nominal narrator’s vision, knowledge and storytelling powers”.166 She furthers this 

suggestion by deeming the “presence” to be “the narrating agent of all films”.167 This 

presence is often referred to as the author, the image maker, thus making the narration of Glen 

or Glenda the voice of Ed Wood. As we are about to see, narrators of Ed Wood films are all, 

always, carrying his agency through speaking for him. Asking acceptance and re-evaluation to 

gender issues being deviancies, and posing a challenge to heteronormativity.  

 

One could suggest the initial text plate of Glen or Glenda functioning as such a narrating 

agent too, establishing a reprimand for tolerance with the content we are about to see. Glen or 

Glenda opens with a neutral swaying orchestral music that sets a tone of classical Hollywood 

melodrama. The text plate positions the thematic of the “strange and curious”, the subject of 

crossdressing, rendering authenticity to the crossdressing performances in the piece, 

validating the realism and requesting the viewer not to be judgmental of the discourse about 

to be told: 
  

 In the making of this film, which deals with a strange and curious subject, no 

 punches have been pulled – no easy way out has been taken. Many of the smaller parts 

 are portrayed by persons who actually are, in real life, the characters they portray on 

 the screen. This is a picture of stark realism---taking no sides---but giving the facts---

 All the facts---as they are today…. You are society---JUDGE YE NOT….. 

 

Accepting that Glen or Glenda be the documentary it presents itself as being due to the 

linguistics and context of the opening text plate declaring realism and authenticity. It should 

be noted that not only in this documentary form does Wood rely on voice-over narration. He 

used it to such an extent, here and in other productions, that I would deem it an additional trait 

                                                
165 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 4. 
166 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 44. 
167 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 44. 
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of his storytelling toolbox. Where documentary would normally be supported by a 

commentary, several of Wood’s films rely on the voice-over as a supportive narrative device. 

They do not merely observe and comment, they add information, they push the story forward, 

and they establish situations otherwise lacking through the visuals. This is much a necessity 

for Wood’s aesthetics as numerous of his films where crafted from stock-footage, loose 

materials, fragmented scenes, and a lack of in-between segues that normally would carry forth 

the story narrative. Furthermore, a number of Wood’s films, rely on a first-person voice-over 

narration. Often, they are personal experiences or stories that are being told, thus the narrator 

supplying the characters oral statement from an offscreen position to the images we are taking 

part of. It is also of importance to pay attention to where and who is narrating, as Wood 

frequently shifts position, talking from multiple positions of narration. 

 

The first action after the credits are that of Bela Lugosi and his theatrical performance. 

Benshoff suggests that the casting of Lugosi affiliates the piece with monstrous signifiers. 

Wood enhances this with horror aesthetics such as lightning and thunder, portentous music 

and the cheap exploitation horror props of the spartan set. Benshoff aligns Lugosi, and the 

image of Lugosi, as being one of “a European mystery man, given to odd excesses, 

“decadence”, and the supernatural. […] never far from the stigma of racial Otherness”.168 

Benshoff further refers to the “homosocial/homosexual competition between two men over a 

woman (or a heterosexual couple)” in the Lugosi, Boris Karloff films of the thirties, 

suggesting a queer monstrous position through the homoerotic sadomasochistic themes 

central to their collaborations in the horror genre.169 It is feasible that Wood through a queer 

sensibility had picked up on the camp rhetoric, hence wanting Lugosi to star in his movie. 

Lugosi, as a queer monster representative.  

 

Unlike radio and cinema, early television had the possibility to place the action of the moving 

image within the recipients living room. Productions relied on on-screen narrators who could 

“talk straight at the camera all the time, through it, straight to the viewer” creating a bond 

with the audience.170 As anthological radio drama serials transitioned into televised 

adaptations, the shows often featured an on-screen narrator greeting the audience and acting 

as something of a host “to give a capsule description of the program’s premise (an abstract 

                                                
168 Benshoff, Monsters in the Closet, 60. 
169 Benshoff, Monsters in the Closet, 62. 
170 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 35. 
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and orientation to new viewers”.171 Shows like Lights Out (1934-1947 as radio drama, 1946-

1952 in its initial Television adaptation), The Boris Karloff Mystery Playhouse (1949), and 

Gang Busters (1936-1957 as radio drama, 1952-1953 as television) relied upon this method. 

This became a trope that would continue through out much anthology television in shows like 

Rod Sterling’s The Twilight Zone, (1959-1964) Hitchcock’s Alfred Hitchcock Presents (1955-

1965) to the likes of Orson Welles Great Mysteries (1973-1974) and Tales from the Crypt 

(1989-1996). 

 

One could argue that there was a need to create an intimacy between the transmitted narrative 

and the recipient as to further the audience investment with the narration, something which 

was enhanced through the on-screen narrator. This is arguably something that Wood relies 

upon with Lugosi in Glen or Glenda, positioning Lugosi as a familiar host of peculiarities 

under review, the omnipresent godlike figure looking in on mankind. Though, whereas Bela 

Lugosi is the star of the piece, his function is merely one of acting as a heterodiegetic frame 

narrator. He narrates from a position that is outside of the story’s main boundary. He will send 

off this vessel, occasionally interpose, only to receive and close the piece at the culmination. 

Lugosi’s dialogue holds a mystical tone, an omnipotent entity that primarily looks down upon 

the action taking place. From his position outside the boundaries of the frame of the film, he 

comments on the events. Although what he is proclaiming is that it is time to stop fearing the 

new, and accept the signs of the times. A metaphoric suggestion of openness towards the 

crossdresser. 

 

We cut to stock-footage of a street, where Lugosi soon appears in the above half through a 

split-screen. This is what I refer to as Lugosi being outside of the frame, his phantasmagorical 

body forced down upon the images of the main narrative through the split-screen, rendering it 

an unrealistic image separated from the documentary narrative. The dialogue he delivers 

through the split onscreen narration to the images is of importance. “People. All going 

somewhere. All with their own thoughts, their own ideas. All with their own personalities. 

One is wrong because he does right. One is right because he does wrong. Pull the strings! 

Dance to that which one is created for”. This part of Lugosi’s introductory monologue is often 

recited with the focus on the “Pull the strings!” line being used as an argument for him being 

a godlike persona. Although approaching Glen or Glenda with the queer sensibility reasoned 

                                                
171 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 35. 
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herein, I would find it feasible that the lines “All with their own personalities. One is wrong 

because he does right. One is right because he does wrong” are the important lines. This is 

Wood, instantly making a claim to being a deviant from heteronormativity, an Other, “doing 

wrong”, but nevertheless a person simply abiding his personality, and the time to accept this 

deviancy has come.  

 

This is followed by the introduction of Inspector Warren. Inspector Warren holds the position 

reflecting the audience. He is not a narrator, however, he is part of the primary story, 

functioning as our external identificatory investigator. He has a curiosity, he wants to 

understand, and acts as an agent for the spectators. An onscreen mouthpiece unfamiliar with 

the topic, hence posing questions such as those which will lead Dr Alton to delve into the 

discussion of transvestism, of which I as noted earlier will refer to as cross-dress when not in 

the context of the film.  

 

The dead woman in the room is revealed to be a man through a double embedded story. 

Patrick/Patricia’s “voice of the dead” narration within the embedded story of Inspector 

Warren not only reveals the illusionary gender as signified through the female clothing. It is 

also our first encounter with the crossdressing themes of the film. Thus, rendering Patricia 

double embedded as we lift another shell of the Russian doll, heterodiegetic as he/she is not 

crucial to the story being related, merely a progressive agent to lead Warren to Alton. Story-

wise, Wood is setting the scene for crossdressing at the time of the piece. A political discourse 

outlining an illegal activity where some would rather choose death over the oppression 

bestowed upon the practitioners.   

