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			Introduction

			This book is meant to be read one-handed.

			No, you didn’t accidentally pick up the wrong book or get a defective copy with the wrong cover on it. What we mean is that this book was devised, from its inception, to spur the reader on to look up more about the people highlighted and spotlighted in it. We want you to become so curious about what Julian Eltinge looked like or how Charles Pierce sounded or whether we’re doing Tandi Iman Dupree justice when we describe her legendary lip sync that you can’t help but want to see it for yourself. We want you to grab your phone and look up a video or blog post or wiki entry about any of the people or events mentioned in this book whenever the curiosity strikes you. There is an Alexandria-size library of spectacular queer history and cultural essays literally at your fingertips, and this book was written not only with that in mind but in a way that encourages you to look someone up because you read about them in these pages. Practically every performer mentioned in this book has some aspect of their work preserved online, which means you can look up Jackie Shane singing “Walking the Dog” on Canadian television in 1965 or Sylvia Rivera’s legendary speech at the Christopher Street parade in 1973 as easily as you can look up Manila Luzon’s latest music video.

			RuPaul’s Drag Race started out as the purest representation of gay male social culture that television had ever seen, and eventually morphed into a celebration of LGBTQ life and culture in general, encompassing all the work and lives of countless queer people who came before it. Every aspect and feature of the show can be traced to some long-standing tradition, event, or practice in queer life, queer communities, and queer culture. RuPaul and company devised a show that serves as an actual museum of queer cultural and social history, drawing on queer traditions and the work of legendary figures going back nearly a century. In doing so, Drag Race became not only a repository of queer history and culture but an examination and illustration of queer life in the modern age. It is a series of snapshots illustrating how LGBTQ folks live, struggle, work, and reach out to each other—and how they always have.

			The point of this book isn’t to reveal all the secrets and hidden meanings behind Drag Race—the show isn’t that deliberate in its intentions; and besides, that’s not how culture works. The point is to show that Drag Race exists smack on the continuum of queer culture and history and naturally pulls references from up and down its timeline, sometimes deliberately and sometimes as a result of a cultural osmosis.

			The history of the show itself is something of a queer Cinderella story, a nearly perfect metaphor for drag: A dirty little smeared-lens, poorly lit, low-def, rough-looking drag revue sandwiched between HIV meds and leather gear ads on an extremely niche cable network went on to become a worldwide glamour extravaganza. The journey of the show perfectly mimics the journey of drag as an underground form of expression that eventually found its way to the highest arenas of media and entertainment. The first season of Drag Race looks like it was shot in the dimly lit back room of a bar somewhere, but by the tenth season, it looked exactly like what it was at that point: a massive hit variety show loaded with sparkle and glamour, populated by impossibly beautiful beings with sickeningly flawless makeup. We’re going to show how queer culture generally and drag culture specifically made a very similar journey. When we say “queer culture,” that’s not necessarily the same thing as queer equality or legal protections, nor does it encompass the broad spectrum of queer existence. It’s the shared culture created or curated by queer people for queer people arising out of our experiences as queer people.

			The story of RuPaul’s Drag Race is the same as the story of the LGBTQ political and cultural movement of the past half century; it’s impossible to separate one from the other. You can’t talk about RuPaul’s Drag Race in any depth without talking a bit about the history of drag as a form of expression and a part of pop culture. And you can’t talk about drag as a form of expression without talking about its place in queer life. And you can’t talk about queer life over time without having some idea of what LGBTQ folks faced in the past and how their lives played out.

