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Abstract

In this dissertation I explore the extensive and storied evolution of the representation of transgender and queer identities across cinema history- and through film, the potential for self-discovery and metamorphosis. To start, I analyse the precedents set for transgender and gender non-conforming characters, as well as the correlation between racist and homophobic/transphobic stereotypical caricatures from the early 20th century in films such as D.W. Griffith’s “Judith of Bethulia” (1914). 
Through the investigation of 20th century film, I illustrate the origin of the many tropes and stereotypes that continue to plague the perception surrounding the LGBTQIA+ community, as well mainstream media, and politics, to the present day. I outline the particulars of films, that I believe had the most impact and significance in establishing/reproducing the many harmful notions that people associate with queer and trans people- through consideration of the influence that the establishing of “Production Code” had on Hollywood cinema. 
In my second chapter, I dive into Jane Schoenbrun’s 2024 transgender existential-horror film “I Saw the TV Glow.” I see it as one of, if not the best delineation of the trans experience ever put to the big screen. I make attempt to illustrate the many ways Schoenbrun has injected their own experiences with coming into their trans identity, with escapism and nostalgia, and how it all comes together to create an experience that has bewildered most cisgender viewers, while simultaneously shocking and inspiring its queer audience.
Lastly, through the lens of Boellstorff’s understanding of “queer temporality” and queer theory, I attempt to illustrate the non-linear and nebulous nature of queer time in contrast to the sequentiality that straight time presupposes, and how this understanding interfaces with the world and narrative of I Saw the TV Glow.
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[bookmark: _Toc853042646]Introduction


With this thesis, my objective is to study, explore, and subsequently illustrate in my writing the ways in which transgender identity and gender non-conformity are, and historically have been, represented on-screen. Stryker surmises that the objective representation of transgender individuals is in continuous opposition to the established legacy of trans representation: “Contemporary transgender representation must still contend with the historical legacy of transgender lives being viewed primarily through lenses of criminality and pathology that depersonalise us, sometimes by crudely blotting out our individuality with bars superimposed over our faces in photographs-” (Stryker, Susan. Pp. 35-4). Evidently, the lingering notions of cinema past surrounding trans and queer people still linger, with most people’s only experiences and knowledge about us stemming from films that aimed to manipulate trans identity into a grossly fetishised and wicked version of itself, all for the purposes of constructing a narrative or character-arc. I delve deeper into the most well-known and studied examples of these types of films that include gender non-conforming characters in my first chapter, where I focus on the outcomes of “The Production Code” era of Hollywood cinema and the many stereotypes that took root during this time.
My reasoning for wanting to write about this thesis topic specifically, and why I think there’s some importance to it is because, in an age where everyone is constantly being perceived, and where misinformation is abundant and spreads like wildfire, I feel an imperative to give my perspective as a transgender and non-binary person, on things that I am passionate and care about: Trans issues, and films. Which leads me in the second chapter of my thesis to discuss one of my personal favourite films on the representation of trans people and subsequently the trans experience, in Jane Schoenbrun’s 2024 film “I Saw the TV Glow.” Through analysing the characters, story, aesthetics, and narrative elements, I aim to illuminate the importance of sincerity and sensitivity when writing trans characters. 
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[bookmark: _Toc1505136555](1.1) Historical Representations of Transgender People On-Screen

“Trans and Cinema grew up together” - Susan Stryker. Disclosure (2020).
 From the earliest days of cinema, transgender people were there. However, the representation of trans and queer identities in film, as well as the art of cinema itself, has come a long way since the birth of cinema itself.

