most famous drag queens in history

most famous drag queens in history have played a pivotal role in shaping not only LGBTQ+
culture but also mainstream entertainment and fashion. These iconic performers have transcended
the boundaries of gender and art, becoming symbols of self-expression, resilience, and creativity.
From the pioneering legends who broke societal norms decades ago to contemporary stars who
continue to captivate global audiences, the legacy of drag queens is rich and multifaceted. This
article explores the most famous drag queens in history, tracing their contributions to culture,
media, and activism. Additionally, it highlights their unique styles, achievements, and the impact
they have had on the evolution of drag performance. Whether celebrated for their charisma,
uniqueness, nerve, and talent or their trailblazing efforts in the fight for equality, these drag queens
have left an indelible mark on history.
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Pioneers of Drag: Early Influences and Trailblazers

The history of drag is deeply rooted in the early 20th century and even before, with performers
challenging traditional gender roles on stage. The pioneers of drag set the foundation for what
would become a vibrant and influential art form. These trailblazers were not only entertainers but
also activists who used their platform to question societal norms and advocate for LGBTQ+ visibility.

Julian Eltinge: The Early 20th Century Star

Julian Eltinge was one of the first widely recognized drag performers in the United States during the
early 1900s. Known for his convincing female impersonations on Broadway and in silent films,
Eltinge was a major box-office attraction. His success challenged perceptions about gender and
performance, paving the way for future drag artists.

Gladys Bentley: The Harlem Renaissance Icon

During the Harlem Renaissance, Gladys Bentley emerged as an influential drag performer and blues
singer. Bentley’s bold performances and masculine attire defied conventions of the 1920s and 1930s,
making her a prominent figure in both the LGBTQ+ community and the broader cultural movement



of the era.

Divine: The Queen of Cult Cinema

Divine, born Harris Glenn Milstead, revolutionized drag in the 1970s and 1980s through
collaborations with filmmaker John Waters. Divine’s outrageous and unapologetic persona brought
drag into underground cinema, blending camp with social commentary. Divine’s performances
remain a cornerstone in drag history and queer culture.

Drag Queens Who Revolutionized Pop Culture

In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, drag queens began to infiltrate mainstream media and pop
culture more prominently. These performers not only entertained but also influenced fashion, music,
and social attitudes toward gender and identity.

RuPaul: The Global Drag Ambassador

RuPaul Charles is arguably the most famous drag queen in history, credited with bringing drag
culture to the forefront of mainstream entertainment. His groundbreaking television show “RuPaul’s
Drag Race” has transformed drag from niche performance art to a global phenomenon. RuPaul’s
influence extends beyond television, impacting music, fashion, and LGBTQ+ advocacy.

Lady Bunny: The Queen of Comedy and Events

Lady Bunny is renowned for her sharp wit, voluminous wigs, and vibrant personality. With a career
spanning over three decades, she has become a staple in drag entertainment, known for hosting
events and her contributions to the New York City drag scene. Lady Bunny’s humor and style have
helped popularize drag as a form of entertainment accessible to diverse audiences.

Peaches Christ: Cult Horror and Drag Fusion

Peaches Christ, a San Francisco-based drag performer, has carved a unique niche by blending drag
with cult horror and camp cinema. Through midnight movie screenings and live performances,
Peaches Christ has cultivated a dedicated fanbase and contributed to the diversification of drag
artistry.

Iconic Drag Queens in Television and Film

Drag queens have long been featured in television and film, often symbolizing rebellion, humor, and
glamour. Their portrayals have evolved from stereotypical roles to nuanced characters, reflecting
broader acceptance and understanding of drag culture.



Divine’s Cinematic Legacy

As mentioned earlier, Divine’s roles in films like “Pink Flamingos” and “Hairspray” exemplified the
power of drag on the big screen. These performances challenged mainstream sensibilities and
introduced audiences to the bold aesthetics of drag.

