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I

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

STRIPTEASE: ACTS OF TRANSGRESSION AND CARNIVAL

W hen w e act in everyday life w e do not 
m erely re-act to indicative stimuli, w e ac t in 
fram es we have w rested  from the  g en res  of 
cultural p e rfo rm a n c e .. .And w hen w e en te r 
w hatever thea tre  our lives allow us, w e have 
a lready  learned  how strange  and  m any- 
layered everyday  life is, how extraordinary 
the  ordinary.

--Victor Turner1

For thea tre , the  basic  theoretical project for 
fem inism  could be  term ed a  'new  poetics,' 
borrowing the notion from Aristotle's 
Poetics . . This new  poetics' would 
deconstruct the  traditional sy s tem s of 
rep resen ta tio n  and  perception of w om en 
and posit w om en in the  position of the 
subject.

-S u e -E llen  C a s e 2

A w om an d a n c es  in the  spotlight of a  small platform s tag e . S he  

m oves her hands over her undulating body and then tak es  off her 

clothes. The m ale sp ecta to rs  s ta re . Som e sit m otionless, o thers 

solem nly hand her dollar bills or carefully p lace the  m oney into the



d an cer 's  G-string or garter belt. This generic  ac t is variously called 

top less, bottom less, nude dancing, exotic dancing, erotic dancing, and 

strip tease  entertainm ent by trade  p ap ers  such  a s  Exotic Dancer, 

Canadian Stripper, Mentertainment, and the  Go-Go-Gazette (Fig. 1.1). 

It h a s  b een  seen /described  a s  a  perform ance about the  Freudian 

primal sc e n e , socio-sexual purgation, m ale degradation  of w om en, 

fem ale rebellion against the  d icta tes  of the  double standard , and even  

a s  an  authentic  instigator of vice and crim e.3

In a  "similar" scene , a m an gyrates under the s tag e  lights. He 

m a ssa g e s  his bare chest and stom ach. He bends over to slide out of 

his pants. The fem ale sp ecta to rs  a lso  s ta re . Som e whistle, laugh, and 

shout, o thers  vigorously w ave dollar bills in o rder to receive Kisses and  

hugs from the  dancer. This generic  ac t is called exotic dancing, erotic 

dancing, and s trip tease. It h a s  been  seen /d escrib ed  a s  "turning the  

tables," an  affirmation of the  s ta tu s  quo, an  inadequate  fem ale imitation 

of m ale lust and the  m ale gaze , and--a  joke.4

This study perform s yet ano ther act of seeing/describing th ese  

rep resen ta tions of flesh and desire. It a ttem pts to explore a  national 

sam pling of contem porary fem ale and m ale strip even ts  through the 

w ays in which th e se  ev en ts  sim ultaneously  uphold and tra n sg re ss  

traditional sex  roles and other related cultural dictates. It a lso  se e k s  to 

explore w hat such  a  negotiation or doubling of social and erotic 

positions m ay have to  say  abou t the  perform ance of dom inant 

heterosexuality , gender, and fem ale and  m ale desire  in this context. 

This project's ac t of seeing/describ ing  is limited to primarily white, 

heterosexual, middle c la ss  fem ale and  m ale s tr ip tease  perfo rm ances



3

(including top less, bottom less, and nude dancing en terta inm ents that 

incorporate a c ts  of disrobing5). This limitation reflects the  constraints of 

my own cultural background, but also  my conviction that it is crucial to 

continue to  exam ine hegem onic depictions of g en d er and  desire  s ince  

they a re  the  artifacts of the  prevailing social m ores and statutory laws.

During the preliminary resea rch  period (June  1989 through 

February 1990) I cam e  a c ro ss  severa l unusual fem ale and  m ale strip 

even ts  that w ere not available in New York City a t the  tim e (this 

situation h as  now changed  som ew hat). For exam ple, the television 

talk show. "Geraldo," aired a program  about a  num ber of Texan strip 

clubs that p resen t fem ale strippers fram ed by elegantly  appointed 

restau ran t and spa-like environm ents.6 The "Phil D onahue" talk show  

featured fem ale and m ale strippers from the  twin clubs Big Al's and Big 

Alice's located  in Peoria, Illinois.7 T h ese  clubs sh a re  the  sam e  

building. W om en strip for m en in the  dow nstairs a rea , while men strip 

for w om en in the sm aller upstairs s p a c e  a t the  sa m e  time. Fem ale and 

m ale sp ec ta to rs  a re  allowed entry to  both even ts . Jill Dolan, in her 

article "Desire C loaked in a  Trenchcoat," m entions that m ale strip clubs 

for w om en in Montreal, C anada, permit the d a n cers  to ex p o se  their 

genitals a s  they perform  on portable platform s ta g e s  p laced inches 

aw ay from their pa trons.8

In o rder to include a  g rea ter variety of strip even ts  in this project, 

seven  cities in the  United S ta te s  and  o n e  in C an ad a  (New York, 

Houston, W ashington D. C., S an  Francisco, Los A ngeles, Chicago, 

Peoria, and  Montreal) w ere  se lec ted  a s  "field sites." O ther C anadian 

and Am erican cities noted for th ese  en terta inm ents, such  a s  W indsor



4

and Toronto in C anada, and K ansas City. Miami, Boston, and New 

O rleans, w ere considered  for this project. They w ere eventually 

eliminated, mainly b e c au se  of financial and time restrictions, but a lso  

b ecau se  the  cities that w ere  chosen  ap p eared  to offer similar or m ore 

interesting even ts  than the "cities not taken."

This study w as com pleted, with s ta rts  and stops, over a th ree 

year period. I regularly a ttended  strip bars, clubs, and th ea tre s  in the 

New York City a re a  from the winter of 1989 through the spring of 1992. 

The strip even ts  in W ashington D.C. w ere reviewed in half a  dozen 

installm ents from the winter of 1990 through the winter of 1992. Exotic 

dance  even ts  in the  o ther cities listed w ere a ttended  from January  

1990 through August 1990. Over sixty different strip clubs, bars, 

theatres, and sex  em porium s w ere reviewed. The vast majority of 

th ese  p laces p resen t fem ales stripping for m ale aud iences, which 

reflects the current g endered  distribution of such  sp a c e s .

As suggested  by the  opening of this chapter, the  "views" of strip 

events a s  en terta inm ents that a re  either "good," "evil,” "cathartic," 

"trivial," or "sexy" a re  dep en d en t upon a variety of different social 

p rem ises and theo ries which collectively underscore  the  fact that a c ts  

of seeing  a re  never "innocent." Lila Abu Lughod, in her e ssa y , "Can 

There be  a Fem inist E thnography," su g g e s ts  that ethnographic 

practices (academ ic a c ts  of seeing/describ ing) a re  "reflexive" 

anthropologies w hose  m ethodologies involve an  in tense  negotiation, 

or an "unsettling of the  boundaries," betw een  the subject(s) of study 

and the  personal and social orientations of the  re sea rch e r.9



I have been  "caught looking" or rather caught up in s trip tease  

perform ance for several rea so n s . Strip ev en ts  a re  perform ances about 

sex. seduction, and d e s ire .10 A num ber of feminist theorists working in 

the related a re a s  of literary criticism, film, television, and th ea tre  insist 

that w om en m ust continue to sp eak  and  write about sexual 

experiences  b ecau se , until recently, the  majority of such  

rep resen ta tions and record ings have been  th o se  of m en .11 "Speaking 

sex" for som e feminist critics is confined to d iscussions which se ek  to 

define "pornography" and to explain how w om en a re  objectified and  

degraded  by th ese  kinds of rep resen ta tions. However, a s  Linda 

Williams su g g e s ts  in the introduction to her book, Hardcore, "if we limit 

ourse lves to using the explicit sensationally , to condem n m en 's sex  a s  

evil, then  w e have not u sed  it to our best advan tage; w e have  not 

demystified sex, we have only reversed  the "dreadful patriarchal id eas  

that sex  is evil and that the evil in it is w om en.'"12 This study does  not 

attem pt to negotiate the labyrinth or the  problem s involved in the 

en terp rise  of defining a "pornographic genre," pe rh ap s best 

exemplified by the now fam ous p a ra p h rase  of Justice  Potter S tew art's 

rem arks on the subject, "I can 't define it, but I know it w hen I s e e  it."13 

Rather, this project se e k s  to  question som e of the assum ptions about 

heterosexual pornographic-erotic rep resen ta tio n s  in term s of the issu e  

of sexual agency  or sexual subjectivity.

Sexual agency  or subjectivity involves th e  ex ten t to  which 

culture and society m an ag e  fem ale  and  m ale sexual d e s ire s  and 

cho ices and  the  rep resen ta tions of th o se  d es ire s  and cho ices. It a lso  

s tan d s  for the dom inant van tage  points from which th e se  ex p ressions
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and signs a re  genera ted  and received. The articulation of fem ale and  

m ale sexual agency  in strip ev en ts  (and in o ther theatrical productions) 

is not simply rep resen ted  through the  s tag ed  ac ts, but a lso  through the  

reception and perform ances of their respective  specta to rs . Sue-Ellen 

C a se  su g g e sts , specifically with regard  to all-wom en au d ien ces  of 

theatrical events, that such  specta to r com m unities becom e "an 

essen tia l part of the composition of the  theatrical event, rather than  a  

social sta tem en t of separa tism  or reverse  se x ism .'14 In order to 

exam ine the question of sexual agency  m ore effectively in term s of the  

cultural m anagem ent and the  van tage  points of sexual difference, I 

included both fem ale and m ale strip perfo rm ances in this study.

S trip tease  perform ance turns upon a c ts  of desire  and seduction, 

being desired  and being sed u ced . T h ese  a c ts  a re  structured through 

ritualized forms of performer and sp ec ta to r gazing in concert with 

ritualized form s of perform er nudity. Strip show s reproduce som e of 

the m ost stereotypical a sp e c ts  of traditional fem ale and  m ale sex  roles. 

As noted, in the sch em e of m ost of th e se  even ts , men pay w om en to 

perform sexual ac ts. T hese  sexual a c ts  usually featu re  fem ale 

perform ers in what h a s  been  com m only called the  sex  object role.

Male sp ec ta to rs  control a sp ec ts  of the  mimetic s c e n e  through their 

estab lished  social privileges of econom ic pow er and their p resum ed  

power a s  the scrutinizers of w om en. In the dram atic, sartorial design  of 

strip even ts, m ale specta to rs  a re  protected  by their d ressed  sta te , while 

the nudity of the  fem ale perform ers su g g e s ts  the  cultural and physical 

vulnerability and  accessibility of w om en to m en.
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Stereotypical sex  role charac te ris tics  a re  a lso  rep resen ted  in 

even ts  that feature  m en stripping for w om en. Male d a n cers  usually 

perform the  traditional action roles of "m asculinity,” which include 

displays of physical strength, social authority, and econom ic power 

(i.e., m ale strippers often portray policem en, military officers, 

businessm en , etc). Only a  few of th e  strip clubs for w om en feature 

com pletely nude m ale d ancers. B e c a u se  of the  social position of m en 

in our society, and b e c au se  so  m any m ale d a n c e rs  em p h asize  

physical p row ess in their ac ts, m ale nudity in s trip tease  m ay be less  

suggestive  of the vulnerability of the  body and  m ore dem onstrative of 

additional d isp lays of m ale pow er and potential sexual expertise . 

Fem ale sp ecta to rs  in th e se  contex ts often a p p e a r  to  solicit the  g aze  of 

the  m ale dancer. T hese  patrons indicate tha t they wish to  be se e n  and 

desired  by the d an cer by drawing attention to  them selves through 

dancing, yelling, and waving dollar bills. W om en often laugh during 

m ale strip ac ts. This m ay su g g est that fem ale participants do not take 

their ro les a s  sexual consum ers  a s  seriously a s  m en do, or, that 

w om en a re  "entertained" rather than  "aroused" by such  spectac les.

Sightings of th e se  stereotypical sex  role traits in s trip tease  

perform ance support two of the  m ost prom inent critical ap p ro ach es  to 

the  study of rep resen ta tions of gen d er and sexuality. The first type of 

critique, in the  tradition of writers such  a s  A ndrea Dworkin and 

C atherine MacKinnon, an a ly zes  rep resen ta tio n s  of sexual fantasy , 

play, desire  and agency  exclusively through how they com pare  to and 

reflect the  inequities of our m ale dom inated social system  that c rea te s  

and  m aintains gendered  c la s se s  of w om en and  m en .15



"Pornographic" depictions of wom en a re  not only se e n  a s  

rep resen ta tions of fem ale objectification, exploitation, and  

commodification, but a s  tantam ount to the crim e of rape. At the sam e  

time, m ales who perform in desired  sex  object ro les or sexual 

su rrender positions m ay also  be  se e n  a s  objectified and  exploited 

b e cau se  their perform ances in this context a re  often relegated  to the  

social category  of the "feminine."16

The second  major trend of gender analysis is b a sed  on 

psychoanalytic theories. T h ese  include the m ore m ainstream  Freudian 

and Lacanian concep ts  of sexual difference a s  well a s  feminist 

revisions of those  theories, beginning with the  early writings of film 

theorist, Laura Mulvey.17 M ainstream  Freudian-L acanian theories 

posit that the dynam ic of desire  and th e  socio-psychic positions of 

wom en both rest on concep ts  of "Lack." D esire, including sexual 

desire, is considered  to be th e  result of the  infant's initial bonding with 

and then separation  from the primary love object, the  Mother. In such  

paradigm s, the W om an-M other does not exist in her own right, but a s  a 

catalyst for the  m aturation of the  (male) child. At the sa m e  time,

W oman a lso  rep re sen ts  Lack b e c a u se  sh e  d o e s  not p o s s e s s  the 

penis-phallus, the signifier of an  individual's or a  g roup 's full 

participation in the  dom inant d iscourse  of language  and  law .18 Som e 

writers who incorporate psychoanalytic d isco u rses  a re  careful to note, 

a s  did both Freud and Lacan, that w om en and m en can  not absolutely 

be classified into "active" and "passive" or "masculine" and  "feminine" 

cam ps. However, desp ite  this qualification, the  u se  of D esire-W om an- 

Lack m odels still s itu a te s  w om en in positions of social, cultural, and
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psychic "negativity." T hese  designs continue to rely on gendered , 

diametric, concep ts of d esire  vis a vis view s of the  "Lacking female" se t 

in opposition to  the culturally "complete" figure of the m ale .19

Social, psychoanalytic, and  psychosem iotic ap p ro ach es  to 

gender and desire  articulate m uch abou t th e  roots and current 

structures of fem ale oppressions in term s of system s of c lass  and 

linguistical control. However, m any of th e se  theories, in and of 

them selves, can not in terrogate the  a sp e c ts  of erotic-pornographic 

rep resen ta tions and sexual play that elude the  often sim ple 

classifications of their diam etric fram es. Such  classifications of sexual 

and social difference p ropose the  following assum ptions about 

rep resen ta tions of sex  and g en d er and the  specta to r p leasu res  they 

produce. 1) There is a  o n e  to o n e  co rrespondence  betw een erotic- 

pornographic depictions of fem ale and  m ale sex  ro les and  the  socio- 

sexual positions of w om en and m en in "everyday" life. That is, the 

theatrical com pact and the  mimetic ro les of the  perform er and the 

specta to r a re  ultimately subsum ed  by the  social destiny of biological 

sex and gender. 2) The desired  sex  object role is a  position of pristine 

passivity. 3) The desirer-view er ex p e rien ces  sexual p leasu re  through 

"total" control of the mimetic s c e n e  at hand and through the 

rep resen ta tion 's  commodification of the  desired  sex  object. 4) 

S pec ta to rs  of erotic-pornographic rep resen ta tio n s  do not experience  

b i-gender identifications. Men identify only with depictions of powerful 

m ales, while fem ales identify solely with depictions of their socio- 

sexuai subordination. This study a ttem pts to question th e se  

assum ptions.



Laura Mulvey m oved aw ay from her original psychoanalytic 

theory of spectato rsh ip , represen ta tion , desire , and  p leasu re  outlined 

in her 1973 e ssay , "Visual P leasu re  in Narrative Cinem a" in order to 

develop a  theory of spectato rsh ip  that could en co m p ass  the 

am bivalent and contradictory social sym bols and narratives her earlier 

m odel exc lu d ed .20 Mulvey turned to th e  works of writers such  a s  

T erence  Turner, Victor Turner, Arnold van G ennep , and in particular, 

Mikhail Bakhtin. T h ese  theorists  explore rep resen ta tions and  ev en ts  

which fea tu re  "transitional” or "in-between" social s ta g e s —depictions 

and rituals w here inconsistent and conflicting cultural sym bols openly 

confront each  o ther.21 While other feminist writers a re  a lso  working in 

this vein,22 M ulvey's theoretical shift is no tab le  b e c a u se  her earlier 

ideas  on specta to rsh ip , desire , and  g ender w ere  p e rh ap s  the  single 

g rea tes t influence on fem inist writings in the  disciplines of both thea tre  

and film from the mid 1970s to the p resen t.23

M ulvey's primary in terest in Bakhtin c en te rs  around his analysis 

of the  Carnival during the M edieval and  R e n a issa n c e  periods and its 

literary u se s  in the works of R abelais.24 For Mulvey, Bakhtin's ideas  

about th e  Carnival a re  useful for contem porary  theories of 

rep resen ta tion  and gender b e c a u se  he  fo cu ses , not only on the  a sp ec t 

of carn ivalesque  m asq u erad e , but a lso  on the  different w ays in which 

the  en tire  even t sim ultaneously reproduced  and  altered  th e  dynam ics 

of the  social roles of "everyday." Carnival participants w ere allowed to 

mock th e  cultural m ores and inequities of their tim e through the 

normally taboo  activities of social parod ies, role reversals, and the  

partaking of e x c e s se s  of food, drink, and se x .25 T h ese  mimicries and
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activities highlighted e lem en ts of the  existing asym m etrical social 

system . But a t the  sa m e  time, the structure of the event did not posit 

the socially powerful and the  socially m arginalized in im m utable 

positions of dom ination and subordination. Carnival participants 

perform ed dram atic confrontations and  "dialogic" en g ag em en ts  with 

hegem onic traditions and m ores.

Strip ev en ts  replicate m any of the  historical, cultural, and 

mimetic a sp e c ts  of the  Carnival. Traditional sex  roles for w om en and 

men a re  rep resen ted  in th ese  events, but they  a re  featured a s  part of a 

larger perform ance of negotiations betw een  social norm s and their 

transg ressions. A brief sum m ary of the  cultural history of American 

strip tease  perform ance illustrates this point.

During the  heyday of B urlesque in New York City in the  1930s, 

th e se  en te rta inm en ts w ere  regularly d enounced  by civic and  religious 

groups a s  well a s  raided by the  police. N evertheless, B urlesque 

perform ances w ere sim ultaneously so  popular that they  th rea tened  to 

engulf all of B roadw ay.26 The fully licensed and legitim ate Broadway 

theatres, the  Republic, the Apollo, the  Eltinge, the  Oriental, th e  Winter 

G arden, and  the  Irving P a lace , all housed  th e  strippers of th e se  

even ts .27 Notwithstanding the  social stigm a in som e quarters, 

new sp ap e rs  and m ag az in es  featured  articles and review s on exotic 

dan cers . The renow ned Gypsy R ose  Lee w as  frequently m entioned in 

the society  and gossip  colum ns of New York City n ew sp ap e rs .28 Even 

the se d a te  Dance M agazine  carried a  num ber of articles about 

s trip tease  and related  perfo rm ances from circa 1928 to 1956.29
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Publicity s tun ts to prom ote exotic d a n cers  and the  "art of 

strip tease" produced a  num ber of parodic ev en ts  which featured 

tran sg ressions of social authority through the  perfo rm ances of "sexual 

acts." For exam ple. Gypsy R ose  Lee becam e the  recipient of a  very 

special "academ ic" d eg ree . Doctor of Strip Teasing (Fig. 1.2). Her 

aw ard cerem ony at the  Oriental thea tre  w as hosted  by B ernard Sobel 

and six professors from New York University. They w ere supported  by 

a chorus of fem ale "graduates" d ressed  in c a p s  and see-th rough  

gow ns.30 In 1937, the Minsky brothers m anaged  to influence an  ac t of 

federal legislation. They convinced the  H ouse Immigration Com m ittee 

of the United S ta te s  to rule that "striptease is an  Am erican art" and 

therefore no "foreigner" would be allowed to  practice it within the 

borders of the United S ta te s .31

By the  end of the  1930s, B urlesque w as  arguably the  m ost 

popular form of en terta inm ent on the  legitim ate Am erican s ta g e .32 The 

enorm ous attention and adulation paid to th e  s trip teasers  of this e ra  is 

cited a s  a  primary reaso n  for the  closing of the  B urlesque H ouses in 

New York in 1942.33 However, desp ite  this official label of taboo, the 

stripper still rem ained within the  sightlines of m ainstream  Am erica.

S tar s trip teaser Ann Corio m ourned the  closing of the B urlesque 

h o u ses  by performing an  act on Broadway in which sh e  w ore a  giant 

padlock over her evening gown and sa n g  the  song , "I would if I could 

but I can 't."34 A few o ther Broadway h o u se s  actually circum vented the  

ban on stripping by p resenting  plays and  m usicals which featured  

ecdysiasts  a s  "characters." T h ese  included Pal Joey  (Ethel Barrym ore 

Theatre, 1940), Star and Garter (Music Box T heatre, 1942), The Naked
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Genius (Plymouth T heatre, 1943) and later productions of Gypsy 

(Broadw ay Theatre, 1959), and The Loss of Roses (E u g en e  O'Neill 

Theater, 1959). Three of th e se  eventually becam e m aterial for 

Hollywood films (Pal Joey, 1957; Gypsy, 1962, and The Stripper, 

1963). Strippers continued to perform their routines in cabare ts , 

revues, midways, and se ed y  b a rs .35 But they also worked in exclusive 

nightclubs settings a s  well. Dam on Runyon, in his syndicated  

new spaper column "Runyon Views," d iscu ssed  the phenom enon  of the 

upscale  revue stripper in term s of popular com plaints abou t the  rise in 

ticket prices and the c la ss  discrim ination of such estab lishm en ts.36

According to the com pilers of a  publicity kit for the  contem porary 

New York C hippendales m ale strip show  for w om en, th e  sexual 

revolution of the Sixties m ade it possib le to m arket exotic m ale d an ce  

ac ts  for fem ale and mixed au d ien ces  in the  United S ta tes . This w as 

accom plished by popularizing s tr ip tease  and m ale nudity, again, 

through other m ore socially accep ted  perform ances (e.g ., rock 

concerts , m usicals, and "psychedelic burlesque show s").37 By the 

1970's, m ale strippers w ere  touring the  city and neighborhood cabare t 

and bar circuits for special "Ladies" and "Ladies Only" n ights.38 L ess 

than  a  d e c ad e  later, a  num ber of m ale strip show s for w om en 

estab lished  sem i-perm anen t or perm anen t p laces of perform ance for 

their fem ale patrons.39

Strip ev en ts  today  continue to stradd le  a  double position or 

m ediation betw een  the  socially accep tab le  and  the  socially deviant.

On Ju n e  2 1 ,1 9 9 1 , the  Ju s tices  of the  S uprem e Court of th e  United 

S ta te s  of America ruled that forbidding nudity in top less ba rs  and
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p laces of adult en terta inm ents is not unconstitutional.40 In response  to 

this decision, the headline of the w eekend  edition of the  New Post 

pointedly read , "No N udes Is Good N udes. '41 However, this current 

official label of taboo, once  again, s ta n d s  in the  w ake of a  nationwide 

proliferation of strip ba rs  and clubs. Eric Scigliano, in his article, "The 

Skinpresarios" printed severa l m onths after the  S uprem e Court ruling, 

insists that the "growth secto r in adult en te rta in m en t-an d  the em erging 

battleground in the eternal w ar betw een  prudery and prurience--is the 

ancient, quaint, and innocent-sounding art of the  strip tease."42

In addition to the  persis tence  of contem porary  exotic dancing 

events, strippers and im ages of strippers continue to be  incorporated 

into m any other kinds of popular en terta inm ent v enues and  novelty 

items. Plays, m usicals, m ovies, and videos feature perform ances of 

strippers (Fig. 1 3).43 Novels, au tob iograph ies, and com ic books 

revolve around the life stories of exotic d a n c ers .44 Television talk 

show s regularly p resen t strippers a s  g u e s ts  on their program s.45 The 

Exotic World m useum  in H elensdale, California, fea tu res a  B urlesque 

Hall of F am e (Fig. 1.4). Self-help and  self-im provem ent cen te rs  offer 

"how to" w orkshops on stripping and strip club ow nership and 

m anagem en t a s  well a s  group "field trips" to exotic dancing clubs (Fig.

1 .5 ,1 .6).46 Portable purse  or pocket-size v iew -m asters proffer m ale 

exotic d a n ce  ac ts on film strips (Fig. 1.7). H appy Birthday video-gram s 

fea tu re  both fem ale and m ale s tr ip tease  perform ances. Drawings and 

pho tographs of strippers d eco ra te  greeting card s , pens, and ca lendars  

(Fig. 1.8, 1.9).
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This cultural doubling of the com m on and the  extraordinary, or 

the socially accep ted  and the socially tran sg ressiv e . is a lso  apparen t 

within the  structure  of strip even ts and within the  individual dance  ac ts . 

In th e s e  venues, sex  and drink a re  advertised  a s  exciting "ex c e sses ,” 

but a t the  s a m e  time they a re  carefully m onitored and  controlled by the 

rubrics of their im m ediate environm ents and  the  law s of their 

m unicipalities. The traditional lines betw een  perform er and  patron, 

activity and  passivity a re  visibly blurred during the  even ts. Many 

fem ale sp e c ta to rs  of m ale strip show s aggressively  e x p re ss  their 

appreciation of m ale sex  acts, while m any m ale  sp ec ta to rs  "passively" 

watch fem ale routines of seduction. The c la ss  (and race  a s  a c lass) of 

both the  sp ec ta to rs  and perform ers is often clearly defined in term s of 

econom ic privilege. However, th ese  social ro les a re  a lso  unstab le  

b e c a u se  they a re  m ediated through the  expecta tions of th e  special 

g am es  and mimetic parts  offered to  the  pa trons and the  perform ers by 

the  different strip clubs and  theatres. F em ale  and m ale strippers do 

reproduce g en d er and socio-sexual norm s on s tag e , but they perform 

tran sg ressio n s of those  norm s a s  well. Fem ale  d an cers  break the 

rules of the  double standard  through their overt sexual exhibitions. 

Male strippers violate traditional gender positions by performing 

a sp ec ts  of the  desired  sex  object role. Both fem ale and m ale exotic 

dan cers  tra n sg re ss  the accep ted  sartorial decorum  of m ost public 

p laces through their displays of nudity.

Instead of attem pting to ignore or reconcile th e se  (and other) 

contradictory or unstab le term s of s trip tease  perform ance, "A 

S trip tease  Poetics" considers  tran sg ressive  dynam ics a s  integral to the



strip even t's  theatrical and social struc tu res and, a s  Mulvey su g g ests , 

a s  a  primary m ethod of analysis. Within the  framework of a  "poetics of 

transgression ," thea tre  and theory have the opportunity to 

acknow ledge the  bigotries and  inequities of our social sy stem s, but at 

the s a m e  time, p e rh ap s the ability to s ta g e  conflicting social and 

cultural d isco u rses  in active conversa tions and  negotiations with o n e  

another. Within such  a theoretical formulation, w om en a s  a  gendered  

c lass, n eed  not find them selves  reinscribed into patriarchal positions of 

immutable passivity and victimization by the  very theo ries that se ek  to 

alleviate such  conditions. (This principle could extend to more 

m arginalized com m unities a s  well). Theory not only explains 

phenom ena, it a lso  can c rea te  the  phenom ena to be se en . This study 

se ek s  to s e e  and describe  the w ays in which theatre /theory  rep resen t 

traditional and  tran sg ressiv e  a sp e c ts  of he terosexual, fem ale and m ale 

erotic d es ire s  in active conversa tions with one  ano ther through the 

popular entertainm ent of strip tease. Again, it a ttem pts to "see" what 

th ese  conversa tions m ay have to say  about rep resen ta tions of 

dom inant heterosexuality , gender, and  fem ale  and m ale sexual-erotic  

desires  in term s of sexual agency.

A ngela C arter calls pornography "the orphan little s is ter of the 

arts."47 S h e  su g g e s ts  that this gen re  involves the  abstraction  of hum an 

intercourse in which the self is reduced  to  formal e lem en ts .48 While 

one may wish to question C arter abou t her definition of w hat 

constitu tes "hum an intercourse," her description of "sexual 

perform ance" a s  an interface of cultural sym bols (formal e lem ents) is 

useful. Contem porary perform ance theorists  su g g est that theatrical
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ev en ts  produce m eanings for their specta to rs , not only through the 

formal e lem en ts of their im m ediate s tag ed  productions, but also 

through the  sym bols of the  even t's  larger social situation. For this 

reaso n , m any thea tre  sem ioticians include e lem en ts such  a s  the 

locations of the  theatrical ev en ts  and  the  exterior and interior desig n s 

of their p laces of perform ance a s  part of their ana ly ses  of th e se  

rep resen ta tio n s .49 This project follows suit. It exam ines the  urban 

locations of the  strip bars, clubs, and  th ea tres  and their exterior and 

interior designs a s  formal e lem en ts  of perform ance. It a lso  explores 

the dancer 's  u se  of costum e and the body a s  costum e; the 

choreography and structure of the  different strip acts; and the  roles, 

rituals, and g am es perform ed by the  specta to rs . While a  consideration  

of such  a  com bination of "theatrical" e lem en ts is in line with 

contem porary  sem iotic an a ly ses , th e se  a sp e c ts  of perform ance a re  

a lso  significant in term s of sexual-erotic  production and  reception. This 

grouping refers to several of the  im m ediate environm ental p re ssu re s  

that m ost obviously inform and reflect sexual display and a c ts  of desire  

(i.e., th e  social situation, place, and surroundings; the d re s s  of the  

participants; the  body language of the  ac tan ts; the com m on cultural 

narratives of sexual fan tasy  invoked by the  com bination of th ese  

elem ents; and the  sex  g a m e s  and  play that result from all of the 

above).

C hap ter Two begins th e  exam ination of th ese  environm ental 

facto rs by exploring how the  physical and social g eo g rap h ies  and 

topograph ies of strip bars, clubs, and  th ea tre s  depict both se x  role 

norm s and "carnivalesque" tran sg ress io n s  of th o se  norm s. The
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su b seq u e n t ch ap te rs  continue to investigate how gender and other 

socio-sexual d ic ta tes  a re  sim ultaneously  upheld and tran sg ressed  

through the different a sp e c ts  of s trip tease  perform ance. C hapter Three 

re-view s the  interior designs of strip even t estab lishm ents in term s of 

how they co-produce sexual-erotic  e x p e rien ces  through their social 

d eco ra tions of desire  and through their physical and cultural 

m an agem en ts  of specta to r sightlines. C hap ter Four d iscu sses  

s trip tease  costum e d ram as and  the body a s  costum e in term s of how 

they structure doublings of socio-erotic positions for both perform ers 

and patrons. C hap ter Five ana lyzes fem ale  and  m ale erotic d ance  

ac ts through the w ays in which the choreography, structure, and 

narratives of th e se  routines support positions of p leasurab le  mimetic 

jeopardy for fem ale and m ale participants. C hapter Six se e k s  to 

redefine som e of the  traditional term s of erotic-pornographic 

specta to rsh ip  in order to further explore th e  oscillating roles of 

perform ers and specta to rs , desire rs  and  desired  sub jec ts  through 

g am es and rituals of the strip event.

All of th ese  e lem en ts of theatrical, social, and sexual 

perform ance conspicuously overlap in m any w ays. Therefore, while 

each  chap ter fo cu ses  on a specific a sp e c t of the  overall production, 

there a re  refe rences to the o ther perform ance e lem en ts in order to 

su g g est how e ach  contributes to a  system  of pornographic-erotic 

represen tation  through the  dynam ics of tran sg ressio n  and carnival.

The concluding chap ter of "A S trip tease  P oe tics” returns to the  issue  or 

question of sexual agency  in dom inant pornographic-erotic depictions.
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CHAPTER II 

URBAN LOCATIONS OF DESIRE

I need  to understand  how a p lace on a  m ap 
is a lso  a p lace in history, within which a s  a  
woman, a  Jew . a lesbian, a feminist. I am  
created  and trying to c r e a te . .

--A drienne Rich1

Marvin Carlson s ta te s  that "places of perform ance g en era te  

social and  cultural m ean ings of their own which in turn help to structure 

the m eaning of the  entire thea tre  experience ."2 The types of buildings 

which h o u se  theatrical ev en ts  a re  innum erable (e.g ., traditional 

thea tres , movie houses, storefronts, restau ran ts , renovated factories, 

brow nstones. bars, etc.). The primary structu res of th e se  p laces often 

reflect the  history of their u se s  and the  zoning co d es  of their 

municipalities. For this reason , C arlson su g g e s ts  that the  location of 

the p laces of perform ance within the  city, the  exterior decorations and 

m odifications (including the  nam es) of th o se  p laces, and their genera l 

upkeep  a re  usually the m ost visible m arkers of urban narratives for the  

p a sse rb y .3

Les W ade, in his e ssa y , "Bourbon S tree t B urlesque: The Urban 

Erotic Zone," refers to C arlson 's id eas  abou t the  social and cultural 

significance of thea tre  locations and their exterior designs, in part, to
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a d d re ss  how eroticism  or sexual desire  is produced for the  male 

specta to rs  of strip even ts  in New O rleans.4 W ade insists that the 

au d ien ce 's  sexual-erotic  experience  in the  Bourbon S tree t clubs is not 

limited to the actual strip show s and the display of "nudity," but is a lso  a  

result of the  cultural expectations and assum ptions about the  city of 

New O rleans. Bourbon S treet, and the sym bols which adorn the 

facades, m arquees, and foyers of each  estab lishm ent.5 W ade's 

suggestion  that sexual desire  can be "geographically" and 

"topographically" delineated  is a relevant and valuable one.

This chap ter will explore how g en d e r and heterosexual d es ire s  

a re  rep resen ted  by the  "urban positionings" of fem ale and m ale strip 

bars, clubs, and theatre  in the cities visited for this study. T hese  

"positionings" include the  physical locations of se lec ted  estab lishm en ts 

which p resen t strip en tertainm ents; their exterior designs, which m ay 

mark or hide their locations in different w ays; and  finally, the  situation 

of th ese  m appings in term s of a  dom inant d iscourse  of sexualities, 

"carnival." and transgression . P laces  of strip even ts  for m ale patrons 

a re  d iscu ssed  first. Their physical and social s ite s  a re  then  briefly 

com pared to  the "locations" of non-dom inant strip clubs a s  a  way of 

charting the  represen ta tion  of heterosexuality  within a  larger socio- 

sexual context. And last, the  geograph ies and  topographies of m ale 

strip estab lishm en ts a re  com pared  and con trasted  to th o se  of 

he terosexual, middle c la ss , and predom inantly white w om en--who 

sp an  both dom inant and  non-dom inant cultural d iscourses.
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Places of Strip Performances for Men

The stereotypical idea of a  place of strip perform ance for m en is 

usually a  sleazy, but discretely hidden "nudie" bar located in a  

municipal district of "ill-repute." However, this urban design of desire  is 

only one  am ong several rep resen ta tions. Strip bars, clubs, and 

th ea tres  for m en a re  often located in com m ercial a re a s  that a re  not 

asso c ia ted  with "sex and sin." Many of the new er exotic dancing bars 

and c a b a re ts  a re  designed  a s  upscale , and even  luxurious, 

"gentlem en's" clubs. Som etim es th e se  estab lishm en ts a re  situated  in 

fairly exclusive business  secto rs.

In Montreal. C anada , m ost of the  well-known strip clubs and 

bars  a re  located in the  fash ionable  downtown district along Saint 

C atherine Street. This a re a  includes posh  movie h o u se s  and thea tres , 

well-known departm ent s to res, four-star hotels, and boutiques.6 

D espite this central and otherw ise m ainstream  location, Montreal strip 

clubs boldly advertise their p resence . They sport nam es which refer 

directly, and som etim es hum orously, to the  sex  trade (e.g., Club Le 

S candal, La C ave du S exe, Club S uper S exe, etc.); prom inent 

m arq u ees  with fanciful d es ig n s  and bright lights; and neat, tuxedoed  

doo rpersons posted  in the  th resho lds of their im m aculately m aintained 

estab lishm ents.

A num ber of th e se  clubs and  th ea tre s  display depictions of 

fem ale bodies or body parts on their facades. T hese  range  from giant 

Playboy  photographs of nude w om en which cover entire w indows to
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neon signs of naked fem ale silhouettes. Two of the Montreal clubs 

have especially  notable exterior decora tions. C abaret P en th o u se  

fea tu res  a "doorway" that is flanked by h u g e  partially disem bodied 

fem ale legs. P atrons m ust walk through or under this pair of legs in 

order to en ter the club. Club S uper S e x e  is adorned  with a  giant 

m arquee  depicting a comic book-style "supersexy" heroine in a  bikini 

and traditional super hero c a p e  and boots, flying ac ro ss  the  sky (Fig. 

2 .1 .2 .3 ).

While depictions of im m ense, d isem bodied  fem ale legs and 

huge outlines or exaggera tions of nude w om en on the facad es  of strip 

clubs easily  refer to the now cultural cliche of m en socially dom inating 

w om en by reducing them  to sexual ob jec ts through rep resen ta tions of 

their bodies and body parts, the hum or and exaggeration of many of 

the n am es  and exterior desig n s of th e se  strip estab lishm en ts 

sim ultaneously parody hegem onic sexual desires . T h ese  

"carnivalesque" im ages su g g e s t visual pu n s on m ale perform ance 

an x ie tie s -th e  fears of not living up to "gigantic" fem ale sexual d es ire s  

and abilities.7 This is particularly notable in the  c a se  of Club S uper 

Sexe, w here "heroism" and "sexiness" or sexual p row ess (rather than 

moral depravity) is clearly rep re sen ted  through a fem ale figure.

S uch  depictions m ay also  reflect socially subversive m ale 

d esires  to be engulfed or overw helm ed by "trem endous" and public 

exp ressio n s of fem ale sexuality--how ever culturally-m ediated th o se  

ex p ressions may be. For m en 's  d esires  a re  a lso  limited by social 

d ictates, and this censo rsh ip  is particularly in tense  with regard to 

sexual p leasu res  and roles that a re  deem ed  to be "feminine." O ne way
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parody.

The topography and  geography  of M ontreal's strip 

estab lishm en ts for m en po se  dom inant m ale sexuality and  d esires  a s  

theatrical fan tasy  ex trav ag an zas  which a re  a s  readily available a s  any 

other type of am usem en t for a d u lts -a s  long a s  one  is willing to c ro ss  

their very consp icuous and  som etim es bizarre thresholds. The 

pervasive theatrical and fan tasy  a sp e c ts  of th e se  clubs, in com bination 

with their direct sexual references, clearly se p a ra te  them  from 

everyday" city life, in the  face of their "ordinary" and central locale.

In Los A ngeles, California, the  urban positions of m ale strip 

clubs and  th ea tre s  a lso  rep resen t sex  through the euphem ism s of 

show  business" and "fantasy." A large num ber of Los A ngeles clubs 

a re  located on the  major boulevards of the  Hollywood and W est 

Hollywood districts. T hese  sec to rs  a re , of course , a ssoc ia ted  with the 

motion picture industry.8 Here, the n am es  of m any strip clubs and bars 

indirectly refer to both theatrical and  sexual perform ance (e.g., S tar 

Strip, th e  C razy H orse, th e  S even th  Veil, th e  Aladdin, Jum bo 's Clown 

Room, etc.).

S evera l strip estab lishm en ts in th e s e  districts display Hollywood 

film or carnival-like exterior designs. The A laddin's golden colum ns 

and intricately patterned facad e  recall th e  "exotic" movie s e ts  used  to 

su g g est “sheikdom s" (Fig. 2.3). The Body Shop, the  S eventh  Veil, and 

the Crazy H orse all exhibit m urals of giant fem ale n u d e s -n u d e s  which 

a re  posed  in ex aggera ted  odalisque-like positions (Fig. 2.4). T h ese  

m urals a re  designed  to be  eye-catching to the  s teady  stream  of



40

autom obile traffic on the boulevards. N evertheless, the  "nude" wom an 

painted on the facad e  of the  Body S hop  is still quite unusual b e c a u se  

her "ghostly." chalk-white form covers alm ost the entire length of the 

building which h o u ses  the strip club. While a sp ec ts  of th e s e  im ages 

again  su g g e s t the social subordination of w om en through m ale  control 

over erotic representation , both the  s iz e s  and  the  s ta n c e s  of th ese  

figures su g g est exaggera tions and pa rod ies  of dom inant d e s ire s -a n d  

hence, tran sg ressio n s of th o se  desires.

Most of the adult entertainm ent cen ters , theatres, and bars that 

p resen t strip even ts  for m en in S an  F rancisco ’s  Tenderloin district and 

New York City's T im es S q u are  a rea  fea tu re  "sex a s  show  business" a s  

well. However, in th e se  municipal sec to rs, such  desig n s a re  modified 

by "sex a s  sin" or "sleaze" narratives. Both of th e se  a re a s  en co m p ass  

or a re  ad jacen t to traditional thea tre  districts. However, th e s e  sec to rs  

still include a re a s  that a re  well-known for being physically rundown 

and crim e-ridden a s  well.

Strip estab lishm en ts and sex  trade  industries in th e se  districts 

a lso  u se  consp icuous billboards and  neon m arq u ees  to mark their 

locations. The n am es of the majority of th e se  clubs and th ea tre s  reflect 

their relationship to the  show  b u sin ess  districts of which they  a re  a  part 

(e.g., the New Paris Revue, Show  World, and Flash D ancers in Times 

S quare  and the  New C entury T heatre , the  M arket S tree t C inem a, the  

C hez P aree , and the Mitchell B rothers' O 'Farrell T heatre  in S an  

Fransisco). In S an  Francisco, m any of the  estab lishm en ts that p resen t 

strip ev en ts  a re  converted  movie h o u se s  and  thea tres.
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This overt mixing of "the theatrical" and "forbidden" or 

"dangerous" zo n es  in term s of the construction of an  erotics is perhaps 

best captured by the decora ted  facade  of the  rather g lam orous Mitchell 

B rothers’ O ’Farrell T heatre  in S an  F rancisco’s  Tenderloin district. O ne 

side of this im m ense building is com pletely covered by a  mural 

depicting a  tropical jungle s c e n e  (Fig. 2.5). While this mural is quite 

beautiful and eye-catching, while it m ay have been  designed  to 

rep resen t a  sexual "paradise," and while it m ay support S u sa n n e  

K appeler's argum ent that w om en in our society are  frequently depicted 

by dev ices which render them  anim alistic, alien, or exotic (anything but 

hum an),9 this place of perform ance a lso  offers a wild jungle zone 

which fram es the position of the specta to r with risk and uncertainty. 

Such a sexual-erotic narrative, then, canno t depict m ale desire  a s  a  

position of pristine "control" over o thers.

As noted earlier, strip clubs within "jungle zones" or "districts of 

ill-repute" indicate only one  of the w ays sex  and desire  is o rganized or 

m apped by dom inant culture. This factor is underscored  by cities, such 

a s  New York and San Francisco, which offer adult and strip 

en terta inm ents in several different municipal zones. B esides the 

T im es S q u a re  a rea , th ree o ther well-known b u sin ess  districts in the 

borough of M anhattan offer strip entertainm ents: the Wall S treet 

sector, the  garm ent center, and the  E ast S ide midtown shopping a re a  

(Fig. 2.6). Q u een s  Boulevard in the borough of Q u een s in New York 

City h a s  the  single g rea tes t concentration of strip ba rs  and clubs in the 

New York a rea . None of th e se  districts or a re a s  a re  a sso c ia ted  with 

the "depravity" of Times S q u a re .10
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S an  Francisco a lso  offers a  concentration of strip bars  and 

nightclubs in its North B each secto r, which is located betw een R ussian  

Hill and  Telegraph Hill. North B each is a lso  known a s  the  "Little Italy," 

"Greenwich Village," "London's Soho," and  "bohemian" section of S an  

Francisco. The Real Guide: San Francisco and the Bay Area 

describes this district a s  the  p lace w here "poetry m eets porn" (Fig.

2.7).11 North Beach strip clubs sport n am es  that su g g est literary 

refe rences (e.g., C ondors, Hungry "i's", and  the G arden of Eden).

While Frommer's San Francisco (1989-1990) cautions w om en against 

visiting the  Tenderloin section unescorted , it describes North Beach a s  

a relatively sa fe  section with Las V egas-like en te rta inm en ts.12

In contrast to the blatant advertising of sex  entertainm ents in 

M ontreal, Los A ngeles, New York, and S a n  Francisco, two other cities 

rep resen t desire  and sex  through different "under-cover" topographies. 

Strip ev en ts  in W ashington D.C. and  H ouston. Texas, a re  centrally 

located in upscale  business  districts. But in th e se  cities, such  even ts  

m aintain a  relatively low profile or a re  ev en  cam ouflaged in various 

ways.

In W ashington D.C., m iddle-class strip bars  are  situated  in 

U pper G eorgetow n on both C onnecticut and  W isconsin A venues.

They a re  a lso  estab lished  in and around  w hat Fodor's 1991 travel 

guide to W ashington D.C. d escrib es  a s  th e  "high density  nightlife a re a  

of 19th and M S tree ts, Northwest. . .located near th e  city's lawyer- 

lobbyist-filled downtown."13 Most of the  W ashington D.C. strip bars 

and clubs a re  housed  in b row nstones or buildings with sm all 

storefronts. The majority of th ese  estab lishm en ts a re  identified by fairly
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subdued signs in term s of their color, size , and lighting—although th e se  

do vary. Their nam es do not suggest or refer to sexual entertainm ents 

(Joanna 's , Archibald's. Camelot. Royal P alace . Good G uys. J .P .'s , 

etc.). Som etim es small p lacards and  m odest h ead sh o ts  of the  d an cers  

are  displayed in the windows of the bars and  clubs. N ude or partially 

nude photographs and m urals of d an cers  a re  not a  part of this m ap 

(Fig. 2.8).

Houston, Texas offers the most ex trem e version of the "sex 

under wraps" them e. Many of its m iddle-class strip clubs for m en are  

located at the outskirts of the prestigious G alleria section, which is 

internationally known a s  a  major cen ter of finance and com m erce .14 

The exteriors of th ese  strip clubs take on the  am bience of their district. 

The M en's Club p resen ts  nude dancing and  strip  perfo rm ances in a  

soft coral-pink building with an  outdoor fountain surrounded by palm 

trees. It su g g e s ts  the ap p earan ce  of a plush health sp a . Caligula XXI, 

under reconstruction but still in b u sin ess  a t the  tim e of th is writer's visit, 

is an  off-white free standing structure with a  m ajestic facade  

rem iniscent of ancient Rom an ruins (Fig. 2.9). Rick's Bar and 

R estau ran t (cited in Fodor's Texas a s  o n e  of the  c lass ies t B urlesque 

clubs in tow n15), along with its s ister club, the Colorado, which is 

situated  just ou tside  the  Galleria a rea , outwardly look like nice well- 

kept family or yuppie restau ran ts  (Fig. 2.10). The majority of the  strip 

clubs for m en in this district do not have n am es which refer directly to 

sexual entertainm ent. In this city and context, sex  and desire  in the 

land of mythic oil wells and wealth is rep re sen ted  through sym bols of
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body.

T h ese  exam ples of the urban positionings of strip clubs for m en 

do not rep resen t he terosexual m ale d esires  either a s  monolithic or a s  

"natural." W hether the  strip bars, thea tres, and  clubs a re  "located" 

through depictions of sex  a s  s leaze , a s  m asq u e rad e  and  show  biz, a s  

hidden and forbidden, a s  consp icuous consum ption, or a s  any 

com bination of the above, sex  and desire  a re  never depicted  a s  

biologically preordained, but on the  contrary, a s  social struc tu res that 

are  highly artificial and even  "extraordinary." T h ese  municipal 

chartings of strip clubs a lso  rep resen t different urban g esta lts  with 

regard to sex  and the erotic.

Urban Positions of Marginalized Desires

As sta ted  in the  introduction, this study co n cen tra tes  on white, 

m iddle-class he tereosexual m ale and fem ale strip even ts . However, 

certain obvious points abou t hegem onic a ttitudes tow ards race , sexual 

preference, gender, and c la ss  a re  undersco red  through th e  urban 

positions of the  strip clubs, bars, and thea tres . While so m e of th ese  

points ap p ear to be self-evident, for they a re  b a sed  on th e  m ore 

general institutionalized urban seg reg a tio n s , they still should  be briefly 

a d d ressed  here, b e c a u se  they  clearly situa te  dom inant heterosexuality  

and desire  within a social d iscourse. A m ore detailed d iscussion  of the



45

u' ban positions of strip estab lishm en ts for m iddle-class heterosexual 

w om en follows this section.

As one  might expect, most of the  strip even ts  dedicated  to "non­

m ainstream " aud iences  a re  "ghettoized" or se p ara te d  from the 

"locations" of strip estab lishm en ts for m iddle-class he terosexual m ales 

in a num ber of different ways. In M ontreal, w here many of the  strip 

environm ents a re  located in a relatively fash ionable part of town along 

Saint C atherine S treet, m ost of the clubs for gay m en. b isexuals, and 

w om en a re  either found at the  far e n d s  of this m ain thoroughfare or 

betw een the downtown a re a  and Old Montreal. The n am es of the  strip 

clubs for he tereosexual w om en and gay  m en a re  a lso  not a s  sexually 

explicit a s  the nam es of the clubs for straight men in this city (contrast 

the C am pus, Club 281, Bistro Bunnies, C h ez  J e a n  P ierre and Bar 

Apollon with n am es like La C ave du S ex e  and  Club S u p er Sexe).

T here is a brief but pointed an ecd o te  with regard  to  this 

hegem onic urban m ap of desire  in M ontreal. The Apollon, located  in 

the  main section  of the  downtown a rea , originally o pened  a s  a  gay 

strip cabare t. According to the m anager, M aurice, the Apollon w as 

forced to ch ange  its clientele to straight w om en b e cau se  of the  fights 

that continually broke out betw een the  gay patrons of th e  original club 

and the  straight men who visited the strip clubs nearby--in particular 

the C hez P a ree  of M ontreal, which is right next door to  the  Apollon.16

The m ore subdued  advertisem en ts of the  strip clubs and bars  in 

the main downtown a re a s  of W ashington D.C. m ay ac t a s  a buffer for a 

limited intermingling of gay and straight strip clubs. However, th e se  

p laces of perform ance a re  still sep ara ted  by a  num ber of city blocks.
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While the m ost well-known heterosexual strip cab are ts  and bars  for 

m en a re  located on or around 19th and M S tre e ts  and Upper 

G eorgetow n Northwest, gay bars which p resen t go-go boys and strip 

en terta inm ents tend to be closer to  Dupont Circle (e.g.. B adlands and 

R ascals), the cen ter of the gay and lesbian community in D.C. The 

C h esa p e ak e  H ouse, which a lso  fea tu re s  gay  strip en tertainm ents, is 

located further downtown, next to W ashington D.C .'s Convention 

Center.

Several other clubs which offer strip ev en ts  for mainly gay 

au d ien ces  a re  located in the "rougher" S o u th east secto r of 

W ashington. They include La C ag e  aux Follies. Ziegfeld's, and  Tracks 

D.C.. Tracks D.C. p resen ts  a weekly strip show  for gay m en called 

"Flesh.” Tracks a lso  fea tu res "Lesbo-a-Go-Go," an  exotic d an ce  show  

for lesb ians, one  night a w eek. This en terta inm ent includes a  few 

num bers which su g g e s t stripping but which do  not include nudity.17 

This S o u th eas t district is a lso  hom e to  heterosexual "black" strip bars  

and clubs which include Isle 's, th e  P en th o u se , the  Foxy Playground, 

and M uncam bo. The highest concentration of th e se  clubs is on 

G eorgia A venue .18 The H angar Club, the  only estab lishm ent which 

provides on-going strip en terta inm en t for he terosexual w om en in the  

W ashington D. C. a rea , is situated  just ou tside of the city's boundaries 

in C am p Springs, M aryland. C am p S prings borders the infam ous 

S o u th east sec to r and is a lso  next to the  A ndrew s Airforce B ase.

The better-known strip clubs in H ouston 's Galleria section, such  

a s  Rick's, th e  M en's Club, and Caligula XXI, a re  patronized by a  

predom inantly white, m iddle-class clientele. The Colorado is a lso  a
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com parable  upscale  and "m ainstream '' club, but it is located a little 

outside of the  Galleria a rea . This p lace is patronized by a  more 

culturally d iverse crow d.19 While La Bare. H ouston 's so le  strip club for 

heterosexual wom en, is located within the  Galleria district, no gay or 

lesbian clubs w ere  visible within this prestig ious a rea .

G ay and straight m ale strip estab lishm en ts and adult cen te rs  do 

overtly "share" erotic urban z o n es  under certain  conditions. In San  

F rancisco 's  Tenderloin a re a , desp ite  the  consp icuous billboards and 

m arquees, gay sex  entertainm ent cen te rs  su ch  a s  the  Tearoom  and 

the C am pus Theatre a re  not relegated  to the  furtherm ost reach es  of 

this district a s  in M ontreal, but a re  centrally located within this district. 

They a re  a lso  only a  few blocks aw ay from the  straight show s for m en 

presen ted  at the  C hez P a ree  and the  New C entury T heatre. In the 

heart of the  Times S q u are  a re a  of New York City, this sharing becom es 

even m ore evident. Brightly advertised  straight and gay  sex  

estab lishm ents a re  literally located side  by s ide  or a c ro ss  the street 

from o n e  another. The gay strip th ea tres , the  Gaiety and the  Show 

Palace, a re  only s tep s  aw ay from the  m ore or less  straight crow ds at 

Show World and  a couple of blocks from the  New Paris Revue.

P e rh ap s  th is particular geograph ical and topographical scenario  is 

possib le in th e se  districts b e c au se , unlike a re a s  such  a s  M ontreal's 

Saint C atherine S treet, parts of the  Tenderloin and Tim es S quare  still 

opera te  under the  a u sp ices  of "outlawed" urban secto rs. In th ese  

socially "transgressive" zones, m ale heterosexuality  and 

hom osexuality a re  interestingly situated  side-by-side, their d ifferences 

m arked by neon m arquees.
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With the  exceptions of the "no-nudity" erotic dance  

perform ances offered to  lesb ians and w om en at Tracks; the  "Burleszk" 

strip show s under the  d irect'on of Debi Sundahl at the  now defunct 

Baybrick in S an  Francisco; the  rare  tours of S undah l's  "Burleszk" 

show 20; a few leads about ad hoc perfo rm ances and parties su g g ested  

by booking ag en ts  and club m an ag ers  in S a n  F rancisco and Montreal; 

and a  lesbian and gay strip show  p resen ted  weekly a t the  Spectrum  

Disco in Brooklyn, New York (which consists  of one  fem ale and one  

m ale dancer performing their a c ts  for mixed aud iences), I found no 

estab lished  environm ents for on-going lesbian s trip tease  

en tertainm ents either in the New York a re a  or in the  cities visited. This 

d o es  not indicate that th e se  even ts  do not take  place, only that if they 

do. they a re  not visible on "m ainstream " urban m aps of desire  and 

b e c au se  of my own heterocentric  limitations.

In The Feminist Spectator as Critic, Dolan d isc u sse s  the 

im portance, but a lso  the  personal and political dangers , of publicly 

representing lesbian sexuality in this p resen t "era of political 

intolerance and  sexual p rudence ."21 S he  a lso  d e b a te s  w hether 

rep resen ta tions  of lesbian sexuality and  desire  would becom e 

"neutralized" if they w ere  view able a s  com m odities "consum able in a 

m ore m ainstream  econom y."22

A drienne Rich rem arks that, b e c a u se  of the  cultural im peratives 

that repeated ly  situa te  the  phallus at the cen te r of socio-sexual 

d iscourses which insist that w om en can  not exist without m en, it is 

"small w onder that lesb ians a re  reported  to be a m ore hidden 

population than  m ale hom osexuals."23 Rich s ta te s  that in the  light of
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unacknow ledged reality, and in the  a b s e n c e  of choice, w om en. . .will 

have no collective pow er to determ ine the  m eaning and place  of 

sexuality in their lives" (my em phasis).24 W hile Rich is d iscussing  the  

lack of sexual choice in term s of a social system  predicated upon 

"com pulsory heterosexuality" and its attend ing  bigotry and  oppression , 

her s ta tem en t a lso  re so n a te s  with regard  to heterosexual w om en and 

their sexual agency  within this cultural hierarchy.

Places of Strip Entertainments for Women

A m apping of the  places  of strip ev en ts  for w om en includes a  

num ber of geographical and  topographical curiosities which a lso  ra ise  

questions about sexual "visibility" and  "cooptation" from within the  

confines of white, middle c la ss  he terosexual privilege. E stab lishm ents 

which p resen t s trip tease  ev en ts  for straight w om en a re  never situated  

in "forbidden" or "disreputable" urban z o n es. They a re  a lso  rarely 

p laced in a re a s  which a re  primarily ded ica ted  to  m ale-dom inated 

b u s in e sse s  such  a s  the  Wall S tree t a re a  in New York City. P laces  of 

strip perform ances for w om en tend to be in districts a ssoc ia ted  with the  

"regular" en terta inm ents of shopping, nightclubs, res tau ran ts , and 

discos. La B are in H ouston; Club 281 and the  Apollon in Montreal; 

C h ippendales New York and  C h ippendales  Los A ngeles; and  Big 

Alice's in Peoria, Illinois, a re  all located in m ainstream  am u sem en t and
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com m ercial sections. While strip clubs for m en are  a lso  situated in 

th ese  districts, they are  not restricted to them .

