
		
			[image: Cover of “Mighty Real: A History of LGBTQ Music, 1969–2000” by Barry Walters. An illustration a vinyl record formed from concentric rainbow-colored rings around a yellow record label that reads “Mighty Real,” “A History of LGBTQ Music, 1969–2000,” and “Barry Walters.” A blurb on the right reads “Essential. Rob Sheffield.”]
		

	
		
			
				
				[image: Book Title, Mighty Real: A History of LGBTQ Music, 1969-2000, Author, Barry Walters, Imprint, Viking]
			

		

	
		
			VIKING

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Barry Walters

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			VIKING and VIKING ship colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Photo on this page courtesy of the author.

			Cover design: Colin Webber

			Designed by Alexis Sulaimani, adapted for ebook by Estelle Malmed

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2026936222

			ISBN 9798217059829 (hardcover)

			ISBN 9780525506416 (ebook)

			Ebook ISBN 9780525506416

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			prhid_prh_7.4a_156039892_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]
			

			Contents

			Dedication

			Preface

			One The Velvet Underground and Lou Reed

			Two Laura Nyro

			Three Janis Joplin

			Four Motown

			Five The Kinks

			Six David Bowie and Glam

			Seven Bette Midler

			Eight Labelle

			Nine Elton John

			Ten Lavender Country

			Eleven Olivia Records and Women’s Music

			Twelve Queen

			Thirteen Patti Smith

			Fourteen The Rocky Horror Picture Show

			Fifteen Disco’s Birth

			Sixteen Donna Summer

			Seventeen Village People and Their LGBTQ Kin

			Eighteen Sylvester

			Nineteen Blondie and Punk

			Twenty The B-52s

			Twenty-One Talking Heads and Post-Punk

			Twenty-Two Judas Priest

			Twenty-Three Prince and Wendy & Lisa

			Twenty-Four Joan Jett and the Go-Go’s

			Twenty-Five Diana Ross and Luther Vandross

			Twenty-Six Grace Jones

			Twenty-Seven Michael Jackson

			Twenty-Eight Wendy Carlos and Kraftwerk

			Twenty-Nine Iggy Pop and David Bowie in Berlin

			Thirty Gary Numan

			Thirty-One Duran Duran and the New Romantics

			Thirty-Two Kate Bush

			Thirty-Three Dolly Parton

			Thirty-Four Soft Cell and Eurythmics

			Thirty-Five Frankie Goes to Hollywood and Bronski Beat

			Thirty-Six Boy George

			Thirty-Seven R.E.M.

			Thirty-Eight The Smiths and Morrissey

			Thirty-Nine Hüsker Dü and Bob Mould

			Forty Grease and Olivia Newton-John

			Forty-One ABBA

			Forty-Two Cher

			Forty-Three Cyndi Lauper

			Forty-Four Madonna

			Forty-Five Wham! and George Michael

			Forty-Six Whitney Houston

			Forty-Seven Depeche Mode, Yaz, and Erasure

			Forty-Eight New Order

			Forty-Nine Pet Shop Boys, Dusty Springfield, and Liza Minnelli

			Fifty Tina Turner and Bonnie Raitt

			Fifty-One Phranc and k.d. lang

			Fifty-Two Sinéad O’Connor

			Fifty-Three Tracy Chapman

			Fifty-Four Indigo Girls

			Fifty-Five Melissa Etheridge

			Fifty-Six Nirvana and Hole

			Fifty-Seven C+C Music Factory, Deee-Lite, and House Music

			Fifty-Eight Bikini Kill, Green Day, Pansy Division, and Suede

			Fifty-Nine Queen Latifah and Hip-Hop

			Sixty RuPaul (and a little more Sylvester)

			Acknowledgments

			Discography

			Notes

		

	_156039892_

	
		
			To my husband Jim Salveson, the light at the Frankenstein place of my life

		

	
		
			Preface

			If you’re reading this, it’s almost certain you’ve taken heterosexual songs and made them homo. If you’re a gay guy, you’ve likely heard songs by women addressed to men as coming from your own perspective and mentally switched the gender of the subjects of male-sung songs. If you’re lesbian, you’ve done the opposite. If you’re bi, or trans, or somewhere on the spectrum of queer or questioning, you’ve also heard music in a way that makes sense to you. Like all art, music is to be interpreted and enjoyed any way that pleases us—even those of you who are straight but so culturally allied that you picked up this book.

			LGBTQ people know this because most music isn’t designed for us—not even music by us. Our musicians face the scrutiny and commercial pressures of mostly straight, white, male music-industry execs who, fifty-seven years after Stonewall, despite countless award-winning LGBTQ films, TV shows, books, and plays, still find reasons to nix or marginalize undisguised queer content in most pop unless it comes from a juggernaut like Chappell Roan. I hope things have changed by the time you read this, but that’s the way it’s always been.

			To get around this, LGBTQ musicians have made an art out of saying what can’t overtly be said, just as LGBTQ listeners have learned to hear what others can’t. Sometimes a song’s context makes it gay for us via visual cues, the performer’s persona, or the queer spaces where we hear it. Those cues can also come in the way some songwriters avoid specifying gender while stressing themes of alienation, rejection, melancholy, rebellion, survival, liberation, transcendence, and, above all, uncommon love.

			It’s not incidental or accidental that these themes are the crux of rock ’n’ roll, which, since the days of Sister Rosetta Tharpe and Little Richard—the very beginning—has often been implicitly gay. Straight white people tend to think everything is about them, and the game is rigged to perpetuate that perception. But that doesn’t mean that plenty of rock—and soul, pop, disco, hip-hop, house, and techno—isn’t, to our ears at least, a little bit queer.

			“When I used to watch Xena: Warrior Princess,” Emily Saliers of the lesbian folk-rock duo Indigo Girls told me, “Xena and Gabrielle were so hot because I didn’t have anything else. Whether it’s a live concert or someone on the screen, you don’t project your sexuality onto them, but you do experience it when there’s any element of queerness and you’re a queer person.”

			Over the past seventy years or so, pop’s subtly gay tints grew into a rainbow of musical expression foregrounded by our increasing cultural presence, self-awareness, and empowerment. But when I was still figuring out who I was, it was a Big Deal when someone voluntarily said they were LGBTQ. The first out person in my life was a social studies instructor who began teaching at my high school in 1971. To support him, his fellow faculty didn’t tolerate antigay language and behavior—a revolutionary policy when the religious far-right had just started making gay teachers its earliest enemy. This helped us students, too. I went from being rightly afraid of junior high buses and locker rooms to having plenty of friends and feeling like the world outside my suburb might welcome me. In 1985, that teacher, Tim Mains, became New York State’s first openly gay elected official. He served as a Rochester City Councilmember for twenty years.

			My professional career began in 1984, at The Village Voice, just as gay male participation in twentieth century pop peaked. I wrote about mainstream sounds, forward-leaning rock, R&B, club music, LGBTQ artists, and queer paragons, not realizing I was creating the Venn diagram of overlapping interests and involvement that would shape this book.

			In 1986, when the Voice assigned me to review Pet Shop Boys’ Please, it dawned on me that I couldn’t fully write about it without acknowledging its gayness—as well as my own. Back then, unless an LGBTQ musician was also an activist, their sexuality wasn’t addressed. I aimed to join Voice trailblazers such as Arthur Bell, Jill Johnston, and my mentor, Vince Aletti, who all wrote from a viewpoint that was often LGBTQ for an audience that was not solely or expressly gay. This was a new thing, and few at the time had the opportunity to do it elsewhere. I aimed to give readers what Tim Mains gave to me.

			So, I came out in that review, and learned to supportively identify LGBTQ themes in pop without committing what is still considered libel. As a staffer for the San Francisco Examiner, columnist for The Advocate, senior critic at Rolling Stone, and regular contributor to Spin, Out, Entertainment Weekly, NPR, Pitchfork, and other outlets, I’ve been doing this for decades. During the worst of the AIDS epidemic, I tried to be as political as possible, much to the exasperation of some editors. Since then, my “gay agenda” advises but does not dominate my writing. In this book, however, LGBTQ life and music is everything.

			Yet Mighty Real isn’t foremost about who is and who isn’t same-sex attracted. Unless I’ve identified someone as gay, their inclusion here shouldn’t be considered conclusive evidence of their sexuality: Ambiguity is built into queerness. Although I’m emphasizing gay artists here, not everyone I’ve written about is thoroughly queer or completely out. Just as non-celebrity LGBTQ people may initially share their orientation or gender with only their families and/or close friends, many gay musicians first come out to us through codes in their songs and presentation while courting a largely straight, and often oblivious, audience. Some never fully come out but still speak to us. And some of our most beloved stars are straight in bed but pack their art full of queer curves. The closet and disclosure aren’t binary. Neither are heterosexuality and homosexuality.

			Rather than attempting to cover every LGBTQ or gay-friendly musician, I’ve tried to do justice to quite a few. I’ve omitted many personal favorites and, undoubtedly, plenty of yours. Some included here have said or done bad things, and if the fallout significantly impacted their work or the way we’ve received it, I’ve often said so. My interpretations are, in some cases, bound to rankle. “I will sue the next media organization, or anyone else, that falsely suggests ‘Y.M.C.A.’ is somehow about illicit gay sex,” warned Village People cop, and the song’s sole surviving co-writer, Victor Willis in 2020. He reiterated that warning in 2024 after President Donald Trump’s reelection. That’s how strong the impulse to mute us remains.

			Some songs are unintentionally queer, like the Partridge Family’s 1970 smash “I Think I Love You.” Although it was released on a label run by a gay man, Bell Records’ president Larry Uttal, it launched a fictional family rock group designed for mass consumption via a TV sitcom. That show begat the early ’70s’ defining teen idol, David Cassidy. But once you consider “I Think I Love You” as an LGBTQ song, it’s hard to hear it any other way. In a dream, lead singer Cassidy is struck by unexpected, overwhelming emotion. “I’m afraid that I’m unsure of/A love there is no cure for,” he realizes. Keep in mind that, at the time, the American Psychiatric Association hadn’t yet declassified homosexuality as a mental illness. The character Cassidy is playing resolves to hide and silence these feelings yet can’t stop himself from fretting over them. After much apprehension, Cassidy confronts the person he loves and makes his confession. When they echo his admission, consternation shifts to celebration. Against all odds, this bubblegum ditty sums up the first step to coming out in an accidental but oddly articulate nutshell, depicting both the angst and the elation of going public with private truths.

