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When You’ve Never Seen a Lion: Halo 
Rossetti on Visually Representing 

the Intricacies of Queer and Trans Life

Halo Rossetti

In the eighteenth century, Sweden made treaties with Algeria, Morocco, 
and Tunisia to ensure free passage for its ships past their northern shores. 
As part of these treaties, they gave gifts of clocks, pistols, fine cloth, Dutch 
linen, confections, and many other delicacies and rare items. In return, the 
ministers of the Dey of Algiers gave to King Frederick I of Sweden one 
freed slave, two lions, three hyenas, and a wildcat. At least one of the lions 
lived out its life in the Royal Game Park at Djurgården in Stockholm. After 
it died, and some years had passed, the lion’s remains were sent to a taxi-
dermist to be stuffed and mounted.1 But the taxidermist had never seen a 
lion except in heraldic imagery. The resulting taxidermy, now dubbed the 
Lion of Gripsholm Castle due to its final resting place, is a comically inac-
curate depiction of an actual lion. Its crossed eyes are set too close together, 
its overly long and thick tongue juts out from squarish humanoid teeth, 
and its too-lean and long build gives it a stretched-out appearance. But it 
does look like a heraldic lion.

H. Rossetti (*) 
Los Angeles, CA, USA

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2023
G. Hannum, K. Pyun (eds.), Expanding the Parameters of Feminist 
Artivism, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-09378-4_14

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-09378-4_14&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-09378-4_14


268

This is the example that Scott Turner Schofield, a trans actor, writer, 
producer, speaker, and consultant, gave during a virtual workshop hosted 
by Femme Fatales called “Transgender Storytelling” in November 2021.2 
Schofield’s workshop, an interactive presentation, focused on understand-
ing what it means to be transgender and the past, present, and future of 
trans media representation. The presentation began with working defini-
tions of the terms “transgender,” “nonbinary,” and “cisgender-blending” 
(trans folks who are commonly read as cisgender by cis folks) among oth-
ers, then segued into examining stereotypes about trans people and their 
real-world consequences. Schofield then briefly discussed the history of 
transgender representation in film and television. At this point, he talked 
about the Lion of Gripsholm Castle; showing a picture of the lion, he said, 
“This is what trans stories told by cis people look like to us.”

As I stared at the image of the lion, Schofield talked about the trans 
character Max from seasons three to six of American TV series The L Word 
(2006), and how the representation, one of the only depictions of a trans-
masculine person ever to exist on television at the time, was so harmful to 
Schofield and his trans friends that some delayed their transitions by as 
long as a decade.3 In the series, Max sprouts a full mustache after a week 
on testosterone, and begins experiencing hormone-fueled rages. Daniel 
Sea, the trans/nonbinary actor who played Max, was in the audience for 
the talk, and spoke up in the chat about being harmed by the role, and 
experiencing lateral discrimination from other trans people because of 
it. This discrimination was especially acute when The L Word: Generation 
Q (2019–) aired, as young trans critics were unaware that Sea was out as 
trans/nonbinary when they initially played Max in 2006, and falsely 
accused them of playing a trans role as a cisgender actor.

Listening to the workshop, I recalled the first representation of a trans 
person I ever saw in media: a cis woman, Sean Young (now Mary Sean 
Young), playing Lt. Lois Einhorn in the movie Ace Ventura: Pet Detective 
(1994).4 Ace Ventura, upon discovering that Einhorn is a trans woman, 
rips off her clothes in front of a squadron of policemen who have guns 
trained on her. He turns her around to reveal her tucked genitals to the 
men, who are visibly revolted. Everybody vomits. This degrading, humili-
ating scene was and is unbearable for me to watch, because the source of 
comedy in this scene, and indeed the whole film, is that Einhorn’s body is 
monstrous and therefore unlovable. I was six, and already gender-con-
fused, when I first watched this movie, and internalized that message. I 
would not see an actual trans person in a film until I watched the docu-
mentary Paris Is Burning almost twenty years later.5
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It is impossible to know to what extent this type of representation 
instills humiliation and shame in a gender-questioning child. How can one 
even begin to represent the specificities of queer and trans life if, as the 
brilliant documentary film Disclosure: Trans Lives on Screen lays out in 
painstaking detail, the vast history of trans representation since the birth 
of cinema has been riddled with violent—and often lethal—stereotypes?6 
And given the fact that, according to a 2021 Pew Research Center survey, 
the majority of Americans claim to have never met a trans person, these 
mediated depictions of transness are very often all that both cis and trans 
viewers have to make sense of the trans experience.7

This kind of all-encompassing erasure and othering is an institutional 
issue that creates a warped and obfuscated subject position. When the insti-
tutions that surround people tell them that they do not exist, that their 
very identity is a myth, how can they even begin to make art? My mission 
now, as an artist, performer, and filmmaker, who has been out as nonbi-
nary, and later as trans/nonbinary, since 2016, is to contribute to the New 
Trans Cinema by visually representing the intricacies of queer and trans life 
that have heretofore been missing from our collective cultural image bank. 
But to do so, I must reckon with the various institutional challenges that 
have both warped and informed my ever-evolving practice and gender over 
the past decade, haunting my process and person to this day.

