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INTRODUCTION
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It is a great pleasure to introduce this publication,
published on the occasion of Cassic Augusta
Jorgensen’s solo ibition, Slit Your Click, at
O—Overgaden. The exhibition is the culmination
of our INTRO program, a one-year postgraduate
program offered to two artists. With the generous
support of Aage and Johanne Louis-Hansen’s
Foundation, INTRO creates a unique opportunity
to develop and expand our collaboration with the
newest voices in the Danish art scene through

a major exhibition and ambitious publication,
through which we aim to extend the conversations
around the artistic practice and open up space for
new material to emerge. In this case we have been
lucky to include contributions by curator Jeppe
Ugelvig, writer Maxi Wallenhorst, alongside trans
researcher Ivy Monroe, and we are very grateful
for all their contributions. A big thank

you to O—Overgaden’s editor, Anne Kelbak
Iversen, and to the graphic designers at fanfare
for their consistently excellent work. Last,

but not least, we are grateful to the artist for
sharing her material—from concept to extended
conversations—with all of us, through the
exhibition and in this publication.

The vilified stereotype of the trans woman—clad in a
shiny trench coat, blonde wig, nylon stockings, fierce
make-up—is unpicked in the young Danish artist
Cassie Augusta Jorgensen’s first large-scale exhibition.

Entering the show, a pinkish-red trench coat—
created with fashion designer Alectra Rothschild—
impersonates this typified monstrosity. While it is
juicily seductive, kinky in its glossy sparkle and
transparency, the coat borders on exhibitionist and
its elongated fit seems to suggest the transfeminine
villain’s nonconforming limbs, potentially too long,
mannered in measures.

The coat becomes an entry to the exhibition’s
centerpiece. The new, approximately ten-
minute film, S/it Your Click, is a skewed riff
on the famous “museum scene” in Brian De

Palma’s thriller Dressed to Kill from 1980.
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In Jorgensen’s film loop, we follow cruising bodies: a
cis-gendered woman (Kate) and a man (The Stranger)
both filmed and followed by a trans woman (The
Blonde) wearing a red trench coat. The three move
through the National Gallery of Denmark: silently,
theatrically, performatively, chasing and being chased,
triangulating erotic tension. As a continuation of the
film piece, serial translucent stills from the film are
placed on the walls. Back-lit and small-scale, they
demand close-up interaction, like holding intimate
celluloid negatives up to the light. Carving up the
kunsthalle’s existing architecture, they remind us that
even the supposedly unchanging structure of the art
institution or museum is just another performative
front that, like our personal identities, can be cut open,
turned transparent, changed, flipped.

In De Palma’s film, which explicitly quotes Alfred
Hitchcock’s Psycho, the “museum scene” triggers the
vith the strange man, only
to later be slayed in an elevator by The Blonde. The

woman, Katc, to run awa

moral seems to be that women, liberated sexually,

are cither deserving of punishment or inherently
deranged—whether trans woman or not. In Jorgensen’s
feminist rebuke of this stercotype, her scene ends with
the blonde trans woman passing over her camera to
Kate, inviting her to reject the role of classical femme
as filmed by male directors. Meanwhile, The Blonde
takes on her own persona in full, slashes—or slizs—the
clichéd voyeurism and violent societal stereotype to
which she’s been subjected. Jorgensen’s trans woman
thus evades the role of the marginal villain; she instead
walks away from the museum possessing the film’s
focus, becoming its sympathetic heroine.

Rhea Dall,
Director, December 2023

Cassie Augusta Jorgensen (b. 1991, DK) is a visual artist,
choreographer, and dancer based in Berlin and educated at the
Royal Danish Art Academy in 2022 as well as Alvin Ailey School
of Dance in New York. Jorgensen has previously exhibited at
venues including Auto ltalia, London (UK); 1.1 Basel (CH);

Sophiensacle, Berlin (DE); and Museet for Samtidskunst, Roskilde

(DK). Stit Your Click is the artis
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first large-scale solo exhibition.
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CANSIE'S
CHOREQ-
GRAPHIES

Jeppe Ugelvig

The trans woman is popularly (and problematically)
rendered as loud, beautiful, vivid, strong, sexy, funny,
dangerous, tragic, monstrous, deadly. She is a comedy
queen, a princess, a prostitute; a farce, a scandal. To
these social cues, the trans woman performs, dances,
entertains, and is celebrated and detested for it. She has
a distinct choreography, and often is given no option
but to ambivalently follow its routinized steps. But such
choreographies are also moments of play, comprised of
an archive of gestures, energies, and ephemeral traces
full of social and political possibility. If the traumas of
discrimination and death haunt queerness, such traumas
are equally available as a productive force, a sensuous
and powerful Danse Macabre.!

