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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.
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Queer photography does not exist. Its constituent terms, ‘queer’ and ‘photography’, are capacious and subject to change, and in their respective resistance of easy definition they work against any stable reading as genre, style or historical phenomenon.


But this does not mean that queer(s) must abandon photography, and step away from the world of images and reproductions. Rather, this book proposes that queer identifications and politics can use photography, working through and with it to expand staid understandings of what photography means and, more importantly, does.


According to the photographer and theorist Deborah Bright, what photographs do is ‘tend to get into trouble’.1 Aligned with ‘queer’s’ own troubling of binaries and social codes, a history of queer photography is one of images that have punctured the conventions we take for granted, brought bodies out of isolation and into relationality, and affirmed different ways of being in the world. In their refusal of a heteronormative ‘straight and narrow’, forms of sexual and gender dissidence reveal that ‘the path we thought we were on naturally, or by choice, we are in fact on by arrangement, and in straying we discover alternative ways to alternative futures’2. This book explores the foundational role of photography in forging such alternatives.


In her 1993 book Tendencies, the American scholar Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick proposes that ‘queer’ is ‘an open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excess of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically’.3 Queer, in other words, can be felt, embodied and visualized in a multitude of ways. Following Sedgwick, we propose that ‘queer photography’ does not just mean images of subjects who identify as queer, or which are made by photographers who similarly position themselves apart from heterosexual and/or cisgender identity. Rather, Photography – A Queer History aims to collect and put into conversation photography that ranges across periods, places and subject matter, and which carries the charge of a ‘queer effect’.4 This might look like Ryan McGinley’s ecstatic pictures of naked, unencumbered bodies; Herbert List’s evocative still life of two, overlapping pairs of sunglasses; or portraits made of Fanny and Stella, otherwise known as Frederick William Park and Ernest Boulton, who became famous as cross-dressers in Victorian London.
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Fred Spalding, Frederick Park (right) and Ernest Boulton as Fanny and Stella, 1869
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Felix Gonzalez-Torres, ‘Untitled’, 1991. Billboard. Installed at 11th Avenue and 38th Street, Manhattan, 20 February–18 March 2012, for Print/Out, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 19 February–14 May 2012. Dimensions vary with installation. Photograph by David Allison
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Ryan McGinley, Jake (Shining Rock), 2008
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Lisetta Carmi, I Travestiti, 1965–71
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Diana Davies, Rita Mae Brown, in Lavender Menace t-shirt, at the Lavender Menace Action, 1970





For this reason, Photography: A Queer History is not arranged in chronological order. Instead, we set out a kind of ‘user’s guide’, looking in turn at an introductory set of issues that are structural to the overlap of ‘queer’ and ‘photography’. The book includes documentary photographs – made for both public and private purposes – which have affirmed queer subjects in their present and in the futures they anticipate, like Lisetta Carmi’s portraits of self-identified Italian ‘transvestites’ in the 1960s, and Diana Davies’s photographs of the group Lavender Menace, who in 1970 staged a protest at the Second Congress to Unite Women in New York, demanding that the women’s movement account for lesbians in feminist theory and activism. We consider the constitutive role of fantasy, as well as the overlaps and divergences between images of queer sex and sexuality and ideas of the pornographic, illustrating how what stands as a picture of queer eroticism has changed over time. We explore how photography has been put to work in the service of mourning and political activism, and to reimagine the place of queerness in urban and rural landscapes. Subsequent chapters examine work that explores photography’s materiality to produce ‘images’ which are non-representational and thereby resist singular meaning; pictures that grapple with the durationality of bodies in motion, or which performatively address their viewer; and photographs that project an image of what queer life could yet become. The chapters that follow are themselves an open mesh, overlapping, diverging, and together creating a composite picture of different propositions for how ‘queer’ has been activated, embodied and visualized.


