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Passing For An Author: The Strange Case of J.T. LeRoy

Caroline Hamilton

University of Sydney

“Everything you need to know about me is in my books, in ways that I don’t even understand. I think some people take it for granted to be acknowledged and not overlooked. My experience was to be completely ignored and disregarded and disdained. That’s what I write about. [And yet in my writing and in my life] something gave me hope. This hope is in the books too and of course the ultimate hope is that I can reveal myself and you won’t go away.”

These words, taken from an interview with the Paris Review in 2006, are from American writer J.T. LeRoy – or rather they are the words of his creator, Laura Albert. LeRoy was Albert’s alternative identity which she developed in order to pursue her dream to be a celebrated author. Albert was a social worker and freelance writer who was frustrated by her stalled career. In 1996, after having made contact with author Dennis Cooper, Albert, according to her estranged husband, Garry Knoop, became “[a]fraid he wouldn’t be interested in talking to a 30-something woman” and so “decided to approach him as a teenage boy.” The character of LeRoy was born. Of particular interest in this case is the fact that Albert decided to create a fictional ‘real life’ upon which LeRoy’s short stories and novels would be based. LeRoy had been a childhood hustler, abused, addicted to drugs and now suffering with HIV/AIDS. It was this basis in fact, the hint of the autobiographical behind his stories, which particularly appealed to readers. 

In this paper I’ll examine the figure of J.T. LeRoy and propose that LeRoy was constructed by Albert in an attempt to ‘pass’ as the author she was fearful she would never become. In particular, I’ll explore possible reasons for Albert’s construction of LeRoy as the ‘innocent deviant’ and propose that such a figure is also the basis for modern conceptions of the figure of the author.  

Under the Sign of Schapelle: Passing through Customs

Melissa Jane Hardie

University of Sydney

On a recent trip to Kingsford Smith I encountered a large advertisement for Schapelle Corby's autobiography at the entrance to Customs. This disproportionate icon reminds the passerby that the travelling body is read through a hermeneutics of suspicion; that imposture and deception are anticipated acts within this transitional precinct, and that criminal ‘identity’ is understood to exist covertly in its realm. Equally, it serves the more prosaic but curiously cognate purpose of advertising ‘airport’ literature as a form of intellectual escape, proposing the pleasure of ludic reading in the place of tedious voyage to pass the time.

My paper reads events in the story of Schapelle Corby's arrest and conviction for their roles in a number of competing discursive regimes. Within the supermodern logic of the airport facility (Auge) the nation-state finds compelling vestiges in the process of customs inspections. In the case of the Corby arrest, trial, and imprisonment a knot of concerns over national, regional, and ethnic autonomy and privilege comes to structure her defence, which I will discuss through her autobiographical "My Story" (written with Kathryn Bonella, 2006).

My paper will argue for an understanding of the relationship between the body and its objects in the transitional space of customs as a proto-psychoanalytic site of melancholic loss whose passage imposes a one-way logic of irremediable progression in place of the networked ‘flows’ that characterise hyper, post, or super-modern theories of space-time. Perhaps no contemporary space imposes a more binding relationship between bodies and their objects (passports, boogie bags) than Customs. Here, you cannot turn back time; here you are discovered.
Full-Body Spirit Materializations: Mediums, Spirits, Séances and Believers in the Nineteenth Century   

Martyn Jolly

The Australian National University

In the late nineteenth century various Spiritualist mediums were able to convince some scientific investigators that they had the power to perform the ‘full-body materialization’ of spirit beings. In the crepuscular hush of séance rooms in London and Sydney, beautifully draped female spirits supposedly moved amongst an emotional audience, touching them and conversing with them. Not only were these clever female mediums able to pass their masquerades off as genuine spirits, in doing so they also drew on an elaborate pseudoscientific theory of spirit power where their own bodies became the physical conduit through which spirits passed from one side of the veil of death to the other. Even though the mediums were regularly exposed as frauds, photographs and other pieces of scientific evidence continued to circulate amongst Spiritualists as the ultimate proof that spirits could physically manifest themselves through the medium’s body. Most of the mediums were female, and most of the investigators were male. Not only was seduction an important part of the success of the séances, but also the generative physiology of the female body was poetically combined with recent discoveries in physics to form a potent rationale for the performances. 