Artist Cassie Augusta Jergensen’ masters such moves
and uses the exhibition and the stage as spaces to reflect
on trans-gendered elements of choreographic culture,
be they the disciplines of dance and theater or the
performative rituals embedded in everyday life. Trained
as a dancer, she sources bodily registers from the world
of ballet, clownery, Butoh, demi-monde performance
art, and striptease to touch the crude, joyful, grotesque,
and glamorous dimensions of human performance and
performativity, which manifests everywhere in society,
without consent or warning. It was around the time of
Cassie’s birth that Judith Butler first asserted gender

to be inherently performative; 30 years later, the artist
follows a disobedient canon of queer performance
artists whose aim is to study the specific choreographic
mechanics of such performativity. Cassie meditates on
the spaces where social identities have been perpetuated
through the choreographic, as choreography, and tests
the critical possibility of momentarily inhabiting them.
Particularly, it is the improvisational and visceral
methodologies of modern dance—“deep, sweaty and
long improv sessions,” as the artist summarizes them—
that fuse with historical research into the performing
trans femme body in visual culture. Methodologically,
she follows queer theorist José Mufioz’s call for an
“archive of the ephemeral” that allows us to envision
new, subcultural models of queer memory and history
“capable of recording and tracing subterranean scenes,

1. Jose Esteban Mufioz evokes this idea of the “danse macabre” in
reference to Lee Edelman’s No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004) in his book Cruising
Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity New York: New York
University Press, 2009), p.88.

2. I will refer to the artist by her first name, Cassie, thus extending

the informal and intimate sense of our friendship to this text.
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fly-by-night clubs, and fleeting trends;” those ephemeral
moments that make life lived, and not a metaphor.’
“The stage and the street, like the shop floor, are venues
for performances that allow the spectator access to
minoritarian lifeworlds that exist, importantly and
dialectically, within the future and the present,” Mufioz
writes.! In response, Cassic’s work argues that such
performances can be emphatically remembered by way
of temporary embodiment. The artist’s critical project
is transmedial and transgenerational in nature; a way to
tread the paths of those before us, learning in their steps,
even momentarily sharing their pain or joining them in
cries of joy and euphoria.

As evidenced in early silent film, choreography sits at
the heart of cinema, where social time is represented
through the designed movement of bodies in synergetic
dialog with a camera’s lens (in order to relay narrative
and drama). Even if film now speaks, this non-linguistic
logic of choreographic narrative continues today:
Lenses tell stories through their strategic positioning,
in their capture of the bodies and spaces they seck to
depict. Choreographic cinematography (or, if you will,
cinematographic choreography) produces intensely
cultural gazes, communicating the complex and mostly
unspoken politics of movement, looking, and agency in
mediated social environments.

Cassic’s research into trans choreography has led

her to Hollywood, and specifically its archetype

of the psychotic transsexual villain, a surprisingly
pervasive motif in a visual industry otherwise known
to leave little space for the gender deviant. But as
films like Dressed to Kill and Stlence of the Lambs show,
the mentally unstable trans woman or male cross-
dresser on a mission to kill is a recurring character,
particularly in erotic neo-noir cinema of the 1980s,
which itself drew from earlier film characters such as
the gender-mad villain in Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960).
Dressed to Kill, directed by Brian De Palma in 1980,
is emblematic in its outrageous vilification of the
cross-dresser, the cultural figure who must sin and
be punished on behalf of society. The film tells the
story of Kate Miller, a sexually frustrated housewife
who is dramatically slashed to death by a tall, blonde
woman in dark sunglasses as she exits the apartment
of her one-time lover, a dark and handsome stranger
whom she picks up at the Metropolitan Museum

of Art after a hypnotic and seductive game of hide
and seek in rooms full of gawping paintings. It
eventually becomes clear that the murderer is Bobbi,
the psychotic femme alter-ego of Dr. Robert Elliott,
Miller’s seemingly level-headed psychiatrist—while
Elliott refuses Kate’s advances, Bobbi appears when
Elliott is sexually triggered. The story, excessive and
camp to the point of subversion, parrots the theory of
autogynephilia, a term devised in this very period by
conservative sexologist Dr. Ray Blanchard,

3. José Esteban Munoz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory
Notes to Queer Acts”, Women and Performance, A _Journal of Feminist
Theory, vol.8, no.2, 1996, p.6.

4. Ibid.
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who argued that a sizable number of male-born
transsexuals were driven to gender transition by sexual
arousal (of women), adding further pathologization

to an already overdetermined trans person. As Sam
Lawson writes about the film, Dressed to Kill further
conflates transgenderism with the fear of sex and
sexually transmitted disease that pervaded US popular
culture in the late 1970s and early 1980s, particularly in
New York, which was deeply ridden by crime, violence,
and unemployment—not to mention a thriving cultural
avant-garde—and was thus frequently depicted as

an arena for the morally and sexually corrupt.

Lawson summarizes:

Just as Kate’s anxieties about her sexual encounter
culminate, Bobbi strikes, killing Kate with a razor.

The mirrored elevator in this scene highlights

the similarities between the two characters. The

film indicates that Bobbi is the sum of Kate’s
“transgressions”; Bobbi’s towering, threatening, and
tousle-haired figure reflects the metaphorical monster
that Kate has become as a result of her sexual deviance.?

