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My name is Denis Kehoe and I lecture at the School of Visual Culture at the National 

College of Art & Design in Dublin, Ireland on topics such as gender and film history. I 

am also a novelist and in recent years I have begun to explore the world of 

performance. I would like to talk to you this morning about two creative projects I have 

been working on over the last number of years, the first being a novel and the second 

a series of performances and photographic collaborations centered around an 

imagined woman, Esther Raquel Minsky.  Amongst other things, I would like to discuss 

how this work has informed my teaching, both in terms of the content and the delivery 

of my lectures, and also how it has informed other activities within the institution. Both 

creative projects deal with the historical figure of the ‘Polish Jewish’1. female prostitute 

or sex worker in Poland and in Brazil/Argentina/Uruguay and I have been engaging 

with this figure from a queer perspective.  

 

In the case of the novel I am currently rewriting, as well as my developing performance 

practice and photographic collaborations, the creative act came before the theory, but 

this creative work coincides very definitely with the ideas of theorists such as Judith 

Butler and Jack/Judith Halberstam. Of specific interest is Butler’s paper ‘Performative 

Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’ that 

appeared in The Theatre Journal in 1988 and the author’s definition there of gender 

as, amongst other things, “a reenactment and re-experiencing of a set of meanings 
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already socially established” (p.9). Also of importance is Halberstam’s definition of 

“queer” as referring to “nonnormative logics and organizations of community, sexual 

identity, embodiment, and activity in space and time” (2005, p.7). Of added interest, 

when exploring the transgressive and queer potential of the historical figure of the 

female prostitute, is Judith R. Walkowitz’s 1992 book, City of Dreadful Delight: A Study 

of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London. Here Walkowitz says “The public symbol 

of female vice, the prostitute established a stark contrast to domesticated feminine 

virtues as well as to male bourgeois identity: she was the embodiment of corporeal 

smells and animal passions that the rational bourgeois male had repudiated and that 

the virtuous woman, the spiritualized “angel in the house” had suppressed” (1992, p. 

21). 

 

In my presentation today I would like to share with you how I have approached the 

figure of the ‘Polish-Jewish’ prostitute in both my fiction, as well as my performance 

work and photographic collaborations, and how this figure and my practice in relation 

to her has become central to my work at the National College of Art & Design, queering 

the classroom and campus where I work. 

 

First to my novel… 

Ireland has historically been a city of emigrants, of people leaving to make a better life 

in Britain, in the United States and further afield. In more recent years, however, it has 

also become a country of immigration, a place where people come to live, be it for a 

few months, years or permanently. In recent decades, two of the most prominent 

groups of people born outside Ireland but living in the country have been those from 

Poland and Brazil. Once upon a time, or to be slightly more exact about ten years ago, 

I became interested in writing a piece of fiction about a character connected to both of 

these places, a young woman from Brazil, of Polish-Jewish origin and now living in 

Ireland, who decides to travel to Poland to investigate her family history.  

 

1. I use inverted commas when speaking of the Polish Jewish pros titute as some of the women I am concerned 

with did not, in fact, come from Poland but from neighbouring countries such as Romania and Ukraine. The 

changing historical borders of Central and Eastern Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries also 

complicates the matter of national identity further. Regardless of their country of origin, however, I am primarily 

concerned with Jewish women who worked in prostitution in Poland and South America. Such women were known 

commonly as las polacas in Argentina and Uruguay and as polacas in Brazil. 
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Around this time, a friend from Porto Alegre who was living in Dublin, puppeteer and 

filmmaker Maira Coelho, told me the story of as polacas, Jewish women from Poland 

and the surrounding countries who journeyed to Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay in the 

latter decades of the nineteenth century and earlier decades of the twentieth century, 

and worked there in prostitution. A number of these women were tricked by false 

marriages or the promise of work, while others, it seems, knew how it was they would 

make their living in the New World. At the same time as my friend recounted this story 

to me, I was also thinking of writing another novel about a female filmmaker in the late 

Victorian period, a woman who travels from Europe to North America and makes and 

shows films there during the Klondike Gold Rush. Over time these ideas melded 

together into the book I began writing and which I am at present re-writing, possibly 

titled The Wanderings of a Warsaw Girl or The Wandering Women of Warsaw. 

