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t the spot “where the
strip meets the tease,” the
Burlesque Hall of Fame is
boldly smashing stereotypes
of museums everywhere. Sterile walls
and stoic guides are replaced by campy
costumes and cotton candy-colored
backdrops. Instead of priceless paintings
or artifacts encased in glass, visitors
interact with the vintage hand-medowns of burlesque sex symbols—like
Jayne Mansfield's heart-shaped love seat
and the oversized martini glass Dita Von
Teese made famous as a stage prop.
Unveiled this past April, BHoF’s
newest incarnation is 3,000 square feet
of flirtatious fun celebrating the art
of the tease just a stone’s throw from
the Las Vegas Strip. A major upgrade
from its former space of just 200 square
feet, the museum gives guests the rare
opportunity to peek under the skirt
of the burlesque—with everything
from autographed photos and corsetclad mannequins to theater marquees
and giant mounted posters from hit
productions. Much more than an
heirloom peep show, the museum is a
living journey through the evolution of
a phenomenon, here to feed a growing
community by uniting fans and
educating newbies on the history, art,
and purpose of burlesque.
Legendary 1950s burlesque icon and
Exotic Dancers League founder Jennie
Lee came up with the idea to show off
the tools of her trade in a destination
where entertainers and fans alike could
share their affinity for burlesque. She
opened the Exotic World Museum at
her home in Helendale, California, with
all the kitsch and glory of a strip-tease
tribute—at the entrance, plaster-molded
Greek goddesses, water fountains, and
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playful props stood guard around an inground pool, hinting that this was no
place for the straight-laced.
After Lee’s death in 1990, fellow entertainer Dixie Evans continued her
friend’s legacy, greeting guests in glittery gowns and feather boas, eventually
adding an attraction that put the museum on the map—the Miss Exotic World
Pageant, a striptease contest where spectators could indulge their skin-bearing
curiosities and rub elbows with the pioneers of modern burlesque. In 2006,
Evans and her tight-knit group packed up their treasures and put down roots
in Las Vegas on Fremont Street, marking the debut of the Burlesque Hall of
Fame.
Wax says his favorite Hall of Fame pieces aren’t the flashy trinkets, but
rather those items that detail the reality of life for performers in burlesque’s
heyday. “It’s the simple objects that tell the story, like a telegram offering a
dancer the role, a napkin from the bar she performed at, a letter from a fan—
all in a time when most young women didn’t really work or travel on their
own.”
Another cherished piece is the boot-shaped pin cushion of famous dancer
Gypsy Rose Lee, with a few wayward pins still sticking out of it. “She hated
zippers, metal snaps, anything that got in her way,” Wax explains. “Lee was
known for undressing super slowly, and she didn’t like to fumble with her
costumes. So when she sewed them, she’d leave a seam undone and use the
straight pins to hold it in place. As she danced, she’d pull the straight pins out
one by one, throwing them into the bell of the tuba or plonking them off the
skin of the drum. They became part of her costume.”

Located at 1027 South Main Street, Suite 110, the Burlesque Hall of Fame’s
new, expanded location houses artifacts from burlesque’s colorful history,
including costumes worn by burlesque icons such as Rose La Rose.

In the 1990s, the art form enjoyed a
widespread revival as neo-burlesque
combined traditional with modern
elements. Though sequins and rhinestones
are still seen on stage, today’s shows
are more of a free-spirited form of
expression that celebrates diverse body
types, ethnicities, and sexual orientations.
Sometimes acrobatics and other circus arts
are worked in, though Wax reassures eager
spectators that “striptease is still the heart
and soul of modern burlesque.”
Aside from their annual Burlesque
Hall of Fame Weekender at the Orleans
Hotel and Casino, BHoF doesn’t produce
shows, preferring not to compete with
the local burlesque community. But they
do host educational and entertainment
events, including book signings, classes,
film screenings, and the occasional party,
as well as a selection of activities during
downtown’s monthly First Friday Art
Walk. In June, the museum wrapped up
its 28th annual Miss Exotic World Pageant
as part of the Weekender, a four-day affair
showcasing icons, all-stars, and all things
burlesque. Though other competitions
have popped up around the country, Miss
Exotic World is still the most coveted title a
burlesque dancer can hope to achieve.
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Wax is pleased with the steady turnout of dedicated devotees who
pilgrimage to BHoF regularly, but he’s hoping to seduce a whole new
cadre of fans now that they’re located right next to the living legends of
burlesque—and, in doing so, remedy any misunderstandings about the
history and relevance of the art form. “A lot of people who stop in might
have some small connection to burlesque,” he says. “Maybe they associate
it with Mae West or Betty Page or Sally Rand. Mae West only had a short
stint and Betty Paige wasn’t a career dancer, but if it gets people through
the doors, it’s a start.”

