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Subtext and Countertext in Muriel's Wedding

Jill A. Mackey

    Abstract: Muriel's Wedding (1995), an Australian film directed by P. J. Hogan and ostensibly about a small-town girl's search for self-esteem through marriage, may be appropriated for an oppositional, lesbian reading that runs counter to the preferred or dominant reading provided for by heterocentrist society. Instead of a "lesbian subtext," I identify a "lesbian countertext" that undermines the heterocentrist text and suggests lesbian desire and love between Muriel and Rhonda. Muriel's Wedding is a scathing critique of romance, weddings, and heteropatriarchy, while the countertext allows for a lesbian appropriation and rereading. 

Like anyone else, lesbians and gay men go to films partly in search of validation of ourselves: our lives, our loves, our sorrows, our joys. Yet we know that lesbians and gay men have been all but invisible in mainstream films. When we are depicted, it is, until very recently, negatively. Vito Russo has shown that Hollywood filmmakers have depicted gay men as sissies, tortured souls unhappy in their perversion, or predatory killers. Otherwise, filmmakers have had to "sneak" gay men into films, hiding them behind looks or jokes (Russo 1987). 1 Only those in the know, those who could decode the messages, would see gay men. Lesbians have been similarly depicted. The real lives of lesbians and gay men have gone virtually unacknowledged in mainstream filmmaking. This situation is slowly changing, as Hollywood filmmakers are representing homosexual characters, if not homosexual relationships, more positively. We must still turn to independent filmmakers for honest, direct representations of homosexual relationships that include love scenes. Think of the difference between, say, Boys on the Side (Ross 1995) or Fried Green Tomatoes (Avnet 1991) and When Night Is Falling (Rozema 1995) or Go Fish (Troche 1994). 2

Despite this dearth of honest representations of ourselves and our lives, lesbians continue to see mainstream films, and we make up for the lack of representation of ourselves by "reading against the grain" for representations of women that we might appropriate and interpret as signs of lesbian love and desire. As Clare Whatling maintains, "[a]s lesbians we are all experts at the art of inserting ourselves into the texts of mainstream films, the narratives of which are rarely anything but heterosexual" (1994, 184). Whatling has explored how films such as Fried Green Tomatoes (Avnet 1991), Julia (Zinneman 1977), and The Bostonians (Ivory 1984), films that appear to be about heterosexual relationships, "offer a suggestive, albeit tantalizing glimpse of what we might call lesbian desire" (186). She demonstrates how two Jodie Foster films, The Accused (Kaplan 1988) and [End Page 86] The Silence of the Lambs (Demme 1991), "have been appropriated for a lesbian economy of desire as a result of extra-textual information about its star or stars" (185). She maintains that the rumors circulating about Jodie Foster's lesbianism have allowed for the appropriation of these films for lesbians' pleasure, regardless of the possibilities the films themselves offer" (185). This is a viewing strategy that Becker, Citron, Lesage, and Rich have called identifying the lesbian subtext of a film (1995, 30).

Similarly, Arbuthnot and Seneca (1990) have demonstrated that Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (Hawks 1953) may be appreciated by women looking for Hollywood depictions of commitment between strong women. They examine how camera shots, lighting, and music add to their pleasure in viewing the dynamics between Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell in a "typical" Hollywood film, the preferred reading of which involves the two women's search for heterosexual romance. They suggest that the "pre-text" of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes is the standard Hollywood love story, while the "text" is indeed feminist in that the characters, Lorelie and Dorothy, resist objectification by men and maintain their commitment to each other, despite their double wedding at the end of the film (Arbuthnot and Seneca 1990, 120-1).

I intend to demonstrate how Muriel's Wedding (1995), an Australian film directed by P. J. Hogan and ostensibly about a small-town girl's search for self-esteem through marriage, may be appropriated for an oppositional, lesbian reading that runs counter to the preferred or dominant reading provided for by heterocentrist society. Instead of a "lesbian subtext," I identify a "lesbian countertext" that undermines the heterocentrist text and suggests lesbian desire and love between Muriel and Rhonda. The excessively heterosexual text allows for a parodic exploration of the theme of the wedding and of the institution that the wedding symbolizes and officially begins, namely marriage. Thus, the subtext of Muriel's Wedding, I maintain, is a scathing critique of romance, weddings, and marriage in heteropatriarchy, while the countertext allows for an appropriation and rereading in favor of lesbian desire. Before I proceed, however, I must clarify my use of certain terms.

Stuart Hall has identified the "oppositional code" as a decoding strategy in which the viewer "detotalizes the message in the preferred code in order to retotalize the message within some alternative framework of reference" (1993, 103). My reading of Muriel's Wedding makes use of an oppositional code in which I dismantle the preferred, heterosexual message of the film in favor of a lesbian one, what I am calling the film's "countertext." Another pertinent term is "subtext," which appears to have many uses among critics of popular culture. As I have stated above, Becker et al., have identified the lesbian subtext of a film as existing in viewers' dependence upon extra-textual information concerning the possible lesbianism of one or more women associated with a film. The lesbian [End Page 87] subtext "depends on the knowledge, suspicion, or hope that some participants in the film (director, actress, screenwriter) were themselves lesbians, and that their perspective can be discerned in the film even though disguised" (Becker et al. 1995, 30). In addition to a lesbian subtext dependent upon intimations or hopes of lesbianism in one or more women associated with a particular film, John Fiske has identified a subtext of a television program as existing in its "hyperbolic excess" (1989, 90-1). Hyperbolic excess exists in the form of an exaggeration that allows for a concomitant reading, one that is subversive, parodic, even campy, a "subtext" that may be "read and enjoyed simultaneously by the viewer and his/her disunited subjectivity" (91).

