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Ritual
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Drag is everywhere. There isn’t a corner of the world that hasn’t seen a little drag at some point—a wig, a frock, a dance, a swish. Sure, you might have to dig around some fragmented sources and do a little reading past the euphemisms, exclusions, and whitewashings of history to clearly see it, but the truth is . . . there have always been shows like this.
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The roots of the art of drag are more ancient than the word drag itself. After all, identities like “queer,” “trans,” “cis,” “gay,” “straight” are modern, and the boundaries between them have changed so much that it can be tricky for any of us to trace connections to the past. The ideas of “man,” “woman,” or “nonbinary” are fluid, too, and mean something different to every person (as well they should). It would almost be easier to find commonality in the ways people have transgressed and subverted the expectations of gender than in the ways people have embodied them. Drag could be one such universal thread—an enduring act of transformation that cuts across boundaries of gender and culture. Drag isn’t limited to who we are or where we come from . . . it cares about what we create, how we fantasize, and what we reveal to the world.

Of course, most of us who create drag are gay, lesbian, nonbinary, or trans in some way. It is the queer community who has fought the hardest to protect this art. But one of the reasons drag is so vital to us is because it opens up possibilities beyond our identities: it expands our range of expression and questions what it means for anyone to really “have” gender, sexual identity, attraction, or repulsion to begin with. The enduring conclusion: Our bodies, our sexes, our outfits, our choices. Drag is a queer and feminist project because it demands freedom of choice for all, and reimagines gender into something that could no longer hold power over anyone. A society that fully accepts drag as a natural part of human expression might finally be ready to make room for queer and trans people to exist in real life, not just onstage. Perhaps that day is not so far off.

[image: image]

I swear this isn’t just me trying to make myself feel important as a drag queen . . . Although that’s definitely part of the gig—we declare our own value in a world that doesn’t necessarily want us in order to survive against all odds (hence the “queen” of it all). But the fact is, people have always loved drag. If there is anything at all “essential” in the human spirit, it might just be the way we love dressing up and becoming someone else—beyond all limitations of gender or status, beyond any expectations of respectability or reality. Just as importantly (or even more so), it seems that people also love to cheer these displays on. Some say you haven’t lived until you’ve watched a drag show, taking part in the collective reimagining that our performances inevitably inspire (or demand). I often think the real magic of drag is the way the audience reveals itself in turn.

[image: image]
Buryat shaman, early twentieth century. From The Library of Congress.



These traditions go way back. Some of the earliest hints of what we call “drag” lie in Mesolithic-age rituals from Central Asia and Siberia. More than fifteen thousand years ago, spiritual healers, sometimes called shamans, transformed their genders to dance for good luck, in commemoration of the dead, at yearly festivals, and more. They appeared in embellished costumes and performed with smoke, fire, and shadows to a drumbeat. It took only a simple gesture to signify a change, like putting their hair into a long braid to channel the feminine. Sometimes they transformed beyond the limits of reality entirely—becoming genderless spirits or dead ancestors. The word shaman comes from a Tungusic language and is often translated as “one who knows” because their rituals were designed to impart truths about the past, the present, and the future.

Just like at any drag show, audiences left with new awareness and intention for their lives. Inside and outside of the rituals, they saw shamans as a third kind of gender—neither “man” or “woman” but somehow beyond, connected to the spiritual realm, infused with magical powers, and touched by the divine (usually feminine). Biology was rarely a factor in who could become a shaman. Instead . . . this was about a calling from the universe!

Similar types of figures existed all over the world, but the only people who really called themselves shamans were the spiritual guides of the aforementioned Tungusic societies. In the eighteenth century, as empires spread, Western European scholars appropriated this term for all kinds of Indigenous healers, especially those who employed gender transformations and drag.

The word shaman was used to describe the lhamana among the Zuni people in what is now southwestern United States, the machi of the Mapuche in what is now Argentina and Chile, the isangoma in Zulu South Africa, and many others, obliterating their unique names, and their different philosophies of gender, expression, and spirituality.

