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Reading Realness
Paris Is Burning, Wildness, and Queer and 

Transgender Documentary Practice

Eve Oishi

In 1991, Jennie Livingston’s Paris Is Burning (1990) won the Grand Jury Prize at 
the Sundance Film Festival, positioning it squarely at the center of a movement 
that B. Ruby Rich first named the “New Queer Cinema,” an emerging group of 
independent films marked by a diversity and range of styles and subject matter but 
connected by a “common style.” “Call it ‘Homo Pomo’ ” Rich wrote in an  influential 
1992 article. “[T]here are traces in all of them of appropriation and pastiche, irony, 
as well as a reworking of history with social constructionism very much in mind” 
(Rich, 2004: 16). In the intervening years, Paris Is Burning has become one of the 
most well-known and influential documentaries on queer and transgender people 
of color for its commercial success1 and its role in introducing and popularizing 
black and Latino drag ball culture and vernacular to a mainstream audience, as 
well as for critiques leveled at the film from scholars and activists who were trou-
bled by what they saw as an exploitative and unrealistic depiction of a vulnerable 
population.2 As I discuss later in this essay, the director Jennie Livingston sustained 
criticism for her decision to remain an invisible, off-camera presence in the film, 
a strategy that, together with the already fraught politics of a film about low-
income gay and trans people of color made by an economically privileged white 
lesbian, linked the film in some critics’ eyes with earlier ethnographic films whose 
exoticizing gaze reproduced the unequal power relations they often sought to 
expose. The film’s introduction of black and Latino New York ball culture and the 
complex performances, competitions, and judging rituals around various cate-
gories of “realness,” to a broader audience also situated the film as a key text to be 
mined by queer studies scholars to develop theories about representation, 
performance, realness, and reality.
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Just over 20 years later, the 2012 documentary Wildness by Wu Tsang also takes as 
one of its central subjects transgender people of color, in this case, Latina trans-
women who patronize and perform in the Los Angeles bar, The Silver Platter. Made 
by a transgender person of color – but one who is distinct from his subjects in sev-
eral ways including incommensurate linguistic, legal, socioeconomic, gendered, and 
educational status – the film is shaped by Tsang’s consciousness of the critical 
discourse about its cinematic precursors, in particular Paris Is Burning. Tsang has 
made reference to his awareness of the parallels between the two films,3 and several 
of Tsang’s other projects are organized around a direct critique of Livingston’s film.4 
In his catalogue essay for the 2012 Whitney Biennial, for which Wildness was 
selected, Tsang articulates his understanding of the loaded political terrain into 
which he was stepping in making the film.

In deciding to make a film about my experiences there, I was torn between my desire 
to “give voice” to an underrepresented movement (critical trans resistance) and the 
problems of representation itself – the burden of speaking on behalf of experiences 
that were not entirely my own. (Tsang, 2012b: 262)

One of the ways that Tsang addresses this central dilemma is to make himself a 
highly visible and central presence in the documentary. The documentary is titled 
not after the bar but after the weekly party and performance event that Tsang, a 
young bi-racial Chinese-American transgender artist, and his collaborators threw 
for two years at the Silver Platter. The party brought a foreign element, namely an 
ethnically mixed, largely queer avant-garde art scene, to a bar that was usually fre-
quented by gay and transgender immigrants from Mexico and Central America. 
The film details the rise and fall of the immensely popular Tuesday night party that 
included charges of gentrification, fears that the party’s press coverage would 
endanger the often undocumented bar regulars, and the death of one of the bar’s 
owners that initiated a legal battle over his will in which Tsang became involved. As 
Tsang describes in his blog that chronicles the making of the film, the film was orig-
inally envisioned as a more ethnographic picture of the Silver Platter’s trans Latino 
community that the director came to know through his weekly party. As such, he 
imagined that he was making a “trans resistance film.” But eventually he had to come 
to terms with the limits of his own understanding and knowledge of the community 
and with the politics motivating his own desires (and those of the attendees of 
Wildness) for and about the Silver Platter community.5

However, as Tsang himself acknowledges, foregrounding and thematizing the 
filmmaker’s position and desires does not release him from the dilemmas inherent 
in the project of making a documentary about an “other.” Looking at these two 
films, which take such different approaches to a similar problem, allows us to see 
two entwined problematics: the ways in which the challenges faced by each film 
are emblematic of the larger historical context in which they were made, specifi-
cally notions of queer community and its subjects; and the ways in which the 
negotiation of these challenges occurs in relation to a broader field of ethical and  
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formal questions relating to documentary itself. Looking at the specific crises of 
 representation embodied by both the films (and, in the case of Paris Is Burning, the 
critical discourse about the film) can help us to understand how documentary 
 conventions intersect with questions of representation endemic to changing formu-
lations of queer identity and community.

Notions of queer community in the early 1990s were marked by coeval yet often 
paradoxical trends: on the one hand, gay and lesbian studies was transforming into 
queer theory, a move that saw the convergence of poststructuralist challenges to 
positivist epistemology and identity categories with the effects of feminist, gay and 
lesbian, and racial and ethnic activism both in and out of the academy. On the other 
hand, the boundaries of a visible queer community were being both solidified and 
expanded to include transgender and other newly queer subjects, bringing a growing 
sense of visibility, political clout, and heterogeneity and becoming in Judith Butler’s 
words, a community of subjects moved “from abjection to politicized affiliation” 
(Butler, 1993: 124).

Central to this second trend is the celebration of diversity as an essential element 
of the expanding LGBTQ community, which was characterized by the valorization 
of cross-racial identification, affiliation, and desire. Central to the first trend is an 
articulation and awareness of the historical inequities undergirding these relations 
and the very categories of racial, gender, and sexual identity and community. In an 
article on Paris Is Burning, Robert E. Reid-Pharr equates the problematic liberalism 
of Paris Is Burning with the liberalism of early 1990s gay culture in the similar ways 
their celebration of cross-racial identification hinges on the spectacle of blackness 
without providing a context or an examination of the violence upon which such his-
torical representations have been founded (Reid-Pharr, 1990).

