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Join us on e-Bux Video & Film for an online screening of Stephanie Comilang's
Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (2345), on view from Monday, November 2< through
Sunday, November 2>, 2323.
Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me Paradise) is a science Qction
documentary set against the backdrop of Hong Kong, where Filipina migrant
workers occupy Central on Sundays. The Qlm is narrated from the perspective of
Paraiso, a ghost played by a drone who speaks of the isolation of being uprooted
and thrown into a new place. Paraiso’s awaits her reprieve every Sunday, when
she is Qnally able to interact with the women and feel her purpose—which is to
transmit their vlogs, photos, and messages back home. The rest of the week,
Paraiso is forced back into isolation and is left in an existential rut.
On Sundays, Central becomes a pivotal place for Paraiso and the three
protagonists as thousands congregate to create a space of female care-giving,
away from their employers' homes where they live and work full-time. From early
morning to night, the women occupy these spaces—normally used for Qnance
and banking—and transform them into spaces where they relax over food,
drinks, manicures, prayer, and dance. Only when the women gather en masse is
the signal strong enough for them to summon Paraiso for upload.

Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso uses Hong Kong’s dystopian maze as structures that
the Filipina migrants re-imagine, to explore the beauty of care-giving but also
how technology is used as a pivotal way for the women to connect —to each
other as well as to loved ones. Raising questions around modern isolation,
economic migration, and the role of public space in both urban and digital forms,
the Qlm transcends its various component parts to o\er a startling commentary
on the presen, from the point of view of the future.
Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso is the Qfth installment of Here is where we are, a
program of Qlms, texts, and interviews convened by Laure Prouvost, and
comprising the fourth cycle of Artist Cinemas, a long-term, online series of Qlm
programs curated by artists for e-Bux Video & Film. It is presented here
alongside an interview with the Qlmmaker by Menna Agha.
Here is where we are will run from October 2^ through December 4^, 2323,
screening a new Qlm each week accompanied by a text or an interview with the
Qlmmaker(s) by Prouvost and invited guests.
Menna Agha
“A?able Ghosts and Disembodied Territorialities in Stephanie Comilang’s
Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso”
Beyond poverty porn and a subscription to universal reality, Stephanie Comilang
generously lends us her eye to see spaces, struggles, and brief moments of
breathing of three domestic workers in Hong Kong through her Qlm Lumapit Sa
Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me, Paradise). Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso is a science
Qction documentary; science Qction—in my humble opinion—is the proper
vehicle to visualize the ephemeral spaces of the “other,” for whom the single
reality in a traditional documentary is violence.
The Filipina Canadian artist and Qlmmaker gives voice to the ghost of isolation,
exhaustion, and becoming—a ghost domestic to the world of those whose
humanity is discounted; a ghost who is more of a friend than the reality of a
violent city. The Qlm has a\ected me a great deal, as a person from a culture
assigned close to the bottom of the social pyramid. The struggle, and the
ephemeral triumphs of these young women in carving out a space for
themselves in the city on their weekends, relates to many of us around the world
who recognize the city as an alienating space complicit in our
disenfranchisement.
I had the pleasure of asking Stephanie Comilang some questions—haunting to
me—about her remarkable work:
Menna Agha (MA):
One cannot start engaging with your Qlm before Qrst making a judgment about
the Qgure of the ghost/spirit, who refuses to perform what traditionally would be
an antagonizing role throughout the Qlm, and in fact is much kinder and familiar
than the violent city. Why did you opt to challenge the common performance of
the ghost in your work?
Stephanie Comilang (SC):
I don’t necessarily see ghosts as bad things. Spirits and ghosts are a normal part
of life growing up in a Filipino household, and my parents would always talk
about ghosts. My father would tell me stories about spirits called Dwende—
mischievous spirits that live in trees or stones in the Philippines—who would
tease his sisters when they were children.

