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Through creativity, humour, glitter and glam, Aussie drag legend and RuPaul’s Drag Race Down Under superstar Art Simone has claimed her position at the forefront of the Aussie entertainment industry.

Slaying stereotypes, celebrating differences and tirelessly promoting social inclusion for over a decade, Art has helped move drag from margin to mainstream, and she’s just getting started!








This is a love letter and dedication to the community of drag royalty that paved the way for me to reach the heights I have. Thank you for continuing to inspire and teach me the importance of resilience, tenacity and love of the craft. I hope this little glimpse into your lives inspires future generations of queer people to learn more about the stages you built, through adversity and hardships, that we have the privilege to stand on today.

Thank you to all of the creatives in this book who generously donated their time, stories and art – it takes a village (people)!
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Introduction


Like a lot of Down Under darlings, drag is important to me. 

I didn’t choose the life of glitz, glamour and grit – it chose me. 

It was a divine calling to a community and art form where I could be myself and be celebrated for all that makes me different. 

I grew up as an outcast, a weirdo, someone who didn’t gel with what society was telling me to be or do. I danced to a different drum that beat from the depths of my soul: a calling for camp, colour and creation. I was infatuated with the art of transformation; I yearned for a taste of escapism from the bland world around me. 

I know I’m fanaticising and adding fluff to a place in time when I didn’t want to be myself. But it’s true. I didn’t like who I was, and I didn’t like that others could see that there was something different about me. But romanticising life and giving memories a makeover is what us drag artists do. We embellish and bedazzle; we add a bit of sparkle, a bit of fabulousness, as we bend the perception of reality. We take our drab and daggy day-walker selves and evolve them into rare and beautiful creatures that light up rooms like disco balls hovering above a dance floor. I didn’t like standing out for something that I couldn’t control, but I love using the art of drag to demand onlookers’ attention on my own terms. I can be the puppeteer of my own perception, empowered by a simple eyelash flutter. I don’t do drag; I am drag. 

Drag is a heightened version of oneself. It’s life on acid. It’s a way to become strong, powerful and proud. But don’t be mistaken by the robust veneer: drag has a shadowed past. Peek behind the curtain and you will see a treacherous journey of torment where queens have had to stand tall as matriarchs for the queer community. We are at the forefront, fighting for our peers and pushing for progress despite societal pressures that attempt to banish us back to the underground like we’re terrifying trolls. It’s these struggles that have built the foundations of our tenacity and triumph. It takes balls to do drag and, as such, I always recommend everyone tries it should the opportunity arise. 

Drag can be a selfish art form: a way to feed the ego, hog the spotlight and suck all the oxygen from the room. But it also has the power to uplift those who feel small. It’s an instant route of escapism for viewers who can be transported from their everyday lives to a world of love, acceptance and complete self-expression. Drag is motivation to live the purest version of yourself, inspiration to stand tall and proud among your peers. 

But just as queens can be a beacon of inspiration, they need their audience to survive. It’s a mutual relationship that feeds each party in a perpetual cycle of praise. Drag queens need our crowd just as much as the punters pine for their princesses. 

Drag has evolved over the years. Queens were once like vampires, sequestered to the darkness, never touched by the sun. You’d often find us confined to nightclubs: tall figures floating above the crowd like mystical giants, pushing through a pulsing pool of people. Other times we’d be under a spotlight, singing in a sticky dive bar or standing on a theatre stage. Access to this art form was very limited. It was a niche community that rarely offered outsiders a glimpse into the glitz and glamour. Fast forward and drag has exploded into the Zeitgeist of the mainstream – it is everywhere, and it is for everyone. From margins to mainstream, we no longer fear standing out in the sun. We’re in movies and television campaigns; we’re commercial tycoons, pop stars and household names. We have been serving since the dawn of time; now, the world finally has an appetite and they are Eating. It. Up. 