 

This novel takes place in three cities, à la the three-decker novel of the same name, 

Three Cities (1929 – 1931), written by the great Yiddish writer Sholem Asch, himself 

no stranger to queer representations of Jewish women and prostitution, as 

demonstrated by his groundbreaking 1906 play God of Vengeance. Instead of St. 

Petersburg, Warsaw and Moscow though, in my story the action happens in Warsaw, 

Dublin and Rio de Janeiro between the early 1880s and 1914. The book is narrated 

by a Polish Jewish woman who is a photographer and an early filmmaker called 

Feygele, a Yiddish word meaning little bird, but also a slang term used for a gay man. 

Feygele, a lover of women, but also of men from time to time, provides this narrative 

through the queer lens of her camera and her words; a narrative about queer families, 

about clothing, about performance and about how we recreate the world in our own 

image. 

 

In the novel Feygele’s mother, Sara, is a single woman who leaves the man she is in 

a relationship with when she becomes suspicious of his own queer leanings, only to 

discover she is pregnant. She nonetheless decides to raise the child on her own, 

surviving on the money she makes working as a wardrobe assistant at the National 

Theatre in Warsaw and where she sees gender, desire and all the drama of human 

life played out onstage and behind the scenes. Mother and daughter live in a tiny attic 

flat off the Old Town Square in Warsaw, and soon after they move there Sara notices 

that she is not the only single woman in the house. There are a number of other women 
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who live there and, as she discovers, they make their money not from the stage but 

from performing as the desired female objects of their male clients. Amongst these 

neighbours is a woman called Golda, who has a son Isaac, who would like much better 

to be a girl than a boy. Years later, in Brazil, where Feygele is now travelling with a 

botanist and photographing the orchids she is studying (and we might like to see 

orchids as queer plants in terms of their own organs and reproductive processes), she 

and Isaac reconnect. Now though, Isaac is called Helena and makes a living as her 

mother did, having sex with men, this time on the other side of the world. A friendship 

is rekindled and Feygele photographs Helena and various polacas. With the resulting 

images, these women will be able to make some money on the side, money they will 

not hand over to their pimps.  

 

In the spirit of gender fluidity, the character of Helena started life in my novel as a 

biological female, Ania, but in in the last year or so I became interested in presenting 

this character as trans*. I am using trans in the Jack/Judith Halberstam sense of the 

word. As Halberstam said in a talk in Dublin in February 2018, “trans* is in many ways 

the end of a binary gender system, is a symptom of its collapse and is the outcome of 

a new system that is, we might say, emergent.” Halberstam’s definition of trans does 

not rest solely on surgery or hormones and he believes that trans experiences and 

identities do not only affect and relate to one single group of people. Instead he sees 

“gender variance as something that plays out across the whole population, not 

something that simply accumulates within transgender bodies and gets expressed 

there.” (2018). 

 

Did such trans individuals exist amongst as polacas? I wondered. If so, what were 

their stories? And could fiction be a way to imagine them? After all, we know that 

individuals we might define as trans* today, such as Frederick Park and Earnest 

Boulton, commonly known as Fanny and Stella, frequently cross-dressed, spent much 

of their time in theatres and were involved in prostitution in Victorian London. So what 

if my character, Helena, lived a similar sort of life in Rio de Janeiro in the 1900s? 

