Gay team flings TV closet door wide open 

A hit reality show seems to be changing attitudes to homosexuality on American TV. Is this the dawn of a new era? David Teather reports 
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Brian "Butch" Schepal, a set designer by day and an artist by night, has an image problem. The New Yorker hasn't had a haircut in nine years, wobbles when he runs, has an apartment that in the words of one observer looks like a "crack den" and a penchant for dungarees and oatmeal sweaters. 
A day later (actually four days later - but that's the magic of television), after a haircut, shopping, interior design and an all-over fake tan, the hapless straight male has been transformed by five gay men and is ready for his very first art show. 
Queer Eye for the Straight Guy has been the break-out show of the current season on American TV. The makeover show has recorded the highest ever ratings for the NBC-owned cable channel Bravo and has quickly been repackaged, trimmed down from an hour to 30 minutes, and given airtime on its parent national network. It attracted a healthy seven million viewers. 
But it has been more than just another hit. Together with a second Bravo show, Boy Meets Boy, which adds a new spin to the creaking reality dating genre, plus a number of new programmes in the pipeline, the show is being hailed by mainstream media as a revolution for American attitudes to homosexuality on TV. 
This is partly to do with timing. The unapologetic presentation of gay people comes against a backdrop of the recent supreme court decision to strike down laws still existing in 13 states that effectively outlawed homosexuality. At the same time, gay marriages have been approved in Canada, sparking debate in the US, while the row over America's first openly gay bishop has engulfed the church. Wal-Mart, the country's biggest employer, has broadened its anti-discrimination policy to cover gay workers for the first time. America is being forced to confront its homophobia. 
"American media can't get enough of homosexuality right now," says Brendan Lemon, editor-in-chief of Out magazine. "There is a changed climate and network executives are less afraid than a few years ago." 
Other shows in the works include The L Word, a drama about a group of lesbians in Los Angeles, which will be screened on Showtime, the cable channel that has just finished its third season of the US version of Queer as Folk. A reality show to find the "first" gay country and western singer is under way and a sitcom called It's All Relative, about the gay male parents of a grown-up daughter, will be aired on ABC in the autumn. A light-hearted detective series, Mr and Mr Nash, is under development and will star Alan Cumming. 
Attitudes have clearly changed since the comedian Ellen Degeneres came out as a lesbian on her eponymous sitcom in 1996 and within a year found the show on the scrap heap. There are prominent gay characters in Dawson's Creek (Jack), Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Willow) and probably the most nuanced of the lot, David and Keith in Six Feet Under. The daytime soap All My Children recently had its first lesbian kiss. 
American TV's forays into homosexuality in the late 1970s and 1980s were, forgive the metaphor, fairy steps compared to the strides made in the past few years. In a recent article on the website PopMatters.com, Stephen Tropiano noted the trepidation shown by the networks with two of the most-high profile gay characters of that era, Steven Carrington on Dynasty and Jodie Dallas on Soap. The producers of both shows were put under pressure to "heterosexualise" the characters, pushing both in and out of relationships with women. Before then, the images were usually brutal: a group of lesbians on Policewoman murdered people in a retirement home. 
Many gay people approached Queer Eye with caution. The premise, gay experts in fashion, culture, grooming, food and wine and interiors, could be viewed as pandering to the usual stereotypes. But the show has been widely accepted, largely because of the warmth and wit of the so-called "Fab Five" and because it subverts the norm; gay men are in charge and to be admired for their style and verve. Gay groups also welcome the genuine friendships that seem to develop over the course of the makeover between the straight victim and the five style mavens. 
"There is ultimately more here with both Queer Eye and Boy Meets Boy than hair gel and dates," says Glennda Testone, a spokeswoman for the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation. "When people hear stories about gay people and understand their lives then they realise they are real people who deserve real civil rights. That is priceless." 
A British version of Queer Eye is in the works, reversing the trend that has seen British shows, most notably Queer as Folk, flowing the other way. 
Boy Meets Boy is more problematic for some. Unknown to James, a handsome 32-year-old benefits officer, he may be looking for love in all the wrong places. Some of the 15 contestants vying for his attention are secretly straight, something denounced widely as cruel and unnecessary - there were no hidden lesbians in The Bachelor. 
Even more problematic for the show, fronted by Dani Behr, are the terrible reviews, slating it as fearfully dull. A typical question from James, goodlooking though he is, to the group during a Hawaiian feast in the first episode is: "If you could only listen to one genre of music for the rest of your life, what would it be?" Not only the buff boys vying for his attention are left stunned. 
There is still some way to go. Will and Grace, a regular in the top 10 rated shows in America since its launch in 1998, has been a watershed, but when will Will or Jack get a boyfriend? "It's getting pretty tired that Will never has a boyfriend wake up in bed with him," says Lemon. "I really don't think America would riot if he did. And we shouldn't forget that the more complex characters are still on premium cable, not the main networks." 
The idea presented by the mainstream media, that there are more gay characters on American TV than ever, is simply wrong he adds, referring to an audit by Out, which says the number fell in 2002. 
There is also criticism that the gay characters who make it on screen are still largely white and affluent, although the hope is they will open the door to other types of representation. John Rash, a senior media buyer at a Minneapolis-based agency, Campbell Mithun, says: "These kinds of changes on TV are incremental but rarely do they go backwards. As more people come out of the closet, an increasing number of Americans directly know an individual who is gay and tolerance is commensurately increased." 
As for advertisers, says Rash, they want audiences, particularly younger ones, and as long as the shows deliver they will follow the money. 
Despite their downright silliness, the current crop of shows at least give middle America some idea about what the "homosexual agenda" - thrown about as some insidious plot by right wing conservatives - might be. "I do want to fall in love," James moons to the camera in Boy Meets Boy. The agenda would appear to be something like: meet someone nice, live in a nice home, eat good food, look after your skin and in some cases, be a parent. Not so scary after all. 
