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Abstract

Staging Fat:
Dramaturgy, Female Bodies, and Contemporary American Culture
By

Jennifer-Scott Mobley

Advisor: Dr. Judith Milhous

This dissertation argues that fat as it is perceived today is a partiocoktruction
of American culture and that there are a myriad of meanings associttdatievat
female body in representation. | assert that, in the context of realisemiate bodies
onstage and in various cultural texts speak semiotically without saywogdaand are
“read” by audiences regardless of the actual text. In the first cHapdee the history of
fat in the U.S. and the evolution of fat prejudice between the late nineteenth century and
the present day as well as discuss the stereotypes and fears dire¢tedieia in our
culture. In chapter two | examine a cross section of plays that cédltfactresses and
analyze how playwrights use fat to develop a character and dramaturggeallylot
device. Chapter three explores plays that do not explicitly call for fa&ssets but have
been traditionally cast with fatter actresses because of the impltdeetfavior” of the
character. In chapter four | demonstrate the interplay of fat, race, amaligei various
cultural texts. Chapter five investigates fat performers who either deiheuse their
bodies to interrogate stereotypes or to capitalize on cultural assumptions about fa

women. Finally, | argue that Americans, partially as a result of yé@tprogramming



and the vast reach of mass media due to the internet, increasingly blur the lieenbetw
representation and reality. American audiences have become so accustomed to
homogenized representations of slender, white, feminine beauty onstage and in film, TV
and advertising that any performing female body that falls outside tleenio&dr

standard is read as “unrealistic” and therefore audiences will ascitgonal meanings

to her character beyond the actual narrative.
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Chapter 1: The Body as Cultural Text

Introduction

This dissertation asks what fat means in representation in present day America
culture, primarily in theatrical representation, but also in other cultwtsl tecluding
television and advertising. By using the word “fat” as both a descriptor and a kind of
lived identity, | wish to take the word out of the realm of the pejorative as wll as
distinguish it from medical connotations associated with the word obesity, anoythere
reclaim “fat” in a more theoretical context. | hope to destabilize negstiveotypes and
imbue the word with fresh socio-political implications similar to the wayhickvthe
word “queer” has evolved in the academy and lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender/transexual arenas. | see this new positioning of “fat” dafidiinclusive of
any woman'’s body that is considered excessive or somehow outside the standard of
American society’s perceptions of normal or neutral, whether it is conditiarersize,”
a little “chunky,” or really big.

My research focuses on plays performed in the U.S. between 1975 and 2007,
with additional examples drawn from plays as early as 1958. | seek to idenaify wh
playwrights are expressing when they specifically create faléeainaracters or
somehow distinguish a character’s personality and interaction through laraqhge
stereotypes associated with fatness. | will also address the questibmof fa
representation by asking what assumptions are made about a chaoacteichasting
perspective, as well as from the perspective of critical reception, whefoames’s

body somehow exceeds society’s notion of a neutral body. | will ask why it \whieat



we have a character with some excessive trait, very often castivsgtd “big” body
types? My study focuses exclusively on fat or unconventionally big femaledyodi
because adding fat men complicates the discussion in countless ways in tgemdeof
roles and assumptions. Most of my examples are drawn from theatre, whickslasee
fruitful place to investigate these questions because of the live immediacy of
performer’s body. Unlike film or television, spectators are in the presence of the
performer’s full body. There is no directing the spectator’s gaze or disgusi
performer’s shape through camera angle or artful cropping of the frame.
Furthermore, | am limiting my analyses to plays and cultural texted in the
tradition of realism, which is the prevalent mode of theatrical performayleetisat
reaches a wide middle-class audience. In Bourdieu’s terms, retilestice as a style
comprises a particular restricted field that includes not only producers bubals
intended audienckThis dissertation looks at models of representation that fit within a
broad field of cultural production encapsulated by theatrical realism anah wéhous
subsets, restricted fields which assume a primarily white, middgs-@udience. | am
focusing on this demographic of a middle-class audience not only as the primary
consumers of commercial theatre (frequently rooted in realism), but alsolaggést
consumers of mass-media entertainment and therefore the most susceptarletonm
trends in product consumerism as well as the proliferation of women’s imagemtss
with it. | believe the audience-spectator contract implicit toseahs a theatrical style
stipulates that these fat performing bodies are “real” or authentioéinences critical

reception of performers and the characters they are playing. As Elin Ddgmomts out:

! Here | am drawing from Pierre Bourdie®&ld of Cultural Productior{Columbia University Press: New
York, 1993) 38-58.



[R]ealism celebrates positivist inquiry, thus buttressing its claimgrigh‘to

life.” [. . .]Realism is more than an interpretation of reality passangality; it

producesreality’ by positioning its spectator to recognize and verify its truths:

[...] Because it naturalizes the relation between character and aciog aetl

world, realism operates in concert with ideoldgy.
When an audience watches a performer in the mode of realism, they assume an
underpinning of psychological makeup for a character that is key to what | am
exploring® Although some of the plays | will discuss have non-realistic elements, they al
call for an acting style that draws on the tradition of realism and Starkistaased
character interpretation, which aims for psychological development of téraaac
truthfulness of emotion.

This dissertation argues that fat women in dramatic and other mediatized
representations are imbued by writers, directors, and spectators withtg oar
stereotypes and psychological pathologies that are constructs of Americaal cult
attitudes toward fat. The United States has a unique cultural perspectate sirdped in
our founding traditions of freedom and morality, exacerbated by our material abundance
and capitalist economy.

Following the introduction, the second sectieat Texts, consists of three

chapters. They emphasize textual analyses of American plays pyifnaml the past

2 Elin Diamond,Unmaking Mimesi¢Routledge: New York, 1997), 4.

% In other words, if spectators accept that thequering bodies are real and realistic and agree that
performers and playwrights are attempting to pressality logically to an audience who is supposed
approach the play empirically, understanding astiand characters as indicative of their personal
viewpoint, appreciation of that character diffenenfi watching for example, the “normal sized” acires
Gwyneth Paltrow wearing a fat suit@hallow Hal If she really were fat, the movie would not be a
farce/comedy and audience interpretation of heractier would differ. | suggest that most peoplechav
visceral response to being in the presence ofldlesh and blood fat person (or to believing tlaeg
seeing a real fat person, or to witnessing thé tofia fat person’s story). A different kind of exale
would be the performances of heavyset Lisa MaySpmflerwoman Theater (or any number of lesbian
feminist artists) who perform in deconstructedgfrented texts in non-realistic modes, often appgarni
drag, or undressed, displaying fat bodies and “ifigg€’ breasts and so on. Because this kind oftthea
makes no claim to be realism, critical receptioiMiayo’s performing body (race aside) is not comphra
to critical reception should she play Amandd@heGlass Menagerie



thirty years that specifically incorporate fat female charactessrmehow use fat
stereotypes as a metaphor to explain characters’ behavior or psychologyplEyssall

fit loosely in the realism model; the issue of divergence from realisnbavilliscussed
when relevant. Furthermore, the selection criterion for the plays included amahyses

is that they must have had significant production history in the United States. Kiast pl
| will mention ran on Broadway or Off-Broadway between 1958 and the preserit. Mos
were written by American playwrights. However, the few plays | inclbdewere not
written by Americans, such &8y FatFriend andThe Beauty Queen of Leenaarjoyed
respectable Broadway runs.

| have separated the plays into three categories that are not entitegnextrom
one another. The first of these chapters, “Fat Chicks Onstage,” treats thyssihala
directly call for a fat character or deal explicitly with the &eibody in the texts. The
second, “Ravenous Women,” explores those plays containing roles that are daachcter
by some type of “fat behavior,” whether or not the role calls for or utilizes a f
performer; and the third, “Black Fat and Queer Fat,” deals with represast#tiat
connect fat stereotypes with racial or sexual otherness.

Chapter two, “Fat Chicks Onstage,” treats those plays in which a fat female body
is directly addressed as part of the subject matter. In Bourdieu’s @srdsamatic texts
intended for live performance, all the plays discussed in this chapter ¢éa#l restricted
field of cultural production whose audience demographic is primarily cofldgeated,
white, middle and upper middle class. Within that, these plays and productions ace gear

toward different subsets, more specialized, and nuanced, restrictedAielishese



plays take the (fat) female body as the central part of their subjeet naadt | will
explore what this means in terms of character psychology and dramaturgy.

For example, Charles Laurencély Fat Friend(1974) in 1974 showcased a
newly slimmed down Lynn Redgrave in a fat suit. Likewise, Jim BrodRatsChance
(1993) featured Rue McLanahan in a padded muumuu. Both pieces rely exclusively on
fat jokes for storyline and comedy. The content and fat narrative of these piligigs) w
by men for a “Broadway audience,” make an interesting contrast to Lanrar@ham’s
Beautiful Bodieg1987) and Madeleine Georgdke Most Massive Womakins(1994).

The latter are arguably feminist plays and have enjoyed less maingiogararity,

initially playing in regional houses and becoming staples of blackbox college
productions; they attempt to shed light on the complicated relationship between women
and their bodies. The characters and their stories actively confront the @saasur
American culture to be thin and beautiful. Written for and performed on Broadway, Eve
Ensler'sThe Good Body2004) is uniquely positioned between the aforementioned
performance fields and aims to break down the symbolic violence directed toward
women by a culture obsessed with weight and body size.

Very often the excess of a fat woman in representation is seen as a maiaphor f
sexual aggressiveness. Thus one role a fat actress is consigned to isheéhatusfdr
prostitute. However, here | will explore the ways in which playwrights$ theaproblem
of romantic love between a fat woman and a “normal-sized” man. The latter Hal of
chapter addresses Eugene O’Neillleon for the Misbegottefi947),Edward J.
Moore’'sThe Sealorse(1969), Terrence McNally’Brankie and Johnny in the Clair de

Lune(1988) and Neil LaBute’Bat Pig (2004), which are all, in essence, love stories.



