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Leslie Zemeckis is a best-selling author, actress, and award-winning documentarian. Her current film Grandes 
Horizontales about the lives and loves of the 19th Century courtesans in Paris has won numerous Best Documentary awards 
at festivals throughout the world.

Her other critically acclaimed, award-winning films include Showtime’s Behind the Burly Q, the true story of men and 
women who worked in burlesque during its Golden Age; Bound by Flesh about conjoined twins Daisy and Violet Hilton, 
and  Mabel, Mabel, Tiger Trainer chronicling the extraordinary world of the first female tiger trainer, Mabel Stark.  

Zemeckis is the author of three best-sellers, Behind the Burly Q, the definitive oral history of burlesque, Goddess of Love 
Incarnate; the Life of Stripteuse Lili St. Cyr and Feuding Fan Dancers, about Sally Rand, Faith Bacon and the golden age of 
the showgirl is at work about the worlds most extravagant courtesan and the 2018 Santa Barbara debris flow disaster.  

As an actress she has worked in films alongside Tom Hanks, Steve Carell and  Jim Carrey 

Leslie writes a monthly book column in the Montecito Journal, and has contributed to Huffington Post, Medium, Talkhouse, 
W Magazine and Stork Magazine. She is the founder of the program “Stories Matter,” with professional female authors 
mentoring the next generation of female storytellers. 

In 2023 she was honored for her work inspiring women with the Ellis Island Medal of Honor in part for “sharing and 
preserving stories of women who were once marginalized and stigmatized.” The Medal is officially recognized by both 
Houses of Congress and is one of our nation’s most prestigious awards. 

Zemeckis has spoken at panels and universities including Santa Barbara City College, Los Angeles Times Festival of Books, 
The Chicago Club, Chicago History Museum, and MoMa. http://www.lesliezemeckis.com/

http://www.lesliezemeckis.com/
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https://www.wsj.com/articles/she-named-her-classic-cadillac-after-a-legendary-burlesque-dancer-8693bef8
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https://www.wsj.com/articles/she-named-her-classic-cadillac-after-a-legendary-burlesque-dancer-8693bef8


GR
AN

D 
HO

RI
ZO

NT
AL

ES
- S

YN
OP

SI
S

5

Grandes Horizontales is a documentary about the lives, loves and enduring influence 
in art, literature and fashion of the Grandes Horizontales - the A-list of courtesans, the pop stars of 
their day. They were marked by an extravagant lifestyle, often ruinous to their patron or patrons as it 
took a handful of lovers to pay their expenses. It was said "their ability to wind men around their 
fingers while picking up a chateau or two on the side was legendary.”

Women and power are the main theme of the documentary. A never before in-depth look at the 
culture of the courtesan. It is about a group of women who took their circumstances and molded 
them to their advantage, to rise to the top of the pile of manure they were given, who turned it into 
gold.

Set during the Second Empire in France, 1852-1870. The Empire is run by Napoleon III. Paris is 
changing. It is the most decadent period in French history with plenty of sex, vanity and frivolity. It 
is a specific moment in time when the Grandes Horizontales enjoyed immense power and influence.

With the economy stable, after 50 years of turbulence and revolution gold was pouring into Paris 
and through the tapered fingers of our ladies for sale. The GH were building huge mansions, 
employing dozens of servants, riding horse drawn carriages through the parks. They attended the 
opera, cafes and concerts and balls. At a time when women were not in charge of their own money, 
nor were they allowed to own property, nor could they divorce, and had very little say in who they 
married, the GH had a freedom that was unparalleled.

It isn't for us to judge their choices but to reveal the answers behind the why and the what about 
these free-spirited, determined women that inspired decades of artists who tried to capture their 
likeness, their essence, their appeal.

GRAND HORIZONTALES- 
SYNOPSIS
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Grandes Horizontales is a documentary about the lives, loves and enduring influence in art, 
literature and fashion of the Grandes Horizontales - the A-list of courtesans, the pop stars of their day. 

