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AN AROMA  
OF ’90s GAY SMELLS

* 

Becca Albee, Malik Gaines & Alexandro Segade, Chitra Ganesh, 
Pearl C. Hsiung, Jennifer Moon, Seth Price, and Elisabeth Subrin

ALEXANDRO SEGADE: The term queer pretty much 
came into existence as we entered college in the 1990s.

MALIK GAINES: It’s still a contested term. 

ALEXANDRO: Very contested. 

MALIK: It was kind of exciting, and then kind of shock-
ing and disappointing, to move to UCLA from Fresno 
[California] in 1991. I was just alone in some dorm room. 

ALEXANDRO: I’m from San Diego, which is also  
conservative—all that military: navy, marines. But I got 
the sense when I met Malik that, although there were 
similar types of people in both places, the alternagoth- 
meets-Smiths-meets-whatever-else thing was more 
developed in San Diego as an identity. So I would say I 
had more of a kind of subcultural identity.

MALIK: You knew about Interview magazine and the Face 
and I was just totally isolated and didn’t know what was 
going on. Like the first excitement I ever had was when the 
Gap opened at the mall.

JENNIFER MOON: When I got into UCLA in 1991, the art 
school didn’t require portfolios, just an essay. So I wrote an 
essay about . . . Van Gogh paintings. I was totally shocked 
that I got in. But I can write an essay pretty well. And I 
remember the first day of class—I was actually in a class with 
Pearl [C. Hsiung]; we took a drawing class together with Jill 

Giegerich—I almost fainted because I thought, like, Oh my 
God, I’m a fraud, they’re gonna find out. It was one of the 
only times in my life that I really thought I was going to faint.

PEARL C. HSIUNG: In high school, the art room was 
where I felt safe and could flourish. Drawing became this 
aspect that further differentiated me from other people. 
I needed it. I needed drawing to deal with adolescence, 
being a teenager, being one of only a few Asians in my 
class. I applied to UCLA as a kind of “let’s see what hap-
pens” thing. I wasn’t prepared for the application process. 
I didn’t cast a big ambitious net, but I knew about UCLA 
because I was enrolled in Saturday High, which was con-
nected to ArtCenter—that’s where I met Jennifer. 

CHITRA GANESH: I grew up in New York City and 
went to Brown as a freshman in 1992. It might have been 
because of the people I knew and my own interests, but for 
me it was very much a safer-sex moment. Giving out Keith 
Haring buttons and condom wrappers was a part of that 
moment—the tidal wave of ACT UP [AIDS Coalition to 
Unleash Power] organizing and similar events. I was already 
aware of ACT UP and NOW [the National Organization 
for Women]. I remember going in rented school buses 
to Washington for a couple of abortion-related marches 
when I was in tenth grade—it must have been the large 
pro-choice rally in 1990. 

ELISABETH SUBRIN: My first years of college were 
under the haze of Republican administrations, and so 
when millennials get really nostalgic about trends of the 
late ’80s and early ’90s, I have to say to them, You have 
no idea what it was like to have any sort of consciousness 
during that time period—the Gulf War, Bush, AIDS, the 
NEA four; it was dark and discouraging, despite exciting 
things going on in the art world and activism. I remember 
subscribing to the Nation; the world seemed so depressing 
you’d want to kill yourself. 

Opposite: US Savings Bonds ad, 
Time, March 11, 1996. 
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BECCA ALBEE: When I was a teenager in Maine, there 
were ACT UP actions there, especially because of Bush’s 
Kennebunkport summer home. I understood that all this 
activism was happening at that time but wasn’t able to 
fully be a part of it. I studied it all so carefully. I knew 
it was important and wanted to be involved. I was in a 
high school in a small town outside of Portland and 
was isolated. I participated in protests around the Gulf 
War and Roe v. Wade. I decided to go to [the] Evergreen 
[State College] because of the educational philosophy 
and because it was a state school, but it also seemed that 
activism would be possible there. I arrived at Evergreen in 
the fall of 1991.

SETH PRICE: I remember very little about the AIDS crisis 
being discussed at Brown. I remember that more from high 
school, actually, in the late ’80s and early ’90s. I remem-
ber doing workshops freshman year of high school, when 
many people were still kind of like, “What’s AIDS?” This is, 
of course, an index of the kind of community I grew up in, 
where people could even say, “What’s AIDS?” in ’88. But 
then by the late ’90s a lot of people thought they had kind 
of digested it and were actually saying, “Okay, but that was 
part of the ’80s: ’80s histories, ’80s art, ’80s politics, and 
thank God we’re so much further along.” Right?

MALIK: I remember at UCLA, in the first month of under-
grad, it was National Coming Out Day. Gay and lesbian 
out politics was somewhat new. It was after the crest of the 
AIDS-panic era, and those politics created a kind of visi-
bility that then reverberated to the point that there were 
student campus groups of gays and lesbians who were try-
ing to be out. So it was National Coming Out Day, and 
there was a kiss-in on the lawn of Kerckhoff Hall at UCLA. 
Alex and I had both been there that day, but separately. I 
actually moved to LA to become gay. It was my number- 
one priority for going to college. What about you?

ALEXANDRO: Definitely a part of the plan for college 
was to come out and get a boyfriend. I didn’t know how 
to do either of those things, really, and it took a while. My 
“coming out” actually happened through a conflict with 
my roommates. I was going to Gay and Lesbian Alliance 
meetings and stuff like that, and they picked up on that.

MALIK: Alex had a cute, edgy, Queer Nation look.

ALEXANDRO: True. I would say one of the big differ-
ences between this ’90s moment and the one right before 
it is that things like Queer Nation started to come into the 
world. A kind of identity that was not gay in the same way 
as the Longtime Companion [a 1989 film] kind of gay that 
was being sold to us as an identity. I couldn’t identify with 
that level of whiteness and privilege, and the conflation of 
gayness with AIDS was something that I needed to resist 
in order to come out to my parents. I remember seeing the 
kind of thing that was happening in LA with Club Fuck 

and that reverberating with me but being too young to go 
to any place like that. There was a place called Sin-a-Matic 
that we could go to. So I would go to the Gay and Lesbian 
Alliance, but there was already an entrenched in-group, 
and I was a brand-new kid who looked different. I had a 
shaved head and a nose ring. And they were a little more . . .  
white cotton turtlenecks and freedom rings.

MALIK: I was going for a kind of “of color” preppy gay 
look, which I think some of the people in the GLA were 
also doing a little bit to various effect. I didn’t even know 
about the punk stuff. We were coming from these two 
different places. 

CHITRA: I was very much aligned with a late-’80s, early-’90s 
alternative aesthetic, and some of my first friends were a 
bunch of guys who lived in one residential hallway at RISD. 
Most of them were straight. Some of them were gay. They 
were great. They were super chill, and it was a completely 
different vibe. It felt more comfortable and familiar. I also 
felt alienated from the South Asian community at Brown 
because I grew up in a fairly . . . well, I didn’t realize that 
immigrant communities were radically different depend-
ing on class, geography, and region—whether urban, rural, 
coastal, Middle American, etc.—alongside many other 
factors. I had an expectation that children of immigrants 
in general were comfortable with their racial and ethnic 
identities, fluent in some version of a mother tongue, and 
anti-assimilationist. Basically, what I had observed all my 
life in New Yorkers—how they lived their identities in pub-
lic space, on the subway. In contrast, I remember some 
of my peers being embarrassed or unable to speak their 
language, or being what I perceived as white-identified. 
Looking back on it, I wouldn’t call it white-identified 
as such; it was more about espousing and propagating  
normative values.

ALEXANDRO: Oh, raves were also happening. That was 
another part of it for me. Like doing drugs for the first 
time. All these things . . . 

MALIK: But I think that hadn’t happened yet, in the 
story line.

ALEXANDRO: Right. I was underage, and I wasn’t smart 
enough, or interested enough, to figure out how to get 
into all the clubs. And I was in Westwood and didn’t have a 
car and all that. So what I did was hang out with the girls I 
met the first couple days of school, who were kind of raver 

Opposite, top: Jennifer Moon, 
Karen Hallock, and Malik Gaines 
modeling Mended Veil (Danny 
McDonald) jewelry, Los Angeles, 
1996. Opposite, bottom: Wen 
Wen Hsu, Jennifer Moon, Trisha 

Donnelly, and Alexandro Segade at 
a party, Los Angeles, 1996. Photos: 
Courtesy Jennifer Moon.
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people. And Jennifer was one of them. She was actually the 
first person I met—at orientation.

JENNIFER: UCLA was really transformational for me in 
terms of what my concept of art was, and at the time the 
faculty was very into just making work. Nancy Rubins was 
there, and Charley Ray; Chris Burden, Paul McCarthy, Lari 
Pittman, and Lutz Bacher were there. Oh, Liz Larner was 
also there sometimes. And some MFA students at that time 
were Jason Rhoades, Liz Craft, Amy Adler—they are all big 
influences. One project I started in Paul McCarthy’s class 
was called Deedra Inc., where I dressed up as these perso-
nas: Deedra Swan was the CEO of this corporation called 
Deedra Incorporated, which specialized in covert agents 
and covert operations, and she believed in world salvation 
through corporate ventures. I was talking about this idea 
to Jason, and he was like, “Oh, you should have a corpora-
tion, and you should sell stock, and da-da-da-da,” and I was 
like, “Oh my God, that’s such a genius idea,” so then I did 
that—went and got a fictitious business name and then got 
people to invest in the corporation. The idea was that they 
would invest a certain amount of money to get a T-shirt 
and a certificate of investment, and then they would get 
these newsletters every month telling the narrative between 
these characters. I was really influenced by Alex and Malik. 
Alex introduced me to comic books—Marvel comic books 
from the early ’80s, which were a big influence on how I 
came up with having these alter egos that were different 
parts of myself that I made into characters.