			For the majority of the twentieth century, it was illegal for a man to appear in public wearing women’s clothing. It was illegal for men to have sex with other men, and the mere act of flirting could land a man in jail or a mental institution, or have him medicated against his will (a practice known as “chemical castration”). It was illegal to produce or distribute any work that depicted same-sex desires, and it was illegal for bars and restaurants to serve alcohol to gay or lesbian patrons. Same-sex desire and gender nonconformity were considered mental illnesses by the American Psychiatric Association and the majority of the medical community. It’s important to know these things in order to understand just how brave and fuck-you fierce our queer forebears actually were. They didn’t just declare themselves in the face of societal disapproval; they did so in the face of attempted social genocide. And they just kept on going, surviving and then thriving, creating art, communities, and families—and redefining all three in the process. These people were criminals and outlaws, punks and badass bitches. Maybe they didn’t always feel like it at the time, but they were revolutionaries. More important, they won the revolution. It just took some time for everyone else to notice.

			But we would never want to claim that those queens and queers of the past lived lives of misery or tragedy. We think a good deal of our LGBTQ forebears would have summed up their lives as ones filled to the brim with a kind of ragingly defiant beauty—gorgeous weeds breaking fabulously through the cracks in the pavement. We choose to see them that way because we feel it pays tribute to their struggles without depicting them as tragic. They were too beautiful, too strong, too brave for us to see them any other way. We hope we’ve done them justice, and we hope you see them the same way by the time you’ve read all their stories. They were, every one of them, without question, legends.

			Now, put your face on. We’ve got a show to do.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 
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			In the Werk Room with Marsha and Sylvia

			Waiting at the entrance to the RuPaul’s Drag Race Werk Room set, inches away from the set lighting and just outside the camera range, a queen with a dream waits for her cue. Tucked and contoured, corseted and wigged, she’s got a lewk sure to make those other bitches gag and a catchphrase just waiting to spring forth from her lips that she’s hoping will brand her to the fan base for the rest of her career. Maybe she’ll drop to the floor or maybe she’ll pop out of a box or maybe she’ll introduce Ornacia to the world. She might simply announce that she farted or that she came here to fight; but whatever it is she’s got planned—and no matter who she is, she will definitely have something planned—whether it be shocking, fierce, or hilarious, the one thing she wants her entrance to be above all else is memorable. This is the moment she’s planned and worked for, the moment when she steps into Drag Race herstory, plants her sequined flag, and announces her arrival. If she’s lucky and smart, if she demonstrates the required charisma-uniqueness-nerve-talent cocktail of qualities, this won’t be the last time she walks through that entrance.

			In fact, despite the runway and performance challenges that make up the judging criteria that will decide her fate, her work in the Werk Room will be the single biggest determinant of how long she gets to stay in the competition. How she gets along with the other girls, how well she sticks to the tasks assigned her, and how much camera time she can snag from the producers will be major factors in deciding how long she’ll make it in the competition. She’s got to strike a balance here, come out strong and hard enough to get plenty of camera time but not make too many enemies or else one of them will throw her under that ever-present reality television bus the second they get the chance.

			“This is when the world gets to meet me,” our queen is thinking. Then: “Are the other girls prettier than me? Are the other girls shady bitches?”

			From its bright pink pillars to its endlessly repeating shrines to Ru, the Drag Race Werk Room has become something of a modern-day temple or senate of drag. Inside the confines of its faux brick walls, dreams are made, friendships die, wigs get literally snatched, and yes, lives even change forever. The Werk Room contains the worktables, the individual queens’ corners, and the makeup mirrors, as well as the space where Ru introduces guests and conducts the mini-challenges. It’s pretty safe to say it’s the heart of the show, but it goes further than that. The main stage is for performing and the Untucked lounge is for family bickering time, but the Werk Room is for doing the work, both mental and physical, of being a queen in the world. It’s the focal point of the queens’ existence for their time on the show. It’s where they make their first grand entrances and their final sign-offs on the makeup mirror. It’s where they receive dignitaries ranging from Nancy Pelosi to Lady Gaga. It’s where these queens will wind up sniffing each other out or dressing each other down.

