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Abstract

My tesearch explores the possibility of a revitalised language around viewing,
pleasure and embodiment that can result from a consideration of the figure of
the showgirl: her live performance, her representation in art, film, and images,
as well as how showgirls articulate their own experiences and my own
pleasures in viewing showgitls can yield in terms of a revitalised language
around viewing, pleasure, and embodiment. I look at the showgirl, and the
debates she has triggered, in order to unpack how the relationship between
embodiment, spectatorship, and feminism has been seen in a range of
literatures. In the process, I suggest what is closed down in these debates, and
through my art work I point to the possibilities she offers.

I suggest that literature on the gaze, powerfully shaped by the significant
works of John Berger and Laura Mulvey, has reduced the complexity in how
the showgirl is seen. While the discursive contexts in which Mulvey and
Berger wrote allowed for reflexive accounts of the gaze, their ideas have
citculated so widely and forcefully as to become monolithic; taken too literally
without putting into context. I felt an important aim was putting Laura
Mulvey’s essay, “Visual Pleasure in Narrative Cinema’ into context in ways that
would destabilise its status as a monolith. I do this by looking at how
technologies have shaped the critical and theoretical approaches to viewing
the showgirl.

I avoid making the assumption that our culture with its prevalence of bodily
display creates feelings of emancipation and empowerment for women.
Rather, I am alarmed at the inadequacy of the critical tools applied to
showgirls and showgitl culture particularly within popular feminism—tools
that seem only to uncover a limited set of conclusions. These conclusions are
that women are led blindly into practices of bodily display and femininity, that
exposure of their body only signals a desire to please men and get ahead in
financial terms, that women only feel jealously and competitive when they see
other women represented or performing in beautiful or etotic ways. All of
this presumes that showgitls and their audiences have no capacity to reflect,
think critically, support one another, and move between petformance
contexts. Therefore, what is at stake within this research is the new feminist
tools that are urgently needed for considering images and performances of
bodily display; without such tools, we allow the proliferation and
normalisation of abhorrent misogynist and reductive, polatised ways of
discussing the body to dominate discussions of display and pleasure.

I use of a range of methods including producing art works, close-reading of
art works and artefacts, watching showgitl shows, conducting oral history



interviews with showgirls, drawing on queer theory, considering performative
styles of writing, and using films to provide structural devices. I end my thesis
by positioning how art work can bring complexity and nuance to the
discussion. Across the research, I create my own showgirl performance: in
text and in art works.
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At a car boot sale in the summer of 2005, I leafed through a tin of cigarette
cards from the thirties. The miniature pin-ups grabbed my attention. On the
front of the cards were women posing in lively positions and on the reverse
were short biographies—some were swimmers, tennis playets, and actresses.
I picked out all the showgitls from the tin, ten in total. As I walked home I
knew I wanted to restage the photographs, so that I could feel what it was like
to be in these photographs with their costumes, lights, and poses. This
chance encounter shifted the direction of my art practice: the showgirl entered
in a dramatic way. What attracts me to her is her unembarrassed shameless
bodily display. I recognised back in 2005 that nothing in my life was
showgirl-like and that provoked me to wonder why it was so contrary to
admit I was sad I was not a showgitl. I remain completely aware of the
whimsical nature of such a reflection, but fuelled by a curiosity to find out
why it seems so difficult for a woman to weave into her life her fantastical
pleasures and desires. It has become a way in which I reflect on feminism: if
women have reached a place of emancipation, then, surely, it is possible to
own such desires, to speak of my pleasures, to draw on them so heavily. If it
is beyond the remit of feminism, why is that? When did it drop from the

agenda that women’s pleasures were important?

Through the re-staged cigarette-card photographs I made following that
encountet, I have been exposed to conversations on representation, feminism,
desire and pleasure. Specifically, theories of the gaze have been brought to
bear on my art; both John Berger’s Ways of Seeing and Laura Mulvey’s “Visual
Pleasure in Narrative Cinema’. Berger writes of the ways that women are
constructed as idealised objects to be looked at in the canon of Western
painting and, linked to this, women have internalised their own surveillance,

and are always aware of being observed, even when alone.” Mulvey writes on

5 John Berger, Ways of Seeing, London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1972,
pp. 45-64.



the male gaze as constructed through classic Hollywood cinema, which I will
return to in Chapter One.® Whilst the discursive contexts in which Mulvey
and Berger wrote allowed for fluid, reflexive accounts of the gaze, their ideas
have circulated so widely and so forcefully as to become somewhat monolithic
and as monoliths they are calcified ideas taken too literally without attempts to

penetrate or put into context.

Sensing the impasse that Mulvey’s concept of the gaze sets up, namely the
stable associative chains of meaning that link together male-active-action-
narrative-power and the ability to look and determine meaning, with the
contrasting female-passive-image-object and capacity to embody visually
pleasing aesthetics, I sought to negotiate these associations in my art work. In
the video Woman As Image 2009, 1 paired appropriated imagery of Rita
Hayworth performing ‘Put the Blame on Mame’ in Gilda with my own
performance: a song and dance number setting a section of Laura Mulvey’s
essay to the tune of Kander and Ebb’s And Al That Jazz. My explicit
intention was to force my way beyond the impasse of who looks, who
petrforms, and to embody looking, performing, responding to theory and
responding to showgitl performance simultaneously. This work prior to my
PhD laid the ground for this research which functions as an extension of that
work. I wanted to find ways to position my dance-based performative video

art works and situate how they speak back to theory.

The opening epigraph from Elizabeth Grosz frames this research by
extending the range of possibilities for viewing. She continues her critique of
over-valuing the gaze, writing that ‘seeing needs to be retrieved by feminists

and [..] vision needs to be freed from the constrictions that have been

6 Laura Mulvey (1975), ‘Visual Pleasute and Narrative Cinema’ in 1Zswal and Other Pleasures, 274 edn,
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp. 14-27.
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imposed on it by the apparatus of the gaze’.’

Grosz poses a number of
provocations I take up in this research. Uppermost, she looks to artists to
lead the way into an expanded range of ways of seeing—and through this
practice-led research, I am happy to oblige. But significantly, Grosz also
suggests that it is feminists’ responsibility to challenge the singularity of the
gaze. This more precarious challenge I also wish to address: if new feminist
tools are not developed urgently for considering images and performances of
bodily display, then we allow the proliferation and normalisation of abhorrent

misogynist ways of discussing the body or a similarly reductive polarised

feminist critique, which I visit in Chapter Three.

I take a feminist position in this research. I provide this clarification with
good reason. My art work has provoked responses that erase the feminist
challenge in the work. Occasionally glimpsing approaches to feminism that
construct hierarchies and therefore are dismissive of positions viewed critically
has given me a sense of the seriousness of the stakes. If I do not articulate
exactly what kind of feminist position I take as an artist and writer, I hand
over the articulation of my art and art practices with which I align myself, to
critical interlocutors. For example, Amelia Jones writes disappointedly that
contemporary artists readily embody the position of the object, rather than
following earlier feminist orthodoxies that rejected the tropes of woman-as-
object.® For Jones, this shift is to be lamented: feminist art used to represent
an important political challenge to the patriarchy, and now, artists readily
embody their own objectification. I wish to challenge this reduction by
teasing out what else might be happening in the art work. The sources I
uncover in this thesis, both text and art, occupy a range of feminist positions.
It might be helpful, to provide a definition of feminism to ground these

divergent approaches, as slippety as this might prove to be. Denise Riley

7 Grosz ‘Naked’, p. 199.
8 Amelia Jones, ‘1970/2007: The Return of Feminist Art’ X-tra Contemporary Art Quarterly, vol. 10,
iss. 4, 2008, p. 17. TItalics in the original.



succinctly encapsulates the tension of feminsim: ‘For both a concentration on
and a refusal of the identity of ‘women’ are essential to feminism’. This thesis
follows Riley’s line. I do not wish to suggest that the showgirl is an essential
manifestation, but I do wish to enlarge the ways in which women embody and

derive pleasure from looking at showgirls.

I wanted to give shape and form to #y own ways of looking and being seen, to
consider my own sense of pleasure—and pursue these steadfastly—rather like
the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. There is a playful element to this gesture,
even a touch of whimsy. But why ot be a little whimsical? My intuition is that
a light-hearted playful absurdity will enable me to articulate a nuanced picture
of possible feminist pleasures of looking, and challenge the positions that seek

to close these down.

The showgirl will guide this research and be the focus of the investigation.
Briefly, let me provide some definition of the showgirl and who she is. The
implications of the word ‘showgirl’ depend on the context in which it is used.
The word has variously been used to cover a number of differing practices,
modes of employment and bodily commodification: singer, dancer, chorus-
girl, stripper, model, or prostitute have variously been part her repertoire. My
emphasis in these roles is the showgirl as a professional with a set of skills—it
is her ability to produce moments of pure pleasure through performance that
makes her a showgirl. She is currently enjoying resurgence in popular culture
through scenes like new burlesque and pop stars like Lady Gaga and Lana del
Rey. The tropes of her style change with fashion, what remains constant are a

sense of excess, display, and charisma.

Part of her appeal is her embodiment of a certain kind of performative
femininity, a gendered play composed to generate pleasure. Studies of

femininity have tended to focus on femininity as the standards, procedures,



practices, and requitements placed upon women.” Here, I wish to elucidate
the showgirl’s performative femininity not as extensions of essential or natural
gender nor in relation to gender-binary. However, I do want to challenge the
assumption that performative femininity is any more or less based on artifice

than other types of gender construction.

I use the word embodiment as a strategy for resisting the kinds of power we
afford images. I am in search of my own carnal sense of pleasure, and sensing
the physical presence in a showgirl performance that lets me access my own
and the performers agency. We are both embodied, both sentient bodies that

can resist.