C hippendales New York is located  in the  row of d iscos, 

nightclubs, and yuppie res tau ran ts  on the  U pper East S ide of 

M anhattan which line First Avenue. B loom ingdale's departm ent sto re  

and  o ther New York City shopping landm arks a re  only a  few blocks 

away. D anielle's, a  restau ran t nightclub in the  borough of Q u e e n s  in 

New York, p resen ts  m ale strip en terta inm ent for w om en every 

Thursday night. It is situated on Austin S tree t in the neighborhood of 

Forest Hills which is also known a s  a  fairly posh  shopping a rea  

boasting designer c lo thes s to res  and "chi-chi" res tau ran ts  (Fig. 2 .11).25

E scap es, formerly a  teen  disco on Long Island in New York, is 

actually part of a  small shopping mall which includes a  superm arket, a  

family video store, an ice cream  parlor, severa l clothing shops, a  pizza 

palace , and  a  C hinese res tau ran t (Fig. 2.12). The S ugar S hack  II in 

S tone  Park, on the  fringes of Chicago, Illinois, is strategically placed 

right a c ro ss  the s tree t from one of the  a re a 's  largest shopping malls. 

The exterior decorations of th e se  p laces reflect their u se s  a s  m ore 

genera l res tau ran ts , nightclubs, and d iscos. While th e se  "locations" 

for fem ale strip event patrons can  be attributed to concerns over safety  

and conven ience, there  a re  so m e  o ther possib le  "geographic" 

im plications involved a s  well.

W om en who patronize m ale s tr ip te a se  perfo rm ances usually do 

not have  sexual places or "rooms of their own." (Exceptions to this rule 

will be  d iscussed  in due course .) The majority of the strip ev en ts  for 

w om en review ed sh a re  their perform ance s p a c e s  with o ther
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m ainstream  en terta inm ents or with sexual en terta inm en ts for men. 

C h ippendales New York. E scap es . D anielle's, and S u g a r Shack  II, all 

becom e coed  d iscos after e ach  of their m ale strip show s. During the 

1990-1991 se a so n . C h ippendales New York a lso  included a  midnight 

fem ale exotic d an ce  and strip show  for m ale  patrons on the  w eekends. 

B eefcakes U.S.A. touring m ale strip show , b ased  in the  New York a rea  

(Fig. 2.13), and C hippendales Los A ngeles regularly perform ed at 

D anielle's and C arlos, respectively. T h e se  two p laces a re  estab lished  

restaurant-n ightclubs which feature  dancing, com edy nights, and other 

types of coed entertainm ents. The H angar Club, just outside of 

W ashington D. C., p resen ts  a  m ale strip show  for w om en in the 

evenings. But during the daytim e hours, this club fea tu res continuous 

strip ev en ts  for men. Similarly, Big Al's/Big Alice’s  in Peoria, Illinois 

p resen ts  one  m ale s trip tease  show  for w om en in its relatively small 

upstairs s p a c e  severa l nights a  w eek, while the  m uch larger 

dow nstairs s p a c e  is ded icated  to continuous day and  night tim e fem ale 

strip perform ances for men.

In som e situations, strip show s a re  u sed  to lure w om en into the 

clubs a s  "bait" for the generally higher-paying m ale clientele.

D anielle's c h a rg e s  their fem ale patrons five dollars for the  m ale exotic 

d an ce  show  and an  open  bar. Men, w ho a ttend  th e se  perfo rm ances at 

D anielle's to m eet wom en, pay a  ten  dollar cover charge  and full price 

for their drinks or any drink they order for a  w om an at a  table.

At C h ippendales New York, during th e  1989-1990 se a so n , it 

w as not unusual to s e e  a  line of m en nightly w rapped around th e  block 

waiting for the  m ale strip show  to end in o rder to have  a c c e s s  to a
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viewed a s  a  p lace w here w om en have a c c e s s  to  visual sexual 

stimulation a s  well a s  a  s teady  supply of "real" m en.) Currently, late 

night dancing at this club is no longer much in vogue. However, m en 

still com e to dance  with the  w om en after the strip show s.26 This 

C hippendales club p resen ts  ano ther ironic a sp e c t in term s of a  p lace 

ded icated  to fem ale desire  and spectatorsh ip . M ales e sco rted  by 

w om en a re  allowed to view the  strip show  from a  g lass-enc lo sed  

balcony, pointedly called the  V I.P. Lounge, which offers a  birds-eye 

view of all the  action below. From this "position," m en watch w om en 

looking a t m ale s trip teasers .

An additional form of subsetting  should be briefly m entioned 

here. The entire strip event for w om en is often "located" within one of 

several special social ev en ts  (e.g., bachelorette , divorce, anniversary  

or birthday party). Most strip clubs for w om en target a  large portion of 

their advertisem en ts for th o se  types of occasions. The C hippendales 

New York p ress  kit, "Seeing is Believing," even  includes a  short printed 

skit in which two friends plan a  bachelorette  party for ano ther friend 

(Fig. 2.14) 27 This su g g e s ts  that strip perform ances for w om en are  

m ore socially accep tab le  if they a re  located in relatively rare or 

obviously special "initiation rites." While so m e  m ale advertising of and 

a tten d an ce  at strip ev en ts  is a lso  targeted  for special occasions, it is 

not a  primary reaso n  (or "excuse") for strip even t patronage. All the 

types of "subsetting" d iscussed , with regard to strip en terta inm ents for 

w om en, contribute to a  sem b lance  of m ainstream  g ender decorum .
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B ecau se  the majority of the environm ents which p resen t strip 

en tertainm ents for wom en a re  "shared" or su b se t sp a c e s , it a lso  

follows that th ese  even ts  a re  subject to tem poral constrain ts that a re  

not im posed on similar en terta inm ents for m en. It is not unusual to find 

this distinction, or the days of the w eek and tim es of strip show s, posted 

on exterior signs of the bars, clubs, and thea tres.

Most sp a c e s  which sponso r strip entertainm ent for w om en 

present th ese  even ts one to five tim es a week, a s  com pared  to the  strip 

bars and  clubs for men which p resen t continuous strip perform ances 

six to seven  days and nights a  w eek. Strip clubs and ba rs  for men 

generally open  betw een 12 noon and  3 p.m . and c lo se  in the  early 

hours of the  morning. The earliest opening hour d iscovered for strip 

clubs for w om en in this sam pling w as at 5:30 p.m. a t La B are in 

Houston, Texas. The actual strip en terta inm ents for w om en generally 

begin betw een eight and nine o'clock. The av erag e  length of th e se  

show s is one and a  half to two hours.

The circum scribed duration, advertising, and starting time of the 

majority of strip even ts for w om en mimic that of the m ore traditional 

show  biz en terta inm ents. The C hippendales ' "Seeing is Believing" 

p ress kit advertises the  1989-1990 "W elcome to Your Fantasy" strip 

show a s  wild and thrilling a s  "the frenzy of a  rock show." At th e  sam e  

time, however, the  publicity re le a se  also  reassuringly s ta te s  that this is 

socially accep tab le  m aterial for w om en b e c a u se  it h a s  "the values of a  

Broadway musical." The 1990 souvenir program  of D ana M ontana 's 

Sugar Shack  II D ancers of C hicago m akes a  similar point. O ne m ale 

perform er is quoted in the  program  a s  stating that the  S ugar Shack
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entertainm ent."28

Billboards, advertisem ents, and  signs on the facad es  of strip 

clubs for m ales a lso  often indicate the  num ber of d a n c e rs  performing 

and the  d e g re e  of nudity allowed (Fig. 2.15). S igns outside of the 

clubs and  th ea tre s  for fem ale au d ien ces  a re  usually limited to  som e 

sort of group picture of the current perform ers with no reference to the  

am ount of dancer nudity. T hese  advertisem en ts are  not only artifacts 

of the  municipal laws governing zoning and  nudity, but they  a re  a lso  

artifacts of the  less  formally rep resen ted  social expectations about 

g en d er ro les and econom ic and social privileges. The critical 

im portance of this advertising is that it is a  representation  of the m ale 

cultural privilege of multiple sex  partners, sexual variety, and legal and  

social cho ice  over how a w om an 's body m ay be "viewed."

T he urban m apping of strip bars , clubs, and th ea tre s  clearly 

depicts a sp e c ts  of fem ale and m ale sex  ro les that a re  securely  located 

in cultural gender norm s. T h ese  rep resen ta tio n s  could be  used  to 

explain and  ev en  reify the  socio-sexual d ifferences betw een  w om en 

and  men. For exam ple, the  proliferation of strip estab lishm ents for 

m en, a long  with the  p resum able  sexual freedom s advertised  by them , 

could b e  interpreted a s  further "ev idence” of the  m ale "biological" need  

for sexual variety and the "innate" p leasu re  m en experience  through 

the  visual stimulation of fem ale "flesh." This "narrative" could be 

additionally supported  by th e  fact that strip clubs for w om en a re  

relatively few in num ber and supposed ly  rep licate  "the v a lu es  of a
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nudity and  provocative dancing.

This geography  may a lso  sug g est, if o n e  a d h e re s  to the prem ise 

that the  s tructu re  of heterosexuality  seam lessly  and categorically 

den ies  sexual agency  to wom en, that ev en  in a re n a s  which purport to 

en co u rag e  fem ale sexual d es ire s  and  p lea su res , w om en still have  no 

other recou rse  but to conso le  them selves with "the values of a  

Broadway Show" b e c a u se  m en can  never be read  a s  sexual ob jects in 

the w ay that w om en a re  in our culture.

In line with a  different type of critique, one  could a rgue  that the 

urban positions of strip clubs and th ea tre s  for w om en indicate that 

fem ales a s  a  group do not have the  econom ic resources, the time, or 

the social training (b ec a u se  of obvious cultural inequities), to support 

sexual p laces  all of their own. And finally, in th e  light of all of the above 

"factors," o n e  could a lso  suggest that m ost w om en do not bother to 

patronize such  p la c e s -b e c a u s e  w hat would b e  the  point? However, 

this charting of traditional socio-sexual deco rum s vis a vis the urban 

positionings of strip ev en ts  for w om en and m en sim ultaneously a lso  

indicates the  w ays in which g ender and sexual norm s a re  resisted  and 

tra n sg re sse d  through pornographic-erotic rep resen ta tions.

A Geography of "Carnival" and Transgression

Sexual en terta inm ents for w om en which depict the  cultural 

m anagem en t of fem ales and which conceal the  u se  of the m ale body
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effectively fram e and negotia te  fem ale sexualities and  p leasu res  so  

that they a re  accep tab le  to the governing social rubrics. This is not a 

sign of sexual passivity or even  a lack of agency  on th e  part of fem ale 

participants a s  it h a s  been  theorized. R ather, it is one  representation , 

in a  long line of similar s tra teg ies  used  by w om en, to gain sexual 

p leasu re  and  social pow er under op p ressiv e  conditions.29

This type of tactic a ttem pts to circumvent the social p ressu res  of 

the double s tandard . The double standard  (which m ay be  invoked by 

both feminist and patriarchal d iscourses) m ay indeed b e  slightly m ore 

relaxed th e se  days, but it still continues to deploy the labels of "whore." 

"bad girl," or "pow erless object" in the  face  of m any overt displays and 

rep resen ta tions of fem ale sexual interest. Such labelling usually tak e s  

place reg ard less  of w hether th e se  im ages a re  produced by or ta rge ted  

for he terosexual w om en or for heterosexual m en.

F em ale sp ec ta to rs  of m ale s trip tease  perfo rm ances are  

consistently  considered  to be m ore dem onstrative of their sexual 

in terests than  m ale sp ec ta to rs  of fem ale strip perform ances. Almost all 

the dan cers , patrons, m anagers, and  club ow ners interviewed for this 

study, a s  well a s  the majority of the  sociological and  docum ented  

popular opinions about m ale strip perfo rm ances for w om en, a g re e  on 

this point.30

T h e se  displays of "female" desire  and  sexual p leasu re  include 

yelling and whistling, en thusiastic  verbal ex p re ss io n s  of their 

appreciation of m ale bod ies and body parts; paym ent or tipping of 

m ale strippers for k isses, c a re s se s , lap-sitting, and private dances; and
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even  fairly regular propositioning of m ale dancers. It h a s  been  argued  

that th e se  behaviors a re  not really rep resen ta tions of fem ale or 

"feminine" desires, but a re  rather poor imitations of "objectifying" m ale 

d e s ire s .31 However, such  an  interpretation m ay be the result of 

cultural d icta tes which "theorize" that such  ex p ressions a re  inherently 

"male." Dolan con tends that "antipornography activists and  cultural 

fem inists a re  caught in a restrictive, literal interpretation of desire  a s  

m ale that limits their ability to  s e e  the  potentialities of rep resen ta tion .”32 

Johnny Rotten, a w ell-established free-lance stripper who d a n c es  a t 

E scap es , with B eefcakes U.S.A., and for private parties, suggested  that 

w om en a re  overt about their d es ire s  in such  even ts, b e c au se  "women 

can ex p ress  them selves and  not run the  risk of being called slu ts by 

m en.”33

While the p laces of th e se  sexual-erotic  perform ances for fem ale 

sp ec ta to rs  reveal cultural and tran sg ressiv e  negotiations betw een 

concealing and exposing fem ale d esires  through various form s of 

subsettings, the locations of strip even ts  for m ale specta to rs  rep resen t 

com plem entary  depictions of the  upholding and breaking of socio- 

sexual boundaries. As su g g ested  in the  introductory chap ter, sex  trade  

estab lishm ents for m en a re  often publicly visible in term s of their 

central locations and obvious advertising. However, such  p laces  a re  

still hidden or rem oved from daily life by the  social s ta n c e s  and 

municipal ord inances of m ost Am erican cities. Fredric A. Strom  

su g g ests , in his book Zoning Control o f Sex Businesses, that many 

urban regulations regarding sex  trade  industries for m en a re  aim ed at 

their c lear separa tion  from work and  residential a r e a s - th a t  is, their
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David D ressier, in his unpublished d isserta tion . "Burlesque a s  a 

Cultural Phenom enon" (New York University. 1937), pointed out that 

the B urlesque th ea tres  of his day w ere situated  on main thoroughfares 

and that their p resen ce  w as frequently m arked by conspicuous 

advertising .35 N evertheless, D ressier still insisted, several years  

before the  official closing of the  New York City Burlesque h o u ses, that 

those  p laces of en terta inm ents "must rem ain in the  hinterlands" in 

order to "exist in peace ."36

D ressier m ay have been  prophetic in term s of the su b seq u en t 

banishm ent of Burlesque from the legitim ate Broadway s tage . But, his 

com m ents a lso  refer to the  ex tan t paradox or m ediation inherent in our 

social positionings of sexual rep resen ta tions  and ev en ts  for men. 

W hile ex p ressio n s of fem ale sexuality a re  culturally m anaged  through 

the rubric of the double standard , ex p ressions of m ale sexual d esires  

a re  controlled by im ages of sex  safely stow ed aw ay from everyday 

public life, even  though they m ay be quite visible. Put another way, a s  

Les W ade su g g ests , the physical doorw ays of legal strip 

estab lishm en ts n evertheless  offer "thresholds" which da re  the  

passerby  to leave "the relatively sa fe  zone  of the  s tree t for the  illicit 

interior of the  club."37 At the sam e  time, the promotion of som e th ese  

p laces of perform ances by flagrant displays of fem ale bodies su g g e s ts  

yet ano ther type of tran sg ressiv e  boundary crossing. While such  u se  

of w om en 's bodies rep re sen ts  an  a sp e c t of m ale social and  sexual 

control over fem ales, this very signifier of pow er and desire  a lso  

conveys visions of a m ale position of sexual-erotic  surrender.
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The fact that strip clubs and top less bars  for hetereosexual m en 

a re  num erous d o es  not in any way alleviate the  cultural taboos and  the 

label of "extraordinary" which a lso  mark the  advertisem ents of th e s e  

environm ents and events. On the contrary, this juggling of the com m on 

and the  socially taboo  is similar to the sociological concep t of dictated 

deviance. That is. som e behavior and rep resen ta tio n s  may indeed be 

com m on and  socially endorsed  in various w ays, yet still retain their 

questionab le  or forbidden sta tus. This, of course , is a great source  of 

their ap p ea l.

T he city a s  a  culturally controlled or zon ed  body, which includes 

forbidden parts and districts, mirrors "zoned" hum an bodies which m ay 

be wholly socially ou tcast or which m ay be  required to w ear pasties, G- 

strings, o r deco ra ted  fruit-of-the-loom underw ear to sim ultaneously 

mark and  hide their forbidden parts. Within th e se  cities, p laces of strip 

perform ances a re  not just environm ents that permit ac ts  of clothing 

rem oval, b e c au se  th o se  a c ts  take p lace in Broadway thea tres , in opera  

h ouses, and  on som e municipal b e a ch e s  a s  well. Strip environm ents 

a re  s p a c e s  which have  been  socially located  a s  extraordinary or 

deviant for both w om en and men, w hether they a re  positioned or 

zoned  a s  "naughty" or "undercover."

In th e  context of th ese  urban positionings, dom inant 

heterosexuality  is rep re sen ted  a s  a  social organization tha t n eed s  

constan t conditioning and that functions through unusual ru les and 

a c cesso rie s . The unusual rules and  a c ce sso rie s , dep icted  by the 

municipal g e o g rap h ies  and topog raph ies of fem ale  and  m ale strip 

even ts , a lso  rep resen t fem ale and m ale  sexual-ero tic  desires, not a s



"natural" phenom ena, but a s  structures that a re  clearly built upon the 

narratives of the  culture of which they  are  a part.

D ressier s ta te s  that the  B urlesque event is "alm ost like a  fairy 

tale."38 His analogy is far from obscure  or ev en  apolitical, b e c a u se  

m ost fairytales involve stories about physical, m etaphysical, and social 

tran sg ressions and transform ations. Fairytale, folk fable, and myth 

narratives frequently depict th ese  tran sg ressio n s and  transform ations 

through the  bodily rem oval of the protagonist from her or his everyday 

environm ent into s trange  and extraordinary o n e s  a s  part of a  rite of 

p a s s a g e .39 Laura Mulvey, in "Changes: Thoughts on Myth, Narrative 

and Historical Experience." cites Arnold van G en n ep 's  a n a ly se s  of the 

structure of rites of p a ssa g e . Building on van G ennep 's  ideas, Mulvey 

notes that ritualistic "liminal" structures and s ta te s  a re  often m arked by 

the participants' actual "m ovem ent through a  threshold, from one 

sp a c e  to  another"--the crossing  and recrossing  of boundaries. Mulvey 

insists that such  a  m ovem ent "has a  very different mythic connotation 

from that of a  binary opposition.”40

A num ber of theories about the experiences  of eroticism  and of 

sexuality p ropose  that both res t upon dialogical threshold  c ro ssin g s vis 

a vis e x c h an g e s  or ten sions betw een estab lished  physical, social, and 

personal boundaries and  their sim ultaneous disruptions. Such  

theories range  from the  "pedestrian" to  the  esoteric . They include 

Linda W olfe's survey and analysis of the sexual in terests of 106,000 

read ers  of Cosmopolitan  m agazine. Wolf determ ines that the  favorite 

conceptual "turn-ons" of her sam p le  of heterosexual w om en a re  

anticipation, risk-taking, and  rule-breaking.41 A cadem ic writings on



6 1

this subject en co m p ass  the cryptic m usings on eroticism, culture, and 

power of G eorges Bataille. Je an  Baudrillard, and Michel Foucault; the 

Marxist theories of Nancy Hartsock; the  visionary, sociological 

sc h em a s  of Erving Goffman; and the  psycho-sem iotic interpretations of 

gender of Je ss ic a  Benjamin, Jacque line  R ose, and Linda W illiams.42

In various w ays, the above writers posit that erotic p leasure , and 

even  the  experience  of sexuality, a re  c rea ted  by the abandonm en t or 

testing of the self in situations w here a safety  net (or the  probability or 

feeling of a safety  net) is m ain ta in ed -w h ere  boundaries a re  upheld 

and broken at the sa m e  time. This dynam ic offers the experience  of 

the instabilities of the  self and of social in stitu tions-experiences  which 

a re  ap p reh en d ed  and  defined a s  a result of their cultural prohibitions. 

For the  contem porary fem ale and m ale s trip tease  spectato r, the  

physical and social ac t of c rossing  and  recrossing  the  th resho lds of the 

bars, clubs, and th ea tre s  that p resen t th e se  en tertainm ents, a re  the  first 

direct and  visible s te p s  into this theatrical, erotic, and dialogical 

conversation  betw een  the  socially accep tab le  and  the  socially 

transg ressive .
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Fig. 2.2
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Fig. 2.3
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Fig. 2.5
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Fig. 2.6
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Fig. 2.7
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Fig. 2.8
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CHAPTER III

INTERIORS

W e find here a  characteristic logic, the 
peculiar logic of the  "inside out" (a  I'envers), 
of the  "turnabout," of a continual shifting 
from top to bottom, from front to rear, of 
num erous parod ies and travesties, 
humiliations, profanations, comic crow nings 
and uncrow nings. A second  life, a  second  
world of folk culture is thus constructed; it is 
to a certain extent a parody of the 
extracarnival life, a  "world inside out."

-M ikhail Bakhtin1

The interior "scenographies" of fem ale and m ale strip bars, 

clubs, and th ea tre s  offer a  num ber of different desig n s and am b iences  

structured around the co-mingling of the  culturally familiar and  the 

culturally extraordinary. This chap ter begins by briefly exam ining the  

basic physical types of contem porary strip environm ents in term s of 

their genera l decor, am bience, and spatial layout. Next, it investigates 

som e of the  com m on socio-sexual th em es  of g ender and heterosexual 

desire  that a re  reproduced by th e se  e lem en ts. And lastly, this chap ter 

d isc u sse s  how patron seating  a rran g em en ts  influence not only the 

"sightlines" of the spectato r, but certain a sp ec ts  of their participation a s  

well. While the interior designs of th e se  p laces of perform ance clearly



refer to som e of our traditional social m yths about sex  and gender, they 

n ev erth e less  a lso  dispel notions abou t sim ple stab le  positions of 

specta to rsh ip  and desire.

Basic Types of Strip Establishments

For the  sa k e  of discussion, I have divided the  strip 

estab lishm en ts review ed for this study into th re e  overlapping 

"environmental" categories: the  strip bar hangout, which ran g es from 

the "neighborhood" pub to the "dive"; the "show biz" environm ent, 

which is m uch m ore fanciful and formal than  the  strip bar hangout; and 

the carnival-like sex  em porium  or environm ent, which m akes u se  of 

sex  em porium -type features.

The strip bar hangout is. not surprisingly, the  m ost prevalent of 

th e se  environm ents. Bar cultures, a s  a  whole, have  not only been 

historically the  dom ain of m en, they a lso  o p e ra te  in conjunction with a  

form of dictated deviance. Sherri C avan, in her e thnographic study of 

bar se ttings in S an  Francisco, points out that such  p laces a re  s e t  apart 

from m any a sp ec ts  of regular city life. M ost drinking estab lishm ents 

expect and accep t w hat C avan d esc rib es  a s  "normal trouble" (her 

variant of dictated deviance). This "trouble" e n c o m p a sse s  behaviors 

such  a s  inebriation, sexual behavior, various form s of hustling, and th e  

social accessibility of all m em bers to o n e  ano th er.2

Many of the  strip bar hangou ts su rveyed  for this study sh a re  a 

similar lay-out and  design . They a re  generally  sm all, narrow, dimly lit
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sp a ce s  that a re  decora ted  with dark colors (black, dark m aroon, red. 

brown, forest g reen), strategically placed mirrors, and, som etim es, 

wood paneling. Most of the  strip bars a re  equ ipped  with small s tag es , 

juke boxes, and varying d e g re e s  of spa rtan  furnishings. The social 

position of th e se  bars, along with their usual non-specific decor and 

the in teractions they enco u rag e  am ong their pa trons, c re a te s  an  air of 

informality and familiarity. This "familiar" am bience, in concert with the 

accep ted  but extraordinary "trouble" behavior, offers patrons m arked 

negotiations betw een  the  socially accep tab le  and th e  socially deviant 

within the  environm ent itself. The perform ance of "nudity" or stripping 

becom es ano ther form of "normal trouble" which further highlights this 

preexisting condition.

Show  biz strip environm ents include, but a re  not limited to, 

converted movie h o u ses, traditional th ea tres , d iscos, and  cabare ts . 

T h ese  p laces  fea tu re  relatively large s ta g e s , soph isticated  lighting and 

sound sy stem s, formal seating  a rrangem en ts, and uniformed or 

tuxedoed personnel. While show  biz es tab lishm en ts  a re  a lso  primarily 

decorated  with black, red. or d e e p  m aroon color sch em es, the  dark 

hues a re  frequently u sed  a s  the  backdrops for festive lighting designs. 

They include string lights, c h a se  string lights, V enetian string lights, 

and decorative neon ribbons. Many of th e s e  clubs a re  a lso  

em bellished with s tream ers , balloons, mirror balls, and gold or silver 

accen ts. In a m ore or less  obvious fashion, the  interior desig n s and 

ac ce sso rie s  of the  show  biz environm ents rep re sen t the  cultural 

negotiations betw een  the  familiar and extraordinary by conspicuously  

relegating "normality" to the outside world.
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As suggested  in the  previous chapter, this type of cultural 

mediation is a bit m ore com plicated in term s of the  show  biz strip 

environm ents for fem ale specta to rs , b e c au se  there  is a  doubling up of 

the sym bols of the extraordinary and m asquerade . In this context, the 

"extraordinary" environm ent of the show  biz setting is u sed  to m ask the 

even  m ore extraordinary sexual activities for fem ale patrons that take 

place within the  club. In o ther w ords, a s  unusual a s  show  biz designs 

may be, they a re  still m ore "ordinary" than erotic en terta inm ents 

specifically g ea red  for wom en.

Sex  em porium s or strip environm ents which have sex  

emporium-like fea tu res  a lso  frequently u se  show  biz em bellishm ents. 

But th e se  p laces include ano ther s e t  of "negotiations" for the  p leasure  

of their patrons. Most sex  em porium s a re  divided into multiple sub ­

sp a c e s , in which different types  of adult en terta inm ents a re  p resen ted  

(e.g., fantasy booths, peepshow s, adult films, strip show s). In m ost of 

th e se  situations, th e se  perfo rm ances take p lace sim ultaneously.

Brooks M cN am ara in his paper, "Defining Popular 

Entertainm ent," no tes that sp ec ta to rs  in "entertainm ent environm ents" 

(carnivals, am usem en t parks, m idways, etc.) a re  partially responsib le 

for the  organization of their own even t and en terta inm ent experience .3 

While this mien indicates a  certain  kind of specta to r control over the  

proceedings, in this design  th e  patron also  h a s  the  problem  of 

negotiating multiple th resho ld  c ro ssings and viewing positions. This 

c re a te s  ano ther type of interplay betw een  the  familiar and the 

extraordinary b e c a u se  such  en terta inm en ts a re  structured upon the 

p leasu res  of "liminality," through the  experience  of rep ea ted  specta to r
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dislocations and transversings, and not upon "total" specta to r control. 

While other types of entertainm ent environm ents and theatrical even ts 

a lso  featu re  m ediations betw een the  ordinary and extraordinary, 

estab lishm en ts which p resen t strip ev en ts  foreground this 

tran sg ressive  dynam ic, b ecau se , in our culture live, public 

p resen tations of "naked" bodies a re  socially disruptive. The naked 

body, particularly the naked  fem ale body, usually refers to  s e x -a n d  

sex  in public is taboo.

N eed less to say, one  of the obvious w ays heterosexuality is 

depicted through the interior designs of strip environm ents is by their 

gendered  distribution. E stab lishm ents which p resen t strip 

en terta inm ents for m en en co m p ass  all of th e s e  desig n s and 

m ediations, while those  for w om en a re  usually relegated  to  a m odest 

variant of the  show  biz environm ent.

Social Decorations of Sexual Desire 

Places for Men

The specific interior designs of strip clubs for m en a lso  offer a 

wider variety of subsidiary cultural th em es abou t sexual desire  than do 

most of th o se  p laces of perform ance for w om en. Several of these  

them es occur, in different "scenic" forms, in all types of strip 

environm ents for m en. They include clean/dirty dichotom ies, glam or 

and e x c e ss  motifs, and the  representation  of sex  a s  a  gam e. T hese
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social sym bols of desire  a re  depicted  through the decorations, 

am biences. and general upkeep  of the  strip estab lishm ents. There is 

usually considerab le  overlap  betw een  th e se  taxonom ies. However, in 

order to  d iscuss each  th em e  m ore thoroughly, I have se lec ted  the  strip 

environm ents which offer the  m ost distinct exam ples of each . In certain 

c a se s , I will a lso  refer to a few contingent e lem en ts of perform ance in 

order to  analyze  and describe  how th e se  cultural decorations function 

in term s of the overall strip events.

"Dirty" and "clean"

Jo a n n a 's  and A rchibald's in W ashington D.C. follow m ost of the 

standard  fea tu res of the  strip bar hangout. But, in addition to the m ore 

or less spa rtan  accou trem en ts  generally  found in such  p laces, th ese  

two clubs fea tu re  dinner and drinks served  on bistro tab les, which a re  

decked with sim ple white cloths, napkins, and small v a se s  of fresh 

flowers. In th e se  two estab lishm ents, the  usual indifferent attitude 

tow ards the  genera l upkeep  of the hangout bar-type sp a c e  is replaced 

with a consp icuous concern  for a "clean" environm ent.

T he m an ag e rs  and ow ners of J o a n n a 's  and Archibald's, in 

s e p a ra te  interview s-conversations, sta ted  that they strove to  provide 

their patrons with "clean" and  "healthy" a tm o sp h e res  and 

en terta inm ents. In keeping with this them e, they all described  the 

fem ale d a n cers  who worked in their respective  p laces a s  "healthy," 

"girl-next-door types," "sw eet kids,” "clean-cut," "gals-just-trying-to-
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c lean liness is a lso  visibly incorporated into the actual perfo rm ances of 

th ese  d a n cers  through a  peculiar strip ac t coda  which m akes u se  of 

certain e lem en ts  of interior design .

The fem ale d an cers  in the W ashington D. C. a rea  perform 

"topless" and  "bottom less." In lieu of "dirty” crotch-revealing floor 

show s, m any d an cers  in the  "nice and clean" D. C. clubs choreograph  

a se rie s  of p o se s  or m ovem ents which a re  som etim es perform ed by 

leaning up aga in st the m irror-backed walls of the  small s ta g e s . The 

more unusual p o se s  a t J o a n n a 's  a re  accom plished with the  help of the  

overhead  bar. During th e se  perform ances, the mirrors backing the  

s ta g e s  frequently "fog up."

At the  end of each  strip se t or act. w hether the mirror is visibly 

"dirty" or not, the  perform ers a re  required to carefully w ipe it c lean with 

a strategically  p laced sp o n g e  or towel and a  bottle of W index. T hese  

fea ts becom e part of the strip show s, b e c au se  they a re  usually 

perform ed to m usic and a re  accom panied  by "encouraging" com m ents 

from the  a u d ie n c e s -s u c h  a s  "that's right, m ake it squeaky  clean ."5

Paradoxically, the  bodies of the  d an cers , which a re  described  

a s  c lean  and  healthy by the  club m an ag e rs  and  ow ners, strangely  

leave "dirty marks" on the  mirrors a s  a  result of their "sexual" 

perform ances. The p lacem ent of the mirrors is a lso  of note b ecau se , 

depending  on o n e 's  location in the  club, they can  reflect both the  

im ages of the  d a n c e rs  and so m e au d ien ce  m em bers--w ho a re  "dirtied" 

and then "cleaned" through the p ro cess  of the  perform ance. The 

W index co d a  h as  the  odd effect of underlining not only the
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"cleanliness" of the environm ent, but a lso  the  possibility that "dirt” m ay 

encroach  upon it. the event, and the  sp ec ta to rs  a t any moment.

The mise en scene of th e se  "clean" and "healthy" entertainm ent 

environm ents is produced by the physical appoin tm ents, the  general 

upkeep  of the  sp a c e s , the  perform ances of the  dancers, and the 

"vision" and "direction" of the  m anagers  and ow ners. This 

scenography  su g g e s ts  that sexual a c ts  of seduction  and desire  a re  

"perform ances" which need  to be carefully m onitored and  m aintained-- 

b e c a u se  they could easily go out-of-control.

Two other clubs in W ashington D. C. follow a  different, but 

com plem entary  design of this clean/dirty exchange. J .P .'s  and Good 

G uys a re  a lso  located in the  fairly prestig ious Northwest business 

secto r of our nation 's capital. They have  the  sa m e  general spatial 

design a s  the  "nice" and "clean" strip bars  just d iscussed . However, in 

J .P .'s  and Good Guys, "dirt" and "danger" a re  not om inously lurking in 

the w ings, they  a re  literally rep resen ted  on s ta g e . The exteriors and 

interiors of th e se  bars  p resen t environm ents which a re  relatively 

physically dirty and spartan . U nadorned tab les, scuffed w ooden floors, 

and dust a re  all part of th e  am bience of th e se  bars.

H ere, too, the  perform ers and  sp ec ta to rs  visibly interact with 

their environm ents. In th e se  two strip estab lishm ents, top less and 

bottom less d an cers  can  perform parts  of their routines on the  floors of 

the small platform s ta g e s . Several d an cers  a t J .P .'s  and Good G uys 

actually incorporated the physical dirt and dust into their routines. 

During their strip ac ts , th e s e  d a n c e rs  periodically show ed their patrons 

the  p laces  w here dirt had accum ulated  on their bodies. The specta to rs
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generally responded  sym pathetically to th is "show and tell" by handing 

the  d a n c e rs  additional dollar bills.6 A W ashington 0 . C. businessm an  

reported that both of th ese  bars  have reputations for walking on the  

borders of the  municipal adult entertainm ent law s--even though they 

a re  considered  m iddle-class clubs and a re  patronized by m any 

estab lished  law yers and b u s in essm en .7

Good G uys w as recently refurbished. Two extra s ta g e s  and 

multi-colored lights w ere added  to the  s p a c e  to  c rea te  a  som ew hat 

c leaner and  m ore overtly festive environm ent. During my last visit to 

this club, a  policem an w as posted in the back of the  bar to m ake su re  

that the d a n c e rs  did not perform their infam ous "dirty" floor routines.8 

J .P .'s  and Good G uys offer their patrons extraordinary environm ents 

which a re  already  or alm ost "out-of-control." In this set-up . the s e n s e  of 

risk is the  excitem ent and danger of a  possib le "raid" from the 

"ordinary" world which th rea ten s  to police, and  possibly W index clean, 

all th o se  w ho play and ac t within.

T here  is one  o ther strip estab lishm ent in W ashington D. C. 

which offers a distinctive play on the  th em es  of c leanliness and the  

"policing" of sexual desire. The two-story, g lam orous Cam elot is an  

unusual com bination of both the  hangout and  show  biz types of strip 

clubs. It is located right next door to Jo an n a 's , but it p resen ts  a  far m ore 

formal environm ent, beginning with its uniformed doorm an standing 

outside.

The dow nstairs s p a c e  at the  C am elot looks like an  upscale, 

narrow, neighborhood bar with the  addition of mock, Tiffany style 

s ta in ed -g lass  w indow s in te rspersed  with polished wood paneling.



9 1

There is one very small platform s tag e  along the wall in the cen ter of 

this room. The upstairs environm ent h as  m uch m ore of a cab are t look. 

The walls a re  decora ted  with elegantly patterned  mirrors, polished 

wood paneling, and giant dark nondescrip t paintings trimm ed with 

ebony and  gold. The bistro tab les  a re  decked  with c an d le s  and small 

v a se s  of flowers. The large platform s ta g e  is ringed with string lights.

T h ese  two environm ents a re  further distinguished from one 

ano th er b e c a u se  b u sin essm en  and he te rosexual coup les a re  usually 

e sco rted  upstairs, while a generally younger, less  formal, all-m ale 

crowd is sea ted  dow nstairs. Both of th e se  levels a re  patrolled by m ale 

bouncers who w ear very visible yellow security  guard  jacke ts  and carry 

walkie-talkies. Their job is to m ake su re  that the patrons behave  and 

basically "stay put."9

The lighting plan in both of th e se  environm ents is a lso  unusual, 

for this design  includes the  prodigious u se  of black light which c re a te s  

ano ther atm ospheric condition. The d an cers  in this club w ear mostly 

white or light colored outfits and lingerie b e c au se  of the dram atic effect 

of the lighting. S ince the  Cam elot is a lso  a ttended  by m any 

businessm en , the  black light a lso  plays upon the  white or light blue 

shirts worn by those  se a te d  c losest to the  s tage . "Stuffed shirts" 

glowing in the  dark inadvertently becom e am using icons in the  

structure of this "scenic" arrangem ent. In the  Cam elot, the  sparkling 

white or light-colored co stu m es of the  dancers; the se a te d  "stuffed" 

shirts; the  carefully detailed, subdued , and coordinated decor; the 

general seg regation  of the  sp ec ta to rs  according to  g en d e r and 

perceived type; and  th e  overt “perform ance of policing" by the
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order, discipline, control, and m ost of a ll-tension .

In all of the clubs just described , the  rep resen ta tions of physical 

and conceptual "cleanliness" and  "dirtiness" a re  not only related  to 

cultural and historical conflations of w om en 's bodies with desire , sex  

and sin, but also to carn ivalesque, tran sg ressiv e  positions of 

spectatorsh ip . As dem onstra ted , d irtiness and c lean liness a re , indeed, 

rep resen ted  a s  cultural s igns  a ttached  to the  bodies of th e  fem ale 

perform ers in th ese  clubs. However, th e se  sym bols a re  a lso  part of the  

environm ental structu res which sh a p e  the  roles of the specta to rs  a s  

well a s  those  of the perform ers. S pecta to rs, who attend p laces of 

s trip tease  perform ance, a re  not positioned a s  clean, unified, subjects- 

in-control, who gaze  at "poor," "dirty," "powerless" dancers. Instead, 

the scenog raph ies  of th e se  strip clubs situa te  their patrons in positions 

of risk and uncertain ty-for they, too, a re  ex tensions of their 

environm ents and a re , therefore, subject to be "cleaned" or "dirtied" 

depending on the design . This uncertainty is surely a  g rea t part of the 

experience  of tran sg ressive , erotic p leasure .

It is a lso  important to note that concep ts of the "dirty" a re  

frequently synonym ous with concep ts  of the  socially chaotic and 

uncontrollable, and hence , often the  sinful (which is probably why they 

a re  so  frequently a ttached  to fem ales within dom inant d iscourses). 

"C leanliness," on the  o ther hand, often rep re sen ts  order and control. 

The u se  of th ese  two term s in such  paradigm s refers to the  tensions 

and e x c h an g es  betw een  s tab le  social boundaries and chaotic  d issen t. 

In the  "nice and clean" strip clubs, the  disrupter is "dirt,” while the



specta to rs  attem pt to position them selves in term s of stability and 

social boundaries. In the "not-so-nice clubs," specta to rs  openly 

ch o o se  positions of social rebellion, reveling on the  verge of being 

taken over and controlled. In the  Cam elot, "control" over the spectato r 

is an  obvious part of the  event. The "police" hover about inside the 

club, "lying in wait" for any patrons who dare , or mistakenly, s te p  out of 

line.

Glamor and "glaring excess"

Show  biz type strip environm ents for m en focus on the them es 

of glam or and d ress-up  or m asquerade . In th e s e  scen ic  designs, 

interplays of social control and c h ao s  a re  usually depicted  through 

rep resen ta tions of excess--and  this, of course , then  n ecess ita te s  som e 

sort of m anagem ent. Many of the  strip clubs and th ea tres  visited in 

M ontreal, Los A ngeles, S an  Francisco, H ouston, Peoria, and New York 

City, u s e  this style of sexual representation.

In addition to  the  standard  glitzy type of appointm ents already  

m entioned, som e show  biz strip environm ents a re  so  elaborately 

d esigned  and  decora ted  that they a re  rem iniscent of Donald Trum p's 

projects. Several of the  m ost o sten ta tious of th ese  clubs a re  located, 

not surprisingly, in Houston, Texas.

Rick's Bar and R estauran t, one  of H ouston 's prem iere strip 

c lubs,10 sponso red  the Stripteasers s e r ie s  of v ideo tapes which w ere 

shot in its special V.I.P. Lounge. This sp a c e  b o a s ts  floor to ceiling



arched  windows and mirrors, pinkish walls, soft blue lighting, pink table 

cloths, exceptionally large v a se s  of fresh  flowers, and huge abstract 

paintings in blues, red s  and  whites. The main platform s ta g e  is backed 

by mirrors and m auve colum ns and h a s  a  very small runway a ttached  

to it. W hite baby grand pianos a re  used  a s  supplem entary  s ta g e s  (Fig. 

3.1).

The mam party room at Rick’s is considerably  larger and 

com bines high tech and art deco  desig n s. The walls, carpeting, plush 

chairs, and tab les a re  done in m auve and light g reen  colors. T hese  

p aste ls  a re  mixed with mirrors, shiny black su rfaces  and accen ts, and 

the  u se  of multi-colored spotlighting. T he m ain s ta g e  is a  large 

runway. W hite baby grand pianos a re  used  a s  s ta g e s  in this sp a c e  a s  

well.

Robert W atters, the  owner of Rick's, s ta ted  that his club w as 

designed  to c rea te  "the environm ent of a  E uropean  cabaret-- 

so p h is tica ted -w h ere  b u sin essm en  feel com fortable."11 At the  sam e  

time. W atters a lso  su g g ested  that the  am b ience  of the main a rea  w as 

m odeled after the  huge  first floor cosm etic  section  in Bloom ingdale's 

departm en t sto re  in New York City. The Bloom ingdale's cosm etic 

section is surrounded by mirrors, high-tech lighting, shiny black 

su rfaces, and  a plethora of m erchandise . B loom ingdale's offers their 

con su m ers  a  considerab le  selection of "goods," which m ay su g g est 

consum er control through the  "choice of objects." However, its aim, 

according to W atters, is a lso  to "overwhelm" and "confuse" the 

shoppers. W atters s ta te s  that his own intentions for Rick's follow suit.
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This club interm ingles an  am bience of patron "comfort" with an 

am bience of patron "overwhelm."

In this club (as  in a  num ber of o ther strip clubs for men), twenty 

or m ore d an cers  can  be performing at the s a m e  time, on the  formal 

s ta g e s  and at the tab les  of individuals and groups of patrons. W atters 

sta ted  that this environm ent prom otes both specta to r "overload" and 

the "pleasure of consp icuous consum ption." While the  idea of this kind 

of "spending," again , su g g e s ts  the econom ic control and dom inance of 

the patron, such  actions a lso  p resen t certain d an g e rs  for the  "big 

spender." In th ese  environm ents, patrons m ay not be able to m aster 

the s itua tion -tha t is, they can becom e overloaded, or even "spent."

The M en's Club, a lso  located in Houston, tak es  Rick's V.I.P. 

Lounge to even  further ex trem es. According to architect Robert Schuh, 

this absolutely gigantic club is m odeled after art nouveau  hotel lobbies 

b e c au se  of its undulating lines, florate patterns, and symbolic them es 

which conjure "exotic" or dream like im agery .12 The M en's Club boasts  

m arble accen ted  w alls and  colum ns, thick floral carpe ts , and niches 

with s ta tu e s  and  b ra ss  lion head s. S p ec ta to rs  sit in high-backed, floral 

parlor chairs p laced around large, circular tab les. The m ain runway 

s tag e  is balanced  by o ther sm aller, round, platform s ta g e s  throughout 

the sp ace . The u se  of m ore diffused lighting, a s  o pposed  to the 

stronger spo t lighting favored by m ost "glamor" clubs, ad d s  to the 

environm ent's parlor-like or hotel lobby au ra .

The genera l o p e n n e ss  of the environm ental design  a lso  

es tab lish es  the s e n s e  of being in a  very public setting. This strange  

characteristic  is he igh tened  b e c a u se  the  M en's Club includes the
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addition of m ore "ordinary" adjoining s p a c e s . An outdoor swimming 

pool, an  indoor health club, a  gift shop , and hair d ressing  sa lons 

com plete the design of this spa-like complex. This scenography  

su g g ests  the transg ressive  thrill of "getting away" with sexual activities 

in the  middle of a  truly public p la c e -o r  perhaps of the experience  of a 

d ream  or nightm are in which one g o e s  out and then  d iscovers that one  

h as  forgotten to d ress. The entire "picture" is that of infinite sex  

perform ances, view able from all angles, in a  Fellini-esque a tm osphere .

Goldfingers. in the borough of Q u e e n s  in New York City, a lso  

offers th em es of glam or and ex cess , but through an  exclusively high 

tech  sp a ce -a g e  design . This club a lso  plays to som e m ore obvious 

ado lescen t fan tasies  abou t sex . social rules, and g a m e s  which will be 

d iscussed  shortly. Goldfingers is a  large, glitzy nightclub covered with 

m atte and shiny black su rfaces  (Fig. 3.2). It fea tu res lilac neon lighting, 

high tech sound equipm ent, and  five se p a ra te  formal s ta g e s . The 

large m ain s ta g e  is located  a t one end  of the  sp a ce . It is surrounded 

on th ree  s id es  by both single chairs and bistro tab les and chairs. Next 

to this s tage , and overhead , is another performing sp ace . A small 

plexi-glass platform allows patrons an unusual p e rsp e c tiv e -th e y  may 

literally peek or look up a w om an 's skirt.

The other large s ta g e  a t Goldfingers is p laced in the  middle of 

the  room and in the cen ter of an  enorm ous circular bar. At the o ther 

end of the  club, a  raised  and partitioned section with a  small s ta g e  is 

available for private parties. On w eekend nights, G oldfingers also  

p resen ts  hot-oil wrestling in its basem en t sp a ce . P atrons can  perform 

in th e se  even ts  by becom ing the  m anagers  of the  fem ale w res tle r-th a t



is, if they a re  willing to pay enough for this honor. T hese  ro les a re  

auctioned off to the h ighest bidders (the cost can  range anyw here from 

fifty to two hundred dollars).13 B ecau se  of the  multiple s ta g e s  and 

perform ance situations possible in m any of th e se  types of strip clubs, 

so m e  of them  easily overlap with the  sex-em porium  category (Fig. 3.3).

Sex emporiums, games, and "adjustments"

The am b iences of sex  em porium s can  range from the 

g lam orous to the decaying. N evertheless, the  sim ultaneous u se  of 

different perform ance a re a s  in th e se  en terta inm ent environm ents 

highlights the  them e of e x c e s s  through multiple scenographic  

ex c h an g e s  and specta to r negotiations.

The Mitchell B rothers' O 'Farrell T heatre  in S an  F rancisco is still 

m anaged  by its founders and  the  p roducers of one  of the  m ost popular 

porn films of all tim es, Behind the Green Door. As one m ay well 

im agine, this sex  cen te r focuses on ab u n d an ce , variety, decad en ce , 

and glam or. The lobby is a  well-lit, im m aculately clean sp a ce , covered 

with greenish-b lue and cream  tiles. The focal point of this a re a  is a 

large exotic fish tank built into the  wall. This a re a  leads to five different 

types  of s p a c e s  which a re  loosely nam ed  for the  sexual perform ances 

featured  in each  (all include so m e form of stripping): the  New York 

Live S tage , the G reen  Door Room , the  C ine S tage, the  C openhagen  

Room , and  the  Ultra Room. The decor of th e se  individual sp a c e s
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ran g es  from high tech  party environm ents and e legan t yuppie movie 

th ea tres  to the  mythical d e cad en ce  of ancien t tim es.

The C ine S tag e  is a movie th ea tre  s p a c e  which p resen ts  adult 

films and  a lso  special strip perform ances by fem ale porno stars. A 

perform ance s ta g e  is placed in front of th e  ceiling to  floor and wall to 

wall film sc reen . The aud ience  seating  is a rranged  in a  m odern 

am phitheater design. The entire s p a c e  is subdued , but richly 

deco ra ted  with dark g reen  colors and light oak wood trim.

In contrast to this quiet, controlled, and relatively dark movie 

thea tre  environm ent, the New York Live S ta g e  s p a c e  p resen ts  

continuous strip show s with dazzling light and video displays. In this 

a rea , m usic se e m s  to blast from all directions. S trippers perform on a 

large, rectangular, platform stage . The s ta g e  is surrounded on th ree  

s id es  by slightly raked, traditional th ea tre  seating . "Dressed" 

perform ers a lso  roam  the  audience, offering to sit on the  laps of the 

specta to rs  while the strip tease  a c ts  a re  in progress.

The G reen Door Room  offers ano ther type of environm ent. The 

dark g reen  walls of this perform ance a re a  a re  subtly lit, but they a re  

decora ted  with gigantic ancient and  R e n a issa n c e  friezes depicting 

"erotic" s c e n e s . This perform ance sp a c e  is designed  a s  a  cabaret.

The m ain s ta g e  is half-moon sh ap ed  and  is surrounded  by tab les, 

chairs, and  banquettes . The tab les  a re  unusual b e c a u se  they are  

larger than  the  regular bistro tab les  and a re  a lso  carpeted .

The half-moon s ta g e  turns into a  show er room during the show.

Fem ale perform ers und ress and then  show er together. After they 

w ash, they individually m ove to the  carpe ted  table tops to dry off and to



e n g a g e  the sp ec ta to rs  se a te d  around th o se  tab les  in conversations for 

tips.

The C openhagen  and Ultra R oom s a re  less  ornate. The 

C openhagen  Room  is a  very small sp a c e  ringed with red co u ch es and 

mirrors. This perform ance a re a  fea tu res "girl on girl" ac ts , mini-strip 

show s and  perform er-spectator lap sitting. The Ultra Room , which w as 

not available at the time of my visits, offers private booths and peep  

show s w here perform ers strip and play with various sex  toys.

As su g g ested , sp ec ta to r m ovem ent within and betw een all of 

th ese  s p a c e s  intensifies specta to r eng ag em en t with the  different 

designs of the  environm ent. The patron h a s  both the excitem ent and 

problem  of organizing the sexual even ts  with a  personal "show" of 

individual control and decision-m aking. B e c au se  the "rules of the 

gam e" ch a n g e  according to  the  different sp a c e s , the  specta to r em barks 

on a  play of dislocation and ad justm ent in order to  fulfill the  

expectations of e a ch  environm ent.14

For exam ple, accep tab le  specta to r behavior in individual 

fantasy  or peep  show  booths may be quite different from the  expected  

specta to r behavior in the  movie thea tre  or strip thea tre  sp a c e s  of the 

sa m e  estab lishm ents. A shift in location is frequently a  shift in 

specta to r-spec ta to r relationships a s  well. In certain sp a c e s  specta to rs  

m ust contend m ore directly with the  scrutiny of their peers . Similarly, 

certain types of spectator-perform er contact m ay be allow able in som e 

a re a s , w hen the  perform er is partially "dressed ," and not allowable in 

other se ttings w hen the  perform er is "nude" (se e  chap ter six for m ore 

on specta to r behavior and  "perform ance").
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The them e or g am e of m astery  and control in the face of 

carn ivalesque dislocations and e x c e s s e s  is p e rh ap s  m ost clearly 

rep resen ted  by the exterior and interior designs of the  sex-em porium  

Show World in New York City. Show  W orld's exterior m arquee  is 

sh ap ed  like a  circus or carnival tent. The main en trancew ay even  

displays a  collection of m echanical clow ns posted  above  th e  inside 

door. The carnival design  is a lso  carried  out in Show  W orld's interior 

spaces--in  the  individual "live" fan tasy  booths, th e  individual movie 

booths, the p eep  show  theatre , and the  transsexual and straight strip 

show  and movie thea tre  environm ents (Fig. 3.4).

T hese  interior p laces  of perform ance a re  a lso  decora ted  with 

bright colors (yellow, red, and orange), festive string lights, mirror 

chips, and clown m osaics. The s ta g e  of the  Triple Treat Theatre, which 

p resen ts  straight strip show s in terspersed  with porno films, is adorned  

with mirrors and red scalloped  trim m ings which a re  designed  to 

resem ble the  en trancew ays of circus or side-show  ten ts. The carnival 

midway and gam e a rc a d e  th em e  is a lso  supported  throughout the 

en terta inm ent environm ent b e c a u se  patrons pu rch ase  se p a ra te  tokens 

and tickets to pay for m any of the  entertainm ents.

The location of "am usem ents" within an  environm ent or larger 

event som etim es provides o ther types of social signification and 

m ediation. The Triple T reat T heatre, individual fan tasy  booths, and 

peep  show s which p resen t fem ale perform ers a re  located on the 

ground level and  upper floors of Show  World. The sa m e  types  of 

even ts  which p resen t tran ssexua l perform ers (m en to  wom en),
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however, a re  located in the  b asem en t of the  building-for they a re  the  

m ost "extraordinary."

The references to circus and carnival even ts  suggest the  fears  

and thrills asso c ia ted  with the  social dislocation that occurs through the 

viewing of individuals and fea ts  which disrupt visions of the  normative. 

The g am e a rcad e  motif, a lso  apparen t here, refers to the  p leasu re  of 

m astery  and  winning--but a s  gam e  p layers well know, in th e se  

situations failure, loss, and  possible d isg race  a lso  "lurk in the w ings."15

G am e or sport them atic depictions of m ale sexual desires  a re  

prevalent cultural depictions. T hese  represen ta tions, in som e form, 

figure into all of the strip environm ents and even ts  surveyed for this 

study. Two of the m ost pronounced scenograph ic  exam ples of this 

them e a re  found in S co res  in New York City and in the Colorado in 

Houston.

S c o res  is located just around the  corner from C hippendales on 

the E ast S ide of M anhattan. Its nam e  not only re la tes to  gam e points, 

but to sexual satisfaction. Both g am e  points and sexual satisfaction 

a re  achieved , in the context of "scoring," by undergoing various tes ts , 

challenges, and risks. S co res  is advertised  a s  New York's "Only Fully 

Equipped Executive Club for G entlem en" (Fig. 3.5). It is a  huge s p a c e  

of 15,000 sq u a re  feet, similar to m any of the  large gen tlem en 's c lubs in 

H ouston 's Galleria a re a . Its interior design  com bines teal green walls, 

bistro tab les, and com fortable banquettes; real stained  g lass windows; 

floors carpeted  with a colorful confetti pattern; a huge "S"-shaped bar 

with two small s ta g e s  on either side; and o n e  large main s ta g e  

equipped with mirrors, a  projection video sc reen , and a  sm oke
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m achine. The s p a c e  includes other video m onitors and sc re e n s  which 

continuously featu re  spo rts  events. They a re  p laced strategically 

throughout the  main a rea . S cores a lso  h a s  a  V.I.P. room designed  in a 

similar style. It is se p ara te d  from the main s p a c e  by doors adorned  

with expensive  sta ined  g lass  windows.

At S co res , the interior schem e e n c o u ra g e s  patrons literally to 

play a s  well a s  watch. This club "sports" a  mini basketball court and a  

g am e a rcad e . In the g am e arcade , o n e  can  shoo t pool, play video 

gam es, practice golf on a mini putting g reen , or try out the soccer and 

air hockey m achines. The miniature basketball court offers patrons a 

chance  to dribble balls on a cem ent floor and to  shoo t b ask e ts  against 

a portion of a  white brick, exterior-looking wall. S ince th e se  sp a c e s  

a re  in view of the main a rea , patrons can  take  turns playing and 

w atching e a ch  o ther a s  well a s  gazing upon th e  d an cers  w ho perform 

on the  s ta g e s , at table sides, and on tab le  tops.

The Colorado, situated  just ou tside of H ouston 's Galleria district, 

su g g e s ts  a  different gam e plan from that of S cores. The Colorado 

conflates se x  and desire  with sporting ev en ts  which include hunting, 

and possibly, colonization. The C olorado is a  tw o-space  environm ent. 

(However it w as about to be renovated into a  m ulti-space 

en terta inm ent c en te r.16) Its p resen t interior a re a s  sport the basic 

m auve and  light g reen  color design that dom inates m any of the  o ther 

prestigious strip clubs for m en in H ouston, but this is w here the 

sim ilarities end. Rough hewn tim ber b eam s d eco ra te  the  walls and 

ceiling of the  main room. T hese  a re  covered with animal trophies, 

s ta tu e s  of anim als, stuffed anim als (lions and tigers and b e a r s . . .oh
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my!), and a  few pictures of "wild-west-type" w om en in co rse ts-ho ld ing  

rifles. P atrons sit at the bar or in com fortable grey bucket chairs 

c lustered  around copper-topped  tab les. Adjoining th e  main s p a c e  is 

the Sports Club. This large room b o asts  rows of pool tables, a  "library" 

of well-bound books in a  niche, wood panelling, and  s ta ined -g lass  

windows. It is the  ultimate in fantasy "dens" (Fig. 3.6, 3.7).

The nam e, th e  Colorado, while not specifically sexual, conjures 

up im ages of w ilderness, cow boys, the gold rush, and a  variety of 

outdoor sports. E m ployees and patrons a s  reciprocal ex tensions of the 

environm ent, carry out the  overall intent of the  design. At the time of 

this writer's visit, the w a itresses  in this club did not w ear the standard  

variation of tuxedo tails or som e form of leotard prevalent in m any of 

the strip estab lishm en ts in T exas and elsew here . They d ressed , 

instead, in cam ouflage safari shirts and shorts. At the  sa m e  time, the 

relatively conservative behavior m anifested  by the  Houston patrons of 

the yuppie high tech  or hotel lobby art nouveau  environm ents 

described  previously, is replaced with w hat ow ner Robert W atters and 

club m anager Bob Fury call "m acho hooting and stomping.'"17

S ex  a s  spo rtsm ansh ip  and  w om en a s  hunted , dangerous, 

b e a sts  either to be  "killed" or "captured" by "manly" m en is visualized 

throughout this environm ent. This interior design  may indeed position 

the m ale participants a s  "zoo-keepers" or tam ers  of dang ero u s and 

non-hum an fem ale b o d ie s .18 However, neither the  pow er positions 

within this p lace of perform ance, nor the  cultural mythology which 

informs it, a re  necessarily  uni-directional. In the  C olorado the  

"subservient" w a itre sse s  a ssu m e  the costum e  of colonizers or animal



tam ers. And. in terspersed  am ong the  anim al head  trophies, the prints 

of co rse ted  w om en holding rifles p o se  sym bols which su g g e s t socially 

subversive role reversals. This strip scenography  may position th e  

specta to rs  a s  sportsm en or hunters who a re  "winners" or "slayers." But 

at the  sa m e  time, this design  a lso  allows the  m ale players to take up 

the exciting roles of being "overwhelm ed" or "slayed" by the  situation 

("slayed" a s  in the expression  of desire--"you slay me").

