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YOU HAVE TO KNOW YOURSELF.
THAT’S ALL I DO.
IT’S THE HOOD.

Nacira Guénif-Souilamas: Something undefined emerges 
from your photographs, or from your videos. They 
become a passageway, a site for emotions, and beyond 
that, a site for complication. They make representations 
evolve, or even transform them completely. There is a 
resulting sense of surprise about what one wishes to 
map and to account for. For this reason, your accounts 
are singular. They contain a capacity to show the reality 
that finally reveals itself, and finally emerges. This upsurge 
was lost during the last decades in France, but through 
your approach to Baltimore, your way of undertaking Hard 
Skin, you open a breach, an entryway.

FrN: I went to Baltimore looking for Omar, the character 
from the cult television series “The Wire”, a black man 
from the ghetto who steals drugs from dealers. Omar 
defines his own justice according to his own code of 
honor. By refusing society’s codes or those of gangs, 
he acquires a form of invincibility. This character actually 
existed in Baltimore, except that when writing the series 
David Simon and Ed Burns made him a homosexual 
man. Thus, he redefines conventions and symbolic 
boundaries. He creates his own geography in the city, 
whether it is a physical, urban or mental one. He is never 
where you expect him to be—you literally never know 
from which street he is about to arrive. By refusing social 
assignments, Omar does not disappear into the norm. It is, 

i Datar is a French administration in charge of land settlement. It launched a 
photographic mission in 1984 to document French landscape.

I believe, a political attitude, which responds to new urban 
realities, a new form of active dissimulation that reminds 
me that there must be, in the United States as well as 
in Europe, people who seek to redefine themselves and 
the territories they inhabit. An attitude similar to what is 
called Banjee Realness: the performing of the ghetto 
attitude by certain homosexual blacks or latinos who 
refuse constrained visibility. It is a double movement, one 
of dissimulation at the same time as one of affirmation of 
their culture of belonging. I recognize in Omar’s character 
a reinvented, popularized Banjee Realness that came 
from the underground.

I went to Baltimore in Omar’s footsteps and I encountered 
the voguers’ community. Voguing is that performative dance 
of the black homosexual and transgender communities in 
American ghettos, starting in Harlem in New York, and then 
in black cities such as Atlanta, Baltimore, Washington and 
now the West Coast. A dance that inverts the symbols 
of white power by appropriating the models’ poses on 
the cover of Vogue magazine. Born in the sixties and 
performed in prisons as well as in black neighborhoods, 
voguing has recently made its appearance in the New 
York art scene where African American art is becoming 
fully participant in contemporary art. I arrived in Baltimore 
and realized that there is an extremely powerful and active 
Ballroom scene (what the voguing community is called), 
less publicized than the New York scene. A real, authentic 
scene. The ballroom scene is a microcosm of young 
people who do not perform in front of an audience, but 
perform for themselves in front of their peers. The goal of 
the challenges that they set for each other is to learn to be 
the best. The fact of challenging someone else is a way of 
surpassing oneself. It is an initiatory learning process that 
pushes one to be increasingly oneself, to eliminate doubt 
yet never to be limited by certainty. This forces one to go 
beyond the limits and to get closer to the self. If being 
closer to oneself means being a woman, then it means 
facing the consequences that this can have. One does 
not stop at the door to transsexuality. 

When they are not performing flamboyantly and wearing 
costumes, the voguers from Baltimore are Omar. I mean 
to say as a whole, the sum of each one of them makes up 
Omar, a symbolic, emblematic, iconic and modern figure 
of masculinity in the urban environment. And I understand 
that Banjee Realness is part of the ramifications and the 
evolutions of voguing under the influence of new urban 
cultures, of Hip Hop, of RnB. After the eighties, voguing 
went back into the underground to come back out again 
hybridized, revived, reinvented. By creating a twist in the 
writing of Omar’s character, David Simon and Ed Burns 
revealed extreme but real situations whose existence we 
pretend to ignore. This choice of scenario is all the more 
remarkable because Omar has become the most popular 
character of the series, as if this Banjee Realness now 
resonates with everyone.

I had the intuition when watching “The Wire” that Baltimore 
acted as a metaphor of the impoverished Parisian 
outskirts, our version of the inner city. In going to Baltimore, 
I set myself a challenge to represent the possibilities of 
the French “banlieue”, hidden in the folds of its recent 
and postcolonial history. I set out to create images that 
would complicate our European vision of urbanity through 
a form of twist from the interior. This political posture of 
anti-visibility, this organic and perpetually moving manner 
of inhabiting the world, interests me artistically.