The history and theory of showgirls has recently been given serious

consideration. '

The first scholarly showgirl text is Andrea Stuart’s Showgirls.
Her intention is to ‘explore the tensions between the more passive
connotations of being a showgitl, that is being an object on display, and the

' Stuart writes of

more aggtressive act of showing her ability to make us see’.!
specific historical showgirls, unpacking their meaning and placing them into
the wider contexts. Her examples are Mistinguett, Josephine Baker, Colette,
Mae West, Marlene Dietrich, and Barbette, all of whom transgress normative
ideas of femininity and give visibility to complicated and marginalised notions

of gender, race and performativity.'” Stuart clarifies:

? Studies on femininity for example Susan Brownmiller, Femininity, London: Paladin 1986, Jane M.
Ussher, Fantasies of Femininity: Reframing the Boundaries of Sexc, London: Penguin Books, 1997, Efrat
Tseélon, The Masque of Femininity: The Presentation of Woman in Everyday Life, London: Sage
Publications, 1995 and Samantha Holland, A/ernative Femininities: Body, Age and Identity, Oxford:
Berg, 2004.

10 Serious striptease, butlesque and theatrical histories that have also been written include: Robert
Clyde Allen, Horrible Prettiness: Burlesque and American Cultnre, Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1991, Susan A. Glenn, Female Spectacie: The Theatrical Roots of Modern Feminism,
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2000, Jessica Glasscock, Striptease: From Gaslight to
Spotlight, New York: HN. Abrams, 2003, Rachel Shteit, S#iptease: The Untold History of the Girlie Show,
New York: Oxford University Press, 2004, Maria Elena Buszek, Pin-Up Grrels: Feminisim, Sexuality,
Popular Culture, Durham: Duke University Press, 2006.

"' Andrea Stuatt, Showgirls, London: Random House, 1996, p. 7.

12 Stuart, Showgirls, p. 155.



The showgitl is always other. Whether she is black like some of the American
showgirls who shared post-war Paris with Josephine, an ersatz Oriental like Mata
Hari, or even European like Marlene Dietrich, who was presented to American
audiences as the epitome of decadent ‘European style’, the showgirl has always
been linked to racial difference, exoticism, the power of darkness and the
corruptions of the blood."

In The Happy Stripper, an academic theorisation of new burlesque, Jacki
Willson considers how the current burlesque scene can be understood from a
range of feminist perspectives.'* In particular, she writes of the tensions
between feminism and post-feminism around attitudes to femininity. Rather
than resolving these tensions, Willson writes that burlesque’s appeal might be
that it offers a site for women to consider ‘the point where solidarity breaks

down’ between the two different systems."” She goes further, suggesting that:

Young women need to be fully aware of the consequences of their display, yet
they must not be cut off from their own bodies and the knowledge and personal
strength that comes from experiencing and imaging their erotic pleasure.
Feminism therefore needs to be equivocally poised between pleasure and politics,

and female display must be complimented with a direct address to acknowledge
this perceived contradiction."

I noticed in a range of recent popular books on burlesque which narrate
previous as well as the present scenes, an honesty in trying to articulate
ambivalence around erotic and bodily display, and how women might access
pleasure in being a spectator of burlesque. ‘Most of the time, I was the only
chick who wasn’t on stage’, writes Michelle Carr, of visiting strip shows which
inspired her to found the hugely influential Velvet Hammer Burlesque, in Los

Angeles. She continues:

1% Stuart, Showgirls, p. 82.

4 Jacki Willson, The Happy Stripper, Pleasures and Politics of the New Burlesque, London and New York:
L.B. Tautis, 2008.

15 Willson, The Happy Stripper, p. 172.

' Willson, The Happy Stripper, p. 172.



For the most part, these poor gitls did not look like they were having much fun at
all. With us, not the usual gropey clientele, they could finally let their guard down
and show off their skills, paid in howling appreciation. Nevertheless, I couldn’t
help but feel the humiliation when they had to crawl around on all fours to pick
up thrown singles and their own discarded garments.

As a woman, I would naturally dream of myself up on stage. “What song would I
choose, what would I wear, would I end up breaking my neck on that pole”
...and my fantasy version would invariably turn into an over-the-top Busby
Berkeley flight of fancy."”

In Pretty Things, a book detailing the careers of 1940s burlesque queens
through interviews, costume sketches, saved clippings and photographs, Liz
Goldwyn, an avid collector of vintage burlesque costumes, tries to grapple

with women’s stakes in burlesque. She writes:

I was raised in the wake of women’s lib, schooled to be independent and to
downplay my sexuality in order to be taken seriously. In our postfeminist society,
many women question whether we really have to choose one role at the expense
of the other. In the early twentieth century, women went to burlesque shows to
discover trade secrets of the stripteasers; and now, almost a century later, there
lingers for many women a strong attraction to the burlesque queen persona of
self-aware sexuality.'®

Goldwyn raises a compelling point—but leaves it dangling. What does it
mean to feel certain repressions or prohibitions in order to achieve types of
success? What does it mean to look on longingly at women with altogether

different lives, fewer oppottunities?

I feel an affinity with these reflections on the illicit pleasures of watching
showgirls—whatever gains feminism has brought us, for some women, there
remains a visual seduction with the embodied glamour of the showgirl. While
the range of textual approaches to the showgitl expands, I want to add to the
field a sense of permission in claiming showgitl pleasures; owning it,

developing a suitable language and reflecting on what it could mean.

17 Michelle Carr, The Velvet Hammer Buriesque, Berlin: Gestalten Verlag, 2008, p. 3.
18 Liz Goldwyn, Pretty Things: The Last Generation of American Burlesque Queens New York: Regan
Books, 2006, p. xiv.



The showgirl offers us shameless display. I wanted to extend this into a
showgirl inspired approach to writing, thinking, looking, doing, and making
art: shamelessly, aware, knowing and playful. And yet the showgirl holds a
precarious position. What I would like to suggest in this study is that we do
not close down the possibilities that the showgir]l offers simply because of
current general fears of objectification, sexualisation, and exploitation. While
these may be present in the showgir]l milieu, they do all exist beyond showgirl
too. Although she does not expand on it, Willson stumbles upon the word
‘meta-feminism’ in conversation at a conference, discussing with young female
scholars what post-feminism means. Meta-feminism, a feminism with a
capacity for self-reflection, sounds like an important position: this research

therefore, is towards establishing a meta-feminist position.

Placing my pleasure and desires at the centre of my research necessitated a
sensitive selection of research tools that would leave my desires intact rather
than deconstructed.  Methodologically 1 focussed on the surface, on
movement, on positioning, on voice and play. I did, however, read a broad
range of literature in order to help me find the right voice, form, shape, and
approach to my writing” In particular, 1 gravitated towards textual
approaches to critical theory with an interwoven performative voice and the
use of I”: not used in a confessional sense, but rather to grasp hold of slippery
ideas like desire and embodiment a little better. For example, Peggy Phelan’s
writing on movement in Sigmund Freud’s early analysis cases in which she

also looks back at her own career in the New York City Ballet corps de ballet

20 The novels and short stories of Angela Carter and Leslie Dick, fiction writers, were also crucial in
thinking through ways of producing text with the body featuring centrally: their pleasurable,
performative qualities, but also their disobedient, uncontrollable, even abject nature too. Also key
to developing a writing style for this study was my reading of Roland Barthes, particularly Camera
Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard, London: Vintage, 1993, and The Pleasure of
the Text, trans. Richard Millet, New York: Hill and Wang, 1975. Also Dave Hickey’s The Invisible
Dragon: Four Essays on Beauty, Los Angeles: Art Issues, Press, 1993,

10



hold both a sense of her body as a site of practice, but also of thought: the

movement between the two.?!

Yve Lomax writes of the dance-floor. The event of dancing becomes a
meditation on how the body might be transcended, on how something
beyond the body might come into being. She writes: ‘On the dance-floor there
is something side-stepping embodiment, and this is the effect that results
from those corporeal bodies that, in the living present, albeit spoken of in the

past, bump, grind ot gracefully intermingle’.”

In short book form, Sharon Kivland writes on her afterthoughts on
presentations and journeys taken, evoking the motion and movement of being
between, en route, passing through, and entwines them with anecdotes on
Freud’s cases: both the thrust of his writing, but also his footnoted asides.
Kivland catches the inferences. In her account of regretting what she did not
say in a presentation at the Freud Museum, Kivland realises in L’Espirit
d’Escalier that what was left unsaid was art, thus, she concludes the book: ‘Yet,
for the moment, for the time of the event, and in writing my account in the
only way I could, I addressed both architecture and psychoanalysis, and as this
is neither architecture nor psychoanalysis, and I do not want to remain on the

stairs, I must call this a work of art’**

In Unmastered Katherine Angel collects together the experiences she
recognises as having formed her sense of her own sexuality: relationships,

unwanted attention as a teenager, prohibitions and permissions from her

2 Peggy Phelan, Mourning Sex: Performing Public Memories, London: Routledge, 1997 pp. 44-72.

2 Yve Lomax, Sounding the Event: Escapades in Dialogue and Matters of Art, Nature and Time, London: 1,
B. Tauris, 2005, p. 139.

241 quote from Sharon Kivland L 'esprit d’escalier, York, England: information as material, 2007, p.
28, but I was also thinking of Afterwards, Coventry: Mead Gallery, Warwick Arts Centre, 2009, Ax
Agent of the Estate, York, England: information as material, 2008, and the Freud on Holiday series,
York, England: information as material, 2005-ongoing. Furthermore, like Kivland, I have a feeling
that we may have to call this thesis a work of art.

11



family, as well as academic conferences all complicate Angel’s understanding
of her desire. Angel organises these experiences into a highly structured
literary form and condenses down to just a few sentences per page her incisive

. 2
observations.”