Despite the spread of years between these pieces, a through-line cdhttextseaoines
in terms of their emotional make-up and the ways in which they interact asgdbtent
romantic subjectdrat Pig offers a counterpoint because it is the other characters who
make assumptions about the heroine, as opposed to the heroine*herself.

Chapter three, entitled “Ravenous Woniedentifies a number of plays that
construct female characters and shape their personalities through a ohyreggtive
stereotypes associated with fat women as voracious consumers who threatiemuagjuil
in the world of the play.Frequently, powerful female characters or those who are seen as
inappropriately aggressive are identified as fat either directly in xhere
metaphorically, and characterization is subsequently reflected in tiregaaisan
“oversize” actress. Big women are also characterized as sexualgpsentamasculine
and thus emasculating to male protagonists. With these examples | shggest t
playwrights use associations explicitly linked to fat/consuming women to create
characters. One example of this convention is Martha in Edward ANM#es Afraid of
Virginia Woolf?(1962), who is labeled as “large, boisterous, and ample” in the character
description® Martha is the ultimate “man-eater,” and Albee exploits the stereotype of
voracious woman through the booze swilling, “braying,” promiscuous Martha. In the case
of Tennessee Williams, several of his female protagonists who possedsagexiey and
are not emotionally crushed by the end of the play (as Blanche or Aima arehieut r

are sexually voracious, and/or consume the world around them, are charaatettized i

* For example, both McNally and Moore wrote theiys with a particular fat actress in mind and both

heroines exhibit similar pathological behavior eeqsed as fierce independence, deep self-loathihg an
inability to accept love, to name a few of the masgumptions society makes about big women.

® | use the word “consumer” throughout this disg@rtaboth for its economic connotations and algoito

other meanings, in order to refer to women whodatpur, and destroy whatever is around them litera
or emotionally.

® Edward AlbeeWho'’s Afraid of Virginia Wool?(New York: Signet Books, 1963).



text using subtle fat tropes such as indulgent drinking and immoderate emotional
behavior. Here | have in mind such characters as the obsessive SerafireRose
Tattoo(1951),Maxine Faulk in thé'he Night of The Iguan@d961), and Leona iBmall
Craft Warnings(1970)’

The second group of texts in chapter three is one in which female characters who
exceed their boundaries either spatially in the world, by being overweightinogha
excessive proportions, or by eating too much (also associated with outspokenndss), mee
with violence. For example, | explore some of Paula Vogel's charadterattempt to
negotiate and frequently violate American cultural boundaries of body size and
consumption. By looking at a cross-section of Vogel's plays, sutload Learned to
Drive (1997),Hot ‘N’ Throbbing(1993),BaltimoreWaltz(1990) andr'he Oldest
Profession(1981), | demonstrate how women’s bodies become a site of danger when
they exceed culturally acceptable margins of body size. Furthermowmlrexthe
relationship between their appetite for food and sexual appetite.

As a counterpoint to exploring texts written by white playwrights about white
women and geared toward a homogenous, white, heteronormative middle-class audience,
chapter four called “Black Fat & Queer FagXamines plays that feature women of color
or lesbian charactefd.assert that in various modes of representation there is a
connection between fat and racial or sexual otherness. In addition to asking how

American audiences read a big black body versus a big white body in representati

" Although Maureen Stapleton (an honorary fat chitkio speak) played the role of Serafina on
Broadway, Williams wrote the part with his frienchda Magnani in mind (she won an Academy for her
portrayal in the movie version). He describes Seaah the text as “a plump little Italian operaggr in

the role of Madame Bultterfly...a voluptuous figure.. witlump dignity.” Significantly, in creating a
vehicle for the curvaceous Magnani, Williams crdadecharacter with obsessive attachments. Tennessee
Williams, The Rose Tattom Three by Tennessédew York: Signet Classic, 1976), 143-4.

8 The plays are presumably intended for the sameogenous audience, and their content capitalizes on
assumptions made by this audience about fat, eackclass.



chapter four theorizes about the link between fat and racial or sexual dif@®nc
depicted in cultural texts. Many feminists have critiqued medical discdatseg back to
the seventeenth century as well as persistent cultural assumptions anehtapoes
in media that label black females as more primitive and therefore moreizedubin
white females.In many cases the accepted cultural aesthetic for a black woman’s body
allows for a fatter figure. Yet, a fat white woman in various cultural teats stage and
film to advertising is almost always an object of ridicule and shame. Howmté big
black women and fat white women are similarly sexualized in representatiphkdé-a
race, is something worn on the outside. It is immediately visible to the spedtat
chapter explores the interplay between fatness and racial or sexuaeeghiirough
plays including August Wilson’sla Rainey’s Black Bottorfi984), Suzan-Lori Parks’s
Venug(1995), the musicalairspray (2002), andr'he Killing of Sister Georg€l965),
which exploits the stereotype of the fat lesbian, as wdlhasSecretarie€l994) by the
Five Lesbian Brother¥,

The second section of the dissertation, cdiadPer for mances, focuses on
actual bodies in representation and the way in which performers use their bodies t
reinforce or reject stereotypes of fatness. This section also considesgythen which

live bodies can influence critical understanding of a character.

° See for example, bell hooks’s “Selling Hot Pus®gpresentations of Black Female Sexuality in the
Cultural Market Place” iWriting on the BodyConboy, Medina, Stanbury, Eds. (New York: Coluanbi
University Press, 1997); Sander L. Gilman’s “Bl&dies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of
Female Sexuality in Late Nineteenth Century Artdidee, and Literature,” iRace, Writing and
Difference Henry Louis Gates Jr., Ed. (Chicago: Universitgbicago Press, 1986). Also, Andrea
Elizabeth Shaw'3he Embodiment of Disobedience: Fat Black Womenisily Political BodiegLanham,
MD: Lexington Books, 2006), deals extensively witle issue of fat black bodies as sites of anxiety-
inducing social resistance, because they rejedt¢égemonic, white, American imperative of slendssne
9 Hairspray has been treated by several scholars interesfietl imstage, but to my knowledge, no one
discusses the implications of Tracey (the fat gigliarely aligning herself with the black commurinhd
forcing integration of the dance show. This is erample of the link between black bodies and fatevh
bodies in representation.



In the first part of chapter five, “Performing Bodies: Subverting Sterestyp.
Retaining the Status Qyid examine specific performances and performing bodies to
analyze ways in which they embrace or exploit cultural assumptions abdwddtess a
variety of entertainment media including theatre, television, and stand-up ¢anddy
look at the ways some artists have deliberately used their unconventional body type
overtly as a political weapon or, more subtly, to enhance a theme. For example, by
examining Claudia Shear’s performanc@&lown Sideways Through Li{@995)through
the lens of identity/gender study theorists including Judith Butler, | will dfemwShear
uses her “invisible-conspicuous” body to invert the hegemonic power matrix in which
thin is equated with power and status.

There is also a strong tradition of stand-up comediennes who have crossed over
into film or TV and who challenge cultural assumptions about body size through their
routines and their actual performing bodies, such as Roseanne Barr, Janedale,Ga
and Margaret Cho, each of whom also embodies other qualities commonly associated
with fat. Roseanne has made her mark as the quintessential fat blue collar lousewif
Garafalo’s persona is tied up with her nerdy glasses, her intellectualonesy@nd
strong political opinions—she is the smart fat §ithnd Korean-American Cho not only
embodies racial otherness, but has publicly struggled with her weight and openly indicts

dieting culture in her comedy.

! Garafalo, who in her earlier comic routines wasdwocate for fat or “average” sized girls, recetubt

a significant amount of weight to try and jump staer floundering career. In an interview she was
guestioned about her previous stance that actrehsetd not have to lose weight and she said, “They
shouldn’t have to, but | was heavier and it reglys you almost nowhere. So yeah, | fucking sotd g
easier.” She also underwent a breast reductioraf@aris now appearing on Broadway in Nora Ephron’s
Love, Loss and What | Woraterview with Jada Yuan iNew York Magaziné~ebruary 22, 2010), 162.

12 Cho’s latest showThe Sensuous Womanes in a burlesque format and was devoted entioely
deconstructing heteronormative assumptions abauitize



On the other hand, in contrast to embracing body diversity or empowering big
bodies through performance, Kirstie Alley’s self-produced TV shatActresg2005)
exploits fat stereotypes and engages in such anti-woman, anti-fat, selfidoadmedy
that it results in a kind of performance | call “fat-face minstretdytley’s performance
and the “weightist” comedy of the program hark back to the racist humor of popular
culture entertainments ranging from blackface minstrelsy and Jummir€Cdw toAmos
-n- Andy Alley’s “fat-face” performance preys on grotesque fat stereotyjaeglering to
the lowest common denominator, and capitalizes on the national panic surrounding
obesity. As demonstrated by Alley’s strategic spinning of her fat bodyattonal
publicity and a lucrative commercial deal with Jenny Craig, one of tidsgih the diet
industry, what is the cultural appeal of this fat humor?

Finally, this chapter briefly discusses audience reception to body tydeyas a
product of performance. As Elizabeth Grosz saySpace, Time, and Perversion,
“Bodies speak without necessarily talking because they have become codeadvath a
signs.™* Bodies onstage are read and interpreted by the audience to have a particular
meaning. Jill Dolan points out that when Kathy Bates performgtt Motheron
Broadway, critics made assumptions about the character’s motives basedsi Bate
chunky appearance. In the latter half of the twentieth century and eantytiurst
century, the only neutral female body in performance is unobtrusively slim. Thus, the

latter half of this chapter briefly looks at some of the roles fat aeséd®s/e played and

3 Here | will engage with Eric Lott’koveand Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the Americamkivig
Class(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995) and disg the ways in which Alley’s performance is a
kind of “fat-face” minstrel show where the perfomgxentually gets to remove the mask and even
capitalize on being the privileged “other.”

