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Preface



GROWING UP IS HARD. Growing up in a conservative part of Ohio and coming to the realization that you might be gay is really hard.


There were two sides to me. On the public side, in order to fit in, I would pretend to know and care who Ken Griffey, Jr., was, the pride of my hometown and star of the Cincinnati Reds baseball team. On the other, private side, I belted Wicked’s “Defying Gravity” at the top of my lungs, broomstick in hand, really hitting that incredibly high end note. These cherished moments with my mom’s tablecloth draped around me as a windblown cape lifted me out of the darkness foisted upon me by social convention, where boys’ and girls’ roles were narrowly cast, never to stray from script. My struggle seemed more like a sad made-for-TV movie than a real-life coming of age in ostensibly placid suburbia.


No matter how hard I played in this tug-of-war, really digging my Mary Jane heels in, palms sweaty and blistering from the friction of the rope, day by day I kept getting pulled over to my private side. The green witch with the fabulous hat was winning.


My all-girl friend group, my affinity for Britney Spears, and my lack of enthusiasm for home runs and touchdowns slowly began to out me among my prepubescent peers. Later, reading The Scarlet Letter, it was apparent my life, against my best efforts, was turning bleaker; I was being emblazoned with a scarlet “gay.”


By the time I was in middle school, an invisible miasma of negativity had settled around me. Like so many other boys and girls around the world—we the different—I was deemed “less than” my straight classmates by my detractors. Worse still, I internalized those dehumanizing beliefs about my sexual orientation. Those acrid, detracting beliefs others held were actually becoming who I was, and how I unconsciously thought about myself.


My parents, both liberal, successful lawyers, could not have been more supportive or nurturing. My older sister, equally encouraging, was a high achiever, and despite the issues I brought to the dining room table, we had a typical, Jewish, upper-middle-class household.


Yet while walking childhood’s long corridor of carnival mirrors, I despised my gayness with every fiber of my being. Each day was another battle with mounting anxiety and depression over coming to terms with my true self. Perpetually feeling undercut by antagonists, I envied the boys around me who seemed unflustered, secure in a world without duality. I desperately longed for their seeming oblivion to any wrenching emotional struggle beyond deciding whether to take to the basketball court as one of the shirts or the skins.


It became clear that my genes, and lack of interest in stereotypical male roughness, were leaving me with a tainted social status. Despite being flayed with snide comments, I won a place on the Student Council, wrote a monthly column for my school’s newspaper, and entered every writing competition. In spite of (or perhaps because of) my feminine flare, many of the school’s most beautiful girls found me endearing. I nurtured these relationships, much to the irritation of the bullying boys who pined for them. The girls became not only my friends, but also my protectors.


Much of my everyday mental and emotional energy was depleted agonizing about how I was being perceived by others. I would study the way the football players carried their books and wore their backpacks, hoping to emulate them. If I raised my hand in class, I’d actively focus on the way my arm and hand were positioned, a slouchy, I’m-so-tough-I-could-care-less gesture. Any remotely stylish or colorful clothing accumulated dust in my closet. Is the way I’m chewing my gum gay? If I slouch more, will that make me look straight? I intentionally worsened my penmanship because “no straight guy had good handwriting.” I watched YouTube videos on how to speak “straighter” and asked my parents to hire a voice coach to train me out of my high and fast over-articulation. (They said no.)


By junior year of high school, I had completely fallen apart. I began to strain under the weight of always feeling as if I somehow was operating at a deficit. The sneering I experienced from peers in the classrooms and hallways left me feeling trapped, governed by a calculus of inadequacy no matter what I did. I had run aground in an environment I saw as a zero-sum battleground, consumed in an enveloping despair. Every day, in every way, was simply too much. My parents were called in by my psychotherapist, who told them he could no longer continue to treat me unless they signed a waiver insulating him from litigation if I were to harm myself.


It was decided I would be sent to a residential treatment center in Salt Lake City, Utah. Into the heart of Mormonism my sixteen-year-old, sexually confused, Jewish boy self went, to hopefully find and save myself. This was not a gay conversion facility, but rather a place for me to learn how to accept myself in all dimensions. The ceaseless focus on changing self-defeating thinking and behavioral patterns was brutal work, but it was also a tremendously enlightening experience. I poured my life out to the nineteen other teenage boys I shared a house with. They, too, were trying to escape from the entrapment of their pained worlds, each dealing with his own hard-to-conquer struggles. We worked with caring therapists and staff members, learning how to grasp hold of that slippery goose called reality; learning healthy coping mechanisms for when we felt ourselves angling toward destructive thoughts and behavior.


By observing and dissecting the inner lives of others, I came to better understand and observe myself in a different way, through a decidedly different prism. By lifting myself out of the deep craters of depression I had been trapped in, which encased me in shadows that I had begun to welcome and cherish, I was able to see the world and its possibilities more clearly.


In this therapeutic environment I came to see that at a certain point, I had to leave behind the suffering imposed on me by others. The focus needed to turn to the suffering I brought on myself. I needed to relinquish my mental whip and swap my incessant self-belittlement for words of encouragement.


My entire life’s trajectory shifted during those six months, as I was able to better grapple with and quiet many of my noisiest demons. Casting off the skewed repression others had weighed on me—and that I had absorbed—led me to a much greater place of self-acceptance.