These writers to some extent call into question how the body is articulated in
language. In her new essay, ‘Barking from the Margins: Ecriture Féminine’
Lauren Elkin critically positions Ecriture Féminine (the writers Héléne Cixous,
Luce Irigaray and Julia Kiristeva) drawing attention to the femuinist
contestation in their approach to writing the body and breathing new
relevance into their work for contemporary writers.™ She writes, ‘Eeriture
Féminine is a form of writing that contests fixed meanings, opens up a range of
possible interpretations that are always in play, and encouraged a disruption of
the dominant (phallocentric) discourse’. Elkin recognises a renewed need for

disruptive approaches to writing tailored to our current context.

Finding writing styles and textual approaches has been important, but likewise
has identifying which aspects of showgirl culture to view. Dorothy Arzner,
one of the only female directors in golden era Hollywood, directed the
incredibly astute Dance, Girl, Dance” 1 knew this film would be key to my
research. Initially I started to work with appropriated imagery in video form.
Then I tested out the video clips by presenting them with a conference paper
that I danced in the style of the clips. Finally and most usefully, the film gave
me the structuring strategy for Chapter One. In the chapter, I position
ingrained ideas that pertain to looking at showgirls to emphasise the
boundaries and limitations of these ideas. I present four ‘Modes of Viewing’

showgirls, linking together the technologies for viewing, theorisations,

25 Katherine Angel, Unmastered: A Book on De{z're, Most Difficult to Tell, London: Allen Lane, 2012.

2 Lauren Elkin, ‘Barking from the Margins: Ectiture Féminine’, The IWhite Review, July 2013, no. 8,
p. 148.

27 Dance, Gir), Danee, [film] dir. by Dotothy Arzner, RIKO Radio Pictures, 1940.

12



showgirls, cultural artefacts and art works. I end with a speculation of how
we look at showgitls today, citing ‘the grab’ of our new Internet based

technologies.

I put ‘the grab’ under investigation in Chapter Two. To enlarge our
understanding of our current mode of viewing, in the chapter I write about
watching eighteen live showgirl shows and reflecting on how they made me
feel. Whilst I wrote this, I also photographed empty theatre auditoria, noting
in particular the spaces for the audience, how the theatrical action is framed

visually, an investigation I call How Do I Look?: VViewing Spaces.

Building on my attempts to create a video response to the film Dance, Girl,
Dance, 1 extended and perfected this approach in [zdeo Letters, a collaboration
with Kerstin Honeit. Making short videos for one another and responding,
we developed a style of low-tech immediacy. The project enabled me to think
about dialogue as a strategy that can contain contradiction and ambivalence in
ways that allow ideas and pleasures to be explored. The project gave me a
freedom and lack of self-consciousness that made more apparent to me what

a showgitl inspired practice might be, what it might look like.

In the third and final chapter, I contextualise showgitl interviews with the
history of glamour, popular feminist critiques, theories of erotic capital,
femininity, and temporality. The chapter is divided into five scenes, each one
linked to my own video response to original scenes from the film, The Artist

which becomes my own new video work, also called The Artist™

Accompanying this research is a booklet of discs of my art works: [zdeo
Letters, The Artist and How Do I Look?: Viewing Spaces. 1 encourage the reader

to tutn to these att works whenever they wish, and how they are to be seen is

28 The Artist, [film] dir. by Michel Hazanavicius, The Weinstein Company, 2011.
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up to the viewer: I shall not prescribe how yox look, only offer these art works
as the trace of my look. The booklet also provides an introduction and
relevant context to the art works, and in it I step outside of my researcher

voice, to speak as an artist.

The gestures underpinning all the chapters can be seen as operating in very
similar ways to each other. My specific intention was to create highly worked
writing structures that allow me to refute existing organising paradigms. This
was essential for the success of this research: I found ways to provide stability
for ephemeral encounters, showgitl reflections and feelings whilst at other

times undercutting ponderous or monolithic theories.

The aims in this thesis are therefore threefold. I wish to pose the question
‘how do I lookr’, by wondering if my ways of viewing can be named,
described, and positioned in relation to other looks. As showgirtls are my
example of what I look at, I also would like to desctibe and reflect on
showgirls: who they are, showgirl culture, art works with showgitl content or
with a showgitl-like approach. Showgirls are also experienced professionals in
being looked at, and therefore asking showgirls about this experience was
important. Creating structures and strategies of research that hold a range of
material, from monolithic theories, low theory, self-reflection, art work,
artefacts, feelings, close-looking and sweeping glances, the ephemeral, fleeting,
absurd, as well as earnest, political, critical: structures that allow for discussion,

reflection, difference, movement.”

Finally, it is with self-conscious awareness that 1 write in ways that could be

considered glamorous: concerned with style, surface, play, presentation,

2 1 am borrowing the term low theory from Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Fatlure, Durham:

Duke University Press, 2011 pp. 1-25. Halberstam cites Stuart Hall as coining the term, and uses it
as ‘a way out of the usual traps and impasses of binary formulations’, by pursuing paths that lead to
the ‘frivolous, promiscuous or itrelevant’ and away from the well-trodden serious paths of thought.
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movement, and unashamed in order to find answers to the question ‘how do I

look?’
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A shift occurs when Judy stops dancing and starts talking. Judy chooses to
pause her own display and articulates her own viewpoint. Her speech causes
‘Miss Harris” to stand up and applaud her. Earlier, unknown to Judy, Elinor
Harris has already defended her decision to dance in the burtlesque house,
telling her boss Mr Adams, a ballet company director; “That’s right, condemn

a gitl because she has to earn her own living’.>”

When Judy speaks, which audience 1s being spoken to? The camera’s reverse
shots isolate some of the audience members so the viewer can see the
different types of looks they have. There are also key characters sitting in the
audience to whom Judy unwittingly proves her talent: she does not know that
Mr. Adams is visiting the burlesque-house to audition her. The orchestra
complies by remaining silent whilst she speaks, and they are amongst the first
to join in with applause. But perhaps most importantly, we, the cinema
audience, are being addressed, and we ask ourselves: what type of spectator

are we? I ask myself, how do I look?

How we look, how we understand looking emerges from the technologies we
use for looking.” In this chaptet, I consider the ways in which the showgitl
has been viewed and how this relates to our understanding of her, in terms of
theoties and art practice. I use images appropriated from Judy’s speech to
illustrate what I term “The Four Modes of Viewing the Showgirl’. Each image

accompanies a textual tableau; together, these frame the modes.

32 Dance, Girl, Dance, dit. by Arzner.

33 Although I do not reference, this chapter draws inspiration from work undertaken on ‘scopic
regimes’, vision and visuality studies, and audience studies, for example, Hal Foster, Ision and
Visnality, Seattle: Bay Press, 1988, Jonathon Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity
in the Nineteenth Century, Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1990, Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian
Longhurst, Audiences: A Sociolggical Theory of Performance and Imagination, London: Sage, 1998, and
Alison Oddey and Christine White, Modes of Spectating, Bristol: Intellect, 2009.
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“The position that an epoch occupies in the historical process’ writes Siegfried
Kracauer, ‘can be determined more strikingly from an analysis of its
inconspicuous surface-level expressions than from the epoch’s judgements
about itsel?** Kracauer, the key theorist of Mode One, opens “The Mass
Ornament’ with this declaration. Read the surface of mass entertainment, sit
amongst the crowds as they are entertained, he seems to suggest, and through
this, we will access a larger sense of the society. And this is precisely what he
does. Wiritten 1n 1927, his essay interprets the formation dancing of the Tiller
Gitls, the British dance troupe on tour in Germany, as analogous to Fordist

35

factory assembly lines.”™ The kick-lines function as the production lines; ‘the

hands of the factory correspond to the legs of the Tiller Gitls’® The mass of
bodies, broken up into body parts through their synchronised isolated
movements, create a meaningless spectacle: a mass ornament that is ‘the
aesthetic reflex of the rationality to which the prevailing economic system

aspires’.”” The use value of this dance-spectacle is its aesthetic, drawn from

the age of production line and it therefore ruptures from the past.

The lines of enquiry that Kracauer does not engage with are the working lives
of kicking chorus girls. The workers that Kracauer writes of are the inferred
workers. But the workers’ lives in front of him, he does not trace. These
troupe-showgirls’ lives were quite unusual: young women, earning their own

money, travelling internationally when such tourism was not common. The

34 Siegfried Kracauer (1963), “The Mass Ornament’, in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, ed. and
trans. by Thomas Y. Levin, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995, p. 75.

35 Kracauer mistakes the troupe for American in the text. Peter Wollen writes ‘in reality they were
an English group of lasses from Lancashire’, in his essay revisiting the Tiller Girls and their
meaning in ‘Modern Times: Cinema / Americanism / The Robot’, in Raiding the Irebox: Reflections on
Twentieth-Century Culture, London: Verso, 1993, pp. 54-57. Whilst I do not quote Wollen directly, I
greatly enjoy his writing for its capacity to reflect, re-tell, re-frame and to draw out fresh meaning
from historical events, which has proved most useful across this research.

36 Kracauer, The Mass Ornament, p. 79.

37 Kracavet, The Mass Ornament, p. 79.
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expetience of the showgirl on the stage is not of interest here.® They are

mechanical parts animating a theatrical presentation.

Exposing accepted, naturalised constructs, the ‘what-goes-without-saying forms
the basis for Roland Barthes’s Myzhologies. The collection of essays includes
‘Striptease’ Barthes, like IK(racauer, decodes vernacular entertainment in order
to make apparent the structures that media, art and common sense ‘dress up
as reality’” Barthes considers the meaning of stripping as a form of social
control: an imoculation against greater voyeurism, the little bit of evil that

produces the ‘immune Moral Good”.”

