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William J. Simmons

Sentimentality and Believability

In this way, I should be satisfied with being famous to three or four of my 
friends. And yet it’s an illusion. They like me for who I am, and I would 
rather be liked for who I appear to be, and for who I appear to be, to be 
who I am.

— Sheila Heti, How Should a Person Be?

Glen Fogel’s video installation Why Don’t I . . . Pretend to Be Your Dad (Two- channel 
video installation, 29 minutes, 2015), an exhibition presented at JTT Gallery in New 
York, comprises large screens that feature only the subtitles and audio of key scenes 
from Andrew Haigh’s 2011 film Weekend.1 At various intervals, we do not hear dialogue 
but rather karaoke versions of sappy love songs, complete with synchronized LED lights. 
Surrounding the video presentation is a series of collaged or quilted men’s clothing 
items that are combined with acoustic foam, which allows them to be audio- reflective 
instruments that add to the club- like atmosphere of the gallery. They are collectively ti-
tled Man Quilt, but some contain more specific subtitles such as Lucas, Jamie, and Ben 
(all 2015) that correspond to the men who formerly owned the shirts, blazers, pants, and 
other corporeal ephemera. The title of the exhibition Why Don’t I . . . Pretend to Be Your 
Dad comes from a moment in Weekend wherein the protagonist, Russell, explains to 
his new lover, Glen, that he never properly came out to his parents. Glen replies, with 
a combination of earnestness and sardonic playfulness, that he could pretend to be 
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Russell’s father and that they could re- enact the primal coming- out scene together. This 
erotic and sentimental filmic fantasy is presided over by an e- mail from Fogel to Haigh 
that also serves as the press release for the exhibition. Fogel says in the e- mail:

When I first saw your film, Weekend, a couple years ago, I was struck by the 
similarities to our fling back in 2002. Many details were familiar, including the fact 
that one of the main characters is named Glen (even with one ‘n’!), and is an artist. 
Immediately after seeing it, I looked you up and didn’t recognize you. I think your 
beard threw me. But, earlier this year a mutual friend told me that you had in fact 
based the film on our encounter.2

He ends the e- mail by asking if Haigh will come to the show’s opening. Citing dialog 
from the film, Fogel implores, “You promise Glen that you will come to his exhibi-
tion of this work. Will you keep your promise? Love, Glen.”3 The narrative of Weekend 
intersects with Fogel’s personal narrative in a pointedly melodramatic way, reminiscent 
of the lovers who promise to meet on a certain bridge or restaurant at film’s end. Rarely, 
indeed, does the longed- for meeting come to pass. The melancholic and queer penchant 
for autobiography intersects ostentatiously with equally melancholic and queer pen-
chant for fantasy, for hope, on the one hand, and despair, on the other.

Fogel’s work is perhaps the best place to start as we begin to explore queer and trans 
film/ video in museum and gallery contexts because it purposefully pollinates queer 
video art with the legacy of New Queer Cinema. Although a mountain of literature exists 
on the latter, little sustained scholarly attention has been paid to contemporary queer 
and trans video artists outside exhibition catalogues and monographs. Some artists who 
work with video, such as Pipilotti Rist, Ryan Trecartin, and Steve McQueen, have re-
ceived widespread institutional support, but a score of underrecognized video artists 
have yet to receive that backing, and, oftentimes, that backing is necessary for any mean-
ingful entry into academic discourse. This is in part because of the difficulty of curating 
and securing financial support for inter- disciplinary work, especially by marginalized 
creators. Others, such as Sillman and Catherine Opie, whose work in painting and pho-
tography, respectively, is highly regarded, have not received as rigorous attention paid 
to their use of video, which is often treated as supplementary to their more celebrated 
work.4 This tendency to afford an artist only one medium to work within is a fault of art 
history as a discipline. Finally, some artists, such as Zackary Drucker and Kalup Linzy, 
may be known more squarely for their pop- cultural presence and not treated with the 
necessary aesthetic or historical rigor. Such a dismissal of one’s seriousness by the art 
world is often the case for any artist who intersects with Hollywood, pop culture, or so-
cial media in meaningful ways, Steve McQueen being the most visible example. Finally, 
some artists discussed herein might not even identify as queer, which, depending on 
who you ask, would absent them from any queer/ trans art- historical discourse. To this 
point, I want to say at the outset that this is not at all to say that anything and everything 
can be queer, yet there are indeed strategic moments wherein a nonqueer artistic prac-
tice might usefully deployed as queer.
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Perhaps these various omissions are a result of the difficulty in historicizing what 
could be called twenty- first- century video art. All of the artists discussed herein are 
based in the United States, only because of my lack of expertise on non- Western art 
practices and a concomitant desire to not speak on behalf of experiences that are not my 
own. Many of them are based in Los Angeles, in no small part because of the thriving 
queer, experimental art scene there. The media discussed here encompass film, video, 
postinternet strategies, and even installations that include nonfilmic artworks. Many 
twenty- first- century queer and trans video artists are trained in the visual arts, rather 
than in film, and many consider themselves artists, not filmmakers. This, of course, does 
not universally hold true, but it provides at least a rough commonality in their intention 
to create work that will be shown in galleries and museums. These artists are, indeed, all 
working in the new millennium (and actively at the time of publication). I would also 
venture to say that most are committed to using film and video in a performative setting, 
often with live elements that evade permanent capture. Yet ephemerality is as important 
as the tangibility of the archive.

However, to say that there is something fundamentally different about artists working 
after 2000 would be reductive, though it might be easy to say that recent queer and trans 
video art is more attuned to intersectionality. It would be limiting, however, to suggest 
that twenty- first- century queer video art has, for instance, an “expanded” view of gender 
and sexuality that improves upon past identity- based movements in the arts. I would 
rather argue that these new queer and trans strategies are always relational and con-
tingent upon past interventions, even those we now deem retrograde.5 It is certainly 
true that twenty- first- century queer and trans video artists have a more diverse set of 
interventions and audiences than, say, Andy Warhol or Jack Smith, but a historical 
moment cannot be purely defined by its “improvements” of past avant- gardes. All of this 
amounts to what might be considered a failure— the best I can offer in terms of periodi-
zation is a survey, which is why I have structured this chapter as a sampling of practices 
in hopes that, with the raw material provided herein, new histories and temporalities 
can be formed. We can say for sure that the artists discussed here are so multifaceted that 
they cannot be contained by the history of cinema or the history of art, which, hopefully, 
results in a renewed call for interdisciplinarity in action, not just in rhetoric.

Gallery and museum contexts (as well as the art- historical methods they employ) 
are particularly important arenas for the consideration of the multifaceted and con-
stantly revising nature of queer and trans creativity, and video is an especially inter-
esting medium for tracing that creativity.6 The use of these “art world” venues could 
call for a different kind of reception than we might apply to, say, New Queer Cinema. 
As Jack Halberstam argues, “The museum, as opposed to the cinema, offers a different 
set of opportunities for the representation of gender ambiguity and the reception of 
those images by a viewer. In the cinema, the viewer is positioned in a seemingly passive 
mode of reception, but in a studio, installation, or museum space, the viewer walks, 
sits, observes, and passes through space, and thus creates meaning in a different way.”7 
Halberstam would certainly allow for movement among these spaces; nor would they 
enact a new binary or hierarchy (evinced by their simultaneous treatment of Boys Don’t 
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Cry and Shirin Neshat’s video installations).8 It is simply to say, and I agree, that gallery 
and museum spaces are intriguing nodes of queer, trans, and feminist film and video, 
which does not disqualify, say, a Hollywood film from having the multipositionality in 
the museum described by Halberstam. The agentic possibilities of the museum- gallery 
context is even more meaningful in queer and trans work, which, as we will see, invites 
a multiplicity of critical engagements that combine cinema, art history, gender theory, 
and affective engagements that are themselves resistant to academic discourse.