1Elizabeth GroszSpace, Time, and Perversion: Essays on the PotifidiegNew York: Routledge,
1995), 35.
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explores their critical reception in an attempt to highlight how their fat boddedaa
layer to critical interpretation of character, whether intentionally or not.

The last chapter, called “Reclaiming Fat,” is influenced\bitated States:
Performance in the American Theatre of CruélgyAnthony Kubiak (2002). He attempts
to move beyond the materialist study of theatre (theatre as a culityard aims to
build on Butler’s theory of performativity. He argues that “[T]heatre as a phamm
represents a historically situated critical feedback loop that moves frortoptaiture,
from culture to unconscious subject, and back again.” Kubiak asserts that American
culture has been unknowingly immersed in, and formulated through, cultural practices of
seeing and being seen. He draws from Hillel Schwartz’s study of doubling avebisi
claiming that Americans have a “habit of relying upon reenactment andiceptet
establish the truth of events and the authenticity of peoplaus, in our culture, the
copy threatens to overtake the original in its claim to the auth@rtionping off from
this idea, | argue that the theatrical style of realism is so ird/@stée cult of
slenderness that any performing body that does not adhere to Hollywood standards of
beauty may actually be understood as “unrealistic” by a contemporary aitfiémc
other words, contemporary audiences are so used to seeing the homogenous female form
in leading roles in film, television, and on stage—this form being the extrefaaties

woman—that were a young Kathy Bates to be cast as a romantic lead in@phgythe

*Anthony Kubiak Agitated States: Performance in the American Theaft€ruelty (Ann Arbor, MI:
University of Michigan Press, 2002), 22.

16 A partial explanation as to why this cult of slemiess has now reached the stage can probably be
attributed to the increasing crossover betweerestag screen for performers. As the economy of “the
business” has changed, not only are actors obtmegrk both onstage and in serial television (a@n
look at an actors’ bio in a playbill that doesrointain the ubiquitousaw & Ordercredit?), but producers
are pressured to use “a name,” meaning a knowndilm.V. personality, when mounting a theatrical
production.

11



audience would find it unbelievabléHer appearance would either distract from the
storytelling or add a layer of meaning to the story regardless of the scitiypa

In addition, this chapter will summarize my theoretical positioning of fat@voim
twenty-first century representations and briefly point to some emerghgrdctices” in
theatre and popular entertainment. In recent years burlesque has madéackoarel
there are a number of notable fat burlesque performers and even some exclassively f
troupes, such as tl@at Bottom Reviewased in San Francisco. In response to Kubiak’s
model, | also offer some possibilities for fat activism or non-traditional bguly casting

within the theatre by rethinking the realistic body in performance.

Mythologies of the Female Body

In order to position my argument within a cultural context, | will offer a brief
historical overview of the mythologies, iconography, and ancient narraibsesiated
with women’s bodies, followed by a trajectory of dieting culture in the Unitetk&tl
am not the first to suggest that female bodies continue to serve as a lightenimg rod f
cultural fears and prejudices. From the earliest philosophers, such as Aridtttie and
Descartes, who linked the masculine to a “higher” plane of spiritualityessdn in
contrast to the feminine, which was linked to all that was earthly and flesh bound, to the

discourse of modern psychology including Freud and Lacan, the female body has alwa

" Here again, | am assuming a play that fits withimbroad definition of realism.

12



been viewed as problematic, mysterious, and sexually dang&®imsone de Beauvoir
points out inThe Second SéRatthe philosophical categories of Self/Other have been
superimposed on the binary oppositions in western culture of man/woman. The male Self
has traditionally been associated with the mind as something transcendenthe/hil
female Other is trapped in the body, associated with the biological processessas
and childbirth and therefore is defined and evaluated by her bodily functions, shape, and
size!® It follows logically that fat women are targeted by “weightism” mbantmen,
because according to the aforementioned paradigm, which is at the base of Western
philosophy, a womais her body, her bodig her identity, and her fatness points to a
multitude of social and cultural transgressions. The fat female form iSassowith a
myriad of negative connotations as well as with racial and sexual othdtdeedat body
provokes ideological questions of morality, control, and self-discipline.

Beginning with the earliest fairytales heard in childhood and extending to the
billboards we face everyday, a woman raised in the United States is damidgstories
and images that tell her that her bodpa$ okay but potentially dangerous, a threat to the
social order, and must be controlled and disciplined for fear she will consume oy destr
mankind, or at the very least, The American Way. As Paul Campos stétes @besity

Myth, “[W]e live in a culture that tells the average American woman, dozens of times pe

'8 Many feminists have critiqued or endeavored to atestrate the phallocentricity of Freud’s theoried a
the shortcomings of his work as it pertains to ustdading and treating women including Luce Irigara
This Sex Which is Not Orfighaca, Cornell University Press, 1985) or Na@i¢ydorow inFeminism and
Psychoanalytic TheorfNew Haven, Yale University Press 1991), &etnininities, Masculinities,
Sexualities: Freud and Beyolfdexington, University Kentucky Press, 1994).

19 Simone de Beauvoilihe Second Setrans. H.M. Parshley (New York, Vintage Books 497

13



day, that the shape of her body is the most important thing about her, and that she should
be disgusted by it

Legends, fairytales, and religious parables from Western European culture are
filled with stories of women as destroyers of men and monstrous consumers, whose
vengeance and sexual power is linked to their voracious appetites. For example gthe Bibl
holds many stories conflating female sexuality with appetite and danger. @&dhEve
were cast out of the Garden of Eden owing to Eve’s defiance in eating the appmalyNot
did her unruliness bring about this loss of innocence for mankind, but henceforth a
woman’s body was marked with original $iriThe vengeful Salomé (urged on by her
adulterous mother) demanded that King Herod present her with John the Baptist’s head
on a plate as a reward for her sensual d&n€eaditional Western European fairytales
and oral tradition are also filled with stepmothers, witches, and other evil wohweeaw
their victims. For example, the predecessdleeping Beautywritten in 1634 by
Giambattista Basile and call&lin, Moon, and Taljdeatures an Ogress Stepmother who
eats her childref Who can forget the Witch iHansel and Gretelwho lured innocent
children with sweets in order to fatten them up and eat them herself? SnowsWhite’
wicked stepmother feeds her the poisoned apple and she “dies” with her first bite. Mothe
Goose’s English nursery rhymes abound with fat, troublesome wives, suclk as Jac

Sprat’s wife who “could eat no lean,” who are the object of mockery if not fear.

2 paul CamposThe Obesity Myth(New York, Gotham Books, 2004). Introduction.illweturn later to
Campos’s argument, which elaborates on the waygioh the government and medical authorities have
distorted available evidence on the relationshigvben weight and health and fostered fat as alpafia
society, resulting in significant economic benefiisthe diet and pharmaceutical industries but no
significant advances in the so-called obesity apide

2 Jane GallopThe Daughter's Seduction: Feminism and Psychoaisallysaca: Cornell University Press,
1982), Gen.3:1-24.

*2bid., Mark. 6: 21-9.

% Giambattista Basild?entamerone. English Stories from the Pentamermaes. Batsy Bybell (Hard
Press, 2006), 133-39.

14



Monstrous mermaids appear in many cultural mythologies. Their common fesatied i
threat to sailors and their habit of falling passionately in love and forgediatyging
their sailor-objects below the sea, thus drowning them. In Great Britairath&otnal
mermaid was also a giantess up to one hundred and sixty feet tall who, while nat alway
vengeful, would still kill a man with her “big love* The notion of women as dangerous
eaters continues to prevail in American cultural texts. For example, contsmpor
advertising frequently characterizes female consumers as out gflcentourages
women to “be bad” and indulge in that ice cream or forbidden dé3gdre fat woman
who accidently crushes a man or some other smaller creature is a stapie jok
commercials and moviés.

In middle and upper class culture, fat white women are simultaneously invisible
and conspicuous. They are generally viewed as second-class citizens, objeatsenf s
fear, and loathing’ Assumptions are made about women’s moral character and
intelligence based on this outward appearance. Fat prejudice has become tuotatige s
acceptable bias based on outward appearance, which is akin to racial biasalfy as M
Douglas asserts, “the body is a powerful symbolic form, a surface on \kkicentral
rules, hierarchies, and even metaphysical commitments of a cultureaiieedsand

reinforced through the concrete language of the body,” then the incraasiety about

4 Katharine BriggsAn Encylopedia of Fairies: Hobgoblins, Browniesgis, and Other Supernatural
Creatures(New York: Pantheon, 1976), 287-91.

% For a detailed discussion of this see: “Hungddaslogy” in Susan Bordd/nbearable Weight:
Feminism, Western Culture, and the B¢Bgrkeley: University of California Press, 19989-133.

% Just flipping channels on television 3/8/08 | anttered the new WaMu (a bank) commercial featusing
big black lady dancing with her smaller male partiige fact that he is able to (shakily, barelft)Hier

heavy body is a metaphor for their banking freedamother primetime comedy movigodgeball(2004)
featured a scene in which one of the male protagofails his cheerleading tryout because he isdatk

lift a very fat girl whom he, of course, drops @i crushes him. He eventually rolls her off, gagfor

air.

%" This discussion is also informed by Susan Bortlibearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and
the Body(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998yong other theorists.
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fat bodies reflects deeper cultural mearfihgs Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault
have pointed out, the body is a direct conduit for social control, and in contemporary
culture the discipline of the female body in particular is an enduring examgbeiaf,
political, and gender oppressiohAs | have discussed, in Western philosophy a
woman’s body is traditionally associated with the base and earthly, and inddexstiher

is her identity, whereas a man’s identity is connected to his soul and infElast.in

order for a woman to make the transition from nature to culture she must control her
dangerous appetite for sex, power, and so on, with food as the outward metaphor, and
shape her body into what Foucault calls a non-threatening “docile Bbdy.”