Through facing adversity, we’ve equipped ourselves with a handbag full of tools and talents that help us live life authentically. This is why we are the perfect people to inspire others to be themselves. You see, the skills we have aren’t limited to lashes and lipstick. We can help anyone live a life as fantastical as a drag queen’s. Style, confidence, business, make-up: we can do it all. Why do you think our wigs are so big? They’re full of secrets.  

It gives me great pleasure to introduce you to a collection of Australian drag artists who represent the past, present and future. From Les Girls legends to social media moguls, these queens have collectively paved the way for our community. Together they slay stereotypes while strutting to success. They have shown us what is possible and serve as inspiration for artists and appreciators alike. 

While this book is only a minute glimpse into the extensive history of Australian drag, I hope it serves as a springboard for you to discover an even broader representation of drag royalty beyond its pages. It has been an absolute privilege to sit down, connect with and interview all the contributors. Their stories are important, and I am proud to have had the opportunity to preserve them for future generations. I look up to all of these drag darlings: they are pristine pioneers who motivate me to be my best. They empower me to champion our country of queens and truly show the world how bloody fabulous Australian drag is. I hope that you fall in love with them just as much as I have – and that you, too, feel encouraged to be as fabulous as a queen!
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QUICK DRAG

How would you describe your drag?

Glamorous, beautiful, feminine. 

What was your first lip-sync performance?

‘I’m Gonna Be Strong’ by Cyndi Lauper.

How long does it take you to get ready?

I like to give myself two hours from start to finish, but I can do it in twenty minutes.

What inspires you?

Honestly my inspiration, it sounds so wanky, but I do feel like it is something that’s divine. 

What does drag do for you?

Drag allows me to express my femininity and enjoy all the things I love. Glamour, sparkles, hair, make-up, sewing, creativity, performance – it ticks so many boxes of who I am as a person.
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A pioneer within her community, she has continually changed the face of drag throughout her extensive career. As the founder of Wigs By Vanity, she fabricated the first wigs made for drag queens, by drag queens. Her beloved designs have been seen across the world adorning some of the most famous drag artists, including RuPaul. But Vanity is so much more than her hair. She is a virtuoso in the art of drag, a seasoned performer and a make-up master. Her legacy remains as someone who truly loves, respects and celebrates the art form. She sets the standard of success for us all. 

Raised on the Central Coast, Vanity left school just before she turned sixteen. 

I had such a hard time, which resulted in me trying to take my own life. I was very traumatised. I still carry that trauma around with me every single day, but it’s shaped the glamorous mess I am now. I left school and got into an apprenticeship doing barbering at Killarney Vale, ten minutes away from where I grew up on the Central Coast. There were two options to go to TAFE – Newcastle and Hornsby [an outer suburb of Sydney] – and that kind of terrified me. It was just too much. At that point I was so fragile I wanted to go to Newcastle: it’s still in the realm of where I grew up and it felt much safer. But Newcastle TAFE was full, so I had no choice but to go to Hornsby. 
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I got sick of working at the barbers because, trust me, it was grim. It was the most unglamorous thing, but it gave me really good skills and got me into the hair industry. Since I was already travelling to Hornsby for TAFE, I started looking in that direction for work. I got a job in Hornsby and I would travel down there every day. 

When I eventually turned eighteen I moved out of home, and then moved to Strathfield because that was close to Hornsby, and then from Strathfield I moved to Darlinghurst. So it was all kind of terrifying and new and crazy, and at every point I was having nervous breakdowns. But looking back it really felt like the universe just guided me to exactly where I needed to be. So I ended up in this tiny little studio apartment on Crown Street, one block from Oxford Street. I was living my dream.

Vanity’s world instantly expanded when she arrived in Darlinghurst. She frequented the Albury Hotel, where she got her first glimpse of drag. 