Coming back from Baltimore I encountered the very 
young emerging scene of Parisian voguers. They live in 
Aubervilliers, Saint Denis, La Courneuve, Bobigny, La 
Défense, all the cities that surround inner Paris… So I 
understood that the distinction of Paris and its banlieue 
was no longer operative. I reconsidered Paris with all its 
peripheries and enclaves. I shifted my definition of Paris 
as separate from its close periphery — in the same way 
that language uses conventions that can be shifted. 
I always put myself in that kind of place, where I have 
the liberty of redefining my own territory, but only as long 
as it corresponds to the way in which my protagonists 



themselves consider this territory.

NGS: In Baltimore or in Paris, the question is not that of 
the periphery versus the center. The question is that of a 
hostile environment in which to exist. And where each must 
create his or her own means of existence. In particular in 
trans/gender experiences: wherever she is, a transgender 
person may provoke hostility. She expresses a will to cope 
with this reality, a power to act. That is to say, the power of 
existing through a performance that will, in a way, inevitably 
produce the hostile environment against which or with 
which she is going to exist. Because paradoxically she 
needs this sort of confrontation in order to exist.

In such a context, one experiences the limits. And this 
ordeal, this testing of the limits is also a performative 
experience in the way of dressing oneself, of choosing 
one’s attire, of very carefully choosing one’s posture, the 
manner of moving. In this respect, there is an extreme 
search or investigation, a sort of sophistication in the very 
foundation of this mode of existence. In fact, the hostile 
environment is a space which one has to penetrate in 
order to recompose its different dimensions. This is what 
the voguers manage to do. They experience and push the 
limits.

FrN: It is what Dale Blackheart says, the voguer from 
Baltimore with whom I work most closely: “You have to 
know yourself, that’s all I do, it’s the hood.” He redefines 
his boundaries. In his flamboyance, in his trans/gender 
experience of femininity in the hostile environment that is 
Baltimore, like Omar, he redefines, surpasses or carries 
with him the hostilities so that the boundaries shift. He can 
make himself visible or invisible, he is able to appear or 
disappear as he wishes.

Forgetting Omar to work with the voguers from Baltimore, 
I decided to interrogate what constitutes for me the power 
of voguing: its capacity of invention within boundaries, 
constraints, strong limits. Its perpetual capacity of reviving 
and reinventing itself takes me to the definition of dispositifii 
in contemporary art, something capable of creating while 
renovating itself continuously.

ii French: system, apparatus, configuration, machine

The categories of voguing deploy all the variations between 
the masculine and the feminine extremes. It is a way of 
learning how to make choices in daily life, choices which 
may become definitive. The rules of voguing are very 
strong; they are extremely codified because they must 
take into account an infinite variety of situations and gender 
expressions. Every new situation, every new expression 
of oneself expands the rules and the categories of the 
community. The whole point is to displace these rules, 
or even to break them. A voguer becomes legendary by 
transgressing the rules in ways nobody expects — in his 
character, in his alter ego, in his fierceness, because in 
doing so, he makes the whole community move forward. 
To be legendary is to exist in the eyes of the community 
and for himself. By existing in his own eyes, wonderfully 
paradoxically, he has nothing else to prove and he can 
become what he wants, where he wants, when he wants. 
This even surpasses the limits of the community. What is 
also very beautiful in the fact of being legendary, is that 
only he himself knows it. One of the attitudes of being 
legendary is never saying it, never bragging, because he 
is legendary no matter what. It is, in my view, the ultimate 
degree of performativity.

NGS: It’s a form of sovereignty that is being enacted. 
Why talk about it in a territorial context? In fact, by 
metamorphosing themselves, these characters also 
metamorphose the territory where they are, including those 
deteriorated spaces of Baltimore. Actually, these spaces 
without qualities are necessary to the invention of such 
flamboyant and sovereign characters. And, in their own 
way, they make one see and experience those spaces 
differently.

FrN: There are two fundamentally opposed ways of 
appropriating or traversing the city: there are those who 
gave up, of which the extreme example is the drug addicts 
on street corners who are perpetually moving downward 
without ever completely falling; and those who do not 
cease affirming themselves and walking in the city. Omar 
and the voguers belong to this second category. They 
manage to make the city vibrate, to transform it or rather, 
to redress it. They personify this notion attached to fashion, 

which is that you become the city that you traverse like 
you become the dress that you wear. They create, and 
become, urban legends.

I’m thinking of the presence of Justin Winston who I 
photographed in the backyards of Baltimore: we are amidst 
the garbage, in an abandoned ghetto, and at the same 
time there is a man who does not seem to be out of place 
there, yet who is wearing wings on his back. It is not circus 
or cinema, it’s a dreamlike documentary, simultaneously 
real, authentic, fierce and performative. There is a great 
power in the presence of this man. This image is the result 
of this power to act, it overflows the territory with a live 
presence.
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