			Although I’ve included some songs from the 1950s and ’60s that impacted what followed, Mighty Real’s focus is music after the Stonewall riots of late June and early July 1969, because that’s when LGBTQ pop started to become less coincidental or covert. I’ve covered every persuasion but favored queer musicians who wrote their own material and/or evolved our culture the furthest, especially those who expressed themselves through multiple mediums, such as video, which I’ve also examined when relevant. I’ve put myself into the narrative as an example, but I’ve also asked Black, female, straight, and trans musicians for help so this story isn’t told solely through my perspective. Through a few hundred revolutionary songs and singers, I’ve told the history of how we shaped pop in the late twentieth century, and how it shaped us.

			I’ve used the pronouns “we” and “us” throughout as a construct to welcome LGBTQ readers and flip the script of those who downplayed or denied our contributions in so many other music histories. When I write “we,” it’s with the understanding that not every L, G, B, T, and Q person is alike—not even within our respective letters. Believe me, as someone who was constantly told I was “different” while growing up, I still see difference everywhere, and sometimes it alienates me, even from my fellow G’s.

			For the sake of this book and its narrative, I’ve focused on the things we lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer/questioning folks share so I can describe what, in all this varied and often not stereotypically “gay” music, holds us together. I’ve discussed pro-female pop, not only because feminism and lesbianism are parallel expressions of the same impulse (women loving women), but also because gay and bisexual men, as well as many trans people, embrace femininity in ways that society says we shouldn’t. Either way, LGBTQ pride is inherently feminist.

			Straight critics have been telling us how to hear our music for ages, so I’m simply offering a queer alternative—based on forty years of professional research and two prior decades of fandom, with insights gleaned not only from when these records were new and we experienced them in the moment but also from retrospection and insider information. Although most of them capture widely relatable truths, more of them than you might think are specifically about ours.

			My aim has been to demonstrate how we, as a coalition, make sense of the sometimes initially underground but often ultimately mainstream culture we built as artists and listeners despite often overwhelming opposition. Moreover, I’ve attempted to capture the community these nurturing songs give us—especially when we think we’re most alone.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Chapter One

				The Velvet Underground and Lou Reed

			
			Shortly before Stonewall sowed the seeds of LGBTQ political revolution, the Velvet Underground led a similarly queer and freethinking musical one. Its leader was Lou Reed, a Jewish, middle-class Long Islander who wrote about undergoing electroshock as a teen on his highest-charting album in the US, 1974’s Sally Can’t Dance. Its “Kill Your Sons” describes how doctors “cured” those like us with electroconvulsive therapy before we fought back. “That’s what was recommended…to discourage homosexual feelings,” Reed said of his treatment. While in high school, Reed worked at the Hayloft, a local gay club. At Syracuse University, the budding writer tried heroin and contracted hepatitis but still made the dean’s list. Even then, Reed’s poetry focused on gay life’s illicitness, like restroom sex. “If it’s not dark and it’s not degrading, it’s not hot and it’s not sex,” a childhood friend quoted Reed.

			Named after a trashy 1963 survey of sexual “aberrance,” the Velvet Underground grew out of Reed’s alliance with John Cale, a Welsh classical-music student with ties to the maverick art collective Fluxus, as well as to two leading lights of the American classical world, both gay, Leonard Bernstein and Aaron Copland. Cale’s background was, like Reed’s, heretical. He’d been molested as a child and, upon arrival in New York, collaborated with the top musical avant-gardist, also gay, John Cage. Along with bass and keyboards, the heterosexual but not-at-all-straight musician played viola, then antithetical to rock. This erudition complimented the minimalism of androgynous drummer Maureen “Moe” Tucker—who beat out primal rhythms, often while standing—and guitarist Sterling Morrison, who doubled on bass. Like many 1960s innovators, Cale favored drones over melody.

			The Velvet Underground had both, as well as Andy Warhol, its early manager, who featured the band in his multimedia roadshow, Exploding Plastic Inevitable. For their 1967 debut, The Velvet Underground & Nico, Warhol devised the seminal cover art featuring a banana sticker on the original pressings that, when peeled off, revealed a phallic pink fruit beneath. Credited as the album’s producer, Warhol instead functioned as anti-producer. His name, notoriety, and queerness—not voiced for public record but spoken through his art—gave the band permission to make seditious music.

			A notable exception was the album’s opening track, “Sunday Morning.” Supervised by Bob Dylan’s early producer Tom Wilson, who was Black, this uncharacteristically relaxed ballad glistens like Simon and Garfunkel, whom Wilson also oversaw. But even that gloss has an artistic purpose, as it offsets what’s lyrically to come. A celesta twinkles like a xylophone through a tune as serene as Reed’s sighing delivery, but two phrases subtly scrape up against their dewy wonder. “Watch out, the world’s behind you,” Reed warns. Maybe he stayed up all Saturday night chasing dreams or sex or distraction, and now he’s returned to a world where we don’t fit in, not in broad daylight. With the carnival over and his drugs worn off, the dawn exposes his estrangement. “I’ve got a feeling I don’t want to know,” Reed admits. That feeling is him, and it sums up where LGBTQ people were in 1967.

			Inspired by the 1870 novella Venus in Furs by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, the Austrian nobleman for whom masochism was named, “Venus in Furs” describes an S&M interaction as if relating religious pageantry: “Downy sins of streetlight fancies…Ermine furs adorn the imperious.” Reed dignifies what then would’ve been considered demeaning—just like photographer Robert Mapplethorpe, a decade later, gilded BDSM with dramatic lighting and exacting focus. Unlike the era’s soft-core pornography, Reed doesn’t assume a pseudo-documentary tone; the song’s perspective shifts from that of a sympathetic narrator, to an unnamed dominatrix, to the supplicant Severin, and back again. What makes “Venus in Furs” pioneering is that it comes from a loving place.

			“I’ll Be Your Mirror” is even more empathetic. The deep contralto of its singer, the German model Nico, is as striking as her looks. Her heavily accented delivery—not the least bit feminine—puts a little bitterness into Reed’s sweet song to make it profound. In lending support to someone who can’t see their own beauty because they’ve been fed condemnation, she’s comforting the electroshocked Reed as well as all of us who have been told we’re skewed and mean. “Please put down your hands,” Nico sings, “ ’Cause I see you.” Before Stonewall, when coming out was impossible for most of us, being seen and loved this way was lifesaving.

			Frustrated by minimal sales, the Velvet Underground split from Warhol and Nico after that first record, which freed it to pursue a louder, harder, and crueler direction in 1968’s White Light/White Heat, especially on its closing cut. “I like to think of Sister Ray as a transvestite smack dealer,” Reed once explained about that song’s titular character. “The situation is a bunch of drag queens taking some sailors home with them, shooting up on smack, and having this orgy when the police appear.”

			Cishet people with no exposure to gay life may miss the LGBTQ content of “Sister Ray.” For us, it’s as blatant as the song’s title, which is a product of a time when we had to obscure gender to avoid arrest. It’s still a term of endearment for one LGBTQ person to call another “sister,” regardless of their sex. The same goes for giving one another silly, feminine, and comically sibilant nicknames. In the song, while Duck and Sally cook up some heroin, Rosie and Miss Rayon, aka Sister Ray, await an unnamed-but-hung country seaman. Gay-for-pay guys like him can be dangerous for us. That may be why Cecil shoots him. Reed’s reaction isn’t one of shock. Instead, he dryly reprimands, “Don’t you know you’ll stain the carpet?” Back then, detailing intravenous drug use with first-person pronouns in an oft-repeated refrain was one thing. But the similarly repeated line, “She’s busy sucking on my ding-dong” is even now a humdinger, particularly since “she” most likely has one herself. When the cops arrive, Reed can’t be bothered—he’s focused on his fix and fellatio.

			The instrumental squall accompanying all this doesn’t relent for seventeen-and-a-half minutes. Legend has it that the engineer merely pressed record and walked out, capturing the one-take results with no overdubs but plenty of mistakes. Out of control and proportion, the band reach for something akin to the free jazz of queer bandleader Sun Ra. But as loud and lurid as it is, the composition itself is simple and static in the manner of Warhol films such as 1964’s Blow Job, which features a single unmoving shot of actor DeVeren Bookwalter’s face as he allegedly gets a BJ beneath the camera’s view. The repetition and length of “Sister Ray” make it a kindred test of not just endurance but of concentration and perception. With what’s now known as “noise rock,” the lyrically queerest band in the land also became the most musically queer, as well, and did it while most of its contemporaries uncomplicatedly preached peace and love.

			Later in 1968, Van Morrison released “Madame George” on his acclaimed album Astral Weeks. Tranquil and sincere where “Sister Ray” is caustic and noxious, it, too, presents an impressionistic scene around a gender-blurred character whose presence prompts a police raid. Morrison denied his epic had anything to do with LGBTQ people, despite its lyric about “playing dominos in drag” and, indeed, its title. Reed made no such disavowals.

			Adversarial stances aren’t built to last. Reed replaced Cale with Doug Yule, an orthodox multi-instrumentalist. Now the sole bandleader, Reed emphasized this change by having Yule sing the opening of 1969’s far quieter but incandescent The Velvet Underground. “Candy Says” speaks stirringly for Candy Darling, one of Warhol’s “superstars,” a coterie of bohemian and largely queer artists, actors, musicians, models, and hustlers who hung out at his studio, the Factory, and improvised his films. As art historian Benjamin H. D. Buchloh observed, Warhol subverted rank as he predicted “the hierarchy of subjects worthy to be represented will someday be abolished.” In Warhol’s world, poor trans women were as worthy of screen time as wealthy debutantes—hence his oft-quoted prophecy, “In the future, everyone will be world-famous for fifteen minutes.” He meant even us.

			“Candy says, ‘I’ve come to hate my body/And all that it requires in this world,’ ” Yule croons straight away—a soft alarm. This statement gains more substance if you know that Darling was a trans actor who received hormone injections, a far riskier prospect then than today. Aside from the title’s refrain, every word comes from her aspect, her body—the very thing she longs to escape. Like the other members of the band, Yule lacks vocal finesse, but when he reaches for a falsetto note, his fragility devastates. The jump to that note accentuates the distance between Candy’s male body and her feminine spirit, which gently cries out.

			Years later, scientists would diagnose this rift as gender dysphoria: the distress a trans person feels regarding their birth-assigned sex. The song doesn’t spell this out. Reed makes his understated hymn delicate, like its subject, while leaving its lyric open and relatable. If you were hip enough to have heard the Velvet Underground in 1969, you might’ve known this is the Candy who had recently acted in Flesh, the Warhol-produced answer to Midnight Cowboy. If you didn’t, the song still works. Who hasn’t wished they could change something about their body or step outside of it to see what others see? Who doesn’t sometimes seek prohibited knowledge? Or dread silence? Or worry that our chances for a better life might be passing us by?