Foucault has argued that modern societies are no longer structured such that the
monarch (an individual) wields authority over an anonymous body of subjects. Rather,
authoritative power is created via a network of cultural practices, sodialtiosis, and
modern technologie®. The female body and societal constructs of femininity are at the
center of this patriarchal structure in the United States, which continoppress
women of all classes and races. In an age where women are seeminglyemaordHe
public arena, the constraints of culturally prescribed femininity (includintpe top of

the list, weight control) have intensified so that a modern, middle-class waman i

% Bordo,Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, dredBody 165. Bordo is summarizing Mary
Douglas’s argument iNatural Symbol¢New York: Pantheon, 1982).

29 Michel FoucaultThe History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introductitrans. Robert Hurley, 1990 ed.
(New York: Vintage Books, 1978), Pierre Bourdi#tgasculine Dominationtrans. Richard Nice (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2001).

% Nadia Medina, Kate Conboy, Sarah Stanbury, Btfsiting on The Female Body: Female Embodiment
and Feminist TheoryGender and Culture Reader (New York: Columbiaversity Press, 1997),
Introduction.

*lFoucault,The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introductid35-69.
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particular spends an inordinate amount of time pursuing the ever-evolving, homogenous
ideal of slender beauty.

In Discipline & Punish Foucault also points out that the “classical age discovered
the body as an object and a target of pow&rtle traces the movement in Western
European cultures in which punishment and discipline moved from public displays of
corporeal and capital punishment to social hierarchies and punishments that seek to
control and imprint societal rules upon the individual’s conscious mind and soul. In
modern society, political allegiance and appropriation of the labor of the body are no
longer sufficient. Society must produce “docile bodies,” wherein time, space, rovem
and gesture of the body must be regulated. Foucault’s discussion of the Panopticon,
Jeremy Bentham’s model for a prison, in which each inmate is alone, shut off from
communications with others but constantly visible from a central tower, idid imse
metaphor for understanding modern social control and the insidious psychic influence on
women in contemporary America. The effect of the Panopticon is “to induce in the
inmate a state of constant and permanent visibilityr’ this age of technology, thanks to
home computers and the internet, individuals are at once more isolated than eves in term
of daily human interaction with a community at the same time that these asladioee

for instant, global communication. Women have so deeply assimilated the messages of

32 Current ideal feminine beauty is not only a dingd slim, muscular body but also a relativelyrtesis
body (everywhere but the head). This hairless atisthas evolved since the 1970s when legs andigrmp
were the primary target areas for hair removal.ayathe Brazilian bikini wax (removal of all pubiaih) is
becoming ubiquitous for any self-respecting womartha sexual market. This needs to be maintainest, |
as hair on the head needs to be colored on a rdgpd#s. As breast implants become more affordable,
more women consider this surgery a necessity omvjthrmaintaining one’s teeth. Studies show many
women prioritize implants over other seemingly messential lifestyle expenses such as a car. Tiwes ho
of time and money that go into these beautifyirgcpces exemplify the way in which women are
insidiously oppressed by cultural beauty standards.

% Michel FoucaultDiscipline and Punishment: The Birth of the Pristians. Alan Sheridan, 2nd ed.
(New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 156.

*1pid., 201.
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mass media concerning beauty and slenderness that we operate under a version of
Foucault's Panopticon. We police ourselves from within. Sandra Bartky points out:
The woman who checks her make-up half a dozen times a day to see if her
foundation has caked or her mascara run, who worries that the wind or rain may
spoil her hairdo, [. . .] or who, feeling fat, monitors everything she eats, has
become, just as surely as the inmate of Panopticon, a self-policing sulsgltt, a
committed to relentless self-surveillance. This self-surveillaegform of
obedience to patriarchy. It is also the reflection in woman’s consciercehtia
under surveillance [...]. Since the standards of female bodily acceptability are
impossible to fully realize, requiring as they do a virtual transcendenwk,
a woman may live her life with a pervasive feeling of bodily deficiency. Hence
tighter control of the body has gained a new kind of hold over the find.
Indeed, if we take representations of women as seen in widely disseminateal tentsr
such as television, film, and advertising as the contemporary beauty ideal, then the
acceptable beauty standard is virtually impossible to achieve in nature: shilpslim
hipped, extremely thin woman with large breasts. Many of these imagdteeaed by
technology or portrayed by models/actresses who are surgically edhgecthey are
still represented as the (possible) ideal. In fact, without the help of implastsery rare
that a woman can maintain such a low percentage of body fat and still have breasts.
Supermodel Linda Evangelista, who claims authenticity as far as hemexappearance
is concerned, has been quoted saying, “the whole thing about models, and | hate using
this term, but we are genetic freak8 Regardless, a large majority of middle and upper
middle-class American women with varying levels of education and econoruis sta
continue to pursue of this model ideal or at least are highly conscious of it as adstanda

Thus, the female body is more than biological; rather it is an historicahtxs

shaped and understood in the context of the social and economic organization of our

% Sandra Lee Bartkysemininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenonhegyof OppressioiNew
York: Routledge, 1990), 81.

3% Margo Maine Body Wars: Making Peace with Women's Bodies, aiviss Guide(Carlsbad, CA:
Giirze Books, 2000), 116.
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society. The perfectly slender, toned female body understood as the health and beauty
ideal is a construct evolved from many cultural influences and practicesatte |

compelling of which are the supposed health benefits of being skinny.

How did we get here? Fat History in America

In order to illuminate the cultural mechanisms through which the female body is
constructed in present day society, here | will offer an historical overviattitondes
about fat and trends in dieting in the United States. To understand what fat means in
representation or what a playwright is communicating when calling &irchéracter, or
how an American audience reads a so-called fat body onstage, it is necessarthe
roots of the cultural construction of fat beginning around the turn of the nineteenth
century into the twentieth century. This is when excess weight became unéesnabl
repulsive, a sign of weak self-discipline and poor moral character. Dominant white
middle-class culture has developed a unique perspective on fat and dieting that is
inextricably linked with our forefathers’ Puritan morality and Victorian wdlkceas it
came into conflict with the growth of American capitalism.

Both Hillel Schwartz in his booklever Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets,
Fantasies, and F&tL986), and Peter N. Stearns, history professor at George Mason
University, in his bookat History: Bodies and Beauty, in the Modern Wg802),
come to similar conclusions regarding the American cultural constructian &téarns
examines the evolution of dieting culture and anti-fat rhetoric in the UnitéesStad

compares it to France’s histotyBoth agree that American obsession with a trim figure

37 peter N. Stearn§at History: Bodies and Beauty in the Modern We&tw York: New York University
Press, 2002).
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and weight loss is not new. The beginnings of the weight loss movement can be traced
back to the nineteenth century, where one finds advertisements for weight lossdalong
recipes for cakes ibadiesHome JournglGodey’s Lady’s Booknd similar publications
as early as the 1890s. However, during most of the nineteenth century plumpness in
women was considered fashionable, a sign of health, and linked to successful motherhood
and repeated pregnancies. Elizabeth Cady Stanton was admired for her rotundgigure
were American stage actresses such as Lillian Russell, who was thehotographed
woman in America and weighed over two hundred pounds at the height of her
popularity®® Clothing such as corsets and bustles were designed to emphasize roundness
and add fullness rather than hide it. Men who were round or had a paunch were regarded
as powerful and successful. A combination of factors began the anti-weight movement
(and Stearns notes that men were equally as targeted by this anti-faigranmpihthe
period from 1920-1960, when women became the primary target).

Included in these “anti-fat factors” were changes in fashion. For examglee by
1890s the uncorseted body became increasingly stylish among the middle class and s
more pressure was on women to maintain a slender figure without the help of this
constricting undergarmeritAs infant mortality rates declined and (contraband) birth
control methods came into more frequent use, women were having fewer babies, and the

emphasis on motherhood decreased alongside the permission to have a matronly body.

38 On the other hand, in the mid-nineteenth centBtgnton was ahead of the fashion curve and was
criticized, along with Amelia Bloomer, for wearitige “bloomer costume,” which was similar to the
pantaloons and skirts young American girls had lveesring since the 1820s. Although the outfit reézh
women from the cultural burden of the corset, iswaid that the look was not complimentary to theyb
of a mature woman. Stanton said later “We knewBlo®mer Costume could never be generally
becoming, as it required perfection of form, limbasd feet, such as few possess, and we who wione\
that it was not artistic.” (quoted in Schwartz B&§eems abundant flesh in a woman was more faahien
if it was contained and sculpted by a corset.

% StearnsFat History, 13.
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As print media such &Sodey’s Ladies Boofest. 1830) antladies Home Journgkst.
1883) increased their circulation in the nineteenth century, more women than ever were
exposed to the recipes, advertising, fashion pictures, dress patterns, and homemaking
advice disseminated by these periodicals. Images also became moyedigttdgduted.
Hence, between 1895 and 1914 Charles Davis Gibson’s drawings of the ideal Gibson Girl
became one of the most widely publicized female images in the U.S. Drawiyédrtime
the artist’'s imagination, the Gibson Girl represented the ideal woman, wille &ssom
and visible hips but athletic looking, taller, and more slender than previous widespread
images of women such as Lillian Russell. So at the same time popular priat medi
became available to more women, images disseminated on those pages rejpifesente
“perfect American woman”—who was in fact, not real, although many assumed there
was a specific live model for the plucky Gibson Girl.

Of course, in many ways the industrial revolution impacted changing attabdes
body size. At the dawn of the twentieth century, the U.S. economy became less rooted in
agriculture and manual labor. The middle class was expanding, thanks to modern
technology and a blossoming economy. Machines became available to do many jobs
previously accomplished only through manual labor, and more workers held desk jobs—
or at least jobs less rigorously physical. Thus the middle class began to engoy m
relative leisure time than ever before in American history. Clothing beaame
manufactured commodity and generic sizes were established, whereas pyevionsh
made their own clothes to fit themselves and their families. By the twentirg, ma

Americans were more able to literally measure themselves on persdmabbatscales

0 Laura Frasei,osing It: America's Obsession with Weight andltttistry That Feeds on (New York:
Penguin Books, 1997), 31.
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(as opposed to public “penny scales” such as the Howe platform, which were prevalent i
public spaces after 1890). Furthermore mirrors, the ultimate criticaumegsool of
appearance, also became accessible, affordable, and a standard parteoflasdd|
bathrooms ands bedrooftfsAmericans began to enjoy abundance as consumers of food
and goods. As a middle class came into being, so did a more sedentary litestyday,
which resulted in weight gain for some.