For my senior year of high school, I returned to Cincinnati. I breathed new life into my school’s moribund Gay-Straight Alliance, deciding I no longer wanted to cower in the shadows. Knowing I needed credibility for this organization, I asked the school’s star quarterback, the straightest and most macho of the student body, if I could name him secretary to mooch off his celebrity status. When he said yes (and began to bring snacks to each meeting, which he would do throughout the year), I spent a weekend creating posters announcing the revamp of the club and naming the officials. The next week, I got to school, predawn, and taped them all over the hallway walls and lockers. When students began filtering in, there were no more questions and there was no more debate: Gelwicks is gay. I had taken a stand. And once I had taken that stand embracing my identity, the power that tormenters once held over me was taken away. There were no more snide comments, no more overt put-downs. I was in control.


My dad and I entrenched ourselves in the local PFLAG and GLSEN organizations, where I met and talked with openly gay teenagers in Ohio for the very first time. At the age of eighteen, I was finally able to talk to a friend about a crush without lying. It was empowering to find a group of adults and teens my own age who embraced me because I was gay.


I then found my footing in college, at Butler University in Indiana—joining a predominantly straight fraternity, no less. I found a group of amazing friends where I never once hid my true self. I was out, super-gay, and super-happy. No longer was I weighed down by society’s expectations of who I should be.


I had even become self-assured enough in my gayness to out myself on a much wider scale, beyond the Midwest. I wrote an essay for the Huffington Post describing how in my sophomore year at Butler, I took a guy as my date to my fraternity’s formal. Up until that point, my fraternity brothers had never actually seen me romantically with another guy. Until then, I was just gay in theory. But witnessing us dance together, they loved it, welcomed my date, and encouraged the relationship.


My summers were spent in New York City, where I managed to wrangle internships in the fashion industry at global operations such as Hearst Magazines and Michael Kors. For years, I had kept my interest in fashion as a career a secret. Once in college, though, where I was welcomed as my authentic self, I grew secure in pursuing something I felt passionate about.


While I was still adjusting to my life as an openly out person, it was exhilarating to spend months in one of the most exciting (and queerest) cities in the world. I was learning more about what I could expect in my new, gay life.


My first summer in the city, I was invited by a gay family friend to join a group of guys for a Memorial Day picnic in Central Park. He was well connected and highly regarded in the LGBTQ+ community in New York, and I was excited to meet young, professional queer men.


While the picnic itself was otherwise unremarkable, those hours together in the park impacted me in ways that still pay emotional dividends. This group of all gay men, complete strangers with no need to be nice to me, was warmly welcoming. It set into motion a chain reaction, one that continues as I write this, and foreshadowed many of the tight gay tribes I’ve met throughout the years. I realized I could gradually assemble a community of individuals who, although they might not have lived my exact story, nor I theirs, understood what it meant to be judged as “different.” An invigorating sense of belonging now seemed within reach.


The gay community has been the foundation for me to build not only a vibrant social life, but also one that has deep roots, extending into my professional life—connecting me with people and opportunities I likely wouldn’t have been granted access to otherwise. Society, which roundly condemns queer people, can also provide us chances to create a tightly knit chosen family.


Following graduation, I immediately headed back to my adopted city of NYC. I worked for GQ magazine, then Teen Vogue, and later began an independent celebrity styling business.


Three years into my life in New York and my career as a stylist, Bumble, the dating app, touted me as one of the “100 Most Inspiring New Yorkers.” The campaign included a promotional interview. A young, effervescent woman started with the rote questions: where I’d grown up, what I did for a living, how long I had been living in New York.


Then came a seemingly simple question: “What drives you to succeed?”


For someone who started his LinkedIn account in seventh grade, had business cards by ninth (with my parents’ home phone number on them), and now regularly works eighty-hour weeks without a second thought, it should have been a no-brainer.


But in that moment, there was only one real, plausible answer: being gay.


It was an odd response, really. What does my preference for Jude Law over Jennifer Lawrence have to do with my drive? In the city that doesn’t sleep, I had never questioned what was behind my all-consuming need to keep moving ahead.


After the interview, I found myself back on the siren-blaring, eat-or-be-eaten streets of Manhattan. Over the years, the frenzy of the city had started to dissolve into white noise, a pulsating rhythm to my perpetually racing thoughts. With grand paradox, the louder and more haywire the city became, the more my mind was able to find a measure of serenity.


I walked the twenty blocks back to my Midtown styling studio with the question, and my answer, boring deeper into my psyche. What was it about my queerness that I felt had such an impact on me? Did my coming to terms with being gay—something I thought I had accepted years ago—still act as a fulcrum, allowing all other thoughts and emotions to rise up?


I now have an energizing career as a celebrity fashion stylist, am in a happy and healthy relationship, and have no ill feelings about who I am. Years separate me from those dark days of growing up, where I felt deep shame and embarrassment at being “other.” The “It Gets Better” videos I had desperately sought out were right; it does get better—a lot better.


From a young age, we are told to use whatever assets we have at our disposal to get ahead. Some are born with trust funds, some with runway-ready looks, and others flourish in well-connected families. I had no such bounty given to me, wouldn’t be asked onto a catwalk, and my family connections peaked with the county judge.