In beginning to understand Fogel’s video installation by way of introduction, I turn 
initially to a moment of critical resistance. A short New Yorker review of Why Don’t I . . 
. Pretend to Be Your Dad expresses what some readers may be thinking, indeed, what I 
thought upon viewing the exhibition initially: “A gesture that might once have seemed 
transgressive comes off as little more than sentimental.”9 The exhibition— like Haigh’s 
film— is indeed maudlin, and could be considered part of a millennial or Instagram- era 
penchant for self- pity disguised as self- exploration. This might be the proper analyt-
ical mode for interpreting Fogel’s work in the traditional vein of art history or cinema 
studies. However, there is, of course, a reason that I have decided to present Why Don’t I 
. . . Pretend to Be Your Dad, which reveals my perhaps overly sentimental investment in 
Fogel’s installation as a critical tool. As Eve Sedgwick suggested, “I think that for many 
of us in childhood the ability to attach intently to a few cultural objects, objects of high 
or popular culture or both, objects whose meaning seemed mysterious, excessive, or 
oblique in relation to the codes most readily available to us, became a primary resource 
for survival. We needed there to be sites where meanings didn’t line up tidily with each 
other, and we learned to invest those sites with fascination and love.”10 Why Don’t I . . . 
Pretend to Be Your Dad is one such site, an artwork whose sentimental, personal, osten-
tatious nature might initially seem too saccharine to be considered critical. We might 
have an example of what Maggie Nelson, in her discussion of Kara Walker and Sylvia 
Plath, has called “weird combination of narcissism, self- critique, and historical hyper-
bole,” which can be, at times, grating and problematic.11

The art- historical literature on believability might be a useful place to start in siting 
Fogel’s installation, since Why Don’t I . . . Pretend to Be Your Dad relies on the viewer’s 
belief in the artist’s story about his relationship with Haigh. Citing the rise of fiction 
in contemporary art, Carrie Lambert- Beatty suggests that there has been an increased 
presence of parafictional artistic strategies that rely upon and exploit believability to 
activist ends.12 In some cases, however, the use of parafiction creates an indeterminate 
culpability in the resulting activist action. The affective resonances of Lambert- Beatty’s 
formulation of parafiction in a nonnormative context seem limited since believability 
has its own particular queer life that she does not explore. Queerness is that which is 
always already unbelievable, and what must be constantly excluded from any claim to 
truth so that heteropatriarchal society may continue to function. Queerness is outside 
the dichotomy of truth and nontruth because it always questions that binary. Queerness 
resides in a space of association and insinuation. As Jonathan Katz argues in his analysis 
of Jasper Johns and Ludwig Wittgenstein, “ ‘Queer’ knowledge, because it is felt more 
than thought, cannot be communicated to another except through metaphors or other 
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approximations.”13 We might even call an approximation a fantasy or, less generously, 
a lie. Why Don’t I . . . Pretend to Be Your Dad takes queer unbelievability as the root of 
its narrative, and never resolves the question of whether the tale Fogel weaves is in fact 
truthful in the conventional sense.

One might, conversely, anti- academically invest in Fogel’s melodrama and consider 
the historical and conceptual resonances of emotion as such. Returning to the New 
Yorker article, when exactly was it that sentimentality once seemed transgressive, and 
what about it was transgressive? Sentimentality always appeals to universalizing and 
essentialist notions of happiness, and with that comes the (often queer, or even femi-
nist) heartbreak at knowing one can never achieve those normative benchmarks.14 This 
is exactly where the importance of Fogel’s project emerges in relation to a progressive 
art history or film studies. He makes no claim to universality, which is a central com-
ponent of melodrama. It is in fact radical that the project is only about Fogel himself, 
even as it requires an affective response from the (queer) viewer. Fogel thus requires the 
viewer to either reject his emotional proposal or fall into it, to either be repulsed by it 
or identify with it. There is no lofty conceptual goal— at least, not one that exists purely 
in and of itself. There is only an unabashed, vain, and engrossing excavation of the self 
that does not read as purely self- indulgent but rather as a performance with which 
one can radically choose to identify, or not, or produce a mixture of self- indulgence 
and self- criticality. Although scholarship at the intersection of queer theory, trans-
gender theory, film studies, and art history cannot be purely directed toward the self, 
to insert one’s self begets the possibility of a radical polemic in which the provocations 
of others— irrespective of whether or not we consider their projects to be “radical” or 
“avant- garde”— can enable us to expand on our own internal biases, interpretational 
tendencies, and disciplinary confines. We might see where we fit— beside, around, or 
nowhere near— the queer norms Fogel produces and re- produces, rather than rejecting 
or accepting them outright. In the rehearsal of self- making so central to queer and 
trans art we find a compendium of history, layered upon itself and reaching us in what 
Joan Wallach Scott has called a “fantasy echo”— an amassing stream of circumstances, 
pleasures, and retrospective identifications that result in what we call history.15

As Lauren Berlant argues with regard to writing about gender and sexuality: “There 
are only reintroductions, after all, reencounters that produce incitements to loosen, 
discard, or grasp more tightly to some anchors in the attunement that fantasy offers.”16 
The same could be said for a queer history itself, as with Fogel, who rehearses his past 
romantic and familial attachments in a rigorous and sentimental way. Perhaps more 
than any other identity- based mode, queer and trans art has most often been identified 
with reintroductions: reformulation, reinterpretation, and reinscription. This has often 
taken the form of the less- than- helpful concepts of “queering” or “camping,” terms that 
imply a monolithic application of queerness onto objects of study, as if there is no resist-
ance on both ends of that relationship.17 I suggest that twenty- first- century video artists 
approach the fantastical “re- ” in a way that is endlessly complex but rooted in a similar 
desire to mine the anchors Berlant discusses in ways both familiar and entirely novel. 
Finally, that “re- ” often takes the form of a difficult, loving, and irrational relationship 
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to objects of culture that might be deemed problematic.18 Not all queer attachments are 
rooted in the ephemera of liberation, but queerness may indeed alchemically perform a 
transformation. Or, it may choose not to and instead revel in the uncomfortable inter-
space so often experienced by queer people, who must make a life within the dominant 
culture.

Of course, making that life often has to do with finding the youthful drive to find the 
queer in the nonqueer. So, much of the work discussed here is not expressly queer in a 
representational sense, but instead points to queer fantasies and queer attachments— 
what Amelia Jones has termed the difference between identity and identification.19 
Indeed, we urgently need both. Explaining aesthetic practices via the sexual orienta-
tion of their practitioners or the queerness of their subject matter has been the basis of 
important revisionist art and film histories. Without discounting this important step 
for representation, this chapter argues that queerness is more than an identification; it 
is, rather, the impetus for a range of interpretative and aesthetic strategies that are not 
so easily understood as queer while also reading at times, often in activist contexts, as 
representationally queer. Just because a video or film does not depict queer or trans 
bodies, for instance, does not exclude it from “being” queer or trans. It could be queer 
or trans in its formal attributes, its humor, its pessimism, its paradoxical nature, its 
novel body politics, the relationship of the maker to their materials, and the way their 
work imagines and hopes and fears. Queerness, as the artworks that follow demon-
strate, is both a form of sexual and/ or gendered identification and a nexus of fantasy and 
attachment. Objects of culture can be queer in intention and queer because of our rela-
tionship to them.

However, I explicitly do not believe that queerness can be defined as an unmoored 
nexus of fantasies and imaginations that never cohere, and not just because such neb-
ulousness can, at times, negate the body and lived experience. The faddish approach 
rehearsed by queer art historians of queerness- as- abstraction or, more generally, 
queerness as all that is liminal or beyond categories is, indeed, a new kind of fetishism, 
not all that different from the focus on queer representational imagery (populated al-
most exclusively by white, cisgender, thin bodies) that dominated until recently. 
Especially in film, there are moments when queerness undeniably congeals on a fixed 
narrative or identification, if only until the credits roll. Moreover, queer and trans are not 
rejections of narrative, or even of a unitary narrative at times, and they are certainly not 
wholesale rejections of normative desires.20 I furthermore do not know that queerness 
and transness always equate unilaterally with nonnormativity or illegibility, since that 
expectation of oppositionality has, in many contexts, rendered critique a rote expecta-
tion rather than an imaginative possibility. Many of the artists discussed in this chapter 
(Mariah Garnett and Stanya Kahn, in particular, come to mind) are explicitly working 
within a narrative structure, both realist and nonrealist, and I must forcefully emphasize 
that the clarity of their use of legible, even archetypal, narrative modes does not negate 
their queerness or their radicality, to use once more a now- cliché term. At other times, 
there is a craving for fixity and a life marked not solely by critique. What Brad Epps 
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has called “the fetishism of fluidity” is insufficient for the artworks and artists discussed 
here.21 A more interesting and important conversation is to assert that one’s queerness 
can be both/ either mobile and fixed, liminal and discernable, and that queerness might 
not want to deal constantly in fluidity or the limiting kind of oppositionality that flu-
idity, at least as it has been theorized thus far, implies.

Finally, to underscore what I have already suggested, many twenty- first- century queer 
video artists intersect with normativity that is not purely deconstructive. Liminality 
and oppositionality are only two conditions in which queer/ trans film might find itself 
(and those two conditions should not always be equated). Fantasy and attachment al-
ways imply some relationship to established cultural forms, those that are normative 
and those that are not, and queerness is always, necessarily, in conversation with nor-
mativity. After all, avant- garde art relies on normativity to qualify it as such, and to posi-
tion any new queer/ trans/ feminist avant- garde as superseding previous identity- based 
arrangements is a limiting, binary strategy.22 This is important to state at the outset 
because of the rampant desire to position queer artists, especially trans and gender- 
nonconforming ones, as being inherently radical or activist in everything they do. It is 
important to realize that being queer or trans is more than an oppositional identity. It 
is my aim here to show the plenitude of queer and trans film/ video, both in activist and 
nonactivist contexts.

