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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
ART OF DRAG

Walking  into  a  drag
show  for  the  first  time
is  an  experience  that
defies easy description.
The  air  crackles  with
anticipation. The lights
dim, the music swells,
and  onto  the  stage
steps a performer who
commands  the  room
with a wink, a perfectly
arched  eyebrow,  and

an  outfit  that  is  part
fantasy,  part  satire,
and entirely art. This is
the world of drag — a
vibrant,  complex,  and
politically charged form
of  performance  that
h a s  c a p t i v a t e d
a u d i e n c e s  f o r
centuries.  To  truly
understand  it ,  one
must  look beyond the
s e q u i n s  a n d  t h e
spotlights.  This  article
serves  as  Drag  The
Complete  Story  A
Look At The History
And Culture Of Drag,
exploring  its  ancient
roots, its evolution into
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a  m a i n s t r e a m
phenomenon,  and  the
d e e p  c u l t u r a l
significance it holds for
t h e  L G B T Q +
community and society
at large.
Drag is more than men
dressing as women, or
women  dressing  as
men. It is a deliberate,
o f t e n  t h e a t r i c a l
e x a g g e r a t i o n  o f
gender,  a  playful  and
sometimes  subversive
commentary  on  the
very nature of identity.
It  can  be  glamorous,
campy,  political,  or
downright  grotesque.
Whether  performed  in
a  gritty  underground
club,  a  lavish  theater,
or a living room via a
smartphone  screen,
drag is a declaration of
creative freedom. This
article will trace the arc
of  that  declaration,
from Greek theater  to
t h e  g l o b a l
p h e n o m e n o n  o f

"RuPaul's  Drag  Race,"
offering  a  complete
story  of  an  art  form
that continues to shape
and  reflect  our
unders tand ing  o f
gender,  performance,
and  community.

THE ANCIENT AND
THEATRICAL
ROOTS OF DRAG

The history of  drag is
as old as theater itself.
While the modern term
"drag"  dates  back  to
the  19th  century,  the
practice  of  performing
in  the  c lo th ing  o f
another  gender  is
ancient.  In  classical
Greek  and  Roman
theater,  all  roles were
performed  by  men.
Because  women  were
not permitted on stage,
male  actors  donned
masks and costumes to
p o r t r a y  f e m a l e
characters.  This  was
not  considered  "drag"
in  the  modern  sense,
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but  it  established  a
foundat iona l  l i nk
between  cross-gender
d r e s s i n g  a n d
performance.
S i m i l a r l y ,  i n
Elizabethan  England,
young  boys  played
w o m e n ' s  r o l e s  i n
Shakespeare's  plays.
The same was true in
traditional  Japanese
Kabuki  theater,  where
m a l e  o n n a g a t a
specialized  in  playing
female  ro les  w i th
exquisite stylization. In
Chinese  opera,  male
p e r f o r m e r s  a l s o
por t rayed  female
characters.  These
historical  precedents
show  that  performing
beyond one's assigned
gender  has  been  a
staple of world theater
for millennia. However,
these early forms were
often regulated by law
and social  convention;
they were accepted as
t h e a t e r ,  n o t

n e c e s s a r i l y  a s  a
subversion of everyday
gender norms.

The Birth
of
Modern
Drag:
Victorian
Vaudevill
e and
Cross-
dressing
The word "drag" itself
is  thought  to  have
originated in the 19th-
century British theater.
One popular etymology
suggests it comes from
"dressed as  a  girl"  or
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"dragging" one's skirts
across the floor. By the
late  1800s,  cross-
dressing  performances
w e r e  c o m m o n  i n
vaudeville, music halls,
a n d  b u r l e s q u e .
Performers  like  the
B r i t i s h  m a l e
impersonator  Vesta
Tilley became massive
stars .  Meanwhi le ,
f e m a l e
impersonators—men
performing  as  women
f o r  c o m e d i c  o r
s e n s a t i o n a l
effect—were  a  staple
of  variety  shows.
This  period  also  saw
the rise of "pantomime
dames"  in  Br i t i sh
Chr is tmas  shows,
w h e r e  m e n  i n
out land ish ,  o f ten
c o m i c ,  w o m e n ' s
costumes would bellow
and slapstick their way
across the stage. While
these  performances
were  largely  seen  as
f a m i l y - f r i e n d l y

