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The Golden Girls Live: residual television texts, participatory 
culture, and queering TV heritage through drag

Eleanor Patterson
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When the lights go down in the Victoria Theater in San Francisco’s Mission District during 
Trannyshack’s live performances of episodes from The Golden Girls (TGG) television show, the 
entire audience sings along as the show’s theme song plays, cheering as the Christmas tree 
on stage lights up. These theater performances are officially promoted under the title The 
Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes (TGGTCE) and are consistently sold out year after year. 
First-time audience members might surmise that the crowd is excited because they are fans 
of The Golden Girls, a sitcom that ran on NBC from 1985 to 1992. After all, The Golden Girls has 
been in off-network syndication since 1989 (Derek Kompare 2005) and continues to circulate 
as residual media text with a cult fandom. However, the cheers of pleasure resounding from 
audiences in San Francisco’s Mission District are, in part, a product of anticipation to see this 
familiar program performed live on stage by several prominent stars of San Francisco’s drag 
queen culture. The month-long run of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes (TGGTCE) in 
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familiar and imbued with historical consciousness.
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December 2015 marked the tenth year Trannyshack staged live performances of The Golden 
Girls (TGG) episodes featuring four popular San Francisco drag queens whose troupe is often 
referred to as the SF Golden Girls.

This essay uses the production of TGGTCE as a significant case study to consider how tel-
evision programs’ meanings change as they circulate residually and are rearticulated within 
queer interpretive communities as television heritage. I build on work by Charles Acland 
(2006) and Raymond Williams (1980) to apply residuality as a framework to understand how 
the SF Golden Girls performances of The Golden Girls Live function historically. Williams argues 
that temporal contexts change our relationship with media objects, like television, whose 
meanings are formed through cultural processes (Williams 1980). He notes that at a given 
time there are emergent, dominant, and residual elements of culture, and these distinctions 
change through time as well as through cultural practices and conditions (Williams 1980). 
The Golden Girls’ circulation across decades makes it a residual media object because it is 
no longer a dominant television program whose weekly broadcast is watched by millions. 
However, TGG continues to be an effective element of the media landscape, residual in 
the sense that this television show was formed in the past but persists and is recycled and 
renewed with new ideas and cultural practices as it continues to circulate through culture 
(Acland 2006).

I argue in this essay that the SF Golden Girls’ production of The Golden Girls episodes on 
stage in drag is a politically meaningful site of participatory culture for several reasons: first, 
because these performances have created an important site of queer participatory culture 
and solidarity through television; second, because the textual elements of the drag queens’ 
performative labor re-make and explicitly queer a text originally produced within the hegem-
onic confines of uS commercial network broadcasting that has now become a site of shared 
television heritage; and lastly, these performances rearticulate live theatrical performances 
of The Golden Girls as an annual Christmas ritual for San Francisco’s queer community.

For this project, reviews, promotional materials, and published interviews were collected 
and analyzed, mainly from local San Francisco newspapers, weeklies, television news, blogs, 
and theater websites, as well as promotional web videos and coverage of the performances 
on community media web sites. In addition, this essay builds upon my own interpreta-
tive analysis of a live performance of the SF Golden Girls’ The Golden Girls: The Christmas 
Episodes. My interpretative approach is guided by what Mary Hawkesworth (2006) would 
call a post-structuralist feminist methodology that considers meaning to be socially and 
historically contingent, focused on critiquing the production of gender and sexuality through 
media. This epistemological perspective is deployed here with the goal to specifically con-
sider the significance of this moment in the social life of The Golden Girls and its circulation 
as a drag performance in San Francisco. Before I begin my analysis of the SF Golden Girls’ 
performances, I will first define what television heritage is and I am distinguishing between 
queerness and queering for this argument.

Queering television heritage

The Golden Girls television show originally broadcast from 1985 to 1992 on NBC in the uS, 
and has been in syndication in the united States and abroad since 1989. In addition to sec-
ond-run syndication, TGG’s has been residually circulating via DVD sets, YouTube clips, and 
other digital artifacts available for streaming or downloading through new media platforms 
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and devices. Because The Golden Girls has continued to circulate for over two decades, it 
has become an agent of cultural history. old TV shows remain an active force in our present 
culture and continue to shape viewers’ understanding of the past and of their relationship 
with history. As Kompare says: “In our mediated age, this has meant that past media became 
the past for us; we read the past from the media, and we associate the media’s past with 
our own” (Kompare 2005, 154). Becoming a part of a shared television heritage legitimates 
a TV show’s meaning because it comes to mediate the past for contemporary TV audiences 
(Kompare 2005). Kompare defines television heritage as “the connection of television and 
American cultural memory” (2005, 153), and he argues that television shows attain this histor-
ical function through their continued circulation within the contemporary media landscape.