Although these may all be examples of early queer expression, the concept of grouping them together carries the weight of historical violence and erasure. It was European anthropologists who really shaped the modern idea of shamans when they flooded journals with “shocking” stories of costumes made of mirrors, bones, and feathers, drum rituals, and outlandish drag dances.

These same writers began to link the word shaman to shams and scams, labeling ritual dancers as witches and con artists. This was another way for Europeans to discredit Indigenous ways of life, and they decried the widespread tolerance for gender nonconforming people as “devilish” or “unnatural.”
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We’wha (a Zuni lhamana) weaving, on a trip as a cultural ambassador to Washington, DC, ca. 1886, John K. Hillers. From The Harry Ransom Center, The University of Texas at Austin.


The histories of queerness, transness, and drag are difficult to unentangle—and they’ve become extra muddled due to this history of colonial conflations. As a result, we are not all in agreement about how to draw connections, or which legacies to claim as our own. Suffice it to say: many Indigenous cultures around the world turned to drag, performative gender transformation, as a spiritual and creative practice, while at the same time accommodating genders and sexes outside of a strict binary in everyday life.

[image: image]
Three machi of the Mapuche, 1900. Via Wikimedia Commons.


In the revolutionary 1992 pamphlet Transgender Liberation, Leslie Feinberg argues that queer and trans expression was eradicated under the changing world-view spread by imperialism and early capitalism, which elevated Eurocentric cultural norms above all others. Women, femininity, queerness, and non-whiteness all came to be seen as inferior to white masculinity in an attempt to establish and retain power for the men who were literally writing the rules.

[image: image]
Cover of Transgender Liberation: A Movement Whose Time Has Come © 1992 Leslie Feinberg. Accessible in PDF at no cost at workers.org/book/transgender-liberation.


As global empire and Christianity spread at the beginning of the first millennium, so did the first institutionalized fears around drag and queerness. Christian conferences such as the First Council of Nicaea in 325 and the Code of Justinian in the sixth century were among the first to explicitly ban gender-fluid rituals and mystery cults (ostensibly as part of the persecution of paganism at large). Their soldiers cracked down on the Thracian baptai, a draggy mystery cult whose devotees officiated in long blond horse-hair wigs to serve the goddess Kotys. They also banned the galli, who performed castration and other body modification to worship Cybele, the great mother. They outlawed the Scythian enarei, priests who took on female names, smoked cannabis, and uttered prophesies in high-pitched voices. And the early church even destroyed Greek temples to Dionysus—a once-beloved nonbinary agent of chaos celebrated with a lot of drunkenness and drag.


Christianity has played a major role in the development of shame, stigma, and the criminalization of queerness worldwide. In the 1500s in West Africa, Yorubans who worshipped the nonbinary god Shango were found guilty of “witchcraft” and “sodomy” by the Portuguese inquisition and exiled to Brazil and the Caribbean. In their new homes, some revived their Yoruban traditions in the form of hybrid religions like Santería and Condomblé, which include queer offshoots to this day. In China, the Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci first brought Christian moral panic to Beijing in 1610, warning that the rouged and costumed “boys who play music, sing and dance” are “the most vicious people of the whole country.” Likewise, Protestant British officials in India during the 1800s described the Kinnar (or Hijra), a deeply rooted part of Hindu tradition, as “agents of contagion and a source of moral danger.”

People grew to be afraid of all kinds of queer expression, without any distinctions between them. Their fears were used as a moral justification for killing people, destroying their cultures, and stealing their land and resources. In North and South America, colonizers used the word berdache (from a French gay slang word meaning “bottom”) to describe all nonconforming people they saw, and frequently murdered. This derogatory word was used for queer Indigenous Americans for centuries, even within the communities themselves (after the languages of colonization were forced on them). In 1990, berdache was replaced with the term “two-spirit,” a decision made by an Indigenous LGBTQ gathering in Winnipeg, Manitoba. But even with positive intention, the concept of a single term carries the weight of much pain and loss. From the Ojibwe ikwekaazo and ininiikaazo to the Lakota winkte, every community and culture had their own words for queer and trans people, their own unique expressions and traditions.

