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ABSTRACT 
Gender.network is an artist project, a growing digital archive of flyers, photos, artwork, cartoons, 
letters, poems, ephemera, and other visual culture from the 1960s-90s, created by trans*, two-
spirit, nonbinary, and trans-adjacent activists, organizers, and artists.1 The curation of this archive 
has been guided by hundreds of conversations and interviews with trans and queer elders, 
community members, archivists, and scholars. This essay reflects on the tension between the 
competing needs of the archive of “things” that this project is identifying and organizing, and the 
living communities that this project seeks to serve. As an attempt to bridge these two poles, this 
essay listens to some of the voices and strategies of the history of trans* visual and print culture. 

 

THE IN-BETWEEN ARCHIVE 
 
I am writing this in between cities, on a plane from Boston to New York, on a ferry in the waters 
between Seattle and Vancouver, on a train between Detroit and Chicago. I find myself in transit a 
lot these days, traveling from one archive to another, and traveling between the hushed 
institutional spaces of university archives and the living rooms and Zoom rooms of trans and 
queer elders. I am traveling to look for traces in the archives of North American twentieth-century 
visual culture that have not yet been seen for what they are: full of trans*, two-spirit, nonbinary, 
and trans-adjacent people speaking out, taking care of each other, making worlds for themselves 
and for all of us. I have been photographing and digitizing these materials and am sharing many 
of them on the archive website gender.network.  
 
This project is also in between disciplines: I am not trained as an archivist or historian, and yet 
this project is taking the form of an archive of queer and trans* history. And, despite the archival 
processes behind this project, I am spending far more time and energy on community organizing 
than on archival work. To locate and select these materials, I have been winding my way through 
an existing network2 of trans* and queer scholars, archivists, and elders, listening to their stories, 
and asking them questions such as “Who was influential to you?” and “Who has been left out of 
previous tellings of this history?”3 Each conversation has added to an exponentially growing list 
of conversations to have and of additional individuals and events to be researched and included. I 
have been moved by the stories I have heard recounted of deep and sustained connections and 
friendships, and of the traces of these relationships in the archives I have visited. What I am 
finding is an interconnected, international network of gender liberation activists, artists, 
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publications, and movements that bridge time and space in ways that I wouldn’t otherwise have 
imagined. One example that may come as a surprise, due to its existence alongside 
contemporaneous trans-exclusive strains of feminism, is that the first issue of Lee Brewster’s 
Drag Magazine (published in New York City in 1971) contains an advertisement for The Ladder, 
a lesbian publication by the Daughters of Bilitis, published in San Francisco.4 This early, cross-
continental, cross-gender, cross-identity expression of solidarity, within a context of conflict, is 
an ephemeral trace of the sorts of activism that I have been uncovering in archives and 
conversations with trans* and queer artists and activists. 
 
Through these conversations, I have reconnected old friends who haven’t talked for years, shared 
ephemera and photos that sparked memories, met those who are frustrated with a lack of 
recognition and those who are burdened by it, and spoke with many who are scarred by decades 
of fighting for our right to exist. One person recently asked me if I had received any death threats 
lately because he had just received a rather shocking one; others I have spoken with are at risk of 
becoming unhoused, are chronically ill, or have related recent traumatic experiences that result 
from their decades of public advocacy for trans* rights. Many are happy to be contacted and have 
their work included but are anxious to remain out of the public eye.  

THE IN-BETWEEN OF CARE 
These conversations ground my ethics for this project. It seems vital to me that we hear from 
those who have been silenced or who are choosing to remain silent now for fear of attack—and 
that hearing from them does not put them in jeopardy. I want to honor and respect the vision and 
self-articulation of the artists and activists who have left us, while not requiring any additional 
public exposure for those who are still with us. This care involves what often feels like a mission 
to recover our history—to navigate the open secrets of institutional archives in search of trans* 
lives, using clues given to me by community members, and then to share what I have found with 
the communities that the materials originated from.  
 
