














L3l LAVENDER GODZILLA

GAPA on Vogue
craig |}

When I was asked to do ihis article, I wanted io interview
GAPA members who seemed to have a strong sense of style. The
three who had agreed to be interviewed, however, asked to remain
anonymous, so you get to know them as Mr. C, his lover Mr. D, and

My P

“Express Yourself”

Ail three seemned to agree lhat aside from
its basic function, clothing and fashion also
serve as an experiential and viswal form of
commusication

Mr. C: It’s a form of visual commu-
nication, visual expression. Even people who
don’t care or pay any attention to what
they wear—that in itsclf communicates
something like ‘Hey, I don’t care how I
look to you or how you perceive me on
this superficial level.’ If you can read, you
can leam a lot about me just by the way
I dress.

Certainly when Mr. D and I went homne
for the first time, my mother rcad Mr, D
instantly; ‘Why docs he have to wear car-
rings? Docs he have to advertise it like
that? Isn’t it unsaafe; does that put you in
any danger! YWhy docs he have to do that?’
I just told her, ‘Mom, Chill out.’

Clothing and fushion can also be used to
make an explicit siatement, Used this way,
it becomes 3 medium for visual expression.

Mr. D: At the time, I had three
earrings and 1 had my hair dyed
platinum white, 1 wore black lipstick
and | painted my nails black. Why?
To be different. That was my specific
response to beauty. I had come into a
certain acceptance as result of the woy
{ looked—! was thin, young, and kind-
of cute—and I really rejected the sort
of attention | received because of that,
1 did the typical (or atypical) things
that people do to make themselves look
ugly. It was a way of defining for mysel{
a space or a location on a continuum
of beouty ar acceptance; a way of
intentlonally excluding myself from
society.

Mr. C: Soina way, the way you were
dressing was a very clear, wery deliberate
communication to those around you.

Mr. D: Right, that I'm not part of
you, that 'm not part of the system,
that I'm not part of what is valued in
this society.

Al olher limes, clothing and faskion cax
be reflective of bow a person inferucts with
hig or bor environment.

Mr. P~ | con tell you what | like. |
like what | see; what 1 like 1o see is whot
| like to wear. What do | like o see? You
need to know what works with you. For
instance, | know whot doesn‘t look good
on me and what does look good on ma.
| flip through mogozines ond find certcin
colors that | like, ceroin moteriols that |
like. | incorporate things in my environ-
ment; ihings | see on the streat, on the
people oround me.

Mr. C: And if what 1 sce and like
docsn't fit me—my class, my cthnicity, my
body, my age, my scx, my oricntation, my
petsonal taste—somctimes [ go to the
essence of what T sec to make it fit me.

Mr. D: So by uncovering and in-
temnalizing its essence, whatever comes
out of your brain becomes your per-
sonal expression of that concept. That
way, the fashion vernacular can be ex-
panded to include anyone.

Thrift-store Economics

Thrift siore shopping seems to be ome way
these poor fashion queens can safisfy thay
appelite jor well-designed clothes.

Mr. P: | have trouble spending money
on clothes. First, economically, | can't offord
it. Second, it's hard for me to imagine
spending $10,000 for o suit. Whot do |
do? | compromise; | do what | can with
what | hove. For one, | shop ot thrift stores.
Buying stuft in thiift stores can be redlly

hun—though with oll the flaas and lice,

- you're reclly putting your personol hy-

giene ot risk. If's challenging too; olmost
lke you're hunting. Once you find it, there's
hot sense of gralificotion. Thera's thot
fealing that, ‘Teah, you're the only one
that owns it

Mr. C: There’s also the theill of find-
ing value. Thrift store shopping allows
people who have no money to ind some-
thing nice—albeit nice things from yester-
year. Face it, the steff that you or I can
afford—ifit’s not used, it’s a K-mart biuc-
Eght special. It’s all part of having no
moncy; it's part of that reality.

Strangely, families values suck as praog-
malism and parsimony seem Lo support their
thrift slore shopping behavior.

Mr. C: For mc it was lcarned. Dch-
nitely part of family values. My sister brought
it home from college. I got into it. Now
my brother and even my parents shop at
thrift stores, We even buy our Christmas
presents there. 1 feel it’s reflective of how
people these days are starting to lock more
for valuc. My parcnts always stressed to
mc, *Why spend 350 on that sweater when
this $20 onc here will kecp you just as
warm and will last just as long." My rc-
sponse that ‘the $50 one was pretticr’ didn't
seem to matter.

