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Abstract 

This article examines a case study for training the burlesque performer-as-actor 
using neutral mask techniques. To do so, it is also necessary to set the scene by 
examining the existing and emerging modalities of burlesque training over the 
last 15 years, both internationally and within Australia. Utilising the methodology 
of the bricoleur, I will use the materials “at hand” by mobilising a case study from 
my own performance and teaching practice in burlesque. This article, therefore, 
seeks to document this process through the action-research lens of a performer 
working in the field. The contemporary resurgence of the burlesque form began 
in earnest in the early 2000s. The manner of training at that time was often from 
an oral and corporeal history as a lived experience. This was disseminated by 
performers, described by the burgeoning burlesque scene as ‘Living Legends’, 
performers who experienced the life of a mid to late 20th century performer. In 
more recent years, I have utilised the neutral mask in burlesque training, placing 
some elements of burlesque training on the periphery of the wider field of actor-
training. This in turn has wider implications for actor-training methods to be 
deployed outside of the usual conservatory environment. Through the 
performance persona of “Lola The Vamp”, I have had a front-row seat, and also 
participatory involvement as both student and mentor in the changing methods 
of burlesque training. The challenges of constructing a particular burlesque 
persona, while also becoming equipped with the historical movements of 
burlesque, make neutral mask actor training a useful apparatus to enhance 
performance. Both mask work and burlesque are based within the body. By 
starting with this common ground, burlesque performers can effectively expand 
expression into the face by training with the neutral mask. 
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Becoming burlesque 

This article has been born of my experiences in seeking my own differentiation as a 
headliner/teacher. I established my own burlesque school, La Lola Salon in the early 
2000’s which ran principally in Brisbane and extended to Sydney and Melbourne. This 
was innovative and ground-breaking in the genre in Australia. 

In 2019, current burlesque training is in a relatively mature stage. This is relative, of 
course, to the very recent history of the burlesque revival, or resurgence. I prefer the 
term resurgence, because it allows for the complex new expressions of the form we see 
today, where revival implies that we are in a repetition of something that happened 
before, without the capacity for new directions, nor the capacity to critically examine 
the aesthetics of the past, and reconfigure, resignify, as it were, and bring these trails 
into the new, and expanding future.  

Around 2013, I realised that my existing training choreographies, set to the jazz 
standards, that had been the foundation of my own burlesque school, were not offering 
anything more than performers were already getting from their now-standard schools.  

At this moment in time, burlesque training enacts a more institutionalised system than 
we have seen in the last 20 or so years. Indeed, it is a more formalised system of 
training than has possibly been seen in burlesque history to date, as we will examine 
through a discussion of the various iterations of performer training.  

Prologue: The Golden Age 

The most recent repetition of burlesque takes a large dose of inspiration from the 
iteration directly before it. While burlesque has a very much longer history, we will 
focus on some of the history of what is termed the ‘Golden Age’ spanning 
approximately the 1920s to the late 1960s, simply because it was the most accessible to 
the revival era. Golden Age burlesque peaked around the mid-20th Century, filling 
dedicated theatres with headliners with elaborate acts involving costumes and props, 
live bands and chorus girls. Headliners would typically travel from theatre to theatre. 
The circuit system followed a similar format to Vaudeville, and sometimes even shared 
acts, although as noted in Gypsy Rose Lee’s autobiography it was often considered a fall 
from grace – even “professional suicide” (Lee 17) – for a respected act to play a 
burlesque house, a shift in respectability politics that Lee was able to navigate in her 
favour, and to great commercial and creative success. As Rachel Shteir describes, 
“Carnival pitchman Fred Bloodgood recalls that, in the 1950s, ‘The minute a guy started 
flashing with a girl show, he was no longer a showman’” (5). 

