After EWllen.com – Irayi Limon – April 2006


26-year-old Iyari Limon, best known for her role as lesbian slayer Kennedy in the final season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, has just joined the growing number of out lesbian and bisexual actresses (read our new profile of Iyari here). In this exclusive interview with AfterEllen.com, Limon talks about her upcoming Spanish-language film, attending culinary school, how she met her girlfriend, and how playing gay on Buffy impacted her own coming out process. 

AfterEllen.com: Regarding your acting career, I read a posting on your website from November (2005) in which you told fans that you had ended your relationship with your agent and manager, effectively quitting the business and instead focusing on theatrical work. Did any particular event spur you on, and do you still feel that way? 
Iyari Limon: Growing a lot as an individual and becoming more spiritual, I had this epiphany. I was at this hot springs, and I had this huge audition the next day. It was for a series regular and it was a great, great role. And every time I'd look at the sides I would get this bad feeling. I started to see smoky energy coming out from the sides. I felt that everything connected to that audition was not who I wanted to be and not the game I wanted to play. It just felt like it was such a façade and so political and so not about what we all strive for. 

It wasn't about the art or the acting. And I just thought, you know, that's not who I want to be, I can't. And that was the day I decided. And I started having these memories of when and why I decided to do acting when I was a little girl. It all started becoming very clear. I have to be honest with myself and admit that I wanted the attention and I wanted the fame. But then you start to learn what it really is and you grow this love, appreciation and respect for the art and it goes beyond the ego part. 

At this point, I thought I don't want my ego to get in the way. I had great representation, I had great auditions and everything going for me, so why would I give up, right? But I thought maybe this is a turning point where I have to ask do I want to be a part of this game or do I want to follow—I don't know, maybe a different direction that something is telling me to go to. 

So I thought, what am I going to tell my agent? And it was like a voice telling me, ‘Don't worry the words will come to you.' So the next day I hopped in my car and went over there, and I said I'm done. And they were in shock, they were saying, ‘Can't you just go to this one audition?' And I said, ‘I can. I can go to this one audition, but I don't want to.' And I said thank you, and they were so sweet and asked ‘What are you going to do now?' and I said, ‘I have no idea.' 

Then I went to my manager's and I took him out to lunch and I did the same thing. And once I told him that I had already gotten rid of my agent, then it sunk it to him that it was real. Because as an actor you go through ups and downs, and people take breaks and what not. But when he saw that I'd left my agent, he knew this was a done deal. 

And then I felt great, I felt like this huge thing lifted off me. And I felt free that day. I rode in my jeep, singing songs, my hair in the wind—I was so happy. I felt like I had detached from something that was always so hard for me to do, to network and play the Hollywood game. And I wasn't good at it. I was invited to the parties and I couldn't go to them. I started this creator of this huge show and we went to this huge television network dinner and I called my manager and I said, ‘I don't want to go. I want to go to my yoga class.' And she said, ‘Are you kidding me? You have to go to this!' 

So I was just never good at it and think that was one of the reasons why the last couple of years I just really didn't work like I should have, because I really didn't work that.. I didn't go to the parties, I didn't try to network and meet people. 

AE: It sounds like you made a very intuitive decision, and you really stuck with it.
IL: Yeah, I did. And then you know what's interesting? I started getting offered all of these independent films! (laughs) And I got offered this one horror film and I turned it down and I felt really good about turning it down because I felt like--the Buffy fans are the most loyal fans, I just love them, and I thought it's like I have a responsibility now. And I know whatever I do, whatever I choose to work on, they're going to be following it and they're going to be watching it. 

If I can't leave my fans and friends with something that inspires them or some kind of positive message, then I can't do it. So I said no because though it would have been fun, there wasn't one thing in there that was meaningful in some way. So I didn't do it and it felt good. 

AE: So did you continue to act? 
IL: Yes. I wanted to do theatre. My friends call me “The Manifestor” because I manifest everything that I want. And so my friend was calling me and telling me, “This director friend of mine is calling me and wanting me to do this one act play and I don't want to do it but I recommend it for you.” Within half an hour I was at the theatre auditioning for him. The role was older—for a woman in her 30s and I thought, “I can't pull this off.” But he told me he'd rather have someone young who could act than someone who looked the part but couldn't act And he needed to cast it that day. 

So we started rehearsing the next day in someone's kitchen and before you know it I'm onstage in this one-act play. It was a challenge for me, playing an older woman having a mid-life crisis, and basically breaking down on stage. But I loved it, it was a challenge and I did it and I got up every weekend and it felt really good. 