My own experiences as a trans person have also emphasized the value of these in-between 
moments, as it has been in collisions between worlds where I have found joy and community. So 
it does not surprise me that it is in the collisions between my lived experience, queer and trans* 
communities, and the worlds of archives and the digital public sphere that this kind of community 
care seems both possible and vitally important.5 
 
In thinking along the lines of care, I have begun to call this project, as it shuttles back and forth 
between the archive and community and between the personal and the social, a genealogy. I am 
searching in records for lost relatives, yearning to hear them speak, to know what they said and 
did, what their life was like. In talking to elders about their elders I am building a family tree, and 
in collecting ephemera from their lives, a family scrapbook. It has been striking to me that some 
of the most emotionally moving collections I have found in institutional archives are scrapbooks 
that trace the life of an individual and their chosen family.6 
 
This is a family with a radical history. I am seeking our ancestors for us to remember who we 
have been, how we got here, how our predecessors worked to forge bonds and build a movement 
over a half-century, and to help us envision what might be next. And at this moment we need all 
the lessons we can get from our transcestors about how to fight: what worked in the past and what 
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failed, and about what we are fighting for. (Future reader: The year is 2023 and we are facing a 
nationwide anti-trans legislative campaign with over 566 anti-trans bills considered in 49 states, 
80 of which have already become law.) Each pushback against rights, access to care, and 
community infrastructure that our predecessors fought against has also been an attempt to deny 
our history. This project once again shows that we have always been here, that we have taken 
care of each other when nobody else would, and that our core demands have remained largely the 
same: the right to dignity and self-determination. 

THE IN-BETWEEN IS PRECARIOUS 
The care for the archive, the lives it contains, and for our living trans* family is a modest gesture 
with high stakes. As Johanna Hedva writes in Sick Woman Theory, her manifesto for radical 
feminist and embodied politics:  
 

The most anticapitalist protest is to care for another and to care for yourself. To take on 
the historically feminized and therefore invisible practice of nursing, nurturing, caring. 
To take seriously each other’s vulnerability and fragility and precarity, and to support it, 
honor it, empower it. To protect each other, to enact and practice community. A radical 
kinship, an interdependent sociality, a politics of care.7  
 

Hedva’s politics of care underscore my experience in doing this research that, while some 
movements for liberation have been durable and resilient over decades and centuries, the bonds of 
community and chosen or found family that sustain them are precarious. So, the strength of our 
movements might not be found in the strength of our identification with each other, but in the 
care that we must continually offer to our community, its history, and its potential future 
liberation.  
 
With gender.network this precarity exists not only in the vulnerability of each of us in the face of 
the law, state brutality, and physical and emotional violence, but also in the fragile multivocality 
of our movement as a whole, if it is even possible to think of it as a single movement. The 
challenges of the archive seem much like the challenges of movement building: to honor the 
unique and sometimes contradictory visions and identities of many individual artists and activists, 
visions and identities that have evolved and changed over the course of their lifetimes. Terms of 
gender identity have come and gone, and some of the older ones carry harmful or problematic 
connotations. Each term flattens a wide diversity of cultural, subcultural, and idiosyncratic 
articulations of gender identity, and has often become the site of border wars over who is 
welcome, valued, or legitimate members of a given community.  
 