Male participants who en te r into strip environm ents enact a  wide 

variety of stereotypical social ro les which a re  supported  and 

encouraged  by the scen ic  designs. However m any of th e se  roles 

(which involve the sexual th em es of clean/dirty, e x c ess , and  gam es) 

often sim ultaneously offer m ales mimetic experiences that resist the  

cultural d icta tes which require them  to be in social and  sexual control 

a t all tim es. As Linda Williams insists in Hardcore, "pornographic" or 

"erotic" depictions frequently carry very notable rep resen ta tions of 

cultural res is tance  within th em .19

Male cooptations of sexual-ero tic  positions traditionally 

assigned  to w om en a re  not sym pathic or em pathic re sp o n se s  to the  

positions of fem ales a s  a  g endered  c la ss  in our society. They a re , 

instead, subversive tac tics undertaken  to experience  sexual roles 

forbidden to them  in dom inant he terosexual contexts. For. while the  

double standard  limits sexual exp ression  for w om en, o ther social 

rubrics m an ag e  m ale sexuality  by censoring  any erotic behavior which 

is culturally considered  "feminine."
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Places for Women

As d iscu ssed  in the previous chap ter, strip even ts  for w om en a re  

usually su b se t into environm ents which offer m ore m ainstream  types of 

en tertainm ents. B ecause  of this, the interior designs of those  

environm ents generally reflect their larger functions (e.g., restau ran ts, 

cab are ts , nightclubs, discos). There a re  several important exceptions 

to this rule of thum b which will be d iscu ssed  presently, but even  th e se  

do not m atch som e of the scen ic  ex trem es found in the strip clubs for 

m en. In a  se n se , this difference reflects the  social doctrine which 

continues to forbid overt displays of fem ale d esires  and sexualities.

O n e  of the  starkest exam ples of this basic difference betw een 

m ale and fem ale strip club interior design  is the  com parison of Big Al's 

and Big Alice's in Peoria, Illinois (if it p lays in P e o r ia . . .) .  T h ese  p laces 

of perform ance a re  housed  in a single building and a re  under the  

sa m e  m anagem en t. Big Al's is located in the  larger and  m ore 

conven ien t ground floor sp a ce , while Big Alice's is situated in the much 

sm aller upstairs a rea . Big Al's con tains bright orange, black, and red 

carpeting; blue-green walls covered  with mirrors, silver tinsel, and 

pictures of spotlighted fem ale pin-ups and  centerfolds; and four 

different ty p es  of s tag es , including o n e  go-go cage . S pec ta to rs  sit 

around reddish  bistro tab le s  on chairs or stoo ls, depending on the 

height of the  table. They can  a lso  sit at th e  large bar.

In con trast to Big Al's e x c e ss  or overload of color and design,

Big Alice's upstairs s p a c e  h a s  a sim ple pinky-peach color sch em e, 

accen ted  with peach  neon ribbons delicately circling the  room. A
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single platform s tag e  is located at o n e  end of th e  space . A very small 

bar. deco ra ted  with a few plants, is p laced at the  other end . The 

specta to r seating  is a rranged  in neat rows of utilitarian chairs 

in terspersed  with a  few bistro tab les for drinks. The aud ience  sp a c e  is 

strangely  divided in half b e c au se  of a  foundational wall that runs down 

the cen te r of m ost of the sp ace . D espite this o n e  oddity, the  entire a rea  

h as  a  bare, airy, "neutral" ap p e ara n ce  (Fig. 3.8).

Several o ther environm ents which p resen t s trip tease  for w om en 

follow sim ilar design  sch em e s . D anielle's, a  restaurant-nightclub in 

New York City, p resen ts  a  weekly m ale strip show  in conjunction with 

other types  of en terta inm ents for coed  au d ien ces  (com edy nights, 

disco, sing-a-longs, etc.). Danielle's is a lso  a  fairly understa ted  

environm ent. The m ore rowdy bar a re a  is se p ara te d  from the dining 

and nightclub s p a c e  by a  g lass  divider. The dining and perform ance 

a re a  h a s  soft pink-colored walls, hanging plants, and a  sm all d an ce  

floor su rrounded  by a n ea t layout of bistro tab les  and banquets  (Fig. 

3.9).

T he Apollon, in Montreal, is a m ore sophisticated  and less 

"neutral" version of this look. It is a lso  o n e  of th e  few s p a c e s  solely 

dedicated  to strip en terta inm ents for wom en. This club sports soft pink 

walls deco ra ted  with a  few small, gold-fram ed paintings and  mirrors. 

The tab les  a re  covered with pink cloths, cloth napkins, and  fresh 

flowers in small v ases . A palm tre e  and a  large gold s ta tue  of the  god 

Apollo a re  situated at the far end of the room, next to a small bar with 

additional seating . A m edium -sized platform s ta g e  is placed in the 

cen ter of this narrow, rectangular sp ace . The s ta g e  is flanked by
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suggestions of classical G reek colum ns and is equipped with the latest 

in lighting and sound technology. The Apollon's u se  of a few exotic 

signifiers d o e s  su g g e s t a scen ic  interest in th e  represen ta tion  of desire. 

But this club differs from similar strip environm ents for men, b e c au se  

the exotic re fe ren ces  a re  u sed  sparingly and b e c au se  the  play and 

p leasure  of e x c e ss  is not e x p ressed  through the  interior design. It 

should a lso  be  noted that, according to  the club m anager, the  Apollon 

w as originally conceived a s  a  strip club for gay  m ale aud iences.

In con trast to th e s e  fairly subdued  environm ents, C h ippendales 

New York and  C h ippendales Los A ngeles; La B are in Houston; and 

E scap es  on Long Island, New York offer versions of the  glitzy cabaret- 

disco or show  biz environm ents. But. once again, th e se  sp a c e s  do not 

su g g est the  "overload" a sp ec t crea ted  by m any of glam or, cabare t strip 

environm ents for m en. The majority of the d isco-cabaret environm ents 

for fem ale s trip tease  sp ec ta to rs  surveyed for this study feature "the 

sp a re  and th e  bare." T h ese  s p a c e s  usually include dark-colored walls, 

theatrical spo t lighting desig n s, single s ta g e s , and utilitarian seating  

(e.g., old movie thea tre  se a ts , bistro chairs and tab les, planks, 

banquettes, etc.). La B are in Houston is the  only club for w om en 

visited that offered m ore than  one  formal s tage .

E sc a p es , on Long Island, New York, is one of the  m ore unusual 

of th e se  types of clubs. It still h a s  the  au ra  of its original pu rpose  a s  an 

airplane h angar te e n a g e  disco. Several different levels a re  sculpted 

out of the  im m ense interior sp ace . Gold and silver trimming decora te  

the peeling black walls. C afeteria tab les  with red p ap er coverings form 

long lines a c ro ss  the  gym nasium -like main floor. Black bistro tab les
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and chairs with paper p lacem ats. deco ra ted  with a  group photo of the 

current m ale dan cers , m ake up the  furnishings and decorations of the 

elevated "dining section." The rows of tab les  on the main floor and the 

overall am bience  rem ind o n e  of a  high school cafeteria  or gym 

decorated  for a  th em eless  party.

C h ippendales New York h a s  recently  undergone a  few cosm etic 

renovations which have sp ruced  up the  overall environm ent. This 

sp a c e  includes a traditional platform s ta g e  a s  well a s  a  floor-level 

dancing and performing s p a c e  situated  directly in front of the  main 

s tage . The aud ience  sits on utilitarian b en ch es and stackab le  chairs 

that a re  placed on makeshift-looking risers. T hese  risers a re  se t up to 

c rea te  a  th ree-quarter am ph itheater seating  a rrangem en t around the  

floor-level perform ance sp a c e . This perform ance a re a  h a s  been  

painted dark red. Several large, but rather s e d a te  prints of m ale pin­

ups and  festive, m ulticolored lights n ea r the  bar a re a  have  been  added  

to the  decor (Fig. 3.10). However, the  platform s ta g e  still sports the 

Westside Story s e t design  that h as  been  u sed  for a  num ber of years. 

This se t, with its s tree t lamp, torn chain m etal fence, and on -stage  car 

may indirectly refer to  the  "rom ance" of star-crossed  lovers, but it is a lso  

designed  to lend a  "macho" look to th e  proceed ings which pose  m en 

a s  desired  sex  objects. At the  s a m e  time, there  is som ething 

sophom oric about this se t which m ay se rv e  to fram e adult fem ale erotic 

experiences with the  less  th reaten ing  fan tasies  of school girls (Fig. 

3.11).

Two cab are t or disco-style strip clubs for w om en com e very 

close to the m ale m odel of this type of sexual scenography. Club 281
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kind of the  m ale cabare t strip club. It h as  a  dark interior color sch em e 

which is accen ted  with multiple s tra n d s  of yellow and g reen  string 

lights and a  few hanging plants. Like m any of the  clubs for m en, 281 

displays "pin-ups" on its walls. The Club 281 m ale pin-up prints a re  

m ore num erous and "racier" than  th o se  a t C hippendales New York 

(that is, m ore of th ese  photos display full body sho ts  and skin). This 

overt scen ic  display of m ales a s  ob jects of fem ale desire  is probably 

due to the  fact that Club 281 is one  of the few estab lishm ents which is 

used  solely a s  a strip en terta inm ent environm ent for wom en.

Club 281 a lso  h a s  a  large bar that runs along one side  of the  

room. S leek  bistro tab les and chairs a re  crow ded into the  rest of the  

sp ace . The m edium -size s ta g e  platform is situated  opposite  the  bar 

with additional seating  directly around it. The s ta g e  is backed by an  

enorm ous sc reen  which projects im ages of the  particular d an cer who 

is performing. This heightens the  show  biz directives of this type of 

club by presenting each  m ale d an cer a s  a  s ta r  of a mini-movie or 

video.

W hile Club 281 rep licates th e  m ale generic  m odel of a  cabare t 

strip club with its m any lights, large bar, high tech  features, sleek 

furnishings, and walls decked  with pin-ups, th e  much larger S ugar 

S hack  II in C hicago is fashioned after the  fan tasy  glam or design . The 

interior walls of the  S ugar S hack  II a re  covered  with exterior bricks. 

S ections of the walls and  ceiling a re  a lso  topped  with an  unusual thick, 

red carpeting. The brick a re a s  of the  walls a re  patterned to c rea te  the  

a p p e a ra n c e  of a  se rie s  of large arched  windows. The ceiling is
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covered with white string lights, and while the show  is in progress, it 

has the  effect of s ta rs  overhead. The aud ience  a rea  is se t on different 

risers which a re  uniquely designed  to resem b le  num erous outdoor 

brick terraces. Rows of garden  lam ps adorn the  tops of the  brick 

dividers which outline the  te rraces . Shiny sq u a re  and  rectangular 

tab les  and  high stools a re  neatly lined up on e ach  of th e  balconies 

(Fig. 3.12).

The sp a c e -a g e  s ta g e  a p p ears  to be a t odds with the  old-world 

courtyard design of the  aud ience  sp ace . The s ta g e  is com posed of 

th ree levels: a main s ta g e  space , a  runway area , and a small, shiny, 

steel platform c a g e  that can  be raised  and  lowered. The s tag e  lighting 

is hung on consp icuous polished s tee l racks overhead . A giant video 

projection sc reen  backs the main part of the  s tage . The design of this 

environm ent su g g e s ts  an  interesting c lash  or exchange  betw een a  

star-filled night on a  rom antic balcony or in courtyard and the  viewing 

of a  sci-fi spacesh ip  adven ture  story (Fig. 3.13). O ne h a s  the  odd 

experience  of being both indoors and  out-of-doors sim ultaneously -o f 

transversing som e past e ra  into a tim e of the  future.

Notable, too, is th e  fact that this scen ic  plan follows a  traditional 

division of g ender ro le s-w o m en  a re  positioned on "romantic" 

balcon ies while m en a re  situated  in a  s p a c e  a g e  technological setting. 

But a s  in all strip club designs, the  perform ance a re a s  and specta to r 

roles a re  not stab le  entities. In this environm ental plan, it is the m ales, 

rather than the  fem ales, w ho a re  posed  a s  social aliens. Here, w om en 

are  fram ed with the signifiers of the universal or the  c lassical. And 

while the  fem ale sp ec ta to rs  m ay b e  located within the  cultural safety  of
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traditional rom antic s c e n e s , they a re  still invited onto the  sp a ce  ship 

s tag e  to take  part in various tipping activities. O nce again, this 

scenography  offers social boundaries and disruptions of those  

boundaries by referring to theatrical negotiations of time, place, and 

action (traditional g en d e r roles).

The interior design  of the S ugar Shack  II is a rarity in strip clubs 

for w om en b e c au se  the  u se  of scenograph ic  negotiations to d islocate 

or d ecen te r the  specta to r is generally relegated  to strip clubs for men.

This may be due  not only to the issue  of subsetting  and the  general 

social supp ression  of m ore overt sexual rep resen ta tions  of fem ale 

desires, but a lso  b e c a u se  m ales in our society may need  m ore 

a c ce sso rie s  in order to  experience  sexual dislocation and the  positions 

of desire  culturally denied  to them . On the o ther hand, m ale strip 

perform ances and ev en ts  for w om en may th em se lv es  provide enough 

of a  cultural dislocation to effect a  similar experience  b e c a u se  they are  

so  extraordinary within our society.

Spectator Seating and "Sightlines"

Marvin C arlson s ta te s: "Surely no o n e  in thea tre  n e ed s  to be 

told that s p a c e  's p e a k s '- th a t  spatial configurations can  be powerful 

signifying ag en ts ."20 The relationship betw een the  sp ec ta to r and the  

perform er is integral to  specta to r-specta to r interaction and vice versa .

The type of specta to r seating  frequently indicates the  type(s) of patron 

participation required or expected  by the even t. This section will deal
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spectator" and "spectator subgrouping" seating  arrangem ents.

C hapter six. "Sporting the  Spectator," d isc u sse s  other e lem en ts of 

specta to r-specta to r and perform er-spectator proxem ics and 

interactions.

The im portance of the "isolated spectator" and "spectator 

subgrouping" seating distinctions is not so  m uch w hether sp ecta to rs  

initially attend strip ev en ts  a s  singles or in groups, but rather that 

certain  specta to r behaviors and  exp erien ces  a re  elicited through the  

"encouragem ent" of particular seating  designs, in tandem  with the 

overall structure of event and environm ent. S om e strip environm ents 

prom ote one  or the other of th e s e  basic  seating  patterns, while a  few 

environm ents offer a com bination of a rrangem en ts.

Isolating the Spectator

D ressier briefly d escrib es  "isolated spectator" behavior in his 

dissertation on the B urlesque show  in New York City. He no tes that 

the traditional theatre  se t-up  and  aud ience  decorum  of his day focused  

the attention of the patrons alm ost exclusively on the  s ta g e  activities so  

that the  specta to rs  usually took little notice of one  ano ther during the  

perfo rm ances.21 The au d ien ce  a re a s  of th e s e  B urlesque h o u ses  w ere 

a rranged  in the  typical side-by-side sp ec ta to r seating  plan. 

C ontem porary strip environm ents which u se  this standard  thea tre  or 

movie house  design a re  the  m ost obvious m odern exam ples of side-
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and Market S tree t th ea tre s  in S an  Francisco, and the Harmony Theatre 

and the  New Paris R evue in New York City, a re  a  few of the clubs 

which com e under this category.

Side-by-side seating , how ever, is a lso  used  in the  less  formal 

layouts of strip bar hangouts and  nightspots. For exam ple, in so m e of 

the pubs, the  bar counter and stools run along a  good portion of the  

length of the  sp ace . The s tag e  or s ta g e s  a re  often placed directly 

opposite  the bar seating  so  that the patrons m ust either sit or stand  with 

their backs to the  bar in order to  s e e  the  action. Generally, chairs a re  

also  p laced directly around the s ta g e  a re a s . This design c re a te s  two 

or th ree  rows of spectato rs. In other hangout sp aces , the sh a p e  of the 

bar is circular or rectangular. The s ta g e  is usually situated in the 

cen ter of this design with a  galley around it for the  w aiters and 

bartenders. The sp ec ta to rs  sit side-by-side around the outside of the  

bar. Often ano ther "row" of specta to rs  s tand  behind the se a te d  patrons 

at the  bar.

Table and chair g roupings a re  e ither non-existent or quite 

limited in th e se  types of estab lishm ents. The specta to r seating  is 

structured so  that there  is less  of an  opportunity for patrons to sit facing 

one ano ther without th e  s ta g e  and perform ers in-betw een them . 

Sightlines a re  of great im portance in this design. The strip ac ts  a re  

usually s tag ed  so  that the  perform ers ro ta te  p laces, in order to insure 

that all the  aud ience  m em bers will eventually have  som e sort of 

"centered" view of their routines. In New York City, G allagher's, the 

M erry-Go-Round, the  Baby Doll Lounge, and Billy's m ake u se  of this
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functions a s  a  "gaze-control" device.

A unique version of the "isolated" sp ec ta to r and "gaze-control" 

plan is on view at the  S tar Strip in Los A ngeles. The S ta r Strip is a  

large, s leek  s p a c e  with black walls ado rned  with different colored neon 

lights. Running down the cen ter of the  s p a c e  is an  unusual se ries  of 

eight small, circular, raised platform s which a re  interconnected with 

small runw ays. Both the s ta g e s  and the  runw ays a re  a lso  decorated  

with neon lighting. The perform ers ro ta te  from platform to platform so  

that the  specta to rs  do not have to m ove or shift their focus.

E ach  in terconnected s tag e  looks a little like a  small pool. The 

cen ter portion of each  s tag e  is sunken  or cut out (about two to three 

feet) and lit with bluish-lavender lights around the  bottom  and  sides. 

P atrons sit directly around th e se  pools, mostly looking down into them , 

b e c au se  the  dancers, after stripping quickly, sit or lie a t the  bottom of 

th e se  pools and  perform  floorshow s. T h ese  sightlines d iscourage 

specta to r-spec ta to r interaction b e c a u se  of th e  slant of the  spectator's 

gaze.

All of th e se  isolated specta to r strip s truc tu res highlight the 

tran sg ressiv e  e lem en t of "private" sexual a c ts  and experiences taking 

p lace in "public" settings. This design  a lso  refers to one of the 

traditional w ays sexuality and nudity a re  rep re sen ted  within our 

cu ltu re -th a t is, they a re  both relegated  to a  m etaphysical hinterlands, 

which is ap p aren t and hidden at the  s a m e  time.
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Spectator Subgroup Seating

Strip environm ents which en co u rag e  subgrouping  spectating  

positions (that is. two or m ore specta to rs  se a te d  together and 

conspicuously  interacting) within larger au d ien ce  populations may 

a lso  refer to the ten sions betw een  sexual privacy and public d isp la y -  

but through a  doubling of this process. The sp ec ta to r is an  individual 

within a  small group, which is itself within a  larger public group.

However, the  m ore important differences betw een  single and 

subgrouping specta to rsh ip  a re  found in the locus of control and the 

interplay of "homosocial" relationships and d es ire s  which will be 

d iscussed  in chap ter six.

Strip environm ents which en co u rag e  subgrouping  through their 

seating  a rran g em en ts  generally  rep lace  th e  informal and formal 

desig n s of side-by-side sp ec ta to r seating  with tab les  and chairs or 

banquettes . Small group interaction is frequently reinforced by 

additional sub -ev en ts  offered or abetted  by th e s e  estab lishm ents (e.g.. 

dining, b u s in ess  deals , table s ide  or table top  strip perform ances, 

com peting fan clubs, and various "private" parties or celebrations).

T h ese  types  of seating  a rrangem en ts, particularly in com bination with 

accom panying sub -even ts, often preclude the  type of sightlines and 

focus which direct th e  sp ec ta to r 's  g aze  m ore exclusively onto a  main 

s ta g e  or even t.22

S p a c e s  which e n co u rag e  small g roup participation through their 

interior desig n s and activities a lso  enco u rag e  a  shift in the role of the 

perform er-from  that of the  main focal point of an  event, to one  of
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several points of interest and  som etim es even  a s  a  catalyst for the 

internal interactions of the  subgroups. As described, performer- 

catalyst roles may a lso  exist in isolated spectato r set-ups. But in the 

subgrouping m odels, the  ca ta lyst role is m uch m ore pronounced 

b e c au se  of the relationship of the  small group m em bers to one 

another. For exam ple, b u s in ess  d ea ls  w ere observed  and reported in 

all of the  clubs for m en which provided table seating. The ow ners or 

m an ag ers  of Archibald's, th e  M en's Club, and  Caligula XXI all referred 

to the  b u sin ess  transactions that take place in their clubs a s  "the main 

event."23

S ex  em porium -type strip environm ents offer yet ano ther 

variation on isolated sp ec ta to r and  subgrouping seating  arrangem en ts.

Strip clubs such  a s  Rick's, th e  M en's Club. Big Al's, Goldfingers.

S co res , the  P en thouse . C lub S uper S exe, a s  well a s  Club 281 and La 

B are for fem ale patrons, a re  large estab lishm en ts which provide 

multiple s ta g e s  or perform ance a re a s . T h ese  clubs a lso  featu re  both 

side-by-side and cluster patron seating .

In such  environm ents, sp ec ta to rs  can m ove about the  space , 

adjusting their d istance  betw een  the  perform ers and their fellow 

specta to rs . S pecta to rs  can  sh a re  various activities a s  m em bers of 

small g roups a t tab les  and  then  tem porarily leave th o se  positions and 

take up side-by-side s e a ts  at ba rs  or around the  formal s ta g e s  of the 

clubs.

While th ese  se t-ups. again , indicate a  type of specta to r control in 

term s of a  "personal" organization of the  strip event, c h a n g es  of 

location and seating  can  a lso  d ecen te r the  patron by requiring the
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proper adjustm ent of her or his behavior. At the  sam e  time, individual 

shifts of position also impact on the exp erien ces  of other specta to rs  

and th e  perform ers, all of which n e c ess ita te  additional negotiations 

betw een the  players.

"Scenic Management” of Desire

The effects of all of the seating  m odalities just d iscussed  ap p ear 

to have  less  influence over fem ale sp ec ta to rs  of strip even ts  in general. 

The majority of strip show s for w om en a re  under the direction of an 

M.C. (S e e  my chap ters  on choreography and spectato rsh ip  for other 

d iscussions about the M.C.) The M.C. interferes, to som e degree , with 

both isolated and  subgrouping sp ec ta to r behavior b e c au se  the M.C. 

attem pts to  have all the  participants respond  a s  a unified community 

(Fig. 3.14). This is not to say  that isolated and  subgrouping 

experiences do not occur in th ese  types of clubs for wom en, but simply 

that fem ale  specta to rs  have this additional factor in play. In strip clubs 

for w om en which do not have the  "guidance" of the  M.C. (e.g ., La Bare, 

Club 281, and the  Apollon), the  seating  a rrangem en ts  opera te  in m uch 

the sa m e  fashion a s  they do in the  clubs for m en.

In the  context of strip even ts , environm ental m anagem ent of 

m ale specta to r desires  and actions is just a s  in tense a s  it is for fem ale 

d esires  and actions. The difference is that the  m anagem en t of m ale 

sp ec ta to rs  is deliberately designed  to be less  overt. W hile M.C.’s  do 

not usually p reside  over strip show s for m en, the  environm ental
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directives of seating  and them atic design  a re  insidious control 

s tra teg ies  which n evertheless  p reserve  a  s e n s e  of m ale spectato r 

autonom y, which is in keeping with th e  prevailing social norm s of 

gender. As M cNam ara p roposes, "entertainm ent environm ents” offer 

"a distinctive brand of fan tasy  arch itecture or "scenography.""24 For 

M cNam ara, 'the s h a p e  of the event" becom es, in fact, a  kind of 

constan t m ediation betw een the  sp ec ta to r and  the powerful 

entertainm ent environm ent that su rrounds him [sic ].'"25

The designs of strip club scen o g rap h ies  and the spectato r 

interplay with those  scenog raph ies rep re sen t som e of the 

tran sg ressive , carn ivalesque w ays in which fem ale and m ale patrons 

can experience  "extraordinary" sexual ro les and exp ressio n s while still 

being allied with the  culturally "familiar." In all of th e se  environm ents, 

differences in fem ale and m ale he te rosexual d esires  a re  clearly 

rep resen ted  a s  d ifferences in environm ental design  and instruction.
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Fig. 3.2
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CHAPTER IV

COSTUME AND BODY DISGUISES

(D ress). . links the  biological body to the 
social being, and public to  private. This 
m akes it uneasy  territory, since it forces us 
to recognize that the  hum an body is m ore 
than a  biological entity. It is an  organism  in 
culture, a  cultural artifact even, and its own 
boundaries a re  unclear...and  unclear 
boundaries d isturb us.

-E lizab e th  W ilson1

D espite the fact that s trip tease  perform ances a re  frequently 

labeled top less, bottom less, and even  n u d e  dancing even ts , costum e 

still p lays an  im portant p a rt-b o th  in term s of m asq u e rad e  and in term s 

of im ages which sim ultaneously uphold and tra n sg re ss  social 

boundaries through sartorial plotting. In an  interview for Variety in 

1965, printed under the  page-w ide headline, "Topless No T hreat to 

Strip," Harold Minsky scoffed at the suggestion  that the  1960s vogue 

for top less bathing suits or that the "modern film imports" would 

underm ine B urlesque perform ance. He s ta ted  that "the fem m es on the 

bum p-and-grind circuit, do not merely ex p o se  them selves. There is 

dram a and in terest in what they do, how they do it."2 Twentyfive years  

later, Robert W atters, the  ow ner of two "nude dancing" c lubs-R ick 's
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and the Colorado in H ouston -arrived  at the sam e  lucrative conclusion. 

In an  interview for this study. W atters insisted that sim ple s ta g e  nudity 

is not a s  interesting a s  the  nudity produced through strip even ts 

b e cau se  s trip tease  perform ances offer "storylines" to their aud iences.

In order to help the perform ers a t Rick's and the Colorado c rea te  erotic 

ta les  for their patrons. W atters provides his d a n c e rs  with several 

photograph album s of carefully d isplayed costum e suggestions.

T hese  "suggestions" include lingerie items, leather apparel, street 

clothing, and cocktail or evening w ear.3

Gio, a contem porary B urlesque queen , devo tes a  portion of her 

video, How to Strip for Your Man, to costum e selection.4 Stripper and 

porno sta r Veronica Hart, in her w orkshop "How to Strip for Your Lover" 

(sponsored  by the  Learning Annex in New York City for straight w om en 

and lesbians), tak es  considerab le  tim e to d iscuss  appropriate  

costum ing a s  well.5 Both of th e se  instructors em phasize  the choice of 

costum e a s  an  integral part of the  choreography and perform ance.

Most of the  fem ale and m ale d an cers  interviewed for this project also  

com m ented that the  selection of costum e and accesso ries , even  if 

those  selections a re  limited to two or th ree  articles, a re  primary 

elem ents in the construction of their perform ances. The im portance of 

d re ss  or costum e in strip a c ts  is further illustrated by the s ta g e  nam es 

of a  current husband  and  wife s trip tease  team , M alibu-Barbie and 

Malibu-Ken (Fig. 4.1).6 This coup le 's  choice of n am es readily conjures 

up im ages of the  Barbie doll and her partner, the  Ken doll. T hese  toys 

produce play d ram as for children which a re  implicit in the  socially



m arked roles of the  dolls' outfits and in the  children 's constan t 

d ressing , undressing, and  red ressing  of th e se  dolls.

G enerally speaking , contem porary  fem ale perform ers in the 

sm aller strip bars  and clubs tend to begin their routines in 

accesso rized , lingerie type outfits. The choice of this costum ing 

ap p e a rs  to be related to the  limited s ta g e  s p a c e s  of m ost of th e se  types 

of p laces and to the m ore intimate or "familiar" am bience that they 

strive to c rea te . Fem ale d a n cers  working in larger bars, clubs, and 

th ea tre s  with show  biz or cabare t a tm o sp h e re s  usually m ake u se  of 

m ore e laborate  and varied costum ing. Male d an cers  who strip for 

fem ale sp ec ta to rs  alm ost uniformly u s e  com plicated costum ing 

b e c a u se  they perform in overtly theatrically-oriented estab lishm ents.

However, reg ard less  of w hether the  costum es for strip ac ts  a re  

lingerie articles or a re  b a sed  on storybook or mythic characters, all of 

th e se  outfits a re  chosen  for their sexual appeal. C ostum es are  

environm ents for bodies, and  like the  interior designs of thea tres, they 

not only fram e th o se  bodies, but they a lso  en g a g e  the  w earers  and 

view ers in environm ental reciprocities with cultural sym bols of g en d er 

and  desire .

V alerie S teele , an  editor and m ajor contributor to the  recen t 

anthology on clothing in our culture, Women and Men: Dressing the 

Part, su g g e s ts  that "the conventions of sexual expression  in d re ss  a re  

clearly d ep en d en t upon the  w ays in which sexuality is organized in the  

culture a s  a  whole. "7 S tee le  ad d s  tha t " sex iness  (how ever it m ay be  

defined) is not an  intrinsic attribute of clothing; it is a  m eaning ascribed  

to  particular clo thes by particular people."8 P etr Bogatyrev, in his
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e ssa y  "C ostum es a s  a Sign (The Functional and Structural C oncept in 

Ethnography)," views clothing a s  significant m arkers of social 

boundaries with im portant socio-sexual functions which a re  "closely 

related to moral function."9 Clothing is "moral" in d ressed  cultures, in 

the m ost genera l s e n se , b e c a u se  the  w earing  of clothing (as  well a s  

the w earing of the  "correct" clothing), ind icates ad h e ren ce  to social 

rules. As A nne Hollander s ta te s  in refe rence  to nudity in our culture in 

Seeing Through Clothes, "N akedness is not a  custom ary but rather an 

assu m ed  sta te , com m on to  all but natural to none, except on 

significantly m arked occasions. T hese  m ay b e  ritual, theatrical or 

dom estic, but they a re  alw ays special, no m atter how frequent."10

Strip perfo rm ances a re  particularly interesting with regard  to 

social sartorial scripts. T hese  ac ts  a re  theatrical and cultural even ts  

organized around the  dram atic, "moral" u se  of clothing. At the  sa m e  

time, th e  co stu m es of strip routines a re  specifically se lec ted  by the  

d an cers  to send  sexual m e ssa g e s  to  the  specta to rs . The "moral" 

function of costum e in the strip event is first estab lished  by the ironic 

s ta n c e  of the  aud ience . The opening co stu m e  and all o ther clothing 

item s worn by s trip tease  perform ers im m ediately becom e dramatic 

e lem en ts of the  storyline b e c a u se  they a re  o b s tac les  to a final 

outcom e. This exchange  betw een  d re s se d  and  u nd ressed  s ta te s  in 

strip tease  perform ance, which in effect beg ins before the  stripper 

rem oves any clothing item, clearly refers to  the  social prohibition of 

nudity a s  well a s  to the  s ta te  of nudity itself.11

Both the  dram atic, moral function of d re ss  and its sim ultaneous 

and tran sg ressiv e  send ing  of sexual m e ssa g e s  in strip ac ts  a re
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gestural, rather than verbal com m unication. Hollander points out that 

in d an ce  perform ances, a s  well a s  in ritual and  em blem atic 

productions such  a s  m asq u es , tableaux, and  p ag ean ts , costum es 

function in a  m anner closely allied to those  in figurative or pictorial art. 

According to Hollander, in th e se  rep resen ta tions, "costum es a re  the 

dram a."12

Strip even t "costum e dram as" a re  explored in several different 

ways in the rest of this chapter. First, s trip tease  costum es a re  

d iscussed  a s  dev ices which prom ote a  particular type of social gazing, 

the "peekaboo look." Second , the co stu m es a re  analyzed  in term s of a 

num ber of fem ale and m ale "cliche" outfits or "uniforms" which initially 

refer to traditional g en d er positions (e.g ., w om en 's and  m en 's formal 

w ear, occupational uniforms, "baby dolls," and  "alien-exotic" 

costum es). And last, th e  naked or partially nude bodies of the 

perform ers a re  a lso  exam ined  a s  cultural co s tu m es  which both uphold 

and tra n sg re ss  social norm s.

Costume Dramas of Peekaboo Looks

Ja m e s  Laver a ttem pts to analyze the  historical legacy of fem ale 

clothing fash ions which both conceal and  reveal particular body parts 

through his theory of the  "shifting e rog en o u s zone." According to 

Laver, clothing fashion m aintains the  sexual appeal of w om en for m en 

by continually shifting the  em phasis  of different parts of fem ale 

anatom y through the  cut, fabric, and a c ce sso rie s  of clothing design. If
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one  w ere to follow Laver, not only is all of W estern fem ale fashion 

history played out in the  strip show, but the  entire  evolution of m ale 

sexual drives a s  well.13 Laver fo cu ses  solely on fem ale d re ss  in this 

regard. However, Hollander and o thers  point out that, historically, 

m en 's clothing h as  a lso  been  designed  to show  off legs, buttocks, 

ch ests , and gen ita ls .14

While Laver view s the  shifts in w om en 's fashion design a s  a 

n e c essa ry  re sp o n se  to  m ale biological drives, writers such  a s  S tee le  

a rgue  that peekaboo  c h a n g e s  in clothing fashion a re  the  resu lts of 

c h a n g es  in fashion sty les and social m o res15-b o th  of which are . m ore 

often than  not, played out on the bodies of wom en. In our culture 

w om en's bodies a re  doubly taboo  b e c a u se  they  stand  for sex  and 

b e c au se  they differ from the  social "norm" which continues to be 

"masculinity."16

"Forbidden-erotic” view s of bodies a re  underscored  by fashion 

d esig n s which both conceal and reveal the  body in various w ays 

b e c au se  they offer visual rep resen ta tions of both social taboos and 

their tran sg ressions. Through this design , view ers m ay be both "good" 

and "bad" at the  sa m e  tim e b e c a u se  they sim ultaneously sight d ressed  

and und ressed  s ta te s .17 O ne of the  m ost interesting exam ples of this 

double vision afforded by sartorially-constructed peeking is found in 

descriptions of the  perfo rm ances of B urlesque star, Margie Hart.

Margie Hart, a  contem porary  of Gypsy R ose  Lee, prom oted the u se  of 

the  panel or fringe d re ss , which is still available in w om en 's fashion 

today. This costum e h as  a  skirt constructed out of m any strips of 

m aterial.18 H art's perfo rm ance generally  consisted  of baring her
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b reas ts  early  on in her act and then parading around the  s tag e  for a 

considerab le  tim e in her panel skirt. The aud ience  m em bers stared  

not a t her fully exposed  b reasts, but a t the  swishing m otions of her 

d re ss  which suggested g lim pses of her genitals. Hart reportedly did 

not w ear a G-strm g.19 Zeidm an s ta te s  that the  aud ience 's  attention 

w as riveted throughout H art's ac t b e c a u se  they  "followed with avid 

concentration every slight m ovem ent of the  fingers toying with the folds 

of the trick gown, every sudden  twist of the  wrist, for, who k n o w s.. ."20 

Ann Corio, in her description of Hart's perform ance, pointedly s ta te s  

that Hart "caused m ore 'eye-strain ' in one  night than the New York Eye 

Hospital s e e s  in a  year."21 Zeidm an a lso  cites Variety a s  dubbing Hart 

a s  the  '"most daring' of all strippers."22 N evertheless, the construction 

of the  panel skirt actually protected Hart from the  cen so rs  b e c au se  it 

w as very difficult to prove indecency c h a rg e s  23 Hart and her 

aud ience , then , could be legally both "good" and "bad" sim ultaneously.

Z eidm an 's and  Corio's com m en taries  on M argie H art's 

perform ance also  su g g est that "eyestrain" or peeking is a  "skill" that 

m ust be acquired. The specta to r of this type of fashion event n e e d s  to 

participate actively in looking g am es which often replicate "peekaboo" 

or h ide-and-seek  play in order to "see." O nce again, this type of 

double vision d o e s  not offer a  s tab le  viewing position for the spectato r- 

-and it is the  mimetic instability that is part of the p leasure  of the 

experience .

It m akes se n se , then, that the  m ost obvious types of sexualized 

d re ss  in our culture a re  th o se  d es ig n s  which enco u rag e  "peeping" or 

"peeking" behaviors in their beholders. Ballet skirts, cam isoles, bras,
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girdles, co rse ts, garter belts, stockings, neg ligees, evening gowns, 

cocktail d re s se s , mini-skirts, and m any o ther ty p es  of w om en's apparel 

easily fall under this group ing-all of which a re  used  by contem porary  

fem ale strippers.

It is interesting to note that the  closing of the strip clubs for m en 

in C hicago proper (circa 1989-1990), simply gave  rise to  ano ther type 

of "live" erotic perform ance, the "lingerie" or "fashion show." This 

entertainm ent is currently featured in som e of the  bars  lining 

M annheim  R o a d -a  district that w as formerly known for its strip bars 

and adult en tertainm ent cen te rs .24

Fem ale  perform ers a re  not perm itted to dance  during lingerie 

show s b e c a u se  erotic dancing in this type of public even t is now illegal 

a s  well. Instead, the  lingerie show  perform er usually strolls around the  

bar, typically d re sse d  in co rse ts, panties, garters, stockings and heels. 

The perform er a lso  c h a n g e s  her appare l severa l tim es during the 

course  of her four-hour shift. S he  sells  raffle tickets for the  outfits that 

sh e  presum ably  w ears and then d iscards. At the  Playpen, the raffle 

w inners traditionally s tand  just ou tside  of th e  bathroom  door w here the  

perform er c h a n g es  her clothing--so that they  can  receive their prizes 

"hot off th e  body." While one could focus on  th e  various tactile 

titillations supplied by this procedure, such  a c ts  a lso  resem ble  the 

p recursors of s trip tease  in which d a n c e rs  and perform ers rem oved 

their clothing behind o n -stag e  sc re e n s  or cu rta in s-stripp ing  in 

absentia. Pointedly, one  fashion perform er a t P rom ises sta ted  that 

many C hicago lingerie stru tters a lso  work a s  strippers for private 

parties and for strip-o-gram s. T h ese  perfo rm ances a re  still legal under
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C hicago 's municipal laws b e cau se  they a re  not "public" events. It is 

not at all surprising that lingerie show s have rep laced  strip show s in 

Chicago, b e c a u se  both types of perfo rm ances require and  foreground 

similar m odes of specta to r participation.

T here is additional ev idence of the  sim ilarities betw een  lingerie 

show s and strip even ts. Rick's Bar and R estauran t in Houston 

regularly supp lem en ts  its continuous strip and nude dancing show s 

with specially advertised  "Lingerie Lunches." During th e se  lunches, 

the d a n cers  a t Rick's p a rad e  through the  club in co rse ts, stockings and 

garters, and  negligees. The Pure  Platinum  chain of strip cab are ts , with 

clubs in Florida, the  Mid-West, and m ore recently in New York City, 

requires its cocktail w a itresses  to w ear lingerie ou tfits-bustiers  with 

garters, stockings, m atching panties, and high heels. In New Jersey , 

w here m ost local laws enforce the  w earing of p astie s  during top less  

and strip show s, a  good num ber of form er strip bars  and clubs have  

opted for th e  lingerie p a rad e  in stead .25 And finally, in the  spring of 

1992, D anielle 's in New York City beg an  to  offer an  occasional lingerie 

fashion show  for m en which p reced es  the  regular weekly m ale strip 

show  for w om en.

S tee le  rem inds her rea d e rs  that in the  current fashion industry, 

d esp ite  such  v ogues a s  unisex ripped je a n s  and  t-shirts, w om en 's 

"sexy" clothing pays far m ore attention to  the  peekaboo  a sp ec t than 

m en 's clothing. S tee le  s ta te s  that "m en's sexy  clothing m ore often 

relies on indirect a ssoc ia tions  with particular m en, such  a s  movie s ta rs  

or rock stars, or m ale archetypes, such a s  cow boys or secre t agen ts , 

w ho them selves a re  regarded  a s  being sexually attractive."26



However, in the carn ivalesque realm  of strip even ts , m ale d an cers  and 

their fem ale au d ien ces  have  a lso  learned to  m ake u se  of erotic eye­

strain designs.

Even though m any of the  costum es used  by contem porary  m ale 

strippers do refer to occupational roles, high social s ta tu s  positions, 

and fictitious or legendary  charac te rs, th e se  outfits a re  frequently 

modified so  that parts of the  costum e a re  cut-aw ay or m issing. For 

exam ple, a m ale stripper m ay w ear a  tuxedo, but without a  shirt. Or the 

shirt m ay be cut in such  a  way that much of the ch est is exposed .

Som e of the charac te r or mythic costum es se lec ted  by the  m ale 

strippers a lso  m ake u se  of inherent p eekaboo  designs. T h ese  include 

the twin gladiators co s tu m es  and the  fantastical outfits of the  South and 

North Native A m ericans displayed in strip a c ts  at the  S ugar Shack  II in 

Chicago; Johnny R otten 's  bad boy torn je a n s  and  midriff-exposing t- 

shirts in his perform ances with B eefcakes U.S.A.; and the  Los A ngeles 

C hippendales version of a  tropical hea t s c e n e  in which b a re -chested  

safari m en in shorts sp o n g e  and sp lash  the sw eat off their bodies (Fig. 

4 .2 , 4 .3 , 4 .4 ) .

While contem porary  m ale d an cers  still do not have the  w ealth of 

lingerie item s or undergarm ent eye-strain  "fashion tools" which m ake 

up the  w ardrobe of m ost fem ale strippers, this situation is rapidly 

changing. Arthur A sa Berger, in his short e s sa y , "The Clothed Mind: 

Cultural S tudies," com m ents unhappily on the  changing sty les and 

subsequen tly  changing social a ttitudes tow ards m en 's  underw ear and 

sexual im age.27 B erger points to  a  recen t S e a rs  ca ta logue  which 

offers eight full p a g e s  of m ale, fem ale, and children 's undergarm ents.
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He adm its that he is particularly uneasy  abou t the designs and colors 

now availab le in m ale underw ear. Berger sta tes:

W e a lso  find, with th e  developm ent of underw ear advertising for 
m en, that the m ale h as  b een  turned into an object of fem ale lust 
(perhaps m ale lust, in som e c a se s) . It is not unusual to s e e  
baseball players and  other a th le te s  w earing briefs in m agazine 
advertisem ents. This so-called "beefcake" is a  revolutionary 
developm ent. Prior to it, only the  fem ale body w as se e n  a s  a  
legitimate object of lu s t . . .  28

B erger's concerns about the objectification of the  m ale body 

through advertising cam paigns a re  by no m ean s  the first in this regard, 

but they a re  important to this d iscussion of costum e and the 

construction of the erotic.29 Berger s basic  complaint is that fashion 

h a s  sh a p e d  a  once utilitarian article of clothing for m en into sexualized 

ap p are l. (Note that B erger's reasoning  is similar to feminist argum ents 

about the  social sexualization of fem ale body p a rts .30) As Berger 

su g g ests , m ale underw ear is not only rep resen ted  a s  "sexy" in many 

com m ercial advertisem ents, it a lso  re sh a p e s  or refash ions how the 

m ale body is culturally se e n . Berger insists that:

a s  this h as  occurred, m en 's p sy ch es have changed...A nd m en 's 
bod ies a re  no longer ab le  to  e s c a p e  from being objects of the  
desire  and lust of o thers. It u sed  to  b e  that m en w ere judged in 
term s of their position, their education, and their m anners. All of 
this h as  been  stripped aw ay and m en  a re  now, like wom en, 
increasingly being judged  basically  in term s of their physical 
attributes.31

B erger is quite accu ra te  in certain  a sp e c ts  of his ana ly sis-fo r, 

the pow er and p leasure  of sartorial eroticism  is not lost on fem ale 

specta to rs. For exam ple, R. S. Sales is a  cata logue, advertised  in 

Cosmopolitan m agazine for w om en during 1990, which offers
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"provocative intimate fashions for men." W om en can buy their objects 

of desire  erotic attire which includes briefs, bikinis, leather, sheerw ear. 

and leisure w ear "with the kind of fit a  m an looks for and lives in." In 

s trip tease  perform ance, this fairly recen t turn of even ts  in social 

sartorial plotting is simply taken to its furthest extrem es.

While fem ale perform ers often prolong the strip act or the 

sp ec ta to r 's  in terest in a lingerie p a rad e  or in a  partially nude d a n ce  

perform ance with beat after beat of peekaboo  scenario s filled with 

garter belts, stockings, cam isoles, and the  like, m ale dan cers  a re  now 

making u se  of the new er variety of underw ear and sportsw ear in order 

to c rea te  the  p leasu re  of the peekaboo  looks for their fem ale specta to rs  

Fig. 4.5).

Instead of exposing the  final G-string after the rem oval of pan ts 

or shorts, m any m ale dan cers  w ear som e type of underw ear plus one  

or two additional G -strings in ever-decreasing  s izes  underneath  (Fig. 

4.6). Johnny  Rotten u se s  this techn ique and ex tends the  stripping 

p ro cess  by adding skintight bicycle sho rts  under his je a n s  and  over 

two G -strings or sp eed o s. He a lso  sports a  midriff tank top under his 

shirt which functions in a  m anner similar to the  b rassiere  of the fem ale 

dancer. After Rotten rem oves his shirt, he  plays with the  short midriff 

tank top, flashing one  nipple and pectoral m uscle a t a  tim e-w hile his 

fem ale a u d ien ces  go wild (Fig. 4.7, 4 .8).32

A nother technique em ployed by m ale strippers is the rem oval of 

the final G-string behind a  towel, robe, or pillow. In this scenario , the 

G-string is often to ssed  into the  aud ience  while the stripper flashes  and 

then p re tends to lose control of th e  pillow, robe, or towel which covers
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his genitals (Fig. 4.9). During this play, fem ale aud iences  strain a s  

hard a s  they can for views of any possible "slippage." T hese  types of 

m ale strip a c ts  can  be  se e n  at Big Alice's in Peoria. C hippendales Los 

A ngeles, and C hippendales New York City. "Michael," the  former 

legendary  sta r of C h ippendales New York, s ta ted  in an  interview for 

this study that he h a s  used  all three of th e se  dev ices in different strip 

ac ts over the  y ea rs .33

The Montreal strip estab lishm en ts for w om en. Club 281. the 

Apollon, and the b isexual Bistro Bunnies, permit their m ale dan cers  to 

strip to "total" nudity. In th ese  clubs, som e strippers turn their fruit-of- 

the-loom  underw ear or G -strings into penis slings and m anipulate their 

genitals before com pletely disrobing.34 The M ontreal dancers  

conspicuously u se  fashion tools, not simply to hide the  culturally- 

m arked hot spo ts of the  body for erotic titillation, but to  undersco re  their 

p rese n c e  a s  well.

Mark Cook and  Robert M cHenry's rese a rc h  on fem ale and m ale 

sexual desire , reported in their book Sexual Attraction, strongly 

su g g e s ts  that m en a re  not naturally m ore turned on by visual stimuli 

than w om en.35 S teele , citing Cook and  M cHenry's work, insists that 

"sexual behavior, including arousal and attraction, is culturally 

conditioned, and m en  may have been  encou raged  to  respond  m ore to 

certain kinds of sartorial eroticism ."36

Art historian Mario Perniola, in his e s s a y  "Betw een Clothing and 

Nudity," su g g e s ts  that, in general, rep resen ta tions of partially clothed 

fem ale or m ale figures c rea te  a  g rea ter erotic charge  for their view ers 

than com pletely nude ones. He s ta te s  that "eroticism a p p e a rs  a s  a
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relationship betw een clothing and nudity. Therefore, it is conditional 

on the  possibility of m ovem ent--transit--from  o n e  s ta te  to  the  other."37 

Perniola's idea of the "transit" specifically refers to the spectator 

p leasu res  that a re  produced by tran sg ressive  threshold  c rossings and 

recrossings which, in this c a se , incorporate the  hiding and seeking  of 

the taboo  body or body parts and forbidden but expected  desires. And 

such "transit" spectating  offers no single, s tab le  viewing position for the  

event participants.

Costume Dramas of "Cliche*Uniforms"

Alison Lurie, in her book The Language o f Clothes, s ta tes  that 

d ress  not only tells u s w hether a person  is in terested  in sex  but often, 

"what sort of sex  they a re  in terested in."38 Of co u rse  o n e  could a rgue  

with Lurie that o n e 's  public im age d o e s  not necessarily  coincide with 

one 's  sexual ta s te s  and orientations and that public and private 

im ages a re  a lso  subject to the  social interpretations of others.

However, in this context, Lurie's point is useful.

Most likely, a  fem ale stripper initially d re sse d  in a  black leather 

mini-skirt or jump-suit refers to different types of sexual narratives from 

our collective cultural s to re h o u ses  than  a  stripper d re sse d  in a  white 

and pink chiffon baby doll outfit or night gown. Similarly, a  m ale 

stripper outfitted in a  white preppie tennis shirt and sho rts  m ay provide 

different erotic d ram as  for his au d ien ces  than  a  m ale stripper d re sse d  

in ripped je a n s  and a  lea ther jacket.
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category  of cultural "cliche outfits." m any of which have becom e so  

standard ized  that they could even  be considered  "uniforms."39 In 

addition to th e  p eekaboo  lingerie outfits and  undergarm ents a lready  

considered , this section will d iscu ss  severa l kinds of cultural cliche- 

uniforms used  in contem porary  fem ale and  m ale strip a c ts  which a lso  

offer double erotic positionings for perform ers and specta to rs . Again, 

for the sa k e  of discussion, I have divided th e s e  costum e types into 

several overlapping groupings: evening, formal, or party w ear outfits: 

co stum es which refer to occupational roles; baby girl and boy 

dressing; and finally, co stum es that refer to the  "alien-exotic" or the 

socially m arginalized. This last costum e grouping frequently includes 

signifiers of ethnic, racial, and  regional stereotyping a s  well a s  so m e  

refe rences to legendary and storybook figures. Many types of "street" 

or "everyday" apparel fall under e ach  of th e s e  ca tego ries a s  well.

Formal Wear

W hen o n e  thinks of s trip tease  perform ance in term s of costum e, 

amid all the  gimmicks, props, e laborate  em bellishm ents, and 

underclothing, the traditional or "cliche" d re s s  of the  B urlesque q u e e n -  

the  g lam orous evening gow n--usually co m e s  to mind. While the 

evening gown is not a s  prom inent a s  it o n ce  w as in fem ale strip 

perform ances, it still m akes frequent ap p e ara n ce s . In fact, the current 

chain of P ure  Platinum strip clubs, which h a s  outlets in Florida, the
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Mid-West, and New York City, and the  related T hee  [sic] Doll H ouse 

club at the  Ei Morocco in M anhattan, require all of its fem ale 

perform ers to w ear either cocktail d re s s e s  or evening gow ns 

accom panied  by stockings, high heels , and long or short gloves.40 

Other formal w ear strip costum es for w om en a re  on view at Rick's and 

the M en's Club in Houston; S cores, Goldfingers, G allagher's, and the  

Harmony B urlesque in New York City; Big Al's in Peoria; The Body 

Shop in Los A ngeles; the  P e n th o u se  and  Club S uper S ex e  in 

Montreal; and at the  New Century T heatre  and  the Mitchell Brothers' 

O 'Farrell T heatre in S an  Francisco (Fig. 4. 10).

Most m ale s trip tease  show s for w om en a lso  include at least one 

routine in which a  m ale dancer strips out of formal w ear, w hether it is a 

tuxedo, a vam pire outfit with an opera  cape, or the  d ress  uniform of a 

military officer. The signature costum e of stripper "Downtown Marty 

Brown," the director/m anager of B eefcakes U.S.A., is a  com plete 

tuxedo outfit. The M.C. of the E sc a p e s  m ale exotic dance  show strips 

out of his white dinner jacket and d re s s  pan ts  a s  the finale of the event. 

A m ale chorus num ber at the H angar Club fea tu res  rows of perform ers 

in glittering turquoise tuxedo costum es (Fig. 4.11). According to 

M aurice, th e  m anager of the  Apollon in M ontreal, his d an cers  regularly 

perform in tuxedos, d ress  suits, military d re ss  uniforms, and dinner 

jackets, while Dracula co s tu m es  m ake occasional a p p e a ra n c e s  a s  

well. Theo, m anager/ow ner of the  La B are club, a lso  sta ted  that 

perform ers c re a te  fairly regular strip a c ts  around various types of m en 's 

formal w ear. And finally, one  of the  m ost popular strip routines, 

review ed at both Club 281 in M ontreal and C h ippendales Los
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Angeles, featured d a n c e rs  outfitted in cop ies of Richard G ere 's  white 

military d re ss  uniform used  in the film, An Officer and a Gentleman (Fig. 

4 .12).41 Both of th e se  strip ac ts  w ere perform ed to this film’s  O scar- 

winning them e song. "Up W here W e Belong," by Jack  W ebb.

While formal w ear, particularly formal w ear for fem ales, could be 

analyzed in term s of the  p eekaboo  construction previously d iscussed  

and a lso  for the various em bellishm ents and  desig n s related  to ethnic, 

regional, and  racial sexual stereotyping (which will be  a d d ressed  

shortly), there  a re  several other fea tu res that bear exam ination.

Evening w ear and formal attire a re  obviously asso c ia ted  with the idea 

of d ressing -up  and adorning oneself for special occasions. Bogatyrev 

points to evening w ear and holiday appare l a s  outfits which clearly 

mark the  lines betw een  the  everyday and th e  extraordinary.42 Evening 

d ress  and formal w ear may be cultural cliche-uniforms, but they also  

have the  double position of being "extraordinary" a s  well. The fabrics 

and cu ts of evening gow ns a re  usually not u sed  in "everyday" wear. 

Evening gow ns and cocktail d re s s e s  a re  traditionally m ade  of velvet, 

b eaded , or shiny m aterials. Many of th e se  outfits a re  worn with feather 

boas and furs. The cut of the  gow ns often reveals  portions of skin not 

view able during "regular" hours. Such  e lem en ts  of design  se em  to 

repel and invite touch sim ultaneously. They intimidate b e c a u se  they 

a re  unusual--but yet they invite touch b e c a u se  of their visual and tactile 

a p p e a ls  43

M odern formal w ear for m en follows th e  traditional g ender rules 

of everyday d re ss  in that it is much m ore subdued  than  w om en's 

clothing. However, "extraordinary" e lem en ts in m en 's  formal w ear a re
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clothing s  special social standing. Morning su its  and tuxedos include 

"tails”, "cutaway." "Parisian," and "stroller" designs. Many of th ese  suits 

a re  trimmed with satin, while som e dinner jackets a re  m ade  from velvet 

m aterials. Primary d re ss  suit colors a re  no longer in vogue. However, 

the vests, bow ties, a sco ts , su sp en d e rs , handkerchiefs, fringed silk 

scarves, cum m erbunds and s a s h e s  that accom pany th e se  outfits a re  

often patterned  or brightly colored. For exam ple, the m ale stripper 

featured a s  "'Thom' the  Playboy" in the  Males in Motion video begins 

his routine d ressed  in a  black and white tuxedo with tails, trimmed with 

a scarle t bow tie and m atching cum m erbund.44 A stripper a t the 

H angar Club d a n c es  in a  similar costum e (Fig. 4.13).

High ranking military d re ss  uniforms differ from the  military 

outfits of everyday u se  b e c a u se  they a re  a lso  designed  for "show" or 

special occasions. T h e se  white, red. and dark blue uniforms are  

usually closely fitted to the  body and decora ted  with b ra ss  buttons, 

gold epau le ts , gold braids, and m etals. Such costum es m ay be 

tactilely appealing  but they  a re  again  socially intimidating, particularly 

since they  signify authority. Popular en terta iners, from the  B eatles to 

Michael Ja ck so n  and J a n e t Jackson , have incorporated the  glam or 

and  the potential for sym bolic social tran sg ression  through their 

cooptations of and fan tasias  on th e se  types of d re ss  un ifo rm s-and , a s  

noted, strippers follow "suit."

The formal w ear outfits just described  involve cultural notions of 

the  "glamorous" which a re  inexorably bound up not only with special 

occasions, but a lso  with "high ranking" social positions for both w om en
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and m en. For wom en, th e se  g lam orous and high ranking positions 

have been  traditionally structured around  cultural concep ts of physical 

beauty. Glamour for m ales, on the  other hand, most often involves the 

"high ranking” signifiers of econom ic and  political power. Both of th ese  

elite positions can  be underm ined by w hat is considered  to  be 

"improper" social and sexual behavior in our culture.45

In formal w ear s trip tease  costum e dram as, the m ovem ent or 

transit from conspicuously g lam orous and  extraordinary im ages of 

fem ale and m ale d a n cers  to som e d eg ree  of nudity (which s ta n d s  for 

the odd com bination of "naturalness," "purity," and "social degradation" 

or the  "stripping of rank) allows for the  m aximum  dram aturgical play 

possible. This sartorial plot tak es  the  social sym bols of d ressed  and 

non-d ressed  s ta te s  (and all their various implications) and m oves them  

to their furthest conceptual e x tre m e s-th e re b y  underscoring the  visions 

of both positions.

T here  is one  additional sartorial device, related to  th e  w earing of 

formal w ear, that should be d iscu ssed  he re  b ecau se  of its long­

standing tradition in s trip tease  a c ts - d re s s  gloves. As m entioned, one 

prom inent chain of contem porary  strip c lubs requires its fem ale 

perform ers to w ear d re ss  g loves a s  part of their occupational "uniform.” 

Fem ale d an cers  in a  num ber of o ther strip bars, clubs, and th ea tres  

reviewed for this study a lso  u se  d re ss  g loves a s  part of evening gown, 

cocktail d ress , bride costum e  and lingerie strip ac ts  (Fig. 4.14). Gio in 

her How to Strip for Your Man  video ev en  includes a  special section  on 

how to w ear and rem ove gloves for erotic titillation.46



M ale d a n c e rs  usually w ear d re s s  g loves with tuxedo, dinner 

jacket, and  military d ress  costum es. The strippers who crea ted  d ance  

routines around the white military d re ss  uniform featured in An Officer 

and a Gentleman  each  devoted severa l bars  of music to  the  slow 

rem oval of their short white g loves--one finger a t a time. The strippers' 

u se  of d re s s  g loves w as particularly pronounced  in the  act featured at 

C h ippendales Los A ngeles in which th ree  "officers" stripped off their 

g loves in synchronization to ch e ers  and sw o o n s of fem ale aud ience  

m em bers (se e  again  Fig. 4.12).