 

I should say, at this point, that I have not been the first writer to queer the figure of the 

‘Polish Jewish’ prostitute. Judith Katz did it in her novel The Escape Artist, which 

centres around a relationship between a girl from Warsaw tricked into a sham marriage 
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and her lover, a female to male crossdressing magician. As mentioned earlier, Sholem 

Asch also put queer Jewish prostitutes centre stage in his tale of the forbidden 

relationship between a sex worker and the daughter of the hypocritical brothel keeper 

who feigns respectability in God of Vengeance. This play and the controversy it caused 

when first produced on Broadway in English in 1923 is the subject of Paula Vogel’s 

work Indecent, which itself appeared on Broadway in 2017. 

 

I would like to read for you now a section of the novel set in Rio de Janeiro where 

Feygele photographs Helena as Lilith, a figure feared and despised in Judaism. Here 

we might be said to see how, in Butler’s words, “the body is not merely matter but a 

continual and incessant materializing of possibilities (1988, p.4). 

 

“Backwards in time did I fall. Back through time and the stories of my childhood. Back 

through history, and all the women of the Hebrew Bible, and all the women who were 

left out. Stories of women who were holy, women who saw the future, women who 

were evil, women who were blamed for everything. These women came to me in the 

afternoons, came out of the darkness of the studio on Rua Ouvidor. These women 

flew through the sky in Rio de Janeiro. 

 

And what is a woman at the end of the day? Is she made up? Must she bleed? Must 

she have children? Must she lie beneath a man? Must she be beautiful? Must she 

learn how to act like a woman in order to survive this world? So many great actresses 

had I known in my life already. The sopranos of the National Theatre with voices that 

quivered out from under their hearts. The great ballerinas who stretched their love 

along their limbs and leaped into the air. The working girls of Warsaw who wandered 

the streets looking for men who would pay for their solo performances. Pay them to 

play at being depraved, at being innocent, at being submissive, at being virgins. Play 

at being in love with them, if only for an hour.  

 

Mama and Golda, they always told us that Eve wasn’t Adam’s first wife, that he had 

another wife before her. Lilith. Lilith who we made up in my photographic studio. Lilith 

who was made from the same earth as Adam and was not pulled out of his side. Lilith 

who was his equal. Lilith who refused to lie beneath him. Lilith who many religious men 

never mentioned. Lilith of the Zohar. Lilith who was cast out. Lilith who they said would 
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sneak in like the night’s darkness to take unborn children and newly born babies. Lilith 

who came to young men while they slept and left their milk spilt in the morning. Lilith, 

and the Orthodox and the Kabbalists wore amulets to protect themselves against her. 

But not Golda and not Mama. There were men as called them Liliths themselves. 

Because mother had a child when she had no husband. And Golda took to the streets 

so she and her son would not starve. Dragged her heart of gold along those streets 

with her petticoats that she lifted them to strangers who in her grief she did not see. 

 

It was Golda’s offspring who came to light, to life, as Lilith in my studio. Helena, who 

was once upon a time Isaac in Warsaw, she turned into Lilith before my camera. The 

April evenings darkened in Rio de Janeiro and the skies lightened on the other side of 

the Atlantic in Ireland. And Helena, she arrived on a ship in the old port of Rio de 

Janeiro. Helena, she waited outside the theatres of the city for the men. Helena, she 

would make them pay. She would make all those men pay. Helena, she fell out of 

being a young man. Found herself here in Rio, all the way across the ocean. Men and 

women, slaves until just a few years before, they pounded their drums on the steps 

where they were bought and sold. A river of blood poured down the stones. Women 

who were dressed in white cotton danced. Great black-winged birds flew in the clouds 

above. The stones of Rio de Janeiro and the palm trees and the sandstone and the 

holy City, of Jerusalem. Helena danced amongst the people, was lifted up by them, 

was arisen. A prophetess. Shoulders of almond milk. Her long blonde hair came free.  

 

Helena was resurrected, the girl who was hidden all those years in Warsaw. Hidden 

by Isaac because of all the insults and the taunts of the corner boys of the Old Town 

and Muranów. Not that one or two of those boys didn’t enjoy some minutes of pleasure 

with him, with her, in the years to come. In dreams, in laneways, by the river and in 

secret. Though afterwards they would deny him, deny her, whenever they would see 

him. Or would spit as he passed. Spit their desire on the ground.  