With all of this in mind, I have chosen to avoid using labels or metadata related to gender identity 
in the structure of gender.network. The archive is instead organized along four axes: geographical 
location, decade, the (chosen) name of individuals and groups, and medium or format (e.g. letter, 
manuscript, poem, essay). The first two are essential for tracking movements across time and 
place and for helping to highlight the under-appreciated histories of the geographic south, 
midwest, and northwest. Using chosen name is vital to honor the agency and identity of the 
activists and artists whose work is being represented.8 Format is a more subjective dimension, 
and for this project serves mostly to index the diversity of forms that activism and cultural 
production have taken. 
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As Harrison Apple points out in “I Can’t Wait for You to Die,” this kind of project, which 
operates both within communities and in institutional archives, must contend with an essential 
antagonism between the two; they defend the “refusal to participate” on the part of community 
members as well as the archivist.9 And while they are writing about the individual’s refusal to 
participate in the archive’s interest in collecting material as an important exercise of individual 
privacy and agency, I think this refusal may productively apply to terms of identity in the archive 
as well.10  

THE IN-BETWEEN TAKES FORM 
Instead of the more traditional organization that might result from use of gendered terminology,11 
I am organizing these materials in a way I believe mirrors the network of trans* and queer artists 
and activists that I have been speaking with and finding in archives. Each item connects to 
another based on similarity, allowing a visitor to move through gender.network horizontally, from 
one item to its adjacent neighbors, and so on (Figure 1).12 For example, we might move from a 
picture of Stormé DeLarverie speaking to the audience in front of a panel of drag kings, to a 
photo of Johnny Science, to Tracey Africa Norman’s headshot, to the radical zine Genderluck, to 
Nancy Nangeroni’s tongue-in-cheek SCHEmail newsletter, and so on.   
 
This horizontal organization is mirrored in the archive of trans* and queer visual culture through 
the formats of pasted-up newsletters and newspapers, scrapbooks, and zines. These publications 
bring together materials with multiple visual identities, authors, and subjects to recirculate them 
in new ways. For example, many newsletters from the 70s featured cartoons that were copied 
from the mainstream press, re-captioned with jokes about gender identity. Others featured 
original cartoons or graphics and explicitly offered this content to other newsletters for re-
circulation (see for example Figure 2). 
 
I am sure some aspects of this paste-up community aesthetic have to do with the practical 
considerations of small underground publishers, but it also suggests radical politics or poetics of 
cross-pollination, solidarity, and multivocality. One dramatic instance of the relationship between 
publication and politics is the adoption of the first demand of the Street Transvestite Action 
Revolutionaries (Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson’s organization) by several other groups: 
“We want the right to self-determination over the use of our bodies, the right to be gay anytime, 
anyplace; the right to free physiological change and modification of sex on demand; the right to 
free dress and adornment.”13 (Figure 3).  

 
This demand from STAR’s manifesto, published in summer 1970, was adopted as points #1-3 at 
the “Male Homosexual Workshop” of the Black Panthers’ Revolutionary People’s Constitutional 
Convention in September 1970; as point #2 (Figure 4) of Third World Gay Revolution’s 
manifesto in 1971; and is very similar to language adopted by Transsexual Action Organization, 
which subsequently published a list of demands in gay papers across the country.14 This virality is 
likely the direct result of Johnson’s and Rivera’s activism, and it is also a sign of how their 
writing and activism was picked up and circulated by other activists and organizers across the 
country. 
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An inspiration for this project is Toni Morrison’s The Black Book, a curated and collaged 
collection of documents related to Black history, including newspaper articles, Jim Crow-era 
laws, advertisements, patents by Black inventors, and art created by enslaved people, published in 
1974.15 As Morrison describes it, The Black Book “has no ‘order’, no chapters, and no major 
themes. . . It can be read or browsed from the back forwards or from the middle out, either 
way.”16 The pages are laid out like a newspaper paste-up, with articles next to flyers for 
performances and texts of Jim Crow laws. Gender.network is also inspired by Morrison’s process 
of making The Black Book, in which she and several other researchers solicited materials from 
collections across the country to tell a wide-ranging story of Black self-determination, community 
care, struggle, activism, and creativity.  
 
