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Dedication 

To queer youth and adults, to those who have ever felt different, to those who have ever 
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A “QUEERY” OF SEX AND GENDER 

Elizabeth Lang Tracy 

New College of Florida, 2011 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis explores gender identity, and, more specifically, queer gender identity. 

The sculptural works exhibit our ideas of sex and gender and how they have been socially 

and culturally constructed. The installation created seeks to find a new view of queerness 

and body identity through challenging the binary gender paradigm and present-day 

stigmas that repress queer identity and feminism; and explores this sense of coming into 

the self and questioning the ordinary and normal through the sexual, queer, and avoided. 

 The work attempts to produce an aesthetic that playfully raises discomfort in the 

viewer by utilizing phallic and vulval forms. The goal is blatantly ignoring the “courtesy 

factor” involved in sexuality and gender and aims to blur the lines between “genders” 

through material, process, and imagery.  

Professor Richard Herzog 

 

Division of Humanities 
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Introduction  

“The fact that we are all human beings is infinitely more important than all the peculiarities that 

distinguish humans from one another.” - Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986) 

 

When preoccupied with a concept—intrigued, emotionally burdened, enraged, 

depressed, or interested—my artistic impulse ignites. This involves relating material and 

process in order to form a sculptural object, which in this thesis leads me to physically 

embody my own concepts of gender identity; this installation presents a therapeutic 

journey of investigation into the meaning and origin of gender roles and queerness. 

Each individual is unique; no one person is comparable to another.  Though 

somewhere between ages three and seven children standardize their behavior and act 

according to the understanding ‘appropriate’ gender behavior is valued above 

‘inappropriate’ gender behavior—forming gender roles.
1
 An interesting note on this, 

research shows that prior to this age children are mostly likely unaware of stereotypes.
2
 

“As children progress cognitively and become exposed to more external socialization 

factors, their sense of gender stereotypes becomes stronger and they tend to have very 

rigid attitudes toward gender typing.”
3
 Despite our inherent uniqueness as individuals, 

societal standards expect people to adhere to strict behaviors based on gender roles. Our 

environment teaches us how to display our gender, we are not born into the binary gender 

paradigm.  

The promotion of gender profiling is not limited to American society; rather many 

societies are guilty of such. Television and magazines (as well as other media across the 
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spectrum) present us with over-feminized women and over-masculine men. Everything in 

our culture is gendered, from toys and clothes to behaviors and sexuality to 

advertisements and colors. Behavior is gendered in that people see the ways women and 

men “dress, talk, or act differently because of societal expectations”
4
. On the same basis, 

a particular organization is gendered when jobs are assigned based on “assumed 

abilities”
5
.  

In Judith Howard’s book, Gendered Situations, Gendered Selves, gender identity 

is defined as “one’s inner sense of oneself as female or male”
5
. Though gender has been 

engrained in our society as being directly tied to our physical appearance and in our 

behaviors, viewing gender as objective can lead to mistaken assumptions. Howard 

maintains that gender is subjective and asserts that gender should only be determined and 

established by oneself directly
6
.  

There is a wonderful a sense of unity in the queer community. Distrust of 

predetermined gender roles isolated me until I became aware of the queer community. 

Some conservative and religious people/organizations are at odds with this community 

for its general disregard of established gender roles that call for renunciation of binary 

gender.  

The term “queer” may be unfamiliar but has been used, “especially since the late 

1980’s to describe persons (as well as things and concepts associated with them) whose 

sexual desires or gender identity do not conform to socio-culturally constructed norms”; 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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which borrows from its “original 16
th

 century meaning of ‘abnormal’”
7
. Though its 

origins were founded as a means of isolation, since then activists have re-appropriated the 

term for their own uses. A Direct Action group known as Queer Nation adopted the term 

“queer” for not only “expressed nuances of anti-assimilation, defiance, and pride in non-

conformity, but also provided a brief, inclusive, and sometimes usefully vague way of 

referring to ‘lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, transvestites, transsexuals, etc’”
8
. 