Was being queer my edge? Could my “difference,” and all of the earlier negative energy associated with it, have been a good thing? Perhaps the best thing that ever happened to me?


For much of my life, it was my belief that my otherness was a weakness—something to overcome. The happy personal life and successful career I’d managed to create for myself was always in spite of being queer. Any accomplishments I’d racked up were because I managed to leap over that big, rainbow-colored hurdle.


In what world was I to think that being gay not only motivated me, but advantaged me? As this pebble of a crazy thought lodged deeper into my consciousness, I began to backtrack.


The gay slurs hurled my way on the playground and behind my back in the school halls had callused me, hardening me to the day-to-day harshness of reality, giving me a layer of emotional and mental protection.


The daily occurrences I experienced growing up, feeling uncomfortable and out of place, built up my social skills, and honed my adaptability. I can now walk into any room, even those where I feel entirely uncomfortable, and confidently assert myself, because I have been doing that since elementary school.


My deep sensitivity toward the emotions of my clients, colleagues, friends, and family was shaped by having so many deep feelings of my own, and easily sensing those of others. I learned to read people, gauging what they were thinking and how to make them more comfortable.


The hurt and sadness I felt led me to my diaries, where I learned to put thoughts onto paper. An entire lifetime of questioning myself, talking with myself, and thinking about why I am the way I am, was a tortured journey. But it gave me a deeper understanding of myself.


As early as four years old, I lived to dress myself creatively. My eye toward design, that began with wearing my mom’s nightgowns, draped with her scarves, led to a career putting together looks for glamorous red carpet events.


Knowing I was considered inherently “less than” and “weaker” than my peers made me work that much harder, developing and honing my work ethic and drive. With these memories, I was able to see the clear lineage of how my strongest qualities and assets clearly could be linked to those early, often painful times surrounding my grappling with my queer identity.


I sensed that the only way to really come to a full understanding of this was to get out of my head—and into others’. I needed to talk to the queer people who are among society’s highest achievers and see if they had similar thoughts and feelings.


I started reaching out to amazing achievers, asking how they did it and how they navigated their queer journey. I spoke to people in technology, theater, film, politics, activism, sports, and more. My focus was on queer people, irrespective of what playing field they excelled on.


Through the Queer Advantage project, I came to understand how some of the world’s most successful people have achieved great heights with the help of their queer identity, positively impacting their careers and lives—and those of others.


The individuals profiled here took a leap of faith entrusting their stories to an unknown fashion stylist. They gave of themselves with tremendous poignancy and a generous spirit.


Not everyone has the same take on what the queer advantage is. If all fifty-one individuals profiled in this book were to sit down to discuss the topic, there would certainly be disagreements about what constitutes the queer advantage and how it applies to each of them.


Conversing with these entrepreneurs, artists, and thought leaders both intimidated and energized me. I was inspired by the reality that there are people like them in our society, pushing and pulling the collective consciousness to a higher level. It is within this collective consciousness that we are able to revel in our differences. Our ability to harness that difference is where we are able to find a great sense of power. And while our queer identity does not in any way define each of us entirely, it remains a significant and profound well from which we are able to draw.


The Queer Advantage puts before us different strategies for coping with the messiness and endless permutations of life’s crazy circus. We can read about these trailblazers’ ways of achieving, spot parallels, draw important connections, and determine how to apply the experiences of others to our own lives. As David Furnish notes within these pages, about supportive queer communities: “That’s when you get an over-and-above advantage, of getting another level of community support that isn’t necessarily available to everybody.”


When we receive invaluable information, we each have the responsibility to integrate it into our daily lives and begin to dispel the noxious influences that have created stifling, straightjacketed limitations. This takes real, Herculean effort, but the results, as you are about to read, can be tremendous. Complex life navigation becomes vastly easier when we are able to see the playbooks of others, to help get us where we want to go. We sometimes protect ourselves by building walls around ourselves. But there are those who show us a better way. We can learn to build windows in those walls, to take in new vistas, and even climb out to seek the sunlit world awaiting us.


My own experience, and what I discovered talking with fifty-one highly successful people, is that being queer isn’t an inherent advantage. It is something that gives you potential: the possibility of a precious, powerful edge. You have to make it work for you. This is achieved not so much by changing the perceptions of doubters, abusers, and tormenters. Rather, it springs from a shift in perspective that we make within ourselves. A shift that grants each of us the permission to bring the future—and all of our newly aware potential—into focus.


These conversations lay bare the truths of the queer advantage.


—Andrew Gelwicks, October 2020















GEORGE TAKEI



Actor, Writer & Activist


George Takei has achieved much in many areas, including acting, writing, and activism. He was born into a Japanese American family in Los Angeles in 1937. During World War II, the Takei family was interned at a camp in Arkansas and, later, a relocation center in California.


Following the war, the Takeis moved back to Los Angeles. George Takei went on to obtain undergraduate and master’s degrees from UCLA in Theater. He further studied in England and Tokyo.
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Takei’s acting roles in television, movies, and Broadway have partnered him with John Wayne, Richard Burton, Alec Guinness, Martin Sheen, Jerry Lewis, Jamie Lee Curtis, and many others. He is most widely known for playing Enterprise’s helmsman Hikaru Sulu on Star Trek: The Original Series. His many stage appearances include the play 8, written by Dustin Lance Black. Takei was interviewed in the documentary Do I Sound Gay? and was the subject of the documentary To Be Takei.