PEARL: Jill Giegerich’s class was my first art class at 
UCLA. There were a lot of firsts in this class. One of the 
first things she had us do was make a list of things we 
loved and things we hated, and she said something like, 
“In this class, I don’t want you drawing flowers, eye-
balls, skulls.” Which to this day is really useful! Especially 
if you’re going to teach a first-year class of teenagers—
default emo. It was so fun. I was like, “Whaaat? How’d 
she read my mind! Hmmm. What about dragons?” I was 
definitely drawing so many dragons in high school. It was 
a great challenge, like, “You’re somewhere else now, you 
have to drop all that teenager shit.”

ELISABETH: I dropped out of college multiple times. 
First, I went to [the University of Wisconsin at] Madison 
to study history and creative writing, because I thought I 
was going to be a journalist; I had never planned on being 
an artist. One semester, I dropped all my classes and took 
a photography class and a French feminist literary theory 

class, and one thing led to another and I ended up at the 
Art Institute of Chicago for a year and then dropped out 
again—I was scared of becoming an artist—and moved 
back home to Boston and waited tables and eventually 
found my way to Massachusetts College of Art, which was 
the only state-run art school in the country. It was like nine 
hundred dollars a semester, which meant there was a much 
less economically entitled group of students. I took my first 
experimental-film class and became totally hooked by the 
possibilities of avant-garde film, video art, feminist prac-
tices. Tony Oursler was teaching there; Ericka Beckman, 
Saul Levine, Mark LaPore, Luther Price, too. Despite the 
primarily male teachers, it was a really amazing, vibrant, 
DIY, postmodern—as it was called then—scene. 

SETH: I was aware of the Providence art-school scene, but 
I really kept my distance. I remember going to some parties 
at Fort Thunder and knowing people in that scene, but I 
had some chip on my shoulder about art and the art world. 
I didn’t take any visual arts classes, quite consciously, at 
Brown or RISD. Actually, it was just resentment. Freshman 
year, I had tried to get into Visual Arts 101, the mandatory 
intro, but it was so popular that there was a lottery, and I 
didn’t get in. I felt rejected; I was like, “Fuck your whole 
department, I don’t need you.”

PEARL: Jill Giegerich took us to the “Helter Skelter” show 
at the MOCA Geffen, which she had a piece in, which was 
a big deal in general but also for me because it was the 
first time I saw contemporary art. Until then, I thought art 
meant Picasso and the paintings that the Norton Simon 
Museum flashed through in their TV commercial. Before 
that show, our class went on a field trip to the Getty Villa. 
And that was the first time I smoked weed, and it was 
Jennifer’s fault. I swear, she had a three-foot bong in her 
Pathfinder, and that’s when and how I learned to smoke 
weed. And then it was, like, walking through the villa for 
the first time being like, “Am I stoned?”

ALEXANDRO: There was a lot of hanging out and watch-
ing people play video games and stuff like that. Tekken? 
That was the game, right?

MALIK: Street Fighter.

ALEXANDRO: And Street Fighter. Mortal Kombat—that 
was it. Anyway. Watching TV, going to movies. Melrose 
Place, that was another one.

MALIK: When everyone had SUVs all of a sudden, Jennifer 
got a Nissan Pathfinder. And then she had this several-foot 
bong that she would hold next to her, like next to her gear-
shift. She was pretty incredible driving down the street.

ALEXANDRO: And she had an out-of-control Dalmatian. 
I would do a lot of work for her, and I was so intimate with 
that work. She would say, “I want to make a video.” And I 

Opposite: Cover of Jennifer Moon’s 
Swan 1, no. 2 (August 1993).
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would say, Okay. What’s the story? Okay then, these are 
the scenes, this is how it will be shot. Even when she had 
her newsletter, I remember writing for it. The Swan. Wow, 
that was early on. And even sitting in on some of her cri-
tiques. I remember one time, the class met at her house, 
and I was there, and I watched her get crit’ed by Liz Larner. 

MALIK: At her house. Like Lutz Bacher and Liz Larner 
were both there as guests. It was so weird.

ALEXANDRO: It was crazy, getting a secondhand art edu-
cation from situations like that. And it was really interesting 
and really helpful, but I do remember feeling sometimes 
like, “You need to have a more consistent political position.”

JENNIFER: Cultural studies was not part of UCLA, at least 
when I was there. That kind of institutional critique, issues 
of race and class and gender, all that stuff, was not part 
of the dialogue that was present when I was at school—or 
at least, I wasn’t aware of it. I was in my own bubble. I 
think Alex and Malik had always been very political, and 
thinking about issues like race, etc.; I think they were very 
interested in what was going on. 

CHITRA: In my sophomore or junior year, I applied to be in 
an upper-level interdisciplinary seminar where the goal was 
to make the first syllabus for the first LGBT studies class at 
Brown. In fact, I don’t even know if the T was in there at the 
time. I brought up the fact that everything that was proposed 
for the syllabus was white and American—pointing out what 
would now be considered a very base-level lack of diver-
sity. I was immediately met with defensiveness and anger, 
which even took the form of a few white students crying— 
this is about twenty years before the phrase white tears was 
common parlance. This set of reactions made me realize a 
very basic question like the one I had asked had not even 
been considered. So I found my intellectual home in femi-
nist theory, postcolonial theory, and feminist critiques of the 
cinematic form. The work we were reading then was so cut-
ting-edge, even if you were to look at it in today’s context—
but at the time, I had no idea that it was so emergent in that 
way. We were reading stuff like The Sexual Subject: A Screen 
Reader in Sexuality as well as Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble, 
with some Carole Vance, Stuart Hall, and Marlon Riggs.

BECCA: Evergreen was started in the 1960s by profes-
sors, and it’s a state school, so it’s a very nontraditional 
education funded, in part, by the state [of Washington]. 
There are no grades and no majors. You either get a BA 
or a BS, and I was working toward a BA. The way that the 
courses are structured, not only are there no majors, but 
in your first year you only take a single course, a “core pro-
gram.” So my core program was called “Home: A Mutually 
Shared Responsibility.” All of the professors were from 
Native American and Indigenous Studies, and [the course] 
included history, literature, politics, poetry, environmen-
tal science, and art. The core program courses were the 

result of collaborations of the professors. The yearlong 
course was a combination of larger class meetings with 
all of the professors and students and then smaller semi-
nars of twenty students per faculty member. Mary Nelson 
was my primary professor, and our seminars were really 
open and a space for experimentation and constructive 
dialogue. I met Julie Comnick and Kimya Dawson in that 
seminar. I had studied art prior to Evergreen, and I was 
not interested in going to art school. There was a lot that I 
wanted to learn about, and Evergreen gave me an oppor-
tunity to learn without requirements.

PEARL: In high school, I took AP courses and wasn’t even 
allowed a creative class until senior year. I was like a barren 
desert; I was like a dry sponge. I remember standing in 
front of Lari Pittman’s paintings at “Helter Skelter,” feeling 
confounded and thrilled by how visceral, grotesque, and 
unapologetic they were. A lot of our teachers were in that 
show. Chris Burden had one of his giant train rocks, you 
know—it was a floating planet. And then Paul McCarthy 
had that giant forest installation with a squeaking noise, 
and when you walk around it you see a man in a business 
suit fucking a tree. So amazing. And I didn’t know what I 
was looking at, but it was really exciting; it just opened up 
all the possibilities. I thought, I could do this.

SETH: After I didn’t get into that first art class, I refused to 
take any visual-arts classes, but I was making collages and 
drawings in my room. Then I discovered video, which was 
institutionally separate from art at Brown. Leslie Thornton 
was teaching film, and Tony Cokes was teaching video, so 
I took classes with them for years. This was in the modern 
culture and media department, where I wound up staying. 
This was the department where they were kind of pioneer-
ing cultural studies in the university, and doing things like 
television studies and getting laughed at by everybody, you 
know: “I can’t believe they’re studying TV.” It’s amazing 
that was still provocative in ’94 and ’95. In any case, that’s 
why I wound up in film and video, which turned into my 
route to art, eventually.

BECCA: I moved to Olympia [Washington] in late August 
1991, right after the International Pop Underground (IPU) 
Convention. So I just missed this music festival and what I 
heard about the most was the first night, “Girl Night.” This 
was also right before [Nirvana’s] Nevermind was released. 
Prior to moving to Olympia, I was interested in music 
but had never played music with other people. I didn’t 
know how to play any instruments. I was there because 
of Evergreen but was excited to be in a town where there 
were so many shows and, it turned out, so many women 
playing in bands at those shows.

MALIK: At UCLA, there were these different kinds of 
alternative girls: raver, indie, bookish. . . . Alex settled in 
with a few really cool girls. And one of them was kind of an 
über-hipster extraordinaire who had made friends with my 



Lari Pittman, Once Left for Dead, Now Madly Kissed, 1996, oil on prepared wood, attached framed work on paper, 60 × 48 inches (152.4 × 121.9 cm). 
 © Lari Pittman, courtesy Regen Projects, Los Angeles.





33

people’s place to the other place. I didn’t have a lot of stuff, 
but it was enough that I needed help. And you were just 
always around; you would come look for me.

MALIK: Yeah, I remember when I figured out where your 
room was, I sat out in the plaza—we had this brand-new 
dorm building with a ’90s plaza, Sunset Village. And 
I waited for you for a long time, but you never showed 
up, because you didn’t want to go home to those horrible 
roommates. And you were hanging out with the cool girls. 