			It’s the space where the queens all retire to the couch to discuss the most recent elimination and the current state of their thoughts, fears, and rivalries. It’s where they gather around the table to do a little light reading of each other as they await news for the next challenge. The Werk Room is the social and work-based epicenter of Drag Race. It’s Miz Cracker at the makeup mirror talking about the empty lunchboxes of her poverty-stricken childhood, or Roxxxy Andrews talking about her childhood abandonment. It’s Asia O’Hara sitting down with the Vixen to get her to talk about her feelings of anger over the racism in the LGBTQ community. It’s Katya and Miss Fame reaching out under the stress of the competition to hang on to each other for a second and reinforce their sobriety.

			The Werk Room is also where we see all the queens in their “boy drag.” This was considered a controversial thing to do at the time of the show’s launch because drag queens are sort of like puppeteers. They never want you to see the hand up Kermit’s butt, so to speak. There was a time when the idea of drag queens appearing on camera out of drag was considered akin to a magician giving away his secrets. Many notable and accomplished drag queens have refused to compete on the show for this very reason. But stripping away the drag is very much of a piece with the show’s commitment to showing its full art, which you truly can’t appreciate fully without seeing the transformation in process. It’s also a way of peeling away any emotional barriers or protections. Ru knows all too well that drag can be a person’s way of dealing with the world; and in true reality show fashion, that coping mechanism side of drag is removed in the Werk Room, leaving the queens without the crutches of their wigs and corsets. It’s a place of safety where they can take off their armor.

			In the beginning, it was a largely undefined space of brightly colored walls, random bits of neon flair, work tables, and makeup mirrors. It would take some time for it to codify and solidify into the sort of backroom Barbie’s Playhouse aesthetic of later seasons. In the first few seasons, Ru’s suits didn’t burn quite so brightly, and everyone looked orange under the lighting. But in the grand tradition of all queer-only spaces, it evolved over time, with improved lighting and spruced-up digs, and it became just a bit more formalized as a space for both gathering and doing the work (or werk).

			Historically, queer folks have always created their own spaces, where they could maintain a community, forge alliances, break bread, or just hang out, far from the judgment of people who don’t quite understand or who actively want to harm them. It would be nice if we could call them all safe spaces, but for a long time, and up until comparatively recently, there was no such thing as a totally safe space for a queen. Not even if a queen wanted to go out and have a birthday drink. Not even in their own homes.

			Marsha P. Johnson’s Epic Birthday Party

			
				“Marsha and I, we were the liberators. The street people and the drag queens, they were the vanguard of the movement.”

				Sylvia Rivera

			

			In June 1969, a drag queen named Marsha P. Johnson went out to the Stonewall Inn to celebrate her birthday. The Stonewall was a little gay bar in New York where Marsha and her fellow queens, as well as gay men, lesbians, and other queer folks, felt like they could gather, if not safely, then as safely as life was going to allow them at that time. Like all queer-only gathering spaces of this time, it was as underground and hidden as a street-level bar in the West Village could possibly be. Gathering spaces that were known to be or perceived to be gay-only were illegal to operate—meaning people of the same gender were not allowed to dance together, openly flirt with each other, or display any physical desire or affection with each other while on the premises, or in any other public spaces, for that matter. Also strictly illegal: any form of public cross-dressing or dressing in a manner that doesn’t conform to social gender expectations. In cities like New York, the places catering to queer patrons were likely to be managed by people who had some experience running illegal businesses—the Mob, in other words. Like all places of business run by organized crime, the continued existence of any gay, lesbian, or generally queer bar was subject to dirty cops receiving payouts to ensure that they would turn a blind eye to any illegal activities. When dirty cops have a steady line of illegal income and that income is generated by disenfranchised people with little to no political power, the results are always harassing and exploitive. On the night of Marsha’s birthday celebration, June 28, 1969, the cops showed up at the Stonewall to do what they tended to do with some regularity: harass the patrons and workers there, either to get some payout or to round up a few for arrests. On this night, the queer folks at the Stonewall weren’t having it. On this night, Marsha P. Johnson definitely wasn’t having it.

