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Preface



THE ORIGIN STORY


RUPAUL’S DRAG RACE NEVER SET OUT TO WIN OVER CONVENTIONAL America, climb the ladder of mainstream pop-culture success, or conquer the world. Its first season was classic counterculture, developed and filmed while President G. W. Bush was in office but launched at a time when Obama fever was at a national high. Fourteen years and about a couple hundred drag queen contestants later, everything from its language and style has seeped into the culture, cementing its place in herstory, one tuck at a time. From the halls of Congress to Wall Street, from schoolyards to universities, from big cities to small towns across the world, who doesn’t throw shade or serve tea? Drag Race has become a worldwide phenomenon. It has become its own economy. With twenty-six Emmy wins, it is TV’s most awarded reality competition show, has spawned several spin-off series, and is blossoming internationally with eighteen shows across the globe and half a dozen more in the works. It also led to the creation of RuPaul’s DragCon, catapulting many of the contestants to international stardom.


Drag Race was conceived as a classic reality competition show that derived from and playfully mocked other popular shows in the genre. It was part America’s Next Top Model, part Project Runway, but made by your coolest arty friends. And as a show about personal evolution, where people representing every corner of the gender spectrum put their drag personas through unimaginable tests, the show surprised everyone with its uncanny ability to connect. It was fun. Through the process of queens “reading” each other, or writing musicals, or sewing intricate garments, the success of Drag Race has lived in how expertly it weaves entertainment, comedy, and emotional truth to tell the story of personal transformation. Nowhere else on the TV dial do reality show contestants have to sew their own costumes, beat their faces, do their hair, tuck their you-know-whats, write songs or scripts, choreograph routines, and prepare a lip-sync routine in less than a day.


At its core, Drag Race was built on RuPaul’s guiding principle: “We’re all born naked and the rest is drag.” This is the story of the first decade of a phenomenon that became a franchise and evolved into an empire, changing many hearts along the way.


RUPAUL: Our show exemplifies the movement of a bigger consciousness arising. Drag is part of that. It’s having fun and understanding who you really are. I think the audience relates to that without even knowing specifically that that’s the thing. Watching a drag queen who was bullied as a kid becoming a star on her own terms is a rush for a lot of people because they, too, have longed for something but didn’t know what.


EXECUTIVE PRODUCER TOM CAMPBELL: Drag queens have always been on the front lines of the big social changes in society and especially in the LGBTQ society, whether it’s Stonewall, the AIDS crisis, marriage equality. But drag queens are outsiders. They’re underdogs. But instead of buying into society’s bullshit, they’ve turned their insecurities and pain into something visual and powerful. Like butterflies, they stick out in a crowd, and their beauty cannot be denied. Their vulnerability and ferocity is an amazing combination, and it attracts all kinds of people.


EXECUTIVE PRODUCER AND CO-FOUNDER OF WORLD OF WONDER FENTON BAILEY: Drag is a part of music, it’s a part of theater, it’s a part of performance, it’s a part of film and TV. But drag has something else, which is this whole idea that Ru talks about, which is about not taking things too seriously and having that humor about things because life is hard and it’s frustrating and people are unkind and cruel. So the ability to turn around a negative situation into a positive or into something funny is a unique thing of drag.


EXECUTIVE PRODUCER AND CO-FOUNDER OF WORLD OF WONDER RANDY BARBATO: I loved everything about drag because I loved the glamour of it. Everything was larger than life. I loved the ingenuity, the creativeness. Everyone was scrambling to make a buck and making something out of nothing. The inventiveness often took my breath away. I just loved all the creative genius and I loved how engaged the art form was with the world around it. So much of drag then and now is this commentary on the world we live in.


MICHELLE VISAGE: Drag is saying F-you to society, drag is becoming somebody else wholeheartedly. Drag is performing, drag is making us laugh, drag is dancing, singing, acting. It’s all of the above.


RUPAUL: In male-dominated culture, using femininity as a palette is akin to treason. So when I was growing up—and even when I first started doing drag—there was a lot that I had to work through on a personal level to be able to do it. And things would come up in my psyche—and I would go, where did that come from? And I would retrace my steps and realize it came from my conditioning.


MISS FAME: A good drag queen will make you feel like you’ve lost every word in your mouth, that you have nothing to say. You’re just baffled by the beauty, baffled by the integrity of the work.


ALEXIS MATEO: People always say that watching a drag show is so much fun, but drag is liberating. Drag is liberating for me as a performer and it’s liberating for whoever is watching me perform in drag because you realize that you don’t have to be what people expect you to be. You can just be whoever you wanna be and you just have to be happy with who you are.


THORGY THOR: It was only later in college or late high school where I started to get into the form of drag, like how cool it is to just transform yourself because it’s entertainment, it’s Look at me and wooo. It’s also artistic and you get to become anything you want to. It was always inside of me. Drag was a nice medium to let out all of my energy and crazy ideas.


RAJA: I miss the rawness of what drag used to be. I miss no selfies, no videos. I was bad, I did a lot of fucking bad things. And I have zero regrets. There was no one there to record it, there was no receipt or anything. So it was a wonderful time to really explore drag, especially being as beautiful as I was in my twenties, fuck, I miss being her. I had a really, really, really good time.


BENDELACREME: Regardless of whether you want to be a drag queen or not, what draws people to drag is that idea of self-invention. It’s the idea of making your own rules. It’s the idea of creating the life you want with whatever you’ve been given. And I think that it is that sharing of stories. And it’s not just straight people understanding the queer community. It’s people in the queer community understanding each other.


TOM CAMPBELL: There is a great line that Ru says that makes me tear up: “The most powerful thing you can do is to become the image of your own imagination.” That’s really what drag queens do. They bring humor and they don’t take themselves too seriously. Drag queens went from being on the outskirts and pointed at and made fun of in the gay culture to being the savior.


JINKX MONSOON: Drag comes out of wanting to love yourself. Drag comes out of finding things about yourself to celebrate. And one thing I think we all share is we go to drag to experience that self-love, to get that attention, to get that validation, and to feel glamorous and fantastic and fabulous because we all have an experience in our life that made us feel the exact opposite way. Every drag queen I know has had darkness in their life.


SASHA VELOUR: I feel like if people aren’t prepared to hear about the real lives and experiences and emotions of queer people, then they don’t get to enjoy the lip syncing and the costumes. They’re so connected. My lip syncing is connected to the emotions that I feel because my experiences with images of my own body or grieving and thinking about my connection to my mom after her death—all of that comes into putting on an outfit, surprisingly, or putting on a show. And so I feel like you can’t have the one without the other with drag.


FENTON BAILEY: By the time they come to Drag Race, they have already been through so much.


NINA FLOWERS: Before RuPaul’s Drag Race, doing drag was like eww, you do drag? That was the kiss of death. People didn’t want anything to do with you. You were a freak. You were one of those cross-dressers—what are you, confused? Are you a man or a woman?


JUJUBEE: Queer art is very important, especially being a queer Asian man of color, left-handed, abandonment issues, an alcoholic, an addict. But I’m here, I’ve survived, and drag did that for me. Drag saved my freaking life.


REBECCA GLASSCOCK: Drag gave me the confidence to stay alive. Before I started doing drag, I was suicidal and I was at a bad place in my life because people tell you enough times that you’re going to go to hell, and that you are going to get AIDS and die, and some people actually wish this on you and you start to believe it. And then that really messes with your head and your inner being.


JINKX MONSOON: There was a time when drag was not easy, was not glamorous, was not a way to get famous. It wasn’t celebrated. It was stigmatized. To be a drag queen got you labeled as something, even within the LGBTQ community, as something negative. Activists told me that being a drag queen was holding our community back. I was told by women in my community that, because I was a drag queen, I was inherently misogynist when they weren’t considering the fact that maybe I was on my own gender journey and that drag was a way to discover my own truth.


ADORE DELANO: They used to make fun of me in high school because I was in full-on makeup and they called me RuPaul. They used to always call me RuPaul as an insult growing up. Down the hallways they’d be like, “RuPaul!” And I’m like, shut up. I told Ru that on the show and he was like, ha ha ha. Now if they call you RuPaul, you’re a boss. Isn’t that wild?


RuPaul’s mother always knew it, though. A psychic had told her when she was pregnant that her child was a boy and he was going to be famous. By the time production company World of Wonder conjured up a reality television competition featuring drag queens, RuPaul had served as Queen of Manhattan, Supermodel of the World, a pop-music hitmaker, a cult movie actor, a talk-show host, a radio deejay, and an author. By all show business standards, he was a star, as his mother had predicted when he was a boy. By drag queen standards, he was a superhero. Or a superheroine. With RuPaul, you could always choose your own adventure.


At the time, RuPaul had been lying low for a decade, and it was hard for him to picture what the next big thing could be. Enter World of Wonder’s new head of development, Tom Campbell, who had been entranced by the Queen of Drag since he first laid eyes on her during the 1993 March on Washington for Lesbian, Gay, and Bi Equal Rights and Liberation. It was now 2006 and Campbell was determined to find a new glittery project for RuPaul. Reality competition shows, like Survivor, Project Runway, and America’s Next Top Model, were hot in the early aughts, and the world’s most famous drag queen seemed a perfect fit for the genre. Problem was, RuPaul wasn’t having it. Until one day when Campbell pitched a competition show with a drag race motif and RuPaul was persuaded to gamble on the trust and friendship he had shared with World of Wonder co-founders Fenton Bailey and Randy Barbato for two decades.


The rest is herstory.


FENTON BAILEY: When Randy and I were forming as the Fabulous Pop Tarts in Atlanta, one day Dick Richards of Funtone Records, the local independent label, was taking us around. I remember this figure in these thigh-high wader boots and a jockstrap and football shoulder pads with these tattered bin liners hanging off, wheat-pasting posters of himself. They said: RUPAUL IS EVERYTHING. He wasn’t waiting around for someone to discover him. That is my first memory of meeting RuPaul, but Randy and I sometimes argue about this.


RUPAUL: When I got into drag the first time, it was always punk rock. It was what boys were not supposed to do. It had more to do with pushing boundaries, not gender identity. So we were doing gender-fuck drag—smeared lipstick, combat boots. This was the Reagan ’80s. It was a social commentary. I’m not gonna fit into your blah-blah.


