Intro
In this essay I will explore how the works of Leigh Bowery push the limits of what is expected within society. Leigh Bowery is a fashion designer and artist, amongst others from the 1980’ and 90’s. Being inspired the boundary breaking of the punk scene, as well as the new romantics and sci-fi. He revolutionised queer art and style, pioneering the Club Kid subculture and becoming a muse for countless artists after him.
I like the [Looks] to be as strong as they are, especially now that everyone’s being so conservative and austere. I don’t want the things I make to be merely flamboyant; that’s been done before. … It has to have that edge, you know, because if I’m laughing at the way I’m dressing myself … what possible criticism can people make, really? If the joke’s on me and I know it? (Tate, 2025)

His work subverts signifiers of his clothing, recontextualising binary opposites of masculine and feminine clothing. This subversion uses Judith Butler’s ideas of gender performativity.  Within his work he morphs how his body looks, pushing his chest together to form more prominent cleavage as well as padding out areas of his body to achieve an enlarged bottom. Through this he plays on feminine signifiers of large breasts and bottom, recontextualising the corporeal.  Liberally applying makeup, using a white base and makeup applied in unconventional methods. Over exaggerating his lips and blush he begins to parody femininity, leaning into drag aesthetics and Susan Sontag’s ideas of camp. Through employing these exaggerated and unnatural looks, he blurs the lines of inner and outer self.
When being pushed to the edges of hegemony, he goes beyond the cultural limits and begins existing in an in between state, that which is liminal, sitting with neither binary state. In this liminality, he produces his signifiers that signal to likeminded individuals, through this, he begins to produce Club Kid subculture, drawing on Dick Hebide’s Subcultures and Jack Halberstams Queer Subcultures. Through this, his style is produced through his cultural disruption and subcultural formation. His style shows his disorder, allowing him to build his own form of production and be a pioneering member of club kids. 
This form of counterculture allows Bowery to form counter flows against society. By rebelling against the expected, he falls into the idea of Delueze and Guattari’s ‘Body without Organs’. By not feeding into the expected cultures, he moves away from the desiring-machines into the third state of production of counter flows. Bowery’s style is absurd and shocking, causing no societal ideas to be absorbed by him. In repelling the societal flows, he is then able to use the unfamiliarity and grotesque in order to create his art. Using Sigmund Freud’s ‘Uncanny’ and Julia Krestive ‘Abjection’, he unsettles and shocks the viewer, playing on contradictions to do so.
Identity (say about drag/clown aesthetics- no room?)
Leigh Bowery became a central figure within the Club Kid subculture. Being he allowed himself to shape into various forms and concepts, being inspired by punk scene, new romantics and sci-fi, alongside the human form and “tension between contradictions” (Tate, 2025). His recontextualization of garments and bodily forms allows Bowery to become trail blazer within this movement. Through this he resignifies gendered expectations, employing Judith Butler’s Gender theory.
Bowery applies makeup fiercely, opting for over exaggerated outlines and highly pigmented shades. When considering the typical application of makeup, Bowery counters this. Over lining lips to become rectangular, blush falling towards the jaw rather than following the cheekbones and bright, neon eyeshadows. Through this, ideas of how makeup is applied is subverted, signifying a move away from the hegemony. “The surface, the skin, is systemically signified by taboos and anticipated transgressions.” (Butler 1990, p.179). Through this, the makeup becomes a visceral way to show subversion. Rather than being applied conventionally, that which could be considered more feminine, the face becomes a canvas to decorate. In doing so, boundaries of feminine or masculine are removed, using makeup as a vehicle to represent this. 
On Bowery’s head we see blue paint dripping down his bald head, starting at his crown, heading towards his jaw. The drips begin to frame his face, falling as if a bob with a fringe. He does this rather than wearing a wig, often employed by many drag queens to exaggerate how ‘feminine’ hair looks. The paint dripping emphasises his baldness and shape of head whilst also creating the illusion of hair. If Bowery wore typically feminine wigs we would see “cultural values emerge as the result of an inscription on the body” (Butler 1990, p. 177). By using hair the way it is expected, we would see masculine and feminine signifiers to emerge. Contrary to this, we see a new context forming. The hegemony becomes disrupted by altering our perception of how hair and baldness can be presented. Butler states “in order for this inscription to signify, however, that medium must itself be destroyed” (1992, p. 177). Rather than diminishing himself to conform to binary conditions of the corporeal that would allow certain ideals to be placed onto Bowery, he instead morphs himself into new ideas.  He recontextualises what it means to be man or woman, allowing new signifiers and culture to emerge. Creating his own path to exist in. 
Whilst morphing himself into new ideas, we see him physically do that through his body. He pushes and squeezes his chest to resemble cleavage, having nipples poke out just above the neckline and padding out his bottom to create a voluptuous one. When considering a chest with breasts, it is often policed and told to be covered, especially those that are feminine. To show nipples is scandalous, the areola must be censored. When that chest is flat and masculine it can be shown all the person pleases. Never needing to cover nipples. Through Bowery morphing his chest, we see him signify what his chest means, contrasting the masculine with the feminine. “What constitutes through division the "inner" and "outer" worlds of the subject is a border and boundary tenuously maintained for the purposes of social regulation and control.” (Butler 1992, p. 182). Using this, we can consider Bowery’s ‘outer world’ to be the masculine, his assigned gender and his ‘inner world’ to be the feminine. Although not considering himself a ‘gender bender’ (i-D magazine, 1985), the gendered contrasts he uses in his work certainly lean into it. Bowery then contrasts the masculine and the feminine, brining this ‘inner world’ out. In ideas of feminine being placed on the outer, social control begins to be eradicated. He no longer allows society to say how he should present, instead forming his own ideas. His no longer allows his skin to be a vehicle for arbitrary expectations, rebelling these notions rather than absorbing them.  