			Marsha was a colorful and well-known figure in the neighborhood. Like so many “street queens,” as they tended to be referred to at the time, she was known to get up onstage to perform when someone would let her, but she mostly tended to support herself through sex work. She once appeared in court for soliciting and told the judge the middle initial of her name stood for “Pay it no mind.” The judge was so amused by this, he let her go. Everyone seemed to adore her, and even though she spent most of her adult life struggling, those who knew her—both well and casually—described her as a light or even a holy person. A beaming, beatific figure walking the streets of the West Village in New York with a wig made of feathers or Christmas tinsel, and a happy word for every person who crossed her path.

			That night at the Stonewall, which has passed into legend, the queens and queers of the place decided they’d had enough. When the crowd started getting angry, the cops tried rounding people up. At that point, two things were said to have happened. A butch lesbian who was struggling against the cops as they tried to arrest her turned to the crowd and asked, “Why don’t you do something?” And Marsha P. Johnson, beatific light of the West Village, picked up her shot glass, threw it at the bar mirror, and screamed in an uncharacteristic fury, “I WANT MY CIVIL RIGHTS!”

			When the rowdiness of the crowd started blossoming into a full-blown demonstration against the police, word got out quickly in the neighborhood. One of the first people to rush down and join in was another street queen, a close friend of Marsha’s named Sylvia Rivera, who said upon hearing of the riot, “It’s the revolution!” She had absolutely no intention of missing out on it. Like so many other queer folks who’d been holding their rage in for too long, Marsha and Sylvia gleefully joined in on the brick-throwing and trouble-making of what became known as the Stonewall Riots, screaming their rage into the midsummer New York night. They were not only there at the birth of the modern gay rights movement, they were mothers to it.

			Space Queens

			A year later, at a time when the just-birthed “gay liberation” movement was figuring itself out and in the process largely shunning the drag queens and transgender folks who’d been active in—if not at the forefront of—the movement, Sylvia and Marsha looked around, saw that the community wasn’t going to make space for them, and formed STAR, the Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries, a group dedicated to protecting the lives and interests of queens and transgender women living on the streets. Seeing the desperate need to provide their sisters a space of relative safety, Sylvia and Marsha set up the first STAR house: a trailer in a parking lot, where queens could hole up for a while to get away from the cold and potential violence of 1970s New York. When the cops had the trailer towed (while twenty people were still inside it), Marsha and Sylvia knew they needed to find a more permanent space for the women they were trying to protect. They managed, against all odds, to secure enough money to rent a building for them. They paid the rent by turning tricks on the streets, using their bodies and their savvy to carve out a space for their community to thrive. If that’s not showing a devastating combination of charisma, uniqueness, nerve, and talent, then girl, we don’t know what is.

			Sylvia Rivera spent her life and career fighting the system, the culture, and even members of the LGBTQ community who couldn’t get on board with what she was trying to do. She was considered a loudmouth and a troublemaker when she wasn’t being dismissed as an embarrassment to an LGBTQ community desperately focused on a respectful, assimilative approach to gaining equality. Sylvia essentially spent decades of her life screaming “Fuck that!” to a gay rights plan that actively sought to exclude her and people like her. When she finally got the chance to speak at the Christopher Street Liberation Day rally in 1973, one of the earliest organized LGBTQ Pride events—and after being ignored or pushed aside most of the day—she did what she became known for doing her whole life: She tore into the gay community for its complacency and narrow-mindedness. “Y’all better quiet down,” she said to their boos and catcalls. “I’ve been trying to get up here all day for your gay brothers and your gay sisters in jail that write me every motherfucking week and ask for your help and you all don’t do a goddamn thing for them.” After calling out the movement for being a “middle-class white club,” she ended her speech by screaming, “GAY POWER!” into the astonished faces of the crowd. It was a speech met with boos and indignation, which has subsequently gone on to become a legendary statement of anger, defiance, and support for the disenfranchised, powerless, and ignored.