With the aforementioned changes, the middle class demonstrated an increasing
concern with their expanding waist lin®By the early twentieth century physicians
began promoting weight-loss, and fad diets had become part of American culture. The
word “diet” was no longer associated strictly with nutrition, but with its prieday
connotation of prescriptive food intake for a desired result of weight-loss and ettreas
“well-being.” Medical practitioners shaped their discourse in concenttivé growing
middle-class ideology surrounding food consumption and consumer excess that
associated weight gain with a host of anti-social, immoral behaviors. The mkHe c
turned to doctors, whose credibility as professionals of medical sciencesewas al
increasing at this time, to help them control their weight. Doctors extendecjiadices
further by linking heaviness in medical discourse with a variety of unrelasdith he
concerns from dyspepsia to paralytic diseases and tuberculosis. Soméref thet
clinics and diet gurus began to spring up between 1880 and 1920. Horace Fletcher who,
like many diet gurus past and present, had a personal dieting success sttwpedeve

science of mastication that claimed to promote weight-loss. It wasywidiglen about in

L Hillel Schwartz,Never Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets, Fasis, and Fa{New York: Doubleday,
1986), 168-71.

*2 This statement is based on the evidence thaethisaw an increase in print media advertising hieig
loss products, an increase in the products themsehnd that publications from medical authoritierghe
topic of obesity and weight loss reflect a growirend in culture.
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women’s popular magaziné$Thus, the term “Fletcherism” became part of the national
dialogue, and Fletcher became one of the first Americans to make his fortheediet
industry, promoting his ideas on the lecture circuit and publishing several books on the
topic.*

The United States grew out of its infancy and experienced rapid economic and
healthy population growth, setting the stage to become a world power. The ctdigeal s
was also set for middle-class Americans in particular, to develop a veptecoand
contradictory relationship with food, eating, and material abundance. The demasfizi
fat and the newfound emphasis on weight-loss may have been linked to the increasing
religious diversity and freedom that represented the American Way. Séearns
Schwartz both note that, in the first part of the twentieth century, the growing middle
class began to emphasize weight control as a sign of good character. Diediusimess
increased further after World War | along with other cultural constrdirgsted toward
other perceived physical or emotional excesses including more rigorous injunctions
against homosexual behavior. Restraint emerged as a cultural imperativgoensata
for new areas of social and religious freedom in a growing consumer eccfiomy.
Disciplined eating became a moral tool in a society where increasngrac
abundance and growing leisure time seemed to weaken the Victorian work ethic of the
previous generation. Along with medical authorities, educators and psychologists

promoted slenderness for preventing emotional, ethical and physical ind8lence.

“3 StearnsFat History, 32.

4 SchwartzNever Satisfied1 24-28.
“> StearnsFat History, 54.

*® 1bid., 60.
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In a culture that was becoming increasingly secular, Americanstsitdstiieting for
morality and religious qualities of abstinence and deprivation that hasokdd
Christian and Puritan ethics of earlier generations. In advertisirizattie of the bulge
was frequently depicted with rhetorical terminology that echoed biblicajgdts of
fallen angels and so on. Controlling one’s appetite or spiritual fasting dngesdz
significant role in diverse religions throughout human history. However, areigi
discipline declined for many middle-class Americans, fat became a ésestol’

Between 1880 and 1920 print media demonstrates a growing attitude toward fat as
immoral and indicative of weak character, evoking disgust beyond fashion and health
considerations. During WWI, influenced by wartime rationing, “healthyngaand

eating in moderation became associated with patriotic duty. In 1918, an arhidgans
magazine stated: “Any healthy, normal individual who is now getting fat is uoiatf’
Thus, being overweight became synonymous with lacking moral character, agoog
work ethic, and even being anti-American!

Stearns also asserts that between 1920 and 1960 the anti-fat crusade in #wlerica
on a misogynist tone and the medical establishment and advertisers began to target
primarily women. Other feminists and cultural theorists including Susan Borda Susa
Faludi, and Naomi Wolf iThe Beauty Mythave also argued that, as civil rights and
social freedoms for women increased in the United States, the acceptablestaraidayd
for a woman'’s size decreased.

One concrete illustration of this trend of the ever shrinking American ideainazié

beauty is the Miss America Pageant “coincidently” established the ssangvgmen got

" Francis Benedict, "Food Conservation by ReduatibRations,"Nation 1011918, 355-57.
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the vote®® The 1922 Miss America, Mary Campbell, stood five feet seven inches tall and
was considered “flapper thin” at 140 pounds. By the 1990s the average Miss America
contenders were approximately five inches taller and fifteen pdigihder than their

1950s predecessofsin the 1924Journal of the American Medical Associatione

doctor is quoted: “Overweight is also a mar to female beauin. excess of fat destroys
grace and delicacy. A fat face has a monstrous uniformity. No theatochlqar would

hire a plump actress to mirror the real depths of the human¥dnlHer etiquette books,
which first appeared in the 1920s, Emily Post explicitly stated that faawiaawback for
women and made them less dignified, but she said nothing about overweight men.

If by the 1920s weightontrol was established as a kind of moral category—a
reflection of Americans’ need to demonstrate moderation and control in an inghgas
abundant economy with ever-loosening Christian values—then women in particidar wer
compelled to compensate as they fought for more social freedom and control aver thei
reproduction. Also in the 1920s, creams and drugs, including amphetamines, designed to
fight fat became available in the marketplace. At the same time womendegcaater
consumers of beauty products in general as popular culture and capitalist néduesde
a subtler form of control over women’s bodies, obliging them to regulate theamrappe
through dieting and makedpOver the course of the twentieth century, fashion liberated

women from corsets and heavy, concealing garments and birth control alloweshw

“8 Susan FaludBacklash: The Undeclared War against American Wohienv York: Anchor Books;
Doubleday, 1991), 50.

“‘Maine,Body Wars118. Stearng;at History, 72.

0 James S. McLester, “The Principles Involved inafngent of Obesity,Journal of the American Medical
Association82 (1924): 2103.

° StearnsFat History.105.
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sexual freedom or at least some agency over the frequencies of pregnancy they
experienced.

Evidence for the increasing intensity with which American culture catietr
slimness and vilified fat women in particular can be found in various culturaldaasit
popular images beginning in 1920. Cultural icons of slender feminine beauty emerged
such as Disney’s waif-lik€inderella(1930) and Paramount Studio’s cartoon diva, the
child-like teeny bodied, sexual parody Betty Boop (1930). Alberto Vargas’s hand
painted, “perfectly” proportioned semi-nude pin up girls became famous in the 1940s,
and Mattel’s bustarbie doll was born in195%xamples of the growing misogyny
toward fat women can also be found in women’s magazines between 1940 and 1950,
which are filled with articles expressing sheer disdain toward fatemos diet industry
emerged around this kind of editorial rhetoric. In these magazines a woman eitjh&. w
problem was characterized as lazy, undisciplined, evasive, self-hatiigye ta
society, and an object of ridicule and disgust. “Psychiatrists have exposedpiesfat
for what she really is—miserable, self indulgent, and lacking in control.” Anattiele
reads, “[A]re you aware that fatness has destroyed your sex appeal@ngilaudook
older, somewhat like a buffoon whom people are inclined not to take seriously in any
area on any level? This kind of rhetoric is part of the cultural fabric from which we
have constructed fat women in representation. Stearns proposes that this phenomenon of
“masochistic middle-class reading material” directed at women hackstb&uritan
religious pamphlets attacking sin.

Another example of how the cultural expansions of women'’s rights coincided with

increasing pressure for women’s bodies to be controlled can be found in fashion trends.

°2 StearnsFat History, 83.
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The freer and less constricting a woman’s clothing became, the more impostasc
attached to her actual body being small and contained. Over the course of the asntur
corsets disappeared, more revealing garments were considered socipiisitdeand
fashionable with each passing decade. Beginning with the flapper’s costbergnie
an acceptable social convention for women to show their bodies as long as the exposed
parts were slender and disciplin€dh toned, slimmer body was an outward sign that,
despite newfound sexual freedom, a woman could still restrain her earthlyeppeti
Conversely, sluttish behavior in a woman was frequently conflated with ypiohed
eating habits and visible fat was a kind of “Scarlet A” telegraphing promtysés
women in the United States gained sexual independence, a sexy woman was no longer
round (suggesting pregnancy and motherhood as it had in the early nineteenth century)
but slender—a visible non-mother. There was a brief reappearance of the romaler fe
figure in the early fifties as demonstrated by Marilyn Monroe and othes igbthat era,
which may have been influenced by the baby boom and a renewed cultural emphasis on
maternal values following WWHA? Nevertheless, as an overall trajectory in the latter half
of the twentieth century, women have been encouraged to compensate for more sexual
freedom by controlling their bodies in another way: maintaining a very slendgr bod
Although a renewed emphasis on motherhood and slight relaxing of slenderness
standards characterized post WWII baby boomer culture, there was alsoaanioexpf
diet paraphernalia and consumer products directed toward dieters, which asecbiot

grow steadily to the present day. The fiscal growth of the diet industry d&reti@60 and

%3 Although many flappers bound their breasts in btd@chieve the slender, lean line dictated by the
fashion.

> StearnsFat History, 87.