Any lesbian appropriation of Muriel's Wedding would be incomplete without an accompanying acknowledgement of the film's ironic stance vis-à-vis weddings, marriage, and heterosexual romance. Thus my reading involves inserting lesbianism into an ostensibly heterosexual text, replacing the preferred, heterosexual code with a counter, oppositional, lesbian one, in the manner of Hall; and observing a parodic, subversive subtext as identified by Fiske. Unlike that involving Jodie Foster, no extra-textual information in the form of rumors or outings exists concerning either Toni Collette, the star of Muriel's Wedding, or Rachel Griffiths, who plays Muriel's friend Rhonda. The screenplay was written by P. J. Hogan and his wife, Joycelyn Morehouse, so the definition of a lesbian subtext, according to Becker et al., does not apply. For these reasons, I use the term "subtext" to refer to the critique of heterosexual romance, weddings, and marriage evident in the excessive wedding imagery in the film. While any viewer may identify the parodic subtext in the hyperbolic excess of wedding imagery, and thus employ an oppositional reading strategy, heterosexual viewers might not go so far as to posit a lesbian love story in place of a heterosexual one or even a female "buddy movie," although the possibility of reading "lesbian" into a female "buddy movie" always exists. Thus, I use the term "lesbian countertext" to identify a reading strategy that appropriates the film for lesbians' pleasure. I suggest also that lesbians' pleasure in appropriating this film is deepened by their recognition of the parody of heterosexual romance.

The Heterosexual Text

Muriel's Wedding is ostensibly the story of a young heterosexual woman from a crass, middle-class Australian family living in the resort town of Porpoise Spit. A high school drop-out who lacks ability and ambition, Muriel lives in a fantasy world inspired by dreams of getting married. She is sustained in this fantasy by listening to Abba songs, especially "Dancing Queen," which she listens to whenever her failings and the futility of her life begin to close in. Her father, Bill Heslop, is a small-time land [End Page 88] developer who is president of the Porpoise Spit Council, who ran for and lost a position in state government, and whose business dealings we realize are shady and under-the-table propositions. We recognize almost immediately that he is having an affair with beauty consultant Deidre Chambers; there are too many "coincidences" in which Deidre shows up at restaurants where the Heslops are dining. We also perceive in Bill one of the sources of Muriel's lack of self-esteem. He berates all of his children as "useless" in front of Japanese businessmen--who he is trying to persuade to build in his developments--with whom the family is having dinner. Betty Heslop, Muriel's mother and perhaps her role model in escaping reality, seems without personality or will. She drifts off during dinner conversations, blocks out the noise her five children create around her in the family home, and parrots Bill's observations about their children and their lives. We suspect, however, that Betty is pained by Bill's disdain for his kids, and that her spacing out is a defense mechanism as is Muriel's listening to Abba. The family is rounded out by four other children, Perry, Joan, Penelope, and Malcomb, who appear to warrant their father's abuse. The adult children, including Muriel, are unemployed, indolent, and oafish, spending their time hanging about the house, smoking, and watching cricket on television.

The film opens with Muriel's latest peccadillo. She is caught in a stolen dress at high-school-friend Tania's wedding reception. Bill buys off the police with a case of beer, having ascertained that one of the arresting officers is the son of an old buddy of his, a further indication of his slick manipulation of the old boy network and of his own unscrupulousness. Deidre offers Muriel a job selling cosmetics in her company, and Bill tells Betty to write Muriel a blank check to pay for the cosmetics kits she will in turn sell. On the morning that Betty is to write Muriel the blank check, Muriel is sleeping off her sadness at having been unceremoniously kicked out of her circle of "friends" for being fat, style-less, and ugly. Tania, Janine, Nicole, and Cheryl are planning a holiday on Hibiscus Island, and they dump Muriel so she will not burden them with her offensive presence. Muriel maneuvers her mother into making the check out to "Cash," empties her father's savings account of $12,000, and flies off to Hibiscus Island, telling her family that her holiday was financed by her success at selling cosmetics. While on Hibiscus Island, Muriel is warned by the clique to stay out of their way, but she bumps into Rhonda, a high school acquaintance. Rhonda misreads Muriel's non-committal replies to questions about her life since high school, believing she is engaged and on Hibiscus Island without her fiancé for a last fling. Muriel lets Rhonda believe this, for it fits with Muriel's desire to be married and her belief in marriage's power to make her "somebody."