The Albury was the place, that was the hub. There was drag on every single night. Back then, Sydney was known for some of the best drag in the world because anywhere, on any night, in any venue you could go and you could see a fabulous show. And they were good shows. They were all choreographed, all costumed, the queens were polished, everything was great. It was like, you know, it was a completely different scene. 

I was sort of enamoured by the glamour. I’d stand up and watch the shows from the back. They were legends. I just found what they did really glamorous and really intriguing. 

I had a friend whose name was Empire State. He went to school with one of my friends, so we were all the same age and all sort of on the same journey, very stereotypical: beaten-down little gay boys at school who had left the backwards backwaters behind, moved into the city and started to live our gay lives. 

With some encouragement from Empire, Vanity started to play with drag. 

Empire was doing drag, entering Polly’s Follies [the longest-running drag show in Australia], and as far as I was concerned he was a professional – like, he looked great. I’m like, ‘I’d love to do it,’ and he’s like, ‘Well, do it.’ 

Empire was encouraging me. He showed me how he did his make-up once – at the time that was the only advice that a drag queen had ever bestowed upon me. So I just watched him do it and I sort of learnt the rough process. I just started playing. I loved sitting at the mirror and I loved putting make-up on. 

I already had nice wigs because of hairdressing and I was fascinated by them. The Individual Wig on Oxford Street would do a trade discount – so for an Angelica from Rene of Paris which was, like, $450, I would get it for $200 – so I had a couple of those and they were beautiful.

After practising her make-up, doing her hair and piecing together an outfit, Vanity eventually worked up the courage to step onto the Sydney scene in full drag. 

I had nice hair and I’d have this little outfit on and my make-up was very simple. But like, you know that my whole schtick was just being really girly and more feminine. I got dressed up, and we walked up to the Albury and I did one lap of the Albury in drag and then left. That’s a baby step that I could do. 

Eventually I started doing Polly’s Follies. Polly’s was just a fun afternoon. Anyone could go do drag and people would go and laugh at the amateurs and have a good time. But it was a training ground for people who did want to get in the industry and be a part of drag culture. So I did one night, my very first night, and I was petrified. I had just decided on the name Vanity, and I remember Polly introducing me and saying, ‘Why would you call yourself something that goes in the toilet?’ And I was like, Oh my god, what have I done? I went out there and did my first number, and literally everyone was like, ‘Oh wow, you were really good,’ and from that moment Polly never heckled me ever again and began championing me.

It was clear from that moment that Vanity had something special. She was a captivating performer and beautiful queen with absolute potential. It was no surprise that her career quickly took off. 

I performed at Polly’s on the Sunday night. The next night, Monday night, I entered Simone Troy’s talent quest, and then the next week I was invited to be Simone’s guest. Polly was great friends with [Les Girls performer] Carlotta and Simone was an ex Les Girl, so I got my first drag job working with Carlotta and travelling the country as one of her beautiful boys. I was the first actual ‘boy’ who had ever performed in those shows because I was so pretty and so girly. I was nineteen years old, I travelled the country, I got on a plane for the first time in my life, it was amazing. But I was rough and I truly had no idea. I’d never done a production show, I’d never learned choreography and it was hard. But I did learn good stagecraft because there were a lot of different stages. Some of them were just literally boxes gaffer-taped together in RSLs while others were really nice. It was a good training run. The girls were all very beautiful and very motherly and nurturing. 

But it was also a bit dark as well. I almost became a trans woman and I started taking hormones. I started working in a brothel as a sex worker because that’s what the girls did. I was travelling with Carlotta and I needed a flexible job so I couldn’t be hairdressing – that was too rigid. So the girls said, ‘Oh, go work at the chicken ranch girl, you can choose your own hours love.’ So I did. It didn’t bother me, I actually had quite a good time. But I kind of very quickly realised that it wasn’t for me, and so within a few months of going down that road [I quit]. I was lucky that I was aware of myself enough to know that, Oh wait, hold on, just back up a little bit. This is actually not what I want for myself.

