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While MOTHA is, in part, concerned with the production and i t i

of culture, it is especially concernedwith the domains of social reproduction:or|
which culturalwork depends‐cafés, residencies,andbathrooms‐thatare s y s

tems of subsistence, care, support, andwaste. If a r t historiansAlexander ay
and James Meyer referred to a r t of the 1990s asaway out of institutional ¢
tique‐theorizingar t that operatedondual fronts, immanently critiquinga m o ! Fj
bundculturalapparatuswhile simultaneouslyengagingother institutionsof th
publicsphere*’‐artists suchasVargasdissolve this very distinctionbetween¢u
turalandother institutions,workingin thewake ofearlier feminist formsof inst \
tutional critique that wouldemphasize the dependenceofculturalproduction:
social reproduction.**WhenMOTHAexplicitly addressesmuseologicalpractice
andconcerns, it redefines the traditionalmodes of exhibitionandcollection, Fo1
instance, MOTHA’sblogwarnsothermuseumsof itsupcomingintervention inte
their collections built on colonial seizure, stating: “Other museums bewarneé

MOTHA is evolving, and soon nocollection will besafe from our Acquisitions ‑
& RepatriationsDepartment‐whichwewill establish any day now.”*?MOTHA |
points to the difference that feminist political scientist Kathy E. Fergusonhas |
discerned between bureaucracy (the reproduction of the organization) and
administration (devoted to the reproduction of social life chances).°° With
this distinction, wemight n o t imagine the institution asa closed or discursive
entity, but asanassemblage that is internally differentiated and constitutedby
multiple infrastructures of relation.

TOWARD TRANSFEMINIST INFRASTRUCTURES AND AESTHETICS

To conceptualize the role of infrastructure in the critical transgender politics of
contemporary ar t , I t u r n to theorist Angela Mitropoulos’s definition of infra‑
structure asa form of social relation. ForMitropoulos, infrastructurecomprises
n o t only forms of transportation, communication,and logistics,but also every‑
day forms andpatterns of contact andaccess.*! Infrastructuresare, in herwords,
“how worlds are made, how forms of life are sustained and made viable.”5?
Mitropoulos’s t u r n toward infrastructure offers a different model of relation
from liberal-democratic regimes (that prioritize “identity, demands, promises,
rights and contracts”); instead, infrastructure points to how “knots of attach‑
ment, adherence, care or fondness” are tied, but never incontestably,bykinship,
race, money, sexuality, nationality, and other assemblages.°* Infrastructures
are pliable and n o t static; they scaffold how we attach or adhere to , or care or
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“accidentally archived”*’‐sometimes within the records of people who, in: life,
opposed the efforts of the trans people involved.

How, then, does oneworkwith these scant traces of trans elderswithin the
conditions of neglect and alienation that shaped their lives and the surviving
artifacts of their culturalheritage?ReinaGossett’swork points to away forward,
as a project that does n o t constitute a reparative impulse that would seek to
insert, repair, and replace absences withina historical narrative that is s t ruc
turedbyevictions. Instead,herpolymatha r t embodiesatransformative impulse:
working across numerous platforms and genres, her efforts have includedpod‑
casts, lecture performances, and Tumblrs such as40 Days :.1d The Spirit Was:ii.
that excavate trans andculturalhistories,provide critical views on contemporary
trans political issues, and distribute collectively sourced funds to trans people
who are experiencing violence and need resources, support, and care. Her art
is the work of apublic intellectual that, in Stanley’s words, forms an “insurgent
trans study that refuses its own complicity in the brutality of exclusion.”