Lesbian and gay studies first started appearing in the 1970s, relating to other areas 

of theory study such as women’s studies and African American studies. In February of 

1990 Teresa de Lauretis coined the phrase “queer theory”.
9
 Following this queer theory 

made its way into academia.  

Queer theory has its own views on gender, holding gender as an “artificial social 

or cultural ‘construction’ or a ‘performance’ one learns as part of developing an 

individual identity”
10

; is best “understood as a methodology rather than a system of 

abstract principles – a way of queering ideas that can be applied to virtually any area of 

study”
11

. 

Some people view sex and gender as synonymous, though this is certainly not the 

case for everyone. Some scholars “distinguish between sex and gender, using sex to refer 

to biological characteristics… but using gender to mean the culturally determined 

behaviors and personality characteristics that are associated with, but not determined by, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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biological sex”
12

. Various definitions of gender exist, but there are four main branches of 

thought on how gender should be discussed: essentialism, social psychology, social 

constructionist, and social cognition/social exchange theory. 

The idea of essentialism bases gender on genes, hormones and nature
13

. Women 

and men are different because of the genetic differences in the expression and makeup of 

their DNA. Chromosomal patterns, inherited at birth, dictate their sexual development 

regulated by hormones.  

Conversely, social psychology holds that gender is learned and constructed or 

structured rather than innate
14

. Social constructionists believe gender comes from 

cognition and symbolic interaction; individuals construct their gender through their 

actions
15

.  

The social cognition and social exchange theories argue that structural positions 

(such as placement in society and home) and the resources associated with those 

positions
16

 dictate our gender. Behaviors that come from said structural position are 

elicited by what is expected of that structural position
17

, yet we associate these behaviors 

with our concept of one gender or the other.  
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Motivation 

"If we embrace homosexuality as a proper basis for marriage, we are saying that it's possible to have a 

marriage state that in principle excludes procreation and is based simply on the premise of selfish 

hedonism." -Illinois Republican Senate candidate Alan Keyes 

 

During February 2011 the Orlando, Fla.-based Christian group, Exodus 

International, released a free application on Apple’s App Store. This application 

advocated homosexual “reparative therapy”, this form of “therapy” has been rejected by 

the American Psychological Association, the American Medical Association, and the 

American Counseling Association.
18

 The implication that homosexuals are 

confused/wrong/broken is clear in the application’s description. It is this anti-gay/anti-

queer rhetoric that is harmful to America’s youth and society at large. 

Lack of acceptance by American society (teachers, parents, peers) for those who 

identify or are identified as queer results in a dramatic number of suicides every year by 

young lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, queer and inter-sexed youth. Society 

punishes queer people and people who violate social norms, through exclusion, 

harassment, violence, and verbal and physical cruelty.  

Anti-queer rhetoric and behavior may not manifest in the most explicit, overtly 

violent sense (though it often does). It may be underground and unspoken, but it is a force 

that seeks to repress queer rights. Dan Savage, a queer advice columnist, writes about this 

issue with the compassion to make a difference. Justin Aaberg, who came out at 13, 

hanged himself at 15, after years of bullying. Another youth, Billy Lucas- who did not 

identify as gay, was tormented due to his classmates perception of his difference. He 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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hanged himself after his peers urged him to kill himself and threatened him. The death of 

these two boys was only in 2010 (a year has only passed by a few months). Suicide alone 

is upsetting enough, but to add an extra element of outrage- “Christian” parents worked 

against efforts to address the presence of anti-gay bullying (at Justin Aaberg’s school). 
19

 

There is very little (if any) education available for gay and lesbian youth. 

Throughout my elementary, middle school, and high school education I was taught the 

basics of the female anatomy, the reproductive system, heterosexual sex, and safe sex/ 

abstinence practices. There is no mention of alternatives heterosexual relations, marriage 

and children. We are allowed to be educated about heterosexuals, but mention of gay or 

queer lifestyle is seen as promoting the “homosexual agenda” or distorting/“turning” our 

youth.  