 

Through the introduction of Dr Alton, he becomes our homodiegetic embedded narrator. He 

is very much part of the tales he is about to tell through the position of retelling the stories. He 

becomes so through his voice-over narration to the spectator/Inspector Warren, with the 

agency of writer/image-maker Wood to explain, and perhaps change our opinion about the 

behaviour. Dr Alton being the embedded narrator holds a power-position within the narrative, 

as Kozloff writes, “[v]oice-over narration has been used in so many films precisely in order to 

‘naturalize’ the strangeness of the image-maker, to link filmic narration to everyday, dinner-

time storytelling […] as spectators, we tumble for the ruse again and again”.172 This is the 

                                                
172 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 48. 
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reason for Wood to position an authority figures to present the cases of crossdressing. Dr 

Alton provides us with unbiased, scientific evidence in the cases of Glen/Glenda, Alan/Anne.  

 

Glen and Alan are homodiegetic characters within the doubly embedded story told by Dr 

Alton. Although they do not actually narrate through voice-over within the movie, they are 

corporeal representations of the plight of gender confusion and psychological subjugation of 

said confusion. Through his dialogue, Glen struggles with the conflicting positions of being in 

the homonormative or a heteronormative of his personas Glen, or Glenda.  

 

Opening the Russian doll metaphor further, Glen, who as part of Dr Alton’s doubly embedded 

story-within-a-story, visits his friend, Johnny (Charlie Craft). Johnny digresses on his own 

flashback-within-the-flashback creating a threefold embedded story to Glen of his own outing 

as a crossdresser. Being a part within Dr Alton’s story of Glen, where Johnny is part of Glen’s 

story, Johnny becomes homodiegetic. Kozloff notes, “[h]omodiegetic narrators may focalize 

their texts through anyone they chose at any given point without indiscretion”.173 This is what 

repetitively takes place in Glen or Glenda, a fragmented, multi narrator discourse sent off and 

signed by the personal innermost concepts of Ed Wood’s non-conformity to gender binaries. 

 

Though primarily retelling the account of Glen/Glenda, Alan/Anne’s tales of crossdressing 

and solutions to their situations, we, through Dr Alton’s narration, witness interactions 

between secondary characters outside of the narratives, although still interactions that will 

drive a narration of crossdressing and gender. These characters, frequently off-screen 

performances, are presented through voice-over enactments. Figures which Kozloff would 

deem “micro-narrators”, characters whose stories make up a small percentage of the text.  

Dr Alton leads forth to them via a discussion of the modern world (one where gender 

corrective surgery is a possibility) as the micro narrators question such procedures like we 

once questioned airplanes and cars. Off-screen through voiceover performance, two women 

stand in front of a judge, bemoaning the fact that their husbands have stretched out their 

sweaters, wear ruffles on their shirts and shorts, even their briefs. A male operative is seen 

working on a railroad signal, a milkman goes about his work. Dr Alton narrates these 

sequences of stock-footage posing the question of we would expect these hard-working men 

to be wearing female underwear? Which we are to understand them as doing.  

                                                
173 Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, 47. 
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Stock-footage of an industrial steel plant where glowing hot iron rods are pushed back and 

forth through a forge as part of iron bar construction is used to situate a discourse between 

two male characters. It is all narrated through off-screen voice-over by two male micro-

narrators. They discuss the sex change newspaper headline, “World Shocked by Sex 

Change!”, that appears continuously throughout the movie. One of the men is for, the other 

against. This, a workplace set amateur psychology and political discussion ends with a 

surprise twist. Rob Craig reads the stock-footage as to talk of genital symbolism and 

heterosexual experiences with the iron rod being phalluses and the hot furnaces vaginas.174 A 

feasible interpretation, yet I’d suggest that the imagery is coincidental, merely stock-footage 

Wood used as an illustration of dangerous, macho masculinity of an enduring workplace. 

Instead, this is Wood sneaking in other secrets just like Glen/Glenda’s secret of the main 

narrative. The discussion the workers have is a micro discussion of trying to understand the 

problem of society and acceptance of crossdressing. The final twist comes as the men bid 

each other farewell. Joe says, “See you tomorrow Jack.”. Jack replies, “Yeah, so long Joe, 

until tomorrow” but it is with a woman’s voice. The sequence is short, but undoubtedly one 

that is to declare that crossdressers can be found anywhere, even in the hot sweaty masculine 

steel plants of industrial suburban America. Although, let us remain with the scene for a short 

moment. If we read the metaphoric imagery as Craig would suggest, as genitalia, and consider 

the seductive female voice of Jack, who we know to be male, at the end of their dialogue, 

what is there to suggest that the imagery is not that of a homosexual metaphor? Could the 

genital representations not both be male? Could Wood have hidden a same-sex sex metaphor 

within the narrative, through a camp visualization? Taking into consideration that the film is 

one of deception; documentary deception, gender deception, and also that Wood’s 

representation of himself through Glen/Glenda also one of deception, as he was not cured 

through psychoanalytic sessions but remained a crossdresser, then why would not this 

metaphoric montage also be deceptive? This would also render the positioning of 

homosexuality at the bottom of the deviant hierarchy deceptive too would it not? 

 

All of the voice-narration, no matter what form it takes, serves one main agency; that of 

defending Wood’s crossdressing and attempting to steer it away from the perspective of being 

a deviant behaviour. As transmitter of the texts embedded in various forms of narration, 

Wood is the dispatcher with a goal and ambition to provide insight and tolerance. As Kozloff 
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writes, “if the narrator’s commentary and the scenic presentation are disparate enough, the 

viewer will gradually nullify his or her contract with the narrating voice and realize that the 

story is actually being presented by a wiser, heterodiegetic image-maker”. This is where we 

find Edward D. Wood, Jr. 

 

6.4 The Green Dragon 

A small detail that quickly sweeps past in Glen or Glenda is Lugosi’s line, “Beware the of the 

big green dragon that sits on your doorstep”. This line of dialogue leads into the surreal 

nightmare before Glen decides to tell Barbara of his crossdressing. In this dream Glen 

envisions himself encountering the Devil. The dream sees him moving towards Barbara in his 

male guise only for Barbara to reluctantly pull back as Glen has transformed to Glenda. 

Barbara becomes trapped under a fallen tree in their living room. As Glenda, Glen is unable to 

remove the tree. Transforming back to Glen he succeeds in lifting the tree, and the couple 

walk in front of a priest who weds the two. The Devil stands in the periphery laughing. The 

image cuts to a close up of Lugosi, who repeats his “Beware of the Green Dragon” as a close 

up of Glen sees him shivering. The symbolism of the piece works elegantly, declaring that 

there are resistances to Glen’s female persona, and not until he rids himself of them, will he 

be able to function as a man, ergo compliancy with the heteronormative structure. This may 

seem an odd thing for a director with an agenda to promote non-heteronormative issues. 

