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Docu-comedy ‘Laughing Matters’ Showcases Comedy, Tragedies of Veteran Lesbian Stand-up Comics
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March 2004, Los Angeles—It hasn’t been all laughs for Karen Williams, Marga Gomez, Kate Clinton and Suzanne Westenhoefer in the 20 years on average that they have been doing stand-up comedy as out lesbians.  
A couple days after Karen Williams made her first appearance on TV as an openly lesbian comedian, her car was keyed, her tires were slashed and her windows were broken. Marga Gomez used to get hateful letters from people who didn’t use return addresses. “I don’t open them anymore,” says Gomez. “I’ve learned to recognize the Christian handwriting.” 

Through it all they’ve not only retained their sense of humor but honed and perfected it as well.   

“Laughing Matters” (which premiered at the San Francisco International Lesbian & Gay Film Festival last June and won audience awards for Outstanding Documentary Feature at Outfest in Los Angeles and ImageOut in Rochester, NY), alternates between interviews with the four comedy pioneers and their live stand-up performances. Each comedian has her own unique look and style as well as stories of what it was like to be “out” onstage--long before it was chic to do so. They discuss their families, their struggles and their triumphs as openly lesbian entertainers in interviews conducted by Los Angeles Times reporter Laurie K. Schenden. 
Kate Clinton, whose fiery political comedy secured her spots on CNN and MSNBC as well as comedy stages around the country, grew up in a strict Catholic home where she saw inequities from an early age. “I couldn’t be an altar boy,” says Kate. But she’s apparently gotten the last laugh, because the Catholic church has “given me a wealth of material” since then.  

Marga Gomez left New York and landed on Castro Street in San Francisco in the early 1980s, a volatile period in the gay rights movement. She confesses, however, that “I didn’t know it was the gay Mecca, I thought it was the Cuban district, I was looking for rice and beans.”

Starting out in Bay Area clubs Karen Williams once appeared as the only woman among 75 men and felt it was time to move to women’s venues. She says that listening to the men onstage make fun of women and gays “got painful for me.” She found her niche in women’s venues and adopting the philosophy that “humor is healing.”

Suzanne Westenhoefer came out onstage in the hopes that she could change a few minds in an era in which Miss Jane Hathaway from “The Beverly Hillbillies” was “what they thought gay girls looked like.” She would tell her audience that she was a lesbian right away and “they’d laugh thinking it was a joke,” she says. “After a couple minutes they’d go ‘whoa, she’s like, a lesbian!’ ” 

‘Laughing Matters’ is an All Out Films production, produced and directed by Andrea Meyerson. An established concert and event promoter through her company StandOut Productions, Meyerson is also the founder of Women On A Roll, the largest social organization for lesbians on the West Coast. “Laughing Matters” is her first film.
