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Abstract	
	

	

Taking	 as	 its	 starting	 point	 a	 documentary	 interview	with	 an	 aging	 drag	 queen	who	

recounts	 sensational	 anecdotes	 from	 her	 past	 –	 and	 makes	 a	 number	 of	 spectacular	

costume	changes	in	the	process	–	this	thesis	turns	on	the	particular	historical	moment	

that	camp	now	finds	itself	in.	A	term	of	obscure	and	mysterious	origins,	camp	is	thought	

largely	to	have	existed	for	the	first	half	of	the	20th	century	as	a	clandestine	homosexual	

lingo;	a	sort	of	secret	code	for	an	oppressed	subculture.	But	in	1964	came	Susan	Sontag’s	

ground-breaking	essay	 “Notes	on	Camp”,	which	heralded	a	booming	and	wider	public	

interest	in	the	word.	Now,	more	than	a	half	a	century	has	passed	since	the	publication	of	

Sontag’s	iconic	essay.	In	the	intervening	decades,	camp	has	amassed	a	rich	catalogue	of	

infamous	personalities	and	cultural	productions,	and	 it	 can	no	 longer	be	considered	a	

novel	or	unexamined	term	in	our	lexicon.			 

	

However,	 the	 interview	 raises	 several	 questions	 about	 the	 contemporary	 presence	 of	

camp	and	the	complex	relationship	that	it	assumes	with	its	past.	What	does	it	mean	for	a	

camp	performance	to	reflect	upon	its	own	history?	To	what	extent	does	the	camp	which	

was	 described	 by	 Sontag	 remain	 intact?	 Has	 camp	 managed	 to	 preserve	 any	 of	 its	

subterranean	 qualities	 in	 the	 face	 of	 its	 broad	 dissemination	within	 popular	 culture?	

What	 are	 the	 challenges	 that	 accompany	 remembering	 and	 representing	 camp	 in	 the	

21st	century?	 What	 media	 are	 enlisted	 for	 these	 projects,	 and	 in	 what	 ways	 do	 they	

facilitate,	 shape	 or	 limit	 the	 aesthetic	 rendering	 that	 camp	 receives?	 What	 are	 the	

ideological	and	stylistic	ramifications	of	camp’s	self-consciousness?	How	does	this	self-

examination	respond	to	the	various	controversies	that	camp	has	attracted	over	the	years,	

such	as	the	heated	debates	about	its	gender	politics	and	the	ongoing	concerns	about	the	

brutality	of	its	humour?		Underlying	all	these	questions	is	perhaps	the	most	difficult	one	

of	all:	what	is	camp,	exactly?			

		

In	 its	 contemplation	 of	 these	 issues,	 this	 thesis	 endeavours	 to	 make	 considered	

suggestions	rather	than	binding	prescriptions.	As	it	registers	the	multiple	historical	and	

theoretical	discourses	that	intersect	with	camp	culture,	it	also	attempts	to	navigate	the	

specific	 implications	 of	 individual	 camp	 performances.	 Hence,	 this	 critique	 extends	
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academic	 knowledge	 in	 a	 manner	 that	 resists	 the	 imposition	 of	 a	 single,	 formalised	

framework.	 The	 thesis	 also	 takes	 an	 eclectic	 approach	 in	 its	 selection	 of	 case-studies,	

which	cuts	across	a	diverse	range	of	media.	Primary	sources	that	are	discussed	include	

Craig	 Highberger’s	 documentary	 film	 Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress	(2004),	 the	 HBO	

television	 serial	The	Comeback	(2005-2014),	 John	Waters’	memoir	Role	Models	(2010),	

Julie	Klausner’s	podcast	How	Was	Your	Week?	(2011)	and	Le	Gateau	Chocolat’s	cabaret	

act	I	Heart	Chocolat	(2015).	
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Introduction:	Jackie	is	Just	Speeding	Away	
	

	

“I’ve	 lost	 an	 entire	 culture	 of	 values.	 An	 entire	 history,	 that	was	 carefully	 passed	down,	 verbally,	 from	
generation	 to	generation,	has	been	 lost.	And	when	 I	 try	 to	pass	 it	on,	people	 think	 I’m	being	annoying.	
Someday,	people	will	stand	around	at	cocktail	parties,	asking,	‘Do	you	remember	when	there	were	flaming	
faggots?	 Do	 you	 know	 what	 a	 flaming	 faggot	 was?	 Do	 you	 remember	 when	 there	 were	 outrageous,	
courageous,	screaming	queens?	Do	you	know	what	a	screaming	queen	was?’”	–	Penny	Arcade,	Old	Queen			

	

Alexis	Del	Lago	is	sitting	on	a	leopard	print	sofa.	She	rests	her	glass	of	white	wine	on	the	

table	to	her	left,	next	to	the	vase	with	the	pink	roses	and	white	calla	lilies.	She	is	at	the	

centre	of	a	tableau	that	is	positively	brimming	with	extravagant	colours	and	objets	d’art.	

Behind	her,	there	is	a	cabinet	filled	with	fine	ornaments.	There	are	also	two	lamps	that	

appear	to	be	antique,	a	sculpture,	and	several	more	flowers.	Alexis	herself	is	draped	in	a	

gold	lamé	evening	gown,	complemented	by	a	dramatic	Egyptian	necklace.		

The	lavish	composition	is	unusual	for	the	purposes	of	an	interview	for	a	documentary	

film.	The	mise	en	scène	for	such	an	occasion	is	typically	one	that	suggests	restraint	and	

seriousness.1	The	genre	has	showcased	countless	professors	and	experts	speaking	to	the	

camera	 in	 front	 of	 unimposing	 backdrops,	 or	 from	 behind	 their	 desks	 with	 nearby	

bookshelves	that	display	important,	scholarly	texts.		

With	that	familiar	formula	in	mind,	the	decadence	of	Del	Lago’s	presentation	might	strike	

viewers	as	incongruous.	Yet	the	departure	from	convention	begins	to	make	more	sense	

when	you	 consider	 the	 subject	 of	 the	documentary.	 Craig	Highberger’s	Superstar	 in	A	

Housedress	(2004)	is	a	film	about	the	legendary	artist	Jackie	Curtis.	Curtis	performed	drag	

in	 infamous	 films	 and	 photographs	 produced	 by	Andy	Warhol	 during	 the	 1960s.	 The	

documentary,	 citing	 theatre	 critics	 of	 the	 era,	 labels	 the	 plays	 that	 Curtis	 wrote	 and	

starred	in	as	the	“quintessence	of	camp”.	Del	Lago,	who	is	also	a	drag	queen,	was	one	of	

Jackie’s	closest	friends.		

Camp’s	propensity	for	glamour	and	exaggeration	lends	the	visual	characteristics	of	the	

interview	a	sense	of	harmony	between	content	and	form.	However,	the	camp	of	Del	Lago’s	

interview	is	not	simply	a	matter	of	aesthetics.	The	entire	manner	in	which	she	goes	about	

                                                        
1 See	Louise	Spence	and	Vinicius	Navarro,	Crafting	Truth:	Documentary	Form	and	Meaning	(New	Brunswick,	
New	Jersey,	London:	Rutgers	University	Press,	2011)	p.	24.		
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remembering	Curtis	is	an	exemplary	camp	performance.	She	shares	wildly	entertaining	

stories	about	her	friend’s	eccentric	behaviour.	She	praises	his	theatre	work,	bitches	about	

the	 critics	 who	 misunderstood	 it,	 and	 teases	 another	 actor	 for	 his	 reputation	 as	 a	

shameless	 scene-stealer.	 (“Harvey	Fierstein,	 if	 you’re	watching	 this,	 you	are!!!”)	When	

describing	 the	 seminal	moments	 of	 their	 friendship,	 she	 changes	 into	 the	 outrageous	

outfits	that	she	was	wearing	at	the	events	in	question.		

Costume	changes	may	not	be	a	standard	feature	of	the	documentary	interview,	but	Del	

Lago’s	 theatricality	 actually	 underscores	 and	 draws	 upon	 something	 essential	 to	 the	

format	she	appears	in:	all	interviews	in	documentaries	involve	delivering	a	performance.	

Scholars	 Louise	 Spence	 and	 Vinicius	 Navarro	 have	 highlighted	 the	 “artificial”	 and	

“ritualized”	 aspects	 of	 such	 scenes	 by	 stressing	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 they	 are	 staged,	

presented	 and	 formatted.2	 Interviews	 normally	 involve	 carefully	 selected	 subjects,	

questions,	settings	and	camera	shots.3	In	turn,	interviewees	are	given	an	opportunity	to	

“fashion	their	public	appearance”	through	choices	in	speech,	behaviour,	and	the	ways	in	

which	 they	 style	 their	 bodies	 and	 immediate	 surroundings.4	 The	 basic	 conceit	 of	 the	

documentary	interview	–	to	perform	as	oneself	in	a	mediated	context	–	is	remarkably	well	

suited	for	the	machinations	of	camp,	which	so	often	treat	the	raw	materials	of	life	as	items	

of	theatre.					

Superstar	in	a	Housedress	is	demonstrative	of	a	particular	moment	that	camp	now	finds	

itself	in.	A	term	of	obscure	and	mysterious	origins,	camp	is	thought	largely	to	have	existed	

for	the	first	half	of	the	20th	century	as	a	clandestine	homosexual	lingo,	a	secret	code	for	

                                                        
2	Spence	and	Navarro,	p.	229.		
3	Ibid.	
4	Ibid,	p.	231.		
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an	oppressed	subculture.5	In	1964	came	Susan	Sontag’s	ground-breaking	essay	“Notes	on	

Camp”,	which	heralded	 a	booming	 and	wider	public	 interest	 in	 the	word.6	 Journalists	

promptly	 identified	 specific	 artists	 such	 as	 Warhol	 and	 Curtis	 as	 camp’s	 leading	

practitioners	-	a	development	that	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	proudly	documents.	Now,	

with	roughly	half	a	century	having	passed	since	Sontag’s	essay,	camp	is	no	longer	a	novel	

or	unexamined	term	in	our	cultural	lexicon.	The	interview	with	Del	Lago	offers	abundant	

evidence	that	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	 is	a	production	of	camp.	But	we	are	not	in	the	

1960s	anymore,	and	the	 film	 is	not	dispatching	camp	as	a	 fresh	 idea	to	an	uninitiated	

audience.		

The	21st	century	sees	a	stage	in	which	camp	has	amassed	a	catalogue	of	trailblazers	from	

the	post-Sontag	era,	and	its	texts	are	often	freighted	with	allusions	and	tributes	to	such	

artists	 and	 the	 work	 that	 they	 accomplished.	 Indeed,	 some	 of	 the	 most	 pronounced	

manifestations	of	the	interplay	between	past	and	present	are	expressed	in	biographical	

documentaries	like	Superstar	in	a	Housedress,	which	strive	to	preserve	and	memorialize	

camp,	historical	figures	from	a	contemporary	vantage	point.7		

I	begin	by	raising	these	issues	–	camp’s	relationships	with	a	particular	historical	period	

and	a	particular	medium	–	because	they	formulate	the	principal	points	of	discussion	that	

this	 thesis	 aims	 to	pursue.	The	 interview	with	Del	Lago	 that	 I	have	described	may	be	

                                                        
5	See	Fabio	Cleto,	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject:	A	Reader	(Ann	Arbor:	The	University	
of	 Michigan	 Press,	 1999)	 p.	 9.	 Cleto	 explains	 that	 camp	 was	 first	 glossed	 in	 a	 dictionary	 of	 Victorian	
vernacular	 as	 “actions	 and	 gestures	 of	 exaggerated	 emphasis”,	 which	 are	 used	 “chiefly	 by	 persons	 of	
exceptional	want	of	character”,	See	J.	Redding	Ware,	Passing	English	of	the	Victorian	Era:	A	Dictionary	of	
Heterodox	English,	Slang	and	Phrase	(London:	George	Routledge;	New	York:	E	Dutton,	1909)	p.	61.		
Pamela	 Robertson	 suggests	 that	 camp	 entered	 the	 “theatrical”	 lexicon	 with	 homosexual	 and	 lesbian	
connotations	during	the	1920s.		By	1945,	some	members	of	the	general	public	had	adopted	the	term	with	
the	same	meaning	 intact.	See	Guilty	Pleasures:	Feminist	Camp	from	Mae	West	 to	Madonna	 (Durham	and	
London:	Duke	University	Press,	1996)	p.3.		
As	Mark	 Booth	 has	 explained,	 the	 clandestine	 nature	 of	 early	 camp	 has	 generated	 some	 amusing	 but	
apocryphal	speculations	on	the	etymological	origins	of	the	term:	“it	has	been	located	in	the	police	files	of	
New	York	City	as	KAMP	(Known	as	Male	Prostitute),	the	name	of	homosexual	brothels	in	the	Australian	
outback	of	the	nineteenth	century,	and	as	a	slang	word	used	by	dandies	to	describe	their	assignations	with	
soldiers	spending	the	summer	under	canvas	in	London’s	Hyde	Park”.	See	Camp	(London,	Melbourne	and	
New	York:	Quartet	Books,	1983)	p.	30.		
6	Susan	Sontag,	“Notes	on	Camp.”	in	Against	Interpretation	and	Other	Essays	(New	York:	Picador,	2001)	pp.	
275-	292.	For	a	discussion	of	Sontag’s	contribution	to	the	camp	sensation	of	the	1960’s,	see	Cleto,	pp.	302-
303.		
7	Other	examples	include	Bill	Weber	and	David	Weissman’s	The	Cockettes	(2002),	Martin	Scorsese’s	Public	
Speaking	(2010),	James	Rasin’s	Beautiful	Darling	(2010),	and	Jeffrey	Schwarz’s	I	am	Divine	(2013).		
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thoroughly	 amusing	 and	 entertaining,	 but	 it	 also	 sets	 in	 motion	 a	 series	 of	 thought-

provoking	questions	that	demand	serious	scholarly	attention.				

Del	Lago’s	performance	is	clearly	bound	up	with	a	camp	from	a	particular	era.	To	what	

degree	 is	 that	 camp	 still	 intact?	Have	 its	 foundations	 altered,	 and	how?	What	 are	 the	

challenges	 that	 accompany	 remembering	 and	 representing	 camp	 in	 the	 21st	 century?	

What	media	are	employed	in	that	endeavour,	and	in	what	ways	do	they	facilitate,	shape	

or	limit	the	aesthetic	rendering	that	camp	receives?	What	does	it	mean	for	a	camp	text	to	

reflect	upon	camp?	What	are	 the	 stylistic	and	 ideological	 ramifications	of	 camp’s	 self-

consciousness?	Can	we	observe,	for	example,	effective	instances	of	auto	critique,	in	which	

camp	 critically	 examines	 itself	 and	perhaps	 even	 responds	 to	 various	 complaints	 that	

have	been	levelled	at	it	over	the	years?	Underlying	all	of	these	questions	is	a	foundational	

one:	what	is	camp,	exactly?		

Although	it	lays	claim	to	a	personality	who	apparently	epitomized	camp,	Superstar	in	a	

Housedress	 does	 not	 actually	 attempt	 to	 submit	 a	 direct	 explanation	 of	 the	 word’s	

meaning.	It	tells	us	that	theatre	critics	saw	camp	in	Curtis’s	productions,	but	refrains	from	

detailing	the	arguments	they	relied	upon	to	support	that	finding.	The	viewer	is	privy	to	

video	footage	of	the	plays	that	solicited	the	attention	of	the	critics.	Excerpts	of	wild	song	

and	dance	numbers,	witty,	crude	snippets	of	dialogue,	and	shots	of	fantastical	set	designs	

and	costumes	are	scattered	throughout	the	film.	These	archival	materials	might	evoke	

some	ideas	about	what	camp	looks	like,	but	they	do	so	tentatively.	Even	if	one	were	to	

accept	the	premise	that	the	critics	were	correct	in	their	assessment	of	Curtis’s	oeuvre	as	

a	paragon	of	camp,	the	representational	strategies	of	documentary	only	allow	a	limited	

insight	into	that	work.	As	captured	by	video,	the	shots	of	Curtis’s	staged	shows	have	a	

grainy	and	flat	quality	that	is	necessarily	at	odds	with	the	dynamic,	live	and	ephemeral	

characteristics	of	theatre.	The	film	does	not	endeavour	to	re-stage	such	work;	it	means	to	

effect	an	impression	of	it	using	the	available	narrative	tools.	Thus,	the	plays	only	appear	

in	 truncated	 clips.	 The	 viewer	 is	 afforded	 a	 vision	 of	 what	 might	 have	 constituted	

“quintessential”	camp,	but	it	is	a	heavily	mediated	and	selective	vision,	and	it	does	not	

pretend	 to	 match	 the	 experience	 of	 having	 actually	 been	 present	 for	 the	 camp	

performance.		
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The	 resulting	 impression	 is	 that	 Curtis	 had	 a	 rich	 association	 with	 camp,	 but	 the	

relationship	is	something	that	can	only	be	discussed	obliquely.	Neither	Curtis	nor	camp,	

nor	the	interaction	between	them,	can	be	neatly	categorized	or	definitively	represented.	

The	film’s	sustained	resistance	to	this	type	of	fixed	determination	is	evident	from	its	very	

first	 shots.	Superstar	 in	a	Housedress	 begins	with	 two	quotations,	 the	 first	of	which	 is	

sourced	from	Curtis	himself	and	reads:		

I	am	not	a	boy,		
Not	a	girl,		
I	am	not	gay,	
Not	straight		
I’m	not	a	drag	queen,		
Not	a	transsexual,		
I	am	just	me,		
Jackie.		

	

The	second,	from	Andy	Warhol,	declares,	“Jackie	Curtis	is	not	a	drag	queen.	Jackie	is	an	

artist.	A	pioneer	without	a	frontier.”	It	is	significant	that	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	starts	

off	with	this	set	of	repudiations.	As	scholar	Carl	R.	Plantinga	has	provided,	the	function	of	

exposition	 in	 documentary	 film	 is	 often	 to	 lay	 down	 the	 essential	 information	 that	 is	

necessary	to	understand	the	proceeding	narrative,	and	it	can	even	“set	the	framework	for	

the	entire	film”8.	The	documentary	suggests	that	the	most	important	thing	to	know	about	

Curtis	 is	that	her	identity	may	not	be	completely	knowable,	especially	not	by	enlisting	

reductive	terms	or	rigid	boundaries.		

The	 construction	 of	 Curtis	 and	 camp	 as	 inherently	 elusive	 subjects	 has	 a	 specific	

resonance	with	the	form	that	is	relied	upon	to	build	that	construction.	Academic	writing	

on	documentary	has	often	hinged	upon	the	epistemological	questions	that	the	medium	

raises.	 John	 Grierson,	 who	 is	 credited	 as	 having	 first	 coined	 and	 defined	 the	 word	

‘documentary’,	 described	 it	 as	 a	 “creative	 treatment	 of	 actuality”.9	 Subsequent	

scholarship	 has	 frequently	 contended	 that	 films	 of	 the	 genre	 are	 not	 to	 be	 taken	 as	

unproblematic	facts	or	transparent	records	of	socio-historical	events.	They	are	crafted	

texts,	shaped	by	narrative	conventions	and	ideological	positions.10	Yet,	as	Stella	Bruzzi	

                                                        
8	Carl	R.	Pantinga,	Rhetoric	and	Representation	in	Nonfiction	Film	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	
1997)	pp.	127-129.		
9	Spence	and	Navarro,	p.	2.		
10	See	Spence	and	Navarro,	p.	2.	See	also	Stella	Bruzzi,	New	Documentary	(2nd	edition)	(Hoboken:	Taylor	
and	Francis,	2013)	pp.	4-10.		
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has	argued,	the	performative	nature	of	documentary	does	not	abolish	the	form’s	validity;	

it	 simply	means	 that	we	 should	 apprehend	 documentaries	 as	 artistic	 representations	

rather	than	immutable	windows	into	reality.11	This	idea	is	not	merely	an	extra-diegetic	

theory	 for	 us	 to	 impose	 upon	 Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress;	 the	 text	 actually	 enacts	 it	

internally	 through	 its	 formal	 and	 thematic	 operations.	 As	 we	 have	 seen,	 the	 film	 is	

suffused	with	self-conscious	recognitions	that	it	can	only	approximate	its	subject	matter,	

and	never	re-create	it.		

The	decision	 to	 introduce	my	 thesis	 in	 this	manner,	with	one	 text’s	negotiation	of	 the	

definitional	challenge	posed	by	camp,	is	not	made	on	a	whim.	Like	the	documentary,	my	

own	methodological	approach	to	camp	aims	to	issue	considered	suggestions	instead	of	

binding	 prescriptions.	Moreover,	while	 registering	 the	 broad	 theoretical,	 cultural	 and	

historical	discourses	that	interact	with	camp,	it	also	attempts	to	navigate	the	specificity	

of	 texts	 and	 individuals	 that	 fall	within	 its	 (loosely	demarcated)	 ambit.	Superstar	 in	 a	

Housedress	identifies	Curtis	as	an	important	camp	affiliate	and	representative,	but	also	as	

somebody	 who	 disavowed	 categorization.	 I	 am	 interested	 in	 exploring	 rather	 than	

resolving	 the	 inherent	 tension	 between	 these	 two	 positions,	 which	 seem	 to	 exist	 in	

tandem.			

In	order	to	critically	examine	camp,	one	must	reckon	with	the	paradox	produced	by	the	

source	 material:	 camp’s	 inclination	 to	 both	 demand	 and	 evade	 recognition.	 If	 we	

consigned	the	term	to	the	realm	of	the	ineffable,	it	would	be	futile	to	write	about	camp	at	

all.	Additionally,	we	would	be	left	with	a	sort	of	awkward	void	in	our	vernacular,	with	

texts	 such	 as	 Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress	 deploying	 the	 word	 to	 a	 mystified	 and	

uncomprehending	public.	On	the	other	hand,	framing	camp	with	a	rigid	definition	seems	

invariably	to	fall	short	in	tracking	its	itinerant	movements.	Sontag	deftly	recognized	this	

predicament;	instead	of	proposing	a	precise	meaning	for	camp,	she	famously	structured	

her	 essay	 as	 a	 series	 of	 non-linear	 “jottings”,	 so	 as	 to	 accommodate	 the	 “fugitive	

sensibility”	she	was	contending	with.12		

Now,	as	of	the	21st	century,	Sontag’s	characterization	of	camp	as	an	ongoing	process	has	

been	vindicated	by	the	academic	debates	that	surround	the	term.	Critical	interest	in	camp	

                                                        
11	Bruzzi,	p.	10.		
12	Sontag,	pp.	276-277.		
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continues	to	accrue,	but	the	scholars	who	have	ventured	to	mark	it	out	with	intractable	

boundaries	have	not	garnered	unanimous	support.	One	example:	 in	1994,	Moe	Meyer	

named	homosexuality	the	“binding	referent	of	camp”13.	This	claim	went	on	to	be	disputed	

by	several	critics,	for	instance,	Caryl	Flinn,	who	pointed	out	the	dangers	of	universalizing	

queer	 identity	 and	 ignoring	 camp’s	 “non-gay”	 effects14,	 and	 Cleto,	 who	 preferred	 a	

“queer”	approach	to	camp	that	would	acknowledge	both	its	intersections	with	gay	culture	

and	 its	 disposition	 to	 challenge	 any	 binary	 or	 essentialist	 thinking.15	 The	 ontology	 of	

camp	is	thus	fraught	with	complications,	contradictions	and	contestations,	activated	in	

part	 by	 camp	 personae	 and	 products,	 and	 also	 the	 outside	 literature	 that	 seeks	 to	

understand	them.	This	thesis	does	not	claim	a	solution	to	such	difficulties	by	applying	a	

given	definition	or	withdrawing	camp	 from	critical	 theory	once	and	 for	all.	 Instead,	 it	

takes	 an	 interest	 in	 the	 very	 process	 of	 grappling	 with	 camp;	 in	 the	 nuances	 and	

ambiguities	that	are	generated	by	efforts	to	represent	and	explain	it.		

This	line	of	inquiry	is	especially	pertinent	to	the	selection	of	texts	examined	within	the	

parameters	of	this	study.	The	purview	enacted	by	this	thesis	is	particularly	attentive	to	

contemporary	works	that	are	meta-critical	in	their	performances	of	camp.	These	texts	do	

not	 invoke	 camp	 as	 an	 unquestioned	 category,	 or	 as	 a	 sort	 of	 ‘found	 object’	 whose	

qualities	 are	 readily	 exposed	 by	 the	 processes	 of	 representation.	 They	 reference	 and	

situate	 themselves	 within	 the	 camp	 canon,	 but	 simultaneously	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	

fissures	and	uncertainties	that	are	inscribed	upon	its	construction.		

Accepting	that	camp	is	not	a	neutral	or	self-explanatory	term,	it	might	be	expedient	to	

map	out	some	reference	points	in	order	to	shed	light	on	the	specific	course	of	this	thesis.	

Here,	I	have	itemized	them	for	the	sake	of	clarity,	but	this	structuring	should	not	be	taken	

as	 an	 indication	 that	 they	 will	 operate	 as	 entirely	 discrete	 or	 independent	 bodies	 of	

discussion,	 for	 these	 ideas	 can	often	 intertwine.	 They	 are	 introduced	purely	 to	 give	 a	

precursory	sense	of	the	camp	threads	of	discourse	that	will	be	contemplated	hereafter.	

This	is	not	an	exhaustive	tabulation	of	the	myriad	debates,	controversies,	and	anxieties	

that	 circulate	 in	 and	 around	 camp.	 I	 submit	 these	 items	 as	 provocations	 for	 further	

                                                        
13	Moe	Meyer,	The	Politics	and	Poetics	of	Camp	(London,	New	York:	Routledge,	1994)	p.	7.		
14	Caryl	Flinn,	“The	Deaths	of	Camp.”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject:	A	Reader	ed.	
Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	The	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	435.		
15	Cleto,	pp	1-36.		
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deliberation,	forging	some	constructive	entry	points	into	a	critical	terrain	that	continues	

to	expand	and	can	be	interpreted	from	multiple	positions.		

	

Marginality	

	

Another	interview.	This	time	the	subject	is	Leee	Black	Childers,	who	once	managed	the	

rock	stars	David	Bowie	and	Iggy	Pop,	and	who	lived	with	Jackie	Curtis	during	the	1960s.	

Once	more,	a	bold	outfit	has	been	assembled	for	the	camera,	although	this	one	is	a	little	

disheveled.	 Childers	 is	 wearing	 a	 bright	 yellow	 sweater	 and	 purple	 pants	 that	 are	

blotched	with	small,	white	stains.	The	ambience	of	 the	setting	 likewise	 feels	distinctly	

unpolished.	Childers	is	reclining	against	some	cushions	he	has	wedged	between	his	back	

and	a	painting	on	the	wall,	and	he	is	sitting	amongst	a	variety	of	fabrics	and	loose	objects,	

made	difficult	to	discern	by	the	dim	lighting.	There	appears	to	be	a	clothes	rack	hanging	

over	the	top	right	corner	of	the	frame.		

One	of	the	anecdotes	Childers	contributes	finds	him	returning	home	to	Curtis	after	a	very	

long	evening	in	a	nightclub	with	Judy	Garland	and	a	drag	queen	named	Miss	Crises.	When	

Childers	finally	arrived	at	the	apartment	at	5	am,	Curtis	was	still	awake	and	clearly	under	

the	influence	of	amphetamines.	It	was	a	sight	to	behold	-	watching	Curtis	“go	crazy”	in	an	

“old	lady”	dress	with	torn	black	stockings,	throwing	glitter	everywhere,	teasing	his	hair.	

The	story	climaxes	when	Curtis	roars	with	maniacal	 laughter	before	announcing,	“One	

day…	everyone	will	look	like	me!”	Immediately,	a	photograph	of	David	Bowie	performing	

in	his	famous	glam-rock	regalia	flashes	on	screen,	visual	testimony	that	the	drug-affected	

prophecy	might	have	actually	come	true,	at	least	to	some	degree.		

The	sequence	is	a	brief	but	evocative	animation	of	an	enduring	theme	in	camp	discourse:	

the	 oscillation	 between	 marginalization	 and	 recognition.	 Curtis	 is	 imagined	 as	 a	

peripheral	character;	awake	when	most	are	asleep,	high	on	an	illegal	substance,	dressed	

incongruously	even	for	a	drag	queen	(his	preference	for	ripped	garments	and	his	refusal	

to	conceal	signs	of	masculinity	were,	the	film	elsewhere	asserts,	unheard	of	at	the	time).	

Yet	the	narrative	also	records	the	looming	presence	of	celebrity.	Garland’s	star	image	is	

dropped	in	for	a	touch	of	glamour,	and	there	is	an	intimation	that	elements	of	Curtis’s	
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unique	persona	went	on	to	be	appropriated	by	more	famous	and	influential	artists,	and	

were	 thus	 disseminated	 into	 dominant	 culture.	 The	 representation	 of	 camp	 as	 ‘other’	

runs	alongside	a	suspicion	that	the	very	practice	of	representing	camp	might	transform	

it	into	something	banal.	

These	concerns	have	been	around	for	some	time;	in	the	introductory	remarks	of	Sontag’s	

essay,	 she	 forecasts	 that	 camp	 would	 be	 significantly	 altered	 as	 a	 result	 of	 her	 own	

documentation:		

…Camp	is	esoteric	–	something	of	a	private	code,	a	badge	of	identity	even,	among	
small	urban	cliques.	Apart	from	a	lazy	two-page	sketch	in	Christopher	Isherwood’s	
novel	The	World	 in	 the	Evening	 (1954),	 it	has	hardly	broken	 into	print.	To	 talk	
about	Camp	is	therefore	to	betray	it.16		

As	 played	 out	 in	 the	 film,	 however,	 camp’s	 transportation	 into	 the	mainstream	 is	 not	

necessarily	a	simple	or	straightforward	fait	accompli.	Though	it	appreciates	the	‘cross-

over’	effect	of	 figures	 like	Bowie,	 the	notion	of	marginality	still	 retains	some	currency	

within	the	documentary.	If	one	considers	the	grungy	production	values	of	the	interview	

itself,	or	the	ramshackle	setting	in	which	Childers	is	stationed,	it	becomes	increasingly	

difficult	to	disentangle	camp’s	various	projections	of	glory	and	grit.		

	

Other	interviews	follow	a	similar	aesthetic	design	to	the	loose,	informal	configuration	in	

which	we	encounter	Childers.	The	performance	artist	Penny	Arcade	gives	her	interview	

from	 bed,	 a	 pose	 that	 almost	 seems	 ceremonious	 after	 we	 see	 the	 trangendered	

entertainer	 Rose	 Royalle	 conducting	 hers	 inside	 the	 bathroom	 of	 a	 noisy	 Manhattan	

nightclub.	These	shots	establish	 the	 intimate	gaze	of	 the	camera;	peeking	 into	private	

spaces,	ushering	viewers	into	the	messiness	of	‘actual’	locations,	as	opposed	to	the	sterile	

visage	of	studio	settings.	The	cumulative	impact	of	these	visual	landscapes	is	much	more	

than	 decorative.	 The	 scrappy	 presentation	 of	 these	 interview	 subjects	 is	 a	 physical	

expression	 of	 one	 of	 the	 film’s	 core	 undertakings:	 to	 sketch	 out	 an	 image	 of	 an	

‘underground’	 camp	 landscape,	 to	 vivify	 a	 world	 that	 has	 been	 overlooked	 or	

misunderstood.	The	film	rests	upon	the	idea	that	camp’s	story	has	not	been	fully	told,	that	

                                                        
16	Sontag,	p.	275.	It	is	noteworthy	that	several	of	Sontag’s	critics	do	indeed	characterize	her	discussion	of	
camp	as	just	that	-	a	betrayal.	For	instance,	Chuck	Kleinhans	identifies	a	broadening	in	the	public	conception	
of	camp	that	he	directly	attributes	to	appropriations	enabled	by	the	publication	of	her	essay.	See	“Taking	
out	the	Trash:	Camp	and	the	Politics	of	Parody.”	in	The	Politics	and	Poetics	of	Camp,	ed.	Moe	Meyer	(New	
York:	Routledge,	1997)	p.	187.	Meyer	also	charges	that	Sontag’s	vision	of	camp	glosses	over	its	association	
with	homosexuality	in	order	to	make	it	“safe	for	public	consumption”.	See	p.	7.		
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the	 process	 of	 public	 disclosure	 that	 Sontag	 initiated	 remains	 a	 work	 in	 progress.	

Superstar	 in	a	Housedress	resolves	 to	 stake	a	 claim	 in	 that	 enterprise,	 even	as	 it	 casts	

doubt	upon	the	assumption	that	such	a	project	could	ever	actually	come	to	a	satisfying	

conclusion.		

This	dialectical	staging	of	identification	and	obscurity	indeed	emerges	as	one	of	the	film’s	

defining	features.	It’s	an	internal	debate	that	persists	with	a	sort	of	stubborn	resilience,	

flaring	up	time	and	again	in	the	documentary’s	content	and	form	alike.	Take,	for	example,	

the	use	of	voice-over	narration.	Early	in	the	film,	this	device	contextualizes	Curtis	within	

certain	movements	 of	 cultural	 dissidence,	 positioning	him	at	 “the	nexus	 of	 the	 sexual	

revolution,	gay	 liberation	and	feminism”.	 It	also	names	him	a	pioneer	of	 fringe	artistic	

practices	 such	 as	 underground	 film	 and	 experimental	 theatre,	 and	 places	 him	 as	 an	

inhabitant	of	the	Lower	East	Side	of	Manhattan,	a	neighborhood	that	has	long	figured	in	

the	public	imagination	as	a	hub	of	bohemian	life	during	the	20th	century.	

Ironically,	 the	 voice	 conjuring	 these	 images	 of	 marginality	 springs	 from	 a	 firmly	

established	 household	 name:	 actress	 and	 comedian	 Lily	 Tomlin.	 As	 an	 interviewee,	

Tomlin	describes	her	association	with	Curtis	as	“peripheral”,	claiming	to	be	proud	even	

if	 she	 was	 only	 “kind	 of”	 a	 member	 of	 the	 society	 he	 fraternized.	 This	 liminal	 self-

identification	is	echoed	in	her	other	role	as	narrator.	She	may	be	limited	as	a	witness,	but	

she	is	adept	as	a	conduit	between	worlds.	Her	instantly	recognizable	voice	affords	the	

unschooled	viewer	a	token	of	familiarity.	She	is	a	known	guide	to	what	might	be	unknown	

territory.		

And	yet,	if	we	think	of	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	as	a	type	of	expedition,	it	is	a	curious	and	

contradictory	one.	For	all	that	it	contrives	to	unveil,	it	also	leaves	hulking	monuments	of	

knowledge	 shrouded	 in	mystery.	Many	of	 its	 interviews	assume	a	 corrective	 rhetoric.	

They	tell	us	that	the	modicums	of	Curtis’s	biography	that	have	encroached	into	general	

knowledge	are	often	less	than	accurate.	For	example,	Curtis	is	forever	enshrined	in	Lou	

Reed’s	1972	smash	hit	“Walk	on	the	Wild	Side”	as	the	protagonist	of	the	song’s	final	verse:		

	
Jackie	is	just	speeding	away	
Thought	she	was	James	Dean	for	a	day	
Then	I	guess	she	had	to	crash	
Valium	would	have	helped	that	bash	
She	said,	hey	babe,	take	a	walk	on	the	wild	side	
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Nobody	appearing	in	the	documentary	refutes	Curtis’s	voracious	appetite	for	drugs,	but	

Taylor	Mead	is	quick	to	point	out	that	his	obsession	with	James	Dean	was	not	as	fleeting	

as	Reed	made	it	out	to	be.17	Astonishingly,	Curtis	is	purported	to	have	impersonated	the	

Hollywood	star	for	almost	an	entire	year	of	his	life,	non-stop	-	itself	another	instance	of	

camp’s	juxtaposition	of	obscurity	and	fame:	Curtis’s	cult	identity	literally	adorned	in	the	

image	of	a	major	celebrity.18				

	
Corrections	 of	 this	 kind	 indicate	 that	 the	 most	 widely	 distributed	 representations	 of	

Curtis	have	never	managed	to	do	him	justice,	somehow	always	failing	to	catch	the	full	

force	of	his	character,	“speeding	away”,	as	it	were.	This	frustration	finds	its	most	effusive	

expression	 in	 the	 film’s	 repeated	 charge	 that	 Curtis	 is	 deserving	 of	 more	 cultural	

recognition	and	acclaim	 than	she	 receives.	 19	The	argument	 recalls	 the	 findings	of	 the	

scholar	Matthew	Tinkcom,	who	noted	mass	culture’s	tendency	to	co-opt	the	 ideas	and	

style	of	Warhol’s	‘Factory’	while	concurrently	denying	its	actual	members	any	substantial	

prestige	 or	 power.	 (The	 irony	 that	 camp	 itself	 appropriates	 the	 iconography	 of	mass	

culture	 is	not	 lost	on	Tinkcom).20	At	 times	Curtis	and	Warhol	are	portrayed	as	willing	

participants	 in	 the	 silencing	 of	 the	 former,	 as	when	 author	 Laura	 de	 Coppet	 recalls	 a	

scenario	 in	which	 she	 requested	 a	 blurb	 from	Warhol	 for	 the	 book	 jacket	 of	 one	 her	

publications.	 They	 all	 came	 to	 the	 agreement	 that	 Curtis	 would	 concoct	 a	 witty	

endorsement	that	would	then	go	on	to	be	attributed	to	Warhol	–	one	more	false	entry	in	

camp’s	public	record	that	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	strives	to	expose	and	amend.		

However,	 the	 film’s	 compulsion	 to	 produce	 new	knowledge	 is	 counterbalanced	 by	 its	

coinciding	 impulse	 to	 foreground	 ambiguity.	 Its	 diverse	 collection	 of	 interviews	 can	

sometimes	 generate	 disparate	 points	 of	 view.	 For	 instance,	 there	 are	 subjects	 who	

                                                        
17	In	fact,	Curtis’s	thralldom	to	drugs	and	alcohol	is	depicted	as	the	tragic	flaw	that	precipitated	his	downfall.	
Penny	Arcade	discloses	that	she	spent	very	long	stretches	of	time	battling	to	keep	him	sober.	Despite	these	
valiant	efforts,	Curtis	would	only	continue	to	struggle	with	substance	abuse.	“I	counted	him	among	my	best	
friends,”	says	Laura	de	Coppet,	“although	I	did	know	that,	like	with	all	drug	addicts,	the	drug	came	first”.		
18	This	talent	for	celebrity	impersonation	eventually	takes	on	a	tragic	inflection	when	it	is	revealed	that,	at	
the	height	of	his	drug	abuse,	Curtis	came	to	harbor	the	sincerely	held	delusion	that	his	body	was	inhabited	
by	the	spirit	of	Gary	Cooper.		
19	In	his	interview	segment,	Michael	Musto	is	adamant	in	his	assertion	that	Jackie	“deserved	a	star	on	the	
Walk	of	Fame	because	he	was	a	star,	even	if	he	was	living	out	of	a	shoebox,	eking	out	a	living,	doing	stage	
work	off-off	Broadway.	Still,	he	was	the	biggest	Hollywood	star	in	his	mind	and	my	mind.”		
20	Matthew	Tinkcom,	“Warhol’s	Camp.”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject:	A	Reader,	ed.	
Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	The	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	353.		
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suggest	that	when	Curtis	wore	drag,	he	could	pass	as	a	‘real’	woman,	even	a	‘beautiful’	

one	 at	 that.	 Others	maintain	 that	 his	 rejection	 of	 that	 objective,	 his	 unwillingness	 or	

inability	to	embody	a	coherent	femininity,	is	precisely	what	made	him	such	a	trailblazing	

character	in	drag	history.		

The	 documentary	 closes	 with	 a	 montage	 that	 synchronizes	 assorted	 photographs	 of	

Curtis	with	his	vocal	performance	of	Paul	Serrato’s	jazz	ballad	“Who	Are	You?”	The	song’s	

narrator	is	in	pursuit	of	an	enigmatic	lover,	expressing	a	dazed	wonder	at	her	powerful	

but	 inexplicable	 allure	 (“Why	 am	 I	 attracted	 to	 you?	 /Attracted	 to	 who?	 /Tell	 me!”)	

Camp’s	 self-reflexivity	 takes	 an	 unexpected	 path	 by	 reconfiguring	 Curtis’s	 delivery	 of	

these	 lines	 as	 if	 they	 applied	 to	 her	 own	 subjectivity,	 the	 lyrics	 re-imagined	 as	

commentary	on	the	nebulous	exercise	of	her	biography.	The	moving-camera	views	of	the	

images	of	Curtis	can	only	convey	motion	as	a	filmic	illusion,	for	the	subject	in	the	pictures	

ultimately	 remains	 static	 and	 unresponsive.	 Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress’s	 final	 gesture	

keeps	Curtis	poised	along	the	peripheries	of	representation,	his	presence	always	tinged	

with	an	element	of	absence.		

Superstar	in	a	Housedress	both	reflects	and	performs	an	ambivalence	regarding	camp’s	

visibility,	and	the	idea	of	dissimulation	continues	to	reverberate	as	a	part	of	the	story	that	

camp	tells	about	itself.	The	ideological	statements	coursing	through	the	narrative	spine	

of	that	story	are	multiple	and	contradictory.	The	spotlight	produced	by	representation	is	

alternately	 hungered	 for,	 critiqued,	 and	 shunned.	 These	 fluctuations	 might	 call	 into	

question	some	preconceived	understandings	of	camp’s	condition	in	the	21st	century.	At	

this	 juncture	 in	 history,	 there	 is	 often	 a	 presumption	 that	 we	 are	 living	 in	 an	 era	 of	

unprecedented	 access.	 There	 is	 a	 notion	 that	 it	 is	 now	 possible	 for	 images,	 people,	

materials	and	ideas	to	travel	on	a	global	scale	and	at	rapid	speed.	Celebrity	culture	is	said	

to	be	ubiquitous	across	a	growing	number	of	 industries	and	media	platforms.21	Surely	

these	developments	would	appear	to	challenge	the	survival	of	veiled	relations	in	modern	

times.	

                                                        
21	See	Graeme	Turner,	Understanding	Celebrity	(Los	Angeles:	Sage,	2014)	p.	18.		
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That	sentiment	does	indeed	arise	in	critical	responses	to	the	state	of	contemporary	camp.	

According	to	Ruth	Holliday	and	Tracey	Potts,	for	instance:	

…Camp,	 that	 once	 exclusive	way	 of	 seeing,	 has	 hit	 the	mainstream	media.	 And	
those	who	lamented	camp’s	loss	to	‘straights’	have	been	justified	in	their	fears	of	
appropriation.	Camp,	as	cool	cultural	capital,	has	become	kitsch.22		

The	sense	of	equivocation	that	was	so	pervasive	in	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	does	not	

seem	to	factor	into	this	declaration	at	all.	Its	tone	is	clear	and	decisive.	Its	interpretation	

of	history	is	binary:	camp	was	‘once’	exclusive,	now	it	is	not.	The	sample	of	texts	drawn	

upon	to	support	this	 finding	includes	widely	circulated	gossip	magazines,	and	popular	

television	programs	like	Eurotrash	(1993-2016),	Queer	Eye	for	the	Straight	Guy	(2003-)	

and	The	Graham	Norton	Show	(2007-).	The	fact	that	these	particular	cultural	products	are	

designed	for	(and	achieve)	a	broad	audience	is	meant	to	demonstrate	that	camp’s	open	

presentation	is	self-evident.		

This	 thesis	 provides	 a	 counter-narrative	 to	 that	 theory.	 My	 point	 is	 not	 to	 deny	 the	

instances	of	camp	appropriation	that	Holliday	and	Potts	identify,	but	to	suggest	that	such	

processes	do	not	operate	in	a	vacuum.	The	perception	of	a	past,	‘untouched’	camp	now	

colonized	by	the	mass	media	can	only	take	us	so	far.	It	acknowledges	the	prevalence	of	

programs	like	Queer	Eye	for	the	Straight	Guy,	but	it	does	not	take	into	account	that	there	

might	be	other	forms	of	camp	that	do	not	align	themselves	so	stringently	with	that	show’s	

commercial	and	inter-communal	values.		

In	 this	 respect,	Superstar	 in	a	Housedress	 is	a	 single	but	compelling	example.	The	 film	

alerts	its	viewer	to	the	possibility	that	camp’s	relationship	with	the	outside	world	is	far	

more	complicated	 than	we	might	 initially	 surmise.	Appropriation	could	be	a	 threat	 to	

camp’s	underground,	but	it	also	has	other	functions	and	effects.	It	sometimes	serves	as	

the	very	fodder	that	camp	consumes	in	order	to	define	and	maintain	its	otherness.	Note,	

for	 example,	 the	 faux-coyness	 with	 which	 the	 actor	 Paul	 Ambrose	 alleges	 that	 Bette	

                                                        
22	 Ruth	 Holliday	 and	 Tracey	 Potts,	 Kitsch!	 Cultural	 Politics	 and	 Taste	 (Manchester	 University	 Press:	
Manchester	and	New	York,	2012)	p.	141.	This	argument	echoes	critical	assessments	made	by	several	other	
commentators,	 such	 as	 Richard	 Dyer,	 who	 ascribes	 the	 “twisting	 of	 camp	 away	 from	 its	
radical/progressive/critical	 potential”	 to	 the	 appropriation	 of	 straight	 culture,	 and	 Robertson,	 who	
surmises	that	the	channeling	of	camp	into	mainstream	contexts	such	as	television	and	Pop	“could	be	taken	
as	evidence	of	its	demise”,	leading	her	to	invoke	the	term	“Camp	Lite”	as	a	denotation	of	the	“watering	down	
of	camp’s	critical	and	political	edge”.	See	Dyer,	The	Culture	of	Queers	(London:	Routledge,	2002)	p.	60	and	
Robertson,	p.	122.			



 20	

Midler	lifted	material	from	Curtis’s	play	Vain	Victory	 for	her	famous	alter-ego	“Delores	

Delago”:		

I’m	not	saying	that	there’s	anything	wrong	with	this,	but	somewhere	along	the	line	
Bette	Midler	saw	Candy	[Darling]	in	a	mermaid	outfit,	and	me	in	a	wheelchair,	and	
ended	up	on	stage	a	year	later	in	a	mermaid	outfit	in	a	wheelchair.		

The	dual	dimension	of	this	speculation,	at	once	forgiving	and	accusatory	(“I’m	not	saying	

there’s	anything	wrong	with	this,	but…”),	mirrors	the	vacillating	chorus	which	is	the	film’s	

ringing	refrain:	 “Look	at	me!	Don’t	 look	at	me!”	Complaining	about	 the	exploitation	of	

camp	can	actually	become	a	part	of	what	it	means	to	perform	camp.		

As	much	as	it	is	relevant	to	examine	the	internal	operations	of	the	documentary,	it	is	also	

helpful	to	think	of	the	film	as	a	camp	commodity	in	the	global	media	marketplace.	Recent	

literature	 on	 documentary	 filmmaking	 has	 evaluated	 the	 impact	 of	 contemporary	

technological	 and	 economic	 innovations	 upon	 the	 medium.	 Patricia	 Aufderheide,	 for	

instance,	 describes	 the	 transformative	 “possibilities”	 and	 “opportunities”	 afforded	 by	

digitization	and	the	internet,	which	include	the	installation	of	new	distribution	models	

(such	as	Netflix)	and	the	potential	for	swift,	international	communications	that	connect	

content-providers	and	audiences	from	vast	corners	of	the	world.23			

It	 is	 hard	 to	 dispute	 that	 camp	 is	 affected	 by	 such	 transpirations.	 The	 regional	

understanding	forwarded	by	Sontag,	which	located	camp	within	“small,	urban	cliques”,		

does	not	apply	quite	as	firmly	as	it	did	in	the	1960s.	One	need	not	necessarily	reside	in	

the	Lower	East	Side	of	Manhattan	to	be	exposed	to	a	performer	like	Jackie	Curtis;	you	can	

purchase	 Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress	 easily	 enough	 provided	 you	 have	 access	 to	 the	

Internet	and	its	various	shopping	forums.	Nonetheless,	a	proliferation	of	available	media	

should	 not	 be	 confused	with	 the	 notion	 that	 all	media	 is	 consumed	 at	 the	 same	 rate.	

Superstar	 in	a	Housedress	was	self-produced,	without	 the	backing	of	a	major	studio	 to	

finance	the	kind	of	robust	promotional	support	that	would	dramatically	widen	the	reach	

of	the	film.	The	absence	of	that	fanfare	means	that	the	platforms	distributing	Superstar	in	

a	 Housedress	 largely	 reward	 customers	 who	 have	 some	 pre-existing	 curiosity	 about	

Curtis	or	her	milieu.	Anyone	with	the	means	to	do	so	can	watch	the	movie,	but	that	does	

not	mean	that	they	do.	Nor	does	it	remove	the	organisation	of	power	in	the	entertainment	

                                                        
23	 Patricia	Aufderheide,	Documentary	 Film:	 A	 Very	 Short	 Introduction	 (Oxford	University	 Press:	Oxford,	
2007)	pp.	125-128.		
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industry	 that	 influences	 that	 decision.	 Therefore,	 the	 technological	 and	 commercial	

circumstances	of	our	time	do	not	inexorably	collapse	camp’s	dichotomous	desire	to	be	

seen	and	remain	esoteric.						

This	is	just	one	reading	of	an	individual	text,	but	in	the	course	of	this	thesis	I	intend	to	

build	a	case	 that	 the	 film	should	not	be	regarded	as	a	wild	anomaly.	Similar	anxieties	

surface	repeatedly	within	different	forms	in	the	media	landscape;	my	research	contrives	

to	 assemble	 a	 selection	 of	 illustrative	 examples.24	 Cumulatively,	 these	 interpretations	

underscore	the	complex	relationship	that	several	camp	products	adopt	with	the	public	

eye.	Taken	separately,	 the	readings	draw	attention	to	the	particular	variables	that	can	

interact	with	that	relationship:	the	persona	of	the	camp	performer,	the	medium	which	he	

or	 she	 inhabits,	 the	 text’s	 position	 in	 the	 infrastructure	 of	 show	 business.	 One	might	

conceive	that	the	formal	arrangement	of	this	analysis	parallels	the	ambivalence	of	camp	

that	I	have	been	describing,	with	its	twofold	objective	to	assimilate	its	constituent	parts	

into	 a	 coherent	 argument	while	 simultaneously	 privileging	 specificity	 and	distance.	 It	

seems	 a	 fitting	 approach	 to	 a	 subject	matter	 that	 aspires	 to	 and	 shies	 away	 from	 the	

onlooker’s	gaze.				

	

Theatricality	

	

As	a	visual	spectacle,	one	of	the	most	striking	features	of	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	is	the	

variety	of	appearances	modelled	by	its	central	subject.	Curtis’s	mutable	physicality	is	not	

just	a	matter	of	occasionally	performing	and	commingling	different	gender	codes.	The	

sheer	quantity	and	diversity	of	‘looks’	he	exhibits	is	overwhelming;	one	feels	reluctant	to	

                                                        
24	This	approach	marks	a	distinct	contrast	to	that	which	is	adopted	by	Helen	A.	Shugart	and	Catherine	Egley	
Waggoner	 in	Making	Camp:	Rhetorics	of	Transgression	in	U.S.	Popular	Culture	 (Tuscaloosa:	University	of	
Alabama	 Press,	 2008).	 Shugart	 and	 Waggoner	 accept	 the	 received	 wisdom	 that	 camp	 has	 now	 been	
rebranded	as	a	mass	market	phenomenon.	They	insist,	however,	 that	the	commodified	reincarnation	of	
camp	 retains	 some	 subversive	 potential	 -	 see	 p.	 42.	 Hence,	 their	 study	 is	 focused	 squarely	 on	 the	
transgressive	politics	of	what	are	unequivocally	mainstream	productions	of	camp.	These	 include	Will	&	
Grace	 (1998-),	Xena:	Warrior	 Princess	 (1995-2001),	 and	 the	 public	 personae	 of	 popular	 singers	 Gwen	
Stefani	and	Macy	Gray.	But	the	camp	performances	that	are	collected	and	considered	within	this	 thesis	
assume	a	far	more	equivocal	relationship	with	the	domain	of	popular	entertainment.		
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list	them	should	words	fail	to	communicate	the	scale,	frequency	and	eclecticism	of	the	

transformations.		

In	contrast,	a	biographical	documentary	is	especially	well	disposed	for	that	exact	task.	Its	

reliance	 on	 photographic	 and	 filmic	materials	 permits	 it	 to	 show,	 rather	 than	merely	

describe.	Moreover,	 the	 format	necessarily	 involves	an	 imperative	 to	compress	all	 the	

visual	matter	 that	documents	 a	person’s	 existence,	 to	 showcase	 in	quick	 succession	 a	

selection	 of	 cues	 representing	 the	 subject’s	 appearances	 throughout	 a	 stretch	 of	 time	

much	longer	than	the	duration	of	the	film.	This	framing	heightens	the	dizzying	effect	of	

Curtis’s	chameleonic	presentation,	for	it	means	that	the	audience	comes	to	observe	these	

distinctive	personae	at	an	accelerated	pace.		

This	 procession	 of	 disparate	 images	 accords	 with	 a	 reoccurring	 perception	 of	 Curtis	

emerging	from	the	interview	segments	of	the	documentary.	We	are	repeatedly	informed	

that	his	sense	of	theatricality	extended	well	beyond	the	boundaries	of	any	stage	or	film-

set.	Lily	Tomlin	suggests	that	he	conducted	his	entire	life	as	a	kind	of	“performance	art”,	

an	argument	supported	by	many	other	recollections	in	the	film.	(After	being	left	at	the	

altar	 by	 Eric	 Emerson,	 Curtis	 is	 reputed	 to	 have	 snapped	 back	 at	 his	 absent	 groom’s	

apology,	“Yes	I	know	Eric,	but	I	have	a	show	to	do	now.	My	reception!”)	As	such	retellings	

fortify	our	understanding	of	Curtis’s	performative	approach	 to	being,	we	can	begin	 to	

grasp	 some	 logic	 behind	 the	 radical	 upheavals	 in	 his	 physical	 bearing.	 Everything	

becomes	costume.	Hence,	there	can	be	no	original	or	monothematic	representation	of	his	

material	presence.		

The	ontological	outlook	expressed	by	Curtis	 coordinates	with	a	 tenet	of	 camp	culture	

frequently	commented	upon	by	critics.	Sontag	initiates	the	discussion	with	her	claim	that,		

Camp	 sees	 everything	 in	 quotation	marks.	 It’s	 not	 a	 lamp,	 but	 a	 “lamp”;	 not	 a	
woman,	but	a	“woman”.	To	perceive	Camp	in	objects	and	persons	is	to	understand	
Being-	as-Playing-a-Role.	It	is	the	farthest	extension,	in	sensibility,	of	the	metaphor	
of	life	as	theatre.25		

	

Booth	corroborates	Sontag’s	perception	of	camp	theatricality,	which	he	attributes	to	a	

profound	distrust	of	 “spontaneity”:	 “the	 camp	person	always	acts	 in	 a	measured	way.	

                                                        
25	Sontag,	p.	280.		
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There	is	a	certain	deliberation	in	everything	he	does.	Even	the	most	everyday	of	gestures	

may	be	turned	into	a	production	number.”26	Esther	Newton	also	addresses	this	subject	in	

her	 1972	 study	 on	 drag	 queens,	 Mother	 Camp.27	 Newton	 links	 the	 performative	

philosophy	 of	 camp	 with	 other	 cultural	 concerns,	 such	 as	 sexuality	 (identifying	 the	

theatre	 of	 impersonation	 which	 is	 undertaken	 when	 a	 homosexual	 is	 coerced	 into	

‘passing’	as	straight)	and	gender	(“By	focusing	on	the	outward	appearance	of	role,	drag	

implies	that	sex	role	and,	by	extension,	role	in	general	is	something	superficial,	which	can	

be	manipulated,	put	on	and	off	again	at	will”).28	Her	findings	relating	to	the	latter	category	

proved	particularly	 significant	when,	 in	1990,	 they	were	extracted	by	 Judith	Butler	 to	

bolster	 her	 hugely	 influential	 theory	 of	 gender	performativity.29	Butler	 considers	 that	

drag’s	parodic	activities	were	instructive	in	revealing	the	“imitative	structure	of	gender	

itself”,	thus	challenging	essentialist	understandings	of	masculinity	and	femininity.30	
	
The	 documentary’s	 representation	 of	 drag	 appears	 to	 give	 countenance	 to	 these	

performative	 notions	 of	 gender.	 In	 one	 scene,	 for	 example,	 the	 prodigious	 variety	 of	

personae	adopted	by	Curtis	prompts	Steven	Watson	to	reflect,	“He’s	a	boy.	He’s	a	girl.	It’s	

as	if	the	idea	of	what	your	sex	is…is	just	a	reflection	of	your	feelings	and	your	personality	

that	 day.	 And	 it	 changes.	 It	 zig-zags…”31	 The	 design	 of	 this	 thesis,	 however,	 does	 not	

simply	hinge	upon	reiterating	camp’s	value	for	Butler’s	view	of	gender	as	stylized	and	

culturally	constructed.	My	principal	interest	in	camp’s	theatricalism	lies	in	returning	to	

the	basic	relationship	foregrounded	by	Sontag	(i.e.	the	fluid	interaction	between	self	and	

aesthetics)	as	it	is	animated	by	21st	century	media.	The	deceptively	simple	reflection	that	

Sontag	offered	still	leaves	a	lot	to	be	mulled	over.		The	premise	is	that	camp	is	not	just	a	

term	that	describes	a	work	of	art,	but	is	also	a	way	of	treating	life	itself	as	art.	But	if	the	

‘real’	 self	 is	 a	 product	 of	 affectation,	 what	 then	 should	 we	 make	 of	 the	 process	 of	

                                                        
26	Booth,	p.	94.		
27	Esther	Newton,	“Role	Models.”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject,	ed.	Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	
Arbor:	The	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	pp.	96-109.	Reprinted	from	Esther	Newton,	Mother	Camp:	
Female	Impersonators	in	America	(Englewood	Cliffs:	Prentice	Hall,	1972).	
28	Ibid,	p.	105.		
29	 See	 Judith	 Butler,	 “From	 Interiority	 to	 Gender	 Performatives.”	 in	 Camp:	 Queer	 Aesthetics	 and	 the	
Performing	Subject,	ed.	Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	The	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	363.		
30	Ibid,	p.	364.		
31	 These	 fluctuations	 are	 incarnated	 in	 the	 various	 interviews	 that	 compose	 the	 documentary,	 which	
oscillate	in	their	reference	to	Curtis	with	both	male	and	female	pronouns.	I	have	also	chosen	to	alternate	
between	both	pronouns	when	referring	to	Curtis	in	this	thesis.		
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mediation?	What	are	the	consequences	of	turning	an	already	theatricalised	experience	

into	actual	theatre?		

Another	 vexed	 issue	 that	 comes	 to	 mind:	 if	 the	 camp	 of	 Curtis’s	 generation	 was	 not	

confined	to	the	parameters	of	representation,	how	can	the	current	one	possibly	fathom	

its	totality?	When	we	try	to	remember	camp,	we	might	always	be	operating	at	a	deficit,	

since	 apparently	 a	 great	 portion	 of	 its	 existence	 cannot	 be	 tracked	 in	 the	 observable	

artefacts	we	have	at	our	disposal.	This	was	the	conclusion	reached	by	author	and	cultural	

critic	 Fran	 Lebowitz	 when	 she	 addressed	 the	 camp	 scene	 of	 that	 time	 in	 one	 of	 her	

interviews:	“It	was	not	a	highly	productive	group	of	people.	There	is	not	a	lot	left.	If	what	

you	do	is	talk,	instead	of	write	or	leave	something,	then	you	disappear.”32	Such	dilemmas	

are	apt	to	discourage	those	who	are	aiming	to	write	about	or	depict	camp.	In	one	light,	

they	read	as	further	impediments	to	the	prospect	that	camp	is	something	we	will	ever	be	

capable	of	fully	knowing	or	accurately	representing.	There	is	an	ineluctable	sense	of	lack,	

of	an	unstable	dynamism	that	refuses	to	stand	still	as	we	attempt	to	regard	it.			

It	is	also	possible	to	misjudge	and	overdramatize	the	implications	of	camp’s	ephemeral	

and	 fluid	 characteristics.	 It	 is	 true	 that	 a	 subject	 matter	 relating	 to	 lived	 experience	

presents	artistic	and	analytical	challenges,	as	attested	by	Lebowitz’s	comments	on	the	

fragmentary	and	incomplete	historical	documentation	which	camp	appears	to	entail.	But	

if	one	of	camp’s	effects	is	to	dissolve	the	distinction	between	life	and	theatre,	 it	seems	

slightly	misguided	to	only	labor	the	latter’s	shortcomings	in	delineating	the	former,	as	

though	the	two	weren’t	already	enmeshed	together.	Since	camp	is	a	performative	entity,	

it	 is	 innately	 inclined	 to	 sidestep	 the	 notion	 of	 an	 essential	 identity.	 Had	 the	

‘unproductive’	camp	practitioners	referred	to	by	Lebowitz	been	more	prolific,	we	would	

have	a	greater	volume	of	material	to	draw	upon	in	conceptualizing	camp,	but	a	broader	

sample	still	would	not	reveal	a	singular	or	 ‘authentic’	camp	unit,	because	no	such	unit	

exists.		

As	Stella	Bruzzi	has	argued	with	respect	to	the	documentary	form,	a	representation	of	

reality	 should	 not	 be	 deemed	 a	 failure	 simply	 because	 it	 cannot	 replicate	 our	 actual	

experiences	of	the	world.33	To	do	so	assumes	that	the	only	criterion	upon	which	to	judge	

                                                        
32	 Writers	 and	 Company	 (November	 25,	 2012)	 “Author	 Fran	 Lebowitz	 Interview.”	 Available	 at:	
http://www.cbc.ca/player/play/2308449963	
33Bruzzi,	p.	10.		
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the	merits	of	such	a	work	is	a	very	literal	standard	of	verisimilitude.	Assessing	a	film	like	

Superstar	in	a	Housedress	with	this	type	of	rubric	would	overlook	the	entire	spirit	with	

which	the	text	approaches	its	subject	matter.	The	documentary	does	not	commit	to	the	

premise	 that	 biography	 can	 adduce	 a	 genuine	 article	 accounting	 for	 Curtis.	 In	 fact,	

Superstar	in	a	Housedress	pivots	around	the	tension	between	its	own	assertions	and	their	

corresponding	doubts	and	silences.		

The	 film’s	 explicit	 declaration	 of	 itself	 as	 a	 performative	 enterprise	 is	 an	 appropriate	

corollary	to	its	characterization	of	Curtis	as	a	performative	human	being.	If	Curtis	actually	

did	engage	with	the	world	in	an	utterly	stylized	fashion,	it	is	unlikely	that	we	will	be	able	

locate	 a	more	 suitable	 instrument	 to	 interact	with	 his	 subjectivity	 than	 one	which	 is	

unabashedly	stylized	itself;	this	is	to	say,	candid	about	its	status	as	an	aesthetic	interface.	

What	other	option	is	there,	when	even	when	Curtis	was	still	alive,	her	existence	was	so	

comprehensively	aestheticized?			

This	 question	 is	 not	 one	 that	 I	 have	 devised	 independently;	 by	 posing	 it,	 I	 am	 in	 fact	

isolating	and	focusing	attention	upon	the	self-reflexive	work	that	is	already	at	play	in	the	

film.	 Take,	 for	 instance,	 the	 meta-critical	 insights	 that	 present	 themselves	 during	

entertainment	journalist	Michael	Musto’s	fascinating	account	of	interviewing	Curtis:		

So	many	 interview	 subjects	 just	 sit	 there,	 or	 give	 one	word	 answers,	 or	won’t	
reveal	anything.	 If	anything,	 Jackie	revealed	too	much.	She	told	you	everything.	
She	 told	 you	 stuff	 that	 she	probably	 didn’t	 even	 know	about	 until	 she	 thought	
about	it	to	tell	an	interviewer.	I	would	just	turn	on	the	tape	and	just	 let	her	go.	
Eventually	you	would	get	all	the	specifics,	all	the	details	you	needed.	Some	of	them	
may	not	have	been	true.	Did	she	really	have	a	grandmother	named	Slugger	Ann?	
Did	Slugger	Ann	really	dress	her	like	a	girl?	Was	Carol	Burnett	really	her	spiritual	
godmother?	Whatever.	I	believed	it.	

This	anecdote	not	only	provides	a	character	sketch	of	Curtis,	but	also	testifies	to	the	very	

process	 of	mediating	 an	 inherently	 theatrical	 persona.	Musto	 is	 outlining	 a	 particular	

method	 for	 camp	 representation	 that	 strives	 for	 compatibility	 with	 its	 subject.	 This	

approach	is	not	based	on	a	model	of	knowledge	strictly	dependent	upon	verifiable	facts	

or	claims	to	an	unmediated	socio-historical	reality.	Its	vision	of	reality	comes	to	life	only	

as	it	is	being	performed.	(“She	told	you	stuff	that	she	probably	didn’t	even	know	about	

until	she	thought	about	it	to	tell	an	interviewer”).	When	writing	about	Curtis,	the	point	is	

not	 to	 ascertain	 the	 objective	 veracity	 of	 each	 of	 his	 claims,	 but	 to	 capture	 the	 air	 of	
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heightened	 drama	 and	 ambiguities	 of	 identity	 that	 one	 could	 encounter	 while	 in	 his	

company.		

Musto’s	 interview	 is	 a	 cornerstone	 moment	 in	 the	 text	 because	 it	 mandates	 the	

methodological	 strategy	 of	 the	 entire	 documentary.	 It	 would	 be	 incorrect	 to	 think	 of	

Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress	 as	 a	 film	 pretending	 not	 to	 interfere	 with	 the	 world	 it	

documents,	 as	 per	 the	 philosophy	 of	 the	 ‘direct	 cinema’	movement	 of	 the	 1960s.	 The	

documentary	is	not	only	flagrantly	cinematic	(i.e.	by	employing	voice-over	narration	and	

showcasing	 interviews	 that	 only	 ever	 took	 place	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 the	 film)	 but	 it	

actually	channels	some	of	the	aesthetic	exuberance	and	epistemological	and	ontological	

uncertainties	which	are	dictacted	by	camp	itself.	We	have	seen	these	qualities	on	display	

in	the	film’s	editing	(i.e.	the	rich	profusion	of	visual	stimulae	brought	about	by	the	splicing	

together	of	photographs	and	footage	of	Curtis’s	multiple	personae)	and	its		preoccupation	

with	the	ongoing	doubts	and	debates	that	are	attached	to	its	subject’s	biography.	From	

the	outset,	even	the	film’s	promotional	materials	signal	an	effort	to	integrate	aspects	of	

the	camp	sensibility	into	its	own	operations;	the	blurbs	lining	the	packaging	of	the	DVD	

include	quotes	from	critics’	reviews	which	praise	the	documentary	as	“tastefully	over	the	

top”	(Variety),	“luxuriant”	(San	Francisco	Bay	Guardian),	“fabulously	fond”	(Village	Voice)	

and	“delightfully	bitchy”	(New	York	Post).		

I	am	describing	these	repercussive	dynamics	not	merely	as	a	passive	observer,	but	as	a	

scholar	 in	 search	 of	 a	 template	 for	 my	 research.	 In	 pursuing	 an	 interest	 in	 camp’s	

theatricality,	 it	 seems	 desirable	 to	 render	my	 criticism	 in	 a	 fashion	 that	 incorporates	

elements	of	the	playful	and	self-reflexive	spirit	emblazoned	by	the	object	of	my	study.	If	

camp	challenges	the	presumption	of	a	core,	innate	or	original	character,	a	methodology	

that	 assumes	 an	 empirical	 pose	 -	mapping	 the	 critical	 and	 cultural	 field	 via	 a	 strictly	

sequential,	factual	or	encyclopedic	model	-	might	well	be	counteractive	to	the	project	of	

apprehending	 it.	 Camp	 demands	 to	 be	 examined	 through	 a	 lens	 which	 produces	

knowledge	 in	 a	 manner	 which	 is	 more	 protean;	 which	 accomodates	 its	 bursts	 of	

spontaneity,	its	promiscuous	desire	for	changings	masks	and	postures.		

Unorthodox	as	this	may	appear,	there	is	in	fact	precedent	for	critical	analyses	of	camp	

that	depart	from	conventional	academic	stylistics.	The	concerns	I	have	expressed	here	

bear	 some	 similarity	 to	 the	 remarks	Sontag	 forwarded	when	 justifying	 the	non-linear	
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“jottings”	 that	 composed	 “Notes	 on	 Camp”.	 She	 advocated	 a	 “tentative”	 and	 “nimble”	

approach	for	dealing	with	what	she	deemed	to	be	an	“alive”	and	“powerful”	sensibility,	

further	 confessing	 that	 it	 is	 too	 “embarassing	 to	 be	 solemn	 and	 treatise-like	 about	

Camp”34.	More	flamboyantly,	Scott	Long	introduced	“The	Loneliness	of	Camp”	by	asking	

us	to	imagine	his	essay	“delivered	as	an	address	by	a	small,	mustachioed	man	wearing	a	

gold	lamé	cocktail	dress,	black	pumps	with	three-inch	stiletto	heels,	a	raven	wig,	and	a	

beaded	cloche	with	peacock	feathers.”35	This	amusing	scenario	is	staged	partly	as	a	means	

by	which	Long	can	bridge	the	gap	between	the	frivolity	of	camp	and	the	seriousness	of	

critical	writing.	(“There	will	inevitably	be	times	when	my	rhetoric	will	seem	too	high,	my	

language	too	inflated,	to	treat	justly	the	calculated	triviality	which	is	my	subject.”36)	By	

the	 essay’s	 conclusion,	 though,	 it	 also	 becomes	 a	 tool	 for	 highlighting	 the	 “immense	

artifice”	of	the	essay	format,	reminding	the	reader	that	they	are	regarding	a	form	of	public	

discourse,	which	like	camp,	is	highly	stylized.37	

Taking	 its	 cue	 from	 these	 inventive	 experiments,	 my	 thesis	 proposes	 a	 design	 that	

deliberately	 fashions	 itself	 as	 sort	 of	 loose	 mélange,	 open	 to	 fragmentary	 and	

discontinuous	lines	of	discussion.	My	introduction,	for	instance,	has	not	partitioned	off	a	

discrete	section	 for	sifting	through	and	organizing	all	 the	critical	 literature	devoted	to	

camp	and	its	related	spheres	of	discourse.	This	absence	is	not	intended	to	diminish	the	

significance	of	such	work,	or	to	downplay	the	intricate	relationships	between	the	texts	in	

my	study	and	wider	historical	and	cultural	narratives.	On	the	contrary,	my	assertion	is	

that	the	value	of	critical	interpretation	and	contextualisation	will	be	best	harnessed	by	

structuring	them	in	a	way	that	charges	my	readings	with	a	type	of	elasticity	befitting	the	

mercurial	and	elusive	sensibility	of	camp.		

