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“Whether You Come from Heaven or Hell . . .”
In March 2012, an extraordinary thing happened. The trees in Schenley Plaza—and all around Pittsburgh—

bloomed. Like everyone else in Oakland, I celebrated by escaping outside every chance I could. I remember the 
warmth of the sun on my face while climbing Flagstaff Hill; seeing the reflection of leaves in the large windows of 
the Port Authority buses stopping outside the Hillman Library; listening to the laughter of children chasing each 
other up and down the stairs of Soldiers & Sailors Memorial Hall; being overwhelmed by the shade of new, green 
leaves while descending into Panther Hollow. And although I’d been to all of these locations before, countless 
times, the early spring sun transformed them so much as to make them unrecognizable. It was as if I were 
experiencing them for the first time.

In room 151 of Thackeray Hall, a similar transformation was taking place, a transformation that would forever 
alter the way I imagine the University. It would be so easy to rely on a cliché to explain the genesis of the first 
issue of Forbes & Fifth: “A group of students learned the value in exploring their academic interests outside the 
classroom.” But no generalization is appropriate. What really happened is this: a group of nine people who believed 
in an idea—and believed in each other—changed the University. The idea they believed in is not a new one. In fact, 
it is quite old, and many people throughout time have expressed it in ways more eloquent than I ever could. The 
idea comes from thinkers of the thirteenth century like Thomas Aquinas, who writes, “Because philosophy arises 
from awe, a philosopher is bound in his way to be a lover of myths and fables. Poets and philosophers are alike 
in being big with wonder.” It comes from exceptional educators like John Dewey, when he writes, “Every great 
advance in science has issued from a new audacity of imagination.” And it comes from poets like Sylvia Plath, 
who writes, “If neurotic is wanting two mutually exclusive things at the same time, then I’m neurotic as hell.” 
Like Aquinas, like Dewey, like Plath, these students have had the audacity to imagine a boundless knowledge 
not separated into narrowly defined categories. Knowledge, say these editors, is defined by curiosity, and, in the 
pages of Forbes & Fifth, they have dared to create an inclusive meeting place that does not separate the arts 
from the sciences and the “academic” from the “non-academic.” Having successfully edited five issues, they have 
amplified the voices of dozens of others who have wanted to say something that could only be expressed in an 
interdisciplinary manner. Forbes & Fifth is for the reader who feels the ache of a poem’s well-chosen line break; 
it’s the voice of the musician and computer scientist eager to explain the artistic merit of Super Mario Bros. 3’s 
musical composition; it’s for the reader who wants to understand the lyrics of Mongolian folk rock; it is the voice 
of Baudelaire who writes, “Whether you come from heaven or hell, what does it matter, O, beauty!” 

And now, on this special occasion, it is the voice of the editors.

I wish I could explain how special each and every one of these students is to me. And I wish I could describe 
what I used to think a University could be before the spring of 2012. But I can’t. When I look back on the years 
before that bright flash of spring, I only see the artificial boundaries of those things that made us different. But 
when I consider the Forbes & Fifth body of work, I see a map to the future. If we are audacious enough to follow 
this map, it will lead to a University everyone might create together, rather than being the “hallowed” ground of 
an elite few. This is the legacy of our founding editors at the University of Pittsburgh, and every editor, contributor, 
and artist who has ever believed in the idea of Forbes & Fifth. 

Introduction By Patrick Mullen
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Cut: Structure

Installation of found paper cuts
Largest cut letter sculpture measures 6’ tall

Pictured on Cover: B, M
2014 

Through the transformative process of creating a physical structure from the naturally two-dimensional 
material of printed paper, I push the boundaries between image, text, object, structure, language, 

and meaning. The result is a playful and odd representation of drawing in three-dimensional space. 

In this work, I investigate the structure surrounding language in image and text. Written text is 
bound by particular structures such as grammar and the physical construction of letterforms. Language 
functions as a political and social structure within society. Images are culturally inscribed as a form of 
language dependent on context. 

My focus of this installation is on uncovering where symbol and connotation collide. Is it possible 
to remove meaning from a word, to view the letterforms as pure symbol rather than connotation? And 
conversely, is it possible to read an arbitrary image with heavy connotation regardless of context?

Baughman

Theresa Baughman
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DURHAM

Emily Durham is a senior at the University of Pittsburgh majoring in Archaeology and English Writing 
(Poetry). She considers herself a graphic research poet, and she aspires to one day write creatively 

about high-altitude geoarchaeology for the layperson. She has been awarded the University of 
Pittsburgh Summer Undergraduate Research Award (2013), the ACCIAC Fellowship in Creativity (2014), 

and the Jane C. Waldbaum Archaeological Field School Scholarship (2014) for science writing relating 
to the fields of biological symmetry and geoarchaeology. When she’s not reading, writing, illustrating, 
and panicking about the workload she’s placed upon herself, she likes to watch terrible science fiction 

films, play Dungeons & Dragons, and generally be a gigantic nerd.
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Hypolimnion
For Sylvia



Forbes & Fifth

6



7

Durham



Forbes & Fifth

8



9

Durham



Forbes & Fifth

10



11

Durham



Forbes & Fifth

12



13

Durham



Mariae Norwood is an undergraduate at the University of Pittsburgh, majoring in Communication 
Science and Disorders, minoring in Creative Writing, and getting a certificate in American Sign 

Language.  She is super interested in the extent to which poets hear music, noise, and voices, and 
how they incorporate these sounds in their work.  Every year, she is surprised by the amount of 

development and change that her writing undergoes.  In the winter, she likes to curl up in a blanket 
and drink tea, and in the summer, she lays herself out in the grass and tries to photosynthesize.  

MARIAE 
NORWOOD
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Catechism for Junior Year
Homage to Tony Hoagland

 At the pond one evening, you said,

 “Dreaming is easier than living,”

and when we walked home, you thought,

 “If you were a character in one of my books, 

you would know how to love me.”

Remember when we found that fortune on the ground?

 It read, “Everyone has the right to choose one’s own lifestyle.”

Remember when you told Allison to 

 “stop crying because everyone dies eventually?”

On Wednesday you said, “I never do what I want,”

and on Thursday you said, “I’m going to Target tomorrow.”

And you went out in the storm,

and screamed, “This is what I want to do!”

But when the lady with the overstuffed grocery bags 

decided that everyone needed to see what she’d bought,

you missed your bus to pick up a rolling can of soup. 
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This is how it happens: 2 + 2 = 5

 one minute you decide this is how it is 

 and this how it will always be

  until one of us changes

But once you swore, “I know what I want, and it isn’t you.”

Once you wrote in your journal,

 “The leaves are changing colors, again.” 

Social Life

“Tony Hoagland is a pompous ass. His purpose in writing What Narcissism Means to Me was to have 
fun offending people, then to fool his readers into believing that his writing actually has a message.” 

When I first heard this opinion from one of my classmates and saw the agreeing nods following this 
statement, I didn’t understand. 

Why were so many people put off by Tony Hoagland’s poems? Sure, he conveys the desire to turn 
made-to-be-flawless people into a shooting gallery, expresses the white man’s fear of black people, and 
constantly blows the bullshit whistle on people’s behavior, but I was never offended. To be honest, I 
often found myself laughing at his most obnoxious lines, approving his criticism. Why? How could I be 
so cruel? 

Partly, because I did not feel that his criticism was directed towards me, an African American woman. 
In the first section of What Narcissism Means to Me, “America,” Hoagland’s poems are witty, clever, 
cynical, and sarcastic, but I did not feel directly spoken to by the speaker until “Social Life,” the poem 
that begins (and names) the second of the book’s four sections. 
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In “America,” Hoagland establishes a distinct speaker. He is portrayed as white, average, and very 
judgmental. The mediocrity of the narrator is established in the first poem, “Commercial for a Summer 
Night,” as Hoagland describes a pretty normal scene of people watching TV: “We were drinking beer 
with the sound off / watching the figures on the screen” (5). 

In “The Change,” a poem where a white man speaks about a black woman, the negative characteristics 
of the speaker are unavoidable. The speaker and his girlfriend walk by a television set when they see a 
black American tennis player playing against a white European. They are soon personally invested in the 
competition: 

 I couldn’t help wanting 
 the white girl to come out on top, 

 because she was one of my kind, my tribe, 
 with her pale eyes and thin lips

 and because the black girl was so big 
 and so black,
    so unintimidated,

 hitting the ball like she was driving the Emancipation Proclamation
 down Abraham Lincoln’s throat,
 like she wasn’t asking anyone’s permission (12).

I know some people who read this poem would assume that, as an African American, I would be 
offended by Hoagland’s words, especially at the speaker’s earlier explicit contempt for the African 
American woman:

 some tough little European blonde 
 pitted against that big black girl from Alabama, 
 cornrowed hair and Zulu bangles on her arms,
 some outrageous name like Vondella Aphrodite—

Norwood
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But it didn’t bother me. Not only was I proud that the white speaker found my race intimidating, 
but his obnoxious behavior reflected poorly on his own identity, not mine. I believe Hoagland was 
commenting on this behavior. I have also been raised to believe that white people talk about black 
people and vice versa, so the words didn’t sting, especially since Hoagland had already built up a 
character that was equally, if not more, critical of white people.

Throughout the book, the character’s voice is consistent. His dry humor in “America” is entertaining 
and perceptive, but it is hard for me to get defensive when I do not feel targeted. However, with the 
entrance of “Social Life” came a personal connection. No matter the culture, there is always social life, 
a way to interact with the people around you, and there is always someone on the outskirts, wanting to 
be somewhere else, judging the people around them. Hoagland starts his depiction of social life with a 
party scene:

 After the first party peters out,
 like the gradual showdown of a merry-go-round
  another party begins

 and the survivors of the first party
 climb onto the second one 
  and start it up again.

 Behind me now my friend Richard
 Is getting a fresh drink; Ann, in her black dress,
 is fanning her breasts; Cynthia is prancing
 from group to group,
   making kissy-face— (25).

There is very little emotion or feeling tied to his words. There is a simple description of the scene 
and a lack of imagery. However, when Hoagland decides to use imagery to describe the party, he 
uses juvenile concepts like “kissy-face” and a comparison to a merry-go-round. The last lines of the 
two stanzas including the merry-go-round simile also rhyme, giving these stanzas a nursery rhyme feel 
(another party begins/…and start up again). What does his word choice tell us about the speaker’s 
perception of humans, and what does it say about his relationship to others?
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The relationship between the speaker and the rest of his kind is given a clearer shape in the following 
stanzas: 

 It is not given to me to understand
 the social pleasures of my species, but I think
 what they get from these affairs
 is what bees get from flowers—a nudging of the stamen,

 whereas I prefer the feeling of going away, going away,
 stretching out my distance from the voices and the lights
 until the tether breaks and I

 am in the wild sweet dark
 where the sea breeze sizzles in the hedgetop, (25).

The speaker indicates that he is a part of the human race with the words “my species,” but he also 
expresses that he does not receive pleasure in the same way as those around him. He differentiates 
himself from other humans referring to his species as “they” later on. The speaker even compares the 
partiers to bees pollenating, as if to imply that he can only understand people if they are put into the 
terms of nature. What does this person think he is? A willow tree, perhaps. The speaker’s arrogance 
is clear; however, does he hate people, or is his disdain only aimed towards their social activities, his 
preference being an escape to nature?

The lines that follow “where the sea breeze sizzles in the hedgetop” (25) may provide us with clues 
as to what species the speaker really identifies with:

 and the big weed heads, whose names I never learned,
 lift and nod upon their stalks. 
 
 What I like about the trees is how
 they do not talk about the failure of their parents
 and what I like about the grasses is that 
 they are not grasses in recovery

Norwood
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 and what I like about the flowers is 
 that they are not flowers in need of 
 empowerment or validation. They sway
 upon their thorny stems
 as if whatever was about to happen next tonight
 was sure to be completely interesting—

 the moon rising like an ivory tusk, 
 a few sextillion molecules of skunk
 strolling through the air
 to mingle with the aura of a honeysuckle bush,

 and when they bump together in my nose, 
 I want to raise my head and sing,
 I’m a child in paradise again
 When you touch me like that, baby, (25-26).

The first thing that the reader notices about the section discussing the speaker’s interaction with 
nature is that it is almost two times longer than his mentions of humans. The next thing the reader 
is sure to notice is that the speaker’s voice has become more passionate, adding more imagery in his 
language. In the early section describing the party, Hoagland merely lists people and actions at the 
party: “Richard / is getting a fresh drink” and “Cynthia is prancing / from group to group” (25). He also 
discards the party as “voices” and “lights” as he drifts farther away from the party scene. Contrastingly, 
Hoagland describes a very intimate outlook on nature. Comparing the moon to an “ivory tusk,” a 
luxurious and coveted resource, shows that the speaker places great value in the moon (26). He is even 
attracted to the smell of the skunk, describing it, unobtrusively, as “strolling through the air” (26). He 
details his complex understanding of nature not just by bringing the sense of smell into the poem but 
also by allowing the audience to visualize the “sextillion molecules” of the scent (26). He also seems to 
envy the simple attributes of nature, personifying its characteristics: “they do not talk about the failure 
of their parents /and what I like about the grasses is that they are not grasses in recovery” (26). We 
see how much the narrator appreciates nature, but do we believe that he is able to have an authentic 
relationship with it?

I don’t, and I don’t think the speaker does either. He exaggerates his experiences much like the 
narrator of Robert Frost’s poem “The Road Not Taken”:
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 Then took the other, as just as fair, 
 And having perhaps the better claim,
 Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
 Though as for that the passing there
 Had worn them really about the same, (Frost 6-10).

The roads are not unevenly taken, though the speaker claims he “took the one less traveled by” (24), 
and the narrator of “Social Life” does not have a complete relationship with nature. This information 
is given to us in two parts of the poem. The first hint is given in the first line of the eighth stanza: “and 
the big weed heads, whose names I never learned” (Hoagland 25). If thou art in an intimate relationship 
with me, I would hope that thou would at least care to learn my name! The next clue is even more 
suspicious—the odd, imaginary dialogue between nature and the speaker:

 and when they bump together in my nose,
 I want to raise my head and sing,
 I’m a child in paradise again
 When you touch me like that, baby, (26).