As television heritage, The Golden Girls can be understood as projecting a set of “prosthetic 
memories” for viewers, acting as a technology of collective memory and giving audiences 
“an intimate relationship to memories of events through which one did not live” (Angela 
Landsberg 2003, 148). To analyze the SF Golden Girls’ appropriation of a television show 
that has not been in production, as of this printing, for twenty-four years, is to look at one of 
the ways in which media texts circulate through culture and possess what Arjun Appadurai 
(1986) calls a social life. Through different temporal contexts of a media artifact’s social life 
and circulation, audiences’ engagement with a text will change as they imbue it with new 
or different meanings. This is to say that how audiences make sense of The Golden Girls in 
contemporary culture is different to how audiences initially responded to the show when it 
was in its original run on network television from 1985 through to 1992. For instance, TGG 
was first produced during a historical moment when AIDS became a national pandemic, 
and the show engaged with this topic in the 1990 episode “72 Hours.” This episode cen-
tered around Rose’s discovery that she may have been exposed to the AIDS virus during 
a blood transfusion, and the episode follows her as she and her roommates grapple with 
this development. ultimately Rose is tested and found to be disease free, however, before 
this is revealed, the show thoughtfully dissects and punctures many of the misconceptions 
surrounding AIDS. And while this storyline is completely divorced from explicit references 
to the queer community, The Golden Girls was extremely popular with LGBTQ viewers during 
its initial run because it tackled many of the social issues of the 1980s and early 1990s like 
marriage equality, racism, sexual harassment, homelessness, addiction, divorce, AIDS, and 
included several gay and lesbian characters throughout the series’ seven season run.

However, as The Golden Girls has continued to circulate through our society over time, 
how viewers respond to it changes, and in a sense the program becomes a cultural relic. This 
is not a television show tackling contemporary politics, it is a window to the past showing 
viewers who did not live through the 1980s or experience what American culture was like 
during this era, while also acting as a site for nostalgic connection to the past for viewers 
who did live through the 1980s and 1990s. In this sense, The Golden Girls has become a sig-
nificant site of collective memory for LGBTQ viewers who were able to feel connected to a 
larger community when they saw communal issues like the AIDs pandemic discussed and 
debated on The Golden Girls during its initial run.

This essay is specifically focused on analyzing one node in The Golden Girls’ circulation his-
tory since the show ceased production in 1992. I see the SF Golden Girls’ drag performances 
as distinct from other residual engagements with this piece of television heritage because the 
SF Golden Girls are poaching a text that, though it has historically been an object of fandom 
for several queer communities, was very much embedded in the conservative hegemony 
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of network broadcasting. This is evident in The Golden Girls’ production history. Certainly, 
as Alexander Doty (1993) has noted, the fact that The Golden Girls was centered on loving 
relationships between women made the show open for implicit queer readings. However, it 
is important to account for the fact that TGG was embedded within the industrial structures 
of American network television, whose emphasis on heteronormativity is evident in the 
changes that were made to The Golden Girls between the production of the pilot and the 
second episode that broadcast in 1985. In the original pilot, the four characters consisted of 
three friends living together named Dorothy, Rose, and Blanch, and their gay male houseboy 
Coco. However, by the second episode, Coco’s character had been replaced by the charac-
ter Sophia, Dorothy’s mother (Jim Colucci 2006). Considering this, I am arguing that the SF 
Golden Girls’ performance of The Golden Girls in drag brings queerness to the forefront of 
this show in a way that was not possible during the original production of The Golden Girls.

At this point, it is necessary to briefly distinguish between the terms “queer” and “queering.” 
Queer is a term that in its very appropriation by critical scholars over the last twenty-odd years 
attempts to defy stable categorization, however it is usually invoked to make sense of the 
performativity or signification of non-normative sexualities or gender identities. The broad 
meanings embedded in the word “queer” are evident in Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s definition 
of the term as meaning “the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and 
resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s 
gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically” (1993, 
8). In critical television studies, queerness has oft been used as a term to analyze the rep-
resentation and visibility of sexualities and genders that challenge hegemonic constructs.