Although what Wood is doing is showing that crossdressing is a medical condition that can be 

cured. It is not a deviancy, it is a condition, and should thus be accepted as that. Perhaps being 

constrained by laws, politics and the times of the production, Wood could not let his 

characters remain within the queer position at the conclusion of the piece. However, through 

discussing the topics he could drive a queer rhetoric, something that he would progress and 

release more freely in Take It Out in Trade. If a heteronormative audience were to empathize 

with the plight of the crossdresser, they would have had a queer experience, although there 

need be a heteronormative finale as not to alienate them. The depiction of Glen’s disruptive 

psyche is well represented through the nightmare. After being honest with Barbara and 

himself, a classic Glen or Glenda scene takes place. Barbara removes her angora sweater and 

hands it to Glen. Through her approval of his gender preference, he can also find peace, even 

if it is one that leads to him reverting to the hegemony of a patriarchal structure when he 

finally phases out Glenda and marries Barbara. But it is about to get stranger. I will return to 

this shortly as we discuss sex in Glen or Glenda. The “Green Dragon” line, repeated several 
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times at the conclusion of the Glen/Glenda chapter works as a metaphor for heteronormative 

sexuality. It is this of which Glen, through Lugosi’s frame narrator, is being warned to be 

aware of. The arc of said metaphor will not become clear until Wood directs Take It Out in 

Trade seventeen years later. Non the less, Glen succumbs to the Green Dragon as he finally 

reverts to heteronormativity. 

 

6.5 Gender Issues  

Glen or Glenda promotes gender subversions and opposition to heteronomy through its queer 

aesthetics and crossdressing thematic. Glen or Glenda presents corporeal crossdressers 

through the actors, many of which the opening title card suggests be authentic. It does so 

through the embedded voice-over narration lifting forth the suggestion that cross-dress not be 

as deviant a behaviour as presumed. Nor are the situations of gender counteractions played for 

comedic effect as I have discussed earlier. A case in point of this is a scene where we see a 

woman concealed behind a newspaper. Only when she folds down the paper as to reveal 

herself be a bearded man in female dress do we realize the gender confusion. Dr Alton 

suggests that if we met this person on the street, we would probably laugh. This is the rhetoric 

that propels the argument of crossdressing not being a deviancy, and Wood never, despite 

reception, mocks those of another gender or sartorial system. This adheres to the earlier 

suggestion of Annette Kuhn on crossdressing that “what appears natural […] reveals itself as 

artifice”.175 Despite the film being one of a sartorial discourse, it is primarily in this scene 

Wood enters discussion with the facts of the challenge and complexity of gender confusion 

through fixed gender binaries. Something he does through visual representation concealing 

truths from the audience. The other cases we know are men, although here, we see woman 

and we interpret woman. Yet the truth is to reveal something else. Presumably one of non-

conformity that will be mocked by a society that struggles with acceptance of the fluid gender 

of the crossdresser. 

 

6.6 Sex in Glen or Glenda 

There is no onscreen sex depicted in Glen or Glenda, although alluringly through editing and 

metaphors, as suggested above. However, during the nightmare, Glen has when confronting 

                                                
175 Kuhn, The Power Of the Image, 49. 
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his truths, we curiously find a segment of softcore, flirtatious pinup erotica. A man looms 

over a woman laid on a couch and lashes at her with a whip. A second woman stands in a 

doorway, seductively summoning. She is dressed in undergarments barely containing her 

breasts. A third woman tears off her dress and dances seductively. We cut to a shot of Glen 

pulling back in shock, and static images of Lugosi as if watching what is progressing. The 

third woman ties the second to a pole, the couch woman writhers erotically, open mouth, 

pushing her hips into the air. The third woman sneaks forth and ties the couch woman’s arms 

as a game of rope bondage commences. After a shot of Lugosi, a fourth woman in white 

transparent underwear is laid on the couch. She too writhes seductively, as a darkly clothed 

man appears. Forcefully he wrestles the woman until she gives in to him, and they violently 

embrace on the couch.  

 

This segment is troublesome. It not only positions Lugosi as a grand voyeur peeking from his 

outer narrative frame, but it also forces a heterosexual code of sexuality, seduction and 

domination fantasies into the piece otherwise homonormatively positive. The footage is very 

typical of fifties exploitation erotica and was inserted into the film through stipulation of 

producer George Weiss.176 Whilst unquestionably posing their own gender dynamics, the 

erotic pinup performers do adhere to a strict heteronormative sexuality. Simultaneously, the 

strong shock reactions of Glen pulling back in repulsion within the context of the montage 

could function as a camp signifier that Glen, the onscreen proxy Wood, questions the violence 

and brutality of heteronormative sexuality, which thus would signify homonormativity being 

the more affectionate, peaceful alternative. Glen’s reaction is as if to question, and that is 

what you call normal? 

 

Annette Kuhn on interpreting pornography writes, “[t]he conventions of pinup photography 

work to construct the body, usually the female body, as a spectacle: and the female body is a 

spectacle because of parts of it – the parts that say ‘this is a woman’ – are pleasurable to look 

at“.177 Arguably the female performers in the dream are harsh contrasts to the women the 

male performers are attempting to imitate through their crossdressing. Here we find a 

sexuality that a male audience of the time could comprehend. Located at the placement of 

Glen’s gender confused nightmare, they enhance the patriarchal dominance, and perhaps this 

erotic interlude is what helps push Glen back into heteronormativity. 

                                                
176 Grey, Nightmare of Ecstasy, 46-48. 
177 Kuhn. The Power Of the Image, 38. 
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An ironic usage of femininity, inserted into a discourse that has dealt with male-to-female 

imitation making a stern point that no matter how hard they try, the men in Glen or Glenda, 

will never be real women, hence therefore also inhibiting the possibility of sexual 

engagement, adhering to the fear of homosexuality through the female sexuality. The sexually 

violent content reaffirms masculinity and patriarchy through the mastery of male dominance, 

“[s]ado-mascochistic pornography re-enacts a master-slave scenario of sex-as-power: so that, 

for example, where women are subjected to sexual violence, mastery is constructed as 

operating on the side of the masculine”, counterbalancing the gender crisis as depicted 

throughout Glen or Glenda.178 

 

I would propose that Ed Wood succeeded in promoting a gender fluid, homonormative 

discourse with Glen or Glenda as told through a queer sensibility. An empathetic advance to 

his subject matter is driven through the authoritarian narration and psychoanalytical approach 

to the subject. Possibly restrained through heteronormative conventions of the production, 

characters do realign with heteronormativity, through psychoanalysis and reproductive 

surgery. Homosexuality is positioned as the real deviancy, though metaphorically included. 

Male-female sex is proven to be the true object of desire. Although the detour taken opens up 

a discourse into a realm previously unapproached as frankly and openly as Glen or Glenda 

approached its subject matter.   

  

                                                
178 Kuhn. The Power Of the Image, 46. 
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6.7 The ‘Comeback’ - Take It Out in Trade  

 “A year ago, I made my first film in the nudie racket. It was called Take It Out in Trade, and 

although it may be classified with an X rating, I kept away from any sexual contacts simply so 

that I wouldn't be lying in faking such a scene. It is simply filled with pretty naked girls which 

any private eye might meet. But I was able to make it real, and filmed it in real localities. This 

one will not be turned away from the box office.”179 

Edward D. Wood, Jr. Sensual Films, 1971 

 

Why did Ed Wood return to directing movies after a nine-year absence during which he 

dedicated much of his time writing screenplays for other filmmakers, performing bit parts, 

and scribing many of his pulp novels and articles, a majority of them with queer content?180 I 

would suggest three possible motivators. Wood had performed in two films directed by 

Joseph F. Robertson, The Love Feast, and Mrs. Stone’s Thing, where he appeared in cross-

dress, although as a comedic figure in somewhat demeaning portrayals, not as an Ed Wood 

alter-ego. So, his onscreen crossdressing was active, though perhaps not in a way he would 

have governed over the performance himself.181 Second; if we opt that Wood was housing a 

queer sensibility, it could be feasible that the gay and crossdressing community leading the 