This installation is an attempt to contribute to queer dialogue within a distinctly 

gendered society. This is my gentle backlash or artistic response to those in American 

society who have worked so hard to indoctrinate generations with their patriarchal, 

homophobic, misogynistic-gendered rhetoric. The sculptures create a gendered language 

that blurs the line between genders, emphasizes the social constructions that direct 

gender, and aims to negate or perpetuate the fears and opinions of the masses, specifically 

these gendered opinions and fears of difference. The sculptures address queer gender 

through my experiences as a member of the female sex.  

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
$8!?&#&5:)!*+!.!



! -!

Influences 

There are many artists working in the realms of gender, queerness, and sexuality. 

Those most relevant to my process and work are Tee Corinne, Harmony Hammond, 

Lynda Benglis, Ursula von Rydingsvard, and Janine Antoni. 

Tee Corinne’s art discusses sex and sexuality and the power imparted by the 

knowledge of the aforementioned. Her work was widely controversial for her time (was 

labeled as pornography) and may be still considered so for some. For my generation and 

many generations previous, sex and sexuality have been minimally addressed topics.  

Though how do we learn and explore and grow if we do not discuss these topics? Prior to 

1974, Corinne was married and embarrassed by her interest in the vagina; she separated 

from her husband in mid-1973 and joined a workshop to learn about feminism, 

lesbianism, and the body.
20

 Her labial drawings came with the belief that they were the 

path to claiming personal power for the woman. By November 1975 her drawings 

became the Cunt Coloring Book (see fig. 1); which distorts the image of a childhood 

coloring book as a means to connect the viewer to the “subversive vulval imagery”. The 

Cunt Coloring Book connects us to our bodies once again. I echo this subversive imagery 

by involving clear genital depictions, though less figurative and more playful throughout 

this thesis. 

Harmony Hammond denotes her processes of accumulating, layering, using 

fragments as female gendered. In her series, The Presences (1970-72) (see fig. 2), 

Hammond uses fabric scraps from sweatshop lofts. These SoHo based sweatshops 

produced garments for the fashion industry and primarily employed women. Fabric and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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the needle arts are associated primarily with women.
21

 The Series Floorpieces (see fig. 3) 

forms from the same fabric accumulation as The Presences. In this series she tightly 

braids the fabric together in coils, stitched on backing and painted acrylics in selected 

areas. Materials are easily gendered in stereotypes, women are seen as soft and warm like 

fabric versus cold and hard like metal; the same can be said of traditionally domestic 

tasks versus industrial tasks.
22

 Though distinguishing materials as industrial or domestic 

perpetuates the gender dichotomy. The process of accumulation and layering appears 

through out my work, which can be attributed to my female gendered upbringing. The 

sculptural series involved in the installation—A “Queery” of Sex and Gender, aim to blur 

this dichotomy—through combining these traditionally “gendered” tasks and materials. 

Hammond discerns her work as “break[ing] down the distinctions” between art 

and women’s work.
23

 It is this quality in her work that I am interested in and also strive 

for in my own sculptures and processes. Though my exhibition does not target this 

distinction primarily, the installation draws the reference to high art while employing 

domestic imagery and tasks in some of the sculptures. 

There is a queer aspect to Hammond’s work; which she reports relies “upon 

sexual puns, and an in-language flourishes within communities bracing themselves 

against hostility toward open expressions of desire.”
24

 Hammond follows this aspect most 

notably in her series Floorpieces. I see my work as an embodiment of this statement (and 

relating as well to Floorpieces), especially Rug Munchers (see fig. 4)—which creates the 
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vulval form from various carpets and connects to lesbian subject in its title (a term 

generally used in a derogatory term—but also reclaimed by the queer population).  