* FraserLosing It 40-43.
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2006 illustrates this point. For example, in 1964 Weight Watchers, formed just a year
earlier, had an annual business of $160,000 dollars. Just six years later in 1970 Weig
Watchers was earning eight million dollars annually. In 1990 the diet indusdrwisle
was estimated at thirty-three billion annually and as of 2006 that estimateckimasn
fifty billion dollars.>® Diets and diet products comprise a perfect self-perpetuating
industry because, statistically speaking, over ninety percent of dietgagrdie weight
they have lost. Since WWII, fashion magazines laden with advertising andsaatiut
dieting have proliferated, includirigeventeerdirected at teenagers, a@dsmopolitan
(est. 1886 and taken over by Helen Gurley Brown in 1970), at which time the content
increasingly focused on sexuality, diet, fithess, and beauty. By the 1980s, women'’s
magazines such asadies Home JournandMcCallstypically averaged two diet articles
per issue. Jack Lalanne, one of America’s first health gurus, also suafseed/WI|
and frequently compared his fitness campaign to that of evangelist Bilha@rdahus
carrying forward the tradition of dieting as a substitute for religiousadeis
Moreover, being overweight became synonymous with certain psychological
pathologies.
The ideal of slimness was so clear and so widely acknowledged that people who
did not live up to it (save for instances of glandular difficulties, which were given
less credence) must have something wrong with them. Medical and psychiatric
inquiry conjoined in a novel way that simply carried older moralism to a new
plateau. Compulsive overeating became an ‘expression of emotional
maladjustment.’ Rational people could lose weight or not gain it in the first place.
By implication, overweight individuals were eating to mask other problems. ...
The common wisdom was clear, as the moral degeneracy of fat translated into
post WWII psychobabble: “circumstances leading to a height-weight mark

usually stem from a fatal character flaw and other psychological
manifestations>

*% CamposThe Obesity Myth42.
°" StearnsFat History, 118-19.
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This association of fatness with emotional maladjustment is crucial to umaingtahe
ways we now view fatness in representation. In the United States the exparte®n of
middle class and the suburbanization that followed the Second World War put more
individuals under the scrutiny of middle-class values and reinforced links between
morality and mental health with weight gain and overeating. Americanaafisd this

message and bought diet products and sought medical help to control their “problem.”

Where are we now? Americans and Fat in the Twenty-First Century

According to Stearns, research tells us that during the latter half w¥¢hg&eth
century, even as slenderness standards have been more rigorously promoted than ever,
the weight of the average American has in fact, increased. This is palyistri&king
when compared to France’s cultural history of fat and diéfidgnerica has a
comparable trajectory, except that the more intense our media/health &aperts
become in an anti-fat crusade, the fatter Americans have gotten, whisticstiéy
speaking, the French have maintained their size. The other differenceadubgtsing
rhetoric in France does not explicitly connect fat and eating with sin, the hay it
traditionally in America. Regardless, the present media mania in thed Btates
surrounding our “obesity epidemic” has emerged. In the past ten years Amattitudes
as represented in the media and by the medical community have intensifideefngm
preoccupied with weight-loss to an obsession with fat as a world-wide healthatidea
harbinger of the fall of Western Civilization.

One need only turn on the news or open a paper to read the latest health warnings

associated with being overweight. According to popular media, childhood obegignis a

%8 |bid., 187-216.
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all-time high in the U.S. Some medical experts predict that the curremagenef
children will have shorter life-spans than their parents as a result of ingreagdhood
obesity and type-two diabetes. Gastric bypass surgery, now covered bynsuaynce
companies, has become an increasingly popular surgical intervention for {esghtid
has been made available to a wider socio-economic range of individuals. Published
studies from various medical authorities have linked obesity and a seddasiyel to
premature deaths and rising healthcare costs. There is no denying thatafisyeri
especially children, are becoming fatter and this could pose some healtmsoncer
Certainly, there is much that medical experts have yet to understand about obesity
including what, exactly, the risks are and at what point being fat becorugsfizant
health risk.

However, as Paul Campos, professor of law at the University of Colorado, points
out in his bookThe Obesity Mythfear tactics used in the media and the medical and
cultural discourse surrounding America’s weight problem exaggeratedtib hsks of
being overweight and further contribute to the stigmatization of fat in our country.
Campos is not alone in investigating the implications of the fat obsessedanddia
medical culture. J. Eric Oliver, a political science professor at tineksity of Chicago,
reports in his bookrat Politics: The Real Story Behind America’s Obesity Epideonic,

a survey he conducted on Lexis-Nexis of major newspaper and magazine article
headlines that mentioned the word “obesity” and “epidemic.” In 1994 the number of
articles was thirty-three. It rose to 107 in 2000 and by 2004 the numbers of headlines
featuring “obesity epidemic” had risen to 700. A sample headline from 2004 found in the

New York Timesead “Death Rate from Obesity Gains Fast on Smoking.” This is just one
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example of how American preoccupation with fat and so-called obesity cantmue
intensify in the twenty-first century? Campos offers a surprising critique of many of the
medical studies that are the cornerstones of our current beliefs about dietg, abds
wellness as represented in mass media. For example, in 198&whengland Journal

of Medicinepublished a study called “Body Weight and Mortality Among Women,”

which asserted that women of average height who were just twelve or more pounds
overweight had a sixty-percent increase in mortality. This study whb/hpgblicized

and lent credibility to the notion that being even slightly overweight posed gralieaine
risks. Campos breaks the study down and demonstrates its inadequacies: data on 115,195
(predominantly white, middle-class) nurses, followed for sixteen yearamgemedical

and media gospel. Without going into all of Campos’s detail, some examples of the
discrepancies between data and conclusion are the following: only 4,276 or 4.5% of the
subjects died during the study, and the mortality rate difference between itioae w

Body Mass Index (BMI) of 19-24.9 versus those with the “overweight” range of 25 to
31.0 was nearly identical. But more shockingly, the study did not factor in heredity or
smoking as part of the overall equatf8his particular study (tenuously) links being

just ten pounds overweight with increased mortality and became one of the foundational
arguments for doctors and the diet industry warning American women that theey wer
risking their lives by failing to lose those last few pounds. Campos looks at several
watershed studies that link obesity with health risks and mortality and fipelsteelly

that the conclusions drawn fail to take in various mitigating factors suchestiier

smoking, and so on. He argues that “despite the profound effects wealth and poverty have

%9 . Eric Oliver Fat Politics: The Real Story Behind America's OtyeBpidemio(New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 46-9.
0 CamposThe Obesity Mytfi4.

31



on health, [ . . . ] despite the striking correlation in America between increasight
and decreasing social class, almost none of the studies that purport to measaithe he
risks of fat even attempt to control this factdrEurthermore, Campos points out the
obvious problem with claims that link heart disease to weight: deaths from heaselis
in the U.S. have decreased at the same rate that obesity rates (accaderg to
decreasing medical guidelines for weight) have increased. Along witi atlaers
researching the so-called obesity epidemic, Campos concludes that:
For the vast majority of larger-than-average Americans, there isittey |
credible evidence that weight represents any sort of significant independe
health risk. Being heavier than average may be a sign of other factors that are
health risks, especially a lack of physical activity, but there is nevddnce
that weight itself causes undue health problems, at least not until one rég&ches t
body mass that is more than one hundred pounds above average for persons of a
particular height [...]. There is at present no credible evidence that losiggtwel
is a desirable strategy for maintaining or achieving good healtf? . . .
Glenn Gaesser, Ph.D., professor of exercise physiology at University ofi&jngpakes
similar assertions in his bodkg Fat Lies offering a careful reading of scientific
literature that actually reveals that being overweight is not as bad fer lveedth as we
have been led to believe. (For example, there is no link between fat-clogges amnel
obesity.) He even provides data that suggests that there might in factthebbaeafits to
being overweight?
This kind of skewed data and reporting is part of the way fat bias is woven into
our cultural fabric and our capitalist economy. It is not surprising that publisheityobes

research invariably concludes Americans are overweight and should be focusing thei

time and money on diets and diet products. Laura Fraser pointslasiing It:

®! bid., 38.

62 CamposThe Obesity Myth137-8.

8 Glenn A. GaesseBig Fat Lies: The Truth About Your Weight and Heé@arlsbad CA: Gurze Books,
2002).
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America’s Obsession with Weight and the Industag Feeds On Ithat less than one
percent of the federal health research budget is dedicated to obesityaisdtlesrefore,
obesity research in America is invariably funded by the diet and pharmateutic
industry—those who have the most to gain from conclusions that label fat as a disease
that requires medial intervention—clearly not disinterested third partyrfgftii

It is important to consider these alternative views about weight loss andyobesit
because they challenge deeply held American beliefs concerning fat. Ty wide
disseminated rhetoric of the medical and science community is funneled down through
the media to middle-class Americans. The media capitalizes on culianakied
prejudices to the point of obscuring facts and manipulating data in order to gesuhe
a public is predisposed to hear: fat is bad and dangerous. Certainly these conclusions
propel the booming diet industry as well as a pharmaceutical industry eagef'éasg
sell” to a nation of middle-class individuals predisposed to viewing themselves tlarough
lens still influenced by Puritan ideology, wherein contemporary Westertyld@as lazy
and gluttonous, lacking in discipline and morality. The suggestion is that ueigithin
our control in a fast-paced culture where individuals may feel less “in cottieoi’ever,
and if Americans could only master it, they could ward off a myriad of diseages. P
another way: “The simplification and misreading of evidence about human body size
reinforces our cultural prejudices about the sinfulness of fat rather than@lestio the
mysterious dynamic and contingent processes of biological and cuitahatien that

continue to shape individuals and societ{®s.”

