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   comedy comes out of the closet



Funny how the entertainment industry expects performers who are gay or lesbian to stay in the closet, isn’t it? Well, some of today’s wittiest wisecrackers are not amused. They’re “the out generation” of gay and lesbian comics, and their time has come—fashionably late, of course!


Thus began a magazine article I wrote in the spring of 1993. As a comedy writer, entertainment journalist, performer, and gay man, I found the subject of gay comics immediately fascinating. And I approached the assignment with added excitement for another personal reason: I’d been writing for gay magazines for several years, but this article was the first for which I didn’t use a nom de plume (French for “writer in the closet”).


Who could have predicted that only days after I’d received the assignment, the topic would become quite timely? In March of that year, Lea DeLaria broke mainstream ground with a headline-grabbing appearance on The Arsenio Hall Show. Ready or not, viewers from coast to coast heard her blare: “It’s the 1990s, it’s hip to be queer, and I’m a b-i-i-i-g dyke!”


A couple of days after DeLaria’s late-night debut, I began researching my article. First stop: Gay & Lesbian Comedy Night at the Comedy Store, located on the Sunset Strip in Los Angeles. The popular humor haven had launched the weekly showcase in January of the same year—on the same day as President Clinton’s inauguration. Barry Steiger, who hosted the showcase for its first fourteen months, described the concurrence of the two events as “symbolic—a turning point for America and certainly a turning point for a mainstream comedy club.”


By late spring, the attendance at the Gay & Lesbian Comedy Night had grown to capacity, thanks to good word of mouth (giving credence to a saying within the community regarding the quickest means of communication: “telephone . . . telegraph . . . tell a queen”). The lineup included a mix of newcomers and seasoned pros, a diverse group with one common message—it’s now in to be an out comic!


Onstage, veteran comic-actor Michael Greer—best known for his starring roles in Fortune and Men’s Eyes (MGM, 1971) and The Gay Deceivers (American International, 1969)—mused, “How can I be in and out at the same time? It’s too exhausting!”


After the show, I was privileged to interview Robin Tyler, the world’s first homo humorist since Oscar Wilde. A comic, producer, and political activist, Tyler started performing as an out lesbian in the seventies. Holding court at the Comedy Store that night, she enthusiastically supported the comics who are following in her footsteps. “I love them!” she gushed. “They’re like my children!”


Between the emergence of a few trailblazers in the seventies and the surge of fresh funny faces in the gay nineties, a number of entertainers had diligently honed the queer comedy niche. Before mainstream ground was broken, the imminent rumblings of a united effort were felt in the early eighties in San Francisco. The epicenter: the Valencia Rose. “We learned our craft there because we were denied that at other places,” recalls Tom Ammiano, dubbed “the Mother of Gay Comedy” by the San Francisco press. Even in so-called gay-friendly San Francisco, he says, straight crowds at mainstream comedy clubs were unreceptive, even hostile, to acts that included lines such as “Homophobia is the fear that three fags will break into your house and redecorate.”


Meanwhile, on the East Coast in the eighties, openly gay and lesbian comics began popping up at cabarets, performance spaces, and women’s music festivals and coffeehouses. And though the Valencia Rose closed in 1985, a similar venue, Josie’s Cabaret & Juice Joint, opened in San Francisco in 1990 and continues to showcase an ever-growing number of out comics.


But why is it, at this particular time, that we’re suddenly seeing a proliferation of openly gay and lesbian comics? “Comedy follows the civil rights movements,” explains Tyler. “When the focus was on blacks in the 1960s, a lot of black comics came up. When the focus was on feminism in the 1970s, a lot more women comics came up. Now, the focus is on us; we’re the civil rights movement that everybody’s talking about, so it’s only natural that more and more gay and lesbian comics are coming up.”