RANDY BARBATO: My recollection of first meeting Ru was him walking down the street in Times Square in ’86 in a pair of wader boots, football shoulder pads, shredded fabric. I feel like he had a jockstrap on and a dress, maybe. It was this insane, gender-fuck, punk-rock drag. Fenton and I had a band and we used to spend time making music and deejaying. Dick Richards was there at the New Music Seminar and another artist on his record label was RuPaul, who had his record “Sex Freak” that he was promoting.


RUPAUL: The New Music Seminar was an annual event in New York City where unsigned bands would go and meet with record company executives and indie labels to network and schmooze all the people who were doing what we were doing.


RANDY BARBATO: It took place every year at the Marriott Marquis in Times Square, which had just been built. It was so fabulous. It meant going uptown. It was a really glamorous kind of schmooze fest.


RUPAUL: We were all devotees of the Warhol experience, as many of the people in the Village were at the time. We were from the church of Warhol. I grew up reading Interview magazine and thinking my path will be to go to New York, become a Warhol superstar, create a persona, and then move to Hollywood. I think everyone felt and thought that, so Randy, Fenton, and I came together on that.


RANDY BARBATO: We were huge fans of the drag scene. We were never drag queens, but so many of our friends were drag queens and virtually all of our extracurricular activity was spent watching drag queens and fanning out to drag queens. We knew Lady Bunny and Sister Dimension and Taboo. The hothouse for drag in those days in the East Village was the Pyramid Club. Fenton and I lived a couple blocks from the Pyramid Club, and many drag queens lived in our building. Our band, the Fabulous Pop Tarts, performed in those same circles.


FENTON BAILEY: In the East Village in the ’80s, there was this huge drag movement and it was unlike drag from other generations. Drag had been very Hollywood-focused and very much a soigné take on glamour, whereas this super drag was like everything and the kitchen sink. It was like taking all of pop culture and putting it into a blender. It wasn’t necessarily particularly feminine or necessarily even glamorous. It was taking on all of pop culture and turning it into a look, a look that on the one hand celebrated pop culture and on the other hand made fun of its ridiculousness. Up until then, drag queens and trans personalities had an aura of melancholy around them. Andy Warhol did a series about it. But what punk gave drag was this fuck-you energy. You could break out of the shadows of that melancholy. Divine was an example of a super drag personality. She was really more punk than your traditional drag queen, an assault on the senses.


CARSON KRESSLEY: I moved to New York City in my twenties and there was a lot of drag going on in the early ’90s. It was the Wigstock era. There was a club on the Lower East Side called the Pyramid Club that had a famous queen that I loved called Miss Understood. Of course I was a fan and was aware of Ru. He had his daytime talk show and it was quite a golden era of drag in New York City.


RANDY BARBATO: Drag queens provoked thought and they entertained on a level that I felt like I was in some secret club. On the one hand, it felt foreign in terms of the world I came from. On the other hand, it felt so familiar. It’s like, oh my god, this is a language I understand. We’re all in this club. And even in those days, I really felt like this is a world that the rest of the world needs to see.


FENTON BAILEY: Funnily enough, the Ru we met and talked to is very much the same Ru of today, that sort of soft-spoken, very gentle, really super quick-witted. Oftentimes when you remember meeting someone, you end up having a very different perspective on them, especially after thirty years. But Ru is actually the same. I suppose the look has changed but he was always this incredibly gentle and wise person.


RANDY BARBATO: I fell in love with him the moment I met him. I was obsessed. He was such a star. And there was an instant camaraderie. There was a shared fearlessness. We were out hustling doing our thing. We all had stars in our eyes. We all went and worked the rotating bar at the Marriott Marquis, which was a lot of fun. There were lots of people from the East Village scene there.


RUPAUL: When I met Randy, he looked at me with eyes that saw the position I’m in today. It was startling because I could see that he could see what I saw. I had had glimpses of that with other people, but he saw what I have become. My mother told me when I was a kid that I would be famous and a star, but to have that confirmation from another human being was amazing.


RANDY BARBATO: We first produced his album Starrbooty. Well, really it was Fenton and I and Ru, because Ru produces everything. And none of us really knew what we were doing. We were just all figuring it out. Ru had very specific ideas of what that album should be and even the cover. So much of what we know about Ru today, things he says, the kind of totality and the spirituality, the person was fully formed and fully baked back then. He was young and yet he was so wise already.


FENTON BAILEY: Randy and I met at New York University film school in ’82 on the first day of school. It was a pretty instant meeting of the minds. We became friends right away and we were working on each other’s projects. Then we became boyfriends. At the time that we started working with RuPaul, Randy and I still both had day jobs. I was working as a videotape editor in an investment bank in Wall Street and he was working on Madison Avenue at an advertising agency. We were realizing that our days as pop stars were probably numbered and we saw an opportunity to get into public access television in 1991.


RANDY BARBATO: We were complete failures as pop stars, but it allowed us to make music and meet all these people. And our intention all along had been to make money as pop stars so we could become film directors, so we just took our DIY aesthetic to the next level and sold our first TV series to the UK, Channel 4. It was called Manhattan Cable and it was inspired by Manhattan Cable’s public access, which was pre-YouTube, pre–social media. It was real people making crazy, insane TV, from Robin Byrd to Mrs. Mouth to Ed Wallowitch and all these people that we loved. We licensed clips from them, repackaged it, and then hired our friends to host it and to be roving reporters. It gave us the opportunity to give RuPaul TV time.


FENTON BAILEY: Ru did a number of woman-on-the-street roving reports for us from the streets of Manhattan. One I especially remember is from the Meat Market. Before its gentrification, it was pretty gay and had nightwalkers and streetwalkers. Ru did a bit for us walking the streets as a lady of the night in Manhattan and it was really good.


RANDY BARBATO: Ru would take everything so seriously. Ru would take any job; put a camera in front of him, and he would deliver as if it was prime-time broadcast television because he spoke all of that language so fluently. Ru was that alien who says he learned everything he knows from TV.


RUPAUL: I told myself I’m done with my Black hooker Soul Train dancer look. I’m gonna give these bitches glamazon! My friend Larry Tee, who was a deejay, called me up and said he noticed I was doing a supermodel look and he wanted me to hear the lyrics to a song he wrote.


RANDY BARBATO: Then Ru just came to us one day and said, “Would you guys manage me?” And we’re like, well, we don’t really do that. I was nervous about it because I just always thought he was in a different league. It was not something you could phone in. I knew it was a turning point.


FENTON BAILEY: RuPaul told us that he had recorded a demo with Eric Kupper and it was this song called “Supermodel (You Better Work),” which he wrote with Larry Tee and Jimmy Harry. We were just starting World of Wonder and he said he wanted us to get him a record deal. Maybe he came to us ’cause we had a fax machine and we had desks and computers. It was a loft on Varick Street, right by the Holland Tunnel. The front part of the loft was the office and we lived in the back, where there was a bedroom and bathroom and stuff. It looked like it was a real company.


RANDY BARBATO: Fenton and I had a conversation and one of us said, if we can manage RuPaul and have a pop hit, we would never have to do anything again in our lives. We will have made such a contribution to culture.


FENTON BAILEY: We sent the demo out to every record label and pretty much every label said no. But finally one day Monica Lynch from Tommy Boy Records called up, and we thought it’s gotta be a prank because we just couldn’t imagine Ru as a drag queen on this hip-hop label. But Monica totally got it, totally embraced it, and she ran with it. Tommy Boy then said we have a few dollars to make a video and we just figured we could make that money go the furthest if we direct and produce it as well ourselves. So we did. We did the “Supermodel” video.


RANDY BARBATO: And he did have a pop hit!


FENTON BAILEY: “Supermodel” was a great success and it was a wonderful, breakout hit for RuPaul. I think what wasn’t so great about it was that people didn’t get to see him as this sensitive person. They got the joke and the novelty and the humor of “Supermodel” and that almost precluded them from seeing Ru as a sensitive, insightful person. His ability to connect with people and to see what’s going on with them and to call them out on it and to encourage them is an incredible talent.


TOM CAMPBELL: There was a queer march on Washington in ’93 and it was a big deal because of HIV. There still wasn’t a treatment for HIV that worked and it was this big moment. I went with a group of friends from LA on a plane full of gay men and lesbians, all going to the march. It filled my soul and filled my spirit. We marched by the White House and we landed on the Mall. There were a million people there. And on the stage, at the end of the Mall, were all these entertainers and speakers, from all walks of life. Jesse Jackson spoke. Cybill Shepherd spoke. All well intentioned. But it became clear to me that there wasn’t a genuine leader of the gay movement. And then the announcer said, “Ladies and gentlemen, the supermodel of the world, RuPaul.” RuPaul, a ten-foot-tall blond glamazon wearing a Wonder Woman outfit, takes the stage and starts to sing “Supermodel.” Every man, woman, and child stopped what they were doing and turned to watch. After Ru finished the song he cracked a few lines. “We’re coming back. And we’re gonna paint the White House pink!” The crowd went wild. At that moment, a thought blazed across my mind: A drag queen will lead us.


CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER THAIRIN SMOTHERS: He was a real gay superhero. [I was] an eighteen-year-old from the Midwest coming out of the closet; he was the popular gay celebrity that was breaking into mainstream, kind of how Madonna did in her time. But Ru was the gay god, the gay pop icon, busting in with “Supermodel.” I was fascinated by him. The way I look at him on the runway today in drag is the same way I looked at him back then as an eighteen-year-old. It’s hypnotic. You cannot take your eyes off of it.


BENDELACREME: I came out at thirteen and I knew I was queer and I knew there were gay people in the world but I didn’t know where or what they were like or whether there would be a place for me there. I remember when “Supermodel” came out and just being mesmerized. I didn’t understand what RuPaul was. I loved the song and danced around to it everywhere. But I didn’t get what Ru was. I knew there was something about her and I feel like I understood that there was gender complexity but I don’t think I understood drag queen exactly. There was this MTV red carpet where she was speaking. I think they asked Ru what’s the most sensual fruit and she said an apple. Just the way she said it, what she looked like when she said it, everything about it, stuck with me.


I didn’t understand why but I knew that there was something about this creature out in the world that was connected to who I was very deeply.