® Fraser)osing It 209-32. See also Gaesser, Campos, Oliver.
% Michael Gard and Jan Wrighthe Obesity Epidemic: Science, Morality, and IdggkNew York:
Routledge, 2006), 106.
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Fat Struggles in America: Race, Class, Gender
Public attitudes about fat in America are relentlessly negative and abound with
assumptions about the character of a fat person. One study in 2001 found that a quarter of
college students polled believed that becoming fat was the worst thing that could teappe
a persorf? In another recent study, over half the females between ages eighdeen a
twenty-five would prefer to be run over by a truck than to be fat, and two-thirds would
choose to be mean or stupid rather thafi’fand the majority of college educated adults
think that obese people are weak-willed, lazy, and gluttoffalisEric Oliver summarizes
why fat has become a target of contempt in the United States:
[T]he aversion to fatness is rooted in anxiety, specifically with regardsd’s
economic status and social position. White, middle-class Americans loatbegsfat
because it seems to violate the American creed of temperance andaetierehus
fatness marks those who lack the requisite moral standing to be in society’s
upper echelons. In other words, if someone doesn’t have the wherewithal to stay
thin, then surely they do not have the capability to succeed in business or Society.
His use of the word “marks” is particularly appropriate when we consider haadaoar
character onstage or in cultural representation. The actor’s live perfdoulygs a
cultural marker, and the size of that body tells a story before the actor moegs ar s
word. People who appear fat are coded as not only gluttonous and weak-willed, but also

lustful, greedy, lazy, stupid, loud-mouthed, irrational, and most importantly, laickargy

kind of self control In fact, obesity research to date has discovered very little about why

¢ K. Brownell and Puhl R. “Bias, Discrimination, a@besity,”Obesity Researc®:788-805. 2001.

" Maine,Body Wars19.

% Qliver, Fat Politics 61.

*1pid., 62.

0| am deliberately using the phrase “appear fat'dose it seems to me that in the W@ idea of what a
fat person looks like has gotten narrower overydars. | believe that all the media emphasis omsibpe
and the notion that has emerged in the past fifyeans that the entire country could stand to susee
weight, has shaped our aesthetic to the pointidiaay in 2010 we might consider the same actrésstfa
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some people gain more weight than others, and suggests that very often fat people do not
eat more than thin people. Research has proven conclusively that dieting fahist biaist
not stopped the medical and diet industries from continuing to promote diets as a viable
solution, putting responsibility on the willpower of the individual, who, when he or she
fails to lose weight or maintain a slender figure, reinforces these cidtarabtypes.
Furthermore, fat is inextricably linked with social status in Amefitéact dieting
culture as disseminated in mass media enforces class stratification,osbiars when
upwardly mobile white women, who are presumably the most viable product consumers,
are targeted by these messages. This is in contrast to minorities and |@ner fat
Americans, who are passed over as potential marketing targets and negléhted by
medical establishment. In the following quote J. Eric Oliver explores fatdcejin
America and persistent cultural attitudes about obesity that ultimatklfal, class,
gender, and race in our country.
As with blacks and the poor, fat people are thought to violate some of the
most fundamental tenets of American culture: that all people are fundamentally
responsible for their own welfare; that self-control and restraint areatimeanks of
virtue; and that all Americans are obliged to work at improving themselves. ...And,
as we’'ve seen, they also come from America’s Anglo-Protestantdestitat
emphasized individuals’ unique responsibility for demonstrating their worth before
God. This individualism has also been accentuated by two hallmarks of American
economic development—Iaissez-faire capitalism and entrepreneurshiph-vatic
celebrate the good that individual initiative promotes in the free m&rket.
Thus, being viewed as overweight defies all the principles on which this country was

founded. Fat people go against our collective social, political and economic ethos. The

bottom line is that a fat American violates deeply held American beliefslioidual

would have been a sex symbol years ago. LilliarsBiisviae West, Marilyn Monroe, and even Madonna
circa 1982 were all considered icons of beautysaxiness in their time but would be considered
overweight by a contemporary audience.

" Oliver, Fat Politics 73.

35



freedom and responsibility by failing to control her/himself and conform to hagem
values and beauty aesthetics that appeal to middlebrow tastes and white emddlpper-
class culture.
Oliver draws the connection between fat bias and racial and economic bias in the
U.S. as follows:
Nor does this individualistic ethos stop with the poor—it is also at the heart of many
white Americans racial attitudes. [...] When surveyed, most white Aargsic
strongly endorse the principle of racial equality. But this does not meanbisal
has disappeared. Instead, according to many race scholars, many whitegiobw
their racial resentment in the rhetoric of individual responsibility. Blacksot
denigrated because they are fundamentally less intelligent, lazy, eratben
stereotype; rather blacks are denigrated because they fail to embrpoadipdes
of individual self-reliance and self-control. Like the poor, blacks are held
accountable for racial disparities in income, employment, and wealth because of
their own moral failuré?
In chapter four | will discuss in more detail the interplay between fatmelsklackness or
racial otherness in representation. But the idea that fat people choose not todivieaip t
individual, American responsibility is critical to understanding the way irchvfat
characters or fat performers are pathologized in representation. Fuotbgtinere is a
subtle connection between queerness and fat in representation as well. However, fa
prejudice is more similar to homophobia than racism because of questions of agency.
Despite Olivier’s assertion above, the surface argument is that individwalsid@hoice
in their skin color, but general consensus is that fat people and queer people choose their
deviant behavior and therefore deserve the scorn and ridicule heaped on them by various
cultural texts and by government-sanctioned discrimination. On the other handlskin c

and fatness are immediately visible to the spectator, unlike sexual orientdtereas gay

or transgender individuals can pass within white heteronormative culture ghibege to.

21bid., 74.
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Nevertheless, we shall see that in representation they are sometimed loggtker as
cultural deviants.
These links between fat, black, and queer can be found, albeit subtly and

semiotically, in various cultural representations and print media forms. Ampbxaf

7

popular print media using “exposé” reporting style that purports to give theafamis our
national health crisis is Greg Critser’s cover story in the March 2000 issteers
magazine entitled “Let them Eat Fat: The Heavy Truths About Americasitbd he
following lengthy quote presents itself as legitimate clinicalaegedrawing on the latest
science and illustrates a number of ugly cultural assumptions about obesierica,
including the link between fat, race, and homosexuality as threats to national identity
Critser’s racist, homophobic language and condescending tone exemplify the kind of
rhetoric in print and electronic news media that couches racial and economdigqa®jn
disingenuous concern about our national obesity epidemic.

At my local McDonald’s, located in a lower-middle income area of
Pasadena, California, the supersize bacchanal goes into high gear about 5 p.m.,
when various urban caballeros, drywalleros, and jardineros get off from work and
head for a quick bite. Mixed in is a sizeable element of young black kids traveling
between school and home, their economic status apparent by the fact that they have
walked instead of driven. Customers are cheerfully encouraged to “supensize
meal!” ... Suffice it to say that consumption of said meals is fast, and in almost
every instance | observed very complete.

If childhood obesity truly is “an epidemic in the U.S. the likes of which we have
not seen before in chronic disease,” then places like McDonalds and Winchell’s
Donut stores, with their endless racks of glazed creamy goodies, are the San
Francisco bathhouses of said epidemic, the places where the high risk population
indulges in high risk behaviof®

"3Greg Critser, "Let Them Eat Fatiarper's Magazin@000, 41-7. Critser went on to write a book called
Fat Landin 2003, which, as Michael Gard and Jan Wrightpout inThe Obesity Epidemids written in

a non-academic style but clearly is intended ferrfader to understand as a serious, scientifically
informed contribution.
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| see a link between this kind of discourse and Foucault’s theagiaftia sexualis
wherein the more sexuality became watched and regulated in society, theroalled
perversions cropped up in scientific and cultural discourse. Critser’'s tastedtgshor
comparing obesity to AIDS suggests that we have aimed our obsession with deviant
sexuality and the discourse surrounding it into the last politically cdaeyst: eating and
fat.

Certainly we can conclude that fat is a class and race issue that is pedpgagat
cultural representation by mass media and the medical establishment outttry.clt is
middle-class women emulating mediatized representations of health andtgexual
least need to lose “those last ten pounds,” which, as | have demonstrated, have virtually
no significant health consequences, who drive the multi-billion dollar diet indi&tty
minorities and working class women (and their children) who may have more valid
health concerns as a result of obesity and poor diet are neither fairly ntpdasethe
media onslaught promoting the slender American ideal nor targeted by thalnoedic
diet industry. Lower income individuals simply don’t have the economic means to pursue
a perfect figure, which necessitates spending time and money at the gym, slaolping
preparing healthy food, and so on. Thus, an overweight body is also an outward marker
of social class. Or as Susan Bordo points out, with plastic surgery becoming
commonplace in a consumer marketplace that disseminates the idea that efecine=d
perfection can be bought if you have the means. On the other hand:

If you can't afford to perfect yourself, your flawed body becomes a physica

announcement that you are not among the success stories, the beautiful people,

those who are able to get their act together and “Just Do It!” in this land of
limitless opportunity. Poverty has always been visible on the human body, but
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with money now able to buy perfection, the beauty gap between the rich and the
poor is widening into a chastf.

Not only are middle-class women driving this capitalist diet machine as cersoim
diet products but, as many feminists have pointed out, women’s bodies actually are the
material of capitalist reproduction. The female body itself is commodifi&destern
culture and is bought and sold in various marketplaces from fashion and advertising to

music videos and pornography.

Fat White Women

Critser’s article notwithstanding, middle-class and upper middle-clags w
women are undeniably the most targeted by fat prejudice. Research tellsaufatha
white woman will earn less and is less likely to be promoted than her thin countérpart
A white woman who is significantly overweight (fifty plus pounds) earns six peless
in her annual income and this does not occur for women of color or men in the same
category of fat’® Overweight white women are five times more likely than their male
counterparts to report feeling ashamed about their weight and are twikeayatol diet.
African American and Latino women do not suffer the same pressure to be thin from
within themselves or their community. They are more likely to report satisfiavith
their bodies, although statistically America’s poor and minority commuratesnore

likely to be overweight. Nor do women and girls of color suffer from anorexia inynearl

"susan BordoTwilight Zones: The Hidden Life of Cultural Imadesm Plato to O.J(Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997), 8.

S David Lempart, "Size MattersThe Atlantic2008. See alshew York Time&Fat Bias Worse for
Women,” March 31 2008.

