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Gesture, Ephemera, and Queer Feeling:
Approaching Kevin Aviance

José Estéban Munoz

This chapter has two beginnings. One is a story culled from per-
sonal memory, and the other is a poem by a prominent twentieth-
century North American poet. Both openings function as queer
evidence, an evidence that has been queered in relation to the
laws of what counts as proof. Queerness has an especially vexed
relationship to evidence. Historically, evidence of qucerness has
been used to penalize and discipline quecr desires, connections,
and acts. When the historian of queer experience attempts to doc-
ument a queer past, there is often a gatekeeper, representing.a
straight present, who will labor to invalidate the historical fact of
queer lives—present, past, and future. Queerness is rarely com-
plemented by evidence, or at least by traditional understandings
of the term. The key to queering cvidence, and by this I mean the
ways in which we prove queerness and read queerness, is by su-
naring it to the concept of ephemera. Think of ephcmera as trace,
the remains, the things that are left, hanging in the air like a rumor.
Jacques Derrida’s idca of the trace is relevant here. Ephemeral ev-
idence is rarely obvious because it is needed to stand against the
harsh lights of mainstream visibility and the potential tyranny
of the fact. (Not that all facts are harmfid, but the discourse of
the fact has often cast antinormative desire as the bad object.)
Ephemera are the remains that are often embedded in queer acts,
in both stories we tell each other and communicative physical ges-
turces like the cool look of a street cruise, a lingering handshake
berween recent acquaintances, or the mannish strut of a particu-
larly confident woman.

In this writing [ want to approach the idea of quecrness and
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gesture, How so much can be located in the gesture. Dance is an
especially valuable site for ruminations on queerness and gesture.
This theoretical work will be anchored to a case study, a living
body, a performer who is a master of the pose. Kevin Aviance is a
mainstay of New York City’s club world. He is something of a
deity in the cosmology of gay nightlife. He is paid to perform—
to sing and to move—at clubs in New York City and the world.
He has been flown all over North America, Europe, and Asia and
has performed for devoted cognoscenti, men and women who
sharc a global sphere of queer knowing, moving, and feeling. At
the center of that international sphere of queer experience is ges-
rure, Aviance’s resonant poses, and the force of queer ephemera.

This chapter builds on and speaks to themes that animate at
least three other chapters in this book. Like Johnathan Bollen
(chapter 9), I look at the dance floor as a stage for queer perfor-
mativity that is integral to everyday lifc. I am on the same page as
Bollen when he considers the dance floor as space where relations
between memory and content, seif and other, become inextri-
cably intertwined. Furthermore, I also align my project with
Bollen’s Maurice Merleau-Ponty—inspired proposition that the
dance floor increases our tolerance to embodied practices. It may
do so because it demands, in the openness and closeness of rela-
tions to others, an exchange and alteration of kinesthetic experi-
ence through which we become, in a sense, less like ourselves and
more like each other. In my analysis this does not mean that

queers become one nation under groove once we hit the dance

floor. I am in fact interested in the persistent variables of differ-
ence and incquity that follow us from queer communitics to the
dance floor, but T am nonetheless interested in the ways in which
a certain queer communal logic overwhelms practices of individ-
val identity. And ] am also interested in the way in which the state
responds to the communal becoming. To this end I consider Paul
Sicgel’s contribution to this book, “A Right to Boogic Queerly:
The First Amendment on the Dance Floor” {chapter 8}, a valu-
able resource for students of queer dance who wish to understand
not only the social significance of queer dance but the various
ways in which a repressive state apparatus counters queer move-
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ments both literal and symbolic. Sicgel’s essay discusses the ways
in which First Amendment discourse has ultimately served queer
dance movements. Yet his chapter does not consider recent de-
velopments in New York City, like the Giuliani administration’s
reanimating of archaic cabaret license laws that have been used as
a tool to shut down and harass various quecr and racial minority
bars in New York City. Those bars that survive display large signs
that read “No Dancing—by Order of the New York City Depart-
ment of Consumer Affairs.” This edict has not been repealed and
in this insistence the optimistic appraisal of the juridical sphere
that Siegel drafts does not hold. Nonetheless, the storics of queer
legal victory he recounts serve as a valuable resource for hope. In
a similar vein Paul Franklin’s historical account of Charlie Chap-
lin’s dance, chapter 1, also stands as an incredible analysis of how
queer movement, despite dominant biases against queer dance,
nonetheless provides us with a narrative of queer iconicity’s force
within popular culture. While Kevin Aviance and Charlie Chaplin
are an unlikely match, one a little white tramp and the other a big
black queen, both are masters of the historically dense queer ges-
ture.! Aviance, like Chaplin before him, calls upon an expressive
vocabulary beyond the spoken word. For both men, the body in
motion is the foundation of a visual lexicon in which the gesture
speaks loud and clear.

