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3-1 Queer “Retrosexuality” :
The Historical Possibilities of Queer Retrospection

My book Queer Retrosexualities: The Politics of Retrospective Return (Lehigh
University Press, 2012) undertakes to examine the retrospective logic that informs
contemporary queer thinking; specifically, I analyze the narrative return to the 1950s
in post-90s US queer culture. I call this retrospective return “queer retro-
sexualities”—a mode of thinking that performs a radical revisioning of queer history,
knowledge production, political memory, and activism.
In returning to the past, queer retrosexualities complicate the assumption of future
projection that marks traditional utopian thinking. This project, however, is not in-
tended as a revisionist account of the 1950s or pre-Stonewall citizenship from a queer
perspective. Rather than re-thinking history, Queer Retrosexualities is more invested in
re-thinking historiography. The retrospective return to the 50s allows queer thinking
to move away from the commodification of queer culture in the present that mas-
querades as progress; instead, the return to the 50s offers queer thinking a possibility
of working through the reparative possibilities of exile. Thus even while it seems per-
versely counter-productive to return to a historical moment that is marked by the
persecution of sexual and racial minorities, I show how it is the shared relationality
produced by the exile of shame that subtends the reparative value of queer retro-
sexualities. If commodification and queer visibility characterize the present moment,
then a return to the 50s functions like a traumatic flashback that ultimately disrupts
the complacency (and illusion) of progress.

The return to the fifties in these texts is obviously not “nostalgic” in its

common sense meaning, given the conformity that informs US history during this
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decade. I don't mean to suggest that gays and lesbians wish they were living in the
conservatism of the 50s; neither am I suggesting that these texts uncover hidden rad-
ical possibilities in the 50s that have been ignored or suppressed. Instead, queer retro-
sexualities reveal a contradictory logic through which queer subjects navigate domi-
nant structures without necessarily relinquishing the stigma that attaches itself to their
persecution. The return to the 50s takes us back to the very crux of the term “queer”—
the embracing of a derogatory term to redefine it.

In terms of textual representation, queer retrosexualities refer to myriad
formal narratives—meta-textual allusions to literary characters, references to actual
political figures from the 50s, and narrative flashbacks to the decade. Ironically, even
while these texts make the 50s a primal scene on account of the decade’s prohibitive
powers, by retrospectively embracing the productive nature of these prohibitions,
these works contribute to the project of re-thinking the events of Stonewall as the
singular epistemic moment of gay liberation. While I look primarily at post-Stonewall
queer fiction that makes the 50s its primal scene—Sarah Schulman’s Shimmer, Mark
Merlis’ American Studies, Michael Cunningham’s The Hours, for example—I also
examine a wide variety of mediums such as the memoir, film, and art, (Samuel
Delany’s The Motion of Light in Water, Todd Haynes’ Far from Heaven) to illustrate the
reparative potential of queer retrosexualities. For example, in my chapter on Mark
Merlis’ American Studies, I analyze how the novel does not merely stop at de-scribing
the field from which it takes its title but actually rewrites the “founding” moments of
the field—a rewriting that marks the reparative potential of Merlis’ text. By retunring
to the 50s, Merlis not only exposes the heteronomative exclusions that informed the
beginning of American Studies, he also suggests how a radically differ-ent
understanding of retrospective temporality could facilitate the creation of queer spaces
within the contemporary practice of the field.

In grappling with the historiographical implications of this return to the 50s,
Queer Retrosexualities contributes to and furthers some of the dynamic work being
done on the politics of queer time. The texts that I examine interpret queer retrosexu-
alities as a structure of feeling or a mode of thinking that dwells in twilight memories,
nostalgic returns, and forgotten archives. These texts reveal that it is obviously not
the material and historical realities of McCarthyism or Cold War years that offer any

utopian promise for queer thinking; instead, it is the retrospective return to this politi-
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cal milieu that enables queer thinking to perform an imagined community in the past
through the intimacy of shared exile. By returning to the conservative 50s, queer ret-
rosexualities re-create a moment for the present when the threat of queerness could
not pass as normal under the pretense of gay assimilation. The retrospective return to
the 50s allows queer thinking to move away from the commodification of queer cul-
ture in the present that masquerades as progress. Thus Queer Retrosexualities theo-rizes
how traumatic history becomes a valuable resource for the political project of
assembling collective memory as the base materials for imagining a different—and

more queer—future. (Nishant Shahani)

3 —2 Access/ Excess

Current creative work consists of “tapestries” constructed from cheap and
humble materials found at hair care, hardware and sewing stores. I obsessively sew,
pin and glue these items (anything from fake nails to hair pins to steel washers) onto
painted canvas to create elegant, chintzy and lavish surfaces. The composition of
these bought notions are inspired by the systematic, tightly controlled patterning of
couture dresses and aerial images of recent uncontrolled oil spills. These exaggerated
manifestations of human excess fuel the formal decisions of my work. Tapestries are
then backed onto curved wooden panels that extend out from the wall and sprawl
across the floor reminiscent of scaffolding or wooden platforms.

By using underprivileged materials to create elaborate hand sewn construc-
tions, this work comments on issues of high and low class societal patterns, produc-
tion and consumption. Specifically, by referencing the tense and at times incongruous
relationships that exist between classes, my work often takes an ironically romantic
look at societal excess as seen through consumer product and environmental disas-
ters. Drawing from a range of disparate resources, this work also focuses on how so-
cial divisions operate both in tandem and at odds with one other.

Issues of labor are an underlying and important component in my work.
Appropriating tools associated with menial labor, repetitive drawing, pinning or sew-
ing points to labor as a critical yet arbitrarily valued element within capitalist modes
of production. Labor is the force that cleans up large spills to give order to the un-
manageable. And labor is what drives and forms high end couture garments only

accessible to very few.
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Excess within society manifests in different ways and offers inspiration for
creative work. Current work offers an opportunity to engage in contemporary con-
sumer culture by researching specific grooves within society--systems of control meet
unrestrained excess. Polluted waterways and beaded crystal garments find their way
into and clash together in recent work. Uncontained oil spills show this excess of soci-
ety and labor force (in this case the cleanup crews) work as a way to contain some-
thing that is often unmanageable. This work borrows from these moments when so-
ciety shows its fullness- it’s unbridled opulence and its exaggerated overabundance
then refashions these developments into concrete visual forms that morph between

cultured sophistication, industrial work and gaudily dressed up camp. (Io Palmer)
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