Both of the early 1990s trends discussed above are encompassed in Rich’s defini-
tion of the New Queer Cinema as an identifiable movement or body of work that 
can be claimed and celebrated as queer that simultaneously contains an ironic, sus-
picious, “pomo” relationship to ideas of historical knowledge, representation, and 
essentialized notions of identity. This paradox is similar to questions that accom-
pany turn of the twenty-first century documentary cinema that has been influenced 
by the critical and formal innovations preceding it. Work from this period must 
reckon with audiences’ suspicions of conventions of realism and the potentially 
troubling politics of ethnographic modes of representation while still remaining a 
central weapon in the arsenal of political movements’ goals to draw attention to and 
advocate for marginalized groups and people. The overlap between cinematic con-
ventions and political discourse emerges in the double valence of the verb “to repre-
sent,” which in one sense signals to speak on behalf of or stand in for, as in a political 
representative, and in another sense signals the desire to create a picture of or re-pre-
sent. Gayatri Spivak describes the two denotations (advocacy and aesthetic) in her 
influential essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” as “related but irreducibly discontin-
uous” (Spivak, 1988: 275).6

Documentary can be a place where those representational questions are fore-
grounded, but films about underrepresented or marginal groups, such as queer and 
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transgender people of color, demand a particular reckoning with the ethically and 
politically charged histories of the forms of narrative and representation being 
employed by the film. This is what Bill Nichols in his 1991 book Representing Reality 
calls “axiographics,” addressing

the question of how values, particularly an ethics of representation, comes to be known 
and experienced in relation to space. … How do the visual representations of the 
camera place the filmmaker in relation to the historical world? … The viewer’s relation 
to the image, then, is charged with an awareness of the politics and ethics of the gaze. 
(Nichols, 1991: 77)

As Nichols writes in the chapter “Representing the Body,” documentary films per-
form an ongoing negotiation between three domains against which the body is 
defined and apprehended: history, narrative, and myth. The historical domain refers 
to the “stickiness” of documentary images that are indexically linked to the histor-
ical realm outside of the film’s borders. According to Nichols, “[t]he historical 
domain, open-ended and contingent, lies at right angles to the closure of narrative” 
(1991: 249), but a narrative framework is necessary in order to lend coherence to the 
images and to avoid what could otherwise become a “senseless swirl of the anecdotal 
and eternally contingent” (264). Similarly, the mythical domain, by which film-
makers lend political significance or emotional power to bodies by producing them 
as symbols or icons, stands in contradictory yet dependent relation to the other two 
domains, providing an accessible frame through which to make sense of the “raw, 
inchoate flux of history” (264), yet also, like narrative, constantly threatening to sub-
sume the historical into ideological coherence. While the balance between these 
three axes is negotiated differently in every documentary film, and, as I argue later, 
the balance can shift within a film depending upon the context in which it is seen, 
every documentary contains within it the contradictory challenge to shape and 
frame a narrative out of images, which are taken from an extra-filmic world that 
defies such domestication, and whose power draws from the historical residue that 
continues to stick to them.7

In this sense, a comparative and axiographical analysis of Paris Is Burning and 
Wildness allows us to see the challenge endemic to all documentary film: the impos-
sibility of importing the full view of the universe of representational choices, with 
their myriad implications and histories, into a bounded and relatively static final 
product. While all documentary film involves some element of this negotiation, 
looking at the particular shape it takes in Paris Is Burning and Wildness allows us to 
better understand the competing regimes of realness and realism within documen-
taries during their historical moments, particularly in terms of the way that queer 
sexuality, race, and gender function in relation to one another and in relation to 
documentary conventions.

This essay puts into conversation documentary’s vexed relationship with reality 
and the specific political questions of representation and identity raised by the con-
cept of “realness” in two documentaries about transgender people of color. For the 
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purposes of this essay, I will be distinguishing between the terms “reality” (as synon-
ymous with “the real”), “realism,” and “realness.” Realism is used to describe a cine-
matic device used to indexically reference reality, or the material and historical 
world outside the cinematic frame. “Realness” is a performance mode that calls into 
question notions of both reality and realism.

Most obviously, realness is the standard by which the queens from Paris Is 
Burning are judged at the balls. Their performances sometimes involve gender drag 
but also encompass categories in which competitors are judged on their ability to 
realistically dress, walk, and pass as, for example, a Wall Street executive, a military 
officer, a butch straight man, or a “banjee boy or banjee girl,” who are, in the words 
of one emcee in the film, “the ones who tried to rob you on your way to the ball.” In 
their article, “Docudrag, or ‘Realness’ as a Documentary Strategy: Felix Rodriguez’s 
One Moment in Time (1992)” Marcus Becquer and Alisa Lebow define “realness” in 
this way:

“Realness” here is the attribute of a performance that involves creating the best imita-
tion possible in a manner so convincing, yet tacitly so illegitimate, that any notion of 
the real may be called into question … An essential part of its structure is based on 
undermining belief as well – an undermining that may then lead to a refiguring of the 
very notion of belief. (Becquer and Lebow, 1996: 145)

Later in this essay, I discuss the ways in which this definition of realness can offer a 
view of what is at stake in various formal choices within the documentaries under 
discussion. In particular, I am interested in realness as a performance that variously 
can and cannot be “read” for its artifice and power dynamics.

Jennie Livingston’s 1991 documentary Paris Is Burning offered a view of black and 
Latino drag ball culture in New York to a wider audience and gave film and gender 
studies scholars rich material to consider the relationship between “realness,” 
performance, identity, and documentary representation. It was the first glimpse that 
many viewers had to the ball subculture that had been around since the 1930s. The 
film utilized explanatory title cards to introduce insider concepts such as “realness” 
and “throwing shade,” a gesture of translation that confirms the fact that the film is 
addressing itself to viewers outside of the ball scene. But although Paris Is Burning 
was singular in its success and mainstream visibility, it is important to frame its 
impact within a broader context of queer media and activism, and queer theory. 
Such a contextualization allows us to understand how the axiographics of the film 
are linked to questions of representation, community, and queer identity that were 
evolving outside the frame of the film, specifically the ways in which an imagined 
queer community was being produced and expanded in the early 1990s through the 
intersection of cinematic representation, political activism, and academic theory.