The ‘classic props’ of striptease locate the female body in the domain of the
object: ‘the whole spectrum of adornment constantly makes the living body
return to the category of luxurious objects’. Their effect lingers on even after
their removal. The final item of clothing, the sequinned g-string, hard and
shiny, ‘drives the woman back into a mineral world, the (precious) stone being
here the irrefutable symbol of absolute object, that which serves no

purpose’.t!

Barthes can see the labour in showgirl’s bodies. The ‘professionals of
striptease’, he writes, ‘wrap themselves in the miraculous ease which
constantly clothes them’ and ‘gives them the icy indifference of skilful
practitioners, haughtily taking refuge in the sureness of their technique’.”
Amateur performers fail to turn themselves into objects through their lack of
technique and inability to correctly handle their props. Mastery of technique,

dance ability, and adept execution of costume and props are professional

3 This omission has been well addressed by Kate Elswit, ‘Accessing Unison in the Age of Its
Mechanical Reproducibility’, As? Journal, vol. 68, no. 2, 2009 pp. 50-61.

3 Roland Barthes (1972), Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers, London: Vintage, 1993 p. 11.

40 Barthes, Mythologies, p. 84.

4 Barthes, Mythologzes, p. 85.

42 Barthes, Mythologies, p. 86.
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skills. The performer must invest effort (tuition, practice, time, purchase of
costumes and props) into turning themselves into objects. His obsetvations
on the technique and professionalism required to turn oneself into an object
are particularly resonant, because of the recognition that the showgitl is more
than merely complicit but also an agent, choosing to use her labour in the service of

the viewer.

‘The Mass Ornament” and ‘Striptease’ were written from observation: sitting
amongst the crowd in the theatre. To observe, writes Jonathon Crary, ‘does
not literally mean “to look at’”; rather it ‘means “to conform one’s action, to
comply with,” as in observing rules, tegulations and practices’.” Crary
specifically uses the notion of the ‘observer’ in his study of nineteenth century
vision rather than ‘spectator’, because of the latter’s connotation ‘of one who
is a passive onlooker at a spectacle’.™ To ‘observe’ also resonates with Mode
One’s style of viewing. We can imagine them, respectively in Berlin and
Paris—theorists of mass ornaments observing the crowds. A little distanced,

perhaps, from the bodies onstage, and the bodies sitting around them, yet

invested in social meaning,.

Mode One showgitls perform live in music hall and cabarets; they are live
entertainets.  Girlie Show, one of the lesser-known paintings by Edward
Hopper visually depicts a Mode One butlesque dancer, strutting out into the
spotlight, her head held high. Floating behind her is a swath of blue fabric: a
cape or her skirt perhaps? Her skin glows white in the light, but her head tlt
gives her face some shadow. Here, Hoppet continues the tradition of Edgar
Degas and Walter Sickert, Mode One artists painting theatrical spectacle: the
crowd’s faces, showgirls onstage, again, slightly distanced from the crowds by

being the observer.

+ Jonathon Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On 1ision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century,
Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1990, p. 5.
4 Crary, Techniques of the Observer, 1990, p. 5.






The dark cinema, immersive and totalising, was the only place to view classic
Hollywood films in the seventies. Music hall entertainment was on the
decline. Film Theory had begun to enter the academy in a serious way.
Psychoanalysis was being used as a theotetical tool. This was the context in
which Laura Mulvey, the key theorist of Mode Two, wrote “Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema’, which has shaped the mode through its articulation of
the male gaze in relation to cinema and showgirls. I shall focus exclusively on
Mulvey’s essay because of its wide-reaching impact—not because it was
created in a vacuum; it was not, other texts did address the Hollywood filmic
showgirl and spectator positions from feminist, psychoanalytic or film theory
perspectives and developed theorisations of the gaze.” However, Mulvey’s
text has been singled out in particular and so I shall address the content and

the process of singling out.

In terms of content, the essay applies Freudian and Lacanian theory to
interpret how classic Hollywood film structures the gaze of the viewer and
creates a masculine mode of viewing through its representation of the male
gaze, which is both scopophilic and voyeuristic. Psychoanalysis proved to be

a forceful tool in demonstrating a patriarchal organisation of the gaze and its

4 For example, it was written around the time that Christian Metz brought psychoanalytic and
semiotc methods to bear on film (first in French, then subsequently published in English) in (1971)
Langnage and Cinema, trans. by Donna Jean Umiker-Sebeoak, The Hague: Mouton, 1974, (1968) Film
Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, trans. Michael Taylor, New York: Oxford University Press, 1974,
and (1977) The Imaginary Signifier: Psychoanalysis and the Cinema, trans. by Celia Britton, Annwyl
Williams, Ben Brewster, and Alfred Guzzetti, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1981, And
Mulvey’s collaborator Peter Wollen in his Signs and Meaning in the Cinema, Bloomington: Indiana
University press, 1970. Also the academic journal Sereen, started in 1969, first published Mulvey’s
essay in 1975 (it was written in 1973). The journal was pivotal in nurturing new approaches to
writing on film. Mulvey was a film-maker and part of London scene of experimental film co-ops.
In the US, feminist sociological approaches to film were emerging in the early seventies. These
authors address the showgirl, through their decoding of Hollywood stereotypes, whilst they attempt
to understand the sociological implications of Hollywood questioning representations of women
whilst acknowledging their own filmic-pleasures: Molly Haskell (1973), From Reverence to Rape: The
Treatment of Women in the Movies, 1987, 22¢ edn, Chicago University Press; Majorie Rosen (1973),
Popcorn Venus: Women, Movies and the American Dream, 1974 3 edn, New York: Avon; Joan Mellen,
Women and Their Sexuality in the New Film, New York: Horizon Press, 1974. For a full account the
histoty of feminist film theory see Shohini Chaudhuri, Feminist Film Theorists: Lanra Mulvey, Kaja
Silverman, Teresa de Lauretis, Barbara Creed, London: Routledge, 2006.
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dislocation of a female spectator. The female star is constructed as an object
to be looked at: ‘In their traditional exhibitionist role women are
simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for
strong visual impact so that they can be said to connote #o-be-looked-at-ness’. ™
Mulvey exposes the differences between the substantiated active male
characters found in Hollywood films and the female character who is given
the visual image 7/ len of narrative power mirroring the social status of

women at the time of creation in the thitties, forties and fifties. She writes:

Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two levels: as erotic object
for the characters within the screen story, and as erotic object for the spectator
within the auditorium, with a shifting tension between the looks on either side of
the screen. For instance, the device of the showgirl allows the two looks to be
unified technically without any apparent break in the diegesis. A woman performs
within the narrative, the gaze of the spectator and that of the male characters in
the film are neatly combined without breaking narrative verisimilitude. For a
moment the sexual impact of the performing woman takes the film into a no-
man’s-land outside its own time and space.”’

In Mode Two, the pleasure of watching films is not owned, rather, pleasure
infers a power dynamic, and therefore, the Mode Two approach does not
articulate any personal desire for the filmic image. It is worth noting the
similarity with the Mode One writers in reducing the showgirl subjects to a set
of signs to be read. In Mulvey’s essay the signs point to the psychic level of
the gaze and therefore the showgirl on-screen becomes invisible, she
functions as a cipher of passivity. Thus, Mulvey diminished the possibility of

actually seezng the showgirl.

The most startling aspect to “Visual Pleasures and Narrative Cinema’ is how
widely the text is read and applied across disciplines. The essay continues to
be included in anthologies and a quick search of where and when it has been

reprinted sketches out the conversations the text has moved through. For

4 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure’, p. 19.
* Mulvey, ‘Visual Pleasure’, p. 20.
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example, in the seventies it was included in Women and the Cinema: A Critical
Anthology.  In the eighties, Ant After Modernism: Rethinking Representation;
Narrative, Apparatus, 1deology: A Film Theory Reader and, Feminism and Film Theory.
In the nineties Isswes in Feminist Film Criticisn, The Sexcual Subject: A Screen Reader
in Sexuality, The Routledge Reader in Gender and Performance. In the two
thousands, Film and Theory: An Anthology, Feminism and Visual Culture Reader,
Aundence Studies Reader, and The Routledge Critical and Cultural Theory Reader.
Most recently in The Gender and Media Reader.® 1 have not addressed the
frequency of citations, which continue to proliferate. Whilst the essay, and its
terminology of ‘the male gaze’ continue to circulate, we must question Mode
Two methods with regards our contemporary context, since cinema no longer
occupies a privileged or exclusive position—I can easily watch classic
Hollywood films on YouTube on hand-held devices. So, how does Mode

Two stand the test of time?*

The showgirl examples of Mode Two are the glamorous, polished Hollywood
screen icons, Rita Hayworth, Marilyn Monroe and Cyd Charisse. 1n a sense,
what they did do on-screen is not part of what Mode Two sees: they register

as a location for the male gaze, and that is all.

The task of Mode Two art practice then, is to be seen, to make visible.

Eleanor Antin embodies ‘Eleanora Antinova’, her fictional character, a black

48 Karyn Kay and Gerald Peary, Women and the Cinema: A Critical Anthology, New York: Dutton,
1977, Brian Wallis, Ar¢ After Modernism: Rethinking Representation, New York: New Museum of
Contemporary Art, 1984, Philip Rosen, Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology: A Film Theory Reader, New
York: Columbia University Press, 1986, Constance Penley, Fewinism and Film Theory, New York:
Routledge, 1988, Patricia Erens, Issues in Feminist Filme Criticism, Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1990, The Sexual Subject: A Screen Reader in Sexuality, London: Routedge, 1992, Lizbeth
Goodman and Jane De Gay, The Routledge Reader in Gender and Performance, London: Routledge, 1998,
Robert Stam and Toby Millet, Filw and Theory: An Anthology, Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 2000,
Amelia Jones, The Feminism and Visnal Culture Reader, London: Routledge, 2003, Will Brooker and
Deborah Jermyn, The Audience Studies Reader, New York: Routledge, 2003, Neil Badmington and
Julia Thomas, The Routledge Critical and Cultural Theory Reader, London: Routledge, 2008, Mary Celeste
Keatney, The Gender and Media Reader, New York: Routledge, 2012.