This understanding of queerness is distinct from how I am using the term “queering,” as 
a verb to refer to the act of interpreting and imbuing media with queer meanings, whether 
or not these meanings were intended by the producers. As Doty has discussed, texts can 
become queer through the adoption of “reception positions that can be considered ‘queer’ 
in some way, regardless of a person’s declared sexual and gender allegiances” (1993, xi). In 
this last point, Doty builds on scholars like Roland Barthes (1977), Michel de Certeau (1984) 
and Stuart Hall (1980) to suggest that audiences play as much of a role as the producers 
in creating the meaning of a media text. They write the queerness of a text through their 
culturally positioned interpretation. This means that beyond the historical presence of gay 
and lesbian characters on television shows, a full range of queerness has been present within 
straight mainstream TV reception dependent upon viewers’ positionalities.

David Halperin (2012) argues that gay men prefer appropriating and queering works of 
mainstream heterosexual culture more than they enjoy explicit and overt gay representa-
tions. “Like the Broadway musical, non-gay cultural forms offer gay men a way of escaping 
from their particular, personal queerness into total, global queerness” (2012, 112). Halperin 
summarizes the appeal of straight mainstream culture over intentionally and overtly queer 
texts, by referring to the long tradition of queer communities’ appropriation of mainstream 
culture, saying “Why would we want Edmund White, when we still have The Golden Girls?” 
(121). Here Halperin compares The Golden Girls to the successful gay author Edmund White, 
suggesting that gay men get more pleasure queering a television text that has a significant 
place in mainstream popular culture then they do reading overtly gay texts that were osten-
sibly written for them as an audience.

Beyond having gay cultural capital, however, The Golden Girls is open for multiple modes 
of queering. Feminist scholars Bonnie Dow (1996) and Mimi White (1987) have argued that 
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The Golden Girls functions as a site of female solidarity and homosociality that emphasizes the 
importance and value of female support and friendship, offering viewers alternative family 
structures. Queer scholars like Doty (1993) have pointed out that the queer reception of The 
Golden Girls stands outside “the relatively clear-cut and essentializing categories of sexual 
identity under which most people function” (15) and offers queer experiences and pleasure in 
how the series is “concerned with articulating the loving relationships between women” (16).

However, while The Golden Girls has always been a text open to queering, the SF Golden 
Girls’ production of live episodes in drag is significant because they are explicitly queering 
The Golden Girls through this troupe’s re-interpretation of the original series through drag. I 
discuss how these drag performances specifically deploy camp and drag aesthetics to queer 
TGG, however, before I do that, I will outline how the SF Golden Girls’ performances of The 
Golden Girls episodes are significant in their production because they take ownership of 
this TV show from network television and give the power and authorship of this text to the 
local queer community.

Participatory culture and community through The Golden Girls Live in drag

The SF Golden Girls’ performances are noteworthy because they create a shared interpretive 
community in San Francisco connected by queer re-articulations of The Golden Girls episodes. 
The first performance of TGGTCE was an intimate and casual performance in a friends’ front 
parlor in the Western Addition neighborhood of San Francisco (Sean Martinfield 2011). The 
SF Golden Girls’ origins as amateur drag performances among friends, in someone’s living 
room, connects these performances with the history of queer fan subcultures. Scholars like 
Henry Jenkins (1992) and more recently Eve Ng (2008) and Julie Levin Russo (2009) have 
noted how queer subcultures transform the meaning of popular media through the pro-
duction of fan fiction, amateur videotaped reenactments, or vidding, the practice of editing 
and remixing content originally produced by commercial media industries to create new 
media texts. However, little research has been done on queer participatory subcultures to 
consider the significance of producing live theatrical performances of television episodes 
in drag, although there has been work on the drag impersonation of female celebrities and 
the relationship between gay men and stars like Judy Garland.

Jack Babuscio (1993) and Richard Dyer (1986) have noted that stars like Judy Garland 
had public personas that represented experiences and sensibilities that resonated 
with gay male subcultures. It is possible to extend this engagement to the connection 
Halperin sees between gay subcultures and The Golden Girls, as the main characters 
in the television show possess a range of queer experiences and emotionalities that 
continue to resonate with gay men and other queer communities. However, the live 
performance of television episodes in drag is distinct from the live drag impersonation 
of someone like Judy Garland. Queer fandom for stars like Garland is informed by her 
enactment of self-performance, and specifically Garland’s theatricality, emotionality, 
and tragic fragility that made her a queer idol.

