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Fig. 1. Face it
Collage by Simon Baetens



1. What is drag?

Drag can be used as an adjective or a noun. As a noun it means the 
clothing of one sex when worn by the other sex (a suit and tie worn by a 
woman also constitutes drag). The ability to "do drag" is widespread in the 
gay world, and many of the larger social events include or focus on drag 
("drag balls”,"costume parties”, etc.) 1

(Esther Newton - Mother Camp: female impersonators in America, 1972)

The tradition of drag performance is not a recent phenomenon. With records of 
cross-dressing in Elizabethan theatre, folk traditions and opera, it has a rich, yet 
rather sparsely documented, history. Recently, drag has made a remarkable 
mainstream resurgence. Social media such as Instagram, YouTube & Tumblr (to 
name but a few) as well as television shows like RuPaul’s Drag Race and Dragula 
give the art of drag a platform widespread visibility. Drag representation in 
popular culture is increasingly driven by drag performers, resulting in a more 
accurate and varied representation of drag in the media. 

Before this, drag was mostly something straight cis male characters engaged in 
for amusement (with the execution of make-up and clothing often being 
intentionally trashy rather than polished) and when real drag performers were 
actually cast, it was mostly as a prop or extra. There is, however, also an 
impressive amount of underground cultural activity that has been far more 
successful at including drag in ways that do justice to the art form. Now that drag 
is more easily accessible and that more interesting forms of drag have gained 
visibility in mainstream media, a rapidly increasing number of people enjoy the 
entertainment drag provides. This has resulted in a vast business including drag 
merchandise and worldwide tours starring fans’ favourites from Drag Race.

Drag is also a hot topic in both the beauty and fashion industries, with numerous 
endorsements and collaborations between famous drag queens and big brands 
currently being forged. Countless make-up artists, so-called ‘gurus’ when they 
have a large following, have delved into drag-inspired make-up looks and a 
number of drag performers have extended their platform through online content. 

2. Why drag?
The effects of drag’s increasing popularity are not strictly commercial, however. 
By introducing the age-old tradition of drag to a new, younger audience, more 
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and more people have become interested in getting into drag themselves. What 
often starts as a Halloween costume, quickly evolves into a very expensive and 
time-consuming hobby. Drag has a way of taking over: first your house, then your 
life. What was once a niche activity and something to be ashamed of (and which, 
depending on the milieu, often still is), has almost become a high-brow, hipster 
activity, a lifestyle even. Rather, it presents itself as a lifestyle. Drag performers 
who are financially dependent on drag alone often spend more than they earn, 
thereby sometimes marginalizing themselves in the process. Even queens who are 
able to make a decent living from drag (notably the ones who have been on ‘Drag 
Race’), invest large amounts of their income back into their drag activities in 
order to keep developing something new.

If not for financial gain, why would someone choose to do drag? Most people 
who dabble in drag describe how this hyper-real art form helps them discover 
and express parts of their identity that had previously remained uncharted 
territory. Liberation is a word that is often used to describe the feeling people 
experience when they are in drag. Incidentally, it is not just gay cis men who do 
drag. The trans community and drag community have been closely intertwined 
from the beginning and despite some people believing that doing drag as a trans 
person is ‘cheating’, numerous trans drag performers exist.

The art of drag is closely connected to gender identity: many people start to 
question the gender they were assigned once they start blurring conventions of 
wardrobe, hair and make-up. Cis women do drag too. They are sometimes called 
hyperqueens or bioqueens, though the latter is deemed insensitive because it 
assumes that gender is a biological, irrefutable fact. In general, drag celebrates 
genderfuck attitudes: pointing out that gender expression is constructed precisely 
by deconstructing it through subversion and exaggeration. 
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Fig. 2. Becoming Electra, Nightshift
Vooruit Ghent, September 2019.
Picture by Leontien Allemeersch
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Fig. 3. Pre-show Electra with Susan from Grindr, 
Urban Art Festival Bruges, April 2019. 

Picture by Louis Kerckhof
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Fig. 4. What does this mean
Collage by Simon Baetens
