4 Some of these issues Mulvey has addressed herself in Death 24 x a Second: Stillness and the Moving
Image, London: Reaktion Books, 2005.
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ballerina who danced with Diaghilev, but toured America afterwards, in
vaudeville and taking part in titillating silent movies—which subsequently
resurfaced through an archivist’s diligent searching. The video works From
The Archives of Modern Art gently pose questions of ethnicity and exoticism in
high and low art, as well as being an act of remembeting the lives of the lesser

known stars, the unknown showgirls, the showgirls who did not fit.””

50 ‘Bleanor Antin - From the Archives of Modern Art - West Coast Video Art — MOCA’

YouTube clip, <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pHKNpdIELmU> {accessed 5th March
2013].
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Mulvey’s text undisputedly made an impact on the writing of theorists that
followed, far beyond film theory. The double-take of Mode Three is
therefore a reaction to Mode Two, critical of its focus on viewing
assumptions; incorporating difference of desire and emerging queer theory. It
is driven by the subjectivity of the author, her own identity and desires
providing the force for her argument and destabilising the presumptions of
Mode Two. Mode Three is characterised by its combination of acute
contestation on the theories that have gone before and the sophistication of

its use of methods and sources.

Judith Butler is the key theorist, and her work on gender exemplifies the
double-taking of Mode Three. Her book, Gender Trouble positions gender as
performative, resisting assumed notions of essential or innate gender which
eatlier feminist positions had tended to do.”’ She provides an extensive
philosophical context; drawing on a broad spectrum of theorists, resisting a
singular approach. Gender ‘ought not to be construed as a stable identity or
locus of agency from which various acts follow’, she writes, ‘rather, gender is
an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space
through a stylized repetition of acts’> Gender, thetefore, is a performance,
an act, that is scripted, rehearsed, and repeated, that is ‘produced through the
stylization of the body, and hence, must be understood as the mundane way
in which bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds constitute
the illusion of an abiding gendered self.> Rather than accept gender
distinctions Butler’s work makes possible a break in the dichotomous
approach to gender. She illustrates her point by describing drag queens, and
hete I would point to the continuities between drag queens and showgirls.

Drag ‘plays upon the distinction between the anatomy of the performer and

51 Judith Butler (1990), Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 274 edn, New York;
Abingdon: Routledge, 2006.

53 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 191.

>4 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 191.
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the gender that is being performed’, noting ‘three contingent dimensions of
significant corporeality: anatomical sex, gender identity, and gender
performance’” Butler does not use drag as an example because it is
inherently transgressive, rather, because the meaning of drag illustrates the

way that gender’s meaning is contingent in social contexts.

Gender Trouble has become a foundation text of queer theory: a discipline of
resistance. It problematises hierarchies of power particularly how they are
maintained through heteronormative behaviour. Thus to queer is to re-look
at the assumed, the normal, the accepted in order to discard, re-use, or to
mess with. The subsequent Mode Two authors continue the work of
queering: teasing apart gender and sexuality binary assumptions and
identifying showgirl pleasures: sisterly affection, identification, mimicry,
embodiment, and entertainment. Intertwined is the technological
development of the VCR—‘queering’ film becomes technologically possible
through the ability to replay particular scenes, fast-forward others—narratives
cease to be monolithic and become malleable, open to interpretation and

viewer interaction.

Repeat video-watching becomes a method for developing a different
approach in Lucie Arbuthnot and Gail Seneca’s essay ‘Pre-text and Text in
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes’.*® Frustration with ‘Visual Pleasure and Natrative
Cinema’ and its exclusive focus on male visual pleasure provides the impetus
for writing, which they make clear in their first footnote: ‘We are using the
term “pleasure” here to refer to enjoyment and delight. We are not using the
word to connote a psychoanalytic framework for our analysis’.”’ Indeed their

first few sentences read like a manifesto:

5 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 187.

56 Lucie Arbuthnot and Gail Seneca (1982), ‘Pre-text and Text in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes’, in
Hollywood Musicals, The Film Reader, ed. by Steven Cohan, London: Routledge, 2002, pp. 77-85.

57 Arbuthnot and Seneca, ‘Pre-text and Text’, p. 84.
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As feminists, we experience a constant and wearying alienation from the dominant
culture. The misogyny of popular art, music, theatrical arts and film interferes
with our pleasure in them. [...] Howard Hawks® Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, a 1953
film starring Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell as showgitls, is cleatly a product of
the dominant culture. Yet, we enjoy the film immensely. In this paper, we
chronicle our search to understand our pleasure in this film. We argue that
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes can be read as a feminist text. We believe that it is
tmportant to recoup from male culture some of the pleasure which it has always
denied us; we hope that our analysis of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes will suggest ways to
discover feminist pleasures within films of the dominant culture and indicate the
kinds of films which might be most conducive to a feminist reading.”

Arbuthnot and Seneca proceed to scrutinise the film, interpreting it against a
more conventional and perhaps superficial reading in order to locate their
own pleasure and sense of enjoyment. As they explain, ‘the destruction of
opportunities for male objectification in this film gave us less pleasure than
the construction of opportunities for our own positive identification with
women in this film’.”® The appeal, they find, is the genuine affection that the
Monroe and Russell characters have for each other, noting ‘the absence of
competitiveness, envy and pettiness’.® They highlight the significance of the
musical number noting that the male characters that they fall in love with do
not have a musical role and therefore ‘never convincingly share in the

emotional energy between Monroe and Russell’.*!

Rita Hayworth’s dancing, writes Adrienne L. McLean, complicates ‘almost all

of our assumptions about classical Hollywood cinema’s routine ordering of

62

the visual world along the lines of sexual difference’.” She is ‘not merely a

leg, a gown, a face, or hair: she is a dancing human being whose three-

8 Arbuthnot and Seneca, Pre-text and Text’, p. 77.

% Arbuthnot and Seneca, ‘Pre-text and Text’, p. 84.

% Arbuthnot and Seneca, ‘Pre-text and Text’, p. 82.

61 Arbuthnot and Seneca, ‘Pre-text and Text’, p. 83.

62 Adrienne L. McLean, Being Rita Hayworth: Labor, Identity, and Hollywood Stardom, New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 2004, p. 117.
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dimensionality is presented to us kinetically’.”” McLean, with a background in
dancing, observes nuances in Hayworth’s dancing that were not present for
other writers. And for McLean, really seeing, understanding and interpreting
Hayworth’s body becomes a way to challenge “Visual Pleasures and Narrative
Cinema’ by ‘breaking apart and questioning the definition of the showgirl
herself’, as whatever ‘has fallen away from Mulvey’s model, the device of the
showgirl has been left standing as a unitary cinematic strategy that de facto
objectifies women—whether strippers or ballet dancers—and renders them

passive, beautiful, and reassuring objects of the male gaze’.*

Golden era Hollywood stars and their effect on British audiences that
experienced them in their heyday forms the premise of Stargaging by Jackie
Stacey, which uses the collection of empirical material to broaden our
understanding of audiences in the 1940s and 1950s.” She collected the
research by placing adverts in the magazines Woman’s Realm and Woman’s Own
to reach a particular demographic that were movie-goers in the time period.
In the book she structures the findings thematically, from cinema as escapism
from the hardships of life during the war, the way in which the stars on the
screen were understood through personal identification in style and looks, to
how consumption was developed in women through messages from
Hollywood in films and magazines. The words of her respondents run
through the book, alongside theorisations and interpretation, producing a

discursive account of history.

Richard Dyer writes on film, media, entertainment, visibility and
representation across an extensive collection of books. His contribution to

Mode Three is difficult to encapsulate, because it is possible to bring to bear a

63 Adrienne L. McLean, ‘It’s Only That I Do What I Love and Love What I Do: Film Noir and the
Musical Woman’, Cinema Journal, 1993 vol. 33, no. 1, p. 7.

6+ McLean, Bezng Rita Hayworth, p. 116.

65 Jackie Stacey, Stargaging: Hollywood Cinema and Female Spectatorship, London: Routledge, 1993.
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range of his observations here. For example, he has worked on camp,
pastiche, close examination of the star image constructions, Rita Hayworth’s
charisma, Marilyn Monroe’s sexuality and Judy Garland’s appeal to gay men

1.66

all of which could be applied to the showgir However, it is his
observations on entertainment that illuminate some of the tensions emerging
across the modes. Dryer’s double-take on entertainment is that it is so very
rarely dealt with on its own terms often cultural artefacts are read in terms of
the serious underlying implications and themes can be addressed, leaving
entertainment overlooked.”” Entertainment, he writes, ‘rejects the claims of
morality, politics and aesthetics’ in ‘a society that both considers leisure and
pleasure to be secondary or even inferior to the business of producing and
reproducing, work and family’.®® The pleasure of entertainment is left
unaddressed. Thus Dyer asks: what of pleasure? Can we have a ‘radical

pleasure’, a pleasure of ‘unruly delight’, that is irresponsible, excessive, and

hedonistic?”

The camp, excessive, ironic and queer form part of Mode Three’s sensibility
in what is seen and produced. Counter-culture films, or just bad films
become cult classics, for example the films of John Waters and Paul
Verhoeven’s film Showgirls.”"  Showgirls is in some senses a misanthropic,
dystopic re-telling of Dance, Girl, Dance or Gentleman Prefer Blondes ot 42" Strees.
Nomi, a down-on-her-luck girl arrives in Las Vegas and works her way

through dancer jobs: first as a lap-dancer, then chorus girl to the star of the

6 Richard Dyer (1979), Stars, London: British Film Institute 1992, Richard Dyer, ‘Resistance
through Charisma: Rita Hayworth and Gilda’, in Women and Film Noir, ed. by E. Ann Kaplan,
London: BFI, 1978, pp. 91-99, Richard Dyer, ‘It’s being so camp as keeps us going’, in Camp: Gueer
Alesthetics and the Performing Subject: A Reader, ed. by Fabio Cleto, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1999, pp. 110-16, Richard Dyer, The Matter of Lnages: Essays on Representation, London:
Routledge, 2002, Richard Dyer, Pastiche London: Routledge, 2007.