			Yet Reed’s song offers more clarity as a groundbreaking depiction of trans experience. Yule sings of Candy’s struggle to make up her mind, and it’s likely that the big decision causing endless mental revisions involved surgery. Darling resisted this, but Reed coaxes the listener into identifying with a trans person contemplating that process by giving her an internal life while couching her dilemma in universal emotions. This vagabond who died of lymphoma five years later, at age twenty-nine—likely from carcinogenic hormones—is just like everybody else.

			“No kinds of love are better than others,” Reed similarly reminds in “Some Kind of Love.” He’s hiding his intent to cajole a reluctant partner into doing what they “fear most”—anal intercourse. There’s no hierarchy of sexual orientation or practices, he more than implies, so you might as well, as the song recommends, use that jelly and turn thought into expression. What’s often thought of as nasty is here presented as wondrous.

			That’s gayness itself. We do things with one another that repulse straight people. They pretend to not understand the mechanics. “Who’s the girl?” they say. “Who’s the guy?” Furthermore, we dare to feel things that we’re taught are sinful. Yet these very interactions elevate us, and the resistance we’re forced to endure for effecting them only heightens their heavenliness.

			Nevertheless, Reed pulled out of his own band, leaving it leaderless right before the release of what he designed to be its commercial breakthrough, 1970’s undeserved flop, Loaded. Although Reed’s previous Velvets output predated Stonewall, it belongs here because of its delayed yet lasting impact on glam, punk, alternative rock, and LGBTQ culture itself. So many more listeners heard these VU albums years or decades later because Reed’s greatest student, David Bowie, and so many others raved about them, and because that rising star oversaw Reed’s second solo disc of 1972.

			Few could’ve predicted that this album, Transformer, would be so of its time that it landed Reed on AM radio with an aesthetic even queerer than Bowie’s. According to Reed biographer Victor Bockris, “David had shown him a way to be a star and carry his bisexuality as a weapon rather than a burden.” “You hit me with a flower,” goes “Vicious,” which Reed built up from a Warhol recommendation. Repurposing the artist’s deadpan camp, he quips, “You must think I’m some kinda gay blade,” while projecting that persona—fagged out yet stiletto sharp. Implying his bed partner is trans, “Make Up” only slightly paraphrases the “Out of the closet and into the streets!” rallying cry of the Gay Liberation Front. “The gay life at the moment isn’t that great,” Reed said in 1973. “I wanted to write a song which made it terrific.”

			Co-producer Mick Ronson—the guitarist who helped Bowie forgo folk—rocks out alongside Reed on Velvety tracks but also contributes plush piano and string arrangements that act as heightened counterparts to Reed’s reserve. “Perfect Day” epitomizes their pairing. It describes what might be an ordinary Sunday for most people: sangria in the park, the zoo, a movie, then home. But for Reed, this scenario is resuscitative, as if he’d never experienced such relaxation. For an LGBTQ person in 1972 with a history of electroshock, psychological reprogramming, familial damage, and addiction, a regular date like this might be a rare occurrence. It’s what those in the closet dream of—a day when they can be themselves with a likeminded lover. Reed often unexcitedly spoke his way through songs. Here, he emotes. His voice even cracks. “I thought I was someone else,” he continues, now soberly, “someone good.” What makes him bad is never identified, only inferred, as if too terrible to mention. “He should forget this artsyfartsy homo stuff,” Nick Tosches of Rolling Stone advised in his 1973 review.

			“Perfect Day” would be the zenith of anyone’s album if it didn’t share space with the hit that puts the trans in Transformer. “Walk on the Wild Side” began as the theme to Reed’s never-completed musical adaptation of Nelson Algren’s 1956 novel, A Walk on the Wild Side, but was rewritten into a trans-heavy depiction of Factory hustling. According to her autobiography, A Low Life in High Heels, Holly Woodlawn hitchhiked as a teenager in 1962 to New York City, where she hatched a career out of her new identity. In Reed’s version, she transitions en route: “Shaved her legs and then he was a she.” Today’s listeners might consider that line crude. But hearing it on Top Forty radio back in 1973 when I was only eleven was like picking up an alien transmission from a friendlier planet. To me, back then, it was fabulous, and still is.

			In the second verse, Reed again writes of Candy Darling, who subsists on her fellatio skills but remains unflappable. The third is devoted to Joe Dallesandro, the pulchritudinous actor whose crotch adorns the Rolling Stones’ Warhol-designed cover for 1971’s Sticky Fingers. Dallesandro, who had also escaped home, supported himself as a nude model for Bob Mizer, a pioneering beefcake photographer whose Athletic Model Guild generated homoerotica. Dallesandro’s verse is based on his fictional hustler persona in Flesh, even though Reed called him Little Joe, which was the actor’s role in Warhol’s other 1968 film, Lonesome Cowboys.

			Sugar Plum Fairy, the subject of the fourth verse, could be Joe Campbell, an early lover of Harvey Milk, the gay San Francisco supervisor who helped pioneer LGBTQ politics. Warhol’s 1965 film, My Hustler, credits the actor as “S.P. Farry.” But Factory archivist Billy Name claims Sugar Plum Fairy was less of an identity and more of a title bestowed upon drug dealers for making magic happen. The fifth and final verse is pegged to actor/playwright Jackie Curtis, whose fluid gender and love of glitter helped inspire glam.

			Reed’s monotone delivery, spartan composition, and reportorial descriptions of trans and gay life in “Walk on the Wild Side” mirror the minimalism of Warhol’s own queer-demimonde documentation. But unlike most Reed classics, guitar isn’t central—it’s the funky bottom that matters. Herbie Flowers doubles on upright bass and a fretless Fender electric bass, sliding between low notes as if to represent lithe bodies sashaying through alleyways. Bowie’s own sax teacher, Ronnie Ross, takes a jazz solo that grants these superstars the elegance Warhol denied them.

			Because mainstream awareness of LGBTQ life was low at the time, the easily offended didn’t recognize the song’s trans theme, and so its sexual content wasn’t a deal-breaker. Instead, it was the record’s racial aspect that caused controversy. Reed instructs, “and the colored girls go” at the beginning of the doot-doot chorus—a spoof of white musical colonization. Although “Walk on the Wild Side” simulates the street sophistication of blaxploitation soundtracks, none of its musicians are Black—not even Thunderthighs, the backing singers. Like the rest of Transformer, this apotheosis of pre-gentrification Manhattan was recorded in London. What the Brits bring is far more florid than what our textbook New Yorker matter-of-factly contributes. They make Reed’s grit glam.

			Reed soon fell hard for a real-life transformer: Mexican American trans woman Rachel Humphreys, whom he namechecks in 1975’s soothing “Coney Island Baby.” His partner, assistant, drug buddy, and muse from Sally Can’t Dance through 1978’s Street Hassle—that’s her with Reed on the cover of 1977’s Walk on the Wild Side: The Best of Lou Reed—Humphreys lived with Reed in the longest, most stable relationship of the singer’s drug-heaviest years. Toward the end of his life, Reed married Laurie Anderson, the first notable musician to defy gender through vocal electronic pitch modulation. Reed was as far from flawless as his subjects, perhaps more so, but he raised the visibility of LGBTQ life’s most suppressed aspects more than anyone else here, and did it first, when it was hardest to do.
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				Chapter Two

				Laura Nyro

			
			Much of the intricate, intimate side of 1970s music began in the 1960s with one of its most unorthodox yet influential musicians, Laura Nyro. With stormy music so masterful and far-reaching that it encapsulated the twentieth century well before it was over, this maverick exuded the otherworldliness of LGBTQ experience at the time of Stonewall. Long before she lived her final decades with another woman, Nyro was one of us.

			This Bronx-born, Jewish Italian singer-songwriter didn’t resemble a revolutionary. On the sleeves of 1967’s More Than a New Discovery and 1968’s Eli and the Thirteenth Confession, Nyro looks like a Caravaggio portrait of the Virgin Mary, while the music inside recalls the painter’s pronounced contrasts. She sang as she wrote, with sometimes jarring but always riveting variations between loud and quiet, fast and slow, and darkness and light that, undiluted, proved too much for the mainstream. Her augmented chords emphasized the emotionality of her lyrics and came in peculiar patterns, foregrounding expansive melodies that showcased her three-octave range. She sometimes toured, but even onstage, she went on an inner journey—not something for show. Managed by David Geffen and signed by Clive Davis, who’d both find same-sex lovers, Nyro never reached AM radio on her own. Yet her albums were embraced by fellow musicians and inspired an LGBTQ-slanted cult following.

			Nyro’s Eli and the Thirteenth Confession features the first recognizably lesbian or gay love song released by a major label in the rock era: “Emmie.” Starting with vibraphone, a concert harp, and girl-group ooh-la-las, this aerial ballad captures a transition from cavalier adolescence to discerning adulthood, the album’s core theme. As inferred by the song’s opening image of a heart carved on a tree, Nyro aches for Emmie to change her from girl to grownup. After she sings of designing a woman, the song pauses, and then tympani count time as Nyro steps toward her in our mind’s eye. To the most rapturous melodic line in a songbook overflowing with them, Nyro sings, “Touch me, oh wake me/Emily, you ornament the earth for me” as her backing vocals merge with her lead—a move that mirrors her alignment with Emily. Suggesting but then withholding a key change, a slow vibraphone passage allows listeners to fully digest the meaning of this movement, one that implies a tender embrace. Nyro’s music says even more than her lyrics.

			Those don’t hold back either. Nyro calls Emily the natural snow, the unstudied sea. There’s nothing abnormal about her or about Nyro’s attraction. Like Walt Whitman, Nyro sees nature’s beauty in her beloved. She swears Emily was born to love a weaver—another daring declaration, because weavers are typically women—then affirms their affection by quoting Neil Diamond’s 1966 hit “Cherry, Cherry.” Diamond’s song isn’t about sisterly solidarity—it’s a dance tune about sex, and maybe even female sex parts, so quoting it shifts “Emmie” further from merely platonic pleasantries. Like Cherry “grooves” Diamond, Emily moves Nyro. Their bond is divine but corporeal, too.

			Until late in her career, Nyro wrote amorously about the men with whom she partnered early in her life, but she retained what was forbidden. On “Gibsom Street,” from 1969’s New York Tendaberry, she’s given a strawberry and sings, “I sucked its juices.” On that album’s “The Man Who Sends Me Home,” she offers proof of her thirst but also of how much the guy wants her, which evens their power dynamic: “When I touch the man/Lord I rise to the rooftops in his eyes.” Her eroticism was intellectual, physical, and spiritual, all at once—broadening not only what it meant to be a female singer-songwriter but also what it meant to be human, because men and women alike had been taught to be those things separately. She brought them together.