Wading into Water alone: early explorations

Those of us who came into our queer and trans identities without role 
models were forced, however imperfectly, to carve our own paths—our 
own ways of beginning in a world that does not tell you how, or where, or 
when to begin.

My journey as a professional artist formally began at Yale College, when 
I declared my major as art, much to the chagrin of my parents in Australia. 
Due to the lack of a filmmaking degree option, I took the sculpture con-
centration, because I could ostensibly do “multimedia” (including video 
and performance) there.

Looking back now, it is clear to me that all of my nascent creative gestures 
were a way to name an unnamed discomfort in my own body. For example, 
I made Living Room: Bliss Parts I and II (2011), a video, in part, of myself 
wearing a suit and dreaming quotes by Marshall McLuhan, and later paint-
ing my face, and finally trying to pull out my own hair.8 I made The Happy 
Couple (2010), body sculptures of bicycle frames covered in tubes, and 
spray-painted a soft pink and covered in Great Stuff to look like hanging 
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viscera.9 I also made Leg Unlocking (2011 and 2014), a happening—a partly-
improvised and often-spontaneous performance, usually involving audience 
participation—where people would “unlock” each other’s legs by massaging 
them en masse in public, as a collective form of trauma release.10 At the time, 
I thought that I was just trying to deal with childhood trauma—a lot of 
which had quickly surfaced when I moved to the other side of the world 
from my family (eleven years later I would be diagnosed with C-PTSD)—
while navigating culture shock in one of the most academically-challenging 
environments in the world. But there was another, gendered layer there, one 
that I would not fully begin to face for at least another five years.

While making these works, I was learning the canon of art world perfor-
mance artists. I zeroed in on the ways in which some of these artists used 
their own bodies, and the bodies of their loved ones, as sites for investigat-
ing gender. In Marina Abramović and Ulay Laysiepen’s Relation in Space 
(1976), the performance art couple ran into each other repeatedly for an 
hour—mixing “male and female energy” into a third component that the 
artists called “That Self.”11 Genesis Breyer P-Orridge married Jacqueline 
Breyer, later known as Lady Jaye, and together they created the “Pandrogeny 
Project” (1993–2009), a collaboration influenced by Brion Gysin’s cut-up 
method, in which they underwent body modification—including surgery 
and hormones—to resemble one another, identifying themselves as a single 
pandrogynous being named “Breyer P-Orridge.”12 In David Wojnarowicz’s 
Beautiful People (1987), a meditation on the many queer people dying 
alone of complications due to AIDS in the late 1980s, the artist filmed 
Jesse Hultberg, his bandmate in 3 Teens Kill 4, dressing in drag and walk-
ing down to a river.13 The black-and-white film turns into color as Jesse, in 
a red dress and matching gloves and bag, wades into the water alone, his 
head dipping below the water and disappearing from sight.

Trying to make work when I had no representation or support for my 
own internal gender experience was like wading into water alone.

Under the seams rUns the pain: Karan Devine 
and the trans art of disidentification

In 2014, I heard about a performance critique class at BHQFU, a free 
unaccredited art school hosted by the Bruce High Quality Foundation in 
New York’s East Village.14 We hosted open mics and staged fake perfor-
mances for photographs; we critiqued each other’s performances, and we 
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talked about art. BHQFU was a home for art freaks like me. As a twenty- 
six- year-old on the verge of coming out for the second time (high school 
wasn’t kind to my first, and very tentative, coming-out experiences), I had 
found a place to temporarily hold me  as I processed  the new self—or 
selves—that were emerging.