Dance studies has focused its attention on the idea of move-
ment. While 2 movement analysis of Kevin Aviance’s work could
certainly be elucidating, this chapter is instead a gesturc analysis.
I am not as interested in what the queer gesture means as 1 am
interested in what such gestures pecform. Such an analysis is in-
spired by what Elin Diamond has attempted to articulate, after
Brecht’s notion of gestus, as gestic feminist criticism. There is
certainly something quite gestic about Aviance’s performance
practice, one that I argue does attempt to show its material con-
ditions of {im)possibility and historical positionality. But while
Jestus suggests a for more than gesture, I wish 1o concentrate my
focus on the precise and specific physical acts that are conven-
tionally understood as gesture, like the tilt of an ankle in very
high heels, the swish of a hand that pats a face with imaginary
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makeup, and so many more precise acts. These acts are different
but certainly not independent from movements that have more
to do with a moving body’s flow. Concentrating on gesture at-
omizes movement. These atomized and particular movements
tell tales of historical becoming. Gestures transmit ephemeral
knowledge of lost queer histories and possibilities within a pho-
bic majoritarian public culture.

BEGINNING ONE: MEMOQRY

I’m young, maybe five or six. Qur house is crowded by relatives
who have just arrived from Cuba via a brief stopover exile in
Spain. They arrived like my family did a few years earlier, without
anything. Thus the little south Florida house that barely held five
is now occupied by eleven. The only television set is in the family
room. The boy cousins, my brother, my father, and my uncle are
watching boxing on television, perhaps one of those early
matches between Cuba and the United States in which none of
the recent refugees feels comfortable taking a side. I'm bored. By
this time it’s clear that the culture of men and sports holds ab-
solutely no allure for me. (Women’s tennis is another matter al-
together.) I walk across the red-brick floor and momentarily cross
the screen. Then my oldest cousin calls out, “Look at the way he
walks, how he shakes his ass. I wish I had a girlfriend who walked
like that!” The other men and boys in the room erupt into laugh-
ter. 1 protest: “What is wrong with the way I walk? I don’t un-

derstand.” The taunts continue and I’'m flushed with shame. I

rush to my room to hide from this mockery, which 1 find amaz-
ingly painful.

My family has always been one that showed affection by mock-
ing and joking. It’s just our dysfunctional little way and, as those
people with whom I live my emotional life today can attest, I am
very much a child of that home. So it was'odd that reaction I had.
I would usually have retorted by commentng on my cousin’s
newest and shinicst zit. This was a different wounding, one that
I had no defense for because I knew something was there, some-
thing I did not quite understand but felt at my core. This proto-
homophobic attack made me sit down and think about my move-
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ment, to figure out what it was about the way I moved that
elicited such mockery and such palpable contempt from a room
full of males. I wanted—no, needed—to know what was it about
my body and the way I moved it through the world that was so
off, so different. I studied movement from then on, watching the
way in which women walked and the way in which men walked.
I looked at the ways in which men steered a sidewalk and tried to
understand how women did it so differently. I noticed a stiffness
in the men around me and a lack of stiffness in the women next
to them. I studied all this and applied it to my own body. I began
a project of butching up, even though that is not what I under-
stood it to be back then. I tried to avoid the fact that I was study-
ing something that came very naturally to other boys. I avoided
the fact that heterogender was a space I was strangely on the out-
side of. I was a spy in the house of gender normative and, like any
spy, I was extremely careful and worried that my cover would be
blown. I did not understand that as long as I tried to ape the
movements of heterosexuality, hardly anyone would even try to
see through the facade because those around me did not wait to
believe in fairies. As long as I played the game, I was relatively
safe. This is not universal; other boys cannot or will not straighten
their gesture, and for them childhood is often a degraded zone of
random violence and constant policing,.

Sometimes I would slip and be called out. I remember a fey boy
who was part of my mother’s car-pool system. He took me aside
in junior high and told me that I pulled my books too close to my
chest like a girl. I started carrying my books to the side, just like
a little man. Every so often a boy would tell me my slip was show-
ing, would caution me to straighten up, as though my gesture
could ruin it for everyone. Part of me wants to encounter him
again, now in a gay space, a march, a club, a bathhouse, and em-
brace him like a fellow survivor, somebody else who made it
through. Yet I imagine him at home, in Miami, with a wife who
might remind him every once in awhile how he should position
his legs when he sits down while visiting his in-laws.

That butching-up practice had a serious effect on me. Today I’m
not often accused of flaming. I am considered mildly butch for a
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gay man of my age. Yet the older 1 get, the more I enjoy camping
it up with my nellier friends. And now I can only enjoy perform-
ing masculinity in the company of my butch female friends be-
cause something about being boys with them feels weirdly liber-
ating, I take further pleasure in talking about being a guy with my
fricnd A., who is currently crossing and becoming a man. As I no-
tice his voice deepen, his body bulk up, and his already butch man-
nerisms continue to evolve, I feel some kind of sweet revenge on
gender.

