FROM THE ASHES

Phoenix Jegel discovers their identity
and takes control of their life with art

*Junior Phoenix Jegel is agender and uses any pronoun.
For the purpose of this story, Jegel is referred to with
they/them pronouns.
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urple or blue?”

A frigid December breeze sweeps in
through the open window, but junior
Phoenix Jegel isn’t cold. Perched at the
vibrantly decorated kitchen table, their
mind is elsewhere. Interrupting the com-
fortable quietness around them, Jegel
lets their question hang in the air. In re-
sponse, their grandmother reaches over
and threads a purple button onto the
twine in Jegel’s hand.

This holiday season, Jegel and their grandmother con-
tinue their unique tradition of fashioning ornaments out
of everyday objects. The tree, a room over, displays their
work from years past: mice out of walnuts; toy soldiers
made of popsicle sticks; beaded spiders; reshaped candy
canes. After today, a miniature Christmas tree construct-
ed from spare buttons will join the collection.

“Every year I look forward to spending that time with
my grandma and making ornaments for my family,” Jegel
said. “My family isn’t super emotional, so crafting and
doing art is one of the ways that we come together. If I
see that they’ve hung up something of mine it’s the best
feeling.”

Ever since they were a child, art has been a recurring
theme in Jegel’s life. Their family shared this passion.

“I'have tubs of drawings from when [ was a child,” Jegel
said. “My grandma always had these piles of ribbons and
glitter and all this stuff. I would always ask to use it, like,
‘Can I please use your $30 glitter on my hand turkey?’ She
and my father have always been especially supportive of
my art.”

Discovery

Jegel's teenage identity is deeply rooted in artistic ex-
pression, an enduring and profound aspect that persists
to this day. Alongside their growth, they came to recog-
nize another significant facet of their identity that stems
from their gender, specifically, the lack thereof.

“I don’t have a gender and I don't care about having
one,” Jegel said. “I don't get the dysphoria over gender; I
don't feel the pull. It’s impossible to misgender me; what-
ever you call me, you're right.”

Officially, Jegel classifies themself as agender. Like
many others in the transgender community, Jegel’s jour-
ney of self-discovery was not one that they embarked
upon alone. With the support of friends, both within the
LGBTQ+ community and otherwise, Jegel has been able
to discover more about themself than otherwise possible.

“We talk a lot about being trans; I've asked questions
and realized that we had a lot of shared experiences and
feelings,” Jegel said. “They’ve helped me so much because
anytime I have concerns they’re here to reassure me that
‘Yep, that’s normal’, “This is okay’ [and] ‘You're alright.”

Listen to the story

Jegel’s unique outlook on life has been equally inspir-
ing to the friends who helped them develop it.

“Phoenix doesn’t really look at the world in a male-fe-
male sense,” senior Andy Machado said. “[There's] a lot
more in between. They don't pick up hobbies because
they seem more feminine or more masculine. They just do
it because it's fun and something they want to do. That's
how Phoenix really operates; they do things because they
love it, not because somebody is creating an expectation
that they should.”

Obstacles

Jegel has received overwhelming kindness and sup-
port from many of the people in their life. However, this
compassion does little to dissuade the prevalent shadows
of animosity and judgment that continue to linger. Due
to their generally uncommon gender identity, even those
who typically aren’t outwardly transphobic don’t always
respect Jegel's validity as a transgender person.

“People will use my not having a gender to invalidate
me as a trangender person,” Jegel said. “It’s like if you
don’t [have a gender] then you're not [considered to be]
trans, or if you're not [transitioning] female to male or
male to female, you're not [considered] trans. For a while,
I believed that I couldn’t identify as trans. I just use other
pronouns. That's not true, because that's not how being
trans works. It's not how other people see you. It's what
you are.”

Jegel has been aware of their identity since 2020. Af-
ter two years of meticulous introspection, they decided to
come out as transgender to their mother.

“One day [my mother and I] were in the car and I was
like ‘Mom, I'm transgender,”” Jegel said. “She went home
and Googled it and came back saying that, ‘You're not
trans since [you] didn’t show signs as a kid and all trans
people showed signs as a kid.” So I dropped it for a year
and I brought it up again. She heard one of my friends
[call] me ‘they’ and she was like, “‘Why are your friends
calling you different pronouns?’ and I was like, ‘It's be-
cause I'm trans. I told you that.””

Since their initial conversation, Jegel’s mother has in-
stilled a sentiment upon Jegel that Jegel simply was not
ready for the way that the world would treat them for
identifying as a transgender person. This disposition is
shared by many associates of transgender individuals
who worry for the social safety and wellbeing of their
loved ones. For Jegel, this notion had a profound impact
on the extent that they expressed themself.