He wants to raise his head and sing, but he doesn’t. What stops him? Also, the nature’s scents 
“bump” in his nose. Why does Hoagland choose such an aggressive word over a more soothing term, 
like “mingle”? Even if the speaker were to start a conversation with nature, he would approach it in such 
a strange way. Is the speaker “a child in paradise” or nature’s lover? It seems that the speaker does not 
know the way in which he would like to experience nature most. Clearly, a relationship is not already 
developed. It seems as if our narrator has welcomed himself to a party he was not invited to, and yet our 
speaker admits that he does not leave:

 but instead, I stand still and listen 
 to the breeze streaming through the upper story of a tree
 and the hum of insects in the field,
 letting everything else have a word,

Norwood
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 and then another word—
 because silence is always good manners 
 and often a clever thing to say 
 when you are at a party (26).

Like most of Hoagland’s poems, the last stanzas of this poem affirm an extra layer of complexity that 
has been incorporated throughout. At the beginning of this excerpt, the speaker is still in communion 
with nature. However, as we read on to the last stanza we find ourselves back at a party. There are a 
few ways to look at this

Perhaps the speaker was referring to his interaction with nature as a party. If nature is what gives 
the speaker pleasure, could he be equating this time to the parties that his friends attend? It is quite 
possible. Or is it possible that the last line of the poem refers to the party at the beginning of the poem, 
and Hoagland is using the line to make a comment on the speaker’s relationship with humans and/or his 
thoughts on their social life? Maybe the speaker’s silence at a party allows him to conjure up the beauty 
of nature, at the same time, allowing him to look down upon the trivial activities of partiers? Whether 
the reader believes that the last stanza refers to a human party or a party with nature, one thing is clear 
the speaker is out of place at both and is unable to do anything except “stand still and listen” (26). 

This social disconnect is more relevant to me than the other issues initially seen in “America”. I 
don’t have to be White to imagine myself uninterested at a party; it happens, parties can be quite 
uninteresting. If “Social Life” wasn’t included, this would just be a book about what white Americans 
do. Therefore, I believe the addition of “Social Life” allows more people to identify with the speaker of 
the book and allows Hoagland to criticize a larger group of people. However, does Hoagland care about 
the amount of people that are able to connect to his book or the amount of people he offends? 

What was Hoagland’s purpose behind What Narcissism Means to Me? The answer is in the title. 
Obviously, the book is about the author, but it’s also directed towards the reader. (Why else would one 
publish a book?) The question is rather, why do so many of Hoagland’s readers get offended? A large 
portion of reactions from the audience can be attributed to difficulty separating the writer from the 
speaker. In works of poetry, assuming that the writer and the speaker are the same is easy to do, but in 
projects like What Narcissism Means to Me, readers need to be prepared to look at the choices the writer 
makes regarding the speaker’s voice, and how these choices affect the overall project. 
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To Whom It May Concern:
 Recently, I have been falling

asleep on the bus.

 Okay, that’s a lie; it’s more

like I’ve been pretending 

to die. 

 I press my knees against my chest

and wonder what to do with my head.

Cut it

off and on needs reappear.

 My mind fell down 

an elevator shaft, one leg 

left at work, a palm 

lost in my room,

an ear in Cathy, and half 

of my heart at the bus 

stop.

Norwood



Sarah Churchman is a sophomore at the University of Pittsburgh, majoring in Information Sciences 
with a minor in Creative Writing. She plans on moving to Arizona after college. Sarah likes soccer, naps, 

cacti, crafting, thrifting, pretty patterns, and coding websites. Although she’s quite aloof, Sarah tries 
her best to organize her life and is a bit OCD with her planner. Current obsessions include Hemingway, 

80s girl bands, eating turkey wraps, and hiding from large groups of people.
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CHURCHMAN
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Churchman

My Dearest Hadley

CHICAGO—12 DECEMBER 1920, LETTER TO WILLIAM B. SMITH, ROOMMATE IN CHICAGO

Bird, 

Having your sister visit was the delightful for me because she brought with her the lovely Miss 
Hadley Richardson. Isn’t it a lovely place with her presence here? Our room is run down but she lit the 
walls and the curtains were open and the afternoon sun came through the window, glowy and not harsh 
like the sun near the Austrian lines. Gawd, the sun was so sharp in the trenches. That is why no women 
are allowed in war, sweet Will, because they make things all glowy and the fighting wouldn’t get done 
and so the war would last forever.

She is a favorable girl and her red hair, it was so red. Those women with red hair are a rarity you 
know. Dearest Will, have her visit with your sister again. You wouldn’t mind, would you? You and little 
Kate get along well enough. Miss Hadley, she would make a good wife for me. Even though she is eight 
years older, there is some bit of childish immaturity about her. I feel as though she is fragile and needs 
someone alongside. I would make her a fine husband and show her how to live. We could travel; I’ve 
always wanted to stay longer in Toronto or go to Finca Vigia to visit and drink their beers and brandy. 
We would have an apartment along the beach and we would have our books and at night be warm in 
bed together with the windows open and the stars bright. In the morning I would see her face, clean, 
and she would love me in the morning too. I want her with me then, Bird. But hunger is good discipline.

I’ve wandered from place to place, not really knowing anything but writing and doing so because it 
was my one love. Sometimes I’d be gloomy for no reason and I wouldn’t care if my shirt was tucked to 
my trousers and my shoes would be falling apart and I’d go down to the Man Clothing Trade because I 
have no woman. But with Hadley I would never be gloomy and there would always be strange and comic 
things happening in the worst times. But seeing Hadley. I really want something in my life for the first 
time. I want to feel how her collarbone changes the surface of her skin and the shadows that fall across 
her face when the sun stretches in the late afternoon and maybe her eyes would sparkle while reading 
my work. Does she have soft hands? She must because she is fragile and her mother hid her away, you 
say. Being with her would be like writing a new book. But sometimes when I was starting a new story 
and I could not get it going, I would sit in front of the fire and squeeze the peels of little oranges into the 
edge of the flame and watch the sputter of blue they made. I would stand and look out over the roofs 
of Paris and think, ‘Do not worry. You have always written before and you will write now. All you have 
to do is write one true sentence. Write the truest sentence that you know.’ So finally I would write one 
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true sentence, and then go on from there. But Hadley with me. I would write and never stop for her. 
Whenever I see her smiling face, I have to smile myself. 

         Immer, 

          Wemedge

MILAN—18 AUGUST 1918, LETTER TO PARENTS

Dear Folks,

The captain said that you’ve already heard from Brummy, but he suggested that I write you first 
before the papers. You see, I am the first American wounded so the papers might write something of 
me.

I was out on the field and a bomb went off. I had bullets in my legs and there was one under my right 
knee but the doctor waited until it was healed to operate so he could do a clean cut with no infection, 
isn’t that a great idea, Dad? Anyway, I grabbed another wounded Italian soldier and drug him into our 
captain’s trench. He was shot in the stomach and his blood seeped onto the front of my coat and my 
captain said “R.I.P, Tenente and soto Tenente” because he saw the blood on my vest. I urged them to 
take off my jacket (I had no shirt underneath) and they saw my full torso and said I’d live, which made 
me happier. I asked to see my legs, even though I was a little scared to, and they took off my trousers 
and there they were, the old chaps. My limbs were still there. Thank God! They were pretty banged, with 
shrapnel and bullets tearing the skin. I could not feel it, Mother, so don’t worry. Another ambulance 
came and they put me in a stretcher and took me to the camp tent. I was given right away a shot of 
morphine and two shots of anti-tetanus. The doctor pulled out what he could from my knees and legs 
(more souvenirs for me!) and then they sent me on another stretcher to the base hospital in Milan. Milan 
is a fine place, although I haven’t seen much of it. It took a few hours longer to get to Milan because 
the road was having its “entrails” blown out with explosives. So they would carry me until they heard 
the whee-whoosh-boom-clash-clash of a big one coming then wham! They threw me on the ground and 
flattened. My wounds were burning now like little devils. Then the rest stop had the roof blown off and I 
had to wait two hours for an ambulance. They went out to the field for the wounded soldiers then came 
back for me. 

I’ve 227 wounds from the trench explosives and it didn’t really hurt at all at first, only that my boots 
felt like they were filled with heavy water and I couldn’t walk very well. They couldn’t figure out how I 
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walked 150 yards with the young chap with my knees nearly blown off. Oh, also, there are over 200 flesh 
wounds, but they heal quickly especially since I am still young.

I enjoy receiving your letters, my family! That includes Grandpa and Aunt Grace. Thanks so much for 
the 40 lire! I sent you a cable so you wouldn’t worry. I’ve been lying in a hospital bed for a month and 
seven days. The nurses are American and there are eighteen nurses for four patients. They care for me 
quite well and sometimes one will let my friend that I drove with bring me brandy. It’s cheap but goes 
down well. I’ll have to learn to walk again. Give my love to everyone at home!

          Ernie

P.S. I got a letter from the Helmles addressed to “private Ernest Hemingway” but what I am actually 
is Soto Tenente Ernest Hemingway or S. Ten. That is my rank in the Italian army but I hope to become a 
Tenente or First Lieut.

PARIS—2 JANUARY 1922, LETTER TO HADLEY RICHARDSON, WIFE

My Dearest Hadley,

I’m sitting in the front room which is also the living room and part of the kitchen. I’m truly sorry 
we had to rent this two-dollar, Rue du Cardinal Lemoine apartment and the stove sometimes shuts off 
when you boil tea water and in the morning your feet are cold on the wooden floor. It doesn’t bother me 
but I wish it were better for you. Your smile is big even though your feet are cold. You love Paris. Right 
now, you are out searching for a flower market with cheap prices. I should be in the room we rented for 
me so I can continue writing for the Toronto Star that will make us denarii so you can get flowers from 
the expensive vendors on La Ruia and wear rich-blue dresses like the governor’s wife.

You were right to tell me “Paris, darling, oh Paris please?” instead of Chicago. Sherwood was right. 
Chicago was boring, with rows of streets on either side of city that stretched until you couldn’t see 
any farther and the same vendors selling the same things, the pubs having cheap beer and girls on the 
weekends. One can only be around the same whores and beers for a certain time. And every day the 
same—no excitement in Chicago. It’s read the paper in morning with coffee and maybe a cigarette, 
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write articles on the shoemaker’s new store on Main Street, walk across the road for a quick lunch. Then 
the evening walk or ride the trolley home and say “good-night” or “bonne nuit” if they spoke French. 
Your wife would have dinner on the table but the table was too big and the room didn’t seem like a 
home.

I thought about you in Chicago but I knew it was not home for us and I am beginning to love Paris 
like you do. I knew even at the first time I was infatuated with you I was going to marry you and get a 
little house (one day near, my darling, I will buy you a house with a working stove and a warm floor) with 
you, for you. I see you walk in with flowers with long green stems that compliment your red hair. It falls 
down your back in long curls. So I will greet you and then help you start dinner.

          Yours Truly,

           Ernie 

PARIS—20 APRIL 1926, LETTER TO F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, FRIEND

Dear Old Fitz,

I’ve had a rotten cold. My throat keeps closing. You cannot tell in writing because sickness does not 
affect the hand. I might as well be writing my grave inscription and obituary. 

Hadley is well. She is playing the piano. We haven’t been doing much together. We went out to 
the Saint Cyr. Yr. before. She plays at the Dome often. Bumby has the whooping cough. Hadley gets a 
cough every now and then too. I supposed the give it back and forth to each other. We leave for Spain 
May 12. If Bumby isn’t better, I will go ahead and Hadley will join me later. Pauline may be in the USA in 
September when we go to visit my parents. By that time I’ll have a copy of The Sun Also Rises. God, I still 
hate my mother but always sign my letters “love from Ernest” or “Ernie.”

I’ve been very busy with my book. It is all done and back from the editor. I’ve gotten it down to 
about 90,000 words. May dedicate it like this:

TO MY SON

John Hadley Nicanor

This collection of Instructive Anecdotes
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I hope to hell you like it. Have you been writing? Write me. Paul Nelson would be good to write about 
if you knew anything about it. Am recommending you to Mr. Walsh that you be given this quarter’s 
bonus of $2000 so DON’T WORRY ABOUT MONEY.

        Regards to all your family,
          Ernest
         (God what a name)

NEW YORK—10 OCTOBER 1923, LETTER TO HADLEY

My love, Hadley

I just received word from our good friends Chink and Gertrude that our son, John Hadley Nicanor 
Hemingway, was born and I am so elated. However, I am saddened that I missed it. You were so quick 
my darling so that I could not even take the morning train to come to you! Damn New York. Damn the 
agency, they think I’m the best at writing columns so they sent me to the city. I will telephone you this 
week when I go to meet with the company’s executive. He’s rich enough to have gold plated phones 
in every room. Perhaps he’ll give me one as a present to you and our new baby. Our sweet new baby. 
God, if I were there with you. You’d be sleeping of course. And I would watch your gentle breath slightly 
move the sheets up and down. Your face so peaceful, after being in so much pain. The nurse won’t let 
me hold the baby yet, something with keeping him clean. My son. My only son. But then you would 
wake up and the nurse would let us hold him together. 

Oh Darling, I always knew that I’d marry you and we’d live in Toronto with our son. Toronto is grand 
isn’t it? I know you miss Paris. So do I. But Toronto is a grand place to raise your child, Chink told me and 
that is why we came. Forests in each direction, so much for a child to do. My son. A safe town to raise 
my son. Our son. I hope you are well, dearest Hadley. I am taking leave sooner. Perhaps I won’t go to the 
executive’s house. I’ll take leave. 
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U.S. AMBULANCE DRIVER STRUCK
 IN PIAVE, 2 KILLED 

On this day in 1918, Ernest Hemingway, an 
18-year-old ambulance driver for the American 
Red Cross, was struck by a mortar shell while 
serving on the Italian front, along the Piave 
delta, in World War I.