In the book, Burlesque: Legendary Stars of the Stage (Briggman 26), performer 
Shawna St. Clair describes the on-the-job training experienced by performers of her era 
in burlesque. St Clair retired in 1972 and had been a feature act on the circuit. She talks 
about the content knowledge acquired from observation, backstage informal tutoring 
and the simple act of getting up on stage and doing burlesque. The burlesque performer 
of this era was a privileged example of such expectations and conventions. 
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First, a real burlesque queen must have the experience of working the 
burlesque circuits. That, of course, goes without saying. And she would 
have created her act and style, using rhythm and blues, jazz, Dixieland 
and the big-band sound, and also swing and ballads from the torch-singer 
days. The woman would also have learnt the art of removing her costume, 
inch by inch, slowly and sensuously, with smoothness and grace. She 
never lost the beat of the music, nor forgot for a moment that she must 
appear seductive and completely feminine from every angle, to every 
viewer’s eye. She had to make every little movement count. Some dancers 
had an aloof style and never seemed to notice the audience. Other dancers 
were the personality type and had an intimate rapport with the audience. 
(Briggeman 26) 

Her words are a testament to the conventions of the form situated within a particular 
time and also speak more widely to the expectations on women of that era to conform 
to conventional ideals of femininity. Such a performer provided a potent distillation of 
conventional ideals and mirrored these back to the audience. Shawna St. Clair refers to 
female performers in her use of language, because at that time, burlesque was 
predominantly written on a bio-female body. Trans performers did exist also, cutting 
the vanguard of gender-performativity and possibility speaking to the performance of 
femininity that was prized among performers. This positions burlesque as both a site of 
hegemonic ideals, and an uncommon site of celebration of femme-coded signification 
within a patriarchal society. 

At a moment when male and female ideals seemed to become more distant 
from each other, striptease appeared to mark a distinct gender identity for 
women. At a time when women were entering the workforce and making 
strides in public social life, it is no accident that striptease emerged as a 
form of entertainment mostly directed at men. (Shteir, 4) 

Multiple conditions that contributed to the dampening of this burlesque era Shteir, 
2004 states, “there was no single event that did in striptease.” (324) Some sweeping 
social changes in the late 60’s ruptured the continuity of the burlesque form. People 
could go to a mainstream Broadway production like Hair and see full nudity in the first 
scene. (Shteir 324) A teasing performer carefully removing layer after layer, cloaked in 
a boa and likely never going to a full explicit bodily reveal no longer had the cultural 
resonance (Shteir 323-326). 

Burlesque, difference and repetition through era 
and changing values 

In the hazy early days of burlesque revival, around the late 90s to 2005, before 
YouTube and before Facebook, a generation of young women rediscovered musty old 
photographs and reels of the superstar performers of Burlesque’s Golden Age. These 
two iterations of bodily display do indeed serve different cultural purposes, and one 
cannot easily equate the two, but the point worth making is that the particularity of the 
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burlesque iteration of bodily display had lost its impact. Burlesque changed form and 
was kept alive in fringes, in stripping and in performance art. Generation X and the 
first flush of Millennials – as yet nameless and barely minted as Gen Y – having come 
of age in the 1990s and 2000s, were rewriting burlesque into their own bodies. This 
process can be understood through the Deleuzian conceptualisation of repetition that 
produces not sameness but difference.  

For Deleuze, difference – difference in itself – is not to be defined in terms 
of the same. We characteristically define difference negatively, as the not-
sameness of two or more entities. There are, of course, many ways not-
sameness can occur. Not-sameness can be not identical; the two items are 
twins, but they occupy different positions on the space-time continuum. 
Not same-ness can be not the same ontological status; a model and its 
copy are not the same in this way. Not-sameness can be not the same 
qualities, species, values, people, place. (May 144) 

Here is a key point to understand the repetition of the burlesque form in the 
contemporary era. It is not a direct replica, although it contains strong historicity and 
links to the previous stylistics, choreographies and imagery of the previous era’s form. 
Resurgent performers approached this with a difference in values. These were young 
performers such as fetish icon and former Betty Page emulator Dita Von Teese, and 
female-female impersonator The World Famous Bob, who had grown up with feminism 
as a given. They saw a different project in burlesque – one that both repeated the 
femininities of the past without the sense of catering to a male gaze. The audience for 
burlesque was different, because its values had shifted. The signifiers repeated, but the 
signification was altered.  