While fem ale and m ale strippers m ay choreograph  their play 

with g loves in order to invoke penis and  fellatio im agery, o ther cultural 

sym bols a re  conjured a s  well. As with m any types of glam or dressing, 

d re ss  g loves can  signify special even ts  and p laces  (e.g ., a  doorm an 

w ho w e a rs  g loves in a fancy hotel). They can  also  signify the social 

standing and  rank of individuals. In this context, d ress  g loves can  refer 

to socio -sexual decorum s which include the  tro p es  of 

"cleanliness/purity/integrity" (or a s  W ebb 's song  su g g ests , "Up W here 

W e Belong") and  the  visible rituals of b i-gender social touching and 

sexual availability. Amy Vanderbilt rem inds us that the  wearing of 

g loves w as  "the sign of a lady."47 S he  points out that during the 

traditional A m erican h an d sh ak e  betw een a  m an and  a  wom an, the  

m an rem oves one  glove while the w om an k e ep s  both of he rs  on .48

In the  film Gilda, Rita Hayworth plays the  title character who 

perform s a  "striptease" routine of sorts to the  song, Lay the Blame on 

Marne.49 During the course  of this num ber, the  character, Gilda, 

actually only rem oves a  diam ond neck lace and  o n e  black glove. At the
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end of her perform ance sh e  invites an  aud ience  m em ber to undress 

her, but he is not able to  unzip her evening gown. The p re ten se  of 

sexual availability and in terest through a  s tr ip tease  m etaphor in this 

s c e n e  is rep re sen ted  by the  rem oval of a sing le glove in conjunction 

with G ilda's invitation. B ecause  of this display, Gilda called a  "slut" by 

Johnny, the leading m ale character in the film played by Glenn Ford. 

This particular s c e n e  w as much d iscussed  w hen the film w as 

re le a se d .50 Tha erotic and transg ressive  sym bols of this s c e n e  are  not 

lost on contem porary  critics. The capsu le  review of Gilda, in the TV 

Movies and Video Guide 1991 Edition, no tes that: "Rita has never been  

sexier, especially  w hen singing, Put the  Blam e on M am e."'51

The continuing signifying power of g loves and formal attire is 

evident through the  u se  of th ese  cultural sym bols by two of our m ost 

popular contem porary entertainm ent artists. During the  1991 O scar 

aw ard cerem ony. M adonna perform ed a  take-off on a  B urlesque 

q u e e n 's  routine. S h e  w ore a spang led  evening gown, long white 

gloves, and a white fur stole. In this act, M adonna also  stripped off a 

single glove. Michael Jackson , w hose fem ale/m ale and white/black 

looks tra n sg re ss  the  social norm s of g en d er and rac e ,52 continues to 

w ear variations of fan tasy  military d re ss  uniforms along with a  single 

glove a s  his trade  m arks.

F em ale  and m ale s trip teasers  who perform  in the  "dressed  up" 

costum es of formal w ear have the m ost to dram atically "play" in term s 

of the  action of the  strip. Thus formal w ear, in conjunction with the  use  

and choreography  of d re ss  gloves, foregrounds cultural rules of socio-
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sexual decorum  and at the  sa m e  time su g g e s ts  the  tran sg ressions of 

those  rules.

Occupational Roles

Fem ale and m ale strippers both u se  costum es that rep resen t 

different kinds of occupational roles. While costum es that sug g est 

"rebel" or "exotic" job cho ices refer to tran sg ressive  narratives b e cau se  

they frequently stand  for the  culturally m arginalized (which will be 

d iscussed  below), co stu m es that rep resen t the m ore "mainstream " 

work roles can also  su g g e s t tran sg ressive  scenarios.

As m entioned in the  second  chap ter of this d issertation, there  is 

a  social taboo  that s e p a ra te s  m ainstream  jobs and  work environm ents, 

not only from p laces of sex  trade  industries, but a lso  from other kinds of 

overt sexual ac tiv ity -desp ite  the  m any tran sg ressions. Contextually, 

s trip tease  costum es which depict traditional occupational roles for both 

w om en and m en refer to this taboo  a s  well a s  to its violations.

M ainstream  occupational co stu m es a re  m ore prevalent in 

contem porary  m ale s tr ip tease  perform ances for w om en than  in fem ale 

s trip tease  perform ances for m en. This may again  su g g est that erotic 

rep resen ta tions of m ales for fem ales in our culture still rely heavily 

upon their signification a s  "su c c e ss” and "action" sex  objects or on the 

m ore genera l relationship of m ales to th e  public sp h e re .53 At the sam e  

time, this phenom enon a lso  indicates that the m ost "erotic" fem ale 

occupational role for m en continues to be the  "occupation" of the
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w om an/sex object. However, a s  w e shall se e , there  a re  other 

storylines "at work" here a s  well.

Male occupational co stum es for strip a c ts  a re  generally se lec ted  

for their references to virility, endurance, and physical strength or for 

their refe rences to authority figures. Construction w orkers labor away 

at E sc a p es  in New York and  at the  H angar Club outside of W ashington 

D. C. (Fig. 4.15). L ifeguards, tenn is pros, and body builders and 

tra iners display their bodies at C h ippendales Los A ngeles and in 

B eefcakes U.S.A. at Danielle's in New York. Police and military 

officers pa rade  at Club 281 in M ontreal and in C hippendales New York 

and C hippendales Los A ngeles. And, b u s in ess  executives display 

their expensive Italian cut suits a t La B are in T exas and a t Club 281 

and the  Apollon in M ontreal.

D espite the s ta n c e  of dom inance and  control ostensibly 

depicted  by th ese  outfits represen ting  m asculine physical and social 

power, th e se  designs a lso  se rv e  to highlight the  perform er's and 

sp ec ta to r 's  double position with regard  to erotic control and su rrender 

roles. First, the m ale stripper w ears the m acho costum es of male 

"action" roles, but he w ears  them  in concert with the  perform ance of a 

sexual act that h as  frequently been  asso c ia ted  with the "feminine," 

"passivity," and sexual "objectification." S econd , in this context, m ale 

occupational power roles a lso  su g g e s t "service" positions to fem ale 

b o sses . The construction worker, the  tenn is pro, the  body builder 

trainer, and even the b u sin ess  executive m ay be  h ired -th a t is "taken 

charge  of" or "placed in (stud) serv ice to" their respective fem ale 

em ployers. A thletes and Italian suit-types can  be scrip ted  a s  Richard
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G ere gigolos. The m an d ressed  in a  tuxedo, an  outfit which often 

refers to  w ealth and power, can  be "revisioned" a s  a symbol of service 

and subordination in the person  of a  m aitre d', waiter, or butler.

Tellingly, the C hippendales New York "Seeing is Believing" 

p ress  kit for the Welcome to Your Fantasy  show  includes a  description 

of o n e  of the  featured m ale d an cers  under the  caption, "John/Room  

Service" (Fig. 4.16). In the opening perform ance se q u en c e  of the 

following C h ippendales New York show . One Night o f Love, the M.C. 

in troduces a  m ale dancer to the aud ience  a s  a  "doctor" w ho can be 

hired out for "house calls."54 Male sexual "for hire" roles usually need  

to opera te  in tandem  with the fantasy of fem ale econom ic prosperity 

and a  m ore equitable distribution of social control. This fan tasy  is 

supported  by the environm ents of strip even ts  for wom en. In th ese  

venues, w om en pay m en for specific sexual behaviors which may 

include kissing, hugging, the  displaying of desired  body parts, talking, 

and dancing . Male d a n cers  survive a s  participants in th ese  

environm ents by m eeting the  expectations of fem ale desires. As P e ter 

S tallybrass and Allon W hite note in their work, The Politics and Poetics 

of Transgression, if one is "for hire," be  he or sh e  maid or doctor, one  

also  risks "dism issal."55 In the  c a se  of the  m ale stripper, not only is the 

dancer for hire in term s of his occupational costum e role, but a lso  in 

term s of his occupation a s  a  "stripper" in a  recontextualized econom ic 

fram e (Fig. 4.17).

The im portance of th is redefined environm ental exchange  is 

noted by a  num ber of m ale d an cers  in the  interviews conducted for this 

study. Many reported that fem ale sp ec ta to rs  frequently insist on
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During the  visit to M ontreal's Club 281, this particular s c e n e  w as acted  

out in a fairly dram atic fashion. O ne m ale stripper, d ressed  a s  a  

cowboy, perform ed severa l d a n c es  a t the  tab le  of a  single, attractive 

fem ale specta to r. W hen sh e  tried to pay him for the  d an ces , he 

refused. The young fem ale patron then  threw  her m oney on the  table 

and promptly left the club.56

O ccupational co stu m es worn by fem ale strippers su g g est a 

different but yet com plem entary se t of double erotic positionings for 

both perform ers and specta to rs . While teach er, nurse, maid, and 

secre ta ry  co stu m es follow the  traditional cultural view of w om an a s  

nurturer-helpm ate, o ther "work" outfits worn by som e fem ale strippers 

refer to m acho  action roles.

Fem ale  hard hat construction w orkers in short shorts "erect" their 

ac ts  a longside  of policew om en in skirts toting g u n s during costum e 

them e nights a t Rick's in H ouston. The Dolly S isters ' police officer ac t 

occasionally  raids the  strip bars  of S ta ten  Island, New York City. Male 

business  suits and rock s ta r  outfits a re  d isplayed by feature  strippers 

Veronica Hart and D onna Foxx in th ea tre s  such  a s  Show  World and 

the Harm ony in New York City. And lady w restlers fight to the finish on 

the s ta g e s  of Goldfingers in New York and the  Tropicana in Los 

A ngeles.

In th e se  scenarios, fem ale strippers a s  sex  "objects'' 

sim ultaneously  take up roles a sso c ia ted  with sexual p row ess and 

control. D espite the fact that there  a re  fem ale police officers, 

construction w orkers, and b u s in ess  execu tives in "real life,” there  is a
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se n se  of "transvestism " in the u se  of th e se  uniforms and outfits in this 

venue b e c au se  of their coupling with sex  through the  strip act.

Marjorie G arber, in her book Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing & 

Cultural Anxiety, su g g ests  that sightings of transvestism  a re  confusing 

and a lso  thrilling to their beholders b e c au se  they po se  a  "third term" 

which re jects  the binary distribution of traditional gender and  social 

ro les.57

C ontem porary fem ale occupational strip outfits that a re  

a ssoc ia ted  with fem ale care-taking roles a lso  feature  costum e d ram as 

of transgression . While th e se  outfits do not predom inate in 

contem porary strip acts, they still m ake fairly regular ap p e ara n ce s . 

Clothing and lingerie item s with French maid motifs a re  on display at 

the Body Shop  in Los A ngeles; the O 'Farrell T heatre  and Lusty Ladies 

in S an  Francisco; and at the Harmony T heatre  and Show  World in 

New York City. The Blue Angel Nightclub a lso  in New York p resen ted  

a cabare t routine, a s  part of its grand reopening show , in which a 

group of secre tary -types suddenly stripped off their clothing in unison 

on the  subw ay .58 V eronica Hart occasionally  includes a secre tary  

routine in her featured exotic d an ce  ac ts. Hart, along with Annie 

Sprinkle, a lso  perform s nu rse  s trip tease  num bers. Hart even  selected  

the nurse  routine a s  a  dem onstration strip ac t for her s tu d en ts  in the  

Learning Annex w orkshop, How to Strip for Your Lover. N urse 

strippers a lso  m inster to "patients" at Rick's in Houston during special 

costum e them e events. The strip bars  on S ta ten  Island, New York, 

continue to be  noted for their d an cers  who c re a te  housew ife, teacher, 

maid, and nu rse  fan tasy  routines. For exam ple, M arcelina, a  dancer in
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a South Beach strip bar on S ta ten  Island perform s an  ac t in which sh e  

stru ts around the  s ta g e  with her hair pulled back, slapping a  ruler 

against her hand to Van H alen's, "Hot for T eacher."59

The housewife, nurse, teach er, maid or nanny costum e roles a re  

of particular interest b e c au se  even  though th e se  outfits m ay rep resen t 

"service" or "helpmate" jobs, they a lso  refer to a  time of life or to 

situations in which w om en ostensib ly  have  im m ediate social and 

physical control over o thers. The housew ife, teacher, maid, and nurse  

roles m ay "help" a m ale specta to r to position himself a s  a  "naughty 

boy" in need  of reprim anding; a s  an  "innocent" boy or young m an 

sw ept off his feet (and onto his back) by the sexual p row ess of an 

"older" or m ore "knowledgeable" wom an; or a s  an  adult m ale 

controlled by contextual fem ale authority in a  nurse-patient 

relationship.

According to  interview s-conversations with m any fem ale 

strippers ac ro ss  the  country, the  phenom enon  of m ale patrons 

requesting  to be treated  a s  "babies," with and  without the  addition of 

care taker costum ing, is com m on. In a  published interview, the Dolly 

S iste rs  of S ta ten  Island. New York, a lso  reported that their custom ers 

enjoy both "mommy" and "kitten" a c ts  and sta ted  that m any of their 

m ale patrons like to be called "Baby." Gabriel "Dolly" concluded: "We 

talk baby talk. W e say  'Good little baby '...It's being in control without 

being m ean. Men w ant to be babied. They w ant to  be  controlled.”60 

Annie Sprinkle d iscu ssed  her "N urse Sprinkle" strip act during an 

interview-conversation for this study.61 Her nurse  routine w as 

originally featured  in B urlesque th ea tre s  and  nightclubs and is now
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performed in conjunction with her work a s  a  "post" and "post-post- 

modern" perform ance artist (Fig. 4 .18).62 Sprinkle-S teinberg  sta ted  

that in both perform ance v enues s h e  alw ays p resen ted  her N urse 

Sprinkle charac te r to her aud iences a s  a  "helper." S h e  added  that, a s  

a prostitute, sh e  also "felt like a  school nurse" b ecau se  sh e  often taught 

her clients about "sex." This focus becam e part of her nu rse  s trip tease  

routine.

N urse Sprinkle begins her ac t by add ressing  her aud ience  a s  

"boys and girls." As sh e  strips. N urse Sprinkle p roceeds to teach her 

aud iences  an  anatom y lesson  about the fem ale body. However, this 

"lesson" d o es  not simply concen tra te  on m ale specta to r p leasure, 

b e c a u se  it includes directions about how to  p lease  w om en sexually.

As N urse Sprinkle e x p o ses  her various body parts through stripping, 

sh e  explains and dem onstra tes  the  b es t w ay to  m assa g e  and titillate 

e ach  of her e rogenous zones. Sprinkle-S teinberg a lso  s ta ted  that sh e  

usually u s e s  a  m icrophone during th e s e  perfo rm ances b e c au se  "it 

amplifies my voice, engulfs them  (the audience), m a ssa g e s  them , 

pen e tra tes  them."

S tallybrass and W hite com pare  the social and  psychological 

functions of the  dom estic nursem aid and th e  professional analyst.

They u se  F reud’s  own account of his relationship with his nursem aid to 

explore the  shifting power relationships betw een  em ployers and the  

hired help w ho have "intimate" control over them .63 In our society, 

fem ales have  been  traditionally p laced in su ch  occupational positions. 

B ecau se  of their "hygiene" training, n u rse s  m ay be considered  m ore 

sexually expert than the  "average wom an." However, unlike the
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"sexually expert" prostitute or even  the  sexually in terested  wom an, the 

nurse  is g ran ted  special socio-sexual "privileges" in our culture. The 

nurse  figure circum vents the bad girl/good girl dichotom y to a  certain 

extent b ecau se , like the  doctor, it is socially accep tab le  for her to 

"professionally" view, touch, and take intimate control over the  bodies 

of "patients."

The different u se s  of fem ale and m ale "occupational" costum es 

m strip ev en ts  a re  erotic tactics which m aintain the  traditional gendered  

positions of su rrender and control roles, but they  a lso  allow for 

subversions or expansions of m any a sp e c ts  of th o se  parts. T hese  

tactics a re , of course , re sp o n se s  to the  social conditions which 

distribute sex  role and erotic p leasu re  positions according to  biological 

sex. Such s tra teg ies, then, add to the  creation of "unsettling" theatrical 

perform ances and rea lm s in which erotic doublings or "third term s" a re  

foregrounded.

Baby Girls. . .and Baby Boys?

Baby doll outfits used  in fem ale s tr ip tease  perform ances a re  of 

particular in terest b e c a u se  of their connection  to  childhood and 

sartorial p eek ab o o  g a m e s  and b e c au se  they a lso  refer to cultural 

concep ts of "innocence." Strippers, in a variety of baby doll d ressings, 

perform "little girl" or "kitten" ac ts  in alm ost all of the  strip clubs for m ale 

patrons. T h ese  types  of outfits include: the  baby dolls' s leep  or lounge 

w ear lingerie; s tree t and  party w ear versions of little girl d re s se s  for
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that refers to little girls.

Lingerie versions of the  baby doll look tend to be  used  by 

perform ers in the sm aller strip ba rs  and clubs such  a s  Archibald's and 

Jo a n n a 's  in W ashington D. C.; Jum bo’s Clown Room  in Los Angeles; 

Big Al's in S an  Francisco; and Billy's. Virginia's, and. not surprisingly, 

the Baby Doll Lounge in New York City. Party and stree t w ear little girl 

d re sse s  for w om en a re  m ore frequently s e e n  in strip ac ts  p resen ted  at 

the larger cabaret-sty le  clubs. T hese  clubs include; Rick's and the 

M en's Club in Houston; the  Body Shop  in Los A ngeles; Big Al's in 

Peoria; Le S e x e  S candal and Club S u p er S e x e  in M ontreal; and 

S cores and P ure Platininum in New York City. Perform ers who use  

more overt little girl "costum es" (com plete with pigtails and props such  

a s  teddy b ears  and jum p ropes), w ere se en  in Billy's in New York City; 

in J a n e t F eindel's  play abou t C anad ian  strippers, A Particular Class of 

Women, p resen ted  at the  WOW Cafe. New York City; and in the movie. 

Stripper (1986).64

Baby doll lounge w ear or lingerie usually consists  of a  loose- 

fitting and som etim es lacy top, cut short enough to reveal the  matching 

panties underneath . As with many of the outfits for infants and little girl 

children, this style of adult clothing show s "underwear" a s  part of its 

design. Such  outfits for w om en, then, ap p ear "sw eet” b e c au se  

culturally they refer to a  tim e of "innocence." However, this apparel 

sim ultaneously looks "naughty" b e c au se  it a lso  tra n sg re s se s  the norm s 

of m odern adult clothing through the u se  of "peeking" undergarm ents.
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The baby doll look for w om en con tinues its long-standing 

tradition in street w ear a s  well. The N ew  York Times ran an  article 

about the  1990-1991 fashion fad for s tree t w ear baby doll d re s se s  for 

wom en. This article w as titled, "Baby Dolls, Naughty and Nice."65 

Baby doll s tree t w ear desig n s a re  usually high-w aisted and "demurely" 

loose-fitting, but their hem lines a re  cut well above  the knee. The 

w earer of such  apparel runs the  risk (or g ives the im pression of 

running the  risk) of having the  d re ss  "inadvertently" inch up and reveal 

w hat is not supposed  to be revealed. Cultural expectations of fem ale 

"innocence" and "transgression" a re  neatly played out in this design.

Corio, who perform ed little girl strip ac ts , a s  well a s  her 

renow ned Burlesque q u een  routines, s ta te s , "the one  virtue that drives 

m en wild: (is) innocence!"66 The erotic charge  of the  cultural conflation 

of sex  and the  sym bols of the girl-child is m ost often analyzed in 

feminist critiques a s  yet ano ther m anifestation of the  social oppression  

of w om en-from  the violations of the  pedophile to the  p resum able  m ale 

p leasu re  in the  total dom inance and control of wom en through 

scenario s  of "first time" sex  and the  despoiling of virgins. I am  not 

about to d ispute th ese  ch arg es , but simply to su g g est that little girl 

sym bols consciously adopted by adult women  take  on additional 

signification in term s of erotic construction.

Nancy Hartsock, in her book Money, Sex, and Power: Toward a 

Feminist Historical Materialism, d isc u sse s  w hat sh e  calls the 

"persistent (male) fantasy  of transform ing the  virgin into the  whore." 

Hartsock describes this fantasy:

S h e  begins pure, innocent, fresh , ev en  in a  s e n s e  d isem bodied, 
and  is deg raded  and  defiled in som etim es im aginative and
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bizarre ways. T ransgression  is im portant here. Forbidden 
p ractices a re  being en g ag ed  in. The violation of the boundaries 
of society breaks its taboos. Yet the ac t of violating a  taboo, of 
see in g  or doing som ething forbidden, d o e s  not do aw ay with its 
forbidden s ta tu s...P u t ano ther way the  o b sessiv e  transform ation 
of virgin into w hore simply c ro s se s  over and over again the 
boundary betw een them ...And without the  boundary to violate, 
the  thrill of tran sg ression  would d isa p p e a r.67

As H artsock points out, while such  s c e n e s  of transg ression  may 

em ploy the  social signifiers of g en d er h ie ra rch ies-o ften  in heinous 

w a y s- th e y  also  depict s c e n e s  of social risk and censo rsh ip  for the  

spectator-participant.

M aurice Chevalier s ings  abou t the  sexually  liminal position of 

little girls in the movie, Gigi (1958)--a story which explicitly plays out 

virgin/whore tran sg ressions. Chevalier c roons in the  Lerner and 

Loewe them e song, "Thank H eaven for Little Girls," "those little e y e s  so  

he lp less and  appealing  o n e  day will flash and  send  you crashing 

through the  ceiling."68 As the lyrics of this song  suggest, the u se  of the 

little-girl charac te r in erotic rep resen ta tions d o es  not simply refer to the 

social pow er and sexual p rerogatives of m ales, but a lso  again to m ale 

specta to r r isk -th e  experience  of being knocked off ba lance  (or 

"crashing through the  ceiling") by the  "sudden," but still expected , 

sighting of the  sexual m aturation of the  little girl. The figure of the little 

girl, budding into sexual maturity, is a  symbol of social transgression. 

For, in our culture, the  "healthy," "normal" child-to-adult transform ation 

through sexual experience  is still generally  reserved  for m ales.

T here  a re  other a sp e c ts  of erotic baby doll rep resen ta tions 

which underm ine traditional fem ale and  m ale sex  roles. B ecau se  baby 

doll outfits allow the  w earer to be both "naughty" and "nice,” th ese
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costum es may be. again, subversive cultural stra teg ies which seek  to 

avoid the d icta tes of the double standard  that divides good girls from 

bad girls according to overt exp ressions of sexual in terest and 

behavior. S ince little girl costum ing refers to  "innocence," sexual 

interest and  behavior can  be  m anifested and sim ultaneously 

exonerated . "Innocent" children are  not usually morally or legally held 

responsib le for the  sexual signals they either "deliberately" or 

"inadvertently" send . The traditional responsibility (and inequitable 

liability) of socio-sexual decorum  is shifted from the wom an to the m an 

in this s c e n e  through the  w om an’s m asq u e rad e  a s  a girl-child. (Here I 

need to include the  cautionary note that the stripper's or grown 

w om an's m asq u e rad e  a s  a little girl is in no way an  equation to the 

behavior of "little girls in real life," but rather that such  a d isguise offers 

a mimetic position of safety  for sex  role experim entation generally not 

granted to w om en in our society. O nce m ore I a rgue  that this is not a 

tactic of passivity on the part of wom en, but an  active mediation a s  a 

result of cultural conditions.)

T here is a lso  a  com plem entary double position for the m ale 

specta to rs  of th e se  "little girl" rep resen ta tions which circum vents 

certain social expecta tions of m ale sexual behavior a s  well. Lauri 

Lewin, in her autobiography about her c a re e r  a s  a  stripper in Boston in 

the 1970s, d isc u sse s  her trade mark, little girl strip routine. S he  

explains that in her strip act, her little girl charac te r d iscovers her newly 

maturing b o d y -th a t som etim es includes hips which m an ag e  to rotate 

of their own accord .69 Lewin s ta te s  that her little girl stripper w as "too
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feel w ise, knowing, and a little naughty w hen they  w atched  her."70

Lewin's analysis of her own act could be critiqued a s  indicating 

that little girl/women ultimately have no control over their destiny a s  sex  

objects in our culture. Her rem arks could be interpreted a s  indirect 

refe rences  to m ale control over the social position of w om en a s  

"children." However, s ince  Lewin m akes it c lear that sh e  carefully 

crafted her little girl/woman strip act, her descriptions a lso  point to  the 

socially deviant m ale p leasu re  of being sexually  controlled by fem ales. 

This "deviancy" is "safely" packaged  for m ales b e c au se  it com es with a 

mimetic "guarantee" or rea ssu ra n c e  that this control is not really taking 

place. That is. the stripper, in little girl guise, p retends to be "too naive” 

to take up a  position of erotic dom inance.

While baby doll d ressing  is a  m ainstay of fem ale strip even ts  for 

m en, a  few m ale exotic d an cers  a lso  u se  the  appeal of "youth" in the 

construction of their "sexual acts" for the  p leasu re  of wom en. However, 

m ost of the costum es and strip routines which s tre ss  m ale youth do so  

through the  sartorial sym bols of the  "young rebel" (e.g., torn jeans, 

leather jackets, motorcycle props, etc.). This m akes s e n s e  becau se , 

unlike the  young girl, a  boy or young m an is not considered  to be a  

social rebel, tran sg resso r, or delinquent through his gaining of sexual 

knowledge. Therefore, m ale "baby boy” costum ing usually n e e d s  to 

su g g est o ther types of possib le  "delinquency," both to indicate the  idea 

of transgression  and  to su g g e s t the idea of youth. (Rebel roles will be 

d iscussed  further in the following section.)
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However, there  is one  im portant exception to this generalization. 

In the  C hippendales New York One Night o f Love show, the M.C. 

begins the  perform ance by introducing the  m ale chorus d an cers  and 

u sh ers  to the  fem ale aud ience . T h ese  d a n c e rs  and u shers a re  all 

costum ed  in black spandex  pants. Their bare  ch ests  and arm s a re  

accen tuated  with tuxedo collars and cuffs. Each performer is 

p resen ted  by the M.C. a s  a  "sexual type" through a kind of verbal 

costum e. The M.C. in troduces the  individual d an cers  by telling the 

w om en that "this is so  and so , the  doctor," "the football player," "the 

Italian," "the marine," etc. The last dancer in this introductory seq u en c e  

is p resen ted  through an ex tended  version of this bit. The M.C. a sk s  his 

aud ience , "How m any lad ies like them  young and innocent...I’ve got a  

virgin-Tim othy and he  is e igh teen  y e a rs  old." This announcem ent is 

g ree ted  by ch eers  and  w histles from the  aud ience. Throughout the 

show 's various specta to r participation activities and bits, Timothy is 

referred to a s  "the virgin" by the M .C.--much to the continued delight of 

the  aud ience .

While fem ale sp ec ta to r p leasu re  in this running s c e n e  m ay be a 

reflection of the changing socio-sexual m ores which m ake it currently 

m ore accep tab le  for w om en to se lec t younger m en a s  sexual partners  

for both short and long term  relationships, it h a s  another significance. 

First, it is important to note that a  virgin boy initiated into sexual 

experience  by an  "older" w om an is a  com m on m ale fantasy . The m ale 

point of view of this standard  fantasy, however, p laces the  fe m a le -  

w hether sh e  is c a s t a s  a prostitute hired for th e  specific pu rposes of 

such  an  initiation or a s  a "Mrs. Robinson" figure--not only in the
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"greater action "-which is the  boy's transform ation into m anhood.

The difference in this design a s  p resen ted  at C hippendales is 

that the fan tasy  is recast from the  point of view of fem ale p leasure  and 

sexual in terest. In the C h ippendales 's  virgin "bit,"' fem ale aud ience 

m em bers a re  encouraged  to  vicariously tak e  the  erotic "control" 

positions of the  sexually experienced  and  know ledgeable, but without 

the addition of the  labels of "slut" or "whore" which a re  usually a ttached  

to such  positions for w om en. This design, of course , subverts 

traditional sex  roles.

Erotic rep resen ta tions of virgins for fem ale and m ale specta to rs  

alike include one  o ther important e lem ent of transg ression . As with all 

sorts of o ther types of "virginal" rep resen ta tions, th ese  sexual 

depictions a re  exciting b e c a u se  they offer their spectator-participants 

the vicarious thrill of uncertainty through the  experience  of the  "new."'71 

In "virgin" strip scenario s , fem ale and m ale sp ec ta to rs  may outwardly 

position them selves  in the  control roles of "teachers." but part of the 

thrill of "teaching" is the experience  of identifying with and reliving "first 

time" experiences  with the  "student."

"Aliens*Exotics"

Many fem ale and m ale strippers refer to them selves a s  "exotic" 

dancers. Not only is the  term  "exotic" a  recognized euphem ism  for a  

strip teaser, but, of course, it a lso  s ta n d s  for the  "alien," the  "foreign,"
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and the "unusual." Male and fem ale strippers frequently double their 

own cultural positions a s  "aliens" by selecting  costum es which 

rep resen t a w ide range  of other social "exotics." In o ther words, 

strippers often ch o o se  costum es which rep resen t charac te rs  who stand  

outside of th e  cultural norm s of dom inant society  or who a re  

m arginalized in som e m anner. T hese  costum e cho ices m ay include 

outfits which refer to  ethnic, racial, and regional stereotyping a s  well a s  

outfits which rep resen t sp a c e  aliens, robots, leather rebels, 

sad o m aso ch is ts . and legendary-m ythic charac te rs.

S trip tease  costum e d ram as which m ake u se  of "exotic" ethnic, 

racial, and regional sexual s te reo types ap p e ar  in a  num ber of different 

forms. Several fem ale dan cers  at G allagher's in New York City begin 

their routines or s e ts  in various "Latin" co s tu m es  which range  from 

copies of flam enco outfits to M exican p e a sa n t tops  and skirts. S om e 

d an cers  a t Rick's, Caligula XXI, and the C olorado in H ouston perform 

in w hat stripper "Ivy" calls "Tex-Mex" d re ss .72 The Body Shop  in Los 

A ngeles offers a  different version of "Southern" erotics. O ne dancer in 

this cab are t thea tre  strips out of a C onfedera te  belle style evening 

gown. At the  S ugar Shack  II in Chicago, m ale strippers w ear "white 

man" costum e  fan tasias  on South and North Am erican "Indians" (Fig. 

4.19). And finally, lingerie and evening gown outfits worn by fem ale 

strippers in a  variety of bars, clubs, and th ea tre s  ac ro ss  country often 

include the  sym bols of W esternized versions of J a p a n e se , C hinese, 

and Arabic d re ss . It is not unusual to s e e  fem ale d a n c e rs  performing 

in silk kim onos with "oriental" designs, m andarin style evening gow ns.
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and lingerie with fea thers , see-th rough  pan ts, and  a sso rted  veils and 

scarves (Fig. 4.20).

Fem ale and  m ale s trip tease  costum es that a re  designed  to 

rep resen t s p a c e  a liens and robots frequently overlap with or resem ble 

the costum es of m otorcycle rebels and S/M participants. The Sugar 

Shack  II. C h ippendales Los A ngeles, and C hippendales New York all 

p resen t helm eted. sp a ce -a g ed  m ale d a n cers  in shiny leather outfits 

accen ted  with spikes, chains, and other types of hardw are (Fig. 4.21). 

Fem ale strippers tend  to u se  a m ore subdued  style of this d ress . Many 

of them  sport black mini-skirts with m atching bras, G-strings, chains 

and boots. Som e dancers, like "Nancy" of the Satin Angels strip show  

for m en, specifically se lec t obvious "dominatrix" costum es of leather, 

dog collars, ropes, chains and whips in order to appeal directly to 

specta to rs who enjoy S/M fan ta s ie s .73

The m ost com m on character-m ythic-rebel figure rep resen ted  in 

contem porary s trip tease  perform ance is that of the  cowboy and 

cowgirl. Cow boys and cowgirls turn up, in one form or another, in 

alm ost all fem ale and m ale strip clubs. The m ost e laborate  cowgirl 

outfits (which include cowgirl hat, fringed jacket, chaps, and boots) 

w ere s e e n  a t Le S u p ersex  and  Le Club S candal in M ontreal. The 

m ost e labo ra te  cowboy co stu m es w ere on view at Club 281 in 

M ontreal and at the  S ugar S hack  II in Chicago. O ther cultural rebel 

figures, su ch  a s  beach  bum su rfers and safari explorers, have been  

featured in the  exotic d an ce  show s of B eefcakes U.S.A. and 

C hippendales Los A ngeles. T here a re  only a few in stan ces  and 

citations of contem porary  strip a c ts  constructed  around m ore specific
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storybook or legendary characters. N evertheless, th e se  ac ts  a re  still 

worth noting b e c au se  they a lso  incorporate the th em es  of social 

rebellion and m arginalization.

Zorro a p p ears  at the  S ugar Shack  II in Chicago (Fig. 4.22). 

Superm an  s ta rs  on the Males in Motion video tap e  (Fig. 4 .23).74 

Fem ale  vam pires occasionally  stalk their victim s a t C abare t Showgirls 

in M ontreal. A few m ale d an cers  a t Show  P a lace  in New York City 

occasionally  perform a s  Spiderm an and Robin H ood.75 A stripper- 

charac te r in Jan e t Feindel's play, A Particular Class of Women, lists 

Snow  W hite a s  the inspiration for o n e  of her exotic dance  a c ts .76 W hat 

is interesting about this collection of fairy and folktale figures is that all 

of th e s e  characters  a re  forced to live, either perm anently or 

temporarily, on the perim eters of their own fictive societies. From 

Snow W hite to Superm an, e ach  of th ese  ch arac te rs  is a lso  forced to 

take on  additional d isgu ises in o rder to e s c a p e  from th o se  in authority. 

The u s e  of storybook sartorial plotting and intertextuality allows for an  

intensification of dram atic tension in th e se  strip ac ts, b e c a u se  so m e  of 

the co s tu m es  require double strippings (i.e., Clark Kent to Superm an  to 

"nude" m an). This prolongs the  action and  underlines both "real" and  

the fictive social boundaries a s  well a s  the  disruptions of th o se  

boundaries.

In her d iscussion  of "carn ivalesque play" in the  novel, Julia 

Kristeva points out that liminal figures such  a s  "androgynes" and 

"foreigners" a re  exciting b e c a u se  they  can  function a s  double s ig n s -  

that is, such  roles a re  often scripted to be "read" in m ore than  one  way.
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"reader."77

All of the  above types of alien-exotic s trip tease  co stu m es not 

only offer storylines about social rebellion and  m arginalization, they 

a lso  su g g e s t double character positions in term s of erotic "surrender" 

and "control" roles. In the strip event, m ale specta to rs  m ay view fem ale 

d an cers  outfitted in the  garb  of Southern  belles or in the  d re ss  of 

"Eastern" w om en a s  subm issive partners in ro les of sexual surrender. 

At the  sa m e  time, however, th ese  alien-exotic costum es may a lso  

fram e th e  perform ers in the power and control positions of Scarlett 

O 'H aras and  C leopatras.

S om e feminist writings su g g est that w om en a re  often depicted  

a s  "wild” and "unruly" specifically so  that m en  can  enjoy erotic 

fan ta s ie s  abou t tam ing fem ale rebels, and by doing so, returning th o se  

rebels to  their "rightful" positions a s  social subord inates. Natalie 

Zem on Davis, in "W omen on Top: Sym bolic Sexual Inversion and 

Political D isorder in Early M odern Europe." cautions aga inst this 

reductive kind of analysis b e c a u se  it ultimately ignores how the  figure 

of the  unruly w om an repeated ly  d isrupts an d  questions the  validity of 

hegem onic g en d er norm s.78

At the sa m e  time, such  theories do not take into account the 

sexual rep resen ta tio n s  which place m en in similar erotic ca tego ries for 

the  p leasu re  of w om en. While m ale exotic-alien co s tu m es  such  a s  

cow boys, sheiks, Sam urai warriors, "noble sav ag es."  safari-explorers, 

gladiators, robbers, and "Latin lovers." m ay su g g e s t storylines about 

physically fit, dom inating, irresistible, and possibly "cruel" m en, th e se
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feature fem ales a s  "male tam ers." Rosalind Coward points out that in 

romantic "fiction" for wom en, m ale ch arac te rs  a re  often depicted a s  

"cruel," "great heartbreakers," "arrogant," and  extrem ely sexually active 

(in o ther w ords "unruly”). However, in th e se  kinds of narratives, the 

"unruly" hero  is eventually tam ed or "rescued" by a  transference  of 

power to the  heroine, usually in the  form of th e  heroine nurse-savior or 

through m arriage .79

F em ale  and  m ale s trip tease  co s tu m es  which resem b le  sp a c e  

aliens, robot-term inators, m otorcycle rebels, and other leather m am as 

and p a p a s  can  a lso  p ropose  sto ries abou t ch a rac te rs  in need  of 

"rescue" or "control." Such charac te rs  either dem onstra te  a  penchant 

for self-destructive behavior or they run the  risk of being destroyed  by 

the rigid c o d e s  and bigotry of the  social world (i.e., Easy Rider and 

Edward Scissorhands lore80). At the  sa m e  time, m any perform ers 

d ressed  in (leather) fetish rep resen t them se lves  a s  "m istresses and 

m aste rs  of dom ination." T hese  ro les reinvent traditional social and 

personal boundaries according to "new" rituals of hierarchical 

exchange--and  th e se  rituals a re  not n ecessarily  pred icated  on the 

prevailing g en d e r norm s.

In s trip tease  perform ance, a s  in m any o ther types of sexual 

represen ta tion , dram atic figures or ev en ts  which induce this kind of 

double read ing  su g g e s t a  circulation of erotic positions and 

identifications, rather than sim ple either/or mimetic exp erien ces  for the 

spectato r. S tallybrass and W hite insist that, in our society, the  middle- 

c lass  "u ses  the  whole world a s  its th ea tre  in a  particularly instrum ental



176

fashion, the  very sub jects which it politically excludes becom ing exotic 

costum es which it a s su m e s  in order to play out the  d isorders of its own 

identity."81 As indicated, the  u se  of the  alien-exotic or the  g ro tesque in 

erotic-pornographic rep resen ta tions  frequently b e sp e a k s  a  host of 

social prejudices which revolve around cultural fea rs  of the  "foreign."82

N evertheless, the  alm ost inexhaustible variety of costum e 

d ram as about "aliens" in s trip tease  perfo rm ances (and, again , in many 

other erotic-pornographic rep resen ta tions) su g g e s ts  that not all of 

th ese  alien im ages a re  directly connected  to actual, contem porary 

social and cultural prejudices. Therefore, the construct of the alien- 

exotic figure in m ainstream  erotic-pornographic rep resen ta tions, while 

many tim es in concert with institutional bigotry, provides additional 

material to  exam ine in term s of socio-erotic structures.

S tallybrass and W hite su g g e s t in their own developm ent of a 

"carnival-transgressive" theory, that the  a lie n -o r  w hat they  classify a s  

the "g ro tesque"-takes  two basic forms. The first form se rv e s  to help a 

particular group (or person) distinguish itself from other groups. This is 

the g ro tesque of the "Other." The second  type of the  "alien" experience 

is m ore intricate and is a result of the  first. S tallybrass and White s ta te  

that the second  s ta g e  of the  g ro tesque is:

a  boundary phenom enon  of hybridization or inmixing, in which 
self and o ther becom e en m e sh e d  in an  inclusive, 
h e te rogeneous, dangerously  unstab le  zone. W hat s ta rts  a s  
simple repulsion or rejection of symbolic m atter foreign to the 
se lf inaugura tes a p ro ce ss  of introjection and negation which is 
alw ays complex in its effects...an  identity-in-difference.83

The hypothesis that identity through difference or differentiation 

frequently o p e ra tes  in conjunction with an "identity-in-difference," calls
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into question theories of specta to rsh ip  which insist that only the first 

type of spectato r identification tak es  place. That is. for exam ple, that 

m ale sp ec ta to rs  can only identify with o ther “powerful" m ales in the 

represen ta tions, while fem ale sp ec ta to rs  identify solely with other 

fem ales and only in term s of ro les of socio-sexual subordination. 

W riters such  a s  Benjamin, R ose, and Williams, su g g est that in sexual 

represen ta tions, and even in a c ts  of desire  and sex, "spectating" and 

"performing" participants identify with and  vicariously play double 

erotic ro les-fem in ine-m ascu line  and contro l-surrender.84

The use  of the alien-exotic in contem porary strip even ts  may 

indeed be a cultural device to  foist "dangerous" gender and sex  role 

ex ch an g es  onto the socially m arginalized. In this a sp ec t of the 

culturally-constructed alien-exotic figure, socially transg ressive  

behaviors and desires a re  kept in play, but a t the  sa m e  time are  

located aw ay from the "hom ebase" of the  dom inant through the 

m asq u erad e  of the Other. This tactic is similar to the geographical and 

topographical locations of urban sex  trad e  industries which a re  socially 

and culturally m anaged  so  that they m ay be centrally situated  but still 

s e g reg a ted  from traditional p laces of work and hom e.

But there  is ano ther s ta g e  or negotiation in this operation a s  

well. The alien-exotic figure, a s  with m any of the other costum ing 

dev ices d iscussed  in this chap ter, is u sed  a s  a  device of mimetic social 

and g en d e r tra n sc en d e n c e  (or subversion) vis a vis the  "foreign" or the 

"extraordinary." This " transcendence" is not the end point of the  overall 

project, but yet another e lem ent (again, often in concert with a  variety 

of social prejudices and phobias) which helps to estab lish  what
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S tallyb rass and  W hite call the "inclusive, h e te ro g en eo u s , dangerously  

unstab le  zones."

Costume Dramas of "Naked" Bodies

B e c au se  strip even ts  a re  perfo rm ances which rep resen t cultural 

negotiations with the  socially extraordinary and  the  socially familiar-- 

often through depictions of physical extrem ities, it is not so  s trange  to 

find B urlesque q u e e n s  and kings decked  in traditional formal w ear in 

the s a m e  strip show or sharing the  sa m e  shift with perform ers who 

rep resen t Superm an . Zorro. and Snow  W hite or with strippers who 

im personate  s p a c e  aliens, s e d a te  secre ta rie s , leather m am as or 

pap as, pow er executives, and baby dolls.

In so m e strip clubs and bars, which outwardly s tre ss  the 

"familiar" or "intimate," the variety of erotic-character roles m ay be m ore 

subtly rep re sen ted  through such co n tras ts  a s  baby doll lingerie 

perform ers sharing  the  s ta g e  s p a c e s  with lea ther mini-skirted strippers.

However, in both of th e se  types of perform ance situations and 

all of th o se  betw een, s trip tease  ev en ts  indicate that sexual d es ire s  a re  

not "raw" or direct resu lts of biological re sp o n se s , but a re  rather m ade- 

up and  "outfitted" by the cultures they inhabit. So what happens, then , 

w hen th e  social docum en ts of clothing a re  presum ably  stripped aw ay 

and naked  or partially naked d a n c e rs  continue the  perform ance?

Lauri Lewin titled her biographical account about her short 

ca ree r a s  a  stripper during the late sev en ties  in Boston, N aked is the
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Best Disguise. Lewin tells her read ers  that one  of the  rea so n s  sh e  

decided to strip w as that sh e  felt "nakedness w as natural, the  primal 

costum e."85 The paradox in the idea of Lewin's "primal costum e," a s  

well a s  in th e  colloquial expression  of nudity "to w ear o n e 's  birthday 

suit," su g g e s ts  sim ultaneous visions of d re sse d  and und ressed  sta tes.

B arthes, in his e s sa y  on the s trip tease , a lso  p o se s  this double 

vision of th e  stripper's body. He insists that "in s trip tease  a  whole 

se rie s  of coverings a re  placed upon the  body of the  w om an in 

proportion a s  sh e  p retends to strip it bare."86 B arthes 's  short piece 

inspired contem porary  choreographer Mark Morris to c rea te  a  m odern 

dance  s tr ip tease  event which included the eventual "total" nudity of his 

perform ers 87 D ance critic Arlene C roce called Morris's Striptease a 

"brillant porno-ballet.''88 Morris costum ed his d a n cers  in so m e of the 

traditional s trip tease  cliche outfits. He ap p eared  to assign  th e se  outfits 

(and the  ch arac te r ro les they implied) to his d an c e  com pany m em bers 

according to their body types. Terri W eksler w as  ca s t a s  the  bride- 

s tr ip p e r-h e r  body is slim, young-looking, and  probably w hat would be 

thought of a s  "virginal." Rob B esserer, a tall, rangy, blonde, and blue­

eyed dancer, w as assigned  the role of a  cow boy-stripper. Morris cast 

himself a s  a  "derelict-flasher." His body at the  tim e w as a  little out of 

s h a p e  and  overw eight. Similar corresponding  body-costum e roles 

w ere a ssig n ed  to  the  o ther dan cers  of his com pany.

Morris s ta ted  in an  interview for the N ew  York Times that "the 

fantasy  is all in the  d ress-u p  part...as you get naked, you becom e m ore 

like everybody e lse , and it b ecom es less  erotic."89 How ever, b e c au se  

the bodies of the  d an cers  m atched the  stereotypical expectations of the
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went with both body and costum e types), it w as, in fact, not that difficult 

to keep  the  charac te r ro les in m in d -ev en  after all the perform ers 

stripped com pletely naked . O ne could still view each  of them  within 

the erotic narratives that had been  se t up by the initial costum es, 

b e c au se  a s  B arthes himself su g g ests , the bodies of the strippers 

becom e obvious ex ten sio n s of their costum es.

This m atching of culturally-m arked body type and costum e is a  

continuing tradition in s trip tease  perform ance which is pred icated  on 

dom inant social ideals of attractive bodies. K enneth Clark, in his book 

The Nude, s ta te s  that:

...w e cannot d iscu ss  the  nude without considering its practical 
application, b e c a u se  every tim e we criticize a  figure, saying that 
a  neck is too long, hips a re  too wide or b reasts  too small, w e a re  
admitting, in quite concre te  term s, the  ex istence  of ideal 
beau ty .90

While Lewin insists on the  na tu ra lness of the  "primal costum e," 

a s  a  stripper, sh e  in fact relied on stereotypical body/costum e 

e x c h an g es  in order to c re a te  her erotic perform ances. Throughout her 

autobiography, Lewin b em o an s  the  fact that s h e  w a s  considered  short 

and had "unattractive," short legs. S h e  even  tells her read e rs  of her 

envy of a  stripper w ho w as  blonde and  tall, and w ho w as ab le  to carry 

off strip a c ts  outfitted in exceptionally beautiful B urlesque-queen  type 

costum es. Lewin's culturally-situated critique of her own body led her 

to se lec t a  little girl co stum e and act, a s  described  earlier, in which her 

stripper-character p rac tices a t being a "grown-up" w om an. Lewin also  

ch o se  "Lolita" a s  her s ta g e  nam e. T h ese  selections dem onstra te  that
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Lewin actually viewed the  "primal costum e" not in relation to som e 

essen tia l natural condition, but in the  term s of the  societal ideals and 

narratives which fram e bodies according to cultural categories of the 

erotic. Lewin. by creating her Lolita-character, situated herself within a 

particular social text that sh a p ed  her body into a  sexually fashionable 

one.

N um erous contem porary  strippers incorporate th ese  

overlapping socio-sexual narratives of bodies and costum es. For 

exam ple, at Show World in New York, a regular "house" dancer 

consistently drew crow ds and app lause . This d ancer h as  a  totally flat 

barrel ch est with exceptionally tiny nipples and a  protruding stom ach. 

S h e  calls herself "Baby." Baby usually begins her strip ac t d ressed  in 

a childlike one-p iece  bathing suit or leotard. Her routine basically 

consists  of wildly flaying a rm s and  legs and body c ra sh e s  onto the 

floor. At Big Alice's in Peoria, a  very young-looking m ale d ancer with 

long, tangled dark hair and a  scruffy a p p e a ra n ce  perform s in a torn 

jea n s  outfit. He projects an  enfant terrible or young rebel air. He, too. 

c re a te s  a  d ance  ac t that looks physically out of control and includes 

body c ra sh e s  into the  floor. His au d ien ces  literally wince each  tim e 

this dancer m akes contact with the  ground. Neither Baby nor the 

enfant terrible ap p eared  to b e  actually bruised or harm ed by their 

undertakings. And while their a c ts  did not look choreographically 

controlled or skillful, they perform ed the  sa m e  type routines over and 

over again  to rapt au d ien ces.

Karl, stripping in the  gay club C hez J e a n  Pierre in M ontreal, a lso  

plays on the  appeal of youth. He s ta ted  in an  interview-conversation
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with this writer that he tries to p resen t a  preppie college kid character 

for his aud iences. Karl is not a  student, but he is blond, thin, relatively 

small, blue-eyed, and h as  very white skin. Karl sta ted  that he 

specifically m akes su re  that he d o es  not tan  so  that he will look m ore 

stud ious.91

At the  Apollon, a strip club for w om en a lso  in Montreal, a short- 

haired, basically clean-cut but average-looking  m ale dancer begins his 

strip in an  expensive b u sin ess  suit with all th e  accoutrem ents. He 

sta ted  that he  m akes the best tips w hen he "w ears outfits that are 

'suited ' to him" and that "glamorize" his body.92

In contrast to the body types of th ese  perform ers, there  a re  som e 

strippers w hose  physiques take the presiding social ideals to their 

ex trem es. The dancer who perform s the Superm an  strip in the Males  

in Motion video is tall, very m uscular and exceptionally "well 

endow ed ."93 The stripper who bills herself a s  M alibu-Barbie h as  a  

body alm ost identical in proportion to that of the Barbie doll—a fact that 

did not go  unnoticed during her perform ance and interview on the Phil 

D onahue Show. And. a s  one  might expect, the  stripper, Malibu- 

Barbie, sports outfits that a re  every bit a s  e laborate  a s  the fantasy 

gow ns designed  for the doll.94

T he m atching or cultural ex c h an g e s  betw een  body and costum e 

types a re  a lso  accen tuated  by props and a c c e sso rie s  which a re  

displayed after the final d eg ree  of nudity is ach ieved . T hese  items 

frequently continue to refer to the  initial co stum e-character choice.

They include jewelry, scarves , boas, high heels , stockings, corsets,
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deco ra ted  underw ear.

A nne H ollander's resea rch  and th eo ries  in the  interdisciplinary 

a re a s  of art criticism, clothing, and fashion design  focus on the 

historical fashioning of body can o n s  through the  reciprocal ex ch an g es  

betw een clothing, bodies, and viewers. In Seeing Through Clothes, 

Hollander su g g e s ts  that what we consider to be  the "natural" beauty  of 

both clothing and bodies h a s  been  taugh t to  u s  through "the alchem y 

of visual represen tation ."95 Not only d o es  Hollander rem ind us that 

art p roves that n a k e d n e ss  is not universally experienced  and 

perceived any m ore than clo thes are,"96 but sh e  a lso  insists that all 

n u d es  in rep resen ta tion  provide their v iew ers with double visionings, 

b ecau se : "An im age of the nude body that is absolutely free of any 

counterim age of clothing is virtually im p o ss ib le .. .all n udes in art since 

m odern fashion beg an  a re  w earing the  g h o sts  of a b sen t c lo th e s -  

som etim es highly visible ghosts."97 Strip even ts, in all a sp e c ts  of their 

productions, un d ersco re  this phenom enon.

H ollander's d iscussion  of the  nude figure w earing the  ghosts  of 

ab sen t c lo thes a lso  a d d re s s e s  the  w ays in which certain  clothing 

d icta tes the  form of the  "nude" body through the  m anner in which those  

item s force the w earer to carry the body a s  a  result of its sartorial 

conditioning (i.e., th e  actual physical effects on the  body produced by 

high heels, co rse ts, mini-skirts, sp eed o s , jockstraps, and  bicycle 

sh o rts -a ll item s favored by either fem ale or m ale strippers). This leads 

Hollander to  o b se rv e  that the  "unclothed costum e" is alw ays worn in 

"correct period style."98



Many other writers have noted that the  wearing of the  "unclothed 

costum e" in "correct period style" may necess ita te  o ther kinds of 

adornm ent which a re  not necessarily  related  directly to  w hat is 

considered  clothing. For exam ple, E. A dam son Hoebel in his e ssay , 

"Clothing and Ornam ent," s ta tes:

In all tim es and clim es, m an [sic ] undertakes to effect what he  
vainly believes a re  im provem ents upon his body 
a p p e a ra n ce  ..The tim e and effort that have  g o n e  into painting, 
pricking, scarring, puncturing...the hum an body for aesthe tic  and 
s ta tu s  rea so n s  a re  beyond all calcu lations...P eop le  who w ear 
little or no clothing a re  no contradiction to what h a s  just been  
said. Be m an ever so  unclothed, he is never u n a d o rn e d ."

A dornm ents or "im provem ents" on the  hum an body are , of 

course , rep resen ta tions  of the  cultural a e sth e tic s  produced by social 

dictates which then  "dress" the body. A dornm ents such  a s  tattoos, 

specific hairstyles, and  nail polish m ay a lso  refer to subgroup  

m em bership  a s  well a s  to  c lass  and g en d e r.100

S trip tease  perform ers "tinker" with the  ap p e ara n ce  of their 

"nude" bodies through a  variety of adornm en ts and techn iques that a re  

also  available to the  genera l public. They u se  facial and som etim es 

body m ake-up (e.g ., blush betw een the  b reas ts  or around  the  pectoral 

and stom ach m uscles, rouge on nippies, etc.) to highlight certain 

fea tu res  that a re  considered  sexually appealing . Finger and  toe-nail 

polish, body glitter, and hair sty les for both m ale and fem ale dan cers  

also  help to construct culturally erotic and socially accep tab le  bodies.

Fem ale  d an cers  usually sh av e  or w ax their legs, underarm s, 

and pubic hair. Male d an cers  a lso  u se  hair rem oval products on their 

ch e sts  and som etim es their legs to heighten the  m uscle developm ent.



K ennneth, a stripper a t La Bare in Texas, explained that he used  Nair 

on his ch est to c re a te  a  m ore provocative tactile and visual appeal for 

his fem ale pa tro n s.101 Alison S u san  P a te , the  m arket director for 

several different chains of m ale and fem ale strip clubs, s ta ted  that m ale 

d an cers  at the Florida La B are clubs w ere  required to sh av e  or rem ove 

all body hair except for pubic and head  hair to help d an cers  m aintain a  

"clean" a p p e a ra n c e .102

Both m ale and  fem ale d a n cers  m ake u se  of tanning salons, se lf­

tanning products, and oils on their bodies. T h ese  help the  skin to 

reflect light and accen tu a te  m uscle tone and body curves. A few clubs 

such  a s  Rick's and C aligula 's provide their d a n c e rs  with in-house 

tanning m achines. Tanning can  a lso  p roduce so m e unusual effects on 

the  body. The m arkings of "bikini lines," visually and materially 

constitu te H ollander's idea of nude bod ies w earing ghost clothing. 

Fash ionab le  bodies a re  a lso  produced by the  toning and  shaping  of 

excerc ise  program s and d a n ce  c la sse s . Through th e se  program s, 

perform ers learn the  skills n e c essa ry  to carry, move, and  p o se  their 

bod ies into s h a p e s  which help c re a te  culturally-ideal s ilhouettes and 

body parts. Flexed m uscles, pointed to es , and  special shoulder and 

buttock positions all ch an g e  the form of the "natural” body.

On the m ore drastic  side, som e of the  dan cers  interviewed 

s ta ted  that they had used , or knew of o ther d an cers  w ho had used , 

surgery  and  drugs to sculpt their bodies. Reportedly, som e strip clubs 

actually enco u rag e  their fem ale perform ers to  have  b reast 

augm entations. While none of the  m ale d a n c e rs  adm itted to surgery  

(which might include the  relatively new  silicone implant augm entation



186

for m ale pectoral m uscles), som e m ale d a n c e rs  did sta te  that a  small 

percen tage  of their peers  used  stero ids to in c rease  their body and 

m uscle size . Thus, desp ite  certain  cultural ideas  about the na tu ra lness 

of nudity, fem ale and m ale bodies a re  never actually rep resen ted  a s  

n a tu ra l-e ith e r in "real life." "art," or in all the s ta te s  b e tw e e n -b e c a u se  

what is displayed and revealed is alw ays the  categorized, 

m anipulated, and "tinkered body." All of the  exam ples just d iscussed  

indicate that while the publicly d isplayed nude bodies of the  strippers 

may indeed break social taboos, th e se  nude  bod ies a lso  clearly bare  

and b ear the m arkings of social and cultural rules.

There is one additional m anifestation of the  transg ressive  

double-articulations invoked by clothed and  nude bodies in strip 

events. An interesting anecd o te  gives a vivid exam ple of this aspect. 

Form er B urlesque Q ueen  Jean in e  F rance  described  one  of the  

reunion perform ances of the  G olden Era S trippers in an  interview for 

the  Los Angeles Times. This particular even t w as held in a  ba thhouse  

in S an  Francisco. Although F rance  s ta ted  that sh e  enjoyed 

participating in the perform ance, sh e  a lso  noted: "That one w as weird. 

Our aud ience  only had tow els on. How do you do a  s trip tease  for 

people who aren 't d re s s e d ? " 103

Hollander s ta te s  that the m ost in tense  sexual m e ssa g e s  "are 

alw ays delivered by the im age of an  unclothed body: and even  m ore 

in tense  o n e s  m ust then  necessarily  b e  conveyed  by a  bare  body 

show n in the  com pany of a  covered one, even  in the  m ost abstract 

a rrangem en t."104 In s trip tease  perform ances, social boundaries and 

their d isruptions a re  underscored  by a  sartorial plot ag reed  upon by
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both strippers and patrons. In the strip event, the  specta to r h as  the 

responsibility of m aintaining and highlighting the  taboo  a sp ec t of the 

perform ance in general through her or his d re sse d  s ta te  in contrast to 

the eventual nudity of the  dancer. This operation is particularly 

pronounced in the  environm ents which fea tu re  s ta g e s  and runways 

that a re  surrounded by specta to rs  who can  easily  s e e  o n e  another a s  

well a s  the  perform ers.

However, desp ite  the  startling con trast of th ese  sartorially based  

specta to r and perform er positions, they a re  not diametrically opposed . 