PEARL: If I’m being totally honest, in college I was try-
ing to find people that were interesting, you know? And 
most of them weren’t in the dorms. I met this surfer at a 
party that wasn’t on campus who sold acid at underground 
raves. So I went with him to my first underground to help 
him sell acid. Which is where I did acid for the first time. 
This is probably ’92?

ALEXANDRO: And we didn’t have cell phones or anything, 
so there was no way to find someone unless you really just  . . .  
found them.

MALIK: You had to stalk them, literally.

PEARL: Then you would get a phone number that you called 
on the night of the underground a couple of hours before it 
opened, and they would give you the location of a map point, 
where you would go buy a ticket for, like, twenty dollars and 
be given a flyer that had the actual directions. The music was 
mostly techno, though there were house rooms sometimes. 
Sometimes they were really big and had separate rooms, but 
at the beginning, the ones I remember were just giant ware-
houses—like at the Mayan, say, this building in downtown 
LA. You’d always spend twenty bucks on Ecstasy, so you’d 
have to have a little bit of money. After the riots—and a little 
bit after the earthquake, too—there were a lot of spaces that 
could be rented for a night and probably didn’t cost that 
much, so these club promoters could rent them for a quick 
illegal rave for a night. If no one knows where it’s happening 
until the night of, then you can’t crack down on it. 

ALEXANDRO: Well, for us, the Rodney King trial was 
big. We looked out our window and we could see the 
riots happening.

MALIK: The city shut down; the National Guard was in 
the streets.

ALEXANDRO: And it was even hitting Westwood. It’s funny, 
because you didn’t have to look for politics: it was around you.

JENNIFER: I do remember living at the UCLA apartments 
during the LA riots and being really aware of the Korean 
role, like: “Those Koreans are really going crazy with the 
guns—what are they doing?!” And seeing that antagonism 
as a kind of anti-blackness.

Opposite: Spray-painted graffiti 
on a wall in South Central Los 
Angeles proclaims racial solidarity 
in the wake of the 1992 riots that 
followed the acquittal of four police 
officers in the beating of Rodney 

King. Photo: Marmaduke St. John/
Alamy Stock Photo.

roommate, who was an Orange County guy who was really 
into Sub Pop and Nirvana before all of that went main-
stream. “Smells Like Teen Spirit” was later that year. I was 
like, “Ugh these indie-whatever straight people. Where are 
all these boyfriends I’m supposed to have?” I remember 
one day when it was raining, and I was by myself watching 
West Side Story, which was an emotional habit at the time, 
because I had a VHS tape of it. So, at that moment, my 
roommate walks in with this very hip young lady and Alex. 
And they’re like, “What is he doing?” But Alex was like, 
“Oh, West Side Story! I love this scene.”

ALEXANDRO: Because regardless of whatever affecta-
tions I was trying to mimic, I did know musical theater. 
That transcended whatever other cultural identities I was 
trying to manifest. But I saw Malik there, and that was 
the thing. Somehow I had managed to meet people, but 
the gay people were not so easy to meet. And then there 
was Malik. That was important—to have another person 
who’s exactly my age, who’s also a freshman, and who, 
it was just so clear from the first minute, was gay. Was it 
clear to you that I was gay?

MALIK: Yeah, I don’t really remember that. We talked 
about other things, other cultural touchstones.

ALEXANDRO: We stayed up really, really late that night 
and wandered around together with some other people.

MALIK: We’d spend a lot of time sitting in weird stadiums 
at night.

ALEXANDRO: We walked around campus and sat in the 
tennis court and stuff. Around that time, I had to move 
out because of my homophobic roommates. And the RA, 
whatever that stands for, took their side—agreed that hav-
ing a gay roommate would be stressful.

MALIK: Alex also had Dia de los Muertos–type art, so 
they thought he was satanic. The RA was like, “It is upset-
ting to have a gay satanist roommate.” But eventually he 
got moved to this room with a super-nerdy straight tuba 
player—a classical-music guy with a really active sex life 
with his nerdy girlfriend. And he was fine with the whole 
thing. He wasn’t stressed out with his sexuality.

ALEXANDRO: He seemed fine. And your roommates 
were pretty cool; I ended up spending a lot of time there. 
I remember you helping me move my stuff out of the bad 



34

a bunch of kids, one kid in particular, who were always 
going off to raves on the weekends, but I just couldn’t 
make myself join. I now wish I had joined.

MALIK: There were a lot of raves. I didn’t do raves as much. 
You went to raves sometimes with Pearl and her crew.

ALEXANDRO: You hated going out.

MALIK: I’ve never been a big stay-out-late type of person! 
Still, to this day, I’m like, “Why don’t people have sex par-
ties at 6 p.m.?”

ALEXANDRO: I mean, they do! Anyway . . . I was always 
looking for something, but I don’t think I found it.

MALIK: I remember Sin-a-Matic, I definitely went there. 
We went a few times to this tacky place in Hollywood 
called Club 1970 that would play disco, and we had club-
kid stacked shoes and stuff. But also, my look involved a 
lot of bell-bottom suits from the thrift store. I actually got 
good enough at thrift-store shopping that I had a collec-
tion of those ’70s shirts, but only in nice cotton. 

*

Continued on page 51

Opposite: Calvin Klein Obsession 
ad, Details, March 1996.

BECCA: I was with friends when we found out about the 
LAPD acquittal. Our way of reacting was that we went 
[to] downtown [Olympia] and wrote things like “fuck the 
cops” with sidewalk chalk around town, which one of my 
friends ended up getting arrested for.

MALIK: There was the ’94 earthquake in Los Angeles. The 
last big one.

ALEXANDRO: LA was extremely unstable. In ’94, the 
big earthquake. We were in our bed and our bed went all 
around the room.

MALIK: I was just telling someone this story.

ALEXANDRO: It was pretty crazy. We put our cat in a box 
and walked around the neighborhood for two days.

MALIK: All of my colognes I’d bought in high school—
Obsession and stuff—broke, and you had this nice aroma 
of ’90s gay smells. 

PEARL: It was really interesting to learn about LA by going to 
these clubs, because in the daylight you would drive by and 
be like, “Oh my God, it’s right there?!” Because you could see 
that a random map point you had been to at night was actu-
ally, like, a dry cleaner, or some random shop that maybe the 
promoter’s cousin worked at. Whoever was organizing these 
clubs was able to access these spaces, probably with cash. 

Dancing was both an escape and a way to know myself. 
I remember I would dance with my eyes closed for what 
seemed like a long time to really good music—the DJs 
were so good—and when I would open my eyes and look 
around the room, I would be so comforted by the fact that 
other people were also dancing with their eyes closed and 
smiling, grinning—it was such good feeling, right? And 
it would kind of allow me to lose myself again, dancing 
alone but with a temporary community, feeling ecstatic. 
On Wednesday nights, I’d go to a club in Hollywood called 
Citrusonic, which is where I experienced this the most. It 
was such a mix of clubbers and club looks: queer and drag, 
giant Freshjive and GAT, thrift-store ’70s polyester, disco 
queens, anime/cartoon styles, but also straight party girls 
and cologne-stinking guys. By the end of the night, every-
one was just dancing together.

My friend Karen and I started going to a house/
techno/hip-hop after-hours party—it didn’t start until  
2 a.m.—at the old Coconut Teaszer on the Sunset Strip. 
The hip-hop circles were very coed, and I think that was 
very exciting to us, because the girls who danced were 
really rad—inspiring. We went pretty often and danced 
in the circles, too, and somehow we joined a dance crew 
called Crack Style; I think those guys lived in the valley. It 
was really small—just a group of guys and us.

SETH: Raves were totally going on. I was listening to 
trance and acid, all that music, and I remember there were 



51

SETH: A lot of the aesthetic of the ’90s was explicitly 
looking to the ’70s, the way Dazed and Confused was a 
huge success.

CHITRA: I was somewhere in between goth, punk, and 
hippie. So it was, like, fishnets, shorts, Doc Martens . . . 
Antique Boutique! Unique. Clothes by the pound. Also, 
this was before bedbugs, so I would get clothes people 
were selling in Alphabet City. I got so many of my clothes 
there—literally people would throw bags of clothes 
away, jeans and stuff. Growing up in New York, walking 
around the East Village, NYU, Cooper [Union], it was all 
always there. Plus homeless people and drug addicts. It 
wasn’t rich kids throwing away bags of clothes, but there 
was enough that it was very significant. I was often made 
fun of by my friends and other communities of color for 
having holes in my clothes and ripped jeans. But they 
were having the big, baggy Jimmy Jazz, Dr. Jays. They 
were doing that and, like, Pretty Girl, you know? And I 
was doing a little bit of that, but I was also doing, like, 
Unique. And Canal Jean. 

MALIK: Also, it was the supermodel era, so we actually 
looked at fashion magazines.

ALEXANDRO: We did, we looked at fashion magazines. 
I remember getting really fixated on Anna Sui. And Todd 
Oldham. I had this one Todd Oldham shirt. Spring ’93 was 
a really big moment; I remember fall ’92 was when the 
whole beret thing came in. We were so into berets.

MALIK: It was like Christy Turlington, a beret, and a 
suit-skirt.

ALEXANDRO: Well, “Too Funky” was the [George 
Michael] music video with Thierry Mugler.

MALIK: “Freedom” is before that.

ALEXANDRO: Yeah, “Freedom” is ’90. But the super-
model moment was definitely something that we bonded 
over early on.

MALIK: And spring ’93 was when everything was grunge 
and Kate Moss.

ALEXANDRO: And Kristen McMenamy, who was my 
favorite. But everybody had a favorite, and they were models.

MALIK: She’s around now as a gray-haired model.

ALEXANDRO: She’s come back. She has long gray hair 
and she’s incredibly beautiful.

MALIK: But then fashion ended and everything collapsed. 
And here we are.