~


‘Queer’ is rooted in a Euro-American context, and was reclaimed in the early 1990s through political activism centred on HIV/AIDS and sex-positive feminism, and the simultaneous theorization of queer within academia. But this oft-cited origin story also imposes limits. Queer remains, for many, a term linked to ongoing projects of colonial assimilation, read onto bodies that appear as queer through a Western lens, but which understand themselves on culturally specific terms that ‘queer’ fails to translate. This became clear during the process of writing, as several photographers working outside of Europe and North America declined to participate in the project, hinting at the blinkered limits of using queer as a ‘global’ term. Still more artists and photographers who we approached did not wish to be included in a ‘queer’ book, perhaps through concern that the term might delimit the reception of their practice, or maybe because ‘queer’ simply does not resonate as an identification. This book is ‘a’ rather than ‘the’ history of queer photography, and its framing as such both holds it together and has foreclosed its contents.
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Herbert List, Sunglasses, Lake Lucerne, 1936





In making a selection, we have strived to privilege younger photographers and those practising outside of Euro-America. Their work demands to be seen, and tasked with compiling a history we have pursued photographs that are not only representative of queer’s many uses and significations, but which together challenge the primacy of queer’s Western associations. Even so, a project such as this one could never claim to be definitive. Any history of queer cultural production must grapple with the material legacies of racism, homophobia and transphobia that have delimited access to photography and self-representation, and which permeate archives through the erasure of names and the rewriting of personal histories. These presences and absences are dramatized by Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s empty billboard, which calls up the memory of those lost to AIDS-related illness. For every photograph that has travelled into our present, like Frances Benjamin Johnston’s late 19th-century portrait of two women kissing, or portraits of the androgyne journalist and photographer Annemarie Schwarzenbach, whose ascent as a queer icon speaks to the archive’s class bias, countless others have yet to be redeemed, and the work of reconstituting a queer historical record is ongoing.


~


We live, regretfully, during a moment in which identity categories are coagulating. These categories are used to consolidate complex objects of art into commodities, and their histories into marketable stories of erasure and ‘discovery’. The contemporary interest in ‘women artists’ is one such case, where, as Gabriella Nugent has written, ‘the alleged celebration of women artists still abides by a masculinist norm that treats them as curios commodified for a mass market’.5 In this book we want to hold onto a sense of identity as, in Kara Keeling’s terms, ‘always relational and situated’, and produced through history, or as Kobena Mercer puts it, arising ‘from difference, how difference is articulated’.6 Following Keeling and Mercer, Photography: A Queer History does not aim to reinscribe a ‘conventional, liberal, individualistic understanding of identity that conflates difference with pluralism’.7 We have included biographical detail in the entries that follow, but with the aim of enabling a structural picture to appear, one which charts the social and political conditions that enable ‘queer’ and ‘photography’ to intersect with and produce each other. This is not just a history of queers taking photographs, or photographs of queers, but one that asks how difference is visually assembled, and to what ends.


In a photograph from Parminder Sekhon and Poulomi Desai’s book, Red Threads: The South Asian Queer Connection in Photographs (2003), a woman sticks her tongue out, gently pressing its tip into the lips of another, whose eyes remain closed in gentle pleasure. The image revels in the intimacy and frisson of contact. Queer history is itself an active process, formed in the contact between subjects, in the transmission, reception and remaking of stories as they are passed on and retold. It is a live and contested process, happening as queer bodies move through the world, interact, and find spaces to occupy and in which to live, share and create. This book can only offer to participate in this work, and prompt more of it.
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Frances Benjamin Johnston, photograph of two women kissing, c.1890
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Parminder Sekhon, from Red Threads: The South Asian Queer Connection in Photographs, 2003
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Agustín Martínez Castro, De 10 a 11pm, 1985








Neil Bartlett’s 1990 novel Ready to Catch Him Should He Fall centres on the young life of ‘Boy’, who lives in the East End of London in the 1980s. Boy is an avid collector and keeps a box of old letters and photographs in his bedroom. The photographs are portraits of men from varied sources, some ‘bought in a street market early on a Sunday morning, wing collars and moustaches printed in sepia; some cut from pornographic magazines or bodybuilding magazines (in colour); some were cut from newspapers’.1 Late at night, Boy lays out the letters and photographs in a circle surrounding his mattress, gazing at them in ‘rapt concentration’, juxtaposing images to imagine the men encountering each other, all those ‘who had never had the chance to meet’.2


Boy’s obsession with photographs, his poring over images of unknown men excised from their original contexts of reception and display, foregrounds a number of key issues for queer uses of photography in relation to history, the archive, and the status and function of the photograph as document. How exactly are we to understand the images that Boy looks at? Are they documents of a queer past, asserting themselves on the present as indexical traces? Or are they animated, ‘queered’, only by Boy’s desire for and retention of them? What exactly is Boy longing for? For James Gardiner, who has amassed an extensive collection of photographic ephemera, the medium has a compelling role in the formation of queer history, for ‘the camera provides us with the details that make history live; the cut of a frock, the look on a face, the snapshot you choose to keep’.3 Finding, touching and gazing upon such pictures can prompt the first awakenings of queer pleasure, and there is a dialectical relationship between document and viewer, each acting on the other through detail and desire. Bartlett’s fictionalized account speaks to the want for, and experience of searching for, photographs that insist on queer presence, or its possibility, across history.