When I encounter accomplished drag, I feel this revenge again.
I am drawn to Justin Bonds Kiki, a strung-out aging showbiz per-
sonality who is really a young white man in his early thirties but
plays a grizzled show business veteran in her late sixties. She is ac-
companied by Herb, who is actually Kenny Mellman, an attrac-
tive gay Jewish man in his thirties, who plays her homosexual ac-
companist, a gray little old man.2 Kiki cavorts and staggers as she
does Loungey-Punk hybrids of contemporary pop songs and old
standards. The drink in her hand is ever present as she stumbles
from table to table. Often, she will mount the table of an unsus-
pecting guest, throw his cocktail to the floor, and demand that
the patron sitting at the table lick her fishnet stocking because she
is on fire, as intimated by the song she is singing, P. J. Harvey’s
“Rid of Me.” The fishnets cover a dancer’s set of gams, muscles
that get exercised when Kiki does a fast and frantic tap number,
competent and exaggerated at exactly the same tme. She is visi-
bly winded after finishing this self-consciously old-school num-
ber. She closes that component of the cabaret act with the lines
“Ladies and Gentlemen! I started as a burlesque dancer in Balti-
more in the fifties and I sull got it!” This line conjures a lot of
showbiz divas on the decline. That tap dance number irself in-
dexes a sick camp aesthetic that the fans of Kiki and Herb love.
Their camp celcbrates virtuosity while reveling in an antinorma-
tve degeneracy. In this instance camp works as an index to a
shared aesthetic and a communal structure of feeling. The dance
is over and seemingly gone, but it lives as an ephemeral happen-
ing that we remember, something that fuels anecdotes we tell
each other. Because the show is weekly, the devoted go week after
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week and it takes on the feel of a riteal. It lives, then, after its im-
mediate dematerializatons as a transformed materiality, circulat-
ing in queer realms of knowing and becoming.

The story with which I began this section functions that way
too. It is an ephemeral proof. It does not count as evidence in
some systems of rcading and understanding proper documenta-
tion and knowing. Making a case for queer evidence in theory
seems to beg the use of such evidence.

BEGINNING TWQ: POETRY

Here is one of my favorite poems and a sccond opening:

ONE ART

The art of losing isn’t hard to master;

50 many things seem filled with the intent
to be lost that their loss is no disaster.

Lose something every day. Accept the fluster
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent.
The art of losing isn’t hard to master

Then practice farther, losing faster:
places, and names, and where it was you meant
to travel. None of these will bring disaster.

I lost my mother’s watch. And look! my last, or
next-to-lase, of three loved houses went.
The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster,
some realms [ owned, two rivers, a continent,
T miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.

Even losing you {the joking voice, a gesture

Ilove) 1 shan’t have lied. It’s evident

the art of losing’s not to hard to master

though it may look like { Write it!) like disaster.?

The parenthetical remarks within the poem are most interest-
ing for my purposes. I suggest that these remarks are graphically
differentiated through grammatical devices so they might con-
note a different register than the majority of the poem. The par-
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enthetical remarks communicate a queer trace, an ephemeral evi-
dence. I want to read these remarks, words that evoke the idea of
gesture, as gesturcs. Interest in these specific lines should not de-
rail interest in the poem in its entirety. “One Art” offers the at-
tentive reader a theory of the materiality of performance and
ephemera. It has become somewhat axiomatic within the field of
performance studies that that act exists only during its actual du-
radon. I have been making a case for a hermencutics of residue
that looks to understand the wake of performance. What is left?
What remains? Ephemera remain. They are absent and they are
present, disrupting a predictable metaphysics of presence. The ac-
tual act is only a stage in the game, it is a moment, pure and sim-
ple. There is a deductive element to performance that has every-
thing to do with its conditions of possibility, and there is much
that follows. The poet, Elizabeth Bishop, asks the forgetful per-
son to not become upsct about the loss of certain objects because
they scem filled with the intent to be lost—their loss is no disas-
ter.# She asks us to accept the fluster of loss and understand that
it is not a disaster. Something is embedded within those acts,
traces that bave an indelible materiality. The poet is inviting us to
more than simply accept this loss—to embrace it and to perhaps
not even understand it as loss but as something else. She is, within
a parenthetical phrase in the poem’s last line, asking us to “Write
it!” The word writeis not only in parentheses but italicized, more
than doubling its emphasis. This command to write is 2a command

to save the ephemeral thing by committing it to memory, to

word, to language. The poet instructs us to retain the last thing
through a documentation of our loss, a retelling of our relation-
ship to it. Thus her mother’s watch now exists, or perhaps has
found an afterlife, in its transformation and current status as
residue, as ephemera. It partiatly (re)lives in its documentation.
And while we cannot simply conserve a person or a performance
through documentation, we can perhaps begin to summon up,
through the auspices of memory, the acts and gesturcs that meant
so much to us. The poem clearly has an addressee, whois a “you.”
Now, we ask, who is that “you™? If we were to lcan on biogra-
phy-—something 1 always caution my students against—it would
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be Lota de Macedo Soarcs, Bishop’s estranged Brazilian lover who
committed suicide. Much would suggest that (the joking voice, a
gesture I love). The parenthetical remark contains queer content,
queer memory, a certain residue of lesbian love.