Through his use of makeup, baldness and body morphing he constantly reinvents what these things signify. Constantly teetering on their boundaries, he alters and contrasts their meanings. 
The limit becomes material to be worked, but it is also there, insistent, as the material to be worked, obdurate, but not for that reason unyielding. The action on the limit, we might say, produces a new possibility for a subject, one who was supposed to be bound by the limit, one who moves past the norms of civility that bound the 'human'(Butler, 2000, p.33)

These limits are worked, pushing the boundaries of what they can be and mean. In wanting to create shocking art, Bowery crushes the limits, moulding them into whatever shape he pleases them to be. By playing with these boundaries, he forms unique outputs, that allow his art to be shocking. Ripping up the order is and producing disorder. His style and presentation push the boundaries of the male and female but questions how the body can be formed. Breasts can be emphasised from a skin already there and a bottom can be made by padding. In this the body becomes a vessel to mould and alter. The body is the canvas to be worked however Bowery pleases.

Through pushing boundaries of cultural norms, exaggerating silhouettes and having outrageous fashion he leans into camp sensibilities. As stated by Sontag “Indeed the essence of Camp is in its love of the unnatural: of artifice and exaggeration.” (1964, p.1). Morphing his chest to form cleavage and exaggerating features through makeup he embodies this. Every part of him becomes over the top and whacky. It is through his gender subversion that he embodies camp. The further he exaggerates the ‘feminine’, his amplified breasts and bottom and applying makeup atypically, whilst contrasting the masculine, like his baldness, the more camp he becomes.  Sontag says “Camp is the triumph of the epicene style. (The convertibility of “man” and “woman,” “person” and “thing”.)” (1964, p.4). To be camp, is to exaggerate and go beyond the limits of gendered expectations. He combines, art, identity and person into one, intertwined to a point one cannot be removed from the other, allowing his work to be read in a myriad of ways. Bowery becomes a ‘living, breathing piece of art.’ (Jacques, 2025). The art is him and he is the art. Meaning can be extruded and placed, weaving through each other. It is through this that he subverts the hegemony, never allowing signifiers to be placed on him by the limits of society. 
Through Bowery’s style, he is no longer forced to live with gendered expectations placed upon him. He and his art exist however he pleases, ‘Every environment, including the street, was a potential stage for Bowery’s exhibitionism and desire to subvert ‘normality’.’ (Tate, 2025). No longer is he confined to boundaries of how he should exist. By enforcing “This fascism of meaning is a kind of crime—an assault of meaning that forces people to live as gendered impossibilities.” (Wilchins, 2004, p. 38). Bowery’s art crushes these ideas, existing as a possibility instead. Bowery himself said “if you label me, you negate me” (Tate, 2025). Him and art can not be defined, wishing to exist and be able to create art, rather than be boxed within the limits of society.  By labelling him,  “Description becomes an act of replacement and erasure.” (Wilchins, 2004, p. 39). When you attempt to contain Bowery within the confines of how you expect someone to dress, keys parts of themselves become diminished, the corporeal no longer becomes their to mould as they please but that of society’s.
Subcultures
As Bowery exists on the fringes of society, refusing to be seen as male or female, person or art. Making him sit in a separate space, one that embodies liminality. As described by Bigger ‘Liminality is viewed as an in-between state of mind, in between fact and fiction.’ (Bigger, 2009, p. 212). Existing in this a state means Bowery cannot be contained to the boundaries of the social norms. He exists outside of this, separate, in his own plane, never falling to one group or convention. It is only when Bowery sits in this in-between state that he can push boundaries of style and gender expectations. Halberstam says
Liminal subjects, she implies, those who are excluded from "the norms that govern the recognizability of the human," are sacrificed to maintain coherence within the category of the human, and for them, style is both the sign of their exclusion and the mode by which they survive nonetheless. (2005, p.153)
Bowery’s radical dress becomes a means of identification for him, not to identify gender, but rather, a means to identify the spaces he occupies and who he surrounds himself with. In his campness, his outrageousness, it is clear he is not occupying spaces considered within the cultural norms. Becoming the sign of his exclusion. Halberstam states that it is a means of survival. When stating survival, it is not meant as a matter of life and death, but the means in which we live. It becomes a way to form community with likeminded, signalling to one another mutual understanding. 
In signalling through his art, he went on to be a spearhead of the queer subculture. “SUBCULTURES represent ‘noise’ (as opposed to sound): interference in the orderly sequence which leads from real events and phenomena to their representation in the media.” (Hebdige, 1979, p.90). Through his liminality and disruption he creates noise to the system. This could only have been done through His inspirations of past subcultures and media are presented through Bowery’s style. Formed in the ashes of Punk and New Romantics and inspired by Sci-Fi
Club Kids burst onto New York and London's night-life circuit in the late 1980’s, creating a hedonistic community for the gay, transgender and disenfranchised to be authentically celebrated. … Extravagant parties mixed with British eccentricity and downtown New York chic, bought out the best club freaks, united by a love of sex, drugs and drag. (Raposo)

