The Asian Journal

NEW YORK / NEW JERSEY
August 21, 2009

Avenue Q: A Perfect Mix Of Comedy And Therapy

“"WHEN | was little, |
thought | would be...a great
comedian on late night TV....
But now I'm 32, and as you can
see, I'm not... Oh well....”

Bobby Lopez, now 34, had
better luck than the Avenue
Q character he created to
sing those lines. Challenges
notwithstanding, Bobby
became the Tony-award
winning co-creator of the
critically-acclaimed Broadway
musical Avenue Q . He was
right—normal people do like
using the internet for porn;
wish they could go back to
college; or try to figure out
their purpose in life.

| am quite sure that one
of Robert Joseph Lopez's
purposes in life was to write
and create Avenue Q. For me
and for many, it has provided
lots of comedy and therapy,
and no matter how many times
| see it (er...5!), or whom | see
it with, a particular scene or
song, always resonates.

Turns out, it did for Bobby
too. In fact, the main character,
Princeton, was based on him.
Having just graduated from
Yale University in 1997, with
big dreams and a B.A. in
English, he and his classmates
were thrust into the real-
word setting of temp jobs in
pharmaceutical companies.
“We would gather ‘round
the cafeteria at lunch break,
look at each other dolefully
and lament our sad faith.”

Well, at least Bobby, who
wrote his first song at seven-
years old, had very supportive
parents. “My mom (Kathy
Lowe Lopez) and dad (Frank
Lopez) always knew | really
loved music and was very
good in it. And they would
always be encouraging.”

And it also turns out that
Bobby, is in part, Filipino.

“My grandmother, who's half
Filipino and half-Scottish was
on board the last ship of G.I.s
that docked in Seattle from the
Philippines. She was pregnant
with my father, at that time,
and actually, gave birth to him
en route!”

“And so | was always
interested in finding out
more about the Philippines,
reading a lot about it in
Encyclopedia Americana when
| was little, although | have
never sailed out to go. I'm not
a globetrotter or anything, |

think most of my family’s past
generations have journeyed
enough for me. Plus, we don't
have a nanny!” (Bobby and
Kristen have a daughter Katie.)
“Such a shame though
because | had wanted to
see Avenue Q when it was
produced in Manila in 2007! |
didn't find out about it until it
was in the process, and | was
really anxious about letting
them know | was part Filipino.
| did meet with the director
Bobby Garcia though, when
he was in New
York, and | really
liked what he
did with it. “
Bobby (Lopez)
also sent a letter
in the Manila
production’s
program journal
as a message to
the audiences.
“There aren't
too many people
with my exact
heritage. So in
terms of culture
and tradition, |
can't say,’ Yes
that's exactly
what it's like!’
Maybe | can
relate to people
like President
Obama who
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been interested about writing
musicals about ordinary
people in real life because
it's something that's not often
done. You just have to be a
little more creative otherwise,
if you had normal people to
break into song...."”

“The one song though
that really meant a lot to me
was A fine fine line between
love and a waste of time, |
wrote that when my now-
wife Kristen and | were in a
confusing situation i'n our on
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were born of different

cultures and backgrounds...”

But primarily what Lopez,
and his co-creator Jeff
Marx, wanted to show
on Avenue Q was what
people, no matter the race
or background, think of and
go through. “I've always

again-

off again relationship. In

many ways, she was Kate
Monster. She was the only
person who understood why |
was still living with my parents
then—she didn't think it was
weird because she knew my
dream of creating this musical,

and she believed in it. And
on the night of our reviews
for our off-Broadway show,
| asked her to marry me. So
that was a really big night
for me. So many changes, so
monumental, and definitely
unforgettable—both personally
and professionally.” Later
on, more people believed
in Avenue Q that it won the
Tony for Best Musical in 2004.
Bobby was 29.

“It was a blast! it was fun.
Nobody thought we would
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stars.”

Lopez's other
achievements include a
Daytime Emmy Award for the
Nickelodeon series Wonder
Pets, which Bobby received
with his brother Billy and the
series’ other composers in
2008. In 2007, Lopez and Marx
wrote songs for the musical
episode on the NBC sitcom
Scrubs which aired in January
2007 for which they received
an Emmy nomination.

How did Bobby learn the
process from far
away to Broadway?
“I knew | wanted
to get into it after
| graduated. So |
took on a theater
internship and
watched the process
from the inside—
readings, workshops,
play submissions.
Anyone who comes
to New York as
someone who wants
to learn usually
learns.”