~


The photographer Catherine Opie has written that her work ‘always relies on the notion of the camera as an apparatus to document’, even as posed, staged and theatrical scenes are central to her practice.4 This apparent paradox recalls the historic status of photography as both mechanical and evidentiary (‘objective’), and inventive and artistic (‘subjective’), a supposed opposition active in understandings of the medium since its emergence in the late 1830s. We say ‘supposed’ because photography, and queer photography in particular, frequently derives its impact from the instability of this schematic opposition. Indeed, queer photography often thrives upon straddling the seam between evidence and invention, between ‘documentary’ and ‘fantasy’.
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London Trans* Pride, 2022





These first two chapters, ‘Documentary’ and ‘Excess to the Real’, are devoted to considering these fundamental ideas. For now, we can focus on how reading the photograph as a document testifies to one of the medium’s most powerful aspects: that whatever appears in the image was ‘there’ before the lens. Documentary photography becomes a witness to historical events and moments, and as such has played an important role in liberation struggles, for instance by showing people gathering in public spaces to demand political recognition. Photographs taken by Sunil Gupta of picnics in mid-2000s India, run by the activist group Nigah in New Delhi, foreground the presence, diversity and pleasure of queer Indians assembling together in public space, in a time when Section 377 was still upheld. Instituted under British colonial rule in 1861, Section 377 forbade ‘unnatural’ sexual acts; Gupta’s work documents the restive, youthful milieu that was the context to the Section’s first striking down in 2009, and its second, final striking down by the Supreme Court of India in 2018. Documentary becomes an act of defiance and resistance. In the transphobic atmosphere of contemporary Britain, no mainstream news outlet reported on London Trans* Pride in July 2022, despite the fact that 20,000 people marched across the city. Images of the event assert the presence and demands of the marchers. The photographs made by Reynaldo Rivera of Latin gay boys, trans women and drag queens in pre-gentrification East Los Angeles insist on the cultural diversity lost under urban redevelopment and as a result of the AIDS epidemic, a loss which Robb Hernández writes has intensified ‘the neglect of queer racialized histories in both mainstream and gay and lesbian repositories’.5 In cultures where the erasure of queer lives has been prevalent, documentary instead asserts: we exist.


~


In Lesbians are Lovely (1973), Ponch Hawkes shows a line of four women linked by their hands, who, laughing, obscure the eponymous graffiti behind them. The photograph celebrates the written message, yet also foregrounds the figures as individual subjects of pleasure, dramatizing the interplay between stereotype and lived experience. The ‘bystander’ tradition of street photography and the implied immediacy of documentary have, at times, been exploited by queer photographers, yet they have also grappled with the historic problematics of the medium’s ‘reality effect’.6 In the 1980s, photographers and scholars became interested in the implication of photography in the consolidation of ‘homosexuality’ during the late 19th century. As Michel Foucault famously argued, across the Victorian period a complex knot of medical and legal definitions caused ‘the homosexual’ to be understood as an identity category for the first time.7 Criminologists, sexologists and anthropologists, working under the guise of scientific objectivity, posed figures for photographs, which were subsequently employed as evidence of degeneracy in books and lantern-slide presentations (an early portable image projection technology using photographic transparencies).8 Such images circulated only within what John Tagg calls ‘domains of expertise’, such as law courts or journals of academic societies.9 The evidentiary status of such photographs was ideological and partial, a tradition of pathological documentary that has been revived at moments of social crisis, as in the photographic representations of people with AIDS in the news media in the 1980s, and the ways that some trans bodies are currently obliged to appear in the tabloid press.
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Reynaldo Rivera, Richard Villegas Jr., Friend and Enrique, Miracle Mile, 1996