The ghost or spirit in my Qlm is called Paradise. She acts as an intermediary
between the women and their place of origin. Oftentimes when ghosts are
portrayed in Qlms they are trying to Qnd their way to the other side, and humans
act mediators to facilitate this passing. But in my Qlm it’s the opposite. Paradise is
the mediator who sends the women’s messages back home to their loved ones.
MA:
The ghost, in this case, is an all-knowing drone-spirit. This hybrid of machine and
sentience reminded me of Donna Haraway’s essay “A Cyborg Manifesto” (4>i6),
where such a hybrid enables “transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and
dangerous possibilities.” I wonder here about the reason and the moment you
decided to use the drone?
SC:
Since Paradise’s character is a ghost/spirit, I was considering what camera to
use that could embody that. I wanted to create a character with its own unique
movements and gestures. With the drone, I could think of certain movements
and attributes that were unique to the character, that made it more relatable and
in a way I could translate directly. I also liked the way that I could control the
technology without having to hire a cinematographer. That was my thinking.
MA:
I read in transmediale that the ghost is voiced by your mother, who left the
Philippines for Canada in the 4>j3s. This piece of information has added more
aknity to the relationship I formed with the ghost. Could you speak to us a little
about this relationship between the ghost and your mother’s voice for you? Why
did you make that choice? And was it strange telling your mother that she is
voicing an all-knowing drone-spirit?
SC:
It wasn’t a conscious decision to create a mother Qgure with the drone’s
character. Actually, I was having a hard time trying to Qgure out whose voice to
use for Paradise. I live in Berlin and my mom in Toronto. We would often Skype as
she was helping with some translations in the Qlm, and hearing her voice over
the digital crackle of Skype fused everything together for me.
MA:
For me, the city of Hong Kong was the villain of this Qlm; perhaps it’s me
projecting my feelings about big apathetic cities—their Qnance towers, and their
ability to perpetuate a caste system that discounts certain humanity into a state
of serfdom. But instead of just projecting my strong feelings, I should ask you:
What is the city’s role in Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso?
SC:
The spatial geography of Hong Kong is unlike any other place I’ve been to. Hong
Kong Island is famously known for its lack of space due to much of it being built
on hilly mountainous terrain, therefore making enough space only for vertical
living. The neck cranes, and the eyes are constantly moving upwards. This
speaks directly to the notion of being upwardly mobile. The higher you are in
Hong Kong, the more maneuverability you have. The areas of Central and MidLevels are the most sought-after real estate and where most of the wealthy live.
But this is also where <33,333 Indonesian and Filipina domestic workers take up
space on Sundays. The city undergoes a makeover and it’s beautiful.
MA:
The digital space is pronounced in Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso. We learn about its

importance early on in the Qlm, with the scene of the smartphone in the dustpan,
transforming the dustpan into a selQe-stick. The Qlm o\ers a complex
relationship between the digital space, home, and the ephemeral spaces carved
out in the city by the migrant workers during the weekend. How did you choose
this speciQc curation, especially that both the digital and the ephemeral are often
unseen in material landscapes?
SC:
If you walk through Central Hong Kong on Sundays, you will see all the women
holding their phones in front of their faces video chatting with their families back
home. It’s a lifeline that we can all relate to, and that has become even more
pronounced during quarantine. The situation for the women is intensiQed tenfold
because they are only allowed to go home once every two years. Imagine? Your
children are toddlers and then they’re teens; meanwhile you’re taking care of
someone else’s baby as a surrogate everyday. The connection the phone
provides becomes extremely important. That’s why the digital plays such an
important role in the Qlm—the technology almost becomes sacred, from the
drone-spirit to the phones.
MA:
Using cardboard against the—physical and metaphorical—hardscapes of the
city, the women in your Qlm create ephemeral spatial organizations that are
rooted in their home villages, as you visually relay to us in your Qlm: they are
utilizing modes of territorialities disembodied from their territories. What
attracted you to these spaces, and what can you tell people like myself in
visual/spatial Qelds about visualizing the ephemeral and the unseen?
SC:
I’ve talked to a few people who happened to land in Hong Kong for the Qrst time
on a Sunday, and they told me how they walked out of their Airbnb or hotel to
look for lunch after a long travel and suddenly found themselves unknowingly in
a sea of Filipina and Indonesian migrant workers. I remember friends telling me
they thought a festival was happening, or that they had never realized there were
so many homeless people in Hong Kong.
On those days, the women set up temporary dwellings with cardboard and string
right in the middle of Central, which is the Qnance district of Hong Kong. By law,
Filipina and Indonesian domestic workers must live with their employers, where
it is impossible to separate work and free time. What person would ever want to
spend their day o\ at work? To Qnd their “own” space, the women must leave
their place of residence/work and re-create their own in public space. These are
spaces set up out of necessity, which gives way to communal activities and
sharing. They are lifelines that I feel we would all seek in the same
circumstances.
MA:
Thank you for lending us your eye for 26 minutes and ^^ seconds, and for
indulging my questions.
For more information, contact program@e-Bux.com.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH STEPHANIE
COMILANG: 2019 SOBEY ART AWARD
WINNER
Shannon Moore
January 29, 2020
Magazine
Dividing her practice between Toronto and Berlin, Filipina-Canadian artist Stephanie Comilang probes
issues of dissolution, migration, mobility and labour in her experimental, documentary-based works. A
graduate of the Ontario College of Art and Design, Comilang has exhibited globally, including at the
International Film Festival Rotterdam, the Asia Art Archive in America (New York), SALTS Basel, UCLA, and
the GHOST:2561 Bangkok Video and Performance Art Triennale.
Most recently, the 39-year-old was named winner of the 2019 Sobey Art Award, representing Ontario. In its
announcement, the jury cited that it was “impressed by her ambitious practice which engages in a complex
manner with what has been lost through colonization.”
In this interview with NGC Magazine, Comilang shares her journey into the art world, including the
narratives she seeks to explore in her compelling science-ﬁction works.