In doing so, the collectivizing and activist aspects of Reina Gossett’s work
lie alongside other transfeminist projects that battle brutality to emphasize
the critical need to care for other trans people in rich and variant ways. micha
cardenas importantly called for a “free safety movement’‐adapting the “free
softwaremovement”‐inthewakeofmanypeople’s recognitionthat the “Internet
era has n o t brought about more safety, but less.”*® cardenas’s call to “hack safety”
encompasses collaborations between artists, designers, activists, and hackers to
producenetworked technological devices that enable people to summon their
o w n personal networks for help and empower bystanders to step in to avert the
onset of violence. Crucially, these safetydeviceswouldbeaffordable,maintainthe
privacyof boththeir users andthepersons involved,andcenter the needsof those
most targeted and most intensely affected by violence‐namely, transgender
women of color, sex workers, andpeople livingwith disabilities. Orwemight
also consider the crowdsourcing platform organized by Grace Dunham, Blaine
O'Neill, andRyeSkelton to raisemoney for incarceratedtransgender people.®

These pragmatic, infrastructural interventions have aesthetic effects, work‑
ing upon ou r sense of what lives might be desirable, possible, cherished, and
loved.They are dually aesthetic in their visual dimensions, in their attention to
color, fashion, and beauty, dimensions n o t opposed to infrastructure but fun‑
damental to i t . It is important to no te that, since the nineteenth century, the
aesthetic and the infrastructural have been entangled in the US in ways that
perpetuate modern state violence. Earlier laws against cross-dressing justi‑
fied the arrest and incarceration of people for wearing clothing n o t of their pre‑
sumed and assignedgender identity. Some of these same techniques persist in
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after abirthday party for Marsha that nobody attends. Disheartened,Marsha
goes to the barasthe historic event unfolds.

Reina Gossett andWortzel’s film actively adopts the language of glamour
circa 1969 through its use of cinematography, soft-focus and tinted camera fil‑
ters, period typography and costuming, and score by artist GeoWyeth. Gossett
andWortzel set out , from the very beginning, to makealuscious film asaform
of aesthetic resistance to the ways in which trans bodies are so frequently fea‑
tured on camera asmangled and murdered, their scenes often captured with
lower production values, their characters presented as caricatures, tropes, or
scenography. In opposition to such depictions, in HappyBirthday,Marsha! the
camera lingers on the faces of its characters; its slow pans focus lovingly on the
graceof eachgesture andcapture thebelovedobjects andanimals of ahousehold.

Depicting the social familiarities of transfeminine friendships, Gossett and
Wortzel’s film details anaffective landscapeof intimate transgender social life.
I ts glamour quotes and reworks the street queens’ own grammar of flamboy‑
ant femininity, wordplay, and camp, which constituted their liberationaesthet‑
ics. These aesthetics have been consumed aspageantry and spectacle in films
such asParis IsBurning(1990), but,when livedon the street rather than on the
screen, such aesthetics were violently rejectedby conservative impulses within
LGB movements in the 1990sand 2000s and, in the last fewyears, havebeen in‑
creasingly usedasajustification for murderwhen embodiedby trans people.As
Gossett has pointed out , “Those of us on the receivingend knowwhat glamour
asa slur is meant to do,who accusations of glamour are usedagainst.”®

HappyBirthday,Marsha! is n o t glamour usedagainst but for: glamour asan
optics of lovinglooks between queer and trans women. Indeed, even asGossett
and Wortzel worked with costume specialists, the lead actresses playing the
various roles had input into the stylization of their characters. The film offers
glamour asan event and an opening into how aesthetic embodiment sutures
acts of complex signification, while movingacross domains of street space and
psychic life,fiction andhistory. Here,glamour is a set of operations upon forms
of life and living: its aesthetics of allure, mutability, gorgeousness, and fascina‑
t ion are notably invokedbythe film’s explorationof visual splendor.Yet the film
also resonates with howglamour has been historically entwinedwith language,
transmission, and knowledge (whether in bohemian cafés, underground clubs,
or books of sorcery), endowed with the powerful capacity to, in the words of
Judith Brown, “shapeand reshape the objects beforeu s . ”

The glamour of this film is pedagogical, an affective mapping of what Ruth
Gilmore has termed “an infrastructure of feeling,” which describes the affects
emergingfrom the prison industrialcomplex‐suchasexpectations of safetyand
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