Tagg called the ideological freighting of figurative imagery ‘the burden of representation’.10 Queer photographers have challenged this burden, and its ‘othering’ effects in the media, by staging scenes, undermining the evidentiary claim of the documentary image, and taking control of the production, circulation and distribution of photographs. Helias Doulis writes in the introduction to his series A Faggot’s Destiny (2019) that ‘they’ve hidden us from seeing and being seen, through a heteronormative light that commands what is true’, highlighting the historic manipulation of the apparent transparency of documentary.11 Doulis’s series of staged scenes set in porn shops and backroom booths in Athens revels in reclaiming and mocking the genre of the photographic exposé. The recirculation of the embedded work of Billy Name in Andy Warhol’s Factory in the 1960s, and of Andreas Sterzing in the artistic scene on New York’s ruined waterfront in the early 1980s, has come to redefine the queer imaginaries of these moments and sites, enabling new publics to form in response. As more images start to appear, produced from within queer milieux, the burden of representation can shift to become a boon, and a pleasure.


~


Roland Barthes, the gay French semiotician, was at the forefront of structural analysis of the medium of photography from the 1950s. Yet in his final work, Camera Lucida (1980), he queerly undid it all, emphasizing the realism of the photographic image, and its fundamental attachment to the pictured referent.12 Barthes’s concern was the relation of the medium to the passing of time, and death; yet realism can also summon the demand for life and political recognition. The act of queer photographers taking up the camera to image their own communities is fundamental to such claims. Agustín Martínez Castro’s close images of transvestites backstage in Mexico City could only emerge from within the intimacy of the scene (see here). Recent histories of the medium, led by the study of non-European and decolonial contexts, have emphasized how photographic meaning is dependent on the ability of images to slip between different discursive frames, and on tactility and materiality, ‘the sensory and embodied dimensions of photographic experience’, as Jennifer Bajorek puts it.13 Attending closely to how different photographers and audiences interact with pictures enables alternative histories, and politics, to come into view. Vince Aletti argues that it is the very personal interaction, the ability ‘to have and to hold’ a photograph, that gives the medium such particular power for queers; for Aletti, ‘queer is in the eye of the beholder’.14 Yet photographs are powerful agents, too; both viewer and object must be in question. Neil Bartlett dramatizes this moment of material witness in Who Was That Man? (1988), his biographical interpretation and reimagining of Oscar Wilde. Here, Bartlett enacts the same obsession he later observes in ‘Boy’, the character whose avid collecting of queer ephemera opened this chapter. A picture of Wilde in Paris enraptures Bartlett: he is unable to work him out from it, yet unable to look away. He asks, ‘who was that man?’ Documentary traces prompt queer subjects to ask this question.
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Helias Doulis, from A Faggot’s Destiny, 2019
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Ponch Hawkes, Lesbians are Lovely, North Fitzroy, Victoria, 1973









Wolfgang Tillmans



Born 1968.
Lives and works in Berlin, Germany.


Wolfgang Tillmans’s photographs focus quietly and intensely on details of daily life, prompting the viewer to keep their eyes open and see the world anew. Picturing a drain pipe emptying water into the gutter in Buenos Aires, pot plants growing in the sunshine of a balcony, or the rear end and genitals of a figure lying prostrate in the daylight, Tillmans offers up moments as monuments to the texture and sense of living. His work has a queer relationship to documentary; as he comments, ‘I somehow have this sense of history – of the now being history … and of the history of now being possibly rewritten at any time.’1 In his documents of the everyday, Tillmans avoids simplistic narration in favour of the immediacy of detail.


Tillmans came to prominence for his pictures of club, queer and underground culture at the turn of the 1990s, when he had just moved from Hamburg to London. He photographed queer parties as an active participant, capturing their pulse and beat, and the quietude of their aftermath. The Cock (kiss) (2002) shows the intensity of a kiss at a night at the Ghetto club in London (since closed). The boys fill the frame, hair and sideburns streaked and glistening with sweat; in the pressure and vulnerability of the moment, one cradles the other’s head, pushing him towards his lips with his hand. The camera is almost as proximate to the kissing boys as they are to each other.


The Cock (kiss) has become an iconic image, accruing its own history. At Tillmans’s 2006 retrospective at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, DC, the photograph was vandalized. It was subsequently shared widely online in the aftermath of the shooting at the gay nightclub Pulse in Orlando, Florida, in June 2016, as the shooter had reportedly been enraged at the sight of two men kissing. This was not without controversy, as the majority of lives lost at Pulse were Latinx. It later appeared on the US cover of Jeremy Atherton Lin’s Gay Bar: Why We Went Out (2021) and the UK cover of Douglas Stuart’s novel Young Mungo (2022). Tillmans’s photograph shows how queer documentary can answer, and anticipate, the need for images that enable the texture of queer experience to come to light.
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The Cock (kiss), 2002









Roxy Lee



Born 1992.
Lives and works in London, UK.