67 Richard Dyer, Only Entertainment, London: Routledge, 1992.

% Dyer, Only Entertainment, p. 2.

70 Dyer, Only Entertainment, p. 6.

0 Showgir/s [film] dir. by Paul Vethoeven, Santa Monica, CA: MGM Home Entertainment, Paris:
Pathé, 1995.

34



show. The twist comes at the end when Nomi seeks revenge for the rape of

her best friend: the disorienting sisterhood of Vegas spectacle.

In her video wotk I'mz Not The Girl Who Misses Much artist Pipilotti Rist dances
frantically in front of the camera. The video is out of focus, speeded up, has
distortion lines and fuzz, but we can hear her sing T’'m not the girl who misses
much’.” She is not the girl who misses much, she tells us—a negation, a ‘no’.
Through the video degradation haze we can see her breasts are bared through
her dress, which looks like a traditional dirndl without a top underneath. She
bobs up and down. At the end of the video The Beatles take over the singing,
‘she’s not the girl who misses much’, from Happiness is a Warm Gun; a story
told through appropriation, Dada nonsensical performance and audacious
energy and the claiming of the position of ‘the gitl’, the one that can think,

enact, move and sing.

Mode Three’s double-take introduces looking as action, motion, with the
possibility of reading against the grain. The audience can be 2 collective body
rather than a theoretical construct. Arbuthnot and Seneca’s first sentence
quoted earlier also structures their endeavour as a model to be replicated by
the reader, an invitation to try this mode of looking at home. What marks
Mode Three are exclamations of pleasures drawn from research and
considerations of the resistance in performance, and so speculating the agency

of the showgir]l becomes a possibility.

72 Pippilotti Rist, I Not The Girl Who Misses Much,
<http:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=T]giSyCt6BY> [accessed 15% December 2012].
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Mode Three’s active double-take escalates into a tactile grab in Mode Four.
Theresa M. Senft writing on ‘camgirls’ defined the ‘grab’ as a term that more
adequately explains the interaction that the Internet invites. She writes ‘I
mean to clutch in the hand, to seize for 2 moment, to command attention, to
touch—often inappropriately, sometimes reciprocally. To grab is to grasp, to
snatch, to capture’.” Grabbing, she explains, ‘occurs over the Web [...]

during each stage of production, consumption, interpretation and

circulation’.”

The ‘grab’ of the Internet catries over and bleeds into our social interactions,
and this defines Mode Four, our current mode of viewing the showgirl. The
Internet is blending into our lives with increasing seamlessness. We catch up
with television-on-demand, access an absurd range of video from rare,
archival footage, academic talks, documented live events, and strange
ephemera on YouTube, with its facility to leave and read comments. We plan
our social lives, the events we attend, online. We can now access extra
information on any item, subject or event whilst we are there. Like a meta-
commentary, smart phones and tablets with their cameras and Internet access
are dramatically affecting our technological model of looking. Thus, how we

articulate looking needs to be re-thought, with some urgency.

Lady Gaga and Lana Del Rey represent Mode Four showgirls, their personas
and image constructions that carry across their music, videos, live
performances and online presence—these showgitls are able to exist across
the increasing live and online spaces, performing virtually through tweets and

YouTube videos—dominating and owning the new platforms.

3 Theresa M. Senft, Camgirls: Celebrity and Community in the Age of Social Networks, New York: Lang,
2008, p. 46.
7 Senft, Camygirls, p. 46.



The invitation to go gaga: to improvise a feminism, to act counter-intuitively
as posed by J. Jack Halberstam, Mode Four’s key theorist, is highly attractive.
Halberstam’s work continues the queet theory project, yoking together Modes
Three and Four. Gaga Feminism: Sex, Gender and the End of Normal ‘is invested
in innovative deployments of femininity and finds them to be well represented
by pop petformances characterized by their excess, their ecstatic embrace of
loss of control and a maverick sense of bodily identity’.” Lady Gaga provides
the theory’s inspiration, ‘sh‘e represents both an erotics of the surface and an
erotics of flaws and flows, and she is situated very self-consciously at the heart
of new forms of consumer capitalism’.”* Halberstam celebrates Lady Gaga’s
bold sexual persona and bodily display, as well as the way she produces and
manipulates her image across media. Gaga’s appeal to legions of female fans
provokes Halberstam to reflect on the way certain feminists hold fidelity to
feminism’s history. Instead, Halberstam urges us to think speculatively,
improvising ideas as we go, responding to contexts, abandoning ideologies as

they wear out:

Gaga feminism, after all, wants to incite people to go gaga, to give up on the tried
and the true, the real and the authentic, the proven and the tested, and instead
encourages a move toward the insane, the preposterous, the intellectually loony
and giddy, hallucinatory visions of alternative futures.”

Susannah Paasonen writes on mainstream pornography online—obviously
this is a variation from the showgitl, however, Carnal Resonance brings to the
fore elements that parallel this research. Paasonen’s points out the academic
bias for researching ‘the novel, the futuristic, and the potentially avant-garde

while attending less to that deemed familiar, commercial, or predictable’.78 In

75 J. Jack Halbetstam, Gaga Feminism: Sex, Gender, and the End of Normal, Boston: Beacon Press, 2012
p. xili. N.B. J.Jack has also published under the name, ‘Judith’.

76 Halberstam, Gaga Feminism, p. xiii.

77 Halberstam, Gaga Feminism, pp. 25-26.

78 Susanna Paasonen, Camal Resonance: Afffect and Online Pornography, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2011, p. 7.
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other words, the marginal is often constructed as the other to the mainstream,

leaving popular constructions unexamined, presumed natural.

She also notes that ‘the textual turn brought forth a certain tyranny of the
semantic at the cost of the sensory and the material’ and critical frustration
with this is often about the production of negative critique rather than
‘offering more life-affitming alternatives to the status quo’.” And so, she
writes, ‘this book is part of a move toward the sensory and the affective’ that
shifts ‘attention away from ideology, meaning, and signification and toward
the sensory, material, embodied, and energetic’.”’ Paasonen begins to offer a
new set of terms like ‘carnal resonance’ in which the body of the performer

and the person watching is brought into the text.

How does being moved intertwine with how we see? Our new capacities for
‘grabbing’ documenting, instantly archiving, performing online our social and
intimate lives creates the need for us to reflect on the roles of emotion and
intuition, our need to perform and be seen in the discussions of image
consumption. How does our looking inform what we see, how we perform in
the world, how we navigate, record and speak back? How does pleasure

manifest within this?

The Mode Four showgir] art work examples draw from and occupy YouTube.
Circling back to Kracauer, artist Natalie Bookchin updates “The Mass
Ornament’ in her video installation of the same name. As opposed to the
Fordist kick-line, in Bookchin’s work we see hundreds of dancers alone in
their bedrooms and other domestic spaces—the post-Fordist connected
dancer. The self-videos are posted on YouTube, which Bookchin uses as her

raw material. She choreographs the new post-Fordist kick-line and sets to the

7 Paasonen, Carnal Resonance, p. 9.
8 Paasonen, Carnal Resonance, pp. 8-9.



soundtrack of two contrasting 1935 films, Busby Berkeley’s Go/d Dzggers and
Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will—both representing defunct social and

political ideologies.™

In Pigga Shop Dance, artist Sophie Lisa Beresford dances in a short strapless
flared black dress in what looks like an empty late-night pizza shop. Staff do
not pay any attention to her as she raves around the customer space dancing
to ‘Makina’ music, a type of happy-hardcore sounding techno.”” She dances
with energy, vibrancy and complete abandon. Sometimes her knickers are
briefly flashed. This kind of scene recalls Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks. 1t is
night and this sort of food outlet is for the type of people that inhabit the city
late at night. Instead of a couple, or the lone man with his back to us, we see
Beresford. She is autonomous—she is generating her own pleasure in her own
body. She makes space for herself in this scene, and she is unashamed—of her
body, her expanse of pale skin, her clothes, her knickers, her taste in music.

Dance, gitl, dance!

81 Natalie Bookchin, Mass Ornament, <https:/ /vimeo.com/5403546> and

<http:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=CAIjpUATAWg> [accessed 26 March 2013].

82 Sophie Lisa Beresford, Pigga Shop Dance,

<http:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=04nZyEMNVbE> [accessed 3 December 2012].
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CHAPTER TWO

HOW DO i E@@K?
RHOW DO 1 FEEL AS |
WATCH
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In The Four Modes of Viewing I presented the ways in which viewing
technologies affect how the showgitl is seen and subsequently presented
critically. Mode Four demonstrated a continued interest with images of
embodiment, bodily pleasure and performance. The ‘gtab’ of Mode Four has
altered our relation to the live encounter, but with social media our constant
companion, a more dynamic relation between the viewer and viewed is how
possible. The Internet necessarily had an impact on the potential of the live
encounter—we cannot extract the possibilities of the Internet from live,
theatrical performance as it is embedded in our understanding of viewing to
such an extent. Go to any music gig and you will see phone cameras
filming—our sense of in-the-moment, in-the-present has become decentred.
Connected to this, Mode Four characteristically involves self-reflection when
critically considering the viewed subject. In this chapter I will build on the
literature and methods of Mode Four by exploring my owz mode of viewing
and pleasures in the showgitl by detailing a selection of live showgirl viewing
encounters. [ will use my feelings as my research tool, detailing my

experiences by paying attention to how they make me feel.