Stephanie Comilang, Yesterday, In The Years 1886 and 2017, 2017. 2-channel video installation (9:49 min); dimensions
variable. Installation view at Art Gallery of Alberta, Edmonton, 2019. © Stephanie Comilang, courtesy the artist. Photo: Leroy
Schultz

NGC Magazine: How and when did you ﬁrst become interested in art?
Stephanie Comilang: When I was young, I was into the same things that every kid my age was – TV, pop
culture and music.
Around the age of 16 or 17, I found a VHS copy of Kidlat Tahimik’s Perfumed Nightmare (1977) in my parents’
basement. Tahimik is the godfather of independent cinema in the Philippines, and he happened to go to
school with my father. They are both from the same city – Baguio, which is an old American military base. In
the ﬁlm, Tahimik explores growing up in this small town and being obsessed with NASA and outer space. At
that point in my life, I had never seen this kind of ﬁlm, or a person like Tahimik who was producing art like
this. It was something I could relate to and look up to, and it set a precedent for the possibility of what I could
make.

NGCM: How did you channel this inspiration into the production of your own ﬁlms?

SC: I ended up going to art school, and after graduating, started touring with a musician and making music
videos. From there, I made my ﬁrst documentary, Children of the King, which was about children of Elvis
impersonators and their experiences growing up (my father is an Elvis impersonator). I focused on
countries in Asia where his pop stardom translated most – Thailand, Japan and the Philippines, which
apparently have the most Elvis impersonators per capita. The resulting ﬁlm was about American
imperialism and familial relationships.

NGCM: You’ve expressed that your work is grounded in the concept of home. What is “home” for you,
and how does the concept manifest itself in your work?

SC: My parents immigrated to Canada from the Philippines in the 1970s following political unrest caused by
Ferdinand Marcos’ dictatorship. I grew up in an environment where the home meant one thing and the
outside world meant another. These ideas kept shifting in my head, and the concept of “home” ended up
being something that I was always thinking about as a kid, as a teenager, and now, as an artist.
For me, art has to be really personal, and home is the only place I can start from as an artist. The things I
naturally gravitate towards are ideas around diaspora and migration, and how immigrants and migrants
create spaces for themselves.

Stephanie Comilang, Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me, Paradise), 2016. 3-channel HD video with colour and sound (25:44
min), cardboard, dimensions variable. Installation view of the Sobey Art Award Exhibition, Art Gallery of Alberta, Edmonton,
2019. © Stephanie Comilang, courtesy the artist. Photo : Leroy Schultz

NGCM: Two of your pieces were shown in a group exhibition for the 2019 Sobey Art Award at the Art
Gallery of Alberta last year. Can you tell me about these works?