“For like a year I hid it from everyone in my life that I
was trans,” Jegel said. “Nobody other than the people that
I had previously come out to would know. Then I met a
bunch of people at school who were also trans and that
helped me realize ‘Oh, maybe this is okay. Maybe I can be
trans.”
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Overcoming

Both Jegel’s transgender selfhood and artistic endeav-
ors are a large part of their identity. Being so, it makes
sense that the two aspects would conflate to manage the
complexities of social and internal adversity.

“I remember this one time I was really mad about my
gender,” Jegel said. “That's a hard feeling to explain, but
I wasn't mad at myself. I did this painting, and I blacked
out. I finished, and I never looked at it again. That was
done.”

Art is a creative emotional outlet for many people. For
Jegel, their active mind and struggles for expressional au-
tonomy make them a prime candidate for this method.

“Art is nice, especially with abstract painting because I
don't have complete control over it,” Jegel said. “It's nice
to have something where it's okay to not have control be-
cause it helps me regulate the need for control to have a
space where it's acceptable to not.”

Part of Jegel’s struggle for self-governance manifests
itself in their routine transformation of physical presen-
tation, specifically, in the way that Jegel’s hair is a different
style and color every two months.

“I shaved my hair off [for the first time] and I went to
the mirror and I cried because, ‘Oh my God, this is what I
look like,” Jegel said. “It was all happy tears. What I [felt]
on the inside was how I was looking on the outside. It was
this masculine thing and I'd never been allowed to be
masculine.”

For Jegel, changing their appearance is so much more
than a simple haircut.

“How I look now, this is who I am [and] this is what I
want,” Jegel said. “I've been dyeing my own hair, which
is having control over how people perceive me. It’s really
important to me because for a really long time my mom
wouldn't let me wear certain things because they were
too masculine, [and] wouldn't let me do certain things.
Shaving my head was finally getting to a point where I got
to control how Ilooked.”

While is may not be the case for many people, in Jegel’s
perspective, artistry, gender identity and physical presen-
tation all fall under the same categorical purpose.

“They’re all just a form of expression, doing art and
having a gender and thinking about all of this is just a bet-
ter way to understand myself,” Jegel said. “Whether I'm
sitting and thinking about what pronouns I want to be
called or what label I want to give myself or I'm painting,
it's all just a way to express myself and understand how I
react to things.”

Persevering

All throughout Jegel’s life, they have grappled for con-
trol and capitalized on where they’ve seized it. This theme
has remained a constant when examining what Jegel con-
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siders to be the greatest obstacle they have faced as of yet:
their childhood experience with scoliosis.

“It's the worst thing that you could imagine,” Jegel
said. “It was excruciating to the point where I couldn't go
to school because it would make my back hurt too bad. I
had to do testing as a scared kid. Then, I got my surgery
and I felt a little better. [But] then, I felt a little worse.”

Beneath the crushing weight of their illness, Jegel did
what they do best; Jegel refused to back down and took
control of the situation where they could.

“When I found out that I had scoliosis, I went home and
did my hair to feel better about it,” Jegel said. “I shaved my
head after my surgery because of where my scar is, [and]
my hair is touching it. With medical surgery scars you can
feel when things are touching them, so it was incredibly
overstimulating. It felt like the only way I could have con-
trol over my body since the medical problems were so out
of my hands.”

After years of tribulations and near death exposures,
Jegel’s struggle with scoliosis brought about their own
philosophy for living and thriving within a society that is
commonly intolerant. Jegel continues to be true to them-
self and their experiences by pursuing joy and resonance.

“Coming so close to death helped me realize that I
don't care what people think,” Jegel said. “I don't care if
I walk around with a shaved head as a feminine person
because I almost died. What other people think of me
does not need to affect my quality of life because there's a
chance thatI could die. I need to live my life how it's going
to make me happy, not what's going to make other people
happy. I need to make art for myself and I need to do my
hair for myself and not for other people.”

*Junior Phoenix Jegel is agender and uses any pronoun.
For the purpose of this story, Jegel is referred to with they/
them pronouns.

Captions: Junior Phoenix Jegel is embraced by vibrant
lights, illuminated in bold colors. Jegel's unconvention-
al physical presentation has been a direct reflection of
their hard-won autonomy. "My life hasn't been the most
straightforward," Jegel said. "But realizing [that] I don't
have to live by other people's standards has made me rec-
ognize who I actually am, even when it's uncomfortable
for me and those I surround myself with."

Phoenix Jegel's art is audacious and vivid, with swirl-
ing colors and geometric shapes; no two pieces are alike.
While they prefer to create art through 3D mediums such
as clay, Jegel has used painting specifically as an outlet to
channel their emotions. "My art is very much about regu-
lating my emotions," Jegel said. "If I'm ever going stir cra-
zy or I don't like something that I have to deal with or my
mind is running too fast, I do art to find an outlet for my
emotions. I love my art, it is so much of me put into it and
it helps me explore myself to both explore and express the
ways that I feel."
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