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INTRODUCTION


 


Within these pages you will find many queer icons who have helped shape the world for queer people today. Not every story is a happy one – the fight for LGBTQ civil rights has been a long one and continues to this day. Along the way, we, as a community, have experienced tragic losses. It is important not to forget the stories of those who fought for queer liberation, because these people used their queer superpowers to make our lives better. 




  When asked which superpower you would rather have, it is not uncommon to hear the answer "invisibility". I have been guilty of giving that answer myself. For an anxious queer boy, having the option to hide away from a cruel world sounded like a dream come true. But in writing this book I have learned, as I hope you will too, that the strongest and most useful superpower for any queer person is not invisibility, but visibility. 




  The people in this book have all lived their lives as unapologetically queerly as they wanted to. From fighting for the rights of the LGBTQ community, to sharing their experiences and validating queer lives, they have been as visible as possible with their queer identities. They have raised their voices in solidarity with a community that still faces daily prejudice and oppression, and defiantly lived their truth.




  Invisibility is safe, but it is lonely. Invisibility does not inspire change, but visibility demands it. In writing this book I have come to realize this and I truly believe it. We live in a world that is changing all the time and for every act of tolerance, intolerance is only ever a few steps behind. We have to be visible as the people we are. 




  We all have the power to inspire change, however small that change may be. Be unapologetic in your queerness, live your truth and change the world. 




  I hope these words, and the stories and experiences within, inspire you as they have me. 




  Be visible. 




 


  Samuel Alexander, 2018
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OSCAR WILDE




 



1854-1900




 


SUPERPOWERS


 


Flamboyant, bravely queer poet, writer, star pupil, academic.









THEIR INCREDIBLE STORY


The brilliant Irish writer and poet Oscar Wilde brought The Picture of Dorian Gray and The Importance of Being Earnest to life, although sadly his own story ended in tragedy. 




  Wilde studied classics at Trinity College Dublin in 1871 before moving on to Oxford's Magdalen College. While studying, Wilde developed an interest in Greek literature, and he would later become interested in the Aesthetic and Decadent movements. He was always a star pupil, graduating with high grades from both institutions. Wilde became well known for his stories, poems and plays, but he also wrote reviews of theatre and literature for The Woman's World magazine – of which he was editor from 1887 to 1889 – as well as many essays and articles for other magazines, which frequently proved controversial in their content. 


  When passages from The Picture of Dorian Gray were published in Lippincott's Monthly Magazine in 1890, the novel was heavily criticized for its homosexual allusions. When the book was published in 1891, Wilde felt forced to remove portions of text to avoid further allegations. 




  In 1895, Wilde found himself embroiled in a legal feud with the Marquess of Queensberry. In 1891, Wilde had begun a relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, Queensberry's son, which led to Queensberry publicly accusing Wilde of sodomy. Wilde initiated a prosecution against Queensberry for criminal libel, but Queensberry avoided the charges when it became clear he could prove his allegations against Wilde. Wilde's private life became the subject of controversy and investigation, and the content of his writings – both public and private – were used as evidence against him. 




  A warrant was issued for Wilde's arrest – he was charged with "gross indecency" – and he was incarcerated in 1895. He spent his time in prison writing a long letter to Douglas, reflecting on his career and – sometimes scathingly – on their relationship. Wilde was not allowed to send the letter, but was permitted to carry it with him upon his release in 1897. After his release and before his exile to France, Wilde was briefly reunited with Douglas. They were forced to separate soon after, as their families threatened to cut them off financially if their relationship continued.




  Wilde spent his final years in Paris in impoverished exile, writing letters calling for penal reform after suffering harsh treatment in prison, before his early death from meningitis in 1900. His former lover and dear friend, Robert Ross, was by his side in his final moments. Wilde's burial took place just outside Paris at Cimetière de Bagneux, but he was moved to Père Lachaise several years later, to a tomb built by sculptor Sir Jacob Epstein and commissioned by Ross. 




  Wilde was pardoned more than 100 years after his death, under the Alan Turing Law (see below). 











THEIR AWESOME ACHIEVEMENTS




	Wrote many iconic stories' poems and plays. The Picture of Dorian Gray is one of his most famous literary works, a novel well known for its subtle queer themes.





	Wrote a 50,000-word letter, entitled De Profundis, while in prison, which he kept with him until he was released. The letter was addressed to his lover, Lord Alfred Douglas. The letter was entrusted to and published by Robert Ross after Wilde's death.





	Paved the way for queer rights in the arts, with his literary works brimming over with suggestion and subtle queer themes. They may seem tame by today's queer literary standards because Wilde was aware of the need to hide his sexuality. Despite this, he never expressed any shame in his sexuality.





	His legacy reminds us of the persecution faced by the LGBTQ community in Britain before the queer rights liberations of later years, and of the struggles still faced by the queer community in countries where LGBTQ rights are oppressed.












"BE YOURSELF; EVERYONE ELSE IS ALREADY TAKEN."
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LILI ELBE




 



1882-1931




 


SUPERPOWERS


 


Sex-reassignment pioneer, painter, transgender woman, muse.









THEIR INCREDIBLE STORY


Lili Elbe was a Danish painter and transgender woman, and one of the first known people in the world to undergo sex-reassignment surgery. 




  Elbe studied at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, where she met Gerda Gottlieb, who would later become Elbe's wife. When a model failed to show for one of Gottlieb's paintings, Gottlieb's friend Anna Larson suggested that Elbe sit for the painting instead. Elbe found comfort in donning women's clothes for the role, and Larson remarked on how well the clothing suited Elbe, giving her the name Lili. 




