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	An examination of all narrative fiction, drama, and film located to date, which contain gay Mormon characters and/or which address gay Mormon themes.  Examples of these include how the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is depicted; the struggling teen, Mormon missionary, and even married adult; coming out to self, family and congregation; and the decision to leave or attempt to assimilate in the church.




Gay Mormon Fiction and Drama: An Introduction to the Project

By

Gerald S. Argetsinger


Several years ago I received notice from a major university press of a planned anthology that would examine how the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was depicted in popular culture.  One chapter would look at television, another movies, another science fiction and so on.  When I contacted the editor regarding the possibility of a chapter on “Gay Mormon literature” he explained that they had been unable to find anyone in the Utah area willing to tackle the subject.  I was happy to receive the assignment.  I did not believe it would take long.  How much could there be?  I knew of the Pulitzer Prize winners, Drury’s Advise and Consent (1959) and Kushner’s Angels in America (1993) and I had read a few stories published in Mormon journals.  I did a literature search, which was augmented by contacting a few friends and by posting announcements on some internet bulletin boards.  Soon, the people I knew, and many I did not know, began sending information.  No sooner than I began making progress, I was informed by the press that the entire project had been cancelled.  I decided to continue my work independently and produce a journal article.  I soon had enough material for a couple of articles.  Then three.  Then perhaps a book.  Then perhaps a book and an anthology.  I trudged on, sometimes excited about the project and sometimes leery.  One prominent Mormon writer advised me, “Don’t do it, they hate us.”  But I discovered that “they,” whoever “they” were, really did not hate us.  So I continued working off and on, gathering materials.  


As I progressed, I realized that I needed to narrow the field of literature.  I began with play scripts, as my Ph.D. is in “dramaturgy” (or the examination of play scripts from the viewpoint of production) and my publishing includes several books and articles of play script analysis.  Since I have no idea how to write about poetry, I eliminated that.  I also eliminated all non-fiction.  Finally, I eliminated erotica.  I do not consider straight erotica (so to speak) literature.  Interestingly there is a large body of gay Mormon oriented pornography, the greater part of which seems to cater to those who see Mormon missionaries as objects of their affection.  I decided to focus on narrative fiction, which “fit in” with drama and it gave me a workable body of literature on which to concentrate.  In the end I included every play, movie, novel, and short story that contained any kind of “gay Mormon theme, conflict, or comment” and/or any work that contained a “gay Mormon character.”   I determined that I would limit my study to narrative fiction that had actually been published in print form.  If something was in-print at least one editor had agreed that the work was worthy of publication.  With drama, I decided to include any script that had received at least one production by a professional theatre, a university theatre department directed by a faculty member, or a production included in a legitimate theatre festival.  Films, I determined, must have an official American release either in motion picture theatres or on a major television network.  To date I have located roughly sixty specific works that fit these criteria.  The fact that erotica was excluded does not imply that there are no adult themes or descriptions of sex acts.  Peripheral literature was also identified, including such works as Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation (1990), which implies that a major character is a gay Mormon but does not come out and state it.  Works by self identified gay Mormon writers, such as Ruth “Zan” Knudson, Pat Califia,
 and M. Shayne Bell, are not included excepting where their content meets the study’s parameters.   Recently, self publishing has become more popular because of the excellent quality of the physical volume and the ability to publish single volumes as they are sold without the expense of maintaining a physical inventory.  These were evaluated on a book by book basis and were included only when they met my internal measure of literature.   


To organize the works that continued to pile up on my desk, I found a model in Woods’ A History of Gay Literature: the Male Tradition (1998).
  Briefly stated, he recommends that studies of gay literature should follow the long established tradition of creating “lists.”  This tradition began as “stories passed from hand-to-hand” and continues as interested readers locate works, the titles of which they can share in various locations on the internet.  Woods describes how common themes emerge which can be examined as they are recognized.  The Gay Mormon Literature Project will constitute a valuable contribution to both Gay Scholarship and Mormon Scholarship, as well as provide a foundation on which scholars can pursue their own research.