Passing: The Familiarity That Kills Contempt

Professor Brooke Kroeger

New York University

Passing has proved an effective if unintentional instrument of slow but radical change in two entrenched, highly conservative institutions inching their way from outright bans against, to full acceptance of gays and lesbians in their ranks: the U.S. military and Conservative Judaism

In her keynote address, Professor Brooke Kroeger (New York University) will provide an update on these two case studies discussed in her pathbreaking book, Passing: When People Can't Be Who They Are (2003).

‘These Novels of My Life’: ‘Mistaken Advantages’ and ‘Real Damage’ in the Case of the German Princess

Kate Lilley

The University of Sydney

Mary Moders Carleton aka the ‘German Princess’ (1642-1673) was the subject of a sensational trial in 1663 in which she successfully defended herself against charges of bigamy and imposture brought by her new husband, John Carleton, an 18 year old lawyer’s clerk. Acquitted for lack of evidence, Mary had become a figure of scandalous celebrity with a reputation for formidable arts of deception and persuasion even before the trial began, the heroine of a series of bestselling pamphlets on both sides of the case. Of those surrounding the trial the most substantial and fascinating is “The Case of Madam Mary Carleton, lately Stiled the German Princess, truely stated, with an historical relation of her birth, education, and fortunes” (1663) by ‘M. Carleton’, a sophisticated and sexually suggestive narrative which moves skilfully between different generic registers. Mary’s authorship is likely but cannot be conclusively proved. Beyond dispute, however, is her starring role in a dramatisation of the case the following year on the London stage.  

Public interest in Mary Carleton was revived a decade later when she was tried and hung for theft, again linked to the impersonation of a Lady of Quality, and recognised as the ‘German Princess’. Chief among the second wave of publications was the well-known bookseller and bibliophile Francis Kirkman’s The Counterfeit Lady Unveiled (1673), a comprehensive catalogue of the scandalous adventures of this low-born but talented Kentish woman’s self-made career of bigamy, theft and imposture, and her eventual undoing.  The case of Mary Carleton was incorporated into successive collections of sensational true crime narratives through the eighteenth century which came to be known as the Newgate Calendar, and was also a key source for a range of ambivalently admiring representations of passing women, ‘fictional’ and ‘true’, such as The German Princess Revived; or the London Jilt, Being a True Account of the Life and Death of Jenney Voss (1684) and Defoe’s Moll Flanders (1722).   

Concealment and Disclosure in Recent Japanese Media Portrayals of Transgendered Lives

Vera Mackie

The University of Melbourne

Just before the turn of the twenty-first century, changes to Japanese laws concerning the modification of reproductive capacity resulted in the removal of some legal barriers to the surgical modification of sexed bodies.. These operations are variously known as 'sex change' operations (seitenkan shujutsu), ‘sex reassignment’ or 'gender reassignment' operations (seibetsu tekigô shujutsu). Medical facilities which perform such surgery usually do so only after the client has spent a substantial period of time living as a member of the gender they wish to acquire. There are now a substantial number of individuals in Japan who have undergone such surgery or are planning to do so. These include both male to female (MTF) or female to male (FTM) transformations. 

The stories of transgendered individuals have recently moved from small-scale newsletters and support groups and into the mass media, in a pattern which is familiar from other spheres such as the women’s movement, advocacy for minority rights, or various kinds of support groups. Visibility in literal and metaphorical public space is another important element of citizenship. Or, to reframe according to a slightly different theoretical framework, narratives of transgendered lives have moved from the ‘counter-public’ of non-government organisations, support groups, newsletters and the internet, and into the mainstream public sphere.

The manner of this incorporation is also changing. There are still places in the popular media where gender variant individuals are treated as curiosities or made visible for their supposed entertainment value. There have also, however, been some recent publications and drama and documentary programs which have treated transgendered lives with some seriousness and attempted empathy, as individuals with working lives and family lives. Some recent media portrayals have depicted individuals who have 'passed' and have managed to find work in more mainstream occupations. While this increased visibility is to be welcomed, as potentially recognizing the citizenship and belonging of such individuals, there are also generic constraints in mainstream media forms that may circumscribe the kinds of stories that can be narrated and that will be listened to. 