  Elbe would soon begin to dress as a woman in public, encouraged by Gottlieb who would identify herself publicly as her sister. An internal struggle was happening at this time within Elbe, who felt like two people trapped in one body – a loving partner, Einar Wegener (Elbe's name prior to adopting Lili), and a carefree Lili, who desired to carry a child. People close to Elbe began to wonder whether Lili was an act or not, as Elbe seemed much more comfortable presenting as a woman. Elbe confided in Gottlieb that she felt she had always been Lili, and that Einar had gone.




  They moved to Paris together in 1912, escaping the scrutiny of their peers in Denmark. Elbe was safe to start anew, identifying as a woman from the moment they arrived. However, she experienced discomfort in her body, which did not reflect her gender identity. She became depressed and, without any resources on transgender issues, with no one to talk to and lacking the language to discuss transgender issues even if this hadn't been the case, she became suicidal – until she met German doctor Magnus Hirschfeld. 




  Hirschfeld opened the German Institute for Sexual Science in 1919, and became the first doctor to study transgender lives. After their meeting, Elbe underwent years of experimental surgery to change her body to match her gender identity – and this laid the groundwork for what is now known as gender-reassignment surgery. The initial surgery was conducted by Hirschfeld himself, who started with the removal of the male genitalia. Other surgeries were conducted by Kurt Warnekros, a doctor at the Dresden Municipal Women's Clinic, who had a focus on implanting female sex organs. Sadly, documentation of Elbe's transition was destroyed by the Nazis in 1933, so the finer details have been lost. But we do know that the fourth and final part of Elbe's surgery led to her death when a transplanted uterus was rejected. 




  Gottlieb remained supportive of Elbe throughout, allowing her the distance to be Lili independently, even after the King of Denmark dissolved their marriage. Danish law at the time did not recognize marriage between two women – though, more progressively, the law did recognize Elbe's identity as a woman. In 1933, the book Man into Woman was published, comprising diary entries and writings left behind by Elbe, in accordance with her last wishes. The book gave an account of Elbe's life and was one of the first widely available books about a transgender person's life.











THEIR AWESOME ACHIEVEMENTS 




	Winner of the Neuhausen prize for paintings displayed at the Vejle Art Museum, Denmark and Salon d'Automne, Paris, 1907.





	The first recognized transgender person to undergo gender-reassignment surgery.





	Became a pioneer in sex-reassignment, willingly put her own body at risk to develop and understand surgeries that are now practised successfully.





	Proved that one's body isn't the sole determining factor in gender and that, if a person chooses, they can alter their body to match their gender identity.












"I CANNOT DENY, STRANGE AS IT MAY SOUND, THAT I ENJOYED MYSELF IN THIS DISGUISE. I LIKED THE FEEL OF SOFT WOMEN'S CLOTHING. I FELT VERY MUCH IN HOME IN THEM FROM THE FIRST MOMENT."
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MARLENE DIETRICH




 



1901-92




 


SUPERPOWERS


 


Bisexual goddess, humanitarian, actress, androgynous and proud.









THEIR INCREDIBLE STORY


German actress Marlene Dietrich was famed for her beauty, her film roles and her many lovers. However, she is also remembered for her anti-Nazi stance and humanitarian efforts. She also happened to be openly bisexual. 




  In 1929, Dietrich starred in Germany's first nonsilent film, Der Blaue Engel (The Blue Angel), proving her talents as both an actor and singer with the role. Dietrich then made her move to Hollywood, making her mark as a femme fatale of the silver screen. 




  Hollywood was both welcoming and wary of Dietrich and it is thought that she never fully integrated. Her accent had allure which, combined with her looks, gave her performances an added touch of intrigue. However, she was always seen as "foreign", particularly in the political climate of the time. Nevertheless, Dietrich starred in many Hollywood roles. 




  During World War Two, Dietrich was very vocal in her opposition to the Nazi Party and anti-Semitism, saying she felt "abandoned" by Germany. She entertained US troops on the front line and took part in humanitarian efforts, housing both German and French exiles and fighting for their right to US citizenship. Later, Dietrich was honoured by the American and French governments with the Medal of Freedom and Légion d'Honneur respectively for her efforts. 




  Dietrich was iconic for her unique style and openness about her sexuality – before leaving Berlin, she had enjoyed the drag ball scene of the 1920s and visiting gay bars. She defied gender norms with her love of men's suits, while also occasionally taking on a more feminine appearance. It's quite possible that, if queer language and identities had been a little more prominent, Dietrich may have identified as gender non-binary or non-conforming. Today, Dietrich may also have identified as polyamorous, with her many affairs no secret from her husband, Rudolf Sieber. Dietrich even made a habit of showing letters from her lovers to her husband. Her affairs would also commonly overlap with one another. Dietrich bore no shame in an era where polyamory was not commonplace and she could perhaps be recognized for normalizing it. She was known to pursue women with more passion than she did men, making no secret of her bisexuality. 




  Dietrich passed away in 1992, leaving behind the legacy of a sex-positive queer role model. 











"THERE IS A GIGANTIC DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EARNING A GREAT DEAL OF MONEY AND BEING RICH."









THEIR AWESOME ACHIEVEMENTS




	Saved the lives of many German and French exiles by housing them during World War Two.





	Honoured with a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 1960.





	Received the Special David accolade at the David di Donatello Awards for her performance in the film Judgement at Nuremberg in 1962.
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