[image: ]
Fig. 1 “Holofernes’ attendant (J. Jiquel Lanoe) finding the decapitated body” (Blogspot.com).
[bookmark: _Int_OhiPNzQA]In D.W. Griffith’s silent epic “Judith of Bethulia” (1914), adapted from a play based on the Book of Judith and considered to be the “first full-length film in the American repertory” (F. Hirsch, pp. 14), a gender non-conforming character is centred in a pivotal scene towards the films end. The scene depicts the decapitation of the general of a king, Holofernes (Henry Walthall), by the hand of Judith (Blanche Sweet) who has disguised herself in order to approach him without suspicion and get him drunk. Once Holofernes is passed out from over-intoxication and Judith has taken to his neck with a sabre, she flees. Soon after, an attendant of Holofernes enters the general’s tent to find his head detached and, on the ground, causing a panic. The attendant (played by J. Jiquel Lanoe) who is implied to be a eunuch (a man who has been castrated), visually implies a gender non-conforming appearance through wearing traditionally ‘feminine attire'.
In the 2020 Netflix documentary “Disclosure”, American historian, and author Susan Stryker draws attention to the symbolism and implied meaning behind the centring of a gender non-conforming character in such a scene depicting a decapitation, suggesting that Griffith’s intention was to draw a connection between the characters deviation from gender-norms and the act of being “cut” (00:09:08-00:10:00).
Whether or not it was Griffith’s intention to frame the attendant in this way, it still stands that the use of gender non-conformity to symbolise and be associated with the act of decapitation or cutting, is not the most elegant way to approach the characterization of queerness on the big-screen. 
It should be acknowledged that W.D. Griffith’s works and worldviews were far from uncontroversial. Only a year after the release of Judith of Bethulia, Griffith would go on to direct and produce “The Birth of a Nation” (1915). This feature-length silent film would go on to amass both widespread recognition as an achievement in filmmaking, and as a stain in the history of filmmaking as one of the most bigoted and racist films ever released. The film featured many depictions white actors dressed in blackface, playing twisted caricatures of black people, along with a distortion of the events of The Reconstruction era after the United States Cold War (F. J. Hope, pp. 427-428). In the words of Rabbi Stephen Wise, a member of the New York censorship board at the time, “[Birth of a Nation] is an indescribably foul and loathsome libel on a race of human beings. The Board of Censors which allowed this exhibition to go on is stupid or worse. I regret I am a member” (pp. 426).
Unfortunately, the relationship between racism, and queer representation in the history of Hollywood cinema is tightly woven together. The late 19th to early 20th century would prove foundational in establishing queer people’s places on-screen, along with the stereotypes and tropes that would plague the public’s perception of the LGBTQI+ community for decades to come. “A Florida Enchantment” (1914) directed by Sidney Drew and released in the same year as Judith of Bethulia, is proof of this.
[image: ]

Fig. 2 “Edith Storey as Lawrence Talbot and his/her maid Jane played by Ethel Lloyd” (Wikipedia.com).
The full-length silent film follows a simple premise: Protagonist Lillian Travers (Edith Storey) visits a curiosity shop and finds a peculiar box containing strange seeds. It also contains a note explaining that if ingested, the seeds would convert a man into a woman and vice versa. What follows is Lillian testing the authenticity of the seeds and waking up the next morning in a ‘male body,’ with apparent effeminate features. Once having proved the seeds work, she goes on to experience living in her new gender. At some point in the film Lillian (referred to as Lawrence Talbot ‘post- transformation’) would give a seed to her housekeeper, Jane (Ethel Lloyd), and ‘transforms her’ into a masculine version of herself.
It is with the character of Jane that the films racist elements present themselves: Jane in the diegesis of the film is a housekeeper who is a person of color, specifically African American- but is Ethel Lloyd playing a character dressed in blackface. This fact alone is extremely problematic, and there are several other depictions of blackface in the film. Further emphasising the mischaracterization of black people(s) is Janes behaviour after she ingests the magic seeds: When Jane is forced to ‘transform into a man’ due to the seeds magical properties, suddenly her character transitions into an even more outrageous caricature of a black man, as she develops an aggressive and irritable disposition and begins acting outwardly violent and combative, going as far as to seek revenge on an ex-partner of hers and attempt to assault them in broad daylight. This blatant mischaracterization of African American men entirely feeds into the bigoted and racist stereotype of black men somehow being genetically predisposed to violence, reflecting the way that the broader American society/public viewed black people and people of color at the time (F. J. Hope, pp. 417-34).
Interestingly, modern readings and interpretations of A Florida Enchantment show that alongside the cis-heteronormative framing of the film exists the potential for an interpretation of its themes and ideas through a more queer and gender/sexuality-fluid point of view; Through understanding the films gender-bending narrative not as a change of the body but more of a change of the mind and sexuality as opposed to physical sex, it opens the film up to interpretation through a more bisexual/lesbian framing. Through the simultaneous presence of these parallel yet differing perspectives the film can be defined as a “hermaphroditic text” (Brasell, pp. 3-21).
Through looking at these previous examples of film history, it is clearly illustrated how the birth of cinema in Hollywood during the early 20th century and the harmful stereotypes of both trans/queer people and people of color were established and perpetuated. These depictions would go on to become the standard in Hollywood cinema when it came to the portrayal of transgender and queer identities on-screen.

[bookmark: _Toc1305471098](1.2) The Many Characterizations of Trans People in Film

