
  [image: ]


  
    
      “What is it like being a mixed race, non-binary anthropologist delving into today’s world of ‘anarchist
      organizing, feminism, and queer radicalism converged with partying and artmaking?’ McGlotten’s book Dragging:
      Or, in the Drag of a Queer Life is set mostly in Berlin and Israel. They center not only men performing some
      version of femininity but also two drag kings and two wildly radical cis gendered women artists. The book is a
      fascinating mashup of memoir, interview, ethnographic observation, and cultural theory, following on the work of
      José Munoz, Marlon Baily, Lauren Berlant, Eve Sedgwick, and others. McGlotten traces the origins of today’s drag
      scene from the performances that I documented just before Stonewall in Mother Camp, through the ball
      scene in Paris is Burning and takes care to set their performers and drag scenes in relation to and
      contrast with Ru Paul’s commercially successful Drag Race”.
    


    
      Esther Newton, Professor Emerita of Anthropology, PurchaseCollege, author of Mother Camp, Margaret Mead
      Me Gay, and My Butch Career
    


    
      “Riveting, beautiful, and necessary, this book is in no small part a meditation on failure and on what happens
      when life gets in the way of research. The reality of living in a body—any body, but especially an unwell body, a
      marginalized body—is one that academia has long refused to confront but can no longer afford to ignore in these
      fascist times. McGlotten’s ‘dragging’ methods are confrontational and gritty and refuse to shrink in the face of
      calls for civility and respectability that have become commonplace in U.S. university culture. It is
      life-affirming work”.
    


    
      Katie Horowitz, Assistant Professor, Gender & SexualityStudies Program, Davidson College
    


    
      Dragging

    

    
      Dragging: Or, In the Drag of a Queer Life is an assemblage of fragments that collectively tell stories
      about a diverse group of artists and activists for whom drag serves as inspiration, method, object, and aim.
    


    
      Methodologically grounded in ethnography, Dragging incorporates auto-theoretical material that lays bare
      the intimacies of research, teaching, and loving, as well as their painful failures. Drag is more than gender
      impersonation, and it is more than resistance to norms. It is productively messy and ambivalent, and in these and
      other ways can serve to attune us to political and aesthetic alternatives to the increasingly widespread desire
      to be led.
    


    
      One of very few books about drag by an anthropologist, and using a uniquely personal approach, Dragging
      is an ethnography of artists and activists.
    


    
      Shaka McGlottencontent is Professor of Media Studies and Anthropology at Purchase College-SUNY.
      They are the author of Virtual Intimacies: Media, Affect, and Queer Sociality and dozens of chapters and
      articles. Their work has been supported by the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation, Akademie Schloss Solitude,
      Creative Capital / Andy Warhol Foundation, and Data & Society.
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      Preface

    

    
      This book is different than the one that I’d meant to write. Partly, this just happens when writing. The writing
      becomes its own thing, and the best I can do is try to course correct along the way, like a drag lip sync gone
      awry.
    


    
      The book was conceived and organized in relation to relating. It began with binge watching RuPaul’s Drag
      Race with my then-boyfriend-later-husband Brunhilde and an unexpected experience with him in a Jerusalem gay
      bar.
    


    
      In 2010, during a drag show at the tiny Shushan, the drag queen Diva D bantered with the audience. When she
      asked, “Are there any tourists here?” I kept quiet, but a young woman toward the front was braver. “Where are you
      from?” the queen asked. “Germany?” Diva D exclaimed mockingly, before performing a quick imitation of a Nazi
      salute. But she didn’t keep dragging her, saying in a softer voice, “Don’t worry, honey. We’re doing the same
      thing now.” The joke was soon eclipsed by more playful banter and lip-synching, but the comment stuck with me.
      Diva D had linked Jewish experiences of the Holocaust to contemporary Israeli policies affecting Palestinians and
      African migrants. For a fleeting moment, her playful retort metamorphosed into a sharp-edged demand that hailed
      the audience—Ashkenazi, Mizrahi, and Ethiopian Jews; Arabs; German tourists; and this mixed-race American
      anthropologist—and brought us all into the orbit of a seemingly impossible comparison. Using the limn of drag
      performance, she had demonstrated how the “bad” fun of drag, its refusal to play nice, might be used to
      provocatively reframe seemingly unspeakable situations.
    


    
      This book was never meant to be especially theoretical. Originally inspired in form by books like Christopher
      Isherwood’s Berlin Stories,1 Leigh Patrick Fermor’s A
      Time of Gifts,2 and Maggie Nelson’s The
      Argonauts,3 among others, I wanted to construct the book as a
      non-fiction narrative rather than an academic monograph invested in staking and defending claims. Eve Sedgwick’s
      famous “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, Or You’re So Paranoid You Probably Think
      This Essay is About You” has long shaped my intellectual life and my orientation toward academic criticism. In
      it, she contrasts the paranoid stance of much critical theory with other approaches to queer reading, writing,
      and thinking, suggesting that they might “leave us in a vastly better position to do justice to a wealth of
      characteristic, cultural central practices, many of which can well be called reparative, that emerge from queer
      experience but become invisible or illegible under a paranoid optic.”4 It isn’t, then, that I’m opposed to theory—you’ll find it weaving in and out through the
      book—it’s just that I’m not especially invested in using theory to cover all my bases, to close loops of
      thinking, or to preemptively defend myself from imagined criticisms (though the last is the hardest to give up).
      So, let’s assume the following, any of which the book might have been “about,” all of which are touched upon
      without being proven: drag teaches us something about identities, how they are situated within cultural contexts,
      and how these identities and contexts change over time. Drag is not necessarily subversive, nor does it merely
      mime existing social structures. Drag is situated within capitalism, its organization is highly racialized and
      classed, it is a commodity of commodities, and its contemporary mainstream success is as tied to the logics of
      neoliberalism and the global mediascapes as much as any other social phenomena, no matter how liberatory they may
      seem, or actually are.
    


    
      The argument I’d hoped to make was less an argument than a series of modest examples that illustrated uses of
      drag that in my view modeled non-fascist ways of living. Put simply, these were examples of people who used drag
      as one means by which to resist the desire to be led, which is the working definition of fascism that I take from
      Michel Foucault’s preface to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus. For Foucault, fascism
      does not only refer to specific historical periods like Mussolini’s Italy, Hitler’s Germany, or Franco’s Spain,
      or to our contemporary moment in which right populisms edge ever closer to these earlier periods, “but to the
      fascism in us all, in our heads and in our everyday behavior, the fascism that causes us to love power, to desire
      the very thing that dominates and exploits us.”5
    


    
      The original, ambitious working title of this book was “The Political Aesthetics of Drag; Or, Drag as a
      Non-Fascist Practice of Life,” a riff on Jacques Ranciere’s Politics of Aesthetics. Jacques Ranciere’s
      discussions of political aesthetics explore how politics begins in the inhabitation of everyday activities,
      embodied gestures, as well as in cultural performances that take on form and meaning through their production in
      particular social spaces, and through the energetic circuit established between performers and audiences. For
      Ranciere, “aesthetics refers to the distribution of the sensible,” the ordering of perception, what is capable of
      being apprehended by the senses, and, which, therefore, “parcels out places and forms of participation in a
      common world.”6 The ways drag reorders the distribution to the
      sensible might, I believed, offer clues to the ways it might model non-fascist practices of life, as well as
      address what appear as political impasses, like the conflicts related to class
      stratification, ethno-national belonging, and racial antipathy, phenomena that each of my original proposed field
      sites shared (an observation that is disappointingly obvious to me now!). Of course, some forms of drag,
      including, hopefully, some of the examples provided in this book, do offer such clues but, let’s be real, while
      drag absolutely saves lives, it probably won’t save the world.
    


    
      MYSTI7 dragged me because I hadn’t attended more of The Drag’s
      public performances. However committed I am to the reparative over the paranoid, I still felt I needed to defend
      myself, and then The Artist read me some more for offering excuses, comparing me to an undergrad trying to turn
      in a paper late.
    


    
      This preface isn’t an excuse; it’s context. Hopefully, the book that follows will offer more, although I confess
      that I tend to work a lot through inference, so be patient, as things will usually (though I won’t promise
      always) come together. But if, say, you don’t know who Carolee Schneeman is, just look her up.
    


    
      Yeah, I know that’s a little shady.
    


    
      My field sites—Berlin, Israel/Palestine, and New York City—were chosen to support my long-term relationship with
      Brunhilde and the goals we shared, like living in Berlin or seeing his family in Israel. When the relationship
      frayed, so too did the project. I’d hoped it would help prove my cred as a real anthropologist, that it would
      alleviate my ever-present imposter syndrome. The pain of the fraying was acute, and the cred aspirations
      disappointing. The learning that attended my personal heartbreak and sense of professional disappointment also
      included a grappling with a too-long undiagnosed and untreated mental illness. Outside of brief periods of (I now
      realize contraindicated) medication, I’d nearly always attributed what I now recognize as symptoms to the
      ordinary sense of Being’s thrownness or to my inability to follow my Ayurvedic doctor’s exact instructions, or to
      cumulative toxicity that attends racism and homophobia and ableism and all of the other regularly visited upon us
      violences. “Bipolar 2” (henceforth referred to as “the BP2”) is a diagnostic term and, however reluctantly, and
      for a period shamefully, I have come to accept it, a neurovariance I’m just going to have to deal with, one that
      has, when I’m honest and willing to use it as an important but not wholly defining lens, already shaped my life.
      It isn’t all bad, though: periods of suicidal ideation usefully helped me to reflect on the many reasons to stick
      around, and the many forms love can take. The agitation and anxiety and hyperalertness of hypomania can be
      profoundly unsettling, and it can lead to self-medication and risk-taking, neither of which are in themselves bad
      things, yet it has also led me to awareness-based practices, to meditation, and the vast spiritual traditions of
      Tantra. Bipolar cycling is a lesson in learning to ride and be ridden by the waves of mattering energy that shape
      the -isness of all things. What you are reading, then, are the remainders of a plan and of real efforts and the
      hoped-for-more that never materialized, like the New York research originally central to this project, but which
      I was hardly able to begin.
    


    
      Inevitably, some academic readers will find the personal tone of the book troubling—one of
      its reviewers certainly did. Autoethnography still, for me inexplicably, gets a bad rap, sometimes characterized
      as an exercise in narcissistic navel-gazing that veers too far away from the already admittedly relative and
      aspirational “science” in “social science.” I won’t remount or re-rehearse a defense of the method, but I will
      offer a few framing thoughts.
    


    
      Christina Sharpe, drawing on Saidiya Hartman and Sylvia Wynter, writes that “Despite knowing otherwise, we are
      often disciplined into thinking through and along lines that reinscribe our own annihilation… We must become
      undisciplined.”8 Blackness, queerness, and ability, among others,
      and the histories in which they are embedded, shape how I see and move in the world, including the social worlds
      I tried to navigate in this project. So the contingent ongoing I-ness that lives their life lives in the book
      too. And regarding narcissism, I admit to enjoying the pleasures of self-display, pleasures situated in long
      histories of black and queer worldings, like cruising or ballroom9
      or organizing to demand life in hostile presents and to prefigure the futures that will have to have happened for
      our collective flourishing.10
    


    
      However committed I am to undisciplinarity, I nonetheless want to offer a brief roadmap to what follows. There
      are three sorts of writing. The bulk of the book is made up of the results of my fieldwork. They include
      fieldnotes, transcriptions, and more fully realized ethnographic portraits of my main interlocutors during my
      2014 fieldwork: MYSTI, Rafaat Hattab, Liad Kantorowicz, Kay P. Rinha, and Vaginal Davis. The “partly cooked”
      materials—the field reflections, brief encounters, and interview transcripts—reflect my desire, following James
      Clifford, to not produce an ethnography “that smooths over the discursive mess—or richness—reflected in the
      fieldnotes.”11 Instead, I have sought to render some small part of
      the “cacophony or discursive contradictions of the sort found in actual cultural life and often reflected in
      fieldnotes.”12
    


    
      The second cluster of writing is the shortest; they are some brief framing theoretical reflections about drag.
    


    
      The third actually includes two elements. These are pedagogical and self-reflexive in nature. The latter has been
      framed in various ways by different authors—as autotheory, autoethnography, ficto-criticism, and more. In key
      ways, pedagogy and mourning are the project’s frames.
    


    
      This book’s form and the portraits it offers betray the love of power so often embodied in texts that wrap
      everything up in perfect sense. Rather, the aesthetics here dwell in the failures and messiness of situations,
      with a willingness to leave things unanswered and unsolved. It tends a tactic of selfing that doesn’t take out
      the doubting and the stumbling, which can be gifts, especially when they aren’t neatly wrapped up, another way to
      refuse the fascisms in our heads. The book is an offering to you and training for all of us to risky, vulnerable
      openness.
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      “I don’t know how to finish it,” I lamented to the students in my drag class in the spring of 2017. I was talking
      to them in Purchase, New York via FaceTime audio from my studio apartment at Akademie Schloss Solitude, a
      cultural arts institution mere yards from a Baroque castle at the edge of Stuttgart. I’d arrived a few days
      earlier for a five-month long fellowship. I was bundled up in my narrow, uncomfortable bed, where I’d night sweat
      through the sheets during weeks of jet-lagged insomnia and reactions to my new Bipolar medications. Ikea mattress
      aside, the digs at the Academy were luxurious, a welcome change from my campus apartment with its peeling
      linoleum, carpets stained by at least a decade of students—gum ground deep, spilled bleach and ink, semen and
      vomit.
    


    
      I complain, but the rent is right, as in free.
    


    
      It was the end of the semester, and they had been a delight to learn together with. Still, I knew that barely a
      handful of them had read even one of drafted portraits that appear here when I’d assigned them.
    


    
      “I feel like the project is failed, like I never did the kind of research I’d planned to do. The whole project
      was built around my relationship,” I told them. “I designed it so I could go to places that were important for my
      partner to be, like Israel and Berlin.”
    


    
      I was upfront about how painful and frustrating it was to come back to the book, as well as how disappointed I
      was in myself.
    


    
      “Anyway, I feel like I never really got started. I’m a bad anthropologist,” I lamely admitted.
    


    
      But some of them chimed in, checking me.
    


    
      Christoph reminded me, “You’re always telling me not to get too attached to form in my senior project. So why do
      you need four portraits from each place? Why not work with what you have?”
    


    
      Huh.
    


    
      Hashim offered me another way in.
    


    
      “You and Brunhilde are already characters in the book. What if you tell the story of that, of how things ended?
      That’s the part that’s most interesting.”
    


    
      Kalia, supportive: “I really enjoyed what you gave us. There’s nothing wrong with it.”
    


    
      My students gift me with the chance to learn alongside and from them.
    


    
      I ended the call, opened Word, and wrote all this down.
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      April 14, 2014


      
        I’d been put in touch with Chicago Rose, an American immigrant now a German citizen, by Dennis, one of the many
        young men from Berlin’s queer cognoscenti who kindly agreed to help me find participants. Chicago Rose didn’t
        want to accept my Facebook friend request until after we’d met in person, so we communicated via Messenger. She
        seemed evasive, and I couldn’t tell if she was being wary or shady. I explained my project and she told me up
        front that she might not be the right person to talk to, as she doesn’t often perform in drag anymore. I told
        her that my friends had said she was one of the first performers to bring American styles of drag to Berlin.
        She confirmed that, saying that the Germans didn’t even seem to use the term “drag” when she’d arrived in 1999,
        though she quickly learned about the local Tunteszene. I opened a Google tab and looked up
        the term while keeping an eye on our chat, learning that Tunte roughly translates as “pansy” or
        “fairy,” and that like “queer,” it began as an epithet before being reappropriated by the communities it had
        been used to deride.
      


      
        She pressed me to better explain what drag had to do with politics. I outlined in briefest, Butlerian terms the
        way I understood drag as helping us to reflect on taken for granted ideologies of gender. She understood that
        but didn’t necessarily understand how that was political. She said that in her opinion most performers wouldn’t
        think of what they did in political terms but rather as a form of self-expression. If I was interested in
        politics, she recommended I look closely at the work of Rosa von Praunheim, the famous activist and filmmaker.
        I wrote, “Yes, of course,” but although I knew the name, I couldn’t remember many details, so I again found
        myself on Google quickly refamiliarizing myself.
      


      
        Chicago has a historical perspective that I think will be really useful, and I hope that
        we will be able to move this conversation offline and meet face-to-face soon. I find her evasiveness
        intriguing.
      

    


    
      April 21, 2014


      
        I met with Chicago Rose in person yesterday outside an Irish pub at the Hackescher Markt S-Bahn station. He
        introduced himself as Eric. I wouldn’t have recognized him. I’d only seen a few pictures from Facebook. White,
        somewhere in his late forties or early fifties. His shaved head only enhanced handsome features.
      


      
        He asked if we could walk a little bit, as there was a Jewish restaurant he wanted to go to for matzo ball
        soup. They were closed, and he stopped to chat with some cops about where else to go. I overheard them saying
        in German how the neighborhood used to be very Jewish but that many of the families have moved away. As we
        walked toward one of the cop’s recommendations, Eric pointed out the brass cobblestones created by German
        artist Gunter Demnig to commemorate victims of the Nazis. The cobblestones are called Stoplersteine,
        “stumbling stones.” I had been in Berlin for nearly ten months, so I was well familiar with the project, but I
        nonetheless listened attentively.
      


      
        I tried to reassure him of my intentions and explained again the critical orientation of my project. He still
        seemed skeptical, or perhaps he was simply a bit confused. He didn’t know what anthropology was and had only
        vague recollections of sociology in high school. He struck me as a little defensive about his education and his
        politics.
      


      
        The food at the café wasn’t great, but the French waiter who spoke to us in English and German had a cute,
        bouncy butt I kept staring after.
      


      
        Eric is originally from Chicago, but he also lived in Seattle and Portland before coming to Berlin. He first
        encountered drag in 1986 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin at a club called Club 219. He’d never seen drag before, and
        his mouth hung open when he was led backstage to see the men taking off their faces. He’d really thought they
        were women.
      


      
        “Took me about six months to decide what to do,” he said. For his first performance in drag he wore an afro wig
        and dressed up as a kind of cat person, inspired by the musical Cats. He told me that he’d always been
        a Broadway queen and had never gotten into the “dance, disco” stuff. His brother and sister were there and
        recorded the performances, but his dad erased the tape and recorded a wrestling match over it.
      


      
        The origins of his drag name come from the city and neighborhood he grew up in during the 1970s: Roseland,
        Chicago. He chose the name because he didn’t want to perform with a woman’s name and be talked to or treated
        like a woman. Outside of drag he just wanted to be one of the guys. After the beginning of the second Iraq war,
        he changed his name on Facebook to Chica, because he wanted to imagine he wasn’t from the States at all. He was
        so angry. The name stuck, though people in the scenes called him different things depending on when they’d
        gotten to know him.
      


      
        He described drag as “a kind of gender mindfuck.” He emphasized that he didn’t identify as
        a transvestite or as a woman and that he wanted to keep his identity as Chicago separate from his identity as
        Eric. He didn’t like it when “people started to talk to me like a woman.” He sees drag “as a costume” because
        that’s how he first encountered it, as a costume that could be put on or taken off. “What I would say in drag
        and as Eric would be the same. It’s not what you say but who you are.”
      


      
        I didn’t understand what he meant.
      


      
        In response to my question about how he had ended up in Germany, he at first said it was because he’d wondered
        what it would be like to live in Europe for a year. He’d worked for AT&T and landed a job at Deutsche
        Telekom. Now he works as a tour guide for Germans and Americans. In the off-season he works at a hotel.
      


      
        Later, I also gathered that he’d left the States because he’d become tired. And here it was: he had done
        activism! In Washington State, he had worked in HIV/AIDS activist circles. “Not ACT-UP,” he anticipated my
        question, but POCAAN (People of Color Against AIDS Network). He’d also become involved with Hands Off
        Washington, which fought against employment discrimination against LGBT workers. Through his activist work and
        his presence in Seattle’s gay community—he also performed in a well-known bar—he achieved and enjoyed local
        fame. “I tried to use my celebrity to motivate people.”
      


      
        “My gut feeling is that looking back to the time of HIV, people had a sense of community.” He felt that he had
        been a part of a generation that “tried to strive to do something good.” I gently pushed back against the
        implication that there is less activism now, or that younger people aren’t politically engaged. “When I first
        came here,” he replied, “people didn’t think there was community.” While he acknowledged that there are many
        different communities—which he called “cliques” and I referred to as “publics”—he persisted, arguing that he
        believes that there are fewer communities forming now because people don’t have as much to fight against.
        “There needs to be an external threat.”
      


      
        He also left because he’d lost a friend to AIDS. “Seattle was when my best friend passed away.”
      


      
        In Germany, where he learned German on the streets after his language schoolteacher encouraged him to drop out
        of the course since he already had an ear for the language, he quickly became involved in the local political
        scenes, where he continued to enjoy his minor celebrity. He even did Christopher Street Day events in Warsaw
        and Riga, where neo-Nazis threatened the demonstrators with violence. Christopher Street Day, usually shortened
        to CSD, is the European equivalent of Pride, taken, of course, from the Stonewall Riots. He also began a
        podcast series in 2006, the Chicago Rose Podcast (CRPC), which covered issues related to politics and culture
        in English and German.
      


      
        He rarely performs in drag anymore, he told me, though he had performed a few weeks earlier. He needs to feel
        motivated, to have a real reason to go out. He doesn’t party or drink much either. He’s
        too critical when he does go out, too. After all, he said languidly, “I’ve been on stage.” Plus, he’s moving
        more slowly. Throughout our meeting, he returned several times to his aging. “I don’t have that sleek, Chanel
        look anymore.” “But for some people,” he acknowledged, “this is a way of life.”
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      Drag in the context of this book most obviously refers to forms of gender impersonation or gender fuckery,
      although it is importantly not limited by them. Like Renate Lorenz, I understand drag as an extensive assemblage
      of art and politics: “drag may refer to the productive connections of natural and artificial, animate and
      inanimate, to clothes, radios, hair, legs, all that which tends more to produce connections to others
      and other things than to represent them.”1
    


    
      Here are other meanings worth pointing out:
    


    
      	“pull (someone or something) along forcefully, roughly, or with difficulty.”

    


    
      
        “I had to drag myself back to this book.” Or, “I had to drag her off the stage.” “I took a long drag of a
        cigarette (or a joint)”—I wish! There’s a noun equivalent too. “The project became a drag.”
      

    


    
      	“(of time) pass slowly and tediously.”

    


    
      “The research and writing for this book dragged on and on.”
    


    
      	Colloquially, to “drag someone” is to criticize, humiliate, or insult them and is in this way synonymous with
      “reading.” Reading is fundamental.

    


    
      “MYSTI dragged me to filth for this project when The Artist told me why The Artist didn’t think it was any good”
      or “MYSTI kept dragging me even when I tried to make it up to The Drag.”
    


    
      	Apocryphally, the term “drag” comes from the dragging of a gown.

    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        
          The dragging of a gown. Drawing by Mareen Wrobel.
        

      
    


    
      
        Note
      


      
        1    Renate Lorenz, Queer Art: A Freak Theory
        (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2012), 21.
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      On MYSTI Seriou Sly’s1 Facebook invite for The Artist’s 2013
      performance lecture, “Master’s Tool,” The Artist let people know what they were in for:
    


    
      MYSTI asks questions while seeking no answers whatsoever. Tune in or zone out cause she doesn’t care. There will
      be no Q&A under any circumstances, only drinks, public gropes and imminent potentiality for a hog pile of
      hatefuckers, cause alongside all the good qualities of community, violence exists as well. Tonight please embrace
      MYSTI, the finger-pointer, as an opportunity to loosen your tight holes.2
    


    
      The Drag had put The Drag’s confrontational fantasy out there: our bodies were there for The Drag to
      ride to success. The Artist had been the body others had ridden to fame and fortune. Now it was The Artist’s
      turn. A Q&A would only provide those exploiters with the chance to make it all about them. The Drag was
      preemptively refusing that expected “so that is the point moment.”
    


    
      The event was held at //:about blank (that’s how it’s written). It’s not the blank page built into your browser.
      You’d tell people, especially edgy artists and anarchists, “I’m at about blank,” and they’d know what you were
      talking about. A formerly illegal club space, it was a few minutes’ walk away from the Ostkreuz S-Bahn station,
      but all of the construction had made the city confusing and Google Maps hadn’t caught up, so I got lost. Signs
      marked puzzling, improvised detours.
    


    
      New developments were slowly consuming the enormous empty lots or the many others with abandoned,
      broken-windowed, graffiti-covered buildings. Nonetheless, quasi-autonomous zones like //:about blank still
      punctuated the cityscape during Brunhilde’s and my stay in 2013–2014. You can still find them. You just need to
      be in the know, and you need to be in something—some scene or network—to be in that know,
      like the filmmakers, artists, and, I would later learn, drag performers drawn to the event by MYSTI’s invite.
    


    
      I wound my way around the block, peeking through a tall wooden fence at haphazardly arranged chairs and tables
      until I arrived at an open gate. A small crowd of people clustered inside. The actual venue was a modular
      construction, a bit like a trailer home, but with a low-fi 1960s science fiction aesthetic.
      Raumerweiterungshalle roughly translates as “spatial extension container.” They used to be built in the
      GDR as easy-to-assemble, mobile gathering spaces. This one had been donated by a group of artists after the
      student strikes in 2003. Since then, it has been officially recognized as one of literally hundreds of thousands
      of German social clubs—this club is called the Selbstuniversität e.V., “self-university,” a
      self-organized space for learning, art, and culture with a queer-feminist twist. It is part of a larger network
      that emphasizes emancipatory learning, the Informal University.3
    


    
      MYSTI greeted me near the entrance, a vision in purple. I complimented The Drag on The Artist’s pantaloons, and
      we chatted for a few minutes, but The Drag needed to play hostess, so I wandered around checking people out. Of
      course, I noticed immediately that the couple dozen or so people in attendance speaking English and German were
      cute, queer, and white. I went inside, where I bought a lukewarm beer and happily ran into my by-then-friend
      Liad, her red hair an explosion of color. Liad is an Israeli expat who’d spent part of her childhood in Seattle,
      after her parents fled in protest of Israel’s militarism (she’ll show up at greater length later). Like MYSTI and
      many of those in attendance, she was among the many thousands of creatives who’d relocated to the city for its
      many affordances, like judgment-free experimentation, days-long and shame-free parties, art, then-cheap rents.
    


    
      Liad and I hung out on the steps, waving away mosquitos. It was a sticky day in an unseasonably warm (for Berlin)
      June week. Such a change from the too-long, too-gloomy winter, one of the complaints Berliners make when talking
      about their “golden cage.” “The weather is shit, but …”
    


    
      Eventually MYSTI called us into the space. People took their seats, filling the small container to capacity. Liad
      whipped her fan furiously in the stifling, dark space, her bracelets jangling. I leaned over to catch flutters of
      cool air. The space was a humid womb, stage lit in dramatic reds and purples. Despite the heat, the crowd was
      attentive and expectant.
    


    
      From our first face-to-face meeting, I’d sensed something wild living just beneath MYSTI’s sweet, low-key
      surface. That afternoon I saw it ripple under The Artist’s skin. Later, I’d recognize it in The Artist’s video
      work, as well as in The Artist’s often brilliant and poetic, if also meandering, blog posts. The Drag’s writing
      is infused with a resolute queer negativity, critical of, well, almost everything, and in which one finds a
      determination to assert The Drag’s difference—from other queers and Anglo-European immigrants, from social
      climbers and bourgeois gays, “enact[ing] the dissent without which politics disappears,”4 as Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman write.
    


    
      Personally, I was looking forward to the (hopefully communal) gropes MYSTI promised, but
      they weren’t forthcoming. By the end of the lecture, people were worn out, drained by the heat and
      finger-pointing. The Drag’s talk was an anti-grope, an effort to push back in speaking The Drag’s truths to the
      powers felt arrayed against The Drag. The Artist started haltingly, in a soft voice tightened by nerves, a quiet
      whisper that had us all leaning in.
    


    
      MYSTI lived near Hermannplatz in Neukölln, which, like the adjacent Kreuzberg, has been among the city boroughs
      most commonly associated with the influx of hip, gentrifying foreigners. It also remains an immigrant
      neighborhood with a large Muslim population. And while it seemed to epitomize the phrase openly gay Berlin
      then-mayor Klaus Wowereit (commonly referred to as Wowi) popularized about the city more broadly—arm aber
      sexy/poor but sexy—tensions accompanied the efforts to attract new, wealthier populations, along with the
      neoliberal strategies to transform the city into a high-tech service industry hub. The still-ongoing goal, of
      course, for politicians, businesses, and entrepreneurs, is to further transform the city into a welcoming
      playground for tourists and young professionals, especially creatives, along with the capital they hopefully
      bring with them. Lots of folks had already arrived, but the money hadn’t, at least not during my tenure, or
      amongst my circle of friends.
    


    
      MYSTI and The Artist’s friends, like all of the Berliners I interviewed for this project, had already been
      buffeted by these changes. Tensions around housing were particularly evident: Americans, French, Israelis, and
      others had been buying apartments in the city, having been priced out of their home countries, and were staying.
      The locals, for whom 500 Euros for a one-bedroom flat would be a steep monthly rent in 2013, saw themselves
      increasingly pushed out of the neighborhoods they’d helped make vital and sexy.
    


    
      The gentrification of Berlin hasn’t occurred without a fight. During one of my return trips I saw one of the many
      creative responses by locals, one that also appeared in other European cities. The text under each artivist hack
      of Airbnb’s logo reads: “when you book an apartment, think about the rising rent prices for locals, an increase
      in touristification and people going through social displacement. For each holiday apartment a local tenant has
      to leave their home.” I have no real explanation for the noose, testicles, and breasts, though “castrate
      gentrification” has a nice ring.
    


    
      In 2015, the city, surprisingly, passed a law that restricts landlords from charging more than 10% above local
      averages;5 however, conversations with those familiar with this law
      have told me its impact has been minimal.
    


    
      I first met MYSTI at The Artist’s WG, Wohngemeinschaft, a shared flat that elevates cohabitation above
      merely being roommates into something a bit more communal, at least that’s the aspiration.
    


    
      I say “MYSTI” and now “The Artist” and “The Drag,” but MYSTI introduced The Artist to me first as
      [redragted],6 who like MYSTI, impressed as both boyish and femme,
      and they share the same friendly face, easy, low laugh, and flirty shimmy.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        
          Castrate gentrification. Photo by the author.
        

      
    


    
      MYSTI served us tea, and then we went into The Artist’s spartan bedroom. On one wall,
      vintage copies of James Baldwin’s books hung in plastic sheaths. Seeing them marked the beginning of my affection
      for The Artist. We talked about the projects The Artist had done, as The Artist laid out zines, fliers, and other
      ephemera on The Artist’s bed. We left for a walk around Neuköln, which included our first tour through
      Hasenheide, a large and, like much of Berlin, somewhat run-down park. Among queers, it was well-known for a
      section devoted to nude sunbathing and gay cruising. It was a go-to for drugs, too. It wasn’t warm enough that
      day for us to lay out. We made it once, a few months later. Then, I glanced over at the one guy laying au
      naturel nearby and occasionally clocked the cruisers who comically poked their heads out of the bushes
      behind us to scope the scene.
    


    
      After our walk, I treated MYSTI to pizza. It was my birthday, and The Artist congratulated me. Brunhilde was
      away, and since I didn’t know what to do with the rest of my day, I asked for MYSTI’s advice. “Get high and watch
      Broad City,” I was advised. Broad City is a (post-?) feminist, stoner buddy comedy that
      features leads and creators Abbi Jacobsen and Ilana Glazer who play fictionalized versions of their younger
      selves struggling to make it in New York City. So that’s what I did, buying pot for the first time in two years
      near the Kotbusser Tor U-Bahn station. (MYSTI’s suggestion was a perfect one, and I offer it to you too, reader.)
    


    
      Although Berlin might not be quite so tough as New York, MYSTI identified with Abbi’s and Ilana’s struggles. When
      we first met, The Artist worked at [redragted].
    


    
      MYSTI supplemented this income by hosting a Pub Quiz at the popular gay cafe and bar Südblock, located near
      Kotti, local shorthand for Kotbusser Tor, where I’d bought my weed, and where almost any night of the week
      Berlin’s queer cognoscenti gathered. I’m ashamed to say I never went to trivia night, and this was one of the
      reasons, this one certainly justified, MYSTI came for me so hard later.
    


    
      MYSTI also gigged as a schnapps girl and party fixture at the bimonthly party Gegen, held
      at the famous Kit Kat Club of Cabaret fame, and curated by the Italian bear about town, DJ, promoter,
      and scholar, Warbear. I did accept MYSTI’s invitation to that party. Brunhilde, B, and A came with, and upon our
      arrival MYSTI served us free peppermint schnapps in little plastic shot glasses. The four of us settled in near
      the indoor pool and smoked a joint before making our way into the most crowded of several dance floors. Warbear
      smiled and waved at me from his DJ perch. When the room became too sweaty, we moved to a less crowded pace where
      we found MYSTI. We danced together. “I was very, very drunk,” MYSTI later confessed. We left early for
      Berlin—around 3am. As we put on our winter clothes, I watched as a young man arrived, stripped down to a
      jockstrap, then carefully re-laced his boots before striding into the club.
    


    
      These gigs, what Germans call Jobben, were a far cry from MYSTI’s old job at the [redragted] in
      [redragted]. Then came the 2008 financial crisis. The Drag was lucky then, because unlike some many others, The
      Drag [redragted]. Once The Artist had been there through several rounds of [redragted]and once The Artist had
      been there for [redragted], The Drag gave notice. Two weeks later MYSTI left for Berlin, where The Artist
      eventually became engaged with its drag scenes, as sprawling as the city itself. MYSTI’s own place in these
      worlds was largely among other English-speaking immigrants and ex-pats, as well as some German creatives—artists,
      curators, and politicos.
    


    
      Part of the demographic shifts that have so altered the city, MYSTI came to Berlin because the rents were cheap.
      During our first visit, The Artist told me, “I thought I’d make art, or something.” After [redragted] The Drag
      later thought might be some kind of scam, The Artist decided to stay put in Berlin. MYSTI wanted to work and earn
      money, yet the [redragted] life wasn’t a good fit. Nonetheless, The Artist enrolled in [redragted] at
      [redragted], which The Artist called “The Potty.” When we first met, MYSTI laughed, telling me [redragted], and
      had been pretty much left to The Artist’s own devices. While [redragted], MYSTI had nonetheless maintained an
      impressive—though I thought at the time it seemed a bit lonely—intellectual life. Three years later, MYSTI told
      me The Artist had dropped out; formal [redragtion] wasn’t for The Artist either. But MYSTI had been right: who
      needs [redragtion]? MYSTI’s reputation as a local organic intellectual had grown to such a degree that The Artist
      was regularly invited to offer performance lectures. In 2015, I discovered another workshop series on writing:
      “Write/Wrong.”
    


    
      During our second visit, again at MYSTI’s flat, The Drag was in the thick of preparing the lecture and had been
      re-reading second wave feminists like Audre Lorde and Roxanne Dunbar, as well as any new attention-catching queer
      theory. I fingered through The Artist’s books, borrowing Heather Love’s Feeling Backwards, 7 then a recent find, which I read over the next several weeks. Unlike other
      queer studies scholars who write about failure, Love’s arguments about failure might be summed up this way: it
      might not get better, and it doesn’t have to, and we should remember that.
    


    
      Even before the event at //:about blank, things were souring with MYSTI’s flatmates, the
      artists and sometimes collaborators The Drag would soon point accusatory fingers at. In The Artist’s room I
      learned about the grief felt as a result of their failing friendships; and that the flatmates were angry. Not
      long after, The Drag moved out, the talk at //:about blank a catalyst.
    


    
      The “Master’s Tool” performance covered themes I’d grown familiar with during our talk walks, namely art, work,
      feminism, exploitation. Especially exploitation. We’d discussed the challenges MYSTI had faced in Berlin since
      our first meeting, like the difficulty of finding decent work or of making art or doing drag in a city saturated
      with artists and drag queens. Part of the problem seemed to be Berlin’s famously tolerant attitude toward messy
      creative mashups and experimentations. Liad had put it to me this way: “Berlin’s anything goes attitude can just
      be really basic,” a shout out to gay teen vlogger Lohanthony.
    


    
      I began to use “messy” to describe Berlin drag. For me, “messy” captured something of the ways the
      Tuntenszene, an explicitly political drag scene that emerged in 1970s Germany and continues into the
      present, had historically used girl next door drag to challenge homophobia and fight for acceptance;
      verisimilitude and glamour were never the point.8 They were still
      messing with the social order. Their influence was apparent at every event I attended, identifiable in part by
      skewed wigs, poorly applied makeup, fearlessness. “Messy” also captured something about the complicated inter-
      and intra-politics of Berlin’s drag scenes. Groups split over identity politics, leftists came for each other in
      the ways that leftists do, epitomizing the same scorched earth methods of the right. There were the messy
      conflicts between the immigrant drag artists, like American Pansy Tilghman, among others, who were less
      interested in integrating into Berlin drag scenes or learning German than working to import American drag idioms
      and mobilize drag as a business model and create new kinds of drag publics.
    


    
      After the “Master’s Tool,” I started to use “messy” to talk about MYSTI’s work, too. I meant it positively; it
      was part of what made The Artist compelling. MYSTI wasn’t interested in formalist or self-contained or internally
      consistent work. I thought the messiness of the work had to do with improvisatory qualities and the ways it
      thereby messed with artistic pretensions, as well as the growing commercialization of Berlin drag. As evidenced
      in the “Master’s Tool”, in MYSTI’s life and art, The Artist saw her “drag persona as being a life’s work”—worked
      with the “fleshy, messy, and indeterminate stuff of everyday life.”9
    


    
      MYSTI seemed OK with “messy” at first. As with all of those whose portraits appear in this book, I gave The
      Artist a complete first draft of this portrait in the fall of 2014. Over a dinner at my and Brunhilde’s
      apartment, MYSTI relieved my considerable anxiety and told me that The Artist liked it. The Artist was OK with
      it, until The Drag wasn’t. Later, it was another of the reasons The Drag dragged me.
    


    
      MYSTI stood before us in the Raumerweiterungshalle, bathed in red, eyebrows painted high on The Artist’s
      forehead, arched toward the teased-out bangs of The Drag’s wig. The Artist warned us that The Artist would have
      to perform dual roles that night, as performer and tech person. Throughout the performance
      MYSTI shuttled from center stage to stage right, finessing a decade plus old MacBook into showing video
      documentation of previous work, many of them collaborations with friend and drag daughter Ripsy. The Artist kept
      their head down while reading the text, only occasionally looking up at us, The Drag’s audience. The whole
      lecture walked a tight rope between accusation and declaration, between critique and entreaty, in which The Drag
      ironically assumed the voice of MYSTI’s exploiters, occupying the role of a more “successful” version of The
      Artist.
    


    
      The Drag began, “I didn’t move to Berlin to simply experience community. I moved here to experience success. I
      look out here and imagine your bodies assembled as a vehicle that I’ll drive toward success.”
    


    
      What does success mean in this context? The same as elsewhere—money, fame, or other forms of recognition that
      seem to count for something. MYSTI’s own ambivalence toward success was palpable, even if it was expressed here
      as a kind of dark fantasy, as wish and criticism at once. MYSTI had gone from [redragted], to a lively cultural
      arts scene in a cosmopolitan city enriched by a history of radical politics. But in Berlin, it was hard to get
      anywhere. The Artist could call The Artist an artist, but would The Artist be recognized as one? MYSTI once said
      to me that “Around drag queens, I’m an artist, but around artists, I identify as a drag queen.” Connected to both
      art and drag, MYSTI disidentified with both, seeking incorporation into neither while still “working on and
      against” their localized, established political aesthetic forms.10
    


    
      Being a drag queen around artists also means having access to all the tools of drag—camp, shade, and the
      like—which can create a repelling force field or an aura that draws people in, as needed. It means being
      inappropriate, breaking the often-unspoken rules around being an artist—who to talk to, who to avoid, who to
      gossip about, or whose ass to kiss.
    


