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VEGAS HEADLINERS

BUFFET
OF LAUGHS

With her new show All You Can Eat Comedy,
Roseanne Barr is back and better than
ever. Now, the controversial-yet-beloved
comedian talks about past missteps,
speaking her mind and why she wants
to be your Jewish grandmother
BY E. C. GLADSTONE PHOTOGRAPHS BY TOMAS MUSCIONICO

I

’ve had a love/hate—sort of like a bad boyfriend—thing with Vegas. I keep
going back because I think, This time I’m going to get it right.”
Seven days before she is set to return to Sin City with All You Can Eat Comedy, Roseanne Barr (yes, she’s back to her original name) is sitting in a trailer
behind Glendale, California’s historic Alex Theatre, waiting to M.C. and co-judge
the final-episode taping of Nick at Nite’s Search for the Funniest Mom in America 3. The
culmination of months of frenetic activity, beginning with last year’s HBO special
Roseanne Bar: Blonde and Bitchin’, Barr’s planned five-week run at the New York-New
York Hotel & Casino should show that, after some missteps, false starts and personal
pitfalls, the controversial-yet-beloved comedian is once again getting it very right.
“I’m excited to be on-stage,” she says, “which has been a long, hard climb for me,
and now I’m liking it again like I used to like it. I haven’t been able to work on an act
every night for 25 years or something.”
Lest anyone need a reminder, in the late ‘80s and ‘90s, Roseanne had the number-one rated show on American television, the eponymous sitcom that in its nineyear run brought Barr more awards than you could carry, including Emmys, Golden
Globes, several People’s Choices and even a prestigious Peabody.
But she is almost as well known for a string of personal and professional peculiarities, including dramatic divorces and bizarre statements to the press. All of which
seemed to start with one stunt gone wrong, an off-key rendering of the National
Anthem at a 1990 San Diego Padres game, after which she aped a baseball player by
grabbing her crotch and spitting in the dirt.
“Thousands upon thousands upon thousands” of death threats were the
response, Roseanne recalls. “It was a very devastating thing, and it kind of sent me on
a whole spiritual journey. At a certain point, I became ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ in
some ways—this battered flag that’s still waving. My kids found on the Internet where
it said I was the worst singer in the world. And I thought it would kind of be cool to
get better. Then kids—fans and my family—could see, ‘she was the worst, but she got
better.’ I thought that was a real good spiritual, if you will, message for kids.
“I practiced for 15 years,” she continues. “And I learned a lot about breathing,
and meditation, just from that song. And about conquering fear, and discipline
and control.” Today, she says, “I can really sing that song, and someday I will sing
it again [in public].”
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“I think there might be some kind of valuable thing
to pass on to people about going through trying
times,” admits the newly mellowed Roseanne Barr,
in her trailer behind the Alex Theatre in Glendale,
California, where she was filming the final episode
of Search for the Funniest Mom in America 3.
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ROSEANNE

Getting back on-stage has been a long,
hard climb, Roseanne says.
Right: Barr checks her makeup.

Sitting across from me, with her collaborator and boyfriend, John Argent,
next to her, and co-producer James Moore nearby, Roseanne is just as sharp
and sassy as ever, but also has a certain air that no one would have ever
expected to see.
“I have mellowed,” admits the 54-year-old daily meditator. “I kind of want to
be the Jewish grandmother of the world.” Having conquered a lengthy, crippling
stage fright, she says, “I think there might be some kind of valuable thing to pass
on to people about going through trying times.” But that’s far from the only message Barr wants to get across.
“I try to say the thing that isn’t being said,” Roseanne continues, “the thing
you’re not supposed to say. I always have. It’s a dangerous line to walk, a real
razor blade. There was a time in my life when I didn’t care if anybody heard it, I
just wanted to say it.” But now, she says, “I do want them to really hear it.”
That’s evident in Barr’s material, which takes on everything from politics and
prescription drugs to her own problems and presents them in pithy passages,
such as this: “Half the people in the world are starving, and the other half are trying to lose weight. Maybe we’re supposed to be depressed.”
Barr recently started expressing herself in a medium more often associated
with comedians nearly half her age (she says she’s inspired by Sarah Silverman
and Steven Colbert): Her web site, roseanneworld.com, features a daily blog and
videos she creates in her El Segundo home.
Though the blog has its share of baby pics, it is more often a forum for
Roseanne’s insights on the direction of our culture, as well as spiritual observations (Barr, raised Jewish, says she’s studied “every religion,” which included time

“This is a voice that needs to be heard,
this mom-woman thing that’s kind of
been absent for a while, instead of the
robotic, anorexic sex dolls that are
talking all the time.”
with the Kaballah and a trip to Mecca) that intend to unite rather than divide.
As for the videos, says Roseanne, “I’ve been interested in getting two people
who violently disagree to sit down and talk. I’m interested in finding out who
people blame, because Americans love to blame. In the end, I’m using my power
as a bitchy Jewish grandmother to force people to find solutions.” This theme will
be extended to the radio during her stay in Vegas, when she and Argent will
broadcast a call-in show via the Inland Empire’s KCAA-AM (audible on
kcaaradio.com).
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Barr jokes, but from all evidence she is a doting grandmother (of two), and
also enjoys good relationships with each of her five children, from Brandi, a
daughter she originally gave up for adoption at age 17, to Buck, age 10. All of
them contributed in some form to her recent Rockin’ With Roseanne kids video,
which in addition to sitcom appearances and animation voice-overs, shows she’s
hardly been sitting around collecting residual checks since her last regular TV
appearances, a well-regarded talk/variety show, and a cooking program cut short
by medical issues.
Regardless, it’s clear that performing live is Roseanne’s greatest strength
(Comedy Central put her in the top 10 of its 100 Greatest Stand-Ups of All Time,
and the highest-ranking woman)—something it took filmmaker/activist Michael
Moore, of all people, to remind her of.
“I was really discouraged,” Barr says, when Moore invited her to join him on a
political comedy tour during the 2004 presidential election. “He kind of wrapped
his arms around me and took me to campuses in front of thousands of young
people who are informed. It was very much a turning point for me.”
Later at the theater, Roseanne spends some time in the green room with one
of the Funniest Mom contestants, who seems lost in thought. “Is this what you
always do before you go on,” Roseanne asks, “sit and stare solemnly at fruit?”
“This is a voice that needs to be heard,” Barr tells me, “this mom-woman
thing that’s kind of been absent for a while, instead of the robotic, anorexic sex
dolls that are talking all the time. Because average women have a lot to say.”
After giving the budding stand-up some more encouragement, Barr herself
picks a strawberry—resisting more decadent treats nearby—before going onstage to resounding applause.
“There’s nothing more fun for me than performing live,” she says (though
she admits that, in Vegas, the buffets might run a close second). With drag performer Jackie Beat as her hand-picked opening act, Roseanne can’t wait to get in
front of Vegas audiences. “That’s my vacation.” ♠
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“I try to say the thing that isn’t being said, the
thing you’re not supposed to say,” Roseanne
says, backstage at the Alex Theatre.
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