In their exhibition, “Circa 70: Lynda Benglis and Louise Bourgeois” (see fig. 5), 

Lynda Benglis and Louise Bourgeous combine some of their works (mostly completed 

between 1967 and 1974) and explore autobiographical experience and the female 

subject.
25

 These works present part of a process oriented and hands-on exploration of 

materials.
26

 The forms are mostly amorphic and grotesque presentations of the body, its 

associated privates and its internal anatomy. In Bourgeois’ pieces Janus Fleuri (1968) 

(see fig. 6) and The End of Softness  (1967)(see fig. 7) she creates seemingly amorphous 

forms which once examined more closely appear to be budding foreskins and flaccid 

phalluses; the pieces also shared the added element of vulval appearing centers. The 

pieces are a wonderful morphing together of the dichotomy of sex. One critique uses 

words like breast, cock, vomit, foam, bulge, crevice, flaccid and tongue to describe the 

works.
27

 These words do well in describing the vulgarity present in the exhibition; though 

not as well as the titles of Lynda Benglis’ works: Eat Meat (1969)(see fig. 8) and Come 

(1974)(see fig. 9) which both form ambiguous puddle like forms and rely on their titles 

for context. The imagery and dialogue these artist create when their works combine is 

phenomenal.  

The dialogue in Benglis and Bourgeois’ combined show is more grotesque, 

complex, and multi-layered than any beginning artist can hope to achieve. Though on a 

smaller and much tamer and playful scale the forms created by the wax multiples in my 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“Gendered” Lightbulb Terrariums (see fig. 10) aspire to the grotesque reality (though 

also normalcy) of the body and its associated private parts. 

Ursula von Rydingsvard has a unique style in her use of layering. There is a level 

of attraction in her use of the natural wood surface. Her use of shape to create layered and 

puzzle like patterns and the visual references to earth and the body inspired my Vagina 

Series. Rydingsvard’s piece, Drogas (2009)(see fig. 11), references a form similar to the 

form created in Gently Blushing Rose (see fig. 12). Her works examine autobiographical 

childhood experiences, and result in sculptures with a towering presence.
28

 Though these 

sculptures are non-literal and non-figurative, they reference hand labor and hand tool—on 

an incredible scale.
29

 The material and imagery have an austere and emotional effect; put 

together in puzzle like constructions. A work can take as long as seven years for 

Rydingsvard to complete; can use up to 3,000 clamps and have a crew mobilized on its 

behalf.
30

 Her life, tumultuous since birth, began in a slave-labor camp for Nazis where 

she lived in wooden barracks—a fond memory that relates to her use of wood in her 

work, then later moved to America.
31

 Her piece, Wall Pocket (2003)(see fig.13), seems to 

relate this idea of comfort and warmth through the mostly enclosing crevice shape 

created. It exudes a sense of earth and body in form. It is this same sense of comfort and 

warmth I try to create with the warmth shimmering pink pigment dusted in the depths of 

A Gently Blushing Rose. 
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Janine Antoni’s works vary between sculpture and performance and video art. Her 

pieces Gnaw (1992) (see fig. 14) and Lipstick Display (1992) (see fig. 15) discuss process 

and desire in a three-part installation
32

. Gnaw is a 600 lb. block of chocolate and a 600 lb. 

block of lard, both gnawed by Antoni. The subsequent piece Lipstick Display is lipsticks 

made from the chewed lard, beeswax and pigment and heart-shaped packaging tray for 

chocolates made from chewed chocolate. The installation began as a drive to carve.
33

 

Antoni though uses her own body as her carving tool; making her study of body and 

female drives much more salient.
34

 This installation balances precariously in this talk of 

desire versus disgust.  

Antoni’s installation in the Aperto section of the 1993 Biennale, Lick and Lather 

(see fig. 16), talks to female drive and obsession.
35

 The installation is 12 identical self-

portraits, six nibbled in chocolate and six washed away in soap. Lick and Lather calls on 

visions of excessive cleaning and bulimia. These female obsessions that can be related 

back to the pressure of beauty standards in the media.  

These artists through addressing gender and the body add background to queer 

dialogue.  
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Process 

“The creative process is a cocktail of instinct, skill, culture and a highly creative feverishness. It is  

not like a drug; it is a particular state when everything happens very quickly, a mixture of consciousness 

and unconsciousness, of fear and pleasure; it's a little like making love, the physical act of love.” -Francis 

Bacon 

 

I began this thesis process with little idea of how to “investigate the formation of 

a queer gender identity”. Which is why these works depend heavily on materials as well 

as subject matter. Materials inspire imagery while the subject matter is the underlying 

process. The materials create the vision, or rather the desire to work with and explore a 

certain material drives the sculpture.  

