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About the book

Book Summary: "It's Always Something" by Gilda Radner  

Gilda Radner's memoir, "It's Always Something," is a heartfelt exploration

of the life of a cherished comedian, best known for her memorable roles on

"Saturday Night Live."  

  

In her candid and humorous prose, Radner reveals the rollercoaster journey

of her career, sharing both triumphant and challenging moments, including

her brave fight against cancer. The book is infused with her trademark

optimism and humor, inviting readers to share in her joy and pain.  

  

Radner's narrative is not just an account of her triumphs and struggles; it is a

universal story that speaks to anyone who's faced adversity. Through

laughter and tears, her enduring spirit shines through, leaving readers

inspired by her remarkable resilience and charm. Expect to feel a full range

of emotions as you connect with Radner’s journey of courage and wit.
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About the author

Profile: Gilda Radner

Name: Gilda Radner  

Birthdate: June 28, 1946  

Birthplace: Detroit, Michigan  

Occupation: Comedian, Actress  

Notable Work: Original cast member of "Saturday Night Live" (SNL)  

Famous Characters:  

- Roseanne Roseannadanna  

- Emily Litella  

Career Highlights:  

- Recognized as a pioneering figure in American comedy, Gilda Radner's

vibrant and charismatic performances on SNL left an indelible mark on

television.  

- She was awarded an Emmy Award in 1978 for her outstanding

contributions to comedy, earning her widespread acclaim and adoration from

fans.

Tragic Turn:  

Gilda Radner's promising career faced a devastating challenge when she was

diagnosed with ovarian cancer. Despite her illness, Radner's spirit remained
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unbroken, and she continued to bring laughter to others.

Legacy:  

Radner passed away in 1989 at the age of 42, but her influence in the world

of comedy endures. Her memoir, "It's Always Something," offers an

intimate glimpse into her life, highlighting her humor and resilience while

navigating her battle with illness. This work not only endears her to fans but

also cements her status as a trailblazer in the realm of comedy.
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1. Chapter 1: The Early Years: From Childhood
Dreams to Stardom in Comedy

Gilda Radner’s journey toward becoming a beloved comedic icon began not

on the grand stages of Saturday Night Live but in the simple, unassuming

streets of Detroit, Michigan, where she spent her formative years. Born on

June 28, 1946, Gilda was the middle child in a Jewish family with two older

brothers. Her early life was marked by both the warmth of family love and

the struggles of personal insecurity. 

From a young age, Gilda showed a flair for performing, often entertaining

her family with funny impressions and quirky characters. Her childhood was

characterized by a yearning for attention and acceptance, feelings that were

magnified by her struggle with body image issues and a sense of not fitting

in. Gilda was a bright, clever child, filled with dreams that far exceeded the

expectations others had set for her. 

In school, Gilda seemed to thrive in creative and artistic endeavors, choosing

to join the drama club and participating in school plays. She found an early

home in the world of comedy during her adolescent years, taking inspiration

from the comics such as Lucille Ball and Carol Burnett. It was during these

formative years that Gilda began to learn how vital laughter was for

her—not just as entertainment, but as a coping mechanism. She often

excelled in subjects related to art and drama, displaying a vivid imagination
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that would later become her hallmark in comedy.

However, it was not all smooth sailing for Radner. Her adolescence was

marked by challenges that revealed the darker side of her upbringing. Gilda

faced significant bullying due to her appearance and weight, a struggle that

deepened her feelings of isolation. Yet, she skillfully turned many of these

negative experiences into comedic material, which would later resonate with

audiences who felt the same way. This self-deprecating humor became a

crucial part of her comedic persona, allowing her to connect with fans on a

deep emotional level. 

At 18, in pursuit of her passion for performance, Radner moved to Toronto,

Canada. This bold step proved to be pivotal as she began performing with

the Second City improvisational theater troupe. The experience was

transformative. Here, Gilda honed her craft, learning the nuances of improv

and the importance of timing and character. The Toronto scene infused her

work with a fresh creative energy, and soon, she was making a name for

herself as a comedian who could transcend traditional roles assigned to

women at the time.

Gilda’s artistry was further enriched by the collaboration with other budding

comedians, who would later join her on SNL. During her time in Toronto,

she formed connections with various artists and influenced the comedy
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scene with her unique blend of honesty and hilarity. Her ability to embody a

multitude of characters, often inspired by her own childhood experiences,

allowed her to shine brightly in the world of improv comedy.

