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WHEN A KISS IS NOTTA'KISS

bUT NITRATE

§ an artist, | am only oo aware

that my twenty-three years of

work, including 50 films, 20 vid-

eotapes, and multiple perfor-

mances, could be lost or re-

prassed in the historic process. . ;

| made my first film at 30, and i A1, e
now at 53 my position as a les- T 3 ST Bt
bian artist often seems as pre-

carious as that of those who preceded me. | made Nitrate Kisses
because lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgenderad people have
- been left out of an official history where we exist as a gloss to a
3] : heterosexual text. Often our deviance has been oo threatening, our
.. presencetoo quearto be even counted. Realizing that programmers,
. funding agencies, and publications control what is distributed and i~
critically received, | nonetheless have risked articulating and docu- 071
menting the vital community of which | am a part. = GO
In 1990, while researching Dr. James Sibley Watson's archive at }

‘the 'George Eastman
" House in Rochester, New
York, | became aware of
the large number of 35mm
nitrate out-takes from the
1933 film, Lot in Sodom.
This extraardinary film by
“Watson and his gay col-
league and co-director,
- Melville Webber, is one of
“the earliest queer films
- made inthe United States.
I'sensed a gay positive at-
titude by the filmmakers
‘due to the way men in the
* filmwere directed, lit, and
costumed in nearly no
clothes. Its subtext of
beautiful nude male bod-
_iesmade celebratoryover-

Barbara Hemmer, 1933, with video



Jlesbian, led me along the

for each other. While in Hamburg | was nelped by Johanna Reuuel
who has written on the first hand accounts of lesbians incarcerated
by the Third Reich’s concentration camps. Unlike earlier unsympa-
thetic accounts by hetarosexual survivars, her voice, heard on the
soundtrack, recounts how straightwomen saw the “real” lesbians in
tarms of “butches” and “fammes” while demeaning them as “lesbi-
ans-for-the-moment.” | intantionally used this misinformationin the
soundtrack to reveal how lasbian history has been both distorted by
the dominant culture and rendered mute and almaost invisible.
Inthe former East Berlin, | visited the reconstruction of a famous
bar on Mulackstrasss in the basement of a home/museum of Char-
lotta Bacafalden, a wonderful old transvestite. There | found photo-
graphs of the lesbians, prostitutes, and Jews who, as outcasts of the
Reich, had banded to-
gether. Later, Ahima
Berlage, a young German

bullet torn street to the
empty space where the
original bar once stood. In
the film | choose to edit
this footage with that of
two leshians who wear
anduse leatherand chains
intheir lovemaking. These
kind of images are often
censored from within the
lesbian community itself,
as well as the wider pub-
lic, and therefore might be
lostto history. The wamen
who prefer |leather, who
pierce and tattoo, or older
leshiansintheir sixties and
seventies, these are the
people and sexualities
whainformour lives today
and must be included in
the historywe preserve for
tomorrow. Consequently,
| wanted to tie the free
expression of contempo-
rary sexuality in the film to
the hiding, denial, and repression which determined our past The
canstruction of sexuality and its expression is fluid and changing; it
is always in process. By accounting for our past and nct censoring
our presentwe open the door t a future of sexual histories that we
have not yet dreamed.

The film continues to elaborate the issue of censarship fy
retrieving an unthought past inter-cut with the present | was bot
shocked by and interested in the 1930 Hayes Mation Picwre Coge
with its miscegenation clause forbidding love between races on the
screen. Two friends and filmmakers, Jack Walsh and Peter Cramar,
consented to act for me. The Hayes Code scrolls over & voluptuous
shot of two touching black and white asses. The viewer is farced 1o
choose: you are stopped from seeing while reading ™a caqsorsiio
laws, or you see past the text to the images.

The lovemaking is also intercut with scenes of man wgem
from the Lot in Sodom footage which began my cingr
Here again | demand an active audience who must gn
retrieval process themselves: which footage is fram the
which is contemporary? In editing | too was forced 1o sort out
fragments from the past and present and extricate a meann
their conjunction. | want the audience to join me as srehacol

g from

Frama from Lorin Sodam, 1933, in Barbars Hemmer's Aitrate Kisses, 1992,

and historians who speak a story often untald and
aditimages too often unseen

Iwant o thank Allen Beruba, Bill Waiker, and Eric
Garber of the Gay and Lesbian Historical Society
of Northern California; Joan Nestle, co-founder of
the New York Lesbian Herstory Archive, for mak-
ing their archives available to me; and the fesbian
writers and biographers Francas Doughty and
Sandy Boucher. | alse recommend these read-
ings: Jennifer Terry's “Theorizing Deviant Histori-
ographies,” indifference; Jeffery Weeks Against
Nature: Essays an History, Sexuality and ldentity;
Michel Foucault'sThe History of Sexuality; Walter
Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophyof History;
Stash Record’s AC/DC Blues, Gay Jazr Reissues

Barbara Hammeris an independentfilmand video
artist currently living in San Francisco. Nitrate
Lisses is available from either Strand Releasing
1415-341.5220) or the artist (415-541-7588
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The producer of over 50 experimental films
and videos, and the recipient of numerous
awards and prizes, Barbara Hammer has
pioneered the art of leshian filmmaking. In-
a discussion of her films published in Jump
Cutin1981, Jacquelyn Zita said:
In one sense, the theme of revealing and
re-seeing leshian experience is a sub-
ject matter ideally fit for cinematic me-
dia, but difficulty arises in the effort to
reveal difference and alterity where the
dullness of habitual ways of seeing ar-
rests our ritual and erotic imagination.
The waork of... Barbara Hammer provides
anexcellentcase study of awomanartist
struggling to redefine the medium in a
formand content commensurate withthe
requirements of a new lesbian film aes-
thetic. Central to her workis the develop-
ment of a new iconography for the les-
bian body; an iconography designed to
carry the spectator into forhidden and
revelatory terrain. {"The Films of Barbara
Hammer,” Jump Cut24/25, pp. 26-30).