It is my concomitant goal to refrain from a typical analysis wherein the media being 
discussed becomes little more than an illustration of an academic query or the brand 
of activism verified by academia. For if queerness is to retain its critical quality (should 
it choose to do so), our prose must leave room for multiple analytical approaches be-
yond treating film and video as mere examples of theory or activism or both. I hope to 
focus on the ability of art objects to remain unresolved, which is, after all, the essence of 
queerness. Moreover, by beginning with my own vexed relationship to Fogel’s work, I 
hope to follow in the tradition of Sedgwick’s reparative reading and approximate a crit-
ical space that is not purely suspicious or skeptical and instead wears its investment in 
the object of critique on its sleeve.23 Though I utilize conceptual scaffolding to introduce 
these works, I hope that the examples herein reveal themselves to be more capacious 
than any one theory could accommodate, and thereby call to others to add to the infinite 
resonances these artists produce.

A brief note on terminology— I have attempted wherever it is appropriate to use 
queer and trans instead of just queer. There is a pervasive tendency to use queer as a 
catchall term that speaks for all experiences, and, as David J. Getsy has succinctly and 
polemically shown, trans issues have been especially marginalized by this umbrella 
usage.24 Especially important is Eliza Steinbock’s insight that trans becomes problem-
atically equated with subversion within queer studies: “Unsurprisingly, reductions of 
‘trans’ to liminality or betweenness is a renewable queer trope for subversion, returning 
in popular, and even so- called radical, films as a plot device.”25 It is for this reason that 
we must constantly resist amounting trans and queer film/ video practices to metaphors 
for narrative or visual disruption.
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Re- Imagining a Queer/ Trans World

The reach of desire is defined in action: beautiful (in its object), foiled (in 
its attempt), endless (in time).

— Anne Carson, Eros the Bittersweet

Some queer and trans artists create and imagine other worlds altogether— utopias and 
dystopias and the extraordinary everyday— in an effort to build new and unexpected 
narratives.26 The artists in this chapter are necessarily engaged with history, for their 
provocations often require specifically and historically sited interventions within the 
world we currently have. José Esteban Muñoz considers queer time to be outside a nor-
mative history, and therefore essential to progressive world- building projects: “Ecstatic 
time is signaled at the moment one feels ecstasy, announced perhaps in a scream or 
grunt of pleasure, and more importantly during moments of contemplation when one 
looks back at a scene from one’s past, present, or future.”27 The artists in this section 
take that pleasurable historicity as their starting point. This is especially important 
given that queerness has stood at the fulcrum of the simultaneous pessimism and op-
timism of the postmodern project and its historicization. Halberstam has traced the 
intersection of queerness with canonical moments in the theorization of modernism 
and postmodernism, and emerges with the argument that the latter, far from merely 
capitulating to capitalism, has the power to amplify nonnormative lives and bodies by 
constantly renegotiating the space between subcultural and avant- garde artistic produc-
tion.28 Halberstam considers the possibility of a technotopia: “Technotopic inventions 
of the body resist idealizations of bodily integrity, on the one hand, and rationalizations 
of its disintegration, on the other; instead, they represent identity through decay, de-
tachability, and subjectivity in terms of what [Eva] Hesse referred to as ‘the non- logical 
self.’ ”29 Yet a self of some sort remains, and I think that is of crucial importance.

Mariah Garnett, to begin, creates a quasi- fantastical universe surrounding the 
1970s gay sex symbol Peter Berlin. Her Encounters I May or May Not Have Had with 
Peter Berlin (16 mm film, 20 minutes, 2012) is compositionally queer in that the film is 
projected onto a disco ball, which allows the image to dance around the gallery walls— a 
fantastic and over- the- top ode to a certain kind of queer sociability.30 Thus rendered 
difficult to view in a narrative fashion, one’s eyes bounce around attempting to piece 
together the story. The film begins with Garnett doing Peter Berlin drag (Figure 31.1). 
Topless, she dons a fringed leather jacket, a jockstrap, and a big seventies hairdo. As she 
strokes a dildo and strikes beefcake poses, a field of color swirls around her, created from 
Garnett’s hand- bleaching of the film. In the second part, Garnett anxiously imagines 
going to Berlin’s house and having sex with him, and in the film’s conclusion, she finally 
interviews him, recalling the queer penchant for homage, fandom, obsession, and ap-
propriation. During the interview, we only get partial, silhouetted shots of Berlin him-
self, as well as footage of his possessions. Berlin says, “I would think it’s me!” and later, 
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“Doesn’t she look like me?” in response to, we presume, Garnett showing some footage 
of her homage. Garnett appropriates Berlin and all that he represents for a gay male au-
dience, creating an interspace wherein different and perhaps opposing queer lineages 
and queer genres can meet.31 

Zackary Drucker also connects to a trans history (perhaps even a prequeer history) 
in her film featuring the drag superstar Mother Flawless Sabrina and creates a cross- 
generational archive that is so important to ongoing formulations of a trans art history.32 
At Least You Know You Exist (16mm film transferred to DVD, 15:51 minutes, 2011) is both 
a collaboration and an archival piece that captures the aging Sabrina’s life. Drucker’s po-
etic voice- over presides over the scene, as she and Sabrina pose for the grainy 16mm 
film (Figure 31.2) and the camera pans to capture the overstocked glamour of Sabrina’s 
New York City apartment. Moments of frivolity mix with dire seriousness as Drucker 
and Sabrina document each other simultaneously in the self- conscious obsolescence of 
16mm. Drucker’s voice- over is often poetic: “We survive out of opposition. We accu-
mulate resistance. We accumulate trauma and desire simultaneously, and we accumu-
late resentment and compassion,” a statement that recognizes the potential of queerness 
to be angry, to hold grudges, and to revel in suffering even as it allows for heretofore 

Figure 31.1. Lucas Michael, LM2 (LM Squared), 2002, Video, TRT 03:52. Courtesy the artist.  
© Lucas Michael.
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unimagined and life- affirming narratives and archives. Mother Flawless passed away in 
2017, and Drucker is at work establishing and conserving an archive.

Jacolby Satterwhite uses new media to carve out a like- minded queer utopia of dance, 
friendship, and family, amounting to what RoseLee Goldberg has called a “digital por-
trait.”33 This is not to say that his work is entirely optimistic, but there is certainly a sense 
that the interpolation of technology into the human body can serve purposes other than 
insidious ones. In such works as the Reifying Desire series (digital video with anima-
tion, run- time variable, 2011– 2014) or Blessed Avenue (digital video with animation, 
run- time variable, 2018), Satterwhite pays homage to his mother, who was schiz-
ophrenic and drew as a form of therapy. Satterwhite animates his mother’s drawings 
and words and creates a life for them outside of illness as he simultaneously celebrates 
the pleasures of queer parties and clubs. Though the landscape these drawings live in 
may seem dystopic— frightening, even— there is nevertheless a sense of metastasizing 
possibility— indeed, an illustration of the bodies- in- flux that so interest Halberstam. 
Satterwhite’s body multiplies as he vogues through his and his mother’s dreamscape, 
allowing the personal and community natures of queerness to intertwine.

An analog counterpart to Satterwhite’s work might be Rashaad Newsome’s Shade 
Compositions (single channel video with sound, 2:14 minutes, 2006), which also uses 
queer of color vocabularies in unexpected ways. A group of women of color create a 
chorus from sounds and movements associated with throwing shade— a snap of the 

Figure 31.2. Zackary Drucker, At Least You Know You Exist, 2011, 16mm film. Courtesy of 
Zackary Drucker and Luis De Jesus Los Angeles.
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fingers, a disgusted exhale, arms raised in annoyance. An entire universe of subtleties 
emerges, and the result is something both universal and impossible to fully access by 
queer people outside the queer- of- color community. Newsome’s project recalls, but does 
not directly comment upon, the frequent basis of white queer world- making on Black 
cultural output. The desire to identify with the women in Shade Compositions, to appro-
priate their actions, is more than an act of copying; it is instead to ruin a chorus, to put 
a stop to a beautiful sound. Some worlds are beautiful exactly because not everyone can 
access them. Yet one could also see Newsome’s video and choreography as being quite 
separate from the oppressor’s desire to appropriate, and see instead a community- body 
come together physically and aurally, unconcerned with an external white queer gaze.

