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“That is part of the
beauty of all

literature. You
discover that your

longings are
universal longings,

that you're not
lonely and isolated
from anyone. You

belong.” - F. Scott
Fitzgerald

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/walt-whitman
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The notion of unfreedom, of a constant feeling of both being a
border and over-stepping a border, a conflict within self and

towards self, a feeling of familiarity and strangeness, of
fragmentation, of (un)belonging, introduces the German

theatre scholar, Hans-Thies Lehmann’s writing on the concept
of tragedy. Lehmann (2016) argues that ‘…tragedy has its

object in terror, alienation, fear, ambiguity, the experience of
impotent defeat, vulnerability, uncertainty, and downfall by
chance, which defies understanding’ (p 29). Tragedy, in other

words, does not make one feel at home, or safe in the world. It
causes a sense of (un)belonging, of estrangement, of insecurity.

(Contribution by Kanya Viljoen) 

STANDING ON TRAGIC
BORDERS
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“JOIN THE
DECONSTRUCTION!!”:
BRIDGES AND
CROSSINGS AT A
DRAG SHOW IN
KYOTO

Bridges, crossings. This is what this Forum is all about. In my PhD research, I often have
to deal with boundaries, both real and imagined, and with bridges that my informants try
to either build or destroy. Since you might not know me, I’d better explain what I’m
talking about. I am currently studying gender roles and gender identities in contemporary
Japan, specifically through the drag art of a club in Kyoto, Japan . I conduct fieldwork
there, interviewing the performers and attending their shows, following them as much as I
can so as not to miss even a sprinkle of their magic. Drag is in and of itself a crossing
of borders. In its most ‘popular’ understanding, it involves crossing from one gender to
another, morphing one’s own body to achieve one resembling that of the opposite gender.
Here, the crossing is both physical and ‘immaterial’: it involves bodies crossing from one
state to another, and identities continuously forming and dissolving. As with any other
phenomenon, however, the reality is a bit more complex. The cast I work with presents drag
queens of all genders and sexualities, and not all of them strive to achieve an illusion
of femininity or masculinity. What are they crossing, then? What bridges do they build or
break down?
 The club and my analysis might not give us a definitive, general answer, but at least an
interesting perspective. Located at the border between the subway and the street, the club
holds the longest-running drag show organized by Japanese people every last Friday of the
month. Here, the queens mainly lipsync to non-Japanese songs, setting up shows and
entertaining an audience deeply diverse in terms of gender, sexuality, nationality, and
age. Since its inception, the show itself has crossed several international borders as
well. Even though there were people performing ‘in drag’ before the late 1980s, the
concepts of ‘drag’ and ‘drag queen’ were imported to Japan around 1989, when one of the
founders of the show came back from New York.  There, he had experienced the vibrant gay
and drag scene of the city and had performed in drag himself. Thus, he decided to start
the show in Osaka together with a DJ and another crossdressing performer. Since then, the
show has continued to amaze generations of patrons and casual visitors, opening up a space
where differences both disappear and are celebrated.



 What is interesting in the queens’ dazzling
performances is that they do not strive to achieve
any specific type of femininity. As they put on
their five pairs of lashes, their three wigs, and
their considerable amount of makeup, the queens
transcend gender. They become something completely
different, both goddesses and evil witches, both
humans and animals. As they mentioned during many
of our conversations, a drag queen is not a woman,
neither strives to become one. In her
transformation, she fluctuates between genders, she
is at times male, female, and everything in
between. In the end, she becomes a new entity,
‘simply’ a drag queen, something that cannot be
clearly defined (as a matter of fact, none of the
queens I interviewed was able to give me a stable
definition) and that is constantly transforming.
Attending one of their drag shows means crossing a
bridge into a world where boundaries become
blurred, where new identities become possible, and
new understandings of oneself and the other can be
discovered.
 A similar ‘blurring’ effect can be seen in the
audience. Many of the people I talked to, both
during and after the shows, mentioned that they
felt a strong sense of belonging, a feeling of
community despite barely knowing each other. In the
context of the club, with the help of the queens
and their performances, differences of age, sex,
and nationality eventually dissolve, and new
bridges are erected between people. In this new-
found community, which might disappear after just
one night (not that it matters, one night of
community is worth more than twenty years of
loneliness), people can enjoy the shows together
and imagine new futures and possibilities for
themselves. The lipsyncs of the queens, tapping
into various cultural milieux and different both
queer and non-queer communities, directly speak to
the audience, and create shared pasts and presents
for the people watching, which are now almost as
one.
 To sum up, this show in Kyoto fully shows how
important drag can be in terms of crossing
boundaries, destroying them and making them porous,
and of bridges between people and cultures. I could
write many more pages about this, and I will
eventually have to, even though in a way more
formal manner, with many parentheses, names, and
page numbers. For now, I will conclude with the
wish that, even once in your life, you reader will
be able to experience something like this, either
in Kyoto or at your nearest drag venue. Heidelberg
has a lot to offer, and so does almost every city.
Go support your nearest drag show, cross the border
of the club, and, to quote the motto of the Kyoto
show, “Join the deconstruction!!”



This is an excerpt from an Afrikaans  play  Op Soek na Salem/ Searching for  Salem wherein  I explored my German
genealogy, tracing the colonial lineage of my maternal grandmother’s forefather Johannes Böhm. My research uncovered
my family’s colonial archive that documented Böhm’s, a Renish missionary, journey from Germany to Namibia in the year
1863. The study was framed by postcolonial discourse that warrants verwerking/ alteration/ processing/ adaptation/

working and reworking of colonial archives. The study was a practice-led research that uncovered how I could verwerk/
rework my colonial archive through performance to incite transgression of preservation. The study sought to move
beyond the ossification of colonial heirlooms to reconcile with emerging postcolonial futures. In my performances, I

transformed my colonial archive into tactile textile-linen. The word ‘lineage’ originates from the noun ‘line’ that in turn,
etymologically stems from the word lino referring to linen (Miller 2005: 239). A single thread can therefore signify

themes of genealogy, heritage, identity and ancestry. I used linen in its entirety as text embedded tapestries to
symbolise my colonial narratives - spun together to form what constitutes my tension filled present, a present that is

weaved from villainous histories (colonialism, Afrikaans nationalism, the German Namibian genocide as well as German
nationalism) . In my performance research I demonstrated a ‘grappling with’ my colonial past: I tainted, ripped, tore,
folded and unfolded, draped, hung and suspended the cloth. I also blotched the white linen with blue colour using

cyano-type, resulting in mournful, sickly blue stains that evoked Jacques Derrida’s (1998) notion of poison as remedy
(pharmakon). This study, although concerned with my genealogy was limited to my South African history, specifically my

colonial past. I am curious as to what lies ‘beyond’ - past the colonial formation of my identity.
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This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical
Women of Color is a groundbreaking anthology
edited by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa

(1981)



(ANZALDÚA, GLORIA. BORDERLANDS/LA FRONTERA. NA, 2004.) 