Roxy Lee’s work is formed in the heat of the London queer club scene. Born and raised in Hackney, Lee uses a 35mm camera to take photographs of queer parties in East London, picturing moments of intimacy, bodies moving to music, and the ‘sensory spunk’ of carefully curated looks.1 Drag queens pose on the pavement outside the club; dancers share an embrace; hips and arms touch and jostle together in the darkness. Hedonism is Lee’s subject. In some photographs, vapour fogs her lens, imprinting the photos with the sweat of the scenes they document, pulling the viewer into the dance floor’s intimacy and pleasures.


Lee began to document queer East London upon witnessing the encroaching gentrification and transformation of Hackney since the beginning of this century. Queer venues have been particularly vulnerable to closure under the whims of investment and the movement of capital for purposes of ‘regeneration’, with a net loss of 58 per cent of LGBTQ+ spaces in London between 2006 and 2017.2 Queer party nights have taken on a more peripatetic existence, moving between short-lived venues rather than tied to particular sites.


The materiality of Lee’s work responds to these conditions. She works in the darkness of the club and moves through it as a partier, responding to configurations of bodies that catch her eye, and often unable to see precisely what her camera has framed. Lee’s photographs are records of bodies in space at particular moments in time, and of parties at venues since closed. In Adonis (2021), the proximity of figures to the camera is matched by the damp haze of the lens; the physical experience of the moment is palpable. In early 2022, The Cause in Tottenham – then the home of the club night Adonis, from which the photograph takes its name – closed down, as the area underwent redevelopment for housing. Lee’s embedded practice powerfully documents the queer ecology of this lost space, among many others.


For Lee, the main priority of her photography is memory, for herself and her friendship circle, and from there to the wider community. Alongside recent work for British Vogue and Gay Times, she continues to amass an archive of contemporary London’s iconic styles, self-fashionings and queer pleasures.




[image: illustration]


Adonis, 2021









Linden



Born 1957.
Lives and works in Harrogate, UK.


Linden’s photography of parties, pride parades and protests in the North of England document a remarkable period in British queer history. Working during the 1990s, Linden captured queer culture in the aftermath of Section 28, as LGBTQ+ people began to occupy public space with increasingly frank defiance.


In 1988, amid the devastations of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, Margaret Thatcher’s government passed Section 28 into law. It sought to choke off lesbian and gay culture by barring local authority funding for community projects, and outlawing the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality in schools. This had unintended effects, sparking backlash from an already beset people, and galvanizing queers to act out. Linden’s work indexes the rise of this powerful cultural tide, documenting queer parties across the larger cities of Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle, Leeds and Birmingham, and gay nights in Blackpool, Bolton, York, Hull and Huddersfield, among other places.


Stuart Linden Rhodes landed his first regular monthly photo feature, ‘Out and About with Linden’ in 1990, in the free, Leeds-based gay magazine All Points North (he later became the Northern correspondent for Gay Times). A lecturer by day, in the evening he would drive to events, scoping out the venue and waiting for partygoers to arrive. His photographs document bodies converging under the lights and music of the club. These were published under the pseudonym ‘Linden’ to avoid recognition from his day job, a necessary caution in the time of Section 28.


In Clonezone Fashion Show, Manchester (1992), the camera looks up towards a stage, where two figures in singlets enact an intricate, intense pose; one bends over backward, his right foot high on its ball. The second man supports him with a tight grip of his waist, fingertips pressing into the exposed flesh of his abdomen. The photograph is mesmerizing, picturing a performative moment of display.


Linden began to digitize his negatives in 2020, leading to the republication of his photographs on the @linden_archives Instagram account, and in book form as Out and About with Linden: A Queer Archive of the North (2022). As Harry Clayton-Wright notes, Linden’s work shows ‘how vibrant, resilient, and powerful northern queer life was and continues to be’.1 By representing the scene to itself, Linden’s photojournalism played a role in the formation of a new queer resilience in the early 1990s.
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Clonezone Fashion Show, Manchester, 1992









Archivo de la Memoria Trans


Established 2012, Argentina.