In part due to the lack of knowledge surrounding transgender, gender non-conforming identities, and non-straight sexualities, as well as a fundamental misunderstanding of the LGBTQI+ community and queerness in the filmmaking industry- trans and queer people have been depicted in many different ways, with several tropes and stereotypes being associated with them.
Seeing as I will be discussing films released during and after the establishing of the Production Code Association and resulting “Hay’s Code” named after the MPPDA (Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America) president Will Hays, otherwise known as “The Production Code Era" (Noriega, Chon), it is important to mention that films made and released during this time were heavily restricted and almost completely forbidden from having any explicitly queer depictions or representations (Fikáčková, Michaela. Pp. 9, 1). Filmmakers were forced, if they wanted to include themes or characters adjacent to queerness or transgender identities, to do so in a way that did not portray queer people in a positive light, resulting in most films with any sort of queer characters only portraying them as villains or degenerates (Noriega, Chon. pp 22). 
That being said, the presence of gender non-conforming or transgender person(s) on-screen is always accompanied by one or many labels and/or implied meanings. In the following pages, I will illustrate and explain the many different tropes and stereotypes that have been constructed around transgender people throughout film.
· “The temporary transvestite film”
The term “temporary transvestite film” theorized by Chris Straayer, is a film genre “in which a character uses cross-dressing temporarily for purposes of necessary disguise.” Strayer emphasises that the genre provides the audience with two things: It gives them the opportunity to place themselves/their minds in a scenario that allows for free experimentation of gender and then delivers them safely back within traditional categories. Additionally, it is important the character be forced into cross-dressing, as if they chose to do it of their own free will, it would discomfort audiences (Bates, Robin. 2010)(Straayer, Chris). Many films featuring characters and themes that cross gender boundaries fall under this category of the “temporary transvestite film,” but one I find particularly significant and worth discussing is Chris Columbus’ comedy and drama, “Mrs. Doubtfire” (1993). 
Produced by Mark Radcliffe, Marsha Garces Williams, and Robin Williams, Mrs. Doubtfire follows the story of freelance voice-actor and father, Daniel Hillard (Robin Williams). Daniel, after turning down a job for questions of morality, and throwing a chaotic birthday party for their twelve-year-old son Chris, has his wife Miranda (Sally Field) divorcing him, seeing him as ‘immature’ and ‘unreliable.’ Seeing that his wife is seeking a housekeeper, Chris along with some friends of his, devise a plan to go ‘undercover’ and pose as an elderly British nanny, to stay close to his family amid the divorce. After extensive makeup and prosthetics, Daniel, posing as “Euphegenia Doubtfire,” begins work as the housekeeper for Miranda and the kids. 
As discussed, a “temporary transvestite film” is a genre of film that includes a character(s) that temporarily and superficially adopts a persona through cross-dressing for purposes of disguise and/or deception. Robin William’s depiction of an elderly British lady in Mrs. Doubtfire perfectly falls under this definition: Daniel, played by Williams, does not adopt this identity entirely of his own free will, but is pushed into it due to the conflict of being separated from his family, thus fulfilling the requirements of this particular genre of being forced into adopting an alter-ego through cross-dressing and the transgression of gender-expression norms in order to go undercover. Also emphasising this categorization of the film in this genre is, rather than acknowledging the experiences and identity of the protagonist’s journey through gender-expression, the film’s conflict is resolved with the disintegration and absolving of the former genderqueer identity and experiences, providing the audience with a sense of relief that the traditional boundaries of gender have not been irreversibly crossed.
Additionally, Mrs. Doubtfire uses gender-expression and cross-dressing as the basis for its comedy: Throughout the film it is clear the filmmaker intended Daniel/Mrs. Doubtfire as a character to be seen as comedic, with a middle-aged heterosexual man attempting to portray elderly, well-mannered woman. Despite Columbus’ and Williams’ intentions, the film reinforces stereotypes of trans identity being ‘superficial’ and surface level; The film uses femininity and gender non-conformity as a means to derive a reaction from its audience, in-turn minimizing the nuances of womanhood and the significance behind transgressing gender-norms in a society dominated by them.
· “Queerness as comedy”
In the era of silent movies, cross-dressing and gender non-conformity were commonplace in comedies, and was used as a cheap way to get a laugh out of the audience; In a society with rigid gender-binary enforced ideas and beliefs, the transgression of gender-norms through cross-dressing would almost produce a reaction from viewers. In Charlie Chaplin’s “A Woman” (1915), Chaplin engages in cross-dressing as he shaves his moustache, puts on a dress and other articles of ‘feminine clothing’, eliciting a reaction of laughter from another character, and later causing two male characters to express romantic interest in him. Aside from this however, Chaplin’s character is explicitly cisgender and heterosexual, showing interest only in women and using the guise of femininity as such- a disguise and a costume (Fikáčková, Michaela. Pp. 7,1). “A Woman” shows us the way in which gender and femininity were seen as something to be played around with for laughs or as devices for comedy. 
In a similar vein, Tom Shadyac’s “Ace Ventura: Pet Detective” (1994) toys with the fluidity of gender and femininity, in a way that exclusively communicates to the audience a caricature of the transfeminine identity which is rooted in bigotry, and literally plays it for laughs and a gag.
Ace Ventura: Pet Detective, starring Jim Carrey, follows Ace, a detective with the remarkable (and mostly irrelevant) ability to “understand” animals as he is tasked with locating a missing dolphin and protecting a famous figure from being kidnapped by an ex-football player out for revenge. Along the way, Ace is joined by a woman named Lois Einhorn, a lieutenant of the Miami Police Department with a “strange connection” with the missing football player. It is later discovered that Lois is Ray Finkle in disguise, after having undergone a “sex-change operation.” Jim Carrey’s character, upon learning of Lois’ “true identity,” has a long-winded and drawn-out scene where he frantically washes out his mouth and cleans himself, believing that when he had previously kissed Lois, he had “actually kissed a man.” 
Unfortunately, the films obsession over Lois’ gender identity does not end there. The story culminates with Ace chasing after Lois and eventually ending up in her hideout. With the entire Miami Police force surrounding them, Ace attempts to prove his theory of Lois and Ray being the same person, by forcibly undressing Lois and attempting to remove her wig. However, Ace is surprised to find that Lois is simply a woman. After proving himself wrong and that Lois is not “a man in disguise,” the famous footballer from before discreetly hints to Ace about a bulge between Lois’ legs. Ace proceeds to spin Lois around and shows the officers, as well as directly to the camera, that Lois indeed has a bulge in her underwear, which results in the exaggerated reactions of gagging and disgust. The film concludes with Lois “a.k.a Ray Finkle” being arrested, and Ace making away with a woman from the police department (just to hammer home the misogyny, I suppose).