			Nyro released her music to critical acclaim but few sales. Others flourished with the very tunes radio wouldn’t accept directly from her. In 1969, Blood, Sweat & Tears and Three Dog Night scored Top Ten hits with “And When I Die” and “Eli’s Coming,” respectively. Barbra Streisand did the same with the title track of 1971’s Stoney End, which includes two other Nyro-written singles: “Time and Love” and “Flim Flam Man.” Most of all, the 5th Dimension became a Nyro-fueled airwave fixture with its harmonious renditions of “Stoned Soul Picnic,” “Sweet Blindness” (both 1968), “Wedding Bell Blues,” “Blowing Away” (each 1969), and “Save the Country” (1970). And those were just the hits!

			After a sabbatical during which she married, moved to the country, divorced, and lost her mother to ovarian cancer—the disease from which she’d also die, at forty-nine in 1997—Nyro returned with 1976’s Smile. There she covers the Moments’ steamy 1974 R&B hit “Sexy Mama.” Softened with acoustic guitar, fluctuating rhythms, and her own inimitable chords, Nyro’s version omits or paraphrases some of the original’s raciest lyrics but retains key ones. “I wanna open up the love gates,” she sings. “There’s gonna be a love explosion.” A single masculine pronoun officially maintains the original’s heterosexuality, yet her rendition still sounds like an avowal of lesbian love.

			When Nyro broke another long silence with 1984’s Mother’s Spiritual, she was raising her only child while living with her female partner. Still, men don’t entirely vanish from her lyrics. She calls out the patriarchy on “Man in the Moon”: “You know you’re the old world/And I’m the new world.” Addressing maternity, feminism, and goddesses throughout the album, Nyro divulges a sexual shift. “I’m not waiting for Miss or Mister Right,” she admits on “Melody in the Sky.”

			I attended one of the 1988 shows documented on 1989’s Laura: Live at the Bottom Line. What I most remember was the love flowing between the songwriter and her significantly LGBTQ audience, as if the Greenwich Village event was more reunion than concert. This love—and the humor that went with it—lingers through 1993’s Walk the Dog and Light the Light. Set to a soulful strut, “The Descent of Luna Rosé” pays comic tribute to her menstrual cycle. Feminism informs everything, from how she sees herself to the way she covers oldies of her youth, such as the Impressions’ “I’m So Proud,” and presents them through motherhood’s prism.

			Nyro’s intricacies primed the public for psychedelic soul, progressive rock, and all sorts of pop figures who, in her wake, forsook straightforward folk for compositions unshackled by genre and lyrics unbound by literal meaning. Todd Rundgren, later a producer for several queer acts, was so impacted by Nyro that his rock band, Nazz, had to split. “I stopped writing songs like the Who and started writing songs like Laura Nyro,” he explained. There’s early Carole King in Nyro, but also early Nyro in King: “(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman”—the 1967, Aretha Franklin–sung, King–Gerry Goffin anthem that King reclaimed on 1971’s monumental Tapestry—is so much a Nyro number that she covered it in concert. Importantly, Laura Nyro’s sensual and musical fluidity helped make possible many of the subsequent LGBTQ artists in this book.
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				Chapter Three

				Janis Joplin

			
			Growing up overweight and miserable in Port Arthur, Texas, Janis Joplin lived as an LGBTQ archetype before she ever made a record. Voted the “Ugliest Man on Campus” at Austin’s University of Texas, she hitched to San Francisco in 1963. There she met Jae Whitaker, an androgynous Black woman, at a gay bar in North Beach, then a hub of the Beats and a growing LGBTQ community. Their relationship lasted a year, but Joplin still fantasized about settling down with a guy. “I think she wanted kids,” Whitaker said, “but I also think she really felt very good with a woman, yet she punished herself for that feeling. She didn’t think it was right.”

			Joplin’s legendary self-destruction may have been both compensation for and an escape from that guilt. Her drinking and drugging escalated so quickly that her new friends sent her home. Back in Port Arthur, she aimed to go straight in both senses of the word. But in San Francisco, word of her talents spread to Big Brother and the Holding Company, an early psychedelic band that asked her to join as a second singer. The resulting quintet played at 1967’s nearby Monterey International Pop Festival, alongside Jefferson Airplane and Jimi Hendrix, during San Francisco’s fabled Summer of Love. This changed everything.

			You can see why in D. A. Pennebaker’s 1968 documentary Monterey Pop. Like most hippie bands, Big Brother thought of itself as a democracy without stars. But when Joplin sings Big Mama Thornton’s “Ball and Chain,” the director captures her awe-striking articulation of soul-searing doom in extreme closeup: There’s no point in paying attention to anything else. Few at America’s first major rock fest were aware of her, yet Joplin already belts with paradigm-shifting force. Because her alienation, anguish, and talent went way deeper than that of the average white musician drawing from Black culture, and because she belonged to a sexual minority only beginning to find its voice, Joplin lacked the affectation and ill-fitting appropriation of the era’s many white blues musicians. Her outsider stance was both authentic and personal, as if she were ripping out all the thorny damage she’d endured and sharing it with a stadium full of instant intimates.

			What Joplin suffered was so devastating that she could never find freedom. Love ideally sends hearts in flight, but, for Joplin, it was shackling. For an LGBTQ person trained to keep their hunger hidden, exposing that level of torment can be both terrifying and liberating. Joplin’s pain is evident, yet she practically flies off the stage. Through reaction shots of the Mamas and the Papas singer Cass Elliot, you can imagine other unconventional women, particularly lesbians, seeing possibility in Joplin’s deviation from the skinny, Swinging Sixties ideal.

			Joplin soon proved herself a master of reinterpretations so drastic she nearly conceived new compositions. Originally a Negro spiritual, “Down on Me,” in Big Brother’s 1967 revision, describes searching for love when everyone seems out to get us. Have faith and reciprocate caring when offered, Joplin suggests in this testimony of one outcast to another. The resistance implied by her delivery and the din of Big Brother’s overdriven guitars—particularly on their raucous In Concert rendition—rebuts any religious martyrdom.

			In her final self-written song, “Move Over” from 1971’s solo Pearl, Joplin pleads for sexual and spiritual equilibrium. The singer enacts the indecision of a relationship in limbo via extreme shifts between her tense verses and explosive choruses. Replacing the looseness of her previous work, a rock-steady rhythm drives home the conflicts of bisexual hippiedom. Does she want a stable relationship or unlimited freedom? Escape through drugs or acceptance and genuine connections? Mainstream success or countercultural integrity? Men or women? She’s struggling to reconcile choices that, even in San Francisco at its free-loving peak, were often mutually exclusive. “Make up your mind!” she bawls.

			Joplin’s opportunity to resolve those tensions never arrived. When the Grateful Dead’s road manager Richard Hundgen showed her a Bay Area paper that claimed she was a lesbian, the singer told him, “You fly up there tomorrow and tell this bitch that Janis has slept with thousands of men and a few hundred women.”

			“That was her way of proving she was straight,” Hundgen reasoned.

			Evidence suggests these conquests were a product of her lingering insecurities, not liberation. It’s likely that one of the reasons Joplin’s other notable girlfriend, Peggy Caserta, lasted longer than the others was because they often shot up before sex. “I was stark naked, stoned out of my mind on heroin, and the girl lying between my legs giving me head was Janis,” goes the memorable first line of Caserta’s 1973 memoir Going Down with Janis. That gave us something to think about, yet the story didn’t end well. While recording Pearl, Joplin arranged for her fiancé, Seth Morgan, and Caserta to meet for a threesome, but neither showed up. That October 1970 weekend, Joplin fatally overdosed.

			In Joplin’s wake, the record industry craved a replacement—not because the suits welcomed female musicians, but because she proved wild women could be hugely profitable. Like Jimi Hendrix and the Doors’ Jim Morrison, Joplin sold far more dead than alive. But the music business didn’t know what to do with queer rockers. Few of them got past the gatekeepers, and, for years, those who did couldn’t achieve success commensurate with their skills or influence.
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				Chapter Four

				Motown

			
			The softening and broadening of masculinity in post-Stonewall soul started with Motown and Smokey Robinson. This vocally androgynous crooner was the Black-owned and -staffed Detroit label’s earliest star to sing, write, and produce major hits, doing so for his group, the Miracles, and many others. As far as we know, Robinson isn’t gay. Throughout Motown’s long reign in both the mainstream and in LGBTQ culture, this issue would not be discussed. A contemporary—such as trailblazing trans soul singer Jackie Shane, who had a long-gestating 1967 Canadian hit with her 1962 cover of William Bell’s “Any Other Way,” on which she sings, “Tell her that I’m happy/Tell her that I’m gay”—would let her art speak for her. Back then, anything beyond that would be used against us.

			Nevertheless, Robinson broke gender rules from the beginning. In 1960’s “Shop Around,” Motown’s first million-seller, he sings almost entirely from his mother’s perspective, not only doling out love advice that would’ve traditionally been handed down from father to son, but also leaping up to hit feminine notes that suggest he’s the medium of his mom’s authority.

			“The Sound of Young America,” as the label accurately described itself, was particularly popular among LGBTQ people before, during, and after Stonewall. Common ground between show-tune gays and rock ’n’ roll queers, Motown crossed Broadway’s perky melodiousness with R&B’s ingenuities of harmony and meter. The Miracles and what followed showed us how to thrive in the straight world while being true to ourselves.

			Consider the Cheshire cat smile of the Motown singer most revered by many LGBTQ listeners, Diana Ross. Like all Black women, Ross carries the weight of both racism and sexism on her shoulders as she hits her notes with utmost precision. Flawless in wigs, baubles, and costuming designed to open doors ordinarily closed to her people and ours, she makes love to the cameras and, therefore, everyone as she sashays, gesticulates, and STOP!s in the name of love. Acutely feminine yet steely, Ross sustains her smile—even in the music itself—with almost unnerving steadfastness. Occasionally, you can spot a strain that not even her immaculate professionalism covers. In those rare instants, Ross is most like us: We know kindred pains, even as we also strive to conceal them. Just like her, we crave entry into that world of not merely attainment and acceptance but also vindication.

			I don’t know what it’s like to be Diana Ross or Smokey Robinson. But I do know what it’s like to be scrutinized and thought of as substandard simply because of my sexuality, or because my presentation of gender hasn’t always been military-grade male. As a result, like many LGBTQ folks, I’ve endured physical and psychological violence. Sometimes queer people blend in with straights, which lends us a modicum of safety, yet that makes us more likely to witness bigotry that punctures our inviolability. Even if we haven’t been beaten up and laughed at, every single LGBTQ person has heard “faggot,” or “dyke,” or “tranny” so many times that we don’t often fully acknowledge this when it happens because that reminds us of our second-class status. Like other minorities, we’re akin on the outside to those who conceive and raise us, yet, in our case, dissimilar within. This attunes us to difference and leads us to build cultural alliances that help us feel less brutalized. Just as Motown modeled how to rise above racism for Black America, Ross, Robinson, and the rest unknowingly advised us on how we could transcend homophobia.