The year 1993 turned full circle for me. In the fall and winter I wrote several more magazine articles about gay and lesbian comics—specifically, about Out There, the first gay and lesbian comedy special, which debuted that December on Comedy Central, the all-comedy cable channel. With Lea DeLaria as host, the one-hour special—produced by Trevor Hopkins and Juliet Blake of the English Channel—was taped before a live audience at the historic Great American Music Hall in San Francisco. Appropriately, the show was staged on October 11, National Coming Out Day, an annual event that supports gay men and lesbians who wish to take the next step in their coming-out process. Indeed, the airing of Out There to a national television audience was a long overdue step in the right direction for the entertainment industry.


But was Middle America ready to accept gays and lesbians on television—this time telling the jokes rather than being the butt of them? “Middle America is having a hard time accepting short division!” roared DeLaria when I interviewed her prior to the taping. “I think that if we had waited for Middle America to be ready for civil rights and for feminism, we’d still be waiting,” she continued. “I think that in some ways, that argument is homophobic, and it’s time to get past that.”


The fact is a good number of television viewers were game for the gay and lesbian laugh fest—and, as we all know, numbers is the name of the game in the television industry. According to Comedy Central, Out There attracted double the usual number of viewers for that time slot.


The team of Hopkins and Blake assembled another outstanding lineup for Out There II, with Amanda Bearse stepping out of her role as Marcy D’Arcy on Married . . . with Children to host the show. Taped at Caroline’s Comedy Club in midtown Manhattan, the show had an unusually enthusiastic audience. Then again, it was an unusual week in New York City. Out There II was taped in June 1994, smack in the middle of the Stonewall 25 festivities celebrating the birth of the gay rights movement.


As Bearse prepared for the special, she told me that she hoped viewers would glean a message between the laughs: “I hope the message the show relays is that living out of the closet can be a wonderful, rich experience; that it doesn’t have to be a scary place to stand in the light.”


The actress also shared the fact that she’d love to develop her own sitcom and play a lesbian who would provide a positive image to young TV viewers. If such images had been available when she was growing up, Bearse noted, “It probably would have given me confidence and reassurance that I searched for in my adolescence. It’s important to have positive role models.”


I’m pleased to have had the opportunity to meet and write about many of the comics who are coming out and, indeed, acting as role models. While writing this book, I had the opportunity to tag along with Bob Smith on the night he became the first openly gay comic to appear on The Tonight Show. I had the chance to attend the taping of an episode of Grace Under Fire in which Barry Steiger played Grace’s proud-to-be-gay in-law. I caught Steve Moore’s performance the first night he experimented with a new set of jokes about a delicate subject—his positive HIV status.


I took a close-up look at a piece of history in the making, both for the entertainment industry and for the gay and lesbian community. Through their own words, both onstage and off, I invite you to get to know these talented men and women whom I’ve enjoyed meeting over the last couple of years.


These performers are debunking the widely held notion among straight audiences that they never come face-to-face with a gay person. For the entertainment industry, they’re supplying a voice that has been underrepresented for too long. And for the gay and lesbian community, they’re lifting our spirits while we all continue the fight for human rights. From gay cabarets to the television screen, these comics reflect the diversity of the gay and lesbian community as they carry their message: “We’re here, we’re queer, get used to laughing along with us!” Certainly that diversity is reflected in the range of comics represented in this book.


And before anyone rushes off a letter to the editor of a gay and lesbian publication, I must state that I’m already well aware that not every single openly gay or lesbian comic is profiled within these pages. Space limitations simply did not allow me to include everyone I’ve met, and time considerations did not allow me to meet with every comic on my wish list. (In an effort to be as comprehensive as possible, I’m including a Comics Listing in this book, with contact information for bookings and public relations.)


An odd memory kept resurfacing as I was writing this book. Several years ago I had a writing gig for a tabloid-style TV program, and while researching a particular story, I needed to riffle through mounds of old, circa-1960s fan magazines. An item about Rock Hudson caught my attention. In an insinuating tone, the report revealed that Rock Hudson was known to sew his own curtains! I guess that was the 1960s version of outing!