Elizabeth Orr takes a more pessimistic approach to queer world- building in MT 
RUSH (HD video, 40 minutes, 2016; Figure 31.3), in which a queer park ranger named 
Ann Ranger deals with an onslaught of fundraising e- mails, from Republicans and 
Democrats alike, leading up to the 2016 presidential election. Orr calls the video science 
fiction; it is also, perhaps, akin to a Lynchian vision, one in which the ordinary becomes 
surreal (with a sardonic dose of Americana as well).34 The video begins with Ann trem-
ulously stating, while accepting the “Most Likely to Be a Whistleblower” award for the 
National Park Service: “I’m a woman who texts other women.” This subtle evocation of 
queerness is central to Orr’s project. She says, “I identify MT RUSH, a movie, as a woman 
who texts other women.”35 There is thus a confluence of form and content, in which the 
medium itself becomes queer, not unlike the self- referentiality of the artists discussed 
later in this chapter. We then experience the crushing weight of countless e- mails from 
the DNC and RNC asking for money with increasing franticness. A video that appears 
to only be tangentially about queerness is actually pointing to the myriad ways in which 

Figure 31.3. Jacolby Satterwhite, Reifying Desire 6, 2014, Video still. Courtesy of the artist and 
Morán Morán, Los Angeles.
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sexuality intersects with labor, capital, politics, and desire. At one point, Ann receives a 
sext from a woman amid the fundraising e- mails, as if to suggest a confluence of sexual 
and political economies in a world wherein desire functions as a form of capital, whether 
that desire be queer or something else. One might also consider alongside MT RUSH 
Martine Syms’s Incense Sweaters & Ice (HD video, 1:08:59 minutes, 2017), in which Syms 
follows the modern legacy of the Great Migration through a young woman’s work and 
dating life. Both videos showcase the mediation of identity from within and without and 
the impossibility of anything other than an intersectional queer politics.

An ethos similar to that of MT RUSH is at work in Shana Moulton’s videos. Her 
Whispering Pines (video and web series in progress, run- time variable, 2002– ) is a 
queer Twin Peaks of sorts, in which she explores the surreal anxieties of her alter ego, 
Cynthia.36 Named after the place of Moulton’s upbringing, Whispering Pines brings to-
gether mundane and spectacular elements that call to mind the ways in which the eve-
ryday can vibrate queerly. In Whispering Pines 3, Cynthia writes in her diary about her 
cat running away (the likely unnecessary neck brace she is wearing only emphasizing 
the tragicomedy) and, as she falls asleep, her kitschy, cluttered room comes to life, and 
she enters a digital dreamscape in search of her lost pet. She captures the wayward kitty, 
who is in fact just a toy, and returns to her humdrum life, content momentarily before 
resuming complaining to her diary and googling natural- therapy options for her pained 
wrists. Moulton takes the format of the soap opera, not unlike Kalup Linzy, and creates 
a digital universe that grows, not from the grand, melodramatic staples of filmic emo-
tion, but rather from daily insecurities and fears that seem insignificant. Moulton thus 
reorients the emotional trajectory of the melodrama away from glamorous universals 
and toward the unpleasant particularities of human existence (both of which, to be sure, 
are queer). Each video in the series ends with the words “to be continued,” which is not 
only a nod to the soap opera, but also an indication that the narratives Moulton presents, 
as with the bodies that populate them, are in a state of continued development.

The surreal banal is also apparent in the work of Stanya Kahn. Happy Song for You 
(HD video, 5:07 minutes, 2011), created in collaboration with the painter Llyn Foulkes, 
is a darker version of Cynthia’s adventures. A figure wearing overalls over its face and a 
platinum- blonde wig tucks a desiccated animal into bed; Foulkes himself appears, cov-
ered in fake blood and dirt; a dead baby shark comes to life; and rituals are performed in 
a spooky basement reminiscent of the first season of American Horror Story. A similarly 
discomfiting humor is present in Kahn’s Arms Are Overrated (HD video, 11:35 minutes, 
2012), in which a couple of puppets made of paper contemplate existential questions 
in a playground filled with Halloween- themed dolls. The plucky puppets even get in a 
bloody drunk- driving accident. At the end of the video, one of the puppets accidentally 
self- immolates while smoking a cigarette, and the scene concludes with the other saving 
him and nearly burning to death as well. There is a queer absurdity to Kahn’s work that 
is rooted in the body— puppets discussing the pluses of not having arms, dead animals 
that seem to come to life, and absurd corporeal situations that are both aesthetically fas-
cinating and horrifyingly comedic.
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While Orr, Moulton, and Kahn point to a queer mood, an ethos, Community Action 
Center (DV video, 69 minutes, 2010) by A. K. Burns and A. L. Steiner is a more explicit 
queer/ trans utopia in the form of what the artists call a “69- minute sociosexual video.”37 
The film’s title emerges when a masked woman spreads her legs during an erotic dance, 
as if the film itself, to recall Orr’s intervention, is not just about sexuality but has a sex-
uality itself. Community Action Center takes porn as its starting point and gathers the 
artists’ friends and lovers in an orgiastic and capacious celebration of queer and trans 
desire. The range of sexual expression is wonderfully dizzying— genderqueer pizza 
boys, lesbians cruising in the gay male style, pubic hair extensions, feathers being sewn 
into a friend’s skin. In its central use of the vulva as symbol, the video pays homage to so- 
called essentialist feminist film, even as it moves beyond the confines of what feminism 
has imaged as a liberating future.38 As Steiner says, “A.K. [Burns] started talking about 
the very specific idea of creative autonomy during gay liberation versus the politics of 
second- wave feminism. That moment was a different experience for biological men and 
biological women, and also trans people who were sort of caught in the middle and less 
visible.”39 The possibility of a feminist utopia therefore takes on a queer dimension that 
modifies the often cissexist tendencies of second- wave and gay liberation worldmaking. 
There is thus an appreciation of certain kinds of normative feminisms alongside a com-
plete rejection of the norms they impose. Above all the historicizing and theorizing, 
however, is the simple and powerful joy of queer/ trans connectivity and freedom.

Nao Bustamante’s film Tableau (color film, 19:07 minutes, 2013; Figure 31.4) touches 
on all of these disparate approaches to queer and trans world- making in a way that is 

Figure 31.4. Elizabeth Orr, MT RUSH, 2016, Video still. Courtesy the artist.
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both bitingly comical and unabashedly sentimental. In Bustamante’s short film, a film-
maker who has run out of creative steam finds inspiration in his tween neighbor, and 
together they attempt to make a low- budget sci- fi movie. We cannot ascertain if the 
filmmaker knows how silly his film seems, or if he always believes in his project, despite 
one of his actors telling him that the script is garbage. Tableau represents, therefore, the 
essence of camp, a space between sincerity and irony that is never fixed and never allows 
the audience to occupy a decisive position. The protagonists— a frustrated gay man and 
a hopeful young girl— dream big and perhaps fail, but the process of imagining and 
embodying this sci- fi world gives them joy, nevertheless. Despite being rebuffed roman-
tically by a handsome dog groomer, among other disappointments, the filmmaker finds 
companionship in his new female friend, and together they experience grand emotions 
and sweeping narratives that expand the perceived smallness of their worlds. As José 
Esteban Muñoz has said of Bustamante: “Bustamante’s work tells us a story about the 
problems of belonging in alterity.”40 This could certainly be said of the other artists in 
this chapter. Belonging in alterity is a perfectly resounding paradox— the worlds these 
queer and trans artists create are places of both resistance and comfort, and the creation 
of that world is riddled with productive failures.

Restaging the Medium

You don’t really
have to believe in
yourself, only
in your circulation.

— Maggie Nelson, “Losing Heart”

What does it mean to reference the medium in a queer fashion, especially when the 
medium has become so irrevocably dispersed in an effort to dismantle patriarchal 
formalisms?41 Some video artists, who more squarely identify as practitioners of other 
media, approach this question by restaging painterly, sculptural, and photographic 
media via film. The relationship between video art and the painterly and sculptural 
avant- gardes has been long debated, and some have concluded that video art is inher-
ently a parasitic upon or in dialogue with other media (depending on whether one is 
pessimistic or optimistic).42 In fact, Rosalind Krauss has argued that video art is inher-
ently and only about the self, not necessarily itself, as a narcissistic project; the medium 
becomes not equipment or pixels but rather an image of the self that erases the difference 
of the Other, thereby precluding video from achieving self- referentiality. Video art, 
according to Krauss, can only be reflection, and never self- reflexive, announcing the im-
possibility of any kind of reflection of the medium because there is no medium of which 
to speak.43 Krauss’s attachment to certain kinds of modernism falls prey to an obvious 
snobbishness that becomes conservative, inasmuch as her argumentation is rooted, in 
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my estimation, in a queasiness with the centrality of the body in video art.44 Conversely, 
the artists in this section use video to point not only to its status as such, but also to its 
ability to re- stage other media in a self- reflexive fashion that never destroys the unique-
ness of the Other. What results from the inquiries of artists who use video in addition to 
painting, sculpture, or photography is an opportunity to view the medium not merely 
as a vehicle for queerness, but rather as an equal and parallel force with queerness. To 
invest in art- historical strategies, therefore, moves beyond staid theoretical posturing 
or hyperformalist techniques and becomes a queer formalism— a combination of the 
techniques of artmaking with the stuff of lived experience, and a simultaneous invest-
ment in the materiality of the body and the materiality of the art object.45