To perform live episodes of The Golden Girls in drag is television fan theater, which is 
distinct from drag impersonations of divas. Fan theater involves the collaborative labor of 
producers, crew, and cast to take an original text that has a scripted narrative structure 
steeped in the intersecting powers and economic imperatives of broadcast television and 
transform it into a live performance on stage. Moreover, as I discuss in this essay, performing 
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TGGTCE live, the SF Golden Girls create a new space where engaging with episodes of The 
Golden Girls is different from watching it at home on television.

For instance, the SF Golden Girls first began performing live episodes of The Golden Girls 
in drag in 2005 in a friend’s living room. The performances were then staged in small local 
venues in San Francisco, first Mama Calizo’s Voice Factory and then CounterPulse (BWW 
Desk 2013). The SF Golden Girls’ performances became increasingly popular and shows 
consistently sold out, which led the troupe in 2011 to perform month-long runs in both June 
and December in the five-hundred-seat Victoria Theater in San Francisco’s Mission District, 
where performances continued to sell out in subsequent years (BWW Desk 2013). Every year, 
two episodes are selected, rehearsed live, and performed on stage with backdrops, along 
with audio recordings of 1980s commercials played during the original spots for commer-
cial breaks. These performances are always Christmas themed, even if the specific episodes 
selected that year are not explicitly Christmas episodes.

Three of SF Golden Girls’ four central performers are well-known figures in San 
Francisco’s drag queen culture. Before performing in The Golden Girls: The Christmas 
Episodes, Heklina, Cookie Dough, and Pollo del Mar had weekly regular drag queen 
performances at San Francisco nightclubs. And Matthew Martin, the performer who 
has played Blanche, is a professional actor who specializes in female impersonation 
and is known for performing as Bette Davis in productions across the united States 
and Britain (Martinfield 2011). The SF Golden Girls’ performances are produced and 
managed through the drag production company Trannyshack, which stages drag queen 
performances and events at nightclubs throughout San Francisco. These factors position 
TGGTCE within San Francisco’s queer drag subculture, which is geographically significant 
in and of its self.

Judith Halberstam (2005) has noted that queer space is symbolically configured via 
a division between urban and rural place, and we cannot separate The Golden Girls: The 
Christmas Episodes from its connection to San Francisco and that city’s association with urban 
queerness. TGGTCE is produced in a theater in the Mission District of San Francisco, which 
is adjacent to the historically queer Castro quarter and located within an urban city that 
Halberstram (2005) notes has a long history of queer subcultural activity. Thus, San Francisco’s 
geopolitical climate embeds The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes within a larger network 
and cultural history of San Francisco’s queer drag performances. The engagement with San 
Francisco’s queer culture was obvious to me in 2013, when each performance featured a 
special guest star, such as the local openly gay radio host duo Fernando and Greg from KMVQ 
99.7 or gay porn star Connor McGuire.

The drag queen performers of the SF Golden Girls troupe identify as fans of the program 
(Stu Smith 2011), which establishes their performance of The Golden Girls: The Christmas 
Episodes as fan theater. This self-identification is especially poignant in Heklina’s (she 
plays Dorothy Zbornak) discussion about watching The Golden Girls before all of her drag 
performances:

“The show is comforting to me,” she muses. “Whenever I get ready for a show—and not just 
Golden Girls [TGGTCE]—I watch the [Golden Girls] DVDs in the background. I don’t know why, 
but it has a lot of comfort for me.” … She chuckles. “You just sort of wish you were there in the 
kitchen having cheesecake with the girls.” (Greg Archer 2011, 1)

In this interview, Heklina positions herself as a fan who ritualistically watches The Golden 
Girls and wishes she could participate with the characters in the iconic ending to many TGG 
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episodes in which several characters eat cheesecake together in the kitchen. Heklina has 
also discussed why she thinks The Golden Girls appeals to gay audiences: 

Entire textbooks could be written as to why the show appeals particularly to gay men. In a nut-
shell—four strong female characters with questionable fashion sense who sit around and talk 
about sex over cheesecake? Any gay man can relate. At every show we’ve ever done there will 
be a group of gay men who come to take photos with the cast, and who say “I’m Blanche” or “I’m 
Rose.” As for myself, I’m a combination of Blanche and Dorothy. (David-Elijah Nahmood 2014)

In this way, Heklina specifically promotes The Golden Girls Live to queer audiences, for a 
community she knows to also be fans of The Golden Girls and imagines already interpret 
the original Golden Girls as a queer text. And audience members who attend The Golden 
Girls: The Christmas Episodes are fans, not just of the original show, but of these incarnations 
specifically, returning year after year, singing the theme song together, and reciting lines 
from the show (Joel Heal 2014; Smith 2011).