I thought of that tidbit often as I chatted with openly gay and lesbian comics. These out-and-proud entertainers will never have to live in fear that some gossipmonger will go snooping around their drapery! As Lynda Montgomery says, “My biggest fear is that the National Enquirer will say I’m straight!”


To the next generation of showbiz hopefuls who are gay or lesbian and choose not to hide it: make a grand entrance onto the comedy-club stages and television and film studios. The closet door has been set ajar.


As any of these openly gay and lesbian comics will tell you, “A funny thing happened on the way out of the closet. . .!”


—Ed Karvoski Jr.
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At Los Angeles’ famed Comedy Store in 1977, Robin Tyler was being heckled by a bunch of men, one of whom yelled: “Are you a lesbian?” The openly gay comic’s retort was spot on: “Are you the alternative?” The comedians who followed her (all straight) opened their acts by declaring they were gay, too. “It’s funny,” says Tyler, “now it’s in to be out. I even have straight comics calling me and asking if it’s OK to claim to be gay, as a career move!” . . . Being the first to leap out of the closet and onto the comedy circuit hasn’t done Canadian-born Tyler’s career any harm.


—Jane Nicholls and Karen G. Jackovich,
Who Weekly (Australia), February 1994
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“All of a sudden I’m chic—I’m a lesbian comic!” exclaims Robin Tyler. “I went from even gays and lesbians being scared of me—saying, ‘How could you go onstage and be so open?’—to a movement where there’s a significant number of comics who are telling the truth.”


Tyler captured headlines right from the start of her performing career, in the sixties, as a Judy Garland impersonator at a New York drag bar. Following a police raid—at the time, a routine occurrence at such establishments—she had the dubious honor of being singled out in a New York Post headline: 44 MEN AND 1 WOMAN ARRESTED FOR FEMALE IMPERSONATION.


Under contract with ABC in the seventies, Tyler appeared on television comedies with then partner Pat Harrison. Concurrently, she was in the public eye slinging barbs at Anita Bryant in response to antihomosexual attacks: “Anita Bryant is to Christianity what paint-by-numbers is to art.” Again, Tyler grabbed headlines—this time as a vociferous activist for the gay and lesbian movement. Hollywood insiders warned the comic that she was jeopardizing her showbiz career, but, Tyler says, “It would have been ridiculous to go onstage and not say, ‘I’m a lesbian.’ It would have been like Richard Pryor going onstage and saying he was white.”


Thus came Tyler’s 1978 comedy album, Always a Bridesmaid, Never a Groom, her third album but her first as an openly lesbian comic. And in 1979 Tyler became the first openly lesbian or gay comic to appear on national television when she was guest on a Showtime special hosted by Phyllis Diller.


“You cannot be a truly great artist unless you can be honest,” Tyler states with the authoritative tone of a schoolteacher. (In fact, she does teach a college course, on the history of comedy.) “There’s a therapy saying: ‘You’re only as sick as your secrets.’ Yet gay men and lesbians have been told that we should keep secrets in order to be well. We, as a community, are beginning to not be dysfunctional—we’re no longer keeping secrets. And the comedy of gay and lesbian comics is a reflection of what’s happening in our community—the pride, and the truth, and the guts to come out.”


Now primarily a producer, Tyler has helped launch the careers of numerous lesbian performers via her women’s music and comedy festivals. Additionally, she produced the main stage at the 1993 March on Washington (in support of what she calls “gay/lesbian/transsexual/transgender/transvestite—and anything else you can fit on a T-shirt—rights”), as well as the 1994 International Gay & Lesbian Comedy Festival in Sydney, Australia. “Australia is far more advanced in the area of civil rights for gays and lesbians than the United States,” she observes. Meanwhile, in a glowing review for the comedy festival, The Sydney Morning Herald affectionately observed: “[Tyler] seems to be settling into an elder-stateswoman/mother-hen role for the next wave” of openly gay and lesbian comics.


