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prEfacE

The Encyclopedia of Gay and Lesbian Popular Culture provides both biographical and 
thematic entries that map out the presence of queer subjects within American popu-
lar culture in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The almost one hundred 
entries collected in this volume tell a double story. on the one hand, they attest to 
the pervasive presence of gays and lesbians in the worlds of film, television, theater, 
entertainment, popular literature, music, and sport. on the other hand, they also 
show the constant attempts to marginalize homosexual characters and themes within 
popular culture and to silence the same-sex desire and identities of many actors, 
writers, directors, singers, and athletes. This book aims to fight these attempts and 
to recover the queer legacy within popular culture. It documents the achievements 
of all those personalities who, with their examples, have started to smash the closet 
which seeks to render homosexuality invisible. while an increasing number of ac-
tors, artists, and singers do not conceal their sexual orientation any longer, popular 
culture and its institutions have not always been a welcoming place for queers. The 
biographical stories of rock Hudson, raymond Burr, and Cary Grant; the belated 
coming-outs of dick sargent and richard Chamberlain; and Freddie Mercury’s re-
luctance to discuss his sexual orientation, to quote but a few examples, attest to the 
pervasive force of what controversial journalist Michelangelo signorile (1993, xviii) 
has called the “brilliantly orchestrated, massive conspiracy to keep all homosexuals 
locked in the closet.” A view of the closet as simply repressing artistry would be 
reductive as the closet can also function as a source of inspiration. For example, 
directors such as George Cukor inscribed a coded gay sensibility in films like Sylvia 
Scarlett (1935), The Women (1939), and Rich and Famous (1983). such works ap-
pealed to queers and, at the same time, reached a large audience who was unaware 
of their gay subtexts. Yet, it is undeniable that the power of the closet to destroy 
personal lives is well-documented. Popular culture figures that have stepped outside 
the closet have contributed to give homosexuality more visibility, which was denied 
for the best part of the twentieth century and that some institutions would like to 
continue to deny. Many entries in the book tell of the battle fought by gays and 
lesbians in popular culture to achieve such visibility against the power of the media 
and Hollywood industry. As signorile points out, the media work to foster a sense 

�x



x	 ★	 prEfacE

of isolation and loneliness in homosexuals, creating the impression that very few 
public figures are gay and that homosexuality is a grotesque and largely unspeakable 
matter. For decades, the big popular culture center of Hollywood routinely rep-
resented celluloid homosexuals as unhappy and deviant individuals or made them 
completely invisible. It also forced many film-makers and actors to remain in the 
closet in return for a successful career.

In the last decades of the twentieth century, however, queer visibility within popu-
lar culture began to increase. As Alexander doty and Ben Gove (1997) have pointed 
out, addressing the topic of lesbian, gay, and queer representation and presence in 
popular culture now implies challenging the identification of so-called mass and 
popular phenomena as only created and consumed by heterosexuals. They argue 
that since the 1970s, lesbians, gays, and queers have become active subjects in popu-
lar culture addressing increasingly larger audiences. Mass culture does not neces-
sarily reinforce dominant ideology as it can also more or less explicitly challenge 
it. Many entries in the pages that follow document the ambiguous status of mass 
cultural products. Popular culture artifacts are inextricably linked to the social and 
political milieu in which they are produced, thus reflecting social stereotypes about 
lesbians, gays, and queers. Yet, some of them also work to subvert such stereotypes 
and provide a more affirmative vision of homosexuality. while popular culture 
is obviously informed by the predominant worldviews of the different historical 
periods, its authors possess the agency to challenge the social trends of their times. 
This ambiguity runs throughout the topics of the whole book. works such as Cruis-
ing (1980), Basic Instinct (1992), and even Philadelphia (1993), to quote only film 
examples, have been praised as cinematographic milestones in the representation 
of queerness, or charged with concealing gay sexuality and same-sex desire, or re-
viled as demonizing. Mainstream popular culture has been conservatively described 
as reflecting the will of the majority and thus avoiding positive representations of 
what fails to support dominant ideology. Alternative media cultures, on the con-
trary, have been progressively defined as allowing for less censored representations, 
though reaching a more limited audience. Yet, since the mid-1990s, the boundaries 
between these two entities have become increasingly blurred as national networks 
were made more hospitable to programs produced by and for queers, including 
TV series such as Will and Grace, Queer as Folk, The L Word, and reality shows like 
Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. Films such as Brokeback Mountain (2005) and musicals 
such as Rent (1996) went on to become top-grossing hits. Contrary to the positive 
developments in the world of entertainment and showbiz, the world of sport has 
remained largely steeped in homophobia. The few athletes that have come out, in-
cluding tennis legend Martina navratilova and olympic champions Greg Louganis 
and Mark Tewksbury, set important examples that, hopefully, will be of encourage-
ment to many more.

Queer visibility within popular culture and within society as a whole increased 
dramatically also due to the spread of AIds and the ensuing backlash against homo-
sexuals. The media’s representations of the virus and the description of the illness 
as a so-called gay plague prompted the need to speak openly about homosexual-
ity. since homosexual lifestyles were thrown into the limelight, it became increas-
ingly important for gay people to offer their own representations of themselves 
to the larger society to counter the damning views of the media. while the media 
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presented an image of homosexuals as marginal subjects whose deviant behavior 
generated the plague, many queers stressed the pride and solidarity surrounding 
their sexual orientation. The activism produced by the AIds crisis battled to offer 
its own images of gayness to bring into straight homes. ACT-UP slogans, the AIds 
Quilt, the Benetton advert with a Christ-like activist david Kirby bedridden with 
the illness, and the dramatization of gay life in the top-grossing film Philadelphia all 
became widely disseminated images in American culture. These images forcefully 
pointed out that American society was not simply multiracial and composed of dif-
ferent social classes, but also made up of different genders and sexualities. The de-
bates surrounding popular culture representations of gayness became increasingly 
politicized. The need to reclaim gay and lesbian authors, texts, and subtexts from 
the past also became more urgent. The recovery of gay and lesbian personalities in 
popular culture and of homoeroticism in pop creations was instrumental in oppos-
ing a view of culture and society as solely heterosexual. Gay and lesbian celebrated 
queers as producers of culture, thus countering media representations of gays as 
producers of the plague.

By its very nature, a single-volume encyclopedia on such a vast topic must make 
a selection of those topics and people to include and of those to sadly leave out. 
such selection tries to encompass the variety and diversity of strategies deployed 
by gays and lesbians in their resistance to stereotyping. sharing doty and Gove’s 
identification of the 1970s as the decade in which queers started to become more 
active in popular culture, the book focuses mainly on well-known north American 
and British individuals whose contributions have helped to redefine and shape con-
temporary modes of queer representation. It also addresses the themes and debates 
that queer popular works have produced. Considerable attention is also paid to per-
sonalities, cultural movements, and issues dating back to the 1960s as the decade’s 
championing of countercultural values paved the way for the more inclusive popu-
lar forms of the subsequent years. some entries, such as djuna Barnes and Gertrude 
stein, are devoted to foundational figures in lesbian and gay popular culture who 
were mainly active before world war II. explicitly out gay personalities and 
popular characters are not the only ones included in the following pages. Queer fig-
ures such as Paul reubens’s Pee-wee Herman have been analyzed too as they can 
be read as gay by many viewers. In addition, icons such as Judy Garland, Barbara 
stanwyck, and Barbra streisand also deserve close scrutiny for their enduring ap-
peal and influence on queer audiences. entries are arranged alphabetically and are 
followed by a further reading section. This generally points the reader to secondary 
rather than primary material. These sources mainly include critical studies about a 
given topic, biographies of individuals, and books placing a particular personality 
and popular culture artifacts such as films, novels, plays, or songs within gay and 
lesbian popular culture and the larger American culture. of course, it is hoped that 
this encyclopedia as a whole will deserve the reader’s attention. Yet, the book does 
not need to be read from cover to cover and browsers who wish to find information 
on a particular topic or personality will be able to consult the encyclopedia smoothly 
thanks to the alphabetical order. In addition, the frequent cross-references will help 
them to find related topics or figures. The first time that the subject of another 
entry is mentioned, it is given in bold, indicating that more information on those 
particular topics or people can be found in their own entries.