 The accumulation of materials as one of many repetitive processes determined 

the vehicle for the subject. Accumulation of materials as a process applies to all of the 

following pieces; it is a constant and compulsive process in every day life; but a product 

of this thesis. This accumulation became a way to restrict and define this thesis. The 

found materials became the inspiration for the sculpture and part of the content. Materials 

were discount or free; both a result of searching on trash day, or frequenting the local 

Goodwill, Bargain Barn, and Habitat for Humanity Restore. Discount or free materials 

adds has underlying environmental or anti-capitalist component that relates to Harmony 

Hammond’s accumulation process. 

Each of the sculptures is a branch of a larger series. I refer to them in series to 

emphasize the importance in their relationship. The repetition in form is obvious, though 

there is also broad variation in depiction of form. This variance shows the larger variance 

within identity as within and throughout each series. 
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The Works and Installation 

The Vagina Series 

The Vagina Series is meant to show the wide dimensionality of vaginas and the 

female sex. Though it breaks through the dichotomy of female versus male sex in the 

towering form the vulva creates. 

 A woman’s vaginal lips may vary in size and alignment, her vaginal opening may 

vary in color and width and depth, her pubic mound may be shaved or hairy or bulging; 

there is endless variation. This is a larger metaphor for the wide variance within and 

between and across the human species as shown through the material variance 

(expressions of self). They take an exaggerated view in their reference to the vaginal 

form and create a vulval tower. Thus creating a phallic form.  

The purpose of using an image of biological sex, such as the vagina, in my 

sculptures is to find different expressions of the female and male sex. Some children like 

to play dress up, so do some adults. I purpose that maybe gender is sometimes just a 

game of dress up. We play the roles of man and woman—roles that have been historically 

defined by our sexes. Imagine that gender as a term that embodies all directions of human 

expression. This is the effect given by the installation of The Vagina Series. They present 

plays of gender on sex, determined by materials that have become gendered through their 

histories. With-in The Vagina Series, each piece is itself a smaller series and each 

employing different materials. All the pieces in this series hold in common the shape in 

cut and thus creates repetitive imagery.  
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Gently Blushing Rose (see fig. 12) presents a more feminine or cleaned up and 

pristine image, the “Blushing Vagina”; yet made from plywood, a fairly rough-hewn 

(masculine gendered) and layered material. The plywood has been cut into small gently 

curving wavy lines and the edges have been sanded into a soft slope. The “gently curving 

wavy lines” once connected form an oval shape. The individuality of each line is visible 

once layered atop one another in a wiggling pyramid shape. Plywood has a certain 

layered aesthetic that is valuable in this depiction; the layers are intriguing and complex 

when treated correctly. The natural beauty and different earth tones that come from un-

stained sanded plywood call to mind a very feminine aesthetic. The layering process used 

is labeled distinctly feminine and draws an earthly reference—another connection to the 

feminine (“earth mother”). There are many ways in which to read further into the 

construction and presentation of pieces.  

Welding is seen as a primarily masculine task as well, resulting in more masculine 

imagery and gendering of this material. Rat Trap (see fig. 17) is rough and rusted, 

although the colors produced through the welding and rusting process end up blending 

nicely and appear luminous and thus more feminine in some areas. What is created 

complicates the gendering of shape versus material.  

 

The “Gendered” Light Bulb Terrariums  

The “Gendered” Light Bulb Terrariums, Series 1 and Series 2 (see fig. 10) aim to 

present the spectrum or “cluster fuck” that is gender; that is to say how simultaneously 

undefined and culturally and socially conditioned gender is. Mentioned throughout this 

paper are various ways in which people qualify or have qualified gender; this piece stands 
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to show and examine these various ways and challenge them by detaching the sex 

variable. Inside are “scenes” representing thoughts on and embodiment of “gender” 

through behavior, character traits, actions, collections, habits, etc; though the symbols 

and their associations rely heavily on the subjective opinions of each audience member.  