    
      “Master’s Tool” addressed the queer and feminist artists, her attending friends, who claimed to be making work
      “for the community.” They had asked MYSTI to participate in their projects but had only rarely paid The Artist
      after hours spent on set, who might spend hours waiting for the filmmakers to get through their angry fits and
      crying breakdowns and figure out what they wanted The Artist to do. Sometimes they wanted MYSTI to stand around
      being interesting, part of the set or local color. These artists were messy in another way, then, in ways
      distinct from MYSTI’s disorganizing of the boundaries between art and drag. The artists whose exploitation The
      Drag was dragging as a captive audience were messy because they didn’t have their shit together and because they
      were thoughtless. The Drag read from the manifesto, “If you were to have hired an actor you would have had to
      produce a script for them to rehearse.”
    


    
      On one of our walks, The Artist described MYSTI as a single Midwestern mom, in this way also similar to the
      Tunten, who don’t aspire to pass as Glamazons, but prefer instead more down-to-earth inspirations—like a
      Midwestern mom or the over-it shop assistant—when they impersonate anyone at all. Tunten,
      anthropologist Carsten Balzer writes, are more likely to impersonate “the cashier girl in the supermarket, the
      dumb daughter of a right wing politician, the old woman in the restroom, and often just themselves.”11 MYSTI’s reference had a biographical component: The Artist had escaped
      [redragted] for the big bad world, avoiding getting stuck in [redragted], unlike all those others who seemed
      content to stay or got hooked on meth and so had other reasons to remain.
    


    
      As a good Midwestern mom, then, MYSTI had always said yes to The Artist’s friends and was, at least at the time
      we spent together, accommodating to a fault. Like the aforementioned moms, The Drag is also a mastress of passive
      aggression.
    


    
      MYSTI is an opportunity for [redragted] to “parade around the worst of myself.” The Drag can be prone to a few
      too many Chardonnays and suffers sharp burst of anger, although The Artist does sometimes manage to enjoy a
      little public groping. The Drag said that performing a self worse than the worst alienates and angers friends and
      audiences, but there’s a bright side. The leftovers, the remnants who don’t hate The Drag, they love MYSTI even
      more. During the lecture, MYSTI said of this strategy,
    


    
      Then somehow the love that I can somehow earn from a very, very select few becomes so much more validating to me
      based on the fact that it is like the worst, it’s the most problematic elements of my being that are somehow like
      being adored or somehow being recognized for its own strange beauty.
    


    
      I did adore MYSTI, until that worst of the worst came my way, and The Drag wouldn’t let me love her anymore. I
      don’t know what I could have done to provide what MYSTI sought to earn.
    


    
      From the beginning of my conversations with The Artist, I felt an anxious, anticipatory guilt about this
      ethnography, and I tried to take measures, measures which it turned out weren’t enough. Looking back, I’m not
      sure there could have been an enough.
    


    
      MYSTI’s aggressive tendencies—passive and just aggressive—are a compelling drag philosophy, even if it’s
      difficult affective territory to manage as a friend or researcher. As a drag philosopher, MYSTI was definitely
      not an emotionally or politically correct role model with whom to identify, or to direct one’s care towards, nor
      is The Drag interested in being such a model, unless, The Drag once added coyly, “being slutty is a model.”
    


    
      The performance lecture represented a breaking point. The Artist had been asked too many times, showing up,
      whiling away hours of time, when MYSTI could at least be [redragted], or laying around naked and drinking cheap
      beer at Hasenheide. The women, and some men, who’d asked MYSTI to donate labor reaped the credit and the rewards:
      reimbursements, state funding, prestige. They ended up at Biennales hobnobbing it with the rich and famous, or
      stable and well-connected, while MYSTI struggled to [redragted].
    


    
      MYSTI continued The Drag’s lecture in the voice of The Drag’s audience:
    


    
      The jumpstart of my career with your body no longer yours in front my lens—dead in my photo—worked its charm on
      my grant applications. I don’t have to worry about rent this year. Full time thinker… thinking about buying a
      house. But I’ll pretend things aren’t going so good, that at any moment the art world could spit me out so I will
      continue to cling to my budgets, renting cameras, buying lights, hiring drivers but convincing you my beloved
      [with a sarcastic emphasis on beloved] friend that there is no payment for what you do. ’Cause what you
      do is amazing, too amazing to be cheapened with a price. And you’ll have to understand that I only have money to
      pay the professionals.
    


    
      MYSTI told those present, those so-called feminists that they weren’t asking about the master’s tools anymore.
      Rather, they had been wielding the “Master’s Tool,” what MYSTI brilliantly called a “white dick model of labor
      that punishes everyone.”
    


    
      The title of MYSTI’s performance is, of course, taken from Audre Lorde’s famous essay “Can the Master’s Tools
      Dismantle the Master’s House?”12 The impetus for Lorde’s essay came
      from a conference at which she was one of two women of color asked to reflect on papers that addressed questions
      of difference and their theoretical and political import for feminism. Lorde’s tone in what was originally
      delivered was forceful and direct—so was MYSTI’s, although The Drag leaned in further, saying what Lorde was
      perhaps too dignified to spell out in such explicit terms, at least publicly: feminists who employ the tools of
      white patriarchy are themselves wielding white dicks like weapons. Tellingly, MYSTI veered away from the racial
      politics at the heart of Lorde’s essay, offering only a small aside in the performance to say that “we only need
      to look around to see how white we are,” a much-too-brief-and-partial acknowledgment of the ways that whiteness
      structured the work of those in the audience being dragged, as well as The Artist’s own. (“Not me!” I had nearly
      interjected in the moment.) Lorde, after all, wrote that “[i]t is a particular academic arrogance to assume any
      discussion of feminist theory without examining our many differences, and without a significant input from poor
      women, Black and Third World women, and lesbians.”13 Rather than
      deal with race, MYSTI extended more generally Lorde’s discussion of the dialectical power of difference. MYSTI
      described the ways people’s bodies, the differences that make up the so-called queer community, seem to be the
      last thing many artists think about when creating the budgets for their work. The white dick model of labor
      doesn’t care what happens to anyone else; this kind of dick is selfish, out for itself. You know, the usual usual
      with dicks.
    


    
      Unlike Diva D’s comment years earlier in the Jerusalem gay bar, which summoned a shared legacy of violent state
      powers, MYSTI’s reckoning with whiteness was gestural. I was disappointed by The Artist’s
      failure to dig into race and over time that disappointment metamorphosed into anger. “White dick model of labor”
      is clever, and I continue to find it helpful enough to keep thinking with, but how can one use Lorde without
      talking about race? Forgetting to talk about race is also part of that same white dick labor.
    


    
      After reading the “you know who you are” audience members, MYSTI contrasted white dick feminist practice with
      documentation of some of The Artist’s own work, such as her successfully funded 2007 Minneapolis project PARTY
      BUS! that I first learned about during one of our walks and which The Artist elaborated on during the lecture.
    


    
      MYSTI’s friend Jeff had moved to Brooklyn to start a pre-Kickstarter and brilliantly named crowd-sourced arts
      program, FEAST (Funding Emerging Artists with Sustainable Tactics). Mourning the loss of the last trashy
      Minneapolis gay bar, MYSTI had proposed a simple art-as-life project when The Artist had come back to Minneapolis
      to pitch Jeff’s fundraising scheme to his old pals—a party bus “for a no rules queer party.” The budget was
      simple. The Artist advanced the slide.
    


    
      
        Party Bus Rental: $600 ($100 fee is in case someone vomits) any excess funds will purchase winter shades for a
        brief makeup tutorial/application outside the Taco Bell on Franklin Avenue to make gorgeous also accessible.
      

    


    
      MYSTI continued,
    


    
      And because I really wanted to juice the limelight of the first FEAST MPLS, I put glitter dollar signs over my
      eyes and wore my signature money dress. When their iPod was unattended, I hijacked the music, interrupting the
      evening with a performance of that money song, while I poured beer on my friend Walter. When they announced that
      they were nearly done counting the votes, I ran to the back of the gallery space where I’d stashed my
      personalized sweepstakes check that I’d made with “MYSTI” written in glitter. I’d planned to preemptively parade
      my check around to gloat my victory whether I’d won or lost.
    


    
      What began as a response to satirize the other, overly serious proposals had an unlikely outcome. The Artist had
      won. “As I rolled around the floor with the bills raining over my body, my friend Joe told me two dudes left
      saying, ‘Yeah kinda leaves a bad taste in your mouth, doesn’t it?’”
    


    
      What kind of art did PARTY BUS! represent? In the pictures MYSTI shared with us, it looked a bit like something
      Jack Smith might have filmed if he’d made it to Minneapolis and toured a party bus around—exuberant gender
      benders on a bender. It was an opportunity to dress up, drive around, get drunk, and have fun. The work didn’t
      end up in a gallery or a museum or on a grant application. The sense of belonging was temporary, if there had
      been any at all. The seriousness of the original crowd-sourced competition gave way to
      something much less coherent. Was it art? Of course, and it was a wonderful mess too.
    


    
      The Artist also showed a video of another loosely defined, improvised project, a road trip The Artist took with
      The Drag’s daughter Ripsy. Expressly forbidden from using Ripsy’s sister’s borrowed car to drive long distances,
      they did exactly that, driving thousands of miles, including a trip to a gay resort center and the Grand Canyon.
      Along the way they acted out scenes that might be familiar to performance artists, albeit in venues far removed
      from New York City’s famous venues, like PS122, the Kitchen, or LaMama. This represented a different kind of art,
      a different kind of labor, a different approach to community, which didn’t have easy ends or really any point at
      all, at least not in the ways many art audiences would expect. MYSTI and Ripsy got themselves up in drag and
      waved to strangers from their hotel window or took selfies in drag at the Grand Canyon (shades of Grey
      Gardens). The work’s ex post facto title? American Gash. This was low-fi DIY art at its best, the
      only proof their own shaky documentation and, years later, its presentation at performance lectures like this
      one, or the art videos MYSTI posts to Vimeo. Drag functioned as a means for touching and conjuring publics, queer
      and otherwise, and rejecting them, too. Again, these were some of the ways [redragted] could escape into MYSTI,
      to parade around the worst of [redragted], to use the mask of drag as armor and weapon.
    


    
      In a 2015 interview with artist and friend Vika Kirchenbauer, MYSTI made this explicit:
    


    
      Within “Master’s Tool,” I was very much attempting to avoid responsibility… not to have my face represent this
      rather disruptive critique of standard approaches to filmmaking and art production in general. Because many who
      utilize this system of labor are close friends, I wanted a mask between the audience and myself. It was not
      personal; it was exploring organizations of labor together.14
    


    
      Three quarters of the way through the lecture, MYSTI took a swig from The Artist’s beer and almost immediately
      spat it out. Foam bubbled up and spilled out of the bottle. “It’s warm,” The Artist complained. Then MYSTI, chin
      lowered and smiling, did a signature shimmy, poured some of it over The Artist’s head, smiled again, and went on,
      beer dripping into a small puddle near The Artist’s feet. Prickly and flirty, engaging and distancing, MYSTI
      anticipated the discomfort and anger of her audience and friends, including, months later, me. As The Drag sagely
      advised in the video performance Playing Love, “Allow yourself to be disappointed in me.”
    


    
      The audience courteously applauded. Liad and I were more vocal, chortling inappropriately, not at all attuned to
      the tensions around us, thinking the performance was a performance without a particular object. It wasn’t. Its
      objects were targets specific and proximate. And the finger-pointing wasn’t toward the “fuck yes, obviously” idea that artists should be paid for their labor, it was about putting the
      folks in the room on blast, letting them know that the proclaimed love they hold for their work and local queer
      communities can take shape as abuse—the “gifted time and labor” of those like MYSTI extorted via that same love.
      In the interview with Kirchenbauer, MYSTI also suggests that “love is abuse’s most discreet tool.”
    


    
      At the time, I just thought the native German speakers didn’t get the melancholic humor that was mixed in with
      the more obvious critique. Later I realized it was much more likely that MYSTI’s friends just didn’t find it
      funny, disbelieving their public accounting. People clapped politely and congratulated The Artist. Ripsy gave me
      a kiss and their other roommates said hi. Liad and I finished our second beers.
    


    
      I told MYSTI it was great and told The Artist we should talk about compensation for The Artist’s time involved in
      my project. I figured there had to be some way I could pay The Artist. I recognized the irony—I’d be in the same
      position as the artists MYSTI had just dragged trying to negotiate money with interlocutors in non-transparent
      ways, seeing what people would accept versus what they deserved. I did end up paying MYSTI after my talk about
      this project at the Institute for Cultural Inquiry in Berlin (ICI), where I’d pushily asked the director
      Christoph Holzheny to allow me to give a lecture. It wasn’t a lot, just a hundred Euros, a quarter of the
      honorarium I hadn’t been expecting. The rest went to the others whose work I’d discussed. I could have done more,
      of course. Maybe I was doing my own white dick exploitation after all? Maybe those long walks, dinners, and hang
      out sessions didn’t add up. After my ICI talk, which came near the very end of my stay in Germany, MYSTI invited
      me to two events The Artist was hosting, Pub Quiz and karaoke. I’d never been to either, and I didn’t end up
      going. I had excuses. I’d been swiped by a car and my back went out. Brunhilde’s friend had committed suicide. I
      was exhausted. They were still excuses though. The truth was that after my lecture, I just didn’t want to leave
      the house anymore.
    


    
      Maybe it shouldn’t have been a surprise then that we both ended up disappointed. A week or so after I transferred
      MYSTI the money, I was back in Israel/Palestine for Brunhilde’s bi-annual visit. We were staying in a cute Airbnb
      in Tel Aviv with a lofted bedroom, doing our queer creative cosmopolitan thing. I got a long email from MYSTI.
      After an initial thank you for the money, The Drag dragged me to filth. This, I realized as I continued reading
      with heart pounding, stomach-sinking anxiety was a “Dear John,” one that moreover ripped open the door to the
      library. Somehow, I felt, I’d hurt my friend without knowing it. MYSTI wrote that after my ICI lecture, in spite
      of smiling congratulations, the hugs, and selfies, that The Artist had felt overwhelmed and was unable to tell me
      then what The Drag really thought about my work. Now MYSTI was telling me that I’d gotten everything wrong.
    


    
      I didn’t get the work at all if I thought it was “messy.”
    


    
      MYSTI thought I’d reduced The Artist to just another white cis fag who liked to get drunk
      and fuck in the park. While acknowledging that the project was a work-in-progress, The Drag made clear that the
      project was off to a pretty shitty start. To boot, The Drag just didn’t get what any of it had to do with
      fascism.
    


    
      Maybe I hadn’t gotten it, but for me the mess, being messy, messing with power, and the lines between art and
      drag, dragging and politics, are fundamentally about the refusal to be led. After a sleepless night, I wrote
      back. I apologized and tried not to make more excuses. I didn’t receive a reply, so I respected MYSTI’s silence
      until nearly three years later when I wrote again, and this time I received a polite, but still barbed, message.
      The Drag hadn’t forgotten. I’d master tooled MYSTI, and The Artist had learned from it. Now The Artist
      will send people examples of the work, but then dips out. Recipients can do with the work what they will. The
      Drag might want to wear The Artist’s worst, but that doesn’t mean MYSTI wants to be abjected by others. And The
      Drag’s tired of all the excuses.
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      Yeah, But What Had Happened Was


      
        Years pass after MYSTI’s “Dear John.” I finished Kay P. Rinha’s portrait in the summer of 2015. Brunhilde broke
        up with me that fall, after I’d moved everything from our New York apartment onto Purchase’s campus in exchange
        for formally taking on diversity-related work that unsurprisingly turned toxic (formally because I’d been doing
        work informally since my arrival at the college in 2006).
      


      
        Then I was stuck in my grief until early 2016 when I wrote a portrait about Natali Vaxberg, a reviled and
        fearless Israeli performance artist. Stay tuned for her. Brunhilde helped me with the chapter. It was our last
        collaboration. Later that spring, there was a back and forth—will we or won’t we get back together? I want to,
        then he does too, and we meet in the city. Small talk about what’s up, we compared notes on the newest season
        of RuPaul. Then things went south after he told me how confused he was about what he really wants or
        wants to do. He probably doesn’t want to be an academic composer. Should he devote himself to activism full
        time or take a break from it? A long silence stretched out after I asked, “Well, do you know whether you want
        to be with me?” He didn’t, and I excused myself to the bathroom to cry into wads of toilet paper until I
        composed myself enough to return to the table.
      


      
        Still, I went in one last time, calling him at the urging of our Ayurvedic doctor who responded to my stated
        intention to divorce him by cautioning me not to break our bond when my doshas were so clearly out of balance.
        She told me to call him, and since I always respected her, the following day, after an hour of Ganapati
        mantras, I did. One last go. He didn’t exactly agree, but he didn’t say no when I pressed
        him into seeing me again, first in Portugal and then Israel, where I’d join him after a yoga retreat in France.
        Spoiler alert: it didn’t work out.
      


      
        And there I went again, dragged now into the subbasement of a depression that got darker with winter. Nothing
        worked. I finally went to see a shrink. There was the painful, reluctant acceptance of the BP2 diagnosis. I
        didn’t get back to the book until the summer of 2017 when I revisited everything I had already done and
        furiously wrote new material, like the early drafts of this stumble down basement levels. Often, I wasn’t able
        to write for more than an hour or two before I became overwhelmed by feeling. The book was really late by this
        point, and I knew I could finish it, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to anymore.
      


      
        Losing momentum meant forgetting. There was the forgetting that I wanted and needed to happen, so that I could
        achieve what all self-help approaches to heartache direct one towards: healing and moving on. That forgetting
        took so long that I don’t want to remember that to remember the rest.
      


      
        First, I thought of Facebook. I had downloaded my data and then deleted my account in early 2016. That data is
        a Pandora’s Box I’m wary of opening, though I knew it would provide clues to what went wrong and when, what got
        me dragging my feet. I looked for it until I realized it was on a hard drive in another country. To remember, I
        had to dig through years of digitalia, of drafts, long unseen fieldnotes, interviews I didn’t transcribe (and
        two that I somehow never listened to), photos, emails, and calendars to begin to put things back together
        again. I went through everything, saving the photos for last. I lingered on the photo of us the day we were
        married, Ithaca’s Cascadilla Falls behind us. I’d lent Brunhilde one of my Paul Smith shirts, which I’d
        buttoned all the way up. His hair was neatened up. Ginger prep realness. We’d almost missed our chance to
        marry, waiting until the last moment. At the Tompkins County Clerk, we were told we didn’t have all of the
        necessary documents, like his birth certificate. His friends, who later, with their newborn, were the only two
        people at our wedding, directed us to the Ithaca Town Clerk. A clerk named Deb saw us immediately and agreed to
        marry us.
      


      
        “How’s Tuesday?”
      


      
        I’d tested the marriage waters twice before. He hadn’t known I was serious. “It’s your turn next time,” I told
        him. And when he did, he proposed via an aural collage, which included snippets of many of the shared
        references we’d been building up over the nearly three years previous: Avatar: The Last Airbender, The Lord
        of the Rings, Buffy, RuPaul’s Drag Race—all examples of my successful efforts to draw him into the
        pleasures of American mass culture. There were little clips of music too: I Believe in You by Black
        Dub, which I sent him sometime in 2010 or 2011 when he was having one of his crises of confidence. There was
        also the first bit of Olivier Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus‬. I’d fallen in love with
        him while he played it in a sound-proofed piano room at Cornell in August of 2010. He’d meant for that to
        happen, he later told me.‬ ‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬
      


      
        He’d included one of RuPaul’s catch phrases, too: “If you can’t love yourself, how the
        hell you gonna love somebody else?” We used it as the basis of one of our wedding vows. Vow number one: We
        promise to do our best to take care of ourselves first, so that we can take care of each other.
      


      
        “Can I get an amen?”
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        Palestine


        Raafat Hattab
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      I knew I needed to include Palestinian voices in this project. How could I conduct research in Israel/Palestine
      without them? I knew too that there were Arab queer cultures alive in Israel and the West Bank. Brunhilde pointed
      me to his artist friend Hadas who pointed me to Raafat, a Palestinian with Israeli citizenship. They were one of
      the few early openly genderqueer queers in Tel Aviv. Their performances drew on their neither here nor there
      status in Israel, namely the psychic tensions that come with being a Palestinian citizen of Israel, with all the
      restrictions on mobility, marriage, army service, housing, and so on that entails, as well as the other everyday
      violences that come with living among other citizens who are committed to denying the plain historical facts of
      occupation and exclusion. There is no outside this identity, in spite of various efforts by Israel to disappear
      them, or to celebrate its treatment of Arab citizens. Once, Brunhilde and I had dinner with his mother Mimi’s
      friend and colleague. We drove to another suburb of Be’er Sheva and were welcomed and feasted by her friend and
      her family. They were among the only Arabs living in the suburb.
    


    
      Other than that, the only other times I saw Jews and Palestinians mixing it up during my six years of visits were
      in large left political actions and at the famous Ali Caravan hummus shop in Jaffa. My friend, the Israeli
      scholar Amit Kama, took me there via a harrowing scooter ride from Tel Aviv. Before we’d set off, he repeated
      something I would hear many times: “Hummus brings people together.”
    


    
      Even Brunhilde, with his commitment to pro-Palestinian activism, didn’t actually have any Palestinian friends
      until I introduced him to Amer, whom I met during a solo day tour of Bethlehem. Amer approached me as I was
      reading a display in a square about the water politics of the West Bank. I turned him away at first because I
      thought I wanted to explore on my own, and, you know, because I was a New Yorker and didn’t want to be pestered
      for money or anything else. He persisted, and we are still in touch years later.
    


    
      Unlike Amer, whom I met several times over the years, Raafat and I never met face to face.
      I tried during our trips to Israel. Somehow getting in touch always proved difficult. Brunhilde and I were always
      shuffling about—visiting his family or going to cultural events (like Pride or the Film Festival, before there
      were explicit calls to boycott them or before we knew about those calls), or leftist demos, like in 2012 when we
      marched with thousands of others to reaffirm the demands made the prior year—social justice, especially tied to
      rising class inequalities and the difficulties in finding affordable housing.1 But there was little mention in that moment, which happened in the wake of Occupy!, of
      anti-Arab discrimination within Israel or the Occupation. That night ended with me automatically moving in to
      intervene as police brutally attacked a small, determined group that refused to disperse when ordered. Only
      meters from Rabin Square, police in uniforms and in plainclothes broke into the group, pushing, shoving, and
      beating those who sought to defend their friends. They forcibly dragged away those they wanted to arrest. They
      knew exactly who they were looking for. Brunhilde, sensing my impulse to do something, pulled me away. On the way
      back, we talked about what we’d seen and then watched Netflix to calm down.
    


    
      After a few years, I gave up trying to reach them. Raafat wasn’t just elusive when it came to me. They’d ghosted
      everyone. When I spoke with people we had in common, like Hadas or Liad or Chen or Tobaron, they said they hadn’t
      heard from them in a long while. They weren’t answering their messages either. No one knew why. As I neared
      finishing this book, I gave it one last try, digging around the net looking for traces. Their YouTube channel
      seemed defunct, and all of the news items about them had tapered off. The interviews I found were all
      old.2
    


    
      In a 2012 interview with Raafat for nomorepotlucks in 2012 by the artist, and later friend, Tobaron
      Waxman, there’s a poem by Raafat in Arabic and translated into English. Soundcloud doesn’t have the audio
      anymore: I get a message when I try to follow the link: “Oh No! We can’t find that playlist.” Looking through my
      folders of research materials for the book, I find it. I’d downloaded it. I listen to it, but don’t speak Arabic.
      Luckily, there is an English translation in Tobaron’s interview:
    


    
      
        My dreams fluctuate between the east and the west
      


      
        and I can’t find a place to throw it to let it grow, though it’s kept unrooted
      


      
        no fertile soil to keep it, no harbor to contain its silence
      


      
        …
      


      
        Let’s wear the dresses and the shirts
      


      
        Let’s put on makeup and tear off what remains of the masks
      


      
        It’s time for revolution, change
      


      
        I’m an Arab, let me be your mirror
      


      
        I’m a revolutionary, let me be your guide
      


      
        I’m a warrior, let me be your weapon
      


      
        I am you, let me live free
      

    


    
      Raafat and I spoke twice by Skype, the first interviews I completed for this project. Once
      from my apartment in upper Manhattan and for the second and final time while in a computer lab at Bowdoin College
      busily preparing the first public lecture about this book. That first time Brunhilde sat nearby feeding me the
      occasional question, something he did for me throughout this project. He was never not smart or creative or
      helpful, whatever my dragging him suggests. The second time I had notes I’d sketched out after our first
      discussion and follow-up questions.
    


    
      That first discussion was the first time I’d spoken to a Palestinian citizen of Israel outside of the disaster
      tourism Brunhilde and I did during our first and subsequent trips to Israel. In December of 2010, we departed Tel
      Aviv on a bus with other lefties to see the Palestinian village Susya, a cluster of improvised housing on the
      last vestiges of an older Palestinian village. We stopped for cappuccinos at a gas station along the way.
    


    
      The villagers of Susya, like many members of Raafat’s family, had been forcibly removed from their territories by
      a nearby Jewish settlement, also known as Susya, or Susya Har-Hebron, whose continued existence is bolstered, as
      elsewhere in Israel and the Occupied Territories, by claims that an archaeological site there confirms the
      historical presence of Jews. In shorthand: “See, this place was ours before it was yours!” A Jewish temple on the
      site had been later converted into a mosque. The Palestinian village is made up of informal housing, makeshift
      tents, a single toilet for the dozens of residents.
    


    
      Unlike the illegal Jewish settlement of Susya, which receives water and sewage and garbage and every other
      service from Israel, in spite of or because of being an illegal West Bank settlement, in Palestinian Susya life
      depends on continued international attention and the donations and tourism that arrive as a result, including
      tours like the one Brunhilde and I were on. In this way Susya is actually lucky. Plenty of other villages have
      never achieved the same level of visibility (or any) and as a result are disappeared with as much suffering but
      less fuss.
    


    
      I smiled back at grinning boys riding donkeys, a dusty haze in their wake. The boys’ feet were swallowed by
      oversized hand-me-down shoes. Others wore none at all. They dismounted and came to stand proudly by as our guide
      had the group peer down into the community’s well, which was part of a much larger subterranean network of caves.
      We saw a car wedged inside. The guide, in rehearsed tones, said that Israeli soldiers had pushed it in there to
      poison the well, during one of many efforts to force the villagers out. Since then they have had to buy water at
      an exorbitant cost from private businesses.
    


    
      The villagers used to live in caves and now they live in a cage.
    


    
      Brunhilde and I found a spot near one of the tents that offered a little shade as our guide continued his
      historical overview. I got out a question in a strained voice. I can’t remember now what I asked. Probably
      something an anthropologist would ask, like “How have the international donations affected your community?” or
      “How do you manage the conflict with the neighboring settlements?” I wasn’t asking just to
      ask, I really wanted to know, but I also wanted the question to say, “I’m seeing all this and I’m trying to
      understand what’s happening here and I want to be a witness.” Yet it’s telling that I can’t remember.
    


    
      Brunhilde and I bought handmade items in the cool, underground gift store to give to friends and family. After
      the horror show narrative—displacement, demolitions, interminable struggle against bare life—we needed a little
      retail therapy. Brunhilde got a pencil case he kept for years. I got a change purse for my mom. We rehydrated
      during the air-conditioned ride back to Tel Aviv. The bus was quiet. I’d never seen anything like this, not in
      person. Brunhilde asked if I was angry at him for being a privileged Ashkenazi Israeli, and I replied, “Yeah.
      Sorry, this is a kill whitey kind of moment for me.” He seemed to understand, yet I also had the sense that he
      took satisfaction in having me co-witness with him. “Isn’t this all just so depressing! But I’m trying to do the
      right thing and show you what this place is really like.” I’d been learning as much as I could about
      Israel/Palestine from the comforts of our borrowed Tel Aviv flat, reading +972, Mondoweiss, and the
      Electronic Intifada, as well as other websites devoted to providing rare news counternarratives to the
      dominance of Israeli and American media coverage. Brunhilde, however, was determined to make these realities
      visceral. My bitterness toward him, then and long after, could just have been more of the ungenerous
      misrecognitions we made all the time in our efforts at relating. This dragging him now is probably still
      misrecognizing.
    


    
      So Raafat and I spoke for maybe ninety minutes via Skype. I learned as much as I could from online research and
      from mutual acquaintances, which is to say that, unlike many of the others included in the book, I didn’t know
      them at all. As I write this, I try to sort out how to get to the important bits, or if all of this is important,
      or none of it is. How could I do justice to their long practices of witnessing? How can I find someone who
      ghosted me, and who, perhaps, wasn’t interested in being found?
    


    
      For me, the most haunting of Raafat’s characters was Arouse Falastin, the Bride of Palestine. The Bride helped
      them to explore their double consciousness as a Palestinian with Israeli citizenship, which is to say a citizen
      but without the same rights or opportunities as Jews. Arouse Falastin is a remainder, an embodied history of
      exclusion, a rejoinder against the enforced forgetfulness institutionalized in Israeli society.
    


    
      As Arouse Falastin, Raafat appeared in torn and bloodied white gowns, her face likewise stained by bloody tears,
      an arm stretched out in plaintive appeal or in the throes of some intense emotion, just un/like other drag
      queens.
    


    
      Whenever I have given lectures about this project, I always included a video of Raafat as the Bride in a
      performance called Hubb, or Love, that was performed as part of the Opera Rock festival in
      Rouyn Noranda in 2008.
    


    
      The video is grainy and shaky, but the tableau is clear. In the portion I always screen she stands on a stage
      with a man to her right who is pointing a gun at her head. The hand holding the gun is bound in rope, its stiff
      tail pointing toward the Bride. Her dark hair makes the white gown glow. Chin lifted, her
      right arm is held tight to her body, fist clenched. When she lifts her arm during her lip sync, you see that the
      wedding dress is torn, hanging in tatters under one arm. Her wrist, like the man’s, is also bound in rope. The
      two ropes have been severed, but you can feel the pull between the two figures. He tracks her movements the whole
      time, the gun always trained on her head.
    


    
      The Bride lip syncs to “Sawfa Nabqa, We Will Stay,” as performed by Majida El Roumi. The song is about Lebanon.
      It’s nationalist and campy. It’s also about laying claim to endurance, resilience, and homeland. “We will stay.”
      “My homeland.” “Let’s stand together.”
    


    
      The song ends in a wailing crescendo. Shots ring out, and the Bride crumples to the floor.
    


    
      Later, I learn that it was Tobaron Waxman who had held the video camera and the footage was so shaky because he
      was weeping as he filmed.
    


    
      The “Bride of Palestine” refers to Jaffa, also called “The Bride of the Sea,” one of the oldest continually
      inhabited sites in the world, ethnically cleansed as part of the 1947–1948 Nakba, or “catastrophe,” in which
      700,000 (or more) Palestinians were forced from their homes throughout the territory now called Israel.
    


    
      During the 1930s and 1940s, boycotts by Labor Zionists were central to Palestinian displacement. “The destruction
      of Jaffa, the city, and the port will happen, and it will be for the best. This city, which grew fat on Jewish
      immigration and settlement, is asking for destruction when it swings a hatchet over the heads of its builders and
      benefactors,” declared David Ben Gurion, the revered father of modern Israel, then the leader of the Histadrut
      labor union that had organized the boycotts.3 “When Jaffa falls
      into hell,” he said, “I will not be among the mourners.” Two days before Israel declared its independence in
      1948, 5,000 Zionist militia troops attacked the city in waves, driving more than 50,000 Arab Jaffans from their
      homes, many of them into the sea. This history is officially denied by the Israeli education system, and many
      Israeli Jews view the historical facts through this lens, or, when they are willing to admit to some part of it
      being true, complain that the event lacks “context.” Instead, these histories appear as an inverted fantasy
      embedded in a common refrain, one that I heard many times during my trips to Israel: “If we give an inch, they
      will drive us into the sea. A one state solution? They will drive us into the sea.”
    


    
      Jaffa remains an important symbol of Arab culture and resistance. For many, it’s a novel tourist attraction with
      great flea markets on the weekend and authentic Arab food. On visits with Brunhilde’s mom and family we’d eat at
      Ali Caravan or take ice cream to a thousand-year-old vantage point that overlooks the port, conjuring images of
      the now almost empty port bustling with activity. The old city is a doll’s house version of its past with stores
      selling overpriced kitsch, art, and textiles. The port itself is a boardwalk lined with expensive, just so-so
      restaurants. Boats, very few of them fishing boats, bob in the water nearby.
    


    
      On another disaster tour, this one in 2016 during our last effort to reconcile, Brunhilde
      and I met a small group across the street from a flat we stayed in during the summer of 2012.
    


    
      The tour was led by the group Zohot. Walking through residential neighborhoods, we noticed how many houses had
      been renovated or were in the process of being renovated. By 2016 it was clear that Jaffa was no longer the hip
      new place. Even the artists who first helped gentrify it had themselves already been pushed out. The tour guide
      told us that only three Arab families remained from before the Nakba.
    


    
      We spent a few hours in the hot sun, retreating into whatever shade we could find to sip water and stretch our
      backs. One woman had brought her Zionist American-born friend along. This friend expressed skepticism throughout,
      complaining about the lack of context. The guide patiently answered all her questions; they never satisfied her,
      and she stopped asking after a while. When she approached me to chat while we were standing on a mound erected on
      the ruins of a demolished mosque underneath, I asked her, “How are you enjoying the tour?”
    


    
      “It’s very one-sided,” she replied. “The guide is just so biased.” I coolly pressed back a bit until I realized
      it was a lost cause. But we kept chatting and she warmed up once she learned that I was a professor. “I have a
      daughter. Maybe you’d like to meet her …”
    


    
      I laughed, pointing to Brunhilde, who was walking ahead of us. “That’s my husband.”
    


    
      Undeterred, she told me, “That’s OK, my daughter she’s bisexual, and you know about open relationships, right?”
      We did, I confirmed. She offered her daughter’s number. I didn’t take it.
    


    
      Raafat told me that the Bride of Palestine helped them to gather together their frayed edges. After years of
      work, they said, “I got to a place where I understand who I am.” After years of inhabiting this character, or
      being inhabited by her, the Bride had gotten them “to a place.” She was mirror, weapon, and guide.
    


    
      I always thought the Bride was just about Israel/Palestine, but Raafat corrected me during our second
      conversation. She was about “unsolved situations,” like the conflict or national belonging, gender, and
      sexuality. Raafat’s drag persona included grappling with gender, of course, but it also constellated outward,
      intersecting questions of identity, nation, and belonging, along with the attractions and failures of each. The
      Bride enacted the pervasive atmosphere of violence in Israeli society and enabled encounters that viscerally
      challenged sensed and seemingly fixed realities, even if she couldn’t get Raafat over things, like Israel’s toxic
      national culture or the demand to unambiguously support Palestinian nationalisms. Unsolved situations, no
      closure.
    


    
      I was surprised to hear about how well Israelis received the Bride.
    


    
      “People in Tel Aviv like her,” they told me. “Israelis really like her. There’s something gentle about the way
      she brought the political situation to consciousness. If she had been really radical, maybe it would have been
      different.” A blood-stained gown representing, in part, an occupied Palestinian site seemed
      pretty radical to me.
    


    
      By the time we had our Skype chats, Raafat had already retired the Bride. They told me they were sure she would
      return, but that they were less interested in making art that was about the “outside, the political/social
      situation.” They wanted to make work that wasn’t responding to that world, but to what was “from inside of me,”
      something “without limits.” They described memories of their mother and aunts that linger with me. They
      talk together on the balcony of their Jaffa apartment, look down to the street life below and laugh.
    


    
      
        Notes
      


      
        1    Harriet Sherwood, “Israeli Protests: 430,000 Take to
        Streets to Demand Social Justice,” The Guardian, September 4, 2011, sec. World news, www.theguardian.com/world/2011/sep/04/israel-protests-social-justice.
      


      
        2    Just as I was submitting the book for publication, Raafat
        and I were able to reconnect when they kindly granted me permission to use an image of the Bride.
      


      
        3    Max Blumenthal, Goliath: Life and Loathing in Greater Israel (New York: Nation Books, 2014), ebook.
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      In In the Wake, Christina Sharpe does “wake work,” using “the wake” as a way to think about the haunted
      livingness of the afterlives of slavery. “In the wake,” she writes, “the past that is not past reappears, always,
      to rupture the present.”1 The wake: “keeping watch with the dead,
      the path of a ship, a consequence of something, in the line of flight and/or sight, awakening and
      consciousness.”2
    


    
      Wake work is hard, it is a labor of them, feeling and feeling for, “knowing ourselves as part and as
      crowd.”3
    


    
      In the drag of queer life, pasts are likewise always present. The speciation of the homosexual could not have
      occurred without the ways gender non-conformity dragged on governing norms of binary sex gender systems and all
      those dispotifs attendant to them, like kinship or the gendered division of labor or, of course,
      racialization. Queer life can be a drag given the still violently hostile forces arrayed against queer
      flourishing, and it is also a frictioning of norms without being wholly bound to them.4 To paraphrase Michel Foucault, in the drag of queer life you can become a
      something other than what you were in the beginning, and this is made possible in part by resistances you produce
      in your movement and what you leave in your wake.
    


    
      
        Notes
      


      
        1    Christina Sharpe, In the Wake, 9. Sharpe’s
        development of the concept of the wake is especially influenced by Saidiya Hartman, Katherine McKittrick, and
        Sylvia Wynter.
      


      
        2    Sharpe, 17–18.
      


      
        3    Edouard Glissant in Sharpe, 19.
      


      
        4    Renate Lorenz, Queer Art, 21–22.
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      Four years after arriving in Berlin, I still feel like I never really got started. Again, I turn to digitalia to
      reconstruct what had happened.
    


    
      This was the plan: get to Berlin, take German classes, and start my research. Get the lay of the land. Find a
      research assistant. Go to five drag shows a week.
    


    
      But before arriving, we went to Israel, where Brunhilde’s family celebrated our marriage with a family dinner at
      his mom’s, complete with a sweet if a bit cheesy PowerPoint that documented the three-year history of our
      relationship that his sister N awkwardly played on her laptop. His sister R threw us a bigger party on the roof
      of her building, which overlooked the Shuk in Jerusalem. She’d spent days baking in her tiny rooftop apartment in
      preparation. Her art school education was evident in the careful drawings she’d made to design the event, as well
      as the extravagant decorations on the cakes. His ex—his first serious boyfriend—played Here Comes the
      Bride on his flute. I was moved, the occasional jealousies I felt because of their continued friendship
      momentarily forgotten.
    


    
      We exchanged the vows we’d written on R’s tiny balcony earlier that day. There’s a photo he took of me with my
      face all scrunched up. We’d been relationship arm-wrestling, and I’d made the face in frustration. It tickled
      him, and he asked me to make it again so he could take a picture. We laughed together, and the mood softened.
    


    
      After Israel, we traveled to Paris, where he attended an elite summer music camp at IRCAM, a world-famous music
      research institute tied to the Centre Pompidou next door. I felt left behind during the days he’d leave, and so
      I’d take walks and then go home to heavy pours of rosé and the Gillian Anderson-led series The Fall.
    