A native of Oak Park, Illinois, Hemingway 
was working as a reporter for the Kansas City 
Star in 1914 when war broke out in Europe. He 
volunteered for the Red Cross in France before 
the American entrance into the war in April of 
1917 and was later transferred to the Italian 
front, where he was on hand for a string of 
Italian successes along the Piave delta in the first 
days of July 1918, during which 3,000 Austrians 
were taken prisoner.

On the night of July 8, 1918, Hemingway was 
struck by an Austrian mortar shell while handing 
out chocolate to Italian soldiers in a dugout. The 
blow knocked him unconscious and buried him 
in the earth of the dugout; fragments of shell 
entered his right foot and his knee and struck 
his thighs, scalp and hand. Two Italian soldiers 
standing between Hemingway and the shell’s 
point of impact were not so lucky, however: one 
was killed instantly and another lost both legs 
and died soon afterwards. Hemingway’s friend, 
Ted Brumbach, who visited him in the hospital, 
wrote to Hemingway’s parents that: “A third 

Italian was badly wounded and this one Ernest, 
after he had regained consciousness, picked up 
on his back and carried to the first aid dugout. 
He says he did not remember how he got there, 
nor that he carried the man, until the next day, 
when an Italian officer told him all about it and 
said that it had been voted to give him a valor 
medal for the act.” As Brumbach reported, 
Hemingway was awarded an Italian medal of 
valor, the Croce de Guerra, for his service. As he 
wrote in his own letter home after the incident 
(according to his parents, Clarence Edmonds 
and Grace Hall - Hemingway): “Everything is fine 
and I am very comfortable and one of the best 
surgeons in Milan is looking after my wounds.” 

 July 9, 1918
HARPER’S WEEKLY, New York City, New York



31

         Yours truly,

          Ernie

SWITZERLAND—14 DECEMBER 1922, LETTER TO HADLEY

Hadley 

I trusted you with my manuscript my life’s work ALL my good forms and thoughts, my words inspired 
by you and the gentle way you were with me—now you’ve not only mishandled our finances (which I 
quickly forgave) but the suitcase was the only thing I gave you the brown one that’s worn on the edges 
from travels it’s been everywhere it had my LIFE in it how could you. 

I spent hours in that damn tiny office that smelled like piss and ink in the day in the dark by oil lamp 
and I always told you “Hadley, this is for you to make up for the lost inheritance, this is for your house 
and so you can hire a maid for the cleaning” and you took it for granted didn’t you. A man ought to trust 
his wife with things such as important documents that will sustain them and buy beef for the dinner 
stews. What wife are you, Hadley, such one that would crab and wallow about lost funds and then lose 
another important thing. What did you do to lose it? I bet you saw a young chap and put the case on a 
bench and flirted like a new slut at the bar shows. Did he do you well, my darling? Did he do you well 
after you lost my damn manuscript?!

 . - ..

. .. . . . . . _ ……………………………..

 - .._ . .

I am devastated. How could I work on the novel now in this depressive state, my sweet words so 
carefully written for you I can’t understand why Hadley why. Two years of restless work all gone. I can’t 
move.

I am glad that you’ve gone to visit your cousin. I might have done something regrettable. Or are you 
going to leave me too?

         Ernest 
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PARIS—12 NOVEMBER 1926—LETTER TO PAULINE PFEIFFER

Dearest Pfife:

I did not get your last letter until just recently—cable communication stopped. My last letter must 
seem quite heartless but if I knew you were feeling low I would have written more about that than the 
book.

Oh, I am absolutely done for. I know your family doesn’t want you to be with a married man, with 
breaking up a home and feeling nerves, getting into a mess—and I’m sure their silent disapproval is 
nothing pleasant and gets you out of sorts. Jin showed me a letter from your mother, two weeks ago, 
saying that when you visited her at that time—at which I didn’t hear for you—you were happy and 
looking quite well but that now you were gone to pieces and in not very good shape. And you are 
not very strong and your thoughts run you down so your nerves will just break which is naturally not 
pleasant. I am kept up all day and night thinking about this—and the worry is like the top of you is filled 
up but you can’t shake it and there isn’t anything else. All I can think is that I love you more than all and 
everything that is happening but I can’t do anything about it because you won’t let me.

You said that when you went to Piggot you were going to tell your mother and if she didn’t like it 
then you’d leave and come back to me anyway—or she’d like it—because it was you and me against the 
world and there was only us and we were only together and never afraid. You said you were going to 
rest and get healthy and not to worry because you’d be better. I cannot help but worry more now that 
you’ve gotten worse. Everything seems absolutely hopeless. To think it used to be us being so happy 
and unforgettable and having all the world to ourselves. Now we are only connected by feasible letters 
that get lost in the mail carriage and our fat figures now skinny apart and the horrors of you saying, “I 
can’t do it anymore. I won’t. I can’t. I just can’t do it any longer.” So that is all I think about because if all 
the other promises were broken how could I believe that one would stay?

I know you spent the extra three months in New York because it’s what you think Hadley wanted 
and because you thought it was the right thing to do—sacrifice. Hadley wanted to delay the divorce as 
long as possible. She didn’t want to smash us both up. She doesn’t admit it but we are the same person. 
Sometimes she has admitted it. It’s nearly impossible to delay it and we railroad right into wreckage and 
everyone gets smashed up. Anyone can get smashed and apparently we want to get smashed by choice. 

I just want to get through the awful few weeks and finally get settled and not have to think these 
horror thoughts anymore—I’m absolutely tired.
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But I won’t think about it and maybe you will come back, Pfife, and maybe in the middle of the night 
but I won’t care because I’ll be up thinking wrecking thoughts and you’ll stop it when you come to me. 
All I want is you, Pfife, dear God all I want is you now. I’m so ashamed of this letter and I hate it but I had 
to get all the wreckage out so we can sort through it and salvage the pieces. But there’s only 84 days 
until I can see you again and I know your mother has heard and you’re doing your first punishment but 
surely I’ll get a letter from you soon or a wire from Jin saying how you are doing. 

I may go to Hell, if I could have you I wouldn’t mind going to Hell after I’m dead. But I pray for you. 
Oh I pray for you, Pfife—all hours of the night I pray for you I pray that you’ll be next to me I pray for 
your health I pray for you to sleep and to hold you and not to worry and oh my god Pfife I love you I love 
you I love you and I’m yours all shot to hell I love you.

           Ernest

PARIS—7 SEPTEMBER 1926, LETTER TO SHERWOOD ANDERSON, FRIEND

Dear Sherwood,

I am still living in Paris. Pauline is with me. She comes to dates with our brother or to see Bumby, and 
Hadley is there and bares it. We are still living apart. I suppose she will ask for a divorce soon. She still 
loves me and is waiting. There is still part of me that loves her; don’t thinking wrongly of me. 

When we went to Schrun’s for Christmas, Pauline joined Hadley and I and Bumby. Hadley and Bumby 
stayed in Austria while I went back to Paris with Paulie for business. You know how much I drink, Sherd. 
Gawd, I drink and drink until the place is dry and not even the cork so much as drips of brandy and 
the barrels are piled up for taking. We rented a hotel room. I don’t remember what happened. Maybe 
nothing, maybe everything. But then the next month I traveled to New York with Pauline for publications 
and to visit Scott. That was when the affair began. Hadley was aware of it in July when we vacationed to 
Pamplona. She endured it and I am thankful for that. For Bumby’s sake.
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I plan on giving her the royalites for The Sun Also Rises when the divorce is final. Oh what has 
happened? Fame and denarii make you feel different than when you had none. I hope you and your wife 
are well, my friend.

          Yours Always, 

           Ernie.

PARIS—18 NOVEMBER 1926, LETTER TO HADLEY

My dearest Hadley:

I am terribly so sorry for not getting your letter until after we talked—I didn’t know your decisions or 
thoughts and that got us messed up some. After I had seen you and hurt you again and again by talking 
about what we agreed to only write about. I think the letter—like the rest of you and everything you 
have ever done—is perfectly unselfish and generous and thoughtful for Bumby. 

I found out this week—through the letter—how Pauline and I had without meaning to put pressure 
on you to divorce me—a pressure of a kind of quick panic that we lost one another and hurried response 
that sent you and Bumby away and I can account for that. Naturally you were suspicious about Pauline 
during February and acted like a person when they react to anti-marriage. You have always been right 
and I’ve always trusted you. You are a level-headed woman. 

I think that maybe when Pauline and I realized how much we hurt you and how cruel we had been 
to you that we couldn’t continue—she couldn’t continue—to such cruelty and realized that we could 
have gone on any length of time without each other and it would suit you because you didn’t think that 
two people should divorce or that it was inevitable (or wanted) and I hope that feeling was sincere. I 
think that it may have changed and now you believe that two people should separate when they don’t 
deserve each other or anything else.

If you do want a divorce, please write me the requests and I will find the details about lawyers and 
I will start at any rate—you just say the rate and you will have it. If you want to start now or wait until 
after Pauline has come back—do whatever you want and what you think is best because you’ve always 
had good sense. 
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Also, I do not know when you are going back to America but perhaps we should hurry the divorce 
because you might not want to have that with you when you are in Chicago or New York.

In any case, no matter what you do, I am writing to Scribners that all royalties of The Sun Also Rises 
be paid to you. The way Max writes about it, it should be a good sum. After all, the book was dedicated 
to you. Please do not make an objection to this. I will see that you get it and please Hadley take it as a 
gift at least. 

Our letters and sentences got jumbled during the lack of mail delivered and I think you meant that 
the three months is terminated, but if you want Pauline and I can finish out the three months. It makes 
no difference because I think she’ll be back in January anyway. Let me know and if I should tell Pauline. 

I’m so sorry this is long and I’m sorry Hadley. I’ll see a lot of Bumby—I am thankful that he has such 
a mother as you. I think it is perhaps the luckiest thing that he has you for a mother. And I won’t tell you 
how I admire your straight thinking, your mind, your heart and your very lovely hands and I pray to God 
always that you are all right and that he will make up the very great hurt that I have done to my sweet 
Hadley—who is the best and truest and loveliest person I have ever known.

         Ernest.

CUBA—14 DECEMBER 1960, LETTER TO HADLEY

Hash, 

Four wives and one man and no enjoyment. What has come of me? I had what I needed and let it 
go for fame and it corrupted me and my father was right, even though I lied to him. Mary is not happy 
with me, she is crazy and tired from my outbursts and hospital visits. Am I a man or a scared child lost in 
Europe? Like the one was saw in Paris while getting lunch with Ezra. Paris. That was the best time in my 
life I know—with you, my dearest Hadley and the city, you made it beautiful. 

The doctors think I am well enough to come home. I was in the ward for a month. Mary is up to her 
wits with me and I suppose she will also divorce me soon. I am a hard man to live with and I got worse I 
know. They locked my guns away in the basement. 

The Old Man and the Sea has gotten much praise and the pay is good. I do nothing with money now, 
I give it all to Mary. She pays my hospital bills. I feel so lost and I had to leave Cuba. I know the American 
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government is watching me at everything I do because of the spy work I had done in the last war. The 
president himself commissioned to have me watched. This fills my head with wild thoughts that run 
through and through and through and I cannot stop and I shake and Mary tries to calm me but not 
even the warm sun on the deck (you know how that used to calm me) could help and I panic and start 
screaming things a crazy person would say and Mary has to call the emergency nurses to sedate me 
and then they drive me to the hospital. I write all the time, I wrote all the time and I fear a complete and 
nervous crack up from deadly overwork. I have a worn out head—not to mention body. I am not even 
half a man. The doctors say I have hypertension and that is why I have fits. I drink too much.

Suicide has always been against by beliefs and convictions, you know that Hadley. 

I fear I made a mistake, those years ago, when I left you and Bumby in Austria and went to New York 
with Pauline. My heart has felt it for years and when I wrote about Paris my mind felt it, too. I hope God 
has saved you from the hurt. He has too, because perhaps I feel it now. Some days I cannot write and I 
just sit in a rocking chair or sit with a cup of coffee until the cup is cold and Mary has to tell me. One night 
I slept for three days. Then I did not sleep for two weeks. I’ve decided. Hadley, I need to see you in Paris 
in 1921. If this doesn’t happen by next week then I do not see a point of going on. 

Because of the war, the high blood pressure, the drinking drinking drinking, the brandy and wine, 
the emptiness, I get to thinking and then I can’t think and then I can’t talk and then I can’t write, can’t 
think, can’t talk. 

You were wonderful to me on the phone. I said, “It’s Ernest. I’m writing and I can’t remember 
something in Paris,” but I did know and you knew that I remembered but you talked to me anyway. You 
told Patrick that you cried afterwards. 

Always dearest Catherine Cat get through everything as well as you can and then meet me in Paris 
and have a fine life, and eat at some fine restaurant and laugh and have good times making small jokes. 
All the things wrong with me are getting better (I sound like a hypochondriac, but really am not). Did I 
tell you about our 50-year-old that used to belong to Mr. Jim Stillman? When I was talking on the long 
distance he started to scream something and I couldn’t make it out clearly then I realized what he was 
shouting was “I can’t stand to hear another God-dam word of it.”

     Much love always, from your beat-up Fredric Henry
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ITALIAN FRONT—7 SEPTEMBER 1917, UNFINISHED LETTER BY ANONYMOUS SOLDIER

Dear Anna,

I’m always near the front line of the trenches, but don’t worry I take good care of myself. I must be 
quick because we are expecting an attack on a neighboring town. Don’t worry.

I just returned from a meeting with Captain Bates. We were warned about the new use of a chemical 
weapon called “Mustard Gas.” The Germans have been using tear gas since 1915, but only on the Russian 
Front. Now, they are slowly bringing this new gas across the continent. Either artillery shells are fired 
or canisters are thrown at the soldiers. A yellow gas explodes from the metal cans and yellow puffs of 
heavy air cloud you and blind your eyes for days. It also causes yellow blisters on the skin and makes you 
vomit like you ate a week-old trout that had been out in the sun too long. You remember Pietro don’t 
you? He was in the trenches a few miles past the Austrian front and the Germans unloaded on them. He 
sent me a letter in the hospital—“My throat burns and bleeds. My throat is closing and I know I’m going 
to choke to death. I can barely whisper now.” 