He has written a number of books, including his autobiography, published in 1994, To the Stars.


In 2004, the Japanese government conferred upon Takei the Order of the Rising Sun.




George and his husband, Brad, opened their front door together. It was one of those perfect Los Angeles days—warm, sunny, birds chirping, neighbors mowing their lawns. The house was a surprising home for a Hollywood icon, a pretty ranch nestled in the cozy suburbs. As I parked my car, I wondered if the neighbors knew that a true entertainment legend and civil rights trailblazer lived right next door.


As someone who admittedly doesn’t know the difference between Star Trek and Star Wars, my appreciation for George Takei is different than much of the world. I became aware of him years after he shed the galactic star suit and exchanged it for a thoughtful and humorous social media account.


George was much more serious than I’d anticipated. He sat with perfect posture, both feet planted flat on the ground. His unnervingly deep voice, though I’d heard it many times before, struck a different chord in person as he detailed his time in internment camps as a young boy and how that experience shaped the rest of his life, both professionally and personally.


On top of a glittering stage, film, and TV career, George has been extensively involved in queer activism and has made significant contributions to equality efforts with the Human Rights Campaign and other organizations. His political efforts have embraced both California and national changes in the law, especially as related to same-sex marriage legislation.


As we sat in his living room, I marveled at the stories he casually told of organizing events with Jane Fonda, meeting Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and going head-to-head with Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger.


It was abundantly clear that his childhood and the teachings of his father had set the course for the rest of George’s life. Beyond being a beloved actor, he was readied to create real social change.





You’ve spoken at length about your time in the Japanese American internment camps. You have said that experience in the camps gave you your identity.


About three weeks after my fifth birthday, soldiers came to our home. My parents got us up early in the morning, dressed us hurriedly, and my brother and I were told to wait in the living room while they packed. The two of us were gazing out the front window, and we saw two soldiers marching up our driveway carrying rifles with shiny bayonets. They began pounding on our door. My father answered the door, and we were ordered out of our home.


That was the frightening beginning to my internment. But my parents tried to protect us from the reality. They told us we were going for a long vacation in the country. The camps weren’t built yet, so we were taken to the Santa Anita racetrack.


Later we were taken by train to the swamps of Arkansas. Our camp, Rohwer, happened to be the farthest east. And for this Southern California kid, it was a fantastical place. Right beyond the barbed wire fence was a bayou. Trees grew out of the water and their roots snaked in and out.


When I made the night runs from our barrack to the latrine, searchlights followed us. But I thought it was nice that they lit the way for me to pee. For my mother, it was invasive and humiliating. Two parallel stories: my parents’ story and my real experience as a child.


You ask about my internment having defined who I am. As a preteen, I began to understand we were in something like a prison, and only bad people go to prison. I became very curious to know the reality of my imprisonment, and I started reading books voraciously. I couldn’t find a thing about the internment, and the only person I could go to for information was my father. He was unusual in that most parents of my parents’ generation didn’t talk about the internment with their children.


But when I became curious about the internment, my father did talk. He shared his feelings, his pain. He said seeing the barbed wire fence and us playing nearby it tore him apart. What kind of people are they going to turn into growing up like this?


I said I was reading about the civil rights movement in newspapers and how they were struggling for equality. My father said the government made mistakes. I said, “Yeah, they did, but why didn’t you protest it? Why didn’t you resist it?”


He said, “They’re pointing guns at me. If something happened to me, what do you think would happen to you, your mother, your brother, and your sister?”


By this time, I was reading civics books, looking for information on the internment. And instead I found out about the ideals of our system. All men are created equal, equal justice under the law, this is a nation ruled by law. And it wasn’t, it was wrong, it was against the law. We were innocent, we were imprisoned with no charges and no trial. Due process is the central pivot of our justice system, and that disappeared. We were in prison simply because we looked exactly like the people who bombed Pearl Harbor.


So the internment defined my life as an activist and got me involved in many other campaigns. I try to bring that awareness to all of my LGBTQ+ advocacy. It’s because of the unjust imprisonment that I experienced as a child and the guidance my father gave me to actively participate, not just be subject to whatever were the currents of the time.


When you realized you were gay, how did that impact your vision of your future?


After the internment, our first home for a few months was on Skid Row because we were penniless. We had freedom but we didn’t have money. And then we moved into an all-Mexican American neighborhood. I was the only Asian kid and there was a cute boy, Bobby. Sweetest smile and long eyelashes. But the other boys didn’t think so. All the other guys were getting excited about Monica. This was in junior high school, and she was prematurely bursting out in full womanhood. I thought Monica was nice, but the boys.…


Because of my incarceration as a child, because we were different, I didn’t want to be different. We were punished for being different. And all the boys were getting excited about Monica so I joined in. I said, “Wow, Monica is nice.” But I really didn’t feel that. I thought other boys were much cuter.


I didn’t know the definition of “gay.” I thought I was the only one who felt that way. It was very lonely. But that was when I started learning to act what I didn’t feel.


Did you fear others might think you were gay?