SHEA COULEÉ: I will never forget seeing RuPaul for the first time. I was only four years old. We were still living in Indiana. We had a split-level house and our basement was the family room area and it looked out upon all these woods. It was beautiful, always such gorgeous natural light down there. My older sister was babysitting me and she put on VH1 and she played the “Supermodel of the World” video by RuPaul. I remember seeing that gorgeous, luxe, black-and-white music video and just sitting with my legs crossed, back fully straight, like I was in preschool when you all gather around. My sister is one of the people that always nurtured my creative side and my feminine side and she knew she was planting a seed. I feel like it was one of my first instances of representation without even knowing how important that was because I just saw myself in RuPaul and I had no idea what a drag queen was. But I saw something of myself in that, even at such a young age.


ADORE DELANO: I knew Ru from The Brady Bunch Movie and But I’m a Cheerleader. I knew how iconic he was because of Nirvana and that famous picture growing up, just him being a pop-culture icon and my mom telling me about him and stuff. I was hella young but I remember my brother telling me about his show on VH1.


PANDORA BOXX: When RuPaul came onto the scene, things changed in the drag world. It became more popular, which helped us when we were doing our shows. RuPaul came out with her song “Supermodel” and everybody knew who she was and then movies like The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, and To Wong Foo came out, and it was just like people knew what drag was or knew that it was more than what they had seen before of it.


GINGER MINJ: RuPaul was it for me. I had Divine and then I had RuPaul. Unfortunately, Divine had passed away, so the one shining beacon of light and hope that all of us queer little kids had was RuPaul. In Orlando, there used to be a strip that was called Rainbow City. It was just little storefronts with rainbow flags and they sold all sorts of little gay things inside. And they had the RuPaul doll, which I am sure I still have somewhere, and a giant framed picture of RuPaul in the red “Supermodel.” I wanted that picture so bad but they wanted $1,000 for it. Years later, after it had changed hands a couple of times, I finally got that poster. I won it in a raffle. It meant so much to me for so long. And then when I started taking drag kids under my wing, it passed its way down to them. It’s still out there in the world, inspiring people, still making people want to be fabulous.


BENDELACREME: Ru was a segue to finding things like the Wigstock movie and figuring out who Lady Bunny was. When I went to Walnut Hill, I would take the train into Boston by myself on the weekends and I would go to the one seedy gay bookstore that I knew of in Boston. I would search for anything that contained drag queens. I researched everything about drag but it was definitely that first exposure to Ru that was the first bread crumb on that path.


SHANNEL: When I was very young and I would be drawing portraits, I would listen to RuPaul’s CDs… Yeah, like “House of Love” and all of that sort of stuff because it was all around that same time with “Supermodel,” the ’92, ’93, ’94, that whole era. It was very influential for me at a very, very young age.


NINA FLOWERS: When Ru released “Supermodel” and it became super popular, I was like, oh my god. I was already a makeup artist, and I was already playing with makeup but when this bitch came on with the music video and everything and everywhere, doing fashion shows, doing runway, being on the music awards and everywhere I mean it was like wow, I want to be like her when I grow up. Big inspiration.


FENTON BAILEY: And then there was his MAC Cosmetics Viva Glam deal and Ru ended up being the first male supermodel. And then there was a book deal with Hyperion for his autobiography Lettin It All Hang Out. And then there was his talk show on VH1, The RuPaul Show.


JUJUBEE: The first time I saw RuPaul was in To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar. And I was terrified because I didn’t know how to react, I didn’t know how to feel. And I was like, wow, he’s so beautiful. But why is he dressed up like this? And I always questioned that. And I was like, is this the kind of person that I also am? Is this also what I want to do? And I was afraid. And it stuck for a while and was my world of wonder, if you want to put it that way.


ALYSSA EDWARDS: RuPaul is the first drag queen I ever saw. It was on To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar. I was allowed to watch that because Patrick Swayze was a dancer and I was so inspired by him. And I was so confused. I remember asking my granny what is this? She said those are drag queens. She might have said cross-dressers.


BOB THE DRAG QUEEN: I thought To Wong Foo was a great movie and I loved the notion of dressing up and I was so intrigued by RuPaul in the movie. I remember thinking these queens—Patrick Swayze, John Leguizamo, and Wesley Snipes—look good, but who’s that bitch in the beginning in the Confederate flag? Who is that bitch? I remember thinking to myself that she should have been in the whole fucking movie. This is the one I want to see. But I didn’t think about doing drag then because I didn’t have any representation of what drag is for a living. To Wong Foo doesn’t tell you what that is. They’re not even making money in To Wong Foo. They’re just driving around.


LAGANJA ESTRANJA: Because I had a gay sister, I was exposed to But I’m a Cheerleader, The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, all of his cameo roles that he had made. I really respected him and I still do to this day. I think he is a trailblazer and he represents what a true queen is and that is someone who doesn’t stop until they get what they want. I just felt like to be able to be in this presence was an extreme gift from the universe. I just wanted his approval and still do to this day. I just wanted him to love me and to see the light that I had inside of me.


VIOLET CHACHKI: I discovered RuPaul when I was in eighth grade. I thought he was a cross-dresser or something. I remember walking down the school hallway singing “Supermodel” with my friend and getting really weird looks from teachers. I definitely was nervous meeting her but I like to think of her back in Atlanta, running around with football pads on. I can see myself in that RuPaul. I can see myself in the RuPaul backstage at the Versace show getting pushed aside to take pictures of Naomi Campbell. Those are the moments in RuPaul’s early career that I like to think about that I can really relate to.


RONAN FARROW: When you go back to those clips from the early ’90s of Ru on Geraldo’s show, getting in the little sound bites and moments in a panel context, just being such a canny self-brander and promoter and having this extraordinary confidence, this is someone who just believed they were a star and sold it hard and through an incredible amount of hard work and a refusal to compromise. It is an incredible example of someone not leaving their community behind, or the things that make them marginalized behind, but instead not only bringing it along but harnessing that for power. Ru’s impact on the culture can’t be overstated. It’s only going to grow and grow. I can’t think of anyone else like RuPaul. As someone who grew up seeing RuPaul on talk shows and stuff interact in an era where there really weren’t many other mainstream examples that were accessible to a lot of us of drag. It’s definitely a legacy and it’s that memory that meant that when I started to encounter Ru in the world as an adult, it was always a bit of a thrill.


RUPAUL: It wasn’t about the fun of drag anymore. I realized I was representing a community that had no voice.


FENTON BAILEY: When we were working with Ru on his first book, we learned that Ru, growing up, had some real hardships. It took real smarts and dedication to know that what people responded to in him, the tall, leggy, blond supermodel, I mean there was no road map for that. Celebrity drag queens up to that point were people like Milton Berle, which is a completely different thing. There is an ocean between those two entities.


RANDY BARBATO: There was a duality there that was intense. Ru knew how to walk into and own a room. It was just instinctual. On the one hand, he understood the language, not only of television, but of stardom and celebrity. He knew it like a science. On the other hand, he was incredibly introverted and quiet and grounded and spiritual.


Ever since I’ve known Ru, I could have real and meaningful conversations about anything. He understood that celebrity was a construct and that it was not a transformational journey that he was on. His expectation was to fulfill and share something larger. I always think there was this spiritual awareness that was super evolved and that differentiated him from everyone around him. He was always kind of a loner, not because he was a snob, but he was always in it for a different reason. He was on a different journey.


RUPAUL: I took a few years away from the business because I wanted to reevaluate what I was doing, what I wanted to do, where I wanted to go. I moved out to Los Angeles and got to know my nieces and nephews and had barbecues and stopped dieting for a while, which is wild. I also stopped drinking. I was just turning forty. I had done it my whole life since I was ten years old.


I wasn’t even sure if I was going to go back to singing and dancing and prancing around onstage. I was prepared to not do that.


That was during the Bush era and I thought, ya know, I need to step away from the canvas. I worked, I paid my bills, I didn’t go without, but I didn’t work in the ambitious style I had been.


RAJA: In the early 2000s, RuPaul was going through a section of his life where he had gone sober and everything had halted. He had such a huge popularity and trajectory and then, all of a sudden, it stopped for a bit. He moved to LA and he would come to the clubs. There wasn’t that much drag like there is now so he went to every show, made friends with all the queens, usually hung out just in the deejay booth. He would always cheer really loudly and stay in his little box in the deejay booth and watch all of us perform. I would see RuPaul at different clubs all the time. It was like him wanting to connect with drag while not doing drag. He even performed with us at Peanuts one night and Ru became acquaintances with all of us.


RAVEN: I met Ru for the first time years before the show. I was with my boyfriend and we’d gone to the Dreamgirls show at Micky’s and then went to see another show at Peanuts, the club I went to in drag for the first time. We saw Raja standing out in front of the club talking to this tall, thin guy in one of those big corduroy jackets. Raja was someone that I looked at for paving the way for newer queens to come out. So I said hello to Raja and Raja said, “This is my friend, Ru.” I looked up and I went, “Oh my gosh, you’re RuPaul.” I remember him taking me and turning me to the light so it could hit my face and he goes, “Did you do your makeup yourself?” And he went, “Wow.” And then we went inside to see the girls and he got whisked into the deejay booth and I didn’t see him again until Drag Race.


MORGAN MCMICHAELS: I had met her before Drag Race. Delta Work had a show in Pasadena at a club called Encounter and Ru had visited. I’d also seen Ru at Peanuts, Club 7969. She was always there on Mondays and Fridays. And she’d show up to Dreamgirls Revue. When she came to Delta Work’s show, the spotlight guy did not show up and Ru sat behind the spotlight and spotted the girls for the whole show. I know that room was tiny and it must have been about two thousand degrees, so that meant a lot. Even to this day, I am so nervous around her. I’ve met Gaga and Rihanna and tons of stars and I’m never that way around any of them, but I am so nervous around Ru. And she has only ever been nice.


RAJA: There was a time when he actually was giving things away out of his closet and throwing shit out. And I have some Ru-me-downs. I still have some of it. I treasure them. I have his original robe that he wore in the “Supermodel” video. I own that.


FENTON BAILEY: There was no question the very first time we saw Ru, oh my god, he is a huge star. It was really just this question of waiting for the world to catch up. I think his intuition about pop culture was so smart and ahead of its time and prescient. After “Supermodel,” the culture thought it was a novelty hit and that was another barrier for Ru to break through that would take time. I think he needed to have that time out before people would look again and say oh hang on, there’s more here than we thought there was. I think it’s more about other people than about Ru.