The “trans monster,” obscene and grotesque in its
forceful trans-fer between normative bodies, genders
and subjectivities, is another popular cultural trope
dating back at least to the Gothic Revival.® Jack
Halberstam argues that such monsters “metaphorized
modern subjectivity as a balancing act between inside/
outside, female/male, body/mind, native/foreign,
proletarian/aristocrat,” and condense a range of racial
and sexual threats to “nation, capitalism, and the
bourgeoisic” in one body, a body that “must be removed
from the community at large.”” But the monster figures
in queer performance tradition too: think of film
director John Waters’ recurring character Divine, or the
American live performer Kevin Aviance, who Mufioz
famously theorized in his 2009 book Cruzsing Uiopra.
Queer performance is more than capable of channeling
the monster’s “emotional force” that connotes the stigma
of gender ostracism: a body in rapid motion, a process of
improvisatory self-making, a forceful dance that redeems
the monstrous as a figure of resistance.

In Cassie’s new work, however, Dressed to Kill’s vilified
trans figure (embodied by a camp Michael Cain) is largely
sidelined, removed from view, asking us instead to closely
study the cis woman, and how she becomes the object to
which the trans woman is destined to figure as its negative.
Loosely recreating the film’s museum scene (itself an
homage to the museum scene in Hitchcock’s Verizgo, 1958),
the camera is now seized by Bobbi, who follows Kate
following her lover, thus establishing a triangular drama
of gazes that ultimately flips the psychological tension
figuring as the original film’s premise.

5. Sam Lawson, “Deviant’ Psychosis: An Exploration of the
Production and Consumption of Queer and Transgender Women in
the Films of Brian De Palma”, Film Matters, vol.ll, no.3, December
2020, p.23.

6. On this topic, see Jack Halberstam, Skin Shows: Gothic Horror
and the Technology of Monsters (Duke University Press Books, 2012).

7 Ibid., p3.
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The trans woman navigates the museum through the
subtle steps of an outsider or voyeur, commanding

the audience to follow her moves, her presumably
perverted gazes. Rather than the ultimate Other, as a
subjective, monstrous position that is all but relatable,
we are invited to momentarily embody her, to visually
walk her steps. Towards the end, Cassie’s film decisively
derails the narrative of the original: On the steps of the
museum, the mischievous male love interest glances
back to his lover-to-be, only to spot Bobbi filming
them both from a corner. As he departs, Kate too
notices Bobbi, but rather than flecing, she stays put as
Bobbi approaches, still filming. Cinematic time seems
to freeze as Bobbi, dolled up and unflinching, hands
Kate the camera. Kate has officially been handed the
lens, the cinematic /. Bobbi looks resolved and calmly
begins to walk away, away from the museum, into the
streets, as Kate and the camera stand transfixed on the
staircase. Bobbi’s future is uncertain, but it is outside
the purview of filmic space and time: a space

of freedom, of opacity, perhaps.

Back in the exhibition space, Cassie’s film is projected
onto a partially deconstructed partition wall, which
results in giving the appearance of an impromptu stage.
To enter, we walk down corridors, past an excessively
enormous trench coat, which hangs forgotten on the
wall as a relic of its “monstrous,” outsized owner. The
video installation only permits us to enter this mise-
en-scene from the back, as if we too were actors in
some drama: To reach the comfort of the audience, we
must cross the back-lit projection, choreographically
interpolating ourselves in its image logic, which means
momentarily obstructing the filmic image for other
viewers. For the artist, the self is always implicated

in performance: There is no getting off stage, so to
speak—not in film, not in theater, not in life. The white
cube, too, is a site charged with nervous erotic tension,
full of gazes and unspoken, ritualized choreographies
of civility and public morals. At the same time, it is a
liminal space where almost anything can potentially
happen, where bodies are momentarily allowed to be
recoded, reconfigured, re-received. Cassie leaves us
hanging with this fact as the film ends, and a deafening
three-minute break ensues. Implicated in a number

of dimensions, the audience is invited to embark on a
museal choreography—Kate’s, Bobbi’s, our own—that
is, if we dare.

Cassie’s curatorial-choreographic intervention in
Dressed to Kill is not a re-writing of the (or any)
narrative as much as a compulsive repetition, asking us
to consider the complexities of gender representation
in a visual culture where there is no neuter, and

no absolute political redemption. What does exist,
however, is empathy through embodiment; an empathy
that does not preclude ambivalence, ambiguity or
violence, but one that touches a plethora of joys,
resolutions, possibilities, and freedoms. Cassie’s
choreography, in and out of film, is full of pain as well
as humor, and she asks us, openly, to join in with the
tragicomic, vengeful laughter—to feel the camp bliss
and pain that is the body.

O O O



Maxi Wallenhorst

In the infamous “museum scene” from Brian de

Palma’s 1980 erotic thriller Dressed to Kill, we once

again encounter the figure of the depressed housewife
who becomes a placeholder for the social possibility of
pleasure. The scene is a reference for Cassie Augusta
Jorgensen’s exhibition Slit Your Click, and by writing
about it here, [ want to set the stage for Jergensen’s work.

