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‘Sassy Gay Friend’ to the rescue

By Nick A. Zaino III

It’s Wednesday night at Improv Asylum, and Lady Macbeth is on stage complaining about her husband. She is distraught, not thinking clearly, and about to make the mistake of her life.

Good thing she has a sassy gay friend to help her through it. Actually, she has the Sassy Gay Friend, from the viral video series that has logged more than 11 million views on Second City’s YouTube network, and is still spreading. Sassy Gay Friend materializes from out of nowhere to talk sense into his Shakespearian buddy, who is so troubled by her husband, she’s been praying to no longer be a woman.

“Praying away your femininity, that really works,’’ says Sassy, dripping with sarcasm. “I went to a summer camp for gay teens.’’

His intervention ends with a big hug, crisis averted. Lady Macbeth feels much better about herself. Later in the show, Juliet and Desdemona will get their chance. The audience laughs and applauds, sometimes even mouthing the dialogue from their favorite videos.

At scene’s end, Sassy Gay Friend turns to his adoring audience, the first of two sold-out crowds for that evening in the 200-seat theater. “Brian Gallivan will be making some appearances,’’ he says. “Some of you have heard of him. I haven’t heard of him. He’s not as successful as I am.’’

Gallivan is the 41-year-old actor, writer, and improv performer who created and stars in “Sassy Gay Friend,’’ and Improv Asylum is his home court. It’s where he first studied comedy in 1999, trying to escape his job teaching middle school English. Some of his old classmates from Dedham High School are in the audience. They’re the ones who have heard of Gallivan, before he was Sassy Gay Friend.

The show, which will be at Improv Asylum for two more performances Wednesday, is split between Sassy Gay Friend material and autobiographical sketches. For the former, he performs the skits from the videos and helps a couple of audience members with their romantic problems. As Gallivan, he recounts stories of former boyfriends, the inner torture of auditions, and the more apparent torture of teaching.

He tells the crowd he once contemplated coming out to his middle school students. “Don’t worry,’’ he says, “I lacked courage and conviction and I didn’t do that. They’re horrible people.’’

Gallivan is loose, playful, and at times confessional. He has been working this show for a few months in Los Angeles, his current home, at Second City’s 60-seat theater. The crowds at Improv Asylum are the largest to see the show yet, as Gallivan prepares it for a tour of colleges and other venues.

Backstage in between shows, he says he is glad to have had a packed house, and to see some familiar faces. Even if some of those people were hearing deeply personal stories for the first time.
“My 17-year-old nephew was here,’’ says Gallivan. “I certainly revealed more about my life in the show to him than I ever have.’’

He was also glad to get to end the show doing improv with some of his old Asylum friends, Asylum cofounder Chet Harding and former main stage actress Cathleen Carr, who also played the Shakespearian damsels.

Harding remembers Gallivan getting off to a strong start in improv. “The choices he made even when he first started out were high level,’’ says Harding, “playing to the audience’s intelligence rather than going for the lowest common denominator.’’

When Carr joined the cast nine years ago, Gallivan was a veteran she looked up to. “He always goes with the smart joke,’’ she says. “It was nice to work with him on that level and being pushed to go in that direction.’’

Gallivan created the Sassy Gay Friend character six years ago after moving from Boston to Chicago and joining the main cast of Second City, improv’s most venerable institution. He initially conceived the character as a therapist yelling at characters from Shakespeare.

“This was in 2004, and I think a lot of movies and TV shows were adding the ‘sassy gay friend’ character,’’ he says. “Every lady seemed to have a gay friend who would talk sense into her and I thought, oh, these ladies could have used one.’’

Gallivan put in his time in Chicago and moved to Los Angeles. He shelved Sassy Gay Friend until the LA wing of Second City started a YouTube channel in February. He wrote, co-produced, and acted in the videos, which have proved to be the most popular on Second City’s site.

There are Sassy Gay Friend T-shirts and coffee mugs, and according to Second City’s vice president of television development and new media Joshua Funk, a Sassy Gay Friend iPhone app is on the way.

Funk says he knew the videos would be funny, but had no idea they would go viral. He points to Gallivan’s talent and his knowledge as an English teacher as at least a partial explanation for Sassy Gay Friend’s success. “There’s a high reference level, it’s inspirational, and it’s funny,’’ he says. “And it’s irreverent. To me, it’s the perfect combination of qualities.’’

Don’t look to Gallivan for a clearer explanation. “I’m actually pretty shocked at the reaction to it,’’ he says.

Gallivan says he is working on a TV project to pitch, a process he finds simpler to navigate than repeating his online success. “Trying to sell a TV pilot seems easier than creating the next viral sensation,’’ he says. “The odds of creating a viral sensation seem to be very small.’’

He does know that he’s gotten a lot of positive feedback, both for Sassy Gay Friend and a video he made for the It Gets Better Project against bullying. Gallivan says he often receives letters from viewers who wish they had a sassy gay friend in times of need. “A lot of ladies write that. Some guys write and say, ‘I am a sassy gay friend to my lady friend.’ Some straight guys write and say, ‘I just think this is funny.’ ’’
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