    
      We finally arrived in Berlin on 2 July, 2013. For two months, we would live in Prenzlauerberg, posterchild for
      Berlin’s gentrification. We arrived late in the evening, wiped from a day of traveling and
      too many hours spent in that difficult coupled-travel space (sighs, silence, bickering, make up hand holding if
      you’re lucky). We dragged our luggage along as we passed hopping restaurants with street seating, where singles,
      couples, and families sat outdoors drinking, smoking, and enjoying themselves in ways only rarely seen in the
      United States. Everyone looked so relaxed. And in spite of Prenzlauerberg’s new wealth and respectability, its
      spunky anarchism lived on in the everywhere present graffiti. There were decades of tags, as well as some newer
      additions, like “Fuck Yoga” and “Muttis Raus”—“Mommy’s Out.” I better understood the tags when sometime in the
      coming days, walking back from the posh natural food store down the street, I spotted a couple. She pushed a
      thousand-Euro stroller out of a pie shop while her dread-locked male partner smoked a spliff alongside.
    


    
      Brunhilde and I enrolled in German classes and took the S-Bahn and our bikes to Sprachsalon, a small language
      school near Treptower Park. There we made some of our first friends. I found our days idyllic: breakfast on the
      balcony, German class, lunch, nap, working out, sitting myself down at the kitchen table and working through the
      25-minute work chunking technique called Pomodoro until I’d made something like progress on “Black Data,” a
      chapter I’d been asked to write for E. Patrick Johnson’s No Tea, No Shade, the sequel to his Black
      Queer Studies. The chapter was a sort of manifesto for a (still underway) project about race and new
      technologies of capture. While I wrote in the kitchen, Brunhilde plowed through the final season of
      Angel in the other room.
    


    
      I’d promised myself a break after three years of disciplined work, and once I’d finished the chapter, I kept my
      promise. I lost momentum then, carried away by our fall travel, much of it following Brunhilde as he went from
      performances to music festivals to residencies. He didn’t exactly drag me around—I wanted to go—but it slowed me
      down, another drag on getting started. By December we’d been to Tel Aviv, Be’er Sheva, Jerusalem, Paris, Berlin,
      Utrecht, Heidelberg, Nürnberg, and Vienna.
    


    
      Then Varanasi and Dehli; Portland, Oregon; Plainfield, Vermont; New York City, Bogliasco, Italy; Hong Kong;
      Sussex, Manchester, Derbyshire, Perth, UK.
    


    
      Busy year, right? When we were home, I just wanted to be together, Netflix and chill to the nth.
    


    
      The travel messed me up. Moving between time zones left me with days or weeks of insomnia. I couldn’t poop. I
      cycled through numbed out exhaustion, sometimes inexplicable irritation, periods of intense physical and
      professional overexertion, and often teary emo-ness.
    


    
      I’d interrupted the rhythmings I’d created for myself, patterns that were lifelines after I’d gone straight edge
      years earlier. And even though I wasn’t straight edge anymore, I needed these long-sought-after and hard-earned
      rituals.
    


    
      In January, I returned to Berlin from a yatra, a pilgrimage, to Varanasi with my spiritual crew. I’d
      gotten sick there and stayed sick for months, dealing with hard-to-manage symptoms—chills, nausea, bone deep
      aches. Nonetheless, with the help of my fellowship sponsor Beate Binder, I started to meet
      young queer men affiliated with various Berlin universities who helped me get started, although it stayed slow
      going.
    


    
      I met Patrick Wielowiejski after I delivered a lecture on intimacy as a methodology in Beate’s class at Humboldt.
      The lecture outlined the ways intimacies have not only been the objects of my research, but the routes to how I
      got to things, how they started to live in me, and how I write about them. Patrick was clearly brilliant—I can’t
      remember how many languages he speaks—and very cute, and I thought he might make for a great research assistant,
      which would also give me more opportunities to flirt.
    


    
      He got to work right away and started a spreadsheet where we added the names of drag performers. He created a
      Google map too, pinned with all of the venues where drag was performed. The spreadsheet contained 106 names; I
      interviewed twelve. The map marked thirty spots. I went to eight. I mean, it wasn’t nothing, but it didn’t feel
      like staying started either.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        
          A drop in the drag bucket. Screenshot by the author.
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      April 21, 2014


      
        Last night I went to my first drag show in Berlin. It was an amateur drag contest hosted by
        Siegessäule, Berlin’s content-rich gay magazine that lists hundreds of activities, exhibitions, and
        events. It usefully breaks down each day into categories, like culture, bars, clubs, and sex. On an average
        Monday, there are at least three sex parties. That doesn’t include any of the saunas or bars with backrooms
        either.
      


      
        Brunhilde didn’t want to go, and our dancer friend Enrico bailed at the last moment, so I went alone, having
        caffeinated earlier in the evening. I wasn’t going to get to sleep anytime soon no matter what.
      


      
        I left my apartment after ten, still tired but jittery from the coffee. I took the U6 and then a bus. Some
        obviously queer folks got on and asked the bus driver whether he knew where SchwuZ was, the club where the
        event was being hosted. He shook his head. Unexpectedly, a woman in her sixties got up from her seat to tell
        the group that this was the right bus and that it would drop us off a block from the club. Later, I saw her
        working the bathroom. What are the people who keep the bathrooms clean during events called? I’m sure there’s a
        German word for them. I’ll have to ask Patrick.
      


      
        I waited in a queue in a high-ceilinged corridor leading into the club.
      


      
        I entered, checked my coat, and ordered a Moscow Mule, my first of two of my planned two drink limit that
        night. I sipped slowly while I explored and waited for things to get started.
      


      
        The space itself was enormous, an old warehouse with many different rooms, many of them raw and untreated. I
        have never found Berlin to lack for exposed break. It was clear, though, that SchwuZ had been retrofitted into
        a club space. There was an electro room, where one or two people danced awkwardly. The hazy smoking room with a bar, where I tried unsuccessfully to make eye contact with a cutie in
        heels and andro drag. I noticed these shades of Alexander McQueen queens huddling together in a corner of the
        room. What were they doing? Drugs? Or were they just getting ready? Who was that cute twink with those two
        older guys? I kept checking in on them and clocking who went in and out of the bathroom. I hadn’t gotten
        approval from Brunhilde to cruise on my own, but maybe I’d sneak a peek or cop a feel if I got lucky.
      


      
        Then there was the main space, which was itself divided into several areas. A stage framed on two sides by
        modular Lego-like structures with couches and chairs. Another bar.
      


      
        The audience was largely male and, I assumed, gay. Almost everyone was white excepting a few Asians. Chandelier
        Divine Brown, who was to perform later, and I seemed to be the only people of African descent.
      


      
        Most people around me spoke German, though I did hear a group of cute lesbians speaking English. I wanted to
        flirt but felt shy on my own. And though my German is decent, I avoided starting conversations in the language.
      


      
        The DJ looked to be in his early fifties. When I’d arrived, he was playing Michael Jackson’s “Bad.” He played
        other gay greatest hits, like “Lucky Star” by Madonna and Harpo’s “You’re a Movie Star.” After exploring, I’d
        returned to the main room, where I watched him smoothly mix records, still bouncing his head as he carefully
        removed vinyl from one turntable and slid it into its sleeve before replacing it with one another record.
      


      
        I bopped my head to the beat. The show finally began around midnight. The campy hostess played up her need for
        attention, always ready to upstage the other queens or imitate them after they left the stage.
      


      
        I stayed for five of the acts. Only a couple attempted any realness looks. The first performer (who was it? I
        forgot to ask!) lip-synced to a Gaga song, but her dancing was not to gag over. Another performer, a queen I’d
        seen skipping with her friends earlier, displayed a lot of enthusiasm through ironic jazz hands. One performed
        to a German song that I didn’t know, and I couldn’t make out the lyrics. Everything else was in English. There
        was an “I’m Every Woman” fail—the queen did a wig change but couldn’t dance and her lip sync only roughly
        followed the lyrics. The four judges shook their heads. This was what people had described to me as “trash
        drag.” It was so bad, it was almost good. I felt uneasy when one queen, who looked white, did Turkish drag. I
        watched for reactions from Fatma Souad, the only judge who was Turkish, carefully, but she didn’t seem bothered
        in the least. Chandelier stole the show. She was so professional. She emoted all the emotions from “I’m Not
        Going,” the famous song from Dreamgirls.
      


      
        Each of the queens were scored by the judges, and though I didn’t stay until the end, it was hard for me to
        imagine anyone but Chandelier winning. She did, I found out the next day. I left during the intermission as a
        hipster with tatts and a long beard delivered and handed out drinks to the queens on stage.
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        Patrick and I met Patsy and Luxuria at—no surprise—the queer leftist go-to Südblock. People sat outside in the
        afternoon sun, smoking, drinking, and chatting. Those inside glanced out at us and the foot traffic around
        Kottbusser Tor—the large windows that make this people watching possible give Südblock
        the feeling of an aquarium; indeed, Aquarium is the name of their art space just around the corner. In the
        evenings, Südblock hosts everything from lectures and screenings to MYSTI’s Pub Quiz.
      


      
        Patsy is the host of Polymorphia—die TrümmerTuntenNacht (The Destroyed Fairy Night) held at SchwuZ. Polymorphia
        mixes political discussions with performances and, of course, a party.
      


      
        I began, as usual, outlining the project and my interest in the relationship between drag and politics. We made
        small talk in German and English before I turned on the recorder.
      


      
        SHAKA: Thanks for agreeing to this. Just so you know, I don’t have prepared questions. We’ll just chat as long
        as you feel comfortable with, and I figure what comes up comes up. Is that OK?
      


      
        PATSY: Yes, that’s fine.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Sure.
      


      
        SHAKA: Can you tell me about how you got started doing drag?
      


      
        LUXURIA: The first time I did drag—I went to a huge Catholic meeting/“to do”, a gay, lesbian, queer kiss-in
        after the main worship thingy. It was in front of this big church there. Which was actually fun because they
        didn’t ignore it. Because it was this huge event. They sent someone out to tell us we were disturbing the whole
        gathering and that kind of stuff. We’d organized a queer kiss-in in Lower Saxony. We were only twenty people.
        But Rosa von Praunheim was there. And he was guided by one of my flatmates at the time. And they [the
        church-goers] would talk in the camera and a little bit of it showed up in her movie, in, you know her film
        Rosas Höllenfahrt?
      


      
        SHAKA: No, I don’t.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Anyway, that was the first time I used drag in a political way. But I didn’t have a character or
        anything. I had organized queer parties in squatters—not exactly squats but, you know, people that were linked
        to squatters, like autonomeszenen (autonomous scenes). But only when I got to Berlin. In a very short
        time, we started to work together. And after a while, we always we started to organize more. Patsy was always
        on stage, and then I thought I need a name.
      


      
        SHAKA: Where does your drag name come from?
      


      
        LUXURIA: [Laughs] Luxuria is Latin: it’s one of the sins in the Catholic Church: it means “devotion,” and also
        “luxury,” that’s linked, and “lust.” Vollste hingabe (fullest devotion). Yeah, lust and devotion. This
        was linked to this day [the protest] because homosexuality in Catholic is… Luxurum contra natura.
      


      
        SHAKA: Luxury against nature!
      


      
        [We all laugh.]
      


      
        LUXURIA: And I was like, I like that, I like that! And the Rosenberg is on the one hand because of Rosa
        Luxemburg, and then also on the other hand I was Marshall Rosenberg who did the
        non-violent communication thing. And as I’m coming out of a social work background, you know he created a
        special method in social work—Gewaltfreiekommunikation (non-violent communication)—and as a social
        worker and so I decided, so I said Luxuria is the creator of Gewaltbereitekommunikation, communication
        where you’re prepared to use violence.
      


      
        SHAKA: So instead of non-violent, violent-ready communication!
      


      
        LUXURIA: Yes, exactly. Because when media talks about leftist protestors, they say they are
        Gewaltbereit, ready for violence. You were ready even if you didn’t do anything. This is how the name
        came up. On one hand, I use the whole drag thing especially in queer community and queer contexts. It’s about
        turning around all the homophobic views about being too feminine and also about lookism issues because I’m
        always trying to wear skirts to see how fat I actually am and to celebrate that and give the feeling that you
        can celebrate that. And on the other hand, Luxuria is part of my personality that I can express more of myself
        as Luxuria that I can’t express in common social situations. It’s always hard to talk about it as a character,
        but then it is a character because you push specific elements.
      


      
        SHAKA: This is the paradox of a mask right, right? The mask hides you, but it also allows you to express who
        you really are.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Exactly. Yes, exactly.
      


      
        SHAKA: You’ve been in Berlin how long?
      


      
        LUXURIA: I came to Berlin in the summer of 2011.
      


      
        PATRICK: And did you two know each other before?
      


      
        LUXURIA: I heard about her before, but I saw her for the first time in Berlin.
      


      
        SHAKA: [To Patsy] And you’ve been in Berlin for a while?
      


      
        PATSY: I’ve been in Berlin since 2010, about a year before Luxuria. I’ve been Patsy since I was seventeen. The
        name my parents gave me is Patrick, so it’s very easy. When I was younger, I was very into the Gothic scene,
        since I was eleven. Before seventeen, I always thought I needed a name because I always felt more special than
        the rest. [We laugh] I come from a small southern village, so I was really very special for the place. So when
        I was seventeen, I thought I had to have a name. At first, I was Patsy Star. [Laughs] If I talk something
        stupid, you have to tell me, because I’m sick a little [with a cold right now]! But that’s when Patsy came up.
        So it’s not a character like many drag people have on stage and in demonstrations. Of course, everyone is
        different when they’re on the stage. And I’m different when I’m on stage, or when I meet you, or when I meet my
        parents, everyone. And I’m always Patsy. But it means nothing bad about people that separate it, but for me I
        can’t separate it, because when I try to act a role, it doesn’t work because as I’m not a good actor. It has to
        be me, or it doesn’t work.
      


      
        SHAKA: One of the first people I interviewed for this project—his drag name is Chicago Rose, and he said
        something similar. Chica Rose keeps a completely separate personality. Chica isn’t the
        same as Eric. He’s only Chica in drag and he wants to keep it that way.
      


      
        PATSY: For me, it’s also sometimes irritating a friend of us… is dividing the name he—or she—wants to [be]
        call[ed] very clearly. Also keeps it very separate. I usually say “she” when I talk to my gay friends and call
        them girls’ names, the queens’ names. But for him or her it doesn’t work like that. When we are in a working
        context and I say the drag name he, she is irritated, or he in this moment. “I’m not in that now!”
      


      
        LUXURIA: That’s funny because yesterday we went to a burger place and the name for the order, and I said “Till”
        [Luxuria’s birth name] and she [their mutual friend above] was like “Bwahhaha”! And everyone else in the burger
        restaurant they were like “ohhhh, ‘Jill,’ ohhhkaaay …”
      


      
        [They laugh, but I don’t really get it.]
      


      
        SHAKA: Do you think that some people want to keep it separate because in public places they’re afraid of being
        seen as effeminate or too gay? Or… the usual homophobic gaze?
      


      
        PATSY: Yes, the usual, uh, being afraid of getting discriminated against because of this female identity and
        that it’s not in a normal enough way gay. Because gay that is not promiscuous that does no drag is… the typical
        stuff.
      


      
        PATRICK: Do you think of Patsy, or Patsy l’Amour laLove as a feminine or female character?
      


      
        PATSY: Yes, but [speaking of his “real” identity] I’m just a female character.
      


      
        LUXURIA: But you don’t really think of it as a character in this way.
      


      
        PATSY: But I’m a character. A heteroflexible friend of mine told me some weeks ago that—I thought
        about it very much but I didn’t talk about it—I’m a very phallic Tunte. He said I’m a Phallisiche
        Tunte. Because of a photo of mine where I’m standing almost naked with a beer bottle on my belly. And he
        said that I’m very phallic, I don’t know.
      


      
        SHAKA: Not the beer bottle, just you.
      


      
        PATSY: Yeah, just me.
      


      
        SHAKA: In the US black and Latino scenes, you have butch queens, you can talk about butch queen, butch queens
        in pumps. You can talk about people, you know, you can have someone who embodies butch phallic femininity, this
        whole spectrum.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Yeah, and as, as you don’t use it to, like, to separate it that much. It’s just you. A mixture of
        everything. As are just combining very masculine and feminine aspects. And this phallic thing always reminds me
        of when, if you’re very masculine in a sexual aggressive way, for example, you’re also very feminine to me.
        Like, in the way, that if you’re linked to sexual power, you always combine, the separation doesn’t work.
      


      
        SHAKA: This reminds me of how every bottom is a top—
      


      
        LUXURIA: Yes! This sort of thing. And if you, if you’re into that sort of a deep sexual energy, it is a
        masculine feminine mixture. This reminds me of talking to my sister, and my mother once
        said to her that she thinks she’s very androgyne, and my sister was like “What?! I’m not androgyne! I’m like a,
        I am” [lowers voice] “deeply a woman.” And I was like, yeah, that makes you a little androgyne because you’re
        such a powerful being.
      


      
        PATSY: Yeah, that is like this performing thing. I don’t think I am performing more female or male aspects.
        This is also a topic for some queens here. Is it not feminine or not. I think, unconsciously I will do it, but
        I don’t think of it, “Will I put socks on” or “Will I shave my little beard or?”
      


      
        LUXURIA: This is what I meant when I said you’re just being you. I consciously do that. Because I wear
        different clothing. When I wear leather, I walk different than cotton. If I wear a skirt and cowboy boots,
        which I usually combine, it will slip into my way of acting. But it’s not like I’m Luxuria now and I have to be
        very feminine. It’s more like the clothing sort of gets into conversation with my body and attitude.
      


      
        SHAKA: It sounds like a slide or a transition. It’s not like you put on a costume and suddenly become someone
        else. It’s a process.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Yeah, for me I have two separate Facebook profiles. When I use the Till, I’m more careful. Luxuria, I
        can say what I want. For me, Luxuria is a little more punk than I am in my life. It’s this thing that’s being
        very… Also as Till, even as Till, I’m not that diplomatic… person in control. But Luxuria is an aspect of mine
        that I bring out more in drag, I think. Like being slutty or naughty or animal-like.
      


      
        PATSY: [Shadily] Which you are not as Till!
      


      
        LUXURIA: [Laughs hysterically] I don’t have to wear a dress for that!
      


      
        SHAKA: Maybe you’re only one kind of animal as Till. And many as Luxuria.
      


      
        LUXURIA: I think I am many animals. If people think about identity and drag… for example, yesterday I had a
        long conversation with my grandmother who’s eighty-three, and she wanted to know about drag and trans and
        transgender and Transe [historically, colloquially “tranny” or drag queen, but see below] and what’s
        all the difference. And if people-perform-women-do-they-want-to-be-women kind of questions. And I was giving
        her this whole lecture about drag queens and Tunte… wait, what was my point? [Pauses] So if you think about
        identity, I see myself probably more like a tree with roots and all these different angles and Luxuria is one
        of them. And it’s all part of this Till tree. So it’s not separate or a separate or a total character, it’s
        just one aspect. Or not even one. Even Luxuria has many aspects in Luxuria.
      


      
        SHAKA: So you gave your grandmother a little lesson in gender theory?
      


      
        LUXURIA: Yeah, she asked about it. You know because I worked for the AIDS Hilfe [an HIV/AIDS services
        organization]. She wouldn’t ask me about my sex life, but she would ask me, “As a professional, what do you
        think about …”? That was funny. That was interesting because I once showed her photos of party I did in Lower
        Saxony where I also was in drag and stuff. And she said a couple of things but one of them really stuck in my
        mind: “It’s so interesting how early childhood experiences formed you.” And I thought, oh
        my God what’s coming here? And then she was talking about herself and her growing up in the Nazi Germany and
        her filled up with propaganda about [inaudible] elements like gay people, and [again paraphrasing] “I only
        slowly recognized talking with you and interacting with you that I still have this Nazi shit in my mind.” And
        you know she had a hard time because her father was Jewish and so she wasn’t a proper Nazi but …
      


      
        SHAKA: Maybe that made her want to be one even more.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Maybe. [She clearly doesn’t agree] But it was important that she could say this to me as a trusting
        person who would be linked with all these ideas of being criminal, asocial, and it also reminded me why I was
        doing drag. Because if I hadn’t had those pictures, it wouldn’t come up. Because everything would have seemed
        still so normal, that she wouldn’t have thought that much about it, I guess.
      


      
        SHAKA: I have a question. So you said there was a difference between a drag queen and a Tunte. How would you
        guys describe that difference?
      


      
        [They momentarily debate who will speak.]
      


      
        PATSY: For me it’s… in 2011, I met Baby Jane [who] was a very trash Tunte in the 1970s and in the gay movement
        and within the movement of the last fraction, last section, of the movement. And, um, she told me that there
        are, already were drag queens or Tunten in the gay subculture, but when she went there, she just, she just wore
        a towel as a wig and just did the [inaudible] from the construction things and some Christmas things on the
        ears and sweating and a beard and very drunk and went to the subculture very often with this. And she had this
        car that looked like this [like the Tunte, trashy]. And she said that there her experience was that of course
        the gays in the subculture were very irritated and somehow aggressive. But the people who were most
        aggressive—and this is her story—were the typical drag queens that were very, very aggressive.
      


      
        SHAKA: You mean the glamour queens?
      


      
        PATSY: Yes. His story tells me something about how it is today because today it’s more, more diverse. There are
        Tunten who are very different. There are Tunten who are only doing it for Christopher Street Day or for a party
        or they do it for everywhere or for political stuff. And there are the Transen which are more into party and
        some are more political. And… I don’t come to a point because I think you have to meet the person. There is
        this tradition [that is] also separate and it is also a little lie when I tell everyone it is so diverse
        because there is a wish by many, many people to separate it. It’s not a wish that I have, but it’s a wish I can
        relate to, of course. But there’s a wish to separate who’s a Transe, who’s a Tunte, and in this sense it would
        be very easy to define that a Tunte is political and does demonstrations and political events, and a drag queen
        does parties and wants to copy femininity and a Travesti is a more mainstream drag queen for a heterosexual
        audience. And a Transe is someone who does DJ-ing in dresses. But I don’t think this is the reality.
      


      
        SHAKA: I think this is very similar to what Kay P. Rinha told me. I tried to get him, I
        asked him if you were going to describe the different scenes how would you mark them out? And for him it’s
        interesting because he’s gone from drag kinging to doing drag queen stuff. There were the drag queens, the
        glamour queens… and for him too, he’s in this kind of borderland.
      


      
        PATSY: And yes, there is some kind of reality, like when I started to do this Polymorphia in SchwuZ, for
        example. I just heard now that this was the first reaction, “Oh, now these ugly Tunten are coming to us. Now
        these ugly people are coming.” So there is this thing about being ugly, about being not glamourous and this was
        the first reaction coming out of the team.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Yeah because it’s not so much about being [a] beauty or feminine, so I think what was a big… when I
        was thinking about it and you asked the Tunten from the 1970s about being on stage, they were like “On stage?
        We never got on stage. This is something for drag queens!” So for them it was clear that they would do it at
        demonstrations or to [inaudible] to the society and go like “you’re a homophobic prick” in your face. But I
        think that the separations don’t really work so good because everyone has their own story of that, but there is
        this separation feeling or this need to be a political person or doing it for a show or whatever. And if I’m
        honest now, I also do the separation. When I see someone who is in drag and I talk to them, I go “ohhkaaay.” Or
        when we talk about people, I really, really try to be respectful, but there is also that “why do you always
        have to bitch around? Why can’t you share the moment in the backstage?” Because when you go on stage you get
        this appreciation and you’re invulnerable when you go to some say… a mainstream drag contest and backstage you
        have this bitching, which means for me that they are dealing with their own fear of being attacked when on
        stage. Because it is so much better for yourself if you share something backstage because if you tell someone,
        they will do it [the performance] right, then you can tell yourself you can do it right. At some point I get
        angry because there is separation again because with these mainstream drag queens—why can’t they just be
        respectful to each other? Which is such a small deal not to do this bitching around. It’s a small deal if you
        have that on your mind and this is something that comes out of their emotional affects I guess, and this is
        also to do with the feeling of separation. Because I’m doing this as a political thing, as a feminist, so I say
        dammit, I do this whole drag thing because it is just joy, I just love it and I want to bring that joy and
        celebration and celebrate yourself into your community. And I can’t stand when you just turn it around. And I
        understand the being uncomfortable and so being bitchy because you’re nervous, but I’m like Jesus, this is not
        why we do that.
      


      
        SHAKA: This is also part of the culture of drag queens, right? There’s competitiveness, there’s bitchiness,
        there are all of these tensions about looks, about age, about weight all of the time.
      


      
        LUXURIA: Right.
      


      
        PATSY: And I think that for this I must sometimes feel nostalgic for the 1970s, which I didn’t experience but I
        would say that the Tunten in those days weren’t so much like this.
      


      
        SHAKA: So, bitchy?
      


      
        PATSY: Yes, but of course they were in some ways dogmatic because there were Tunten evenings where they would
        say who is a Tunte and who can come in and—
      


      
        SHAKA: So there were still hierarchies and exclusions?
      


      
        PATSY: Yes.
      


      
        SHAKA: I think that… I was just reading this book about drag [Mother Camp], one of the very few
        ethnographies of drag, and it was written in the 1960s. And she [Esther Newton] writes about how competitive
        the queens are, how they would rank… there would be the people who performed on stage, then those who sang live
        and those who did lipsynching, then there were the street queens, you know, the sissies and fags who would
        hustle, who were like on the bottom, so there was always this fighting. It makes me think of these questions
        from radical feminists in the 1970s and 1980s who were like, “Can drag be feminist?” And it sounds like from
        your perspective, of course, drag can be feminist—you can bring a kind of affective politics that can be really
        good. There’s also this thing with drag queens that they don’t have to be nice. We do also live in a culture
        that demands we be positive. Certainly, on an interpersonal level I can understand why you would want to be
        around someone who wasn’t an evil bitch.
      


      
        PATSY: Yes, but there’s that aspect for example of not being willing to work, to be in the middle of the party,
        wanting to be narcissistic and want to lie and talk [too] much. These are things that can happen without being
        mean to the person. Because Lux and me we also do bitching somehow, but it’s just on another level for me.
        There’s the question of what other people think, but—
      


      
        LUXURIA: —Yeah. But did you still want to—
      


      
        PATSY: —Yeah I wanted to talk about something else. There is something that for me is very central to my being
        Tunte, it’s the connection to things like shame or anger which is also in this bitching, I think, which is in
        the way how we act with each other on a basic level because we are gay. The way we act on GayRomeo [a widely
        used gay dating platform] or we act in darkrooms or we act in the scene or we act in ourselves. And for me,
        this Tunte side or doing drag is, um, is somehow empowering going out, and it somehow always shows the shame
        that is sitting inside this gay identity. And this sounds very theoretical, but it’s very real because for me
        when I’m wearing a dress I feel very powerful. Which is also because I have a big, a huge problem with this,
        uh, beauty standards of the gay scene. And this takes you out of it. You know, when you wear a dress—there’s
        this speech [expression] in German that if you’re a drag then no one will go to bed with
        you. So this is a common phrase. And it is real in the gay scene, and it helps somehow to go out of this
        pressure of being beautiful and being sexy and so on—
      


      
        SHAKA: —As a gay man?
      


      
        PATSY: —Yes, but when you wear this dress there is also… you catapult yourself out of it, it is still there.
        You want still to be beautiful, but you’re wearing this dress which is freeing but on the other hand
        gleichzeitig, it is the same time, there is a negative and positive effect. It’s something very
        important for me and it’s a part of this bitching around with drag queens.
      


      
        SHAKA: You’re a social worker [to Luxuria] and you’re in grad school [to Patsy] so you both have academic
        backgrounds. It seems like you’re bringing a lot of gender theory to what you’re doing. I’m wondering what
        you’re thinking about shame because you have these theorists who are saying that shame might not be something
        to undo or escape but something to grapple with rather than try to erase it.
      


      
        PATSY: This is something I’m thinking about a lot at the moment. There’s another point opened that’s more
        focused that as activist and also as a researcher in this gay or queer thing, you very often, or I very often,
        make this anger and shame into something empowering when I’m going out. And at the moment I’m thinking a lot of
        the keeping on the wounds that are made every day, that I experience everyday by this society when I go out and
        you know people telling bad things like “fag.” And not forgetting about it but keeping it like a moment in this
        pain. And using that when I sing or am on stage.
      


      
        SHAKA: I don’t know if you know about the Jack Halberstam book The Queer Art of Failure. It’s a pretty interesting book. He has this chapter called
        “Shadow Feminisms,” where he looks especially at postcolonial and women of color feminisms and rather than try
        to read them for all of the, uh, good politics she reads them against the grain and focuses on these
        experiences of shame and abjection. But when I’ve seen you perform as Patsy, you don’t seem to have that… some
        drag queens will talk about love or sex in very critical ways. From what—I’ve only seen you on stage once and
        then what you sent me. I don’t think you’ve ever deployed that shame on stage.
      


      
        PATSY: That might also be a role on stage. I really emphasize love and loving yourself. This song from the
        1970s They Stole me a Feeling [?]. I also did a song on my birthday that was about shame. I don’t know
        what else to answer.
      


      
        LUXURIA: But that’s the thing. In your stage performance you focus on that self-love and love thing which is
        also that reaction to being vulnerable, being heard, but already transform it, turning it around. I think this
        is also part of the motivation for me doing drag. On one hand, that… I’m still a little angry a lot of the time
        because we are members of a minority that are being hurt in horrible ways in daily life. Not like there’s a
        just an incident, but we won’t take the hands of our lovers or open a hospital door or
        kiss your partner back. We are always aware. And to have that experience on the one hand, then being in a
        community and not celebrating that but having all these things in our psychology and turning it aggressively
        around against each other, this is something that deeply, I understand that—as a social worker, I understand
        that, but it makes me horribly angry at the same time. And this drag thing picks up a lot of these issues, the
        being beautiful issue. For me, it works completely different than how Patsy described it because I’m a
        different person. I have a different feeling about my body, I, I get fucked in dresses. I’m in drag, and I’ll
        wear it to bed at least once in a while and people will flirt with me. And so it’s different. But I pick up on
        all of these ideas—they’re not ideas, they’re feelings of, for example, being fat or being too old or whatever.
        It’s not that I sit there and think, “How can I get people to love themselves with a big belly?” It’s just
        doing it in a straightforward way and as you were talking about all those issues, that is what annoys me so
        much that people in Germany use the word “queer” so much these days because the history of the word queer
        doesn’t exist in Germany. And it’s fun and party and hip and Schwul and Lesbian and Transe and whatever, they
        actually, they smell, you can feel the wounds—I can at least—feel the history of battle of this political
        battle and it’s still vulnerable, it’s still a word people use to blame other people with. For me it’s
        important to make this, that we feel that, that we now have this queer bubble that is so colorful, funny and
        fuzzy and fluffy. Like we said, it’s actually cool to have a community where you can actually chill, but you
        actually you can’t. Um, yeah, it’s uh, I don’t know …
      


      
        PATSY: I want to say something about a performance again. Because there are more times like this, not in a bad
        way, when the shame issue is not inside it. Like when I sing this song Patsy l’Amour laLove it means love
        yourself tonight, it screams vulnerability. Out of this vulnerability, why should you scream out “love yourself
        tonight”! That’s a good effect that people have this love, but for me it’s great that people have this love,
        but it also screams vulnerability.
      


      
        LUXURIA: And [the] thing is because you dig that pain out, it’s so powerful, and transforms this idea of
        love—it is so powerful that people will rely on it. You take the shit out! You have a lot of shit, you can put
        beautiful flowers on it. It’s a perfect soil for beautiful flowers.
      


      
        SHAKA: This is almost a theatrical performance of, like, it’s catharsis or cathexis providing something that
        isn’t just an entertainment for an audience but some experience of transformation.
      


      
        LUXURIA: But this is also something we do walking through this scene with drag, interacting with people. It’s
        this idea that you can do this drag and express your feelings and be nice. Not in a polite way but in a loving
        way.
      


      
        SHAKA: The drag scenes in the States don’t have this same history. Like the Tunten
        scenes, you don’t have that political history. You have Stonewall but for a long time the history of the gay
        movement has been of white men. You wouldn’t go to a gay bar in the States and expect to see a “political
        performance.” The number of political drag queens is like this big.1 We don’t have the same history of drag and politics coming together.
      


      
        PATSY: We also have many dadaistic aspects of performing or just being that people sometimes just can’t
        understand.
      


      
        LUXURIA: It depends on my feelings for the day. Sometimes I care more about how I feel. It’s also depending on
        who I might meet there, what the reaction might be. I had a horrible pressure where I grew up because of the
        absence of queer feminist ideas. They had to do it themselves. Either I do that, or I’d be dead.
      


      
        PATSY: I was doing drag before I knew it. In Göttingen it was a very left town, but the left scene was very
        heterosexual. Sex with me was only political. This led to founding a group, “Radical Homos” because there was a
        long-term problem with the police. Überwacht (monitored). In this context, I started to dress up. I
        always was very faggy. I don’t do drag for political reasons, but I do. But I also connect it. There are
        effects of being in drag that might be political. Heteros want to hit me, and queers feel uncomfortable.
      

    


    
      
        Note
      


      
        1    This generalization obviously no longer holds true.
        Political queens and kings and benders now abound.
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        “I’m a victim of my own empire,” Warbear complained. I laughed and told him he needed a colonial administrator,
        then, someone to manage his different assets. Or maybe just an intern.
      


      
        Warbear isn’t a drag queen. He’s a party promoter and DJ who seems to know everyone in Berlin nightlife, where
        he has long been a fixture. At the same time, he’s also a graduate student in Italy studying geographies of
        sexuality, though he’s strangely housed in an engineering program. One of his main parties is Gegen, “against”
        in German. It’s popular among cultural connoisseurs, locals, immigrants, and visitors alike.
      


      
        We met on Kottbusser Damm, one station south of Kottbusser Tor and Südblock. He was waiting outside his
        building. He’s an imposing figure—well over six feet tall with a striking black beard. Earlier, I’d been
        worried he’d cancel after writing me on Messenger that he wasn’t feeling very fit. I told him we could
        reschedule, but when he didn’t reply, I headed out for the UBahn; I would be late if I didn’t leave then and
        since my phone didn’t have a German SIM card, it would be useless as soon as I left the apartment. I’d take the
        risk.
      


      
        He’d shown up though. And he wasn’t physically sick. It was existential. He felt down, tired from partying so
        hard and having to compartmentalize the different parts of his life. He told me that he wanted to live more of
        his life in the day, to sleep at night and not stay awake for days at a time. In his other life, he was doing
        pioneering work in the Italian academy, where queer studies had not yet made an impact. He described his
        research. He was working on a project about space and sexuality, nightlife, sex, and gentrification. He used
        Grindr and similar geolocative apps to map the sexual landscapes in Berlin to something about how gay sexual
        cultures were reflected in the changing social and economic context of the city. He laid
        out his precise research questions, but I can’t remember them all.
      


      
        The day had turned unexpectedly chilly, but I insisted on walking to a small, authentic Italian place we’d
        eaten at before with Katrien Jacobs, an academic and mutual friend based in Hong Kong, who’d first introduced
        me to Warbear. “Again?” he asked. “Haha, sure, let’s do it.”
      


      
        It took us fifteen minutes, and I tried to remember the route.
      


      
        Along the way, I sang the praises of Italy. Brunhilde and I had just returned from two weeks in Bogliasco,
        where he’d had a residency. We were housed in a villa that we shared with just one other person. Breakfast
        would be laid out for us, lunches too, and dinners were served, actually served to us, by a staff member.
        Aperitifs and cocktails began promptly at 7pm.
      


      
        Then back to Berlin’s gray skies. “It’s taken me some time to get used to being back,” I said. “I mean, there’s
        just no comparison. There are no curves here. Everything is so square. It was like there were no straight lines
        in Italy.”
      


      
        He said something incredibly brilliant about the architectonics of space, which I took to mean that the
        architecture is very pretty in Italy and has a positive psychic impact on him. As happened often throughout the
        night, I couldn’t follow his intellect.
      


      
        He’s well known at the pizzeria, so the staff greeted him in Italian. The pizza had been excellent before, but
        this time I had pasta with pesto. We toasted, drank, and settled in.
      


      
        Although we’d met to talk about my research and for me to learn more about the Berlin club scene, I ended up
        giving advice. I love doing it but had recently become more careful about offering it unsolicited after a fight
        with Brunhilde in Italy when he told me he felt micro-managed, that if he wanted my advice, he’d ask for it.
        I’d been quieter since.
      


      
        Here was a chance, though! Life lessons!
      


      
        “You can’t keep burning the candle at both ends. And you’re not the victim of your own success. You’re making
        choices. You’re the engineer of your own victimization,” I told him sagely.
      


      
        Laughing, he agreed readily enough. Then I offered my own experiences as a model. Though today I cringe
        thinking about it, because the version of my own life was sanitized of some of its messiness and inflated in
        terms of my degree of… being “evolved?” “Woke?” Holier-than-thou, I told him how AA had really helped me learn
        about myself, and how addiction was a way for me to manage all kinds of things—it was cure and curse at once.
        Finally, though, I’d gotten tired of my own drama and committed myself to the steps. I wasn’t sober anymore, I
        told him, but those years of sobriety helped me learn to better manage my appetites. Ritualized consistency,
        mindfulness, and getting enough sleep, I patiently explained.
      


      
        “If you take a break from partying, you can figure out what your baseline is,” I suggested.
      


      
        He pushed back. Doing these drugs makes him feel “powerful and expansive.”
      


      
        “Well, of course they do,” I countered. “That’s what they do.”
      


      
        He treats drugs as contextual enhancers. Speed for graduate seminars: “I can deal with many different levels of
        logic. I feel very powerful and I can grasp the organization of big systems. Ecstasy is for clubs, of course.
        Cocaine doesn’t really do anything for me. But when I DJ I need something in order to be with an audience and
        to stay with them for ten, twelve hours.”
      


      
        He doesn’t think of pot as a drug, but he also doesn’t smoke often anymore because it makes him paranoid. “Even
        staying home and watching TV, I would be paranoid.” Meth, he says is great, “but it lasts for days. It’s too
        long.” I’ve never had an interest in meth. I need downers, not uppers.
      


      
        He sighed, looking tired. He loves-hates drugs and has been thinking of getting off them.
      


      
        We shifted back to his work, which I enjoyed hearing about, even though I couldn’t always keep up. (As was
        often the case, I reconstructed these notes largely from my memory, prompted by and filled in with quickly
        jotted scribbles or notes on my phone.)
      


      
        He had a long list of ongoing projects: a fictionalized, quasi-autobiographical book about himself in the
        Berlin club scene that he’s nearly finished editing. He has to write an introduction to his thesis by sometime
        in June. He organizes seminars as part of his graduate school requirements in Italy (how does that work
        exactly?). He’s got his fingers in a lot of other pies too. And he continues to organize parties and do DJ
        gigs. He’s done stuff everywhere, including, it seems, in Jerusalem. I need to ask him more about that.
      


      
        “Are we talking big money?” I asked, interested in how essential all of this working really was, or whether
        he’s just into shaping people’s social experiences.
      


      
        “Yes and no. It’s enough to live on and I can be comfortable here.” For a party like Gegen, it sounds like he
        can get anywhere from 2,500–3,000 Euros, enough to live on for several months if you’re frugal. For Berlin,
        that’s a lot, especially if he has other income.
      


      
        “But I only want to organize a few of the parties anymore.” Gegen, and what else?
      


      
        “I have to make my living. And the parties they do that. I’m very much in demand. Everyone wants me.”
      


      
        At the pizzeria, I also talked with him about the RuPaul controversy about the use of the word “she-male.”
        RuPaul’s show had famously used the term to introduce RuPaul’s video announcement of the challenges for
        contestants. In a nod to the AOL notification, “you’ve got mail”: “you’ve got she-mail.” RuPaul was pushing
        back against demands of trans and other activists to remove the term.
      