Participants who attend The Golden Girls Live know from the various promotional materi-
als, posters, and the theatrical environment that they are entering a drag queen performance, 
and thus, their experience of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes is intricately embedded 
within the space of live drag performances. When ticket holders enter performances at the 
Victoria Theater, they are met by drag queen greeters who offer them cocktails, evoking 
the nightclub festiveness of San Francisco’s drag culture. In addition, the liveness of these 
performances encourages an interaction with the audience that is distinct from other queer 
cultural productions. Not only do the drag queens on stage respond to laughter, singing, 
clapping, or heckling, but also after the performance it is tradition for Matthew Martin, 
who plays Blanche, to give audience members celebrating their birthday a post-show lap 
dance. This participatory engagement between audience member and drag queen per-
former demonstrates how this experience engages viewers differently than it would if they 
watched Golden Girls episodes at home on TV.

A sense of community can be felt in the theater from the beginning of the show, because 
once the lights go down, the entire audience sings along to the theme song at the beginning 
and end of each performance. Many audience members attend in costume as one of the 
Golden Girls in drag and pose for photos on stage after the show with the performers, also 
demonstrating the interactive nature of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes. Not only do 
local fans come in costume, but they also bring the SF Girls cheesecakes, referencing the TV 
show’s reoccurring episodic conclusion in the kitchen with several characters eating cheese-
cake together. In this sense, the audiences at these performances co-create the meaning 
of these performances as a communal event alongside Heklina, Cookie Dough, Pollo Del 
Mar, Matthew Martin, the stage crew, and the producers of the original Golden Girls series.

To participate in the live staging of Golden Girls episodes in drag within a theater is to 
celebrate TGGTCE’s revision of television heritage in a communal mode, instead of only 
queering a show through private viewing experiences. In the next section I detail the specific 
aesthetics of these performances that work to queer The Golden Girls.

Queering TV heritage through drag performances of The Golden Girls

The meaning of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes is also derived through the way these 
drag shows queer The Golden Girls’ historical significance through camp. Camp is understood 
as both an aesthetic and interpretive sensibility, and Babuscio (1993) has noted the confusion 
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and difficulty involved in defining camp. Babuscio (1993) sees camp as a gay sensibility, 
arguing that “camp is never a thing or person per se, but rather a relationship between 
activities, individuals, situations, and gayness” (20). While camp is a sensibility associated with 
queerness, participants involved in creating camp, either through production or reception, 
need not be gay or even aware that what they produce is campy. Camp has an intricate 
relationship with mainstream hegemonic culture. David Bergman (1993) notes that camp 
can be disruptive, but its subversion “can be mobilized only within a very privileged setting” 
(13), and because camp is embedded within mainstream culture, it can work to reinforce 
hegemonic gender and sexuality binaries. The same is often said of drag performances, 
which Bergman calls “the essential act of camp” (6). Judith Butler (1990) has noted that 
drag can work to destabilize gender essentialism, but also can work to reaffirm dominant 
representations of gender. As Shane T. Moreman and Dawn Marie McIntosh (2010) point out, 
“drag performers script and rescript identities by both identifying and disidentifying with 
these [hegemonic gender] norms” (116). We cannot understand the re-interpretation of The 
Golden Girls in drag by SF Golden Girls as decidedly subversive or resistant to mainstream 
culture. However, as Matt Hills (2002) has argued, to only consider audience activity that is 
fully resistant does not account for the complexities of participatory culture.