In evoking The Black Book, I want to acknowledge the role that Black liberation movements have 
played and continue to play in the strategies and imaginaries of queer and gender liberation. For 
example, practices gained from experiences in protests and demonstrations during the civil rights 
era, and the revolutionary language and community-centered organizing of groups like the Black 
Panthers and the Young Lords were deeply influential in organizing for gender and queer 
liberation.17  
 
It also appears that queer and trans* publications shared strategies and styles with the 
revolutionary Black press of the era, including Morrison’s book, and I see this project very much 
as continuing this legacy. An early example of a gender-focused publication with a pasted-up 
format is Clip Sheet (Figure 5), a collection of materials on gender variance clipped from 
newspapers and magazines, published in Los Angeles by Virginia Prince during the early 
1960s.18 This clipped and pasted up format and visual style is utilized by many radical queer 
publications of the time, including the Detroit Gay Liberator (1970-71), Moja = Gay + Black 
(1978-1979?), and Transsexuals in Prison (1992-1998?) (Figure 2 and Figure 6).19 

THE IN-BETWEEN IS INCOMPLETE 
There are other echoes that reverberate across the archive in ways that are far more poetic and 
harder to narrate: examples of anti-death penalty activism, punk performances and performance 
art, traveling slideshows of trans* history, cross-gender AIDS activist alliances, and the 
circulation of stories, jokes, and poetry. Rupert Raj’s Of Souls & Roles, Of Sex & Gender: A 
Treasury of Transsexual, Transgenderist & Transvestic Verse from 1967 to 1991 is a wide-
ranging collection containing writings by nearly two hundred authors and more than a dozen 
trans* publications of the 1960s-90s.20 It evidences an active, informal network of trans* poetry 
and poets, with recurring themes like gender dysphoria/euphoria and self-discovery occurring 
throughout the volume, and also a wide diversity of styles including  
 

confessional verse, romantic lyrics, epics and folk-ballads . . . ribald limericks, Christian 
and pantheistic devotionals, with themes inspired by Greek myths, medical literature, 
personal struggles, losses and longings, and celebrations of trans forms of living under 
the radar and in a time of censure and social erasure.21  

 
Raj’s poetic archive is based in part on his work organizing for trans* rights as an activist, 
therapist, and the creator of Metamorphosis, a newsletter he published for much of the 1980s and 
one of the first international publications for trans men.22 
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Gender.network shares Raj’s goal of compiling and honoring a wide diversity of trans* cultural 
production, and it struggles, as he has, with the challenges of organizing and publishing 
something so large, unwieldy, and at the same time necessarily incomplete. This incompleteness 
is in part an effect of the biases of movements of the 20th century and of institutional archives, 
and so with gender.network I am prioritizing ways of representing trans* people of color, two-
spirit, trans masculine, and geographic communities that have been under-represented or under-
appreciated in the archival record.  
 
On the other hand, this incompleteness is a necessary part of a “refusal to participate,” as well as 
the continual reformulations of individual and group identity. The gaps in the archive are not only 
absences but also refuges, the places where freedom, if not liberation, can be sought. As Max 
Wolf Valerio describes in a recent interview, referring to his poems and performances from the 
1970s-80s:  

If they began to tell a story, I would stop and shift and break that thread. I wanted 
disjunctive images and ideas to be present in the same space. . . . There are endings, but 
often the poems end on a twist, a lance of mischief. . . . nothing is settled, it’s always 
moving and fragmentation is continual.23  

This project seeks to stay in this moving, fragmented in-between, to focus attention on both 
community and archives, people and the things they have left behind, terms of identity and lived 
experience, solidarity despite/because of conflict, and the vast networks of organizing, art 
making, and community care, across space and time, that are leading us onward.  
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Figure 1. Sky Syzygy, Screenshot from gender.network, 2023. 
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Figure 2. Yuri Komykov, Cartoons. Transsexuals in Prison 2, no. 14 (September 1992). 

https://gender.network/work/transsexuals-in-prison-14. 

https://gender.network/work/transsexuals-in-prison-14
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Figure 3. Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries, “Street Transvestite Action 
Revolutionarys,” 1970. New York University Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor 