RANDY BARBATO: He was saying, “Everybody say love,” thirtysomething years ago. He was saying, “If you can’t love yourself, how are you going to love somebody else?” He was fully realized and he was completely self-aware. He was packaging it a little differently but we saw that and it has just taken three decades for everybody else to see it in a way. It was hard for a lot of people to get beyond the wig and the heels. It has really taken a long time for people to not only be in awe of the visual spectacle but appreciate the wisdom and the ideas that come from him.


MISS FAME: I saw RuPaul perform at our Gay Pride in San Louis Obispo County before Drag Race. She was dressed as a cowgirl and she came out and did a song. I think it was 2006. I was standing there with a giant pompadour with my little Mexican grandmother. I had a geisha parasol. I had butterflies down the tail of my mohawk. I had a flannel that was fitted like nobody’s business and these size 0 Abercrombie & Fitch woman’s jeans. And RuPaul pointed at me during the performance and I felt so seen. I started feeding my feminine side even more. I had determination. I couldn’t resist. I got RuPaul’s books and I was reading them and studying them, just reflecting on the career. I was completely obsessed.


FENTON BAILEY: We started World of Wonder in New York and we moved to LA in 1992. When we were still in New York, we had talked about doing a competition show to find the top drag queen from every different state across the US. So it was an idea that was percolating underneath for a long time.


RUPAUL: Around the mid-2000s, Randy asked me if I was serious about coming back to the business and I said yes. He said I should do another Starrbooty movie and I thought that was a great idea, so we did it. It hit the film festival circuit in 2007.


TOM CAMPBELL: I started at World of Wonder in July of 2006. At that time, it seemed that anybody who had been famous in the ’90s was getting their own reality show. And here’s this megastar, RuPaul, that they have such a good relationship with, so I said we should do something with RuPaul.


FENTON BAILEY: We told Tom we have tried. At the time, drag queens had been in shows but there was no drag-queen-focused show. It just seemed that there never would be. But Tom really did persist.


TOM CAMPBELL: They were like, “You talk to him.” They’re like family and RuPaul was still active but he was taking a bit of a break. I went to Ru one-on-one. He can be very intimidating in the best way, but we get along great. And he said, “I’ll do anything but a competition elimination show.” I said, ohh, okay.


RUPAUL: I stayed away from reality television for years because I didn’t want to do anything mean-spirited. Most of the reality television that was making noise at that time didn’t feel positive.


TOM CAMPBELL: So Ru and I came up with a kind of Strangers with Candy funny thing with Ru resurrecting the drag queen—the monster comes back to life. When we pitched it to Randy and Fenton, we all laughed. I thought we’d really scored. And Ru goes, “You know what we really need to do? A competition reality show.” I don’t know why but he’d changed his mind.


RUPAUL: Things were changing. The Obama movement was happening and I could feel the winds of change in my bones. It was time. I knew if we did this show, it would have to be with a reverence and a love for these creative, courageous souls who do drag. I knew I would be safe with Randy and Fenton. I knew they would look out for me and I knew that I could really be myself with them because whatever concerns I have they would also share because they are my family. They are my tribe. But it was also Tom. He came up with the format with the racing motif. I knew he understood my voice and that he could write for my voice and that he’s really smart and really funny.


TOM CAMPBELL: And with a small group of people, we brainstormed. I said, we’ll call it RuPaul’s Drag Race. And then it’s like, what will they do? Well, they’ll do something every week that Ru had to do. And so we just started riffing. A lot of the language came up in that meeting. “Gentlemen, start your engines.” All that kind of stuff.


RANDY BARBATO: We didn’t do a pilot. We were figuring it out.


ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY SENIOR WRITER JOEY NOLFI: The format is essential to all of this because the element of reality here signifies to the audience watching at home that these are real people. These are people who do this. The only reason they are on the show is because they do this in real life and it is rooted in reality. We’re showing real artists and that extends to Ru. We know that there are producers and there are things behind the scenes happening, but Ru is not a character. Ru is not someone who dresses up and is playing necessarily a character. I know a lot of people think that drag queens are characters but I don’t see them that way. I see Ru as an artist. I see these queens as artists. And I think it was so essential to the rise of this show and the boundaries that it crossed and the bridges that it built. You are seeing a heightened version of it on a reality TV competition. We know it’s fantastical in some elements. It’s funny, it’s campy, but those are all the things that drag is, too. If you’re flipping through the TV and you come across Drag Race, and you see these wigs and colors and these people interacting, it feels like a glimpse into a hidden treasure of this subculture that not many people knew about.


BEBE ZAHARA BENET: I always tell people BeBe is a color of who I am. There are some people who would say I created this character or this alter ego but that is not the case for me. I like to describe BeBe as my twin sister. I think a lot of people maybe actually use the idea of alter egos because there is something about themselves they are not comfortable with. Maybe it’s because they really want to hide under another identity. There are things about ourselves that we choose to celebrate and there are things about ourselves that we feel like it’s a taboo and we shove it under the rug because we don’t want people to know, because we are ashamed of it. I feel like BeBe is a part of me, it’s a color of who I am, and I bring so much light to her. So she is part of me.


RUPAUL: In drag, I’ve taken on those roles my whole life. I’ve had to manage myself, write my songs, because our culture—even show-business culture—isn’t designed for drag queens. We’ve all had to be that for ourselves or have a drag mother who teaches us how to be that. Drag is really a sampling of everything in our culture. That’s why people have made comparisons of our show with other shows. The truth is that drag takes little bits and pieces from everything. That’s the nature of drag. Drag has always reminded our culture not to take itself so seriously. We make fun of everything. That’s why drag belongs up there with all the important elements of our culture. It deserves to be up where it belongs.


TOM CAMPBELL: RuPaul has a talent and a skill and a charisma that he figured out how to package and share with the world. He also talks about wanting to do things that make him happy. Drag Race makes him happy, and helping other queens makes him happy. But none of that came easily. And showbiz can be very unkind to anybody at any point.


SHOWRUNNER (SEASONS 1–4) CHRIS MCKIM: For four years, I shared a cubicle with Ru. Pretty fabulous, right? We would all sit around. It would be Ru, Randy, Fenton, Tom, and Mathu Andersen. We all had a very similar language and sensibility and we’d talk about when a queen is eliminated, how do we get rid of them? Bees or a trapdoor or whatever it might be. We’d sit around talking about challenges and coming up with the creative language. I remember the day Ru came into the office and said Mathu had suggested, “Shantay, you stay” and “Sashay away.”


RANDY BARBATO: When you think of drag queens, you think of lip syncs. Early on in the development of it, I do remember having that conversation of like, wait, there’s no lip syncing in this. And then I think Tom came up with oh my god, lip sync for your life. That first season the language was evolving live. It felt like we had cracked the DNA of the show.


TOM CAMPBELL: We were trying to come up with the criteria and I said that whatever it is, it should spell something, like boobs, ’cause I’m classy. Chris McKim came back with creativity, uniqueness, nerve, and talent. I said creativity and talent are the same thing. He came back with charisma, uniqueness, nerve, and talent. Cunt! I’m sold! A huge, tacky pun—that’s what we love.


FENTON BAILEY: The charisma, uniqueness, nerve, and talent mantra works so perfectly because that is what we cast for. We don’t cast based on that idea that you’ve got to have one of this or one of that. It’s actually this undefinable it factor. It’s that certain something, it’s that magic. Diversity is almost in the DNA of what drag is to begin with. And then you go internationally and you see that every country has a drag tradition and a drag culture. It’s different, but it’s absolutely recognizably drag.


RUPAUL: For the challenges, we needn’t look further than what I’ve had to do in my own career: writing books, or working with a rock band singing a song. For rock ’n’ roll, you don’t have to have a great voice. My voice is whatever. I know how to inject my all into it. That’s why every human alive should find the drag queen in them. Everybody has powers that they can bring up. Years ago, I had to learn how to inject my drag persona into my daily life so that I could access that power when I needed it. I had put them in two separate compartments. The truth is, it all comes from the same source and I can access that at any time. Of course, it helps, depending on what I’m wearing. But the truth is you have the force with you at all times.


RANDY BARBATO: We pitched it to eight to twelve networks. I think there was a lot of enthusiasm for it, but no one dared do it because it was drag queens. It didn’t feel like you could do that on TV. It still felt like too out there, ohhh, here comes World of Wonder with some craaaazy whackadoodle thing, like, that’s never gonna get made.


TOM CAMPBELL: We went to all the hot cable channels at the time thinking this is something special. And they were all really lovely people and were like oh my gosh, we love you guys, we love Ru, it’s such a great idea, laugh, laugh, laugh. But… ad sales. We really can’t do this kind of thing.


FENTON BAILEY: I remember being in one pitch meeting, one nameless network with one nameless executive, and halfway through the pitch meeting he just burst out laughing. And we thought, oh this is great, it’s going well, he’s enjoying the idea and the show. And then he said, “Yeah, ya know, the reason I’m laughing is because we would never, ever, ever consider making a show like this.”


RANDY BARBATO: Brian Graden was running MTV and Logo and he green-lit Drag Race in March of 2008. He really was the one who saw the opportunity. We were super excited. It seemed unbelievable that we were actually going to be making a show for TV with drag queens. It also was a little bit scary because we had literally no money to make it. But we were in a unique opportunity because Logo was so small it couldn’t really afford to fully finance it, so it gave us an opportunity to partially finance it but retain ownership. RuPaul was a big name for Logo, and it was a big swing for them. But it was a bigger gamble for us because it was and still has been more of a financial investment than what we do with most of our shows, which are usually fully licensed from a network and we get some back end. We really wanted to make the show, we really believed in Ru, and we are always trying to own everything. Finally, there was an opportunity to do that with something that excited us more than anything on our slate, ever.


SHANNEL: I never even heard of Logo before.


RONAN FARROW: The idea of a Logo reality show about drag queens was, of course, anything but a sure thing. When it starts out, there is something that is compelling in a different way about those early seasons—the Vaseline blur filter and the low production values, and so forth. But also, more significantly, the kind of queen that was on the show and the set of expectations that they had. They were all joining something that was at the time less elevated and less of a sure thing. There is a kind of scrappiness and unpredictability, and a little bit less of an infiltration of reality TV tropes in the early seasons, which are uniquely compelling in a way that probably can’t be replicated now.


