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It’s jarringly quiet as I walk up the stairs to 
Cassette 9. I’m meeting Miss Leda Petit (Re-
becca Coleman-Smith), the recently crowned 
Burlesque Queen of New Zealand. I’m not 
sure what to expect, and images of a corseted 
beauty frolicking in a gigantic martini glass 
swirl through my mind. Then it hits me: gi-
gantic martini glasses? Can science feasibly 
genetically engineer big enough olives to fit 
these beasts? I make a mental note to Google 
‘giant olives’ when I get home.

The reality, of course, is a lot different. For 
one thing, she’s dressed impeccably in a 
black tailored suit. There’s also a distinct lack 
of gigantic martini glasses. Hope is not lost, 
though. She explains that one of the things 
that attracted her to neo-burlesque was “the 
ridiculous over-the-top glamour of it – being 
able to wear really extravagant elaborate cos-
tumes and clothing that you don’t normally get 
to wear in everyday life. That, and the allure of 
the tease.”

Neo-burlesque is something Miss Leda Petit 
is clearly passionate about – she’s been per-
forming in Auckland for the past three years, 
and has recently begun developing her solo 
career. She plans to develop a burlesque night 
that is purely her own and to tour it in New 
Zealand and overseas. 

So what is  Neo-burlesque?
A burlesque show is a little like a Broadway 
revue – comprised of a series of sketches and 
bit-comedy.  Originally an artefact of the late 
1800s, the past decade has seen the revival 
of this entertainment genre. Exemplified by 
figures like Dita von Teese, neo-burlesque 
encompasses a wider range of performance 
styles than its traditional counterpart, incorpo-
rating cabaret, striptease, dance, and comedy 
acts. 

Although it manifests in a greater variety of 
performance styles, the spirit of burlesque 
is still honoured. ‘Burlesque’ itself means a 
parody or caricature, and this is reflected in 
the fact that neo-burlesque performances are 
sexy, but not sexual. Say what? 

“It’s silly,” Miss Leda Petit explains. “The Eng-
lish style of burlesque is about being goofy 
and making a message, and the American 
style is about being pretty but at the same 
time you’re not taking yourself seriously. I go 
onstage with the mindset of ‘okay, what you’re 
doing is quite sexual so don’t think “sexy” 
while you’re up there’, because the whole 
thing about burlesque is that it doesn’t have 
that dark side that you can get into with that 
genre of entertainment. It’s always just silly 
and a laugh and kind of kitsch. And the co-
medians are always really bad, too – that real 
‘ba doom doom ch’ style of MCing. It’s really 
about the comedy as well as the strip.”

Like original burlesque, neo-burlesque also 
emphasises the ‘tease’ of the strip –there is 
never any actual nudity – and many perform-
ers’ acts pay homage to past performers.  
Miss Leda Petit, for example, draws on two 
historical figures for different reasons: “When 
it comes to inspiring acts and shows, my 
greatest inspiration is Lili St. Cyr. She was well 
known for her long and elaborate acts which 
involved large scale props, and one of her 
most famous acts involved her taking a bub-
ble bath onstage in a see-through bathtub. The 
over the top opulence is something I aspire 
to recreate. On the other hand, when it comes 
to the business side of burlesque, my biggest 
inspiration is Gypsy Rose Lee. She worked 
tirelessly to create the image of herself as a 
‘sophisticated stripper’ both onstage and off, 
a move which prolonged and heightened her 
career. In the middle of the depression she 
was a woman making $5000 - $7000 a week 
and was dressed by some of the top fashion 
designers of the time.”

Neo-burlesque:
Just the same old thing?
Historically, the 19th century burlesque per-
formers occupied a unique position that chal-
lenged the gender binary. By inhabiting two 
roles – the sexualised entertainer and the 
bourgeois ideal of female beauty – burlesque 
performers highlighted that there were a 
range of alternative, powerful roles that fe-
males could occupy, and that these existed 
somewhere between the chaste bourgeois 
‘woman’ and the lower-class ‘whore’. 

This concept is hardly revolutionary today. 
We are a generation aware that gender, like 
sexuality, exists on a continuum. We are a 
generation aware of the social construction of 
gender. And in reproducing burlesque within 
this context, its traditional meaning becomes 
somewhat redundant. 

So what role does
neo-burlesque play within 
feminism?
There are two key differences between tra-
ditional and neo-burlesque, and these offer 
an insight into the role it plays in relation to 
feminism today. 