      
        Warbear was over the debate though and said people can be really crazy about PC bullshit, even when things
        might be justified. I tried to be pithy and clever. We agreed that policing other people and telling them what
        to do isn’t progressive at all. That’s fascist desire. I laughed, enjoying the warmth from the wood-fired stove
        and the fruity, not-too-sweet wine.
      


      
        We also talked about bodily transformations. He’d gotten interested in “gainers,” people
        who change their diets and their bodies to become bears or bearish. Though it goes the other way too. He told
        me about a bear couple that broke up because one of them didn’t want to be a bear anymore.
      


      
        “He had a stomach-shrinking surgery and then turned himself into a more mainstream gay.” He’d disappeared from
        the gay spaces he used to frequent. “He became invisible,” Warbear said.
      


      
        After dinner, Warbear wanted to smoke shisha. I agreed, even though it was edging on my bed time. We passed
        several bars before stopping at one he knew, an Egyptian one dedicated to a famous singer I didn’t know. I’d
        quit smoking years before, but I still had fun puffing on the pipe and letting the apple flavored smoke settle
        in my mouth.
      


      
        The existential convos continued. Now, it was romance. I asked him about a Facebook post I’d seen on his wall a
        few weeks ago: “I’m looking for someone like me—who’s smart and who can take drugs and go to a party or stay
        home and cuddle.”
      


      
        I ribbed him. Why someone just like him—smart, talented, charismatic bear? (He liked being called smart and
        talented and I liked telling him.) Other people aren’t there for his enlightenment, or to save him.
      


      
        He looked back. “I prefer the word ‘transform.’”
      


      
        He feels stuck somehow, repressed, and wants somebody to “break through,” to reignite his capacity to love.
      


      
        Once again, I offered my own experience, telling him that he might want to find someone to guide his entry into
        spirituality, which he said he was fascinated about, especially wanting to learn more about meditation. I told
        him that if he was thinking about it, he should try it, but that he should find a teacher because they really
        help.
      


      
        “But I don’t know if I can sit still or not get bored,” he replied.
      


      
        I shrugged. I have a teacher, I told him, though I didn’t tell him how ambivalent I’d become about that
        relationship. I struggle with the desire to be led, too.
      


      
        “I have to tell you, I wouldn’t be in a relationship with you.”
      


      
        Even though I am so not his type, he was surprised.
      


      
        “Why?” He asked laughing at my nervy directness.
      


      
        “Well, this world—of parties and planning and being super busy—that’s your life, that’s the life you’ve chosen,
        and it wouldn’t look to me like you’ve got room for a person or a relationship.”
      


      
        “But I do,” he protested. “I can make room.”
      


      
        He calls it “solitude,” although it’s clear that he feels lonely. Solitude is being able to be alone and like
        yourself, even learn to love yourself. Loneliness is something else. And it seems accentuated by the fact that
        he’s so in demand to curate sociabilities for others. All these people and he’s still alone.
      


      
        He continued about his frustrated desire for romance. He thinks it’s the city. He agreed
        with my view that many Germans appear refreshingly direct about sex and less hung up than most people about
        bodies and different types. He’s the picky one who’s just not into the guys here. “Maybe they’re missing
        something.” But then in Rome, where he splits his time, there are the cultural differences.
      


      
        “There’s not as much of a queer scene, or it’s different. I have to be in Germany for the work and the club
        scene, but I want to be in Italy more. There are no guys for me anywhere!”
      


      
        “What a drama queen!” I told him, touching his hand to soften the blow.
      


      
        “I go online now, and I get so bored. I’m not into these guys at all. I read what they write, and I just get
        disgusted and turned off and I close the computer. Except sometimes when I’m on drugs.” What happens then?
        “Things fall into place, they make sense.”
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          Political coercion sexed up as the freedom to choose.
        

      
    


    
      In the video, the dominatrix leads her two slaves to the polls during the 2013 Israeli parliamentary elections.
      The heels of her thigh-high boots make her appear much taller than she is. Some people gawk, others turn away
      with practiced disinterest. Outside a polling station in Be’er Sheva, she whips one of the slaves. A rabbi encourages her, “Yes, whip him, but not so hard. I can see, you’re such a beautiful woman. Be
      kind.” The project is called Democracy in Israel.
    


    
      Nearly a year later and several thousand kilometers away in Germany, she performs live sex acts at a conference
      about feminism and sexual labor. She responds to her Israeli clients’ online demands via chat, translated in real
      time for a witnessing audience from Hebrew to English. Seductively gyrating her lower body for the camera, she’s
      free to slurp pasta and wine off-screen.
    


    
      In addition to the political dominatrix and the feminist sex worker, Liad’s other personas have included an Arab
      woman who stripteases out of her hijab, and Sharika, a play on “shariqa”/ “sharq,” the Hebrew word for “east.”
      Sharika is the Colombian pop star Shakira’s more politicized non-Western double.
    


    
      Meeting her for the first time at Edelweiss, a café housed in the blunt architecture of a former West Berlin
      train station, I was struck by how she seemed so small, yet took up so much space. She arrived a little late,
      dressed nearly entirely in black. Framing a pale face and held up with a silk flower, her hair was a shocking
      red, a welcome source of color on a gloomy spring day and an echo of the graffiti that covers the north face of
      the building. She was femme and girly, sitting with her feet tucked under her, but in an extravagantly
      performative way: armored in layers of jewelry, bangles clanked whenever she moved her arms, glitter sparkled on
      her cheeks, her legs folded beneath, elevated her, made her seem queenly. Her luminously hazel eyes, curious and
      wary, settled on mine. The same mixture of vulnerability and bravado infuses her work.
    


    
      Like MYSTI, she likes to push audiences, with her body and performances, as well as her (especially for Israel)
      out-there politics. But it’s not all out there either, maybe just unexpected. When I asked her where the
      “Hussein” in her name came from, thinking she might have some Arab roots despite her pale skin and European
      appearance, she replied,
    


    
      It’s quite banal. When conservatives and Fox News were making such a big deal about Obama’s middle name, I joined
      a Facebook campaign. The idea was to show that anyone could be president and that it’s time that the US would
      also have a Muslim president.
    


    
      Of course, she was disgusted with Obama’s centrism and warmongering, but the name stuck. It seemed natural, so
      when she hosted parties in Israel, she was known as DJ Jihad.
    


    
      Since the early 2000s, Liad’s work has thoroughly confounded the lines between art and activism. Drawing
      extensively on drag styles and idioms, she expresses her creative and political work through characters that
      reflect her history and personality, even as they function as ciphers that amplify or distort the fantasies and
      anxieties of audiences. She’s a filthy anarchist whore to some, feminist liberationist to others. This is drag as
      politics, art as punk rock provocation.
    


    
      Describing herself as an “eternal migrant,” her personal displacements—between Israel, the US, and Germany—echo
      other creative, political, and psychic ones. She displaces drag as entertainment, she
      displaces settled ideas about politics and the political present as they are, she displaces ideas about sex and
      sex work. Displacement can be uncanny, a haunting sense of not being anywhere properly, or of having one set of
      experiences overflow as others take their place, sometimes violently, as when her partner, the theorist Tim
      Stüttgen, took his own life, turning hers inside out for a long time.
    


    
      She pushes drag away from the glamour, spectacle, and campy fun of RuPaul's Drag Race toward more
      radical ends. Südblock hosted overflow crowds for weekly screenings of the reality TV show. For me and many
      others, its pleasures come from seeing the creativity the queens put into their looks, the ferocity with which
      they compete, and RuPaul’s earnest message of self-love and acceptance. (MYSTI claimed to have seen hardly any
      episodes, critical of the money involved—“they must spend so much money on makeup!”) But politics are almost
      nowhere to be found, taking a back seat to wordplay, cat fights, and the drive to be crowned “America’s Next Drag
      Superstar.”1 Liad remained a fan of the show, and while she was
      still in Israel, she co-curated a monthly queer event where they screened the show “with brilliant Hebrew
      subtitles—no joke, it was the most brilliant translation into Hebrew I’ve ever seen. My going-away party from
      Israel/Palestine was called ‘Liad's Drag Race.’”
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        
          Liad's Drag Race. Flyer by unknown creator.
        

      
    


    
      While many of Liad’s characters and looks are likewise fabulous, in contrast to some of
      Berlin’s queens for whom less-is-more or just less, Liad’s drag is more likely to make people squirm. There’s the
      first, obvious transgression of slowly changing drag norms: she’s a cisgender woman. After my lecture at ICI, the
      artist and famous drag king Diane Torr came up to speak with me. She aggressively insisted that what Liad does
      isn’t drag at all.
    


    
      “So drag is only gender impersonation?” I asked her.
    


    
      “Yes.”
    


    
      “But what about all of the ways she draws on drag idioms? The hyper-femininity, the lip-syncing, the wigs?”
    


    
      Torr was not having it, though, clearly dissatisfied with my responses.
    


    
      For me, Liad is firmly ensconced in the extravagant modes of queer performativity symbolized by drag—though not
      only either. Partly as a result of our collaboration, she has increasingly embraced drag aesthetics. On and off
      stage, she struts her stuff, she carries. Up front, in your face, Divine comes to mind, as does New York’s
      scratchy-voiced and foul-mouthed Lady Bunny. Liad is their progeny and she’s Carolee Schneemann’s, too. Liad’s
      Piece of Me resonates with Schneemann’s famous Meat Joy. In the work, Liad lip-synched to
      Britney Spears’ song of the same name, while stripping out of a hijab to reveal a map of Israel/Palestine
      dividing her body. A piece of meat rubbed over her nude form created an aural pun—piece of me/piece of meat—while
      her specifically female body made another point: the conflict’s impacts on women, especially Palestinian women,
      whose bodies, and those of their children, brothers, husbands and fathers, are all-too-often reduced to meat. In
      War is Good, another hijab lip synch striptease, she pulled an Israeli flag from her vagina, a staple of
      her work from this period.
    


    
      Liad’s drag is in keeping with Vaginal Davis’ “terrorist drag”2;
      she wields drag, her body, and politics like weapons. Her hijab stripteases are cultural and ethnic masquerades
      that explosively conjure the threatening Muslim Other, as well as resistance fighters like Leila Khaled.
    


    
      In the fall of 2014, while eating gelato at an outdoor café, she asked me, “Do you think people will be really
      upset?” She wanted to follow up her earlier hijab stripteases in a new Berlin-based project in which she planned
      to wear a hijab for a month.
    


    
      “Uh,” I hedged. “Of course, some people might get upset, but isn’t that the point?” I thought, with her hair
      under wraps, she’d easily pass in Neukölln, where nearly twenty percent of the population was Muslim or from the
      Middle East. Though it wasn’t these folks she was hoping to confront. Rather, she was seeking to target and
      trouble her friends and broader left publics who she knew would be triggered by the aura of cultural
      appropriation. She didn’t do the project, and now I’m not sure she was every entirely serious about it. Maybe she
      was challenging me as one of those leftist friends a little too anxious about the politics of appropriation. I
      wondered what her Lebanese then-boyfriend had said about it. Like any good drag queen, she
      knows how to throw shade with a look that asks, “Are you for real?” or “You’re not really taking this shit
      seriously, are you?”
    


    
      Like Vaginal Davis, Liad’s art and politics are rooted in feminism, queerness, and post- and decolonial
      perspectives. This is a transversal feminism, what Paul Preciado dubbed “transfeminism.” And while Liad is not to
      my knowledge a “testo junkie,” hepping herself up on micro doses of testosterone as Preciado did while writing
      his book of the same name, her feminism is a feminism “that is a thinking of and a political experimenting with
      multiplicity.”3 Geographically displaced from Israel/Palestine as a
      child, she returned and became an activist on two, seemingly disconnected, fronts: anti-occupation and sex work.
      Her performances index other displacements, of bodies, identities, technologies. She becomes Arab in her hijab
      stripteases. In Piece of Me she displaces Britney’s celebrity paranoia in favor of visceral
      confrontation, she fuses her body with technology in cam sex work and the art she makes about it. This is a queer
      feminism of becomings.
    


    
      Liad returned to Israel in 2000. Her parents had left in the 1990s for what Liad said were “political reasons,”
      especially Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination; they were sickened and frightened by the hard rightward shift in
      Israeli political culture. I’m certain she made an impression upon her arrival. She’d spent the previous years
      coming of age in Seattle, where as an adolescent girl she most resembled a Tim Burton character. She traveled
      under a winged umbrella with floor length silver ribbons, her pale face encrusted with glitter; she brandished
      nails for jewelry and necklace was made of Prozac. She had stalked Courtney Love, until Love one day shouted her
      off.
    


    
      Liad threw herself into the edgy cultural and political scenes fomenting in the Tel Aviv bubble. Anarchist
      organizing, feminism, and queer radicalism converged with partying and artmaking. She was active as a performer
      and organizer in Tel Aviv’s first queer party series, Queerhana. She also worked collaboratively with musicians,
      poets, and other artists. She was a co-founder of Anarchists Against the Wall. Although their actions have waned,
      members and former members continue to work with Palestinians, most famously at Bil’in and Ni’lin, to protest and
      slow the ongoing construction of the Apartheid Wall. When completed, it will stretch for more than 430 miles,
      expansive, but still paltry compared to Donald Trump’s proposals to expand the barrier separating the US and
      Mexico, a project Israeli companies have a hand in. In 2012, I toured the wall from inside Bethlehem, overwhelmed
      by the brutalist architecture, the looming 30-foot high walls and watchtowers. I also felt inspired by the
      messages of resistance and hope graffitied on its surface, including a series of now iconic images by English
      artist Banksy. Similar messages were once scrawled across the Berlin Wall and continue to appear across the city.
      Most of the Berlin Wall was collected, sold, or gifted away. In 1996, Microsoft’s Bill Gates received a
      three-and-a-half-ton portion as a gift from Daimler Benz, a sign of the company’s interest and commitment to
      technology.4 I wonder if one day the wall near Bethlehem will be
      packaged and sold off too.
    


    
      Liad’s performances from her time in Israel evoke the work of 1970s feminist performance
      artists like Schneemann, Yoko Ono, or Marina Abromovicz and the visceral collisions among and between bodies,
      pleasures, and discourses they generated in their work. These were not polished artifacts meant for display but,
      like much of Berlin’s graffiti, angry, fun, and necessary collective public interventions. In Saluting the
      National Erection, Liad and her collaborators constructed a tank as squirting cock as an alter-commemoration
      of the forty-year anniversary of the occupation of the West Bank and as a critique of the gendered and sexualized
      discourses of militarism, especially the “glorified testosterone-filled militarized ‘winner’s discourse’ of the
      occupation and macho male-oriented society led by war.” Liad and others managed to parade it through the streets
      of Tel Aviv a few times before the cops confiscated and dismembered it.
    


    
      Democracy in Israel and Watch Me Work are conceptually more mature, but they still share a
      carnivalesque attitude toward politics and the body. They are also concerned with questions of choice and agency,
      with embodiment and sexuality, and the pleasures and violences of witnessing.
    


    
      Democracy in Israel was staged in Tel Aviv and Be’er Sheva during the fall 2013 election season. As in
      so much of her work, she used her body and the force of female sexuality it represents to tackle the oft-repeated
      mantra of Israeli exceptionalism: “Israel is the only democracy in the Middle East.” The mantra is fundamentally
      a comparative one: Israel is democratic compared to its autocratic Arab or Muslim neighbors. It seeks to obscure
      or minimize the extreme rightward shift in Israeli politics, which includes many anti-democratic trends, like
      laws penalizing not just boycotts but calls for them, restrictions on press freedoms, attacks on leftist NGOs,
      and the further politicization of the education system. In early 2018, Israel banned members of twenty groups
      that publicly support Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) from entering the country. And, of course, it
      seeks to erase the state’s Zionist foundations, the colonial settler ideologies and practices that have woven
      racism and discrimination into the very fabric of the country.
    


    
      During the lead up to Operation Protective Edge, the summer 2014 attack on Gaza, three Israeli settlers were
      kidnapped—Eyal Yifrach, Gilad Shaar, and Naftali Fraenkel. Although Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and others
      knew within days that the teenagers had been killed, they stayed mum and instead encouraged a short-lived social
      media campaign #bringtheboysback, modeled after #bringthegirlsback, a social media campaign begun in the wake of
      the kidnapping of Nigerian girls from their school by Boko Haram.
    


    
      In Israel, the settlers’ kidnapping and murder were opportunistically used to undertake a pogrom in the West Bank
      intended to destroy the recently announced Hamas-Fatah unity government. After the “official” discovery of the
      teenagers’ bodies, Netanyahu wrote, in widely discussed tweets,
    


    
      Vengeance for the blood of a small child, Satan has not yet created. Neither has vengeance for the blood of 3
      pure youths who were on their way home to their parents who will not see them anymore.
      Hamas is responsible and Hamas will pay. May the memories of the 3 boys be blessed.
    


    
      Soon after, fifteen-year-old Palestinian Mohammed Abu Khdeir was kidnapped in East Jerusalem and burned alive by
      Jewish settler Josef Ben-David, who was aided by two minors. Netanyahu condemned the revenge killing, though not
      without adding a proviso:
    


    
      This is a difference between us and our neighbors. There, murderers are received as heroes, and city squares are
      named in their honor. That isn’t the only difference between us. The inciters among us we put on trial, while
      incitement in the Palestinian Authority takes place in official media outlets, in the education system,
      incitement centered on the call to destroy the state of Israel.
    


    
      This is the Orwellian world of Israeli political discourse in which the only incitement that counts is criticism
      of Israel, which is made equivalent to anti-Semitism.
    


    
      Nehemia Shtrasler, in a Haaretz op-ed, rightly called Netanyahu “the king of inciters,”5 part of a growing chorus of critics outside and inside Israel who have
      continued to point to disturbing trends that indicate that Israeli democracy has edged from fragility toward
      farce. Max Blumenthal’s scathing indictment of Israeli politics and society, Goliath, reveals that
      Israeli claims to democratic civility are belied by widely held racist views of Palestinians by Jewish Israelis.
      Rather than an exceptional outlier, calls for the ethnic cleansing or even genocide of Palestinians are
      increasingly common. The who’s-who list of prominent figures inciting violence against Arabs includes Naftali
      Bennett, Ayelet Shaked, and Moshe Feiglin, among many others.
    


    
      In her performance, Liad leads her right-leaning slaves to the polls to force them to vote for politicians of her
      choosing. She links BDSM to electoral politics, thereby underscoring their similarities and differences. In BDSM
      contexts, consent and free will are necessary preconditions to sexual play. How free are Israelis’ other
      democratic polities in exercising their political desires in the political present? How free are they when the
      media parrots military propaganda and the most popular radio station in Israel is the military’s? Or when
      electoral processes are corrupted or designed to exclude minorities? Arab political parties have been banned,
      alliances between Arab and Jewish parties like the Joint List have been undermined, and then there’s Haneen
      Zoabi, the Palestinian politician who served in the Knesset between 2009 and 2019, who had been repeatedly
      suspended from the body for her outspoken views about the plight of Arabs in the West Bank and Israel itself. How
      can Israeli Palestinians or leftists participate in democratic processes when the Shin Bet, Israel’s secret
      service, explicitly announces that it will take whatever means necessary to protect Israel’s Jewish character,
      even if it comes at the expense of its democracy? Or when, during Protective Edge, right wing youth, many of
      them, in a cruel historical twist, Mizrahim, or Jews of Arab descent, took to the streets,
      chanting, “Death to Arabs, Death to Leftists!” attacking the Arabs or leftists they found, while police stood
      largely stand by as complicit or impotent witnesses.
    


    
      Liad said that she and her posse’s performance of Democracy in Israel went largely ignored in
      cosmopolitan Tel Aviv. But in the southern city of Be’er Sheva, they attracted a curiouser crowd. She had one of
      the slaves eat discarded political leaflets from the ground. She instructed the other to piss on a poster of Yair
      Lapid, then a handsome centrist newcomer, who, like Obama, has since left many of his supporters bitterly
      disappointed. She whipped them, waved dildos around. But just like in the sex scenes the intervention references,
      things can go south. Someone had called the police.
    


    
      “I’m shocked they weren’t there sooner. You could never have gone so far in New York,” I told her after she first
      explained the project to me over dinner at my and Brunhilde’s apartment.
    


    
      “It’s illegal in Israel, too,” she replied. Apparently, their activities were deemed propaganda, and “you’re not
      allowed to engage in propaganda too close to the polls.”
    


    
      The crowd’s mood shifted, turned tense. Maybe it was the peeing or dildo play or public nudity. While some of the
      members of her group ran off with the footage they’d been filming of the event, Liad tried to deal with the
      police, who seemed “bored and annoyed that they would be called on to do anything.” Her impromptu audience
      shifted gears after the police’s arrival, this time closing ranks against law enforcement, defending her and
      claiming, untruthfully, that the nudity had been simulated and that this was all just work for a student film.
      While this support was unexpected and welcome, it didn’t really affect her bleak outlook on politics in Israel.
    


    
      “Honey, we don’t have a democracy anymore,” she said. “What we have is political coercion sexed up as the freedom
      to choose.”
    


    
      Liad’s Watch Me Work retained a focus on politics and sexual embodiment, although it emphasized economic
      politics over electoral ones.
    


    
      In an interview with Haaretz journalist Moshe Kutner, she said:
    


    
      I’m interested in the gap that exists between the worlds of art and sex work in terms of money. In sex work the
      first question that is asked is “how much is it?” There’s a foregrounding of the trade or transaction. That’s the
      first and obvious question and it’s always on the table, up front.6
    


    
      In the performance, she interacted with her Israeli clients through a popular web cam service. She chatted and
      flirted with them, attempting to draw out the temporality of the exchange—the longer they stay connected, the
      more money she makes. Unbeknownst to the men on the other side of the screen, thousands of miles away, she was
      not really in her bedroom. She was on a small stage in a Cologne gallery, in a simulacrum of a private space
      framed by the camera’s gaze. Their correspondence was translated in real time from Hebrew
      to English for those of us watching.
    


    
      On the one hand, this was a kind of betrayal. The men on the other side of the screen believed they were having a
      private, intimate moment with Liad, when, in fact, their interactions formed the material for a very public
      meditation on money, labor, and technosex.
    


    
      On the other hand, it simply dramatized a process, foregrounding the inherent performativity of sex, a
      performativity that blurs the lines between public and private. Or, put more forcefully, that shows there’s no
      such thing as private sex, that all sex is public. As in Democracy in Israel, Liad took what was usually
      a private contractual or intimate exchange into a public space. Who was the pornographic object and who the
      subject? Who was the agent of the sexual exchange? The men on the other side of the camera lens, the audience, or
      Liad? Liad transformed a witnessing public into voyeurs, expanding the sphere of sex and sex work beyond the
      computer screen into the exhibition hall. In Testo Junkie, Paul Preciado one-upped Judith Butler’s
      discussions of gender performativity by extending the analysis to sexuality itself. In discussing
      “pharmacopornographic” regimes, Preciado describes the ways that pharmacology and the transnational corporate
      producers of pornography seek to capture and profit from the potentia guadendi, the orgasmic
      potentiality, “the (real or virtual) strength of a body’s excitation,” that is the very vital energy of life
      itself, as well as the heart of the world economy.7
    


    
      Liad does sex and sex work up in drag. But in so doing she also reveals glimmers of truths about our erotic lives
      and the various transactions that seem to overdetermine them. There’s no real, authentic, or free sex living
      below the surface of things. But there is a force, which Liad usually called “female sexuality”—Preciado’s
      potentia guadendi—that is alive precisely in the ways it has the capacity to take on different forms,
      forms that cannot merely be reduced to turning our sexual, desiring bodies into circuits of economic profit. This
      force isn’t necessarily dramatic, nor does it have to signal some kind of primordial feminist sexual agency. In
      fact, it can just be neutral or boring. Even as she theatricalizes sex and sex work, drawing surprised audiences
      at polling stations or in gallery auditoriums into her orbit, she also de-sensationalizes these exchanges, and
      reminds us that sex and politics or sex and money aren’t the extraordinary outliers of political or economic
      systems, but their very ordinary lifeblood. Still, staging them, making a scene of them, can be fun—weaponized
      feminism, dragging fun.
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      What had happened was I got sick, and I spent a lot of time cruising the sauna.
    


    
      In December 2013, I left for India. Brunhilde had helped me out with the money for the ticket. I’d never been,
      and I was excited and fretful. The fall had been filled with traveling, and we had only really been settled in
      Berlin for a couple of months. We were back in German class—this time at the posh Goethe Institute, paid for by
      my Alexander von Humboldt Foundation Fellowship. The days got shorter. By November we’d arrive to class in the
      dark and arrive home to the gloom of mid-afternoon—in Berlin, there are fewer than four hours of sunlight between
      November and February.
    


    
      I was going to India to join my teacher Shambhavi, Tantrika, and director of the spiritual non-profit Jaya Kula.
      I’d been connected to Jaya Kula since 2010, when a friend directed me toward Shambhavi. In one of those
      eyebrow-raising series of coincidences, I’d recommended to this friend years before a book called Avatar
      Bodies: A Tantra for Posthumanism. I told my friend how I’d liked the book so much that I had tried to reach
      its author, Ann Weinstone, at Northwestern to thank her for its brilliance only to be told that she’d left to
      join her spiritual community in California full time. I couldn’t find her. Years later, I ran into this friend on
      the street in New York City while she just happened to be visiting, and she brought the book up and told me she’d
      found Weinstone—now Shambhavi Saraswati and who had begun her own spiritual community in Portland, Oregon, where
      my mother and brother live. Yeah, it was like that. I was ecstatic—I’d finally found a spiritual teacher to guide
      my practice! As a teacher in the direct realization traditions of Dzogchen and Trika Shaivism, however, things
      can get rough. Direct realization traditions are monist—everything is made of the same stuff—and emphasize direct
      experiences with Reality, with Reality’s alive awareness, which is to say that one important fruit of practice is
      a natural, unconstrained and spontaneous expressivity worked toward through a gradual
      relaxations of fixations. It’s a DIY system. As Shambhavi writes, direct realization “de-emphasizes faith, trust
      and belief in favor of finding out about Reality firsthand for yourself.”1 Most Tantrik teachers aim to provoke students into reactivity, at least some of the time.
      There was a lot of provoking. Early in 2013, I was initiated into the tradition.
    


    
      By the time I got to India, I already felt strained with Shambhavi, which is to say my reactivities were getting
      the better of me, and I was thinking about getting out. I didn’t think it was a cult, but sometimes I had my
      doubts? She was bossy, like me. And she had a way of calling out my shit, even when I didn’t think I had shit to
      be called out.
    


    
      “You’re really invested in being cool.”
    


    
      Pause.
    


    
      “You mean like stylistically cool or affectively cool or what?” I asked.
    


    
      Uncomfortable direct eye contact until she smiled her smile and laughed in love.
    


    
      Still, the trip was important, even if only to help me learn that I didn’t need to go to India to learn to
      meditate or to feel connected to my spiritual practice. Before we left, like so many other pilgrims before me, I
      got poop-yourself-in-the-night-sick. The last couple days in Varanasi were spent in bed, swaddled in layers of
      underwear and disposable blankets improvising as diapers.
    


    
      After short stay in Delhi to reconnect with Diya, a friend from graduate school, I returned to Berlin still sick,
      and although I wasn’t pooping myself anymore, I wasn’t OK either. My joints ached. I’d have days of nausea and
      chills. I tried all kinds of cures—nettle or ginger tea and whatever potions my witchy friends concocted for me.
      I lay, exhausted, bone cold in the tub, adding hot water whenever it cooled and watching TV on an iPad propped on
      the edge of the bathtub.
    


    
      Somehow, I was still active, at least that’s what Google Calendar tells me. Dinners, meetings, a little
      presentation for my fellowship sponsor’s ethnology course at Humboldt University, my last zombie porn talk at
      Transmediale. I started to meet with leads for the research for this book. I flew to Toronto to give my first
      talk from my “Black Data” project—I thought it then the best talk I’d ever given, although it was also one of the
      most poorly attended.
    


    
      That first night in Toronto I hooked up with a hot Asian twink—then the most rules-transgressing creep on
      Brunhilde I did. I didn’t get advance approval, and I didn’t say anything about it. Maybe it was because I’d
      rimmed him, but the next day I was sick again. I woke up early to do my seated practice and then tried sitting
      until the hollowed out feeling in my stomach drove me to the bathroom. My host who’d brought me to Toronto
      dropped off ginger ale and saltines, avoiding close proximity. I watched Doctor Who between spasming
      cramps and vomiting sessions. I was barely well enough to board the plane the next day and over the next few
      weeks I did another round of traveling: Portland to visit my mom, then to NYC, then to Vermont, where, for the
      last time, I attended a residency at Goddard College, where I’d been a faculty member since 2006.
    


    
      Before I’d left for Toronto, and after weeks of sickness, I’d gotten 600 Euros of blood
      work done in Berlin. They tested me for everything—bacteria, amoebas, and all the rest. They didn’t find anything
      except low hemoglobin. I don’t even know what that means. When I traveled back to New York, I saw my Ayurvedic
      doctor too. She just held my hand and observed my pulse and said the same thing the German doctors had. Maybe
      that’s why I was tired and depressed? She advised me to eat chicken, and, suspecting I did have some lingering
      amoeba bits, she gave me some herbs. They helped.
    


    
      Back to Berlin. I had terrible jet lag for weeks. I couldn’t keep it together. I’d wake raging internally about
      something—Brunhilde didn’t do the dishes. Some institutionally racist shit at Purchase. Images of Black men being
      murdered and police brutalizing protesters. I became inexplicably teary. I was sitting for an hour a day and
      often, I’d start crying during my practice and before the hour was up, I’d lay down curled up with a blanket, my
      head resting on my meditation cushion. Now I see the BP2 in all of this.
    


    
      There were a few conditions of my initiation by Shambhavi. The first was to take care of myself using some
      natural holistic health tradition like Ayurveda. Check. The second: totally abstain from recreational drugs or
      drinking to inebriation. Check.
    


    
      Brunhilde’s sister R and her boyfriend C came from Israel for a visit and we got them weed with help from our
      Berlin besties, Israeli immigrants and musicians B and A. We smoked every day of their visit, the four of us—six
      when B and A joined—curled up under blankets on the couch or spread out on the floor. We binge watched Bob’s
      Burgers. The musicians played their favorites—YouTube clips from das Rheingold to D’Angelo. And I, I finally
      felt better. The pot really helped. We smoked what remained after Brunhilde’s sister left and then a few weeks
      later, after my first meeting with MYSTI and the Broad City recommendation, I bought pot on my own for
      the first time in two years. While Brunhilde kept traveling, I holed up, hitting my perfectly rolled joints and
      sipping on scotch. After years of minimal media consumption, I caught up on a lot of TV.
    


    
      I’d learned that I needed to move as much as I could to purge excess energy and to keep my mood up, so we joined
      a gym, pricey for Berlin at 60 Euros per month. I told the trainer Tobi that I wanted an all-purpose routine that
      would prepare me for a zombie apocalypse.
    


    
      “I need to run, wield a machete, and pull myself up onto things.”
    


    
      He thought that was really funny and designed a functional fitness routine for me. I worked out as often as I
      could and started to slowly get better and stronger. I hadn’t chosen Fitness and Friends by accident, though. I’d
      had my eyes on it for months and had planned to check it out as soon as I was back from India; being sick meant
      it happened later than I’d hoped. I’d had my eye on it because it had a wet sauna. Before signing the paperwork,
      I’d gone in for a free trial day. The sauna was perfect for cruising, located at the back of the men’s
      locker-room. Past the dry sauna was a door that led into a rest area with vinyl beach chairs. And the sauna.
      After working out, I went in, sat with my towel open and waited until someone arrived. Seemingly distracted leg rubbing, ball scratching, playing with our cocks. Direct eye contact. I stood up and
      hosed myself down with cold water, my back to him. He came up behind me and minutes later came between my things.
    


    
      Brunhilde joined the gym too and for a while we went together, until it became clear each of us wanted to cruise
      the sauna on our own. When we were there together, I’d get annoyed at his touchiness, worried that others might
      realize we were a couple and that this realization might affect my chances in the other room.
    


    
      Around the same time, we started going to the Boiler, one of the best gay saunas in Europe; it’s clean, with a
      deconstructed industrial vibe, dry and wet saunas, a maze, and cabins one could use for free. On the café level,
      you could get a cappuccino and cake. Their pizza is good. I could reserve a massage too and on rare occasions I
      might get lucky with a masseuse whose hard cock brushed my body, who might let me take him in my mouth while he
      massaged my hole, or who I might later find in the maze downstairs. At the Boiler, Brunhilde and I would go our
      separate ways, and it was his turn to avoid PDA. I asked him about it, and he said what I hadn’t at the gym: I
      was competition. I got it.
    


    
      I would arrive at Fitness and Fitness, work out—sometimes cut short to follow someone into the back—and then take
      a book with me to the resting room. I could stay there forever, waiting, napping, following someone in or being
      followed. Regulars recognized one another. I would cut my workout short or draw it out depending on who was
      there, like a bearded, curly-haired guy who would use my mouth like it was his, once shooting so deeply down my
      throat that cum spurted out of my nose. After, my sore throat was a source of unspoken pride. I discovered that I
      loved being an oral sub.
    


    
      After the Boiler, we’d tell each other stories of what had happened. We were cagier about what happened at the
      gym, not lying, but not saying everything either. There was some hot reclamation sex, especially if there had
      been some jealousy involved.
    


    
      I spent a lot of time in these saunas, more time than I would spend writing in a week, and much more than I’d
      spend at drag shows in the city. I’d already written a dissertation on public sex, so what kind of research was
      this?
    


    
      Anyway, I got sick, and dickstraction dragged me.
    


    
      
        Note
      


      
        1    “What Is Direct Realization? | Satsang with Shambhavi,”
        Jaya Kula, 15 February, 2016, https://jayakula.org/what-is-direct-realization.
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          Party, party, party; Flyer for Sissy by unknown creator.
        

      
    


    
      June 13, 2014


      
        I went to this party called Sissy hoping to see Svetlana DJ. I went with Heiner after we’d hung out a bit in
        the evening. I’d fed him roasted cauliflower from a new recipe. Braise the cauliflower in a mix of wine and
        other yummy stuff and then roast it. Served with very cheesy dip. Later, a not-so-subtle
        “my back is really tight” led to traded blow jobs.
      


      
        We took our time, so we didn’t even arrive until nearly 12:30. The party was getting started. But Loftus Hall
        seemed like a tiny, tiny space, just 30 or 40 square meters. We had drinks and danced. We saw Patrick, who as
        usual was with a different boy. There was a lovely dark-haired woman who I liked watching dance, and her me.
        Some cute dykes and friends of Patrick and Heiner also got their groove on. The DJ, not Svetlana, spun 1990s
        hip hop, songs I knew.
      


      
        After a while there was a brief drag performance that was quite hard to see as there was no real stage to speak
        of. I had to press through the crowd to glimpse it. A young beefy guy stood behind me and I’d had enough to
        drink to think that he was cute and to dig the feeling of him occasionally pressing into me. I pressed back a
        little, getting hard, but I don’t remember much about the drag queens. Then a performance: a dandy-fronted band
        whose name I can’t remember. They were opening for Morgan Geist, who I did know. For years I’d included his
        song Ruthless City on nearly every party playlist I created. The dandy was hot and later I saw a
        picture of him and it looked like he had scars on his chest, as if he’d had breasts removed.
      


      
        The set was good, in spite of the cramped space and slick-with-humidity floors. I’d worn shorts and a light
        sweater. My sweater was soaked through after minutes of dancing. And of course everything reeked of cigarette
        smoked. Half of the crowd left and it wasn’t until later that I realized they had opened another room, this one
        larger than the first with clubbier dance tunes. I saw Sholem when I went in and I complimented him on his
        look: heels and long curls like an orthodox Jew. I didn’t know who he was until I went to MYSTI’s performance
        lecture a couple of weeks later at //:about blank. I flirted briefly with a cute guy from Spain who kept eyeing
        me. He was with an also very cute Goth looking chick. She wasn’t German either. They worked for the travel
        platform Kayak, but when I started to talk about it the girl cut me off; she didn’t want to talk about work. I
        can’t remember the guy’s name, but he was sexy, and I would have made out with him if I could have. He was
        wearing the short, short, burgundy American Apparel shorts I used to have, along with a tank top and hi-top
        trainers and a cap—the gay sporty, slutty look that’s made the global rounds now. Some of the gay guys at the
        gym sport this look. Sporty fags.
      


      
        Exhausted, I said bye to Heiner. Patrick had long since disappeared. I had and have different fantasies about
        where he was and what he was doing. I danced for a while in the other room, waiting for the sporty gay to make
        his way back toward me, but he got stuck at the bar. I took a cab home around 2:30 or 3.
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      April 9, 2014


      
        Svetlana Pall Mall is a nice girl, at least she tries to be.
      


      
        I exited the Mehringdam Ubahn station, right next to the famous Mustafa’s Gemüse Kebab, Curry 36, and the
        Boiler, a modern gay bathhouse I’ve been to five or six times (so far).
      


      
        We met at Cocoro, an OK Japanese place with a simple menu and good sake and coffee. I recognized him right away
        from his online pictures: big beard. Smooth skin. Sensitive eyes. Sweet.
      


      
        We small talk.
      


      
        Half Chilean and half Swedish, Svetlana grew up in Sweden and never knew his father. There’s a story there, but
        I didn’t pry. Svetlana hasn’t been back in three years. He wants to travel someplace warm when he does travel.
        He was a bit of an outsider there, growing up in an immigrant community during the 1980s when Sweden let in the
        most asylum seekers in Europe. So he grew up with Iraqis, Iranians, Palestinians. Among them, he was “the
        Swede.” But among Swedes, his non-Nordicness set him apart. He looked pretty Nordic to me. He’s tall anyway. It
        wasn’t until he mentioned people of color needing to be more visible in the drag scene that I made a different
        kind of sense of his olive skin. He became politically active at a young age, was involved in animal rights,
        syndicalism, and anti-fascist work. He also lived in Spain for a while.
      


      
        He started the Tranny Olympics parties with his friend Simon Leahy when he was living in London, where Svetlana
        first appeared as such. The Tranny Olympics were a venue for independent drag, or as Svetlana put it “alien, or
        non-conformist drag.” He went on, “A lot of people come together. They fly in from all over.” The raucous parties also took place Berlin. Simon went on to co-found Bushwig in New York.
      


      
        The Tranny Olympics were a competition, but not like Drag Race. There was pole dancing, wet T-shirt,
        eating competitions, lip-synching, and a two-hundred-meter outdoor sprint. If you dressed up, you got in for
        free.
      


      
        I asked about the name and whether trans people have worried him about it. He seemed eager to talk about it.
        Part of the reason it’s named the Tranny Olympics had something to do with the UK, where “tranny” referred to
        transvestites and to femme gay men, and perhaps not so much to transsexuals or transgender people. He also
        identifies with this term: “I don’t really consider myself a drag queen. Transgression is more interesting to
        work with. But we’ve had lots of conversations with all kinds of people, and people on all sides have different
        opinions. Some trans people really like the name.” I asked who gave him more trouble, trans men or trans women
        and he said trans women because they are probably most used to hearing tranny used as a slur.1
      


      
        When he first came to Berlin, he came to the Tuntenhaus, the fag collective in what used to be a squat—it’s
        still a queer space, but residents now pay rent.
      


      
        I asked Svetlana about the ways the club scenes and the queer scenes are enmeshed. For him, they’re not
        separate, although there are some older queens still invested in cabaret-style drag “with feather boas.” But on
        clubs: “Clubs. Clubs can be boring. Everyone is so wasted. I’m more interested in performances.”
      


      
        He’d just gone to see Together Forever, a performance by Liz Rosenfeld about stranger sociality in
        which audience members confessed into mirrors and fed one another without speaking, among other things.
      