And it is the liveness of these drag performances that makes them unique examples 
of television fandom and queer participatory culture. The performances themselves offer 
different logics of representation and engagement than television. Live performance can-
not build mystery, or punctuate a joke in the same way that television can, and there is no 
camera work or editing to direct the audiences’ attention. This must now be done by the 
performers through the use of their body and voice on stage. Additionally, the live reen-
actment of these Golden Girls episodes must conform to the constraints of a small theater 
instead of a TV set. In order to switch between the television show’s two main settings, the 
Victoria Theatre is set up with two backdrops of a living room and the kitchen, separated by 
a Christmas tree. The elaborate set of the original TV show has been simplified by drawing 
the majority of the furniture, art, and other props onto canvas backdrops; only a couch and 
chair are on the stage area of the living room, and a small table is in the kitchen. The hand 
painted backdrops and austerity of the set emphasize the sense that this is an amateur fan 
production, a “do-it-yourself” labor of love. The contrast between the TGGTCE’s simple set 
and the original television set also heightens the campiness of this production.

The campy interpretation of The Golden Girls The Christmas Episodes is perhaps most 
overtly invited by the theatricality, incongruence, and humor of the drag queens’ make-up, 
costumes, sets, and even their physical bodies. Heklina, Cookie Dough, Pollo Del Mar, and 
Matthew Martin are all recognizable on stage and in promotional photos as the four central 
characters in the original series of The Golden Girls. As Dorothy, Heklina wears a pants suit and 
wig reminiscent of Bea Arthur’s outfits and hairdo in The Golden Girls. The same can be said 
for Cookie Dough’s wig, glasses, flower print dress, and bamboo purse—she is clearly styled 
to visually conjure Estelle Getty’s characterization of the character Sophia. However, these 
performers simultaneously invoke the aesthetics of drag: in juxtaposition to the costumes 
that are reminiscent of the show, all faces on stage are contoured through an exaggerated 
drag queen make-up style. Light concealer has been applied to their cheeks, nose, and chin 
while darker powder is applied under the cheeks to highlight, shadow, and accentuate the 
feminine features of these performers’ faces. Their eyebrows have either been flattened with 
wax and covered up or removed, in order to draw on arched eyebrows. Their eye make-up is 



846  E. PATTERSoN 

loud, with thick liner that has created cat eyes accentuated by very long, fake, eyelashes. The 
eye make-up begins with a brightly colored eye shadow, and extends up from the eyelid, 
with a darker color blended into a lighter color, and topped with white highlight blended into 
the faux eyebrow. And each lip is lined with a pencil that is shades darker than the lipstick 
applied, so that the outline of the lips is pronounced. Drag make-up has a unique aesthetic 
that emphasizes the masquerade at work in the performance of femininity by male drag 
queens. This is perhaps most evident when drag queens perform as recognizable celebrities 
or characters. In the case of The Golden Girls Live, Heklina, Cookie Dough, Pollo Del Mar, and 
Matthew Martin have costumes and wigs, and feminine facial expressions that symbolically 
imitate the characters Dorothy, Sophia, Rose, and Blanch; however their make–up is exagger-
ated and distinctly different to the naturalistic make–up that was applied to Bea Arthur, Betty 
White, Rue McClanahan, and Estelle Getty on the original The Golden Girls. The SF Golden Girls’ 
make-up intentionally stresses the queerness of this performance by dramatizing feminine 
features in a way that intentionally references the aesthetics of drag culture.

 The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes also produces campy theatricality through the 
use of extravagant 1980s costuming. TGGTCE has had several different costume designers 
over the nine seasons it has been staged in San Francisco, however, there has been a sartorial 
continuity grounded in extreme contrast of bright colors, patterns, metallic features, floral 
prints, holiday prints replete with 3D appliqués, ruched satin dresses, shoulder pads, and 
jewel-toned floor-length lacy night gowns and robes. The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes’ 
costumes symbolically reference the 1980s style of the original The Golden Girls series, how-
ever, the contrast and color is bolder, and the holiday theme of the live performances has 
led to the extensive use of bright red clothing and gold and silver flourishes, either via tinsel 
boas or metallic cloth patterns. Matthew Martin, who plays Blanche in these performances, 
describes TGGTCE’s costumes “as show within themselves” that is meant to stimulate a vis-
ceral response that is both disgust and also nostalgia for 1980s fashion. And indeed, the 
costuming is flashier than in the original series, there is more glitter and gaudiness to the 
extent that the costuming is obviously intentionally garish. one reviewer described the SF 
Golden Girls’ costumes as an element of the live performance that works to “one-up the 
[original] show” and represents an “embarrassment of riches, which surely represents years 
of work scraping the bottom of various Good Will barrels” (Lily Janiak 2011). Combined with 
the obvious use of wigs, the costuming of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes functions 
as material and visible marker of queer excess and camp, heightening the incongruences 
between the original television text and these performances.