As her reputation grew, Radner began to transition into television, landing

her first significant breakthrough when she was cast in a TV special. This

opportunity opened doors to auditions for national television shows, and

ultimately led to her iconic role on Saturday Night Live, where she would

make history. But the path was not always easy; it was fraught with the

constant challenge of overcoming her self-doubt and societal expectations.

Yet, her resolve, buoyed by the love of performance, kept her moving

forward.

In this chapter of her life, the early years of Gilda Radner illuminate the

profound effect of childhood experiences on the formative stages of an

artist's journey. The trials and tribulations she faced fueled her ambition

rather than deterred it. Gilda learned early on to embrace and transform her

vulnerabilities into laughter, setting the stage for her future success. Each

experience, filled with joy and pain, contributed to the vibrant tapestry of her

comedic voice, one that would eventually resonate across the globe,

cementing her legacy as one of the brightest stars in the history of comedy.
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2. Chapter 2: SNL Success: Breaking Barriers
and Finding My Voice on the Screen

In the vibrant world of comedy during the late 1970s, few things were as

revolutionary as the launch of "Saturday Night Live" (SNL) in 1975. It was a

groundbreaking blend of sketch comedy and live music that quickly became

a cultural phenomenon, and for Gilda Radner, it was the launchpad she

needed to propel her career into the stratosphere. Gilda was not just a

performer; she was a trailblazer. Through her tenure on SNL, she shattered

not only glass ceilings but also gender stereotypes that had long confined

women in the entertainment industry.

When Gilda first joined the cast of SNL in 1975, she faced the daunting task

of proving her worth in a predominantly male environment. The show,

created by Lorne Michaels, emphasized irreverence and edgy humor, and

Gilda was determined to carve out her own space within its chaotic

framework. With her unique comedic style—often marked by physicality,

exaggerated voices, and a genuine vulnerability—she moved audiences

deeply. Gilda created iconic characters like "Lisa Loopner" and "Roseanne

Roseannadanna," who would resonate with viewers due to their relatability

and genuine humor. For example, Roseanne Roseannadanna was a brash,

outspoken character whose antics frequently brought humor into discussions

about serious issues, showcasing an ability to tackle delicate subjects with a

light-hearted approach.
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Gilda's commitment to her craft also involved breaking traditional gender

roles. At a time when female comedians often had to fit rigid molds, Gilda

redefined what it meant to be a woman in comedy. She infused her

performances with a blend of wit and warmth, drawing on her personal

experiences and insecurities. Gilda's candidness about her flaws and quirks

allowed audiences to see her as not just a performer but as a person who

shared their struggles. This connection was pivotal; she became one of the

first women on television to openly express her vulnerabilities, presenting a

new archetype for female comedic talent.

Her success was not immediate, but Gilda's tenacity and spirit quickly made

her a fan favorite. She was adept at using improvisation and sketch comedy

to push back against societal norms, appealing to audiences across

demographics. Comedy sketches such as "The Coneheads" and "The Nerds"

often featured her in notable roles, and her chemistry with fellow cast

members, like Dan Aykroyd and Chevy Chase, created some of the most

memorable moments in SNL history. Gilda's performances brought a

freshness that showcased a woman's perspective, an aspect often missing in

male-centric comedy during that era.

Moreover, Gilda's time on SNL garnered her critical acclaim. She won an

Emmy Award for Outstanding Individual Performance in a Variety or Music
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Program in 1978, a testament to her talent and hard work. The recognition

she received not only solidified her status within the comedy world but also

paved the way for future female comedians, creating a legacy that would

inspire generations of women to pursue their voices in comedy.

Through her work on SNL, Gilda Radner found her voice—not just as a

comedian but as an artist who could express feeling and make profound

commentary through humor. The show enabled her to embrace her playful

yet introspective nature, allowing her to treat audiences to a comedy style

that was both innovative and intimate. Her success on SNL was not without

its challenges, but Gilda faced each one with an unwavering spirit while

reaping the rewards of her perseverance. In doing so, she transformed herself

from a performer into a symbol of strength and empowerment for women in

comedy.

In summary, Gilda's journey through SNL was not just about finding her

voice on the screen; it was about breaking barriers in an industry that often

sought to constrain her. She not only found herself on that famous stage but

also encouraged others to step into their own light, making an indelible mark

in the annals of comedy.
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3. Chapter 3: Health Struggles: Facing Personal
Challenges with Humor and Courage

In "It's Always Something," Gilda Radner brilliantly illustrates her battles

with health issues, particularly her struggle with cancer, affecting not just

her body but her psychological well-being. Through her trademark humor,

she sheds light on the often harsh realities of illness while simultaneously

offering a testament to the resilience of the human spirit. Radner’s

philosophy emerges from her belief that laughter can be both a coping

mechanism and a shield against despair.