			Demoralized and depressed by her reception, Sylvia went home and tried to kill herself by slitting her wrists. Marsha found her bleeding to death, got her help, and nursed her back to health, representing the very best of the queer community at the time, the way LGBTQ folks reach out to each other when they need it—even if the damage done to them was by other people in that community. Sylvia would later say of her anger, “I will not forgive the movement for anything they have done to my family.” She and Marsha would both spend the rest of their lives screaming their rage, protecting their sisters, and fighting, fighting, fighting back for rights and respect—a never-ending, decades-long struggle that they both willingly took on, with flowers in their hair, color on their lips, and polish on their nails.

			You Betta Werk

			That quality of being loud and confrontational, fearless and bold—all in service to your own vulnerabilities—is at the heart of queer boldness, the heart of drag. It’s why we all love to see the queens go at it in the Werk Room, throwing shade and stating their rights. It isn’t just because most queens have a way with a comeback or know when to pull out their earrings to get down and dirty. It’s because Drag Race, fully aware of the history of warrior women like Marsha and Sylvia, has always used drag as a metaphor for personal strength and a tool for self-actualization. Ru, who has called Marsha “the mother of us all,” believes that drag queens have a special responsibility and ability to pull from deep inside themselves, the darkest, most painful parts of their psyches, and use it to make good drag. Confrontations aren’t in the mix just because they make good reality television. They’re in the mix because Ru believes an awful lot of drag is about confrontation, whether it’s confronting your fears, the gender paradigm, your detractors, or whoever’s standing in your damn way. Despite its drag-slang name, the Werk Room truly is the room where the work gets done, whether it’s tucking or baking or sewing or rehearsing; it’s a space devoted to queens doing their damn thing. But Drag Race, aware of the long history of communal spaces for queens and queers, made sure that the Werk Room was also a space for speaking your truth, confronting your demons, shouting down your detractors, and calling out bad behavior. This is why the Werk Room scenes owe so much to queens from ancient times, like Sylvia Rivera. She never backed down and she never stopped fighting. She lived for confrontations.

			Without being so presumptuous as to speak for either of them in terms of how they’d wish to self-identify today, we would understand Marsha and Sylvia to be transgender women, even though it was not a term in wide use at the time they were alive. As was the fashion, they tended to refer to themselves as transvestites or drag queens—when they weren’t identifying as women outright. Like all communities struggling toward self-acceptance and societal acceptance, the early years of the organized post-Stonewall LGBTQ community cycled through a lot of terminology before settling on the terms we all know and use today. And this takes us right back to one of the biggest controversies in the history of RuPaul’s Drag Race, the result of a quickly established Werk Room tradition that ran afoul of the modern transgender community.

			For the first five seasons of Drag Race, challenges were launched by a video introduction from Ru, which she announced each week with, “Ooooh girl! You’ve got she-mail,” as a reference to the old AOL sign-on. Transgender writers, commenters, and activists called the show out for using an offensive slur (she-male) against transgender women. Ru defended the use of the phrase by explaining that it was also historically a slur against drag queens and that he was just trying to reclaim it and strip it of its power to hurt. Transgender rights advocates countered that it wasn’t his word to reclaim. Eventually Ru backed down and the phrase was retired for the slightly nonsensical “She done already done had herses.” This was the correct thing to do, of course, but this clash came about largely because of that very shifting of terminology over time and because one side of the debate was taking the long view and the other side was arguing from the current moment. This is a big indicator of how the show tracks with social and cultural changes within the LGBTQ community over the past half century or so, the span of Ru’s life. The history of Drag Race and the history of the LGBTQ community and the history of RuPaul himself—they’re all bound up together. And we can’t imagine Sylvia and Marsha wouldn’t have cheered their modern transgender drag queen sisters along as they once again got in the faces of their fellow LGBTQ family members and demanded the respect due them.

			Of Hankies and Zhuzhing: Queer Mentoring

			But there’s another side of the Werk Room and also of queer life—a gentler, more conventionally supportive side without which LGBTQ life in the pre-Stonewall era would have been unbearable and Drag Race would pretty much be unwatchable. As much as we all remember the legendary confrontations and rivalries that played out, some of the best scenes in the Werk Room happened when one queen saw another queen struggling with something and took the time to check in on her or offer her help. Sometimes it’s a little sewing help, sometimes it’s a little makeup help, and sometimes it’s just to lend a struggling girl some hip padding and a corset because Michelle Visage keeps complaining about her boy body on the runway every week.