I was acting like I wasn’t. By that time, I was pursuing an acting career. I was definitely aware of mannerisms. And I made it a point to not be like that. I sat like this instead of crossing my legs. And I learned to not walk like that boy who carried his books and minced. I was acting a part. I wasn’t being paid for it, but I studied the part and I took on all the accoutrements of that part.


Do you recall your first impressions of a gay celebrity?


When I was teenager, there was a movie star, Tab Hunter, who I was smitten with. But then one of the scandal sheets of the 1950s exposed him as gay. And suddenly he disappeared. You never heard of him again. That was another underscoring: if it gets known you’re gay, you won’t have a career. I was a teenager aspiring to be an actor, and I knew then I couldn’t let it be known that I was one of those.


Before you publicly came out in 2005, it’s written that your sexual orientation was an “open secret.” Can you elaborate on that?


As an adult, you make your peace with it and you’re having boyfriends and being very quiet about it. I had a circle of gay friends and I went to gay bars and sometimes I recognized people. And the next day we were on the same set, we didn’t talk about it.


When you’re on set, at the beginning of the day, after makeup, before getting into your costume, you hang out at the coffee urn and chitchat with each other. I was chatting with Walter Koenig, a big actor who played Pavel Chekov on Star Trek. And suddenly he signaled me to turn around and look behind me. So I turned around to look, and the extras, who were sent to wardrobe to get into uniform, were coming in. And there was one gorgeous hunk who was wearing that tight Starfleet sweatshirt. He had a great build. My jaw dropped, my heart stopped.


It was Walter who told me to turn around, pointing out something I was about to miss. That’s when I knew that he knew.


They kept quiet about it because they knew it would be damaging to my career. Like what happened to Tab Hunter. Everyone in the cast was friends, and they all knew.


When you came out in 2005, you said that you prepared yourself to no longer have a career.


The reason I came out was Arnold Schwarzenegger. In 2005, the California legislature voted to support the Marriage Equality Bill. This was a landmark event. On the East Coast, Massachusetts had marriage equality that came from the state courts. Ours was the legislature. They passed it, but the bill needed one more signature, from the governor of the state of California, who was Arnold Schwarzenegger. He campaigned for the governor’s office by saying, “I’m from Hollywood, I’ve worked with gays and lesbians, some of my friends are gays and lesbians.” That was his pompous campaign rhetoric. I thought surely he was going to sign it. But his base was the Republican right wing, and when the bill landed on his desk, he vetoed it. I was raging.


By this time, I was with Brad, my now husband. We’d been together for many years and we were watching TV at home when that story came on and they went to a shot of young people pouring out onto Santa Monica Boulevard, venting their rage at Schwarzenegger. And we felt the same way. I was boiling. But we were at home, comfortable, and there were all those young people out there demonstrating their true feelings.


Brad and I began a conversation and we decided it was time. I had to make my peace with the thought that I was not going to have a career. After Star Trek, all of us found it difficult to be cast in other projects. My feeling was, If I’m not gonna get cast then I’m gonna adjust to that new reality, and I was going to be active in the political arena.


In what ways has being gay positively impacted your life?


Being gay gives me another way of looking at people. Characters. Another sensibility. That’s a unique thing that I bring to my work. Or in public service, I bring the vantage point of minority people, all different kinds, and gay people have their own unique concerns and sensibilities. So that’s been an asset in my public service.


You have been part of minorities that have faced so much oppression. How have you remained optimistic?


Without optimism, you can’t make progress. If you’re a pessimist, you’re already defeated. When Schwarzenegger vetoed the Marriage Equality Bill, a pessimist would have said, Oh, they did it to us again. This society is homophobic and we’re not gonna make any progress. Then you won’t make any progress.


But I said, No, something’s gotta be done about it. It’s gonna cost me, but I’m gonna risk it all and I’m gonna come out. That’s an optimistic act. To say that I’m gonna be fully me, I’m going to be completely, 100 percent me, and I will try to do something about it.


I’ve been with Brad for thirty-three years now. We went to the Old Globe Theatre to celebrate our anniversary. Brad told one of the people there, who happened to be a city councilman, that this was our anniversary. He went up and whispered it to the MC and the MC announced that and led the entire ballroom in singing “Happy anniversary to you, happy anniversary to you, happy anniversary Brad and George.” The entire ballroom burst out.


It was mind-boggling: a huge ballroom with about eight hundred people, singing in unison to a gay couple “Happy anniversary Brad and George.” I would never have dreamed of anything like that at another point in my life, pre-2005. I was in my sixties when I came out. In my sixties. Most of my adult life has been closeted.


Optimism is what gets progress. Pessimism gets nowhere. We all are pulling at the same wagon. We’re doing it collectively. No one person does it. And it’s important to recognize that. We all have to work together in concert.















JORDAN ROTH & RICHIE JACKSON



Broadway Producers & Writers


Jordan Roth and Richie Jackson are a powerful force in the entertainment world.


Roth was educated at Horace Mann School in New York City, Princeton University, and later earned his MBA from Columbia University. He oversees five Broadway theaters and has produced numerous hits, including The Rocky Horror Picture Show, Spring Awakening, Hair, Kinky Boots, Frozen, Mean Girls, Hadestown, Angels in America, The Book of Mormon, and Jersey Boys.