	

Thus	far,	I	have	recruited	the	determinations	of	Sontag,	Newton,	Butler,	Cleto	and	so	forth	

as	 a	 series	 of	 ingresses	 and	 egresses	 interspersed	 with	 (and	 prompted	 by)	 my	

commentary	on	the	documentary	at	hand.	My	aspiration	is	that	this	running,	associative	

framework	 will	 develop	 critical	 understandings	 through	 a	 discursive	 movement	 that	

leaves	sufficient	room	for	open-ended	reflections.	As	camp	shifts	fluidly	between	outfits,	

                                                        
34	Sontag,	pp.	276-277.		
35	Scott	Long,	 “The	Loneliness	of	Camp.”	 in	Camp	Grounds:	Style	and	Homosexuality,	 ed.	David	Bergman	
(University	of	Massachusetts	Press:	Amherst,	1993)	p.78.		
36	Ibid.		
37	Ibid,	pp.	90-91.		
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so	too	will	my	responses	try	on	the	various	mantles	of	different	critical	arguments,	alert	

for	 their	 correspondences	with	 the	 subject	 in	 front	 of	me,	 but	without	 the	 resolve	 to	

anchor	myself	decisively	to	any	singular	position	or	exhaustive	summation	of	camp.		
	

“Loving	Brutality”	

	

	

Curtis	lights	four	or	five	matches	and	nonchalantly	throws	them	at	the	torso	of	a	cowering	

young	man,	who	is	naked	but	 for	a	 flimsy	pair	of	green	briefs	which	continuously	slip	

from	his	body.	Curtis	somehow	looks	melodramatic	and	bored	at	the	same	time,	coolly	

delivering	 outrageously	 demeaning	 commands	 to	 his	 romantic	 captive.	 (“Move	 those	

buns	sweetie.	Come	on!	And	I	want	you	to	clean	up	these	matches	too!”).	The	incarnation	

of	character	we	are	observing	is	Jackie’s	satirical	performance	as	a	radical	feminist	in	the	

1971	 film	Women	 in	Revolt;	 several	 excerpts	of	which	appear	about	half	way	 through	

Superstar	in	a	Housedress.	For	his	own	part,	the	man	in	the	green	underwear	doesn’t	seem	

too	wounded	by	his	humiliation;	when	dodging	 the	 little	 flames	aimed	at	his	body,	he	

almost	 starts	 to	 dance.	 However,	 as	we	 shall	 see,	 it	 is	 now	 abundantly	 clear	 that	 not	

everybody	will	react	to	camp’s	sting	with	same	spirit	of	whimsy.		

	

The	potential	for	real	insult	is,	in	this	case,	sharpened	by	the	documentary’s	packaging	of	

the	footage	in	question.	The	clips	of	Curtis	are	supplemented	by	comments	from	Women	

in	 Revolt’s	 director,	 Paul	 Morrissey,	 who	 explains	 the	 rationale	 behind	 his	 film.	 The	

central	irony	underpinning	Women	in	Revolt	is	established	by	its	casting	of	men	who	were	

“pretending	to	be	women”	as	“women	who	were	told	by	the	women’s	lib	movement	that	

they	 should	 assume	 the	 roles	 of	 men”.	 Morrissey	 contends	 that	 this	 arrangement	

engenders	a	feminist	critique	that	is	far	superior	to	the	efforts	of	female	feminists:			

	

You	become	very	sympathetic	to	the	plight	of	women.	You	have	to	say	to	yourself,	
“Gee,	it’s	not	easy	being	a	woman.”	You	wouldn’t	say	that	if	women	were	playing	
the	 parts.	 You	would	 just	 take	 it	 for	 granted.	 But	 the	 fact	 that	men	 are	 going	
through	these	problems,	pretending	to	be	women,	I	think	it	makes	it	much	more	
effective.		
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It	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	why	this	sentiment	might	draw	some	objections	in	feminist	

circles.	Even	if	one	were	to	accept	that	some	men	may	respond	to	Women	in	Revolt	in	the	

way	that	Morrissey	envisions,	he	fails	to	acknowledge	the	absurd	counter-productivity	of	

a	 feminist	 discourse	 that	 essentially	 eliminates	 the	 voices	 of	 women.	 Indeed,	 his	

statement	is	exactly	the	type	of	argument	that	elicited	the	criticism	of	Tania	Modleski	in	

1991.38	 While	 Modleski	 welcomed	 a	 then-emergent	 body	 of	 male	 criticism	 that	 was	

supportive	to	the	enterprise	of	 feminism,	she	also	expressed	concern	at	developments	

that	saw	women	increasingly	diverted	from	the	discussion	of	their	own	subjectivity,	thus	

ultimately	reinforcing	patriarchal	power.39		

	

The	documentary’s	capacity	for	causing	offence	is	not	incidental.	Camp	regularly	courts	

provocation.	In	my	view,	this	tendency	is	often	related	to	the	operation	of	the	camp	gaze,	

which,	 as	 Sontag	 recognized,	 fixates	 upon	 passionate	 failures.40	 It	 takes	 pleasure	 in	

people,	attitudes	and	works	of	art	that	make	effusive	but	unsuccessful	attempts	at	being	

taken	seriously.	A	vivid	example:	Curtis	as	a	radical	feminist	in	Women	in	Revolt	earnestly	

declaring	that	he	has	banned	all	men	from	entering	his	apartment.		

	

Numerous	 scholars	 have	 deliberated	 upon	whether	 such	 conduct	 should	 be	 taken	 as	

injurious	or	mean.	Anticipating	these	allegations,	Sontag	advises	that,	“Camp	is	generous.	

It	wants	to	enjoy.	It	only	seems	like	malice,	cynicism.	(Or,	if	it	is	cynicism,	it's	not	a	ruthless	

but	a	sweet	cynicism.)”41	Other	writers	in	the	field	went	on	to	coin	phrases	that	parallel	

and	build	upon	this	detection	of	camp’s	“sweet	cynicism”:	Leo	Bersani	described	camp	as	

executing	 a	 “loving	 assassination”42;	 along	 similar	 lines,	 Scott	 Long	 conceived	 of	 the	

expression,	“loving	brutality”43.	But	these	formulations	have	not	prevented	critics	from	

expressing	apprehension	at	 traces	of	derision	 in	camp’s	gaze.	Caryl	Flinn’s	essay	“The	

Deaths	of	Camp”,	 for	example,	signals	considerable	alarm	at	the	frequency	with	which	

that	gaze	focuses	upon	abject	constructions	of	femininity	as	its	target.	While	conceding	

                                                        
38	Tania	Modleski,	Feminism	Without	Men:	Culture	and	Criticism	in	a	“Postfeminist”	Age	(Routledge:	New	
York,	1991).		
39	Ibid,	pp.	3-22.		
40	Sontag,	p.	283.		
41	Ibid,	p.	291.		
42	Leo	Bersani,	“Is	the	Rectum	a	Grave?”	October	43	(Winter	1987)	p.	208.			
43	Long,	p.	87.			
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that	“gay	male”	camp	probably	isn’t	“deliberately	or	essentially	misogynist”,	she	worries	

that	it	may	be	unintentionally	aligning	itself	with	a	dominant	culture	which	is.44	

	

This	thesis	resists	advocating	a	definitive	position	on	the	moral	character	of	camp.	A	fair	

amount	of	my	wariness	in	this	respect	stems	from	the	particular	parameters	I	am	working	

within.	The	adjoining	coordinates	of	my	research	that	have	been	previously	marked	out	

(camp’s	 inscrutability	 and	 its	 dynamism)	 do	 not	 invite	 sweeping	 proclamations	 and	

blanket	judgments.	I	am	not	interpreting	camp	as	though	it	were	a	sort	of	ready-made	

formula.	Therefore,	while	 I	 can	 recognise	a	 recurrent	 tendency	 for	 camp	 to	 tease	and	

parody,	there	is	also	an	urge	to	consider	the	particular	dynamics	at	play	in	the	individual	

scenarios	 I	 am	 attending	 to.	 It	 is	 worth	 noting	 that	 Butler	 takes	 a	 similar	 tack	when	

responding	 to	 feminist	 critics	 of	 drag	 who	 deemed	 that	 its	 role-playing	 involves	 the	

degradation	of	women	and	the	appropriation	of	gender	stereotypes.	Butler	thinks	drag	

could	actually	be	cooperative	with	feminist	aims	(because	its	parody	can	act	to	highlight	

the	constructedness	of	gender)	but	frames	her	argument	with	an	emphasis	on	specificity.	

Parody	by	itself,	she	warns,	is	not	necessarily	subversive;	this	effect	will	be	dependent	

upon	questions	of	context	and	reception.45		

	

In	 the	 absence	 of	 determining	 camp’s	moral	 culpability,	 it	 is	 fair	 to	 question	how	my	

thesis	will	extend	this	subject’s	current	of	discussion.	One	of	its	more	basic	contributions	

is	simply	to	acknowledge	the	presence	of	camp’s	“loving	brutality”	as	an	active	entity	in	

21st	 century	media,	 for	we	will	 see	 such	prickliness	manifesting	 in	 each	of	 the	 texts	 I	

examine.	 Although	 this	 undertaking	might	 be	 regarded	 as	modest,	 recent	 scholarship	

suggests	that	these	identifications	cannot	necessarily	be	taken	for	granted.	In	his	2011	

doctoral	dissertation,	Michael	T.	Schuyler	construes	camp	as	an	aspirational	narrative	

system	whereby	marginalized	figures	“triumph	not	simply	in	spite	of	but	actually	because	

of	their	outsider	statuses”.46	I	do	not	dispute	that	this	character	arc	can	figure	in	camp	

discourse,	but	the	problem	with	this	structuring	is	that	it	universalizes	and	glorifies	camp	

                                                        
44	Caryl	Flinn,	“The	Deaths	of	Camp.”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject:	A	Reader,	ed.	
Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	The	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	pp.	452-453.		
45	Butler,	p.	365.		
46	Michael	T.	Schuyler,	“Setting	Up	Camp:	Identifying	Camp	through	Theme	and	Structure.”	Unpublished	
Doctoral	Thesis,	Temple	University,	2011,	p.	23.		
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as	a	heroic	 challenge	against	hegemonic	power.47	 I	 am	not	 compelled	 to	 issue	a	value	

judgment	in	diametric	opposition	to	Schuyler’s	assessment,	for	instance,	which	vilifies	or	

condemns	camp.	However,	the	texts	foregrounded	by	my	study	simply	do	not	conform	

unambiguously	to	the	inspirational	vision	he	has	laid	out.	Whether	or	not	it	is	intended	

as	malign,	camp	can	alienate	and	antagonize	subjects	who	are	caught	by	its	gaze,	just	as	

much	as	it	can	embolden	those	who	practice	it.		

	

My	other	input	is	to	seize	insights	from	a	particular	critical	perspective	that	is	afforded	

by	my	selection	of	texts.	Because	this	thesis	gathers	and	examines	camp	performances	

that	are	highly	 self-reflexive,	 I	 am	presented	with	a	 rich	opportunity	 to	 tease	out	and	

interpret	 some	 recent	 examples	 of	 camp’s	 own	 commentaries	 on	 the	 condition	 of	 its	

virtue.	All	the	performances	that	I	have	selected	bear	signs	of	the	“loving	brutality”	that	

has	been	recognised	as	a	hallmark	of	camp	culture.	But	most	of	them	are	also	plagued	by	

the	 moral	 questions	 that	 arise	 from	 their	 own	 participation	 in	 this	 tradition.	 The	

contemplations	 that	 emerge	 from	 these	 recognitions	 are	 anything	 but	 orderly	 and	

consistent.	 These	 examinations	 are	 complicated	 in	 their	 blend	 of	 impenitence	 and	

compunction.		At	times	they	are	restrained	by	pangs	of	conscience,	at	others	they	seem	

to	be	unflinching	in	their	invocations	of	truculence	and	cynicism.	This	thesis	pays	careful	

attention	to	these	alternations,	and	endeavours	to	elucidate	the	various	ways	in	which	

camp	celebrates	and	critiques	itself.		

	

	

Ruin	

	

One	 of	 the	 core	 aspects	 of	 the	 documentary’s	 production	 of	 camp	 is	 its	 dedication	 to	

unifying	content	and	form.	I	have	already	discussed	various	strategies	by	which	the	film	

conceives	to	mirror	characteristics	of	Curtis’s	existence	(i.e.	effervescence,	eccentricity,	

                                                        
47	One	of	the	hazards	of	Schuyler’s	prescriptive	approach	is	that	it	relies	upon	a	selective	attention	to	the	
camp	canon.	For	example,	he	posits	that	the	documentary	Paris	is	Burning	(1990)	cannot	be	described	as	
camp	because	it	fails	to	correspond	with	the	self-empowerment	narrative	he	has	outlined.	This	is	why,	he	
attests,	it	seems	that	nobody	in	the	camp	milieu	“quotes	from	it,	obsesses	over	it	or	identifies	with	it”	(p.42).	
The	latter	part	of	this	argument	seems	particularly	unconvincing	given	the	routine,	explicit	allusions	made	
to	Paris	is	Burning	throughout	the	reality	television	program	RuPaul’s	Drag	Race	(2009-)	-	arguably	one	of	
contemporary	culture’s	most	prominent	camp	productions.		
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etc.)	in	its	formal	and	thematic	qualities.	This	model	of	reduplication	produces	layers	of	

aesthetic	exuberance	and	turns	the	film	into	a	condensed	signification	of	camp’s	flair	for	

excess.	It	is	intriguing,	then,	that	the	framework	activating	this	vivacious	energy	is	also	a	

type	of	elegy,	meditating	on	themes	of	absence	and	death.					

The	 documentary,	 after	 all,	 pertains	 to	 a	 deceased	 subject;	 Curtis	 died	 in	 1985	 after	

suffering	a	heroin	overdose.	But	death’s	arrival	in	the	film’s	narrative	by	no	means	halts	

the	 documentary’s	 representation	 of	 camp.	 The	 account	 of	 Curtis’s	 demise	 does	 not	

inspire	 a	 radical	 shift	 in	 the	 register	 of	 the	 storytelling,	 for	 instance,	 by	 becoming	

fundamentally	serious,	sombre	or	austere.	If	anything,	the	opposite	is	true;	death	actually	

draws	out	and	intensifies	the	presence	of	camp	in	the	documentary.	Moreover,	the	means	

by	which	the	film	develops	this	interaction	prompts	us	to	contemplate	the	ways	that	camp	

both	represents	and	responds	to	the	prospect	of	its	own	annihilation.		

Consider	 how	 the	 film	 frames	 the	 scene	 of	 the	 fatal	 overdose.	 I	 use	 the	word	 ‘scene’	

figuratively,	since	Curtis’s	death	is	never	visually	represented	on	screen,	but	nonetheless	

emerges	as	one	of	the	documentary’s	most	memorable	scenarios.	The	strange	details	are	

parceled	 out	 as	 each	 interview	 subject	 provides	 their	 recollection	 of	 the	 scandal;	 a	

structuring	that	underscores	the	staggering	content	of	the	story	-	as	though,	in	order	for	

it	 to	 be	 believed,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	 repetition	 and	 the	 confirmation	 of	 several	

corroborating	witnesses.	 The	 essential	 outline:	when	he	 overdosed,	 Curtis	was	 in	 the	

company	of	a	woman	named	Gomadi,	a	fellow	drug	addict	and	a	worshipper	of	the	Hindu	

Goddess	 Kali.	 Instead	 of	 seeking	 medical	 assistance	 for	 Curtis,	 Gomadi	 attempted	 to	

restore	his	health	by	performing	 fellatio	on	him	during	his	 last	 living	moments.	Later,	

Gomadi	 attempted	 to	 reassure	 grieving	 friends	 that	 she	had	 also	 tried	 giving	Curtis	 a	

shiatsu	massage	treatment.		

In	confluence	with	camp’s	sense	of	 the	 theatrical	and	hyperbolic,	 the	 film	reflects	and	

produces	 a	 sentiment	 that	 the	 circumstances	 of	 Curtis’s	 death	 are	 simply	 ‘too	much’.	

Penny	Arcade	gives	her	exasperated	response	to	the	camera:	“What	are	you	telling	me?	

That	 Jackie	had	his	 first	heterosexual	 experience	while	dying?!”	 In	a	 characteristically	

self-reflexive	gesture,	the	film	also	imparts	Harvey	Fierstein’s	hypothesis	that,	“If	you	put	

that	 in	a	play…	 if	you	put	 that	even	 in	avant-garde	 film,	people	would	say,	 ‘This	 is	 for	

prurient	 interests!	 Nothing	 like	 this	 could	 ever	 possibly	 happen.’”	 Of	 course,	 this	 is	
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precisely	the	point:	Curtis’s	death	is	being	weaved	into	a	filmic	narrative,	and	Fierstein’s	

bewildered	description	of	it	self-prophesizes	the	stunned	reaction	of	the	viewer.		

Death	is	not	just	an	incident	that	occurs	in	the	film’s	plot.	It	is	also	a	site	upon	which	camp	

orchestrates	 a	 complex	 mise	 en	 abyme,	 teeming	 with	 coded	 images	 that	 reflect	 and	

implode	upon	each	other.	From	one	perspective,	death	has	an	eradicative	impact	upon	

camp,	leaving	its	pioneers	increasingly	endangered	and	rarefied.	“It	makes	me	really	sad	

that	there	are	so	few	of	us	left”,	laments	Rose	Royalle.	Echoing	this	point,	Joey	Preston	

considers	that	when	Jackie	died,	“it	was	a	whole	world	that	was	lost”.	But	ironically,	it	is	

this	vision	of	a	ravaged	world	that	is	also	an	ideal	prism	through	which	to	channel	camp	

activity.		

Camp’s	 alliance	 with	 the	 macabre	 has	 its	 most	 potent	 realisation	 in	 the	 film’s	

reminiscence	of	Curtis’s	funeral	and	wake.	The	remembrance	of	these	obsequial	events	

assembles	an	anthology	of	 familiar	camp	maneuvers.	Holly	Woodlawn’s	description	of	

the	 proceedings	 comes	 laced	with	 trickles	 of	 casual	 irreverence	 (“The	 priest	 is	 doing	

whatever	he	is	doing,	Ave	Maria,	blah,	blah…”)	Other	accounts	evoke	camp’s	penchant	for	

bombastic	 theatrics	(Paul	Ambrose	remembers	Penny	Arcade	attacking	Gomadi	at	 the	

ceremony,	screaming,	“Murderer!	Murderer!”)	as	well	as	its	genius	for	barbed	rhetoric	

(about	Gomadi,	Ambrose	sneers,	“She	OD’d	a	couple	years	later.	Nobody	missed	her!”)	

Then	 there	 is	 the	 re-imagining	 of	 Curtis	 in	 his	 funeral	 casket,	 his	 corpse	 coated	with	

glitter,	a	magic	wand	placed	by	his	side,	along	with	photographs	of	James	Dean	and	Gary	

Cooper,	whom	he	idolized.	It	is	this	final	detail	-	the	mementos	of	lapsed	icons	–	that	is	

also	the	most	loaded,	for	its	framing	of	relic-within-relic	grants	us	trenchant	insight	into	

the	temporal	dimensions	of	the	film	as	a	whole.	Its	stratification	of	ruin	illustrates	that	

camp’s	 infusion	 into	 the	 commemoration	 of	 Curtis	 (both	 represented	 and	 enacted	 by	

Superstar	in	a	Housedress)	has	a	particularly	profound	resonance:	the	film	is	enshrining	

someone	who	himself	was	a	connoisseur	of	anachronistic	personalities.		

There	is	critical	literature	which	suggests	that	it	is	normal	for	practitioners	of	camp	to	

gravitate	toward	 ‘powers	 in	decline’.48.	Sontag	proposed	that	camp	favours	the	out-of-

date	because	of	particular	effects	borne	out	of	 the	passage	of	 time.	 It	 lends	a	 fantastic	

                                                        
48	Andrew	Ross	makes	this	point	in	“Uses	of	Camp.”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject:	
A	Reader,	ed.	Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	pp.	310-312	and	p.	320.		
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quality	to	objects	which	were	once	ordinary,	and	it	softens	moral	indignation	at	works	of	

art	 that	 have	 failed.49	 Camp’s	 reappraisal	 of	 depleted	 resources	 was	 also	 a	 central	

preoccupation	for	Flinn,	who,	as	we	recall,	harboured	reservations	about	how	frequently	

that	process	involves	unseemly	characterisations	of	the	female	body.				

This	thesis	considers	the	ramifications	of	camp’s	challenge	to	the	disjuncture	between	

antiquity	and	continuity	regarding	its	own	construction.	In	her	essay,	Flinn	hinted	at	but	

did	 not	 linger	 upon	 the	 possibility	 of	 this	 inversion.	 She	 initiates	 and	 concludes	 her	

critique	by	pointing	out	the	irony	which	is	fostered	when	public	commentators	like	Fran	

Lebowitz	declare	camp	‘dead’	in	the	face	of	various	historical	and	cultural	developments,	

like	the	AIDS	epidemic,	gay	activism,	and	the	appropriation	of	the	mainstream	media.50	

But	 this	observation	 is	made	 in	passing,	and	has	 little	bearing	on	the	specific	 items	of	

camp	culture	to	which	she	dedicates	her	study	(which	are,	 for	the	most	part,	assorted	

iterations	of	camp’s	obsession	with	fading	movie	stars	and	grotesque	mothers).	

For	 reasons	already	divulged,	my	 intent	 is	not	 to	provide	a	panoramic	 surveillance	of	

camp’s	past	and	present	formations.	Nevertheless,	my	examination	is	inevitably	affected	

by	certain	claims	to	history.	That	some	observers	have	issued	camp	with	a	death	sentence	

(or	certificate)	arouses	my	curiosity	about	how	camp	is	processing	and	reacting	 to	 its	

own	historical	discourse.	This	 line	of	 inquiry	 is	all	 the	more	 inviting	 in	 light	of	 recent	

sociological	 and	 cultural	 critiques	 that	 identify	 further	 aspects	 of	 our	 contemporary	

environment	 uncongenial	 to	 traditional	 manifestations	 of	 camp.	 In	 There	 Goes	 the	

Gayborhood?,	Amin	Ghazian	charts	the	decline	of	homosexual	populations	in	city	locales,	

a	plight	he	ascribes	to	a	host	of	circumstances.	Many	of	these	overlap	with	the	factors	

already	 named	 by	 Lebowitz,	 but	 there	 are	 some	 new	 entries	 on	 the	 list,	 including	

widespread	urban	gentrification	and	the	installation	of	virtual	networks	on	the	Internet	

that	diminish	the	need	for	a	centralized	and	physical	meeting	place.51	In	How	to	Be	Gay,	

David	M.	Halperin	 traces	 the	 emergence	of	 a	hyper-masculinity	 in	post-Stonewall	 gay	

male	life	that	is	often	hostile	to	perceptions	of	an	effeminate	gay	culture.52	Conceivably	

the	fomenting	of	this	attitude	poses	yet	another	threat	to	camp’s	survival,	considering	its	

                                                        
49	Sontag,	p.	285.		
50	See	Flinn	at	p.	433	and	p.	454.		
51	Amin	Ghaziani,	There	Goes	the	Gayborhood?	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	2014)	pp.	24-31.		
52	David	M.	Halperin,	How	to	Be	Gay	(Cambridge:	The	Belknap	Press	of	Harvard	University	Press,	2012).		
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associations	with	 both	 homosexuality	 and	 femininity	 (according	 to	Richard	Dyer,	 “By	

definition,	camping	about	is	not	butch.”53)		

My	reading	of	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	has	situated	the	documentary	as	a	performance	

of	camp,	rather	than	merely	a	retrospective	and	detached	archiving	of	it.	This	canonical	

placement	will	also	apply	to	the	subsequent	textual	analyses	performed	by	this	thesis,	all	

of	which	pertain	to	21st	century	culture.	Thus,	I	am	not	announcing	the	end	of	camp.	Nor	

am	I	discounting	the	portrait	of	its	decay	evoked	by	recent	criticism.	The	objects	of	my	

study	often	project	a	sort	of	rupture	in	time,	pivoting	around	images	of	lost	splendour.	I	

argue	that	this	reckoning	is	itself	exemplary	of	camp’s	distinctive	sense	of	temporality.	

Camp’s	fascination	with	extinct	cultures	permits	it	an	extraordinary	resilience,	allowing	

it	to	take	on	an	existence	that	is	simultaneously	posthumous	and	alive.			

	

Frameworks	and	Methodology	

	

Having	marked	out	the	areas	of	camp	culture	that	make	up	the	thematic	preoccupations	

of	this	thesis,	it	is	incumbent	upon	me	to	elaborate	on	the	framework	through	which	it	

unfolds.	 My	 reading	 of	 Superstar	 in	 a	 Housedress	 has	 insistently	 highlighted	 camp’s	

resistance	 to	 reductive	 categorisations	 and	 generalities.	 Although	 I	make	 a	 concerted	

effort	 to	preserve	 the	unruliness	and	ambiguity	of	my	subject,	 it	 is	 inevitable	 that	my	

rendering	of	camp	is	defined	by	the	strategies	and	structures	that	I	have	devised	for	my	

research.	What	emerges	from	this	project	is	only	a	partial	vision	of	camp,	shaped	by	its	

own	particular	 fixations	and	boundaries.	 It	 is	 therefore	necessary	 to	acknowledge	 the	

presence	and	intended	purposes	of	these	determinants.			

From	 the	 outset,	 it	 must	 be	 recognised	 that	 my	 chosen	 methodology	 follows	 the	

procedures	 of	 close	 textual	 analysis.	 The	 thesis	 is	 structured	 as	 a	 series	 of	 critical	

explorations	 that	attend	 to	a	specific	selection	of	camp	performances	 in	 the	early	21st	

century.	In	addition	to	Superstar	in	a	Housedress,	these	include	the	HBO	television	series	

The	Comeback	(2005),	John	Waters’	memoir	Role	Models	(2010),	Julie	Klausner’s	audio	
                                                        
53	 Dyer,	 p.	 49.	 For	 Booth,	 camp’s	 fascination	with	 femininity	 is	 further	 evidence	 of	 its	 commitment	 to	
marginality:	“the	primary	type	of	the	marginal	in	society	is	the	traditionally	feminine,	which	camp	parodies	
in	an	exhibition	of	stylized	effeminacy.”	p.	18.		
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podcast	How	Was	Your	Week?	(2011),	and	Le	Gateau	Chocolat’s	cabaret	performance	of	I	

Heart	Chocolat	(2015).	It	follows	that	the	scope	of	this	research	is	determined	by	my	close	

readings	of	these	individual	enactments	of	camp.		

The	analytical	technique	of	close	reading	is	not	the	only	methodology	that	scholars	have	

at	their	disposal	in	approaching	camp	culture.	The	corpus	of	critical	literature	dedicated	

to	camp	presents	a	number	of	alternative	models.	Sontag,	for	example,	elects	to	format	

her	 essay	 as	 a	 succession	 of	 elliptical	 pronouncements	 on	 the	 entire	 canon	 of	 camp	

culture,	rather	than	delving	into	more	precise	examinations	of	its	discrete	components.	

However,	 several	 critics	 have	 since	 expatiated	 on	 camp	 in	 more	 extended	 forms	 of	

criticism.	 Booth,	 for	 instance,	 gives	 an	 expansive	 account	 of	 camp	 culture	 through	 a	

framework	 that	 registers	 its	 recurrent	 themes	 and	 tropes,	 which	 are	 slotted	 into	

categories	 such	 as	 “boredom”,	 “scandal”,	 “misanthropy”.	 And	 Phillip	 Core	 invokes	 the	

encyclopediac	format	for	his	own	criticism	of	camp,	which	offers	his	readers	an	enormous	

compedium	of	articles	that	outline	many	of	its	pivotal	figures	(from	Jean	Cocteau	to	Mae	

West)	 and	 perennial	 fascinations,	 such	 as	 “decadence”,	 “glossy	 magazines”	 and	

“uniforms”.54			

One	of	the	features	of	these	templates	that	I	admire	the	most	is	the	manner	in	which	they	

begin	 to	 accrue	 resonance	 with	 their	 subject	 matter.	 For	 instance,	 the	 compact	 and	

elegant	prose	of	“Notes	on	Camp”	is	itself	evocative	of	the	camp	aptitute	for	aphoristic	

language	 -	 a	 correlation	which	 is	 only	 accentuated	 by	 Sontag’s	 frequent	 quotation	 of	

Oscar	Wilde’s	epigrams.55	On	the	other	hand,	the	more	protracted	studies	of	critics	like	

Booth	and	Core	are	particularly	effective	in	reflecting	the	profound	sense	of	plurality	and	

eclecticism	associated	with	camp	culture.	To	be	sure,	my	own	criticism	is	not	patterned	

on	 the	 specific	methods	 that	 are	 suggested	 by	 these	models,	 but	 they	 have	 served	 as	

inspiration	insofar	as	their	formal	properties	honour	the	values	and	attributes		of	camp	

itself.			

In	 this	 instance,	 a	 compilation	 of	 close	 readings	 appeals	 to	 me	 as	 a	 framework	 that	

generates	a	 tension	between	notions	of	 specificity	and	commonality.	We	have	already	

observed	 how	 this	 conflict	 manifests	 as	 a	 thematic	 preoccupation	 in	 Superstar	 in	 a	

                                                        
54	Phillip	Core,	Camp:	The	Lie	That	Tells	the	Truth	(London:	Plexus	Publish	Limited,	1984).		
55	Camp’s	propensity	for	the	epigram	surfaces	as	a	significant	point	of	interest	in	my	chapter	dedicated	to	
Julie	Klausner’s	podcast.			
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Housedress.	 The	 documentary	 is	 punctuated	 with	 proclamations	 that	 stress	 the	

originality	and	distinctiveness	of	 its	subject	 (Laura	de	Coppet:	 “They	broke	 the	mould	

after	they	made	Jackie.	He	was	a	genius.	A	hilarious	one.”	Paul	Morrissey	on	Women	in	

Revolt:	“Jackie	dominates	the	movie	with	this	strong	character	that	Jackie	had,	and	the	

remarks	she	makes	are	funny	in	a	Jackie	way.”	Sylvia	Miles:	“Jackie	Curtis	had	her	own	

style!”)	At	the	same	time,	the	film	entertains	the	notion	that	Curtis	was	also	emblematic	

of	broader	cultural	narratives,	as	when	it	conceives	to	venerate	him	as	the	consummate	

performer	of	camp.	The	design	of	this	thesis	is	intended	to	recognise	and	accommodate	

these	antipodal	positions:	permitting	sufficient	space	to	contemplate	the	idiosyncrasies	

of	 individual	 camp	 performances	 and	 situating	 them	 as	 elements	 that	 are	 assembled	

together	in	the	conception	of	a	larger	structure.		

The	construction	of	my	criticism	is	also	attuned	to	the	polysemous	condition	of	camp.	

From	a	meta-critical	perspective,	we	can	recognise	this	sense	of	multiplicity	in	the	various	

terminologies	that	circulate	in	theoretical	apprehensions	of	camp.		As	Cleto	points	out,	

the	 body	 of	 literature	 on	 camp	 has	 denominated	 the	 term	 in	 many	 different	 ways:	

“Tentatively	approached	as	sensibility,	 taste,	or	style,	 reconceptualised	as	aesthetic	or	

cultural	economy,	and	later	asserted/reclaimed	as	(queer)	discourse,	camp	hasn’t	lost	its	

relentless	 power	 to	 frustrate	 all	 efforts	 to	 pinpoint	 it	 down	 to	 stability”.56	 These	

ontological	 uncertainties	 are	 established	 even	 in	 the	 initial	 ruminations	 presented	 by	

Sontag:	 she	 conceptualises	 camp	primarily	 as	 a	 “sensibility”	 and	 a	 “way	 of	 looking	 at	

things”,	but	she	also	concedes	that	there	are	“movies,	clothes,	furniture,	popular	songs,	

novels,	people,	buildings…”	that	can	be	safely	described	as	“campy”.57	This	interpretation	

generates	ongoing	debates	and	perplexities.	There	is	a	perception	of	camp	as	something	

that	materialises	as	a	performance	or	an	interpretative	practice.	Dyer,	for	one,	insists	that	

“camp	is	far	more	a	question	of	how	you	respond	to	things	rather	than	qualities	actually	

inherent	in	those	things”.58	But	there	is	also	the	suggestion	that	camp	has	established	a	

recognisable	canon.	Shugart	and	Waggoner,	for	instance,	define	camp	as	an	“aesthetic”	

which	is	“understood	at	the	most	basic	level	as	over-the-top,	playful,	and	parodic”	and	is	

“easily	apprehended	by	audiences.”59		

                                                        
56	Cleto,	p.	2.		
57	Sontag,	p.	277.		
58	Dyer,	p.	52.		
59	Shugart	and	Waggoner,	p.	4.		
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I	am	drawn	to	the	concentrated	focus	of	close-reading	as	a	strategy	for	coming	to	terms	

with	the	multiple	meanings	that	are	assigned	to	camp.	Rather	than	simply	presenting	the	

reader	with	a	catalogue	of	texts	and	performances	that	it	designates	as	‘camp’,	this	thesis	

interprets	 its	 own	 subject	 with	 more	 delicacy	 and	 caution.	 My	 aspiration	 is	 that	 the	

careful	 examination	 of	 a	 selection	 of	 cultural	 productions	 will	 give	 scope	 to	 the	

complexities	 that	 attend	 their	 various	 interactions	 with	 camp.	 In	 the	 process	 of	 this	

exploration,	 I	mean	 to	 parse	 and	 analyse	 the	multiple	ways	 in	which	 camp	might	 be	

configured:	 as	 a	mode	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 performance,	 as	 a	 reading	 position,	 as	 a	

milieu,	as	a	historical	moment,	and	so	forth.	The	result	of	this	conceit	is	that	my	research	

approaches	the	very	identity	of	camp	as	a	question	that	demands	constant	attention	and	

reconsideration.		

The	present	study	also	 locates	 its	preoccupations	 in	early	21st	century	 incarnations	of	

camp.	 This	 structure	 operates	 on	 the	 presumption	 that	 such	 a	 time	 frame	 -	 however	

broadly	 conceived	 –	 exists	 as	 an	 intelligible	 historical	 period.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 part	 of	 my	

argument	 that	 the	 sample	of	 texts	and	performances	 that	 I	have	chosen	are	distinctly	

recognisable	 as	 products	 of	 their	 time.	 	 Some	 of	 them	 are	 implicated	 in	 historical	

discourse	 simply	 by	 virtue	 of	 the	 channels	 through	 which	 they	 are	 mediated:	 their	

presence	is	defined	by	technologies,	formal	constructs	and	distribution	models	that	have	

come	to	prominence	only	in	recent	decades.	It	 is	also	true	that	many	of	their	thematic	

interests	 are	 inextricably	 connected	 to	 the	 historical	 situation	 in	 which	 they	 have	

emerged.	 Sometimes	 they	 comment	 on	 socio-historical	 developments	 that	 run	

concurrent	with	their	creation,	for	example,	the	rise	of	cultural	phenomena	such	as	social-

networking	 and	 Reality	 TV.	 But	 it	 is	 important	 to	 add	 that	 these	 contemporaneous	

reflections	 are	 accompanied	 by	 powerful	 impressions	 of	 the	 past.	 It	 would	 not	 be	

melodramatic	to	say	that	most	of	these	artworks	are	haunted	by	the	historical	narratives	

that	camp	has	accumulated	–	a	complicated	inheritance	that	they	are	alternately	inclined	

to	renounce	and	romanticise.	Indeed,	they	seem	to	suggest	that	a	part	of	what	it	means	to	

be	camp	in	this	century	is	to	reckon	with	the	intricate	legacies	that	this	term	now	carries.						

While	my	research	is	determined	by	a	historical	framework,	it	does	not	present	itself	as	

a	chronological	and	comprehensive	account	of	 the	period	 that	 it	demarcates.	 It	 seems	

inevitable	that	a	thesis	that	works	within	the	narrow	parameters	of	close-reading	must	

confess	 that	 the	 historical	 knowledge	 that	 it	 produces	 is	 necessarily	 selective	 and	
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fragmentary.	But	this	disclaimer	would	probably	be	warranted	in	any	piece	of	criticism	

that	seeks	to	scrutinise	camp	culture,	however	ambitiously	it	might	define	the	scope	of	

its	inquiry.	My	reading	of	Superstar	in	a	Housedress	has	already	intimated	that	there	are	

several	ways	in	which	camp	assumes	an	evasive	relationship	with	the	public	record.	This	

sense	of	obscurity	is	borne	out	in	its	attraction	towards	marginal	cultures,	the	transience	

of	 theatricalised	 experience,	 and	 the	 persistent	 ambiguities	 that	 complicate	 its	 own	

definition.60	 Given	 these	 considerations,	 it	 is	 hard	 to	 imagine	 a	work	 of	 criticism	 that	

could	 claim	 with	 confidence	 to	 have	 encapsulated	 any	 period	 of	 camp	 history	 in	 its	

entirety.		

This	thesis	makes	no	pretence	that	its	chosen	subjects	constitute	microcosms	of	camp	as	

a	whole.	However,	 this	 recognition	 should	not	be	 taken	 to	 suggest	 that	 I	have	merely	

selected	a	 random	sample	of	 camp	culture	 to	 explore.	 I	 have	 set	 out	 to	 assemble	 and	

contemplate	material	that	offers	valuable	opportunities	for	critical	engagements	with	the	

specific	camp	preoccupations	that	have	been	mapped	out	in	this	introduction.	I	have	also	

attempted	 to	bring	 together	a	collection	of	 individual	 case	studies	 that	 speak	 to	 these	

issues	from	a	diverse	range	of	contexts.	But	often	this	search	for	variety	is	itself	inspired	

by	the	particular	themes	I	have	chosen	to	pursue.	Consider	the	interest	that	I	have	taken	

in	the	temporal	dimensions	of	camp	at	the	dawn	of	this	century:	its	intense	preoccupation	

with	its	own	heritage;	its	complex	negotiations	between	the	old	and	the	new.	My	thesis	

conceives	to	reflect	these	themes	through	its	own	selection	of	sources,	which	alternate	

between	 fresh	 and	 familiar	 faces	 in	 the	 camp	 pantheon.	 Some	 chapters	 focus	 their	

attention	upon	figures	who	are	commonly	regarded	as	influential	progenitors	of	camp	

culture,	such	as	Jackie	Curtis	and	John	Waters.		Others	consider	the	contributions	of	camp	

practitioners	who	have	arrived	more	recently	to	the	scene,	such	as	Julie	Klausner	and	Le	

Gateau	Chocolat.	 I	have	established	this	 juxtaposition	because	it	permits	me	to	engage	

with	 two	 important	historical	perspectives.	The	 first	 involves	an	 interpretation	of	 the	

past	that	centres	on	-	and	is	sometimes	rendered	by	-	personalities	who	are	identified	as	

                                                        
60	When	Booth	 surmises	 that	 it	would	be	 futile	 to	 attempt	a	 chronological	documentation	of	 camp,	his	
reasons	are	similar	to	many	of	the	points	I	have	enumerated:	“Little	in	history	is	objectively	verifiable	as	
camp.	Camp	is	so	much	a	matter	of	a	raised	eyebrow,	a	secret	smile,	an	almost	imperceptible	pout	or	the	
barest	suggestion	of	a	limp	wrist	(the	little	signs	that	push	the	persona	into	parody)	that,	except	in	a	few	
cases	where	the	word	camp	or	se	camper	have	been	used,	it	is	difficult	to	pin	down.”	p.	42.		
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seminal	icons	in	camp	history.	The	second	is	more	attentive	to	the	manner	in	which	an	

incipient	generation	of	camp	performers	seek	to	situate	themselves	within	this	legacy.						

My	critical	explorations	are	also	mobile	in	their	shifts	between	formal	territories.	Each	

chapter	 of	 this	 thesis	 concerns	 itself	 with	 a	 different	 medium	 of	 artistic	 expression,	

starting	with	the	documentary	film,	then	moving	on	to	the	television	serial,	the	memoir,	

the	podcast	and	the	cabaret	act.	The	eclecticism	of	this	source	material	largely	derives	

from	my	interest	in	the	multitudinous	and	enigmatic	nature	of	camp	culture.	The	fact	that	

camp	cannot	be	reduced	to	a	single	formulation	invites	my	attention	to	various	contexts	

in	which	it	is	presented	and	interpreted.		

Sontag	declares	that	camp	taste	“has	an	affinity	for	certain	arts	rather	than	others”.61	Her	

view	 is	 that	 camp	 is	 heavily	 attracted	 to	 the	 decorative	 arts;	 those	which	 emphasize	

“texture,	sensuous	surface,	and	style	at	the	expense	of	content”.	She	deems	that	camp	can	

seldom	be	found	in	concert	music,	but	it	is	rife	in	classical	ballet,	opera,	popular	music,	

movies	and	movie	criticism.	The	confines	of	this	thesis	do	not	permit	me	to	peruse	every	

cultural	environment	where	camp	is	endemic.		But	my	research	is	guided	by	an	impulse	

to	follow	the	example	that	Sontag	set	by	investigating	the	ways	in	which	camp	assumes	a	

special	connection	with	particular	artistic	practices,	some	of	which	are	recent	creations	

that	did	not	exist	at	the	time	in	which	she	wrote	her	essay.	Camp	itself	might	never	be	

wholly	comprehended,	but	perhaps	we	can	come	closer	to	understanding	its	problems	

and	persuasions	when	we	pay	close	attention	to	the	conventions	of	artistic	expression	

that	it	interacts	with.	My	reading	of	Superstar	in	a	Housedress,	for	example,	underscores	

the	complementary	relations	that	are	established	between	camp	and	the	documentary	

form,	with	their	mutual	interests	in	the	theatricalisation	of	life	experience.	As	I	cut	across	

different	forms	of	media,	I	hope	to	illuminate	more	of	these	correspondences	so	that	we	

might	sharpen	our	perceptions	of	the	specific	conditions	in	which	camp	can	be	seen	to	

thrive.		

In	 the	 next	 chapter,	 I	 submit	 that	The	 Comeback	 (2005-2014)	 is	 itself	 a	meta-critical	

reflection	on	the	presence	and	implications	of	camp	in	contemporary	television.	This	is	a	

serial	that	is	awesome	in	its	thematic	and	formal	complexity;	it	constructs	an	elaborate	

mise-en-abyme	that	contains	multiple	parodies	of	televisual	forms,	from	familiar	staples	

                                                        
61	Sontag,	p.	278.		
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such	 as	 the	 situational	 comedy	 to	 more	 recently	 ascendant	 genres	 like	 ‘quality’	 and	

‘reality’	television.		In	the	process	of	lampooning	these	formal	schemes,	the	serial	both	

invites	and	reflects	upon	a	camp	reading	position	that	extracts	a	perverse	pleasure	from	

scenes	of	excruciation.	This	response	 is	sustained	by	camp’s	 inveterate	 interest	 in	 the	

trope	of	the	faded	female	star;	the	central	character	of	the	series	 is	a	forgotten	sitcom	

actress	 (Valerie	 Cherish)	 who	 repeatedly	 resurfaces	 in	 new	 modes	 of	 television	

production.	The	production	of	camp	humour	-	both	inside	and	outside	the	fictional	world	

of	the	series	–	emerges	from	the	drawn-out	spectacle	of	her	humiliation	as	she	strives	to	

resuscitate	her	moribund	career.			

In	 this	 case,	 the	marginality	 of	 camp	 takes	on	particularly	 complex	 and	 contradictory	

dimensions.	 There	 are	 several	ways	 in	which	The	 Comeback	 capitalises	 on	 notions	 of	

exclusivity	and	elitism.	Not	only	does	the	serial	self-reflexively	remark	upon	its	own	cult	

fan	base	of	homosexual	men,	but	it	is	also	channelled	through	the	industrial	and	aesthetic	

practices	of	the	prestigious	brand	of	‘quality’	television.	Moreover,	the	series	specifically	

exploits	these	conventions	(particularly	the	opportunities	for	narrative	protraction	that	

are	afforded	by	the	nascent	genre)	to	facilitate	and	contemplate	the	moral	ambiguities	

posed	by	the	brutality	of	camp	humour	as	it	manifests	in	different	televisual	formats.	But	

the	program	does	not	attempt	 to	exempt	 itself	 from	 the	problems	 that	 it	perceives	 in	

television	culture	 -	 this	becomes	particularly	evident	when	 it	proceeds	 to	 ridicule	 the	

pretensions	of	its	own	genre.	My	reading	of	the	serial	thus	emphasises	the	extent	to	which	

its	vision	of	television	is	saturated	with	notions	of	self-contempt.		

This	 chapter	 is	 also	 interested	 in	The	Comeback’s	 reflections	on	 the	gender	politics	 in	

camp	culture.	I	am	especially	attentive	to	various	ways	in	which	Valerie’s	position	as	a	

camp	object	is	contingent	upon	her	relations	with	homosexual	men.	It	is	clear	that	gay	

men	 have	 emerged	 as	 an	 important	 demographic	 in	 the	 viewership	 of	 the	 program.	

However,	they	are	also	portrayed	as	characters	who	are	passionate	fans	of	the	actress	

inside	 the	 diegetic	 frame	 of	 the	 series.	 This	 narrative	 representation	 presents	 an	

ambivalent	view	on	the	moral	 implications	of	gay	diva	worship.	 It	appears	to	 intimate	

that	some	homosexual	men	might	sympathise	with	Valerie	because	of	the	pain	that	lurks	

beneath	 her	 theatrical	 persona.	 But	 the	 serial	 also	 implies	 that	 the	 malicious	

undercurrents	 of	 the	 camp	 vision	 might	 be	 related	 to	 a	 perceived	 power	 imbalance	

between	the	female	star	and	her	homosexual	fans.	Perhaps	most	suggestively,	the	final	
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episode	of	 the	entire	serial	 turns	on	a	plot	development	that	conceives	to	correct	 that	

imbalance,	and	it	is	this	adjustment	that	seems	to	provoke	the	program’s	renunciation	of	

its	own	camp	humour.		

The	 second	 chapter	moves	 on	 to	 consider	 camp’s	 relationship	with	 another	mode	 of	

cultural	 production:	 the	 life-narrative.	 This	 inquiry	 is	 grounded	 in	 a	 critique	 of	 John	

Waters’	 memoir	 Role	 Models	 (2010).	 The	 chapter	 demonstrates	 an	 interest	 in	 the	

vanguard	position	that	Waters	assumes	in	camp	history.	Many	critics	have	recognized	his	

directorial	 efforts	 in	 underground	 cinema	 as	 landmark	 texts	 in	 the	 camp	 canon.	

Furthermore,	the	persona	that	Waters	cultivates	for	his	own	public	presentation	often	

references	and	reinforces	his	reputation	as	a	father	figure	(or,	in	his	own	words,	a	“filth	

elder”)	for	the	camp	community.	This	memoir	presents	Waters	with	another	opportunity	

to	consider	the	implications	of	the	cultural	role	that	he	claims	for	himself.		

My	 criticism	 places	 an	 emphasis	 on	 the	 literary	 context	 in	 which	Waters	 forges	 and	

reflects	upon	this	identity.	Critical	scholarship	has	sometimes	overlooked	the	relations	

between	 literature	and	camp.	But	 in	 this	 chapter,	 I	 argue	 that	 the	virtues	 that	Waters	

attributes	to	literary	culture	become	pivotal	to	his	own	identification	as	an	outsider	to	

the	 mainstream	 establishment.	 This	 value	 system	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 literary	

endorsements	that	are	contained	in	the	memoir,	and	it	is	also	embodied	in	some	of	the	

subterranean	themes	that	are	presented	by	the	memoir	itself.62		

In	 addition	 to	 these	 concerns,	 the	 chapter	 gives	 prominence	 to	 the	 memoir’s	

representations	of	celebrity	culture.	I	suggest	that	the	text	is	inherently	connected	to	this	

theme	through	its	own	status	as	a	celebrity	memoir.	This	is	a	genre	that	is	often	maligned	

for	 its	 purported	 commercialism	 and	 banality,	 and	 these	 complaints	 resonate	 with	

broader	 critiques	 that	 have	 disparaged	 the	 whole	 enterprise	 of	 celebrity	 culture.	

However,	the	positions	that	Waters	espouses	in	the	memoir	suggest	a	more	optimistic	

attitude	towards	fantasies	of	stardom.	I	mean	to	show	how	this	disposition	is	consistent	

with	aspects	of	camp	culture,	including	its	obsessions	with	themes	of	cultural	alienation	

and	the	conception	of	public	personae.	

                                                        
62	As	I	will	discuss,	 the	formal	qualities	of	the	text	are	somewhat	more	conventional	and	tame	than	the	
subject	matter	that	it	explores.		
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The	 final	 section	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 devoted	 to	 the	memoir’s	 renderings	 of	 death	 and	

memory.	Waters	is	acutely	aware	that	he	is	a	distinguished	member	of	the	old	guard	of	

camp	 culture.	 For	 that	 reason,	 he	 is	 heavily	preoccupied	by	 the	 legend	 that	he	 leaves	

behind.	His	 reflections	 are	 steeped	 in	memories	 of	 a	 golden	 age	 in	 camp	 history:	 the	

formative	period	in	which	Waters	began	to	secure	his	notoriety	as	a	renegade	filmmaker.	

But	 these	 retrospections	 are	 defined	 by	 a	 profound	 sense	 of	 ambivalence.	 In	 some	

passages,	 Waters	 seems	 to	 repent	 for	 the	 moral	 recklessness	 that	 he	 showed	 in	 the	

expression	of	his	iconoclastic	humor.	And	yet	there	are	other	ways	in	which	the	memoir	

can	be	seen	to	preserve	and	celebrate	the	irreverence	of	these	earlier	antics.	I	propose	

that	these	contradictions	raise	questions	about	the	extent	to	which	camp	is	capable	of	a	

coherent	self-criticism.				

The	third	chapter	contemplates	camp	as	it	is	transmitted	by	a	form	of	new	media	known	

as	 the	 audio	 podcast.	 To	 be	more	 precise,	 it	 examines	 one	 particular	 podcast	 –	 Julie	

Klausner’s	How	Was	Your	Week?	(2011)	–	which	operates	as	a	powerful	vehicle	for	the	

expression	 and	 contestation	 of	 camp	 traditions.	 I	 argue	 that	 the	 podcast	 serves	 as	 a	

platform	for	Klausner	to	conduct	a	virtuosic	performance	of	camp	speech.	Her	speech	is	

recognizable	 as	 camp	 for	 several	 reasons:	 the	 extreme	 sense	 of	 theatricality	 that	

characterizes	her	approach	to	language;	her	remarkable	prowess	as	a	witty	and	caustic	

conversationalist;	 and	 the	 decidedly	 esoteric	 references	 that	 she	 makes	 to	 popular	

culture.	 Her	 position	 as	 a	 camp	 performer	 is	 reinforced	 by	 her	 fierce	 affection	 for	

homosexual	men,	who	 are	 recognized	 as	 a	major	 presence	 in	 the	 podcast’s	 cohort	 of	

listeners.	 In	one	sense,	this	situation	recalls	the	gender	politics	that	were	described	in	

relation	 to	The	 Comeback.	 In	 both	 of	 these	 scenarios,	 there	 is	 a	 heterosexual	woman	

whose	identification	as	camp	owes	much	to	her	association	with	homosexual	men.	But	

here	there	are	important	distinctions	to	be	made.	The	Comeback	represents	Valerie	as	a	

recipient	 of	 the	 cruelties	 that	 attend	 the	 application	 of	 camp	 humour.	 The	 podcast	

situates	Klausner	as	a	proficient	and	sometimes	ruthless	practitioner	of	that	humour.	She	

is	not	connected	 to	homosexual	men	as	an	object	of	 their	 ridicule;	 she	 is	a	 fellow	and	

formidable	participant	in	the	rapier	badinage	of	camp	culture.		

Indeed,	one	of	the	objectives	of	this	chapter	is	to	demonstrate	how	the	formal	properties	

of	the	podcast	are	conducive	to	the	production	of	Klausner’s	devastating	wit.	I	suggest,	

for	 example,	 that	 the	 experimental	 and	 open-ended	 nature	 of	 the	 medium	 permits	
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Klausner	to	indulge	in	extemporaneous	speech	–	a	context	that	becomes	essential	to	the	

display	of	her	striking	dexterity	with	the	spoken	word.	There	are	other	features	of	the	

podcast	 that	 are	 congenial	 to	 the	 candor	and	aggression	of	Klausner’s	 rhetoric.	These	

include	 its	 solicitation	 of	 niche	 audiences	 and	 the	 sense	 of	 ephemerality	 that	 is	 often	

associated	with	oral	discourse.	It	is	also	true	that	the	podcast	can	generate	conflicts	that	

call	 these	 camp	 practices	 into	 question.	 Its	 attachments	 to	 social	media,	 for	 instance,	

might	be	 fundamental	 to	 the	 intimate	 camaraderie	 that	Klausner	establishes	with	her	

fans.	However,	this	network	also	places	Klausner	in	direct	confrontation	with	some	of	the	

targets	 of	 her	 derision.	 And	 another	 dualism	 emerges	 in	 the	 spectacle	 of	 Klausner’s	

unrehearsed	speech.	This	quality	of	 improvisation	sharpens	the	 lacerations	of	her	wit,	

but	it	also	leaves	her	vulnerable	to	some	precarious	moments,	revealing	the	anxieties	that	

precipitate	from	her	bellicose	persona.	Hence,	the	podcast	furnishes	an	environment	that	

both	encourages	and	challenges	camp	activities.			

Other	 areas	 of	 interest	 include	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 podcast	 with	 respect	 to	 the	

historicisation	 of	 camp.	 In	 some	measure,	 this	 refers	 to	 the	 purpose	 that	 the	 podcast	

serves	as	a	repository	for	camp	speech.	But	I	am	also	interested	in	the	very	exercise	of	

camp	speech	as	a	means	for	relating	the	past.	For	there	are	occasions	in	which	Klausner	

can	be	seen	to	perform	camp	in	the	process	of	remembering	it.	I	suggest	that	her	sardonic	

and	irreverent	repartee	offers	us	an	approach	to	the	historical	imagination	of	camp	that	

is	 imbued	with	 its	 sense	 of	 fluidity	 and	 effervescence.	 This	 function	 of	 the	 podcast	 is	

especially	powerful	in	light	of	camp’s	resistance	to	more	regimented	and	comprehensive	

forms	of	historical	documentation.		

The	thesis	does	not	conclude	with	a	brief	summary	of	its	preceding	arguments.	Instead,	

my	final	reflections	are	threaded	through	a	critical	examination	of	Le	Gateau	Chocolat’s	

cabaret	act	I	Heart	Chocolat	(2015).	 	 I	attended	a	performance	of	the	cabaret	that	was	

presented	under	the	auspices	of	the	Fringe	World	Festival,	an	annual	event	which	is	held	

in	 my	 hometown	 of	 Perth,	 Western	 Australia.	 I	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 setting	 of	 the	

performance	 because	 it	 plays	 an	 integral	 role	 in	 the	 evocation	 of	 marginality	 that	

permeates	 this	 enactment	of	 camp.	This	 is	 a	 festival	 that	 frames	 its	 own	 content	 as	 a	

temporary	 respite	 from	 the	 mores	 of	 mainstream	 entertainment.	 Furthermore,	 the	

performer	himself	draws	upon	his	incongruous	presence	as	an	exotic	foreigner	in	order	

to	accentuate	the	otherness	that	his	cabaret	means	to	celebrate.		In	fact,	the	entire	cabaret	
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is	 predicated	 on	 the	 pleasures	 that	 can	 be	 found	 in	 recognitions	 of	 difference.	 This	

position	 is	manifest	 in	 the	 socio-political	dimensions	of	 the	 cabaret	 –	 as	we	 see	 in	 its	

treatment	of	themes	such	as	race,	gender,	sexuality	and	body	image.	It	is	also	disclosed	in	

the	 aesthetic	 construction	 of	 the	 performance,	 perhaps	 most	 notably	 in	 the	 dazzling	

variety	of	its	visual	and	musical	presentations.		

The	emphasis	 that	 the	cabaret	places	upon	 its	own	 foreignness	prompts	me	 to	reflect	

upon	some	of	the	spatial	elements	that	underpin	my	own	critical	understandings	of	camp.	

This	moves	me	to	entertain	the	notion	that	my	perception	of	camp	is	influenced	by	my	

personal	 impressions	of	 its	marginal	 presence	 in	my	 specific	 surroundings.	This	 brief	

invocation	of	 the	autobiographical	 lens	 is	meant	 to	 further	underscore	 the	 contingent	

nature	of	my	critical	explorations	of	camp.	The	speculations	that	follow	are	conditional	

on	 my	 own	 set	 of	 circumstances	 and	 perspectives.	 Hence,	 these	 factors	 are	 both	

registered	and	reckoned	with	in	the	course	of	this	critique.			
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Chapter	One:	Give	Her	Another	Take	
	

	
“Once	 lost	 these	 creatures	 cannot	 be	 recovered	 tho	 their	 recovery	would	 be	 agreeable.	Who	wouldn’t	
welcome	back	Veronica	Lake	who	is	by	this	time	a	thing	in	the	air,	a	joke,	a	tragedy,	a	suffering	symbol	of	
downfall,	working	as	a	barmaid	at	Martha	Washington	Hotels	–	shorn.	We	lose	them	–	our	creatures”	–	Jack	
Smith,	Historical	Treasures		
	

	

Time	seems	to	stretch	out	unbearably.	The	camera	unflinchingly	targets	its	aim	at	every	

excruciating	detail	on	its	horizon.	An	uncomfortable	tension	accumulates	at	a	torturous	

pace	 before	 finally	 unleashing	 itself	 with	 an	 eruption	 that	 is	 at	 once	 disturbing	 and	

hilarious.	 These	 are	 the	 closest	 terms	with	which	 I	 can	 describe	 the	 curious	 affective	

experience	 of	 watching	 HBO’s	 serialized	 program	 The	 Comeback	 (2005-2014).	 The	

show’s	 brutal	 and	 prolonged	 sense	 of	 claustrophobia	 is	 its	 aesthetic	 hallmark.	 The	

unnerving	atmosphere	it	generates	is	a	natural	consequence	of	its	intense	preoccupation	

with	the	passage	of	time	and	the	acts	of	recording,	distributing	and	regarding	images	that	

are	both	painful	and	amusing.		

	

The	instability	and	ambiguity	that	characterise	The	Comeback’s	tonal	register	precipitate	

from	the	show’s	simultaneous	application	and	exploration	of	the	camp	gaze.	Examining	

the	world	 from	 the	 camp	 outlook	will	 often	mean	 paying	 attention	 to	 and	 producing	

spectacles	that	could	be	interpreted	as	embarrassing	or	funny	(or	both).	It	also	involves	

a	pronounced	sensitivity	to	the	procession	and	drag	of	time,	especially	with	regards	to	

sites	of	anachronism	and	decomposition.	The	moral	and	emotional	 implications	borne	

out	 of	 this	 way	 of	 seeing	 remain	 unresolved.	 The	 Comeback	 inhabits	 this	 precarious	

terrain	with	a	tightly	drawn	intimacy;	its	chief	tactic	is	to	intensify	and	linger	upon	what	

is	unsettled	and	unsettling	about	camp.		

	

In	this	instance,	television	serves	as	the	host	to	camp’s	self-contemplation,	externally	and	

within	the	diegetic	world	of	the	program.	The	Comeback’s	first	season	follows	the	plight	

of	 its	 protagonist,	 Valerie	 Cherish	 (played	 by	 Lisa	 Kudrow),	 an	 actress	 attempting	 to	

reinvigorate	 her	 lapsed	 career	 by	 starring	 in	 a	 lackluster	 sitcom	 while	 concurrently	

allowing	a	Reality	TV	crew	to	document	her	hazardous	and	frequently	humiliating	bid	to	

reclaim	the	spotlight.	The	‘look’	of	the	program	is	made	to	emulate	the	aesthetics	of	the	
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‘reality’	format,	with	the	fictional	premise	that	all	the	material	appearing	on	screen	is	the	

unedited	footage	captured	by	the	crew	Valerie	has	permitted	to	pursue	her.		

	

The	Comeback’s	self-reflexive	form	has	been	pivotal	to	its	reception	in	critical	scholarship.	

Thus	far,	the	show	has	been	read	primarily	as	a	commentary	on	the	state	of	the	medium	

of	 television	 and	 its	 various	 genres.	 Lisa	 Williamson,	 for	 example,	 considers	 The	

Comeback	to	belong	to	an	assemblage	of	HBO	programs	that	challenge	conventions	of	the	

sitcom	genre	by	opting	to	appropriate	“the	looks	and	styles	of	other	television	forms,	such	

as	late	night	talk-shows	and	Reality	TV”.63	In	a	similar	vein,	Craig	Hight	argues	that	The	

Comeback	 “strays	 from	 the	 conventions	 of	 the	 sitcom	 genre”	 through	 its	 refusal	 of	 a	

“redemption	narrative”	for	its	protagonist	and	its	satirical	portrayal	of	the	“dehumanizing	

and	exploitive	ethos	of	popular	reality	programming”.64		

	

Since	television	culture	does	figure	heavily	in	the	acts	of	mimicry	and	critique	performed	

by	 The	 Comeback,	 critics	 are	 certainly	 justified	 in	 making	 comparisons	 between	 the	

program	and	the	other	television	practices	it	portrays.	By	itself,	however,	this	approach	

does	not	accurately	delineate	or	account	for	the	murky	and	sporadic	mood	of	the	text.	

Nor	does	it	explain	why	I	found	The	Comeback	so	funny	and	disturbing.	In	my	view,	this	

duality	is	connected	to	contradictory	themes	and	impulses	that	co-exist	within	the	camp	

perspective:	distance	and	identification,	worship	and	ridicule,	performance	and	sincerity.	

The	 unflagging	 resolve	 with	 which	 The	 Comeback	 produces	 and	 reflects	 upon	 such	

conflicts	(without	pretending	to	provide	their	resolutions)	is	the	root	cause	of	its	unruly	

affective	inflections.			

	

A	part	of	the	challenge	in	writing	clearly	about	The	Comeback	derives	from	its	densely-

stacked	narrative,	which	sees	Valerie	traversing	through	countless	inter-related	spheres	

of	the	television	industry.	With	good	reason,	Williamson	makes	a	point	of	stressing	the	

“complex”	nature	of	the	show’s	layered	mise-en-abyme.65	She	also	takes	time	to	outline	

the	 intricate	 technical	 strategies	of	 the	program:	while	most	of	 the	narrative	action	 is	

                                                        
63	Lisa	Williamson,	“Challenging	Sitcom	Conventions:	from	The	Larry	Sanders	Show	to	The	Comeback.”	in	
It’s	Not	TV:	Watching	HBO	in	the	Post	Television	Era,	ed.	Marc	Leverette,	Brian	L.	Ott	and	Cara	Louise	Buckley	
(Florence:	Taylor	&	Francis,	2009)	p.	108.		
64	 Craig	Hight,	Television	Mockumentary:	 Reflexivity,	 Satire	 and	 a	 Call	 to	 Play	 (Manchester:	Manchester	
University	Press,	2010)	p.	277.		
65	Williamson,	p.	115.		
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recorded	with	 a	 hand-held	 camera,	 there	 is	 also	 footage	 filmed	 ostensibly	 by	 Valerie	

herself	 (for	her	personal	video	diary),	scenes	captured	 from	cameras	stationed	on	the	

ceiling	 of	 her	 bedroom	 and	 kitchen,	 and	 interview	material	which	 is	 shot	 in	 a	 studio	

setting.	66		

	

The	actual	process	of	watching	The	Comeback	is	not	as	disorienting	as	these	descriptions	

might	suggest.	The	show’s	narrative	and	stylistic	complications	in	no	way	effect	a	viewing	

experience	which	is	disjointed	or	unfocused.	The	factor	lending	coherence	to	a	program	

that	 could	 otherwise	 seem	 cluttered	 is	 a	 remarkable	 consistency	 of	 rhythm.	 The	

Comeback	 is	 almost	 always	 obliging	 its	 audience	 to	 adopt	 a	 specific	mode	 of	 looking,	

which	 is	 slow	 and	penetrative.	 That	 ‘look’	 is	 imposed	during	 each	 discrete	 scene	 and	

episode,	and	it	is	also	administered	cumulatively	when	one	is	beholding	the	program	as	

a	unified	serial.	The	following	discussion	is	an	attempt	to	elucidate	the	operation	of	this	

gaze	and	its	implications	regarding	camp.			

	

	

“I	Don’t	Want	to	See	That”	

	

	

As	presaged	by	its	title,	The	Comeback	is	a	series	that	hinges	on	the	act	of	returning.	The	

motif	of	repetition	announces	itself	most	transparently	as	a	basic	thematic	conceit:	when	

we	meet	Valerie,	it	is	understood	that	her	television	celebrity	has	been	in	abeyance	for	

quite	some	time,	and	we	are	observing	her	desperate	struggle	to	restore	it.	However,	the	

prospect	 of	 an	 encore	 is	 also	 something	 the	 text	 itself	 instils	 and	 relies	 upon	 in	 the	

construction	of	its	own	temporal	logic.		

	

In	2015,	Michael	Patrick	King	(who	co-created	the	serial	alongside	Kudrow)	commented	

to	Deadline	that	The	Comeback	“seems	to	have	its	own	time	frame”.67	This	remark	was	

made	in	reference	to	the	idiosyncratic	life	of	the	series,	having	been	cancelled	after	one	

season	in	2005	before	being	relaunched	in	2014	for	a	second.	As	it	stands,	the	possibility	

                                                        
66	Ibid.		
67	 Joe	Utichi,	 “Lisa	Kudrow	&	Michael	Patrick	King	Discuss	 'The	Comeback'’s	9-Year	Break	&	Season	3.”	
Deadline	(22	June	2015)	http://deadline.com/2015/06/lisa-kudrow-michael-patrick-king-interview-the-
comeback-1201451562/	(accessed	7/8/2015).		
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of	a	third	instalment	is	still	up	in	the	air.	During	its	nine-year	hiatus,	The	Comeback	was	

not	 necessarily	 expelled	 from	 the	 popular	 consciousness.	 In	 fact,	 the	 author	 of	 the	

Deadline	article	speculates	that	the	interim	period	between	seasons	saw	the	steady	rise	

of	 the	 program’s	 avid	 cult	 following,	 a	 development	 enabled	 by	 contemporary	

technologies	 which	 facilitate	 the	 very	 potential	 of	 repeated	 viewings	 with	 respect	 to	

television	content	(DVDs,	internet	downloads,	etc.)			

	

This	 trajectory	 coordinates	 sharply	 with	 the	 disposition	 of	 a	 camp	 audience.	 Camp	

practitioners	regard	their	canon	as	attentive	connoisseurs;	they	dwell	upon	details,	and	

sometimes	re-enact	choice	scenarios	and	snippets	of	dialogue	-	an	act	of	doubling	which	

usually	 betrays	 that	 its	 performer	 has	 had	 multiple	 encounters	 with	 the	 source	

material.68	They	also	demonstrate	a	passion	for	revival.	As	Flinn	has	recognized,	camp’s	

gravitation	 toward	 refurbishments	 of	 the	 obsolete	 is	 epitomized	 by	 its	 perennial	

fascination	with	‘aging’	female	stars,	a	post	here	taken	up	by	Valerie.69	This	proclivity	also	

accords	 with	 the	 wavering	 production	 schedule	 and	 extended	 gestation	 periods	

experienced	by	the	show	itself.		

	

At	a	deeper	 level,	The	Comeback	 is	a	re-examination	of	old	 ideas	about	a	camp	way	of	

watching	television.	Sontag	wrote	“Notes	on	Camp”	in	the	mid	1960s,	a	time	that	saw	the	

acceleration	of	mass	culture	and	a	 rigorous	debate	on	distinctions	between	 ‘high’	and	

‘low’	art.70	Television	was	a	controversial	player	in	this	arena,	having	attracted	a	wealth	

of	criticism	that	declared	it	deficient	in	moral	and	aesthetic	principles.71	Sontag	did	not	

actually	mention	television	in	her	essay.	Nonetheless,	her	explanation	of	camp’s	approach	

to	aesthetic	judgment	influenced	popular	responses	to	the	medium.		