      
        In 2013, Svetlana did a performance in the Berlin Art Porn Week called Dirty Talk. People waited in a
        long line to tell him secrets and fantasies. He recorded these and planned to use the material to make a film.
        I was struck by one of the stories Svetlana told me in particular: a straight guy lamented having to act like a
        man and take control and be dominant. He just wanted a woman to piss on him. The plan is to cast the film with
        people who are interested in working the fantasies of the participants into their own lives and interests and
        then enacting them.
      


      
        He’s going to school at Film Arche, a self-organized film collective, the biggest in Europe. There’s a
        curriculum they can follow, and they also form the lessons themselves. It attracts all kinds of people,
        including big names who believe in their mission and approach.
      


      
        He’s doing a collaborative film now, in which he’s reflecting on different forms of abuse and how they affect
        the community as a whole. Pushing other people down to feel better about themselves. “I’m really careful not
        having my drag represent that culture of humiliation.” I said something about how some forms of humiliation are
        desirable, they can take us out of ourselves, or jolt us out of our sense of our own importance. And people
        seek out humiliation (the guy who wanted to be peed on). But he distinguished that from the cruelty of mean
        queens—“well, that’s consensual humiliation.”
      

    


    
      
        Note
      


      
        1    The Tranny Olympics are no longer, ending in 2014 and
        largely the result of dragging divisiveness over the term.
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          “A taste of Trash Deluxe.” Kay P. Rinha.
        

      
    


    
      Kay P. Rinha is a sexy, fat trans man with big titties. In his performances at the bi-monthly Trash Deluxe, he
      sparkles, literally. Grinning, beard aglitter, he stomps the stage as a handful of different characters in the
      span of a couple hours. Drag shows in Berlin never go on for less. He can play the ingenue in blond wig, bra, and
      skirt. His goatee is versatile enough to go vamp or camp. And it wouldn’t be a Berlin performance without at
      least a passing reference to BDSM, so later in the evening he’s in something black and shiny that looks like
      leather but is probably vinyl. Elbow-length black gloves and garter belts. Dimpled flesh.
    


    
      I met Kay for the first time at November, a nice but pricey German restaurant in Prenzlauer
      Berg. I’d arranged the meeting through Sebastian, a friend of my language tandem partner, Martin, with whom I
      never practiced quite enough to significantly improve my just adequate German. (I’d do my best to talk about life
      and work, but we often found ourselves conversing in English, which he speaks perfectly, about The Daily
      Show or The Colbert Report, two of his favorite imports.) Kay and I arrived first and did the
      little dance strangers do when meeting for the first time. I sussed out that this big, goateed fellow in Berlin
      casual—dark, comfortable, not fussy, black-booted—was my potential participant. Sebastian, in his thirties, who
      had only recently come out as gay and who was enjoying his gay adolescence in high hedonist style, joined a few
      moments later. We sat outside for the sunlight, although the spring air was cool, traces of the too-long winter
      lingered in the breeze. Across the street an ice cream shop attracted swarms of noisy kids and their parents.
    


    
      Kay was the first native Berliner I’d formally interviewed for the project. By the time we’d met, I’d already
      interviewed Liad (Israeli), Chicago Rose (American turned German citizen), and Svetlana Pall Mall
      (Swedish-Chilean). Like New York City or Tel Aviv, no one seemed to be from Berlin, though this sense is always
      shaped by the cliquishness of scenes. Many expats and immigrants managed to navigate the city with German no
      better, or significantly worse, than mine. After small talk, I referred to the list and map Patrick and I had put
      together and laid out what I had so far to Kay. He took it from there and began by elaborating the distinctions
      between the Tuntenszene and the drag scene. The Tunten, roughly translated as fairies, “are gay men who
      put on wigs and get on stage.” They can be female impersonators, or not. As Kay and others explained it, they
      came out of Germany’s gay youth and rights movement in the 1970s and 1980s and have been staples (albeit on the
      wane) of leftist countercultural politics for decades. Their peculiar aesthetic—no gender illusionists
      here—called attention to their difference, and, Kay said, seemed designed to pique people’s interest without
      being aggressive.
    


    
      Carsten Balzer positions Tunten along with drag queens on a transgender spectrum, and identifies their
      differences as largely having to do with the ways the Tunten are a “‘traditional’ local transgender culture” that
      is connected to, but also separate from the drag scene, “a more recently adopted and partly imported, new local
      transgender subculture.”1 On the level of surface or of gender
      performance, their differences have to do with the ways the Tunten are more likely to impersonate ordinary people
      with a twist, while many drag performers are still inspired by the pop diva, the Hollywood diva, the model diva,
      and now the drag diva—that is, drag can borrow from its own archive as drag-as-such. On another level, the
      differences are more profound—the Tunten were invested in cultural and political forms that emphasized collective
      struggles, while drag queens seemed more individualistically oriented, more likely to focus on a solo career than
      seek to be part of a community.2 I didn’t spend enough time in the
      mainstream drag scene to know for sure, but it did seem to me that most of the more
      traditional drag queens, especially the American imports, seemed determined to make it on the club scene, like
      Parker Tilghman, aka Pansy, the young American artist turned party promoter. They might know where to find the
      cruising area in Tiergarten, but they didn’t know which city districts were formerly East and which West, or what
      local politics looked like. It’s actually easy to know which side of the city you are on. You can tell by, among
      other ways, the shape of the Ampelman, the “crossing light man,” as well as by what is imprinted upon sewer
      grates.
    


    
      Balzer, drawing on the work of German sociologists and focusing on the German context, describes these as
      differences between the “‘1968 Generation’ [and] the heterogeneous, individualistic and more
      fun-and-consumption-oriented ‘1989 Generation’”3 that emerged in
      post-unification Berlin. Every native German I interviewed referenced the Tunten, and always affectionately.
      Their political achievements and continued relevance have not been forgotten. Kay was very clear that they had
      paved the way for later generations, and the latter recognized their bravery for appearing in drag in public when
      doing so was taboo. Americans’ shorter attention spans and often allergic reaction to history means they are much
      less likely to know about Gay Liberation or even ACT-UP, and these forms of amnesia often go hand in hand with a
      vicious ageism. At the shows I attended, Tunten were, in stark contrast, treated like elder statespeople.
    


    
      In August 2014, I went with Patrick and his boyfriend Jörg to a party, the famous Hoffest, at the Tuntenhaus, a
      former queer squat run and inhabited by Tunten that now operates legally, while retaining its countercultural
      ethos. On the building’s facade, there is a forceful rejoinder to the gentrification of the district:
      Kapitalismus normiert, zerstört, tötet (capitalism normalizes, destroys, kills).
    


    
      The courtyard party was packed with a largely German crowd, primed for the drag show with Schlager, a popular
      genre of folksy ballads with a high camp quotient (and sometimes with right-wing associations). Nearly everyone
      near me joined in a singalong. The drag show itself lasted for three hours. In spite of the crowd’s growing
      drunkenness, we stayed patiently, cheering for the polished as well as the not-so-polished. Kaey, one of local
      gay magazine Siegessaüle’s editors and general lady about town, opened the event and closed the evening
      singing with Prinzessin; together they performed beautiful covers of Portishead’s Glorybox and Adele’s
      Skyfall. The Rattenchor contributed rough, but entertaining, adaptions of popular songs to protest the
      German weapons industry. The straight-identified comic Fil did a Marie Antoinette routine in Berlin “Schnauze,”
      the local dialect, literally “snout,” where he sympathetically mocked the city’s, and indeed the crowd’s,
      left-wing leanings.
    


    
      Afterwards Patrick and I danced in the sweating, low-ceilinged basement of one of the buildings. I called it a
      night much earlier than him and biked home around 3 am, amazed at the line that snaked out from the entrance. Of
      course, the party was just getting started.
    


    
      At November, Kay described the diversity of Berlin’s drag scenes using the English word,
      “splitting.” I think of this as the multiplication of generic forms, though I later learned Kay meant something
      else by it, too.
    


    
      After introducing me to the Tunten, he helped me with my nascent typologies. There’s party drag, which describes
      people who go to events in drag as hostesses or as DJs or to just look fabulous. This is the drag that is
      probably most recognizable to Americans and others familiar with drag as a globalized gay style popularized by
      RuPaul and films like Paris is Burning or Priscilla, Queen of the Desert. Then there’s the drag
      with an explicit political edge, which is where Kay and most of the participants for this project fall. This
      isn’t typical for the city anymore, though. In Berlin, Kay said, the drag scene in general has become “more
      glitter, more glamour.”
    


    
      Together, we broke down party drag into more refined categories: in addition to glamour drag, there was trash
      drag (messy wigs and recklessly applied make up). There was some overlap here with the Tunten, some of whom are
      also Trümmertunten—the trash queens Patsy references in Polymorphia. There was also genderqueer drag—it
      was common to see handsome bearded young men who might otherwise manage to pass as straight (or something like
      it), but wearing shiny red lipstick with matching, if ill-fitting, heels. In addition to these self-consciously
      queer scenes, there are the travesti: “These are people, usually men, who dress themselves as women and
      raise money by performing in front of hetero audiences.” They fall somewhere between what Americans think of as
      drag and straight-identified transvestites. The travesti, at least according to Kay, are more commercially
      oriented than other drag styles, and have a history of performing in straight clubs for straight audiences. At
      the same time, he elaborated, being a transvestite is “a part of his or her own identity on the street and at
      home.” “In that way,” Kay continued, “they are like trans folk, they do not fit biologically assigned gender.”
      This logic—which linked travesty to trans folks and drag queens—is partly why Kay wasn’t as troubled by the
      debates that raged in 2014 about RuPaul and his use of words like “tranny” and “she-male.” For Kay and many
      others, all of these gender non-conformists exist along a transgender spectrum; when used by RuPaul and other
      (though not all) drag queens, the term functions as a mode of identification, not of attack (a point acerbically
      underscored by Justin Vivian Bond in a much-shared Facebook status).4
    


    
      I added figures to my growing lists, overwhelmed by drag’s ubiquity and the scale of the scenes, and recognizing
      that I might never see some of these performers in the limited time available to me. Perusing the monthly gay
      events magazine Siegessäule made that abundantly clear: multiple drag performances took place at
      multiple venues every night of the week.
    


    
      But I dutifully wrote everything down and added the names to the list Patrick and I had started: Gloria Viagra,
      Fixie Fate, Nina Queer (who is also involved in activism but in a very specific way), Bobby Breakout. Lip sync
      and stage drag performers: Nicopatra Berlin, Pimmela van Döschen, Eva La Bosse, Sheila Wolf, Jurassika Parka, Estelle van de Rohne, Margot Schlönzke, Maggie Knorr, Gloria Glamour, Cathrinsche,
      Chouchou LaFontaine …
    


    
      Compared to other drag parties, like the raucous, druggy Chantal’s House of Shame, Kay’s drag party Trash Deluxe
      is modestly scaled. Held at AHA, the Allgemeine Homosexuelle Arbeitsgemeinschaft, or General Homosexual
      Committee, founded in 1974, Trash Deluxe is a bi-monthly drag show with a strong shot of burlesque, and it has
      been a fixture of the Berlin drag scenes since 2011. Trashy and low-fi, but also playfully indulgent, it
      epitomizes Berlin’s anything goes attitude in the most earnest and charming of ways: literally anyone can get on
      stage up to two times a night for a maximum of eight minutes. The performers range from awkward amateurs to
      seasoned professionals like Kay. The October 2014 show I attended was a clear success with an overflow
      crowd—people sat on laps, the floor, or pressed against one another against the door or the short wall that
      curves opposite the bar. I snuggled next to a cute stranger on a windowsill near the stage—Ben, who, I learned as
      we flirted, was also an anthropologist. He wasn’t my only double, I later reflected. MYSTI, Warbear, Patsy were
      all in their own way also participant-observers.
    


    
      I eagerly awaited the performance of a beautiful young man in acid-washed jeans and white heels, only to be
      disappointed by singing that wouldn’t have got him past the first audition of a reality show competition. Then
      there were the seasoned drag queens from Hannover, one of whom was Jamila Champagne, who looked like super-sized
      members of Abba, who sang beautifully live and were masters of the arts of hair tossing and catty repartee with
      everyone present.
    


    
      Kay described the genesis of Trash Deluxe: “We wanted to create an open stage so that everybody who is interested
      in doing something on stage can do it. Unless that involves humiliating someone else. So sexism, racism,
      transphobia—it’s forbidden.” Even for him and his co-organizers (since 2013, Nicopatra Berlin, Eva LaBosse, and
      Pimmela van Döschen), however, the evening can veer too far into amateur hour. He admitted with a little laugh
      that, yes, “there are some people who even we as the organizers think, ‘ok maybe you shouldn’t be on stage.’” But
      the show’s format and venue aren’t likely to change anytime soon (and indeed as of 2019, they haven’t). Kay and
      his team especially like the ways Trash Deluxe fits with its venue, AHA. “AHA is really famous for their
      Trümmertunte because there are some shows that are just really hard to watch. But I really love to watch this.
      It’s a really strange art form,” he said. For them, the shows connect the past to the present—they’re messy
      queens! Trash Deluxe pays homage to the Trümmertunte, the trash queens, the broken down, wrecked fairies who were
      a “really, really important part of the fight for queer rights.” Plus, AHA lets them have the space for free,
      along with drinks for the organizers and artists.
    


    
      Trash Deluxe isn’t making anyone rich. The money collected goes only to food, decorations, and sometimes props
      used on stage. At the October show I attended later in the year, the crowd was loving, enthusiastic, and I gave
      generously. Kay later told me they’d earned 260 Euros, to which I responded in sympathetic
      surprise, “Oh no.” But Kay reassured me—that had been a very good night. A few shows earlier, they’d
      earned only 70 Euros, with nearly the same number of people on and in front of the stage. So success is relative.
      What matters, he emphasized, is the feeling of zusammensetzung, togetherness. It’s what keeps the
      eighty-something year old white-haired grandma who sat near the front at the October show coming back again and
      again turned on by a queer relative. Kay said, “We have really old people, we have a lot of young people, we have
      queers, we have cis-identified straight people. Nearly my whole family has been to the show. And the other
      performers also have their friends and family coming.”
    


    
      He continued,
    


    
      There are a group of people who are spending a night together like friends and creating a show. And this is the
      spirit which I want to have more and more of backstage and on more stages in Berlin and all over the world. I
      don’t want people to be divaesque and bitchy because they are doing a show there.
    


    
      Trash Deluxe has plenty of takers. A few days after a performance, Kay has often already booked the performers
      for the next event, two months later. It’s a modest, but successful venture. I wonder whether Kay’s open approach
      to performances and the lack of financial ambition has a New York or Tel Aviv corollary. Do these margins still
      exist in New York? Are there spaces that provide opportunities to the weird or the awkward to get on stage and
      work something out? Even Bushwig, the funky Brooklyn-based festival begun in 2012, has professionalized as its
      success exploded. National and local drag celebrities headline and dozens other perform during sets spread
      throughout the day.
    


    
      So feelings of togetherness aside, like the others I spoke to, German, expat, immigrant, tourist, bourgeois
      grantees, or otherwise, Kay doesn’t make a living from drag—“drag is really poorly paid in Berlin,” he said.
      (Manila Luzon of Drag Race fame told me something similar during an unexpected encounter on a bus ride
      from Ithaca in upstate New York to New York City. She has to travel and do paid gigs—like the one she’d done at
      Cornell University the night before—in order to make do.) Berlin’s low rents allowed Kay to pour his time into
      Trash Deluxe and his other activities and still make do with his twenty hour a week gig at Lambda, the queer
      youth organization he’s been connected to since he was a teenager. Berlin is changing, though—gentrification was
      on everybody’s mind. Unlike many other cities, however, Berlin has taken some steps to maintain its quirky,
      inexpensive character and keep rising rents under control. In 2015, the city passed a law that restricts
      landlords from charging more than 10% above local averages. From my conversations, the only people who seem to
      make money from Berlin’s party scenes are the DJs, and even then one has to be really good or lucky.
    


    
      
        I would love to earn some money by doing drag and burlesque stuff. But it’s really hard
        in Berlin to find a place. Especially with the things that I do, because I’m really special. I am a fat, trans
        male who isn’t shaving his beard off… when he’s doing female-connotated burlesque or drag stuff.
      

    


    
      “Drag confuses all sorts of borders,” Kay told me. This is partly Kay’s motivation for doing it, and it is
      central to Trash Deluxe’s mission. He’s had plenty of experience messing with boundaries. Kay delayed his own
      coming out as a lesbian until his mom finished her own coming out process. Then at fifteen, Kay came out as a
      dyke. At eighteen, he came out as trans. I assumed his transition might have been easier with a queer mom, but
      that wasn’t the case. His mom’s lesbianism was not an inoculation against transphobia, and it took five years for
      her to call him Kay.
    


    
      For Kay, Lambda became “like a home.” He got there when he was seventeen, worked as a volunteer, and is now a
      member of the permanent staff. His involvement in queer groups and organizing since 2001 have largely been
      oriented toward remedying the discrimination against trans and fat people. His efforts, toward emphasizing drag’s
      productive confusions, or fighting the exclusion of the margins of the margins, have sometimes resulted in
      controversy.
    


    
      Certainly, this is part of what happened when Kay won the coveted Siegessäule “Best Drag Queen” title in
      2011. Protests ensued—could a non-binary trans man win best drag queen? Did his real tits give him an unfair
      advantage? People attacked him, claiming that as a non-binary trans man, he was “unable to choose” or that he was
      “really a biological woman.” Most of this happened on Facebook among gay men and some straight women, but he felt
      it out and about too—it’s hard not to: “the scene is small enough so that you get in touch with the gossip.” But
      for Kay, this controversy, however personally uncomfortable, was still useful because it forced people to think
      about their assumptions about drag. Is drag only a question of gender impersonation? Does one have to belong to a
      binary category of gender to do drag? If so, what does this do to its political and aesthetic power to challenge
      naturalized ideas about gender?
    


    
      Kay links these questions to the intimacy of touch. Drag touches us through humor, broad and subtle and bitchy,
      and through its aesthetics of exaggeration or passing. But it also takes quite literal forms in that people like
      to touch drag queens. “People touch you without having in mind that if you weren’t in drag they would never
      behave that way.” People are especially fascinated by his breasts. He went on, “I’m cool with people touching my
      breasts. So I’m OK, but people are confused. They didn’t feel what they expect to. When I tell them I’m [a] trans
      male, they’re shocked, disgusted, more interested.” But this is part of his desire to “smash the gender binary.”
      He said, “I want people to be confused.” Drag touches an uneasiness in us too, an uneasiness about
      category crossing, about the fluidity of our own gendered identities. Drag drags on gender and drags people into
      the orbit of gender’s aspirational performativity.
    


    
      This is, at least in part, reflected in the many kinds of drag one can find in Berlin.
      People find niches and cozy in, or they feel something is a bad fit and move on elsewhere. Or things change, as
      they are wont to do. For Chica Rose, this had to do with his aging. He’d seen Berlin change from a place that was
      largely unfamiliar with the glamourous female impersonator scene he fell in with in 1980s Wisconsin, to one that
      seemed to embrace a cosmopolitan drag culture. But Chica felt he’d aged out of it and no longer felt the pleasure
      or ease in doing drag, especially not if he had to compete with younger, much hungrier performers.
    


    
      Kay’s emphasis on productive confusions are very much part of Berlin’s vast queer infrastructure. In fact,
      counter the many narratives that understand the German past as an inevitable march toward Nazism, Germany was,
      according the historian Robert Beachy, the birthplace of modern gay rights movements, with figures like Karl
      Heinrich Ulrichs and, later, Magnus Hirschfeld anticipating by many decades the political orientations of the
      homophile movement or Gay Liberation, as well as the conflict between more assimilationist impulses and more
      anarchic or radical ones.5 As Beachy describes it, the progressive
      threads of German culture, like the romantic belief in the possibilities of heroic self-making, made it fertile
      ground for accepting gays as a natural variant. And Berlin, as Christopher Isherwood, W.H. Auden, and many others
      discovered, was a crucible for queer experimentation and modern gay identities.
    


    
      Berlin is still very much a gay mecca, but some of its most durable radical events have begun to disappear. While
      the Siegessäule magazine lists dozens of activities for each day of the month, some of the more
      countercultural events no longer take place.
    


    
      This shift has taken many forms, from the splitting up of the famous Christopher Street Day parade, a celebration
      honoring the Stonewall rebellion, into three separate events in 2014 (Christopher Street Day, Aktionsbündnis CSD
      Berlin, and the Kreuzberger CSD), to the attitudes of some of the youth with whom Kay works. “Coming back to the
      Berlin queer scene,” he told me during our last meeting months after that first klatch at November,
    


    
      there is something that is really infuriating me. Because I have [been] part of the queer scene for a long time.
      But at the moment I see some things happen that are really strange. The queer scene is a bit more political than
      the majority of the LGBT I see. But at the moment there are some people who are saying they are part of the queer
      scene, but at the same moment fighting it.
    


    
      I asked, “Do you want to name names?”
    


    
      He answered with clipped, no-nonsense, “No.” (The same no with which he responded to other questions, like “do
      you want kids?” or “will you go back to school?”)
    


    
      He went on,
    


    
      Things which are happening now here are just not as important as the fights that are going
      on in the world. But it’s a local political thing which is really important to me. And which is really making me
      think a lot about it.
    


    
      What was he talking about? What was fracturing the queer infrastructures that had fomented over decades?
    


    
      Political correctness.
    


    
      At the moment, the political correctness is created as a kind of religion, which nearly forbids people to say
      what they are… feeling, thinking. Yes, and that parts of the queer scene are passing away because of the fear of
      not being politically correct enough. So nearly every bigger event like the TCSD (Transgeniale Christopher Street
      Day), like Wigstöckel, like the Transtage… are attacked by people outside of the queer scene who are judging the
      orga [organizing] teams and who are creating such a big fear that a lot of people are not interested and are
      stopping [people] from doing things in the queer scenes.
    


    
      Even Kay’s sex-positive trans-inclusive sex party Queer Riot Club had to go on hiatus. These changes are part of
      it, but it’s also, he wrote me via Facebook, “a long story.” I speculated on where these changes might be coming
      from—was it all the Americans, academic culture, or is it just a kind of change that was happening without any
      particular cause?
    


    
      “I guess it’s a slight change that’s coming from different areas. The academic stuff is a big point because a lot
      of people are doing gender studies and reflecting it for them in ways that are pretty strange.” He went on to
      clarify—most people had the right intentions and were naming the right things—sexism, transphobia, racism, etc.
      But they were responding to these things in ways that seemed to have the opposite effect. That is, rather than
      create new alliances and affinities, from Kay’s perspective, these politically correct interventions seemed to be
      shutting down conversations and events. This has had the strange effect of dulling Berlin’s vibrant queer scenes,
      creating new frictions, and making things a bit more mainstream, as one will always have to worry about whether
      one has or might give offense. This is where his other meaning of splitting came to bear: “It’s splitting off at
      the moment where it’s important to be a big group.”
    


    
      These changes are evident everywhere, and in this final, somewhat bittersweet conversation we talked about
      neoliberalism and global politics more broadly. But he’s most intimate with what’s happening within his social
      worlds and tied this sense of dissolution specifically to trans experience and politics. He told me, “There is a
      weird ‘I’m more trans than you’ thing that’s happening. This happened since my transition.”
    


    
      Compared to other countries, like the United States which takes a piecemeal state-by-state approach, West Germany
      began recognizing the rights of transgender people to change their gender on identification
      materials relatively early, in 1980. But these laws, known as the Transsexuallengesetz, were also
      restrictive, contingent on whether the person had undergone surgery to approximate their chosen gender and,
      disturbingly, whether they were infertile. This required most transgender people to undergo sterilization, an
      ugly fact that evokes histories of eugenics. This law was deemed unconstitutional by German courts in 2011. In
      addition, since 2013 parents can choose a third blank box for intersex children instead of having to select
      either male or female. Importantly, though, this is not a third gender option, but rather a placeholder for a
      future choice of one term of the binary.
    


    
      Laws shape cultures of belonging, but never completely. Kay told me,
    


    
      I stopped going to the Transmanstammtisch [a meet up or regulars table for trans men] because there was
      created a transgender hierarchy. I can also see this in the youth group. At the beginning of my transition, I
      went to the Transmanstammtisch, after that I went to the women’s cafe, where I was accepted.
    


    
      The trans men seemed to compete with one another to see who could more completely embody maleness and
      masculinity, including the ugly bits, like mocking women, and tried pushing away their own gendered experiences
      of femaleness. Kay found the women’s cafe more welcoming. In part, this is because he’s clearly connected to his
      female past—he frankly acknowledged having been socialized as a woman for half of his life and, in his words, “my
      experience for a long while was as a female child expected to fit into certain gender roles.” That’s not just
      something to throw away. Indeed, it’s a source for ongoing affinities with women as friends and political allies.
    


    
      When he advises the trans youth group at Lambda, he thinks it’s really important that group leaders be open to
      different gender concepts. The kids, he said, are too attached to rigid identity categories. Trans might mean
      many different things, and he tries to make sure the group isn’t just a space for people to measure their
      maleness or femaleness.
    


    
      Kay stopped going to some of the trans men events because of this transer-than-thou attitude, one more example of
      the dysfunction of queer left scenes in Berlin, scenes that, like the city itself, have been fundamentally if
      also incrementally transformed under neoliberalism, namely the emphases on individual success, meritocratic
      myths, the sovereign and inflated self.
    


    
      Writing this portrait, I couldn’t help but want to find some optimistic opening, some sense that these
      countercultural scenes will survive, or that the seedy, accepting, vibrant city I lived in all too briefly will
      still exist when I return. But the truth is that the Berlin this portrait seeks to evoke probably never existed,
      at least not in the way I would like to imagine it. Lost queer infrastructures invite nostalgia, mourning, and
      perhaps anger. But dissolution or disturbance isn’t disappearance, however. From the
      perspective of this American anthropologist, I can’t help but think of a slogan for all of my friends in the
      academic and creative classes: Weimar lives, but not for much longer.
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        4    Controversies about trans inclusiveness have continued
        since the program dropped the “you’ve got she-mail” catch-phrase that announced challenges. In 2018, RuPaul’s
        comments about trans women being on his program—he expressed reluctance to include them if they had already
        begun a medical transition—again drew criticism. In response RuPaul said drag was important because it was
        men fucking with gender especially, which was especially odd given that season nine finalist
        Peppermint was the first openly trans woman to compete on the show as a trans woman. RuPaul noted that
        Peppermint hadn’t yet fully transitioned when she competed, thereby suggesting that hormones and surgeries are
        what distinguish cis male and trans participants. Of course, many gay men on the show have also surgically and
        otherwise modified their bodies, a frequent topic of discussion on and off the show! Peppermint and former
        contestants who had transitioned since appearing on the show weighed in, more or less diplomatically. After
        first doubling down, RuPaul apologized, tweeting, “I understand and regret the hurt I have caused,” he wrote.
        “The trans community are heroes of our shared LGBTQ movement. You are my teachers.” See Caroline Framke, “How
        RuPaul’s Comments on Trans Women Led to a Drag Race Revolt—and a Rare Apology,” Vox, 6 March, 2018, www.vox.com/culture/2018/3/6/17085244/rupaul-trans-women-drag-queens-interview-controversy. For
        Peppermint’s incisive, measured response, see “Drag Race” Runner-up Peppermint Opens up about Transphobia
        in the Drag World (Mic, 2018), www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ggjnh13FBL0&t=519s&ab_channel=Mic.
      


      
        5    Robert Beachy, Gay Berlin: Birthplace of a Modern
        Identity (New York: Vintage), 2014.
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          “The Most Hated Woman in Israel.”
        

      
    


    
      In October of 2014, Brunhilde and I drove away from Holon, part of Gush Dan, the greater Tel Aviv metropolis.
      Rows of trees blurred in my peripheral vision and we were silent in shared incredulity. Natali Cohen Vaxberg had
      told us that there had been five cops at her door, that one of them showed her his gun, clearly trying to scare her. I know that Brunhilde and I disagreed about what she said, but it’s
      more than a year later that I listen to the recording I made of that debrief. It hadn’t felt appropriate to
      record her, though I couldn’t keep the anthropologist in me from leaning in, alert to what she said and to her
      body’s microgestures. I told Brunhilde that all I needed to reconstruct our visit was one or two or two phrases.
      I recorded this conversation with Brunhilde, and I got started.
    


    
      I said,
    


    
      One of the policeman said to her “we are the police,” and then he showed her his gun, just like in one of her
      plays. They didn’t say they were thugs. But one said, “we’re police and criminal” and “you’re a criminal, and
      we’ll treat you like one.” I’m almost a hundred percent sure.
    


    
      She shouted for her neighbors. She was charged with resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer. She didn’t
      have socks on, so the cuffs dug into her legs. One cop questioned whether this was really necessary, but the
      cuffs stayed on. When Brunhilde and I visited days after her arrest, bruises were still visible on her arms.
    


    
      She’d been arrested for her video Shit Instead of Blood, 1
      released online in the wake of Operation Protective Edge. The actual charges were for hurting the public’s
      feelings and defiling national symbols. When I wrote to Israeli legal scholar Professor Aeyal Gross about the
      case and to ask whether hurting the public’s feelings is a criminal offense, he confirmed it and told me that the
      former had first resulted from a court case brought against settlers who had caricatured Prophet Muhammad as a
      pig.
    


    
      The recording gave me insight into our destination to since my memory doesn’t provide any details—we were heading
      directly from Natali’s to his dad’s in Be’er Sheva, where none of this, not the assault or Natali, would be
      discussed, except perhaps in passing. Sustained conversation would just lead to an ugly family fight. Instead
      we’d spend our evening eating an elaborate meal prepared by his step-mom, drinking much hyped and just fine
      Israeli wine, and planning the next day’s visit to the local strip mall.
    


    
      “Not the exit to Ashdot, take the next one,” Brunhilde instructed. We zipped along. The highways in Israel are
      well-built. We took the new toll road.
    


    
      I also remember an argument, or our usual arm wrestling, but that’s not in the recording. It was probably a
      prelude to it. I know it happened, though, and I can tell listening to the strain in my recorded voice as I
      insisted. “If we can get a hook into it, we can unravel the whole conversation.” I kept pushing Brunhilde to try
      to remember key words, to get things jumpstarted. I suppose this is ethnography, in spite of my sense of failing
      at it. One reconstructs events from memory, from notes, from field recordings. Nothing new there.
    


    
      Later, I had to use Google to recall Holon. Holon is an exurb to Tel Aviv and coincidentally sister city to
      Berlin-Mitte, not far from where Brunhilde and I lived in 2014. So is Dayton, Ohio. I remember it as a bit sad,
      run down, which is how a lot of Israel felt to me—it was modern once, it was never modern.
      The nondescript apartment building Natali is in—she shares the flat with her mom—is only four or five stories
      tall. You get a working-class vibe but it’s probably inhabited by normal folks pushed out of Tel Aviv. Officials
      have tried rebranding Holon as a children’s city; bring your kids, have kids, go to the Children’s Museum. The
      streets seemed empty, so at first, I think our visit must have happened on Shabbat. Once more, I check my
      calendar for confirmation. Nope, we visited on a Tuesday.
    


    
      I didn’t want to record our conversation, in part because she seemed fragile in the wake of her experience. Yet I
      couldn’t think of her as a victim either. Her YouTube videos keep coming after all, one after the other, even
      after the prosecutor in her cased declared that she’d be made an example of.2 I also can’t think of her as a victim. She’s not sorry at all.
    


    
      She might be “the most hated woman in Israel,” as she was named during her first TV interview, temporarily
      supplanting Arab parliamentarian Hanin Zoabi, but her lack of remorse, as well the tea and cookies she’d laid out
      for us, endeared her to me from the beginning.
    


    
      Natali has a big mouth. I mean, her mouth is actually very big, and she is a big-mouthed troublemaker, shouting
      sense in the form of absurd theatrics to her fellow Israeli Jews. Although Israelis are stereotyped as being
      pushy and loud, these are also vital elements of Israeli theatrical histories. Hanoch Levin, a playwright known
      for his often-vulgar satire, is a beloved icon dead, while alive he bitterly divided the public. His work, like
      Natali’s, was frequently scatological and frequently censored. His controversial play Queen of the
      Bathtub, to offer one example, took aim at Prime Minster Golda Meir and featured a character called Lord
      Keeper of the Enema. Rogel Alpher notes in a Haaretz editorial that Vaxberg “belongs to a glorious and
      even pioneering Israeli tradition of using feces to express grievance.”3 He also points readers to a 2009 report by the human rights group B’Tselem, which documents
      abuses under the Israeli occupation. Foul Play shows the ways much of the wastewater from Jewish
      settlements in the West Bank is allowed to flow untreated into Palestinian waterways and farmland.4 “Copropower”5 is an important
      tool of biopolitical management in Israel/Palestine, as elsewhere.
    


    
      Brunhilde had also participated in my first interview with Natali conducted via Skype in 2013. Brunhilde and I
      laughed at the ways she described an audience’s reactions to one of her plays, which was performed at the Acre
      theater festival. People walked out, and shouted at the performers, and she was delighted. That conversation I
      did record. Listening to both of them, years apart, and now years distant, I notice how our voices had long since
      taken on the same timbre. I sound a bit like a slightly more animated than usual National Public Radio reporter,
      but with an international flair—I’d gotten used to speaking English with non-native speakers. A mimic, Brunhilde
      had inherited many of my cadences, except when he shifted to Hebrew to translate something for Natali. Listening,
      I can’t tell which of us laughs when she recounts the story of being censored by a German festival that had invited her to perform her Shoah projects, in which she personifies the Holocaust,
      and then told her after she’d arrived that they had changed their minds. They were afraid to be seen as
      anti-Semitic, of course. When the organizer who’d invited her stopped returning her emails, she took a photo of
      herself at Thomas Mann Strasse, holding a sign that read: “I’m proud to be on the list of Jewish writers that
      were censored by the Germans.” Uncannily, Brunhilde would have a similar experience a couple years later. His
      critique of German anti-black racism was mistaken for the thing itself by the Germans who’d invited him to
      participate in a series of performances in former synagogues around the country. He altered the piece out of
      respect for the performers.
    


    
      In her performances, Natali’s big mouth issues forth a mythical Voice, alternatingly hysterical (in the best
      sense), childish, and scolding. It takes her fifteen minutes to put on its costume, a bold slash of red lipstick.
      It takes her so long because she doesn’t normally wear makeup. The lipstick is special, it’s her mask, it’s, she
      agreed after I described my interest in her for my work on drag, “draggy,” like the poop tiara she wore when she
      appeared on TV. I tried it on and took selfies when we were at her apartment. Her mouth got her in trouble, and
      her ass did too.
    


    
      Her arrest had gotten in the way of our first 2014 scheduled face-to-face. We were concerned when we didn’t hear
      back from her after we sent a final confirmation. We didn’t know it, but she’d missed our date because she’d had
      to spend a night in jail and that she’d spend the next two days under house arrest. Her computer and phone had
      been confiscated. In the end, we heard from her friend Jasmin, who let us in on the situation, and who arranged
      for us to meet.
    


    
      She’d also been banned from using the Internet for a month. Essentially blacklisted by the Israeli theater world
      after that second Acre festival play, the one where people walked out (as happened in response to some of Hanoch
      Levin’s plays too), the Web had become her main medium. During our Skype interview, she said, “I couldn’t get my
      work produced, but, hey, I thought, there’s YouTube.” Of course, the hecklers followed her there, now in the form
      of views, likes and dislikes, and often vicious trolling. No phone, no computer, no Internet: she was being
      punished like a child on a time out.
    


    
      For what? For pooping on forty flags, including Israel’s.
    


    
      It was Yoav Eliasi, aka the Shadow, a right-wing rapper turned media pundit, who had narced on her, directing
      authorities to the video. The same Shadow, who in response to the summer 2014 (small, modest) protests against
      Protective Edge, had used his Facebook page to incite violence against anyone critical of the murderous attacks,
      encouraging his fans to beat up the enemies of Israel, like leftists and its Arab Israeli citizens. Some of the
      right-wing protestors even wore neo-Nazi T-shirts. Video footage of these protests show police standing nearby,
      just watching. One of the ugly confrontations that summer, an activist friend told me, ended in a strange scene.
      After an air raid sounded, everyone sought the nearest shelter. Right-wing mob, leftist counter-protestors, and
      police alike huddled together until the siren’s wail quieted.
    


    
      It took Natali three months to make Shit Instead of Blood, and she’s not the only
      one doing the pooping. Jasmin, a frequent collaborator, helped and so did her dog, who, after much effort, Natali
      managed to film pooping on a flag of the world. Shit on all nations, all borders!
    


    
      She told us that because pooping isn’t always easy for her, she used suppositories, a recurring motif in her
      plays. In Only Death Will Discharge Us from the Ranks, glycerin suppositories are actually characters,
      with stage directions reading:
    


    
      The glycerin suppository will appear dressed in an elastic outfit, its hands kept close to its body. The glycerin
      suppository will have a snorkel attached to its head, and even some sort of crown—a candle like at a Chanukah
      party. Maybe even glasses with exaggeratedly big eyes drawn on them.
    


    
      During our face-to-face, I gave her some unsolicited advice about pooping from my Ayurveda training: eat cooked
      food, sweet potatoes are good for you, your poop should be the consistency of a smoothie. Brunhilde rolled his
      eyes. He’d heard it all before.
    


    
      Even before she was arrested, she had described her poop events as “crime scenes.” In Shit Instead of
      Blood, she tried to time her dumps to when her mom was away, committing her crimes and then disposing of the
      evidence before her mom returned.
    


    
      In 2013, Vaxberg had herself gone to police with a stack of death threats she received in response to another
      performance, this one as the Shoah, the Holocaust.6 Yes, that’s
      right, the Holocaust is one of her characters. The project began when she wondered how the Holocaust would feel
      were she a person and alive today.
    


    
      She explained to us, “And the first thing was that they treat her like a whore. She is a celebrity and a bit of a
      whore. She needs the crowd.” In the video documenting her performance at Yad Veshem, the Holocaust Memorial in
      Jerusalem, a site designed to induce sober memorialization, she comes across like a deranged child playing
      princess, sweet but also sly and vicious. Flanked by friends who posed as security guards, she was dressed in a
      slip, a tiara crowned her hair. She excoriated the witnessing public, but especially Israeli politicians and
      anyone else who seeks to politically profit from the Jewish genocide.
    


    
      “It is thanks to me that you can develop an atomic bomb and no one objects. For that alone I deserve thunderous
      applause!” she inveighs.
    


    
      “Without me, you couldn’t run a ghetto for three million people!”
    


    
      “I’m the best thing that ever happened to you!”
    


    
      The Holocaust also appears in a video addressed to Palestinians. Solemnly addressing the camera, she says, “Hello
      Palestinians. I am the Holocaust. Because of me you had the Nakba (catastrophe).”7
    


    
      The “Holocaust’s Visit to Yad Veshem” has more than 400,000 views. The comments are illustrative, an unsurprising
      mix of the best and worst YouTube comment threads have to offer. Some are supportive—“Great video. Keep up the
      good work”—while others express misogynist or anti-Semitic views. Plenty of them are trolls
      who just created an account to say something trollish. Some of these might be Jewish students being paid by the
      state to troll critics of Israel.8
    


    
      The police hadn’t done a thing about the death threats against her, but her shit was troublesome enough to
      warrant her arrest and continued intimidation by the state.
    


    
      During our drive south to his dad’s, Brunhilde and I worried over her. She had told us that she felt isolated and
      was afraid to go out. Her friends had to get groceries for her. Brunhilde pointed out a twist to the story. Like
      most artists living in societies in deeply unequal societies like Israel’s, she’s got to hustle to make ends
      meet. When we met with her, her day job was, she readily acknowledged the irony, dog walking, which was really
      about taking the dogs out to poop and then cleaning up after them. Her new fame could jeopardize that. Brunhilde
      imagined a scenario: the neighbor who won’t use Natali’s services anymore. Impersonating this imagined person,
      Brunhilde said, “She can’t pick up the poop of my dog, she poops, she’s crazy!”
    


