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Deconstructing Eddie Izzard


Eddie Izzard is a fascinating solo performer who uses all aspects of his life to preach his story to a worldwide audience.  His charm, wit, and intelligence shape his artwork in imaginative ways.  While his rouge, lipstick, and heels arouse intrigue from his hungry audience.  His humor is unmatched.  He is truly a unique, gifted artist who has found the key to personally communicating with each member of his large-scale audiences. 

The first thing most people notice about Eddie Izzard is that he’s not exactly dressed like a “boy”.  However, he’s not exactly dressed as a “girl” either.  Eddie is very open about the fact that he is a transvestite.  He’s been “out of the closet” since he was 23 when he came out to one of his ex-girlfriends.  The first thing one must be clear about when discussing transvestites is that transvestites are not gay; Izzard actually has a girlfriend at present.  A transvestite is a person, not necessary male, it can happen in the females too, who have the desire to dress in the clothes of the opposite sex
.  This is not to be confused with a transsexual (whom Eddie is often mistaken for), which is a person who feels they are trapped in a body of the opposite sex.  Izzard has described himself as an “action transvestite”, “executive transvestite”, “male lesbian”, “male tomboy”, etc.--all of which he’s created his own definition for.  “Izzard believes that the world is beginning to develop a scale for sexuality.  Soon, it won’t all be boys and girls—-that will be the extremes.  The gray is all beginning to be filled with gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, transvestite, etc.  


One may be surprised to learn that the word transvestite does not connote sexual preference.  I was curious as to how these myths and misunderstandings came about, so I headed over to my trusty Google to attempt to find the definition of transvestite.  Naturally, I was bombarded with about 5,000 porn sites that told me I could see real amateur transvestites banging the hell out of each other.  Since Google was too crowded, I headed over to Ask Jeeves, thinking it may give me more precise answers.  I typed in, “What is a transvestite?”  To my glee, I found Ask Jeeves has an adult content filter, so I was able to weed out the porn and head straight to an answer to my question…or at least that’s what I’d hoped.  Most of what came up was accessories for transvestites, surgeries (Izzard actually contemplated having his penis chopped off, but decided not to), transvestite support groups, toys, costumes, etc.  Then we got into the really interesting/obscure stuff.  For instance, did you know that there is a breed of snake that has been observed to have transvestite tendencies
?  There is actually a breed of garter snake in which some of the males have learned to excrete female pheromones, which confuse the other males (which then try to mate with the “she-male”).  The “she-male” then finds the real female and mates with her.  It’s a pretty nice set-up.   I was also very impressed to learn that, “Archaeologists in North Yorkshire have discovered the skeleton of a cross-dressing eunuch dating back to the 4th Century AD.”
  The body was found in women’s clothing, along with drawings of men dressed as women.  All in all, none of these sources were terribly informative on transvestites, and most were based on hearsay. 
Izzard doesn’t feel that’s it’s odd at all to want to wear women’s clothing.  It’s a desire he was born with.  He states, “Women have total clothing rights, men should have total clothing rights.”
  In fact, Izzard’s “cross-dressing” is very stylish and seems to suit his demeanor.  He wears cloths from the top designers, and it’s not all dresses and piles of makeup. Frequently Eddie prefers pants suits with heels and light makeup (it really depends on his mood).  He believes that he’s a cross between a butch and femme male lesbian, depending on the day.  

The big dilemma for Izzard is not his confidence in being a transvestite (which he has plenty of), but how he received criticism for coming out as a transvestite.  He didn’t realize that critics would assume that he dressed as a woman as a gimmick—-something to boost ratings.  In an interview with Paul Fischer, Izzard muses: “One thing that I didn’t think about and plan for was for people to say, ‘Ahhh, saying you’re a transvestite moves your career forward’, which if you think about it, a lot more transvestites would be out.  It obviously does create a certain amount of fame but it spins everything off this way.”
  This is especially alarming to Izzard because he doesn’t want to get pegged as any “type”.  He doesn’t even want to be distinguished solely as a stand-up comedian.  
Izzard’s choice of attire does not retract from his performance pieces, nor is it the centerpiece of his works.  It is something that he does often touch on in his work, since it is a very prevalent source to draw from in his life.  However, as most who watch his work agree, it is Izzard’s wit and intelligence that his work is built on, and not the Prada metallic orange power suit and black heeled boots that he’s wearing.  However, this does not stop him from being pegged in the media as a, “glammed-up comedian [who] has made his career by leaving high heel marks all over conventional thinking.”
 

While most in the media, and his audiences, accept Izzard’s cross-dressing as an added bonus rather than a vice, he still has to deal with the common ignorance of others.  Right before Izzard began his tour with Glorious, he was jumped by five men who made comments on his feminine clothes.  Izzard is very open about this fight, and jokes about it in his performance.  He claims the men called him the usual slur of derogatory words, and then he came to blows with one of the men.  Soon, the other four jumped him, and in his own words they kicked his ass.  However, Izzard is not a pacifist when it comes to defending himself.  He cursed and fought as much as they did, and then he pressed charges.  The men who attacked him pled innocent.  They claimed Izzard was asking for it by wearing women’s clothing.  Proof once again, that life creates it’s own humor.