Mr. P: Or like, "Why spend $200
on one poir of shoes when you could get
10 pairs of the $20 ones?’

My, C: Valuc. What happencd in my
farmilly was an inversion of tastes: the cheaper
it is, the berter value it must be, the more
attractive it becomes, the pretticr it seems.
I feel it’s a healthy responsc to harsh
cconomic conditions.

Dressing with {Your) Class

Aside from personal expressions, people
use fushion bo identify themselves with a group,
a communily. And—sometimes out of choice,
somelimes nol—fashion Ras become a wiarker
Jor social class.

Mr, P Thrift store shopping is @
reclity, It reveals that there is social an
sconomic inequality and that as a resuli
peopla have to resorl to ussd cloihing.

Mr. C: Durng the 50°s, everyonc
wanted to be of a higher class. No onc
bought used closing because it identified
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you with the lower class. These days, ] am
forced to recognize—because of my income,
my neighborhood, my living conditions,
my social status, my family lincage—that T
am not middle class, T don’t identify with
suburban values, suburban styles, or with
supporting the fashion industry. I do identify
with my environment, the urban neigh-
borhood, the strect outside my front door.
I feel more comfortable there; its where
my fathcr comes from, its where I live.
Consequently, that’s the way I dreas.

Colonialism, Drag, and
Authority Identification

Sometimes, people dress mot to identify
unth (heir own communily bul rather fo
identify with another. Traditional drug, for
instanace, is one way of idenfifing with the
oppasite gender. Dyag is more har jusl cross-
dressing however, and people have used drag
to cross class (o shom or o crash), sexual
onentation (siraight or bulfch” drag), and
cthnicily (white or "Kangas” drag). Sosne
timex people do drag for practical reasons,
but sometinies not,

Mr. & Gay men do drag—straight
women's and straight men’s drag—that
identifies them with their oppressars, not
their community. In Parss o Burming act-
ing or looking “rcal” was somctimes a
mateer af survival—to aveid gering beat
up, to pass ummoticed in an ugly situation.
But much mare often there is no practical
reason. Despite this, many gay men still
model their appearance after their
oppressors—the college frat boy, the WWII
aviator, the crewcut marine, the cowboy—all
wvery stright, very male images Look at
what leoks are popular among today’s young
urban gays—the skinhead, the punk, the
counter-culture hippic. Far gay Asian men,
I wonder if the impulse to harmonize with
onc’s  psychologicit and  social
environmen—to do straight whitc drag—is
yei grester,

Mr, P: This colonial mentality need
not be cutwordly realized. For instance,
just wanting to gat an Armani watch, stuff
that | can’t really afferd. It's almost like @
fantosy. | wouldnt mind o nice Comme
des Gargons suit. On the other hond, it's
like, ‘Let's get back to reality.’

Mr. C: Emulating your Opprcssor.
Wanting to be your oppressor. Wanting to
have the sume things.

Mr. P: Authority identifioation.

My, C: Either that or authority mb-
version. Taking what is usually an opprcs-
sive image and making it ont’s own, making
it gay. Both really—part parody, part

identification.

Exploiting the Oppressed

If it'’s drange when marginalized people
identify with their oppressor, them it's also
siranger when these same oppressors glam-
orize the people they oppress.

Mr. C: 1 think that thrift store shop-
ping is also becoming more accepted. 1
think it’s influencing fashion now.

Mr. P: Yau know what | heard? That
Yarsoce goes to Americon Rog. He uses
things he finds there. Fashion that is derived
from thrift store clothing—whers the fosh-
ion industry is saying, “We have lo lask
to the sirests, to the urbon environment,
ta the thrift stores fo get our ideas’—that's
just another form of exploitofion becouse
the paop|e on the sireets are not gelting
the money.

Mr. C: Right. It's just like “slum-
ming.” Immersing onesclf in this glorious
cthnic culture, or this glorious urban culture,
or this glorious homoscxual culturc. [t’s
pure consumption.

Mr. P: Ot ta think that just because
they ara in this typa of envirenmant, thot
they’re just as hip. Like what happened ot
The BOX; having lo establish the fact thot
this is still a queer dance club, thot its not
guing to bacame o straight club.

