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     The "Looking Trans" visual art exhibit showcases the emerging world of "trans," a term

     which includes those who dare to break with gender norms, whether for an evening, such

     as drag queens, or permanently, such as post-op transsexuals. 

     Now on display at the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Historical Society and the

     James C. Hormel Center of the San Francisco Public Library, "Looking Trans" is part of the

     third annual "Trans Art" series, which also includes "Performing Gender," an evening of

     performance art, music and spoken word and "Complications," a roundtable discussion for

     scholars and activists. 

     "Trans Art" founder, curator and participating artist Jordy Jones explained the meaning of

     trans for the art exhibit. "I hesitate to even say the word 'transgender' in relation to the work

     in the show. I am much more comfortable with the word 'trans' because I think it's

     something very universal," Jones said. "I would be surprised if there was any human being

     who hasn't thought about what it would be like to be the opposite sex." Jones defines

     "trans" broadly in the show to include a range of gender outlaw images, from photos of

     women who sport moustaches, to men who wear nun's habits to nudes of people who have

     altered their gender partially or completely through surgery and/or hormones. 

     Most people are familiar with the terms "transvestite" and "transsexual" or "transgender,"

     but the use of "trans" to capture a wide range of behavior that challenges gender norms is

     relatively new, somewhat akin to "queer" to capture the full scope of non-heterosexual

     orientations. Some trans images are familiar, such as drag queens, who have a long and

     prominent role in gay male culture, and male-to-female transsexuals first made famous by

     Christine Jorgensen. Much less common have been images of women dressing in drag and

     female-to-male transgender representations. This has changed in the past decade, when

     drag kings and transgender activists burst on the scene. "Looking Trans" showcases the

     full range of trans but with a special emphasis on these newer communities. 

     The London-based photographer Del La Grace Volcano ("Sublime Mutations"; "The Drag

     King Book") has a series of head shots of female-to-male transsexuals in the show as well

     as a portrait of playwright and trans activist Kate Bornstein. Formerly known as "Della

     Grace, queer, lesbian photographer," Volcano now defines himself as a "Gender Terrorist,"

     which he describes on his Web site as "anyone who consistently and intentionally

     subverts, destabilizes and challenges the binary gender system." 

     Chloe Atkins, San Francisco's own cross between Cindy Sherman and Pierre et Gilles,

     exhibits a series of black and white photos of herself dressed as '40s-era male movie

     stars. "In the movies, I always identify with the male actors," said Atkins about what

     inspired her series. "They get the action. They ride the horse, get shot or whatever and

     then the beautiful woman comes along and heals them or seduces them or falls in love

     with them. And that's awesome." Atkins, who will be the subject of a short film on KQED

     (June 8 and June 22), "Ooo La La Chloe Atkins," also has a seven-foot photo of Sister

     Reyna Terror of The Sisters Of Perpetual Indulgence in the exhibit. 

     Female-to-male "transman" Loren Cameron ("Body Alchemy: Transsexual Portraits") has a

     series of photos in the show that include a self-portrait study of himself, a full-length nude

     of himself with his girlfriend and two color portraits of male-to-female transsexuals.

     Cameron's online gallery includes his fine photography as well as a series of educational

     slides documenting the surgical options for female-to-male transsexuals. 

     "Trans people tend to be interested in the body for fairly obvious reasons," Jones said,

     speculating on why most of the exhibiting artists use photography as a medium. "When

     one's own incorporation doesn't conform to what's considered the standard or the norm,

     that tends to elicit a focus on the body and the camera is a medium par excellence to

     record that ..." 

     Other artists include painter Cooper Lee Bombardier; Art Institute of Chicago student

     Tobaron Waxman, who has a video installation; and curator Jones, who exhibits digital

     photography and what he described as "gestural objects." One of these objects is

     constructed from the packaging for his prescription hormones and the other from "the

     ephemera of my medical history from the last seven years. So I have a sphere made up of

     intravenous needles and it rolls and it looks like a cell or an atom but it's obvious what it's

     made of." 

     While trans art is a global phenomenon, many of the artists consider San Francisco to be

     ground zero for the movement, as it is for the trans community in general. "What is unique

     about San Francisco is that trans art has a more informed audience and anarchic spirit

     that fosters the beginnings of what could legitimately be called 'community,'" Volcano said

     in an online interview from London: "The fact that there are more trannys per capita than

     anywhere else in the world in San Francisco also has something to do with it..." 

     Through May 30: "Looking Trans": GLBT Historical Society, 973 Market St., 4th floor, SF; (415) 777-5455;

     Tuesday-Saturday 1-5 p.m.; free; Hormel Center, SF Public Library, 100 Larkin St., 3rd floor. 

     May 16: "Performing Gender": Koret Auditorium, SF Public Library, 100 Larkin St., SF; 6-8 p.m.; free. 

     May 20: "Complications," a panel to examine the history and culture of the transgender communities, GLBT Historical Society, 973 Market 

     More gay and lesbian events. 
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