AE: Do you think you'll do more theatrical work? 
IL: I don't know. Because shortly after that I decided that I was going to go back to college and I was going to go to Columbia University but that didn't happen. Things happen for a reason. I remember I asked Joss (Whedon) for a recommendation and his assistant told me “no” because he's very, very particular. He's only done one, and he gets really into it, with a lot of detail. And I respect that but that it kind of slowed me down to apply to Columbia. I lagged, and in that lagging I realized that I love food. 

My favorite thing about traveling is eating the food. I looked into culinary school in Pasadena, the Cordon Bleu, and being there and learning about it, I thought This is what I want. I have to be chef. I just don't know anything that I have more passion for. 

The acting thing, the whole business, drained me. I hated auditioning, and I didn't have that passion that I'd had for it at one point. So suddenly I found something else that I had this passion for and I was so excited about. So before you know it, I'm enrolling in culinary school. 

Then I saw this thing online, pick your own celebrity chef, and I thought that's what I'm going to do—a celebrity chef! Mind you, I wanted to be a chef before I wanted to be a celebrity chef, so it wasn't like I was going to try to tie in acting with cooking, I was just going to try to be a chef. I didn't know where it would take me. 

So I was going to go to culinary school and it was going to start in April. But in January I decided to go to college and complete my AA degree. I've been two units away from getting my Associate's degree, and the two units I needed were in Introduction to Theatre! It's just so funny. 

So I planned to finish my AA and then go to Mexico, and then go to Caribbean to take this course I wanted to take, and then I'll start culinary school. 

AE: But somehow you got sucked back into acting?
IL: Taking this theatre class…mind you, I thought I was done with acting forever. Being in this class, I started to learn the history of theatre, playwrights, and I thought, ‘this just doesn't leave me alone, I can't NOT do this. That's when I realized that it wasn't so much an ego thing, it was just in me. I need an outlet, I need to do theatre and be creative somehow. 

So I went to Mexico and then when I came back I met this guy who was doing an independent film. He had met my mom, he knew who I was, he was doing this independent film the thought I was perfect for. I go in to meet the guy—the girl has to be chubby, and I thought should I even waste my time? It's really clear that this girl needs to be fat, and if they're not willing to see me like that then I'm not going to waste my time. 

But I went in. And the day before I went to Mexico they called me and offered me the role. 

And I'm short, so every 5 pounds is a size on me, but I told them I'd be willing to gain 15 pounds. So suddenly my culinary school is starting, and the film and thought ‘I don't want to do the film, I really want to go to school!' So it turns out I am doing it. 

AE: So this film really spoke to you?
IL: I wanted to do a film in Spanish, that had been on my mind. I had said, ‘The next film I do I want it to be in Spanish—I don't know how or when.' So this film is in Spanish and it's so cute, it's a cute story. The character works as a clown. She stands outside of a car dealership passing out balloons trying to get people to come in. You have her relationship with her best friend, with her brother who just got out of jail who's trying to get his life back, she has a niece she adores, there's a guy who she has a crush on who works at the dealership. He basically uses her at the beginning, but by the end he falls in love with who she is because she's just so loveable and fun and she has these dreams of traveling the world but she's barely making it here. 

It's really heartwarming. It's about how you plan things in high school but things never turn out the way you plan for them to but it's okay, in the end she follows her dreams. 

So I'm gaining weight for it now and we start in June for a few weeks near San Diego. So that's exciting. You try to leave it and it just keeps coming back to you, so you know something is your duty there. 

And the film is great so I'll get to start working again on something I love. The people are involved out of pure love. We're all doing it for practically nothing and putting our hearts into it. 

AE: It sounds very different than how you were feeling when you wanted to leave acting. 
IL:Yes, yes, yes. Definitely. 

AE: What's the film called? 
IL: It's called Maquillaje, which in Spanish means “make-up.” 

AE: Do you have any idea of when it might be released? 
IL: I don't know. I'm assuming early next year because these guys are really on it. Their doing it all themselves and I just love that. I love watching people say, ‘Forget the business. I'm not going to wait around for them to call me or for them to finance the film. I'm just going to get what I have, raise what I can and do this because it's who I am and I'm going to put it out there whichever way I can put it out there!' So it all seems pretty organized, which is pretty rare in Hollywood. 

AE: I read that you were up for the part of Carmen on The L Word. 
IL: I was. And they kept me on hold for two weeks! 

AE: I love Sarah Shahi on the show, but I could totally see you in that role. Have you kept up with her storyline this season? 
IL: I kept up with it, but I didn't see the last three episodes because I've been traveling—I went to Mexico, the Caribbean, I just got back from London. And then my TiVo went out on me! 