Amy Sillman has often used animations and illustrated presentations in order 
to upend the traditional art school talk, but her work in video has received very little 
attention. Her Test Strips (video animation, 5:58 minutes, 2013; Figure 31.5) refers to both 
the process of choosing paints, but also something bodily, like test strips used in the 
management of diabetes. In this five- minute cartoon, Sillman takes a painting she has 
already completed entitled Shade (1997– 1998) and attempts to make an animation with 
it— a sad and funny reappropriation of her own work set to a self- consciously antiquated 
jazz soundtrack. The video walks us through the process as Sillman plays with the colors 
and lines in Shade and the painting slowly becomes an animation. She tells us through 
her text- based narration, however, that she is not satisfied with the result. So, the text 
suggests, “When all else fails: abstraction,” and Sillman tries other arrangements of color 
and form that result in a comical cast of characters— “the ghost with a bum foot,” “a 
hairy thing on crutches,” “someone of ambivalent gender, with an ungainly boot,” and 

Figure 31.5. Stanya Kahn, Happy Song for You, 2012, Video still © Stanya Kahn and Llyn Foulkes. 
Image courtesy of the artist and Vielmetter Los Angeles.
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“just a lonely lightbulb, melancholy at sunset.” After a trash can becomes a metaphor for 
bourgeois subjectivity, Sillman concludes that the animation is about “death, poverty, 
and disappearance,” a less jovial proclamation than the goofy cast of characters might 
suggest.

Sillman struggles with animation, but instead of something DIY and quick, she 
creates something labor intensive and complex despite her avowed lack of knowledge 
of the medium.46 She presents a radical lack of confidence that is so central to the queer 
experience, a gesture that connects her with Moulton’s Whispering Pines. As Sillman 
has written, “The real, like the body, is embarrassing: your hand is too moist, your fly is 
open, there turns out to be something on your nostril, somebody blurts out something 
I wasn’t supposed to know, your ex- partner shows up with their new lover (and your 
work is uncool).”47 One is also reminded of You Will Never Be a Woman. You Must Live 
the Rest of Your Days Entirely As a Man and You Will Only Grow More Masculine with 
Every Passing Year. There Is No Way Out (DV video, 8:45 minutes, 2008), a collabora-
tion among Zackary Drucker, Van Barnes, Mariah Garnett, and A. L. Steiner in which 
two transgender individuals, played by Drucker and Barnes, read each other with de-
grading, transphobic language. Drucker and Barnes consider and restage the paranoid 
possibility that what society tells them is true— that they will fail at living life outside the 
sex to which they were assigned at birth. Counterintuitively perhaps, the investment in 
failure is a generative strategy that points to the intellectually fecund seams of despair 
and hope.48

Sillman’s act of painterly translation is made even more immediate in Leidy 
Churchman’s Painting Treatments (two- channel video, 20:52 minutes, 2010), in which 
Churchman and his collaborator, Anna Rosen, cover their supine friends in paint, dirt, 
grass, breakfast cereal, toilet seats, and other detritus, as if they are at an ersatz spa. The 
video is presented as a two- channel installation, and each video has a different length, 
meaning that the combination of images is never fixed. Sometimes the subjects are 
naked, sometimes clothed. And though they remain immobile for most of the piece, 
there are moments wherein they show subtle signs of life. Churchman’s actors are thus 
pleasurably taking part in a masochistic project, purposefully subjecting themselves to 
less- than- pleasant “treatments” with paint and trash. Drenched in pigment and ano-
nymity, the bodies in Painting Treatments are leveled in the process of being acted upon, 
as if they have become canvases or sculptures— raw material to be reformulated, a series 
of queer concepts made bodily. As Sillman has written of Painting Treatments: “Even 
critical theorists like a rubdown, right?”49 Churchman invites us to admit that this is so.

Abstract expressionists probably liked a rubdown too. Indeed, their work was a kind 
of rubdown— a performative display of bodies in motion, though those bodies were, 
of course, masked by abstract expressionism’s appeal to formalism and Cartesian 
originality— both of which Churchman evokes and reconfigures. Restaging is always 
an integral part of painting and sculpture, as art historians have recently argued, in-
asmuch as these media interpolate reproductive strategies into the act of making, as if 
anticipating the regimes of circulation to which they will be subject (we could think 
here of the appearance of Jackson Pollock’s work in a Vogue fashion spread in 1951).50 
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The same could be true of Sillman’s and Churchman’s work, which make clear the ability 
of the medium to be restaged in corporeal and conceptual ways. Recent art- historical 
argumentation does not go far enough in theorizing that corporeality— the ways in 
which reproducibility intersects with the body even as it intersects with the medium— 
and, instead, prefer to focus on abstract and apolitical networks. However, Sillman’s 
and Churchman’s networks are intimate, erotic, and political. In Test Strips, the body 
and the absent body transform over the course of the animation; and though the living 
sculptures of Painting Treatments remain immobile, there is a sense that their status as 
medium gives them indelible agency. Though they may seem like faceless metaphors, 
the figures and histories in Painting Treatments in no way are they interchangeable for 
Churchman and Rosen, who use their beloved community as their painterly subjects 
and would know which masked body is which. A central component of restaging is 
knowing and loving the source material.

Math Bass, who is also frequently identified as a painter, despite their start in perfor-
mance art, likewise uses video to restage art historical problematics. In PIANO Piano, 
an animated spotlight illuminates an empty stage as Bass sings “P- I- A- N, Piano” as an 
incantatory soundtrack. It is perhaps a comical recounting of John Cage’s 4’33”, this 
time with no piano at all and only a suggestion of a performance taking place. It is as 
if the sonic absence enacted by Cage, the quintessential Fluxus intervention, has been 
reversed; here there is sound and no piano instead of a piano with no sound. As in Kahn’s 
work, the sparest of materials creates an engrossing scene. In Bass’s Sticks (digital video, 
2:47 minutes, 2011), several sticks enter, crisscross, and leave the frame over a plaid back-
ground. At some moments one of the sticks appears to be behind the background or 
melting into it, recalling the tension between foreground and background that is so 
important to the theorization of modernism in painting or, less profoundly, Pollock’s 
use of sticks to create his drip paintings. And yet the highly conceptual or art- historical 
reading seems inappropriate given the immediacy of Bass’s videos and paintings. Even 
as it obfuscates or draws forth mysteries from the everyday, Bass’s work is simultane-
ously, in some way, wonderfully intelligible in its use of banal objects and symbols. As 
with the best work inspired by queer and trans theory and activism, there is an unex-
pected space of interpretation that opens up; the lofty conceptual aims of art and film 
history cannot fully capture the mundane brilliance of our experience.

Catherine Opie, a figurehead in queer photography, recently made her first film, 
which centers in a cross- disciplinary fashion on icons of modernist architecture in 
Los Angeles. Aptly entitled The Modernist (single- channel HD video with sound, 21:44 
minutes, 2017), it is based on Chris Marker’s La Jetée (1962), though the homage is more 
to an ethos than any direct appropriation. Although The Modernist is made up entirely 
of still images, as in La Jetée, Opie chooses to omit sound from her film, except for one 
startling moment in which a lit match emits a fearsome whoosh. A lone figure (played 
by Opie’s longtime collaborator Stosh, a.k.a. Pig Pen) begins the day by reading about 
destructive fires and the Los Angeles housing crisis in the newspaper. He then goes 
out into the city, armed with a can of gasoline, and sets fire to cherished LA modernist 
landmarks— the Chemosphere house and the Sheats- Goldstein Residence. This rather 
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niche, art- historical storyline is combined with a more universal one— a love story. As 
Opie says of the film, “You can’t watch The Modernist and not realize this, which is why 
Pig Pen— Piggy is so sweet— said in response: Everybody knows how much you love me 
now.”51 The normative Hollywood romance of La Jetée becomes something different in 
Opie’s hands— longing mingled with the pain of (queer) disenfranchisement in an im-
possible housing market.