Oh I really hope they can cure him. He is like a brother to me. We’ve seen pictures of where they 
threw the chemical bombs. The ground has a sheet of thick, oily dust on it and grass is becoming scare in 
Europe. People are not the only ones suffering from this war. God, we’re all going to hell for destroying 
each other.

I miss you terribly, it’s been two years and three months and a few weeks and I wonder when I’ll see 
you and little Lucia again. She has only seen me once and she won’t remember. How are my mother and 
father? I received a letter that they wer
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Kizior

Holy Madness

Alchemical masterminds of a grand design,

Were following the drum beats of the mean streets,

To the Gates of Heaven that were firmly shut,

Saying God was away at lunch for the next thousand years.

So those prairie prophets strummed on their Ozark sitars,

Contemplating the nature of peace in a world gone mad,

Wondering why those up-tight suits walked their way to oblivion,

Trading in their minds to pay the fines of a past existence.

Lighting those cigarettes of Aramaic Scripture to calm the soul,

These Rishis walked through the desert between compassion and insanity,

Finding new meaning in those coyote howls,

Writing down those sacred sounds on the wings of passing cherubim.

Throwing off the shackles of reality these holy men finally soared,

Passed paradise and infinity and sanity,

Resting on that spinning top that was the galaxy,

Sleeping beneath the sheets of eternity.
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Religion as Ideology of Conquest:

Ideas are powerful. Ideas have influence, incite passion, and can capture the imaginations of millions of 
people. Ideas can take what people only dream of and turn it into reality. The Ottoman Empire and the 

Catholic Monarchs of Spain were aware of this power. The Ottomans brought an end to the Byzantine 
Empire by conquering Constantinople in 1453, and the Catholic rulers Ferdinand (1452-1516) and Isabella 
(1451-1504) completed the conquest of southern Spain against the Muslims in 1492. These rulers asserted 
their dominance and visions by using the ideologies of Islam and Catholicism respectively, through 
redeveloping urban environments they had conquered and destroyed, then constructing and reorienting 
new sacred spaces. These powers used sacred spaces, public spaces, and policy to demonstrate that 
their singular ideologies were dominant over those of the previous rulers they conquered.

The background and importance of socioeconomic policy on inclusion must be understood before 
delving into the ideological component of the Ottoman Empire crucial to establishing its presence in the 
conquered areas. The Ottomans were descended from border warriors, known as ghazis, who would 
later come together under the leader Osman (1258-1326), the legendary founder of the Ottomans. These 
warriors close to the eastern walls of Constantinople besieged the walls to no avail, until 1453, when, 
under the reign of Sultan Mehmet II (1432-1481), the Ottomans defeated the Byzantines and their allies, 
effectively ending the Byzantine Empire. A shell of its former self even before Mehmet had conquered the 
city, the Ottoman Empire made it a part of its policy to attract migrants to Constantinople. Using a policy 
of repopulation, Sultan Mehmet II brought in Jews and Christians, Armenians and Greeks, all in the hope 
of using the skills each group possessed for the sake of economic benefit. The textile manufacturers 
found among the Jewish peoples, the naval savants among the Greeks, and the commercial tradesmen 
among the Armenians helped trade reach places such as the Safavid Empire of Persia and the Venetian 
State of Italy.1

Policies of tolerance were not an anomaly in Islamic cultures. In fact, it was the rule of most Islamic 
caliphates and kingdoms up until that time. Islam tolerates People of the Book, which include Jews, 
Christians, and Zoroastrians. These People of the Book were expected to pay a poll tax in exchange for 
living under the protection of an Islamic ruler.2 These economic and political policies were indicative of 
a trend captured within the studies of the “Antagonistic Tolerance Project.” This project is an academic 
“concept developed to explain long-term patterns of relationship between members of groups that 
identify themselves and each other as Self and Other communities, differentiated primarily on the basis 
of religion.”3 Using the ideas of the Antagonistic Tolerance Project, we will be able to see how built 
environment easily led to urban segregation based off of culture, creed, and the built environment, 

State Motivations Reflected in Policy and Architecture
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aptly expressed through the religious institutions and architecture of mosques and churches that would 
spring up in the Constantinople crafted in the Ottoman image. 

 Sultan Mehmet II made it clear that a new ideology was taking over from the old Greek Orthodox 
Christianity of the Byzantine Empire. The way that Mehmet made this apparent was by modifying Hagia 
Sophia, the great church at the heart of Orthodox Christianity in Constantinople. He commissioned 
Hagia Sophia to be turned into a Muslim house of worship known as a mosque, renaming it Ayasofya. 
By constructing minarets and a religious school—a madrassa—Mehmet took one of the most 
visible signs of Constantinople and made it the beacon of his new vision for all his subjects to see.4 
Ottoman Muslims also took Hagia Sophia’s smaller 
counterpart, known simply as Little Hagia Sophia, 
and turned it into a mosque. Once a church used 
to support a Monophysite community taken in by 
Byzantine Emperor Justinian and his wife Theodora, 
this Christian church became reoriented just as its 
larger counterpart was.56 Demonstrating what the 
new dominant ideology would be in terms of how 
the Ottoman state presented itself, there were other 
mosques built at this time, most notable among them 
being the Faith Mosque to mark Mehmet’s victory.7 
The conversion of these built environments once in 
use for Christianity validated exactly what ideology 
the Ottoman Empire would be associated with. 

Hagia Sophia and its smaller counterpart are 
only one aspect of the “radical reorientation” Sultan 
Mehmet II was creating in Constantinople. Other old 
churches and convents were also being converted or demolished. An old Byzantine church became the 
mausoleum of Ayyub al-Sansari (567-672/674), a venerated Muslim saint.8  New religious centers were 
also constructed including lodges for Muslim mystics, known as Sufis, and the kitchens and hospitals that 
were built for Muslim holidays and general use.9 Later, laws would be passed that made it so Christian 
and Jewish religious buildings could not be taller than mosques. An example of this would be of Saint 
Antoine’s Church on Istiklal Avenue. Built on a lower level than the street and moved back from view, 
Christian communities would no longer have a magnificent church like Hagia Sophia. While laws such 
as these would make it difficult for Jews and Christians to express themselves through sacred space, 
their presence in other, more secular sections of the built environment would be an example of the 
conditions tolerance can produce.

Kizior

Figure 1. Hagia Sophia/Ayasofya in 
Istanbul, Turkey.
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While there would not be any churches or synagogues as 
grand or magnificent in the foreseeable future as the Ottoman 
mosques, Jews and Christians made up for it by occupying 
public space and obtaining lawful rights. Once the Ottomans 
had replaced the Byzantine Empire, Jews found themselves 
to have more freedom, coming from Spain and across Eastern 
Europe to establish a cultural and commercial presence in 
Constantinople. Muslims, Christians and Jews were barely 
segregated from each other at the Bazaar or in residential 
neighborhoods. While certain neighborhoods could revolve 
around a mosque or synagogue, Jews and Christians could 
be seen to live right next door to Muslim neighbors.10 
Intermarriage was even allowed between Muslims and non-
Muslims, due to marriage being more of a practical than 
religious alliance.11 Through the conversion of churches into 
mosques and the highlighting of Islam in Ottoman society by 
building Dervish lodges and instituting laws on the height of 
non-Islamic religious buildings, the Ottoman Empire was able 
to bring the ideological lynchpin of Islam into the spotlight. 
But it was also through Islam that the Ottomans accepted 
their Christian and Jewish counterparts, and through this 
tolerance these groups were all able to find a degree of harmony.

The campaign of Christianity over Islam on the Iberian Peninsula began centuries earlier as the 
Reconquista. Eventually, by 1236, Ferdinand III of Leon and Castile (1199-1252) was able to take Cordoba, 
once a beacon of social progress throughout Medieval Europe, from the Muslims. While this did not 
initially induce great change, the Catholic Church and its local supporters sought to make their mark. 
Jewish subjects were given freedoms that were relatively similar to the ones they had under Muslim 
rulers, but those were slowly taken away as restrictions were put in place.12 We see these types of 
restrictions extended beyond the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella. Laws prohibiting Jewish culture and 
worship are made evident through a hidden synagogue found on a side street in Cordoba. The original 
Hebrew in the synagogue and menorah were hidden behind walls disguising it as a Christian house of 
worship, indicating the differences taking shape in a city once shared by Christians, Jews, and Muslims. 
The identity of Jews and their rights to practice were being taken away, with many Jews suffering in 
Cordoba and under the rule of Ferdinand and Isabella two centuries later. 

Figure 2. Saint Antoine’s Church off 
the Istiklal in Istanbul, Turkey.
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Jews were not the only group to have to their house of worship modified. Cordoba has much more 
to show in the way of religious reorientation when it comes to its sacred spaces. When the city was 
the capital of Abd al-Rahman (731-788), the founder of the Umayyad Dynasty of al-Andalus (the Muslim 
section of the Iberian Peninsula), the mosque of Cordoba, known as the Mezquita, was a symbol of the 
capital’s greatness. Built on top of an old Visigothic church exhibit which was in control of the city, it 
contains a courtyard, minaret, and columns connected by keyhole arches. Muslim art was displayed in 
the intricate design and meaning of the mihrab, the place within a mosque that informs worshippers of 
the direction of the holy city of Mecca. The reason why the Mezquita held importance centuries ago, as 
it does now, is because it is a testament to the dominant 
Islamic ideology in al-Andalus. The ever-expanding size, 
wealth, and splendor of the mihrab display the power 
and continuing magnificence of the Muslim presence. 
Christians themselves saw how this presence was 
expanding as the mosque was enlarged and given greater 
prominence, and they revolted against their Muslim rulers 
in 848.13

However, the presentation of wealth and political 
dominance within the sacred space of the Mezquita was 
not forgotten. In later centuries, after the Christians 
had conquered Cordoba, the mosque continued to be a 
focus of the dominant ideology. Where Islam was once a 
visible force, Christianity would now replace it. Building 
the cathedral in the Mezquita was a continuation of 
Cordoba’s myth as “the center of a powerful, apparently 
invincible culture.” The Catholics who conquered the city 
understood the power such a symbolic building could 
wield. The cathedral itself would occupy a central position 
in the Mezquita, with the walls and ceiling painted all 
white. Known as Catedral de Santa Maria, it started in 1523 a few decades after Ferdinand and Isabella 
had taken Granada. Built during a time when the success of the Reconquista covered most of the Iberian 
Peninsula, the dominance of the Catholic ideology was in full force. Due to this, the magnitude of the 
cathedral would reflect the power of Catholicism at that time in Spain. There would be figures of saints 
and angels carved into the walls and covered with gold leaf, and scenes from biblical stories carved into 
large wooden chairs. Just as the mosque represented the invincible spirit of Islam before the Catholics 
conquered Cordoba, it would do the same for Catholicism after the Muslims were expelled.14

Kizior

Figure 3. The Mezquita in             
Cordoba, Spain.



Forbes & Fifth

44

There was another aspect of the cathedral inside the Mezquita reflected in other buildings of 
conquest, particularly in Granada. Since the Umayyads had 
taken Spain in 711, there had been ups and downs in power 
and the way it was divided throughout al-Andalus. From 
the Umayyad Caliphate of Cordoba (929-1031) to the Taifa 
Kingdoms (1011-1238) and the Almohad Dominion (1121-1269) 
and other forms of governance such as the Nasrid Dynasty 
of Granada (1232-1492), the Muslims held onto power as 
best they could before Ferdinand and Isabella of Castile and 
Aragon took Granada in 1492.15 Once again, the diversity 
that existed in Muslim society would be replaced by a 
dominant Catholic ideology that would purge all competing 
ideologies. This would be carried out by forced migration 
of Jews and Muslims through persecution and Inquisition 
trials that sought out any disingenuous conversos, Jews 
and Muslims that converted to Catholicism to keep their 
property.1617  Even as these societal measures were being 
carried out, the built environment would soon change in 
Granada, leaving no allusions as to what ideology would be 
dominant under the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella.

The Cathedral of the Annunciation is a Renaissance-style 
cathedral that rises above the roofs of Granada. This church 
is as grandiose in its display of the saints and royal emblems 
on the exterior as in its presentations of Jesus Christ on the 

inside. Containing around two to three different churches within its building, as well as a royal chapel 
housing the tomb of Ferdinand, Isabella, and their children, the Cathedral and its art makes it clear that 
the singular vision of Catholicism was what these monarchs desired for Granada. The cathedral itself is 
a beacon of Catholic ideology in a city once populated with mosques and minarets later converted into 
churches and bell towers. Yet, it is the height of the church that truly makes it an important building 
within the environment. Catholic churches typically used vaulted ceilings to give a sense that they were 
reaching for the perfection of Heaven; the Cathedral of the Annunciation was no exception. What this 
has created is a distinct sense of verticality possessed by the building, interpreted by the Antagonistic 
Tolerance Project as a way an area is dominated by a certain  identity or ideology.