The more than 15,000 documents in the Archivo de la Memoria Trans (Trans Memory Archive) are amassed from the personal collections of trans and travesti people who lived through the turbulence of the later 20th century in Argentina. This period witnessed political mass murder at the hands of the right-wing military coup (1976–83), and persecutory laws that criminalized trans presence on the streets, leading many to live in exile. In such circumstances, trans people used personal, snapshot photography to document moments of their living, creating records of intimacy and vitality, and generating ‘visual kinship’ by sending pictures back and forth to friends forced to live outside the country.1 Legislative reform fought for by trans activists, including the passing of the Gender Identity Law (2012), has recently improved trans rights in Argentina, though trans people still face disproportionate violence and low life expectancy.


The Trans Memory Archive testifies to the importance of vernacular documentary in creating community memory and political resistance to oppression. Many photographs in the Archive, such as Vanessa Sander’s from 1994, document moments of trans pleasure and banality, in what Cole Rizki has described as ‘familiar scenes of everyday life’, historically inscribing trans within diurnal patterns of living in Argentina.2 Personal collections of pictures were often precarious, vulnerable to being thrown away by the police or callous relatives, or quickly packed up amid their owner’s escape. Several of the photographs of the Carnaval at Garín, Buenos Aires, speak of this uncertainty. The prints are worn and scuffed, their saturated colours beginning to drain into sepia. The material conditions of these photographs carry documentary power, testifying to their histories as objects and the lived conditions of their keepers.


As Rizki has argued, the documentation and construction of kinship through the Archive and its display is politically potent in the context of Argentina’s recent history. Political activism to contest state disappearances in the 1980s frequently mobilized ID photographs of the dead in protest, yet trans subjects were invisibilized in such activism, given that they were never recognized by the state in the first place. Taking the form of the family album, the Archive reinserts trans lives within national memory. Through its online presence, its book publication as Archivo de la Memoria Trans Argentina (2020), and exhibition in major museums in Argentina and internationally, the Archive summons traces of the past to rewrite recent history through everyday trans experience.
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Vanesa with ‘The Gunslinger’ and her friends, 1994, from the Vanesa Sander Documentary Fund
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Carnaval, 1970, from the Mari Popi Documentary Fund









Alvin Baltrop



1948–2004.
Lived and worked in New York, USA.


Alvin Baltrop’s stylized documentary photography of the abandoned piers along Manhattan’s West Side, initially taken in the 1970s and 1980s, remained unseen in his lifetime. In 2008, Randal Wilcox and Douglas Crimp published a selection of Baltrop’s images in Artforum, and his photographs of gay socializing, cruising and artistic possibility have since become a famous record of this then derelict part of New York.


Baltrop, a Black American, served in the US Navy in Vietnam before training in photography at the School of Visual Arts, New York. His pier pictures, such as ‘River Rats II’, depict a diversity of men relaxing, cruising the ruins in search of sex, and occupying the decaying spaces where poor, trans and people otherwise excluded from the commercial gay scene would congregate. Baltrop’s photographs are self-consciously aesthetic, framing the integration of bodies in the landscape from dramatic perspectives, which dwell on the erotic tension and numerous dangers of the dilapidated site. Since the early 1980s, the piers have been progressively reclaimed by the city, either demolished or ‘regenerated’ under the aegis of gentrification. Baltrop’s photographs now function as traces of, in his words, ‘the frightening, mad, unbelievable, violent, and beautiful things that were going on at that time’, obscured by the fallout from the HIV/AIDS epidemic and the ‘clean up’ of a gentrifying New York.1


Coming to terms with, and even recognizing, the past of queer presence can be a difficult task. Voices clamour from all sides, attempting to control historical narratives or erase them altogether; the 1970s, for example, has been figured in reactionary histories as a moment of sexual licentiousness leading inexorably to the retribution of HIV/AIDS, or, alternatively, as a purely whitewashed narrative of gay emancipation. Baltrop’s documentary enables us to challenge any such gentrified historicization.2 His work reveals the wonder and fragility of the piers as a ‘utopian and dystopian’ site that a mixed crowd of marginalized queers could occupy, despite the substantial dangers of mugging or murder.3 For Crimp, Baltrop’s work proves that ‘the moment in Manhattan’s history when we could so thoroughly reinvent ourselves was as precarious as the places we did it’.4 In the material traces of the piers that linger through Baltrop’s photographs, that marginal history continues to press upon and inform the present.
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‘River Rats II’ (n.d.), from The Piers, c.1972–86









Leonard Fink



1930–1993.
Lived and worked in New York, USA.