That The Modernist features a transgender protagonist is important, but that is not 
the sum of the film’s critical function, as so many queer historians and critics tend to 
assume of queer media. The film, in a manner similar to Test Strips, Painting Treatments, 
and Sticks, points to the politics of representation as opposed to the representation of 
politics, taking up the mantle of inclusion but going even further. This is not to say that 
these artists mimic postmodernism’s problematic engagement with politics via pastiche 
and nihilistic appropriation. Postmodernism engenders an impossible landscape for 
political action, inasmuch as it critiques notions of community while reducing the role 
of the body to a simulacrum of the constructed nature of identity.52 In this landscape, 
the only political acts that emerge are resignation and fruitless, relentless opposition. 
Sillman, Churchman, Bass, and Opie take the language of postmodern deconstruction 
and performativity in their re- presentation of their respective mediums, and yet their 
work does not negate lived experience or privilege formalism over the embodiment of 
queer and trans experience.

Stanya Kahn’s collaborator Harry Dodge is similarly interested in film itself and its 
concomitant building blocks of narrative and text. In Unkillable (video, 19 minutes, 
2011), Dodge dons a mask and a cube atop his head (a Dadaist gesture, perhaps), com-
pletely obscuring his identity, as he recounts a script that he seems to be making up on 
the spot. It is reminiscent of a casting couch in a cheap porno. Dodge weaves a story, 
with exhausting detail, about a cheating husband and his eventual death in a car crash. 
The details of the setting, the characters’ bodies, and the gruesomeness of the crash serve 
a purpose. Dodge states offhandedly, “Credulity is a sexual act,” quite separate from the 
fact that the story he tells is one of sex and despair. Narrative, Dodge observes, is in-
herently imbued with desire and cruelty, and his video allows each viewer to interrupt 
or continue the performed narrative cues, as in a choose- your- own- adventure novel. 
Video itself becomes a trans and queer metaphor in its intersection of narrative/ visual 
structures and the pleasurable capacities within, around, and through those structures 
for new modes of storytelling.53 There is a useful parallel here in Joseph Boone’s queer 
formulation of narrative desire in Victorian literature, in which the text both invites and 
frustrates the (queer, trans) reader’s erotic desire to know and act upon the narrative.54 
Narrative desire allows the subjects of the text and those who read/ see it to develop 
strategies of interiorization that resist legibility, that carve out a space of individual en-
joyment outside regimes of critical, deconstructive surveillance. Dodge enacts this pro-
cess not only by concealing his identity, but also by leaving his dream film script open to 
reinterpretation by laying bare its mechanics.

Aimee Goguen’s analogue techniques and homemade performances likewise speak to 
the stuff of film. Goguen emphasizes what Laura U. Marks has called “haptic visuality” 
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by leaving the crackles and lines associated with videotapes, pointing not to nostalgia, 
but rather to an acquiescence to the inevitability of degradation and loss.55 We might 
also recall Eliza Steinbock’s formulation of haptic spectatorship, in which the rejection 
of the purely optical creates a trans and queer space of bodily mutability.56 That muta-
bility, which is also a survival strategy, might also extend into queer/ trans investigations 
of genre. Many of Goguen’s short films shot on Hi- 8 video recall B- movies and corny 
slashers (which have historically been problematic genres for women, queer, and trans 
people). Goguen’s A and B Blood (Hi- 8 video, 3:07 minutes, 2015; Figure 31.6), in which 
a friend pretends to slit her throat with a fake knife. In Hosing (Hi- 8 video, 4:44 minutes, 
2015), a young woman is covered in what looks like fake blood; at other times it drains 
out of a hose near her buttocks. One might be reminded of Cheryl Donegan’s Head 
(video, 2:49 minutes, 1993), in which Donegan catches milk that drains out of plastic 
container, or perhaps even Ana Mendieta’s photograph Untitled (Self- Portrait with 
Blood) (1973). Goguen also uses porn aesthetics, as in Dogs of Church (Hi- 8 video, 4:46 
minutes, 2014), a video featuring two men slapping a woman’s ass and drenching it with 
canned milk. The subject matter and the expectation of erotic narrative— queer enjoy-
ment, perhaps— becomes enmeshed with the material qualities of video, pointing to a 
material erotics as well as a representational erotics.

Patrick Staff ’s Depollute (16mm film, 2018), like Goguen’s work, has a certain tactility 
to it that refers to an earlier genre— the instructional film, which itself was a covert space 
for queer enjoyment despite the prescriptive norms it represented. Staff begins with a 

Figure 31.6. Nao Bustamante, Tableau, 2013, Film still. Courtesy the artist. Photo: Eleanor 
Goldsmith.
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countdown leader, which evokes an analog past and an archetypal educational quality 
that we might stereotypically associate with films about hygiene or the body shown in 
classroom contexts. Yet the film pulsates with colors and flashing letters as we watch the 
words of a medical text about penectomy pulse on the screen. As with Goguen’s “haptic 
opticality,” the sentences and words are broken down into their constituent parts, calling 
to mind not only the mutability of syntax but also of the body. The dry medical text Staff 
cites (itself a gesture of optimistic appropriation, as with the artists in the next section of 
this chapter) becomes reinvigorated through its decomposition, taking on an affective 
weight that the text in its original form would reject. One might also suggest that Staff is 
refusing the scopophilia that trans people often experience— the patriarchal to catego-
rize and fetishize. We only have words in place of a desire to see, obfuscating the most 
essential functions of film and photography (and perhaps even painting).

Re- articulating Appropriation

He, godly, doddering, spells
No succinct Gabriel from the letters here
But floridly, his amorous nostalgias.

Sylvia Plath, “Ouija”

It is by now a cliché to understand appropriation— the postmodern aesthetic tactic par 
excellence— as a queer strategy.57 To engage in appropriation is to work with an already 
hackneyed mode and sometimes a harmful or normative mode. Like appropriation, 
cliché is a form of copying in a very literal sense because of the word cliché’s art- historical 
root in reproductive printing technologies.58 And appropriation is itself a cliché; there 
is always some sentimentality involved in appropriation, and that sentimentality always 
has a hint of masochism. As C. Namwali Serpell has argued, cliché represents the “in-
expressible union of love and harm,” not only in the filmic and literary examples she 
provides, but also in the process of critique itself.59 Critique makes one vulnerable and 
exposes one’s attachments, and the same is true of appropriation and cliché. They all 
expose our loves and fears of influence. Video artists using appropriation remain right-
fully convinced of the affective range inherent in the act of copying, re- staging, and re- 
investing certain objects with love and revulsion. Although appropriation has always 
been a part of the queer/ trans experience and queer/ trans artistic output, these artists 
also require that we bring cliché to the processes of critique and historicization them-
selves, that we broaden the affective register that is available to us by foregrounding the 
emotions we harbor toward art objects.

A paradigmatic example of this interspace of intimacy, love, distance, and nearness is 
Eve Fowler’s appropriation of Andy Warhol’s film Blow Job (1963) in her Blow Job after 
Blow Job (video, 19:53, 2006). Fowler’s film is faithful to the original inasmuch as it is 
silent, and, as Jonathan Katz argues, “Silence engenders the possibility of other forms 
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of knowing beyond the authorized: ‘queer’ knowing, body knowing.”60 This is certainly 
the case for Blow Job after Blow Job, which, like the original, conceals the identity of 
the person giving fellatio. In this way, we do not know if this is a queer encounter or a 
straight one (though of course the lore of Warhol’s version is that it is indeed queer, but 
there is no way to visually verify that queerness).61 We watch as the young woman in 
Fowler’s rendition grows tenser, breaths heavier, and finally has an orgasm. It would be 
easy to see Fowler’s video as only a reclamation of female pleasure, which it certainly is, 
but it is not so simple. Fowler re- appropriates a gay male iconography and history, as 
Steiner and Burns do in Community Action Center, in a way that emphasizes the com-
plex resonances of an attachment to prior landmarks of queer cinema and pornography. 
Moreover, much has been made about the fact that we cannot tell if Warhol’s actor in 
Blow Job actually has an orgasm, when it allegedly takes place within the film’s narrative, 
or who performs it.62 We know a good portion of what is going on in Blow Job after Blow 
Job simply because of its status as an appropriation. However, unlike the nearly motion-
less man in Blow Job, Fowler’s young female protagonist squirms and moans (silently) 
and moves out of the frame. This could reflect a desire for consummation, a longing for 
a history/ image that is legible— especially in a pornographic history for queers that is 
often marked by deferral and unsatisfying innuendo.63 This fact is surely compounded 
for queer women and trans or genderqueer people. Of course, in Fowler’s case, we still 
do not know who is giving as we/ the protagonist receive.