Club kids allowed for disruption and disorder. Using drag, camp and gender subversion at their own will, allowing for countless artists like Charles Jeffrey, Alexander McQueen and Richard Quinn to be inspired by them and specifically Bowery. “Indeed, the assumption that cultural production will always only represent the dominant economic order, erases the multiple disruptions to hegemony that have emerged from subcultural and avant-garde art practices in the past.” (Halberstam, 2005, p. 98). This disruption, once countering the current production, became embedded within queer communities, with club kids still referenced in drag today.

By being overt in presentation, Bowery showed signifiers of the Club Kid and queer culture. “Often appropriated in the 20th Century within queer communities, using codes like signet rings and the hanky code, “Visual codes have often been used to signify sexuality and sexual preference, whether covert or not.” (Geczy and Karaminas, 2023, p.472). Although not using codes as a specific as signet rings and the hanky code, Bowery overtly employs this through his own style. 
Bowery disrupts the hegemony and presents a visceral representation of this through David Batchelor’s ‘Chromophobia’. It ‘manifests itself in the many and varied attempts to purge colour from culture, to devalue colour, to diminish its significance, to deny its complexity.’ (Batchelor, 2000, p.22). He goes on to say that colour ‘foreign’ and shown to be feminine, queer and vulgar, but also of superficial and inessential. In colour being seen as ‘other’ and that is which dangerous of held in lower regard, Bowery’s persistent use of bright and sickly colours becomes a physical manifestation of his exclusion. If the black and white, is the clean, the normal and proper, then colourful becomes the unnatural, the improper, the disorder and the subculture. Using colour unashamedly acts as a signal to other queers and ultimately Club Kids that he is one of them. His use of bold patterns, sequin and vinyl, further lean into the ideas of chromophobia, often being seen in the same way colour can be. Through all of this, he recontextualises the signifiers, colour still being feminine and queer, but to play with the tensions that brings and heighten his own performance rather than diminish.
Using his gender subversion, campness and colour, these codes allow him to find likeminded individuals, finding subculture and community through it. As introduced by Hebdige
	
Style in subculture is, then, pregnant with significance. Its transformations go ‘against nature’, interrupting the process of ‘normalization’. As such, they are gestures, movements towards a speech which offends the ‘silent majority”, which challenges the principle of unity and cohesion, which contradicts the myth of consensus. (Hebdige, 1979, p. 18)

Through Hebdige, we see that all the actions Bowery takes into turning himself into a piece of art become an act of rebellion. Every choice for his art becomes loaded with significance. Bowery “wanted to shock with his ‘Looks’ and performances” (Tate, 2025).  In wanting to shock with looks, he questions the hegemony. With resignification of his body and dress, he disrupts the cultural norms and can no longer be seen as one with the majority. Instead making his own production instead of that of society. 


presenting an understanding of identity that was never stable but always memorable. (Tate, 2025)


Counter production

Add context of section 28? And aids crisis at the time?