WHY HOOKERS
Well, they weren't hookers. It's been called "the world's oldest profession." Working girls have been labeled 
everything from sporting girls, courtesans, mistresses, prostitutes, les biches, harlots, les belles petites, grandes 
cocottes . . .But there is a certain type of "'kept woman" a very few, a handful of charming, beautiful, alluring, 
expensive creatures that were known as the Grandes Horizontales (we'll call them GH).

They were a part of the demi-monde. The term literally means, half world, or shadow world, and refers to 
those living on the fringe. They existed in a sort of parallel universe alongside polite society. There and yet not 
there. They were women who lived off their charm, wit, and beauty. As someone said "what is the point of 
being beauty if you can't benefit from it." And boy did they!

The GH's where the celebrities of their day, written about in the daily and weekly papers. Society gossiped 
about them, women imitated their fashions, men went bankrupt trying to support them, artists immortalized 
them in paintings, sculpture, poetry, plays, songs and books. Judging by the annual amount of books that are 
still being published today, we realized these misunderstood women still fascinate today. These tantalizing 
tarts amassed fortunes, ruined a few princes along the way and led distinctive, dramatic, decadent lives.

The GH were at the upper echelon of their profession. A GH was marked by an extravagant lifestyle, often 
ruinous to their patron or patrons as it took a handful of lovers to pay their expenses. Their food and wine was 
the best, they were dressed by courtier's such as Charles Worth. They owned stables, mansions and chateaus. 
They draped themselves in head to toe jewels. It was said "their ability to wind men around their fingers while 
picking up a chateau or two on the side was legendary.”

Women and power is the main theme of the documentary. Leslie, has made a career of examining and 
portraying marginalized, misunderstood women in her past documentaries, from former burlesque strippers, to 
Siamese Twin superstars to the world's first female tiger trainer. This is a project Leslie has been researching 
for a decade. A never before in-depth look at the culture of the courtesan. 

GRAND HORIZONTALES- 
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
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GRAND HORIZONTALES-
AWARDS
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GRAND HORIZONTALES-
SBIFF PRESS RELEASE
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https://www.edhat.com/news/grandes-horizontales-premieres-at-sbiff
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BEHIND THE BURLY Q
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BEHIND THE BURLY Q

PRAISE FOR BEHIND THE BURLY Q 

“Utterly entertaining Behind the Burly Q is a 
painstakingly researched love letter to the 
women and men who once made up the 
community of burlesque performers…its 
treasure trove of vintage photographs and 
performance footage is enough to make 
historians and fans of classic erotica 
swoon…insightful, fascinating.” –Ernest 
Hardy, The Village Voice .

“Charming, entertaining…a delight!” –
Manohla Dargis, The New York Times. 

“Provides a privileged front-row seat to sample 
several of the form's most memorable 
practitioners… stories run from raunchy to 
touching to funny to flat-out incredible.” –
Ronnie Scheib, Variety. 

“Affectionate and engaging…wonderful vintage 
footage, a fascinating glimpse into a corner of 
American history.” –New York Daily News 

“Fascinatingly strips away at the myths 
surrounding the most popular American 
entertainment form of the first half of the 20th 
century.” –Michael Musto, The Sundance 
Channel.

“Taps into a world of burlesque as we've never seen 
it before.” - Linnea Covington, New York Press.

“Quickly paced, absorbing.” –Kyle Smith, 
The New York Post.

CRITICS’ PICK! “Intriguing…fans of 
theatrical history are well advised to check it 
out,” New York Mag. 

https://www.villagevoice.com/2010-04-20/film/the-ramshackle-behind-the-burly-q-entertains-utterly/%3E
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/23/movies/23behind.html?scp=1&sq=behind%2520the%2520burly%2520q&st=cse
https://variety.com/2010/film/reviews/behind-the-burly-q-1117942608/
http://www.sundancechannel.com/sunfiltered/2010/04/behind-burlesque-with-leslie-zemeckis%E2%80%99s-fleshy-new-film/
http://www.sundancechannel.com/sunfiltered/2010/04/behind-burlesque-with-leslie-zemeckis%E2%80%99s-fleshy-new-film/
http://www.nypress.com/blog-6364-beyond-boobs.html
http://www.nypost.com/p/entertainment/movies/behind_the_burly_46tTy9VPOsWAdRNU8BUoMK
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