The first is the difference in audience. Old 
burlesque performances were primarily at-
tended by heterosexual men. David Dressler, 
in his 1937 thesis Burlesque as a Cultural 
Phenomenon, argued that it offered men an 
alternative venue to satiate their sexual urges 
– and one through which they were safe from 
the perils of the syph. Neo-burlesque, on the 
other hand, is most popular with females. 

The (P)art of the Tease
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“You get a lot of couples and groups of women 
coming,” comments Miss Leda Petit, and she 
attributes this to the fact that it’s sexual, but 
not sleazy. “It appeals to women because it’s a 
chance to be a sexual being and not repress 
that, but at the same time it’s more of a female 
take on it because you’re not getting in some-
one’s face and being raunchy about it” 

The second difference is the greater sense of 
community during neo-burlesque perform-
ances, an element that was lacking in its tra-
ditional incarnation. Rather than subjecting 
the performer to the audience’s gaze, neo-
burlesque emphasises greater interaction be-
tween performer and audience. When asked 
about audience etiquette, Miss Leda Petit 
offers the following advice: “Be really support-
ive of everyone who’s up there because it’s 
really hard, especially [in New Zealand] be-
cause not many people do it professionally.” 
Indeed, burlesque is seen more as a hobby 
than a job, and performers tend to spend 
more money on costumes and props than 
they actually get paid. “It’s also important for 
people to realise that it’s okay to make noise 
during the performance – there are a lot of au-
diences where you’re not sure if they’re enjoy-
ing what they’re seeing or if they’re totally not 
even approving ,so it’s nice to have someone 
expressing their enjoyment  - even if it’s about 
the silliest things.” Laughing, she recalls her 
last performance, where one guy yelled out 
excitedly: “YES! Take off that glove!”

These two differences – the primarily female 
audience and the greater sense of support ev-
ident during performances – suggest that the 
meaning of burlesque has shifted from a more 
negative one of objectification to a positive 
one of empowerment, not only at a societal 
level, but individually too. One amateur per-
former describes how getting involved in neo-
burlesque increased her sense of confidence, 
as well as teaching her to take pleasure in her 
body – ranging from how she navigated physi-
cal space to enjoying the performative ele-
ment to taking pride in her sexuality. 

This sense of individual empowerment is 
also evident in the burlesque workshops and 
amateur nights. “You get women of all ages 
and body types who come to try something 
new and feminine. Often, women who have 
participated will continue to come back to the 
workshops, enjoying the female friendly envi-
ronment and the friendships they form.” 

The clash between
Commerce and Sex
Perhaps we’re being too optimistic. Neo-
burlesque is, after all, still a bunch of ladies 
taking off their clothes in front of a group of 
paying customers. As Marilyn Yalom, author of 
A History of the Breast asks: “Where is the line 
between the empowerment of an individual 
woman paid for showing her breasts and 
the victimisation of numerous other women 
all lumped together as sex objects?” Many 
share this view, arguing that in advocating 
commercial access to sexual services – albeit 
at a more benign level – neo-burlesque pro-
motes the objectification and subordination of 
women. 

The attitude underlying this belief – that sexu-
al performances like neo-burlesque are pleas-
urable for men but not for women – embodies 
a form of sexism in itself, though. While this 
may have traditionally been the case, it clearly 

isn’t the case now. Those who get involved in 
neo-burlesque choose to do so out of their 
enjoyment for the art, and they’re doing it 
for themselves and their (supportive) audi-
ence. The amateur nights, for example, “are 
generally attended by a combination of the 
performers’ friends and family, and burlesque 
enthusiasts from the wider Auckland region,” 
evoking a lighter ‘show-and-tell’ atmosphere 
compared to the stereotypical conception of 
the male gaze. 

Misha Kavka, a Film, Television and Media 
Studies lecturer at the University of Auckland, 
also points out that there is a real difference 
between neo-burlesque and more mainstream 
forms of soft-porn.  Those involved in the latter 
work towards a paycheck; they may be good 
at what they do, but they’re being moulded by 
photographers for a presumed male gaze. “In 
neo-burlesque, it’s not just about the money, 
it’s about taking pleasure in this form of per-
formance and in this form of self-display. In 
soft-porn, on the other hand, the pleasure 
might come from the fact that she’s good at 
what she does and knows it, but I don’t think 
there’s any kind of pleasure from looking like 
that, whereas I think in neo-burlesque, there’s 
a lot of pleasure to be gained for the women. 
The audience reacts as much to her pleasure 
as they do to her sexual aura.”