The volume strives to avoid the elitism and the complex critical jargon that 
sometimes characterize critical studies. By keeping the entries as reader-friendly as 
possible, the book aims to reach not only scholars and students in the field of gay, 
lesbian, and queer studies, but also general readers who may be curious to know 
more about queer aspects of popular culture. Throughout the book, I employ the 
terms gay, lesbian, and queer in their most inclusive meanings. Although the terms 
gay and lesbian have become somewhat unfashionable in academic circles, I still 
believe, following sally r. Munt (1997, xi) that they “have historically appealed 
across class and racial differences” and that they stand for an inclusive agenda. Al-
though the terms gay and lesbian to some critics have come to represent outmoded 
and essentialist identity politics, simon watney (1997, 380) has rightly pointed out 
that sexual identities are not simply restrictive, but “may also provide refuge and 
stability, whilst providing us with our most intimate sense of psychic and social 
belonging in the world.” Queer subjects active in popular culture can foster this 
sense of social belonging and an increased awareness of one’s gayness beyond the 
stereotypes common in our society. Popular culture can provide encouragement 
and reassurance to overcome the isolation and loneliness that many gays may feel 
at the realization of their difference. several stories in the volume document this 
power of popular culture, from John waters’s definition of Tennessee williams as 
a virtual “childhood friend” to the enthusiastic reception of lesbians for the strong 
and independent female roles played by Barbara stanwyck. The discovery of a vast 
and varied gay and lesbian tradition in popular culture provides homosexuals with a 
large body of works that speak directly to their own experiences. From the different 
entries collected in this volume, however, what emerges is not a single sensibility, 
but various manifestations of gayness that resist generalizations. The Encyclopedia 
of Gay and Lesbian Popular Culture tries to represent the many popular traditions 
that have co-existed throughout the twentieth century and at the beginning of the 
twenty-first, encouraging the social transition of homosexuality from a social prob-
lem to an identity at once personal and collective.
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AdvocAte, the

since the late 1960s, the Advocate has grown from an underground newsletter into 
the largest gay and lesbian magazine in the world. It has recorded the developments 
of the queer community in the United states and worldwide, thus giving visibility 
to gay and lesbian identity. The magazine has both contributed to the dissemination 
of positive images for the creation of an affirmative homosexual consciousness and 
to the presentation of this new emerging community to the heterosexual majority. 
over the years, the Advocate strengthened the confidence and pride of its readers, 
showing that they were not alone in their fight for recognition. It stimulated social 
change in the larger society and debate within the gay community. It also served as 
a springboard for the careers of many gay and lesbian writers such as randy shilts 
and Pat Califia.

The first issue of the bi-monthly Los Angeles Advocate, as it was first called, was 
dated september 1967. The magazine had its origin in the newsletter of the homo-
phile organization Personal rights in defense and education (PrIde). PrIde 
members dick Michaels, Bill rand, and sam winston collaborated on the initial 
project, which was catalyzed by several police raids and arrests in Los Angeles gay 
bars in 1967. These events, together with the radical politics and sexual revolution 
of the 1960s, persuaded Michaels, rand, and winston that the assimilationist poli-
cies pursued by homophiles had failed to address the discriminations homosexuals 
had to bear for a long time. The Advocate would adopt a new style in dealing with 
what was happening in and impacting on the world of gays and lesbians. The first 
issue, assembled in the basement of ABC’s Television Los Angeles headquarters 
where rand worked, consisted of 12 pages and was sold for 25 cents in gay bars and 
shops in the Los Angeles area. The first run was of only 500 copies, but the publica-
tion grew steadily from the very first months.

The following year, Michaels, rand, and winston purchased the publishing 
rights for the Advocate for one dollar from PrIde as the organization was falling 
apart, torn by internal disagreements. By its first year, the magazine had grown 
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to 32 pages and, with its 5,500 copies, it circulated throughout southern Califor-
nia. soon the founding trio set the ambitious goal of making the Advocate the first 
nationally distributed publication of the gay liberation era. within two years the 
magazine had captured enough readers to become a monthly. In April 1970, the 
title was shortened from the Los Angeles Advocate to the Advocate, to reflect its ex-
panding national focus.

It was under the leadership of gay businessman david B. Goodstein, however 
controversial and, at times, openly contested, that the Advocate achieved the sta-
tus of national newsmagazine. Goodstein purchased the Advocate in 1975 and 
controlled it until his death 10 years later. Goodstein’s wealth allowed unprec-
edented financial investments which supported the development of the maga-
zine. reporters and editors were suspicious of the many changes introduced by 
Goodstein such as moving the magazine’s headquarters from Los Angeles to san 
Francisco and restyling the publication in a more commercial tabloid format. 
The Advocate was accused of having lost its political edge in favor of wider ap-
peal. However, the Advocate soon emerged as a veritable point of reference for the 
gay community, cited also by many mainstream publications. when Goodstein 
died of cancer in 1985, the Advocate had a circulation of 65,000 copies per issue 
and had been once again reinvented as a glossy news magazine. during the next 
10 years, the difficult period of the AIds onslaught, the magazine changed nu-
merous editors, including niles Merton, Lenny Giteck, stuart Kellogg, richard 
rouilard, and Jeff Yarborough. In 1992, sam watters became the new publisher 
and the magazine was changed to the more mainstream glossy format, separat-
ing the sexually explicit personals and classifieds (the so-called pink pages) into a 
different publication.

Throughout its history, the Advocate has not been immune to criticism. It has 
been argued that its focus has predominately been on urban gay white males, leav-
ing out stories on lesbians, African Americans, and homosexual belonging to other 
ethnic groups. The word lesbian was added to the cover only in 1990. Many, includ-
ing former Advocate journalist randy shilts, considered that the Advocate’s response 
to the AIds crisis during the 1980s was dramatically late, treating the subject at 
some length only after it had been widely discussed in the mainstream press. How-
ever, as shilts himself concludes in his foreword to Long Road to Freedom, a col-
lection of the most significant articles from the Advocate, this criticism does not 
diminish the importance of the magazine in the history of the American lesbian and 
gay movement. The magazine has had a central role in defining the American gay 
and lesbian community and setting its agenda.
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Martin’s Press, 1994.
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AIDS

when the HIV virus made its first appearance in the late 1970s, it was consid-
ered only a western phenomenon and limited to definite risk categories. The rapid 
spread of HIV through all social strata and all sexual orientations has proved that 
the initial risk categories and the identification of the virus with gay men made little 
sense. Although the virus spread rapidly through developing countries right from 
its discovery, no links were made between the western victims of AIds and those 
who died from it in Africa. AIds had a massive impact on gay life and, consequently, 
on queer popular culture and on how it is produced and interpreted. Homosexual 
artists have struggled in their various fields to assert their own representation of the 
virus and narrate their experiences of living with HIV either as patients or as part-
ners and friends of people with AIds. Gay men, in their double roles of authors and 
subjects, have been at the center of written, oral, or film representations of the 
virus. Their voices often tried to break the silence which surrounded the epidemic. 
They struggled to subvert the popular imagery and vocabulary which indissolubly 
linked sexual difference with danger and disease, pointing to gays as threats to na-
tional health. novels, plays, songs, films, and public displays and demonstrations 
produced by queer subjects have sought to dispel the triple equation of homosexu-
ality, illness, and death.

In the late 1970s, the then-unidentified virus made its appearance. It was quickly 
labeled as a disease of the gay community when a group of gay men from san 
Francisco and Los Angeles showed constant signs of rare opportunistic infections. 
The very name initially given to the virus, GrId (Gay related Immunodeficiency), 
points to the first definition of the virus as a new so-called gay plague. From 1982, 
however, the presence of the virus in women and children even in western countries 
could no longer be ignored. so, the name of the disease was changed into AIds 
(acquired immunodeficiency syndrome). The following year the virus which caused 
the disease was isolated. Yet, until the late 1980s, AIds largely remained a disease 
of intravenous drug users and homosexuals.