Although produced some elevenyears
after Zita's comments, Nitrate Kisses,
Hammer's first feature-length film, is also
“about” new ways of seeing the leshian
amd gay experience. It documents the re-
pressians of history and cinema, the impor-
tance ofthe erotic, andthe tenacity of those
who are different.

The crisis of representation inaugu-
rated by exhibits of Robert Mapplethorpe’s
photographs in 1989-90 and the funding {or
de-funding) of leshian and gay artists and
performers by the National Endowment for
the Arts taught us that censorship is less
ahont pornography—so-called “indecent
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andobscene representations"—than about politics. Forwhen lesbi-
ans and gay men create our own erotic-imagery, itis considered by
many to be-automatically and inherently pornographic. While Bar-
bara Hammer herself wasa recipientof anNEA ilmproductiongrant,
films made by leshians and gay men thatopenly embrace gay/leshian
subject matter are still sufficiently rare as to constitute courageous
acts. Films that introduce the complexities of gay desire into repre-
sentation challenge prevailing. meanings by making visible that
which continues to be repressed within dominant cultural traditions
and they, in turn, urge respect for sexual difference.

Hammer's prodigious body of work over the past 20 years pro-
vides students of gay culture with a vocabulary for leshian erotica.
However, the task of creating a new aesthetics, ora new iconogra-
phy. means thatthe [eshian body—neither hypostasized asthe site of
heterosexual fantasy, nor accorded ontological status as existing
outside of or before signification—is, rather, placed in history.

Nitrate Kisses makes visible the erasures, the omissions of
history, tashow how identities can be negotiated in the gaps, on the
margins, and hetweenthe lines of the dominantculture and itsmodes
of knowledge. This multi-layered version of history, which cel-
ebrates the body with a montage of footage from early “queer” film,
photographs, and homemovies, as well as withscenes of leshianand
gay lovemaking (some forms of which are presently being censored
by our awn communities), enacts, | contend, Joan Nestle's claimthat
"for gay people. history is a place where the body carries its own
story.” |A Restricted Country, Ithaca: Firebrand, 1987)

We already know that the AIDS crisis is a lertile arena for
palitical homophobia; however, renewed offensives against gays
and lesbians—exemplified by legislative initiativesin Colorado and
elsewhere and hy the moral panic unleashed by the debate overgays
inthe military—continueto disenfranchiseus. Discriminationagainst
gays and lesbians is maintained by fiat—our minority status man-
dated by law. Consequently, for leshians and gays, sexuality and
politics are indivisible. It is our sexuality that has been most sup-
pressed, most taken from us, thus itis our sexuality which is part of
the historical documentation of gay and lesbian lives. The creation of
sexual imagery is a political act. By refusing the mantle of "illegiti-
macy,” Hammer's.images cannot be separated from her life, her
biography, as a leshian. She brings to her films her own history as a

sexual deviantand the his-
tories of the women and
men who preceded her.
Her films depict lesbians
and gay people struggling
toliveinsexually self-de-
termined ways in a cul-
ture hostile ta them—to
us—as queers. To guote
Nestleonceagain: “Sexu-
alityis nota limiting force
butawhole worldinitself
that feeds the fires of all
our other accomplish-
ments."”

Nitrate Kissesalfirms
the erotic asanelement of
history. It demonstrates
how sexuality is at the
center of our histary, as it
is at the center of our op-
pressionasgaypecple.As
the publicity for the film
states, Nitrate Kisses"en-
courages the viewer, gay
orstraight, to save scraps,
letters, books, recerds,
and snapshots in order te
preserve ourordinarylives
as 'history."”

Cheryl Kader teaches
wamen's studies at Beloit
College, Beloit, Wiscon-
sin,

whelmad the Biblical myth of the
punishment allotted the men of
Sodom. Though this swory is well
known, scholars now heligve it
actually told a fable of rape and
violence rather than sodomy. |
wanted to retell it as a contem-
porary tale of gay pride.

In the remaking | wanted to
assert another history, which
would challenge the official tes-
taments rather than simply re-
cover an earlier interpretatian,
Like all historians aof the
marginalized, | was forced to
search for my story inthe shards
of stasis and change, marks and
traces, holes and blurs where
the remnants of my own sexual
history congeals into a commu-
nity of silenced butreal people. It

Francas Lorraina and Sally Binfard in Baroara Hemmar's Mitrate Kisses, 1992,

was my intuitive hunchthatthis
history could not be imagined
without a contemporary con-
text. Only this refergnce pointin
the present would allow me to
understand the past

I'think of this film, my first
feature (ninety-three minute
black and white documentary),
as @ postmodern canstructivist
collage. The first section | shot
and edited invoived new and
archival footage of Germany., |

| shotthe blocked doorwaysfrom

Neuengamme concentration
camp, the underground bar-
racks of Hitler in Potsdamer
Platz, as well as the long pram-
anadeinthe former EastBerlin,
Unter den Linden, where leshi-
ansinthathirtiesleftlove nates