	

As	 described	 by	 Sontag,	 the	 camp	 gaze	 is	 fundamentally	 ironic.	 Instead	 of	 adopting	 a	

straightforward	position	 in	 the	 ‘high/low’	cultural	debate,	 camp	deems	 that	a	cultural	

                                                        
68	Note	 that	 Sontag	uses	 the	 term	 ‘connoisseur’	 repeatedly	 throughout	her	 essay	 to	describe	 the	 camp	
practitioner.		
69	Flinn,	pp.	433-457.		
70	See	Michael	Kammen,	American	Culture,	American	Tastes:	Social	Change	and	the	20th	Century	(New	York:	
Basic	Books,	1999)	pp.	176-189.		
71	John	Wagner	and	Tracy	MacLean	provide	a	useful	overview	of	the	abundant	critical	texts	condemning	
television	in	Television	at	The	Movies:	Cinematic	and	Critical	Responses	to	American	Broadcasting	(London:	
Continuum	International	Publishing	Group,	2008)	p.	12.		
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product	is	“good	because	it’s	awful”.72	Her	recognition	of	this	attitude	permitted	others	to	

start	appreciating	television	by	virtue	of	a	camp	lens.	In	their	analysis	of	the	television	

series	Batman	(1966-1968),	Lynn	Spiegel	and	Henry	Jenkins	report	that	television	critics	

of	the	era	began	invoking	the	term	‘camp’	as	a	strategy	for	finding	pleasure	in	aspects	of	

the	 medium	 they	 themselves	 had	 previously	 derided:	 “cartoonish	 characters,	 cheap	

industrial	tools,	gimmicky	special	effects,	a	flattened	out	and	exaggerated	sense	of	colour,	

repetitious	imagery,	and	factory-like	production”.73		

	

The	Comeback	questions	if	the	espousal	of	camp	is	still	a	tenable	position	from	which	to	

interpret	 television	 in	 the	 21st	 century.	 The	 series	 is	 conscious	 and	 demonstrative	 of	

momentous	change	in	television	culture,	not	 least	of	which:	the	emergence	of	 ‘quality’	

television	 as	 spearheaded	 by	 cable	 networks,	 the	 surge	 of	 the	 ‘reality’	 genre	 and	 its	

perceived	threat	to	scripted	content.	How	has	this	passage	in	television	history	beared	

upon	camp	irony,	and	vice-versa?	Has	the	gratification	offered	by	the	camp	gaze	turned	

sour?	Is	it	flourishing?		

	

To	understand	how	The	Comeback	conducts	these	inquiries,	we	must	be	cognizant	of	the	

way	time	is	shaped	and	organized	by	the	formal	character	of	the	series.	To	begin	with,	the	

very	 fact	 that	 I	 am	 attending	 to	 the	 show	 as	 a	 discrete	 and	 recognisable	 unit	 (with	 a	

stretched-out	narrative	that	unfolds	by	way	of	a	serialized	structure)	itself	testifies	to	a	

shift	in	predominate	understandings	of	televisual	time.		

	

For	example,	in	1974	Raymond	Williams	influentially	applied	the	term	‘flow’	to	describe	

television’s	 uninterrupted	 stream	 of	 audio-visuals.74	 His	 understanding	 was	 that	

television	 content	 presented	 no	 discernible	 beginning	 or	 ending;	 the	 dispersal	 of	

advertisements	during	and	in	between	programs	meant	that	one	development	on	screen	

would	always	lead	to	another.	Scholars	often	suggest	that	this	structure	had	significant	

narrative	 implications;	 hence	 the	 prevalence	 of	 ‘cliff-hanger’	 moments	 prior	 to	

                                                        
72	Sontag,	p.	292.		
73	 Lynn	 Spiegel	 and	 Henry	 Jenkins,	 “Same	 Bat	 Channel,	 Different	 Bat	 Times:	 Mass	 Culture	 in	 Popular	
Memory.”	in	The	Man	Lives	of	the	Batman:	Critical	Approaches	to	a	Superhero	and	his	Media,	ed.	Pearson,	
Roberta	E.	and	William	Uricchio	(New	York:	Routledge,	1991)	pp.	121-122.		
74	Raymond	Williams,	Television:	Technology	and	Cultural	Form	(New	York:	Schocken,	1974)	p.	89.		
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commercial	breaks,75	and	sitcoms	whose	schemas	permitted	viewers	to	‘drop	in’	on	any	

given	 episode	 and	 easily	 comprehend	 the	 plot	without	 necessarily	 having	 seen	 every	

instalment	of	the	series.76		

	

The	sequencing	of	The	Comeback	does	not	rely	upon	these	cues.	First,	the	cable	network	

airing	 it	 (HBO)	 is	 funded	 on	 a	 user-subscription	 model	 and	 therefore	 refrains	 from	

injecting	 commercials	 into	 its	 broadcast.77	 Second,	 as	 previously	 alluded	 to,	 The	

Comeback	is	very	much	of	an	era	where	there	are	a	variety	of	technologies	empowering	

consumers	 to	 exercise	 more	 control	 over	 their	 television	 viewing	 experiences,	 for	

instance,	by	watching	several	episodes	at	once	via	DVD	or	the	Internet.78	These	conditions	

of	production	and	reception	sanction	the	stretching	of	time	so	essential	to	the	emotional	

and	intellectual	arithmetic	of	The	Comeback.		

	

It	 is	 now	 common	 to	 see	 expressions	 like	 ‘long-form	 television’	 in	 critical	 forums	

identifying	 a	 movement	 that	 has	 seen	 the	 medium	 achieve	 unprecedented	 cultural	

prestige.	 Among	 other	 features	 of	 programming	 (elaborate	 set	 designs,	 high-profile	

directors	 and	 actors,	 ensembles	 casts,	 explicit	material,	 well-curated	 soundtracks)	 an	

extended	and	complicated	narrative	built	at	a	slow	pace	is	often	regarded	as	integral	to	a	

specific	production	culture	currently	earning	television	widespread	critical	admiration.79	

According	to	such	logic,	The	Comeback’s	protraction	of	time	might	simply	be	considered	

a	marker	of	(or	bid	for)	aesthetic	sophistication,	and	for	that	reason	incompatible	with	

camp’s	preferential	treatment	of	the	“awful”	over	the	“good”.				

	

                                                        
75	Chris	Gregory,	Be	Seeing	You…Decoding	The	Prisoner	(Bedfordshire,	UK:	University	of	Luton	Press,	1997)	
p.	25.		
76	Brett	Mills,	Television	Sitcom	(London:	British	Film	Institute,	2005)	p.	24.		
77	Avi	Santo,	“Para-Television	and	Discourses	of	Distinction:	The	Culture	of	Production	at	HBO.”	in	It’s	Not	
TV:	Watching	HBO	in	the	Post	Television	Era,	ed.	Marc	Laverette,	Brian	L	Ott,	Cara	Louise	Buckley	(Florence:	
Taylor	&	Francis,	2008)	p.	28.		
78	Citing	the	work	of	Todd	M.	Sodano,	Melissa	Ames	declares	that	“today’s	viewer	can	time-shift	and/or	
binge	on	favourite	series	through	DVD,	DVR,	on-demand,	and	online	viewing.	Consequently,	the	standard	
(traditionally	the	week	between	new	episodes)	that	used	to	predominate	TV	discourse	has	now	shrunk,	
increased	 or	 been	 eliminated	 altogether.”	 See	 Time	 in	 Television	 Narrative:	 Exploring	 Temporality	 in	
Twenty-First-Century	Programming	(University	of	Mississippi:	2012)	p.	10.		
79	For	example,	see	Tony	Kelso’s	discussion	of	the	distinctive	features	of	HBO	programming	and	the	critical	
acclaim	the	network	has	acquired	in	“And	Now	No	Word	from	Our	Sponsor:	How	HBO	Puts	the	Risk	back	
into	Television.”	in	It’s	Not	TV:	Watching	HBO	in	the	Post	Television	Era,	ed.	Marc	Laverette,	Brian	L	Ott,	Cara	
Louise	Buckley	(Florence:	Taylor	&	Francis,	2009)	pp.	48-49.		



 52	

Herein	 lies	 one	 of	 the	 most	 striking	 aspects	 of	 the	 show:	 its	 arrangement	 of	 and	

commentary	 upon	 time	 does	 not	 evoke	 a	 self-congratulatory	 glorification	 of	 ‘quality’	

television.		The	inflated	narrative	blocks	that	frame	the	storytelling	do	not	register	as	an	

uncritical	reflection	of	the	rising	stature	of	the	medium	on	which	they	appear.	These	long	

stretches	of	time	are	instead	channelled	for	a	reckoning	far	more	volatile	and	ambiguous.	

The	point	of	The	Comeback	is	not	to	exalt	itself	as	“good”	or	to	admonish	what	is	“awful”,	

but	to	posit	camp’s	disruption	of	these	distinctions	and	test	how	it	reads	when	it	is	given	

time	 to	 percolate,	 when	 reiterated	 over	 and	 over	 again,	 and	 observed	 from	 different	

angles.		

	

I	do	not	mean	to	suggest	that	camp	is	the	only	lens	that	a	viewer	might	adopt	in	their	

spectatorship	of	The	Comeback.	Audience	reaction	is	not	a	factor	that	can	be	presumed	in	

categorical	 terms;	 there	will	be	probably	be	many	viewers	whose	personal	 tastes	and	

inclinations	will	preclude	the	possibility	of	a	camp	reading	-	neither	Williamson	nor	Hight	

make	mention	of	the	term	in	their	analyses.	Though	a	camp	response	might	not	appeal	to	

every	viewer,	the	show	strongly	lends	itself	to	this	interpretation.	In	fact,	it	both	provokes	

and	self-reflexively	critiques	the	application	of	the	camp	gaze.			

	

The	Comeback’s	production	of	camp	humour	is	contingent	upon	the	latter’s	affection	for	

what	 Sontag	 called	 “passionate	 failures”.80	 These	 failures	 are	 usually	 supplied	 via	 the	

program’s	characterization	of	Valerie.	There	 is	ample	humour	 to	be	 found	 in	Valerie’s	

theatrical	mannerisms	and	speech	patterns;	her	outdated	hairstyle	and	fashion	sense;	her	

inability	to	control	a	clearly	exploitive	Reality	TV	crew;	the	dead-seriousness	with	which	

she	approaches	her	performance	on	a	ludicrous	sitcom;	and,	more	generally,	her	dubious	

attempts	to	reframe	the	myriad	rejections	and	humiliations	the	entertainment	industry	

showers	 upon	 her	 as	 stepping	 stones	 for	 what	 she	 incorrectly	 presumes	 will	 be	 a	

dignified	return	to	the	public	eye.	The	comic	hook	of	 the	series	 is	Valerie’s	 impossible	

desire	to	be	taken	seriously.	

	

It	 might	 be	 uncomfortable	 to	 behold	 these	 “passionate	 failures”,	 but	 then	 camp	 is	

notorious	 for	 the	pleasure	 that	 it	derives	 from	painful	subject	matter.	Sontag,	 for	one,	

                                                        
80	Sontag	described	camp	as	a	“seriousness	that	fails”,	which	involves	a	mixture	of	the	“exaggerated,	the	
fantastic,	the	passionate	and	the	naïve.”	See	p.	283.		
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takes	note	of	camp’s	interest	in	the	“quality	of	excruciation”.	81According	to	Babuscio,	this	

quality	is	the	defining	feature	of	camp’s	sense	of	humour;	the	material	targeted	by	the	

camp	gaze	must	“affect	one	as	painful”,	for	example,	by	enlisting	our	sympathy.82	He	adds,	

however,	that	the	affect	in	question	must	not	be	so	painful	that	its	effect	is	to	neutralize	

humour.	The	emotions	stimulated	by	camp	humour	are	supposed	to	be	ambiguous:	“one’s	

feelings	need	to	clash”.		

	

In	this	instance,	that	“clash	of	feelings”	is	coordinated	and	complicated	by	The	Comeback’s	

manipulation	of	time.	The	emotional	sensitivity	of	each	individual	camp	practitioner	is	

impossible	 to	discern,	but	 I	would	argue	 that	 “passionate	 failures”	might	be	easiest	 to	

enjoy	when	they	are	dispatched	in	brief,	discontinuous	bursts.	Speaking	for	myself,	at	any	

rate,	 camp’s	 rejection	of	 conventional	aesthetic	 judgment	 is	most	 seductive	when	 it	 is	

delivered	as	a	sort	of	refreshing	jolt;	a	shock	to	the	system.	When	the	temporal	frame	is	

longer,	a	moral	queasiness	settles	in	amongst	(but	does	not	necessarily	extinguish)	the	

wild	blasts	of	humour.				

	

The	structural	design	of	the	series	cultivates	this	amalgamation	of	pleasure	and	anxiety	

in	several	ways.	Watching	individual	scenes	from	The	Comeback,	we	are	constantly	made	

to	 feel	 the	 inexhaustible	determination	with	which	the	camera	fixes	upon	Valerie.	The	

narrative	action	tends	to	creep	up	very	gradually,	rather	than	progressing	in	leaps	and	

bounds.	The	effect	upon	camp	is	that	its	dosage	is	not	portioned	out	in	rapid	succession.	

We	are	asked	to	pay	close	attention	to	each	and	every	“passionate	failure”	as	a	drawn-out	

spectacle.	Thereby	we	become	intimately	acquainted	with	the	moral	ambiguity	it	poses.		

	

The	choice	of	the	serial	form	also	demands	that	we	experience	Valerie’s	failures	as	a	sort	

of	interminable	chain,	ingeminated	episode	after	episode.	This	repetition	could	further	

intensify	the	conflicted	position	of	the	observer.	A	principal	reason	that	Valerie’s	failures	

qualify	as	“passionate”	is	the	staggering	extent	to	which	they	endure.	She	is	astonishingly	

incapable	of	breaking	her	patterns	(i.e.	by	relinquishing	her	affectations,	or	commanding	

                                                        
81	Sontag,	p.	287.		
82	Jack	Babuscio,	“The	Cinema	of	Camp	(AKA	Camp	and	the	Gay	Sensibility).”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	
the	Performing	Subject,	ed.	Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	The	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	126.		
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genuine	respect),	and	this	is	a	part	of	what	makes	her	so	amusing.	The	cyclical	nature	of	

Valerie’s	camp	infuses	it	with	more	potency.		

	

By	the	same	measure,	that	perpetuity	functions	to	accumulate	tension	and	evoke	dread.	

Each	instalment	of	the	series	expands	the	vast	archival	record	of	Valerie	configured	in	

embarrassing	scenarios.	The	fictional	conceit	that	all	this	material	is	‘raw’	footage	later	

scheduled	to	be	edited	and	broadcast	anticipates	the	future	humiliation	to	be	suffered	by	

Valerie	when	the	content	is	eventually	aired.	The	length	of	that	humiliation	is	incalculable	

because	film	can	always	be	replayed	and	experienced	anew.	As	Frank	Moller	has	written,	

“Images	of	people	in	pain	seem	to	prolong	a	subject’s	victimization	by	fixing	situations	of	

suffering	and	immobilizing	a	human	subject	as	a	victim…”83	It	is	not	just	the	existence	of	

Valerie’s	 suffering	 that	 might	 disconcert	 us,	 but	 the	 fact	 that	 her	 suffering	 is	 being	

preserved	and	prolonged	as	a	recorded	image.		

	

The	conclusion	of	 the	 first	 season	detonates	an	explosive	realisation	of	all	 the	 lurking	

presentiments	and	tensions	I	have	been	describing.	After	stockpiling	an	ever-increasing	

mound	of	recorded	humiliations,	The	Comeback	capitalizes	upon	its	accretion	of	unease	

in	order	to	enact	the	most	extreme	expression	of	the	temporal	dimensions	it	has	set	into	

motion.	 This	 consolidation	 arises	 during	 the	 season’s	 penultimate	 episode,	 “Valerie	

Shines	Under	Stress”,	whose	title	itself	signals	a	state	of	accrued	pressure.	The	catalytic	

plot	development	in	question	concerns	the	production	of	a	ridiculous	scene	for	Valerie’s	

sitcom	that	requires	the	actress	to	perform	a	pratfall	while	dressed	as	a	giant	cupcake.			

	

Traditionally,	the	method	contrived	by	sitcoms	to	produce	humour	is	one	that	favours	

instant	gratification.	Medhurt	and	Tucks	have	underscored	this	point	by	describing	the	

form’s	 approach	 to	 comedy	 with	 the	 directive	 that	 “immediacy	 is	 imperative”.84	 The	

propulsion	of	this	rapid	tempo	is	a	palpable	energy	within	The	Comeback’s	portrayal	of	

the	sitcom’s	machinations.	The	moment	that	Valerie	steps	onto	the	soundstage,	she	is	met	

with	clamorous	laughter	from	the	studio	audience.	The	mere	sight	of	her	preposterous	

costume	 -	 instantly	 appealing	 to	 camp’s	 taste	 for	 flagrant	 excess	 -	 is	 a	 self-contained	

                                                        
83	Frank	Moller,	“Associates	in	Crime	and	Guilt.”	in	Ethics	and	Images	of	Pain,	ed.	Ashbjorn	Gronstad	and	
Henrik	Gustafsson	(New	York:	Routledge,	2012)	p.	24.			
84	Andy	Medhurst	and	Lucy	Tuck,	“The	Gender	Game.”	in	B.F.I	Dossier	12:	Television	Sitcom,	ed.	Jim	Cook	
(London:	BFI,	1982)	p.	43.		
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comedic	prompt.	But	instead	of	synching	itself	to	that	rhythm,	The	Comeback	atomizes	it	

by	drawing	out	 all	 the	 agonizing	 labour	Valerie	 undertakes	 in	 order	 to	manifest	 such	

fleeting	pleasure.	

	

One	of	the	reasons	the	show	can	elucidate	this	strained	condition	so	vividly	has	to	do	with	

the	 repetitious	 cadence	 of	 the	 narrative	 movement.	 When,	 in	 an	 early	 scene	 of	 the	

episode,	 Valerie	 obsessively	 rehearses	 the	 pratfall	 in	 her	 bedroom,	 the	 relentless	

succession	 of	 her	 plummets	 to	 the	 ground	 is	 likely	 to	 provoke	 our	 nervous	 agitation.	

Subsequent	scenes	further	stimulate	these	tremors	of	anxiety	by	raising	the	possibility	

that	the	stunt	might	cause	Valerie	serious	physical	harm;	 it	 is	disclosed	that	she	has	a	

metal	rod	bolted	to	her	spine	from	scoliosis	surgery	undergone	in	childhood.	None	of	this	

material	 is	 adventitious	 to	 the	 breathtaking	 drama	 that	 ensues	 when	 Valerie	 finally	

performs	onstage;	 this	 is	what	 lays	 the	 foundation	 for	 the	 jittering	apprehension	 that	

builds	with	each	one	of	her	perilous	 slapstick	 falls.	The	 sitcom’s	 finished	product	will	

showcase	the	tumble	as	an	isolated	and	brief	impression.	But	here	we	hover	in	the	torpid	

spaces	between	every	take,	the	camera	unremittingly	alert	to	Valerie’s	grim	demeanour	

of	 determination,	 the	 callous	 indifference	 of	 her	 head-writer	 (“Paulie	 G.”),	 the	

increasingly	disquieted	faces	of	the	onlooking	crew.	We	sit	in	this	discomfort	without	any	

prospect	 of	 respite:	 no	 ready	 cue	 for	 the	 next	 dashing	 scintillation	 on	 screen;	 no	

anaesthetising	distraction	by	way	of	commercial	break.				

	

The	arresting	force	of	the	scene	cannot	be	attributed	alone	to	the	internal	composition	of	

the	episode	containing	it.	The	cupcake	sequence	harnesses,	rehashes,	and	ups	the	ante	on	

schemes	 of	 narrative	 action	 that	 have	 been	 threaded	 throughout	 the	 entire	 season.	

Notice,	for	instance,	how	reminiscent	the	structure	of	this	episode	is	to	that	of	the	pilot	

that	 launched	 the	 series	 to	 begin	 with.	 Therein	 we	 observed	 Valerie	 indefatigably	

practising	a	single	line	of	dialogue	in	her	kitchen	(“I	don’t	want	to	see	that!”)	only	to	elicit	

a	 lukewarm	 response	when,	 at	 long	 last,	 the	 phrase	 is	 uttered	 on	 set.	 Valerie	 is	 then	

reduced	to	grovelling,	desperately	marshalling	the	studio	audience	into	chanting	a	plea	

for	a	second	chance	at	the	delivery:	“Give	her	another	take!	Give	her	another	take!”	The	

self-reflexive	undertone	to	these	units	of	dialogue	is	resounding;	The	Comeback	itself	is	

one	colossal	exercise	in	repetition,	beholding	difficult	images	we	might	sometimes	prefer	

to	avert.		
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The	onset	of	nausea	triggered	by	this	spinning	commotion	is	not	just	a	sensation	incurred	

by	The	Comeback’s	audience;	it	is	also	a	constituent	element	of	the	narrative.	The	cupcake	

scene	models	Valerie	as	a	sort	of	emblem	of	televisual	camp	nausea,	serving	dual	roles	as	

its	cause	and	casualty.	This	positioning	is	figured	both	symbolically	and	literally	(as	a	plot	

development):	when	Valerie	retaliates	against	the	cruelty	of	her	head-writer	by	punching	

him	in	the	stomach,	she	causes	him	to	vomit	all	over	her,	and	then,	as	 if	by	reflex,	she	

vomits	herself.			

	

That	the	premiere	of	Valerie’s	reality	show	should	arrive	during	The	Comeback’s	season	

finale	 leaves	yet	another	circular	 imprint.	Unsurprisingly,	 the	gruesome	footage	of	 the	

‘double	vomit’	 is	 the	 touchstone	moment	of	 the	pilot,	 and	 is	 abruptly	hurled	onto	 the	

screen	without	any	narrative	context	or	introduction.	As	John	Wagner	and	Tracy	MacLean	

suggest,	 reality	 programming	 is	 infamous	 for	 relying	 on	 the	 manipulative	 effects	 of	

editing	 to	 fabricate	 an	 illusion	 of	 spontaneity,	 lending	 a	 sharper	 jolt	 to	 the	 often-

bewildering	 images	 it	 displays.	 85	 And	 how	 appropriate	 it	 is	 for	 the	 phenomenon	

reigniting	Valerie’s	celebrity	to	arrive	in	the	form	of	a	filmed	regurgitation.	For	once	it	has	

been	 recorded,	 the	appalling	 scene	can	be	 recycled	endlessly	 in	 infinite	 forums	of	 the	

mass-media	(a	fact	alluded	to	in	The	Comeback	when	the	clip	is	re-aired	during	Valerie’s	

appearance	on	The	Tonight	Show).	Rendered	as	a	television	image,	there	is	no	limit	to	the	

extent	and	the	duration	of	Valerie’s	abasement.		

	

Repetition	is	an	essential	 ingredient	for	the	televised	camp	that	The	Comeback	depicts	

and	performs.	But	 there	are	differences	between	 the	 series	 and	what	 it	portrays.	The	

“passionate	failures”	of	 the	sitcom	and	Reality	TV	show	appear	scattered	and	frenetic;	

dressed	up	as	 ‘immediate’	even	 though	 they	are	utterly	habitual	and	recurrent.	Those	

committed	by	The	Comeback	feel	more	deliberate,	because	they	have	been	assembled	and	

aggregated	by	the	stretched-out	shape	of	the	narrative.	They	seem	to	spare	us	no	details;	

they	beckon	us	to	look	for	longer.		

	

                                                        
85Wagner	and	MacLean,	pp.	89-90.		
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“I’m	Ready	for	My	Close-Up”	

	

		

In	structuring	the	viewer’s	experience	of	The	Comeback,	the	program’s	subsistence	upon	

narrative	 protraction	 is	 supplemented	 by	 a	 sustained	 sense	 of	 acute	 proximity.	 To	

observe	 Valerie’s	 calamitous	 trials	 means	 coming	 into	 very	 close	 contact	 with	

troublesome	images	and	the	intricate	moral	and	aesthetic	quandaries	they	inspire.		

	

This	 confrontational	 temperament	 is	 evinced	 by	 the	 visual	 composition	 of	 the	 series,	

most	notably,	through	its	frequent	employment	of	the	close-up	shot.	In	television	culture,	

the	 decision	 to	 apply	 narrow	 focus	 upon	 an	 actor’s	 face	 is	 customarily	 a	 strategy	 for	

imbuing	 the	 screen	with	 intensity	of	 feeling.	Hence,	 its	popularity	 as	 a	vehicle	 for	 the	

emotional	histrionics	of	the	soap-opera	genre.86	Of	course,	other	forms	have	also	accessed	

the	affective	intensity	of	the	close-up.	When	considering	its	operation	in	Sunset	Boulevard	

(1950)	-	a	film	that	has	an	especial	significance	to	The	Comeback,	as	I	will	later	discuss	-	

Daniel	Brown	discerns	a	claustrophobic	menace	in	the	camera’s	zoom,	an	effect	that	is	

drawn	upon	most	profusely	by	horror-movies.87		

	

As	formulated	by	The	Comeback,	the	close-up	is	loaded	with	predatory	implications.	The	

camera	seizes	upon	Valerie’s	face	most	fervently	when	it	finds	her	in,	or	creates	for	her,	

a	terribly	embarrassing	situation.	It	is	usually	the	case	that	Valerie’s	pain	is	inextricable	

from	the	fact	that	it	is	being	recorded.	A	classic	example:	the	discovery	of	her	husband’s	

pornographic	video	collection	only	distresses	her	because	it	has	been	captured	on	film,	

and	it	is	likely	to	be	broadcast.	In	another	episode,	the	symbiotic	relationship	between	

suffering	 and	 its	 representation	 is	 expressed	 more	 viscerally.	 After	 an	 excruciating	

business	meeting	in	which	Valerie	 is	rejected	by	a	prospective	publicist,	 the	recording	

apparatus	gets	so	close	to	her	face	that	it	almost	crashes	into	her	body.	In	her	effort	to	

withdraw	from	the	camera’s	advance,	she	becomes	caught	in	its	cables,	literally	ensnared	

by	the	machinery	that	films	her.		

	

                                                        
86	Jonathan	Bignell,	An	Introduction	to	Television	(2nd	Edition)	(London	and	New	York:	Routledge,	2008)	p.	
92.		
87	Daniel	Brown,	“Wilde	and	Wilder”	PMLA,	119,	No.	5	(October,	2004)	p.	1128.		
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The	self-conscious	adoption	of	this	penetrative	outlook	carries	with	it	multiple	shades	of	

meaning.	 The	 camera’s	 assumption	 of	 the	 prerogative	 to	 probe	 so	 intrusively	 (and	

obtrusively)	serves	to	parody	Reality	TV’s	atrocious	reputation	for	invasions	of	privacy.	

It	 also	 discredits	 any	 pretence	 that	 the	 genre	 might	 conduct	 a	 passive	 mediation	 of	

‘reality’	 that	 abstains	 from	 interfering	with	 the	 environment	 it	 represents.88	 Far	 from	

playing	the	role	of	an	invisible	‘window’	into	the	socio-historical	world	that	it	records,	the	

camera	pushes	so	hard	into	the	mise	en	scène	that	it	threatens	to	strike	the	object	of	its	

attention.89	

	

But	the	close-up	is	not	just	a	way	to	parody	modes	of	production;	it	is	also	a	way	for	the	

show	 to	 foreground	 its	 interests	 in	 cultures	 of	 reception.	 The	weight	 assigned	 to	 the	

camera’s	gaze	serves	to	remind	us	that	Valerie	is	constantly	being	looked	at	in	various	

ways.	She	is	being	watched	by	the	show’s	fictional	production	crew	that	films	her.	She	is	

being	 watched	 by	 the	 fictional	 but	 unseen	 audience	 for	 whom	 the	 footage	 is	 being	

recorded.	 She	 is	 also	 being	watched	 by	 us:	 the	 audience	 that	 peers	 into	 the	 fictional	

universe	of	 the	series.	 In	each	of	 these	contexts,	Valerie	can	be	 interpreted	as	a	camp	

object.	But	how	is	this	label	being	imposed?	The	Comeback	might	be	self-conscious	in	its	

solicitation	of	the	camp	gaze,	but	the	character	that	it	portrays	is	not.	Valerie	does	not	

want	to	be	appreciated	in	ironic	terms;	she	wants	to	be	taken	seriously	as	an	actress	and	

inspirational	 television	personality.	She	does	not	deliberately	present	herself	as	camp,	

but	camp	is	a	prism	through	which	she	can	be	seen	(by	audiences	both	within	and	outside	

of	the	series).90	This	is	the	essential	violence	of	The	Comeback’s	imagination	of	the	camp	

vision:	it	has	the	impertinence	to	look	at	Valerie	in	a	way	that	she	does	not	want	to	be	

seen.91	 The	 close-up	 draws	 attention	 to	 this	 imposition	 through	 the	 aggressive	

                                                        
88	By	Misha	Kavka’s	account,	critiques	admonishing	the	meddlesome	nature	of	Reality	TV	have	trailed	the	
genre	since	its	infancy.	See,	for	example,	her	discussion	of	the	public	reaction	to	the	documentary	series	An	
American	Family	(1973)	in	Reality	TV	(Edinburgh:	Edinburgh	University	Press,	2012)	pp.	32-35.		
89	 This	 aspect	 of	 the	 camera	work	 aligns	 itself	with	 the	 show’s	 narrative	 representation	 of	 Reality	 TV	
production.	 As	 Hight	 has	 observed,	 Jane	 (the	 Reality	 TV	 producer)	 and	 her	 crew	 are	 “seen	 constantly	
interfering	with	the	subjects	and	negotiating	access	in	ways	that	subvert	any	pretence	of	‘fly	on	the	wall’	
filmmaking”.	See	p.	277.		
90	Sontag	understood	that	camp	can	be	imposed	upon	unwitting	subjects.	She	called	this	“naïve	camp”.	See	
p.	282.			
91	Pamela	Robertson	draws	a	distinction	between	stars	who	have	actively	courted	the	camp	gaze,	such	as	
Mae	West,	who,	“if	not	born	camp,	certainly	achieved	it”,	and	stars	who	are	deemed	to	be	camp	against	their	
own	will.	Joan	Crawford,	she	argues,	seems	to	have	“had	camp	thrust	upon	her”	in	the	late	stages	of	her	
career.	See	p.	87.		
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relationship	that	it	assumes	with	Valerie;	bearing	into	her	subjectivity	so	fiercely	that	the	

camera	almost	slams	right	into	her	face.		

	

On	a	deeper	level,	the	close-up	can	also	be	interpreted	as	a	metaphor	for	the	performance	

of	 parody	 that	 is	 enacted	 by	 the	 series.	 Here	 I	 am	 referring	 to	 the	 conflict	 between	

proximity	 and	 alienation	 that	 is	 evoked	 by	 the	 physical	 dimensions	 of	 the	 shot.	 The	

encroaching	gaze	of	the	camera	might	be	taken	to	promise	intimacy,	but	it	also	homes	in	

on	insurmountable	boundaries.	The	closer	to	its	target	that	the	camera	roams,	the	more	

finely	it	demarcates	a	threshold	beyond	which	it	cannot	travel.	

It	is	in	this	respect	that	the	close-up	reflects	the	paradoxical	terms	installed	by	the	formal	

dictates	 of	 parody.	 Parody	 is	 a	 mode	 of	 humour	 that	 depends	 upon	 a	 simultaneous	

evocation	of	affinity	and	estrangement.	This	is	because	it	claims	identification	with	the	

subject	that	 it	endeavours	to	 lampoon.	As	Linda	Hutcheon	explains,	“Even	in	mocking,	

parody	 reinforces;	 in	 formal	 terms	 it	 inscribes	 the	 mocked	 conventions	 onto	 itself,	

thereby	 guaranteeing	 their	 continued	 existence”.92	We	 have	 seen	 how	The	 Comeback	

plays	out	this	dynamic	through	 its	appropriation	and	critique	of	camp	humour	as	 it	 is	

channelled	by	the	formats	of	Reality	TV	and	the	sitcom.		

The	contradictory	 terms	set	up	by	The	Comeback’s	 investment	 in	 (and	exploration	of)	

camp	humour	constitute	a	 critical	 resource	 in	 the	program’s	methodology	 for	making	

meaning.	The	oscillation	between	approximation	and	critique	opens	a	pathway	through	

which	 the	 show	 confronts	 some	 of	 the	most	 alarming	 elements	 of	 the	 camp	 outlook,	

namely,	its	potential	for	sadism,	rather	than	simply	condescending	to	them.	By	hazarding	

a	 flirtation	with	the	wickedness	that	 it	 teases	out,	The	Comeback	denies	 its	observer	a	

secure	sense	of	moral	superiority.	Take,	for	instance,	the	spectacle	of	Valerie	as	a	vomiting	

cupcake.	This	scene	is	likely	to	compel	sympathy	for	the	protagonist	(out	of	concern	for	

the	 loss	of	her	dignity)	as	well	as	 revulsion	 towards	 the	sensationalistic	voyeurism	of	

Reality	TV.	If,	however,	the	viewer	finds	a	perverse	pleasure	in	this	image	(it	certainly	

made	me	 laugh),	he	or	she	has	been	drawn	into	a	position	of	complicity.93	That	viewer	

                                                        
92	Linda	Hutcheon,	A	Theory	of	Parody:	The	Teachings	of	Twentieth	Century	Art	Forms	(Chicago:	University	
of	Illinois	Press,	2000)	p.	75.		
93	Williamson	contends	that	The	Comeback’s	appropriation	of	Reality	TV	stylistics	creates	a	sense	of	“uneasy	
ambivalence”;	“even	though	the	audience	may	empathize	with	the	performer’s	lack	of	control,	there	is	also	
the	suggestion	that	they	are	somewhat	complicit	in	the	humiliation	process”.	See	p.	121.		
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cannot	claim	a	comfortable	distance	from	the	moral	grievances	he	or	she	might	feel	about	

the	production	of	this	camp	moment.					

	

The	Comeback	is	scorching	in	its	critique	of	rival	televisual	forms,	but	it	does	not	address	

them	as	binary	opponents.	It	is	filled	with	recognitions	of	the	intimate	relationship	that	it	

has	 with	 the	 formats	 that	 it	 ridicules.	 As	 Williamson	 has	 pointed	 out,	 consumers	 of	

popular	 television	 are	 likely	 to	 register	 significant	overlaps	between	Kudrow	and	her	

fictional	counterpart.94	Just	like	Valerie,	Kudrow	is	herself	a	former	sitcom	actress,	most	

famous	for	her	role	as	“Phoebe”	on	the	enormously	popular	series	Friends	(1994-2004).95	

Williamson	 contemplates	 some	 of	 the	 implications	 of	 these	 autobiographical	 ties,	

postulating	 that	 Kudrow	 “seems	 to	 be	 self-consciously	 acknowledging	 the	 limited	

opportunities	for	an	actress	who	is	closely	associated	with	her	previous	role”,	and	that	

her	“sitcom	experience	in	real	life”	lends	a	notion	of	verisimilitude	to	her	character.96	I	

would	suggest	that	Kudrow’s	firm	association	with	the	sitcom	genre	also	enhances	the	

sense	 of	 proximity	 between	 the	 performer	 and	 her	 subject	matter.	 In	 her	 capacity	 as	

writer	and	lead	actress,	Kudrow	is	not	critiquing	the	format	from	a	remote	vantage;	she	

and	Valerie	have	sprung	out	of	the	same	formal	and	industrial	context.			

	

Once	The	Comeback	 jumps	 into	 its	second	season,	 the	distinction	between	parody	and	

self-parody	 becomes	 increasingly	 blurred.	 It	 is	 at	 this	 stage	 that	 the	 show	 most	

dramatically	folds	in	on	itself.	Rather	than	continuing	to	imitate	other	genres	of	television,	

The	 Comeback	 turns	 its	 attention	 towards	 the	 practices	 and	 aesthetics	 of	 its	 own	

production	company:	HBO.	

	

The	Comeback	 coordinates	 this	 shift	 through	a	 complicated	plot	manoeuvre.	After	 the	

events	of	the	first	season,	we	learn	that	Valerie	has	spent	an	entire	decade	floundering	in	

a	kind	of	celebrity	purgatory:	making	botched	appearances	on	other	Reality	TV	programs,	

showing	up	for	brief	guest	spots	on	crime	procedurals,	and	selling	infomercial	products	

for	an	unprofitable	hair	care	line.	(“It’s	all	about	a	special	cantaloupe	in	France	that	holds	

the	moisture	in	due	to	something	in	the	seeds!”)	She	is	lured	back	into	the	spotlight	when	

                                                        
94	Williamson,	p	117.		
95	The	commonalities	between	the	actress/author	and	her	character	do	not	end	there;	Kudrow’s	middle	
name	is	in	fact	‘Valerie’.		
96	Williamson,	pp.	117-118.		
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she	is	cast	in	an	HBO	limited	series	(“Seeing	Red”)	created	by	Paulie	G.	“Seeing	Red”	is	a	

thinly	veiled	account	of	Paulie	G.’s	miserable	tenure	as	a	writer	on	“Room	and	Bored”	and	

his	turbulent	relationship	with	Valerie.	HBO	also	enlists	Jane	to	film	a	behind-the-scenes	

documentary	 on	 the	 making	 of	 “Seeing	 Red”.	 This	 necessitates	 an	 adjustment	 in	 the	

fictional	conceit	of	The	Comeback’s	form:	we	are	no	longer	watching	the	unedited	footage	

of	a	Reality	TV	show;	we	are	now	watching	the	raw	content	of	Jane’s	HBO	documentary.		

	

After	this	change	in	scenery,	one	might	presume	that	The	Comeback’s	fascination	for	the	

camp	 gaze	 would	 recede	 into	 the	 background.	 Unlike	 other	 television	 content,	 HBO	

productions	are	not	renowned	for	their	“passionate	failures”.	Since	the	late	1990s,	the	

institution	 has	 been	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 a	 radical	 change	 in	 estimations	 of	 television’s	

aesthetic	and	intellectual	value.97	This	is	a	company	that	has	staked	its	reputation	on	its	

capacity	 to	manufacture	prestige.98	 Surely	 then,	Valerie’s	 entry	 into	 its	hallowed	halls	

would	 vitiate	 the	 application	 of	 a	 camp	 reading	 position,	 which	 deems	 its	 target	 so	

patently	“awful”	that	it	becomes	“good”.	As	it	happens,	The	Comeback	does	not	position	

HBO	 as	 an	 uncontaminated	 refuge	 from	 the	 nausea	 of	 camp	 irony.	 It	 transpires	 that	

Valerie’s	 ascension	 into	 the	 illustrious	 domain	 of	 ‘quality’	 television	 simply	 furnishes	

another	context	for	her	abasement.				

	

The	Comeback’s	recrudescence	as	a	parody	of	 the	documentary	 format	(as	opposed	to	

Reality	TV)	does	not	prompt	any	significant	variation	in	the	show’s	stylistic	presentation.	

The	established	aesthetic	of	the	first	season	remains	intact,	with	its	mix	of	frenetic	hand-

held	 camera	 shots,	 high-angle	 shots	 from	 the	 ceilings	 of	 Valerie’s	 house,	 video-diary	

footage	 and	 studio-filmed	 interviews.99	 The	 series	 also	maintains	 a	 sense	 of	 thematic	

continuity,	 for	 the	 camera	 is	 as	 ruthless	 as	 ever	 in	 its	 documentation	 of	 Valerie’s	

debasement.	 Perhaps	 surprisingly,	 Valerie’s	 foray	 into	 the	 highly-esteemed	 culture	 of	

HBO	 does	 not	 protect	 her	 from	 the	 prospect	 of	 constant	 ridicule.	 If	 anything,	 her	

embarrassments	become	even	more	devastating.			

                                                        
97	Janet	McCabe	and	Kim	Akass,	“It’s	not	TV,	it’s	HBO’s	Original	Programming:	Producing	Quality	TV.”	in	It’s	
Not	TV:	Watching	HBO	in	the	Post	Television	Era,	ed.	Marc	Leverette,	Brian	L.	Ott	and	Cara	Louise	Buckley	
(Florence:	Taylor	&	Francis,	2009)	p.	83.		
98	Ibid.		
99	There	is	a	scene	in	which	we	discover	that	HBO	has	suggested	that	Valerie’s	studio	interviews	should	be	
filmed	with	darker	and	more	subdued	lighting,	but	the	actress	flatly	refuses	to	accommodate	this	request.		
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It	is	true	that	Valerie’s	role	on	“Seeing	Red”	wins	her	critical	acclaim	and	accolades,	but	

The	Comeback	 itself	 betrays	 an	 intense	 scepticism	about	 the	purported	 virtues	 of	 her	

performance	 and	 the	 industrial	 practices	 that	 are	 devised	 to	 produce	 it.	 Instead	 of	

attempting	 to	 flatter	 its	 own	 audience	 or	 canonize	 itself,	 the	 show	 finds	 humour	 in	

exposing	the	pretensions	of	the	television	culture	in	which	it	participates.	From	what	we	

see	of	“Seeing	Red”,	the	series	appears	to	exemplify	several	of	the	characteristics	that	are	

associated	with	‘quality’	television	(self-consciousness,	verisimilitude,	illicit	content).	But	

in	this	parodic	representation,	such	conventions	are	not	accorded	any	inherent	value.	The	

Comeback	 regards	 them	with	 the	 same	 degree	 of	 sardonic	 derision	 that	 it	 previously	

directed	towards	other	forms	of	television.	

		

The	Comeback’s	second	season	derives	much	of	its	humour	from	its	portrayal	of	Valerie’s	

strained	 efforts	 to	 conform	 to	 the	 norms	 and	 standards	 of	 ‘quality’	 television.	 For	

instance,	one	of	the	ways	this	format	defines	itself	is	through	the	premium	that	it	places	

upon	 naturalism,100	 a	 style	 of	 acting	 that	 is	 based	 on	 notions	 of	 verisimilitude	 and	

invisibility	 (that	 is,	 concealing	 its	 own	 constructedness).101	 One	 might	 suspect	 that	

Valerie’s	 rearing	as	an	actress	 in	 the	sitcom	genre,	whose	generation	of	comedy	often	

demands	 a	 style	 of	 acting	 which	 is	 transparent	 in	 its	 artificiality,	 might	 pose	 some	

difficulties	 in	 this	 respect.102	 Nevertheless,	 Valerie	 proceeds	 to	 deliver	 a	 remarkably	

unaffected	performance	in	“Seeing	Red”.	The	twist	is	that	this	effect	seems	to	have	been	

procured	without	the	conscious	intention	of	the	actress.	For	example,	Valerie	is	mortified	

when	 sees	 the	 rushes	 of	 her	 acting,	 complaining	 that	 she	 looks	 “tired”	 because	 the	

director	had	insisted	on	an	enormous	number	of	takes	for	the	filming	of	her	scenes.	This	

                                                        
100	Sarah	Cardwell	makes	a	point	of	 including	“naturalistic	performance	styles”	 in	her	 list	of	 the	typical	
features	of	 ‘quality’	 television	 in	 the	United	States.	See	“Is	Quality	Television	Any	Good?”	 in	Quality	TV:	
Contemporary	 American	 Television	 and	 Beyond	 ed.	 Janet	 McCabe	 and	 Kim	 Akass	 (New	 York:	 Palgrave	
Macmillan,	2007)	p.	26		
101	See	Mills,	p.	69.		
102	In	his	description	of	comedy	acting	in	sitcoms,	Mills	argues	that,	“comedy	is	often	little	more	than	a	very	
obvious	 set	 of	 quotation	marks,	 with	 performances	 which	 are	 not	 coded	 as	 realistic	 and	 which	 don’t	
contribute	towards	the	psychological	realism	of	the	character;	instead	such	acting	displays	its	purpose	–	to	
make	you	laugh-	while	simultaneously	offering	those	gestures	as	comic	within	themselves.	For	example,	
comic	characters	are	often	associated	with	the	costumes	they	wear,	the	way	they	move,	or	catchphrases.”	
See	p.	78.		
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scenario	offers	a	clever	spin	on	the	concept	of	Valerie’s	“passionate	failures”,	 implying	

that	the	only	way	she	can	be	taken	seriously	as	an	actress	is	when	she	has	been	used	as	

kind	of	unwitting	prop.		

	

The	Comeback	is	also	cognisant	of	the	way	in	which	‘quality’	television	draws	upon	self-

reflexive	 techniques	 to	 bolster	 its	 claims	 of	 verisimilitude.	 Consider	 Williamson’s	

observation	about	 the	keen	 similarities	between	Kudrow’s	 star	 image	and	 that	 of	 her	

fictional	counterpart.	This	act	of	simulation	is	something	the	series	itself	parodies,	for	it	

quickly	becomes	evident	that	Valerie’s	character	on	“Seeing	Red”	is	patently	based	upon	

her	 likeness	 -	her	name	 is	 “Malerie	Church”	and	she	 is	described	as	a	 “neurotic,	older	

sitcom	actress”.	There	is	considerable	humour	to	be	found	in	Valerie’s	fruitless	efforts	to	

distinguish	 herself	 from	 “Malerie”.	 For	 instance,	 when	 she	 demands	 to	 have	 a	 wig	

especially	designed	for	the	character,	the	result	is	an	exact	replica	of	her	own	hair.	But	

the	notion	that	Valerie	is	‘playing	herself’	becomes	integral	to	the	critical	praise	lavished	

upon	her	 performance.	One	 reporter	 from	The	New	York	 Times	gushes,	 “You	were	 so	

emotionally	 raw.	People	have	never	 seen	 that	 side	of	you	before.	 It	 felt	 like	you	were	

exposing	an	inner	part	of	yourself	in	a	very	surprising	and	compelling	way.”	For	Valerie,	

though,	the	feat	of	self-revelation	that	is	attributed	to	her	performance	is	not	a	source	of	

artistic	 pride.	 This	 perception	 only	 compounds	 her	 discomfort	 and	 humiliation,	 since	

“Malerie”	is	neither	a	flattering	nor	accurate	representation	of	her	character.103		

The	 autobiographical	 dimension	 of	 her	 performance	 becomes	 especially	 problematic	

when	“Malerie”	is	cast	in	a	series	of	sordid	sex	scenes	for	“Seeing	Red”,	the	most	dreaded	

of	which	sees	her	fellating	“Mitch”,	who	is	obviously	intended	as	a	fictional	stand-in	for	

Paulie	G.	The	dialogue	between	Jane	and	Valerie	(as	she	prepares	for	the	film	shoot	inside	

her	trailer)	denotes	the	troublesome	implications	that	can	be	drawn	from	such	‘fiction’:		

	

Jane:	Paulie	G.	wrote	a	scene	where	you	blow	him?!	
Valerie:	Well,	not	me,	Malerie.	And	it’s	not	Paulie,	it’s	Mitch,	his	character.		
Jane:	Is	doing	it	going	to	make	you	feel	uncomfortable?		
Valerie:	 I	 think…for	 an	 actor…they’re	 frequently	 asked	 to	 step	 outside	 their	
comfort	zone...	One	time	I	had	to	play	a	brunette	with	migraines!	

                                                        
103	Valerie	 is	outraged	when	she	 first	reads	Paulie	G.’s	script	(“He’s	written	me	as	a	monster!”)	but	she	
promptly	agrees	to	participate	in	the	series	because	she	cannot	resist	the	appeal	of	HBO’s	prestige.			
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McCabe	 and	 Akass	 have	 explained	 how	 the	 dissemination	 of	 illicit	 content	 has	 been	

intrinsic	 to	HBO’s	perceived	cachet	 in	 the	hierarchy	of	 television	screen	culture.104	 Its	

explicit	depiction	of	sex	and	violence	has	become	a	way	 for	 the	company	to	 fortify	 its	

claim	 to	 creative	 freedom	 and	 to	 distinguish	 itself	 from	 network	 television,	 which	 is	

beholden	to	the	constraints	of	stricter	censorship	laws	and	the	concerns	of	advertisers.105	

But	in	this	parody,	the	unsavoury	images	cast	by	HBO	do	not	simply	function	to	reinforce	

the	daring	 reputation	of	 the	brand.	Their	presence	 serves	 to	 inflict	 further	 indignities	

upon	Valerie	and	to	befoul	her	public	persona.106		

	

Because	we	 are	 only	 shown	 very	 thin	 fragments	 of	 its	 footage,	 it	 is	 unclear	whether	

“Seeing	Red”	is	necessarily	intended	to	be	consumed	as	camp	entertainment.	But	we	are	

able	to	discern	that	Valerie	is	commended	for	rendering	an	ugly	distortion	of	her	own	

screen	persona.	By	this	turn,	television	is	seen	to	excel	by	virtue	of	its	self-castigation,	at	

least	by	arbiters	of	taste	 like	The	New	York	Times.	 In	the	vision	cast	by	The	Comeback,	

television	 seems	 to	 be	 stuck	 in	 a	 compulsive	 and	 repetitive	 pattern	 of	 its	 own	

cannibalization	and	self-ridicule.	This	theme	endures	throughout	the	labyrinthine	twists	

and	turns	of	the	show’s	mise-en-abyme.	Reality	TV	feeds	on	the	sitcom;	the	documentary	

feeds	 on	 ‘quality’	 television,	 which	 in	 turn,	 feeds	 on	 the	 sitcom,	 and	 so	 forth.	 The	

Comeback	takes	up	an	overarching	position	in	this	vicious	cycle,	offering	us	pleasure	in	

its	excruciating	depiction	of	all	the	above.	There	is	a	sense	that	television	cannot	seem	to	

resist	the	impulse	to	regard	itself	with	bitterness.	Perhaps	this	is	the	ultimate	resonance	

of	the	claustrophobia	and	menace	of	the	close-up	shot.			

The	 Comeback	 renders	 a	 television	 culture	 so	 thoroughly	 mired	 in	 its	 own	 hideous	

reflection	that	it	can	only	project	fantasies	of	reverence	outside	its	frame	and	towards	

one	of	its	earliest	rivals.	The	cinematic	form	is	imagined	as	a	sort	of	seductive	stranger	

                                                        
104	“Sex,	Swearing	and	Respectability:	Courting	Controversy,	HBO’s	Original	Programming	and	Producing	
Quality	TV.”	in	Quality	TV:	Contemporary	American	Television	and	Beyond,	ed.	Janet	McCabe	and	Kim	Akass	
(New	York:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2007)	pp.	62-76.		
105	Ibid.		
106	In	one	of	the	serial’s	most	disturbing	scenes,	Valerie	attends	a	fashionable	Hollywood	party	when	she	is	
greeted	by	 ‘fans’	who	begin	 chanting,	 “Old	woman’s	pussy!	Old	woman’s	pussy!”	 In	an	attempt	 to	 save	
herself	 from	 the	 humiliation	 of	 this	moment,	 Valerie	 rushes	 to	 explain	 that	 they	 are	 quoting	 dialogue	
spoken	by	Malerie	in	“Seeing	Red”.	But	her	‘fans’	make	no	distinction	between	the	actress	and	her	fictional	
character.	As	one	of	them	puts	it,	“Old	woman’s	pussy…	It’s	the	same	thing.”		
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whose	glamorous	presence	is	expressed	in	film	star	cameos	and	intertextual	references.	

The	elevated	status	of	film	is	not	all-encompassing.	For	instance,	it	is	revealed	that	Jane	

was	once	honoured	with	an	Academy	Award	for	a	short-film	documentary,	but	she	now	

treats	 the	 tribute	with	detached	 indifference,	 repurposing	her	Oscar	 statue	as	a	door-

stop.	But	for	the	most	part,	cinema	tends	to	bear	a	certain	air	of	gravitas	within	the	world	

of	 the	 series.	 It	 is	 as	 though	 the	 cynicism	with	which	 television	 recognizes	 itself	 is	 so	

overpowering	and	pervasive	that	The	Comeback	is	compelled	to	envision	another	form	

that	exists	beyond	the	confines	of	its	own	immured	structure	of	ironic	self-regard.			

One	of	the	ways	The	Comeback	confers	prestige	upon	film	is	through	its	representation	of	

its	actors.	Throughout	the	serial,	famous	film	stars	are	recruited	to	play	fictional	versions	

of	 themselves,	 and	 their	 characters	 are	 specifically	marked	 for	 their	 covetable	 allure.	

During	 the	 finale	of	 the	 first	 season,	we	are	given	a	 fleeting	glimpse	of	Cameron	Diaz	

appearing	as	a	guest	on	The	Tonight	Show	(1954-).	Valerie	is	also	meant	to	be	interviewed	

on	the	program,	but	her	slot	is	immediately	deferred	when	Diaz’s	segment	runs	overtime.	

Valerie	 begrudgingly	 accepts	 this	 postponement	 and	 the	 inferior	 position	 in	which	 it	

places	her:	“I	understand…	You	can’t	go	out	there	and	grab	a	movie	star	off	the	couch	by	

her	hair!”	Moreover,	there	is	another	film	star	who	takes	on	a	similar	stature	in	the	second	

season.	This	development	rests	on	the	plot	conceit	that	HBO	has	cast	Seth	Rogen	to	play	

opposite	Valerie	in	“Seeing	Red”,	hiring	him	to	perform	the	part	of	“Mitch”.	In	almost	all	

his	scenes,	Rogen	is	fawned	upon	by	the	cast	and	crew;	everyone	seems	to	be	enthralled	

by	 the	 potency	 of	 his	 charm	 and	 celebrity.	 In	 both	 characterisations,	 the	 film	 star	 is	

positioned	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 celestial	 being	 that	 briefly	 descends	 into	 the	 troposphere	 of	

television,	drawing	awe	from	its	inhabitants.							

This	feeling	of	admiration	towards	cinema	is	also	expressed	through	several	referential	

gestures.	Most	of	these	are	to	be	found	in	Valerie’s	lines	of	dialogue;	the	character	has	a	

persistent	 and	 peculiar	 habit	 of	 performing	 impressions	 of	 various	 film	 stars	 (i.e.	

Katherine	 Hepburn,	 Woody	 Allen,	 Matthew	 McConaughey	 etc.)	 in	 the	 course	 of	 her	

everyday	speech.	The	characters	who	are	witness	to	these	performances	most	often	react	

to	them	with	a	mixture	of	weariness	and	incredulity.	In	such	moments,	Valerie	is	quite	

literally	figured	as	a	pale	imitation	of	the	cinematic	icon.	Thus,	her	acts	of	mimicry	can	be	

interpreted	as	a	statement	on	the	second-class	status	of	the	television	star;	a	poor	and	

synthetic	substitute	for	the	genuine	article.		
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The	Comeback	makes	one	allusion	to	cinema	that	carries	a	particularly	strong	resonance	

in	this	context.	By	my	count,	there	are	two	explicit	references	to	Sunset	Boulevard	in	the	

dialogue	of	the	series,	both	of	which	riff	on	the	film’s	famous	last	line:	“Mr.	DeMille,	I’m	

ready	for	my	close-up!”,	spoken	by	a	deranged	Norma	Desmond	as	she	sways	towards	

the	 newspaper	 photographer	 that	 she	 has	 mistaken	 for	 a	 film	 cameraman.	 The	 first	

quotation	 arrives	 very	 early	 in	 the	 pilot	 episode,	 when	 Valerie’s	 hairdresser	 Mickey	

appropriates	Norma’s	words	when	he	introduces	himself	to	her	Reality	TV	crew.	The	line	

is	later	referenced	by	Valerie	herself	when	she	is	on	the	set	of	“Seeing	Red”.	The	actress	

becomes	agitated	after	learning	that	she	is	scheduled	to	meet	with	a	reporter	on	a	day	of	

shooting	in	which	she	is	dressed	in	an	enormous	green-screen	body	suit,	worn	for	the	

purposes	of	special-effects	 that	will	 transform	her	character	 into	a	grotesque	monster	

during	a	dream	sequence.	“As	you	can	see,	I’m	not	ready	for	my	close-up,”	she	protests	as	

she	gestures	towards	the	bizarre	outfit	in	which	she	is	attired.				

The	repetition	of	this	allusion	bears	several	implications.	On	one	level,	the	quotation	self-

consciously	signals	the	program’s	pronounced	interests	in	the	contiguity	of	the	camera’s	

gaze,	 the	 effects	 of	 which	 we	 have	 already	 discussed.	 But	 it	 also	 suggests	 the	

acknowledgement	of	a	noteworthy	precursor	in	a	camp	tradition	in	which	the	show	is	

embedded.	 Sunset	 Boulevard’s	 status	 as	 a	 camp	 classic	 is	 enshrined	 in	 Core’s	

encyclopaedia,107	but	it	is	Ross	who	most	clearly	explains	the	camp	effect	of	the	film.108	

Ross	 argues	 that	 Sunset	 Boulevard	 plays	 into	 camp’s	 interest	 in	 sites	 of	 “historical	

incongruity”.109	 It	 achieves	 this	 effect	 through	 its	 depiction	 of	 the	 deracination	 of	 the	

silent	 film	 star;	 the	 characterisation	 of	 Norma	Desmond	 evokes	 a	 vanishing	world	 of	

glamour	 and	 grandeur	 that	 violently	 clashes	 with	 the	 contemporary	 Hollywood	 film	

culture	of	 the	1950s,	with	 its	heavy	 reliance	upon	words,	dialogue	and	social	 interest	

themes.110		

In	 a	 similar	 vein	 to	 Sunset	 Boulevard,	 The	 Comeback	 pivots	 on	 the	 female	 star’s	

maladjustment	to	major	upheavals	in	modes	of	cultural	production.	Whereas	the	former	

registers	the	“trauma	of	the	passing	of	silent	film”,111	the	latter	turns	on	seismic	shifts	in	

                                                        
107	Core,	p.	175.		
108	Ross,	pp.	308-329.		
109	Ibid,	p.	311.		
110	Ibid.		
111	Ibid.		
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television,	as	the	sitcom	genre	is	superseded	by	the	Reality	format	and	‘quality’	television.	

Both	stars	who	are	implicated	in	these	transitions	are	still	clinging	to	the	faded	glory	of	

their	respective	pasts.	Perhaps	the	most	crucial	distinction	is	that	the	silent	film	star’s	

trajectory	 represents	 a	 fall	 from	 spectacular	 heights.	 Sunset	 Boulevard	 repeatedly	

stresses	the	epic	proportions	of	the	fame	that	Norma	acquired	at	the	height	of	her	career.	

Her	stardom	is	so	indelible	that	the	public	continues	to	marvel	at	the	mere	sight	of	her	

presence,	 even	 when	 the	 actress	 has	 been	 out	 of	 work	 for	 several	 decades.	 Norma’s	

exalted	 rank	 in	 celebrity	 culture	 effects	 a	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	 rather	 lowly	 post	 that	

Valerie	 occupies.	 The	 television	 actress	 reached	 the	 pinnacle	 of	 her	 career	when	 she	

landed	a	 leading	 role	 in	a	 sitcom	during	 the	early	1990’s.	Her	 crowning	achievement,	

however,	 was	 not	 nearly	 enough	 to	 induct	 Valerie	 into	 the	 rarefied	 realm	 of	

superstardom.	There	is	a	running	joke	that	hardly	anyone	besides	the	actress	can	even	

remember	that	her	cherished	sitcom	ever	existed.		

On	the	rare	occasion	that	the	sitcom	is	remembered,	it	is	usually	the	object	of	ridicule,	as	

when	one	of	the	directors	of	“Room	and	Bored”	offers	this	brutal	reminder	to	Valerie:	

“Your	show	was	cancelled	because,	in	the	last	season,	you	had	a	chimp	working	in	the	law	

firm!”	Strangely	enough,	the	first	time	we	encounter	Norma	in	Sunset	Boulevard,	she	is	

holding	an	extravagant	 funeral	service	 for	the	dead	chimpanzee	that	was	her	pet.	 It	 is	

striking	 that	both	 texts	seem	to	associate	 this	animal	with	 the	 idea	of	death.	But	once	

more,	there	is	a	discrepancy	in	the	measure	of	what	has	been	lost.	In	Sunset	Boulevard,	

the	chimpanzee’s	evocation	of	ruin	is	intertwined	with	notions	of	exotica	and	excess.112	

But	in	The	Comeback,	the	presence	of	the	animal	simply	betokens	a	risible	sitcom	that	has	

gone	off	the	rails.		

The	homage	to	Sunset	Boulevard	confirms	the	show’s	preoccupation	with	one	of	camp’s	

canonical	 concepts:	 the	 displacement	 and	 desecration	 of	 the	 female	 star.	 While	 the	

program	is	aware	of	the	legacy	of	this	idea,	it	also	recalibrates	its	design.	The	Comeback’s	

representation	of	television	is	entirely	devoid	of	nostalgia.	Valerie	does	not	symbolize	the	

tragic	decline	of	a	gilded	era;	her	stature	was	diminutive	even	before	it	began	to	wane.	

This	reflects	a	shift	in	the	locus	of	the	camp	tradition:	we	are	no	longer	dealing	with	the	

                                                        
112	When	making	plans	for	the	chimp’s	burial,	Norma	declares	that	she	wants	the	coffin	to	be	white	and	
“freshly	lined	with	satin”.	This	sense	of	decadence	is	a	hallmark	of	the	silent	film	era.	Note	that	Ross	refers	
to	Norma	as	a	symbol	of	the	“pre-bourgeois	age”	of	Hollywood;	a	“crumbling	aristocracy”.	See	p.	311.			



 68	

extinction	of	splendour	but	rather	the	perpetuation	of	mediocrity.	The	camp	gaze	that	

once	 gloried	 on	 the	 downfall	 of	 the	 screen	 goddess	 now	 finds	 gratification	 in	 the	

demotion	 of	 the	 minor	 celebrity;	 the	 transfixing	 spectacle	 of	 Norma’s	 descent	 into	

madness	is	succeeded	by	crass	images	of	the	vomiting	cupcake	and	the	repulsive	monster.		

	

“What’s	fabulous	about	you?	Why	do	we	care?”	

	

	

In	The	Comeback’s	second	season,	there	is	an	episode	in	which	Valerie	faces	a	gruelling	

day	of	promotional	interviews.	In	the	scene,	Valerie	bravely	soldiers	through	a	series	of	

questions	about	the	appalling	depiction	of	women	in	the	television	industry,	a	problem	

her	own	career	exemplifies	all	too	clearly.	The	reporters	are	plainly	baffled	by	Valerie’s	

decision	to	participate	 in	her	own	degradation,	but	she	remains	 intransigent.	At	every	

turn,	Valerie	is	either	unwilling	or	unable	to	see	herself	as	anything	but	a	dignified	artist.	

When	 asked	why	 she	 agreed	 to	 film	 the	 scene	 that	 depicts	 her	 character	 performing	

fellatio,	she	answers,	 “I	am	an	actress	and	you	do	what’s	required	of	 the	role.”	On	the	

range	of	 roles	 available	 to	women	 in	 television:	 “You	have	waitresses,	 and	 therapists,	

meter	maids,	strippers,	crack	addicts...	I	just	think	there	are	so	many	parts	for	women	in	

TV	 right	 now.	 And	 it’s	 just	 wonderful.”	 Finally,	 there	 are	 two	 questions	 that	 do	 stop	

Valerie	in	her	tracks.	They	are	posed	by	a	male	member	of	the	press	junket	whose	face	is	

heavily	lacquered	in	make-up.	His	demeanour	is	languid	and	nonchalant;	he	is	listlessly	

caressing	 his	 gold	 necklace	 throughout	 the	 entire	 interview.	 His	 only	 questions	 are,	

“What’s	 fabulous	about	you?	Why	do	we	care?”	Valerie,	 for	her	part,	can	only	respond	

with	silent	bewilderment.			

	

The	implications	of	these	questions	are	left	ambiguous.	The	words	themselves	might	be	

construed	as	a	vague	compliment,	but	 there	 is	 something	chilling	 in	 the	way	 they	are	

spoken.	 There	 is	 a	 flatness	 in	 their	 delivery	 which	 is	 at	 odds	 with	 their	 apparent	

sentiment	of	affection.	When	he	speaks,	the	interviewer	is	wearing	a	sombre	and	even	

wistful	facial	expression.	He	might	be	looking	upon	Valerie	as	an	object	of	pity.	He	might	

simply	be	despondent	at	his	own	state	of	boredom.	 	The	 journalist	 is	played	by	 Justin	
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Sayre,	who	will	be	familiar	to	many	camp	devotees	for	his	queer-themed	cabarets,	plays	

and	 podcasts.	 On	 social	 media,	 I	 recently	 asked	 Sayre	 about	 his	 experience	 on	 The	

Comeback,	and	he	disclosed	that	his	character	was	pitched	to	him	simply	as	a	gay	blogger	

whose	name	is	“Q”.		

	

However	brief	his	performance,	Sayre’s	cameo	is	a	fine	example	of	the	manner	in	which	

The	Comeback	addresses	itself	to	the	question	of	camp’s	gender	politics.	In	both	seasons,	

Valerie	is	repeatedly	situated	in	proximity	to	gay	men.	Not	only	do	they	assume	critical	

roles	as	her	fans	and	companions,	but	they	are	also	flagged	as	potential	gatekeepers	to	

her	professional	success	and	cultural	relevance.	As	viewers,	we	are	invited	to	brood	over	

the	moral	dynamics	that	are	at	work	in	these	relations.	However,	the	show	does	not	offer	

us	any	facile	conclusions.	Valerie’s	connection	to	gay	men	is	crucial	to	her	star	persona,	

but	their	alliance	is	highly	complicated	and	unstable.		

	

On	this	matter,	there	are	also	meta-critical	dimensions	to	consider,	for	Valerie	is	tied	to	

gay	men	both	inside	and	outside	the	diegetic	world	of	the	series.	Michael	Patrick	King,	

who	co-created	the	series	with	Kudrow,	is	currently	one	of	the	most	prominent	gay	men	

in	the	American	television	industry;	he	is	most	famous	for	his	work	on	Sex	and	City	(1998-

2004)	and	Two	Broke	Girls	(2011-	2017).		Beyond	this,	the	show	appears	to	hold	a	special	

resonance	for	many	gay	audiences.	 In	one	press	interview,	Kudrow	even	declares	that	

gay	 men	 seemed	 to	 be	 the	 only	 ones	 who	 “understood”	 the	 series	 when	 it	 first	

launched.113		

	

A	 gay	 following	 of	 this	 kind	 is	 sometimes	 interpreted	 as	 one	 of	 camp’s	 identifying	

markers.	For	instance,	Mark	Finch	considers	that	the	camp	of	another	television	series,	

the	soap-opera	Dynasty	(1981-1989),	was	most	evident	“in	conversation	within	the	gay	

community,	or	 in	the	paraphernalia	of	the	community’s	bastions”.114	Finch	argues	that	

gay	men	primarily	responded	to	the	bitchiness	evoked	by	the	performance	and	star	image	

                                                        
113	Chris	Azzopardi,	“Q	&	A:	Lisa	Kudrow	Judging	‘Drag	Race’	(As	Valerie	Cherish!)	&	Gays	Being	Biologically	
‘Superhuman’.”	PrideSource	 (November	 2004)	 http://www.pridesource.com/article.html?article=68569	
(accessed	1/4/17).		
114	Mark	Finch,	 “Sex	 and	Address	 in	Dynasty.”	 in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	 and	 the	Performing	 Subject:	 A	
Reader,	ed.	Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	154.		
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of	Joan	Collins.115	I	would	suggest	that	much	of	the	gay	interest	in	The	Comeback	similarly	

rests	on	the	characterisation	of	its	female	lead.	Bitchiness,	though,	is	not	the	register	in	

which	Valerie	thrives.	To	be	clear,	I	cannot	account	for	her	appeal	insofar	as	it	extends	to	

each	individual	gay	male	fan.	There	are,	however,	striking	aspects	of	her	character	that	

intersect	with	tropes	of	gay	experience	that	are	recognised	in	critical	literature.		

	

I	have	already	adverted	to	Valerie’s	theatricalised	speaking	habits	and	mannerisms:	her	

voice	is	often	pitched	in	a	heightened	and	affected	manner;	her	speech	is	 littered	with	

peculiar	 catch-phrases	 (i.e.	 “hello,	 hello,	 hello!”);	 and	her	 body	 language	 comprises	 of	

many	 extravagant	 and	 idiosyncratic	 poses	 –	 as	 when	 she	 folds	 her	 hands	 in	 prayer	

whenever	she	is	expressing	admiration	or	gratitude.	These	quirks	of	personality	coincide	

with	Valerie’s	constant	posturing	in	front	of	the	camera;	her	strained	attempts	to	make	

herself	appear	glamorous	and	dignified	despite	every	bitter	humiliation	she	faces.									

	

Critical	scholarship	has	long	acknowledged	camp’s	preoccupation	with	theatricality	and	

“intensities	of	character”,	to	borrow	Sontag’s	phrase.116	In	this	context,	Jack	Babuscio	has	

proposed	some	specific	ideas	to	explain	the	interest	that	these	qualities	might	hold	for	

homosexual	men.117	His	theory	centres	on	the	premise	that	many	homosexuals	have,	at	

some	point	in	their	lives,	made	efforts	to	conceal	their	orientation	because	of	the	stigma	

that	attaches	to	same-sex	attraction.	This	process,	which	is	known	as	‘passing’,	throws	its	

participant	 into	 an	 elaborate	 regimen	 of	 stylised	 behaviour.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 which,	

homosexuals	are	likely	to	have	a	“heightened	awareness	and	appreciation	for	disguise,	

impersonation,	 the	 projection	 of	 personality,	 the	 distinctions	 to	 be	 made	 between	

instinctive	and	theatrical	behaviour.”118		

	

If	gay	men	are	often	attuned	to	the	practice	of	masquerade,	I	suspect	that	they	are	also	

sensitive	to	its	inadequacies.	It	is	an	uncomfortable	fact	that	imitations	of	heterosexuality	

                                                        
115	Ibid,	p.	156.	For	a	broader	discussion	on	the	appeal	of	the	‘bitch’	figure	to	gay	men,	see	Daniel	Harris,	
“The	Death	of	Camp:	Gay	Men	and	Hollywood	Diva	Worship,	From	Reverence	to	Ridicule.”	Salmagundi	No.	
112	(Fall	1996)	p.	173.		
116	Sontag,	p.	291.		
117	Sontag	does	suggest	 that	camp’s	 “metaphor	of	 life	as	 theatre	 is	peculiarly	suited	as	 justification	and	
projection	of	a	certain	aspect	of	the	situation	of	homosexuals”	but	refrains	from	elaborating	on	the	subject	
any	further.	See	p.	290.	See	Babuscio,	p.	123.		
118	Babuscio,	p.	124.		
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do	not	 always	bear	 up	under	public	 scrutiny.119	 It	 is	 true	 that	 some	homosexuals	 are	

capable	of	the	most	impressive	acts	of	deception,	but	they	are	probably	no	less	vulnerable	

to	the	dread	of	public	exposure.	Here	I	must	return	to	Valerie,	for	the	type	of	posturing	

that	she	performs	is	most	often	flagrant	and	transparent.	I	say	this	not	just	because	of	the	

hyperbolic	nature	of	her	display	for	the	camera,	but	because	of	the	interrogative	position	

that	 the	 camera	 assumes	with	 it.	 The	 lens	 trains	 itself	 on	 every	 painful	moment	 that	

threatens	to	fracture	her	poise.	It	waits	patiently	for	the	precise	point	at	which	the	serene	

smile	drops	from	her	face	to	reveal	a	grimace.120	

	

The	Comeback	does	not	insinuate	that	Valerie	is	a	latent	homosexual.	She	may,	however,	

resonate	with	homosexual	audiences	because	she	evokes	the	fragility	of	an	existence	that	

is	sustained	under	false	pretences;	an	anxious	state	of	denial	that	many	gay	men	have	

experienced	 in	 cultures	of	 entrenched	homophobia.121	The	Comeback	 is	not	explicit	 in	

spelling	 out	 these	 cross-reverberations,	 but	 they	 are	 hinted	 at	 obliquely	 through	 the	

narrative	design	of	the	program.	For	instance,	there	are	very	few	scenes	in	the	series	in	

which	Valerie	 is	not	 accompanied	by	Mickey,	her	 loyal	hairdresser.	Mickey	 is	not	 just	

Valerie’s	employee	but	her	most	avid	fan	-	he	has	a	shrine	to	her	in	his	living	room,	which	

is	otherwise	crammed	with	portraits	of	naked	men,	art-deco	paintings,	and	kitsch	objets	

d’art.	 It	 is	a	comic	plot	of	 the	 first	season	that	Mickey	remains	a	closeted	homosexual,	

even	 though	he	 is	outrageously	 flamboyant	and	well	 into	his	middle-age.	We	begin	 to	

discern	that	Mickey	and	Valerie	are	 linked	by	their	respective	exercises	 in	subterfuge,	

both	of	which	are	hopelessly	futile.			