SC: The two works are part of a trilogy and both contain the character of Paraiso, or “Paradise” – a ghost or
spirit played by a drone. Paraiso narrates both pieces and watches over the other characters in the ﬁlms.
The ﬁrst, Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me Paradise), is a science-ﬁction documentary centered
around three migrant workers in Hong Kong. The second, Yesterday in the Years 1886 & 2017, is about two
Filipino migrants who both lived in Berlin, one in 1886 and one in 2017.

NGCM: Why were you inclined to use a drone, and to have your mother voice Paraiso?
SC: Drones have traditionally been used for military surveillance and war. I wanted to subvert this and give
the drone human, female-like qualities through its movement and voice. The result is the viewer always
looking at the world through the perspective of the drone. I also wanted to be able to control the
camerawork myself without needing to hire an intermediate camera person. In the beginning, I wasn’t quite

sure who would be voicing the drone. I live in Berlin part of the time, and my mother lives in Toronto. As she
was helping me translate over Skype, it just clicked for me – it made sense that she would become the
voice of Paraiso.

NGCM: What’s next for you?
SC: I’m currently working on a large-scale, collaborative exhibition at the MacKenzie Art Gallery in
Saskatchewan with my partner, Simon Speiser, based on pre-colonial ideas about female shamanism in the
Philippines and Ecuador, where we are both from. We are working with VR, video installation and sculpture,
and will be making our second trip to the Philippines and Ecuador this year. I am very excited about it. The
exhibition opens in May 2020.

Nominations for the 2020 Sobey Art Award open 29 January 2020. Sobey Art Award 2019, jointly
administered by the National Gallery of Canada and the Sobey Art Foundation, was hosted by the Art
Gallery of Alberta in Edmonton. Stephanie Comilang's exhibition at the MacKenzie Art Gallery in
Regina opens in May 2020. Share this article and subscribe to our newsletters to stay up-to-date on
the latest articles, Gallery exhibitions, news and events, and to learn more about art in Canada.

Share this article:

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Shannon Moore is an Ottawa-based journalist specializing in writing about art and architecture.
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The Future Is Femme
Sobey Art Award winner Stephanie Comilang
discusses representation, family and why she feminizes
drones in her videos

Stephanie Comilang, 2019 Sobey Art Award winner.
Installation view of Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me,
Paradise), Sobey Art Award Exhibition, Art Gallery of Alberta,
Edmonton. 2019. Photo Leroy Schulz.

by Lindsay Nixon

Lindsay Nixon: There is such a feminist matrilineal presence
in your work. And obviously that comes through with your
mother being in your work, and her being here with you at
the Sobey Art Award ceremony. Can you reﬂect on that a bit?
Stephanie Comilang: Family has always been present in my work. It’s not
really premeditated, but sort of happens afterward. I was looking for someone to

voice the character of Paradise in my ﬁlm Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me,
Paradise). My mother lives in Toronto and at the time I was living in Berlin. We
would Skype and she would help with translation, because a lot of my ﬁlms
include Tagalog. As she was reading the translation out, it kind of clicked that her

voice the character of Paradise in my ﬁlm Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me,
Paradise). My mother lives in Toronto and at the time I was living in Berlin. We
would Skype and she would help with translation, because a lot of my ﬁlms
include Tagalog. As she was reading the translation out, it kind of clicked that her
voice was perfect. One, because the character of Paradise is female, feminine and
more sympathetic and caring. But also because of the quality of the voice. My
mom was talking to me through Skype and I would record her on my iPhone. So,
there was this removed digital quality to the voice, which works well in my work
because a lot of it has to do with technology and distance, and how we deal with
them.
I identify as female. I’m a child of immigrant parents from the Philippines. Ideas
around identity always come into play.

LN: What role do drones play in your ﬁlms?
SC: I think about the drone in terms of how the camera can become a character.
For me, the drone worked perfectly because it’s something that I could control
myself, something that I could give human qualities to. In the same way, the drone
can operate as a ghost or a spirit moving through space: the quality that you see
with a drone is this ghostly way of looking at the world.
But then I realized that drones were initially used for war and surveillance. I
wanted to subvert that and create something that was more feminine, something
that was used for watching out rather than surveilling. To me, that equaled
someone who was more femme.