[image: image]

Make no mistake, queer and trans people may not all identify the same way, but we do share the same mission: to fight back and survive! One legend involves Spanish explorer Francisco de Orellana, who was exploring the rainforest among the Tupinambá people of Brazil in 1542 when his boat was attacked by a tribe of transmasculine warriors. Poetically, he declared the river’s new name to be the “River of the Amazons,” in reference to the ancient Greek myth of warriors who cut off their breasts (his only reference for trans or nonconforming people). As it turns out, the Amazons were real: a society of transmasculine Scythians—hamazon meant “warrior” or “fighting together”—who defended themselves in “warrior drag” against the advancing Greek Empire. Today we still call Orellana’s river the “Amazon”—a symbol of one European man’s ignorance, and of queer and trans people’s continued resistance. We are connected across the world in spite of constant erasure and misidentification, and partly because of it, too.

The best records that people like us existed throughout history are too often found in accounts of how we were excluded, punished, and killed. We have to read between the lines to learn how we lived, loved, and what language we used for ourselves. But with some digging, we can always find proof that we were there, and take part in the ritual of passing our stories on.

With this lack of documentation and consistent terminology, there are bound to be disagreements about what the earliest forms of queer expression really were and who has a right to claim them today. I’m sure there are some who would complain about me connecting shamanism to drag like I’ve just been doing. Indeed, modern uses of the word shaman to describe fantasies of ancestral culture are so overdone these days. In my defense, though, I’m just carrying on the grand tradition of RuPaul, Leslie Feinberg, and Kate Bornstein (who all claimed this connection)! Plus, I’m confident our claim is preferable to that of alt-right nationalists—with their neo-pagan “shamans”—who write historically inaccurate fantasies of Viking patriarchies taking over the world or of a mythic time when there were only two genders. Queer myths and oversimplifications can be dangerous in their own ways, but at least they are grounded in the truth.

[image: image]

We can never really know how these early performers saw their genders. But we can say they were doing a type of drag. Let’s call drag the transformation and transcendence of gender and spirit through costume, gesture, and illusion. Whatever the context, it is clear: drag is natural, it’s human, and it’s always been a part of culture.

In an ideal world, of course, queer, trans, and nonbinary people wouldn’t have to perform in order to survive. But we do what we have to (and a few of us really love it!). Sometimes the only ways that those of us who refuse the binaries and templates of our times can be understood is within the role of a performer—as goddess, witch, entertainer, or muse. Perhaps this is because our expressions of self seem extraordinary and unintelligible in time periods so strictly defined by binary sex and gender. Perhaps it is just the stereotype that queer people are “naturally” theatrical, performative, and unnatural. Perhaps it is because we really are touched by the divine.

Regardless, the ways we dream and talk and play are natural, onstage or off. The historical existence of queer people proves that the concept of “normal” can be (and already has been) more expansive than what any person can know. Drag reveals that who we “really are” and how people see us aren’t fixed realities; they can be changed . . . perhaps just for a night, the length of a song, or even forever. Through constant transformations and reveals, drag embodies the queer possibility that exists within each of us—the infinite ways in which gender, reality, good taste, and art can be lived. At its best, drag also blurs the fragile boundary between the individual and the communal, revealing the interconnectedness of all life and thought.

* * *

My grandmas taught me everything—in fact, it was my grandma Dina who first put me in drag. Dina was born in Manchuria. Her family were Yiddish-speaking Jews who escaped antisemitic pogroms in Ukraine and helped build a multiethnic community in the city of Harbin in the 1920s. When she was little, her family went to see a shaman once while on vacation in the mountains of Mongolia. She couldn’t remember what they said, but she never forgot their robes. Later, during World War II, her family was uprooted once again in order to escape the Japanese invasions. Dina told a story about the time she was trapped under dead bodies and rubble in the streets as a baby—luckily she didn’t scream or else she would have been bayonetted by soldiers. Her mother, Goldie, eventually found her and pulled her free. They used family connections in America to sail (in the belly of a cargo ship) to San Francisco, where Dina lived for the rest of her life.

[image: image]
My grandparents Dina and Norman Steinberg (standing) with my grandparents Jo and Howard Hedges (seated), San Francisco, CA, 1980.


