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Critical Analysis: Applying Specialist Film Theory

In this essay a critical analysis using Queer Medievalism will be applied to the Film Becket (1964).  In doing so the application of Queer theory and medievalism will be highlighted by giving examples from Becket.  In particular there will be a specific focus on the relationship between King Henry II (played by Peter O’ Toole) and Thomas Becket (played by Richard Burton).  
According to the Oxford dictionary of literary terms Medievalism is the ‘enthusiasm or imitation of medieval times’. What constitutes as medieval is debatable, however it relates to a period between ancient and modern times[footnoteRef:1].  It could be argued that all medievalism is “queer”, as references to the middle-ages are particularly exaggerated, and thus the history of that period has been construed as being queer in that sense.[footnoteRef:2]   However, the precise definition of queer has been contended.[footnoteRef:3]  On the one hand Queer Theory has been said to have developed from Gay and Lesbian studies, on the other the theory encompasses a wide variety of phenomena including personal and preferential differences in relation to identity and desires.[footnoteRef:4]   [1:  Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press: 2021); Oxford Dictionary of literary terms (Chris Baldick, 2015).]  [2:  Steven F. Kruger, Queer Middle Ages, in Noreen Giffney and Michael O’Rourke, The Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory (Ashgate e-book: Ashgate Publishing Limited: 2009).]  [3:  Culwin Thomas, On being Post-Normal: Heterosexuality after Queer Theory, in The Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory (Ashgate e-book: Ashgate Publishing Limited: 2009); Noreen Giffney, ‘Introduction’, in Noreen Giffney and Michael O’ Rourke, The Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory (Ashgate e-book: Ashgate Publishing Limited: 2009).]  [4:  Kent L. Britnall, Once upon a queer theory, Religion Compass, 15 (3) (2021) DOI: 10/1111/rec3.12388: <https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/epdf/10.1111/rec3.12388 > [accessed 28th November 2021]; Noreen Giffney, Introduction (2009).] 

In relation to the film Becket, it could be argued that King Henry II desired Becket and there is evidence of intimacy between the two.  Though this is not totally explicit, the King’s behaviour could be seen as queer. In the opening scenes, for instance, there is the King who strips down to his waist and asks, “Well Thomas Becket, are you satisfied? I am stripped kneeling at your tomb.” The King is about to be whipped, whereby he says, “me with my delicate skin”, which could imply that the King and Thomas Becket were intimately close.  The story then heads back in time whereby the King romanticises about their past together when they were friends.  But it seems to be that they were probably more than just ‘friends’, as the King continues to talk about their time together “wenching”, at which point the King confesses, “even you were better at that than I was”.  This implies that they probably did engage in sexual intimacies and his actions were homoerotic, at least from the film’s perspective. In fact, the King’s behaviour was portrayed as being very erratic towards Becket and extremely admired him.   Due to what is said by the King and how he behaves, it was very plausible that he and Becket knew each other sexually.[footnoteRef:5]  This would have been seen as extremely controversial for the time for when the film was made, as it was not legal to be homosexual until 1967, though this was only for men aged 21 and above. [5:  Becket, Peter Glenville (1964). Available from: < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 > [accessed 30th November 2021]] 

In the film the relationship between the King and Becket does start off as being quite friendly, where they seem to be appreciative of one another.  This continues for a while and there is evidence of further homo-erotic scenes. For instance, when the King is taking a bath, Becket enters and shortly after he rubs the kings back after his other servant. Once Becket has done this, he helps the King put on his clothes. Later Becket asks the King to dinner, where they discuss the cutlery and the King says, “I eat off silver”, Becket then replies, “Your expenses are heavy, I have only my pleasure to pay for.”  This implies that Becket enjoyed the King’s company but may also imply that they were sexually intimate.
Though in the film they were probably sexually intimate, Becket was promoted by the King and is portrayed as being a very intelligent person.  This can be seen in the scene where the King makes Becket the keeper of his seal says to his council, “He’ll check mate the lot of you”. As the film continues their relationship becomes more complex after the King goes hunting with Becket, has a race with him and then needs shelter.  The King finds a girl in this shelter (which is a peasant’s home) who he fancies and wants to take her from her family. This causes problems later as Becket also fancies her. In return of giving the girl to Becket, the King wants Gwendoline (someone Becket is overly fond of and had a relationship with) and takes her away from Becket.  This ends very tragically, as Gwendoline kills herself.  This was probably the start of problems for the King and becket.  However, their relationship becomes more problematic when Becket is promoted (again) to the Archbishop of Canterbury Becket.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Becket, Peter Glenville (1964). Available from: < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 > [accessed 30th November 2021]] 

In the film, the reason for promoting Becket was because the King wanted the Church more on his side.  Though Becket was initially carrying out the two roles of the King’s seal and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Becket seemed to have a conviction by the Holy Spirit to serve the Church first and foremost.  At the same time Becket probably was under pressure to carry out his role as Archbishop and take it seriously.  Therefore, Becket may have also felt the need to stop being the King’s seal and concentrate solely on being the Archbishop of Canterbury. This upset the King, as he probably saw it as a betrayal of Becket’s loyalties as a friend (and a lover).[footnoteRef:7] [7: Becket, Peter Glenville (1964). Available from: < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 > [accessed 30th November 2021].] 

