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to frame: to feature through the lens of a camera 
to frame: to manipulate in order to produce certain outcomes

Framing Agnes is a hybrid documentary that seizes control of the TV talk 
show format to reveal never-before-seen stories from trans history.



Over the last 50 years, the talk show host has defined what society understands 

about transgender people. From Mike Wallace to Joan Rivers, talk shows 

have sensationally exploited their subjects by obsessing over three 

things: genitals, pain, and deception. Despite the eruption of trans content in the 

mainstream – from Caitlyn Jenner to Laverne Cox – the media narrative remains 

largely unchanged. FRAMING AGNES is a feature length doc-fiction hybrid that 

turns the talk show format inside out in response to media’s ongoing fascination 

with trans and gender non-conforming people. The film features an all-star cast of 

trans artists who recreate six previously unknown stories from the archives of the 

UCLA Gender Clinic in the 1950s.

Through reenactment, we meet Georgia, an ex-military man turned married 

southern belle, portrayed by American Horror Story actress Angelica Ross; Denny, 

a working class machinist played by A Kid like Jake director Silas Howard; Henry, 

a reclusive writer played by poet Max Wolf Valerio; Barbara, a well-connected 

hairstylist in LA, portrayed by Tales of the City actress Jen Richards; Jimmy, a 15-year-

old kid brought to the clinic by his supportive mother, played by filmmaker and poet 

Stephen Ira; and finally, Agnes, an enigmatic young woman played by performance 

artist Zackary Drucker.

Within the frame of a TV talk show – hosted by director Chase Joynt as a Mike Wallace 

type in the late 1950s – we contrast the boundary-breaking stories of Agnes, Georgia, 

Denny, Barbara, Jimmy, and Henry with the vibrant contemporary achievements 

and continuing struggles of Zackary, Angelica, Silas, Jen, Stephen, and Max. 

FRAMING AGNES simultaneously engages multiple interpretations of the verb to 

frame. To frame as in to feature through the lens of a camera, and also to frame 

as in to set up, to position in order to persuade, and to manipulate in order to 

produce certain outcomes. In doing so, FRAMING AGNES asks urgent questions 

about stereotypes, equity and access, and the media’s ongoing influence on the 

lives and futures of transgender people.

Summary
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In recent years, issues facing transgender people – homelessness, substance 

abuse, lack of access to health resources – have been prioritized in mainstream 

media, and popular audiences have gained wider access to some of the trials 

and tribulations of trans life. In May 2014, transgender artist and activist Laverne 

Cox was featured on the cover of TIME magazine underneath the declarative 

headline “The Transgender Tipping Point”—a move that was heralded by many as 

a cultural milestone for trans people in North America. Only months later, however, 

organizers of the Transgender Day of Remembrance released their annual report, 

which stated that 226 trans people had been reported murdered or missing that 

same year. These statistics suggest that increased visibility of trans people does 

not necessarily result in decreased rates of violence and discrimination against 

the most vulnerable members of the community. While we are in a highly pivotal 

cultural moment wherein transgender issues are foregrounded, the complexity of 

these narratives and their impact remain underexplored by the media. 

The majority of documentaries about people and communities transitioning between 

genders rely on a “before and after” format of exposition. Stories from friends 

and family and fractured memories of the past are used to visually punctuate the 

differences between then and now. Presenting one person’s story, rather than a story 

about a group, is a common storytelling method in documentary film production 

and histories of trans people. For example, the 1993 murder of Brandon Teena – as 

depicted in Kimberley Pierce’s Boys Don’t Cry (1999) – remains a touchpoint of both 

news media and Hollywood attention. Similarly, Christine Jorgensen’s interviews 

on early talk shows in the 1950s are still referenced as the singular turning point in 

televised trans history. In these stories, trans people are positioned in isolation – 

untethered from community and family – and therefore ever-vulnerable to harm and 

exploitation. In reality, trans communities have been navigating and world-building 

together behind the scenes since before “trans” was a thing. Isolation was, in fact, 

a narrative produced and patrolled by the media. 