One temptation is to say Bishop was in the closet and, further-
more, that she gives frightened and furtive little signs of her les-
bian desire. But this is a mistake and not what I mean by traces of
queer desire. As the North American poetry scholar Katie Kent
has suggested to me in a correspondence, calling Bishop’s work
closeted is a mistake: I am wary of calling her work more or less
closcted. I think it reinforces this trajectory to her life that only
right before she died did she claim her sexuality in her poetry and
in any other way, whereas if you read her poems cxpecting to read
about queerness, it is there throughout. A lot of the biographers
and critics impose the closet on her as a way, I think, of not hav-
ing to talk about the role of queer identity and queer sex play
throughout her work.

Kent’s suggestion, that we read with queerness as an expecta-
tion, challenges the reader to approach the poet with a different
optic, one that is attuned to the ways in which, through small ges-
tures, particular intonations, and other ephemeral traces, queer
energies and lives are laid bare. The parenthetical remark in
Bishop’s “One Art” is a queer gesture, one that accesses the force
of queer ephemera and is urterly legible to an optic of fecling, a
queer optic, that permits us to take in the queerness thart is em-
bedded in gesture. The poem’s narrative instructs us as to the
transience of things filled with the intent to be lost, and as it does
$0, it retains a queer trace that lingers, tragically and lovingly,
within the hold of parentheses. This poetic gesture in Bishop’s
masterful text is not unlike the moves on a dance floor or a stage
that a queer artist can conjure. The gesture summons the re-
sources of queer experience and collective identity that have been
lost to us because of the demand for official evidence and facts.

We can understand queerness itself as being filled with the in-
tention to be lost. Queerness is illegible and therefore lost in rela-
tion to the straight minds® mapping of space. Quecrness is lost in
space or lost in reJation to the space of heteronormativity. Bishop’s



432

/  PART 3: REFLECTIONS AND EXTENSIONS

poem should be read as a primer for quecr self-enactment or queer
becoming. To accept loss is to accept the way in }vhich one’s
quecrness will always render one lost to a world of heterosexual
imperatives, codes, and laws. To accept loss is to accept quecrness.
Or, more accurately, the loss of heteronormativity authorization
and entitlement. To be lost is not to hide in a closet or to perform
a simple (ontological) disappearing act; it is to veer away from het-
erosexuality’s path. Freedmen escaping slavery got lost too, and
this is a salient reverberatdon between queerness and racialization.
At this historical moment, one that can be described as being char-
acterized by encroaching assimilationist ideology in the main-
strcam gay and lesbian movement, some gays and lesbians want to
be found on a normative map of the world. Being lost, in this par-
ticular queer sense, is to relinquish one’s role (and subsequent
privilege) in the heternormative order. The dispossessed are ap-
propriately adept at critiquing possession as a logic. To accept the
way in which one is lost is to be also found and not found in a par-
ticularly queer fashion.

A BODY: APPROACHING AVIANCE

This section’s subtitle is meant to connote a few things. I in-
voke the phrasc “approaching Aviance” because 1 want to cast a
picturc from life, the scene of Aviance’s being approached. To
travel through the gay world of New York City with Kevin Avi-
ance is certainly to call attenton to one’s self. Aviance is sixty-
two, bald, black, and effeminate. In or out of his unique drag he
is immediately recognizable to anyone who has seen his show. To
walk the cityscape with him is to watch as strangers approach him
and remark on one of his performances. They often gush enthu-
siastically and convey how much a particular performance or his
body of performances means to them. One will hear things like
“’]] always remember that one show you did before they shut the
Palladium down,” or “You turncd it out at Roxy last week.”
Kevin will be gracious and give back the love he has just received.
His work, his singing and his movement, is not the high art of Bill
T. Jones or Mark Morris, but I would venture to say that more
queer people see Aviance move than bave witnessed Jones’s mas-
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terful producdons. I don’t mean to undermine the value of
Jones’s work. I only want to properly frame the way in which
Aviance’s nightlife performances matter. The gestures he per-
forms matter worlds to the children who comprise his audiences.
Aviance is something of a beacon that displays and channels
worlds of queer pain and pleasure. In his moves we see the suf-
fering of being a gender outlaw, one who lives outside the dictates
of heteronormativity. Furthermore, another story about being
black in a predominately white-supremacist gay world ruminates
beneath his gestures. Some of his other gestures transmit and am-
plify the pleasures of queerness, the joys of gender dissidence, of
willfully making one’s own way against the stream of a crushing
heteronormative tide. The strong influence of vogueing practice
in his moves affirms the racialized ontology of the picer queen, a
personage who is degraded in New York City’s above-ground gay
culture. Often, one gesture will contain both positive and nega-
tive polaritics simultaneously, because the pleasure and pain of
queerness are not a strict binary. The conversations that ensue
after his performances, the fricnds and strangers that approach
him on the street, the ads in bar rags, the reviews in local papers,
the occasional home video documentation, and the hazy and
often drug-tinged memories that remain after the actual live per-
formancces arc the queer ephemera, that transmutation of the per-
formance energy, that also function as a beacon for queer possi-
bility and survival.