While Muriel is on holiday, Bill finds out where Muriel's money came from, which prompts Muriel to run away to Sydney to escape the consequences of her actions. When next we see Muriel, she and Rhonda are [End Page 89] sharing an apartment and a search for male companionship. While in Sydney, Muriel, who renames herself "Mariel" to symbolize her new self and new life, continues to fantasize about getting married, while Rhonda continues her life of casual sex with men she meets in bars. Rhonda is suddenly stricken with a cancerous tumor on her spine, causing her to be confined to a wheelchair and to be consigned to rehabilitation in order to walk again. Muriel, meanwhile, deals with Rhonda's cancer and with her father's legal troubles stemming from his taking of bribes from the Japanese businessmen by trying on wedding dresses in bridal shops all over Sydney. She manipulates the store clerks into taking snap shots of her in the tried-on gowns by telling them sob stories about mothers in the hospital with cancer and sisters in comas. Things come to a crisis for Muriel when Rhonda's cancer returns after surgery and Muriel's father threatens to take her back to Porpoise Spit with him after his hearings in Sydney conclude. She peruses singles ads until she finds one that looks promising: South African swimmer David Van Arkle is looking to marry an Australian girl, thereby gaining Australian citizenship and eligibility to swim for Australia in the next Olympic Games, since South Africa has been banned from the competition. Believing this to be the path to achieving her desires, Muriel agrees to the arrangement, earning $10,000 in the bargain. Rhonda, however, suffering a return of the cancer, must undergo an operation in which her spinal chord will be severed. She must therefore move back to Porpoise Spit and live with her mother, as Muriel will not be around to help her to continue to live independently.

"Mariel" marries the reluctant David in a big church wedding and lives with him in his flat. 3 Back in Porpoise Spit, Betty is caught inadvertently shoplifting a pair of sandals, causing Bill more headaches and legal problems. By this time, Bill has had enough of Betty and his "useless" children, and tells Betty he wants a divorce to marry Deidre. Betty commits suicide, and it is at her mother's funeral that Muriel realizes how shallow and superficial her life has been. She leaves David and rescues Rhonda, and the film ends with Muriel and Rhonda heading to the airport in a cab to fly back to Sydney together.

The Parodic Subtext

In keeping with the surface, heterosexual text, the leitmotif of Muriel's Wedding is romance and "being married," symbolized by the wedding ceremony. We might recognize the hypocrisy, silliness, and superficiality of the young women and men depicted in the film, but we may not go so far as to question the institution of marriage itself. It is my contention that the excessive wedding imagery and the preoccupation with romance and with being married on the part of Muriel and her friends serve to [End Page 90] undermine the celebration of marriage and modern love. Especially when juxtaposed to the people who are married, e.g., Bill and Betty Heslop, this heavy use of wedding imagery seems to call the whole business of marriage into question.

Wedding imagery saturates this film. It opens with the wedding between Tania and Chook (an Australianism for "chicken"), Porpoise Spit High School sweethearts. Muriel papers her bedroom walls with photographs of brides from bridal magazines, catches Tania's bridal bouquet, and takes some wedding cake to put under her pillow to dream of her future husband. After moving to Sydney, Muriel tries on one wedding gown after another, even though she is not engaged to anyone. At the video store where she works in Sydney, Muriel watches the video of the Royal Wedding between Charles and Diana over and over. After her own wedding to David Van Arkle, she watches the video tape of that wedding. We understand that for Muriel, as well as for her questionable chums, the wedding is the apotheosis of a woman's achievement. Indeed, for Muriel, the wedding symbolizes having "made it." Muriel tells Rhonda as much upon Rhonda's discovery of Muriel's "wedding album," in which she keeps snap shots of herself in various wedding gowns tried on all over Sydney. Rhonda subsequently confronts Muriel, assuming that "Mariel" has been planning to marry her fiancé, after all:

    Muriel: I want to get married! I've always wanted to get married. If I can get married, it means I've changed. I'm a new person. 

    Rhonda: How? 

    Muriel: Because who would want to marry me? 

    Rhonda: Tim Simms! 

    Muriel: There is no Tim Simms! I made him up. In Porpoise Spit, no one would even look at me. But when I came to Sydney and became Mariel, Brice asked me out, and that proves I'm already different than I was, and if someone wants to marry me, I'm not her anymore, I'm me. 

    Rhonda: Not who, anymore? 

    Muriel: Muriel! Muriel Heslop! Stupid, fat, and useless! I hate her! I'm not going back to being her again! 

The romance with which the wedding and the married state are depicted in this film suggests that, for women, to be married is to be charmed, to be touched by love, to be therefore accorded a certain respect. The desirability of marriage and the elevation that the married state imparts upon women in the minds of the women presented in the film to the contrary, the reality of that institution and of those middle-class participants in this film includes deception, hypocrisy, promiscuity, and despair. Groom Chook has sex with bridesmaid Nicole during his own wedding reception. Tania goes on holiday to Hibiscus Island with her bridesmaids, Nicole, Janine, and Cheryl, instead of on her own honeymoon, to punish Chook for yet another infidelity discovered on their [End Page 91] wedding night. It seems that Chook could not consummate his marriage to Tania, so in performing fellatio upon him, Tania finds lipstick on his penis. She gets him to admit to having an affair with Rose Biggs, whose lipstick we are to assume is the incriminating evidence on Chook's penis. This revelation speaks to the despair of Tania and the chagrin of Nicole. "Bitch!" cries Tania, referring to Rose, who eschews engaging in coitus with Chook, settling for "sucking him off . . . out of respect" for Tania. "Bastard!" mutters Nicole under her breath. Nicole seems to expect fidelity from her partner in infidelity. Given these circumstances and these characters, viewers may question the reverence that these people hold for the state of matrimony, and we laugh at the shallowness and sliding morality of the women and men undertaking the married state.

