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INTRODUCTION


For centuries, drag – and the fierce queens who perform its artistry – sashayed in the shadows, unseen by the mainstream, despite many progenitors progressing it forward when possible. Today, however, following the rise of the LGBTQIA+ phoenix from the ashes of the new millennium, drag is enjoying its most popular period in history or herstory (if you will), basking in the limelight as the brightest beacon of 21st-century progressive artforms, as inspiring as it is influential and as entertaining as it is enlightening.


At the heart of drag’s ascension over the years there have been several pioneering queens – many of whose wit and wisdom are barely contained within – but it is RuPaul Charles, the queen of queens, global superstar and supermodel of the world, that dragged drag by the wig, high-kicking and lip-syncing into the mainstream, creating a multi-billion-dollar multimedia entertainment new world order in the process.


Now, divas and queens from all over the world can finally throw some shade, spill some tea and strike a pose (and vogue), safe in the knowledge that millions of adoring fans are watching spellbound at home. And this is just the beginning. Who knows where drag will take us next?


This tiny tome, filled with the most fabulous quotes and quips from the almightiest of queens, is proof that when it comes to drag, reading (of all shapes and sizes) is fun-da-mental.


So, what you waiting for?


The library is open…
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Ladies and Gentlemen


It’s time to sashay down the fierce and fabulous catwalk history of drag.


To start, let’s go back to its earliest origins, before RuPaul began her famous ascent to fame but when the artform was beginning to make a name for itself.


Are you ready?








Dic hominem lepidissimum esse me.*


(Tell me I am gorgeous.)


Plautus, Ancient Roman playwright, c. 254–184 BCE.


* This line from Plautus’ play is one of the first in recorded history to include a scene in which a character, Menaechmus, dresses in drag (his wife’s dress).







December 8, 1660


The day that women were finally given permission to drag their own dresses across stages. Until then, men had to cross-dress as females and perform all female roles.


Margaret Hughes was the first known woman to officially act in a play, in the role of Desdemona in William Shakespeare’s Othello, at Vere Street Theatre, London.
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All the world’s a stage,


And all the men and


women merely players:


They have their exits


and their entrances;


And one man in his time


plays many parts.
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Jaques, As You Like It, by William Shakespeare, c.1599.
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You is no gentleman!
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William Dorsey Swann, America’s first “queen of drag”, to a policeman who raided one of Swann’s famous “House of Swann” drag balls in Washington, DC, in 1888. Swann was wearing a cream-coloured satin dress at the time. He was sentenced to 10 months in jail.


* The Washington Post reported the story with the headline “Thirteen Black Men Dressed as Women Surprised at Supper and Arrested”.
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I have seen her several times in Women’s Cloaths, she commonly us’d to wear a white Gown, and a scarlet Cloak, with her Hair frizzled and curl’d all round her Forehead; and then she would so flutter her Fan, and make such fine Curt’sies, that you would not have known her from a Woman: She takes great Delight in Balls and Masquerades, and always chuses to appear at them in a Female Dress, that she may have the Satisfation of dancing with fine Gentlemen.


[image: ]


Mary Poplet, describing Princess Seraphina, the world’s first drag queen, London court transcript, July 1732.







The first drag queen in English history is thought to be Princess Seraphina, the female alter-ego of John Cooper, an 18th-century Londoner.


The Princess held a drag ball at the Temperance Hall in Manchester, attended by 47 men dressed in women’s clothing. The code word to enter the ball was “sister”.
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