Stonewall Riots of June 1969 motivated Wood to reclaim his crossdressing alter-ego from the 

ridicule and comedic performances it had figured in at this time. Benshoff writes, “the topic 

of homosexuality reached unprecedented levels of cultural visibility during the period 

immediately before and after the Stonewall Rebellion”.182 Why would Ed Wood not want to 

be visible, and part of the revolution he had suggested through Glen or Glenda in 1953? The 

third reason would be two feature films backed by a major studio. In 1969, 20th Century Fox 

announced a duo of films with a queer content, Myra Breckinridge based on Gore Vidal’s 

                                                
179 Take It Out in Trade was featured in distributor MarJon Films Distributors catalogue, although the film was 
never released and screened sparingly.  Exploitation historian Frank Henenlotter theorises that the “homosexual 
fear” and the queer content might have been an alienating factor on the AGFA Take It Out in Trade Blu-Ray 
release.  
180 The camp and queer themes found in Wood’s films, are often prevalent in his association with exploitation 
filmmaker Stephen C. Apostolof, (a.k.a. A.C. Stephens), whom Wood collaborated with on eight motion 
pictures. 
181 Many of the films Wood scripted, or co-scripted in this later phase, do feature queer themes, however often 
repressed. Possibly due to collaboration, and the partnership at the time not allowing the full expansion of the 
characters as Wood would have preferred. One can through these films trace how the queer content is either used 
as a comedic effect or an alienating feature. It is also apparent that these themes are phased out and toned down 
through the years. In his own films, Take It Out in Trade (1970), Necromania: A Tale of Weird Love (1971), 
Nympho Cycler (1971) and The Young Marrieds (1972) Wood to some extent reclaims his queer themes assuring 
that they are presented in a non-demeaning way. 
182 Benshoff, Monsters in the Closet, 182. 
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1968 satirical book challenging assumed norms of sexuality and gender. The second film, a 

sequel to Mark Robson’s successful adaptation of Jaqueline Susan’s Valley of the Dolls. This 

was Beyond the Valley of the Dolls, scribed by film critic Roger Ebert and director Russ 

Meyer.183 Meyer, a pioneer of the nudie cuties through his humoristic sexploitation films, and 

breast-fetishist content. It is feasible that the knowledge of these two movies being in 

production, and other suggestions noted, enticed Wood to direct his own campy, sexploitation 

comedy.  

 

If the ambition was to mimic Russ Meyer’s sexploitation comedy and nudie schtick, that often 

relied on non-linear juxtapositions, ferociously fast edits, and crude audio cues to accompany 

nudity and sex for a fast laugh, Wood does not quite apply them with the same skill as Meyer. 

Nevertheless, it is of importance that when Wood did return to feature films with Take It Out 

in Trade in 1970, it saw him revive his crossdressing persona that had not appeared on screen 

since Glen or Glenda, and attend to his subject matters head-on.  

 

The camp rhetoric Wood previously relied upon for discourse had at the time transformed. It 

had shifted to become mainstream and popular, exemplified through the 20th Century Fox 

productions mentioned above. In its place camp, post-Stonewall, appears in the form of an 

“ironic nostalgia” as Caryl Flinn explains when discussing the death of camp.184 Flinn further 

points to Andrew Ross’s argument that camp post-Stonewall gains momentum through 

“’eclipsed capacity’ of artifacts (or conventions) of ‘a much earlier mode of production’ that 

‘become available, in the present, for redefinition according to contemporary codes of 

taste.’”185 Wood’s challenges towards heteronormativity could continue, alongside other 

political questions he intended to pay attention to. This took place through Take It Out in 

Trade being constructed as an ironic camp parody of what Wood perceived a nudie film to be 

based off the success of Meyer’s, and others, nudie cuties and a gradually progressing rise of 

the explicit pornographic film. 

 

One could best describe Take It Out in Trade as a sexploitation comedy. A noir pastiche, 

where a seedy private investigator, Mac McGregor (Michael Donovan O’Donnel), is assigned 

                                                
183 Myra Breckinridge was in production mid-1969 and released on 24 June1970. Beyond the Valley of the Dolls 
was announced in August 1969 and released 17 June 1970. Ed Wood shot Take It Out in Trade between 14-16 
January 1970. 
184 Flinn, “The Deaths of Camp”, 56. 
185 Flinn, “The Deaths of Camp”, 56. 
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the task of locating Shirley (Donna Stanley) by her parents Mrs. and Mr. Frank Riley (the 

later played by Duke More, a Wood regular). His investigation takes him on a voyeuristic 

journey where he spies on nude women in intimate situations. In between bouts of scopophilia 

he interrogates drug-addicted prostitute Sleazy Masie Rumpeldink (Nona Carver, in a 

portrayal that forebodes John Water’s gallery of female characters that refuse to conform to 

heteronormative cinematic beauty), crossdressing Alicia, (Wood) who he violently slaps 

around, and the gender fluid couple Henry and Paul. Following a final lead, he finds himself 

being wrestled and dominated by the ladies of Madame Penny’s before Shirley, who has been 

residing at Madame Penny’s all along, presents herself to him. He takes her home, but 

Shirley’s parents refuse to pay, “Well, then I’m going to take it out in trade!”, he blurts as he 

carries off a giggling Shirley. This culminating scene, renders the entire film becoming a 

deceitful eighty-minute build to this final line. We are simply left with a dirty joke pay-off 

encapsulating the title. 

 

6.8 Comeback Aesthetics, Nothing has Changed 

Take It Out in Trade was shot by sexploitation cinematographer Hal Guthu whom Wood had 

earlier worked with on Love Feast and who he would reunite with for Necromania: A Tale of 

Weird Love the following year. Wood edited the film himself. A composition of stock-footage 

and material shot in and around various locations of L.A. doused with library music. 

Undeniably this movie is a creation of low production value, poor technical quality, cheap 

sets and plentiful of stock-footage, used overtly repetitive.  

 

The editing pace is quite swift, with many cutaways to situations persuasively trying to make 

us laugh, something that also is significant of Russ Meyer’s editing aesthetics. There is also 

the possibility that there was a concern of the narrative not succeeding in keeping the 

attention of the audience, hence leaning into yet another Meyer trait of blitzing the film with 

nudity on any given occasion. After all, this was intended as a nudie film. Or was it? 

 

Giving credit where credit is due, I feel obliged to point to the simplistic, although efficient, 

way Wood combines stock footage of airports and airplanes with iconographic posters of the 

worldwide locations McGregor travels to. The montage flows as follows; a cab pulls into an 

airport terminal, an airplane takes off, a travel ad poster is seen. A Mountie for Canada, skiing 

for Norway, pedestals and archways for Rome, Italy. The sign of an air company terminal 
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shot is used, such as Japan Airlines, Air Canada, before cutting to back to McGregor going 

about his task, presumably in the destination as a location correct music plays on the 

soundtrack. The same formulaic and visual depictions of travel are still used in film today. 

Any cinematic travel will most likely include a sequence of three stock-shots to signify 

conveyance to a new location. If the location is France, Paris, one shot will be the Eifel 

Tower. Travels to the United Kingdom will include Big Ben and/or The London Eye, trips to 

Rome will have a shot of the Coliseum. There will be a few bars of French-accented 

accordion music, or Rule Britannia on the soundtrack to further indicate where we are. An 

easy and efficient way to signify relocation, and one where Wood effectively uses cheap 

footage and props he could have accessed at a nearby travel agent to help with the narrative 

flow of the film.  

