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�. In terms of the doll construction, there is a con-
nection between Lankton’s technique and the 
way late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
versions of the fashion dolls, most often French 
(and referred to as the Parisienne or poupee 
Parisienne) would have been made. Many of 
Lankton’s dolls employed a  more malleable fab-
ric/wired body with a harder (often plaster) head, 
which allowed for more-detailed features. This 
technique was not unlike French fashion doll 
constructions in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, whereby the bodies would 
be more malleable and made of fabric to allow 
for clothes to be easily changed, while the head 
would be made of harder material (generally 
porcelain, and, in some instances, wax), allowing 
for �ne hand-painted details. 
�. Following Susan Stryker, we employ through-
out the conversation contemporary terminology 
of transgender or trans despite its anachronism. 
The term more commonly used throughout 
Lankton’s life time would have been “transexual” 
and Lankton used, at times, this term to refer 
to herself. The term transgender which came to 
be widely used starting in the ����s “implies a 
movement away from an initially assigned gen-
der position.” We are using this term in the inter-
view, since especially in its shortened version, 
it has come “to refer to the widest imaginable 
range of gender variant practices and identities” 
(Susan Stryker,�Transgender History (Seal Press, 
����),  ��, ���–��).
�. Greer Lankton. “Journal �� (����–����),” March 
�, ���� F����.��, Film Collection, Museum of 
Modern Art, New York.
�. Caroline Evans.�The Mechanical Smile: 
Modernism and the First Fashion shows in 
France and America 1900–���� (Yale University 
Press, ����).
�. Greer Lankton, It’s All about ME, Not 
You (����), ��:��, posted by The Mattress 
Factory, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=v_��q�NwS�o.

Introduction 

by Francesca Granata

Greer Lankton (����–����) was an artist associated with the ����s East Village, 

whose practice spanned categories of performance, sculpture, fashion, and craft 

and who is best known for the creation of dolls. In the �rst half of the ����s, 

Lankton exhibited her dolls primarily in East 

Village art galleries such as Civilian Warfare and 

Gracie Mansion; she later showed them within 

the East Village boutique Einsteins as well as in 

shop windows including the department store 

Barneys. Lankton created miniature and life-size 

dolls that were mostly made in a combination 

of fabric and plaster with a wire structure inside 

and articulated limbs, which allowed the dolls to be moved and their clothes to 

be changed.� Lankton herself discussed the importance of playing with her dolls 

and the way that they straddled categories of playthings and art objects. To better 

capture the in-between nature of her practice, this roundtable brings together 

scholars from a variety of disciplines and �elds of study from art history, fashion 

history, material culture history, as well as trans studies, queer theory and gender 

studies. Its aim is to examine Greer Lankton’s work through an interdisciplinary 

framework in order to fully contextualize her practice not only in the context of 

����s and ����s art, but also in connection to fashion, modeling and the material 

culture of dolls.�  

One aspect of her practice that I wanted to recover through this discussion 

was her modeling. Lankton started working as a model for her friends and later 

in a more professional capacity as early as her days as a sculpture student at the 

Pratt Institute, where she modeled for the students’ fashion show. Later, she mod-

eled for Einsteins as well for ads photographed by Peter Hujar, and for a number 

of independent designers and East Village clubs. She spoke of the importance of 

her modeling in her diaries. In one entry from ����, she writes, “Sunday I go for 

rehearsals at the Mudd Club where I am to model in a Bondage and Discipline 

fashion show. I’m in an extreme state of excitement about this. To be a model is 

my fantasy, and fantasies that come true are always special.”� �e fact that, as a 

trans-woman, she was modeling in the ����s is in itself notable, but what makes 

her modeling most relevant is the way it connects to her doll-making. A deep 

connection exists between the fashion doll and the model. Fashion dolls were, in 

fact, the precursor of live models; dressed in miniature versions of the latest fash-

ions, they were central in conveying ideals of fashionable femininity.�  Lankton, a 

self-described “doll-maker” who read widely on the history of dolls, would have 

been aware of this history particularly as she described many of her dolls as being 

fashion dolls.� She was thus unique in combining modeling and doll-making, 
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bringing together two technologies central to the biopolitical creation of gender 

and feminine beauty. Much of her work can be read as a sustained exploration of 

femininity and beauty—one which, in the case of Lankton, foregrounds models 

of femininity that are often marginalized, such as trans femininity.�  �is places 

Lankton in line with ideas of queering;, as Brown points out, the long history of 

queering not only modeling but also the fashion doll works through “an interrup-

tion of the normativity of fashion, a kind or reworking and remaking of fashion 

and the creation of a queer or a trans subjectivity.” 

Another aspect of Lankton’s work that the roundtable foregrounds is the con-

stant slippage of categories that happens with Lankton’s dolls, in part ontologically 

as they straddled the categories of subjects and objects. Many of Lankton’s dolls 

could be read as extension of the self, which allowed the artist to inhabit di�er-

ent bodies (at times literally, as she made at least one doll which she could wear as 

a costume). As Hartzell points out, in line with contemporary makers of artists’ 

dolls, Lankton’s dolls allowed the artist to perform all kinds of modes of expres-

sion and identities; as Metzger adds, it allowed Lankton to go beyond the limit 

of her corporeality. Ultimately, she is complicating the notion of what is a human 

and what is a doll, sending us back to the ontological slippage of the model. (�e 

etymology of the word “model” in many languages traces these slippages in its 

overlapping meaning of human fashion model, inanimate mannequin and doll, as 

with the French mannequin or the Italian manichino.)

Lankton’s dolls corporeal transformations, not only pertain to sex and gen-

der, but to bodily changes of all kinds.  As Metzger reminds us and  Lankton’s 

malleable dolls underscore, all bodies, not only trans bodies, undergo constant 

change. And as Hartzell points out during the roundtable, Lankton’s dolls are 

often representing forms of embodiment, which like her own “are pushed at the 

margins of corporeality . . . and that is often a painful experience.” �us, through 

her dolls she is in part negotiating experiences of her own embodiment, of inhab-

iting a body which was often in pain. Lankton su�ered from a number of physical 

ailments and for much of her life she su�ered from anorexia nervosa—a disease 

which loops us back to fashion models, often seen as both causes and su�erers  of 

anorexia in their attainment of an ideal fashionable body in Western fashion.

�e roundtable concludes by discussing Lankton’s “Doll Club”—vignettes 

of mostly her miniature dolls staged in complex mise-en-scène in the boutique 

Einsteins. �ese vignettes, which depicted the dolls having parties, doing their 

hair, and posing for family pictures, also underlined a blurring of categories—of  

fantasy and reality in their clear connection to childhood play. �e roundtable 

discusses these dolls as performers, or even perhaps puppets, who, engaging in 

quotidian activities, create di�erent kinds of worlds and kinship structures. �is 

world-making welcoming of trans and queer experiences occurred in the midst of 

New York City’s AIDS crisis—a time, as today, that such work would have been 

sorely needed.  

Greer Lankton walking the catwalk at 
a Pratt Institute fashion show, ca. ����. 
Mattress Factory, GL.P.��� (photograph provided 
by the Mattress Factory)
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�. Elspeth Brown, Work!: A Queer History of 
Modeling (Duke University Press, ����).