Som e fem ale and m ale s trip tease  patrons actually mime and even 

rem ove outer articles of their clothing while th e  formal exotic dance  

ac ts  a re  in progress. Even though such  occu rren ces  a re  relatively 

rare, they seem  to sym bolize the larger-scale  identifications that take 

place betw een  d re sse d  and non-d ressed  participants in strip events. 

S pec ta to rs  of th e se  even ts  are  thrilled by the  nudity of the  perform ers, 

in part, b e c au se  they can  sim ultaneously im agine them selves "in the 

nude." As Perniola p ro p o ses  in "Betw een Clothing and  Nudity," the 

"spectator feels himself [sic ] watched" b e c a u se  "the stripper's nudity 

functions like a  mirror." As a  result, the patron "has to confront himself 

and his own potential nudity."105

All the  a sp e c ts  of s trip tease  costum ing d iscussed  in this chapter 

(peekaboo  clothing designs, character cliche outfits, and the body a s  

costum e) involve double articulations of both d re ss  and the  body. For, 

the strip even t is predicated upon the  interplays of the  social costum es 

of d re ss  and the social co stum es of nudity. T h ese  ex ch an g es a re  not 

apolitical, utopian, or "playful pluralistic" b e c a u s e  they  foreground th e
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dom inant social contradictions and am biva lences tow ards sex  and 

g e n d e r-a n d  often, how th e se  contradictions and  am bivalences relate  

to hegem onic id eas  of c lass , race, ethnicity and sexual preference. 

N evertheless, th e se  e x c h an g es  in s trip tease  perform ance, however 

politically imperfect, still p o se  what G arber calls the  "third term"--that is. 

a represen tation  which is culturally disruptive b e c a u se  it d o e s  not 

neatly fit into traditional binary ca teg o rie s .106
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CHAPTER V 

CHOREOGRAPHY, STRUCTURE, AND NARRATIVE

. . the body language of dance  may carry a 
m ore im m ediate wallop than  verbal 
com m unication in com m enting on sexuality 
and in m odeling g en d e r b e c au se  of its 
m otion-attracting attention, language-like 
qualities, rep le te  m ultilayered m eanings...

- Ju d ith  Lynn H anna1

The ran g es  of choreography, gestu ra l m ovem ents, and 

improvisational e lem en ts in contem porary  fem ale and m ale s trip tease  

perform ances a re  extensive. They include current disco and party 

dancing styles, gym nastic feats, ballet, m odern dance, jazz dance, 

ballroom s tep s , martial a rts , body-building, and  som etim es even  stunts 

with fire and anim als. D ance m ovem ents of strip routines can a lso  be 

structured around som e of the  stereotypical g estu re s  and  props 

culturally assoc ia ted  with costum e-character types. For exam ple, 

cowgirl and  cowboy strippers often mime shoo t-ou ts and ride phantom  

h o rses, while dom inatrixes, bikers, and o ther leather rebe ls  d an ce  with 

chains, handcuffs, ropes, whips, and m otorcycles. Judith Lynn 

H anna in her sem inal cross-cultural and  historical study, Dance, Sex, 

and Gender: Signs of Identity, Dominance, Defiance, and Desire, and
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thea tre  theorist Jill Dolan in her e ssa y s . "Desire C loaked in a 

Trenchcoat" and "The Dynam ics of Desire" both su g g est that 

heterosexual erotic or "pornographic" rep resen ta tio n s  such  a s  

contem porary  fem ale and m ale exotic d a n c e  a c ts  ultimately replicate 

the m ost stereotypical fea tu res of traditional gender ro les.2 As noted 

earlier, in her a rgum en ts about "gender a s  class," Dolan focuses on 

the cultural fram e of m ale dom inance which accordingly renders both 

fem ale and m ale strip perform ances a s  a c ts  about m ale sexual 

p leasu re  and the  social pow er of the  phallus.3 H anna arrives at a 

similar conclusion. S he , too, co ncen tra tes  on the  fram e of traditional 

gender hierarchy in her interpretation of th e se  perform ances. But 

b e c au se  her study  specifically dea ls  with dan ce , H anna a lso  a d d s  a 

few com m ents about th e  differences in th e  stylistic ap p ro ach es used  by 

contem porary  fem ale and  m ale exotic dan cers .

H anna insists that the  types of m ovem ents and  g es tu re s  used  by 

fem ale exotic d a n c e rs  in nightclubs, res tau ran ts , and  cab are ts  

categorically "feed a  particular fem ale im age that m any contem porary 

w om en re jec t-g lam o r, com pliance, plaything, sexual object."4 On the 

other hand, H anna s ta te s  that m ale strippers usually perform the kinds 

of d a n c es  which "create the  traditional au ra  of rom ance and  chivalry 

mixed with overt sexuality and m ale ag g re ss iv e n e ss ."5 H anna 's brief 

rem arks abou t fem ale and  m ale exotic d a n c e  perfo rm ances follow the  

division of "feminine" and  "m asculine" g en d e r characteris tics  sh e  

outlines in her tab les, "Sex-R elated Traits in Am erica,"6 and (W estern) 

"Stereotypic N onverbal G ender Behavior."7 Most of th e se  gender 

characteristics a re  com m only known and  have  been  d iscu ssed  by



m any o ther writers working in the  social sc ie n c es .8 However. I will take 

the time to sum m arize th e se  sex  role traits here  in order to  com pare 

and contrast them  more effectively with the  physical exp ressions of 

traditional "femininity" and  "masculinity" which a re  both rep resen ted  

and tran sg re sse d  in contem porary  s tr ip tease  perform ances.

The listings in H anna 's  table. "Sex-R elated Traits in America." 

suggest that w om en learn to play the  sex  object roles of "kitten." "pet,” 

and "doll" b e c au se  of the cultural s tre s s  on beautiful, m arketable 

(passive) fem ale bodies. T h ese  roles support the cultural myth that 

"sex is done  to" fem ales. B ecause  of the  presentation of w om en a s  

m arketable bodies, the motivating force behind fem ale sexual desire  is 

culturally a ssu m ed  to be m onetary gain (including, but not limited to, 

actual prostitution), rather than any type of "natural" sex  drive.9

According to the  table, "Stereotypic Nonverbal G ender 

Behavior," w om en physically m anifest and support their socio-sexual 

s ta tu s  by responding to the  actions of o thers, rather than overtly 

initiating actions; by yielding the  control of tim e and physical sp a c e  to 

dom inants (mostly m ales); by using sm aller g e s tu re s  in general; by 

presenting a  circum spect and constra ined  "ladylike" body 

com portm ent; and by the  u se  of a  subm issive, averted gaze . On the 

o ther hand, w om en a re  considered  to be m ore emotionally 

dem onstrative than  m en. F em ales frequently display their feelings 

through g rea te r u se  of facial exp ressio n s than  m ales .10

T h ese  sa m e  tab les  indicate that, conversely, m ale se x  roles are  

based  on social tropes of in d ependence  and activity. Men a re  

considered  to be  m onetary  e a rn e rs  (workers) in their own right.



B ecau se  their bodies have not been  m arketed in the way that w om en’s  

bodies have  (until recently, that is), m ale sex  drives are  still attributed 

to "biological" im peratives. M en's bod ies a re  a lso  socially m arked a s  

so u rces  of their own (m ale) sexual p leasu re  and strength. They a re  

cultural "sex p ossesso rs"  in every s e n se  of the  phrase.

M en physically d em onstra te  their social privilege through their 

accep ted  ro les a s  initiators of action, their g rea ter control over time, 

and their allotm ent of a  larger portion of physical sp ace . M ales carry 

their bodies in a m ore relaxed fashion and they u se  larger g estu res, 

reg ard less  of their physical size. And finally, m en have the  social 

prerogative of a direct gaze. However, m ales a re  required to limit their 

dem onstrations of "emotion." They a re  far m ore reserved  in their facial 

displays of feelings than  fem ales.

Many of the differences in the  stylistic ap p ro ach es  and 

m ovem ent cho ices of contem porary  fem ale and m ale strip 

perfo rm ances follow H an n a 's  specific and genera l ana ly ses . Male 

exotic d a n cers  often se lec t m ovem ents and gimmicks that em phasize  

physical strength . Their g e s tu re s  tend  to be  large and spatially 

encom passing . The driving tem po and "energetic" execution of m any 

of the  m ovem ents in m ale strip ac ts , w hether they are  "hip hop" s tep s  

or pelvic thrusts, a re  frequently constructed  through the u se  of 

accelera tion  and s ta cca to  ac ce n ts . Such  choreographic  dev ices help 

to  m aintain the a p p e a ra n ce  of a  particular type of intensity and  power 

that is usually assoc ia ted  with th e  "m asculine." or, a s  H anna puts it. 

"male agg ressiveness"  in our culture (Fig. 5.1).
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"Male agg ressiveness"  in strip a c ts  is a lso  rep resen ted  through 

the choreographed  staging of various action sc e n e s  which support 

cliche-uniform  cho ices. Twin gladiators a t the  S ugar Shack  in Chicago 

perform carefully choreographed  sw ord fights. Construction workers a t 

E sc a p e s  in New York and at the  H angar Club in C am p Springs outside 

of W ashington D. C. tote flashlights and dem onstra te  body building 

poses. C ops and robbers literally "slug it out" on the  s ta g e  of 

C h ippendales Los A ngeles. Bad boy rebe ls  d ressed  in ripped black t- 

shirts and  torn pants, blue jean s  outfits, and leather attire perform 

"men's" push -u p s with conspicuous pelvic th rusts  into the  floor at 

C h ippendales New York, C h ippendales Los A ngeles, and  Big Alice's 

in Peoria, respectively.

F em ale  strippers, a s  d iscussed  in the  last chapter, depend less  

on th e se  types of "action" costum e-character roles than m ales. Many 

fem ale exotic d a n cers  u se  slow, controlled s te p s  and g e s tu re s  which 

a re  execu ted  in a  less  overtly "energetic" m anner and which cover less  

physical s p a c e  than  the  m ovem ents of their m ale counterparts. This 

type of fem ale strip choreography a p p e a rs  to focus more on the 

undulations and the  display of the body and  body parts  than those  of 

the m ale strippers (Fig. 5.2), w hose m ore "vigorous" style of dancing 

tends to d istract the aud ience 's  attention from such displays. 

N evertheless, in addition to the  a sp e c ts  of s trip tease  choreography 

which com ply with stereotypical expecta tions of fem ale and m ale sex  

roles, th e re  a re  m any exceptions, contradictions, and  inconsistencies 

involved in this ap p aren t dichotomy.
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The balance  of this chap ter will a d d re s s  the  carn ivalesque and 

transg ressive  a sp e c ts  of fem ale and m ale s tr ip tease  perform ances 

through the  exploration of the  following: 1) the  "basic m oves" of the 

strip tease; 2) gender-bender strip a c ts  of erotic "sensuality" and erotic 

' vigor"; and, 3) the traditional s trip tease  structure and som e of its 

variations which highlight the  theatrical p ro c e s se s  of transform ation 

and voyeurism .

The "Basic Moves"

Many thea tre  historians trace the traditional m ovem ents of the 

s trip tease  to the  introduction of "belly dancing" or the  "hootchy- 

kootchy" into Am erican popular culture by the  perform ances of Little 

Egypt (aka  C atherine Devine) during the  C hicago W orld’s  Fair of 1893 

and the  St. Louis Exhibition in 1904.11 Little Egypt’s  W estern 

interpretation of Middle E astern  dancing c rea ted  such  a  sensa tion  that 

it spaw ned  a  host of en thusiastic  imitators who perform ed "Oriental," 

"Salome," and "Venus" d an ce  ac ts  in a  wide variety of m usic hall, 

vaudeville, and B urlesque productions.12 B urlesque s ta rs , such as  

Carrie Finnel and  Hinda W assau , have been  credited with "inventing" 

s trip tease  b e c au se  they c rea ted  ac ts  which com bined the  m ovem ents 

of the hootchy-kootchy with disrobing.13 T h ese  m ovem ents, along with 

the sartorially b ased  structure of the  strip routine, w ere refined and 

even  codified during th e  Am erican B urlesque era .



Most of the basic  m oves of the strip a re  listed in H. M. 

A lexander's appendix to his 1938 book. Strip Tease: The Vanished Art 

of Burlesque.™  D espite the  title of A lexander's book, the  d an ce  

e lem en ts m entioned in his "G lossary of B urlesque Slang" a re  alm ost 

identical to  the featured  m ovem ents dem onstra ted  by "Gio" in her 1987 

video ta p e  How to Strip for Your M an  and by Veronica Hart in her 1990 

strip tease  w orkshop, "How to Strip for Your Lover," for the  Learning 

Annex in New York City. Carrie S te rn 's  analysis of contem porary  

Times S q u are  strip show s in her paper. "Public U ndress: The 

C horeography of the  42nd S tree t Strip Show." also  d escrib es  the 

sa m e  d a n ce  e le m en ts .15 T hese  basic m oves include the  "strut," the 

"bump," the  "grind" and the  "shimmy/quiver."

The "parade" or "strut" is a  personalized, "sexy" walk. The 

"grind" is a  circle or som etim es a  figure eight of the hips which is 

generally perform ed in a  relatively sm ooth fashion. The "bump," in 

contrast to the grind, is a  sharp , isolated pelvic thrust that can  be 

executed  to the front, back, or side. The "shimmy" usually refers to the 

shaking of the shou lders and chest. But som etim es the  shimmy also  

describ es  the  trembling or quivering of o ther parts of the  body or even 

the entire body.

Two other "dance" e lem en ts com plete this grouping of s trip tease  

essen tia ls , "body-stroking" and  "facial choreography." Zeidm an cites 

Hinda W assau  a s  the  first s trip tease  perform er to specialize in running 

her h ands over her entire body in auto-erotic e c s ta sy .16 Gio and Hart 

both u se  th e se  types of g e s tu re s  in their dem onstrations of 

contem porary  s trip tease  technique. S tern, in her d iscussion  of the
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choreography of 42nd S treet strip show s, a lso  lists "body-stroking" a s  

one  of the  basic e lem ents of the  current dance.

A lexander and Gio each  d iscu ss  the  im portance of the 

projection of the dancer's  "personality" during the strip act, but Hart 

specifically analyzes this projection of personality in term s of w hat sh e  

calls the  stripper's "facial choreography." According to Hart, "facial 

choreography" includes an ex tensive  range  of "come-hither," "shy," 

"desiring," "knowing," and "innocent" looks. All of th ese  "looks" involve 

different types of eye-contact play betw een the perform ers and 

specta to rs.

The basic m ovem ent e lem en ts of the strip tease  outlined above 

a re  still m ost likely to be asso c ia ted  with the  "feminine" in our c u ltu re -  

from their historical and social connections with the  traditions of belly 

dancing in America to the  u se  of facial choreography to ex p ress  

"feelings." However, th ese  e sse n tia ls  a re  perform ed by both fem ale 

and m ale strippers. In addition to this genera l tran sg ression  of gender 

norm s, the  basic m ovem ent e lem en ts of the strip offer m ore specific 

rep resen ta tions  and m etaphors of sex  role inconsistencies and 

contradictions. While m ost of th e se  e lem en ts overlap in th e  strip act, in 

th e  s e n s e  that they a re  usually execu ted  in sim ultaneous com bination 

with one  ano ther (i.e., stru ts that include grinds, body-stroking, and 

specific facial choreography), I will initially d iscu ss  th e se  e lem en ts  in 

se p a ra te  ca tegories in order to clarify so m e of the  points I wish to m ake 

about g en d er tran sg ressio n s in fem ale and m ale s tr ip tease  

choreography.



The Strut or Parade

Strippers u se  the strut or p a rad e  (a sexy  walk) to show off 

costum es, bodies, and "personalities." S tru ts or p a rad es  can be 

perform ed on s ta g e s  and perform ance a re a s  of all s izes.

C ontem porary stru ts function a s  en tra n ce s  and opening segm en ts; a s  

p a u ses  in the  action of a strip act to build anticipation; and a s  

connecting s te p s  to travel from patron to patron for various kinds of 

perform er-audience interactions including tipping procedures.

While oftentim es there  is a  distinction betw een  the "macho" 

strutting of the m ale stripper and the m ore subdued , "mincing" s tep  of 

the fem ale  dancer, which is frequently sh a p ed  by the  u se  of high heels, 

this difference is not alw ays so  exact. For both fem ale and m ale 

strippers can  employ "sensual." "friendly," and  "stalking" ap p ro ach es in 

their construction of "sexy" walks.

"Sensual" strut variations usually include undulating hip and 

stom ach m ovem ents, body-stroking, and distinctive "eye-plays" with 

aud ience  m em bers. Featured  fem ale perform ers such a s  B everlee 

Hills, P o rsch e  Lynn, Veronica Hart, and  Gio open  many of their ac ts  by 

moving through the  perform ance s p a c e  using a  modified version of the  

fashion m odel's walk which leads with the  pelvis. In addition to  the  tilt 

of the  pelvis, th e se  perform ers strut while playing with their hair, 

throwing their h e a d s  back, half-closing their ey es , wetting their lips, 

and outlining their bod ies with their hands.



S evera l routines in the m ost recen t C h ippendales New York 

and C h ippendales Los A ngeles show s p resen t m ale perform ers using 

similar strutting techn iques. O ne act, in both the  C hippendales New 

York All About Love an d  One Night o f Sin show s, features dancers 

who en te r the  perform ance sp a c e  seem ingly clothed only in towels 

w rapped around their w aists. T hese  d an cers  p a rad e  around the  s tag e  

a re a  with slow m easu red  walks. Som e d an cers  include hip and 

stom ach undulations. O thers lead with the  pelvis and m assa g e  their 

chests . During this walking sequence , severa l of the  perform ers half­

c lose their e y e s  and then  s ta re  seductively at aud ience  m em bers 

before returning their g a z e s  to their own bodies (Fig. 5.3).

In another act in the One Night of Sin program , p resen ted  in 

New York and  Los A ngeles, C hippendale  d a n c e rs  in white underw ear 

solem nly carry bowls of ice w ater onto the  s tag e . As the  dan cers  walk 

ac ro ss  the  perform ance a rea , they conspicuously shift their weight from 

one leg to the  other which c a u se s  their hips to sw ay rhythmically to and 

fro. Several of the  perform ers to ss  their long hair a s  they walk. The 

d an cers  then  tak e  turns splashing them selves with the  w ater a s  they 

momentarily c lo se  their ey es  and stroke their bodies.

"Friendly" stru ts or p a rad es  often u se  m any of the  e lem ents of 

the  "sensual" walks just described. They a lso  tend  to featu re  m ore 

dance-orien ted  m ovem ents such  a s  a  variety of sim ple turns and "hip 

hop” or stom ping s te p s  in com bination with "walking.” But fem ale and 

m ale "friendly” stru ts a re  defined a s  such  b e c a u se  of their u se  of 

constan t smiling, open  ey es , short periods of direct eye-con tact with 

specta to rs, and, in so m e c a se s , on-going, convivial "patters." T hese
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patters generally consist of the strippers traveling from patron to patron 

while asking their aud ience  m em bers questions such  as: "How a re  you 

doing?" "W hat's your nam e?" "W here a re  you from?" "Are you having a 

good time?"

Male strip perform ances which tend to specialize in this type of 

strutting a re  p resen ted  at the Apollon in M ontreal, Big Alice's in Peoria. 

La Bare in H ouston, and the  H angar Club outside of W ashington D. C. 

(Fig. 5.4). Fem ale strip ac ts  which feature  "friendly" stru ts and styles 

a re  on view at Rick's in Houston: Billy's, G allagher's, and  S co res  in 

New York City: and the Cam elot, Archibald's, Jo an n a 's , J .P .'s , and 

The H angar Club in the  W ashington D.C. a rea , and Big Al's in Peoria 

(Fig. 5.5).

Fem ale and m ale "stalking" stru ts can be  structured around 

many different kinds of m ovem ents and tem pos, but they all usually 

include the  u se  of longish strides and prolonged aud ience  eye-contact. 

The longer stride p roduces a sw agger in the  walks of both fem ale and 

m ale dan cers . The d an cer 's  u se  of prolonged aud ience  eye-con tact 

heightens the dram atic tension of the approach . The overall effect 

p roduces a walk which su g g e s ts  an  ac t of "intimidation." The pa rade  

or strut of the strip is often used  to shift the  very ground of the 

perform ance event. This is particularly true in the  c a se  of stalking 

app roaches, b e c a u se  this type of strut often p reced es  agg ressive  

physical con tact betw een strippers and patrons. Male perform ers in 

the strip show s of B eefcakes U.S.A., C hippendales New York,

E scap es , and Big Alice's regularly u se  stalking stru ts a s  precursors to 

the  exchange  of c a re s s e s  with their patrons (Fig. 5.6).



Stalking struts performed by fem ale dancers may offer an 

additional type of "intimidation" or "thrill" experience  for their 

aud iences. Many of the bars, clubs, and th ea tre s  in which w om en strip 

for m en enforce strict no-touch rules for their patrons. In th ese  

perform ance situations, fem ale d a n c e rs  m ay aggressively  approach  

their sp ec ta to rs  and e n g a g e  in so m e  types of physical contact while 

the  m en are  required to rem ain immobile. For exam ple, a t Rick's in 

H ouston, the  fem ale d a n cers  are  known for a  severe , elongated  type of 

fashion m odel strutting.17 Many d an cers  com bine this strut with 

intermittent p a u ses  to play with the ties, g lasses , and hair of the  m ale 

patrons w ho surround the s tag e  a re a s .

At Good Guys in W ashington D.C., fem ale dancers take  this kind 

of practice to much further extrem es. As the  strippers circle their small 

platform s ta g e s , they regularly p lace their boots or high heels  on the 

shou lders  of the m ale patrons who "dare” to draw  near and who are  

only allowed to tip the  d a n cers  through hand to hand contact.

In addition to th e se  physical descriptions, the "strut" or "strutting 

o n e 's  stuff' is also  an  interesting m etaphor in term s of sex  role 

tran sg ression  in s trip tease  perform ance. Not only d o e s  the  fem ale 

exotic d ancer tran sg ress  the  taboo of the  double standard  by 

performing a  public display of sexual expression , sh e  a lso  

tra n sg re sse s  ano ther cultural norm. The stripper more or less  actively 

se lec ts  the tim e and p lace in which sh e  is willing to "strut sexual stuff.” 

Stripper/writer Debi S undahl (along with severa l other exotic d an cers  

interviewed for this study) a lso  m entioned this point in different ways. 

Sundahl insists that:



W om en w ho work in the sex  industry a re  not responsib le for, nor 
do  they in any way perpetuate , the sexual oppression  of wom en. 
In fact, to any enlightened observer, our very ex istence provides 
a distinction and a  choice a s  to w hen a  w om an should be 
trea ted  like a  sex  object and w hen s h e  should not be. At the 
theatre , yes; on the  street, no. Having the  distinction so  
obviously played out at work, I felt m ore personal power on the 
street...For the first time I felt I could e x p ress  my sexuality in a 
sa fe  environm ent. I w as in control.18

The a v e ra g e  w om an on the s tree t or in the  work environm ent is 

continually a t risk for sexual objectification and  exploitation. Without 

the choice of time and place, w om en becom e victims of the sex  object 

role, rather than  active appropriators of this role who m ay enjoy such  a  

position for m onetary gain, sexual p leasu re , mimetic p leasure, or all 

three.

A m ale dancer "strutting his sexual stuff' in the  strip tease  

perform ance a lso  b reaks social norm s. As a lready  suggested  several 

tim es, in this theatrical context the  m ale perform er ac ts  out his social 

privilege of publicly displaying his sexual in terests, but he  d o e s  so  

through the  "spectacle" of the  desired  sex  object position which is 

usually rese rved  for w om en in our culture.

Bumps and Grinds

Both fem ale  and m ale strippers perform  bum ps and grinds 

throughout their acts. T h ese  m ovem ents a re  executed  to add 

excitem ent to  p a rad es , turns, and even  jum ps. They can  also  be  used



to rem ove clothing. The motion of the bum p and grind e n ab le s  

strippers to extricate them selves from pants, skirts, d re sse s , and 

underw ear while still m aintaining the rhythm of th e  d a n ce  (Fig. 5.7). 

S trippers a lso  frequently perform th e se  gyrations through the  u se  of 

"props" and  "floorwork."

M ale d a n c e rs  a t the  H angar Club bum p and  grind into the  

railings and  colum ns that define the perform ance a re a . Perform ers at 

the  S u g a r S hack  in C hicago  execu te  various gyrations while holding 

on to the  vertical railings that surround the  portion of the s ta g e  that is 

used  a s  a tipping a rea . The C hippendales New York d an cers  perform 

pelvic th rusts a s  they swing around or stradd le  a  lam p post that is part 

of the perm anen t "W est S ide Story" s ta g e  design of this environm ent 

(Fig. 5.8).

F em ale  strippers execu te  bum ps an d  grinds by attaching 

them selves to mirrors, colum ns, and railings a s  well. However, fem ale 

strippers often have a  specialized prop a t their disposal for this type of 

m ovem ent display. C lubs such  a s  G allagher's. Goldfingers. Flash 

D ancers, and New York Dolls in New York City; the  Crazy H orse and 

the  Body S hop  in Los A ngeles; and Big Al's in Peoria  all have  installed 

perm anen t vertical po les in their perform ance a re a s . Fem ale  strippers 

u se  th e s e  poles a s  silent d a n c e  and sex  partners (Fig. 5.9).

P rone  position bum ps and grinds a re  often a  featured  elem ent 

in fem ale and  m ale strip ac ts . Many exotic d an cers  gyrate on  couches, 

chairs, beds, platform s, and s ta g e  floors. Fem ale  d a n cers  regularly 

bum p and  grind in prone positions in clubs and  th ea tre s  such  a s  Show  

World, the  Harm ony B urlesque, the Baby Doll Lounge, and  Billy's in
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New York City; C abaret Showgirls and  C abaret P en thouse  in 

Montreal; and Big Al's, Mitchell Brothers' O 'Farrell Theatre, the  New 

Century Theatre, and the  Market S tree t T heatre in S an  Francisco.

Male d a n cers  bum p and grind on s ta g e  floors, chairs, bed s or 

platforms in all of the  bars, clubs, and th ea tre s  which p resen t m ale strip 

show s for wom en.

Prone position bum ps and grinds overtly refer to s c e n e s  of 

m asturbation and sc e n e s  of copulation with invisible partners. It is 

interesting to note, then, that while all of the  m ale strip show s for 

wom en reviewed for this study allow their dan cers  th ese  types of 

m ovem ent "scenes," a num ber of the strip clubs for m en ban fem ale 

d ancers from this practice. D epending on the  city and the  location of 

the club, this restriction can  be the  result of the local ord inances, club 

m anagem ent, or a com bination of bo th .19

O ne of the m ost striking exam ples of this disparity in sexual 

representation  is on view at the H angar Club which p resen ts  both 

fem ale and m ale strip show s. In this environm ent, fem ale strippers are  

not allowed to perform floorwork, while m ost of the  m ale d an cers  

include this practice in their routines. In fact, a  special platform is 

added  to the  perform ance a re a  during the  m ale strip show s to en h an ce  

the sightlines for the  fem ale sp ec ta to rs  who enjoy m ale prone position 

bum p and grind s e q u e n c e s  (Fig. 5.10).

In light of this phenom enon, th e  p resentation  of bum ps and 

grinds in s trip tease  perform ance may offer yet ano ther cultural 

contradiction in term s of traditional sex  role depictions. The im age of a  

B urlesque queen  grinding her way through a  strip routine is still a
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popular social icon which refers to the "feminine." However, the  actual 

m ovem ents of the bum p and grind--that is, various types of pelvic 

th rusts--are  usually m ore assoc ia ted  with the  activity of the  "sexual 

perform ance" of m ales in hegem onic culture. S ince prone position 

bum ping and grinding is asso c ia ted  with sexual in tercourse  and 

orgasm , and since the m ovem ents rep resen t "action" sex  roles, such  

perform ances by fem ale strippers a re  the  m ost socially tran sg ressive  of 

all. In th e se  types of ac ts, sex  is not categorically depicted a s  being 

"done to" w om en b e c au se  the  fem ale stripper is mimetically "doing" 

sex.

Shimmies

Isolated and full body sh im m ies have  several functions in 

fem ale and  m ale strip routines. As with bum ps and grinds, various 

types  of shim m ies a re  perform ed in connection  with clothing rem oval. 

Fem ale  and m ale d an cers  alike frequently vibrate out of co s tu m es  and 

underw ear. Shim m ies m ay a lso  be u sed  to dram atically highlight parts 

of the  d an cer 's  body. For exam ple, fem ale strippers u se  m uscle 

vibrations and control to draw attention to  their shoulders, b reasts , and 

buttocks. Tassel-twirling is still probably the  m ost renow ned of the 

strip tease  shim m ies, even  though it is rarely performed by 

contem porary  dan cers  (Fig. 5.11).

Male strippers u se  similar techn iques in their acts. They sh ak e  

their shou lders  to undersco re  their physical s ize  and potential strength.
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They a lso  flex and quiver individual g roups of pectoral, stom ach, and 

buttock m uscles. T hese  shimmy displays dem onstra te  m ale physical 

p row ess, but at the sam e  time, they provoke or te a s e  the aud ience 's  

desire  to  touch the body parts which a re  proffered through these  

m ovem ents.

T he m ost stunning m ale shimmy ac t reviewed for this study w as 

perform ed at the H angar Club. O ne d an cer c rea ted  a routine which 

included an  ex tended  se q u e n c e  devo ted  to  his dancing c h est m uscles. 

This perform er hiked up his tank-top t-shirt to a  position just above his 

nipples. He flexed both of his pectoral m usc les a t the sa m e  tim e and 

then  p roceeded  to vary th e  speed  of his m aneuvers. The dancer 

concluded  the se q u e n c e  by alternating and  a lso  changing the  tem po 

of the  quivers of his right and left chest m uscles. The fem ale aud ience 

m em bers cheered  and sighed through th is portion of his act. A few 

sp ec ta to rs  w aved their hands in the  air a s  if they w ere cupping the 

d a n c e r 's  pectorals in their hands.

"Cock-twirling" is occasionally featured  in som e m ale strip acts. 

As briefly noted in the chap ter on costum es, m ale  exotic dan cers  in 

M ontreal, C an ad a  som etim es p resen t a  type of "cock-twirling” which 

involves the  m anual m anipulation of their underw ear or G-strings. 

During this procedure, the  dan cers  w rap G -strings or underw ear 

around their p en ises  to fashion a type of "sling." They then  m ove the 

sling back and forth with their hands to m ake their pen ises  rotate or 

b ounce  around.

A nother version of "cock-twirling" is d isplayed in the  "Superm an 

strip” of the M ales in Motion video.20 In this variation, the  d ancer does
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and sw ings (quivers, quakes, or shim m ies) his hips back and forth so  

that his penis bum ps off a lternate  thighs. He w atches  his penis 

"dance," and then  looks out to the view ers in a  m anner strikingly 

rem iniscent of the  cliche s ta n c e  of the  B urlesque tasse l twirler(Fig. 

5.12).

Body*stroking

D ancer body-stroking g e s tu re s  include the  m assag ing  or 

som etim es "feather" touching of the  face, head  hair, chest, stom ach, 

buttocks, legs, and  genitals. T hese  m ovem ents obviously draw 

attention to the  physical fea tu res  the  stripper w ishes to highlight. 

However, unlike shim m ies, body-stroking techn iques  refer m ore 

explicitly to the  "sensual" and "autoerotic" in terests of the  dancer.

Props, such  a s  oils, lotions, w ater, and towels, a re  frequently 

used  in body-stroking displays. Fem ale  exotic d an cers  rub their 

b reas ts  and  c h e s ts  with lotions and  perform body-stroking m ovem ents 

through th e  actions of taking show ers or ba ths on s tag e . As noted in 

chap ter th ree , so m e  strip clubs, such  a s  C abare t P en th o u se  in 

M ontreal, the  Mitchell Brothers' O 'Farrell T heatre  in S an  Francisco, 

and G oldfingers in M anhattan include perm anen t show er s ta g e s  a s  

part of their interior designs (Fig. 5.13). A num ber of contem porary star 

strippers tour the  United S ta te s  and  C an ad a  with portable, transparen t 

bath tubs  and giant cham pagne  g la s se s  a s  well (Fig. 5.14).



Fem ale  perform ers touch and  m a ssa g e  their bodies through the  

g e s tu re s  of bathing and grooming. This kind of body-stroking su g g ests  

traditional cultural negotiations with the sym bols of c lean liness and 

dirtiness in term s of the feminine. However, the  u se  of bathing rituals 

in strip perfo rm ances is a lso  a  device which rep re sen ts  the  p leasure  

w om en take  in their own bodies and  in their own sexual actions a s  

"clean" rather than  dirty or bad  girl behaviors.

Male strippers a lso  u se  props in their body-stroking 

choreography. The B eefcakes U.S.A. strip show  p resen ted  a  beach  

boy surfer who stripped, sa t on a towel, and then rubbed sun tan  lotion 

into his body. Featured dan cers  in both th e  C hippendales New York 

All About Love and One Night of Sin show s perform ed a  different kind 

of "lotion" routine. T h ese  d a n c e rs  m ounted small platform s ta g e s  that 

partially border the  aud ien ce  sp ace . They d anced  in G -strings and 

then  lay down on the platform s. From a  prone position, they each  

picked up a  bottle of lotion, shook it, and then  squirted the  lotion into 

the  air, mimicking ejaculation. The d a n c e rs  com pleted the ac t by 

rubbing the  "ejaculated" lotion into their own bodies (Fig. 5.15).

E laborate  bathing rituals, and  their accom panying clean/dirty 

exchanges, a re  usually not a  part of th e  m ale exotic d ancer repertoire. 

How ever, a s  m entioned earlier, both C h ippendales Los A ngeles and 

C hippendales New York p resen t strip a c ts  in which the  d an cers  tak e  

turns sp lash ing  their faces  an d  upper bodies with ice w ater. In a 

C h ippendales New York show , one  d a n c er  rubbed an  ice cu b e  over 

his body. The aud ience  cheered  a s  his bare  skin "involuntarily" turned 

to "goose flesh" (Fig. 5.16).
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H anna, in her com parison of fem ale and  m ale sex-related  traits, 

posits that m ales experience  their bodies a s  a  "source of p leasure  and 

strength" in a m anner denied to w om en in our culture.21 However, a s  

indicated throughout the  preceding ch ap te rs  of this study, there  are  

a lso  social taboos which restrict certain  types  of p leasu res  and erotic 

displays for m ales a s  well. A lexander, writing in the late 1930's, 

quaintly insisted that the  body-stroking technique of the  hand going to 

the back of the head "is a  typically fem inine gestu re ."22 (This gesture, 

of course , is used by m any m ale d a n cers  today.) More than  fifty years 

later, David D. Gilmore su g g e sts , in a n a ly ses  throughout his 1990 

book Cultural Concepts o f Masculinity, that notions of masculinity in 

m ost societies, including our own, continue to be b ased  on a  physical 

hard iness  and ag g ressio n  which generally  e sch ew s overt ex p ressions 

of nurturing and sensuality . Gilmore s tr e s s e s  that m ale hard iness and 

aggression  a re  socially, ra ther than  biologically, constructed .23 Men in 

our society a re  rarely allowed to  display their bodies a s  so u rces  of 

p leasure  in term s of the  "sensual" b e c au se  such  display is not 

considered "manly." In our culture-at-large, "sensuality," like many 

concep ts  of "the feminine," is bizarrely linked to "passivity."

Facial Choreography

Strippers not only project their s ta g e  "personalities" and 

"emotions" through traditional form s of d an ce  and other m ovem ent arts, 

they a lso  c rea te  "character" through ex aggera ted  versions of
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"everyday" body language. This frequently includes a type of "facial 

choreography" that borders on "mugging."

Hart (Fig. 5.17) began  her s tr ip tease  w orkshop by teaching her 

s tuden ts  the  fundam entals of erotic "facial choreography." During this 

portion of the w orkshop. Hart led her participants through "mouth" and 

"eye" exerc ises. The mouth exerc ises consisted  of practicing the 

pursing, pouting, and parting of th e  lips. The tongue w as a lso  used  to 

su g g est licking and kissing m otions. The ey e  ex erc ises  required the  

novice strippers to practice "codified" g azes . Participants w ere told to 

s ta re  directly at imaginary specta to rs, to look at them  through their 

ey e la sh es  or half closed eyes, and to coyly g a z e  aw ay from their 

phantom  au d iences  by either looking dow n or off into the d istance. 

S tuden ts  w ere also  ask ed  to practice winking. H art's c la ss  w as limited 

to fem ale m em bers-how ever, both fem ale  and m ale exotic d an cers  

u se  th e s e  face  dancing techn iques. Male strippers carefully com pose  

partially open  m ouths, wet lips, boyish grins, pouts, and naughty boy 

looks along with tongue d a n c es  and  ey e  g a m e s  a s  part of their sexual 

perform ances for wom en.

S om etim es fem ale and m ale facial choreography in strip a c ts  is 

specifically structured to c rea te  additional "storylines" about 

tran sg ressive  sexual display. This a d d s  to the  overall erotic appeal of 

the strip perform ance b e c a u se  it u n d ersco res  the  breaking of social 

rules. For exam ple, B everlee Hills (Fig. 5.18) u se s  a  facial "m ovem ent 

refrain" throughout m ost of her strip acts. As Hills reveals certain parts 

of her body or a s  sh e  p laces herself in particular "sexy" positions, her 

face tak es  on a  m om entary look of "surprise" or "worry." Directly
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following this look, Hills displays a com e-hither or an  ecsta tic  

expression . The se rie s  of fleeting "worried" looks preceding the more 

traditional com e-hither exp ressions em p h asize  the  "forbidden" or 

taboo a sp e c ts  of specific body parts and p o ses . Sex a s  a  "thrill" 

experience  is em phasized  through this d esig n .24

S evera l m ale d an cers  at the  Apollon and  Club 281 in Montreal 

u se  similar choreographic ploys. During their "up c lo se  and  personal" 

table d a n c es  for fem ale spectato rs, th e se  perform ers often sport 

"worried," "surprised," or som etim es even  "em barrassed" looks a s  

accom panim ents to the  gestu re  of covering their fully exposed  genitals 

with their hands. This hand and face  m ovem ent ritual is 

choreographed  to su g g e s t that the m ale d an cer is getting an  erection 

against his will. In o ther words, the d an cer p retends to succum b to the 

sexual pow er and allure of the  fem ale patrons.

This hand-face ritual offers an  additional type of social boundary 

breaking and  "thrill" experience  for th e  participants b e c a u se  the 

display of an  erec t pen is  by a  stripper in M ontreal is illegal. The m ale 

stripper's carefully choreographed  perform ance d em o n stra tes  that he  

is continually "at risk" for legal and social cen so rsh ip  b e c a u se  of the 

p ressu re  exerted  on him by the  fem ale specta to rs .

The m ale stripper's u se  of certain  a sp e c ts  of facial 

choreography  also  tra n s g re s s e s  traditional g en d er norm s in general 

b e c au se  it trad es  in a  m ode of nonverbal com m unication that is usually 

reserved  for fem ales in our society. At the s a m e  time, fem ale and m ale 

use of the m ost important a sp ec t of face  choreography, eye-dancing, 

a lso  tra n sg re sse s  th o se  norm s.25
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Hart, along with the  majority of the  d ancers, m anagers, ow ners, 

and patrons interviewed for this study, s tre ssed  that the m ost important 

e lem ent of the  stripper's facial choreography is direct aud ience  eye- 

contact. Strip clubs in M ontreal ap p ear to highlight this a sp ec t of 

perform ance. In th e se  environm ents, fem ale and m ale strippers 

perform "table dances" on tiny portable platform s ta g e s  which they 

place directly a longside of the  tab les of the  specta to rs . During portions 

of th e se  d an ces , the strippers crouch or sit on their platform s and talk 

or simply g a z e  into the e y e s  of their patrons. The d an cers  in the 

Montreal strip clubs m ake m ost of their tips through this type of 

perform ance.

Talk show  host G eraldo Rivera a lso  took notice of the  power of 

eye-dancing  during his television program 's presen tation  of the  "All- 

Male National D ancathon" which included m ale strippers from the 

R osebuds, the S ugar S hack , and U.S. Male d a n ce  groups. Rivera 

interviewed a  num ber of fem ale aud ience  m em bers during th e  course  

of the  show. He asked  each  of them  to nam e the body parts of the 

d an cers  they liked best. All of the  w om en sta ted  that they w ere m ost 

attracted  to the e y e s  of the  strippers. Rivera, in exasperation , finally 

exclaim ed, "W hat's this e y e s  bit? W hat a re  you, ophthalm ologists, 

h ere?"26

It is possib le to contend that the re sp o n se  of th ese  fem ale 

specta to rs  is just one  m ore exam ple of the  cultural rep ression  of 

fem ale sexuality and desire . It could be  argued  further that the  

participants focused  on the  sexual attraction of the  strippers ' e y e s  in 

order to avoid any "bad girl” labeling for exp ressio n s of "male-like” lust
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have been  attuned to a very important e lem ent of the erotic for fem ales 

and m ales alike--the mutual "dance" of direct g azes . Norman Ashcraft 

and Albert E. Scheflen. in People Space: The Making and Breaking of 

Human Boundaries, su g g est that prolonged, direct eye-contact in 

W estern  society is an  invitation to en g ag em en t.27 Nancy M. Henley, in 

Body Politics, insists that "eye engagem en t is like touch in its mystic 

and m agnetic  qualities."28 S h e  p ro p o ses  that direct eye  contact not 

only implies en gagem en t but "intimacy" a s  well.29 Henley a lso  

d isc u sse s  the  direct g a z e  in term s of symbolic social "dom inance."30 

As noted in regard to H anna 's tab le  on sexual characteristics, resea rch  

indicates that in "ordinary" life m ales tend  to s ta re  directly a t fem ales, 

while fem ales tend to avert their e y e s  from the opposite sex  in m ost 

situations. However, in the strip act. the d ancer (fem ale or m ale) not 

only solicits or initiates the  action of eye-dancing, but m ost often the 

perform er a lso  controls the  play of that action, which includes a  

choreography of direct g a z e s  in com bination with coy, com e-hither, 

and averted  "looks."

Kaite, in "The Pornographer's  Body Double: T ransgression  is 

the  Law," p roposes that in the  context of pornographic gen res, the 

d ichotom ies of seeing /being  se e n  and  m ale/fem ale do  not rep re sen t 

the  dynam ic of the gaze , b e c au se  in su ch  g e n re s  gazing becom es 

"contradictory and oscillating."31 Kaite s ta tes:

The look is p o sse s se d  by both the  read er and the  subject of the 
represen tation ...w hen  talking of th e  pow er of the  gaze , 
designations of m asculine and  fem inine do not rep re sen t a 
picture of unity but a re  them selves unstab le, shifting, and rife 
with c ro sscu rren ts .32
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Slavoj Zizek, in Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques 

Lacan through Popular Culture, is even  m ore radical than  Kaite in his 

analysis of "looking" at pornographic even ts . He insists that "the real 

subjects" of th ese  ex ch an g es are  the  ac to rs  of the  representation 

b e c au se  it is through their efforts to excite the viewer that "we, the 

specta to rs , a re  reduced to a  paralyzed object-gaze."33

The erotic charge  produced by the  "dance of the  eyes" is so  

powerful that it is actually used  to sell sexual entertainm ent. As noted 

previously, the title of the p ress  kit for the  C hippendales New York 

Welcome to Your Fantasy show  is "Seeing is Believing." The cover of 

this p re ss  package  fea tu res  a  photograph of a  pair of fem ale e y e s  (Fig. 

5.19). Included in the  kit a re  descrip tions of the  show 's leading m ale 

dancers. Each of th o se  descriptions is accom panied , not by a  full face 

or body shot, but by a  photograph of the  stripper's e y e s  (Fig. 5.20).

The Lusty Lady sex  em porium  for m en in S eattle , W ashington 

advertises in a similar fashion. The hand bill for the Lusty Lady sports 

a picture of fem ale e y e s  staring out above the  descriptions of the 

en terta inm ents p resen ted  in this p lace of perform ance (Fig. 5.21).

The im portance of choreographed  gazing for both fem ale and 

m ale strippers indicates a  conscious concern  with the production of a  

circulation of looks--and h ence  a  circulation of sexual-erotic  positions.
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Gender-Bender Acts of "Sensuality" and "Vigor"

H anna concludes her chapter, "Sex R ole Scripting," by stating 

that "the fem ale is usually m ore passive, gentle, the  m ale m ore 

agg ressive , bold, and energetic" in both historical and contem porary  

forms of popular and concert d a n c e s .34 Many of the strippers, club 

m anagers, club ow ners, and patrons interviewed for this study drew 

similar conclusions with regard  to the differences betw een fem ale and 

m ale s tr ip tease  choreography. However, in addition to the  "basic 

moves" of the  strip which tran sg ress  certain  a sp ec ts  of traditional sex  

roles (including so m e  assum ptions abou t g endered  "passivity" and 

"aggressiveness"), o ther types of m ovem ent and narrative choices 

further challenge such  sim ple dichotom ies.

H anna, in her description of the  m ale exotic d an ce  team , the 

Feelgood D ancers, no tes herself that "four out of five" of the  strip ac ts  

p resen ted  by this group featured the  characteristics of traditional "male 

ag g re ss iv e n e ss ."35 In o ther words, this strip show  did produce one 

"exceptional" m ale exotic d a n ce  routine. And since such  exceptional 

or "extraordinary" strip a c ts  a re  usually a  part of a  larger show, one 

could view their p re se n c e  a s  lending an  ad d ed  dim ension of gender 

tran sg ression  to  the  overall program  a s  well. Individual fem ale strip 

ac ts  which conspicuously  break with traditional sex  ro les may function 

in a  similar fashion in term s of their effect on the  larger strip event.



Gender-Bender Male Acts

Again, m any m ale strip a c ts  a re  indeed choreographed  to  

em phasize  the  perform er's physical streng th  and sexual control. 

However, o ther prevalent types  of m ale exotic dance  num bers focus on 

sim ple "sensuous" m oves and som etim es ev en  blatantly incorporate 

the type of narrative dev ices which usually accom pany  rep resen ta tions 

of w om en in our culture. The following descrip tions a re  exam ples of 

these  kinds of strip acts.

The current C hippendales New York show . O ne Night of Sin, 

featu res a  routine in which a  dancer slowly strips out of a  casual jacket, 

shirt, and  pan ts  ensem ble. This perform er rem oves his "guy-next-door" 

costum e with gentle  body-stroking and  bum p and  grind m ovem ents.

He very simply piles the  articles of clothing on a  stool a s  he pouts and 

lounges around. B ecau se  this strip num ber concen tra tes on the 

gestural, rather than on an  energetic  type of "dancing," the  fem ale 

specta to r's  attention is focused on the body and body parts of the  m ale 

stripper.

Another m ore com plicated version of this routine w as p resen ted  

in the  C h ippendales New York All About Love show. In this variation, 

the perform er en te red  the  s ta g e  in a tan  suit. H e rem oved his clothes 

in a  m anner that su g g ested  he had just returned hom e from a  day 's  

work. He slowly stripped out of his costum e and struck various p o ses  

that w ere accom panied  by facial pouts and sighs of fatigue. The 

dancer lounged in his G-string for a  m om ent or two and  then began  to



red ress  in different clothes. This new costum e had the look of an 

updated  John Travolta's Saturday Night Fever outfit. During the 

red ressing  se q u en c e , the  d a n c e r  perform ed various preening and 

groom ing m ovem ents. He finally left th e  s ta g e  d ressed  and revitalized 

for his "hot" date  or night out on the  town.

The g es tu re s  and  d an ce  m ovem ents u sed  in this strip act also  

allow the  view ers to concen tra te  on the  perform er's display of his body 

and facial choreography, rather than  on the  physical p row ess of the 

m ore stereotypical m ale "action” m oves. The redressing  and grooming 

section served  to double the m ale d an cer 's  role a s  a sex  object for 

wom en b e c au se  of its play on and concern  with the  construction of 

m ale desirability in tandem  with the  depiction of m ale desire. Many 

m ale and  fem ale erotic rep re sen ta tio n s  which include depictions of 

"grooming" foreground the  fact that desired  sex  object positions a re  not 

categorically rem oved from sim ultaneous positions of desire.

The La Bare club in H ouston. T exas, featured a  strip act that w as 

structured around a "Dear John  letter" scen e . The performer of this act 

began  his routine by reading a  letter from his beloved which ended  

their relationship. The stripper then slowly and sorrowfully rem oved 

his clo thes and c a re sse d  his body a s  if he w as  reliving his love and 

sexual exp erien ces  with his form er partner. His routine drew  

sym pathetic sighs from the fem ale sp ec ta to rs  throughout the 

perform ance. Again, the  types of m ovem ents performed by the  stripper 

w ere, for the  m ost part, slow, sensua l, and gestural. But the 

im portance of the  sc en e  is that th e  "driver" of the action of this danced- 

out playlet is the  off-stage w om an. That is, th e  author of the  D ear John
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letter is a lso  the  author or initiator of the  action in this scenario . The 

m ale s tripper's  perform ance is a "response" to  an  action over which he 

has  no im m ediate control.

A m ore dance-orien ted  strip ac t on display in the  One Night of 

Sin New York C hippendales show  com bines disco s tep s , martial arts, 

and fan dancing. Several m ale perform ers, d re sse d  in black martial 

arts  outfits, open this num ber with a se rie s  of undulating m ovem ents, 

bum ps and  grinds, and d e e p  knee bends. The d a n c e rs  a lso  flash 

large black fans and strike asso rted  group p o ses. Their fan tableaux 

a re  similar to th o se  used  by the  fem ale ch o ru se s  of big showtim e and 

cabare t routines. In keeping with this tradition, the m ale fan chorus is 

eventually joined by the "star" of the act. The "star" m ale stripper en ters 

the  s c e n e  outfitted in a red leather jacket with a  dragon design  and 

tight black leather pants. His long blonde hair flies around him a s  he 

perform s driving disco s tep s . The m ale chorus fram es and fans him a s  

he strips to a  "hot" bum p and  grind finish (Fig. 5.22).

A nother act, p resen ted  in both the  C h ippendales New York and 

C h ip p en d a les  Los A ngeles O ne Night of Sin show s, fea tu res a 

"simple" s c e n e  of m ale m asturbation. The d an cer begins his 

perform ance in a black satin  bathrobe and  G-string. He ex ecu te s  a  few 

s tre tc h e s  and  bum p and  grinds directly around  a  bed decked  with 

black satin  sh ee ts . The stripper then climbs into the bed and gyrates 

so m e m ore. He rem oves his G-string underneath  the  sheet. He is 

handed  a jar of som e kind of c rem e by ano ther perform er who quickly 

exits the  scen e . Next the d an cer rubs the  c rem e (possibly V aseline) on 

his gen ita ls underneath  the  sh ee t. For th e  finale, h e  p laces a  pillow
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genitals rem ain covered, and then "m asturbates" to climax (Fig. 5.23).

B ecau se  this s c e n e  d o es  not m ake u se  of additional action or 

narrative motifs, the perform er is rem oved from m any of the  symbolic 

social trappings asso c ia ted  with the "m asculine." In this choreographic 

design, the fem ale specta to r is positioned a s  the  "ultimate voyeur," 

both in the  s e n se  of peeping and in the  s e n s e  of paying som eo n e  to 

perform a  taboo  ac t of m asturbation in a  black satin  outfit on black satin 

s h e e ts  for her p leasure. In term s of the  m echan ics of aud ience  

reception and its co-production of a theatrical reality, m ale 

"perform ances" of m asturbation and o rgasm  in heterosexual s trip tease  

even ts  for w om en are  similar to the m asturbation/orgasm  ac ts  

perform ed by fem ales in porno films and live strip sh o w s36 b e c au se  

m ale erection and  ejaculation displays (or lack of erection and 

ejaculation displays) a re  generally not "actually" visible to the 

s p e c t a to r . ' In this context, m en a re  usually required by law to cover 

their genitals. If they a re  allowed to perform  "entirely" in the  nude (such 

a s  a t Club 281 in M ontreal or the  original S u g ar S hack  in Lake 

G eneva, W isconsin) they a re  prohibited from displaying e rec tions.37 

Thus, from the  au d ien ce 's  point of view, there  is no empirical way of 

knowing w hether a  d an cer actually p roduces an  erection/ejaculation or 

not. However, the  confirmation of "authentic" phenom ena is not the 

point of the  mimetic en terprise, for the  theatrical is predicated  upon 

narratives of "possibility." Fem ale  patrons "see" m ale erections and 

o rg asm s through th e  m ale d an cer 's  choreography  of "rising action and 

tension" which ultimately p ro g resses  to the  last shudder of orgasm ic
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completion. Such ac ts  a re  no m ore or less "real" or "fake” than those  of 

the fem ale d an cers  (or even  the legit actor's "real" tea rs  and b lushes 

produced through the  conditions of the mimetic), b e c au se  all of th ese  

perform ances a re  fram ed or given life through the  theatrical, w hether 

they a re  phenom enologically "real" or not.

"Table dances ,"  p resen ted  in addition to the  m ainstage  strip 

show s a t the  La B are club in H ouston and th e  Apollon and  Club 281 in 

M ontreal, offer yet ano ther kind of gender-bender m ale s trip tease  act. 

During the  "table dance."  the m ale perform ers (like their fem ale 

counterparts in clubs for m ale spectato rs), strip and "dance" directly 

alongside of the tab les  or seating  of the patrons. In this situation, the 

perform ers and specta to rs  a re  sep ara ted  by m ere inches.

Occasionally, d a n c e rs  m ay a lso  m ove around a  particular table so  that 

they can  include a  small group of sp ec ta to rs  into their "personal" show  

a s  well. The spatial constra in ts involved in this kind of strip act 

obviously limit the  size  of the  d an cer 's  m ovem ents. T hese  restrictions 

usually require the  perform ers to concen tra te  on torso  undulations, 

body-stroking, and  facial choreography.

Table d a n c es  a t the  Apollon and Club 281 feature a  further 

constraint on the  m ovem ents of the  m ale dancers. In th e se  two places, 

table d a n c e s  a re  frequently perform ed on portable, knee-high plastic 

platform s that a re  approxim ately o n e  and a  half to two feet wide. 

B ecause  "complete" nudity is legal in Montreal, this platform pedesta l 

proffers a  genital show  at the  eye-level of the  spectator. The m ale 

stripper, who is "displayed on a  pedestal," resorts to even sm aller torso 

undulations, p o ses, and body-stroking techn iques. D ancers a lso  often
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show  off their bodies by slowly turning around on the  platform so  that 

the fem ale specta to rs  may view their physiques and genitals from all 

s id es . As m entioned already, facial dancing and various patters play 

pe rh ap s the  largest "choreographic" role in this type of "show."

Williams, in her d iscussion of th e  early s tag  films for m en in 

Hardcore , refers to John  B erger's theory of the  function of fem ale 

"nudity" in traditional European painting. B erger posits that "the 

specta to r in front of the  picture" is the true "protagonist" (subject) of 

th e se  types of paintings, b e c au se  the  figures in the rep resen ta tions 

have a ssu m ed  their nudity specifically for the  viewing p leasu re  of the 

specta to r.30 While B erger’s  ideas m ay need  modification in their 

application to strip show s (and other rep resen ta tions) b e c a u se  th ese  

ev en ts  deal with oscillating perform er and specta to r positions, the 

concep t of a  "protagonist" viewing s p a c e  with regard to fem ale 

specta to rs  is an  important one.

D espite, or in tandem  with, th e  larger social fram e which 

positions w om en a s  m em bers of "inferior" social c la s se s  and  cultural 

subgroups, the spectacle  of the  m ale strip even t for w om en (and a s  w e 

shall s e e  shortly the  fem ale strip for m en a s  well) indicates that fem ale 

habitation or co-habitation of such  a  "protagonist space ,"  with all its 

p leasu res, d o e s  take place. The fram e of th e  strip event for fem ale 

aud ience  m em bers, which is frequently foregrounded by the  type of 

choreographic dev ices just d iscu ssed , tem porarily restructu res the 

gen d ered  social hierarchy through a com pelling theatrical and  

econom ic appara tus. This a p p a ra tu s  rep re sen ts  m ales performing, or 

dancing out. sexual ac ts  for the  favors of the fem ale specta to rs. T hese
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object position which are  bestow ed on the  m ale  perform ers by the 

fem ale specta to rs.

Gender-Bender Female Acts

T he overall choreography  and stylistic a p p ro a c h e s  of individual 

fem ale strip ac ts  can  also carnivalize g en d e r norm s. Many fem ale 

exotic d a n c e rs  regularly perform acrobatic  or gym nastic fea ts  which 

dem onstra te  their physical strength  and agility. T hese  types of routines 

focus specta to r attention on the "actions" of the  perform ers, rather than 

on the  sim ple display of their bodies.

F em ale  acrobatic or gym nastic strip routines a re  often 

cho reog raphed  in conjunction with the  u se  of vertical and  horizontal 

poles that a re  perm anently  affixed to  the  perform ance s p a c e s  of many 

bars and  clubs (Fig. 5. 24). At Jo a n n a 's  and  J .P .'s  in W ashington D. C., 

so m e  d a n c e rs  hang by their hands from th e  small horizontal poles 

su sp en d ed  over the tiny platform s ta g e s . They execu te  aerial bum ps 

and grinds a s  they swing to and fro from this position. A few dan cers  in 

th e se  estab lish m en ts  a lso  include regular "chin-ups" a s  part of their 

strip ac ts . At Jo a n n a 's , a  group of b u s in essm en  offered a  dancer one 

dollar for every  consecutive chin-up sh e  could perform. At J .P .'s , 

ano ther d an cer w as hailed appreciatively by the  entire bar of 

specta to rs  a s  "W hat-a-woman!" for her ac t which consisted  of a se ries
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of undulating body sw ings, chin-ups. and b iceps m uscle flexing 

displays.

G allagher's, F lash  D ancers, and New York Dolls in New York 

City; the Crazy H orse in Los Angeles; and  Big Al's in Peoria all 

p resen t d a n c e rs  w ho have perfected s tren u o u s balletic sp ins, vertical 

splits. B urlesque q u een  p o ses, and dare-devil slides on vertical poles. 