AIds is caused by the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). The virus can 
show no symptoms of its presence in the body for a phase as long as 10–15 years 
and damages the immune system by destroying the helper T-cells. The absence of 
these cells and the consequent lack of activation of the immune system cause the 
body to become prey to multiple infections. As the immune system deteriorates, 
these infections become increasingly serious and can cause pneumonia, pulmonary 
tuberculosis, musculoskeletal pain and neuropathy. HIV is transmitted between in-
dividuals through seminal or vaginal fluids, contact with infected blood (including 
blood transfusions) and between mother and child during pregnancy, childbirth, 
and breastfeeding. People usually become infected after a few weeks from the pri-
mary contact with the virus. Yet, the infection is difficult to diagnose in its early 
stage as its symptoms are very similar to other common illnesses. The progression 
of the disease varies greatly between individuals. The most effective prevention 
against AIds is condom use. Yet, while the adoption of condoms and of screen-
ings in blood transfusion have proved effective in europe and north America, in 
other regions of the world these have proved more controversial. Conservatives and 
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church members oppose the use of condoms and argue that the best way to prevent 
AIds is through abstinence from sexual intercourse and faithfulness to the partner. 
In turn, progressives criticize abstinence promotion for denying young people, es-
pecially in poorer countries, information about HIV prevention.

Figures about AIds make it impossible to deny its global reach. After more 
than 20 years of AIds, there is still no vaccine for the disease or a cure for those 
who have been infected. Yet, the so-called cocktails of drugs, which combine at 
least three medicines based on two different classes of anti-retroviral agents, have 
proved to be extremely effective in inhibiting the development of AIds. during 
the 1990s, the life spans and the living conditions of people living with HIV have 
considerably improved in spite of the many side effects of the cocktails. The com-
binations of different drugs and anti-retroviral agents, however, are extremely 
costly and this has reduced the access to the treatment for patients in developing 
countries.

Artistic representations of AIds are unmistakably political. American artists 
challenged the lack of governmental action in the early years of the epidemic with 
popular forms of resistance by producing works that made the virus visible. In 1988, 
the gay activist group ACT UP (Aids Coalition to Unleash Power) encouraged 
the formation of Grand Fury, the first artists’ collective which was to serve as the 
organization’s agit-prop branch. As such, their artworks were not so much intended 
for galleries as for the streets. Their graphics, which combined words and imag-
ery to a gripping effect, confronted the general public with images of the disease 
and provided AIds activism with compelling slogans. The year before the formal 
foundation of Grand Fury a group of six gay men who were members of ACT UP 
invented the famous phrase silence = death written under a pink triangle (the symbol 
which branded homosexuals in nazi concentration camps). This graphic was soon 
reproduced on T-shirts, posters, and buttons for fund-raising events and demon-
strations. Grand Fury was fundamental in the early stages of the disease to subvert 
the most common stereotypes about AIds, particularly the notion that there were 
two categories of patients: the guilty gays and drug-users and the innocent children 
and hemophiliacs. “All people with AIds are innocent,” proclaimed one of the 
collective’s most famous campaign. Parallel to their attack on the received con-
ceptualization of the epidemic, these artists also defied the silence of the reagan 
Administration. A 1988 poster by donald Moffett showed a picture of the President 
next to a target with the caption “He kills me.” In 1990, the collective reached the 
zenith of its polemical campaign when it exhibited its “Pope Piece” at the Venice 
Biennale, one of the most prestigious art exhibitions in the world. The artwork jux-
taposed a picture of the Pope and a text on the Catholic Church’s position on AIds 
and safe sex with an image of an erect penis. It obviously caused a heated debate and 
threats of censure and arrest for the collective.

A year after the Biennale hullabaloo, another powerful AIds symbol appeared 
during the television broadcast of the Tony Awards: the red ribbon, signifying 
commitment to people with AIds and to the raising of general awareness of the 
disease. The red ribbon was originally created by the Visual AIds Artists’ Caucus 
and, since its adoption by AIds activists, many other movements have displayed 
their own ribbons to raise awareness about their causes. with the years, the red 
ribbon has become a widespread popular icon of the struggle against the virus 
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and the prejudices that surround it. The nAMes Project AIds Memorial Quilt, 
a more ambitious visual project, was started in 1985 by san Francisco activist Cleve 
Jones. The Quilt is an ever-growing memorial formed by more than 40,000 panels, 
honoring the lives of people who died of AIds. The initial display took place on 
october 11, 1987, on the national Mall in washington, dC, during the national 
March on washington for Lesbian and Gay rights. At the time, it included 1,920 
panels, covering a space larger than a football field. This inaugural display was 
so successful that the Quilt embarked on a national tour and enriched itself with 
thousands of new panels. The project quickly became the largest work of art in the 
world and was the subject of the Academy-Award winning documentary Common 
Threads: Stories from the Quilt (1989).

Because of its universal reach, music has been used as a powerful tool to raise 
funds for research on the illness. one of the earliest example was the cover of the 
Bacharach and sager’s song “That’s what Friends Are For,” which, in 1985, was 
performed by dionne warwick, stevie wonder, Gladys Knight, and Elton John 
as a charity single for the American Foundation for AIds research. Major popular 
artists from Madonna and Patti smith to Prince and Janet Jackson have confronted 
the public with the issue of the virus with their songs. These usually take the point 
of view of those who survive partners or friends lost to AIds. openly out gay sing-
ers and groups such as Jimmy sommerville and the Pet Shop Boys have devoted 
many pieces to AIds. These performers have focused their songs not only on the 
surviving individuals, but have also sought to capture the climate of the gay com-
munity and the changes in its lifestyles in response to the epidemic. For example, in 
“dreaming of the Queen” from the album Very (1993), the Pet shop Boys imagine 
a tea party with the Queen and Lady di. when the Queen asks why love does not 
seem to last these days, the voices of diana and Pet shop Boy singer neil Tennant 
reply in unison: “There are no more lovers left alive, no one has survived. . . . so 
that’s why love has died.” The song effectively plays the surreal background in 
which the conversation takes place against the very real effects of the epidemic on 
gay men’s lives. The same album also contains a cover of The Village People’s 
“Go west,” which reverses the original vision of utopia into a reflection on how 
that utopia has been changed by AIds. Musicals such as william Finn’s Falsettoland 
(1990), John Greyson’s Zero Patience (1994), and Jonathan Larson’s Rent (1996) all 
feature plots and characters struggling with the disease. Rent, which went on to win 
the Pulitzer Prize for drama and four Tony Awards, is particularly innovative in 
its update of Puccini’s opera La Bohème to the late 1990s, substituting tuberculosis 
with AIds.

