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Old-time burlesque is back. Troupes of spangled and feathered ecdysiasts are bouncing around the country, teasing instead of sleazing, and a woman from Michigan is leading them.

Actually, there’s nothing little about “fetish queen” Dita Von Teese, born Heather Sweet in West Branch and raised in Rochester. As actress Melanie Griffith said in her most famous line, she has “a head for business and a body for sin.”

She’s riding the crest of a trend that celebrates the voluptuous pin-up look of the ’30s and ’40s, for which she was featured in last month’s #Vogue# and #Elle# magazines.

“The ideal showgirl is an icon of pleasure and leisure who embraces both the good and the bad,” says Von Teese, current live-in girlfriend of Goth rocker Marilyn Manson. “She flirts with the taboo.”

For those who don’t remember: It was part of vaudeville, a popular theater genre that included groan-inspiring comedy, dance and, most notoriously, the “girls” of striptease. Common from the early 1900s until the late ’50s, its stars possessed not only eye-popping curves, but also extravagant costumes and playful choreography. “Every burlesque star back in the day was working to attain the sort of celebrity status Lili St. Cyr, Gypsy Rose Lee and Sally Rand had,” Von Teese says.

Von Teese, also a #Playboy# model and cover girl — performs in classic showgirl style a lá Natalie Wood in the movie #Gypsy#. “I get a lot of inspiration from old movie costumes, and my best friend and fellow burlesque dancer, Catherine D’Lish, makes the most of them. We drink Champagne and watch old movies while sketching our ideas.” One of her favorite classic burlesque designs is covered in 150,000 Swarovski crystals — blinding under stage lights.

Von Teese is both star and stellar career woman, albeit one who has traded in business suits for corsets and garters. “It is important to be professional on every level. I am driven by my passion for nostalgic beauty that has been with me since I was a little girl. Momentum is important.”

Describing her childhood as “perfectly dreamy,” Von Teese says she’s worked on her burlesque persona for more than 12 years. “I was very familiar with World War II films featuring pin-up stars like Betty Grable from around age 7. Bettie Page was a later influence, and introduced me to the fetish world.”

It’s important to note that with burlesque it’s not so much what you see as what you glimpse. In London recently, Von Teese’s show finale featured her bathing in a large martini glass, her ample assets playfully hidden behind an olive-shaped sponge. 

“I think people like burlesque because it’s a nice departure from the typical standards of beauty and the shocking sexuality out there,” she says. “The appeal of the ‘glorified girl’ is something that has been adored for centuries, so it’s really no surprise.”