To understand the ture of Aviance’s performance it is useful to
describe a performance from Montreal’s Red and Blue party. The
Red and Blue is part of the circuit-party system. The circuit is just
that, a loosely aligned social circuit of dance parties that happen
throughout the year in major cities throughout North America.
Aviance was invited to perform at Montreal. Another drag per-
former, a black queen in tradidonal illusionist drag, appears on
stage and introduces the fierce and legendary Kevin Aviance.
Aviance emerges from behind an ornate red curtain with gold
trim. He is wearing a fantastical suit that features pufty, exagger-
ated purple shoulders that rise to the length of his cars. As he
sings his first club hit, his microphone emerges from his lapel,
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permitting his hands total freedom to move in gestures that are
familiar to those conversant with vogueing and break-dancing
styles. In the middle of the song his entire body becomes involved
as he feigns cold robotic motions. The monster walks. He then
sings his club hit “Cunty.”s He sings, “Feeling Like a Lilly / Feel-
ing Like a Rose” and as he stands in place, his body quivers with
extravagant emotion. He stands center stage, and as he screams,
he quivers with an emotional force that connotes the stigima of
gender ostracism. His gender freakiness speaks to the audiences
that surround him. His is an amplified and extreme quecr body, a
body in motion that rapidly deploys the signs, the gestures, of
queer communication, survival, and self-making. Spectators con-
nect his trembling with the ways in which he flips his wrist and re-
gains composure by applying imaginary pancake makeup.

By this juncture in the performance, the jacket is removed and
the silky pants are removed. He is revealed in a body-embracing
prismatic body stocking. He begins to bound around the stage,
offering the audience a particular version of runway—the vogue-
ing practice of walking as though one were a supermodel. One
particular Aviance gesture worth noting is the way in which his
ankles fold or crack as he walks, or rather stomps, the runway.
This gesture permits him to be quicker and more determined in
his steps than most high-heeled walkers. This gesture connotes a
tradition of queenly identification with the sadism of female
beauty rituals. The move—to walk with heels in such an un-

orthodox fashion—constitutes a disidentification with these .

traditions of gay male performances of female embodiment. Avi-
ance’s refusal to wear wigs is a further example of this disidenufi-
catory dynamic. The determined walking is replaced by a partic-
ular swayback walk in which his buttocks and chest are both
outstretched, in this instance exaggerating the features of a racial-
ized bedy. To do so, I want to argue, is not to play the Venus Hot-
tentot for a predominately white Canadian audience; it is, instead,
to insist on the fact of blackness in this overwhelmingly white
space. Aviance then throws himself into the audience and is held
aloft by a sea of white hands. He is lost in a sea of white hands;
this being lost can be understood as a particularly queer mode of
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performing the self. This is how the performance ends. This
amazing counterfetish is absorbed by the desiring masses. He has
opened in them a desire or a mode of desiring that is uneasy and
utterly important if he is to surpass the new gender symmetry of
the gay world.

Aviance’s biography is, in and of itself, a testament to queer sur-
vival. He grew up as Eric Snead in a large family in Richmond,
Virginia. His first experience in drag was in the seventh grade. As
a youth he escaped the narrow confines of the small town and
moved to the nearest gay metropolis, Washington, D.C., where
he worked as a hairdresser, did drag as an amateur, and developed
a disabling drug habit. He eventually overcame crack with the
help of the House of Aviance. The House of Aviance is not ex-
actly like the vogueing houses of Jennie Livingston’s film Paris Is
Burning, inasmuch as it does not compete. The House of Aviance
1s something of a queer kinship network in which members serve
as extended, pretended, and—some would argue—improved
family that supports and enables its members. Kevin Aviance was
the name he took after initiation. He eventually landed in New
York City, where he first made a name for himself at the now leg-
cndary Sound Factory, a queer club that began as a predomi-
nately Latino and black space. He distinguished himself on the
dance floor, grabbing the attention of major DJs and nightlife
promoters, and soon became a professional performer. Today
he is one of a handful of New York drag performers who can dis-
tinguish himself as living solely off his performance. He forsook
traditional drag and the world of wigs early in his career. His look
is reminiscent of the legendary group of black soul divas called
LaBelle, the group that wrote the almost perfect disco hit, “Lady
Marmalade.”s I think of Aviance’s look when I study the album
cover for LaBelle’s phenomenal 1974 album, Nightbirds. All
three women, dressed in metallic outfits, are portrayed as swirls
of space-age Afro glamor. LaBelle’s Afro futurism was a strategic
move to make the group look freakish and alien, to make black-
ness something otherworldly and uncanny. Aviance, like LaBelle,
reconstructs blackness as a mysterious Lost-in-Space aesthetic.
Other comparisons can be drawn between the punk performance
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style of Klaus Nomi, the deranged disco divinity of Grace Jones,
the insane and beautifi] drag of the late performer Leigh Bowery,
and the spaced-out clegance of the hip-hop artist Missy Misde-
meanor Elliot. But Aviance’s look is definitely his. I have seen him
in many outfits, including fantastic gold lam¢é jumpsuits, sheer
polka-dot minidresses, and leopard-skin body stockings. While he
does not wear wigs, he sometimes adorns his bald head with a hat.