Paris Is Burning can be read in relation to both the urgent and frequently experi-
mental works of AIDS activist documentary that often exposed the ways in which 
media and political structures marginalized and distorted the experiences of poor 
people and people of color, as well New Queer Cinema’s proliferation of narrative 
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feature films authored by gay and lesbian filmmakers. While AIDS activist media 
and New Queer Cinema included a lot of experimentation within the idea of docu-
mentary production, Paris Is Burning hews more closely to traditional forms with its 
ethnographic distance between the subject and audience/filmmaker. For this reason, 
it is also the documentary from that period that had the most mainstream success. 
Paris Is Burning contains a progressive impulse to bring to visibility previously mar-
ginalized and unknown people and cultures that also anticipates and contributes to 
a future mainstreaming of queer culture, people, and issues.

By giving visibility and narrative legibility to its previously relatively unknown 
subjects, Paris Is Burning helped to produce them as queer subjects, members of a 
larger LGBT community whose contours were being rapidly refigured during this 
period. This is not to say that Venus Extravaganza and Peppa LaBeiga were not his-
torical subjects and actors before their appearance in the film nor is the documen-
tary Paris Is Burning solely responsible for the visibility, careers, or cultural 
significance of the people featured in the film. However, aligning with larger political 
trends during the period, the film can be seen as making an argument for the 
inclusion of black and Latino queens within discourses of queer life and political 
consciousness. Indeed, since the film’s release, balls have become more connected to 
a broader queer activist movement. In 1989, the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), 
an activist and service organization formed in New York to respond to the AIDS 
pandemic, formed the House of Latex, which began to host its own balls. The idea 
was to target at-risk communities, particularly low-income black and Latino gay 
men already involved in the ball scene, and to develop safer sex and AIDS awareness 
and prevention strategies that worked in concert with existing cultural forms, codes, 
and practices. Merging a culture that had been previously unknown to many gay 
activists with a more mainstream gay political framework and activist network, the 
House of Latex, like Paris Is Burning, represents the ways in which the AIDS crisis 
and its activist responses helped to identify and interpellate previously marginalized 
or invisible gay people as subjects of a larger politicized queer community. In the 
intervening years, drag balls, particularly the newly developed youth circuit of 
“Kiki” balls, have become a primary site of safer sex education and outreach by 
community health activists.

The mainstream coverage of Paris Is Burning was generally positive, but the 
film has proven to be a rich site of debate and discussion among scholars and 
cultural critics. Probably the best-known and most abiding critique of the film 
came from bell hooks, who took issue both with how the subjects of the film 
understand and represent the function and significance of drag balls as well as 
Livingston’s documentary style. According to hooks, the queens’ own discourse 
about the drag balls can be read as “both progressive and reactionary” in their 
articulation of the liberatory function of fantasy and in what she sees as their self-
sabotaging aspiration towards an ideal of white, upper-class, heterosexual femi-
ninity (hooks, 1992: 149). Her main objection is Livingston’s uncritical embrace 
of traditional ethnographic film techniques through the absenting of her own 
body. She writes:
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Since her presence as white woman/lesbian filmmaker is “absent” from Paris Is Burning 
it is easy for viewers to imagine that they are watching an ethnographic film docu-
menting the life of black gay “natives” and not recognize that they are watching a work 
shaped and formed by a perspective and standpoint specific to Livingston. (hooks, 
1992: 151)8

In her chapter on Paris Is Burning from Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits 
of “Sex,” Judith Butler disagrees with hooks’s reading of the drag performances as 
misogynist and celebrates the film subjects’ reimagination of affective structures of 
family. But she too raises the ethical implications of the filmmaker’s camera, in 
particular the filmmaker’s cross-identification with the subjects in the film, which 
makes itself felt obliquely through Livingston’s decision to focus on the alternative 
family structures of the ball houses. Butler writes that, “as a lesbian, [Livingston] 
apparently maintains some kind of identificatory bond with the gay men in the film 
and also, it seems, with the kinship system, replete with ‘houses,’ ‘mothers,’ and ‘chil-
dren,’ that sustains the drag ball scene and is itself organized by it” (Butler, 1993: 
134). Yet Butler sees the filmmaker’s lesbian desire, which is predicated upon a 
cross-identification with groups that are marginalized from heteronormativity 
(hence the appeal of alternative family structures), as also attached to a desire for 
phallic power over the tools of representation, a power that ultimately serves to 
domesticate the black and Latino subjects of the film. She asks, “what is the status of 
the desire to feminize black and Latino men that the film enacts? Does this not serve 
the purpose, among others, of a visual pacification of subjects by whom white 
women are imagined to be socially endangered?” (1993: 135).

Butler continues, “is this fantasy of the camera’s power not directly counter to the 
ethnographic conceit that structures the film?” (135–136). In other words, 
Livingston’s desire as an absent but framing presence is antithetical to the film’s 
stance as the neutral ethnography that hooks is accusing it of being. While the film 
may be assuming a “privileged location of ‘innocence’” by absenting the white les-
bian filmmaker from the screen (hooks, 1992: 151), Butler argues that the visual and 
narrative frame of the film is serving a specific function for a lesbian audience, 
namely to simultaneously claim an identification and shared sense of marginaliza-
tion and exercise the phallic power of engendering its black and Latino subjects.

Ultimately, Butler’s assessment of the film’s potential to destabilize normative 
regimes of power and meaning remains contingent upon individual spectators’ 
responses to the packaging of the “performances” within the film. This will deter-
mine whether the ethnographic form of the film serves to reinforce or unsettle 
viewers’ dominant ideas about truth, representation, and difference. To this end, 
Butler’s analysis is aligned with hooks, as she suggests that the process of opening up 
a critical distance for the viewer is hindered by Livingston’s failure to make herself 
more present. She writes, “I would have liked to have seen the question of Livingston’s 
cinematic desire reflexively thematized in the film itself, her intrusions into the 
frame as ‘intrusions,’ the camera implicated in the trajectory of desire that it seems 
compelled to incite” (Butler, 1993: 136). The wish, expressed by both hooks and 
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Butler, that Livingston make herself more visible in the film are responses to this way 
of thinking about the power dynamics of reading the other. Her invisibility fore-
closes a reading of her own desires and implication within regimes of power and 
representation. The film’s own opacity and resistance to being “read” by viewers and 
critics must be unpacked through a deeper discussion of the categories of both 
“reading” and “realness” within the film.

