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LOUD & PROUD: Oscar Winner Dustin Lance
Black On His Journey From Despair To
Inspiration

The Oscar winner grew up being taught that homosexuality was akin to murder.

By Caroline Frost

20/04/2016 10:00pm BST | Updated April 21, 2016

Dustin Lance Black may be a Hollywood writer and producer with an Oscar for

Best Original Screenplay to his name, he may be the totally loved-up fiancé of

Olympic diving favourite Tom Daley but, as he tells HuffPostUK in this exclusive

interview for our Loud and Proud series, as a younger man he experienced a

time of great fear, sadness and self-loathing that caused him to have suicidal

thoughts, and it is this that now propels him to share his stories on screen of

inspiration and hope with as many people as possible.

Black tells HuffPostUK how his strict Mormon upbringing within a military family

in Texas instilled in him a sense of almost superstition about his sexuality as he

lived out his teenage years in San Francisco. He tells us:

“I was about 15 years old when I moved to the Bay area. At that point, for eight

or nine years, all I’d had were negative messages from the church about going

to hell. From the military environment, it’d been made clear that I was definitely

somebody to be excluded and, being from the South, that I would bring shame

to my family if any body found out.

Dustin Lance Black won an Oscar for his screenplay for the film 'Milk', about the activist
and politician Harvey Milk, whose story he says "saved his life" LAWRENCE K. HO VIA GETTY IMAGES
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“So I thought if I fell in love, I would go to hell, bring shame to my family, be

bashed or be killed. That removes the possibility of love from someone’s entire

life and replaces it with shame. As a young kid, you start to contemplate

solutions for making this living thing shorter, I certainly did, and I know I’m not

alone.

“If you look to the LGBT organisations, they’ll tell you that LGBT young people

are four times more likely to attempt suicide, and nine times more likely if they

come from an unaccepting environment.

"There were just no hopeful messages.”

For Black, it was slowly immersing himself in the theatre world of San Francisco,

starting to mix with openly gay men that opened his mind to the prospect of a

happier life, and finally hearing the story of gay politician and activist Harvey

Milk that inspired him to live the life he wanted.

Sean Penn (right) played Harvey Milk in the film penned by Dustin Lance Black FOCUS

“I’d heard about this guy creating a world where it was possibly to be gay. All of

a sudden, I realised I’d never heard one thing like that in my entire upbringing,"

he remembers.

“That wasn’t an idea that had existed in Texas in the 1980s. I’d never heard that,

I’d just seen Rock Hudson on a stretcher, with the message that being gay will

make you sick like this."

With the story of Harvey Milk, the gay activist turned politician, Black started to

see a way out of the misery.

He says: “You start to put hope in a place where shame has lived for a long

time, and it’s life-changing. Life-saving, I’d go so far as to say.

"I was very lucky to hear the story of Harvey Milk, it was life-saving for me. I

HuffPost UK
Entertainment

Newsletter
The latest on your favourite shows
and stars delivered straight to your

inbox.

address@email.com SUBSCRIBE



wanted to share it in case it helped others, but the story of one gay man isn’t

going to do it.

"Until recently, Hollywood wasn’t there to support a production of easily

accessible hero journeys for LGBT people. I think it’s incredibly important for

young people who, as they come of age and might start hearing negative

messages about who they are, that they also have a history of their forefathers

and foremothers that they can draw inspiration from.

"There are many more stories we need to tell."

For our Loud and Proud series, we've asked many people what their first

memory of gay culture was, and for some it was the Brookside kiss, others it

was 'Will and Grace'. However, for Dustin Lance Black in his Mormon community

in Texas, it was a very different situation.

"We had hardly any TV or film back then," he remembers. "The first time

culturally I thought about anything gay was when they beamed in the Mormon

prophet by screen on special Sundays in church.

"I was about six years old, and he started talking about homosexuality, and it

was very scary, the tone in the room became sombre, people were

uncomfortable, and he equated homosexuality with murder.

"I already knew what the words meant, because I grew up in Texas, where

people were using the words all the time as pejoratives. I knew what he was

talking about, and I already knew I had a crush on my brother’s best friend, so

I’m thinking he’s talking about me, he thinks I’m equivalent to a murderer.

"It wasn’t mass culture, it wasn’t TV or film, because we weren’t getting that in a

military Mormon household in Texas, and so all I knew was what the bearded

Mormon prophet told me by satellite.

"I loved my family, so I thought I’d better keep it quiet, and not let anybody

know, or let that into the house."

Dustin is now engaged to British diver Tom Daley JUSTIN TALLIS VIA GETTY IMAGES

Ironically, it was his Mormon upbringing that led to Black getting his first big

career break, as a writer on HBO series 'Big Love', about a polygamous Mormon

family. For many years, he was moved to tell the story of Harvey Milk, for which

he wrote a script that Gus Van Sant went on to direct. In 2009, Black received



the Academy Award for his screenplay, wearing a white knot on his tie in

support of LGBT rights.

He says now of that breakthrough: "'Milk' had to be a financial success,

following the success of 'Brokeback Mountain'. It had to make money so studios

would develop other LGBT projects. I don’t mind helping them make their

money. Now I make commercials with Coca-Cola and they’re only after my gay

dollar (the US trade term for the hugely lucrative gay market), but if they help

me get my message out to markets like Uganda and Russia..." he smiles "I will

make you a gay commercial."

Besides all this, Black is a tireless activist, serving on the board of the American

Foundation for Equal Rights. So is he a storyteller with good material, or a

campaigner finding his way to people's hearts through prose?