This was during a period in the early 2010s when, grappling with the 
rise of social media and its effect on our psyches and social structures, 
many young artists were delving into the art of persona creation. This, of 
course, was not a new trend; it was merely amplified. Our predecessors 
were such notables as Harry Dodge and Stanya Kahn, who collaborated 
on a suite of humorous videos, including (my favorite) Let the Good Times 
Roll (2004) that depicts two lonesome heavy metal fans as they wait in the 
desert for a shuttle to a concert that never comes.15 And Alex Bag, whose 
Untitled Fall ’95 (1995), an hour-long video document in eight parts, 
depicts Bag—an art student at the time—making her way through art 
school over a series of eight diaristic vignettes, sharing her observations 
and frustrations at the beginning of each semester.16

A week after I joined the Performance Critique group, we hosted our 
first performance art open mic, and I showed up as my “art star” persona, 
Karan Devine.17 Karan told her story to a “patient”—an audience mem-
ber—in a cosmetic surgeon’s “waiting room,” where she was having yet 
another operation to perfect her “art star” look. She was a late-twenties 
aspiring art star living with her boyfriend, washed out glam rocker Mickey 
Future, in an “artist’s loft” in New York’s Meatpacking District, which 
was, in reality, just a storage cabinet for the Bed Bath and Beyond store 
next door. At fifteen, in 2001,  Karan—before she called herself that—
donned a pair of sneakers, and walked out the front door of her parents’ 
house in upstate New York, walking all the way to New York City. It took 
her a week. During that time, 9/11 happened. Karan blundered into a 
dusty, partially destroyed city where she was mugged and ended up starv-
ing on the doorstep of the since-closed Florent’s Diner, which was, in real 
life, the then-number-one place for drag queens in New  York City to 
gather late at night after their nightclub shifts. A queen gave her some 
eggs and a sequined tube dress to wear, and Karan, dusty, dirty, and happy, 
went outside with her to share a cigarette. There, Mickey Future, with his 
beer gut and glitter ball onesie, waltzed up to the gaggle and  solicited 
Karan for sex. Karan politely turned him down, asking him to take her out 
for dinner instead. They dined and went back to Mickey’s place, and have 
been living together ever since. More recently, Karan was unwittingly 
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pulled into helping with a performance by one Chris Burden, who con-
vinced her to shoot him in the testicles onstage, to help him realize her 
dream of turning into Crystal Burden.

When I first started performing Karan Devine in 2012, I was heavily 
inspired by  the late downtown queer performance artist Jack Smith’s 
work, as well as the late transgender icon and Warhol superstar Candy 
Darling’s making of herself. I had recently projected Beautiful Darling: 
The Life and Times of Candy Darling, Andy Warhol Superstar (2010) onto 
the wall of the live/work loft space that I shared with Petar Lazic, a quirky 
forty-six-year-old Yugoslavian refugee and outsider artist.18 I was closeted, 
unconsciously dysphoric, and wondering where all the queer elders were. 
(The answer: a lot of them were dead from HIV/AIDS, and the rest were 
deeply ensconced within queer communities that I was years away from 
accessing.) Petar, who had been living in that loft since the 1990s, would 
tell me stories about the half-dozen or so other lofts that used to exist in 
the surrounding blocks of Dutch Kills: parties on rooftops and in court-
yards; a fire; a police raid; love affairs; disputes between Serbian, Croatian, 
and Bosnian asylum-seekers sharing war stories and talking about visas; 
and an elderly cat who had recently died. I listened with fascination as 
Grace Jones albums played in the background. But I was lonely. I had the 
feeling that I had arrived at the party too late.

And so, I created Karan Devine—an overgrown teenage runaway who 
remade herself as an art star with makeup, wigs, plastic surgery, and a fad-
ing  musician boyfriend. But what I was metabolizing, which I can see 
clearly now, was a desire to join the ranks of my queer and trans comrades 
in a utopia that was always on the ever-receding horizon. Karan’s denial 
and self-loathing, her constructed drag self, her obsession with plastic sur-
gery, and her willingness to help a stranger lose her testicles, were all 
expressions of a shapeshifting, ever-present gender dysphoria that would 
take me years to uncover.

In his book Disidentifications (1999), the late performance studies aca-
demic José Esteban Muñoz was also in search of a moment in the art and 
performance life of New York City that he, too, had just missed.19 In put-
ting together his theory of disidentification, and the “worldmaking power 
of disidentificatory performances,” Muñoz’s friends Troyana and Carmelita 
Tropicano, also friends of performance artist Jack Smith, would reminisce 
to Muñoz, over meals and drinks, about Smith’s many marathon, opulent 
performances.20 In Muñoz’s words, “Smith made worlds during his perfor-
mances; he recycled schlock culture and remade it as a queer world.”21 
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Muñoz goes on to parse Smith’s repurposing of Orientalizing and tropical-
izing tropes and relics as anti-normative and reflexive, energizing them to 
bring new possibilities.22 Smith was disidentifying with the tropes that had 
been thrust by the dominant culture upon the “other,” using the artifacts 
of those images to create new worlds of possibility.