[bookmark: _Int_umeJ17jd]First and foremost, the film’s narrative and plot twists revolve around bigoted and transphobic assumptions and beliefs, often heard within TERF and transmedicalist rhetoric: That trans people only transition as a means to gain something/privileges that they otherwise would not have, and gender/sex is defined entirely and exclusively by your physical self, in particular by ones genitalia, and that extensive surgery or medical intervention is a requirement to be recognised as valid within your gender identity. It’s these biasis throughout the writing of Lois Einhorn’s character that categorizes her the “deceptive transexual”; Because Lois passes as female, she acts as the core for the films plot twists, and when it is revealed that she is actually a “fake” woman, the audience is encouraged to feel disgust at this revelation, coupled with cinematography that emphasises this. In the moment of “the reveal,” her entire character and womanhood is literally stripped from her and reduced to an illusion, as her apparent “maleness” takes place as her “true identity” (Serano, p.59-60).
Secondly, I find the films blatant centring of its plot around Lois’ “trans secret” to be entirely tasteless and unfunny, contrary to what it attempts. One would expect that any criticism directed at this film would be met with dismissal as it’s “supposed to be a joke”, yet it is the very surface level and frankly “low-hanging" gags that result in the film falling apart under scrutiny; The narrative depends on the audience’s separation from the transgender identity of the character as being genuine. From the moment that Lois’ “true” identity is disclosed, the film directs a heavy emphasis on this part of her- Which we see with Ace’s determination to deface her, and his obsession with her apparent “deception.” It is this constant dissection of her character and the distancing of her transgender identity from the audience that builds her up as an object of ridicule and as an instrument for the films comedy (Miller, p.100-101).
· “The transgendered psycho”
One of most prominent and repeated stereotypes involving transgender/trans-adjacent characters in film, is the “transgender killer,” as seen in films such as “The Silence of the Lambs” directed by Jonathan Demme (1991), and “Psycho” by Alfred Hitchcock (1960). The Production Code era of cinema undoubtedly had a massive influence over the representation of trans people in film, and a very apparent effect of this time of heavy censorship has been the suppression of queer audiences and trans people’s places in film towards the Horror and Thriller genres; Outside of comedic contexts, depicting trans people as deranged, mentally ill psychopaths was the only accepted way to include them in films. One image that has been burned into the minds of audiences is that of a transgender woman with knife raised high (Miller, p. 153). 
In The Silence of the Lambs, a character named Buffalo Bill serves as the narrative’s elusive trans killer, whom detective Clarice Sterling is tasked with bringing into custody for his acts of violence and depravity against women. Throughout the film, Sterling has several interactions with incarcerated cannibal Hannibal Lecter, and at one point, Lecter reveals to her that Buffalo Bill believes he is transgender (the term “transexual” is used) but that he is not “genuine.” From this, the audience ensues that the source of his psychosis is due to his gender-incongruence and the unattainable desire to become a “biological woman.”
Ultimately, the foundation of the film's horror element, is not simply the prevailing slasher type psycho-killer, but the existence of an “Other” that threatens the familiarity and perceived stability of cisnormativity  In this way, the uneasiness experienced by the audience directly mirrors the cisgender lens through which the film is constructed and viewed, an approach that ensures cisgender audiences are returned to the superficial contentment that exists within the gender binary. (Rigney, p. 5).
Alongside The Silence of the Lambs, Alfred Hitchcock’s 1960’s film Psycho, is recognised as one of the most iconic depictions of this type of “transgender psycho-killer". Starring Anthony Perkins as Norman Bates, the film is origin to the iconic “shower scene,” in which the unsuspecting Marion Crane (Janet Leigh) is trespassed upon in the shower by Norman disguised as ‘Mother,’ who violently stabs her behind the shower curtains. 
[bookmark: _Int_jHJMWIoj]Gender in psycho is heavily rooted in heteronormativity, with the main characters of Norman Bates and Marion Crane existing as black and white depictions of a man and a woman. Despite this, Hitchcock frames Norman and his ties to gender in a much more fluid manner, through his alter-ego of “Mother.” Mother exists as an external yet ever-present authority figure, watching over the shoulders of Norman. The way Norman speaks of his mother, on the surface, is nothing out of the ordinary aside from her clearly hostile behavioural tendencies. Yet, when viewing the relationship between Norman and his “mother” with prior knowledge that they are in fact one and the same, it gives light to a layer of Norman’s psyche that is hidden beneath the surface of his “well-behaving son” facade that he acts out for Marion. I believe that there are two equally plausible readings of Norman’s character:
1) Norman as an orphaned son with unresolved grief/trauma- Norman’s psychosis due to the death of his parental figures has him fabricating a reality in which his mother is still present. This manifests as him dressing as his mother and filling the gap she left in his life. His interpretation is that of an overbearing mother with an abusive and hostile disposition, forcing him to stay by her side.
2) Norman as a tragically repressed, transgender/genderfluid woman- Norman has fabricated his backstory and his mother/parental figures and uses this to cover for his gender incongruence which he cannot truly escape nor come to co-exist with due to fears of discrimination and out casting from society. He chooses to remain at the Motel, where he can live as this alternative, feminine identity without scrutiny.
In aligning with the first reading of Norman as a victim to the loss of his parental figures and/or the trauma of losing his mother and the difficulty that befell their lives when their father passed, it is necessary for the clearly queer themes surrounding Norman and the persona of “Mother” to be delegated exclusively as a fabrication and manifestation of Norman’s psychosis . This interpretation entirely excludes the possibility of any reading of Mother as a “genuine” queer identity of Norman’s and disregards it as a figment of a crazy person’s mental illness, reinforcing ideas of trans identity being a “mental illness” or something other than real. On the other hand, viewing Norman’s act of gender transgression at face value and including is as a part of his psyche, not just because of psychosis, lends to the feasibility that “Mother” is Norman’s internally repressed identity personified.
Regardless of how one chooses to see Norman as a character, I think it’s made clear by Hitchcock that in the world of Psycho, to exceed the pre-established normalities of societies views on gender and sexuality, can only be realised through mental illness and psychosis (Miller, p. 156). These characterizations of transness are especially harmful, as they establish in the minds of the audience that queerness is something to be feared, and those that choose to venture beyond the gender binary could only be psychopaths or the mentally ill. This is reflected in Miller’s writings, that “Transgender identity is presented in transgender horror films as the root cause of the audience’s fear, rather than the inflexibility of cisnormativity, marking it in these films as “a site of cultural anxiety so profound that it manifests itself in psychosis,” and that “the anxieties in transgender horror films centered in transgender identity can apparently only be assuaged by locating it in psychosis” (p. 155-156)(Garber, p. 115)(Kondo, p. 250).