Additionally, the incongruent bodies of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes’ central 
performers further camp this show. The drag performers we see on stage in TGGTCE are 
taller, and more muscular, than the original cast of The Golden Girls. For their roles as Dorothy, 
Rose, Sophia, and Blanche, performers Heklina, Pollo Del Mar, Cookie Dough, and Matthew 
Martin wear padded bras and use falsetto voices to achieve a feminine pitch. Heklina notably 
works to replicate Bea Arthur’s deep voice, and thus her falsetto is not high pitched, but the 
timbre of her voice is affected to mimic a feminine deepness. Additionally, Heklina, Pollo Del 
Mar, Cookie Dough, and Matthew Martin employ the strategic feminine gestures that are a 
signature of drag culture as they point, gesticulate, purse their lips, roll their eyes, or sit on 
the couch or at the kitchen table onstage. This incongruence between the feminine bodies 
of The Golden Girls’ original actresses and the hybridity of Heklina, Pollo Del Mar, Cookie 
Dough, and Matthew Martin’s masculine bodies affecting feminine performances flaunts 
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the incoherence of gender. They remind us that the goal of drag is not to pass as women, 
the goal of drag is camp, and watching these drag queens perform The Golden Girls Live via 
the theatricality of drag queens’ use of their bodies dramatizes and subverts the gender 
performances in original television text. By appropriating The Golden Girls and remaking it 
as a drag performance, the SF Golden Girls create a new circuit of exchange between queer 
performers and queer audiences. TGGTCE self-consciously plays with its original text, but 
mobilizes new representations of The Golden Girls that are intentionally produced with a 
queer sensibility.

The SF Golden Girls also clearly invoke the past by taking up a historical text like The Golden 
Girls. The drag queen performers are dressed in period costumes, and are re-performing 
these episodes, episodes that reference the socio-political and cultural climate of the 1980s. 
one element of the SF Golden Girls’ performances that evocatively summons the 1980s is 
their use of commercial sound recordings from the period. The original TGG’s “commercial 
breaks” are built into the SF Golden Girls’ live performance as a much-needed break for the 
performers to change costumes. While they change, the stage is dark, and the audience hears 
audio from commercials for products like Alka Seltzer and The Clapper (Janiak 2011). Hearing 
these commercials from the 1980s functions as historical camp. These clips are humorous 
because of their incongruent temporal juxtaposition, merging the commercial style of the 
1980s with the sensibilities of the 2010s. using recordings from old commercials mobilizes 
and re-inscribes the SF Golden Girls’ performances as historically meaningful utterances, 
embedding queer bodies and performativity into a past where drag queen culture was 
rarely seen on TV.

Several prominent television programs have emerged in recent years that feature central 
characters that represent non-normative models of sex, gender, and sexuality. HBo’s Looking 
focused on a group of gay men in San Francisco; original content from online producers like 
Netflix and Amazon have featured transgendered characters in programs like Orange is the 
New Black and Transparent; and drag queen culture is refracted and mediated on TV shows 
like RuPaul’s Drag Race. However, to appropriate and queer The Golden Girls is to produce an 
intentionally queer television past that hitherto is not present in what Kompare (2005) calls 
our shared television heritage. Kompare argues that TV is “placed into history and memory, 
rendered culturally” through reruns (103). He further notes that the transition of past tele-
vision into television heritage legitimates television “in American history and memory … 
as something worthy of attention, preservation, and tribute” (124). Thus, as The Golden Girls 
was, and still is, distributed through off-network syndication, it has become canonized as 
television heritage, “as something worthy of attention, preservation, and tribute,” and thus 
expands the program’s cultural cache. The Golden Girls, in this sense, has been placed with 
mainstream successful shows from the 1980s and 1990s like The Cosby Show, Roseanne, Full 
House, Friends, and others that have now been legitimated as television heritage via residual 
circulation. And while shows like The Golden Girls have been taken up and interpreted as 
queer texts, superficially at least, there is a paucity of explicit queerness in our contemporary 
shared television heritage. It is likely that audience members who come to watch TGGTCE 
already watch TGG from queer positionalities, yet, the TGGTCE’s most subversive contribu-
tions to television heritage is not only explicitly transforming The Golden Girls’ meaning 
iteratively through drag, but by making this intervention visible through public performance 
that is celebrated in concert with other fans through the communal setting of a live theater.
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Creating a queer Christmas ritual 