At the  Crazy H orse in Los A ngeles, d a n c e rs  tak e  flying leap s  onto 

th ese  poles. The m om entum  of their leap s  allows th ese  strippers to 

attain height a s  well a s  multiple spins. New York Dolls p resen ts  

R oxanne, a  professional dancer who climbs to the  tops of th ese  poles, 

flips upside down and  then  hurls herself down in a  slide only to land 

upright at the  very last second  in a  split position on the  s ta g e  floor. 

R oxanne 's  routine (perform ed sim ultaneously  with o ther earthbound 

dancers) is alw ays g ree ted  with tips and req u e s ts  for further "pole 

feats."

This type of gym nastic exotic d a n ce  ac t is even featured in the 

movie, Stripper- a  pseudo-docum entary  film b a sed  on the  Golden G- 

string Award con test that w as held in Las V eg as during the  late 

e igh ties.39 "Janette" (Jane tte  Boyd), one  of the featured character- 

perform ers in this m ovie c rea ted  an  entire aerial strip ballet on a 

sp a c e -a g e  jungle gym that w as specially designed  for her act. During 

this num ber, the  d an cer rem oves her c lo thes a s  s h e  ex ecu tes  a  se ries  

of gym nastic p o ses, sp ins, and slides on th e  different levels of bars of 

this strange  appara tu s . At the  end of the  act. the  jungle gym emits 

"steam " to undersco re  the "hot" perform ance of th e se  physical feats.



S om e strip clubs offer d isplays of fem ale physical p row ess 

through ano ther kind of choreographed  act. As noted previously, 

G oldfingers in New York and  the  Tropicana in Los A ngeles p resen t 

dancer disrobing in com bination with "lady wrestling" routines. At the 

Goldfingers club in Q ueens, New York fem ale perform ers en te r the 

special wrestling ring s ta g e  and strip off their robes (Fig. 5.25). They 

then e n g a g e  in body-stroking activities by rubbing oil on their bodies. 

After the  opening cerem ony, the strippers perform w hat a p p e a rs  to be 

a tightly choreographed  wrestling show . The Tropicana p resen ts  a 

se rie s  of sim ultaneous wrestling m atches that a re  p receded  by a 

fashion strip show  of sorts. The perform ers p a rad e  around in costum es 

that range from everyday d re ss  to bride outfits. The d an cers  strip and 

then w restle in the rings that dot the sp ace . While th ese  kinds of 

routines may refer to stereotypical "cat fight" scenarios, they also  

tran sg ress  traditional sex  ro les by featuring w om en in "movem ent" or 

action parts traditionally de legated  to m ale "cham pions."

The phenom enon of the  fem ale "action" strip routine is a lso  

docum ented  in Dragu and H arrison 's Revelations. Dragu, in her 

chapter, "C onsum ers' G uide to Strippers," d escrib es  th e  unique No. 

Five Club in Toronto, C an ad a . S h e  explains that the  design  of the 

perform ance s p a c e  of this club w as inspired by a  stripper who 

specialized in "gym workout" acts. Her perfo rm ances primarily 

consisted  of different types of body-building repetitions.40 The patrons 

of the No. Five Club w ere  apparently  so  im pressed  by this approach  to 

stripping that the  club m anagem en t eventually installed perm anen t 

rings, hooks, and bars to enco u rag e  o ther strippers to take  up th ese



feats. In addition to the  exam ple of the  No. Five C lub's devotion to 

fem ale body-builder and gym nastic  choreography, Dragu a lso  

includes a  brief section on th e  "Jockette" perform er in her consum er's  

guide to strippers.41 According to Dragu, the strip perform ances of 

jockettes can  titillate and ''shock'' their aud iences  b e c au se  th e se  

d an cers  often com bine overtly sexual g e s tu re s  with the  "wholesom e, 

and even  virginal air" of athletic types .42

The u se  of overt jockette choreography is not the only way in 

which fem ale exotic dancers  c re a te  "vigorous" strip routines. Many 

fem ale strippers also  u se  the energetic  d an ce  sty les of disco, "hip hop," 

"techno," and "house." T hese  types of pounding "folk dances" a re  often 

com bined with the stalking stru ts already  described  in this chapter.

The "energetic" style of strip choreography w as used  in alm ost 

every  ac t p resen ted  by the Satin A ngels fem ale exotic d an ce  show  in 

New York City. The fem ale strippers w ho performed in the  "couples" 

nights at E scap es  on Long Island, New York, m atched the  "vigor" of 

their m ale dance  partners s tep  for s te p  in their disco-style strip ac ts .

The Body Shop in Los A ngeles, th e  New York Room in the  O 'Farrell 

T heatre  in S an  Francisco, and the  New P aris  R evue and Show W orld's 

Triple Treat Theatre in New York City all p resen ted  several strippers 

who specialized in "MTV" or "Fly Girl" d an ce  routines. Even the strip 

bar hangout, Billy's, in New York City fea tu red  a  few fem ale d an cers  

who literally exploded onto the  s ta g e  with hip hop s tep s , desp ite  the 

small perform ance sp a c e  of this club.

H anna s ta te s  that the  athletic w om an becam e "sexy" during the 

1980s 43 Dragu insists that the  jockette  is now "the e s se n c e  of popular
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culture."44 However, fem ale displays of physical strength  and ability, 

particularly in concert with the overtly sexual, still c ro ss  certain lines of 

gender. M adonna's continued su c c e ss , which is due  in large part to 

her rep resen ta tions of this type of sex  role transgression , exemplifies 

this. Her u se  of vigorous popular dancing, overt sexual g estu res, and 

g ender-bender costum ing all work together to deconstruct the 

traditional "sexual victim" position of w om en. Through th e se  devices. 

M adonna rep re sen ts  herself a s  a  "vigorously sexual" w om an. T hese  

tactics a re  particularly evident in her movie, Truth or Dare, which 

docum en ts her national and international Blonde Ambition tours (Fig. 

5.26).45

Cultural "Management" of Gender*Bender Acts

Ironically, while writers such  a s  H anna and Dolan dism iss both 

m ale and  fem ale strip even ts  a s  simply perform ances about m ale 

socio-sexual power, albeit from slightly different ang les, a "popular" 

analysis of m ale strip ac ts  su g g e s ts  that th e se  rep resen ta tions include 

very noticeable disruptions of traditional gender roles. This recognition 

of sex  role transg ression  in m ale strip ac ts  for w om en is frequently 

e x p re sse d  through a  particular social s tra tegy  which involves the 

stigm atization of the  m ale tran sg resso r through cultural hom ophobia. 

As H anna herself su g g ests , "m ovem ent labels and ca tegorizes 

perform ers who c ro ss  social frontiers in m uch the  sam e  way a s  do es  

costum e."46
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A num ber of the fem ale and m ale strip even t patrons 

interviewed for this study, along with a num ber of participants in th ree  

lecture-discussions on strip even ts  that I p resen ted  over the  last 

several y ea rs .47 reacted  to the  tran sg ressio n s that they  saw  in the 

gender behavior of the m ale strippers by either asking if or suggesting 

that m ost of th e se  m ale perform ers a re  "gay." This group included 

fem ale responden ts  who s ta ted  that they a lso  found the  m ale strippers 

attractive and sexy.

S u san  G. Cole, in her e s sa y  "Pornography: W hat do W e W ant?" 

d escribes  a  similar reaction to the early erotic m agazines for w om en 

such  a s  Viva. S h e  no tes  that the fem ale subscribers  w ere initially 

"delighted" with the  m agaz ine 's  sexual adven tu re  s to ries  and 

pho tographs of m ale n u d es  48 Cole explains tha t everything possib le 

w as d o n e  to fram e and  physically po se  the  m ale m odels in "manly" 

cliches for the  fem ale specta to rs: "They had him in forest settings.

They had him looking out into the d istance  to m ake him look like he 

had control over the  whole environm ent. They had him on h o rses  so  

that he could look like the Marlboro m an."49 But Cole s ta te s  that the 

fem ale v iew ers still worried abou t the  nude  m ale m odels looking "gay." 

S h e  conc ludes by stating, "this is not to ca s t a sp ers io n s  on my gay 

brothers but rather to say  that when w om en looked a t th e s e  pictures, 

they did not s e e  w hat they considered  m ascu line by conventional 

s tandards."50

T he label “gay" in th e se  contex ts none too subtly points to the 

hom ophobia inherent in our society. H ow ever, this label a lso  indicates 

the ex ten t to which g en d er tran sg ress io n s  a re  in fact perceived in
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th ese  types of represen tations. As H anna points out, "am ong the 

population at large th ere  a re  am bivalent or negative attitudes tow ards 

transvestism  and hom osexuality b e c au se  they  defy the  normal 

categorization of m ale and fem ale."51 H anna a lso  rem inds us, citing 

Barrie Thorne and Nancy H enley's introduction to the  anthology, 

Language and Sex: Difference and Dominance, that the  hegem onic 

fear of w hat is m arked a s  "feminine" behavior is due to  the  g endered  

cultural hierarchy of m ale dom inance. That is, for m ales (and 

som etim es for fem ales a s  well) to adopt what is considered a  

"feminine" style in sp eech  or m ovem ent is m ore of a cultural stigm a 

than th e  rev erse  b e c au se  it su g g e s ts  downward social mobility.52

N evertheless, in the face of this cultural stereotyping and 

bigotry, the majority of the fem ale specta to rs  of m ale strip show s 

support and enjoy those  perform ances. T h ese  fem ale specta to rs  

dem onstra te  their in terest and  p leasu re  through their continued 

patronage; through their app lause  and  cheers ; and  through their 

gen ero u s tips to the m ale d a n cers  for the  privilege of exchanging 

g azes , k isses, hugs, and c a re sse s . Many of th e  fem ale patrons and 

m ale d an cers  interviewed for this study a lso  reported  that w om en 

regularly ask  the  m ale d a n c e rs  for d a te s , and on occasion  also  

"proposition" them .53

The sp ec tac le  of m ale strip ev en ts  for wom en, carried out in 

large part through the  choreography, c re a te s  an  ex ch an g e  of d esires  

and erotic ro les that a re  usually censored  in the  "everyday." It is the 

experience  of the sp ec tac le  that ultimately trium phs for m ost fem ale 

patrons of m ale strip even ts--and  this is so, in sp ite  of the  cultural



dictates which attem pt to underm ine the  "authenticity" of desire  and 

protagonist positions played out in th e se  venues.

It is perhaps a lso  im portant to note here  that m ale and  fem ale 

strip ev en ts  a re  com prised both of perform ers and specta to rs  with the  

sam e  sexual orientations a s  well a s  perform ers and sp ec ta to rs  with 

different sexual orientations--and this is reg ard less  of the  m andated  

sexual orientation of the spectac le  or even t itself. That is. straight and 

gay m en perform strip ac ts  for wom en. Straight and gay m ales perform 

strip a c ts  for gay m en. (In fact, som e m anagers of gay m ale strip clubs 

sta ted  that fifty to ninety per cent of their m ale dancers a re  straight.) 

Straight w om en and lesb ians perform strip ac ts  for straight m en. And. 

straight w om en and lesb ians perform strip ac ts  for lesb ians.54 This 

sam pling su g g e s ts  that there  is no direct correlation betw een  the 

stylistic ap p ro ach es  and m ovem ent cho ices of the  perform ers and their 

own sexual orientations.

The point of the above information in this context is not to 

sp ecu la te  about s ta ted  or unsta ted  sexual identities of the  strippers 

within perform ance environm ents g ea red  to  heterosexual orientations, 

but to focus again on the  a sp ec ts  of th e se  strip ac ts  that thwart the 

culturally induced binary sy s tem s which produce the  strict distribution 

of g en d er characteristics according to biological sex . This 

phenom enon  m ay a lso  indicate the  ex ten t to which a  theatrical or 

perform ance "reality” informs and s tructu res the experience  of the 

aud ience--an  experience  which is sim ultaneously  "real" and  "mimetic." 

not o n e  or the other.
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S ex  role transgression  by fem ale perform ers in strips ac ts  and 

like rep resen ta tions is a lso  subject to  cultural m anagem ent. Harrison 

insists that fem ale strippers, in all types of ac ts , perform with the  sam e  

"energy, spirit, and confidence" a s  their m ale coun terparts.55 However. 

H arrison a lso  a d d s  that such sexual confidence and  prow ess, while 

generally expected  of m en, is culturally so  foreign a concept in term s of 

fem ale sexual expression , that "we often fail to  recognize it when we 

se e  it." S h e  continues:

This is a  m atter of seeing  w hat you believe...The idea of 
p o w erlessn ess  on the  part of the  fem ale stripper arises from a  
genera l disdain for the sexually overt fem ale--an attitude that 
m ay be felt and reflected by a  stripper, but is mainly a  projection 
of the  viewer, himself.56

W om en who perform theatrical sexual a c ts  or who overtly 

dem onstra te , by o ther m eans, an interest in the  sexual, a re  rarely 

considered  "confident" and "expert" in our society. On the  contrary, 

they a re  either regarded  a s  persons w ho a re  "dirty,” "sick," "sluty" or 

"insecure." or they a re  labelled by patriarchal and by so m e feminist 

d isco u rses  a s  "sex objects" bereft of personal and political agency.

As dem onstrated  throughout this chapter, disruptions of gender 

norm s by fem ales in strip a c ts  and e lsew here  not only exist, but a re  

actually quite visible (Fig. 5.27). Our society hand les th ese  

tra n sg resso rs  by relegating them  to ano ther type of 

"m etaphysicalsexual hinterlands," aga in  through socio-political 

"labelling." Fem ale d isrupters of traditional se x  ro les a re  simply written 

off a s  victims of men, victims of their own ignorance, or even victims of 

their own culturally-constructed and politically incorrect sexual
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ex p ressio n s or desires . This cultural m anagem en t technique 

repositions such  "unruly" wom en in one  of the  traditionally accep ted  

roles for w o m en -th a t of the passive victim with no recourse.

Structure, Narrative, and Pleasure

The carnival-like violations of g en d er roles, of course , a re  not 

the only type of cultural tran sg ressions depicted  through s trip tease  

choreography. A num ber of other obvious and not so  obvious 

structural and  narrative devices support th e  strip even t's  

rep resen ta tions of social "delinquency" a s  well. This section will 

explore som e of th ese  structures in term s of their dram atic functions 

with regard  to  transg ression  and the erotic. First, I will describe and 

briefly analyze  the  traditional "sequenced  stripping" pattern and its 

im portance to the  construction of both fem ale and m ale exotic dance  

acts. Then I will turn to a  d iscussion of several overlapping structural 

and narrative dev ices which I have grouped  together in the following 

categories: "undressing-redressing cycle" strips, "private moment" 

strips, and strips which suggest "bodily harm" to the performer.

The Traditional Strip Structure

Most contem porary  fem ale and m ale strip a c ts  ad h ere  to the 

basic structural design  of "sequenced  stripping" that w as refined during
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the A m erican B urlesque e ra . S trippers generally  begin their routines 

in "dressed sta tes."  The first section of their ac ts  is devoted to the 

display of costum es and som etim es to the  introduction of them atic 

props or gimmicks. During the  second  section of th e se  d an ces , m ost 

fem ale and m ale perform ers strip to expose  their bare  chests . In the 

third portion of th e se  routines, d an cer disrobing usually p ro g re sses  to  

the display of the G-string or other types of underw ear. In the  clubs 

and th ea tre s  w here "bottom less" or "total" nude dancing is perm itted, 

the uncovering of the genitals a lso  tak es  p lace during this section.

O nce the se q u e n c e  of stripping h as  b een  com pleted , the 

perform ers have a  num ber of options. S om e strippers concen tra te  on 

prone position gyrations. S om e perform ers simply continue their style 

of dancing, but in the  "buff." Other dancers  turn their attention to the  

props and gimmicks that w ere p resen ted  at the  onse t of their routines. 

And still o thers  focus on various types  of perform er-audience 

interactions. While the  tipping of d a n c e rs  can  occur a t any tim e during 

the strip act, m ost of th e se  p rocedures take p lace after the  final deg ree  

of nudity h a s  been  achieved .

Fem ale d a n c e rs  who perform in the  sm aller strip bar hangou ts 

usually m ove quickly through the  first th ree  sec tions of this traditional 

s trip tease  structure. The majority of m ale strippers, along with the 

fem ale d a n cers  who perform  in strip clubs and  th ea tre s  which fea tu re  

show biz or cabare t-type  a tm o sp h e re s  (e.g ., Show  World and 

Stringfellows in New York City, the Body Shop in Los A ngeles, the  strip 

clubs in Montreal, and m ost of the  North B each strip clubs in S an  

Francisco), give attention to all of the  sections of the  seq u en ced
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stripping design. Featured  fem ale or s ta r strippers who tour the larger 

clubs and  thea tres with their ac ts  (e.g ., B everlee Hills, Veronica Hart, 

Portia Lynn, and Donna Foxx) often formally divide the sections of the 

basic strip structure with c h a n g e s  in m usic, p a u se s  in action, and 

solicited aud ien ce  a p p la u se .57

In the  m ost obvious se n se , the ritualistic structure of sequenced  

stripping undersco res the  crossing  of social boundaries through a  form 

of s ta g e  nudity which revea ls  increasingly taboo  parts of the  dancer 's  

body. This theatrical tactic is further heigh tened  b e cau se  the 

"revelations1' of the d ancer s  body parts  a re  usually accom panied  by 

the perform er's acce lera ted  u se  of taboo  m ovem ents and g estu re s  

(e.g., body-stroking, m asturbation, and som etim es the exchange of 

k isses and  c a re s s e s  with aud ien ce  m em bers).

R epresen tations of transg ression , vis a vis this progression of 

s tag e  nudity, a lso  highlight the  p ro c e sse s  of mimetic "transformation" 

and "voyeurism" which a re  inherent in m ost types of thea tre  spectacles. 

The body of the exotic d an cer is exciting b e c a u se  it undergoes a 

consp icuous physical transform ation through th e  se q u en ced  stripping 

pattern. At the sa m e  time, th e  strip event clearly positions its 

sp ec ta to rs  a s  "peepers" or voyeurs b e c a u se  th e se  sp ec ta to rs  are  

"stealing looks" a t culturally taboo  ac ts. (While the position of the 

voyeur is often regarded  a s  a  position of dom inance, a s  I have  argued  

earlier, it is a lso  a role about social risk -tak ing -abou t potentially being 

"caught looking.") The sartorially-based design  of the  traditional strip 

ac t structure  gives s h a p e  to the  a u d ie n c e 's  self-conscious peekaboo  

style of looking.58



S eq u en ced  stripping is im portant to the  construction of both 

fem ale and m ale strip ac ts , desp ite  one  m ajor difference in their u sag e  

of this design . The majority of fem ale perform ers improvise their 

d a n c es  around this structure, while the  majority of m ale strippers tend 

to u se  "set" or partially "set" choreography in their incorporation of this 

d es ig n .59

It w as su g g ested  in a num ber of interview -conversations with 

club ow ners, m anagers, dan cers , and patrons that m ale strip ac ts  a re  

cho reographed  in a  traditional m anner b e c a u se  fem ale sp ec ta to rs  a re  

m ore in terested  "good entertainm ent" and "fun," than in "purely sexual" 

rep resen ta tions. According to  this line of reason ing , m any fem ale 

d a n c e rs  improvise their strip routines b e c a u s e  the  in terests of the m ale 

sp ec ta to rs  a re  cen tered  on the "purely sexual," instead of the 

"theatrical." In other words, m en go to strip even ts  just to s e e  naked 

w om en b e c au se  that's  w hat tu rns them  on. However, there  a re  other 

possib le  explanations for this seem ing  dichotomy.

First, s ince  the  m ale strip a c ts  a re  usually performed in tightly 

controlled show  biz form ats which su g g e s t m ainstream  entertainm ent, 

traditionally crafted dance  num bers help m aintain the  overall se t-up  of 

th ese  even ts . Again, "sex" in th e se  v en u es  is subversively (and safely) 

rep resen ted  a s  show  biz en terta inm ent for w om en. Second, the  m ore 

prevalent u se  of improvisation in fem ale strip a c ts  for m ale specta to rs  

is a lso  related  to "environmental" considerations. Fem ale perform ers 

tend  to  work longer periods of tim e than  their m ale counterparts. They 

usually d an c e  in all-day or all-night shifts a s  o pposed  to  the  two to 

th ree  hour show  of the  m ale strip event for fem ales. (The exceptions to
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this rule a re  the Apollon, Club 281, and  La B are estab lishm ents w hose 

strip even ts  for fem ale specta to rs  continue for four to  six hours.) The 

use  of improvisation may help the fem ale d a n c e rs  ad just to different 

aud ience  conditions throughout the day  or night. B ecau se  the s ize s  of 

the s ta g e s  a re  m ore varied am ong th e  clubs which p resen t fem ale strip 

ac ts , and b e c a u se  m any of th ese  clubs a lso  have  several s ta g e s  of 

different s ize s  within each  of their environm ents, the  u se  of 

improvisation m ay help th e  perform ers cope  with such spatial shifts a s  

well.

Fem ale  strip ac ts , w hether they a re  "set," partially set, or 

improvised, not only follow som e form of the  se q u en ced  stripping 

pattern outlined above, but many of th e se  "improvised" perform ances 

a lso  include repetitions of the m ovem ent, them atic, and  gimmick 

elem ents a lready  described  in this chap ter. This su g g e s ts  that the 

choreographic construction of fem ale strip a c ts  for m ale aud iences 

continues to affirm the prim acy of theatrical spectacle in the  creation of 

the sexual. The following anecdo te  is an  interesting illustration of this 

point, specifically with regard  to se q u e n c e d  stripping.

"Starr" is a  regular dancer for Show  W orld's Triple T reat Theatre 

in New York City. Her a c ts  a re  usually com posed  of Latin and disco 

dan ce  s te p s , the  basic m oves of the s trip tease , and sequenced  

stripping which e n d s  in "total nudity." The last section of S tarr's  exotic 

dan ce  num ber is devoted  to prone position bum ps and grinds and 

genital display. O ne  afternoon, how ever, S tarr altered her basic act. 

S he  s tep p ed  on s ta g e  and imm ediately rem oved her short robe. S h e  

placed a  blanket on the  floor and then  lay down on her stom ach and



began  to gyrate in tim e to the music. S he  w as completely nude.

Within a  minute or two. alm ost all th e  aud ience  m em bers vacated  the 

theatre . In the lobby, severa l com plained loudly that there  w as "no 

show" and  that S tarr's  attitude and perform ance w as "disgusting" and 

"no fun.” W hen Starr repea ted  her strip act about an  hour or so  later, 

sh e  first danced  in a  m atching anim al print top and sarong  skirt before 

sh e  p roceeded  with the  seq u en c e d  stripping which eventually led to 

"total" nude floorwork. This time, m ore or less  the  sam e  audience 

m em bers stayed  to w atch her entire perform ance.60

S tarr's  "experiment" illustrates the  p ressu re  of environm ental 

expectations. But again , it a lso  points to the ritualistic s trip tease  

structure a s  an im portant device which heigh tens the experience of 

transgression  and the  erotic for m ost specta to rs . In addition to this 

basic pattern , there  a re  a lso  severa l o ther organizational devices 

which intensify the sp ec ta to r 's  experience  of tran sg ression  through the  

foregrounding of the  p ro c e s se s  of theatrical transform ation and 

voyeurism.

Undressing-Redressing Cycle Strips

In 1937, Jan  M arsh announced  that her "new" reverse  strip 

routine w as  going "to ruin the  's trip -tease  racket'" (Fig. 5.28).61 Marsh 

began  her ac t "nude" and then  d re sse d  herself a s  sh e  danced . While 

M arsh's prediction, of course , never reach ed  fruition, the  reverse  strip



w as often incorporated into traditional strip a c ts  through the  u se  of 

undressing -red ressing  cycles.

Even Gypsy R ose  Lee used  this formula in her fam ous "Victorian 

Lady to  Sexy Modern W oman" num ber. In this routine, Gypsy stripped 

out of a  "sedate  Victorian" costum e in full view of her sp ec ta to rs  and 

then  red re sse d  in a  shadow  box (so  that the  aud ience  could s e e  the  

outlines of her nude body). S h e  em erged  from the shadow  box 

outfitted in a  gold, beaded  evening d ress . Eric Prem inger, in his 

autobiographical account of his m other's ca reer, noted that her 

a u d ien ces  w ere particularly delighted with this transform ation which 

jux taposed  a costum e of the  supposed ly  "sedate/o ld-fashioned" with a  

costum e of the "sexy/modern."62

A few "undressing-redressing" contem porary  strip ac ts  still m ake 

u se  of this type of "double transform ation" scen e . The C hippendales 

num ber, described  previously, in which the  perform er strips off his 

"work day" clo thes and then  re d re s se s  in a  fashionable "date night" 

outfit is one  such  exam ple. In this act, the  exchange of costum es, with 

the display of the sem i-nude body in betw een, con trasts the d re ss  of 

"everyday" or the "ordinary" with the  d re ss  which su g g ests  entry into 

the sexually exciting and "extraordinary" world of dating. The latter 

outfit, which is donned a s  preparation for erotic encounters, a lso  

implies future strippings.

S evera l d a n c e rs  a t the  Body S h o p  in Los A ngeles and at 

Jo a n n a 's  in W ashington D. C. p resen ted  routines which offered even 

m ore explicit, or rather "traditional," renditions of this narrative. In th e se  

acts, the  fem ale perform ers rem oved their "street clothes." danced  in
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the "nude," and then  red re ssed  th em se lv es  in negligee-style outfits for 

the  finale of their perform ances.

The m ost com m on kinds of contem porary  cycle strip acts, 

however, u se  single costum es. They a lso  tend  to be structured around 

two prevalent types of strip bar and th ea tre  interior designs: the small 

hangout bar which h as  no d ressing  room  or backstage  s p a c e  for the  

dan cers , and  the  generally  larger club which h a s  several s ta g e s  and  

which p resen ts  a  se rie s  of sim ultaneous strip a c ts  a s  part of a  multiple 

perform er rotation set-up.

J .P .'s  and A rchibald's in W ashington D.C. a re  exam ples of the 

former. In th e se  clubs, a  single perform er strips at a time on a  small 

platform stage . The perform er then d a n c e s  in the nude and en d s  her 

ac t by ritualistically red ressing  herself in th e  original costum e during 

the  last song  of her act. The specta to rs  a p p e a r  to be a s  attentive to  the 

red ressing  seg m en t a s  they  a re  to th e  undressing  and nude dancing 

portions of th ese  ac ts . Cycles of undressing  and redressing  m ost likely 

m aintain aud ience  in terest b e c a u se  they  em p h asize  the p ro ce sse s  of 

theatrical transform ation and voyeurism  through a  variation of 

"dram atic irony." In the traditional strip structure, a s  the  performer 

re a c h e s  the  final d eg ree  of nudity, th e  au d ien ce  is still aw are  of the 

"ghosts of ab sen t clothing." However, in th e  reverse  or cycle strip, a s  

the  perform er red re sse s , th e  aud ience  is given the  "secret" p leasure  

and satisfaction of knowing w hat the  d a n c e r  looks like "naked."

Cycle strip routines tha t a re  perform ed in concert with multiple 

d an cer rotation designs introduce a  few additional "plot twists" into this 

tran sg ressive  structure. In th e s e  se t-ups, d a n c e rs  com plete their strip
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different s ta g e  a re a s  in a  given sp a ce . In c lubs such  a s  G allagher's 

and Billy's in New York City and La Bare, Rick's, and the  M en's Club in 

Houston, perform ers strip only at the first station of their rotation, which 

is usually the  m ainstage . They then d a n ce  "sem i-nude" in the 

su b seq u en t perform ance a re a s  of th e  s p a c e  and red re ss  only at the 

last s to p  of their circuit.

D epending on the  s ize  and interior design  of the  club, a 

specta to r can  ch o o se  to view the strip even t from the disrobing station, 

the sta tions w here the dan cers  perform "nude," or even from the 

red ressing  station. S om e sp a c e s , such  a s  Billy's and G allagher's in 

New York City, a re  small enough or a re  designed  so  that the  d an cers  

can  b e  s e e n  at all s ta tions and in all s ta g e s  of u n d ress  or d re ss  at the 

sam e  tim e by alm ost th e  entire aud ience. This set-up  c re a te s  an 

interesting "canon-effect” in which the transform ations of the 

perform ers' bodies a re  viewed a s  part of a  larger continuous cycle.

In other environm ents, such  a s  La B are and Rick's of Houston, 

a s  d isc u sse d  in th e  chap ter on interiors, th e  specta to r physically n e e d s  

to m ove around if sh e  or he w ishes to enjoy "views" of the  perform ers 

in their various s ta g e s  of stripping. This design  a ccen tu a te s  the  role of 

the sp ec ta to rs  a s  voyeurs by offering severa l viewing positions which 

correspond to the  different s ta te s  of dancer disrobing. The totality of 

the  e x ch an g es  betw een  the  d ressed  and  u n d ressed  s ta te s  of the 

perform ers and  the  various spectating  positions of the view ers in all of 

th ese  se t-u p s  offers no s tab le  position for either perform er or spectator.
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"Private Moment" Strips

Mimetic voyeurism  and transform ation a re  a lso  intensified by 

the strip routines which highlight the position of the sp ec ta to rs  a s  

p eep ers  by featuring perform ers in s c e n e s  that refer to "private 

mom ents" which take p lace  in "real life." Interestingly, o n e  of the 

historical p recursors of the s trip tease  m ade u se  of just such  a  tactic in 

order to abe t the  aud ien ce  s experience  of tran sg ressiv e  looking 

without the display of actual s ta g e  nudity. In the  spring of 1894. a small 

m usic hall in Paris, Le Divan Fayouau, p resen ted  a routine called. Le 

Coucher d'Yvette (Yvette G oes to Bed).63 In this act, a fem ale 

perform er rem oved a  few of articles of clothing and then  got into bed a s  

if sh e  w ere in the privacy of her own hom e. This perform ance w as 

g ree ted  with su ch  en thusiasm  that soon  every variety h o u se  in Paris 

featured a  similar num ber with titles such  a s  Le Bain de M aid  (The 

Maid T akes a Bath), Suzanne et la Grande Chaleur (S u zan n e  in the 

H eatw ave), and Liane chez le Medecin  (Liane at the Doctor's).64

Am erican strippers continued to develop the  "private moment" 

strip act. "Tirza" and Dorothy Henry perform ed unusual toilette sc en e s  

on the s ta g e s  of the B urlesque theatre . Tirza u n d ressed  and  indulged 

in the luxury of her infam ous w ine bath and  fountain, while Dorothy 

H enry's beau ty  regim e consisted  of stripping and then sp lash ing  abou t 

in a  tub of milk.65 Ann Corio 's later road show , This Was Burlesque 

and the su b seq u en t film. Here It Is, Burlesque!, a lso  featured  an  exotic 

dancer a t her toilette. This perform er stripped, bathed  in a  see-through 

tub of w ater, red re ssed  for bed in a negligee, and  end ed  her routine by
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brushing her hair in front of a  mirror.66 Even Lauri Lewin's little-girl 

Lolita strip act su g g ested  that her charac te r w as playing "dress-up" 

a lone in her m other's boudoir 67

As noted, m any contem porary  fem ale and m ale strippers 

structure their perform ances around similar gimmicks. T h ese  include 

depictions of perform ers show ering and  bathing, groom ing them selves 

for hot d a te s , getting ready for bed and sex, reading letters from loved 

ones, and  engaging in m asturbatory activities. All of th e se  structural 

devices accen tu a te  the  cultural tab o o s  involved with strip event 

specta to rsh ip  by referring to o ther intimate sc en e s . Strip routines 

constructed  around th ese  "private m om ents" not only ostend  the 

sp ec ta to r 's  role a s  voyeur, but they frequently foreground the theatrical 

transform ation of the  perform er's body through depictions of additional 

types of physical and som etim es em otional shifts of s ta tes . Bathing 

and show ering s c e n e s  su g g e s t m ovem ents betw een  "dirty" and  "clean” 

sta tes. S c e n e s  of overt m asturbation depict the  fluctuating s ta te s  of 

sexual arousa l and sexual satisfaction. S c e n e s  involving "virginal" 

baby girl and  baby boy strippers su g g e s t boundary cro ssings betw een 

positions of social "innocence" and  sexual know ledge. And finally, 

other types  of "awakening" scenarios, which featu re  staid or even  

"repressed" charac te rs  rather than simply "innocent" ones , depict their 

ac tan ts  moving from "inhibited" s ta te s  to s ta te s  of "freedom" through 

sexual expression .

A clear illustration of this kind of "awakening" ac t w as on display 

at the  Apollon in M ontreal. The perform er began  his routine w earing a 

dark b u s in ess  suit and  horn-rim m ed g la s s e s  which gave  him the
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a p p e a ra n c e  of a "nerd." His initial m ovem ents rep resen ted  a  generic, 

workaholic personality. He checked  his w atch, w ent through his work 

papers, and readjusted  his necktie with crisp business-like g estu res. 

Eventually, the "heat" or the p ressu re  of the  job forced him to rem ove 

his jacket. As he proceeded  to take off the  res t of his clothes, this 

s tripper-character ap p eared  to discover or red iscover the  p leasu re  of 

his own body through bum ps, grinds, and body stroking. The routine 

ended  with the stripper performing "vigorous” party dancing .68

The "secretary s trip tease  party on the  subway" routine featured 

a t the  Blue Angel nightclub in New York City (also  m entioned in the 

last chap ter) is another exam ple of this them e. S ed a te  se c re ta rie s  or 

b u s in e ss  w om en rebel aga inst the  w orkaday doldrum s by ripping off 

their clothing and dancing wildly while they sport their "sexy” 

undergarm en ts to other shocked  m a ss  transit p a sse n g e rs .69

This depiction of "working" w om en, like the  1986 Bali Bra 

advertising com paign (which fea tu red  print and television 

advertisem en ts of w om en d re sse d  in grey flannel suits, opened  to 

reveal lace  bras and panties), could easily  be  interpreted a s  one  m ore 

indication that w om en a re  categorically considered  sex  ob jects no 

m atter how professionally they a re  "outfitted." However, this type of 

represen tation  a lso  h as  o ther ram ifications in term s of the 

transform ation of the perform er's body from th e  rep ressed  s ta te  of the  

"everyday" to a  s ta te  of the  "extraordinary" through sexual 

e x p ress io n .70
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Strip Acts Which Suggest Bodily Harm to the Performer

Strip show s can  heighten the sp e c ta to r 's  s e n s e  of "forbidden 

peeping" by featuring exotic dance  a c ts  that su g g e s t bodily harm  or 

potential bodily harm  to the  performer. M any of th e se  im ages are  

produced in concert with perform er d isplays of physical prow ess. 

During the  heyday of the  B urlesque era . Alma Braye perfected the 

ankle-drop on the  trap eze  a s  a  convenient w ay to "drop her pants."71 

B urlesque Q u een  G eorgia Sothern  c rea ted  a  type of frenetic dancing 

that w as  considered  so  violent that her p e e rs  labeled her "the bone- 

crusher."72 In th e  post-B urlesque period, Yvette Evil performed a 

s trip tease  routine which gave  the illusion that s h e  cut off her head  with 

a guillotine.73 Her co lleague, Dawn Delight, p resen ted  her own circus 

or carnival th em e  num ber by twirling a  fire baton and  moving the  

flaming to rches  over her nude body.74

C ontem porary  strippers continue to perform  routines which 

marry cultural sym bols of sex  to th o se  of death-defying fea ts  or 

potential ac ts  of violence to the  body. As d iscu ssed  earlier, fem ale 

pole clim bers and  sliders in clubs throughout the  United S ta te s  

com bine stripping with risky stunts. A few d ancers, like Baby at Show  

World in New York City, perform "bone-crushing" routines through 

modified versions of the  slam  dance. L eather m am as and 

dom inatrixes, ado rned  with chains, ropes, and  whips, strut ac ro ss  the 

s ta g e s  of innum erable strip bars, cab are ts , and thea tres . "Danyel" 

(Kimberly Holcomb), in the  movie Stripper, perform s a  m ore graphic



version of the  S/M a c t .75 S he  "lashes" herself with a  small whip until 

her naked body is streaked  with fake blood (Fig. 5.29). D ancers, such 

a s  featured perform er P orsche  Lynn, literally play with fire. Lynn strips 

and blows flam es out of the  open palm  of her hand .76 O ne of the stars 

of the G arden of E den in S an  Francisco m a ssa g e s  her bare  nipples 

with a  special lotion and then se ts  them  on fire.77

Im ages of bodily harm  in conjunction with ac ts  of stripping have 

also been  rep re sen ted  in popular films. Lady o f Burlesque, a  1943 

adaptation of Gypsy R o se  L ee 's  novel The G-string Murders, is a 

thriller abou t several fem ale strippers who a re  brutally killed by a 

m ysterious assa ilan t in a  B urlesque h o u se .78 Two contem porary films, 

Stripped to Kill and  Stripped to Kill II, are updated  renderings of The 

Lady o f Burlesque. In both of th ese  m ovies, fem ale exotic dan cers  are  

m urdered by unknown s ta lk e rs .79 Such rep resen ta tions hav e  been  

interpreted in several ways. They have  been  analyzed a s  artifacts of 

the m ale im perative to  eroticize violence against w om en in order to 

maintain social and  cultural dom ination.80 They have been  d iscussed  

a s  symbolic "punishm ents" or "warnings" to th o se  w om en w ho dare  to 

ex p ress  their sexual ap p e tite s  and prow ess in public.81 They have 

also  been  described  a s  rep resen ta tions  of the  "masochistic" stra teg ies 

used by both the dom inant d iscourse  and by w om en to circum vent the 

good girl/bad girl split. That is, in th e s e  depictions w om en exp ress  

public sexual p leasu re  but still retain their "good girl" s ta tu s  b e c au se  

their p lea su res  a re  "forced" out of them  by ano ther (usually m ale).82 In 

the context of our asym m etrical social system , th ese  kinds of ana lyses 

a re  crucial to  our understand ing  of the  w ays in which w om en a s  a
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g endered  c la ss  continue to be culturally d isenfranchised . However, 

what is a lso  notable and what n e ed s  to be taken  into account in term s 

of a  deconstruction of th ese  rep resen ta tions and in term s of the 

production of the erotic, is that similar kinds of body violation im ages 

figure into m ale exotic d a n ce  ac ts  a s  well.

B lue-jean rebels a t Big Alice's in Peoria and the "bad" boys in 

the One Night of Sin C h ippendales New York and C h ippendales Los 

A ngeles show s perform pelvic bruising variations of the bone-crushing 

slam  dance . Gladiators s tab  a t each  with sw ords at the S ugar Shack 

in Chicago. Motorcycle m en p arad e  with chains and leather thongs 

w rapped tightly around their bodies (Fig. 5.30). D ancers perform 

fantasy  Native Am erican fire rituals with flaming to rches a t the  Sugar 

Shack(Fig. 5.31). A m ale stripper s e ts  fire to the jock strap  he is 

wearing on the  "Phil D onahue" show  a s  D onahue s ta re s  and then  

b lanches in disbelief.83 And Ladykillers, a  m ade-for-television movie, 

once again  u se s  a  strip club a s  the  backdrop for a m urder m ystery -bu t 

this time, m ale strippers a re  slain in a  bloody fashion by an  unknown 

fem ale stalker.64

O ne could readily a rgue  that th e se  im ages simply duplicate the 

m ale m odel of eroticizing sexual violence over o thers a s  a  m ean s  of 

control. O ne could a lso  su g g est that since m ale strippers perform 

desired  se x  object roles which tra n sg re ss  traditional gender norm s, 

any a sso c ia ted  im ages of bodily harm  or potential bodily harm  su g g est 

symbolic "punishm ents" for th o se  social infractions. However, both 

fem ale and m ale strip ac ts  of this ilk depict o ther kinds of



276

tran sg ress io n s  or boundary c rossings that deal specifically with the 

production of the  erotic.

Williams su g g ests  that rep resen ta tio n s  which depict the  body's 

visible re sp o n se s  to sex  and to ac ts  of physical violence satisfy the 

specta to r s  desire  to s e e  taboo, "confessional'' resp o n ses , b e cau se  

depictions of th ese  "intimate" physical reactions "seem " to be 

involuntarily wrung from the  perform er.85 However, a s  su g g ested  

earlier, s ince  the perform er's confessional reac tions occur within the 

fram e of the  theatrical, th e se  ac ts  c rea te  an  additional dram atic 

dilem m a (and tran sg ressive  dynamic) for the  spectato r. Confessional 

rep resen ta tions  often keep  the  viewer actively guessing  about w hether 

the perform er's p leasu re  or pain is "real." "pretend." or a  com bination of 

both.86 In this situation, the  specta to r 's  uncertainty about the "real" and 

the mimetic supports the  sex  d ram a 's  production of erotic tension 

b e c au se  it foregrounds the  sp ec ta to r 's  perform ance of "straining to 

see." At the sam e  time, during the p ro cess  of "straining to see ."  such 

s c e n e s  still allow for the  sp ec ta to r 's  vicarious identification with the 

confessional re sp o n se s  of the perform er. N one of th ese  "acts” of 

specta to rsh ip  su g g est positions of total control for the  patron.

R epresen ta tions which feature sexual a c ts  in concert with ac ts  of 

violence or potential violence a lso  c re a te  a  doubling of erotic s ta te s  

and positions through m etaphors of dea th . The archaic u se  of the 

English p h rase  "to die" and  the  p resen t-day  French expression  le 

petite mort (the little death ) u se  "death" to describe  orgasm . Another 

definition su g g ested  for th e  verb "to die" is "to be consum ed with 

desire ."87 The titles of the  films. Stripped to Kill, Stripped to Kill II, and
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Ladykillers, refer both to fem ale and m ale strippers "killing" their 

au d ien ces  with desire  by their sexual displays and to the physical 

d ea th s  of the  perform ers a t the hands of specta to rs. T hese  narratives 

su g g est uncertain  and oscillating "erotic" positions by this doubling up 

of m ean ings which define sexual p leasu re  a s  "unknown," 

"unpredictable." and "risky." Such "stories" a lso  u se  the m etaphor of 

death  to rep re sen t another transg ression  of dom inant m ores by 

depicting ac ts  which tran sv erse  social and physical boundaries 

through the  sym bolic taboo "breaking" of the  corporeal body.

W riters such  a s  Freud. Bataille, Benjamin, Sontag , and Williams 

all consider th e  production of eroticism  in term s of represen ta tions 

which conflate e ro s  with bodily harm or ev en  d ea th .88 For exam ple, 

Bataille, Benjamin, and Sontag  propose that, in this context, im ages of 

death  (or th e  risk of death  or harm) conjure an  erotic infinity b ecau se  

"death" s ta n d s  for a  s ta te  of abandon  that h a s  no exact boundaries. 

However, the  erotic infinity of this "extraordinary" condition can  only be 

ap p reh en d ed  and rep resen ted  in term s of its tension with "everyday." 

Thus, such  depictions are  m ade visible and a re  experienced  a s  erotic 

through a  dynam ic of transgression . V am pire leg en d s  and im ages in 

both literary and  popular traditions (including th o se  used  in s trip tease  

perform ances) pe rh ap s best "embody" this represen ta tion  of the erotic. 

In the  lore of the  vampire, the  "victim" of the  N osferatu is alw ays a lso  a  

potential vam pire. The roles of the N osferatu and her/his "prey” are  

a lso  unstab le  or uncertain in term s of hegem onic m ores b e c au se  

neither part is "bound" by the  restrictions of g ender or com pulsory
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heterosexuality. In this narrative, death  ultimately g ives birth to ano ther 

s ta te  which is sim ultaneously dea th  and life.

The C h ippendales New York show s, viewed in M arch 1992, 

included a  m ale strip routine which featured  the  s ta te  of "death" both a s  

erotic foreplay to  the ac t of sex  and a s  a perform ance of death-life 

transg ression  through the  "magical." In this routine, a  "dead white 

m ale poet" stripper-character, romantically d re sse d  in an  artist's  loose 

white shirt and tight black pan ts, is carried onto the  s ta g e  by other m ale 

dan cers  who w ear monk hab its.89 The m onks place the  sign of the 

m agic pen tac le  on the  ground and  lay the  "dead" poet upon the 

em blem  (Fig. 5.32). Next, the m onks strip off their habits and slowly 

m anipulate th e  limp body of th e  dead  m ale. Eventually, the  poet-figure 

is brought back to life, sw ooning all the  while. Finally, w hen his 

s trength  is restored , this poet d a n c es  a  controlled s trip tease  and then  

strolls off s ta g e -b a c k  into "life," or possibly, once  m ore into "the 

beyond"--another version of the  U ndead. The taboo  of necrophilia 

aside, the  transform ation of the  perform er's body, through the  

transg ressive  ac t of crossing  back and forth betw een symbolic s ta te s  of 

"life" and "death" in concert with sexual perform ance, su g g e s ts  an 

erotic infinity a s  it undersco res  the p ro cess  of theatrical transform ation. 

The sc e n e  further foregrounds the  sp ec ta to r 's  experience  of forbidden 

peeping or voyeurism  by com bining "dangerous" a c ts  of "magic" with 

the  "dangerous" even t of death .

Benjamin, in her analysis of the  W estern  cultural rom ance with 

im ages of sex  and d ea th  or bodily harm, points out that m en in our 

society a re  rarely allowed to  be rep re sen ted  in positions that lack rigid



social boundaries and control (except w hen they take  up th e  ro les of 

a liens or rebels such a s  vam pires). Therefore, erotic 

"boundarilessness,"  which include depictions of sexual ab andon  or 

su rrender, bodily violations, social aliens, and som etim es dea th  

im agery, is more com m only portrayed through the  bodies of fem ales. 

In sexual narratives, m ales a re  usually expected  to  m aintain the  

dialogic betw een the s ta te s  of abandon  and the s ta te s  of control by 

playing th e  parts of "policem en" w ho uphold th e  standard  social and 

socio-psychic perim eters.90 However, a s  indicated by the  above 

exam ples, in the thea tre  of strip tease , w here carnival and 

tran sg ression  reign, this kind of traditional fem ale-m ale dichotom y is 

overtly an d  repeated ly  violated.

The choreography and  structu re  of th e  exotic d a n ce  a c ts  

described  in this chap ter support the  overall "carnival" m andate  of the 

strip event. The basic m ovem ents of the  strip tease, the additional 

visual p lays on erotic "sensuality" and  erotic "vigor," and the  different 

d esig n s of the  d an ce  rou tines all m aintain and  sim ultaneously  disrupt 

the  social norm s of fem ale  and  m ale physical sexual behavior a s  well 

a s  the  cultural m ythologies tha t continue to "choreograph" th o se  

behaviors.
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90B enjam in, The Bonds of Love, 51-84. It should be  noted, 
however, that Benjamin finds all types of rep resen ta tions  which depict 
sexual v iolence ultimately harmful to  th e  "health* and relationships of 
both fem ales  and m ales b e c a u se  they continue to prom ote 
relationships of dom ination and subordination, ra ther than  "Mother" 
sharing b a se d  ex ch an g es.
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CHAPTER VI 

TERROR, TEASE, AND PERFORMING SPECTATORS

S pecta to rsh ip  h a s  b een  a d d re sse d  throughout this d issertation . 

In m ost c a se s . I have argued  that the  locations of the  contem porary 

strip events; the  exterior and interior designs of their environm ents; 

and the  u se  of costum e, choreography, and structure  in the exotic 

d a n c es  work in concert to position the  sp ec ta to rs  in "roles of mimetic 

uncertainty"--that is, at the  trajectories of various social norm s and 

social "delinquencies," especially  with regard  to the  traditional sex  

roles for w om en and m en.

In this chap ter, I will begin by introducing so m e  popular and 

academ ic  descrip tions of and theo ries abou t sp ec ta to r behavior in 

s trip tease  perform ance. I will then  d iscuss a  few of the  practical and 

theoretical problem s with th o se  "visions" of s tr ip tease  specta to r ro les in 

order to clarify and redefine the  term s of specta to r participation in th e se  

types of situations. And finally, I will devo te  the  g rea ter portion of this 

chap ter to an exploration of the  roles, rituals, and g a m e s  that a re  

offered directly to the specta to rs  by the  different strip events.
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"Bullies" and "Victims"?

D iscussions about s trip tease  sp ec ta to r participation, in both 

popular and  academ ic  writings and reports, usually include 

descrip tions of pa trons in th e  roles of either bully-sadists or victim- 

m asochists. In term s of "practical" behavior, the "bully role" activities 

a scribed  to fem ale and  m ale sp ec ta to rs  alike include verbal insults 

d irected to  the  strippers, unsolicited and  inappropriate agg ressive  

touching of the perform er's body or clothing, and the  hurling of ob jects 

a t the  d an cers-in c lu d in g  ice c u b es  and burning c ig a re tte s .1 Sin City: 

An Unusual Guide to New York even  issu e s  a  gentle warning to 

potential fem ale patrons of C hippendales strip show s. It s ta te s  that 

fem ale specta to rs  m ay c a re s s  the  d an cers  in certain ways, but "no 

slam -dunking p lease ."2

W ritings and  reports which situa te  s trip tease  sp ec ta to rs  a s  

"victim -m asochists" som etim es include descrip tions of patrons a s  the  

targe ts  of dancer "taunts" and  ridicule.3 T here a re  a lso  a  few recorded 

incidences in which strippers and o ther club em ployees cau sed  

physical harm  to patrons. O n e  New York Post headline an n o u n ced , 

"C hippendale 's  S tung With Suit: T hree w om en say  bouncers b ea t 

them  in beefcake club."4 A nother headline, a lso  in the New York Post, 

read  "Model 'S q u a sh e d ' by M ale S tripper W ins Suit."5 (A m ale d an cer 

called "The Barbarian" apparently  fell on a  fem ale specta to r while he 

w as swinging on a vine or rope  during his perform ance at 

C h ippendales New York.)



In addition to th e se  articles, a fem ale patron interviewed for this 

study s ta ted  that sh e  w as physical and  sexually  h a ra sse d  by two 

different m ale hosts  a t the  C h ippendales New York club several years  

ago. O ne m ale host insisted on kissing her each  tim e sh e  bought a  

drink from him, even though sh e  indicated sh e  w as not in terested  in 

this exch an g e . Another em ployee p ushed  her out of th e  w ay while sh e  

w as waiting in line at the ladies room by turning his large metal serving 

tray sidew ays and aiming it betw een  her buttocks.6

In a  num ber of other interview -conversations, strippers, 

m anagers , and  patrons alike m entioned occu rren ces  in which m ale 

s trip tease  sp ec ta to rs  w ere trea ted  "roughly" by club m anagers, 

bouncers, and dancers. T hese  included sto ries about patrons who 

w ere physically thrown out of clubs by b ouncers and sto ries about 

sp ec ta to rs  w ho had drinks dum ped in their laps by perform ers and 

w aitresses. Boles, in her study of m odern strip tease  events, cites a  few 

exam ples of rowdy m ale patrons who w ere "cut" or hit by d an cers .7 

Bildstein, during his lecture on to p le ss  club m anagem en t, fielded a  few 

aud ien ce  questions  abou t potential patron a b u se . Bildstein insisted 

that "talking" w as the  best approach  to  u se  in dealing with the few m ale 

custom ers who becam e unruly.8

The m ost prevalent d iscussions abou t the  s trip tease  specta to r 

a s  victim -m asochist, how ever, generally  involve an e cd o te s  abou t 

patrons w ho a re  coerced  into participating in "drink" and "date fantasy" 

hustles .9 While there a p p e a rs  to  be a  current m ovem ent aw ay from 

"drink hustling," particularly in the  m ore up sca le  clubs, a good num ber 

of strip estab lishm en ts for m ale patrons still featu re  this "game." In



such  p lac e s  of perform ance, dan cers  unabashed ly  solicit expensive 

drinks from patrons. The price of the  drinks can  range from thirty 

dollars for a  single "dancer's  drink" to th ree  or four hundred dollars for 

o n e  bottle of cham pagne . B ecau se  such  activities w ere s o  com m on in 

New York City through 1991, the review section  of top less  bars  and 

strip clubs in Screw  u sed  to note the  am ount of drink hustling one 

could expect in a  given club.

In som e of the  m ore exclusive strip clubs, such a s  La Bare, 

Rick's, and  the M en's Club in Houston, and  Club 281 and the  Apollon 

in M ontreal, d a n c e rs  u se  "date fantasy" hustles  on both fem ale and 

m ale specta to rs . In this exchange, patrons ask  perform ers out on 

d a tes . The perform ers either ag ree  to the d a te s  or give reponses  

which su g g est that they  may be willing to go out with the  patrons. The 

specta to rs , then , continue to buy drinks and  to  tip the  strippers 

extravagantly in order to  im press them . But, a t the end of the  evening, 

or w hen th e  patrons ' financial re se rv es  a re  dep le ted , the  d an cers  

usually depart.

Bildstein insisted that actual "dating" and prostitution a re  rare 

occu rrences  in contem porary  strip clubs b e c a u se  m ost of the  dan cers  

in th e se  middle c la ss  estab lishm en ts earn  far m ore than  prostitutes 

and under much safer conditions. Bildstein a lso  noted that during 

working hours d an cers  a re  in terested  in m aking m oney, not plans for 

da tes.

In addition to th e se  "practical" considerations of s trip tease  

specta to r bully and victim roles, such  perform ance parts have  also  

been  described  and  analyzed  through m etapho rs and  theo ries that
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m ore directly a d d re ss  th e  politics of gender. Victoria H odgetts, a  writer 

and journalist who w orked briefly a s  a  stripper in the  m id-seventies 

theorized about the role of the m ale sp ec ta to rs  in th e se  events:

That first time I rem em ber thinking that it w as  like rape , only 
backw ards: The w om en got to violate the  men. T here w as 
som ething angry in th e se  dance-seductions. The w om en tried 
to get the  m en a s  hungry and turned on a s  possible. Then they 
left them  hanging. They could do  nothing. Nothing but sit there  
in exquisite frustration, e a g e r  guilt. It w as  revenge on all the 
tim es that m en put their greedy  fingers all over w om en. It w as 
striking back .10

Keith McWalter, writing m ore than  a  d e c ad e  later, d escribes  a 

similar experience, but from the point of view of a  specta to r of strip 

events. He visited severa l of the  posh T exas clubs, including Rick's. In 

his article for the  New York Times, and  in his su b seq u en t d iscussion  a s  

a  guest on the  "Geraldo" show, McWalter insisted that the  m ale patrons 

of th e se  strip clubs w ere  reduced  to positions of passivity. He s ta te s  in 

his article that the  strip perfo rm ances "seem ed  a  vengeful inversion of 

the  old Victorian injunction, 'Ladies don 't m ove.' Now the  m en w ere  

inert, slouched  in their c o u ch es  and  the  w om en w ere m obile.”11 

Long tim e stripper and  published writer, S teph  W eene , 

describes  s trip tease  perform ance a s  an  abstraction  of the  battle of the  

sexes . In her e ssay , "Venus" for Heresies, W eene su g g e s ts  that 

fem ale d a n c e rs  and m ale patrons a lte rna te  be tw een  and  som etim es 

sim ultaneously  play both ro les of dom ination and subord ination .12 

R oxanne, the pole dancing virtuoso a t New York Dolls in New York 

City echoed  W een e 's  theories. S h e  s ta ted  that it w as not unusual for 

her to play "the sw eet young thing" for aud ien ce  m em bers a t one  end



of th e  s ta g e  while treating patrons on the  o ther end of the perform ance 

platform to what sh e  described  a s  "the bitch.” "Either way," R oxanne 

concluded. "I m ake m oney b e c au se  I know my custom ers."13

C ontem porary  th ea tre  theorist Jill D olan's com m entaries on 

strip ev en ts  also  analyze spectator-participant roles in term s of 

"sadom asochistic" e lem en ts. But, again , Dolan s e e s  the  larger social 

structure  of gender ro les a s  the  determ ining factor in the  construction of 

strip event specta to r positioning. In The Feminist Spectator as Critic, 

Dolan s ta te s  that the pow er relations betw een  fem ale strippers and 

m ale patrons is "complex and  subtle, a s  power circulates be tw een  the  

two positions."14 However, sh e  still concludes that m ale specta to rs  of 

heterosexual s trip tease  perfo rm ances (and o ther form s of 

pornography/erotica) a re  ultimately in roles of "total control" over those  

rep resen ta tions  b e c a u se  the  m ale sp ec ta to rs  "pay to  s e e  the  im age of 

the  stripper a s  a commodity; they buy control over the  g aze ."15 

According to  Dolan and  m any other writers (e.g., Griffin, Kappeler, 

Dworkin), the  experience  of p leasu re  for th e se  sp ecta to rs  co m es from 

buying positions of "total control" which reflect the  traditional gendered  

controls of econom ics and looking.16

At the  sam e  time. Dolan posits that it is very difficult, if not 

im possible, in hegem onic culture to  p lace fem ale sp ec ta to rs  in 

control/looking positions and  m ale perform ers in "sex  object" roles. 

Dolan insists that "perform ers in he terosexual s trip tease  a re  trapped  by 

their g en d er roles and the  assum ptions of their heterosexuality ."17 S he  

s ta te s  that simply reversing or "reorganizing this binary opposition 

(heterosexuality) so  that th e  w eaker term  is placed in the  theoretically
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powerful position d o es  nothing to deconstruct th e  dichotomy."18 In her 

e ssa y , "Desire C loaked in a  Trenchcoat," Dolan insists that fem ale 

sp ec ta to rs  of m ale strip show s a re  never gran ted  sexual control roles 

b e c a u se  they  categorically "want the  m ale perform er to desire  them ."19 

According to Dolan, "desire" in th e se  a c ts  is ultimately rep resen ted  by 

the  "penis-phallus." Therefore, su ch  perfo rm ances c a n ’t help but 

rep re sen t the  m ale social dom ination of w om en a s  a  gendered  c lass . 

In o ther words, within both fem ale and  m ale s trip tease  spectacles, 

m ales a re  alw ays privileged with control and  desire  ro les w hether they 

a re  the  official perform ers or the specta to rs .

All of the "practical" and "theoretical" descriptions of strip tease  

sp ec ta to r participation listed in this section  support the  m ost 

stereotypical views of fem ale and m ale strip events. They a lso  reflect 

som e of the  m ost stereotypical depictions of traditional gender 

relations. N evertheless, th ere  a re  m any a sp e c ts  of strip event 

sp ec ta to r roles which a re  inconsistent with, or which contradict, both 

the  genera l assum p tions abou t th e s e  perfo rm ances and the 

dichotom ies of sex  role norm s presum ably  rep resen ted  by the  above 

exam ples.