    
      “Crazy,” that’s a word that gets applied to her a lot, like the word “extreme” that Brunhilde came to proudly own
      during our time together, since in Israel, “extreme” means supporting Palestinian rights to determine their own
      future. Brunhilde elaborated on crazy, listing the names of some of our friends who are deeply involved in
      pro-Palestinian causes, from the front-line protests against the Apartheid Wall, to academics, artists, and legal
      activists. They called Natali “crazy” too. Left-wing political blogs attacked her, afraid of being associated
      with her shitty leftism.
    


    
      Brunhilde joked with me as we kept driving, urging me to include the conversation about what counts as craziness
      in Israel. “I think what I said was really smart,” Brunhilde said.
    


    
      
        All of these people are in your book because there’s something to celebrate about what they do. And some of
        them also attract fire, and they’re worthy of our support too. The criticism that Natali gets is across the
        board, it’s not just from Bibi, it’s from left-wing political blogs. They think she’s hurting the left because
        she’s identified with the left, and this isn’t activism.
      

    


    
      In 2014, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu suggested stripping citizenship from Israelis who call for the
      destruction of the state of Israel, by which he means artists like Natali, or leftists (even the cowards who
      won’t stand up for her), or Israeli Palestinians who question whether a “Jewish democracy” can ever manage to be
      anything other than an ethnocracy.
    


    
      Before long, Natali had posted another video to YouTube in response to her arrest and Bibi’s nationalistic
      threats.9 This one mimics the aesthetics of ISIS beheading videos.
      She kneels in an orange jumpsuit, a man with a knife stands to her side. She begins: “I’m sorry… that my shit
      isn’t blue and white, blue and circumcised, more round, less triangular… blind to flags and symbols is my poo.”
    


    
      A postscript.
    


    
      Two years later, in 2016, I traveled again with Brunhilde to visit Natali. That morning, after waking up, he’d
      broken up with me for the third time (there was a fourth, too). I wept, of course, asking him why (again). And I
      demanded that he actually say that he didn’t want to be with me, rather than say he didn’t think things would
      work out. I was firm, and eventually he was able to say it.
    


    
      “I don’t want to be with you.”
    


    
      I texted our mutual bestie Sephie, who we’d had dinner with the night before, and once I’d pulled myself
      together, met her at the same nearby café. She consoled me and expressed her own confusion and disappointment.
      She had some practical advice too.
    


    
      “Shaka, have you ever been to Greece?”
    


    
      I hadn’t, and I was quickly convinced by her suggestion, imagining boys in speedos on beaches. I returned to the
      borrowed room Brunhilde and I were staying in, and he watched from the bed as I started packing.
    


    
      “You can stay here if you want, and I can stay somewhere else.”
    


    
      I looked at him, incredulous.
    


    
      “Why would I stay?” I replied. “I came here for you.”
    


    
      I kept packing.
    


    
      “Wait. Come here for a moment.” He gestured for me to join him on the bed. I did, reluctantly. He drew me in and
      we laid down together.
    


    
      “This is good,” he said. Exhausted, I somehow drifted off right away. I don’t know how long we slept, but when we
      woke, I thought, “OK, now we are back together.”
    


    
      “Should I stay?”
    


    
      “Yes.”
    


    
      So we went forward with our plan to visit Natali, stopping to buy her a cake and late breakfast for ourselves.
    


    
      Since arriving in Israel, I had been, I realize now, ridden by hypomania. I barely slept, I was hypersensitive to
      the world around me, which often sparkled with the vibrating energy that comprises it. Waves of anxiety swept
      through me—what was happening?—and I’d breathe, remembering techniques from spiritual practice, and my shoulders
      would relax away from my ears, at least for a few moments, until the next wave came to ride me. If I wasn’t in
      these tremors, I was in the tremoring of blissed certainties. I was seeing things clearly, confident things would
      work out.
    


    
      Now I think of the conversation we had at that late breakfast before catching the bus to Holon with
      embarrassment. We sat outside and the sun was too bright in our eyes. I didn’t know that I was wrecked, rung out,
      and a little pathetic.
    


    
      “So, are we on?”
    


    
      “Things aren’t so black and white.” He was hedging again.
    


    
      “All I need is to know that you’re willing to make a choice, you’re willing to be open to being together.”
    


    
      “That’s the same thing as a commitment, and I can’t give you that now,” he replied.
    


    
      Scraps were enough for me then, though.
    


    
      “Well, as long as there’s an opening, I can accept that.”
    


    
      On the bus ride to Natali, I’m ridden by those waves. He takes my hand for a while. Driving into Holon, I notice
      that it seems more alive. There are people bustling along even on her quiet street.
    


    
      Natali was her usual sweet, strange self, demanding, but also kind and funny. We shared our cake, and she
      provided the tea again. She told us two long stories, one about what happened after a reading she’d been asked to
      do in Tel Aviv, her first in a very long time. The lefty audience seemed to appreciate her work, but just as she
      was about to leave, her mom, who’d driven her there and had been waiting in the car, came in and told her to stay
      put. There was a group of about forty right-wing protestors, and they were there for her. On the one hand, she
      said, she was into it. “I’m a public figure. I’m recognized.”
    


    
      But she also recognized that the scene was dangerous. She couldn’t leave. They shouted epithets at her through
      the open windows: “Whore! Traitor! You shit on our flag!”
    


    
      One particularly aggressive woman broke a bottle and brandished the sharp edges.
    


    
      Natali’s Voice issued forth too, giving as good as she got. I was surprised she had been willing to escalate
      things.
    


    
      “I only have my voice. But without my mom, things would have gotten really bad.”
    


    
      Eventually, her mom left to bring the car around and then helped the owner muscle his way through the crowd. “I
      left like a celebrity!” she said. But not before one of the other lefty literati who’d also read at the event
      tone shamed her, saying, “If you only hadn’t shit on the flag! If only you hadn’t shouted back!”
    


    
      She didn’t think there would be more invites forthcoming, which made her sad because she’s “not a misanthrope. I
      really like to communicate!”
    


    
      That celebrity followed her on a recent trip abroad. At the airport, she felt as if she were being watched and
      followed. “There were these men.” Brunhilde and I weren’t skeptical that her crazy, extreme, whorish, traitorish,
      even terroristic identities warranted her surveillance in the eyes of the state. She stood up and moved around
      her kitchen, mimicking the agents at the airport.
    


    
      “Watch out for her,” she said, cocking her head and striking a sexy Bond girl pose.
    


    
      They creeped her out enough that she went to one of the airport security officers, fearful that someone might
      wish to harm her. He looked over at one of the men she’d identified and told her, not at all reassuringly,
      “Don't worry. He’s one of us.” She wasn’t reassured.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        
          “Don't worry, she's one of us.” Photo by the author.
        

      
    


    
      Sedate now, and as someone who is rarely able to travel, she wanted out. “You know, I wish
      I could leave, but things are just so bad everywhere.”
    


    
      I left Israel two days later. Brunhilde and I had gone to a protest, a now annual SlutWalk on behalf of sex
      workers and opposed to rape culture. When we returned to his flat, we’d had not great, but still welcome, sex.
    


    
      He traveled with me on a train most of the way to the airport, but he didn’t go with me on the final leg.
    


    
      “I don’t think I’ll go all the way. It just doesn’t make sense. But you’ll be fine.” He smiled and hugged me
      goodbye, the last time we touched.
    


    
      At the terminal, unlike Natali, I knew I’d be tagged for additional security measures, and I knew the questions
      the agent would ask me, asking and answering them in advance, having already been through this nearly a dozen
      times.
    


    
      “Shaka is my birth name, but I’m not African. My dad is black but not African. He’s a Christian born in New
      Jersey.”
    


    
      “The purpose of my visit?” By now, the agent had warmed and we smiled at each other. “I was visiting my husband.”
    


    
      Another postscript!
    


    
      Natali reached out to me via email not long after that trip, in the thick of the final months of the American
      elections to ask if I could help circulate one of her new performance videos. Since I’d deleted my Facebook
      account, I didn’t really know what to do with her request, and when I didn’t reply she sent another email with a
      simple query: “?”
    


    
      She’d moved on from the Holocaust. Now, she was Cancer! She’s dragged it up; her makeup is
      more extreme—goth theater queen. She’s Cancer, and she’s running for President. She’d been paying attention to
      the 2016 Presidential campaign. “You’re asking, ‘why vote for a disease?’”
    


    
      “If you like to elect murderers to govern you, then why not elect me? I kill your parents, your grandparents,
      children, and soon perhaps even yoooouuuuuuuuu!”
    


    
      I didn’t have anywhere to post it, but I did show it to my students a couple weeks before Trump was elected.
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          “Gil/Galina performs at One Night Only Tel Aviv.” Photo by Eran
          Levy. Used with permission.
        

      
    


    
      Galina is among the best-known drag queens in Israel. I’d known of her from the beginning of this project, but
      we’d never connected. Once Brunhilde and I saw her awkwardly carrying a mirror or window down a side street in
      Tel Aviv. We decided not to shout or chase after her. Then there was the party she headlined in 2014 with all of
      the anarcho crusty queers who were raising money by selling a calendar featuring hot trans
      people. One of her eyelashes kept falling off and eventually she tossed it into the crowd. She left that party
      early—her surrogate was in labor.
    


    
      I finally met her in the summer of 2016. Brunhilde ran errands while I rented a bike to meet her—as Gil—at an
      Aroma coffeeshop. The baby was with him, and we chatted over an Israeli breakfast before leaving. I returned the
      bike, and we chatted as we walked to join a women’s march where I’d meet Brunhilde later.
    


    
      Most of that conversation was about politics and his work for Amnesty International. At one point I asked whether
      he thought Brunhilde would be able to get a job given his limited, as in basically non-existent, background in
      non-profits. His human rights activism had been limited to small groups like chapters of Jewish Voice for Peace
      or Students for Justice in Palestine. Gil’s response made me feel better. He didn’t think Brunhilde would find it
      easy to get a full-time gig.
    


    
      Well, what did either of us know?
    


    
      As the march began to dissipate, we started our goodbyes when he said, “Next time, we should really talk about
      drag!”
    


    
      It was nearly a year and a half before we did.
    


    
      We spoke via Skype in April of 2018. Before we started, he wanted check in with me. He often works closely with
      Brunhilde these days, given his work at Amnesty International and Brunhilde’s work for B’Tselem. Was that OK?
    


    
      “Yeah, no problem.”
    


    
      I began by telling Gil about how I had been at the closing of Evita, Tel Aviv’s famous, and last, gay bar in
      2016. The crowd there was small but enthusiastic. I bummed cigarettes and chatted with
      people outside during the intermission. I left early to crawl into bed with Brunhilde.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        
          Last chance for a last dance. Evita's last night. Photo by the
          author.
        

      
    


    
      “After Evita closed there weren’t any regular drag shows for almost a year,” Gil explained. They did have queer
      parties once every month or two, and there were regular bi-weekly shows in Be’er Sheva.
    


    
      But finally, the drag scene seemed to wake up again, and he helped to organize a huge competition as part of
      TLVFest, an annual international LGBT film festival. The organizers had booked Drag Race alumni Jinkx
      Monsoon and Sharon Needles to headline. Gloria Viagra from Berlin and Sherry Vine from New York came as well,
      with Mink Stole as a special guest judge.
    


    
      In late 2017 or early 2018, he wanted to bring drag back to Tel Aviv. He found a venue at Desire bar.
    


    
      I interjected, as I do throughout the interview, to tell him how busy he seems. He’s working full-time at Amnesty
      and bringing drag back!
    


    
      “It’s like having two full-time jobs,” he said. “It’s almost as if the drag scene woke up.” The shows had been
      running for twenty plus weeks and have kept on going since.
    


    
      When Gil told me that there are “queerer” shows, I ask him what he meant.
    


    
      “Do you mean, like, ‘freaky’ drag? Conceptual drag?”
    


    
      He doesn’t like the word “freaky.”
    


    
      The queer shows, he said, “aspire to be what Nightgowns is, the Sasha Velour [showcase]. And it is more
      conceptual. A lot of people have a problem calling it proper drag.”
    


    
      “What do you mean?”
    


    
      “It’s more performance art and is more focused on the performance itself.” He continued, telling me that there’s
      “a new performance type drag [show] called Strange Fruit, which is located in the Clipa Theater.”
    


    
      I didn’t know what that was, and he patiently explained,
    


    
      It’s one of the oldest interdisciplinary performance theaters. It’s known all over Israel and all over the world.
      One performer from there started coming to drag shows… At TLVFest, he performed as David Bowie. Sharon Needles
      was so impressed that she kissed him on stage. It was one of the largest collective orgasms I’ve ever seen.
    


    
      Immediately upon hearing the name of this show—Strange Fruit—I bristled, and the same thing happened
      again when I transcribed this interview. What would Billie Holiday think about the Occupation? But I waited to
      say anything more.
    


    
      I wanted to go back to talking about the festival. How was it structured, who was included, and who wasn’t?
    


    
      “Quality, diversity, and variety” were all important for the organizers, Gil said. In the final round of
      competition, they had two drag kings, two drag queens, three gender blending performers, and three “gender
      fuckish” men performing as women, and three non-binary people performing as non-binary.
      “They got to the finals because they were the best,” he said.
    


    
      But, he acknowledged, the road there was rocky.
    


    
      
        There was somewhat of a scandal during the auditions when a few of the more experienced judges—what one would
        call a classic drag queen—did not respond too well to what we’d call a bio queen or a bearded queen.
      

    


    
      “Why did they get so uptight?” I asked.
    


    
      “It’s just people being assholes,” he replied.
    


    
      He emphasized how the range of performers expanded people’s ideas about drag and gender, saying that
    


    
      One of the greatest parts of the show itself, one of the performers was singing live and you couldn’t tell
      whether the person was performing was a boy or a girl. Judges didn’t know what to say. Sherry Vine said she
      couldn’t stop thinking about whether the person was a boy or a girl.
    


    
      The 600 people in the audience went wild.
    


    
      I shifted gears again, because although I had first thought I didn’t hear about this festival, once he mentioned
      Jinkx and Sharon, I realized that I had. BDS activists had asked them to cancel. So, of course, I wanted to know
      about that because I knew Gil to be sympathetic to BDS, though he didn’t support it as a whole.
    


    
      
        What we had and as part of the festival and as part of my work with Amnesty International, I was not able to
        respond properly to these calls. Um, I am not happy with the ways the festival handled that, and they know.
        What we did do is a few drag activists who are also BDS activists in Israel approached me and they said “we
        don’t want to reprimand you for bringing them here because we’re so excited, and we realize how important this
        is, but we do want to talk to them about the future.” I wasn’t able to organize a meeting, but what I was able
        to do was to give the international guests a flyer explaining the situation and talking a tiny bit about my
        work with Amnesty. And about what this BDS protest was about. Jinkx was very clear during her interviews that
        she was aware of what the BDS movement was and why she would not cooperate with that.
      


      
        Sharon was not as aware before but the very concept of boycott of an artistic or cultural boycott to her was
        quite shocking and foreign. I don’t think she understands how bad the situation is. And Sherry and Gloria are
        clear in the sense that they won’t be boycotting and by that making things worse in their view. In their
        opinion, it’s very important to come and encourage the people who are against the Occupation and, you know,
        give them some life. And I was not really able to talk about this with Peaches, but I
        know that Peaches is very much aware of everything that is going on, and I think she has very similar positions
        to Jinkx and Sharon. But I do think that I was unable to talk to them properly, you know, having a lengthy
        conversation explaining how bad the situation is. I think it would have been much easier for me if this whole
        thing had happened two months later. Two months later, Amnesty International inaugurated their Occupation 50
        campaign, which would have made it easier for me to speak with my professional hat and professional crown
        on.1 It actually explains why Amnesty does not endorse but does
        not reject the BDS movement. We’ve already started working on this year’s competition. And as you can
        understand my point of view on that as a person living in Tel Aviv and pretty much as much of an activist
        against the Occupation as possible, um, I’m still not BDS. And I think it’s quite easily understood, otherwise
        I wouldn’t be organizing.
      

    


    
      “So, did any Palestinians perform?” I asked the question that needed asking. “Were there any Israeli Palestinians
      in the auditions or the competition?”
    


    
      He sighed.
    


    
      
        It was open to Palestinians. It was open to Palestinian performances, both the auditions and the competition,
        and I offered three Palestinians to be judges, but they all refused, which is fine, and I completely understand
        and relate to that.
      


      
        Um, we had one of the judges during the auditions was Einat Weizman, have you heard of her? [“Nope”] She’s an
        Israeli actress and director, um, she’s very famous in Israel because she’s an activist, very much an activist
        against the Occupation. Anyways, so I was trying to tell you about what’s going on right now,
      

    


    
      he said, returning to our earlier discussion.
    


    
      
        So there’s Strange Fruit which is more performance based, and it’s much more professional. It’s
        basically the interaction between professional performers and professional drag artists. Then there’s Drag
        Up Your Ass. Part of its ideology is that it’s open to people who want to do performance art that is
        drag-based. But they don’t have to be experienced. But there is Pop It, I think you’ve probably heard
        of it? It’s more of the queer, lesbian oriented drag performance space. It’s more of a party with a long list
        of performers.
      


      
        Then we have our own drag show, our own regular drag show every Tuesday now called Werk. I don’t like
        the name. But we were trying to appeal to the young, RuPaul-based audience. We named it for the young. I don’t
        like it. I don’t like it, but whatcha going to do? And it’s working.
      

    


    
      “Maybe,” I said, “you should call it ‘working.’”
    


    
      He laughed and paused, thinking.
    


    
      “And I know that there’s a few other drag shows in the work. You’ve heard of Holy Wigs, right?”
    


    
      “No.” My ignorance is shocking. I felt dumb. “I’ve been so disconnected since I left.” Anyway, I’d only ever been
      to Shushan, Evita, and that calendar party!
    


    
      He dragged me without bite: “Well, they were performing when you were here.”
    


    
      They’ve had about 400 shows.
    


    
      “Oh, you have told me about this before,” I interrupted. And I sigh, relieved, because finally I know something,
      though the details are fuzzy.
    


    
      “You know, it’s a proper theater-based drag show. They’ve been around the country.”
    


    
      I wondered at the waxing and waning of the Israeli drag scene. It’s waxing now with stories appearing in places
      as unlikely as the Jerusalem Post. But things had gotten a little gloomy.
    


    
      “The closing of Evita shook the Tel Aviv scene,” he said.
    


    
      First it was a shock, then it was a shake. You know, it’s funny because I saw yesterday, I saw the girls of
      RuPaul’s Drag Race All-Stars. They had an interview with Build [an online interview series] and
      one of them, BendeLaCreme said “history always fluctuates.” You know, we’ve had that blow up of drag in
      mainstream culture in the past, then it got back to being quite niche. Then it got back up again. Soon it will be
      back to being niche. I can relate to that, I agree with that.
    


    
      “Can you tell me again how long you’ve been doing drag for?” I asked, needing another reminder.
    


    
      He told me: “Since 2000,” and then laughed. He feels old.
    


    
      “You know, the first Israeli drag queen I saw—in fact the one who kind of helped inspire this book is Diva D.
      She’s your drag daughter, isn’t she?”
    


    
      Gil laughed and corrected me. It’s the other way around. Galina is Diva D’s daughter.
    


    
      She’s back. Yeah. I knocked on her coffin and said, “girl, I’ve got garlic and some holy water. Get out!” And she
      did. And now, since it’s almost been four months and this is a bit too much for me, and so she joined in
      [organizing Werk], and Tallulah, and Eva Stiletto for the Russian speakers. Eva is of Russian origin. Oh, and by
      the way, the bar we perform in is owned by people of Russian origins and most days of the week, it caters to a
      Russian-speaking crowd. And it’s pretty funny because there seems to be a good connection between the LGBTQ
      community and Russian-speaking groups in Israel in general because they’re marginalized. And even though in
      general there is a various serious undercurrent of homophobia and anti-LGBTQ phobia,
      they’re willing to open up because they’re being marginalized and because of very, very strong secular,
      non-religious values. You know, it’s easier for them to relate to LGBTQ people.
    


    
      “That’s surprising. Because I thought that [homophobia] was more widespread among those communities.”
    


    
      “They are homophobic, but it’s easier for them to open up.”
    


    
      Then he told me how the straight Russian bartenders—they’re hot—are fine with the queer crowds, but Gil pays
      attention when the bartenders’ friends are there because things can get messy, especially if Galina keeps
      flirting.
    


    
      He returned to Diva D.
    


    
      So basically, um, I have two drag mothers. One of them is Diva D, who is technically my grandmother, but that’s
      technically speaking. The other is Lady Die, who quit performing ten or twelve years ago, when she realized she’s
      a woman and started transitioning. So the second she started transitioning she had two more shows in drag and
      then she said “that’s it I’m not performing in drag anymore.” She did one performance as a drag king, and she was
      the worst drag king ever. You could clock she was a woman right away. Yeah, it was like too weird. She actually
      lives in England for the past ten years. She got married to a British guy and she’s lived there for the past ten
      years. Technically she’s my drag mother, but actually, practically… [Adopting high voice] “my mother left me and
      my grandmother raised me.” But it also has to do with the fact that Danny, Diva D’s alter ego, we were really
      good friends and Danny has so much technical knowledge and perception and the ability to understand that what’s
      good for him might not be good for another performer, and he’s able to analyze what might be good for another
      performer. So, even if I wasn’t, um, as close, everyone in the drag scene nowadays, almost everyone, is in touch
      with Danny one way or another and asking for his technical advice.”
    


    
      “And by technical advice, you mean everything from makeup, performance…?” I asked.
    


    
      So it’s makeup, padding, shopping for all these things, wigs, of course, um, makeup techniques. But when it comes
      to performance, or personal professional relations, they come to me. Which is basically why they all call me
      mother, and they call her the evil grandmother. He likes it. I personally don’t like it because he’s one of the
      sweetest people ever and he should complete the vicious act. But if it makes her happy—
    


    
      Agreeing, “Yeah, she’s gotta do what she’s gotta do.”
    


    
      I get back to what Billie Holiday would think.
    


    
      I ask the question I’d been sitting on for the previous hour, “So… Strange Fruit
      is named after the Billie Holiday song. Do you know why it’s called that?”
    


    
      “Because Clipa Theater is strange,” he replied.
    


    
      And they originally claimed to be more artistic, queer crowd. And “fruit” obviously means queers. And the person
      who started it is a big Billie Holiday fan. You know, on the surface, it’s more of the “we’re here, we’re queer,
      and we’re strange.” Um, whereas us choosing the name Werk it’s very clear we’re going for the more
      mainstream RuPaul’s Drag Race watching audience. And we’re open to everyone. I should say that there is
      also a more Bushwig style of drag, you know that’s purposefully unpolished, fuzzy wuzzy kind of drag. They are an
      unbelievable group and they call themselves Cross, as in cross-dresser. They perform like once a month.
      They’re fucking amazing. It’s like if you take Australian Priscilla Queen of the Desert drag and
      combined it with Bushwig fuzzy wuzzy kind of drag.
    


    
      “I think I’ve got it,” I laughed.
    


    
      Um, they will be like “give this character a joint and a drink.” They’re really funny, purposely unpolished. They
      show off, they’re like “we’re twenty-one and we’re choosing this.” We could be polished if we wanted. They’re—I
      told them, “you guys are the next thing.” And they were like “thanks, but no thanks. We don’t want to be the next
      thing.” Yeah, and I told them, “yeah, I understand you guys are young and being the next thing is a terrible
      thing, but it’s true.” They bring in more people than I do.
    


    
      I returned to Galina’s own efforts, wanting to know more. “The competition brought in 600 people, which is really
      impressive. What about your weekly show?”
    


    
      “Yeah, for the weekly drag show, there’s something like fifty to 120 on Tuesdays. Yeah, but we also had a
      problem, drag shows used to start at midnight, and now we start at ten.”
    


    
      I interjected again, “You have to! People have to go to sleep and to work the next day!”
    


    
      He was reluctant to cede this, though. “Yeah, but we used to start at midnight on a weekday and people showed up.
      People used to come, but now they don’t.”
    


    
      I have ideas about this. “It’s too much Netflix and chill.” I say Netflix, but really, I mean hookup apps.
    


    
      He nodded, “Yeah, I guess it’s a combination of too much Netflix and chill. But also, people, uh, you know,
      people want things their own way. It’s better for me. I’m done at one o’clock instead of four.”
    


    
      When we spoke, it was already evening in Israel. He was drinking coffee. We talked coffee, and then we talked
      middle-aged scheduling.
    


    
      Gil wakes up at 5am. “That’s when I do most of my reading and writing.”
    


    
      Then he’ll go to his daughters—he and his husband had a second since we’d met in 2016.
      He’ll wake up at six when the children are with their co-parents.
    


    
      He takes the girls to daycare and then rides his bicycle to the office and listens to new songs to learn the
      lyrics. Or he listens to the news, “depending on how bad ‘The Situation’ is.” That’s what a lot of people I met
      in Israel call the conflict and Occupation—“Situation” is shorthand.
    


    
      Coffee again at 1pm, then lunch.
    


    
      “But I have an ulcer.”
    


    
      As we wound down, he tried, kindly, to tell me I’d already been scooped.
    


    
      Because I do have to let you know that I was interviewed by Vice magazine. Oh wait, not Vice.
      No, no, no. So Vice had a show called Hate thy Neighbor so they interviewed me and Yosela, who
      is a drag queen from Jerusalem, and it aired about a year ago. Also, I was filmed for Refinery 29—
    


    
      “Oh yeah, yeah, yeah, I know them!”
    


    
      “So they have this documentary series called Style Out There, so they did, they filmed an episode about
      the Israeli drag scenes. It still hasn’t aired. I guess they’re in post-production.”2
    


    
      He whispered, “I still haven’t signed the release form.”
    


    
      But he must have, because the episode aired.
    


    
      “So, one last question. It has do with what we were just talking about. Your schedule and kids.” I’m leading up
      to a question about homonormativity, but I don’t want it to feel like a read. I don’t want a kid, but I’m into
      nesting and cats.
    


    
      “So, this isn’t a read, but you know the critiques of what people call ‘homonormativity’ and how queers are
      becoming domesticated, kind of you, know falling into the trap for neoliberal individuality in exchange for more
      TV shows.”
    


    
      Sure, he’d thought about it.
    


    
      
        Yeah, so you know, I’ve personally have been struggling with that perception because I’m committed to a queer,
        non-neoliberal kind of lifestyle. I’m committed to that. So, the first thing, is that I married a communist. So
        that’s part of not being neoliberal.
      


      
        Second, I am in joint parenthood with a lesbian woman, so I’m not following the heteronormative pattern of two
        parents—“let’s shop for a child.” Also, um, one of the reasons we were struggling with the idea of getting
        married was, you know, just that. But we decided to get married for the safety of the children, and because we
        love each other, and just because we, you know, us getting married is redefining marriage.
      

    


    
      I agreed and told him of my not-quite-conversion about marriage. “I used to be one of the Against Equality
      people,” I told him,
    


    
      but then… Talk about coupling folks and against marriage and how it just reproduces the
      same sexist institution. But as an anthropologist, I think that’s reductive. Of course, gay marriage changes
      marriages. And that was one of things with Brunhilde. We got married to ease his reentry into the States, but I
      also wanted to get married. It was only actually, it was interesting really, Gil, because I had to do
      all of the divorce stuff from here in New York. And, you know, I couldn’t work on this book, I couldn’t work on
      this project until… This was happening. And a lot what happened when I came back to the project was me writing
      and then having to take a break to cry at my desk and then just doing it again. So, no, I get that struggle. I
      wanted to adopt a kid or surrogate a kid or buy an apartment.
    


    
      He nodded sympathetically, continuing,
    


    
      So one of the things I’ve learned and one of the things I tell people is, “yes, the political is personal,” but,
      with that said, I am leading a change by example, but I am not going to conform by going by according to what
      they describe. I’m different because I know I’m different. I know I’m not that [homonormative queer] because I’m
      publicly a drag queen dad, I’m publicly a radical feminist. I struggle with stuff the way regular people struggle
      with stuff, and the way non-regular people struggle. And that’s part of my commitment to not being a regular
      person.
    


    
      He wanted to underscore his not-neoliberalness by returning to the TLVFest competition we’d begun with:
    


    
      
        I was critiqued for establishing the competition. And it’s like “wow, this is such a capitalist thing, and I
        can’t believe you’re doing that,” and it’s like “no, I’m not doing this for the competition, I’m doing this
        because I know that the drag community and the queer community will benefit from this, and it’s far larger than
        the damage to the community by the spirit of competition.”
      


      
        By the way, that is why even though I am eligible because I am an American citizen, that is one of the reasons
        while I will not apply for RuPaul’s Drag Race. I mean, I have a plethora of other reasons. I
        have children, I can’t just take a break from everything. But I think it could be arranged, you know, I
        could learn to sew [laughs]. But I could if I really wanted to. I know if I wanted to my husband,
        Lilah, my parenting partner would support me to realize that dream, if that was a dream of mine. But I’m very
        critical of Drag Race in the sense that it, the queer community and the drag community came a lot from
        that, but the damages are unmeasurable, and I also I’m very public about that, which is you know is heresy in
        the drag world.
      

    


    
      He adopted a bitchy tone, mimicking critics,
    


    
      
        “How dare you criticize RuPaul? Who are you to criticize RuPaul?” I criticize RuPaul
        because she should be criticized. I criticize RuPaul’s Drag Race because that show should be
        criticized. It’s not perfect, and I don’t have to be the world’s most perfect drag queen according to their
        standards to, you know?”
      


      
        So, you know, you asked about marriage and, you know. I’m very open about the fact that I’m polyamorous, but
        the fact is that I have two young children and a husband and my daughters’ mother is a very dear friend of mine
        and so there’s that relationship too. So yeah, I’m a non-practicing polyamorous person—
      

    


    
      “Yeah,” I laughed, “Who has the time?”
    


    
      One of the things I’m really vocal about is that now that I have children, I can freely tell all of my queer or
      gay male friends, “don’t do this unless you know you want this.” You know they say being old is not for sissies …
    


    
      “Parenthood is another level,” I said, even though my most common experience with it was watching the bags under
      my parenting friends get darker and puffier.
    


    
      “People are like I’m not sure if I want it. I’m being pressured. But everyone who has children says how wonderful
      they are.”
    


    
      Yeah, right.
    


    
      I mean they are, and in Israeli society parenting is very important. You know, walking around with my children
      around drag queens and queers, drag performers, and, you know I think it was somewhere around the time when we
      met in Israel [in 2016], my older daughter was really, really young… I was still carrying her with this uh,
      whaddya call it? A carrying bag? Anyway, I was wearing my boy drag, and I was wearing my office clothes and being
      the flamboyant person that I am I don’t usually go in like that, but I had a very important meeting. And I was
      carrying her, and this was a very typical heteronormative straight-looking kind of position in Tel Aviv. A lot of
      businessmen carry their babies this way, and I didn’t even notice that I was passing for straight.
    


    
      “Haha,” I joked, “It happens to the best of us.”
    


    
      He walked with his daughter, he continued,
    


    
      
        around the streets of Tel Aviv, and I think we were around King George Street near the Gay and Lesbian
        Community Center and there was this group of kids, who were very, like, pierced and tattooed, you know overly
        queer and overly freaky, and they were looking at me and I was looking at them. And my daughter was looking at
        them totally fascinated. I knew they were thinking, “This guy totally despises us. We’re
        never gonna grow up and be like you.” And then I look at them and say to her, “Isn’t this beautiful?” And they
        were like all looking at me and were like ‘What just happened now?’
      


      
        You know the queer thing is to be vocal and open and to set a personal example with love and with
        compassion and with openness. And it’s not my fault I pass for straight, you know, I don’t have tattoos because
        I don’t want any tattoos, I don’t have piercings because I don’t want piercings. I don’t wear high heels
        because I don’t feel comfortable with them on the street because I have long days and I’m carrying a baby on my
        back. I have male privileges. I do. But I change—change will not be achieved by me giving up all my privileges.
        It will be achieved by me using those privileges to make sure those privileges turn into people’s rights, not
        just my male privileges.
      

    


    
      “Well,” I said, “I think that’s a perfect place to end.”
    


    
      In the stereotyped inflections of an aristocratic Englishwoman, he replied, “I’m so happy to be of assistance.”
    


    
      
        Notes
      


      
        1    Amnesty International, “Israel’s Occupation: 50 Years of
        Dispossession,” accessed October 14, 2020, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/06/israel-occupation-50-years-of-dispossession/.
      


      
        2    You can find the mini-doc here: Tel Aviv’s Jewish Drag
        Scene Is NOT What You Think, Style Out There (Refinery 29,
        2018), www.youtube.com/watch?v=9B2P-DHnHEY&ab_channel=Refinery29.
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          Yes, Ms. Davis. The cover of a 1994 zine
          created by Vaginal Davis available at the Queer Zine Archive Project,
          http://archive.qzap.org/index.php/Detail/Object/Show/object_id/234
        

      
    


    
      Vaginal Davis generously reviewed the dinner I’d made for her: “Delighted in a vegan style fantasy feasty of
      pumpkin, ochre [okra], risotto and tahini sahn that pushed all my baby dyke culinary senses to the limit plus a
      Welch Rather Crumble for desert—yumsis!” I’d made it onto Vaginal Davis’s world-famous blog Speaking from the
      Diaphragm twice in almost as many weeks. Moments of achievement are rare for academics, so reading her blog
      I briefly felt like somebody, like this project mattered. So what if a bit later in her account she didn’t know
      what this project was about: “gender or something.” Although she has served as a queer muse for generations of
      scholars, she maintains a healthy skepticism toward academic culture. Later in her post, she read me and my plans
      to add a performative layer to my upcoming talk at the Institute for Cultural Inquiry. I was doing it, I told
      her, in executive realness drag. Brunhilde insisted I try on the dress I’d bought from Cos and the heels I’d
      bought at a vintage store. I wobbled out—I hadn’t learned how to walk in them yet. She was under-impressed. I
      don’t think she meant to be shady, or whether she was talking about me or all academics (probably me), but…
      academics, she said, “often need more attention than the academy provides them.”
    


    
      She’s got a point. Even for those of us who teach, our captive audiences aren’t always enough. The demand to
      produce, to discover, to say something new or interesting or, better, remotely topical, is very much a part of
      what she dubbed “danger capitalism.” As Ms. Davis put it, tweaking a mantra my dad, who’d dropped out of a Ph.D.
      program in Sociology at Berkeley in the 1970s, had told me since I was a child, “It’s publish or peril.” For me,
      even with tenure, that peril still looms—50K in student loan debt, New York rents that pushed me out, settling
      for living on campus. Ms. Davis stands as a glittering alternative to the still staid, shrinking world of
      academic relevance (the privileges decrease in inverse proportion to the perils). No wonder she appears so
      vibrant in academic writing.
    


    
      “Every six years or so,” she said, “someone rediscovers me. But I just keep doing the same old thing. I’m so old
      school, I’m new school!” Then she laughs: a girly, exuberant and unexpected giggle, remarkable issuing forth from
      her. It’s the voice of a coy child delivered by someone inhabiting a 6’6” football player’s body.
    


    
      The interview lasted four and a half hours. I say interview, but it was more like court, as in holding court.
      While she is an undeniably gracious royal, granting me, a virtual stranger, an interview out of the blue, she is
      also a demanding one. Her energy was tremendous, elemental. Walking back from dropping her off at the
      Leopoldplatz U-Bahn station, I felt emptied out, worse than the feeling I had stumbling five flights of stairs,
      ragged after a rare night out in Berlin’s voracious night life. But it was only 10:15 pm.
    


    
      Compared to the illustrious queen bee of queer political performativity, I felt like the shell of a fag: a
      coupled, domesticated gym bunny, almost two decades away from his cultural heyday of in-crowds, gallery openings,
      and hungry optimism.
    


    
      The whole thing felt way more high stakes than usual. Most of my ethnographic research takes the form of hanging
      out, getting to know folks over meals or during walks. That had been the case for MYSTI, Liad, and Kay, anyway.
      This was a one shot, and I worried that I wouldn’t be able to get it, that kernel
      of insight that would grow into a story, something that might live up to José Muñoz’s classic account of Vaginal
      Davis’s terrorist, disidentificatory drag, a style of drag that explosively inhabits toxic or abject
      representations, but with a difference.1 How could I hope to tie
      together the densely interwoven threads of art- and music-making, personal narrative, gossip, and
      “ghettolosophy”?
    


    
      Hours before she arrived, I’d asked Lauren Berlant, Tavia Nyong’o, and Katrien Jacobs via Facebook what they’d
      ask Ms. Davis given the chance. Try to go beyond the biographical and ask about what it feels like to be an
      exemplary figure, Lauren advised. Tavia suggested I ask about her online presence—her artist’s blog was one of
      the first of its kind, but she’s famously Luddite, largely averse to computers and especially social media. A
      former student has managed the blog for decades. Katrien suggested I get advice about walking in the five-inch
      heels I’d recently purchased—my dancer friend Enrico had picked them out, and he made walking in them look so
      easy, in his characteristic too-cool-for-school manner.
    


    
      Something akin to Lauren’s question about exemplarity had already worked its way under my skin. I’d always
      planned on contacting Ms. Davis. And after MYSTI described meeting her at an event honoring Douglas Crimp, I
      tried to get an e-troduction through MYSTI, but that hadn’t panned out, and my emails had gone unanswered. So,
      not long before leaving Berlin at the end of 2014, I decided on a frontal approach. I did some selective
      stalking, attending a screening of her Rising Stars, Falling Stars film series at Arsenal with the sole
      purpose of making a connection.
    


    
      Arsenal is an art cinema and film museum housed in the Sony Center, a grotesque quasi-open-air mall with shops
      and another, mainstream cinema where I’d go to my fix of English language Hollywood blockbusters. Collaborator
      Daniel Hendrickson, dapper in a suit, opened with a little honky-tonk on a stand-up piano to get us in the mood
      for Ms. Davis’s opening remarks about the evening’s film, the 1980 Michael Apted biopic Coal Miner’s
      Daughter with a young, always pockmarked Tommy Lee Jones and the brilliant Sissy Spacek as country singer
      Loretta Lynn. It couldn’t have been easy playing a fourteen-year-old who goes off with Mr. Jones, but believe!
      Spacek’s performance is virtuosic, from daddy’s girl and wallflower, then horny impetuous teen, to reluctant and
      then not-so-reluctant celebrity. Spacek even sang all of the songs herself. Vaginal wore a long, open and very
      deep-necked silver dress. Later, I wondered if it was a Rick Owens creation, a collaboration that rarely goes
      unmentioned by commentators or Ms. Davis herself, and whether it was supposed to be that wrinkly. I was tired but
      couldn’t help being drawn into the film. Structurally, it couldn’t be simpler: Loretta Lynn gets out of the West
      Virginia hollers and crushing poverty with her man, has some struggles, makes it as a country western star, forms
      a friendship with Patsy Cline, has some more troubles, gets through them and gets older, becomes diva.
    


    
      Vaginal’s own story resonates with Lynn’s. She grew up in Watts, got tapped into a program for gifted minority
      kids, and soaked up Hollywood esoterica and gossip, making a name for herself in the punk
      and other indie, underground scenes. Although she flirted with Hollywood, she “was never much one for mainstream
      showbiz.” She wasn’t lacking in raw talent or nerviness, even as a child.
    


    
      “I even had gay teachers who tried to encourage me. But they were really into the mainstream industrial complex,”
      she said. Her last day job was in the 1990s when she worked at UCLA’s Placement and Career Planning center under
      Bill Locklear, the father of television star Heather Locklear. They got on, Ms. Davis said, because Locklear
      “loved nutty people.” Add nutty to the list: elemental, royal, girly, nutty.
    