Mr. C: Berause it’s the most margi-
nalized groups in socicty in whuch the most
interesting things arc happening. And
because the mainstream is so unchallenged,
they must go to a marganalized group such
as lesbians and gays, black Americans, or
the urban underclass to actually get a truly
fresh idea.

Mr. P: In terms of fashion you have
ethnic <lothing. Heme's Geoigio Armani
doing ethnic clothing; he's the one mok-
ing ﬁwe money. It's upsetting, these de-
signers hove occess to almost anything.
Any cultural artifact is theirs ta exploit—the
bogs of the Peruvian Indians, the urns of
the Philippines. If's weird becouse here's
the empowered totally glamorizing the
oppressed. It's olmast like they're translat-
ing the expetiencas of the morginalized
3o that the mainstream can experience

them vicariously.

My, C: It’s the reduction of 2 culture
into clements which the vpper class can
consume. In some ways, it’s mecant to casc
the conscience of the upper class; casing
the guilt is part of what slumming is all
about. *Oh look, I can relate to these people.
I must be progressive.’

Mr. P- That and the upper closs is
too bored; they're not oppressed enough.

Myr. C: Glamorizing the oppressed yet
consciously ignoring the downside, the
injustice of the oppression,

The empowered exploit the creativity of
the oppressed. The oppressed, however, iden-
tify with the empowered and ironically, identify
with the images copped directly from their
CORSCIPUSHESS.

Mr. & Do you feel cxploited! Do you
feel that you or some colleative conscious-
ness of which you are a member is being
exploited by someone else?

Mr. P Yeoh, I'm exploited. A cer-
toin persen is using elements of my life to
maoke meney. In turn, when | see those
ripped-off items in magazines—nicely pho-
tographed on beaufitul models—‘d oy,
‘Oh my gosh, that's nice. | wish | had
that.” When in realily, it came from me
and now is being sold to me. I'm con-
stantly being sucked inta this kind of
mentulify.

My, C: One thing I do to avoid that
trap is to use my frends instead of the
fashion industry to give mec idcas.

Mr. P. Exactly, use wha! you have
awailoble. So does this mean we're also
geiting explaited by you?

Mr. C: No. You'rc not geming ex-
ploited by me because I’m not getting any
money.

Mr. P; That's trve . . . Nat money,
but dotes moybe? flough}

At this poini Iet me ask vou: How does
fashiox or physical imagery fil info GAPA's
social, cultural, and political agendas? During
fhe parade, the jeans, shirts, bardanas, and
leis made GAPA look friendly, accessible, non-
stereotypically Asian and Facific Islander,
as well as organized (aot to mention butch).
Does GAPA wast to cultivate o physical image
(I car think of af least a half dozem other
lesbiam, gay, or bisexual growps whick a-
ready have)? What are your ideac? Wnite
them down and send them in

b ¥
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Davip

SABADO How did you develop
the poersona of De-

sinde?

I created Desirée from a friend of mine
who ] used to admire a long time ago in
1969-1970. That was the first time [ ever
got the xea of performing or being in a
show of any type. They had asked me if 1
wanted to be in the show because the
original show was coming to the Uniled
States far a tour and they needed people
to Gl their spots, so I created Desirée with
help from other people.

Do you sews hwr as part of yourself or
sopamte?

I think it is. I think people who do char-
acters drag or anything it has to be a part
of vourself. An alter ego, probably.

What part of youwr personality comes
through?

The things that ‘David’ normally wouldn't
do or say, Desirée’ does for him Alot of
people wont believe it, but I am shy.
Desiree takes that and reverses everything.
1 think Desirée is more expressive in that
every aspect of David’s life, maybe politi-
cal or whatever, Desirée 15 more the
apgpressar and can express that

Who were your early Idols? Who did you
emulate?

I liked Bette Davis, I like strong charac-
ters. | like people that are not only ag-
gressive, bui compassionate at lhe same
time. Bette Davis is my favorite actress...
and Charles Pierce.

Aflor touring, In 1975, you decided to
stay hera?

Yeah, to live here. With no intention of
performing. I wanted to give it up.

What brought you back Intn R?