The scene may just feature a toy (or other), but through social and cultural conditioning 

with this toy, people categorize or “gender” it.  

This series entertains an extensive process beginning with the accumulation of 

and the subsequent hollowing of light bulbs. The conductive base of the light bulb is cast 

(with variation according to light bulb size) in plaster for the molding process. Pouring 

melted wax into a hardened plaster mold creates the positive casts. Pigment is added to 

the wax so that the positives are variations of colors all along the spectrum; this way 

gender is not a product of color but rather the overarching rainbow of humanity. The 

casts have been somewhat modified; the ends are warped or exaggerated to depict sexual 

organs and body parts (see fig. 18).  

Meanwhile the light bulbs act as a vehicle for the “scenes” within. The intent is 

that the viewer questions their sense of “gendering”. Gender can be viewed as all of these 

things and none of these things. How do people attribute behavior to one category of 

humans versus another? In The “Gendered” Lightbulb Terrariums: Series 2 one “scene” 

features small toy figures (a cowboy and a dinosaur) involved in an altercation.  Our 

conditioning tells us that these toys would be played with by “boys”, and thus are male 

gendered. The placement of the “gendered” wax cast in front of this scene aims to 

complicate our assumptions. Does the image of a biological organ cause one to assign its 
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associated gender to this scene? Each piece in the terrarium series expands on this goal of 

complicating gender.  

 

The Motion Picture Machine Series 

Our culture is obsessed with this thought of gender, which is only one of the many 

ways we categorize a person—usually based solely on sight. A few things we use to 

define a person by based on a glance are things like color (which leads us to assign race 

or maybe whether a person takes care of their skin or likes to tan), hair, clothing, 

mannerisms, and body type. Overwhelmingly, our initial categorization of a person is 

whether they are male or female; biological sex plays an important role in how we see the 

world. Gender or sex itself isn’t necessarily a negative categorization, it helps young 

minds make sense of the world and understand things. The extent to which our society 

promotes and perpetuates it results in negative effects.   

The Motion Picture Machine Series (see fig. 19) present a history or a story, if 

you will, of  “heterosexual” lifestyle, “queer” scenes, “gender” displays, “queer” history 

and art, etc. There are three pieces, which are paired in installation and title by their use 

of dichotomy. Beginning nearest to the entrance of the installation are Yin and Yang, 

followed by Left and Right, and finally Us and Them. The use of automata in this series 

aims to connect the viewer to each piece as well as highlight the variance typical in 

everything. By turning the motion picture machines the viewer becomes implicated in 

this history of gender by their involvement in the motion. The use of a magnifying glass 

in the viewing box (on the motion picture machine) approaches the scientific voyeurism 

at play in our culture. The images in this piece are important to place on exhibit. Process 
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is important for these images, readily available for consumption—they were found 

through tumblr (queering.tumblr.com) and google images. The views range from hetero-

normative to queer and sexually deviant.  

 

Free-Form Phallic Fun 

This series of “phalluses” (see fig. 20) presents a playful feminine representation 

of a masculine form. The material and the process at play are traditionally feminine tasks. 

As with all of my sculptures the materials are a result of collection, a historical feminine 

task. The materials in this sculpture also have a historical feminine task attached to them, 

sewing. Thereby combining the implications of shape and underlying structure (the 

phallus) and feminine imagery, a mixture that has been targeted as undesirable. 

The issue arises when one’s identity is formed outside the bounds of what society 

sees as the norm. Society is accepting of traditional heterosexual masculinity and 

femininity but is threatened by gender presentation or performance that challenges this 

heterosexual tradition.
36

 The norm is decided through biological sex and the resulting 

social stereotypes.
37

 To be non-normative for your biological sex or assigned gender role 

in society is usually seen as gay or homosexual. It is that “unspoken fear of adults” that 

femininity and masculinity become confused when little girls hold power and self-

confidence (sometimes via athletics) and when little boys exhibit shyness and timidity. 