Butler’s discusses “realness” as “morphological ideal” that is inherently connected 
to a culturally specific practice of “reading.” She writes:

what determines the effect of realness is the ability to compel belief, to produce the 
naturalized effect … Significantly, this is a performance that works, that effects real-
ness, to the extent that it cannot be read. For “reading” means taking someone down, 
exposing what fails to work at the level of appearance, insulting or deriding someone. 
For a performance to work, then, means that a reading is no longer possible, or that a 
reading, an interpretation, appears to be a kind of transparent seeing, where what 
appears and what it means coincide. (Butler, 1993: 129)

Becquer and Lebow extend Butler’s definition of realness to include the pleasure in 
the performance itself. If, according to Butler, realness works “to the extent that it 
cannot be read,” Becquer and Lebow point out that “it also must be read in order to 
work. Much of its pleasure comes precisely from this paradoxical ‘reading’ of what 
presumably cannot be read” (Becquer and Lebow, 1996: 145).

Jackie Goldsby offers a valuable refinement of this discussion by pointing to the 
power relations inherent in the act of “reading” as opposed to “throwing shade” or 
“shading”:

In the ball world the children clarify the workings of power in signifyin(g) exchanges 
because they split the notion into two forms: “reading” and “shading.” Where the 
former is an insult that occurs between dissimilarly advantaged speakers, the latter 
happens when two similarly positioned speakers square off to spar verbally. … 
To  “throw shade,” on the other hand, one addresses an equal on the sly. (Goldsby, 
1993: 114)

A discussion of reading realness that pays attention to the dual nature of “reading” 
(both seeing through the artifice and calling out the flaws) also offers us a more 
nuanced perspective on the reality status of documentary itself. Becquer and Lebow 
introduce the term “docudrag” in part as a way of linking the performative nature of 
all documentary with the politics of drag. They argue that realness “encourages us to 
see documentary practice as characterized not by a privileged aesthetic link between 
documentary and the real, but as an engaged and embattled attempt to pass as real 
in a history laden with issues of representation, power, and desire” (Becquer and 
Lebow, 1996: 160).

According to critics of Paris Is Burning, the conventions of ethnographic film are 
potentially reactionary in that they resist being “read” in both Butler’s sense of 
“exposing what fails to work at the level or appearance” and in Goldsby’s sense of a 
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calling out that is structured around an inherent asymmetry of power (Butler, 1993: 
129). In Butler’s terms, “[t]he impossibility of reading means that the artifice works, 
the approximation of realness appears to be achieved, the body performing and the 
ideal performed appear indistinguishable” (129). In this sense, the film’s ethno-
graphic distance between film and filmmaker effectively mimics reality and thus 
prevents viewers from “reading” or discerning the uncomfortable power dynamics 
inherent in the film’s presentation of its subjects.

Reading the realness of Paris Is Burning and Wildness, in other words, examining 
their attempts simultaneously to “pass as real” and to produce pleasurable commen-
taries on the politics of their own representations, allows us to understand the ways 
in which their cinematic dilemmas are intimately linked to larger political questions. 
What the shift from one film to the next shows us is that the problem is not just how 
to represent the lives on screen but how documentary conventions that both depend 
on and disavow realism must adapt in response to changing definitions of queer 
subjectivity. Such an investigation raises the questions: who is marginal and what are 
the visual conventions through which those subjects have ambivalently come into 
focus? Who has historically been given the power of self-representation?

Wildness, by first-time filmmaker Tsang, found immediate success in the film fes-
tival and art world. It premiered at MOMA’s International Festival of Nonfiction 
Film and Media, was chosen for the Whitney Biennial as well as the South by 
Southwest Film Festival, and was awarded the Grand Jury Award for Outstanding 
Documentary Feature Film at Outfest: Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Film Festival.

The subject of Wildness is the meeting between two queer communities at the his-
toric Silver Platter bar in Los Angeles’s Macarthur Park neighborhood. When film-
maker Tsang first encountered the bar, frequented mostly by gay and transgender 
Latino/a immigrants, he immediately felt drawn to the space and its patrons. In 2008 
Tsang, along with three collaborators, began hosting a weekly party and performance 
event, called Wildness, bringing an ethnically diverse, largely queer avant-garde arts 
scene to the bar. The film is narrated in the first person by two distinct voices. The 
first is “Wu,” who is voiced by the filmmaker and represents a young, idealistic artist 
and community activist who struggles with the challenges of bringing the two 
worlds together and expresses confusion and remorse over his personal actions that 
lead to Wildness’s eventual demise. The second voice belongs to the bar itself, voiced 
in Spanish by Marianna Marroquin, a transgender community activist from 
Guatemala, who is the Silver Platter personified. “The Silver Platter” speaks in a 
whispered voice and uses poetic imagery that connotes an archetypically wise and 
transcendent maternal spirit reminiscent of the voice of Cuba in the 1964 Soviet film 
I Am Cuba. The bar describes how she has become a safe haven to “children,” the 
youngest of whom is Tsang, seeking community and self-expression. While the 
Silver Platter regulars express mixed feelings of bemusement, estrangement, or con-
nection with the patrons of Wildness, the bar frames what the artists are doing as 
tearing “down the walls people put up around artistic expression.” While “Wu” ques-
tions his own decisions, “The Silver Platter” affirms the beauty and creative and 
political significance of the brief period of Wildness’s existence.9
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Through his blog, Tsang details his decision, made with co-writer Roya Rastegar, 
to make himself a visible presence in the film, both as an onscreen subject and 
through his voice-over. He writes that while the Silver Platter’s narrative was writ-
ten in collaboration with Marroquin and inspired by interviews with the bar’s 
patrons, “both [Wu and Silver Platter] are a composite of me and [co-writer] roya” 
(Tsang, 2012a).