Francesca Granata  I wanted to have a conversation about Greer Lankton that 
took into consideration the various aspects of her practice discussing her dolls as 
artist dolls but also putting them in the context of material culture and the idea 
of dolls as playthings. Lankton often mentioned making the dolls something 
that you could at least technically play with. I also wanted to bring in the fashion 
aspects as being important to her practice, since even though very little of the 
clothes (with the exception of the ones she made for her dolls) have survived, she 
was also modeling in the �rst half of her career. I really wanted to look at her work 
in an interdisciplinary way, and I felt the three of you would be the ideal people 
to do so. I thought it would be interesting to start with the modeling, just because 
it happened earlier in her career. Elspeth, in your book Work! A Queer History of 
Modeling you have written about modeling as a potentially queer practice.�  You 
brought back this idea of queerness to the history of modeling. Lankton’s model-
ing practice happened outside of the mainstream fashion industry, within a more 
experimental/niche side of the industry. Still, I was hoping you can tell us a little 
bit about how you think Lankton’s modeling practice �ts within the history that 
you wrote of queer and trans modeling.

Elspeth Brown Generally, modeling is a very heteronormative practice with a 
long heteronormative history. But I would say that the industry has long been 

Greer Lankton sitting in her studio �lled 
with in-progress dolls and puppets, half 
wearing Dee Dee Lux, ca. ����. Mattress 
Factory, GL.S.��� (photograph provided by the 
Mattress Factory)
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�. Elizabeth Wissinger, This Year’s Model: 
Fashion, Media, and the Making of Glamour 
(NYU Press, ����), ��.

structured by, let’s just call it queer structures of feeling: a place where gestures, 
poses, a�ective performances, circulate as a kind of form of queer covert knowl-
edge historically speaking. So that’s one way of thinking about queerness in rela-
tion to the industry, in the sense of industry insiders who might often identify or 
not identify, but can be read as LGBTQ, or what have you. �ey have produced 
this structure of feeling that is seemingly heteronormative, but actually hiding 
in plain sight is all of these queer knowledges that are recognizable to those who 
might be in the industry or those outside it, who are looking at these cultural pro-
ductions through a queer lens. 

I would say that Lankton’s practice seems queer or non-normative, if you will, 
in a variety of di�erent ways. Of course, as a starter, she’s a trans woman who’s 
modeling, and so just at the level of the politics of identity, one could look at that. 
But I think there’s also other ways that we could think about this. For one, she’s 
performing glamor. It seems to me that’s quite clear in some of the images that 
you were able to share. And you know, glamor is a visual technology. It’s really 
central to the rise of mass culture. It’s also very central to the history of racial 
formation, because it’s a structure of racialized enchantment that ties desire and 
sexuality to sales. Glamour magazine started in ���� by Condé Nast—that’s when 
Condé Nast was tasked to clean up glamor (de-eroticize it) and make it sanitized 
for middle-class, white audiences. But the reason, partially, why I’m talking about 
glamor is because glamor is a sexualized strategy. It’s a kind of way of managing 
the unruliness and the threats of sexuality within a capitalist environment, as a 
way to harness sexuality and channel it towards sales; this is one way of thinking 
about what modeling does in terms of the industry. 

So, when I was thinking about Greer Lankton’s work, I was really trying to 
shift from thinking about transgender to thinking about the work of sexuality in 
her modeling, too. Because we have a tendency not to really think about sexuality 
as an analytic category in relation to trans history. When it comes to trans his-
tory, the focus generally has been around the history of gender, not necessarily the 
history of sexuality. But the history of modeling is all about the history of sexual-
ity, it seems to me. If you look at the Peter Hujar photograph that you’ve shared 
with us where she’s in bed, this is such a sexualized image. It’s a morning-after 
photograph, like she’s just had a romp in the hay with Hujar. And there’s a kind 
of sexualized a�ect there that I think is extremely powerful. I think it’s powerful 
within the larger context of trans feminine history as well. If you think about all 
the challenges around constructing and producing a kind of version of respectable 
femininity, if you look at the longer history of, say, Transvestia magazine in the 
����s, I mean, it’s a much larger history here. But I think looking at that image 
and thinking about her modeling through the lens of sexuality as well as gender, 
can help us see the ways in which she is queering modeling simply by inhabiting 
and performing sexuality as well as creating and performing a gender as any model 
would be doing, as they’re performing in front of the lens for a commodity. I 
think her work is super interesting in that sense as well. 

FG I also wanted to ask about this idea that you wrote about in your book, 
which was modeling as central to the biopolitical production of beauty. Elizabeth 
Wissinger also talked about modeling as “glamour labor.”�  I was hoping you could 
talk a little bit more about this, but also more about modeling by queer and trans 
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models and photographers as creating a biopolitical construction of gender and 
femininity, speci�cally.

EB Yes, I am such a fan of Elizabeth Wissinger’s work and the sociologists who 
have written about a�ect and modeling.�  Caroline Evans has also written about 
the history of the fashion show.��  I think this work is extremely important. What I 
have been trying to do in my own research is to kind of historicize it and write the 
longer history of those relationships: the biopolitical construction of femininity 
and its relationship to mainstream commercial culture. What I’m trying to suggest 
in that larger project on modeling is to complicate the idea that somehow—sim-
ply because somebody is lesbian or gay or what have you—that somehow one is 
escaping these mechanisms of the biopolitical construction of the body in relation 
to capitalism. �ere’s not necessarily always a bad or good actor in these stories. 
It’s a little bit di�erent, I think, when we’re talking about the Lower East Side of 
New York and the club kid scene that Greer Lankton was a part of. �ere, I think 
the biopolitical construction of the body in relation to those subaltern audiences 
is doing a di�erent kind of political work. I think it’s really creating a set of queer 
and trans a�ects for a subcultural audience that does a di�erent kind of political 
work than if you’re doing mainstream modeling for the large industry. 

FG It is interesting thinking through Lankton’s modeling, compared to Teri Toye, 
with whom she was a friend. I interviewed Patrik Fox, Toye’s ex-husband and he 
was telling me that Greer looked up to Toye’s career. Greer de�nitely modeled 
within a more East Village scene than Toye did. She entered the mainstream mod-
eling scene very brie�y. She did a shoot for Mademoiselle and through that occu-
pied a di�erent space within fashion.

EB �at’s super interesting. When did that happen?

FG �e Mademoiselle shoot was in the very early ��s. She was wearing pearls. It 
was a little bit more of a ladylike look, as opposed to the look that she was wearing 
for her other modeling jobs, where she was modeling more of a New Wave fashion 
downtown look. I don’t know if we’ll have time to get into it, but I was thinking 
how it was interesting that there was a lot of synthetic material used in New Wave 
fashion. I don’t know if you remember that kind of less advanced use of plastics 
as a material for fashion that was quite popular in the early ’��s. It got me think-
ing about your argument that there was a kind of transphobia in the second-wave 
feminism and a misogynistic vibe in which there was a putting down of modeling 
and the fashion industry in general as creating a synthetic version of femininity. 
Some of those New Wave looks she was modeling in the early ����s brought me 
back to your book, and particularly the use of the word “synthetic” as a pejorative 
to describe fashion and modeling. 