LN: Your use of feminine drones brings up so much about
intention and ambient technology. When I ﬁrst saw your
work, it was just these fun videos of femmes looking cool and
dancing on subways. How does that all connect into your
practice?
SC: I think you’re talking about a video that I made for a Taiwanese girl group in
Berlin, “Killin’ the Breeze.” I was like, I’m going to do like a one-shot take: let’s
shoot on the subway! The girls in the video were all dancers—pole dancers—and
they were amazing. I was like, This goes together perfectly.
I identify as female. I’m a child of immigrant parents from the Philippines. Ideas
around identity always come into play. I’ve talked about home as being kind of the
base of my work, and something that is always circling around what I do. Yeah, and
being, like, a brown femme, you know?

being, like, a brown femme, you know?

Stephanie Comilang, Yesterday, In
The Years 1886 and 2017, 2017. 2channel video installation, 9:49 min.
Installation view at the Sobey Art
Award Exhibition, Art Gallery of
Alberta, Edmonton, 2019. ©
Stephanie Comilang Photo: Leroy
Schulz

Stephanie Comilang, Lumapit Sa
Akin, Paraiso (Come To Me, Paradise)
(still), 2016. Video, 26 min.
Installation view at the Art Gallery of
Alberta. Photo Leroy Schultz

LN: You’re dealing with these themes of technology,
networking and capitalism. But there’s such an incredible
intimacy—it’s almost jarring.
SC: Again—it wasn’t something that was intentional. But the way that I wanted to
create the characters and the way that I wanted to shoot was more intimate. I knew
that I didn’t want the drone to be super high up. The drone used to ﬁlm Lumapit
Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come to Me, Paradise) ﬂies closer to the ground to have more
contact with the women who are in my ﬁlm.
I also use a lot of cell phone footage [in the same] way that we use vlogs. The ﬁlms
have a diaristic sense to them. The way we are accustomed to having phones in
front of us ﬁlming is a very personal way of recording ourselves.That factors a lot
into the ﬁlms that I make. Also, the writing is very personal. Paradise talks a lot
about how she feels day to day, what’s going on, and how to ﬁnd the other women.
“I’m going through an existential rut,” her character says, and these are the things
that she talks about.

LN: You brought up representation during your acceptance
speech for the Sobey Art Award. Did you want to reiterate
that here?
SC: Representation, for me, is everything. And growing up as a brown kid in
Canada, I didn’t really see anyone who looked like me as a successful ﬁlmmaker or

a successful artist. Having and receiving this award creates space for the younger
version of me to see themselves, and that’s super important for me.

Lindsay Nixon
Lindsay Nixon is a Cree-Métis-Saulteaux curator, an award-winning
editor and writer, and a McGill art history Ph.D. student. They
currently hold the position of editor-at-large for Canadian Art.
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Like a Vessel
Like a Vessel

Drones, moms and menopause: video artist Stephanie
Drones,
moms
and menopause:
video
artist Stephanie
Comilang
and
performer
and musician
Peaches
talk
Comilang
and
performer
and
musician
Peaches
talk
about all the ways that art helps represent—and resist—

about all the ways that art helps represent—and resist—
gender
gender

Stephanie Comilang, Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso (Come To Me,
Stephanie
Lumapit
Sa Akin,
Paraiso the
(Come
To Me,
Paradise)
(still),Comilang,
2016. Video,
26 minutes.
Courtesy
artist.
Paradise) (still), 2016. Video, 26 minutes. Courtesy the artist.

by Peaches and Stephanie Comilang
by Peaches and Stephanie Comilang

Peaches: Has anybody ever asked you this question: How do you identify? How
Peaches:
Has anybody
asked
this question:
How
you
do you
identify yourself
? I getever
asked
it all you
the time,
as an artist
butdo
also
inidentify?
terms of How
do you identify yourself ? I get asked it all the time, as an artist but also in terms of
gender.
gender.