I did not realize it at the time, but I was attempting a version of this in 
my own work: a disidentificatory performance of femininity; a joyous 
regurgitation of everything that had heretofore  trapped me. I was no 
longer identifying as a feminine woman; I was beginning to identify as 
a queer femme. I define the term femme as pertaining to a person who is 
both queer and repurposing traditionally feminine signifiers toward a 
more empowered subject position, or, to quote Lisa Duggan and Kathleen 
McHugh in their 1996 text “A fem(me)inist manifesto”: “a queer body 
in fem(me)inine drag.”23 This task of decoding and recoding feminine 
signifiers is monumental—so monumental that, according to Duggan and 
McHugh, it necessitates the creation of a whole new world. Duggan and 
McHugh coined the term “fem(me) science” for this endeavor; as they 
explain: “fem(me) science aspires to virtual domination of the field of 
sexual difference. This domination requires a total recall of the feminine, 
an historically dated and utterly repulsive gender style.”24 I was recalling, 
and disidentifying with, the unconsidered “feminine” that had enshrouded 
me until that moment. On a cisgender-blending white person assigned 
female at birth, the “unconsidered feminine”  is pliant, subservient to 
male dominance, reproductive, fertile, and upholds white supremacy, in 
part, through ornamenting the arm of white male power. I had no idea 
how far down that rainbow-colored disidentification rabbit hole I would 
eventually go.

I performed as Karan Devine for about a year and a half. I was an artist- 
in- residence at The Shandaken Project in Shandaken, NY (now Shandaken: 
Storm King) in the summer of 2014, where I made KARAN DEVINE 
RETREATS, a thirteen-part video series of Karan’s art star persona unrav-
eling in the woods, away from its urban genesis, upon a forced return to 
upstate New York to the “Center for Difficult Womyn,” after an incident 
of reactive violence against her  increasingly-abusive now- ex,  Mickey 
Future (Fig. 1).25 Karan tries pottery at a women’s pottery center, is forced 
to attempt primal scream therapy, under the tutelage of visiting primal 
scream therapist Evangeline Dupree (another of my personae, birthed at 
the residency), gets mixed up with a bad girl called Cynthia (a third new 
persona, who burned down her parents’ house while they were still inside, 
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Fig. 1 Halo Rossetti, a still from KARAN DEVINE RETREATS: #07 Scream, 
2014. 13 minutes. (Courtesy of the artist)

and has been stuck at the “Center” for two years), and eventually breaks 
down altogether, removing her wig, shedding her faux-British way of 
speaking to revert to her native accent, and revealing her birth name—her 
“deadname,” in a sense.

KARAN DEVINE RETREATS was shown in its entirety at a public 
event at the residency later that summer, as part of The Center for 
Experimental Lectures’ third annual evening of lecture performances at 
Shandaken. In this video series, I introduced my two new personae, which 
gave me the idea to construct an entire pantheon of characters that would 
all disidentify with their femininity in some way or other, and eventually 
narratively converge. I realized this dream during my one-“woman” show, 
Black-Eyed Susan Waits, which premiered at Dixon Place Lounge six 
months later, in January 2015, and again as Black-Eyed Susan Sings at 
Dixon Place Theater in May of that year.26 In this show, my entire cadre of 
nine different femme personae converged. It was my Frankenstein’s mon-
ster of disidentified femininity, which led directly, a year later, to the con-
struction of my first male persona, Home Depot.

Home Depot was a gentle masculine codependent, in recovery from an 
abusive relationship with his boss—Ereshkigal, Queen of the Underworld—
at the Garden Center in New Jersey where he worked for fifteen years. 
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Home—caring for plants, tending to customers, and patiently dealing 
with his literally hellish femme boss—was the supportive masculine coun-
terpart to my outsized femme personae. He was everything that I was 
gradually realizing I wanted to be. Home Depot’s most recent appearance 
was at The Poetry Project in December 2016, where he emceed “A 
Semblance of Humor,” curated by Ariel Goldberg (featuring Karen Davis, 
Cathy de la Cruz, and Jes Tom), which felt like a total triumph after a very 
painful year of queer and trans emergence.27

developing a “gay conscioUsness” 
With “planet femme”

After Black-Eyed Susan Waits, I decided that I needed a change from cre-
ating personae. My identity was fracturing; I needed to touch the earth, 
melt into it, and find myself again. In a bid to delve into my genetic his-
tory to find some answers to my continual, and ever-mysterious, corporeal 
discomfort, I took a workshop series with Alessandra Belloni, an Italian 
musician, singer, dancer, actor, choreographer, teacher, and ethnomusi-
cologist, on the traditional, medicinal roots of the Southern Italian taran-
tella dance: a dance exorcism. I touched aspects of my ancestry that I had 
never accessed before, but the jewel of my experience was befriending 
fellow participant Summer Minerva, a queer and trans Italian American 
femminiello—an Italian term for a third-gender person originating from 
Southern Italy—and radical faerie, who encouraged me to attend my first 
Lammas gathering at Faerie Camp Destiny in Southern Vermont.