This presentation introduces the complete Bibliography to date, as well as the major lists generated.  It provides highlights, major trends and emerging themes within Gay Mormon Literature.  Specific “chapters” or “articles” are described for in-depth analysis and finally, an invitation is extended to other scholars interested in mapping out territory of their own.  I have also assembled a second bibliography which is not included at this time.  It contains all of the ancillary reference material pertinent to my own continued scholarship.  As others develop their own theses, I will be happy to respond to individual requests for related materials.  

Bibliography of Gay Fiction and Drama

While I have attempted to locate every conceivable work that fits the parameters of this study, I am not so naïve as to assume that other works do not exist.  If the reader knows of any work which should be included, please forward bibliographic information to the author at gsanla@rit.edu.
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Titles in Chronological Order

(Italicized = Non-Mormon Writer)

1959 – Advise and Consent, Drury

1982 – Trinity, Peterson

1985 – Strangers in Town, O’Donnell

1985 – The Interview, Bennion

1990 – The Backslider, Peterson

1991 – P-Day Man, Townsend

1992 – Bus Surfing, Townsend

1992 -- Sharon, Laver

1993 – Pissing in Peace, Townsend

1993 – Angels in America: Millennium Approaches, Kushner

1993 – Strangers on Earth, O’Donnell

1994 – Angels in America: Perestroika, Kushner

1994 – Strong Like Water, van Wagoner

1994 – The Ditch, Townsend

1994 – Moot, Townsend

1994 - The 9:20 Express Train to Hell, Townsend

1994 – Washing Dishes, Townsend

1995 – How Long Has This Been Going On, Mordden

1995 – Rapture, Townsend

1995 – Bloodletting, Townsend

1995 – The Shepherd Boy, Townsend

1996 – Killing Babies, Townsend

1996 – The Seduction of H. Lyman Winger, Fillerup

1997 – The Term Paper Artist, Leavitt

1998 – Sleuths, Gullino

1998 – Not Quite Peru, Mortensen

1998 – Staying Away From Blake, van Wagoner

1998 – Almond Milk, Townsend

1999 – The Most Fabulous Story Ever Told, Rudnick

1999 – Strange Bed Fellows, Shakin

1999 – Dancing Naked, van Wagoner

1999 – a gaggle of saints, LaBute

2000 – Hunters and Gatherers, Cooper

2000 – Nestle’s Revenge, Oliver

2001 – The Laramie Project, Kaufman

2001 – Lasting Impressions, Singer

2003 – The Summer My Cousin Turned Mormon, Isensee

2003 – Confessions of a Mormon Boy (Mormon Version), Fales

2004 – Latter Days, Fabris

2006 – Confessions of a Mormon Boy (Off Broadway Version), Fales

2006 – Facing East, Pearson

2007 – The Buzzard Tree, Townsend

2007 – 14, Cameron

2008 – I Love You No Matter What, Petersen

2008 – Transfer Cookies, Townsend

2008 – Hands of Sodom, Rogers

2008 – The 19th Wife, Ebershoff

2008 – Missa Solemnis: The Play About Henry, Feeser

2009 – Execute This: Confessions of a Mormon Freak, Jenkins

2009 – Just Call Me Greg, Laver

2009 – Ockham’s Razor, Williams

2009 -- Missionary Position, Fales

2009 –Little Happy Secrets, Larson

2009 – Since ‘Psychopathia Sexualis’, Hite

2009 – No Going Back, Langford

2009 – Pronouncing the Apostrophe, Townsend

2009 – The Rift, Townsend

2009 – Borderlanders, Samuelsen

Non-Mormon Writers – Outside the Church Looking In (16 works)
1959 – Advise and Consent
1985 – Strangers in Town
1993 – Angels in America: Millennium Approaches

1993 – Strangers on Earth

1994 – Angels in America: Perestroika
1995 – How Long Has This Been Going On
1997 – The Term Paper Artist
1999 – The Most Fabulous Story Ever Told
1999 – Strange Bed Fellows
2000 – Hunters and Gatherers
2000 – Nestle’s Revenge
2001 – The Laramie Project
2003 – The Summer My Cousin Turned Mormon

2008 – The 19th Wife
Mormon Writers – Inside the Church (43 works)

1982 – Trinity

1985 – The Interview

1990 – The Backslider

1991 – P-Day Man

1992 – Bus Surfing, U.S.A.