EB Yes. You’re describing this kind of moment within white second-wave femi-
nism that was quite critical of anything seen as technological or non-aligned with 
nature, or a certain construction of nature. Incidentally, Black lesbian feminism 
had a whole di�erent take on this argument. If you look at the Combahee River 
collective statement from ����, they’re explicitly positioning themselves against 

Greer Lankton in an advertisement for 
Jean-Charles de Castelbajac sheet, ����. 
Photograph by Peter Hujar. Peter Hujar 
Archives, EPH ���� (photograph provided by 
Peter Hujar Archives)
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(Haymarket Books, ����).
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��. Donna Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: 
Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in 
the ����s,” Socialist Review, ����.
��. Finn Enke, Transfeminist Perspectives in and 
beyond Transgender and Gender Studies (Temple 
University Press, ����).
��. Emily Cousens, Trans Feminist Epistemologies 
in the US Second Wave (Springer, ����).
��. Cyle Metzger, “Cut and Sew,” American Art: 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Fall ����.

this biological, essentialist strain of second-wave feminist thought.��  Even in white 
second-wave feminism before the early ����s, though, you have second-wave femi-
nists like Shulamith Firestone who are really celebrating the capacity of technology 
to liberate women from, for example, reproduction.��  So, there’s not the same kind 
of suspicion of science and technology that you start to see happen in the early to 
mid-����s with a shift to biological essentialism. Donna Haraway breaks open this 
biological essentialism in with her cyborg manifesto article�� —two years after she 
meets trans sound engineer Sandy Stone, who did her PhD with Haraway starting 
in the late ����s. Other recent scholarship by Finn Enke��  and Emily Cousens��  is 
helping us to recover the history of a trans positive version of feminism and not 
cede second wave feminism to a trans exclusionary historical narrative. �is is why 
I was asking about the Mademoiselle shoot: I wonder whether or not they were 
aware of Lankton’s embodied history or not, and whether or not there’s behind the 
scenes work happening there at Mademoiselle to kind of open up the space for dif-
ferent kinds of models. �at would have been a di�cult thing to be doing in the 
late ’��s, early ’��s.

FG I wanted to pick up on some of the comments that you made in your book, 
where you talk about the history of modeling as connected to early photography 
and the idea of body types in motion at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
Cyle, you also wrote in your dissertation about this di�cult relation between 
Lankton’s work in relation to race and bodily ideals, more generally. I was wonder-
ing if we could start commenting on these connections.

Cyle Metzger  In building on what Elspeth is talking about, Greer operated 
within this very white, normative model of glamor, absolutely, and I think she was 
very invested in glamor, and its relation, in this sort of extreme binary to freakish-
ness. Since the American Art article came out,��  Soren Scho�, a librarian at the 
University of Wisconsin–Madison, reached out to me and shared new information 
on whom the Princess Pamela doll was based upon. �ere was a black restaurateur 
in the neighborhood called Princess Pamela whom Lankton knew of at the same 
time she was modifying her earlier dolls. �e doll that had a number of evolutions 
and eventually ended up as Princess Pamela, which Iggy Pop now owns, had these 
long dreads, purple skin and this sort of very curvy �gure that had been referenced 
before. It is hard to know why this woman might have caught Lankton’s attention 
enough to pay her homage. �e history of Lankton is sort of a hard one to put 
together. �ere’s a lot of speculation, there’s a lot of hyperbole, and there are a few 
lies that made their way through this milieu and became truths. Whenever it was 
mentioned that Princess Pamela was black, I struggled to �nd evidence of this to 
discern if race had been projected upon this doll because of the alignment it has 
with stereotypical body shapes or body types or di�erent body parts, or even the 
dreads. �e new evidence Scho� shared makes arguments about race in Lankton’s 
work much more possible.
          
FG �e East Village art scene itself was fairly white, no?

CM It was, which was sort of interesting, because there’s people like Fab � Freddy 
and Gracie Mansion’s collaborator Sur Rodney (Sur). �ey are real cornerstones of 
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Locomotion: The Muybridge Work at the 
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the East Village scene, and this happens all the time, there’s these people of color 
and black people, in particular, who start these major kinds of cultural practices 
that then white people take up, and then it becomes a whole scene. So, the same 
thing is happening to a degree. Not entirely, but the gra�ti and hip-hop in�uence 
is there at the very start of the East Village. Sur Rodney was a very formative �g-
ure in the East Village, but that was two of only a few people of color who really 
had a foothold [in the scene].

FG I guess the way the narrative has been written is, as you said, whitewashed. 
Elspeth, did you want to add to modeling or race?

EB When you think about modeling in the context of the industry within the 
United States, in this context, fashion and commercial culture is a history of 
whiteness. It goes all the way back to Muybridge’s human and animal locomotion 
studies at the University of Pennsylvania in the ����s.��  You have the racial bifurca-
tion happening there with a kind of idolized body of the white male athletes, and 
a proto pornographic white slave discourse with ladies grabbing handkerchiefs and 
pouring water over each other. And then you have Ben Bailey, the mulatto boxer, 
who is an idealized Black �gure, and who kind of represents a late nineteenth-
century white investment with the physicality of Black labor. �rough this his-
tory that Cyle was just talking about with white appropriation of black cultural 
forms—this “love and theft” dynamic goes all the way back through American 
history, and you see that at the roots of the modeling industry as well. I am refer-
ring to the white modeling industry here—the Black modeling industry has also 
existed with its own histories and sites, which is a very di�erent history. It doesn’t 
really come together in the US until the “Battle of Versailles” in ����. It’s not until 
the ’��s that we start to see a breakdown of these barriers between the white and 
black industries. 

It’s important to think about the ways in which you have a construction of 
an ideal body type that’s based upon a certain white a�ect and Anglo-Saxon body 
type from the early twentieth century. You see that in terms of couture modeling 
in the ’��s and ’��s, and then when you have the rise of Hollywood, and also pho-
tographic modeling within Condé Nast publications. �is version of an angular 
white ideal becomes even more �rmly pronounced. I mean, the body types are 
changing, but of course, the thinness that you see is there in the ’��s, and then 
it becomes exacerbated in the ����s again. We think about models like Twiggy, 
and it’s very, very angular, as we see with Lankton. It’s a kind of ideal body type 
for this normative understanding of what a model would look like. So, just to 
support what Cyle was suggesting about the work and the model in that context. 
Also, the gestures and poses in the images that you shared with us are very much 
in dialogue with visual rhetoric of the model within what you would be seeing in 
Vogue, or whatever it is that one would be looking at during that time period. But 
as I look at some of her gestures, and I look at some of the dolls. It’s so over the 
top sometimes. It’s excessive.

FG Especially the ’��s ones, right? I don’t know if you saw the one in which she 
was wearing the leatherwork. I mean, it’s also very ����s, but it’s almost brought 
to the point of parody. 
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EB Yeah. So for me, this raises the question of camp. But, maybe it’s just the pun 
on camp trans that makes me want to think about trans camp. Is there a camp ele-
ment to some of this over-the-topness and some of this excessiveness? If we think 
about camp as being basically about arti�ce and about too-muchness and about 
something that’s coming from the social margins. As you know, it’s usually identi�ed 
with gay men, but maybe not always. So, there’s a kind of exaggeration and arti�ce 
that’s really central to camp. �is might be part of what’s going on here, but I don’t 
know. I’m just curious whether or not folks had a similar perspective on that.