Bricolage as burlesque training 

How we trained as burlesque actors in the beginning of this resurgent era is interesting 
to discuss. If you were in America, or able to travel regularly, you had access to our 
Living Legends – the performers of the era before the rupture, the Golden Age, who 
were befriended and consulted for their now-enviable expertise. At events such as the 
Burlesque Hall of Fame – then called the Miss Exotic World Pageant, held in the 
middle of the Mohave Desert, beside a pool on a converted goat ranch – Legends 
performed to the adulation and applause of the generation that had grown up without 
them. Those who attended the Legend’s Panels at Tease-o-Rama heard direct oral 
histories from Golden Age performers (Harris 2003). This generation of burlesque 
performers were the ones who based their burlesque from old photographs, from 
ephemera and the Irving Klaw “Teaserama” (1955) reels starring Tempest Storm and 
pin-up model Bettie Page as card girl and assistant.  

The concept of ‘bricolage’ in academic studies has its roots in social research. Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, a French anthropologist and ethnologist, defines the term in an 
anthropological sense as a spontaneous creative act that uses whatever is available to 
reach a desired outcome. “The bricoleur’s ... universe of instruments is closed and the 
rules of his game are always to make do with ‘whatever is at hand” (Levi-Strauss 11). 
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And make do is precisely what the revival performers did in their excavation of the 
information that had managed to survive, and was available at hand.  I find Yee and 
Bremner’s discussion of bricolage useful to describe the kind of training these 
performers undertook, 

This relationship between inquiry and method affords...a useful 
indeterminacy, where not-knowing becomes a constructive loop that the 
bricoleur appears to be exploiting.  (2011) 

The not-knowing we experienced as fledgling performers seeking out the work of old 
afforded us such a useful indeterminacy. This was a productive space for the early 
revival years, and was, most certainly, thoroughly exploited.  

The concept of the bricolage can also be expanded to refer to both a way of collecting 
components of the work being made, and also as a way of describing a flexible approach 
to the methods used for performance-making. If we understand early resurgent-era 
performers as the designers of new performance works, we are able to understand the 
method of cobbling together performances from the remnant ephemera of the Golden 
Age.  

Before the advent of YouTube, and invested in a form that was not considered 
important to keep, collect records of or preserve, the task of revival was that of a 
bricoleur. The project was about reinventing the past while still adding your own 
personality. We wanted what the old stars wanted – not to be tribute acts forever, but 
to have our own place in the pantheon. But in order to do that, we needed to ensure we 
were engaging as performers. Many of the early revival, such as Dirty Martini, Julie 
Atlas Muz and Tigger!, had extensive theatre training before entering burlesque, and so 
were already able to deploy these skills in their performances. As we will examine, this 
process became inverted as the teaching of burlesque became more institutionalised.  

My own private bricolage 

When I entered the world of burlesque, I was such a bricoleur. Many of the reels we had 
access to – and this is still true today – were shot without sound, and different music 
was overlaid onto their choreography after the fact. This is, in a sense, a disjointed way 
to learn a physical and musical form, but it had one large benefit – in the gaps of the 
ephemera, we had to imagine how to fill in the blanks. We had to find our own 
movement, our own musicality. This was, occasionally, filled by workshops provided by 
the living legends, our still-accessible Golden Age performers, and provided a 
foundation for my own initial training – New Orleans performers Wild Cherry and 
Evangeline the Oyster Girl taught me the foundational moves, and not least, a solid 
instruction in the attitude. A defining moment in my performing career was when 
Evangeline asked me within her stage direction “You know when you’ve just had an 
orgasm?” (Tease-o-Rama: Legends Workshop 2002). I knew I wanted to be like this 
woman, in her unabashed expression of deviant female-identifying sexuality.  
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Wild Cherry (Tease-o-Rama: Legends Workshop 2002) taught us the burlesque walk (a 
quick catwalk gait, where the hips swing, largely influenced by the hobbling effect of 
mermaid skirts that functioned as the over costume in as standard golden age act) This 
work felt important, it felt vital and it felt underappreciated. We set out to change that.  