			It’s also a place where Ru can come in and offer his thoughts while the queens are still in process, as opposed to when they’re on the runway and all the tea has been spilled already. Even though these exchanges with Ru often end a little defensively and even contentiously (Pearl asking Ru, “Is there something on my face?” after a classic stare-down would be probably the most referenced example of this), they’re essential to Ru’s idea of drag and how a queen should be expected to commit to it. The Werk Room is not just a place where you do the work, it’s where you’ll be expected to defend it—if not to Ru, then to the roomful of bitches competing with you.

			There’s also the physical aspect of the work—how it relates to the mechanics of drag, from tucking to contouring to corseting. Like all drag queens backstage, the queens on Drag Race share tips and techniques from time to time—when they’re not engaging in that age-old drag technique of simply stealing from or copying each other. Drag is an old art form, and quite a bit of what you see the queens do in that Werk Room is born out of decades of men and women perfecting the form and passing on their technical expertise to the next generation.

			This is queer culture writ small, a series of gestures, references, slang terms, and technical knowledge that gets passed on and mutated as it moves through generations. Queer folks have always had to exist in the world, find each other, and until comparatively recently, fly under the radar so as not to be detected. All subcultures and countercultures come up with their own lingo and stories, but queer culture is especially rich in myths, tips, and fables. It’s because LGBTQ people come from every culture on earth and can appropriate freely from any of them.

			Our favorite example of queer oral culture and history is Polari, the slang lingo of carnies, theater folk, and travelers. It was later picked up by British gay men as a way of signaling their belonging to a secret and highly illegal group without actually coming out and saying so, which could have resulted in jail or hospital time, depending on their luck. Polari is where we get the terms drag, butch, zhuzh, queen, and many other recognizable words (and not-so-recognizable ones: “Bona vada your lovely eek and riah, darling!”).

			Polari was a way for queer men of the past to find and openly support each other without necessarily endangering themselves. And while it’s not in usage much today, its long reach into gay history and culture is a prime example of how LGBTQ folks navigated a world hostile to them by creating a pretty little secret, something for themselves, a cultural possession kept closely guarded and then slowly revealed to each new member of the group as they entered it. Polari was referenced on iconic gay singer Morrissey’s album Bona Drag in the song “Piccadilly Palare.” The Polari word zhuzh came back in popularity through the efforts of none other than Drag Race judge Carson Kressley, who brought it to the mainstream in the original Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. Everything queer is tied up in the mix of RuPaul’s Drag Race.

			And if you want a less whimsical example of this sort of thing, there’s the hankie code, a secret system of signals based on the placement and color of a hankie in the back pocket of a gay man’s jeans. Its purpose: to let other gay men know what kind of sex they were into and which position they would prefer to be in when doing it. These sorts of things developed in the community when it was a strictly underground one and got passed down from older or more experienced members to newer or younger ones as they entered the community.

			The Politics and Personal Side of the Makeup Mirror

			The makeup mirror on Drag Race is part confessional, part therapy session, part storytelling circle. The scenes of the queens putting on their faces, throwing shade, kiki-ing, and telling their stories mimic the backstage camaraderie and sniping you’ll find at any drag show or revue. This is a very deliberate re-creation of the long history of the drag circuit and what it’s like to be in a roomful of queens preparing—and vying—for the spotlight. It also helped launch a few careers and trends as the show’s popularity grew. Not only have beauty magazines and websites pushed makeup trends based on drag techniques with increasing frequency in recent years (often using Drag Race alums to demonstrate them), but several queens from the show have become spokesmodels for beauty brands. A few have even launched their own beauty lines, following in the footsteps of Ru himself, who made history as the first drag queen spokesmodel for a mainstream cosmetics company when he became the first Viva Glam girl for MAC Cosmetics in 1995.