Films and TV movies such as Longtime Companion (1990), Philadelphia (1993), 
An Early Frost (1985), Our Sons (1991), And the Band Played On (1993), and Angels in 
America (2003) have reached millions of people worldwide with their stories of the 
epidemic. These films also led to a less stereotypical representation of gay people 
on celluloid, although many of them were still timid in showing affection between 
same-sex partners. For example, scenes which showed the male lovers played by 
Tom Hanks and Antonio Banderas in bed together were cut from the final version 
of Philadelphia. From its very title, Longtime Companion denounced the hypocrisy 
of mainstream media whose definition of surviving same-sex partners as so-called 
longtime companions failed to explicitly acknowledge homosexuality. Yet, the film 

 aids ★ �



was accused of focusing exclusively on white gay males, leaving people of color out 
of the picture. An Early Frost and Our Sons were praised for their solid scripts and 
acting. Yet, as Paula A. Treichler has pointed out, they fail to represent the activism 
sparked by the AIds crisis within the gay community (1993, 188). even more so 
than Philadelphia, they also neglect same-sex relationships preferring to focus on the 
larger (heterosexual) family network. Our Sons, in particular, seems more interested 
in the relationship developing between the mothers of the two gay lovers than in 
that of the two lovers themselves.

novels, memoirs, testimonies, poems, and essays about AIds and living with 
the virus soon became central to gay and lesbian literature. Joseph Cady (1993) has 
divided the literary response to the epidemic into two types of writing. “Immersive” 
writing takes issue directly with the denial which surrounds the virus, plunging 
readers face to face with the tragedy of AIds and requiring them to deal with the 
horrors of the plague without any relief or buffer provided by the writer. “Counter-
immersive” literature, on the other hand, still recognizes the devastation caused by 
the disease, but protects its readers from too harsh a confrontation with the mat-
ter through a variety of distancing techniques. Counterimmersive literature about 
AIds eventually proves to be “deferential” to the problem of denial, focusing, as 
it does, on characters or speakers who are going through various degrees of denial 
about AIds themselves. Cady cites Love Alone (1988), Paul Monette’s collection of 
elegies for his dead lover of 12 years, roger Horwitz, as an example of immersive 
writing. Andrew Holleran’s 1986 short story “Friends at evening” provides a para-
digm of counterimmersive narrative strategies such as camp or humor. several gay 
critics have argued that the protection of the reader in these counterimmersive texts 
can go too far and risks cooperating with the larger social denial that still surrounds 
AIds.

whether immersive or counterimmersive, AIds literature has adopted war as 
a central metaphor. Although susan sontag has charged mainstream media with 
the creation of what she considers as a pernicious imagery, Michael s. sherry has 
pointed out that the metaphor of the armed conflict, using, in particular, world 
war II and the Holocaust, has also been widely adopted by gay writers from the 
very titles of their books such as Reports from the Holocaust (1989) by Larry Kramer 
and Ground Zero (1988) by Andrew Holleran. Most AIds writing is testimonial 
and elegiac in nature, reconstructing the lives of those lost to the disease and trying 
to recreate their presence through literature. AIds has also entered more popular 
genres such as science fiction and fantasy. In 1985, samuel delaney published the 
third part of his Nevèrÿon saga, “The Tale of Plagues and Carnival,” which chroni-
cles the spreading of a deadly plague on nevèrÿon, inserting the writer’s reflections 
on the AIds crisis of the 1980s. The last three volumes of Armistead Maupin’s 
popular Tales of the City series devote increasingly larger space to AIds and a num-
ber of anthologies have finally brought to light the usually neglected testimonies of 
men and women of color.

AIds discourse has forcefully entered the many artistic expressions that consti-
tute popular culture. The numerous contributions of gay artists to such discourse 
have started to remove the shroud of embarrassed silence which surrounded the 
virus in the early years of the crisis. They have constantly challenged the stereotypi-
cal understandings and representations of the epidemic. The works of popular gay 

� ★ aids



artists encouraged millions of people to stand up to the virus, fighting it so that it 
does not defeat love and hope.
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Albee, eDwArD FrAnklIn (1928–)

edward Albee is a Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright whose controversial plays 
often have gay subtexts and show the inextricable link between love and violence. 
Albee’s career has covered six decades from the 1950s to the present, although with 
uneven critical fortune. His most successful years were the 1960s when his inde-
pendent hits The Zoo Story (1958), The American Dream (1960), and The Death of 
Bessie Smith (1961) paved the way for his critically acclaimed Broadway debut with 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ? (1962). By the mid-1960s, Albee was the most cel-
ebrated young playwright in the United states and was hailed as the veritable heir 
to eugene o’neil, Tennessee williams, and Arthur Miller. Yet, from the late 1960s 
through to the 1980s, Albee’s fame declined, although he won two Pulitzers for 
A Delicate Balance (1966) and Seascape (1975). This decline was partly due to his own 
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attacks against the new York drama critics and their resentment for Albee’s frank 
treatment of homoerotic situations. during the 1990s, however, even his most hos-
tile critics acknowledged his major comeback with the highly personal Three Tall 
Women (1994), for which he received his third Pulitzer, about the troubled relation-
ship between a mother and her gay son.

Albee was born on March 12, 1928, in Virginia. Abandoned by his biological par-
ents, edward was adopted by the upper-class reed and Frances Albee who owned 
the Keith-Albee chain of vaudeville theaters. Albee was brought up in westchester 
County, new York, mainly by a governess and his maternal grandmother. His parents 
were distant and cold, and they would later serve as models for the recurrent char-
acter types in Albee’s plays of the domineering mother and the uncommunicative 
father. Albee’s encounters with theater date back to an early age as edward and his 
nanny often attended Broadway matinees. His first play, a sex farce, was written 
when he was only 12 years old. His schooling suffered from his parents’ winter trips 
to the south, and Albee was expelled from several private boarding schools until he 
enrolled at Choate school in wallingford, Connecticut. There he found support-
ive teachers who encouraged his literary aspirations and he successfully graduated 

Arthur Hill and Uta Hagen as George and Martha in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, Albee’s scathing 
portrayal of heterosexual marriage. Courtesy of Photofest.
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in 1948. His latent conflicts with his family exploded when he was expelled from 
Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut. Albee was able to leave his parents’ 
home thanks to a small trust fund left to him by his grandmother. In the early 
1950s, Albee traveled to europe and lived in new York’s Greenwich Village where 
he settled down with the composer william Flanagan. during these years, Albee 
met famous literary figures such as the gay poet w. H. Auden and the playwright 
Thornton wilder. encouraged by them, edward wrote relentlessly although many 
of these early plays, where his personal life features strongly in the plots, were never 
published or produced.

The one-act The Zoo Story, written in only three weeks, was Albee’s first success. 
It initially premiered in Berlin in 1959 given its rejection from American produc-
ers. similar to his subsequent early works The American Dream, The Death of Bessie 
Smith, and The Sandbox, The Zoo Story is clearly influenced by eugene Ionesco, 
samuel Beckett, and the Theater of the Absurd. The scenes seem pointless and this 
apparent lack of meaningful plot development hints at the isolation and frustration 
of humankind. when performed in Berlin, The Zoo Story was significantly paired 
with Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tapes. The play, which finally had an off-Broadway run 
and earned Albee a obie Award in 1960, has strong homoerotic overtones and 
depicts with dark humor the exchanges between a disturbed drop-out, Jerry, and a 
traditional middle-class family man, Peter. The dialogues between Jerry and Peter 
are tinged with gay and camp references which lead the narrative to a shocking 
climax, as Jerry is telling his life story to drive his listener to murder him. Love and 
violence are inextricably intertwined, as Jerry is sacrificed to rescue Peter’s life from 
its inanity and boredom. It is only thanks to Jerry’s death that Peter is emotion-
ally revived from his meaningless suburban existence. Like much of Albee’s future 
productions, The Zoo Story satirizes American society and its myths of wealth and 
middle-class success.