			Through its many girl groups and the grace that etiquette instructor Maxine Powell nurtured in Motown’s men and women, classic Motown stresses inclusivity as it projects youthful upward mobility born of faith in both Blackness and femininity. The label polished every element of its disciplined acts, from the meticulousness of their coiffed hair to the mirror shine of their shoes, just short of dulling their edge. Slickly synced, they exuded both exuberance and restraint that, together, crossed racial and gender lines in what was then a largely segregated society. This barrier-breaking élan made them attractive to us and other minorities, as well as to women, who are feted as “sunshine on a cloudy day” in the Robinson-crafted Temptations classic “My Girl.” Femininity in a Motown lyric is like God in a gospel song: the organizing principle around which all else orbits. It’s the solution, not the problem.

			The flipside is that Motown’s love lyrics are often deliriously dysfunctional. In 1963’s “Forever,” the Marvelettes vow, “I’ll be your slave for the rest of my days”—a loaded phrase for Black women to sing during the same year that Betty Friedan unleashed The Feminine Mystique, which inspired second-wave feminism, and King led protesters through segregated Birmingham, Alabama.

			Set to the steps of marching feet, 1964’s “Where Did Our Love Go”—the first of five consecutive pop chart-toppers for the Supremes—introduced a prouder paradigm. Soon to become one of the decade’s most televised groups, the Supremes gave suffering a dignified dance beat and trancelike simplicity while focusing on the elation of having loved, not the heartache of being dumped. That’s the Motown way: rising above the pain that makes pleasure more satisfying. It’s the Black experience of the 1960s sublimated into a romantic context.

			Like every smash for the Supremes’ original incarnation, as well as most 1960s hits for the Four Tops, “Where” was written by Lamont Dozier and brothers Brian and Eddie Holland. Sometimes the trio produced unambiguously upbeat records, but even ecstatic Motown hits often cast shadows that accentuated their light. Mart Crowley used that contrast in his pioneering play and movie about pre-Stonewall self-loathing, The Boys in the Band, by setting a comic-relief dance routine to Martha and the Vandellas’ musically jubilant but lyrically conflicted 1963 hit “Heat Wave,” on which Martha Reeves testifies of love’s burn. “I can’t keep from crying/Tearing me apart,” she sings. Holland–Dozier–Holland capture the confusion of what it means to be young, infatuated, and lacking the courage to walk away from unrequited love. “Please don’t do me this way,” Ross sings in 1964’s “Baby Love” as she alternates between resolutions of devotion and pleas for better treatment. LGBTQ people, who were so abhorred that our very existence was illegal, could relate.

			In early 1968, Dozier and the Holland brothers left Berry Gordy’s empire. They soon set up their own Detroit-based labels, Invictus and Hot Wax, for which they co-wrote and produced LGBTQ-ratified smashes, such as Freda Payne’s gay-insinuating 1970 chart-topper “Band of Gold.” While the Temptations got funkier via the psychedelic soul of producer Norman Whitfield, the late ’60s Supremes vacillated between blatant attempts to prove their crossover cred on albums like 1968’s Diana Ross & the Supremes Sing and Perform “Funny Girl,” and streetwise affairs like that same year’s Love Child. Co-written by Tommy Chong before he formed the stoner comedy duo Cheech & Chong, Love Child’s “Does Your Mama Know About Me” ranks among the most universal songs about bigotry. Its narrator belongs to an unspoken group, one difficult for some to countenance at the dinner table. Are they a convict? A different race? Queer? Ross inhabits what’s left open to interpretation with startling force and feeling. “We’ve got to be strong/For love that’s so right,” the usually reserved singer belts. There’s no wrongness.

			Even more relevant to LGBTQ experience are two Miracles songs addressing Robinson’s central theme of love’s illusions. “The Tracks of My Tears,” from 1965, rides pop’s conventional, squared-off rhythms until its chorus, which pulls against that regimentation at the end of every line with quarter-note triplets that trip up the composition’s creaminess to evince how Robinson’s outward assurance masks his inner turmoil. At the bridge’s end, there’s an onslaught of these triplets: “My smile is my makeup/I wear since my breakup with you.” The effect is that the singer seems to break down, as if suddenly choking, momentarily unable to maintain the front he so eloquently describes. That’s how a master singer-songwriter conveys the broadest definition of queerness. In this case, it’s not just the words—it’s in the very physics of his music.

			Composed by Stevie Wonder and his early producer Hank Cosby but completed by Robinson’s lyrics, “The Tears of a Clown” illustrates further LGBTQ relevance. First appearing on the Miracles’ 1967 album Make It Happen but remixed in 1970 for what became a chart-topping single, “Clown” reprises the concealed-crying theme of “Tracks.” Yet it also exudes a cheer that exemplifies Robinson’s message. “Clown” starts with contrapuntal orchestral riffs that mimic a steam-driven calliope before kicking into an archetypal Motown rhythm of insistent drum whacks. Electric bass interacts with a bassoon—a woodwind not frequently heard in R&B—to form a synergy that makes the bottom even more energized than the label’s standard. When the beat cuts in half, as if steam is literally being let out, rolling drum fills suggest the narrator’s unsteadiness. The other Miracles chant of sadness before the song’s circus-like riff returns and that steady snare snaps the tension back in again. “Just like Pagliacci did/I try to keep my sadness hid,” Robinson confesses.

			Every LGBTQ person trapped in some kind of closet understands that devastating rhyme—and so did much of America. The Vietnam War exploited young male masculinity, and those who managed to survive often came back so traumatized that they couldn’t shed tears. Many queer men let themselves be drafted to avoid acknowledging their sexuality, which carried the threat of electroshock and mental hospitals. Other LGBTQ people fought a war at home for their right to live a fuller range of sexuality and emotions. Straight folks were only okay with us if we made them laugh. On 1970s daytime TV, intrepidly gay comics like Paul Lynde (who battled alcoholism) or Charles Nelson Reilly (who survived the 1944 Hartford circus fire that killed 167 people) defined what it meant to be recognizably gay, and that meant having a pithy comeback for any innuendo-packed game show question volleyed in their direction. Even they were sometimes glib about the butchness of the era’s lesbian stereotype, but if you were both female and homosexual then, wouldn’t another layer of emotional veneer help you withstand the weight of twofold discrimination? We understood why Robinson put on a show, as he explains throughout “Clown.” We sometimes followed suit, but not always, and not for long.

			In 1973, when the Miracles regrouped for their post-Robinson comeback, the loss of their star singer loomed large. But the songwriter’s status as Motown’s vice president gave his replacement, Billy Griffin, and longtime Miracles member Warren “Pete” Moore the leverage to conceive and write 1975’s City of Angels. Ambitious by even Stevie Wonder’s standards, Angels tells the story of a rube who follows his girlfriend to Los Angeles, where she aims to become a star.

			This plotline mirrored Motown’s own. Following Holland–Dozier–Holland’s departure and the 1967 Detroit riot—a bloody showdown between Black people and police in the wake of a speakeasy raid, akin to what would soon happen at Stonewall—Gordy shifted his sights to Hollywood, and, in 1972, finalized the company’s move to L.A. Like most acts that stayed with the label, the Miracles migrated with Motown. Griffin’s colorful observations of his new home inspired the album’s concept, including his likely false impression that fully half of his acquaintances there were just like us.

			So he wrote about his new friends in one of the most literal and merry LGBTQ-themed songs of its era, “Ain’t Nobody Straight in L.A.” Chockablock with cha-cha rhythms, Spanish guitars, bilingual lyrics, and flutes, it’s unmissably Latino and gay—like a penis-shaped piñata filled with rainbow glitter exploding over the group. While Griffin chirps flabbergasting lines like “homosexuality is a part of society” and “bisexuals on a loving spree” in a Smokey-like falsetto, the arrangement’s extravagance conveys queer culture’s lack of inhibition. Being similarly righteous and free-spirited men of soul, the Miracles stand beside their Latino and LGBTQ brothers and sisters who express themselves without censure. The track culminates with a spoken interlude in which the group contemplates clubbing. One member suggests returning to a place on Hollywood Boulevard, while another counters that it’s a gay bar. But hey, gay people are nice, too, they conclude, so one of America’s most successful and respected R&B groups of all time drives off to party with us.

			Another surprising thing happened with that album. A risqué disco number, “Love Machine,” was released as the lead single, sold 4.5 million copies internationally, which made it the biggest Miracles single ever, and helped the album go platinum. No doubt some sales came from us. According to Griffin, “Ain’t Nobody Straight in L.A.” prompted interviews with the gay press, then a rare occurrence for R&B giants. The Miracles broke ground by reminding straight listeners that knee-jerk hostility isn’t a required response to LGBTQ culture. Everyone can appreciate one another’s company—even in our own spaces. For context, note that the highest-charting 1970s US pop single to address gay life then had turned us into a lousy punchline. Released the previous year, Jim Stafford’s “My Girl Bill” outlines what seems to be a tense discussion between two male lovers who turn out to be friends competing for the same babe. “She’s my girl [pregnant pause, implied comma] Bill,” Stafford grumbles at its god-awful end.

			Meanwhile, Robinson’s suave 1975 solo album, A Quiet Storm, helped inspire a new R&B radio format started by a pioneering gay DJ. Originating in 1976 on Howard University’s WHUR, Melvin Lindsey’s late-night show, The Quiet Storm, focused on amorous soul and jazz ballads sometimes sourced from the Washington, DC, jock’s own collection. Lindsey’s support breathed new life into seasoned soul and even older jazz, such as Nancy Wilson’s silky yet stropped “Guess Who I Saw Today” from 1960. Kindred shows swept the country. For a time in 1979, San Francisco’s KBLX extended the quiet storm format around the clock. New York’s WBLS still has its own weekday nighttime program of slow jams. After Lindsey was diagnosed with AIDS, he came out. When he died in 1992, those he championed, including Jean Carn and Phyllis Hyman, sang at his funeral. Robinson’s understatement permeates quiet storm, conveying both masculine and feminine manifestations of love and rendering them equal. We can all hear our own beleaguered hearts beating to it.
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			The bridges Motown built between racial and sexual minorities didn’t end with the Miracles. The Dynamic Superiors also specialized in plush harmonies and prominent falsetto vocals. The difference was that Tony Washington, the leader of this Washington, DC, quintet, was unquestionably gay. His eyebrows were plucked, he wore makeup and false eyelashes, and in practically every group photo, he strikes a feminine pose; either his wrist is limp, or his hip is cocked, as if to say, “Yeah, I’m queer—what are you going to do about it?” Another Superior was gay but not out, not like this.