Dina believed dramatic life experiences made you more theatrical, and used that excuse to explain her extravagant wardrobe, her charmingly nosy personality, and why it took her so long to set her hair and makeup every morning. As a young immigrant freshly arrived in San Francisco, she dreamed of being an actress, but as she tells it, she was always too nervous to give a good audition. Dina was criticized by casting directors for her accent, her looks, and “having no talent.” But she never let that stop her from encouraging anyone else from getting into showbiz!

[image: image]
Grandma Dina’s immigration card, 1939.



[image: image]
Grandma Dina, ca. 1949.


In the 1960s, Dina would leave my dad to babysit his sister Deborah and brother Steve at home in suburban Daly City, and drive into San Francisco with her girlfriends and their husbands to go see drag shows at Finocchio’s, the world-famous cabaret of “impersonators.” She would drink her favorite cocktail (Kahlua and cream) and dance on the tables, which she always swore the queens loved.

[image: image]
Cover of a Finocchio’s souvenir program, ca. 1950. Courtesy of Queer Music Heritage.


When I visited her house as a little kid, she would always encourage me to channel my inner diva. Beating out a drum rhythm on the arm of the couch, she would coach me to walk dramatically into the room, drop my coat, and reveal the look. “Fabulous!” she’d whisper knowingly. Sometimes she’d put me in a “sorceress shaman” robe and head wrap, other times it was her red swim cap, sequined cardigan, and handbag to transform into “babushka on vacation.”

[image: image]
Dressing up with Grandma Dina at her condo in Stockton, CA, 1995.


We’d look into the mirrored doors of her closet and admire our handiwork. On the best days, she’d dress up, too, donning matching attire for synchronized swimming in the condominium pool. Papa Norman would usually indulge in being our photographer, but he was also sure to warn me: “You can’t always get what you want.”

I found ways to practice my rituals in secret. After I was supposed to be asleep, I would wrap myself in an old bed quilt and twirl back and forth in front of the mirror on my door, straining my vision to see in the dark. Before I knew what any of it could be called—theater, drag, queerness, glorious faggotry—I dreamed of being a performer who dressed up as a lady and put on shows for rapt audiences. At the time, I didn’t think it would ever be possible. And worse, I was starting to feel shame for wanting it.

[image: image]
Dressed as a “Sorceress,” 1995.


I didn’t learn the word drag until my mom’s mom, Josephine Taylor Hedges (or Grandma Jo), explained it to me. She fancied herself “the internet before it existed,” having worked her entire life as a reference librarian. Jo was born into a Scottish Protestant family in Michigan in 1911. I remember that she smelled like cigarettes, drank scotch over crushed ice, collected owl figurines, loved murder mysteries, and utilized signature catchphrases like “forward the light brigade,” “catty-whompus,” or “I’ve reached my sanctifanct.” She enjoyed speaking in her own folksy code, which prepared me to feel at home in the way queer people adopt our own extravagant speech patterns.

[image: image]
Grandma Jo, ca. 1931.


While stationed in Hawaii during World War II, Jo and Grandpa Howard enjoyed amateur drag by soldiers who staged performances and contests on the US Navy base—sometimes bawdy, other times empowering, sometimes even with feminist subplots. They were called “girlie shows” and a few of the performers grew so popular that they became near-celebrities, touring bases around the world. Imagine these soldiers in skirts having to pause their act to arm cannons! I prefer my shows without the war, but it still was a kind of drag.

[image: image]
Dressed as “Cinderella,” 1990.


So there we were: Grandma Jo gleefully showing me a yellowing early-1980s photo of her older brother Clyde in a flat wig, lumpy bra, and a sparse pink dress. “He’s in ‘drag!’ You know ‘drag’—it’s when a fellow dresses like a lady, or a broad puts on a mustache!”

[image: image]
British troops in drag for a Christmas charity performance, which was interrupted by an alert, Gravesend, England, 1940, John Topham. © TopFoto.


She and I both knew how well acquainted I was with the concept, but I just nodded seriously, taking it all in. Somehow it was both reassuring and upsetting to learn that there was a name for this thing I loved . . . and that it could look so very busted from the outside. Obviously, there was a lot left to learn.

