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Two critics explore different
sides of the great love/hate
debate over our favorite

controversial show.

by Judith Halberstam

| Lave...
Not

by Candace Moore

I L Word

That The L Word r®3tesents a landmark in les
representation is rather non-n
whether The L Word is politic:

=

riable. As to
ysitive, or just
another L]lli'L‘I'|_\-‘ cloaked tentacle O erate
capitalism? (Showtime is owned by Viacom, after
all.) Well, that’s another matter... While The L Word
isn’t perfect, the engrossing cable series is a sly cri-
tique of patriarchal, heterosexist society. The show

offers multiple visions of what it means to be a queer

woman, and its portrayals have become more varied
and accurate as the show has had time to develop.
Following The I Word’s narrative arc from pilot
episode to second season finale, we see a portrait of a
lesbian community expanding, becoming increasingly
populated with difference rather than sameness.
Viewers—straight and gay—witness more diversity of

sexuality on this, the first lesbian show, than they've
arguably ever been offered before on national televi-
sion. Stylish and topical, The L Word strives to main
tain both quality and relevance, and its world is inhab
ited by many different kinds of women—femmes,
butches, inbetweeners, drag kings, women of color,
heterosexuals, and bisexuals.

continued on page 39

continued on page 40
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Better Fashion-Plate

Than Invisible

Critics of Showtime’s class-specific,
Beverly Hills 90210-esque portrayal ot
the West Hollywood scene blamed The
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lesbian community as if it were made

epicting the
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Jenny, Oh Jenny!

While Mia Kirshner’s eccentric cha

ter Jenny dumps her fiancé in order to
pursue her Sapphic side, and potentially
has the worst “poetic” voiceovers ever

to belabor pay cable, she’s gotter

more flack than she should. Je

important, if
Word’s stories spin around. Plus, she
looks much cuter in season two (I'm a

st s £ 50 3
post haircut fan) and

good taste In
room decorations.
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Jenny’s season two haircut represents a rite of
passage, part of the character’s journey toward

-ealization and comfort with her queer

‘-L'“-

identity. With the snipping of Shane’s scissors,

levels of priss also seem to fall away. One of the
best moves producers made in the second season
was having down-to-earth Shane befriend her new

nate Jenny. We are allowed to watch her

ind have a little much-needed fun afrer all of

her melodrar

. Of course, as season two progress-

es, Jenny dons her serious side again and begins

dealing with sexual abuse issues, which compound

her lack of self-confidence. While her amateur strip

show goes over the top, signaling the start of yet

another spin out of control, her creative confronta
tion of Mark, is frankly, kickass.

\dditionally, it is mainly through Jenny tl
the show openly critiques heteronormativit

since as a transitional character, her “inb

ness” allows her to dialogue wifilstraight male

characters Tim in season one, #0 Mark in sea-

son two, While earlier, Jenny’s@Baracter func-

tions as a bridge to the “straigh® acld, she is
shown to be queer and quite prot §it by the

season rwo finale.

The Queer Revolution

Is Being Televised

Creator and executive producer llene Chaiken
told the New York Times that her show does

not have a political agenda in mind; lesbian rep-

resentation simply makes good TV: “I rail
1gainst the

idea that pop television is a political
medium... | am political in my life. But | am
making a serialized melodrama. I'm not a

cultural missionary.”

While Chaiken refuses to let her show shoulder

e full responsibility of a representational political
fight for queer women, The L Word has found a

box in the soap, and it certainly uses it, incor-

porating a mostly liberal, sex positive, pro-queer,

and pro-female political stance into its weekly fare.

Aware of the likelihood that members of its

ght male viewership are tuning in to catch hot

lesbian action, The I. Word has used Mark’s repre

hensible surveillance of his lesbian roommates in

season two to admonish the male voyeur. The show

is often self-reflexive, and through its season two

plot, addresses and redresses criticisms that the

1ow’s sex scenes were especially crafted to attract
.':I'n.i |“Il;_'.‘.-:~.(' stra i_'__7.|15 El‘:‘iln' VIEWETS |I1\I' 1':1{i1‘.*_‘,\

reasons. The L Word does have a hankering for

doting on its warmly lit “T and A” scenes.

Although, let’s be honest, gals; we don’t hate ogling

2006 GIRLFRIENDS

naked gl‘.']\. do we? If The L Word were
prudishly devout, we’d be singing another
tune about how TV won’t show lesbian
sex. W

shows as much as it does.