Both his appearance and his performances are in no way at-
tempting to imitate a woman. He is instead interested in approx-
imating a notion of femininity. Queer theory has made one lesson
explicitly clear: the set of behaviors and codes of conduct that we
refer to as feminine or masculine are not slaves to the biological.?
Women, straight and gay, perform and live masculinity in the
same way as many a biological man inhabits femininity. Some-
nmes technology aligns people’s gender identity and their bio-
logical self. Others relish the antinormative disjuncture berween
their biological gender and their performed or lived gender.
Aviance’s masculinity, partially informed by his biological male-
ness, is never hidden—he wears no wig and he does not tuck
(conceal or hide the male genital bulge while in drag). Indeed, in
his performance we see a unique cohabitation of tradidonal fe-
male and male traits.

To perform such a hybrid gender is not only to be queer but to
defy troubling gender logics within gay spaces. Bollen’s chapter
on queer performatvity and the dance floor (chapter 9) cata-

logues different dancing styles—such as girly poofier, Australian

slang for campy and feminine male dancing, and the standard
macho style of dancing that dominates many gay dance venues.
Bollen notes but does not delve into the femmephobia apparcnt
on many queer dance floors, where those who break the gay clone
edict to act like a man are de-eroticized and demoted to second-
class citizenship. I observe this tension when I find myself at the
Roxy, the sceniest place to be for a certain strarum of New York
gay men. I am overwhelmed by the throngs of shirtless dancers
with gym-crafted bodies. Their dance style is aggressive yet rigid;
the moves they make are meant to show off the rewards of hours
of gym workouts. They do not spread out but instead dance

MURNOZ: GESTURE, EPHEMERA, AND QUEER FEELING / 4.

closely together, almost in packs. They arc often awash in the ef-
fects of club drugs, like ecstasy and special K, and huddle together
as they dance. For the most part, they do not let themselves flow
and kecp close to cach other, enjoying the ways in which their
gym-sculpted muscles rub up against those of the next clonish
dance-floor compatriot. Through the mist of the smoke machine
I watch Aviance clevate himself above the crowd. He is dancing
on a small platform that is about five feet high, the kind of min-
istage usually occupied by a gym-built go-go boy. Go-go boys
mostly just bump and grind. There isn’t much room for steps and
Aviance doesn’t need them. This particular dance is about his
hands. His hands move in jerky, mechanical spasms. They frame
his face and his outfit. He dances to the house music that the DJ
is playing especially for him. He is elevated from the dance floor
but also surrounded by dancers who are now dancing with him.
He is both on stage and one of the throng, one with the music.
It makes sense that he is elevated. He is there not because he is
simply a better dancer than the other club goers around him (he
is) but because he is the bridge between quotidian nightife danc-
ing and theatrical performance.® He defies the codes of mas-
culinity that saturate the dance floor. His gestures are unapolo-
getically femme. His fingers swiftly minister to his face, as though
applying invisible makeup. His movements are coded as mascu-
line (swong abrupt motons), feminine (smooth flowing moves),
and, above all, robotic (precise mechanical movements).