[image: image]
Grandma Jo’s brother Clyde in “drag,” 1981.


* * *

At first I had so many misconceptions. I believed drag was something artificial or insincere, perhaps making fun of or parodying gender by reducing it to a few clichés. Now I know that it’s not that drag artists don’t take gender seriously—we take it as seriously as everyone else. It’s our selves we refuse to take seriously—we can’t afford to. Drag humor is never mean-spirited, it’s a coping mechanism. What if someone calls us tragic? We respond: “Of course I’m tragic, we all are. But I tell myself I’m beautiful and that’s what matters.” If we can’t learn to laugh at ourselves, then it would hurt too much when others did, and meant it. Only by acting a little ridiculous can we embrace the true ridiculousness of life.

From its earliest forms, drag has been a mirror that reflects, and attempts to expand, our culture’s views of gender, beauty, and of queer and trans people. Today we’ve come to understand that “binary sex,” supposedly determined by a combination of visible organs, genetics, hormones, and so on, isn’t as solid as people might have thought. Most people, queer or not, fall somewhere along a spectrum of differences, and we all have to make changes to our bodies if we want to conform to binary distinctions—hair removal, working out, plastic surgery, hormone replacement, makeup, among others.

That’s why drag could never be about a single transformation that transgresses the binary. There’s no such thing! It’s way too reductive to define drag as “men dressed as women,” or “women dressed as men,” although that might seem like the most obvious way to put it. In truth, drag performers often don’t start out in a straightforward place when it comes to our gender, and we usually don’t end in one, either.

Another of the most persistent misconceptions about drag is that it’s only gay men who do it. If anything, drag invented modern gay expression, not the other way around. People developed drag routines long before words for “sexual orientation” like gay or lesbian had ever been defined; it was in drag parties and clubs that the community started to see the need for such terms to begin with. Even from my very first experiences doing drag at the club, some of the most creative drag artists I’ve met do not identify as cisgender gay men. What makes a good drag artist is the extent of your ambition to stylize these boundaries, not your adherence to one in particular.

One of the most compelling notions of drag is the idea that no one is inherently superior because of their gender or “natural” appearance. Drag can look like almost anything. It’s not really about becoming something opposite to yourself, but rather revealing a heightened and transformed version that was there all along. It’s not the makeup, the wig, the clothes, or the shoes that make drag. It’s the conjuring of a space where adherence to gender and cultural norms isn’t important. Drag is the art of bringing queer possibility to life.

But the thing that makes drag powerful is the same thing that has made it so threatening. The idea that all expressions of gender could be worthy and useful—even the seemingly bizarre or “failed” ones—continues to upset hierarchies. As with all things, the people obsessed with boundaries are the ones who are afraid they need them to stay relevant.

“Gender is a construct, tear it apart!” and all that . . . But even with the prevalence of drag and queer activism, gender remains very real and sensitive for people. Ah, well. It really doesn’t matter if gender is constructed or if the binary of sex is a sham. Queer and trans people deserve to be treated as human whether you agree with their identity or not. We deserve equal rights and opportunities, no matter what anyone says.

Not so long ago the official words in English to describe us were “unnatural” or “pathic.” The goal behind the adoption of words like homosexual or trans was to replace pejorative language with neutral terminology. To smash the stigmas, we’ve had to continue creating and revising our own lexicons for ourselves.

Words for identity are necessary, but we’ve had to create a wide spectrum of them to fully understand ourselves. Some words describe our unique experiences—the contexts we were raised in, the choices we have made, the things that set us apart. Other words draw us into a wider community with others—a community we choose strategically. For me, the word drag does both.

* * *

The word drag itself has a muddled history. Some claim it’s an abbreviation, written into Shakespearean stage directions to mean “dressed resembling a girl.” That’s what RuPaul once said on Drag Race, even though no such thing exists (sorry, Mama!). I’ve also heard that drag comes from the German word tragen, meaning “to wear” or “to dress up.”

The truth is . . . no one really knows! The most believable origin story, and the queerest, is that the word drag emerged from a language called Polari—a semisecret code used by gay people, convicts, and traveling entertainers of the nineteenth century. Because queerness was criminalized, our community had to build culture in marginalized spaces with what we had—developing a language made up of a little Yiddish, Italian, French, and a lot of working-class English slang.