entertainment,  they
laid the groundwork for
the  more  exp l i c i t
gender play that would
emerge  in  the  20th
century. The early drag
that existed in this era
was often a mixture of
comedy,  novelty,  and
spectacle, but it lacked
the  over t ly  queer
identity  that  would
later  define  it.

THE 20TH
CENTURY: DRAG
GOES
UNDERGROUND
AND BECOMES
POLITICAL

The early 20th century
marked  a  significant
shift.  With  the  rise  of
urban  centers  and
queer  subcultures  in
cities  like  New  York,
Chicago,  and  Berlin,
drag  began  to  move
from  the  vaudeville
stage  into  pr ivate
clubs,  speakeasies,
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and  drag  balls.  These
spaces  were  often
clandestine,  a  refuge
for  LGBTQ+  people
who faced severe legal
and social persecution.
Drag at these balls was
not just entertainment;
it  was a  form of  self-
expression, community
building, and survival.
The famous "drag ball"
culture  of  Harlem  in
the 1920s and 1930s,
documented  in  works
like  the  film  "Paris  Is
Burning" (1990), was a
dazzling  display  of
artistry  where  Black
and  Latino  LGBTQ+
individuals  vied  for
trophies  in  categories
like  "Realness"  — the
ab i l i t y  to  pass  as
straight  or  cisgender.
T h e s e  b a l l s  w e r e
spaces  of  creativity
and  competition,  but
they also existed under
the  shadow  of  police
raids  and  societa l
contempt.  Drag  was

s imu l taneous ly  a
celebration and a risk.

The
Stonewall
Era and
Drag
Activism
The  modern  fight  for
LGBTQ+  r i gh t s  i s
inextricably  linked  to
d r a g .  T h e  1 9 6 9
Stonewal l  Riots,  a
pivotal moment in gay
liberation,  were led in
part  by  drag  queens
and  trans  women  of
color, including Marsha
P.  Johnson  and  Sylvia
Rivera.  When  police
raided  the  Stonewall
Inn in New York City, it
was  the  drag  queens
and  street  youth  who
fought back, sparking a
movement  that  would



6

6 Drag The Complete Story A Look At The
History And Culture Of Drag

2024-12-14

change  the  wor ld.
Drag  The  Complete
Story A Look At The
History  And Culture
O f  D r a g  m u s t
acknowledge  th is
moment: drag was not
just a costume; it was
a  s t a t e m e n t  o f
defiance  in  the  face  of
oppression.
Throughout  the  1970s
a n d  1 9 8 0 s ,  d r a g
continued  to  evolve.
Legendary  figures  like
Divine, the "Woman of
the  Century"  in  John
Waters'  films,  brought
drag to a wider, often
s h o c k - h u n g r y ,
mainstream  audience.
Divine's  over-the-top,
grotesque  glamour
c h a l l e n g e d
conventional  beauty
and paved the way for
a more confrontational
style  of  performance.
Meanwhile,  the  AIDS
crisis  devastated  the
drag community, which
h a d  b e e n  a t  t h e

forefront  of  caregiving
and  activism.  Drag
s h o w s  b e c a m e
fundraising  events,
memorials, and spaces
for collective grief and
resistance.