 

Wood stays true to his exploitation aesthetics. The piece is constructed from many of 

Schaefer’s categorizing elements. Thematically we find sex, prostitution, vice and drug use, 

but also Wood’s recurrent challenges to heteronormativity. Although perhaps not as deviant 

as it was at one point in time, we find crossdressing, gender fluidity, and female 

homosexuality showing Wood’s positive embrace of the queer community in the same 

fashion he openly discussed crossdressing in Glen or Glenda.  

 

6.9 Narrating Agents in Take It Out in Trade 

Abiding the constructs of storytelling, Take It Out in Trade follows a noir formula. McGregor 

ventures to different locations, conducting interviews and trying to follow leads, occasionally 

being thrown off his path in his search for Shirley Riley. Imitating noir films, we hear an 

embedded, homodiegetic voice-over narration by McGregor to let us in on thoughts and 

assisting narrative information of what is happening, often set to the same stock-footage.  

 

Unlike the complexity of the narrating agents in Glen or Glenda, those of Take It Out in 

Trade are more of a simple kind. As is common in his works, a frame narrator is used to 

establish an introductory setup. Over a montage crosscutting footage of Los Angeles 

International Airport against the teasing of nudity soon to be seen in the feature, we hear a 

heterodiegetic frame narration read by Wood himself. The first half of this introductory voice-

over could be interpreted as a political letter to Los Angeles, whereas the second a defensive 

speech for the nudity featured in the film: 
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This has always been my kind of town. Rugged, mighty, powerful, big, sprawling. 

Fog, smog and a good quantity of consumed drug. A real mess. A million- and one-

half stories motivated by every sundown, most harbouring some kind of sexual 

implication. Show me a person, man or woman, who can say that sex doesn’t enter 

their mind more than they care to admit, and I’ll show you a dead human.  

 

The critique of L.A. as a mess could be read as an industry critique. This critique is 

suggestive, however, I find it feasible to read it as such, considering a later passage narrated 

by McGregor, that also warns of the of the big city where dreams come to be shattered, or 

worse. A sly comment of the exploitation of young women seeking success in the City of 

Lights, “I wonder how any pretty young broad can give up her comfortable surroundings to 

settle in the big city, where jobs for such girls can be damned illusive […] the lucky few, if 

they may be called lucky, find their way to the doorstep of Madame Penny’s“. 

 

This echoes comments Wood wrote in reflections upon the industry in his anecdotal and 

biographic book Hollywood Rat Race in 1965: 

 

I can tell you that very few people ever get their first break in Hollywood, New York, 

or anywhere else in the world, without being chased around a desk or two – or three or 

four – by some grubby-handed producers. That goes not only for the girls, but also for 

the boys. I don’t mean by women producers, there are very few women producers.186 

 

Wood seemingly has an awareness of a predatory behaviour in the film industry, and although 

part of it himself, he calls it out.  

 

After the initial stock-footage/nudity introduction segment we land on a makeshift movie set. 

A few redheads and a tungsten light are seen behind the silhouette of two undressed women 

and McGregor sitting on a director’s chair. McGregor is now to become our first-person 

narrator who picks up the narrative baton in an attempt of performativity echoing classic noir 

pieces:  

 

                                                
186 Wood, Jr. Hollywood Rat Race, 79. 
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Sex, that’s where I come in. Dead or alive, sex is always in need of my services. A 

service to which I sincerely apply myself wholeheartedly. Sometimes even in the 

daylight hours. As in the story I will tell to you now. A case from the many in my 

files, the files of Mac MacGregor private eye. For I am the chaser… 

 

As we will understand during the course of the film, the voice-over is primarily Wood’s tool 

to patch and shape the footage into some sort of coherent narrative, occasionally being 

nothing more than a set up for crude jokes, visualized either by nudity, or repetitive use of 

footage unrelated to the narration. Wood’s use of the narrative voice-over here does not match 

that of the complexity of Glen or Glenda, although here his topics take more of a centre stage.  

 

In the context of this thesis, the takeaway moments of Take It Out in Trade, are Wood 

returning to his crossdressing persona, a gender fluid couple, and a female collective which 

one could suggest Wood being pro-feminist in his approach to. Though as often with Wood, it 

is a twofold one: male gazey, though still feminist through subversion. 

 

6.10 Alicia Defeats the Green Dragon 

Take It Out in Trade sees the return of Wood performing as a crossdressing persona within his 

own narrative context. This time as Alicia, as he has given his alter ego namesake Shirley to 

Donna Stanley’s character. Alicia, wearing blonde bob haircut, is confronted by McGregor to 

whom she questions, “What green-eyed monster sent you?” I find this to be a direct referent 

to Glen or Glenda where Lugosi warns Glen/Glenda to “beware the green dragon”. Narration 

I have proposed being a metaphoric threat of heterosexuality. Also, being ‘green-eyed’ is a 

Shakespearian allegory for jealousy or envy, suggesting that Wood finally content in his 

gender binary through cross-dress, proposes a heteronormative jealously against bi- or 

homosexual freedom that strives against the patriarchal hegemony.  

 

The dialogue makes many one-liner referents to Shirley, to which shots of a nude Shirley 

moving up or down the staircase at Madame Penny’s is accompanied by a descending or 

ascending xylophone audio cue on the soundtrack, a further example of the Meyer aesthetics I 

insinuate Wood adopted. Eventually, McGregor lures Alicia to reveal what he knows of 

Shirley’s whereabout through the threat of violence. “I’m sure I could make you eat those 

rubber falsies before you could scream one high note” threatens Mac. Thunder and lightning, 
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an as mentioned often used Wood device, flash and bang on screen. A device once used as a 

horror trait, although now part of an evolved camp. Its usage here adheres to camp because of 

being an “artifact past its prime”, a cheap trick of a former time, “the outmoded, the out of 

date”.187  Mac’s threat leads Alicia to disclose Paul and Henry. Alicia remorsefully cries, 

“They are nice, nice boys”. “If you like Boys!”, blasts Mac. A concealed homonormative 

narrative suggesting that Wood as a representative of effeminate homonormativity has 

embraced his possible bi-sexuality unlike the heteronormative masculine of McGregor. The 

scene also works as a reveal of true gender as McGregor snatches the blonde wig from 

Wood’s head revealing his dark short hair concealed beneath 

 

Newton notes that revealing attributes of deception are a common move when sartorial 

systems and the “self” are in opposition and the appearance is needed to be shown as an 

illusion. “[A] standard impersonation maneuver is to pull out one ‘breast’ and show it to the 

audience. A more drastic step is taking off the wig”.188 The fact of Alicia being a man 

crossdressing as female is obvious, so the act of the reveal has little effect. Without the 

context referents of Wood’s canon, the performance is for the uninitiated merely one of 

oddity. Within the contextual canon, it is an act of not falling out of character, which is of 

importance, to differ the performance from that of Glen or Glenda.  

 

Notwithstanding the abuse at the hands of McGregor, I observe the Alicia reveal moment as 

one of triumph for Wood. The character of Alicia does not need revert to his male gender but 

can stay content within his female gender through the crossdressing. This despite McGregor’s 

attempt to un-gender, or revert Alicia’s gender, through the removal of the wig. Instead, 

Alicia calls ahead to Paul and Henry to warn them of McGregor’s forthcoming approach, thus 

coming victorious out of the confrontation as an active character. As Alicia, an imitation of 

woman, Wood is still posing a threat to the patriarchal misogyny represented through 

McGregor. This unlike Glen who eventually succumbs to passiveness and deconstructs 

Glenda as to live heteronormatively with his wife.  

 

There is a second brief scene of crossdressing I want to discuss within Take It Out in Trade. 