When discussing how Catholic churches reach far into the sky as though reaching for Heaven, 
what is really being discussed is the verticality of the building. To discuss verticality in this paper, the 

Figure 4. Cathedral of the Mezquita                     
in Cordoba, Spain.
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best examples to use are the Mezquita and the Cathedral of the Annunciation. The cathedral within 
the Mezquita rises noticeably higher than its surroundings within the mosque. This verticality, coupled 
with the clear white color and gold figures that make the cathedral decidedly different from a mosque 
structure, seeks to make the cathedral the new focal point of the expanded mosque. The verticality 
of the Cathedral of the Annunciation is used in the same vein, as a way to differentiate itself from the 
surrounding city and any aspect of the built environment left over from the Muslims. This concept 
was not lost on the Ottomans either. Mosques are buildings that are usually more horizontal than 
vertical in design, but the Blue Mosque proves that verticality can still be employed even with the use 
of a dome. The Blue Mosque was built in the 17th century, and it was the first Ottoman mosque to be 
commissioned by the government in over four decades. Known better as the Sultan Ahmet Mosque 
after the Ottoman ruler who commissioned its building, the mosque is situated right across from Hagia 
Sophia, both dominating the skyline with their enormous 
domes.  With the roof comprised of smaller domes until it 
reaches to the highest one, the sense of verticality is much 
more palpable once one enters inside. Within the mosque are 
large columns which appear to reach to the sky, unlike the 
domes themselves. With this impression, there is a sense that 
the Blue Mosque is itself a sort of Heaven on Earth, with a 
beautiful immensity that can be  found nowhere else.18

Verticality is as much an aspect of ideological structures as 
the centrality of where buildings are placed among the lives 
of the populace. The public may not always live near buildings 
of the dominant ideology, but another way that the rulers 
can make their ideologies known is by putting them in close 
proximity to public space. The sacred spaces mentioned thus 
far—the Mezquita, the Cathedral of the Annunciation, Hagia 
Sophia, and the Blue Mosque—all have close proximity to 
public spaces in the present day and the past. The Mezquita’s 
courtyard is a space where the public can meet and discuss 
topics. The Cathedral is located near a small bazaar and a type 
of public square that is used for public events to the present 
day. Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque are near their own 
public square of Constantinople, known as Sultan Ahmet 
Square. Formerly the place where the Hippodrome of Constantinople was located, the proximity of the 
mosque and church to the former royal center makes their looming edifices clear to the public of the city 
and any outsiders who may find themselves there.19

Kizior

Figure 5. Cathedral of the 
Annunciation in Granada, Spain.
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By employing verticality and centrality with their ideological buildings, the Catholic Monarchs made it 
clear that their new society would revolve around a single ideology—Catholicism. The central dominance 
of Catholicism was used as a way to craft a vision that was in line solely with the Catholic faith, a vision 
that would not tolerate interference from Judaism, Islam, or any person they believed to be feigning 
their Catholic beliefs. The centrality and dominance of Islam in the Ottoman Empire expressed through 
the new mosques of Constantinople, converted sacred spaces, and laws restricting how churches and 
synagogues were built did not impose such an order. Instead, for all the dominance the Ottomans wanted 

to express through Islam, their ideology 
still allowed for leniency and tolerance. 
Antagonistic Tolerance was expressed in 
two very different ways that contributed 
to different destinies for each society. 
These monarchs not only made it a matter 
of policy, but the built environment 
was the realization of their ideological 
visions, the main method by which they 
asserted their ideologies. Whether it was 
how these sacred spaces were oriented 
towards the public or reoriented from 
their original ideological purposes, the 
built environment made it clear the faith 
and visions of the monarchs would be the 
ideas and religions to dominate the lives 
of their subjects.

Figure 6. The Blue Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey.
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Kizior



Terence O’Toole is a senior at the University of Pittsburgh studying English Literature and Music. He’s 
just a kid who loves anime, listening to others, and dancing. He produces music, and has done so for 

quite a while, hoping one day to have Beyoncé sing on one of his tracks. He doesn’t want to revel 
in fame, but rather to live comfortably knowing he could support himself and a family solely on his 

music. His poetry focuses on living vicariously through others and adopting their personas, so as to 
better understand why we do the things we do. Future hopes include getting a dog, moving back to 

Philadelphia to be with his family, and staying close to the family he’s accumulated here in Pittsburgh.
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Shaking Champagne 
Five poems by Terence O’Toole

Meanderings of a Lonely Kind
1: 

Foolhardy man,
I am a pigeon looking and bounding;

Rat of the sky, I’d fly
Past Patrons of food stands,

Milk Fat Bats:
I will devour you.

In my wake
Of concrete caked post gumbo tunes

Sure in their ways
I pray.

Holy Father, lend me your feathers
Fettered by folding chairs, oak floors
Broad shoulder doorways and brief

Commercial interruptions.

I want that
To fuel a constant

Of porous names meaning squat diddly,
Squatter;

Beerfree Freedmen eating pigeon stakes on
Pigeon lands

Thine Hands, take hold of me.

2:
Burn Baby Burn,

Piecemeal hobbies.
Oh, Totem! I feel your rhythm
Dumpling chasm, plastic boar

Poor man’s handle of alcoholic pennies
Copper coin, bitten by the bastard

Who trust no man but his foolish god.

3:
Dirty Scoundrel!

Takes advantage of newborn with horns
Do you have the root beer shot?

Apple Pie, American Dream
Dreaming of smashing your cousin’s face in

Face the facts:
Her lovely bones care for friends,

Mutant acquaintances and bar stool family

Handle thin emotions, young grasshopper
Pop the top of a cork off that newborn noggin

And proceed to touch her gently
Gentility, for once, I welcome you!

With the Man Who Stole Home

O’Toole
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To my home, my family, neighbors and those I do not know:

Who can stop wrought iron from flaking,
While casks of tin soldiers nod off to sleep 
On this sloping hill, which houses me.
And my muscles aren’t what they used to be,
So the layman and shaded nun can’t make me out,
As she combs my sunken eyes for remnants of 
A childhood. 

Sleep, bearded clam and portly companion.
You have not seen light in this place for a lifetime, 
And I am left holding onto discontent during my brief visitations.
For whatever reason, this sort of undulation only corrodes,
As the frothy white caps stake claims of gentility on the doorstep of this town. 
And I mourn.

Am I jade elephant? Am I rogue wave? 

Gospel Hymns could be heard from the window. 
Telephone rings wring out sweat stained pews, 
And stand in for preacher, pulpit and parish.
And now I see the light, and now I am saved. 

A blue cadence has painted its name on our sidewalks,
I, an outsider, seek its murky pride hidden in steak sauce, booze and sleek pontoons.
I want to destroy it, dismantle it, engage its suction cups that suckle wholly on my people. 
You will not take more from us, then sell it black as gold. 

But I will move on,
Lead astray by my own ambitions and left holding a light leather bag,
Which houses that discontent, a chocolate bar and just enough will power.
I truly do bid you good luck, my heart goes out to your children. 
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7 bands are playing tonight

This bridge is flashing its teeth at me

or perhaps half moon eyes

Sunken eyes where guys
and gals rally primate moves in rusted grooves

to paint a name

Eyes lined, eyeliner lies

push upward

“Where have you been, while I waited
with blessings arms, open wide”

And maybe this atlas will bear the weight
of landscapes traipsing around in town

Full of mini skirted broads,

birds of prey at play

Across a bridges eyebrows

So look down

up a skirt to find
iron britches

Love stained by those names
that hide gaudy smiles

the surface has yet to relieve.

“My trestles, my rib bone trestles,
are at play with you tonight, and I’ll welcome

you back the next time you’ll need me”

O’Toole
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Pale Boy Knows No Bounds

I  was a foot  from    a 
fight  last night
  When   bones   cutting bones 
Made     the lesser man  crumble

Fervor,  fever,   humbling receiver
  Pick 
at  your teeth  tenderly 
     Like cotton candy and spit 
blood   of a darker  hue 
  So that You 
  May salvage
  that last bit 
of pride

     Yes, that was last night. 

I  was a foot  from a 
fight  last night
  Where humid  tones clashed 
Human   tones that  lingered in the air  like

Wet 
paper 
bags     gripping to a gutter
        like 
battered wet   faces that 
     Drip dried curbside 
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      And   the  sirens came
   Painting blue   and   red arteries and           
                   veins                                                                                                          
  Across   onlookers  faces   
  So I laughed    and said, 
  Blood in, Blood out

Now,  it is   light 
And  the dripping  has ceased   to drip   
So 
curdled  street sap   skinned over
Taught  in the open air 
Gleans  with no airs      of remorse 
Like     Death at our doorstep 
Begging the question,  Have you had enough

And  pillow talk   is sweet
And  coffee   tastes good
And  black   eyes  heal over surely
So     I    suppose I 
     acquiesce

There was nothing we could do Anyway

   We slept in our beds, coddled sunken backs,
     Breathed deeply
          and awoke

O’Toole
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Dairyland

In my post box
I find a voucher for Dairyland products;

Hooves pry on milk white scalps
It exclaims

And I picture the young calves whose
Cries of life stir my empty glass.

Turning, cup in hand and robe untied

You haven’t seen my brittle bones, Dairyland,
My insides don’t know you too well

I’ve heard they build on Indian burial grounds,
Where slaughtered blank faces

Glistened like moonlight

And those in India do in fact hold sacred the Cow

So bearing those fruits in mind,
I grip the voucher, look inside my home

And find my confidence there.

Post toast, coffee shower dry and dress:

Faint Idling Increments of my day are made clearer,

like the
never ceasing

Idea of Death.
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Amaze me, sweet
Darkness

Those spots on your back help me say,

I live alone without a calf to call my own, whose eyes
like indigo

Push past all that bullshit,
that incessant blue.

O’Toole
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Plain as Day

For just over ten years now, I have made music with my computer. Electronic music production—that 
is to say, music made electronically and without any direct ties to the genre of electronic music/ 

electronica—has been my sole standing passion amidst what seemed to be a thousand phases in my life 
before around 6th grade, when I first tapped into my musicality. It began with simple arrangement of 
factory loops and quickly moved to my own exploration of MIDI technology and sound synthesis. After 
grasping what little I could with the mind of a 6th grader, it didn’t take long for me to begin producing 
music within the spectrum of genres I’d appreciated at the time: notably, Hip Hop.

Crate digging, as they call record digging in the Hip Hop community, became a “passionate byproduct 
of my initial passion”; hours on end spent combing through dollar bins in Southern Philadelphia, each 
minute as flurried as the last, bated breath finding diamonds in the rough. I would approach the listening 
stations with caution and say to myself, “I can’t afford all of these today, so whittle this down, Terence, 
and find something.” Surely, after ten years of doing this, logging a hundred hours or more, you can 
imagine that I have gotten very good at weeding out the duds before coming close to the checkout 
counter.

Skipping ahead to present day, I have faced many hardships that have truly defined who I am as a 
musician and producer. Only after lost hard-drives, robberies, droughts, more robberies and countless 
hours of self-doubt/pity/pride/reflection have I come to admire my own creations from a 3rd party 
vantage point, and thus feel comfortable enough with the world to release what I release when I release 
it. All formalities aside, this, I have said, is a passion. It does not stop when the physical body must, and 
certainly is what I have leaned on many times to get back on the horse and ride again.

For these reasons, I have taken the production name Plain as Day. It is in the minutiae, the daily 
grinding away, the exploration of self and of music through pages, bins, catalogs and websites; it is in 
the culmination of pain, pleasure, fortitude, nakedness, fear of failure, true failure, and eventual small 
victories. These notions you hold in you as an artist, and as a business you use to strive and push forward 
each and every day. So no, my music is not simple, but the concept of progress is. It is, and therefore I 
am: Plain as Day.
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You can find a sample of Terence’s tracks at

https://soundcloud.com/plain-as-day.

O’Toole
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of her freshman year. She’s pretty darn excited about this first-ever, super fancy editor’s edition of the 

publication. Read her piece. It’s not that bad. 

RACHEL 
STACHELRODT
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Stachelrodt

Burlesque: Consider the Performer

The famous, extravagant, and extremely well-supported International London Burlesque Festival 
is held every late May in a variety of the city’s most central neighborhoods. What’s called ‘central 

London’ is referred to by locals as simply “the city” and is even colloquially referred to as the “square 
mile,” due to its remarkable size—especially in terms of mega-metropolises—which stretches out to 
cover just over one square mile. The city of London is home to some twenty neighborhoods, four of 
which were selected by Mark Henderson’s company ‘Chaz Royal’ (which sponsors the event every year) 
to host the festival’s performances. The bulk of the festival is set up between two main communities: 
Chelsea, with its old money and Victorian architecture and bohemian appeal, and Soho, a collision of 
trendy and grungy youths who give the area a vibrant double life. The subject of this paper is the 8th 
annual International London Burlesque Festival (or ‘LBF’), which I attended from May 15th through May 
20th, 2014, whose official theme was “Carnivals, Cabaret, Vaudeville, and Variety.” The 112 performers, 
selected from a record-breaking pool of 734 submissions and auditions, drew in a paid attendance of 
over 6,000 due partially to small venues which were always sold out and seated approximately 300 
people each. My personal experiences, as well as those discussed among myself, the patrons and 
perhaps most importantly, the performers, will be used in addition to an assortment of burlesque-
oriented literary readings and applications of feminist theory to examine the ways in which overt sexual 
performance—specifically burlesque shows—can serve as positive influences in the form of radical self-
acceptance while transcending patriarchal scripts of human sexuality. In doing so, I argue that such 
sexual performances are not always exploitive, and can often be used to build and support the self-
esteem of those involved with it. 

 This paper draws on two years of experience in burlesque culture. The findings presented here 
stem from extensive participant observation in at least 20 shows in three cities; one year of burlesque 
classes in five different studios; and several documentaries and scholarly articles as well as four books 
dedicated to sex work and popular culture. This paper is also influenced by information from two formal 
telephone interviews with burlesque performers and six informal interviews with participants of the 
International London Burlesque Festival.