The extension of this that powerful girls may be lesbian and timid boys may be gay.
38
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Conclusion  

“Whoever controls the media, the images, controls the culture.”- Allen Ginsberg 

 

Gender has been a constant factor in academia from women fighting for equal 

education to women’s studies, gay/lesbian studies, queer studies and gender studies. New 

information is constantly “coming out” on the topics of gender, biological sex, and sexual 

orientation. Certainly society has always been interested in gender roles and biological 

sex and how these effect us. It has been represented in media from Katherine Hepburn 

and her daring pants (in lieu of the then appropriate dress) in the 1950s to RuPaul’s Drag 

Race in the 21
st
 century (a television show featuring queer men competing for the “next 

top drag queen”). These influences in the media challenge societal norms. 

The idea of “queer” or “queering” is part of this challenging of societal norms. 

The pressures of our society distort our perception of self. Society has expectations of a 

hetero-normative lifestyle (as social exchange theory suggests), expectations that are 

forced on people. Though this pressure may only take the form of promoting this hetero-

normative lifestyle, media has enormous influence on people young and old.  

People need to express themselves but the categories we place people in and the 

pressure society places on people inhibit genuine expression and instead funnel it into 

one of the socially accepted outlets. Gender can be seen simply as an expression of self. 

Why does ones expression of self have to fit into a category predetermined by biological 

sex?  

We live in a society where genitals, sexuality, and gender are taboo topics. In a 

recent meeting of the Florida House Legislature House Speaker Dean Cannon took 
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offense at Rep. Scott Randolph’s use of the word “uterus”. Cannon went so far as to 

propose and file a bill banning the use of the word in the Florida House.
39

 There is little 

to no reason to find offense in a word describing part of the female anatomy.  

How can a child be expected to grow up healthy with so many expectations forced 

on them by the world around them? How can we be comfortable with ourselves and our 

bodies and sexualities if we are taught, not only as children but also as adults, that these 

are “naughty” or “dirty” words that we should not discuss? How do we combat this? 

 People should all question their own assumptions.  A “Queery” of Sex and 

Gender specifically addresses gender assumptions. “Gender role theory describes the 

relationship between women and men as one of difference and complementarity: The 

sexes are ‘separate but equal’, and both roles serve important functions in society. But in 

fact male and female ‘roles’ are not equally valued and are not necessarily ‘functional’ 

for everyone.”
40

 

 Though this idea is discussed, it is a discussion that conservative society does not 

see fit for children. So no one is talking to or educating our queer youth, and they are 

alone. Dan Savage, as one of many queer activists tackling this issue, has created the “It 

Gets Better Project”. The aim of which is to end this order of silence about the queer 

community. Savage and his partner made a video relating their experiences as queer 

youth. And then,  “suddenly, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender adults all over the 

country—all over the world—were speaking to LGBT youth. We weren't waiting for 

anyone's permission anymore. We found our voices.”
41
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 Savage’s project created a dialogue between queer adults and queer youth. And 

perhaps people began to believe his message, “it gets better, there's nothing wrong with 

you, and we're working to make it better.”
42

  

 My work aims to affront American society with a view of queerness. This work 

calls for vision and education of youth and adults. There is still relevance in queer art 

because now more than ever we cannot falter in the fight for equality. I believe that art 

has the ability to act as a catalyst for growth and discovery; imbued with therapeutic and 

transformative qualities as well the ability to enact social change and provide valuable 

social commentary.  The works argue that there is queerness in many people, it is 

beautiful, and odd, and sexual, and present, and it is ok. The success of these works 

depends on the audience background and how that affects their vision of such. The hope 

is that the audience questions their own sense of gendering with the work acting as a 

catalyst for this.  
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Plates 

 

 

fig. 1. Tee Corrine, Excerpt from The Cunt Coloring Book, 1975.  

