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Abstract	
	

A	Collection	Under	Construction:	Trans-versing	Access	with	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	
Master	of	Arts,	2018	
Magnus	Berg	
Film	+	Photography	Preservation	and	Collections	Management,	Ryerson	University		
	
	

The	San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	Festival,	formerly	known	as	Tranny	Fest,	was	the	

first	trans	film	festival	in	North	America,	having	been	founded	in	1997.	The	Tranny	Fest	

Collection	(2006-26)	is	held	by	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	&	Museum,	and	contains	

one	hundred	and	sixty-nine	video	and	audiotapes,	which	have	gone	unprocessed	since	their	

deposit	in	2006.	This	thesis	examines	the	barriers	to	access	faced	by	the	Collection	primarily	

using	a	radical	empathy	archival	framework,	as	theorized	by	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor,	

in	order	to	reveal	the	power	dynamics	at	play	when	archiving	intersectionally	marginalized	

collections	and	the	resulting	ethical	responsibilities.	Through	an	exploration	of	the	Collection’s	

dubious	legal	ownership,	copyright	complications	and	preservation	issues,	this	thesis	aims	to	

provide	solutions	to	improve	the	overall	accessibility	of	the	tapes	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	

and	similarly	marginalized	collections.		
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The	word	“tranny”	is	used	throughout	this	thesis,	in	reference	to	the	San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	
Festival’s	original	name,	Tranny	Fest,	and	the	subsequent	archival	collection	of	the	same	name.	This	is	
done	in	an	attempt	to	respect	the	original	intentions	of	festival	founders	Christopher	Lee	and	Alex	
Austin.	I	want	to	acknowledge	this	word’s	status	as	a	slur	against	people	of	trans	experience,	and	the	
deep	trauma	and	hurt	that	is	coupled	with	its	use.	To	my	fellow	siblings	of	trans	experience,	I	love	you	
and	I	stand	with	you.		
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1. Introduction		
	

In	2006,	the	founders	and	technical	director	of	Tranny	Fest,	now	known	as	the	San	Francisco	

Transgender	Film	Festival,	donated	a	collection	of	festival	material	to	the	GLBT	Historical	

Society.	The	collection	went	unprocessed	until	2012,	when	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	received	

a	grant	from	the	National	Historical	Publications	and	Records	Commission	allowing	them	to	

process	and	release	finding	aids	for	a	number	of	collections.	During	processing	it	was	

discovered	that	when	the	collection	had	been	donated	six	years	prior,	the	Historical	Society	had	

not	obtained	a	proper	deed	of	gift	for	the	collection,	and	thus	did	not	legally	own	it.	Processing	

of	the	collection	ceased,	but	a	finding	aid	was	still	released	that	reflected	the	partial	processing	

of	the	collection.	In	the	six	years	since,	attempts	to	gain	ownership	of	the	collection	have	gone	

unresolved.	

	Though	the	collection	has	been	accessed	a	handful	of	times	by	researchers,	the	videotapes	

in	the	collection	have	never	been	accessed	or	surveyed,	with	many	being	stored	in	non-archival	

containers	or	not	stored	in	a	container	at	all.	Many	of	the	tapes	are	rare	or	works-in-progress	

and	the	collection	gives	a	unique	glimpse	into	the	emergence	of	trans-made	moving	image	

works	from	all	over	the	world.		Due	to	the	instability	of	their	format,	the	videotapes	in	the	

collection	are	at	a	serious	risk	of	loss	or	degradation	unless	digitized,	regardless	of	their	current	

condition.	Unfortunately,	due	to	the	nature	of	the	collection,	The	Archives	does	not	hold	

copyright	to	the	tapes	in	the	collection	and	cannot	legally	digitize	them	or	make	them	widely	

available.	This	combination	of	legal	and	preservation	issues	has	compounded	to	make	the	
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collection	difficult	to	access	and	complicated	to	resolve.	As	a	result,	the	collection	has	become	

neglected	within	The	Archives.1		

The	issues	faced	by	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	are	not	unique,	especially	for	a	community	

archive.	It	is	very	common	for	collections	to	go	unprocessed	for	years,	even	at	larger	archives.	

Within	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives,	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	is	only	one	of	many	

collections	that	have	ownership	and	preservation	issues	that	are	affecting	their	wider	access.	

The	reasons	for	this	are	numerous	and	stem	from	larger	problems	related	to	the	technology	

and	expertise	available	at	The	Archives,	as	well	as	the	funding,	management,	policies	and	

priorities	of	the	Historical	Society	more	broadly.	This	begs	the	question:	How	can	the	GLBT	

Historical	Society	rectify	the	major	barriers	to	access	facing	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	and	how	

can	the	Historical	Society	further	prioritize	marginalized	collections	within	the	Archive?		

I	ask	this	question	primarily	using	a	radical	empathy	framework	as	laid	out	by	Marika	Cifor	

and	Michelle	Caswell	in	“From	Human	Rights	to	Feminist	Ethics:	Radical	Empathy	in	the	

Archives,”	which	breaks	down	the	web	of	relationships	the	archivist	has	to	the	record	creator,	

subject	and	community	and	the	ethical	responsibility	that	goes	with	each	relationship.2	Cifor	

and	Caswell’s	model	propose	a	shift	in	archival	ethics	that	sees	the	archivist	carefully	

considering	each	of	these	relationships,	and	using	a	feminist	ethics	of	care	to	inform	how	the	

archivist	tackles	each	relationship.	The	radical	empathy	archival	framework	asks	the	archivist	to	
																																																													
1	Throughout	this	paper	I	refer	to	the	“Historical	Society”	and	the	“Archives.”	Though	the	GLBT	Historical	
Society	initially	functioned	primarily	as	an	Archive,	it	now	includes	a	Museum	as	well.	When	referring	to	
the	“Historical	Society”	I	am	referring	to	the	organization	as	a	whole,	as	opposed	to	when	I	refer	to	the	
“Archives”	I	am	referring	solely	to	The	Archives	underneath	the	umbrella	of	The	Historical	Society.		
2	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor,	“From	Human	Rights	to	Feminist	Ethics:	Radical	Empathy	in	the	
Archives,”	Archivaria	81	(Spring	2016):	23-43.	
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consider	how	decisions	around	appraisal,	preservation	and	access	affect	the	record	creator,	

record	subject,	and	affected	community	individually	and	as	a	whole.	As	a	community	archive,	

the	GLBT	Historical	Society	is	more	aware	of	these	relationships	than	many	major	archives	and	

the	trust	of	the	LGBT+3	community	is	vital	to	the	continued	operation	and	importance	of	the	

organization.	In	addition	to	Cifor	and	Caswell’s	radical	empathy	archival	framework	I	also	draw	

upon	Ann	Cvetkovich’s	theory	around	the	“archive	of	feelings.”	4	The	“archive	of	feelings”	sees	

the	LGBT+	archive	as	an	archive	of	trauma	that	is	tasked	with	preserving	emotional	memory.	As	

an	LGBT+	community	archive,	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	documents	and	preserves	feelings	of	

intimacy,	love	and	trauma.	Records	that	document	these	types	of	feelings	require	the	same	

radical	empathy	archival	framework,	particularly	in	regard	to	feelings	of	trauma,	as	the	archivist	

needs	to	take	into	account	how	access	to	each	record	could	affect	the	record	creator,	subject	

and	affected	community.	

Over	the	course	of	the	past	thirty-three	years	the	Historical	Society	has	grown	with	its	

community,	sometimes	even	before	the	rest	of	the	community	caught	up.	The	Archives	faces	

the	same	challenge	it	always	has	with	more	collections	than	it	has	space	or	resources,	but	the	

organization	has	also	entered	a	new	phase	of	professionalization	which	comes	with	a	new	set	

of	responsibilities.	These	include	ensuring	that	The	Archives	not	only	accurately	represents	a	

wide	variety	of	people	who	make	up	any	number	of	gender	and	sexual	experiences,	but	also	

that	those	who	are	intersectionally	marginalized	under	that	umbrella	are	being	prioritized	and	
																																																													
3	Throughout	this	paper	I	use	LGBT+	as	a	catchall	term	for	a	community	comprised	of	people	of	various	
marginalized	sexual	and	gender	identities.	My	intent	when	using	this	term	is	to	reflect	that	not	everyone	
in	this	community	fits	under	the	letters	L,	G,	B	or	T	and	I	wish	to	include	everyone	that	extends	beyond	
that.		
4	Ann	Cvetkovich,	“In	the	Archive	of	Lesbian	Feelings,”	in	An	Archive	of	Feelings	(Durham	and	London:	
Duke	University	Press,	2003):	239-72.	
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do	not	continue	to	operate	on	the	margins	of	the	community.	The	access	and	preservation	

problems	faced	by	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	are	fixable	but	exemplify	larger	issues	

surrounding	intersectionally	marginalized	collections	in	the	Archives.	These	issues	can	best	be	

addressed	using	a	radical	empathy	archival	framework	that	considers	The	Archives’	relationship	

and	ethical	responsibility	to	their	record	creators,	subjects,	and	affected	community.		

This	thesis	is	broken	up	into	six	major	components.	The	first	section	looks	at	the	history	of	

Tranny	Fest	as	a	festival	in	order	to	provide	context	for	the	collection	and	how	the	festival	is	

situated	within	a	larger	canon	of	transgender	film	festivals	and	the	emerging	trans	film	scene	in	

the	early	1990s-2000s.	The	second	introduces	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	(2006-26)	as	a	

collection	and	how	it	came	to	The	Archives.	The	third	section	examines	the	history	of	the	deed	

of	gift	and	the	evolution	of	transfer	of	ownership	in	cultural	heritage	institutions,	and	how	The	

Archives	can	assert	physical	ownership	of	the	collection	without	a	deed	of	gift.	The	fourth	

section	looks	at	the	copyright	standing	of	the	collection,	how	U.S.	copyright	law	complicates	

access	to	the	collection	─	without	necessarily	outright	blocking	it	─	and	how	the	Historical	

Society	can	use	the	exemptions	set	out	for	libraries,	archives	and	educational	institutions	to	

provide	wider	access	to	the	collection.	The	fifth	section	focuses	on	the	dire	situation	the	tapes	

in	the	collection	will	soon	be	in	if	they	are	not	digitized,	due	to	their	unique	content,	unstable	

format	and	short	lifespan.	The	sixth	section	looks	more	broadly	at	how	the	Historical	Society	

has	grown	to	better	serve	marginalized	populations	since	its	founding,	and	how	it	can	

reprioritize	to	ensure	that	intersectionally	marginalized	collections,	much	like	the	Tranny	Fest	

Collection,	are	not	falling	by	the	wayside	once	they	have	entered	The	Archives.	This	thesis	
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concludes	with	a	summary	of	recommendations	for	future	improved	access	to	the	Tranny	Fest	

Collection,	which	could	be	applied	to	other	similarly	complicated	collections.		

	

2. Literature	Survey	
	

This	literature	survey	examines	material	relevant	to	the	access	and	preservation	of	the	

Tranny	Fest	Collection	at	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	and	Museum.	The	literature	has	

been	divided	into	five	sections:	access	and	archives,	copyright	and	archives,	power	and	ethics	in	

the	archive,	LGBT+	archival	material	and	practice,	and	legal	ownership	in	archives.		

2.1 	Access	and	Archives	

Rick	Prelinger	defines	access	to	moving	image	archival	material	as	“a	spectrum	of	possible	

use,	ranging	from	in-house	viewing	to	full	online	availability	with	reuse	permission	─	from	

scholarly	use	to	uninhibited	public	use.”5	These	texts	examine	access	to	archival	material	and	

the	potential	that	public	history	access	has	to	empower	the	marginalized,	rather	than	reinforce	

power	structures.	As	pointed	out	by	Prelinger	in	“Archives	and	Access	in	the	21st	Century,”	

archives	—	moving	image	archives	in	particular	—	have	not	only	historically	favoured	

preservation	over	access	but	have	idealized	their	roles	as	gatekeepers	and	used	it	as	a	way	to	

legitimize	their	work.6	Prelinger	advocates	for	information	professionals	to	fight	against	barriers	

to	access,	rather	than	folding	to	the	status	quo.7			

																																																													
5	Rick	Prelinger,	“Archives	and	Access	in	the	21st	Century,”	Cinema	Journal	46,	no.	3	(Spring	2007):	115.	
6	Ibid.,	115.	
7	Ibid.,	118.	
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Providing	access	extends	past	the	physical	ability	to	view	materials	to	the	conditions,	

policies	and	practices	that	affect	that	access.	Archivists	must	embrace	greater	responsibilities	in	

order	to	properly	serve	their	stakeholders.	Further,	archivists	have	a	relationship	not	only	to	

their	users	and	their	record	creators,	but	also	their	record	subjects	and	their	larger	effected	

communities.	Traditionally,	these	relationships	have	not	been	equally	weighted,	or	even	

considered,	in	archival	theory.	As	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor	argue,	archivists	must	

consider	all	of	these	relationships	and	empathize	with	all	effected	parties	in	order	to	ethically	

perform	their	duties,	and	thus	provide	a	more	radical	form	of	access.8	Luke	Bacon	looks	at	the	

more	practical	responsibilities	archivists	must	undertake	to	provide	access.	These	include	using	

description	and	making	their	records	findable,	enhancing	already	existing	systems	using	

technology,	and	ensuring	that	donors	are	aware	of	the	access	needs	of	users	when	creating	

donor	agreements.9		

As	a	counter-archival	practice,	community	archives	challenge	existing	archival	practices;	

their	mandates	often	expressly	empower	the	marginalized	communities	they	represent,	rather	

than	exclude	access	to	the	materials.	Interference	Archive	in	Brooklyn	is	an	example	of	this,	as	

it	provides	radical	access	to	their	archival	collections	in	a	manner	more	closely	resembling	a	

library’s	open	stacks	than	a	traditional	archive.	The	authors	of	“Archives,	Education	and	Access:	

Learning	at	Interference	Archive”	criticize	the	traditional	archive	and	its	use	of	credentials	as	a	

																																																													
8	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor,	“From	Human	Rights	to	Feminist	Ethics:	Radical	Empathy	in	the	
Archives,”	Archivaria	81	(Spring	2016):	23-43.	
9	Luke	Bacon,	“A	Sea	of	Kites:	Pushing	Access	to	Archives	with	Progressive	Enhancement,”	Archives	and	
Manuscripts	42,	no.	2	(2014):	151-4.	
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condition	of	access	and	the	prioritization	of	preservation	over	access.10	This	is	far	from	being	

the	first	such	criticism	of	the	traditional	archive.	The	study	of	community	archives	and	their	

practices	are	relatively	new	within	archival	studies.	The	second	edition	of	Currents	of	Archival	

Thinking	includes	a	chapter	by	Rebecka	Sheffield	on	this	topic.	Sheffield	traces	how	community	

archives	emerged	as	sites	of	resistance,	particularly	for	marginalized	communities	that	had	

previously	been	excluded	from	the	historic	record.		She	also	breaks	down	the	priorities	and	

fears	of	community	archives	and	how	those	impact	their	policies	and	practices,	such	as	the	

emphasis	on	independence,	even	when	the	result	is	languishing	collections.11		

Though	access	to	archival	records	is	important	for	all	groups	of	people,	libraries	and	

archives	often	do	not	consider	how	trans	users	might	be	adversely	affected	or	how	policies	and	

practices	may	need	to	be	adapted	to	accommodate	them.	Trans	people	are	more	likely	to	come	

up	against	environmental	or	structural	barriers	like	gender	segregated	washrooms	or	staff	who	

have	not	been	adequately	trained	on	how	to	best	serve	trans	users.	Bleue	J.	Benton	and	Sharon	

Grimm’s	case	study	of	the	Oak	Park	Public	Library	examines	both	collection	development	for	

trans	people,	but	also	how	staff	and	facilities	affect	access	to	information	for	trans	people.12	K.J.	

Rawson	has	also	written	about	his	own	experiences	with	environmental	barriers	as	a	trans	

user.13	Just	as	inadequate	description	adversely	affects	access	more	generally,	inadequate	or	

incorrect	description	is	an	especially	common	problem	with	trans	collections.	Trans	collections	

																																																													
10	Bonnie	Gordon,	et	al.,	“Archives,	Education,	and	Access:	Learning	at	Interference	Archive,”	Radical	
Teacher	105	(Summer	2016):	60.	
11	Rebecka	Sheffield,	“Community	Archives,”	in	Currents	of	Archival	Thinking,	2nd	ed.,	eds.	Heather	
MacNeil	and	Terry	Eastwood,	(Westport:	ABC-CLIO,	LLC,	2017):	351-76.	
12	Bleue	J.	Benton	and	Sharon	Grimm,	“When	Collections	Development	Leads	to	Staff	Development:	The	
Transgender	Resource	Collection,”	in	Serving	LGBTIQ	Library	and	Archives,	310-18.		
13	K.J.	Rawson,	“Accessing	Transgender	//	Desiring	Queer(er)	Archival	Logics,”	Archivaria	68	(September	
2009):	123-40.	
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are	often	not	described	as	such	by	their	institutions,	making	them	unfindable	for	users	looking	

for	trans	specific	content.	Trans	collections	are	sometimes	described	using	terms	that	are	

offensive	or	no	longer	in	use.	More	often	trans	collections	are	described	using	terms	primarily	

used,	or	created,	by	white	trans	people,	which	are	not	effective	or	appropriate	when	describing	

people	who	would	not	use	those	terms.	Rawson	also	interrogates	this	idea,	bringing	up	how	

this	is	especially	a	problem	for	communities	of	colour	that	are	more	likely	to	be	described	using	

terms	they	do	not	identify	with,	effectively	erasing	them.			