To conclude, all these examples serve to bring attention to the ways in which queer and trans people have been (mis)represented on-screen, and I hope that in doing so, I raise some alarms in people's minds. Trans people shouldn’t be reduced to a character archetype in film, or as jokes, or for horror- our identities should be respected as parts of a whole, not as a “personality-trait” or character shoo-in for directors to get easy audience reactions and critic praise, or to be dissected by cisgender gaze on the metaphorical and sociological surgery table that exists as film.
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[bookmark: _Toc1605668668] “I Saw the TV Glow” - When Trans Directors make Trans Films
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Fig. 3 “I Saw the TV Glow” Poster by Aleks Phoenix (PosterSpy.com).

Having explored the extensive past of transgender characters seen throughout cinema history and examined the many ways in which trans people have been characterized on-screen, I want to really get into one of my favourite films of the decade, which I believe stands as one of the most accurate depictions of the trans experience in film- Jane Schoenbrun’s “I Saw the TV Glow” (2024).
To provide some background on the film’s director, Jane Schoenbrun (They/Them) is an American filmmaker born in Queens, New York, in 1987. Schoenbrun spent much of their time in online spaces and forums. They took particular interest in forums relating to “Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” and other discussion boards for their favourite films and TV shows such as Wes Craven’s “Scream” series. In their own words, “I was a nerdy, creative Kid stuck in suburbia, and I’d stay up late on my parent’s basement desktop writing long, elaborate, I’m-sure-illegible fan fiction stories to post on the message board” (Source). 
Schoenbrun themselves is transgender, and their films reflect a lot their subjective experiences with growing up alongside the internet and the various communities and fandoms they were a part of. The influence the internet has had on their work is very apparent, seen with ISTTVG and their past films, “A Self-Induced Hallucination” (2018), and “We’re All Going to the World’s Fair” (2021). Their works to-date exist in the realm of the “psychological-horror” genre, and include attributes of dysphoria, dreams and nightmares, VHS-horror, as well as exploration of the internet and third spaces as catalysts for self-expression and discovery (Source).