Archives Printed Ephemera Collection on Organizations, Box 97. 
https://gender.network/work/street-transvestite-action-revolutionarys-1. 

https://gender.network/work/street-transvestite-action-revolutionarys-1
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Figure 4.  Third World Gay Revolution, “What We Want / What We Believe”, 1971, New York 
Public Library International Gay Information Center Ephemera Files - Organizations, Box 7. 

https://gender.network/work/what-we-want-what-we-believe. 

https://gender.network/work/what-we-want-what-we-believe
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Figure 5. Virginia Prince, Clip Sheet, no. 1, [1962?]. Transgender Collection (MS 1848). 

Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. https://gender.network/work/clip-sheet. 

https://gender.network/work/clip-sheet
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Figure 6. Dee Farmer, “Sex in Prison,” Transsexuals in Prison, 2, no. 2  (September 1993), 

previously published in PWA Coalition Newsline (December 1991), 
https://gender.network/work/transsexuals-in-prison-15. 

https://gender.network/work/transsexuals-in-prison-15
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ENDNOTES 
 
1. To work against the biases and shifting legibility and uses of these terms, I am using them 
collectively to refer to the expansive range of ways that people have worked against gender 
conformity and oppression in their art, activism, and in their daily lives, a range that exceeds any 
attempt to name it. I am using the un-prefixed “gender” in the title of this project to reflect this 
expansiveness. 
2. This idea of a queer network is not new and shows up as early as the 1970s. See for example, 
Gay Liberation Front, “Gay Revolution Networker” (Come-Unity Press, 1970s), Tamiment 
Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives Printed Ephemera Collection on Organizations, 
NYU; Rupert Raj, Gender NetWorker, 2 issues (Toronto, 1988). 
3. You can help build and shape this archive too—please. Please contact me or submit material at 
mail@gender.network or come to one of our upcoming workshops to help curate, notate, and edit 
what is here, and help identify what is not. 
4. Lee G. Brewster, Drag 1, no. 1, (San Francisco: Queens Publications, 1971): 36. Digital 
Transgender Archive, https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/files/v979v309v. There is a long 
history of trans/lesbian solidarity that has been under-recognized. See for example: Emma 
Heaney, “Women-Identified Women: Trans Women in 1970s Lesbian Feminist Organizing.” 
TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly 3, no. 1–2 (May 1, 2016): 137–45.  
5. I received comments on my first draft of this essay that it was sitting somewhere uneasily 
between a work description, an artist statement, and a manifesto. This felt about right for this 
project, which itself sits between archival process, community organizing, and a lived sense, also 
borne out through this research, of the need for a radical archival politics. 
6. For example: Miss Gay Black Ohio (Flower Binder), 1960s; 1982-1983. Laura Bailey 
Collection of Gender and Transgender Materials, General Collection, Box 5, Beinecke Rare Book 
and Manuscript Library, Yale University; Joe H. Hernandez, Scrapbook, 1943-1965 and undated. 
David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University; Photographs and 
slides, 1938-1986. Liz Eden Collection, Box 4, LGBT Community Center National History 
Archive. 
7. Johanna Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory.” Mask Magazine (March 2, 2016), 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160302154617/http://www.maskmagazine.com/not-
again/struggle/sick-woman-theory.  
8 Some group names do contain words of gender identity, which gender.network retains. 
Adopting a proper name as a label for an item feels like a substantially less speculative or 
aggressive archival act than assigning a label based on an outside and retrospective understanding 
of the gender identity or identities of a group or an individual. 
9. Harrison Apple, “‘I Can’t Wait for You to Die’: A Community Archives Critique,” Archivaria 
92 (November 2021): 110–37. See also Xiomara Sebastián Castro Niculescu, “ÁBREME: 
Performing Trans of Color Critique” (Brown University, 2020) and Be Oakley, Imperfect 
Archiving, Archiving as Practice For a Love of Softness (GenderFail, 2022). 