 

 
 

fig. 2. Harmony Hammond, Presence IV, 1972, acrylic and cloth 
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fig. 3. Harmony Hammond, Floorpiece V, 1973. Cloth and acrylic. 

 

 
 

fig. 4.  Elizabeth Lang Tracy, Rug Munchers (detail), 2011, carpet and plywood. 
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fig. 5. Lynda Benglis and Louise Bourgeois, Circa 70: Lynda Benglis and Louise 

 Bourgeois, 2007. 
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fig. 6. Louise Bourgeois, Janus Fleuri, 1968, Bronze (gold patina). 
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fig. 7. Louise Bourgeois, End of Softness, 1967, Bronze (gold patina). 

 

!
 

fig. 8. Lynda Benglis, Eat Meat, 1969, Bronze. 
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fig. 9. Lynda Benglis, Come, 1974, Bronze. 

 

 
 

fig. 10. Elizabeth Lang Tracy, “Gendered” Light Bulb Terrariums: Series 1, 2011, mixed 

 media. 
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fig. 11. Ursula von Rydingsvard, Droga, 2009, cedar and graphite. 

 

 
 

fig. 12. Elizabeth Lang Tracy, Gently Blushing Rose, 2010, plywood and pigment. 
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fig. 13. Ursula von Rydingsvard, Wall Pocket, 2003-4, cedar. 

 

 
 

fig. 14. Janine Antoni, Gnaw, 1992, chocolate and lard. 
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of the feminine while presenting the specificity of female
experience. Gnaw exacerbates the tension between exactly
these two things—what it is to be feminine and what it is to
be female, particularly with regard to desire. Antoni’s use of
her mouth as a chisel, her deliberate focus on the physical-
ity of her effort, the disequilibrium between her violent
devouring of these cubes and the expectations of what a
“lady’s” mouth should do, have all evolved from feminist
artistic practices of the 1970s. 

Antoni’s materials, the chocolate and fat, are opposites:
one is hard, the other soft; one dark, the other light; one
attractive, the other repulsive. Here again, Antoni teases out
differences and operates in fissures. Chocolate is a sensuous
food, an aphrodisiac, a traditional present given by a man to
a woman to express his erotic interest, and eaten by her to
acknowledge that interest. It is this pretty form of chocolate
(combined with her saliva, the physical expression of desire
for food) that Antoni cast for the phenylethylamine display.
Antoni gnaws (a brutal act, though sensuously and methodi-

cally performed) the minimalist valentine of a gigantic
chocolate cube, devouring and incorporating the legacy of
minimalism. Lard, in contrast, is a stand-in for the body, a
feminine material, since females typically have higher body
fat than males, making the work somewhat cannibalistic.
The lard, recast as lipstick, becomes a decoration or costume
for the mouth (the locus and the vehicle for desire), a failed
attempt to hide its devouring capacity in plain sight. The
lipstick is sheep’s clothing for a liberated wolf/mouth, whose
shining fangs (and recalcitrant desires) are all the more visi-
ble for the attempt to cover them up.g

Left: Janine Antoni, “Lipstick Display,”
1992. Overleaf: Janine Antoni, “Gnaw,”
1992. 600 pounds of lard before biting
(left); 600 pounds of chocolate (right),
gnawed by the artist.
courtesy of luhring augustine gallery, new york
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fig. 15. Janine Antoni, Lipstick Display, 1993, chocolate, lard, beeswax and pigment. 
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fig. 16. Janine Antoni, Lick and Lather, 1993, chocolate and soap. 
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fig. 17.  Elizabeth Lang Tracy, Rat Trap, 2010, Steel. 

 

 
 

fig. 18. Elizabeth Lang Tracy, “Gendered” Light Bulb Terrariums: Series 1 (detail), 

2011, wax and pigment. 
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fig. 19. Elizabeth Lang Tracy, The Motion Picture Machine Series (detail), 2011, wood, 

 magnifying glasses, and printed images. 

 

 

 
 

fig. 20. Elizabeth Lang Tracy, Free-Form Phallic Fun (detail), 2011, fabric and vacuum 

 hosing. 
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