· The Characters
[image: ]
Fig. 4 “Owen and Maddy watching The Pink Opaque” (Film-Grab.com).
Owen, played by Justice Smith, and Maddy by Jack Haven, act as the protagonists of the I Saw the TV Glow.
Owen is a reserved and quiet, closeted trans woman who shows little interest in the world around her other than her favourite TV shows. She grows up in a homogenous American suburb, and as an only child in a household with her mother and father. Her mother, who we see interacting with Owen throughout the film, displays genuine care for her child, and seeks to understand Owen on a deeper level, yet has trouble connecting with her, as Owen often seems distant and closed off from others.
[image: ]
Fig. 5 “Owen and Maddy at the bleachers” (Film-Grab.com).
[bookmark: _Int_9KqHTv7n][bookmark: _Int_hX55bHWF][bookmark: _Int_gLdFSdaK][bookmark: _Int_R1kqfOsR]In a scene with Owen and Maddy talking on the school bleachers, Maddy confides in Owen about their social life and about rumours regarding their sexuality going around the school, prompting them to ask Owen about her dating preferences. In response Owen, nervously, says “I- I- I think that I like TV shows.” This response alone comes across as comedic or as an indication of asexuality, but she then elaborates,“It feels like someone... took a shovel and dug out all my insides. And I know there's nothing in there, but I'm still too nervous to open myself up and check. I know there's something wrong with me. My parents know it too, even if they don't say anything.” This interaction between them gives us a lot of insight into Owen and reflects the way in which trans people often withdraw into themselves and self-isolate, often instinctually, for reasons such as lacking confidence in their identities or when living in environments that actively suppress them- in this case Owen’s family, and the town they live in (Bricki). Owen dreams of another life where she can be herself and exist as who she really is, but because she is trapped in this world and in a body that isn’t hers, she struggles to feel like a “real person” and is drawn towards the world of The Pink Opaque, where she can feel safe living in the past, a world of nostalgia and familiarity- reflecting Schoenbrun’s own experience with the internet and TV growing up (Chapman). 
[bookmark: _Int_Nr1aZOov]Maddy, acting as an older sibling to Owen, lives a troubled life with their abusive father. Maddy’s school life offers no more respite than their home life, as they struggle to form meaningful relationships with their peers. At one point in the film Maddy tells of how a friend of theirs betrayed their trust and spread rumour of them being a lesbian around the school, an event that deeply cuts and ostracizes Maddy and ultimately fuels their desire to escape her life. Owen is the only friend they ever truly find a connection with, as they both possess the same kind of relationship to The Pink Opaque and can confide in each other about their true selves.
Something I’d like to elaborate on is how we the audience perceive Owen and Maddy: As the film progresses, we learn that the versions of them that we know, and the versions of themselves they believe they are, are not actually their true selves, but rather these twisted and altered versions of themselves that the antagonist, Mr. Melancholy, has them trapped inside, with their true selves being Isabel and Tara in the “real world.” The question here, that myself and many friends of mine who have seen the film have had is, how are we the viewer supposed to refer to the protagonists as we know them if these are not their true selves? Since neither Owen nor Maddy ever explicitly say which pronouns they prefer as this would stunt the immersion of the film, the audience must assume of their respective presentations signifying the usage of the typical masculine/feminine pronouns. However, Owen is heavily implied to be a trans woman, as we see throughout the film, with one scene in particular depicting a hazy memory of Owen trying on a dress and makeup with Maddy by her side. For this reason, I refer to Owen by the name that we originally know her by and with She/Her pronouns. Maddy on the other hand, leans towards a more queer and androgynous appearance, even in the first act before they truly “discover” themselves. This is also supported by the actual actor, Jack Haven, being queer and non-binary, and going by They/Them pronouns. Thus, I refer to them as Maddy, and with They/Them pronouns.



