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Viewing Pleasure and Being a Showgirl


Drawing on interviews with a breadth of different showgirls from shows in Paris, Las Vegas, Berlin, and Los Angeles, as well as drawing on contemporary and historical artworks and artefacts and those by other contemporary and historical artists, Alison J. Carr examines the experiences of showgirls and those who watch them to challenge the narrowness of representation and discussion around what has been termed ‘sexualisation’ and ‘the gaze’. An account of the experience of being ‘looked at’, the book raises questions of how the showgirl is represented, the nature of the pleasure that she elicits and the suspicion that surrounds it, and what this means for feminism and the act of looking.

An embodied articulation of a new politics of looking, Viewing Pleasure and Being a Showgirl engages with the idea (reinforced by feminist critique) that images of women are linked to selling and that women’s bodies have been commodified in capitalist culture, raising the question of whether this enables particular bodies – those of glamorous women on display – to become scapegoats for our deeper anxieties about consumerism.




Alison J. Carr is a contemporary art lecturer at the University of Huddersfield, UK, and an associate lecturer in the Fine Art and Media & Communication departments at Sheffield Hallam University, UK. She is an artist and writer whose works have been exhibited and performed in Sheffield, Leeds, Nottingham, London, Berlin, Giverny, Los Angeles, and Indiana.
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For Lara Gothique and Audrey Hepcat, for all your hard work in making shows happen. Your invisible labour to put the shows on – I see it, thank you.
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I leafed through a tin of cigarette cards from the thirties at a car boot sale in the summer of 2005. 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 players, and actresses. I picked out all the showgirls 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, their poses, and the lights. This chance encounter shifted the direction of my art practice.

The work I produced using the cigarette cards led me deep into conversations on representation, feminism, desire, and pleasure. I turned to theories of the gaze: John Berger’s Ways of Seeing and Laura Mulvey’s ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’. Both are classic canonical texts that draw out the gendered dynamics of looking – the male viewer and the female being viewed. 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, how women have internalised their own surveillance and are always aware of being observed, even when alone.1 Mulvey writes of the male gaze as constructed through classic Hollywood cinema, to which I will return in Chapter 1.2 These texts powerfully articulate the male gaze and have circulated widely and forcefully in the academy. Their circulation produces an orthodoxy, which links 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.

Mulvey’s text uses well-known classic Hollywood films as her examples. However, it is possible to find less well-known, less visible films from the same context that convey a different sense of what it means to be the beautiful performing woman, for example, Dance, Girl, Dance, directed by Dorothy Arzner. The film follows the collapse of a dance troupe and the dispersal of the dancers.3 Bubbles (Lucille Ball) finds a job hula dancing in a burlesque theatre, while Judy (Maureen O’Hara), auditions for a ballet company without success. We see the friendship of Bubbles and Judy develop and their contrasting approaches to their dance careers: that of the burlesque dancer set to make money using her ‘brains’ by giving the audience what it wants, and the higher-minded ballet dancer with artistic ambitions who practices her exercises every night before going to bed. Eventually, Bubbles finds Judy work at the burlesque theatre where she is performing – as the warm-up to her act. Judy takes the job, as she has no other option, but her ballet is hilarious for the burlesque audience. Judy ignores their taunts and finally confronts their jeers, delivering a speech that challenges how they look. Judy sees the audience and recognises multiple motives among them:


Go on, laugh, get your money’s worth. No one’s going to hurt you. I know you want me to tear my clothes off so you can look your fifty cents’ worth. Fifty cents for the privilege of staring at a girl the way your wives won’t let you. What do you suppose we think of you up here with your silly smirks your mothers would be ashamed of? We know it’s the thing of the moment for the dress suits to come and laugh at us too. We’d laugh right back at the lot of you, only we’re paid to let you sit there and roll your eyes and make your screamingly clever remarks. What’s it for? So you can go home when the show’s over, strut before your wives and sweethearts and play at being the stronger sex for a minute? I’m sure they see through you. I’m sure they see through you just like we do!4



A shift occurs when Judy starts talking. Judy chooses to articulate 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 burlesque house, telling her boss Mr Adams, a ballet company director: ‘That’s right, condemn a girl because she has to earn her own living’.5

When Judy speaks, to which audience is she speaking? The camera’s reverse shots isolate some of the audience members so the viewer can see their different types of looks. 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 while she speaks, and they are among the first to join with applause. But perhaps most importantly, we, the cinema audience, are being addressed, and we ask ourselves: what type of spectator am I?