	

This	brings	me	to	another	element	of	Valerie’s	character	that	overlaps	with	a	recurring	

theme	 in	 gay	 culture:	 the	 comeback	motif.	 Valerie’s	 pretences	may	be	 ineffectual,	 but	

there	 is	no	denying	the	strength	of	her	pertinacity.	 It	does	not	matter	how	clearly	 the	

                                                        
119	We	need	only	recall	the	rumors	that	dogged	celebrity	figures	like	Ricky	Martin	and	Ian	Thorpe	in	the	
years	before	they	resolved	to	‘come	out’.		
120	Note	that	one	such	moment	occurs	right	after	Q	asks	Valerie	to	explain	what	makes	her	“fabulous”.		
121	 The	 gay	 liberation	 movement	 of	 the	 late	 twentieth	 century	 has	 meant	 that,	 in	 many	 countries,	
homosexuality	is	now	much	less	clandestine	than	it	was	in	previous	generations.	But	it	would	be	far	too	
optimistic	to	infer	that	terms	like	‘passing’	or	‘the	closet’	have	been	consigned	to	the	backwaters	of	history.	
In	his	account	of	the	hidden	nature	of	homosexuality	prior	to	the	gay	movement,	Dennis	Altman	makes	the	
point	that	many	of	the	young	homosexuals	of	this	generation	still	struggle	to	“reconcile	their	sexuality	with	
other	parts	of	their	lives”	See	The	End	of	the	Homosexual?	(St	Lucia:	University	of	Queensland	Press,	2013)	
p.	21.		



 72	

camera	exposes	the	pain	that	lurks	beneath	her	bright	and	cheerful	façade.	Valerie	will	

always	return	in	the	next	scene,	and	there	she	will	appear	complaisant	and	ready	to	carry	

on.	This	cycle	reflects	the	broader	trajectory	of	her	career	and	her	stubborn	resolve	to	

remain	in	an	industry	that	only	showers	her	with	ridicule.				

	

In	 one	 press	 interview,	Kudrow	 speculates	 that	 it	 is	 this	 quality	 of	 perseverance	 that	

explains	the	character’s	gay	appeal.122	She	reasons	that	Valerie	is	endlessly	humiliated	

and	she	imagines	that	her	state	of	perpetual	torment	might	parallel	the	infinite	hardships	

faced	by	homosexuals	 in	their	everyday	 lives.	The	character’s	 firm	resolution	to	“keep	

going”	might	be	particularly	compelling	to	them	for	this	reason.		

	

Dyer	has	accounted	for	the	gay	interest	in	Judy	Garland	along	somewhat	similar	lines.123	

In	his	analysis,	the	comeback	theme	is	a	running	thread	in	the	presentation	of	Garland’s	

persona;	it	is	reflected	not	only	in	the	embattled	characters	she	played	on	screen,	but	also	

in	 the	 style	 of	 her	 musical	 performances	 (particularly	 in	 her	 later	 concerts,	 where,	

“however	demanding	the	melody	now	seemed	to	her,	she	did	get	to	the	end	of	the	song”)	

and	 the	 monumental	 dramas	 of	 her	 personal	 life.124	 Dyer	 also	 calls	 attention	 to	 gay	

writing	that	directly	associates	this	pattern	with	the	vicissitudes	of	homosexual	life,	for	

instance,	Barry	Conely’s	statement	that	gay	men	“saw	in	Judy	a	loser	who	was	fighting	

back	at	life,	and	they	could	themselves	draw	a	parallel	to	this.”125		

	

Dyer	 conceives	 of	 the	 comeback	 as	 a	 posture	 of	 triumphant	 defiance;	 a	 powerful	

declaration	of	strength	in	the	face	of	suffering.	It	seems	significant	that	Valerie’s	feats	of	

endurance	 never	 acquire	 this	 air	 of	 righteousness.	 They	 are	 more	 accurately	

characterized	 as	 recurring	 steps	 in	 what	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 prolonged	 exercise	 in	

masochism.	 The	 savage	 irony	 of	 the	 entire	 series	 is	 that	 Valerie’s	 deeply	 coveted	

‘comeback’	 is	 really	 the	 cause	 of	 her	 own	 downfall.	 We	 have	 already	 seen	 how	 this	

concept	is	literalized	in	the	climactic	‘cupcake	scene’	of	the	first	season,	wherein	Valerie	

willingly	submits	herself	to	one	dangerous	pratfall	after	another.	It	is	even	presaged	in	

                                                        
122	 See	 Chris	 Azzopardi,	 ““Q	&	A:	 Lisa	 Kudrow	 Judging	 ‘Drag	 Race’	 (As	 Valerie	 Cherish!)	&	 Gays	 Being	
Biologically	 ‘Superhuman’.”	 PrideSource	 (November	 2004)	
http://www.pridesource.com/article.html?article=68569	(accessed	1/4/17).	
123	Richard	Dyer,	Heavenly	Bodies	(New	York:	Routledge,	2004)	pp.	145-149.		
124	Ibid.		
125	Ibid,	p.	149.		
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the	promotional	artwork	that	HBO	has	distributed	for	the	program;	prior	to	the	series	

premiere,	 the	 company	 released	 a	 poster	 that	 shows	 Valerie	 flashing	 a	 smile	 for	 the	

camera	as	her	body	descends	into	the	funnel	of	a	meat	grinder.				

	

If	 Garland’s	 persona	 evokes	 a	 fantasy	 of	 prevailing	 over	 adversity,	 Valerie	 evokes	 the	

inverse	image	of	a	painful	acquiescence.	I	would	suggest	that	such	an	image	might	furnish	

another	parallel	with	homosexual	experiences	of	‘passing’.	Babuscio	describes	‘passing’	

as	a	“survival	strategy”,	and	it	cannot	be	denied	that	those	who	present	a	false	front	of	

heterosexuality	 are	 often	 granted	 a	 temporary	 shield	 from	 any	 number	 of	 perils,	

including	 social	 ostracization,	 professional	 hardship,	 physical	 violence,	 and	 in	 some	

countries,	 criminal	 punishment.	 This	 strategy,	 however,	 is	 not	 an	 attempt	 to	 defy	 the	

stigma	 of	 homosexuality.	 It	 permits	 homosexuals	 to	 survive	 only	 insofar	 as	 they	 are	

willing	 to	 accommodate	 and	 reinforce	 that	 stigma.	 It	 promises	 them	 some	 degree	 of	

safety	at	the	cost	of	perpetuating	their	own	oppression.	Perhaps	the	drawn-out	spectacle	

of	Valerie’s	self-flagellation	taps	into	some	of	the	anguish	of	this	terrible	dilemma.126	She	

could	be	seen	a	sort	of	emblem	for	the	vast	reservoir	of	pain	that	sits	beneath	the	surface	

of	the	gay	male	camp	fascination	for	hyperbolic	affectations.		

	

These	explanations	are	offered	with	some	diffidence,	since	I	am	conscious	of	the	extent	

of	their	limitations.	The	ideas	that	I	have	entertained	with	respect	to	‘passing’	might	apply	

to	a	few	different	groups	(i.e.	lesbians,	bisexuals	etc.)	but	it	seems	to	be	gay	men	who	are	

especially	drawn	to	Valerie’s	character.	This	point	itself	requires	qualification,	as	there	

are	 plenty	 of	 gay	 men	 who	 will	 have	 no	 interest	 in	 her	 whatsoever.	 Insofar	 as	 The	

Comeback	addresses	this	subject,	 it	 is	with	a	fair	amount	of	ambiguity	and	incertitude.	

The	show	appears	to	self-consciously	acknowledge	its	own	gay	appeal,	but	 it	does	not	

profess	to	conclusively	determine	its	provenance.		

	

The	 Comeback	 is	 also	 ambivalent	 in	 its	 contemplation	 of	 the	 moral	 mechanics	 that	

underpin	this	culture	of	fandom.	It	is	a	rather	dubious	honor	to	be	recognized	as	Valerie’s	

implied	audience.	 I	have	already	argued	 that	 the	series	 induces	anxiety	about	 its	own	

                                                        
126	The	Comeback’s	narrative	structure	seems	to	adumbrate	the	possibility	of	this	connection.	Notice	that	
the	 gay	 blogger’s	 interaction	with	Valerie	 is	 placed	 right	 after	 the	 reporters’	 questions	 concerning	 her	
complicit	attitude	towards	her	own	humiliation.		
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spectatorship,	especially	regarding	the	reading	position	that	regards	Valerie	as	a	camp	

object.	 The	 Comeback	 does	 not	 suggest	 that	 this	 interpretive	 practice	 is	 exclusively	

adopted	by	homosexuals,	but	the	show	does	signal	an	awareness	of	the	seminal	role	that	

gay	men	have	played	 in	 its	application.	The	second	season,	 for	 instance,	begins	with	a	

plot-line	that	finds	Valerie	staking	out	the	Chateau	Marmont	so	that	she	can	hunt	down	

Andy	Cohen,	the	Reality	TV	impresario	known	for	the	Real	Housewives	franchise,	and	beg	

him	to	employ	her.	Cohen	is	shown	having	lunch	with	none	other	than	Ru	Paul	Charles,	

the	international	drag	queen	superstar.	

	

	It	is	no	exaggeration	to	say	that	Cohen	and	Charles	are	two	of	the	most	famous	gay	men	

in	our	contemporary	culture.	They	are	also	two	of	its	most	famous	purveyors	of	camp.	It	

ought	to	be	remarked	that	both	men	have	used	their	celebrity	platforms	to	champion	The	

Comeback,	issuing	the	program	with	endorsements	that	could	only	intensify	its	rabid	cult	

following.127	This	dynamic	is	mirrored	in	the	interior	world	of	the	show,	where	they	are	

portrayed	 as	 luminaries	 of	 camp	 entertainment	 whose	 support	 and	 patronage	might	

facilitate	Valerie’s	latest	comeback.		

	

In	 this	 fictional	 portrait,	 there	 is	 something	 pathetic	 about	 Valerie’s	 bid	 for	 the	

recognition	of	these	men.	It	is	suggested	that	Cohen	and	Charles	belong	much	higher	up	

in	the	rankings	of	Hollywood’s	echelons	of	fame;	otherwise	she	would	not	have	to	pursue	

them	so	stealthily.128	After	Valerie	throws	herself	at	their	table,	the	camera	concentrates	

on	her	pleading	eyes	as	she	grovels	for	their	attention.	The	gay	male	camp	icons	have	now	

become	implicated	in	her	abject	position	on	screen.		

	

Such	scenarios	invite	us	to	consider	the	kind	of	exchange	that	is	made	between	Valerie	

and	gay	men	through	the	channels	of	camp	appreciation,	both	inside	and	outside	the	text.	

Elsewhere,	 I	 have	discussed	 the	wry	 sensibility	 that	 informs	 the	 camp	 ‘vision’,	 as	 per	

Sontag’s	famous	dictum	that	“it’s	good	because	it’s	awful”.	It	is	the	adoption	of	this	ironic	

reading	response	that	might	steer	the	gay	fascination	for	Valerie	into	questionable	moral	

                                                        
127	Cohen	often	professes	his	keen	affection	 for	The	Comeback	 on	his	 television	 talk-show	Watch	What	
Happens	Live	(2009-).	RuPaul	frequently	refers	to	dialogue	from	the	serial	during	his	appearances	on	his	
own	reality	television	show,	RuPaul’s	Drag	Race	(2009-).		
128	Valerie	has	only	learned	that	Cohen	is	lunching	at	the	Marmont	through	the	revelations	of	social	media.	
The	host	of	the	hotel	restaurant	is	vigilant	in	his	efforts	to	restrain	Valerie	from	entering	its	premises.	He	
eventually	resorts	to	punching	Valerie	in	her	abdomen,	but	even	this	cannot	stop	her.					
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territory,	since	its	operation	is	contingent	upon	her	degradation.	I	want	to	consider	the	

possibility	that	Valerie’s	degradation	does	not	just	elicit	the	sympathetic	identification	of	

her	gay	audience;	it	might	also	be	a	source	of	sadistic	pleasure.		

	

According	to	Daniel	Harris,	the	gay	male	fascination	for	the	female	star	often	bears	traces	

of	 mockery	 and	 spite.129	 He	 also	 places	 the	 cultivation	 of	 these	 tendencies	 within	 a	

specific	historical	context.	His	essay	offers	a	roughly	sketched	chronology	of	the	cultural	

forces	that	shaped	the	gay	response	to	 female	 icons	on	screen,	which	has	 increasingly	

turned	“from	reverence	to	ridicule”.	It	is	worth	providing	a	brief	synopsis	of	this	narrative	

because	it	generates	some	useful	ideas	in	considering	how	our	text	might	position	its	gay	

viewers	in	relation	to	Valerie.			

	

Harris	argues	that	the	female	star	was	a	site	of	gay	worship	in	the	early	20th	century.	She	

secured	this	eminent	status	for	reasons	that	are	peculiar	to	the	culture	of	cinema	and	the	

social	circumstances	of	the	era.	Her	appeal	as	a	vehicle	of	escapism,	for	instance,	pivoted	

on	the	stark	contrast	between	the	decadent	and	permissive	world	conjured	by	her	filmic	

image	and	the	often-grim	reality	of	homosexual	life	at	the	time.130	Before	the	advent	of	

their	political	activism,	gay	men	required	indirect	sources	of	inspiration	to	survive	their	

hostile	environments.	Hence,	 their	attraction	to	the	combative	screen	presence	of	 film	

divas	like	Bette	Davis.131	Knowledge	of	these	stars	also	established	a	sort	of	secret	code	

that	gay	men	relied	upon	to	identify	one	another	and	express	solidarity.132			

	

This	was	the	period	in	which	the	female	star	most	powerfully	commanded	the	admiration	

of	her	gay	fans.	But	even	at	this	stage,	their	admiration	for	her	was	often	tinged	with	faint	

traces	of	 irony.	Harris	 attributes	 this	 to	 “the	homosexual’s	 sly	 awareness	 that	he	was	

misusing	something	as	naïve	and	wholesome	as	popular	culture…	to	reinforce	something	

as	illicit	and	underground	as	his	solidarity	with	other	homosexual	pariahs.”133	Over	time,	

the	homosexual	attitude	towards	female	screen	idols	became	more	and	more	cynical.	By	

the	early	1960s,	gay	men	had	started	to	rejoice	in	repulsive	depictions	and	imitations	of	

                                                        
129	Harris,	pp.	166-191.		
130	Ibid,	p.	168.		
131	Ibid,	pp.	169-174.		
132	Ibid,	pp.	174-178.		
133	Ibid,	p.	179.		
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the	stars	they	had	once	revered.	This	coincides	with	the	time	during	which	Sontag	first	

detected	camp’s	ironic	gaze.134		

	

The	 growing	 bitterness	 with	 which	 gay	 men	 regarded	 the	 female	 star	 arose	 from	 a	

constellation	of	circumstances.	With	the	advance	of	the	gay	liberation	movement,	those	

homosexuals	who	remained	earnestly	devoted	to	Hollywood	film	stars	came	to	be	viewed	

as	embarrassing	anachronisms.	As	Harris	puts	it,	“the	diva	is	perceived	as	the	emotional	

crutch	of	the	pathetic	old	queen”,	becoming	a	kind	of	worthless	artefact	that	reminded	

homosexuals	 of	 their	 own	 repression.135	 There	 was	 also	 good	 reason	 to	 doubt	 the	

integrity	of	the	diva’s	loyalty	to	her	fans;	Harris	alleges	that	her	support	“rarely	amounted	

to	more	than	such	ambiguous	statements	as	‘you	poor	little	darlings’	or	‘leave	them	alone,	

you	bullies,	they’re	so	harmless.’”136			

	

Together	with	these	developments,	there	were	tidings	in	the	entertainment	industry	that	

significantly	diminished	the	prestige	and	glamour	that	was	once	accorded	to	the	female	

star.	 Through	 its	 broadcast	 of	 ‘re-runs’,	 the	 television	 screen	 presented	 us	 with	

irrefutable	evidence	of	the	devastating	effects	of	the	passage	of	time:		

	

For	the	first	time	in	history,	gay	men	were	allowed	to	see,	virtually	side	by	side,	
what	these	women	once	were	and	what	they	had	become,	watching	one	night	a	
glamorous	Bette	Davis	 in	The	Letter	 at	 the	height	 of	 her	 career	 and	 the	next	 a	
battered	old	crone	starring	in	Whatever	Happened	to	Baby	Jane?137		

	

The	female	star’s	debasement	was	then	exacerbated	by	the	invasive	and	sensationalistic	

practices	of	the	media,	which	“suddenly	brought	gay	men	in	closer	proximity,	not	only	

the	divas’	deteriorating	bodies,	but	to	their	chaotic	private	lives”.	138	

	

Harris’	 study	 is	 not	 specifically	 aimed	 at	 contemplating	 the	 gay	 reception	 of	 The	

Comeback.	He	published	his	essay	in	the	1990s,	which	is	when	the	timeline	drops	off	in	

his	analysis	of	gay	attitudes	towards	the	female	star.	Hence,	his	inquiry	does	not	cover	

                                                        
134	Ibid,	p.	180.		
135	Ibid,	p.	180.		
136	 Ibid,	 pp.	 182-183.Harris	 cites	 the	homophobic	passages	 in	Mae	West’s	memoirs	 as	 one	of	 the	most	
egregious	examples	of	the	diva’s	ineptitude	as	an	advocate	for	gay	empowerment.		
137	Ibid,	p.	187.		
138	Ibid,	p.	188.		
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several	important	historical	developments	that	have	arisen	since	that	time,	such	as	the	

rise	of	 ‘reality’	and	‘quality’	television,	and	further	strides	in	the	gay	rights	movement.	

These	are	only	some	of	the	reasons	that	his	template	cannot	be	relied	upon	as	a	definitive	

statement	or	rationale	for	the	gay	audience	response	to	Valerie’s	character;	it	seems	to	

me	 that	 any	 hypothesis	 on	 this	 subject	 can	 only	 ever	 be	 speculative,	 given	 the	

questionable	 nature	 of	 any	 presumed	 knowledge	 about	 the	 motivations	 behind	 our	

interpretive	practices.		

	

Therefore,	 The	 Comeback	 should	 not	 be	 read	 as	 a	 precise	 confirmation	 of	 the	 social	

critique	that	Harris	propounds.	However,	I	would	suggest	that	the	serial	appears	to	take	

up	a	strong	interest	in	several	of	the	broad	concepts	that	he	has	posited.	I	have	previously	

mentioned	 its	 concerns	 about	 intrusive	media	practices,	 as	 per	 its	 parodic	 critique	of	

‘reality’	television.	The	Comeback	 is	also	markedly	preoccupied	with	the	politics	of	gay	

spectatorship,	 and	 at	 times,	 the	 judgments	 that	 it	 pronounces	 on	 this	 issue	 are	 very	

reminiscent	of	 the	 ideas	 that	Harris	has	proposed.	 Its	narrative,	 for	example,	 tends	 to	

suggest	that	the	tradition	of	gay	diva	worship	is	out	of	step	with	the	spirit	of	our	time.	It	

also	 places	 a	 persistent	 emphasis	 on	 the	 self-indulgence	 of	 the	 female	 star	 and	 her	

inability	to	pledge	meaningful	support	to	her	homosexual	fans.		

	

Let	me	elaborate	on	The	Comeback’s	representation	of	gay	diva	worship.	Mickey	is	the	

character	who	 is	 the	most	sincerely	enamoured	by	Valerie’s	screen	performances.	His	

adoration	for	her	does	not	seem	to	carry	the	slightest	whiff	of	sarcasm.	He	champions	her	

like	an	ecstatic	cheerleader,	bursting	with	delight	at	each	one	her	comedic	antics.	 Just	

look	at	his	enraptured	face	when	Valerie	decides	to	sing	Gloria	Gaynor’s	1978	gay	anthem,	

“I	Will	 Survive”,	 for	 the	 opening	 credit	 sequence	 of	 her	 Reality	 Show.	Mickey	 is	 also	

encoded	as	a	 figure	who	 inhabits	an	outdated	model	of	gay	existence.	He	often	comes	

across	as	a	caricature	of	a	homosexual	from	another	era:	decked	out	in	his	muumuus	and	

his	sombrero	hats,	cooling	himself	with	his	oriental	fans,	decorating	his	living	room	with	

endless	kitsch,	grooving	to	dated	disco	hits	like	Gaynor’s.	At	one	point,	Mickey	considers	

throwing	out	the	contents	of	his	storage	unit:	“But	as	soon	as	I	do,	I	know	someone’s	going	

to	need	a	mirrored	disco	ball!”139	Mickey	 is	 the	channel	 through	which	The	Comeback	

                                                        
139	Mickey	is	literally	hoarding	the	relics	of	a	bygone	gay	culture.		
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registers	the	possibility	of	regarding	Valerie	with	heartfelt	infatuation,	but	this	sentiment	

can	 only	 be	 articulated	 through	 a	 wildly	 anachronistic	 character.	 In	 this	 way,	 the	

narrative	places	itself	at	a	historical	distance	from	the	expression	of	earnest	admiration	

towards	the	figure	of	the	female	star.		

	

The	Comeback	also	reflects	upon	the	often-fraught	relationship	between	the	female	icon	

and	 her	 gay	 followers.	 Here	 I	 am	 referring	 to	 Valerie’s	 narcissism	 and	 her	 oblivious	

disregard	for	the	gay	men	that	come	into	her	sphere.	Valerie’s	inadequacies	in	this	respect	

are	 frequently	 played	 for	 comic	 effect.	 There	 is,	 for	 example,	 the	 scene	 in	which	 she	

reminisces	with	Mickey	about	her	former	publicist	named	Lou:		

	
Valerie:	He	really	got	me.	You	know,	I	think	it	was	because	he	was	gay.	Got	the	
nuances	more.	Gotta	get	me	a	gay,	Mickey.	Gotta	get	a	gay.	Why	don’t	I	 just	call	
Lou?		
Mickey:	Oh…he	died…	in	’94	I	think.		
Valerie:	Oh	no,	did	he	have…?		
Mickey:	No,	hit	by	a	car	crossing	Barham.			
Valerie:	Oh,	good.		

	
Valerie	is	shrewd	enough	to	realise	the	importance	of	gay	men	in	the	production	of	her	

own	celebrity,	but	she	does	not	appear	to	show	much	genuine	concern	for	their	welfare.	

Even	the	phrasing	of	her	dialogue	(“Gotta	get	me	a	gay”)	effectively	reduces	them	to	tools	

or	possessions.	 In	an	earlier	scene,	she	persuades	one	of	her	homosexual	 fans,	named	

“Raoul”,	to	appear	on	her	Reality	TV	show	with	his	boyfriend.	Raoul	has	misgivings	about	

her	invitation;	since	he	has	not	yet	‘come	out’	to	his	parents,	he	is	concerned	about	how	

they	would	 react	 to	 the	 footage.	Valerie	 is	 so	 steadfast	 in	 the	pursuit	of	her	own	self-

promotion	that	she	can	only	respond	to	these	hesitations	with	blithe	indifference.	This	

reflects	an	ongoing	narrative	pattern	wherein	the	homosexual’s	subjectivity	is	eclipsed	

by	the	vanity	of	the	female	star.			

	

Valerie’s	narcissism	even	drops	a	stain	on	her	cherished	friendship	with	Mickey.	Besides	

their	obvious	affection	for	one	another,	there	are	many	other	things	that	bind	these	two	

figures	together.	In	terms	of	character	definition,	both	are	marked	by	a	sense	of	flagrant	

theatricality	 and	 historical	 incongruity.	 They	 also	 come	 up	 against	 similar	 hardships;	

both	are	struggling	to	keep	a	foothold	in	an	industry	whose	sexism	and	ageism	threatens	

to	render	them	obsolete.	Yet,	for	all	their	affinities,	their	relationship	is	still	defined	by	
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certain	hierarchical	distinctions;	Valerie	is	the	star	and	Mickey	is	her	doting	fan	and	her	

dutiful	 employee.140	 She	 clearly	 enjoys	 receiving	 his	 attention,	 but	 she	 often	 fails	 to	

reciprocate.	When	Mickey	finally	works	up	the	courage	to	reveal	his	homosexuality	on	

screen,	her	reaction	is	hilariously	glib:	“There	you	go.	All	right.	That’s	done”.	Later	in	the	

series,	Mickey	pointedly	remarks	that	she	has	not	once	made	the	effort	to	visit	him	in	his	

apartment	in	over	twenty	years.	Their	attachment	to	one	another	is	heavily	dependent	

upon	Mickey’s	idolization	of	Valerie;	it	is	almost	never	the	other	way	around.		

	

	

“Show	some	respect!	She’s	an	Emmy	winner!”	

	

	

As	 the	 series	 advances	 towards	 the	denouement	of	 its	 second	 season,	 the	question	of	

Valerie	 and	 Mickey’s	 friendship	 is	 weighted	 with	 a	 profound	 thematic	 and	 formal	

significance.	The	last	episode	finds	Valerie	in	a	bittersweet	scenario:	as	she	basks	in	the	

glory	of	 the	recent	success	of	her	television	career	-	her	performance	on	“Seeing	Red”	

garners	an	Emmy	nomination	and	she	is	heavily	favoured	to	win	the	award	-	her	personal	

life	 begins	 to	 disintegrate.	 Valerie’s	 desperate	 hunger	 for	 the	 spotlight	 places	 her	

marriage	under	severe	strain,	with	her	husband	Mark	growing	increasingly	resentful	of	

the	media’s	invasions	of	their	privacy	and	the	scarcity	of	time	that	he	has	alone	with	his	

wife.	But	Valerie’s	 devotion	 to	Mickey	 is	 also	 tested,	 and	 this	 is	what	 truly	drives	 the	

dramatic	tension	of	the	episode.	Mickey,	who	is	battling	a	cancer	diagnosis	that	surfaced	

much	 earlier	 in	 the	 season,	 becomes	 too	 unwell	 to	 accompany	 Valerie	 to	 the	 Emmy	

Awards.	 Once	 Valerie	 is	 seated	 for	 the	 ceremony	 and	 nervously	 awaiting	 the	

announcement	of	her	category,	she	receives	an	urgent	telephone	message	informing	her	

that	Mickey	has	collapsed	and	is	being	treated	at	a	nearby	hospital.	Hence,	the	climax	of	

the	episode	turns	on	this	moral	question:	does	Valerie	have	the	rectitude	to	curtail	her	

                                                        
140	Dyer	has	recognized	the	dominance	of	gay	men	within	style	professions	like	hairdressing	(made	camp	
because	of	their	interests	in	artifice	and	“style	for	style’s	sake”).	This	culture	has	yielded	a	strong	nexus	
between	gay	men	like	Mickey	and	women	like	Valerie.	But	their	interactions	are	still	informed	by	power	
differentials.	As	Dyer	puts	it,	“We	gay	men	have	been	deeply	involved	in	creating	the	styles	and	providing	
the	services	for	the	‘turn-out’	of	the	women	in	the	western	world.	This	gives	us	legitimacy	–	but	as	parasites	
on	women,	who	are	themselves	seen	as	subordinate	to	men.”	See	The	Culture	of	Queers,	pp.	52	and	59.		
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rampant	desire	for	attention	and	acclamation	so	that	she	come	to	the	aid	of	her	ailing	

companion?				

	

In	 the	 end,	 Valerie	 makes	 the	 honourable	 decision	 to	 drop	 everything	 and	 rush	 to	

Mickey’s	side.	The	affirmation	of	her	loyalty	leads	to	a	surprising	turn	in	the	logic	of	the	

show’s	 narrative	 and	 aesthetic	 conceits.	 For	 the	 first	 time	 in	 the	 entire	 serial,	 The	

Comeback	abandons	its	self-conscious	framework	of	representation.	When	Valerie	flees	

the	awards	ceremony,	she	also	leaves	behind	the	documentary	crew	that	films	her.	Thus,	

the	camera’s	gaze	 is	no	 longer	registered	as	a	presence	that	exists	within	the	 fictional	

world	of	 the	series.	From	this	point	 forward,	The	Comeback	does	not	 rely	on	any	plot	

device	to	explain	its	own	footage;	Valerie’s	selfless	deed	seems	to	rupture	the	mise	en	

abyme	 that	 once	 defined	 the	 show’s	 form.	 This	 act	 of	 solicitude	 also	 inspires	 a	

transformation	in	the	visual	scheme	of	the	mise	en	scène.	The	fretful	and	penetrative	gaze	

of	the	hand-held	camera	no	longer	serves	as	the	viewer’s	conduit.	Valerie’s	image	is	now	

rendered	 in	 a	 series	 of	 elegantly	 composed	 shots.	 The	 camera	maintains	 a	 respectful	

distance	as	she	races	towards	her	friend	in	need.	The	first	sight	of	Valerie	rushing	into	the	

empty	foyer	of	the	auditorium	is	captured	in	a	stunningly	beautiful	long-shot.	The	lighting	

has	suddenly	become	softer	and	more	sumptuous,	lending	a	gentle	glow	to	the	presence	

of	 the	 actors	 onscreen.	 The	 visual	 language	 of	 these	 scenes	 evokes	 conditions	 of	

tenderness	and	wonder,	rather	than	sadistic	pleasure	and	abjection.		

	

At	 this	crucial	moment,	 the	series	appears	to	negate	 its	meta-critical	 invocation	of	 the	

camp	gaze.	The	viewer	is	no	longer	encouraged	to	read	Valerie	through	the	lens	of	camp	

irony.	After	 the	narrative	confirms	her	capacities	 for	concern	and	solidarity,	 she	 is	no	

longer	framed	as	an	object	of	ridicule.	Even	her	extravagant	affectations	(the	theatrical	

mannerisms,	the	heightened	voice)	begin	to	subside	after	she	has	extricated	herself	from	

the	television	film	crew.	Kudrow	plays	these	moments	with	a	quiet	delicacy;	almost	all	

her	emotion	is	communicated	in	the	anxious	stare	of	her	wide	and	watering	eyes.	Her	

restrained	performance	enhances	the	melting	mood	of	the	episode’s	concluding	scenes;	

there	is	a	sense	that	Valerie	has	finally	been	stripped	of	her	mask;	that	we	are	accessing	

more	sincere	dimensions	of	her	character.		

	



 81	

It	 is	 highly	 suggestive	 that	 this	 departure	 from	 camp	 runs	 coterminous	 with	 a	 plot	

development	 that	 repairs	 the	 fraught	 relationship	 between	 the	 female	 star	 and	 her	

homosexual	fan/friend.	This	theme	of	recuperation	surfaces	most	powerfully	in	the	scene	

in	which	Valerie	 is	admitted	 into	Mickey’s	hospital	room,	a	setting	that	 is	 itself	 tied	to	

notions	of	treatment	and	recovery;	we	learn	that	Mickey	had	an	adverse	reaction	to	his	

medication	but	is	now	on	the	mend.	The	scene	upholds	the	potential	for	mutual	kindness	

and	admiration	between	the	two	characters;	it	is	perhaps	the	only	moment	in	the	series	

in	 which	 there	 is	 nothing	 strained	 or	 uneven	 in	 their	 relationship.	 The	 two	 of	 them	

eventually	watch	the	Emmy	Awards	together	as	they	are	broadcast	on	television.	When	

Valerie	wins	her	category,	Mickey	hands	her	the	remote	control	for	his	hospital	bed	so	

that	she	can	use	it	as	a	mock	microphone.	By	the	logic	of	this	narrative,	Valerie’s	singular	

moment	of	unmitigated	 triumph	can	only	be	achieved	when	Mickey	 is	 included	 in	 the	

picture,	not	merely	as	her	pathetic	minion,	but	as	the	beloved	friend	whose	well-being	is	

more	 important	 to	 her	 than	 the	 bestowal	 of	 any	 award.	 Valerie’s	 commitment	 to	

safeguard	the	reciprocity	of	this	friendship	is	what	releases	her	from	the	brutal	asperity	

of	the	camp	gaze.		

	

Thus,	 the	 season	 ends	 with	 the	 implicit	 suggestion	 that	 an	 amelioration	 in	 the	 bond	

between	the	gay	man	and	the	female	star	ultimately	holds	the	power	to	extinguish	the	

ironic	sentiment	of	the	camp	gaze.		It	presents	an	appealing	alternative	to	the	internecine	

dynamics	outlined	by	Harris:	an	alliance	that	 is	sustained	by	the	simple	pleasures	and	

intimacies	of	common	affection	and	empathy.	In	these	final	moments,	Mickey	is	no	longer	

confined	 to	 the	 closet,	 nor	 is	 he	 relegated	 to	 the	 pitiful	 position	 of	 the	 sycophantic	

admirer.	Valerie,	 for	her	own	part,	 is	no	 longer	a	prisoner	of	her	ravenous	hunger	 for	

attention;	her	absurd	pretensions;	her	blindness	to	the	needs	of	others.		And	with	these	

plot	coordinates	in	place,	the	audience	(known	by	the	series	to	contain	many	gay	male	

constituents)	is	positioned	to	regard	her	from	a	plane	of	perception	that	compels	wonder	

instead	of	uncomfortable	laughter.		

	

Having	 jettisoned	 its	own	stylistic	and	narrative	patterns,	The	Comeback	 also	makes	a	

subtle	intimation	that	it	may	have	reformed	its	assessment	of	the	medium	in	which	it	is	

ensconced.	In	the	middle	of	this	scene	of	exultation,	Mickey	and	Valerie	are	interrupted	

by	an	 irascible	patient	who	shares	 their	hospital	 room;	he	sharply	demands	 that	 they	
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lower	 their	voices.	 “Oh,	 show	some	respect!”	Mickey	cries	out	 in	 retaliation,	 “She’s	an	

Emmy	 winner!”	 His	 protest	 resounds	 as	 a	 symbolic	 recognition	 of	 the	 program’s	

newfound	interest	in	themes	of	honour	and	self-respect.	Perhaps	this	means	that	it	is	no	

longer	necessary	or	desirable	to	celebrate	television	with	an	edge	of	bitterness.	Whatever	

pleasures	its	audience	has	wrought	from	such	cynicism	are	worth	sacrificing,	at	least	time	

for	the	time	being.	We	must	remember	that	there	is	always	the	risk	that	Valerie	will	stage	

another	comeback.			
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Chapter	Two:	Degenerate	Idols	
	
	

	
“And	those	hundreds	of	movie	stills	on	my	walls…They’re	my	‘friends’,	I	say	to	myself.	But	all	I	mean	by	that	
is	that	I	 love	them	(Garbo,	Dietrich,	Bogart,	Kafka,	Věra	Chytilová):	I	admire	them;	they	make	me	happy	
because	when	I	think	of	them	I	know	that	there	aren’t	just	ugly	leaden	people	in	the	world	but	beautiful	
people;	they’re	a	playful	version	of	that	sublime	company	to	which	I	aspire…	They’re	on	my	team;	or	rather	
I	am	(hope	to	be)	on	theirs.	They’re	my	models.”		Susan	Sontag,	As	Consciousness	is	Harnessed	into	Flesh:	
Journals	and	Notebooks	1964-1980		
	
	
	
John	Waters’	film	Pink	Flamingos	(1972)	closes	with	a	scene	so	superlative	in	its	profanity	

that	 it	has	become	 forever	 indelible	 to	his	 cinematic	 legacy.	 It	 features	an	obese	drag	

queen	 known	 as	 Divine	 eating	 freshly	 produced	 dog	 excrement	 in	 her	 (seemingly	

successful)	bid	 to	become	“the	 filthiest	person	alive”.	This	notorious	scene	appears	 to	

have	set	the	benchmark	for	camp’s	capacity	to	cause	offence	against	the	dictates	of	good	

taste	 and	 civility.	 When	 Holliday	 and	 Potts	 contemplate	 Waters’	 films	 and	 their	

contribution	 to	camp	culture,	 it	 stands	as	 the	only	narrative	 sequence	 from	his	entire	

oeuvre	that	they	describe	in	any	detail.141	This	example	is	included	to	justify	their	claim	

that	“Waters	has	become	synonymous	with	the	tacky	and	the	trashy	but	also	with	the	

sordid	 and	 the	 shocking…	he	 pushes	 the	 camp	 aesthetic	 (down)	 to	 another	 level.	His	

preoccupation	is	with	the	seedy	underbelly	of	American	culture.”142	

	

Nearly	forty	years	later,	Waters	briefly	revisits	the	iconic	scene	in	his	memoir	Role	Models	

(2010).143	 Or	 perhaps	 it	 is	 more	 accurate	 to	 say	 that	 he	 reflects	 upon	 the	 fact	 of	 its	

constant	 commemoration.	 For	 he	 mentions	 the	 scene	 only	 to	 describe	 his	 sense	 of	

exasperation	every	time	one	of	his	fans	approaches	him	to	ask,	“Did	Divine	really	eat	dog	

shit?”	How	many	times	can	one	respond	to	this	question?	What	new	interpretation	can	

be	offered	to	reinvigorate	the	camp	legend?	Or	have	all	such	possibilities	been	exhausted?		

	

The	passage	suggests	that	Waters	is	acutely	aware	of	the	banner	that	he	carries	as	a	“filth	

elder”.	In	fact,	this	is	a	title	that	Waters	has	bestowed	upon	himself	in	his	own	writings	

and	 the	 press	 interviews	 that	 accompany	 them	 (variations	 of	 the	 same	 include:	 “the	

                                                        
141	Holliday	and	Potts,	p.	134.			
142	Ibid.		
143	John	Waters,	Role	Models	(New	York:	Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux,	2010)	p.	17.		
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People’s	Pervert”	and	“the	Prince	of	Puke”).144	The	memoir	finds	Waters	coming	to	terms	

with	 the	 various	 duties	 and	 demands	 that	 this	 self-proclaimed	 identity	 entails.	 One	

component	 of	 the	 job	 description	 is	 to	 provide	 retrospection	 on	 the	 annals	 of	 camp	

history.	 This	 conferral	 of	 historical	 understanding	 coincides	 with	 the	 ongoing	

maintenance	 of	 his	 iconoclastic	 and	 rakish	 persona.	 His	 reticence	 concerning	 the	

consumed	dog	shit	speaks	to	the	difficulties	that	beset	such	activities	with	the	onslaught	

of	time.	In	the	fulfilment	of	his	role	as	a	custodian	of	camp	memory,	he	resists	the	public	

appetite	for	the	same	old	narrative	repeated	ad	nauseum.	There	is	a	desire	for	ingenuity	

and	rejuvenescence;	a	reluctance	to	strike	familiar	poses.		

	

In	 broad	 terms,	 his	 rumination	 could	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 painful	 recognition	 of	 the	

creative	challenges	posed	by	the	aging	process.	In	her	seminal	study	on	old	age,	Simone	

de	Beauvoir	bemoans	the	sense	of	stagnation	that	burdens	many	writers	as	they	reach	

their	advanced	years.145	By	her	judgment,	there	is	a	tedium	that	can	arise	from	having	

covered	the	same	ideological	and	thematic	ground	too	many	times.146	She	speculates	that	

some	 authors	 in	 this	 predicament	may	 have	 resorted	 to	 formal	 and	 generic	 shifts	 to	

imbue	their	work	with	renewed	energy.147	

	

It	is	possible	that	Role	Models	itself	could	be	construed	as	one	such	project	of	reinvention.	

In	previous	autobiographical	instalments,	Waters	has	already	chronicled	the	productions	

of	many	of	 his	most	 infamous	 films.	Shock	Value,	 for	 example,	 is	 heavily	premised	on	

behind-the-scene	revelations,	and	it	includes	a	detailed	account	of	the	dog	shit	scene	that	

has	incited	so	much	curiosity.148	But	in	Role	Models,	Waters	opts	for	an	alternate	narrative	

scheme	to	shape	his	representations	of	camp	memory	and	identity.	Rather	than	tracing	a	

sequential	movement	through	time,	the	memoir	is	presented	as	a	collection	of	assorted	

vignettes.	These	are	composed	as	a	series	of	discursive	reflections	on	the	diverse	cast	of	

personalities	and	works	of	art	that	have,	in	one	way	or	another,	set	the	standards	to	which	

he	aspires.			

	

                                                        
144	Waters	takes	great	pride	at	having	earned	such	appellations	in	Make	Trouble	(Chapel	Hill:	Algonquin	
Books	of	Chapel	Hill,	2017)	pp.	3-4.		
145	Simone	de	Beauvoir,	The	Coming	of	Age	(New	York:	W.W	Norton	&	Company,	1996)	p.	401.		
146	Ibid,	p.	402.		
147	Ibid,	p.	404.		
148	John	Waters,	Shock	Value	(Philadelphia:	Running	Press	Book	Publishers,	2005)	pp.	12-14.			
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Sidonie	 Smith	 and	 Julia	 Watson	 have	 classified	 this	 approach	 to	 autobiography	 as	 a	

“relational	narrative”,	a	term	meant	to	denote	those	acts	of	life	writing	that	manifest	a	

sense	of	subjectivity	that	is	“routed	through	others”.149	They	explain	that	“relationality	

invites	us	to	think	about	the	different	kinds	of	textual	others	–	historical,	contingent,	or	

significant	 –	 through	 which	 an	 ‘I’	 narrates	 the	 formation	 or	 modification	 of	 self-

consciousness.”150	In	this	chapter,	I	argue	that	the	tributes	that	Waters	pays	to	his	role	

models	bear	significant	implications	regarding	camp	ideas	of	connoisseurship,	celebrity,	

agedness	 and	 antinomianism.	 By	 taking	 inventory	 of	 his	 inspirations,	 Waters	 both	

invokes	and	interprets	established	camp	practices	that	intersect	with	these	discourses.		

	

This	enactment	and	examination	of	camp	carries	a	particular	weight	in	light	of	the	fact	

that	 Waters	 is	 so	 often	 regarded	 as	 a	 pillar	 of	 the	 culture.	 Scholars	 have	 frequently	

referred	 to	 his	 filmography	 as	 source	 material	 for	 their	 critical	 investigations	 into	

camp.151		At	times,	Waters	has	even	positioned	himself	within	popular	culture	as	a	kind	

of	camp	ambassador	or	spokesperson.	This	point	is	made	in	Holliday	and	Potts’	analysis	

of	his	guest	appearance	on	The	Simpsons	(1989-).152	Waters	stars	as	“John”,	the	owner	of	

a	 store	 of	 kitsch	 collectibles	 who	 befriends	 the	 Simpson	 family,	 mollifies	 their	

apprehensions	about	homosexuality,	and	teaches	them	the	meaning	and	value	of	camp.	

In	 one	 scene,	 Homer	 looks	 mystified	 at	 John’s	 casual	 reference	 to	 the	 term,	 so	 John	

proceeds	to	clarify	that	camp	is	the	“tragically	ludicrous…	the	ludicrously	tragic”.		

	

With	Role	Models,	Waters	continues	to	nominate	himself	as	an	authority	on	the	arcana	of	

camp	culture.	He	explicitly	confirms	this	conceit	in	an	interview	promoting	the	memoir	

published	 in	 Little	 Joe	 magazine.153	 Waters	 explains	 that	 he	 uses	 the	 word	 ‘filth’	 to	

describe	his	 thematic	preoccupations	because	the	term	“sort	of	sounds	 like	camp,	 like	

                                                        
149	 Sidonie	 Smith	 and	 Julia	 Watson,	 Reading	 Autobiography:	 A	 Guide	 to	 Interpreting	 Life	 Narratives	
(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2010)	p.	86.		
150	Ibid.		
151	For	example,	see	Matthew	Tinkcom,	Working	Like	a	Homosexual:	Camp,	Capital,	Cinema	(Durham	and	
London:	Duke	University	Press,	2002)	pp.	156-188.	See	also	Kleinhans,	pp.	189-191,	Ross,	p.	321	and	Flynn,	
p.	442.		
152	Holliday	and	Potts,	pp.	134-135.	
153	Stuart	Comer,	“John	Waters.”	Little	Joe:	A	Magazine	About	Queers	and	Cinema,	Mostly	No.	2	(2011)	pp.	9-
15.		
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watching	Rita	Hayworth	movies	in	1962	under	a	Tiffany	lamp	and	reading	Susan	Sontag”.	

He	goes	to	remark	that,		

	
She	 [Sontag]	was	 a	 guide	 to	 intellectuals.	 I’m	 not	 saying	 I’m	 anything	 like	 her,	
because	I’ve	got	more	of	a	sense	of	humour…	but	I	think	I	take	people	into	a	world	
they’ve	never	been	in,	I’m	a	guide	that	makes	them	feel	safe	and	its	takes	the	edge	
off	of	it	so	that	they	might	considering	investigating	it	more.	So	being	a	writer	is	
being	a	guide,	and	being	a	curator…”154		

	

Hence,	one	of	the	positions	that	Waters	assumes	in	relation	to	camp	is	a	pedagogic	one.	

But	 for	 reasons	 relating	 to	 style,	 he	 is	 somewhat	 hesitant	 to	 place	 his	writing	 in	 the	

tradition	of	Sontag.		Whereas	she	claimed	a	degree	of	distance	from	her	subject	(declaring	

her	 mixed	 feelings	 of	 “sympathy”	 and	 “revulsion”	 towards	 camp)155,	 Waters	 is	 less	

inclined	to	step	outside	of	the	sensibility	in	order	to	delineate	it.		His	guide	to	camp	will	

not	suppress	any	of	its	jocose	and	indecorous	humour.		

	

	

“See	Librarian”	

	

	

At	the	same	time	that	Waters	claims	his	role	as	a	camp	cicerone,	he	specifically	links	that	

vocation	to	the	enterprise	of	literature.	He	suggests	a	connection	between	camp	and	the	

literary	form	that	centres	upon	the	transmission	of	specialised	knowledge.	This	premise	

is	borne	out	in	the	stylistic	composition	of	the	memoir:	Role	Models	is	structured	as	a	sort	

of	 cabinet	of	 curiosities,	with	each	 chapter	promising	 its	 reader	a	peek	at	unexplored	

delights.	But	Waters	also	promotes	a	sensibility	of	connoisseurship	in	several	passages	in	

the	memoir	 that	 endeavour	 to	measure	 some	 of	 the	 value	 of	 literature	 (which	 I	 will	

discuss	 shortly).	 Role	 Models	 reflects	 two	 distinct	 but	 complementary	 positions	 on	

literature:	a	pledge	 to	enlist	 the	medium	 for	 the	purposes	of	a	 camp	education,	 and	a	

desire	to	affirm	the	virtues	of	cultivating	literary	knowledge	within	camp	culture.			

	

The	relationship	between	camp	and	 literature	has	been	a	somewhat	neglected	area	of	

critical	scholarship.	This	is	not	to	discount	the	presence	of	academic	studies	on	the	camp	

                                                        
154	Ibid,	p.	15.		
155	Sontag,	p.	276.		
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implications	in	works	by	authors	such	as	Oscar	Wilde,	Marcel	Proust	and	Djuna	Barnes.156	

But	in	quantitative	terms,	such	studies	fill	a	relatively	modest	space	within	the	total	body	

of	 research	 dedicated	 to	 camp.	 In	 his	 study	 on	Walt	 Whitman,	 Karl	 Keller	 pointedly	

complains	that	Sontag	“barely	noticed	the	existence	of	camp	in	literature”,	arguing	that	

her	understanding	of	the	term	was	mostly	limited	to	“fin	de	siecle	art	and	wit	or	from	

opera	 and	 mannered	 Hollywood	 acting”.157	 Booth,	 for	 his	 part,	 is	 unpersuaded	 that	

literary	camp	demands	any	serious	consideration.158	He	considers	that	camp’s	affection	

for	surface	and	frivolity	renders	this	issue	a	moot	point.	In	support	of	which,	he	cites	the	

legendary	quote	attributed	 to	Ronald	Firbank	when	the	author	was	asked	 to	expound	

upon	his	literary	principles:	“My	dear,	I	adore	italics,	don’t	you?”159		

	

To	some	extent,	the	perception	of	literature’s	subordinate	position	in	camp	is	mirrored	

in	the	composition	of	Waters’	star	persona:	he	is	famous	first	and	foremost	as	a	cinematic	

auteur	 and	 his	 status	 as	 an	 author	 often	 comes	 across	 as	 a	 secondary	 or	 supportive	

identity	to	this	post.	This	ranking	is	reflected	in	the	academic	interest	in	his	work,	which	

tends	to	give	precedence	to	his	film	oeuvre	over	his	efforts	in	prose.	It	is	also	inscribed	in	

the	prose	itself,	insofar	as	his	memoir	presumes	and	relies	upon	the	reader’s	familiarity	

with	the	notorious	reputation	he	has	acquired	from	his	exploits	in	film.						

	

Waters’	venture	into	life	writing	is	an	attempt	to	leverage	his	renown	in	cinema	into	a	

literary	career.	Moreover,	his	station	at	the	intersection	of	these	cultures	is	presented	as	

one	 of	 the	 memoir’s	 explicit	 themes.	 His	 chapter	 intended	 as	 a	 catalogue	 of	 book	

recommendations	is	prefaced	with	this	chain	of	extravagant	boasts:								

	

I’ve	jitterbugged	with	Richard	Serra,	eaten	Thanksgiving	with	Lana	Turner,	had	
tea	with	Princess	Yasmin	Aga	Khan,	gone	out	drinking	with	Clint	Eastwood,	and	
spent	several	New	Year’s	Eve	parties	in	Valentino’s	chalet	 in	Gstaad,	but	what	I	
like	best	is	staying	home	and	reading.160	

                                                        
156	See	Moe	Meyer,	“Under	the	Sign	of	Wilde:	An	Archaeology	of	Posing.”	in	The	Politics	and	Poetics	of	Camp,	
ed.	Moe	Meyer	(London,	New	York:	Routledge,	1994)	pp.	75-109,	Gregory	Woods,	“High	Culture	and	High	
Camp:	The	Case	of	Marcel	Proust.”	in	Camp	Grounds:	Style	and	Homosexuality,	ed.	David	Bergman	(Amherst:	
University	of	Massachusetts	Press,	1993)	pp.	121-	133	and	Margaret	Gillespie,	“‘The	Triumph	of	the	Epicene	
Style’:	Nightwood	and	Camp.”	Miranda,	no.	12	(2016).		
157	Karl	Keller,	“Walt	Whitman	Camping”	 in	Camp	Grounds:	Style	and	Homosexuality,	ed.	David	Bergman	
(Amherst:	University	of	Massachusetts	Press,	1993)	p.	115.		
158	Booth,	p.	125.		
159	Ibid.			
160	Role	Models,	p.	163.		
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Waters’	passion	as	a	bibliophile	is	disclosed	as	the	unforeseen	element	in	his	star	image,	

which	 is	distinguished	by	 its	 glamorous	associations	with	 the	 royalties	of	 cinema	and	

state.	But	such	statements	also	form	part	of	a	wider	campaign,	waged	both	inside	and	

outside	 the	 text,	 to	 romanticise	 the	 culture	 of	 literature.	 Browsing	 the	 merchandise	

section	 of	 the	 Strand	Book	 Store	 during	 a	 recent	 trip	 to	Manhattan,	 I	 came	 across	 an	

assortment	of	tote	bags	and	t-shirts	emblazoned	with	one	of	his	most	famous	epigrams:	

“If	you	go	home	with	somebody	and	they	don’t	have	books,	don’t	fuck	them.”	Waters	aims	

to	generate	enthusiasm	for	literature	in	a	manner	that	is	consistent	with	camp	tactics	and	

traditions,	namely	its	investments	in	the	decorative	and	its	fantasies	of	cultural	elitism.	

By	his	words,	the	act	of	reading	becomes	a	salacious	fashion	statement	and	a	token	of	

social	privilege.		

	

In	 Role	 Models,	 much	 of	 the	 pleasure	 afforded	 by	 literature	 derives	 from	 ideas	 of	

elusiveness	 and	 exclusivity.	 Take,	 for	 instance,	 the	 author’s	 reminiscence	 of	 his	

adolescent	infatuation	with	the	works	of	Tennessee	Williams.	The	lure	of	these	books	first	

came	from	the	tantalizing	terms	with	which	they	were	registered	in	the	card	catalogue	of	

his	local	library	-	an	enigmatic	note	which	read	“See	Librarian”.161	Waters	soon	learned	

this	inscription	meant	that	the	relevant	items	were	reserved	on	a	special	shelf	behind	the	

counter,	 presumably	because	 they	were	 considered	unsuitable	 for	 children.	Waters	 is	

deeply	enthralled	by	 the	sense	of	mystery	 that	attaches	 to	certain	works	of	 literature.	

When	he	later	declares	his	admiration	for	Jane	Bowles’	Two	Serious	Ladies,	 it	becomes	

clear	that	he	is	especially	attracted	to	the	subterranean	status	of	the	novel:	“Originally	

published	in	1943	to	confusion…	and	then	trapped	in	out-of-print	limbo	for	years,	this	

peculiar	 piece	 of	 fiction’s	 street	 cred	 never	 quite	 faded”.162	 That	 the	 novel	 has	 been	

championed	across	generations	by	an	underground	network	of	aficionados	is	essential	to	

its	appeal.	Waters	pays	special	tribute	to	the	owner	of	the	Provincetown	Bookshop	who	

first	recommended	the	book	to	him	back	in	1966.		He	also	delights	in	the	fact	that	Two	

Serious	 Ladies	was	 reputed	 to	 be	 the	 favourite	 novel	 of	 none	 other	 than	 Tennessee	

Williams.	These	are	the	figures	that	form	the	charmed	circle	of	connoisseurs	with	whom	

Waters	feels	an	esprit	de	corps.					

                                                        
161	Role	Models,	p.	35.		
162	Ibid,	p.	174.		
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The	concept	of	connoisseurship	is	an	important	element	in	the	legacy	of	camp.	Sontag	

posited	that	camp	was	a	“part	of	the	history	of	snob	taste”,	sponsored	by	“an	improvised	

self-elected	 class,	 mainly	 homosexuals,	 who	 constitute	 themselves	 as	 aristocrats	 of	

taste”.163	The	image	of	the	camp	cognoscenti	has	sometimes	been	specifically	drawn	in	

relation	 to	 literature,	 as	 when	William	 Lane	 Clark	 introduces	 Ronald	 Firbank	 as	 “an	

acquired	taste,	appreciated	largely	by	a	cult	of	homosexual	readers”.164	(Clarke,	it	should	

be	noted,	departs	from	Booth’s	earlier	stated	position	that	camp	authors	like	Firbank	do	

not	merit		serious	literary	criticism).		More	recently,	scholars	like	Holliday	and	Potts	have	

argued	 that	 the	 distinction	 between	 the	 cognoscenti	 and	 the	 ignoranti	 has	 become	

increasingly	blurred	as	a	result	of	camp’s	broad	dissemination	within	popular	culture	–	a	

process	 that	 Waters	 participates	 in	 through	 his	 aforementioned	 appearance	 in	 a	

mainstream	television	program	such	as	The	Simpsons.165		

	

But	by	his	own	account,	the	aristocratic	posture	of	the	cognoscenti	still	retains	its	charm.	

Despite	the	charge	that	Waters	has	himself	decoded	the	covert	culture	of	camp	for	mass	

consumption,	 he	 is	 not	 prepared	 to	 relinquish	 his	 self-image	 as	 a	 formidable	 and	

discriminating	connoisseur.		He	sustains	this	position	on	the	assumption	that	his	literary	

preferences	and	prescriptions	remain	either	subversive	or	obscure	by	the	standards	of	

dominant	culture.	Waters	is	well	aware	of	technological	and	industrial	developments	in	

the	 consumer	 economy	 that	 have	 inaugurated	 a	 new	 era	 of	 accessibility	 –	 one	 that	

threatens	 the	 word-of-mouth	 culture	 of	 the	 independent	 bookstore	 that	 was	 so	

influential	to	the	cultivation	of	his	own	taste.	“Like	all	avid	readers,”	he	confesses,	“I	sob	

about	the	death	of	my	favorite	bookshops	in	each	city	I	visit,	but	I’m	secretly	thrilled	at	

how	easy	and	cheap	it	is	to	order	from	Amazon.com.”166	But	the	breadth	and	convenience	

of	 the	 online	marketplace	 has	 not	 spawned	 an	 entire	 generation	 of	 virtuosic	 readers	

wholly	 conversant	 in	 literary	 works	 that	 were	 only	 once	 considered	 esoteric	 and	

eccentric.	 Waters	 implicitly	 makes	 this	 point	 when	 he	 submits	 his	 list	 of	 reading	

recommendations	–	hand-picked	from	“thousands	and	thousands	of	twisted	volumes”	–	

                                                        
163	Sontag,	p.	290.		
164	William	Lane	Clark,	“Degenerate	Personality:	Deviant	Sexuality	and	Race	in	Ronald	Firbank’s	novels.”	in	
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for	what	 he	 imagines	 is	 the	 decidedly	 select	 audience	 that	 would	 share	 his	 perverse	

predilections.167	 This	 presumption	 permits	 Waters	 to	 situate	 his	 own	 project	 in	

opposition	 to	 the	 pervasively	 popular	 book	 club	 convened	 by	 one	 of	 the	 leading	

tastemakers	of	our	time:	Oprah	Winfrey.	He	explains	the	rationale	for	his	syllabus	with	

the	 complaint	 that,	 “Oprah	 has	made	 book	 lists	 a	middle-class	 phenomenon.	 So	what	

about	the	rest	of	us?	The	outcasts	who	have	no	desire	to	assimilate	and	love	to	read	about	

the	 ‘little	 horror	 stories	 in	 other	 people’s	 lives’…”168	Waters	 perceives	 a	 predominant	

reading	 culture	 that	 has	 become	 increasingly	 sterile	 and	 standardised.	 He	 offers	 his	

literary	expertise	as	the	prescribed	antidote	to	this	condition.			

	

While	Waters	proudly	claims	membership	with	the	cognoscenti,	he	also	signals	a	self-

conscious	 recognition	 of	 the	 hauteur	 and	 pretension	 of	 his	 pose.	 For	 instance,	 he	

specifically	recommends	the	novel	Darkness	and	Day	by	Ivy	Compton-Burnett	for	those	

readers	who	wish	to	advance	further	in	their	“search	for	snobbish,	elitist,	literary	wit”.169	

Waters	promotes	the	pursuit	of	cultural	sophistication	with	an	undercurrent	of	sardonic	

humour;	it	is	as	though	he	wears	a	knowing	and	mischievous	smile	that	snickers	at	his	

own	pomposity.	His	sense	of	playfulness	and	irony	allows	him	to	assume	his	position	as	

a	 cultural	 authority	 without	 taking	 himself	 too	 seriously.	 For	 the	 crime	 of	

humourlessness,	we	can	recall,	was	the	precise	character	flaw	that	he	imputed	to	Susan	

Sontag.	 Ironically	 enough,	 it	 was	 Sontag	 herself	 who	 first	 identified	 the	 spirit	 of	

playfulness	and	irreverence	that	manifests	in	the	camp	sensibility.170	Her	observation	of	

these	qualities	was	later	corroborated	by	several	critics,	including	Esther	Newton,	who	

stressed	that,	“camp	is	for	fun;	the	aim	of	camp	is	to	make	an	audience	laugh”,171	and	Mark	

Booth,	who	described	camp	as	a	“good	humoured	commitment	to	the	marginal”.172	 	 In	

this	 instance,	Waters’	 self-deprecating	 humour	 serves	 to	 gently	 deride	 the	 shameless	

elitism	of	the	literati	to	whom	he	claims	allegiance.		

	

                                                        
167	Ibid,	p.	164.		
168	This	quote	refers	to	dialogue	from	Waters’	 film	Female	Trouble	(1974),	an	allusion	that	continues	to	
thread	the	connection	between	his	cinematic	and	literary	pursuits.	Ibid.	
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The	 trope	 of	 the	 outsider	 figures	 not	 only	 in	 the	 value	 that	 Waters	 places	 upon	 an	

exclusive	 readership	 but	 also	 in	 the	 formal	 and	 thematic	 register	 of	 his	 book	

recommendations.	 He	 reserves	 his	 praise	 for	 those	 literary	 works	 that	 are	 seen	 to	

challenge	 convention	 through	 their	 violation	 of	moral	 and	 aesthetic	 norms.	Waters	 is	

drawn	 to	 thematic	material	 that	 explores	 the	 aberrant	 desires	 of	 various	misfits	 and	

malcontents:	 the	 sadomasochistic	 fantasies	 of	 the	 disturbed	 adolescent	 in	 Denton	

Welch’s	In	Youth	is	Pleasure;	the	bitter	contempt	of	the	impoverished	couple	who	taunt	

each	 other	 with	 vicious	 barbs	 in	 Christina	 Stead’s	 The	 Man	Who	 Loved	 Children;	 the	

strange	 sexual	 adventures	 of	 the	 titular	 Two	 Serious	 Ladies	 in	 Jane	 Bowles’s	 novel.	 I	

mentioned	before	that	Holliday	and	Potts	credit	Waters	with	pushing	“the	camp	aesthetic	

down	 another	 level”	 by	 virtue	 of	 his	 fascination	 for	 the	 disreputable	 characters	 that	

populate	 the	 fringes	of	 society.	But	 in	 this	 respect,	 it	 is	 in	 fact	possible	 to	 trace	 some	

continuities	within	the	camp	canon.	According	to	Clarke,	camp’s	chief	provocation	is	its	

affront	 to	 the	“ideology	of	Respectability”,	a	protest	 initially	voiced	 in	 the	 literature	of	

Oscar	Wilde	 and	Donald	 Firbank.173	 Clarke	 defines	 Respectability	 in	 somewhat	 broad	

terms;	 he	 provides	 that	 it	 is	 predicated	 upon	 the	 identification	 and	 relegation	 of	

“transgressive”	 individuals,	 a	 process	 that	 is	 mobilised	 by	 “Darwinian	 concepts	 of	

industry	and	progress”.174	He	circumscribes	a	wide	scope	for	the	historical	application	of	

this	 term,	 stating	 only	 that	 Respectability	 has	 been	 camp’s	 prime	 subject	 from	 the	

nineteenth	century	onwards.	Those	deemed	beyond	the	“pale	of	Respectability”	include	

the	 urban	 poor,	 Jews,	 people	 of	 colour,	 and	 so-called	 “sexual	 deviants”	 such	 as	

“masturbators”	and	homosexuals.175	Clarke’s	account	thus	emphasises	camp’s	long-held	

identification	with	the	lower	stratum	of	society,	which	contains	its	rejects	and	miscreants.	

The	literary	endorsements	that	Waters	issues	within	Role	Models	can	be	regarded	as	an	

affirmation	of	this	tradition.		

	

Waters	 also	 gravitates	 towards	 works	 of	 literature	 whose	 eccentric	 and	 rebellious	

propensities	 are	 embodied	 in	 their	 stylistic	 properties.	 His	 paean	 to	 Ivy	 Compton-

Burnett,	for	instance,	casts	a	spotlight	upon	the	formal	idiosyncrasies	of	her	novels.	“Pick	

any	 one	 of	 them.	 They’re	 all	 pretty	much	 the	 same,”	 he	 advises.	 “Little	 actual	 action,	
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almost	no	description,	and	endless	pages	of	hermetically	sealed,	 stylized,	 sharp,	cruel,	

venomous	Edwardian	dialogue.”176	Waters	adores	Compton-Burnett	for	her	displays	of	

audacity	in	narrative	technique:	“She	would	paint	a	verbal	picture	of	the	people	in	her	

books	but	once	and	only	once	(usually	when	they	are	first	introduced)	and	you’d	better	

remember	 it,	 because	 often	 there	 are	 thirty	 pages	 of	 dialogue	before	 someone	 else	 is	

identified	again.”177	For	Keller,	the	presence	of	formal	peculiarities	is	one	of	the	signposts	

of	 camp	 literature,	which	he	 claims	 is	 notorious	 for	 its	 use	of	 “extreme	mannerisms”,	

“flamboyant	playfulness”	and	“extravagance	of	style”.178	It	thereby	evokes	a	literary	voice	

characterised	 by	 an	 “anarchic”	 and	 “autonomous”	 personality.179	 In	 this	 case,	 it	 is	

significant	 to	note	 that	Waters	 explicitly	 links	 the	 extravagance	of	 Compton	Burnett’s	

prose	 to	 the	 supercilious	 posture	 of	 the	 littérateurs	 he	 imagines	 as	 her	 readers.	 He	

reasons	that	their	engagement	with	“the	rhythm,	the	sparkle,	the	subtle	nuances	of	family	

dominance”	 in	her	dialogue	will	 leave	them	feeling	“superior	to	other	people	and	how	

they	 struggle	 to	 speak	 in	 real	 life”.180	 Hence,	 their	 fascination	 for	 Compton-Burnett’s	

unconventional	narrative	 construction	 itself	 functions	 to	 satisfy	 their	desire	 for	 social	

distinction.		

	

Does	Waters’	own	memoir	reflect	the	characteristics	that	he	professes	to	admire	in	the	

literature	of	others?	Perhaps	the	answer	is	both	yes	and	no.	It	would	be	plausible	to	reach	

the	latter	conclusion	by	arguing	that	Waters	is	far	less	radical	an	author	than	Compton-

Burnett,	at	least	when	it	comes	to	the	formal	character	of	his	writing.	For	one	would	be	

hard-pressed	to	find	any	conspicuous	flourishes	in	the	prose	of	his	memoir:	the	manner	

of	 expression	 is	 plain	 and	demotic;	 there	 are	 no	 shocking	 excesses	 or	 absences	 in	 its	

deployment	 of	 stylistic	 resources.	 Role	 Models	 also	 conforms	 to	 several	 of	 the	

conventional	expectations	that	are	commonly	associated	with	the	genre	of	the	memoir,	

for	example:	its	claim	to	provide	the	reader	with	insight	into	the	‘interior’	life	of	its	author;	

its	revelations	about	the	inner	turmoils	and	personal	triumphs	of	a	distinguished	public	

figure.	(I	will	discuss	the	text’s	status	as	a	celebrity	memoir	in	more	detail	 later	in	the	

chapter).	For	these	reasons,	it	would	be	wrong	to	suggest	that	Role	Models	demonstrates	
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its	 dissident	 spirit	 through	 a	 brazen	 repudiation	 of	 generic	 codes	 or	 through	 feats	 of	

formal	daring.			