Rupaul’s Drag Race Stars on Screen

The success of “RuPaul’s Drag Race” has launched numerous drag queens into film and television
careers. Contestants such as Bianca Del Rio, Trixie Mattel, and Alyssa Edwards have appeared in
documentaries, sitcoms, and feature films, expanding the visibility of drag culture.

Barbra Streisand and the Influence of Female Impersonation

While not a drag queen herself, Barbra Streisand’s early impersonations and influence on female
impersonators have had an indirect impact on drag performance. Her theatrical style and vocal
prowess have inspired many drag artists.

Contemporary Legends and Global Influencers

The landscape of drag has expanded globally, with contemporary queens pushing creative
boundaries and gaining international fame. These artists represent the diversity and evolving nature
of drag performance worldwide.

Bianca Del Rio: The Queen of Comedy

Winner of “RuPaul’s Drag Race” Season 6, Bianca Del Rio is celebrated for her razor-sharp humor
and quick wit. Her success in stand-up comedy, film, and theater has made her one of the most
famous drag queens in history, known for blending comedy with drag artistry.

Vinegar Strokes: The UK’s Drag Ambassador

As a prominent figure in the UK’s drag scene, Vinegar Strokes has gained recognition for her unique
style and presence in television and live performances. She represents the growing international
influence of drag culture.

Moneét X Change: A Multifaceted Star

Monét X Change is known for her versatility as a singer, comedian, and drag performer. She has
won accolades on “RuPaul’s Drag Race” and has been a vocal advocate for LGBTQ+ rights,
contributing significantly to the evolving narrative of drag queens in popular media.



Impact of Drag Queens on LGBTQ+ Rights and Society

Beyond entertainment, the most famous drag queens in history have played essential roles in
activism and social change. Their visibility and advocacy have helped advance LGBTQ+ rights and
foster greater societal acceptance.

Stonewall Riots and Drag Pioneers

Many drag queens were central figures in the 1969 Stonewall Riots, a watershed moment in
LGBTQ+ history. Their courage in resisting police raids helped spark the modern gay rights
movement, highlighting the intersection of drag performance and activism.

Drag Queens as Advocates and Role Models

Contemporary drag queens continue to use their platforms to raise awareness about issues such as
HIV/AIDS, gender identity, and discrimination. Their visibility challenges stereotypes and promotes
inclusivity within and beyond the LGBTQ+ community.

Educational and Cultural Contributions

Drag queens have become educators and cultural ambassadors, participating in workshops, lectures,
and public events that promote understanding of gender diversity and queer history. Their
contributions extend beyond performance, enriching societal dialogues about identity and equality.

Notable Traits of the Most Famous Drag Queens in
History

Understanding what makes the most famous drag queens in history so influential requires examining
their distinctive traits and contributions. These qualities have helped shape the art of drag and its
cultural significance.

e Charisma: A captivating stage presence that commands attention.

e Uniqueness: A distinctive style or persona that sets them apart.

¢ Nerve: Boldness in challenging societal norms and expectations.

e Talent: Exceptional skills in performance, whether singing, dancing, comedy, or acting.

e Activism: Commitment to advocating for LGBTQ+ rights and social justice.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered the most famous drag queen in history?

RuPaul is widely regarded as the most famous drag queen in history, known for popularizing drag
culture through his television show 'RuPaul's Drag Race.'

What impact did RuPaul have on drag culture?

RuPaul brought drag culture into mainstream media, increasing visibility and acceptance through
his music, television shows, and advocacy.

Who was the first drag queen to gain mainstream media
attention?

Divine, a drag queen and actor associated with filmmaker John Waters, was one of the first to gain
mainstream media attention in the 1970s and 1980s.

Which drag queen is known as the 'Mother of Drag'?

Varla Jean Merman is often called the '"Mother of Drag' for her influence in the drag community, but
many also credit Lady Bunny for her pioneering work in drag performance.

What role did Lady Bunny play in drag history?