1992 -- Sharon

1993 – Pissing in Peace

1994 – Strong Like Water

1994 – The Ditch

1994 – Moot

1994 - The 9:20 Express Train to Hell

1994 – Washing Dishes

1995 – Rapture

1995 – Bloodletting

1995 – The Shepherd Boy

1996 – Killing Babies

1996 – The Seduction of H. Lyman Winger

1998 – Sleuths

1998 – Not Quite Peru

1998 – Staying Away From Blake

1998 – Almond Milk

1999 – Dancing Naked

1999 – a gaggle of saints

2001 – Lasting Impressions

2003 – Confessions of a Mormon Boy (Mormon version)

2004 – Latter Days
2006 – Confessions of a Mormon Boy (Off Broadway version)

2006 – Facing East

2007 – The Buzzard Tree

2007 – 14

2008 – I Love You No Matter What

2008 – Transfer Cookies

2008 – Hands of Sodom

2008 – Missa Solemnis: The Play About Henry

2009 – Execute This: Confessions of a Mormon Freak

2009 – Just Call Me Greg

2009 – Ockham’s Razor

2009 -- Missionary Position

2009 – Little Happy Secrets

2009 – Since Psychopathia Sexualis

2009 – No Going Back

2009 – Pronouncing the Apostrophe

2009 – The Rift

2009 -- Borderlanders

Novels (11 works)

1959 – Advise and Consent

1990 – The Backslider

1995 – How Long Has This Been Going On
1997 – The Term Paper Artist
1999 – Dancing Naked

2004 – Latter Days

2008 – The 19th Wife
2009 – Execute This: Confessions of a Mormon Freak

2009 – Just Call Me Greg

2009 – Ockham’s Razor

2009 – No Going Back

Short Stories (30 works)
1982 – Trinity

1985 – The Interview

1991 – P-Day Man

1992 – Bus Surfing, U.S.A.

1992 -- Sharon

1993 – Pissing in Peace

1994 – Strong  Like Water

1994 – The Ditch

1994 – Moot

1994 - The 9:20 Express Train to Hell

1994 – Washing Dishes

1995 – Rapture

1995 – Bloodletting

1995 – The Shepherd Boy

1996 – Killing Babies

1996 – The Seduction of H. Lyman Winger

1998 – Sleuths

1998 – Not Quite Peru

1998 – Staying Away From Blake

1998 – Almond Milk

1999 – Strange Bed Fellows

2000 – Hunters and Gatherers
2000 – Nestle’s Revenge
2001 – Lasting Impressions

2003 – The Summer My Cousin Turned Mormon
2007 – The Buzzard Tree

2008 – I Love You No Matter What

2008 – Transfer Cookies

2009 – Pronouncing the Apostrophe

2009 – The Rift

Plays (17 works)

1985 – Strangers in Town
1993 – Angels in America: Millennium Approaches

1993 – Strangers on Earth

1994 – Angels in America: Perestroika

1999 – The Most Fabulous Story Ever Told
1999 – a gaggle of saints

2001 – The Laramie Project
2003 – Confessions of a Mormon Boy (Mormon Version)

2006 – Confessions of a Mormon Boy (Off Broadway Version)

2006 – Facing East

2007 – 14

2008 – Hands of Sodom

2008 – Missa Solemnis: The Play About Henry

2009 -- Missionary Position

2009 – Little Happy Secrets

2009 – Since Psychopathia Sexualis

2009 -- Borderlanders
Films (4 works)  

1962 – Advise and Consent
2002 – The Laramie Project
2003 – Latter Days

2003 – Angels in America
Women Writers (6 works)
1998 – Not Quite Peru, Mortensen