	

However,	 this	 question	becomes	 far	more	 complicated	when	we	 turn	 to	 the	 thematic	

preoccupations	 of	 the	 memoir.	 In	 Role	 Models,	 Waters	 continues	 to	 draw	 from	 the	

outrageous	 and	 dissolute	world	 of	 the	 demi-monde	 for	 his	 artistic	 inspiration.	 In	 the	

chapter	 dedicated	 to	 the	 denizens	 of	 Baltimore	 that	 became	 his	 formative	 influences,	

Waters	sketches	portraits	of	a	shockingly	skinny	drag-queen	named	“Pencil”,	an	alcoholic	

lesbian	stripper,	and	an	exceptionally	foul-mouthed	bartender	famous	for	her	clientele	of	

“alcoholics,	mental	patients,	and	vets”.181	Elsewhere,	Waters	delivers	panegyrics	to	gay	

pornographers	Bobby	Garcia	and	David	Hurles,	both	of	whom	have	managed	to	produce	

content	that	is	considered	scandalous	even	by	the	standards	of	the	adult	entertainment	

industry:	 Garcia	 films	 himself	 having	 sexual	 relations	 with	 real-life	 members	 of	 the	

Marine-Corps;	 Hurles	 specialises	 in	 naked	 photographs	 of	 “rough	 trade”	 (slang	

terminology	 for	a	working-class	male	partner	who	commits	acts	of	violence	during	or	

after	homosexual	intercourse)	and	audio	recordings	of	“verbal	abuse	porn”.	Role	Models	

also	presents	Waters	with	opportunities	to	play	up	his	own	reputation	as	a	roué.	In	one	

passage,	for	example,	he	contemplates	placing	a	personal	advertisement	in	the	classified	

section	of	Boxoffice	magazine	that	reads:	“The	Sultan	of	Sleaze	seeks	a	lunatic	usher	with	

a	good	bod	and	a	crooked	smile.	Let’s	rob	a	multiplex	together	and	hole	up	at	my	place	

afterward.”182	On	such	occasions,	the	iconoclastic	identity	that	Waters	brands	for	himself	

seems	to	be	sustained	by	his	abiding	interest	in	themes	of	debauchery.183					

	

But	the	adoption	of	this	louche	persona	is	accompanied	by	more	surprising	poses.	The	

first	 chapter	 of	Role	Models	 turns	on	 a	 stunning	 confession	on	 the	part	 of	 the	 author,	

wherein	 Waters,	 the	 patron	 saint	 of	 the	 camp	 underground,	 comes	 to	 declare	 his	

susceptibility	to,	and	even	his	jealousy	for,	the	“mainstream”	and	“popular”	appeal	of	the	

singer	 Johnny	Mathis.	He	 goes	 so	 far	 as	 to	 describe	 his	 intense	 state	 of	 ecstasy	while	

watching	the	Johnny	Mathis	Christmas	concert,	which	was	largely	attended	by	a	middle-
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aged	audience	“wearing	festive	holiday	jogging	suits”.184	How,	we	might	wonder,	can	such	

an	admission	be	reconciled	with	the	anti-assimilationist	stance	that	we	have	seen	Waters	

articulate	elsewhere	with	such	firm	conviction?	A	close	reading	of	the	text	suggests	that	

the	 disclosure	 of	 this	 devotion	 is	 deliberately	 intended	 to	 unsettle	 presumptions	 that	

arise	from	the	author’s	public	profile.	But	he	offers	this	gesture	as	a	digression	from	his	

established	persona	instead	of	its	renunciation.	The	affection	that	Waters	expresses	for	

Mathis	is	only	surprising	if	we	perceive	a	profound	disparity	in	the	sensibilities	that	they	

are	 purported	 to	 represent	 (Mathis:	 popular/wholesome/sentimental.	 Waters:	

obscure/indecent/sardonic).	 The	 memoir	 consistently	 endeavours	 to	 uphold	 this	

polarity,	 from	 the	 dream	 that	 it	 conjures	 up	 in	 its	 opening	 sentences	 (“I	wish	 I	were	

Johnny	Mathis.	So	mainstream.	So	popular.	So	unironic,	yet	so	perfect.”)	to	the	humorous	

comparisons	 that	 it	draws	throughout	(“A	man	whose	Greatest	Hits	album	was	on	the	

Billboard	 charts	 for	 490	 consecutive	weeks.	 Versus	me,	 a	 cult	 filmmaker	whose	 core	

audience,	no	matter	how	many	times	I’ve	crossed	over,	consists	of	minorities	who	can’t	

even	 fit	 in	 with	 their	 own	minorities.”)185These	 juxtapositions	 both	 presuppose	 and	

reinforce	the	discrete	nature	of	the	sensibilities	Waters	describes.	“Both	Johnny	Mathis	

and	I	have	Christmas	programs,”	he	muses,	“What	would	happen	if	we	switched	tours	and	

did	each	other’s	acts?	Imagine	his	audience’s	surprise	at	me	signing	‘O	Holy	Night’	and	

picture	the	shock	of	my	audience	at	seeing	Johnny	come	out	and	talk	about	how	Santa	

could	be	erotic	if	you	were	a	‘chubby	chaser’”.186	In	order	for	this	imagined	scenario	to	

deliver	its	incongruous	effect,	the	reader	must	remain	committed	to	the	premise	that	the	

clashing	worlds	it	represents	are	fundamentally	distinct	and	irreconcilable.		

	

Having	 marked	 out	 these	 boundaries,	 the	 memoir	 depicts	 its	 author’s	 foray	 into	 the	

domain	 of	 popular	 entertainment	 as	 a	 refreshing	 and	 unexpected	 detour.	 We	 are	

encouraged	to	 interpret	his	occasional	ventures	 into	mainstream	contexts	(“no	matter	

how	 many	 times	 I’ve	 crossed	 over…”)	 as	 brief	 deviations	 rather	 than	 permanent	

defections.187	Therefore,	Role	Models	still	insists	upon	the	marginal	position	of	camp	in	

                                                        
184	Ibid,	p.	17.		
185	Ibid,	p.	3	and	p.	4.		
186	Ibid,	p.	16.		
187	It	should	be	acknowledged	that	Waters’	excursions	into	popular	culture	are	not	always	accepted	in	the	
terms	that	are	suggested	by	his	memoir.	Some	of	his	detractors	appear	to	deplore	these	transactions	on	the	
grounds	 that	Waters	 has	 betrayed	 his	 loyalty	 to	 the	 underground	 culture	 he	 claims	 to	 represent.	 For	
example,	Queer	Zines	excerpts	an	article	(“Jo	Jo	Price	Morgan’s	CLONE	WATCH.”)	from	the	Bimbox	magazine	
that	takes	aim	at	“stupid,	rich	white”	homosexuals	who	have	“whored	themselves”	to	“the	breeder	industry”	
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the	cultural	hegemony.	Paradoxically,	it	also	implies	that	this	marginality	becomes	most	

clearly	 defined	 when	 camp	 infiltrates	 the	 realm	 of	 mainstream	 culture	 and	 thereby	

generates	a	shocking	sense	of	contrast.	It	 is	possible	that	a	somewhat	similar	dynamic	

informs	Waters’	compliance	with	standard	protocols	of	genre	and	form.	His	 fidelity	 to	

these	conventions	could	be	perceived	as	a	kind	of	Trojan	horse;	a	ruse	that	imparts	an	

impression	 of	 comfortable	 familiarity	 that	 jars	 with	 the	 memoir’s	 visions	 of	 a	 lurid	

underworld.188	This	interpretation	would	proceed	from	the	same	presumption	made	by	

the	author	himself:	 that	his	association	with	radical	 cultural	production	 is	 so	securely	

anchored	that	even	his	departure	from	that	tradition	could	itself	be	construed	as	another	

form	of	subversion.		

	

In	Role	Models,	 the	 project	 of	 literature	 is	 embedded	with	 a	 romanticised	 notion	 of	 a	

journey	 into	 unfamiliar	 territory.	 The	 expression	 of	 this	 ideal	 takes	 on	 many	

permutations:	 it	 is	 articulated	 in	 the	 memoir’s	 account	 of	 Waters’	 unexpected	

transpositions	between	cinema	and	literature;	in	the	lavish	praise	it	gives	to	provocative	

literary	texts;	and,	at	least	to	some	extent,	in	the	conceits	that	form	the	basis	of	its	own	

construction.	The	memoir	perceives	value	in	the	production	and	reception	of	literature	

insofar	 as	 these	activities	 evoke	a	 sense	of	 the	unwonted	and	 the	obscure.	This	 value	

system	is	often	imposed	through	gestures	that	have	become	commonplace	within	camp	

culture,	for	instance:	the	posture	of	connoisseurship	and	the	championing	of	outcasts	and	

incendiaries.	However,	 the	memoir’s	 interest	 in	 themes	of	dislocation	also	places	 it	 in	

more	complicated	relations	with	 the	camp	canon.	Waters’	penchant	 for	disorientation	

inevitably	 leads	 him	 to	 assume	positions	 that	 are	 at	 variance	with	 the	 poses	 that	 are	

                                                        
but	 “didn’t	 leave	 a	 red	 cent	 for	 their	 true	 culture	when	 they	 bought	 the	 farm...	 Are	 you	 listening	 John	
Waters?	It’s	too	bad	you	never	listened	to	your	own	film	scripts.	You	know,	after	all	these	years,	YOU’RE	
the	one	who	should	be	eating	shit.”	See	AA	Bronson	and	Philip	Aarons,	ed.	Queer	Zines:	Second	Edition	(New	
York:	Printed	Edition,	2013)	p.	35.		
188	Walter	Metz	makes	a	similar	argument	in	relation	to	Waters’	late	film	work.	His	thesis	is	that	Pecker	
(1998)	and	Cecil	B.	Demented	(2000)	adopt	mainstream	and	conventional	film	techniques	at	the	same	time	
that	they	explore	aggressively	counter-cultural	themes	(the	former,	for	instance,	“is	a	classically	structured,	
realist	 film	about	a	Waters-like	photographer	who	takes	close-ups	of	a	 lesbian	stripper’s	vagina.”)	Metz	
proposes	 that	 the	 combination	 of	 these	 contradictory	 elements	 provides	 an	 “ingenious	 solution	 to	 the	
mainstreaming	of	radical	cinema	crisis”.	See	“John	Waters	Goes	to	Hollywood:	A	Post	Structural	Authorship	
Study.”	in	Authorship	and	Film,	ed.	David	A.	Gerstner	and	Janet	Staiger	(New	York	and	London:	Routledge,	
2003)	p.	162.		
Tinkcom	has	 also	 argued	 that	Waters’	 “late	 career	 has	 been	 less	 concerned	with	 accommodating	 ‘hip’,	
knowing	 urban	 spectators	 than	 with	 smuggling	 a	 camp	 reading	 of	 melodrama	 into	 the	 venue	 of	 the	
melodrama	itself;	Waters	distances	himself	from	camp	to	install	it	before	his	unsuspecting	viewers	in	the	
new	formations	of	Hollywood	cinema”.	See	Working	Like	a	Homosexual:	Camp,	Capital,	Cinema,	p.	159.		
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traditionally	 associated	with	 camp.	 But	 even	 this	 diversion	 appears	 to	 reference	 and	

reinforce	the	marginal	culture	of	camp	as	the	starting	point	from	which	his	persona	takes	

flight.	And	however	far	he	may	travel,	this	is	still	the	province	that	he	claims	as	his	home.		

	

		

“I	yearned	for	a	bad	influence”	

	

	

The	theme	of	celebrity	culture	has	already	surfaced	as	an	implicit	consideration	in	my	

reading	of	Role	Models.	 I	have,	 for	 instance,	argued	 that	Waters’	 life	writing	 is	 filtered	

through	the	cultural	reputations	that	he	carries	as	a	camp	veteran	and	practitioner	par	

excellence.	However,	this	subject	does	not	demand	attention	simply	because	Waters	is	a	

famous	person	and	his	memoir	is	somewhat	indebted	to	his	fame.	There	are	other	ways	

in	which	celebrity	emerges	as	one	of	the	memoir’s	major	themes.	Many	of	the	role	models	

profiled	within	the	memoir	are	prominent	public	figures	in	their	own	right.	Waters	counts	

himself	among	their	most	ardent	fans,	and	he	also	reports	on	their	varied	experiences	

with	the	highs	and	lows	of	celebrity	culture.	Some	of	these	celebrities	have	made	their	

own	 contributions	 to	 the	 literary	 genre	 of	 autobiography;	 the	 chapter	 on	 Tennessee	

Williams	 was	 originally	 published	 as	 a	 prolegomenon	 to	 the	 playwright’s	 memoirs;	

Waters	 elsewhere	 takes	 great	 delight	 in	 recounting	 the	 sensational	memoirs	 of	 Little	

Richard.	He	is	also	interested	in	the	production	and	dissemination	of	celebrity	narratives	

outside	 the	 enterprise	 of	 literature:	 he	 comments,	 for	 example,	 on	 televisual	

representations	of	Leslie	Van	Houten,	one	of	the	notorious	Manson	Family	criminals.	To	

be	 sure,	Waters’	 selection	 of	 role	models	 does	 include	 civilians	 and	 artists	who	 have	

remained	 largely	 unknown	 to	 the	 general	 public.	 But	 even	 these	 tributes	 are	 often	

marked	 by	 preoccupations	 with	 celebrity;	 the	 focus	 is	 simply	 directed	 towards	 the	

subjects’	 failure	to	achieve	it.	 Ironically,	one	could	argue	that	these	personalities	have,	

after	all,	achieved	a	certain	degree	of	fame	by	virtue	of	their	inclusion	in	Waters’	memoir.	

Such	factors	point	to	the	multiple	and	complex	ways	in	which	the	memoir’s	relationship	

with	celebrity	culture	is	configured.		

	

Critical	 literature	has	 sometimes	disparaged	 the	genre	of	 the	 celebrity	memoir	 for	 its	

apparent	banality	and	vulgar	commercialism.	We	find	a	clear	example	of	this	position	in	



 97	

Smith	 and	 Watson’s	 sceptical	 critique	 of	 the	 form.	 They	 might	 recognise	 that	 some	

celebrities	 are	 capable	 of	 “innovative”	 life	writing	 (as	 in	 their	warm	 appraisal	 of	 Bob	

Dylan’s	 Chronicles	 and	 its	 rejection	 of	 a	 linear	 storytelling	 model),	 but	 their	 general	

assessment	of	the	genre	is	decidedly	unfavourable.189	They	contend	that	the	increasingly	

commodified	nature	of	contemporary	culture	has	 facilitated	a	growth	 industry	 in	self-

advertisement,	 which	 has	 permitted	 a	 steady	 stream	 of	 profit-driven	 celebrities	 to	

capitalise	on	the	recent	memoir	boom.190	These	publications	are	very	often	designed	to	

rouse	our	basest	appetites	for	gossip	and	fantasy.	Smith	and	Watson	are	especially	critical	

of	life-writing	authored	by	celebrities	who	are	merely	“famous	for	being	famous”,	and	for	

whom	“life	and	story”	is	a	“recursive	formation”.	Paris	Hilton’s	Confessions	of	an	Heiress	

is	singled	out	as	a	particularly	unfortunate	example.191	

	

This	denunciation	of	the	celebrity	memoir	recalls	 familiar	threads	of	critical	discourse	

regarding	celebrity	culture	at	 large.	 In	 the	1960s,	Daniel	Boorstin	 influentially	posited	

that	American	life	had	become	increasingly	synthetic	as	a	result	of	mass	media	culture.192	

It	was	in	this	context	that	Boorstin	coined	his	now-famous	maxim	(echoed	by	Smith	and	

Watson)	that	a	celebrity	is	simply	“a	person	who	is	known	for	his	well-knownness”.193	

The	emptiness	of	this	formulation	has	made	the	celebrity	an	abundant	and	cost-effective	

commodity	for	the	machinery	of	public	information:	since	virtually	anyone	can	become	

one,	 the	 construction	 of	 celebrity	 is	 furnished	 by	 an	 endless	 supply	 of	 readily	

manufactured	products:	 “Celebrities,	because	 they	are	made	 to	order,	 can	be	made	 to	

please,	 comfort,	 fascinate	and	 flatter	us.	They	can	be	produced	and	displaced	 in	rapid	

succession.”194	 For	Boorstin,	 one	 of	 the	 effects	 of	 this	 process	 has	 been	 a	widespread	

tendency	to	confuse	fame	for	greatness	and	accomplishment,	when	in	fact	celebrities	are	

only	“receptacles	into	which	we	pour	our	own	purposelessness.”195		

	

Smith	and	Watson	might	well	be	 justified	 in	 channelling	Boorstin	 for	 their	 critique	of	

Confessions	of	an	Heiress,	but	does	this	line	of	thought	hold	the	same	resonance	with	the	

                                                        
189	Smith	and	Watson,	p.	163.		
190	Ibid.		
191	Ibid.		
192	 Daniel	 Boorstin,	 The	 Image,	 or	 What	 Happened	 to	 the	 American	 Dream	 (London:	 Weidenfeld	 and	
Nicolson,	1961).	
193	Ibid,	p.	57.		
194	Ibid,	p.	74.		
195	Ibid,	p.	61.		
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celebrity	 constructions	 that	 are	 performed	 and	 reflected	 upon	 in	Role	Models?	 Is	 the	

memoir	 best	 understood	 as	 a	 cynical	 exercise	 in	 self-promotion?	 And	 when	 Waters	

professes	his	avid	interest	in	various	icons	and	iconoclasts,	is	he	merely	perpetuating	the	

pre-digested	fantasies	that	have	been	mass-marketed	to	the	public	under	the	auspices	of	

consumer	capitalism?	In	my	opinion,	these	judgments	could	only	arise	from	an	extremely	

severe	 and	 reductive	 interpretation	 of	 the	 memoir.	 Waters’	 introspections	 are	 not	

oblivious	to	the	commercial	incentives	that	motivate	the	manufacture	of	celebrity	culture,	

nor	does	he	fail	 to	appreciate	the	prevalence	of	embellishments	and	distortions	 in	the	

popular	narratives	that	circulate	around	public	lives.	Nor	is	he	naïve	enough	to	presume	

that	the	process	through	which	one	becomes	famous	is	necessarily	meritocratic.	But	he	

is	 able	 to	 register	 these	 concerns	 without	 rushing	 into	 a	 furious	 and	 wholesale	

condemnation	 of	 celebrity	 culture.	 This	 is	 because	Waters	 approaches	 the	 concept	 of	

celebrity	with	evaluative	standards	that	are	not	recognised	within	Boorstin’s	analytical	

framework.	 However,	 the	 features	 of	 his	 approach	 are	 indeed	 acknowledged	 and	

valorised	by	important	traditions	that	exist	within	camp	culture.			

	

Here	 I	 am	 not	 referring	 to	 the	 gay	 male	 fascination	 for	 the	 diva	 that	 has	 figured	 so	

prominently	 within	 critical	 understandings	 of	 the	 camp	 response	 to	 celebrity	 (as	

previously	 discussed	 in	 my	 chapter	 on	 The	 Comeback).	 The	 celebrity	 idolatry	 that	 is	

represented	in	the	memoir	shows	a	range	too	diverse	to	be	characterised	in	those	terms:	

Waters	 is	 just	 as	 besotted	 with	 Luchino	 Visconti	 as	 he	 is	 with	 Rei	 Kawakubo.	

Nevertheless,	the	manner	in	which	Waters	inhabits	and	comments	upon	celebrity	culture	

still	invokes	ideas	and	strategies	that	are	closely	associated	with	camp.	These	include	his	

arch	 sense	 of	 humour,	 his	 intense	 attachment	 to	 the	marginal,	 and	 his	 vivid	 sense	 of	

theatricality.	It	may	be	useful	to	consider	how	these	ideas	play	out	within	the	memoir	in	

order	 to	 further	 understand	 the	 complex	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 categories	 of	 camp	 and	

celebrity	 interact	with	 one	 another	 –	 dynamics	which	 go	well	 beyond	 the	 recognised	

practice	 of	 diva	 worship.	 I	 make	 this	 statement	 partly	 out	 of	 respect	 for	 Waters’	

celebrated	position	as	a	seminal	figure	within	the	camp	pantheon.	With	this	memoir,	we	

find	 one	 of	 the	 supreme	 exemplars	 of	 camp	 culture	 in	 a	 pose	 of	 deep	 contemplation:	

ruminating	upon	his	insatiable	passion	for	star-gazing	and	the	construction	and	reception	

of	his	own	star	image.	It	strikes	me	that	such	an	occasion	might	offer	us	keen	insights	into	

some	of	the	ways	in	which	celebrity	and	camp	are	interconnected.	I	hasten	to	add	that	
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such	 insights	 are	 necessarily	 provisional	 in	 nature.	 	 Waters’	 reflections	 on	 fame	 are	

filtered	 through	 the	 generic	 conventions	 of	 the	 memoir	 and	 the	 vagaries	 of	 his	 own	

memory:	this	is	not	an	unmediated	record	of	sociohistorical	fact.	Another	qualification:	

notwithstanding	the	tremendous	influence	that	Waters	holds	as	a	camp	icon,	he	should	

be	regarded	as	a	significant	but	 individual	case	rather	 than	a	microcosm	of	 the	whole	

culture.196	Role	Models	therefore	constitutes	a	valuable	(but	not	infallible)	resource	for	a	

critical	investigation	into	the	relations	between	camp	and	celebrity	culture.				

	

To	begin	with,	this	is	a	memoir	that	positively	revels	in	the	glamour	and	mystery	of	fame.	

The	character	of	the	celebrity	is	not	represented	as	a	commercial	product	whose	values	

and	meanings	are	fixed	and	axiomatic.	The	ability	of	the	narrative	to	intrigue	its	reader	

depends	upon	the	opposite	assertion:	that	the	cult	of	celebrity	is	far	from	self-evident;	

that	there	are	interesting	stories	to	be	told	about	the	culture	of	fandom	that	the	author	

both	attracts	and	participates	in.	In	the	absence	of	this	presumption,	the	disclosure	of	the	

celebrity	narrative	would	become	mere	trivia:	a	simple	recitation	of	those	references	and	

associations	 that	are	commonly	attributed	 to	 iconic	personalities.	Waters,	however,	 is	

most	compelled	by	the	precise	occasions	in	which	such	narratives	manage	to	escape	their	

most	predictable	patterns,	when	the	practice	of	celebrity	worship	takes	some	strange	and	

unexpected	turn.	“Whenever	they	have	John	Waters	 look-alike	contests	at	the	colleges	

where	I	appear,	lesbians	win!”	he	gleefully	confides	to	the	reader	in	one	passage.197	This,	

as	we	shall	see,	is	just	one	example	of	the	kind	of	surprising	inversion	that	he	so	relishes	

in	the	course	of	the	memoir.198	

	

Waters’	attention	to	the	mutable	and	unpredictable	nature	of	celebrity	fandom	recalls	the	

critical	work	of	Gilbert	Rodman.	In	his	discussion	on	the	public	reception	of	Elvis	Presley,	

                                                        
196	One	of	the	core	principles	of	this	thesis	has	been	to	recognise	and	accommodate	camp’s	multiplicity.		
197	Role	Models,	p.	16.		
198	Note	that	Waters	has	also	demonstrated	a	playful	and	ironic	approach	to	celebrity	culture	in	his	work	
as	 a	 filmmaker.	 For	 instance,	 Tinkcom	argues	 that	Waters	 often	 chooses	 to	 cast	 stars	 in	 roles	 that	 are	
intended	to	challenge	audience	expectations;	“he	deliberately	rebrands	them	in	ways	that	might	endanger	
the	value	of	their	celebrity	signature”.	See	Working	Like	a	Homosexual:	Camp,	Capital,	Cinema,	p.	181.		
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Rodman	contends	that	the	cultural	significance	of	celebrities	cannot	be	reduced	to	the	

designs	of	the	commercial	forces	that	mediate	them:		

	

Stardom	is	not	a	purely	mercantile	phenomenon	imposed	‘from	above’	by	profit	
hungry	 media	 conglomerates	 as	 much	 as	 it	 is	 a	 socially	 based	 phenomenon	
generated	‘from	below’	at	the	level	of	real	people	who	make	affective	investments	
in	particular	media	figures…	The	cultural	circulation	of	Elvis	as	an	icon	has	moved	
beyond	the	power	of	big	business	to	control	it:	today,	the	people	who	wield	the	
most	power	over	Elvis’s	public	 image	are	 the	millions	of	 individuals	across	 the	
globe	who	are	his	fans.199	

	

According	to	Rodman,	despite	the	undeniable	influence	of	corporations	upon	celebrity	

culture,	 such	powers	 cannot	necessarily	dictate	 the	manner	 in	which	members	of	 the	

public	will	 engage	with	 various	 stars.	 If	 that	 process	were	 entirely	 pre-ordained,	 the	

memoir’s	endeavour	to	narrativize	it	would	seem	plainly	redundant.		

	

Rodman’s	 argument	 is	 particularly	 germane	 because	 it	 seems	 unlikely	 that	 Waters’	

responses	 to	 celebrity	 culture	 would	 be	 readily	 anticipated	 and	 exploited	 by	 “profit	

hungry	 media	 conglomerates”.	 For	 instance,	 in	 his	 chapter	 on	 Tennessee	 Williams,	

Waters	suggests	that	many	of	the	celebrities	and	cultural	productions	he	cherishes	most	

are	commonly	regarded	as	dross:			

	

Maybe	I	like	‘bad’	Tennessee	Williams	just	as	much	as	‘good’.	Naturally	his	better-
known	classic	plays	are	important	to	me	but	I	must	confess	I’m	drawn	more	to	his	
supposedly	‘second-rate’	work.	Sorry,	I	also	like	Alvin	and	the	Chipmunks	better	
than	 The	Beatles,	 Jayne	Mansfield	more	 than	Marilyn	Monroe,	 and	 for	me,	 the	
Three	Stooges	are	way	funnier	than	Charlie	Chaplin.200	

	

Waters’	 predisposition	 to	 favour	 the	 underdog	 over	 the	 crowd-pleaser	 is	 further	

evidenced	 when	 he	 remembers	 his	 childhood	 enthusiasm	 for	 the	 US	 Democratic	

politician	Adlai	Stevenson,	who	 lost	presidential	elections	 to	Dwight	D.	Eisenhower	 in	

1952	and	1956:	 “I	had	no	 idea	of	 the	differences	 in	 these	presidential	 candidates,”	he	

admits.	“I	just	knew	no	one	in	my	entire	private	school	claimed	to	be	for	Stevenson,	so	I	

naturally	jumped	on	board	his	campaign”.201	It	would	appear	that	Waters’	revolt	against	

                                                        
199	Elvis	After	Elvis:	The	Posthumous	Career	of	a	Living	Legend	(London	and	New	York:	Routledge,	1996)	pp.	
12-13.		
200	Role	Models,	p.	37.		
201	Ibid,	p.	286.		
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conformity	 is	 specifically	 designed	 to	 confound	 the	 expectation	 that	 celebrity	 appeal	

derives	 from	critical	or	popular	acclaim.	But	 then,	as	 if	 to	avoid	 the	prospect	of	being	

typecast	for	his	minority	tastes,	Waters	astonishes	us	once	more	with	his	fond	regard	for	

a	popular	entertainer	like	Johnny	Mathis.		

	

By	 now,	 it	 has	 been	 clearly	 established	 that	 camp	 taste	 often	 attributes	 value	 to	 the	

flotsam	and	jetsam	of	mass-cultural	production.	Waters’	proclaimed	reverence	for	that	

which	has	been	deemed	‘second-rate’	brings	to	mind	one	of	Sontag’s	early	observations	

about	camp:	“There	is	a	sense	in	which	it	is	correct	to	say:	"It's	too	good	to	be	Camp.	Or	

"too	important,"	not	marginal	enough.”202	One	also	thinks	of	Booth’s	central	thesis	that,	

“to	be	camp	is	to	present	oneself	as	being	committed	to	the	marginal	with	a	commitment	

greater	than	the	marginal	merits”.203	Many	of	the	celebrity	infatuations	recorded	in	Role	

Models	 accord	with	 this	 notion	of	 camp	as	 an	 adversarial	 and	 idiosyncratic	 system	of	

taste.	But	the	reference	to	Mathis	as	an	object	of	his	adoration	also	suggests	a	 flexible	

approach	to	this	tradition.	It	is	arguable	that	camp’s	appreciation	for	the	detritus	of	mass-

cultural	 production	 has	 itself	 become	 somewhat	 formulaic	 and	 predictable.	 With	 his	

occasional	endorsements	of	popular	culture,	Waters	is	able	to	maintain	a	sense	of	ongoing	

vacillation	and	surprise.		

	

However,	Role	Models	does	not	merely	serve	as	a	platform	from	which	Waters	can	boast	

that	his	own	style	of	celebrity	worship	deviates	from	dominant	hierarchies	of	taste	and	

camp	 stereotypes.	 Perhaps	 with	 the	 exception	 of	 Adlai	 Stevenson,	 Waters	 does	 not	

admire	 his	 favourite	 celebrities	 simply	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 being	 contrarian.	 In	 fact,	 his	

attachment	to	them	most	often	comes	across	as	utterly	devoted	and	sincere.	For	instance,	

one	cannot	find	the	slightest	trace	of	irony	in	the	passage	in	which	Waters	rhapsodises	

over	Margaret	Hamilton,	the	actress	whose	twelve	minutes	of	total	screen	time	in	The	

Wizard	of	Oz	(1939)	as	the	Wicked	Witch	of	the	West	made	such	an	impression	on	Waters	

that	he	claims	to	have	been	copying	her	performance	ever	since	he	first	watched	it.204	

                                                        
202	Sontag,	p.	278.	Also	take	note	of	her	description	of	camp	as	“the	answer	to	the	problem:	how	to	be	a	
dandy	 in	 the	age	of	mass	culture…The	dandy	was	overbred.	His	posture	was	disdain,	or	else	ennui.	He	
sought	 rare	 sensations,	 undefiled	 by	 mass	 appreciation…	 The	 connoisseur	 of	 Camp	 has	 found	 more	
ingenious	pleasures.	Not	in	Latin	poetry	and	rare	wines	and	velvet	jackets,	but	in	the	coarsest,	commonest	
pleasures,	in	the	art	of	the	masses.”	pp.	288-289.		
203	Booth,	p.	18.		
204	Role	Models,	pp.	10-11.		
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Indeed,	there	is	an	extremely	passionate	quality	to	the	fandom	that	is	represented	in	this	

memoir.	 Despite	 never	 having	 met	 Tennessee	 Williams	 in	 person,	 Waters	 earnestly	

declares	that	the	author	saved	his	life.205	

	

Critical	scholarship	has	acknowledged	the	 fact	 that	members	of	 the	general	public	are	

capable	of	developing	intense	personal	feelings	for	celebrity	figures.	Regarding	cinema,	

for	example,	Graeme	Turner	argues	that	 the	works	of	Richard	Dyer	(in	 the	1970s	and	

1980s)	and	David	Marshall	(in	the	1990s)	are	“devoted	substantially	to	explaining	the	

comprehensiveness	with	which	western	cultures	have	accepted	the	film	star	as	a	form	of	

public	personality	with	whom	they	identify,	in	whom	they	invest	and	maintain	a	personal	

interest,	and	to	whom	is	ascribed	a	value	that	is	cultural	and	social	rather	than	merely	

economic.”206	The	profound	sense	of	intimacy	that	marks	Waters’	celebrity	obsessions	-	

whether	he	is	setting	out	to	emulate	Margaret	Hamilton,	or		naming		Tennessee	Williams	

as	his	personal		saviour	-	would	appear	to	fall	broadly	within	the	dynamic	that	Turner	has	

described.		

	

We	 can	 draw	 further	 insight	 by	 turning	 to	 the	 specific	 line	 of	 thinking	 pursued	 by	

Marshall,	who	places	a	special	emphasis	on	the	role	of	celebrity	culture	in	the	shaping	of	

social	identity:		

	
Celebrities	represent	subject	positions	that	audiences	can	adopt	or	adapt	in	their	
formation	 of	 social	 identities.	 Each	 celebrity	 represents	 a	 complex	 form	 of	
audience-subjectivity	that,	when	placed	within	a	system	of	celebrities,	provides	
the	ground	in	which	distinctions,	differences	and	oppositions	are	played	out.	The	
celebrity,	 then,	 is	an	embodiment	of	a	discursive	battleground	on	 the	norms	of	
individuality	and	personality	within	a	culture.207		

	

Marshall’s	 argument	 addresses	 the	 central	 theme	 of	 the	memoir	 (as	 suggested	 by	 its	

title):	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 ‘role	 model’.	 Waters’	 personal	 definition	 of	 this	 term	 is	 a	

“person	whose	exaggerated	fame	or	notoriety	has	made	him	or	her	somehow	smarter	

and	more	 glamorous	 than	 I	 could	 ever	 be”.208	 During	 his	 appearance	 at	 the	 Adelaide	

Writer’s	 Festival	 promoting	 the	 memoir,	 he	 also	 proposed	 that,	 “Everybody	 in	 the	

                                                        
205	Ibid,	p.	35.		
206	Turner,	p.	16.			
207	Celebrity	and	Power:	Fame	in	Contemporary	Culture	(Minneapolis	and	London:	University	of	Minnesota	
Press,	1997)	p.	65.		
208	Role	Models,	pp.	6-7.		
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audience	could	write	a	book	on	their	role	models,	because	everyone	has	people	that	they	

discover	on	their	own,	when	they’re	young,	that	give	them	the	confidence	and	the	courage	

to	become	who	they	want	to	be.”209		

	

As	Marshall	has	explained,	the	manner	in	which	the	public	engages	with	celebrities	can	

reflect	 the	 “norms	of	 individuality	 and	personality	within	 a	 culture”.	 As	 the	memoir’s	

selection	 of	 literary	 heroes	 has	 already	 shown,	 Waters	 is	 especially	 partial	 to	 those	

celebrities	whose	personae	are	seen	to	disturb	dominant	moral	and	aesthetic	codes.	Their	

spirit	 of	 defiance	 is	 not	 coincidental	 to	 their	 appeal;	Waters	 often	 emphasizes	 it	 as	 a	

crucial	 component	 of	 their	 charisma.	 Consider	 this	 reflection	 on	 Tennessee	Williams,	

whom	he	considers	a	“childhood	friend”:		

	

I	yearned	for	a	bad	influence	and	Tennessee	was	one	in	the	best	sense	of	the	word:	
joyous,	 alarming,	 sexually	 confusing,	 and	dangerously	 funny.	 I	didn’t	quite	 ‘get’	
“Desire	and	the	Black	Masseur”	when	I	read	it	in	One	Arm,	but	I	hoped	I	would	one	
day.	The	thing	I	did	know	after	finishing	the	book	was	that	I	didn’t	have	to	listen	
to	the	lies	the	teachers	told	us	about	society’s	rules.	I	didn’t	have	to	worry	about	
fitting	in	with	a	crowd	I	didn’t	want	to	hang	out	with	in	the	first	place.	No,	there	
was	another	world	 that	Tennessee	Williams	knew	about,	 a	universe	 filled	with	
special	people	who	didn’t	want	to	be	a	part	of	this	dreary	conformist	life	that	I	was	
told	I	had	to	join.210		

	

While	Waters	 does	 include	 some	 non-celebrities	 in	 his	 roster	 of	 childhood	 idols,	 the	

passage	 above	 does	 not	 suggest	 an	 abundance	 of	 contrarian	 figures	 in	 his	 everyday	

adolescent	 life.	 In	 fact,	 it	 seems	 that	 the	 primary	 accomplishment	 of	 this	 particular	

celebrity	 is	 to	 evoke	 a	 glamorous	 alternative	 to	 the	 pedestrian	 mentalities	 that	 he	

encounters	in	the	quotidian	sphere	of	his	existence.		

	

For	Waters,	the	foreign	presence	of	the	celebrity	promises	to	inject	a	spark	of	electricity	

(and	 eccentricity)	 into	 an	 otherwise	 banal	 environment.	 His	 appreciation	 of	 the	

celebrity’s	capacity	for	scintillating	glamour	is	not	confined	to	his	chapter	on	Williams;	it	

cuts	across	many	of	the	star	profiles	that	are	featured	within	Role	Models.	At	one	point,	

he	recalls	the	transgressive	thrill	of	playing	a	Little	Richard	record	to	his	stunned	parents	

                                                        
209	 Adelaide	 Writer’s	 Week	 2014	 (March	 31,	 2014)	 “Role	 Models:	 John	 Waters	 Podcast.”	 Available	 at:	
https://www.adelaidefestival.com.au/blog/Adelaide_Writers_Week_2014_Podcasts		
210	Role	Models,	p.	36.		
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and	Grandmother	during	a	family	dinner:	“In	one	magical	moment,	every	fear	of	my	white	

family	had	been	 laid	bare:	 an	uninvited,	 screaming,	 flamboyant	black	man	was	 in	 the	

living	room.”211	 In	a	similar	vein,	he	remembers	being	so	deeply	 infatuated	with	Patty	

McCormack,	 the	 nine	 year	 old	 actress	 who	 famously	 portrayed	 a	 psychotic	 child	

murderer	in	the	cult	classic	The	Bad	Seed	(1956),	that	he	felt	the	urge	to	scream	out	the	

film’s	advertisement	tag-line	(“The	Bad	Seed	 is	the	Big	Shocker!”)	 	 to	his	oblivious	and	

unreceptive	grade	school	classmates.212	

	

Turner	has	commented	that	sociological	discussions	of	celebrity	tend	to	link	a	perceived	

surge	 in	 our	 attachments	 to	 celebrity	 figures	who	 are	 known	 to	 us	 only	 through	 the	

channels	 of	 media	 representation	with	 a	 deterioration	 of	 our	more	 traditional	 social	

relations,	 for	 example,	 the	 nuclear	 family	 and	 church.213	 Perhaps	 this	 idea	 has	 some	

legitimacy	 as	 a	 broad	 statement	 on	 the	 status	 of	 social	 structures	 in	 contemporary	

western	culture,	but	 it	 falls	short	as	an	explanation	 for	 the	celebrity	relations	that	are	

reflected	upon	in	Role	Models.	For	it	would	be	erroneous	to	surmise	that	Waters	makes	

his	personal	investments	in	famous	personalities	as	a	result	of	the	apparent	decline	in	the	

condition	of	traditional	social	institutions.	It	is	evident	from	Waters’	narration	that	those	

institutions	were	never	attractive	to	him	in	the	first	place.	In	fact,	it	is	the	allure	of	the	

celebrity	image	that	grants	him	an	escape	from	their	oppressive	clutch.			

	

It	 is	 true	 that	Waters	 identifies	with	 celebrities	who	are	notorious	outsiders,	 but	 it	 is	

equally	 important	 to	 appreciate	 that	 it	 is	 also	 the	nature	of	 celebrity	 itself	 that	 exists	

outside	the	reality	of	his	everyday	world	(at	least,	until	he	became	one).	Remember	that	

it	was	only	through	the	medium	of	the	LP	that	a	“screaming,	flamboyant,	black	man”	might	

ever	claim	a	presence	 in	his	 family	 living	room.	And	 it	was	 in	 the	pages	of	Tennessee	

Williams’	 scandalous	 books	 that	Waters	was	 first	 introduced	 to	 the	 very	 existence	 of	

bohemian	 life.	Waters	does	not	 lament	 the	 fact	 that	 the	celebrity	persona	resides	 in	a	

domain	external	 to	his	own,	 for	therein	 lies	 its	appeal.	The	vehicles	that	communicate	

celebrity	 culture	 may	 be	 highly	 mediated	 by	 modern	 technologies	 and	 commercial	

incentives,	but	they	also	provide	a	tantalizing	glimpse	into	the	world	of	the	other,	which	

                                                        
211	Ibid,	p.	183.		
212	Ibid,	p.	18.		
213	Turner,	p.	6.		
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is	the	only	space	in	which	Waters	imagines	that	he	belongs.214	When	seen	in	this	light,	

Waters’	devotion	to	the	mystique	of	celebrity	could	be	read	as	a	further	extension	of	the	

marginality	that	is	ingrained	in	camp	culture.		

	

Critical	research	has	paid	credence	to	the	notion	that	a	celebrity	image	might	inculcate	a	

sense	of	belonging.	Nick	Couldry,	for	example,	has	commented	on	the	ability	of	popular	

culture	to	engineer	“the	fantasy	of	being	included	in	some	way	in	major	cultural	forms	

such	as	television	or	film”.215	In	this	case,	it	is	particularly	interesting	that	Waters	does	

not	dispense	with	that	fantasy	once	he	achieves	his	own	fame	as	a	filmmaker	and	public	

personality.	Role	Models	is	replete	with	glittering	descriptions	of	the	exclusive	celebrity	

gatherings	 that	Waters	 has	 attended	 over	 the	 years.	 He	 cannot	 resist	 boasting	 to	 the	

reader	that	he	was	among	those	on	the	guest	list	for	Elton	John’s	sixtieth	birthday	party,	

and	that	he	was	seated	next	to	none	other	than	Yoko	Ono.216	He	also	fondly	recalls	his	

tenure	as	a	member	of	the	jury	for	the	Cannes	Film	Festival,	which	found	him	enjoying	

free	food	with	Jeanne	Moreau	at	several	black-tie	dinners.217	In	another	passage,	he	drops	

in	a	casual	reference	to	his	sparkling	conversations	about	fashion	with	Linda	Evangelista	

at	another	film	festival	in	France.218	His	proud	mention	of	these	personal	acquaintances	

evokes	the	world	of	the	celebrity	as	an	elite	tribe	to	which	Waters	now	belongs.		

	

Elsewhere,	there	is	further	evidence	that	the	social	and	cultural	distinction	conferred	by	

celebrity	status	is	a	currency	that	Waters	trades	in.	Even	when	he	profiles	a	very	obscure	

personality,	 such	 as	 the	 gay	pornographer	Bobby	Garcia,	 he	 vouches	 for	his	 talent	 by	

comparing	him	to	famous	film	directors,	honouring	him	as	“the	Almodóvar	of	Anuses,	the	

Buñuel	of	Blow	Jobs,	the	Jodorowsky	of	Jerking	Off.”219	He	then	argues	that	there	should	

be	an	equivalent	of	the	MacArthur	award	for	Garcia’s	contributions	to	the	pornographic	

                                                        
214	This	dimension	of	the	memoir’s	representation	of	celebrity	reminds	me	of	the	dynamic	that	is	described	
by	the	scholar	Jeff	Solomon	in	his	account	of	the	childhood	fascination	that	he	held	for	Truman	Capote.	
Solomon	recalls	that	he	first	encountered	Capote	during	a	televised	broadcast	of	Murder	By	Death	(1976)	
and	soon	became	riveted	by	his	flagrant	performance	of	“gayness”,	the	likes	of	which	he	had	never	seen	
before.	This	memory	leads	Solomon	to	reflect,	“My	only	exposure	to	difference	came	through	books	and	
television	 –	 and	 through	myself,	who	 obviously	 did	 not	 fit	 the	 regime	despite	my	 best	 efforts.”	 See	So	
Famous	and	So	Gay:	The	Fabulous	Potency	of	Truman	Capote	and	Gertrude	Stein	(Minneapolis	and	London:	
University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2017)	p.	xiii		
215	Nick	Couldry,	Inside	Culture:	Re-Imagining	The	Method	of	Cultural	Studies	(London:	Sage,	2000)	p.	55.		
216	Role	Models,	p.	30.		
217	Ibid,	p.	11.		
218	Ibid,	p.	102.		
219	Ibid,	p.	204.		
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genre,220	and	he	later	complains	that	the	“abuse	porn”	produced	by	David	Hurles	has	not	

received	 enough	 academic	 attention.221	 While	 the	 projection	 of	 the	 celebrity	 image	

brought	Waters	into	contact	with	wonderfully	eccentric	personalities	like	Little	Richard	

and	 Tennessee	Williams,	 his	 memoir	 also	 acknowledges	 that	 celebrity	 culture	 is	 not	

devoid	of	the	very	features	that	he	found		so	intolerable	in	his	adolescent	school	days,	

with	its	bent	towards	conservative	positions	on	taste,	morality	and	so	forth.	Waters	 is	

content	to	include	himself	in	the	society	of	celebrities	and	to	enjoy	its	attendant	pleasures,	

but	he	also	refrains	from	taking	fame	too	seriously,	or	from	using	it	as	a	reliable	measure	

of	 cultural	 value.	 By	 way	 of	 example,	 his	 references	 to	 Almodóvar,	 Buñuel	 and	

Jodorowsky	 are	 undoubtedly	 intended	 to	 compliment	 both	 Garcia	 and	 the	 acclaimed	

directors	 in	 question.	 But	 the	 playful	 alliteration	Waters	 invokes	 in	 connecting	 their	

names	to	sexual	acts	and	anatomy	is	also	an	expression	of	the	raffish	humor	for	which	he	

is	renowned.	He	admires	these	men,	but	that	admiration	is	also	inflected	with	a	cheeky	

sense	of	irreverence.		

	

Waters’	 approach	 to	 celebrity	 is	 defined	 by	 expressions	 of	 passionate	 devotion	 and	

detached	whimsy.	 This	 juxtaposition	 is	 characteristic	 of	 camp’s	 idiosyncratic	 attitude	

towards	‘the	serious’.	For	Sontag,	“the	whole	point	of	Camp	is	to	dethrone	the	serious.	

Camp	 is	 playful,	 anti-serious.	 More	 precisely,	 Camp	 involves	 a	 new,	 more	 complex	

relation	 to	 ‘the	 serious’.	 One	 can	 be	 serious	 about	 the	 frivolous,	 frivolous	 about	 the	

serious…”222	 Babuscio	 also	 considers	 that	 “camp,	 through	 its	 introduction	 of	 style,	

aestheticism,	 humour	 and	 theatricality,	 allows	 us	 to	 witness	 ‘serious’	 issues	 with	

temporary	detachment….	The	‘serious’	is,	in	fact	crucial	to	camp.	Though	camp	mocks	the	

solemnities	 our	 culture,	 it	 never	 totally	 discards	 the	 seriousness	 of	 a	 thing	 or	

individual.”223	 Whereas	 a	 commentator	 like	 Boorstin	 delivers	 a	 robust	 and	 damning	

critique	on	the	artificiality	of	the	celebrity,	Waters	never	approaches	his	subject	with	such	

dry	 condescension.	 He	 is	 unrepentant	 in	 describing	 his	 indulgence	 in	 the	 various	

privileges	and	delights	that	celebrity	culture	affords.	When	he	appraises	its	deficits,	he	

does	so	with	a	 light	and	mischievous	 touch.	His	complaints	never	strike	a	 tone	 that	 is	

combative	or	austere;	he	prefers	to	submit	his	critique	in	the	guise	of	a	crude	joke	about	
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“anuses”,	 “blowjobs”	 and	 “jerking	 off”.	 This	 tactic	 permits	 Waters	 to	 express	 an	

ambivalent	position	on	the	elitism	of	the	celebrity:	he	is	both	dismayed	and	seduced	by	

its	mark	of	cultural	distinction.			

	

Similar	 contradictions	 feature	 in	 the	 memoir’s	 discussion	 on	 the	 relations	 between	

celebrity	 and	 the	 construction	 of	 identity.	 As	 a	 self-conscious	 exercise	 in	 celebrity	

autobiography,	Role	Models	demonstrates	a	recurring	interest	in	the	stories	that	are	told	

about	 and	 by	 public	 figures,	 the	 channels	 that	 shape	 and	 deliver	 them,	 the	 different	

interests	that	they	serve,	and	how	they	are	received	by	the	public.	Waters	is	keenly	aware	

that	the	achievement	of	celebrity	status	means	that	one’s	‘life’	becomes	embedded	with	

narratives	for	public	consumption,	some	of	which	may	have	dire	consequences	for	the	

famous	person	 in	question.	The	question	of	narrative	 control	 (and	 its	absence)	 looms	

over	 many	 portraits	 of	 celebrity	 identity	 in	 the	 text.	 For	 example,	 Waters	 is	 deeply	

concerned	that	a	CBS	television	film	version	of	Helter	Skelter	will	hinder	the	chances	of	

parole	 for	 Leslie	 Van	 Houten,	 one	 of	 the	 reformed	 Manson	 murderers	 that	 he	 has	

befriended.224	He	is	also	concerned	about	the	impact	of	his	own	memoir,	worrying	that	

the	District	Attorney	will	“use	certain	sentences	out	of	context	to	hurt	her	chances”225.		

	

Several	 critics	 have	 commented	 on	 the	 difficulties	 that	 are	 faced	 by	 celebrities	 in	 the	

management	of	their	public	image.	Joe	Moran’s	study	on	celebrity	writers,	for	instance,	

notes	the	frequency	with	which	such	authors	express	their	resentment	about	“the	loss	of	

control	and	agency”	that	is	suffered	as	a	result	of	their	celebrity	status	-	even		notorious	

publicity	 hounds	 like	 Truman	 Capote	 have	 added	 their	 voices	 to	 this	 chorus	 of	

complaint.226	When	Graeme	Turner	reflects	upon	the	research	that	he	conducted	with	

Frances	Bonner	and	David	Marshall	on	the	media’s	portrayal	of	Stuart	Diver,	the	survivor	

of	a	landslide	in	the	Australian	snowfields,	he	concludes	that,	“the	only	way	such	a	person	

could	 control	 their	 media	 representation	 was	 by	 fully	 engaging	 with	 the	 celebrity	

industries	that	produced	it:	by	hiring	a	manager	and	surrendering	control	of	the	situation	

to	a	media	professional	who	would	entirely	commercialise	all	media	access.”227	But	when	

celebrities	have	taken	such	measures,	the	results	can	be	displeasing	for	those	who	are	
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concerned	 about	 the	 independence	 of	 celebrity	 journalists.	 Here	 Turner	 refers	 to	 the	

personal	account	of	Toby	Young,	an	entertainment	writer	who	once	worked	for	Vanity	

Fair	 but	 then	 became	 quickly	 disillusioned	 by	 the	 titanic	 influence	 of	 publicists	 in	

controlling	the	stories	that	are	published	about	their	star	clients.228			

	

There	are	many	ways	 in	which	these	accounts	resonate	with	the	musings	on	celebrity	

that	surface	 in	the	memoir.	For	 instance,	Waters	makes	a	point	of	admonishing	a	“gay	

militant”	 reporter	 who	 has	 implied	 that	 John	 Travolta,	 who	 starred	 in	 a	 Hollywood	

remake	of	Waters’	film	Hairspray	(1988),	is	a	homosexual	who	has	remained	closeted	as	

a	 result	of	his	 involvement	with	 the	Church	of	 Scientology:	 “He	had	a	 lovely	wife	and	

children,	and	how	does	the	journalist	know	whom	he	sleeps	with?”229	But	when	Waters	

finds	himself	in	the	position	of	the	celebrity	journalist,	he	becomes	embroiled	in	power	

struggles	 with	 several	 of	 the	 subjects	 that	 he	 profiles.	 Johnny	Mathis	 is	 said	 to	 have	

requested	final	approval	of	the	piece	that	is	written	about	him	in	Role	Models.230	When	

Waters	 refused	 the	 request,	 Mathis	 was	 eventually	 persuaded	 to	 participate	 in	 an	

interview	on	the	condition	that	his	legal	representation	would	remain	present	at	all	times.	

When	Little	Richard	made	a	similar	demand	for	final	approval	(this	time	at	the	conclusion	

of	the	interview),	it	led	to	an	extremely	tense	altercation.231	Role	Models	therefore	reflects	

an	ambivalent	stance	on	the	question	of	celebrity	subjectivity:	while	Waters	sympathises	

with	the	celebrity’s	desire	for	privacy,	the	profiles	in	his	memoir	also	suggest	a	firm	desire	

to	narrativize	their	identities	on	his	own	terms.			

	

Another	 duality	 presents	 itself	 when	 Waters	 reflects	 on	 the	 act	 of	 celebrity	 self-

disclosure:	 Waters	 is	 both	 fascinated	 and	 confounded	 by	 famous	 figures	 who	 have	

willingly	publicized	salacious	details	of	their	private	lives,	whether	in	interviews,	or	as	

per	 the	 generic	 conventions	of	 the	 ‘tell-all’	memoir.	 “Was	Tennessee	Williams	nuts	 to	

reveal	everything	about	his	personal	life	as	he	got	older,	or	was	he	just	high?”,	he	is	left	to	

ponder	 in	 one	 passage.232	 In	 his	 chapter	 about	 Johnny	 Mathis,	 he	 makes	 this	 sad	

assessment:	 “When	 I	 read	about	any	 celebrity	baring	his	or	 soul	 to	 a	 journalist,	 I	 just	

                                                        
228	Ibid,	pp.	49-50.		
229	Role	Models,	p.	13.		
230	Ibid,	p.	7.		
231	Ibid,	pp.	195-197.		
232	Ibid,	p.	38.		



 109	

figure	the	star	doesn’t	have	anyone	else	to	confide	in.”233	Later,	though,	he	seems	to	beam	

with	 excitement	 when	 recounting	 Little	 Richard’s	 flamboyant	 and	 gossipy	 memoir,	

praising	 the	 book	 for	 its	 shocking	 revelations	 about	 drugs,	 alcohol,	 and	 a	 “hilarious	

threesome	with	Buddy	Holly”.234		

	

The	 task	 of	 locating	 some	 sense	 of	 coherence	 amidst	 these	 shifts	 and	 contradictions	

requires	 some	 consideration,	 particularly	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 transparent	 explanation	

within	 the	memoir	 itself.	Waters	 does	 not	 pause	 to	 present	 a	 consistent	 through-line	

between	his	myriad	judgements	and	observations;	he	nimbly	swerves	from	one	to	next.	

How	 then,	 can	 he	 appear	 to	 recognise	 the	 pitfalls	 involved	 in	 the	 projection	 and	

dissemination	 of	 celebrity	 identity,	 while	 continuing	 to	 perpetuate	 that	 very	 process	

himself,	and	taking	unreserved	pleasure	at	the	results?	At	first	glance,	Water’s	positions	

do	 not	 necessarily	 appear	 to	 be	 uniform	 or	 dogmatic,	 but	 it	 would	 be	 a	 mistake	 to	

presume	that	they	are	simply	random	and	haphazard.	My	suggestion	is	that	this	sense	of	

ambivalence	 is	 actually	 consistent	with	 core	 tenets	of	 the	 camp	cultural	practice.	One	

thinks	 again	 of	 the	 camp	 tendency	 to	 scramble	 the	 categories	 of	 ‘serious’	 and	 the	

‘frivolous’,	which	might	explain	how	Water	can	seem	to	simultaneously	denounce	and	

delight	 in	 the	 celebrity	 scandal.	 But	 I	 also	want	 to	 propose	 that	Waters’	 complicated	

stance	on	this	issue	bears	a	significant	relation	to	the	camp	understanding	of	the	self	as	

theatricalised.		
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On	this	point	is	it	is	useful	to	consider	the	ideas	that	that	are	expounded	by	Core	in	his	

camp	 encyclopaedia.	 In	 his	 entry	 on	 the	 female	 star,	 Core	 links	 the	 camp	 fixation	 on	

famous	women	with	the	early	culture	of	Hollywood	film:		

	
Because	of	the	Hayes	laws	of	censorship,	it	was	never	possible	to	say	outright	that	
the	appeal	of	the	Hollywood	divas	was	sex.	Compensatory	excesses	of	exoticism	
and	suggestions	of	perversity	were	 instead	 injected	 into	 their	appearances	and	
more-or-less	fictional	biographies,	creating	personae	based	on	everything	but	the	
basic	 fact	of	 their	popularity;	 thus	 they	equated	 the	gay	world	panache	of	drag	
queens	 or	 outrageous	 aesthetes	 whose	 elaborate	 clothes,	 off-colour	 jokes	 and	
absurd	 preciosities	 grew	 from	 the	 unspoken	 central	 joke	 of	 a	 concealed	
sexuality.235	

	
Core	posits	that	the	camp	involvement	with	celebrity	is	bound	up	with	a	preoccupation	

regarding	the	complexity	and	multiplicity	of	narratives	that	circulate	around	the	self.	In	

his	view,	the	recurring	camp	theme	of	concealed	sexuality	is	essential	to	this	issue,	for	it	

means	that	camp	performers	constantly	negotiate	and	enact	different	versions	of	their	

‘selves’	 in	response	to	the	dominant	narrative	of	sexuality	thrust	upon	them	-	namely,	

that	their	divergences	from	heterosexuality	are	shameful	or	immoral.	And	so,	there	is	a	

kind	of	battle	being	played	out	between	what	is	said	about	the	camp	performer,	and	what	

the	camp	performer	says	about	him	or	herself,	paralleling	the	types	of	identity	conflicts	

so	often	faced	by	famous	figures.	As	is	the	case	in	celebrity	culture,	this	battle	lends	itself	

to	a	great	deal	of	fictional	biography	on	both	sides,	and	the	idea	of	an	‘essential’	or	‘true’	

self	becomes	complicated	and	obscured.	Although	the	existence	of	a	concealed	sexuality	

can	 lead	 to	 intense	 personal	 suffering,	 the	 camp	 activities	 Core	 describes	 (“elaborate	

clothes,	off-colour	jokes,	absurd	preciosities”)	are	decidedly	unserious.	We	see	the	same	

juxtaposition	in	the	comic	strategies	that	Waters	deploys	in	his	remarks	about	celebrity	

(as	well	as	his	sexual	identity)	in	the	memoir.		

	

Consider,	for	example,	the	manner	in	which	Waters	narrates	his	estrangement	from	his	

alma	mater:		

	

I	 hated	 my	 Catholic	 high	 school,	 so	 I	 certainly	 never	 went	 back	 to	 a	 reunion,	
although	 I	 did	 get	 to	 comment	 to	 the	 Baltimore	 Sun,	 on	 the	 school’s	 fifty	 year	
anniversary,	 that	 the	Christian	Brothers	and	 lay	 faculty	 there	had	“discouraged	
every	interest	I	ever	had.”		A	friend	who	attended	the	reunion	that	year	said	he	
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heard	me	 called	 “faggot”	 and	 “pornographer”	 by	 some	 of	my	 pissed-off	 fellow	
classmates	who	had	read	my	criticism,	but	I	didn’t	mind.	The	only	reason	to	attend	
any	school	reunion	is	to	see	how	the	people	whom	you	wanted	to	have	sex	with	
then	look	today.	And	I	had	already	looked	up	those	people’s	addresses	and	driven	
by	their	homes	to	stalk	them	years	before.	236	

	
Waters’	anecdote	does	not	gloss	over	the	hostile	nature	of	his	schooling,	nor	does	it	ignore	

the	 derogative	 labels	 his	 former	 peers	 have	 attached	 to	 his	 sexual	 and	 professional	

identity.	 He	 can	 acknowledge	 the	 scurrilous	 attacks	made	 upon	 his	 character,	 but	 he	

chooses	 to	 respond	with	a	playful	and	wicked	humour.	The	effect	 is	 to	neutralize	any	

damage	inflicted	by	the	insulting	narratives	levelled	at	his	persona;	he	appears	to	emerge	

triumphant	through	his	display	of	irreverent	wit.		

	

The	approach	that	is	taken	by	Waters	in	the	example	above	bears	a	strong	resemblance	

to	his	complex	response	to	the	production	of	celebrity	life	narratives.	For	he	is	able	to	

measure	the	costs	that	are	involved	in	the	achievement	of	celebrity	while	also	retaining	a	

sense	of	humour	about	the	entire	process.	For	example,	though	I	already	mentioned	that	

Waters	 denounces	 the	 sexual	 rumours	 that	 have	 swirled	 around	 John	 Travolta,	 he	

chooses	to	close	that	argument	on	a	whimsical	note,	stating	that	even	if	we	could	verify	

the	existence	of	closeted	celebrity	Scientologists,	he	would	not	want	them	‘outed’:	“’Go	

on!’,	I’d	tell	them,	‘let	Scientology	have	you!	Go	back	in	the	closet	where	you’re	happy	–	

we	don’t	want	you	anyway!’”237	

	

In	Role	Models,	the	celebrity	figure	is	embedded	with	projections	of	fantastic	difference.	

Waters	yearns	for	the	smouldering	personality	of	the	larger-than-life	celebrity	in	order	

to	escape	the	mundanities	of	an	otherwise	parochial	and	predictable	existence.	It	is	not	

lost	 on	 him	 that	 these	 projections	 often	 consist	 of	 contrived	 images	 and	 contested	

narratives.	For	 the	sense	of	artifice	 that	 is	associated	with	celebrity	also	emerges	as	a	

point	of	fascination.	It	is	highly	suggestive	that	this	preoccupation	appears	to	correspond	

with	the	camp	theme	of	the	theatricalised	self.	The	constructedness	of	celebrity	culture	

seems	to	resonate	with	the	camp	interest	in	the	adoption	of	persona.	This	practice	is	itself	

marked	by	a	sense	of	playfulness	 in	the	face	of	pain,	which	might	go	some	distance	 in	
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accounting	for	the	lightness	of	spirit	with	which	Waters	apprehends	the	unpleasant	and	

sometimes	brutal	realities	of	fame.		

	

	

“Cult	Graveyard”	

	

	

The	final	chapter	of	Role	Models	–	in	which	Waters	comically	envisions	himself	as	a	crazed	

cult	 leader	 –	 closes	 with	 the	 author	 fantasizing	 a	 spectacular	 death	 for	 his	 tribe.	 He	

decides	that	spontaneous	combustion	would	be	the	most	appropriate	means	to	this	end,	

deeming	 it	 a	 “beautiful	 death,	 dramatic,	 scary,	 internally	 cleansing…”238	 His	 final	

instruction	to	his	followers	is	that	they	should	always	wear	stylish	shoes,	for	these	might	

be	all	that	remain	after	their	bodies	burst	into	flames.				

	

Death,	 like	 almost	 every	 other	 theme	 in	 Role	 Models,	 is	 mined	 for	 opportunities	 for	

flamboyance.	Once	again,	Waters	handles	subject	matter	that	might	be	considered	grave	

with	a	humorous	and	light-hearted	touch.	His	fashion	advice	testifies	to	his	insistence	that	

style	be	maintained	at	all	times,	even	and	perhaps	especially	in	the	advent	of	a	violent	

extinction.	Waters	himself	enacts	this	belief	by	mediating	death;	treating	it	as	a	narrative	

item	 that	 can	 be	 exploited	 for	 glamour.	 These	 aspects	 of	 the	memoir’s	 conclusion	 all	

indicate	an	approach	to	death	that	is	thoroughly	enmeshed	with	camp.		

	

The	visual	that	is	concocted	here	–	beautiful	shoes	left	behind	by	a	vanished	corpse	–	is	

not	 anomalous.	 The	 question	 of	 death	 -	 its	 preparation,	 its	 aftermath,	 its	 aesthetic	

rendering	-	is	a	lingering	preoccupation	throughout	the	memoir.	Most	of	the	role	models	

that	Waters	 profiles	 are	 now	 either	 elderly	 or	 deceased	 -	 a	 fact	 which	 the	 text	 both	

records	 and	 reflects	 upon.	Waters	wonders,	 for	 instance,	what	might	 have	become	of	

Tennessee	Williams	had	he	not,	as	popular	myth	would	have	us	believe,	choked	to	death	

on	a	drug	bottle	cap	at	the	age	of	seventy-one:	he	spends	almost	an	entire	page	inventing	

various	scenarios	for	the	deceased	playwright’s	non-existent	third	act:	“Would	he	have	

had	a	second	wind	career	like	Edward	Albee?	Or	would	he	have	despaired	and	crumbled	
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further	when	the	AIDS	epidemic	hit	and	wiped	out	many	of	his	younger	new	friends?”239	

Waters	is	also	concerned	with	the	issue	of	his	own	mortality,	and	the	preservation	of	his	

legacy	for	contemporary	and	future	audiences.	The	following	section	of	this	chapter	aims	

to	decipher	these	recurrent	themes	as	they	relate	to	practices	in	camp	and	autobiography.		

	

Stories	about	aging	are	somewhat	of	a	staple	within	the	life-writing	medium.	Smith	and	

Watson	 have	 given	 a	 persuasive	 explanation	 for	 this	 pattern	 by	 observing	 	 that	

autobiographical	narratives	are	most	often	written	by	authors	at	a	 time	 that	 they	call	

“later	life”.240	They	predict	that	the	popularity	of	this	subject	matter	will	only	continue	to	

rise	as	baby	boomers	begin	 to	enter	 the	age	of	 retirement.241	Born	 in	1946,	Waters	 is	

certainly	 a	 member	 of	 that	 generation,	 which	 is	 also	 true	 of	 many	 other	 camp	

practitioners	who	were	responsible	for	introducing	the	term	into	popular	culture	during	

the	1960s	and	1970s.	For	these	reasons,	there	is	an	intersection	between	autobiography,	

camp	and	aging	that	is	historical	in	nature.	While	I	acknowledge	the	importance	of	these	

chronological	links,	my	reading	will	also	foreground	formal	aspects	of	autobiography	that	

are	equally	significant	in	considering	the	framing	of	camp	and	old	age	in	Role	Models.	I	

will	 argue	 that	 the	 narrative	 parameters	 of	 the	 autobiographical	 format	 have	 distinct	

renderings	 of	 memory	 and	 interiority.	 The	 way	 that	 the	 medium	 is	 inherently	

predisposed	 to	 shape	 these	 ideas	 has	 a	 significant	 impact	 upon	 the	 understanding	 of	

death	and	old	age	that	Waters	forwards	in	the	text.		

	

Camp’s	 own	 fascination	with	 people	 and	 things	 that	 are	 ‘old’	 is	 widely	 noted.	 I	 have	

outlined	some	of	the	major	scholarship	on	this	issue	in	the	introduction	to	this	thesis,	but	

I	would	like	to	revisit	this	idea	in	more	detail	so	that	we	can	consider	its	application	to	

the	 text	at	hand.	To	begin	with,	Sontag	acknowledges	 that	 camp	 taste	 tends	 to	 favour	

items	 that	 are	 “old-fashioned”,	 “out-of-date”	 or	 “démodé”.242	 She	 explains	 this	

predilection	by	arguing	that	the	passage	of	time	can	provide	“the	necessary	detachment”	

for	camp	connoisseurs	to	find	pleasure	in	disreputable	cultural	objects.	When	a	piece	of	

contemporary	art	fails,	we	are	more	likely	to	feel	indignant	or	consider	it	to	be	“banal”.	

However,	when	we	observe	the	same	artwork	from	outside	of	its	historical	context,	we	
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are	afforded	a	sense	of	distance	that	means	we	can	enjoy	it	as	camp.	Ross	seems	to	affirm	

this	concept	when	he	describes	camp	as	“the	rediscovery	of	history’s	waste,”	going	on	to	

posit	that,		

	

Camp	 irreverently	 retrieves	 not	 only	 that	 which	 had	 been	 excluded	 from	 the	
serious	high-cultural	‘tradition’,	but	also	the	more	unsalvageable	material	that	has	
been	over	and	found	wanting	by	purveyors	of	the	‘antique’.	For	the	camp	liberator,	
as	 with	 the	 high	 modernist,	 history’s	 waste	 matter	 becomes	 all	 ‘rag	 bag’,	 but	
irradiated,	this	time	around,	with	glamor…243		

	

Flinn	dedicates	an	entire	essay	to	the	subject	of	camp’s	relationship	with	old	age.244	Her	

discussion	underscores	the	extent	to	which	camp’s	attachment	to	decay	manifests	in	a	

preoccupation	 with	 aging	 bodies,	 and	 in	 particular,	 female	 bodies.	 Citing	 the	 camp	

followings	of	Gloria	Swanson,	 Joan	Collins	and	Elizabeth	Taylor	 (among	others),	Flinn	

contends	that	there	is	a	“striking	regularity	with	which	aging	and	the	body	‘too’	old,	too	

obese,	 too	 close	 to	 death,	 are	 hurled	 onto	middle-aged,	 female	 star	 images...”245	 It	 is	

noteworthy	that	Flynn	locates	several	of	these	images	within	Waters’	own	filmography.	

In	her	discussion	of	 camp’s	 fixation	with	grotesque	 female	bodies,	 for	 instance,	 she	 is	

quick	to	point	out	Divine’s	“infantilized	mother”	in	Pink	Flamingos,	who	spends	the	entire	

duration	of	the	film	gorging	on	eggs	inside	a	playpen.246		

	

Flinn	argues	that	the	gendered	dimension	to	camp’s	relationship	with	death	is	 further	

pronounced	 by	 the	 youthfulness	 and	 virility	 so	 prevalent	 in	 camp	 images	 of	

masculinity.247	She	suggests	that	Rock	Hudson’s	muscular	physique	of	the	1950s	proved	

to	be	a	veritable	“camp	fest”,	a	description	that	could	hardly	be	applied	to	the	matinee	

idol’s	 emaciated	 appearance	 during	 his	 final	 years	 in	 the	 1980s.248	 Camp’s	 lopsided	

concentration	 on	 female	 bodies	 in	 decline	 lends	 itself	 to	 allegations	 of	 sexism.	 	 In	

weighing	 that	 charge,	 Flinn	 considers	 some	defences	 that	 have	 been	made	 on	 camp’s	

account,	for	instance,	the	commonly	expressed	argument	that	camp’s	“aggressivity	and	

fascination	with	grotesque,	disunified	bodies	are	tied	to	the	subjects’	own	aphanisis,	his	
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own	lacks,	masochism,	and	jouissance,	his	 ‘coming’	apart…”249	By	this	logic,	the	(male)	

camp	connoisseur	understands	his	own	subjectivity	by	proxy.	In	support	of	this	point,	

she	registers	Jonathan	Dollimore’s	remarks	on	the	ambivalence	of	camp	parody,	which	

stressed	that	the	camp	performer	might	desire	or	identify	with	the	very	object	or	person	

he	appears	to	ridicule.	250	

	

These	arguments	persuade	Flinn	 that	gay	male	camp	probably	 is	not	 	 “deliberately	or	

essentially	misogynist”.251	Nevertheless,	she	remains	unconvinced	that	camp’s	approach	

to	 gazing	 at	women	 is	 completely	 innocuous,	 cautioning	 that	 it	may	 be	 inadvertently	

aligning	itself	with	nefarious	aspects	of	dominant	culture	“bent	on	doing	damage	to	the	

female	 body”,	 naming	 tirades	 against	 abortion	 and	 unwed	 mothers	 as	 just	 some	

examples.252	In	formulating	potential	solutions	to	this	problem,	Flinn	does	not	advocate	

the	eradication	of	camp	altogether,	but	encourages	it	to	“rise	to	the	occasion”	and	move	

forward	with	a	greater	sensitivity	regarding	the	subjects	it	interacts	with.	253	

	

Role	 Models	 continues	 to	 foreground	 the	 camp	 fascination	 for	 physical	 deterioration.	