SETH: I wasn’t part of that riot grrrl scene but I was 
friends with people who were, and it’s amazing just think-
ing back on the outfits that people wore, that I wore, that 
were considered completely normal at the time. I was just 
remembering a friend of mine who was wearing détourned 
Catholic-schoolgirl outfits and stuff, with knee-high stock-
ings and little Mary Janes, and that cat’s-eye ’50s glasses 
thing. I had a big beard and a nose ring at one point, and 
lots of cords. Then I had bleached-blond hair down to my 
shoulders. I wasn’t into Nirvana, but people kept yelling 
“Kurt!” out of passing cars, and I was like, “Uggh,” so I 
dyed it brick red, and then—still Kurt. You can’t escape it. 

AN AROMA OF  
’90s GAY SMELLS

*
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So I shaved it off. And the clothes, the whole thrift aes-
thetic! That was the beginning of the end, before aspira-
tional luxury completely took over. You would stand in the 
bookstore and read every new issue of Q and the Face and 
i-D, and you knew the models and checked the styles, but 
you didn’t know anyone who was actually wearing labels, 
not in the way that developed later. At the time, labels 
would have been seen as some rich “Euro” thing.

BECCA: I went to my first riot grrrl meeting with some 
real skepticism. I was curious but didn’t want to join any-
thing. The codes that they seemed to have, I didn’t have—
wearing certain kinds of glasses and maybe three different 
hairstyles. The first meeting I went to, there were about 
five people there; it was just a conversation in an apart-
ment. I felt somewhat out of place and remained aware 
that others likely felt the same.

PEARL: I was definitely aware of being a certain kind of 
new female. I was aware of misogyny and sexism, which 
is why I was skating and painted a couple times alongside 
graffiti guys, because there were not many girls doing that 
and I think I was trying to represent. Seeing Bikini Kill in 
the Cooperage at UCLA was really exciting. I didn’t take 
a women’s studies class—I wish I had, because I think it 
would’ve given me a lot more language back then. But I 
was trying to deal with [misogyny] in life through action. 
At first, I didn’t see a lot of bands with women in them, 
like at the more rock-type venues in Hollywood and Santa 
Monica, until I started listening to KXLU and went to 
Jabberjaw shows. Then it was like 25 to 50 percent of the 
bands were female populated.

In my second or third year, I think I tried to join a 
women’s studies class but had to drop out because it 
wouldn’t fit in my schedule; I even think I saw Alex or 
Malik in that first day of class. I’m still sad I didn’t take it. 
I did take some other really interesting classes that seem 
very ’90s to me now. History of Rock; Introduction to 
Science Fiction, which impacted me heavily. I also took 
an “Ebonics” course, which I chose because I had no idea 
what that was. I remember that term being controversial, 
but we studied Black English as its own language and not 
as a dialect. For a group project, we did an Ebonics analysis 
of Tales from the Hood.

BECCA: The first time I saw Bikini Kill was at the North 
Shore Surf Club [in Olympia] in the fall of 1991. They 
didn’t have a record yet; they just had a demo tape you 
could get at Rainy Day Records. They were unlike any 
other band I had ever seen or experienced. I had been to 
shows, but it was completely different. That was also where 
I was handed a flyer for that first riot grrrl meeting. And 
shortly [after] attending that meeting, I moved off cam-
pus. Michelle Noel, who organized a lot of punk shows, 
offered me her apartment, which she was moving out of, in 
the Martin Apartments, a building in downtown Olympia 
with inexpensive apartments where a lot of musicians 

lived. It was hard to get an apartment there, and I think 
I jumped the list. Michelle was subletting from Tobi [Vail] 
and moving into a bigger apartment in the building, so I 
moved into her studio apartment. It was across the street 
from the North Shore Surf Club and kitty-corner to the 
Capitol Theater, so I went from not being able to find rides 
from campus to see shows to being across the street. Once 
I moved into the Martin, I became friends with more peo-
ple in the building, including Donna Dresch, who had just 
moved back to Olympia from Washington, DC. I ended up 
living in various apartments in the building until I moved 
away in 1998.

ELISABETH: My point of entry to riot grrrl was friends in 
bands. Chicago was a destination. My girlfriend at the time 
was Sadie Benning, and she had such an intense involve-
ment with riot grrrl. So friends like Kathleen Hanna, 
Kaia Wilson, the Butchies, Donna Dresch—all those peo-
ple were coming through Chicago and staying with us. I 
became particularly close to Tammy Rae Carland, who 
started Mr. Lady Records. We were both young professors, 
and the conversations were all about radical feminism and 
art and politics. I saved all the zines: they’re right there, 
like Tammy Rae’s I ♥ Amy Carter and Kathleen’s Bikini 
Kill zines and Johanna Fateman’s as well. That culture and 
those shows were central to the evolution of my work, par-
ticularly my film Shulie. 

BECCA: I met Corin Tucker and Tracy Sawyer at that first 
riot grrrl meeting. They were friends from growing up in 
Oregon and were in a band called Heavens to Betsy. The 
first time I really played music with another person in front 
of other people was with Corin. We had a project called 
Heartless Martin, named after the apartment building. 
We created five sad songs, and Donna recorded us in our 
practice space, which was actually a storage unit. We put 
out a cassette, played one show, and that was it. Playing 
music felt like an extension of our friendship and conver-
sations that we were having. I met Carrie Brownstein at 
a Heavens to Betsy show in Bellingham, and we became 
pen pals. When she moved to Olympia the next year, we 
started playing music together. Carrie knew CJ, who even-
tually became our [Excuse 17’s] drummer. Through the 
support of many people, we recorded a demo tape with 
Time Green in 1993. Bikini Kill really paved the way for us. 
We went on tour with Heavens to Betsy, and it was rela-
tively easy because they had gone before us. Not only did 
other bands make it possible for us to go on tour, but they 
also told us who we should play shows with and who to 
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sleepovers, was the poetry of Audre Lorde, Ani DiFranco's 
eponymous album—and their literary historical prede-
cessors, like Anaïs Nin, Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, 
and Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. 
And the sort of music that followed me from high school 
to college, like De La Soul and Fishbone, Bad Brains, The 
Clash, the Violent Femmes. Some alternative, early hip-
hop, and some of what I would consider the genealogy 
of Afropunk. A lot of that stuff, including Queen Latifah, 
Destiny’s Child, Monie Love. But De La Soul especially, 
because it’s so foundational. It’s like the canon. Don’t 
forget Siouxsie and the Banshees.

SETH: In high school, I was listening to a lot of that ’80s 
moment of “alternative music” and college radio. I had 
seen the Pixies in 1988 or ’89 or so, being from around 
Boston. But then I did that thing when you’re young, 
where you love music but you discard it, like, “Oh, it’s 
a year after that album or style came out, who listens to 
those dinosaurs anymore?!” Like, I got super into hip-
hop in ’85, ’86, ’87, ’88, and then my ninth-grade self was 
like, “Hip-hop’s over. I’m moving on.” And I started lis-
tening to all this bad industrial music. Luckily, I came 
back to rap in probably ’91, ’92, in time for Nas and Mobb 
Deep and that East Coast moment. But I was really sus-
picious of rock and guitars for so many years, I basically 
dismissed it. I remember hearing Nirvana in a car when 
it was first on the radio, and being like, “This is interest-
ing, but it’s that other stuff.” I entered college listening 
to electronic music like Aphex Twin, and free jazz like 
the Art Ensemble of Chicago, and what they were calling 
world music, and a lot of dub, but no rock. But I met a 
friend in 1993 who kind of got me interested in guitars 
through Royal Trux, Dead C, bands like that, and the idea 
of indie music as not just being “alternative” but explic-
itly independent—going against major-label distribution. 
That indie thing was utterly ’90s. And I remember when 
that DJ Shadow album came out; everyone I knew was 
listening to that. Which is funny, because it was the log-
ical extension of that “Sampladelic” Deee-Lite moment; 
all that ’80s New York club-kid music was sample-happy, 
but it became mannerist.

ALEXANDRO: I remember Jennifer going from being a 
Jane’s Addiction fan and having long straight hair to cut-
ting it into this anime thing, with two long parts, and the 
rest shorter and blue. She’s pretty much had that look 
ever since. And the Kero Kero Keroppi fanny pack, too. 
Malik mentioned we were interested in vintage clothes, 
but we were also mixing it with other stuff. I remember 
always wanting to have vinyl pants as part of the look. And 
nail polish—learning that from the New York kids when 
they came here. And getting into hair color. Pearl was the 
master of hair color, because she changed her hair color 
all the time, eventually settling on having blonde streaks 
throughout. I remember my hair, in this one picture of 
us, was like an anime hairstyle. This brown, shaggy mop 

look out for when we toured. That’s how we met Emily’s 
Sassy Lime [Emily Ryan, Amy Yao, and Wendy Yao] and 
Tummy Ache [Raquel Gutiérrez and Valentina Silva] in LA, 
[all of whose members] were teenagers at the time.

ELISABETH: During this period, I was obsessed with  
RE/Search, no. 13, “Angry Women,” with this most epic 
group of feminist contributors: Kathy Acker, VALIE 
EXPORT, Karen Finley, Diamanda Galás, bell hooks, Lydia 
Lunch, Avital Ronell, Carolee Schneemann, and Annie 
Sprinkle; it really was my bible. That and riot grrrl was my 
entire orientation as I became an artist—and the French 
feminist literary theorists, and what we called postmod-
ernism at the time; Art After Modernism was another sort 
of bible. And we were angry—we were fucking pissed off. 
An idea that influenced me a lot, which I think we all know 
now, but at the time it was new to me, is that generations 
really only find their shape and form and identity in the 
middle of the generation. So if we look at the early ’90s, 
aesthetically, culturally, formally, it actually looks like the 
late ’80s, you know? Artists like Nan Goldin and Cindy 
Sherman, Barbara Kruger, Guerrilla Girls, et al.—they were 
also super influential for all of us.