TOM CAMPBELL: The first draft of the script was due to the network, Logo, and I think we ran out of time and Daniel Rogge, a producer on the first season, had written the line for Ru: “Good luck and don’t fuck it up.” I read it and I thought ohhh we can’t say fuck on television. I’m like, just send it in, they’ll give us notes and we’ll figure it out. And the only note they gave was make sure you bleep the word fuck.


CHRIS MCKIM: We were in the thick of the Obama/McCain election and we thought if McCain gets in, nobody is going to watch this show. It was interesting because Ru went away at the beginning of the Bush years and came back out that March or April before Obama was elected.


JOEY NOLFI: We were on the brink of really transitioning from the pop culture and the celebrity era of glamour and beauty to very oddball obsession. It was right as Lady Gaga and Nicki Minaj, Kesha, many of these pop stars that were influencing culture on a bigger scale were leaning into more renegade forms of beauty, ushering in the era of the weirdo. And that tapped into something that all audiences I think needed at the time. Lady Gaga, in particular, I think ushered in a new era for queer culture, dance music. There was a cultural shift in beauty standards, which I think dovetailed really nicely with Drag Race, sort of giving rise to the outsider on television. It was almost like a destined space for the drag industry to carve out its niche in the mainstream, because society wanted to break free from rigid standards in favor of the alternative.


CHAD MICHAELS: The majority of us were like, ha ha ha, okay, RuPaul sounds great, but this sounds like a fucking booby trap. So many of us had just been the joke for so long. No matter how much we put into our work, in many circles, we were still just the clown. I think a lot of us looked at it like this could be sabotage. This could just be an opportunity for some people to put us on TV and make us look stupid. Most of us said no.


BEBE ZAHARA BENET: Every time I saw drag on television, everybody was laughing at the drag artists. And I was like, these are such talented people, why are we laughing at them? Or if you talked about drag with people, it always felt like this thing that people would laugh at. I laugh at myself aaallll the time. But it’s the idea of you laughing with me that’s different. That’s why when I was first approached about doing the show, I had reservations.


TOM CAMPBELL: Drag Race was introduced in the way that all great gay things are, as part of the subculture, from underneath, bubbling up, whether it’s disco or whatever. We were this thing people found.


FENTON BAILEY: I do think Ru has said every time he bats his eyelash it’s a political act, which is funny and also seriously true because I think the message of Drag Race is about people not kowtowing to some idea of what is normal, not editing themselves to fit in with some kind of notion of what people should be but instead people finding out who they are and bringing that out. And I think that that’s fundamentally a very political message. It’s about self-expression rather than conformity. So I think the show is inherently political without necessarily being Democrat or Republican. Political in a larger sense, probably in the more important sense.


VICTORIA “PORKCHOP” PARKER: Barack Obama had just been sworn in as president, the nation was going through a huge cultural change, and it was a good time for the show to premiere because it went along with everything else that was happening in society. It caused everyone to look into an arena that they had always heard about, that they thought was taboo. Well, here it was, right in front of them on their television screen.


MERLE GINSBERG: RuPaul is a unique talent that deserved to be known by everyone. And it’s not even the drag. It’s the personality. It’s the mind, it’s the humor, it’s the insight, it’s the humanity. RuPaul is a philosopher of life and RuPaul could have a show and just sit there and talk. He’s magnetic.


RUPAUL: The show’s mission statement was to celebrate the art of drag, and drag has more significant meaning and power than just what it seems like on the surface. That’s why [with] all of our challenges, even sometimes as hokey as they may seem on paper, once you add drag queens and the duality of someone in drag doing it, it takes on a mystical, deeper meaning.


MERLE GINSBERG: We laughed our asses off. I started having friends of mine who designed clothes make me more and more fabulous outfits. I wore giant hair. I really got into the spirit of it. And I wanted to change my look for every show. I would tell friends I’m in this thing, it’s gonna be fabulous. But even my gay friends would tell me that gay people were embarrassed by drag and were not going to watch this and I shouldn’t embarrass myself. I didn’t care. We had a fabulous time. We laughed all summer.


RANDY BARBATO: Ru is a walking sampling machine. Ru has some weird ear that he can go “Nina Bo’nina Brown bada da bah.” He hears something and he just starts repeating it.


FENTON BAILEY: “Camaroooon!”


TOM CAMPBELL: Newark, LaGuardia, Kennedy! It just makes him happy, it gives him something to do. The Nina Bo’nina Brown he just could not get over.


RUPAUL: I have always collected sayings. My mother collected sayings. She’d write them down. One that I’ve had for thirtysomething years is “She’d already done had herses.” I heard that at Crystal’s, the White Castle of the South in Atlanta. We were there after the club and this girl walks up to the counter to grab one of the bags that had been prepared for someone behind the counter and she said, “Uh-uh, nah, nah, she’d already done had herses.”


FENTON BAILEY: Ru locks onto the viral moments in everything. Before YouTube, before TikTok, before all these platforms, you had Ru and other queens all locking onto these little gems in pop culture and recognizing them and identifying them and amplifying them, turning the volume up. Ru will not thank me for remembering this but Ru would do lip syncs as part of his performance to Champale commercials. They had these very iconic ads and Ru would do brilliant lip syncs to Champale commercials.


MERLE GINSBERG: I have only lived in New York and LA, I have always been around drag queens, performers, makeup artists. I never thought of these people as being brave. That wasn’t something that occurred to me. But Ru would start talking about that, about how brave it is, because these people were judged and made fun of and picked on and in so many ways they were just celebrating one of the great parts of life, which is just dressing up and being outrageous. And Ru would always say we are all wearing drag, which is true. I learned a lot from them. I learned a lot about makeup, hair, and I learned about accepting yourself for who you are.


FENTON BAILEY: To be a drag queen is not to be a wallflower or to be worried about fitting in or being seen to be normal. To be a drag queen is to have the courage and commitment to strike out on your own and do your own thing in spite of what people may say. There is a lot of stick-with-it-ness and courage and initiative and all sorts of qualities that are required.


CARSON KRESSLEY: When they are putting on their makeup, I feel like it’s the moment in La Cage aux Folles when the drag queen is singing the song “I Am What I Am.” I’ve been through all of this but I have finally found myself and I am proud of who I am and damn it, I’m not going back in the closet. Those are those moments we see on the show where you hear the backstory of the trials and tribulations some of these queens have had to go through. It doesn’t change how we’re going to judge them but, my goodness, as people it makes us respect them so much. I don’t know if I could have pushed through and persevered like that, and it makes us respect and love them even more. And that’s not to say that they’re all underdogs because that sounds like they’re not superstars, which they are. But everybody on the show has had an underdog moment where it didn’t look like life was gonna pan out for them and they managed to persevere and be on the show and be successful and be celebrated, and that is just so inspiring for me and I think for so many people watching.


RUPAUL: All of us are in drag in some form or fashion so once you are able to step into that werkroom, it’s really breaking things down to who you are underneath all of the paint and powder—not just the drag queens but every human alive. So when I’m able to discover a person’s blockage, I’m actually always really talking to myself. I see myself in them. I see myself, really, on their audition reel, so once they’re in the werkroom, I am able to identify myself in them and understand the self-doubt. I understand that I have worked on that myself so I’m able to speak frankly with them about that.


TOM CAMPBELL: It’s not always Oprah’s Master Class. It’s in the context of this crazy show, but it’s powerful. We didn’t know how much that was baked into the show but that has been the spirit of the show that has come. We’ve put all the elements together. That’s what rises above it and that’s what I think makes it ultimately special. There’s a lot of love in it.


RUPAUL: It is an integral part of my personality but I didn’t realize it would become such a big component of the different sides of the show. Duality exists throughout the show, not only the showmanship of the performance of drag but also the heart. I don’t think any of us anticipated that aspect of the show.


CARSON KRESSLEY: Drag Race has heart and, yes, it’s funny and, yes, we have amazing queens but we have the secret sauce that is RuPaul Andre Charles. He brings something to the production that is ethereal and spiritual and I am unable to put my finger on it. But it’s a grace and a wisdom that helps the contestants, of course, every week but it also guides all of us on the cast and crew.


RONAN FARROW: Even though Ru is in some ways so stylized and such a performer, I think there is always an authenticity that underpins his presence on-screen. And it’s curious, in a way, because he keeps his cards quite close. He is not a part of the Zoomer culture of confessional, oversharing, naked vulnerability. It’s very intellectualized and it is in some ways at an emotional remove, but it’s also utterly Ru all the time.


ASIA O’HARA: When Ru comes into the werkroom and she talks to us, it’s like, oh my god, this is RuPaul. But when the cameras were down for a reset, I would watch her body language and just feel her energy and that was another thing that made me feel at ease. I liked being in the room with Ru. I like the way that she makes me feel. It’s a feeling of vulnerability but also admiration because since my father’s passing, it had been a long time since I had been in the presence of a professional Black male that I really admired and respected. And it was the first time ever in my life where I was in front of a Black gay male that I really admired and looked up to. Meeting Ru just makes me feel like I can do anything, and the only thing standing in my way is me.


JOEY NOLFI: Drag queens in pop culture in the ’90s and early 2000s were the butt of the joke and these little side characters in sitcoms and movies that the audience is meant to laugh at. But seeing Ru walk through those werkroom doors in a suit just as Ru, the host version of Ru, it’s amazing how simple a change in clothing changes how you see him. A lot of people don’t know his name is actually RuPaul and Ru in the werkroom adds a whole other layer to his pop-culture persona and to him as a person. And later in the show, when you see Ru in the wigs and the gowns and the makeup, this is RuPaul the artist.


JUJUBEE: When I was in high school, my friend Tee, her name’s Chameleon. She’s my drag sister. We emailed Ru through her website and we asked Ru how do we cover our eyebrows? We didn’t expect a reply at all. And she replied. We got an email back and she taught us. She said there’s two products. There’s the wax stick that Kryolan Cosmetics sells and you can rub it on your eyebrows and then powder it and flatten it out and then put foundation over it. And she’s like, if you can’t find that, darling, you could use Ivory soap. Just use the soap and just rub it on and then the thickness of that soap would seal it down. And it worked. We did it. We were these high school students who wanted to experiment with drag and we did it. And I don’t think I actually ever mentioned that to Ru in the werkroom, but yeah. That was pretty special. Ru’s been in my life for more than he thinks.


RAVEN: I have always had a certain level of respect for RuPaul knowing that he was doing it when it was not popular. He was doing it when people were still spitting on drag queens and ridiculing drag queens. The straight and gay communities would oust you and push you aside for being a drag queen, and he was still doing it whether you liked it or hated it.