Radner's health struggles began with alarming symptoms, leading her to

consult various doctors who often dismissed her concerns, a frustrating

experience many share when dealing with complex medical issues. Her

eventual diagnosis of ovarian cancer was a watershed moment, deeply

unsettling yet one she faced with a unique blend of trepidation and humor.

She often recounted moments where absurdity lurked around her medical

condition, from humorous hospital anecdotes to her interactions with

doctors, describing how she would sometimes make up funny stories about

her own health just to lighten the atmosphere during her treatments. 

For instance, Radner humorously reflected on her hospital experiences,

likening them to a circus where the doctors were clowns and the nurses were

acrobats. This humor was not merely a facade; it allowed her to cope with
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the reality of her illness. It underscores her philosophy that laughter can be

an antidote to fear. In one notable episode, she talked about her insistence on

wearing vibrant costumes and bright wigs during chemotherapy,

transforming what could have been a dreary experience into a performance

that lifted not only her spirits but those of the others around her. 

Moreover, her candid accounts about the side effects of treatments and the

nature of her disease helped demystify cancer for her audience, challenging

the stigma and fear associated with such diagnoses. She emphasized the

importance of joy amid trials, sharing how she made it a point to find

something to smile about every day, regardless of how bleak her

circumstances seemed.

Radner’s reflections on her illness extend beyond mere coping mechanisms;

they reveal a deeper understanding of life and its fragility. Her struggle with

cancer was interspersed with new insights about love, loss, and the human

condition. She drew parallels between her comedic career and her fight

against cancer, noting how both required a level of vulnerability and courage

that not everyone possesses. 

In her book, the story of her interaction with other cancer patients highlights

a sense of community often found in shared experiences. For Radner, humor

was a bridge connecting her with others facing similar battles. She recounts
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a poignant moment in a support group where a fellow cancer survivor shared

a comical yet raw story about their experiences with baldness, prompting

laughter that momentarily lifted the weight of their collective struggles.

Stories like this remind readers of the healing powers of connection and

humor.

Throughout her journey, Radner continuously emphasizes that while cancer

may play a large role in her life, it does not define her. She encourages

others to embrace their own circumstances with resilience and humor,

advocating for a life lived fully even in the face of adversity. Her honesty

about her struggles serves not only as an inspiration for those facing health

challenges but also as a reminder that amid the darkness, there's always a

flicker of light waiting to be discovered, often hidden in laughter.

Ultimately, Radner’s narrative on health struggles proves that while illness is

indeed serious and daunting, it is possible to approach it with grace and

humor. By sharing her experiences, she leaves behind a legacy that speaks to

the importance of heart, laughter, and courage in overcoming life’s greatest

challenges.
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4. Chapter 4: Love and Loss: The Impact of
Relationships on My Artistic Journey

In ‘It’s Always Something,’ Gilda Radner reflects on how love and loss have

been pivotal in shaping not only her personal life but also her artistic

journey. Relationships—whether they be fleeting romances, deep

friendships, or the bonds formed within a professional environment—have

profoundly influenced her work, her comedy, and ultimately her legacy.

Gilda's story is interwoven with the varying shades of relationships she

experienced throughout her life. From her early days in Toronto to her

meteoric rise in New York at Saturday Night Live (SNL), Gilda describes

how her connections with others fueled her creativity. The love she found in

friendships often served as a source of inspiration, leading to iconic

characters such as Roseanne Roseannadanna, who captured the essence of

many women’s frustrations and victories in a burgeoning feminist landscape.

However, her journey also encompassed significant losses that left deep

emotional imprints, reshaping her creative expression. She speaks candidly

about her relationship with Gene Wilder, a man she eventually married.

Their bond was characterized by kindness, humor, and mutual

understanding—qualities that allowed Gilda to be vulnerable and authentic,

both personally and artistically. Wilder became not just a partner but a
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collaborator who encouraged her to embrace her comedic instincts. Their

love was amplified by shared laughter and mutual support, providing her

with a strong foundation to tackle her health challenges and inspiring her to

delve deeper into her creative pursuits.

The juxtaposition of love and loss in Gilda’s life is illustrated poignantly by

her reflections on the death of friends and colleagues. The loss of those close

to her, particularly fellow comedians and actors, reminded Gilda of the

fragility of life. She noted how such losses often sparked new material,

leading her to discuss themes of grief and resilience in her comedy. The

laughter that came from her performances frequently juxtaposed against the

pain she felt, encapsulating the complex interplay between joy and sorrow.