10. The sheer number of collection guides that start with a warning about how they “may include 
outdated or pejorative terminology” is, I believe, not a sign of how far we have come in 
developing more appropriate terminology, but a sign that binary systems of organization that are 
predicated on inclusion or exclusion from a given term are too blunt for this kind of care work. 
11. See for example, the Digital Transgender Archive, which utilizes a wide range of gender 
subject terms to organize its massive and invaluable collection of digitized materials and 
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collection guides to transgender history, including “Crossdressers,” “Crossdressing,” 
“Transgender people,” “Transsexual people,” “Female impersonators,” “Gender realignment 
surgery,” “Drag,” “FtMs,” and “MtFs.”  
12. Technically speaking, metadata are used to calculate the distance between each item in 
gender.network, with items that have similar metadata being closer together. Paths to connect 
related items are assigned using an approximate solution to what is commonly known as the 
“travelling salesperson problem,” which seeks the shortest possible path that visits each item 
exactly once. This ensures a completely horizontal and equitable organization, in which no item 
has a higher priority than any other. 
13. Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries. “Street Transvestite Action Revolutionarys,” 
1970. New York University Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives Printed 
Ephemera Collection on Organizations, Box 97, Tamiment Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor 
Archives, New York University Libraries. https://gender.network/work/street-transvestite-action-
revolutionarys-1. 
14. “Male Homosexual Workshop Demands,” 1970. Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner 
Labor Archives Printed Ephemera Collection on Organizations, PE.036, Black Panther Party I, 
Box 14, Elmer Holmes Bobst Library, New York University Libraries; Third World Gay 
Revolution, “What We Want / What We Believe,” 1971. International Gay Information Center 
ephemera files - Organizations, Box 19, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York 
Public Library; Transsexual Action Organization, “Transvestite and Transsexual Liberation,” 
[1971?]. Transsexual Action Organization, Box 22, International Gay Information Center 
ephemera files – Organizations, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public 
Library.  
15. M. A. Harris., Morris Levitt, Roger Furman, Ernest Smith, Toni Morrison, and Jack Ribik. 
eds., The Black Book, (New York: Random House, 1974). 
16. Toni Morrison, “Behind the Making of The Black Book,” Black World 23, no. 4 (February 
1974): 86–89. 
17 See for example: Emily K. Hobson, Lavender and Red: Liberation and Solidarity in the Gay 
and Lesbian Left, (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2016). 
18. Virginia Prince, Clip Sheet, no. 1, [1962?]. Transgender Collection (MS 1848). Manuscripts 
and Archives, Yale University Library. 
19. Detroit Gay Liberator 1, no. 8 (January 1, 1971). 
https://jstor.org/stable/community.28035530; Moja = Gay & Black, no 3. (April 3, 1979). 
Miscellaneous human sexuality periodicals, #7687. Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, 
Cornell University Library; Transsexuals in Prison (September–December 1993). Judy 
Greenspan Papers, Box 11, LGBT Community Center National History Archive; this publication 
is significant because of its role in advocacy for incarcerated people with AIDS, for publishing 
Dee Farmer’s essays, and for creating an informal network of trans* groups in prisons. 
20. Rupert Raj, ed., Of Souls & Roles, Of Sex & Gender : A Treasury of Transsexual, 
Transgenderist & Transvestic Verse from 1967 to 1991, (Victoria, BC: University of Victoria 
Transgender Archives, 2017), https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/files/hm50tr87t. While 
the first edition of his anthology was ready for publication in 1991, Raj says he struggled to find a 
publisher for it, in part due to its length (422 pages in the latest edition). He was determined not 
to reduce the size of the collection, and so has recently released a digital version as part of his 
fonds at the University of Victoria with an introduction by Trish Salah. See Rupert Raj. 
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