MORGAN MCMICHAELS: Back in the ’90s, RuPaul kicked down one door being the first superstar drag queen. We had Divine and it was a very niche corner that Divine had conquered. The same with Sylvester, a disco artist, also very amazing. But even though it was the time of grunge, and there was a big political backlash against LGBTQ people, RuPaul really kicked down that door. So, when I saw the promo for Season 1 of RuPaul’s Drag Race, I was like, she’s fuckin’ done it again! She kicked down another door.


SASHA VELOUR: Drag Race came on right after I had read RuPaul’s first two books and I was watching John Waters movies. That started to paint a picture of drag in a way that I hadn’t experienced it before—the deeper connections to community, to queer identity, and the kind of radical quality of drag that, maybe as a kid, I wasn’t picking up on. I had seen To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar as a little kid. RuPaul is an absolute goddess, even in her crazy Confederate flag dress. And the thing about that movie is that it got me excited about putting on dresses but I didn’t understand the life or the beliefs of what drag was. So it put the fantasy in my head and kept this question burning until I did a little bit more digging.


RONAN FARROW: The way that it uplifts and empowers people who otherwise are often coming from pretty marginalized backgrounds, places where they don’t have a form of expression and empowerment, it’s just a wonderful, positive thing to be exposed to.


My little nieces, who are in their early teens, watch it religiously. I think it is such a wholesome thing for young people to watch on the most fundamental level, even though of course it has that ribald humor and the rough-around-the-edges vaudevillian quality that drag has. None of that really matters in comparison to the fundamental values of the show, which are so much about lifting people up.


JOEY NOLFI: The unspoken through-line of this show is that you know when you turn it on, you are with the family. It’s a cast of queer people. It felt so interesting and exciting and kinetic and electric that it was just naturally populated by members of the community.


RUPAUL: The thing I’m the most proud of is inspiring people to love drag and invite drag back into their lives. For so many years, drag clubs closed down. Kids had to do shows with no lighting, no stage, while people are eating. It had become really bad. Especially in gay culture, it had become very enthralled with straight acting. Or men who were feminine were ostracized from gay culture. And to a certain degree, that’s always been the case, but more so in the decade before the show premiered.


MERLE GINSBERG: Maybe drag wasn’t a big deal then and the gay community was looking down on it, but the minute they saw this, it completely changed. Drag is bigger than ever.


CHAD MICHAELS: After we saw the show, I was like, this is cool. I get where they’re going with it. I’d like to be a part of this.


MORGAN MCMICHAELS: Drag in some areas was so very well received, but on the flip side of the coin, straight people would laugh at drag and they would want to be entertained by drag but they wouldn’t really be allies for our rights. Being able to talk about that on international television—because people were finding ways to watch it around the world—that’s what drag queens have been doing from the beginning. We have always fought for LGBTQ rights.


RONAN FARROW: Part of what worked there was RuPaul’s absolute commitment to what he wanted to do in the world, and then time and persistence. Someone who has, in this futuristic way, had a vision of mainstream drag as an elevated form and just chipped away at the public until they came around to it—that’s a pretty amazing thing, and a lesson.


JOEY NOLFI: When the show premiered, a lot of people outside of the queer community still didn’t think or accept that someone like Ru could have a position of power in the entertainment industry as a mogul. RuPaul was still a niche artist beloved by a community and peripherally known to the mainstream for his success with the VH1 talk show and his music, which definitely built bridges and made a name for himself. But I think the success of Drag Race then opened doors to legitimize Ru and maybe drag artists in general as entities and celebrities with respectable might in the industry. It wasn’t until Ru was on Drag Race and the show dovetailing with that rise of the oddball in mainstream culture, that really catapulted Ru to a new level that legitimized drag for a lot of people on the mainstream stage, and in Hollywood, as a viable, successful career that someone could aspire to outside of a nightclub or a bar or just being the one in literally three billion. It really was a stepping-stone for not just Ru and his career but for an entire industry.


RUPAUL: We finished filming the first season a few days before the Republican convention. It was a long weekend and I was using a friend’s pool in Beverly Hills that overlooks all of Los Angeles. I was by myself and I remember being in the water on that hot day thinking from this moment on, my life will be very different. And it absolutely has been since that day. I knew it would define the third act of my career. I know in most people’s eyes it’s the second act. But before I got famous, I lingered in the Village for ten years—before Grandma and Grandpa knew who RuPaul was.















Chapter 1



THE PILOT SEASON


IN AUGUST 2008, NINE DRAG QUEENS FROM ACROSS THE NATION SASHAYED into a teeny soundstage in Burbank, California, armed with very little information. They had signed up for drag competition helmed by their idol RuPaul, but what did that involve? Two of the queens, Shannel and BeBe Zahara Benet, had worked together in Las Vegas. Another, Victoria “Porkchop” Parker, was the breakout star of the documentary Pageant, released earlier that year. Puerto Rican native Nina Flowers, known for her punk aesthetic and tattoos, had lived in the US less than a year. Wig-averse Ongina, on leave from the Los Angeles retail store she managed, arrived with an arsenal of tiny hats. Tammie Brown, who defies descriptors to this day, winked her way into drag herstory. Rebecca Glasscock, a novice with a gorgeous face and penchant for pissing people off, made the cut, too. A self-declared bitch with a proclivity for nudity, Akashia relished being the resident troublemaker. Dancer Jade, with the good looks and sweet disposition, would deliver the show’s shadiest zinger, calling Rebecca “the fakest bitch I’ve ever known.” These girls didn’t know it then but they were pioneers, and they were flawless, hunty.


Behind the scenes, RuPaul’s regal glamour was a contrast with the dark, cramped soundstage that production could afford. A well-intended decision to soften harsh lighting resulted in the show’s famous blurry appearance, arguably its most lasting quality. Reality TV fans probably recognized judge Santino Rice from Project Runway but were meeting judge Merle Ginsberg, a fashion and culture writer, for the first time. The reunion show, with its many confrontations and the first Miss Congeniality, remains the most entertaining and enlightening reunion episode of the hit series. Years later, when the first cycle re-aired as “The Lost Season,” producer Randy Barbato noted, “It was lost because we buried it, but the joke’s on us because it’s a classic season with so many gems.”


The nationwide search for the cast took months. Hundreds of drag artists competed online for the slot won by Nina Flowers. Others were discovered by casting scouts at clubs or word-of-mouth. If the contestants had anything in common, it was their admiration of RuPaul, which sparked their interest in trying out for the show and willingness to be the most vulnerable contestants to date. For producers, only one thing had mattered as they picked their first group of queens.


RANDY BARBATO: Diversity wasn’t used in the way it’s used now, but that was always understood. Even back then, it was also about having all different kinds of drag—pageant drag, glam drag, fashion drag. Everyone has their own perception of who they are and how they want to represent themselves. I feel that at Drag Race we take representing people and who they are very seriously. That’s what the whole show is about; it’s about celebrating these people.


CHRIS MCKIM: In terms of the story and the types of content we wanted from the queens, for me it was The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert and Paris Is Burning. The performances and stuff is all great but it’s all about the conversation and the specificity of the language. I had everybody that worked on the show—queen wranglers, production assistants, everyone—watch Paris Is Burning so that they heard and loved the spirit of the world that we really wanted to capture.


SHOWRUNNER MANDY SALANGSANG: We do a nationwide outreach via a casting team and, ultimately, with Ru and the producers, we whittle down all the submissions to a smaller group of say twenty-five or so who then will go into the casting process, which is multi-tiered. There’s a lot of levels of creative approval from the executive producers to network consideration, and Viacom obviously weighs in on the vetted group. And then the queens go through a series of background checks and psych evaluations, which is standard procedures for reality competition shows. Ultimately, we narrow it down to whatever cast size we need; it depends on the number of episodes we’re doing.


JOEY NOLFI: There is such a considered and deliberate and intentional way of casting this show that is not just oh that drag queen is pretty, let’s put her on the show. That drag queen won this pageant, let’s put her on the show with her. There is a science and study and a deliberate quality of choosing the queens and pairing them the way they do because of that magic that can only be brought out by people who complement your personality and who understand what you’re going through and maybe have similar or vastly different life experiences as you do all under the umbrella of the queer community.


BENDELACREME: I think one of the best things about Drag Race is how racially diverse it is and how culturally diverse it is. White queens—like, coming from Seattle, an ultra-white place—have a very limited understanding of other parts of the queer community. When we get to see queens from all these other demographics explaining their experiences, explaining what they are passionate about, that bridging of worlds happens not just with straight people seeing us but with us getting to see the wide range of experiences within the queer community and how they all tie together and what bonds us all. All of that is revealed through that vulnerability and that humanity that is the best part of the reality television format, for me. At its best, it is getting to see these people do what they love, shine within that field, and share their hearts.


BEBE ZAHARA BENET: A friend mentioned there was this thing online and people submitted pictures and got votes for this thing. I was like, oh no, because I was not sure what this [was]. From what I had seen prior to that, people just seemed like they were always laughing at drag entertainers instead of laughing with them. So I said no. Later, the producers actually came into the city and they were scouting entertainers. They connected with me and asked me if I would audition and send a tape. But I didn’t follow up. The third time, I was performing “Circle of Life” and RuPaul was in the audience. She sure looked good! When I was done performing, Chi Chi LaRue came to my dressing room and said, hey, you know about this blah-blah-blah that RuPaul is doing? RuPaul is actually here in the audience. So I met RuPaul, who is a big inspiration of mine, and that’s what really sealed the deal for me because someone that I look up to, someone who I respect, somebody who I aspire to be, is part of this situation, which means it can only be good, right? He must be trying to do something that is elevating the community, elevating the art form, and creating opportunity. So that’s when I finally decided to do my tape and submit it to be chosen.


VICTORIA “PORKCHOP” PARKER: In 2008, I had done a documentary called Pageant and I traveled all over the world with it to film festivals. Some friends of mine who were promoters of the Miss Gay America prelims in DC called me and asked if I’d heard about this new reality show that RuPaul is doing. I said no. So they told me RuPaul was hosting a reality show called “RuPaul’s Next Drag Superstar” or something like that and that it was going to start casting soon and they thought that I should try to get on the show. I called up the director of Pageant and asked if they could get me a number for the producers. I talked to someone at World of Wonder and they knew who I was. At that point, they were doing an online competition for people to be voted onto the show. But he told me not to pay that any mind because they were only selecting one person from that. He told me how to apply online. I filled out an application and sent a video. I filmed myself at the bar that I worked at backstage, in the dressing room, pointing out who I was and what I had done. I was just being myself. I got approved to the next round.


