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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  305 36 Embodying Fat Liberation Heather McAllister As the founder and artistic director of Big Burlesque and the Fat-Bottom Revue, the world’s first all-fat burlesque troupe, I’ve learned that fat liberation occurs only when we embody it physically as well as accepting it politically and theoretically. Far from fat liberation community, I read Lisa Schoenfielder and Barb Wieser’s Shadow on a Tightrope (1983). I stopped drinking diet soda and became a fat activist. My experience as a queer social justice activist dovetailed with my fat activism. Both of these identities—fat and queer—were crucial in the vision and structure of Big Burlesque. Regardless of the sexual orientation of the individual dancers, Big Burlesque was “queer” in every sense of the word. When I started Big Burlesque, there were a couple of “bigger” burlesque performers on the neo-burlesque circuit, but they did not specifically advocate fat liberation. Fat dance is rare enough; fat exotic/erotic dance is pretty much unheard of outside of “fetish” acts that alienate rather than normalize fat bodies. Just being fat and positively sexual is radical in a culture thoroughly inculcated with sexism and anti-fat prejudice. In making this argument, I acknowledge that intentionally or not, New York–based performers like the Glamazon Girls, World-Famous Bob, and Dirty Martini pushed the envelope in the neo-burlesque scene. The NYC gals struck me as “just like everyone else, except bigger,” which is certainly one good way to approach it; it reminded me, however, of assimilationist lesbians and gay men, who are “just like everyone else, except who we have sex with.” I wanted something different. The first performance of the Fat-Bottom Revue happened in 1999 at an alternative culture festival in the Nevada desert, Burning Man. For the following three years, I held workshops and performances sporadically until June 2002, when I contracted with Big Moves, the country’s only organization dedicated to size diversity in dance, to produce a one-night-only show in San Francisco. The place was packed, and we received a long standing ovation. It was this positive reception and enthusiasm that spurred my decision to move to San Francisco and form a burlesque troupe made up exclusively of fat dancers. Fat dancers are a rare enough breed, and even fewer are interested in burlesque as a form of self-expression. My outreach garnered me enthusiastic, talented, but, for the most part, untrained performers. Like many burlesque dancers, I had no formal 306 Heather McAllister experience as a choreographer and was not a professionally trained dancer myself; I was just a fat girl with a vision. But I took myself and my dancers seriously. It was a troupe requirement that everyone take an outside technique class in addition to rehearsal. I really wanted to bring dance to the burlesque stage. It was not about simply getting dolled up and taking it off; I was intent on giving our audience a quality show. As a member of several marginalized communities, I was unhappy with seeing below-par performance hailed as “great” simply because we are so desperate to see ourselves represented on stage that we accept anything. Big Burlesque differed from “mainstream” burlesque in several significant ways. ALL of our dancers were fat, and my choice of the name Fat-Bottom Revue sent out a siren call. We had dancers of different gender identities, sizes, shapes, and abilities as part of our troupe, all with varying levels of comfort around striptease and nudity. I felt that it was important that dancers felt free to take off (down to pasties and gstring ), or leave on, as much as was comfortable. This policy created an environment where fat dancers could explore erotic power and performance in a way that pushed boundaries but was still safe. Society dictates that certain bodies (thin, walking, etc.) are “normal,” resulting in an exclusionary, limited standard in the performing arts. I insist that diversity of form is an advantage and a great opportunity for creative choreography and direction. People were intrigued that we were a troupe; once they saw us parading full force onstage for a group piece, audiences everywhere went wild. Just the sheer visual 36.1. Courtesy of Kina Williams, http://KinaWilliams.com. [184.72.201.204] Project MUSE (2024-04-10 04:13 GMT) Embodying Fat Liberation 307 impact of anywhere from five to fifteen fatties taking off their clothes, on the same beat, perfectly timed with big hair... 
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