The texts under consideration here are narratives of ‘passing’. There is a constant fear of unmasking. In each case, it is only in the privacy of one’s own room that the gap between identity and body can be confronted. Each character also has one or more confidants who are trusted with the truth of their situation. These narratives reveal the mutual imbrication of the concepts of ‘passing’ and of ‘coming out’. The act of coming out is meaningless without a prior period of concealment. This concealment, in turn, is necessitated by societal uneasiness with ambiguities of sex and gender. In this paper I will consider the dynamics of concealment and disclosure in some recent narratives of transgendered lives that have appeared in relatively mainstream media venues in contemporary Japan.

Status and Imposture in the British World: John Dow and the Opportunists of Empire.

Kirsten McKenzie

The University of Sydney

In 1835 a former convict was arrested for fraud in New South Wales. He claimed he was Edward, Viscount Lascelles, the son of the second Earl of Harewood, a Yorkshire peer. In fact the accused was a serial impostor, a man allegedly named ‘John Dow’. Dow had been transported the previous decade for the crime of ‘fraud and imposition’, committed while masquerading as the son of a Scottish baronet. 

John Dow’s opportunistic attempts to pass himself off as an aristocrat throw useful light on the status hierarchies of Britain and the Australian colonies. His story is given an extra dimension by the fact that the Lascelles family had also re-invented themselves, for their newly-minted peerage was funded by a West Indian fortune. The first decades of the nineteenth century were a time of extended debate across the British Empire about the relationship between social status and political power. This paper considers the way in which Dow’s imposture threw up contemporary anxieties about authority, governance and social legitimacy during a period of struggle over political rights.

The Legally ‘True’ Transsexual

Wayne Morgan

The Australian National University

The phenomenon of ‘passing’ has often been analysed in the context of cultural, historical and identity-based research, with little focus on the role that law and legal systems play.  Yet the phenomenon of passing and the law’s attempt to know and discipline individuals both depend upon notions of fixed and immutable identities now rejected in psychology and cultural studies.

This shift in our notion of identities is paralleled by a shift in the law that can be analysed, at least in part, as a shift from prohibition to facilitation.  Historically, the law’s role in ‘passing’ has been to define ‘true’ identities, and categorise and punish those individuals who, by their passing, deny that truth.  This paper will examine two recent Australian cases on transsexuality (In Re Kevin, 2001 and Re Alex, 2004) to interrogate the current role of law in defining which individuals may ‘pass’ as their chosen gender and which individuals are still punished for their identity transgressions. 

Surface and Depth - Desire and Reality, Illusion and Truth, the Conscious and Subconscious

Margot Seares

Photographer/Photomedia artist 

 

Men passing as women and women passing as men, some only for an evening out and some who are living their everyday life as the other gender. Many said they felt trapped in a body that didn’t belong to them, playing out gender roles they don’t agree with.  And this in a society uneasy with departures from the norm. 

 

My presentation explores how I have used 3D lenticular images to convey transgender self-representation. A lenticular print is a stripy-looking composite photograph produced when multiple images are interlaced together using computer software. The print only becomes visible as a 3D image when it is mounted behind a special ribbed screen. The depth is illusionary, the whole thing being only millimetres thick and presents an appropriate medium to represent transgender people who, on the surface, are of the gender they wish to be at the depth of their identities.

 

My models, aged from 16 to 56, had all realised fairly early in life that they were somehow different and their stories make interesting reading. By creating lenticular prints, I retell those stories with pictures that invite questions of illusion and truth, the conscious and subconscious.

 'It Was Easier to Say I Came From France': Stigma, Passing, and Not Speaking of the Holocaust

Arlene Stein

Rutgers University

Today, talk of the Holocaust is omnipresent in the US and other parts of the world. But for at least three decades after WWII, survivors of the genocide were often silent, keeping their tragedy to themselves, sharing their stories only very selectively with close family members or friends, which psychologists have termed a ‘conspiracy of silence’.

This paper analyses interviews with Holocaust survivors to document practices of passing when they arrived in the US after WWII, and tries to account for why they engaged in them. It draws upon Erving Goffman’s concepts of stigma and identity management, showing how passing emerged as one possible strategy to cope with the stigmatisation of survivors. In conclusion, I reflect more generally upon why survivors of genocide and other traumatic experiences may become bearers of stigma.