This sees McGregor up to his voyeuristic acts, as he sneaks up to spectate what we presume to 

be a woman getting changed. Her back is towards the camera. McGregor looks on through a 

                                                
187 Flinn, “The Deaths of Camp”, 55. 
188 Newton, Mother Camp, 101. 
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few plants hiding his presence. The woman turns around only to reveal herself as being an 

unshaven Wood in female underwear. This scene is troublesome as I find this to be a reversal 

and semantic betrayal of the ‘surprise gender’ moment in Glen or Glenda. Whereas we are 

lectured of our ignorance and reprimanded for our laughing in Glen or Glenda, this is clearly 

a coy moment for laughter. Although, at the same time we need to take into consideration that 

it could be Wood’s rhetorical discourse suggesting gender to be fluid, and merely interpreted 

by perception. Thus, the joke is on us for subjecting the ‘female’ character to the male gaze.  

 

6.11 Gender Issues, Paul and Henry 

At first appearance, Paul and Henry appear to be two young men, as signified through the 

masculine names. Yet, as we watch the scene it becomes apparent that Paul, holding the 

masculine position of the two, is in fact, a crossdressing woman imitating man. We also 

realize that Henry may be transsexual, as there are accents of a feminine body, although the 

deep masculine voice. The corporeal presentation could be a drag performance. It could also 

be reconstructive surgery. In a later dining scene, Henry adheres further to his feminine side, 

and is seen wearing a white dress, confirming the illusion of woman.  

  

Our initial interpretation of Paul and Henry as a male/male couple is corrupted, as we come to 

the insight that this is a male/female couple with switched gender roles. Their names signify 

and suggest that they are male. Although corporal, they are women, if we accept Henry as a 

transsexual man in transition, not in consistency with his sex, representing himself as woman. 

Mirroring Glen or Glenda, Henry is the Alan/Anne of Take It Out in Trade, man surgically 

reconstructed as woman. Paul is Glenda, sex roles switched. It is a semantic victory for 

homonormativity, as we find two characters of gender fluidity leading a happy life outside of 

heteronormativity as which is forced upon the gender fluid characters of Glen or Glenda. 

I have chosen to read them as neither gender. Their confusion opens up an in-between space, 

neither male nor female. The placement of Paul and Henry, follow Judith Butler’s suggestion 

that gender is fluid, and through the performances of Paul and Henry, Wood succeeds to 

“establish that ‘reality’ is not as fixed as we generally assume it to be”.189 The gender 

signifiers are disrupted resulting in a deconstruct of gender binaries, hence resulting in a 

                                                
189 Butler, Gender Trouble, xxv. 
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fluidity of gender that Paul and Henry represent. 

 

Rather than voice-over narration, which completely vanishes once McGregor encounters Paul 

and Henry, dialogue carries Wood’s queer agency here. “We’ve been married for two years 

now, no one can steal our action” says Paul before kissing his partner. In a context of them 

being of the same gender, male or female, this is a clear mockery of laws prohibiting same 

sex activities and marriage. Arguably we could debate the fact of actual sex vs. gender 

representation on screen, yet the queerness of the scene and the significance of male names 

are to suggest Paul and Henry as a married male couple. “Don’t invite him for dinner” says 

Henry. “Especially for dessert” replies Paul before kissing Henry again. The subtext being 

that of their same-sex intimacy, which clearly marks a shift in the stigmatization of 

homosexuality, at least gender wise.  

 

Wood could have cast anyone in these parts, however, he consciously casts two gender fluid 

actors that create an anomaly to heteronormativity through the gender confusion. This adheres 

to my suggestion of gender issues being a consistent thematic part of his canon, of which 

culminates here making Take It Out in Trade of importance to any analysis of such themes in 

Wood’s body of work. I will kindly remind you that this is a nudie flick, a movie made 

predominately for a male audience, to adhere to male sexuality, and for the subjection of the 

male gaze. The gender confusion unquestionably would have collided with any arousal at 

bay.190  

 

6.12 Madame Penny’s, a Personification of Modern Womanhood 

Masculinity in Take It Out in Trade is presented as something loutish, repulsive, driven by 

sexual desire, and scopophilia through McGregor. By his own words, he admits to being 

unrefined. “I’m a very vulgar man.” Contrasted against this is femininity, presented as 

freedom, joy and liberation, principally through Shirley’s hiding place, Madame Penny’s. As 

presented in the narration, “Madame Penny’s, thrill establishment. A personification of 

modern womanhood.” is a sphere where women are free from male interference, the 

patriarchy held at bay. They listen to music, dance, have fun, engage in autoeroticism. Their 

                                                
190 Sexploitation historian Frank Henenlotter, suggests on the audio commentary to Take It Out in Trade, that a 
possible reason that the film never performed more than on a few instances, could be due to the queer content 
and a homosexual-fear still apparent. Customers of Exploitation films did not want to see men being passionate 
with each other.  
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interactions are ones of enjoyment, there are no men present when the girls are alone, but 

when there are men represented, they are overweight, hairy, dirty and grotesque, making any 

spectator identification complicated. Even though the possible negative tone of a thrill 

establishment, Madame Penny’s is presented as a female utopia. Women control the space at 

Madame Penny’s, an idyllic matriarchy. 

 

I find it arguable that within the realm of Ed Wood’s fluid gender binaries, the utopia of 

Madame Penny’s echoes the epistemological traits of second wave feminism of a Friedan 

perspective. Breaking free from the position of housewives, the women have claimed their 

freedom, their sexuality, and their dominance over men. It is a counter patriarchal activity that 

declares, “‘I want something more than my husband and my children and my home.’”191 

When McGregor finally catches up with Shirley, after the girls of Madame Penny’s have 

ambushed and defeated him, her reply to her concerned parents is “I’ve found my own life out 

there […] and what a life it is.” adhering to the Friedan suggestion of wanting more than a 

household and children, but rather freedom, sexuality and dominance over men. 

 

Through Wood’s counteractions against heteronormativity, there also comes a logical 

challenge to patriarchy. Any woman progressive and dominant in her sexuality is 

unquestionably going to be a threat to male domination. Men are not a necessity for pleasure 

at Madame Penny’s, and how we see Madame Penny’s is just as important as what we see at 

Madame Penny’s.  

 

6.13 Sex in Take It Out in Trade 

Unlike Glen or Glenda, Take It Out in Trade features several situations depicting sex. 

Heteronormative sex within the piece is often portrayed comedic and partially covered as to 

avoid showing any male genitals. Primarily the female body is what is shown. It also features 

lesbian sex.192 However, what in the context of a softcore production is read as same-sex sex 

for male pleasure voyeurism, I would maintain that within the context of Wood’s production 

of counter heterosexuality featuring crossdressing, and a gender fluid couple openly mocking 

anti-same-sex marriage laws, the scenes of lesbian intimacy in Take It Out in Trade are to be 

                                                
191 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique. (London: Penguin Books, 2010), 20. 
192 As if making a statement about the counteraction, one scene with two women, sports a book leisurely placed 
on the bed reading “When Children Go Bad”.  
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read as acts of (female) homosexuality, thus opposing the heteronormative. Again, how we 

see is just as important as what we see.  

 

Kuhn notes, “many would nevertheless argue that what is specific about porn is its 

preoccupation with a certain subject matter: sex. […] Sexual passion and desire threaten the 

normal […] Socially, such a capacity to disrupt appears to call forth containment within 

conventions and institutions of heterosexual courtship, marriage and family”.193 If this was 

intentionally constructed by Wood as to represent woman as liberated and free will remain a 

rhetorical question, although as Kuhn suggests, “it is unlikely that porn is only about sex. 