Stephanie Comilang: Yes, I mean I guess the answer would be that I’m a
Stephanie
Yes, I mean
the answer would be that I’m a
Filipino
Canadian Comilang:
artist living between
BerlinI guess
and Toronto…
Filipino Canadian artist living between Berlin and Toronto…

P: But in terms of gender? For me it’s more a question about gender speciﬁcally,
P: But not
in terms
gender? For
me
it’strying
more to
a question
about
gender speciﬁcally,
and femme
just asoffemininity.
I’m
not
create other
deﬁnitions
of your

and femme not
as femininity.
not trying
to createFemme
other deﬁnitions
intersectionality,
butjust
there
are so manyI’m
diﬀerent
deﬁnitions.
doesn’t of your
intersectionality, but there are so many diﬀerent deﬁnitions. Femme doesn’t

necessarily mean you are classically feminine; it can also just relate to honouring
your binary, or your nonbinary, perspective.

SC: Totally. Part of my practice right now is collaborating with my mother—who
has been doing voiceover for me—and working with drones. Drones are normally
used for war and surveillance, but I’ve been giving my drone a personality. I ﬂy
her really close to the ground, and a lot of the time she’s at eye level. She sort of
moves in this more human way.

P: Why is it important for you that your drone is seen as female, or from a female
perspective? Flying it low and at eye level—is it kind of like a female gaze?

SC: I think it’s more humanizing.
P: What makes it particularly “femme,” then?
SC: I think using my mother’s voice is one thing—I feel like she’s very empathetic.
She really empathizes with the characters in my ﬁlm, Lumapit Sa Akin, Paraiso
(Come To Me, Paradise) (2016). As a person and as the voice of the drone, she is
really watching out for people, rather than surveilling them.

P: So would you say that is more of a maternal gaze? Instead of surveillance, or
looking with disdain, or opposition, or non-acceptance.

SC: It’s more maternal, that’s true. When you survey, you’re trying to pick things
out, trying to catch someone doing something. If you’re looking out for someone,
that’s diﬀerent.

P: It’s less judgmental.
SC: It’s more caring. The women in the ﬁlm are Filipino migrant workers living
in Hong Kong, and on their day oﬀ
they try to ﬁnd this drone called Paradise—they try to summon Paradise to them.
Paradise acts like a vessel for the women to send messages and photos and videos
back home. So there’s this connection between her (my mother), as the drone, and
the women; they become one and the same.

P: Did you ever have a feeling that if you worked with traditional camera set-ups,
instead of using the drone and humanizing it, that your crew would be, like,
“That’s not the way you do it”?

SC: Yeah, actually, it was really cool because I did hire a cinematographer for the

ﬁlm, Iris Ng, and she was the one who got me thinking about how to use the
camera as a character, and about using the drone. She was amazing as a
cinematographer; she’s Hong Kong Chinese and also has a story of migration, so
she really wanted to be a part of the project. I had an all-female team, except for
Tobias Lee (a.k.a. Why Be), who did the music, but his story is also one of
movement, and migration, and ﬁnancial insecurity. So I was really thinking about
what femme means, as an idea, because the scope is so large.

Peaches, with the Stuttgart Ballet’s Louis Stiens, performing Seven Heavenly
Sins, a live testimonial that was part of The Seven Deadly Sins ballet, with
compositions by Kurt Weill and text by Bertolt Brecht. Co-produced by
Staatsoper Stuttgart, the Stuttgart Ballet and Schauspiel Stuttgart, 2019.
Photo: Courtesy Staatsoper Stuttgart. Copyright Bernhard Weis.

P: People have very diﬀerent deﬁnitions of what femme is. In the traditional
lesbian community, it’s like, “Oh, she’s femme, she’s butch,” or whatever—that’s
thinking about being feminine-identiﬁed. But of course there are other ways of
identifying yourself. Some people call themselves non-binary femme, and they’re
relating their gender to a queer perspective but are still acknowledging a femme
side. My work has always been so clearly based on the question of gender, you
know? What is gender? What does it mean to be in a cis-female body and feel like
you are both female and male? I feel like everybody has this to a degree, has
diﬀerent degrees of gender ﬂuidity.

SC: It’s a hard term, femme. You can’t say it’s just one thing. You can’t deﬁne it.
That’s why I say it’s more like an idea.