Frustrated, and having gone through a particularly
misogynist therapy session, Kate, played by Angie
Dickinson, is killing time at the museum, when she
notices a man sitting down next to her. He seems
sleazy and flirty. Kate slowly peels off her leather glove
to flash her wedding ring. He abruptly gets up and
leaves to wander through the next room of paintings.
She follows him. What ensues is a virtuoso negotiation
of looking and looking past each other, of smiles and
frowns and illegible expressions, of turning toward
each other and turning around, only to realize that

the other has already moved. One problem of trying
to figure out whether we want to be picked up by a
mysterious stranger is, of course, that we do not know
whether their mysterious strangeness will turn out to
be threatening or desirable; simply boring or simply
hot. As summarized by American cultural theorist
Lauren Berlant:

Sex threatens composure but offers a holding
environment, too. [...] Even though I wish to
remain myself, | may want also to experience the
discomposure of intimate relationality, yet want
only the discomposure I can imagine, plus a little of
the right kind extra, and how can I bear the risk of
experiencing the anything that might be beyond?
How can I bear not secking it?!

The museum chase has no dialogue—it is the
choreography of cruising that makes these questions
feel so palpable here. Like many of the most exciting
artifacts of straight culture, the scene stages the
heterosexual encounter through gay means. In an
interview with Noah Baumbach, de Palma himself
says that after he had tried and failed to secure the
rights for an adaptation of Gerald Walker’s novel
Cruising (1970), he simply decided to transpose some
movement material from gay leather bars to the theme
of straight marital infidelity. Her heels tapping and
clacking on the museum floor. The pen in his mouth.

1. Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham, NC and London:
Duke University Press, 201D, p.146.

The art, too, everywhere. It all becomes its own

hanky code. In Kate’s face, we can see the shift from
hesitation to openness back to hesitation within
seconds. Until suddenly, the game is upended by a
transgression: He suddenly grabs her shoulder from
behind and she runs away. It takes her a while to
realize that his move was not necessarily breaking

the rules. He had merely wanted to return to her
something she had not even realized she was missing—
in this case, the glove. And, counterintuitively perhaps,
it is precisely this realization—that his transgression
was intended to be playful—that ultimately makes Kate
want to fuck him. Later, they will. He will finger her on
the backseat of a cab; they will go to his place. It will,
naturally, be the last thing Kate does.

The beauty of the scene is that it is largely disconnected
from the rest of the plot. That does not mean that Kate
will not be punished, or that the movie will denounce
its slasher ambitions. As she leaves the apartment,
visibly undone by the afternoon, and gets in the
elevator, a woman who is referred to in the screenplay
only as “The Blonde” awaits her on another floor. She
slashes her hand, her cheek and throat. “The Blonde”
will later turn out to be not just Kate’s therapist but,
more shockingly even, a trans woman. She is serving
stereotype realness of the late transsexual era: wig,
sunglasses, and the kind of leather trench coat an
exhibitionist would wear. On a second viewing, one
might realize that she had already witnessed and
overseen the chase in the museum itself. She had always
already loomed at the margins of the iconic housewife’s
fleeting moment of pleasure. An explicit paraphrase

of Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960), the transfeminine villain
is, of course, a familiar horror element. Rather than to
merely discard it as transphobic, however, the museum
scene might prompt us to challenge its more profound
implications: What does it take to fantasize of sexual
fulfillment as a possibility that is not threatened by the
existence of trans people? Or more expansively, even,
how can we desire others in ways for which gender
liberation does not present a limitation but, on the
contrary, a necessary condition?

It can be uncanny to trace the history of what we

now might call “trans aesthetics” back to the long era
during which, from Psycho to The Silence of the Lambs
(1991), transsexuals featured as psychopathic killers.
The fact that trans forms of life, for example on screen,
are always presented as scandalously new generates a
strange form of cognitive dissonance. On the one hand,
trans aesthetics respond to a rapidly shifting landscape
of social practices; on the other hand, they are still
constantly being confronted with decades-old tropes—
for instance, of fatal insanity. The portrayal of the
slasher in Dressed to Kill is sometimes discussed as an
“outdated” approach to a trans character. I'm not sure
if this is true—or, if it is, as | am writing this in 2023,
still true. The figure of the man “dressed in women’s
clothes,” dressed, in this sense, to kill, as he enters
elevators, education systems, and women’s shelters—
this figure is a trope ramping up contemporary right-
wing discourse, perhaps now more than ever.

In significant arenas of legal, political, and cultural
discourse, from Florida to the UK, transness is being
summoned as a threat. This threat becomes a tool to
mobilize around the crisis of the white nuclear family
form without addressing, for instance, its sustained
economic crisis or the increasing violence necessary to
maintain it. It is clear that this rhetoric wants to make
an example of trans people but simultaneously aims to
make private the ambivalence of most people’s gender
and sexuality. Transphobes and fascists warn us to not
run after hot strangers at the museum or in any public
space: Who knows what will happen? Their concern
is, of course, only a thinly veiled threat.