] think the AIDS situation did. My friends
were dying and I wanted to do something.
To put back into the community. 1 didn’t
like the thought of a group of people or
the community supporling me il 1 were
sick and I in tura not putting back into
something. I also thought it would be too
late for me to put back into something if
Igot sick I had this character and 1 wanted
1o utilize her in the best way, but at the
same time not have the pressures and rigors
that I used to have as a professional per-
former.

How has the atyle of drag changed over
the yeam?

I think that people forget what drag is,
period. People don't realize that our soc-
calied drag, or whal used to be called femnale
impersonation, is exactly what it is, female
impersonation. It's not just dressing up and
brying to be 2 wornan and having fun. That’s
a different part of it. Drag itself is strictly
an art and people forget that. People like
to use terms a8 female illusionist that's
full of crap, Drag is female impersonation.
People like to make categories to make
themselves unique. You are unique only
by how well you do it By your talent

What do you think of gonder fuck or
radicallzed sireat artlete Bke Jerome?

Jerome's fun. It's really a part of him. That
is what he really is, inside. And maybe
being a male, he can't express himself so
well, so when he dresses up in that char-
acter, that is really a part of him. That's a
different form again. For me, I'm more on
the theatrical and stage part of it. My whole
presentation is that. Some of these kids
critlicize me, oh you use oo much ma-
keup or the costumes are a bit loo wild.
That's it, that’s theatrics, that's theater.
Jerome or anyone who goes into the gender
fuck drag, that's their interpretation, but
some of it is more personal for them. Some
of them kel that this is what they are.

it seems that people whe do gender fuck
ara more white Intellactuals, and blacks
and Aslans are more Into high style.

Yeah. I think that goes with culiure and
breeding. Asians, it is imbedded through
our culture. Qur culture has tried so hard
to attain a certain level of pride in what
they beliewe in and how they da #. I tend
to ook at the Caucasian or white race as
trying to be more the radical. They always
radical because 1 don’t think they have
thal long fine of cullure. Look at the Chinese
culture. Thousands and thousands of years
it went beyond, ever belore the Egyptians,
It goes way back and I do believe it is
culture. America doesn’t have that breed-
ing, We are truly a country that’s a mix-
ture of everything. And we were the world’s
problems that got rid of us. Here we are.
But now these people have to look back
and reflect and learn from other cultures.
I don’t think that Caucasian culture does
that too much. They're willing to take, and
whatever they take, they don’t truly un-
derstand. We tend to cherish what we have
and don take things far granted that much.

What Is the function of the court sys-
tem In San Franclsco?

That whole court lrip is the fun side for
people o relive the pressure of what they're
doing. They decided to create these em-
perors and empresses, but alse to letit be
known that they were leaders of the gay
community. Because at the time that was
the gay community. We didn*t have the
organizations as we do now.

How far hack does R go?

Oh, it goes back to grandmama's time in
the fifties. The Empress Juan Jose {Sar-
ria) was the first one to have the foresight
to sec we nceded a group like this. We
necded to be heard. Jose was willing to
put his job, and life probably, on the line
for that, because at the time it was quite
different. It was worse to be openly gay,
to say you're queer or faggot. People didn’t
talk about those things. The imperials and
royals, more or less, became the leaders
of the community. The emperor and
empress are the host and hostess of San
Francisco. They represent us. I think also
along that line, they themselves have even
lost their meaning of what their title means.
The organizations need to reflect and look
at thernselves because along the way they
have lost their true meaning and purpose
of what they are doing.

H seems very white, like the debutante
hall eyatem in the South.

It used to be. You always knew when the
title holder or empress was black. There
was some kind of prejudice before. It has
changed. [ think the courts have learned
that there are other groups that are form-
ing, are changing with the times, and they
have oo choice but to change with them.

What about the gay Miss Universe pag-
eanis? They seom to be strongly Fll-
pino organlzed.

Yeah, most of them are Filipino. I think
the only reason why it's Filipinos is be-
cause Filipinos have this thing, they love
pageants. They really do. Theyre a ham
for it. Being involved with the pageants,
like the Mr. Gay Asian/Facific and the Miss
Gay Aspan /Pacific, T have also seen involved
in that, the Chinese. One year we had oac
from Thailand. It's basically the Southeast
Asians now. And I think Filipinos just have
the flair for that. They love pageaniry. It’s
part of their Moslem culture. Moslems are
very [amous for that The Filipinos are big
show-offs.




















