Bruce Cohen honoured with GLAAD Vito Russo Award for LGBTQ advocacy
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GLAAD has honoured Oscar- and Tony-winning producer Bruce Cohen at its New York Gala, recognising a career built around LGBTQ storytelling and equality. Presented by Ariana DeBose and Cohen’s daughter Ilaria, the Vito Russo Award celebrated his cultural impact, while Cohen used the evening to urge solidarity with transgender people.
Essential Takeaways
A major honour: Cohen received GLAAD’s Vito Russo Award for outstanding contributions to LGBTQ equality.
A personal presentation: Ariana DeBose and Cohen’s daughter Ilaria presented the award in New York.
A film with a mission: Cohen recalled how making Milk became a drive to preserve Harvey Milk’s legacy.
A clear call to action: He urged LGBTQ communities and allies to defend transgender people as elections approach.
A lively gala: Anika Noni Rose and Alex Newell provided standout musical performances during the fundraiser.
Bruce Cohen’s award recognised more than a trophy shelf
The room at GLAAD’s New York Gala had plenty of star power, but the evening’s emotional centre was Bruce Cohen. The acclaimed producer, whose credits include Oscar and Tony-winning work, accepted the Vito Russo Award for sustained advocacy and storytelling that has helped bring LGBTQ lives into the mainstream.
According to BroadwayWorld, the honour places Cohen among figures whose entertainment careers have carried a clear social purpose. That distinction mattered because, as his daughter Ilaria explained, he isn't motivated primarily by awards or industry status. His focus, she said, is advocating for the LGBTQ community.
Ariana DeBose brought a personal note
Ariana DeBose presented the award alongside Ilaria, adding a particularly warm memory to the tribute. She recalled meeting Cohen at a march for equality, where his optimism and energy stood out even in a politically charged setting.
Fashion Week Daily reported that the gala drew a broad mix of entertainment, fashion and media names. DeBose's remarks also underlined the wider reach of Cohen's activism, which she described as connected to the defence of everyone's freedoms, not only LGBTQ rights in isolation.
That intersectional message gave the presentation extra weight. Advocacy can sound abstract from a stage, but a story about meeting someone on a march makes it feel immediate, human and recognisable.
Why Milk became a “sacred mission”
Cohen's most revealing reflections came from the making of Milk, the acclaimed biopic about gay rights leader Harvey Milk. While scouting locations in San Francisco with director Gus Van Sant, writer Dustin Lance Black and producing partner Dan Jinks, he encountered three gay teenagers who didn't know who Milk was, despite standing in Harvey Milk Plaza.
GayCities reported on the gala's high-profile guest list and the evening's focus on Cohen's contribution to LGBTQ culture. That story from the Milk production offered the clearest explanation of his creative motivation: the film wasn't simply another historical drama, but a way to keep a vital figure and movement from fading from public memory.
It also says something lasting about popular culture. A film can entertain, but it can also become a first lesson in history for people who haven't yet found their way to the archives.
Cohen’s message to stand with trans people
Accepting the award, Cohen turned from the past to the political present. He urged the LGBTQ community to stand especially firmly with transgender people as elections draw closer, arguing that attacks on one part of the community ultimately threaten everyone.
The message was direct rather than polished for comfort. Cohen pointed guests towards GLAAD's voting resources and HandsOffOurVote.net, encouraging practical engagement alongside solidarity. JQJO's event coverage also highlighted the gala's role in supporting GLAAD's wider media and advocacy work.
For supporters wondering what allyship looks like beyond a social-media post, the advice is fairly simple: stay informed, vote, listen to trans voices and resist attempts to divide communities into more convenient targets.
Music and glamour kept the celebration moving
The gala wasn't all speeches and serious reflection. Anika Noni Rose performed Dolly Parton's Here You Come Again during a tribute to the LGBTQ ally, while Alex Newell delivered Independently Owned from Shucked.
BroadwayWorld's preview coverage pointed to the event's strong theatrical line-up, and the finished evening appears to have delivered on that promise. With guests including Frankie Grande, Margaret Cho, Peppermint and Jon Cryer, the fundraiser combined red-carpet sparkle with a firm political purpose.
That balance is part of the appeal of a GLAAD gala. There's glamour, certainly, but the night works best when the applause leads somewhere useful, supporting the organisation's efforts to improve LGBTQ representation across media.
Cohen's award made the point neatly: stories matter, but so does what people do after the credits roll.
A celebrated career can open the door, but solidarity keeps the work moving.
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