Understanding that audiences likely expect a “before and after” story about 

transition, Framing Agnes switches the logic of the reveal to that of “before and 

after heightened media visibility.” The project is emboldened by a team of artists 

motivated to blur the lines between fiction and nonfiction, past and present, in 

pursuit of a more expansive and nuanced future. We’re willing to perform on a talk 

show to expose the exploitative tactics of a talk show. Agnes is our camp version of 

using the master’s tools to dismantle the master’s house.

 — Chase Joynt 
Director, Framing Agnes

Why Agnes?
A NOTE FROM OUR DIRECTOR
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There is no group of people more ubiquitously tied to our current decade’s 

politics than trans people. TIME’s Transgender Tipping Point in 2014 was just 

that: the catalyzing moment that brought trans people into the mainstream 

consciousness in a way we hadn’t been for nearly forty years. Competing efforts 

to legislate us into and out of existence sprang up in its wake across Canada, the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and beyond, alongside a massive wave of media 

portrayals on dramas, comedies, documentaries, and, yes, talk shows. These news 

stories, feature films, and guest appearances were sometimes positive, sometimes 

negative, but almost exclusively written and directed by and for non-trans people. 

Is there any narrative quite so moulded and packaged for non-trans people than 

our TV talk show appearances? From the earliest glimpse of Christine Jorgensen 

stepping a well-turned heel onto the tarmac at La Guardia airport in 1952 following 

her world-shaking sex change, to chants of “Jerry! Jerry!” as trans people are exposed 

and humiliated for applause on ‘90s trash TV, the media has taken it upon itself to 

tell the non-trans world how it should feel about us.

While some might write off this legacy of freakshow coverage for its politically 

incorrect and occasionally violent nature, Framing Agnes aims to show us how this 

may be one of the few arenas where our lives and our histories have been well-

documented and linked to the contemporary times in which we find ourselves living, 

dying, and sometimes thriving. Whether it’s the CBC interviewing trans woman 

Dianna Boileau for an unaired docuseries about women’s issues in the 1970s, or 

the “world’s first pregnant man” shocking audiences on Oprah in 2008, talk show 

appearances of trans people have a lot to say about the zeitgeist at any particular 

moment. Are we evidence of the sexual revolution’s victory? Or a disconcerting 

development of the tech era? Are we a fundamental threat to heterosexuality? Or 

glamorous entertainers giving thrills to bored housewives?

Examining and upending these narratives, as Framing Agnes aims to do, will illuminate 

not only how media narratives about trans people have changed over time, but 

also how the concerns of an era are read onto the bodies of some of the most 

marginalized in society without their consent. While Canada moves to affirm non-

binary identities legally, America bans transgender troops, and the UK systematically 

loses its mind in a panic over our bodies, Framing Agnes—and its new telling of trans 

history—couldn’t come at a better or more urgent time. 

 — Morgan M. Page 
Co-Writer, Framing Agnes

Why Now?
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Director Chase Joynt is a trans-identified artist whose entire filmography amplifies 

trans and queer subject matter and voices, from STEALTH (2014) wherein he 

animated medical technologies to tell a story about the institutional surveillance 

of gender, to I’m Yours (2012) a performative and satirical response to invasive 

and imagined questions.  In selecting key crew members and project interlocutors, 

Joynt prioritizes new and emerging voices, often from within the communities he 

engages. Joynt’s collaboration with Samantha Curley and Level Ground further 

underscores these choices and commitments through Level Ground’s mission to 

engage underrepresented communities in their public programs and engagements. 

Similarly, his collaboration with producer Shant Joshi and Fae Pictures prioritizes 

voices from emerging queer artists and communities of color.

Writer Morgan M. Page is the creator and host of popular podcast One From the 

Vaults, which tells “all of the dirt, gossip, and glamour” from trans history. With 

work featured in The Nation, Buzzfeed News, and Dazed, Page has emerged as a 

leading voice writing on the vanguard of trans related social and political issues. 