2.2 	Copyright	and	Archives	

Copyright	law	has	a	major	effect	on	archives’	ability	to	preserve	and	provide	access	to	their	

materials.	The	current	exceptions	for	libraries	and	archives	under	U.S.	law	are	severely	lacking	

and	require	reform	that	is	clear,	adaptable,	and	allows	archives	to	carry	out	their	work	with	

little	impairment.	Current	law	forbids	copying	of	material	that	is	not	considered	to	be	

“obsolete”	or	copies	considered	to	be	illicit,	even	if	the	copying	is	done	as	a	form	of	

preservation.	Illicit	copies	cannot	even	be	legally	loaned	or	distributed,	regardless	of	the	rarity	

of	the	material	contained	on	the	copy.		Current	law	also	forbids	exhibition	or	publication	of	

material	without	explicit	permission	from	the	copyright	holder(s),	which	includes	posting	the	

material	online.	Not	only	can	digitized	materials	not	be	made	available	online,	they	cannot	even	

be	made	available	offsite,	or	made	available	to	the	public.	Archives	are	not	allowed	to	

systematically	digitize	content	they	do	not	own	the	rights	to	as	a	form	of	substituting	it.	They	

also	cannot	copy	or	digitize	orphan	works	where	a	copyright	holder	cannot	be	found,	as	this	is	

not	supported	under	U.S.	law.	Certain	works	cannot	even	be	copied	in	order	to	provide	access	

to	remote	users,	forcing	archives	to	adhere	to	more	traditional	and	elitist	forms	of	access.	Even	
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if	a	work	is	sufficiently	damaged,	a	library	or	archive	cannot	copy	that	work	if	another	copy	can	

be	found	“for	a	reasonable	price.”	Section	108	has	not	received	a	proper	update	that	account	

for	the	new	ways	that	libraries	and	archives	use	and	disseminate	digital	objects.	Though	

authors	like	William	J.	Maher	lay	out	the	basics	of	what	Section	107	and	108	dictate,	and	how	

the	law	applies	to	an	archivist’s	duties,	other	authors	like	David	R.	Hansen	and	Stef	van	Gompel	

and	P.	Bernt	Hugenholtz	explore	what	copyright	reform	could	look	like.	David	R.	Hansen	points	

out	the	ways	that	Section	108	does	not	address	issues	like	the	right	of	first	sale	for	digital	

objects	and	the	need	for	Section	108’s	exceptions	to	be	easily	readable	and	implementable	so	

that	librarians	and	archivists	are	able	to	interpret	and	enact	it	without	requiring	outside	legal	

help.14	In	addition	to	the	more	general	need	for	copyright	reform,	the	United	States	does	not	

have	any	form	of	orphan	works	legislation.	Orphan	works	occur	primarily	from	a	lack	of	

information,	and	since	there	is	no	formal	legislation	protecting	libraries	and	archives	from	

making	these	works	accessible,	the	responsibility	lies	with	the	record	creator.	van	Gompel	and	

Hugenholtz	propose	that	publicly	accessible	rights	databases,	wide	adoption	of	creative	

commons	licenses,	extended	collective	licensing	and	indemnity	organizations	could	be	used	to	

help	identify	original	record	creators.	They	also	suggest	that	the	government	could	implement	

an	administrative	body	or	program	that	could	evaluate	orphan	works	submitted	with	due	

diligence	from	the	institutions,	much	like	the	Copyright	Board	of	Canada	allows.15	

Unfortunately,	even	in	countries	where	this	option	is	available,	the	process	of	attempting	to	

track	down	rights	holders	and	proving	due	diligence	is	extremely	labour	intensive.	An	in-depth	

																																																													
14	David	R.	Hansen,	“Copyright	Reform	Principles	for	Libraries,	Archives,	and	Other	Memory	Institutions,”	
Berkeley	Technology	Law	Journal	29	(2014):	1563.	
15	Stef	van	Gompel	and	P.	Bernt	Hugenholtz,	“The	Orphan	Works	Problem:	The	Copyright	Conundrum	of	
Digitizing	Large-Scale	Audiovisual	Archives,	and	How	to	Solve	It,”	Popular	Communication	8	(2010):	67.	
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study	done	by	Dharma	Akmon	reveals	how	extensive	the	labour	required	by	the	archive	really	

is.16	

As	it	stands,	archives	are	severely	limited	in	their	ability	to	exhibit	materials,	provide	online	

access	or	preservation,	and	provide	access	to	holdings	where	legitimacy	is	unclear.	Restrictions	

on	the	duplication	of	formats	due	to	“obsolescence”	disproportionately	affect	the	preservation	

and	dissemination	of	magnetic	tape	collections.	The	law’s	view	on	what	counts	as	obsolescent	

does	not	effectively	take	into	account	the	rapid	degradation	of	magnetic	tape	formats	or	the	

dwindling	availability	of	equipment	and	expertise.	A	group	of	archivists	and	lawyers	produced	

“Video	At	Risk:	Strategies	for	Preserving	Video	Collections	in	Libraries”	in	an	attempt	to	provide	

clearer	recommendations	and	guidelines	for	librarians	and	archivists	to	preserve	their	tape	

collections	in	accordance	with	the	law.17	Regardless	of	the	obsolescence	of	their	format,	

however,	“illicit”	copies	of	tapes	can	never	be	legally	copied,	which	has	wider	implications	

when	these	enter	archives	or	are	the	only	available	copies.	Byers	and	VanderBurgh	write	about	

their	own	experiences	of	this	problem	as	academics	who	have	consulted	illicit	copies	when	

legitimate	copies	were	unavailable.18		

Today	the	majority	of	archives	struggle	with	having	more	materials	to	preserve	than	they	

have	resources.	Few	archives	can	afford	to	spend	time,	or	money,	tracking	down	rights	holders	

or	applying	for	orphan	works	status.	Even	attempting	to	work	with	current	legal	framework	

																																																													
16	Dharma	Akmon,	“Only	With	Your	Permission:	How	Rights	Holders	Respond	(Or	Don’t	Respond)	to	
Requests	to	Display	Archival	Materials	Online,”	Archival	Science	10,	no.	1	(2010):	45-64.		
17	Howard	Besser,	et	al.,	Video	At	Risk:	Strategies	for	Preserving	Commercial	Video	Collections	in	
Libraries,	PDF,	New	York:	New	York	University	Libraries,	December	2012.	
18	Michele	Byers	and	Jennifer	VanderBurgh,	“Trafficking	(in)	the	Archive:	Canada,	Copyright	and	the	
Study	of	Television,”	ESC:	English	Studies	in	Canada	36,	no.	1	(March	2010):	109-26.		



11	
	

results	in	extensive	labour	on	behalf	of	the	archive.	Over	time	institutions	have	become	risk-

averse	and	adopted	policies	that	are	safe	legally,	regardless	of	the	impact	on	the	accessibility	or	

preservation	of	the	collections.	Without	extensive	reform	or	creative	reinterpretation,	many	

collections	will	remain	inaccessible	and/or	in	precarious	condition.		

2.3 	Power	and	Ethics	in	the	Archive	

As	an	institution,	archives	have	traditionally	upheld	existing	power	dynamics.	Howard	Zinn	

most	notably	called	out	the	archival	profession	for	this	in	the	1970s,	stating,	among	other	

things,	“[archives]	glorify	important	people,	powerful	people,	military,	political,	and	business	

leaders,	to	keep	obscure	the	lives	of	ordinary	people	in	the	society.	To	maintain	such	archival	

biases	requires	no	malfeasance	on	the	part	of	archivists,	only	passivity,	only	falling	into	the	lines	

already	set	by	the	dominant	trends	of	the	profession.”19	This	initial	criticism	has	slowly	resulted	

in	increased	inquiry	into	power	dynamics	in	the	archive	and	a	call	for	a	new	code	of	archival	

ethics.	Archives	have	historically	been	a	way	of	documenting	and	maintaining	power.	As	a	

result,	archives	also	corrupt	the	historical	record	by	focusing	on	the	most	privileged	people.	

Terry	Cook	and	Joan	Schwartz	build	on	this	idea	put	forth	originally	by	Howard	Zinn,	to	

interrogate	the	archive	as	a	social	construct	and	how	this	construction	impacts	collective	

memory.20		

																																																													
19	Howard	Zinn,	“Secrecy,	Archives,	and	the	Public	Interest,”	The	Midwestern	Archivist	2,	no.	2	(1977):	
25.	
20	Joan	M.	Schwartz	and	Terry	Cook,	“Archives,	Records,	and	Power:	The	Making	of	Modern	Memory,”	
Archival	Science	2	(2002)	1-19.	
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One	of	the	main	tenets	of	archival	ethics	is	the	archivist	as	a	neutral	or	impartial	third	

party.21	Though	well	intentioned,	this	kind	of	view	serves	to	reinforce	power	dynamics,	rather	

than	disrupt	them.	Anne	Gilliland	goes	so	far	as	to	call	archival	neutrality	a	“professional	

illusion.”22	Rather	than	ignoring	the	great	power	that	is	held	by	archives,	archivists	should	

instead	embrace	the	power	the	archive	holds	and	attempt	to	use	that	power	for	good.	Randall	

Jimerson	fully	advocates	that	archivists	have	to	“abandon	our	pretense	of	neutrality”23	and	that	

archives	must	commit	to	documenting	a	wide	range	of	experiences.	He	points	out	that	the	

historical	erasure	of	marginalized	groups	on	behalf	of	the	archive	is	the	main	reason	that	

marginalized	communities	do	not	trust	the	archive	to	accurately	represent	or	interpret	them	

and	have	instead	elected	to	open	their	own	archives.24		

Though	archives	have	been	used	to	retain	and	reinforce	power	and	control,	they	have	also	

been	used	to	keep	governments	accountable.	Both	Jimerson	and	Richard	J.	Cox	highlight	the	

importance	of	the	archivist	as	a	whistleblower	and	the	power	of	the	archival	record	to	reveal	

truth,	particularly	in	the	case	of	truth	commissions.25	Archivists	have	an	increasing	

responsibility	to	champion	social	justice	and	equity	within	their	organizations,	but	also	to	

ensure	that	they	are	using	the	power	of	their	records	to	hold	governments	and	organizations	

accountable.	Jimerson	advocates	for	archivists	to	champion	social	justice	and	accountability	

through	the	combination	of	objectivity,	rather	than	neutrality,	with	political	activism	and	
																																																													
21	Anne	Gilliland,	“Neutrality,	Social	Justice	and	the	Obligations	of	Archival	Education	and	Educators	in	
the	Twenty-First	Century,”	Archival	Science	11	(2011):	196-7.	
22	Ibid.,	197.	
23	Randall	C.	Jimerson,	“Embracing	the	Power	of	Archives,”	The	American	Archivist	69,	no.	1	(Spring-
Summer	2006):	28.	
24	Ibid.,	31.	
25	Randall	C.	Jimerson,	“Archives	for	All:	Professional	Responsibility	and	Social	Justice,”	The	American	
Archivist	70,	no.	2	(Fall-Winter	2007):	264.;	Richard	J.	Cox,	Ethics,	Accountability,	and	Recordkeeping	in	a	
Dangerous	World	(London:	Facet	Publishing,	2006):	xxxviii-xl.	
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equity.26	Cox	looks	more	widely	at	the	archivist	and	records	manager’s	role	in	a	post	9/11	world	

and	encourages	the	archivist	to	subvert	power	through	resisting	oppressive	government	

policies	and	regimes	and	serving	as	whistle	blowers	in	such	instances.27	Archivists	need	to	be	

prepared	to	serve,	represent,	and	interpret	a	wide	variety	of	users	and	record	creators	and	

create	policies	that	reflect	these	responsibilities.	The	University	of	California,	Los	Angeles	is	the	

first	iSchool	to	implement	a	mandatory	social	justice	ethics	course	that	prepares	future	

archivists	for	these	kinds	of	realities.28			

Though	there	has	been	increasing	scholarly	inquiry	into	the	power	that	the	archive	holds	

and	how	that	power	is	wielded	since	Zinn’s	initial	call	to	the	archival	field,	there	still	has	not	

been	major	reform	in	the	archivist’s	code	of	ethics	to	reflect	this	and	the	archival	field	still	

hinges	on	the	fallacy	of	neutrality.	In	order	to	properly	wield	and/or	subvert	the	power	held	by	

the	archive,	the	archival	field	first	needs	to	implement	an	ethical	code	that	acknowledges	that	

power	and	instructs	the	archivist	on	how	to	practically	deal	with	it.		

	

2.4 LGBT+	Archival	Material	and	Practice	

LGBT+	archives	have	arisen	out	of	a	long	history	of	queer	and	trans	archival	material	being	

erased,	hidden,	buried,	burned	or	otherwise	destroyed,	on	behalf	of	estates	or	archival	

institutions	themselves.	Aimee	Brown	examines	this	history,	using	a	handful	of	LGBT+	archives	

and	historical	societies	as	case	studies,	in	her	chapter	“How	Queer	‘Pack	Rats’	and	Activist	

																																																													
26	Randall	C.	Jimerson,	“Archives	for	All:	Professional	Responsibility	and	Social	Justice,”	The	American	
Archivist	70,	no.	2	(Fall-Winter	2007):	252-81.	
27	Richard	J.	Cox,	Ethics,	Accountability,	and	Recordkeeping	in	a	Dangerous	World	(London:	Facet	
Publishing,	2006).	
28Anne	Gilliland,	“Neutrality,	Social	Justice	and	the	Obligations	of	Archival	Education	and	Educators	in	
the	Twenty-First	Century,”	Archival	Science	11	(2011):	193-209.	
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Archivists	Saved	Our	History:	An	Overview	of	Lesbian,	Gay,	Bisexual,	Transgender	and	Queer	

(LGBTQ)	Archives,	1970-2008.”29	LGBT+	donors	cannot	ensure	that	their	families	will	honour	

their	wishes	upon	their	death,	and	will	often	turn	to	LGBT+	archives	or	collections	as	a	way	of	

ensuring	that	their	records	are	not	lost	or	purposefully	destroyed.	The	LGBT+	community	

archive,	as	custodian	of	these	records,	is	responsible	to	its	community	first	and	foremost.	As	a	

result,	LGBT+	archives	often	have	had	to	adapt	archival	standard	practice	to	properly	serve	

their	communities.	One	aspect	of	archival	practice	that	the	LGBT+	community	archive	has	

“queered”	from	the	beginning	has	been	their	collection	scope.	In	the	last	chapter	of	her	book	

An	Archive	of	Feelings,	Ann	Cvetkovich	examines	how	LGBT+	archives	preserve	emotions	and	

experiences,	rather	than	just	documents.	One	of	the	results	of	this	is	that	archives	end	up	

collecting	based	on	the	affect	of	the	material,	rather	than	the	literal	content.	Cvetkovich	argues	

that	these	materials	attempt	to	preserve	feelings	of	trauma	and	intimacy	in	a	way	that	cannot	

be	captured	in	the	traditional	archive.30		This	is	in	stark	contrast	to	the	traditional	archive,	

which	focuses	almost	primarily	on	text	and	manuscripts.	As	the	records	move	from	being	

primarily	paper-based	to	digital,	archives	must	also	move	forward	into	new,	and	often	

uncharted,	forms	of	acquisition.	Anthony	Cocciolo	looks	at	how	LGBT+	archives	can	adapt	

donor	agreements,	particularly	for	born-digital	material,	to	better	serve	the	LGBT+	community,	

which	is	more	likely	to	have	unstable	online	resources.	

LGBT+	community	archives	are	often	seen	as	an	alternative	to	the	active	erasure	of	LGBT+	

experiences	on	behalf	of	the	archive.	More	implicit	erasure	─	like	tokenization	and	minimal,	or	
																																																													
29	Aimee	Brown,	“How	Queer	“Pack	Rats”	and	Activist	Archivists	Saved	Our	History,”	In	Serving	LGBTIQ	
Library	and	Archives,	123.	
30	Ann	Cvetkovich,	“In	the	Archive	of	Lesbian	Feelings,”	in	An	Archive	of	Feelings,	(Durham	and	London:	
Duke	University	Press,	2003):	241.	



15	
	

inadequate,	description	─	have	a	legitimate	effect	on	how	people	from	marginalized	

communities	actualize	themselves.	Michelle	Caswell,	Alda	Allina	Migoni,	Noah	Geraci	and	

Marika	Cifor	demonstrate	this	through	interviews	with	people	from	effected	communities	that	

have	first-hand	experience	of	lacking	or	inaccurate	archival	representation.31	Charles	E.	Morris	

also	looks	at	this	impact	in	“Archival	Queer,”	concluding	that	the	survival	and	accessibility	of	

LGBT+	archival	material	directly	influences	how	present	day	trans	and	queer	people	see	

themselves	and	construct	their	own	identities.	Most	of	these	texts	use	the	GLBT	Historical	

Society	as	a	case	study,	often	as	an	effective	example	of	an	LGBT+	Archive.	Gerard	Koskovich	

and	Don	Romesburg	look	more	specifically	at	how	the	Historical	Society,	and	the	museum	in	

particular,	has	been	an	outlier	in	its	inclusive	and	radical	curatorial	practice	and	early	adoption	

of	trans	material	and	narratives.32	To	a	degree,	these	stand	in	contrast	to	Martin	Meeker’s	1999	

Archives	Review,	which	openly	criticizes	the	lack	of	inclusion	and	diversity	at	the	Historical	

Society.33		

Most	of	the	scholarship	around	LGBT+	archives	have	been	written	by	cisgender	authors	and	

only	recently	have	trans	people	began	to	ask	their	own	questions	or	interrogate	current	

standards	and	practices.	K.J.	Rawson	is	one	of	the	main	academics	to	have	done	this	and	he	

posits	the	following	questions:	what	counts	as	transgender?	What	types	of	material	should	be	

																																																													
31	Michelle	Caswell,	et	al.,	“’To	Be	Able	to	Imagine	Otherwise’:	Community	Archives	and	the	Importance	
of	Representation,”	Archives	and	Records:	The	Journal	of	the	Archives	and	Records	Association	38,	no.	1	
(2017):	5-26.		
32	Gerard	Koskovich,	“Displaying	the	Queer	Past:	Purposes,	Publics	and	Possibilities	at	the	GLBT	History	
Museum,”	QED:	A	Journal	in	GLBTQ	Worldmaking	1,	no.	2	(Summer	2014):	61-78;	Don	Romesburg,	
“Presenting	the	Queer	Past:	A	Case	for	the	GLBT	History	Museum,”	Radical	History	Review	120	(January	
2014):	131-44.	
33	Martin	Meeker,	“Archives	Review:	The	Gay	and	Lesbian	Historical	Society	of	Northern	California,”	
Journal	of	Gay,	Lesbian,	and	Bisexual	Identity	4,	no.	2	(1999):	201-204.	
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archived	that	document	the	trans	experience?	How	do	we	decide	what	to	prioritize	and	who	

makes	that	decision?	What	privacy	concerns	are	specific	to	trans	material?	And	how	do	we	

confront	archival	gaps	related	to	trans	archival	material?34	These	are	all	important	questions	to	

consider	when	approaching	trans	collections	and	in	many	ways	apply	to	the	Tranny	Fest	

Collection	specifically.		

These	texts	reveal	the	tensions	between	the	LGBT+	community	and	cultural	heritage	

institutions.	LGBT+	archival	material	also	requires	extra	attention	to	ensure	that	a)	it	cannot	be	

destroyed	or	erased	and	b)	it	is	accessed	in	a	way	that	does	not	out	closeted	people.	As	LGBT+	

archives	and	collections	grow,	the	need	to	adapt	collections,	facilities	and	policies,	while	

performing	community	outreach	is	of	paramount	importance.	

2.5 	Legal	Ownership	in	Archives	

As	ideas	around	legal	ownership	have	changed	in	the	past	fifty-odd	years,	archives	have	

been	forced	to	change	or	adapt	their	policies	and	practices	to	adapt	to	the	changing	legal	

landscape.	This	primarily	happened	in	the	late	1970s-1980s,	when	a	shift	in	donor	motivation,	

accounting	and	appraisal	standards	and	legal	precedent	caused	archives	to	re-evaluate	how	

legal	deposit	was	taking	place	and	how	to	rectify	collections	with	dubious	ownership.	The	most	

recent	example	of	the	latter	is	Valerie	Harris	and	Kathryn	Stine’s	“Politically	Charged	Records:	A	

Case	Study	with	Recommendations	for	Providing	Access	to	a	Complicated	Collection”	where	the	

authors	examine	the	activities	that	lead	to	a	complicated	collection	and	what	the	University	of	

																																																													
34	K.	J	Rawson	“Introduction:	‘An	Inevitably	Political	Craft’”	Transgender	Studies	Quarterly	2,	no.4	(2015):	
544-52.	
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Illinois	at	Chicago	(UIC)	Special	Collections	did	to	rectify	their	own	complicated	collection.35	In	

the	case	of	UIC	the	Special	Collections	librarians	were	able	to	retain	the	collection,	but	this	is	

not	always	the	case;	in	“On	Deposit:	A	Handshake	and	a	Lawsuit”	Ronald	L.	Becker	looks	at	the	

fallout	when	dubious	ownership	leads	to	legal	trouble	and	the	loss	of	a	collection.36	Lisa	Browar	

looks	more	broadly	at	the	historical	context	in	changes	in	deposit,	appraisal	practices	and	donor	

incentives	in	“An	Oral	Contract	Isn’t	Worth	the	Paper	It’s	Printed	On”	imploring	archives	to	not	

accept	deposits	that	it	does	not	have	legal	title	to.37	Finally,	Trudy	Huskamp	Peterson’s	“The	

Gift	and	the	Deed”	gives	an	overview	of	what	makes	up	a	deed	of	gift	and	how	ownership	can	

be	legally	transferred	from	the	donor	to	the	repository.38	

There	is	little	recent	scholarship	in	archival	publications	on	legal	issues	in	archives,	

particularly	for	legal	issues	not	directly	related	to	copyright.	Today,	most	journals	largely	focus	

on	digital	curation	and	preservation	and	most	large	and/or	established	archives	have	firm	

policies	in	place	mandating	that	a	deed	of	gift	be	signed	before	a	collection	even	enters	the	

premises.	Today,	ownership	issues	in	the	archive	are	almost	solely	faced	by	community	archives	

and	the	lack	of	recent	scholarship	reveals	the	implicit	bias	against	community	archives	in	the	

information	field.	These	texts	reveal	the	historical	context	of	ownership	transfer	in	cultural	

																																																													
35	Valerie	Harris	and	Kathryn	Stine,	“Politically	Charged	Records:	A	Case	Study	with	Recommendations	
for	Providing	Access	to	a	Complicated	Collection,”	The	American	Archivist	74,	no.	2	(Fall/Winter	2011):	
633-51.	
36	Ronald	L.	Becker,	“On	Deposit:	A	Handshake	and	a	Lawsuit,”	The	American	Archivist	56,	no.	2	(Spring	
1993):	320-8.		
37	Lisa	Browar,	“An	Oral	Contract	Isn’t	Worth	the	Paper	It’s	Printed	On,”	Rare	Books	and	Manuscripts	
Librarianship	6,	no.	2	(Fall	1991):	100-7.		
38	Trudy	Huskamp	Peterson,	“The	Gift	and	the	Deed,”	The	American	Archivist	42,	no.	1	(January	1979):	
61-6.	
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heritage	institutions	yet	also	reveal	that	even	large	institutions	are	not	immune	to	the	legal	risk	

associated	with	undocumented	collections.		