    
      Although never achieving success—if success means name recognition or money—Ms. Davis has occasionally enjoyed a
      few of the coddling benefits of fame, as when curators thoughtfully provided hustlers and other services for LA’s
      famous Militant Babylonian Thrash Gargantuess, only one of her incarnations. She does have diva status, but her
      celebrity is largely constrained to indie, artsy, and/or academic queer circuits. Lorretta Lynn’s entourage was
      traditional: security, managers, and the like. Vaginal’s resembles the staff of a well-connected, struggling but
      still afloat non-profit: interns, eager students, and a few folks with real power, for culture industries anyway,
      like editors, curators, actors, and other members of the creative classes.
    


    
      That night at Arsenal, I resisted the urge to retreat to my apartment’s calls to come nest, I stayed to chat, to
      get my in. Of course, I had to compete with others for Vaginal’s attention—fans, friends, and other academics—all
      while trying to make it seem effortless. We were all faced with the same challenge, namely finding an opening.
      Ms. Davis is a chatty Cathy, energetically moving from topic to topic and person to person in what Guy Trebay of
      the New York Times described as “stream-of-consciousness orations that pass as conversation.”2 We clustered around her like ducklings, smiling, nodding, and laughing as
      she breathlessly related a story about the final performances by her art students the previous summer at the
      Justus Liebig Universität in Giessen, a tale she repeated during our dinner. The takeaway? They were talented
      youngsters who were willing to take risks. One performance stood out: a beautiful bubble-butted German with only
      a little to do on stage took Ms. Davis’s costume advice seriously, ended up committing to his role in nothing but
      a gold-sequined jockstrap. She retold this story over dinner, where she added,
    


    
      I’m always encouraging my students’ nudity. Always the best outfit when you’re as young as you are—the best
      outfit when you’re young is just to be nude. ’Cuz you’ll never have bodies this sexy and hot ever again. So take
      advantage of it, sweetie. Use it or you’ll lose it.
    


    
      I finally left her chatting with a trinity of attractive young men, who I couldn’t help but mentally undress down
      to jockstraps. Distracted and a little peeved at their beauty and youth, I walked away only to turn on my heel
      when I realized I hadn’t introduced myself. “My name is Shaka,” then I made what I thought
      was a dramatic outro, tugging on my denim jacket and swaggering to the elevators.
    


    
      Academics tend to be sneaky because they overthink everything. I’d dithered for months because I didn’t know how
      to approach her, because I worried I didn’t yet know the right people or because I hadn’t made myself more
      visible in Berlin’s queer cultural scenes. But it turns out the direct approach was best. Who knows why she
      agreed? At the time I had narcissistically hoped it was my looks, my then muscular arms. But it was probably just
      because she doesn’t like to cook and loves a good dinner. She agreed to meet after I followed up my in-person
      intro with an email. A week later, she arrived punctually in neat boy drag. She was a little shy at first, but as
      we ate, and the evening went on, Ms. Davis warmed up, like a steam engine.
    


    
      My mistake was thinking I was in charge. I wasn’t. I never was. I was never going to be. The questions I’d
      prepared sat accusingly next to me for most of the evening. I’d occasionally jot down notes in an effort to look
      professional, but they were almost nonsensical when I looked them over later. Mostly I wrote down lists of names.
      She schooled me, as she has so many others, in a vital genealogy of queer makers, some of whom I knew, others who
      were unfamiliar: GB Jones, Dorothy Arzner, Oscar Saul, Glenn Meadmore, Johanna Wint, Rachel Rosenthal, Shari
      Frelow, RuPaul, Lady Bunny, Divine, Bibbe Hanson (Beck’s mom), and more. Then there were the lists of
      collaborations in her bands PME (hardcore: Pedro, Muriel, Esther), the Afro Sisters, Black Fag, ¡Cholita!, and
      the art collective CHEAP Collective.
    


    
      Although I felt overwhelmed and more than a little out of the loop, I never felt put down—none of these were
      spitefully name-checked the way some academics can do, but in the way a passionate maker speaks about
      collaborators, or tries to make a connection by identifying shared references. Something similar is at work on
      her blog Speaking from the Diaphragm, a mix of announcements, reflections, and eagerly shared gossip,
      lots of it. There’s an undeniable, and undeniably giddy, performativity to her. But Brunhilde and I didn’t see
      the totally over-the-top parts. Maybe it’s getting older, which she mentioned frequently, or the gout, which had
      made her limit her alcohol consumption. We did our own gossiping later over the things that wouldn’t have worked
      in other company, like her stories, with hysterically graphic sound effects, of queer cultural icons getting
      blissfully fucked by big Brazilian dicks. This is to say then that she doesn’t seem affected. It was just the
      fabulousness of her ordinary interactions. A more self-conscious performativity makes me think of snap queens and
      lisps and catchphrases, like “Fabulous, darling!” or of the considered withdrawal of affect characteristic of
      many queer culturista hipsters.
    


    
      I think this is what José Muñoz meant when he linked Ms. Davis’s creative-critical practice to Gramsci’s organic
      intellectual. She just did as she does. She chats, gossips, ghettolosophizes. We covered her childhood in Watts,
      her history in the LA punk scenes, curating indie events, who likes big black dicks, gentrification, Fluxus,
      danger capitalism. Two hours passed before I managed to interject one of my prepared questions. Though throughout that window of (her) loosening up, I interrupted her, trying to insert
      myself or make room for a question, distracting her from an already meandering story (though this wasn’t
      especially hard to do). Later, I wondered about how often ethnographers play bottom to their subject’s top.
    


    
      My methodological training to subject my interlocutor’s statements to skepticism was suspended—a rare suspension
      of academic disbelief. Everything seemed truthy to me. I never really doubted what she was saying. And I’m not
      sure I could have subjected her stories to much scrutiny, certainly not in the moment. Brunhilde and I were being
      eagerly schooled, entranced as Ms. Davis herself was when black nationalists took over the teaching at her
      childhood school. When she was in her band the Afro Sisters, she retooled one of the songs she learned from the
      revised Afrocentric curriculum.
    


    
      
        Ah ah we meet
      


      
        Walking down the street
      


      
        Ten times a week
      


      
        There’s nothing to eat
      


      
        And charcoal’s on my feet
      


      
        Black Power Black Power
      


      
        Destroy white boy
      

    


    
      Re-reading earlier works about Ms. Davis, like Marc Siegel’s
      2008 essay “Vaginal Davis’s Gospel Truths” or José Muñoz’s accounts, I’m struck by the ways they deal with
      Ms. Davis’s stories. They weren’t sure what was true and what was invented. Muñoz prefaces Vaginal’s conception
      story this way: “according to her own self-generated legend…”3 Marc
      Siegel focuses specifically on the relationship between gossip and truth, re-narrating encounters between Ms.
      Davis and Andy Warhol first told by Ms. Davis herself. Siegel resists the whispered question posed to him by a
      respected art historian about whether the stories were true. Siegel instead offers the reflection that “any
      attempt to adjudicate the truth value of Davis’s gossip seems to miss what is so essential about it: it is
      neither true nor false; it is fabulous.”4 Later, he continues,
    


    
      The information passed along as gossip is conveyed in confidence to confidants—who of course pass on the
      confidential information to other confidants. The truths of gossip are meant only for those willing to lend an
      ear. By lending an ear, one implicates oneself within and extends gossip’s network of trusted
      listeners.5
    


    
      I wanted to pass some of Ms. Davis’s stories on, but since I don’t move in her circles, I found most of my
      friends or the German academics could only offer modestly curious, somewhat puzzled ears when I told them about
      her and the dinner we’d shared. The gossip didn’t parse, mirroring, in its own way, her own storytelling to us—Brunhilde and I were receptive but without the wealth of references to make
      another, deeper connection.
    


    
      “Ms. Davis is messy,” she said after spilling a dollop of tahini on the table, which I swiped up with a finger
      and popped into my mouth. Her table manners were actually fine, but messy does describe the baroque loops of our
      conversation. When I expressed my dismay to Brunhilde—“How will I get this into any kind of order?”—he pointed
      out one obvious center of gravity. “My whole persona, everything, is my mother.” Lauren told me not to go too
      biographical, but it’s hard to ignore something like this.
    


    
      “Everything” here refers her mother’s role in her life, whose death in 2000 devastated Ms. Davis. But
      everything. Vaginal’s famous, surprising, whispery little girl voice. The spirit of defiance—mom did
      what she thought was right, not what she was told, as when she refused to stop farming vacant nearby lots to feed
      her neighbors. The DIY aesthetics.
    


    
      
        She’s the one that created installations… She would just turn the apartment into a giant installation, making
        mazes. ’Cuz I had no toys to play with, she would make toys just out of discarded junk… She would make these
        dolls out of nothing and things for me to play with, which spirited my imagination. To just make things, just
        do-it-yourself out of nothing.
      

    


    
      The breaking of boundaries and laws: Vaginal’s dad was related to her mother’s employer, a scion of a rich Jewish
      family, and he was practically jailbait when they came together. (I wondered whether this is where her penchant
      for Jewish men comes from—she flirted unremittingly with Brunhilde throughout the night!) Ms. Davis
      (accidentally) shrimped a fifteen-year-old when she performed as the opening act for Margaret Cho’s Notorious
      C.H.O. tour. Ms. Davis’s sisters had a different father whom mom stabbed when he kept coming by to demand
      sexual favors. Then there were the politics.
    


    
      The biographical makes critical theorists uncomfortable because it seems to give too much weight to the personal,
      to the notion of a sovereign self in control of itself or the world around it, an autonomous and rational actor
      making choices that either enlarge or foolishly contract one’s freedoms. That’s the neoliberal view anyway, and I
      agree it’s hooey. Still, it sometimes seems to me that the desire to avoid assigning too much weight to the
      personal is still very much about a discomfort, usually Western, usually white, often but not always male, about
      what the self or a personal history or an authentically experienced or rendered thing might reveal or hail those
      feeling the discomfort into some kind of culpable relation. Western epistemologies have famously sought to
      abstract the self from the social and just about anything. The admittedly justified skepticism toward memoir or
      toward autoethnography is perhaps shaped by a skepticism toward the idea that there’s a self there to lay bare.
      (If you’re still here reading, though, thanks!) But the division between our experiences of ourselves, which, if
      we’re willing to admit it, come with all sorts of histories, real and imagined, and the
      opposition of the performative or socially constituted self against some essential one, isn’t particularly
      useful—when Muñoz writes about Davis in 1999, he already described these oppositions as “stale.”6 Whether his mother’s role in Ms. Davis’s life is the truth or merely truthy,
      it certainly plays an important role in Davis’s own ongoing biomythography.
    


    
      Ms. Davis emerged from a set of histories that kept most people like her stuck; she was black and mixed race,
      poor, and in intimate proximity to the dream machine of Hollywood. I’m not sure we can know whether there was
      some little thing that made a difference—like her mom—or whether she possessed some exceptional spark that helped
      her create a very different kind of life. The performative self is not just a self that’s put on, performed, but
      rather something that achieves coherence through its repetition, that materializes what it appears to only
      describe. Then, too, there’s a kind of recursiveness to performativity; it attaches, repeats, spirals in, out,
      and away from a self, real/not real all the way through. Ms. Davis performs her mom’s role in her life, but also
      says she merely imitates her mom. “I was just copying my mother in everything. She’s the real, true artist,” she
      said. “I just fabricate a lot of her things and recombobulate them.”
    


    
      Some histories begin to generate new meanings, long after the fact. For example, although Vaginal was always
      interested in the political (but not in politics per se), some elements of her political stylings, like her name
      itself, take on new meanings over time. Although Ms. Davis took her moniker after the famous Black Panther turned
      professor and prison abolitionist Angela Davis, who was hunted by the FBI and their snitch turned governor turned
      president Ronald Reagan, it was only after her mom’s death that she learned that there may have been a more
      direct connection to the other Ms. Davis beyond identification.
    


    
      “I’ve never been able to get the whole story. My sister Theresa Ray, she says she doesn’t remember.” Ms. Davis
      pieced bits together, though, like her own biomythography, she herself isn’t completely certain what is and isn’t
      true.
    


    
      One day, she told us, she got a call from her sister not long after their mother died. “Oh Denny [his nickname
      among his family], could you come over here and help me with mommy’s things? I found these things in her closet,
      in these trunks.” Theresa Ray didn’t want to say what she’d found over the phone, so Vaginal rode her bike over
      to find out. In trunks in their mother’s cluttered bedroom (which she never slept in) there were guns, lots of
      them. And grenades. And something else.
    


    
      “I swear,” Vaginal exclaimed, “it looked like a bazooka!” Theresa Ray didn’t know what to do, while Vaginal
      wanted to call the police. And that’s what she did when Theresa Ray left for church. “The cops came, and they
      looked at me and all these guns and were like”—eyes rolled and eyebrows arched—‘Mmmmhmmm.’”
    


    
      I asked a question, not so seriously, “What, was your mom helping Angela Davis out, hiding all of her guns?”
      Nonplussed, she responded that, yes, her mom likely had been involved in arranging safe houses for the other Ms.
      Davis when she was on the lamb. Or the guns might have had to do with the SLA, the
      Symbionese Liberation Army, the radical leftist organization infamous for its kidnapping and possible
      brainwashing of Patty Hearst, political assassinations, and a bloody showdown with police. Or it might have been
      “the Japanese terrorist group from the seventies,” the Japanese Red Army, as Ms. Davis also remembers some
      serious-faced Japanese hanging around the apartment then. Like I said, the details are fuzzy, although her mom’s
      involvement with a group of radical lesbian separatists was clearer; the women were known among the siblings as
      “uncle this” and “uncle that.” They were “all working class. White, black, Native American, Asian. Almost
      everything… She became the femme top to these butch bottoms,” she laughed. The guns were probably going to be
      used to protect their new territories. Where did they want to go? “They were going to establish a feminist state
      somewhere in Palestine. They were gonna kick out the Jews and the Palestinians!”
    


    
      We all laughed, Brunhilde and I incredulously, while Ms. Davis’s voice increased in volume and pitch: “they had
      militia quality weapons! Women with weapons! Sexy!” The name of the new separatist state? Bilitis, after the
      Daughters of Bilitis, the lesbian counterpart to the gay rights organization, the Mattachine Society.
    


    
      Mom “commanded such authority,” Ms. Davis reflected thoughtfully. “My mother didn’t speak higher than a whisper.”
    


    
      Brunhilde replied, “She had a bazooka in her closet. She didn’t have to.”
    


    
      So, queer exemplary or stranger baby?
    


    
      “How does it feel to be an exemplary?” I asked. Ms. Davis has been written about by academics, interviewed by hip
      arty publications like Interview, and invited as a speaker or instructor at an array of institutions.
      She’s held up as a special kind of queer figure, something I’m inclined to do too: mythic, larger than life. I
      used the word “elemental” earlier, and others come to mind, but maybe what’s called for is finger-snapping,
      tongue-popping, and ululating “Yaaaaaass!” So, what makes her so special? For academics, they love the way she
      imitated and interrupted our typically boring, brainy klatches. What academic wouldn’t be excited by a giant
      black drag queen with go-go dancers groping their fellow conference goers? Or, as happened to me when I saw her
      perform at New York’s PS122, watch as she gently read a white curator of indie cinema about his supposedly unique
      archival find of radical black filmmaking: “Well, honey,” said sweetly, “don’t you know Melvin van Peebles was
      there first?” (A drag made especially delicious because that indie film scholar was the boyfriend of an ex.)
      Later in the performance, she got her facial—a bubble-butted scion of a famous and wealthy family and part of her
      performance crew—lowered his tighty-whities to sit on Ms. Davis’s face for a quick public rim job.
    


    
      The exemplariness could be summed up with one word: cred. Vaginal Davis has amazing cred.
    


    
      Ms. Davis began her performance career with strange appearances, what she called “interventions,” at arts events,
      where she might show up in an outrageous outfit and simply stand around and pose, she would “hold tableaux and
      cause a commotion,” while hardly talking to anyone. Eventually these metamorphosed into
      more developed performances in drag. But the gay clubs weren’t especially welcoming. They expected black drag
      queens to do pop divas or glamour, like Donna Summer. So rather than perform in gay clubs, for whom she was just
      too weird, she found her way into the LA punk scene, where she made a name for herself, though not without facing
      other challenges. “I was too punk for the gay scene, too gay for the punk scene.” Her first band was the Afro
      Sisters. Later there was PME (Pedro, Muriel, Esther). Her musical performances, like much of her persona, is a
      mix of sweet insouciance and knowingness. She does punk as bubblegum pop, but with a dirty or quirky edge. She
      sang us another example:
    


    
      
        Shoulder pads
      


      
        Shoulder pads
      


      
        Shoulder pads
      


      
        Uh huh, uh huh
      


      
        Shoulder pads
      


      
        Not maxi pads
      


      
        They’re shoulder pads!
      


      
        Uh huh
      

    


    
      If the punk scene was a better fit, it was still far from perfect. Sex, for instance, wasn’t always easy in those
      pre-emo days, “it was catch as catch can.” Then, via the unlikely global distribution of her print and then video
      zine Fertile La Toyah Jackson and an art letter practice, she, along with Canadian troublemakers Bruce
      LaBruce and GB Jones, helped germinate the queer punk scenes in LA and Toronto, variously dubbed homocore or
      queercore. Field of Dreams style, they virtually conjured them into being. It’s part of her
      biomythography, it’s true, and it’s fabulous. Cred, legendary cred.
    


    
      By the time José Muñoz had begun working with her, she’d already had decades of music, filmmaking, and
      performance work under her belt, along with a whole pantheon of characters. In “The White to Be Angry,” Muñoz
      foregrounds one particular figure: Clarence, a white militiaman, who shares Ms. Davis’s birth name. It’s this
      character that helps illustrate Muñoz’s formative concept of disidentification. He writes, “this
      disidentification works as an interiorized passing. The interior pass is a disidentification and
      tactical misrecognition of self.”7 Disidentification is one of
      those scholarly concepts like intersectionality—it became foundational to critical theory and laid the groundwork
      for the emergence of queer of color technique. Even though Muñoz didn’t originate the concept, he put it to a
      particularly noteworthy use. He used it to show the ways queers of color draw on the values and aesthetics of
      dominant cultures while also finding ways to navigate the toxicity of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy.
      The toxic other is internalized but kept at a distance, ironically redeployed, as in Vaginal’s case. The white
      militiaman becomes a site for desire and identification, but queerly inhabited by its antithesis, a big black
      performance art queen.
    


    
      Through AIDS, the almost complete absence of arts funding, and gentrification, Ms. Davis
      made it, without ever having arrived. That is, she manages to make it as a full-time artist and hasn’t had a
      full-time job since that gig at UCLA. But this doesn’t mean that she lives extravagantly. Like all of the other
      Berliners I spoke with, she worried about being pushed out of her Berlin flat. And this isn’t to say either that
      she’s totally happy with her circumstances. Sex is still an issue—people are either really into her or not, and
      she frequently disappoints those expecting a Mandingo power top. And, she said, she has to keep her gab shut,
      otherwise tricks lose interest right away. And, of course, she has fantasies of doing or having more. She
      wouldn’t mind selling her images for six figures, like Ryan McGinley, with whom she said she “has history,”
      without elaborating. Or RuPaul, whom she also knew back in the day and claimed had stolen the whole blonde hair
      black body thing from Ms. Davis when he made the decision to go mainstream.
    


    
      Ms. Davis wondered what might have happened to American mass culture if John Water’s muse Divine had broken into
      the mainstream. She’d almost made it, landing a guest role on the hit TV show Married with Children
      before her untimely death. Vaginal’s desire to win it big appeared to have been tempered by her Watts realism.
      She told us a little wistfully,
    


    
      There was that period of time that seemed like drag was gonna be the next big thing. Around the nineties, around
      the time of To Wong Foo… And there was all these movies that had situations with drag queens after
      RuPaul became embraced by the mainstream. But what they don’t realize is that only one person gets through the
      door in the mainstream.
    


    
      In Muñoz’s essay, he contrasted Vaginal’s provocative, disidentificatory drag to mainstream concepts of drag,
      anticipating and resonating with Lisa Duggan’s concept of homonormativity. Vaginal’s drag, Muñoz writes, works
      against the “sanitized and desexualized queer subject for mass consumption, representing a certain strand of
      integrationist liberal pluralism. The sanitized queen is meant to be enjoyed as an entertainer who will hopefully
      lead to social understanding and tolerance.”8 Ms. Davis is special,
      but she’s exemplary in a different context, the queer black indie arty punk scene.
    


    
      When I asked her how it felt to be an exemplary, she paused while chewing, looked at me a bit archly and
      disinterestedly responded, “No, I don’t really think about those kinds of things.” Then she launched into another
      vertiginous, interlocking set of stories, which at first seemed unrelated to the question. She began to describe
      a “retrospectical” of her work curated by Shari Frilot (of Sundance) at Anthology Film Archives in New York, but
      then paused to unpack a term Frilot had coined, “stranger baby,” a term used to describe someone of ambiguous
      racial ancestry, like Frilot, Davis, and myself. She speculated for a bit on my own possible racial
      identifications. Narrowing her eyes, “You could be Middle Eastern, mulatto, Italian.” We briefly landed again on
      attention-hungry academics and her own mixed relationship to the academy. Most of her
      relationships with academic institutions originate among students, who often petition for her to come to teach,
      as was the case for the summer gig blessed by the aforementioned sequined jockstrap clad bubble butt. Apparently,
      students had tried to get her for three years but she was only issued an invitation once a more sympathetic
      administrator, a fan of Ms. Davis, replaced the previous, more risk averse one. Guessing at the motivations for
      not inviting her wasn’t difficult: “That’s right, I’m not disciplined!”
    


    
      “Me either, girl!”
    


    
      Finally, we returned to Shari and the retrospectical, which loosely tied things back together. It was at this
      event that José Muñoz first met Ms. Davis, the beginning of a twenty-year collaboration. Others followed,
      including Jennifer Doyle, who went to school with José, and Amelia Jones. But after all this time, success,
      artistic or academic or financial, is still elusive. She often jokes with friend, fellow artist and sometimes
      collaborator Ron Athey, about their episodic rediscoveries. She has taken it all in stride, though. “As Dorian
      Corey would say in Paris is Burning, ‘If you shoot an arrow and it goes real high, hooray for you.’”
      Always accepted, even admired (even in high school), she’s not in, not universally popular or recognized, but
      that’s fine. “I still don’t feel there’s really a place for me. I still live outside a lot of different scenes,”
      she said.
    


    
      Ms. Davis’s continued relevance has to do in part with the continued relevance of the juxtapositions she is so
      keen to foreground as a big, black, queer, girly-voiced feminista, with encyclopedic knowledge of queer art
      cultures. But if Vaginal and her work oppose the homonormative assimilation into mainstream neoliberal projects,
      doesn’t the focus on her as an exemplary figure reflect a different kind of exceptionalism—the genius, the queer
      loner? Writing this portrait, I wondered whether I couldn’t focus more on her embeddedness within cultural scenes
      rather than her uniqueness. There must be others out there doing what she does, sans recognition, right? Still,
      she doesn’t wield her symbolic capital like a weapon, even as she seems to very much enjoy her relationship,
      however subcultural or tenuous, to celebrity. She’s not power hungry, trying to manipulate others into giving her
      a bigger stage. Muñoz tied her political and creative practices to Gramsci’s notion of the organic intellectual.
      That’s right: she’s homey, country, and sharp as a knife.
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          Maxxx Pleasure. Photo by AJ Jordan. Used with
          permission.
        

      
    


    
      August 16, 2018


      
        Maxxx Pleasure and I met each other while he was a student at Purchase, although he never had a class with me.
        We joked about this at the beginning of our conversation. When he told me “everyone talked about you,” I
        laughed a little nervously. After so many years of teaching, students’ opinions still matter.
      


      
        A few months earlier, a former student—one who liked me—contacted me and asked whether I would like to be
        involved in a documentary they were making about Maxxx. I was interested but already overwhelmed, and we
        couldn’t connect before I left for a summer fellowship. After I returned, I reached out to him.
      


      
        SHAKA: I haven’t seen you at Purchase lately. But for a while it seemed like I saw you all the time.
      


      
        MAXXX: I graduated in 2015! But I came back to visit friends all the time for like two years after.
      


      
        SHAKA: And how was your time here?
      


      
        MAXXX: I didn’t have a drive or motivation to apply to colleges. They only thing that I knew was that I wanted
        to be a filmmaker. I actually applied to the film program but got denied. I ended up studying New Media, but I
        didn’t really feel passionate about it until the end. Oh, and I was in Gender Studies for a hot minute. From an
        academic perspective, I sometimes wish I could go back and take a more active role in my education. Though New
        Media has actually served me pretty well.
      


      
        SHAKA: So what was important about your experience at Purchase?
      


      
        MAXXX: It was about friends and coming to terms with my own queerness.
      


      
        SHAKA: Now you’ve been become pretty active in the New York drag scene since you’ve left right? And it’s in the
        city, right?
      


      
        MAXXX: Yeah, I’ve been performing pretty regularly, specifically in Brooklyn, up until recently. I really
        started in January 2017. Once April hit, I was doing it so often. The past year has been really busy.
      


      
        SHAKA: Were you doing it on your own or…?
      


      
        MAXXX: My first “in” was with Switch N’ Play [a famous Brooklyn drag king collective].
      


      
        SHAKA: Did you approach them?
      


      
        MAXXX: I actually met them at a drag show at Manhattanville [a college near Purchase]. That’s where I met
        K.James and Miss Malice—
      


      
        SHAKA: —Oh, that’s right! We were there together, right?
      


      
        MAXXX: Yeah! I did so terrible at that Manhattanville show, but then Miss Malice reached out months later to
        see if I wanted to do fundraiser show with them. Then I murdered it, completely hit it out of the park. Then
        they invited me to do their regular Switch N’ Play shows.
      


      
        SHAKA: Are you still working with them?
      


      
        MAXXX: I performed with them for a little bit in the beginning, but then we fell out of touch. I just performed
        at their Pride show last June! I’m not part of the collective though, or any group really, I mostly do my own
        thing.
      


      
        SHAKA: Do you like doing that? Your own thing?
      


      
        MAXXX: Yeah, for sure!
      


      
        SHAKA: And what’s your process like? Do you have a standard repertoire of materials? When do you create new
        work?
      


      
        MAXXX: Well, I haven’t created a lot of new material in the last few months. But yeah, I have some standards
        and then I learn new material. Sometimes there’s also random park and barks. I’ve done a few good park and
        barks—
      


      
        SHAKA: —“Park and bark”? OMG, what is that? I’ve never heard of it!
      


      
        MAXXX: It’s when you get on stage without really preparing something. It’s like a lip sync routine, but without
        rehearsal. You park yourself on stage and just bark the song! ’Cuz it’s like, my understanding of it is… it’s
        not really rehearsed per se. I have a few of those in my pocket. I do a lot of more intricate acts too. Some
        are choreographed, I tell a story, use props. It’s also that Maxxx is a rock star—
      


      
        SHAKA: —And you’re not going to become Troye Sivan.
      


      
        MAXXX: Haha, yeah. I always do the same rock star face and the same hair. I really think of Maxxx like a
        person. I mean, he “plays parts” though, but like a rock star who sometimes acts in movies. You always know
        it’s him.
      


      
        SHAKA: I wonder whether the last time we saw each other was at that controversial Fall Ball [an annual drag
        competition at Purchase] a few years back. You were there, right?
      


      
        MAXXX: Yeah, actually I was in Lindsay’s performance when she was incorrectly awarded the crown. It was a
        pretty dramatic event, but it was a really cute performance.
      


      
        SHAKA: I mean, I wonder about this because sometimes it’s seemed to me that the Purchase drag community is
        really tight—especially when it began to become more visible in the last four or five years. The Fall Ball
        thing made me think that maybe the community wasn’t that tight? Or maybe it fell apart?
      


      
        MAXXX: My perspective on this is kinda strange. Because for the longest time when I was doing drag, I felt like
        I was on the outskirts. Qhrist with a Q, Sherry, Lindsay, Naomi… y’know, they had Pussyland [a monthly drag
        show at the college held for several years] out of their apartment, they were the ones who were really running
        it, and I felt on the outside of all of that. In the beginning, I felt like I had to invite myself to do a
        show. And when I was put on the bill, I felt like I couldn’t fuck it up because it could very well be my only
        shot.I felt on the outskirts of the queer community at Purchase as a whole. I never really felt like I was
        queer enough or cool enough. So with all that Fall Ball drama, and some of the other stuff too, I felt like I
        was on the outside looking in.
      


      
        SHAKA: Was it like one of those queerer than thou things? I’m more queer because XYZ?
      


      
        MAXXX: Like I knew I was bisexual in high school. Then I got to college, and I was like, “OK, I can actually
        live and explore this now.” I was bisexual but I was coming to a community of queer people who like… Before I
        went to Purchase I had never met a trans person, I didn’t know about they/them pronouns!
        I was a virgin at the time too, and I feel like kink and BDSM was pretty prevalent in the community too, and so
        these concepts were so far beyond me. And now, looking back, I knew like deep down that I fit right in! But
        back then I didn’t have the language or like the ability to comprehend all of these things within myself. Drag
        was what helped me feel like I was more part of the queer community. It was nice to have a performance outlet
        too. I have a background in community musical theater, so there’s that. But it was also just about getting more
        in touch with the queer community and be more present.
      


      
        SHAKA: Do you still feel like an outsider looking in?
      


      
        MAXXX: I do feel like I belong now, I suppose, but that varies from space to space. If I’m in a space that’s
        very cis gay male drag dominated, I do feel less welcome. That’s when I try to bring a friend so that I can
        hang on to them. I get really down on myself sometimes, so like for me to feel like I’ve accomplished
        something, I need tangible reminders. So, like, my number of Instagram followers [laughs]. And my poster from
        Sasha Velour’s Nightgowns [a drag show hosted by the Season 9 winner of RuPaul’s Drag Race Sasha
        Velour] which I did in February.I also got Drag King of the Year in the Brooklyn Nightlife Awards, so I have
        that trophy to remind me. It’s a brick! [laughs] It was an open nomination process, and they had a bunch of
        categories: DJ, hotspot, drag king, drag queen. There were four nominees per category and then Brooklyn votes.
        I won in 2018. I was also nominated in 2017, which is super weird because I hadn’t been performing in Brooklyn
        for that long then.So, yeah, I feel like I’ve earned my place here. When I got a show, it’s cool meeting people
        who already know me and know my work. I do belong here.Once I got really heavily involved in Brooklyn drag it
        was mostly around afabs [assigned female at birth]. It was good to feel surrounded by that group of people that
        were like me in that way. It was also good to feel that sense of belonging, and to go from having to prove
        myself at every Purchase apartment show… to where I am now.
      


      
        SHAKA: Do you still feel like you have something to prove?
      


      
        MAXXX: Sometimes—it’s a little complicated because people talk shit [laughs] to put it lightly and incredibly
        vague [laughs]. Like insinuating that I’m not a good drag king because I’m a one-look wonder—
      


      
        SHAKA: But what a look!
      


      
        MAXXX: Haha, thank you! It’s just stuff like insinuating that I’m not talented. I know I am talented. But that
        kind of stuff gets to me sometimes… that’s why I’m taking a break. Because of all of that. But do I still have
        to prove myself? To the Brooklyn community at large? No. But I do have that self-critical voice that says I’m
        not good enough or a boring one-look wonder. The sane part of me knows that I don’t have anything to prove. And
        my one-look gives me a brand, it’s the smartest career move ever! But it’s hard
        sometimes. On that same note, there’s a lot of internalized misogyny.
      


      
        SHAKA: You mean among drag queens?
      


      
        MAXXX: There are some drag queens in the way they perform… um… I like to see drag queens perform their own
        femininity from within. Then there are still the drag queens which I grew up with where they are making fun of
        women or femininity.Some of that misogyny, it’s like… Well, at shows drag queens are like “she,” “she,” “she”…
        and then refer to me as she and I’m like how come you can use she for every drag queen and not he for me which
        is what I’d prefer as a king. There was one time I was performing at a show and chatting with one of the other
        queens’ friends before the show started, and they said to me “Oh, you’re performing?” Um, I didn’t show up with
        this mustache and these platform boots just for fun! [laughs] That happened at Rify Royalty’s show Straight
        Acting. Aquaria [winner of RuPaul’s Drag Race Season 10] performed at that show too! It was at
        Metropolitan [a well-known Brooklyn gay bar]. At that same show– and this was after I’d made something of a
        name for myself, after Nightgowns too—I got off stage and someone told me, “You have such a good foundation.
        Good for you. Just keep going.” And I was like WHAT?! You think I’m brand new?! I didn’t say that though, I
        just smiled and said thanks [laughs]. When I’m at a show that’s mostly gay cis male drag queens, I feel like I
        don’t get as much respect as the other queens do. Not to say that that’s always the case! But I definitely feel
        that sometimes.
      


      
        SHAKA: So, since you’ve made it, do you get to earn any of that coin?
      


      
        MAXXX: I’ve never been into drag for the money. But I’ve done gigs where I can earn some good coin. But yeah,
        I’ve made some better money at gigs like, this one David Bowie Is, the Bowie exhibition at the
        Brooklyn Museum. I did that with the Bushwig Collective. There was definitely some good money with that!I mean,
        I also work a nine-to-five email marketing job in Montvale, New Jersey, so doing drag enough to make good money
        from it isn’t something that’s really feasible for me.
      


      
        SHAKA: Email marketing, that’s where your New Media training brought you?
      


      
        MAXXX: Haha, yeah. For New Media we did a little bit of everything, a little computer science, video editing,
        plus graphic design. All of that came together.You know, I do produce my own shows too, though it’s on hiatus
        right now. I do graphics for my show. It’s called Guilty Pleasures. I also make my own monthly
        graphics for Instagram, so I can promo my gigs for the month. Sometimes I also make little graphics to promo
        specific exciting acts at other shows. That New Media education has come more in handy than I thought. Being a
        jack of all trades helped a lot!
      


      
        SHAKA: So social media is a really important way for you to communicate your craft, right?
      


      
        MAXXX: Yeah, I try to think about years ago how drag performers were able to do what
        they do did before social media and it just totally boggles my mind! Like how did you book a show? I mean, I
        guess I can imagine, people just went to shows, rather than connecting on social media or whatever… But yeah,
        Instagram has become an important tool to do what I do.
      


      
        SHAKA: Is there something, some performance or whatever that’s been especially important to you?
      


      
        MAXXX: Definitely, the act that I did for Nightgowns means a lot to me, and it’s the thing I’m most
        proud of.
      


      
        SHAKA: What did you do?
      


      
        MAXXX: I did Save a Prayer by Duran Duran, it was a lip sync… but it’s also the most technical act
        that I’ve done because of the props—there’s a telephone and a sleep mask that I pull ribbons out of. There was
        a lot of planning and rehearsing that had to go into it—to make sure that the props worked the way that they
        should and that the act flowed the way that it should. It felt like the most… that’s the time that I felt like
        a true artist.I took this thing that actually happened to me and illustrated it with all of this pretty
        symbolism. I don’t know if anyone caught that it’s basically about phone sex [laughs]. But I know that people
        felt a real connection to the act, even though they might not have figured out every part of the story.I was
        heartbroken for so long. And then the song… that song needs to play at my funeral! That song makes my heart
        like soar! That song, that whole album actually, comforted me in a really rough time. It’s easily the most
        personal act I’ve ever done. I really felt like I was presenting a masculinity that came from within, rather
        than putting on some man-character (which is the way that I did drag when I first started). I was really just
        doing me but with a mustache. A lot of the time when I look in the mirror without makeup, I feel like I’m
        missing something, like “Where’s my widow peak, where’s my mustache?” So many pieces of me came together in
        that act, like that was me up there. I think that act is like… that’s my true form [laughs].
      


      
        SHAKA: What’s next for you performance wise?
      


      
        MAXXX: I’m actually going through a lot right now, so I don’t really know where to take my performance now. My
        outlet is performance but I’m hesitant. It doesn’t interest me to do something that isn’t intimate, something
        that’s funny or lighthearted, because that’s not what I’m feeling right now. OK, I figure, so then I’ll just do
        something I’ve done, but then I hear this critical voice in my head that my best days of my drag career are
        over, and it’s all just downhill from here. I’ll be in Qhrist and Sherry’s show Str8 to DVD at the end
        of the month. Even though I feel a little lost right now, I would love to just to continue to perform and
        continue to learn—that’s really what’s most important.
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      (Heartbroken)


      
        DOI: 10.4324/9781315641195-21
      

    

    
      I was just so fucking heartbroken that I couldn’t do anything.
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          Hold tight. Drawn by Mareen Wrobel.
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      September 15, 2017


      
        
          Hi stranger,
        


        
          Would you like to talk?
        


        
          xx
        

      


      
        Your email surprised me. You’d been the one to set the boundaries on our communication. Better not to be in
        touch unless it’s about the divorce, although you’d broken that rule a few times already, reaching out only to
        say that you weren’t really available.
      


      
        I said yes, and now I’ve just gotten off a WhatsApp video chat with you. We spoke for an hour and four minutes.
        It had been more than a year since I’d heard your voice, and I was wary and reserved, a reserve I pettily
        wanted you to feel. My turn to withhold.
      


      
        Your face was overexposed in the light, and you held the camera at an unflattering angle. I’d practiced my
        lighting and angles before the call. My skin looked flawless.
      


      
        You must have a balcony. That’s why the sun was so bright, dappling the leaves behind you. I can’t imagine you
        taking care of plants, so there must be a tree. A balcony by a tree? That must be nice. I thought of my campus
        apartment—the one we were meant to live in together—so sticky with humidity Christoph and I had to buy a
        dehumidifier because we couldn’t sleep. It was a cheap one from Target because we couldn’t afford anything
        better. It didn’t really do anything.
      


      
        You kept smiling a toothy smile. “I’m open,” your smile said. I taught you how to smile like that, and I
        learned it from Shambhavi. Her smile and her laugh are buoyant, delighting in the delight of everything, even
        the gloomy realities of suffering. I started wearing her smile, and at first it was
        rehearsed, but then it became more natural. When I smiled, I was really smiling, even if I wasn’t as connected
        to Shambhavi’s relaxed ease. This smile says, “life is good,” which you and I would drawl out as “life is
        gooooood,” one of our first couple’s refrains. It’s what John Friend, the now disgraced founder of Anusara
        yoga, said on the CD we listened to the first time we did yoga together.
      


      
        What were you smiling about?
      


      
        I wondered what it would be like to sit together on the balcony I imagine you have like we did when we first
        arrived in Berlin at your friend’s borrowed flat drinking coffee and eating porridge.
      


      
        You’re in Jerusalem now, and I remember Jerusalem’s cool, dry breezes. I never really liked the city, though
        parts of it are beautiful and the age of it all is impressive. But all that heavy religious and political
        fuckery! I marvel that during that last effort to be together I’d considered moving to Israel, despite its
        overall toxicity. Life at Purchase would end up becoming toxic too.
      


      
        Our first time in Jerusalem together, we visited your sister Reut. We went together to Shushan, the tiny gay
        bar that comes and goes and where this book was partly born. It was my first drag show in years. That was the
        night that Diva D dragged the young German woman. I’d tried to reach out to Diva D over the years, but like
        Rafaat, she’d disappeared.
      


      
        There was that other balcony in Jerusalem, your sister’s, the one where we prepared our wedding vows and where
        you took that photo of me making that face, trying to make my frustration comic. It’s still on my Instagram.
        The one photo of you, the first I’d ever posted, is now archived but not deleted.
      


      
        I get around to it, the obvious question.
      


      
        “Why now?”
      


      
        “Mmmm, I don’t know. I woke up one morning and decided to write to you. It wasn’t calculated.”
      


