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Engthe HILL

Lyz Bly talks to King of the Hill's
very three-dimensional Kathy Najimy

In an entertainment world populated by fluffy

roles, weight obsession, and self-deprecating female comics, actor-comedian Kathy Najimy
stands out for her persistent attempts to portray interesting, multidimensional characters, as
well as for her unflagging efforts on behalf of a number of progressive causes. As Olive on the
late-'gos sitcom Veronica’s Closet, Najimy was outspoken, funny, and feminist—the perfect (and
much-needed) foil to Kirstie Alley’s founder of a Victoria's Secret-like lingerie company. She has
garnered praise for such diverse portrayals as Sister Mary Patrick in Sister Act and Sister Act 2:
Back in the Habit and Elmo’s stepmother in the Tv special CinderElmo, as well as for her per-
formances in Eve Ensler's The Vagina Monologues. On the animated series King of the Hill, she
blends humor with honesty as the voice of matriach Peggy Hill. Najimy recently finished a chal-
lenging four-week run in her hometown of San Diego, California, playing two roles in Dirty
Blonde, the story of wisecracking, convention-shattering dame Mae West (roles she also played

on Broadway in 2001).
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But perhaps her most beloved creation is the variety
show she cooked up in the '8os with her close friend
Mo Gaffney. Najimy explains: “I called Mo one night
and said, ‘Let’s write a show that we think is funny and
not care if anybody else thinks it's funny.'” The Kathy
and Mo Show opened in 1989 to rave reviews, and the
two-night engagement turned into 10 weeks, followed
by a two-year off-Broadway run before becoming an
HBO special. Najimy and Gaffney played a series of
clever, funny characters, from overzealous feminist
activists to misguided antiabortionists, from giddy, boy-
crazed teenagers to seamy, steamy barflies Hank and
Karen Sue. With their original brand of anything-goes,
convention-skewering humor, the duo made feminism
accessible to a broad audience of all genders.

Despite her colorful stage and screen career, Najimy
thinks of herself as an activist first. “Being an activist is
something | am all the time; it's the way | think, what |
talk about on a daily basis,” she says. Her beliefs often
slip into the lives of her characters, blurring the line
between activist and actor. Offstage, she channels her
star power to promote countless causes, including gen-
der equality, animal rights, gay and lesbian rights, and
AIDS treatment and education. Bitch caught up with
Najimy after her monthlong stint in Dirty Blonde to talk
about everything from feminism, Mae West, and Gloria
Steinem to her least favorite word: “bitch.”

How are you doing post-Dirty Blonde?

I'm doing great. It was actually an unexpectedly won-
derful experience—almost spiritual, really. Dirty Blonde
is a great story, or two stories, really. It's about Mae West;
I play her at different times in her life—at age 17, 35, 60,
and 85. Simultaneously it’s a real-life story of these two
contemporary lovers—Jo, a struggling actress, and
Charlie, a film librarian—who live in Manhattan and are
fans of hers. There are parallels between their lives and
Mae’s, and themes about tolerance and acceptance and
women and independence. I had dual roles in the play—
I was Mae, but I also played Jo.

Mae West definitely pushed the boundaries of sexuality and
what was deemed tasteful in her day. | read an article where
you referred to her as an activist—how was West an activist?

Activists come in all forms, and sometimes people
know they're activists, and sometimes they’re motivated
by this undefined organic power within them. Mae fit
into the second group. She had such a driving force to do
what she was meant to do. She opened up some great
paths for women. 1 feel like she was an activist because
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she broke every rule that was ever

made for women—and this was «*\
", ‘
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75 years ago.

And she did it with such humor.

Yes, such humor. She real-
ly changed the face of Holly- 7
wood—of movies, of wom-
en's sexuality, of what
you're supposed to look like,
how you're supposed to carry
yourself, and what you're sup-
posed to be. Not to mention that
she took care of her own money,
bought real estate, and died very
wealthy. This was very uncom-
mon for women at the time.
Usually, other people would
take over, “manage” [an act-
ress’s] money, and ultimately
misuse it. Also, Mae either
wrote scenes of the movie
she was in, or wrote the whole movie. That doesn’t hap-
pen even today; women just don’t get that kind of sup-
port. It doesn’t matter if she didn’t call herself a femi-
nist—her actions were clearly feminist.
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An action figure of Najimy’s
animated alter ego, Peggy Hill

Is Peggy Hill a feminist?