As Bowery engages with subculture and becomes a part of it, his participation takes the form of counter culture, one that goes against the norms we see and repels them. It is with this we see Bowery lean into the ideas of the Body without Organs theorised by Deleuze and Guattari. They begin by discussing typical society
Desiring-machines are binary machines, obeying a binary law or set of rules governing associations: one machine is always coupled with another.
The productive synthesis, the production of production, is inherently connective in nature: "and ..." "and then ..." This is because there is always a flow-producing machine, and another machine connected to it that interrupts or draws off part of this flow. (Delueze and Guattari, 1972, p.5)

Culture here feeds off itself. It takes certain rules or signifiers and produces more culture through this. Perpetually churning out production of itself. Typical society falls into these binary machines. Using signifiers to suggest bodies and gender should be perceived in a specific manner. Continually reasserting the dominant order, never stopping to break it. “the body suffers from being organized in this way, from not having some other sort of organization, or no organization at all.” (Delueze and Guattari, 1972, p.8). Refusing to use signifiers as society intends, Bowery continually recontextualises them, through his use of identity and subculture, Bowery produces his own ideas that break the hegemony. Being “interested in the tension between contradictions” (Tate, 2025). It is within this tension that Bowery becomes alive. The play of tension, ignoring the limits of society that allows him to produce his own culture, creating his own signifiers that make sense to only those likeminded Club Kids. Moving from existing within the binary nature of desiring-machines, existing as a third state outside of these, that is the Body without Organs.
“The body without organs presents its smooth, slippery, opaque, taut surface as a barrier. In order to resist linked, connected, and interrupted flows, it sets up a counterflow of amorphous, undifferentiated fluid.” (Delueze and Guattari, 1972, p.10)

The outer body is a barrier to place notions onto. In the Body without Organs this barrier is smooth and slippery. Whenever a signifier is placed onto it its falls off. When these ‘fluids’ (society and its production) are placed onto you, it runs off. Society wishes to break down anything that is different or abject in order to conform to their flows, destroying the corporeal. “Disciplinary society aimed to produce "docile bodies" —perfect, uniform citizens who had internalized a sense of personal visibility, self-consciousness, and social norms.” (Wilchins, 2004, p.68) Bowery does not feed into the ideas of the hegemony. He pushes against what he is told, playing with tensions and boundaries, producing his own culture. Body without Organs acts as counterculture. In being queer, off putting and existing in the fringes of society Bowery becomes the Body without Organs.

“The full body without organs is the unproductive, the sterile, the unengendered, the unconsumable.” (Delueze and Guattari, 1972, p.9). In this, the sterile implies that which has been stripped of any bacteria and contagion and the unconsumable is that which you don’t want to touch or ingest. In Bowery recontextualising signifiers and existing within a liminal state, he becomes sterile. No longer adhering to the will of society, he strips himself of labels and societal policing of the corporeal, removing the bacteria of society from himself. In this removal, society no longer wants to consume him. He is devoid of their signifiers and wants for consumption, the corporeal becomes something that you don’t to engage with, that which is off putting and unfamiliar.

