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This presentation will examine the history of female representation and impersonation in classical (largely British) comedy. Using examples and illustrations from 19th Century music hall and early 20th Century cinema through to the present, I will reflect on the narrow range of roles available to women and the tensions between sexuality and comic performance. I will look in detail at the opposing roles traditionally available to women of either youthful blonde bimbo or aging harridan and argue that these are ways in which women have traditionally been contained by masculine comic agendas which seek to objectify female sexuality and to deny the female comic her subjectivity. These basic stereotypes are also ways of disavowing the threat of female sexuality at either end of the scale – as either the over-determined figure of Jayne Mansfield or the overweight nagging mother-in-law. Both of these extremes, I argue, are responses to masculine insecurities regarding male sexuality and ultimately, mortality. I will also segue into parallel issues of male drag and female impersonation and will examine possible historical precedents for these representations from medieval bacchanalia and pantomime and classic theatre.

