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Preface 

Anyone with a passing interest in the subject can probably name a 
dozen or more movies with gay and lesbian characters. The same is 
not true for bisexual characters in film. Experts may be hard pressed 
to cite more than two or three examples, even though many films 
with homosexuality as a central theme have bisexual protagonists. 

The invisibility of bisexual characters in film is compounded by 
the dearth of writing on the topic . While there are a number of books 
on homosexuality in the cinema, there has never been anything 
written-until now-about bisexual characters in film. The relatively 
small number of bisexual characters is certainly due to a variety of 
factors, which are discussed in this book. These include a total ban 
on same-sex relationships in U.S. films for decades, the lack of 
"out" bisexual film producers and directors, the absence of a cohe­
sive bisexual movement until the early 1 980s, and the popular myth 
that bisexual people do not actually exist. 

Just as famous bisexual people in history have been "claimed" 
by the lesbian and gay community (Sappho, Alexander the Great, 
Virginia Woolf, Simone de Beauvoir, Langston Hughes, etc .) ,  so 
have films with bisexual characters been categorized as lesbian or 
gay films. This is true even in cases where there are no strictly 
homosexual characters in the film. 

Another factor contributing to the invisibility of bisexual charac­
ters is the personal prejudices of those who write movie reviews. 
Many film critics automatically pan films with lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual characters . In other cases, they conveniently ignore them. 
When beginning my research, I purchased a copy of Halliwell s 
Film Guide-a venerable name in film criticism-which contains a 
wealth of information on thousands of films, as long as they are not 
about bisexual or homosexual characters. Notably absent from this 
book, which claims that "no other guide has the same breadth or 
scope,"  are such classics as Miidchen in Uniform, Women in Love, 

ix 



x BISEXUAL CHARACTERS IN FILM 

The Rainbow, Torch Song Trilogy, The Fourth Man, Entre Nous, and 
The Rocky Horror Picture Show. For gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
films that the Halliwell guide did review, there is rarely a kind word. 
He calls Personal Best "tedious," The Hunger "absurd, " The Bos­
tonians "sluggish," Deathtrap "badly fumbled," and so on. 

Another mainstream source which I consulted on occasion, The 
Time Out Film Guide, though more complete, is also viciously 
homophobic. A synopsis of the film Zee and Company contains the 
phrase "her pet faggot. " The text on Quere/le calls its director "a 
drug-crazed German faggot. " With this sort of commentary, i t  is not 
difficult to see why films with bisexual, lesbian, or gay characters 
often fare poorly at the box office. Built-in obstacles of this kind 
make obtaining the necessary financial backing to produce such a 
film much more difficult. 

Also contributing to this invisibility is the fact that many lesbian 
and gay film festivals tend to ignore films with bisexual characters . 
This may be because of the myth that bisexual people do not actu­
ally exist or because many gay and lesbian people who attend these 
festivals feel offended if the heterosexual sex they are forced to 
watch, ad nauseam, in the mainstream media shows up in a gay and 
lesbian film festival. Therefore, recognizably bisexual film charac­
ters are generally not mentioned in the festival program. The same 
seems to be true for most existing books on homosexuality in the 
cinema. The fact that characters being discussed are attracted to 
members of the other sex is not mentioned, ostensibly because that 
is not the subject of the book. 

The program for The Seventh Annual Boston International Gay 
and Lesbian Film and Video Festival (1991), for instance, does not 
mention any bisexual characters, although roughly one quarter of 
the films in the festival contained such roles. The synopsis of 
Straight to the Heart describes the bisexual protagonist as coming to 
" full acceptance of his homosexuality," when in fact there is no 
indication that he is no longer bisexual. The description for My 
Father ls Coming characterizes a bisexual woman as trying to 
deceive her father by living with a man in order to protect her 
lesbian relationship . In the plot, however, she does not yet have a 
female lover when this scene occurs. The bisexual role in a third 
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film, Sunday, Bloody Sunday, is central to the plot, but the festival 
guide does not mention it. 