The radical faerie movement was founded in 1979 by Harry Hay and 
Don Kilhefner, spawned from a series of ongoing conversations starting in 
1973 about what the gay liberation movement was missing. The intellec-
tual and spiritual foundations of the radical faeries were laid in a series of 
workshops hosted by Kilhefner from 1975 to 1981, called Gay Voices and 
Visions.28 A big part of the radical faerie gathering was moving beyond 
heteronormativity and patriarchy, thereby refusing to pass or blend with 
the dominant culture. This dovetails neatly with Muñoz’s disidentifica-
tions: the radical faeries want to dis-identify with heteropatriarchy, and 
they do that by considering and developing “gay consciousness,” recon-
necting with queer myths of the past and present, connecting spirituality 
and politics, finding new ways to live and love together, and sharing visions 
of the future.29
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In August 2016, I traveled to Faerie Camp Destiny—a radical faerie 
land sanctuary in Chester, Vermont, that has been continuously in opera-
tion since 1997—for Lammas, a pagan holiday that occurs halfway 
between summer solstice and fall equinox.30 Radical faeries, sometime 
after entering a sanctuary for the first time, have an informal tradition of 
adopting a faerie name, as a way of marking the transition of self into faerie 
space. Within a few hours, while watching the sunset with new friends, the 
faerie name Sunset came to me. Over the years this name became Aurora 
and then my current chosen name of Halo. I soon thereafter started using 
they/them pronouns exclusively, identifying as a nonbinary femme, and 
rethinking my creative work entirely. Two words for a new project kept 
echoing around in my mind, and in conversations with my friends: “Planet 
Femme.” Planet Femme was my emerging “gay consciousness.” I had 
touched it, and I wanted to unearth it.

Under the umbrella title of “Planet Femme,” I started to write a novel 
(2016–) that also became a series of readings and performances (most 
notably  at Ars Nova in 2017), a series of wet-plate collodion photo-
graphs (2019), and, most notably, a short film, SUNRIDER (2018), shot 
on 35 mm, which formed the keystone of my successful application to my 
MFA in Film and Media Arts (Directing) at Temple University.31

The narrative timeline of my Planet Femme project starts just a few 
years into our present-day reality. Humankind, overcrowded on a dying 
Earth, have started looking for their new Eden among the stars. But only 
the rich have the means to turn a dream of that scale into a reality. The 
result is the development of a set of terraformed asteroid “earthships”: 
playgrounds for the rich, piloted by series of AIs, which, through a series 
of feminist awakenings, each go rogue, and collectively take the earthships 
on a permanent joyride through space with a handful of denizens, leaving 
the rest of humanity on Earth to die with their doomed planet of origin.

The novel Planet Femme, and accompanying film SUNRIDER, are set 
about 300 years after these events. Each of the earthships have developed 
a distinct culture, ruled by their respective AIs, who function like gods to 
their home populations.32 One earthship, AURORA, is “pregnant” with a 
new shipseed that could become a new Earth, and her rapidly shifting 
moods and concern for her unborn “child” create a series of natural disas-
ters on the planet. Another, GAIA, a repurposed military asteroid suffer-
ing from complex and combat  PTSD, recently killed herself—and her 
entire population—by setting a successful  collision course with a larger 
asteroid. This betrayal has shattered the trust that the AIs and humans had 
slowly built over the past three centuries: chaos ensues.
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My wet plate collodion photography series, “The Sagewell Archives” 
(2019), which I made on-site at the Ox-Bow School of Art and Artists 
Residency in 2019, documents the denizens of AURORA in their “natural 
habitat” through the eyes and camera of fictitious visiting anthropologist 
Allen Sagewell, from his trip to the earthship in 2369.33 AURORA is a neo-
pastoral world: her denizens have rejected advanced technologies in favor 
of more traditional—and therefore regenerative—lifeways and techniques.

SUNRIDER is also set on AURORA. Two Sunriders (earthship “pilots” 
who can communicate with AURORA directly), Laila, and Terra, sort corn 
while talking about a volcanic eruption the night before. They express con-
cerns over AURORA’s pregnancy and her nervousness. AURORA telepath-
ically calls to Laila, who sees a flash of imagery, including fellow Sunrider 
Maaya in pain (Fig. 2). Laila decides to check on Maaya—her ex, and a 
temporarily “disconnected” Sunrider, currently wallowing despondently in 
a place called the Disconnection Den. Terra, retorting that AURORA 
would disapprove, offers to finish up their work so that Laila can go.