 The ways that TGGTCE sentimentally summons the 1980s for a Christmas themed event is 
also significant. Christmas is a holiday season typically articulated and defined by its asso-
ciation with hegemonic ideas of sexuality, gender, and religion (Kosofsky Sedgwick 1993). 
As Kosofsky Sedgwick explains: “The depressing thing about the Christmas season … is that 
it’s the time when all the institutions are speaking with one voice” (5). During the Christmas 
season, mainstream culture works to reaffirm the traditional family unit, through religious 
practices, state policies, commerce and consumption, domesticity and discourses of power 
and legitimacy that exclude queer lives and rituals.

Queer cultures have responded to these conditions by forming new holiday traditions 
such as the play Christmas with The Crawfords, a popular drag theater production about 
Christmas at Joan Crawford’s house. Seattle-based drag queen Kitten La Rue discusses her 
production Homo For the Holidays, noting the queer alienation that often accompanies the 
Christmas season: “[For] a lot of people who identify as LGBTQ, the holidays can be sad or 
stressful if they’re estranged from their family or away from their family, we’ve given people 
a new way to feel good about the holidays” (Matt Baume 2014). In this sense, the SF Golden 
Girls’ productions of TGGTCE are a part of a larger cultural movement in which local queer 
communities are establishing new and inclusive Christmas rituals. Their use of a canonized 
TV show like The Golden Girls is doubly significant because Christmas has come to be asso-
ciated with media heritage perhaps more than any other holiday. old recordings of Bing 
Crosby and Nat King Cole singing Christmas carols can be heard through shopping center 
sound systems, and old films like It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) and A Christmas Story (1983) play 
in repetition on TV. The Golden Girls serves a similarly historically reflexive function for San 
Francisco’s queer community. As SF Golden Girl Matthew Martin has said of The Golden Girls: 
The Christmas Episodes, “There is certainly a warm, cozy, nostalgic feel to the show” (Joshua 
Rotter 2013). Thus, reenacting episodes of The Golden Girls in drag is not just re-appropriating 
TGG as a queer text to remake history for a contemporary, local, queer community. Queering 
The Golden Girls as a Christmas drag performance restructures television heritage to create a 
new continuity between the past and present, constructing a Christmas ritual that is familiar 
and imbued with historical consciousness.

Conclusion

 Local drag queen troupes have produced live reenactments of The Golden Girls episodes in 
New York and Boston (Golden Girls Live onstage 2015), Los Angeles (Siran Babayan 2015), 
and Miami (Scott Stiffler 2010). Logo, the cable channel that narrowcasts to GLBTQ audi-
ences, airs reruns of The Golden Girls, and had a cast of drag queens from RuPaul’s Drag Race 
host a thirty-hour marathon of the show in drag as Dorothy, Rose, Blanche, and Sophia in 
honor of the show’s thirtieth anniversary in September 2015. Evidently, as The Golden Girls 
has perpetuated as a residual television text it has come to be a significant component of 
drag culture. The popularity of The Golden Girls: The Christmas Episodes drag queen perfor-
mances in San Francisco offers us a site to reevaluate how we understand the relationships 
between residual media circulation, television heritage, fan productivity, and queer culture. 
This paper has used the presence of TGGTCE performed by local luminaries in San Francisco’s 
drag queen community to argue that this specific instantiation demonstrates a type of queer 
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fan productivity hitherto rarely discussed: the remaking of television episodes into a live 
theatrical production.

The SF Golden Girls’ performances of TGGTCE are not wholly subversive, and in many ways, 
they reassert the centrality of television culture and the dominant representations we see 
there. Even the act of making a space for queer culture at Christmas is not so much resist-
ant of mainstream hegemonic culture, as it works to make a space for queer culture within 
mainstream white, Christian culture. Like drag culture itself, these live performances of The 
Golden Girls occupy an in-betweenness, a marginal borderland between television text and 
audience participation, between male and female gender constructs, between normative 
and non-normative sexualities, and between the past and the present. The Golden Girls: The 
Christmas Episodes confronts us with the complexities of queer media circuits, and points to 
the concrete practices that take up residual media and produce new texts and new rituals 
through television.
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