"It depends on the day," he responds. "I didn’t start by telling gay stories, it was

Mormon stories, but it’s always ‘write what you know’, that’s what I teach. I say

to my pupils, 'You can pitch me any thing you’ve got, but tell me why you’re the

only person who can write it in the world. Keep digging…’ By that same

principle, 'gay' is one of the things I have in my toolbox, there’s a lot more."

Indeed there is. Now, with his Oscar on the shelf, a blooming personal life and

so many battles won, the fear and self-loathing that accompanied his childhood

must seem a lifetime ago. However, it is clear that, not only does Dustin Lance

Black remember them keenly, the epiphany is what inspires him still...

"All of a sudden, I wasn’t thinking, how can I hide, how can I survive? I realised I

could move to LA, and start telling stories.

"You start to have purpose and hope, it’s so simple, and yet it could so easily

have slipped through my grip."

HuffPost UK is turning Loud & Proud. Over the next fortnight, we'll be

celebrating how gay culture has influenced and, in turn, been embraced by

all fields of entertainment, inspiring cinema-goers, TV audiences, music-

lovers and wider society with its wit, creativity and power of expression.

Through features, video and blogs, we'll be championing those brave

pioneers who paved the way, exploring the broad range of gay culture in

British film, TV and music and asking - what is left to be done? If you’d like to

blog on our platform around these topics, please

emailukblogteam@huffingtonpost.com with a summary of who you are and

what you’d like to blog about
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Liz Truss Issues Warning To EU
During 'Tetchy' Call Over Northern
Ireland Protocol

'Are You Just Going To Play Deaf?'
Ministers Awkwardly Dodge
Probing Press Questions Over
Partygate

MP Promises He Isn't A 'Nasty
Tory' After Controversial
Comments About Food Banks

Exclusive: Labour Accused Of
Blocking Corbyn Supporter From
Crunch By-Election

MORE IN ENTERTAINMENT

Bridgerton Announces Family
Member Recast For Season 3

Peter Andre Voices Frustration
After His Anatomy Is Dragged Into
'Wagatha Christie' Trial

Amanda Seyfried Speaks Out
About 'Gross' Unwanted Attention
Over Famous Mean Girls Scene

Joe Locke Reveals What He Would
Want To See In Heartstopper
Season 2

Adele Offers Rich Paul
Relationship Update In Beaming
Instagram Post

Selena Gomez Clears Things Up
After Fans Accuse Her Of Making
Fun Of Hailey Bieber

Blake Lively Tried And Failed To
Impress Her Kids With This Iconic
Met Gala Look

Eurovision Returnee Mahmood On
His Comeback: 'If You Don’t Take
A Risk, You're Already Dead'

People Can't Quite Believe
Sebastian Vettel Is Going On
Question Time

Lorraine Kelly Says She 'Should
Have Complained' About
'Horrible' Bo Selecta Depiction Of
Her

Neighbours Boss Reveals Details
Of Kylie And Jason's Comeback:
'It Was A Very Moving Experience'

Dan Walker Is As Baffled By
Michael Gove's Bizarre BBC
Breakfast Interview As The Rest
Of Us

Martin Roberts Says He Was
Moments From Death After Being
Rushed To Hospital

Meghan Markle Gets Name-
Checked In Eurovision Entry And
Who Needs A Royal Title Anyway?

US Actor Jesse Williams Speaks
Out After Photos Of His Broadway
Nude Scene Are Shared Online

Ryan Thomas Suffers Speedos
Wardrobe Malfunction And
Flashes Bum On The Games

Michael Gove Makes Bizarre Harry
Enfield Scouser Impression
Saying 'Calm Down!'

Succession Star James Cromwell
Superglues Hand To Starbucks
Counter During Protest

Eurovision Fave SuRie: 'I Don't
Wish What Happened On Anyone,
But That's Not What I Take Away'

38 Tweets That Nail Why
Heartstopper Is The Most Joyful
(And Important) Show On Netflix
Right Now

7 Things We Learned From Will
Young's Documentary About
Alcoholism And Grief

Nude Images Of Grey's Anatomy
Star Jesse Williams Leaked From
Broadway Play

Selling Sunset's Christine Quinn
Finally Speaks Out On Oppenheim
Group Exit And Drops Season 6
Hint

The Avatar 2 Trailer Is Here To
Take Your Breath Away
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Sophie Ellis-Bextor Reveals
'Kooky' Eurovision Rules That Led
To Her Saying No To Judging Role

Prince Harry Shows Off His Acting
Chops In Video That Gets A Little
Too Personal

You, Me And The Big C Podcaster
Deborah James Tells Fans She
Doesn't Know 'How Long I've Got
Left'

Alexander Rybak: 'We Need
Something Like Eurovision To
Unite Us Once In A While'

Nick Cave Announces His Son,
Jethro Lazenby, Has Died Aged 31

Gogglebox's Jenny 'Recovering
Well' After Undergoing Surgery,
Says Her Pal Lee

Your Opinions On Chrishell And G
Flip Say More About You Than
Them

It's A Sin Going Home Empty-
Handed At The TV Baftas Has Left
People Raging

Strictly Star Aljaž Škorjanec Is
Ditching The Dance Floor For A
Brand New Career

'The Future Is Here!': Ncuti Gatwa
Is The Doctor Who Nobody Saw
Coming, But Everybody Wants

Priyanka Chopra And Nick Jonas
Share First Photo Of Baby
Daughter After Spending 100
Days In Intensive Care

Dennis Waterman Tributes Pour In
Following Minder Star's Death,
Aged 74

'It Chips Away At You': Angela
Scanlon On Hiding Her Eating
Disorder For 15 Years

Eurovision Winner Katrina: 'The
First Time I Watched, I Did Think,
What The Hell Is This?'

Here's All The Winners From This
Year's Bafta TV Awards

See All The Looks From The Bafta
TV Awards Red Carpet
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