3. Methodology	
	

2.1 Collection	Survey	and	Assessment	

Upon	my	arrival	at	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	none	of	the	audiovisual	material	in	

the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	had	been	surveyed	or	assessed.	Though	correspondence	indicates	

that	The	Archives	was	supposed	to	receive	an	inventory	of	the	tapes	included	with	the	

collection,	this	never	materialized.39	As	a	result,	my	preliminary	work	included	surveying	the	

entirety	of	the	audiovisual	material	in	the	collection.	The	purpose	of	the	survey	was	twofold:	1)	

to	determine	what	kind	of	material	was	in	the	collection	and	the	relationship	between	the	films	

versus	the	festival	and	2)	to	fill	in	a	gap	in	documentation	of	the	collection	in	order	to	facilitate	

future	access	and	use.	My	survey	gathered	information	on	the	title,	filmmaker(s),	length,	

location	of	production,	year	of	production,	year	screened	at	festival	(if	applicable),	production	

company	and/or	distributor,	collection	format,	exhibition	format,	relation	to	festival,	and	any	

additional	notes.40	My	survey	also	included	doing	archival	research	into	the	primary	textual	

documents	in	the	collection.	These	textual	documents	are	varied	and	include	past	festival	

programs,	correspondence,	financial	records,	submission	forms,	and	programs	for	other	LGBT+	

film	festivals.	I	used	these	documents	to	get	a	better	picture	of	how	the	tapes	in	the	collection	

fit	into	the	operation	of	the	festival.	I	cross-referenced	any	identifying	information	on	the	tapes	

with	past	festival	programs	and	correspondence	in	order	to	ascertain	which	tapes	actually	

																																																													
39	See	Appendix	VIII	
40	See	Appendix	I	
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screened	at	the	festival,	and	when,	and	which	tapes	were	submissions.	I	also	cross-referenced	

the	tapes	with	the	original	submission	forms	to	fill	in	any	information	about	the	filmmaker(s),	

film	synopsis,	country	of	origin,	etc.,	that	was	not	available	in	the	festival	programs,	or	on	the	

tapes	themselves.	The	results	of	this	initial	survey	can	be	seen	in	Appendix	I.			

After	completing	the	initial	survey,	I	selected	a	sample	of	eleven	tapes	from	the	collection,	

with	three	to	four	tapes	coming	from	each	carton.	In	order	to	try	to	accurately	reflect	the	

collection,	I	selected	ten	VHS	tapes	and	one	Umatic	tape,	which	closely	mirrors	the	ratio	of	VHS	

to	alternative	formats	in	the	collection.	Using	information	collected	during	the	survey,	I	also	

selected	films	based	on	their	available	distribution	and/or	production	information	so	that	films	

with	very	little	metadata	and	no	distribution	were	being	assessed	alongside	films	that	were	

being	actively	distributed.	Many	of	the	tapes	in	the	collection	had	very	little	labeling,	often	with	

only	the	title	of	the	film	on	the	tape,	and	little	to	no	additional	documentation	in	the	collection.	

These	same	tapes	typically	did	not	screen	at	the	festival	and	received	no	distribution.	As	a	

result,	the	content	on	these	tapes	is	rarer	and	it	is	typically	harder	to	find	the	accompanying	

rights	holders.	The	rationale	behind	this	was	that	films	that	were	submitted	by	filmmakers	with	

distribution,	and	had	extensively	labeled	their	tapes,	were	more	likely	to	have	more	resources	

available	to	them	than	filmmakers	who	did	not.	The	availability	of	resources	to	filmmakers	

could	in	turn	affect	the	films’	status	as	an	orphan	work,	as	well	as	its	preservation	status.		

The	sample	of	tapes	was	then	used	to	do	two	separate	assessments.	The	first	was	a	

preservation	assessment,	the	results	for	which	are	in	Appendix	X.	I	condition	assessed	each	

tape	in	the	sample	for	a	number	of	preservation	concerns	including	storage,	wind	condition,	

pack	condition,	mechanical	damage,	biological	damage/contamination,	housing	condition,	and	
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soft	binder	syndrome/sticky	shed	syndrome.	The	second	assessment	was	of	the	copyright	

standing	of	each	item	in	the	sample,	which	can	be	seen	in	Appendix	XI.	I	performed	preliminary	

copyright	research	into	each	film	in	the	sample	to	ascertain	if	the	rights	holders	could	be	found.		

2.2 Internal	Documents	

In	addition	to	the	research	done	on	the	collection	itself,	I	have	also	consulted	internal	

documentation	held	by	The	Archives.	The	Archives	retains	collections	files,	which	typically	

contain	a	donor	agreement,	deed	of	gift	and	any	correspondence	between	The	Archives	and	

the	donor(s).	In	the	case	of	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	the	collection	file	contains	

correspondence	between	former	Tranny	Fest	founder	Christopher	Lee	and	the	former	

Operations	Manager	from	the	initial	donation,	a	donation	agreement	signed	by	Christopher	

Lee,	and	correspondence	between	Shawna	Virago	and	a	former	Managing	Archivist	attempting	

to	obtain	a	deed	of	gift.	I	have	also	reviewed	The	Archives	internal	collection	management	

database	where	all	other	information	on	the	collection	is	contained.	The	collection	

management	system	tracks	whether	copyright	has	been	signed	over	to	The	Archives,	the	

historical	and/or	local	value	of	the	collection,	whether	material	has	been	digitized,	the	

digitization	priority,	the	amount	of	times	the	collection	has	been	accessed,	who	processed	the	

collection,	etc.	The	collection	file	and	collection	management	system	represent	the	only	forms	

of	documented	institutional	memory	about	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection.	As	a	result,	I	have	used	

this	documentation	to	inform	my	inquiry	into	the	issues	facing	the	collection	and	have	

formulated	solutions	based	on	it	as	well.		

2.3 Precedent-Based	Analysis	
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As	a	Canadian	doing	research	in	an	American	institution	I	had	some	catch-up	work	to	do	

in	regards	to	copyright	law	and	transfer	of	ownership.	Though	Canada	and	the	United	States	

are	now	both	part	of	the	Berne	Convention,	they	have	differing	copyright	term	lengths	and	

have	different	approaches	to	fair	use/fair	dealing.	In	preparation	for	writing	this	thesis,	I	

completed	a	certificate	in	Copyright	for	Librarians	and	Educators	jointly	offered	by	Duke	

University,	Emory	University	and	the	University	of	North	Carolina	at	Chapel	Hill,	in	order	to	

familiarize	myself	with	the	differences	between	the	U.S.	Copyright	Act	and	the	Copyright	Act	of	

Canada.	Throughout	this	thesis,	all	of	the	problems	and	solutions	I	present	are	based	solely	on	

U.S.	law,	and	are	not	necessarily	applicable	in	a	Canadian	context.	I	am	not	a	copyright	lawyer	

and	do	not	purport	to	be	one.	Though	I	posit	solutions	to	legal	problems	faced	by	the	Tranny	

Fest	Collections,	these	are	from	an	archivist’s	perspective,	not	a	lawyer’s.	The	U.S.	legal	system	

is	heavily	based	on	the	idea	of	legal	precedent,	or	stare	decisis.41	As	a	result,	I	have	based	my	

own	analysis	on	precedent,	both	legal	and	archival,	and	attempted	to	creatively	use	precedent	

to	find	solutions	to	problems	faced	by	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection.	The	solutions	offered	in	this	

thesis	can	be	used	as	a	resource	but	should	not	be	misconstrued	for	legal	advice.		

4. History	of	Tranny	Fest	
	

Tranny	Fest	was	established	in	1997	by	filmmaker	and	activist	Christopher	Lee	and	arts	

and	entertainment	lawyer	Alex	Austin,	making	it	the	North	America’s	first	ever	transgender	film	

																																																													
41	John	M.	Walker,	Jr.,	“The	Role	of	Precedent	in	the	United	States:	How	Do	Precedents	Lose	Their	
Binding	Effect?,”	Stanford	Law	School	China	Guiding	Cases	Project,	February	29,	2016,	accessed	May	21,	
2018,	https://cgc.law.stanford.edu/commentaries/15-john-walker/.	
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festival.42	Though	the	name	Tranny	Fest	was	used	consistently	until	2010,	the	festival	

underwent	a	series	of	subtitles	in	its	first	five	years.	From	1997-1999	the	festival	went	under	

“Tranny	Fest:	Transgender	and	Transgenre	Cinema,”	in	2001	it	changed	to	“Tranny	Fest:	

Transgender	Film	Festival”	and	in	2003	it	was	changed	again	to	“Tranny	Fest:	Transgender	Film	

&	Arts	Festival.”43	These	name	changes	likely	went	unnoticed	by	the	majority	of	the	festival’s	

patrons,	but	were	significant	in	that	they	reveal	the	identity	struggles	the	festival	had	in	the	

early	years	between	being	a	film	festival	or	a	cultural	festival.	Since	its	inception,	the	film	

screenings	were	always	the	main	event	of	Tranny	Fest,	with	various	ancillary	cultural	events	

taking	place	alongside	it.	These	events	varied	from	year	to	year,	but	included	panel	discussions,	

mixers,	art	shows,	cabaret	performances,	costume	contests	and	dances.	In	the	first	five	years	of	

the	festival,	the	film	screening(s)	would	take	place	alongside	five	cultural	events.	The	festival	

would	typically	receive	over	one	hundred	submissions	and	screen	twenty	to	thirty	films	a	year,	

with	the	exception	being	in	2001	when	fifty-six	films	were	screened.44	The	chart	in	Appendix	II	

shows	the	actual	number	of	films	that	screened	during	the	first	five	years	of	the	festival.	

At	the	time	of	Tranny	Fest’s	founding	there	was	no	government	or	private	foundation	

funding	options	available	for	transgender	arts,	forcing	the	festival	to	be	completely	volunteer-

run	and	funded	through	a	combination	of	the	donor’s	own	financial	contributions	and	

																																																													
42	“San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	Festival,”	San	Francisco	Bay	Times,	accessed	January	15,	2018.	
https://sfbaytimes.com/san-francisco-transgender-film-festival/.	
43	Tranny	Fest	Festival	Programs,	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	2006-26,	Carton	2,	Folder	12-14,	GLBT	Historical	
Society	Archives	&	Museum.			
44	The	reason	for	this	is	not	entirely	clear.	Sixteen	of	the	films	that	screened	at	Tranny	Fest	in	2001	were	
part	of	the	video	lounge,	where	films	were	screened	on	rotation	at	an	alternate	venue.	This	was	also	the	
last	festival	that	ran	solely	under	Alex	Austin	and	Christopher	Lee,	as	they	co-directed	it	with	Shawna	
Virago	in	2003	before	she	took	over	in	2005.		
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donations	from	local	businesses.	Today	the	festival	is	funded	through	a	combination	of	grants,	

donations	and	box	office	revenue.45	

Under	the	leadership	of	Alex	Austin	and	Christopher	Lee	the	festival	ran	“biennially,”	or	

rather	irregularly,	taking	place	in	1997,	1998,	1999,	2001,	and	2003.	In	2003	Austin	and	Lee	co-

directed	the	festival	with	Shawna	Virago,	who	had	contributed	as	a	filmmaker	in	previous	

iterations	of	Tranny	Fest.	This	was	the	final	festival	under	Austin	and	Lee’s	leadership,	as	they	

transitioned	out	with	Virago	taking	over	as	Festival	Director	the	following	festival.	Starting	in	

2005,	the	festival	ran	annually.	The	festival	was	initially	titled	Tranny	Fest	until	the	name	was	

changed	to	the	San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	Festival	(SFTFF)	in	2010.46	The	impetus	for	the	

name	change	was	from	outcry	from	the	trans	community,	particularly	trans	women,	who	found	

the	name	offensive,	or	gave	cisgender	people	undue	license	to	use	the	term	“tranny,”	which	is	

considered	a	slur	by	the	majority	of	trans	folk.	The	San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	Festival	

continues	to	run	today	under	the	continued	leadership	of	Shawna	Virago.	In	2017,	it	celebrated	

its	twentieth	anniversary.		

Though	the	first	festival	of	its	kind	in	North	America,	Tranny	Fest	was	not	the	only	film	

festival	to	focus	specifically	on	films	made	by	and	about	trans	people.	Tranny	Fest	was	

preceded	by	only	one	month	by	the	world’s	first	trans	film	festival:	The	International	

																																																													
45	Sari	Staver,	“SF	Trans	Film	Fest	Unveils	Largest	Program	Ever,”	Bay	Area	Reporter,	October	29,	2016,	
accessed	January	15,	2018,	
http://www.ebar.com/arts_&_culture/movies//205831/sf_trans_film_fest_unveils_largest_program_ev
er.	
46	“About	Us,”	San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	Festival,	Accessed	June	3,	2018,	http://sftff.org/about-
us/.	
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Transgender	Film	and	Video	Festival,	which	premiered	in	London,	UK	in	October	of	1997.47	

These	were	followed	shortly	in	1998,	by	Canadian	artist	and	activist	Mirha-Soleil	Ross	who	

founded	Counting	Past	2,	a	Transsexual,	Intersex	and	Transgender	Film/Video/Arts’	Festival,	

which	was	held	in	Toronto.	Similarly	to	Tranny	Fest,	festival	leadership	changed	in	2002	when	

artists	Boyd	Kodak	and	Cat	Grant	took	over.48	In	2000,	the	Netherlands	Transgender	Film	

Festival	was	inaugurated	and	ran	until	2009.49	An	offshoot	of	the	festival,	called	TranScreen:	

Amsterdam	Transgender	Film	Festival,	took	its	place	in	2011	with	different	leadership.50	In	the	

case	of	the	Netherlands	Transgender	Film	Festival,	the	initial	dissolution	was	a	direct	result	of	a	

lack	of	funding,	with	the	second	iteration	of	the	festival	able	to	receive	more	funding	as	a	

“start-up.”51	In	2011,	the	Gender	Reel	Festival	was	founded	by	activist	Joe	Ippolito.52	The	

festival	toured	throughout	the	United	States,	premiering	in	Philadelphia,	and	going	on	to	screen	

in	Boston,	Minneapolis,	St.	Paul,	Oakland,	Durham,	Omaha,	Houston,	Portland,	and	Long	

																																																													
47	Trish	Salah,	“Notes	toward	Thinking	Transsexual	Institutional	Poetics,”	in	Trans/acting	Culture,	Writing	
and	Memory:	Essays	in	Honour	of	Barbara	Godard,	eds.	Eva	C.	Karpinski,	et	al.		(Toronto:	Wilfred	Laurier	
University	Press,	2013)	Overdrive	Edition,	7.		
48	“Counting	Past	Two,”	Media	Queer,	Accessed	May	18,	2018,	
https://www.mediaqueer.ca/artist/counting-past-two.;	Thomas	Waugh,	The	Romance	of	
Transgression	in	Canada:	Queering	Sexualities,	Nations,	Cinemas,	(Montreal:	McGill-Queen’s	University	
Press,	2006):	394-395.	
49	“Thank	you	for	the	wonderful	memories…,”	Netherlands	Transgender	Film	Festival,	accessed	May	18,	
2018,	http://www.transgenderfilmfestival.com/.	
50	“About	TranScreen,”	TranScreen	Amsterdam	Trans	*	gender	Film	Festival,	accessed	May	18,	2018	
	https://transcreen.org/festival-2015/about-transcreen/.		
51	Skadi	Loist	and	Marijke	de	Valck,	“Trans*	film	festivals:	An	interview	with	Eliza	Steinbock,”	NECSUS,	
November	9,	2013,	accessed	May	18	2018,	https://necsus-ejms.org/trans-film-festivals-an-interview-
with-eliza-steinbock/.	
52	Susan	Cohen,	“Gender	Reel	Festival	promotes	equity	onscreen,”	Oakland	North,	September	25,	2013,	
accessed	May	18,	2018,	https://oaklandnorth.net/2013/09/25/gender-reel-festival-promotes-equity-
onscreen/.	
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Beach.53	The	festival’s	website	is	no	longer	in	operation,	intimating	that	the	final	year	of	the	

festival	was	in	2017.54	In	addition,	Translations:	Seattle	Transgender	Film	Festival	was	founded	

in	2005;55	Divergenti	Festival	del	Cinema	Trans	has	been	running	out	of	Bologna,	Italy	since	

2008;56	the	Transgender	Film	Festival	in	Kiel,	Germany	following	in	2012;57	with	the	Sydney	

Transgender	International	Film	Festival	premiering	the	following	year	in	2013.58	As	of	2018,	all	

of	these	festivals	are	still	in	operation.		

As	one	of	the	first,	there	is	no	doubt	that	Tranny	Fest	had	a	big	impact	on	the	

emergence	of	transgender	film	festivals	as	a	separate	entity	from	LGBT+	film	festivals.	Though	

LGBT-specific	film	festivals	have	been	around	longer,	first	emerging	in	the	late	1970s	to	early	

1980s,	trans	filmmakers	and	trans	subjects	were	often	marginalized	or	outright	excluded	from	

these	festivals.59	Many	of	the	other	trans	film	festivals	faced	similar	obstacles	to	Tranny	Fest,	as	

the	majority	of	the	festivals	had	little	to	no	funding	and	often	heavily	relied	on	volunteer	

labour.	Since	most	of	the	festival	founders/directors	were	activists	or	artists	themselves,	the	

festivals	were	ran	as	side	projects	and	discontinued	or	changed	leadership	once	this	was	no	

																																																													
53	“About,”	Gender	Reel	Festival,	accessed	May	18,	2018,	
https://web.archive.org/web/20141101120839/http://genderreelfest.com/?page_id=2.	
54	The	Gender	Reel	Festival’s	website:	http://www.genderreelfest.com/	was	down	when	accessed	on	
May	18,	2018	and	June	3,	2018.	
55	“Translations:	Seattle	Transgender	Film	Festival	Takes	Off	This	Weekend,”	Broadway	World,	May	1,	
2018,	accessed	May	18,	2018,	https://www.broadwayworld.com/bwwtv/article/Translations-Seattle-
Transgender-Film-Festival-Takes-Off-This-Weekend-20180501.	
56	“Divergenti	–	Festival	internazionale	di	cinema	trans,”	NonSoloCinema,	May	11,	2009,	accessed	May	
18,	2018,		
http://www.nonsolocinema.com/Divergenti-Festival-internazionale_16545.html.	
57	“Transgender	Film	Festival	2018,”	Traumgmbh,	accessed	May	18,	2018,	
http://www.traumgmbh.de/transgender-film-festival/.	
58	“5th	Sydney	Transgender	International	Film	Festival	September	2018,”	Cinewest,	accessed	by	May	18,	
2018,	http://cinewest.org/welcome/?page_id=3192.	
59	Trish	Salah,	“Notes	Toward	Thinking	Transsexual	Institutional	Politics,”	in	Trans/acting	Culture,	
Writing,	and	Memory,	(Toronto:	Wilfred	Laurier	University	Press,	2013)	Overdrive	Edition,	6.		
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longer	viable.	Another	aspect	of	the	activist/artist	root	of	trans	film	festivals	was	that	they	were	

highly	political	and	usually	emerged	as	passion	projects.	Because	the	majority	of	the	labour	that	

went	into	the	early	years	of	these	festivals	was	unpaid,	it	created	an	environment	where	trans	

folk	in	a	place	of	privilege	were	doing	the	bulk	of	the	work,	and	thus	making	the	key	decisions	

about	the	operations	and	curatorial	vision	of	the	festivals.	Eliza	Steinbock	speaks	about	this	

briefly	in	an	interview	about	their	time	working	with	the	Netherlands	Transgender	Film	Festival:	

No,	there	is	no	paid	staff.	There	never	has	been,	in	the	previous	incarnation	as	well.	

