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ARBRA Streisand: middle of the road
big-nosed bolshy ball-breaking ego­
maniac: or divine prcto-postfemlnlst,
living legendandoriginal twenty-four
carat superstar?

Having tumed fifty this year (ApfiI 24th).La Babs has
nowbeenpeerlessfor tMyyears.The postion that she
holdsinour culture isunique. Noother Star has sold as
manygold discs.period(forget jackson. Dire Straits. EMs
and the Beatles), andcan genuinely daimto be as 5UC~

cessfulm the nineties as she was when she started out
in the sixties (noneed foranytediously predictablecorne­
back for her: she neverwent <!'Nay).She's a singer (sev­
enteen platinum albums, four of them quadruple plat ­
inum, totalsales topping 250 million),an actress(with
anOscar for her veryfirst role), songwriter (withanoth­
er Oscar for her song 'Evergreen'), producer. director
and screenwriter. Herfortysecondelbm (The BroodY.<Jy
Nbum m 1985). released twenty-fwe years after her fi rst.
became her second biggest sellingof all. h she'sgot
older instead of doing lessdemanding movie work and
languishing insomekind of anstocratic after-life of star­
dom(alaTaylor, Fonda), she'stakenonyet more cre­
ative responsibilities: YenrJ , her thirteenth feature film,
wasthefirstmovie ever to beproduced. directed, co­
writtenand starred in bythe same person.

Her love-life hasbeen no less significant (especially
to queers - note thehunkettes): married to Elliot Gould,
romantically associated withOrnar Sharif, Ryan O'Neal,
Pierre Trudeau (Canadian Prime Minister at the time),
Jon Peters(who became amovie mogul onthebackof
Barbra's projects - hewasahairdresser whenshe met
him),RichardBaskin, DonJohnson(who hadthecheek
to dump Barbra: let not a soul mention the name
'Melanie Griffith' in my presence), Steven Spielberg,
Richard Cere, James Newton Howard and Liam
Neeson.

Yetpartofherappeal to me(and I'm surebillionsof
other gaymen) isthatdespite thislitany of successand
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enough talent to blast several lesser superstars (and let's
face it: they'reai/lesser) intotheether of non-descript­
ness,she has had to fight every inch of the way to get
her projectsoffthe ground, and gets little official recog­
nition upon their completion, especially in Hollywood.
Her superb Broadway Album, which became number
one all over the world, and four times platinum in the
States. nearly didn'tget made at al because CBSrecords
wouldn't countenance Its production. Her recent f~m
The PrInce ofTides. which she directed and co-produced.
aswell asstamngin, wasturneddownby everymajor
studio and fi nally okayed byJon Peters (ex beau) whilst
he was at Columbia (she wasobviously calling in old
favours . . .) It earned Nick Nolte a bestactor Oscar
nomination, and got a best film nomination (neither of
which bore fruit), yet Barbrawas not even nominated
as bestdirector. This isnot aconvenient oversight, but
a blatantsnubbytheAcademy. Ifthe fi lm had beenper­
ceivedas nogood (fools! fools!) then there could have
beensomejustification for overl",,"ng her(butnotmuch
. . .).yet they obviouslythought it was exceptiomJ enoogh
to be consideredasoneof the year'sbest films, Surely
thebrilliance ofanactingperformance and a film's great­
nessisdue,for the mostpart, to thequal ityof thedirec­
tion?

Understated
Whywasn't she recognised by theAcademy?
Thefactof the matter is that theworld of bigbucks

showbusiness doesn't appreciate MsStreisand. Not one
bit. She's too loud, she'stoo talented.Shemakes films
about childabusewithsubtle, understated love scenes
whenthe trend is for macho meathead movies. She

makes albumsof show tuneswheneverybody else is
making rockalbums, she won't do what she'stold. she
won't do it somebody else'sway. She embraces her
Jewish background in a world dominated by passing
movie rroguls eagerto shirk 011 their cultural backgrounds.
She'sawoman inaworld ofpin-striped heart-att2ck fod­
der withseveral volumes worthofunsavoury Freudian
insecurities between them. As one hysterically threa:-

"She wants to control
the picture; she wants
her own hairdresser,

her own wardrobe, her

own director - she
wants it all."

And people wonder
why she's such a

I · ?gay ma e ICon....
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enedMGMmogulonce said:"She's a man-eater.A reg­
ularball-breaker. She wants to controlthe pcture: she
Nants 00'ownhard-esser. be-own wardrobe,00'own
diredor - shewants it all." (And people wonderwhy
she's such agaymale icon. .?)