This shallowness extends to Muriel, herself, at first. Having caught Tania's bridal bouquet at the reception, symbolizing her status as the next one to get married, and in keeping with the motif of the film, Muriel gets her wedding, but it is an arranged marriage for which she is paid $10,000. Despite his own participation in a marriage of convenience, her husband, David Van Arkle, is scornful of "Mariel," indeed of anyone who would marry someone she did not know. "Mariel's" wedding is a big church affair with all the trimmings: a white wedding gown with a long, flowing train, a singer intoning "Ave Maria," and three bridesmaids, the hypocritical Tania, Cheryl, and Janine, who, after throwing Muriel out of their group earlier in the film for being fat, ugly, and an embarrassment, tell journalists covering the wedding that they had been friends since high school with "Mariel," that they tell each other everything, and that they were on holiday together. "Mariel's" new fame as the wife of swimmer David Van Arkle and as the daughter of Bill Heslop, accused of taking bribes from businessmen interested in building in Porpoise Spit, is enough for the trio to forgive her of her past sins against their sense of fashion and deportment.

Apparently believing that a wedding, even a sham one, means being married, Muriel expects David to play the part of the romantic, wooing husband. When they arrive at David's flat after the ceremony, he steps into the flat ahead of "Mariel," who had been hanging back, presumably to be carried over the threshold in keeping with tradition. He points out his bedroom and hers, making it clear that this will be a marriage in name only. We see the crestfallen look on "Mariel's" face as this realization sinks in. He spends his time swimming and "Mariel" spends hers watching the video of her wedding, for this is all that exists of it for her. She must be satisfied with the appearance of being married, and we realize that for many women, indeed for many of the married women in this film, their marriages exist more or less in name only. We realize, too, that Muriel's is not much more of a marriage than her mother's. [End Page 92]

It seems that for all of these people, appearances should dictate reality concerning marriage. "I'm a bride!" wails the miserable Tania at the bar with her friends the night after her wedding. "I'm supposed to be euphoric!" It does not occur to her that going through the formality of a ceremony does not cause people to change their behavior, something "Mariel" must learn, as well. Rather, Tania finds a way to rationalize her marriage and her behavior at the end of the film. Explaining why she, Janine, and Cheryl are meeting Rose Biggs for lunch, the very Rose Biggs who "sucked [Chook's] cock" on her wedding day. Tania says, "Well, I sucked her husband's cock, and it made me realize that we all make mistakes." It seems that upon getting to know Rose Biggs, they found that she was "just like [them]." "Mariel," too, has been swept away by the romance of marriage, failing to realize that, no matter how pretty it is, a wedding will not guarantee happiness in marriage.

Yet the plight of Mariel Van Arkle resonates with meaning for a parodic reading of the heterosexual, patriarchal institution of marriage. Many middle-class women, especially of our parents' generation, were led to believe that their wedding day would be the happiest, highest moment of their lives. 4 Given that most middle-class women of the 1950s married in their early twenties, the larger part of their lives could only be viewed then as anti-climactic, a settling down into motherhood and wifedom, with the concomitant loss of selfhood. It was this very scenario that launched the women's liberation movement with its message of women's capability to make their lives meaningful outside of the role of wife and mother. Yet this is the very scenario that produced Muriel. What Muriel fails to see before her is one of the realities of marriage: a philandering father who views his own children as useless; a mentally absent mother who simply vanishes without physically leaving her stultifying, joyless life; and five undisciplined, oafish children who seem little prepared for any life but that of a layabout. Little wonder that Muriel escapes to the music of "Dancing Queen" in her bedroom.

Small touches that underscore this parodic treatment of weddings and marriage abound in this film. During "Mariel's" sham wedding, as the minister drones the solemn and often ironic line, "What God has joined together, let no man put asunder," we are shown Deidre Chambers, Bill Heslop's mistress, in the foreground, and Rhonda's mother in the background, dabbing their eyes with hankies. It is as if the idea of the wedding and what it represents retains its power for them, which the reality of divorce and infidelities seem unable to dislodge. What's more, their actions have the quality of ritual: as if this is the spot where women cry at weddings, regardless of the circumstances of the wedding itself. Toward the end of the film, after Muriel's mother, Betty, commits suicide, Bill Heslop urges Muriel to remain with him at Porpoise Spit to take care of the kids: [End Page 93]

    Muriel: What about Deidre? 

    Bill: She'll lend a hand. I don't think she's too keen on marrying now that living with the kids has come into it. 

Deidre, a businesswoman in her own right, was in love with Bill before, and Bill was in the process of leaving Betty for her, but life with the Heslop children and the role of drudge to their loafing lifestyle is understandably not something she wants. Deidre is smart enough to know a bad deal when she sees one. Yet that is the reality of marriage for so many women, and society continues to sell women on the concept. Mary Daly has pointed out that in heteropatriarchy, the horror of the sado-ritual is disguised with formality and prettied up with ceremony (1978, 132). The excessive formality of the ceremony, the highly romanticized wedding, and the ornamentation of the wedding gown may serve to hide the sad reality of marriage for many women.