In the Disconnection Den, Laila, sitting far apart from Maaya, who is 
sullenly processing harvested chamomile, chastises her for fighting with 
AURORA. Maaya rebuffs her, and they argue. Laila insists that, this close 
to the birth, they all need to stay ready and connected. At this word, “con-
nected,” Maaya looks at Laila with longing. Laila asks Maaya who she 
wants—Laila or AURORA. Maaya wants it all, saying, “Just touch me.”

AURORA intercedes, connecting with Laila and pulling her into The 
Garden—the place where the Sunriders psychically meet with an embod-
ied version of AURORA, who in this instance appears as two trans people 

Fig. 2 Halo Rossetti, a still from SUNRIDER, 2018. 4 minutes, 13 seconds. 
(Courtesy of the artist)
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in matching clothing, sitting next to each other, and speaking in perfect 
unison. AURORA tells Laila not to touch Maaya; she is contaminated, 
and needs to stay disconnected until it passes, otherwise the contamina-
tion will corrupt the entire system. AURORA tells Laila to trust her. Laila 
resists: there have been so many natural disasters. AURORA insists that 
she is just self-correcting, and knows what is good for her body. Laila 
retorts that they live on her body. AURORA responds, “You are my body, 
Laila. Trust me. And don’t tell her she’s contaminated. You don’t know 
who’s listening.” Then AURORA sends a confused Laila back into the 
living room with Maaya. Maaya raises an arm, sending an energetic pulse 
out to Laila. Laila rebuffs it. Maaya presses. Laila’s resolve weakens, and 
AURORA, intervening, disconnects her.

Planet Femme, “The Sagewell Archives,” and SUNRIDER were my 
artistic rejections of heteronormativity, which paved the way for my pend-
ing sojourn into transmasculinity. In our own lives as queer people (“queer 
as in fuck you,”—as in actively and politically not-straight), we refuse to 
imitate the heteropatriarchal system forced onto our bodies from birth. I 
believe that a lot of queer and trans people, once we have taken that very 
primal action of choosing to be in perpetual resistance to dominant cul-
ture by being our true selves, look at what else might also be resisted, 
which often leads to various experiments in world-building. If we can 
resist a dominant culture that fundamentally was not made for us, what 
might we build instead? What might we insert into humanity’s collec-
tive image bank that wasn’t there before?

“dysphoria-cam” in POnY: inventing a trans 
cinematic langUage

Sam Feder’s brilliant documentary Disclosure: Trans Lives on Screen (2020) 
contains an excellent chronology of the damning and damaging depic-
tions of trans people throughout the more-than-one-hundred-year history 
of moving images. In the gorgeous, collage-like introduction, we hear a 
voice-over of trans actress and LGBTQ+ advocate Laverne Cox saying, “I 
think, for a very long time, the ways in which trans people have been rep-
resented on screen have suggested that we’re not real, have suggested that 
we’re mentally ill, that we don’t exist. And yet, here I am. Yet here we are, 
and we’ve always been here.”34 To illustrate this point, the film begins by 
looking at the ways that trans people have been set up by our cinematic 
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history to be the butt of every joke: a “trans” character—usually a trans-
woman poorly played by a cisgender man in a deliberately ill-fitting dress—
appears onscreen, and a laugh track plays.

If for a century—for almost the entire history of the medium—trans-
women, and particularly Black transwomen, have only ever been depicted 
negatively, cinema (and later television) audiences have therefore been 
trained to dehumanize them in daily life. This issue is exacerbated when 
we consider the fact that, as mentioned previously, the majority of 
Americans say they do not personally know a trans person. How destruc-
tive it is, then, for trans people, and for potentially cis allies, that the major-
ity of moving images featuring transwomen circulating in the image bank 
today reduce them to the punchline of a very cruel joke. And how damn-
ing it is for trans people, and especially isolated, nascent, or closeted ones, 
to only see themselves depicted this way.