®p. Goldblatt, M. Moore, and A. Stunkard, “Sociakfors in Obesity,”JAMA 192: 1965)1039-44.
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the same numbers as white girls. Fat white women are more likely thahit@a men to
be harassed and abused in public and less likely to get mErkteath feminist theory
has posited that contemporary weight standards are just another mechanism in the
patriarchal machine to undermine women'’s power and independence. Oliver dudsls to t
theory that middle-class and upper middle-class white women are a prargel t
because, at this moment in time in the U.S., they are more likely to elide claggiahd s
boundaries than any other minority. He says, “White, affluent women face the mos
severe beauty standards precisely because they are in the most advap@agjgondo
challenge male power. Unlike minorities or the poor, who face racial ancbelags's to
political and social equality, affluent white women are only hampered by theif®sex
Thus, the fat (white) female body is the very antithesis of Foucault’s “docile
body,” defying all cultural and social conventions. And if, as Judith Butler assert
“rhetoric can control discourse and communication-speech acts are theyrowesses
through which identities are negotiated and narratives are constructed,” than the f
female body is a cultural construction loaded with significdAde what is still
essentially a patriarchal culture, a woman’s sex alone renders henslaibdta the
public sphere according to centuries of Western thought, but add to her sexed body
fatness and she is a double threat to society. Her fat body is subversive andrdiangti
this dissertation aims to demonstrate the ways in which these culturallyuctedt

attitudes about fat women play out onstage and in representation.

" Oliver, Fat Politics 79-81.
’®Ibid.,85.
9 Judith ButlerGender Trouble:Feminism and the Subversion of Iefitondon: Routledge, 1999), 134.
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Fat Texts
Chapter |1: Fat Chicks Onstage

This first category of so-called “fat texts” includes those in which thiefasle
body is directly addressed as part of the subject matter. In Bourdieu’s saragramatic
texts intended for performance, all the pieces discussed in this chaptetofall i
restricted field of cultural production. Unlike film or TV, drama reachesadd
audience of viewers who not only have the economic means and cultural impetus to see
theatre, possibly an indicator of higher education, but also have geographicifyraxim
the theatré.Within that, these plays and productions are geared toward different
audience subsets, more specialized and nuanced restricted fields but most would be
considered to have commercial appeal and thus be economically attractiviecfatra to
produce. All these plays take the (fat) female body literally as the tpattaf their
subject matter, and | will identify what this means in terms of charpsy@hology and
dramaturgy. For example, Charles LaurendéysFat Friend(1974) and Jim Brochu’s
Fat Chancg1993) feature the protagonists, played by Lynn Redgrave and Rue
McLanahan respectively, padded and costumed to appear overweight. Both pieces
dramatize the transformation of the fat woman from overweight to svelte and use fa
primarily for comic effect. The content and fat narrative of these play®wby men
and geared toward a commercial audience differ somewhat from LauranGlogmi's

Beautiful Bodieg1987) and Madeleine Georg&he Most Massive Womalins

! David Savran touched on this when he wrote, “Restihe most obvious distinction between theatre and
mass culture is the former’s considerably higheniadion price. A ticket to Broadway or a regioriaddtre
can cost up to ten times the price of a movie tifke . ] Theatre’s costliness means that it rexma more
specialized art form and its audiences (like tHfosenany independent films) are often well-educaiad
highly professionalized spectator§he Playwright's Voice: American Dramatists on MemdVriting,

and the Politics of CulturgNew York: Theatre Communications Group, 1999.)iv
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(1994)? The latter are feminist plays and have enjoyed less mainstream pgpularit
initially opening in regional houses and eventually seeing subsequent prodiarigehgs
in university theatre venues; they attempt to shed light on the complicatgdrship
between women and their bodies. The characters and their stories activeintcier
pressures in American culture to be thin and beautiful. The last four playgdiseiss
explore the dynamics of onstage romance between a fat or “oversize’hvemtha

“normal sized” man.

Broad Broads on “Broadway”

| begin this discussion with a play that exemplifies the slippage betwethatthe
categories” established in my introductidy Fat Friendby Charles Laurence
originated at the Globe Theatre in London and opened on Broadway at the Brooks
Atkinson theatre on March 311974 and ran through Decembé&r, 1974, for a total of
288 performanced.The cast featured a newly slimmed down Lynn Redgrave, fresh from
her Academy Award nominated, internationally successful rad&emrgy Girlas Vicky,
the overweight bookstore owner. George Rose played her feisty, gay lodger Henry, who
drives much of the plot. Reviews of the American production suggest that Rose, in the
role of Henry, stole the show. Rose was nominated for a Tony and won the Drama Desk
Award in 1974. The predominance of a gay character and the alliance between fat and

gay characters in this play might maWg Fat Frienda candidate for chapter four and

'Fat Chanceactually played at the Colony Studio Playhouskds Angeles and other California venues
but never transitioned to Broadwayy Fat Friendoriginated at the Globe Theatre in London andndide

a successful Broadway run. However, | posit thatdhitural fields encompassing a London/West End or
New York/Broadway audience and that of an L.A. bdgsiayhouse audience are similar in their
predominately white, upper middle-class demographit taste for material with commercial appeal.

3 Internet Broadway Databas&My Fat Friend,”http://www.ibdb.com/production.php?id=33p&ccessed
9/6/08).

42



“Queer Fat.” In factTime Magazineeviewer Lance Morrow wrote, “the play might
better have been called My Fag Friefidh the other hand, since the plot of this play
focuses squarely on the problem of a fat woman, | see it as a strong ibastfate way
in which a playwright engages fat dramaturgically.

The story of the play is overly simple, or as Clive Barnes puts it: “Regpitat
subject, it is a thin play, but it gives an opportunity for a trio of very funny pedioces
and a new view of the onstage homosextial/icky is a lonely, somewhat surly but
witty, compulsive overeater who runs her own bookshop connected to her London flat.
She has two gay male lodgers, the flamboyant Henry and the younger, subdued James
who is an aspiring novelist and a great cook. Because James is always preparing
wonderful meals, Henry holds him responsible for Vicky’s most recent weight ga
which has put her over the edge emotionally. In the opening scene she haatenevel
that she is fatter than ever and deplores her shape, even as she continues eaéngyand H
insults her. A good part of the first act is sustained by many wisecrackat gokes
among the three friends, but the major plot point is that a gentleman caller, Tora, come
into the bookstore, meets Vicky, and asks her on a date. They have a wonderful time, but
he must leave the country for several months for business. Upon his departure, Henry
(whose name could be a referenc@€ygmalion’sHenry Higgins) proposes that Vicky
lose weight and surprise her new paramour when he returns for Christmas. Byotite se
act Vicky has dramatically transformed her figure, with Henry \rlahusing her all

the way. However, Tom returns from his business trip, and we discover that he actually

* Lance Morrow, “Taking It Off'Time April 15,(1974) http://www.time.com/magazine/articlétccessed
February 18, 2008).

® Clive Barnes, “My Fat Friend’ From BritainNew York TimesApril 1, 1974, http;//newyorktimes.com/
(accessed February 2, 2008).
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liked the way Vicky looked before she lost weight, so she breaks off the relationghip w
him. Tom, who has brought her candy and other sweetmeats from his travels, hints that
she could gain some weight back, and she retorts:

VICKY. No, I'll make bloody sure | don’t. This is me, | like the way | am
and | haven’t enough spirit to be a pioneering sex symbol.

Newly in control of her life as a thin person, she decides it is time for James arydtéie
move out. End of play.
For comic effect Laurence engages many of the classic fat jokeatand f
pathologies that | have discussed in the first chapter. Vicky is the quintas&srgirl.
She has relatively low self-esteem, makes self-deprecating jokgsboan not stop
eating. She hides candy and sweets, pours extra sugar over her cornftakessaae
all of her emotions, and doesn’t even notice she’s eating until she catches & glimps
herself in the mirror or notices that her jaws hurt from chewing. She isctérdzad as a
liar both by Henry’s comments and by his description of her past behavior. For exampl
when Vicky is out (actually buying a new dress for her date), Henry egglaiyoung
James what she is most likely up to:
HENRY. The clever cunning cow.... Well it's obvious. She wouldn’t dare sit
here in the fat dress and make a pig of herself, so she’s decided to cheat.
One last glorious tour around the chip shops stuffing herself silly, | bet.
[... ] I know her better than you do. It’s like living with an alcoholic,
junky, kleptomaniac. You wait, these next few weeks are going to be
murder. She’ll announce some grand new diet and beg us both to help her
and then she’ll be up to every trick in the book. She’ll sit here large as—
larger than life, moaning away and nibbling a carrot and all the time
there’ll be cream cakes behind the cistern and Mars bars up her knickers.

This monologue touches on nearly every aforementioned fat stereotype, although in the

course of this play Vicky does not lie, hide food, or complain overly about her diet. She

® Charles LaurencéJly Fat Friend Oberon Modern Plays (London: Oberon, 2003), 97.
" Ibid., 34.
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does drink excessively in one scene and she does smoke, which Henry praisssdas a g
alternative to eating. However, from a viewer perspective, the smokingnesafthe
notion that she is orally fixated and must substitute cigarettes for food.

As Vicky prepares for her date and Henry teases her mercilessmgirasizes
to him that Tom is “normal” because Henry believes he must be a monster of some sort
to go out with her. (He advises her to bring a silver bullet, crucifix, and pepper spray on
her date.) In another stereotypical behavior, Vicky frequently engagdé&degeecating
humor, quipping to Tom: “Always ready to eat—story of my Iffte.When she returns
from her date having had a wonderful time, Vicky admits:

VICKY. [...]We went to a marvelous restaurant where | tried to be good
but eventually made an incredible pig of myself. The sweet trolley
alone was paradise.

Clearly the playwright relies on all commonly held assumptions about fat women,
including the self-awareness that eating is bad and within their control, ithayly
exercised restraint.

The second act begins four months later and opens with the grand revelation that
Vicky has dropped forty plus pounds, which is accomplished onstage by 