This book does not deal with the subject of bisexual characters in 
pornographic movies, with the exception of a small number of soft­
core films that received general theatrical release . There are a num­
ber of reasons I have chosen this course of action; for one thing, it i s  
difficult to keep up with al l  the X-rated films with bisexual charac­
ters being produced these days. The enumeration of such films 
would overwhelm this book and make the project unmanageable. 
There would be questions of whether to include 8mm films and 
peep show film loops as well. All that aside, this author has had to 
sit through an unconscionable number of bad films with marginal 
plots already. Ifhe hadn't stopped, he would surely have gone blind! 

Finally, a few notes about language . In an attempt to make this 
book accessible to all  people interested in the topic, the use of 
gratuitously academic language has been avoided. English, while 
rich in words and concepts, is still relatively lacking in terms to 
describe genders, relationships, and sexual orientations outside the 
male/female, monogamous, heterosexual convention. In this book, 
the term "opposite sex" refers to male as opposite of female and 
vice versa. This is not meant to negate the existence of transsexuals, 
transvestites, intersexed people, and people with other chromosomal 
combinations as additional sexes or genders . Since male and female 
are not really opposite, you may consider "opposite sex" to be 
merely a colloquialism. The word " straight" is used merely as a 
synonym for heterosexual and does not imply that heterosexuality is  
any more or less normal or desirable than any other sexual orienta­
tion. 
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Chapter 1 

Who Is Bisexual? 

Of course, people do go both ways. 

-The Scarecrow in the movie, 
The Wizard of Oz 

Questioning characters in film about whether they are bisexual or 
not is as productive as asking historical figures the same question; 
neither is available for comment. Were they available, there is no 
guarantee they would give a straight answer. Or perhaps the answer 
would be more " straight" than truthful. All we have to go on is the 
historical evidence; in this case, the film itself and anything the 
director, actor, or script writer may have said. Given that, we are 
often unable to make a determination beyond a reasonable doubt. 

Opinions about bisexuality represent wide and varied beliefs .  
Using the broadest interpretation of the term-people who have had 
at least some sexual attraction to both males and females-nearly half 
of all American males (46 percent) would be considered bisexual 
according to Kinsey Institute statistics published in 1 948.  People 
rated as one through five on the Kinsey scale might be considered 
bisexual, whereas those who rated zero are exclusively heterosexual 
and six are exclusively homosexual . 

Some people will use the narrowest interpretation to insist that 
there are no bisexual people: "bisexuals" are merely people in the 
process of coming out as homosexual . In his book, Homosexuality: 
Disease or Way of Life?, Edmund Berger voices this point of view. 
He states, "Bisexuality-a state that has no existence beyond the 
word itself-is an out-and-out fraud, involuntarily maintained by 
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2 BISEXUAL CHARACTERS IN FILM 

some naive homosexuals, and voluntarily perpetrated by some who 
are not so naive. " 

Scientific evidence disputes Berger 's claim, however, and sug­
gests the opposite may be true. In 1 985,  Dr. Fritz Klein published 
research based on his Klein Sexual Orientation Grid. Rather than a 
single Kinsey digit, subjects using the Grid are asked to place them­
selves on each of twenty-one seven-digit scales .  The scales indicate 
each subject's past, present, and ideal rating for sexual attraction, 
sexual behavior, sexual fantasies, emotional preference, social pref­
erence, self identification, and lifestyle .  This results in a multidi­
mensional grid of behavior over time. Klein's research demon­
strated that there is "a significant trend in the direction of the 
bisexual norm with the heterosexuals moving toward a more homo­
sexual orientation over their lifetimes, and homosexuals moving 
away from a homosexual orientation. " 

Even among bisexuals, there is no consensus about who "quali­
fies" as bisexual. There is general agreement among researchers 
that the majority of bisexuals do not have an equal attraction to 
females and males .  However, those bisexuals who do feel an equal 
attraction often feel that they are attracted to men and women in 
different ways. Heated debates rage over why people have a particu­
lar sexual orientation and why it may change over time. A quick 
reading of a few essays from the landmark anthology, Bi Any Other 
Name will illustrate a diversity of feelings, experiences, and life­
styles among bisexuals .  