Albee’s first Broadway hit was his full-length play Who’s Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf ? (1962). It focuses on two heterosexual couples, the older and more abu-
sive George and Martha and the younger and apparently more reserved nick 
and Honey. Both have built their marriages on illusions. The couples will wit-
ness the mutual crumbling of their illusions during an all-night confrontation 
made of abuse, drinking, and swearing at George and Martha’s house. The play 
comments on the failure to face reality and on the fabrication of lies to make 
existence more palatable. George and Martha have created an imaginary child 
to revive their childless and emotionally sterile marriage. nick and Honey are 
younger, but they are no alternative to George and Martha. They married be-
cause they thought that Honey was pregnant which, in fact, turned out to be 
untrue. Their marriage would have probably never taken place had it not been 
for Honey’s supposed pregnancy. As in The Zoo Story, Albee targets American 
middle-class institutions: Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ? is a scathing portrayal of 
heterosexual marriage. The play was denied a Pulitzer Prize for its harsh language 
and so-called filthy scenes, but it proved immensely popular with critics and audi-
ences alike. It ran for more than 600 performances, won five Tony Awards, and 
the new York drama Critics Prize. Hollywood also bought the screen rights for 
the play which was adapted into an Academy Award-winning film by director 
Mike nichols with unforgettable performances from richard Burton, elizabeth 
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Taylor, George segal, and sandy dennis. with the money earned from Who’s 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf ?, Albee was able to establish an artists’ colony in Long 
Island. He also set up his own producing company together with richard Barr 
and Clinton wilder, The Playwright’s Unit, which helped to stage the plays of 
emergent young writers such as sam shepard and Amiri Baraka. Albee’s relation-
ship with william Flanagan ended as the playwright became involved with the 
young actor and writer Terrence Mcnally, who would later write successful plays 
about homosexual themes.

none of Albee’s subsequent plays repeated the commercial and critical success 
of The Zoo Story and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ? His adaptations for Broadway 
of Carson McCuller’s The Ballad of the Sad Café (1963) and James Purdy’s Malcolm 
(1966) were negatively reviewed as was his second full-length original play Tiny 
Alice (1964), which features a couple of former lovers composed of a cardinal and 
a lawyer. Albee’s frank depiction of homoerotic attraction between the two males 
angered the most conservative critics who panned the play. Philip roth vulgarly 
described it as “ghastly pansy rhetoric.” The comedy of manners A Delicate Balance 
(1966) was a critical success, earning Albee his first Pulitzer, but had only a lim-
ited Broadway run. The unsuccessful return to one-act plays with the interrelated 
Box and Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung (1968) prompted Albee to adopt a 
more conventional and realistic style in All Over (1971), Seascape (1975), The Lady 
from Dubuque (1980), his adaptation of nabokov’s novel Lolita (1981), and his last 
Broadway production for 15 years, The Man Who Had Three Arms (1983). Albee’s 
personal life proved a refuge from this series of flops. In the early 1970s, Albee 
met the Canadian sculptor Jonathan Thomas, and their relationship lasted until 
Thomas’s death in 2005.

ostracized by Broadway, Albee continued to write and produce plays far from 
new York. His long one-act Finding the Sun (1983) contains an explicit depiction 
of gay life. Yet, the death of his adoptive mother, with whom Albee had reconciled 
himself in her later years, was to provide the playwright with the material for his 
major critical and commercial comeback, Three Tall Women (1994). The play fo-
cuses on a woman who has rejected her gay son and depicts her in three different 
moments of her life: her twenties, fifties, and nineties. Although it premiered in 
Vienna, Three Tall Women had a successful off-Broadway production which sparked 
an Albee revival in new York, including a year-long festival of his works. The play 
reconciled the author with critics and audiences alike, earning him his third Pu-
litzer, the new York drama Critics Circle Award, and running for more than 500 
performances. Albee’s later plays The Play about the Baby (2001) and The Goat, or 
Who Is Sylvia? (2002) received mixed reviews, but The Goat got Albee his first Tony 
Award for Best Play since Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf ?

In his plays, Albee forces us to confront the harsher side of American soci-
ety and challenges America’s most cherished traditional institutions such as the 
conventional heterosexual family, the all-American boy and the church. Gay critics 
have lamented that Albee is not concerned enough with the gay community. These 
remarks are not entirely fair to the playwright. while explicitly gay characters are 
absent from his early and more successful plays, a gay subtext is always detectable. 
In addition, his later plays offer more explicit descriptions of gay characters which 
deserve careful scrutiny.

�0 ★ albEE, Edward franklin



Further Reading
Bigsby, C.w.e. Modern American Drama, 1945–200. new York: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2000; Bigsby, C.w.e., ed. Edward Albee, A Collection of Critical 
Essays. englewood Cliffs, nJ: Prentice-Hall, 1987; Bigsby, C.w.e. A Criti-
cal Introduction to Twentieth Century American Drama, II: Williams, Miller, 
Albee. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982; Clum, John M. Acting 
Gay: Male Homosexuality in Modern Drama. new York: Columbia, 1992; sarotte, 
Georges-Michel. Like a Brother, Like a Lover: Male Homosexuality in the American 
Novel and Theater from Herman Melville to James Baldwin. Garden City, nY: 
doubleday, 1978.

Allen, ChAD (1974–)

openly gay actor Chad Allen is one of the very few TV child stars to have developed 
a successful career as an adult performer. After the tabloid Globe ran a story on Allen 
pictured with another man in a hot bath in 1996, the actor decided to come out as 
gay five years later with an article in the Advocate. Proving wrong all those who 
were convinced of the likely negative impact of his coming out on his profession, 
Allen has continued acting portraying both gay and straight characters on screen 
and on stage. At the same time, he has become an outspoken supporter of queer 
causes. Allen serves as a member of the Honorary Board of directors for the Mat-
thew shepard Foundation, and he sustains several AIDS charities.

Chad Allen was born Chad Allen Lazzari on June 5, 1974, in Cerritos, Califor-
nia. He is the youngest of four boys and has a twin sister, Charity. Allen grew up 
in Long Beach and was introduced to the world of show business when his mother 
started to enter the twins in competitions at fairs. Chad and Charity won several 
of these and their parents were persuaded to allow them to go into acting. Contrary 
to his sister, Allen loved it and had his first part at the age of four in a Mcdonald’s 
television advertisement. At this time, it was decided to drop Lazzari from his name 
as the Italian surname did not suit his physical appearance. At the age of six, Allen 
got his first dramatic part in a pilot episode of the series Cutter to Huston. The series, 
however, never went into production.

The role that made the child a star was that of an autistic boy, Tommy westphall, 
in the series St. Elsewhere. Allen’s sensitive performance won unanimous praise, and 
he was on the series until its very last episode in 1988. The 1980s were definitely a 
busy decade for the actor and marked his development into a teen idol. In addition 
to St. Elsewhere, Allen appeared in popular shows such as Webster (1985–1986), Our 
House (1986–1988), and My Two Dads (1989–1990). He also guest-starred in Hunter, 
Star Trek: The Next Generation, In the Heat of the Night, and Simon and Simon. dur-
ing these years, Allen was often on the pages of teen magazines, where he was por-
trayed as an ideal teenager. As fans started to stop him wherever he went, it became 
difficult for him to cope with such popularity. The price of fame was becoming too 
much for Allen, who had only attended primary school at a public institution and 
was then educated by private tutors. He also resented the characterization of a per-
fect teenager. In reality, Allen said later, he was just “A 13-year-old who’s as fucked 
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up as every other 13-year-old across the country” (The Advocate online, october 
2001). The star increasingly felt the need for a normal life away from the sets.

when My Two Dads ended in 1990, Allen decided to leave acting and went to 
high school with the main ambition of being a “normal teenager.” Upon his gradu-
ation, he was accepted by new York University, but was offered, at the same time, 
the part of Matthew Cooper on CBs series Dr. Quinn: Medicine Woman. Allen was 
on the show for its whole six seasons and this role marked his transition from child 
star to mature actor. It was also while filming Dr. Quinn, a family-oriented program, 
that Allen was outed by the tabloid Globe. As he later told the Advocate in his com-
ing out interview, “I was 21 years old when a guy that I was seeing sold photos of 
us kissing in a swimming pool to a magazine, a tabloid. I was 21 and working on 
a family-oriented TV series. All of a sudden I get this phone call from a publicist 
saying the Globe is doing this thing and running this picture, and they’re going to 
claim I was with a prostitute and all these things that weren’t true. so I was scared. 
Just scared” (The Advocate online, october 2001). Allen decided not to reply to 
the outing, although he was happy of the support he received from his co-stars on 
the series and from letters by gay fans. The Globe story did not attract much media 
attention and the issue of Allen’s sexuality was not brought up again until five years 
later. In 2001, Allen decided to come out with an interview for the Advocate where 
he also acknowledged past problems with drugs and alcohol. since then, he has 
taken part in several events for queer rights. He also spoke openly in support of gay 
marriages on Larry King Live in February 2004.