Freyja Hartzell  �ere’s something that I was thinking about in Cyle’s article: 
At some point you quote Lankton as saying that the dolls aren’t really women, 
they’re more drag queens.��  �at stood out to me as important. �is is something 
that comes up with dolls, especially contemporary makers of artist dolls. A lot 
of the time there is something about these dolls that becomes kind of an expres-
sion of their “drag,” in all kinds of di�erent senses. It’s something that the art-
ists themselves may not perform necessarily, but they’re harnessing the doll to 
perform it for them. To me, that kind of speaks, Elspeth, to some of what you’re 
talking about: that there is absolutely a kind of exaggeration going on. �ere is 
something, perhaps, that the doll performs with greater ease than the artist can or 
wants to. When you’re thinking about adult dolls, especially (and by that, I just 
mean dolls representing adults, not sex dolls) there’s a freedom of expression that 
is maybe more di�cult to perform—at least at all times—as the person.

CM Yeah, that sounds right to me. �ere’s a reason the doll is shaped like a 
body—the reason that it’s a human form, rather than a dog or a plant or some-
thing else that’s living. �ere is that a�nity. I get the sense with Greer that there’s 
sort of this, maybe camp �.� or �.� or �.� in the very ’��s kind of grotesque 
excess, that is the heroin, the money, this sort of push towards danger. And even 
being in the Lower East Side at the time was a sort of badge of adventurousness or 
willingness to take risks. You know, it’s de�nitely not the ����s camp, it’s not even 
really the ����s camp. �ere’s this real sort of edge that I think Greer was really 
invested in, because she lived on an edge, and her body was imperiled frequently. 
I haven’t really dived into this aspect of Greer’s life, and I’m not sure that I will, 
but you know there’s anecdotal evidence that she had survived sexual assault and 
other kinds of harm brought to her because of her transness. Even the experience 
of transitioning itself can’t be had without some degree of di�culty and negotia-
tion with shame and other kinds of social violences that might not be physically 
registered but are certainly emotionally registered. �at’s very much my sense with 
Greer’s entire practice and with these dolls she is engaging with experiences that 
are hard to live. �e dolls have always seemed to me to o�er her a way of dealing 
with life outside of the limits of her own corporeality. Some people understand 
this as some sort of psychoanalytic approach to Greer, which is not exactly what 
I mean. I’m not trying to theorize in those ways, but there’s this sense that you 
really can’t dislocate Greer’s life from the dolls.

�ey’re also not just autobiographical either; there’s this other thing that they 
are that is a product of her material skill, because she was incredibly skilled in 
shaping material to look like a face. She did not have to make her dolls grotesque 
and exaggeratedly glamorous. Getting back to your comment, Freyja, about drag, 
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I think she was very much invested in drag because it allowed a mode of existence 
and a mode of physicality that most matched up with her experience. She was a 
trans woman who did come to regret having had surgery, but as I talked about in 
the article, that was mostly because she was very, very ill afterwards, and unable 
to take hormone replacement therapy post-surgery.��  So, this narrative of her hav-
ing been forced to have surgery sort of came about, which was actually the �rst 
thing that I thought was true within Greer’s story. But I think instead she’s trying 
to kind of come to terms with what has transpired for her in her transition. So 
again, that drag-ness and drag being a place where there is a sort of both/and kind 
of quality of being excessive, but also being real, because you live in the world. So, 
categorization with Greer I think is really tough, which is one of the most impor-
tant things about her, whether it’s modeling or dolls or whatever.

FH I don’t want to derail the trajectory here—and again I’m not interested in a 
kind of Freudian approach to any of this. But in terms of recent and contempo-
rary artist doll-making, there’s certainly a sense of multiple identities: this struggle 
to hold multiple things at the same time. �is is also kind of embedded in think-
ing about dolls, in how to have the doll be an object and a living being at the same 
time, and how to hold on to the fact that you wanted the surgery, but the surgery 
wasn’t great. You know, all these things can be true at the same time—expressed 
through multiple dolls. To me, a super fascinating aspect is the surgery from Missy 
to Sissy. I feel like you could write a book simply on that aspect. �ere is a kind 
of freedom in being able to articulate these things in di�erent bodies at di�erent 
times, and have them not only coexist with one another but also be malleable. 

FG I had meant to ask you about this idea of malleability and change: so many 
of her dolls underwent a number of di�erent transformations, which Lankton 
described at times as an operation,��  particularly in the case of the doll that Cyle 
wrote about, Missy. Lankton completed an operation on the doll and transformed 
her into Sissy. It was considered her most autobiographical doll. Cyle, you write in 
your article in American Art about how this constant change and reworking of the 
dolls’ bodies can be connected to Greer’s life experience, and particularly to her 
gender-a�rming operations.��  But you also wrote about how this puts the dolls in 
connection to all bodies, as all bodies undergo constant change, not exclusively 
trans bodies.��

CM I’m not sure that Lankton ever said that Sissy was autobiographical, just 
that’s the one that looks most like Lankton and the one that Paul Monroe 
reported she performed surgery upon. I �nd myself having to remember this over 
and over again that she never said that she was autobiographical. Princess Pamela 
is actually the doll that undergoes the most transformation. She started o� as a 
long-haired hippie dude and then became this sort of fat church mom-looking 
woman which was actually a wearable costume, and then became punk rock 
in Nick Zed’s �lms, and then became Princess Pamela. So, I think it’s Princess 
Pamela that demonstrates her investment in change, and her interest in pushing 
the limits of change. I mean, she doesn’t really push the limits beyond humanoid. 
She doesn’t turn Princess Pamela into a dog or a plant or whatever. She makes her 
traverse human categories.
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But I am glad that that came through, because there is a sort of bend to my 
approach to trans studies that emphasizes that there is really nothing special to 
changing gender. We all get older, we all wear glasses. We gain weight, we lose 
weight, our hair falls out, our hair gets thicker. Some of us have babies, and our 
bodies change. Transforming gender or sex is a certain kind of corporeal transfor-
mation that is being singled out as meaningful because it is counter to these narra-
tives of rigid and �xed binary gender that have been in place as they are since Nazi 
occupation of Berlin and Paris and moving into Austria. It’s really a fascist impo-
sition of gender binaries, and I recognize the riskiness of me saying this at our 
moment, and this conversation is going to be in print, but it’s true. History and 
our current moment really make it clear that to change as a trans person is outside 
the limits of acceptable transformation.

 What I see Lankton as doing is just noting that bodies exist in all man-
ner of ways, and they’re never the same from day to day, and she uses fashion to 
highlight this. In terms of our discussion of fashion, this helps us see exactly, I 
think what you’re looking at, which is, “why does anybody bother with fashion?” 
It makes fashion and the objects all that much more important. Because we can 
dress ourselves in any bajillion ways. You know, it’s like watching, I don’t know, 
Star Trek from the ’��s, you see all kinds of bananas costumes, and you see these 
producers trying to �gure out, well, how do we make this kind of humanoid form 
look di�erent from the last humanoid form we made. You can do all kinds of 
things, but we choose these ones. Lankton highlights the changes she chooses to 
make in very pointed ways.
          