AE: What did you think of what they did with the character? 
IL: Honestly, it came out differently than how I thought it would. 

In the very beginning, they didn't even want to audition me because they thought---these are the words they used to my agent: “Iyari is too beautiful. We need androgynous, not pretty like that.” 

Because the actual breakdown of the character, I remember it, said, ‘She's androgynous, DJ by night, PA by day, with a boyish look to her.' 

So I don't even think they knew that I was on Buffy and they just saw pictures of me and my resume. But they didn't know my character on Buffy, they didn't know she was gay, I think. Which is great because they brought me in for the right reasons. They just knew, “She's worked and she's too beautiful.” 

So my manager sent them a picture of me with my hair short—they didn't know I had cut my hair. So they said “OK, fine. We'll see her.” 

So I went in, they loved me, they brought me back, they brought me to the producers, and then before you know it they're calling and wanting to test me. So I go in to the test and we had to work with the director and with Kate Moennig, one on one. Which was great, she was great to work with. You know what's funny ? I had to audition the scene, you know where she says, ‘I have an idea. Let's play a game.' Do you remember that? 

AE: Oh yeah. 
IL: I know. (laughs) Well that was one of the scenes I had to do, and in it I'm sitting on Kate's lap. In the rehearsal I said to her, ‘Okay, what can I do? Can I kiss you?' she said, ‘You can do whatever you want.' So I thought great, I don't have any limits. Not that I was going to attack her or anything, but as the role was written she was more dominating. I didn't go in to read for it until I watched the first season because I wanted to know what I was going to test for. 

But before I knew anything, they told me, ‘Shane is kind of untouchable. Everybody wants her, everybody falls in love with her but she doesn't get close with anybody. But this time, you're playing the game. This time, you come in and play her game.' So that's what I did, a little dominating, trying to keep her there. 

So in the audition, I whisper something in her ear in Spanish. Something a bit vulgar, you know, dirty. (laughs) She was like, ‘Whoa!' Kate got totally thrown off. So when I was sitting in her lap in the audition, when the whole network was there, I had pins on my pants and she had this meshy sweater and my pins got stuck to her sweater and I couldn't unstuck myself from her in the middle of my reading! (laughs) So we're just looking at each other saying, ‘Okay!' and trying to keep going and not let this distract us but it was really funny. 

And then they had us on hold for a couple of weeks. Actually, Sarah wasn't there at the test, so my assumption was that they put us on hold, I think they told my manager that I was first or second choice. Then I think—I'm assuming, because I know how Hollywood works, that they saw us all and thought, ‘Maybe what we want IS beautiful, maybe we want to draw in the guys. Maybe we don't want androgynous.' 

And feel like they went and probably offered it so Sarah, because for them to make us wait for that long, it felt like they were waiting for something. They were waiting to see if someone else accepts the role first before they go with one of us. A lot of times they do that, they'll say ‘Let's try and get so and so, and if we can get so and so then we'll test other girls.' 

So it didn't come through and it was fine, and things happen for a reason. And then.. you know in one of the last episodes where Carmen is whispering something into Shane's ear? 

AE: Yes. 
IL: Do you remember what she whispered? 

AE: Yes I do. 
IL: That was what I had whispered to her in the audition. 

[Note: The words Carmen whispered were, “Quiero lamer te hasta que te vengas en mi boca mil veces.”] 
AE: (gasps) 
IL: Yeah. (Laughing) that was my reaction. Are you kidding me? I thought, ‘Oh my god, I can't believe that they took that! Oh my god!' 

AE: Were you angry? 
IL: A little, but at the same time, whatever. I guess if it's gonna work, whatever. But you know what did make me a little bit angry was the fact that in the breakdown they said ‘She must be Latin and she must be fluent.' 

And Carmen is not Latin, and she doesn't speak Spanish. And her Spanish when she speaks it on the show—I mean I love the character and I think she's hot and does a good job—but honestly, her Spanish is not the best. 

The whole family is so stereotypical. I have hundreds of Mexican family and friends here—I mean I'm Mexican, I was born in Mexico , you know? I have tons of family there, tons of family here, all over– Las Vegas, Oklahoma, Texas--and none of my family is like that, or my friends' families. That's just so…wow, are you kidding me? I was really disappointed. 

And I think from that episode on I just became so disappointed, I kind of stopped watching and then I started traveling. 