"At first, Jeff
and | wanted to do
a TV show, kinda like
Sesame Street for
adults that would
tackle the funny
and ironic problems
of adulthood. Just

Meeting his fellow Filipinos in NY Theater, with Victor Maog, Consul Leandro Lachica,
Liz Casasola, Consul General Cecilia Rebong, Jose Llana and Vice Consul Elena Maningat

win. We didn’t think we would
win. When we did win it was
a complete surprise. It was
one of the most exciting Tony
Awards ever. We were the
underdog. New show, young
people, original idea, no
corporate money or proven

like "Everyone's a

little bit racist,” and ‘The
internet is for porn,’ no one
joke is told over and over. The
laughs just got bigger and
bigger. But in the end, we want
to say that we do care about
society, and want everyone to
get along and the first step is

accepting each other.”

So how does a writer start
from scratch all the way to a
Tony? “Before you write, figure
out why you write. What you
want to share with people.
What kind of questions you
want them to ask,” Bobby
advised. “And | recommend
working with a partner. It was
great for me to work with Jeff
Marx because he was good
in all the ways | wasn't. We
also had the same interests
(Sesame Street and making
people laugh), as well as
similar goals and philosophies.
Also, when you know what you
want, try and join workshops
and classes to hone your skills
and check your interests.
That's where Jeff and | met
—at a musical theater writing
workshop,” he added.

We should all be glad
that Bobby took the path he
traveled and took all the right
turns to produce for us this
masterpiece. It is so crucial a
play that the Museum of the
City of New York devoted a
whole section to the creation
and historical value ofAvenue
Q in their theater department.
It is definitely worth a free (!)
visit after you see the show.

Unfortunately, or
fortunately, we still have over
a month to catch Avenue Q

onstage, before the curtains
close after six fantastic years
on Broadway on Sept 13. |
will—for the 6th time. We'll
go and see it while we can
—Dbecause like the characters’
"audience hug” at the end of
the show, "Everything in life is
only for now.”

But wait, here's something
to look forward to after we see
Avenue Q on Broadway. Apart
from Avenue Q 's tour and
ongoing shows in London and
on tour, we'll have new plays
to see such as the musical
adaptation of the Disney/
Pixar film Finding Nemo now
playing at Walt Disney World,
which Bobby and Kristen, a
lyricist, co-wrote and a new
play Bobby is co-writing with
South Park creators Matt Stone
and Trey Parker.

At least from Avenue Q
we learned that even when it
can be easy to say “It sucks to
be me,” when we work hard
for it, the reality also is that
“Fantasies come true.”
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‘Citizen Pinoy": 100 episodes and still going strong

by GAYLE GATCHALIAN
AJPress

NE would think
that after doing
the same thing
100 times, the
doer would be
tired. Uninspired. Not Atty.
Michael J. Gurfinkel. During
the taping of his popular show

Citizen Pinoy, this rock star
immigration lawyer was, 100
episodes later, still on fire.
And he has every reason
to be. Immigration law usually
leaves a bad taste in people’s
mouths. It's complicated and
difficult and good intentions
don't automatically return
good results. The show Citizen
Pinoy, which airs on TFC is
watched widely by Filipinos for
the free immigration advice
it offers. From tourist visas to

obscure paragraph 5 section D
technicalities, Gurfinkel has and
probably will talk about it. The
show is a “service,” he insisted
in between camera breaks.
Sitting there amongst a crowd
of fellow migrants desperately
seeking answers that could
explain the why, what and how
of getting the United States, |
couldn't help but agree more.

Citizen Pinoy is a weekly
program hosted by immi-
gration lawyer-to-the-stars,
Michael J. Gurfinkel. He has a
reputation among Filipinos for
being a true ally in the case of
immigration (see feature on
Gurfinkel in the April 2009 edi-
tion of Balikbayan Magazine)
and this show is an opportunity
for him spread his assistance
to a wider audience. It is rare
to see a man so genuinely
sympathetic declaiming in front
of a television camera but with
Gurfinkel, the sincerity is pal-
pable. The man truly cares and
for those people who need his
help, a caring lawyer giving pro
bono advice is more than they
could ever ask for.