So	people	are	working	a	full	or	part-time	job,	hopefully,	but	many	people	are	

unemployed.	I	think	it	is	important	to	know	that	in	the	context	of	transgender	

issues,	trans*	is	already	considered	a	precarious	at-risk	identity.	So	they	will	often	

suffer	significantly	more	from	stigmatisation	and	discrimination	that	doubly	impacts	

on	their	ability	to	have	gainful	employment.	So	it	is	not	just	about	being	precarious	

workers	but	also	about	precarious	lives	[…]	

It	might	seem	a	little	bit	glamorous	but	in	fact	when	people	learn	about	the	reality	of	

how	many	meetings	you	have	to	go	to,	how	long	are	they,	and	how	many	unpaid	

hours	of	labor	it	includes,	most	of	it	is	impossible	for	people	who	are	living	paycheck	

to	paycheck	or	who	otherwise	have	a	lot	of	things	that	they	have	to	deal	with	

because	they	have	mental	health	issues,	or	their	lives	are	in	turmoil	in	some	way	or	

another.60		

																																																													
60	Skadi	Loist	and	Marijke	de	Valck,	“Trans*	film	festivals:	An	interview	with	Eliza	Steinbock,”	NECSUS,	
November	9,	2013,	accessed	May	25,	2018,	https://necsus-ejms.org/trans-film-festivals-an-interview-
with-eliza-steinbock/.	
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	 As	a	film	festival,	Tranny	Fest	emerged	at	a	time	when	trans	people	in	North	America	

were	first	starting	to	carve	a	place	for	themselves	apart	from	the	LGBT+	community	at	large.	In	

many	ways	Tranny	Fest	was	radical	in	its	curatorial	practice,	particularly	in	its	approach	of	what	

counted	as	trans	and,	moreover,	what	counted	as	a	film.	Tranny	Fest’s	subtitle	“Transgender	

and	Transgenre	Cinema”	was	reflective	of	this.	Lee	and	Austin	were	not	restrictive	in	their	

definition	of	“transgender,”	including	films	and	filmmakers	that	were	butch,	intersex,	two-spirit,	

nonbinary	or	otherwise	gender	non-conforming.	Lee	and	Austin	would	also	program	erotic	films	

at	the	festival,	usually	in	their	own	program	near	the	end	of	the	night,	something	that	would	

never	happen	at	a	traditional	festival.	As	now	the	oldest,	and	longest	running,	trans	film	festival	

in	the	world,	the	San	Francisco	Transgender	Film	Festival	has	a	legacy	of	creating	a	space	for	

trans	filmmakers	and	trans	images	where	there	was	none	before.		

5. The	Tranny	Fest	Collection	
	

The	GLBT	Historical	Society	was	founded	in	1985	at	the	height	of	both	the	AIDS	crisis	and	

the	Community	Archiving	movement	of	the	1970s	and	80s.61	The	founding	of	the	Historical	

Society	is	most	often	attributed	to	Willie	Walker	and	Greg	Pennington,	who	together	formed	

the	San	Francisco	Periodical	Archives.62	Early	talks	about	the	formation	of	the	Historical	Society	

primarily	came	from	a	group	of	white	cis	gay	men,	and	a	few	cis	lesbians,	who	were	members	

of	the	Gay	and	Lesbian	History	Project.	The	formation	of	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	culminated	

at	a	meeting	at	the	San	Francisco	Public	Library	on	March	16,	1985	attended	by	sixty-three	

																																																													
61Rebecka	Sheffield,	“Community	Archives,”	in	Currents	of	Archival	Thinking,	2nd	ed.,	eds.	Heather	
MacNeil	and	Terry	Eastwood,	(Westport:	ABC-CLIO,	LLC,	2017):	352.	
62	Linnea	Due,	“Blame	Anita	Bryant,”	GLBT	Historical	Society,	August/September	2015,	accessed	May	25,	
2018,	http://archive.constantcontact.com/fs195/1101960178690/archive/1121805512054.html.	
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people.63	Though	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	was	initially	named	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area	

Gay	and	Lesbian	Historical	Society,	Lou	Sullivan	─	a	gay	trans	man,	activist,	and	founder	of	FTM	

International	─	was	one	of	the	founders	and	initial	board	members	of	the	Historical	Society.64	

Additionally,	Susan	Stryker,	a	renowned	historian,	author,	and	filmmaker,	was	the	first	

Executive	Director	of	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	from	1999	until	2003.65	Such	significant,	and	

early,	involvement	from	trans	people	is	unusual,	as	most	LGBT+	archives	are	only	just	beginning	

to	address	their	exclusion	of	trans	people	in	their	collection	policy,	staff	and	organization	name.		

In	2006	Tranny	Fest	festival	founders	Christopher	Lee	and	Alex	Austin,	alongside	former	

Festival	Technical	Director	Elise	Hurwitz	donated	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	(2006-26)	to	the	

GLBT	Historical	Society.	The	collection	spans	the	festival’s	run	from	its	inaugural	year	in	1997	

until	2003	and	is	made	up	of	three	cartons66	of	graphic	and	textual	material,	four	cartons	of	

videotapes	and	one	oversize	folder	of	the	festival’s	poster.	The	collection	includes	one	hundred	

and	sixty-nine	tapes,	almost	all	of	which	are	VHS	tapes.	The	remaining	six	percent	of	the	

collection	is	comprised	of	Umatic,	Betacam	SP,	Digital	Audio	Tape,	audio	cassette	and	Hi8	

tapes.67	Though	most	of	the	tapes	only	contain	a	single	film,	some	of	the	tapes	contain	two	or	

more	submissions,	which	brings	the	total	individual	works	to	two	hundred	and	four.	With	one	

hundred	and	sixty-nine	tapes,	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	comprises	one	of	the	largest	

independent	transgender	audiovisual	collections	in	the	world.	The	tapes	in	the	collection	are	

																																																													
63	Ibid.	
64	Gerard	Koskovich,	“In	the	Archives:	Documenting	a	Gay	Transgender	Pioneer,”	GLBT	Historical	Society,	
July	2017,	accessed	May	25,	2018,	http://www.glbthistory.org/2017/07/11/in-the-arhives/.	
65	Anjali	Arondekar,	et	al,	“Queering	Archives:	A	Roundtable	Discussion,”	Radical	History	Review	122	
(2015):	211-2.			
66	Carton	refers	to	a	Standard	Archive	Carton,	which	measures	approximately	16.25”	x	12.75”	x	10.25”.	
67	See	Appendix	VI.		
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contain	festival	submissions,	films	that	screened	at	the	festival,	and	various	trailers	for	the	

festival	itself	or	for	other	films.	Films	that	screened	at	the	festival	make	up	the	largest	portion	

of	the	collection,	comprising	fifty-six	percent	of	the	collection.68	Of	the	festival	films,	forty-three	

screened	at	the	festival	in	2001,	twenty-one	in	2003,	seventeen	in	1997,	ten	in	1999,	and	only	

seven	in	1998.	These	numbers	are	not	reflective	of	the	number	of	films	that	screened	at	the	

festival	each	year.	Along	with	festival	films,	submissions	make	up	approximately	forty-two	

percent	of	the	collection,	and	trailers	make	up	just	under	two	percent.69	These	numbers	are	

important	to	consider	when	examining	the	Tranny	Fest	collection,	as	the	media	library	within	

the	collection	is	not	necessarily	reflective	of	the	curatorial	vision	of	Tranny	Fest.				

In	the	past	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	has	used	a	More	Product,	Less	Process	

(MPLP)70	approach	to	processing	collections.	As	a	result,	it	is	not	uncommon	for	collections	to	

go	surveyed,	but	not	processed,	or	for	collections	to	be	processed	improperly	by	volunteers	

without	sufficient	archival	training.	After	being	donated	in	2006,	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	was	

not	processed	until	2012	when	it	was	discovered	that	The	Archives	did	not	have	a	deed	of	gift	

for	the	collection.	At	this	time,	processing	of	the	collection	ceased,	and	a	finding	aid	was	

released	that	reflected	the	partial	processing.	At	this	point,	the	former	Managing	Archivist	

reached	out	to	current	Festival	Director	Shawna	Virago	to	secure	a	deed	of	gift	and	ascertain	

any	restrictions	that	needed	to	be	made	to	the	collection.	That	December,	former	Festival	

																																																													
68	See	Appendix	III	
69	See	Appendix	III	
70	Mark	A.	Greene	and	Dennis	Meissner,	"More	Product,	Less	Process:	Revamping	Traditional	Archival	
Processing,”	The	American	Archivist	68	(Fall/Winter	2005):	208-65.	
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Director	and	donor,	Christopher	Lee	committed	suicide.	71	It	is	unclear	whether	this	had	any	

bearing	on	the	fate	of	the	collection	as,	more	than	five	years	later,	The	Archives	still	does	not	

have	a	deed	of	gift	and	the	collection	has	continued	to	go	unprocessed.		In	fact,	before	my	

arrival	at	The	Archives	in	January	2018,	none	of	the	videotapes	in	the	collection	had	been	

processed	or	assessed,	with	one	of	the	cartons	still	in	a	sealed,	non-archival	carton	from	its	

initial	deposit.		

Of	the	tapes	in	the	collection,	just	over	half	were	produced	in	the	United	States,	with	

international	submissions	from	Canada,	the	United	Kingdom,	Korea,	Thailand,	Australia,	

Colombia,	Germany,	France	and	Japan.	Almost	a	quarter	of	the	films	have	an	unknown	national	

origin.	A	breakdown	of	the	national	origin	of	the	Tranny	Fest	tapes	can	be	seen	in	Appendix	

IV.72	Based	on	available	information	on	the	collections	held	by	the	Canadian	Lesbian	and	Gay	

Archives,	ONE	National	Gay	and	Lesbian	Archives	at	the	University	of	Southern	California,	

Transgender	Archives	at	the	University	of	Victoria,	Digital	Transgender	Archive,	and	UCLA	Film	

&	Television	Archive	it	is	my	belief	that	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	at	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	

Archives	is	one	of	the	largest	collections	of	work	by	transgender	filmmakers,	at	least	in	North	

America,	if	not	internationally.	Considering	the	United	States’	long	history	of	active	oppression	

and	erasure	of	transgender,	intersex,	two-spirit	and	other	marginalized	gender	identities,73	the	

Tranny	Fest	Collection	provides	a	crucial	glimpse	into	the	lives	and	creative	expression	of	trans	

people	during	the	late	1990s	and	early	2000s.	Four	researchers	have	accessed	the	textual	

materials	in	the	collection	since	its	donation	in	2006,	but	none	have	accessed	the	audiovisual	
																																																													
71	Cynthia	Laird,	“Memorials	set	for	trans	filmmaker	Christopher	Lee,”	Bay	Area	Reporter,	January	31,	
2013,	accessed	February	5,	2018,	http://www.ebar.com/news/article.php?sec=news&article=68480.		
72	See	Appendix	IV	
73	Susan	Stryker,	Transgender	History	(Berkeley:	Seal	Press,	2008).	
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material.	Unfortunately,	issues	surrounding	the	ownership	of	the	collection,	both	physical	and	

intellectual,	as	well	as	the	format	of	the	AV	material	in	the	collection,	have	put	the	access	and	

preservation	of	its	contents	at	risk.	In	the	following	sections	I	will	provide	an	overview	of	the	

complexity	of	the	issues	at	hand,	and	provide	potential	solutions	to	ensure	that	the	collection	

will	continue	to	be	accessible	into	the	future.		

6. Ownership	
	

Though	archival	institutions	today	have	policies	in	place	to	ensure	that	material	

donations	adhere	to	standard	legal	practice,	it	was	commonplace	for	informal	donations	to	take	

place	alongside	formal	donations	up	until	the	late	1970s.	Informal	donations	generally	took	the	

form	of	correspondence,	oral	contracts	and/or	a	handshake.74	Up	until	1963,	Rutgers	University	

made	acquisitions	solely	through	a	handshake	and	informal	agreement,	signing	no	legal	

paperwork	validating	the	exchange.75	An	article	published	by	The	American	Archivist	in	1979	

refers	to	correspondence	as	the	“easiest”	form	of	transferring	ownership,	stating	that	the	

exchange	of	letters	“indicate[s]	acceptance	by	the	recipient.”76	However,	the	same	article	

brings	up	the	problems	that	can	arise	from	donation	by	will	or	by	correspondence,	namely	that	

it	is	not	necessarily	clear	whether	restrictions	need	to	be	made	or	if	intellectual	property	rights	

are	being	transferred.	The	changes	in	the	legal	and	financial	environment	of	the	United	States	

during	the	latter	half	of	the	twentieth	century	had	a	profound	effect	on	the	collecting	policies	

of	cultural	heritage	institutions,	as	well	as	donor	motivations.		
																																																													
74	Ronald	L.	Becker,	“On	Deposit:	A	Handshake	and	a	Lawsuit,”	The	American	Archivist	56,	no.	2	(Spring	
1993):	321.	
75	Ibid.	
76	Trudy	Huskamp	Peterson,	“The	Gift	and	the	Deed,”	The	American	Archivist	42,	no.	1	(January	1979):	
62.	
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Prior	to	this,	cultural	heritage	institutions	generally	did	not	assign	a	monetary	value	to	

their	holdings	and	considered	themselves	to	be	unaffected	by	common	business	practice	or	

concerns.77	The	changing	financial	environment	of	the	latter	half	of	the	twentieth	century	

resulted	in	a	shift	of	donor	motivations	and	acquisition	policy.	Rather	than	a	need	for	

preservation	or	legacy,	with	the	majority	of	donations	happening	posthumously,	donations	

began	happening	primarily	for	financial	reasons	with	donors	being	issued	tax	receipts.78	This,	

alongside	changing	accounting	standards,	required	cultural	heritage	institutions	to	assign	

monetary	values	to	their	holdings.79	Similarly,	archives	generally	shifted	in	the	mid-twentieth	

century	from	organizing	and	preserving	historical	documents,	to	organizing	and	preserving	

contemporary	records	for	future	use.80	This	coincided	with	the	changing	donor	timeline,	as	

more	donations	took	place	during	the	donors	lifetime,	rather	than	posthumously.	A	number	of	

high-profile	legal	disputes	involving	donated	materials	with	ambiguous	ownership	in	the	mid-

late	1970s,81	coupled	with	the	aforementioned	shifts,	caused	cultural	heritage	institutions	to	

tighten	up	their	collecting	policies	with	the	deed	of	gift	quickly	becoming	standard	practice.		

As	a	result	of	this	shift	in	standard	practice,	it	is	relatively	uncommon,	though	not	

unheard	of,	for	archival	collections	to	not	have	an	accompanying	deed	of	gift.	A	number	of	

factors	lead	to	a	situation	where	a	collection	is	deed-less.	The	most	famous	case	was	in	2008	

																																																													
77	Lisa	Browar,	“An	Oral	Contract	Isn’t	Worth	the	Paper	It’s	Printed	On,”	Rare	Books	and	Manuscripts	
Librarianship	6,	no.	2	(Fall	1991):	101.	
78	Ibid.,	100.	
79	Ibid.,	101-102.	
80	Terry	Eastwood,	“A	Contested	Realm:	The	Nature	of	Archives	and	the	Orientation	of	Archival	Science,”	
in	Currents	of	Archival	Thinking,	eds.	Heather	MacNeil	and	Terry	Eastwood	(CA:	Libraries	Unlimited,	
2009),	13.	
81	Lisa	Browar,	“An	Oral	Contract	Isn’t	Worth	the	Paper	It’s	Printed	On,”	Rare	Books	and	Manuscripts	
Librarianship	6,	no.	2	(Fall	1991):	101.;	Ronald	L.	Becker,	“On	Deposit:	A	Handshake	and	a	Lawsuit,”	The	
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during	the	U.S.	Presidential	Campaign	when	the	University	of	Illinois	at	Chicago	(UIC)	Special	

Collections	faced	a	major	controversy	after	realizing	that	a	collection	related	to	then-

presidential	candidate	Barack	Obama,	not	only	did	not	have	a	finalized	deed	of	gift,	but	also	

had	not	been	properly	restricted.82	In	the	middle	of	the	controversy	the	Special	Collections	

librarians	closed	the	collection	to	the	public	until	the	issues	facing	the	collection	could	be	

properly	addressed.	Since	the	controversy,	UIC	Special	Collections	has	performed	an	audit	of	

their	collections	and	implemented	a	collection	management	system	in	order	to	track	their	

collections	and	avoid	a	similar	situation	in	the	future.83		

The	solutions	implemented	by	the	University	of	Illinois	at	Chicago	Special	Collections	

were	a	highly	effective	way	of	addressing	problematic	collections.	Unfortunately,	these	

solutions	are	not	as	easily	implementable	for	a	community	archives.	The	GLBT	Historical	Society	

Archives	currently	uses	a	collection	management	system	in	the	form	of	a	customized	Filemaker	

Pro	database.	The	database	tracks	each	collection’s	name,	accession	number,	rights	status,	

processing	status,	historical	and	local	significance,	content,	size,	and	restrictions.	A	separate	

database	also	tracks	the	barcode	and	location	of	the	collections	within	the	archive.	Collections	

that	have	ownership,	restriction	or	processing	issues	are	generally	documented	in	the	collection	

management	database,	as	was	the	case	with	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection.	The	problem	at	the	

GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives,	as	is	the	case	at	almost	all	community	archives,	is	that	these	

issues	cannot	be	addressed	without	sufficient	staff	and	funding.	The	GLBT	Historical	Society	was	

founded	by	a	group	of	likeminded	people	in	San	Francisco	who	believed	in	the	importance	of	
																																																													
82	Valerie	Harris	and	Kathryn	Stine,	“Politically	Charged	Records:	A	Case	Study	with	Recommendations	
for	Providing	Access	to	a	Complicated	Collection,”	The	American	Archivist	74,	no.	2	(Fall/Winter	2011):	
636-9.	
83	Ibid.,	644-5.	
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preserving	queer	history,	and	the	earliest	collecting	practices	more	often	took	the	form	of	

dumpster	diving,	rather	than	formal	acquisitions.	As	Brown	points	out	in	her	chapter:	“While	

not	having	documentation	of	the	legal	transfer	of	ownership	and	copyright	for	collections	has	

been	a	problem	at	times	for	mainstream	archives,	this	problem	is	especially	endemic	for	LGBTQ	

archives	for	the	reasons	described	above.	Valuable	collections	are	still	being	left	on	the	

doorstep	of	archives	and	being	salvaged	from	the	trash.”84	To	a	degree	dumpster	diving	still	

happens	at	the	Historical	Society.	During	my	time	at	The	Archives	I	accompanied	the	registrar	to	

the	home	of	a	former	donor	that	had	recently	passed.	The	donor’s	estate	had	automatically	

gone	to	the	city	after	it	was	found	he	had	no	will	and	no	next	of	kin.	His	house	had	been	

ransacked	by	squatters	who	had	thrown	out	most	of	the	donor’s	papers,	which	we	had	to	

physically	fish	out	of	the	trash.	Upon	examination	of	the	collections	housed	at	The	Archives,	

around	half	of	the	collections	with	no	documentation	or	proper	transfer	of	ownership	were	

literally	dropped	off	on	the	Historical	Society’s	doorstep,	sometimes	with	not	even	an	indication	

of	who	the	record	creator	was	at	all.	At	the	time	of	donation	for	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	the	

Historical	Society	had	an	operations	manager,	rather	than	a	formally	trained	archivist.	The	

Historical	Society	did	not	hire	a	full-time,	permanent	archivist	until	2007.	Since	then	the	

Historical	Society	has	typically	only	had	a	single	Managing	Archivist	with	sporadic	Project	

Archivists.	In	2017,	the	Historical	Society	hired	a	part-time	Assistant	Archivist.	As	a	result,	the	

bulk	of	processing	at	the	Historical	Society	has	been	done	by	volunteers	with	varying	degrees	of	

training.	This	has	left	the	current	Director	of	Archives	and	Special	Collections	with	a	legacy	of	

																																																													
84	Aimee	Brown,	“How	Queer	“Pack	Rats”	and	Activist	Archivists	Saved	Our	History,”	In	Serving	LGBTIQ	
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inconsistently	described	and	processed	collections	and	not	enough	time	or	money	to	rectify	

them	all,	which	is	not	an	uncommon	occurrence	in	community	archives.		