AE: We actually did an article about that very issue recently—about the portrayal of Latinas on The L Word. 
IL: I don't think they should have given her Spanish dialogue if she couldn't really speak it and have us Latins buy us. You don't have to speak Spanish, you could be still be Latin and speak a word here and there. But the dialogue…it was just really bad. (laughs) 

And I thought, you know it's funny how they emphasized that she needs to be Latin, fluent, androgynous, and then they go completely with voluptuous, not Latin. That's how the business works, they don't know what they want sometimes. 

AE: When you were auditioning for The L Word were you out? 
IL: Well, let me back up a little. I'm just going to give you the whole thing on me. 

When I was in high school, I had a best friend—I was 15—who fell in love with me and let's just say there was some intimacy, but I got really scared. Being from a Latin family and having these morals inflicted on you, I kind of pushed her away, I didn't know what to do. I ended the friendship and I kind of wanted to forget it. I remember going, ‘Oh my God, forgive me God!” and then, things happen for a reason. 

I got the role on Buffy, and when I got it I didn't know where it was going. All I knew is that I was gay and I was flirting with Willow. That's all I knew. And after I auditioned, my manager said, ‘You know you're going to have to kiss a girl.' And I said, ‘Well it's a little late because I already auditioned so why are you even telling me?' (laughs). 

And as the character evolved I had to do this bio. I went to an acting coach, because I realized when we did the “The Killer in Me” episode that she was much more substantial than I thought. 

So I did this whole biography on her and had to figure out her history, her past. When did she realize she was gay? What was her first sexual experience? I had to do all of that work on Kennedy, and to do that I had to go into places in myself and unlock things that I probably wouldn't have ever done otherwise. And in that, I went, ‘Holy shit!' Now that I'm in my 20s I feel very confident in who I am. I don't feel suppressed by my family or like I have to be any which way. I just have to be true to me. I went, ‘You know what Iyari, if this is you, go figure it out and be true to who you are.' 

So I have a lot of gay friends I started going to gay clubs, just hanging out, and nothing drew me. So I thought ‘This is great! At least I know I'm not gay, you know?' (laughs). 

At that point, as I accumulated all of these gay friends, at one point I went out just to hang out with them and one of the girls that was in the group, I was really attracted to her. And before you know it we were hanging out, we went to Coachella together last year, and it was great, but we realized we were more friends than anything. 

Then, at another club, the DJ—her name is Sandra—I really dug her. I loved how she was just in her own little world, and she was so cute and my friend knew her. I like androgyny. I love androgyny, androgynous women, you know, short hair, really don't have to wear a lot of make-up, pretty face, just cool and confident and know who they are. But for some reason, the really girly girls, with the long curly hair, always come up to me (laughs) and I always wonder, ‘Why don't the other ones like me?' 

So I thought, Sandra's SO not into me. Finally one day I went up to her and started flirting with her. And that was it, we went home that night and my friend said, ‘Sandra just needs a distraction because her ex-girlfriend broke her heart and she's been broken up for a year.' And I thought, ‘Great! I'm her distraction. Beautiful! I love it!' (laughs). 

I've dated a lot, but I'm really picky. I love people but I guess I didn't really want anything serious. And then we started going out the next day. I didn't want anything serious, she wanted a distraction. And before you know it one month goes by, two months go by, it's great. 

Now it's been 10 months and she's great! She is great. We went to Mexico together last month. I was in Mexico and she flew down and we went to Las Vegas and had a great time. She's a DJ-–DJ Sandra Edge--and she's being flown in around the world to DJ. 

AE: Well so much for my question about Buffy playing a part in your coming out process! 
IL : (laughs) You know what, it did! I think I needed that. It came at the right moment and I think things happen for a reason, and that was one of them. And now I'll be having lunch or something and a girl will walk by and I'll be attracted to her and I'll be like ‘Oh my god! I'm totally checking out girls!' (laughs) 

AE: Do you identify as lesbian or bisexual? 
IL: I think on my way to Dinah Shore Weekend I was in the car and thought, you know what, I am bisexual. It totally became clear to me. 

Because up to that point, I thought it's not that I'm gay or straight or bisexual. If I like somebody and I dig their energy and I get along with them, I'm going to be drawn to them and whatever body they're in I'm going to love that body they're in because I love that being. I have this connection with that being, because this is just a body that we're in. I feel like we're spiritual beings and this is our vehicle. I could love a woman, I could love a man, it's whoever I choose to be with in that moment. 