Reviewing the Terms of Spectatorship

First, deliberate  physical a b u s e  on th e  part of perform ers, other 

club em ployees, and  patrons is extrem ely rare  in contem porary strip 

environm ents. W hen they do  occur, th e se  types  of behavior a re



imm ediately censo red , not only by the  official bouncers of the  clubs, 

but often a lso  by the o ther participants in the  im m ediate environm ent. 

W hen "smaller" infractions occur, such  a s  "misplaced" h ands or even  

tongues, m ost fem ale and m ale d a n c e rs  usually control such  behavior 

either by verbal chastisem en t (which can  b ecom e part of their 

perform ance) or by moving aw ay from and  limiting their interactions 

with the offending patrons in the  future. According to  Sofie Ben-Shitta, 

the  editor of Mentertainment, d an cers  a re  usually angered  by that type 

of custom er behavior and only a few of the  d an cers  to lerate  certain 

d e g rees  of th e se  infractions to m ake better tips.20 The toleration of 

som e of th e s e  patron ac ts  is essentially  the  d an cer 's  choice a s  long a s  

sh e  or h e  d o e s  not ge t caugh t breaking the  h o u se  rules and local laws.

The majority of fem ale and m ale sp ec ta to rs  do, in fact, abide by 

the  basic  ru les of the  club, city, and s ta te . This is so  b e cau se  

sp ec ta to rs  patronize strip ev en ts  in o rder to  participate in and enjoy the 

p leasu res  of sex  g a m e s  which a re  structured upon th o se  very rules. In 

his e ssay , "Sex a s  Play," Nelson Foote s ta te s  that "any kind of play 

g e n e ra te s  its own morality and values. And th e  reinforcem ent of the 

rules of play b eco m e s  the  concern  of every  player b e c a u se  without 

their ob se rv an ce , the  play cannot continue."21 It is telling that in an 

interview-conversation for this study, Texan club ow ner Robert W atters 

ended  his m usings on th e  creation of sp ec ta to r p leasu re  in the  strip 

event by stating simply, "Well, we all love our little rules."22

S econd , sp ec ta to r participation in hustling g a m e s  d o e s  not 

neatly p lace fem ale and m ale patrons in the  ro les of "sucker-victims." 

While so m e patrons m ay unwittingly be sw ept aw ay into "big spender"
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ac ts  by the  dancers, m any o ther specta to rs  patronize "hustle" clubs a s  

"regulars." knowing full well the  cost of a perform er's drink or the 

fantasy a sp ec t of their d an cer da te  requests.

According to W atters, th e se  hustle s c e n e s  a re  p leasurab le  for 

patrons b e c a u se  the  role of the  "big spender" is an  obvious role of 

social privilege. S p ec ta to rs  can  a lso  u se  their anticipation of "waiting” 

for the elusive d ancer "dates" to increase  their enjoym ent of the strip 

event a t hand. W atters su g g ested  that m any patrons really don't want 

to da te  the  dancers. R ather, those  specta to rs  wish to prolong the 

experience  of desiring the  d a te  and the  fan tasy  of possibly being 

desired in return.

"Susan" of Screw, in an  interview with Sophie of 

Mentertainment, offered a  similar analysis of this scene . S h e  sta ted  

that the  m en who frequent top less bars  and like en terta inm ents "may 

think that they w ant the  girl to com e hom e with them  but they really 

don't w ant the fan tasy  of this teasing  to go any further, they m ay w ant to 

touch or to feel, but they 're  alm ost subm issive, alm ost a s  if they a re  

there just for the t e a s e . . .”23

In both the  drink and  d a te  hustling scenario s, patrons have 

som e m easu re  of control over the  interactions of th e se  a c ts  by virtue of 

their econom ic power. But, a t the  sam e  time th ese  patrons pay to be 

"taken" by the  d an c ers~ to  experience  a  doubling of their anticipation, 

which flirts with the  "uncertainty" of the  s itua tion -no t total specta to r 

control. Such spectator-perform er exchanges, then, have much to say  

about the  p leasure-control, p leasu re-su rrender, self-control, 

overw helm , and see ing -being  s e e n  a sp e c ts  of the  o ther ro les available
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to s trip tease  specta to rs  in the  different clubs and theatres. T hese will 

be d iscu ssed  during the  co u rse  of this chapter.

Third, while I a g ree  with Dolan s  an a ly ses  in m any respec ts , my 

own exp erien ces  (earlier a s  a  perform er and  m ore currently a s  a  

spectator-participant in strip ev en ts  over the  last several years) su g g est 

that while fem ale and  m ale  s tr ip tease  sp ec ta to r ro les a re  indeed 

m arked with m any signifiers of traditional g ender assignm en ts, the 

patrons of th ese  even ts  do not simply pay "to see"  the im age of the 

stripper a s  a com m odity--nor can  they possibly pu rchase  pristine 

control over "the gaze."

T he concept of au d ien ce  m em bers establishing or purchasing 

total control over the  g a z e s  in alm ost any theatrical se t-up  is 

problem atic a t best. Richard S ch ech n er points out that within this 

rep resen ta tional app ara tu s:

A person  s e e s  the  event: he [s/'c ] s e e s  himself; h e  s e e s  himself 
see ing  the  event; h e  s e e s  him self see ing  o thers  who a re  see ing  
the  event and  who, m aybe, s e e  them se lves  seeing  the  event. 
T hus there  is the  perform ance, the  perform ers, the spectators; 
and the specta to r of spectato rs; and  the self-seeing-self that can 
be perform er or specta to r or specta to r of sp ec ta to rs .24

S ch ech n er 's  form ulation, which is similar in m any w ays to the  

id eas  of S tallybrass, W hite, and  F reedm an  d iscussed  in previous 

chap ters , p roposes tha t within the  theatrical design, specta to r g azes , 

identifications, and differentiations a re  not monolithic, but rather 

polym orphous. I have a rgued  that the  represen ta tional a p p a ra tu s  can  

e n c o u rag e  m any kinds of c ro ss -g en d e r and bi-gender identifications. 

T h ese  identifications a re  not bereft of ideological signification, for they 

can  include views of hegem onic o rders  and , sim ultaneously, views of
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res is tan ce  to those  orders a s  well. Nor do th e se  experiences 

categorically trap fem ale or m ale sp ec ta to rs  into the  participation in, or 

identification with, the social subordination of w om en a s  su g g ested  by 

m any of the  psychoanalytic m odels. Nancy Hartsock, in Money, Sex, 

and Power, refers to the ideas  of Robert Stoller a s  sh e  su g g ests  that 

rep resen ta tio n s  and ex p ressions of sexuality  and intimacy often 

th rea ten  "one 's  s e n se  of m aleness  or fem aleness"~ and  that "threat," 

rather than  "total control," is a  sou rce  of sexual excitem ent and 

p lea su re .25

T here is one last but crucial point to b e  m ade before turning to 

the d iscussion  of specta to r behavior and participation in the  roles, 

rituals, and  g am e s  featured in different contem porary strip events. The 

concept of "the gaze" in m ost feminist critiques refers to both a  

"symbolic" and a  "practical" sou rce  of m ale social control and  power 

over w om en b e c au se  it ostensibly c re a te s  "subject" positions for the 

looker and  "object" positions for the  sub ject viewed. However, to 

attem pt to  u se  this either/or paradigm  specifically in the analysis of 

contem porary  strip en terta inm ents c re a te s  se rious problem s. In m ost 

of th e se  even ts , while fem ale and m ale sp ec ta to rs  obviously pay "to 

see"  the  d a n c e rs  (and possibly to ex p e rien ce  vicarious identifications), 

they  a lso  pay, and even  tip extra in o rder to participate in activities in 

which they  them selves can  be  se e n  "on stage."

Much of the specta to r participation in strip even ts  falls in line 

with a  certain  type of com m ercial en terta inm ent d iscussed  by Erving 

Goffman in his book, Interaction Ritual. According to Goffman, th ese  

en terta inm ents offer their patrons "the final mingling of fan tasy  and



action" b e c a u se  "scenes a re  available for hire w here the  custom er can  

be the  s ta r  performer."26 Goffman insists that th e se  starring roles are  

p leasurab le  for the patrons, not b e c a u se  they  offer them  positions of 

control, but b e c a u se  they provide them  with th e  "thrill" of experiencing 

"jeopardy during a  passing  m om ent."27 This "thrill" consists of 

voluntarily exposing oneself to so m e sort of perceived external danger, 

such  a s  stand ing  up in front of an  au d ien ce  and  being scrutinized by 

the group. It is the  p leasu re  produced by a  mixture of fear, the  hope for 

a  positive outcom e, and  the  exhilaration of having experienced  

"danger."28

The rest of this chap ter will concen tra te  on the  patron "jeopardy" 

roles for hire which a re  available in all strip ba rs , clubs, and th ea tre s  in 

one  form or another. "Thrill-seeking" fem ale and  m ale specta to rs  can 

actively ch o o se  and p u rch ase  th e se  starring parts in strip even ts  in a  

num ber of w ays. 1) S pec ta to rs  can  pay extra for "perm anent" s e a ts  or 

standing positions c lose to or even on the  formal s ta g e s  of th ese  

estab lishm ents. 2) P atrons can  a lso  pay th e  d an cers  to  m ake "seat 

calls"--that is, to perform "dance" ac ts  right next to the spectators" se a ts . 

In a  few environm ents, patrons can  a lso  c re a te  their own "sea t shows" 

through a c ts  of m asturbation. T hese  types of perform ances c rea te  

tem porary  s ta g e  s p a c e s  throughout the  au d ien ce  a re a s . 3) S p ec ta to rs  

m ay a lso  p u rch ase  the  privilege of "stepping into the  limelight" by 

moving from their official aud ience  s e a ts  to tem porary  positions next to 

or even  on the  s ta g e  with the  perform ers. 4) And. in addition to the 

active hiring of th e s e  ac ts , specta to rs  can  a lso  play at being "coerced" 

into starring ro les in sex  s c e n e s  by d an cers . M .C.'s, and fellow



specta to rs  through various "gam es of induction." T hese  g am es a re  

perform ed in the  aud ience  a re a s  a s  well a s  on the  formal s tag es .

All of th e se  groupings a re  som ew hat overlapping. A num ber of 

clubs a lso  fea tu re  and en co u rag e  several different kinds of aud ience 

participation sim ultaneously. Therefore, th e se  se t-ups throw into even  

g rea ter relief the  difficulties of using analytical theories b ased  on 

polarizations of looking/being se e n , active/passive, 

pow er/pow erlessness a s  effective tools for deconstruction.

"Ringside Performing Spectators

Strip event sp ec ta to rs  often pay extra in order to sit in the  s e a ts  

that a re  c lo sest to  the  official perform ance a re a s  of the  c lubs and 

thea tres . Fem ale  patrons a t C hippendales New York pay an  outright 

ten  dollar tariff, on top of the  twenty to  twenty-five dollar adm ission or 

cover charge, for s e a ts  that a re  literally on s ta g e  (Fig. 6.1). Fem ale 

and m ale specta to rs  in M ontreal a re  expected  to tip the  m aitre d' for the 

privilege of ringside seating . In m ost other clubs, there  is an  unspoken 

rule that fem ale and m ale sp ec ta to rs  se a te d  n ea rest the  official s ta g e s  

m ust tip more, and  a lso  m ore frequently, than  th o se  se a te d  further 

aw ay. If patrons do not comply with this rubric, they a re  censo red  by 

various m eans.

For exam ple, a t the  H arm ony T heatre  in New York City one 

dancer confronted a non-tipping specta to r using several tactics. First, 

sh e  sa t down directly in front of him and silently s ta red  a t him. Next
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s h e  lay back and placed her hand over her pubic hair and m otioned for 

cash . W hen the custom er w as  still not forthcoming, s h e  sa t up and 

exclaim ed, "If you look, you pay!" Several other front row specta to rs  

gave  this patron dirty looks and  shook their head s. Several m ore 

handed  th e  dancer additional dollar bills to m ake up for the  deficit 

c rea ted  by the non-conforming specta to r. Almost immediately after this 

interaction, this patron left the  p rem ises.29 On a  less dram atic note, 

one  of the  m anagers of F lash  D ancers a lso  in New York quietly 

requested  an entire section of front row m ale patrons to ch ange  s e a ts  

b e c a u se  they w ere not tipping en o u g h .30

The censoring of specta to r behavior in th ese  in stances w as not 

only to  insure the d an cers  th e  g rea te s t econom ic rew ards possible, but 

a lso  to insure the  m ost dynam ic show  for all the  patrons. The lack of 

ringside tipping slow s down the  "action" of the  strip ac ts. Most tipping 

p rocedu res involve different kinds of audience-perform er e x c h an g es  

which a re  an  integral part of contem porary  strip events. T h ese  

audience-perform er interactions range  from strict "no-touch" g am e s  to 

"scenes" which involve "intimate touching" for both fem ale and  m ale 

sp ec ta to rs  and perform ers.

"No Touch” Games

S om e strip clubs, su ch  a s  th e  Baby Doll Lounge and Billy's for 

m en in New York City and Club 281 and  the  Apollon for w om en in 

M ontreal, require their pa trons to  p lace tips on the  s ta g e  or to  hand
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them  to the  dancers during the  m ainstage  perform ances (Fig. 6.2).

This tipping procedure virtually elim inates all physical contact betw een 

specta to rs  and perform ers. N evertheless, front row specta to rs  in th ese  

clubs still play important roles in "the show." The dan cers  u se  ringside 

fem ale and  m ale patrons a s  on-going erotic s c e n e  partners  who a re  

expected  to  respond to their eye-choreography , patter, and bum p and 

grind a c ts  with a  s teady  stream  of dollar bills. The offering of dollar 

bills dem onstra tes  to the rest of the  group that the "on stage" specta to rs 

a re  filled with desire  and a re  taking p leasu re  in the  proceedings.

T h ese  sp ecta to rs  a lso  play the  jeopardy g am e of "up close" and "no 

touch." P atrons perform this g am e in front of their spectating peers  

who m ay vicariously identify with the  experience  of th e se  "dangerous” 

p o s itio n s-d an g e ro u s  in the  s e n s e  that such  activities pose  a mimetic 

"threat" to  the  self-control of fem ale and  m ale participants alike (Fig.

6 .3 ,6 .4 ,6 .5 ) .

Rick's, the M en's Club, and La B are in H ouston, and 

Stringfellows P re se n ts  P ure  Platinum  in New York City offer m ore 

com plicated tipping rituals for their respec tive  fem ale and m ale 

ringside specta to rs . P a trons se a te d  around th e  formal perform ance 

a re a s  in th e se  environm ents play the  "no-touch" gam e, but with an  

added  twist. T hese  sp ec ta to rs  a re  expected  to tip the  dan cers  by 

placing dollar bills, in the  correct m anner, into the  G-strings, sp e ed o s , 

underw ear, or thigh garters of the strippers (Fig. 6.6). For exam ple, in 

the  H ouston clubs fem ale and  m ale perform ing specta to rs  a re  only 

allowed to tip the d an cers  a t the  s id es  or hip a re a s  of the  G-strings, 

bikinis, and sp e ed o s . The strippers hav e  th e  option of w hether to
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m ake the  tipping g am e relatively e a sy  or m ore difficult for the 

spectator-oarticipants. The d an cers  can  p a u se  during their 

perfo rm ances and  help direct the sp ec ta to rs ' m oney into the  proper 

place. They can  also  continue to m ove and  te a s e  while their patrons 

attem pt to tip them , causing the specta to rs  "to fumble" in front of the 

group.

Intimate Touching Games

A few contem porary strip even ts  for m ale sp ecta to rs  and m ost 

contem porary  strip even ts  for fem ale sp ec ta to rs  com bine ringside 

tipping perfo rm ances with legal s c e n e s  of "intimate touching." The 

majority of th e  middle c la ss  strip clubs today  do  not allow the  practices 

of som e of the  strip joints of by-gone y e a rs  which occasionally  included 

oral sex  and  even  coitus betw een  au d ien ce  m em bers and 

perform ers.31 However, certain  other intim acies a re  still performed by 

sp ec ta to rs  and d ancers. Strip clubs and  th ea tre s  for m en which 

feature  intimate touching g am es for their patrons a re  not perm itted to 

serve hard liquor. There is no such  restriction on strip even ts  for 

w om en.

In the  P a rad ise  club in New York City, front row m ale patrons 

m ay tip the  d a n c e rs  in their bras, G-strings, boots, and thigh garters. 

Here, the  d a n c e rs  usually rem ain sta tionary  during the  tipping 

p rocedures in o rder to allow their m ale p a trons brief and controlled 

contact with their bodies. In other w ords, patron touching of the
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ex ch an g es.

In Show  World’s  Triple Treat T heatre, so m e  fem ale perform ers 

encou rage  front row patrons to  touch and fondle their naked  b rea s ts  a s  

part of their strip act. In the  in stances observed , the  specta to rs  who 

participated in this activity never g rabbed  at th e  perform er's body, but 

again  "delicately” touched or briefly "cupped" the  stripper's  b reasts.

The Harmony T heatre in New York City offers specta to r hand to 

dancer genital contact a c ts  for its ringside patrons. In this scen e , front 

row patrons a re  allowed to  gently and fleetingly touch the  perform er's 

exposed  pubic a re a  with their finger tips. During this show , the  dancer 

m ust rem ain on s ta g e  and  the  patron m ust rem ain in his s e a t .32

Even though dollar tips w ere a c cep tab le  for th e  fondling ac ts  in 

the  P arad ise , the  Harm ony T heatre, and Show  World, only a  few 

sp ec ta to rs  in each  even t w ere  willing to perform them  in front of the 

group. Most of the o ther front row sp ec ta to rs  w ho also  tipped the 

strippers simply w atched  the  action or limited their tipping g a m e s  to the 

m ore traditional o n es . This pattern of sp ec ta to r behavior se e m s  to 

su g g est that th e se  intim ate touching a c ts  c re a te  erotic arousa l through 

tactile experience  coupled with the  thrill of participating in a c ts  which 

a re  allowed, but a t the  sa m e  tim e which a re  clearly rep resen ted  a s  

taboo  within the  clubs them selves.

While th e se  exam ples of intim ate-touching specta to r 

perform ances m ay replicate so m e of the  m ost stereotypical a sp ec ts  of 

traditional g en d er roles, in that m en a re  obviously buying intimate 

looks a t and  to u ch es  of a w om an 's body, th e s e  looks and  to u ch es  a re
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"purchased" by th e se  patrons is the  perm ission to participate in highly 

restricted  public rituals of touching, seeing , being se e n , and taboo- 

breaking behavior that a re  under the  control of the  statutory laws and 

the h ouse  ru les of the  environm ent. T hese  rituals a re  a lso  usually 

perform ed a t the discretion and  selection of the  d an cers  a s  well. The 

following an ecd o te  is an  interesting illustration of this last point.

Trinity Loren is a  featured  perform er for Show World and other 

strip clubs (Fig. 6.7). Her strip a c ts  com bine a  "friendly" conversational 

patter and  approach  with sp ec ta to r b reast touching perform ances. At 

the  end  of one  of Trinity's ac ts  at Show  World, her perform ance w as 

interrupted by a  group of nois' tourists entering the  th ea te r sp ace . 

W hen the  tour leader realizec that Trinity w as about to com plete her 

act, h e  loudly insisted that =he continue b e c au se  the  m em bers of his 

group would pay her "big money." Trinity refused to extend her act for 

the tour and su g g ested  that the  group leader would have  to "talk 

nicely" to the  o ther d an cers  and  to her if he  w as  in terested  in having a  

good strip show  for his clients. Trinity's original aud ien ce  m em bers 

broke into a p p la u se  a s  the  tour leader and  his entire group left the  

Triple Treat T heatre  dejectedly. In this instance, specta to r g a z e s  and 

intimate to u ch es  could not be  pu rchased  for any am ount of m oney 

b e c a u se  the  tour leader had not first su rrendered  him self and his 

group to the  ru les of the  dancer and  the  ru les of th e  "house."33

In strip clubs for wom en, ringside fem ale specta to rs  a lso  s ta r  in 

intim ate touching g am es. W hile th e s e  g a m e s  a re  predicated  on 

constraining rules a s  well, they usually offer a  g rea te r variety of
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o n e s  in strip even ts  for m en (possibly with the  exception of the 

P a rad ise  club for men).

In strip even ts  and clubs such  a s  C hippendales Los A ngeles. 

C h ippendales New York. Big Alice's in Peoria. B eefcakes U.S.A. a t 

D anielle's. E sc a p e s  on Long Island New York, and  the H angar Club 

outside of W ashington D. C., fem ale sp ec ta to rs  tip to sh a re  the 

spotlight and  to receive an  array of hugs, k isses, body c a re sse s , "up 

c lo se  and  personal" bum p and  grinds, lap-seating  and  even  "dirty 

dancing" m om ents from the  m ale dan cers . In m any of th e se  

environm ents, fem ale specta to rs  m ay touch and even  hold the  thighs, 

buttocks, ch ests , and arm s of the  m ale dancers. Generally, the only 

taboo m ale body part in th e se  ac ts  is th e  genital a rea .

The O ne Night of Sin show  p rese n ted  at C h ippendales New 

York fea tu red  an  unusual in stance  of ringside spectator-perform er 

intimate touching play. At the  end of an  S & M motorcycle 

m asturbation strip routine, the  featured d an cer a ttached  a  long leather 

thong to  the  dog collar around his neck. He then  headed  for the front 

row sp ec ta to r who had been  the m ost prolific tipper of th e  evening.

The fem ale  patron hugged his body c lose  to he rs  a s  the  d an cer played 

with her hair. They kissed. The m ale stripper then  w rapped the  o ther 

end of the  thong around the  sp ec ta to r 's  neck and took severa l s te p s  

backw ard so  that the rest of the  sp ec ta to rs  could s e e  them  bound 

together by their necks. It w as a  startling and specific tab leau  about 

the  doubling or crossing back and forth of su rrender and control ro les 

played by both sp ecta to rs  and perform ers in th e se  venues. The
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intimate c a re s se s , along with the S & M accou trem en ts, foregrounded 

the erotic-sexual excitem ent produced by th e  experience of mimetic 

danger.

S tag ed  intimate touching g a m e s  for participants in both fem ale 

and m ale strip even ts  obviously involve tactile satisfactions. However, 

they a lso  g e n e ra te  additional thrill and  jeopardy  positions for both 

fem ale and  m ale performing specta to rs  for a num ber of reasons. First, 

the sp e c ta to rs  in th ese  show s a re  m ore obviously scripted a s  co­

perform ers in public "sex a c ts ” through the  physical actions. Second, 

the vulnerability of the bodies of both the  perform ers and the  specta to rs  

a re  underscored  through the  g am es of touch. Third, th e se  touching 

g am es m ay a lso  symbolically and practically heighten the  s e n se  of 

risking o n e 's  self-control in front of the  group. And lastly, b e c au se  such  

"intimate" s c e n e s  for hire a re  even  m ore culturally taboo  than  the strip 

s c e n e s  which simply focus on the  public viewing of naked bodies, the 

participants a re  expected  to  be "bound" even  m ore closely to the 

required script and ru les which construct th e s e  a c ts -o th e rw ise  th e se  

g am es could not be played.

"Seat Calls and Seat Shows"

In so m e  strip environm ents and ev en ts , specta to rs  can  directly 

request and pay d an cers  to m ake "seat ca lls"-n o t just in the  front rows 

of the  th ea tres , but throughout the au d ien ce  a re a s . "Dollar bill waves," 

“lap-dancing" or "mardi gras," and "table d a n c e ” a c ts  situate  specta to rs
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"at ringside." by tem porarily shifting the site  of the  perform ance(s) and 

focus of the  participants. In m ost c a se s , specta to rs  can  hire th ese  ac ts  

repeatedly. T h ese  "sea t call” perform ances include both "no-touch” 

and "intimate touching" g a m e s  a s  well.

In a  few estab lishm ents, m ale specta to rs  a lso  s ta r  in their own 

se a t show s through "self-exposure" and m asturbation. S pec ta to rs  a re  

not allowed to hire d a n cers  to participate in m asturbation ac ts  in which 

the patron 's penis is exposed . Instead, th e se  specta to rs  pay to s e e  the  

d an cers  and to rent th e  sp a c e s  for their own public "perform ances."

The Dollar Bill Wave

The "dollar bill wave" is found alm ost exclusively in strip clubs 

for w om en. After the m ale d ancer perform s his formal strip routine, he 

en te rs  th e  aud ien ce  a re a  and ex ch an g es k isse s  and  o ther c a re s s e s  

with the  fem ale patrons who exhibit their desire  for th e se  ac ts  by 

waving dollar bills (Fig. 6.8). Som etim es th e  d ancer is accom panied  

by a  follow spot which highlights the  m om entary starring ro les of the  

tipping specta to rs . The dollar bill w ave is an  important part of the 

show s a t C h ippendales Los A ngeles, C h ippendales New York, 

B eefcakes U.S.A. a t D anielle's in New York City, Big Alice's in Peoria, 

the  H angar Club in the  W ashington D. C. a re a , and  E sc a p es  on Long 

Island, New York.

Most likely, this activity p redom inates in strip show s for w om en 

b e c a u se  it is in keeping with the  contained design  of the  majority of



340

th e se  even ts  for fem ale specta to rs . A single m ale dancer perform s at a  

time. His interactions with th e  individual pa trons a re  relatively brief. 

And, this entire perform er-audience ex ch an g e  is usually o rchestra ted  

by the  M.C. The M.C. not only draw s attention to the  perform ances of 

the sp ec ta to rs  throughout the  aud ience , s h e  or he a lso  partially d irects 

the sp ec ta to rs ' involvement in this rite with such  lines as: "Ladies, do 

you like w hat you s e e ? - th e n  w ave th o se  dollar bills!" "Com e o n -d o n 't 

be b a sh fu l-h a v e  so m e  fun." "Ladies, w ave th o se  b ills-th e  d a n cers  

will show  their appreciation  for your appreciation." "Put th o se  bills 

anyw here on your body and  the  beefcake  will retrieve them  with his 

lips." "O ne dollar for a  kiss."

While the  M.C. m ay rep resen t one  m ore m anifestation of how 

fem ale sexuality and  consum erism  can  be  socially controlled or 

m anipulated, this part a lso  functions a s  a  ca ta lyst for transgression .

The M.C. plays the  role of a  "challenger" who, like the  barkers  of the 

am usem en t parks, sim ultaneously  dares and  en co u ra g e s  th e  potential 

participants to  p lace  th em se lv es  in "jeopardy during a passing  

m om ent.” This "challenge" adds to th e  thrill and taboo a s p e c ts  of th ese  

roving sex  sc en e s . At the  sam e  time, the  M.C. a lso  functions a s  a 

Brechtian narrator w ho continually tells the  au d ien ce  that th e  social 

hierarchy of g en d e r h a s  b een  refigured. F em ale  patrons a re  

encou raged  to  req u e s t directly and to pay  for sexual e x c h an g es  

without the  stigm a of "bad girl" labeling, but with the  rem inder that they 

are  participating in extraordinary  c ircum stances-w h ich  is, of course , 

part of the  thrill of the  event.
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Lap-dancing

"Lap-dancing" or Mardi gras is literally the ultimate type of "seat 

call" b e c a u s e  specta to rs  actually hire perform ers to  sit or "dance" on 

their laps for a  charge  of abou t one  dollar per minute. Strip clubs for 

w om en regularly p resen t m ale d a n c e rs  who bum p and grind on the  

laps of th e  patrons (Fig. 6.9). However, none  of the  clubs for w om en 

offer their participants the type of formal and explicit lap-dancing 

en terta inm ent found in the clubs for men.

T he Harmony T heatre in New York City and the  Mitchell 

Brothers' O 'Farrell T heatre  (the New York Room), the Market S treet 

T heatre , and  the  New C entury T heatre  in S a n  Francisco featu re  strip 

show s which incorporate lap-dancing perform ances. In th e se  thea tres , 

d a n c e rs  perform  individual strip routines on s tag e . Following their 

perform ances, they red re ss  or partially red ress, and then roam  the 

a is le s  of the  aud ience  s p a c e s  to indicate that they a re  available for lap- 

dancing a c ts  (while the  strip show s continue on th e  main s tag es). 

During the  spectator-perform er lap d a n c e s , patrons a re  required to 

rem ain in their s e a ts  and to  be  d re sse d  at all tim es. The d an cers  m ust 

w ear underpan ts . Hand to  genital, genital to genital, and oral-genital 

con tac ts  be tw een  the  perform ers and  sp ec ta to rs  a re  not perm itted. 

However, sp ec ta to rs  and d a n c e rs  can  c a re s s  or even  m astu rbate  each  

other by "dry humping" (dancing) through clothing. As with the  o ther 

strip ev en ts  which feature "intimate touching" activities, lap-dancing
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according to the  rules.

B ecau se  the  Market S treet and  the  New Century thea tres  still 

retain their original m ovie h o u se  desig n s, th e  lap-dancing 

perfo rm ances in th e se  environm ents tak e  on the  a p p earan ce  of 

multiple "make-out" s c e n e s  lit by the  glow of the  big screen . This se t­

up, a s  d iscu ssed  in chap ter three, allows sp ec ta to rs  to s ta r  in "private 

moment" sex  s c e n e s  which "thrillingly" tak e  p lace in public places. It 

a lso  provides the performing sp ec ta to rs  with "peeking" and "being 

peeked  at" positions, which heigh tens the  voyeuristic p leasu res  of the 

show. Patrons, here, enjoy the rituals of "stealing looks" at each  

o ther's  perfo rm ances which take p lace throughout the  sp ace .

T he Harmony T heatre  and th e  New York Room  at the  O 'Farrell 

T heatre  a re  considerably  sm aller s p a c e s . They a re  a lso  designed  

around th ree-quarter s ta g e s . The u se  of lap-dancing ac ts  in th ese  

estab lishm ents, then, struc tu res aud ien ce  positions which function a s  

s ite s  for both the  oblique and the  direct ex c h an g e s  of g a z e s  betw een 

specta to rs . T h ese  positions a lso  su g g e s t a  dialogic play betw een 

"private" and "public" sex  acts.

The Table Dance

Table dancing perfo rm ances a re  availab le in so m e clubs for 

both fem ale  and  m ale patrons (Fig. 6.10). As described  earlier, the 

table d a n c e  is a  mini-strip show  that tak e s  p lace  right next to  the  chairs
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and tab les  of the  specta to rs  se a te d  in the aud ience  a re a s . Usually, a 

num ber of th ese  ac ts  take  place at the  sam e  time, while the  traditional 

strip perform ances continue on the  formal s tag es . D epending on the 

club, the  cost of a  tab le  d an ce  can  range  anyw here from five to twenty 

dollars for a th ree  m inute act. Rick's, Caligula's, the  M en's Club, and 

the C olorado in Houston; Big Al's in Peoria; C abare t Showgirls, 

C abaret P en th o u se , Le S e x e  S candal, and Le S uper S e x e  in 

Montreal; and S co res , F lash  D ancers, Show  W orld's Big Top Lounge. 

Stringfellows P re sen ts  P ure  Platinum  and  Goldfingers in New York 

City a re  so m e of the  clubs that offer table dancing perform ances for 

m ale patrons. La B are in H ouston, and Club 281 and the  Apollon in 

Montreal a re  strip clubs which featu re  table dancing en terta inm ents for 

fem ale patrons.

While individual fem ale  and m ale sp e c ta to rs  do hire table 

d a n c es  for them selves, the  majority of table dancing a c ts  ap p e a r  to be 

shared  experiences betw een  two or more specta to rs . In th e se  

c ircum stances, specta to r see in g  and being se e n  roles becom e even  

m ore pronounced. Each m em ber of a  table dancing subgroup  

interacts directly with the  perform ance of the  dancer and with the 

"perform ances" of their im m ediate peers . At the  sa m e  time, som e of 

th ese  individual g roups vie with each  o ther for the  attention of the  

larger g ro u p -a lm o s t a s  if th e se  subg roups w ere  com peting thea tre  

com panies, c a s t with traditional stock ch arac te rs  (i.e., th e  group clown, 

the group sw eet gal or guy, the  group leader, etc.). In addition to  this 

basic "spectator on display" format, there  a re  a num ber of table 

dancing variations which fea tu re  the  sim ultaneous breaking and
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upholding of gender norm s through "real” and "mimetic" situations of 

social jeopardy.

Many of the strip clubs in T exas, including Rick's and the 

Colorado, require their fem ale tab le  d a n c e rs  to rem ain a t least twelve 

inches aw ay from their sp ec ta to rs  at all tim es, even  though this dictate 

is not stipulated by statutory law. However, during the  co u rse  of th ese  

perform ances, this "house rule” is often b ro k en -n o t by the  spectators, 

but by the  dan cers . Fem ale  tab le  d a n c e rs  regularly lean their nude 

to rsos ac ro ss  the  patrons' faces  and c h e s ts  a s  far a s  possib le without 

actually touching them . Som e of the  perform ers a lso  m a ssa g e  the 

necks, ch ests , and  legs of the  patrons with their h ands while "dancing.” 

Both of th e se  "techniques” clearly p resen t the  d an cers  a s  "the active 

partner"~doing sex  to m ale patrons. For, a s  McWalter com plained on 

the "Geraldo" show  and in his e s sa y  for the  New York Times, the 

sp ec ta to rs  a re  expected  to ad h e re  to the  "real" rules of th e s e  clubs 

which specify that th e  m en m ust rem ain m ore or less  m otionless until 

the com pletion of th e se  tab le  dancing sc en e s . According to W atters 

(ow ner of Rick's and the  Colorado) this design , which includes the  

breaking of a  p seudo  rubric, intensifies the  thrill experience  for the  

sp ec ta to rs  without overstepping  the  legal boundaries.

T he th ree  strip clubs for w om en which fea tu re  tab le  dancing 

restrict the  physical contact betw een  their perform ers and  patrons far 

m ore than  in the  o ther strip clubs for w om en. At La Bare, Texan 

w om en play tab le  dancing g a m e s  which include "no-touch" ru les in 

com bination with s p e e d o s  tipping. W hile m ost clubs require their 

patrons to charge  the  cost of the  tab le  d a n c es  to their credit ca rd s  or to
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simply hand the m oney and tokens to the  perform ers, the  La B are club 

e n c o u ra g e s  its pa trons to pay the tab le  d a n c e rs  by placing dollar bills 

into their underw ear. This tipping g am e fea tu res  ano ther gender- 

b en d er e lem ent, best exem plified by the  following "personal" 

experience .

This researcher-participant tried to  hand "Kenneth," a  La Bare 

dancer, a twenty dollar bill for a tab le  d a n c e  (twenty dollars is the 

charge  for this ac t a t La Bare). "Kenneth" su g g ested  that he  give m e 

twenty single dollar bills in return so  that I could be "more involved" in 

the d a n c e  through tipping. I ag reed . During our ac t together, Kenneth 

" teased ." Som etim es he p au sed  in his d a n c e  to help m e with the 

tipping procedure. O ther tim es he  m ade  my perform ance far m ore 

difficult by continuing to  m ove or by stepping  back just outside of my 

reach. At the sam e  time, I a lso  directed so m e  of th e  action of our 

scen e . While Kenneth danced . I a sk ed  him to s te p  back, to  turn 

around, to pose  in profile, and to m ove closer. As w e "performed" 

together, K enneth explained that tw enty single dollar bills in his 

underw ear "looked better for business" than  o n e  twenty dollar bill. 

According to this stripper, continuous a c ts  of patron tipping, along with 

the d isplay of num erous dollar bills in th e  d an cer 's  sp e ed o s , su g g e s ts  

to the  o ther specta to rs  that this perform er is "sought-after" and 

"wanted."

K enneth 's s ta tem en ts  and  con cern s  over this "show and tell" 

readily contradict Dolan's theory that m ale strip ev en ts  for fem ale 

sp ec ta to rs  inevitably limit w om en to d isc re te  positions of "wanting to be 

desired ," while the  m ale  d a n c e rs  perform  th e  actual ro les of "desiring."
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At La B are and  elsew here , fem ale specta to rs , like their m ale 

counterparts, perform visible ac ts  of "desiring" which a re  s taged  

through the  tipping g a m e s  and  various o ther sc e n e s . O ne a sp ec t of 

th e se  g a m e s  foregrounds the d a n cers  a s  "valued" objects of desire  

through the  ex ch an g e  of m oney.

M any of the  strip clubs in M ontreal offer their fem ale and m ale 

patrons an  interesting type  of sexual "endurance" g am e in conjunction 

with tab le  dancing ac ts. In this city, strippers specialize in specta to r 

"air-nuzzling and "air-kissing" techn iques. T h ese  provide the  strip 

event pa trons with both the  satisfactions of a  tactile experience and the 

te a s e  of "no-touch" h o u se  rules. During the  "air-nuzzling" portions of 

the  tab le  d an ces , the  perform ers slowly circle the  patrons with their lips 

so  c lose  to the  specta to rs ' bodies that they can  c a re s s  the  hair, faces, 

necks, shou lders, and som etim es c h e s ts  of their stationary partners 

with their breath. Here, fem ale and m ale patrons pay for a c ts  in which 

they m ust rem ain m otionless while their "dancing" sex  partners literally 

"blow into their ears" a s  their p ee rs  look on. This ac t of patron "sexual 

surrender" is played to the  hilt, reg a rd less  of the  sex  of the  perform ers 

or specta to rs.

Severa l of the  strip clubs in M ontreal, a s  well a s  Stringfellows 

P re se n ts  P ure  Platinum  in New York City, offer their m ale patrons 

ano ther type of table dancing ac t which a lso  m akes u se  of a  tactile 

experience  in com bination with a  form of sym bolic "teasing." In th e se  

clubs, the  fem ale d an cers  rem ove their co stu m es and then  d rap e  their 

intimate articles of clothing on the  h e a d s  and  shou lders  of th e  m ale 

specta to rs. It is not unusual to en te r the  clubs which p resen t th e se  ac ts
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and pan ties on their h ead s. Interestingly, th e se  performing specta to rs  

usually do not attem pt to  rem ove the  items of c lo th ing-bu t rem ain 

instead frozen in their "jeopardy" positions until th e  d an cers  finally 

retrieve their outfits.

A few m ale strip show s for fem ale specta to rs, such  a s  those  at 

the H angar Club and Club 281, occasionally  featu re  this "intimate 

clothing rack” bit a s  well. However, unlike their m ale counterparts, 

fem ale patrons eventually end  up holding the  co stu m es of d a n cers  in 

their h ands or on their laps. In Club 281. fem ale sp ec ta to rs  a lso  help 

the d an cers  to red ress.

The creation of sp ec ta to r jeopardy  positions through the 

physical contact of "intimate" clothing carries a  m ore powerful charge  

for m ale sp ec ta to rs  than for fem ale specta to rs  b e c au se  of the  cultural 

taboos p laced on th e  fem ale  body, and then  h en ce  on intimate fem ale 

apparel. While this kind of table dance , in part, reflects th e  sartorial 

m apping of g en d e r norm s which usually constra ins the  bodies of 

wom en through clothing in various w ays, it a lso  p resen ts  the  fem ale 

dancers a s  "freed" from th o se  constra in ts while the  m ale participants 

a re  "bound up" and  rendered  inert through the  touch of the  cultural 

"magic" of th o se  ga rm en ts .34

The last tab le  d a n c e  variation of note is available in all the strip 

clubs which offer this kind of entertainm ent. In this version, fem ale and 

m ale specta to r subg roups hire m ore than  one  d an cer at a  time to 

perform a  tab le  dan ce . In so m e instances, e a ch  m em ber of a  sub ­

group e n g a g e s  her or his own stripper sim ultaneously  (i.e., a  group of
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four m em bers hires four perform ers for one  table dance). The 

exchange  of g a z e s  and erotic positionings is extensive. The d an cers  

talk and  exchange  g a z e s  with each  other. They look a t the  patrons who 

requested  the  d an ces . They look a t the  o ther patrons who a re  looking 

at other dancers. The specta to rs  w atch each  other. They w atch the 

specific dancer they have  hired. They w atch the  d a n c e rs  hired by 

other group m em bers. And all the sp ec ta to rs  and dan cers  of the  small 

group occasionally  look at the  sp ec ta to rs  and d a n cers  ou tside of their 

im m ediate circle--those o ther patrons and perform ers who m ay or may 

not be  watching them  perform a s  a  "company."

The interactions of the  subgroups in strip events, particularly 

those  centralized around tab le  d an ce  activities, foreground the w ays in 

which patrons perform their desires  for each  other and the  d ancers. 

Fem ale  and  m ale subgroup  m em bers a re  s e e n  everyw here 

conspicuously  sighing together, shaking their h e a d s  in unison, rolling 

their ey es , giggling, and  pretending to  slide under their tab les  or off 

their chairs. They repeated ly  exclaim  to o n e  ano ther and  to the 

dancers s ta tem en ts such  as: "I Can't stand  It!" "I Can't take it!" and "I 

don't believe this is happening." Yet th e s e  sp ec ta to rs  continue to 

en g ag e  m ore "clothing rack," "air-nuzzling," "up close and no-touch," 

and "sexual fumbling" s c e n e s  for them selves.

The role of "I can 't take it" for both fem ale and m ale specta to rs  

su g g e s ts  that control issu e s  for s trip tease  patrons m ay b e  far less 

about "dominating" the  d a n c e rs  or being dom inated (as  is usually 

theorized), and much m ore abou t d isplays or perfo rm ances about 

specta to r self-control or the  potential lack of it in theatrical situations of
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jeopardy. T h ese  displays m ay include a s p e c ts  of erotic-sexual 

subordination and dom ination parts, but th e s e  parts a re  not distributed 

according to traditional gender roles. F em ale  and m ale strip event 

pa trons alike play at becom ing m om entarily overw helm ed (or a t risk of 

becom ing overw helm ed) by th e  thrill s itua tions they  both hire and 

su rrender to  in order to experience  and e x p re s s  desire  and arousal.

Patron Masturbation Seat Shows

There is one  other kind of sp ec ta to r "seat show" in strip even ts 

that should be  a d d ressed  here  b e c a u se  it usually tak es  p lace in the  

designa ted  aud ien ce  a re a s  and  b e c a u se  it fea tu re s  an  interesting play 

on th e  "self-control" and "overwhelm" issu e s  just d iscussed . A few 

environm ents, such  a s  Show  World in New York City, allow their m ale 

patrons to publicly ex p o se  them selves  and  m astu rba te  in their s e a ts  a s  

long a s  they do not have direct physical con tac t with the d an cers  or the 

o ther specta to rs . T hese  starring patrons a re  p leasured  both by their 

own physical a c ts  and  by the  fact that their perform ances a re  observed  

by th e  d a n c e rs  and their spectating  peers .

However, unlike the unwitting o b se rv ers  of the  ac ts  of "sadistic 

exhibitionists" in "real life," the  sp ec ta to rs  in certain  strip ev en ts  a re  

encouraged  to u se  patron ac ts  of m asturbation  for their own spectating  

p leasu res  a s  well. At Show  World, sp e c ta to rs  point, laugh, and s ta re  a t 

the  audience-exhibitionists. They a lso  look for and  point out to  each
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other the  reactions of th e  patrons w ho a p p e a r  to be noticing th ese  

perform ances for the first time.

Martin, the  form er executive m anager of Show  World, sta ted  that 

his organization allowed patrons to  m astu rb a te  during strip show s 

b e c a u se  their a c ts  en su red  g rea ter a u d ie n c e s  and  publicity for the  sex  

en terta inm ent cen ter. He averred  that "guys could never s e e  anything 

like this in Iowa."35 Show  World regu lars  affirmed M artin's m arketing 

plan. They s ta ted  in interview -conversations that the  spectato r 

m asturbation a c ts  a re  "just part of the  scene" and "the excitem ent of the 

show ."36

Patron  m asturbation s e a t show s can  a lso  tak e  p lace in m ore 

soph isticated  and se d a te  environm ents. "Carol," a d an cer a t Rick's in 

H ouston, rela ted  an  an ecd o te  abou t a  w ealthy b u sin essm an  who had 

figured out a  w ay to featu re  his own sex  a c ts  without ever illegally 

exposing  himself. This patron consistently  w ore light-colored suits to 

the  strip clubs. W hen he got up from his s e a t after watching the 

en terta inm ent for a  period of time, a  large sta in  w as usually visible in 

his crotch a re a —a stain  which would not have been  noticeable  had he 

used  either a  condom  or had worn a  dark suit. This patron then 

typically p a rad ed  around the  au d ien ce  a re a  a  bit in order to exhibit his 

sta ined  c ro tch -m u ch  to the  am usem en t of his fellow specta to rs. 

Following this brief activity, this patron would either re se a t himself or 

depart th e  p rem ises. Eventually, his perfo rm ances b ecam e  so  well- 

known that this specta to r w as often the  focal point of attention w hether 

h e  w as  se a te d  or on parade .
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While o n e  might interpret the  display of m ale ex p o su re  and 

m asturbation in th e se  in stan ces  a s  one  m ore rep resen ta tion  of m ale 

pow er and  dom ination sym bolized through th e  "play" of th e  penis- 

phallus, there  a re  o ther possib le read ings of polem ic im portance.

Public patron m asturbation perfo rm ances in m iddle c lass  

contem porary  strip environm ents for he te ro sex u a ls  a re  relatively rare  

and ran d o m -ev e n  at Show  World. As noted, o ther sp ec ta to rs  often 

ridicule th e se  a c ts  through their laughter, pointing, and  eyeball-rolling 

dem onstrations. Therefore, the display of the  penis in th e se  contexts 

d o es  not rep resen t social power and authority. On the contrary, this 

display confla tes m ale sexual desire  with depictions of social "excess" 

in term s of a  perform ance about a  public loss of self-control. This 

display of "excess" a lso  d isrupts the  traditional cultural law s which 

censo r th e  exposure  of p en ise s  even  m ore than  they  ce n so r the 

exposure  of fem ale genitals. Here, the  pen is can  not be  a  symbol of 

social authority. Strip even t aud ien ce  m em bers vicariously identify 

with and differentiate from the  m asturbators, not a s  social and sexual 

"dominators," but a s  p layers w ho "confess" to  being sexually 

overw helm ed through their breaking of a  "last" ta b o o - th e  display of 

their desire  through public m asturbation.

It m ust a lso  be noted that m ale ac ts  of m asturbation in th ese  

controlled env ironm ents a re  p leasu rab le  confessions of sexual 

overwhelm , not rep resen ta tions  of rape . Fem ale  d a n cers  in th ese  

specific p laces  of perform ance actively solicit m ale sexual arousal in 

v en u es which allow patrons to p leasu re  th em se lv es  a s  long a s  they  do 

not o therw ise physically im pose th em se lv es  on their fellow
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the  loss of self-control and  overw helm  through the  display of the  penis- 

-a s  they continue to abide by the  rules of the  house. If they w ere to 

break th o se  rules, they would be rem oved from the  clubs and  could no 

longer perform in this g am e  of p leasu re  and surrender.

Williams insists that th e  supp ression  of the  "dick” d o e s  not in any 

w ay so lve the  sexual problem s of patriarchal power. S h e  sta tes:

This fem inist critique of explicit pornography fails, however, 
precisely in its a ttack  on the  literal organ of the penis...In 
attacking the penis w e se em  to attack  the  phallic authority that it 
sym bolizes a s  well. But the  tem pting conflation of m eaning 
betw een the two a c c e d e s  to th e  impossibility of ch a n g e .37

Williams insists tha t "while the  physiology of sex  is not likely to 

change, its gendered  m ean ings can ."38 M asturbation a c ts  by strip 

event patrons a re , in large part, exciting for their participants precisely 

b e c au se  th o se  a c ts  a re  not absolutely  pred icated  on dom inant 

m ean ings a ttached  to biological sex , physical display, and  sexual 

perform ance. In th ese  specta to r perform ances, the  organ of the penis 

is not rep resen ted  a s  seam lessly  sutured to the  construct of the 

phallus. Instead, the  m ale  gen ita ls a re  "re-engendered" through the 

erotic se x  g am e s  of p leasu rab le  overw helm  which include th e  overt 

and  active sex  play of w om en and the  tran sg ression  of social authority 

depicted  by the  specta to r ridicule and enjoym ent of th e se  acts.
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Stepping into the Limelight: Enter Desirous. . .

S p ec ta to rs  can  a lso  sta r in strip even t s c e n e s  by temporarily 

leaving th e  relative safety  of their aud ien ce  s e a ts  and stepping up to. 

or even  onto, the formal s ta g e s  of the  bars, clubs, and theatres. This 

type of activity offers the  specta to rs  obvious "limelight" en trances  and 

exits, which are  them selves rep resen ta tive  of the  transg ressive  

"crossing back and forth" design of th e se  even ts . There a re  a  num ber 

of variations of th ese  kinds of "featured spectator" routines. They 

include m ore tipping g a m e s  a s  well a s  "photo shoots," and "mini­

dram as." All of th e se  patron perfo rm ances play with su rrender and 

control positions which subvert the  traditional expectations of gender 

rep resen ta tion .

Tipping Games

Jo a n n a  s, Archibald's, J .P .'s , and  the  dow nstairs s p a c e  a t the 

C am elot in W ashington D. C. offer m ale patrons a  special "front and 

cen te r” tipping gam e. The goal of this gam e  is to tip the single fem ale 

stripper who d a n c es  on a  small six by six foot platform in the  cen ter of 

the  sp a ce . At first glance, this se t-up  a p p e a rs  to be  fairly sim ple and 

straightforw ard, but there  a re  a  num ber of "scare  elem ents" which "up 

the  an tes" for the participating specta to rs.
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In order to be a  part of this ritual, the sp ec ta to rs  a re  expected  to 

leave their aud ience  s e a ts  and  approach  the  s ta g e  one at a  time 

(som etim es the  patrons even  neatly line up in front of the s tag e  if the 

club is particularly crow ded). The d an cers  in W ashington 0 . C. 

usually strip quickly to com plete nudity. The sp ec ta to rs  tip the 

perform ers by placing their dollar bills into th e  thigh garte rs  typically 

worn by the  fem ale d an cers  in our nation 's capital. But in this 

exchange , the  sp ec ta to rs  a re  not allowed to tip the  dancers, or even  to  

attem pt to do so, if the  perform ers a re  still moving. The strippers can 

s ta r (and control) individual patrons a s  "men-in-waiting" w ho must 

stand  a t attention for all to  s e e  until th e  perform ers deign to recognize 

them  by pausing in their d an ce  acts.

S om e of the  perform ers a t J .P . 's  have  add ed  an  acrobatic stunt 

to  this "waiting gam e." This provides their pa trons with an  extra jolt of 

jeopardy. While the  "men-in-waiting" s tand  a t attention next to the 

s tag e , the  d an cers  a t J. P .'s  often swing by their hands from the 

horizontal bar placed directly above  the  s ta g e  platform. W hen the 

perform er sw ings forward tow ards the  immobile patron, her exposed  

genitals alm ost g raze  his face.

In all of th e se  W ashington 0 . C. strip clubs, the perform ers 

signal that they a re  ready  to accep t tips by extending the  gartered leg 

to the  patron and assum ing  a  m om entary, stationary  pose . The 

sp ec ta to r and  the  d an cer then  e x ch an g e  a  few words a s  the  specta to r 

carefully p laces his bill or bills into the  garter. Following this task, the 

specta to r looks up into th e  eyes  of the  perform er in order to receive her 

smile and  her "thank you.” O n the  ra re  o ccas io n s  w hen a  spectato r
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dev ia tes from this ritual, either by leering or m aking w hat the  dancer 

considers to  b e  "rude" com m ents, the  d an cer will publicly "punish’’ the 

spectato r by refusing to smile a t him or to sa y  the  "thank you"-bo th  of 

which provide c losure  for their interaction. The censo red  tipper is then  

usually a lso  subject to the  ridicule of the  o ther specta to rs.

O ne w aitress a t Jo a n n a 's  s ta ted  that this patron tipping routine 

is so  intimidating to so m e  sp ec ta to rs  that they give her m oney to  give to 

the d a n c e rs  rather than  sub ject them selves directly to the  risks of this 

show. My m ale com panion for the visits to the  W ashington D. C. strip 

clubs a lso  reported  that he found the  tipping a c ts  "intimidating." He 

sta ted  that he studied the  perform ances of the  other specta to rs  alm ost 

a s  m uch a s  he w atched the  d a n cers  so  that h e  would not "m ake a  fool 

of him self' during his own ac ts . He a lso  noted that e ach  tim e he 

successfully  com pleted  the  ritual, he  experienced  both "re lief and 

"exhilaration."

The S ugar Shack  II in C hicago offers a  similar "front and center" 

tipping se t-up  for its fem ale specta to rs. After e a ch  dancer perform s his 

strip routine on the  m ain s tag e , he  m ounts a  small platform which is 

located directly in front of that s tag e . This "tipping station" functions in 

the  sa m e  m anner a s  the  small s ta g e s  of the  D.C. clubs in that it helps 

to  focus the  au d ien ce 's  attention on perfo rm ances of their fellow 

specta to rs . The fem ale patrons of the  S ugar Shack  a lso  line up a t the  

tipping station o n e  by o n e  s o  that e ach  sp ec ta to r can  enjoy a  solo 

m om ent in the  spotlight a s  sh e  p laces  her dollar bills in th e  d an cer 's  G- 

string and e x c h an g e s  brief hugs and k isse s  with him (Fig. 6.11).
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In addition to th is m ore or le ss  "traditional" tipping gam e, the 

fem ale patrons of the S ugar Shack  II can  a lso  hire a  "cavem an ride." 

To participate in this act. fem ale patrons can  request and pay the m ale 

hosts  (u sh ers  and w aiters) to physically carry them  in their a rm s from 

the  aud ience  s e a ts  to the  tipping station. O nce a t the  tipping station, 

the  m ale hosts  a lso  join the  line and wait in turn so  that they can  hold 

their respective  fem ale patrons aloft for all to  s e e  while the  w om en tip 

and c a re s s  the  d ancer (Fig. 6.12). S om etim es th ere  a re  s o  m any 

req u es ts  for th ese  s c e n e s  that the club u se s  a  "traffic" m anager, 

com plete with a  walkie-talkie, in order to prevent accidents.

While the  cavem an  ride m ay refer to  sexual su rrender through 

"being carried o f f  motifs, it a lso  indicates the  extent to which fem ale 

econom ic control over sex  a c ts  can be "carried." In this sc e n e , w om en 

hire "sex-slave-bearers"  and enjoy two m ale sexual partners  

sim ultaneously--one w ho crad les  them  in his a rm s and  ano th er whom  

they kiss and  ca ress .

Big Alice's in Peoria  a lso  offers its fem ale sp ec ta to rs  th e  

opportunity to take  part in cen te r-s tag e  tipping g am es. S om e of th e se  

resem b le  the  air-kissing and  air-nuzzling routines practiced by the 

tab le  d a n c e rs  in M ontreal. At Big Alice's, th e  fem ale sp ec ta to rs  who 

w ave the  m ost m oney a re  invited onto the  s ta g e  one  at a  tim e by the  

M.C. E ach  specta to r is paired with a  m ale stripper w ho d irects the 

fem ale patron to  either s tand  aga inst the  wall that backs the  platform 

s ta g e  or to  lie down on the  floor of th e  s ta g e . The dollar bills which th e  

patron h a s  proffered to  the  d an cer a re  p laced all over her b o d y -  

betw een  her b rea s ts  and  thighs, in s tra teg ic  pockets, and ev en  in he r
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tak es  the  active sex  role, but a t the  s a m e  time, this tipping gam e 

u n d ersco res  the fact that he  is being paid by the  fem ale patron for each  

c a re s s  tha t he  adm inisters (Fig. 6.13).

S pec ta to r thrill exp erien ces  c rea ted  by the  tipping g am es in 

both th e  S ugar S hack  II and  Big Alice's a re  structured upon the  sa m e  

kinds of jeopardy positions found in the  "on stage" tipping sc e n e s  in 

the strip even ts  for m en. The "genital J a n e  swing," "the cavem an ride," 

and the  "dollar bill dip" a re . once  m ore, experiences  and ac ts  in which 

the consum er pays for the  role of being overw helm ed, or potentially 

overw helm ed, by the  subject-object of desire .

Photo Shoots

"Photo shoots" a re  available a s  part of som e strip even ts  for 

fem ale and  m ale sp ec ta to rs  alike. F lash  D ancers. New York Dolls, and 

Show  World in New York City, a s  well a s  C abare t Showgirls in 

M ontreal a re  clubs that fea tu re  this participation experience  for their 

m ale patrons. C h ippendales New York, C h ippendales Los A ngeles, 

and th e  S ugar Shack  II offer this s c e n e  for fem ale patrons.

In the  clubs for m en, photo sh o o ts  generally  follow the 

perfo rm ances of the  featured strippers. Male patrons a re  invited to 

have their p ictures taken  with the  starring d an cers  for a  fee  of five to ten  

dollars per polaroid. The "shoot” usually tak e s  p lace in th e  lobby 

sp a c e s  of th e  strip clubs and th ea tre s  or in specially m arked-off a re a s .
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A chair and  cam era  a re  se t up in th e s e  p laces  and  the  specta to rs 

ga ther around. This activity usually d raw s a  substantial crowd of 

onlookers w ho w atch a  m uch sm aller group of their p ee rs  actually 

participate in "the shoot." Each patron w ho w ishes to be featured in 

this ac t individually s te p s  out of the crowd and  into the  lights of the 

m akeshift photo studio to po se  with the  dancer.

During th e se  ac ts , patrons can  req u est "to be shot" in specific 

p o se s  with the  perform ers. Many of th e se  positions have  becom e so  

standard ized  that pa trons ask  for them  using a  com m on vocabulary 

(i.e.. "a lap pose," "a wide lap pose," "b reasts on the  head," "head on 

the  b reasts, "ear muffs,” etc.). B ecause  of this standardization, there  is 

an  additional p ressu re  on the sp ec ta to rs  to perform  th e se  positions 

"correctly." In o ther words, the  performing specta to rs  a re  alw ays a t risk 

for m aking a  "mistake" in their own literal positionings (Fig. 6.14).

While so m e of th ese  p o se s  situa te  th e  strippers in the laps of the 

patrons in various Penthouse-like "spread" sh o ts , m any o ther positions 

p lace the  d a n c e rs  behind th e  patrons and  in p o se s  which su g g est 

parod ies of stereotypical m ale sexual fe tish es  (i.e., th e  dancer holds 

her b re a s ts  on top of a  patron 's head  or m anipulates them  to cover his 

ears). However, the  final design of th e se  p o se s  ultimately res ts  with 

the  dan cers , not with the  patrons. At the  s a m e  time, the cam era  person 

controls the  length of tim e the  sp ec ta to rs  rem ain in the  spotlight a s  well 

a s  the  final framing of their scen e s .