In this sense, attempts to prove the innocence of
trans people are currently resulting in “both sides”—
opinion pieces, at best, and violent dismissal, at
worst. In the wake of this, we are witnessing, in trans
aesthetics, the urgency to go beyond an aesthetics of
“better” representation. Instead of desexualizing the
ambivalence of gender, theorists, poets, and artists
experiment with reaffirming the juicy idiosyncrasy
through which we inhabit gender in the first

place. Dressed to Kill itself is an iconic case of how
identification is not representative—how it can go
sideways. In a documentary about the Hollywood
representation of trans people, Disclosure (2020), the
actress Bianca Leigh describes how, when she watched
Dressed to Kill as a queer kid in the US suburbs, the
serial killer terrified her; but, more importantly, what
really took her breath away was Angie Dickinson,
stunning in her cream colors. Maybe it is de Palma’s
conflation of cruising and straightness that makes

it plausible to imagine trans life—which so often
reconfigures the uncanny valley between gay culture
and straight culture—there, in the museum scene.

But again, recognition is not the same as innocence.
Perhaps this is a moment, too, to reassert villainy.

No one is inherently a villain, but we could become
villains, which is to say, as ordinarily evil and beautiful
as everyone else. Our scandal is precisely not that
sexual pleasure must end in a B-movie bloodbath, nor
that it is inherently utopian. Our scandal is the intimate
knowledge of the fact that pleasure, precisely because
it is scary and intricate, is possible, liveable. Figuring
out Aow to live with sex requires time to kill, public
spaces, and material resources. And at the same time,
it is not optional. And that is less hippie than it sounds.
Be aware. The girls still dress to kill. To slit your click.
To look back and walk away.
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Ivy Monroe

“BEWARE!” cautions the back cover of Enslaved
Sissies and Maids, a pulp-illustrated periodical of
forced feminization pornography.

“If You Dare Read This Magazine...
...You Might End Up Like This. A Chastised
Sissy Slave. ™!

The warning, swished in flourished script, frames

a softly pastelled illustration. The image proffers a
body, hairless, pale-skinned and naked but for a pair
of innocently white socks and two ties of smooth
rope that bind this figure’s legs open to the viewer,
presenting a delicate penis and chastity device adorning
it. Atop this body rests a demure face, head turned

to the side, blush and ecstasy emboldening gentle
features—eyes closed, lips slightly apart. A contrast of
privacy to the stark erotic exhibitionism of the body
below. A contrast between the image of the object of
desire and the inaccessibility of the object itself.

Pornography understands the relationship between
object and viewer implicitly. As an art form,
pornography plays with this relationality, working from
an understanding that just as desire informs the act of
looking, so too does desire act reflexively back on the
viewer, changing them. In feminization pornography,
this relation carries a warning: cautioning the viewer
that desire changes one in ways that are not always
possible to anticipate, and that such changes may

not be neatly contained to the arbitrary bounds of
erotic sensation or encounter. The implication here,
and beyond, is that one’s desires shape them in both
subjectivity and sociality, often in ways that may not be
able to be extricated from one’s erotic longings.

Not all art comes with a warning. When it does,
however, it serves as a reminder that humans are
neither hermetic subjects nor detached observers. It
communicates how art often brings one into contact
with parts of themselves unknown to their conscious
self. Just as the illustrated figure on the magazine cover
looks away, denying the viewer access to her interior
world, so too does she symbolize desire beyond
observation—an embodiment of the opacity of one’s
own interiority. The object of this essay is desire.
Specifically, the question of how desire shapes the
encounter between viewer and object, and how the

1. Enslaved Sissies and Maids, vol. 5. Centurian Publications,
2004. Back Cover.
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erotic underpins parts of human sociality and aesthetic
experience that are often thought to exist above or
beyond such purportedly base impulses.

YOU MIGHT END UP LIKE THIS
These questions of eroticism and aesthetics brought
me to the periodical this piece opened with, and the
warning it contains. It was one of thousands I studied
during the summer of 2023 in the reading room of Yale
University’s Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library.
The primary goal of my studies was to develop a
historiography of feminization pornography in order to
better understand what historical forces have driven its
development and evolution as a genre. Underpinning
this goal was also a desire to better understand how,
through a framework of eroticism, feminization
pornography narrativizes an escape from the demands
of compulsory cis-heteronormative masculinity and
therefore reflects a genre founded on a broader
discontent with such masculinity.

Feminization pornography, as a genre, eroticizes the
transformation of male subjects into hyper-feminine,
bimbofied subjectivities. Alternatively termed

sissy, feminization, and forced feminization porn,
these genre forms operate through a fetishization

of the viewer’s failure to perform to the standards

of compulsory cis-heteronormative masculinity. In
contemporary pornography, this is done through
second-person addresses that “YOU want to be
feminized.” Historically, this was done through
fictional erotica of a generic male protagonist inserted
into contrived and elaborate circumstances that
“forced” them into femininity. These circumstances
are always at once both impossible for the protagonist
to escape and unable to stand up to logical scrutiny.
But these circumstances were never intended to be
scrutinized. These predicaments are simply there to
provide for the protagonist what they provide for the
reader: an opportunity to embrace escape from the
masculinity they fear they are always-already unable
to perform.