Through interviews with the bar’s owner, Gonzalo Ramirez, his ex-boyfriend 
and bar manager, Koky, and Koky’s current partner, bartender Javier, Tsang reveals 
the evolving history of the bar. The AIDS crisis of the 1980s affected the demo-
graphics of the bar as did the influx of Central American refugees fleeing the 
oppression and violence of civil wars. This era marked the beginning of the bar’s 
current incarnation, a meeting place for mostly Latino/a immigrants from Mexico 
and Central American, many of them transgender women. Tsang, who had 
recently moved to the area from Chicago, was taken to the bar one night by friends 
and immediately felt at home. In 2008 Tsang, along with three collaborators (DJs 
Ashton Mines, Ashma Maroof, and Daniel Pineda), began hosting a weekly 
Tuesday night party, Wildness, which mirrored the bar’s regular Friday drag 
performance night. The party quickly took off, and Tsang and his collaborators 
curated a broad range of performances from established art world stars like Ron 
Athey and Ryan Trecartin to legendary drag performer Flawless Sabrina to lesser-
known local artists working in a number of genres. As the bar narrates: “My chil-
dren were stitching together pieces that didn’t fit. They tore down the walls people 
put up around artistic expression. They broke the opera out of the house, queens 
out of their cabaret revues, and art out of the gallery. And all these fractured parts 
came together to share a night inside me.”

As the film chronicles, responses by the Silver Platter regulars to the multiracial, 
mostly queer, bohemian bourgeois Wildness crowd were mixed. Interviews with staff 
and patrons of the bar describe confusion, curiosity, and a feeling of being marginal-
ized by these “gringos of every color.” One key strand in the film tracks the ways in 
which the introduction of the “outsider” presence of the artists and audience of 
Wildness exposed the imbricated issues of gentrification, immigration, class, and gay 
politics as they affect the queer and trans Latino/a patrons of the Macarthur Park bar. 
As the party gained in popularity, mainstream and queer media sources began to give 
it coverage, including a sensationalized and transphobic review in the LA Weekly that 
identified it as LA’s “Best Tranny Bar.” Tsang became concerned that the party’s 
exposure was inviting visitors who were not respectful of the Silver Platter and also 
introducing a new level of risk to its regular patrons, many of whom were undocu-
mented. The Wildness organizers began to hear accusations that their presence was 
an unwelcome and colonizing one, a repetition of the familiar pattern of queers and 
artists who often form the avant garde of neighborhood gentrification in a process 
that can end with the original inhabitants of low-income areas being moved out once 
the area has been made fashionable by people like the Wildness clientele.

Throughout this process, Tsang also became closer to the owners and staff at the 
bar as well as many of the patrons. After learning more about the legal struggles that 
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transgender immigrants face, he and some fellow activists founded a legal clinic that 
also included HIV testing and other services in an empty storefront next to the bar. 
During this period, the bar’s owner, Gonzalo, died, initiating a legal conflict within 
Gonzalo’s family that resulted in Koky and Javier losing their jobs. Tsang, who had 
grown close to Koky and Javier, sided with them, and used the legal resources of the 
law clinic to help them with their case. In the meantime, the weekly Wildness event 
was canceled. The conflict was eventually resolved, and Tsang made up with 
Gonzalo’s siblings. They invited the organizers to bring Wildness back, but, as Tsang 
says in the film, “The moment had passed.” The success of the party had afforded 
Tsang and his collaborators a growing number of international opportunities that 
were taking their careers in new directions, one of which would become the feature 
documentary, Wildness.

The finished product mixes footage from the Tuesday night Wildness perfor-
mances and the regular Friday night drag shows, interviews with the Silver Platter 
staff and some patrons, interviews with Wildness organizers, staged scenes of 
Tsang alone and with Silver Platter patrons, footage of the Macarthur Park neigh-
borhood, and a news conference in response to the murder of Paulina Ibarra, a 
young transgender woman. Through the process of making the film, Tsang found 
himself contending with multiple and often conflicting positions and voices. His 
blog tracks the difficulty of finding a point of representation for himself – as a 
queer artist of color who had grown close to the patrons of the Silver Platter and 
had become an ally in internal struggles within the bar and as an “outsider” who, 
as the promoter of Wildness, was implicated in the new publicity and gentrifica-
tion brought to the bar through the popular weekly party. Layered over this his-
tory is an awareness of both the troubling history of the ethnographic gaze and the 
instability of an authentic “I” in autoethnographic films engaging with a commit-
ment to the LGBT politics of making visible and central the stories of marginal-
ized people.

In one blog entry just after the film’s premier at Toronto’s Hot Docs Festival, 
Tsang responds to critical reviews that he has read in the Toronto press that take 
issue with the way he crafted the two characters of himself and the bar.10 In 
response, he defends his decision to make himself such a central voice and presence 
throughout the film:

these reactions feel so connected to something major we struggled with, when creating 
the story: how to portray the “women of the silver platter” – who are the main subject 
of the film – without exploiting them? it’s funny how in documentary, one of the most 
powerful ways to assert authority as a director, is to disappear. because it creates the 
illusion of objectivity and truth for viewers, so they can sit back and comfortably be 
voyeur to a world they’re outside of. i’ve seen a lot of problematic films about trans 
people of color like this, with invisible directors. (Tsang, 2012a)

The blog entry is accompanied by a screen shot of Jennie Livingston’s 1991 docu-
mentary Paris Is Burning.
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Along with the film’s co-writer Roya Rastegar, Tsang decided to create two narra-
tors who would tell the story of the bar and of Wildness in first-person voice-over. As 
Tsang describes in an interview for Art in America, “It’s me and the bar, and I’m this 
young, idealistic person, and the bar is a parental figure, who loves me but gets really 
annoyed with me when I’m being stupid … It’s a love story between me and the bar” 
(Walleston, 2012). While the Wu narrator is young and impetuous, searching for the 
key to unlock the secrets to communal harmony that the bar keeps hidden, the Silver 
Platter unquestioningly accepts Wu and Wildness as part of an extended family. 
When the party has ended, the Silver Platter has the last word on its significance, 
saying that the meeting between the two worlds had been “fractured, imperfect, and 
so so beautiful.”

Within the umbrella of a broadened queer community of the early twenty-first 
century, the two communities represented in Wildness, the Wildness partygoers 
and the Silver Platter regulars, are presented to be at least overlapping, if not 
aligned in their interests, identities, and allegiances. Both can be called queer and/
or transgender and/or of color. However, the film also examines the ways in which 
differences of language, class, history, and power reveal themselves in ways not 
fully accounted for by many progressive, political, or academic narratives of queer 
community and identity. The bar’s identification of the Wildness attendees as 
“gringos of every shade” represents the Friday night regulars’ recognition of the 
class, language, and educational divisions that separate the two groups, elevating 
certain people of color into “gringo” status. Nicol, who works the door at the Silver 
Platter, describes the Tuesday night crowd as “from the university,” and “more 
cool” in her attempt to find language to capture what separates these two groups 
of queers.