THE CULTURE OF
DRAG:
PERFORMANCE,
COMMUNITY, AND
THE "HOUSE"

To  understand  drag
c u l t u r e  i s  t o
understand  a  r ich
vocabulary,  a  set  of
performance skills, and
a  d e e p  s e n s e  o f
community .  At  i ts
h e a r t ,  d r a g  i s  a
performance of gender.
But  within  that  broad
definition,  there  are
countless styles. Drag
queens  often perform
e x a g g e r a t e d
femininity,  from  the
pageant  queen  who
aims  for  pol ished,
classic  beauty  to  the
c a m p  q u e e n  w h o
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prioritizes comedy and
silliness.  Drag  kings
perform  exaggerated
mascul inity,  often
exploring  themes  of
power,  swagger,  and
masculine  archetypes.
Bio queens  (or  AFAB
queens)  are  cisgender
women  who  perform
drag,  o f ten  wi th  a
focus  on  ex t reme
femininity  or  gender
parody. And non-binary
d r a g  a r t i s t s  a r e
increasingly  claiming
space,  using  drag  to
explore  the  fluidity  of
gender  itself.
The  culture  is  also
defined  by  its
terminology.  Words
like "shade," "reading,"
"beat"  (makeup) ,
" p a d d i n g , "  a n d
"tucking" are part of a
specialized  lexicon.
Reading  is  the art  of
playful  criticism,  while
shade  is  a  subtler,
more  cutting  form  of
disrespect .  These

linguistic  traditions,
roo ted  i n  A f r i can
American  and  Latino
ballroom culture, have
b e e n  a d o p t e d  b y
mainstream  culture
thanks  to  shows  like
"RuPaul's Drag Race."

The
Ballroom
Scene: A
Culture
Within a
Culture
One  cannot  discuss
drag  culture  without
exploring the ballroom
scene, which emerged
in the late 20th century
a s  a  p a r a l l e l  b u t
distinct world. Ballroom
is  organized  around
"houses"  —  chosen
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f a m i l i e s  l e d  b y
" m o t h e r s "  a n d
"fathers"  who  mentor
younger  members.
These houses compete
in  ba l l s ,  vy ing  for
trophies  in  categories
that  go  far  beyond
t r a d i t i o n a l  d r a g
p e r f o r m a n c e .
C a t e g o r i e s  l i k e
"Executive  Realness,"
" B o d y , "  " V o g u e
F e m m e , "  a n d
"Runway"  demand
skills  such  as  fashion,
dance,  and  theatrical
presentation.
The  voguing  dance
style, made famous by
Madonna, originated in
the  Harlem  ballroom
scene.  It  is  a  fierce,
angular,  and  highly
stylized form of dance
that mimics the poses
of  fashion  models.
Ballroom  culture  has
h a d  a  p r o f o u n d
influence  on  drag,
f a s h i o n ,  a n d  p o p
music. It is a testament

to  the  creativity  and
resilience of Black and
L a t i n o  L G B T Q +
i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o
created a world where
they could be seen and
celebrated.

DRAG IN THE
MAINSTREAM:
FROM NIGHTCLUBS
TO NETFLIX

The  21st  century  has
witnessed an explosion
in drag's visibility. The
key catalyst  has been
RuPaul's  Drag  Race,
which  premiered  in
2009. The show turned
a niche subculture into
a  global  phenomenon.
It introduced millions of
people  to  the  art  of
drag,  its  terminology,
i ts  drama,  and  i ts
heart.  Contestants
became  celebrities,
launching  careers  in
music,  fashion,  and
television.  The  show's
success  has  led  to
spin-offs  in  multiple
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countries,  creating  an
international  drag
economy.
However,  mainstream
success  has  brought
complex  challenges.
Some critics argue that
D r a g  R a c e  h a s
s a n i t i z e d  a n d
commercialized  drag,
focus ing  on  h igh-
production  value  and
palatable  personalities
while  sidelining  the
more political, edgy, or
sexua l l y  exp l i c i t
aspects of the art form.
Others  contend  that
the show has provided
a  platform  for  drag
performers  to  make a
living, reach audiences,
and  advoca te  f o r
LGBTQ+  rights  on  a
massive  scale.  Drag
The Complete  Story
A  L o o k  A t  T h e
History  And Culture
Of Drag must grapple
w i th  th i s  t ens i on
between  authenticity
a n d  c o m m e r c i a l