The same year of his coming out Allen starred in three movies: A Mother’s Testi-
mony, Do You Wanna Know a Secret, and the independent What Matters Most, which 
was positively reviewed. After his coming out, Allen has also been keen to play 
more gay characters not only on the television screen but also on the theater stage. 
Theater, the actor has maintained, was his first love and he has starred in important 
works for gay and lesbian culture. These include Mike Ambrose’s Dearboy’s War, 
on the issue of gays in the military, and Terence Mcnally’s award-winning Corpus 
Christi, which attracted particular controversy for its depiction of Christ and the 
disciples as gays living in contemporary Texas.

As the next step in his commitment to queer culture, Allen formed his own pro-
duction company, Mythgarden, together with fellow actor robert Gant and pro-
ducer Christopher racster. Mythgarden “is entirely dedicated to turning the page 
on gay and lesbian storytelling in film, television, and theater. we believe that it’s 
time that our stories can be told fully: good relationships, real relationships, hon-
est characters, in all of the genres of storytelling-fantasy, fiction, fairy tales, great 
mysteries, adventure films, and honest drama” (Chad Allen official Fan site). As 
part of this project to revise gay and lesbian depictions in the arts, Allen has been in-
volved with the queer networks Logo, Q Television, and Here! TV. In particular, Here! 
TV will produce six films based on donald strachey, the gay detective created by 
richard stevenson. Allen has also continued to guest-star in mainstream TV series 
as NYPD Blues and Cold Case. He played the leading role in End of the Spear (2006), 
a film mainly addressed to the Christian community centering on the true story of 
the murder of five American missionaries in ecuador in the 1950s. Although some 
Christian groups expressed reservations that an openly homosexual actor should 
portray a missionary, Allen’s performance was generally well received, even among 
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the Christian community. The son of the murdered missionary also expressed his 
appreciation. Allen is an example of how media homophobia about gay actors can 
be successfully defeated.
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ArAkI, GreGG (1959–)

Along with Rose Troche and Todd Haynes, Gregg Araki is one of the central fig-
ures in the new Queer Cinema, a loose group of directors whose independent films 
of the early 1990s openly dealt with queer politics and identity. Although Araki has 
rejected the label of gay filmmaker, which he finds restrictive, he shares with the di-
rectors of the new Queer Cinema an aggressive stance against homophobia and the 
fears spurred by the AIDS crisis. Araki’s films have been both praised and berated 
for their unconventional representations of homosexuals. To some, his films are 
refreshingly new in their departures from hypocritical media stereotypes of queers 
and their reversal of Hollywood models. others are offended by the negative rep-
resentations of gays and lesbians.

Born on december 17, 1959, in Los Angeles to Japanese-American parents, 
Araki obtained a B.A. in film history and criticism from the University of Cali-
fornia and subsequently completed an M.F.A. in film production at the University 
of southern California. during his studies, he developed a particular predilection 
for the irrational narratives of the American screwball comedies of the 1930s and 
1940s. “For me,” Araki states, “movies like Bringing up Baby are incredibly profound 
and provocative—more interesting than Citizen Kane. There is such a deconstruc-
tion of manners and social structure” (Filmmaker Magazine online, 1999). He also 
admired the films of Jean-Luc Godard, one of the founders of the 1960s French 
new wave, an innovative movement of filmmakers who subverted the received cin-
ematic standards. Araki consciously paid homage to his French master with Totally 
F***ed Up (1993), modeled on Godard’s Masculine-Feminine (1966), and with The 
Doom Generation (1994), which recalls the French director’s Weekend (1967). Punk 
culture and music, with their emphasis on anarchy and confrontational style, were 
also important influences on Araki’s beginning as a filmmaker. His early films were 
characterized by spontaneous filming, often without legal permits and with only 
basic equipment. The first of his films to enjoy a wider circulation and which made 
the name of Araki known in the festival circuits were Three Bewildered People in 
the Night (1987), which won the Bronze Leopard at Locarno Film Festival, and The 
Long Weekend (O’ Despair) (1989). Araki’s polemical stance against the conservatism 
embodied by Hollywood is clear in his definition of the latter film as an antithesis 
to the typically regressive Hollywood stories that Araki finds best represented by 
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such movies as The Big Chill. His 1989 film The Long Weekend in many ways sub-
verts The Big Chill: in both movies, young college graduates discuss their future and 
their anxieties. Yet, Araki’s movie graphically depicts the characters’ polymorphous 
sexuality in stark contrast with its polemical target.

The radical and anarchic vein of Araki’s imagination is clear in the subtitle to his 
next production, The Living End (1991), subtitled “An irresponsible film.” The di-
rector further contributed to heat the debate surrounding his movie, one of the first 
films to deal with AIds, dedicating it to the “the hundreds of thousands who’ve 
died and the hundreds of thousands more who will die because of a big, white house 
full of republican fuckheads.” starting from a Thelma and Louise situation, Araki 
chronicles the tragic on-the-road romance of a queer couple made up by a disrup-
tive drop-out and an intellectual, a film critic. Both men are HIV-positive and flee 
from Los Angeles after they accidentally kill a policeman. The film aggressively 
entered AIds discourse, which, until then, had been dominated by the reassuring 
gay images of movies such as Longtime Companion (1990). There is nothing reassur-
ing about the characters of The Living End who react to society’s homophobia with 
violent and irrational behavior. The critics of Araki’s first movies did not come only 
from the conservative cohorts of “republican fuckheads,” but also within the gay 
community, and both sets of critics were angered by the director’s political incor-
rectness.

Totally F***ed Up (1993), subtitled “Another Homo Movie,” The Doom Generation 
(1994), “A Heterosexual Movie,” and Nowhere (1997) form the “teen apocalypse 
trilogy,” which focuses on adolescent struggles to come to terms with identity, 
sexuality, and social norms. Using a fragmented narrative made up of video inter-
views, Totally F***ed Up centers on six gay characters trying to build up an alternative 
family unit, while The Doom Generation explores a ménage à trois between two boys 
and a girl on the run from the police and skinheads groups. Nowhere was marketed 
as “Beverly Hills 90210 on acid,” and its cast included Kathleen robinson, who 
played Claire on the television series. It follows the stories of a bisexual teen couple 
and their friends as they prepare for a party made of excess, sex, and drugs. All three 
films feature romantic naive teenagers whose idealism about love is destroyed by a 
cynical society. Araki’s use of green, red, and orange filters in all three films gives 
them a surreal character which is heightened by the sudden shift in tone from comic 
to tragic, from sentimental to violent. Araki’s postmodern mixing of film genres is 
apparent in his description of Totally F***ed Up as “a rag-tag story of the fag-and-
dyke teen underground. . . . A kinda cross between avant-garde experimental cinema 
and a queer John Hughes flick” (slant Magazine online). some critics strongly 
reacted to what they perceived as the gratuitous violence and graphic sexual acts of 
the trilogy, particularly in The Doom Generation. In it, limbs and heads are torn apart 
from bodies; horror and love-making scenes are juxtaposed in a disturbing way; and 
characters are seen masturbating and then licking their own semen.

during the shooting of Nowhere, the media sensationally reported that Araki was 
having a relationship with Kathleen robinson. Although the dynamics of the rela-
tionship were summarized as “Gay filmmaker falls for Beverly Hills 90210 babe” in 
the press, Araki used the publicity surrounding this alleged relationship to strongly 
reject the label of “gay filmmaker”: “I like to be thought of without any kind of 
adjective attached to it. A gay filmmaker, a Gen-X filmmaker, an Asian-American 
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filmmaker—I’d just like to be thought of as a filmmaker. I don’t make films to be 
thought of as a spokesperson or to toe any politically correct line” (Montreal Mirror 
online, July 1997). robinson also starred in Araki’s next project, his most apparent 
homage to the screwball comedies he admires, Splendor (1999). The film came as 
a surprise since it does not share the apocalyptic tones of Araki’s previous movies. 
The story of Splendor adapts the situations of the romantic comedy genre to Araki’s 
predilection for three-ways and queer undertones: Veronica (Kathleen robertson) 
is unable to choose between her two boyfriends Abel and Zed and decides to live 
with both of them. In one scene, the two men are led to kiss in front of the woman, 
reversing the usual stereotype of lesbians kissing for a man’s sexual excitement. The 
film ends with the optimistic beginning of the characters’ ménage-à-trois. Araki 
has repeatedly stated his dissatisfaction for the “couple thing,” “the Boy meets Girl, 
or Boy meets Boy” situation: “In the threeway there is confusion and the element 
of unpredictability. The dynamic is much more interesting because it is just not a 
part of what we perceive as western civilization.” To him “Splendor is ultimately 
about . . . being outside of that pairing.” The film premiered at the sundance Film 
Festival and Araki underlined the continuity with its previous works: “there is a 
connection with my other films in that there is a romantic core to the work. It has 
been part of my films since 1989—a romanticism bordering on the naive.” At the 
same time, the director recognized that Splendor represented a development of his 
style, from the anger of The Doom Generation to a more “groovy, ecstasy, peaceful 
type of movie” (Filmmaker Magazine online, 1999).

