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Outing Dumbledore. |. K. Rowling
brings a beloved character out of the
closet. Here’s why it’s no gay triumph

BY JOHN CLOUD

WHEN |.K. ROWLING SAID AT CARNEGIE
Hall that Albus Dumbledore—her Aslan,
her Gandalf, her Yoda—was gay, the crowd
apparently sat in silence for a few seconds
and then burst into wild applause. I'm
still sitting in silence. 1 feel a bit like I did
when we learned too much about Mark
Foley and Larry Craig: you are not the role
model I'd hoped for asa gay man.

Yes, it's nice that gays finally got a major
characterin the sci-fi/fantasy universe. Un
til now, we had been shut out of the major
franchises. . R.R. Tolkien wrote a rich sup
ply of homoeroticism into The Lord of the
Rings—all those men and hobbits and
elves singing to one another during long,
womanless quests. The books and their
film versions feature tender scenes be-
tween Frodo and Samwise. But in the end,
Sam marries Rosie and fathers 13 children.

Thirteen! Got something to prove, hobbit?

Other fantasy worlds have presented
gay (or at least gay-seeming) characters,
but usually they are, literally, inhuman.
George Lucas gave us the epicene C-3PO
and the little butch Rz-Dz, and their Felix
Oscar dialogue suggests the banter of a
couple of old queens who have been keep-
ing intergalactic house for millenniums.
But their implied homosexuality is quite
safe. There is no real flesh that could actu-
ally entangle. Similarly, there was a girl
on-girl plotin 1995 on Star Trek: Deep Space
Nine, but let me spare you a fanboy sum-
mary by noting merely that the two girls
weren't girls—they were gender-complex
aliens called Trills—and they only kissed.

So along comes Rowling with Dum-

bledore—a human being, a wizard even, |
an indisputable hero and one of the most |
beloved figures in children's literature. |-

Shouldn't I be happy to learn he's gay?

Yes, except: Why couldn't he tell us
himself? The Potter books add up to more
than 8co,000 words before Dumbledore
dies in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince,
yet Rowling couldn't spare two of those
words to help define a central character'’s
emotional identity: "I'm gay.” We can
only conclude that Dumbledore saw his
homosexuality as shameful. His silence
suggests a lack of personal integrity that
is completely out of character.

1 had always given the Potter books a
pass on the lack of gay characters because,
especially at first, they were intended for
little kids. But particularly with the ap
pearance of the long, violent later books,
Rowling allowed herwitches and wizards
to grow up, to get zitsand begin romances,
to killand die. It seemed odd that not even
aminorstudent characterat Hogwartswas
gay, especially since Rowling was so p.c.
about inventing magical creatures of dif-
ferent racesand species, incomes, national
origins and developmental abilities. In a
typical passage, Blaise Zabini is described
as a "tall black boy with high cheekbones
and long, slanting eyes." Would it have
been so difficult to write a line in which
Zabini takes the exquisitely named Justin
Finch-Fletchley to the Yule Ball?

And then there's Dumbledore himself.
Sure, he's heroic. His twinkling eyes, his
flowing manteau, hisunfailing wisdom—
Rowling made it impossible not to revere
him. But here is a gay man as desexed as
any priest—and, touncomfortably extend

| the analogy, whose greatest emotional

bond is with an adolescent boy: scarred,
orphaned, needy Harry. Rowling said that
in herconceptionof hischaracter, Dumble
dore had fallen in love with Gellert Grin
delwald long ago, when the two were just
teenagers. But Grindelwald turned out to
be evil—Rowling's Hitler, in fact—which
apparently broke Dumbledore's heart.

As far as we know, Dumbledore had
no fully realized romance in all his 115
years—ijust a lifetime spent around
children and, for the seven years we know
him, a fascination with the boy Potter,
That's pathetic and frustratingly stereo
typical. It's difficult to believe someone as
wise and sane as Dumbledore couldn’t find
at least one wizard his age to take to the
Three Broomsticks.

Am I making too much of this?
Undoubtedly. Some of the best Star Trek
fan fiction involves steamy Kirk-Spock
love affairs. So it will be with the Potter
world, as Rowling has acknowledged. We
arenow all free toimagine a gay life more
whole and fulfilling than the one Row-
ling gave Dumbledore. But it would have
been better if she had just let the old girl
restin peace. |
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Religion is one of the most provocative topics in American society today. We
invite you to view a special collection of TIME articles on religion and spirituality
at time.com/ReligionPages—and explore the relationship between religion and
a range of topics including science, sexuality and American democracy.

God vs. Science

Nov. 13, 2006 | By DAVID VAN BIEMA
Religion and science have clashed
throughout history. A debate between
prominent scientists in TIME’s pages took
up the question of whether the two can
be seen as complementary responses to
the mystery and wonder of the unknown.

Mother Teresa’s Crisis of Faith
Aug. 24, 2007 | By DAVID VAN BIEMA

One of the world’s greatest religious icons,

it now appears, experienced a devastating
“dryness,” “darkness,” “loneliness” and
“torture”—a 49-year period of tremendous
doubt in God'’s presence. See how Mother
Teresa’s spiritual journey may look like yours.

How the Democrats Got Religion
July 12, 2007 | By NANCY GIBBS and
MICHAEL DUFFY

The Democrats—and left-leaning religious
groups—are finally finding their religious voice
after recognizing the folly in having ceded

the values debate to Republicans. How will
religious America react to this new trend?

Life, Liberty and the Pursuit

of Thomas Jefferson

July 5, 2004 | By WALTER KIRN

Jefferson was a man with a tantalizing
inner complexity and a strong belief in

the goodness of mankind. How would the
author of the Declaration of Independence
and a leading proponent of the separation
of church and state view today’s America?

For a wide-ranging perspective on today’s
issues of religion and spirituality, visit
time.com/ReligionPages

The Case for Teaching the Bible
April 2, 2007 | By DAVID VAN BIEMA
Proponents suggest that studying the
Bible in public schools is essential to being
a well-rounded student and an engaged
citizen. But can it be taught objectively,
and constitutionally?

Einstein and Faith

April 16, 2007 | By WALTER ISAACSON
A combination of awe and rebellion
helped shape not only Einstein’s science,
but also his spiritual journey, ultimately
determining the nature of his faith.

The Evolution Wars

Aug. 7, 2005 | By CLAUDIA WALLIS
Darwin’s theory of evolution is widely
regarded as the rational explanation for
the diversity of life on Earth, grounded
in decades of study and objective
evidence. Now along comes the
intelligent-design movement—the latest
attempt to discredit this famous theory.

What Does God Really

Think About Sex?

June 24, 1991 | By RICHARD OSTLING
Three decades after the sexual

revolution began percolating through
American society, the relationship
between God and sex again sends

some of the country’s largest religious
denominations into turmoil as they debate
whether to liberalize their standings.
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