A" areness

YentJ. Nuts (whichshe produced) and The Prince of
Tides are filmsthatsitawkwardly outside the frame of
subject-matter thatIS comfortable for your average unre­
constituted heterosexual man. AJewishgirl who refus­
es to betoldshe can't learnor think. because ofherrole
ICl SOCiety, anddresses upasa man In order to beable
to do so: a prostitute who has to prove her sanity
because she murdered herwould-berapist, and apsy­
_..00 helps a macho fooibal coef cometo terms
With the fad thathe was raped as a child. There can't
be many queers who have not 'passed' as straight at
some timeor other (oftenout of necessity),ard it issuch
role playing thatheightens an awareness of the artificial
nature of social codes (andcomcidentally produces camp
culture). The consciousness of the disparity between
pubiK andprivate personas andthefrustratoosofsooal
acceptability permeate Strersard'swork to a reassuring
extent for a queer audiencenot often given pointsof
empathy at thecinema. Yet it comes ashttle surprise
that the general responseto such moviesdoes not
address their contentioussubject-matter, but concerns
Barb-a's nose, her cross eyes, the fact that her hair IS a
mess, andthe fact that, 'well darlIngs , I mean she mUSt
have been filmed through afootof foundation and gauze
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to lookso youthful,
Yet what makes her soappealingto rne! Mer all I'm

a twenty-twoyear oldgay manWith anengagement WIth
queerpcjucs. and ahost ofother, roore contemporary,
more radical icons to fixate upon. It'sdifficult to explain.
Somuch so in fad that agallon of glO and two million
Guarana tablets later. I'm not a lot closer to under­
standing. The level of control thatshe exertsover her
lITeandworIt ~ spite ofresstarce, is acnca factt)(. Sew­
ccoessed showbiz queens (fike me) haw,&been00 the
wrongend(punIntended) of macho het posturing once
too oftenneed models of selt-deterrnoanoo that don't
relyon bruteforce. Streisand, In HoltywoOO, ISaboutas
self-determined asyoucan get(note the creditsonYentl
and Prmce orTIdes), yet even the most sexist git would
have a hard timesoundinganythingbut peevish (note
the MGMmogul above) InS<l)1ng she'sdone~ 'by behav­
109 like aman', Hardly. Despitebeing the mostpower­
ful woman In Hollywood (and oneof ItS most Important
figures. penod) her work displays asubtlety and sens­
tivityfew mainstream moves ever achieve. It is thIS con­
trast that liesat the heart of her appeal to me asagay
man .At the risk of soundingexcruCiatingly banal, she
reassures methatyoudon't have to bevigorouslymanly
Inorder to saywhatyouwant to say, even in that most
male dominatedand reectooary I1IChe InWesternmain­
stream culture.

Uncompro mising

The l'TlOVIe Funny Grl ISprobW} tre s,"YO..... (j

Streeardd¥ru!y. hs tile "Of' cJ Fam-. ~e i!' rcco-

ventionallookmg performer who pooped on her diS­
seotersby becomnga star:a role that signIficantly allowed
La Babs to do the same. It expresses many of the ele­
mentsof the milieu that energise her fans, andsays as
muchaboutStreisand as it doesabout Fanny Brice: her
fight for attentton. her uncompromiSing stance on what
was nght for her, her meteoric rise from obscurrty. her
tragic lovelife and underlying vulnerability.and hersub­
limely camp humour. This was the rncv.e that made
Barbra a Star, During filmngshebecame estranged from
hubby Gould who could not deal with the tag Mr
Streisand. andhad apassionate relationshipwrth Omar
Shantwhomshe self-deprecaungly thought was'beau­
tful'. At theendof the shoot. knowing thatShant would
bereturning to his family, and that shewas about to blast
off into enormityon her own, StreisardSlngs 'Oh my
man I love himsoI He'll never knowI Allmylife IS just
despairI But I don't care"holdingShanfshand offcam­
era. tearsstreaming down her face (and those of Just
about f31ery fag that'sever seen rt). The chnch here IS
her expression of self-conscious sacnfice In the nameof
ser-oeteroratoo andcontrol.A refusal to corroromee.
but a knowledge of its cost.At thensk ofSOUndIngdis­
gOlcefuilysrcere(and unsound),watthing Barbra express
the costof selfrealisation in FunnyGIrl, With a box of
kleenex n one handand a quadruplegin In the other
va dates my poo'terdommore than a thousand nights
o: , scene, athousandnetworkingmeetings, a thou­
se-c ted ousIy hberal films about'HOMOSEXUAlllY',
0" even a thousand nigh wrthTony Slattery . (or
-ravten,r •
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