It is in this unfamiliarity, that Bowery becomes uncanny. Freud introduces the idea of the ‘Uncanny’ with “something long known to us, once very familiar.” (Freud, 1919, p.2). He goes on to discuss ‘heimlich’ being the German for familiar and ‘unheimlich’ being unfamiliar, but states that Uncanny is not only that which is unfamiliar, but the “Uncanny is in reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and old—established in the mind that has been estranged only by the process of repression.” (Freud, 1919, p.13). The less you understand what you are seeing and where you are positioned in relation to this the more uncanny something can be. He cites that “wax-work figures, artificial dolls and automatons.” (Freud, 1919, p.5). Bowery becomes uncanny in his white face, void like mouth and pin hole eyes. The idea of a face is formed without the familiarity of one. There is no colour to the skin, removing any signifiers of life. Bowery resembles that of a doll, devoid of life, encouraging the viewer to question what he is or is not. 
As Bowery exists within a subculture that produces a counter flow to the norms, one that rejects societal pressures, the further removed from Club Kids you are, the more uncanny he becomes. “The better orientated in his environment a person is, the less readily will he get the impression of something uncanny in regard to the objects and events in it.” (Freud, 1919, p.2). For someone who is a Club Kid, who often sees things that are similar, then his uncanniness may appear less abject, more normalised. To someone outside this culture, someone who follows the binary nature of society, his uncanniness is exemplified. The further removed from that culture you are, the more abject Bowery seems.
With this, people often wish to create order within the disorder, wanting to exist in the desiring machine. “Dirt offends against order. Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but a positive effort to organise the environment” (Douglas, 1966, p.20). Not to say that Bowery is literally unclean, but in being disruptive, going against the hegemony, his corporeal becomes one that must be organised and confined to a box for the majority to attempt to understand it, limits how you view his work. His work thrives in disorder and subversion, willing you to look at him and feel uncomfortable. Much of his work looks both alien and human, never falling into one. 
Bowery’s work struggles to be contained within binary notions that society places. “It is only by exaggerating the difference between within and without, about and below, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created.” (Douglas, 1966, p.23) In trying to impose these systems and exaggerations that allows people like Bowery to emerge. He thrives at these limits and exaggerations, as he doesn’t fall into the ordered ideas of society, allowing his disruption to shine.
Bowery’s work was created during the height of the AIDs epidemic, what ultimately killed him and within the creation of Section 28, a policy under Thatcher that prevented councils promoted ‘homosexuality’. These forces likely exemplified the exaggerated differences between queer and non queer. Butler on discussing Douglas says, “Any kind of unregulated permeability constitutes a site of pollution and endangerment. Homosexuality is almost always conceived within the homophobic signifying economy as both uncivilized and unnatural.” (1990, p.180). His works often looked unnatural and odd, existing at the fringes of society. Drawing off this endangerment and contextual significance to shock people into what he can contort himself to be. Leaving you questioning what it means to be. This endangerment often feels wrong and like it shouldn't exist within the binaries. Yet here he is, existing and pushing that. 
In this uncanniness and pollution, you can find yourself drawn to Bowery. “abject, on the contrary, the jettisoned object, is radically excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning collapses. “(Kristeva, 1982, p.2). Bowery and the culture he exists in is at the edges of society, it is this limit where you get drawn to him. You do not want to look away. He removes the cultural signifiers from himself. Puts himself into a liminal space, one that does not exist within the binaries of society. Through this “It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.” (Kristeva, 1982, p.4). It is in his liminality that he causes abjection, what makes us uncomfortable is the unfamiliar, the uncanny, the abject. Through this, “Bowery embraced difference, often using embarrassment as a tool to release both his own inhibitions and those of people around him.” (Tate, 2025). Not only does his liminality lean into abjection by being ambiguous but uses shock factor and embarrassment. This embarrassment makes others uncomfortable. 


Conclusion

As shown, Bowery is a man of many facets, drawing from various influences like that of punk rock, new romantics and sci-fi. Through his influences he allowed himself to be inspired within his own work, embracing contradiction and tension. Never fearing to be different or obtuse. He subverts gender expression through his use of clothing and body morphing. Resignifying the meaning of clothes by the way he presents them. In this recontextualization, Bowery blurs the lines between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ worlds, instead becoming one piece of art. By doing this, he embraces camp and the love of the unnatural and the off. This blurring and resignification makes it hard to contain Bowery to one binary concept of gender expression, instead existing in a liminal state.
	This liminality means Bowery cannot be contained by social norms and does not adhere to the hegemony. The liminal state he exists in allows his style to become a means of expression for him. His style being a vehicle for him to be a part of Club Kid subculture. His gender subversions and campness signals to others that he is queer and one of them. As the style goes against the hegemony and the expected means of dressing, he begins to produce his own culture. Subcultures like Club Kids disrupted the norms and caused disorder to the hegemony. 
	In this disorder, Bowery engages with counter production, going against the cultural norms and creates a counter flow as theorised by Deleuze and Guattari with Bodies without Organs. Bowery’s need to play with tensions and contradictions allows him to engage in this counter culture. He becomes removed from the binary ideas of the desiring machine and instead becomes a third state of counter flow. In this third state, he never allows the ideas of typical culture to be placed onto him, instead repelling them away. In this repulsion, he leans into the ideas of the uncanny and abjection. His dress resembles something doll like and lacking life. Facially, he resembles as human but not as you know it, causing a feeling of unfamiliarity, the uncanny. In acting as a counter flow he also leans into pollution and abjection. Being disorderly and disruptive causes him to be repulsive to society and exist within the fringes. 