Indeed, Tyler is proud of her protégés’ accomplishments and their impact. But, she clarifies, “Whether or not we ever have our own TV sitcom and it works to Iowa, I don’t care. What I care about is that lesbians and gay men are making a change in the world—especially for each other.”
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I was walking down the street and a man pointed at me and started screaming, “I know what you are-you’re one of them queers! I think they should take all of you queers and put you on an island!” And I calmly replied, “Oh, but they did, darling. They call it Manhattan.”
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When I came out, another dyke asked me, “Are you a butch or a femme?”


I asked, “What’s the difference?”


She said, “Well, the femme does the cooking, the cleaning, the housework, and takes care of the butch’s emotional needs.”


“And what does the butch do?” I asked.


She said, “The butch makes all the decisions.”


“Then I’m a butch,” I replied. “And so is my Jewish mother!”


In the seventies, I was told that a lesbian had to be a vegetarian. But I did not give up men so I could eat tofu!


Being gay or lesbian is not a “lifestyle.” Disco was a lifestyle. Being gay or lesbian is about our lives . . . about affectional preference . . . about our right to love. If I never had sex with another woman again, I would still be a lesbian. I wouldn’t be a very happy lesbian, but I would still be a lesbian.


If homosexuality is a disease, let’s all call in queer to work. “Hello, can’t work today. Still queer.”
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Jerry Falwell is so homophobic he thinks that global warming was caused by the AIDS quilt.


I don’t mind born-agains being born again, but why do they have to come back as themselves?!


The pope runs all over the world condemning homosexuality, dressed in high drag. Now I ask you!


Jesus had to be a Jewish boy:


He lived with his family until he was thirty. . .


He took up his father’s profession. . .


And his mother thought he was God!
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Ban gays and lesbians in the military? Are you kidding? If you took all the lesbians out of the WACS, you’d be left with four typists!


Remember the TV coverage of the Gulf War? CNN kept showing the one straight woman over there. Every hour on the hour, they’d haul her out and they’d say, “This is Captain Mary Smith and she wants to say hi to her husband, Mark, and her son, Johnny.” Meanwhile, there’s two thousand dykes standing behind her saying, “Hey, Marge, keep my bowling ball polished, OK?”


These dykes in the gulf had no idea there was a war; they thought they were in Palm Springs at the Dinah Shore Golf Tournament!


I hear that Hillary Clinton had an affair in college with one of us. But don’t worry-she didn’t inhale!


The Republican Party should change their national emblem from an elephant to a prophylactic, because it. . .


1. stands for inflation. . .


2. halts production. . .


3. protects a bunch of pricks, and. . .


4. gives a false sense of security when one is being screwed
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The routines of [these] unabashed comics are as offbeat and off-the-wall as anything in San Francisco’s burgeoning comedy circuit. But they’ve been drawing larger legions of delighted fans into what has become the gay community’s newest entertainment trend—stand-up comedy. The city’s serious gay ideologues may have been getting a lot of P.R. lately, but gay cognoscenti have caught on to the Valencia Rose Cabaret, which is generally believed to be the nation’s first gay comedy club. The comedy to be found at the Valencia Rose is as good as—and often better than—anything in the city’s mainstream comedy clubs. . . .


Like most entertainment phenomena, the gay comedy vogue comes because of the fortuitous combination of a right place, right time, and the right audiences ready for the right product. Ironically, the epicenter of gay comedy is a funeral home that was converted into the Valencia Rose Cabaret two years ago. With gays eager to find nonsexual social alternatives in the face of the AIDS epidemic, audiences have grown substantially in recent months. About 300 customers now crowd to the three venues or shows at the Valencia Rose on a typical weekend night.