In 2000, Araki embarked on a TV series for MTV, How the World Ends, an am-
bitious project, which, in Araki’s intentions, was to represent a “Twin Peaks for 
the MTV generation.” The director rejoiced at the possibility that his radicalism 
would reach a large audience through the television medium. Yet, the series never 
materialized: only its pilot was shot and it was never shown on TV. After this dis-
appointing experience, Araki made a major comeback with Mysterious Skin (2004) 
which was shown to critical acclaim at the prestigious Venice and London Film 
Festivals. Based on the homonymous novel by scott Heim, the film chronicles the 
lives of neil, a teenage hustler, and Brian, a shy adolescent obsessed with aliens, 
who were both abused by their baseball coach when they were kids. Brian has com-
pletely blanketed out the abuse, while neil remembers it all too well and his urge to 
please men is certainly a factor in his hustling. The two characters will finally start 
to find a balance by sharing their own experiences in an ending, which Araki de-
scribes as “a perfect blend of light and dark, a sense of the beginning of the healing” 
(indiewIre). This story of sexual abuse is mainly set in the quiet American heart-
land of Hutchinson, Kansas, continuing the director’s challenge to middle America. 
Mysterious Skin, however, is not an act of accusation as much as an investigation in 
the lives of its characters as they grow up and have to come to terms with their past 
experiences.
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bAlDwIn, JAmeS (1924–1987)

The African American novelist, playwright, essayist, and social critic James Baldwin 
rose from humble origins to international literary success. He was one of the first 
African American writers to include homosexuality in his novels, although he was 
more reluctant to treat the theme in his non-fiction writings and he resisted the 
labels of gay and queer. His analysis of gender and racial discrimination and his 
agenda for liberation gave him a leading role in debates over the meaning of Ameri-
can democracy and citizenship, particularly during the 1960s. Art and activism are 
inextricably interwoven in Baldwin’s works, although he repeatedly claimed that 
artists should not subscribe to ideology or write for propaganda. Baldwin’s writ-
ings explain homophobia and racism on grounds of heterosexual and white panic 
and as consequences of the inability to acknowledge the humanity of difference. 
His literary production articulates a strong rejection of compulsive heterosexuality 
and explicitly revises the straightjacket of black virility which made any black man 
“a kind of walking phallic symbol” (Baldwin 1985, 190). Bitterly criticized dur-
ing his lifetime by influential African Americans such as richard wright, eldridge 
Cleaver, and Leroi Jones, Baldwin celebrated homosexuality as an instrument of 
social change and criticized his contemporaries’ sexism. Love between men, graphi-
cally portrayed in its exchange of bodily odors and fluids, represented, in Baldwin’s 
view, what could keep society united. Contrary to his prominent contemporaries 
richard wright and ralph ellison, in his writings, Baldwin conceptualized the fun-
damental link between racial and sexual oppression in American society. As African 
American gay writers such as Melvin dixon and essex Hemphill became more vis-
ible during the 1980s and 1990s, James Baldwin was an increasingly acknowledged 
influence in queer popular culture.

Baldwin was born in new York on August 2, 1924, from emma Berdis Jones, 
a domestic worker, who gave birth to him out of wedlock. emma married david 
Baldwin, sr., a clergyman and factory worker, three years later. The couple had 
nine children. Baldwin never knew his biological father and his childhood was 
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a difficult one. The relationship with his stepfather was characterized by abuse and 
intimidation: david Baldwin proved a strict and violent parent who undermined 
his son’s self-esteem. outside his home, Baldwin had to face the adverse economic 
conditions of the Great depression and the oppression of white racism. The young 
Baldwin found solace from such difficult circumstances in the educational and re-
ligious institutions which he attended. His intellectual abilities became apparent 
from a very early age. After attending Public school 24 and the Frederick douglass 
Middle school, Baldwin was admitted to dewitt Clinton High school in the Bronx, 
one of the city’s most distinguished schools, from where he graduated in 1942. 
Throughout his school years, Baldwin was taught by new York’s most innovative 
intellectuals, including the gay poet Countee Cullen, one of the chief animators of 
the Harlem Renaissance. The black church was also crucial for Baldwin’s youth 
and proved a refuge from the violence of his stepfather. At the age of 14, Bald-
win became a boy preacher at the Pentecostal Mount Calvary Church, a role he 
kept for over two years. The atmosphere of black churches is vividly recreated in 
many fictional and non-fictional passages of his works, particularly in the semi-
autobiographical novel Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) and in the play The Amen 
Corner, first performed in 1965.

The cultural milieu in which Baldwin grew up was that of the Harlem renais-
sance, an artistic and literary movement which was led by many gay and lesbian 
artists. Intellectuals such as Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, and Claude McKay 
viewed literature and the arts as tools for social change. Although he is often con-
sidered as the heir of the Harlem literati, Baldwin soon found that Harlem was 
constraining for his creativity and, in 1948, he left America for France where he 
settled down in Paris. His move to France was also motivated by his growing aware-
ness of racial discrimination and sexual difference; in America, Baldwin felt doubly 
targeted for his skin and for his sexual orientation. once in Paris, Baldwin’s liter-
ary career suddenly flourished and his personal life was enriched by his meeting 
with Lucien Happersburger, who became Baldwin’s lifetime partner. His literary 
output of the 1950s included an important polemical essay against richard wright 
and those African American writers who were taking him as a model, “everybody’s 
Protest novel” (1949), a collection of essays, Notes of a Native Son (1955), as well as 
his early novels Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) and Giovanni’s Room (1955). Go Tell 
It on the Mountain portrays the efforts of the 14 year old John Grimes to come to 
terms with both his African American cultural inheritance and his homosexuality. 
The young protagonist in Baldwin’s first, and to many critics his best, novel strug-
gles to forge his own identity. As the novel unfolds, John is increasingly attracted 
to his sunday school teacher elisha, a feeling which both excites and scares him. 
The novel provides a rare insight into adolescent gay sexuality and it effectively 
weaves the characters’ narratives into the social and racial contexts of America, 
starting from the turn of the century and leading up to the 1930s. while the setting 
of Go Tell It on the Mountain is the black community, Giovanni’s Room is a so-called 
white novel set in Paris. It portrays the homosexual relationship between david, an 
American who is exploring his sexuality while his fiancée Hella is in spain, and the 
handsome Italian Giovanni. The central tension in the novel derives from david’s 
inability to accept his own homosexuality. In denying his own desire, david aban-
dons Giovanni, who in turn, deserted by david and jobless for his rejection of his 
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employer Guillaume, joins the Parisian street boys and eventually kills Guillaume. 
Giovanni is then arrested, tried, and sentenced to death. david’s eventual betrayal 
of his lover represents the collapse of love within American society, which imposes 
compulsive heterosexuality on its citizens. Giovanni’s Room also provides an homo-
sexual alternative to western heterosexual romances where mythical lovers such 
as romeo and Juliet are united in love and death. Although it is Giovanni who 
dies, david’s inability to accept his homosexuality as well as his awareness of having 
caused his lover’s death constitute a metaphorical death sentence. The novel was 
initially rejected by American publishers who felt that an African American author 
writing on white homosexuals may alienate his readers. Yet, after it was accepted by 
a British publisher, the dial Press published it to good reviews, and the novel has 
since become a central text for gay and lesbian studies.