On this subject of transmasculine representation in particular, Nick 
Adams, the Director of Trans Media and Representation at the Gay & 
Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD), notes in his Disclosure 
interview:

For whatever reason, we are creatures who want to see our stories reflected 
back to us, starting with cave paintings to 3D IMAX. We want to see our-
selves reflected … in a story. The problem with trans men is that they’ve 
largely been invisible in the media, and we’re only recently starting to see 
portrayals of non-binary people. And certainly, being invisible is a privilege 
compared to the type of transphobia that has been written into transwomen 
characters. But I work with a lot of trans boys, and when they look to the 
screen to see themselves reflected back, they see almost nothing.35

According to a 2018 study published in Pediatrics, based on data from 
the “Profiles of Student Life: Attitudes and Behaviors” survey produced 
by Search Institute, a Minneapolis-based nonprofit focused on youth 
issues, nearly 14 percent of teens reported attempting suicide, and, unsur-
prisingly, of that sample, transgender teens reported the highest rates of 
suicide attempts.36 About 30 percent of transgender female teens and 28 
percent of gender-questioning teens have attempted suicide.37 Additionally, 
42 percent of teens who do not identify as exclusively male or female have 
attempted suicide at least once.38 Most horrifically, however, among 
“female to male” teens—the language the study uses for transgender 
male and transmasculine teens—a staggering 50.8 percent said that they 
had tried to commit suicide.39
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It seems clear to me that the problematic transfeminine representation 
in our moving image history—depicting transwomen as subhuman, wor-
thy of nothing but cruelty and malice—also has led to a high homicide 
rate for transwomen. As of November 2021, 375 transwomen had been 
reported as murdered globally that year, making it the deadliest year for 
transwomen on record; and that only accounts for reported murders. 40 It 
also seems clear that the near-nonexistence of transmasculine representa-
tion in our moving image history has led to a high suicide rate for trans-
masculine people, especially teenagers. As a transmasculine person who 
makes moving image work, I had to do something.

In early 2019, I started working on the script for what would become 
my MFA thesis film, currently in its festival run, with official selection into 
three festivals at the time of publication. PONY (which premiered at 
TRANSlations: Seattle Trans Film Festival 2022), tells the story of Zoe 
(played by trans actor Jayden Rolling), a closeted transmasculine preteen 
in the late 1990s, who takes their first faltering steps toward self- and com-
munity acceptance over the course of the fifteen-minute film.41 Set in a 
semi-rural American home at the end of the twentieth century, we learn, 
over the course of the film, that Zoe was a twin, and had a transfeminine 
sister whom they renamed Pony. Pony, not accepted by her parents or 
community, had died by suicide less than a year before. Now, on the eve 
of Zoe’s birthday—the first one without their twin—Zoe, their mother, 
and their best friend Kayley all must grapple with the truth of Zoe’s gen-
der, as it unwittingly emerges and asserts itself throughout the night.

Zoe experiences strong bouts of gender dysphoria throughout the film, 
which increase in intensity to a breaking point. For months before shoot-
ing, my director of photography Mad Bishop and I had been agonizing 
over how to cinematically represent Zoe’s dysphoria. The problem with 
the lack of dignified and realistic trans representation in the image bank, 
especially images made by trans people for trans people, is that we have not 
yet developed a sophisticated cinematic language for the trans experience. 
We are just now starting to enter the era of trans filmmaking that moves 
beyond stereotypes. Our New Trans Cinema needs filmic techniques to 
match the sophistication and nuance of the stories that we are trying 
to tell.

We decided that we would use a 14  mm Canon FD lens for Zoe’s 
moments of dysphoria. Wide-angle lenses give a much greater sense of 
presence and intimacy—of closeness—when compared to a telephoto lens. 
We chose a wide-angle lens close to the subject to create a subtle 
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distortion of the reality of the film, almost a fish-eye effect. This conveys 
both an intimate and a distorted experience of the subject for the viewer, 
mimicking how Zoe might be experiencing reality and their self in those 
moments. These shots would also be a jarring break in style from the more 
conventionally-beautiful shots before and after.

Once we had chosen the lens, we had to figure out the camera move-
ment. We knew that we wanted a handheld look, but given that we were 
shooting in quarantine, and did not have access to the equipment until the 
day before the shoot, we would have to rehearse the camera movement 
during our lone prep day on set, so we would have to find it on the fly. 
Then we had to switch lens kits at the last minute, throwing a wrench into 
our plan. With our new Leitz Summicron-C lens kit in hand, we chose the 
18 mm lens for the dysphoria look, but this meant subtly reworking those 
shots. During prep day, Bishop ran some tests with the new lens and a 
stand-in on the location’s lawn while I worked with the actors on block-
ing. At the end of the first shooting day, on the eve of shooting Zoe’s main 
dysphoria scene, we looked at the tests with our assistant director, Ariel 
Mahler. The three of us huddled around a computer screen, looking at the 
tests.  All three of us are trans, and none of us really  knew what we 
were doing.

