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Learning, in Retrospect
Carlo McCormick

There is no worse stylistic offense in art writing—where critics and historians couch subjective 
opinions as objective facts with presumptive authority—than to lapse into the first person. Perhaps 
“we” to include the reader in what we all know to be true, or even “one” as might signify anyone as 
kind of everyone, but never “I,” like this is what I think or feel. That’s a kind of disclaimer, a way of 
saying we know better but in the case of the Pyramid Lounge I can only talk about it as something I 
experienced. As the curator of this exhibition said to me the other day, “you were like the baby who 
grew up there.” Perhaps not the most flattering quote, but true enough to merit repeating. 

I began working in downtown nightclubs when I was just a teenager, and if not still a teen when 
I worked at Pyramid I wasn’t far into my twenties. In hindsight I can only presume the charms of 
youth—a manic degree of energy and enthusiasm as well as the inescapable fact, so often wasted 
on the young, you’re still kind of cute at that age—which must have made up for the fact that I 
was no doubt as annoyingly stupid as a kid can be. If it were not such a generational trauma that 
we lost mostly everyone who made up our social life in those years way too early in their most 
promising and beautiful lives, I could take some comfort there are not so many around today to 
remind me how totally uncool I was then. The point is that a lot of what I experienced, wide-eyed 
and eager as I must have been, I didn’t fathom in the least. It’s taken the better part of my life 
since then, and the community-gutting extinguishing of so many other lives, for me to understand 
what little I do.

My first real club job was just a couple blocks away from the Pyramid, in the basement of a Polish 
church named for its address on Saint Marks Place “Club 57.” It was a legendary venue of the 
downtown demimonde. I’d be considered very fortunate to land the job I had there, working every-
day, be it as doorman, promoter, booker or curator, if not for the sad fact that its glory days were 
long over. It’s biggest stars like Ann Magnuson, Keith Haring and Kenny Scharf had not only moved 
on but would never go back there for any reason. We still had some magnificent people about 
however; troopers happy for any gig and not likely to hold a grudge against the clueless kids who 
had no knowledge of whatever bad blood lay in its past. It was through some Club 57 veterans 
like John Sex and Jayne County, and via that loose fabric of commonality that exists in any vibrant 
neighborhood, that I learned how most of the talent was busy having fun at this new place around 
the corner. I ended up asking Hattie Hathaway from Pyramid to be in one of the art shows I was 
putting on, and through her managed to first trip my way down that most magical rabbit hole.

So here’s what I didn’t really comprehend at the time:

1. The raptures and pleasures found in the abandonment to a moment, that impossible bond we 
can only call the zeitgeist, the brilliant stupidity we embrace as both a negation of everything we’ve 
been taught and a paradigm for a new kind of discovery, the exceptional thrill when everyone is so 
creative and doing what they do for their friends that there is no such thing as an “audience,” the 
compression of so much energy in so brief an instant that even a week past might seem a lifetime 
away—these things are neither easy nor common. Because everyone was working so insanely 
hard on their craft, often in those early years without technical ability or finances, because things 
were done for art rather than money, and because everything we did, from the drugs we took to 
the way we dressed was an expression of our difference, the party belied the intense dedication 
of its participants. I remember meeting people who just seemed old to me (probably younger than 
most of us now) and who had commuted a great distance just for a night at the Pyramid or had 
moved halfway across the globe just to be in the East Village then, and I couldn’t understand what 
they were doing there. Little did I know how rare this occasion was, and taking it all for granted, 
how lucky I was to be there.
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2. That culture thrives in chaos. I remember going to see friends from the Pyramid at more 
established venues in these years and thinking how the shows just weren’t that great. Sure it was 
nice to see people up on a big stage in a proper theater with an attentive audience that didn’t talk 
to each other during the performance and applauded at the appropriate moments, but it was all so 
polite, antiseptic and sober it bored the fuck out of me. When I think of the remarkable explosion 
of performance art during that era, with the aggressive and anarchic vernaculars unleashed by the 
likes of Karen Finley, Tom Murrin, Ethyl Eichelberger, Tabbooo!, Les Ballet Trockadero, John Kelly 
and Kembra Pfahler, a great part of its visceral appeal was because it had to compete with the 
unruly energies and diminished attention spans of a crowd that was really drunk and pissed off that 
the DJ wasn’t playing music at that moment. Eventually most of the serious artists would of course 
migrate to the more conventional and helpful venues like Dance Theater Workshop or PS 122, but 
the edge they brought with them to these more serious spaces came straight from the clubs.