1at’s revolutionary is the fact that it

With Pam Grier, Ossie Davis, and
Gloria Steinem gracing its scenes as cast
members and guests, important civil rights
figures add a punch of history to the show.
Season two’s season finale features Gloria
Steinem holding court with the show’s fiction-
al main characters and making a concert hall
speech intended to rouse the political agi-
tators and free thinkers of the new

millennium. Steinem’s speech has

an extra-textual feel to it, as if it
was meant to directly address the TV audi-

ence. Her speech serves as a rupture, where the
fictional concerns of The L Word are suddenly

trumped by the urgency of speaking out about

real contemporary political, cultural, and
social concerns. Whether Chaiken intends to

be a missionary or not, the show she created

is affecting viewers, and potentially, change.

continued from page 38
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deliberate erasure of genderqueer

) | am really irritated by the show’s
~ sex and genderqueer characters.

The Lowest of the Low
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FILM AND DVD

IMAGINE ME AND YOU
Dir. Ol Parker
(Fox Searchlight Pictures, 93 minutes)

Oliver Upton

Ol Parker’s first film marks the latest phase of
gay-friendly overtures by the mass media.
Now big studios like Fox are distributing fairly
predictable, reasonably cute, romantic
comedies about two adorable women falling
breathlessly for each other at first sight.
Hallelujah! We must be making representa-
tional progress; we now have our own pleas-
antly hokey, over-produced love stories.
Piper Perabo, the heartbreaking ladyhawk
from Lost and Delirious, stars as comparatively
tam nd lovely gachc] who locks hypnotic
& with lips ‘-|C.~;hi;1|1 Luce (Lena Headey)
on her wedding day. Rachel still marries the
bloke (this isn’t Runaway Bride). (Her man
Heck, played atthew Goode, is incidentally
the most complé®ly drawn and loveable charac-
fer in the film.) poor upper-middle-class
Rachel can’t get Blice out of her mind, especially
h scenes where the quirky, sexy flower arranger
fers her a sweater in the cold or joins her in
stands to culS€ at footballers.
fmagine Mec aiiel You isn’t quite When Harry
Sally for dyl&S. Being British, it’s a bit more
lik&Hugh Grangfaire (Four Weddings and a
Funeral, Nottingllill, etc.), except the guy
doesn’t get the gl The film’s steamy kissing
scenes are balan@@l by the comic relief of idio-
syncratic friends@fid bum jokes (humor about
bottoms, rather 8@ humor about the homeless).
Rachel’s old-timé@parents are sprightly, support-
ive, and surprisinglfinderstanding about all
matters involving the birds, and, in this case, the
other birds. Buffy’s Giles (Anthony Head) plays | L LS, and Piper Perabo
Rachel’s droll dad. i Imagine life with each other.
Targeted, perhaps, toward the lesbian contin
gent of the Oxygen market, this is high-end fluff=
Devour it along with your pre-menstrual choco-
late overdose, and scowl at the salon-primped
hair on the leads as they take a walk through ﬂs
park in sweaters. B—Candace Moore




"REVIEW

HAPPY ENDINGS
(Lions Gate Films, $27.98)

TOM ARNOLD

This ensemble drama by
Don Roos (The Opposite of
Sex) is playful, coy, and con-
temporary. Roos uses witty
onscreen text instead of a

voice-over 1o narrate an
adult story about jadedness,
insecurities, and ambiva-
lence. Mamie (Lisa Kudrow)
helps a wannabe filmmaker
(Jesse Bradford) make a
documentary about her
boyfriend’s massage practice,
in exchange for information
about the child she gave up
for adoption. IMamie’s step-
brother (the mystery kid’s
dad) Charley (Steve Coogan)
is embroiled in his own
sleuth-fest, convinced that
his lesbian friends (Laura
Dern and Sarah Clarke) used
his boyfriend’s sperm to
make their newborn. Maggie
Gyllenhaal plays a crafty
vixen with a molten voice.
A- —Candace Moore

MARGARET CHO:
ASSASSIN

(Koch Vision
Entertainment, $19.98)

In her latest stand-up film
Assassin, Margaret Cho takes
aim at the Bush Administration
and all things ideologically
conservative with spot-on pre-
cision. Indeed, she blows them
apart with her wicked perversi-
ty. Less bawdy than her last
few films, Assassin combines
political critique with Cho’s
brand of toilet humor. She’s at

her best when speculating
about the taste of Laura and
Barbara’s bushes, or drawing
out the similarities between
Reagan’s funeral and the 1980s
movie Weekend at Bernie’s.
Although Assassin’s sound mix
leaves much to be desired (the
audience’s laughter sounds
canned at points), the DVD’s
extra features make up for i,
particularly Margaret Cho’s
Belly Dancing Segment. A-
—Alison Hoffman

BRUSHFIRES
(Ariztical Entertainment,
$29.95)