What does it mean that in this space, where codes of masculin-
ity dominate, Aviance is a local deity? What work does his perfor-
mance do in this venue? Furthermore, what about his blackness
in this space that is overrun by sweaty and shirtless whitc torsos?
Onc response would be thar he is a fetish in this space, a magic
juju that lets white and antifeminine gay men be fabulous while
not being progressive around gender, race, and sexuality. Such a
reading would miss the point. Aviance is extremely aware of
the audience, and when the time comes 1o play the race man/
woman, he will certainly do so. I've seen this occur on stage on
many occasions. At La Nueva Esculeita, a Latino queer space in
midtown, T have seen him convert the dance club’s stage to a pul-
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pit between musical numbers and witnessed him denouncing the
fascist regime of the city’s mayor and his racist police force.
Aviance speaks out regularly at venues both white and racialized.
He has also read the racism of New York’s privileged gay com-
munity. Aviance is conscious about the ways in which he can be
made into a fetish, but he disidentifies with such a role in very
partcular ways.? Marxism tells us the story of the commodity
fetish, the object that alicnates us from the conditions of possi-
bility that brought whatever commodity into being.19 The fetish,
in its Marxian dimensions, is about occlusion, displacement, and
concealment—illusion. Some drag artists prefer the gender title
of illusionist. Aviance does not work in illusion. He becomes
many things at once. His performance labors to index a fantastic
female glamor, but his masculinity is never eclipsed. If the fetish
is about illusion, Aviance disidentifies with the standard notion of
the fetish and makes it about a certain demystification.

When he is on that stage, he performs gestures that few others
can perform. His gestures are not allowed in the strict codes of
masculinity that habitués of most commercial queer dance spaces
follow. Paul Franklin’s chapter on Charlic Chaplin’s gestures
(chapter 1) speaks to the fear of effeminacy that has haunted the
history of the male dancer in the West. This anti-effeminate bias
has, irontcally, resurfaced in many gay male dance spaces. As an
icon, a beacon above the dance floor, Aviance uses gestures that
permit the dancers to see and experience the feclings they do not

permit themselves to let in. He and the gestures he performs are.

beacons for all the emotions the throng is not allowed to feel.
These pumped-up gym queens started out, in most cases, as
pudgy or skinny sissy boys who attempted to hide their gestures.
Many of them, like the I from my carlier autobiographical ac-
count, attempted to walk like men and hide the telltale queer ges-
ture. This culture needs to be critiqued for the normative gender
paradigms to which it subscribes as well as the exclusionary logics
it applies to people who do not make its normative (often white
and decidedly masculine) cut. Nonetheless, while this symbolic vi-
olence is not justifiable, one can certainly understand this desire to
be masculine. These men did not stop at straightening out the

MUROZ: GESTURE, EPHEMERA, AND QUEER FEELING /7

swish of their walk; they worked on their bodies and approximated
a hypermasculine ideal.

I do not want to extend energy in moralizing against this
route to survival in a heteronormative world. It makes sense, es-
pecially when we consider that they came into masculinity as
they were surrounded by the specter of the AIDS pandemic. The
AIDS catastrophe provides a lot of reasons to build up the body.
But imagine how hard it must be to try to look and act so butch
all the time. Indeed, these men become their own fetish of mas-
culinity insofar as they hide the conditions of possibility that tead
to their becoming butch. Aviance reveals these conditions. This
is the function of the counterfetish. He performs the powerful
interface between femininity and masculinity that is active in any
gender, especially queer ones. In this fashion he is once again a
counterfetish, elucidating the real material conditions of our
gender and desire. Imagine the relief these gym queens feel as
Aviance lets himself be both masculine and feminine, as his fab-
ulous and strange gestures connote the worlds of queer suffer-
ing that these huddled men attempt to block out but cannot
escape, and the pleasures of being swish and queeny that they
cannot admit to in their quotidian lives. Furthermore, imagine
that his performance is something that is instructive, that recod-
ifies signs of abjection in mainstream queer spaces—blackness,
femininity /effeminacy—and not only makes them desirable but
something to be desired. Imagine how some of those men on
the dance floor might come around to accepting and embracing
the queer gesture through Aviance’s exemplary performance.
More important, imagine what his performance means to those
on the margins of the crowd, those who have not devoted their
lives to daily gym visits and this hypermasculine ideal. To those
whose race or appearance does not conform to rigid schematics
of what might be hot. Those on the margins can get extreme
pleasure in seeing Aviance rise from the muscled masses, ele-
vated and luminous.

For the racialized cognoscenti, his gestures function like the
sorrow songs of W. E. B. DuBois’s The Souls of Black Folk. In that
paradigm-shifting text DuBois meditates on the power of Negro
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music and the embedded and syncretic meaning found in these
testaments to the culture of slavery. What are these songs, and
what do they mean? I know litdde of music and can say nothing
in technical phrases, but 1 know something of men. Knowing
them, I know that these songs are the articulate message of the
slave 1o the world. They tell us that life was joyous to the black
slave, careless and happy. I can easily believe this of some, of
many. The Old South cannot deny the heart-touching witness of
these songs. They are the music of an unhappy people, of the
children of disappointment; they tell of death and suffering and
unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and
hidden ways.11

I risk sounding a bit overdramatic by using this analogy. I
nonctheless invoke this classic text in African American letters for
the express purpose of calling attention to the pathos that under-
lies some of these gestures. Vogueing, for instance, is too often
considered a simplistic celebration of black queer culture. It is
seen as a simple appropriation of high fashion or other aspect of
commodity culture. I am proposing that we might see something
other than a celebration in these moves—the strong trace of black
and queer racialized survival, the way in which children need to
imagine becoming Other in the face of conspiring cultural logics
of white supremacy and heteronormativity. The gesture contains
an articulate message for all to read, in this case a message of fab-
ulousness and fantastical becoming. It also contains another mes-
sage, one less articulated and more ephemeral but equally rele-
vant to any understanding of queer gestures, gestures that, as |
have argued, arc often double- or multivalenced. So while the
short-sighted viewer of Aviance’s vogueing might see only the ap-
proximation of high fashion glamor as he moves and gestures on
the stage, others see/hear another tune, one of racialized self-
enactment in the face of overarching opposition.