      
        “Calculated” is a word that has haunted me since that bitter winter in Berlin in early 2014. We’d already
        started our couples counseling, so we were in trouble, although I didn’t know it at the time. We ended up there
        because of that night at the Boiler, where I saw you so into that guy. You were on your knees in front of him
        until he picked you up—he was one of the hulking types you liked so much—and you wrapped your legs around him
        and he kissed you. After he lowered you, I let you know it was time to go. As we walked out, I told you that
        although I was really jealous, it wasn’t really about you, and that I knew I’d work through this jealousy. But
        when we first talked about couples counseling it was after you accidentally opened up your other, secret Skype
        account. I’d known about your behind my back cam sex play for months, and I didn’t say anything because I
        really didn’t mind. And because I somehow felt it balanced out my own creeping. Most of the therapy we did
        ended up focusing on trying to manage our blame game. Yes, I snapped at you, but you didn’t do the dishes
        again. Yes, I didn’t leave you any salad, but I didn’t know when you’d get home. Yes, I
        fooled around with that guy at the nude beach, but what did you think would happen when you gave me permission
        to go? That call and response: yeah, but.
      


      
        During that cold winter, you’d gone and come back from Israel. Your father’s mother had died. It was a short
        trip. I took baths while you were gone, trying to stay warm, still dealing with India.
      


      
        Swaddled in blankets on our couch, heaters on full blast, you wondered aloud the fear many who grow up in
        abusive homes worry over: “I worry I might become like my dad.” You continued, “He’s calculating.” Even then,
        thick in my love for you, faint alarm bells sounded.
      


      
        I asked you what you meant. I think I had an idea—your dad worked out in advance how he would leave your mom.
        He’d been having an affair, he thought about it, weighed options, decided what to do, took action. He was a
        bastard about it. But what did that have to do with us? When I pressed you, you deflected, something you did so
        expertly in therapy even after our therapist and I got wise to you. After several of our sessions, I brought up
        that armoring. I called it your turtle shell.
      


      
        “There were times I really needed you,” I told you on WhatsApp.
      


      
        And then came the waterworks. My angles and lighting were on point, but they don’t do anything for ugly crying.
        I had tissues, but my phone was precariously resting atop the box. I’d been doing my best to hold back tears. I
        didn’t want to “take up all the emotional oxygen,” something I accused you of when you were sick with jealousy
        about the friend-with-benefits you’d given me permission to pursue, and that you said I was doing when I
        started crying in that restaurant in Washington Heights when you wanted to get back together because you didn’t
        know what you’d do next with your life. Yeah, but.
      


      
        My mom could have died. When I found out you knew… How could you know and not reach out? You texted me to let
        me know you were thinking of me literally as she was being wheeled away. You wanted to show me you cared
        without actually being available.
      


      
        Texted! Frightened fucking millennial. I taught you better than that.
      


      
        “It would have been better not to reach out at all.”
      


      
        The blame game is back on, but you don’t take the bait. You can’t. You don’t bother to deny what I’m saying. I
        wonder why?
      


      
        “Or when B told you about the BP2, something he never should have done without my permission. But if you knew
        about it, why would you reach out without actually offering to be there?”
      


      
        I wrote you all those heartfelt letters (this is one too). Long letters, insightful letters composed at 4:30 in
        the morning after another impossible night. Your responses were like postcards.
      


      
        Thanks for the letter and thanks for initiating the divorce process. Someone had to do it, and you did, and I
        appreciate it.
      


      
        One day, after I’d properly returned to writing this book, I reread everything you’d
        written to me since the breakup. Even though you were so keen to create boundaries, I can feel there’s feeling.
        You write lines I’d said to you so many times. “You are beautiful and precious. You are so dear to me. And so
        meanwhile I’m sending you the love which I always have for you.” There’s love, even as my eyes kept landing on
        words that seem to repeat: “me,” “my,” “mine.” “This is what’s good for me.” “This is what I need.” I get it,
        self-care, but it still makes me sangry.
      


      
        I told you more about the BP2, about how long I waited to get help, about how bad things got, and about how I’m
        doing better.
      


      
        “I’m back in therapy,” you responded.
      


      
        “So, how’s the therapy going?”
      


      
        “Good.”
      


      
        “And if you don’t mind my asking, what are you working on?”
      


      
        “You know, it’s mostly the sex stuff. How the cuckolding fantasies are a kind of structure for my desire. I’m
        trying to figure out how to navigate that. Really what I’m focusing on is shame.”
      


      
        That’s all you say, so I don’t know any more about what these things really mean to you or what they’d meant
        for us. But I’m not sure I know more about what cuckolding means to you. Or what your shame is about. The
        structure of your desire? The “sex stuff?” Not wanting to be with me?
      


      
        After we’ve ended the call, I somehow start thinking of Eve Sedgwick and so I pick Touching Feeling
        off my shelf. I opened to a random page: “the flush of shame becomes an affecting and eroticized form of mutual
        display.”1 I flip to another: “The conventional way of
        distinguishing shame from guilt is that shame attaches to and sharpens the sense of what one is, whereas guilt
        attaches to what one does.”2 (The outcomes of opening random and
        entirely relevant passages are one of the many reasons why Sedgwick is always perfect.)
      


      
        “Is your boyfriend’s name Chris? Christopher? Something like that?” You smiled your warmest, most engaging
        smile when you asked. To show me you were totally OK with it, I guess. This was my hunch all along, that you
        knew I was in a relationship again.
      


      
        “Christoph,” I correct. “How’d you know?”
      


      
        “B told me and then I stalked you on Instagram.” A little prick there again—why is B spreading my business
        around? There’s pleasure too. I’d hoped you’d stalk me eventually and that you’d learn about it, especially
        since my Instagram game was on point.
      


      
        “I’m happy for you.”
      


      
        “Thanks.”
      


      
        “You’re always with me,” you said. “I do my Jason Crandell YogaGlo classes. I listen to Aaron Byrd every week.
        And, of course, the work I’m doing. I wouldn’t be doing it without you.”
      


      
        You’re expressing gratitude. You did this before, every time you broke up with me. There’s some expectation
        there, but I can’t quite figure it out. Do you expect me to feel grateful for your
        gratitude? But I can’t feel grateful for it. So what? In the thick of being dragged down from the emotional
        first floor into the sub-sub-sub-basement—when I needed some help to slow that free fall—I felt drained, like
        you’d taken everything I’d offered and left me hollowed out.
      


      
        I said something similar, that you’re with me too, but I don’t mean the same thing.
      


      
        “You’re with me in anger,” I told you honestly.
      


      
        Of course, there are other, sweeter things I’ve inherited from our time together. You got me to travel abroad
        again. And without you, I probably wouldn’t be applying to or getting these posh European fellowships.
      


      
        “Anger can be good,” you responded. Although you were, and are, I’m guessing, emotionally sensitive, that still
        sounds borrowed from me. “Mine!” I wanted to say, one of our other couple’s shorthands to express in a softened
        way our different feelings of possessiveness about things we shared or were trying to, like one another.
      


      
        “It’s a way to protect yourself. I needed that anger when we were splitting up,” you elaborated.
      


      
        Anger has a healing function. Forgetting does too. I liked it when I was forgetting you. When the periods of
        time of thinking about you began to stretch out from every few moments to every few hours. Sometimes it’s days
        now.
      


      
        I wanted to talk about that last summer. About what happened. About why you invited me to come to see you if
        you didn’t know whether you wanted to be together or not.
      


      
        “I don’t want to get back into it about last summer,” you stated plainly, anticipating and shutting down the
        question I hadn’t yet asked.
      


      
        Alright, turtle.
      


      
        You’re happy about this conversation. And maybe it is an opening into something else. I’m not sure though
        whether I want or need that anymore. You always said that if we split, we might not be friends. I never thought
        that could be true, but I do now.
      


      
        As I get ready to sign off, you show me your T-shirt. I hadn’t been able to make out the text.
      


      
        You’re proud of it, and it’s clear you wore it for me.
      


      
        “All is full of love.”
      


      
        Yeah, I suppose it is.
      

    


    
      
        Notes
      


      
        1    Eve Sedgwick, Touching Feeling (Durham: Duke
        University Press, 2003), 44.
      


      
        2    Eve Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 37.
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          Antonio Bangderas. Photo by Kaspar Horsfield.
          Used with permission of the artist.
        

      
    


    
      Nico was in my spring 2017 drag class, that one where my students helped me jumpstart this project again. I
      talked to Nico about how my drag king connections had fallen through and asked them if they would be willing to
      write something, a manifesto. They said yes. Their contribution follows. I was and am so proud of them. I
      couldn’t put any of the following better.
    


    
      
        Drag is a spiritual experience, an adrenaline rush, a long-suppressed self-expression waiting to disrupt a
        dormancy—whether self-imposed or externally enforced. For me drag is a means of “fuck you,” a way to bend and
        tear down whatever rules and constructs that believe themselves to be rigid categories cemented by years of
        clinical lenses, capitalistic regimes, and colonization and control of “othered” bodies. Through drag my body
        has become an instrument of disruption, hence the “fuck you.” My drag didn’t start off this way. Antonio
        BANGderas wasn’t intended to become a means of radically dismantling the misogynistic, transphobic underbelly
        of the drag scene. He was supposed to be a means of expressing my creativity, a way to share and apply all my
        years of self-taught makeup artistry, to show off my skills as a fashion school dropout, but mostly it was just
        a way to have fun.
      


      
        I’ve always been the type of person to delve into something headfirst, and it was the same with drag. As an
        artist I’m an observer. It’s in my nature to carefully study, to research, to notice the things other people
        don’t and use them as knowledge and inspiration. As a baby king, being educated was important to me, it still
        is, but in the beginning I felt it was an obligation to learn my history. I started off with hours on the
        internet—hours reading and watching films. In my mind, makeup tutorials and kinging tips were at the bottom of
        the list, those could wait. I don’t know exactly why this felt so immediate and pressing, but I didn’t
        challenge it. It has since become my belief that every drag performer should get an education, by education I
        don’t mean going to college or getting your masters in drag (although when there is a class, I strongly
        recommend you take it—it’ll become clear why later). I mean that drag goes beyond makeup, wigs, clothes,
        lip-syncs, and cultivated personas. Drag is an enactment of a long history of people who braved through the
        illegalities, hatred, and oppression so that the drag performers of today could put their ass on VH1 and lip
        sync to Madonna for $100,000.
      


      
        Every king, queen, and in-between should know where they came from. I view it like paying respects to your
        ancestors. In my mind I built a sort of devotional space to people like Stormé DeLarverie and Gladys Bentley,
        people who were pioneers. I idolized these gender-bending non-conformists, not just for what they symbolized,
        but because of who they were and how much they struggled to make their mark, marks that history inevitably
        tried to forget. In my early days of researching and learning, I read as much as I could get my hands on about
        Gladys and Stormé. I latched on to Gladys, to the point that I would later write a paper on her. Three years ago, when I started drag, I felt a sense of duty to do these women proud. Reading the
        little that was written about them and their lives helped put things into perspective, helped to frame things.
        I feel as though it made me a better drag king and a better performer. Knowing that in 1920s Harlem, Ms. Gladys
        Bentley walked around in broad daylight with slicked hair and a woman or two on her arm and was one of the most
        popular and respected night club acts of the Harlem Renaissance—gaining the attention of the likes of Langston
        Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston, patrons both black and white—gave me a sense of power.
      


      
        I took power in knowing the struggle of Stormé DeLarverie culminated in punches being thrown at Stonewall
        alongside Marsha P. Johnson. If a relatively unknown black, butch, gender non-conforming, lesbian drag king can
        change the course of history, then what’s stopping anyone else seizing their moment? Being given this sense of
        history, one often covered up by the actions of cis men, created a sense of opposition in me that wanted to
        prove everyone wrong about the capabilities of categories beyond drag queen and female impersonator. Though
        these feelings of opposition wouldn’t necessarily surface until after the first time I performed in front of an
        audience. It’s become more prevalent since meeting and interacting with currently performing kings who are out
        there working just as hard or harder than the queens. Even within something so playful and fluid as drag, there
        is still a bias—a disregard for the efforts and talents of performers and entertainers that don’t fit neatly in
        the little box of being a gay, white, cisgender male. At first, this silent bias was difficult to understand,
        but that was before I looked at the ritual of dragging critically. Back then, it was still a fun way to express
        my gender and sexuality, to entertain people. But as I went on it became more nuanced—especially after my first
        time in makeup. The first night I decided to paint up my face was almost like a revelation, I became a
        different person. I had crossed some threshold and it felt so incredibly right. At the time I still hadn’t come
        to terms with my gender identity, I still haven’t really, but drag has become a way for me to deconstruct what
        I thought I knew about myself.
      


      
        My first foray into drag became a means of exploring my gender. I had always felt that a part of me didn’t feel
        entirely “female,” but it wasn’t until I became Antonio for the first time that something just clicked. In that
        moment I felt a sudden onslaught of self-doubt, doubt about what I thought I knew about myself. I believe this
        is what drag is meant to do. It is supposed to make you uncomfortable, to dissect and analyze, to question.
        After my first night in drag I knew that I was no longer the person I was before the makeup and taped tits, or
        maybe I was someone who was there the whole time and was just too afraid to come out. By the end of that first
        year I had changed my name on all social media and asked everyone to start using they/them pronouns. It was
        only after doing drag that I realized I identified as non-binary. Part of me feels that
        if I never donned a fake beard and put a sock in my pants that I might never have come to this conclusion, but
        I think I knew all along and I would’ve found my way here eventually. Every time after the first night of
        becoming Antonio, I allowed myself to feel my own sexuality, it was something that I had previously approached
        with discomfort. Being a sexual being wasn’t something I ever considered myself to be, in fact it felt wrong to
        express desire, but after performing in drag these feelings began to change and transform. This was the start
        of a series of self and external discoveries.
      


      
        It became clear to me on the night of my first big performance that in many people’s minds, drag kings just
        weren’t as exciting as drag queens. What an upsetting revelation. In hindsight should I have been surprised,
        no, but was I? Absolutely. It came as a sort of devastation, the start of the “fuck you” I remember how nervous
        I was getting up on the stage for the first time. I had been standing on the sidelines, watching the queens lip
        sync and dance to Arianna Grande, Lady Gaga, and Beyoncé for hours, anticipating my turn and anxiously awaiting
        what the crowd reception might be like. There were queens there that night that did everything from the
        conventional to the avant garde, going so far as to do a spoken word lip sync while fucking a laundry basket.
        In my inexperienced mind I would receive the same kind of appraisal. I couldn’t have been more wrong. I walked
        out on stage; my makeup channeling David Bowie, outfit styled after Adam Ant as I carried a whip, ready to lip
        sync about being beaten by a leather clad fetish monster. After my number ended, I searched the crowd, hoping
        that I had brought the same kind of excitement, but the response wasn’t anywhere near any of the queens. After
        the show, I was told by another queen that as a king I couldn’t get away with being different, with being avant
        garde, audiences already didn’t respond the same to us. Needless to say, I learned a huge lesson that night and
        I had a bruised ego (not that I had much of one in the first place).
      


      
        At first, I took those words to heart. I became conventional, I played into stereotypes and replicated
        heterosexual masculinity. I regurgitated boy band pop songs and toned down my makeup to look like any other cis
        boy. There’s no shame in doing that, it just didn’t feel right to me. The longer this went on, the worse it
        felt. I had felt as though I let society win, I felt I had re-assumed the oppressive beliefs about myself. In
        my experience, I’ve seen both audiences and other performers belittle kings, see us as less than. We have to
        try harder to get the crowd to react to us. I remember saying this to my roommate after a show. We were both
        de-dragging and I was so frustrated and angry because I had heard someone say kings were boring. It cut deep. I
        had heard this so many times and I didn’t want to hear it anymore. I was crying and yelling in frustration. My
        roommate, he understood. We both started dragging around the same time and he noticed that while we were both doing similar things, he got so much more (and more positive) feedback. I began to
        evaluate what drag was to me, if it was even worth continuing at all.
      


      
        I remember when I came back to performing after critiquing the reasons why I did drag, who I did it for, what
        my desire for my own drag was, I came to the conclusion that my drag, or any drag for that matter, didn’t have
        to be based in any reigning ideologies. After this conclusion I decided to drag my way, to help deconstruct the
        idea of what drag “should be.” I went out on stage and lip synced to what I wanted to lip sync to, did my
        makeup the way I wanted to—I wasn’t going to look like a cis man, so why should I try to? If I wanted to look
        like a Picasso painting, I was going to let myself look like a Picasso—and I did all the things I “wasn’t
        supposed to.” At that point I didn’t give a fuck if the audience thought it was good or not, my drag was about
        expressing my relationship to gender, to sexuality, to artistic experience. And strangely enough, drag show
        audiences responded to this. They went wild when I decided to break the illusion during my shows. I got such a
        visceral reaction every time I ripped the binding tape off my tits to expose the parts of me that fractured the
        illusion of cis male. I’m not a man, I’m not a woman, I’m not a gender impersonator, so why should I pretend to
        be any of those things? I’m playing with the idea of gender, I’m playing up the idea of gender.
      


      
        Drag isn’t just one thing. You can’t peg it in a hole and go: “Ah, OK, now that’s what drag is!” No
        performance, identity, art, political action, ideal, belief, etc. exists in a vacuum or adheres to one context.
        I learned this to an even greater extent this past year in Shaka’s drag class. Though I had already been
        performing and learning on my own for two years, learning from a community of my peers, both like-minded and
        not, was invaluable to the way I did drag. My drag began to take on a more overt self-awareness. Sitting in a
        class we dissected drag, turned what we thought we knew about it on its head, critiqued it, questioned it,
        researched it, and performed it. In that class drag became a lens to see the world through, just like reading
        and analyzing the world through an academic or critical lens. My drag began to take on a more abstract notion
        of what masculinity and gender expression looks like. I began to see that gender expressions both dismantled
        and reinforced binaries. Through reading the likes of Judith Butler, Jack Halberstam, and Marlon Bailey, the
        perspective I held about drag in the beginning of my kinging days was thrown out the window and trampled on.
      


      
        My opinion and beliefs about drag had transformed. I began to see every act in the realm of enacting gender as
        a means of performing drag. If you identify as a woman and wear lipstick to feel pretty, well, that’s drag. If
        you’re a man and you go to the gym to get the ideal body… you guessed it, that’s drag. This is the way my mind
        started to see things. Enacting gender, by nature, is drag. This class gave me a perspective I hadn’t thought
        about before. I wasn’t thinking about drag as an imitation of a gender different than your own, it became an assertion of gender and a disregard of gender, a means of blurring the
        lines. It solidified and embodied the “fuck you.” After this, exposing my D-cup breasts on stage wasn’t just a
        gag any more, it wasn’t just a way to get an audience reaction from shock value. This exposure was my
        manifesto, a way to empower myself and to tell audiences that this is what a non-binary body looks like. This
        is what I look like. I used drag as a means of healing, a means of working through my anxieties, traumas, my
        years of being a pathologized mind and body.
      


      
        My drag has developed into something visceral and raw, something I no longer want to have to prove to people. I
        firmly believe that drag exists on a spectrum, just like gender and sexual identities. The expression and
        definition of drag is subjective. There is a continuum from high femme housewife, to a butched up stud, to
        campy sex act mimicking, gender role mocking, gender role enforcing, gender fucking, to becoming something else
        entirely. Drag is fun and entertaining, it’s a political statement, it’s a personal statement. Drag has made
        its way into our homes and onto our television screens; it’s become another capitalist cash grab, but it also
        still functions to disrupt that. The competition shows and drag conventions appeal to a certain facet of drag;
        but the gritty basement gigs, underground shows, apartment parties, and student run gigs with shitty lighting
        and music that’s way too loud strike an entirely different chord. These stripped down, raw performances are
        inherently anarchistic, they spit on the idea that drag is about being beautiful and idealizing versions of
        binary genders. These shows effectively give the finger to what people think they know about drag, drag queens,
        and drag kings and I hope that’s what I accomplish with my own drag, it’s what I aim for. I want to shock the
        audience, but I also want to shock the system.
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      I began my tenure track appointment at Purchase College in the fall of 2006, the semester after Esther Newton
      left. A few anthropologists in the know about the institution asked me whether I’d replaced her.
    


    
      “Yeah, right,” I scoffed.
    


    
      I’d worked backwards into Esther Newton’s work: Margaret Mead Made Me Gay then Cherry Grove.
      Embarrassingly, I didn’t read Mother Camp in its entirety until after I had started the fieldwork for
      this book. I read the book in a couple of sittings, impressed then and now by the clarity of the language and her
      claims. The book holds up, anticipating the claims by subsequent writers like Judith Butler and the pathbreaking
      Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach by our Purchase colleagues, Suzanne Kessler and Wendy
      McKenna,1 which, in turn, informed Paul Preciado, who returned to
      their book at length in his Testo Junkie. “Appearance is an illusion,”2 Newton writes in 1972, situating her
      project within these forty-plus-year genealogies. The book holds up as well in the ways it speaks to issues that
      still characterize debates about drag and queer culture more broadly, especially queer culture’s appropriation by
      mass culture.
    


    
      What I find shocking about the book is how it still stands alone within anthropology. In the preface to the 1979
      Phoenix edition, Newton writes that the task to bring drag up to date will fall to others, and that she hoped
      that Mother Camp would serve as a solid basis for that future fieldwork. It does, but why hasn’t that
      work yet been done? There are ethnographically informed books outside of anthropology, like Marlon Bailey’s
      Butch Queens Up in Pumps, madison moore’s Fabulous, Diane Torr and Stephen Bottoms’s Sex,
      Drag, and Male Roles,3 and Jack Halberstam and Del LaGrace
      Volcano’s The Drag King Book.4
    


    
      I’m sure there are anthropologists completing projects that will indeed expand the discipline’s engagement with
      drag, though, false modesty aside, I don’t think it’s going to be this one. I suspect that
      I will never be the anthropologist Newton was and continues to be.
    


    
      Since 2015, I have yearly taught a class called Drag Theory and Practice. The class moves through a theoretical
      trajectory that begins with Kessler and McKenna, Butler (of course), and Theresa de Lauretis. We spend a lot of
      time with Paul Preciado. I try to do justice to the complex histories of queer scholarship, emphasizing trans and
      queer of color perspectives (even if the name checks above seems to suggest otherwise!). And because Purchase is
      a very queer campus with a lively drag culture, the class attracts a lot of students. The dense theoretical
      materials, which many find alienating, are interwoven with the for them more satisfying drag workshops—on
      gendered gestures, make up, lip-syncing, and strutting on imagined runways. Many of these are facilitated by
      alumni of the class, others, like voguing workshops, by former student Jason Rodriguez (now killing it on
      Pose) and the legendary Cesar Valentino. We spend a lot of time watching RuPaul’s Drag Race.
    


    
      What would, what does, Esther Newton think about RuPaul’s Drag Race? The program, much less its global
      success and importance, wasn’t imaginable in the 1960s, to Newton or the queens from whom she learned. In this
      and other ways, the impersonators’ dreams resonate with the figures at the heart of Paris is Burning,
      although Newton’s book deals much less with race than does the film. Dorian Corey famously said of herself:
    


    
      I always had hopes of being a big star. But as you get older, you aim a little lower. Everybody wants to make an
      impression, some mark upon the world. Then you think, you’ve made a mark on the world if you just get through it,
      and a few people remember your name. Then you’ve left a mark. You don’t have to bend the whole world. I think
      it’s better to just enjoy it. Pay your dues, and just enjoy it.
    


    
      Now, there are queens who really are superstars.
    


    
      In class, I pair our viewings with readings about queerness and capitalism, but our critical approach to the
      program is hard to maintain. Exclamations of “yassss, kween!” and “werk!” sound out. Fingers snap. Afterwards, we
      have lively debates about language (and snapping): who gets to yasss and who doesn’t? What are the linguistic
      histories of these terms? Consensus: probably black women and queer POC, though none of us really know. The not
      knowing is a problem (“Read a book,” I tell them shadily). Then too there are the ways the program depends on the
      same “[c]ut-throat motives of gain and competition”5 that shaped
      the lives of the queens in Mother Camp, who were struggling to find a foothold in a world in which they
      were seen, including by many of them, as fundamentally immoral, as “embod[ying] the stigma of
      homosexuality.”6 But more troubling is the idea that people can
      “own” cultural forms. My students of color push back. Then the white students get uncomfortable, so we talk about
      that too. Then there are the debates about who gets to appear on the show. Most of these
      focus on trans-inclusivity and whether Ru is really transphobic or just practical about maintaining his
      brand—opinions here have been split.
    


    
      Collectively, we have found it hard to deny the pleasures of this show, or the ways that, in spite of its
      contrived reality TV format, and all of the affective exploitation the genre depends on, we have still been
      moved, not just by the competition and rooting for our favorite queens, but by the stories they tell about their
      lives. Whatever the problems with the show, it is undeniably the first mass cultural platform that celebrates the
      lives of gender non-conforming men and women, so many of them black and brown.
    


    
      My students have grown up with the success of the show, so they find the world Newton describes unfamiliar when I
      assign them the final two chapters of Mother Camp late in the semester, especially the organizing
      oppositions she outlines between masculinity and femininity and how these are expressed in other dichotomies,
      between inside-outside, inner-outer, and “back” and “front” (the latter, one of her wry explanations about gay
      male sexual practices). They—at least my students at Purchase—inhabit such a diversity of gendered experiences
      that these oppositions are unfamiliar to them. This unfamiliarity is found most dramatically in their difficulty
      with understanding camp, the most important themes of which are, according to Newton, “incongruity,
      theatricality, and humor.”7 It’s the incongruity part they find
      disorienting. I try to explain this through some of the examples Newton lists. “Mae West, Bette Davis? Friends of
      Dorothy?” I show them videos, and they still don’t get it; they already know that gender is performative, and
      that our ideas about gender are fundamentally shaped by media. They like the camp queens featured in RuPaul’s
      Drag Race, but for many of the students their appreciation of these queens isn’t based on knowledge of the
      references those queens are citing, but the theatricality and humor they convey as themselves.
    


    
      I showed them videos of Mae West and they laughed politely, of Bette Davis and they snapped, but only mutedly.
      Then I showed them two videos that express my dismay at their lack of knowledge, The Gay Age Gap 1 and
      2, by the comedian and actor Brian Jordan Alvarez.8 The first opens
      with older half of an intergenerational couple describing how the nighttime lip-smacking of the younger reminded
      him of Gena Rowlands in A Woman Under the Influence. Alvarez doesn’t know the reference, and so the
      older one, Sam Pancake, tries to explain who Gena Rowland is and then continues through a cascading series of
      references Brian doesn’t know about that finally lead him to John Waters. “Who’s John Waters?” Alvarez blithely
      asks. “Brian, you have to know these things!” Sam exclaims incredulously. Brian waves this away: “It’s just a
      generational gap. You don’t know my stuff. Like Twitter, Instagram, the Web. Cars.” He gestures limply toward a
      nearby lamp: “Lamp.” In part 2, Sam begins Brian’s education by introducing him to gay cultural histories through
      Paris is Burning. He sets it up by asking Brian whether he knows Madonna and her video Vogue.
      He does—“Madonna? Mmmhmm. She’s really old.”
    


    
      They end up watching the film on Brian’s phone.
    


    
      Remember the Time: Jed(i)mmanence X


      
        One of the requirements of the drag class is that students create their own drag performances. They have a lot
        of latitude in choosing how they will do it, though, so long as it is legible as draggish. Students have sung
        live to Disney remixes and lip-synced Sylvia Plath poems. From the beginning, I said I would join them and do
        my own performance, too.
      


      
        Qhrist with a Q was a student in the first cohort, and although they were student in the BFA sculpture program
        and not Media Studies, I’d agreed to supervise their senior thesis. Their plan was to turn their allocated
        studio space into a mini-club, inspired by Andy Warhol’s Factory and all of the drag shows they’d ever been to.
        So, their senior thesis exhibition was a drag show. Qhrist had extended an invitation for anyone in the class
        who wanted to perform. A number of students agreed. So did I. Qhrist with a Q asked for my drag name, and,
        after a few days thinking it over, I told him: Jed(i)mmanence X. I thought it was terribly clever. I’m a
        science fiction nerd profoundly impacted by Star Wars; in fact, I’m pretty sure the Force led me to
        Tantrik spiritual practice, at least in part. Then there’s the Deleuze (or Bergson or whoever—take your pick)
        joke. Immanent, a potentiality not fully realized. And X marks the spot. Immanent Jedi, meet black power.
      


      
        I’d chosen a song months before: Azealia Banks’s Ice Princess. I’m terrible at remembering lyrics, and
        this was my first ever drag performance. I listened to the song hundreds of times and a week or so before the
        show, I’d asked my former student Jason Rodriguez to help me choreograph my routine (he’s since gone on to star
        in F/X’s Pose). It wasn’t just going to be lip sync routine, either; it was going to also include a
        strip tease. We spent a few hours at it, but I never quite nailed the moves. Still, I kept practicing after he
        left, recording myself on my iPad and then reviewing what I had done to see how I could improve. I took a lot
        of video! I just never managed to dance and lip sync at the same time.
      


      
        The night of the performance, I got ridiculously high while doing my make up (no, it wasn’t good, but I thought
        it was) before meeting up with a student from the class also scheduled to perform. He held his heels as we
        walked from my campus apartment to the Visual Arts building. I had made the mistake of wearing my wedges over,
        and so it took us forever.
      


      
        The space was packed, and we had to push our way inside. Qhrist pecked me on both cheeks and then started the
        show. I didn’t know the set list. I needed a prop I didn’t have. Where were my back up dancers? Without
        warning, I was called forward. I was in my professor drag—white dress shirt, pin striped pants, and those
        wedges. An infinity scarf I’d sport to classes cloaked over shoulders and head, Jedi-style. The song started,
        so I went along, all of the choreography vanished by nerves. People went wild, though, and buoyed by their
        response, I kept up with the difficult lyrics while slowly peeling off layers of clothes, trying to embody
        Banks’s rap, chilly, barbed and addressed to someone whose man is now hers. Her rhymes are colder than cold,
        like the bling of diamonds on the neck of Vogue’s Anna Wintour.
      


      
        I looped my tie around my student James’s neck, I unbuttoned my shirt. My back up
        dancers pulled my shirt away, revealing a corset underneath. Not having practiced, I had to turn away from the
        audience and suck everything in to unlatch it. I stepped out of my pants and finished the song in skimpy
        underwear and the four-inch wedges, living my best life as the final chorus rang out to house beats, an
        exuberant celebration of felt changes on their way: I’m feeling a change!
      


      
        I was living my life again. I meant the song for Brunhilde. I’m colder now and I’m better now (than you) now.
        I’m feeling a change. Loss and depression were my drags. This drag was for you.
      


      
        I didn’t tell him that when I showed him the shaky video during that final reconciliation effort.
      


      
        A year later, in 2017, I was in Stuttgart living at Solitude. I had cried watching the performances my students
        had posted to our class Tumblr. I still hadn’t uploaded my lip sync to a remix of Michael Jackson’s
        Remember the Time (I’d make a different choice now).
      


      
        Christoph and I had just made things official after his friendly former student visit had turned into something
        else during a trip to the Venice Biennale and lessons in cruising at the nearby Lido beach. Things were
        official, and officially shaky. He’d left for a planned family vacation, and I was left feeling very wobbly.
      


      
        I had afternoon beers with another residency fellow at a cantina called—no, really—Mos Eisley after the famous,
        raucous bar in Star Wars: A New Hope. After he left, his friends invited me upstairs. We did a little
        speed and drank more beer. I showed off my students’ videos; they nodded politely but my pride didn’t transfer.
        Wired, I took the bus back to the castle and texted Janine, another fellow. She was a filmmaker and she’d
        promised to help me shoot the video for the performance I’d promised for the last-for-now cohort of students.
      


      
        “I’m ready.”
      


      
        I dressed in my American Apparel jumpsuit and put on my suede Cole Hahns.
      


      
        We drank vodka and smoked cigarettes as we sorted out our plan.
      


      
        I wanted to do it in a single shot. We rehearsed twice and then nailed it. You can’t even tell I nearly tumbled
        down the three flights of stairs in our building. Looking over the footage, I could briefly see the speed in my
        eyes when I look particularly intensely—shades of Tyra’s smizing—at the camera while strutting across the
        cobblestones toward the stairs at the base of the castle. I’ve got all the feels remembering the time with
        Brunhilde and remembering the back and forth lead up to Christoph and the one absolutely perfect day we had
        before he left.
      


      
        I crouched on the steps, the castle behind and above me. Bathed in lamp light, I look directly into the camera,
        fierce and entreating: do you remember the times?
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      When I neared the final stretch of writing this book, I was filled with anxiety about whether it was any good
      after all, a crisis of faith common to many, if not most, writers. I emailed my colleagues and outlined the
      approach I’d taken: to situate my research and former relationship alongside one another, to effort toward a
      reckoning about how they had become knotted together by a hard to relax sense of failure tied to the dragging on
      of griefs and of being dragged, especially by MYSTI. My colleagues reassured me, reminding me that anthropology
      has always been intimate with failure. The discipline’s origins were, after all, rooted in European colonialism
      and the birth of the sciences of capital D Discovery—the impacts of which were undeniably keenly felt failures
      for many, then and now. Of course, failure means different things to different people. An ethical failure of not
      having done things right is very different from the failure to survive a life. Obviously, “ethical failure”
      underdescribes genocidal violence.
    


    
      For me, the sense of anthropology’s failure has always been tied to the practice of fieldwork, which has never
      not been messy, no matter how clearly outlined one’s project might be, no matter how adept one is at adapting to
      local language and customs, no matter how neatly one keeps one’s notes (mine are always neat). I mean, Bronislaw
      Malinowski, one of the disciplines founders, developed key methods like participant observation after becoming
      stranded in Papua New Guinea during World War I.
    


    
      Culture is anthropology’s object, but culture isn’t an object, and whatever it is, it’s always multiple and on
      the move. I like this formulation, inspired by Marlon Riggs’s 1995 documentary Black Is … Black
      Ain’t:1 Culture Is … Culture Ain’t. There is no culture of
      drag in Berlin or Israel/Palestine or anywhere else, at least nothing fixed and stable. There are instead many
      cultures, too many to include here, too many to include ever. I’ve tried to stitch something together; it’s a
      patchwork, but a patchwork can help get a gown (or a tux or a unisex union suit or
      whatever) done.2
    


    
      I conducted the last interview for this book in 2018, but the bulk of the research was completed by the end of
      2014. Some of the people featured here are still doing drag, putting together a life piecemeal or finding
      success, while others are out of it, out of Berlin or Tel Aviv, even out of drag. Drag scenes in Berlin remain
      diverse—the Tunten hold on!—and have in many respects multiplied with the further professionalization of drag;
      and successes have disappeared other queer publics, as they had begun to do during my fieldwork. The
      productively messy anything goes attitudes that shaped creative practice in the city persist, but I would argue
      in somewhat diminished form. Opportunities for particular kinds of exposure to broad audiences have become shaped
      by new gatekeepers.
    


    
      This book isn’t only about failure, though. It’s also about pedagogy insofar as it was about my and Brunhilde’s
      learning about drag from Drag Race, learning-by-dragging by some of my interlocutors, and the mutual
      schooling that took place between my students and myself. The perceived failure of my research and the bitterly
      experienced loss of my relationship taught me things too, of course—neither are secret to readers who have made
      it this far. Many of the teachings that derive from these experiences are teachings through and about loss.
      Pedagogy and loss. Lessons learned.
    


    
      I don’t want to recuperate loss into something it’s not—again, it’s not always going to get better; some losses
      just keep dragging you down. Others leave one stretched out past being worn down into something else. Some can be
      transmuted by dressing up to better become oneself, or another, or many others. Losses accumulate, but so can
      lewks.
    


    
      Fascism, to be clear, is not a good lewk.
    


    
      I note earlier in the book how my research assistant Patrick, as well as MYSTI, Chicago, and others, pressed me
      during my research to articulate what any of this had to do with fascism. With curiosity, confusion, hostility,
      or some combination thereof, they wondered if fascism should be reserved to describe the past, as if
      authoritarians were dinosaurs who hadn’t made the evolutionary cut. Even at the time of my writing, authoritarian
      politics were on the rise, or at least more visibly so, already extant in Belarus, swelling in France and the UK,
      well-congealed in Hungary, Poland, and Turkey.
    


    
      Fascism is fundamentally a zero-sum game; it is anti-life. “First they came for X, and I did not speak out.” If
      you’re not in, you’re out. There is no co-existing with fascists. If you’re not going to Make America Great
      Again, then sashay away. Of course, one could say that in the US context Trump isn’t a fascist and that he can’t
      be because he hasn’t yet managed to destroy completely our democratic institutions. You could say that he’s not a
      fascist, while admitting that he does embrace fascist politics. You could say these things. And you could say
      that fascism has to do with the relationship between a ruler who promises a better, renewed past, law and order,
      and a white ethno-state, and those who desire to be ruled. And I’d think you’d be right there.
    


    
      Judith Butler’s admonitions in Bodies That Matter still hold true. It’s crucial
      we understand drag in its complexities rather than seek to valorize its subversive qualities or demonize its
      appropriative ones. As I say earlier, drag might not save the world, it might not end police brutality or a
      global pandemic, but it can make the world a livelier place. It (usually) can’t hurt (much). Even the abraded
      sting of being dragged can be allayed by a wink, a pun, or a choreographed pivot.
    


    
      Drag hasn’t wholly upended gender norms, but its now global circulation has contributed to those ends. Ditto its
      relation to politics and art. Cis women like Liad or Maxxx spin out new queer feminisms; trans men play with
      burlesque. Some of my students are aliens—the outer space kind—when they are in drag, others sculptures, and
      still others painted witches casting queer spells.
    


    
      In the drag of a queer life, drag on, and long live the drag!
    


    
      September 27, 2020
    


    
      Purchase, New York
    


    
      
        Notes
      


      
        1    Marlon Riggs, Black Is … Black Ain’t (USA, 1994),
        www.imdb.com/title/tt0109285.
      


      
        2    In June of 2020 Ryan Cecil Jobson published “The Case for
        Letting Anthropology Burn: Sociocultural Anthropology in 2019" in The American Anthropologist. In
        the essay, Jobson uses the 2018 Annual Anthropological Association Meeting to underscore the out-of-touchness
        of the discipline and to argue for a path forward for a discipline haunted by those troubling settler colonial
        legacies, like the establishment, occasional disruption, and maintenance of self/other distinctions, and an
        attachment to disciplinary institutionalization and differentiation. During the 2018 convention, smoke from
        California wildfires disrupted the meetings, forcing some to cancel or flee, others to shout their research
        loudly into largely empty rooms in the convention center, admittedly those rooms might have been empty without
        climate crisis-fueled disaster happening in real time. For others, Jobson writes, the smoke was “a petty
        nuisance.” The punch line is a dead line: what the fuck are we doing at academic conventions while the world is
        on fire? What kind of discipline moves forward with its own reproduction given the existential threats not just
        to our field, but to life? There is no discipline if there is no planet. Climate change, to follow this
        example, cannot only be an object of study; it is an animating force, or should be, that can direct our efforts
        toward ensuring that people’s lives are less precarious, and that our relations with our spinning through space
        alter so that we won’t further become irritating parasites who have outlived their welcome. For Jobson, new
        paths forward embrace abolitionism and new humanisms rather than often inadequate moves to repair the
        discipline through decolonial lip service. He describes not just the promise of these methods but their
        urgency. A patchwork anthropology for the impossibly complex job of field, because no field site is a site—it’s
        an ecology. A patchwork anthropology in turn attunes us to feral ones, “anthropologies from beyond a received
        canon and curated venues of anthropological knowledge production”. Selfishly, I wish he had written this essay
        much earlier. Ryan Cecil Jobson, “The Case for Letting Anthropology Burn: Sociocultural Anthropology in 2019,”
        American Anthropologist 122, no. 2 (2020): 263. DOI: 10.1111/aman.13398.
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