Why Gay Icons and Diva Anthems Still Matter to Queer Fans

[image: ]
A diva can turn a roomful of strangers into a chorus, but the appeal of gay icons goes well beyond a great song. Across music, film and drag culture, queer fans have found room for camp, reinvention and recognition, while building traditions that belong to a wide range of LGBTQ+ audiences.
A great chorus can feel like a shared language
The first notes land, someone knows every word, and suddenly the room feels less like a crowd and more like a chorus. That’s part of the pull of a gay icon: a performer can offer a song, a look or a dose of theatrical nerve that fans carry into their own lives.
There’s no official test for the title. Some fans connect with a performer’s activism or personal story; others come for a commanding voice, a dramatic entrance or the pleasure of a perfectly delivered pause. And no one has to love the same stars to belong. [2]
Camp, recognition and the joy of a comeback
Camp is one way to understand diva fandom, though it isn’t a rulebook. The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s exhibition on camp and fashion drew on Susan Sontag’s influential writing about theatricality and excess. An impossible gown or a knowing gesture can be a delight in its own right, without needing to stand for one fixed idea. [3]
There’s also the feeling of being recognised. Film scholar Richard Dyer’s analysis of Judy Garland’s appeal considers qualities such as ordinariness, androgyny and camp. That’s one interpretation, not a diagnosis of every fan; a performance can resonate because it leaves space for people to bring their own hopes and experiences. [4]
Then there’s the comeback. Watching a star return to the spotlight can be satisfying for anyone who’s been underestimated, while a familiar chorus is reason enough to celebrate. Fans don’t need to agree on the meaning to meet on the dance floor. [2]
Drag turns admiration into something of its own
Drag makes diva fandom wonderfully visible. A singer’s voice, a signature look or a single gesture can become material for another performer to honour, exaggerate or tease. The tribute becomes a performance in its own right, with its own wit and point of view. [2]
That connection isn’t just about celebrity. Esther Newton’s Mother Camp, based on research with drag performers, offers a way into the working culture of bars and dressing rooms. The result is a richer picture than simply admiring a star from afar. [2]
The history behind the songs matters, too
Some icons are remembered not only for their performances but for how they used their visibility. Elizabeth Taylor helped establish amfAR in 1985, during an era when people with HIV faced stigma and abandonment. Her activism shows how celebrity attention could be directed towards fundraising and public awareness. [7]
But history needs care as well as glamour. Garland’s funeral took place on 27 June 1969, the day before the Stonewall uprising began. The timing doesn’t prove that grief caused the uprising; placing police harassment and the people who resisted it at the centre gives a more responsible account. [6]
Garland’s cultural importance doesn’t need a neat origin story to matter. The Library of Congress preserves her 1939 recording of “Over the Rainbow” in the National Recording Registry, a reminder of how a song can outgrow its original moment and gather fresh meaning for listeners. [5]
Build your own gay icon playlist
The familiar starting points are there for a reason: Judy Garland’s “Over the Rainbow”, Diana Ross’s “I’m Coming Out”, Madonna’s “Vogue”, Cher’s “Believe” and Lady Gaga’s “Born This Way” all offer different routes into pop history. But a playlist isn’t an entrance exam. Add the songs your friends know by heart, and the performers who make you feel most like yourself. [2]
And queer audiences aren’t one crowd with one taste. The traditions of diva fandom include gay men, lesbians, bisexual people, trans people and fans with many other identities. Some are drawn to camp, some to activism, some to a voice that fills a room; often, it’s a little of everything. [2]
A shared chorus, without a membership test
The best gay icon isn’t necessarily the biggest star or the loudest activist. It might be the performer whose song finds you at the right moment, or the one whose comeback makes you grin. [2]
Start with a favourite chorus, then follow the music wherever it takes you.
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