I think Peggy is, but I don’t think she would say she is.
She doesn't have a history with feminist ideas—she just
hasn't been exposed to them.

| often expect to run into Peggy Hill at the grocery store—her
personality is so well developed, her character so well acted.
What is it like to act in that capacity, to develop a character
using only your voice?

First of all, thank you. King of the Hill is the best job in
the world. Really, it's a blessing. It's great writing, the
writers really listen to what we have to say—there’s a lot
of collaboration—and they are smart. There’s a lot of
integrity in the group, from the writers to the executives
to the animators, and they really care about the little
town [where the show takes place], Arlen, Texas. They
don’t make fun of it. There’s a difference between show-
ing what’s funny about it and making fun of it. I think
one of the most challenging things in writing is to be
able to walk that fine line. It’s easy to be disrespectful
and make fun of people. But, clearly, everyone [who
works on King of the Hill] loves these characters, and so
do L. It’s a lot of fun and I never have to flinch over the
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indictment for an entire lifetime of
someone’s personality.

words in the script—which on 1v normally happens
about 100 times a minute.

But really, [building a character] is about knowing the
person you're playing and relating to their faults. I think
if [ felt superior to any of my characters, it wouldn’t work
so well.

You played Olive on the sitcom Veronica’s Closet for three years.
She was not your typical prime-time Tv character. How closely
did you work with the writers to develop that role?

When I was first approached for the role of Olive, I
didn’t want to be on a sitcom. I was afraid that [ would
have to speak other people’s words that would be offen-
sive and that [ wouldn't be in line with. But the produc-
ers were persistent and very smart. We talked about my
concerns, and they worked with me on developing the
character. [ wanted Olive to be smart, to be a feminist; [
wanted her to have a thriving love life. And [one of the
producers] came up with the idea that Olive could be
Lebanese. I'm Lebanese-American, and there aren’t a lot
of Lebanese characters on television. So Olive got to be
funny, feminist, and Lebanese. She also had a love life—
she dated a handsome 22-year-old Tom Cruise look-alike
for a season. Ultimately, Olive was strong, smart, and the
voice of balance in this chaotic underwear company. But
she definitely wasn't perfect; I wanted her to be flawed,
because otherwise she wouldn't be all that funny. It was
great, especially in the first two years, as there was a lot
of respect and collaboration.

You are a friend and admirer of Gloria Steinem—she officiated
at your wedding, and there were photos of her hanging in Olive’s
apartment and office on Veronica’s Closet.

Having photos of Gloria on the set of Veronica’s Closet
was part of that atmosphere of respect and collaboration
[ was talking about. Olive also used a PETA coffee mug.
The truth is, it's not so grand of me: In every office,

there are women like us with their PETA cups and
their pictures of Gloria Steinem. So why not show that
reality on Tv?

Unlike many women in Hollywood, you don’t shy away from the
feminist label. At what point in your life did you begin to think
of yourself as a feminist?

I think I was a feminist before I knew there was a
name for how I felt and thought. When I was 8 or ¢
years old, T realized there was a difference in the way
girls are supposed to act and the way boys are supposed
to act—especially the way girls are supposed to act
around boys. Once, I was playing with a friend and a boy
walked into the room, and she morphed into this eve-
batting, foot-shuffling being, yet the boy’s actions and
behaviors stayed the same. Then in junior high, there
were two classes everyone had to take—girls took home
economics and boys took bachelor survival. The title
“bachelor survival,” of course, implied that if you're a
boy, you only need to know how to do such tasks until
you get married—after that, your wife would do those
jobs for you, using what she learned in home ec. My
friend and T got the name of that class changed. Later,
my friends and I worked on the dress code. Boys were
supposed to wear pants; gitls, skirts. We pushed for girls
to be able to wear pants, and we got the code amended.
My first exposure to women’s studies was in 1oth grade,
when | took a class in high school.

Then you went on to minor in women’s studies at San Diego
State?

Yes. Getting a minor in women'’s studies was like put-
ting together a puzzle. With me, all of the pieces were
there already; my education just helped me put them all
together, to clearly define feminism for myself. You
know how everyone has that one professor who makes
an indelible mark on them? Well, for me it was this
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Najimy and Ellen DeGeneres at an awards ceremony (top); a Kathy
and Mo Show program (above); Najimy with Kirstie Alley and
Roseanne Barr (opposite)
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women’s studies professor named Carol
Perkins. She taught things in a very relat-
able way, in this way that you could really
feel what she was saying. I eventually
went on to be in a feminist collective the-
ater group with her called Sisters on
Stage. So, ultimately, she was my teacher
and someone [ collaborated with.