These contrived inciting circumstances are only the
beginning of an archetypal narrative structure almost
all feminization pornography follows. This narrative

is typically driven by the story’s antagonist—a woman,
usually cis, older, and attractive to the protagonist—
who functions as both the subject whose desires
shape the sissy’s feminization and mentor to the
sissy’s nascent femininity. This relationship is reflected
in tropes of sissies being “tutored,” “trained,” and
otherwise taught to be women. Feminization stories
universally conclude with the protagonist choosing to
stay feminized. This narrativizes an erotic and moral
arc wherein the feminized subject, by enjoying her
feminization, retroactively justifies the initial “forced”
nature of gendered transformation. Put differently, the
narrative conclusion of feminization erotica justifies its
own contrived narrative devices of gendered coercion
by concluding with the protagonist turning away from
the real-world coercions of masculinity from which the
reader seeks to escape.

O O O

ENCOUNTERING ONE'S OWN ALTERITY
Feminization erotica is not a new topic within the
field of trans studies. It lies at the heart of the 2019
book Females, wherein trans studies scholar and
academic provocatrix Andrea Long Chu proposes
a hypothesis of parallel thought that “everyone is
female, and everyone hates it.”> With self-aware
irony, Females examines a gendered anxiety rooted
in the fear that everyone is always-already failing at
masculinity (everyone is female), and that extremist
turns towards the hyper-masculinities of fascism
may be rooted in the desire to disprove that failure
(everyone hates it). She proposes a hypothesis that
perhaps contemporary proliferations of terms rooted
in “failures” of masculinity, such as “cuck” and “beta”
as popular insults and descriptors—and cultivations of
manosphere, red-pilled, incel, MGTOW, “sigma-male
grindset” narratives—might therefore all be hyper-
exaggerated attempts to disprove that everyone is
always-already discontent and failing at masculinity.

Pornography is, of course, a critical site of
theorization for this hypothesis. Chu reflects on porn
throughout the book, musing that porn is “what it
feels like when you think you have an object, but
really the object has you.” She, of course, is right.
There remains a further question, though, of how
pornography has you and how, in its possession of the
viewer, it acts upon them.

In her recent book Sexuality Beyond Consent,
psychoanalyst and writer Avgi Saketopoulou theorizes
the aesthetic experience as an encounter between the
individual and the object that both transcends personal
experience and “arises out of an encounter with the
other’s and our own alterity.”* Here, Saketopoulou
elegantly articulates that aesthetics do not pre-exist
the viewer—meaning is only formed in the encounter.
Further, she theorizes that it is in the aesthetic
encounter that the individual comes into contact with
those parts of themselves that are unknown to them.
Put differently, one’s alterity is activated and shaped
by aesthetic encounters with objects that reflect one’s
desires, erotic and otherwise. This relationality re-
articulates a dynamic by which a viewer can neither
omnisciently know themselves nor predict their
reaction to the art they encounter. Yet, all the same,
they look—and it is only in looking that they might
come into contact with their own otherness.

This paradoxical relationality is theorized to

the level of universal experience in Lauren Berlant’s
Cruel Opaimism, wherein they understand
recognition as a transactional dynamic rooted in
misrecognition, suggesting that perhaps
“recognition is the misrecognition you can bear.”

2. Andrea Long Chu, Females (New York: Verso, 2019), p. 11.

3. Ibid., p. 63.

4. Avgi Saketopoulou, Sexuality Beyond Consent: Race, Risk,
Traumatophilia New York, NY: New York University Press, 2023), p. 14.

5. Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 201D, p. 26.

O O O

Berlant understands misrecognition as an inevitability
of being, a dynamic in which “fantasy recalibrates what
we encounter,”® as one’s internal fantasies are projected
onto the world around them in hope of making one’s
own interiority legible and intelligible to oneself. In this
reading, perhaps it is universal and unavoidable to be
always uncomfortable in some form of identification—
and that it is in art that one might find an experiential
form by which to re-encounter those parts of self that
have been excised in the name of being a social subject.
Within contemporary popular and internet cultures
obsessed with moral purity, pornography often
functions as a repository of desires too subjectively
disruptive or messy to express or pursue in everyday
life. Perhaps it is also in pornography that one’s alterity
finds a form of aesthetics that makes the relation
between the erotic and the unknown legible.

Through the framework of erotic fantasy, perhaps
feminization porn offers the possibility of encounter
with those parts of self still unrecognized in the
“misrecognition one can bear.” However, if it is in the
aesthetic encounter one encounters their own alterity,
the question remains: how should materials that inspire
these internal encounters be approached, academically
or aesthetically, and how might they be understood in
relation to the histories of society, gender, and desire
from which they emerge?

THE ARCHIVE AS EMBODIED LABOR
The experience of doing research at Yale’s Beinecke
Library was an intensely embodied one. This may
seem to contradict mythologies of academic research
as objective or detached but, within the reading room
of the library—walled by glass on two sides and in
full view of the library’s security, librarians, and other
scholars—I was intensely aware that my body itself was
also an object on display.