The	main	impetus	behind	the	processing	of	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	and	many	of	the	

other	unprocessed	collections	at	The	Archives,	was	the	grant	provided	by	the	National	

Historical	Publications	and	Records	Commission	(NHPRC)	in	2012.85	With	the	funding	from	the	

NHPRC	The	Archives	was	able	to	process	over	five	hundred	collections	and	publish	eighty-one	

finding	aids.86	The	dates	of	the	former	managing	archivists’	correspondence	with	festival	

director	Shawna	Virago	line	up	with	the	tail	end	of	this	project.87	Despite	the	correspondence	

between	the	two,	a	deed	of	gift	still	did	not	materialize.	Due	to	the	sheer	size	of	the	NHPRC	

project,	it	is	likely	that	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	got	lost	in	the	shuffle.	However,	by	the	time	

this	correspondence	took	place,	donor	Christopher	Lee	had	passed.88	Though	Lee	intended	for	

Austin	and	Hurwitz	to	also	be	considered	donors	of	the	collection,	Lee	is	the	only	one	with	a	

documented	intent	to	donate.89	At	this	point,	does	Alex	Austin	as	the	surviving	record	creator	

sign	the	deed?	Or	Shawna	Virago	as	the	new	head	of	the	organization?	In	my	own	

correspondence	with	the	two,	Virago	believed	that	Austin	should	be	the	one	to	sign	the	deed	of	

gift.	After	our	initial	introduction,	Austin	could	not	be	reached.90		
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2013,	accessed	February	5,	2018,	http://www.ebar.com/news/article.php?sec=news&article=68480.	
89	See	Appendix	VI.	
90	See	Appendix	IX.	
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Under	the	previously	mentioned	circumstances	it	is	understandable	that	the	Tranny	Fest	

Collection	has	gone	so	long	without	a	proper	deed	of	gift,	and	it	is	not	the	only	collection	in	The	

Archives	without	one.	The	question	is	what	options	do	The	Archives	have	to	facilitate	access	to	

the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	despite	this?	The	simple	solution	is	to	acquire	a	deed	of	gift	as	soon	

as	possible,	but	what	if	the	donor	does	not	respond	to	requests	to	sign	one?	Or	in	the	case	of	

the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	what	happens	if	one	(or	more)	of	the	donors	has	passed	on	or	the	

ownership	of	the	collection	is	in	question	due	to	a	change	in	leadership?	As	stated	prior,	the	

deed	of	gift	is	a	relatively	recent	legal	imperative	for	archives	and	there	is	precedent	for	other	

interpretations	of	ownership	transfer.		Though	not	ideal,	correspondence,	or	other	

documentation,	that	communicates	donor	intent	can	still	be	a	form	of	legal	deposit.	This	was	

part	of	the	conclusion	UIC	lawyers	came	to	when	evaluating	whether	the	University	had	legal	

title	to	the	Chicago	Annenberg	Challenge	Collection,	ultimately	concluding	that	documentation	

of	an	intent	to	donate	was	enough	to	demonstrate	transfer	of	ownership.91	In	the	case	of	the	

Tranny	Fest	Collection,	donor	intent	is	clear	through	correspondence	between	founder	and	

donor	Christopher	Lee	and	former	Operations	Manager	for	the	Historical	Society,	Jacob	

Richards.92	Correspondence	reveals	that	Lee	had	every	intention	of	Austin	and	Hurwitz	being	

considered	donors	alongside	him,	though	he	is	listed	as	the	only	donor	on	the	official	accession	

record.93	In	her	book	Navigating	Legal	Issues	in	Archives,	Menzi	Behrnd-Klodt	asserts	that	three	

conditions	have	to	be	met	in	order	for	a	donation	to	be	considered	valid:		

																																																													
91	Valerie	Harris	and	Kathryn	Stine,	“Politically	Charged	Records:	A	Case	Study	with	Recommendations	
for	Providing	Access	to	a	Complicated	Collection,”	The	American	Archivist	74,	no.	2	(Fall/Winter	2011):	
638.	
92	See	Appendix	VI.	
93	See	Appendix	VII.	
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(1) The	donor/offeror	must	intend	to	make	the	gift	

(2) Delivery	of	the	property	from	donor	to	donee	must	be	complete	and	

unconditional,	whether	actual,	constructive,	or	symbolic,	with	actual	

possession	and	title	transferred	to	the	donee.		

(3) The	donee/recipient	must	accept	the	gift.94		

Despite	not	having	a	deed	of	gift,	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	still	meets	these	three	guidelines.	

Considering	the	importance	of	the	collection,	the	multiple	attempts	to	reach	out	to	the	donors	

and	secure	a	deed	of	gift,95	and	the	established	intent	to	donate,	transfer	of	physical	property,	

and	receipt	of	gift,	I	contend	that	The	Archives	can	consider	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	to	be	

their	legal	property	and	provide	full	access	to	researchers.	Further,	I	contend	providing	access	

under	these	circumstances	fits	under	Cifor	and	Caswell’s	radical	empathy	archival	framework	

for	the	following	reasons:	1)	The	obvious	intent	to	donate	as	evidenced	through	the	

correspondence	between	the	Historical	Society	and	Christopher	Lee.	Providing	access	despite	

the	absence	of	a	deed	of	gift	best	honours	the	wishes	of	the	record	creator	and	the	relationship	

between	the	record	creator	and	The	Archives.96	2)	Cifor	and	Caswell’s	frameworks	sees	“that	

we	live	in	complex	relations	to	each	other	infused	with	power	differences	and	inequities.”97	The	

complexity	of	the	ownership	documentation	and	the	lack	of	formal	documentation	is	reflective	

of	the	complexity	of	the	relationship	between	the	donors	and	the	archive.	Moreover,	a	lack	of	

																																																													
94	Menzi	L	Behrnd-Klodt,	“Acquiring	Archives:	Transferring	Ownership	and	Rights,”	in	Navigating	Legal	
Issues	in	Archives	(Chicago:	Society	of	American	Archivists,	2008),	42.	
95	See	Appendix	VII	and	IX.	
96	See	Appendix	VI.	
97	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor,	“From	Human	Rights	to	Feminist	Ethics:	Radical	Empathy	in	the	
Archives,”	Archivaria	81	(Spring	2016):	31.	
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formal	documentation	is	a	common	theme	in	most	trans	peoples	lives,	and	the	honouring	of	

this	kind	of	complex	transfer	of	ownership	also	honours	the	complexity	of	trans	lives	and	their,	

often,	lack	of	formal	legal	recognition.		

7. Copyright	
	

	 The	most	pressing	concern	regarding	the	accessibility	of	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	is	

ownership	of	the	collection	physically.	The	best-case	scenario	for	most	archives	when	accepting	

a	donation	is	to	gain	legal	ownership	of	not	only	the	physical	collection	itself,	but	also	the	

associated	intellectual	property.	In	the	case	of	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	obtaining	a	deed	of	

gift	would	ensure	physical	ownership	of	the	materials	in	the	collection,	but	not	necessarily	

intellectual	ownership.	In	the	event	that	the	rights	to	the	collection	are	transferred	to	The	

Archives,	this	would	only	affect	two	percent	of	the	videotapes	in	the	collection.	Regardless	of	

the	status	of	the	physical	ownership	of	the	collection,	the	remaining	ninety-eight	percent	of	the	

tapes	would	still	be	under	copyright	by	third	parties.	In	some	cases,	some	of	the	tapes	could	

even	be	considered	orphan	works.	This	is	fairly	typical	of	film	festival	collections,	as	the	festivals	

only	gain	exhibition	rights	and	many	of	the	films	never	gain	distribution	afterwards.		

	 In	a	traditional	archives	setting,	ownership	of	the	intellectual	property	contained	in	a	

collection	is	preferred	but	is	more	often	the	best-case	scenario.	Archives,	particularly	

community	archives,	often	have	physical	ownership	of	collections	whose	copyright	is	still	held	

by	the	donor	or	another	third	party.	Before	the	internet	age,	this	did	not	really	affect	the	access	

of	the	collections	or	the	users’	perception	of	access,	but	as	online	access	to	archival	records	has	

become	more	widespread,	users’	expectations	have	changed.	In	their	study	Šauperl	and	Vilar	
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note	that	not	only	have	the	users’	expectations	changed,	but	the	users	themselves	have,	as	

digitized	archival	records	have	drawn	non-researchers	and	more	general,	non-academic	users.98	

Online	access	has	democratized	access	allowing	users	to	retrieve	records	from	almost	

anywhere	in	the	world	with	few	to	no	credentials	required.	The	move	to	bulk	digitization	has	

created	greater	and	greater	expectations	among	users,	who	are	often	incredulous	when	they	

find	that	not	all	archival	records	are	digitized	and	available	online	and	that	the	process	to	do	so	

is	prohibitively	expensive.99	Though	copyright	restrictions	do	not	create	barriers	in	the	reading	

room,	they	completely	prohibit	public	online	access,	making	it	so	that	archives	are	unable	to	

live	up	to	the	new	expectations	set	by	users	and	also	reinforcing	the	old	gatekeeping	rules	of	

the	traditional	archive.	This	can	disproportionately	affect	transgender	users,	as	they	are	less	

likely	to	have	the	resources	required	to	visit	a	geographically	distant	archive	or	take	time	off	

work,	if	applicable.	Trans	people	are	also	less	likely	to	have	the	credentials	required	by	the	

more	traditional	archive.	Though	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	circumvents	part	of	this	by	keeping	

later	hours	and	not	requiring	credentials	to	access	The	Archives,	copyright	restrictions	still	

negatively	impact	a	wider,	more	radical	approach	to	access	and	the	users’	expectations.	Such	

legal	restrictions	are	oft	lamented	by	the	archival	profession,	as	reflected	in	a	1997	statement	

by	the	Society	of	American	Archivists	which	read:	“[T]he	nature	of	the	historical	record	is	not	

shaped	only	by	the	actions	of	archivists;	it	is	also	shaped	by	the	public’s	ability	to	access	the	

documentary	heritage.	Archival	records	to	which	access	is	limited	because	of	unwieldy	

																																																													
98	Polona	Vilar	and	Alenka	Šauperl,	“Archives,	Quo	Vadis	et	Cum	Quibus?:	Archivists’	Self-perceptions	
and	Perceptions	of	Users	of	Contemporary	Archives,”	International	Journal	of	Information	Management	
35,	no.	5	(October	2015):	553.	
99	Larisa	K.	Miller,	“All	Text	Considered:	A	Perspective	on	Mass	Digitizing	and	Archival	Processing,”	The	
American	Archivist	76,	no.	2	(Fall/Winter	2013):	522.	
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administrative	or	legal	impediments	are	of	little	help	when	seeking	to	understand	our	

culture.”100	

	 Under	Section	108	of	the	U.S.	Copyright	Act	there	are	two	major	factors	that	allow	a	

record	to	be	copied	by	an	archive	or	library:	1)	the	work	is	“damaged,	deteriorating,	lost	or	

stolen”101	or	2)	the	format	the	record	is	stored	on	is	now	considered	to	be	obsolete.	

Unfortunately,	what	the	general	public	considers	to	be	“obsolete”	is	not	necessarily	the	same	

as	what	is	seen	as	obsolete	to	the	law.	Despite	the	fact	that	few	private	citizens	still	use	

magnetic	tape	for	recording	or	playback,	that	most	magnetic	tape	recording	lines	have	been	

discontinued,	and	that	magnetic	tape	playback	equipment	becomes	increasingly	rare	with	each	

passing	year,	in	the	eyes	of	the	law	not	all	of	these	formats	are	obsolete,	and	therefore,	their	

copying	or	digitization	is	illegal	unless	it	fits	under	another	exception	under	the	U.S.	Copyright	

Act.	Though	some	audiovisual	formats	could	now	be	considered	obsolete	according	to	the	Act,	

such	as	Hi8,	2”	quad	or	other	open	reel	video	formats,	VHS,	which	makes	up	the	majority	of	the	

collection,	is	still	considered	to	be	“available”	according	to	the	guidelines	set	out	by	the	Act,	

along	with	most	of	the	other	formats	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection.102	The	language	in	the	Act	

also	forbids	preventative	copying	or	digitization,103	meaning	that	until	the	tapes	become	

damaged	or	degraded	it	is	still	illegal	for	The	Archives	to	digitize	them,	even	if	the	intent	is	to	

preserve	them.		

																																																													
100	Richard	J.	Cox,	Ethics,	Accountability,	and	Recordkeeping	in	a	Dangerous	World	(London:	Facet	
Publishing,	2006):	216.	
101	Copyright	Law	of	the	United	States,	17	U.S.C.	§	108(c)	(2016).	
102	Howard	Besser,	et	al.,	Video	At	Risk:	Strategies	for	Preserving	Commercial	Video	Collections	in	
Libraries,	PDF,	New	York:	New	York	University	Libraries,	December	2012.	
103	Ibid.	
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Regardless	of	copyright	standing,	archives	are	still	able	to	allow	researchers	to	look	at	

collections	that	they	do	not	own	the	rights	to.	In	this	case	Archives	make	clear	to	the	researcher	

that	the	records	they	are	consulting	are	for	independent	study	only	and	it	is	their	individual	

responsibility	to	clear	copyright	with	the	rights	owner	if	they	want	to	use	or	reproduce	the	

material	in	any	way.	This	is	relatively	easy	to	implement	for	most	archival	material,	particularly	

for	paper	records	that	do	not	require	any	intermediary	machinery	or	technology	to	make	them	

readable	or	interpretable	to	the	user.104	Audiovisual	material,	however,	always	requires	some	

form	of	translation,	both	in	the	form	of	available	machinery,	as	well	as	in	the	form	of	a	

knowledgeable	technician.		Archives	with	sufficient	resources	often	have	viewing	stations	set	

up	with	video	decks	and/or	flatbed	editors	where	users	are	able	to	watch	audiovisual	material	

in	their	original	format.	Increasingly,	archives	and	reference	libraries	are	also	supplying	users	

with	digital	derivatives	of	their	AV	holdings.	At	the	GLBT	Historical	Society,	a	combination	of	the	

two	are	used	to	provide	access	to	audiovisual	material.	Researchers	can	listen	to/watch	VHS	

tapes	and	audiocassettes	in	their	original	format	using	equipment	provided	by	The	Archives.	

Alternatively,	The	Archives’	reading	room	has	a	computer	set	up	with	digital	derivatives	of	AV	

material	that	has	been	digitized.	Though	The	Archives	has	made	a	concerted	effort	to	digitize	as	

much	of	its	AV	holdings	as	possible,	a	considerable	amount	of	the	AV	holdings	at	The	Archives	

are	still	inaccessible	to	researchers	because	they	are	stored	on	formats	that	The	Archives	is	

unable	to	playback	due	to	lack	of	equipment	or	expertise	and	have	yet	to	be	digitized.	

Currently,	The	Archives	tries	to	prioritize	digitization	based	on	content	and	underrepresented	

communities,	but	many	collections	are	ineligible	to	be	legally	digitized	due	to	their	content	still	

																																																													
104	This	excludes	situations	where	a	researcher	with	a	disability	may	require	additional	technology	or	
machinery	to	access	a	record.	
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being	under	copyright.	Despite	the	exceptions	laid	out	in	Section	108,	Archives’	ability	to	

preserve	their	audiovisual	holdings	are	severely	limited	by	the	Copyright	Act’s	views	on	

obsolescence,	legitimacy	and	availability.		

	 The	law’s	views	on	availability	could	be	the	saving	grace	for	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection.	

Section	108(e)	of	U.S.	Copyright	Law	stipulates	that	before	making	a	copy	of	a	work,	a	Library	or	

Archive	must	first	determine	that	another	copy	cannot	be	purchased	at	a	“fair	price.”105	Unlike	

much	bigger	festivals,	where	the	main	goal	of	the	filmmakers	is	to	gain	distribution,	relatively	

few	of	the	films	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	received	distribution,	and	most	that	did	were	

through	smaller,	or	independent,	distributors	like	Women	Make	Movies,	Video	Out,	or	Vtape.	

Most	of	the	films	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	screened	at	a	handful	of	festivals	at	most,	and	

received	no	commercial	or	consumer	release,	which	results	in	there	being	next	to	no	availability	

of	replacement	copies	on	the	consumer	market	for	The	Archives	to	purchase,	let	alone	at	a	“fair	

price.”	There	is	also	a	level	of	uniqueness	to	the	tapes	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	that	cannot	

be	found	in	a	replacement	copy,	even	if	one	was	available.	Since	the	majority	of	the	tapes	in	the	

collection	are	submissions,	quite	a	number	of	them	are	works	in	progress.	Works	in	progress	

shed	light	not	only	on	the	operation	of	the	festival,	but	also	on	the	production	and	festival	

submission	process	more	broadly,	which	has	the	potential	to	be	highly	valuable	to	researchers.	

Even	if	The	Archives	was	able	to	obtain	a	replacement	copy	of	the	film,	it	would	be	a	finished	

copy	worthy	of	distribution,	and	not	contain	the	valuable	information	that	a	work-in-progress	

contains.	As	a	result,	The	Archives	should	be	able	to	digitize	most	of	the	collection	without	

																																																													
105	Copyright	Law	of	the	United	States,	17	U.S.C.	§	108(e)	(2016).	
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having	to	purchase	replacement	copies	because	they	either	are	no	longer	available,	or	never	

existed	in	the	first	place.		

Archives	are	typically	risk-averse,	and	archivists	are	not	copyright	lawyers,106	but	the	U.S.	

Copyright	Act	is	closer	to	a	set	of	interpretable	guidelines	than	a	strict	set	of	rules.	This	makes	

risk	management	the	only	way	of	effectively	navigating	copyright	restrictions	in	the	archive.		

The	findings	of	Dharma	Akmon,	when	the	University	of	Michigan	sought	permission	from	every	

individual	rights	holder	when	digitizing	the	Jon	Cohen	AIDS	Research	Collection,	was	that	the	

average	amount	of	time	required	to	research	and	negotiate	rights	for	every	individual	record	

was	over	an	hour.107	The	Tranny	Fest	Collection	has	one	hundred	and	thirty-eight	potential	

rights	holders,	not	including	distributors.	Using	the	metrics	found	in	Akron’s	article,	clearing	

rights	to	all	of	the	films	in	the	collection	would	take	one	hundred	and	sixty-one	hours.	It	is	likely	

that	clearing	rights	for	the	films	would	actually	take	longer	than	this	estimate,	for	two	major	

reasons.	The	first	is	that	not	all	of	the	films	are	properly	labeled,	some	of	them	only	have	a	first	

name	and	last	initial	or	are	labeled	with	an	artist’s	pseudonym,	which	will	make	tracking	down	

the	rights	holder	especially	difficult.	The	second	is	that	most	of	the	filmmakers	who	submitted	

to	the	festival	were	trans	themselves,	and	it	is	highly	likely	that	a	number	of	them	have	changed	

their	names	to	more	gender-affirming	ones	in	the	past	fifteen	to	twenty	years.	With	the	current	

workload,	staff	and	resources	at	The	Archives,	taking	on	a	project	of	this	size	for	a	single	

collection	is	not	feasible.	However,	based	on	my	own	copyright	assessment	sample,	an	intern	or	

project	archivist	should	be	able	to	track	down	the	rights	holders	for	most	of	the	films	in	the	
																																																													
106	Generally	speaking.	I	recognize	that	there	are	a	number	of	Librarians	and	Archivists	that	are	also	
lawyers	and	have	their	Juris	Doctor.		
107	Dharma	Akmon,	“Only	With	Your	Permission:	How	Rights	Holders	Respond	(Or	Don’t	Respond)	to	
Requests	to	Display	Archival	Materials	Online,”	Archival	Science	10,	no.	1	(2010):	54.		
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collection,	and	through	this	process	be	able	to	prove	due	diligence	for	any	existing	orphan	

works.			