· The Story
I Saw the TV Glow follows Owen and Maddy, two teenagers growing up in a suburban American neighbourhood, who meet as children and grow closer to each other over their shared interest in “The Pink Opaque”- An eerily captivating late night TV show that depicts protagonists Isabel and Tara, who share a “transcendent psychic connection” and whose goal is to fight back the monsters of the week sent by the unearthly and mysterious “Mr. Melancholy”.
The true mystery and twist element of ISTTVG is that the world Owen and Maddy inhabit, is not reality, but a pocket dimension called “The Midnight Realm” created by Mr. Melancholy as a means to trap and kill Isabel and Tara, their true identities in the real world and protagonists of The Pink Opaque. This comes as a reveal from Maddy, after they return to The Midnight Realm to save and retrieve Owen in hopes of waking them up.
I really admire the direction Schoenbrun chose for the plot of ISTTVG, and it really shows in the film the attention to detail given in the construction of the films plot elements to represent the trans experience on screen. 
[image: ]
Fig. 6 “Maddy in the inflatable bubble-observatory" (Film-Grab.com).
One of my favourite scenes in the film being of Maddy’s monologue that they give to Owen inside the inflatable bubble-observatory. It’s a nice callback to a previous scene depicting Owen in her childhood and takes place not long after Maddy’s return to The Midnight realm, serving as a last-ditch effort by Maddy to make Owen understand what they’ve discovered in Mr. Melancholy’s scheme and the true meaning behind The Pink Opaque. The way Maddy articulates their experiences with death and rebirth, of burying themselves alive to be given life again in the real world, is all indicative yet subversive of a very common and frankly harmful/misguided sentiment among transgender people: the idea that trans people are “born in the wrong bodies” or that we are “X trapped in X body”. This is not to say that Maddy is directly parroting such ideas, but that in literally burying themselves alive in order to be reborn, they are subverting this narrative so-often parodied by cisgender people and reclaiming it back to its trans roots to serve as a deep-cutting wakeup call for Owen (Serano p. 331-334).

· The Aesthetic
The aesthetics and atmosphere of ISTTVG blend seamlessly to construct a world with a strangely hazy and inoculating feel to it, lending itself to the audience's experience of the world as the protagonists do. The monsters and costumes are also reminiscent of something you would expect from a VHS-horror and late-night 90’s TV.
One extremely significant yet subtle attribute of ISTTVG’s visual style is the use of colour to indicate the character’s frame of mind and, their souls. 
[image: ]
Fig. 7 “A young Owen under a balloon tarp during class” (Film-Grab.com).
[bookmark: _Int_2oxWHGfq][bookmark: _Int_ND8NuH0l]One of the very first scenes in the film, we see a young Owen during a class among other students, experiencing being inside a large hot-air balloon-like tarp. The colours in frame are all very bright and vibrant, aiding to the sense of nostalgia that this scene is attempting to convey. Even the colours of the tarp itself are indicative of the transgender flag, with its pink, white, and blue, serving as a very in-your-face message to the audience of Owen’s character. Meanwhile, as Owen eye’s fill with wonder and intrigue for the experience, Yeule’s “Anthem For A Seventeen Year-Old Girl” accompanies the scene, further amplifying its nostalgic atmosphere. It really is a very wonderful scene that shows the innocence and childlike wonder of Owen at this time of her life and illustrates the kind of joy and freedom that comes with being young, something that quickly fades over the course of the film.

[image: ]
Fig. 8 “Owen and her co-workers at lunch break” (Film-Grab.com).
Another scene that stands in stark contrast to the beginning of the film, is one depicting Owen sitting down for a lunch break with her co-workers at the movie theatre. Composition-wise, Owen is positioned in the right-most side of the frame, leaving a large amount of negative space between her and her two male co-workers- something that almost feels like a confrontation of sorts, like something you would see in a western. Owen is not like these men; there is a sense of “otherness” to her. (Is it obvious yet that this a trans woman)?
In comparison to the first act of the film, the colours here are far muddier and more muted than Owen’s youth. There is no colour here- this space is not conducive to joy and there is only place for grime and those who are meant for it. The very square and cramped framing also lend to feeling like Owen is in a “box” of sorts, the same boxes that society places people in at birth: Male and Female (Cutas, pp. 374-5).

· The Pink Opaque and “Escapism”
[image: ]
Fig. 9 “Isabel in The Pink opaque” (Film-Grab.com).

Inspired by 90’s and 2000’s late-night TV shows such as “Buffy the Vampire Slayer”, “Goosebumps”, and “Are You Afraid of the Dark”, The Pink Opaque serves as a kind of “looking glass” for Owen and Maddy, as it captivates their gaze with its eery and strangely familiar themes and messaging, as well as literally mirroring their true selves back to them.
The Pink Opaque and its protagonists Isabel and Tara, are the versions of Owen and Maddy that exist outside of The Midnight Realm and are what draw them into the show, as what they are seeing is their true selves reflected to them. It is their own lives they are watching on the TV screen, condensed and regurgitated into a weekly episodic, young adult horror show. The relationship between queer people and horror, is one that has persisted throughout cinema and literary history. I point to Susan Stryker’s essay “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix” and how she likens herself as a transexual woman and “the transexual body,” to the monster in Mary Shelley’s novel “Frankenstein” (1818). In her lived experiences as transgender, she illustrates the parallels between trans-identity and Frankenstein’s monster regarding the creation and reconfiguration of the flesh that science affords (Stryker, p. 241-242)- in this way demonstrating the interplay of body-horror and gender.
It is also clear that the inspiration for The Pink Opaque comes from Jane Schoenbrun’s own love for the late-night TV series of their youth, echoing an atmosphere of nostalgia and the desire to escape and return to a “rose-tinted" place in time. Schoenbrun has explored similar themes of nostalgia, the internet as a third space and means of escape from reality in their past works “A Self-Induced Hallucination” (2018), and “We’re All Going to the World’s Fair” (2021). In an interview with Variety, Schoenbrun describes the internet as “a space where you can exist without a physical form and without a body, so it’s obviously enticing if you’re not in the right body and trying to sort of escape yourself or create a new identity outside of the restrictions of physical form in the real world” (Schoenbrun, Jane. Pp. 8). When analysing Owen’s own relationship with TV and The Pink Opaque, it is difficult not to see the correlation/inspiration for her powerful desire to escape into show, as she too is attempting to “escape [her]self.” Schoenbrun also describes the unique relationship transgender people have with perception, and the uniquely inherent “horror” that comes with being perceived- linking back to Stryker’s analogy of “the transexual body” and horror being intertwined.