We put together our interpretations of the stories, photographs and other ephemera we 
had, informed by our own training and contemporary experiences as Gen X and 
Millennial – predominantly biological woman. We were not exclusively so – there were 
male performers and we had stories of transsexual performers of the past. Nor were we 
intentionally exclusionary, although we may have not been as overtly inclusive as 
segments of burlesque are seen to be today. Burlesque is a predominantly movement 
and even dance-based form, utilising costume, choreography and performance skills. It 
also predominantly utilises the format of a striptease, although not always. According 
to the individual performer’s skill set, it can also involve elements of music, acting, 
circus, song, or freak show. Much in the same way that a dancer utilises acting skills to 
bring alive a choreography and make it resonant with an audience, burlesque indirectly 
engages acting skills. This is not to say they have less use to burlesque, as we shall 
examine later, but that attention to acting is usually secondary to the physical and 
costuming manifestations integral to the form 

Reminiscent of the Art Nouveau style, one of the first acts I made in 2003 was based on 
reproductions of some of the sculptures, show posters and written descriptions of Loie 
Fuller’s Serpentine Dance (Current & Current 24). As Kisselgoff states, “At a time when 
Art Nouveau was all the rage, Fuller burst upon the scene as its living embodiment”, 
(Kisselgoff 17).  

In two firsts I performed my first act at the Henry Fonda Music Box Theatre in 
Hollywood for the festival Tease-o-Rama, which in turn was the first major festival 
event of the burlesque resurgence (Tease-o-Rama 2003). Troupes and performers 
popped up in most US states, and soon most major cities internationally.  

The Schools Era and YouTube 

As burlesque grew in the number of participants and began to invade the wider public 
consciousness, many performers looked to ways to supplement their meagre 
performance earnings and enable themselves to focus more time to burlesque, if not go 
full-time. I still remember debates on the Yahoo mailing list about who of us newer 
performers really has the mandate to teach? The growing cultural interest in the re-
emerging form was creating a demand, and performers such as Indigo Blue, Jo Weldon, 
Michelle L’amour (Miss Indigo Blue’s Academy of Burlesque 2019, New York School of 
Burlesque 2019, and Studio L’amour 2019) and I in Australia, began teaching classes.  

Around 2005, I began conducting workshops as I gigged around Australia, based on the 
foundational stock movements of burlesque taught to me by the Living Legends. These 
are the Bump (a short fairly sharp hip thrust in any direction) , the Grind (a grinding 
circle of the hips), the Shimmy (various versions of vibrations of the hips and 
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shoulders), and the Burlesque Walk (a particular walk that emphasises the hip swing 
and works together with the knee-hobbling nature of a mermaid skirt).  

These classes still firmly adhered to the golden age that we had obsessively sought to 
revitalise and reinterpret. This historicity purchased us a legitimate in the mainstream, 
whilst often playing to respectability politics. 

This is the first time in burlesque history that we have seen schools dedicated to the 
form. These were taught to the jazz standards of burlesque music, mirroring Wren’s 
observation (2019) that jazz standards are predominantly used as educational tools for 
the training of musicians.  

At the Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University where I teach it is 
often not the ambition of the students to become a musician who plays jazz 
standards, yet they, and we their teachers, rarely question the 
pedagogical validity of using jazz standards as the basis of instruction, 
and we are well beyond the point historically where we can claim that the 
standard is only useful because they are songs that are in our collective 
memory. (Wren 4) 

This process is similar in burlesque – an awareness of the past iterations of the form is 
seen to inform and deepen a performer’s practice. I worked these movements into 
simple choreographies for adult students which were modelled on the dance school 
manner of learning a dance piece. As Wren elaborates, in relation to the parallel jazz 
training for musicians, “...today’s students are learning standards so that they can 
learn jazz…” (4). 

After a few years, schools began to notice the difference between the classic and neo 
iterations in the ways performers expressed their burlesque. These differences began to 
be taught, and this formalised the differences and imposed a format of teaching. 
Gradually, different to the performer/bricoleur of the early 2000s, the path of 
burlesque training was through attendance and an informal apprenticeship at a 
reputable school. The professional profile of the school owner and teacher would confer 
this legitimacy within what was now emerging as a burlesque subculture. 