As Vanity learnt the ropes alongside Les Girls legend Carlotta, she was soon cherrypicked to join the famed queens of Oxford Street as a professional drag queen. 

During that time I’d also sort of started working because Lee Jennings who owned the Albury loved me. He was like, ‘Oh my god, you’re the next best thing, you’re beautiful, I think you’re fantastic.’ In my mind I believe that he forced Portia Turbo to put me in a production show at the Albury. So I got in. It was me, Farren Heit and Portia on a Tuesday night. Working at the Albury as a professional drag queen, you had made it. You were a professional drag queen. You were in the game. It all happened so fast, and I was young, and just living fast and enjoying every second. It was all for the love, you know, and we were all made to feel that we were lucky to be there. But we were lucky to be there, and what we got out of it was this hierarchy in the community. At that time it felt like God level. That’s how I started and then it all just went from there. 

Early on I won my first DIVA [Drag Industry Variety Award] in 2000, DIVA Rising Star. Then in 2001 I won Entertainer of the Year and Sydney’s Favourite Drag Queen. Between 1997 and 2002 I had reached my peak. I’d done everything. 

In her early years Vanity was pressured to replicate the aesthetics of the other queens around her, but after conforming to their standards she decided it was time to do her own thing. 

I only wanna do drag that I love, because it is a passion, and it should never be dictated by anyone else. I’d started thinking, Okay, well, what’s Britney wearing at the MTV Awards? What is P!nk wearing? What’s Christina wearing? I would emulate their looks and do all those numbers. I think that was a major part of me being successful so early on. I was the exact right age in the pop princess era.I had Christina, Britney, Jessica Simpson, Mandy Moore and P!nk – all these fabulous young pop songs that the other queens couldn’t do because they were too old. I ended up being the ‘it girl’ for ages, because I was so current. I never went out of fashion; people never got bored because I changed and evolved as the music evolved and changed.

On top of touring, featuring in production shows around the city and working, Vanity continued to branch out into the world of wigs. 

I come from a working-class family. You just work, you never say no to anything. Every job that comes up you say yes to and I did, and I’m glad I did. Honestly, when I think about it now, I used to literally do drag almost every night of the week. I’d party from Thursday to Sunday or even Monday, barely sleeping, and then get up and do my day job during the week, and then I dipped my foot in the waters of sex work as well. I eventually got a job at [costume store] House of Priscilla. For like a week. It didn’t last long, but while I was there, the Individual Wig, which was across the road from House of Priscilla, were looking for someone to work there. I was like, ‘It’s my dream job. Oh my god. I’m a hairdresser. I’m a drag queen. Can I come and interview?’ So I got the job. That’s when I started learning about wigs. I was already a qualified hairdresser, but knew that salon work was not for me and I was a drag queen, so I was a wig wearer and I was already doing my own wigs. I eventually left there to open Wigs By Vanity as a brick-and-mortar shop. Once again, you say yes to every opportunity. And someone, through connections, was investing and they wanted a wig shop. At that stage, there was the Individual Wig, Soho Hair and Wigs, Celebrity Wigs, Ahead in Wigs and House of Priscilla. There were five wig shops on Oxford Street. So the investor was like, ‘Oh, well, there must be money in wigs, so I want to open a wig shop.’ So they handled all the business and I did all the creative stuff. It was also attached to a salon which was failing, so any money that I made would go up to the salon and then it wouldn’t come back down. I was basically working for free for two years. So after them not really coming to the party on their side with their terms of the business, Courtney Act and I, we were good friends back then, decided that we’d team up. I gave Courtney half of Wigs By Vanity and then Courtney and I worked together trying to make it happen. We very quickly realised that we would never get anywhere with these other people, so we’re like, let’s just do nothing and earn no money, because per the contract if we pull out we owe them money, we forfeit, but if they pull out then we can walk away. I was like Tina Turner: all I wanted was my name. I left everything. I had this massive collection of my original wigs that I had to leave. I wish I still had them, they were moments of my history, but I just walked away from all of it. Courtney and I laid low for a year or so and then we started to work on the new Wigs By Vanity. 