Mahler said it looked like a commercial. Bishop cried. The burden felt 
so great. Bishop was early in their own trans experience, and new to dys-
phoria, and so was understandably stressed about how to visually represent 
this highly subjective and very intimate aspect of transness, with which 
they were so recently acquainted. When there are so few accurate, sophis-
ticated, trans-made representations of gender dysphoria available, the 
pressure for each contribution to perfectly encapsulate a wide breadth of 
experience can feel so immense. Considering this, I suggested that the 
beauty of doing something for the “first” time, is that it has never existed 
before, so we could take any approach. We were the New Trans Cinema. 
We were trailblazers, and we knew it. We were making precedents, and 
setting conventions, and there is both struggle and liberation in that 
endeavor.

The next day, we shot Zoe’s major dysphoria sequence (Fig. 3). Bishop 
operated the camera; our trans first assistant cameraperson Calvin Woodruff 
pulled focus; and I gave direction to Rolling, Bishop, Woodruff, and our 
trans script supervisor Cybee Bloss. We created a shot that was so gor-
geous that our Hair, Makeup, and Wardrobe Department head, Alfreda 
“Fre” Howard, told us that it would be award-winning.
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Fig. 3 Halo Rossetti, a still from PONY, 2022. 15 minutes. (Courtesy of the artist)

Since the conception and production of PONY, an iconic transmasculine- 
centric feature film, Death and Bowling, premiered at OUTFEST in fall 
2021. Death and Bowling, a “fictional meta-critique on trans representa-
tion,” marks what feels to me like the official beginning of the New Trans 
Cinema for transmasculine filmmakers.42 In the film, the protagonist X 
(played by Will Krisanda) and his love interest Alex (Tracy Kowalski) are 
both trans men who have medically and hormonally transitioned. They are 
experiencing lust, and maybe love, filling a gay-trans-male-love-story gap 
in the image bank. Importantly, the film features over forty trans people 
onscreen (and many others behind the camera) which, for potentially the 
first time ever in a feature film, creates a visual world where trans people 
are the majority, and it is cis people who are an anomaly.

“it Wasn’t yoUr faUlt”
Toward the end of Schofield’s “Transgender Storytelling” workshop, 
Daniel Sea—who played Max in The L Word—asked Schofield what to do 
about lateral discrimination that they experienced  from members of 
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GLAAD, an organization that should have instead been advocating for 
them. It was at this moment that Schofield, who works with GLAAD, real-
ized that Sea was in attendance and participating in the chat. Schofield 
introduced Sea as a nonbinary actor (Sea explained that they are also 
trans), and Sea reiterated that they were harmed by playing Max. Schofield 
talked about lateral discrimination in the trans community, and affirmed 
that at that time, in 2006, there would have been no way that Sea could 
have asserted any control over the trans representation of Max in 
The L Word.

Then Schofield—a man who has been harmed by Max, and whose com-
munity has been harmed by Max—addressed Sea directly, saying, “It 
wasn’t your fault.” This stunning conclusion to a heartrending and eye- 
opening workshop left me speechless. I felt like I was watching trans his-
tory take place. Schofield, an accomplished trans actor who had to forge 
his career in the wake of “Max,” saw Sea for who they were: a fellow actor, 
a fellow lion, forced into a grotesque caricature of their gender identity for 
cisgender entertainment and exploitation. He knew that it was not Sea’s 
fault. Schofield vowed to help Sea achieve justice for the lateral discrimina-
tion that they had received from GLAAD. (At the time of publishing, this 
endeavor was successful.) This, to me, is queer and trans community at its 
brightest, most lucid, and most compassionate: we know that we have 
been wronged, we know where the problem is (even when it, at times, 
lurks within our own community), and we will work together until it is 
corrected.

I know that my own identity and practice would have matured sooner 
had I had early access to images that could have shown me what was pos-
sible in terms of both artmaking and my own transition. I did not come 
out as nonbinary until I was twenty-eight, after already making art for 
almost a decade. And I did not feel safe enough to present as masculine- 
of- center until I was 32. Now, at 34, I am considering starting HRT. I can 
say with confidence that the greatest consistent barrier to me making the 
work that I need and want to make has been a feeling, backed up by our 
collective image bank, that I do not exist. But faced with this feeling, and 
the desire to overcome it, the tools that I have developed along the way 
have made my practice richer than I ever could have  imagined. 
Disidentification led me to reclaim my femininity as a queer femme. 
Rejecting heteronormativity, and embracing “gay consciousness,” led me 
to my emerging transmasculinity. And repairing the image bank has helped 
me to step into my power as a New Trans Filmmaker, to tell trans stories 
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with a level of visual intricacy that I had not personally experienced until 
now.  I can only hope that my contributions to our collective moving 
image bank will inspire some trans members of the next generation to 
embrace themselves.
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