T here  is an  odd, but notable adden d u m  to th e se  "naughty 

picture" ac ts . Several regulars a t Show  World in New York City carry 

small photograph  album s around with them . O ne of the  regulars



359

interviewed for this study explained that his album  chronicled eight 

years  of th ese  shoo ts . He s ta ted  that he carried the  photographs with 

him so  that he  and  o th ers  could exam ine his "personal growth." He 

insisted that each  tim e h e  had his picture taken  with a  featured dancer, 

he  "challenged h im se lf  to  becom e "more daring” in term s of the  type of 

p o se s  and  intim ate touching he  requested .

In betw een the  exotic d ance  ac ts, the  porno films, and  the  live 

photo shoo ts , pa trons can  review and com pare  e ach  o th e r 's  sexual 

perform ances through their respective strip even t pictorial histories. 

T h ese  pictorial histories a re  com prised of "stills" which cap tu re  s c e n e s  

and  sto ries abou t m ale  sp ec ta to r d es ire s  rep resen ted  through "being 

seen" roles and  positions of potential sexual overwhelm .

The formal photo shoo t s e ss io n s  for fem ale patrons of strip 

ev en ts  a re  designed , like th e  outward im ages of th e se  p laces  of 

perform ance, to  replicate "the values of a  Broadw ay show." T hese  

se ss io n s  usually take  p lace on the  main s ta g e s  of th e  clubs and 

th ea tre s  a t the  end  of th e  strip show s. However, C hippendales New 

York sp o n so rs  a  pre-show  picture-taking s c e n e  a s  well.

Following th e  m ain even ts , the w om en in th e se  clubs a re  told 

that they can  have their photographs taken  with th e  leading m ale 

d an cers  for a  fee  of five to  ten  dollars. T he fem ale sp ec ta to rs  gather 

around th e  s ta g e  to  w atch so m e  of their p e e rs  s te p  into the  limelight, 

o n e  at a  tim e, to  pose  with the  strippers (Fig. 6.15).

The C h ippendales New York pre-show  photo  shoo t fea tu res  a 

different, but com plem entary design. Here, the  fem ale sp ec ta to rs  a re  

g ree ted  by th ree  b a re -ch ested  m ale hosts  a s  they e n te r  into the  main
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s p a c e  of the  club. Two of the  hosts  offer to po se  with e ach  spectator, 

while the  third tak es  the  picture. The patrons a re  then  directed or 

esco rted  to  their s e a ts  w here they can  w atch o ther specta to rs  

performing their "grand en trances."

All of th ese  ac ts  for w om en have the  ap p earan ce  of "fans" 

getting their pictures taken  with film or rock s ta rs  b e c au se  the  m ale 

d an cers  and  fem ale patrons usually p o se  together in "arm s around the  

shoulder" positions. N evertheless, while th e se  photo sh o o ts  deal with 

"m ainstream ed" m aterial, the  fem ale patrons of strip ev en ts  can  still 

s ta r in and obtain "naughty" pictures.

M ost strip even ts  for w om en allow the  specta to rs  to take 

pho tographs of the  show  and  the  various activities with their own 

c a m e ra s  (the Apollon and  Club 281 a re  excep tions b e c a u se  the  

perform ers strip to  com plete nudity). Many fem ale patrons spend  m uch 

of their tim e taking pictures of e ach  o ther interacting with th e  dancers. 

Part of th is gam e is to cap tu re  and  s ta r  o n e 's  p e e rs  and th e  d an cers  in 

"compromising" positions-w hich , like the  formal Polaroid shoo ts  for the  

m ale patrons, m ay be  both explicit and parodistic (Fig. 6.16).

"Capturing cam era" g a m e s  can  a lso  include genital sh o ts  of the  

m ale dancers. Som e m ale  perform ers m ake it a  practice to  "steal" 

c a m e ra s  aw ay from sp ec ta to rs  in order to  take  sh o ts  of their own 

genitals on the s tag e . T he d a n c e rs  usually accom plish this feat, 

without really exposing them selves , by angling their underw ear in su ch  

a  m anner that the  eye  of the  cam era  s e e s  the  "object-symbol of desire," 

but not th e  audience. During this act, th e  cam era  ow ner is a lso  often
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on the  s ta g e . S he  becom es part of the  s c e n e  b e c au se  the  aud ience 

m em bers and  dancer focus on her re sp o n se  to  the  genital sn a p  shot.

T he framing of this act again rep re sen ts  the  penis, not a s  an  

abso lu te  sym bol of power and authority, but a s  both an  object for 

fem ale p leasu re  and a s  a  sym bol of social taboo. The "presentation" of 

p e n ise s  by the  m ale d an cers  in strip ev en ts  for w om en (a s  with the  

patron m astu rbato rs in the  clubs for m en) su g g e s ts  tran sg ressions of 

cultural law, not the  upholding of it. In this situation, the d an cers  "steal" 

ca m e ra s  and  then  take "sneak" and "im proper ex p o su res” of their 

genitals. The taboo scripting of th e se  a c ts  is further underlined by the  

perfo rm ances of the  M .C.s who pretend to  "yell" a t the  d an cers  to 

m ake them  stop  their "naughty" activities.

T he larger fram e of the  strip show  d e s ig n a tes  the m ale body a s  

an  object of desire  specifically for the  p leasu re  of w om en. In this 

context, then , the u n seen  but "captured" p en ise s  locked up in the 

c a m e ra s  of fem ale sp ec ta to rs  becom e symbolic "extensions" of fem ale 

p lea su res  and desires. T h e se  sym bolic "extensions" of fem ale  sexual 

d e s ire s  a re  packaged  so  that they can  b e  taken  hom e with the  patrons. 

And, on ce  "developed," the  w om en ca n  do w hat they like with them -- 

they  can  view the  "exposures" alone, sh a re  them  with their friends, and 

fan tasize  abou t them  in different situations and  positions. Or, if the 

"ex p o su res” a re  "underdeveloped," or not sexually  p leasing in som e 

o ther way, the  w om en have th e  option of discarding them .

O nce  again, the object of this foray into the  symbolism  of the  

pen is in strip ev en ts  is not to d e g rad e  the  m ale  participants or m ale 

anatom y, but to  grapple with sexual rep resen ta tions, dom inant and
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ignoring it. pretending it d o es  not exist, or deciding that any 

m anifestation of sexual p leasu re  by w om en is really so m e trick c rea ted  

by the  patriarchy in order to keep  fem ales in check. Such  a 

consideration  of w om en s  desires  is im perative to  an  exam ination and 

realignm ent of the  cultural su tu res (and  th e  theo ries  that perpetuate  

them ) which bind sexual p leasu re  for both w om en and  m en to  social 

o ppression .

Mini-Dramas

A few strip clubs offer their sp ec ta to rs  leading roles in more 

prolonged sex  g am e s  which often tak e  the  form of ’’mini-dramas." In 

this sam pling of strip even ts , m ale pa trons usually played ex tended  

parts in playlets which featured them  in "action fight s c e n e s .” Fem ale 

patrons, on the  other hand, w ere  m ost often starred  in "courting 

s c e n e s .” While the  th em es  of th e se  scen ario s  obviously refer to 

traditional sex  roles, the  scripts of the  actual m ini-dram as jux tapose 

th o se  th em e s  with "gender-bender" ch a rac te r parts for the  audience- 

participants.

"Fight scene" m ini-dram as for m ale  patrons a re  usually 

p resen ted  in conjunction with the  "lady wrestler" or "foxy boxing" 

m atches featured  a t som e of the  strip clubs for m en. At Goldfingers in 

New York, m ale sp ec ta to rs  "bid” to b ecom e th e  "coach-m anagers" of 

fem ale hot oil w restlers. It is not unusual for th e s e  ro les to  go for two or
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th ree  hundred dollars ap iece . O nce the  w inners have  secu red  their 

parts, they a re  required to follow the directions of the  "Ringmistress" 

who c o a ch e s  the  m ale participants in their roles.

While th e se  patron parts a re  ro les of "m anagem ent." they a re  

a lso  "written" a s  "service" charac te rs  for the  fem ale d an cers  w ho are  

cast in the "action" parts. As "m anagers,” th e  m en a re  expected  to 

coach and  enco u rag e  the  "lady w restlers." They a re  a lso  required to 

perform the  ta sk s  of w aterboys and m a s s e u s e s  during the  play. Not 

only a re  th e se  patrons "at risk" for the chastisem en t of the  R ingm istress 

and the dancer-fighters if they  do not m eet th e  stan d ard s  se t for their 

roles, but they  a re  a lso  sub ject to the  continual scrutiny and 

suggestions of their fellow aud ien ce  m em bers, who a re  encouraged  to 

behave a s  if they w ere at a  "real” fight.

M ini-drama "courting scen es"  for starring fem ale specta to rs  

actually replicate the  strip even t in miniature. At C h ippendales New 

York and  C h ippendales Los A ngeles, the  b iggest sp e n d e rs  of the  

evening a re  often invited onto the  s ta g e s  by the  M.C. to participate in 

th ese  playlets. The featured  fem ale patrons a re  usually se a te d  in 

special chairs that a re  p laced in the  middle of the  formal perform ance 

a reas . There, they  w atch the  m ale d an cers  strip directly in front of 

them . The sim plest of th e se  sc e n e s  consists of one fem ale patron 

se a te d  cen te r s ta g e  w ho w atch es  a  m ale d an cer strip for her a s  he  lip- 

syncs and  m im es a  love song . The m ore e laborate  versions of this 

d ram a include m ock cand le  light d inners and  b o n d ag e  g am es.

Both C h ippendales New York and  C h ippendales Los A ngeles 

feature  cand le  light dinner routines for their patrons. In this mini­
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"romantic" da te . This couple is se a te d  a t a  tab le  decked  with cand les, 

cham pagne , and w ine g la sse s . The m ale  d an cer is d re sse d  in a  

tuxedo. He pours his com panion wine, s ta re s  into her ey es, and then  

finally s ta n d s  up and strips. During the  disrobing section, the dancer 

often p a u s e s  to  c a re s s  his partner. D epending on the  stripper 

performing this role, th e se  "caresses"  can  b e  gentle  and  sensua l 

touches or parod ies of agg ressive  m ale behavior with g rab s  a t the  

patron 's body, heavy bum ps and grinds, and  even  cand le  stick stroking 

which su g g e s ts  m asturbation (Fig. 6.17).

In addition to th e  love song s e re n a d e  and the  cand le  light 

dinner ac ts , C h ippendales New York a lso  p resen ted  a  "bondage" 

dram a in its One Night o f Sin show  which fea tu red  a  relatively large 

cast of players. This act begins with th ree  fem ale specta to rs  sea ted  in 

chairs in the  middle of the  s tage . O ne m ale stripper perform s for them . 

He m oves betw een  the  w om en, s ta re s  into their eyes, sits on their laps, 

strokes their bodies, and  strokes his own body. S om e of the fem ale 

patrons observed  during several different view ings of this s c e n e  sa t 

quietly by and ap p eared  to allow the  m ale  d a n c e rs  to take  control of 

their interactions. O ther fem ale participants actively c a re ssed  the 

dan cers  and  also  directed and som etim es limited their actions (i.e., 

one  w om an playfully s lapped  the  hand  of a  m ale perform er who w as 

pretending to  lift up her skirt).

After the lead d an cer com pletes the  first part of this routine, 

th ree  o ther m ale strippers, w earing different colored bikini underw ear, 

join him. They each  d a n ce  over to a  s e a te d  specta to r and  perform in
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front of her. The m ale d a n c e rs  then w rap c rep e  paper s tream ers  

around the  bodies of each  of the three w om en so  that they ap p ear to 

be "tied" to their chairs. The m en continue to  perform for th e  "bound" 

fem ale patrons (Fig. 6.18). The d ram a finally e n d s  with k isses  betw een 

the  parties a s  the  w om en a re  "released."

The u se  of "paper bondage" in this m ini-dram a foregrounds the 

"mutual consent" n e c essa ry  for the playing of all erotic sex  g am es in 

strip even ts  for both w om en and m en. To b e  "in bondage" is to be 

controlled and  therefore  to be placed in jeopardy. However, the  bonds 

of paper can  be  easily broken by the "tied up" participants. In the 

particular s c e n e  described  above, if the  m ale sex  and  courting show  

isn't appealing-w ith in  the  strip event sp ec tac le , w om en ca n  simply get 

up and walk aw ay. Sexual choice and c o n sen t is part of the  s trip tease  

ritual for all participants even  though w om en and  m en play with 

a sp e c ts  of cultural su rrender roles which a re  usually d e leg a ted  to 

fem ales.

P e rh a p s  w hat is even  m ore no tab le  in all of th e se  C h ippendales 

mini-drama acts, from the  sim plest to th e  m ost e laborate , is that the 

fem ale participants a re  conspicuously rep re sen ted  on s ta g e  in the  

p ro cess  of spectating  sex  a c ts  that hav e  been  specifically c rea ted  with 

the idea of w om en's p leasu re  in mind. That is, all of th e se  a c ts  actually 

stage s c e n e s  of fem ale looking and desiring. As Dolan insists a t the 

conclusion of her e s sa y . "Desire C loaked in a  Trenchcoat," and in 

reference to  so m e  of the  current im peratives for a  feminist sexual 

politics~"The aim  is not to look like m en, but to look a t all."39
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Games of Induction

Most strip ev en ts  g en e ra te  additional mimetic instabilities for the 

p leasu re  of their pa trons through o n e  other e lem ent of production that 

a lso  d ea ls  with specta to r g am es. In Interaction Ritual, Goffman posits 

that every social setting is subject to a  "ceremonial order." The 

cerem onial order is the  exp ec ted  and  ag reed  upon e x c h an g es  in a  

predefined com m unal se t-u p  in which all th e  participants "render 

them se lves  access ib le  and  usab le  for a particular type of 

com m unication or activity."40

In strip even ts, fem ale and m ale patrons not only s ta r  in the 

s c e n e s  of g ender slippage which they  actively initiate and  m ost often 

pu rchase , they a re  a lso  "at risk" to s ta r  in certain s c e n e s  and to w atch 

o thers  s ta r  in s c e n e s  which a re  structured upon various "gam es of 

induction." T hese  g a m e s  m ake up a  large part of "the cerem onial 

order" of m ost of th e se  events.

P atrons a re  in jeopardy  for coercion into "center stage" 

perform ances by dan cers , M.C.s, and other specta to rs. T h ese  sc e n e s  

can  take  place in the aud ien ce  a re a s  a s  well a s  on the  m ainstages. 

Even though such  activities a re  often designed  to look a s  if the 

sp ecta to rs  a re  "forced" into th e se  g am e s , the  specta to rs  actually 

indicate their co n sen t to participate through their continued p rese n c e  

in the  events. The "forcing-surrender" a sp ec t is part of the  theatrical 

jeopardy  which c re a te s  patron p leasu re .



Induction Games" Initiated by Performers

In the  tradition of Gypsy R ose  Lee, who used  to  invade her 

Broadw ay au d ien ces  to kiss and  pow der the  h e a d s  of bald m en,41 a 

few contem porary  fem ale and m ale strip ev en ts  a lso  fea tu re  dan cers  

w ho stalk the  aud ience  sp a c e s  without direct specta to r requests.

T hese  perform er "invasions" a re  not limited to  the  front rows. The 

agility of the  perform ers, their choice of the  spectator-participants, and 

the genera l lay-out of the  environm ents a re  the  determ ining factors that 

decide which aud ience  m em bers will find them selves "on stage."

B eefcakes U.S.A. a t Danielle's, E sc a p e s  on Long Island, and 

the  Satin  A ngels of C h ippendales in New York City have  all p resen ted  

"invading dancers" a s  part of the  design  of their show s (Fig. 6.19). At 

Danielle's, B eefcake U.S.A. d a n cers  actively sought out fem ale 

custom ers w ho either tried to hide or w ho w ere se a te d  in the  furthest 

reach es  of the  sp ace . The dan cers  simply climbed over the  tab les, 

chairs, and  even  o ther pa trons until they  reached  their se lec ted  

partners. Johnny Rotten, a  stripper w ho som etim es d a n c es  with 

B eefcakes U.S.A., s ta ted  that he m akes a  considerable  sum  of m oney 

from th e se  supposedly  "unwilling" sp ec ta to r s ta rs  who tip him "to go  

aw ay.”42 During the "couple s tr ip tease  nights” p resen ted  at E sc a p es  in 

1990 , fem ale and  m ale d a n cers  climbed sta irs, scaled  wall sp eak e rs , 

and m aneuvered  ac ro ss  tab les  in order to reach  the  patrons of their 

choice. The current m ale strip show s for all-fem ale aud iences 

continue this sa m e  rite. S om e of the  Satin A ngels d ancers , the  fem ale
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exotic d a n c e rs  who perform ed midnight show s targeted  for m ale 

patrons a t C hippendales New York during th e  1990 se a so n , m ade a 

point of traveling throughout the aud ience  s p a c e  to gyrate in front of 

and even  on m ale patrons, regard less  of w hether th o se  patrons 

proffered dollar bills. O ne m ale specta to r s ta ted  that he  found the  ac ts  

"very sexy," but a t the sa m e  time "disturbing" and "intimidating" 

b e c a u se  "you can 't do anything. ' 43

The New Paris R evue for m en in New York City, p resen ts  a 

m ore unusual variation of this invading d an cer design. In this event, 

strip show s alternate  with show ings of porno m ovies. Almost no 

tipping tak e s  p lace during the  main s ta g e  strip routines. Instead, the  

d a n cers  m ake their m oney by selling "private strip show s" which a re  

perform ed in the  small enclosed  cubicles that line o n e  s ide  of the 

theatre . The p ro cess  of selling and purchasing th e se  "private" strip 

a c ts  b eco m es a  type of induction rite.

During the  film excerpts, the strippers of the  New Paris R evue 

walk around  the  aud ience  a re a  and actively solicit b u sin ess  for their 

private show s. They typically ask  individual patrons the question, "Are 

you ready  yet?" The question  is p o sed  in a  m anner that is calculated 

to p lace the specta to rs  "on the spot." Many of the  d an cers  a d d ress  

their potential patrons quite loudly. The s ta n c e  adop ted  by som e of the 

perform ers implies a  public challenge to the  virility of the  m ale 

specta to rs . The question itself su g g e s ts  tha t th e  m en should be 

"turned on" and "ready" by now  for a  private strip show . S om e of the  

strippers a lso  incorporate additional com m ents and  jokes abou t m ale 

sexual arousal into their patter. They direct th e s e  to specific patrons in
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front of the  group. And, finally a  few perform ers actually physically pull 

patrons out of their s e a ts  and "drag" them  into the  cubicles. A 1990 

Screw  review of this club w arns potential pa trons that the  strippers 

here  a re  "predatory" and  e n d s  by lam enting, "Abandon hope, all ye 

who en ter here."44

However, according to several of the  d an cers  of th e  New Paris 

R evue, m ost of their pa trons a re  regulars. T h e se  regu lars go  through 

the sam e  rituals of coercion each  time they com e to this theatre , 

b e c au se  this gam e is a  featured part of the  cerem onial order. 

Interestingly, two of the  strippers a lso  noted that many of their patrons 

a re  m em bers of orthodox religious groups. This m akes so m e  s e n se  in 

the context of a setting  which provides sex  sc e n e s  predicated  on 

mimetic inductions.

P erform ers can  a lso  initiate s c e n e s  of induction which display 

the sp ec ta to rs  directly on th e  main s ta g e s  of the  strip clubs and 

theatres. O ne of the  m ost am using exam ples of th ese  s c e n e s  took 

place during a  "couple's s trip tease  night" a t E scap es . O n e  fem ale and 

one m ale specta to r, who w ere stran g ers  to o n e  another, w ere  se lec ted  

by the  M.C. to  sing a  song  titled, Eat Me. T h ese  two patrons w ere 

escorted  onto the  s ta g e  by the  strippers. The lyrics of the  song w ere 

then "fed" to  them  by the  M.C. As one  m ay im agine, the  v e rse s  of this 

duet lauded cunnilingus and  fellatio. This coup le  sa n g  th e  Eat Me  

song  to  th e  very last word, even though they both later s ta ted  that they 

"nearly died of em barrassm ent."

C hippendales New York fea tu res a  different type of gimmick for 

its "on stage" perform er-spectator induction sc e n e s . This club
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continues to  begin its show s with aud ience  raffle gam es. All patrons 

a re  autom atically en te red  into two raffle co n tests  by th e  num bers on 

their ticket stubs. The "winner" of the  first raffle gam e  is escorted  onto 

the  s ta g e  by one  or two m ale hosts. S h e  is then surrounded by a  

group of m ale perform ers w ho d an ce  with her. During this scen e , the  

m ale d a n cers  eventually  break  into heavy bum p and  grind m oves with 

the patron situated in their midst (Fig. 6.20).

T here a re  two "perform ance" versions for the second  raffle 

con test w inner. In the  earlier variation, the  winning patron w as 

esco rted  onto the s ta g e  by the  m ale hosts  and w as s tee red  directly to a 

b a re -chested  waiter w ho w a s  lying prone and  m otionless on the  floor. 

Two tickets to a future C hippendales show  w ere  a ttached  to the crotch 

of his black spandex  pan ts. The w inner w as directed to rem ove the  

tickets from the  w aiter's crotch using only her mouth. The m ale hosts 

held her a rm s behind her to m ake su re  that sh e  did not "cheat." In the  

m ost recent version of this "raffle dip," the M.C. tells the  prize winner 

that the  free  tickets to  C hippendales have been  a ttached  to the crotch 

of the  show 's only m ale  "virgin." The fem ale participant is encouraged  

to  "get th e  tickets any w ay s h e  can." In all of the  in stances observed , 

the  fem ale patrons in this leading role basically c h a se d  th e  "virgin" 

around the s ta g e  and "tackled" him to get the  tickets (Fig. 6.21).



Games of Induction Initiated by Spectators

Fem ale and m ale s trip tease  sp ec ta to rs  a re  a lso  at risk for being 

"coerced" into the spotlight by their fellow specta to rs . P atrons can  hire 

a sso rted  sc e n e s  and starring roles for their spectating  p ee rs  by either 

purchasing th e se  "gifts" in advance  of the  actual strip event a ttended  or 

by purchasing  them  in an  ad hoc fashion while the  event is in p rogress.

In m ost m ale strip show s for wom en, pa trons can  en g ag e  

sp o n tan eo u s  sex  sc e n e s  for their friends by waving m oney over the  

h e ad s  of their com panions (Fig. 6.22). T h ese  com panions a re  then  

autom atically kissed, hugged , c a re sse d , sa t on, or even  danced  with 

by the  m ale strippers w ho retrieve the  tips. At th e  S ugar Shack  II, this 

sam e  g es tu re  can  hire m ale h o sts  to  carry th e  inducted p e e rs  to the  

tipping station in s c e n e s  of "the cav em an  ride." Fem ale and m ale tab le  

d a n c e s  can  a lso  be hired for o n e 's  friends in a  similar m anner in the  

clubs which feature th o se  activities. While the  gifting specta to r h a s  the 

p leasu re  of w atching a  friend or friends undergo  an  experience  of 

jeopardy, that specta to r is usually a lso  incorporated into th e  sa m e  

s c e n e  b e c au se  the  larger group w a tch es  her or him w atch the  

inductee(s). At the sa m e  time, the  spectator-initiator of any induction 

ac t is alw ays a t risk (accessib le  and  usab le) to  becom e th e  cen te rp iece  

of so m e o n e  e lse 's  hired dram a.

S p ec ta to rs  who arran g e  for their com panions to becom e s ta rs  of 

erotic s c e n e s  which take p lace on the  formal s ta g e s  of th ese  clubs 

usually do  so  in conjunction with celebration  ev e n ts  such  a s  birthdays,
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ann iversaries, w eddings and  divorces. T h ese  types of patron 

participation a c ts  a re  often hired in a d v an ce  through the  reservation 

p ro cess . The C h ippendales 's  cand le  light d inner and  bondage 

d ram as  a s  well a s  the  dollar dips of Big A lice's ca n  all b e  ordered a s  

p rearranged  gifts. There a re  a lso  so m e o ther s c e n e s  which have been  

m ore specifically crea ted  for th e se  kinds of subgroup  parties.

E sc a p e s  featured an  erotic "wedding" cake eating con test for 

th o se  who w ere celebrating their im pending m arriages. All of the 

bachelo rs  and bachelo re ttes  of the  evening w ere herded  together and 

trouped on s ta g e  by the fem ale and m ale strippers. They w ere "made" 

to  e a t large individual c a k e s  in th e  s h a p e s  of giant b reas ts  and 

pen ises . The Satin Angel show  at C h ippendales featured  a  s c e n e  in 

which a  groom -to-be w as "forced" to p ractice  for his wedding day by 

participating in a  mock w edding reh ea rsa l num ber with an  exotic 

dancer for a  bride. At the  end of the  routine, "the groom ” w as shackled 

with chains to a  chair on s tag e . His "bride" stripped out of her wedding 

gown right in front of him.

At C hippendales Los A ngeles, a  "birthday girl" w as  "kidnapped" 

from her aud ience  s e a t and  held h o s tag e  on s ta g e  by gangster- 

strippers. S h e  w as finally "rescued" by policem en-strippers who 

carried her off in handcuffs, while the  M.C. m used  out loud abou t the  

"birthday present" s h e  w as about to receive backstage. At Big Alice's, 

th ree  w om en w ho w ere celebrating different even ts , including o n e  

birthday, w ere cajoled onto the  s ta g e  by their friends and the  M.C.

They w ere  told to rem ove a  m ale stripper's  G-string together (behind a 

large towel) using just their teeth . W hen th e  w om en had accom plished



this task , they w ere directed to have a  tug-of-war with the  dancer 's  G- 

string, again  using only their teeth . The "winner" of this con test w as 

eventually aw arded  the  d an cer 's  G-string to take  hom e (Fig. 6.23).

Many of th e  fem ale and  m ale sp ec ta to r induction sc e n e s  

described  in the  above  section  produce "risk” positions for their 

participants through th e  random  or c h a n ce  e lem en ts  of the  g am es  

which se lec t the  performing patrons. S ince strip even ts  o stend  the 

p rocess of spectatorsh ip , th e se  patron "thrill scen es"  se em  to 

concretize Paul W illem en's formulation: "when the  scopic  drive is 

brought into focus, the  viewer a lso  runs the  risk of becom ing the  object 

of the look."45 T h ese  g a m e s  of coercion a lso  subvert traditional gender 

roles b e c au se  both fem ale and m ale a c ta n ts  participate a s  the  

initiators of sex  a c ts  a s  well a s  sex  ac t inductees.

The sam pling of s trip tease  sp ec ta to r g a m e s  d iscu ssed  in this 

chap ter d o e s  reflect a sp e c ts  of traditional gender role representation . 

Many of th ese  g a m e s  for fem ale au d ien ces  involve "story" s c e n e s  with 

e labo ra te  narratives. M any deal with se x  and the  erotic through humor 

or parody. And m ost of th e se  sc e n e s  esch ew  the  type of explicit sexual 

representation  found in so m e of the  strip ev en ts  for m en (e.g ., formal 

ac ts  of lap-dancing, patron m asturbation, and  formal photo shoo t 

"spread sh o ts”). N evertheless, m ost strip even ts  for w om en encou rage  

a  certain  am ount of "aggressive" sexual behavior and overt expression  

which a re  still a t od d s with the  current social norm s. In th e se  venues, 

fem ale participants a re  often m ore physically active than  their m ale
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counterparts. B ecau se  m en 's bodies in m ainstream  culture a re  not 

fetishized in the w ay w om en 's bodies a re . w om en can  a lso  play a 

g rea ter num ber of sex  g a m e s  which u se  the entire body of the  m ale a s  

a  sex  object, rather than  being limited to  just certain parts. S ince m ost 

of th e se  g am es for w om en involve tipping p rocedures (the exchange  of 

m oney for sex) the  traditional gendered  "marketplace" is both refigured 

and highlighted.

At the  sa m e  time, while the  m ale patrons of a few strip clubs can 

participate in "explicit" sex  g am es, they a re  usually m ore restricted in 

term s of their own physical behavior than  a re  the wom en. R ather than 

stereotypical agg ressive  ex p ressio n s of sexual desire, m ost 

contem porary  strip environm ents for m en interestingly include and 

som etim es even  e m p h asize  an  outwardly "passive" or "surrender" role 

decorum  for their m ale patrons. Strip even t specta to r g a m e s  and 

sc e n e s  for both fem ale and  m ale participants play on mimetic 

exp erien ces  of self-control and  p leasu rab le  sexual overw helm  through 

ac ts  which overtly com bine the  positions of "looking" with th o se  of 

"being seen ."  S ince the  primary e lem en ts  of th e se  sex  g a m e s  a re  

neither constructed  out of n ea t binary s e ts  of identifications nor 

polarized se ts  of sexual sym bols, the  traditional m ean ings usually 

a ttached  to sexual identifications and  sym bols (including fem ale and 

m ale anatom y) a re  often redefined through the  framing of th e  strip 

even ts ' g am es and rituals. This "redefining of the  term s" through the  

p rocess of sp ec tac le  is not anchored  upon sim ple reversals, b e c au se  

again, none of the  a c ts  and  roles for fem ale and m ale participants a re  

informed by a  structuralist design.
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Ultimately, w om en and  m en patronize strip ev en ts  and  play in 

the  s c e n e s  and g a m e s  offered to them  b e c a u se  they find p leasu re  in 

doing so . In th ese  p laces of perform ance, the  p leasure  for both fem ale 

and m ale participants is not b a sed  on theoretical positions of total 

control, but is derived from the  mimetic uncertainty that is carefully 

o rchestra ted  in term s of all a sp e c ts  of the  strip  events, including the  

roles of the  spectato rs.
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Fig.  6.4
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CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION

ACTS OF DESIRE: SEXUAL AGENCY AND SOCIAL

SUTURES

. .  .the instabilities around m ale sexual 
identity, perform ance and 'equipm ent' a re  
given s p a c e  in a d iscourse  which purports 
to em pow er m en. . .This disturbs claim s that 
pornography 's ilences ' w om en, and it can  
b e  argued  that pornographic m achinery 
sp eak s  . .  .of w om en's sexuality."

-B erk e ley  Kaite1

In our culture, fem ale d e s ire s  and  sexualities a re  usually 

theorized and  rep re sen ted  a s  being pristinely "under cultural control." 

At the  sa m e  time, dom inant m ale sexual d e s ire s  a re  depicted  a s  being 

"intrinsic" and not subject to social m ediation. However, th e  strip 

even ts  d iscussed  in this study not only foreground the extent to which 

both fem ale and m ale sexual d es ire s  a re  designed  and m anaged  by 

cultural dictates, but a lso  that neither w om en nor m en respond 

passively  to those  rubrics and conditions. Within the  transg ressive  

'poetics' of the strip show, depictions of fem ale and  m ale sexual
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in terests take the  form of active, dialogic conversations with the  cultural 

imposition of sexual "normalcy"--and this includes the  narrative of 

m ainstream  heterosexuality  a s  a wholly "natural" entity.

C ontem porary fem ale and m ale strip even ts  rep resen t 

heterosexual erotic desires  a s  a  form of theatrical play. This play is 

visibly structured upon an  array  of e lab o ra te  ground rules and often 

unusual a c ce sso rie s  g leaned  from both the  social and mimetic realm s. 

The "formal elem ents" of s trip tease  perform ance d iscu ssed  in the 

preceding chap te rs  depict sexual d es ire  a s  "sleaze," "alien-exotic," 

"hidden and forbidden," "show biz," "opulence," "capricious." "comical," 

"absurd," "whimsical," and even  a s  "deadly," but never a s  

com m onplace or a s  "natural." T h ese  signifiers of "unnatural" desire  

reproduce and magnify the  am bivalent, inconsistent, and  contradictory 

a sp e c ts  of fem ale and m ale sex  ro les and sex  play which exist in 

everyday  experience , but which h av e  b een  ren d ered  un readab le  and 

u n speakab le  through the  p ressu res  of the  hegem ony, and 

unfortunately, som etim es through th e  very polem ical a rgum ents which 

seek  to relieve those  p ressu res.

Erotic am bivalence or uncertainty is not only produced through 

such  individual, "unnatural" signifiers of desire , but through the 

represen ta tion  of desire  a s  "heteroglossic" exaggeration  and ex c ess , 

a s  overflowing surplus. In strip ev en ts  desire  and  thrill experiences  a re  

predicated  on sc h em as of erotic "Possibilities." rather than  on versions 

of F reudian-Lacanian "Lack," which a s su m e  the  interplay of diam etric 

erotic positions of pow er and su rrender. D esire in th e se  pornographic- 

erotic rep resen ta tions  is depicted and  experienced  through ac ts  of
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continuous confrontations and  negotiations betw een  traditional and 

tran sg ressiv e  socio -sexual sym bols and  positionings.2

The roles and g a m e s  played by the  sp ec ta to rs  of th e se  even ts  

perhaps m ost clearly "embody" the conversa tions of desire-excess.

The perfo rm ances of s trip tease  patrons in the  tipping rituals d iscussed  

in the last chap ter do not stand  for the  sim ple commodification and 

exploitation of the  perform ers. In th e se  ev en ts , patrons not only 

p u rch ase  and  consum e views of the  d ancers ; they also  pu rchase  the  

roles, g am es , and rituals through which they, too, can  be viewed and 

consum ed  by o thers. The jeopardy s c e n e s  available for fem ale and 

m ale sp ec ta to rs  of strip even ts  concretize the  proposition of writers 

such  a s  Kaite, F reedm an , Stoller, and Zizek that sexual-erotic  seeing  

and being se e n  roles o p e ra te  in concert with o n e  ano ther in th ese  

c ircum stances, rather than  in polarization.

The perfo rm ances of the  specta to rs  in strip even ts  support the  

argum ent that theoretical constructions of a  position of "seeing-control- 

subjectivity-desirer-econom ic privilege-power" a s  opposed  to one  of 

"being se en -se x u a l surrender-objectification-being desired-econom ic 

subord ination-pow erlessness" simply do not "m atch up" in neat, one- 

to-one, binary co rresp o n d en ces  in sexual-erotic  play. In th e se  sc e n e s  

of desire  and  jeopardy, the  a sp ec t of socio-sexual "role reversal," 

evident in both fem ale and m ale strip even ts , d o e s  not re s ta te  the 

d esigna ted  boundaries of gender through d isc re te  positions of desire  

and control, b e c au se  it functions a s  an  additional e lem ent of mimetic 

and erotic instability which resis ts  the dom inant d iscourse. This overall 

design  in turn highlights th e  traditionally su p p re sse d  or overlooked bi­



gender and  c ro ss-gender identifications that occur through sexual- 

erotic play and rep resen ta tions . S ince positions of see in g  and being 

se e n  in sexual-erotic play a re  not absolutely connected  to the  

respective positions of control and su rrender, it is possib le  to theorize 

that positions of "desiring," "wanting to be desired," and  "being desired" 

a re  likewise interwoven and  in separab le  for fem ale and  m ale 

participants alike in heterosexual c o n te x ts -e v e n  though th e se  parts 

may be played out in form s which reflect the  indoctrination of cultural 

gender norms.

As m any specta to r activities in the  strip even ts  indicate, the  

presum able  power position of "the desirer" a lso  contains a sp e c ts  of the 

sexual su rrender role. P e rh ap s  th e  c lea re s t exam ples of this a re  again  

found in the specta to r tipping gam es. At first glance, a c ts  of patron 

tipping ap p ear to rep re sen t "desire" a s  social and erotic control over 

o thers  through econom ic privilege. A s H arrison implies in her 

descrip tions of Club 281 for fem ale sp ec ta to rs , patrons playing the  

parts of "big spenders" can  actively se lec t multiple se x  partners during 

the course  of the strip even t.3

Male socio-sexual control of fem ales vis a vis econom ic 

privilege is, of course , a  far m ore com m on cultural phenom enon. It is 

interesting to note, then, that fem ales and m ales who spend  

consp icuous am oun ts of m oney a s  part of their strip even t participation 

a re  frequently referred to  by d ancers, club ow ners, and  fellow patrons, 

not simply a s  "big spenders,"  but a lso  a s  "suckers." W atters, in an 

interview -conversation for this study, and Bildstein in his lecture for the 

Learning Annex both w ondered  out loud in am azem en t why their
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to the  d an cers  for w hat se e m s  to be relatively "little" in term s of 

traditional ideas  about sexual satisfaction .4

The confusion or disjuncture, with regard  to strip even t "big 

spenders"  ac ts  and their relationship to  patron p leasu re  and  

"satisfaction," is precisely b e c a u se  the  spend ing  of m oney in th ese  

contex ts d o es  not solely rep resen t desire  a s  econom ic control. Big 

sp en d er perform ances a lso  rep re sen t d es ire  a s  adm iration for the  ac ts  

of th e  d an cer a s  well a s  desire  a s  a  confession  of being sw ept aw ay or 

"taken" by the  stripper, who is sim ultaneously  m aintaining and 

thwarting traditional g en d er norm s.

As the reader can  "see," the  position of th e  desired  sex  object in 

th e se  even ts  is an  unstab le  entity a s  well. W eene, in her article 

"Venus," insists that the  thrill sh e  got from stripping w as the  thrill of 

"power" b e c a u se  a s  a stripper sh e  w as  "being sexy  on purpose, the  

initiator, not the  victim."5 Rosalind Cow ard, in her d iscussion  of sex  

object roles in rom antic fiction, points out that such  parts frequently 

render th e  m ale d esire rs  "help less s la v e s  of passion."6

Berkeley Kaite is m ore radical in her analysis of the  role of "the 

desired" in the  e ssay , "Body Double: T ransg ression  is Law."

According to Kaite, being desired  d o e s  not rep resen t a  position of total 

social subordination b e c a u se  th e  sp ec ta to r-d esire r looks until his 

'"eyes pop out of his head"' and th e  "subject" of his desire  h a s  "got him 

by the  eyeball."7 Notable in K aite's d iscussion  is her refusal to u se  the 

word "object" for depictions of fem ales w ho tak e  up "desiring to be 

desired" positions (even  in the  m ost hegem onic  of pornographic
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depictions). Instead. Kaite alw ays refers to  w om en a s  the  "subjects" of 

the rep resen ta tions in order to  reexam ine the  circulation of power in 

sexual-ero tic  play and display.

And finally, phenom enolog ist ph ilosopher M aurice M erleau- 

Ponty offers a  view about the  "being desired" power schem a which is 

important b e c au se  it re la tes  directly to the  m echanics of s trip tease  

perform ance. In his e s sa y , "The Body in its Sexual Being," M erleau- 

Ponty sta tes:

Usually m an [sic ] do es  not show  his body, and w hen he 
d o es , it is either nervously or with an  intention to fascinate. 
He h a s  the im pression that an  alien gaze  which runs over 
his body is stealing it from him, or else, on the o ther hand 
that the  display of his body will deliver the  o ther person  up 
to  him, d e fen se less , and that in this c a se  the  o ther will be 
reduced  to serv itude.6

O ne of the  g rea tes t difficulties involved in the  task  of describing 

and analyzing sexual rep resen ta tions su ch  a s  strip even ts  is that, in 

our society, erotic control and  su rrender ro les a re  perm eated  with 

negative connotations b e c a u se  of their powerful connections to our 

inequitable, gendered  hierarchy. B e c au se  of this social system , 

sexual-erotic  ro les of control continue to  be  thought of a s  "male" and 

"oppressive," w hether they  a re  played by w om en or m en.9 Similarly, 

sexual-ero tic  su rrender ro les a re  usually considered  "feminine" 

positions. T h ese  a re  even  m ore w orrisom e for both fem ale and m ale 

p layers since sexual-ero tic  su rren d er ro les ap p e a r  to b e  inexorably 

intertwined with positions of social victimization, social pow erlessness , 

and  even  the  willing or inadvertent participation in o n e 's  own social 

subordination. Such form ulations often lead to  the  equation of control
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the actual social and physical rape  of w om en .10

According to M asters and Johnson , the  second  m ost com m on 

heterosexual fan tasy  for both w om en and  m en is being ravished by the 

"opposite" sex . (The first for both fem ales and  m ales is having sex  with 

a new or different partner).11 A cartoon in Mentertainment, a  trade 

paper and  guide to strip clubs and top less  ba rs  for m en in the  

N ortheast, actually depicts the  m ale fan tasy  of being "raped” by a  

w om an (Fig. 7 .1 ).12 So  how a re  w e to ana lyze  and understand  the 

play of th e se  positions in term s of the  perform ance of gender in erotic, 

heterosexual rep resen ta tions and in term s of th e  sexual agency  of 

w om en and  m en?

Dolan ask s , in "Desire C loaked in a  T renchcoat," w hether all 

sexuality is "motivated by objectification?" Dolan se e k s  a  d iscourse  

w here the  sexual-erotic  ro les of desiring and  being desired , control 

and su rren d er can  be experienced  and en joyed  without trading in 

positions of social degradation . Her an sw er to  the  question  sh e  posed  

h as  to  do with participating in th e se  parts in the  context of the  political 

and personal mutual consent of all parties. For Dolan, such  a  context 

is, of course , lesb ian .13

In the  strip even ts  d iscussed  throughout this work, perform er 

and patron control and  su rrender ro les a lso  o p e ra te  under a  prem ise, 

and even  through consp icuous perform ances, of "mutual consent" by 

the  w ay of the theatrical contract. Strip ev en ts  a re  com prised of 

mimetic a c ts  which a re  predicated upon "paper bondage." This m eans 

that the  d ancer and  patron both have ultimate control over their a c ts
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together. If the p roceed ings a re  not accep tab le  to  the  parties at hand, 

specta to rs  or perform ers can  elect to  leave the  playing a rea . Strippers 

can  also  req u es t o ther club em ployees to enforce the  h o u se  ru les and 

rem ove unruly g u e s ts .14 Thus, th e se  even ts, however socially and 

politically imperfect, s itua te  the  mutual consen t of the  participating 

parties a s  an  integral part of their sexual-erotic  g am es  and  p leasures.

Of course , one  can  a rgue  that fem ales would m ost likely not take 

up sex  worker ro les or jobs if they had o ther com parably  lucrative 

opportunities or if w om en w ere  not culturally indoctrinated to  think of 

them selves a s  simply signs of m ale sexual p leasure . But then , how 

m uch of this argum ent is, itself, informed by the  double standard  which 

insists that sexual rep resen ta tio n s  and public expressions of sexual 

in terest a re  categorically bad for w om en?

While fem ale and  m ale sp ecta to rs  of contem porary strip even ts  

overtly hire dan cers  to perform  for them  through tipping rituals, th e se  

g am es  a lso  foreground the  w ays in which pa trons su rrender 

them selves to the  ru les of the  rituals they en g a g e . Tipping g am es 

which involve "up c lo se  and  no touch ,” or clearly circum scribed 

"intimate touching" rubrics, further highlight the  specta to rs ' ag reem en t 

and obed ience  to the  ru les of the  even t through their correct 

perform ances of the  expected  dancer-patron  interactions.

Peggy  Phelan , in severa l d iscussions of m im esis during the  

1992 W om en and T heatre  Program  C onference in Atlanta, pointed out 

that while there  is an  obvious "link" betw een  rep resen ta tion  and 

"reality," this link is not a  o n e  to one m atching-up of the term s. Phelan  

then  rhetorically a sked  th e  aud ien ce  w hat kind of link ex ists betw een
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th e  "real" and the  rep re sen ted  in term s of how w e experience  both and 

how they  each  sh a p e  our ex p e rien c e .15 Contem porary sp ec ta to rs  and 

critics a re  usually willing to con tem pla te  this sim ultaneous m atch and 

m ism atch of reality and rep resen ta tion  in form s which fall under the  

au sp ices  of "art," such  a s  traditional d ram as perform ed in m ainstream  

th ea tre s . However, w hen rep resen ta tio n s  deal with sexual-erotic or 

pornographic m aterials, th ere  ten d s  to be m uch m ore anxiety and 

energy  involved in attem pting to view th e se  depictions a s  exact 

"copies" of the "real." As noted previously, som e cultural critics such  a s  

Dworkin and MacKinnon, insist on interpreting the  con ten ts of erotic 

m aterials solely and literally in term s of our socio-sexual inequities.16 

At the  sa m e  time, m any sp ec ta to rs  of sexual-erotic or pornographic 

rep resen ta tions  a p p e a r  to need  to  be rea ssu re d  that the sub jec ts  on 

display (in this c a se  strippers) a re  "authentically," sexually a roused  in 

som e fashion in order to  accep t th e s e  depictions and  perform ances, a s  

well a s  their own desires, a s  "genuine.”17

P h e lan 's  question  provides an  im portant analogy to  the  primary 

d iscussion  of this concluding chap ter. Powerful links betw een  

heterosexual practice-sexual rep resen ta tion  and a  sexist society  do 

exist in "glaringly visible" w ays in our culture. But, once  again , th e se  

links, how ever powerful and reprehensib le , do not provide a  perfect 

one  to  o n e  m atching-up of the  term s. The perform ance of g en d er and 

sex  roles, even in this limited selection  of strip even ts , clearly questions 

assum ptions of such  neat, binary co rrespondences . T h ese  even ts  

indicate that dom inant sexual d es ire s  and  our g endered  social 

hierarchy do not o p era te  a s  a  single se a m le s s  system . R ather, they
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only se e m  to do so  b e c au se  of the insistent cultural m anagem ent 

tactics which continually attem pt to refram e sexual-erotic, 

"heteroglossic" e x c e s s e s  back into se m b la n ce s  of duality so  that they 

do not d isturb the  com placency of our binary social system  and 

culturally-structured sym bolic orders.

T h e se  s tra teg ies  a re  so  ingrained an d  compelling tha t when 

o n e  a ttem p ts  to speak  or write abou t "disturbing" socio-sexual 

ex p e rien ces  and  rep resen ta tio n s  th e re  is usually  no traditional 

vocabulary available with which to do so. Gail M. Schw ab, in her 

e s sa y  "Irigarayan Dialogism: Play and  Powerplay," refers to Caryl 

E m erso n 's  distinction betw een  Bakhtinian and  L acanian linguistic 

m odels. According to Em erson, L acan 's interpretation of the  gap 

betw een th e  signifier and the  signified is the  pain of desire  and the lack 

of any  "real" primary objects. For Bakhtin, any  linguistic g ap  and 

resulting "pain" is c rea ted  by the  "inarticulateness" of the  "speaker- 

writer."18 Schw ab su g g e s ts  that for w om en, and  in particular for 

fem inists, this "inarticulateness" is c rea ted  by the  "lack of w ords, of our 

own w ords to  e x p ress  our particular experience(s)."19 Two d iscussions 

by sex  trad e  w orkers illustrate this point. Both of th e s e  d iscussions 

se e k  the  re a so n s  and  the  language  to explain their exp erien ces  of the  

culturally "extraordinary" behavior of strip even t perform ers and 

patrons. ‘

S ep h  W eene, in her e s sa y  "V enus,” w onders how s h e  w as ab le  

to think of herself a s  a  feminist and  at th e  s a m e  tim e still enjoy her work 

a s  a  stripper. S h e  no tes  that while her ex p ressio n s of sexuality on the  

s ta g e  w ere  blatant, her exp ressio n s of sexual in terest off s tag e
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continued to be "covert or verbal."20 W eene  a lso  com m ents that (as  

with m ost wom en) sh e  w as "taught to fear the  sexual arousal of men." 

However, during strip ev en ts  w hen "the air is charged  with sexuality," 

sh e  surprisingly found herself in "total control" of the situation.21 In 

order to  explain and nam e the cultural contradictions of sex  and 

gender that w ere  foregrounded in her work a s  a  stripper, W eene  cam e 

up with the  following solution:

I thought I w as crazy b e c a u se  both the conventional, 
m ale-dom inated outlook and  fem inist doctrine defined 
w hat I did a s  bad. I w as having forbidden fun. I knew that 
the  joyousness, the pride in my body and its abilities, w as 
good. In order to  reclaim  the  fem inine pow er for my own,
I gave it a  nam e: fem in issim a.. .The word w as a lso  a  way 
to own my a g g re s s s io n .. .I saw  it w as a  positive way to 
describe  an  ag g ress iv e  fem ale  s tan ce , one  that implied 
pow er in fem a len ess  ra ther than  in imitation m alen ess .22

In a  s e n se , W eene  is creating a  "heteroglossic" term  to describe 

exp erien ces  which can  not be  categorized  according to dualistic 

principles.

In an  interview in the June/July  1992 issue  of Mentertainment, 

two form er fem ale exotic d ancers , who a re  now writers for m ale sexual 

en terta inm ent publications, d iscuss the  non-traditional behavior of 

m ale patrons in strip even ts. S u san  begins this portion of their 

recorded conversation  by suggesting  that m en who go  to top less bars  

and strip en terta inm ents a re  "alm ost subm issive." Sophie a g re e s  with 

her but a d d s  that sh e  thinks the "subm issive" behavior on the  part of 

m ale patrons is really their adm ission that they  a re  "resigned" about 

their inability to estab lish  "meaningful" relationships with w om en
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stating, " 'resigned.' I don't know if that is the  right word." Interestingly 

and in a  similar vein, Harrison, in her study of C anad ian  s trip tease  in 

the  mid and  late eighties, su g g e s ts  that one  reaso n  m ales attend  strip 

even ts  is to experience  "an abdication of the  pursuit of sex."24

Theories abou t m ale patron "resignation" or "abdication of the  

pursuit of sex" a re  not the  results of da ta  which su g g e s ts  that the 

majority of the  m en w ho attend  strip clubs have actually given up on 

"real" or "meaningful" relationships with w om en. Many of th e se  

patrons are , in fact, m arried or in long term  relationships. R ather, such  

theories a re  them se lves  the  products of th e  social confusion about 

m en playing sexual su rrender ro les in public a re n a s . Part of this 

confusion s tem s from the  cultural stigm atization of th e s e  positions a s  

"passive."

According to Nancy H artsock and S u sa n  Griffin, a t the  "heart" of 

the hegem onic, pornographic culture, is the  m ale fear of fem ale 

rejection.25 Police officer David D ressier, in his doctoral d issertation, 

"B urlesque a s  a  Cultural Phenom enon," indirectly a d d re sse d  the  issue  

of m ale fear of fem ale rejection. He proposed  that m ost of the  ac ts  in 

the  B urlesque show  w ere  b ased  on the  "magical” p rem ise of pressing 

a  button and getting th e  girl:

As a  girl leaves, sh e  will throw up her d re ss  behind, revealing 
her buttocks, or suddenly  go into a  sex  dance. Flow ers and 
love potions p roduce  m agical effects. Swallowing a  pill will 
m ake one  love the  next person  o n e  m eets. W aving a  "whoozis" 
before a  girl's face  will c a u se  her to  s top  in her peram bulations 
and m oan, "Oh, daddy, give it to me."26
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c re a te  s c e n e s  which "otherw ise would require (a) slow  and 

pyschological build-up. . .  How m uch e a sie r  to  p re ss  a  button and have 

the  girl all ready to be sed u ced ."27 Later he ad d s , "Here is a  gay world 

w here every girl w ants to go to  b ed .”28

While such  scenario s reflect the  m ale myth and fantasy  of 

having multiple fem ale partners w ho a re  sexually  available a t all tim es, 

they a lso  have som ething to say  abou t our cu lture 's m anipulation of 

m ale sexual desires. Male d es ire s  of "desiring” and "desiring to be 

desired" have  been  subverted  into th e  s c e n e s  of the double standard  

and D ressler's  m agic button by a  culture which fea rs  and attem pts to  

rep re ss  non-binary d es ire s  and  sexual exp ressio n s on the  parts of 

both w om en and m en. M ales not only "desire," but they obviously 

desire  to be  desired  a s  well.

It is not s o  surprising then , that in alm ost every interview- 

conversation conducted for this study, dancers , patrons, m anagers, 

and club ow ners all s ta ted  that one  reaso n  m ales patronize strip 

even ts  is to  experience  the  fan tasy  of "being w anted," "being desired," 

"being liked," and "being noticed" by w om en, rather than  being in total 

control over w om en. "Nick," a  regular strip club patron from New York 

City s ta ted  that it "is a  big thrill to have  w om en com e on to  you b e c au se  

it doesn 't exist like that in reality.” "Carol," a  d an cer a t Rick's in 

H ouston, a sked , "where e ls e  could a  sixty plus guy get approached  

first in a  nice environm ent by a beautiful young w om an?" Bildstein. in 

a  lecture about the  top less  bar b u s in ess  in New York City, su g g ested
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that m en like "up c lose  and personal" en terta inm en ts b e c au se  in th e se  

activities the  m ale patrons can  be better s e e n  by the dancers. 

According to Bildstein, this helps the  custo m ers  fan tasize  that the 

d a n cers  "really notice them" and even  that the  fem ale perform ers "like" 

or "get turned on" by the  m ale patrons.29

N eo-Bakhtinian theorists  such  a s  Mulvey and Jay e  Berm an 

su g g e s t that traditional visioning and s ta tu s  quo of social positions a re  

continuously riven by carnival-like ev e n ts  b e c a u se  so m e of the  

"extraordinary" e lem en ts of th e se  g am es, rituals, and perform ances a re  

eventually  ab so rbed  into the "ordinary" world--thus, creating ever new 

versions of the  social norm. Mulvey, in her book Visual and Other 

Pleasures, insists that "disruptive desire" ex p ressed  through "the 

g e s tu re s , em blem s, and  m etaphors of carn ivalesque ritual can  provide 

an  alm ost invisible breeding ground for a  language  of protest and 

res is ta n c e .”30 Ja y e  Berm an, in her e s sa y  "A Q uote of Many Colors," 

su g g e s ts  that carnival activities m ay be  a  m ea n s  to critique dom inant 

culture, to indicate the  g ap s  and su tu res , and  even to  offer 

"correctives.”31

The strip ev en ts  described  he re  do not expressly  advocate  

social change. N evertheless, th e se  perfo rm ances still s ta g e  various 

tran sg ress io n s  of our traditional sexual and cultural laws. They also  

su g g e s t that sexual-erotic  p leasu res  in he terosexual contex ts a re  not 

uniformly predicated upon the  "total control" of the  "socially powerful." 

but ra ther upon a  giddy circulation of culturally-constructed erotic 

positions which undersco re  th e  theatrical construction and  potential 

mutability of th o se  parts. Such a  perform ance d o es  not function a s  a
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preventative against the  social su tu res  which can  coopt erotic p leasu re  

a s  part and  parcel of social oppression . But, again , it d o e s  strongly 

su g g est tha t dom inant sexual p lea su res  and  our social hierarchy do  

not o p era te  a s  a  se a m le ss  system . Strip ev en ts , and like 

rep resen ta tions, do not categorically p o se  w om en w ho enjoy sexual 

and erotic p leasu res  in he terosexual v e n u e s  a s  d isc re te  and passive  

victims of social oppression . Nor do th e s e  perfo rm ances su g g est that 

w om en a re  com plicitous in their social victimization vis a vis their own 

p leasu re  and  in terest in sex  and the  erotic, no m atter how m ediated 

th o se  p leasu res  and in te rests  m ay be.

On the  o ther hand, s trip tease  ev en ts  a re  not apolitical depictions 

of "playful sexuality" and "playful pluralism," but ev en ts  which s tag e  

erotic p leasu re  a s  a  form of su tu re  s tu m b lin g -th e  stum bling over the  

a sp e c ts  of hegem onic/non-hegem onic sex  ro les that have  no exact 

dom inant social labels or signifiers to describe  them  nor any exact 

m atches with our binary social system . C arn ivalesque events, 

including th e  "pornographic," can  offer the  time and  s p a c e  for the 

staging of personal and social risk-taking behaviors which a re  often 

rep re ssed  or overlooked in the  realm  of the  "everyday." They can be  

important s ites  and  sights from which to "envision the  revisions" of 

certain cultural norm s.32 For such  sights/sites dem onstra te  that the 

p lea su res  of sexual-erotic  roles for fem ales and m ales alike can  not be 

so  easily classified and nam ed  once  they  a re  exam ined  and "m ade 

strange" by both "theatre" and by "theory."
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APPENDIX

STRIP BARS, CLUBS, AND THEATRES REVIEWED

Chicago, Illinois
Playpen 
Prom ises 
S ugar Shack II

Houston, Texas
Caligula XXI 
Colorado Bar and  Grill 
La Bare
The M en's Club of Houston 
Rick's

Los Angeles, California
Aladdin
T he Body Shop
C hippendales a t C arlos 'n C harlie 's
C razy H ouse
Jum bo 's  Clown Room
R ose Tattoo
S even th  Veil
S ta r Strip

Montreal, Canada
Bar Apollon 
Bistro Bunnies 
C ab are t P e n th o u se  
C a b a re t Show girls 
The C am pus 
C aste l Tina 
C hez J e a n  P ierre 
C hez P a re e



Montreal, Canada (continued)
Club Le S candal 
Club S uper S ex e  
C lub 281 
La C ave du S exe  
L'Axe Disco Sex

New York, New York
The Baby Doll Lounge 
Billy's
C h ippenda le 's
D anielle 's
The Doll H ouse (New York Dolls) 
D om inique's H arm ony B urlesque T hea tre  
El M orocco P re se n ts  T hee D ollhouse 
E sc a p e s  (Long Island)
G allagher's
Goldfingers (M anhattan)
Goldfingers (Q ueens)
Honey Buns
The Kit Kat Klub (Flash D ancers)
Merry Go Round 
P a rad ise  Club 
S co res  
Show  Follies 
Show  P a lac e  
Show  World C en ter 
Spectrum
Stringfellows P re se n ts  P ure  Platinum  
Virginia's

Peoria, Illinois
Big Al's 
Big Alice's

San Francisco, California
Big Al's
G arden  of E den (P arad ise)
Hungry "i"s
Lusty Lady T heatre
M arket S tree t C inem a
Mitchell Brothers' O 'Farrell T heatre
New Century
Nob Hill C inem a
The Tearoom  T heater



Washington, D .C.
A rchibald's 
C am elot Nite Club 
G ood G uys
H angar Club (M aryland) 
J o a n n a 's  1819 Club 
J P 's
Royal P a lace
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