With a robust artistic portfolio ranging from moving image to performance art and 

audio, Page brings unprecedented expertise, community access, and an encyclopedic 

knowledge of trans history to the team. 

The casting of well-known trans actors in trans roles – specifically people invested 

in modes and methods of political and aesthetic visibility – not only attends to the 

insufficiencies of mainstream casting and related representation, but also to the 

various ways in which trans people have historically had non-trans people tell their 

stories for them. The cast of Framing Agnes represents a historically significant 

cross-generational group of multidisciplinary artists working at the epicenter of 

trans representation: Zackary Drucker is an independent artist, cultural producer, 

and trans woman who has performed and exhibited her work internationally in 

museums, galleries, and film festivals including the Whitney Biennial 2014 and MoMA 

PS1. Angelica Ross is a businesswoman, actress, and transgender rights advocate 

who now stars in the FX series American Horror Story. Silas Howard is an award-

winning director, writer, and executive producer whose most recent film A Kid Like 

Jake premiered at Sundance. Max Wolf Valerio is an iconoclastic, Blackfoot poet 

and writer whose memoir, The Testosterone Files, was a Lambda Literary Award 

Finalist in 2006. Valerio has appeared in a number of documentary films, including 

Max (1992) and Gendernauts: A Journey Through Shifting (1999). Jen Richards is an 

actor currently featured on Tales of the City and co-creator of the Emmy-nominated 

webseries Her Story. Stephen Ira is a poet and filmmaker, whose most recent project 

I Have to Think About Us as Separate People premiered at Outfest in LA.

Why Us?
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CHASE JOYNT: WRITER & DIRECTOR

Chase Joynt is a moving-image artist and writer whose films have won jury and 

audience awards internationally.  His latest short film, Framing Agnes, premiered at 

the 2019 Tribeca Film Festival, won the Audience Award at Outfest in Los Angeles, 

and is being developed into a feature film with support from Telefilm Canada’s 

Talent to Watch program. Concurrently, Chase is in production on a feature-length 

hybrid documentary about jazz musician Billy Tipton, co-directed with Aisling Chin-

Yee. Joynt’s first book You Only Live Twice (co-authored with Mike Hoolboom) was a 

2017 Lambda Literary Award Finalist and named one of the best books of the year 

by The Globe and Mail and CBC. His second book, Conceptualizing Agnes (co-authored 

with Kristen Schilt), is under contract with Duke University Press. At present, Joynt 

is an Assistant Professor of Gender Studies and Visual Culture at the University of 

Victoria in British Columbia.

SAMANTHA CURLEY: PRODUCER

Samantha Curley is an independent producer and creative entrepreneur. With 

over 10 years of business development experience in arts, media, and nonprofit 

industries, Samantha has accumulated a diverse portfolio of collaborators, projects, 

and accolades.  She is the co-founder and Executive Director of Level Ground, an 

award-winning non-profit arts collective creating experiments in empathy through 

a residency program, production incubator, and creative studio in Los Angeles, 

California. She is the producer of the short Framing Agnes which premiered at the 

2019 Tribeca Film Festival and is currently in production as a feature film. 

MORGAN M. PAGE: CO-WRITER

Morgan M. Page is a trans writer and artist in Montréal, Québec. Her writing has been 

published in The Nation, Buzzfeed News, and The Globe and Mail, as well as anthologies 

such as Cleis Press’ Best Sex Writing of the Year (2015). She was a 2014 Lambda Literary 

Fellow. Her video and performance work has been curated in galleries and festivals 

around the world, including MOCA Taipei (forthcoming, 2019), Brooklyn Museum 

(2016), and the New Museum Resource Centre (2018). Morgan is the creator and 

writer of the trans history podcast One From the Vaults. Her expertise is critical 

to the implementation and accuracy of the historical reenactment. Her website is 

Odofemi.com.