			Between swipes of the brush and flicks of the wrist, queens have stood before that mirror and talked about their addictions, their assaults, their eating disorders, and their issues with self-esteem, racism, mental health, money, and self-loathing. Magic occurs in front of that mirror, not just in the transformation of boys into girls or normies into goddesses, but in the truths told and the walls that crumble in the telling of them.

			This idea of the makeup mirror as a place for telling truths isn’t just a metaphor. Departing queens are expected to write their final good-byes in lipstick on the mirror before leaving, while surviving queens are expected to ceremoniously wipe them clean and say a few words, like some sort of cosmetics-based burial ritual. One of the things Drag Race is very good at is taking the tropes and shorthand of drag life and spinning rituals, catchphrases, and new traditions out of them. But as with so many of the show’s traditions, you can find their roots in either pop culture history or LGBTQ history. In the case of the mirror messages, they grew out of the spot where the two histories overlap.

			In the 1960 film BUtterfield 8, the dragfully named Gloria Wandrous, played by Elizabeth Taylor, gay icon and eventual honorary auntie to an entire generation of plague-ravaged gay men, wanders the lush, empty apartment of the married man with whom she just spent the night. Dressed in a slip and heels, she nurses a morning cocktail and riffles through the closets, as one does. After sampling some of his wife’s perfume and trying on her mink coat, Gloria, who later describes herself to her mother as “the slut of all time,” is horrified to discover that her lover has slipped $250 into her handbag with a note asking if it’s enough. Angered and hurt, she takes out her lipstick and scrawls NO SALE on the grand gilded mirror of his living room before storming out. She takes the mink coat with her because that’s how self-described slut queens roll. Cash is out, but stealing is still on the table. Is it any wonder she became a gay icon? Is it any wonder Ru would make his queens sign off from the show in the same way, paying tribute to one of the great Hollywood fruit flies of all time? But that’s not the only iconic diva with a famous predilection for communicating via cosmetics.

			Twelve years after Taylor’s declaration via lipstick, Diana Ross, former Motown diva Supreme and icon to Ru, was starring in Lady Sings the Blues as legendary jazz singer Billie Holiday. In one of the film’s most memorable scenes, Billie is backstage after having been attacked by the Klan, sitting before a makeup mirror, lightening her skin with powder and crumbling under the weight of heartbreak, addiction, and unrelenting hatred and racism. She reaches for her tube of lipstick, and before she knows what she’s doing, she’s scrawling her inner feelings wordlessly across the mirror, a streak of greasy pink rage.

			Both of these lipstick warriors used their tubes of tint to express something raw and basic about themselves. The combination of mirror and lipstick makes the perfect medium for each of them to declare who they are or how they suffer. It’s certainly not for us to say that the lipstick-on-the-mirror send-off that ends each episode of Drag Race and begins each subsequent one as the queens react to it was directly inspired by these two scenes, but it’s hard not to see them as in the mix of the show’s inspirations. One of the things queer art and drag are very good at is taking bits and pieces of mainstream culture and giving them a particularly queer little spin.

			Pay It No Mind and Make It Werk

			Marsha and Sylvia never stopped doing the work of securing their rights and protecting their sisters—in drugstore makeup and nail polish, with whatever bits of flair they could piece together but very little else, because they didn’t have the resources for high, glamorous drag as we know it today. They never had money, which means they always had to express their queerness through creativity, sass, and street savvy. Marsha strung Christmas garland or flowers in her hair because that was literally all she had at hand, loving to tell people that the middle initial of her name stood for “Pay it no mind.” That rough, homegrown style of street drag is not only part of Ru’s own past as a Club Kid, but it’s also one of his favorite types of drag.