Arguably	 it	 is	Waters’	 work	 in	 film	 –	 as	 per	 the	 visual	 nature	 of	 the	 medium	 –	 that	

demonstrates	his	interest	in	this	theme	most	conspicuously.	But	even	when	he	expresses	

himself	 in	the	written	word,	Waters	 is	remarkably	attentive	to	matters	of	appearance,	

and	 especially	 to	 things	 or	 people	 that	 are	 in	 conditions	 of	 decay	 and	 disrepair.	 The	

chapter	devoted	to	Rei	Kawakubo,	a	fashion	designer	known	for	making	clothes	that	are	

“torn,	crooked,	permanently	wrinkled,	ill	fitting,	and	expensive”,	offers	clear	evidence	of	

this	recurrent	preoccupation.254	But	in	fact,	the	entire	memoir	abounds	with	meticulous	

descriptions	 of	 visual	 presentation.	 When	 Waters	 relates	 his	 encounter	 with	 Johnny	

Mathis,	 he	 inventories	 every	 single	 aspect	 of	 the	 singer’s	 memorable	 attire:	 an	

unbuttoned	white	shirt	revealing	a	hairless,	muscular	chest,	white	pants,	white	socks,	no	

shoes.	He	can	only	conclude	that	Mathis	looks	as	fabulous	as	ever:	“Just	like	Johnny	Mathis	
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should	look,	like	he	always	has.	Effortless.	Twenty	or	seventy.”255	But	later,	when	he	pores	

over	his	collection	of	Bobby	Garcia’s	pornographic	videos,	he	notices	that	when	Garcia	

begins	to	grow	older,	the	Marines	that	he	sleeps	with	become	less	and	less	attractive.256	

And	it	cannot	be	denied	that	some	of	Waters’	camp	assessments	of	physicality	are	focused	

upon	 women.	 Role	 Models	 includes	 a	 vigorous	 critique	 of	 Aretha	 Franklin’s	 fashion	

choices,	 in	which	Waters	 judges	 that,	 “she	may	be	 the	 ‘Best	Soul	Singer	Ever’,	but	she	

designs	her	own	clothes	and	someone	should	 intervene”.257He	encourages	Franklin	 to	

wear	some	of	the	pieces	from	Kawakubo’s	avant-garde	fashion	line:	“Don’t	try	to	be	sexy	

at	three	hundred	pounds;	Aretha;	be	cutting	edge.	Exaggerate	the	bulges	 in	your	body	

through	 fashion	 and	 nobody	will	 see	 the	 real	 weight.	 Anybody	 that	 calls	 herself	 ‘the	

Queen’	and	hopes	to	get	away	with	it	has	to	have	nerve.”258			

	

Therefore,	 Role	 Models	 is	 not	 an	 unmitigated	 disavowal	 of	 camp’s	 interest	 in	 the	

grotesque	female	body.	But	when	we	examine	the	memoir	in	its	entirety,	it	becomes	clear	

that	 its	camp	apprehension	of	 female	bodies	 is	 interspersed	among	images	of	a	whole	

host	 of	 subjects	 that	 receive	 a	 similar	 treatment;	Waters	 does	 not	 reinforce	 the	 firm	

gender	division	Flinn	recognised	in	camp.	His	gaze	turns	to	men	as	well	as	women,	as	we	

have	already	seen	in	the	way	he	notices	the	diminishing	appeal	of	Bobby	Garcia’s	sexual	

partners.	Perhaps	his	most	unflattering	portrait	is	of	the	aging	criminal	Charles	Manson:		

	

A	 repellent	old	man	with	an	unappealing	pot	belly	and	 teeth	 rapidly	becoming	
similar	 to	 Edith	 Massey’s,	 he	 would	 have	 a	 hard	 time	 leading	 any	 cult	 today,	
believe	me.	He	looks	more	like	a	homeless	fool	who	forgot	to	take	his	meds.259		

	

Role	Models	not	only	calls	attention	to	bodies,	but	also	to	places	that	have	been	ravaged	

by	the	passage	of	time.	Waters	despairs	over	the	disappearance	of	his	favourite	Baltimore	

bars,	which	were	somewhat	lurid	even	before	they	were	closed	down.	Of	one	of	his	old	

haunts,	Hard	Times,	he	jokes,	“Dirty	drinking	glasses?	What’s	the	big	deal?	Just	rinse	them	

out	when	 it	 rains.”260	When	he	visits	Bobby	Garcia,	he	 finds	 the	 former	pornographer	

living	in	squalid	conditions,	with	“eleven	dogs,	two	pigs,	two	roosters,	and	more	than	five	
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hundred	 rats”	 cohabiting	 his	 home.261	 In	 one	 excruciating	 moment,	 Waters	 notices	

critters	 moving	 under	 newspapers	 that	 are	 canvassed	 over	 the	 kitchen	 floor.	 These	

representations	 of	 space	 recall	 camp’s	 long	 abiding	 attraction	 to	 decrepit	 and	

insalubrious	environments	-	think	of	Norma	Desmond’s	crumbling	and	deserted	mansion	

in	Sunset	Boulevard,	the	racoon	infested	summer	house	in	Grey	Gardens	(1975),	Quentin	

Crisp’s	dust-covered	East	Village	apartment,	to	name	only	a	few	examples.		

	

It	is	also	important	to	appreciate	that	Waters	includes	himself	as	a	subject	that	evokes	

ideas	of	decay	and	mortality	-	as	we	have	already	seen	in	his	confessed	desire	for	death	

through	spontaneous	combustion.	Waters’	representation	of	himself	as	a	main	character	

is	not	reflected	in	his	filmography,	where	he	remains	primarily	behind	the	camera,	bar	a	

few	Hitchcockian	cameos	in	features	like	Hairspray	(1988)	and	Cecil	B.	Demented	(2000).	

The	pretence	of	‘self-revelation’,	though,	is	intrinsic	to	the	form	of	autobiography.	Smith	

and	Watson	have	written	about	autobiography’s	pledge	to	grant	the	reader	some	insight	

as	to	“the	self	felt	from	inside”,	calling	the	medium	a	“record	of	self-observation”.262	Since	

the	production	of	autobiography	places	the	author	centre-stage,	perhaps	it	is	more	likely	

than	 some	 other	 forms	 to	 deliver	 a	 type	 of	 camp	 that	 expressly	 implicates	 the	 camp	

performer	 in	 its	 representation	 of	 aging	 and	 mortality.	 In	 such	 a	 context,	 it	 is	 less	

incumbent	upon	defenders	of	camp	to	rely	upon	the	idea	that	its	practitioners	identify	

with	the	characters	they	send	up	–	thus	 far,	an	argument	that	has	not	proven	entirely	

effective	in	swaying	critics	like	Finn.	This	by-proxy	logic	need	not	be	invoked	where	the	

camp	performer	so	clearly	turns	himself	into	his	own	lead	character.		

	

Autobiography’s	 designation	 of	 the	 author	 as	 protagonist	 turns	 camp’s	 gaze	 inwards.	

Other	characters	may	come	into	its	field	of	vision,	but	no	individual	is	scrutinized	(and	

theatricalised)	more	than	he	who	enacts	camp.	Hence,	the	narrative	focus	of	Role	Models	

is	less	centred	upon	camp’s	projection	of	images	of	death	and	decay	onto	others,	than	it	

is	 on	 the	 way	 in	 which	 camp	 incorporates	 these	 motifs	 into	 its	 own	 self-conscious,	

aesthetic	 construction.	 One	 passage	 in	 particular	 demonstrates	 how	 thoroughly	

interconnected	the	variables	of	‘autobiography’	and	‘camp’	are	in	Role	Models’	realisation	
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of	death.	After	declaring	his	sense	of	affinity	with	Johnny	Mathis,	as	a	fellow	bachelor	who	

is	approaching	his	senior	years,	Waters	yet	again	imagines	his	own	death:	

	

I’ve	long	accepted	the	fact	unless	some	hideous	disease	gets	me	first	and	I	have	to	
make	forced	small	talk	with	dedicated	caregivers,	I	will	die	alone.	And	that’s	fine	
as	 long	as	 I	have	my	moustache	drawn	on	straight.	Hopefully	 it	will	be	a	quick	
death.	Maybe	on	stage.263		

	
	
He	proceeds	to	reveal	his	purchase	of	a	burial	spot	in	the	same	graveyard	as	Divine,	where	

several	other	artistic	collaborators	of	his	have	also	bought	plots.	“Come	on	down!”	to	visit	

the	“cult	graveyard”,	he	beckons	the	reader.264	

	

This	foretelling	says	a	great	deal	about	how	death	and	camp	are	construed	in	the	world	

of	the	book.	First,	even	though	Waters	is	ostensibly	profiling	Mathis,	who	is	implicated	in	

the	narrative	trope	of	the	‘aging	performer’,	it	is	evident	that	Waters’	primary	subject	is	

himself;	Mathis	serves	as	a	kind	of	launching	pad	from	which	the	author	contemplates	his	

own	identity.	In	fact,	Waters	specifically	points	out	that	he	has	no	idea	what,	if	any,	burial	

plans	Mathis	may	have	made,	believing	it	would	have	been	“too	familiar”	to	have	asked	

after	only	meeting	him	twice.		Second,	although	Waters’	imagination	of	his	own	demise	

comes	paired	with	camp’s	customary	interest	in	visual	style	(fake	moustaches	and	all),	it	

also	 forecasts	 another	 loss.	 Waters	 seems	 to	 be	 pre-emptively	 officiating	 the	

commemoration	of	something	that	is	broader	than	his	own	physical	departure	from	the	

world	of	the	living.	The	book’s	rendering	of	camp	is	infused	with	a	sense	of	a	forthcoming	

loss	of	the	historical	era,	community,	and	cultural	moment	that	inculcated	the	very	idea	

of	camp	to	the	western	world.	The	proleptic	imagining	of	this	absence	is	evoked	by	the	

image	of	the	“cult	graveyard”,	with	its	relics	of	a	bygone	time	on	public	display.	In	its	own	

way,	Role	Models	functions	as	a	literary	incarnation	of	the	graveyard	Waters	depicts.	It	

strives	to	preserve	and	memorialize	not	only	the	figures	who	participated	in	Waters’	film	

career	(and	thus,	its	contribution	to	a	broader	idea	of	camp),	but	also	those	who	provided	

the	necessary	 inspiration	 for	 those	 films	 to	 come	about.	 It	 is	 interested	 in	what	 came	

before	camp	as	it	became	known	in	the	mid-	20th	century,	and	what	will	come	after	its	

current	embodiment.		
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In	exploring	those	interests,	Waters	positions	himself	as	a	witness	to	camp	history,	and	

as	 one	 of	 its	most	 senior	 and	 influential	 participants.	 The	 prediction	 that	 his	 tomb	 is	

bound	to	become	a	popular	tourist	attraction	speaks	to	the	self-conscious	relationship	he	

has	with	his	own	legacy.	I	have	mentioned	before	that	Waters	often	refers	to	himself	as	a	

“filth	elder”.	Claiming	such	an	identity	assumes	the	prerogative	to	act	as	an	 ‘authentic’	

narrator	 of	 the	 past,	 and	 as	 an	 important	 commentator	 on	 present	 and	 future	

developments	that	might	relate	to	camp.	And	yet,	in	declaring	his	authority	to	carry	out	

such	tasks,	Waters	also	demonstrates	a	jaunty	playfulness	–	a	tendency	we	have	already	

seen	manifest	in	his	approach	to	celebrity.		

	

For	example,	 the	catchphrase	he	deploys	as	an	 invitation	to	his	graveyard	–	“come	on	

down”	–	has	connotations	with	the	realm	of	entertainment;	it	is	in	fact	a	hallmark	of	the	

television	game-show	The	Price	is	Right	(1972-).	It	is	telling	that	Waters	would	choose	

this	expression	–	with	its	air	of	showmanship	and	theatricality	–	over	more	sombre	items	

of	 discourse	 we	 might	 traditionally	 associate	 with	 mourning	 or	 remembrance	 (i.e.	

dictums	such	as	“Pay	your	respects”,	“Rest	in	Peace”	etc.)		Similarly,	the	title	“filth	elder”	

both	demands	and	rejects	 respect.	 It	asks	 to	be	revered	 for	being	 irreverent.	 It	 is	 this	

paradox	 that	 informs	 the	 way	 Waters	 goes	 about	 curating	 camp’s	 history	 and	

prognosticating	its	future.	As	previously	discussed,	the	intermingling	of	‘seriousness’	and	

‘frivolity’	is	a	recognised	convention	of	camp.	Here	we	see	that	convention	being	applied	

as	a	strategy	for	camp	to	examine	and	comment	upon	its	own	ruins.		

	

In	 other	 words,	 the	 camp	 exercised	 by	 Waters	 is	 self-conscious	 about	 being	 self-

conscious.	 It	 reflects	 upon	 camp’s	 condition	 of	 decay	 and	 also	 acknowledges	 the	

performative	nature	of	that	inquiry.	Waters	writes	that	he	hopes	to	die	“on	stage”,	but	it	

is	 the	 writing	 itself	 that	 is	 also	 staged;	 it	 is	 inherently	 mediated	 by	 the	 genre	 of	

autobiography	 and	 the	 camp	 sensibility	 it	 draws	 upon.	 Waters’	 whimsical	 image	 of	

himself	as	a	graveyard-groundskeeper	turned	sideshow-salesman	draws	attention	to	the	

theatre	 that	 is	 involved	 in	 the	process	of	 remembrance	and	 the	caretaking	of	his	own	

legacy,	and	it	is	these	very	activities	that	are	set	in	motion	by	the	narrative	undertakings	

of	the	memoir.	This	layered	hyperconsciousness	has	distinct	ramifications	for	the	vision	

of	camp	(past,	present	and	future)	achieved	by	Role	Models.		
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For	 instance,	 the	 graveyard	model	 of	 camp	 figured	by	Role	Models,	 and	 its	 associated	

promise	of	paying	tribute	to	icons	from	a	lapsed	time,	is	one	that	could	very	readily	veer	

into	a	mode	of	nostalgia.	Nostalgic	desire,	however,	poses	a	variety	of	problems	as	a	lens	

with	which	to	encounter	the	past.	Susan	Stewart	has	forwarded	that	nostalgia	expresses	

a	 longing	 whose	 object	 is	 not	 the	 past	 per	 se,	 but	 rather,	 an	 idea	 of	 the	 past	 that	 is	

“impossibly	pure”,	“unmediated”,	and	“hostile	to	history	and	its	invisible	origins”.265	She	

argues	 that	nostalgia	 turns	 the	past	 into	a	narrative	without	 recognising	 the	 selective	

nature	of	memory	as	its	storyteller.266		

	

David	Roman	 has	written	 specifically	 about	 the	 dangers	 of	 channelling	 nostalgia	 as	 a	

means	for	camp	to	conceptualise	its	past.267	He	expresses	this	concern	in	his	critique	of	I	

Could	Go	on	Lip-Synching,	a	drag	show	that	was	performed	during	the	late	1980s	and	early	

1990s	by	John	Epperson	under	the	stage	name	“Lypsinka”.	For	Roman,	Lypsinka’s	act	was	

nostalgic	because	it	drew	upon	a	tradition	of	camp	(drag	entertainment)	that	was	popular	

in	a	period	prior	to	the	Stonewall	Riots	and	the	AIDS	epidemic.268	During	this	time,	Roman	

argues,	 homosexual	 men	 congregated	 mostly	 in	 gay	 bars	 (with	 fewer	 options	 for	

communal	spaces	than	apparently	existed	in	the	1990s),	where	drag	flourished.269	The	

nostalgia	of	I	Could	Go	On	Lip-Synching	is	further	pronounced	by	the	icons	that	Lypsinka	

chose	to	imitate	during	the	show:	figures	like	Tallulah	Bankhead	and	Dolores	Gray,	who	

may	 be	 famous	 to	 mature	 audience	 members,	 but	 are	 largely	 unknown	 to	 other	

generations.270	

	

Some	 of	 the	 claims	 made	 by	 Roman	 demand	 further	 clarification.	 For	 instance,	 his	

argument	that	the	very	medium	of	drag	itself	is	nostalgic	raises	many	questions.		(Among	

which:	how	firmly	is	the	“pre-Stonewall	and	AIDS”	period	demarcated?	Are	all	genres	of	

performance	 that	 have	 historical	 antecedents	 inherently	 nostalgic?)	 However,	 the	

problems	 that	 Roman	 identifies	 with	 camp	 and	 nostalgia	 merit	 some	 consideration.	
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Roman	is	concerned	that	by	romanticizing	a	camp	of	times	gone	by,	I	Could	Go	On	Lip-

Synching	provides	 “a	 location	where	gay	men	can	retreat	 temporarily	and	reclaim	the	

mythic	 truth	of	 identity	and	agency	 that	may	never	have	really	been	 there	 in	 the	 first	

place”.271	This	process	is	ideological;	only	a	certain	version	of	camp	history	is	told,	in	this	

case,	 one	which	 articulates	 the	 subject	 position	 of	 “older	white	 gay	male	 spectators”,	

leaving	 others	 unvoiced.272	 Roman	 suggests,	 for	 example,	 that	 it	 is	 not	 only	 new	

generations	that	might	be	alienated	by	references	to	Tallulah	Bankhead,	but	also	other	

classes	and	ethnicities	of	gay	men	and	lesbians.273	Roman	therefore	identifies	problems	

relating	to	inclusion	and	diversity	that	are	perhaps	concealed	by	Lypsinka’s	account	of	

camp	history.	The	sentimental	longing	of	nostalgia	projects	an	idealized	image	of	camp	

that	does	not	incorporate	any	of	its	shortcomings	or	failures.		

	

Although	Waters	does	express	tenderness	towards	his	camp	comrades,	Role	Models	often	

comes	across	as	a	rejection	of	nostalgia.	Waters	is	too	self-conscious	to	be	sentimental.	

He	is	not	driven	to	enshrine	camp	as	pure	and	infallible,	but	rather,	to	meditate	upon	its	

strange	mixture	of	glory	and	ugliness.		Waters’	refusal	to	gloss	over	the	more	unpleasant	

aspects	 of	 the	 past	 is	 especially	 apparent	 in	 his	 chapter	 on	 Leslie	 Van	 Houten.	 His	

narration	 of	 the	 crimes	 Leslie	 committed	 and	 her	 subsequent	 imprisonment	 calls	

attention	 to	Waters’	misgivings	about	 some	of	 the	questionable	elements	of	 the	 camp	

culture	that	he	heralded.	In	fact,	his	camp	‘moment’	is	historicized	as	emerging	out	of	the	

same	moral	chaos	of	the	late	1960s	that	culminated	in	the	horrific	events	of	the	Manson	

Family	murders.	That	troubling	association	is	borne	out	of	the	sequencing	of	the	chapter,	

with	Waters	pitching	items	of	trivia	on	the	Manson	Family	alongside	recollections	about	

his	own	 ‘family’	 –	 the	 team	of	 creative	 individuals	who	 collaborated	on	his	 films.	The	

reader	 is	 positioned	 to	 discern	 some	 chronology	 and	 connection	 between	 these	 two	

worlds	as	they	take	shape	on	the	page.		

	

With	 this	 structural	 pairing	 in	 place,	 Waters	 remarks	 upon	 a	 set	 of	 commonalities	

between	the	groups:	a	predilection	for	LSD,	rebellion	and	madness.274	 It	 is	undeniable	

that	one	group’s	pursuit	of	 these	 interests	had	 far	more	 tragic	repercussions	 than	 the	
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other’s.	But	Waters	does	not	attribute	 this	outcome	 to	 the	perception	of	any	 inherent	

moral	 superiority:	 “As	 nuts	 and	 angry	 as	 we	 were,	 would	 we	 have	 committed	 the	

atrocious	 crimes	of	my	movies	 in	 real	 life	 if	we	hadn’t	had	 the	outlet	of	underground	

filmmaking?	Well,	who	knows?”275	The	open-endedness	of	this	question	leaves	a	rather	

dubious	impression	on	the	moral	fortitude	of	the	Waters	clan.	This	is	not	a	memoir	that	

simply	intends	to	indulge	in	the	comfort	of	self-congratulation.		

	

The	past	itself	is	not	showcased	as	a	‘pure’	vision,	but	as	a	product	of	storytelling	that	is	

inevitably	mediated.	When	Waters	 confesses	 the	 staggering	 frequency	with	which	 he	

consumed	LSD,	and	the	confidence	that	the	drug	gave	him	to	explore	his	creativity,	he	

immediately	acknowledges	the	potential	danger	of	such	an	admission:	“’Don’t	tell	young	

people	that!’	my	mother	always	begs;	but	it’s	true.”276	The	past,	as	his	mother	seems	to	

appreciate,	 is	not	a	simple	 ‘fact’:	 it	 is	a	narrative	that	can	be	manipulated	for	different	

audiences.	Waters	makes	it	clear	that	he	has	intentionally	edited	his	version	of	the	past	

so	 as	 not	 to	 mask	 its	 unsavoury	 or	 politically	 incorrect	 components,	 in	 spite	 of	 his	

mother’s	disapproval.		

	

The	idea	is	not	to	glorify	the	darkness	and	grit	of	the	period	recounted;	but	to	enact	a	

sober	reminiscence	of	an	era	that	itself	is	marked	by	an	air	of	dazed	intoxication.	In	fact,	

the	 chapter	 is	 partly	 a	 cautionary	 tale	 about	 camp’s	 own	 misguided	 tendencies	 to	

romanticize	gruesome	historical	incidents.	Waters	divulges	that	when	he	was	making	the	

ground-breaking	films	of	his	youth,	he	was	heavily	influenced	by	the	Manson	massacres,	

and	he	even	claims	to	have	been	jealous	of	the	notoriety	of	the	killers.277	He	paints	an	

unsettling	portrait	of	himself	as	a	Manson	family	‘fan’,	who	attended	their	court	hearings,	

referenced	 them	 in	 his	 films,	 and	 wrote	 about	 them	 in	 his	 other	 memoirs	 “rather	

inappropriately	and	with	little	insight”.278	Waters	remembers	his	“jokey”	and	“smart-ass”	

infatuation	 with	 the	 Manson	 tribe	 with	 stunned	 horror,	 repenting	 for	 the	 lack	 of	

sensitivity	 he	 showed	 towards	 the	 “victims’	 families	 or	 the	 lives	 of	 the	 brainwashed	

Manson	killer	kids	who	were	also	victims	in	this	sad	and	terrible	case.”279	
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By	 choosing	 the	Manson	 case	 as	 one	 of	 his	 comic	 references,	Waters	was	 essentially	

carrying	out	a	bent	form	of	nostalgia.	It	may	not	have	articulated	the	saccharine	yearning	

that	we	might	conventionally	associate	with	nostalgia,	but	it	still	operated	by	procedures	

that	are	very	similar	to	those	that	Stewart	previously	described:	culling	items	selectively	

from	 the	 past,	 longing	 for	 a	 fantastical	 re-imagining	 of	 them.	 A	 more	 thorough	

investigation	of	history	might	demand	a	consideration	of	the	real	lives	that	were	affected	

by	 the	 crimes	 in	 question.	 But	Waters	 failed	 to	 take	 this	 into	 account,	 regarding	 the	

tragedy	only	as	an	opportunity	for	shock	value,	as	a	crass	symbol	for	camp’s	repudiation	

of	standard	moral	codes.	 In	this	chapter	then,	Waters	presents	himself	as	filling	in	the	

severe	gaps	that	were	left	behind	by	his	prior	acts	of	remembering,	attempting	to	atone	

for	the	collateral	damage	effected	by	his	aesthetic	fascination	with	infamy.			

	

Upon	reading	this	chapter,	we	could	be	tempted	to	interpret	Role	Models	as	an	example	

of	the	“confessional	life	narrative”,	a	genre	defined	by	Smith	and	Watson	as	a	“record	of	

some	kind	of	error	transformed”,	that	might	also	be	“the	narrator’s	attempt	to	reaffirm	

communal	values	or	 justify	their	absence”.280	The	profile	on	Van	Houten	appears	to	fit	

this	description,	with	its	intimation	of	personal	and	collective	guilt	over	camp’s	irreverent	

recycling	of	real-life	horror.	This	might	lead	us	to	deduce	that	Role	Models	is	attempting	

a	similar	type	of	revisionary	work	that	we	have	seen	conducted	by	Flinn	and	Roman,	who	

exposed	fault	 lines	in	camp	history	and	expressed	a	serious	desire	for	camp	to	reform	

itself	 into	 something	more	 sensitive,	 inclusive	 and	 diverse.	 If	 that	were	 the	 case,	 the	

memoir	could	be	interpreted	as	a	piece	of	solemn	advice	from	a	camp	elder,	urging	the	

next	generation	to	chasten	its	wild	appetite	for	provocation.		

	

But	 to	 construe	Role	Models	 as	 an	 earnest	 record	 of	 contrition	might	 overlook	 other	

salient	aspects	of	the	memoir.	For	instance,	it	would	be	reasonable	to	question	the	extent	

of	Waters’	repentance	regarding	his	response	to	the	Manson	murders	after	reading	the	

memoir’s	 concluding	 chapter,	 which	 shamelessly	 parodies	 the	 trope	 of	 the	 cult,	 and	

represents	 the	 author	 as	 a	 crazed	 leader	 who	 issues	 seditious	 instructions	 to	 his	

followers.	 One	 of	 his	 directions	 is	 to	 effect	 a	 look	 of	 “threatening	 glamour”	 by	
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diagramming	“on	the	 top	of	your	 forehead	the	horrible	scalping	 Jayne	Mansfield	went	

through	 in	 that	 fatal	 car	 accident.”281Waters	 seems	 to	 take	 perverse	 pleasure	 in	 the	

terrible	spectacle	of	this	tragic	incident,	thus	paying	very	little	respect	to	Mansfield	and	

the	loved	ones	who	grieved	her.	The	glib	character	of	this	humour	immediately	recalls	

the	other	heedless,	“smart	ass”	jokes	that	Waters	had	only	just	finished	repenting	for.			 

	

This	 inconsistency	 speaks	 to	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 piercing	 discord	 emanating	 from	 the	

narrative	world	of	the	text.	Serious	formulations	of	regret	and	reform	are	not	stationary	

inhabitants	 in	Water’s	vision	of	camp’s	past	and	 future.	They	are	 temporary	modes	of	

performance;	 aesthetic	 tools	 fleetingly	 drawn	 upon	 in	 the	mediation	 of	 camp	 history	

Waters	realizes	through	the	form	of	autobiography.	Remembering	is	a	sort	of	theatre,	and	

Waters	offers	different	poses	upon	its	stage	–	alternately	reckless	and	repentant	–	that	

boldly	clash	with	one	another.	Rejections	of	nostalgia	and	repetitions	of	them	are	all	a	

part	of	the	same	dizzying	pageantry	of	camp	orchestrated	by	the	memoir.282		

	

Role	Models’	auditing	of	the	past	does	not	result	in	a	singular	and	coherent	objective	for	

the	future	of	camp;	there	is	no	clearly	delivered	incitation	for	camp	to	move	forward.	The	

ideological	movement	of	 the	 text	 is	 not	 to	 advance	down	a	defined	path;	 it	 fluctuates	

between	reneging	on	old	positions	and	reaffirming	them.	Moreover,	there	is	an	extent	to	

which	Role	Models	observes	its	own	state	of	irresolution.	The	chapter	“Baltimore	Heroes”	

narrates	 the	 ambivalence	 Waters	 feels	 about	 having	 seized	 upon	 figures	 from	 his	

adolescence	–	 local	outsiders	and	so-called	 ‘freaks’	–	as	source	material	 for	his	artistic	

projects.	 He	 discovers	 that	 two	 of	 the	 personalities	 in	 question:	 Zorro	 (the	 alcoholic,	

lesbian	stripper)	and	Esther	(the	foul-mouthed	bar	owner)	led	deeply	troubled	lives	and	

were	both	abusive	mothers	to	their	children.	The	disclosure	of	this	suffering	leads	Waters	

to	question,	“Can	I	go	too	far	in	being	inspired	by	someone	else’s	good	‘bad	mother’?	Can	

other	moms’	militant	lunacy	ever	be	funny,	even	if	their	ideals	are	based	in	raw	naked	

                                                        
281	Role	Models,	p.	279.		
282	 It	 is	 interesting	 that	 Laurence	 Scott	 detects	 a	 similar	 sense	 of	 ambivalence	 concerning	 the	 issue	 of	
nostalgia	in	his	study	on	one	of	the	other	master	practitioners	and	preeminent	commemorators	of	camp:	
Fran	Lebowitz.	“An	apparent	incoherence	in	Lebowitz’s	social	commentary	resides	in	her	attitude	towards	
the	past,”	he	suggests,	“On	the	one	hand	she	blames	artistic	stagnation	on	the	‘merry-go-round	of	nostalgia’	
dizzying	contemporary	culture…	On	the	other,	one	of	the	most	repeated	refrains	in	her	public	speeches	is	
an	intense	and	wholly	sincere	lament	for	the	New	York	of	the	1970s”.	See	“Notes	on	Fran:	The	Ethical	Camp	
and	Mute	Elegiac	of	Fran	Lebowitz”	Performing	Ethos	2	No.	2	(2011)	pp.	129-130.		
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pathology?	It’s	a	question	I	wrestle	with	daily.”283	Of	all	the	reflections	contained	within	

this	 book’s	 stacked	 levels	 of	 self-consciousness,	 the	 passage	 above	 most	 neatly	

encapsulates	 the	 essential	 character	 of	 the	memoir:	 the	 perpetual	 “wrestling”	 that	 is	

undertaken,	 the	 notion	 of	 a	 “fight”	 Waters	 is	 having	 with	 himself	 that	 produces	 no	

outright	 victor.	 	 Like	 Flinn	 and	 Roman,	 Waters	 endeavours	 to	 review	 camp.	 What	

distinguishes	him	from	them	is	that	he	persists	in	performing	camp	as	he	assesses	it.	That	

two-pronged	 approach	 generates	 the	 central	 contradiction	 of	Role	Models	 that	 I	 have	

been	exploring.	The	camp	tools	that	Waters	enlists	for	his	analysis	-	irreverent	humour,	

a	heightened	awareness	of	 the	 innate	 theatricality	of	storytelling,	a	coalescence	of	 the	

‘serious’	and	the	‘playful’	-	comprise	the	very	themes	he	wishes	to	dissect.	Thus,	form	and	

content	collapse	into	one	another,	and	in	sorting	through	the	wreckage,	one	struggles	to	

locate	a	cohesive	or	conclusive	stance	on	the	issues	at	hand.								

	

Waters	 himself	 appears	 to	maintain	 a	 sense	 of	 jocularity	when	 one	 of	 his	 heroes	 has	

perplexed	 or	 disappointed	 him.	 Upon	 learning	 that	 Johnny	 Mathis	 is	 disposed	 to	

conservative	politics,	he	confides,	“I’m	always	shocked	when	anyone	says	he	or	she	is	a	

Republican,	but	I’ve	learned	to	not	run	screaming	from	the	room.	Imagine	my	surprise	

when	I	discovered	one	of	my	longtime	assistants	(and	she	does	a	great	job	of	spreading	

my	filth)	is	a	Republican!	And	she	was	frontally	nude	in	my	last	movie!!”284	Waters	can	

recognise	 the	 imperfections	 of	 his	 role	models,	 but	 his	 persistent	 evocations	 of	 levity	

seem	to	undercut	the	possibility	that	any	serious	resentment	or	bitterness	will	quench	

his	 capacity	 for	 admiration.	 Perhaps	 this	 attitude	 is	 a	 necessary	 condition	 for	 the	

continuation	of	his	 fandom.	 It	 is	 conceivable	 that	 fans	of	Waters	might	be	 inspired	 to	

adopt	the	same	attitude	for	their	own	exercises	in	idolatry.	Or	perhaps	they	will	develop	

entirely	 new	 strategies	 to	 honour	 the	 camp	 torchbearers	 that	 came	 before	 them.	We	

cannot	predict	how	Water’s	successors	will	choose	to	interpret	the	complicated	legacy	

                                                        
283	Ibid,	p.	158.		
284	Ibid,	p.	26.		
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that	he	leaves	behind.285	But	at	the	very	least,	 let	us	hope	that	they	will	have	the	good	

sense	to	follow	his	advice	about	the	shoes.		

	 	

                                                        
285	Since	the	publication	of	Role	Models,	Waters’	exalted	reign	as	the	doyen	of	camp	has	continued	to	run	its	
course.	Waters	recently	inaugurated	“Camp	John	Waters”,	which	is	billed	as	a	“campy	sleepaway	weekend”	
event	 in	Connecticut	where	 fans	 congregate	 for	dance	parties,	book	 readings,	 film	marathons	and	ping	
pong,	among	other	activities	(more	details	at:	http://campjohnwaters.com).	His	avuncular	position	as	a	
“filth	elder”	is	further	cemented	in	Make	Trouble,	the	published	transcript	of	his	commencement	speech	to	
the	graduates	of	the	Rhode	Island	School	of	Design,	whom	he	beseeches	to	“go	out	in	the	world	and	fuck	it	
up	 beautifully.”	 See	 p.57.	 True	 to	 form,	 this	 inter-generational	 exchange	 has	 taken	 some	 bizarre	 and	
unexpected	turns:	in	2014,	Waters	staged	and	filmed	a	bowdlerized	version	of	Pink	Flamingos	(1972)	with	
a	new	cast	of	young	children	in	the	lead	roles.	The	following	year,	he	made	a	cameo	appearance	playing	
himself	in	an	Alvin	and	the	Chipmunks	film.		
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Chapter	Three:	Her	Wicked	Tongue	
	
	
	
“Her	uninhibited	wit	and	evanescent	repartee	are	hard	to	imagine,	though	some	remarks	are	still	funny;	to	
Somerset	Maugham,	who	once	excused	himself	early	from	a	party	by	saying,	‘I	must	keep	my	youth,’	she	
said,	‘Oh,	but	you	should	have	brought	him.’”	-	Phillip	Core	on	Ada	Leverson	in	Camp:	The	Lie	that	Tells	the	
Truth			
	
	
“Overwhelmed	by	naked	curiosity,	she	came	to	my	apartment	one	afternoon	and	asked	me	how	it	happened	
that	I’d	broken	up	with	a	real	man	like	William	and	was	seen	everywhere	with	someone	as	obviously	gay	
as	Shawn,	and	didn’t	I	miss	sex,	or	what?		
‘He’s	not	that	gay,’	I	explained,	‘and	besides	we	have	fun.’		
‘I	don’t	get	it,’	she	persisted.	“People	are	really	wondering	about	you	two-	all	the	time-	together.”		
‘God,	people…’	I	said.”	–	Eve	Babitz,	Slow	Days,	Fast	Company		
	
	

Is	 it	offensive	for	a	woman	to	call	herself	a	fag	hag?	This	is	a	question	that	has	caused	

some	degree	of	consternation	for	the	comedian	Julie	Klausner.	Klausner	invoked	the	term	

to	describe	herself	during	an	episode	of	her	podcast	(How	Was	Your	Week?).	It	was	an	

utterance	that	excited	the	indignation	of	at	least	one	of	Klausner’s	listeners,	who,	in	turn,	

took	her	grievances	to	social	media,	where	she	directly	confronted	the	broadcaster.	When	

Klausner	addresses	her	quarrelsome	interlocutor	in	the	following	episode,	the	strain	in	

her	voice	is	palpable:		

	

I’m	so	beaten	down	by	this	conversation.	I	don’t	know	what	to	say…All	I	do	is	love	
gay	 people	 and	 be	 a	 good	 example	 for	 women	 and	 I	 get	 my	 stuff	 discussed	
exhaustingly,	Judith	Butler-ized,	as	it	were.	I	have	never	read	any	Judith	Butler	in	
my	life.	I	know	her	thing.	I	kind	of	know	what	she’s	about,	sort	of,	or	used	to.	She’s	
not	a	good	writer.	Why	can’t	people	write	like	emails?286	

	

It	is	hardly	unusual	to	encounter	altercations	over	political	correctness	on	the	Internet,	

but	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	dismiss	this	particular	incident	as	inconsequential.	As	we	will	

soon	 discover,	 the	 discord	 that	 this	 moment	 discloses	 is	 redolent	 of	 portentous	 and	

intricately	defined	conflicts	that	are	staged	not	only	within	contemporary	camp	culture,	

but	also	through	the	formal	dimensions	of	the	mediated	spoken	word,	and	the	technical	

strategies	of	new	media	platforms.		

	

                                                        
286	 Julie	 Klausner	 (June	 13,	 2014)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “Jason	 Nash	 -	 Brillsplaining.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/jason-nash-brillsplaining-ep-171	
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Klausner’s	 podcast	 traffics	 in	 not	 one,	 but	 all	 three	 of	 these	 arenas,	 providing	 fertile	

ground	for	critical	inquiry.	Her	coetaneous	entanglements	with	these	spheres	present	an	

attractive	 invitation	 to	 contemplate	 some	of	 the	ways	 camp	 is	 traveling	 (and	perhaps	

transforming)	 within	 our	 current	 historical	 environment,	 especially	 in	 light	 of	 new	

technologies	and	the	cultural	practices	they	elicit.	The	fag	hag	controversy,	for	example,	

could	 not	 possibly	 have	 inflamed	 in	 quite	 the	 way	 that	 it	 did	 were	 it	 not	 for	 the	

unprecedented	speed	and	accessibility	of	the	communicative	channels	supplied	by	the	

Internet,	 which	 permitted	 near	 instantaneous	 exchanges	 between	 Klausner,	 her	

detractor,	and	her	other	listeners.	The	dissemination	of	such	dialogues	inspires	questions	

about	how	camp’s	 irreverent	rhetoric	and	 investments	 in	marginality	might	sit	with	a	

media	culture	that	seems	to	promote	notions	of	broad	participation	and	connection.	

	

The	sonic	character	of	the	podcast	also	welcomes	a	propitious	opportunity	to	concentrate	

upon	camp’s	expression	in	spoken	word	aesthetics,	a	subject	that	rarely	arises	in	critical	

literature.	By	way	of	example,	whereas	Sontag’s	“Notes	on	Camp”,	still	the	seminal	text	in	

the	field,	is	heavily	stocked	with	references	to	the	visual	tropes	of	camp,	its	allusions	to	

oral	culture	are	comparatively	thin	and	brief.	Given	this	preference	in	source	material,	it	

is	probably	not	 incidental	 that	 the	very	 terminology	Sontag	elects	 to	describe	camp	 is	

fundamentally	ocular,	as	when	she	conceptualizes	the	“camp	eye”,	“vision”,	and	“way	of	

looking”.		

	

This	chapter	is	galvanized	by	the	proposition	that	there	are	also	camp	sounds;	camp	ways	

of	 conversing	 and	 listening.	 That	 there	 exists	 an	 abundance	 of	 striking	 and	 indelible	

voices	in	the	camp	canon	is	incontrovertible:	Bette	Davis;	Truman	Capote;	Cher;	Tallulah	

Bankhead;	 Quentin	 Crisp;	 Liza	 Minelli;	 Margo	 Howard-Howard;	 the	 list	 goes	 on.	 The	

significance	of	verbal	forms	to	camp	is	also	hinted	at	in	Gary	Indiana’s	incisive	book	on	

Andy	Warhol,	 which	 gleans	 a	 connection	 between	 the	 artist’s	 childhood	 affection	 for	

radio	and	the	subsequent	profusion	of	dialogue	featured	in	his	film	oeuvre.287		

	

Prompted	by	 such	 intimations,	 this	 chapter	asks	 if	 there	are	properties	of	 the	 spoken	

word	that	lend	themselves	to	the	articulation	of	camp.	It	is	outside	the	constraints	of	this	

                                                        
287	Gary	Indiana,	Andy	Warhol	and	the	Can	that	Sold	the	World	(Basic	Books,	New	York:	2010)	p.	10.	
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inquiry	to	determine	the	entire	magnitude	of	camp’s	relationship	with	voice.	As	a	case	

study,	 however,	 Klausner’s	 podcast	 is	 highly	 suggestive	 of	 certain	 affinities	 at	 play	

between	these	realms.	It	especially	calls	attention	to	the	oral	tradition’s	propensity	for	

arousing	 feelings	 of	 spontaneity,	 intimacy	 and	 effervescence,	 often	 noted	 in	 scholarly	

characterizations	of	the	form.	I	will	argue	that	this	facility	is	acutely	responsive	to	specific	

camp	 practices	 (gossip,	 verbal	 acuity)	 and	 paradoxes	 (above	 all,	 its	 capacity	 for	 a	

simultaneous	evocation	of	proximity	and	remoteness).		

	

The	 implementation	of	 this	contradiction	 is	prevalent	 throughout	 the	podcast,	both	 in	

terms	of	content	and	form.	In	as	many	ways	as	Klausner	cultivates	and	feeds	upon	the	

confluence	 of	 a	 community,	 she	 also	 inculcates	 a	 sense	 of	 distance	 and	 division.	 The	

uproar	surrounding	her	self-proclamation	as	a	fag	hag	emblematizes	the	conflict	I	have	

described.	There	is	a	remarkable	irony	to	behold	in	the	extent	of	antagonistic	discourse	

springing	 forth	 from	a	 term	that	ostensibly	denotes	 the	existence	of	 friendly	relations	

between	a	woman	and	a	homosexual	man.		

	

Certainly,	the	listener	fulminating	against	Klausner’s	application	of	the	phrase	could	find	

support	for	her	complaint	by	referencing	cultural	critiques	of	the	term.	In	his	introduction	

to	Camp:	The	Lie	That	Tells	The	Truth,	Core	considers	that	the	fag	hag	comprises	one	of	

the	 only	 two	 designations	 available	 to	 women	 in	 camp,	 the	 other	 being	 ‘dyke’.	 His	

exposition	is	further	indicative	of	the	unflattering	implications	affixed	to	the	term,	worth	

quoting	here	at	length:		

	
‘Fag	hag’	is	a	patently	male-devised	phrase	which	resounds	hideously	in	a	way	that	
‘drag	 queen’,	 for	 instance,	 cannot	 balance.	 Yet	 its	 strident	 syllables	 perfectly	
equate	the	type	of	woman	whose	behavior	is	exaggerated	to	appeal,	not	to	lovers,	
but	to	male	homosexuals.	She	does	not	want	to	be	possessed,	only	desired,	and	is	
willing	to	accept	 the	platonic	accolades	of	men	who	 love	her	style	but	hate	her	
body.	She	may	well	hate	her	body	as	well,	or	adore	it	in	a	manner	which	denies	its	
sexuality.288	

	
By	this	account,	the	fag	hag	stereotype	insinuates	that	friendships	between	gay	men	and	

women	should	be	viewed	purely	as	a	renunciation	of	heterosexual	desire,	resulting	either	

from	 desperation	 or	 revulsion.	 Robertson	 has	 remonstrated	 against	 the	 shallow	

                                                        
288	Core,	p.	11.			
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assumptions	 promulgated	 by	 this	 understanding,	 for	 example,	 the	 clichés	 that	 such	

women	are	typically	unattractive	or	secretly	in	love	with	the	homosexuals	with	whom	

they	cavort,	themselves	ridiculed	as	‘fags’.289		

	

According	to	the	historical	chronology	charted	by	Maria	F.	Falker	and	Nick	Salvato,	the	

pejorative	connotations	of	the	fag	hag	were	at	their	most	potent	in	the	gay	scene	of	the	

1970s.290	 They	 consider	 that	 the	 HIV/AIDS	 crisis	 inaugurated	 a	 dramatic	 shift	 in	 the	

perception	of	her	cultural	role,	to	the	effect	that	the	term	is	now	frequently	understood	

as	a	 term	of	endearment.	Their	own	delineation	of	 the	 fag	hag	 is	a	sort	of	panegyric	 -	

submitting	 that	 her	 defining	 characteristics	 include	 “charm,	 sparkle,	 giddiness,	

outrageousness,	wit	and	bawdiness”.291			Nevertheless,	the	incident	on	Klausner’s	podcast	

demonstrates	that	the	word	is	still	capable	of	causing	offense.	It	does	not	appear	that	the	

fag	hag	functions	as	received	identity	whose	references	are	universally	agreed	upon,	let	

alone	praised.	As	a	result,	the	term	remains	grating	and	contentious.							

	

This	is	precisely	the	sort	of	terrain	in	which	the	effrontery	and	sardonic	humor	of	camp	

is	prone	to	thrive.	Calling	oneself	a	fag	hag	does	not	necessarily	imply	identification	with	

its	grotesque	stereotypes.	I	would	argue	that	the	abrasive	nature	of	the	title	might	also	

indicate	that	 its	claimant	navigates	(if	not	defines)	her	bond	with	homosexual	men	by	

participating	 in	 a	 form	 of	 discourse	 that	 is	 itself	 abrasive.	 The	mode	 of	 conversation	

Klausner	engages	in	on	her	podcast	would	support	this	theory	–	her	affiliation	with	gay	

men	 in	 the	 camp	 fraternity	 seems	 to	 rest	 heavily	 upon	 her	 aptitude	 for	 acidic	 and	

audacious	remarks.	Hence,	her	embrace	of	the	fag	hag	moniker	both	evokes	and	enlivens	

camp’s	perpetual	play	between	connection	and	rupture.		

	

A	further	contradiction:	at	the	same	time	that	Klausner	casts	herself	as	a	proponent	for	

the	 impudence	 of	 camp,	 her	 commitment	 to	 such	 temerarious	 antics	 is	 frequently	

accompanied	by	 inflections	of	hesitation.	Note,	 for	example,	 the	 shades	of	uncertainty	

coloring	her	defiant	perpetuation	of	the	camp	taxonomy:	“For	the	record,	I	am	going	to	

                                                        
289	Robertson,	p.	8.		
290	Maria	F	Fackler	and	Nick	Salvato,	“Fag	Hag:	A	Theory	of	Effeminate	Enthusiasms.”	Discourse	34	No.	1	
(Winter	2012)	pp.	67-69.		
291	Ibid,	p.	76.		



 131	

continue	to	use	terms,	I	think,	until	I’m	not	okay	with	them.”292	Her	assumption	of	the	

provocateur	persona	is	one	that	accommodates	ambiguity,	second-guessing	and,	on	some	

occasions,	remorse.		

			

It	is	far	from	coincidental	that	this	ambivalent	position	plays	itself	out	vis-à-vis	the	formal	

settings	 of	 the	 podcast.	 The	medium,	 I	will	 argue,	 issues	 a	 powerful	mandate	 for	 the	

championing	and	contestation	of	camp	traditions.	On	the	one	hand,	it	sets	up	an	attractive	

environment	for	the	expression	of	recalcitrant	discourse	that	binds	together	members	of	

the	camp	cognoscente.	Meanwhile,	it	also	provides	an	avenue	for	interlopers	to	call	that	

discourse	into	question.	This	dialectic	arises	within	a	format	that	is	largely	undisciplined	

and	 lacks	 the	 rigid	 commercial	 and	 stylistic	 dictates	 that	 might	 insist	 upon	 a	 more	

coherent	resolution	of	the	conflicts	it	foregrounds.			

			

Like	camp,	the	word	‘podcast’	is	applied	with	a	fair	amount	of	semantic	incertitude.	Vince	

Merserko,	 in	 his	 study	 on	 various	 podcasts	 associated	 with	 the	 comedy	 troupe	 “The	

Upright	Citizens	Brigade”,	makes	a	point	of	underscoring	the	elusive	nature	of	the	term,	

citing	 the	 open-ended	 definitions	 proposed	 by	 various	 academic	 authorities.293	 For	

example,	Richard	Berry	construes	the	podcast	as	an	“over-arching	term	for	any	audio-

content	downloaded	from	the	Internet	either	manually	from	a	website	or	automatically	

via	software	applications.”294	According	to	McLung	and	Johnson,	podcasts	are	“audio	and	

visual	files	that	can	be	downloaded	to	a	desktop	computer,	iPod,	or	other	portable	media	

player	 for	 playback	 later.”295	 While	 these	 entries	 offer	 us	 insight	 into	 the	 diverse	

technological	interfaces	through	which	the	podcast	is	channeled,	they	do	not	prescribe	

any	 of	 its	 generic	 codes.	 Since	 the	 podcast	 is	 still	 relatively	 new	 and	 inchoate,	 it	 is	

conceivable	that	formulas	determining	matters	such	as	content,	structure	and	length	will	

come	into	sharper	definition	over	time.	For	now,	the	very	unpredictability	of	these	factors	

is	itself	a	signature	aspect	of	the	medium.	

		

                                                        
292	 Klausner	 (June	 13,	 2014)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “Jason	 Nash	 -	 Brillsplaining”.	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/jason-nash-brillsplaining-ep-171		
293	Vince	Meserko,	“Upright	Citizens	of	the	Digital	Age:	Podcasting	and	Popular	Culture	in	an	Alternative	
Comedy	Scene.”	Unpublished	Masters	Thesis,	University	of	Kansas,	2010,	p.	7.		
294	 Berry,	 Richard.	 “Will	 the	 iPod	 kill	 the	 radio	 star?	 Profiling	 podcasting	 as	 radio.”	 Convergence:	 The	
International	Journal	of	Research	into	New	Media	Technologies	12	No.	2	(2006)	p.	144.		
295	McClung,	Steven	and	Kristine	Johnson,	“Examining	the	Motives	of	Podcast	Users.”	Journal	of	Audio	and	
Radio	Media,	17	No.		1	(2010)	p.	83.		
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Some	 podcasts	 essentially	 serve	 to	 redistribute	 pre-existing	 materials	 (such	 as	 the	

popular	public	radio	program	This	American	Life,	or	recorded	university	lectures),	and	

these	 replications	 will	 inevitably	 bear	 markings	 of	 the	 formal	 and	 institutional	

imperatives	 that	 governed	 their	 original	 sources.	 In	 many	 other	 cases,	 however,	 the	

podcast	sanctions	experimentation	by	conferring	autonomy	upon	broadcasters	to	devise	

their	own	approaches	to	the	form.	As	Meserko	has	stipulated,	the	podcast	is	unfettered	

by	many	of	the	traditional	gatekeeping	processes	of	the	media:	it	is	legally	exempt	from	

governmental	 regulations	 on	 language	 and	 content;	 it	 does	 not	 pass	 through	 any	

overriding	authority;	is	not	bound	by	any	time	limitations	or	advertising	requirements.296	

The	 absence	 of	 these	 rules	 of	 decorum	 leaves	 the	 podcast	 susceptible	 to	 the	 more	

invidious	elements	of	 the	camp	repertoire.	 It	 tolerates,	 for	example,	 the	unexpurgated	

distribution	of	profane	and	provocative	language.	But	such	disorder	also	entertains	the	

prospect	of	perpetual	revision.	Broadcasters	are	free	to	generate	their	work	through	a	

process	of	trial	and	error,	with	each	instalment	of	the	podcast	amending	or	abandoning	

the	patterning	 that	came	before	 it.	The	artist	 is	entrusted	 to	commit	 imperfections,	 to	

refine	and	reconsider	his	or	her	own	practice	(which	might	include	camp).			

	

From	 the	 critic’s	 perspective,	 these	 haphazard	 maneuvers	 pose	 a	 methodological	

challenge.	At	the	time	that	I	am	writing	this,	Klausner	has	released	209	episodes	of	her	

podcast	as	of	its	inception	in	March	of	2011.	Over	the	years,	the	podcast	has	experienced	

several	permutations	with	respect	to	structure,	content	and	distribution.	Initially,	each	

episode	 comprised	 of	 an	 opening	 monologue,	 two	 guest	 interviews,	 and	 a	 closing	

monologue.	This	template	was	then	altered	so	as	to	include	only	one	guest	interview	and	

a	much	longer	opening	monologue.	In	more	recent	episodes,	Klausner	has	scrapped	the	

interview	segment	altogether	in	order	to	provide	extended	commentary	on	a	television	

show	that	she	created	and	stars	in	-	Difficult	People	(2015-2017).	For	a	long	stretch,	the	

podcast	was	administered	in	weekly	instalments,	but	its	current	distribution	is	far	more	

sporadic.	For	now,	financial	contributions	from	fans	constitute	HWYW?’s	only	source	of	

funding,	 but	 Klausner	 frequently	 suggests	 that	 this	 model	 could	 change	 at	 any	 time	

(perhaps	 inviting	 the	 prospect	 of	 corporate	 sponsorships,	 following	 the	 path	 of	 other	

notable	 podcasters,	 such	 as	Marc	Maron	of	WTF).	My	 intention	 is	 not	 to	 exhaustively	

                                                        
296	Meserko,	pp.	7-8.		
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document	 such	 fluctuations,	 but	 to	 emphasize	 that	 I	 am	 dealing	 with	 a	 form	 whose	

restlessness	resists	neat	encapsulation.	As	I	have	already	suggested,	this	instability	is	in	

fact	 pivotal	 to	 this	 chapter’s	 interest	 in	 the	 relations	 between	 the	 podcast	 and	 camp	

(which	 is	 itself	precariously	organized).	 Instead	of	conceiving	 to	codify	either	entity,	 I	

wish	 to	 put	 forward	 some	 provisional	 ideas	 about	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 these	 unruly	

categories	can	be	seen	to	intersect	and	inform	each	other	throughout	HWYW?	

	

This	set	of	interests	calls	for	a	perusal	of	the	source	material	which	is	especially	attentive	

to	Klausner’s	performance	of	 the	 fag	hag	persona.	While	 this	 framing	 is	not	meant	 to	

encompass	the	entire	scope	of	the	podcast,	its	particular	positioning	is	one	that	the	text	

itself	explicitly	provokes.	Klausner’s	adoration	of	gay	men	is	one	of	her	perennial	subjects	

of	discussion.	In	one	episode	of	HWYW?,	guest	Jesse	Thorn	remarks	upon	the	podcast’s	

preoccupations	 with	 what	 he	 can	 only	 fumblingly	 identify	 as	 “lady	 stuff”	 and	 “gay	

stuff”.297	Klausner	receives	the	description	as	a	point	of	pride,	boasting	that	she	is	glad	to	

be	bringing	“femininity	and	faggotry”	into	his	life.			

	

The	playful	alliteration	enacted	by	this	turn	of	phrase	also	draws	attention	to	the	auditory	

medium	through	which	Klausner	stakes	her	claim	as	a	camp	practitioner.	The	cultural	

scholarship	focusing	on	the	status	of	women	in	camp	is	predominately	concerned	with	

the	 realization	and	 interpretation	of	 their	visual	 image.	This	 is	 the	 frame	of	 reference	

adopted	by	critics	who	have	expressed	alarm	at	the	way	in	which	camp	addresses	the	

female	body	(i.e.	Flinn’s	examination	of	camp’s	morbid	fascination	with	aging	Hollywood	

stars;298	the	feminists	who	characterize	drag	queens	as	misogynists299).	It	also	anchors	

the	counter-position	articulated	by	Robertson,	who	perceives	a	 feminist	 form	of	camp	

(“related	to	female	masquerade	and	rooted	in	burlesque”)	in	the	aesthetic	strategies	of	

film,	 television	 and	 video.300	 A	 disembodied	 voice	 on	 a	 podcast	 escapes	 this	 plane	 of	

analysis.	Klausner	demonstrates	 that	 a	woman	can	 situate	herself	 in	 relation	 to	 camp	

without	having	to	fashion	any	physical	appearance	whatsoever.	Her	occupation	of	this	

                                                        
297	 Klausner	 (Jan	 31,	 2013)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “Tom	 Scharpling,	 Jesse	 Thorn.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-100-one-hundred-tom-scharpling-jesse-thorn	
298	Flinn,	pp.	452-453.		
299	Carole-Anne	Tyler	takes	inventory	of	these	complainants	in	“Boys	Will	be	Girls:	Drag	and	Transvestic	
Fetishism.”	in	Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	the	Performing	Subject	a	Reader,	ed.	Fabio	Cleto	(Ann	Arbor:	The	
University	of	Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	374.	Counted	amongst	them	are	Marilyn	Frye,	Judith	Williamson,	
Erika	Munk	and	Alison	Lurie.			
300	Robertson,	p.	9.		
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station	 is	 predicated	 upon	 a	 style	 of	 oratory	 –	 recognizable	 as	 camp	 for	 its	 flagrant	

flamboyance	and	venomous	wit.		

	

This	verbal	communication	testifies	to	gaps	in	the	critical	glossary’s	account	of	the	fag	

hag.	Core’s	definition,	for	instance,	is	essentially	a	speculation	on	body	image.	Helene	A.	

Shugart	and	Catherine	Egley	Waggoner	offer	a	slightly	more	expansive	view,	formulating	

identity	markers	pertaining	not	only	 to	beauty,	but	 also	 class	 and	 race:	 “Fag	hags	are	

popularly	 portrayed	 as	 wealthy,	 attractive,	 typically	 white	 women	 with	 some	 social	

cachet…”301	But	they	demonstrate	little	interest	on	the	question	of	how	a	fag	hag	might	

sound	or	speak.	The	work	of	Fackler	and	Salvato	takes	a	significant	step	in	beginning	to	

address	 these	 oral	 dimensions.	 They	 observe,	 for	 example,	 the	 extraordinarily	 high-

pitched	 voice	 of	 Karen	 Walker	 in	 the	 sitcom	 Will	 &	 Grace	 (1998-).302	 They	 also	

acknowledge	Carrie	Bradshaw’s	performance	of	wit	and	linguistic	play	in	Sex	and	The	City	

(1998-2004).303	However,	this	sort	of	notation	is	usually	issued	as	a	passing	reference,	

interspersed	with	remarks	about	other	operant	elements	in	the	audio-visual	scheme	of	

the	texts.	There	is,	I	would	suggest,	room	to	further	develop	this	line	of	inquiry.				

		

When	does	speech	become	camp?	

	

Let	us	begin	with	the	assertion	that	there	is	no	such	thing	as	a	‘neutral’	voice	or	way	of	

speaking	–	each	one	springs	out	of	a	specific	historical	and	cultural	context	and	all	of	its	

attendant	 influences.	 If	one	speaks	in	a	fashion	that	adheres	to	dominant	conventions,	

that	 speech	might	 seem	 to	pass	as	 ‘neutral’,	but	only	 in	 the	sense	 that	 it	 strikes	us	as	

inconspicuous.	Camp	speech	will	often	situate	itself	in	opposition	to	this	false	concept	of	

neutrality	through	a	bald	display	of	its	own	constructedness.	Its	phonetics	can	achieve	

                                                        
301	Shugart	and	Waggoner,	p.	95.	
302	Fackler	and	Salvato,	p.	77.		
303	Ibid,	p.	79.		
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this	 effect	when	 they	 deviate	wildly	 from	prescribed	 norms	 or	when	 they	 register	 as	

overtly	stylized.		

Booth’s	 description	 of	 the	 “camp	quality	 of	 voice”	 even	 ascribes	 a	 dramatic	 arc	 to	 its	
fluctuations:		

…The	typical	diction	is	slow	almost	to	the	point	of	expiration	with	heavy	emphasis	
on	 inappropriate	words	 (lots	 of	 capital	 letters	 and	 italics)	 rising	 painfully	 to	 a	
climax,	 to	 be	 followed	 by	 a	 series	 of	 swift	 cadences	 –	 a	 sort	 of	 rollercoaster	
effect…304		

Camp	speech	is	not	simply	a	means	to	an	end.	If	anything,	camp	is	willing	to	counteract	

the	 functionality	 of	 speech	 (“with	 its	 emphasis	 on	 inappropriate	words”)	 in	 favour	 of	

producing	an	aesthetic	 impression.	 	Klausner	 is	renowned	for	 indulging	 in	 this	sort	of	

affectation.	In	the	course	of	her	podcast,	she	has	developed	a	mannered	style	of	elocution	

that	 sees	her	deliberately	mispronouncing	 a	 growing	 list	words	 –	 so	 that	 “murder”	 is	

transformed	into	“murdair”,	“noodles”	become	“noodelles”,	and	so	forth.	It	might	seem	

rather	trivial	to	scrutinise	this	routine,	but	these	idiosyncrasies	are	in	fact	significant	to	

the	listener’s	experience	of	the	podcast.	Indeed,	they	seem	to	figure	prominently	in	the	

cult	culture	that	it	has	amassed.	For	example,	on	a	website	maintained	by	devotees	of	the	

program,	there	is	a	page	which	painstakingly	itemizes	and	interprets	the	quirks	of	speech	

I	am	referring	 to.305	When	the	writer	David	Sedaris	appears	as	a	guest	on	HWYW?,	he	

leaps	at	the	opportunity	to	confess	his	delight	at	these	peculiarities.306		

There	 are	 comparable	 cases	 in	 the	 camp	 canon.	 Dina	 Martina,	 the	 drag	 queen	 who	

describes	herself	as	a	“tragic	singer,	horrible	dancer	and	surreal	raconteur”,	relishes	in	a	

very	similar	form	of	linguistic	distortion.307	Another	example	can	be	observed	in	the	camp	

habit	of	interpolating	articles	of	French	into	English	sentences	–	a	phenomenon	that	the	

linguistics	scholar	Keith	Harvey	identifies	and	then	substantiates	with	quotations	from	

Allan	 Hollinghurt’s	 novel	 The	 Swimming	 Pool	 Library:	 “‘This	 is	 the	 salle	 á	 manger,’	

announced	Charles.	‘As	you	can	see	that	slut	Lewis	never	bothers	to	dust	in	here,	because	

I	haven’t	actually	mangé	in	it	for	years.”308	Harvey	argues	that	one	of	the	effects	of	this	

                                                        
304	Booth,	p.	67.		
305	http://www.howwasyourwiki.com/index.php?title=Vernaculair	(accessed	17/9/14).		
306	 Klausner	 (May	 17,	 2013)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “David	 Sedaris	 -	 Madame,	 No.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-115-david-sedaris	
307	The	best	way	to	get	a	sense	of	Martina’s	twisted	world	play	is	probably	to	hear	the	performer	herself:		
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wRMNNHwODw	(accessed	17/9/14).		
308	Keith	Harvey,	“Camp	Talk	and	Citationality:	A	Queer	Take	on	‘Authentic’	and	‘Represented’	Utterance.”	
Journal	of	Pragmatics	34	No.	9.	(2002),	p.	1153.		
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practice	is	that	it	“throws	interlocutors	off	the	scent	of	decoding	prepositional	meaning	

and	signals,	instead,	the	far-from	transparent	presence	of	a	medium,	i.e.	language”.309	In	

his	analysis,	camp	arises	at	the	precise	moment	at	which	the	raw	voice	is	conditioned	into	

an	ordered	system	of	speech.	And	when	we	hear	it,	it	sounds	so	odd	and	obtrusive	that	it	

puts	us	at	a	distance	from	the	process	of	conditioning.	The	situation	is	analogous	to	an	

actor	on	stage	suddenly	going	off	script,	therefore	reminding	us	of	the	existence	of	a	script	

in	the	first	place.	This	is	how	camp	disrupts	language.		

	

Jonathon	Dollimore	considers	that	camp	is	“situated	at	the	point	of	the	emergence	of	the	

artificial	from	the	real,	culture	from	nature	–	or	rather	when	and	where	the	real	collapses	

into	artifice,	nature	into	culture…”310	He	might	just	as	easily	have	been	describing	speech.	

It	is	hard	to	think	of	another	setting	in	which	such	conversions	are	expressed	more	often	

and	 more	 swiftly.	 	 The	 voice	 is	 a	 product	 of	 nature,	 at	 least	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 is	

established	 through	 the	 coordinated	 efforts	 of	 organic	 structures	 located	 inside	 the	

body.311	The	instant	that	the	voice	speaks,	it	transports	itself	into	the	realm	of	language.	

The	stylisation	is	immediate	and	intensive.	What	could	be	more	attractive	to	camp?			

	

	

“You	cut	life	to	pieces	with	your	epigrams”	

		

	

The	 theatricality	 of	 camp’s	 speech	 cannot	 be	 confined	 to	 instances	 of	 funny	

mispronunciations	or	whimsical	digressions	into	French.	Its	self-reflexive	display	finds	

but	another	incarnation	in	its	verbal	performance	of	wit.	The	rueful	quip	has	come	to	bear	

as	a	precious	resource	in	the	camp	artillery.	Klausner’s	podcast	establishes	her	as	one	of	

its	great	technicians.		At	this	point,	my	instinct	as	a	writer	is	to	provide	a	quotation,	to	

                                                        
309	Ibid.		
310	Jonathan	Dollimore,	“Post/Modern:	On	the	Gay	Sensibility,	or	the	Pervert’s	Revenge	on	Authenticity.”	in	
Camp:	Queer	Aesthetics	and	 the	Performing	Subject:	A	Reader,	 ed.	Fabio	Cleto	 (Ann	Arbor:	University	of	
Michigan	Press,	1999)	p.	225.		
311	As	Steven	Connor	puts	it	in	Dumbstruck	–	A	Cultural	History	of	Ventriloquism	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	
Press),	“My	voice	comes	from	me	first	of	all	in	a	bodily	sense.	It	is	produced	by	means	of	my	vocal	apparatus	
–	breath,	larynx,	teeth,	palate	and	lips.	It	is	the	voice	I	hear	resonating	in	my	head	amplified	and	modified	
by	 the	 bones	 of	my	 skull,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 I	 see	 and	hear	 its	 effects	 on	 the	world.”	 See	p.	 3.	 Connor’s	
positioning	of	himself	in	this	explication	betokens	the	sense	of	intimacy	that	is	associated	with	the	voice;	it	
comes	from	inside	us.	This	might	contribute	to	the	notion	of	personal	disclosure	enacted	by	the	medium	of	
the	podcast	–	a	theme	further	discussed	below.		
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extract	and	transcribe	one	of	these	clever	and	derisive	utterances.	Herein	lies	a	problem,	

for	 to	 fix	 such	 words	 to	 the	 page	 is	 to	 purge	 them	 of	 their	 kinetic	 élan.	 The	 act	 of	

transcription	inevitably	attenuates	the	piquancy	of	verbal	wit.	Something	essential	gets	

lost	in	translation.		

	

Steven	Connor	suggests	that	visual	culture	turns	words	into	“mnemonic	objects”.	They	

are	“forms	of	record,	signs	capable	of	capturing	bits	of	the	world	and	of	experience,	and	

holding	them	in	place.”312	We	can	regard	written	words	at	our	will	and	return	to	them	if	

we	 so	 desire.	 This	 is	 not	 the	 case	with	 the	 spoken	word.	When	 someone	 is	 speaking,	

words	only	exist	as	they	are	being	delivered.313	The	language	is	therefore	distinguished	

by	its	transience.			

	

The	 ephemeral	 condition	 of	 the	 spoken	 word	 can	 lend	 a	 particular	 resonance	 and	

intensity	 to	 the	 sense	 of	 the	 eloquence,	 brevity	 and	 surprise	 that	 we	 have	 come	 to	

associate	with	wit.314	 These	 dimensions	 have	 an	 especially	 dazzling	 effect	when	 they	

appear	 to	 have	 been	 arranged	 extemporaneously.	 Booth	 has	 marvelled	 at	 this	

phenomenon	in	the	following	terms:	

	
At	its	best,	the	epigram	adds	extreme	artificiality	to	an	air	of	spontaneity;	it	has	
been	born	in	response	to	the	 inspiration	of	the	moment,	at	the	end	of	 long	and	
distinguished	 line	of	witticisms;	glittering	balefully	 it	springs	 fully-formed	from	
the	camp	wit’s	head.315			

	

To	be	sure,	this	impression	is	not	formed	when	it	is	clear	that	a	speech	has	been	scripted.	

It	must	seem	to	be	responding	to	the	vagaries	of	an	ongoing	experience	or	conversation.	

Speech	will	not	always	work	in	this	way,	but	the	immediate	and	evanescent	aspect	of	its	

character	situates	it	well	to	do	so.				

	

Klausner’s	podcast	 is	heavily	dependent	upon	the	spectacle	of	 improvised	speech.	She	

prepares	only	a	thin	outline	of	notes	prior	to	each	recording	session;	a	sort	of	scattering	

                                                        
312	Connor,	p.	15.		
313	Ibid.		
314	Bruce	Michelson	has	enumerated	these	qualities	as	the	defining	marks	of	modern	wit	as	a	form	of	social	
discourse.	See	Literary	Wit	(Amherst:	University	of	Massachusetts	Press,	2000)	p.	4.					
315	Booth,	p.	117.		
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of	 thoughts	meant	 to	 prompt,	 rather	 than	 dictate,	 the	 discussion	 that	 follows.316	 This	

intuitive	 process	 seems	 to	 accentuate	 the	 sensation	 of	 perpetual	 motion	 that	

accompanies	the	spoken	word.	Her	monologues	come	across	as	a	series	of	drifting	and	

unsettled	 reflections.	 It	 is	 typical	 for	 conversations	 with	 guests	 to	 take	 sharp	 and	

ingenious	turns.		Consider	the	following	exchange,	which	finds	Klausner	and	her	friend	

David	Ozanich	contemplating	the	film	career	of	the	actress	Karen	Black:				

	

JK:	How	is	her	range,	do	you	think,	as	a	fan	of	hers?		
DO:	She’s	great	as	a	sexy,	crazy	wily	blonde.	She’s	great	as	a	sexy,	wily	brunette.	
And	she’s	also	good	as	a	crazy	brunette.		
JK:	So,	her	range	is	superb.317		

	
	
The	 wry	 irony	 is	 transparent	 enough.	 The	 whip	 of	 its	 release,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	

impossible	to	approximate	in	print.	The	thrill	of	these	moments	is	in	the	alacrity	of	their	

delivery	-	the	tearing	speed	and	precision	with	which	artifice	is	concocted	out	of	thin	air.		

What	we	can	discern	from	this	dialogue	is	the	mordant	character	of	its	content:	the	lavish	

praise	rendered	facetious	in	its	repetition;	the	slick	sarcasm	of	the	final	retort.	This	is	the	

kind	of	caustic	repartee	that	proliferates	throughout	the	podcast.		

	

It	is	reasonable	to	surmise	that	many	of	us	would	expect	to	recognise	traces	of	derision	

in	such	performances	of	wit.	Michaelson	has	noticed	that	most	dictionaries	of	literary	and	

cultural	 terms	 are	 inclined	 to	 pair	 “wit”	 and	 “humour”	 together,	 with	 the	 latter	

differentiated	 as	 the	 “kinder,	 gentler	 practice”.318	 Oscar	 Wilde,	 arguably	 the	 most	

renowned	 wit	 of	 all	 time,	 and	 whom	 Sontag	 exalted	 as	 one	 of	 camp’s	 most	 eminent	

forefathers,	 actually	 embedded	 the	 rancorous	 reputation	 of	 wit	 into	 his	 literary	

narratives.	The	Picture	of	Dorian	Gray,	for	instance,	has	its	titular	character	attributing	a	

sort	 of	 violence	 to	 the	 aphorisms	 of	 Lord	 Henry:	 “You	 cut	 life	 to	 pieces	 with	 your	

epigrams.”319	In	such	dialogue,	the	exercise	of	wit	is	construed	as	a	form	of	brutality.			

	

                                                        
316	Klausner	 elaborates	on	 the	 ad-hoc	 composition	of	 the	podcast	 in	 this	 interview:	Eric	Meltzer,	 “Julie	
Klausner	on	Hard	Work,	Making	Stuff,	and	the	Urgency	to	be	Heard.”	Creative	Live	Blog	(May	16,	2014)	
http://blog.creativelive.com/julie-klausner-interview/	(accessed	20/5/15).		
317	Klausner	(February	8,	2013)	How	Was	Your	Week?	“David	Ozanich,	Michael	Kupperman	-	Heavy	Things	
onto	Stages.”	Available	at:	https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-101-heavy-things-onto-stages-david-
ozanich-michael-kupperman	
318	Michelson,	p.	10.		
319	Oscar	Wilde,	The	Picture	of	Dorian	Gray	(London:	Penguin	Classics,	2008)	p.	95.			
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The	spoken	language	of	camp	has	a	special	propensity	for	teasing	out	this	cynical	edge.	