Moreover, it works in highly specific ways, deploying particular modes of representation in 

particular social-historical contexts”.194 I would find it feasible that just as Wood used 

metaphors and coded discourse to discuss queer content in previous works, there is a 

possibility that through Take It Out in Trade, he was using the illicit content to discuss 

sexuality beyond a heteronormative discourse. Could it be that within the context of Ed 

Wood’s repeated challenge to heteronormativity, we find a man who desired to be a woman to 

the severe extent that he had women represent him in intimate acts on screen? A freedom he, 

as a crossdressing possible bi-sexual male, still did not have. 

 

Kuhn furthers her argument of representation in porn, suggesting “[a] spectator (male or 

female) has the option of identifying with, rather than objectifying, the woman in the picture. 

The photo might evoke memories or fantasies of similar pleasures enjoyed by the spectator. In 

this case, the pleasure of looking is not completely voyeuristic”.195 Through depicting female 

sex, lesbianism, as something not as vulgar and repulsive as the male counterparts, Wood 

invites us to identify with the women of the piece.  

 

Removing the male orgasm from the piece, or devaluing it through comedy, Wood positions 

the acts as representations of the female being sexually liberated from male, where a female 

capacity for sexual fulfilment is achieved without male interaction. As Kuhn notes of 

pornography, it is male-dominated, as it “insists that the moment of penetration in male-

female intercourse is what sex is fundamentally about, and that the goal is orgasm (read male 

                                                
193 Kuhn, The Power of the Image, 22-23. 
194 Kuhn, The Power of the Image, 23. 
195 Kuhn, The Power of the Image, 31. 
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ejaculation)”.196 Following female sexual interaction, women are seen in affectionate 

embrace, a feminine tenderness. Unlike that of masculine McGregor who falls asleep snoring 

loudly, leaving his partner unmistakably unsatisfied. Through keeping male orgasms away 

from the audience, and in its place relying on female sexuality as the dominant non-comedic 

sexuality, Wood contests heteronormative intercourse through his pornographic depictions in 

Take It Out in Trade. Sexual fantasies are evoked in sexploitation and pornography for 

arousal is unquestionably the intention of Take It Out in Trade. Although through its softcore 

pornographic suggestiveness, there still remains a challenge to heteronormativity.  

 

Does Ed Wood continue to promote a gender fluid, homonormative discourse from a queer 

sensibility through Take It Out in Trade? Disputably, I would claim he does follow a pattern 

of traits recognizing this. Lacking the serious approach of Glen or Glenda, Take It Out in 

Trade at first look is driven by a heteronormative narrative of McGregor’s investigation, 

adhering to a male voyeurism through the illicit content, and a female dominating rape-

fantasy joke to conclude the narrative. However, looking beyond the heteronormative 

exterior, the piece is driven by a homonormative discourse through gender fluidity, 

crossdressing, and a feminist power collective. After the women of Madame Penny’s wrestle, 

defeat and hog-tie McGregor, one of them is prepared to stab him, conceivably with intent to 

murder him. Her action is only interrupted by Shirley’s suggestion of “Perhaps later”. 

Homosexuality (plausible) has been accepted into Wood’s queerness, gender binaries are 

tolerated as there is no return to the heteronormative forced upon any of the characters. Henry 

and Paul stay gay, Alicia stays cross-dressed, and Shirley has found her own life through the 

sexual freedom of feminism. Everyone has succeeded in achieving equal rights, and this is the 

primary take away from Ed Wood’s homonormative challenge to heteronormativity Take It 

Out in Trade. 

 

6.14 Wood As Parody? 

Throughout Wood’s filmography, a wide range of genres are recognizable. Melodrama, 

documentary, horror, science-fiction, noir thrillers, troubled youth, soft, and hard-core 

pornography wherein a range of genre traits are further applied. Whereas I have suggested 

that Take It Out in Trade proposes a mimicry of Meyer’s nudie aesthetics, it could also be 

                                                
196 Kuhn, The Power of the Image, 35. 
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interpreted as Wood parodying the evolving adult films of this period, which leads to a 

question of the relationship between Ed Woods films and parody.  

 

Parody, as Ryan Bishop discusses, is “inherently self-reflective, aware of its status as cultural 

production, product, medium and mode.” Although he also points to parody as being a niche 

that “depends on shared knowledge and shared codes, primarily of other texts […] of media 

and texts that mediate experience”, something to which I would argue Wood being well aware 

of through the usage of camp rhetoric in his earlier works.197 Parody being “both parasitic (as 

parody is) and self-reflective (as parody is),” it opens up a doorway into which one can 

reductively observe Wood’s works as parodic approaches to genre, enclosing a queer 

sensibility and counter heteronormative narrative.198 Bishop refers to Linda Hutcheson 

account of parody being “something more complex than a simple imitation of another piece of 

art (or art form) for the sake of ridicule”.199 Hutcheson, further delineates “[p]arody, 

therefore, is a form of imitation, but imitation characterized by ironic inversion, not always at 

the expense of the parodied text”, which adheres to Wood’s continuous seriousness in his 

approach to his narratives. Wood rarely mocks, or ridicules his subject matter, but approaches 

it as a vehicle to carry his counter-normative discourse.200 Mark Kosinski delineates parody as 

“in its broadest meaning, parody ridicules and criticizes a subject through grotesque yet 

controlled exaggerations and inversions”, which becomes the space where we find Wood 

narrating a counter heteronormative discourse through parody.201 Bishop further points to Dan 

Harries note that “’para-‘ in Greek can also mean ‘against’ or ‘counter’”, which thus adheres 

to the legacy of Wood being read for paracinema discourse, against conventional cinema, 

defying the norm. Although more of importance, this raises the question if Ed Wood’s films 

become parodic through the counter actions against heteronormativity? 

 

Posing that Take It Out in Trade is a piece of work parodying the films of Meyer and the adult 

films of the time period, this could also propose an interpretation of Glen or Glenda as being 

parodic of the exploitation educational film using a documentary framework, but also through 

the insertion of parodic horror melodramatic themes of the uncanny, and investigatory plot 

                                                
197 Ryan Bishop, Comedy and Cultural Critique in American Film (Edinburg: Edinburgh University Press, 
2013), 95. 
198 Bishop, Comedy and Cultural Critique in American Film, 94. 
199 Bishop, Comedy and Cultural Critique in American Film, 96. 
200 Bishop, Comedy and Cultural Critique in American Film, 96. 
201 Mark D. Kosinski, ”Parody and Formula in the Pornographic Film”, Studies in Popular Culture, Vol 5 
(1982): 37. 
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devices of film noir. Parodic, although still encompassing to Wood’s rhetorical discourse of 

heteronormative challenges through camp and gender binaries.  

 

Take It Out in Trade, could then read as a sexploitation parody. Kosinski writes of late sixties 

pornography depicting sex in “a deliberate parodic manner […] [t]he parody of exaggerated 

motion and gesture calls attention to the falsity of its own pretentions”, as noted in the sexual 

themed scenes in the analysis above.202  

 

Ed Wood’s final trio of adult feature films, Necromania: A Tale of Weird Love, Nympho 

Cycler, and The Young Marrieds, are unquestionably pornographic and aimed at a 

predominantly male audience. Yet, all perform as parodies of the pornographic genre through 

their gendered switch of power positions. Necromania sees a couple, driven by the female, 

Rene Bond (as Shirley of course), demanding Danny (Ric Lutz) to give her sexual satisfaction 

which leads them on their plot narrative. Nympho Cycler sees Misty (Casey Larrain) take to 

the road in search of sexual satisfaction outside of her heteronormative relation, dominating a 

variety of men along the way. The Young Marrieds sees chauvinist Ben (Dick Burns), push 

his wife Ginnie (Alice Friedland) into orgies and swingers’ parties as to free her from her 

‘frigidity’, only to result in Ginnie being the more liberally sexual of the two, resulting finally 

with Wood’s acceptance of male homosexuality as discussed earlier. As Kosinski notes, 

“woman becomes the aggressor; she is carnal, pleasure-seeking, a creature of enormous 

impulse and instinct”.203 Through the reversal of traditional gender roles of male domination 

and female subversion, the acts become ironic, a parody of heteronormative structures.  