The opening show, “The Red Carpet Rollout,” began at 9:00 PM in Conway Hall, located in Red 
Lion Square where I found myself standing in line behind some forty people at 7:20 that evening. 
Unsurprisingly, there was an enormous variety of people there to watch the show. There was no 
consistent formality in attire, which ranged from chic little black dresses, to women in ball gowns (as 
well as a few men), tuxedos, and 1940s vintage pin-up ensembles. Everywhere I looked there were 
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fishnets, mermaid tattoos, velvet pumps, rhinestoned tassels, victory rolls, turbans, top hats, and large 
homemade glittery silk hair flowers. Inside, there were burlesque pamphlets on tables where you could 
buy burlesque t-shirts and tank tops next to burlesque history books. There were tote bags, duffle bags, 
and nipple pasties in gossamer drawstring bags next to autographed posters and popular still-shots 
from the 2013 festival. If nothing there tickled my fancy, I also had the option of spending my money 
at the bar down the hall. The first thing to shock me was the number of elderly couples present who 
looked to be well into, or well past, their seventies. While the Pittsburgh burlesque scene attracts mainly 
young adults and some middle-aged fanatics, this festival brought at least a dozen elderly couples out 
to the opening event. One such couple was there on holiday, as both he and his wife are long-time fans 
of burlesque. Another couple tells me that this show is going to be their first burlesque experience ever, 
and they don’t know what to expect (the husband, however, tells me that he’s only present because 
his wife “dragged [him] along.”) I had the pleasure of sitting next to a third elderly couple who had 
travelled to Red Lion Square all the way from Finland so that the wife—an artist—could sketch the 
performers. I occasionally glanced over and caught her sketching interesting audience members as well. 
The “Red Carpet Rollout” is occasionally referred to as “The VIP Opening Gala” and is comprised of 
the most popular performers from 2013. The performers for this very special show were flown in from 
all over the world: specifically, Barcelona, Toronto, Leipzig, Chicago, Cork, Amsterdam, Dallas, and of 
course, London. Very much like the variety seen amongst my fellow audience members, this opening 
night boasted the eclectic performances of classic pin-up burlesque, as well as magic tricks, salsa duets, 
one routine inspired by silent films, and one communism-themed dance number.

For practical purposes, most people know what burlesque is. As usual, though, there’s much more 
to know than most of us care about—it’s all a matter of where your interests lie. Generally speaking, 
burlesque is a variety show, typically including striptease, categorized by minimal costuming, sexually 
suggestive messages, “punny” or slapstick humor, broken up into short (no longer than three minutes) 
routines. Like many other hypnotizing forms of entertainment of the sexual variety, burlesque dancing 
is both camp and controversial. The performers wear scanty clothing, which they eventually remove 
before an audience. There are dozens of different kinds worldwide, and for the purposes of this project 
I will be using the term “mainstream burlesque” to refer to the burlesque that is performed in ways 
which reclaim the early-American styles of the burlesque art form. I will use the term “neo burlesque” or 
“new burlesque” to refer to burlesque that offers political and social critique, or feminist commentary. 
The terms “neo burlesque” and “new burlesque” are undifferentiated and used interchangeably in this 
paper. 

Moreover, the word “burlesque” is, according to some sources, a French word derived from the 
Italian term “burlar.” Other experts believe the term is actually taken from the Italian word “burla,” 
while even more swear that the real Italian word responsible for the lewd entertainment is “burlesco.” 
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According to Wikipedia, the term was coined in Francesco Berni’s Opere Burlesche. Additional uncertain 
root words include “burlesk,” “burleycue,” “burlare,” and “burra.” While scholars have collectively 
failed to come to a consensus regarding the specifics of the word, one place all theories intersect is 
at the corner of parody and exaggeration, which covers mockery, satire, imitation, drama, caricature, 
jesting, and nonsense. The point is that burlesque in any form is supposed to be a huge spectacle.

I have often likened the role of a burlesque performer to that of a medieval court jester. Like their 
more sexual relatives, jesters often wore extravagant, even goofy costumes in bright colors that 
demanded attention; wore face paint; and entertained their audiences with a variety of skills, including 
juggling, playing instruments, singing, dancing, or performing magic. This is not unlike the skillset seen 
among burlesque performers, particularly at variety-themed shows. The jester’s most important and 
infamous skill, however, was telling jokes, more often than not at the expense of well-known people 
or current events. The jester’s political significance arose with the birth of the “licensed” fool or 
“professional” fool, who was seen as intelligent and was given an indefinite pardon from his master—
royal or not—to speak harsh truths, tells crude jokes, or criticize his master(s) or his master’s guests 
openly, without fear of punitive measures. In her essay “Grrrly hurly burly,” Claire Nally writes about 
burlesque, noting that “There is no hierarchical division of the audience/performer, and this registers 
a theatrical democratization” (Nally 637). Burlesque, at its best, reflects such qualities. Performers are 
allowed and expected to make fun of anyone or anything, regardless of social standing or popularity and 
conversely, the jester’s (or in this case the burlesquer’s) audience is expected to accept these messages 
sent out by the performer largely on account of the performer making a huge joke of himself or herself. 
In wearing such ridiculous attire and committing to a character few or no audience members would 
themselves embody, the court jester creates an inviting persona to sugarcoat the big, unpleasant truth 
pill that he or she makes the crowd swallow. 

Up until 1868, burlesque was performed exclusively by the lowest classes among Europe. It 
originated in 17th century Europe as a means for the lower class to make political statements and social 
commentaries about the upper class, the royal families, and any injustices they saw in the government. 
One should note that burlesque was actually started by men who would dress up in feminine attire as 
a means of humiliating the subject of their performance. When women were imitated, references to 
their apparent masculinity (real or fabricated) and various feminine shortcomings were usually made. In 
other words, burlesque has deep roots in protest. Interestingly, much of the performance garb so many 
feminists take issue with stems directly from such protest. The comically large ruffles and ever-growing 
feather fans were symbols of status among the European “one percent” and were mocked accordingly 
the same way many comedy films exaggerate current high fashion trends in order to mock the modern 
upper class.

Stachelrodt
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There is also the fact that high heels were originally made by wealthy men, for wealthy men, with 
the logic behind them being that only someone incredibly rich and important could have no reason to be 
on his feet all day and thus be capable of sporting such impractical footwear. Naturally, this trend began 
to bleed down into lower rungs of society, and in order to maintain their prestigious impracticality, the 
elite began making and wearing shoes with higher and higher heels. This practice eventually fell out of 
fashion with the wealthy, as it no longer distinguished them from the peasants. 

“Aesthetic choices function as markers of class difference. Accordingly, the elite will take action 
to present themselves differently than non-elites, choosing different clothing, food, decor, etc. 
Expensive prices help keep certain things the province of elites, allowing them to signify their 
power; but imitation is inevitable. Once something no longer effectively differentiates the rich from 
the rest, the rich will drop it. This, I argue elsewhere, is why some people care about counterfeit 

purses (because it’s not about the quality, it’s about the distinction)” (Wade).

Similarly, the loaded symbol that is the corset was integrated into 
burlesque shows in the exact same manner as high heels. The corset is 
all too often criticized as a symbol of patriarchal dominance over female 
sexuality, but any clothing that carries a degree of symbolism is frequently 
inconsistent or unstable when outside of any specific context, which is 
why we mustn’t oversimplify any such clothing. In her book The Corset: 
A Cultural History, Valerie Steele approaches the subject of the corset 
without reducing it to matters of oppression versus liberation. According 
to Steele, “Corsetry was not one monolithic, unchanging experience that 
all unfortunate women experienced before being liberated by feminism. 
It was a situated practice that meant different things to different people 
at different times” (Steele 1).

The real tectonic shift in burlesque came to America in 1868 with the 
epic Lydia Thompson and her troupe of British Blondes. This is where 
we begin to see the more familiar aspects of burlesque truly unfold. The 
British Blondes took previously satirical items such as feather boas and 
fans, high heeled shoes, and most importantly, corsets and transformed 
them into incredibly sexy items. Before the Blondes, the corset was 

actually used to shove the wearer’s torso into a rigid cylindrical shape—more like a back brace—rather 
than the tapered-in hourglass shape we’re more familiar with. The Blondes reinvented the use of 

Image 1. Pittsburgh performer 
Bambi Deerest using ruffles 

and a tiara to mock pageantry 
and idealistic standards of 

beauty.
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the corset, which originally reshaped the body of the woman wearing it to fit the clothing of the era, 
and in doing so, the British Blondes spearheaded a huge change in the fashion industry as well as the 
entertainment industry. Now, clothing was made to fit the shape of the women wearing it. This is hardly 
an honest way of stating it, considering that corsets still changed the shape of the body for the sake of 
fitting into the clothes. The clothing industry did, however, make major changes to women’s clothing as 
a result of the new corsets going into the clothing.

This first epic reuse of the corset challenged the social expectations of female sexuality. The corset, 
once used to contain and conceal the female body, was being used to flaunt and exaggerate it! This 
flaunting of female sexuality was pushing the envelope at the time of its invention. While the nature of 
the corset had evolved, so did that of burlesque performance. Performers like Lily St. Cyr (pronounced 
as “sincere”) found creative ways of circumventing laws restricting performers’ nudity while on stage. 
One law prohibited any performer from leaving the stage with fewer clothes than they had walking 
on. This law was intended to discourage performers from taking off any clothing during an act. Lily 
St. Cyr was the first to legally tread through this loophole, with her incredibly famous bathtub act, in 
which she would enter the spotlight fully clothed and strip down in a simpering, playful manner before 
jumping into a bathtub and pretend to give herself a bath while one of her coworkers blew bubbles 
from backstage. Lily would then reach for her new stack of clothes, and dress herself for her audience 
before exiting the stage, once again fully clothed. 

At this point in time, the only people performing burlesque were lower class women in desperate 
need of money, or under-aged runaway girls as young as fourteen years old. During this time, burlesque, 
while certainly resetting the limits of appropriate displays of sexuality, also limited the success of many 
women to their ability to cater to patriarchal standards of sexiness, the way that a modern-day stripper’s 
income is determined by how many lap dances she can sell in a shift and is thus directly proportional 
to her financial independence. This I believe to be the root of most issues with burlesque and legal sex 
work in general: on one hand, the women participating are “liberated” with the opportunity to earn 
money. However, when the very money that liberates them can only be earned by pleasing heterosexual 
men, the women on stage are not completely free to earn money and obtain financial stability without 
their male counterparts. Such was the nature of the women working in burlesque for the majority of 
its presence in North America, and as the reputation of burlesque and burlesque workers changed, 
so did the appeal and mindset around the corset. It wasn’t until the 1920s to the 1950s—coined the 
Golden Age of burlesque—when such appeal transcended class levels. European nightclubs then began 
incorporating mesh and skin-toned fabrics into their repertoires of burlesque-style sex appeal. From 
that point onward, there developed two brands of burlesque: the first being the bombshell standard of 
woman, the second utilizing a sultry and demure form of seduction. That being said, there was still an 
evident line that disabled direct integration of burlesque into the wardrobes of the everyday woman. 
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The introduction of strip clubs in the 1970s brought with it the rapid decline of burlesque shows, as 
many patrons—overwhelmingly yet unsurprisingly male customers—were drawn in by newer, more 
scandalous degrees of nudity. Burlesque had all but died out in the United States when it underwent a 
sudden rebirth in the 1990s and early 2000s. Troupes in New York City, specifically The Velvet Hammer, 
were performing burlesque in ways previously unheard of. Neo burlesque performers like The World 
Famous BOB, Tigger, Darlinda (Just Darlinda), and Dirty Martini, were reclaiming the lost art of burlesque 
that was political and rebellious, while other performers, such as Dita Von Teese, rose to fame through 
what many have referred to as a “reclaiming of femininity.”

Unlike the neo burlesque performers of the Velvet Hammer troupe, Von Teese appealed to the 
mainstream ideals of beauty, once even publicly stating that she learned at an early age that life was 
simply easier for beautiful women. Like so many women working in the entertainment industry, Von 
Teese was more accepted by the public as an entertainer—particularly, one who takes her clothes off 
for a living. While Von Teese in no way represents or embodies every essence of burlesque performance, 
her mainstream appeal has—for better or worse—contributed enormously to the repopularization of 
burlesque entertainment. Over the general span of its history, burlesque fashion remained within the 
sphere of costuming, only recently crossing over into conventional streetwear. In June 2006, British 
Vogue declared the “return of the corset,” featuring an editorial entitled “Burlesque.” The models—
backstage, corseted in silks and structured boning—reaffirmed the artistic relevance of 1990s Neo-
Burlesque style. However, only a select share of designers immediately responded. It wasn’t until 2008, 
when celebrities like Lady Gaga normalized this larger-than-life costuming, that fashion “hauses” began 
focusing their collections around this inspiration. Films like Steven Antin’s 2010 project Burlesque, 
starring singers Cher and Christina Aguilera, were inspired by and emulated mainstream burlesque 
artists like Von Teese. Globally distributed nail polish company Odontorium Products, Inc. (colloquially 
known as ‘OPI’) also jumped on the burlesque bandwagon and released a line of glittery nail polishes. It 
was in 2010 when burlesque influences visibly dominated the seasons’ runways. 

“Claiming rights to the revitalization of burlesque, Dolce & Gabbana dressed a collection of high 
skirts, fringe detailing, and tightly fit bodices, all in fabricates equivalent to lingerie. That same spring 
season, lingerie teased the runway in the form of glittered bustier rompers at Christian Dior, glazes 
of sheer black dresses at Just Cavalli, and literally, gold nipple covers at Francesco Scognamiglio. If 
you considered the shows collectively, the season was like one long striptease, where each house 
wore less than the one before. Elements of current season runways reflect again the dress of 

burlesque performers” (Ulrich).
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In 2012, Dita Von Teese released her own line of pin-up, burlesque-inspired dresses and several lines 
of ornate lingerie, also inspired by burlesque. From the spring 2014 catwalk, the two most noticeable 
were Dolce & Gabbana and Elie Saab, each extracting a unique element from 
the style. Dolce & Gabbana embodied the extravagant bombshell caricature 
with heavily adorned bodice tops. Encompassing a more sensual approach, 
Elie Saab’s collection constructed a delicate line of corset-inspired tops using 
gauzy fabrics and lace. 