Kavka also believes the relationship between 
commerce and sex is less clear-cut than 
many seem to think: “My problem with the 
commercialisation of sex argument is that it 
presumes such a clean separation between 
paying for sex on the one hand, and ‘pure sex’ 
on the other – some place where econom-
ics has nothing to do with it. I don’t think that 
works. I have trouble with the implication ‘ooh 

no, commercialisation of sexual behaviour is 
really bad because there’s this whole field of 
sexual behaviour we can enjoy for free’. There 
isn’t. It’s very difficult to separate out any 
kind of public sexual behaviours from certain 
capitalist networks. And the public sexual 
behaviours may be in line with, or completely 
against, the capitalist networks, but they still 
have some sort of relationship to them.”

Round 2: The Fight between 
Feminism and Femininity 
There’s also the ongoing debate regarding the 
compatibility of neo-burlesque with feminism. 
Some say it is compatible. Some say it’s not. 
Debra Ferreday – a Media, Film & Cultural 
Studies professor at Lancaster University - be-
lieves the latter perspective stems from the 
belief that “any cultural practice that makes 
visible an attachment to feminine identity is 
already irreconcilable with feminism.” 

Kavka explains that this is because femininity 
is seen as a “set of learned behaviours arising 
from social structures that are based in gen-
der binaries and sex binaries, and that these 
binaries are hierarchical. So in a patriarchal 
structure everything that aligns with maleness 
and masculinity is given priority or a posi-
tive spin and the opposite is also true – that 
everything that aligns with femaleness and 
femininity is seen as inferior or given a nega-
tive spin. Therefore within those structures, it 
would mean that it’s not possible to embrace 
femininity without automatically buying into 
those devalued positions.” 
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From birth, the majority of us are placed into 
either one of two roles within society: Male or 
Female. These, we are taught, exist as natural 
and dual roles - both are distinct and define us 
as people. But are both bullshit? And why are 
their only two of them? 

What do we mean ‘women’?

While sex is agreed to be the biological – 
though by no means static or binary – state of 
a person’s body, gender is a cultural construct, 
and a construct whose definition differs 
greatly between cultures.

Earlier in this magazine you may have read 
this quote:

“Femininity is seen as a set of learned 
behaviours arising from social structures that 
are based in gender binaries and sex binaries, 
and that these binaries are hierarchical.”

These “learned behaviours” are the basis for 
which we (I mean we in the loosest possible 
sense of the word) create difference between 
man and woman, and why we see only man 
or woman. Your definition of female is the 
synthesis of your surroundings, your culture. 
This has the effect of making this definition 
seem natural, but, like all knowledge, its 
basis is in the history of your aforementioned 
surroundings. 

Women, if you believe the image of femininity 
projected within the media, are expected to 
be both staunch Amazonian queens, as well as 
ditzy, naive sex objects. All of these traits do 
exist within women, but they also exist just as 
frequently within men, transgendered, and all 
people.

Being Female is therefore not a biological 
destiny, but is instead a performance of 

learned, or conscious, behaviours.  

Performance

Human beings perform gender with 
biologically sexed bodies; gender is mapped 
onto the body, as we learn to act in these 
gendered ways, we imitate, play with and 
conform to them. 

Judith Butler wrote that gender is an illusion 
performed through “bodily gestures, 
movements, and enactments of various kinds.” 
While a person’s gender is not directed by the 
sex of their body, society ties its expectation 
of gendered behaviour to body-shape: other 
people reward us for moving our body how 
they feel it should be moved.

A person born with a penis but who identifies 
wholeheartedly with certain feminine 
behaviours endures sneers and disapproval 
not because they are transgressing their 
natural self, but because society has tied their 
body to its category.

Gender binary

Female is considered to be to male, as left is 
to right, but if left is only left because we have 
been taught that this is the case, and right too 
is a construct, then what the fuck is straight?

Even to affirm femininity and oppose 
masculinity (as is de rigueur within second-
wave feminism) merely reinforces the place 
of gender as ‘natural’ and only existing within 
this dichotomy. This eradicates the entitlement 
to self definition of anyone who doesn’t fit 
within these narrow confines. 