The bonus? He's funny and
easygoing too. When the crew
gesticulate wildly and direc-
tions are yelled back and forth
leaving the audience confused
as to what is precisely going
on here, he smiles and explains
that he is confused too. Curious
why he is changing his shirt or
why some tech is fiddling with
the screen? He's right there
giving you the 411. And that's
just the mechanics of taping a
show! Gurfinkel makes you feel
like he's right there with you,
from the struggle of getting
through the hours of taping
one show to the real reason

why you're there: immigration
problems.

One of the most important
parts of Citizen Pinoy is the
question and answer portion
called Your tanong, My sagot.
People from all over come in
the hopes that their question
might get picked. To have
one's question selected is like
winning the golden egg. A col-
league | was with had been to a
taping of the show before and
shared that some of the stories
people tell are tear jerking,
others, downright appalling.
She mentioned that previously,
a woman had broken out in
tears after telling Gurfinkel how
she had been the subject of de-
portation and now has no way
to be with her husband in the
US. My colleague was sketchy
on the details, we are deal-
ing with the law after all, but
that one example is enough to
prove how vital the service this
show provides is. Immigration
has become a pivotal issue in
the lives of our countrymen
and unfortunately, the odds are
against us. It's heartbreaking
when the law comes between
love and family and everyday,
countless Filipinos face the
uncertainty of whether or not
they can get on that plane to
fulfill their dreams.

Of course, Gurfinkel isn't
just a man to commiserate with
you. He is still a lawyer after all
and he gets down to business
once the audience puts him to
task. He offers practical advice
while kindly explaining the rea-
son why the questioner’s appli-
cation was denied and so forth.
He doesn't shy away from
discussing those sneaky moves
some intending immigrants

make to get to the US (like
paying to get married to a US
citizen or declaring singlehood
to get approved) which end up
complicating the grander plan
of a legal immigration. But he is
also going to be the first to tell
you if you did something bad.
Take this one man who was
chosen to ask a question that
day. In sum, Jose (name has
been changed to protect his
privacy) had an H1-B work visa
for teaching in the US. He had
a wife and two children who
he petitioned to get depen-
dent visas. One snag—while
his daughter his is biological
offspring, his son is not. The
son was a 'given’ child, mean-
ing that he was raised by Jose
and his wife but he was never
legally adopted. During the
interview with the consular
officer at the US Embassy, the
couple initially planned for the
wife (Jose was in the US at
this time) to declare the son
as biologically theirs. When
the officer told the wife that
giving false information during
the interview

could severely

jeopardize

their chances

at getting a

visa, the wife

recanted their

claim and con-

fessed that her

son was not

legally theirs.

The wife and

daughter were

still granted

a visa. At this

point, Gurfin-

kel interrupted

and asked

what could be

the problem, they had already
gotten away with it, forgiven as
they were for the initial attempt
at dishonesty. Apparently, Jose
had come back some months
ago to re-petition his son. What
happened next shocked the
whole room: Jose’s work visa
was revoked and the officer ac-
cused him of human trafficking.
| know what you're thinking.
“Jose raised the boy! It is his
son, especially where it matters
the most.” Well, like Gurfinkel
explained, the law doesn’t see
it that way. The stipulations

are clear, and whether or not
you raised the kid to be yours,
legally, he isn’t. And technically,
the embassy had grounds to
suspect him of trying to illegally
bring a person into the United
States. Gurfinkel advised Jose
to consult a lawyer, perhaps
they could amend the situation
and he could still get his work
visa back but made it clear that
unless the boy was completely
adopted, there was no hope.

In trying to fix things, Jose in-
advertently made things worse.
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Gurfinkel made it especially
clear to Jose that he made a
grave mistake, he didn’t hold
anything back. While he sympa-
thized with Jose's good inten-
tions, the fact of the matter is,
the policies in place were not
on his side, emphasizing the
need for responsible, detailed
research. “This should serve as
a lesson to all of you,” Gurfin-
kel declared sadly after Jose
sat down. “Don’t try to take on
the system by yourself and find
out everything that you need
before going up in front of an
officer.”

Atty. Gurfinkel has taken
it upon himself to put immi-
gration into perspective for
Filipinos. He listens, he under-
stands and he gives it to you as
practically and as realistically as
possible. Sitting at that taping,
celebrating the 100th episode
with the cast and crew, really
brings home the gravity of the
immigration condition and |
join my fellow Filipinos in being
grateful that such a man is out
there to help. ®