BECCA: I remember when RE/Search, no. 13, “Angry 
Women,” was published, and it introduced me to the work 
of bell hooks, Kathy Acker, and many other artists and 
writers. So much of my education took place outside of 
school and among people who were not a part of the col-
lege. Evergreen has a big presence in Olympia, but it is also 
separate. There are so many histories from that town and 
that time that have not been told, and some that have been 
told incorrectly. It was such a charged time; historicizing it 
is problematic and feels impossible, for me at least. It was 
not tidy or singular. That’s why, when I am asked about 
riot grrrl, I mention the meetings in 1991 and ’92, because 
that’s what it was for me. I was never like, “I’m a riot grrrl!” 
And my band never said, “We’re a riot grrrl band!”

CHITRA: The broader cultural moment of 1992 for me 
personally was primarily in poetry and music. There was, 
of course, riot grrrl and club culture, like Wednesday 
nights at the Limelight, which at the time didn’t card 
you if you looked, or acted like you were trying to look, 
old enough. There were more in-person experiences at 
concerts, in some spaces that still exist, like Webster 
Hall. I attended anarchist festival readings and rallies 
with friends in Tompkins Square Park. In quieter every-
day spaces, like my girlfriends’ homes, shared during 
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of hair, with light streaks throughout. I remember being 
into synthetic fibers.

JENNIFER: I had this idea of pop politics, you know, that 
the political realm functioned very similarly to popular 
culture. I never had a lot of faith in politics. It seemed like 
those systems ultimately ended up supporting the system 
that I felt like needed to be dismantled. Which is not to 
say that politics aren’t important; I’m grateful for people 
who are really invested in that. But I really went toward 
fantasy—fantasy as a way to kind of uproot everything. It 
seemed like it was a play or show, and maybe that’s why I 
was like, “Oh, I can do that too. I’ll just put on a show too.” 
Not to minimize the oppression that comes from that! 
But, at the time, I think I felt I could maybe dismiss it as 
a kind of show. It’s a privileged position to be able to do 
that, too, of course.

ELISABETH: When I think about the ’90s now, and how 
lucky we were to get out of three consecutive terms of 
Republican presidents, that’s not how I remember we 
actually felt then. Riot grrrl fundamentally was a critical 
movement. A critical feminist movement. It was celebra-
tory in an aggressive way as a form of resistance, but it 
was really about pain, you know? I don’t know if every-
body would agree with this—Becca and people who were 
more involved in the movement might feel differently—
but when I think of what Sadie and I were talking about on 
a daily basis, it was about fucked-up policy. It was about 
sexism. It was about identity politics, homophobia, the 
Brandon Teena story, Queer Nation, ACT UP, racism. It 
was about poverty and people dying of AIDS. It didn’t feel 
like a sunny time. And there were wars going on; it wasn’t 
like, “Oh, this is so fantastic!” Also, when Clinton was 
elected, we were in a huge recession. 

MALIK: The thing that was most exciting about that 
first election, when we lived in our first apartment in 
Westwood, in ’92: First, I got to vote for Jesse Jackson 
in the primary, for the first time I could vote, which was 
exciting because my mom had always worked on Jackson 
campaigns in the ’80s and Jesse Jackson was a running 
theme in my childhood. But in the general election, the 
first time I could vote for senators, [Dianne] Feinstein 
and [Barbara] Boxer won, so these two women showed 
up to be senators for California. Boxer’s actually cool and 
Feinstein’s interesting, at least. It was a fluke that Clinton 
won, because of Ross Perot, and the second time around 
Bob Dole was so . . . It was kind of like he waited in some 
Republican line long enough, and it was still the old days, 
so they honored that. He was so lackluster.

ELISABETH: There is this thing that happens every time 
a Democrat is elected, where our muscles kind of soften 
because we’re just like, “Phew. We can have a little break.” 
I’m not celebrating the Democratic Party, just pointing 
out that there was a break from Republicans that allowed 

us to focus on feminism, to focus on radicalism, to make 
art that wasn’t directly related to electoral politics or 
national issues. Also, to come out. I remember where I was 
the night of Clinton’s election. I was in Jamaica Plain, in 
Boston; I had this massive crush on this woman, which 
was kind of a first for me. I remember that night I had 
invited her over to watch the election returns, and that 
night in ’92 was the beginning of our relationship. But it 
wasn’t like, “Oh, joy. Clinton is in office.” I was more like, 
“Wow, I’m queer.” 

CHITRA: I remember learning about the Clinton presi-
dency through “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” and being involved 
in some protests around it. Also, in the fucked-up ways in 
which the crack epidemic was being imaged. Boyz n the 
Hood. New Jack City. All of that in my head. Those were 
the two main political debates around Clinton’s presi-
dency that I remember being aware of at that time. It’s 
strange to look back on it now, because I feel like people 
of color were not even considered a voting bloc then. I 
remember the majority of Asian American voters as being 
fairly conservative at that time. And now 75 percent of 
Asian American voters are Democratic or progressive, 
so things are quite different. And I remember Clarence 
Thomas, and Toni Morrison’s brilliant edited collection 
Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, 
Clarence Thomas, and the Construction of Social Reality, 
which I remember many of us carried around as a source 
of solace at this time. All of this is such a sharp contrast 
to current electoral politics in so many ways—including 
how it is a given that many of the mainstream Democratic 
white presidential candidates, including the Clintons, had 
to apologize, even if only summarily, for the racist, xeno-
phobic views and policies of that time, which they were 
instrumental in perpetuating. [ Joe] Biden, who reemerges 
from his own role in that period of the grilling of Anita 
Hill and then reinventing himself as some other character. 
[Michael] Bloomberg for his misogynist comments and 
staunch defense of “Stop and Frisk.” Even Kamala Harris’s 
rise in the ranks as a criminal prosecutor who prosecuted 
sex workers. And it has become clear that people will not 
automatically look favorably on this retooling.

SETH: The first time I voted, I was out of the coun-
try, traveling with friends. It was an absentee ballot. I 
remember voting for Clinton and being aware that my 
vote would probably not be counted. It was the year 
before I started college. I cut my hair very short before 
we started traveling, and it started to become a sort of, 
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you know, scrub brush, around the time of the election, 
and everybody was telling me I looked like Bill Clinton. 
Especially in West Africa, but also in Spain. He was such 
a media thing. When I think back, I just remember him 
playing saxophone and being this kind of character in a 
way that I don’t think people were used to, coming out of 
the Bush Senior or Reagan presidencies. I mean, Reagan 
was a character, they were all characters, but Clinton was 
a new kind of character that was explicitly directed at 
young voters, right? 

MALIK: The Clintons made everything so confusing. 
People talk about the crime bill, but their welfare reform 
was even more hard-core. And how is a generation sup-
posed to feel about going to war in the former Yugoslavia? 
There’s no way to have any kind of feeling about that.

ALEXANDRO: I was confused about how I was sup-
posed to feel about any of that, being part of a young, 
not particularly wealthy gay couple trying to figure out 
how to negotiate life in LA. I felt like we were vulnera-
ble to a lot of potential dangers. Marriage wasn’t legal; 
all these things felt like vulnerabilities. If something 
bad happened and we had to talk to cops, how was that 
going to go down? There were no real protections for our 
relationships and potentially being exposed to all sorts 
of homophobia, or violence, or whatever. That, I think, 
made me want to figure out how I could be connected to 
some kind of activism, and eventually—and this is where 
Jennifer and Malik and I all found our voices in art as 
a way to talk about all these kinds of things with more 
flexibility and ambivalence in representing it—under-
standing what our experiences are without going toward 
some kind of policy measure.

JENNIFER: I loved those times, and we were all so close. 
We’d hang out every day, making stuff, and I was really 
largely informed by that. And the professors gave the plat-
form, or something. There wasn’t actually a lot of input, 
except for giving space, encouragement, and then know-
ing who they were. I think a lot of the stuff that I was work-
ing on happened within my group of friends.

*
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PEARL: I did not vote. I remember joking, like, “Oh, I’m 
voting for Ross Perot.” I don’t know, I just didn’t really think 
it counted or mattered. And then the day of, I just totally 
forgot, I don’t even know where I was. Back then, I lost track 
of time really easily. I was not paying attention to dates and 
events and things. It’s interesting, because I can’t remember 
anybody’s work at UCLA being topical or political or any-
thing. But outside of school, I was hanging out with graffiti 
guys and going to art shows that graffiti artists and artists 
outside of UCLA—I don’t know if they went to school or 
were affiliated with any schools—but there were art shows 
that were about the riots, the anniversary of the riots, and 
about police brutality. That community was maybe more 
engaged in a way because they were always getting in trou-
ble with cops because of graffiti, but also because they were 
spending a lot more time out in the world, rather than in 
dorms and going to school. I just knew about it because I 
was adjacent to them, hanging out with them. I never got 
harassed by cops while skating, just by security guards. So 
outside of school I was hanging out with groups of people 
who were, not more deviant, but because they were living 
out in the world, they seemed to have more interaction. I 
don’t think it was political; it wasn’t organized, you know. It 
wasn’t very active, trying to make change or voting—I think 
it was still kind of a dropout scene.

ELISABETH: I always marked the Clinton era as a kind 
of laying bare of queerness. It’s hard for me to remember. 
But I don’t remember tracking policies as carefully then. I 
think I was immersed in becoming an artist. 

ALEXANDRO: Anyway, I feel like I just remember being 
happy when Clinton came into office, because we finally 
broke the Republican string.