The Creative Team
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AUBREE BERNIER-CLARKE: CINEMATOGRAPHER

Aubree Bernier-Clarke is a non-binary cinematographer and director based in Los 

Angeles, CA. In 2013, Aubree participated in AFI’s Directing Workshop for Women, 

through which they developed their award-winning narrative short, The Night Is 

Ours. Aubree is committed to using film to tell diverse stories, often focusing on 

LGBTQI and social justice issues.

THE CREATIVE TEAM, cont.

SHANT JOSHI: PRODUCER

Shant Joshi is a queer Indo-Canadian producer based in Los Angeles and Toronto. 

His credits include the films, Porcupine Lake (director Ingrid Veninger), Last Car 

(director John Greyson) and Pink: Diss (also directed by Greyson); the hit webseries, 

Teenagers; Dekkoo original series, I’m Fine; and more than 15 short films that have 

traveled the global festival circuit. Joshi co-founded the Future of Film Showcase 

as a launchpad for emerging Canadian filmmakers, and he previously worked at 

Buchwald and Madhouse Entertainment. He is currently a producing resident at 

Norman Jewison’s Canadian Film Centre.

BROOKE SEBOLD: CREATIVE PRODUCER

Brooke Sebold does. See boldly that is. A writer, director, and editor currently living 

in Los Angeles, Brooke’s work can be seen on NBC, MSNBC, PBS, CBC, the Sundance 

Channel, Logo, CurrentTV, and all over the internet. Her feature documentary, Red 

Without Blue, won over a dozen jury and audience awards (Slamdance, Frameline, 

InsideOut and more), and more recently, Brooke’s fought in the trenches with 

Planned Parenthood, directing and producing over twenty spots for web and 

national broadcast. Brooke is currently in development on her comedy series, Year 

Zero, which follows two LA millennial besties and unlikely SHEroes who abandon 

the patriarchy to form an intersectional utopia on a private tropical island with no 

men allowed! Year Zero channels womxn’s collective rage and emboldens limitless 

thinking through laughter and joy. Because to Brooke, joy is an act of resistance.
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CECILIO GUILLERMO A.S. ESCOBAR: EDITOR

Cecilio is a video artist, editor, and technician living and working in Toronto. His 

art is self-reflective performative documentary. Cecilio holds a BFA from OCAD 

University and is the recipient of a Canada Council Media Arts Grant for his latest 

documentary project, LatinX; an exploration of the intersections between his gender 

and cultural identities. He currently is also a member of Inside Out Toronto LGBT 

Film Festival’s programming committee, as well as Communications/Social Media 

Manager for Toronto’s Queer Film Festival.

THE CREATIVE TEAM, cont.

BECCA BLACKWOOD: PRODUCTION DESIGNER

Becca Blackwood is a multidisciplinary artist, filmmaker, producer and writer in 

Montreal who works primarily in the medium of art direction and costume design 

for film and TV. She has collaborated with the likes of Matthew Rankin, Arcade Fire, 

Peter Mettler, Ryan McKenna, Amadou and Miriam, Mathieu Denis and Simon Lavoie, 

Kevin Calero, Anna Mastro, Mike Dowse, David Wilson, among others. Blackwood’s 

work has been longlisted for the Academy Awards and won numerous awards at 

film festivals internationally. Her work has screened worldwide at many festivals— 

most notably Cannes, TIFF, Hot Docs, MoMA in New York City, Sundance, Moscow, 

VIFF, RIDM, FNC, Annecy, Raindance, Indie Lisboa, among others.

LULU WEI: CAMERA

Lulu Wei is a Toronto based filmmaker and cinematographer. She holds a Master 

of Fine Arts in Documentary Media from Ryerson University. Her short films and 

installations have been screened and exhibited at various festivals such as Images 

Festival, Planet In Focus Film Festival and Inside Out Film Festival. In 2018, she 

was a Hot Docs Doc Accelerator fellow and a Telefilm Talent to Watch recipient 

in 2018. She is currently working on her first feature about the redevelopment of 

the Honest Ed’s block.
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ZACKARY DRUCKER

Zackary Drucker is an independent artist, cultural producer, and trans woman 

who breaks down the way we think about gender, sexuality, and seeing. She has 

performed and exhibited her work internationally in museums, galleries, and film 

festivals including the Whitney Biennial 2014, MoMA PS1, Hammer Museum, Art 

Gallery of Ontario, MCA San Diego, and SF MoMA, among others. Drucker is a 

producer on Golden Globe and Emmy-winning Transparent.