NINA FLOWERS: A friend of mine found out about RuPaul’s Drag Race. There was a voting competition online. And there were thousands of queens there from all over the country. I did my profile and I remember calling my friends in Puerto Rico and telling everybody, “Listen, bitches, I am in this competition, guys, go and vote.” It lasted two months. We would have to perform to certain songs that were allowed and we’d have to do the videos and then post the videos and then people would vote and the other contestants’ followers would throw hate at you. It was very elaborate. The entire competition they kept eliminating and eliminating and they did it until there was like ten or fifteen of us and then it was down to five. It was a really long journey. I ended up winning the online voting and that’s how I got my spot.


REBECCA GLASSCOCK: I had already been performing full-time in Fort Lauderdale and some random guy had approached me through my MySpace email and told me I should audition for this new drag show. So I did it and then someone contacted me and asked me to send a better video because I had sent the most Mickey Mouse video. It was very amateur, shot on the worst camera ever. So I did a better tape and they must have seen something they liked and I was picked.


ONGINA: After I did the in-studio interview, I got a card signed by Ru. It said: “Thank you for being the fierce queen that you are. I have no idea how we are going to pick the candidates for a show because the response has been overwhelming and the queens are all amazing. I just wanted to take a moment to thank you personally.” And it’s RuPaul’s real signature. It’s not a stamp. I could probably sell this, maybe. I feel like I’m still on a Season 1 budget so I can at least get $100 for this.


TAMMIE BROWN: I did the online audition but nothing really came of that. Though Nina Flowers told me later, “Don’t forget you were number twenty.” Then one night I was performing at the Here Lounge, which I did regularly in West Hollywood. Candy Ass was there scouting and he told me I should come in and audition. I nailed the audition but they were like, “Oh, we’re on the fence. Some of the producers like you; some of them don’t.” And I got really upset. I was like, “Oh really? This is my dream, my goals, and you’re telling me what? I studied RuPaul’s book, don’t give me a bunch of bullshit!” I knew drag. And then they were like, “That! This is what we need.” I got cast right after that.


TOM CAMPBELL: She is odd, and that’s what I love. We kept seeing her as this classic, ’40s glamour girl and Tammie’s like, nope, I’m Tina Turner. And we learned that she is both. She is all those things. I fought for her from the beginning.


RUPAUL: The network was like, um, really, Ru? I didn’t necessarily have to fight but I had to insist that she be a part of it because the ensemble is so important in this and she represents an aesthetic in drag that is very important to the ensemble, especially as we are reintroducing drag to the American public.


REBECCA GLASSCOCK: When I first met Tammie, I thought, she’s weird. She’s staring and it’s awkward and she keeps winking and it’s creepy.


TAMMIE BROWN: If I wanna be nice, I wink or say hi. I’ve always been nice. I’m one of the people that can walk into the room and they’re gonna say my life is on fire, I light up the room. I came to the show thinking I was gonna be on RuPaul’s Best Friend Race—not a competition or a game show.


VICTORIA “PORKCHOP” PARKER: I remember at one point I did notice Tammie was winking and I looked over at Rebecca to see what her reaction was and she was just kind of like, What’s that one doing?


REBECCA GLASSCOCK: I was really young and I didn’t get it at first. Now, as an adult, I’d give it right back. I’d blow her a kiss.


CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER JOHN POLLY: I loved Tammie because she’s bonkers. Bonkers! A little scary and completely delightful.


JOEY NOLFI: You can’t describe Tammie Brown with words. It’s just a feeling, it’s a vibe.


PANDORA BOXX: When I saw Tammie, I was like, whaaaat is happening? But I love her because she’s like a cartoon character come to life. Just her facial expressions and the way she does her makeup.


NINA FLOWERS: I have so much respect for Tammie and I’m gonna tell you why. Tammie is an original. There is no one like Tammie Brown. She has an exceptional aesthetic and she doesn’t think about what anybody else thinks about her.


REBECCA GLASSCOCK: The format of the show initially was going to be the drag queen and their sidekick. Each girl was going to have their BFF sidekick. When I did my audition, I did it with my BFF. But then they decided they were not going to use the BFFs.


SHANNEL: The original premise was that you and your fashion designer were going on this show together competing against other teams. So my costume designer, who has been a gown designer for thirty years, Coco Vega, and I decided that we were going to team up together and go on the show and compete against the other teams.


VICTORIA “PORKCHOP” PARKER: The sidekick had to audition as well. Mine was Troy Ford. They wanted us to come in with a sidekick who was gonna help us do whatever we could not do. In my case, that was sewing, as everyone in the world has seen. The producers knew everything about us, all the good, the bad, and the ugly, and they also knew what all of us could not do. And they knew I could not sew.


SHANNEL: It wasn’t until literally right before filming that they decided that the designer was out, that the queen was competing by herself. I was shocked because I felt I was going on this show knowing someone else and we’re going to be able to do it together. In fact, had I known that, I don’t know that I would have gone through with it. But I was so involved at that point. I was so invested, all this video submission, everything had been sent in, so I felt like I was locked into it.


TOM CAMPBELL: We shoot an episode in two days. At first, we thought there’s no way they can take stuff from a dumpster and make a beautiful dress out of it. They’re going to need help and they should bring a designated helper.


CHRIS MCKIM: We scrapped it because the idea of starting off with eighteen people in that room is just outrageous.


Even after they signed their contracts, the queens did not know details about the show’s format or what the competition entailed. They were excited to go to Hollywood to meet their idol. What they didn’t realize was that Hollywood was really the San Fernando Valley and their next month would be spent at a budget hotel having fast food for dinner.


EXECUTIVE PRODUCER MICHELE “MEESH” MILLS: Before we start filming, I go through all the research they give us from the queens. I go through their audition tapes, the casting document with highlights, and then I make my own opinions about what I think is interesting about them or who they are or whatever. Then I do a pre-interview, which is usually one to three hours, and get to know them. From that, I make assessments about stories that they might have that would be interesting to tell, who is probably going to be really good at speaking and good at interviews, those kinds of things. And we stick with the queens all the way through to the end of the show.


MANDY SALANGSANG: They are also in touch with a supervising producer from the creative team at that point, who will call to see if they have any questions about the cast welcome letter with the wardrobe looks that they are required to bring.


ONGINA: They called and asked me a few questions. I think they were just trying to figure out if I wasn’t fully crazy. I had stepped out of my job because nobody was supposed to know. So I told them I had to go back and that’s when they said, “Wait, before you go, we want you to know we have chosen you to be on RuPaul’s Drag Race.” I started jumping up and down and screaming in the middle of the crossroad. There were honks! I went back into the store giddy. I was twenty-six, and I was careless and free. I was living life. I was on a better path, I’d moved to Los Angeles and things were going amazingly in my life. And this added icing on the cake.


BEBE ZAHARA BENET: There was no blueprint, there was nothing. So they just said, “Pack four boxes of whatever you can bring.” I was more curious than nervous because I didn’t know what it was. It was such a whirlwind, so fast.


NINA FLOWERS: I was traveling to Panama for the first time with my husband to go meet his family and I got the call for the show two days before my trip to Panama. Filming was beginning the day after my return from Panama. They gave us certain categories, so I had two days to put all my shit together before we went to Panama. They did a really good job at keeping us in suspense. For example, for the challenge that was inspired in Oprah, they just said bring an office reality look.


SHANNEL: I was very successful in my career in Vegas and there had never been anything like this. I thought, I really have nothing to lose and if I’m being asked to be a part of this show, then obviously somebody thinks I’m good enough to compete. They gave us a list that said pack ten of your best outfits and go. We had nothing to go off of. It was very challenging for me to get everything packed into those suitcases.


CHRIS MCKIM: The beginning of every season is like a new school year. Tom, Randy, and I went to the hotel to meet the queens. What was exciting about Season 1 is no one knew what the show was. It was such a scene—these young men surrounded by their suitcases and some of them making costumes in the hotel room. They’d only been there twenty hours and there was a glue gun or some soldering iron in the corner and all their suitcases.


ONGINA: All I knew is that it was a reality TV show. I felt like maybe it would be “Amazing Race Drag Race.” But it wasn’t.


SHANNEL: In my head, I thought maybe I’m gonna be driving race cars in drag. I literally had no concept of what this show was going to be.


REBECCA GLASSCOCK: When I heard the name Drag Race, initially I thought it was gonna be like Wipeout in drag. I’m a big reality TV show fan. At that time, I was very young so I had a lot of spare time to watch a lot of reality TV and I used to watch a lot of Wipeout. I’m pretty athletic so I thought this was right up my alley because I’ll just put two little braids and a bandanna and shorts and sneakers and I’ll be flying through that obstacle course.


ONGINA: We stayed at the very prestigious Ramada Inn.


SHANNEL: The hotel was nothing to speak of. When you get there, you’re basically quarantined. You can’t leave your room, you’ve got to slip a note under the door if you’ve got to go out or need something. I remember one of the production assistants came in and they gave me some paperwork to look over and then they opened up my luggage and went through everything to make sure you don’t have a phone or a computer or things of that nature. And I remember just feeling really nervous and extremely alone. I felt like I was stranded on a deserted island and I was at the mercy of everybody around me. It was exciting but it was also nerve-racking because I literally had nothing to go by at all.


VICTORIA “PORKCHOP” PARKER: I believe we arrived on a Saturday and that evening the producers of the show came to all of our hotel rooms and met us individually and explained a little bit about the show. On Sunday, we did some interviews as boys and then we got picked up individually at the hotel in drag already at 5:30 a.m. and were taken to the studio. They wanted it to be a surprise who was in the cast. They told us to wear something that you don’t plan on ever using again.


TOM CAMPBELL: We were in a little studio that in hindsight feels like it might have been an industrial garage. It was in Burbank and it was called Redemption Stages, which was telling.


RUPAUL: It was literally, what the fuck is this?


FENTON BAILEY: There was a modest stage for the runway. I remember everyone being in this corridor and there wasn’t really a control room. There was a makeshift table with some bits of equipment on it and everybody just had to be really quiet because the queens were on the other side in a corridor, waiting. And it was just very by-the-seat-of-the-pants.