MALIK: That was our whole childhood!

ALEXANDRO: It was pretty exciting for a second. I 
remember there was a T-shirt in West Hollywood that 
had muscle bodies with Bill Clinton’s and Al Gore’s faces. 
The thing about that whole period—because of queer 
theory, for the first time ever, you could take gay and les-
bian studies, and I was all about that. I was an English 
major, and so a lot of the literature I was reading was 
being queered for the first time.

ELISABETH: I worked for a film magazine between Mass 
Art and grad school in Chicago, and I went to a screen-
ing of Poison with the explicit purpose of meeting Todd 
Haynes, whom I already adored. I wanted to interview 
his producer, the badass Christine Vachon. Part of the 
New Queer Cinema movement was the idea that “we’re 
not interested in positive representation anymore. We 
don’t have to prove our right to exist. We’re not Parting 
Glances or Desert Hearts.” They were in-your-face, fuck-
you, postmodern approaches to history and identity. 
Todd and Christine both came out of Brown’s semiotics 
department, and you can really see that influence in their 
early work.

BECCA: Donna started Team Dresch with Kaia [Wilson] 
and Jody [Bleyle] around the same time Excuse 17 was 
starting. At one of their first shows, as they were loading 
equipment at La Luna in Portland, they were beaten up in 
the parking lot. At the grand jury, one of the jurors used 
the phrase “lesbionic” to refer to them, so after that point, 
they claimed “lesbionic” for their band. This was what 
prompted Free to Fight, a double-album compilation and 
booklet that was an interactive self-defense project.
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ELISABETH: New Queer Cinema was a term film critic B. 
Ruby Rich created at a panel at Sundance in ’92, I think, 
and on that panel were Todd Haynes, Tom Kalin, Gregg 
Araki, and Sadie Benning. I met her later that year, and 
her work and Tom Kalin's Swoon, Todd Haynes’s Poison, 
Rose Troche’s Go Fish, Gregg Araki’s The Living End, etc., 
really opened up possibilities of narrative form. It never 
occurred to me that I was going to end up making nar-
rative films too, but I lived for those films. Killer [Films] 
was so unique in that its plot-driven films were so experi-
mental, but they were really shunned by the experimental 
community because they were telling stories with scripts, 
actors, etc. They had “production value.” But Todd’s films 
are truly conceptual art. But those films were all about 
AIDS. The crisis from the ’80s was really deep in the early 
’90s, you know? 

MALIK: It’s funny because I don’t really know what Pearl 
and Jennifer remember of that period, but Alex and I were 
really consolidating our relationship for most of that time. 
And by ’96, I think it was clear that we were going to be 
together. We were best friends, having sex, hanging out 
all the time, inseparable, and that kind of shifted labels 
a few times until finally, the third year of college, we got 
an apartment together with one bed. The apartment we 
lived in in West Hollywood was so . . . fantasy. It was an 
old Hollywood two-story with a courtyard and a pool in 
the middle. Like Melrose Place, but a little more run-down. 
Melrose was more bungalow, this was kind of postwar; 
there was maybe a tile thing on the front.

ALEXANDRO: It was very LA.

MALIK: Very LA. And the manager was this aging French-
Canadian actress with a big oil painting of herself. Then 
she turned it over to this couple who were kinda tweaker-y 
West Hollywood, maybe trans, which I didn’t even realize 
at the time. And then the man above us was an on-the-
edge vet, Section 8–type guy who seemed to have some 
difficulties, physically. And he died in his apartment on the 
toilet, and his family came to deal with his house, his stuff, 
but they didn’t want to use his toilet. There were these 
guys across from us, an older gay couple, who were pro-
fessional videographers, and we hired them to video a play 
one time. And then there was an incredibly hot hustler, a 
hunky Asian guy with leather outfits and a motorcycle. He 
was really cool. And then there was a really cute guy who 
was short, and I had a big crush on him. He was deaf but I 
did know the alphabet in ASL, so I would always try to get 
up the nerve to talk to him, but I barely had any luck. Oh, 
and then Holocaust survivors with tattoos on their arms. 
Kind of a seedy downward-spiral version of Hollywood 
that could have continued, instead of the gentrification 
that’s happening now.

PEARL: The “Helter Skelter” show definitely brought 
attention to the faculty, and there was a Spin magazine 

article on the graduate school at UCLA, and some of our 
TAs were in it. In my final years at UCLA, I was really 
excited about the art of my peers, and excited about the 
art I was making. There was an interactive element to my 
work at the time—souvenirs and takeaways from painting 
installations that highlighted it as a social event, making 
the exchange explicit. I was also hand-making stickers of 
my friends as futuristic characters, kind of cartoon, kind 
of anime, and passing those out both on and off campus. 
Alex, Malik, Jennifer, and Karen had stickers; the graffiti 
and club friends outside of school had stickers; Trisha 
Donnelly, Ivan Monforte, Kim Fisher, Andy Alexander had 
stickers—it was a dream crew, a community that I thought 
of like updated Warhol superstars. I felt I was coming into 
my own, surrounded by friends who were making exciting 
work. It really created this energy. But I didn’t pay atten-
tion to art as a scene. At that time, Jennifer was getting to 
go to New York, and that made me aware of Art Club2000.

JENNIFER: I immediately went to grad school, and every-
one did that transition. So many people at UCLA at the 
time went to ArtCenter that Artforum did an article about 
it called “Surf and Turf.” Andrew Hultkrans interviewed a 
bunch of us who were at ArtCenter who went to UCLA. 
I didn’t even apply to any other school. Mike Kelley was 
there at the time, and Stephen Prina was there. For my 
letter of recommendation for grad school, Charley Ray 
wrote, “Jennifer wants to be a famous artist”—or some-
thing like that! That was definitely part of how I thought 
about art, related to the trajectory of what you’re supposed 
to do. “I’m gonna save the world”—like, the spectacle of 
being a superhero, similar to art school. Then, going to 
grad school, I was like, “No, I really wanna be a superhero.” 
I had this dream that I’d patrol the streets or something. 
And then toward the end of grad school I was like, “Maybe 
I should just be a revolutionary,” because I did start think-
ing more in terms of capitalism and systems.

MALIK: There’s always been a collaboration project 
going on. Alex made his first movie in undergrad, and 
Jennifer produced it. And Trisha Donnelly’s the star, 
and Danny McDonald is in it. A bunch of weird crazy 
stuff, but it’s really good. We have it on DVD, and we’re 
going to have a screening of it. I was writing plays, like 
full-length plays, to become a Pulitzer Prize–winning  
playwright-type person.

JENNIFER: Even though I wasn’t really tuned in to pol-
itics at that time—I think, Why did I start a corporation, 
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you know? Why did I? Because there was a part of me that 
did believe some corporate ventures would save the world. 
Like superheroes. Deedra Incorporated wasn’t terribly dif-
ferent than Art Club or Bernadette Corporation, in this 
idea of an identity that’s packageable, or distributable, or 
that someone can participate in. I think it was in the air 
back then. 

CHITRA: I was making a series of paintings at the time 
that took a contemporary figure in India called Phoolan 
Devi, popularly known as the Bandit Queen. The trajec-
tory of her life and her negotiations with power became 
an important point of departure for me to create my 
own body of work. Born into a lower-caste rural family, 
Phoolan Devi was subject to multiple forms of extreme 
violence, such as poverty and gang rape, and eventually 
became a bandit who led her own gang in rural Uttar 
Pradesh—India’s largest state—and avenged her rape. 
She executed all her rapists, gangster style, and evaded 
authorities for years before surrendering; she spent 
eleven years in jail, was eventually cleared of charges, and 
went on to become a member of parliament until [she 
was assassinated in] 2001. I was inspired by the subal-
ternity and “fuck you” to power that she embodied. The 
project connected to my literary interests: Jean Rhys’s 
imagining of the continuation of Jane Eyre via Wide 
Sargasso Sea; Hanif Kureishi’s Sammy and Rosie Get 
Laid; and the postcolonial theory we were reading. And I 
was making collages. I was super into comics such as the 
Hernandez brothers’ Love and Rockets, Diane DiMassa’s 
Hothead Paisan, and Neil Gaiman’s Sandman series. I 
was equally into myth and sci-fi and those genres’ elas-
ticity—stories within stories, entering in medias res, or 
midstory. I loved Choose Your Own Adventure, a series 
of books where the reader can skip around the book and 
experience a story that could end forty different ways. 

JENNIFER: What kind of stuff did Deedra do? Deedra 
throws a cocktail party for all the investors. And gives a 
speech about how she’s taken over small countries or 
something. For the good of the world. Electra comes out 
and does a martial-arts exhibition to show the stockhold-
ers where their money went to. . . . And then there’s also 
Deedra’s band, Deedra and the Galaxies, which Malik 
wrote the theme song for, and then she sings some covers 
of Joni Mitchell songs, Pat Benatar style.

MALIK: Also, around ’96, ’97, or whatever, somewhere 
in there, is when we started working with Jade Gordon. 

She had a friend who had gone to Cooper Union and was 
part of this whole UCLA-Cooper thing. Jeff Ono, who was 
in LA, introduced us to Jade—they had gone to the per-
forming arts high school together—and she was an actress 
who was in Alex’s movies, and then Alex helped her do a 
show, and then she was in a play that I was directing, and 
we started doing stuff like that. We started My Barbarian 
together in the early 2000s.
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BECCA: The concept of riot grrrl was that anyone could 
claim it, although that wasn’t always the case. But chapters 
could happen anywhere. You didn’t need to have another 
person around. Thus there are as many stories about riot 
grrrl to be told as there are people who were involved.