—Randy M. Shilts, “Datebook,” 
The San Francisco Chronicle, March 1984
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“I’ve thrown my hat and matching shoes into the ring,” declared Tom Ammiano, announcing his candidacy for the San Francisco School Board in 1980. Though he lost his first political bid, Ammiano quickly won praise as the city’s leading openly gay comic. In 1982, he approached Ron Lanza and Hank Wilson, friends of his who created a community entertainment center. “I suggested to Ron and Hank that we do gay comedy there,” Ammiano recalls. “They said, ‘What’s gay comedy?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. All I know is, I go to straight comedy clubs and I try to be funny, and I talk about being gay, and they want to eat my liver! I need a place to develop.’”


The Valencia Rose became that place for Ammiano and other openly gay and lesbian comics to develop. Mondays became Gay Open Mike Night, an outlet for new talent to experiment. Soon the Saturday time slot was added, known as Gay Comedy Night, which provided a paid gig for the more polished performers. “Soon after the Rose opened, Donald Montwill came in, and he started to do the booking and the managing,” Ammiano relates. “But in the beginning there was really nobody to book, because nobody could figure out what the hell gay comedy was!”


It didn’t take long for the Valencia Rose to attract a talent pool, though. “It was something people were hungry for,” says Ammiano. “At the time, a gay and lesbian culture was starting to develop. Some people painted, some did photography, others made films; we did comedy. We felt good that we started something.”


But even before he inaugurated the openly gay comedy showcase, Ammiano, a self-described “pioneer woman,” had been breaking ground. As a teacher in San Francisco in the early 1970s, he helped eliminate culturally biased IQ tests. He created the Gay/Lesbian Speakers Bureau to present a gay perspective to high school students and was subjected to a National Enquirer tirade: PERVERT TEACHES STUDENTS GAY POSITIONS!


He was instrumental, furthermore, in making condoms available in the middle and high schools, as well as in prohibiting the Boy Scouts from recruiting in the schools because of the Scouts’ no-gays policy. “A board member once told me there was no such thing as a gay Boy Scout,” says Ammiano. “I said, ‘I beg your pardon, I was a gay Boy Scout. I was the Avon representative for my troop!’”


In 1990, Ammiano once again entered the race for the city’s school board. “I’m not going to insist that all textbooks be published by the Mapplethorpe Company,” pledged the openly gay candidate, “but it would be interesting: ‘Look, look, Jane. Dick!’” He was elected.


And in 1994, Ammiano won his bid for the San Francisco Board of Supervisors. “I always get humor in there and lighten things up,” he says, “but I never trivialize political issues.” Supervisor by day, Ammiano still performs as a stand-up comic, making frequent appearances at Josie’s Cabaret & Juice Joint, which he describes as “Son of the Rose, a jewel of a place!”


His advice for the next generation of openly gay and lesbian comics? “I hope that they don’t assimilate so much that they become indistinguishable. Acceptance is good, but that doesn’t mean you have to lose your edge, or your difference.”
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San Francisco is so gay we even have our own patron saint: Saint Francis the Sissy. For his miracle, he changed breakfast into brunch.


We had a famous mayor in San Francisco-Dianne Feinstein, easily recognizable by her Planet of the Apes hairdo.


Dianne is one of those politicians who believes in the two-perm limit.


I’ve been asked if Dianne Feinstein is homophobic. I don’t know, but one time she was on an elevator with the lesbian police commissioner, and when the doors opened someone said, “Going down?” And Dianne said, “No, no, no. We’re just talking!”


We’re lucky in San Francisco, we have Gay Pride Month. A whole month! Some places, like Salt Lake City, have the Gay Pride Minute: two people with bags over their heads running past the Mormon Tabernacle Temple. “Hi, I’m Donny! I’m Marie!”
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I love the month of June. First of all, because it’s the name of Beaver’s mother. But more than that, it’s the time for the annual Gay Pride Parade. That’s what we used to call it. Nowadays, in San Francisco, they call the event the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender Freedom Day Committee. By the time you say it, the parade is over!
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