 

Now Helena as Lilith came out of the darkness. She was lit by a flash of light and I 

captured her. Now she floated in the liquids in the developing tray, a vision that came 

to life underwater. She was not naked, Lilith, in my photograph, as she was in all the 

pictures men made of her. Well, truth be told, haven’t they always made women up: 

naked ghosts, illusions, dreams. Wasn’t it the rabbis and scribes and the priests and 
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preachers and the painters who created all the women of the Hebrew Bible. The holy 

women, the hated woman. Well she, Helena, she would make herself up. Make herself 

up on her own. She would set forth to take the New World. To take the streets and the 

hearts of the city. And I would make Lilith up as more than her flesh, more than a 

naked thigh, more than bare breasts and a set of red lips. More than a body with a 

snake wrapped around it.  

 

Oh, a snake she had all right, Helena. That’s what fascinated the men about her, that 

she had something the other girls had not. Sometimes, by night, she would take it out. 

Some afternoons too, with the heat of the sun blocked out by the shutters and the thick 

stone walls. The snake would uncoil and hiss and bite and sting when it needed to. It 

would leave men stunned with their eyes open wide on the sides of the hills of the 

forest. They would lie, they would die, on the cobblestones of the city. Perspire. Expire. 

She would retract her tongue, let her dress fall over her shoulders, red and black 

taffeta or siren silken skirts, and a moment afterwards she would be gone. Maybe 

gone forever. Only for to turn up before the lens of my camera. Come to life as Lilith.  

 

Lilith; what they were really terrified of wasn’t the snake but her intelligence and her 

free will. Lilith who knew her mind and knew it was a good one. Lilith who would not 

compromise, who would go her own way, do just as she pleased. Lilith who would not 

submit. There she stood before me in a golden robe and with an open book in her 

hands and her chin held up. Lilith in chiaroscuro. Lilith who was Helena. Helena who 

was the boy Isaac I once knew in Warsaw. The boy who always wished the river good 

night before he went to bed.” (Kehoe, 2019) 

 

Five years ago, as part of the process of research for my novel, I travelled for the first 

time to Rio de Janeiro. Reading about the lives of as polacas through studies such as 

Baile de Máscaras by Beatriz Kushnir and later Bodies and Souls by Isabel Vincent, I 

could see that these women were not simply, or not always, just victims, and that a 

number of them showed great strength of character and community by, amongst other 

things, setting up their own synagogue and cemetery and taking care of one another 

in life and death. Often castigated and seen as unclean and abject by the wider Jewish 

community, then frequently forgotten, these women nevertheless left their mark on the 
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language, history and urban space of Rio de Janeiro. While in Rio I began to think 

about the possibility of the spaces around where these women lived and worked being 

revisited and the women being remembered there. What if these figures from the past 

who troubled, provoked and inspired various different responses: from pimps, from 

clients, from the men who wrote sambas for them; what if these women who were so 

often forgotten were to return? What if the memory of these women that was at times 

deliberately repressed was to return? A Freudian return of the repressed… 

And so I began to develop a female character called Esther based around an imagined 

polaca, a figure from Rio’s urban past who appeared in Rio’s urban present. When I 

went back to Ireland I put together seven different outfits in which to enact the life of 

the character, from her village or shtetl in Poland to her life as a madam with her own 

brothel in Rio. The next year in Rio, Esther returned to some key sites, and was 

photographed by André 

Henrique. Again, in looking at this work, we might think of Butler’s thought that, “In 

other words, the body is a historical situation, as Beauvoir has claimed, and is a 

manner of doing, dramatizing and reproducing a historical situation” (1988, p.4).  