In its use of first-person narrative, Tsang’s appearances on camera, and the 
recording and representation of the Wildness parties, the film can be considered a 
form of autoethnography; yet Tsang is not a clear-cut “insider” to the Silver Platter 
community, and his blog testifies to his consciousness of the previous critiques of 
“outsider” filmmakers like Livingston, who insufficiently foreground their own 
position and motivations. By contrast, Wildness features the director and takes as its 
main subject the “messiness” of cross-identification and of the contact between dif-
ferent groups. But Tsang’s blog entries and press interviews as well as interviews in 
the film with the party organizers register a recurring conflict between, on the one 
hand, taking responsibility for his own implication in the fact that Wildness, both the 
party and the film, bring attention and publicity to people who may be vulnerable 
because they are undocumented, poor, or transgender, and, on the other hand, ques-
tioning the arrogance and privilege implicit in a desire to “protect” the film’s sub-
jects.11 The device of the bar in part functions to negotiate this tension. Just as Butler 
identifies the central focus on repurposed kinship structures in Paris Is Burning as 
indicative of a form of Livingston’s queer cross-identification with her film’s sub-
jects, the Silver Platter’s self-representation as a mother to her many generations of 
“children” serves a similar function to bring the many diverse sets of actors into 
familial relation to one another.
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On October 2, 2008, writer Sam Slovick wrote in LA Weekly:

Finally! A crossroads convergence of self-involved, art-damaged 20-something kids 
and Third World gender illusionists at a water hole whose geography transcends the 
expanse of Silver Lake proper. … This is a lovely little pit stop where a she-male doing 
car dates can stop in for a breather. A place where a lady-boy can take a load off her feet 
and wipe a load off her skirt before getting back to business in the back of a Toyota. 
(Slovick, 2008)

Outraged by the language of the piece, Tsang helped to successfully convince LA 
Weekly that the article brought unwelcome attention and danger to the undocu-
mented customers of the bar, and it was the first article to be removed from the 
publication’s website. The film features an extended interview with an admonished 
and apologetic Slovick. Even as Slovick is cast as a threat to the bar, the film’s sequence 
in which a visibly uncomfortable Slovick is made to recant his review in front of a 
stoically outraged Tsang, functions partly to obscure the more complex relationship 
that Tsang, as promoter of a popular weekly party at the Silver Platter, holds to the 
publicity and attention being brought to the bar community. At the same time, the 
attempt by the film to serve as rebuttal to the undeniably lurid and transphobic nar-
rative presented by Slovick contributes to an elision of some of the details referenced 
in the review, specifically the presence of sex work. While drugs are mentioned once 
by one of the interviewees, and prostitution is discussed as a fact of life by bar patron 
Rosario in quotes included in Tsang’s Whitney Biennial catalogue essay, this aspect 
of life at the Silver Platter remains largely invisible in the film (Tsang, 2012b: 263).

The decision to avoid direct references to the darker sides of the subjects’ lives 
would seem to come in response to both the sensationalistic treatment of transgender 
people exemplified by the LA Times review and to criticisms of Paris Is Burning. In 
contrast to the avant-garde artists of the Tuesday night Wildness parties, who are shot 
in a rough vérité style, the patrons of the Silver Platter are all presented in highly styl-
ized, staged, and art-directed scenes. There is no visual distinction made between the 
off- or onstage lives of the Silver Platter patrons. They are frequently called “beauties,” 
there is a sense that the performance of a flawless beauty and elegance is central to 
their identity, and their stories are inextricably tied to an overt sense of performance. 
The dual nature of the filming styles reveals an awareness of the differential social 
status of the immigrant transwomen and the organizers and artists of the Tuesday 
night party. The Latina “beauties” are framed through a glamorous and stylized 
performance of realness which remains at the level of surface and therefore cannot be 
“read” and which functions as a protective veil for the film’s “endangered” subjects. 
Such protection is not necessary for the other queer, trans, and non-white artists who 
perform at Wildness, whose “realness” is not a central concern of the film. These art-
ists and club-goers do not warrant the same care to be taken about their representa-
tion due to the protections they are already afforded through class, legal status, 
nationality, and other securities. As “new” queer subjects, ones who are being intro-
duced to both the physical and rhetorical spaces of a queer community, the women of 
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the Silver Platter are seen as more vulnerable and as more in need of the armature of 
narrative. The different visual and political status of the film’s various subjects opens 
up a space for the historical context of the film to emerge, allowing us a glimpse of the 
contrapuntal narratives of political emergence and the different stakes for commu-
nities and subjects whose citizenship, both in the United States and within an imag-
ined queer nation, are at differential levels of legibility.

Tsang employs a number of strategies, including making himself a visible presence 
in the film and mixing magical realist elements with more traditional realist tech-
niques, to counter the “mistakes” of Jennie Livingston. The conflicts that may have 
arisen from the encounter of incommensurate queer subjects is largely embodied by 
“Wu” as an intermediary character who moves between the two worlds. He is shown 
in both stylized, staged ways and in reality footage. Poorly lit footage of Tsang at 
Wildness events is juxtaposed against beautifully lit and framed scenes of an enrap-
tured Wu staring up at the Silver Platter neon sign to illustrate his first encounter 
with the bar’s allure, or crumpled dejectedly on the sidewalk in front of the locked 
gate of the bar after his estrangement from the bar’s owners.