While my approach to these materials was scholarly, and
the overwhelming majority of objects I studied held no
erotic interest to me (at least that I'm consciously aware
of), I remained constantly and intensely aware of their
pornographic nature. While conducting research, I often
wondered how my body, in its posture and attitudes and
infinitely infinitesimal modes of expression, embodied

a narrative of its own about the attitude by which I

was engaging with such deliberately erotic material.
This question persisted through all three months of

my fellowship with the library, feeding an anxiety that
the other scholars or library staff or passing visitors
might judge my interest as prurient, inappropriate, or
otherwise of the wrong sort of aesthetic encounter.

This anxiety was, of course, unfounded. The library’s
other fellows, researchers, and staff were supportive,
curious, and encouraging of my work. As a trans person,
however, I also know that as much as I might try and
control the terms by which I am seen, the ways people see
me and the preconceptions they may have (either personal
or distilled from moral panics) are beyond my control.

6. Ibid., p. 122.



Reflecting on my anxiety, | cannot separate it from my
own embodiment and experience as a queer trans-
feminine woman. I love myself and my gender, but this
research also brought me into an intense awareness of
being a trans body on display, and the many similarities
my own body holds to those proffered as erotic fantasies
in the materials | was studying. This anxiety was
particularly pointed in the context of the ways trans
bodies have historically been hyper-sexualized and
rendered as objects to be looked at, never as subjects
whose gaze was even worth considering.

Almost universally, the materials I studied were
orientated towards the gaze of cisgender and
heterosexual men. It makes sense that such hyper-
sexualization would exist within pornographic material.
Yet, as a trans woman and educator living and teaching
in the American South, [ also know that such hyper-
sexualization of trans women does not stay neatly
contained to erotic materials or the encounters people
have with them. Rather, these encounters, and the ways
people are shaped by them, carry over into the broader
social modes by which many people understand (or think
they understand) transness. Looking back, | wonder

if my anxiety in studying materials that reflect such
hyper-sexualizing narratives of trans people arose from
an encounter with my own powerlessness to shape how
my own existence might be reduced to such monolithic
dimensions in the eyes of outside viewers. As my choices
in scholarship might reflect, | am not nervous about
being seen as a sexual being. However, these months of
study offered no shortage of reminders of the ways trans
womanhood could be reduced to a sexual object and a
warning for an intended viewership that did not include
people like me. It also increasingly led me to question
what it might mean that it was me, a trans woman, who
was the one doing the looking and labor.

MEETING LAURA BAILEY
[ met Cassie Augusta Jorgensen during this fellowship.
She was studying many of the same materials I was:
periodical magazines containing rich histories of both
trans sociality and a stark eroticization of trans bodies.
After seeing one another in the reading room for a few
days, we went out to coffee and talked about what
had brought us both to this collection of trans history.
Through our discussion, and those that followed, it
became clear we were exploring related questions on
gender, transness, embodiment, and what it might mean
to look from a gaze centered in trans experience. It was
not a coincidence that we met at this particular archive,
with its collection of such explicitly erotic material.
Rather, it was a product of the inextricability of erotic
material from an understanding of how trans people,
especially trans women, have been portrayed through
much of modern history. Both of us were working from
the Laura Bailey Collection of Gender and Transgender
Materials, a collection compiled by its eponymous
founder from the 1960s to present, which stands out
from other archives of queer and trans history for its
unambiguous inclusion of explicitly erotic materials.
And then, on August 24th, 2023, | had the opportunity

to meet Laura Bailey herself.

O

It seemed a fitting conclusion to the period of research,
and offered an opportunity to thank the woman who,
by collecting thousands upon thousands of objects,
texts, and ephemera related to trans history during her
lifetime, had facilitated my work. My primary question
for Laura was to ask why she had chosen to include
erotic materials in her collecting practice. I met Laura
and her assistant in her Greenwich Village apartment—a
trove of books, magazines, VHS tapes, posters, and
maximalism that [ wish I could have spent a lifetime

in. After introductions (and no small bit of marveling

at the space on my part), I asked Laura this question.
Her immediate response was a shrug and a reflection
that “it was there.” I pressed the question further, and
she remarked that it always made sense to her to also
collect pornographic materials—they are also a part of
our history and should be recorded and remembered.

It was a simple answer, but its simplicity is all the

more revealing of how pornography historically—and
perhaps still contemporarily—has been one of the most
common and accessible places where individuals have
encountered trans people and trans bodies. Reflected by
Laura’s diffident shrug, and in the collections Cassie and
[ sought, the erotic fantasization of transness stands as
an inextricable part of the history of how trans bodies
have been viewed and rendered as aesthetic objects.

THE EROTIC OBJECT, LOOKING BACK
In a literal sense, desire opens us. It opens us to new
experiences, to intensely intimate encounters, to being
changed in the pursuit of our desires—changed by the
impulses which rule us; impulses in which we have
no say. According to Saketopoulou, it opens one to
encountering one’s own alterity; according to Chu, to
admitting one’s discontent with their state of being.
Pornography, then, opens the viewer to being changed
by, and perhaps into, the very object of their desires.
Art is not changed by the viewer’s gaze, but the viewer
is changed through the act of looking.