			On the cover of the quintet’s eponymous 1975 debut, the group is surrounded by pink; butterflies hover. Washington is coiffed and rouged and lipsticked to such an extent that his face suggests he might be a woman, but his partially exposed torso is clearly a man’s. The sleeve of that year’s Pure Pleasure features two brown legs surrounded by bath bubbles. The legs are hairy, but the hands resting on them feature a girly ring and red painted nails; all are likely Washington’s.

			“The first time I saw the group walking down the street, I didn’t know what we had gotten ourselves into, because they all had on loud fur coats in pastel colors,” said Valerie Simpson, who, with her late husband Nick Ashford, wrote and produced most of Marvin Gaye’s duets with Tammi Terrell, some of Diana Ross’s best work, and their own hits, such as 1984’s “Solid,” as well as the Dynamic Superiors’ aforementioned albums. “I was like, ‘I don’t know what this is.’ But whatever it is, I want to see it expressed. I think that’s what brings out the best performances. When people can find themselves, they’re singing their truths.”

			Venerated by LGBTQ listeners—particularly Black ones—for their melodic sophistication, consonant arrangements, and philosophical lyrics, Ashford & Simpson stressed the Superiors’ classicism, which paid off immediately. Their nostalgic first single, “Shoe Shoe Shine,” clicked on R&B radio in 1974, and The Dynamic Superiors sold well for an act so gay that it covered Billy Paul’s infidelity-confessing Philly soul classic “Me and Mrs. Jones” in concert as “Me and Mr. Jones.” Judging by their Soul Train appearance, haters were kept in check.

			“I might walk up to a guy and stand between his legs and sing to him,” Washington told The Advocate in 1977. Washington expresses that audacity on Pure Pleasure’s “Nobody’s Gonna Change Me,” a rebellious funk number in which the frontman sounds enraged.

			“We were just intending to give Tony a first-person-singular lyric that he could sing proudly,” Simpson explained of the song. “You could look at him and see that lyric—nobody was gonna change him. The Temptations had falsetto singers, but Tony had another quality. He was more piercing, a little stronger. We weren’t really concerned with [Washington’s sexuality]. We were just trying to come up with material that would showcase his particular talent. If people love it, they’ll love it, and you don’t have to worry about a few naysayers.”

			After four albums, Motown dropped the Superiors, and Washington reportedly died of AIDS in 1989. But the label’s commitment to gay expressions and audiences set the stage for the boldest LGBTQ anthem of the 1970s to get major music-industry muscle.
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			In 1971, Bunny Jones opened, in East Harlem, what Billboard believed was the first major US recording studio owned and operated by a Black woman. As the proprietor of several Harlem hair salons, she wanted to help her gay employees. “I began to feel that gays are more suppressed than Blacks, Chicanos, or other minorities,” she explained. “You hear of great designers or famous hairdressers, and that’s about as far as society will let gays go.”

			She found Charles Valentino performing in a revival of the 1960s’ definitive hippie musical, Hair. “Do you feel brave?” she asked him. “Do you know who you are spiritually? Do you know what you’re supposed to do here?” Jones considered herself a metaphysician. “I have this song I’m gonna write for you, and it’s gonna be an anthem,” she predicted. Jones then got together with Chris Spierer, a white rock musician she met at an aquarium shop. Addressing homophobia as it honors LGBTQ identity, self-esteem, and perseverance, their “I Was Born This Way” is the gay equivalent of earlier civil rights anthems. But unlike nearly all of those, it springs from songwriters outside the minority it honors: Jones was straight, and so is Spierer. Yet it remains one of the greatest songs about LGBTQ experience and helped inspire Lady Gaga’s 2011 monster hit “Born This Way.”

			Valentino watched Jones and Spierer arrange the song in the studio. Then Stevie Wonder showed up. Jones’s son was Wonder’s road manager, and the superstar wanted to rework the track. “You’re not touching my song!” she told him, knowing that if Wonder got too involved, it would delay her record’s release. Therefore, Wonder simply plays drums—skipping triplets that reinforce the lyric’s giddiness. “I’m happy, carefree, and I’m gay/I was born this way,” Valentino belts with a gusto that straddles R&B and Broadway. Jones’s lyric goes on to insist that same-sex attraction is not only compatible with religion but also determined by biology. In 1975, it was revolutionary to assert that homosexuality is not a choice but a predetermined orientation. Spelling this all out in song was profound.

			Even more groundbreaking was that millions of people, straight and gay alike, heard it. One of Jones’s many associates was Frankie Crocker, the program director and top DJ of WBLS, New York’s trendsetting, Black-owned R&B station. Crocker pioneered his suave blend of R&B, funk, disco, jazz, reggae, salsa, gospel, and rhythmic pop as a new radio format: “urban contemporary,” which shaped big-city Black radio programming throughout the 1970s and ’80s. Urban contemporary is Afrocentric, yet overlaps with the taste of New York’s gay cognoscenti, as it shares their love of cosmopolitan soul. When Crocker decided that Kraftwerk, the Clash, or even more obscure dance music championed at Manhattan’s largely gay and Black disco Paradise Garage fit his mix, those records would often spread to other R&B- and dance-radio playlists. Many future club classics got their first airwave exposure via WBLS.

			Crocker made Valentino’s “I Was Born This Way” a Top Twenty WBLS hit. After Jones sold fifteen thousand singles out of the back of her car, Motown picked it up for distribution. At Jones’s insistence, Motown only put its name on promo copies—she wanted everyone to know that her record was Gaiee, her label’s name. Even the UK pressing, which major-label giant EMI distributed through Motown, is Gaiee. Motown’s motivations were more conventional. Its vice president Suzanne de Passe wrote in one press release, “We didn’t purchase this record because it was socially controversial, but because it sold enormously in New York and is, we think, a hit record.” She’d eventually become president of Motown Productions.

			Yet the industry giant also understood the potential political impact of the record, and how it fit with the label’s own history of fighting prejudice with proud positivity. “Upon bringing this record home we score a greater victory than just another hit” went another Motown press release. “We walk in the light of establishing yet another personal freedom, strengthening all existing ones.” That one was written by Tom DePierro, a gay Motown promo man.

			Shortly after the single was released, Valentino performed the tune at the Continental Baths, in San Francisco’s gay march, and at Oakland’s Paramount Theatre with Gloria Gaynor, Disco Tex & the Sex-O-Lettes, and Sylvester. The record got some club play and even a UK buzz. Its triplet rhythms, however, made it difficult for DJs to mix. Jones also made the miscalculation to move both her and Valentino to Las Vegas, where this gambler believed the entertainment world soon would be headed. She was right but a few decades too early, and her bad timing alienated Valentino, who eventually toured as the scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz’s “Super Soul Musical,” The Wiz—the same role played in the 1978 film version by Michael Jackson. So Motown financed a rerecording of the song with a left-field but inspired choice of vocalist: Carl Bean.

			“Gospel has always been predominantly lesbian and gay,” Bean told me on the eve of his seventy-fifth birthday. “It’s the best-kept known secret of the biz. Everyone knows that the organist, the choir director, and the kid who, as we used to say, ‘set the church on fire,’ is gay, but it’s never spoken about.” Big-voiced and resplendent, Bean was precisely that kind of singer. Discovered by gay gospel titan Alex Bradford while singing along to Martha and the Vandellas on the jukebox at the Harlem gay club the Fantasia in the early 1960s, this Baltimore native grew up in Martin Luther King Jr.’s scholarly and progressive Black high church. Bean didn’t experience antigay attitudes within it—after all, he was surrounded by his own kind. Nor did he weather it in Harlem, where in his experience police didn’t regularly raid and arrest LGBTQ people like they did in Greenwich Village. The gay Black dancers he met at the Apollo were welcome. But when Bean toured the fundamentalist churches where preachers decried homosexuality in public, yet privately aimed to sleep with him, he knew he had to quit the gospel circuit.

			Marvin Gaye’s epochal 1971 album What’s Going On suggested to Bean that his destiny was in “message music”—soul shaped by civil rights, jazzy innovation, and gospel’s emphasis on noble action. So he left for Gaye’s adopted home, Los Angeles. There, Bean met Lee Young, who signed Bean’s group, Universal Love, to ABC Records. Released by that label’s gospel subsidiary, Peacock, 1974’s All We Need Is Love shows Bean wearing a dashiki and skullcap, as did many Black brothers who represented the African diaspora. There were other gay ones like him, but the world didn’t know it yet.

			Berry Gordy hired Young, who knew Bean was the right guy for “I Was Born This Way.” “When I saw the lyric, I thought, ‘Oh, this is bull—they ain’t gonna let me sing this!’ ” Bean remembered. “Then I found out how real it was. I said, ‘I gotta do what Ray Charles did with “I’ve Got a Woman” and others he changed from gospel to R&B. I’ve gotta turn this Broadway-sounding song into something that will make Black people wanna dance their butts off.’ ”

			Motown paired Bean with Hal Davis, who had recently scored with Diana Ross’s “Love Hangover” and Thelma Houston’s “Don’t Leave Me This Way,” which both topped the US pop, R&B, and disco charts. That’s how much Motown believed in the singer and the song. But Bean—who was respected in the gospel and Broadway fields through shows like Bradford’s Your Arms Too Short to Box with God—told Motown, “I don’t think it’s gonna work out with this cat.”

			The label then enlisted Philadelphia producers Norman Harris, Ron Kersey, and T. G. Conway to recast the tune in a roof-raising arrangement akin to that team’s creations for the Trammps, who’d been packing dancefloors with “That’s Where the Happy People Go,” a Pentecostal-styled praise song in which disco’s community-building cheer saves souls. Like the Trammps’ Earl Young, who pioneered disco’s heavy bass drum and hissing high-hat, Harris, Kersey, and Conway played on dozens of ’70s soul and disco hits, including those released by Philadelphia International, the label that bore the message-music mantle built by Gaye and Curtis Mayfield. The Sweethearts of Sigma contribute prominent choral parts that make this not merely a man’s record—it speaks for all LGBTQ people. Harris had produced two albums with former Temptations singer Eddie Kendricks that similarly combined gospel-disco with social commentary, but Motown went one better here by hiring disco’s hottest mixer, Tom Moulton, who’d mixed the Trammps’ hits, to give “I Was Born This Way” his sheen.

			Bean preaches gay love and self-esteem during the MFSB band’s closing vamp. “When I started, as they say, ‘going to church on it,’ that’s what sold the song,” Bean said. “ ‘From a little bitty boy’—that’s my creation at the microphone.” Even as a small child, Bean knew he was gay. So did many of his neighbors and family members—an uncle took advantage and molested him. Yet none of this caused a fuss until a friend’s parents discovered their son had been having sex with Bean, who was more identifiably gay and, therefore, considered the seducer. Suddenly this A-student became a pariah. He attempted suicide.