Begun as a film about the Silver Platter, sensitive to the pitfalls of the ethnographic 
gaze, Tsang reverses course to eventually make a film about himself and his party. 
Yet, the crisis of reality remains as a return of the repressed within the structure of 
the film. Even though it is about Tsang, it is the bar, as the personification of the 
aggregated clientele within the Silver Platter, who uses the power of myth to tell us 
what Wu and Wildness are. The power to produce Wu and the Silver Platter queens 
is given to the Silver Platter, obscuring the fact that the bar’s voice is an extension 
and expression of Tsang’s authorial power. These devices serve a protective function 
for the filmmaker as well. As a strategy to avoid the mistakes of Paris Is Burning, the 
dual narrators and the presence of the filmmaker in the text were in part created to 
prevent the film and filmmaker from being “read” by critics in the ways that 
Livingston was read. In some ways, however, these strategies threaten to obscure the 
director’s position even more than if he had simply remained invisible, for, as the 
critical literature on Paris Is Burning testifies, Livingston’s invisibility has become 
one of the most visible sites of discourse and analysis in her film’s legacy.

Butler takes issue with Paris Is Burning for the way in which the camera “trades on 
the masculine privilege of the disembodied gaze, the gaze that has the power to pro-
duce bodies, but which is itself no body” (Butler, 1993: 136). In distinction to the 
earlier film, Tsang’s gaze is not disembodied. The wish for cross-identification and 
community through both erotic desire and political means is stated explicitly. And 
yet, the film still cannot escape the axiographic reality that all documentary filmmak-
ing involves the power to “produce bodies.” Even if the gaze is not disembodied, if the 
body of the filmmaker is in the film, the narrative and visual frames that a filmmaker 
uses arrive freighted with their own ideological cargo, sticky with the residue of 
power inequalities existing outside the screen. In this case, the filmmaker’s voice is 
heard in dialogue with that of the bar, but the bar is given final authority to tell us the 
meaning of this particular moment in time and space. Its function is to paper over the 
very cracks that are opened up by the footage in the film as well as in Tsang’s blog.
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The documentaries I discuss must grapple with the challenges set for all docu-
mentary film: the task of bridging the gap between the dynamic political and cultural 
worlds that are the subject of the films and the forms available for representing them. 
Realness carries within it the awareness of distance between the representation and 
the magnitude of lived experience. The incoherence of the “reality” of Wildness ges-
tures towards the excess and horizon of history, its “wildness” that is constantly elud-
ing the frame of documentary. On the other hand, the careful staging of the Silver 
Platter women illustrates the difficulty of walking the line between representing a 
narrative or mythical subject and an agent of history, as can be evidenced by the film 
most vulnerable subjects who later disappear, either through deportation or murder.

The tensions in Wildness illustrate the fact that the contradictions in early 1990s 
queer community formation and cinema are still with us today. The film encapsu-
lates paradoxical impulses: on the one hand the desire to close the gap of difference 
that underwrites liberal notions of queer community and a self-reflexive suspicion 
of identity politics. Wildness can be read as both the voice of a young filmmaker who 
is committed to avoiding the charges of insensitivity or exploitation leveled at earlier 
films while at the same time making an accessible film that performs documentary’s 
very traditional function of advocating for a socially marginalized group. In so 
doing, the film must inevitably come up against a foundational conflict: the closure 
of narrative and myth vs. the “wildness” of history. To speak “for” another must 
always entail imposing a narrative or a frame.

Wildness tries to address the problems of Paris Is Burning through self-reflexiv-
ity and experimentation, but the problem is endemic in the documentary impulse 
toward realism, which is bound up in its advocacy function. Critics took issue 
with Paris Is Burning because it resisted being read (in the sense of discerning the 
artifice in its production), and they in turn read the film (in the sense of criticizing 
or “throwing shade”) for its limitations. Tsang attempts to make a film that cannot 
be read (criticized) by critics but can be read (seen through) for its 
self-reflexivity.

As my partial review of the critical literature shows, Paris Is Burning has been a 
site for an ongoing discussion about the axiographics of different documentary con-
ventions and choices. Who is represented and how are they enmeshed in established 
regimes of representation and power? While scholars have criticized Paris Is Burning 
for its unproblematized ethnographic gaze, the historical context outside of the film 
continues to stick to and remake its images, rearranging the relationship between 
the domains of history, myth, and narrative, and preventing the film from ever being 
closed. As Nichols writes, “the body represented by a documentary film must be 
understood in relation to a historical context which is a referent, not an ontological 
ground. History is where pain and death occur but it is in representation that these 
facts and events gain meaning” (Nichols, 1991: 265). These regimes of representa-
tion, while linked to histories of struggle, exploitation, and control, are themselves 
not fixed and are subject to constant revision and negotiation.

There is a scene about halfway through Paris Is Burning that I have never seen 
discussed in the critical literature. Robbie Pendavis is sitting on the pier describing 
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one of his “stunts,” which involved going to Roy Rogers and stealing food. In order 
to illustrate his point, he asks the filmmaker, who is off-camera, how much she paid 
for her sandwich. We hear Livingston off-screen saying, “I don’t know. Around five 
dollars?” “Around five do?!!!!” Robbie is momentarily shocked into stopping his nar-
rative until he quickly collects himself and continues, laughing, “Make no mistakes. 
We got your five dollars back.” For a brief second the interviewee is brought up short 
by the thought that anyone would or could pay $5 for a sandwich. The vastness of 
the economic rift between the two interlocutors is suddenly made palpable, in the 
form of a stammer that momentarily interrupts the flow of the story being told care-
lessly and easily, as if between equals. As evidenced by the proliferation of scholarly 
literature on Paris Is Burning, ongoing political and critical discourse outside of the 
film’s frame has produced perspectives that continue to reframe how viewers “read” 
the film, what and how it represents.

Looking back at Paris Is Burning after 20 years allows us to see the ways in which, 
despite its use of a traditional ethnographic model, that text was never closed. The 
“invisible” filmmaker has, in the intervening two decades, been made visible and 
brought to the forefront of discussions about the film by viewers, filmmakers, 
scholars, and critics concerned with the axiographics of the documentary gaze, and 
it has shaped the aesthetic and formal choices of a later generation of filmmakers 
who themselves struggle with the persuasive power seemingly afforded by a tight 
narrative frame or the vulnerability and risks of allowing the wildness of history to 
make its presence felt. It has continued to be read and re-read, the changing insights 
it yields a testimony to the impure tools of film.

While a self-conscious foregrounding of the filmmaker and the apparatus can 
open up a critical space for the viewer, the proliferation of autobiographical and 
self-reflexive representations means that this technique does not inoculate a film or 
a viewer from hegemonic forms. As such, “the reach of [the] signifiability [of a dis-
cursive production] cannot be controlled by the one who utters or writes, since such 
productions are not owned by the one who utters them. They continue to signify in 
spite of their authors, and sometimes against their authors’ most precious inten-
tions” (Butler, 1993: 241).