If limited to the pathetic variety of images of burlesque presented in 
popular culture, one might think that this is all there is to it. In fact, during a 
discussion about burlesque with some of my peers, one of them commented 
on how she wanted to be just like those girls in Antin’s star-studded film to 
which I responded with a casual “You know that burlesque dancers take their 
clothes off, right?” My statement incurred the wrath of everyone involved, 
all of whom tried to assure me that “burlesque dancers don’t take off their 
clothes, they just dance in super sexy clothing” and eventually asking me “Do 
they always take their clothes off? Are you sure?” This sad misrepresentation 
of the art of burlesque we see in films, magazines, runways, and beauty 
products is largely responsible for its popularity in society, and conversely, its 
disfavor among many feminists. Many scholars who express such disfavor argue that burlesque dancing 
represents a backslide in feminism or a perversion of womankind’s sexual liberation—some even going 
as far as to say that burlesque performers reclaim “a girliness which was destroyed by feminism.” Jackie 
Wilson, author of The Happy Stripper, writes, “If the burlesque stripper, with her bawdy spirit and unruly 
insubordination, has emerged as a new ‘empowering’ model for the sexually aware woman, then she 
also strikes horror into the heard of second wave feminism” (Wilson).

It is for this reason that I was most shocked to find myself largely underwhelmed at the opening 
show: the Red Carpet Rollout for the 2014 London International Burlesque Festival. Our host, Natalia 
Kalashnikova (who’s actually British), raised the curtain to reveal gold glitter boots and a red corset with 
a glittering hammer and sickle on the hip and a military officer’s hat to top it all off. Her jokes include—in 
an impressive Russian accent which delighted the crowd—“I used to perform with the Russian circus, 
but they kicked me out because I have a bit of a drinking problem,” and “I used to run with the KGB. 
Oh Yeah! Putin and I,” she says, crossing her fingers high above her head, “we were like THIS! We used 
to watch Judy Garland films and paint each other’s nails all the colors of the rainbow. He has fucking 
changed!” The political and social relevance of her costume, her jokes, and her current burlesque persona 
enthralled me. This was a show that would shake its fist at the world and its unfair ways! This is gonna 
get the conversation started! Kalashnikova was indeed a five-star choice for the opening act, which was 
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then followed by a parade of women in fishnet tights and corsets who, after a while, all looked the same 
and seemed to be competing mostly to see who could leave the most glitter on the stage; who rushed 
through their routines and seemed to have no particular message—nothing they really wanted to say—
with their dancing. On my right sat Equador The Wizard, an established boylesque performer1 of some 
twenty-five years. Halfway through the opening show, he leaned over and asked me what I thought of 
the show so far. I politely lied through my teeth and said that it was great; and then I asked him what he 
thought of the performances that had graced the stage so far that evening. His response:

“Awful. Simple and predictable and boring. It’s the same thing over and over again. A pretty girl 
walks onstage and takes her clothes off. To me, burlesque needs to be more than that. Most of 
these girls, they see a burlesque dancer go up and perform some classic burlesque routine with a 
corset and a feather boa and she looks fantastic, so they all think that they can just imitate that same 

routine and look fantastic, but it’s not that easy.”

       —Equador The Wizard

He further critiqued the mainstream burlesque business by questioning why women feel the need 
to cover themselves in layers of artificial beauty in order to deem themselves acceptable to go onstage. I 
agree that while I find nothing detrimental to men and women being impassioned by assuming control of 
their bodies and the thrill of presenting themselves before an audience, as all burlesque performers do, 
this is where the line in the sand is drawn between mainstream and neo burlesque: the purpose behind 
the performance. Some previous scholarship around burlesque has made the mistake of carelessly 
assigning the term “neo burlesque” to all burlesque coming out of the 1990s and 2000s. One needs to 
be sensitive to what the members of the burlesque community are saying. Neo burlesque, as described 
by performers of the new burlesque, is defined as:

“…burlesque that needs to involve comedy, but specifically political comedy.”

       — James Habacker (Beeber)

“It’s a way of making fun of things and showing people how great life and sexuality can be.”

       — Bambi The Mermaid (Beeber) 

1  a spinoff of the term “burlesque” in which a burlesque routine is performed by a male; hence the term (boy)lesque
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“Neo burlesque is performance that involves sex and humor and personal style.”

      — Tigger! (Beeber) 

“The neo burlesque scene is full of performance platforms for women to comment on social and 
political issues...with mainstream comes a lack of political commentary.”

— Darlinda Just Darlinda (Darlinda) 

 Performers of the new burlesque radically reclaim the art form’s satirical, comedic, political roots. 
Some well-cited and very famous examples of such performances include British performer Poppy M 
Cherry’s performance in which she stripped out of a wedding gown to Tammy Wynette’s song “D-I-V-
O-R-C-E,” in which Poppy M Cherry’s stage character finds herself being freed by divorce; and Darlinda 
Just Darlinda’s dance “The Good Old Fashion Menstrual Show,” where Darlinda enters the stage with 
her back to the audience and begins to sing the Broadway hit “Let Me Entertain You” before she breaks 
off and says, “Let me just touch up my makeup,” while she reaches 
up her skirt, pulls out a tampon and turns around to reveal her face 
entirely covered in red glitter as she dabs her cheeks with it. During 
her routine, Darlinda mocks all of the stereotypes surrounding 
women and menstruation by randomly breaking into sobbing fits 
of hysterics, pulling chocolate bars out of her costumes, and then 
finally removing her dress to reveal blood smeared all over her 
stomach and thighs. When her music runs out, Darlinda exclaims in 
a forceful, sarcastic manner, “Sorry. I’m on my period.” 

The second day of the London festival was themed “The Crown 
Jewels,” during which I had the pleasure of watching Equador The 
Wizard perform an act which featured him dressed up as a sad 
clown in search of love (as the audience can infer because of the 
enormous book he is reading, which simply has a large heart on the 
cover), yet unable to understand the way love works. During the 
routine, Equador—the clown—is incapable of performing any sort 
of trick without messing up. Throughout the performance, Equador 
constantly bumps into, knocks over, drops, and loses track of his 
props until he throws up his hands in defeat. He then steps out of 
his clown outfit to reveal a paper sign saying “censored” hanging 
by his hips. While stripping, Equador makes a series of suggestive 
motions towards various phallic props, which are “coincidentally” getting larger and larger. As his props 
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become more obnoxious, so does Equador’s behavior. He sprays himself with water and even does 
several pushup and flexes for his audience. The act ends with Equador no longer searching for love. 
Instead, his character is throwing his own confetti over his head and applauding himself for a job poorly 
done. Equador’s clown act comments on the process of finding love by comparing love to a magic trick 
that his character cannot get the hang of. In stepping out of his costume, he is rejecting his former 
status as a fool in love and making the decision not to worry about impressing anyone “the right way” 
or “by the book.” In doing so, Equador immediately embodies a different male archetype: the playboy, 
colloquially known as a “douche bag,” which is reflected in his character’s newfound way of impressing 
his audience: with his ironically small muscles. Equador’s use of growing phallic props is an obvious 
parallel between hegemonic masculinity and the playboy character. When Equador removes the sign 
from his hips, we see that he has a donkey head attached to/covering his penis—literally making an ass 
of himself before his character fully scraps his quest for love.

One of the most interesting performances of the festival, in my opinion, was Sheila Wolf’s 
performance during the “Twisted Cabaret” show. Her costume was fashioned out of a picture frame in 
which there was a picture of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa with Mona Lisa’s face cut out—this is where 
Sheila put her own face. During her performance, Sheila danced to a total of eight different covers 
of Nat King Cole’s “Mona Lisa.” With each song switch, Sheila ripped off a layer of clothing to reveal 
a different type of Mona Lisa. Sheila’s versions included one biker chick woman in a studded leather 
jacket; a country-western Mona Lisa in cut-off shorts and a plaid button up; and a seductive version of 
Mona in some lacy lingerie. The picture frame, however, stayed in place the whole time. After the show, 
when I asked her about the inspiration behind the routine, Sheila said, 

“I was just thinking about how the Mona Lisa is perhaps the most famous painting of a woman of all 
time and how nobody really knows who she truly was, but we all have these ideas of her and who 
she is and it’s easy to do that because she just sits there in a box... even a quick Google search can 
give you all these new possibilities of [Mona Lisa] depending on the context in which she is framed 
and presented... [Burlesque] is about women casting themselves in the roles that they want to 
play... It gives women the opportunity to interact with the audience while enjoying the full scope of 

their femininity” (Wolf).

In common with the humor-based acts at the London Burlesque Festival, Sheila Wolf’s performance 
encourages individuality and variety: variety in the shape, size, shade, and general appearance of 
women. These acts’ usual main objective is simply to make their audiences laugh, but we have to be 
careful not to ignore the deeper messages being sent. Coco Deville’s interpretation of the high school 
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geek—which she performed to LMFAO’s song “I’m Sexy and I Know It”—was performed at the “Crown 
Jewels” evening of the festival, and was the single most successful (in terms of audience feedback) 
performance of the entire festival. Coco’s routine made people stand up and shout for her. Looking 
around at my fellow audience members, I could see people stomping their feet and laughing right along 
with me. Coco elicited such a strong response by dressing up as a stereotypical “nerd,” complete with 
knee high socks and sneaker, glasses, suspenders, a tucked in shirt, and a tie. Her entire routine was 
incredibly energetic and awkward—not conventionally sexy whatsoever, but her audience couldn’t get 
enough of her because of the fact that her performance was so funny and sexy in its own way. 

This ability to define things like beauty and sexiness, however one likes, is the “liberating” aspect 
of burlesque that many critics seem to gloss over. Many anti-burlesque feminist scholars maintain the 
argument that burlesque can only be liberating if feminist theory and social/political critique is being 
made with it. Performers, however, beg to differ. Dirty Martini, one of the most famous neo burlesque 
performers, makes no issue with mainstream burlesque performers, or other performers who lack an 
external2 political agenda. 

“It’s a political act just to get onstage as a size 16 woman and really perform and appeal to the 
people in the back row who are murmuring about how big I am.”

— Dirty Martini (Beeber) 

“If you’re perfectly comfortable in your own body, then everyone else is.”

— Pleasant Gehman (Beeber) 

“We need to allow people to feel like they can be different, and to equally realize that differences 
[are] not a problem.”

— Julie Atlas Muz (Beeber) 

Performers of burlesque make it clear that they’re well aware of the fact that people are constantly 
judging them—questioning their character and reasons for performing—and that regardless of 
performance styles or reasons for stripping onstage, they value their support system above any external 

2  Dirty Martini’s quote suggests that all burlesque is political in nature. The term “external” is meant to refer to political agendas that go 
beyond the performer as an individual. 
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flack. This sense of community bleeds into the atmosphere of the audience as well, making it very easy 
to talk with fellow audience members and performers who come to watch their peers. One performer 
even stated that “many of the people who join, do [burlesque] because they’re looking for some sort 
of a family. They’re looking for their peers to be their family.” Dirty Martini says that she likes to spend 
Christmas and New Year’s Eve with her fellow performers because of the family-like structure that the 
burlesque community has. According to Dirty Martini “We’re a support system in a city that can be very 
difficult, so yes, this is my family” (Beeber).

“I fully attribute burlesque to saving my life, because even after the death of my husband, the 
burlesque community kept me laughing and gave me so much hope and reminded me that there is 

so much optimism left in the world and to life.”

— Bambi The Mermaid (Beeber) 

In summary, much of the scholarship praising or criticizing burlesque—whether it be mainstream 
or neo burlesque—seeks to defend or condemn it without really considering the performers as 
individuals who all have their own reasons for performing. On the one hand, burlesque is a highly sexual 
and sexualized medium with which many performers discover and display their bodies for the sake of 
their self-esteem and personal enjoyment. On the other hand, burlesque seeks to provide provocative, 
complex feminist conversation and prove itself a true art form. This essay regards it as a complicated art 
form which, much like all loaded symbols, means different things to different people at different times; 
as well as a tool that can be used to push feminist conversation into a fun, yet socially-aware public 
space. Claire Nally perhaps put it best, saying:

“The diversity of performances...as well as the complexity of the audience demographics and 
responses, suggest that any simplistic readings of empowerment or patriarchal domination should 
be withheld... What does emerge is an awareness of gender as performance, whilst the overt and 
excessive presentation of femininity and gender coding in burlesque actually invite us to revisit 

cultural conventions.”

— (Nally)
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Just a Girl

Bare feet cold against checkered tiles, Josh Long, the next performer, saunters toward center stage. 
He wears nothing on his thin body but two pads of paper. They cover him like black censor bars or a 

bikini. He’s young, crust-punk and gritty. Shoulders rolled up and back like he’s putting them in his back 
pockets. A thick square of black tape seals his mouth shut.

Josh’s dark eyes flash, and the riff of No Doubt’s “Just a Girl” kicks in from speakers below the stage. 
Knees locked and chin out, he rips the tape from his mouth and throws it aside. Feathered hair peeks 
from a faded beanie, same shade as his auburn soul patch. Gwen Stefani’s voice rolls in with the drums. 
Take this pink ribbon off my eyes...

Josh peels back the first page from each of the two paper-pads. A single word is handwritten 
in bold on the new pages. He peels them off as well. FUCKABLE and EASY fall to the floor. 

Don’t you think I know exactly who I am? 

Faces in the audience strain. My forehead creases. I feel each word. I feel VULNERABLE.

Josh is thrashing about the room, throwing the pages aside. SUBMISSIVE and WEAK flutter to the stage, 
yet I feel like I’m being hit with stones. Josh gestures to the audience in fury. He tears off the page that 
says BOY-GIRL. Then GIRLY BOY.

 
Ohhh I’ve had it up to... here. 

The song nears its end, all the papers torn away. Josh is left with two clean slates. His eyes lower and 
his shoulders fall.

On cue, a girl emerges from the audience. Strides toward Josh. He hasn’t moved, frozen in place. Eyes 
fixed forward. The girl steps close to grip the now blank pad of paper across Josh’s chest. She pencils 
out four letters in thick black ink: G-I-R-L.

The music has stopped—the room suspended in silence. Josh’s gaze darkens. Jaw tight, he looks past 
the girl.
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She spins on her heel, but her turn freezes midway, her torso an anchor, as though she’s suddenly 
remembered something. She turns back. Slaps a new piece of tape across Josh’s mouth.

G-I-R-L.

Josh shakes his head and walks offstage.

▲▼▲

“I think birds are so funny. They’re so small but they have so much attitude.”