At first, the underfunded look
of this low-budget feature—it
borders on home video, actu-
ally—creates a sick start of
pity in the viewer, like antacid
gone down wrong. Mercifully,

e

Arixtical

then, one notices a vulnerable
look overtaking the face of an
actor. Then, perhaps, a crisp
zing of color. Then, some cool
art-film timing and an uncon-
ventional lack of crap. It’s as
if the film’s writers intuitively
sensed they were still grow-
ing, and treaded lightly
instead of with thuds. As a
result, despite weak dialogue
and unpredictable sound,
Brushfires’ off-beat, lesbian-
centered plot glistens. This
mélange has multiple direc-
tors and a DIY eccentricity
reminiscent of Miranda July’s
early works. B+ —Candace
Moore
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FILM AND DVD

PROFILE

Girlfriends chats with out director Jan
Dunn about her first feature, Gypo (a
derogatory term for gypsy). The first UK-
made Dogme95 film (the Danish-born
filmmaking manifesto forbids artifice in
lighting, sound, etc.), it’s an inter-genera-
tional lesbian love story that tackles
nationalism and racism while adhering to
Dogme’s strict rules of filmic chastity.

Gypo unfolds in three parts, but only
certain elements of the plot are revealed
in each. How did you craft this complex
narrative into a script?

I never wrote it chronologically, but had
the whole order in my head. I knew
what I was going to reveal in each sec-
tion. In each story you do see something
that's slightly a crossover. It may be as
simple as a walk into a room. What the
film is really about is not judging people,
unless you have the big picture.

Everything is interpretation.

Absolutely. For instance, in Helen’s story,
Tasha brings her a plate of food, but in
Paul’s story, that doesn’t happen. He’s the
kind of man who wouldn’t notice that
somebody brought food to his wife. In
Paul’s story I have toys strewn around the
place. It would be part of his irritation. |
cleared them out for Helen’s story.

How long did you work on this project?
It was shot in thirteen days, just eight
weeks after it had been conceived. I met
Elaine Wicker, the producer, on a weekend
trip. She said, “Why don’t we make a fea-
ture on a very low budget, just using our
credit cards. But you have to shoot it in
Kent, because I live there.” I had to incor-
porate the asylum seeking issue, because
Kent’s where the channel train and the fer-
ries come in. We have a generation of peo-
ple who were alive during the British
Empire; some are still fearful of refugees
coming in. | wanted to express this mad
kind of bigotry coming from Paul and
question that thinking.

£
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£
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Jan Dunn directs Tasmin Dunstone (pictured)
without frills in a great new film about British
social and sexual tensions.

How did the lesbian storyline

come about?

[ always wanted to create something
about a much older woman with a
younger woman. That’s been done in het-
erosexual film, but I had never seen any-
thing like that about two women before.
Helen’s twenty-five years older than her
lover in the film.

When did the decision to make a Dogme
film come into the process?

Immediately. It was a creative decision
having nothing to do with the budget,
although low budgert filmmaking lends
itself to the Dogme rules quite easily. As
soon as I realized that | was addressing
the asylum seeking issue and an inter-
generational relationship, I knew that I
was going to shoot social realism, I
wanted it to feel real, almost pseudo-
documentary style. We took the Dogme
rules very seriously and even flew out
to Copenhagen.

You have these amazing cuts of the two
women kissing, which heightens the
sense of urgency.

I always saw those cuts in my head. I
wanted the fumbling and passion—it
goes on for quite a while—clothes being
lifted and zips being undone.

It’s not like it’s on a bed and there’s soft
music like some Hollywood movie...
[It’s] a Dogme love scene, with the cara-
van light on.
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INSIDE GIRLFRIENDS

Assistant editor Stefani Barber enjoying
our promotion at a summer street fair;
just one of the ways we bide the time

'til season three of The L Word.
The L Word makes me proud to be an
American. No, really. However
oppressive our political climate has
been during the past five years, I'm
thrilled to the tip of my extra-long
ring finger that I can punch my TV
remote and see dykes chillin’ at the
Planet. It gives me hope. It reminds me
that the culture responsible for The
Passion of the Christ can also take
credit for “nipple confidence.” It helps
me imagine that some day we can
look back and say, yeah, the Bush
years blew. But Shane and Carmen
really got it on.

Even if you're not an L Word
junkie, you’ve been affected by
Showtime’s groundbreaking series.
see it all the time at Girlfriends, espe-
cially in the sales department.
Mainstream advertisers who had no
idea about our readership (or worse,
had terrible stereotypes about us) sud-
denly “get” it. We’re not all man-hating,
jobless anarchists with bad haircuts.
Just like everybody else, we've got
careers, families, relationships, mort-
gages, and cat-killing girlfriends.
(Kidding.) And even if you do have a
mullet, there’s always Ivan, just one
part of The L Word'’s effort, which
Candace Moore describes on page 38,
to represent you as part of a diverse
world of lesbian expression.

Never before has Girlfriends organ-
ized a whole issue around a TV show.
But it’s undeniable: It’s time. Enjoy. @
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