Contemporary burlesque performer training 

Teaching burlesque now is not confined to teaching the stock movements of the past 
Golden Age. As a well-trained student will come through classes that articulate to them 
the neo style, how to launch your professional identity and cultural sensitivity and 
inclusivity.  

At schools like Brisbane’s Bombshells Burlesque and Events, Shimmy Shake Burlesque 
or BB Le Buff’s School of Performance, and internationally the Berlin’s Shimmy Shake 
Academy (Bombshells Burlesque 2019, Miss BB Le Buff 2019, & Shimmy Shake 
Academy 2019) will run on similar structures to most private non-tertiary Australian 
dance schools. This includes operating on the structure of children’s and teenagers’ 
dance classes, which offer weekly classes, divided by terms and running all year round 
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and sometimes with additional one on one classes for act development and specialised 
workshops. The main exception being that they train adults, due to the nature and 
content of the burlesque form itself.  

Concurrent with the rise of performer training, has been the rise of festivals. The 
festival system is a highly visible plateau of performance, which often gathers 
performers from other cities and countries to perform their beloved and best acts at 
usually very beautiful, often historic theatres of around 500 capacity, including the 
Nalen Theatre in Stockholm, the Art Deco Columbia Theatre in Berlin, and the 
Wonderland Spiegeltent in Australia (Bichard 2019, Berlin Burlesque Week 2019, 
Australian Burlesque Festival 2019). This offers a different tier to the monthly grind of 
the burlesque performer, who performs predominantly in their local area, in smaller 
bars, clubs or even theatre environments. Headliners are hired by festivals to both give 
accolades to the performer’s standing and creative achievement, as well as position the 
festival in terms of both their aesthetics and politics. Headliners bring specialised 
workshops with them to these festivals, which augment and further the training of a 
performer in the school system. The headliner will often take some element of their 
own practice, or creative differentiation, and teach a short, stand-alone class during the 
daytime of the festival. 

To find this point of difference, I needed to drill down into a concept that was both a 
part of my own contribution to burlesque and able to be translated into a short, 2-hour 
workshop that would, in some way enhance a performer’s current skills.  

Mask work was a clear way in for me. I had always worked from my conceptualisation 
that burlesque uses every piece of costuming as a mask. It influences the choreography, 
the character portrayed and often is involved in the choice of music. The costumes are 
written onto the burlesque body to a greater extent than in any other performance 
mode – in that the way a costume’s features, limitations and characteristics will write 
onto the body and influence the choreography. Where a ballerina may learn the 
choreography in rehearsal clothes and add the tutu in dress rehearsal, the costume 
choices of burlesque are integrated from the start. For example, a glove removal needs 
to be rehearsed with gloves, and the movements informed by the wearing of a corset are 
best achieved by wearing a corset. As Keith Johnstone says in Impro, a renowned 
improvisation training text: “These Masks are more extreme, more powerful than 
ordinary faces! Don’t be timid…” (Johnstone 167). 

I wrote my PhD thesis on burlesque practice during the first flush of the ‘schools era’, 
before I had developed this mask workshop, noting the underlying use of masking 
principles is always already present in burlesque.  

Burlesque – with its history in the working-class music halls, 
paradoxically, owes much to traditions once ascribed to high art. The 
mask tradition provides opportunity for the body to engage with an object 
with a heightened awareness of the aesthetic effect; in this manner the 
mask has become important in my work, whether in actuality, or in the 
practice of masking the body and the objects of burlesque. (Montgomery 
49) 
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At the time, I was only conceptualising the burlesque mask in costume and 
performance. Later I added the use of the mask to train the acting burlesque body for 
performance. Props and costumes are my masks; augmenting and preparing the body 
for the stage to the extent that the body becomes another mask. The clearer the 
character of the props and costumes, the clearer the performance becomes. The neutral 
mask use of mirrors in rehearsal and costuming is integral to this process, and now I 
have brought masks themselves into the burlesque training room.  