From 1967 until his death from AIDS-related complications in 1993, Leonard Fink documented the public emergence of gay liberation into the streets, bars and spaces of New York City (including, like Alvin Baltrop, sex on the ruined waterfront). Fink was an attorney, not a trained photographer, and he taught himself how to use a 35mm camera and develop pictures in the bathroom of his Upper West Side apartment. Upon his death, Fink’s archive of prints and over 25,000 negatives were donated to the Lesbian and Gay Center in New York, where they exist as crucial vernacular documentation of queer life in the city.


Fink was ‘a colorful and ubiquitous character in the Village and at Pride marches, usually appearing on roller-skates in short cut-offs and a tight t-shirt, with cameras always around his neck’.1 He had the ability to move in and out of different spaces, fitting into the ‘dress-code’ bars of the West Village, and the more informal, crumbling piers at the city’s edge. As a result, his photography pictures a diversity of gay and trans people in New York, and the divisions of space between them.


In 1973, Fink photographed Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera striding down Broadway in the annual Gay Liberation march. The trans activists of colour had been at the heart of the Stonewall riots, before founding Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR) in 1971 to support and agitate for the rights of trans people in the United States. In 1972, the Gay Activists Alliance sought to remove trans people from its proposed anti-discrimination bill in New York. Rivera withdrew from the group, leaving the city the year Fink’s photograph was taken. The picture, which on first glance offers a defiant image of trans resistance, also documents a moment of breakdown across the gay, lesbian and trans alliance.


This demonstrates a limitation of documentary visibility, particularly in relation to trans history, and how the meaning of the photograph-as-document can change over time. Fink’s frontal view of Johnson and Rivera, while powerfully foregrounding their presence in the gay liberation movement, requires understanding the complex historical context of the early 1970s in order to come fully into focus.
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Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera at the Pride March, New York City, 1973









Nan Goldin



Born 1953.
Lives and works in New York, USA.


Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency was a watershed moment in photography on its publication by Aperture in 1986. The diaristic sequence of ‘snapshot’ photographs showing Goldin’s milieu of lovers and queer friends in New York ran counter to the prevailing postmodern practice of staged or allegorical scenes in photography. The Ballad was also exhibited in 1986 as a tape-slide work with a soundtrack intercutting rock, pop and classical music. Goldin’s aesthetic became so rapidly emulated by fashion and commercial photography, and so foundational to the photography of ‘subculture’, that it is difficult now to appreciate the initial strangeness of her work. She describes how she sought to picture ‘my party … my family, my history’, using photography’s multisensory nature – its capacity to evoke life’s textures – to create her own version of memory beyond any voyeuristic gaze.1 Even so, the naturalistic, embedded appearance of her photographs, deliberately mimicking the warm colours and offhand composition of the family snapshot, belie Goldin’s precision and her arrangement of figures in the frame.


Cookie and Vittorio’s Wedding, New York City shows the writer Cookie Mueller and artist Vittorio Scarpati in the midst of their marriage ceremony in the East Village in 1986. Goldin and Mueller had moved in the same downtown circle since the late 1970s, a world of late-night parties and intense artistic creativity. The image of Mueller wiping away a happy tear exemplifies Goldin’s effort to document the emotional authenticity of her scene.


For Goldin, photography has a witnessing function, amplified by the deaths of many of her subjects to AIDS, including both Mueller and Scarpati in 1989. That year, she curated Witnesses: Against Our Vanishing at Artists’ Space in New York, a key exhibition testifying to anger and defiance in the face of the political and institutional neglect causing the AIDS epidemic. Reflecting on The Ballad in 1996, Goldin mused, ‘Cookie is dead, Kenny is dead, Mark is dead, Max is dead, Vittorio is dead … the book is now a volume of loss, while still a ballad of love.’2 She has continued to use photography and self-portraiture in her recent recovery from addiction to prescribed oxycontin. In response to the opioid crisis in North America, Goldin has turned explicitly towards activism, founding the direct action group P.A.I.N. (Prescription Action Intervention Now) in 2017 to challenge the profiteering of Big Pharma and the Sackler family from the sale of the lethally addictive oxycontin.
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