The heterocentrist message of the promise of romance and marriage is so overdetermined that, when juxtaposed with the unhappy reality of Muriel's parents' marriage and with the hypocritical, bed-hopping young adults of Muriel's generation, the imagery turns back upon itself. The result is a satiric undertone that calls into question the very values that marriage purports to engender and the social forces that produce such disregard of the promises made during the wedding ceremony. We need only think back to the marriage of Charles and Diana, whose wedding Muriel admires, to appreciate the irony of their marriage compared to their wedding. Reviewers of Muriel's Wedding have criticized this film for its characters' resemblance to guests on Oprah and other television talk shows, in that Muriel's life is associated with so much extra-marital sex and heartbreak, suicide, and sickness (Powers 1993, 256, 266; Yates 1995, 4-9). What these reviewers fail to appreciate about this film, I think, is its parody of just the sort of self-absorption and self-indulgence that television talk shows pander to; of the superficial, throwaway attitude toward commitment many in society hold; of the stultifying reality of marriage for some women; of the unrealistic elevation of romance and the married state; and of the thoughtless, predatory sexual adventures evident among many young people.

The Lesbian Countertext

Muriel's Wedding's parodic subtext is one reason that lesbians may appropriate the film for their own pleasure. After all, for all the concern with weddings and heterosexual romance, the film ends with the reuniting of Muriel and Rhonda, not Muriel and a man. Ironically, all of the efforts on the part of the filmmakers to control the message and direct our attention to heterosexual romance and marriage do not contain the possibility of a [End Page 94] lesbian appropriation. Lesbian possibilities leak out despite the saturation of heterosexual messages. These possibilities lead me to identify a subversive, oppositional reading that I call the film's "lesbian countertext." Indeed, the film itself subverts the standard romantic, heterosexual love story. We might think we've seen this formula before: an arranged, loveless marriage of convenience that eventually works out because the couple inadvertently falls in love after their marriage of convenience begins. We might predict that this will occur between David and "Mariel." In fact, the possibility presents itself to "Mariel" and David after the suicide of Muriel's mother. A defining experience for Muriel, the funeral of her mother offers a glimpse into her shallow, deceptive life. She realizes that she is no better than her father, who blames his family for holding him back from achieving the kind of success to which he believes he is entitled. Muriel has lived on lies, larceny, and delusion, with herself as the person most deluded. The shock of recognition occurs at her mother's funeral when she realizes during the eulogy that her mother had been at her wedding yet Muriel had had no idea, for she was so wrapped up in her fantasy come true that she walked right past her on her way down the aisle with her new husband. The minister unwittingly anguishes Muriel, stating that one of the happiest experiences of Betty Heslop's life was attending her daughter "Mariel's" wedding. She recognizes that her mother, a real person with a real connection with her, is gone forever. What she has in place of that real connection is a sham marriage and a betrayed friend, Rhonda, whom she has abandoned in favor of a chance at a wedding with David. David, hitherto scornful of Muriel's willingness to enter into an arranged marriage regardless of his own complicity in the same scheme, responds to Muriel's outpouring of grief not only for her lost mother, but also for her recognition that she is just like her father.

This is the first glimpse into Muriel's heart that he, and we, have. After making love for the first and last time, Muriel tells him she cannot remain married to him because she doesn't love him and does not want to live a lie anymore. David tells her he doesn't love her either, but "could like having [her] around." She takes off her wedding ring and leaves his motel room to say good-bye to her father, who must now face his responsibilities to his other four children, and to pick up Rhonda, who has been languishing in her mother's home surrounded by the people--her mother and Cheryl, Tania, and Janine--from whom she wanted to escape in the first place. The possibility for Muriel's dream to come true presents itself when David suggests a newly found appreciation and care for Muriel. She can remain married to a handsome, rich man, the Cinderella story revisited. Instead, she rejects David in favor of Rhonda. In rejecting David, Muriel abandons her fantasy life as Mariel Van Arkle and comes to terms with Muriel Heslop. In rescuing Rhonda, she recognizes a real relationship based on truth and self-acceptance. Lesbians may read this ending as [End Page 95] Muriel and Rhonda's discovery of their love for each other, which supersedes meaningless affairs and pretend commitments. Indeed, rather than a different take on the heterosexual marriage plot, lesbians may see a "coming out" film. 5

As I have stated earlier, images of heterosexual marriage permeate this film, and these images help a countertextual reading that aids lesbian appropriation and intimates lesbian desire. As Alexander Doty suggests, "queer erotics" already exist in the dominant culture's erotics as a "necessary construct by which to define the heterosexual and the straight (as 'not queer')" (1995, 73). If they exist to help define the "not queer," then they also help to define the "queer," in this case the lesbian. One enduring act central to the wedding ceremony is the promise. This promise is to love and honor, and it is played out between "Mariel" and David during their sham ceremony. But before that, another version of this act occurs between Muriel and Rhonda. After Rhonda's first surgery to excise the cancerous tumor pressing on her spinal chord, and during a visit by Muriel to Rhonda during a rehabilitation session, Rhonda despairingly asks Muriel how she can stand all that she must do for Rhonda. She must push her in her wheelchair, even help her dress. Muriel reveals to Rhonda all that Rhonda has done for her:

    Muriel: Since I've met you and moved to Sydney, I haven't listened to one Abba song. That's because now my life's as good as an Abba song. It's as good as "Dancing Queen." 