FG Regarding bodily change, she also did a lot of older dolls, such as Grandma 
Tilly. She posed them in fashion editorial type scenes—there is one, in particular, 
of Grandma Tilly on the beach on a motorbike. So, she really embraced di�erent 
kinds of bodies, at least with her dolls, and in connection to fashion more spe-
ci�cally. We were talking about modeling and the limitations she had on herself 
because she was just one body. But this idea of all bodies changing is important 
to point out—the way we single out certain bodies over others, and how it’s 
caught up in political reality. Freyja, what were you talking about when it came to 
changes in dolls?

FH I was going to pick up on that point in particular. I had some thoughts about 
change in dolls as well. But I think, Cyle—and this is something that struck me 
in your article as well—this notion of a body in �ux is also at the core of some 
disability scholarship, which I’m sure you’re quite well aware of. I kept �nding 
cross-pollination with disability studies, not only in this notion of the body as 
something that is in perpetual change, and thus can be so di�cult to classify based 
on that fact, but in this notion of grotesqueness, which I feel comes up sometimes 
with these dolls. �ey feel di�cult to look at, because in many senses, what we’re 
looking at is the experience of pain, whether that’s the pain of an eating disorder, 
the pain of transformation, or the pain of something gone wrong. If I come back 
to the scene that Cyle narrates of the transformation of Missy to Sissy, there is an 
experience of pain. You are not just seeing that in the vignette about how this took 
place, but also in the body of Sissy. �ere’s a de�nite expression of a body in pain, 
and I think that’s something that maybe seems kind of obvious. But I think it’s 
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��. Weird Barbie is played by comedic actress 
Kate McKinnon. Barbie, dir. Greta Gerwig, 
Warner Brothers, ����.

actually worth articulating that you’ve got a counterintuitive cross-section of fash-
ion, glamor, and pain all at the same time. And if I bring that back to a history 
of dolls and doll play, we all probably know about Greta Gerwig’s “Weird Barbie” 
in the Barbie movie,��  but that’s part of a longer history of the dis�guring of dolls 
and doll violence. Something that I’m particularly interested in is this embed-
ded practice in doll play of making a doll sick in order to then make the doll well 
again. Or mutilating the doll in order to make it into a di�erent doll. �is is not 
new. Francesca, you mentioned Miriam Forman-Brunell, and this is something 
that she talks about in nineteenth-century doll play: that the doll has to become 

Greer Lankton’s Grandma Tillie doll riding a 
motorcycle on the beach ca. ����. Photograph 
by Greer Lankton. Mattress Factory, GL.P.���� 
(photograph provided by the Mattress Factory)
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sick so that it can be nursed back to health. Or, you know, there are doll funerals.��  
�ere’s a lot of this, and in many ways it’s about children exerting control over 
things that they really don’t have any control over. In their own experiences or in 
the adult world—and here we go down the Freud path again—they are trying to 
�nd some sort of mastery over processes that are really not something that they 
can actually master in real life. I would suggest that the experience of pain in the 
body is very similar to that, something that is central to your experience as a body 
that has been transformed, or is undergoing transformation. I was really struck, 
Cyle, by the way you describe how Greer speaks lovingly to the doll “Sissy,” telling 
the doll about the surgery that’s going to happen—and then this absolute depic-
tion of bodily violence.��  I mean, it’s sort of hacking this body apart, which is also 
embedded in doll making. If you watch rooted hair being inserted into the scalp 
of a doll, it’s often really shocking, because we experience a sense of dissonance: 
perceiving a doll as some kind of pseudo being, and recognizing intellectually at 
the same time that it’s an object. I think that’s where the fascination lies in this 
work. �ere’s a way in which all of these things are permissible, because these dolls 
are inanimate objects, and yet the kind of neurological response they produce in 
us is real—it’s an embodied experience. So yes, to me, the violence in Lankton’s 
work is something that comes from children’s doll play. But I think we have two 
strands going here, in terms of the doll component, one of which is children’s 
doll play and children’s dolls; the other one is the of legacy of the fashion doll. I 
think in many ways they’re quite di�erent, especially in terms of what the play 
would have looked like, or what the audience would have been for these dolls. 
But I think from what I’m understanding of Greer Lankton’s approach, in many 
ways, she’s melding these things, and I think that’s really interesting. I was really 
struck when she says “�ere is something about art that gets really pretentious, 
and with the dolls it doesn’t get like that, because you can always end up playing 
with them.”��  �ere’s a discomfort there. You know, what are these things, actu-
ally? Do they come from this long history of twentieth-century artist dolls like 
Hans Bellmer’s or Kokoschka’s Alma Mahler doll?  Or do they come from a more 
everyday place of play and experimentation and enacting fantasies that we can’t 
really realize? 

CM �ank you for bringing together your characterization of Lankton’s dolls 
being this sort of fusion or third thing to children’s dolls and fashion dolls. 
Because fashion dolls are kind of the ideal, they’re supposed to be the thing we 
strive for, and the children’s doll is the thing we learn about what it is to be our-
selves through. I also love your attentiveness to pain. It made me think of Elaine 
Scarry’s �e Body in Pain. (����) We can never feel another person’s pain. If you 
are in pain and I touch you, I cannot feel your pain. I think there’s something 
about the dolls that are dressed up . . . something about using the doll structure 
to both communicate the pain that cannot be communicated to another person, 
while also packaging the pain for public view. Because Lankton has these very 
fat dolls, she has these very emaciated dolls, she has old dolls, and she even has a 
baby. �ese are all people, and all forms of embodiment that are pushed to the 
margins of acceptable corporeality regularly and that is often a painful experi-
ence. You’re not supposed to be old. You’re not supposed to be fat, you’re not 
supposed to be too skinny, either. Lankton pushes us towards the things we all 



���     art journal

are but struggle to accept in ourselves and others. �ese are the things that we 
are all struggling with so we are also variously repelled by, because it’s too much 
to have to come to terms with the things we are and hate about ourselves. It’s too 
close. She cuts too close to the bone. She makes us look at the things that we are 
trained not to look at, but are also desperate to look at because they’re real and 
re�ect the experiences, we are trying to come to terms with, because we will all 
get old. Well, hopefully we’ll get old . . . .
          
EB If you bring in the queer element to this as well, I think there’s a way in which 
those two categories collapse. If you think about the relationship between queer-
ness and, say, the fashion doll—and here I’m thinking of Erica Rand’s older book, 
Barbie’s Queer Accessories (����) or even the “Weird Barbie” from the movie, who’s 
a queer �gure. �ere’s a way in which it’s the queer, or the trans who is creating 
and producing violence against the norms, in terms of the fashion doll as well. So, 
there’s a way in which the queer take on the fashion doll is, in fact, an interrup-
tion into the normativity of fashion in certain ways, and a kind of reworking and 
remaking of fashion and the creation of a queer subjectivity, or trans subjectivity, 
in this case, as well. �at requires a certain kind of violence and a certain kind of 
remaking of the normative �gure of the fashion doll, if you will, for queer world 
making. So, there’s a way in which I think that’s also unfolding here as well.