P: But which? Who? Which idea is it, even?
SC: Many.
P: With my work, it started as very reactionary to so many pop culture ideas. I
grew up white, middle class, Jewish, female. There were really mainstream things
that needed to be questioned, everything from male rock stars to Christmas, or
Santa Claus or Jesus—it really wasn’t part of my world. I was in a Jewish
community, and being artistic and interested in music, that wasn’t generated in
my family at all. Nobody was part of that narrative of performance. So it was about
giving myself permission to engage in music, to engage in art, to just be an artist.
Not that anyone was saying I couldn’t, but that option just didn’t really exist for
me. Why do these perspectives have to be available only in very traditional,
patriarchal frameworks? My work was, and is, very much about gender ﬂuidity
and questioning ideas of femme.

SC: Even before Peaches, was it always like that?
P: Questioning? Yes, I was always questioning things, but acting upon them was
quite diﬀerent. I think with Peaches it was more of an unknown. I’ve often said
that we’re all wannabes—we all want to be something. We all want to ﬁgure out
who we are. Then it’s a matter of your actions, and whether you become who you
need to become, and how far you go with it. Because you’re not born any one way
—you’re born just watching how other people relate to the world and seeing their
perspectives. You have to form your own. Maybe we have to go beyond femme. It’s
so hard, though, because everybody has a diﬀerent perspective, a diﬀerent
intersectional perspective, from their own experience, and a diﬀerent gender, and
diﬀerent gender non-binary or binary experiences. For me I still feel—I don’t
know if the word is femme—but I still feel like I am part of the feminine. I feel the
feminine side.
It’s ﬂuid. It’s about sex, about procreation, but also about sexuality. What is
sexuality, why do we have to deﬁne it?

SC: What does that mean, that you feel the feminine side?
P: I don’t even know! It’s interesting: I’m post-menopausal now so I no longer
have a period, so that’s one way I feel really freed from this discourse. But on
another level, I still have to take estrogen. And my breasts grew from that—

SC: They did?

P: They’re huge! For me, they’re very big. I mean, I always loved not having
boobs, not having very large boobs. It felt a little more freeing—not having to wear
a bra, and growing up and not experiencing the social pressure, or the male gaze,
things like that.

SC: What does the estrogen do for you, other than enlarge your boobs? Is it also a
stabilizer?

P: It stabilizes your hormones. ’Cause I don’t got any. But I do think being postmenopausal is interesting in a conversation on femme. Here I am, and I don’t have
a period anymore, and having a period is such a marker of being female. So having
a post-menopausal body is a real shift. I think a lot about penguins: both parents
take care of the eggs. The female creates the egg and then she gives it to the male,
and he sits on the egg for a little bit, and she goes oﬀ and ﬁnds food. He sits on the
egg for a long time. And there are male seahorses that give birth. And there are
these ﬁsh—I don’t know what they’re called, but they can change sex in relation to
how many male or female ﬁsh there are in their community. It’s like, “Oh we need
males? I’ll go be a male.”

SC: Really? That’s amazing.
P: Totally. It’s ﬂuid. It’s about sex, about procreation, but also about sexuality.
What is sexuality, why do we have to deﬁne it? Is it about procreation, this need to
deﬁne? Like I said, I identify as female. But I’m not particularly gender
conforming. Those are societal deﬁnitions. Like, I don’t shave my legs or my
armpits—what does that mean?

SC: Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. To me, when I buy hair, when I wear a
long ponytail, to me that’s how I feel feminine.

P: And you enjoy that?
SC: I love it! It feels really good. Even if I’m wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt,
with a long ponytail, I’m really feeling it. Or of course with heels, but that’s
obvious because it makes you stand in this certain way, right? This is why femme
is really just an idea; it’s a thing. You can put it on, or take it oﬀ.

P: Put it on, take it oﬀ…it’s like RuPaul: everybody’s naked, and the rest is drag.
SC: That’s the thing: it’s all just individual. It’s how you feel that day. It doesn’t
make sense. It’s a concept, but it’s one you decide.

P: That’s why I don’t think we can deﬁne femme. You know, it’s so ﬂuid. All of it.
And it can change.

This is an article from our Summer 2019 issue, “Femme.”
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