SILAS HOWARD

Silas Howard is an award-winning director, writer, and executive producer focused on 

telling honest, boundary-shattering narratives. His recent work includes executive 

producing and directing on FX’s Pose, as well as directing Sundance premiere and 

IFC Films’ internationally distributed film A Kid Like Jake. He’s also directed episodes 

of Amazon’s Emmy award-winning Transparent, Freeform’s The Fosters, and HBO’s 

High Maintenance.

ANGELICA ROSS

Angelica Ross is an American businesswoman, actress, and transgender rights 

advocate. After becoming a self-taught coder in the early years of her career she 

went on to become the founder and CEO of TransTech Social Enterprises, a firm that 

helps employ transgender people in the tech industry. Ross began her acting career 

in the web series Her Story, starred in the FX series, Pose, and now has a role on 

American Horror Story. In September 2019, it was announced that Angelica will make 

history as the first trans person to host the Presidential Summit on LGBT+ issues.

The Cast
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THE CREATIVE TEAM, cont.

MAX WOLF VALERIO

Max Wolf Valerio is an iconoclastic, Blackfoot poet and writer. His book of poems, 

The Criminal: The Invisibility of Parallel Forces was published in Fall 2018 by EOAGH 

Books. His chapbook Animal Magnetism (e.g. press) appeared in 1984. His memoir, The 

Testosterone Files (2006) was a Lambda Literary Award Finalist in 2006. Valerio has 

appeared in a number of documentary films, including Max (1992) and Gendernauts: 

A Journey Through Shifting (1999).

STEPHEN IRA

Stephen Ira is a poet who has been published in DREGINALD, Poetry, and FENCE. His 

non-fiction work has appeared in NewNowNext and Out. He’s directed multiple short 

plays, was a 2013 Lambda Literary Fellow, and co-founded Vetch: A Magazine of Trans 

Poetry and Poetics. Stephen has an MFA in poetry from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. 

His short film, I Have to Think About Us as Separate People, premiered at the 2019 

Outfest Film Festival

JEN RICHARDS

Jen Richards is a writer & actress, as well as a consultant & advocate. She is the co-

writer/star/producer of the series Her Story, which was nominated for an Emmy and 

won Gotham and Peabody awards; co-producer of the documentary More Than T 

(Showtime) and writer of its accompanying Trans 102 series (Refinery 29). She can 

be seen in HBO’s Mrs. Fletcher, Netflix’s Tales of the City, NBC’s Blindspot, FX’s Better 

Things, CBS’s Doubt, CMT’s Nashville, Seeso’s Take My Wife, the film Easy Living, and 

Two Sentence Horror Stories (Stage 13).
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ZACKARY DRUCKER AS AGNES

Agnes approaches the UCLA Gender Clinic with one very specific goal: to have sex 

reassignment surgery. To accomplish this task, she carefully crafted a story about 

her body and upbringing that she knew would satisfy doctors’ diagnostic criteria for 

surgery. Agnes is confident and quick-witted, playful yet firm in her commitment 

to protect herself from the lecherous eye of the establishment. Agnes is in a 

long-term committed relationship with Bill, and works as a secretary.

Zackary Drucker came of age in the New York club scene where gender non-

conformity was part performance and part identity. With long-standing intimate 

connections to Flawless Sabrina and the underbelly of the art world, Drucker 

narrates her becoming as a process of play with endless potential for revision. 

Through photography and moving image, Drucker has constructed a career 

that puts pressure on the static meaning so often made about gender non-

conforming communities and identities.

Character 
Development
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CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, cont.