FG So, there are a couple of di�erent directions our discussion is going in. We can 
talk more about the dolls in relation to categories of the grotesque and abject, or 
we can talk a little bit more about how her work �ts in with the history of fashion 
dolls, also taking into account the overlap with the history of the fashion doll 
and the history of the model. When talking about Lankton’s dolls, I feel there are  
di�erent kinds of dolls with di�erent kinds of sensibilities, depending on when 
she’s making them. For instance, there are the dolls she made of her friend, Teri 
Toye, as well as that of  another model, Peggy Mo�tt, which make a more direct 
connection to fashion dolls and can be read within that history. Even though 
the models for which she does make dolls are those that push the envelope of 
modeling. Peggy Mo�tt, for instance, was best known for modelling the work of 
experimental Austrian American designer Rudi Gernreich. In particular, in ���� 
she modelled Gernreich’s monokini, a one-piece swimsuit for all genders that freed 
the breast. And Teri Toye, of course, was the �rst openly trans model to enter the 
mainstream modeling industry. So, we have these kinds of dolls, they’re more 
clearly fashion dolls, and we also have the history of the fashion dolls implicated 
with the history of modeling. Fashion dolls were kind of a precursor to modeling, 
and all these biopolitical ideas of femininity were articulated through them. �en 
there are these other dolls, which are probably the ones she’s best known for. Some 
of them are really quite grotesque, and can even be connected with ideas of the 
abject which were circulating within the art world at this time. I’m thinking here 
of Lankton’s birthing dolls, etcetera . . . Sometimes it’s hard to reconcile the exis-
tence of these di�erent kinds of dolls.

CM I’m wondering if it might be helpful to put a little timeline into this conversa-
tion to then get us to the “Doll Club.” I’m seeing a pathway here. I think it’s abso-
lutely right to say that there are di�erent types of dolls. In addition to dolls like 
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Sissy and Princess Pamela that we might put into her corporeally a�ective dolls, 
she also had a history of doing tribute dolls, in a sense. I know she made Candy 
Darling dolls and the likeness was really important. �e features were not exagger-
ated in the ways her other dolls were. But back to the timeline . . .

So, she’s a Lower East Side artist, she �nishes college, and then her work was 
in the New York/New Wave show that was in ’��, and then she starts showing 
with Civilian Warfare through ’�� until it shuts down. And then she couldn’t �nd 
representation anywhere else. Gracie Mansion and Sur Rodney said they were full. 
�e rosters of this �rst generation of East Village galleries were full, or, you know, 
supposedly it was full. �ere’s also this potential di�culty because of her transness 

Your Test is Negative—Get Well (Lady 
Divine and Doctor Divine) postcard of 
two Lankton dolls resembling a nurse and a 
patient, ca. ����. Photograph by Greer Lankton. 
Mattress Factory, GL.EA.����� (photograph 
provided by the Mattress Factory)
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that we can’t discount as a possible barrier to entry as the East Village galleries 
became more attractive to uptowners.

 After Civilian, she then establishes the Doll Club in Einsteins, which was 
essentially a store counter where she was making herself a little bit more commer-
cially viable. �at’s where these �gures that are actually modeled after real people 
started to gain a greater portion of her attention. �at’s where she made dolls like 
Divine—and she made multiple renditions of Divine—Diana Vreeland and Candy 
Darling. We could speculate that those emerged out of equal interest in these people 
and her need to make a living. It did put her at that place of thinking if she wants to 
be an artist or a doll maker, and interviews with her show that she did grapple with 
this question and whether the distinction mattered in the �rst place. I think these 
questions for her were always sort of coming up against each other. I like to think 
that she saw through that false dichotomy of art versus craft.

FG �ere is a transition into the Doll Club, vignettes of her various dolls which 
were staged in Einsteins, which was a boutique. So, we see the context changing: 
from a gallery to a boutique. Sometimes she staged her dolls in the store’s windows 
as window displays, while other vignettes were staged in the back of the boutique 
where she had her studio. “�e Doll Club” started roughly in ’�� and ended in 
’��. What’s also interesting about it is that she documented it. She made these 
elaborate mis-en-scène and she photographed them and even made postcards out 
of some of them; many of the vignettes portrayed the dolls engaging in everyday 
activities. As Cyle explained, often the dolls were in the guise of queer icons or 
fashion icons like Candy Darling and Divine. She made at least a few dolls of 
them, but also of “regular” people like Grandma Tilly. She also made dolls of 
Diana Vreeland and of Coco Chanel. But staged in these vignettes, the dolls have 
a life of their own. �ey interact, sometimes they celebrate a birthday, they kiss, 
they have sex, and they eat cake and sometimes they even go outside. She takes 
pictures of them in the vestibule of the boutique, where they chat and sit around. 
And as I was working on these dolls and talking about it, Freyja pointed out how 
perhaps it’s not really just about the doll, but it’s also about the dollhouse, and 
these ideas of how doll houses, historically, again were very connected to the per-
formance and construction of appropriate middle-class white femininity in the 
US. �e book by Miriam Forman-Brunell was called Made to Play House. I was 
wondering if you could talk a little bit about this history, Freyja, and how perhaps 
you see it connected to the “Doll Club”?

FH I do think this notion that Forman-Brunell brings up about the term “play-
ing house” is interesting. To me, that’s much more about taking on a role within 
doll play. So maybe it’s more about entering into the lives of your dolls than it is 
about miniaturization. What I’m seeing with Lankton is more of an imaginative 
play, or pretend play, which is in a sense very childlike: she wants to enter into 
the world of her dolls. So, to me much more of an installation project, where she 
is world-building, creating a world where she can also live vicariously through 
the things that these dolls are doing. What really struck me through these ques-
tions and through reading Cyle’s piece was the di�erence between performance 
and play. I think that play is so important here as a kind of a constant reinven-
tion, or a constant reimagining of who these dolls are and what they might look 
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like, and then, what her relationship with these dolls is. I think it’s important 
that Cyle brings up the question of whether Sissy is entirely autobiographical 
for Lankton. But whatever the answer, there’s a real intimacy, a real closeness 
between her as maker or author and the tableau that these dolls are participat-
ing in. I guess that’s where I wrestle with the question of her status as doll-maker 
vs. artist. �e thing that immediately springs to mind for me is that there’s no 
market for these dolls as dolls. As works of art, they can be photographed, they 
can be staged, all these things can happen. But no one’s buying these dolls to play 
with. I think that right there is kind of a very clear alignment with people like 
Oskar Kokoschka who famously commissioned a life-size doll made to look like 
his former lover, Alma Mahler, or someone like Hans Bellmer, who’s constantly 
rebuilding his doll and photographing it. �ere is also a very, very clear presence 
of pain in that work, those images are di�cult to look at—partly because they’re 
so sexualized, but also because the dolls’ bodies are mutilated. But, with his work, 
it’s never about the doll as such. It’s not about an object that you can somehow 
relate to. It’s about the ways that that object is recon�gured and photographed 
and understood as an image.  