You received a Humanitarian Award from PETA
in 1999. What do you think of the direction
they've taken with their “I’'d rather go naked
than wear fur” ads? They seem to have mor-
phed that campaign into the Madison Avenue
standard of “sex sells” by using stereotypical-
ly beautiful women. Do you think this dilutes or
detracts from the message?

Well, you know, I posed for some of those ads a few
years ago. [ think women's bodies are beautiful. 1 think
the way the woman feels when she’s doing it is para-
mount, and how the viewers feel when they look at the
ads is paramount. If you feel confident, beautiful, and in
charge of your body—you own it, and you're not doing a
job where you feel depressed or demeaned—then it’s
fantastic. I don't mean that in a flip way. I mean it in a
real way, because there’s a lot of pornography out there
that [ object to—[and] people’s response to [my objec-
tion] will be, “Well, it was the woman’s choice—she got
paid.” But what I ask is: “What was that woman's
upbringing like? How many times was she molested by
her stepfather? What other options did she have in her
life? How many times was she told she was smart and
that she could do anything, and how many times was she
told that she was a piece of shit and the only thing good
about her was her body?” In the case of PETA, [ didn’t at
all mind being naked, as long as they airbrushed the shit
out of my arm fat [laughs]. And I was doing it for such a
great cause.

So, is being objectified for a good cause acceptable—as long
as you’re making an informed choice? The other extreme is
something like the busty blonds that beer companies use in
their ads.

Can’t you just feel the intent of an ad campaign? One
is for money and profit, and the other genuinely pro-
motes an act of compassion. We don’t get paid to do [the
PETA ads], so there’s no motivating force, other than the
belief that wearing fur is wrong. It's such a fine line
between erotica and porn, and being proud of women’s



ACTIVISTS come in all forms,

and sometimes people know they're
activists, and sometimes theyre
motivated by this undefined organic

power within them.

bodies and using them to sell products.
Maybe now’s the time to talk about
how I hate the use of the word “bitch"?

Go ahead.

Well, first, I have to tell you that my
friends are going to be so shocked that
I've done an interview with a magazine
with the word “bitch” in the title. I
mean, [ totally understand why the
magazine uses the word; it's about
reclaiming it, in that “this is not your
father’s bitch” kind of way. But in some
ways [ think it's too soon to use the
word. In this culture, it's used to make
women second-guess their being, their
success, and their drive. | actually saw a
woman who is head of a lot of
Hollywood companies begin to struggle
and change after reading an article that
referred to her as a bitch. She didn’t change things about
herself that she felt needed to be changed; instead, that
label made her change things about herself that were
threatening to the world.

There aren’t any equivalents to the word for men—
even “bastard,” which is sort of funny and jaunty, doesn’t
hold the kind of intrinsic judgment that “bitch” does.
“Bastard” is more about a chosen way of acting; the word
is applied to something they did once. “Bitch” sounds
like an indictment for an entire lifetime of someone’s
personality.

When you call a woman a bitch, you're loading on a
whole bunch of other political baggage. The spoken rule
around me is you don't use that word—especially at
times when a woman is being strong and powerful.
I know this sounds very "7os, but I really feel that it's
used to indict an entire sex, to [make you] second-guess
your entire being—your desirability, your femininity—
everything.

But then again, it's just a word, and you give a word as
much power as you personally decide to give it. If you
know who you are, you're not going to let being called a
bitch change the core of your being. I don’t mean to say
that every time anybody calls a woman a bitch they mean
[to degrade her] in this way, and I'm not saying that every
time someone’s been called a bitch they've recoiled.
Over the years I've just seen how the word is used to
oppress women who are thriving.

My friend Eve Ensler loves the word “cunt.” That's not
my favorite word, but for me it doesn't hold the same
judgment. Isn't that funny? 1 must say, I don't use the
word, and I wouldnt like to hear it used for me or
anybody 1 know. But I don’t have the same political
reaction to it.

What's it been like for you as an activist these days, as musi-

cians and actors are scorned for speaking out against Bush and
the war? (Continued on page 91)
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