· “Queer Temporalities” – The Relationship of Trans People and “Linear Time”
A major plot element and overarching theme present in I Saw the TV Glow, is the passage of time and, more precisely- the non-linear and nebulous nature of “Queer Temporality” as described by Boellstorff (pp. 227-248). 
[bookmark: _Int_yQ2NEPI4][bookmark: _Int_WvY9XFRW][bookmark: _Int_TQ14YuE2]In the scene of Maddy giving their monologue to Owen in the inflatable observatory (see fig. 6) Maddy expresses their experience with the passage of time while in The Midnight Realm: “Time wasn't right. It was moving too fast. And then I was 19. And then I was 20. I felt like one of those dolls asleep in the supermarket. Stuffed. And then I was 21. Like chapters skipped over on a DVD. I told myself, "This isn't normal. This isn't normal. This isn't how life is supposed to feel." This interpretation of time is analogous to, and representative of the way trans and queer individuals experience time as a departure from the prevailing heteronormative presupposition, that a life course is or should be conducted linearly, with the typical expected progression of “life markers” being birth, then childhood, to adult life, then old age, and inevitably- death (Taylor, Jodie. Pp. 894). Queer theory opposes this pre-established definition of what a life path “should be;” Through defining a marked difference between “straight” and “queer” time, it is possible to envision a future that exists outside the linearity straight time pre-supposes (Boellstorff, Tom. Pp. 227-248). Which is to say, only when the sequential nature of straight time in a hegemonic cisgendered and heteronormative society is brought into question, can you begin to change your trajectory to move outside of it. 
[bookmark: _Int_5SYsIkIb]This is ultimately what leads to Owen’s fate towards the end of the ISTTVG. Maddy who, when presented and forced to exist within a community that refuses to accept them, tackles their problems head on, and uses The Pink Opaque as a coping mechanism. Their headstrong disposition leads to their eventual confrontation with, and escape from, the liminal space that is The Midnight Realm. On the other hand, Owen traverses time in a far more passive manner, allowing her life to pass by her and existing merely as a spectator to her own existence. Instead choosing to suppress her true feelings and mentally escape into an imagined reality that feels more real to her to her than “real-life.”









[bookmark: _Toc821642805]Conclusion


When it comes to representing a minority in any form of media, it is imperative to have an informed understanding about the group you are trying to represent- this is a bare-minimum. However, through the examples I gave in chapter one, we see this clearly hasn’t always been the case, as directors and creatives that exist outside of the communities they aim to distil into their movies likely don’t see any imperative to represent them in a good way, which results in films like D.W. Griffith’s “Judith of Bethulia” and Neill Jordan’s “The Crying Game” (1992) existing. 
Through my analysis of the many tropes and characterizations surrounding trans and queer identities, as well as an extensive look into the work of Jane Schoenbrun, particularly with I Saw the TV Glow, I have illustrated the importance of a sincere and full-hearted assessment of the topics and communities in films- with the aim being to respect the people you are representing.
[bookmark: _Int_TjIPyft1]To conclude, filmmakers and creatives alike hold the power to create stories that inspire, and uplift the world, and it’s more important now than ever that ability is used in writing narratives that encapsulate what humans really are at there core: We are beautiful, diverse, and creatures deserving of joy and love. 
I leave with a quote from Susan Stryker:

“When trans and gender-nonconforming lives are lived joyously and unapologetically in plain sight or their hard truths and dangers are spoken out loud, when the knowledge that comes from living those lives is channelled into music and dance, written about and written from, played with and fantasized over, when their beauty and weirdness, their sharp edges and dark recesses are creatively explored and collectively experienced, that is equally as important as heavy political activism.”

· Susan Stryker, “Transgender History: The Roots of Today's Revolution” (p. 177).
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