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GRAZTIN REALLIVES

“The day I discovered

1 was beautiful’

- OW n Y€ lection

r

‘AS | TOTTERED THROUGH THE
VELVET ROPE AT A TOP LIVERPOOL
CLUB, I suddenly knew how it felt to be a
WAG. There was Alex Cusran, dressed ina
Miu Miu mini shift, and Bianca Gascoigne
in a frock that left little to the imagination.
Dressed to the nines and plastered in
make-up, 1 looked like 2 glamorous
meringue. Now 1 know how great it feels
to have a whole room of people gawp and
admire you as you swad in.

“‘Until recently, this would have been
unchinkable. Asa stand-up comedian, I've
always performed in black trousers, black
shirt and no make-up. I was convinced that
no one would find me funny if T dressed
up. Besides, years of discomfort with my
appearance had raught me that beauty was
something that happened to other people.
‘At school, I looked like King Kong: facial
hair, hairy arms, dark skin, bandy legs and
crooked teeth. My best friends, Ruth and
Ann, were the opposite — scraight blonde
hair (only on their head!), porcelain skin,
blue eyes, perfect teeth. Anything at odds
with that was second class. I became
obsessed with comparing my face to Cindy
Crawford's, of all people. J'd make lists of
all the things I needed to look like her: big
hair, pouty lips, mole. Clearly, it wasn't
going to happen, s0 I found myself working
harder to be the best at netball and singing
instead. As for boys, they never even
glanced at me, and that hurt.

“Then, when I was 21, 1 met Boy George
at a party. He said, “You're beautiful, you
have wonderful features; you look like
Rossy de Palma.” I'd never heard of her.
At home I looked her up and saw pictures
of a Spanish actress with a long face and
nose and huge eyes. 1 felt it was the
ancithesis of conventional beavty and b
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dida't take it as a compliment. However, |
was recently approached by a photographer
who wanted to take my picture. One shot
ended up in the National Porerait Gallery
next to Lily Cole and Nelson Mandela.

{ felt incredibly flaccered chat someone
thoughe I was beautiful and unique
enough to hang my face in a national
museum. Suddenly, 1 had letters from
people telling me chey thought I was
beautiful, something I'd never have dared
imagine all chose years ago at school.

‘AT THE SAMETIME, IWAS ASKED BY
the BBC to make a documentary, Aml
Beantiful? In it, 1 explore what we mean by
beautiful and who decides who is and who
isn't. ] wanted co meet a diverse range of
women, from those who think a fac dimply
bottom is beautiful, to those who believe
3GEF plastic breasts epitomise the word.
“The first girl 1 met was glamour model
Danielle J. She is queen of Liverpool’s party
scene and had her sights set on giving me
2 WAG-over for the opening party at
Liverpool Fashion Week. This frightened
me to death. Would I end up being the
only Asian girl in Merseyside with an
orange face and a handbag the size of

a crolley? Would 1 need to get silicone
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footballs arcached to my chese? Danielle

took me to The Dressing
y WAGs. Heav
f windscreens, Vertigo-
massive “It” bags, it
Dallas. Danielle waded
e a frock and

Room, a boutique
frequented b
sunglasses the size 0
inducing shoes and
felt part chav, part
through the railings 0 find m
¢ sick every time she hovered over 2
scrap of fabric chac looked like it would
barely cover my
she picked out a
giant earrings a
four hours - sun
cinted moisturiser — 10 give My
requisice £inge of orange and, 1 have to
confess, I felt like a real hot woman.
‘But the WAGs' lifescyle affords them
personal hairdressers,
weekly tanning an
great because they
them, and the boyfriend is
could consider it to be a true beauty, more
ealth, beaucy and envy.

ind of beaucy that
hentic. I spent the
h black women who
Miss Dance Hall Queen
2008. I hoped chey weren't going
me wear gold hot

butcocks. In the end,
lemon lycra number,
etallic stilettos. It took
beds, fake tan, bronzer,

make-up artists,
anicures. They look
have experts helping
paying. No one

a symbol of w
“Next, 1 encountered a k
was unapologetic
day in Ipswic
were entering

pants and shake my

booty. They did. These women celebrate
cheir bodies in a flamboyant display of
exhibitionism. Everything that we are
encouraged to hide they putona plate for
everyone fo taste. In preparation, 1 was
caken to an Afro-Caribbean hairdresser,
where my hair was braded, weaved, tonged,
oiled, clipped and extended. Then 1 was
given gold hot pants, a bandeau top and
platforms. 1 learned some sexy dance mOves
and, that night, had to bust these booty-
shakes to an audience of 400. It was the
most fun I've had in ages. Bingo wings,
cellulite and big asses were the order of the
day. These women celebrate themselves
with vigour; they are without hang-ups.

I envied theis confidence, and their beauty
shone through in their willingness to be
themselves, There was no bitchiness — they
all celebrated each other's beauty. No one
would look twice ar a size 0 here, unless it
was ro force-feed her bangers and mash.

4T FELT LIKEA BEAUTIFULWORLD
where larger women are given a higher
beaury status than skinnies. This was
something I'd never encountered before.
When I think about it, so many similar
cultural values have been eroded by the
West. This was really pounded home to me
when I visited Rani Mirzaa few days later
at her Knighesbridge salon. Known as the
high priestess of facials, Rani told me that
Asian women will do anything to be
lighter-skinned, using lasers, harsh peels
and even bleach. There is complex bigotry
when it comes to beauty. Skin lightening
crearns make up 60 per cent of the sales of
cosmetics in India and Pakistan. If you're
lighe-skinned, you're beautiful and
desirable for marriage. Being white is about
class, distinction and race. It's something
that desperately needs to change.

‘As shocked as I was about what ocher
Asian women were doing in their pursuit
of beaury, it got me thinking. Could T ever
consider myself, ot be considered by others,
to be beautiful? The Dance Hall Queens
made me see that conformity is boring,
and it’s individualicy that’s beautiful.
Conversely, the WAGs raught me that
what you don't have you can buy, attach or
blag. Now my acticude is: make the most
of your own unique beaury. Why would
anyone want to look identical to anyone
else? If there were a million of me walking
asound, 1 wouldn'e feel that special.
Physical beaury is ephemeral but the
self-confidence one builds from achieving
goals is the most beautiful thing of all.” =
Shazia’s show. A Portrait Of Shazia Mirza,
is at The Edinburgh Festival, 1-25 Angust,
then tours natiomwide ( wwzuslaaziamirza.org).
Am I Beautiful? /s on BBC Three in Augist.