3. Sexuality could be a lot more complex than the simple binary gay/straight perspective of 
mainstream culture, and that a lot of the complications that people either didn’t perceive or 
understand had as much to do with fundamental issues of identity and politics as with the specifics 
of any particular sexual proclivity. What I could never have understood at the time because 
really none of us had all the information to realize what was happening in our midst, was that 
the East Village in the Early Eighties gave birth to something far more meaningful in terms of 
cultural currency than the simple dichotomy of hetero and homo sexualities. Here was ground zero 
for Queer identity politics. I first registered this difference when a bunch of us met up at Pyramid 
one late afternoon and traipsed over to a famous gay club on the West Side to see one of our 
all-time favorite house performers Tanya Ransom do a show. It was a nothing event really, but it 
constituted an act of assault and borderline rage that was unmistakable in its context. On a bill 
that included the predictable assortment of frilly drag queens lip-synching to the likes of Judy 
Garland songs came out Tanya like a hardcore riot, dressed not gay as in happy but queer as in 
fuck you, sexy and scary singing a perfect Nina Hagen cover of “White Punks on Dope”. To say that 
everyone in the room absolutely hated her performance except for us would be something of an 
understatement. Yes, it was in some ways a matter of taste—that we listened to different music, 
lived in shabbier apartments and dressed/lived/loved in more unconventional ways than they did 
just across town—but this crucial distinction of lifestyle mattered more than you could imagine. 

We were all freaks in one way or another, regardless of whomever we slept with, and in the West 
Village they were, by and large, the most conformist and conservative people regardless of their 
happening to be gay. About this time a bit of wheat-paste Xerox poster street art started appearing 
in the neighborhood. Made to look like the angry missives of some radical extremist group, in 
part parody but also in part earnest, we saw the agitprop of an organization that went by the 
acronym FAFH, which stood for Fags Against Facial Hair, and proclaimed an alternate zone of in/
difference with slogans like “Clones Go Home.” I never really knew who was part of this madhouse 
membership. I did eventually learn that Keith Haring was responsible for some of the graphics, 
but I’d bet the Pyramid was their unofficial clubhouse.

In the end I didn’t work all that long at Pyramid. I left in an angry snit one night when a photo 
show I had organized in the basement was unceremoniously taken down because they decided 
they had something better to do with the decorations that night. I probably stayed away all of a 
couple of months before it became obvious that I cared too much about everything going on there 
to spite myself with absence. Though I never worked there again it was always family, no matter 
how dysfunctional that family must be and how sad we became to see all our brothers and sisters 
die. In fact I met my wife Tessa Hughes-Freeland there all those years ago when, looking for 
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people to be in a Chic video that was shooting at the Roxy that morning (but a few hours away), 
she asked my buddy David Crocker who was Pyramid’s stalwart soundman. He told her he couldn’t 
because he’d been up for days on speed but she should ask the guy in coat check because he’d 
just taken acid. Happily she had a far longer tenure as a bartender there than I did, as a curator 
for a place where the art never belonged on the walls so much as breathed through the club. 

I moved on as kids do, progressively to other clubs that opened and continued to define the 
neighborhood, dumb enough to only retire from this dubious line of work last year after some 35-
year tenure. And of course the East Village art scene started happening, so finding myself slightly 
better at describing the visual art our friends were making than being an utterly abysmal promoter, 
I followed the energy unleashed by clubs like the Pyramid Lounge into galleries like Gracie Mansion 
and Civilian Warfare. Sometime a couple decades after the fact, Artforum, a magazine I was writing 
for in the 80s, did a survey of that decade by asking different people to remember something really 
important that happened in that time. I chose the first Wigstock, a relatively spontaneous gathering 
that happened in Tompkins Square Park one Labor Day conjured by Lady Bunny, a recent arrival 
to the Pyramid family and total game changer in terms of our culture. Because that was such a 
seminal event, legendary in the other history by which subcultures are written and something that 
would soon grow so huge in size it couldn’t maintain its critical mass, I suppose people read it as 
the start of something significant which it was. As AIDS made its horrific march through our world 
I cannot help but feel this was closer to the end than the beginning.
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