Jackson is a graduate of Tisch School of the Arts at New York University. He is a writer, talent manager, and producer who has also worked to bring productions to Broadway. Jackson has been a guiding light behind movies and TV shows like Nurse Jackie. He is the author of Gay Like Me: A Father Writes to His Son.


Both men serve on boards and are active in philanthropic efforts to promote the LGBTQ+ community. Married since 2012, they are raising two boys.




The January morning of my meeting with Jordan Roth and Richie Jackson was drizzling, cold, and ferociously windy. By the time I arrived at their Times Square office, my carefully planned outfit was disheveled.


The couple arrived together, Jordan first and Richie right behind. From a quick glance, the men appeared complete opposites of each other: Richie, dressed in dark jeans and a blue Ralph Lauren sweater, with bald head and black-rimmed glasses; Jordan with long, full, brown hair, wearing an elaborate brown-and-orange ensemble, a chunky gold pendant necklace, and a shawl with brown leather fringes draped over his shoulders.


We sat at a large glass table in Jordan’s office, with a perfect view of the Frozen marquee. Jordan and Richie sat perpendicular to each other, occasionally holding hands throughout our conversation.


A few weeks prior, I had spent the holiday break immersed in Richie’s touching memoir, Gay Like Me, where he wrote to his newly out eighteen-year-old son about being gay. The book was thought-provoking and further deepened my conviction about the inexorable power of a queer advantage. Richie writes about how his queerness is part of his every move, thought, and decision—and how he always felt that positivity, even in the third grade.


Jordan talked slowly, choosing each word with great thought and precision. He brought up a provocative notion: in his work, Jordan created box office gold out of nothing. He took something that was in his head and brought it to life. What was the difference between that, coming out, and building the life you envisioned for yourself as an openly queer person? It was the manifestation of our true self that was such a powerful force.


Jordan and Richie have grown into a powerful duo—a vibrant force of strength, self, creativity, and love. They feel it, imagine it, and bring their passion to light.





Richie, when you were in the third grade, you realized you were gay. And even then, you said you felt lucky, special, unique, chosen. Why do you think you had such a positive reaction, especially at such a young age, to understanding you were gay?


RICHIE: I didn’t think anything was wrong with me. I grew up in a household where my parents never said anything negative about any group of people. They always valued what I had to say and what my interests were. It just never occurred to me that there would be a part of me that was wrong. And I always liked being different. I never wanted to be like anybody else. I never had one of those moments where I wished I was straight or was another person. I’ve only wanted to be me.


When I saw that I was different than everyone else in my class in the third grade, I felt so fortunate. I struggled with writing, I could not read; I had to be taken out of the third grade for special reading lessons. And so I had a lot of difficulties where I wasn’t as good as everybody else in all the subjects we participated in. But there was one thing that made me better. And that was that I liked boys. I knew nobody else did, and that was one thing I had over everybody. I was more special than they were because I was gay, and I’ve always felt that way.


Jordan, did you have that same feeling growing up?


JORDAN: I knew I was different, and I struggled to articulate and identify the difference. I was different in a lot of ways. I wasn’t very good at being a kid. All the kids seemed to know how to bound into rooms with groups of other kids and be okay, and how to run and play at recess and be carefree. I never had that sense of carefreeness. I don’t know if that was specific to being a pre-gay child or just who I am, but that was my sense of where I was. I’m very aware that I have grown into myself.


I always knew there was something special about me, but I also thought that I was probably the only one who thought that. That tension of different, special, different, special, worse, different, better, different can cycle through an infinite number of times throughout the day of a seven-year-old mind. Or, frankly, a forty-four-year-old mind.


The difference always frightened me. It was a large concept of difference. It wasn’t that I was just like everybody else except for this element. I felt wholly other.


There’s sexuality and then there’s gender. It felt to me that there was nothing worse you could possibly be than a “girly boy” or a “boyish girl.” Any variation from what we come as children to understand as “that’s a boy” and “that’s a girl” was punished, reviled, and profoundly misunderstood. “What are you?” was the worst thing you could possibly be asked. And I was asked a lot.


How would you respond?


JORDAN: I don’t think I would respond. It’s not actually an invitation for a conversation. The fact of the question is the damnation. It’s not the beginning of a conversation or an invitation to be known or seen.


I do think our gender, our sexuality, all of our identity, is active. It is a thing you have to invest in, process for yourself, create for yourself. And I don’t mean “create” to imply an artificiality or fraudulence. I mean quite the reverse. It’s an excavation and a formulation. For me, that active work wasn’t formed enough then to even have had a conversation other than to just feel wrong.


When was the first time you realized your core identity was a powerful force?


RICHIE: I don’t know if there was one moment. I always certainly felt different and I had more empathy than everybody I grew up with. All through grade school and high school, I just cared more. I always thought that was part of my gayness, my specialness. That was my strength—that ability to care about another person.


When I got to New York, I began to understand how you could make a gay life and what it meant to be gay. My gayness was the well from which everything I think, want, crave, and create comes from. I was experiencing it before I understood it. All of the things that are special about me come from being gay. Anything anybody thinks they like about me or that is a strength of mine is because I’m gay.


Do you feel the same way, Jordan?


JORDAN: I do now. What’s so interesting to me is that in the early years, most of us associate all the bad about us with the gayness of us. Because we all have that feeling that gayness is a great part of me when you’re talking about empathy. But that’s despite this horrible thing, this secret; that if they knew, they would hate every part of me.