CONCLUSION: THE NOT-VANISHING POINT

Even New York clubs eventually close for the night; most close
the next afternoon, but they do close. The performances come to
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an end. Club kids stumble into taxis in broad daylight, and
Aviance and other performers pack up their outfits and makeup
and go home for a restorative nap. Is this performance’s end?
That moment when the venue closes? Has the vanishing point
been reached? In her influental book of dance criticism, Az the
Vanishing Point: A Critic Looks at Dance, Marcia Siegel provoca-
tively links dance to the notion of a vanishing point: dance exists
as a perpetual vanishing point. At the moment of its creation it is
gone. All the years of training in the studio, all the choreogra-
pher’s planning, the rehearsals, the coordination of designers,
composers, and technicians, the raising of money and the gather-
ing together of an audience—all these are only a preparation for
an event that disappears in the very act of materializing. No other
art is so hard to catch, so impossible.

Seigel certainly knows that every vanishing point signals a re-
turn, the promise of the next performance, of continuation. She
argucs that dancers and audiences must have been aware of this
ephemerality and used it. I agree with the revered critic. Queer
dance is hard to catch, and it is meant to be hard to catch—it is
supposed to slip through the fingers and comprehension of those
who would use knowledge against us. But it matters and takes on
a vast material weight for those of us who perform or draw im-
portant sustenance from performance. Rather than dematerialize,
dance rematerializes. Dance, like energy, never disappears; it is
simply transformed. Queer dance, after the live act, does not just
expire. The ephemeral does not equal unmaterality, It is more
nearly about another understanding of what matters. It matters
to get lost in dance or to use dance to get lost. Lost from the ev-
identary logic of heterosexuality.

For queers, the gesture and its aftermath, the ephemeral trace,
matter more than many traditional modes of evidencing lives and
politics. The hermeneutics of residue for which I have called are
calibrated to read Aviance’s gestures and know these moves as
vast storehouses of gueer history and futuriry. We also must un-
derstand that after the gesture expires, its materiality has trans-
formed into ephemera that are utterly necessary.
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NOTES

T am grateful 1o Carol Martin and Jane Desmond for excellent editorial ad-
vice. Fred Moten provided brilliant feedback {from which I benefited immensely.
Ari Gold is my Beatrice who leads me into the inferno of clubland with great pa-
dence. Kevin Aviance has been helpful and generally divine.

1. By “historically dense queer gesture,” I mean a gesture whose signifi-
cance and connotive queer force is dense with antinormative meanings.

2. That Kiki would be in her late sixtics seems a bit unlikely because, ac-
cording to the oral biography that Kiki and Herb recite during their perfor-
mances, they began performing during the Great Depression. When I asked
Bond about Kiki’s age, she explained that her “official age™ is sixty-six.

3. “One Ant™ from The Complete Poems: 1927-1979 by Elizabeth Bishop,
Copyright © 1979, 1983 by Alice Helen Methfessel. Reprinted by permission
of Rarrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC.

4. In some ways this cchoes Peggy Phelan, who has famously argued thar
disappearance is the very ontology of something like performance.

5. The word cunty is black gay slang that describes a certain performed
mode of femininity. While its misogynist implications cannot be underempha-
sized, it should be understood that the term cunty, unlike exnt, is not meant to
be derogatory. A good queen strives to achieve a high level of “cuntiness.”

6. The members of LaBelle were Patti LaBelle, Nona Hendrix, and Sarah
Dash.

7. While I could plug in many an example here, especially most of Judith
Butler’s important ocuvre, I take this opportunity to refer readers to Judith Hal-
berstam’s important study, Female Masculinity (Durham, N.C.; Duke Univer-
sity Press, 1998).

8. I argue for the notion of resistance through dance /nightlife culture in the
introduction that Celeste Fraser Delgado and I wrote for our edited volume,
Everynight Life: Culture and Dance in Latin/v America (Dutham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 1998).

9. For more on the process I describe at length as disidentification, sce my
book Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999}

10. Marx ardculates the theory of the commodity fedsh in his famous Das
Kapital,vol. 1, pt. 1, chap. 1, sec. 4.

11. W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Bantam, 1989),
179-80.