Now that Izzard’s fashion sense is out of the way, let’s discuss his actual work.  Izzard came from a comedic family, so it was natural for him to delve into comedy.  He does, however, have a “disorder” that has actually benefited him as a performer.  Eddie Izzard is dyslexic.  He claims that he thinks laterally, not horizontally.
  If you watch his performances, this “different” way of thinking is apparent.  In moments he’ll go from talking about Achilles from Greek mythology having an Achilles heel, to poking fun at archeologists and how they always find old walls, to hover crafts which then morph into Hoover vacuums (using the same sound effect), to a conversation between dust and old push vacuums, and then ties it all into the birth of Jesus, or “Baby G” as he so affectionately calls him.  So while in this country, dyslexics are being stuffed full of drugs and counseling, Izzard has made a career out of his uncommon way of seeing the world.

Another anomaly in Izzard’s work is that most of it is improvised.  This came as a shock to me since he seems to flow so easily from one idea to the next.  However, it does justify how organic Izzard’s work is.  It all seems to flow out of him like any other bodily function.  But if you watch his work with the idea that most of it is not scripted then you can begin to understand how his method works.  He’ll blurt out an idea, puberty or beekeepers, for example—and then he riffs on it.  I use the word riff because his thinking really reminds me of an improvised jazz singer or an old fashioned beat poet.  He takes his idea and then plays with it, like a child would. "You just let go. It's either a Star Wars or Buddhistic thing. You just let go, and the brain and mouth link up, and I'm not really controlling it, but I'm trusting it.”
  On his own he’s reached what most of us take years of acting to try to learn: to be present in the moment and just give in to our instincts.  

The key to Izzard’s performance is that he talks about the things he’s most passionate about. “With stand-up, I just get in front of an audience and talk about things that interest me.”
  And things that interest Izzard are often as broad and intelligent as WW II, Stonehenge, and The Bible--and then as trivial as jam.  Izzard is fascinated with jam and many other foods, which is one thing that ties him to his audience.  

Another device that he frequently uses is referring to his family.  He comes from a very unique family.  Briefly, his mother died when he was six and he lived with his brother and father from then on (except when he was in boarding school).  His family is very accepting of who Izzard has become.  In fact, he came out to his father at a ball game and his dad said he had no problem with it (quite contrary to most stories of coming out).  So Izzard draws from his family life often.  He has nothing to hide.  And in being so honest his audience is further sucked in to his work.

One could easily look at Izzard’s past and assume that his intelligence gets in the way of his humor.  He was very well educated in boarding schools and has quite a sophisticated vocabulary.  He also states that much of his knowledge comes from watching the History or Discovery channel.  However, Izzard’s greatest feat is his ability to create a universal understanding of even his most complex topics. “Your observations need to be something that people can relate to, for the audience to pick up on it.”
  So how does he get his audience to relate?

While Izzard does admit to honing in to the alternative cultures, he believes that “there is such a thing as the global joke.”
  He wants to reach all parts of the world with his humor and believes that it’s possible.  He picks subjects that we can all relate to: puberty, family relations, food, history, etc.  Some of his topics cannot cross through all cultures.  For instance, he speaks of the great flood like God taking an etch-a-sketch and shaking it clean.  Not everyone had an etch-a-sketch, so he goes on to describe, briefly, what one is so that everyone can relate to him.  When discussing politics, he often substitutes current events from the country he’s performing in for the events in his own country.  Naturally, this works because so much that goes on in politics is also universal.

To further his need to communicate with all people, Izzard performs in many languages.  He originally tried going to France and experimenting with his basic grade school French to see if it could be successful—and it was!  He currently performs in English, French, and German, and is learning Russian and Arabic.  He performs regularly in Britain, France, Iceland, the Netherlands, the United States, Canada, and Sweden. 

It’s not only his use of language that helps him translate successfully.  Izzard controls the stage and shifts seamlessly between characters with just the slight change of posture or movement.  I feel confident saying that Izzard is just as much a movement artist as he is a gifted orator.   He reminds me of an only child who makes conversation with himself.  He’ll do large gestures, as well as facial expressions and become anything from Hitler to a blade of grass.  He also creates inhuman sound effects to match his movements so that he creates a universal performance.  

To further test his abilities, he performed an anchor to his piece, Dress to Kill, entirely in French.  It is his movement and his sounds that shined through so that the entire audience, unable to comprehend his words, completely knew what he was talking about and found themselves in hysterics.  In his interview with NPR’s Fresh Air, he stated, “You need to be physical, the audience’s attention can’t be held by spoken word alone.”
  

Furthering Izzard’s desire to be universal, he is also very active in political/social events that stimulate unity.  He’s most well known for his involvement in the Euro-dollar campaign.
 Izzard feels that if the Euro fails, then all European’s have failed: “Closer European unity is essential to maintain peace in our continent.”
  He talks in his skits and in interviews of how Europe needs to learn how to get along.  They’ve been fighting each other for centuries, but since they’re all on the same land, they’d better get along before they blow each other up. Izzard is actually one of the spokesmen for the Euro dollar campaign, appearing in commercials (i.e. “The Gap is cheaper in Euro’s” campaign) and even in protests. Izzard also is very prominent in the “Clean Air” campaign and has appeared in commercials asking citizens to do their part to keep the air clean.


To conclude, Eddie Izzard is a marvel.  He has used his natural confidence, humor, and intelligence to drive him onto the stage and into our consciousness.  He has surpassed the boundaries of dress code, language, and culture.  I would even go so far as to call him a modern-day Magellan, who is exploring and discovering new turf for solo performance and stand-up comedy to expand to.  And it is all aspects of his life and his beliefs that have made him what he is today.
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