With a perfect partner onboard, Vanity began to focus on launching the first affordable lace-front wigs to the drag queens of Australia. 

We had the name Wigs By Vanity and we had an email address. One day we got some random email from a manufacturer in China asking us if we wanted to make wigs with them, so we said yes – and they’re actually the same people we still work with now. Courtney was really fundamental in the beginning because my mind is like a creative jewel box, but it’s chaos. So she managed to wrangle and refine and pinpoint all my ideas. Back in those days we were a fantastic team, we really complemented each other. We were getting samples and they weren’t right so Courtney and I flew over to the manufacturer and had a little adventure in Qingdao, China. It was crazy but we were very clear about what we wanted. We got three beautiful samples. We got them all in black because black’s the harshest. They came out amazing so we made an order. 

Because people knew we were doing this, customers basically invested in the business by preordering wigs, so it funded itself and we didn’t have to put any money into it. We were the first people in the world to provide lace-front wigs to drag queens.

This was the first time that drag queens had access to lace-front wigs, a more advanced and realistic style of wig, so Vanity produced a series of informational videos to train queens on how to wear, care and style their wigs – ultimately teaching an entire generation of queens the art of hair. 

Since then Wigs By Vanity has been an industry leader, dominating the business of wigs across the world. Vanity’s designs have been stolen and replicated by other wig sellers, but she remains ahead of the curve. ‘I’m so used to being copied that I don’t even think about it: I’ll always have another idea,’ Vanity says. Just like designer fashion houses setting the trends for future seasons, so too does Wigs By Vanity. Vanity’s forward-thinking creations eventually trickle down to cheaply made replicas that hit the mass market, and then appear on the heads of queens globally. 

Vanity’s work is approved by the best of the best (RuPaul wears her wigs), but she’s not fussed about celebrity endorsement. 

I’m not doing it for the fame. I’m doing it for us. This is for us. I’m a drag queen, the wigs for drag queens are made by drag queens. So it’s about the community and the fact that the community loves it so much, that’s where my real pride lies: seeing them on the heads of real drag queens. 

Despite her lack of experience in theatre, Vanity’s advanced skills resulted in her working on Priscilla, Queen of the Desert: The Musical, ultimately becoming the wig supervisor and associate make-up designer. 
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There was talk on the strip that Priscilla was being made into a musical and everyone was auditioning for it. People were like, ‘Are you going to audition?’ I’m like, ‘I can’t sing, I’m not an actor, I’m not a musical theatre person, but I’d love to do the wigs and make-up, I’d love to be in the wig department.’ It had all been cast, everyone had been employed and all the roles had been filled. But one day I got a call. The make-up artist Cassie Hanlon, who did the make-up on the film, wasn’t available one day for a media shoot. Trevor Ashley, who had been cast as Miss Understanding, got them to call me to fill in. So I came in just to do one day of media, to do make-up on the cast for a photo shoot, and I never left. They recognised that I had something that was valuable. Something about having an actual drag queen do drag make-up – they kind of needed that. I came in to decorate the drag masks used in the show, glue on eyelashes, glue on glitter and all that. It was like a two-week job and then the show opened and they realised that it was a huge make-up show that someone needed to look after. So they kept me on and they paid me a deputy wage to look after this element of the show that no one really thought about. The deputy of wigs ultimately left and there was an opening and I’m like, look, I’ve never done theatre before, I have no idea what I’m doing, but I do know hair. I knew I could do wigs, it just made sense to me to slot into that position. It’s unheard of for someone to walk into their first theatre job as the deputy.

This was a massive undertaking for Vanity, but she was mentored by industry veteran David Jennings after he joined the company as head of department for hair and makeup and it resulted in a long career with the company, taking her all across the world. 