At this time in burlesque performer training, I found that explicit acting skills were 
becoming necessary to enhance the use of the burlesque character onstage. Many 
schools guide their students to use their faces in performance, and this presented the 
opportunity to engage neutral mask and mirror work to enhance this particular 
performance skill. Facial communication and expression is vital to the effective 
performance of burlesque.  

This is where mask training informed the workshop I devised, called ‘Behind the Mask’. 
At its base, this workshop aims to encourage an organic engagement of facial 
expression in burlesque. As in actor training, often a performer may under- or over 
express, both of which risk lowering audience engagement. Following the bricolage 
methodology and drawing on the skills available to me, I mobilised my own actor 
training used body-centred mask techniques to allow the face to engage a more 
naturalistic expression of the costume/music/song/mise en scene. I use a full-face 
neutral theatre mask in concert with a mirrored dance room, in order to first connect 
with the body and allow the face to find its own expression working from the body up, 
rather than from the face down. The full theatre mask removes the capacity to 
communicate verbally or by the use of facial expression. The performer is forced to use 
their body to communicate all that is needed. This is the base from which I find the 
most effective route into accessing believable facial expressions that invite the audience 
into the performance.  

A poor theatre covered in rhinestones 

Jerzy Grotowski’s work on a ‘poor theatre’, with its interests in a stripped back set, 
costumes and makeup, may at first seem like it has little to offer the richly decorated 
and sparkling world of burlesque, but by employing some of his system, we are able to 
centre burlesque within the body of the performance and create more engaging works. 
While I do not use Grotowski’s specific movement techniques, the philosophy that; 

It is our bodies that express everything about us. Everything we think and 
feel is expressed through our bodies and everything we experience is felt 
through our bodies. (2019) 

Transformation, in the Grotowski system, refers to the use of simple staging in order to 
elevate the items available to the performer into symbolic objects, keeping the focus on 
the actor’s relationship to the live audience (2019). This offers a couple of flashpoints 
with burlesque, in the capacity for intricate signification where each object used refers 
to something else, thereby constructing story – and also by pulling the elaborate nature 
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of burlesque back to the interaction between performer and audience, working from the 
body then outwards. For emerging performers coming into burlesque through the 
schools system, sometimes without a theatre background, these elements of actor-
training are able to ground the performance into the skill of the performer. They will 
not ever fulfil Grotowski’s desire for a poor theatre, but provide a counterpoint to the 
excess of burlesque staging. By working from the body outwards, through an awareness 
of Grotowski’s methods, and utilising neutral mask techniques we are able to improve 
performer-training in burlesque. From the body, to the facial expression, then by 
augmenting this base with costume, makeup and props – rather than the other way 
around – we are able to improve performer-training. 

Let the masked body lead 

What follows is a description of this workshop. To give an idea of the range of this 
workshop’s reach, it has been taught locally at Brisbane-based Bombshells Burlesque 
Academy and Events – itself founded by one of my La Lola Salon students a decade ago 
– as well as Far North Queensland at Queen B Burlesque in Townsville, and 
internationally at Berlin Burlesque Week (Behind The Mask 2016), with class sizes 
ranging from 2 to 20.  

Step 1. Guided meditation for approximately eight to ten minutes. I guide performers 
to imagine their pre-show routine, from warm-up to makeup to hair/wig, costume and 
then entering the stage. This serves two purposes – one to practice the process in a 
meditative state to look beyond the nerves and harness the underlying energy, and also 
to focus the performer’s concentration into the workshop being conducted.  

Step 2. Learn a short choreography. I use simple, stock movements that are known to 
the performer from previous training in the schools system, placed together in an easily 
accessible way. This is a moment that recognises the previous training of the burlesque 
participant and builds upon it. Typically, this is not the first time my audience has 
encountered these movements, so they are able to learn them quickly, in order to delve 
more deeply into the character and face work that occupies the class. At a festival 
environment, it is also likely that other performers from the festival and even 
headliners may attend each other’s workshops. They are, in this sense, enacting a 
community of practice.  