[image: image]

Some believe the expression “putting on the drag” came to Polari from coach-driver slang for pulling the brakes on a carriage. Queer folks, ever the poetically inclined, adopted it as a metaphor for “slowing themselves down with heavy gowns.” Our queer and trans pioneers faced extreme assaults from the police but they still transformed the bars and clubs where they gathered into vibrant community spaces—radical escapes where they could talk openly, perform in “drag,” have sex, and develop a separate culture from the oppressive mainstream.

In England these spaces were called “Molly Houses,” after a Polari nickname for both gay men and trans women. These spaces drew “mollies and their friends” together and helped generations of queer people feel a sense of kinship and normalcy. As early as 1749, a reporter wrote that “Master molly has nothing to do but slip on his Head Cloaths [a wig] and he is an errant woman.” Ivan Bloch described a house in 1785 where men were “caught in the act of nursing some of their suffering ‘sisters’ lying in ‘childbed’”—drag queens helping each other pretend to give birth to baby dolls. Without a doubt, these were shows!

[image: image]

In New York, similar spaces popped up throughout the 1800s. One of the first public “fairies’ balls” was held in 1869 at Lodge 110, the Rockland Palace Ballroom, on the corner of 155th Street and Eighth Avenue. Soon similar balls started happening throughout Harlem, and then in cities across the country.

In the 1920s and ’30s, stories about the drag balls in Harlem started cropping up in the news, with headlines like “Fag Balls Exposed,” “Pansies Cavort,” and “Lads Turn Lassies.” The tone was shock mixed with utter delight, a shift from the total condemnation of the past century. At the height of 1920s and ’30s ball culture, up to eight thousand guests were attending a single event, drawn to the dancing, drag, mirrored balls, drinking, and famed costume competitions.

[image: image]
Clipping from The Afro-American, 1932. Courtesy of Queer Music Heritage.


As expressions of queerness became more mainstream, language began to shift accordingly. The pioneer of many early changes in Europe was a researcher named Magnus Hirschfeld, who established the Institut für Sexualwissenschaft (Institute for Sexual Research) during the Weimar Republic in Germany. My mom was actually the one who introduced me to Hirschfeld and his groundbreaking movie Anders als die Andern (Different from the Others) when she took a course in “LGBTQ cinema” at the Urbana, Illinois, senior center while I was in college.

“Tante Magnesia,” or “Auntie,” is what the young queers called Hirschfeld. He said the inspiration for his work was the fact that there were so many like-minded queer people from around the world who simply lacked shared terminology. Hirschfeld met with Indigenous trans people (including spiritual healers) imprisoned at the human zoo inside the Große Berliner Gewerbeausstellung (the Great Industrial Exposition of Berlin). He later visited Black drag balls on a trip to Chicago for further research. Tante Magnesia was the first to attempt to weave together accounts of queer existence all over the world in a positive light. His research proved that queerness occurred naturally around the world, and it shook the framework of European cultural imperialism to its core—even though it was that same framework that made his research possible.

[image: image]
Magnus Hirschfeld and friends dressed up for a party at the Institute, ca. 1920s. From the Magnus-Hirschfeld-Gesellschaft, Berlin.


We lost all of Hirschfeld’s work when the institute was looted and the contents of its library were burned by the Nazis in 1933. They saw Hirschfeld as a threat not only because his research rejected their theories of “degeneracy” but also because he himself was Jewish and lived an openly queer life. He escaped to France but died of a heart attack in 1935, before he was able to restore his archives.

After World War II, professional drag entertainers only became more and more popular in Europe and America, with plenty of straight audiences turning up to see the shows, too. There were campy dinner clubs, like my grandma’s beloved Finocchio’s; Mona’s (also in San Francisco), which featured male impersonators; the Jewel Box Club in Miami, original home of the Jewel Box Revue, which toured for more than a decade; the My-O-My in New Orleans; Madame Arthur and Le Carrousel in Paris; and many more. Every city had its own traditions! Most of the public, including my grandparents, didn’t know (and probably didn’t care) if the performers were queer (although they certainly were). For them, drag was a symbol of liberation from old-fashioned (or even fascist) norms, and played into new fashions and fantasies of the time. Freedom was something worth fighting for, and drag represented that in both superficial and profound ways.