Notes

1 A New York Times article about the film states that Miramax claimed that Paris Is Burning 
grossed just over $4 million in US theatrical distribution (Green, 1993). In an interview 
in Indiewire.com, Livingston states that “for two whole weeks the film was listed in Variety 
as the highest grossing film, per screen, in the country … ‘Paris’ made four times as much 
money as ‘Slacker’ and a million more than ‘Reservoir Dogs’” (Hernandez, 2005).

2 José Esteban Muñoz writes that “Paris Is Burning presented a highly sensationalized 
rendering of Latino and black transvestite and transsexual communities.” In comparing 
the film unfavorably to two other documentaries about transgender people of color in 
New York – Susana Aiken and Carlos Aparicio’s Salt Mines (1990) and The Transforma-
tion (1996) – Muñoz writes that these films “resisted the impulse to glamorize the 
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 experience in the way that Paris Is Burning does. Poverty and disease, for instance, have 
not been sacrificed in these videos for the sake of spectacle and style, as they were in 
Livingston’s film” (Muñoz, 1999: 162).

3 “I really came to this documentary at a point where I was really fraught with making 
Wildness,” he said, “and there were many parallels that went into the production of the 
film because I was working in a community that I am a part of, but I am also an outsider 
to, and there are major race and class cultural tensions that arose from this party that I did 
with my friends at the bar” (Duray, 2012). An article and interview with Tsang in Art in 
America states that For How We Perceived a Life (2012) was in part motivated by the fact 
that the industry people who heard about Wildness would immediately respond, “Oh, it’s 
like Paris Is Burning,” as if “all films about queer people of color are alike” (Walleston, 
2012).

4 Both the performance piece Full Body Quotation (2011), developed for the Performa 
Series at New Museum, and the video For How We Perceived a Life (Take 3) (2012) 
that appeared in Ungovernables, the New Museum’s Triennial, take as their source 
material transcripts from interviews that Livingston conducted and edited for Paris 
Is Burning. In the new pieces, Tsang has actors perform the longer interviews from 
which Livingston cut her film in order to expose the ways in which the editing pro-
cess reframed and changed the context and meaning of the original statements (Tan, 
2011; Walleston, 2012).

5 A quote from the March 3, 2011 blog entry by Tsang sums up some the process outlined 
above: “so when i started making the movie, i wanted to see this amazing solid community 
of transwomen, and make a film about their struggles. what i didn’t want to see was 
myself, and the role that my friends and our party was playing in shaping all of my fan-
tasies about what i thought the silver platter was. at a certain point i had to come to terms 
with the fact that, as well intentioned as my fantasies were, in the spirit of radical trans-
ness, and celebratory of queer community of color, they were still fantasies. and i think 
there is nothing wrong with that, if you can own it. so this consciousness shift has been 
about saying THIS is about the silver platter, from the perspective of who i am and what i 
wanted, as an filmmaker, a community member, a person of a different ethnicity and 
class, as a friend, as someone who cared, as someone who fucked up – a person. one of 
many people” (Tsang, 2011).

6 In this essay, Spivak takes Gilles Deleuze to task for the problematic blurring of the two 
valences of the word “representation” in a way that obscures the subject position of the 
French intellectual theorizing about subaltern classes. She writes, “Two senses of repre-
sentation are being run together: representation as ‘speaking for’ as in politics, and the 
representation as ‘re-presentation,’ as in art or philosophy. Since theory is also only 
‘action,’ the theoretician does not represent (speak for) the oppressed group. Indeed, the 
subject is not seen as a representative consciousness (one re-presenting reality ade-
quately). These two senses of representation – within state formation and the law, on the 
one hand, in and subject-predication, on the other – are related but irreducibly discontin-
uous. To cover over the discontinuity with an analogy that is presented as a proof reflects 
again a paradoxical subject privileging” (Spivak, 1988: 275).

7 As Nichols writes: “At stake in the documentary representation of the body is not only the 
courage to be, but the courage not to be, not to be represented strictly in terms of those 
potentially full and positive values running along the axes of history, myth, and narrative” 
(Nichols, 1991: 265).
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8 hooks continues: “By cinematically masking this reality (we hear her ask questions but 
never see her), Livingston does not oppose the way hegemonic whiteness ‘represents’ 
blackness, but rather assumes an imperial overseeing position that is in no way progres-
sive or counter-hegemonic. By shooting the film using a conventional approach to doc-
umentary and not making clear how her standpoint breaks with this tradition, Livingston 
assumes a privileged location of ‘innocence’” (hooks, 1992: 151).

9 In the April 30, 2012 entry to his blog, Tsang writes, “my character is not actually me 
(the director) – it’s a version we invented of a young/idealistic/fallible foil to the bar, who 
has a wiser perspective. both voices are a composite of me and roya (rastegar, co-writer), 
and the bar is also culled from many testimonial interviews from the community” 
(Tsang, 2012a).

10 On April 30, 2012, Tsang writes that he had “picked up a thread of WILDNESS criticism 
from some Toronto press … either that my character is self-promotional, or that the bar 
is annoying” (Tsang, 2012a). He may have been referring to the following review from 
Film Freak Central in which Angelo Muredda takes issue with the use of the bar’s 
voice-over, writing: “Tsang’s acknowledgement of his egocentrism as the director of 
Wildness the film is welcome, I suppose, but he’s less graceful about his status as the 
founder of Wildness the party. When the bar’s owner passes away and the family disobeys 
his wish that the property be inherited by his male partner, Tsang and company pulled 
Wildness in protest. Tsang has the Silver Platter alternately scold him for his impetuous-
ness and soberly give him props for taking a stand, which officially turns this complex 
portrait of a space into a faux self-critical, fawning self-portrait” (Muredda, 2012).

11 In an interview, Tsang states, “I dislike the word visibility, maybe because for me it 
evokes the rhetoric of assimilation – as IF the goal of trans/LGBT/whatever movements 
were about being seen and gaining acceptance from society – I don’t subscribe to that” 
(Wyma, 2012).
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