    Rhonda: Come off it! Promise me something: we never go back there. Promise we never go back. 

    Muriel: I promise. You're gonna walk. 

This promise may not be to "love and honor," but it is a promise of commitment. Muriel's frank admission of what Rhonda has meant to her is reminiscent of similar sentiments expressed between couples exchanging vows at a wedding ceremony, and it elicits from Rhonda an embarrassed, "Come off it!" It is true that Rhonda needs Muriel if she is to remain in Sydney and live an independent life away from "Mum" and the confining, circumscribed life she left in Porpoise Spit. However, given the excessive wedding imagery and language, it is not much of a stretch to recognize the similarity of the language exchanged between the two women, nor is it difficult to read this language and the significant looks exchanged during this moment as lesbian.

The promise Muriel makes to Rhonda is one she will break, for she still harbors the dream of getting married, and consequences that she set in motion by stealing her family's savings compel her to act immediately. After her promise to Rhonda, Muriel's hand is forced by two successive events: the return of Rhonda's cancer, which means that Rhonda will not walk again; and the intention of her father, who is in Sydney to answer [End Page 96] charges of accepting bribes from Japanese businessmen, to return her to Porpoise Spit to help out her mother. Betty will need help with the kids because Bill has left her for Deidre. Now in need of a husband to forestall her enforced return to Porpoise Spit and virtual thralldom to her siblings, and perhaps as a defense mechanism to avoid dealing with Rhonda's further debility, Muriel casts through singles magazines until she sees the ad placed by David. Her wedding to David means that Rhonda must go back to Porpoise Spit to the confines of her mother's house and the uncertain ministrations of Tania, Cheryl, and Janine. After her moment of recognition and rejection of the life of lies with David, however, "Mariel," now once again Muriel, rescues Rhonda in a scene faintly reminiscent of the final one in An Officer and a Gentleman (Hackford 1982) when Richard Gere rescues Debra Winger from her stultifying factory life. Muriel is now ready to keep her promise of commitment to Rhonda. Are we to assume that this promise will be abandoned at the first sight of an eligible "bloke"? I think not. Muriel and Rhonda have been through that. The surface text of the film suggests their commitment no less than the lesbian countertext.

Another moment that the lesbian viewer may appropriate for lesbian pleasure, and that supports a lesbian countertextual reading, occurs during the lip-synch competition on Hibiscus Island at which Muriel and Rhonda lip-synch to the Abba song "Waterloo." This lesbian countertext may be spotted at several points along the surface text of the sequence. The lip-synching of "Waterloo" occurs immediately following Rhonda's revelation to Tania that Nicole has been having an affair with Chook, Tania's new husband, effectively ruining the holiday for Tania and Nicole. The lip-synching sequence alternates between shots of Muriel and Rhonda mouthing the words to "Waterloo" and dancing in Abba-esque fashion, and shots of Tania and Nicole exchanging venomous glances, Nicole sporting a new shiner. While Rhonda and Muriel perform their "Waterloo," Rhonda eyes the table of former friends with an unmistakable smirk, basking in the revenge her revelation has exacted for all the adolescent pain inflicted by Tania and her snobbish clique. The words of the song underscore this moment of triumph, Tania and Nicole having faced their own Waterloo or moment of reckoning. This is a reading of the surface, heterosexual text of this sequence, but the lesbian countertext offers another, simultaneous reading.

Romantic comedies replete with soundtracks filled with popular music of baby-boomer vintage have succeeded the musical comedy of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, and the integration of the soundtrack into the story-line acts very much as the musical number did in films of that genre. The musical number stopped the action of the film, oftentimes presenting the female lead to the specularizing male gaze. Other musical numbers allowed for the male and female romantic leads to sing the signature love [End Page 97] ballad of the film, furthering the romantic plot. The lip-synching of "Waterloo" serves very much the same purpose in Muriel's Wedding, but the specularizing and romantic plot-furthering intersect in the lesbian countertextual reading. The specularizing of the two female leads, reminiscent of that of Lorelie and Dorothy in the opening number and the "When Love Goes Wrong" number of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (Hawks 1953), plays to the male gaze and to the lesbian gaze. Rhonda and Muriel are dressed in tight, revealing Abba-esque costumes, and the sequencing of their duet offers the lesbian viewer an erotic pleasure in their intimacy and sensuality as they touch and play off one another to the rhythm of the song. They do a synchronized dance that at one point involves Muriel situated closely behind Rhonda, pulling Rhonda's hair aside from behind to reveal her own face to the camera. A tight two-shot close-up involves Muriel and Rhonda lip-synching the words to "Waterloo" virtually to each other's face. They are tantalizingly close to a kiss, and the words "My, my! I tried to hold you back but you were stronger" add to the erotic moment. Having presided over a brawl between Tania and Nicole during their number, Muriel and Rhonda exit the stage with their arms wrapped around one another. Their pleasure at the brawl evident on their faces notwithstanding, the sensuality and proximity of the two women during this sequence is easily eroticized by the lesbian viewer. Extra-textual information regarding Abba helps in this lesbian appropriation. Abba was a 1970s era popular music group made up of two married couples. The "Abba" group presented by Muriel and Rhonda is one half of this pair of married couples: the female half. Knowledge of the intimate relationships of Abba helps to eroticize the half of Abba made up of Muriel and Rhonda.