JENNIFER: I remember when I was doing my internships 
in New York at Pat Hearn as Jennifer, and at American 
Fine Arts, Co., as Deedra, Simon Leung wanted to talk 
to me about the role of race and gender in my work. 
Because Deedra had a platinum wig and wore a Desert 
Storm jacket. I did not construct that consciously, but 
he was like, “What do you think about being an Asian 
woman and doing this?” And I was like, “What are you 
talking about?” 

CHITRA: In terms of the repackaging of the ’90s, I think 
it’s interesting because there was really no discourse on 
race at all. So these people who are now fucking obsessed 
with the racial discourse over everything else . . . it’s just 
on another level now.

JENNIFER: Now I’m thinking about whiteness a lot, you 
know, and how that dominated the art world. Because every-
one was white. Even though Alex, Malik, and Pearl are not.

ALEXANDRO: We didn’t talk about multiculturalism 
that much, but we enacted it socially. The term Latinx 
didn’t exist yet. I’m from a mixed family, with this 
unusual name no one could pronounce. I had no tools to 

make my identity visible, even to myself, and I wanted to 
explore that, but it wasn’t a conversation I knew how to 
have, exactly. I had a lot of ideas about what could hap-
pen and not a lot of support. I started in the grad pro-
gram at USC film school in 1996 and was told over and 
over again that what I wanted to do, like make a movie 
with a gay Latin main character, couldn’t be done. So I 
dropped out and retreated into my own artistic fantasy 
world. Thinking about us in the ’90s, it’s funny to me—
Malik was paying much more attention to national poli-
tics, larger political issues, than any of our friends.

MALIK: I mean, yeah, I watched Barbara Bush’s funeral 
the other day. And there was all that nonsense about how 
she hugged a quote-unquote AIDS-infected baby. My 
most vivid memory of having feelings about Clinton is 
being in the parking lot of CBS Television City listen-
ing to Democracy Now! when he called in to promote 
Hillary’s Senate run. And Amy Goodman, and maybe 
someone else, grilled him hard-core on those no-fly 
zones in Iraq and every single other issue at the time. 
And he had a really good answer for everything! And I 
was like, “It is so impressive that he can make everything 
he’s ever done sound reasonable.” And he got involved in 
the aggressiveness of it but also said that they were being 
combative. So I thought he was a really slick person who 
actually had a coherent, liberal democratic dealmaking 
style and way of moving through the world.

SETH: Looking back, that moment feels a little decadent. 
It could have simply been personal, subjective, because I 
was definitely not politically involved at all. I was in a 
serious relationship with Chitra, who was more engaged, 
but for many of the people I knew at school, there was 
a similar temperature, and I do think it’s ironic that in 
a department where there was so much investment in 
political texts—this is where I would take courses like 
Feminism and Poststructuralism, where I read Donna 
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Haraway, [where I took] Marxist courses where there 
were people shaking their fists at Foucault—there was 
relatively little awareness about the news of the day. It 
was of course easier to be out of touch in that moment 
before everyone had phones and the internet, unless you 
actually went and bought a hard copy of a newspaper, 
but I think there almost would have been a disdain—or, 
I don’t want to go that far—but among many under-
grads I think it did not feel necessary to keep in touch 
with political realities as much as with political theories. 
Though I’m sure students were raising awareness and 
working politically, and I didn’t know about it. 

In retrospect, it feels like a chute funneling everybody 
toward the millennium, and the chute was greased with 
that era’s money and confidence, and the idea that there 
was an alternative culture, I was reading the Face and i-D 
and shooting 16 millimeter and cutting up collages. And to 
have the freedom to do those things was beautiful, which 
probably makes it seem decadent by comparison to now, 
when it’s a lot harder to be a young artist and things seem 
so much more fucked up.

CHITRA: I was just thinking about Benedict Anderson’s 
Imagined Communities—an enormously influential book 
when we were in college in the early-to-mid-’90s, a 
moment that was a pinnacle of cultural studies in its own 
right. I was wondering whether people reference or read 
Imagined Communities now, or if and how other equally 
compelling theoretical flash points of later moments, like 
[Fred] Moten and [Stefano] Harney’s Undercommons, may 
be remembered in twenty years. Imagined Communities 
was thinking about how certain communities are built 
outside of nations through the process of colonialism, 
with a focus on the structural conditions of postcolo-
niality, and there were a set of interlocutors or diaspora 
subjects or people who experience navigating these sys-
tems differently that really resonated with me. So what 
drew me toward cultural studies in the years leading up 
to 1996, especially in relation to postcolonial studies, was 
that it looked beyond an American racial framework and 
binary concepts of race, which was really not available in 
other disciplines. Now cultural studies feels a lot more 
American and less transnationally oriented in its perspec-
tive. I also took a few classes in African American stud-
ies, and that was an essential part of my education, but as 
a discipline it felt understood differently than it is now, 
with a much greater emphasis on history, and Black fem-
inisms were only a small subsection. So it was different. 

[Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s] This Bridge Called 
My Back was another very influential book that I read 
with my girlfriends and in class. [Toni Morrison’s] Beloved 
was really important for me; I read that in and out of 
class several times during that period. [ James Baldwin’s] 
Giovanni’s Room. And I am seeing now how powerfully 
these books have withstood the test of time; they’re per-
haps more relevant now than ever. 
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BECCA: Around ’95 or ’96, Kathleen [Hanna] organized 
a show called “3D Freak Volcano.” The show included art 
all hung salon style, zines, and performances, and also 
an old bedroom set and furniture so that people could 
spend time in the space. She asked me to participate, 
and so I left my sculptures on her apartment doorstep 
to be included. It was the first time I’d been in in a show 
outside of school. I had spent most of my time in school 
studying things other than art: feminist health care and 
therapy, queer and feminist theory, film, and labor his-
tory. Toward the end of my time at Evergreen, a group of 
us worked on an independent contract called “art amne-
sia.” We read [David Wojnarowicz’s memoir] Close to the 
Knives and were studying Fluxus and different ways of 
making art and creating things together and individually. 
Most everyone in it had played or was playing music. We 
were already making art, but there wasn’t the same kind 
of space for visual art as there was for music. My friend 
Audrey [Marrs] and I collaborated on a zine for the class. 
Chad States, Nikki Chapman, Sara Lund, Matt Mayfield, 
and Bert Bergen were also a part of the independent con-
tract. We would record some of our meetings, and some-
where I have the VHS tapes.

ALEXANDRO: I never 100 percent committed to being an 
academic, and I never became one, but my family was aca-
demic, so I understood how it operated. And when I found 
there was actually something interesting happening in 
that field, with queer theory, I went toward it. New Queer 
Cinema was happening; you had [Tom Kalin’s] Swoon and 

[Todd Haynes’s] Poison, and all those movies that were 
really influencing me. And I was digging into the prede-
cessors of those filmmakers to find a lineage I didn’t know 
existed before. All that was really exciting for me, but it 
didn’t connect to national politics. It was just an interest in 
figuring out this artistic lineage, figuring out the ways that 
queer people have formed and shaped what we know to be 
art, and finding a sense of predecessors so that I could map 
out my own artistic practice. I definitely miss video stores. 
Because those were a big part of our lives, in a funny way. 
The ones that we liked were Video Journeys and Videoactive 
in Silver Lake, and Videozone in West Hollywood.

MALIK: Videozone had a really helpful section that was 
organized by silver-screen actress. There was the Barbara 
Stanwyck section, the Jean Harlow section, the Joan 
Crawford section.

ALEXANDRO: Yes, both Videoactive and Videozone had 
archives by director, but I think Videozone was the only 
one organized by silver-screen actress. I know young kids 
are doing this too, in their own way, and they have so much 
access to things that it seems almost like it would be mind- 
boggling, but we were trying to understand what we were 
calling “legendary gay information.” We had made up this 
term that was like, “Okay, how do we determine what 
Marlene Dietrich is? Because, clearly, that’s legendary gay 
information, so now we have to find out.” And luckily, at 
Videozone they had organized it according to that kind 
of thinking. It became really clear that those were real 
archives. They had their own integrity, and you just rented 
from them. It was never really yours: you got it, you took it 
home, you brought it back.

MALIK: Except we worked at Videoactive. 

ALEXANDRO: Except then we worked at Videoactive, 
and then I just saw everything.
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MALIK: And then you realize how much of a porn busi-
ness it actually is.

ALEXANDRO: The video stores were actually porn busi-
nesses with other stuff in the front, you know? But that 
stuff in the front was really . . . Basically, we realized most 
of the money was coming from the porn section; rentals of 
other videos were making much less money, but that was 
where all their credibility was.

MALIK: Well, they had a good porn collection.

ALEXANDRO: Yeah, at the time, it was a thing too. Because 
it wasn’t like porn was everywhere. Everything took a little 
more work—I don’t want to romanticize that, necessarily.

MALIK: That kind of comprehensiveness is lost. But I try 
not to think that that was better.

ALEXANDRO: Gay and lesbian studies being taught 
for the first time—being taught by two different depart-
ments. I keep thinking that part of the reason I think 
about the provenance of things that I find is because 
everything I found during those formative years, I had 
a sense of where it came from and what its context was. 
And when something was rare, you knew it. And if some-
thing was ubiquitous, you also knew it, so you could look 
for what was rare. Here where all things seem potentially 
equal—maybe there are things, like likes and views, that 
give a sense of how much it circulates—but even that: it 
could be another upload of the exact same content that 
has a different history of viewing. So I wonder. There’s 
something about really having to actively engage in mak-
ing your own experience that I still carry. I’ve had this 
experience where I could tell what decade things were 
made, and I don’t know if everybody can or not. But that 
comes from that early life of having to figure that out and 
decode it all the time.