ANGELICA ROSS AS GEORGIA

Georgia is a black trans woman in the late 1950s looking for help—from the Church, 

the military, and now the gender clinic. Though rejected by her family and community, 

Georgia is happily married but still faces constant scrutiny by police for her gender. 

Due to the racist climate in Los Angeles at the time, she is unable to find work and 

fears for her long-term ability to support her life. 

Before her explosion into the cultural mainstream as Candy on Pose, Angelica 

Ross made a name for herself as the Executive Director of Trans Tech Social, a job 

skills training prgram for trans and gender non-conforming communities of colour. 

Angelica works at the forefront of social and political issues focusing explicitly on 

the movement for black lives.
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CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, cont.

SILAS HOWARD AS DENNY

Denny is an affable, working class man who finds himself occupying the borderlands 

between what we might now call butch lesbian and trans man. Uninterested in 

pursuing surgery, as he doesn’t want to lose access to the lesbian community he calls 

home, Denny is happy to speak to the gender clinic just to help further knowledge 

about men like him among medical professionals. Denny is partnered and employed. 

Silas Howard narrates his formative years as living at the crossroads between butch 

lesbian and trans communities and identities. With his friend and collaborator Harry 

Dodge, Howard directed and starred in the buddy-flick By Hook Or By Crook (2004) 

which is still regarded as the first film with gender non-conforming protagonists 

to emerge into the festival mainstream. 
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CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, cont.

MAX WOLF VALERIO AS HENRY

Henry lives a solitary life: a reclusive writer isolated and alienated from the world 

around him. Unlike Denny, he has no community to support him, feels no kinship with 

the inbetweeners that Denny represents. Denied medical care, unable to get a job 

because his legal documents don’t match his gender, and experiencing a pervasive 

hopelessness about his tenuous position in the world, Henry represents the reality 

of most gender non-conforming people in the mid-century.

Max Wolf Valerio transitioned from female to male in a cultural climate with lacked 

any visual reference to like-minded people. As the author of the first trans masculine 

memoir to be published by a mainstream press, Valerio is able to reflect upon a 

time in North America where trans communities were organizing outside the gaze 

of medical and cultural systems of acknowledgement. 
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CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, cont.

JEN RICHARDS AS BARBARA

Barbara is located in the heart of a sprawling underground network of trans people 

in 1950s Los Angeles. A sharp-witted and clever community ambassador, Barbara 

is often responsible for educating the doctors about the more intricate details of 

trans life—whether mapping out the hidden phone trees which connect people 

recovering from surgery or organizing meet-ups where people share otherwise-

inaccessible resources about transition. Barbara’s connectivity exists in contrast 

to Agnes’ experience of singularity at the same time, in the same city. 

Prior to her Emmy-nominated webseries Her Story, Jen Richards was a dedicated 

community organizer behind the We Happy Trans campaign of the early 2010s. As 

an early leader of trans activist initiatives such as The Trans 100, Richards has been 

positioned at the epicenter of the trans cultural renaissance ushered in by what 

TIME magazine has called the “Transgender Tipping Point.” Now established as 

one of the leading actresses behind trans media visibility in Hollywood, Richards 

is now a featured character on Tales of the City on Netflix and the upcoming 

Mrs. Fletcher on HBO.
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CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, cont.

STEPHEN IRA AS JIMMY

Jimmy is a 15 year old kid who approaches the UCLA Gender Clinic feeling confident 

about his identity as a boy, even while his parents and doctors continue to tell him 

otherwise. Jimmy is playful and easy-going, often joking about himself and others 

throughout the interviews. 

As a teen, Stephen Ira was taken to the UCLA Gender Clinic for services under the 

supervision of doctors who had studied with those responsible for the case-studies 

featured in the reenactment. Ira transitioned in Los Angeles as a young person, 

and reflects upon his fractured experiences in therapy and with friends and family. 

Today, Stephen is an accomplished poet and filmmaker who creates work which 

often speaks to his experience of transness and transition.
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Framing Agnes toggles between three modes of visual address: reenactment, 

documentary, and archival footage. 