 

Arguably, one could retrace parody back to Wood’s early usage of camp as this aligns with 

Harry Benshoff’s suggestion, “camp is the process of ‘queer parody’, one of the ways (if not 

the only way) that queers have historically been able to participate or appear within dominant 

systems of representation”.204 Thus rendering a possibility to read camp and queer parody 

throughout Wood’s body of work.205 

 

                                                
202 Kosinski, ”Parody and Formula in the Pornographic Film”, 38. 
203 Kosinski, ”Parody and Formula in the Pornographic Film”, 39. 
204 Benshoff, Monsters in the Closet, 199. 
205 As exemplified earlier in this thesis through Wood’s Plan 9 from Outer Space (1959).  
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However, indisputably of importance for this conceptualization of Wood as parody, is the 

frequent proposition of the construction of heteronormative relationships. The man-female 

couple, married or in a relationship, is constantly under scrutiny, repeatedly challenged and 

always at threat of non-conforming with the hegemonic structure. The deconstruction of the 

heteronormative unit is a recurrent theme that ties Wood’s films together through parody of 

genre, gender and homonormative propositions.  

 

The conclusive parody of gender as interpreted through the final submission to a homosexual 

acceptance strengthens the argument that an alternative entry point into Wood’s discourse is 

possible once we position ourselves in-between the biased camps of reading. 

 

7. Conclusion 
In this thesis, I have addressed the queer themes of Edward D. Wood, Jr’s films as to explore 

a suggestion of Wood being a director of queer film. This to support my proposed case for 

Wood to be reinterpreted and received as such of his peers in early queer cinema. As to do 

this the thesis has primarily combined discussions of camp, engaged with theories on how 

clothing alters the perception of gender and persona, and textual film analyses of Glen or 

Glenda and Take It Out in Trade. Further support has been presented through films and texts 

within Wood’s body of work. 

 

I initially placed Wood into a contextual timeframe showing how he transitioned from a low-

profile relatively unnoticed filmmaker within exploitation film, to a renowned figure of 

proposed incompetence through the Turkey Awards, which generated a biased schism 

between cinephile approaches, paracinema and academia as how to advance and interpret Ed 

Wood. I also presented a time period where referents of homosexuality and crossdressing 

were prohibited through law and governing agents in the movie industry. The Independent 

studios presented a wider freedom from the MPAA and other governing agents, as where 

exploitation film could progress with narratives of forbidden topics. This is where I positioned 

Ed Wood and his debut film Glen or Glenda. In the guise of a documentary, the initial film 

strives against heteronormativity, while making a case for the acceptance of crossdressing.  

 

An initial discussion with the theories of camp suggests that the camp located in the work of 

Ed Wood adheres to what Moe Meyer would define as a sensibility that emerges through 
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oppression and establishes a queer identity. This queer sensibility is one that I claim to be 

existent within Wood’s films and written texts. I have uncovered several pieces of evidence 

revealing where this queer sensibility generates challenges to heteronormativity and works 

with pro-queer arguments. Maintaining that camp is political, Glen or Glenda could be 

interpreted as a political film. As such, many other of Wood’s pieces are also accessible as 

political from the perspective of queer oppression and a queer sensibility suggested through 

interaction with crossdressing, gender fluidity, homosexuality, feminism and camp. 

 

I have observed and noted how heteronormative solutions to homonormative problems as 

criticized by Tunc and Prescott, also Benshoff, within Glen or Glenda finally give way to a 

heteronormativity cured through homonormative solutions of queer exploration in Take It Out 

in Trade and other later films. Where gender and themes of queer were hidden away in camp 

rhetoric they progressed through his work to a zenith of open victory for the queer Other. 

Crossdressing is finally recognised, and not repressed back into heteronormativity. Gender 

fluidity and homosexuality is openly depicted in a positive light. The women of his works are 

elevated out of the procrastinating housewife roles once held by Barbara in Glen or Glenda or 

Tanna in Plan 9 from Outer Space. Adhering to a Friedan feminism, they are presented as 

active sexually dominating participants, confronting the heteronormativity of patriarchy 

through the sexual freedom of Shirley in Take It Out in Trade, Shirley in Necromania: A Tale 

of Weird Love, Misty in Nympho Cycler and Ginnie in The Young Marrieds.  

 

Through concepts of gender and crossdressing as discussed by Newton, Garber and Kuhn, I 

discussed challenges projected against gender perception and suggestive fluidity through 

Wood’s crossdressing. The trajectory through Wood’s feature films reveal a submission to 

queer themes, which also carry a suggestive dialogue of gender fluidity adhering to Butler’s 

discourse on the trouble of gender fixity.  

 

Using Kozloff’s theories on narration in film, the comparative case studies investigated how 

narrating agents in Ed Wood’s films have projected his voice through levels of discourse. A 

display of his queer agency was revealed. All guided and aimed suggestively to the audience 

through the use of layers of narrating agents.  

 

The homonormative rhetoric, queer sensibility and camp usage in Glen or Glenda changes 

shape throughout Wood’s work, taking on different guises as time passes. What initially is 
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projected as slight deviations within a proposed heteronormative context of the fifties, evolves 

through concealed camp discourse, into an openly homosexual projection through parody in 

the seventies. It also shows how the suggestion of Wood’s possible bi- or homosexuality 

alienated through heteronormative solutions to homonormative conflicts shifts from a 

rejection of the homosexual as the lowest form of deviancy to an acceptance of ‘the gay veil’ 

and homosexual solutions to discontented heteronormative relations. 

 

Arguably a case could be made against my approach as being one of paracinema. As an intent 

to position Wood within critical acceptance through the canon of queer filmmaking is what is 

being performed. Although the academic approach to subject matters, usage of entry points 

grounded in theoretical concepts have produced results validating the claim of a continuous 

queer content within Wood’s work. I do not believe that any exploration into the work of such 

a stigmatic and polarizing filmmaker as Edward D. Wood Jr., could be fully performed 

without an initial line of questioning originating from a corner of one of the biased 

approaches. However, I have relied upon Watson’s suggestion that “[d]espite its absence of 

artistic pretention, exploitation cinema has much to offer precisely those canons of film and 

film theory which continue to reject it on aesthetic grounds” as a neutralizing guideline 

throughout my research and conclusions. 

 

The evidence found and presented in this thesis supports the claim of Ed Wood frequently 

applying a queer sensibility to his films. I would argue said evidence to work in advantage for 

a revaluation of Wood as a queer filmmaker. Delineating queer film, one can find filmmakers 

and practitioners within the independents, the underground and Avant-Garde, where structure 

and narrative strive against a heteronormative discourse of traditional Hollywood cinema. The 

approaches used to reinstate filmmakers like Whale, Arzner, Anger, Smith, Kuchar and 

Warhol within a canon of queer film as to reposition them in a wider perspective of cinema 

history, need be applied to the work of Wood. For disputably, Edward D. Wood. Jr’s queer 

discourse has been lost to a bias focusing on his technical abilities and person rather than 

observing the persona of Wood, and the discourse he wanted to communicate. 
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