			Every time you see a queen in the Drag Race Werk Room struggling to make a lewk out of scraps of pickins, they’re paying tribute to all those street queens who had to pay it no mind and make do with whatever life laid at their feet. Many a queen has shown up to compete on Drag Race with trunks full of custom couture and stage wear that would make a Vegas showgirl gag, especially in the later seasons of the show. But there has always been a DIY undercurrent to the competition. And Ru’s always had a special place in her heart for the make-do queens, the ones who don’t have lots of money or resources but are determined to make do with what they can get, like Chi Chi DeVayne or Nina Bo’nina Brown. There’s usually at least one challenge or mini-challenge per season that demands a level playing field, one in which all the queens have to put their outfits together from whatever they can find in bins strewn throughout the Werk Room. Just like Marsha putting flowers or Christmas lights on her head, paying it no mind at all.

			“No pride for some of us without liberation for all of us,” Marsha would say. She and Sylvia worked tirelessly to elevate and situate the voices and experiences of people of color, drag queens, and transgender women in the LGBTQ community at a time when they were being systematically ignored or erased by a movement more concerned with respectability, which was an option being considered by the early leadership for only white and cisgender queer people.

			While she was well celebrated by parts of the queer community, posing for Andy Warhol for his series of paintings of drag queens and transgender women, Ladies and Gentlemen, in 1975 and performing with the Hot Peaches drag theater company, sometimes it seems that Marsha’s greatest job was simply being Marsha, which brought her joy but also contained a great deal of struggle. She struggled with homelessness and mental health issues sporadically her whole life and contracted HIV sometime in the 1980s. In July 1992, on Pride weekend, her body was found floating in the Hudson River under mysterious circumstances, which the police called suicide but her friends—including Sylvia—insisted was murder. While it might be wrong to make the violent or tragic end of her colorful, expressive life the focus of any discussion of it, it’s hard not to see Marsha’s death existing on the continuum of violence suffered by transgender women that continues to this day. We think Marsha would probably rather be remembered for her light and color and beauty, but we also think the darker, harder side of her would want people to remain angry about her death and the deaths of her many mothers, sisters, and daughters.

			Sylvia, for her part, continued to work for her transgender siblings and other members of the queer community. Years after Marsha’s death and the original group’s dissolution, Sylvia relaunched STAR in 2001, renaming it the Street Transgender Action Revolutionaries. The group went on to fight and advocate for the New York City Transgender Rights Bill and for inclusion in New York’s Sexual Orientation Non-Discrimination Act, which passed in 2003 but would not become fully inclusive regarding gender orientation until 2019. Sylvia died of liver cancer in 2002, a fighter for her rights and the rights of others until the very end. After her death, the Sylvia Rivera Law Project was formed in her honor. It has continued to fight for the rights of transgender people in New York to this day.

			At its heart, every confrontation or declaration made in the Werk Room is the same one Sylvia and Marsha had to make every day: I’m here. I have a story. I matter. Back off, bitch. Those queens aren’t just doing the work of trying to win a cash prize and reality television immortality; they’re doing the kind of work Marsha and Sylvia understood best: fighting for recognition, for respect, for just a little more time on the stage.

			The Tea On:

			Elizabeth Taylor, from Fruit Fly Supreme to Auntie!

			When she wasn’t playing fabulously badly behaved women on-screen, collecting massive diamonds, or tearing through a baseball team of husbands, Elizabeth Taylor was surrounding herself with the A-list gay men of her Hollywood generation, like Montgomery Clift, Rock Hudson, and Roddy McDowall, who all adored her. When Hudson succumbed to AIDS in 1985, one of the first high-profile celebrities to even admit to having the disease, Elizabeth was inspired to devote her time to finding a cure. To that end, she helped form what later became known as amfAR, the Foundation for AIDS Research, as well as the Elizabeth Taylor AIDS Foundation. She is directly responsible for raising hundreds of millions of dollars

			Herstory Lesson:

			The Half Century of Continual Stonewall Rioting

			
			
			The Tea On:

			Werk Room Celebrity Visitor Showdown! Who Was the Most Sickening?

			
			
			
			
			Herstory Lesson:

			Stormé DeLarverie, That “One Girl”
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