What I think is so shocking, in the best possible way, is that Richie’s saying it never occurred to him that it was a bad thing. I had the reverse: it never occurred to me that it could be a good thing. Or that the good of me could come from that.


In my late teens, twenties, and early thirties, I was living in my gayness. And then in my late thirties and early forties, I have become much more expansive in expressing, excavating, and creating from all the parts of me. I actually look back on that early period of adulthood as much less free than I thought. I recognize now there was still a lot I was holding back.


RICHIE: But this is why we all have to talk about it. We need to change the way we talk about LGBTQ+ people. There are 4.5 percent of us. That’s not a defect. That’s not worthless. It’s chosen. And if we start to talk about it like that—like the blessing and gift that it is—and we raise our LGBTQ+ youth to understand they have been chosen to have this incredible opportunity that is a blessing, we can help them along earlier.


How has being queer advantaged you in your career?


JORDAN: When I was younger, I was too narrowly defining myself. When I started producing, I was very young. Everybody who worked with me and for me was older. I was twenty-two when I did my first Off Broadway show and I was twenty-four when I did my first Broadway show. In both cases, I was the sole producer.


I adopted this uniform that was a putting on of authority and maturity, and a taking away of sexualness. Not sexuality, but sexualness. That was what I needed to do to make myself comfortable in the beginning of my career. And what I thought would make others comfortable, too, for them to think I could run this.


Yes, there’s the baseline of gayness that is fundamental to who I am. But even still, there was a hiding and reserving of myself for what I thought was necessary for my career. As it evolved, and I had gotten to a point where I felt like I didn’t have to fit into a prescribed idea of This is what this role looks like, I could actually define it for myself and say, This is what I look like in this role. This is what this role looks like on me. That was when I really could start to wholly express myself.


My gayness is the fertile soil from which that grows, but it is not all of it. It is the earth that I stand on.


Jordan, you used to have a shaved head, and wore suits with untucked white button-down shirts. You said, “My uniform served me very well until it didn’t.” Is this along the same lines as that?


JORDAN: Yes, that’s exactly what I was talking about. That was the comfort and armor I needed to do the work I wanted to do, and be in the position I wanted to be in. Did I need it, or did I just think I needed it? But it served me because it bolstered me to do the work I wanted to do, until it started to feel constricting and restricting.


I really believe I have grown into myself. We will sit down three years from now and I will have grown into myself even further. And so I don’t reject or resent what I was doing then. I don’t take it to be not who I was. I don’t think I could be doing what I’m doing now if I hadn’t done that. But I can’t do that again. It served me until it didn’t.


How has being queer advantaged you in your career?


RICHIE: One of the ways being gay is an advantage for me in my career is that there’s risk to our life every day as LGBTQ+ people. Getting from point A to B can be harrowing. We constantly have to be on guard. There’s a vigilance to being queer. I’m used to risk throughout my day as a gay person, so risk in my career has never bothered me. I’m used to it, and it never rose to the level of risk involved with being an LGBTQ+ person trying to find safety in this country. Taking a chance on this or that didn’t have the risk that other things have felt in my life.


JORDAN: The ability to see what doesn’t exist is core to any creative pursuit. It’s the ability to see what doesn’t exist and manifest it. Either writing on the page or convening a group of people as a producer. There is something fundamentally, uniquely gay about that. Because we all have done it for ourselves. We all have seen that which is not yet, and manifested it.


When we talk about coming out as a manifestation of self, that is another way in which coming out is a constant process. You don’t just say it once and the entire world knows. You make a decision every time you say, “My husband and I,” or any of the various ways in which we come out every day. The manifestation of self as the act of coming out is also a thing we have to continue to invest in, in order to continue to grow into ourselves. Imagining something that doesn’t yet exist, manifesting it, and bringing it into existence is a personal pursuit and a creative pursuit. That is the creative work of art and the creative work of self.


Richie, in your book you talk about double consciousness1 as it relates to Black Americans. How would you describe the queer double consciousness?


RICHIE: Every LGBTQ+ person has to have double vision. They have to keep the clear-eyed, keen view of how America sees them and treats them. And in the other, they have to keep their own sense of their beautiful, gay self. You have to make sure the view of how you’re treated doesn’t poison the view of how you think about yourself.


There are two distinct views. One is keeping you safe and making sure you’re not living in a fantasyland, thinking that rainbows and #LoveIsLove mean everything is okay. You have to be an alert person.


In the other view, you have to protect your queerness, nurture it, invest in it, rely on it, and make sure nothing seeps into it that will poison the way you feel about yourself and your beauty as a queer person. Because that is where your divinity is. That’s where your answers are.


Does this queer double consciousness give you an edge in your professional life?


RICHIE: Anytime you get to look at things from another point of view is an advantage. That’s why I think being different is always an advantage. The entire structure of the world is built for straight people, and we’re seeing it from a different angle. So if you bring that to bear on your creative projects or businesses, that’s always going to be an advantage.


What advice do you have for young queer people beginning their careers?


JORDAN: Understand that bringing your entire self to your work is what will make you extraordinary at the work. The goal for all of us is to do the work that only we can do. And that will only happen if we bring all of ourselves to that work. Such that there is nobody else who could do this work in exactly the same way. Because there is nobody else who has all of what I have in me, and all of what you have in you.


