Best Gay Bingo Farewell: Carlota Ttendant’s Legacy and What Comes Next for Philly’s HIV Fundraisers
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Shoppers and regulars have watched a local icon bow out: Carlota Ttendant , Michael Byrne’s redheaded, wisecracking drag persona , closed the 30th season of Gay Bingo in Philadelphia, ending a three-decade run that raised millions for people with HIV/AIDS and created a beloved safe space for queer community and allies.
Essential Takeaways
Long run: Carlota Ttendant hosted Gay Bingo for 30 years, drawing packed rooms and raising more than $5 million for HIV/AIDS-related causes. 
Comforting blend: The show mixed camp humour, mild profanity, and a warm, inclusive vibe , described as “the drag queen you could bring your grandma to.” 
Changing landscape: Medical advances like PrEP and antiretroviral therapy have altered the epidemic, but disparities and political threats keep the work urgent. 
Evolution of the event: Gay Bingo moved venues and formats over time, raised ticket prices, and shifted proceeds to Action Wellness after the AIDS Fund folded. 
Personal closure: Byrne retired the character, citing age and aching feet, and will donate Carlota’s famous shoes to Philly AIDS Thrift.
A legend takes her final bow , and the room felt it
There was glitter, baby‑blue silk and the unmistakable rasp of Carlota’s voice as Michael Byrne performed one last time in front of about 400 people. The scene was equal parts theatrical dressing room and community living room: hairspray, setting powder and a steady stream of laughter. According to local coverage, Byrne’s final night felt like a send‑off for an era , a mix of nostalgia and relief , and a reminder of how much the show meant to people who needed a light in dark times.
Backstory: Gay Bingo began in the mid‑1990s as fundraising ingenuity, inspired by a Seattle drag‑bingo model and an appetite to do something less sombre than vigils. Organisers wanted to raise money and lift spirits, and Byrne , who’d been doing small theatre and odd jobs , brought Carlota to life over bourbon and improvisation. The result was an irreverent, welcoming spectacle that married camp with purpose.
How Gay Bingo helped Philadelphia through the worst years of the epidemic
In the 1990s, AIDS-related diagnoses and deaths in the city were tragically high, and misinformation fuelled fear and isolation. Fundraisers like Gay Bingo weren’t just about dollars; they were about community, care and connection. Organisers and attendees have said the monthly events offered relief from grief and stigma, while raising much‑needed support for services like hospice care, case management and education.
Practical angle: If you volunteer or donate to HIV services, consider both cash and time. Local organisations still need help with outreach, stable housing and navigating treatment , not just one‑off gifts.
The fundraiser changed as medicine and culture shifted
With antiretroviral therapy and PrEP, HIV became more manageable and prevention improved, which changed both who needs services and how events operate. Gay Bingo’s proceeds now support Action Wellness’ broader social services, reflecting a shift from emergency crisis funding to sustained care and prevention. Tickets and venues evolved, too: what once cost a tenner now runs higher, and shows moved from the Gershman Y to newer, carpeted spaces.
Trend note: This mirrors a wider fundraising pattern , as clinical outcomes improve, advocacy shifts toward equity and access. Organisers warned that political decisions and cuts could reverse progress, so ongoing local fundraising still matters.
Drag, fame and the room for different kinds of queens
The culture of drag has transformed dramatically since Carlota’s creation, turbocharged by mainstream shows and social media. Byrne acknowledged that today’s drag often plays on couture and celebrity, whereas Carlota always leaned into theatre, humour and an intentionally imperfect persona. Fans loved the authenticity , the unshaven chest, the gravelly voice, the willingness to be both bossy and tender.
How to think about it: Drag today can be multiplexed , glamorous, political, grassroots , and there’s room for all those styles. For community fundraisers, authenticity and approachability still win hearts and wallets.
What’s next for Gay Bingo and the community it built
Organisers say Gay Bingo will carry on without Carlota, and attendees expect the spirit to survive even if no one fills Byrne’s shoes. The event’s infrastructure , volunteers, BVDs, the rota of callers and the fundraising machinery , offers continuity. Meanwhile, Byrne’s own path mirrors the broader legacy: a life in performance that led to social work, board leadership and advocacy for older LGBTQ+ people.
Practical tip: If you want to support the transition, buy a ticket, volunteer to be a Bingo Verifying Diva, or donate to Action Wellness and Philly AIDS Thrift. Small acts help preserve the unique blend of joy and purpose that made Gay Bingo a city staple.
It's a small change that can make every future bingo safer, funnier and more generous.
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