[image: image]
Photo of Lynn Carter and Stormé DeLarverie from a Jewel Box Revue program, early 1960s. Courtesy of Queer Music Heritage.


[image: image]
Poster for a Newark engagement of the touring Jewel Box Revue, ca. 1967. Courtesy of Queer Music Heritage.


Some of these professional performers, even gay or trans ones, refused to call what they did “drag,” at least officially. They would use theatrical terms like travesty, mime, mimic, illusionist, or impersonator to describe their performances onstage. Perhaps these were deflections to distinguish what they did from any potentially illegal queer concepts, and the possibility of queerness in real life. After all, even as drag went mainstream in the twentieth century, life for queer and trans people did not always get easier. Old laws prohibiting “masquerade” or “sodomy” became newly enforced by conservative reactionaries as a way to police queer life as it spilled from the stage to the street.

[image: image]
Promotional Ashtray from Mona’s, early 1950s. Courtesy of Queer Music Heritage.


Being openly queer put Texan drag aerialist Barbette in professional danger, but it was also part of her brilliance. In 1923, she flew into the air like an “angel, a flower, a bird” (as Jean Cocteau put it), draped in white ostrich feathers with a platinum finger wave, and sent Europe abuzz. Barbette was hailed as a brilliant modern artist by luminaries like Man Ray and Igor Stravinsky. But even acclaim could not protect her. After a show at the London Palladium, Barbette was found by the police in bed with another man and was permanently barred from receiving a work permit in England. She returned to the US by the 1930s, appeared on Broadway in revues, and made guest appearances in many major circuses before later shifting to work as an aerial choreographer and even a drag coach for the 1959 film Some Like It Hot. By 1973, Barbette had stopped performing and retired to her sister Mary’s house in Texas. She died from suicide by overdose that year and was cremated and buried just a few miles from where she was born, in Round Rock, Texas. The headstone bears just one name: Barbette. I always wonder what Barbette thought about the shifting politics of her era, having seen fortunes change for queer people so many times. If she watched 1970s drag queens like Divine on her TV . . . what on earth did she think of them? (I hope she lived for it.)

[image: image]
Painting of Barbette, 1926, Charles Gesmar. Via Wikimedia Commons.


[image: image]
Barbette, ca. 1920s, Wilhelm Willinger. Courtesy of the Theatre Museum, Vienna.


By the 1970s, drag was fully in style worldwide. Danny La Rue was one of the world’s most famous female impersonators—or “comic in a frock” as she liked to put it—scoring a feature in Vogue and spending several decades in the West End and on TV. But attitudes toward queer and trans people on the streets were still abysmal.

In 1972, Britain’s chapter of the Gay Liberation Front, a political organization first started in New York after the Stonewall uprising, released a zine that asked: “Why is Danny La Rue a West End institution, when we get kicked out of our flats for wearing a skirt? Apparently it’s all right if you’re doing it for money, but perverted if you do it for personal satisfaction.” There was even discrimination within early gay activism. The Mattachine Society, an early gay rights organization in the United States, began to distance themselves from drag fundraising events as early as the 1950s, and banned all trans expression from their protests, insisting that “gay” and “trans” should be two separate battles. Creating safe spaces for queer and trans people to be themselves without the purpose of entertaining became more vital than ever.

[image: image]
Poster for an appearance of Danny LaRue on the West End, Electric Modern Printing Company LTD, 1973. From the Prince of Wales Theatre (Delfont Mackintosh Theatres).


During this time, while professional performers preferred terms like impersonator, nonbinary and trans radicals on the streets were the ones most proudly calling themselves drag queens. These were the people being criminalized most by the law. They weren’t onstage in huge wigs and gowns and jewels as we might imagine now, but walking around with shaggy hair, bell bottoms, mascara, and just a little powder, serving drag on the streets!
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Members of the Gay Liberation Front, demonstrating outside Bow Street
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