How do I look?

Each viewing encounter started with preliminary research on the Internet in
order to select the show, buy a ticket, locate the venue and find out any other
contextual information readily available online. I then attended the show
allowing myself to be moved, to be subject to the spectacle in front of me. I
made notes throughout and jotted down responses after the show. Where
possible I also took some photographs and video on my compact camera to
jog my memory afterwards. At the show I tried to gather whatever extra
material I could for example, buying a programme and picking up flyers. My
feelings during the show would enter my notes at the time, but also my sense

of what my feelings were developed over time as I recalled the show.



The shape of my memories has been affected by the seating of the shows: 1
found that where I was seated in theatre rows, once the houselights went
down, I was unable to make notes as it was too dark. I noticed with these
encounters my recollections of the show does not follow a chronology, rather,
I remember my feelings of immersion into the show. Convetsely, during
shows that I was able to make notes in, my memoties maintain a
chronological sense—I remember the order the numbers occur—but my
ability to lose myself in the spectacle was never as complete as when I could

not take notes. This was something I observed and noted.

After seeing the show, I have returned to the theatres and venues where
possible and photographed as part of my ongoing practice. Attending the
shows sometimes led to interviews with the performers or online
conversations through Twitter and Facebook. While writing of my encounter
I watched show footage on YouTube and continued to find contextual
information online or look up particular performers. Thus, each encounter

represents a cluster of experiences.

My approach to writing about these encounters follows a formula: I describe
the circumstances of the encounter, the atchitecture of the space, how the
visual context including the audience made me feel, then I describe particular
moments within the performance, noting the costumes, the technique and
performativity of the showgitls and other performers. I have footnoted the
date and cost of the visit as supplementary information. I repott on my own

direct observations paying particular attention to how I felt as I watched.

Fach experience produced a different set of thoughts: the visual codes of the
venues or the audience I found myself in all influenced my pleasure. Located
among an audience, sometimes I saw myself represented elsewhere in the

ctowd, other times I felt uneasy at the company in which I found myself. 1
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was either part of a whole, unified audience or I was alone, attempting to find
a location for my spectator-position. The live expetience of being a spectatot
produced affective embodied responses in me. I held my breath. My pulse
quickened. I cringed in embarrassment. I have come to recognise these
bodily sensations as offering me an opportunity to critically reflect on what
has caused my discomfort. Cringing is an embodied response to instances
that I found intellectually problematic and thus embartrassing. Similartly I feel
relaxed and without tension, focussed in the moment, without my mind
wandering elsewhere, fully present when I experience complete feelings of
pleasure. This state in particular causes me great problems in writing; I have
found it far more difficult to describe embodied pleasurable sensations as 1
have found the existing vocabulary inadequate. Furthermore, in a state of
pleasure I have found it impossible to think critically. It is only afterwards

that I can reflect and consider the elements that gave me pleasurable feelings.

I bring to these viewing encounters my own set of experiences and expertise
that activate my viewing. As dancing has been my hobby since childhood I
pay particular attention to dance technique: as I am not a proficient dance-
technician I make up for my technical failings through petformance
personality, trying my hardest to demonstrate my own pleasure and sense of
joy through dancing. As a spectator, I am most interested in sensing the
petformer’s pleasure. I am excited about showgirl-presence and personality. I
am intellectually impressed by virtuosity, but I am emotionally moved by
pleasure. Without either quality, I find myself distracted, my mind wanders

and my attention is elsewhere: not in the shared moment.

As a feminist I am keen to see performed signs that signify the showgirl’s
embodied emancipation: her pleasure in being enjoyed by women, her relaxed
attitude to her body, a generosity to the audience, a demonstration of her

control of the moment. I want to feel sisterhood with other women—how
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can I connect with the performer and register my approval and pleasure? The
live encounter allows for a relationship to be set up between the audience and
the performers, we can see each other, how do we negotiate out shared space?
Live performances set up a dynamic relationship with the viewet, the
encounter is unique; the performer may change her act tailoring it slightly for

the crowd.

Why use feelings and reflections as a guide through my viewing
encounters?

Affect, ‘sensation and intensities of feeling and their circulation’, is the central
lens through which Paasonen views pornography.® Pursuing her sense of
cutiosity, the physical, visceral and embodied responses that viewing provokes
are enmeshed in her writing. Paasonen’s self-reflexivity animates the text.
The concluding chapter commences with an account of Paasonen’s first
exposure to porn as an eight year old in a friend’s garage, rifling through a
stack of magazines. She writes, ‘For some readers, this narrative may seem like
a feminist “coming to consciousness story” that develops from childhood
fascination and subjection to sexist fantasies to feminist revelation—an
awakening from false consciousness’® The book represents a different
approach, starting somewhere different to writing about porn, bringing the
affects on the body of the viewer into the discussion. Maintaining a focus on
my own feelings, this chapter does not take on the wider implications of
affect, and yet, Paasonen’s text is extremely useful in demonstrating how
feelings can be deployed as a strategy of resistance, opening up new sites of

reflection.

In contrast to Paasonen’s reseatch, in this chapter I investigate the live

encounter—I1 observe the audience and the performers. In the social

83 Paasonen, Carnal Resonance, pp. 8-9.
84 Paasonen, Carnal Resonance, p. 252.
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sciences, this type of research is formally described as ethnogtaphic, and

briefly, I want to consider how this might apply.

John D. Brewer defines ethnography as: ‘the study of people in naturally
occurring settings or “fields” by means of methods which capture their social
meanings and ordinary activities’ that involves ‘the researcher participating
directly in the setting if not also the activities in order to collect data in a

systematic manner but without meaning being imposed on them externally’.®

Following this definition, to some extent, this chapter is ethnographic
(although I do try to negotiate meanings). Katherine Frank has written an
ethnography of gentlemen’s clubs, G-Strings and Sympathy, Strip Club Regulars
and Male Desire. She immersed herself in the community by becoming an
exotic dancer and conducting her research from her access as a performer.
Thus, she performed onstage, gave lap-dances, talked to regular patrons,
interviewed particular regulars outside the club environment and chatted to
other dancers in the dressing room. Through her immersion her perspective
shifted. While designing her research in preparation for this study, and while
she was already performing her dancing, she was forced her to examine her

own assumptions about dancers.*

Frank’s ethnography examines the relations between patrons and dancers and
the complex negotiations in the gentlemen’s club space, creating a broad
picture of the characters that inhabit the space. The male participant’s voices
emerge and Frank is able to uncover meanings and draw conclusions from an

environment that maintains an aura of concealment and mystery.” Frank

8 John D. Brewer, Ezbnography, Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000, p. 10.

8 Katherine Frank, G-Strings and Sympathy, Strip Club Regulars and Male Desire, Dutham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2002.

87 Frank speculates why this mystique perpetuates even in the face of extensive research in her essay
Thinking Critically about Sirip Club Research, Sexualities 2007 SAGE Publications, vol. 10, iss. 4, pp.
501-517.
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complicates this approach by interjecting fictional intetludes in between the
three sections of the book. She uses a first person voice to detail the
experiences of dancers, giving them visibility and presence in the text. From
the mundane physical preparations to more internal reflections the reader is
shown an interior insight into the performers’ experiences and feelings as a
counterpoint to the ethnographic observations. Pairing these two different

textual approaches creates a more holistic study.

Stylistically, the confidence to use my feelings and my subjective expetiences
came from a number of literary approaches to positioning oneself within
larger ideas, testing them against personal feelings, generating theory out of
experience. In I Love Dick (and all of her writing) Chris Kraus’s makes sense
of subjective experiences by hinging them to and testing them against
different philosophical stances, art works, genres, remarks. Her style is
erudite, contrary, embodied and engaged with literary form, the book an
epistolary roman a clef. She uses her history of experiences to imagine
fantasises, of intellectual recognition, sexual fulfilment, the type of visibility
produced when coming out of the closet. Imagining a conversation with her

desire-object, Dick, she writes:

Your face was like the faces of the lawyers in the topless bars when I started
telling Buddhist fairy tales with my legs spread wide across the table. Some Strange
Scene. Were they amused? Were they assessing their capacity for cruelty? Your
eyes were slightly crinkled, your fingers wrapped around glass. All this

: 88
encouraged me to continue.

Autoethnography is a research method that draws on literary approaches to
position personal reflection in particular research contexts. The emerging
form is understood in a number of ways, from more recent dominant
Evocative Autoethnography with its emphasis on personal narrative to

Analytic Autoethnography that employs self-reflexivity in more social

8 Chris Kraus, I Love Dick, Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 20006, p. 154.
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contexts, maintaining a critical and theoretical position.”’  Although this
chapter 1s driven by my self-reflection, I do not think I go as far as Evocative
Autoethnography—it is not me I present, but the shows I view, thus, Analytic
Autoethnography appears to have greater resonance with my approach. As
such, my participation as a spectator is marked by my researcher status; is this

different to other modes of spectatorship?