AE: How has this been for you career-wise? Any changes in how people in the business treat you? Any pleasant surprises? 
IL: (laughs) this is the first time I'm actually speaking about this openly, so--

AE: So this is a scoop! 
IL: Yeah! Because people didn't need to know my private life. I like keeping it private. But at this point, I'm just so… 

Okay. This is another huge thing. I was married before. 

AE: I didn't see that on your IMDB bio! 
IL: (Laughs) I know! That's what I'm saying! Did you see Napoleon Dynamite? 

AE: Yes. 
IL: Do you remember the Latin guy in it? 

AE: Pedro? 
IL: Yup. 

AE: You were married to Pedro? 
IL: I was. 

AE: He's a folk hero! 
IL : It's crazy right? It was years ago, and we still talk. His name is Efren Ramirez. And if you go to his IMDB page and see the picture with him and Paris Hilton—from a year or so ago. He's wearing a necklace and on the necklace is his wedding ring. 

We've been separated for about three years. Actually I was married to him, but I got an annulment. But I still stayed with him 5 years after that. 

He just took me to Vegas and I just couldn't say no and then afterwards I was like, ‘Holy Shit, what did I do?' and it's not that I didn't love him, but it was a secret! Nobody knew we were married! I had to be home by 11, he dropped me off at home and here I am married. 

AE: How old were you? 
IL: I was really young. (laughs) This was at least five years ago, but I stayed with him. 

AE: Do you still talk? 
IL: We still talk but when I moved away and started working on Buffy, I felt that I needed to put him in the world and go live. So we separated and I told him, ‘You need to let me go, because the minute you let me go, you're gonna start working. If you let me go all of these doors will open for you.' 

Then he started working, and he got Napoleon Dynamite. And he called me and said, 
'Honey, thank you. Thank you telling me to let you go.' Because all of these doors started opening for him and recently he said, ‘Thank you for being so wonderful and for being my friend.' It was really hard for him to let me go, it took him 3 years. He is the best. 

But it's been really hurtful for me over the last couple of years because every time I was working I would always take him to the set, I would always introduce him to everybody. Now he goes to the Oscar parties, he's buddies with Paris Hilton, he's buddies with everybody and he goes everywhere. 

And I told him, “I don't care if you have a girlfriend, just invite me once and awhile to some of these things. Let me be, I'll walk around alone, introduce me to somebody.” But he saw how hard I was struggling in the last 2 years in the business and never did. And that was really hurtful to me, because that's what this business is—helping each other. And I do that for all of my friends in any way I can, introducing people, because that's how people move forward in the business—who you know, friendships. 

I call him and he'll respond to my calls and he'll talk to him, and he calls me ‘Easter Bunny' still. It has nothing to do with Easter, I don't know how it came about. (laughs). I know he loves me and I'll always love him, and he was an angel to me and really wonderful. But it was really hurtful that he never took me into account for anything knowing how hard I was struggling. But I guess it's okay, you accept people for who they are. 

And he met Sandra. One day he came over and I told him about her and everything. They got along great and I thought, Wow, this is really cool. (laughs) They are so similar, their personalities are so similar. I even think they look alike a little bit. 

AE: So he's pretty accepting of your new identity, your new life? 
IL: Yeah, he knows that I'm just… 

People that know me always say that I should write a book. They say, ‘Oh my god. You're life is movie.' Because every couple of years…I can't surprise anyone with anything. I could tell them all, ‘Goodbye, I'm leaving tomorrow for China to live with the monks.' And they wouldn't be surprised. 

So that's my story. I'm getting ready to do my film, I'm going to culinary school., I may do a cooking show when I'm done with culinary school. Everything's great now—it's good to be back in LA because I've been in and out. I went to Peru, Christmas day I decided to go to Peru and I left that same day. 

AE: How was that? 
IL: It was great. I hiked the Amazon, I slept in hammocks in the jungle, fished for piranhas, got attacked my mosquitoes, climbed Machu Picchu on New Year's Day, did a ritual with a Shaman on the Amazon, I did it all. (laughs) And I only had a backpack. Just me, my friend Paula and our backpacks, not knowing where we were going next. 

AE: You're a swashbuckler! You have more in common with Kennedy than I thought. Do you go to the Buffy conventions? 
IL: I do, I'm only scheduled for one more, next month in Amsterdam And then I'm thinking of going to the Cannes Film Festival, stopping by for a few days. 

I'll be doing my first cycle of culinary school, then right after that I'll go to the Cannes Film Festival, go to the convention in Amsterdam, come back and shoot the film, and then two weeks later I go to the second cycle of culinary school. 

My friends always tell me, ‘You always go after what you can't have. You like a challenge.' And I guess I do. 
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