Elizabeth Grosz writes that ‘seeing needs to be retrieved by feminists and [. . .] vision needs to be freed from the constrictions that have been imposed on it by the apparatus of the gaze’.6 Grosz challenges us to understand looking beyond the gaze:


there is the seductive fleeting glance, the glance that overviews without detailing; there is laborious observation, a slow, penetration inspection that seeks details without establishing a global whole, there is a sweeping survey, there is the wink and the blink, speeded up perceptions that foreclose part of the visual field to focus on elements within it, the squint which reduces the vertical to the horizontal, and many other modalities. 7



She rallies for a revision of the possibilities for looking:


We must see that bodies are not simply the loci of power but also of resistance, and particularly, resistance because of their excess. Bodies exceed whatever limits politics, representation, management, and desire may dictate: the bodies of women, even the depicted bodies of women, are no more passive, no more exhibitionistic, no more the objects of consumption, than male bodies, animal bodies or natural bodies. And the ways in which women, as well as men, look, the ways in which they engage with images and representations of bodies is not singular or monolithic either. One can inspect, survey, peer, glance, peek, scour, one can focus on or look through.8



Judy’s speech and Grosz’s words form a challenge this book takes up. Judy’s words produce a provocation from inside the position of the showgirl. And Grosz clearly demonstrates it is time for alternative feminist models of looking to be developed. Indeed, feminists need to develop tools for considering images and performances of bodily display to intervene in the proliferation and normalisation of abhorrent misogynist ways of discussing the body which circulate around new technological outlets for discussion, for example, the culture of Internet trolling, pressured sexting, and toxic dating app messages.

My reader may not have considered showgirls and feminism together. Denise Riley’s succinct encapsulation of feminism is useful, as ‘both a concentration on and a refusal of the identity of “women”’. I do not suggest that the showgirl is an essential manifestation of gender, but I enlarge the ways in which women embody and derive pleasure from looking at showgirls.

The implications of the showgirl word 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 been part of her practice. The showgirl circulates in our Western, consumer neoliberal image culture in a variety of ways. She adds glitz to films, pop videos, and television commercials. Depending on her styling, she adds a touch of vintage glamour or explicit titillation. We may not even register her presence, as she is frequently used as a curlicue to embellish the real action; in this context, her charm adds prestige to whatever she presents, from other people to commodities: stars and objects.

My emphasis on these roles is to reveal the showgirl as a professional with a set of skills – her ability to produce moments of pleasure through performance makes her a showgirl. She is currently enjoying resurgence in popular culture through the new burlesque scene and pop stars like Lady Gaga, Lana del Rey, and Beyoncé. West End and Broadway musicals continue to reinterpret showgirl classics – for example, 42nd Street, Follies, and A Chorus Line. The tropes of her style change with fashion, yet what remains constant is a sense of excess, display, and charisma. Her unembarrassed shameless bodily display is active and dynamic.

Part of her appeal is her embodiment of performative femininity, a gendered play constructed to generate pleasure. Studies of femininity have tended to focus on femininity as the standards, procedures, practices, and requirements placed upon women.9 I wish to elucidate the showgirl’s performative femininity not as an extension of essential or natural gender nor in relation to gender-binary.