 

I believed at the time that Esther would only have this one outing, but when I returned 

to Dublin I developed an undergraduate course at the National College of Art and 

Design called The Female City. Over the course of twelve weeks, the representation 

of a number of recurring female figures from the nineteenth and early twentieth century 

European city of modernity would be studied. These included the political radical, the 

shopgirl, the hysteric and, of course, the prostitute. As a result of this course, I began 

to think of the prospect that Esther need not stop at one photographic performance. 

And for that matter, she need not stop at one fixed identity and one fixed livelihood. 

What if Esther had more than one life, identity, profession, face? I thought.  What if I 

cheated and subverted the rules of clear character development, and made Esther 

more fluid, approached her via Brecht rather than Stanislavski. Or used a bit of both. 

What if she was a political radical, as well as being a prostitute. What if she was a 

seamstress as well as being a New Woman. What if she enacted, again in the words 

of Butler “subversive performances of various kinds” (1988, p.14), performances in 

different guises and languages, from Yiddish to Portuguese.  

These performances would include ‘living’ in a shop window in an old building owned 
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by the college where I work for an eight-hour working day, enacting the life of a 

seamstress, a prostitute and a political radical. They would include walking as Esther 

through the city of Dublin along with other time-travelling crossdressers brought 

together through my course The Female City. As a result of my explorations of the 

character of Esther, I also came to develop another course, this time specifically on 

drag, crossdressing and trans* identities called Crossed Wires, Crosscurrents and 

Crossdressing, a course that seems to chime with many students’ interests in these 

areas. 

Everywhere I have gone, in the years since Esther appeared, I have taken this woman 

who has many faces, but who frequently returns to her identity as a prostitute, with 

me. I brought her to São Paulo where I and some male friends travelled back in time 

with our clothing and engaged with the urban space and the people of the city, 

amongst whom were women working in the sex trade. I brought Esther to Warsaw and 

photographed her with friends towards the end of a Yiddish summer school there, 

thinking again of Sholem Asch and another novel of his, Motke the Thief (1916), about 

a pimp and prostitutes in the Polish city. With Asch and others, as I am still discovering, 

the woman working in prostitution appears to have been central to a number of Yiddish 

works written between the late nineteenth century and the Holocaust. In thinking of 

this figure and my approach to her through Esther, we might like to think of Walkowitz 

when she writes, “For men, as well as women, the prostitute was a central spectacle 

in a set of urban encounters and fantasies. Repudiated and desired, degraded and 

threatening, the prostitute attracted the attention of a range of urban male explores 

from the 1840s to the 1880s” (1992, p.21). In calling upon a female, Jewish and 

sexually transgressive past in the Polish capital through a present day queer 

intervention in the public space of the city, I wondered if I would cause gender trouble 

that would have unpleasant consequences. As Butler says, “Hence, as a strategy of 

survival, gender is a performance with clearly punitive consequences” (p.5). Thankfully 

punitive consequences there were not, but in a country that has witnessed increased 

repression in terms of the treatment of its LGBTQ community, as seen, for example, 

in the violent opposition to this year’s Pride parade in the city of Białystok, gender non-

conformity is indeed a dangerous practice.  
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Esther has become a central image in my practice, though she is more than an image. 

Esther speaks also, and for the inaugural Mother Tongues Festival in Dublin in 2018, 

a festival that celebrates linguistic and cultural diversity, I wrote and performed a 

monologue in the languages the character speaks: Portuguese, English, Yiddish, 

Polish and Spanish. If gender is a script that is already written and is constantly acted 

out, then this was a performance that attempted to rewrite the script of gender where 

I, Denis Kehoe, played an imagined woman, Esther Raquel Minsky, who revealed 

towards the end of the monologue that she had, in fact, once been a boy. Maybe she 

was still a male underneath the make-up and the clothes. Who could say for certain. 

After all, as Butler claims, “Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals its 

genesis. The tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and 

polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of its own production” 

(p.5).  