Step 3. The participants, having learnt the choreography, ‘perform’ the sequence to the 
mirror. They bring their existing skills in terms of bodily and facial communication. It’s 
a moment to examine where the participant is at – what are their habits in performing 
the burlesque face? Does the participant feel believable? What tensions are evident in 
the body of the performer?  

Step 4. Perform the simple sequence to the mirror with low level of engagement and 
energy – under-act it. Perform with the bare minimum. This is usually amusing and 
can ease any lingering tension and anxiety within the new formation of students. We’ve 
all seen undercooked shows, tense faces, and this is a moment to burlesque those. 
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Step 5. Perform the simple sequence to the mirror with an over-the-top investment – 
overact it. Overdo all elements of the burlesque – the body, the face, push the persona 
into the grotesque. Steps 4 and 5 function to find the upper and lower limits of the 
burlesque persona for each performer. They are able, in a comfortable way, to 
experience it in the whole body 

Step 6. The next phase I engage is to then perform the simple sequence with the 
neutral white theatre mask. This ‘gives permission’ to the performer to focus on what 
they often know best through their previous schools training – the body. The need to 
communicate through the face is removed, and in this iteration, the performer’s 
physical performance is usually enhanced. Smaller details of movements come to the 
fore. Without the requirement to use the face at all, the participant is able to find new 
moments in the sequence and learn what parts of the ‘story’ can be told this way. By 
engaging the neutrality of this mask, the body is enhanced further, and has to work a 
bit harder, but in smaller detail, to communicate to the audience. The participant is 
again able to find the limits of what is too much, what is not enough, and keep it 
grounded in the body and physicality.  

Step 7. The next and final phase is to remove the mask and perform the sequence a 
final time. This, without fail, is always the most compelling, organic and integrated 
performance. All expressions serve to enhance the whole, face and body are balanced 
and communication is enhanced. Each performer has been able to experience the limits 
and edges of their own persona in a way that gives permission to grow, build the 
experiment without seeking to arrive at a performance-level energy immediately. The 
temporal quality of time spent, and the basis in physicality all come together to offer a 
natural, organic engagement of the burlesque face. By making the mask of burlesque a 
literal, obvious part of the training, the performer is able to engage this even when the 
mask is removed. The use of the mirror is integral to this process. It provides an 
immediate feedback loop through which the individual performer is able to correct or 
alter their face or body immediately, and thus self-regulate the effect they want to 
achieve with their burlesque persona. As Johnstone writes in Impro,  

Sometimes I say, ‘What you saw in the mirror was right! But you only 
showed a shadow of it. Try the Mask again. You’ll never get anywhere if 
you aren’t brave. Sometimes I see a person is transformed for just a 
moment as they look in the mirror, but then take hold of themselves to 
cancel it out. (167) 

The performer knows more than anyone else who exactly they are aiming to portray 
with their burlesque. This process leaves the control in their hands, while scaffolding 
the performance to stage-readiness. 

Burlesque: Build the layers, then remove 

Each time a mask is worn, the actor builds upon the experiences they have had using 
the object before (Johnstone 50). This is a process that is already in operation in the 
performer’s use of costume. Each piece of costume serves in some way as a mask, and 



MONTGOMERY BECOMING BURLESQUE 

Fusion Journal | www.fusion-journal.com | Issue 17 (2020) 118 
ISSN 2201-7208 | Published under Creative Commons License (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0) 

this process of using the neutral mask lays that process bare. The costume of the 
burlesque actor writes onto the performing body and alters the way in which it moves 
and functions in space – it indeed guides the choreography. Once the burlesque body 
moves to the phase of performance, these layers are emblematically stripped on stage 
as the costume pieces are removed. Masking, on multiple registers, is the key to 
becoming burlesque. 

Becoming burlesque is a continuous process, and how a performer goes about receiving 
or conducting training in the form varies according to the iterations of the form itself. 
In the last two decades alone, burlesque training has varied significantly, but some 
constants remain in terms of stage skills and technique. Mask training, in particular the 
neutral mask, in conjunction with mirrors, offers a strong and simple way for a 
performer to enhance their performance skills, utilising techniques common to actor-
training. 
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