PEARL: I think that before the internet and the availabil-
ity of immediate content, you just had to work harder to 
research your interests, and finding or running into the 
elements that fed your practice relied more heavily on the 
combination of physically seeking them out or on luck, 
serendipity, which then felt more magical. Now you can 
just sit at your phone or computer for a day and form an 
obsession instantly. So I wonder, if I were a young person 
now, I wonder how it would compare. I mean—like could 
I do a search and find somebody doing something like me 
within five minutes? Whereas I had to incubate what I was 
doing all those years. 

BECCA: When I was a teenager in a small town, any 
information that I received was so precious. It was so 
much more difficult to learn about these things pre- 
internet. I am so grateful for the books and VHS tapes 
that somehow made it into my high school’s library, or 

the zines and cassettes that I sent away for in the mail. 
These things were lifelines.

SETH: After I graduated, I moved to New York to live 
with Chitra, who was already there and had a teaching 
job. I remember consciously wishing that there was a 
way to talk to artists or musicians to find out how they’d 
done it. I was really thinking about that—like, how do 
they make a living? It was so perplexing. We studied all 
this theory, but I wanted practical advice, like how do 
you make money in a creative field? I was working an 
office job, and on my days off I’d go to the copy shop in 
midtown and take drawings and xerox them onto ace-
tate; stacks of drawings, just spending hours in Kinko’s 
trying to put together a portfolio to hopefully somehow 
“become” a graphic designer. That was my ambition, 
because it was a moneymaking creative field. I hadn’t 
actively considered being a real artist yet. So I called up 
Doug Aitken for advice. I didn’t even know he was an 
artist: I had found this art directors’ annual, a source-
book of working illustrators and designers that was from 
probably ’95—it was out of date; it was in an office I was 
working in. Doug Aitken was, I think, still doing design 
on the side at that point, and he was the only designer in 
there that even seemed remotely interesting, so I looked 
him up in the phone book, called him on the landline, 
and he was like, “Hello?” in his apartment somewhere, 
and I was like, “Hi, I wanted to talk to you about becom-
ing a graphic designer, how you did that.” He was so nice! 
He was like, “Uh, sure, do you want to meet at Fanelli?” 
Of course, I’d never heard of Fanelli, I had basically never 
been to SoHo, even though I’d been in New York eight 
months. So I looked up Fanelli in the Yellow Pages and 
went down and met him, showed him my portfolio. 
He had some blanket encouraging things to say. Later, 
I found out he was actually an artist. Of course, at the 
time he was probably trying to be an artist and forget his 
humble origins as a designer. I brought this up with him 
ten years later at some art-world dinner and he was kind 
of embarrassed.

ELISABETH: My first actual email account was in ’93 or 
something. But what really shocked me when I moved 
from Chicago to New York via Western Mass to teach, in 
the late ’90s, was that the twenty- and thirty-something 
scene seemed really into making money. It was the height 
of the dot-com era, and radicalism was becoming corpo-
ratized, although no one would cop to that. My Chicago 
feminist friends still had a really grunge, DIY, scrappy, 

Opposite: Chitra Ganesh’s Video 
Edge membership card.







135

anti-corporate orientation, which suddenly felt far more 
early ’90s. The money that I was seeing running through 
the hands of people my age who were starting these dot-
coms was shocking for someone who spent much of the 
’90s in Chicago. I could not believe how money sud-
denly was actually cool, despite their hipster, “alterna” 
self-presentation. Thomas Frank and Matt Weiland’s col-
lection Commodify Your Dissent is a great primer on this 
late-’90s phenomenon. 

CHITRA: I hadn’t really thought about this before, but 
I am coming to realize that each generation has its own 
particular challenges that the generations above and 
below can’t help you with at all. I’m thinking about that 
right now. Because I feel like we did benefit from what 
now would be unthinkably cheap rents in ’90s New York 
City and grew up in public spaces pre-internet. At the 
time, Seth and I were dating and seriously involved, and 
we were able to live and work in very spacious apart-
ments in Hell’s Kitchen and Crown Heights—something 
which would be absolutely unthinkable for young people 
in their early twenties today. So we are having a different 
set of conditions to negotiate, and it’s obviously much 
easier than what Coco Fusco, Joan Jonas, Zarina, Martha 
Rosler—whom I was introduced to by Seth and also 
worked for briefly during grad school—or Howardena 
Pindell had, but also radically different from what’s going 
on for people who are like twenty-six—what queer young 
artists have to negotiate. I talk about this a lot with my 
partner, Svati. It comes up a lot in terms of how conver-
sation moves, discussion is generated, conflicts happen; 
the relentless commodification of all things subcultural; 
how whole ideas, movements, or artworks are newly pre-
carious and subject to getting canceled. 

ELISABETH: Now, with such massive student-loan debt, 
it’s harder to be an artist or an activist—especially in New 
York. Or to be of service; everyone is trying to just sur-
vive. I always tell my students to live outside of New 
York so they can learn how to become artists, rather than 
learning how to be cool or spending all their time just 
trying to pay their rent.

CHITRA: I think that places were really important. I don’t 
know. Do people go to places now? I know the Knitting 
Factory moved, but all the time I spent there. Tunnel. 
There were just so many spaces. We also went to Other 
Music, remember? One of those things that I always try to 
remember is that there was never any shortcut to taking 

the journey, like if you wanted to actually find something, 
you had to get on the train and go somewhere and look 
for it and physically find it. There was something that hap-
pened in that process that’s part of connecting with the 
material. I don’t know what it is, whether it’s like memo-
rizing the album covers, or . . . there’s something. Making 
your friends liner notes, right? CDs. Making people tapes 
and CDs. That I did until 2006 or ’07 actually. I think the 
anonymity . . . I didn’t always have a group of friends that 
I went to stuff with. Part of it, I think, is being an only 
child, but part of it is just being an artist and being queer. 
If you’re queer, you better fucking get to shit by yourself 
if you want to figure out what’s going on, because there’s 
not, like, a band of queer exchange groupies who are going 
to go with you.

ALEXANDRO: Is there more freedom now? It’s a good 
question. When I look around the room at my students, 
I’m always trying to figure out who identifies with what. 

MALIK: But they’ve also had to protect themselves from 
information a little bit. Not only is information a hostile 
interstate actor, at this point—but also, constant sexual 
harassment . . . since they were in elementary school. And 
YouTube as a thing, or the kind of feeling you get—and I’m 
not trying to drag my students, they’re fantastic, a lot of 
them—the feeling you get sometimes, that it was boring to 
get that information delivered as a lecture or a presenta-
tion, because if I wanted to know that, I could Google it.

PEARL: Do young people feel less lonely now? Is it as 
lonely? Because if you were young in the ’90s, you had to 
work really hard to find any community of shared inter-
ests, like you had to send a dollar to an address and wait 
for a zine to come. That was exciting; you’d get that zine 
and you’re reading it cover to cover and it takes a week 
or whatever, and all that stuff is slow, unless you actually 
get to travel a lot or you were in a band traveling all over 
the place. Is it less lonely than somebody who’s trying to 
come up with something, posts it, and then it’s liked and 
commented on? But that’s a very temporary feeling of sat-
isfaction, you know?

CHITRA: It’s so funny, because in our contemporary 
moment, the point of all cultural production seems to be 
garnering as much singularity, visibility, and star appeal 
as possible. But growing up in the ’90s, I was really 
excited by anonymity. I was really thrilled by the free-
dom of going to a dark, literally underground space like 
the Clit Club at the Cooler, or Don Hill’s, and making out 
with somebody whose name I was not going to know and 
might never find out. Perhaps months later I might run 
into them at a housewarming brunch or poetry reading, 
but there was a delicious freedom in knowing that all of 
it was of that moment, subject to vanish into the ether 
and remain an ephemeral aftertaste in my mouth. I was 
excited by anonymity.

Opposite: Still from Elisabeth 
Subrin’s Swallow, 1995, video, 
black-and-white, sound, 28 minutes 
7 seconds.
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ALEXANDRO: That’s the thing. I was talking to my hair-
dresser the other day, and I was like, “What are the hot 
hairstyles?” And he said, “There are none. Everything is up 
for grabs, and you can have whatever hairstyle you want.” 
Do young people have style tribes? They do, for sure, but I 
don’t know what they are.

SETH: In the ’90s, people would talk about identity poli-
tics as a way of gesturing toward postcolonial studies and 
feminist studies and queer studies, but without necessar-
ily also talking about how all politics is identity politics. 
You’re already talking identity as soon as you talk about 
any political phenomenon or position. Today that seems 
clear, but maybe we couldn’t go there yet. That was the 
moment when news magazines were first freaking out 
about “PC,” and the politics of cultural appropriation was 
in the air. The funny thing is that all those discussions 
weren’t even happening for the first time; they were based 
on discussions that had already happened in the ’70s—
identity politics was coined in the ’70s by Barbara Smith 
and the Combahee River Collective. Maybe we just keep 
cycling through waves of forgetting and rediscovering.

Because this current moment is coming out of ruc-
tions and earthquakes that have been going through the 
American fabric, which led to Trump and the current 
political situation. I know people who are like, “Thank 
God for Trump, because at least it’s all out in the open, 
everyone has to see what kind of fucked-up country we’ve 
been all along; we can’t go back now.” The historian of the 
future will have to try to understand the thing that deliv-
ered Trump at the same time as it brought all this furious 
but hopefully positive change on the other side of culture. 
What’s the underground river there?

ALEXANDRO: Having hair a certain color meant some-
thing in the ’90s. But now it doesn’t. You can literally be a 
Republican, anti-choice person and have pink hair.

Opposite: Four stills from 
Alexandro Segade’s The Power 
and the Pity, 1995, video, color, 
sound, 27 minutes 53 seconds. 