RUPAUL: When it’s hot in LA, it’s ten degrees hotter in Burbank. It was a very hot, tiny studio. We did the best we could with the budget we had.


CHRIS MCKIM: It looked like a shoebox for sure. It was basically two halves of a big square house, almost like an airline hangar. And it was broken into two soundstages. We only rented one soundstage because that’s all the money we had. And we had the werkroom and the main stage, the runway, on that one soundstage. As long as nobody rented the other side, we were allowed to use it. We never could have done the show without it because that’s where we ended up doing all the challenges. But there was no lighting and it was a shoebox.


RANDY BARBATO: Everything was cramped. There was a little lobby. Every morning, when the girls would come in, we would be sprawled out, looking at production notes for that day or whatever, BeBe would walk by, “Good morning, gentlemen.” She’d always acknowledge us. She was so charming. To me, she represented an old-school drag. She had a pageantry. She was young then, but I loved ultimately that she won just because it felt like a nod to traditional drag to me.


TOM CAMPBELL: The queens would be dropped off in the morning and they would walk through our hallway where we were writing and so we’d cover the script as they came through and they’d flirt. “Good morning, gentlemen. How are you?” We were right in it with each other.


CHRIS MCKIM: The control room was so tiny and we were all wedged in there and we were very close to the stage. And so when we were shooting the eliminations and something outrageous would happen on the main stage, we would all react very loudly. And Ru would be like with his little fan, “We can hear you, motherfuckers.”


RANDY BARBATO: There’d be times where we’d howl with laughter and they could hear us in the werkroom.


FENTON BAILEY: We hadn’t figured out all the lockdown procedures of the very strict, military way it’s run now.


TOM CAMPBELL: The control room was a door away from the stage in a small area. If we laughed, the queens would hear it. When there was crying, we had to quiet our sobs. We didn’t quite get the lighting figured out until about episode 3. So there was a lot of bright lights and dark shadows. And the kiss and cry room! It’s such a big part of any of these competition shows. While judges are deliberating, “Well, so-and-so did a terrible job this week” and you cut to that queen in the kiss and cry room.


RANDY BARBATO: There was also a ladies’ room that sometimes we would go and have our meetings—our secret sashay, shantay meetings. Those became our “meeting in the ladies’ room.”


CHRIS MCKIM: It was basically a little post-lip-sync huddle to just assess what happened onstage after the lip sync for your life.


TOM CAMPBELL: There is a script for setting up challenges. Ru reads it and adds his personal touches. I’m lucky that we share a twisted sense of humor. I’m often in his ear so I live in his head.


JOHN POLLY: We write it, we read it through with Ru at some point or Tom goes over the script with Ru, and then when we’re filming, he’s reading it through Ru’s ear and Ru is on the floor. It’s amazing. I don’t know how Ru does it. The ability to speak three words ahead of what is being told to you in your ear, I don’t know how that works. It freaks me out or it just impresses me to no end.


RUPAUL: One time, Alaska was walking down the runway and she had to make some outfit out of trash and she made it out of a plastic trash bag. She looked gorgeous and she was sauntering. She had this big trash bag with her and it looked like a dog poop bag. And Tom said to me, “She must have the biggest dog in the world.”


TOM CAMPBELL: After a season is over, I don’t talk to Ru for months because I’m afraid he’s just gonna be like “Stop talking!”


JOHN POLLY: For the runway, typically the writers will go spy on the girls through the two-way mirror and see what they are looking like, so far. And ideally we try to get there… close to the moment they’re ready to see their finished look. We’ll see what the time is—they’re all mermaids or it’s feathers or “Think Pink.” What is she going off with that? You riff on puns that you see. It’s like is she Big Bird? Is she Tweety Bird? Is she the Goose that Laid the Golden Egg? And then we’ll put a list on the computer in Google Docs and the runway begins and we have a list of things that we’ve come up with already. But then I swear to god, you’ll see a queen who wasn’t wearing that cape when I saw her in the werkroom five minutes ago. Or what you thought was an orange dress looks purple on the stage under the lights. So you have to deal with all the new things.


SHOWRUNNER STEVEN CORFE: Everyone was on top of each other. That was a hard season to book judges.


We were reaching out to people, “Hi, we’ve got this unknown drag queen competition show on Logo, a tiny little LGBT network on basic cable, will you come and spend twelve hours on our set for not very much money?” It wasn’t even a proper television studio. It was a photography studio. It wasn’t fully soundproof and it literally only had one celebrity dressing room between two judges. So Alicia Magana, who still books talent on the show, and I had to do this whole juggling game. I think Tori Spelling is still in her underwear right now so don’t knock on the door. Oh, but Bob Mackie needs to go inside and get dressed. He is needed in ten minutes. It was like an English farce, just juggling celebrities between this one changing room. It was so janky, I’m not going to lie.


RANDY BARBATO: Right outside the control room, there was a couch in a hallway and the queens would come out there. I became obsessed with just watching them. I remember distinctly saying, “You guys, this is a TV show. They are just sitting there with their corsets out.” That was the birth of Untucked.


TOM CAMPBELL: While the judges were deliberating, we’re all paying attention to their monitors. Randy, on the other hand, was just pressed up against the one monitor focusing on the queens waiting in the hallway. I remember Randy watching and saying, “This is the show.” It was just the queens, kicking back and talking real smack. We did it as a digital show called Under the Hood the first season and then it became Untucked. So many of the iconic moments and iconic phrases and things that people associate with the show happened in Untucked. I came up with “If you’re not watching Untucked, you’re only getting half the story.” It’s a promo line and it’s a mantra that I carry with me, thank you very much.


STEVEN CORFE: We all found in the control room we were listening in to what the queens were talking about. It looked very lively and animated and, I’m not going to lie, more interesting than deliberation. I very distinctly remember Randy saying this is where the show’s at and then once we were in post-production, Randy assigned me to post-produce the very first season of Untucked, which was called RuPaul’s Drag Race: Under the Hood. I got a pile of VHS tapes on my desk. Nothing had been produced in that room. I don’t even think the audio was running. It was just whatever the cameras managed to pick up on the camera microphones, and Randy said, “Here, make a show of this.” It had little Barbie doll animations at the beginning of it, which was just me down in the basement at World of Wonder playing with RuPaul Barbie dolls. Fun times.


RANDY BARBATO: Frankly, I could have sat in that broom closet of a control room and watched the monitor and just had fun. From Shannel to Tammie, what more do you need? I felt like I was back at the Pyramid Club.


Without any insight into the process, the queens wondered why they were being individually sequestered in offices around the set. Soon they’d be walking into the werkroom for the first time.


CHRIS MCKIM: It’s exciting the first day to run around the building because they’re all put in different rooms and we’re trying to see what they’re wearing to determine what order we’re going to put them in for the entrances. We start off with a sheet with the queen casting faces on it, which the whole crew has. Over the course of the season, we cross queens off.


BEBE ZAHARA BENET: You couldn’t talk to anybody. There were no cell phones, there was nothing, nothing, nothing.


SHANNEL: I was the first person ever to walk on set, which is pretty cool because nobody else can say that. I remember thinking how crazy and surreal it was that I was literally the first image of walking into RuPaul’s Drag Race werkroom. And then I saw the sewing machines and I freaked out because I’m not a seamstress. Where’s my costume designer? I saw all of the mirrors with the bulbs and I thought, I hope I don’t have to sit at one of those stations because I like to paint with my own light-up mirror where I’m really close to it.


NINA FLOWERS: I was a nervous wreck because you get into the studio and they put you in this tiny room where you have to sit and wait. And I had no idea what was happening. I didn’t know if someone was coming into the room with cameras or what. And then finally someone from the production walks me out. They said to hold there a couple of feet away from the door. There were no cameras around me but I could see the doors and the lighting and everything. And then they gave me the direction, “Nina, go through the doors, you’re going to walk into the room and the minute you step in, you are already working. You are on set. You are on the show. From that point on forward everything is being recorded.” I was super nervous, but in my mind I said, fuck it, I’m just going to walk in and just be Nina Flowers. I was very spontaneous. I didn’t rehearse or practice what I was gonna say.


SHANNEL: As everybody started entering the room and you start looking at the other queens, I felt very polished and I felt very confident because, aside from a couple of the queens, I didn’t feel like I have a lot of competition here. Simply based on aesthetics. I felt very confident in who I was and what I brought. If this is a beauty pageant, I’m good.


NINA FLOWERS: At first, I thought the room was totally empty but then I saw Shannel. I saw her buck-naked and looking bored and I was like, holy shit, this is about to get real. I was stunned by her beauty and actually a little intimidated also because her presence is very glamorous and very out there. But she seemed really nice. She was very cool, and as nervous as I was. And so then the girls start coming in and the only thing I remember was I was always very loud, as I am. That’s part of who I am and part of my personality. I just remember embracing every girl, as they were walking in, as sisters. Shade is not in my blood. I know reading is fundamental but that’s not really one of my greatest assets. I always try to make people feel comfortable around me. I don’t want people to feel threatened by me. And sometimes I have to work a little harder for that because my look is very out there.


ONGINA: I remember getting onto set and walking in and Rebecca, Nina, and Shannel were already there. I was wearing Proenza Schouler shoes, my Prada French bag, a custom corset that I spray-painted, some leggings from my friend who owned a leggings company, and my blouse was from Esprit. And I had a headpiece. Oh god, Ongina, 2008! But anyway, I walked in and I was like, who are these ladies? I asked, “Are you guys hosts?” They were so fabulous, and I thought that they were the hosts of the show and I was the first queen to walk in and they were going to welcome me. But they were competitors and I was like, what am I doing here? Like, look at Shannel, okay. Look at Nina, and then I turned and I see Rebecca and I’m a haggard mess. And then we had to line up and Ru appears and I can’t really describe all the emotions. It was happening. It was real.


VICTORIA “PORKCHOP” PARKER: Ongina was, out of all of us, the most original and the most unusual of us all because she was something that no one had ever seen before in a serious manner. I would never have imagined passing someone like Ongina on the show but I learned through watching the show and getting to know her and the other queens who have been on it that you have to appreciate every type of impersonation. Every type of drag queen deserves to be recognized. She certainly has represented herself well, and I learned that you can’t underestimate anyone because of their inexperience.
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