Lady Bunny, known for her big wigs and comedic performances, helped shape drag culture in New
York City and founded the annual Drag Race event, which inspired future drag competitions.

Who was the first drag queen to win a mainstream reality
competition?

BeBe Zahara Benet was the first winner of 'RuPaul's Drag Race,' gaining significant recognition as a
drag performer.

How did Divine influence future generations of drag queens?

Divine's bold, unapologetic style and roles in cult films inspired many drag performers to embrace
uniqueness and push artistic boundaries.

Are there any historical drag queens from before the 20th
century?

While drag as a modern art form emerged in the 20th century, historical figures like William Dorsey
Swann, a former slave and early drag performer in the late 19th century, are recognized as pioneers.



Which drag queens have had significant influence outside of
entertainment?

Drag queens like RuPaul and Bianca Del Rio have used their platforms for activism, raising
awareness on LGBTQ+ rights and issues related to gender and identity.

Additional Resources

1. Drag Royalty: The Lives of History’s Most Iconic Queens

This book explores the lives and legacies of the most iconic drag queens throughout history. From
the underground clubs of the early 20th century to mainstream media stardom, it chronicles how
these performers challenged societal norms and shaped LGBTQ+ culture. Filled with personal
stories, interviews, and rare photographs, it offers a comprehensive look at drag’s evolution.

2. Divas in Drag: Celebrating the Queens Who Changed the Game

Divas in Drag highlights the groundbreaking contributions of legendary drag queens who
transformed entertainment and activism. The book profiles trailblazers such as RuPaul, Divine, and
Lady Bunny, detailing their unique styles and cultural impact. It also delves into the ways drag has
influenced fashion, music, and social movements.

3. Queens of the Night: The Untold Stories of Drag Icons

This compelling narrative uncovers the hidden histories of drag queens who fought adversity and
discrimination to claim their place in history. With rich storytelling and vivid portraits, the book
presents the struggles and triumphs behind the glitter and glamour. It is a tribute to the resilience
and creativity of drag performers across generations.

4. Glamour & Grit: The History of Drag Queens Who Made History

Glamour & Grit examines the dual nature of drag as both a dazzling art form and a form of
resistance. Featuring profiles of legendary figures like Marsha P. Johnson and Bianca Del Rio, the
book highlights their roles in activism and popular culture. It traces the journey of drag from
secretive subcultures to international phenomena.

5. Drag Legends: Pioneers, Performers, and Powerhouses

This book celebrates the pioneers and powerhouses who have defined drag performance over the
decades. It covers a diverse range of queens, showcasing their styles, performances, and
contributions to LGBTQ+ rights. The narrative also explores the community and camaraderie that
have sustained drag culture.

6. Behind the Makeup: The Lives of History’s Most Famous Drag Queens

Behind the Makeup offers an intimate look at the personal lives behind the stage personas of the
world’s most famous drag queens. Through interviews and biographical essays, readers gain insight
into their challenges, inspirations, and triumphs. The book humanizes these larger-than-life figures
and celebrates their artistry.

7. Drag Queens Through the Decades: A Cultural History

This cultural history traces the evolution of drag queens from the 1920s to the present day. It
examines how drag has reflected and influenced social attitudes toward gender and sexuality. The
book includes key profiles and milestones that highlight the changing face of drag over time.



8. Fierce and Fabulous: The Trailblazing Drag Queens of History

Fierce and Fabulous showcases the trailblazing drag queens who broke barriers and redefined
performance art. It features dynamic portraits and stories of queens who pushed boundaries in
fashion, politics, and entertainment. The book is a celebration of creativity, courage, and the spirit of
rebellion.

9. RuPaul and Beyond: The Rise of Drag Queens in Popular Culture

Focusing on RuPaul’s groundbreaking career and the subsequent rise of drag in mainstream culture,
this book explores how drag queens have become global icons. It discusses the impact of television,
social media, and popular culture on drag’s visibility and acceptance. The narrative also highlights
other influential queens who have followed in RuPaul’s footsteps.
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