2006 – Facing East, Pearson

2008 – I Love You No Matter What, Peterson

2008 – Hands of Sodom, Rogers

2009 – Execute This: Confessions of a Mormon Freak, Jenkins

2009 – Little Happy Secrets, Larson

Observations and Emerging Themes

· The first Mormon written piece, Peterson’s “Trinity,” (1982) appeared twenty-three years after the first non-Mormon work, Drury’s Advise and Consent (1959).  But it almost did not happen.  Richard Cracroft, an English professor at BYU, recommended against including “Trinity” in Canyons of Grace because “Homosexuality is not a problem in the Mormon Church.”
· Thirteen of the works were generated since September, 2008.  That equals the total production of the first thirty-five years and represents almost 24% of the total bibliography.
· Only four works, “Not Quite Peru,” Hands of Sodom, and Execute This: Confessions of a Mormon Freak, and Little Happy Secrets examine the Lesbian Mormon experience.  Three of these were published or staged within the last twelve months.
· Several of the works have received major awards, including Advise and Consent and Angels in America, the Pulitzer Prize; Advise and Consent (the film), National Board of Review; Angels in America, two Tony Awards; Angels in America (the film), five Golden Globes and 27 additional awards; Dancing Naked,  Utah Novel of the Year; “Lasting Impressions,” First Place in the “Sexuality in the New Millenium” short story competition sponsored by Sensations Literary Journal; and Confessions of a Mormon Boy, The Overall Excellence Award from the New York City Fringe Festival. 
· The most prolific writer published is Johnny Townsend, with fifteen short stories in seven magazines, journals, and anthologies.  He writes extensively on the struggling gay missionary, as well as the concerns of family members of gay Mormons.
· Early works written by non-Mormon writers featured gay Mormon characters delineated only by their pop-culture type.  “Brigham Anderson,” for example, filled the role of a highly respected, completely moral, family-man senator in Drury’s Advise and Consent (1959).  He was identified as Mormon and much was made of his unblemished Utah background.  However, the details of his life were absolutely “Catholic.”  His brother served in the Priesthood while he went into public service.  He swore, drank alcohol, and clearly had never seen the inside of a Mormon temple.  Strangers on Earth (1993) featured a young man, newly arrived in New York City from Utah who was also Mormon in name only. All the while he was described in terms that better suited a Southern Baptist, such as his penchant for singing Protestant Bible songs.  Details of the church clearly came solely from the 1988 New York Times article on the Hill Cumorah Pageant.  Beginning with Angels in America (1993) a new respect for “getting Mormonism right” emerges.  Since then, every work written by a non-Mormon has been reasonably well researched and pays careful attention to the culture of what it means to “be Mormon.”  Two interesting themes have more recently developed: responses to encounters with gay Mormons and Mormons included in stories because “we” have become a recognized part of the mainstream American culture.  For example, The Most Fabulous Story Ever Told (1999) includes a BYU intern in New York City attempting to get along with gay colleagues:  “Why do you always pick on Mormons?”  “This is New York City, Mormons are our Jews.” “Hunters and Gatherers” (2000) describes the surreal encounter of a California gay man has with a married gay Mormon who is clearly trying to follow the program outlined by Evergreen (the Mormon version of Exodus, that believes homosexuals can be re-oriented).  In “The Summer My Cousin Turned Mormon” a gay teen is perplexed when he discovers his recently converted Mormon cousin trying to follow Mark E. Petersen’s pamphlet on “over-coming masturbation.”  So far as assimilating into the general culture, How Long Has This Been Going On? (1995) is a panoramic story told against the backdrop of the changing American gay culture from the early 1950’s through the AIDS epidemic of the late 1980’s.  Its characters are all prototypic gay “types” and includes a Mormon from Salt Lake City.  One of the strangest stories is “Nestle’s Revenge” (2000) a horror story that depicts a pair of Mormon missionaries who are murdered by a deranged gay man who wants to serve his dinner guests a wholesome, toxin-free, organically grown dinner.  