Realistically,	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	has	two	options	when	approaching	the	

intellectual	property	issues	associated	with	the	collection.	The	first,	as	stated	earlier,	is	to	

provide	access	to	researchers	in	person,	where	researchers	can	access	the	materials	for	

reference	only,	and	are	on	their	own	when	it	comes	to	clearing	rights.	The	GLBT	Historical	

Society	is	a	unique	position	as	an	Archives	and	Museum.	The	second	option	faced	by	the	

Historical	Society	is	to	use	the	status	of	the	GLBT	History	Museum	as	an	educational	institution	

to	exhibit	the	films	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	using	the	fair	use	exemptions	laid	out	in	the	

U.S.	Copyright	Act.108	This	could	happen	in	a	variety	of	ways,	whether	it	is	including	clips	from	

films	in	an	exhibit,	showing	the	production	process	through	exhibiting	the	differences	between	

works	in	progress	and	the	final	product,	or	exhibiting	the	films	alongside	a	panel	of	the	original	

filmmakers.	The	exhibition	of	the	films	in	the	collection	is	an	especially	important	aspect	of	

their	access	as	there	are	still	very	few	successful	trans	filmmakers	and	most	people	have	never	

seen	a	film	made	by	a	trans	person.	The	GLBT	Historical	Society	already	has	a	program	in	place	

that	allows	members	of	the	community	to	pitch	and	curate	exhibits	at	the	Museum,109	which	

would	allow	the	Historical	Society	to	actively	reach	out	to,	and	collaborate	with,	members	of	

the	Bay	Area	trans	community.	Considering	the	contentious	and	strained	relationship	between	

the	trans	community	and	archives	and	museums	in	general,	this	kind	of	outreach	has	the	

																																																													
108	Copyright	Law	of	the	United	States,	17	U.S.C.	§	107	(2016).	
109	Don	Romesburg,	“Presenting	the	Queer	Past:	A	Case	for	the	GLBT	History	Museum,”	Radical	History	
Review	120	(January	2014):	133-4.	
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potential	to	build	trust	between	the	two,	as	well	as	provide	wider	reaching	access	to	the	Tranny	

Fest	Collection	than	would	normally	be	available.		 	

In	2005,	David	Wallace	criticized	the	archival	profession	for	prioritizing	the	law	over	serving	

users.110	As	Randall	Jimerson	points	out:	“laws	often	serve	to	oppress	people,	or	reinforce	

existing	power	relationships.”111	Strict	adherence	to	copyright	law	on	behalf	of	the	archive	

creates	a	power	differential,	whether	intended	or	not,	between	the	record	creator	and	the	

user,	between	the	government	and	the	archive,	and	between	the	archive	and	the	user.	Though	

archives	often	come	up	against	copyright	restrictions	themselves,	sometimes	archives	exert	

control	over	their	holdings	through	rights	restrictions.	In	2017,	Vimeo	took	down	a	video	of	

Sylvia	Rivera’s	famous	speech	at	the	1973	Christopher	Street	Liberation	Rally,	which	had	been	

uploaded	five	years	prior	by	filmmaker	Reina	Gossett.112	This	copyright	claim	is	believed	to	have	

been	made	by	the	Lesbian	Herstory	Archives.	In	a	statement	addressing	the	appropriation	of	

Gossett’s	labour	by	filmmaker	David	France,	both	Gossett	and	fellow	filmmaker	Sasha	Wortzel	

said	“This	is	not	about	owning	people’s	stories,	histories,	or	about	copyright/legal	ownership.	

This	is	about	the	systems	and	individuals	who	profit	off	of	the	work	of	trans	women	of	color,	

while	we	remain	uncredited	and	erased.”113	A	radical	empathy	framework	could	have	avoided	

this	kind	of	needless	show	of	power,	as	the	Herstory	Archives	should	have	prioritized	their	

																																																													
110	Randall	C.	Jimerson,	“Values	and	Ethics,”	Journal	of	Information	Ethics	22,	no.	2	(Fall	2013):	25.	
111	Ibid.	
112	Reina	Gossett,	Twitter	Post,	April	17,	2017	6:21	PM,	
https://twitter.com/reinagossett/status/854142738266181632.	
113	Dawn	Ennis,	“Inside	the	Fight	for	Marsha	P.	Johnson’s	Legacy,”	The	Advocate,	updated	January	29,	
2018,	accessed	June	28,	2018,	https://www.advocate.com/arts-entertainment/2018/1/23/inside-fight-
marsha-p-johnsons-legacy.	
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relationships	to	the	record	subject,	being	Sylvia	Rivera,	and	the	affected	communities,	being	the	

trans	community,	including	Gossett,	over	their	intellectual	property	claim.		

Some	archives	are	actively	attempting	to	subvert	the	power	dynamic	between	archive	and	

user	created	by	intellectual	property	law.	The	archivists	and	lawyers	at	the	American	Archive	of	

Public	Broadcasting	(AAPB)	have	actively	been	using	transformative	fair	use	as	a	means	to	

digitize	and	put	online	over	fifty	thousand	hours	of	public	broadcasts,	with	tiered	access	levels	

depending	on	the	rights	status,	or	fair	use	argument,	for	each	particular	broadcast.114	This	kind	

of	approach	is	the	most	in	line	with	Cifor	and	Caswell’s	radical	empathy	framework.	By	

respecting	the	legal	rights,	AAPB	is	respecting	their	relationship	with	the	record	creator,	but	by	

digitizing	and	using	tiered	access	AAPB	is	allowing	the	greatest	amount	of	access	as	available	

under	the	law,	which	respects	the	affected	community,	in	this	case	being	the	entire	American	

public.	Allowing	copyright	restrictions	to	fully	dictate	the	accessibility	of	the	archive	does	not	

hold	up	the	ethical	responsibility	that	the	archive	has	for	its	users	and	affected	community,	

making	a	tiered	access	model	the	only	true	way	of	addressing	competing	responsibilities	while	

not	putting	The	Archives	at	a	severe	legal	risk.		

8. Preservation	
	

	 The	history	of	moving	image	archiving,	and	the	instability	of	audiovisual	material,	has	

led	audiovisual	archivists	to	follow	a	slightly	different	set	of	principles	than	the	rest	of	the	

archival	field.		One	of	the	major	differences	is	how	moving	image	archivists	approach	

																																																													
114	Casey	Davis	Kaufman,	Jay	Fialkov,	Hope	O’Keeffe,	2017,	“Put	it	on	your	Bucket	List:	Navigating	
Copyright	to	Expose	Digital	AV	Collections	at	Scale,”	Paper	presented	at	Association	of	Moving	Image	
Archivists,	New	Orleans,	LA,	November	29-December	2,	2017.	
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duplication.	Traditionally,	duplicating	materials	has	been	considered	non-archival	and	most	

archives	have	policies	in	place	around	how	many	dupes	they	will	collect	of	a	certain	item.	The	

main	tenet	of	preservation	is	to	preserve	the	original	record,	and	duplicating	that	record	is	not	

considered	a	form	of	preservation.	This	is	perfectly	understandable	for	manuscripts,	paintings	

or	artifacts	that	have	an	aura	that	is	lost	through	duplication.	Audiovisual	material,	generally,	

does	not	have	the	same	aura	as	other	records	as	the	duplicated	record	is	nearly	

indistinguishable	from	the	original	source	material.	115	Further,	duplication	has	been	a	large	part	

of	audiovisual	production	and	consumption.	After	all,	audiences	watched	a	release	print	in	

theaters,	not	the	original	unedited	negative.	This,	in	combination	with	the	shear	number	of	lost	

films,	has	caused	audiovisual	archivists	to	value,	and	rely	on,	duplication	in	a	way	that	

traditional	archivists	have	not.		

	 Regardless	of	the	archivist’s	feelings	about	duplication	it	is	a	vital	component	of	

magnetic	tape	preservation.	Compared	to	film,	magnetic	tape	is	a	very	unstable	medium	that	

rapidly	deteriorates.	Current	estimates	put	the	lifespan	of	magnetic	tape	somewhere	between	

ten	and	thirty	years,116	the	consequence	of	which	is	seen	when	tapes	show	up	at	the	archive	

already	in	poor	condition	and	near	the	end	of	their	lifespan.	The	biggest	danger	to	magnetic	

tape	is	sticky	shed	syndrome	(SSS),	which	results	when	hydrolysis	of	the	polyurethane	binder	

causes	a	chemical	reaction	resulting	in	the	formation	of	carboxylic	acid	and	alcohol.117	In	

																																																													
115	Walter	Benjamin,	“The	Work	of	Art	in	the	Age	of	Its	Technological	Reproducibility,”	in	The	Work	of	Art	
in	the	Age	of	Its	Technological	Reproducibility	and	Other	Writings	on	Media,	2nd	ed.	(Cambridge:	Harvard	
University	Press,	2008):	22.	
116	John	W.	C.	Van	Bogart,	Magnetic	Tape	Storage	and	Handling	A	Guide	for	Libraries	and	Archives,	
(Washington	and	St.	Paul:	The	Commission	on	Preservation	and	Access	and	National	Media	Laboratory,	
1995),	15.	
117	Marvin	Camras,	Magnetic	Recording	Book,	(Heidelberg:	Springer	Netherlands,	1988):	462-3.	
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layman’s	terms,	the	base	of	the	tape	becomes	sticky	and	eventually	the	oxide	coating	—	what	

carries	the	information	on	the	tape	—	flakes	off.	There	is	great	debate	on	how	to	handle	SSS	in	

the	archive.	Many	archives	bake	their	tapes	in	dehydrators,	a	controversial	process,	as	it	is	

believed	to	be	an	irreversible	and	temporary	remedy.118	Other	archives	clean	their	tapes	or	use	

a	combination	of	baking	and	cleaning.	The	solution	in	most	archives	used	to	be	to	duplicate	

their	tapes	onto	tapes	of	the	same	format,	or	to	migrate	the	tapes	onto	a	different	tape	format.	

This	is	no	longer	considered	to	be	a	viable	option	for	most	archives	as	video	mastering	and	

playback	equipment	is	becoming	increasingly	rare,	and	many	companies	have	discontinued	

production	of	certain	tapes.	Betacam	SP	ceased	production	in	the	early	2000s,	and	Sony	

discontinued	its	High	Definition	(HD)	tape	formats	in	2014,119	soon	after	discontinuing	its	entire	

video	recording	line	in	March	2016.120	As	a	result,	most	archives	have	switched	to	digitizing	

degrading	or	vulnerable	magnetic	tapes	and	implementing	sound	digital	preservation	practices	

to	ensure	that	the	new	digital	derivatives	will	continue	to	survive	into	the	future.	This	is	not	an	

ideal	situation,	as	digital	records	have	an	even	shorter	life	span	than	magnetic	tape	does.121		

	 With	the	relatively	short	lifespan	of	magnetic	tape	in	mind,	how	do	the	tapes	in	the	

Tranny	Fest	Collection	fare?	From	my	condition	assessment	of	a	sample	of	eleven	tapes	in	the	

collection,122	the	tapes	are	in	fair	to	good	condition.	Though	I	did	not	observe	any	of	the	tapes	

actively	deteriorating,	they	have	yet	to	be	rehoused	into	archival	quality	containers.	Almost	all	

																																																													
118	Charles	A.	Richardson,	“The	New	‘Non-Baking’	Cure	for	Sticky	Shed	Tapes:	How	Forensic	Chemistry	
Saved	the	Annapolis	Sounds	Masters,”	ARSC	Journal	44,	no.	2	(Fall	2013):	225.	
119	Mike	Casey,	“Why	Media	Preservation	Can’t	Wait:	the	Gathering	Storm,”	IASA	Journal	44	(January	
2015):	16.	
120	The	Death	of	Videotape,	PDF,	Covington,	KY:	Scenesavers,	2016.	
121	Jeff	Rothenberg,	Ensuring	the	Longevity	of	Digital	Information,	(Santa	Monica:	RAND,	1999):	3.	
122	See	Appendix	X.	
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the	tapes	require	an	archival	wind	and	most	need	to	be	placed	into	cartons	where	they	can	be	

stored	upright	and	vertical,	rather	than	horizontal.	These	solutions	are	standard	practice	in	the	

storage	and	preservation	of	magnetic	media.	Ideally,	the	tapes	should	also	be	stored	in	a	cool	

storage	vault	at	12°C	(or	54°F)	and	thirty	to	fifty	percent	relative	humidity,	to	prolong	the	

lifespan	of	the	tapes.	As	it	is,	leaving	the	tapes	at	room	temperature	can	lead	to	problems	such	

as	sticky	shed	syndrome	or	mold	growth,	and	fluctuations	in	temperature	and	humidity	can	

lead	to	spoking.123		

	 Regardless	of	the	current	condition	of	the	tapes,	all	magnetic	media	not	stored	under	

proper	environmental	control	is	actively	degrading,	and	the	ability	to	migrate	these	formats	

becomes	more	dire	each	year.	Mike	Casey	lays	out	the	following	‘evolution	of	obsolescence’	in	

his	article	“Why	Media	Preservation	Can’t	Wait:	The	Gathering	Storm”	

• End	of	manufacturing	

• End	of	availability	in	the	commercial	marketplace	

• End	of	bench	technician	expertise	

• End	of	bench	technician	tools	

• End	of	calibration	and	alignment	tapes	

• End	of	parts	and	supplies	

• End	of	availability	in	the	used	marketplace	

																																																													
123	The	Film	Preservation	Guide:	The	Basics	for	Archives,	Libraries	and	Museums,	(San	Francisco:	National	
Film	Preservation	Foundation,	2004),	60.		
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• End	of	playback	expertise	124	

In	Casey’s	evolution,	the	formats	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	have	quickly	rocketed	

past	the	first	two	tiers.	Retired	audiovisual	archivist	Richard	Wright	estimated	in	2013	that	

video	digitization	will	no	longer	even	be	possible	past	2023,	now	only	five	years	away.125	

Degradation	of	the	tapes	aside,	if	the	tapes	are	unreadable	by	machine	or	technician,	then	they	

are	no	more	meaningful	than	a	blank	cassette	on	a	shelf.		

Digitization	is	central	to	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	access	practices	for	audiovisual	

material.	Because	The	Archives	has	limited	audiovisual	playback	equipment	and	expertise,	most	

patrons	that	come	to	The	Archives	are	only	able	to	view	digital	derivatives	of	The	Archives’	

audiovisual	holdings.	As	a	result	of	the	aforementioned	copyright	issues	associated	with	

digitizing	collections,	The	Archives	has	prioritized	digitizing	collections	that	they	own	the	rights	

to.	The	unfortunate	fallout	of	this	decision	is	that	the	collections	that	The	Archives	does	not	

own	right	or	title	to	decay,	regardless	of	the	uniqueness	of	the	material.	The	Archives	is	not	at	

fault	for	this,	the	cost,	time	and	labour	associated	with	digitizing	collections	is	too	high	for	any	

archive	to	try	and	tackle	digitizing	the	entirety	of	their	collections.	Moreover,	it	does	not	

necessarily	make	financial	sense	for	an	archive	to	spend	money	digitizing	a	collection	that	it	

does	not	have	rights	to	and	cannot	give	wider	access	to	than	a	collection	that	the	archives	owns	

and	can	give	greater	access	to	and/or	financially	exploit	to	further	support	its	own	operations.		

																																																													
124	Mike	Casey,	“Why	Media	Preservation	Can’t	Wait:	the	Gathering	Storm,”	IASA	Journal	44	(January	
2015):	16.	
125	Ibid.	
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There	is	a	risk	associated	with	digitizing	collections,	for	preservation	or	access,	that	an	

institution	does	not	own	the	rights	to.	Copyright	infringement	lawsuits	can	cost	an	institution	

up	to	one	hundred	and	fifty	thousand	dollars	per	item.126	In	2011,	the	Authors	Guild	filed	a	class	

action	law	suit	against	Google	Inc.	for	digitizing	and	making	available	millions	of	books	through	

Google	Books.127	That	same	year	the	Authors	Guild	also	filed	suit	against	Hathi	Trust,	a	digital	

archive	that	represents	a	collaboration	of	more	than	sixty	academic	libraries.128	John	Wilkin,	the	

Executive	Director	of	Hathi	Trust,	has	explicitly	stated	that	the	main	intention	behind	the	

archive	is	for	it	to	be	a	preservation	method.129	Fortunately,	the	courts	ruled	in	favour	of	both	

Hathi	Trust	and	Google	Inc.	finding	that	their	uses	constituted	fair	use,	thought	the	courts	did	

not	uphold	Hathi	Trust’s	argument	that	their	digitization	for	preservation	was	legal.130	As	a	

community	archive,	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	has	a	different	risk	level	than	larger	archives	

and	corporations.	On	one	hand,	they	are	less	likely	to	be	sued	due	to	their	size	and	small	

budget.	On	the	other	hand,	the	Historical	Society	does	not	have	a	lawyer	or	legal	team	and	

cannot	afford	to	fight	a	battle	in	court	regardless	of	whether	or	not	their	use	is	determined	to	

be	fair.		

																																																													
126	James	Somers,	“Torching	the	Modern-Day	Library	of	Alexandria,”	The	Atlantic,	April	20,	2017,	
accessed	June	4,	2018,	https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/04/the-tragedy-of-
google-books/523320/.	
127	“Authors	Guild	v.	Google,	Inc.,”	Stanford	University	Libraries,	October	16,	2015,	accessed	June	4,	
2018,	https://fairuse.stanford.edu/case/authors-guild-v-google-inc/.	
128	Julie	Bosman,	“Lawsuit	Seeks	the	Removal	of	a	Digital	Book	Collection,”	The	New	York	Times,	
September	12,	2011,	accessed	June	4,	2018,	
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/13/business/media/authors-sue-to-remove-books-from-digital-
archive.html.	
129	Julie	Bosman,	“Lawsuit	Seeks	the	Removal	of	a	Digital	Book	Collection,”	The	New	York	Times,	
September	12,	2011,	accessed	June	4,	2018,	
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/13/business/media/authors-sue-to-remove-books-from-digital-
archive.html.	
130	Authors	Guild,	Inc.	v.	Hathi	Trust,	755	F.3d	87	(2d	Cir.	2014).	
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Unfortunately,	in	the	case	of	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	the	combination	of	legal	restrictions	

on	preservation,	the	instability	of	magnetic	tape,	and	The	Archives	policies	and	financial	

restrictions	have	created	a	perfect	storm	that	have	put	the	films	contained	in	the	Tranny	Fest	

Collection	at	risk.	The	unfortunate	reality	is	that,	according	to	the	estimations	of	audiovisual	

archivists,131	these	tapes	will	not	wait	another	ten	years,	let	alone	the	amount	of	time	it	would	

take	for	their	content	to	fall	into	the	public	domain.	Due	to	the	amount	of	time,	money,	and	

labour	associated	with	digitization,	and	magnetic	tape’s	short	window	of	viability,	archives	will	

soon	have	to	choose	between	following	the	law	to	the	letter	or	very	consciously	choosing	to	

digitize	the	most	rare	and	vulnerable	materials,	regardless	of	the	content’s	ownership	status.	If	

the	films	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	are	going	to	continue	to	be	accessible	into	the	future,	

their	only	hope	is	to	be	digitized	within	the	next	five	years.		

The	inaction	over	the	preservation	of	the	tapes	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	is,	in	and	of	

itself,	an	action.	In	his	correspondence	with	the	former	Operations	Manager	of	the	Historical	

Society,	Christopher	Lee’s	intention	for	the	collection	is	clear:	that	he	wants	it	to	be	archived.132	

One	can	assume	that	preservation	of	the	materials	in	the	collection	was	part	of	Lee’s	intention,	

regardless	of	whether	or	not	it	was	explicitly	stated.	As	such,	using	the	radical	empathy	archival	

framework,	the	Historical	Society	has	a	responsibility	to	the	record	creator	to	preserve	the	

materials	in	the	collection	to	the	best	of	their	ability.	The	Historical	Society	also	has	a	

responsibility	to	the	affected	community	to	make	the	collections	as	accessible	as	possible.	