While the categories within gender that we’re 
bound to have room for transgression, as can 
be seen to a limited extent with androgynous 

fashion, the freedom allocated is limited. Rocky 
Horror Picture Show may have helped expose 
many to a side of sexuality that they had been 
previously unaware of, but in making cross-
dressing and transgressing a fun thing to do, 
they belittle those who do it as a serious part 
of their identity.

Another concern about the duality of gender 
is that it doesn’t acknowledge or respect those 
who consider themselves non-gendered. 
These are people who may not consider 
themselves as possessing a distinct gender, or 
who feel as if they’re somewhere in-between 
the stereotypes of masculine and feminine. 

Beyond good and evil

Ultimately, it is possible to reject the gender 
distinction without making social identity 
wholly invalid, if we’re accepting of people’s 
right to freely associate with gender, and if we 
accept gender as a flexible construct of our 
own making. 

None of this detracts from any personal 
identification that you may have with your 
gender: just because being feminine is not a 
universal for all born with two X chromosomes 
does not mean that anyone behaving in a 
feminine fashion is doing anything wrong. Nor 
does it take away from the societal inequalities 
between male and female, but it highlights 
that it is too simplistic to see those as the only 
two options, and it is lazy to use broad terms 
such as patriarchy to describe the shackles 
that bind all of us. 

So maybe we shouldn’t take gender for 
granted, and instead accept other forms of 
gender outside the two state system as equally 
normal, whatever that means. 

Indeed, in celebrating femininity, neo-bur-
lesque could be seen as merely perpetuating 
the gender dichotomy that feminism is try-
ing to break. Many resist this notion, though 
including Miss Leda Petit. “[Women] find it 
empowering... it’s saying that it’s okay to be ri-
diculously done up and have perfect nails and 
that doesn’t mean that you’re less intelligent 
or less strong than anyone else.” 

One way neo-burlesque is argued to contrib-
ute to the feminist movement is by offering an 
alternative genre of femininity, and one which 
acts as a dramatic counterpoint to the version 
expounded through mainstream media. “It’s 
an art form that’s accepting of all body types,” 
Miss Leda explains. Neo-burlesque is thus 
seen as a way to liberate females from more 
normative versions of femininity: There’s no 
necessity to conceal imperfections; instead, 
one’s body is celebrated as it is.

There’s also an acknowledgement of the per-
formativity of gender. The workshops held 
in Auckland teach skills like ‘moving your 
hips’, ‘expressions’, and ‘command of smile’, 
implying that those who learn these skills are 
consciously rejecting previously learnt femi-

nine behaviours in favour of a re-worked (con-
structed) conception. The element of creativi-
ty in neo-burlesque adds to the performativity, 
as one designs their own props and costumes 
and choreographs their own performances. 
Thus, whereas mainstream femininity seems 
more aligned with marketed consumption, 
neo-burlesque offers a degree of control over 
how one creates oneself, and to this extent, it 
represents a valuable, alternative avenue of 
identity production. 

However, Ferreday notes, stemming from this 
is a “tension between ‘burlesquing the girl’ 
and ‘showing the girl’... a tension between the 
desire to mock feminine ideals and an attach-
ment to femininity as an identity position.” 
Neo-burlesque performers are females paro-
dying femininity, but they are also females 
who enjoy their femininity, and the complexity 
of this position raises the question of whether 
neo-burlesque as a medium can reconcile 
femininity with feminism. 

Arguably, it can. Neo-burlesque doesn’t 
parody femininity negatively through self-
hating mockery. It parodies it positively. It’s a 
style of parody that reflects the performer’s 

pleasure in performing excessive femininity. 
It celebrates femininity. And herein lies the 
soul of neo-burlesque: it’s the belief that you 
don’t have to sacrifice femininity in the fight 
for gender equality; it’s the belief that you 
shouldn’t. 

The Auckland neo-burlesque scene is 
still in its infancy, but there are plenty 
of opportunities to get involved. 

Dr Sketchy is a monthly life drawing •	
class featuring local and interna-
tional burlesque and cabaret talent 
(visit www.drsketchy.co.nz for more 
information). 

If drawing isn’t quite your thing, head •	
along to the next Hootchy Kootchy 
Girls’ show, which is part of the Tempo 
Dance Festival in October (details at 
www.nzburlesque.co.nz). 

Finally, if you want to take part in a •	
burlesque workshop, regular courses 
are run by Erin Basta (email erin@
nzburlesque.co.nz) 

The (pink & blue) shackles that bind
By Haimona Peretini Gray


