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Fashion in film festival: 
birds of paradise
April 15—24, 2011
Drag glamour

Saturday, April 23, 7:00 p.m.
Followed by a panel discussion with Ronald Gregg, Stuart Comer, Ela Troyano, and Agosto Machado
LUPE
1966, 50 mins. 16 mm print source: The Film-maker’s Cooperative.
Produced and Directed by José Rodriguez-Soltero. Costumes by Montez-Creations. With Mario Montez and Charles Ludlam.

CHUMLUM
1964, 45 mins. 16mm print source: The Film-maker’s Cooperative.
Directed by Ron Rice. With Jack Smith and Mario Montez.

Ronald Gregg is Senior Lecturer in American Studies and Film Studies and Director of Film Programming for the Whitney Humanities Center at Yale University. He has published articles and curated programs primarily on topics of gay identity and queer representation, for festivals including the San Francisco International LGBT Film Festival, Chicago Gay and Lesbian Film festival, and the South African Gay and Lesbian Film Festival.
Stuart Comer is Curator of Film at Tate Modern, London. He oversees film and video work for the Tate Collection and Displays and organizes an extensive program of screenings, forums and lectures focusing on current cultural issues and the history of artists’ film and video. He has contributed to numerous publications and periodicals, including Artfoum, Frieze, and Art Review. Recent freelance curatorial projects include ‘Andy. As you know I am writing a movie…’ at Beirut Art Center and the 2007 Lyon Biennial.
Agosto Machado began his illustrious career in New York’s experimental theater in the 1960s. he has worked with Jack Smith, John Vaccaro and “Playhouse of the Ridiculous,” H.M Koutoukas, and appeared in many plays with his close friend Mario Montez, including Harvey Fierstein’s In Search of the Cobra Jewels and Jackie Curtis’ infamous Vain Victory.

Ela Troyano is an award-winning Cuban-born filmmaker. Her half-hour ITVS short, Carmelita Tropicana: Your Kunst is Your Waffen, won the coveted Teddy Bear at the Berlin International Film festival in 1994 as well as the Audience and Critics Award at the San Francisco International Lesbian and gay Film Festival. Her debut feature film, Latin Boys Go To Hell, remains a cult hit on the Web and was recently shown on Showtime. Both of these films were screened theatrically in the U.S. and at festivals in Europe, Australia, and Japan.
Excerpts from “Fashion, Thrift Stores, and the Space of Pleasure in 1960s Queer Underground Film” by Ronald Gregg, Birds of Paradise: Costume as Cinematic Spectacle, 2011 (forthcoming):
Like so many artists in the 1960s underground scene, Jack Smith and Mario Montez struggled to pay rent and feed themselves on the lower east side of Manhattan....But as poor and embattled as they both were, Smith and Mario Montez refused to live 

in abjection. Hollywood spectacle was their inspiration.
…Their immersion in Hollywood spectacle inspired and enabled both Smith and Montez to turn their everyday existence into lives of Hollywood fantasy. Both decorated their apartments in a faux-luxurious style inspired… particularly [by] the shadowy, lavishly textured films of Joseph von Sternberg and the Technicolor Orientalist and South Sea spectacles produced by Universal Studios and starring Maria Montez. In [these]… films, Universal set designers created a sensuous backdrop of brightly colored, jeweled interiors full of tapestries, curtains, tiles and columns inspired 
by an Orientalist fantasy of Moorish design. Smith and Mario Montez enthusiastically reproduced their excess. 
…. [They] were masters of the found object, the throwaway, the vintage, and the forgotten. Both of them seized upon the ephemeral, the mass produced, the child-like, and the moldy and used them to emulate the worlds created by Von Sternberg and the Universal designers... [Mario Montez] decorated his apartment in bold colors and spectacular décor. For several years, it featured a bathtub covered with two gold plastic laminated boards, a dining table with lion’s feet… and rainbow colored curtains. The centerpiece of his living room was the television, his entrée to Hollywood, which he decorated by placing a pearl necklace around the screen. 
...Ron Rice used his own apartment for Chumlum, which starred Smith and Mario Montez... Chumlum was influenced by Smith’s Flaming Creatures and the colorful, sumptuous Normal Love (1963)… Rice also created an extravagant Orientalist and South Sea aesthetic consisting of moving hammocks, brilliant fabrics, and exotically dressed and bejeweled characters in various poses and movements. Chumlum’s rich, dazzling visuals are enhanced by Rice’s multiple superimpositions composed in-camera, which dominate the film. These super-impositions create layers of vibrant colors, jewelry, rope hammocks, and costumed 
characters, which make the film more abstract and psychedelic than theatrical...
Lupe, José Rodríguez-Soltero’s homage to the actress Lupe Velez, displayed Montez’s capacity for self-transformation more than any other film. Like Maria Montes, the Mexican-born Lupe Velez’s B-movie career and tragic end led her to become a gay diva. Velez became a star in the late 1920s and a major focus of the tabloids due to her high profile romance with Gary Cooper and marriage to Johnny Weissmuller. As the end of her film career, she starred in the B-movie Mexican Spitfire comedy series…, playing a stereo-typed fiery Spanish woman. After becoming pregnant by a younger lover and unable to face having the baby out of wedlock, she committed suicide in 1944.
…Rodríguez-Soltero and Montez celebrate [Lupe’s] operatic-like successes and tragedies. They portray her as choosing and experiencing a life of excess, and even in her death, they show her ascending body and soul to a saintly, inspirational place… Lupe is sumptuous… it contains exuberant explosions of Vera West-like reds and greens and amazing superimpositions shot in the camera. This lavishness draws loving attention to Mario Montez’s costumes and makeup.… Lupe celebrates the freedom and pleasure of Montez’s transformation into this cherished actress, relishing his ascension out of ordinary life—a life constrained by political, moral and economic structures—into an alternative space of glamour and pleasure. 
By creating an unfettered ‘cinema of attractions’, Smith, Mario Montez, and their contemporaries appropriated Hollywood excess in order to construct and perform their own utopian spaces of pleasure. Their glamour and gestures, generous visuals, and vibrant music created spaces of pleasure for both the audience and performers. They enabled a group of impoverished filmmakers and actors to affirm their lives and their right to existence. Anything but abject, they became the exotic, glamorous, and confident Scheherazade and Cobra Woman.
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