It was going to London and I was very interested. I always wanted to live overseas. So I did, and worked with a great team there. I was like the expert in Priscilla. So to be taken to London after working on the original show – it was kind of like people really, you know, had a lot of respect for me, which was very different to when I started on Priscilla in Sydney. It was nice to walk into that situation having that respect. 

From there they sent me to Broadway. I worked on the masks. That was fabulous. I was staying on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. The costumes actually won a Tony Award, and costumes, make-up and hair all fall in the same category. So even though Tim Chappel technically won the Tony Award, I’m happy to claim a tiny fraction of that. It’s been a very wonderful, rich experience. After that I went to Brazil and Italy and then to Sweden, which was delightful. 

That was Vanity’s last production of Priscilla until its Australian revival for the tenth anniversary. Vanity was asked to come back on board and reprise her position. 

To be honest, that’s my best work and I did it exactly how I wanted it, but I also knew what they wanted. I’ve worked for them so long and worked so closely with the directors and the associate directors I was like, ‘Just let me do my thing, just let me do it. Trust me, it’s going to be beautiful.’ And it was. 

Vanity remains a modern-day marvel, a humble hard worker whose achievements are an aspirational example of the spirit of Down Under drag. 

I really do believe we have a path to follow. We spend so much time worrying about whether or not we’re on the right path or we’re doing the right thing. But then you look back at your trajectory of life, and you think, Oh yeah, this all happened organically and naturally. I believe every job leads to another job, and if you do a good job you will do another good job. If you just put your heart and soul into every single job you do, then only good things can come from that.
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QUICK DRAG

Why drag?

Drag is the highest form of art that my body can express. It is a combination of all my skills that encompasses who I am.

What does drag do for you?

Drag has taught me to be myself no matter what anyone else thinks. It gives me the freedom to live my life however I want to.

What can everybody learn from drag?

Drag is a love of the self. It teaches you to love the pieces of yourself that may not be the best. They’re part of you. They’re incredible. They’re amazing. Drag is magical, it’s everything. Go out and be it, dream it, succeed it.

What do you want to be remembered for?

My inclusivity, my love, bringing people into the fold, my kindness, helping everyone and being a good time.

What’s in your handbag?

Powder, Spirit Gum, perfume, a comb, some bobby pins or u-pins, my phone, fan and keys.
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Melbourne has a rich history of tremendous drag. As the arts capital of the nation it is home to an eclectic assortment of characters who together form a powerful community of artisans who create magic through performance, fashion, music and maquillage. There resides Isis Avis Loren, the first Australian winner of the intensive competition series RuPaul’s Drag Race Down Under.  

Isis’s introduction to the world of drag was a continuation of her love of fashion. 

At the end of high school I was studying art alongside other artistic endeavours like drama and multimedia. My final thesis for art was wings and corsets and clothing and wondering how these 2D forms can shape so fiercely the body of anyone who wears them. That led me into a journey of exploring fashion and how fashion is a form of art that is utilised every day by everyone, they just don’t really know it – however mundane it might be, you know, white T-shirt and jeans or whatever. I started sewing at the end of high school. I always had a keen eye for fashion, being a homosexual, but it was very much pushed down because of homophobia and that sort of stuff from family and just societal norms. But I’ve always been very curious about it. So I applied for RMIT, I applied for Box Hill Institute and I got into Box Hill. In my interview to get in, one of the questions was, ‘What would you want to do to change the landscape of fashion? What would you want to change in fashion that would revolutionise it?’ I said I would like to make it popular for men to wear heels and for men to have a pair of heels in their wardrobe. Which I haven’t achieved unfortunately thus far … but even then I was pushing the boundaries of gender and what the expectations of fashion were. 

During her three-and-a-half-year tenure, Isis learned the foundations that helped to translate her vision to reality. 


I learnt
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