			It’s this wounded boy who heals himself and finds his calling at the record’s momentous peak when he prays to the Lord and asks him to spread the word that he was born gay. Then he begs listeners to love him and, by extension, all LGBTQ people the way he does them. If that can be achieved, anything’s possible. On Motown—the African American musical ambassador to all races—Bean announces that he’s a Black gay man who believes in God. In doing so, he unites secular and religious worlds kept apart via selective misapplications of biblical passages. Even today, church remains the institution in which communities self-segregate the most. Nevertheless, Bean’s version of “I Was Born This Way” became both Motown’s gayest and most gospel hit.

			Although Bean had been singing with Black gay men all his life, he hadn’t sung for a white audience until he debuted the track one afternoon at L.A.’s Circus Disco for a gathering of club DJs. “The whole place stopped,” he remembers. “People started screaming, jumping up and down. Any intimidation or fear I had was gone. I had an army to walk with me down this journey of gay liberation.”

			At his insistence, Bean’s first public performance of the cut was at Jewel’s Catch One, a disco opened by Black lesbian Jewel Thais-Williams that, even today, draws a gay and largely Black audience. But the night that most shaped Bean’s fate was when he sang at Studio One, West Hollywood’s top disco. He was still singing in the same unapologetically Black gospel style, but here it served LGBTQ liberation, and the combination made white gay guys also weep and whoop. This behavior was frowned upon in the high church that nurtured Bean. Yet it was the very response Bean generated in the storefront churches where his Black LGBTQ peers were meant to feel hypocritical, homophobic shame. After the show, Bean told DePierro that he needed a stroll to calm down. He had a lot to process.

			“I remember walking down the street, and this guy, very preppy—with the tennis sweater around his neck, probably just coming out—called out to me,” the singer said. “What he said to me on that corner of Santa Monica and La Peer was so real and heartfelt that, when he left, shaking my hand and hugging me, I cried for about two blocks. ‘You don’t know what you did for all those guys and especially for me,’ he said. ‘I can be okay and do things.’ I had to stop and recognize, ‘Carl, this is not just show business. What you’re doing is going to have a profound effect upon the era. You knew you wanted to do message music—you just didn’t know it would be this kind of message.’ ”

			Soon after, Bean met with the Motown brass. The response was positive but did not align with Bean’s growing sense of himself as a gay, Black emissary of truth.

			“Man, the jockeys are loving you,” he recalled Motown telling him in early 1978. Bean had the strange luck of singing on disco’s gayest record right when this Black- and queer-led movement suddenly amassed millions of white, straight followers courtesy of Saturday Night Fever. “You’re climbing the charts, and David is messing up with these drugs, so Berry wants to take David’s voice off these songs, put your voice on, and release the album in your name,” a Motown exec told him.

			“ ‘David? David who?’ ” Bean replied. They meant the Temptations’ former lead singer David Ruffin. “I remember saying to Iris Gordy, ‘I’ll have to get back to you.’ I went home and listened [to Ruffin’s unreleased album]. Now I’m gonna sing ‘girl’ and ‘hey baby’? I went back and said, ‘That’s not who I am.’ Everything I learned about social justice and civil rights didn’t fit me becoming that person. I came out to be honest, and I felt good about that, so I had to ask for a release.”

			Bean left the label without a plan. Then his friends in New York started getting sick. He learned what he could and created the Minority AIDS Project. DePierro became one of Bean’s many music-biz clients before dying of the plague.

			As all this was happening, “I Was Born This Way” experienced a second wave of popularity in New York when crucial club-music figures Shep Pettibone, Bruce Forest, Boyd Jarvis, and Timmy Regisford remixed the track. Bean’s social work needed funding, so the singer stipulated a one-thousand-dollar fee for every East Coast gig to promote its mid-1980s rerelease. Bean flew back home with nearly thirty thousand dollars in a brown paper bag. This grew MAP into a fifty-person agency serving thousands of AIDS patients, often otherwise neglected, and funded Dignity House, a West Los Angeles AIDS shelter. One Easter, Bean’s patients asked him if they could have a worship service because they didn’t feel comfortable attending their usual churches looking unwell. This led to Bean founding the Unity Fellowship Church, the first expressly for LGBTQ African Americans.

			Bean died in 2021. Yet his message far eclipses his hit’s beginnings, which were simple but never humble. In 1975, Bunny Jones aimed to help gay people through music, just like Black singers elevated their own. “I Was Born This Way” does both.
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				Chapter Five

				The Kinks

			
			Before I discovered the queerest band of the British Invasion, I couldn’t get enough of the Beatles. I didn’t have a conventional crush on them, like my sister, who is twelve years older and was the ideal age for a Beatlemaniac. Instead, like many gay kids, I saw in them who I could become: a gender-noncompliant gent who could frolic with other fellows and win worldwide approval. Well, maybe I had a little bit of a crush. I was captivated by the back cover of 1967’s Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, which showed John Lennon with his hands stuffed into the waist of his satin trousers. My mother told me it was bad to touch yourself down there, so I thought John was doing something naughty. I knew I shouldn’t look, but the album’s lyrics were printed right on top of him, even on his crotch, where I really wasn’t supposed to stare. But this was the Beatles. How bad could just looking be? The fact that I fixated on this image yet felt guilty about it was my first clue that I wasn’t like other boys.

			Rock ’n’ roll taught me that things ordinarily considered bad were often wonderful—like the Kinks. I didn’t know what their name implied; only that it was something cool. This London band kick-started heavy metal with the distortion generated by their teenage guitarist Dave Davies, whose hair was nearly longer than my sister’s, and the insistent beat of Mick Avory, whose drums were sometimes louder than Ringo’s. Following their bulldozing 1964 breakthroughs “You Really Got Me” and “All Day and All of the Night,” leader Ray Davies’s songs grew more delicate and observational, like those of the Beatles, who were also raising rock’s compositional bar on ballads, such as Help!’s “You’ve Got to Hide Your Love Away.” That one was later speculated to be about Brian Epstein. Back then, we didn’t know the Beatles’ manager—and those of the Who, the Yardbirds, the Bee Gees, the Honeycombs, and others—was gay and understood that straight teen girls like many of the same things that gay men do. Before Stonewall, you had to be “in the life” yourself to know that anyone besides the usual suspects was queer. Back then, these things were mysterious.

			The Kinks’ wistful tunes and wry social commentary voiced what would not ordinarily be uttered. As illustrated by the Velvet Underground, Western songwriters sometimes draw from Eastern music when evoking something special or cryptic, and that’s what Ray does on “See My Friend,” which, in 1965, was among the earliest rock hits to mimic Indian drones, even in its minimal lyrics. He sings of pals prone on a river’s other side and his companion’s absence, which culminates in a subtle shift. “She is gone and now there’s no one else to love/’Cept my friend,” he croons with a gentleness far removed from the group’s initial bluster. “The song is about homosexuality,” Davies notified London’s Evening Standard when the song was new. This was, for rock, an unprecedented announcement. But most of us missed his message, especially since the single was renamed for international release as “See My Friends” and flopped in North America. Yet it impressed Mick Jagger and Paul McCartney, and its exoticism launched psychedelic rock.

			Participating in what was then a substantially gay English entertainment industry meant most British Invasion acts were queer-adjacent. During their press conferences, each Beatle could ad-lib a quip with the tongue-in-cheekiness of Oscar Wilde. It’s likely that they didn’t learn this only from Epstein. In the class-fixated UK, where popular culture provided a rare opportunity for working class people to better their station, drollery was imperative as theatricality. And for LGBTQ people of that era, inventive language meant survival. If you’re required to speak in code to convey sexual intentions without getting assaulted or arrested, you’d better be clever. London gays even used Polari—a slang developed over centuries by entertainers, sailors, gangsters, and other groups—to avoid arrest, because sex between men was illegal in the UK until 1967.

			Even more than Paul McCartney, Ray Davies drew from the pre-rock thespian traditions of music hall, the UK equivalent of vaudeville, especially on 1966’s “Dedicated Follower of Fashion,” which lampoons Carnaby Street’s androgynous dandies with a mincing delivery. Grounded by the menace of nonconformist odes like that year’s Dave-sung B-side “I’m Not Like Everybody Else,” Ray could wander into hammy and even homoerotic territory while maintaining the quartet’s recalcitrant profile. On “David Watts,” from 1967’s Something Else by the Kinks, Davies plays the part of a student besotted with another lad. Admitting he wants to be David Watts, Davies also implies he wants to do David Watts. “He is so gay and fancy free,” he sighs. Straight listeners might’ve assumed Davies meant his boy-crush is merely jolly. But as revealed by the group’s gay biographer Jon Savage, David Watts was a concert promoter hot for Dave Davies. The Jam’s 1978 cover made the song a UK punk hit.

			Following the Kinks’ chaotic 1965 US tour—during which Ray punched, in the face, an official from the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists who called the group “fairies”—the American Federation of Musicians refused the band permits at the peak of its popularity. The Kinks’ US audience subsequently declined so drastically that 1967’s UK smash “Waterloo Sunset”—rightfully a Brit-pop classic—failed to chart in North America. Most groups would’ve pursued a comeback by writing something universally relatable. Instead, Ray devised a surefire hit about falling in love with a trans woman. Engaging and enlightening a mass audience by making an off-limits subject thoroughly approachable, both lyrically and musically, Davies’s disarming song starts with a commanding acoustic guitar and clanging Dobro, and culminates with a sing-along. This contagious, communal positivity makes the Kinks’ “Lola,” from 1970, the first crucial post-Stonewall smash.

			Accounts conflict as to its inspiration. Ray claims it was Kinks manager Robert Wace. “In his apartment, Robert had been dancing with this Black woman, and he said, ‘I’m really onto a thing here.’ And it was okay until we left at six in the morning and then I said, ‘Have you seen the stubble?’ He said ‘Yeah,’ but he was too drunk to care.” Avory thinks he sparked “Lola” by patronizing the drag clubs of Earl’s Court, London’s gay district. “All the Kinks were a bit versatile,” he said. In his autobiography, Dave writes of affectionate and sometimes sexual connections with men like Long John Baldry, the singer Elton John backed in his pre-stardom band Bluesology. “Lola” is likely Ray’s embellished composite.

			Deftly leading the listener along a gradual avenue of discovery, Davies aptly sets the scene of “Lola” in Soho, the home of rock and the sex industry in London, where things are not what they seem: Champagne tastes like cola; candlelight is electric. A woman advances who seems feminine, but her voice and strength are masculine. There’s gender-based humor as they drink, dance, and stare into each other’s eyes, but it’s as gentle as Lola is mighty. Only in the song’s harmonically contrasting bridge does the narrator’s confusion create conflict. At Lola’s place, the guy shoves her away. But he’s the one who falls—she’s no pushover. On his knees, Davies sees eternity embodied in Lola’s magnificence. In that moment, the melody returns to its hypnotic lilt, all vocal anxiety vanishes, and Lola’s gender becomes as genuine as their affection. Davies isn’t looking down on her. He’s looking up.

