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A boy wearing a costume poses for a photo during Halloween carnival at a shopping mall in Kuala Lumpur. — AFP photos (for more Halloween photos see page 22)

Canadian 
doctors to start
prescribing
museum visits

Agroup of Canadian doctors are
to begin prescribing trips to
an art gallery to help patients

suffering a range of ailments become
a picture of health. A partnership
between the Francophone
Association of Doctors in Canada
(MFdC) and the Montreal Museum of
Fine Arts (MMFA) will allow patients
suffering from a number of physical
and mental health issues, along with
their loved ones, to take in the bene-
fits of art on health with free visits.
The pilot project is unprecedented
globally, according to its organizer.

The project will see participating
physicians prescribe up to 50 visits
to the MMFA during treatment, each
pass valid for up to two adults and
two minors. So far 100 doctors have
enrolled to take part over the course
of a year, Nicole Parent, head of the
MFdC, told AFP Thursday. The num-
bers offer proof that doctors have “a
sensitivity and openness to alterna-
tive approaches if you want” Parent
said, citing scientifically proven bene-
fits of art on health. The benefits are
similar to those patients can get from
physical activity, prompting the
secretion of a similar level of feel-
good hormones, and can help with
everything from chronic pain to
depression, stress and anxiety.

The pilot program will  al low
organizers to gather data and ana-
lyze results, allowing for the devel-
opment of protocol for identifying
patients. Parent said she hopes other
museums in Canada will follow the
lead of the MMFA, which since 2016
has cultivated expertise in art thera-
py for people with a variety of
health ailments. “I am convinced that
in the 21st century, culture will be
what physical activity was for health
in the 20th century,” said MMFA
director Nathalie Bondil in a state-
ment.  “Cultural experiences will
benefit health and wellness, just as
engaging in sports contributes to fit-
ness,” she said. — AFP

Long kept within the confines of gay
bars, drag queen culture is spreading
like wildfire in the United States, pro-

pelled by the most famous of them all,
RuPaul and his cult television show. Nearly
50,000 people flocked to New York in
late September for DragCon, a convention
dedicated to all things drag, just four

months after a similar event in Los
Angeles. “I wouldn’t have predicted this
even five years ago,” says Raymond
Alvarez, one of those attending the New
York gathering. “It’s kind of surreal in a
way. It’s such a very specific thing.”

The history of drag queens-people,
usually men, who dress in women’s cloth-
ing and embrace exaggerated female
stereotypes, often in stage performanc-
es-dates back more than a century. The
origins of the culture are uncertain.  Until
recently, drag queens were almost exclu-
sively associated to gay men and under-
ground culture, with a few pop-ups in
the mainstream, l ike the musical “La
Cage aux Folles,” which inspired the film
“The Birdcage.” But “RuPaul ’s  Drag
Race”-the reality competition TV show

launched in 2009 — set the culture on a
new trajectory.

Each episode of its 10th season, broad-
cast last spring, was watched by an aver-
age of 723,000 viewers-a record. It also
enjoyed Emmys glory this year with a
clutch of awards including best reality
competition show and best host for

RuPaul. “When ‘Drag Race’ first came out,
the audience was cisgender gay men or
LGBT folks,” says drag queen Lady
Quesa’Dilla, also known as Alejandro
Rodriguez, the host of the annual Bushwig
festival organized in Brooklyn for the last
seven years. “And now it has become so
mainstream. Its main audience is like mid-
dle school girls. And I think that’s the
beauty of it.”

Anyone who saw Aquaria, the season
10 champion, elicit screams of approval
from teens at DragCon in New York would
have to agree. “I like the makeup, the hair.
These are things we can do,” said one
teenager, who gave her first name as
Sarah. “It’s a little bit to the extreme but I
like the creativity there.” 

‘More exposure’ 
While most drag queens are still men,

and RuPaul’s show is only open to male
contestants, there are now cisgender
women and transgender women taking
part.  “It’s a celebration of individuality, of
the freak in us all,” says Randy Barbato,
the co-creator of “RuPaul’s Drag Race”
and DragCon. Barbato, his business part-
ner Fenton Bailey and RuPaul have created
a veritable drag empire under the umbrella
of World of Wonder Productions that even
extends overseas. “We have to give
RuPaul and ‘Drag Race’ credit for... making
drag mainstream,” says Lae D Boi, a
Brooklyn drag queen who attended the
Bushwig festival. “It’s wonderful because it
allows us to be able to make it a full-time
job-because there’s more exposure.”

At 57 years old, RuPaul-birth name,
RuPaul Andre Charles-is seemingly at the
top of the world.  A mainstay on the drag
scene for three decades, RuPaul is seeing
major success thanks to charisma, vibrant
personality and a sharp sense of humor.
Streaming giant Netflix just offered
“Mama Ru” a fictional series, “AJ and the
Queen,” which will debut in 2019.  She will
play a “down-on-her-luck drag queen”
traveling across America with an 11-year-
old kid, Netflix says.

Versions of “RuPaul’s Drag Race” now
exist in Thailand and Chile, but the trio
behind the phenomenon don’t want to
stop there. They now operate the WOW
Presents Plus online video platform, dedi-
cated to “Drag Race” and LGBT culture. It
is available in numerous countries. “It’s
become a little bit superficial,” Alvarez
says of the culture’s evolution. “I think a
lot of people are doing it just for the
attention. Because now you can make
money where I think initially, a lot of drag
people weren’t doing it for money but
because a lot of them wanted to express
themselves.” 

So, will going mainstream mean that
drag queens tamp down their usual pleas
for gay rights, or relegate it to the past?
Barbato says no way. “Drag is the resist-
ance,” he said.  “It’s just the resistance
with pretty color and positive attitude. In
America right now, it’s more important
than ever.” — AFP

US icon RuPaul brings drag 
queens out of the closet

Drag Queens attend the RuPaul’s DragCon at the Jacob K. Javits Convention Center in New
York . — AFP photos