EB I was really struck by this vein that you’re exploring right now, Freyja, and you 
mentioned the distinction between play and performativity as one way to think 
about what’s going on here. If you think about performativity as being about the 
creation of an ontology through repetition: thinking about Judith Butler’s version 
of what performativity versus, say, performance might be. One of the things about 
Lankton’s work that strikes me is the porousness between the materiality of the 
doll and her own embodied history and practice. What’s distinctive to me looking 
at the material is how those boundaries are often being challenged or transgressed 
or questioned in certain ways and we see that in particular with the Dee Dee Lux 
doll, because she’s actually wearing the doll. It might be helpful to think about, 
well, what’s she doing there? She’s creating these dolls and then wearing them, 
she’s inhabiting them in a certain way. So, there’s a way in which she’s seemingly 
complicating our notion of what a human is and what a doll is, and kind of col-
lapsing those boundaries, which is almost a meta commentary on what a model 
is. �e word “model” as a term is sort of like the term typewriter, in the sense that 
the typewriter used to describe the person who typed. �en the word migrated 
to reference the actual object, the machine, and the model is the opposite. It 
used to reference the piece of clothing, and then it shifted to mannequin, and 
then in English, to the model. So, there’s this real invocation of the human, the 
non-human, and the object that I think is traced in the history of the model, and 
certainly in the longer history of the doll. In Pygmalion, for example there’s this 
notion of the object coming to life and becoming human. So, it really seems to me 
that some of her work, not all of it, is inhabiting, or playing with this distinction 
between the human and the doll. I’m just curious what folks make of some of the 
work in which she’s actually inhabiting the doll, if you will.

FH �ere’s a word that hasn’t come up yet, which is “puppet.” I’m not a puppet 
scholar, but many people will make a big deal about the distinction between dolls 
and puppets. I’m not so interested in that, but I do think that these dolls . . . I 
mean, if we talk about the Doll Club, for instance, are less dollhouse dolls than they 

Composite of three photographs featuring two 
of Greer Lankton’s dolls, Melvis the Fat Lady 
with curlers and Grandma Tillie doing her 
hair, ca. ����. Photograph by Greer Lankton. 
Mattress Factory, GL.P.���� (photograph provided 
by the Mattress Factory)
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are puppets—maybe with a puppeteer who’s not always present. But I think this 
impulse to participate in and to get inside, maybe there’s a sense of puppetry going 
on there, which I think is also part of the history of art dolls. I was thinking about 
Dada dolls, which in many ways are puppets. Sophie Taeuber or Emmy Hennings 
or Hannah Höch—all of those women made dolls, but for the most part, they were 
really about puppeteering and movement, and blurring these boundaries between 
the object and subject. So, I think that’s actually really apt here.

FG Yes, I think it’s a hard one. She did make this one doll that she inhabited. It’s 
kind of interesting in that it was only that one. She inhabited it for a short period of 
time, because then, as Cyle wrote, that’s the one that became Princess Pamela . . .��

CM Yeah, she actually stitched it up.

FG Yes and she put a wire structure inside. It’s another thing that’s interesting about 
this piece. At the beginning, Lankton created some fabric dolls that seemed not to 
have had a structure inside—those were very early dolls. But later on, she always 
used a wire structure so the dolls could move or rather be moved. But returning to 
the Dee Dee Lux doll: on one hand Lankton is modelling within a fashion space a 
much more, normative look, at least within the glamorous understanding of femi-
ninity and at the same she inhabits this doll that’s actually almost a fat suit.

FH �is is something that kept coming to me as well, and if I’m sending us in the 
wrong direction, you can send me back! But is there a way to think about models 
as puppets? �en also, we’ve talked a lot about the construction of the dolls, but it’s 
reciprocal in some ways. I mean Lankton is simultaneously constructing a self. So, 
is it productive to think about the body as a kind of doll? In other words, I think 
maybe these things go both ways. I don’t study modeling, but I think there’s some-
thing relevant in the notion of human puppets to serve someone else’s purpose.

CM I mean I think that’s fantastic. In my article, I was thinking about the doll 
being an extension of herself, but I love that you just sort of sent back in the 
opposite direction, saying we can’t be anything other than puppets of something. 
Even my a�ect and the way that I speak is because of something I’ve learned, 
and then it sort of gets internalized. I think that’s a really exciting interpretation 
of my own thought umbrella of, what’s the big deal this, right? It’s getting to the 
almost Butlerian and even further back notion that there is nothing here of sort of 
innate substance. �is sort of turtles all the way down-ness of who we are, where 
we �nd one more thing that we come to be from outside ourselves. �e way that 
I talk, the shirt that I wear, the ways that we style ourselves to �nd connection to 
something other than ourselves. So, in that sense, there’s a kind of presentation of 
herself, or rendering of herself as a doll, not to be inhuman, but to maybe sort of 
rethink what it is to even be human, and to point that to be human is not nearly 
as concrete or original as we sort of want it to be, and as celebrity culture presents 
it. But then, you know, she still also loves all of these things. Donna Haraway has 
a book called “Staying with the Trouble,”��  and there’s this quality there, where 
Lankton’s work keeps us with the trouble, and almost makes the trouble of dis-
cerning what we are, the very de�nition of what we are, that indiscernibility: Are 
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we dolls? Are we fashion? Are we this? Are we art? And it’s just sort of like, yes to 
all of it, and no to all of it at the same time.
   
EB �at’s really wonderful. I’m really struck by this concept of the puppet. 
Because to be a puppet has such pejorative connotations to it. Being a model is 
very similar, it seems to me, to being a puppet, because, after all, you are need-
ing to be responsive to stage directions, and you have to have a connection with 
the puppeteer, whoever it might be. [�e puppeteer] could be the photographer, 
it could be the art director, it could be the stylist. As we know, there’s so many 
people involved with the production of a shoot of any sort or of a fashion show. It 
is all about relationships between the puppeteer and the puppet etc. But, we’re not 
used to thinking about this terrain through the discourse of the puppet. I don’t 
know the literature of puppetry, but I think of it as a clear distinction between the 
puppeteer and the puppet. But probably if I was more familiar with that literature, 
I would see that those boundaries are getting erased there as well. Just as Cyle was 
suggesting, I think what’s so productive about this work is that it’s staying with 
this ontological complexity and refusal to make distinctions between one category 
or another, human, nonhuman, cis, trans, you know, whatever the terms might 
be, which is so fantastically lovely and productive.

FH Before we go somewhere else, I also think that in what little I know of pup-
petry scholarship, there is this central question of suspension of disbelief. �ere’s a 
theater scholar, Steve Tillis who talks about this concept, which is called “double 
vision.”��  By that, he means that you’re able to accept the premise of unreality in a 
play, or a puppet show, or in pretend play. But, at the same time, you’re completely 
immersed in the play. You’re in that world. �at seems important to me in relation 
to Cyle’s narration of the Missy/Sissy surgery, but also in the Doll Club. Lankton 
has this platform to act out all of these possibilities. �ey’re completely fabricated, 
in one sense, but also there’s a deep investment in this fantasy world. Francesca, 
you mentioned Lankton saying, “to be a model is my fantasy and fantasies that 
come true are always special.”��  So, this realm of the fantasy coming true seems to 
me where she wants to be, her desired position is in that blurred space between 
fantasy and reality, and especially in this notion of fantasy coming true, which is 
childlike thinking. It’s a kind of magical thinking that creates the potential to be 
something other than what everyone is telling you are, or to experience something 
other than the reality that’s placed in front of you. I feel that’s inherent in pup-
petry. We (the audience) all agree intellectually that this isn’t real, and yet it’s also 
emotionally and experientially real to us in the moment of play. 