Indeed,	camp’s	taste	for	barbed	rhetoric	has	been	widely	acknowledged	and	speculated	

upon.	An	early	interest	in	the	topic	is	recorded	in	Newton’s	Mother	Camp,	which	picks	up	

on	 the	 preponderance	 of	 scathing	 one-liners	 in	 the	 parlance	 of	 drag	 queens.320	 The	

subject	crops	up	again	in	Harvey’s	analysis	of	camp	utterances,	where	he	cites	Quentin	

Crisp’s	 characterisation	 of	 the	 modes	 of	 conversation	 engaged	 in	 by	 his	 homosexual	

milieu:	“a	lot	of	stylized	cattiness…	a	formal	game	of	innuendoes	about	other	people	being	

older	than	they	said,	about	their	teeth	being	false	and	their	hair	being	a	wig”.	321	

	

Critical	investigations	into	camp’s	acerbities	are	primarily	devoted	to	the	speech	patterns	

of	homosexuals,	as	reflected	in	the	examples	above.	Babuscio	even	argues	for	a	causal	link	

between	the	“bitter	wit”	of	camp	and	the	gay	identity	of	its	practitioners;	he	frames	the	

hostility	 of	 the	 discourse	 as	 an	 inevitable	 corollary	 to	 the	 degradation	 that	 society	

imposes	upon	them	as	a	stigmatised	minority.322	How	that	theory	could	ever	be	verified	

with	unambiguous	and	empirical	evidence	remains	to	be	seen.	It	is	not	really	my	objective	

to	debate	the	merits	and	deficits	of	such	pronouncements.	I	am,	nevertheless,	intrigued	

by	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 literature	 on	 this	 topic	 persistently	 highlights	 the	

homosexuality	 of	 camp	 speakers,	 not	 least	 because	 the	 object	 of	 my	 study	 identifies	

herself	as	a	heterosexual	woman.	I	would	offer	two	comments	in	this	regard.	The	first	is	

that	gay	men	do	not	have	a	monopoly	on	the	practice	of	verbal	sparring	that	ensues	within	

camp	 discourse.	 But	 where	 the	 speaker	 in	 question	 deviates	 from	 this	 identity	

description,	it	appears	that	gay	men	will	often	take	on	some	form	of	auxiliary	role	–	for	

example,	as	co-participants	in	the	dialogue,	or	as	its	intended	or	unintended	audience.	323	

This	sense	of	exchange	has	a	deeply	felt	presence	in	Klausner’s	podcast.	Some	of	her	most	

stinging	epithets	are	reeled	off	in	the	midst	of	a	conversation	with	one	of	her	gay	male	

friends.	For	an	example,	listen	to	the	predatory	zeal	with	which	Klausner	trades	gossip	

                                                        
320	“The	campy	queen	who	can	‘read’	(put	down)	all	challengers	and	cut	everyone	down	to	size	is	greatly	
admired”.	Newton,	p.	107.		
321	Harvey	p.	1155.	Original	source:	Quentin	Crisp,	The	Naked	Civil	Servant	(London,	Cape,	1968)	p.	29.		
322	Babuscio,	p.127.		
323	Harris	provides	a	striking	example	of	this	dynamic	in	his	discussion	of	the	appeal	of	film	divas	to	gay	
men	of	the	pre-Stonewall	era:	”Homosexuals	were	drawn	to	the	image	of	the	bitch	in	part	because	of	her	
wicked	 tongue,	 her	 ability	 to	 achieve	 through	 conversation,	 through	 her	 verbal	 acuity,	 her	 snappy	
comebacks,	the	control	that	gay	men	were	unable	to	achieve	in	their	own	lives.”	See	p.	173.		
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on	Sharon	Stone	with	her	friend,	Bryan	Safi.324	In	a	broader	sense,	gay	men	are	also	in	

attendance	as	the	podcast’s	presumed	fan	base.	From	time	to	time,	Klausner	explicitly	

recognises	 that	 her	 style	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 performance	 caters	 to	 this	 specific	

demographic.	She	even	jests	that	she	may	need	to	install	a	“gay-splaining”	feature	that	

would	 serve	 to	 impart	 the	 requisite	 literacy	 needed	 to	 understand	 her	 podcast	 upon	

confused	 heterosexual	 listeners.	 Her	 powers	 as	 a	 raconteur,	 and	 in	 particular,	 her	

mastery	of	the	throwaway	put-down,	have	the	effect	of	consolidating	and	cementing	her	

allegiance	to	homosexual	men.	They	are	an	important	part	of	what	makes	her	a	fag	hag.							

This	aspect	of	Klausner’s	oral	performance	has	interesting	ramifications	with	respect	to	

the	gender	politics	of	camp.	From	one	perspective,	it	refutes	the	assumption	that	women	

can	only	exist	in	that	culture	as	objects	of	scrutiny.	The	vituperations	that	punctuate	the	

podcast	more	likely	place	her	as	a	beholder	of	the	camp	gaze	than	its	target.	It	is	also	true	

that	 this	 position	 is	 still	 contingent	 upon	 the	 company	 and	 cooperation	 of	 gay	 men.	

Moreover,	 the	 thrust	 of	 the	 academic	 writing	 on	 camp	 wit	 -	 with	 its	 overwhelming	

emphasis	 on	 male	 homosexuals	 –	 would	 seem	 to	 lend	 a	 sense	 of	 marginality	 to	 the	

participation	of	the	fag	hag	in	such	proceedings.325			

Klausner	 is	 also	 implicating	 herself	 in	 a	 tradition	 that	 some	 feminist	 critics	 have	

considered	inimical	to	her	own	sex.	One	of	the	more	noticeable	features	of	camp’s	verbal	

wit	is	the	frequency	with	which	it	pits	itself	against	the	corporeal	realm.	Or,	to	put	it	more	

plainly:	 it	 insults	 people	 based	 on	 their	 appearances.326	 As	 we	 have	 already	 seen,	

allegations	of	sexism	are	likely	to	arise	when	this	type	of	critique	centres	upon	the	female	

body.	Klausner	herself	shows	little	restraint	in	ridiculing	the	looks	of	other	women.	Take	

this	remark	after	watching	the	Academy	Awards:	“Renée	Zellweger	looks	exactly	like	a	

kangaroo	right	now.	I	don’t	know	what	happened.	I	don’t	whether	she	did	it,	or	whether	

God	did	it.”327			

                                                        
324	Klausner	(August	5,	2011)	How	Was	Your	Week?	“Steve	Agee,	Bryan	Safi	-	Rave	Withdrawal.”	Available	
at:	https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-22-rave-withdrawal-steve-agee-bryan-safi	
325	Then	again,	it	is	possible	that	this	is	more	reflective	of	camp’s	critical	reception	than	it	is	of	camp	itself.		
326	 In	Paris	 is	Burning	(1990),	 Jennie	Livingston’s	seminal	documentary	about	the	Harlem	drag	scene	of	
1980s,	drag	performer	Dorien	Corey	defines	the	expression	‘throwing	shade’	in	these	terms:	“Shade	is:	‘I	
won’t	tell	you	you’re	ugly,	but	I	don’t	have	to	tell	you,	because	you	know	you’re	ugly.’”			
327	Klausner	(March	1,	2013)	How	Was	Your	Week?	“DC	Pierson,	Alex	Timbers	-	Battlefield	Girth.”	Available	
at:	https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-104-battlefield-girth-dc-pierson-alex-timbers	
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The	charges	of	misogyny	leveled	against	camp	can	be	met	with	various	defenses,	which	

attest	 that	 such	mockery	 is	 often	 tinged	with	 affection,	 or	 that	 the	 camp	 gaze	 is	 not	

exclusively	directed	at	women.	We	can	weigh	up	these	competing	arguments	and	draw	

our	own	conclusions,	but	this	is	unlikely	to	resolve	the	controversy	that	surrounds	them.	

The	 fag	hag	 takes	up	a	particularly	contentious	position	 in	 this	embattled	course.	The	

official	literature	would	suggest	that	she	is	not	a	member	of	camp’s	dominant	class.	She	

also	runs	the	risk	of	being	labeled	a	traitor	to	her	own	kind.	Such	is	the	price	of	admission	

for	partaking	in	the	glittering	conversations	of	the	camp	coterie.	But	if	this	is	one	of	the	

costs	 of	 camp,	Klausner	 seems	willing	 to	 bear	 it.	 Anticipating	 the	 fire	 of	 criticism	her	

wisecrack	about	Zellweger	might	 ignite,	she	defends	herself	with	this	dry	rejoinder:	“I	

could	say	that	I’m	not	judging	her.	I	could	say	that	it’s	not	nice	to	make	fun	of	someone’s	

appearance…	both	of	those	things	are	a	lie.”		

		
“How	often	do	you	think	about	Cher?”	

	
	
	
A	confession:	I	am	half-tempted	to	simply	issue	the	question	above	without	providing	any	

further	context.	How	often	do	you	think	about	Cher?	This	impulse	of	mine	isn’t	just	a	bout	

of	whimsical	stupidity.	Nor	is	it	borne	out	of	a	radical	or	insane	desire	to	abandon	the	

coherence	of	a	critical	argument.	Nor	do	I	harbor	any	sincere	curiosity	about	the	extent	

to	 which	 Cher	 figures	 as	 a	 cynosure	 in	 our	 collective	 consciousness.	 I	 entertain	 this	

absurd	notion	as	a	fitting	tribute	to	the	source	material	I	am	grappling	with:	its	sudden	

starts;	its	winding	non-sequiturs;	its	feverish	obsession	with	popular	culture.		

The	question	was	originally	posed	in	the	middle	of	a	desultory	conversation,	popping	up	

unexpectedly	during	Klausner’s	bustling	chatter	with	the	singer	Neko	Case.	The	answer,	

for	those	who	must	know:	Cher	crosses	Case’s	mind	once	a	week,	and	Klausner’s	twice	a	

day.328	 This	 is	 a	 moment	 of	 frivolity	 that	 swiftly	 slips	 away	 in	 the	 procession	 of	 the	

interview,	 and	 yet	 it	 yields	 significant	 insight	 into	 the	 podcast’s	 approach	 to	 popular	

culture	and	the	celebrity	personae	that	it	propagates.		

                                                        
328	 Klausner	 (April	 29,	 2011)	How	Was	 Your	Week?	 “Neko	 Case,	 Joe	Mande	 -	 All	 the	Way	 to	 Canada.”	
Available	 at:	 https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/hwyw-ep-8-all-the-way-to-canada-neko-case-joe-
mande-	
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Klausner's	musings	 on	 such	 topics	 are	 always	digressive.	 She	 does	 not	 rely	 upon	 any	

methodical	 procedure	 for	 their	 delivery.	 They	 seem	 to	 just	 burst	 forth	 irrepressibly,	

intertwined	with	other	contemplations	on	the	most	quotidian	aspects	of	her	life.	There	is	

no	formal	demarcation	between	the	glossy	world	of	entertainment	and	the	minutiae	of	

everyday	 experience.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 which,	Klausner	really	 does	 sound	 like	 someone	

who	might	actually	think	about	Cher	as	often	as	she	claims.	Arguably,	this	disposition	is	

an	 increasingly	 ubiquitous	 one	 –	 a	 common	 symptom	 of	 the	 modern	 world	 and	 the	

plethora	of	mass-mediated	 images	and	narratives	that	 inundate	 its	 inhabitants.329	One	

can	still,	however,	observe	various	gradations	of	this	phenomenon.	To	appreciate	this,	we	

need	only	turn	to	Klausner	and	Case’s	respective	answers	to	the	Cher	question.	It	is,	for	

example,	particularly	prevalent	and	pronounced	amongst	camp	practitioners.			

Jeremy	Kelley	and	Keith	Harvey	have	made	similar	recognitions	in	their	linguistic	studies	

on	 camp	 speech,	 albeit	 in	 slightly	 different	 terms.	 In	 both	 instances,	 the	 inquiry	 is	

confined	to	the	spoken	utterances	of	homosexual	men.	Kelley	contends	that	camp	speech	

does	not	necessarily	immerse	itself	in	pop	culture	at	large;	it	tends	to	fasten	upon	what	

he	broadly	defines	 as	 “female	 and	queer	 iconic	 content	matter”,	 or	 that	which	 is	 “not	

normatively	 recognized	 as	 content	 of	 importance	 for	 heterosexual	 men”.330	 This	

formulation	 is	 strongly	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 terminology	 that	 the	 podcast	 invokes	 to	

declare	its	own	themes:	“lady	stuff	and	gay	stuff”,	“femininity	and	faggotry”.	Kelley	takes	

it	 for	 granted	 that	 the	 scheme	 of	 reference	 he	 outlines	 is	 unique	 to	 the	 “gay	 male	

experience”.	But	the	pairing	it	construes	(“female”	and	“queer”)	is	in	fact	perfectly	suited	

for	the	fag	hag	–	whose	very	name	is	itself	a	variation	on	that	couplet.	In	a	similar	vein,	

Harvey	argues	that	camp’s	citation	of	cultural	artefacts	sets	up	a	specific	repertoire	of	

references	that	function	to	“create	or	reinforce	gay	solidarity	between	interlocutors”.331	

He	does	not	propose,	as	I	am	doing	here,	that	these	allusions	can	be	drawn	upon	in	order	

to	establish	a	sense	of	affinity	with	gay	men,	rather	than	simply	between	them.		

                                                        
329	This	view	is	supported	by	Joke	Hermes’s	findings	on	media	audiences’	interests	in	the	lives	of	celebrities:	
“Seeing	media	figures	as	real	and	as	part	of	our	everyday	cultural	and	emotional	experience	is	part	and	
parcel	 of	 how	 media	 texts	 come	 to	 have	 meaning.”	 	 See	 “Media	 Figures	 in	 Identity	 Construction.”	 in	
Rethinking	the	Media	Audience:	The	New	Agenda,	ed.	P.	Alasuutari	(London:	Sage,	1999)	p.	71.		
330	 Jeremy	Kelley,	“Queering	Conversation:	An	Ethnographic	Exploration	of	 the	Functional	Properties	of	
Camp-Based	 Language	 Use	 in	 U.S.	 Gay	Men’s	 Interactions.”	 Unpublished	Doctoral	 Thesis,	 University	 of	
California,	2013,	pp.	95-96.		
331	Harvey,	p.	1151.	Note	that	he	prefers	to	use	a	much	wider	term	to	“popular	culture”	-	“cultural	artifacts”.		
I	have	employed	the	former	denomination	because	it	befits	Klausner’s	particular	set	of	tastes;	she	is	far	
more	likely	to	mention	Cher	than	Chopin.		
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The	 formal	 character	 of	 the	 podcast	 is	 instrumental	 in	 conducting	 this	 webwork	 of	

association.	Of	course,	there	have	been	written	texts	that	have	endeavoured	to	record	a	

camp	perusal	of	popular	culture	-	for	example,	Sontag’s	“random”	list	of	the	camp	canon,	

or	 Core’s	 Camp:	 The	 Lie	 That	 Speaks	 the	 Truth,	 which	 assumes	 the	 format	 of	 an	

encyclopaedia.	While	each	of	these	texts	deploys	its	own	stylistic	strategy	for	assembling	

its	points	of	reference,	both	catalogues	are	clearly	defined	in	scope.	By	this	I	mean	that	

the	 items	of	popular	culture	that	they	collect	and	archive	cannot	change	over	time.	As	

individual	 printed	 publications,	 their	 anthologies	 are	 fundamentally	 static	 and	

immutable.						

The	compilation	of	references	that	we	encounter	in	the	podcast	is	far	more	open-ended.	

It	 is	disseminated	 through	a	series	of	 instalments	whose	 iterations	are	 indeterminate,	

allowing	 it	 to	 amass	 a	 library	 of	 figures	 and	 symbols	 that	 perpetually	 expands	 and	

elaborates.	This	mobility	is	further	enhanced	by	the	podcast’s	aesthetics	of	speech,	that	

is,	the	laxity	of	the	spoken	word,	the	unfocused	meanderings	of	the	broadcaster.332The	

podcast	both	assumes	and	capitalises	upon	an	audience	that	is	to	receptive	this	process	

of	 accumulation.	 Its	 scanning	 of	 popular	 culture	 never	 pretends	 or	 attempts	 to	 be	

panoptic.	The	pleasure	 that	 it	 offers	 is	 in	 satisfying	an	appetite	 for	 such	material	 that	

requires	constant	satiation.	

We	can	recognise	a	cardinal	instance	of	this	dynamic	in	the	podcast’s	rendering	of	the	

celebrity	feud.	It	is	a	topic	that	is	canonical	to	camp	discourse,	synthesizing	many	of	its	

customary	 preoccupations	 (with	 stardom,	 scandal,	 gossip,	 gratuitous	 affect	 and	

aggression).333	 A	 feud	 is	 also,	 by	 its	 very	 nature,	 a	 prolonged	 affair;	 its	 extravagance	

stemming	not	just	from	the	fervour	of	its	bitter	recriminations	but	the	stubborn	tenacity	

with	which	they	endure.	The	podcast	provides	an	accommodating	space	for	this	kind	of	

ongoing	 saga,	with	 its	 capacious	 structure,	 its	 serialized	dispatches,	 and	 the	 license	 it	

grants	to	speak	freely.		

                                                        
332	A	rumination	on	the	television	series	Smash	(2012-2013),	a	short-lived	NBC	musical	that	quickly	became	
one	of	Klausner’s	choice	objects	of	ridicule,	unfolds	as	follows:	“And	this	is	the	last	thing	I’ll	say	about	Smash,	
unless	I	return	to	it.	I’ll	say	one	more	thing	actually…”.	 	See	Klausner	(February	8,	2013)	How	Was	Your	
Week?	 “David	 Ozanich,	 Michael	 Kupperman	 -	 Heavy	 Things	 Onto	 Stages.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-101-heavy-things-onto-stages-david-ozanich-michael-
kupperman	
333	The	endless	speculation	shared	by	camp	practitioners	regarding	the	purported	hatred	between	Bette	
Davis	and	Joan	Crawford	is	the	quintessential	example	of	this.			
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In	this	context,	the	spectacle	of	the	feud	is	deposited	and	shaped	through	a	concatenation	

of	vitriolic	outpourings.	These	serve	to	recapitulate	old	grievances	while	also	angling	at	

fresh	 insults	 and	 condemnations.	 Klausner’s	 extended	 excoriation	 of	 the	 television	

actress	 Pauley	 Paurette	 is	 a	 prime	 example.	 The	 origin	 story	 of	 their	 acrimonious	

relationship	is	recited	so	regularly	that	it	becomes	stitched	into	the	lore	of	the	podcast.334	

Furthermore,	this	antipathy	is	always	being	replenished	through	additional	antics	and	

activities.335	Camp’s	interest	in	popular	culture	is	therefore	expressed	as	a	persistent	and	

ferocious	craving.	 It	 is	also	explicitly	 framed	as	a	collective	experience.	Some	listeners	

will	 only	 engage	 with	 the	 podcast’s	 peregrinations	 into	 popular	 culture	 as	 reticent	

observers.	But	its	broadcaster	does	extend	an	invitation	to	her	audience	to	participate	in	

encoding	 the	system	of	 references	 I	have	described.	Most	episodes	will	 conclude	with	

Klausner	 poring	 over	 correspondence	 from	 her	 fans,	 thereby	 offering	 them	 an	

opportunity	 to	 trade	 thoughts	 with	 her	 on	 various	 items	 of	 entertainment.	 They	 can	

solicit	her	opinion	on	a	film,	alert	her	to	some	obscure	piece	of	celebrity	trivia,	and	so	

forth.			

For	the	consumer	of	a	cultural	product	to	contribute	to	its	content	is	not	of	itself	anything	

new.	As	early	as	the	1930s,	Walter	Benjamin	was	taking	notice	of	phenomena	such	as	

‘letters	to	the	editor’	appearing	in	the	daily	press	and	prognosticating	that	the	“distinction	

between	 author	 and	 public	 is	 about	 to	 lose	 its	 basic	 character”.336	 The	 more	 recent	

ascension	 of	 new	media	 and	 the	 Internet	 is	 often	 regarded	 as	 an	 acceleration	 of	 this	

disintegration.	Both	are	credited	with	installing	models	of	communication	that	encourage	

interdependent	exchange	and	networking	over	the	sort	of	one-way	transmission	that	is	

associated	with	‘traditional’	media	outlets.337	In	Klausner’s	case,	there	can	be	little	doubt	

that	 the	 broadcaster	 still	 holds	 dominion	 over	 the	 product	 in	 question;	 it	 is	 she	who	

provides	the	bulk	of	its	content,	and	who	presides	over	and	editorialises	all	other	input.	

                                                        
334	In	short:	Klausner	encountered	the	television	star	while	attending	an	awards	show	for	dogs	that	she	was	
covering	 as	 a	 correspondent	 for	 the	website	Vulture.	 Klausner	 facetiously	 asked	 the	 actress	 if	 she	was	
intoxicated	and	whether	she	intended	on	stealing	any	of	the	competing	dogs.	Paurette	responded	to	this	
sarcastic	taunt	by	attempting	to	have	Klausner	banished	from	the	event.				
335	 In	 her	 monologues,	 Klausner	 will	 periodically	 skewer	 Paurette’s	 social	 media	 posts.	 When	 she	
interviews	Seth	Rogen,	she	persuades	him	to	commit	to	a	pledge	that	he	will	refuse	to	work	with	Paurette	
in	any	and	all	of	his	future	projects.		
See	 Klausner	 (May	 2,	 2014)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “Seth	 Rogen	 -	 A	 Working	 Heart.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/seth-rogen-a-working-heart-ep-165							
336	Walter	Benjamin,	“The	Work	of	Art	in	the	Age	of	Mechanical	Reproduction.”	in	Illuminations:	Essay	and	
Reflections,	ed.	Hannah	Arendt	(Schocken	Books:	New	York,	1968)	p.	232.		
337	See	Terry	Flew,	New	Media	(Melbourne:	University	Press,	2014)	pp.	26,	31,	and	34.			
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That	 being	 said,	 the	 podcast	 does	 make	 gestures	 towards	 audience	 interaction	 that	

service	the	establishment	of	a	specialised	vocabulary	around	mass	entertainment.	These	

interrelations	 are	 made	 possible	 by	 contemporary	 communication	 platforms	 (email,	

social	media)	and	the	instantaneous	exchanges	they	afford.		

I	should	stress	that	there	is	nothing	neutral	about	the	way	in	which	the	podcast	accrues	

and	shares	its	set	of	cultural	citations.	It	is	not	a	repository	of	dispassionately	recorded	

facts	and	 figures	pre-emptively	assumed	 to	be	camp.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is	often	 the	manner	 in	

which	the	podcast	casts	its	references	that	ushers	them	into	this	category.	Its	incessant	

probing	of	popular	culture	belies	a	shameless	avidity	and	ardour	for	that	content,	yet	the	

discourse	 itself	 is	 often	 riddled	with	hostility.	That	 combination	of	 rapt	 attention	 and	

sarcastic	critique	is	a	tell-tale	sign	of	the	camp	outlook.	It	positions	Klausner	both	as	a	

fanatical	devotee	and	a	disaffected	critic.		

Camp’s	bipolar	attitude	towards	popular	culture	runs	alongside	similar	dualities	at	work	

in	the	medium	in	which	Klausner	operates.	In	spite	of	the	novelty	implied	by	its	title,	new	

media	 is	notorious	for	 its	 ingestion	of	existing	formats.	 Its	custom	is	to	demonstrate	a	

mixture	of	fidelity	and	transgression	with	respect	to	established	forms	of	expression.338	

The	podcast	is	no	exception;	radio	serves	as	an	obvious	and	influential	precursor	to	its	

broadcasting	of	sound	and	disembodied	voice,	but	its	departures	from	that	medium	are	

daring	and	momentous.	Not	only	is	the	podcast	unconstrained	by	regulatory	oversight,	

but	 it	also	has	an	entirely	different	distribution	method,	with	consumers	downloading	

and	 listening	 to	 content	 at	 their	 own	whim	 instead	 of	 intermittently	 tuning	 into	 the	

incessant	stream	of	broadcast	radio.								

Another	contradiction:	while	the	Internet	is	heralded	for	its	unprecedented	advances	in	

mass	 participation	 and	 connectivity,	 it	 also	 evokes	 a	 sense	 of	 fragmentation.339	 The	

decentralised	infrastructure	that	administers	its	activities	allows	for	a	vast	profusion	of	

material	 to	 emerge	 from	 a	 myriad	 of	 channels,	 some	markedly	 less	 frequented	 than	

others.340	Although	Internet	content	is	situated	within	an	interconnected	system,	a	lot	of	

it	can	be	highly	specified	and	arcane.	This	is	certainly	true	of	the	podcast.	Meserko,	for	

                                                        
338	This	idea	forms	the	basis	of	Jay	David	Bolter	and	Richard	Grusin’s	theory	of	‘remediation’,	discussed	in	
Flew,	p.	31.			
339	Flew,	p.	59.		
340	Ibid.		
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example,	has	emphasized	the	amount	of	“selection	and	work”	that	the	podcast	demands	

of	 its	 listeners	 relative	 to	other	 types	of	media.	Unlike	 television	or	 radio,	 there	 is	no	

apparatus	that	permits	listeners	to	‘flip’	between	stations	–	they	must	actively	search	out	

the	content	themselves.341		

The	 most	 cursory	 glance	 at	 the	 Podcast	 section	 of	 the	 iTunes	 Store	 reveals	 an	

overwhelming	amplitude	of	choices.	So	far,	none	of	these	has	achieved	anything	close	to	

the	commercial	popularity	of	a	hit	sitcom	or	a	blockbuster	film.342		In	the	podcast	we	find	

a	 form	 that	 borrows	 from	 tradition	 at	 the	 same	 time	 that	 it	 claims	 distance	 from	 it;	

positions	itself	within	an	interlinked	network	while	also	preserving	its	own	marginality.	

These	interplays	co-exist	with	the	tug-of-war	that	we	see	at	the	heart	of	camp’s	response	

to	popular	culture	–	between	immersion	and	alienation,	enthusiasm	and	reproach.								

	

“A	one-sided	conversation	with	a	friend”		

			

There	is	another	element	to	take	into	account	when	considering	the	mixed	feelings	that	

Klausner	holds	for	popular	culture.	This	has	to	do	with	the	vantage	point	from	which	she	

expresses	 her	 ambivalent	 relation	 to	 celebrity.	 Her	 podcast	 is	 not	 just	 a	 forum	 for	

celebrity	critique;	it	also	has	a	stake	in	the	project	of	celebrity	construction	(specifically,	

her	own).	This	is	not	to	discount	the	extent	to	which	Klausner’s	public	recognition	can	be	

attributed	 to	 various	 other	 endeavours	 she	 has	 engaged	 in	 both	 before	 and	 after	 the	

creation	of	her	podcast.	The	form	has,	however,	played	an	important	role	in	shaping	the	

persona	that	constitutes	her	star	image.	The	fame	generated	by	the	podcast	is	a	specific	

breed	of	celebrity	that	scholars	in	the	field	have	come	to	associate	with	the	Internet.	The	

vast	 and	 diverse	 sphere	 of	 cyberspace	 offers	 any	 number	 of	 platforms	 of	 self-

                                                        
341	Meserko,	pp.	45-46.		
342	As	far	as	I	am	aware,	Klausner	has	not	publicly	disclosed	any	information	on	the	quantity	of	downloads	
her	podcast	generates.	But	 to	provide	a	general	sense	of	 the	marketplace	 -	 in	2013,	 Ira	Glass,	host	and	
producer	of	This	American	Life,	one	of	the	world’s	most	popular	podcasts,	stated	in	an	interview	that	the	
highest	number	of	downloads	a	single	episode	of	TAL	had	received	was	approximately	1	million,	and	that	
the	median	figure	for	the	podcast	was	somewhere	near	800,000.	See	Michael	Wolf,	“This	American	Life’s	Ira	
Glass	 talks	 Podcasting.”	 Next	 Market	 Insights	 (April	 15,	
2013):http://nextmarket.co/blogs/conversations/7703637-this-american-lifes-ira-glass-talks-
podcasting	(accessed	5/10/16).		
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representation	that	are	intended	for	public	consumption.	The	net-effect	of	these	activities	

is	manifold	and	complex,	but	there	are	a	few	implications	that	stand	out	as	particularly	

salient	for	the	purposes	of	this	discussion.		

	

The	first	 is	 the	 idea	that	the	Internet	provides	multiple	avenues	of	self-disclosure	that	

betray	a	‘do-it-yourself’	aesthetic.	Its	technological	interfaces	are	often	geared	around	the	

premise	of	user-created	content,	requiring	minimal	interference	from	third	parties.	We	

can	see	how	this	reputation	applies	to	the	podcast	in	light	of	my	earlier	comments	on	the	

absence	of	gatekeepers	patrolling	the	medium.	It	also	attaches	to	the	social-networking	

activity	that	Klausner’s	podcast	tethers	itself	to.	The	profusion	of	this	kind	of	media	has	

given	rise	to	what	Theresa	Senft	has	called	the	“micro-celebrity”:	“a	new	style	of	online	

performance	that	involves	people	in	“amping	up”	their	popularity	using	technologies	like	

videos,	blogs	and	social-networking	sites”343.	By	this	design,	the	myth-making	machinery	

of	fame	is	not	just	in	the	hands	of	the	press,	or	publicists,	or	scriptwriters,	or	directors.	

Conceivably,	it	belongs	to	anybody	who	has	access	to	a	smart-phone.		

					

Several	thoughts	arise	as	to	what	all	of	this	might	mean	for	camp.	One	would	presume	

that	a	putative	democratisation	of	celebrity	would	be	consequential	to	camp’s	interests	

in	polarities	 such	as	 ‘life’	 and	 ‘theatre’,	 and	 ‘obscurity’	 and	 ‘fame’.	 If	 opportunities	 for	

stardom	abound,	is	the	camp	practitioner	drawn	a	little	closer	to	the	limelight?	Could	the	

Internet	be	seen	to	promote	camp	values,	or	has	it	rendered	them	less	distinct?	I	have	

posited	these	inquiries	rather	broadly,	and	care	must	be	taken	in	order	to	refrain	from	

generalising	 too	widely.	 But	 I	would	 at	 least	 like	 to	 contemplate	 how	 such	 issues	 are	

brought	into	question	by	the	artefact	at	my	disposal.		

	

It	is	clear	that	the	branding	of	a	star	persona	is	pivotal	to	the	operations	of	HWYW?	In	one	

of	 its	 broadcasts,	 Klausner	 herself	 deems	 that	 the	 projection	 of	 her	 own	 personality	

serves	 as	 a	 thematic	 centrepiece	 for	 the	 podcast.	 (Not	 incidentally,	 the	 only	 other	

dominant	 motif	 that	 she	 can	 identify	 is	 “popular	 culture”).344	 Indeed,	 this	 display	 is	

fundamental	to	Klausner’s	assumption	of	the	fag	hag	posture,	for	her	affectional	ties	to	

                                                        
343	Theresa	Senft,	Camgirls:	Celebrity	and	Community	 in	 the	Age	of	Social	Media	 (New	York:	Peter	Lang,	
2008)	p.	25.		
344	 Klausner	 (January	 31,	 2013)	How	Was	 Your	Week?	 “Tom	 Scharpling,	 Jesse	 Thorn.”	 Available	 at:	 at	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-100-one-hundred-tom-scharpling-jesse-thorn	
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homosexual	men	extend	far	beyond	those	whom	she	happens	interview	on	the	program.	

She	also	offers	up	an	approximation	of	herself	for	the	podcast’s	audience,	not	only	as	the	

protagonist	of	its	anecdotes,	or	its	leading	conversationalist,	but	also	as	something	that	

comes	close	to	an	acquaintance.	In	critical	vernacular,	this	is	sometimes	referred	to	as	

‘para-social’	bond,	a	term	meant	to	describe	the	simulation	of	a	social	relationship	that	

can	be	engendered	by	the	celebrity	image.345			

		

The	podcast’s	 investment	 in	 this	 concept	 seems	 to	 involve	a	willingness	 to	bare	what	

might	ostensibly	be	considered	private	or	 interior	aspects	of	 self.	We	see	 this	gesture	

performed	 in	many	different	ways.	There	 is	 the	podcast’s	pretence	of	uninhibited	and	

unscripted	 speech.	There	 is	 the	 recording	 location	 itself,	which	 is	 not	 a	 studio	 or	 live	

stage,	but	the	broadcaster’s	own	Manhattan	apartment.	There	are	its	appeals	to	audience	

interaction;	 the	 potential	 to	 communicate	 at	 any	 given	 moment	 with	 the	 headlining	

star.346	In	one	episode,	Klausner	is	explicit	 in	articulating	her	desire	for	the	podcast	to	

sound	 like	 a	 “one-sided	 conversation	 with	 a	 friend”.347	 She	 goes	 on	 to	 describe	 her	

gratification	upon	receiving	feedback	from	fans	who	claim	that	they	“feel	like	they	know	

her”.			

		

How	could	this	rhetoric	be	compatible	with	camp?	It	 is	correct	to	point	out	that	camp	

performances	are	not	known	 for	 their	claims	 to	verisimilitude,	 sincerity	or	amiability.	

Throughout	 this	 thesis,	 I	 have	 referred	 to	 criticism	 that	 highlights	 the	 richness	 of	 its	

ornamentation,	its	preference	for	surface	over	depth,	its	rancour	and	its	exclusivity.	This	

is	 where	 it	 is	 instructive	 to	 take	 in	 some	 of	 the	 finer	 details	 regarding	 the	 mode	 of	

celebrity	enacted	by	the	HWYW?	Although	it	promises	a	behind-the-curtain	peak	into	the	

subjectivity	of	its	performer,	no	such	conceit	is	ever	actually	realised	within	the	confines	

of	any	mediated	space.	There	is	always	a	lens	through	which	the	self	is	filtered.	In	the	very	

                                                        
345	See	Toby	Miller,	Nitin	Govil,	John	McMurria	and	Richard	Maxwell,	Global	Hollywood	(London:	BFI,	2001)	
pp.	174-175.		
346	 See	 Turner’s	 comments	 on	 the	 effect	 of	 Twitter	 (a	website	 that	 Klausner	 both	 uses	 and	 references	
frequently	on	her	podcast)	upon	celebrity	culture:	“…the	pre-eminent	objective	of	the	fan	–	to	find	out	what	
the	celebrity	is	‘really	like’	appears	to	be	more	categorically	achieved	through	the	engagement	via	Twitter	
rather	than	any	other	platform.	Celebrities	read	and	respond	to	tweets	from	their	fans	–	sometimes	from	
their	fans,	sometimes	directly,	and	sometimes	simply	by	re-tweeting.	They	also	converse	with	each	other	–	
celebrity	to	celebrity	–	and	allow	their	followers	to	eavesdrop	on	that	conversation.”	p.	73.		
347	 Klausner	 (January	 31,	 2013)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “Tom	 Scharpling,	 Jesse	 Thorn.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-100-one-hundred-tom-scharpling-jesse-thorn	
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same	breath	 that	Klausner	 confesses	her	delight	 at	 being	 “known”	by	her	 fans,	 she	 is	

candid	about	her	concerted	efforts	to	“keep	funny	and	charming	and	bright”	and	to	edit	

out	“bits”	of	herself	that	may	be	too	“boorish”	for	the	purposes	of	her	broadcasts.				

			

It	 therefore	becomes	evident	 that	 the	 ‘stripped	back’	 aesthetics	of	 the	podcast	do	not	

necessarily	amount	to	a	renunciation	of	camp’s	time-honoured	attraction	to	artifice.	In	

this	instance,	the	unveiling	of	a	private	self	is	an	imagined	experience	and	not	a	real	one.	

In	 fact,	 one	 of	 its	 effects	 is	 to	 intensify	 the	 jouissance	 of	 the	 podcast’s	 most	 overtly	

theatrical	antics.	I	have	already	touched	on	how	this	dynamic	is	borne	out	in	Klausner’s	

métier	as	a	wit.	The	verve	of	her	performance	rests	heavily	on	its	context	of	common	and	

unrehearsed	speech.	These	emblems	of	authenticity	provide	a	backdrop	from	which	the	

devastating	power	of	her	craft	with	words	can	emerge.			

								

A	similar	dialectic	is	at	play	in	the	supposedly	intimate	footing	that	the	podcast	takes	up	

with	it	fans.	It	is	true	that	the	podcast	appears	to	promote	some	notion	of	its	broadcaster	

as	the	listener’s	‘friend’,	but	it	is	important	to	recognise	that	these	overtures	are	carefully	

rationed.	For	instance,	the	extent	to	which	Klausner	corresponds	with	her	listeners	and	

incorporates	 those	 interactions	 into	 each	 broadcast	 is	 completely	 at	 her	 discretion.	

Whatever	heightened	 sense	of	 proximity	 social	media	 instils	 in	 the	 relations	between	

celebrity	 and	 fan,	 it	 does	 not	 eradicate	 the	 power	 differentials	 between	 them.348	

Unrestricted	access	to	the	celebrity	would	only	serve	to	obliterate	her	mystique.	It	would	

also	diminish	the	excitement	of	assuming	any	form	of	familiarity	with	her.		

	

Insofar	as	the	podcast	does	produce	an	evocation	of	familiarity,	it	is	worth	considering	its	

intended	 recipients.	 Klausner’s	 celebrity	 is	 not	 a	 large-scale	 enterprise.	 In	 theory,	 its	

fashioning	of	Klausner’s	image	is	accessible	to	anybody	with	an	Internet	connection.	In	

practical	terms,	its	actual	appeal	is	to	a	decidedly	select	audience;	the	small	circle	of	fans	

who	are	enamoured	with	its	camp-coded	discourse.	This	highly	circumscribed	induction	

of	 fame	 is	 characteristic	 of	 web	 culture,	 a	 fact	 that	 Turner	 has	 registered	 in	 his	

observation	that	the	 ‘micro-celebrity’	will	typically	operate	“within	a	relatively	limited	

and	localized	virtual	space,	drawing	on	small	numbers	of	fans	such	as	the	followers	of	a	

                                                        
348Alice	Marwick	and	Danah	Boyd	make	this	point	in	‘To	See	and	Be	Seen:	Celebrity	Practice	on	Twitter.”	
Convergence	17	No.	2	(2011)	p.	155.		
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particular	 subcultural	 practice.”349	 For	 this	 reason,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 disentangle	 the	

podcast’s	various	signals	of	intimacy	and	distance.	There	is	an	interdependence	between	

the	two;	if	Klausner	were	marketed	towards	a	broader	demographic,	she	would	lose	her	

cult	status.	Or	if	she	were	to	tone	down	the	asperity	of	her	attacks	on	other	celebrities,	

she	would	risk	relinquishing	the	identity	that	her	camp	constituency	has	come	to	adore.		

	

	

“I	regret	nothing,	but	I	do	feel	bad”	

	

	

So	far,	most	of	the	points	raised	in	this	chapter	have	served	to	advance	one	proposition:	

that	 the	 technical	 strategies	 of	 the	 podcast	 establish	 a	 syncretisation	 of	 various	

oppositions,	and	this,	in	turn,	builds	a	state	of	tension	that	is	auspicious	to	camp	activity.	

I	also	want	to	acknowledge	the	occasions	upon	which	this	tension	threatens	to	spill	over,	

the	moments	when	camp	seems	to	lose	some	of	its	equanimity.	At	times,	camp	exposes	

itself	 to	contestation,	 is	even	brought	to	the	brink	of	 its	own	repudiation.	The	podcast	

seemingly	 issues	 a	 mandate	 for	 some	 of	 the	 more	 ornery	 elements	 in	 the	 camp	

disposition,	but	it	does	not	provide	any	fortification	from	the	controversies	that	they	are	

likely	 to	stir	up.	On	the	contrary,	 the	medium	actually	 facilitates	 the	existence	of	such	

disputes.					

	

I	am	thinking	specifically	of	the	abandon	with	which	Klausner	eviscerates	various	figures	

in	the	public	eye.	I	would	suggest	that	Klausner	is	emboldened	to	practise	this	discourse	

by	 certain	 aspects	 of	 the	 form	 she	 inhabits:	 the	 modest	 ambit	 of	 its	 circulation;	 the	

sensation	of	 evanescence	provoked	by	 its	 orality.	These	 factors	 conspire	 to	 foster	 the	

illusion	 that	 the	 acerbic	 apothegms	 of	 the	 broadcaster	will	 go	 unnoticed	 by	 offended	

parties.	 In	press	material,	Klausner	has	 intimated	 that	 the	 format	of	 the	 spoken	word	

permits	her	a	freedom	to	express	herself	“without	fear	of	upsetting	somebody”.	“If	you’re	

typing	something	out…”	she	says,	 “you’re	more	 likely	 to	be	misquoted	or	held	up	 to	a	

flame.”350	But	the	truth	of	the	matter	is	that	her	broadsides	have	precipitated	quite	a	few	
                                                        
349	Turner,	p.	72.		
350	Hugh	Bassett,	“Never	Too	Gay	to	Cabaret:	A	Conversation	with	Julie	Klausner.”	The	New	York	Observer	
(17	 June	 2013)	 http://observer.com/2013/06/never-too-gay-to-cabaret-a-conversation-with-julie-
klausner/	(accessed	20/9/2016).		
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disturbances	and	unpleasant	confrontations.	It	turns	out	that	the	podcast	is	not	immune	

from	the	surveillance	of	unwelcome	observers.	Sound	may	be	impermanent,	but	when	it	

is	encased	within	a	podcast,	it	becomes	something	we	can	return	to,	repeat,	examine	with	

precision.	And	if	the	podcast	is	marginal,	it	is	not	hermetically	sealed.	The	attendance	of	

a	niche	fan	culture	does	not	erect	a	barricade	against	external	criticism.		

	

In	1994,	Joshua	Gamson	submitted	the	following	rationale	to	explain	the	machinations	of	

celebrity	gossip:		

	

Celebrities	are	like	neighbours	who	nearly	everyone	knows,	in	nearly	every	social	
setting,	and	‘stuff’	about	them	is	easier	to	find	and	share	than	information	about	
your	 friends	 and	 colleagues.	 More	 important,	 celebrity	 gossip	 is	 a	 much	 freer	
realm,	much	more	game-like	than	acquaintance	gossip:	there	are	no	repercussions	
and	there	is	no	accountability.351			

	

There	is	good	reason	to	suspect	that	the	latter	statement	no	longer	applies	-	at	least,	not	

to	all	of	the	communications	that	transpire	on	the	Internet.	There	is	nothing	clandestine	

about	 the	 gossip	 that	Klausner	has	distributed	via	 the	podcast	 and	 social	media.	As	 a	

matter	of	fact,	these	platforms	have	brought	her	into	direct	confrontation	with	celebrities	

that	she	has	pilloried.			

	

This	was	certainly	the	case	with	Jessica	Seinfeld,	the	bestselling	cookbook	author	who	is	

probably	best	known	for	her	marriage	to	the	famous	comedian	Jerry	Seinfeld.	However,	

fans	of	 the	podcast	are	more	 likely	to	remember	her	as	Klausner’s	bête	noire.	Most	of	

Klausner’s	contempt	for	Seinfeld	is	directed	at	her	Instagram	account;	she	goes	so	far	as	

to	 compare	 its	deplorable	 content	 (Seinfeld’s	 inane	discussions	about	her	alcohol	 and	

sugar-free	diet;	a	photograph	of	a	foil-covered	chicken	kept	in	her	expensive	handbag)	to	

the	 atrocities	 of	 the	 Vietnam	 War.	 This	 diatribe	 evidently	 came	 to	 the	 attention	 of	

Seinfeld,352	who	took	to	Twitter	with	this	retaliatory	comment:	“Jerry	and	I	both	noted	

your	 13	 year	 old	 behaviour,	 having	 our	 own.	 If	 you	 don’t	 like	me	 or	what	 I	 do,	 look	

                                                        
351	Joshua	Gamson,	Claims	to	Fame:	Celebrity	in	Contemporary	America	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	
Press,	1994)	p.	176.		
352	It	appears	that	fans	of	HWYW?	had	been	following	Seinfeld’s	Instagram	page	and	mentioning	Klausner	
in	its	‘Comments’	section,	which	may	have	provided	the	means	through	which	Seinfeld	came	to	discover	
the	podcaster’s	venom.		
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inward.”353			

	

Klausner	 eventually	 brought	 their	 tumultuous	 exchange	 to	 a	 close	 with	 an	 opening	

monologue	 acknowledging	 her	 guilt	 over	 the	 affair.354	 But	 it	 would	 be	misleading	 to	

suggest	that	her	admission	amounts	to	a	complete	capitulation.	A	close	inspection	of	the	

apology	is	bound	to	discern	how	remarkably	wayward	it	is	in	its	manner.	Expressions	of	

self-flagellation	(“I	got	a	little	mean	and	I	don’t	feel	very	good	about	it”)	are	succeeded	by	

statements	of	stubborn	resistance.	Klausner	is	adamant	that	her	disdain	is	not	entirely	

unjustified.	She	claims	that	she	“feels	bad”	but	maintains	that	she	“regrets	nothing”.	It	is	

as	 though	 she	 cannot	 quite	 bring	 herself	 to	 abandon	 her	 post	 as	 an	 irreverent	

troublemaker.	 “The	 last	 thing	 I	 want	 is	 her	 husband	 disparaging	 me	 publicly,”	 she	

confides.	“I	really	don’t	want	that,	unless	it	serves	to	my	advantage.”			

	

The	altercation	may	not	have	dismantled	Klausner’s	pose	as	a	camp	provocateur,	but	it	

certainly	 exerted	 pressure	 upon	 it.	 It	 caused	 her	 antics	 to	 acquire	 an	 air	 of	 fallibility,	

suggested	hints	of	perturbation	lurking	beneath	the	wickedness	of	her	wit.	The	copious	

flow	of	impulsive	talk	–	so	effective	as	a	delivery	system	for	her	clever	and	pugnacious	

rhetoric	–	can	also	throw	that	rhetoric	into	doubt.	With	no	fixed	itinerary	determining	its	

course,	 inflections	of	diffidence	can	seep	 into	her	speech.	Klausner	says	one	thing	and	

then	 another,	 contradicts	 herself,	 discourses	 in	 the	 fumbling	 and	 unstable	 fashion	 of	

someone	who	is	thinking	out	loud.		

	

	

Camp	Reminiscences	

	

	

In	the	introduction	to	this	thesis,	one	of	the	issues	I	raised	concerned	the	impression	of	a	

lacuna	in	the	historical	record	of	camp.	If	one	accepts	that	camp	cannot	be	formulated	as	

a	genre	of	aesthetics	-	that	it	is	also	a	way	of	being	-	its	activities	become	difficult	to	track	

                                                        
353	 Seinfeld,	 Jessica	 (Jess	 Seinfeld)	 4	 June	 2014.	 Twitter	 post.	 Available	 at:	
https://twitter.com/JessSeinfeld/status/474269449022095360	
354	 Klausner	 (June	 6,	 2014)	 How	 Was	 Your	 Week?	 “Our	 Generation’s	 Nessie.”	 Available	 at:	
https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/tara-ariano-our-generations-nessie-ep-170	
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and	pin	down.	You	will	recall	that	I	recited	the	lamentation	of	Fran	Lebowitz:	“There	is	

not	 a	 lot	 left.	 If	 what	 you	 do	 is	 talk,	 instead	 of	 write	 or	 leave	 something,	 then	 you	

disappear.”	Her	complaint	bears	repetition	for	the	implications	it	carries	for	camp	speech.	

It	attests	to	the	significance	of	the	podcast	as	an	archival	resource,	for	we	have	seen	how	

its	technology	can	consign	the	peripatetic	words	of	camp	speakers	to	the	public	record.	

By	the	same	token	that	this	capacity	subjects	such	words	to	the	scrutiny	of	others,	it	also	

rescues	them	from	oblivion.					

	

Hence,	 the	 documentary	 value	 of	 the	 form:	 it	 records	 for	 posterity	 various	 items	 and	

styles	of	speech	that	would	otherwise	be	forfeited	to	an	irretrievable	past.	Or	perhaps	it	

is	 more	 accurate	 to	 say	 that	 if	 it	 weren’t	 for	 the	 podcast,	 the	 discursive	 practices	 it	

preserves	would	not	exist	in	the	first	place.	After	all,	the	idea	that	speech	is	shaped	by	its	

formal	context	has	served	as	a	central	conceit	of	my	argument.	To	take	that	argument	a	

little	bit	further:	not	only	does	Klausner’s	podcast	furnish	a	storage	vault	for	camp	speech,	

but	that	speech	also	suggests	its	own	framework	for	remembering.	It	cannot	recover	the	

scores	 of	 lost	 conversations	 that	 so	 invigorated	 previous	 iterations	 of	 camp.	 It	 can,	

however,	devise	a	vocabulary	for	camp	to	draw	upon	in	order	to	come	to	grips	with	its	

past.								

	

I	am	proposing	that	this	podcast	can	be	thought	of	as	a	kind	of	informal	exercise	in	oral	

history.	There	are	numerous	occasions	wherein	the	form	is	enlisted	as	a	vessel	for	the	

expression	of	personal	memory	and	camp	commemoration.	In	these	reminiscences,	there	

emerges	a	style	of	historical	understanding	characterized	by	the	same	features	of	camp	

orality	that	I	have	been	describing	throughout	this	chapter.	What	the	podcast	offers	is	by	

no	means	an	objective	rendering	of	the	past,	but	this	may	not	be	the	best	criterion	by	

which	to	measure	its	value.	As	Ron	Grele	has	pointed	out,	oral	interviews	tell	us,	“not	just	

what	happened	but	what	people	thought	happened	and	how	they	have	internalized	and	

interpreted	what	 happened”355.	My	 purpose	 here	 is	 not	 to	 isolate	 some	 authoritative	

record	of	a	former	time,	but	to	contemplate	the	very	means	by	which	camp	looks	back	at	

itself.					

	

                                                        
355	Ron	Grele,	ed.	Envelopes	of	Sound:	The	Art	of	Oral	History	(New	York:	Praeger,	1991)	p.	245.		
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These	 self-reflexive	 procedures	 are	 on	 vivid	 display	 in	 the	 interview	 that	 Klausner	

conducts	with	the	drag	queen	Linda	Simpson.356	Simpson	is	invited	onto	the	podcast	to	

publicize	her	curatorship	of	photographs	documenting	the	New	York	drag	scene	of	the	

1980s	and	1990s.	This	 inspires	an	animated	discussion	about	her	recollections	of	that	

epoch	and	milieu.	Klausner	and	Simpson	confer	on	many	vicissitudes	in	the	life	of	drag:	

how	 it	 transformed	 from	 a	 “gay	 bar	 dusty	 cliché”	 to	 an	 underground	 East	 Village	

sensation;	the	adverse	effect	of	the	Giuliani	mayorship	on	the	vitality	of	nightlife	in	the	

city;	 the	recent	efflorescence	of	drag	culture	attributed	to	RuPaul’s	revived	popularity	

and	the	disseminative	capacity	of	the	Internet.						

	

For	our	purposes,	the	most	pertinent	factor	here	is	the	fashion	in	which	this	version	of	

history	 is	 discursively	 constructed.	 The	 podcast	 assembles	 a	 sort	 of	 hall	 of	 mirrors,	

drawing	on	camp	stylistics	in	the	process	of	memorializing	camp	activities.	The	friendly	

rapport	between	Klausner	and	Simpson	is	but	another	confirmation	of	the	former’s	fag	

hag	identity.	More	importantly,	the	reflections	that	they	share	are	awash	with	irreverent	

banter	 and	 diabolical	witticisms.	 Every	 now	 and	 then,	 the	 conversation	 trails	 off	 into	

shameless	celebrity	gossip	–	about	Barbra	Hershey’s	collagen	lip	injections,	for	instance:		

	
Klausner:	She	looks	okay	now,	doesn’t	she?		
Simpson:	(incredulous)	Does	she?		
Klausner:	No	one	knows.			
		

Their	discussion	is	also	noteworthy	for	its	refusal	to	strike	a	serious	or	deferential	tone	

in	its	recollections	of	seminal	camp	figures	–	as	when	Klausner	and	Simpson	burst	into	

wry	laughter	over	RuPaul’s	earnest	declaration	that	she	would	not	perform	drag	during	

the	Bush	administration.				

	

This	is	a	narration	of	history	that	unravels	through	a	series	of	stray	and	sometimes	snide	

observations.	 It	 does	 not	 purport	 to	 register	 facts	 or	 present	 a	 comprehensive	 and	

chronological	account	of	the	period	it	reconstructs.	Instead	the	past	is	imagined	through	

the	twists	and	turns	of	an	excursive	and	 jocose	conversation.	 In	 fact,	 the	conversation	

itself	 alludes	 to	 difficulties	 that	would	 beset	 any	 exhaustive	 or	 definitive	 rendition	 of	

camp	history.	 Simpson	echoes	Lebowitz	 in	 testifying	 to	 the	 scarcity	of	 artifacts	at	our	

                                                        
356	Klausner	 (May	23,	 2014)	How	Was	Your	Week?	 “Linda	 Simpson	 -	 The	Current	 Incarnation	 of	Alec.”	
Available	at:	https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/linda-simpson-the-current-incarnation-of-alec-ep-168	
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disposal	 for	 such	 an	 enterprise.	 The	 nightlife	 scene	 she	 remembers	 predates	 the	

prevalence	 of	 the	 smart	 phone,	whose	 technology	 has	made	 record-keeping	 (through	

photography,	video,	sound)	a	commonplace	practice	in	evening	entertainment.	When	she	

does	come	across	professional	photographs	of	the	era,	she	will	often	notice	that	they	are	

incorrectly	captioned.															

	

In	her	theorization	of	oral	history,	Lynn	Abrams	describes	memory	as	a	process	that	is	

marked	 by	 “imperfections,	 mutability,	 and	 transience.”357	 Its	 flashes	 of	 insight	 are	

inevitably	selective	and	conditional;	it	can	never	bestow	an	omniscient	narrative	of	the	

past.	I	would	add	that	the	fluidity	and	fragmentation	of	this	epistemological	model	are	

only	compounded	when	camp	(so	notoriously	elusive	and	polysemous)	is	the	object	that	

it	 pursues.	 To	 adopt	 camp	 speech	 as	 a	 lens	 for	 camp	 history	 is	 to	 create	 a	 double	

impression	 of	 dynamism,	 mobility,	 and	 playfulness.	 Imagining	 the	 past	 is	 always	 an	

ongoing	process,	but	this	state	of	flux	is	especially	appreciable	when	it	manifests	through	

the	 instability	of	 the	spoken	word.358	And	a	camp	way	of	speaking,	which	 is	peppered	

with	 caustic	 asides	and	gossipy	 tangents,	 further	highlights	 the	 constructedness	of	 its	

narratives.	 Its	 indulgent	conjectures	and	mischievous	 judgments	deny	any	pretense	of	

neutrality.		In	light	of	camp’s	resistance	to	stringent	categorization,	perhaps	it	would	be	

misguided	to	keep	an	official	tally	of	all	its	movements.	Camp	speech	keeps	the	story	that	

it	tells	about	itself	in	constant	motion.	No	one	can	lay	claim	to	the	final	word	so	long	as	

there	is	another	brilliant	retort	that	lies	in	wait.		

	

	

Dinner	with	Fran	at	the	Waverly	Inn		

	

	

It	is	not	coincidental	that	this	chapter	has	included	references	to	remarks	made	by	Fran	

Lebowitz.	For	there	is	something	reminiscent	of	Lebowitz	in	the	kind	of	astringent	wit	

                                                        
357	Lynn	Abrams,	Oral	History	Theory	(2nd	edition)	(New	York:	Routledge,	2016)	p.	34.	
358	 Abrams	 identifies	mutability	 as	 one	 of	 oral	 history’s	most	 distinctive	 qualities:	 “Before	 it	 has	 been	
transcribed,	the	oral	history	is	inconstant,	it	has	a	capacity	to	undergo	change.	No	interview	with	the	same	
person	will	 ever	 be	 repeated	 the	 same.	Words	 will	 change,	 stories	 will	 change,	 and	 performance	 and	
narrative	structure	will	change…”	pp.	34-35.		



 156	

that	one	encounters	in	the	podcast.359	It	is	also	suggestive	that	the	podcast	itself	has	made	

several	allusions	to	Lebowitz.	In	one	episode,	for	instance,	Klausner	humorously	recounts	

her	dinner	at	the	Waverly	Inn,	an	exclusive	Manhattan	restaurant	that	Lebowitz	is	known	

to	frequent.360	Klausner	claims	to	have	repeatedly	interrogated	the	staff	as	to	Lebowitz’s	

whereabouts	 -	offering	 the	 famous	author	a	place	at	her	 table	and	suggesting	 that	 the	

waiters	 provide	 them	with	 an	 order	 of	 French	 fries.	 Not	 only	 does	 this	 anecdote	 pay	

tribute	to	one	of	her	most	notable	predecessors,	but	it	also	evokes	a	very	specific	sense	

of	place.	The	narrative	turns	on	fantasies	of	proximity	that	are	engendered	by	particular	

settings;	 it	plays	with	 the	somewhat	optimistic	notion	 that	Klausner	would	be	able	 to	

assume	 familiar	 relations	 with	 Lebowitz	 simply	 by	 paying	 a	 visit	 to	 her	 favourite	

restaurant.	The	imagination	of	this	romantic	scenario	provokes	further	consideration	of	

the	podcast’s	relationship	with	space	and	its	implications	regarding	camp.			

	

Critical	 scholarship	 has	 traditionally	 associated	 camp	 with	 metropolitan	 locations.		

Sontag,	 for	 instance,	 notices	 that	 camp	 most	 often	 flourishes	 “among	 small	 urban	

cliques”.361	 Booth	 agrees	 with	 this	 assessment	 and	 points	 out	 several	 factors	 that	

reinforce	the	urban	localization	of	camp:	its	exhibitionistic	propensities	are	stimulated	

by	the	gaze	of	the	dense	crowd;	 its	hostile	attitude	towards	nature	arouses	an	intense	

desire	 for	 the	 artificiality	 of	 city	 life.362	 But	 Scott’s	 discussion	 of	 the	 public	 persona	

adopted	 by	 Fran	 Lebowitz	 suggests	 that	 there	 are	 other	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 urban	

landscape	has	been	fundamental	to	the	establishment	of	camp	culture.		Scott	argues	that	

the	formation	of	her	camp	identity	was	profoundly	influenced	by	the	male	homosexual	

population	of	New	York	City.363	He	cites	interviews	in	which	Lebowitz	relates	that	her	

arrival	to	the	city	immediately	ushered	her	“into	a	word	of	‘incredible	talkers’	who	were	

almost	exclusively	homosexual	men…	She	credits	this	perspicacious	environment	with	

the	development	of	her	own	verbal	powers”.364	His	account	conceives	of	the	urban	space	

                                                        
359	Core	makes	 the	accusation	 that	Lebowitz	herself	 is	merely	an	epigone	of	Dorothy	Parker,	whom	he	
describes	 as	 another	 “uproarious”	 New	 York	wit.	 But	 Lebowitz’s	 flagrant	 emulation	 of	 her	 forerunner	
apparently	 makes	 her	 all	 the	 more	 camp:	 “The	 frankness	 with	 which	 Lebowitz	 continues	 to	 publish	
revelations	of	her	lack	of	originality	is	extremely	camp;	this	should	make	her	very	happy.”	p.	119.		
360	Klausner	(July	8,	2011)	How	Was	Your	Week?	“Tom	Scharpling	-	Giant	Pictures	of	Hamburgers.”	Available	
at:	https://howwasyourweek.libsyn.com/ep-18-giant-pictures-of-hamburgers-tom-scharpling	
361	Sontag,	p.	275.		
362	Booth,	pp.	44-46.		
363	Scott,	pp.	131-132.		
364	Ibid,	p.	132.		
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as	 the	 juncture	 in	 which	 the	 bonds	 between	 women	 and	 gay	 men	 are	 forged	 –	 an	

intersection	that	becomes	crucial	to	the	expression	of	camp	speech.	It	is	worth	noting	that	

Klausner	has	made	similar	observations	about	the	cultivation	of	her	own	acidic	wit.	In	

her	memoir,	I	Don’t	Care	About	Your	Band,	she	recalls	that	she	“didn’t	seem	to	have	a	sense	

of	humour”	before	she	relocated	to	Manhattan	and	befriended	a	homosexual	man	who	

both	shared	and	encouraged	her	talent	for	vicious	barbs.365	

	

But	what	relationship	does	the	podcast	assume	with	these	geographical	associations?	It	

is	arguable	that	the	formal	dimensions	of	the	podcast	could	have	an	eradicative	effect	on	

the	significance	of	 the	material	world.	 	Meserko	has	registered	some	of	 the	 ideas	 that	

would	lend	support	to	this	view.366	He	refers	to	the	research	of	the	media	scholar	Joshua	

Meyrowitz,	who	claims	that	“electronic	media	weakens	the	significance	of	physical	place	

as	a	determinant	for	social	situations”.367	He	also	takes	into	account	Terje	Rasmussen’s	

criticism	on	the	aesthetics	of	the	radio	format.	Rasmussen	proposes	that	the	images	that	

manifest	from	radio	productions	are	“reconstituted	individually,	according	to	personal	

biography	and	experience”	of	the	disparate	listeners	who	have	tuned	into	the	relevant	

broadcast.368	 Meserko	 considers	 that	 this	 characterisation	 of	 radio	 culture	 has	 some	

resonance	with	the	podcasts	included	in	his	study.	He	argues,	for	instance,	that	Comedy	

Bang	Bang	creates	an	environment	in	which	“physical	setting	and	social	situation	are	to	

some	extent	divorced	from	one	another”,	since	the	world	that	it	conjures	is	a	construction	

of	the	podcaster’s	“own	narration	and	of	the	imagination	of	the	individual	listener”.369		

	

This	 chapter	 has	 already	 contemplated	 some	 of	 the	 effects	 of	 these	 deprivations	 of	

material	 character.	 It	 has,	 for	 example,	 examined	 how	 the	 disembodied	 voice	 of	 the	

podcast	situates	Klausner	in	relation	to	the	gender	politics	of	camp.	But	the	issues	that	

have	been	raised	by	Meserko	might	have	other	implications.	Consider	the	accounts	that	

associate	the	emergence	of	camp	speech	with	face-to-face	interactions	in	the	urban	locale.	

                                                        
365	Klausner	reflects	that	one	the	richest	rewards	of	this	friendship	was	that,	“it	felt	so	good	to	make	fun	of	
people	for	once,	 instead	of	silently	hating	them.”	 	See	 I	Don’t	Care	About	Your	Band	(New	York,	Gotham	
Books:	2009)	pp.	39	and	42.		
366	Meserko,	p.	35.		
367	 Ibid.	Original	Source:	 Joshua	Meyrowitz,	No	Sense	of	Place:	The	 Impact	of	Electronic	Media	on	Social	
Behaviour	(Oxford,	Oxford	University	Press:	1985)	p.	122.		
368	Ibid.	Original	Source:	Terje	Rasmussen,	Social	Theory	and	Communication	Technology	(Burlington,	VT,	
Ashgate:	2000)	p.	102.		
369	Ibid.		
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In	 the	most	 literal	 sense,	 the	 podcast	 obscures	 the	 appearance	 of	 these	 connections.	

Certainly,	the	setting	of	the	city	is	not	foregrounded	as	explicitly	as	it	has	been	in	audio-

visual	representations	of	camp.	One	thinks	of	Paris	is	Burning	(1990),	a	documentary	film	

that	sources	some	its	most	amusing	dialogue	from	drag	queens	and	transgender	women	

who	are	shown	loitering	on	the	streets	of	Manhattan.	In	Public	Speaking	(2010),	Martin	

Scorsese	specifically	chooses	to	film	Fran	Lebowitz	in	conversation	at	the	Waverly	Inn	–	

at	one	point	the	camera	even	lingers	on	the	painted	portrait	of	her	that	hangs	on	the	wall	

–	providing	the	viewer	with	constant	images	that	pinpoint	the	location	to	which	she	is	

affixed.	By	its	very	nature,	the	podcast	simply	cannot	supply	these	visual	cues.		

	

However,	 it	 would	 be	 incorrect	 to	 surmise	 that	 the	 podcast	 has	 no	 contact	 with	 the	

physical	 realm.	 For	 while	 it	 cannot	 make	 any	 visual	 representations,	 its	 verbal	

communications	can	still	produce	a	powerful	impression	of	space.	Meserko	considers	this	

notion	as	it	relates	to	the	podcasts	in	his	study.	First,	he	recognises	the	significance	that	

Comedy	Bang	Bang	confers	upon	place	when	some	of	its	episodes	are	recorded	from	live	

comedy	performances	staged	at	the	Upright	Citizen’s	Brigade	Theatre.370	Although	it	is	

true	that	many	episodes	of	the	podcast	are	in	fact	recorded	in	a	studio	setting,	Meserko	

purports	that	they	are	still	characterised	by	a	particular	sense	of	humour	(“built	out	of	

the	absurd,	the	impromptu,	and	the	unsavoury”)	that	has	become	firmly	linked	to	that	

theatre.371	Both	of	these	perceptions	confirm	that	the	oral	format	of	the	podcast	does	not	

render	its	sense	of	place	entirely	indistinct.		

	

The	same	can	also	be	said	of	Klausner’s	podcast,	 since	 it	becomes	clear	 that	 the	sonic	

nature	 of	 the	 medium	 does	 not	 necessarily	 remove	 the	 geographical	 context	 of	 the	

humour	that	it	generates.	In	fact,	the	podcast	is	stocked	with	countless	references	to	the	

settings	 and	 inhabitants	 of	 New	 York	 City,	 as	 we	 have	 already	 noted	when	 Klausner	

describes	 her	 strained	 efforts	 to	 strike	 up	 a	 social	 acquaintance	with	 Lebowitz	 at	 the	

Waverly	 Inn.	These	references	also	 testify	 to	 the	 important	role	 that	homosexual	men	

play	in	her	performance	of	camp	speech.	Not	only	does	the	podcast	record	many	of	the	

witticisms	 that	 she	 trades	 with	 them,	 but	 it	 also	 positions	 these	 exchanges	 within	 a	

context	 that	 is	 specific	 to	 the	 city.	 For	 instance,	 one	 of	 her	most	 treasured	 and	 often	

                                                        
370	Ibid,	p.	36.		
371	Ibid,	p.	37.		
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repeated	anecdotes	concerns	an	incident	that	occurred	when	she	attended	the	Broadway	

musical	production	of	Annie	with	her	friend	Billy	Eichner.	When	it	was	announced	that	

the	 child	actress	playing	 the	 titular	 role	would	be	 replaced	by	an	understudy	 for	 that	

evening’s	performance,	she	and	Eichner	proceeded	to	scream	imprecations	in	a	furious	

protest	–	an	outcry	that	quickly	caused	offence	to	the	parents	of	the	children	who	were	

sitting	next	to	them	in	the	audience.372	In	this	scenario,	the	city’s	famous	theatre	district	

serves	as	the	backdrop	against	which	Klausner	and	her	homosexual	friend	project	their	

truculent	 rhetoric.	 Furthermore,	 the	 setting	 of	 that	 story	 becomes	 a	 reminder	 of	 the	

metropolitan	space	from	which	the	camp	humour	of	the	podcast	emanates.		

	

I	have	argued	 that	 the	podcast	 reinforces	 the	perception	of	 the	 city	as	a	place	 for	 the	

confluence	 of	 women	 and	 gay	men	 in	 camp	 culture.	 But	 this	 statement	 relies	 on	 the	

implicit	assertion	 that	urban	spaces	are	known	 to	contain	a	high	concentration	of	 the	

homosexual	population.373	As	I	have	mentioned	in	the	introduction	to	this	thesis,	recent	

research	suggests	that	this	reputation	is	somewhat	starting	to	fade.	This	decline	has	been	

attributed	to	several	factors,	including	the	monumental	death	toll	of	the	AIDS	epidemic,	

the	growing	spread	of	urban	gentrification,	and	the	assimilation	of	homosexual	people	

into	heterosexual	 society.374	The	 Internet	also	arises	 in	 these	discussions	–	often	with	

regard	 to	 websites,	 social	 media	 platforms,	 and	 smartphone	 applications	 that	 enable	

social	 interactions	 to	 transpire	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 shared	 physical	 space.375	 It	 is	

interesting	 to	 consider	 this	 current	 of	 thought	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 podcast.	 From	 one	

perspective,	 Klausner’s	 podcast	might	 be	 seen	 to	 advance	 the	 dispersed	 condition	 of	

camp	in	contemporary	culture:	the	speech	that	Klausner	disseminates	on	the	internet	can	

be	heard	from	remote	corners	of	the	world,	and	we	have	seen	that	the	podcast	itself	is	

intertwined	 with	 online	 communities	 (through	 its	 engagement	 with	 social	 media	

networks)	 that	 have	 no	 fixed	 address.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 its	 references	 to	 the	 city	

                                                        
372	The	events	of	 this	 fateful	evening	were	 later	 re-enacted	 in	 the	pilot	episode	of	 the	 television	series,	
Difficult	People	(2015-2017),	in	which	Klausner	and	Eichner	appear	as	fictionalised	versions	of	themselves.		
373	In	his	sociological	study,	Ghaziani	claims	that	the	American	urbanization	of	the	homosexual	community	
was	occasioned	by	several	historical	events	and	circumstances	over	the	course	of	the	twentieth	century.	
For	 instance,	 he	 points	 out	 the	 impact	 of	World	War	 II,	 during	which	 thousands	 of	 homosexuals	were	
discharged	from	the	armed	forces	and	dispatched	to	specific	military	bases	(i.e.	San	Francisco,	New	York,	
Seattle,	etc.)	He	also	argues	that	the	public	exposure	achieved	by	the	Stone	Wall	Riots	in	1969	“motivated	
gays	and	lesbians	to	come	out	of	the	closet	en	masse	and	move	to	big	cities	where	they	knew	they	could	
find	others	like	themselves.”	See	pp.	12-16.		
374	See	Ghaziani,	pp.	24-31.	See	also	Halperin,	pp.	432-457.		
375	See	Ghaziani,	p.	30.	See	also	Halperin,	pp.	439-440.		
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landscape	 continue	 to	 honour	 and	 celebrate	 that	 space	 as	 the	 physical	 source	 of	 the	

speech	 that	 it	 distributes.	 Herein	 lies	 another	 contradiction	 that	 emerges	 from	 the	

podcast.	In	some	ways,	it	seems	to	transcend	the	wide	gulfs	in	space	that	keep	us	apart.	