viabil ity.
Beyond  Drag  Race ,
drag  has  entered  the
mainstream  in  other
ways.  Drag  brunches
are a popular weekend
activity.  Drag  queen
s t o r y  h o u r s  h a v e
become  a  beloved
event in many libraries,
though they have also
become  a  target  for
political backlash. Drag
performances  are
featured  in  mus ic
videos,  fashion shows,
and  even  corporate
c a m p a i g n s .  T h i s
v i s i b i l i t y  h a s
normalized  drag  for
many,  but  it  has  also
made  it  a  flashpoint  in
the culture wars.

THE POLITICS AND
CONTROVERSIES
OF DRAG TODAY

As  drag  has  entered
the mainstream, it has
faced  a  significant
backlash. In the United
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S t a t e s  a n d  o t h e r
countries, conservative
groups  have  targeted
d r a g  s h o w s ,
particularly drag queen
s to ry  hours ,  w i th
a c c u s a t i o n s  o f
"grooming"  children.
Legis latures  have
introduced  bills  that
seek  to  restrict  drag
performances in public
or  in  the  presence  of
minors.  These  attacks
are  often  rooted  in
t r a n s p h o b i a  a n d
homophobia, conflating
drag  with  a  broader
perceived  threat  to
tradit ional  gender
roles.
Drag  performers  have
r e s p o n d e d  w i t h
resilience.  They  argue
that  drag is  protected
artistic  expression
u n d e r  t h e  F i r s t
Amendment.  They
point  out  the  family-
friendly nature of many
drag  events,  which
focus  on  read ing ,

c r e a t i v i t y ,  a n d
i n c l u s i v i t y .  T h e
controversy  itself  has
become  part  of  the
s t o r y  o f  d r a g .  I t
highlights  how  an  art
f o r m  t h a t  i s
fundamentally  about
play and exaggeration
c a n  b e  s e e n  a s
profoundly  threatening
to  those  who  uphold
r ig id  i deas  about
gender.

Drag as a
Form of
Resistanc
e and Joy
Despite  the  attacks,
d r a g  r e m a i n s  a
powerful  force  for
community  connection
a n d  p e r s o n a l
liberation.  For  many
LGBTQ+  individuals,
drag  is  a  lifeline.  It
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offers  a  way  to
e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h
identity,  to  heal  from
trauma,  and  to  find
chosen family. The act
of  putting  on  a  wig,
applying  makeup,  and
stepping onto a stage
is an act of courage. It
says,  " I  wi l l  not  be
invisible."
Drag is also a source of
immense  joy .  I t  i s
laughter,  glitter,  and
rupture. It allows us to
s e e  g e n d e r  a s  a
costume  that  can  be
put on and taken off. It
challenges  us  to  ask:
What  is  real?  What  is
performance?  In  a
w o r l d  t h a t  o f t e n
demands  conformity,
drag  is  a  glor ious,
m e s s y ,  a n d  l i f e -
affirming celebration of
difference.

CONCLUSION: THE
CONTINUING
EVOLUTION OF

DRAG

Drag  The  Complete
Story A Look At The
History  And Culture
Of Drag is a story still
being written. From the
anc ient  s tages  o f
G r e e c e  t o  t h e
underground  balls  of
Ha r l em,  f r om  the
frontline  of  Stonewall
to the global  reach of
streaming  television,
drag has always been a
m i r ro r  he ld  up  t o
society.  It  reflects  our
a n x i e t i e s  a b o u t
gender, our hunger for
beauty,  and  our  need
for community. As the
culture  wars  rage  on,
drag will likely continue
to be both a target and
a  beacon.  But  one
thing is certain: the art
of  drag  will  persist,
evolve,  and  delight.
Because  beneath  the
makeup,  the  padding,
and the heels, drag is
simply the courage to
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be who you are, even if that  "who"  changes
with  every  song.