FG Yes, and wanting to bring that metaphor a little farther, I was thinking that 
in the Doll Club the dolls within the Club could be considered performers. I 
was thinking of José Esteban Muñoz’s theories of queer world making, which, 
the theorizes in relation to performance.��  But I was wondering, can we think of 
the dolls as performers that create di�erent worlds? Also talking about Butler, the 
dolls could be understood as creating di�erent kinship structures. We have family 
portraits of all these di�erent dolls, and we have the grandma, some of them make 
reference to family relations. I wanted to talk about that in the context of the 
����s, in the context of New York and the AIDS crisis, because a lot of those dolls 
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are kissing, they’re taking care of one another. �ere’s one in which they’re doing 
each other’s hair. �ere’s a lot of care and love in some of these little scenes. So, I 
was thinking we could talk a little bit about these in the historically speci�c space 
of ����s New York.

CM I mean, I wanted to add something that occurred to me too. �ese are all 
miniature, usually in the Doll Club. �ey’re not the life-size dolls. I’m sure there’s 
some exceptions, but for the most part, they’re all in this sort of contained world. 
Of course, I can’t help but think of Baudrillard’s “the miniature” and what it 
is about.��  It’s this dynamic of creating a space for us to imagine or cognitively 
inhabit when the physical worlds we inhabit are inhospitable for one reason or 
another, or it gives us this outsized power over. I wanted to add that to the things 
we’re considering in terms of what we make of the Doll Club.

FG Susan Stewart also talked about the miniature as creating this perfect world of 
Victorian femininity.��  But of course, Greer is doing something di�erent. 

FH I see dollhouse dolls as surrogates for you to project yourself into the minia-
ture environment of the dollhouse. Because from the images that I’ve seen of the 

Five of Greer Lankton’s dolls at a cocktail 
party ca. ����. Photograph by Greer Lankton. 
Mattress Factory, GL.S.��� (photograph provided 
by the Mattress Factory)
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Doll Club, it’s much more about the interactions among the dolls than it is about 
the dolls’ interactions with interiors, for instance. I think at least the history of the 
dollhouse is more about the interiors than it is about the dolls, who tend to just be 
kind of ciphers. 

CM I think there are images of Sissy in particular, being set up in an environ-
ment. I think Lankton does create environments even with the big ones. I think 
that there is that sort of back and forth, and there is just something really practical 
about the miniature.

FG A huge tableau with life sized dolls, it’s expensive to make, for sure 

CM It’s just resources as you said, they’re not sellable. �at was de�nitely some-
thing she was interested in at having the counter at Einsteins. She was trying to 
make a living. So, there’s maybe the fantasy and pragmatism coming together too, 
right? We’re sort of blurring all these things.

EB When I look at that earlier work that she was doing at Pratt, and the show 
that she had soon after, before she moved over to Einsteins, her work strikes me 
as very much in dialog with ’��s feminist art, people like Mary Kelly. So she’s 
clearly doing work within that vein of feminist body art, and then losing her gal-
lery representation, she seems like she’s returning to the making of dolls, which, 
as you showed so wonderfully in your article, Cyle, she had been doing when she 
was a child. You look at that photograph you shared of the doll making that she 
was doing as a kid, so she’s kind of returning to that, in a way, and perhaps mov-
ing away from that feminist art scene. I wanted to ask one question, because how 
could I not in this context? �is expression, “protect the dolls,” has gone viral 
recently. What is going on with that phrase? Can talk about it? How does it relate 
to Greer’s work, if at all? I was just curious what people’s thoughts are.
                                        
CM If nothing else, the �rst thing that comes to mind is, Freyja, your point of 
well, we are dolls, and great, call us dolls, because dolls are valued. �ere’s this care 
there—this recognition of trans women as this unique, sort of precious material 
thing in our culture.     

FH �is connects to something that I’ve been thinking a lot about in my own 
work, which is that I think dolls historically have become intertwined with beauty 
standards. I mean that sounds obvious. But what I’m saying is that dolls—in 
their capacity as the �rst fashion models but also toward the end of the ��th cen-
tury—generate a notion or a practice that the doll is the embodiment of the most 
beautiful thing you can aspire to. So, what happens when dolls are not beautiful? I 
do think this beauty standard (which, of course, Barbie did nothing but perpetu-
ate ad nauseam, and I’m not secretive about my distaste for Barbie) means that as 
a normative woman, one’s aspiration is to look as beautiful as a doll. And this is 
still in common parlance. Even doll makers or franchises who want to present a 
di�erent standard of beauty still couch it in those terms. One of the disability doll 
makers that I’ve been working with believes that one of the premises of her work 
is to show children with disabilities and physical di�erences that someone thought 
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they were “beautiful enough” to be a doll. In some ways, that sounds very straight-
forward, but in another ways, if you pull it apart, you �nd a deeply embedded 
assumption about the idealization of beauty that’s represented in dolls, which is 
largely if not entirely unattainable by humans. So, constructing oneself as a doll 
seems to me to get at the root of this very closely intertwined discourse of dolls 
and beauty that we take for granted, but which is actually worth looking at. Cyle, 
you said it beautifully in your article, about troubling and subverting and aspiring 
to these ideals all at the same time.��  In many ways this feels counterintuitive, if 
not irrational, but it’s also very common—especially in the making of artist dolls. 

FG I wanted to perhaps end with this quote. Toward the end of her life, in ����, 
Greer said about her work: “I love fashion. I’ve always liked fashion. My dolls 
are like fashion dolls, at least to me, they are.”��  �en she added, “If I’m walk-
ing on the street or something, I feel like I’m modeling. I’m always modeling my 
clothes.”��  I feel like this quote sometimes brings together some of the things we’ve 
talked about with the connection between dolls, the fashion dolls, the models, this 
idea that we’re always performing, we’re always constructing the self. Here, there’s 
also this slippage between object and subject in Greer’s work, but more generally. 
Where do these boundaries between categories that her work questions lie? 

EB Well, that quote is amazing because it basically encapsulates everything we’ve 
been talking about for the last hour. She’s collapsing all the boundaries, all the 
dichotomies, all the binaries that we’ve been discussing in multiple ways through-
out our conversation together. Also, this notion of always producing a spectacular 
femininity, if you will, of a femininity that is being created to be seen and inter-
acted with, is really central to that quote as well, which is not a ����s conceptual-
ization of femininity. �at is an ’��s kind of modality in terms of thinking about 
the self. I think it’s historical in a way. We can date stamp it if you will, to the time 
that she came of age and the scene, perhaps of which she was a part.
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