I have said that excessive wedding imagery suggests a parodic subtext that lampoons heterosexual romance and marriage. Heterosexual excess is also evident in the film. As I have stated earlier, Muriel's Wedding is ostensibly a romantic comedy featuring two women who have befriended one another in their search for happiness in the form of husbands, or at least male sex partners, in the big city of Sydney, against the provincial, exclusionary cliques that denied them acceptance in high school back at Porpoise Spit. It is possible to read this film as a standard, heterosexual text. Thus, when "Mariel" and Rhonda go to a local disco for some action, Rhonda finds not one, but two studly American sailors and takes them both back to their apartment for an evening of casual sex. The "straight" text here is obviously and excessively, well, straight. But I think we may interpret this sequence as an attempt on the part of the filmmakers to recuperate and contain any leakage, any aspect of the text that may be interpreted otherwise, namely, as a lesbian one.

"Mariel" is at the disco with Brice, who asked her for a date at the video store where she works, and Rhonda is there on a predatory hunt for men, having been unsuccessful in finding a "bloke" for herself earlier. We must [End Page 98] be reminded of the heterosexuality of the women, lest we begin to perceive their relationship as anything other than friendly. However, the polysemic nature of a film text allows for diversity of meanings produced by a diverse audience, in spite of the struggle of the hegemonic, dominant meaning (Fiske 1989, 93). A lesbian viewer seeking to appropriate a film for lesbian pleasure may read the scene of Rhonda's taking home the two sailors as hyperbolic excess, an attempt to rescue the text from just such a lesbian reading. Lynda Hart examines this phenomenon occurring in Thelma and Louise (Scott 1991), in which lesbianism is evoked and then disavowed by the film in an effort to use lesbianism to explain the heroines' criminality and then to reassure spectators that the relationship between them is safely heterosexual (1994, 74-8). As Chris Straayer has stated, "any erotic exchange of glances between women requires counter-efforts to disempower and de-eroticize them" (1995, 48). Thus must filmmakers struggle to contain a possible lesbian reading. Lesbian film critics demonstrate time and again, however, that total containment is impossible.

Straayer has pointed out that looks between female characters, so important to films about female bonding, are threatening to heterosexual, especially male, viewers because "inherent" in such scenes "is the elimination of the male" and the potential for a homosexual erotic charge (1995, 47-8). It is the "goal of homosexual viewers," says Straayer, "to eroticize these looks" (47). It is significant that an easily eroticized look exchanged between Muriel and Rhonda occurs at the end of the film, in a cab, heading for the airport, with the understanding that they will pick up the life they had together before "Mariel's" wedding. The males have been eliminated not only from this scene, but also from the picture. David is gone, and Brice, who wanted to date "Mariel," is neither mentioned nor seen after the wedding. After they yell "good-bye" out the cab windows at the mall, the beach, and the tourists, Muriel and Rhonda look at each other with tender smiles and eyes lit up with love. This exchange of looks between Muriel and Rhonda in the cab at the end of the film offers a tantalizing, charged moment of lesbian eroticism and desire.

An analysis of the final sequence of Muriel's Wedding reveals the women's commitment to each other, and it makes the viewer complicit in the desiring that is exchanged between Muriel and Rhonda. Laura Mulvey suggests that, in mainstream filmmaking, viewers must identify with the male as an ego ideal, or with the woman as bearers of the male gaze, the object desired (1994, 426-7). In this case, there are two women who gaze at each other as we gaze at them. Men might see both as objects of desire, but what will they do with the fact that the two women gaze at each other? Lesbians may appreciate this scene from both specularizing positions. They might identify with one or other of the characters, and they might see either or both women as objects of desire, as bearers of the lesbian gaze. [End Page 99]

After Muriel helps Rhonda into the back of the cab, and after the cab driver drives them off from Rhonda's mother's house, we are shown a two-shot into the cab from the side in which we see Rhonda lighting up a cigarette and Muriel looking over at her. Then there is a shot-reverse-shot sequence of the two yelling out of their respective windows good-bye to beach, mall, plaza, tourists. Then over Muriel's shoulder we see a two-shot of them looking at each other and yelling "Good-bye, Porpoise Spit!" They hold this look for a long time, as the camera alternates between two-shots, first over Muriel's shoulder at Rhonda, then over Rhonda's shoulder at Muriel, then a close-up shot-reverse-shot focusing first on Muriel, then on Rhonda. The penultimate shot is a close-up of Muriel, who is gazing out of the cab window with a satisfied smile on her face, looking prettier and more peaceful than we have seen her in the entire film. We recognize that Muriel is finally being true to herself, and has finally found peace and self-acceptance. The final shot is from the outside of the cab, the camera tracking its departure from Porpoise Spit, and holding on it from behind, with the sign saying "You Are Leaving Porpoise Spit" to the left of the road. Muriel's signature song, "Dancing Queen," is playing throughout this sequence, but this time the feeling associated with it is not wistful, but triumphant. Lesbians may smile to think that a factor contributing to Muriel's self-acceptance is her relationship with Rhonda and that her happiness will be increased by their life together.