J Wester and I are in the Pittsburgh aviary, being shushed by a bird with a long, downward-curved beak.

Shh. Shhhhhhhhhhshh.

I wonder aloud why he’s making these noises. 

“Oh, the one that sounds like a cat hissing?” an employee asks as she sweeps the floors.

“Mhmm. Is he mad?”

“Nah, he probably wants some food.”

Some small birds are hopping about like girls in blue dresses playing hopscotch. J smiles and leans in the 
direction of the birds.

This wasn’t what I expected an aviary to be like. The room is balmy, the floors bathed dew.

It smells like rain. Fresh-cut grass. J and I walk under the leafy, dripping canopy until we find a bench. 
It’s wet.
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“See, if you’re in the aviary, you can be in a year round tropical rainforest.”

▲▼▲

I’d received J’s info through Brandon Benjamin, then President of the University of Pittsburgh’s 
Rainbow Alliance. Rainbow hosts an annual drag show, and their show in the spring of 2012 was my first 
experience of drag.

Back then, I’m not sure what I thought drag was. I found it alluring—the opportunity to assume a new 
identity. Maybe that’s what it was to me—a fantasy of transformation. Daniel Harris, drag queen and 
journalist, describes this fantasy as “seductive at the best of times, but is nearly irresistible at the worst.”1

A year and a half later, that seduction pulled me to Rainbow’s office in the Student Union. The table 
in the center of the room was littered with overflowing baskets of grape and watermelon-flavored 
condoms. Brandon invited me to grab a seat, casually shoving the baskets off the table to make some 
room. “Condom Casino,” he offered in explanation. He dropped into his rolly chair with a thud and 
leaned back, hands behind his head. “So what do you want to know?” 

▲▼▲

Brandon is a self-proclaimed atypical drag queen.

“Like, I always have a beard,” he laughs.

Brandon’s tall and lanky, wide-eyed with dark buzzed hair and a shadowy beard. He’s got this big, goofy 
grin that crinkles the skin around his eyes and the bridge of his nose. 

It was the first visit of many, and one afternoon Brandon suggested I contact J Wester, a gender 
performer who’d participated in the Drag Show a few years back. (Instead of using pronouns that 
correspond to a specific gender (he/him/his or she/her/hers), J uses the gender neutral pronouns they/
them/their. So when referring to J, I will be using the pronouns they, them, and their.) I shot J an e-mail, 
and after a few messages, they agreed to meet me at their favorite place—the National Aviary. I waited 
for J by the door.

Bayne
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It was raining, and I was uncharacteristically early, pacing about the entrance. I didn’t even notice 
someone walking towards me.

“Hey… Lindsay?”

J lowered their hood and shook off the rain. J’s young, mid-twenties, with long dark hair that tumbles 
in wild curls and a laugh that bubbles like Champagne. Their voice has that strain that comes with the 
morning after a wild night of whiskey and long cab rides. 

▲▼▲

I’m embarrassed to say that while waiting for J, I was looking for someone who stood out, either in 
flamboyance or androgyny. I expected someone different.

Isn’t that what society expects of the word “drag”? Like most first impressions, drag is so easily taken 
at face value. When (and if) drag is present in the media, it’s typically in the form of drag queens—
people who perform femininity. Typically, these are men dressed as women. Many make the quick and 
easy calculation—drag queens are men who dress and act like women and thus must want to emulate 
women. To become them. 

Allow me to add a construct—the drag king. Del Lagrace Volcano, gender variant visual artist, 
photographer, and cultural producer gives an excellent definition: “When asked, ‘What’s a drag king?’ I 
reply: ‘Anyone who consciously makes a performance out of masculinity.’”

So at the surface of drag, we have performance in hyper-feminization (a “queen”) and performance in 
hyper-masculinization (a “king”).

▲▼▲

Speaking of his drag persona in his novel Diary of a Drag Queen, author David Harris writes, “She is a 
method of investigation, the incognito I have assumed both to explore myself and to poke around in an 
unfamiliar world.”2 For Brandon, it was a desire to better understand the drag community.
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And Brandon certainly does not intend to become a woman. He doesn’t enjoy wearing makeup. Doesn’t 
enjoy wearing women’s clothing. He couldn’t possibly imagine doing that every day.

“For me to be like a six-foot-two guy, to put on heels and put on like a dress and go off on stage, 
especially when it’s not something I’ve done before, it’s uh… it’s an interesting experience.”

“How tall are you with heels on?” I can’t help but ask, gesturing toward his feet.

“Six-foot-seven. I’m actually just like surprisingly good at wearing heels. That was the easiest part of 
everything.”

His eyes light up. “Actually, the heels are right…”

Brandon’s launched himself out of his rolly chair toward a wooden chest in the corner of the office.

“So like, this entire chest-thing—this box—is all stuff from the drag show…”

He starts digging, tossing boas and necklaces and strappy shoes over his shoulders.

I duck to avoid a magenta stiletto hurling toward my head. 

With a little more shuffling, he unearths a pair of sexy, five-inch red pumps. “These were my shoes. I 
found them on Amazon, they were like 20 dollars, and I was like YES.”

I hold one in each hand, turn them over. They’re red and white with a nurse’s cross on each toe. 

Yes.

▲▼▲

I’ve just asked J which is their favorite bird.

Difficult decision, but it’s probably hammerkop—the brown guy at our feet with the big fluffy body and 
uncooked spaghetti for legs. A head shaped like Johnny Bravo’s hair.

J really wants a pet duck, but ducks don’t have any bowel control, so it would have to wear diapers all 
the time. But J could settle for a dog—preferably a dog named Sherlock, or Watson. Only problem is 
their girlfriend’s really not sold on the idea at all. Well, someday.
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Though we don’t share a love for the Pittsburgh aviary (it’s growing on me), J and I learn that we do 
share an obsession with Poirot, a British TV show my parents have watched for years. It’s based on the 
Agatha Christie novels about a very particular Belgian detective of the same name. I agree Sherlock or 
Watson would be wonderful names for dogs, especially because my golden retriever was named after 
Poirot’s side kick, Hastings. I show J every picture I can find on my phone.

We’ve moved toward the penguins now, and the birds are wobbling into the outdoor part of their 
enclosure. They don’t seem to mind the rain. 

We admire them from a bench behind a group of children, noses pressed against the glass. I catch J 
smiling at our black and white friends. “I love that. I love… birds have so many courting rituals and stuff. 
They give each other presents, that’s just… that’s just so like humans in some way.” 

I’d heard somewhere that male penguins give female penguins a pebble in courtship. Should the female 
accept, she will add the pebble to her nest. “More romantic than some humans,” I joke. J laughs.

As we watch the penguins slide and waddle to their foggy playground in pairs, J brings me back in time 
to their first performance for Rainbow Alliance’s annual drag show. 

Back then, they had identified as a woman, presenting in a way that was fairly feminine. J was a member 
of Rainbow, and the show was in desperate need of more drag kings. Essentially, Rainbow roped J in, 
so they agreed to perform.

That was when it started—that painful and confusing process of exploring a whole other part of 
themself, owning gender in a way they had never really experienced before. It’s difficult to pinpoint 
a single moment, but after that first drag performance, J came to a point in their life when they were 
extremely dissatisfied with being a woman. They felt as though their body was slowly slipping out of 
their control, slipping into the whirlpool that is our society’s normative (gendered) gaze.

I nod as I face the penguins, watching the children dance and hop around the windows.

“When I opened up that Pandora’s Box and started thinking about gender, it was impossible to shut it. 
I think drag and exploring gender was a way to get through that for me… Facing misogyny so much, 
getting cat-called, sexual assault. It’s feeling like you don’t have ownership of your own body, something 
I think that every female experiences. Especially being a queer female—your body and your rights and 
your life are being discussed on television every day.”

J pauses, eyes following the children—two small girls in pastel dresses, their little brother in jeans. This 
is painful. I’m angry for J. I twist and wring my hands in my lap.
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“I just became very fed up. I was like, I don’t even wanna be attractive anymore, and so I, for a time, kind 
of hid myself away in androgyny. Which was very comfortable for me.”

For J, hiding in androgyny was wearing baggy clothes and hoods, running to the liquor store in pajamas, 
and going to work in sweats. But the comfort that lied within androgyny would have a short shelf-
life. People began to question J, as they so often do any form of biologically unaligned, non-binary 
presentation. 

The challenging of gender norms can be dangerous because it defines such a great deal of people’s lives. 
“They view it, I’ve noticed, as an attack on their personal views” J explains. “[Gender] defines that social 
interaction and it defines their role in society, and when you start saying we can do whatever we want, 
it can be very challenging and very scary to people.” 

What are you?

What’s between your legs?

It was time for J to regain control.

Queue Drag.

▲▼▲

Previously mentioned performance artist Diane Torr is also the creator of the “Man for a Day Workshop,” 
in which she encourages women to explore what it means to be a woman in comparison to and in 
connection with what it means to be a man. Torr gives women the opportunity to examine their own 
performance and construction of gender. She explains that the experimentation with a male character 
created or realized in her workshop as a functioning identity allows women to “cross over not only the 
line between ‘art’ and ‘life’ but the line between male and female experience, thereby challenging all 
kinds of constructions and assumptions.”3 

Performance critic Stephen Bottoms describes the first time he saw Torr perform as her drag king 
persona, Danny King:
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“What was disorienting, though, was not the cosmetic transformation but the change in physicality. 
Danny walked on slowly, planting his feet squarely onto the stage floor as if he owned it, and then 
stopped, folded his arms across his chest, and stared at us with a look of absolute indifference… By 
the time he finally deigned to speak to us, he was indisputably in command of the stage and he had 
done almost nothing. Despite his diminutive stature (Diane is five foot four), we had ceded authority 

to him as a commanding, masculine presence.”4

Bottoms’ interest in Torr’s performance began with this very moment—his witnessing of Torr’s ability to 
so easily adopt traits which our society assumes to be ingrained and inborn in men. “Her apparent ease 
in exposing this strange artifice of naturalized masculinity is an unsettling reminder that the assumptions 
men have about their own identities are themselves based on performance, even pretense.”5

Bottoms suggests drag performance as a method for experiencing a new reality of possibilities—
carrying of the body, attitude, personality—that’s different from those of one’s “natural” state.6 In this 
sense, drag is performance of gender as a social construct. 

▲▼▲

“You know, the hardest part is thinking about who your persona is,” J tells me. “I really think it took 
years to get a grasp on who I am as a drag king.”

When J began performing after college, they really started to think…What does it mean when I start 
performing as a male? What kind of guy would I want to be?

J observed other drag kings, and realized that most were embodying one-dimensional characters. 
Misogynistic and authoritative. Stereotypical. 

“I just thought to myself, like, jeez, there’s so many different ways to express masculinity but this is the 
best we can come up with? We’re creative minds and we’re performing gender, and this is the best we 
have to offer?”

Torr does a wonderful job of breaking down this experience: “If male and female identities can coexist 
within the same body, then the concept of singular identity, let alone singular gender, is thrown into 
question. Do we really ‘know’ ourselves as well as we tend to assume? Can exploring alternative identities 
lead to a fuller understanding of the self as multiple and mutable?”7
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Christiana Molldrem, PhD candidate at the University of Pittsburgh with a focus in performance and 
theatre, explains: “It can be a way for them to embrace parts of their personality… These successful 
drag queens—Sharon Needles, Alaska Thunderfuck, all of them—have built characters outside of 
stereotypes. It’s important to recognize too just how intimate and fluid the gender transformation can 
seem for some participants, as their new alter egos come to life in the studio.”

▲▼▲

 
Josh Long is J’s drag king persona. And he is very much a part of who J is. Josh is a community organizer; 
more politically active than J could ever be. Josh is a vegan. The kind of person who would recycle gray 
water. He is able to live the life that J wishes they could.

“My old roommate Tim said that my entire energy changes when I’m Josh,” J laughs. In doing drag and 
allowing Josh to enter their life and become a part of who they are, J has changed as a person. 

J went on to expand Josh as a persona, stretching him outside of the roles of a man or a male-bodied 
person to form non-binary gendered characters. In their construction of and performance as these 
personas, J has come to realize that no matter what gender they choose to identify as, and no matter 
what gender they perform, they can be whatever person they wish to be, regardless of alignment with 
sex, regardless of gender, and regardless of our culture’s binary normative gaze.

▲▼▲

Some years later, J developed a drag queen persona. Her name is Lickorice Whip.

When J performs as Lickorice, it takes hours, hours, and HOURS of preparation—pasting eyebrows over 
mountains of glue, sculpting cheekbones with of bronzer, and bedazzling wigs. “I kind of do this weird 
skip thing,” J laughs. “I think that’s just like leftover from so many years of ballet.”

J came to realize that performing femininity through drag was the only way they felt comfortable 
presenting and being treated as female. Reconnecting to their femininity was only possible by performing 
as a drag queen.
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“Drag for me is always really, really therapeutic. It helps me understand and grapple with things I can’t 
really grapple with or don’t really understand. I can communicate what happened through drag,” J 
explains. “Performing it, for me, was surprisingly easy, and while I can’t verbalize these things, I can 
share them with other people in a different way.”

▲▼▲ 

“To erase oneself is to know oneself, to recognize one’s boundaries, which are never more heavily 
patrolled by one’s internal border guards than when one attempts illegally to cross them.”8

Of all of their experiences in gender performance, J’s performance to No Doubt’s “Just a Girl” is probably 
their most poignant so far. 

The pages Josh rips off during the performance, the words EASY and VULNERABLE, symbolize how J felt 
about being a woman at the time. At the end of the song, when the papers have all been thrown to the 
ground, there is nothing left, which is good—it’s a blank slate, signifying that J no longer needs a label. 
But then the girl—a friend of J’s—approaches the stage, replaces those labels. G-I-R-L.

Once offstage, J just fell apart.

“I’m just a person, and the core of who I am is never going to change. My girlfriend said that to me 
once—she was like, it doesn’t matter to me what pronouns you want me to use or how you identify 
because I’m in love with you.

      You.” 
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