LENNY BRUCE TRANSFORMED
STAND-UP COMEDY

INTO A VEHICLE FOR SHARP
SOCIAL COMMENTARY—

AND PAID THE PRICE FOR
HIS BOLDNESS
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THE FIRST TIME COMEDIAN
Lenny Bruce was booked on ohscenity
cha
sucker onstage in San Franciseo in 1961,
The second time was in Los Angeles, and
the words in question included sehmuek
amd motherfucker. The next time:
balls in

one that ultimately turned the bohemian

it was for saying the word cock

tits and
thicago. And the final time, the

provocateur into a martyr to free speech,
was in 1964 at Cafe Au Go Go in Greenwich
Village. Bruce joked about aex acta with
among other thi
cover agents in the audience took notes on

animal s, as under

his materinl, The district attorney’s office

decided to make an example out of him, be-
ginning one of the most notorions ohseenity
trinls in U.8. history.

Despite the best efforts of his lawyers
{who were Flrst Amendment experts) aned
support from publie intellectnals inelud

s James Baldwin, Susan Sontag and Gore
Vidal {who, along with dozens of others,
signed a petition condemning the arrest),

Bruce was found guilty and sentenced to

four months at Rikers Island, the infamons
New York City jail. The comedian, already
on a downward spiral after years of police
harassment and now banned from perform
ing on many stages, descended into gelf

destruetion, He died of & morphine overdose

in Hollywood in 1066 while his case was out

on appeal, In one last indignity, the poli

photographed his naked body posed on the
toilet. He was 40 years old.

Although Bruce's legacy as a philosophical

and truth-teller

nius, hipster shama
has been cnshrined in late-20th cen
A

ican culture, from Bob Dylan lyries
to Beat poetry to the work of comedic snc-
cessors like George Carlin, he hasn’t heen
In the news much :
York gevernoer Geerge Pataki granted him
4 posthumous pardon. But lately there has
been something of 8 Lenny Bruee resur

nee 2o0g, when New

gence. The Emmy-winning Amazon se-
ries The Mareelows Mrs. Maisel, about an
Upper West Side ho
stand-up in the late 19508, features a Lenny
Bruce character. And the one-man show
I'm Not a Comedian..I'm Lenny Bruce To

wife striving to be a

cently vpened off Broadway alter a suce
ful run in Los Angeles.

o that people are diseussing him
actor Ronnie Marmo, who wrate
and stars in the play. "Lenny fought for the
rights that we love and take for granted now,

He believed, ina very hopelul, naive way, that
he was going to be heard.”™

Bruce was both ambitions and ahead of
his time. Early in his career, the media pre-

sented him as a law-hreaking lowlife oh-
sessed with dirty words. But Bruce had a
lofty goal, Marme says: holding a mirrer
up to society. That meant drawing atten
tion to Ame s darker, nglier impulses-
eam wasn't ready to

something the mains

accept. Time magazine famously describhed

Bruece as “sick.” o label that stuck for years.
T this, the comic responded, “The world is
sick, and I'm the doctor. I'm a surgeon with a
acalpel for filse values.”

“Certain things back in the day just

weren't said,” says Bruce's daughter, Kitry,

about her father's bold of

servations on rac

s and political hypocrisy.

“The intent of the word, what’s hehind it,

ism and rel

makes a big difference.

Bruce used vulgarities strategically; there
s an ohjective hehind his shocking lan-
guage, In one famons bit, he enumerated
racial slurs for black
ieans, Poles and Irish people. "It's the sup
pression of the word that gi it the power,

W

Jews, Italians, Mex-

the vielence, the v s8, he then ex-
plained. To freely speak such cpithets until
they lose all meaning would create s better
world, he in:

It is perhaps not sureprising that one
bound: nishing pioneer fasei
vther. Bruce [irst caught the attention of
rLAYBOY publisher Hugh Hefner in 1958,
during o set at Ann's 440 in San T

sted.

bed am-

An immediate fan of the com
infleeted urban atyle, Tlefner a
gig for Bruce at the Cloister in Chicago,
From that point on, Hefner aided Bruce's
career when he could, featuring him as »
guest on o 1956 episode of Plagboy's Pent
house and several years later serializing
his autabiography, Mow to Talk Dirty and
Influence People, in the magazine. After
Bruce professed in a letter to being “dread-
fully poor,” Hefner offered him %300 to
help fight his New York comviction. The

men were brothers in arms in the war on
censorship; Hetner had faced (and beaten)
sin 1963,

“The point is not whether any one of us

ohaconi

yeharg

agrees with all, or any part of, what Broce
hag to say, but whether a free socicty can
long remain free if we suppress the expres
sion of all ideas that are ohjectionable to
a few or to many,” Hefner once wrote. Fol
lowing Bruce's unexpected early death,
rLAYBOY extolled him as a hero, with writer
Dick Sch
groundbreaking comedian: "One la
letter word for Lenny: Dead. At 40. That's
ohacene.” [ ]

ip perfectly memoriali
st four