			Perhaps all desire is naive; certainly this singer is. Newly on his own, he’d never even kissed a woman, so it’s Lola who makes him a man. Thirteen years before the musical La Cage aux Folles declared “I Am What I Am,” Davies’s famous closing line plays with language, just like Polari, to portray queer ascension: “I know what I am and I’m glad I’m a man/And so is Lola.” That may read like a joke, but it’s not played as one. Live Kinks clips capture when Ray is clearly adopting a theatrical character, but when he sings “Lola,” you never see him wink in any way or distance himself through a campy delivery. He means every word, and that makes all the difference. At the song’s end, there’s a rumble, as if they’re rocketing to the heavens for one of rock’s happiest endings, fueled not by what haters consider amour fou, but by what this pair knows is wise and true love.
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				Chapter Six

				David Bowie and Glam

			
			Even before he started releasing records, David Bowie subverted gender. In a 1964 BBC TV interview, seventeen-year-old David Jones (his real name) fronted his Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Long-Haired Men, a brotherhood fed up with enduring emasculating insults simply because they resembled various Kinks and Rolling Stones. Was it a publicity stunt? Or was he serious?

			Bowie raised those questions throughout his long career—particularly when, in an early 1972 interview with the English music weekly Melody Maker, he said, “I’m gay, and always have been, even when I was David Jones.” Having earlier spoken to Jeremy, England’s first gay mag, and reclined in a dress for the UK cover of 1970’s The Man Who Sold the World, Bowie took glam’s sexual ambiguity and androgyny further than his main competition: bisexual Londoner Marc Bolan, whose about-face from elfin psych-folk to cocky rock made his band, T. Rex, teen idols in Europe with not particularly teeny hits like 1972’s “Children of the Revolution.”

			“David’s present image is to come on like a swishy queen, a gorgeously effeminate boy,” the Melody Maker article reports before noting Bowie’s limp wrist and use of Polari. “The important fact is that I don’t have to drag it up,” Bowie asserted. “I want to go on like this for long after the fashion has finished.”

			As we soon learned, the restless musician—who was married to a woman and had an infant son—routinely reinvented himself. Now in a trendsetting mullet and unisex jumpsuit as tight as his bell-bottoms on the long-haired back cover of late 1971’s just-released Hunky Dory were baggy, he no longer resembled the Bowie he was publicizing. It’s an overstatement to claim this article turned a one-hit-wonder into the 1970s’ most influential rocker, but only a mild one. “I’m going to be huge, and it’s quite frightening in a way,” this immaculate creature predicted.

			When enthusiastic press helped catapult Bowie up the charts that summer, another act of willful queerness transfigured the singer into a national phenomenon. This was when Bowie sang 1972’s “Starman” on the widely viewed, massively influential weekly British TV show Top of the Pops. In terms of impact, Bowie’s TotP dramatics are up there with the Beatles shaking their mop tops on The Ed Sullivan Show. “It was such a seminal moment for my generation,” said Spandau Ballet’s Gary Kemp. “For the Apollo kids, like I was, it was rock music from another planet, and I wanted to go to that planet.”

			When, on TotP, a particularly androgynous incarnation of Bowie twice draped his left arm over the shoulders of his similarly stunning guitarist, Mick Ronson, the pair presented nearly carnal familiarity. Was their unhesitant gaiety hip? Horrifying? A nation had to decide.

			The already ever-changing rocker had been waiting for this moment. He’d released several singles under different names as well as his 1967 debut LP, David Bowie, while in his teens. He’d also studied mime with Lindsay Kemp, who briefly became his lover, and staged and danced in the star’s 1972 UK tour. Yet nothing clicked beyond “Space Oddity.” Issued in 1969 to coincide with that year’s moon-walking Apollo 11 mission, it conjures a cosmic journey gone wrong through a tense string arrangement by future Elton John collaborator Paul Buckmaster. A UK hit, “Space Oddity” went largely unheard in North America until its 1973 US reissue, when it seemed to imitate Elton’s “Rocket Man” rather than the other way around. Nevertheless, this single introduced David Bowie to Top Forty North American radio.

			I remember the first time I saw Bowie’s name in print, because it was the first time I encountered the word bisexual—I was eleven and just learning what sex was. If this guy with blazing hair and luminous outfits was bisexual, bisexual had to be good. “Space Oddity” became the first record I bought before hearing it.

			I was born on the day the US first sent a person into space, and grew up with astronaut toys like Major Matt Mason and his blond buddy Sgt. Storm. What Bowie presented suited my childhood imagination: a countdown, a musical blastoff, and then a weightlessness that shifts from exhilaration to loneliness. “Planet Earth is blue/And there’s nothing I can do,” he sang. Even as a child, I struggled to accept things as they were. I didn’t know I was gay, just “special.” That isolated me in ways typical of my LGBTQ generation. So before I could name what I was, Bowie represented it. His space oddity was much like my own. And as it turned out, like a whole lot of other people’s, too.

			Simultaneously reaching ahead and behind, the glam that Bowie epitomized also found inspiration in the sybaritic art and nightlife of Germany’s Weimar Republic, a sexually enlightened era between the end of World War I and Nazism’s rise. Just in time for glam, 1972’s Oscar-winning Cabaret, starring Liza Minnelli, summed up the Weimar epoch. Based on gay novelist Christopher Isherwood’s quasi-autobiographical novellas Mr. Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin and featuring tunes by Broadway’s gay John Kander and Fred Ebb, director and choreographer Bob Fosse’s voluptuously queer portrait of Germany at its freest is to glam and LGBTQ people what Hair was to psychedelia and flower children: a mainstream summation of subcultural currency. You can see it in Transformer’s cover, where a mascaraed Lou Reed resembles Minnelli’s Sally Bowles, and hear it in Reed’s 1973 follow-up, Berlin. “All that filters into punk rock as well,” Pet Shop Boy Neil Tennant later noted. “It was a big popular culture moment, Liza Minnelli in Cabaret.”

			Like the punk movement it preceded, glam rejected the hippies who were still dominating youth culture, as affirmed by Mott the Hoople’s “All the Young Dudes,” a 1972 glam canticle Bowie wrote, produced, and sang backup on to prevent this rowdy band from breaking up. Whereas hippies honored depth and naturalism, glam embraced not only gaudy surfaces and willful artificiality but also those who couldn’t conform to what culture dictates as real, which implicitly meant heteronormative identity and sexuality. “Dudes” rejects both in one verse. “Now Lucy looks sweet ’cause he dresses like a queen,” sings Mott’s Ian Hunter before acknowledging Lucy’s fortitude and implicating himself with the lyric, “Oh yes, we can love.”

			“It’s a Gay Anthem!” Lou Reed enthused. “A rallying call for all the young dudes to come out in the streets and show that they were beautiful and gay and proud of it.”

			Bowie drew directly from Reed and his queer peers. On Hunky Dory’s “Queen Bitch,” he acknowledges both the Velvets and the Factory superstars who populated their overlapping worlds, repurposing an old Eddie Cochran riff much like Warhol silkscreened newspaper headlines. Unlike “Lola,” “Queen Bitch” requires knowledge of gay culture to fully comprehend what’s happening in it. Back in 1971, only LGBTQ listeners and a few other Warhol/Velvets fans would’ve known that Sister Flo is a trans, and likely Black, prostitute about to fuck Bowie’s friend and that the singer wishes he were fucking this dude himself. “It could’ve been me!” Bowie bemoans.

			Whereas Hunky reflects the songwriter’s multifariousness—a thread borne out by Hunky’s US hit, “Changes”—1972’s The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars achieves far greater coherence. It’s the defining Bowie album because it’s the most fictional. Rather than just rocking out, he’s playing the part of an alien rock messiah. It introduces itself as a concept album set “Five Years” before Earth’s death, yet interrupts its plot with songs that blur the lines between Bowie and Ziggy, the savior this singer actualizes and praises.

			Pop, particularly pre-Stonewall, is all about female objectification, so it was jolting for a man to praise another guy’s physique, as Bowie does in “Ziggy Stardust.” His protagonist is “well-hung…the nazz with God-given ass.” In the album’s “Moonage Daydream,” this “mama-papa” yields aggressively, power-bottom-style: “I’ll be a rock ’n’ rollin’ bitch for you.” If you were a baby gay like me, these were among the many alluringly degenerate lines on the album that you hoped your parents wouldn’t hear but inevitably did.

			In a 1974 Rolling Stone interview, Bowie attempted to unravel Ziggy’s tangled yarn to queer Beat Generation novelist William S. Burroughs, whose “cut-up” technique of arbitrarily rearranging texts influenced Bowie’s even more dystopian album that year, Diamond Dogs. More cogent were the singer’s thoughts about how he guided his fans. “A song has to take on character, shape, body, and influence people to an extent that they use it for their own devices,” Bowie explained. “It must affect them not just as a song, but as a lifestyle.”

			Bowie didn’t tell us how to live, yet he set an LGBTQ-relevant example in reinvention. For boomers who adopted free love when it fit heteronormativity’s confines, his oblique but bluntly homoerotic songs were both threatening and tantalizing. Even straight dudes who couldn’t contemplate sex with other guys had to admit glam brought genuine danger to rapidly softening rock. Could they explain what Ziggy’s “Suffragette City” meant, or its relation to feminism? Maybe not. Could they get with lines like “this mellow-thighed chick just put my spine out of place” when the music was this volatile? Hell yeah!

			Bowie gave permission. Along with Argent’s “Hold Your Head Up” (1971) and Everyday People’s “I Like What I Like” (1972), “Suffragette City” ranked among the relevant songs spun during fundraising dances held at the Firehouse, the Gay Activists Alliance’s SoHo headquarters in New York City. Even its sleeve advised “TO BE PLAYED AT MAXIMUM VOLUME.” You can’t get more rock ’n’ roll than that.

			Ziggy arrived when analogous “gender-fuck” costuming spread through San Francisco, where the Cockettes and the Angels of Light donned dumpster drag in shambolic shows. Bowie similarly swaggers as sci-fi savior. But he also swoons with the theatricality of Anthony Newley on Ziggy’s “Lady Stardust,” which uses masculine nouns to celebrate a graceful, long-haired “Lady” with whom Bowie is infatuated. This combination of lovely melody and at times howling delivery—another gender game—anticipates pop power ballads but with none of their bad taste. Abandoning Bowie’s naturalistic femininity of the previous two years, Ziggy was audaciously queer, not a sissy. He and the Spiders sound as though they’d cut you if you blew them a kiss the wrong way.

			Yet Bowie offered affinity on “Rock ’n’ Roll Suicide.
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