To further complicate the gesture underpinning this chapter, I read Jacques
Ranciere’s theoretical The Emancipated Spectator literally as a practical guide to
emancipate my spectatorship. ~ Ranciére revisions theatrical spectacle
tollowing the logic of his ‘Ignorant Schoolmaster’—must the action onstage
have a particular political value to emancipate the spectator?” “The paradox
of the spectator’ is that the performance viewed depends on a viewer, but that
the usual critique of the spectator understands spectatorship as being the
opposite of both knowing and action. Therefore, to be a spectator is to be
intellectually and physically passive. However, in order for this to be true, we
have to accept a number of presumptions, about good theatre and bad
theatre, about political intent, about the playwright or director having a
supetior grasp of capitalist domination that must be transmitted through
particular didactic means—either by forcing the spectators to get out of their

seats and act ot by closing down the opportunities for pleasure thus forcing

8 Soutces which engage with defining what Autoethnography is and could be: Leon Anderson,
‘Analytic Autoethnography’, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, vol. 35, August 2006, pp. 373-395,
Matgot Duncan, ‘Autoethnography: Critical appreciation of an emerging att’, International Journal of
QOnalitative Methods, vol. 3, no. 4, article 3, 2004,

<http:/ /www.ualberta.ca/~iigm/backissues/3_4/pdf/duncan.pdf> [accessed 1st September 2012]
and Arthur P. Bochner and Carolyn Ellis, (eds) Ethnographically Speaking: Autoethnography, Literature,
and Aesthetics, Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2002. Also the Evocative Autoethnography
approach in R. Danielle Egan, Katherine Frank, and Merri L. Johnson, (eds) Flesh for Fantasy:
Producing and Consuming Exotic Dance, New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2006.

% Jacques Ranciere (2008) The Emancipated Spectator, trans. by Gregory Elliott, London and
Brooklyn: Verso, 2009, p. 2. He defines theatrical spectacle thus: ‘T use this terms here to include
all those forms of spectacle—drama, dance, performance art, mime and so on—that place bodies in
action before an assembled audience’. p. 2. His eatlier text, Jacques Ranciére (1987) The Ignorant
Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectnal Emancipation, trans. by Kristin Ross, Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1991.
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them to think. Ranciere asks if we must perpetuate the inequality of the
relationships, the status quo of the distribution of power. Where there are
two positions, one representing domination and the other subjection, they can
be reversed without threat to the system they inhabit. Rather he offers a
solution to this impasse—that we take seriously the autonomy of spectacle,
neither fully owned or undetstood by either spectator or producer, but
offering both the opportunity to think: ‘the third thing that is owned by no
one, whose meaning is owned by no one but which subsists between them,

excluding any uniform transmission, any identity of cause and effect’.”

What resonates for me in Ranciere’s writing is that viewing spectacle can be
intellectual work towards emancipation. His description below rather neatly

desctibes the work underpinning this chapter:

Emancipation begins when we challenge the opposition between viewing and
acting; when we undetstand that the self-evident facts that structure the relations
between saying, sceing and doing themselves belong to the structure of
domination and subjection. It begins when we understand that viewing is also an
action that confirms or transforms this distribution of the positions. The
spectator also acts, like the pupil or scholar. She observes, selects, compares,
interprets. She links what she sees to a host of other things that she has seen on
othet stages, in other kinds of place. [...] She participates in the performance by
refashioning it in her own way—drawing back, for example, from the vital energy
that it is supposed to transmit in order to make it a pure image and associate this
image with a story which she has read or dreamt, experienced or invented.”

Paasonen, Frank, Kraus, and Ranciére have all in their way given me
permission to use my feelings as a way to investigate, be moved, reflect, think
and write critically of my subjective experience—in order to reframe the
showgitl, in my own terms. Furthermore, understanding and positioning the
approach in this chapter through theit approaches made clear to me the flaw
in my writing: privileging my singular voice. Thus, in order to put my

desctiptions and reflections into context, I am inviting the subjects I write

ol Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator, 2009, p. 15.
92 Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator, 2009, p. 13.
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about to read this chapter and respond in footnotes, to answer back; to

challenge my textual performance.

A note on structure

My experiences are divided into two sections: “Theatre’ and ‘Shows’. In the
former, I write of static, long-term shows staged in theatres and in the latter
section I visit temporary shows that change and evolve and are part of a larger
scene. As the instances of showgirl vary across the multitudes of contexts, 1
shall propose some descriptive terms. ‘Theatres” commences with examples
of historical importance to the showgirl. I visit the famous Parisian theatres
that continue to produce the high-production values ‘traditional showgitl
spectacles’ and also shows with some reflexivity, that I call ‘updated showgirl
spectacles’. Next, I visit a range of shows in Las Vegas, and I encounter
‘topless revues’. In Berlin I find an updated showgitl spectacle. I conclude
this tour of venues in London, where I visit a historically important theatre
that i1s now table-dancing venue and then finally a gentlemen’s club, both
‘strip clubs’. These last visits provide a counterpoint to my other examples
because these venues exclusively address a male viewer and offer a slightly

different service that differs to some extent from the solely theatrical.

Next, in the second section ‘Shows’ I will explore another line of enquiry: the
new burlesque and cabaret scenes, in which the venue is not important, as the
events are mobile. ‘New burlesque’ is one of the terms applied to the trend in
burlesque revival that began in the nineties. Over the scene’s evolution
different styles and approaches have emerged. In particular, ‘neo’ has been
used to describe acts that incorporate more abject or queer elements,
‘traditional’ for the more historically accurate and ‘boylesque’ for burlesque
strips petformed by men. With the scene’s expansion and popularity, on

occasion burtlesque appears without any of its characteristic subversive
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qualities, for example in the film Burlesque.”” This 1 shall term ‘mainstreamed
burlesque’. I use the term ‘avant-garde cabaret’ to define shows and acts that
do not fit easily into the more narrow categories and also have an element of
avant-garde transgressive swagger. London’s Time Out magazine launched the
‘Cabaret’ listings section in 2006, signally the growing popularity and
providing a much-needed guide for the plethora of shows. All of the shows I
visited are in London, except for two. This is partly because of the range of
shows with varying formulas easily available in London, which is easily
accessible to me. However, the new burlesque and cabaret scene is
international, with local variations. In otrder to hint at this wider context and
potential for different approaches tailored to the particular context, I visited a

show in Los Angeles and Sheffield. I could quite happily extend this chapter

to a global tour of shows, if time and money permitted.

93 Burlesque, [film] dir. by Steve Antin, Culver City, CA: Sony Pictures Home Entettainment, 2011.

52



Part One:
THEATRES



PARIS: Moulin Rouge™

I had to join a queue that stretched an entire block and wrapped around the
street corner on Boulevard de Clichy, a seedy neighbourhood, which still
trades on the faded grandeur of its artist-quarter history, the night I went to
see the late show at the Moulin Rouge. The queue was so long that sections
of the street in front of bars and restaurants were roped off, cutting the queue
into sections. After some time, we were ushered into the famous entrance
and usher/maitre ds led groups of people to banquet tables and brought
champagne (included in the regular ticket price unless, like me, you specify the
cheaper no-drink ticket). I joined the queue too late and I was seated at a

table with a poor view at the side of the stage, with noisy table-sharers.

I scanned the programme before the show started. The date the Moulin
Rouge was opened, 6™ October 1889, is printed in the programme on its first
and last page as part of an introduction and timeline respectively. Also in the
programme is a page promoting the souvenirs on offer in their gift shop
around the corner, including ‘1889, their fragrance sold as a perfume or
scented candles. ‘This emphasis on its Belle Epoque beginnings is continued
in the murals in the style of Toulouse-Lautrec that line the interior and the
historic posters pasted onto columns and framed in their bar. All these signs
remind the audience that the spectacle on display here tonight is an original—
a source, not a copy. The cancan that you see tonight was performed Aere

over a century ago. This is traditional showgirl spectacle.

Lower down the first page the programme reminds me that Edith Piaf, Jean

Gabin, Frank Sinatra and Liza Minnelli have performed on this stage. But

941 saw Féerie at the Bal du Moulin Rouge, Patis, France, 11pm 31st July 2011, €90, no drinks deal.
I was given a tour of the venue by Mélanie Moya on 16 July, 2010. I also viewed a promotional
video of the show on YouTube: ‘Moulin Rouge Show Paris HD (Long Version)’,
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iV7zZRMXBoOE> [accessed 31 July 2012].
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also I can add other French stars like the author Colette, Mistinguett and Zizi
Jeanmaire. It has also been immortalised in films such as Baz Luhrmann’s

Monlin Ronge!, and Jean Renoit’s French Cancan.”

With steady streams of tourists willing to pay the expensive ticket prices to
dine and watch the show, there is no reason for the management of the
Moulin Rouge to re-think their formula. The unbroken lineage does not
produce self-questioning or reflection. It simply continues. The current
show, Féerie was first performed 23" December 1999.° A show that remains
the same for thirteen years suggests that it can do so because the audience is
different night after night. The management are not appealing for the
spectators to return to see the show again; they just need to recommend it to
their friends back home. Their figures suggest they draw impressive crowds:
600, 000 spectators per year, 50% French, 50% International, 850 seats, 2
shows a night, 365 days a year.”” This is not, therefore, about cteating a loyal
scene of locals who visit regularly. This is a mix of out-of-towners: national
and international tourists. I could hear different languages around me, quite a
few during the show, which was itritating. It made me wonder if they had
been to a show before? Perhaps the demographic this appeals to is not used
to being silent through entertainment, I wondered. The audience were
smartly dressed, but with no unifying sense of what smart, or style mean, with

some outfits that looked rather dated.

‘Dance, Dance, Patlez Dance’, the showgitls and boys sang as they entered

wearing white sequined baseball caps, jackets and trousers and disco-danced

95 Moulin Ronge!, [film] dit. by Baz Luhrmann, 20th Century Fox, 2001, and French Cancan, [film] dir.
by Jean Renoit, The Criterion Collection, 1954.

% Press pack from Moulin Rouge Press and Communication, 2010. Also in the press pack is
information on the showgitls, “The Dotiss Girls’, a troupe started in 1957 by Miss Doris. They
have always been recruited internationally, with auditions organised in Las Vegas, London, Sydney
and Paris. ‘Some criteria are compulsory: a good base of classical ballet training for all them, the
gitls have to measure at least 1.75 m (5’8”) and have astounding figures that will leave the
spectatots spellbound. The boys must be more than 1.85 m (6’37)".

97 Press pack Monlin Ronge, 2010. No soutce is given for these figures.
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