The history and theory of showgirls has been given serious consideration.10 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 showgirl, that is being an object on display, and the more aggressive act of showing her ability to make us see’.11 Stuart writes of specific historical showgirls, unpacking their meaning and exploring their subversive potential, the ways they challenge expectations of race, gender, and sexuality. 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.12 Stuart clarifies:


The showgirl 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.13



Stuart’s showgirl examples give a sense of parameters and inclusion that I follow in this book. Showgirls can be any gender, age, or race. For the purposes of this study, I decided not to investigate explicitly the drag scene, though drag does crossover showgirl culture, increasingly so with the influence of RuPaul’s Drag Race and the numerous stars that have emerged from it.14 Other examples of crossover are the burgeoning bio-queen scene of cis women performing in drag contexts, as well as broader cabaret contexts, too. Another crossover is Funny Girls, the Blackpool show, a showgirl revue with an all-male cast.

The breadth of the independent burlesque, cabaret, and live art scene has been processed and collegially evaluated by Ben Walters in Time Out and Guardian. 15 Yet, large-scale showgirl spectacles have not received the same level of critique, in terms of both academic discussion and coverage of performance reviews, most likely because of the infrequency with which new shows open.16 This book bridges these gaps by mapping different types of performance.

Recent popular books on burlesque tend to describe past or present scenes. A theme that emerges across them are attempts to articulate ambivalence around erotic bodily display. How do women feel 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 influential Velvet Hammer Burlesque, in Los Angeles:


For the most part, these poor girls 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.17



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, grapples with women’s stakes in burlesque:


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.18



Goldwyn raises a compelling point. 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, with fewer opportunities?

The contemporary equivalent of these earlier burlesque queens are strippers. Illuminating the dark contemporary strip clubs, significant theoretical studies make sense of the complex power dynamics of these spaces using anthropological and psychoanalytic tools. R. Danielle Egan writes, ‘I have tried to avoid romanticizing dancers as either completely liberated women or deeply wounded victims. Moving between power, exploitation, resistance, and complicity, dancers are both damaged by their work and find pleasure in it’.19

Academic discourse has begun the process of unpacking the new burlesque scene. In The Happy Stripper, Jacki Willson considers how the current burlesque scene may be understood from a range of feminist perspectives.20 She writes of the tensions between feminism and post-feminism around attitudes to femininity. Rather than resolving these, 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.21 She goes further, suggesting:


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.22



Sherril Dodds writes that the scene ‘propagates a popular dancing body valued for its creative autonomy, corporal diversity, and strategies for audience access and inclusion’.23

However, academic writing tends to focus on aspects of burlesque that are self-consciously aware and knowing, and this can leave certain performers outside of the purview. In contrast, this book resists creating lines of division and hierarchy across bodies and styles of performance. Therefore, I have refrained from placing one kind of showgirl over another; instead, I sought to find sites of opportunity across different showgirl moments. And I wanted to add to the field a sense of permission for claiming showgirl pleasures, owning those pleasures and developing a suitable language and reflecting on what they could mean.

In Chapter 1, I position ingrained ideas that relate to looking at showgirls to emphasise the boundaries and limitations of these ideas. I present four ‘Modes of Viewing’ showgirls, linking together the apparatus for viewing, theorisations, showgirls, cultural artefacts, and artworks. I end with a speculation of how we look at showgirls today, borrowing Theresa Senft’s term ‘the grab’ of our new Internet-based technologies.24

I put ‘the grab’ under investigation in Chapter 2. To enlarge our understanding of our current mode of viewing, I write about watching live shows, reflecting on how they made me feel. In the third and final chapter, I contextualise showgirl interviews with the history of glamour, popular feminist critiques, theories of erotic capital, femininity, and gender. The chapter is divided into five scenes, each one linked with scenes from the film The Artist.25

Throughout the book my aim is to reframe existing approaches and open up possibilities to think differently about bodies on display. By focussing on showgirls and maintaining a broad definition, this book serves as a useful bridge between burlesque and stripping scholarship as well as a meeting point between popular and academic commentary. I bring in a breadth of ideas: reframing canonical texts, summarising wider critical discussions, as well as opinion from journalistic, scholarly texts and biographies that keep the spotlight tightly focussed on the showgirl. Illuminating her further, showgirl voices are present in the text. Artworks are brought into the discussion to offer the reader opportunities to develop their own position. Although, perhaps this book is best enjoyed by sitting back and enjoying the show!
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