Lucas Michael, Fowler’s friend and collaborator, likewise utilizes appropriation to ex-
plore his love, not for past avant- gardes, but for queer pop culture. In LM Squared (dig-
ital video, 3:47 minutes, 2002), Michael presents a blurry image that slowly transforms 
into the iconic scene in Martin Scorsese’s New York, New York wherein Liza Minnelli 
sings “But the World Goes ‘Round.” This transition is created by filming the VHS version 
of the film on a monitor. All the while, Michael listens to the audio on headphones 
offscreen and sings in Minnelli’s place. Minnelli’s glamour and poise are juxtaposed 
with Michael’s self- consciously amateur singing, another reminder of the willingness of 
queerness to be embarrassed or engage in self- deprecation. At the same time, the mere 
desire to mimic and to approximate glamour is itself glamourous. Michael, like a good 
drag queen, has no intention of being the star he idolizes, only to approach her asymp-
totically. In U Don’t Bring Me Flowers (Digital video, 3:30 minutes, 2006), the opposite 
configuration occurs, and we only see Michael himself, shirtless and with earbuds in, 
lip- syncing both parts of Barbra Streisand’s duet with Neil Diamond— a multigendered 
gesture that is both sad and humorous.

This nostalgia takes a different turn in Vague (digital video, 4:10, 2016), a parody 
of Madonna’s “Vogue” by Dynasty Handbag (the alter ego of multimedia artist Jibz 
Cameron). Directed by Mariah Garnett, Vague features Handbag in a wig and ill- fitting 
clothes singing hilarious nonsense words and phrases to a karaoke version of the orig-
inal. There is no desire for an approximation of the original, as we saw with Michael. 
Instead, Handbag revels in her inability to confirm, to perform, and what results is a 
queer refusal of normative calls for authenticity— a political quality we will also see in 
Kalup Linzy’s work.64 In the place of Madonna’s iconic bridge in which she names gay 
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icons, Handbag sputters a list of anxious questions: “Is this a date?” “Are we breaking 
up?” “Is this a business deal, or are we just having a casual hike?” Handbag thus 
lampoons the lineage that is so important to many cisgender gay male queers, even as 
she calls to mind the absurdity of Madonna’s appropriation of voguing culture for a 
white audience. I think it is clear, however, that Handbag loves “Vogue” despite and be-
cause of her desire to critique it.

We might also see the multimedia artist Edgar Arceneaux’s collaboration with the 
actor Frank Lawson Until, Until, Until . . . (performance with feature- length single- 
channel video, 48 minutes, 2016, Figure 31.7) in this context of the beloved parodic— 
that is, a space that is neither and both critical and appreciative of problematic sources.65 
The piece was commissioned by Performa 15; in it Arceneaux sought to tell and retell the 
story of the celebrated performer Ben Vereen, who, when he was invited to perform at 
Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, appeared in blackface on national television. The gesture 
was meant to be both an homage to the Black vaudeville actor Bert Williams, who, as 
was conventional in his day, had to perform in blackface, and a critique of the Reagan 
administration’s racist policies. Vereen, in a mock celebration of his Republican audi-
ence, tried to buy them a congratulatory drink, but mimicked being refused service for 
being Black, as Williams would have been. The complicity of the audience, both present 

Figure 31.7. Aimee Goguen, A and B Blood, Subject: Rachelle Sawatsky, 2015, Hi-8 on SD video. 
Courtesy the artist.
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and past, thus becomes embarrassingly clear. Unbeknownst to Vereen, the telecast was 
cut when it was broadcast on ABC, so that this overtly parodic, accusatory gesture was 
not seen, leading millions of viewers to believe that Vereen had only performed in black-
face, nothing more. Black audiences disowned Vereen for it, and it is very possible that 
the majority of white Americans saw no issue at all, leading Vereen to be misunderstood 
both inside and outside the community whose painful history he had hoped to make 
visible.

Under Arceneaux’s direction, Lawson appears live, himself in blackface, in front of 
the video of Vereen’s performance being projected onto ghostly white sheets that seem 
to trap him in four walls of representation. In this combination of live and recorded 
elements, which Arceneaux considers a play, one is reminded of the discomfiting spec-
tacle of Rocky Horror Picture Show re- enactments. This live- recorded genre was central 
to my coming out story in college, and it suggests the distance and closeness of queer 
and feminist homage or fandom.66 So one could certainly call Lawson’s homage to 
Vereen queer in the temporal and emotional interspace it creates. Likewise, Vereen quite 
literally performed his admiration for Williams, and Arceneaux honors them both by 
restoring the antiracist critique for a contemporary audience. Arceneaux and Lawson’s 
restoration is not a rehearsal of Vereen’s censored performance, but rather a surreal and 
poetic retelling that is both beautiful and implicitly, rightly accusatory of the audience.

Equally invested in the queer of color practice of homage is Kalup Linzy, who una-
bashedly takes melodrama in its colloquial definition as a starting point, finding inspi-
ration in soap operas, glamour, and big dreams (which, like “Vogue,” have often been the 
purview of white gay men and women). Melody Set Me Free (web series, run- time vari-
able, 2010– , Figure 31.8) follows Patience O’Brien, a young woman, played by Linzy, who 
leaves home to pursue a singing career. Although the series features many actors, Linzy’s 
voice- over is used for each character in a variety of affected and over- the- top speech 
patterns, sometimes modified technologically. As in the best reality TV, there are absurd 
confrontations, dying relatives, manufactured drama, delusional aspirations, and quot-
able dialogue, such as “I decided I would deal with the pain by being a slut!” We queers 
have a penchant for that! As with Community Action Center, Linzy’s work has been seen 
as an extension of second- wave feminist performance- art practices, albeit as an antidote 
to the white- centric tendencies of mainstream identity politics, by mocking the cultural 
outlets most available to women in the form of soap operas and melodramas.67 What 
is missing from this interpretation is, as we will see with K8 Hardy, the possibility that, 
especially for nonnormative individuals, there may be something deeply life affirming 
about cultural norms that are otherwise exclusionary, that nonhegemonic individuals 
might derive life- affirming pleasure from consuming and identifying/ disidentifying 
with them. This is not to say that Linzy’s work is an affirmation of stereotyped gender 
roles, but rather that the relationship between works of art and their critical function is 
more complex than a unilateral interrogation devoid of earnest enjoyment.

The kind of criticality Linzy proposes is more joyful and capacious than what 
historians of art and film might consider critique. Linzy approaches what José Esteban 
Muñoz has called “disidentification”— a space between rejection and assimilation of 
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cultural norms.68 It is no mistake that Muñoz also considers the politics of passing, 
something that many critics and historians have noted Linzy’s drag does not aim to ac-
complish. As Muñoz argues in his important essay on the performance artist and activist 
Vaginal Davis, the inability to pass does not negate the critical power of drag or reduce it 
to pure parody.69 Davis and Linzy do not reject drag or simply make fun it. Instead, they 
use it in order to revere and reject it, to dislodge it from its racially exclusive tendencies, 
to point out the hollowness and appeal of the dreams that soap operas and melodramas 
present.70

Casey Jane Ellison also uses a comedic (and also poetic) approach that appropriates 
new media itself using the stylistics of infomercials. In Casey Jane Ellison Personal 
Trimmer Internal Promo (film file on drive, 11:06, 2015), Ellison disguises complex 
critiques of the relationship between art and identity politics as a mere infomercial for 
a hair trimmer. She bombards the viewer with questions that seem unrelated: “Are you 
hairy?” “Do you cry about the civil rights movements of the 60s, 80s, and today? Of 
course you do.” “Do you identify as a woman? Whatever that means! I don’t!” “Are you 
sick of the media shaming your hairiness? Well, I’m here to tell you that you’re scorned 
and you’re hairy.” Ellison’s performance deftly interweaves the questions of capital and 
postmodernism that Halberstam discusses, though Ellison’s ultimate stance, again be-
tween earnestness and criticality, is productively hard to decipher. Questions about 
identity politics become equated with the barked queries of advertisement, as if to say 

Figure 31.8. Edgar Arceneaux 
“Until, Until, Until . . . ,” 2016, Feature length single channel video TRT: 00:48:00, Edition 1 of 5, 2 
AP, Inventory #ARC 533. Courtesy of the artist and Vielmetter Los Angeles.
Photo credit:  Robert Wedemeyer.
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that the two have become unified in a similar fashion, as in Mt. Rush— a problem that is 
distinctly apparent in critiques of new media art and video for their narcissism and reli-
ance on capitalism despite their deconstructive ambitions.

What emerges is a useful questioning of the identity- based claims that circulate 
in new media that causes us to reconsider the ease with which we associate aesthetic 
interventions (especially ones touted as “new” or “post”) with progressive values. New 
media, though typically associated with younger, progressive artists, is entrenched in 
the same process of commodification as the plastic arts. The question of whether new 
media is complicit in systems of inequality becomes all the more pressing when the me-
dium itself has been used so effectively by queer and trans people, women, and people 
of color. Is this statement, however, to place an undue burden of criticality on those 
who are already made powerless by the art world? Ellison sarcastically points to these 
problems herself: “Attributing real monetary value to a disenfranchised group, idea, or 
transgression creates a market for them, empowering them through creativity as well 
as capitalism. Artists should think entrepreneurially and do. Submission to the system 
as activism feels like the only way to participate.”71 Though Ellison is joking here, there 
is certainly some discomfiting truth to her statements, inasmuch as so many cultural 
agents, perhaps unwittingly, subscribe to the idea that increased access to capital is a 
cure for social inequality. If we could all afford Ellison’s personal trimmer, we could 
maybe gain some of the normativity that has been kept from us.