REENACTMENT

Through reenactment, actors animate never-before-seen stories from trans history 

in the style of a 1950s episode of 60 Minutes. With director Chase Joynt playing 

host, each subject is featured in an individual talk-head style interview, as well as 

a more verité behind-the-scenes in the world vignette. Zackary Drucker, as Agnes, 

is featured in Central Park; Angelica Ross as Georgia is located in an historically 

black church; Silas Howard as Denny in a backyard shop; and Max Wolf Valerio as 

Henry in a bar scene. Throughout, Joynt as Mike Wallace narrates the proposed 

newness of gender non-conformity in public to his assumed at-home, unknowing, 

1950s TV audience. 

DOCUMENTARY

Verité documentary gives us access to contemporary trans narratives through 

interviews with our six actors. These interviews both highlight and contrast with 

the stories explored in our reenactments, demonstrating how trans narratives have 

changed and endured across time.

ARCHIVAL

Utilizing a wealth of archival footage derived from decades of TV talk show 

appearances by trans and other gender non-conforming people, Framing Agnes 

will employ this archive to draw a throughline from our 1950s past, through the 

Transgender Tipping Point present, and into the future of trans narrative and cultural 

production.

Through each mode, Framing Agnes returns audiences to the central question of 

whose stories are highlighted and whose are hidden in the making of dominant 

community histories. 

Style



Themes & Questions
The recent proliferation of stories on transgender rights and figures in popular media 

has resulted in unprecedented attention on gender non-conforming communities. 

Writing on the tails of Caitlyn Jenner’s long awaited coming out on the cover of 

Vanity Fair, trans-scholar Eric Plemons asks: “What does ‘transgender’ look like today? 

And, perhaps more pointedly, of what broader contemporary realities is the crushing 

focus on Caitlyn Jenner an example?” Often, the only access point that general 

publics have to stories about transitioning people are delivered through TV – from 

Christine Jorgenson on Dick Cavett in the 1960s to Janet Mock on Ellen DeGeneres 

today. Moving image representation so often sets the terms of community visibility.

Trans narratives in television and cinema have largely revolved around what’s 

been termed the ‘deceptive transsexual’ – that trans people’s existence is an act 

of purposeful duplicity. From Academy Award-winning films like The Crying Game 

to popular comedies like The Hangover II, the idea that trans people lie has been 

integral to cinema. The stakes are high for these misrepresentations, as scholars and 

activists have consistently linked this recurring film trope to the wide-spread violence 

experienced by the trans community, particularly black and latinx trans women.

While the idea of the ‘deceptive transsexual’ has been used to justify such violence, 

it is also well known that gender non-conforming patients have been required to 

rehearse, or even fabricate, a formulaic version of self in order to receive transition-

related medical care. This legacy of strategic self-narration can be traced back to 

Harold Garfinkel’s 1967 case study of Agnes. In the 1950s, Agnes approached the 

UCLA Gender Clinic as an intersex person seeking genital reconstructive surgery to 

correct what she, and later her doctors, framed as a biological error that made her 

a woman with a penis. Years after her surgery, Agnes revealed to her psychiatrist, 

Robert J. Stoller, that she had been taking estrogen to bring her body in line with 

her sense of herself as a woman – a disclosure that led Stoller to reclassify her as 

transgender and turned Agnes into a cautionary tale of transsexual deception in 

the medical establishment.

As activism around the medical regulation of transgender identities expanded, 

Agnes became a folk hero for many gender nonconforming people who read her 

story as a historical example of someone who successfully navigated a regulatory 

medical system designed to weed out people such as herself. The story of Agnes’ 

ingenuity has continued to capture the imagination of feminist social scientists, 

queer theorists, and transgender studies scholars for over fifty years. Framing 

Agnes emerges in and from a cultural moment that is asking critical questions about 

community histories of gender nonconforming people, and challenges who gets to 

control the production of public narratives. What does it mean for a trans person 

to lie? And what is at stake in telling the truth?
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