The general belief among bisexuals is that anyone who has an 
attraction to males and females can be considered bisexual, whether 
or not they are currently engaged in relationships with both. Many 
bisexuals are engaged in monogamous relationships while others 
are celibate . Therefore, it requires more than just physical evidence 
of sexual relations during any period of life to determine whether or 
not an individual is truly bisexual. Research by Dr. Ron Fox shows 
that many people who have physical attractions or even regular 
sexual encounters with both females and males still identify them­
selves as gay, lesbian, or straight. In some cases, this is because the 
subject has had no particular emotional attractions to partners of one 
sex. For others, the reason is pressure from their social support 
network to retain a particular identification. 
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SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 
OF REAL AND CELLULOID BISEXUALS 

3 

If one were to view film characters as real rather than fictional, it 
would be obvious that there exists a larger population of bisexuals 
than is evidenced in the films. Because a film is just a small slice of 
a fictional character's life, we are usually given little information 
about their history. For example, were Ester and Anna lovers in 
Ingmar Bergman's The Silence ( 1 963) before we join the action? 
Bergman teases us with this possibility, but in the end is silent about 
the answer. Similarly, there is no telling what will become of any 
given character after the film's end, unless they die on screen. As it 
happens, death is the fate of an inordinate number of bisexual, 
lesbian, and gay film characters . The Celluloid Closet by Vito Russo 
lists an interesting "Necrology" with dozens of gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual characters who were killed off in Hollywood films . 

Some film characters may be attracted to both males and females ,  
but do not let us know during the time frame of the film. Perhaps 
they are not yet aware themselves. Given the number of characters 
who discover their bisexuality during the course of a film, is it 
reasonable to assume that others might discover it in some as-yet­
unmade sequel? If Stallone had made as many sequels to Tango and 
Cash as he did to Rocky, we might have quite a different picture of 
the " Italian Stallion. " Just as monogamous bisexuals are less 
obvious in real life, a bisexual film character in a monogamous 
relationship is overlooked unless overt reference is made to the fact. 
There have not yet been any narrative film characters wearing the 
overlapping blue and pink triangles-the symbol of the bisexual 
movement. 

A film must be read in the context of the period and country in 
which it was made. Modem Hollywood films, such as Henry and 
June ( 1 990), can be quite explicit about bisexuality. However, films 
made during the days of the Motion Picture Production Code, such 
as Gilda ( 1 946), were strictly regulated.  Therefore, references had 
to be much more subtle. German films, such as Miidchen in Uni­
form, were acceptable in 1 93 1  Germany (though censored in the 
United States). Such a film could cost the director and actors their 
lives less than five years later under Nazi rule . 
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Just as gay, lesbian, and bisexual people are forced underground 
when their government starts burning books and people, so are their 
celluloid counterparts . The characters exist during such times, but 
they are much more difficult to detect. They must be clever and 
subtle to avoid the police (read: censors), but if you know the "code 
words" you can still find them. 

In the 1 990 documentary, Dry Kisses Only (directed by Jane 
Cottis and Kaucylia Brooke), a number of films are cited in which, 
despite being produced in the days of the Motion Picture Production 
Code (The Code), lesbian and/or bisexual characters can be spotted 
by "reading between the lines. " None of these roles were allowed to 
be explicitly developed or even strongly suggested, however. Under 
The Code, homosexuality could be portrayed only as negative ste­
reotypes, warped personalities, or silly comic characters used to 
underscore the macho qualities of the leading (always white) male. 
Two women could never kiss each other more passionately than a 
quick peck, and men had better save their lips for the opposite sex. 

There are a number of recurring character types in film that are 
difficult to categorize as bisexual or not bisexual . The reason they 
defy classification is that we do not fully understand their motiva­
tions or inclinations . Because the film is merely a slice of a charac­
ter 's life, it generally reveals only a portion of the character's per­
sonality. Even if the character is well-developed in the script, we 
may not know, with certainty, whether or not he or she is truly 
bisexual because the character may not be sure either. 

One example of such an ambiguous character is the married 
bisexual . Old stereotypes would have us believe that all such people 
are actually closeted homosexuals who marry to avoid detection. If 
not closeted, they must be confused, and will eventually realize that 
they are indeed homosexual. There are certainly some married 
people who fall into one or the other of these categories. However, 
to state that this is true for all married people who are attracted to 
members of the same sex is simply to deny that bisexuality could 
possibly exist as a legitimate sexual orientation. This stereotype 
denies the idea that a person could choose to acknowledge his or her 
bisexuality over the long term and still have a successful marriage. 
In fact, married couples with one or both partners being bisexual 
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exist in significant numbers . Many of these are quite successful 
long-term relationships .  