K8 Hardy likewise targets conventional markers of identity through her use of 
Instagram’s so- called narcissistic aesthetics. This is an especially fraught choice of me-
dium, given Instagram’s history of censoring posts with queer and trans material.72 On 
Hardy’s account (@K8hardy), the artist presents various collages and videos centered 
on her daily habits— going out, trying on clothes, doing her signature eye makeup. For 
instance, Hardy models a bag while a voice proclaims, “3, 2, 1, self- destruct sequence ac-
tivated!” In another video in response to Valentine’s Day, Hardy dons an orange wig and 
proclaims, “I am my own lover. I am my own light. I love looking ridiculous, and I love 
myself. So fuck you world!” Hardy is both serious and playful when she evokes the self- 
love rhetoric that Instagram has been so central in creating. She is likewise both critical 
and celebratory of glamour, arguing thereby that queerness certainly dismantles norma-
tive standards of beauty, even as there is a desire for the expressive outlet that glamour 
provides.73 This is a political act, not just because it deconstructs selfie aesthetics or nor-
mative beauty, but also because it argues that it is not anti- progressive for queer and 
trans people to desire glamour, to crave from time to time what is normative.

In Me as Muse (video installation, 4:03, 2016), Mickalene Thomas likewise considers 
exclusionary notions of beauty, this time to expose the ways in which racism intersects 
with sexuality, especially in an art- historical context. Me as Muse is presented on twelve 
television monitors, with famous nudes from throughout art history bleeding into a 
fragmented picture of Thomas’s own naked body reclining like an odalisque. A voice- 
over echoes throughout the installation— an interview with Eartha Kitt, in which she 
discusses heartbreak, racism, and sexual violence. The nude is unmasked as a cliché, 
as a visual trope, while Thomas appropriates its form with her own body, enacting a 
movement in both time and medium. Thomas notes that this project was not just a video 
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translation of a painterly question; rather it was meant to be couched in the medium of 
video: “I was trying to figure out how to have this conversation about the black body in 
video . . . I thought it would be interesting visually to place these images in relation to my 
own body because these are the images I grew up looking at— these notions of beauty.”74 
What is especially interesting here is the use of video in a context where such a medium 
did not exist, that is, in the context of painted nudes before the advent of film. Thomas’s 
employment of video is thus not only appropriation but trans- genre appropriation. In 
so doing, she calls to mind themes of obsolescence and historical remove that are so 
important to the queer and trans appropriative strategies discussed thus far. This is im-
portant given the racial context of Thomas’s intervention. The nostalgia that is so often 
associated with white, gay, cisgender male aesthetics here becomes something entirely 
suspect. To wish to return to the past is implicitly at the expense of those who do not 
have equal access to power. Me as Muse thus calls into question the possibility of appro-
priation via nostalgia, via a yearning for a past that is inherently drenched in racial and 
sexual inequality. At the same time, we might also simply celebrate a Black woman as a 
muse, which, in the racist, Euro- American art- historical tradition, is rare indeed.

Finally, in her use of appropriation Hannah Black also brings to mind the racial pol-
itics that so often escape mainstream queer discourse. In My Bodies (HD color video 
with sound, 3:30 minutes, 2014), Black excerpts a variety of R & B or rap songs, such as 
Rihanna’s “What’s My Name,” at the exact moment when the singer utters “my body.” 
This appropriated soundtrack plays over photos Black sourced from Google image 
searches for “CEO” or “executive”— all white men. Black states of My Bodies that it is 
“partly a critique of the white- feminist conception of the body, the heritage from the 
60’s and 70’s which involves the affirmation of white nudity, displaying the agency of 
white naked bodies.”75 This sentiment affirms many Black feminist critiques of main-
stream feminist theory, as well as the ways in which Black scholars have consistently 
reformulated the politics of looking at or with the body.76 As a result of Black’s engage-
ment with the remix, we might also recall here the importance of the cut/ collage to queer 
and trans media theories, such as Susan Stryker’s poetic evocation of montage- as- flesh: 
“Cut new connections that alter the flow for fantasy’s meet- meat is carnality’s heart- / 
beat so slice it up tear it up go baby go rip it up mix it up know baby know.”77 In the spirit 
of Stryker’s words, let us conclude with a few final poems.

Conclusion

Like love, I said, being understood creates the fear that you will never be 
understood again. But there had been other paintings, I said, before and 
since, that had moved me just as deeply.

— Rachel Cusk, Transit

I suggested in the previous section that queer and trans video art requires a different re-
lationship to criticism itself, to the way we approach art objects.78 Criticism itself is, after 
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all, already a cliché based on standards of rehearsal and restating argumentation.79 This 
is not to call for a postcritical mode or for a purely affective criticism or auto- theory. It is 
rather to say that this introduction to queer and trans video art hopefully turns the lens 
back onto the critic and historian in the hopes that they, too, will invest in the reflexive/ 
reflective strategies taken on by these artists. Perhaps Krauss is right in her assertion that 
video is always narcissistic; it is the meaning of that assertion that is up for debate. If nar-
cissism allows us to look with more sensitivity at artistic production, then it is indeed a 
useful metric.

If queer and trans art always require a relationship to what is normative, there may 
be some nostalgia for art that only speaks for itself and requires nothing of the critic or 
historian other than formalist interpretation. Hyperformalism has its own benefits, to 
be sure, especially when queer and trans artists are tied so forcefully to their identities 
or sociopolitical positioning— that is, that their identities be made legible in their work. 
Or, by the same token, there may be a desire to return to a pure historicism, to allow art 
to become discursive happenstance that illustrates social and political argumentation. 
This is also an appealing register in the face of the tyranny that formalist art histories 
impose, especially on queer and trans individuals, nonmale individuals, and people of 
color. We may never be able to find the happy medium among these strategies, so queer 
and trans video art requires some of each and, at certain times, all of them.

Such is certainly the case with Fowler’s with it which it as it if it is to be (16 mm black 
and white film, 33:02 minutes, 2016), a video record of the artist’s visits with women and 
gender nonconforming artists in their studios (Figure 31.9). A soundtrack on which the 
subjects are reading from Gertrude Stein’s 1910 text Many Many Women washes over 
views of them working, working, working away. Fowler captures moments iconic and 
mundane, from grand decisions about the placement of neon tubing on a painting to 
the less glamorous work of taking canvas stretchers apart. And with it which it as it if it is 
to be is perhaps the most appropriate to consider alongside Sillman, Opie, Churchman, 
and others whose work restages their chosen medium or creates an intermedia world; 
but Fowler’s film also represents the creation of a queer utopia— a world of non- cis- male 
creatives given the space in Fowler’s video to exist outside the heteropatriarchal gaze. By 
the same token, Fowler’s video is also an appropriation of films featuring artists working 
in their studios, most notably perhaps Hans Namuth’s film of Jackson Pollock that I 
touched upon with Churchman’s video (Figure 31.10). with it which it as it if it is to be fits 
into each of these lineages and fully articulates each one, even as it cannot be contained 
by any of those lineages.

The same could be said for each video in this chapter, and it is my hope that this 
survey offers less a definitive set of categorizations and, rather, a series of suggestions 
and invitations to do further research on these artists. Queerness requires a tumbling 
plethora of definitions, and those definitions must constantly be in flux, even as they rest 
at times. Queerness is a series of admixtures that are both oppositional and driven by en-
joyment. Queerness defies categorization but, at times, wants to touch upon parameters 
in order to give it shape. Queerness is activist but does not always enjoy the burden of 
always having to theorize difference or make itself legible or illegible. It is both social 
and entirely individual. Queerness encompasses all identities but reserves something 
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Figure 31.10. Eve Fowler, with it which it as it if it is to be, 2016, 16 mm black and white film. 
Courtesy of the artist and Morán Morán, Los Angeles.

Figure 31.9. Kalup Linzy, Melody Set Me Free, Season 2, 2012, Video still. Courtesy of the artist.
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for those who identify as queer, and queer is both a capacious interpretational tool and 
something radically specific to certain bodies. Something similar could be said, with key 
differences of course, for trans individuals. Queer is not a catch- all term; it has a history 
of its own even as it constantly works within itself to expand the confines of that history, 
or any history at all. The queer video art in this chapter holds all these qualities simulta-
neously, and it is the job of historians, critics, and curators to do the same. As Zackary 
Drucker has written: “We are invisible but full of something.”80
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