Later on in the film, they try and resolve their differences through reconciling with one another. This is portrayed in the scene is where King Henry II and Thomas Becket try and reconcile their relationship on the beach.  Unfortunately, this does not end as well as it could have and their relationship is not back to the standards it once was in the beginning.  This illustrates the complexities of their relationship whereby there is no quick fix to the damage done. Certainly, the King appeared to be obsessive and anxious about Becket to the point his relationship was seen as ‘not natural’.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Becket, Peter Glenville (1964): < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 > [accessed 29th November 2021]] 

Although there are what appears to be Homoerotic scenes in Becket, according to the Randy A Salas of the Star tribune, O’Toole pointed out that, it was more of a love between two men, rather than anything explicitly homosexual.[footnoteRef:9]  However, in the film it seemed as though the King couldn’t live without him and he came across quite neurotic in response to Becket.  This was because he felt so hurt that Becket chose the Church and God over him and it seemed to the King that he had lost Becket to the Church and to God.  It is quite clear that the King wants to be number one in Becket’s life and since he probably felt betrayed and was hurt, he iterates, “Will no one rid me of this meddlesome priest”.  This is actually taken quite literally by his barrens, who then go on to kill Thomas Becket.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Randy A Salas, Star Tribune (Minneapolis Minn, 2007): <https://www.proquest.com/docview/427884489?accountid=130472&pq-origsite=primo> [accessed 1st December 2021]]  [10:  Becket, Peter Glenville (1964): < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 > [accessed 30th November 2021]] 

In terms of historical evidence, the death of Thomas Becket is quite well documented.[footnoteRef:11]  However, there does not seem to be much in the way to suggest that King Henry II and Thomas Becket were having a sexual affair. There is some common knowledge to suggest that they were friends at first, however this changed drastically when Becket became more involved with the Church. Therefore, there is some truth to the film Becket, though the extent of that truth is extremely questionable.  Indeed, the film was based on a play by Jean Anouilh, not the actual real life of Becket or Henry II.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Michael Staunton, Conflict, in Thomas Becket and his Biographers (Boydell and Brewer, Boydell Press, 2006); Michael Staunton, Martyrdom, in Thomas Becket and his Biographers (Boydell and Brewer, Boydell Press, 2006); Thomas Pugh, ‘Shame, masculinity, and the death of Thomas Becket’, Cambridge University Press Speculum, (2012) 87 (4):< https://www-journals-uchicago-edu.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/pdfplus/10.1017%2FS0038713412004186 > [accessed 1st December 2021]]  [12:  Randy A Salas, Star Tribune, Minneapolis Minn (2007): < https://www.proquest.com/docview/427884489?accountid=130472&pq-origsite=primo > [accessed 1st December 2021].] 

Although this was the case, medievalism was evident in the film since it was based in the period between ancient and modern times.  The film also romanticised the medieval period with the use of colours, costumes, and scenes.  Indeed, the costumes are very well made and reflect the typical medieval attire.  Therefore, due to the homoerotic nature of the film and its nostalgic romances of the medieval period, there is clear evidence of the film queer and medieval.  Thus, there is great evidence for Queer medievalism throughout the film[footnoteRef:13].  In fact, there is evidence to suggest that being queer in the sense of having male to male relationships was deemed as being acceptable in the early medieval period.[footnoteRef:14] It was probably just about acceptable in the 11 and 1200s, as in the 13 and 1400s it became less acceptable, and certainly by the 15 to 1600s being gay, or queer was deemed less acceptable.  It was certainly not made legal until 1967 in U.K., as previously mentioned. However, in more recent times being gay, queer, lesbian, bisexual, trans and affiliations with LGBTQ+ has become more acceptable and people (even in some Churches) have become more inclusive; though there is still quite a way to go.  [13:  Becket, Peter Glenville (1964): < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 > [accessed 29th November 2021]]  [14:  Steven F. Kruger, Queer Middle Ages, in Noreen Giffney and Michael O’Rourke, The Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory (Ashgate e-book: Ashgate Publishing Limited: 2009).] 

Therefore, as the film Becket was made in 1964, the argument for queer medievalism in the film could be contended.  This is particularly as Peter O’Toole may not have seen the film in the light of Queer medievalism.  However, the evidence provided by the film would suggest otherwise. In real terms, there does not appear to be anything in the way to argue that the actual King Henry II and Thomas Becket did have an intimate relationship though there is some common knowledge that they were friends initially, however later they had a major dispute, and consequentially their friendship was thwarted.  
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