In articulating the impact of these relationships, Gilda demonstrates how

they shaped her artistic voice. Comedy, for her, was not just about making

people laugh; it was also a way to express love, heal from loss, and create a

shared space for others to connect with their own emotions. This dynamic is

evident in her performances where moments of humor seamlessly

transitioned to heartfelt confessions, resonating with audiences deeply.

Moreover, Gilda's familial relationships also played a significant role in her

artistic evolution. Her closeness with her parents and the playful yet

supportive environment they nurtured contributed to her burgeoning desire
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for performance at a young age. Gilda openly acknowledges that her family's

values instilled in her the courage to pursue her passion, even in the face of

uncertainty. This familial love provided her with a safety net, allowing her to

explore her identity as a comedian without hesitation.

Ultimately, Chapter 4 underscores the theme that relationships—both loving

and tragic—are integral to the human experience and, by extension, to the

creative process. Gilda's exploration of love and loss serves not only as a

reflection of her personal narrative but also as a broader commentary on the

necessity of emotional connections in fostering artistic authenticity. Her

ability to weave these experiences into her performances not only endeared

her to audiences but also left an indelible mark on the world of comedy,

reminding us that through laughter, we can navigate the complexities of love

and grief.
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5. Chapter 5: Legacy of Laughter: Reflections
on Life, Cancer, and the Art of Comedy

In the poignant reflections captured in Chapter 5 of "It's Always

Something", Gilda Radner delves into the profound connection between

laughter and life’s inevitable trials, particularly her journey through the

heart-wrenching experience of cancer. Her unique perspective as a beloved

comedian offers readers insights into how humor can be both a coping

mechanism and a cherished legacy. 

Gilda reflects on the invaluable role laughter played not only in her life but

also in the lives of those around her. She recounts moments in her comic

career where humor was a form of resistance against the pain and fear

associated with her health struggles. Laughter, for Gilda, became a bridge —

a means of connecting with audiences, friends, and loved ones in a way that

transcended the bleak shadows cast by illness.

During her battle with cancer, Gilda notes that she often found herself in

situations that would have induced fear in others. Instead of succumbing to

despair, she transformed her experiences into fodder for comedy. She

humorously reflects on medical appointments, hospital stays, and

chemotherapy sessions, treating them as absurdities worthy of laughter. In

one particularly memorable anecdote, she describes a moment when she,

dressed in a pink hospital gown, met her nurse who was also clad in quirky
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attire, and how they joked about the fashion statements they were both

making amidst the grim surroundings of a cancer treatment facility. This

light-hearted approach not only eased her discomfort but also provided her

with a narrative control that she was seeking during such a tumultuous time.

Gilda’s reflections align with the age-old understanding that laughter is

medicine. Numerous studies highlight the therapeutic benefits of humor,

illustrating how it can alleviate stress, pain, and even foster a more positive

outlook on life. Through her storytelling, Gilda offers a living testament to

this philosophy, encouraging others to embrace laughter amidst adversity.

She believes that laughter has the power to lighten the heart and dissolve

tension, both for oneself and for those who share in the humor. 

In her exploration of legacy, Gilda reveals her wish to be remembered not

just for her comedic talent but for the joy she spread through her laughter. At

a time when she confronted mortality, she became acutely aware of the

impact her humor had on others. Gilda expresses her hope that her comedic

style — a mix of honesty, vulnerability, and joy — will inspire others to

confront their struggles with courage and mirth.  

Additionally, Gilda’s reflections touch on the notion of how comedians, in

general, often grapple with darker aspects of life through their work. This

reciprocal relationship between comedy and tragedy is beautifully illustrated
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through examples from the lives of other artists, such as Robin Williams and

Joan Rivers, who similarly explored their personal struggles through

comedy. Like Radner, they used humor to cope, providing laughter to

audiences while processing their trials privately. Their legacies are

reminders of how poignant moments can be transformed into lighthearted

expressions that resonate with a collective audience understanding. 

Ultimately, Chapter 5 serves as a reminder that while life may be fraught

with challenges, the ability to laugh — to find humor in the absurdities of

our circumstances — is a powerful tool. Radner's legacy is one of resilience,

and her emphasis on laughter as a tool for healing resonates deeply,

encouraging readers to cherish their own moments of joy, even in the face of

life's greatest adversities.
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