Though	the	majority	of	the	tapes	in	the	collection	are	at	least	accessible	through	The	Archives’	

																																																													
131	Mike	Casey,	“Why	Media	Preservation	Can’t	Wait:	the	Gathering	Storm,”	IASA	Journal	44	(January	
2015):	16.	
132	See	Appendix	VI.	
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reading	room,	the	minority	of	the	tapes	in	the	collection	that	are	stored	on	obsolete	formats,	

such	as	the	Hi8	tapes,	are	completely	inaccessible	as	The	Archives	does	not	have	the	

appropriate	playback	equipment.	As	Casey	demonstrates,	all	of	the	tapes	in	the	collection	have	

an	estimated	five	years	before	retrieval	of	the	information	is	no	longer	possible.133	Since	the	

majority	of	the	tapes	in	the	collection	are	original	or	rare	materials,	The	Archives	has	a	

responsibility	not	only	to	the	record	creators	to	preserve	the	materials	but	also	to	the	affected	

community,	as	the	trans	community	already	has	so	few	examples	of	accurate	media	

representation.		

9. Reprioritization	
	

The	GLBT	Historical	Society	is	one	of	the	longest	running	LGBT+	archives	in	North	America	

and	has	continued	to	survive	while	many	other	community	archives	have	folded,	donated	their	

collections	elsewhere,	or	moved	to	university	archives.	Though	the	Historical	Society	was	

initially	completely	volunteer	run,	it	now	has	a	dedicated	space,	a	modest	staff	with	

professional	training,	and	even	a	museum.	There	are	some,	particularly	in	upper	management,	

that	feel	that	the	professionalization	of	the	Historical	Society	is	unnecessary	and	would	prefer	

that	the	organization	regress	back	to	being	volunteer	run.	Some	members	of	upper	

management	and	the	board	of	directors	do	not	understand	the	purpose	of	The	Archives	and	do	

not	support	the	work	being	carried	out	by	The	Archives.	As	the	forward-facing	aspect	of	the	

GLBT	Historical	Society,	the	GLBT	History	Museum	now	receives	more	attention,	more	funding,	

and	more	volunteer	labour	than	The	Archives.	In	an	interview	with	Diana	Wakimoto,	former	

																																																													
133	Mike	Casey,	“Why	Media	Preservation	Can’t	Wait:	the	Gathering	Storm,”	IASA	Journal	44	(January	
2015):	16.	
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archivist	Marjorie	Byer	stated	“I	think	some	people	would	prefer	that	we	become	a	museum	

[…]	archives	don’t	make	money	and	the	museum	idea	is	sexier.”134	Though	the	activist	history	

of	the	Historical	Society	has	had	a	significant	impact	on	the	foundations	of	The	Archives,	it	has	

also	led	to	the	precarity	of	many	of	the	collections,	in	both	preservation	and	description.	The	

devaluing	of	The	Archives,	and	the	work	of	the	archivists,	will	have	long-term	effects	on	the	

access	and	preservation	of	the	collections,	particularly	for	collections	with	multiple	

complications,	low	access	rates,	or	marginalized	status.	The	Tranny	Fest	Collection	(2006-26)	at	

the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	has	become	a	perfect	storm,	as	it	is	faced	with	a	number	of	

legal	issues	and	preservation	concerns	that	impact	its	accessibility,	which	are	exacerbated	by	

the	Historical	Society’s	own	priorities	and	policies.		

	 In	many	ways,	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	already	employs	a	radical	empathy	

archival	framework.	Collections	are	often	restricted	to	respect	the	privacy	of	the	record	

creators	or	to	avoid	outing	subjects	of	the	records.	Many	of	the	oral	histories	at	The	Archives	

are	co-owned	by	the	Historical	Society	and	the	interview	subject	so	that	the	subject	is	also	able	

to	control	the	use	or	reuse	of	their	interview.	Even	in	cases	where	copyright	has	been	signed	

over	to	The	Archives,	the	archivists	go	out	of	their	way	to	be	mindful	of	the	record	creators	far	

past	any	legal	or	professional	obligation.	The	Archives	are	also	flexible	in	description.	With	the	

exception	of	Lou	Sullivan’s	collection,	all	of	the	trans	collections	use	correct	pronouns	and	do	

not	deadname	their	original	creator.135	Judy	Freespirit,	a	writer	and	disability	and	fat	activist,	

was	a	Jewish	cis	lesbian	and	started	going	by	the	last	name	Freespirit	for	personal	reasons.	The	
																																																													
134	Diana	Wakimoto,	“Queer	Community	Archives	in	California	Since	1950,”	(master’s	thesis,	Queensland	
University	of	Technology,	2012),	105.		
135	Sullivan	is	referred	to	with	correct	pronouns	throughout	his	finding	aid.	Due	to	his	close	relationship	
with	the	Historical	Society	it	is	possible	that	he	consented	to	being	deadnamed.			
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finding	aid	for	her	collection	uses	her	chosen	name	throughout	and	acknowledges	the	various	

traumas	she	faced	throughout	her	life	in	a	respectful	manner.	The	GLBT	Historical	Society	has	

also	historically	taken	a	more	radical	approach	to	access.	Even	before	the	GLBT	History	

Museum	existed	the	Historical	Society	held	exhibits	in	their	own	space,	put	on	lectures,	and	

even	temporarily	lent	whole	collections	to	the	San	Francisco	Public	Library’s	James	C.	Hormel	

LGBTQIA	Center	to	facilitate	wider	access.136	

Cvetkovich’s	“archive	of	feelings”	philosophy	also	reflects	on	the	archives’	relationship	to	

the	researcher,	and	to	the	community.	Traditional	archival	thought	sees	the	archivist	as	a	

neutral	third	party,	which	is	challenged	by	the	“archive	of	feelings”	and	community	archiving	

philosophy.	LGBT+	archives	often	preserve	evidence	of	homophobia	and	oppression	alongside	

other	types	of	records,	but	there	is	no	neutrality	in	this	action.	The	act	of	preserving	

oppression,	and	thus	trauma,	is	an	emotional	one.	In	the	same	sense,	the	collections	in	The	

Archives	were	initially	personal	collections,	and	were	collected	out	of	a	sense	of	emotion	and	a	

need	to	preserve	modes	of	being	that	were	actively	being	erased.137	Cifor	and	Caswell	also	

examine	this	through	their	idea	of	“third	affective	responsibility,”	which	considers	the	

emotional	impact	of	records	and	that	the	users	of	archives	are	no	longer	just	academics.138	This	

idea	has	always	been	baked	into	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	to	a	degree,	and	a	large	portion	of	

the	users	of	the	Archive	are	not	academics,	many	of	whom	have	never	been	to	an	archive	

before.	Unlike	some	archives,	the	Historical	Society	does	not	require	any	credentials	from	its	
																																																													
136	Aimee	Brown,	“How	Queer	“Pack	Rats”	and	Activist	Archivists	Saved	Our	History,”	In	Serving	LGBTIQ	
Library	and	Archives,	(Jefferson:	McFarland	&	Company,	Inc.,	Publishers,	2011):	128.	
137	Diana	Wakimoto,	et	al,	“Archivist	as	Activist:	Lessons	From	Three	Queer	Community	Archives	in	
California,”	Archival	Science	13,	no	4	(December	2013):	307.	
138	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor,	“From	Human	Rights	to	Feminist	Ethics:	Radical	Empathy	in	the	
Archives,”	Archivaria	81	(Spring	2016):	38-9.	
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users.	The	Archives’	reading	room	is	open	to	non-members	and	users	are	only	required	to	book	

an	appointment	and	fill	out	a	researcher	form.	Though	most	users	are	conducting	some	type	of	

research,	those	that	are	simply	interested	in	looking	at	an	object	or	record	are	just	as	welcome.		

Due	to	its	geographical	location	and	activist	roots,	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	has	a	

specific	collection	scope	that	has	shifted	over	time.	Located	in	the	same	state	as	the	ONE	

National	Archives,	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	has	a	geographical	collection	focus	of	

Northern	California,	with	the	exception	of	records	predating	the	1970s	due	to	their	rarity.	Like	

many	LGBT+	community	archives,	The	Archives’	collection	scope	is	relatively	format	agnostic,	

collecting	manuscripts,	periodicals,	zines,	photographs,	audiovisual	material,	artwork	and	

artifacts.	This	is	in	direct	opposition	with	traditional	archival	principals,	where	published	works	

like	zines	are	considered	to	be	“non-archival.”139	The	collecting	principles	of	the	GLBT	Historical	

Society	Archives	are	more	in	line	with	Ann	Cvetkovich’s	theory	of	the	“archive	of	feelings,”	

where	LGBT+	archives,	as	archives	of	trauma,	are	tasked	with	preserving	not	only	the	historical	

record,	but	also	emotional	memory	and	feelings	of	loss,	intimacy	and	sexuality.140	This	expands	

The	Archives’	collection	scope	to	include	a	lot	of	ephemera,	such	as	match	books,	pubic	hair,	

and	activist	pins,	that	would	not	typically	be	collected	in	an	archival	repository.141		

Prior	to	Susan	Stryker’s	involvement	as	executive	director,	a	common	criticism	of	the	GLBT	

Historical	Society	(then	called	the	Gay	and	Lesbian	Historical	Society	of	Northern	California)	was	

																																																													
139	Rebecka	Sheffield,	“Community	Archives,”	in	Currents	of	Archival	Thinking,	2nd	ed.,	eds.	Heather	
MacNeil	and	Terry	Eastwood,	(Westport:	ABC-CLIO,	LLC,	2017):	360.	
140	Ann	Cvetkovich,	“In	the	Archive	of	Lesbian	Feelings,”	in	An	Archive	of	Feelings,	(Durham	and	London:	
Duke	University	Press,	2003):	241.	
141	Rebecka	Sheffield,	“Community	Archives,”	in	Currents	of	Archival	Thinking,	2nd	ed.,	eds.	Heather	
MacNeil	and	Terry	Eastwood,	(Westport:	ABC-CLIO,	LLC,	2017):	360.	
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that	many	trans	and	bisexual	people	did	not	feel	represented	by	the	institution	and,	as	a	result,	

did	not	feel	motivated	to	donate	their	records	to	the	institution.	As	a	result,	the	Historical	

Society’s	mission	statement	changed	to	reflect	this	exclusion	around	1999	to	read:		

over	the	past	few	years,	we	have	become	aware	of	the	significance	of	identity	

formation,	the	inevitability	of	self-labeling,	and	the	multidimensional	nature	of	

homosexuality.	We	believe	that	our	history	is	linked	to	a	wide	range	of	behaviors	that	

transgress	socially	sanctioned	boundaries	of	gender	and	sexuality.	Our	collections	and	

our	historical	interest	embrace	cross-dressing,	transsexuality,	homosexuality,	queerness	

of	all	sorts,	and	a	wide	range	of	sexual	interests	and	practice.142	

This,	in	effect,	opened	up	the	Historical	Society	to	a	wider	definition	of	sexual	and	gender	

diversity.	This	move	has	been	seen	increasingly	in	LGBT+	archives	across	North	America,	most	

recently	at	the	Canadian	Lesbian	and	Gay	Archives,	which	approved	of	a	new	name	in	May	

2018.143	The	GLBT	Historical	Society	was	very	much	ahead	of	its	time	in	its	radical	inclusion	of	

trans	people	and	people	of	other	varying	gender	and	sexual	experiences.	A	lot	of	this	can	be	

attributed	to	Stryker’s	leadership	and	personal	experiences	as	a	trans	woman	who	was	often	

excluded	from	ideas	of	queerness.	In	one	article,	she	writes	“people	like	me—trans	people—

were	absolutely	outside	the	frame	of	reference,	unpresented	and	unlooked	for.	[…]		All	I	could	

think	of	was	the	violence	of	the	exclusions	through	which	a	generation	of	cisgender	gays	and	

																																																													
142	Martin	Meeker,	“Archives	Review:	The	Gay	and	Lesbian	Historical	Society	of	Northern	California,”	
Journal	of	Gay,	Lesbian,	and	Bisexual	Identity	4,	no.	2	(1999):	201.	
143	“Moving	Forward	at	the	CLGA,”	Canadian	Lesbian	and	Gay	Archives,	January	22,	2018,	accessed	June	
6,	2018,	https://clga.ca/newsfeed/moving-forward-at-the-clga/.;	“2018	CLGA	Annual	General	Meeting,”	
Canadian	Lesbian	and	Gay	Archives,	May	24,	2018,	accessed	June	30,	2018,	
https://clga.ca/newsfeed/2018-agm/.	



58	
	

lesbians	came	to	understand	themselves	as	having	nothing	to	do	with	trans	folks.”144	Stryker’s	

impact	on	the	Historical	Society	was	lasting,	has	introduced	a	new	generation	of	trans	youth	to	

the	information	field,	and	has	also	bred	a	sense	of	trust	between	the	Historical	Society	and	the	

trans	community.	In	order	to	retain	this	trust,	and	to	build	a	similar	sense	of	trust	with	other	

intersectionally	marginalized	communities,	the	Historical	Society	has	to	reprioritize	The	

Archives	and	give	the	archivists	enough	resources	so	that	they	are	able	to	not	only	accession	

and	process	collections,	but	to	also	resolve	complicated	collections	within	The	Archives	and	

perform	significant	outreach	to	underrepresented	communities.	

In	more	recent	years	The	Archives’	collection	policy	has	shifted	to	look	at	how	its	collections	

are	reflecting	the	LGBT+	community	as	a	whole.	With	more	than	eight	hundred	collections,	The	

Archives	does	contain	collections	representing	many	different	groups	of	people	under	the	

LGBT+	spectrum.	However,	the	majority	of	the	collections	are	still	focused	on	the	experience	of	

white	cis	gay	men.	There	are	relatively	few	collections	that	relate	to	the	experiences	of	trans	

and	intersex	people,	people	of	colour	or	people	with	disabilities.	Even	fewer	of	these	collections	

deal	with	intersecting	marginalization.	For	example,	most	of	the	trans	collections	were	donated	

by	white	trans	people,	and	of	the	collections	donated	by	people,	or	groups,	of	colour,	few	deal	

with	black	or	indigenous	people	of	colour.	This	has	been	a	persistent	problem	and	was	the	main	

critique	in	Martin	Meeker’s	1999	Archives	Review	of	the	Historical	Society.145	Meeker	astutely	

points	out	that	this	exclusion	often	stems	from	power	relations	relating	to	who	is	founding	

these	institutions	and	who	is	doing	the	collecting,	in	this	case	primarily	white,	cisgender	gay	
																																																													
144	Susan	Stryker,	“Locating	Ourselves	in	the	History	of	Sexuality,”	OUT/LOOK,	accessed	June	30,	2018,	
http://www.queeroutlook.org/portfolio/susan-stryker/.	
145	Martin	Meeker,	“Archives	Review:	The	Gay	and	Lesbian	Historical	Society	of	Northern	California,”	
Journal	of	Gay,	Lesbian,	and	Bisexual	Identity	4,	no.	2	(1999):	203.	
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men.	As	a	result,	collecting	and	digitizing	materials	from	people	or	groups	intersectionally	

marginalized	within	the	LGBT+	community	has	become	an	important	aspect	of	The	Archives’	

policy,	in	order	to	redress	this	exclusion.146	To	a	degree,	this	is	dependent	on	funding	and	

resources.	In	the	spring	of	2018,	The	Archives	received	a	grant	through	the	Bay	Area	Video	

Coalition’s	Preservation	Access	Program	that	covers	up	to	eighty	percent	of	the	cost	of	

conservation	and	digitization	of	magnetic	tapes.	Through	this	program	The	Archives	is	currently	

having	the	¼”	open	reel	tapes	from	the	Judy	Freespirit	Collection	digitized.	The	Freespirit	

Collection	is	one	of	the	few	collections	in	The	Archives	that	focuses	on	disability	issues	and	fat	

activism	and	the	tapes	in	the	collection	were	severely	degraded	and	in	desperate	need	of	

conservation.	There	are	also	other	projects	at	The	Archives	that	require	resources,	but	very	

little	funding.	During	my	time	at	The	Archives	I	set	up	an	audio	digitization	station	and	basic	

workflow	so	that	audio	cassettes	and	¼”	open	reel	tapes	can	be	digitized	in-house.	While	at	The	

Archives	I	digitized	tapes	from	the	Chana	Wilson	Audiotapes	(2003-07)	and	M.	J.	Talbot	Papers	

(1999-26),	which	are	now	widely	accessible	on	the	Internet	Archive.	The	tapes	in	these	

collections	include	oral	history	interviews,	conference	recordings,	public	events,	radio	programs	

and	music	recordings	from	a	number	of	intersectionally	marginalized	populations	including	

women	loving	women,	Indigenous	people,	Pacific	Islanders,	Latinx	people,	and	people	of	

African	and	Asian	descent.	In	addition,	the	Dragon	Fruit	Project	specifically	collected	oral	

histories	and	archival	material	from	Asian	and	Pacific	Islander	queer	women	and	trans	elders.147	

																																																													
146	Diana	Wakimoto,	et	al,	“Archivist	as	Activist:	Lessons	From	Three	Queer	Community	Archives	in	
California,”	Archival	Science	13,	no	4	(December	2013):	302.	
147	Don	Romesburg,	“Presenting	the	Queer	Past:	A	Case	for	the	GLBT	History	Museum,”	Radical	History	
Review	120	(January	2014):	133.	



60	
	

The	oral	histories	from	this	project	have	been	on	exhibit	at	the	GLBT	History	Museum	since	

2014.148		

The	Museum	has	also	attempted	to	redress	past	exclusions	by	holding	exhibits	and	events	

that	are	more	reflective	of	the	LGBT+	community	as	a	whole.	In	the	past	six	months	the	GLBT	

History	Museum	has	put	on	events	such	as:	Fighting	Back:	Queers	and	the	Class	Divide;	

We'wha:	The	Life	&	Times	of	a	Traditional	Two-Spirit;	Fighting	Back:	Disability	&	the	LGBTQ	

Community;	and	Foreign	Bodies:	Homophobia,	Race	&	Immigration.149	One	of	the	major	

exhibits	at	the	GLBT	History	Museum	in	2018	was	Angela	Davis:	OUTspoken,	curated	by	queer	

women	of	colour	Lisbet	Tellefsen	and	Amy	Sueyoshi,	which	focused	almost	exclusively	on	

Davis’s	role	as	a	civil	rights	activist	and	subsequent	wrongful	arrest	and	imprisonment,	rather	

than	her	queerness.	These	events	and	exhibits	are	a	step	forward	in	depicting	a	more	accurate	

portrait	of	the	LGBT+	community.		

The	GLBT	History	Museum	almost	exclusively	displays	holdings	from	the	GLBT	Historical	

Society	Archives.	Unfortunately,	none	of	these	events	or	exhibits	utilized	material	from	The	

Archives.	All	of	the	material	used	in	the	Angela	Davis	exhibit	was	from	Tellefsen’s	personal	

collection.	In	this	sense,	the	Museum’s	ability	to	exhibit	intersectionally	marginalized	

collections	is	directly	affected	by	the	lack	of	resources	afforded	to	The	Archives.	If	The	Archives’	

																																																													
148	“Intergenerational	Celebration,	LGBT	History	Museum,”	APIQWTC,	July	24,	2014,	accessed	July	31,	
2018,	http://www.apiqwtc.org/tues-aug-5-intergenerational-celebration-lgbt-history-museum/.	
149	The	GLBT	History	Museum	has	a	Director	of	Exhibitions	and	Museum	Operations,	but	not	a	dedicated	
curator.	Exhibit	curation	at	the	Museum	is	performed	both	by	staff	members	of	the	Historical	Society	
and	community	members	through	the	Community	Gallery	Project,	which	has	community	members	pitch	
or	curate	their	own	exhibits	and/or	partner	with	people	associated	with	the	Historical	Society	to	co-
curate	an	exhibit.	Though	the	staff	at	the	Historical	Society	are	paid,	there	is	no	honorarium	associated	
with	the	Community	Gallery	Project.		
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had	the	resources	to	process	and	prepare	their	collections	without	added	financial	assistance,	

some	of	these	events	could	have	had	associated	exhibitions.	For	example,	in	2016	The	Archives	

received	the	Joshua	Dunn	collection	of	LGBTQ	Youth	and	American	Indian	Two-Spirit	papers.	

This	collection	has	yet	to	be	processed	but	could	have	been	exhibited,	or	promoted	as	a	

resource,	alongside	the	We'wha:	The	Life	&	Times	of	a	Traditional	Two-Spirit	event.		