This attitude toward married bisexuals is deeply ingrained in the 
movie industry, both in the United States and abroad. One is hard­
pressed to find a single instance on film of a bisexual woman who is 
happily married. The implication, rather, is that women tum to other 
women for love because their husbands abuse them. Conversely, the 
stereotypical married bisexual male in film is treated as a closeted 
homosexual who married simply for the sake of appearance .  Such 
films do not allow the possibility that bisexual men marry because 
they are attracted to women. We will return to these stereotypes later 
in the book. 

Another negative type of bisexual character is the one who sleeps 
with people of the same sex in order to gain something from them. In 
most cases, we do not know whether that character would be attracted 
to someone of their own sex under normal circumstances. In The 
Conformist ( 1 97 1 ), does Anna seduce Julia only to save her husband's 
life? Probably. Would she-does she-sleep with other women? Perhaps. 
We cannot know for sure. 

In the Japanese film Afternoon Breezes, would Natsuko have 
slept with a man had it not given her a better chance at becoming 
lovers with her roommate? Based on the evidence, probably not. On 
the other hand, if we had known her better, maybe we would find 
that this is not so incongruous for her after all. It was certainly her 
first time with a man, but that is not unusual for a young working 
woman in Japan in the late 1 970s. What is unusual is her open 
attraction to another woman during that period. 

Is Elizabeth Taylor 's  character inX, Y, and Zee (1 972) bisexual or 
did she sleep with Susannah York only to save her marriage? We are 
left to decide for ourselves. In Doiia Herlinda and Her Son ( 1 986), 
would the son ever sleep with women if his mother were not push­
ing him and threatening to withhold her love? The implication of the 
film is that he would not, but who knows? 

Michael York's  Karl, in Something for Everyone, seems to be 
using his bisexuality to make his way to the top and fulfill his dream 
of living in a real castle. Is he having sex with both men and women 
only to achieve his goals . . .  or would he choose to do so in any 
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event? If he is not bisexual, to which sex is he attracted? Consider­
ing the evidence, it is impossible to tell. 

A third type of ambiguous film character is the hustler. Would 
one consider a man bisexual who sleeps with men professionally, 
but prefers women in his personal life? Maybe, but probably not. In 
most of these cases, however, we do not have all the information 
necessary to make an informed judgment. Examples of otherwise­
straight hustlers appear in Mala Noche ( 1 985) as young Roberto and 
Midnight Cowboy ( 1 969), with Jon Voight as the homophobic Joe 
Buck. In Paul Morrissey's Flesh and its sequel Trash ( 1970), Joe 
Dallesandro plays a hustler who seems to enjoy both men and 
women. 

There are numerous instances of characters who tum to members 
of their own sex due to long incarceration and the opportunity to be 
sexual with someone who may care about them and their situation. 
The first such film was probably the German Geschlecht in Fesseln 
(Sex in Bondage), made in 1 928.  In it, the male lover of a gay 
convict shakes down Dieterle, a married fellow prisoner, over an 
affair the two had in prison. In Kiss of the Spider Woman ( 1 985), 
Valentin, the revolutionary who has a female. lover waiting for his 
release, eventually turns his attentions to his cellmate Molina, a 
flamboyant queen. Men are as affectionate as they can manage 
under difficult circumstances in Jean Genet's French masterpiece, 
Un Chant D 'Amour ( 1 947) . Tender images of hands reaching 
through cell windows, flowers being passed, and cigarette smoke 
shared through a straw fuel the homoerotic feel of this film, set in an 
otherwise brutal environment. 

The boarding school is another form of enforced single-sex liv­
ing. The most famous of all early lesbian films is Miidchen in 
Uniform ( 1 93 1  ) . In this film, several of the girls are lovingly 
involved with each other, and one girl with her teacher. Early in the 
film, however, the school girls are seen gazing longingly at pictures 
of men. Jacqueline Audrey's Olivia ( 1 95 1 ) depicts passion between 
students in a French girls ' school . Therese and Isabelle ( 1 968) is yet 
another girls' school film in which at least one of the young lovers 
has an interest in men, as well. Many European countries have 
produced one or more of these films. You Are Not Alone ( 1982) is 
Denmark's contribution. In it, a bisexual boy named Bo teaches the 