 

In life, as well as onstage, the origin and truth of Esther’s gender are likewise often 

uncertain. When a man asked her once, on her nocturnal wanderings where no 

respectable girl should go at night, ‘What are you? Are you a woman or a man?’ all 

Esther could say in response was, ‘It doesn’t matter.’ In the same way, when Jack 

Halberstam was addressed both as a male and a female during his time in Ireland in 

2018, he claimed he had “… no problem with it even though people will feel 

embarrassed, you know, on my account.” (2018) 

 

My journey with Esther through the world of gender continued to evolve, and at one 

point we even gave birth to another alter-ego, Oscar Esterson, a character with many 

faces of various male ‘types’ found in the city of modernity in Europe and beyond: the 

sailor, the dandy, the gentleman. Both he and Esther continue to thrive and to enact 

their varied performances of gender, taking up and subverting the pre-written scripts 

of what it means to be male and to be female. To return to Butler’s comments on the 

script of gender, “Hence, gender is an act which has been rehearsed, much as a script 

survives the particular actors who make use of it, but which requires individual actors 

in order to be actualized and reproduced as reality once again” (1998, p.526).  At the 

same time as I continue to construct gender through Esther and Oscar though, so too 

do I attempt to deconstruct gender, employing a host of signifiers used in their creation: 

clothing, poses, spaces, language and so on. And while they might both be seen 
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simply as drag characters, they are not quite only that, but something else also, 

something more central to my existence, something other which it is not necessary to 

define with language and labels at present.  

Fragmented and wandering, I now travel with both Oscar and Esther. I went with them 

to Transylvania last November, the place a Dublin writer chose as the residence for 

one of the world’s most gothic of creations, Count Dracula. In Dublin this June, I 

brought them to the Stoneybatter Festival, a celebration of a district that is a village 

within the city. And in January of this year, I brought both to Porto Alegre, where the 

atmosphere fuelled by the current government made the prospect of crossdressing in 

public, in daylight, another possibly risky affair. As Butler explains, “Indeed, the sight 

of a transvestite onstage can compel pleasure and applause while the sight of the 

same transvestite on the seat next to us on the bus can compel fear, rage even 

violence” (1993, p.527). 

Esther and Oscar have not only appeared on the streets though; I have also brought 

them into the lecture halls in the cities and institutions I have visited, from the Academy 

of Fine Arts in Warsaw to Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design in Jerusalem. My time 

in a number of cities has also led to collaborations with current students at colleges I 

visited, and to collaborations with students at those colleges who spent time at the 

National College of Art & Design in Dublin. Esther, and to a lesser extent Oscar, have 

also appeared more frequently on campus in Dublin, and in what might be seen as a 

queering of the classroom and the academic space of the institution, both have come 

out of the nineteenth century brickwork of the buildings of the college, a former whiskey 

distillery, and made their presence known. Last year, when I was delivering a First 

Year lecture on gender, I decided I should put my money where my mouth is and let 

Esther do the talking, let her deliver the lecture dressed as an educated and 

independent New Woman of the late nineteenth century. In March of this year Michelle 

Russell, who works at NCAD Library, and I, travelled through time and genders to 

present a tea party as our respective alter-egos with trans* texts from the past one 

Friday evening in the college library. One of the drives behind this small event was to 

bring texts connected with my course Crossed Wires, Crosscurrents, Crossdressing 

to life in a creative fashion and in a space that might, by some students, be seen as 

separate to the studios where they do their artistic work. 
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Esther and Oscar, and that is where I will leave them for now, two figures from the 

queer old times who continue to go out into the world and across the seas, who 

collapse time and space, who entertain, provoke and question along the way. I have 

returned to Montevideo this October to attend this conference, but also to film some 

writings of mine, of Esther’s, from my last trip here in December/January, writings in a 

variety of languages. So if you see a woman in black tulle, a figure from an imagined 

past, walking the streets of Montevideo in the coming days, or a man with a moustache 

beneath a striped flat cap, do stop and say hello. Maybe they are fictions. And maybe 

not. 
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