The	problems	associated	with	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	are	reflective	of	the	issues	that	can	

arise	when	collection	development	is	prioritized	without	considering	what	happens	to	the	

collection	once	it	is	in	the	archive.	This	is	a	problem	generally	seen	with	“diversity	initiatives”	

that	prioritize	and	perform	outreach	initially,	and	then	do	not	provide	institutional	support	

after	the	fact.	This	critique	has	become	increasingly	common	in	recent	years,	particularly	in	

regard	to	academic	institutions	and	the	tech	industry.150	Though	implementing	policies	that	

increase	the	diversity	of	collections	is	incredibly	necessary	in	creating	a	representative	archive,	

policies	need	to	be	further	reaching	than	this	to	make	sure	that	“diverse”	collections	do	not	

languish	in	the	archive	after	being	accessioned.	The	collections	focusing	on	trans	and	intersex	

people,	people	of	colour,	indigenous	people,	and	people	with	disabilities	in	the	GLBT	Historical	

																																																													
150	Megan	Rose	Dickey,	“Hacking	Diversity	in	Tech	by	Emphasizing	Retention,”	TechCrunch,	August	3,	
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TechCrunch,	February	28,	2017,	accessed	June	6,	2018,	https://techcrunch.com/2017/02/28/intels-
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Faculty:	Strategic	Initiatives	for	Institutional	Value	Proposition	Based	on	Perspectives	from	a	Range	of	
Academic	Institutions,”	Journal	of	Undergraduate	Neuroscience	Education	13,	no.	3	(Summer	2015):	
A136-45.;	Colleen	Flaherty,	“Not	Just	‘Musical	Chairs’,”	Inside	Higher	Ed,	September	19,	2016,	accessed	
June	6,	2018,	https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/09/19/beyond-well-funded-individual-
campus-initiatives-experts-urge-collaboration.	
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Society	Archives	are	a	minority	and	will	only	cease	to	be	a	minority	through	collection	

development.	But	in	the	meantime,	the	communities	that	belong	to	those	identity	categories	

can	be	better	served	through	the	amplification	of	the	collections	that	already	exist.	As	it	stands	

now,	the	neglect	of	marginalized	collections	could	be	seen	as	“symbolic	annihilation”151	to	their	

affected	communities.	Since	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	already	has	documentation	of	

the	collections	with	complicated	access	or	ownership,	what	is	required	is	a	dedicated	program	

to	prioritize	and	address	the	problems	associated	with	these	collections.	Even	with	low	

resources,	this	could	be	achieved	through	the	hiring	of	a	project	archivist	or	intern.	The	need	

for	this	is	the	unfortunate	aftermath	of	a	legacy	of	improper	processing	and	volunteer	labour	

but	needs	to	be	addressed	in	order	to	ensure	that	these	collections	do	not	continue	to	go	

neglected.		

10. Conclusion	
	

Information	professionals	often	pride	themselves	on	being	“neutral”	and	many	consider	this	

to	be	a	core	tenet	of	the	profession.152	Under	the	guise	of	neutrality,	the	neglect	that	the	

Tranny	Fest	Collection	has	faced	can	be	chalked	up	to	the	fact	that	the	work	required	to	rectify	

these	issues	is	overwhelming.	Compared	to	other	collections	at	the	Historical	Society,	the	

research	interest	for	the	collection	has	been	fairly	low.	For	the	most	part	this	can	be	attributed	

to	two	factors:	1)	this	a	contemporary	collection	that	has	yet	to	gain	historical	interest	2)	there	

was	little	information	about	the	collection	available	to	researchers	until	the	finding	aid	was	

																																																													
151	Michelle	Caswell	and	Marika	Cifor,	“From	Human	Rights	to	Feminist	Ethics:	Radical	Empathy	in	the	
Archives,”	Archivaria	81	(Spring	2016):	39.	
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published	in	2012.	Under	these	considerations,	it	makes	more	sense	to	prioritize	other	

collections	with	more	tangible	researcher	interest.	Tranny	Fest	was	conceived	for	emotional	

reasons,	and	its	collection	survives	for	emotional	reasons.	The	Tranny	Fest	Collection	cannot	be	

approached	using	a	neutral	lens	but	must	be	preserved	through	an	“archive	of	feelings”	

framework.		To	quote	Wakimoto,	et	al.:	“Archivists	need	to	shed	the	idea	and	stereotype	that	

they	are	neutral,	apolitical,	and	non-activist	in	their	work.	Instead,	archivists	have	the	

opportunity	to	embrace	their	power	to	right	historic	imbalances	in	the	archives	and	should	be	

more	mindful	of	how	they	describe	and	provide	access	to	their	different	communities’	

records.”153		Using	Cifor	and	Caswell’s	radical	empathy	framework,	the	Historical	Society	has	a	

responsibility	to	the	affected	community,	in	addition	to	the	original	record	creators,	to	provide	

access	to	the	collection.	Many	of	the	tapes	in	the	collection	are	quite	rare	and	the	films	in	the	

collection	are	representative	of	the	diversity	of	the	trans	experience.	As	a	community	archive,	

the	GLBT	Historical	Society	generally	has	closer	ties	to	its	designated	community	and	a	greater	

responsibility	to	them	than	a	traditional	archive.	Since	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	is	one	of	the	

few	collections	in	The	Archives	that	deals	specifically	with	trans	and	gender	nonconforming	

people	it	is	especially	important	that	the	collection	is	prioritized	for	preservation	and	access.	

Though	The	Archives	currently	prioritizes	the	acquisition	of	intersectionally	marginalized	

collections,	a	policy	change	is	required	that	specifically	prioritizes	these	collections	after	they	

have	entered	the	archive,	regardless	of	copyright	status.	Extending	this	prioritization	to	the	

processing,	preservation	and	digitization	of	intersectionally	marginalized	collections	would	
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strengthen	the	relationship	between	archive	and	record	creator,	as	well	as	affected	community,	

as	the	affects	of	which	would	be	more	visible	to	those	outside	of	the	organization.		

In	order	for	The	Archives	to	fully	implement	this	change	in	policy	there	are	three	other	

changes	that	first	need	to	happen	on	an	organizational	level	1)	the	reprioritization	of	The	

Archives	within	the	Historical	Society	2)	a	deeper	understanding	of	archival	practice	and	the	

purpose	of	The	Archives	from	upper	management	and	the	Board	of	Directors	3)	increased	

financial	and	staff	support	for	The	Archives.	As	Don	Romesburg	observed	in	2014	“To	continue	

and	expand	its	eclectic	and	queer	approach,	the	[GLBT	Historical	Society]	will	require	a	

substantially	bigger	archival	footprint,	more	staffing,	and	costly	space-efficient	storage.	This	is	

not	a	simple	problem	to	solve—to	date,	the	museum’s	success	has	not	brought	with	it	

resources	substantial	enough	to	make	such	changes	into	reality.”154	During	the	Spring	of	2018,	

The	Archives’	reading	room	was	consistently	booked	at	full	capacity	with	researchers	being	

turned	away	due	to	a	lack	of	space	and	staff.	As	a	result,	the	Director	of	Archives	and	Assistant	

Archivist	end	up	spending	almost	all	of	their	time	organizing	and	performing	reference,	and	

little	to	no	time	processing	or	preserving	collections.	In	addition,	the	Historical	Society’s	

registrar	ends	up	performing	more	reference	duties	than	registration	duties	to	help	The	

Archives	keep	up.	This	problem	could	easily	be	rectified	by	upgrading	the	Assistant	Archivist	to	

full-time	and	hiring	a	Project	Archivist	to	resolve	the	complicated	collections	in	The	Archives,	

such	as	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection.	In	this	sense,	the	Archivists	are	currently	unable	to	fulfill	

																																																													
154	Don	Romesburg,	“Presenting	the	Queer	Past:	A	Case	for	the	GLBT	History	Museum,”	Radical	History	
Review	120	(January	2014):	135.	
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greater	ethical	responsibilities	to	their	record	creators,	subjects	and	affected	community	

without	increased	support	from	the	organization.	

The	GLBT	Historical	Society	has	come	a	long	way	since	its	founding.	Using	Sheffield’s	Social	

Movement	Organization	model,	it	is	in	the	third	stage	of	its	life	cycle.	The	third	stage	sees	

community	archives:	

become	highly	organized	and	start	building	formal	infrastructures,	such	as	incorporating	

as	a	not-for-profit,	establishing	a	board	of	directors	or	trustees,	and	better	organizing	

labor.	For	community	archives,	bureaucratization	can	include	the	development	of	

mandates	or	mission	statements,	governance	structures,	and	acquisition	policies.155	

Community	archives	are	often	founded	for	political	reasons	and	many	LGBT+	archives	sprung	

up	as	a	direct	result	of	the	AIDS	crisis.	As	Sheffield	notes,	not	everyone	in	the	community	

welcomes	professionalization	and/or	institutionalization.156	Both	of	the	founders	of	the	rukus!	

archive	felt	this	way,	stating	in	an	interview	“I’m	very	anti	the	notion	of	being	institutionalized	

by	any	kind	of	organization,	even	by	our	own	organization”	and	“I	guess	I	like	the	idea	of	

something	being	a	lot	more	flexible	and	more	fluid.”157	These	are	noble	goals	and	marginalized	

people	are	not	wrong	for	being	suspicious	of	institutionalization.	However,	some	level	of	

professionalization	and	formal	archival	training	is	necessary.	Politics	and	good	intentions	cannot	

slow	chemical	degradation.	Without	intervention	the	materials	collected	by	these	organizations	

will	degrade	or	become	obsolescent	to	the	point	of	inaccessibility.	Digital	objects	are	
																																																													
155	Rebecka	Sheffield,	“Community	Archives,”	in	Currents	of	Archival	Thinking,	2nd	ed.,	eds.	Heather	
MacNeil	and	Terry	Eastwood,	(Westport:	ABC-CLIO,	LLC,	2017):	371.	
156	Ibid.		
157	Ajamu	X,	et	al.,	“Love	and	Lubrication	in	the	Archives,	or	rukus!:	A	Black	Queer	Archive	for	the	United	
Kingdom,”	Archivaria	68	(Fall	2009):	289.	
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particularly	volatile	and	require	consistent	upkeep.158	For	the	most	part,	the	Historical	Society	

has	artfully	balanced	its	dual	role	as	a	community	organization	and	archives.	In	this	case,	a	

regression	from	professionalization	at	the	Historical	Society	would	be	extremely	detrimental	to	

the	functioning	of	The	Archives	and	would	guarantee	the	degradation	and	loss	of	many	of	the	

archival	collections.	Further,	this	kind	of	loss	would	be	a	failure	to	fulfill	the	ethical	

responsibilities	The	Archives	has	to	the	record	creators	and	affected	communities	who	expect	

the	Historical	Society	to	effectively	preserve	their	history	for	future	generations.		

Currently	the	tapes	in	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	at	the	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	is	in	

an	inadequate	state	of	preservation	with	limited	accessibility.	Though	the	Tranny	Fest	

Collection	comprises	one	of	the	largest	transgender	audiovisual	collections,	it	more	importantly	

contains	films	from	a	large	number	of	filmmakers	across	the	world.	Unlike	many	other	trans	

film	collections,	almost	all	of	these	films	were	made	by	trans	people	about	their	own	

experiences,	rather	than	by	cisgender	people	projecting	their	own	ideas	about	trans	lives.	

Tranny	Fest	directors	Alex	Austin	and	Christopher	Lee	were	also	staunchly	anti-racist	and	anti-

ableist	and	considered	these	to	be	core	tenets	of	the	festival.		For	this	reason,	I	contend	that	

the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	is	potentially	the	richest	and	most	diverse	collection	of	transgender	

filmmaking	currently	in	an	archival	repository.	The	loss	of	the	collection,	be	it	physical,	

intellectual,	or	chemical,	would	be	a	devastating	blow	to	the	trans	community	who	have	

contended	with	a	long	history	of	active	oppression	and	erasure.					

																																																													
158	Erin	O’Meara	and	Kate	Stratton,	“Module	12:	Preserving	Digital	Objects,”	in	Digital	Preservation	
Essentials	(Chicago:	Society	of	American	Archivists,	2016):	56.		
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The	issues	currently	facing	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	are	common	problems,	particularly	for	

community	archives,	and	even	more	so	for	audiovisual	collections.	Community	archives	

consistently	have	to	contend	with	preserving	their	collections	despite	a	lack	of	resources	and	

funding.	In	his	1999	Archives	Review,	Meeker	cites	this	as	being	the	main	issue	that	the	GLBT	

Historical	Society	faces:	that	their	collections	outweigh	their	cash	flow.159	The	same	can	be	said	

for	the	Historical	Society	today.	Audiovisual	collections	are	notoriously	hard	to	preserve	due	to	

their	short	lifespan,	expensive	storage,	and	numerous	formats.	Many	archivists	do	not	learn	

audiovisual	preservation	while	pursuing	their	masters,	as	most	information	schools	only	

provide	one	course	in	“alternate”	formats,	if	any.	The	Tranny	Fest	Collection	is	far	from	being	

alone	in	the	issues	it	faces	and	instead	exists	as	one	of	many	collections	with	complicated	

access	and/or	preservation	concerns.		

Despite	having	a	number	of	major	barriers	to	the	collection’s	access,	the	GLBT	Historical	

Archives	&	Museum	does	have	options	when	contending	with	these	barriers.	Through	utilizing	

legal	exceptions,	precedent,	and	a	more	liberal	interpretation	of	ownership	The	Archives	is	still	

able	to	provide	access	to	this	collection	despite	the	immediate	barriers	it	faces.	Though	the	

preservation	concerns	facing	the	collection	do	not	appear	to	be	as	immediate	as	the	physical	

and	intellectual	ownership	concerns,	they	are	more	likely	to	have	a	drastic	and	permanent	

effect	on	the	long-term	accessibility	of	the	collection.	Utilizing	the	suggestions	provided	in	this	

document	could	have	a	big	impact	on	the	accessibility	of	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection,	but	the	

accessibility	of	similar	collections	in	The	Archives	hinges	on	a	bigger	shift	in	the	policies	and	

																																																													
159	Martin	Meeker,	“Archives	Review:	The	Gay	and	Lesbian	Historical	Society	of	Northern	California,”	
Journal	of	Gay,	Lesbian,	and	Bisexual	Identity	4,	no.	2	(1999):	203-204.	
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priorities	of	the	organization	as	a	whole.	The	bottom	line	is	that	nothing	in	The	Archives	will	

improve	without	proper	support	from	the	organization	and	its	management.		
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Appendix	XI	

Rights	Analysis	
Stormé,	The	Lady	of	the	Jewel	Box	(1987)	

Stormé,	The	Lady	of	the	Jewel	Box	was	produced	in	1987	and	screened	at	Tranny	Fest	as	
part	of	the	9:00	pm	program	in	1997.	The	film	was	made	by	Eye	of	the	Storm	Productions	and	is	
distributed	by	Women	Make	Movies	in	New	York.	Eye	of	the	Storm	Productions	was	a	
production	company	based	out	of	Washington,	D.C.,	but	appears	to	now	be	defunct.	
Documentation	inside	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	indicates	that	Eye	of	the	Storm	Productions	
owned	world	rights.	It	is	likely	that	rights	are	currently	held	by	filmmaker	Michelle	Parkerson	as	
she	made	the	film	and	operated	Eye	of	the	Storm	Productions.	Parkerson’s	contact	info	could	
not	be	located,	though	it	should	attainable	through	Women	Make	Movies.	

	

Madame	Lauraine’s	Transsexual	Touch	(2001)	

	 Madame	Lauraine’s	Transsexual	Touch	was	produced	in	2001	and	screened	at	Tranny	
Fest	as	part	of	the	Space	Hook	and	Tow	Porn	Program	the	same	year.	The	film	was	produced	by	
PVC	Productions,	a	now	defunct	production	company,	and	distributed	by	Vtape	in	Toronto.	The	
film	was	directed	by	Mirha-Soleil	Ross,	Viviane	Namaste,	and	Monica	Forrester,	who	still	own	
copyright.	Contact	information	available.		

	

Latin	Queens:	Unfinished	Stories	of	Our	Lives	(2000)	

	 Latin	Queens:	Unfinished	Stories	of	Our	Lives	was	produced	in	2000	and	screened	at	
Tranny	Fest	the	same	year	as	part	of	the	video	lounge.	The	film	was	directed	by	Anton	Wagner	
through	their	production	company	Anton	Wagner	Productions	Inc.	The	film	is	currently	
distributed	through	the	Canadian	Filmmakers	Distribution	Center	in	Toronto.	Anton	Wagner	
Productions	Inc.	appears	to	still	be	in	business	and	it	is	highly	likely	Wagner	is	the	copyright	
holder.	Contact	information	is	available.			

	

New	Humans	(2003)	

	 New	Humans	was	directed	by	Dina	L.	Boyer	in	2003	and	was	submitted	to	Tranny	Fest	
but	not	accepted.	Contact	information	available.		
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Homocore	Minneapolis	(1999)	

	 Homocore	Minneapolis	was	produced	in	1999	and	screened	at	Tranny	Fest	the	same	
year	as	part	of	the	5:00	pm	program.	The	film	was	directed	and	produced	by	Lisa	Ganser	with	
no	attached	production	companies	or	distributors.	Ganser	would	still	hold	copyright	and	
contact	information	is	available.	Though	the	film	is	copy	protected,	a	document	in	the	
collection	states	that	there	is	no	fee	to	screen	the	film	and	that	all	the	musicians	in	the	film	
signed	releases.160		

	

San	Francisco	Dodger	(1998)	

	 San	Francisco	Dodger	was	produced	by	Lucia	Davis	and	submitted	to	Tranny	Fest	but	
was	not	accepted.	The	film	was	produced	by	the	production	company	Esoterik	Pix,	which	is	now	
defunct.	Copyright	would	fall	back	to	Davis;	whose	contact	information	is	available.		

	

Bombay	Eunuch	(2001)	

	 Bombay	Eunuch	was	produced	in	2001	by	Gidalya	Pictures	and	screened	at	Tranny	Fest	
the	same	year	as	part	of	the	Sunday	4:30	pm	program.	The	film	played	on	the	festival	circuit	but	
appears	to	have	not	been	picked	up	for	distribution.	The	film	was	directed	and	produced	by	
Alexandra	Shiva,	who	is	also	the	founder	of	Gidalya	Pictures.	Gidalya	Pictures	is	still	in	operation	
and	continues	to	distribute	the	film.		

	

Pink	Eye	(2000)	

	 Pink	Eye	was	directed	by	Machiko	Saito	in	2000	and	screened	at	Tranny	Fest	in	2001	as	
part	of	the	Saturday	8:00	pm	program.	The	film	is	currently	being	digitally	exhibited	through	
Freewaves	online	archives.	Pink	Eye	was	produced	by	PRO	DOM	PRODUCTIONS,	which	appears	
to	now	be	defunct.	Highly	likely	that	Saito	still	holds	the	rights	herself.	Current	contact	
information	could	not	be	located,	though	it	might	be	available	through	Freewaves.		

	

Fucking	Video!	(2002)	

	 Fucking	Video!	Was	produced	by	Yvette	Choy	in	2002.	It	was	submitted	for	
consideration	in	the	2003	Tranny	Fest	but	was	not	accepted.	It	is	highly	like	that	Choy	continues	
to	be	the	sole	rights	holder.	Contact	information	is	available.		

																																																													
160	Tranny	Fest	Collection.	2006-26.	Carton	2,	Folder	17.	GLBT	Historical	Society	Archives	&	Museum.			
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A	Nightmare	on	Castro	Street	(2002)		

	 A	Nightmare	on	Castro	Street	was	directed	by	Peaches	Christ	in	2002.	It	was	submitted	
to	Tranny	Fest	but	was	not	accepted.	Christ	is	still	active	as	a	drag	performer,	contact	
information	is	available.		

	

Tranny	Fest	1997	Trailer	(1997)	

	 The	trailer	for	the	1997	edition	of	Tranny	Fest	was	made	by	J.	Carranza,	Christopher	Lee,	
Elise	Hurwitz,	and	Alyssa	Izen.	The	Bay	Area	Video	Coalition	had	some	kind	of	involvement	in	its	
production,	though	the	exact	role	is	unclear.	If	the	rights	to	the	Tranny	Fest	Collection	do	end	
up	being	signed	over	the	GLBT	Historical	Society,	it	could	be	assumed	that	the	rights	to	this	
trailer	would	transfer	with	it.		
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