Desire does not exist in a vacuum. It cannot be extricated
from that unknowable alterity within oneself, yet it also
only becomes real and actionable through encounters
with the world beyond oneself. In the case of trans
femininity, this often takes the form of pornography
that renders trans bodies for the male gaze with some
promise of excitement, or novelty, or change. Such
narratives alternatively frame transness as marvel, as
failure, as beauty, or as the ultimate object of desire. They
also function obversely to stigmatize the trans gaze as
always-already dismissable and voyeuristic—unimportant,
yet somehow threatening. The relation between the
abject and the desirable is one that has been thoroughly
theorized within queer scholarship, exploring the tension
between desire and those modes of being which exist in
the space beyond normative recognition. Author Shon
Faye reflects on this in The Transgender Issue, noting the
tendency of popular media narratives to reduce trans
people to a social “issue” and “set of stereotypes on which
various social anxieties can be brought to bear.”

7. Shon Faye, The Transgender Issue: Trans Justice Is Justice for All
(New York: Verso, 2022), p. xiv.
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It is no coincidence that the way Faye notes how trans
people are made into an “issue” mirrors the illustration
this piece opened on: the trans body framed as an object
upon which the viewer’s discontent with their own gender
and embodiment can be brought to bear. It points to an
inevitable consequence of a culture that has too often
historically framed transness as an object to be viewed and
never as an orientation by which one may view the world.

This relationship is so pointed in feminization
pornography because these texts understand that the
erotic plays in the space between the self, the social,
and the indecipherable. Warning the viewer that they
will be materially changed in the aesthetic encounter
operates from an understanding that desire functions in
ways that defy any concrete theorization or definition—
an understanding that the way one desires cannot be
confined to any comprehensive set of meanings. While
this dynamic is most acute in erotic desire, it reflects

a deeper truth that all desire changes the person
wanting. The contradiction represented here is that
the individual is the one capable of desire, yet also

the one changed in the encounter between aesthetic
object and viewer. Returning to Andrea Long Chu,
pornography is “what it feels like when you think you
have an object, but really the object has you.” In her
deliberately provocative prose, Chu might argue all art
is pornography. Perhaps it is. What is certain is that
art is born of some desire for expression—a medium
by which one might encounter that which cannot be
expressed otherwise; a mode by which one might
approach the indecipherability of their own desires.

Revisiting the opening image in light of this
relationality invites an alternative reading. s the
illustrated contrast of exhibitionism and reservedness

a reflection of historical attitudes that framed trans
bodies as objects to be viewed, but not as subjects
capable of viewing? Does the subject looking away
mirror a contrast between a popular voyeurism of trans
people and disinterest in their interior worlds? Is it
intended to preserve some modesty, false or otherwise,
for this illustrated subject? Is it intended to embody
some desirable quality of shyness?

Ultimately, the image’s meaning is derived in the aesthetic
encounter. My reading of the image is only my own.
However, in my reading, something might be happening
here that subverts the presumed relationality of viewer
and object, even as it re-creates it at a surface level. If

we follow Chu’s hypothesis that pornography is what
happens when an object has the viewer despite all
appearances to the contrary, then perhaps, in some way,
it is the trans gaze acting on the presumed cis viewer. It is
no coincidence that chastity figures heavily in this image,
and in feminization erotica as a genre. Chastity, as a kink,
eroticizes the fantasy of control over one’s own desire
being taken away from the individual—displaced outside
of them to whoever holds their keys. As much as the
ever-growing multitudes of pornographic material being
produced might proffer an illusion of consumer choice,
perhaps it is really the creators, models, illustrators, and
writers of such art that prescribe desire to the viewer.

O O O

Just as art can reify dominant social paradigms of
gender, so too might it provide a means by which

one can access the possibility of existence outside the
contemporary coercive status quo. Here, the work

of Cassie Augusta Jergensen gives me hope. Her
work confronts an archive of representations of trans
femininity that goes back decades and has almost
universally posed trans women as objects rendered
for a presumed cisgender gaze, always held at a
supposedly safe aesthetic distance. Yet, it is the art
that acts on the viewer. Embodied in performance,
her work challenges what it might mean to orientate
onc’s gaze through the trans experience. Beyond the
ontological reversal of the presumed relation of object
and viewer represented in this relationality, this also
questions what possibilities might be seen within the
aesthetic encounter when art stems from all the beauty,
intricacy, and desires of trans life. What might one
encounter if they consider transness as more than an
object to be viewed?

All the same, as a trans-femme educator living and
teaching in the American South, where trans life has
become the de-facto target of contemporary right-wing
moral panics, it feels like I am not meant to be the one
looking. [ am aware, also, that in doing research that
secks to unpack the histories of trans life and erotic
desire, I often feel as though I am the art—the erotic
object—looking back: the body rendered on the covers
of a porno mag, seen but also secing, studying the
presumed viewer so I might derive some aesthetic or
academic reading from what the ways they view me
might mean.
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