The 19th Wife (2008) pairs a Fundamentalist LDS young gay man with an excommunicated gay Mormon as they attempt to solve a murder in a fictitious polygamous Southern Utah community.  Both the FLDS and LDS men are depicted accurately and are so integrated into the story that reviews of the novel have completely overlooked the fact that they constitute a third plot in what is usually seen as a double-plot novel (the story of Brigham Young’s 19th wife being the other one).   In conclusion, non-Mormon writing has progressed from depicting “Mormons-in-name-only,” to well-researched Mormon culture, doctrine, and characters.  There are also descriptions of puzzling encounters with gay Mormons who are difficult to understand by the broader gay community.  In gay fiction, Mormons have entered the mainstream of American culture.
· A full fifteen of the stories concern the “coming-out” experience of gay Mormons.  “The Interview” (1985), Hands of Sodom (2008) and No Looking Back (2009) depict struggling teenagers.  “Trinity” (1982), Latter Days (2004) and “Transfer Cookies” (2008) examine missionaries who attempt to deal with their homosexuality.  The post-mission young adult is presented in such works such as “Lasting Impressions” (2001), Confessions of a Mormon Boy (2003), Just Call Me Greg (2009), and Little Happy Secrets (2009).
· Stories that present the dilemma family members face who are trying to understand gay siblings, children and even parents are represented by Dancing Naked (1999), “The Buzzard Tree (2007), “I Love You No Matter What” (2008) and No Looking Back (2009).
· Suicide committed by gay Mormons is explored in Dancing Naked (1999), Facing East (2006), Missa Solemnis: the Play About Henry (2008), and Since ‘Psychopathia Sexualis’ (2009).
· Bitterness against the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is expressed against its failed policies toward homosexuals.  The BYU electro-shock therapy program against gays that is fully documented, yet later officially denied, is explored in 14 (2007, which represents the number of “subjects” in the author’s own shock-therapy group at BYU, two of whom committed suicide during the course of the treatment sessions).  The failure of reparative therapy programs is depicted in Confessions of a Mormon Boy (2003 & 2006).  The final example is The Hands of Sodom (2008) which depicts two versions of the failure of a Mormon family reacting to a Lesbian daughter.
·  Characters questioning “Am I homosexual?” are depicted in such works as Little Happy Secrets (2009) and Since ‘Psychopathia Sexualis’ (2009).
· Several of the works respond specifically to the statements and writings of General Authorities and other Church leaders.  The most prevalent theme in this area is the attempt to reconcile what has been spoken from the pulpit as “truth” with the dissonance it causes in the lives of gay Mormons.   “Lasting Impressions” (2001), responds to the promise that “if you go on a mission and marry in the temple you will be cured of your homosexuality.”  Singer simply states “Back when I still believed the lie.” The conflict of Hite’s Since ‘Psychopathia Sexualis’ (2009) explores the dissonance created when a young man absolutely believes what he has been told by his church leaders and how it prevents him from interpreting exactly what is happening in his life.  How does one interpret one’s sexuality when he believes the false notion that homosexuality only exists when it is manifest in sexual relations? How can one accept a core part of his being when he is taught that it cannot exist?  Fales exclaims in Confessions of a Mormon Boy (2003), “I am not an adjective!”  Statements by such General Authorities as Boyd K. Packer, Spencer W. Kimball, Mark E. Petersen, Dallin H. Oaks, Gordon B. Hinckley, Merrill Bateman and Ernest Wilkinson are significant in the lives of those depicted in these stories.

In conclusion, the work of gathering and sorting is coming to an end.  Emerging themes have been identified.  Thorough examinations have been outlined in all of the areas just described.  Other articles are also in development including The Development of Gay Mormon Drama, The gay Mormon in the Cinema,  Homophobia and Harassment , “The Proclamation on the Family” and Gay Mormons, and a separate examination of the impact of the fiction and critical writings of Orson Scott Card on gay Mormon writing.  Now that the Bibliography has been made public, other scholars are invited to become involved and continue the journey that has just begun.
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