But	 in	 others,	 it	 can	 be	 understood	 to	 perpetuate	 traditional	meanings	 that	 attach	 to	

specific	settings	within	camp	culture.		

	

	

Other	Voices,	Other	Rooms	

	

	

This	chapter	has	been	exclusive	in	its	exploration	of	one	podcast	and	its	relationship	to	

camp.	The	decision	to	frame	my	inquiry	this	way	was	deliberate,	and	it	resulted	from	a	

variety	 of	 considerations.	 I	was	 aware	 that	 even	 a	 single	 podcast	 can	 often	 contain	 a	

formidable	 mass	 of	 content,	 and	 that	 this	 alone	 would	 be	 challenging	 to	 navigate,	

especially	 since	 the	 form	 allows	 for	 that	 content	 to	 be	 structured	 so	 shambolically.	

Indeed,	one	of	the	claims	of	my	argument	has	been	that	the	medium	of	the	podcast	places	

a	 premium	 on	 notions	 of	 heterogeneity,	 plurality	 and	 experimentation.	 This	 instils	 a	

certain	wariness	about	making	wide	generalisations.	Needless	to	add,	one	feels	a	similar	

hesitation	with	respect	to	camp	and	its	myriad	permutations.	On	top	of	all	this,	it	also	felt	

apt	to	focus	upon	an	individual	case	in	light	of	my	interest	in	the	intimacy	and	singularity	

of	voice,	as	something	produced	by	the	internal	mechanisms	of	a	distinct	body.	On	the	

other	hand,	 it	 is	undeniable	 that	 I	have	situated	my	criticism	of	HWYW?	amidst	broad	

systems	of	discourse.	However	 tentatively	 these	 connections	 are	drawn,	 it	 is	 patently	

clear	that	I	am	interested	in	the	kinds	of	intersections	and	polarities	that	are	played	out	

when	 the	 medium	 of	 the	 podcast	 serves	 as	 an	 outlet	 for	 camp.	 It	 therefore	 seems	

appropriate	to	acknowledge	some	other	podcasts	in	which	camp	can	be	heard	coming	to	

life.	

	

I	 would	 be	 remiss	 not	 to	 mention	 Justin	 Sayre’s	 Sparkle	 and	 Circulate,	 which,	 like	

Klausner’s	 podcast,	 introduces	 itself	 as	 a	 rendezvous	 point	 for	 camp	 enthusiasts	 and	

practitioners.	 In	 the	mythology	of	 the	 show,	 Sayre	 is	 anointed	 as	 the	 chairman	of	 the	

“International	Order	of	Sodomites”.	For	Glitter	in	the	Garbage,	Drew	Droege	invites	his	
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friends	 onto	 the	 podcast	 to	 impersonate	 obscure	 celebrities	 in	 improvised	 comedy	

sketches.	 There	 is	 also	 Throwing	 Shade,	 hosted	 by	 Brian	 Safi	 with	 Erin	 Gibson,	 who	

profess	to	take	a	“a	weekly	look	at	all	the	issues	important	to	ladies	and	gays...	and	treat	

them	with	much	less	respect	than	they	deserve.”	Each	one	of	these	podcasts	deserves	to	

be	 studied	 in	 terms	 far	 more	 rigorous	 than	 in	 the	 abstracts	 above.	 They	 have	 been	

mentioned	 here	 only	 to	 adumbrate	 the	 possibility	 of	 some	 common	 ground	with	 the	

object	 of	 my	 study,	 whether	 that	 is	 expressed	 through	 a	 fascination	 for	 celebrity,	

irreverent	discourse,	extemporaneous	speech,	or	the	evocation	of	a	tribal	affiliation.					

		

Such	overlaps	should	prompt	further	consideration	of	the	relations	between	podcasting	

and	camp	in	contemporary	culture.	This	is	bound	to	be	a	challenging	area	of	discussion,	

and	 not	 simply	 for	 the	 reasons	 I	 have	 already	 disclosed.	 As	 Flew	 has	 cautioned,	

hypotheses	about	the	role	and	significance	of	new	media	are	often	proven	erroneous	with	

the	passage	of	time.	Citing	Fenn	and	Raskino,	Flew	surmises	that	many	technologies	will	

go	 through	 moments	 of	 inflated	 hype	 without	 ever	 delivering	 on	 their	 perceived	

potential.376	It	 is	probably	unwise	to	make	a	lot	of	bold	predictions	in	a	landscape	this	

shifting	and	unstable.	Which	should	make	the	field	even	more	attractive	to	any	scholar	of	

camp,	familiar	as	he	or	she	will	be	with	themes	of	obsolescence.			

	

“I	hope	you	make	me	sound	thin”	

	

I	would	like	to	conclude	with	a	personal	reminiscence	about	a	rather	brief	but	memorable	

encounter	that	I	once	had	with	Julie	Klausner.	As	we	shall	see,	this	encounter	occurred	in	

quite	a	different	dimension	from	that	which	is	established	by	the	formal	conditions	of	the	

podcast.	Nevertheless,	I	am	telling	this	story	because	I	believe	it	dramatizes	many	of	the	

issues	that	I	have	been	grappling	with	in	the	course	of	this	discussion.	The	encounter	took	

place	on	a	short	trip	that	I	made	to	Manhattan	in	June	of	2014,	during	which	I	had	taken	

my	 friend	Stephaine	 to	 see	Klausner	perform	 in	a	 cabaret	act	at	 Joe’s	Pub	–	a	 famous	

downtown	 venue	 which	 is	 home	 to	 cutting	 edge	 artists	 like	 Sandra	 Bernhard,	 Justin	

                                                        
376	Flew,	p.	38.	Jackie	Fenn	and	Mark	Raskino,	Mastering	the	Hype	Cycle	(Boston:	Harvard	University	Press,	
2008).		
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Vivian	Bond	and	Bridget	Everett.	At	this	stage,	I	had	already	decided	that	I	was	going	to	

write	 about	Klausner’s	 podcast	 for	 the	 thesis.	 Indeed,	 I	was	well	 into	 the	preliminary	

‘research’	 for	 the	chapter	–	a	 strenuous	process	 that	had	 involved	many	hours	on	 the	

living	room	couch	with	my	feet	up	and	my	headphones	on,	listening	with	keen	attention	

to	the	rapid	procession	of	witticisms,	pausing	only	here	and	there	to	jot	down	a	little	note	

to	myself	as	I	became	more	and	more	immersed	in	the	world	of	the	podcast.		

This	 experience	 had	 caused	 me	 to	 assume	 a	 distinct	 sense	 of	 intimacy	 with	 the	

broadcaster	 -	so	 familiar	had	I	become	with	 the	particular	resonance	of	her	voice,	 the	

specific	 range	 and	 intensity	 of	 her	 cultural	 predilections,	 the	 sardonic	 register	 of	 her	

humour,	and	so	forth.	At	the	highest	point	of	this	obsession,	I	could	almost	forget	that	

Klausner	was	a	complete	stranger	who	lived	thousands	of	kilometres	away.	But	I	should	

place	some	emphasis	on	the	word	“almost”,	since	it	was	never	the	case	that	I	sincerely	

entertained	any	illusion	that	we	had	actually	become	friends.	Perhaps	it	 felt	more	 like	

eavesdropping	on	somebody	else’s	conversation,	one	that	I	found	so	lavish	and	seductive	

that	I	ended	up	listening	in	for	much	longer	than	I	might	have	anticipated.	Furthermore,	

I	could	remain	utterly	invisible	and	mute	throughout	its	entire	duration.	And	there	was	a	

certain	 comfort	 in	 this	 aspect	 of	 the	 podcast	 too	 -	 after	 all,	 I	must	 admit	 that	 I	 could	

probably	 take	 more	 pleasure	 in	 Klausner’s	 most	 violent	 reproaches	 with	 the	 safe	

understanding	that	I	myself	would	never	have	to	receive	them.	More	than	this,	though,	

there	was	also	pleasure	in	the	way	that	her	words	could	enliven	the	inner	theatre	of	my	

imagination.	The	absence	of	her	material	presence	allowed	me	to	foster	my	own	fantasies	

of	 the	enchanted	world	 that	she	seemed	 to	 inhabit,	one	which	was	 filled	with	endless	

streams	of	urbane	banter	and	impish	gossip.	The	notion	that	this	world	existed	on	a	plane	

that	was	separate	from	my	own	reality	was	a	part	of	its	charm.	My	sense	was	that	the	

podcast	could	evoke	feelings	of	intimacy	and	distance	at	the	same	time,	and	it	was	the	

delicate	interaction	between	these	sensations	that	I	found	to	be	so	intoxicating.					

It	goes	without	saying	that	the	cabaret	is	a	very	different	medium	of	artistic	expression,	

and	it	engages	its	audience	in	a	manner	that	is	quite	distinct	from	the	podcast.	This	will	

become	more	apparent	when	we	come	to	the	next	chapter	of	this	thesis,	which	addresses	

the	formal	characteristics	of	the	cabaret	in	some	detail.	Here	I	only	mean	to	convey	the	

surreality	that	was	inherent	in	the	physical	dimension	of	the	form	–	specifically,	in	having	

the	performer	so	close	before	my	own	eyes,	when	I	had	spent	so	many	hours	listening	to	



 163	

her	disembodied	voice	from	such	a	far	distance.	I	have	seen	other	celebrities	before	and	

after	this	moment	–	some	of	them	are	far	more	famous	than	Klausner,	and	yet	none	of	

them	has	 left	me	as	 awestruck.	 	This	 effect	might	have	had	 something	 to	do	with	 the	

excitement	of	the	cabaret	itself,	which	was	uproariously	funny	and	entertaining.	But	her	

appearance	would	not	have	made	such	an	enormous	impression	on	me	had	it	not	been	

for	the	formal	setting	in	which	I	had	first	become	acquainted	with	her.	The	podcast	had	

encouraged	 me	 to	 develop	 a	 somewhat	 paradoxical	 relationship	 with	 Klausner;	 it	

provided	a	very	strong	sense	of	intimacy	that	could	only	be	apprehended	from	a	remote	

vantage.	As	a	consequence	of	which,	there	was	something	profoundly	uncanny	about	the	

whole	 experience	 of	 the	 cabaret.	 The	 presence	 of	 the	 performer	 was	 extraordinarily	

familiar	and	strange:		here	was	someone	I	had	come	to	know	very	well,	but	now	she	was	

dislodged	from	the	context	in	which	I	had	come	to	know	her.		

And	whatever	 sense	of	 familiarity	 I	 had	 come	 to	harbor	 could	not	be	 reciprocated	by	

Klausner,	since	of	course	she	does	not	know	me	at	all.	This	is	another	reason	it	felt	so	

peculiar	 to	 find	 myself	 in	 the	 same	 room	 as	 her	 –	 it	 was	 as	 though	 I	 had	 somehow	

breached	the	terms	of	the	“one-sided	conversation”	that	we	had	been	engaged	in	prior	to	

that	occasion.	After	the	show	was	over,	I	was	chatting	with	Stephaine	in	the	foyer	of	the	

theatre	when	we	both	caught	sight	of	Klausner	once	more.	She	appeared	to	be	speaking	

with	some	of	her	fans	and	posing	for	their	photographs.	I	had	some	reservations	about	

joining	this	band	of	admirers;	I	tend	to	feel	too	timid	and	self-conscious	to	jump	at	these	

sorts	of	opportunities.	It	was	particularly	daunting	to	approach	a	performer	of	Klausner’s	

caustic	 temperament;	 there	was	 an	 inherent	 risk	 that	 I	 would	manage	 to	 fumble	 the	

conversation	and	then	face	the	wrath	of	one	of	her	withering	insults.	But	once	we	finally	

worked	 up	 the	 courage	 to	 introduce	 ourselves,	 we	 found	 Klausner	 to	 be	 more	 than	

gracious	and	tolerant.	In	fact,	she	seemed	to	be	delighted	to	receive	our	pleasantries.	Once	

we	found	ourselves	in	her	good	graces,	Stephaine	even	ventured	to	disclose	that	I	would	

be	writing	about	her	podcast	in	my	thesis.	I	was	conscious	that	Klausner	might	not	be	

thrilled	at	this	news,	remembering	her	aversion	to	the	scrutiny	of	academics	and	their	

jargon-ridden	 prose.	 She	 paused	 for	 a	 moment	 and	 stared	 at	 me	 with	 a	 watchful	

expression.	“Well,”	she	responded	with	a	little	sigh,	“I	hope	you	make	me	sound	thin.”	And	

just	like	that,	she	had	unleashed	the	quick	and	razor-sharp	wit	that	I	had	come	to	expect	

and	admire.			
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The	 joke	might	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	 ironic	 recognition	 of	 her	 own	 vanity,	 but	 it	 also	

derives	a	sense	of	absurdity	that	 is	connected	to	the	formal	 limits	of	the	podcast:	how	

could	anyone	possibly	sound	thin	within	the	boundaries	of	an	aural	medium?	I	would	be	

writing	 about	 a	 form	 that	 conceals	 her	 corporeal	 presence	 and	 privileges	 her	 verbal	

dexterity,	so	it	felt	utterly	appropriate	that	her	funny	remark	should	seem	to	play	on	that	

dynamic.	It	also	provided	us	with	a	good	note	on	which	to	depart;	the	three	of	us	shared	

some	laughter,	and	then	we	posed	for	a	quick	photograph	and	said	our	good-byes.	Later	

that	 evening,	 Stephaine	 showed	me	 the	photograph	on	her	 smart-phone.	Much	 to	my	

surprise,	I	saw	that	Klausner	had	been	posing	next	to	me	with	her	tongue	lashing	out	at	

my	face.	And	I	can	be	seen	smiling	blithely	for	the	camera,	completely	oblivious	to	her	

prank.		
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Conclusion:	You	Can’t	Catch	It	
	

	

“To	go	to	the	Champs-Élysées	was	unbearable	to	me.	If	only	Berogtte	had	described	it	in	one	of	his	books,	I	
probably	would	have	wanted	to	get	to	know	it,	like	all	the	things	whose	‘double’	someone	had	begun	by	
putting	into	my	imagination.	It	warmed	them,	made	them	live,	gave	them	a	personality,	and	I	wanted	to	
find	them	again	in	reality;	but	in	this	public	garden	nothing	was	attached	to	my	dreams”.	Marcel	Proust,	In	
Search	of	Lost	Time,	Volume	1:	The	Way	by	Swann’s		

	

	

Before	I	began	my	research	into	camp,	I	already	harboured	reservations	about	the	extent	

to	which	 the	 term	 could	 ever	 be	 entirely	 illuminated.	 As	 far	 as	 critical	 literature	was	

concerned,	I	was	familiar	only	with	the	brilliant	work	of	Susan	Sontag.	 If,	by	chance,	a	

professor	happened	to	mention	camp	in	a	 lecture	I	attended,	her	essay	was	 inevitably	

cited	as	the	relevant	authority.	“Notes	on	Camp”	places	its	subject	right	on	threshold	of	

what	can	be	named	or	understood.	Its	sense	of	enigma	is	conjured	both	in	content	and	

form.	From	the	start,	Sontag	was	shrewd	to	underscore	the	ontological	incertitude	of	her	

topic,	stating	that,	“taste	has	no	system	and	no	proofs.	But	there	is	something	like	a	logic	

of	 taste:	 the	 consistent	 sensibility	which	underlies	 and	 gives	 rise	 to	 a	 certain	 taste.	A	

sensibility	is	almost,	but	not	quite,	ineffable.”377	This	sentiment	is	also	expressed	in	the	

idiosyncratic	structure	of	the	essay,	which	refused	to	harness	the	author’s	perceptions	of	

camp	into	categories	that	could	be	rigidly	defined	or	neatly	arranged.				

The	perceptions	themselves	suggested	some	other	reasons	that	camp	should	give	off	an	

aura	of	dissimulation.	Sontag	identified	an	association	between	camp	and	homosexuality	

at	a	time	when	the	latter	was	roundly	considered	a	scandal	to	public	morality;	this	was	

shortly	before	the	bourgeoning	of	a	‘gay	liberation’	movement.	She	also	positioned	camp	

as	 an	 esoteric	 response	 to	 mass	 culture;	 a	 “special	 taste”	 that	 goes	 against	 grain	 of	

traditional	aesthetic	judgment	(i.e.	“it’s	good	because	it’s	awful”).		

This	 iconic	essay	 -	my	 formal	 introduction	 to	camp	 -	 framed	 it	as	something	 that	was	

oblique	 and	 iconoclastic.	 I	 soon	 discovered	 more	 recent	 scholarship	 that	 puts	 less	

emphasis	on	these	subterranean	elements.	The	conviction	that	camp	has	been	divested	

of	its	secrecy	is	sometimes	carried	as	an	expressly	stated	argument.	There	are	critics	who	

                                                        
377	Sontag,	p.	276.		
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no	 longer	 see	camp	as	an	eccentric	 interpretation	of	mass	culture;	 it	 is	now	a	kind	of	

product	 that	 mass	 culture	 has	 co-opted	 and	 merchandised	 for	 bourgeois	 and	

heterosexual	audiences.378	That	position	is	also	implicit	in	the	source	selections	of	several	

studies	 that	 recognise	 an	 invocation	 of	 camp	 in	 the	 offerings	 of	 pop	 singers,	 reality	

television	shows	and	network	sitcoms.379							

The	 sampling	 of	 texts	 and	 performances	 that	 I	 have	 concentrated	 upon	 cannot	 be	

comfortably	assimilated	into	this	diffused	and	commercialised	vision	of	camp.	This	is	not	

to	imply	that	they	are	marooned	in	some	unheard-of	corner	of	the	world,	or	that	they	are	

aloof	 to	 demands	 of	 the	 global	marketplace	 and	 the	 connections	 fostered	 by	modern	

technology.	They	still,	however,	take	satisfaction	in	their	own	arcane	qualities.	Not	only	

are	they	recusant	to	canons	of	popular	taste,	but	they	are	also	disposed	to	confront	moral	

and	epistemological	uncertainties	about	the	legacy	of	camp	itself.	They	conceive	of	camp	

as	a	work	in	progress,	rather	than	a	standardized	mould.			

We	should	not	be	oblivious	to	the	depredations	of	time	and	the	cultural	gentrification	of	

marginal	ideas	and	sensibilities.	But	it	would	be	simplistic	to	think	that	camp	is	redundant	

because	historical	circumstances	have	changed	since	the	time	of	Sontag’s	essay	(and	they	

have).	It	would	also	be	reductive	to	insinuate	that	it	only	shows	its	face	under	the	auspices	

of	mass	entertainment.	Whether	in	new	or	old	forms	of	media,	one	can	still	track	down	

performances	of	camp	that	are	imbued	with	elusiveness	and	irreverence.	The	forces	that	

threaten	 their	 survival	 –	 moral	 scruples	 about	 their	 air	 of	 mockery,	 the	 erasures	 of	

selective	memory,	the	ascendency	and	appropriations	of	popular	culture	–	are	often	fed	

upon	as	raw	material	for	the	narratives	they	disclose.	

My	desire	to	focus	attention	upon	these	shadowy	recesses	should	not	be	misconstrued	as	

nostalgia	for	what	has	already	passed.	This	has	been	an	honest	reflection	on	some	of	my	

apprehensions	of	camp	in	recent	years.	I	cannot	pretend	to	have	deflected	all	knowledge	

of	the	camp	that	is	exposed	by	outlets	of	the	mainstream	media,	yet	there	have	also	been	

more	furtive	glances	at	something	far	less	conspicuous.					

It	seems	germane	that	the	sources	I	have	collected	have	all	been	plucked	from	a	country	

that	is	not	my	own;	that	my	access	to	them	is	a	product	of	the	worldwide	economy.	This	

                                                        
378	See	Holliday	and	Potts,	pp.	137-141.			
379	See	Schuyler,	and	Shugart	and	Waggoner.		
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might	testify	to	the	great	expanse	of	camp’s	horizons	and	the	prerogative	it	assumes	to	

move	across	international	borders.	On	the	other	hand,	I	suspect	that	it	also	derives	from	

a	vague	sense	of	mine	that	camp	always	seems	to	belong	somewhere	else.	It	can	hardly	

be	said	that	I	have	never	felt	its	presence	in	the	countries	I	have	lived;	certainly,	it	makes	

an	appearance	in	Australia,	Canada,	and	Belgium	too.	It	would,	however,	be	ludicrous	to	

argue	that	it	predominates	in	the	local	cultures	I	have	occupied.		

Every	so	often,	I	wonder	if	this	is	the	case	for	other	people.	Just	recently,	I	happened	to	

come	across	a	 radio	 interview	with	 the	actress	Gaby	Hoffmann.	As	 I	 tuned	 in,	 I	heard	

Hoffmann	describing	her	unconventional	upbringing.	 She	 is	 the	daughter	of	 a	Warhol	

Superstar	and	spent	much	of	her	childhood	in	the	Chelsea	Hotel.	“I	grew	up	with	artists	

and	drag	queens	and	 transvestites…	as	 they	were	called	 then,”	 she	 reminisced,	 “these	

were	just	my	neighbors	and	friends	and	the	people	who	were	raising	me.”380	What	lent	

the	story	its	charm	was	the	narrator’s	earnest	declaration	that	this	all	felt	normal	at	the	

time.					

	

This	 is	 not	 to	 idealize	 any	 particular	 territory	 of	 the	 globe	 as	 the	 space	 in	 which	 an	

essential	 version	 of	 camp	 is	 embodied.	 But	 it	 is	 reasonable	 to	 imagine	 that	 camp’s	

marginality	has	some	geographical	contingencies.	In	my	experience,	at	any	rate,	there	are	

some	places	that	are	far	more	provincial	and	adverse	to	camp	than	others.		

	

There	is	a	sense	in	which	many	of	my	initial	encounters	with	camp	artefacts	have	come	

about	through	serendipity,	especially	the	ones	I	have	 laboured	over	 in	this	thesis.	The	

familiarity	 I	 have	 cultivated	 with	 the	 material	 is	 greatly	 indebted	 to	 one	 particular	

friendship,	which	itself	originated	with	a	kind	of	spontaneous	spark.	It	began	in	earnest	

when	I	discovered	After	Claude,	a	 little	known	but	fascinating	novel	by	Iris	Owens.381	I	

was	immediately	struck	by	the	ferocity	of	the	book;	it	hardly	contains	a	single	sentence	

that	isn’t	hilarious,	offensive,	or	seriously	depraved.	Eager	to	discuss	it	with	someone,	I	

bought	another	copy	and	gifted	it	to	my	friend	James.	It	was	a	slightly	impulsive	move,	

since	until	then,	James	and	I	were	only	cursorily	acquainted,	but	I	knew	him	well	enough	

                                                        
380There	 is	a	record	of	 the	 interview	available	online:	Fresh	Air,	“‘I	Never	Set	Out	To	Be	An	Actor,’	says	
‘Transparent’	 Star	 Gaby	 Hoffmann.”	 NPR	 (October	 10,	 2016)	
http://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=496958090	(accessed	28/10/16).				
381	Iris	Owens,	After	Claude	(New	York:	New	York	Review	of	Books,	2010).		
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to	intuit	that	he	might	enjoy	the	perverse	humour	of	the	book.	James	not	only	responded	

to	 the	novel,	 but	promptly	 reciprocated	with	piles	of	 reading	material	 for	me	 to	 feast	

upon.	 That	 exchange	 gradually	 evolved	 into	 a	 constant	 ritual.	We’d	 lend	 books,	 films,	

television	shows	and	podcasts	to	each	other	and	discuss	them	breathlessly.	We	became	

enthralled	by	figures	like	Fran	Lebowitz,	Gary	Indiana,	Julie	Klausner,	Justin	Sayre,	Dina	

Martina,	Rene	Ricard,	and	Justin	Vivian	Bond.		

	

The	connoisseurship	that	we	shared	felt	decisively	out	of	place;	there	was	not	much	in	

our	immediate	environment	that	would	encourage	our	rather	peculiar	set	of	 interests.	

Our	perception	of	this	incongruity	became	integral	to	the	way	in	which	we	approached	

and	performed	camp.	For	example,	James	would	often	mention	that	he	was	developing	

elaborate	plans	to	stage	an	avant-garde	performance	of	drag.	I	was	never	quite	sure	how	

seriously	 he	 was	 pursuing	 this	 endeavour,	 but	 whenever	 he	 mentioned	 it,	 he	 would	

always	say	that	the	show	was	going	to	open	“Off-Broadway,	Nedlands”,	a	semi-suburban	

street	in	our	city	that	bears	no	resemblance	to	the	historic	theatre	district	in	Manhattan.							

	

These	 autobiographical	 reflections	 of	mine	 are	 not	 unprecedented.	 Some	 of	 the	most	

classic	 works	 of	 camp	 criticism	 draw	 upon	 first	 person	 accounts	 of	 their	 authors,	 to	

varying	degrees	and	effects.	Sontag	appears	to	tease	us	with	partial	disclosures	of	self;	

she	 is	candid	about	her	own	reactions	to	camp	but	silent	on	the	precise	nature	of	her	

access	to	it.382	Newton	positions	her	own	emotional	and	aesthetic	sensitivity	as	a	kind	of	

backdrop	against	which	camp	can	be	measured,	as	when	she	describes	how	astonished	

she	 is	 to	 discover	 that	 drag	 queens	 would	 laugh	 at	 all	 the	most	 grotesque	 scenes	 in	

Whatever	Happened	 to	 Baby	 Jane?	 (1962).383	And	Dyer	 goes	 even	 further	 by	 pointing	

towards	 his	 very	 own	 speech	 patterns	 as	 evidence	 of	 the	 camp	 culture	 he	means	 to	

critique.384										

	

                                                        
382	The	ambivalent	position	that	Sontag	holds	towards	autobiography	in	“Notes	on	Camp”	is	discussed	at	
length	by	Marcie	Frank	in	“The	Critic	as	Performance	Artist:	Susan	Sontag’s	Writing	and	Gay	Cultures.”	in	
Camp	Grounds:	Style	and	Homosexuality,	ed.	David	Bergman	(Amherst:	University	of	Massachusetts	Press,	
1993)	 pp.	 173-184.	 	 Frank	 is	 of	 the	 persuasion	 that	 Sontag	 should	 have	 included	 even	 more	
autobiographical	material	 in	 the	essay,	 and	 she	 cites	Oscar	Wilde’s	 “The	Critic	 as	Artist”	 to	bolster	her	
argument.				
383	Newton,	p.	106.		
384	Dyer,	The	Culture	of	Queers,	p.	50.		
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What	compels	us	writers	to	compose	these	self-portraits?	Maybe	it	is	the	elusiveness	and	

eclecticism	 of	 camp	 that	 triggers	 the	 self-reflexive	 impulse.	 If	 a	 subject	 matter	 is	 ill	

defined,	 one	 tends	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 vantage	 point	 from	which	 it	 is	 regarded.	 So,	 the	

question	becomes	not	 just	about	what	camp	tells	us,	but	what	we	tell	ourselves	about	

camp.	 Or	 another	 theory:	 if	 one	 of	 the	 ways	 that	 camp	 applies	 itself	 is	 as	 a	 reading	

position,	the	critic	who	writes	about	it	–	and	notices	camp	qualities	in	things	–	is	often,	at	

least	to	some	extent,	implicated	as	its	practitioner.	Hence,	his	or	her	desire	to	look	inward.											

	

Of	course,	the	autobiographical	lens	is	no	less	tenebrous	than	any	other.	It	does	not	record	

or	classify	the	circumstances	of	camp’s	reception	in	empirical	terms;	it	is	conditioned	by	

the	 questionable	 selections	 of	 memory	 and	 craft.	 It	 is	 a	 performative	 gesture,	 and	

therefore	 very	 compatible	with	 camp.	 I	 cast	myself	 as	 the	 character	 that	 stumbles	 on	

camp	as	an	esoteric	pleasure.	This	is	the	story,	whether	true	or	imagined,	that	I	tell	myself.	

I	might	lament	the	peripheral	presence	of	camp	in	my	surroundings,	but	I	must	also	admit	

that	such	marginality	intensifies	the	gratification	of	my	experience.	It	is	seductive	to	think	

of	yourself	as	an	exceptional	case,	to	count	yourself	among	those	who	are	privy	to	some	

form	of	insider	knowledge.									

	

Camp	will	often	foment	these	desires	by	relishing	its	own	minority	status.	In	the	course	

of	this	thesis,	I	have	come	upon	various	ways	in	which	camp	places	itself	at	a	remove	from	

moral,	 aesthetic	 and	 industrial	 norms.	 The	 foreignness	 that	 I	 associate	 with	 these	

performances	of	camp	lends	another	dimension	to	their	otherness.	They	come	to	me	as	

imported	 goods,	 and	 their	 mediated	 interfaces	 are	 portals	 into	 another	 world.	 The	

position	from	which	I	interpret	camp	is	therefore	marked	by	a	sense	of	the	exotic.		

	

Camp	 sometimes	 affirms	 this	 impression	 by	 honing	 an	 image	 of	 worldliness	 that	

consolidates	 and	 celebrates	 its	 outsider	 status.	 I	 noticed	 the	 use	 of	 this	 tactic	when	 I	

attended	a	cabaret	production	named	I	Heart	Chocolat	by	the	drag	performer	Le	Gateau	

Chocolat.	The	performance	was	staged	under	the	aegis	of	the	Perth	Fringe	World	Festival,	

an	event	that	perfectly	befits	the	kind	of	activity	I	am	describing.	As	its	title	suggests,	the	

festival	 conceives	 to	 showcase	 items	of	 entertainment	 that	 fall	outside	 the	margins	of	

dominant	 culture.	 Although	 it	 includes	 domestic	 talent,	much	of	 the	 programme	 feels	

reminiscent	of	the	visiting	circus,	featuring	curiosities	collected	from	all	over	the	world.							
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The	festival	would	be	pointless	if	the	pleasures	it	promises	were	already	fixtures	in	the	

local	 landscape.	 Fringe	 World	 exercises	 its	 fascination	 as	 a	 temporary	 experience	 of	

strangeness.	In	this	respect,	it	is	somewhat	evocative	of	Mikhail	Bakhtin’s	theory	of	the	

‘carnivalesque’:	a	passing	ritual	 that	 licenses	eccentricity,	unleashing	what	 is	normally	

forbidden	or	repressed.385	Early	in	the	cabaret,	there	is	a	moment	when	Chocolat	pauses	

to	poke	 fun	at	his	audience:	 “This	 is	 just	what	you	do	 in	Perth	on	a	Wednesday	night,	

right?	You	go	see	a	black,	Rubensque	man	in	a	dress!”	The	crowd	roars	with	laughter	at	

the	line,	recognising	its	stinging	irony.	It	is	unlikely	that	Chocolat	would	make	the	same	

joke	in	Paris	or	Berlin	or	San	Francisco.	

	

His	 performance,	 and	 the	 entire	 apparatus	 of	 the	 festival	 that	 hosts	 it,	 are	 poised	 to	

deliver	the	frisson	of	a	momentary	transgression.	The	venue,	for	example,	is	not	one	of	

Perth’s	 established	 arenas	 or	 nightclubs.	 It	 is	 instead	 the	 world-famous	 Spiegeltent,	

propped	up	in	the	Central	Business	District	only	for	the	duration	of	the	festival.	Before	

the	show	has	even	started,	its	audience	members	are	admitted	into	a	transient	and	mobile	

space.		

	

It	should	not	be	surprising	for	a	camp	performance	to	emerge	from	this	carnivalesque	

context.	 Cleto,	 for	 one,	 has	 already	 pointed	 out	 parallels	 between	 the	 two	 categories,	

which	include	“hierarchy	inversion”,	“mocking	parodoxicality”,	and	“sexual	punning	and	

innuendo”.386	Moreover,	he	argues	that	both	terms	require	and	reinforce	the	existence	of	

“normality”	so	that	they	can	cause	its	disruption.387	In	this	case,	the	cabaret	is	predicated	

on	the	idea	that	its	audience	does	not	come	into	face-to-face	contact	with	camp	theatrics	

on	a	regular	basis.	It	needs	this	presumption	of	normality	to	administer	its	shock	to	the	

status	quo.	And	for	me,	the	gamble	pays	off.	Even	though	I	have	spent	years	conducting	

research	on	camp,	I	still	feel	a	bit	of	a	jolt	when	I	find	myself	in	the	direct	line	of	fire	of	a	

raucous	drag	queen.			

	

                                                        
385	For	Bakhtin,	carnival	life	was	a	historically	specific	phenomenon	that	reached	its	pinnacle	during	the	
Renaissance.	He	does,	however,	detect	some	continuation	of	its	tradition	in	modern	practices	such	as	the	
circus	and	the	theatre.		See	Problems	of	Dostoevsky’s	Poetics	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	
1984)	pp.	130	-131.		
386	Cleto,	p.	32.		
387	Ibid.		
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Cabaret	 is	 not	 an	 easy	 form	 to	 define,	 partly	 because	 its	 template	 accommodates	 a	

generous	range	of	artistic	expressions	and	experiments;	Chocolat’s	own	iteration	moves	

lithely	between	song,	dance,	monologue	and	improvised	repartee.388	If	critics	are	hesitant	

to	circumscribe	the	content	of	cabaret,	they	are	more	confident	in	describing	its	spatial	

relations.	This	 is	a	medium	that	thrives	 in	small-scale	venues,	whose	intimate	settings	

instil	 a	 heightened	 sense	 of	 proximity	 between	 performers	 and	 their	 audiences.389	

Chocolat	eagerly	mines	this	opportunity	 for	physical	contact	and	contiguity.	The	show	

begins	with	him	creeping	up	behind	his	audience;	he	is	already	singing,	slowly	ambling	

his	 way	 up	 the	 aisle,	 brushing	 past	 us	 in	 an	 extravagantly	 ruffled	 black	 dress.	 The	

immediacy	of	his	presence	is	pivotal	to	the	whole	atmosphere	of	the	room,	which	is	one	

of	jittery	and	restless	excitement.	There	is	an	ongoing	prospect	of	direct	confrontation	

with	the	performer,	which	is	both	tantalising	and	scary.	In	between	songs,	Chocolat	dives	

into	the	audience	and	chooses	someone	at	random,	who	is	offered	a	taste	of	chocolate	but	

also	becomes	the	subject	of	his	raillery.390		

	

These	 interludes	 appear	 to	 delight	 most	 of	 the	 crowd,	 but	 they	 also	 occasion	 some	

moments	of	discomfort.	There	is	one	man	who	visibly	recoils	when	Chocolat	touches	him.	

“Don’t	worry!”	Chocolat	laughs,	“You	can’t	catch	it.	That’s	not	how	homosexuality	works.”	

No	technology	can	produce	this	sort	of	exchange.	Its	turbulent	energy	is	wholly	reliant	

upon	 the	material	 presence	 of	 the	 performer.	 The	 otherness	 of	 camp	 (as	 situated	 by	

sexual	norms)	is	incarnated	in	the	tactile	and	ephemeral	presentation	of	the	body.	This	

scheme	also	has	a	profound	resonance	in	a	provincial	setting	like	Perth.	Bear	in	mind,	this	

is	a	city	whose	gay	club	scene	consists	solely	of	two	venues.	Outside	of	them,	 it	 is	still	

rather	rare	to	see	same-sex	couples	kissing	or	holding	hands	in	public	(but	there	is	no	

shortage	of	 closeted	and	married	men	on	phone	applications	 for	 same-sex	hook-ups).	

This	makes	for	an	environment	in	which	Chocolat’s	emphasis	on	physicality	is	especially	

piquant.			

	

                                                        
388	 See	 Lisa	 Appignanesi,	 The	 Cabaret	 (London:	 Studio	 Vista,	 1975)	 p.	 12.	 See	 also	 Merve	 Carlson,	
Performance:	A	Critical	Introduction	(New	York:	Routledge,	2004)	p.	94.		
389	See	Appignanesi,	p.	12.	See	also	Shane	Vogel,	“Where	are	We	Now?	Queer	World	Making	and	Cabaret	
Performance.”	GlQ:	A	Journal	of	Lesbian	and	Gay	Studies	6	No.	1	(2000)	p.	35.		
390	The	teasing	affection	of	camp	is	epitomized	by	this	sequence,	with	its	offer	of	a	treat	accompanied	by	an	
act	of	taunting.			
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The	moment	also	reflects	a	classic	camp	trope:	the	homosexual	who	channels	his	wit	to	

explain	and	defend	the	fact	of	his	existence.	Dyer	wrote	about	this	tradition	back	in	1977	

and	 surmised	 that	 it	was	 particularly	 useful	 for	 gay	men	 “in	 the	 past”.391	 But	 several	

decades	 later,	 the	 practice	 has	 yet	 to	 fall	 into	 desuetude.	 If	 Chocolat’s	 cabaret	 is	 any	

indication,	 it	 continues	 to	 serve	 as	 a	 valuable	 resource.	 At	 the	 very	 least,	 it	 remains	

relevant	in	places	like	Perth,	whose	population	still	desperately	requires	education	about	

homosexuality.392	

		

When	an	 international	performer	steps	up	 to	 the	 task,	camp	becomes	a	kind	of	cross-

cultural	outreach.	Chocolat	taps	into	this	idea	when	he	begins	to	share	funny	stories	about	

his	life	as	a	globetrotting	artist.	He	describes,	for	instance,	the	ordeal	of	going	through	

customs	 at	 the	 airport	 and	 having	 to	 explain	 all	 the	women’s	 clothes	 stuffed	 into	 his	

suitcase.	Such	anecdotes	position	camp	as	an	object	of	wonder	that	travels	from	one	place	

to	another.	Chocolat	paints	himself	as	a	brief	and	bewildering	apparition:	the	stranger	

who	 floats	 into	 town	 to	 upend	 order	 and	 instigate	 mischief.	 He	 holds	 onto	 his	

otherworldliness	as	a	source	of	excitement.	This	 is	probably	what	keeps	him	at	a	safe	

distance	 from	 the	 false	 notes	 that	 spring	 up	 so	 often	 in	 the	 stage	 banter	 of	 visiting	

entertainers,	whose	jokes	about	local	news	items	tend	to	register	as	terribly	strained.	He	

does	not	try	to	ingratiate	himself	to	the	audience	by	playing	down	his	cultural	differences.	

He	flaunts	those	distinctions	so	that	we	might	appreciate	them	with	a	sense	of	awe.		

	

Chocolat	articulates	his	sense	of	dislocation	through	a	bold	display	of	otherness.	In	fact,	

he	 assumes	 this	 flamboyant	 posture	 to	 address	 a	 variety	 of	 factors	 that	 play	 into	 his	

marginality	 and	 eccentricity	 -	 not	 just	 his	 status	 as	 a	 foreigner,	 but	 also	 his	 race,	 his	

sexuality,	his	size,	his	class	and	education.	He	attends	to	all	these	vectors	of	identity	with	

a	 spirit	 of	 shameless	 theatricality.	 Immediately	 after	 changing	 into	 one	 of	 his	 most	

outrageous	outfits,	Chocolat	announces,	“I	have	a	law	degree!	You	can	learn	any	trade:	

                                                        
391	Dyer	makes	specific	reference	to	Quentin	Crisp	and	the	skill	with	which	he	ran	“rings	of	logic	and	wit	
around	the	pedestrian	ideas	of	psychiatrists,	magistrates	and	the	rest”.	See	The	Culture	of	Queers,	p.	49.	
392	Such	deficiencies	become	obvious	when	observing	the	discourse	of	our	politicians.	In	2010,	my	local	
member	of	Parliament	(Don	Randall)	ridiculed	the	national	public	broadcaster	(ABC)	by	calling	it	the	“Gay-
B-C”.	He	never	apologized	 for	 the	statement	–	offensive	not	 just	 for	 its	homophobia	but	 for	 its	pathetic	
attempt	at	wit.		See	Andie	Noonan,	“Liberal	MP	Refuses	to	Clarify	Gay	Slur.”	Star	Observer	(October	2010).		
http://www.starobserver.com.au/news/national-news/new-south-wales-news/liberal-mp-refuses-to-
clarify-gay-slur/32251	(accessed	2/1/16).		
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technician;	electrician;	architect;	doctor;	lawyer…	but	there	is	always	a	distinct	possibility	

that	you	could	end	up	in	a	foreign	country	on	a	stage	wearing	Dalmatian	print	lycra”.		

	

It	is	worth	noting	Chocolat’s	enthusiasm	for	lycra,	a	fabric	he	turns	to	repeatedly	during	

his	several	costume	changes.	I	do	not	think	it	is	discourteous	to	mention	that	the	material	

tends	 to	 accentuate	 the	 performer’s	 voluptuous	 figure.	 It	 is	 quite	 clear	 that	 this	 is	 its	

intended	effect.	At	one	point,	Chocolat	himself	refers	to	a	constant	battle	to	squeeze	his	

“amplitude”	 into	the	extremely	tight	 fit	of	 the	 lycra.	He	drops	this	remark	without	 the	

slightest	 hint	 of	 embarrassment.	 It	 only	 draws	 out	 the	wicked	 smile	 that	 is	 sprawled	

across	his	face.			

	

He	is	no	less	vivacious	during	his	rendition	of	the	South	Park	(1997-)	song,	“Chocolate	

Salty	Balls”.	For	 this	risqué	number,	 the	singer	 targets	a	conservatively	dressed	white	

woman	in	the	front	row	and	implores	her	to,	“stick	my	balls	in	your	mouth/	Oooh,	suck	

on	my	chocolate,	salted	balls/	Stick	‘em	in	your	mouth,	and	suck	‘em.”	She	does	not	take	

him	up	on	the	offer.	Nevertheless,	the	ribaldry	evoked	by	the	request	is	freighted	with	

some	provocative	ideas	about	race	and	sexuality.		

	

Historically	 speaking,	 the	 image	 of	 black	 male	 sexuality	 has	 often	 been	 a	 subject	 of	

nervous	regard.	As	Dyer	has	pointed	out,	white	narratives	are	prone	to	articulate	anxiety	

in	their	representations	of	the	sensuality	of	the	black	body.393	This	can	be	demonstrated	

by	what	Dyer	calls	the	“rape	motif”,	wherein	the	black	male	is	repeatedly	construed	as	a	

sexual	 threat	 to	 the	 white	 female.	 Such	 tropes	 are	 constituent	 elements	 of	 prevalent	

stereotypes	 that	 position	 black	 men	 as	 “brutes”	 or	 “beasts”.	 394	 Given	 its	 lascivious	

content,	it	would	be	simple	to	argue	that	“Salty	Balls”	has	the	effect	of	reinforcing	such	

myths.	However,	this	interpretation	would	ignore	the	finer	points	of	the	performance	and	

the	 spirit	 in	 which	 it	 is	 delivered.	 At	 this	 stage,	 Chocolat	 has	 already	 professed	 his	

homosexuality,	a	fact	that	lends	a	kind	of	frivolous	absurdity	to	his	interaction	with	the	

                                                        
393	See	Dyer,	Heavenly	Bodies,	p.	135.		
394	Ibid,	p.	95.		Toni	Morrison	has	made	similar	observations	regarding	the	fetishization	of	black	bodies	in	
American	 fiction.	 This	 strategy,	 she	 states,	 is	 “especially	 useful	 in	 evoking	 erotic	 fears	 or	 desires	 and	
establishing	fixed	and	major	difference	where	difference	does	not	exist	or	is	minimal.	Blood,	for	example,	
is	a	pervasive	fetish:	black	blood,	white	blood,	the	purity	of	blood,	the	purity	of	white	female	sexuality,	the	
pollution	of	African	blood	and	sex.	Fetishization	is	a	strategy	often	used	to	assert	the	categorical	absolutism	
of	civilization	and	savagery”.	See	Playing	in	the	Dark:	Whiteness	and	the	Literary	Imagination	(New	York:	
Vintage,	1992)	p.	68.		
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confronted	 woman	 in	 the	 audience.	 That	 absurdity	 is	 also	 borne	 out	 in	 Chocolat’s	

hyperbolic	sexual	posturing	and	the	ludicrous	nature	of	the	song’s	lyrics.	There	is	little	

doubt	 that	 Chocolat’s	 performance	 registers	 the	 sexual	 potency	 that	 is	 frequently	

attributed	to	the	black	male	body.	But	to	my	mind,	his	farcical	treatment	of	that	cliché	

seems	to	underscore	its	constructedness	and	artificiality.395			

In	short,	Chocolat	uses	flagrant	stylistics	to	call	attention	to	his	otherness,	but	he	also	uses	

them	to	discredit	the	narratives	that	impose	such	barriers.	He	challenges	the	assumptions	

and	apprehensions	that	keep	us	estranged	from	one	another.	His	work	insists	that	there	

is	no	reason	to	fear	the	sexuality	of	black	men.	There	is	no	reason	to	flinch	at	displays	of	

homosexuality.	 There	 is	 no	 reason	 to	 inflict	 shame	upon	 each	 other	 in	 honour	 of	 our	

prescribed	ideals	of	beauty.	There	is	no	reason	that	a	drag	queen	should	not	have	a	law	

degree.	Chocolat’s	endorsement	of	these	messages	makes	him	an	admirable	proponent	

of	cultural	diversity	and	inclusion.	He	entreats	us	to	marvel	at	our	differences	instead	of	

maligning	them.		

	

His	 invitation	 is	 particularly	 compelling	 because	 of	 the	 framework	 in	 which	 it	 is	

presented,	for	this	is	a	performance	whose	formal	designs	and	determinants	are	heavily	

staked	on	the	appeal	of	heterogeneity.	From	the	outset,	Fringe	World	showcases	I	Heart	

Chocolat	 as	 but	 one	 of	 the	 items	 within	 its	 vast	 and	 varied	 assortment	 of	

entertainments.396	And,	as	previously	noted,	the	cabaret	itself	draws	together	a	congeries	

of	artistic	enterprises.	There	is	also	Chocolat’s	wildly	eclectic	repertoire	of	songs,	which	

includes	 material	 from	 several	 different	 genres,	 eras	 and	 countries	 of	 origin.397	 His	

surprising	and	elliptical	treatment	of	the	music	further	betrays	his	irrepressible	desire	

for	diversity.	Just	as	he	is	hitting	his	stride	with	one	number,	he	will	abruptly	transition	

                                                        
395	To	be	 sure,	 there	have	been	other	performers	who	have	used	 their	drag	personae	 as	 a	platform	 to	
interrogate	received	ideas	about	race.	José	Esteban	Muñoz,	for	instance,	considers	the	oeuvre	of	the	punk	
drag	superstar	Vaginal	Crème	Davis	in	this	light.	Muñoz	describes	Davis’	drag	as	a	kind	of	“cross-sex,	cross-
race	minstrelsy”.	 Her	work	 includes	 impersonations	 of	 “white	 supremacist	militiamen”,	 “black	welfare	
queen	hookers”	and	notorious,	white	homosexual	serial	killers	such	as	Jeffrey	Dahmer	and	John	Wayne	
Gacy.	 He	 reads	 this	 masquerade	 as	 a	 form	 of	 intersectional	 cultural	 critique;	 a	 “terrorist	 send-up	 of	
masculinity	and	white	supremacy”.	See	“‘The	White	to	be	Angry’:	Vaginal	Davis’s	Terrorist	Drag.”	Social	
Text	No.	52/53	(Autumn-Winter,	1997)	pp.	87,	91,	and	92.			
396Henri	 Schoenmakers	 characterizes	 festivals	 as	 “meta-events”	 because	 of	 their	 amalgamation	 of	
individual	 performances.	 	 See	 “Festivals,	 Theatrical	 Events	 and	 Communicative	 Interactions.”	 in	
Festivalising!	Theatrical	Events,	Politics	and	Culture,	ed.	Temple	Ahuptfleisch,	Shulamith	Lev-Aladgem	and	
Jacqueline	Martin	(Amsterdam:	Brill	Academic	Publishers,	2007)	p.	28.			
397	Chocolat	pays	homage	to	musicians	as	varied	as	Amy	Winehouse,	Nick	Cave	and	Judy	Garland,	to	name	
only	a	few.		
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into	another.	A	cover	of	“Summertime”	briskly	elides	into	“Is	That	All	There	Is?”,	a	song	

title	that	could	not	be	better	suited	to	its	context.	It	is	as	though	the	performer	simply	

cannot	wait	for	something	new	to	happen.			

	

His	appetite	for	variety	is	what	sends	him	racing	through	all	those	spectacular	costume	

changes.	These	transformations	come	to	form	an	integral	part	of	the	cabaret’s	dramatic	

action.	At	various	 intervals,	Chocolat	 rummages	 through	a	clothes	rack	 that	stands	on	

stage,	taking	suggestions	from	the	audience	for	his	next	big	look.	Herein	lies	one	of	camp’s	

perennial	 fascinations:	 the	 pleasure	 of	 visual	 transformation.	 Booth	 describes	 this	

preoccupation	as	a	child-like	interest	in	fantasy:		

	
…	Dressing	up	in	company	invites	others	to	enter	into	a	game	of	make-believe	and	
pretence	which	offers	the	chance	of	being	more	vividly	alive…	Our	clothes	have	a	
greater	say	in	our	personalities	than	we	do:	put	on	boots	that	make	a	nice	loud	
clunk	and	we	become	bold	and	swaggering:	cram	our	pillowly	flesh	into	a	tight	
cuirass	of	leather	and	we	become	lean	and	predatory.	Put	on	sandals	and	we	are	
instantly	castrated.	Put	on	fancy	dress	and	we	can	act	our	wildest	fantasies.	398	

	

Notice	 the	 sense	of	plurality	 conveyed	by	his	 statement:	 the	 infinite	number	of	poses	

made	available	through	a	simple	change	of	clothes.	Chocolat	offers	a	lavish	demonstration	

of	such	possibilities	-	austere	black	for	his	most	heartrending	dirge,	purple	spandex	for	

the	jauntiest	dance	routine,	and	so	forth.		

	

The	mutable	character	of	his	physiognomy	is	never	more	apparent	 than	 in	his	chosen	

approach	to	drag.	Like	Jackie	Curtis	before	him,	Chocolat	makes	no	pretence	of	‘passing’	

as	a	woman.	Despite	his	dazzling	array	of	dresses	and	wigs,	he	never	bothers	to	conceal	

his	lustrous	beard.	He	often	appears	on	stage	completely	bald.	These	choices	present	a	

protean	and	promiscuous	set	of	images.	Many	of	our	visual	styles	are	designated	to	the	

exclusive	realms	of	‘masculinity’	or	‘femininity’.	Chocolat	simply	refuses	fidelity	to	either	

category.	His	whims	are	too	plentiful	to	be	contained	by	such	strictures.399		

	

                                                        
398	Booth,	pp.	79-80.		
399	Chocolat’s	depolarization	of	genders	is	typical	of	the	juxtapositions	that	arise	in	carnivalesque	settings.	
As	Bakhtin	explains,	“All	things	that	were	once	self-enclosed,	disunified,	distanced	from	one	another	by	a	
non-carnivalistic	hierarchical	world-view	are	drawn	together	into	carnivalistic	contacts	and	combinations.	
Carnival	brings	together,	unifies,	weds	and	combines	the	sacred	with	the	profane,	the	lofty	with	the	low,	
the	great	with	the	insignificant,	the	wise	with	the	stupid.”	See	p.	125.		
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I	Heart	Chocolat	consistently	presents	 itself	as	an	antidote	to	conditions	of	conformity	

and	stagnation.	Its	many	devices,	drawn	from	camp	and	other	complementary	forms,	are	

coordinated	to	promote	the	virtue	of	curiosity.	They	endeavour	to	explore	the	unfamiliar,	

to	resist	against	prejudice,	to	rupture	the	monotony	of	parochial	mentalities.	During	the	

cabaret,	these	aspirations	manifest	in	dimensions	that	are	both	aesthetic	and	political.			

	

Considering	my	warm	 appraisal	 of	 Chocolat’s	 work,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 recognise	 that	

critics	have	not	always	been	persuaded	 to	praise	performers	of	drag	as	 champions	of	

cultural	 reform.	 Some	 even	 argue	 that	 drag	 can	 align	 itself	 with	 hegemonic	 power	

structures	and	their	allocations	of	privilege.	According	to	Carol-Anne	Tyler,	the	mimicry	

of	drag	often	reinforces	white	and	bourgeois	presumptions	of	neutrality.	She	insists,	for	

example,	that	“it	is	only	from	a	middle-class	point	of	view	that	Dolly	Parton	looks	like	a	

female	 impersonator;	 from	 a	 Southern	 working-class	 point	 of	 view	 she	 could	 be	 the	

epitome	of	genuine	womanliness.	Something	similar	can	be	said	of	Divine	 in	Polyester	

(1981),	 whose	 polyester	 marks	 his	 impersonation	 as	 such	 for	 those	 who	 find	 it	 in	

unnaturally	 bad	 taste,	 since	 Divine	 never	 gives	 any	 (other)	 indication	 he	 is	 ‘really’	 a	

man”.400	 Josh	Morrison	has	made	 similar	 judgments	 against	RuPaul’s	 television	 series	

Drag	Race	and	Drag	U.401	He	asserts	that	both	programs	exploit	camp	humour	to	bolster	

“normative	regimes	of	power”.402	Their	parodies	suggest	patronizing	attitudes	towards	

women,	 people	 of	 colour,	 immigrants,	 trans	 people,	 and	 other	 minority	 groups.	 For	

Morrison,	the	problem	is	not	just	with	some	of	the	malicious	undercurrents	of	camp.	He	

also	 considers	 the	 reactionary	 positions	 of	 these	 programs	 to	 be	 symptomatic	 of	

consumer	capitalism’s	appropriation	of	drag.				

	

These	critiques	are	useful	insofar	as	they	caution	us	against	a	glorification	of	camp.	They	

should	remind	us	that	the	mere	act	of	cross-dressing	is	not	 irrecusable	evidence	of	 its	

practitioner’s	 moral	 integrity.	 It	 is	 far	 more	 instructive	 to	 contemplate	 the	 specific	

circumstances	 and	 nuances	 of	 the	 performance	 at	 hand.	 But	 upon	 close	 inspection,	 it	

becomes	 evident	 that	 Tyler	 and	 Morrison’s	 complaints	 are	 not	 so	 easily	 directed	 at	

                                                        
400	Tyler,	p.	384.		
401	Josh	Morrison,	“‘Dragulating’	to	Normal:	Camp	and	Homonormative	Politics.”	in	The	Makeup	of	RuPaul’s	
Drag	Race:	Essays	on	the	Queen	of	Reality	Shows,	ed.	Jim	Daems	(Jefferson:	McFarland	&	Co,	2014)	pp.	124-	
147.		
402	Ibid,	p.	125.		
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Chocolat.	 Tyler’s	 points	 might	 have	 some	 application	 where	 the	 drag	 performer	 in	

question	 is	 a	 white	 gay	male	 whose	 gender	 performance	 involves	 impersonations	 of	

identities	from	other	marginal	cultures.	But	we	have	seen	that	this	is	not	the	operative	

mode	that	is	assumed	by	Chocolat.	In	fact,	I	have	argued	that	aspects	of	Chocolat’s	cabaret	

function	to	critique	(rather	than	confirm)	dominant	(mis)understandings	of	black	men.		

	

As	far	as	Morrison	is	concerned,	it	should	be	acknowledged	that	I	Heart	Chocolat	is	not	

impervious	to	the	exigencies	of	capitalism	(tickets	are	priced	at	$30).	However,	its	small-

scale	enterprise	is	hardly	comparable	to	that	of	RuPaul’s	television	empire.		And	though	

Chocolat’s	 humour	 might	 be	 sardonic,	 it	 shows	 no	 signs	 of	 condescension	 towards	

marginal	cultures.	While	he	recognises	the	existence	of	his	own	marginality	on	several	

different	 fronts,	 his	 representation	 of	 that	 identity	 never	 falls	 into	 any	 kind	 of	

grotesquery.		

	

Chocolat	reserves	his	most	devastating	insults	for	those	who	have	been	accorded	with	

privilege	 and	 prestige.	 These	 are	 often	 propounded	 as	 satirical	 responses	 to	 the	

pretensions	 of	 mass	 commercial	 culture,	 which	 is	 the	 very	 culture	 that	 Morrison	 is	

repining	 over.	 For	 example,	 Chocolat’s	 parody	 of	 the	 film-musical	 version	 of	 Les	

Misérables	 (2012)	 contains	 some	 of	 his	 most	 memorable	 put-downs.	 He	 offers	 an	

impeccable	 impression	 of	 Anne	 Hathaway’s	 cloyingly	 sentimental	 performance	 as	

“Fantine”,	 for	which	she	won	an	Academy	Award.	When	he	 imitates	Russell	Crowe,	he	

deliberately	 begins	 to	 sing	 out	 of	 key.	 He	 continues	 to	 lampoon	 the	 cast	 members’	

deployment	of	American	and	cockney	accents,	neither	of	which	are	appropriate	to	the	

French	locale	of	the	film’s	narrative.	That	incongruity	is	one	of	the	more	jarring	effects	of	

the	decision	to	remodel	Les	Misérables	(originally	a	French	novel)	for	an	English-speaking	

audience.	The	film’s	effort	to	circumvent	the	fact	of	cultural	difference	only	makes	it	seem	

more	disjointed	and	confused.	It	is	perfectly	apt	that	Chocolat	should	be	the	one	to	point	

this	out;	his	cabaret	gains	its	impetus	by	rejoicing	in	diversity	instead	of	attempting	to	

dilute	it.						

	

Chocolat	is	very	much	aware	of	his	own	mischievous	disposition.	Quite	a	few	times,	he	

refers	to	himself	as	a	“complete	and	utter	asshole”.	It	is	fitting	that	he	should	claim	this	

title	with	such	obvious	pride.	All	his	sharpest	reproaches	are	stated	with	a	steady	and	
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firm	 conviction.	 He	 does	 not	 seem	 to	 be	 afflicted	 with	 the	 moral	 anxieties	 we	 have	

observed	in	the	other	camp	performances	of	this	thesis.	I	Heart	Chocolat	has	none	of	the	

nervous	 equivocations	 of	 Julie	 Klausner;	 the	 plaintive	 apologies	 of	 John	 Waters;	 the	

wrenching	self-examination	of	The	Comeback.	This	absence	does	not	arise	out	of	careless	

disregard.	On	 the	 contrary,	 it	 speaks	 to	 the	 scrupulous	attention	with	which	Chocolat	

avails	himself	of	the	caustic	elements	of	camp	humour.	First,	he	modulates	his	sentiments	

of	antipathy	so	that	 they	do	not	cross	over	 into	sheer	cruelty.403	More	 importantly,	he	

carefully	 chooses	 his	 targets	 so	 that	 he	 does	 not	 profit	 from	 the	 misfortunes	 of	 the	

powerless.			

	

	

Conclusion	

	

	

The	night’s	revelry	culminates	in	a	spirited	dance	to	Madonna’s	1990	hit	single,	“Vogue”.	

This	strikes	me	as	the	cabaret’s	most	predictable	manoeuvre,	for	the	song	is	standard	fare	

for	drag	performers	far	and	wide.	But	it	is	the	very	familiarity	of	the	piece	that	interests	

me,	for	I	believe	that	it	poses	complex	questions	about	the	legacy	of	camp.					

	

“Vogue”	takes	its	name	from	the	dance	style	that	was	pioneered	by	African	Americans	

and	 Latinos	 in	 the	 underground	 gay	 scene	 of	 Harlem	 in	 the	 1980s.	 The	 dance	 itself	

borrows	from	several	different	cultures.	As	described	by	Marcos	Becquer	and	José	Gatti,	

it	“brings	together	poses	from	the	magazine	of	the	same	name,	breakdancing	moves,	and	

gestures	represented	in	Egyptian	hieroglyphics.”404	By	their	account,	each	one	of	these	

elements	 is	weighted	with	 specific	 cultural	 implications.	The	 fashion	 iconography	 is	 a	

medium	 through	 which	 ‘voguers’	 traverse	 between	 essentialist	 and	 performative	

representations	of	gender.405	The	hieroglyphics	can	be	interpreted	as	“an	assertion	of	the	

heritage	claimed	by	Africanism	in	the	diaspora”.406	The	breakdancing	remodels	traditions	

of	hip-hop	culture	into	declarations	of	black	and	hispanic	gay	pride.407		

                                                        
403	This	is	only	my	subjective	assessment;	Crowe	and	Hathaway	might	disagree.			
404	Marcos	Becquer	and	José	Gatti,	“Elements	of	Vogue.”	in	The	Subcultures	Reader,	ed.	Kenneth	Elder	and	
Sarah	Thornton	(London:	Routledge,	1997)	p.	445.		
405	Ibid,	p.	449.		
406	Ibid,	p.	448.		
407	Ibid,	p.	449.		
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Madonna’s	popular	song	effaces	these	political	undertones.	Her	representations	merely	

imply	 that	 the	 dance	 is	 designed	 for	 the	 general	 enjoyment	 of	 the	 undifferentiated	

masses.	 As	 Becquer	 and	 Gatti	 suggest,	 “it	 becomes	 a	 (star)	 vehicle	 of	 escape	 to	 the	

polymorphous	perversity	of	an	idealized,	universally	available	dance	floor	where,	as	the	

lyrics	go,	‘it	makes	no	difference	if	you’re	black	or	white,	if	you’re	a	boy	or	a	girl’”.	408	

	

It	would	be	reasonable	to	argue	that	Chocolat	is	complicit	in	this	broad	reformulation.	

When	he	plays	“Vogue”,	it	is	an	invocation	for	the	whole	audience	to	rise	from	their	seats	

and	dance	however	they	please	-	some	of	them	even	venture	to	join	Chocolat	on	stage.	It	

follows	 that	 he	 does	 not	 preserve	 or	 recuperate	 the	 intricate	 details	 of	 the	 original	

‘vogueing’	phenomenon.	Perhaps	it	is	somewhat	contradictory	that	Chocolat	should	pay	

little	heed	to	such	matters,	considering	his	celebration	of	cultural	diversity	does	appear	

to	invest	in	some	notion	of	authenticity	(as	in	his	critique	of	Les	Misérables).		

	

But	it	is	also	possible	to	interpret	his	recycling	of	“Vogue”	as	a	kind	of	reclamation,	albeit	

an	indirect	one.	He	cannot	construct	a	time-warp	that	would	recreate	the	underground	

gay	 culture	 of	 the	 1980s	 in	 all	 its	 multitudes	 and	 specificities.	 He	 is,	 however,	

transplanting	 a	 mass-mediated	 product	 into	 the	 domain	 of	 live	 and	 small-scale	

entertainment.	This	conceit	does	not	seem	that	far	removed	from	the	some	of	the	tactics	

of	‘vogueing’,	which	alluded	to	images	of	mass	culture	in	the	formation	of	its	dance	poses.	

Following	these	developments,	we	can	begin	to	discern	a	circular	pattern,	whereby	one	

entity	 that	 appropriates	 from	 another	 is	 eventually	 appropriated	 itself,	 and	 so	 on.	 In	

dealing	 with	 such	 implicated	 structures,	 it	 is	 challenging	 to	 keep	 track	 of	 camp’s	

configurations	and	pathways,	let	alone	predict	how	it	will	or	will	not	assert	itself	in	the	

future.		

		

Consider,	 as	 well,	 the	 vast	 stretch	 of	 time	 and	 space	 through	 which	 ‘vogueing’	 has	

travelled	and	transformed.	It	was	initiated	by	a	marginalized	subculture	in	Manhattan,	

then	 co-opted	by	a	mainstream	artist	 of	 international	 fame,	whose	 song	 is	now	being	

reproduced	almost	 thirty	years	 later	by	a	British-Nigerian	drag	performer	 in	Western	

                                                        
408	Ibid,	p.	452.		



 180	

Australia.	 This	 remarkable	 itinerary	 testifies,	 among	 other	 things,	 to	 the	 startling	

complexity	of	camp’s	permutations	and	perambulations	in	our	globalised	world.		

	

Camp	 has	 a	 way	 of	 moving	 in	 unruly	 and	 unexpected	 directions.	 I	 have	 argued	 that	

sometimes	the	scarcity	of	its	presence	is,	paradoxically,	what	allows	it	take	on	fresh	vigor	

and	renewed	urgency.	This	is	how	the	physical	spectacle	of	Chocolat’s	cabaret	wields	its	

power	in	a	location	like	Perth,	where	one	can	only	catch	sight	of	camp	in	fleeting	glimpses	

or	through	mediated	technology.	 If	camp	intends	to	retain	its	qualities	of	mystery	and	

marginality,	it	must	present	itself	where	it	is	not	entirely	accepted	or	anticipated,	which	

poses	further	difficulties	for	any	critic	who	means	to	offer	a	hypothesis	about	its	future	

incarnations.		

	

There	are	other	powerful	factors	that	contribute	to	the	uncertainty	of	camp’s	path	ahead.	

I	have	been	at	pains	to	stress	that	camp	is	not	a	ready-made	or	self-contained	entity:	it	

passes	through	various	forms;	reacts	against	and	is	informed	by	the	circumstances	of	its	

time;	 survives	 through	 the	 persistence	 of	 its	 practitioners	 and	 enthusiasts.409	 Each	 of	

these	coordinates	should	be	approached	with	due	consideration	and	caution.	Only	in	the	

recent	past,	for	instance,	we	have	witnessed	profound	developments	within	our	media	

landscape,	without	which	there	would	be	no	reason	to	discuss	camp	in	relation	to	terms	

like	the	‘podcast’	or	‘quality	television’.	As	time	marches	forward,	camp	will	probably	be	

expressed	and	remodelled	by	technologies	that	are	yet	to	be	invented	or	even	imagined.	

It	is	also	conceivable	that	forms	that	are	already	familiar	to	us	will	soon	take	on	entirely	

new	meanings	or	applications.410		

	

Which	 is	 to	 say	 nothing	 of	 impending	 shifts	 in	 political	 and	 cultural	 attitudes.	 I	 have	

attempted	to	trace	some	of	camp’s	more	recent	intersections	with	such	discourses	(which	

reflect	significant	changes	in	celebrity	culture,	the	positions	of	homosexuals	and	women,	

their	relationships	to	one	another,	etc.)	Moving	forward,	perhaps	such	concerns	will	arise	

                                                        
409	Here	I	am	reminded	of	the	prediction	that	Core	made	in	1984	that	“camp	will	re-emerge.	Indefinable,	
unshakeable,	it	is	the	heroism	of	people	not	called	upon	to	be	heroes.	It	will	find	new	ways	to	react	both	
with	 and	 against	 public	 tastes,	 it	 will	 selfishly	 and	 selflessly	 shriek	 on,	 entertaining	 the	 self	 and	 the	
spectator	in	one	mad	gesture,	oblivious	of	what	it	is	required	to	do.	Camp	is	always	in	the	future…”	See	p.	
15.		
410Indeed,	Sontag	was	already	contemplating	such	possibilities	in	the	1960s.	“The	effect	of	time,”	she	wrote,	
“is	unpredictable.”	She	went	to	entertain	the	idea	that	the	“method	acting”	of	her	day	–	heralded	by	actors	
like	James	Dean	and	Warren	Beatty	–	could	seem	camp	to	later	generations.	See	p.	285.		
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in	ways	that	escape	the	critical	frameworks	of	this	thesis.	Sontag’s	early	writings	about	

camp,	for	example,	are	sharply	attuned	to	issues	of	sexuality,	gender	and	class,	but	they	

make	no	mention	of	race,	which	is	now,	as	we	have	seen,	a	growing	area	of	interest	in	the	

field.	Of	course,	this	does	not	mean	that	such	matters	were	not	relevant	to	the	period	that	

Sontag	covered.	But	many	of	us	might	be	made	more	sensitive	to	them	by	the	critics	that	

followed	her.		

	

There	 is	 also	 a	 chance	 that	 circumstances	will	 alter	 so	 drastically	 that	 camp	will	 not	

survive	at	all.	Perhaps,	in	these	past	few	years,	I	have	merely	been	sitting	by	its	death-bed	

and	listening	to	its	final	gasps.	Surely,	the	prospect	of	this	annihilation	would	only	lend	

more	poignancy	to	the	preoccupations	with	decay	that	I	have	registered	in	so	many	of	

camp’s	 performances	 and	 productions.	 But	 the	 cabaret	 before	 me	 does	 not	 manifest	

visions	of	camp’s	extinction.	There	is	nothing	elegiac	or	valedictory	in	its	tone;	it	holds	no	

fascination	for	morbid	images	or	landscapes	of	ruin.	Its	whole	atmosphere	is	infused	with	

a	breathtaking	spirit	of	exuberance.	This	is	evoked	through	its	infectious	sense	of	fun	and	

frippery;	its	impetuous	flow	of	images	and	impressions;	the	immediacy	and	simultaneity	

of	the	action	that	it	crams	into	one	tightly	contained	performance	space.	

	

As	a	writer,	I	have	tried	to	the	best	of	my	ability	to	keep	pace	with	the	boisterous	and	

wayward	energy	of	my	subject	matter.	Rising	to	this	challenge	has	proven	to	be	a	most	

formidable	 task.	 I	 Heart	 Chocolat	 is	 teeming	 with	 formal	 and	 cultural	 concerns	 that	

demand	serious	scholarly	consideration.	Turning	my	attention	to	them,	I	have	often	felt	

as	though	dancing	on	a	tightrope,	wishing	neither	to	gloss	over	their	complexities	nor	to	

dispense	with	the	playfulness	and	agility	with	which	they	are	expressed.		

	

As	“Vogue”	comes	blaring	through	the	speakers,	the	scene	is	enveloped	by	a	whirlwind	of	

activity.	It	seems	that	almost	everyone	has	surrendered	to	the	saturnalia	of	the	moment.	

Chocolat	 is	 frolicking	 around	 the	 tent	 with	 gay	 abandon,	 and	 most	 of	 the	 audience	

members	are	gamely	jostling	against	each	other.	In	the	midst	of	all	this	commotion,	my	

hands	remain	clenched	to	my	pen	and	paper,	furiously	rushing	to	record	my	observations	

before	they	become	obscured	or	forgotten	by	the	passage	of	time.	Needless	to	say,	it	does	

not	take	long	for	me	to	notice	the	incongruity	of	my	scholarly	pose.	But	I	am	still	holding	

onto	my	notebook,	even	after	I	leap	forward	to	dance	with	the	others.	
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