Footnote


1 A phrase coined by W. E. B. Du Bois in his essay, “The Souls of Black Folk,” describing how one’s identity can feel divided into different parts based on having a knowledge of how the dominant society views you, and how you might view yourself, and that those views are not the same.















TROYE SIVAN



Musician & Actor


Born in South Africa in 1995 and raised in Australia, Troye Sivan is among the most beloved pop stars of the digital age.


Sivan attended a small, modern Orthodox Jewish school near his home in Perth and began making videos online when he was twelve, quickly shooting to Internet stardom as a singer and vlogger. He lived out his youth online, and at the age of eighteen dropped a YouTube video titled “Coming Out,” sharing his queerness with his millions of followers. Within two years, Sivan had signed with a major music label, walked the runways at Paris Fashion Week, been named one of the most influential teens by Time, and released an EP that debuted at number five on the U.S. Billboard charts.
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Since then, Sivan has released two certified platinum albums, Blue Neighborhood and Bloom, which each have been streamed over a billion times. He was nominated for a Golden Globe for Best Original Song for “Revelation,” from the 2018 film Boy Erased, in which he also had a supporting acting role.




I had just finished interviewing Drew Elliott, MAC Cosmetics’ global creative director, and we were sitting on his couch chatting. He asked who else I was hoping to speak with. One of the names I rattled off was pop phenomenon Troye Sivan.


“Oh, you should definitely talk to Troye. He would be great. Want me to text him for you?” Drew asked casually.


“Um… YES!”


Drew whipped out his phone, shot off a few sentences, and within minutes received a response from Troye: I’m down!


A few days later, I was on the phone with the megawatt musician. He was as charming, sweet, and thoughtful as I had hoped.


One point he made in particular stood out, and has been on my mind often since. I had never given much thought to the significance of how when growing up queer, we often sought refuge in our own minds. With nobody else to talk to, we were left to figure out what was happening to us, and around us, by ourselves. Deep, maddening, and complex conversations with ourselves—at a very young age—about who we are, why we feel this way, and what this all means.


As a child, I hated those conversations. I found it exasperating. I felt trapped in my mind, often comparing my thoughts to a prison. Troye, though, brought me out of that. He offered up that those conversations were really a miraculous, highly beneficial experience. We were forced to dig deep into our psyches, giving us an attunement that extended far beyond others who never had to question who they were. For Troye, that very act of introspection manifested hit songs, chart-soaring albums, and fans around the world.


The New Yorker noted in 2019 that Sivan’s “pop songs translate the gay teen experience into recognizable rites of passage.” He is redefining what it means to be an icon and pioneer within and outside the queer community.





You came out on YouTube before you signed with a record label, and before you had established yourself as a musician. What was your thought process on coming out before your music career had taken off, versus going the usual route of establishing yourself and then coming out?


I had been out to my family and friends for a long enough time and I felt really secure in my personal life. I knew I had a great family and friends that supported and loved me. To me, that was the most important thing. Career, music, and opening myself up to the public was something that came secondary, once I felt I had a strong enough foundation. I had heard horror stories of people kept in the closet by executives, record labels, or management. I didn’t ever want anybody to have that power over me: to keep me in the closet or pull the rug out from under my feet.


For me, not coming out was not an option. I knew it was going to happen at some point, so I decided to take that moment and take back the power—so I could come out on my own terms in a way that felt comfortable and genuine.


Throughout your career you’ve collaborated with artists and songwriters who are both straight and queer. Have you noticed a different synergy working with someone who also identifies as queer?


I find that synergy both in work and also just in my life. Queer kinship is a very, very real thing. I’ve been lucky enough to travel all over, and I can meet a queer person from the other side of the world who I have never met before, and really have very little in common with, except for the fact that we are both queer. And there’s this mutual understanding and vibe that is special and something I’m extremely grateful for. I’m very thankful and proud to be a part of a community, and I consider myself really lucky to be queer. It’s a special human experience that can bring people together.


I have always written extremely personally, and that’s the only songwriting that’s of any interest to me. A lot of those experiences happen to be about love, relationships, or sex. And so to have someone in the room who is queer and I know I can trust is really important.


Early on, I definitely had a couple of sessions where I had to come out to the producer. And you’re not really sure how they’re going to react, or if they are going to shut down and switch off for the rest of the session and become uninterested. I’ve had that happen to me before. Or are they going to be totally cool with it and we’re going to write a great song? So finding my people within the writing community was really important to the music I create.


You’ve talked openly about how when you were growing up, you were hyperconscious of gay “tells”—your mannerisms, the way you walked, talked, danced. As you learned to loosen your grip on those concerns, and started to embrace your identity, did you notice a difference in the music you were creating?


Definitely. Childhood and adolescence as a queer person is not talked about enough. Oftentimes, we end up getting sort of desensitized to the experience. But then I’ll be sitting with queer friends, or talking with my therapist, and something will come up that has lingered. Some sort of insecurity or weird internalized homophobia that I really thought I was beyond, or simply hadn’t thought about in years. It always takes me by surprise to remember how charged those emotions are. So for me, a lot of my adult life as a queer person has been deprogramming and unlearning a lot of things I taught myself or was taught as a little kid.
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