There are those who might be troubled by the plot turn that placed Rhonda in a wheelchair. Does this turn of events effectively take Rhonda out of the sexual picture? The heterosexual text suggests that it does not. In one scene, when Rhonda is to be picked up for rehabilitation, the young man driving her to the hospital flirts with her, looking her up and down. Rhonda is dressed in a revealing bra top, and she smiles flirtatiously back at him. This sequence helps to retain Rhonda's sexuality. And lesbians know that being able-bodied is no prerequisite for lesbian relationships. In the United States, the lesbian community took measures to make events accessible long before the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act. We have acknowledged the fact that a disability does not completely define an individual, any more than being homosexual completely defines us.

Conclusions

One might be tempted to wonder, if people other than homosexuals think about such things at all, about the significance of the appropriation of a film for lesbians' pleasure. So lesbians may willfully misread a film for their own enjoyment. So what? Partly I think the pleasure lies in the act of appropriation itself. It's like being part of the Resistance. It's sort of like [End Page 100] Lesbian Avengers Go To The Movies. Instead of "We recruit," it's "We appropriate!" It makes us part of the in-joke. It demonstrates the power of the viewer against the tyranny of the text. And, as Doty has stated, often these films have better potential for homosexual responses than those made for homosexual audiences (1995, 77). On the other hand, such acts of textual terrorism demonstrate by their existence the simple fact that mainstream filmmaking lags behind social reality, as it often does. Mainstream filmmakers reveal their timorousness by not dealing honestly with homosexual relationships. I suspect that part of this trepidation is a deeply-entrenched assumption that film-goers are mostly young, heterosexual men who would not pay to see films about queers that did not pander to their stereotypes and biases. The emergence of the so-called "chick flick" may demonstrate that filmmakers have realized that women do, indeed, go to films, too. It remains to be seen if they will recognize that lesbians and gays go to films, as well. How refreshing if mainstream filmmakers would make the radical leap to the realization that heterosexuals might enjoy an honest depiction of lesbian or gay love! Heterosexuals could then hone their own skills at textual appropriation. After all, why should we have all the fun?
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Notes

1. In Russo's The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Films, rev. ed., (1987), and in the film (Epstein and Friedman 1996) adapted from the book, for example, we are told that the screenwriter for the film Ben-Hur (1959), Gore Vidal, and director William Wyler decided that more motivation was needed to explain the rivalry between Ben-Hur (Charlton Heston) and Messala (Stephen Boyd) than that provided for by the script. Vidal and Wyler decided that the rivalry would make more sense if Ben-Hur and Messala had been lovers as young men, and that Messala wants to rekindle their relationship as adults. Heston was not told of the motivational change, but Boyd played it to the hilt. Given this information, we may see in Boyd's face a sense of yearning for something other than manly friendship (76-7). Given the time of this film, such an element as homosexual love could not be made explicit except in a negative context.

2. The film Fried Green Tomatoes (Avnet 1991) was based upon the novel by Fannie Flagg, called Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Café (1987). While the sexual nature of the relationship between one of the sets of protagonists, Idgie and Ruth, is not necessarily made explicit in the novel, it is broadly hinted. Idgie is said to have been bitten by "that ol' love bug" by Sipsy (82). When Ruth's mother dies, Ruth sends to Idgie a quotation from the Book of Ruth: "Wither thou goest, I shall go. Thy people shall be my people." When Idgie asks her mother what it means, her mother replies "it means just what it says. I think tomorrow you and your brother and Big George better go over there and get that girl, don't you?" (191). Idgie and company then rescue Ruth from her abusive husband. Their relationship is supported by family and friends. In the film version, the relationship is sanitized. The closest the characters come to a physical manifestation of their love is a chaste kiss on the cheek of Idgie by Ruth. The sexual nature of their relationship is made so oblique that mainstream audiences could ignore it if they chose. Boys on the Side, on the other hand, has an openly lesbian character, but her love object is a straight woman with AIDS, thereby removing any possibility for a lesbian love scene. These characters never touch, let alone hug or kiss. When Night Is Falling (Rozema 1995) and Go Fish (Troche 1994), made by lesbians, contain frankly sexual and sensual love scenes between women.

3. I use the name "Mariel," in quotation marks, to refer to the character Muriel invents for herself and that is symbolized by her new name. I see this character as false, acting under false pretenses. I use her given name, Muriel, to refer to the actual character, the "person" whom the character Muriel represents in the film.

4. Adrienne Rich observes that "wedding pageantry," along with similarly romanticized images of heterosexual love and romance that permeate popular media, is an example of the forces of "compulsory heterosexuality" that propel women into relationships with men as if such relationships were natural and inevitable, instead of historically situated and assiduously promoted (1980, 645).

5. The lesbian "coming out" film has an established tradition in filmmaking by and/or about lesbians. Desert Hearts (Deitch 1985), Claire of the Moon (Conn 1992), When Night Is Falling (Rozema 1995) Lianna (Sayles 1983), The Incredibly True Adventures of Two Girls in Love (Maggenti 1995), among others, address the issue of a formerly straight woman coming out after meeting and falling in love with another woman.
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