Baldwin’s writings of the 1950s anticipate the tone of the civil rights movement 
that will fully develop in the United states in the following decade. Baldwin be-
came increasingly involved in race conflict as he wanted to show his compatriots 
that he had not left America to live a raceless existence in europe. In 1957, he was 
commissioned a series of journalistic assignments which brought him back to the 
American south where he interviewed Martin Luther King and witnessed the birth 
of the civil rights movement. In the 1960s, Baldwin found himself thrown into the 
role he loathed: that of spokesperson for the rights of his own race in America. 
race and sexual difference continued to proceed simultaneously in Baldwin’s ca-
reer. The collection of essays Nobody Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son 
(1961) contained Baldwin’s reflections on race and denounced the violence of white 
racism in America. Baldwin’s third novel Another Country (1962) was based on his 
bohemian years in the Village and became an instant bestseller, although the critical 
reception was less enthusiastic than that of his two previous novels. Another Country 
depicts the lives of eight diverse individuals who all engage in bisexual and inter-
racial relationships, transgressing the fixed boundaries imposed by American soci-
ety. In their intimate encounters, the characters attempt to bridge the gaps between 
races, genders, and social orientations. Another Country is a parable on reconcilia-
tion, and its multiethnic cast constitutes a microcosm for America, representing 
the country’s tensions and crises. In a radical move for the times, Baldwin endowed 
homosexuality with an ability for healing: it is eric, the gay character, who is able 
to resolve many of the conflicts in which the other protagonists of the novel find 
themselves involved.

The growth of the civil rights movement and, consequently, of violence against 
African Americans at the hands of white racists encouraged Baldwin to speak with 
more conviction against the pervasive white supremacy in the United states. The 
writer became one of the best-known African American intellectuals and the media 
started to give him an increasing visibility unusual for a gay black man. Time maga-
zine devoted its cover to him; newspapers and television networks asked for inter-
views. Baldwin’s engagement with the civil rights movement is witnessed by the 
essays in the form of letters to his nephew collected in The Fire Next Time (1963) 
and by his play Blues for Mr. Charlie (1964). Both works warned middle-class white 
Americans not to underestimate the discontent brewing in the African American 
community. This growing discontent could lead to unprecedented violence. Bald-
win reiterated his concerns in the meeting between Civil rights activists and the 
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Kennedy administration which took place in May 1963, just before the march on 
washington. Baldwin did not have such a visible role in the march which prefigured 
the writer’s distancing from the movement and his growing radicalism. In Blues for 
Mr. Charlie, Baldwin seems to dramatize his position within the struggle for African 
American rights as the play is equally unhappy about both Martin Luther King’s 
strategy of nonviolent resistance and Malcolm X’s racial pride and his separation 
from whites. In particular, the play challenges the effective commitment of white 
liberals to the civil rights movement.

Baldwin’s fourth novel, Tell Me How Long the Train Has Been Gone (1968), is a 
strong rejoinder to those black militants who had questioned Baldwin’s role in 
the civil rights movement because of his homosexuality. Baldwin’s critics were 
led by eldridge Cleaver who, in his controversial collection Soul on Ice (1968, 
102), condemned Baldwin’s homosexuality as race hatred and dismissed all black 
homosexuals as “outraged and frustrated because in their sickness they are un-
able to have a baby by a white man. The cross they have to bear is that, already 
touching their toes for the white man, the fruit of their miscegenation is not the 
little half white offspring of their dreams.” In Tell Me How Long the Train Has Been 
Gone, Baldwin reacted to these attacks by portraying the relationship between 
Leo Proudhammer, a successful black actor who has risen to stardom from pov-
erty, and Christopher, a gay black militant. The character of Christopher, whose 
very name recalls the theme of redemption through homosexuality explored in 
Another Country, denies that there is a contradiction between gay sexuality and 
black militancy.

Baldwin’s separation from the civil rights movement became more apparent in 
the 1970s and was precipitated by the assassinations of Medgar evers, Malcolm X, 
and Martin Luther King, as well as by his growing disillusionment with American 
politics. Baldwin also resented the instrumental use of his works by militant groups 
such as the Black Panthers to promote their own revolutionary agenda. He decided 
to give up his status of transatlantic commuter and settled down in an old Pro-
vençal farmhouse in saint-Paul-de-Vence, an artist’s colony on the Côte d’Azur in 
southern France. In the early 1970s, Baldwin’s writings focused more on race rather 
than sexuality. His fifth novel, If Beal Street Could Talk (1974), has no homosexual 
characters while it continues the exploration of the dynamics of black urban families 
and communities which had marked his literary debut. A Rap on Race (1971) and 
James Baldwin Nikki Giovanni: A Dialogue (1973) collect a series of Baldwin’s con-
versations with the prominent anthropologist Margaret Mead and with the young 
black poet and activist nikki Giovanni. No Name in the Street (1972) documents 
Baldwin’s search for a meaningful identity to counter American racism. Baldwin de-
scribes the defining moments in his life: his Harlem childhood, his encounters with 
Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, and his divided existence between France and 
the United states. In 1972 Baldwin also published the screenplay One Day When 
I Was Lost, which he had initially written for a biographical film on Malcolm X to 
be produced in Hollywood. The project never materialized due to disagreements 
between Baldwin and the producers. In the early 1970s Baldwin received several 
awards and honorary degrees by literary institutions, although critics were less en-
thusiastic about the writer’s later works, which they found to be simple reiterations 
of Baldwin’s original stances against racism.
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Homosexuality reappeared as a major theme in Baldwin’s sixth and last novel, 
Just Above My Head (1979), which tells the life of Arthur Montana, an African 
American gay gospel singer, who has recently died. The story is told by Arthur’s 
surviving brother, Hall, who, through his narration, attempts to understand Ar-
thur’s life and his tragic death. Like many of Baldwin’s previous works, the novel 
continues the depiction of family and religious institutions in African American 
communities, celebrating some of their members while criticizing others for their 
hypocrisy and conservatism. The treatment of homosexuality in Just Above My Head 
is less sensational than in Baldwin’s early fiction: sexuality is merely one aspect of 
Arthur’s search for a meaningful existence. The novel did not receive good reviews 
and, during the 1980s, Baldwin concentrated on non-fiction writings, which cul-
minated with the publication of the monumental The Price of the Ticket: Collected 
Nonfiction, 1948–1985 to celebrate the author’s sixtieth birthday. He also taught 
African American literary and history courses at the Five Colleges in Massachusetts. 
In 1986 French President François Mitterrand awarded Baldwin the French Legion 
of Honor. The following year, Baldwin received treatment for stomach cancer, but 
his health continued to deteriorate throughout the year. He died on december 1, 
1987, at his home in saint-Paul-de-Vence. After the funeral at the Cathedral of 
st. John the divine in new York City, which was attended by several thousand 
people, James Baldwin was buried in Ferncliff Cemetery in Hartsdale, new York.

Baldwin occupies a ground-breaking and central position in American and Afri-
can American gay writing. His oeuvre challenged both the racism and the compul-
sive heterosexuality dominant in American society and culture. His plea for an open 
and direct exploration of homosexual and bisexual themes in literature also broke 
away with previous African American literary depictions of black masculinity. Thus, 
in spite of his reluctance to embrace the role of spokesperson, James Baldwin has 
become a model for entire generations of African American gay writers.
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bArneS, DJunA (1892–1982)

American poet, novelist, and playwright djuna Barnes contributed to the develop-
ment of modernist literature in the first half of the twentieth century first in new 
York’s bohemian Greenwich Village and later in Paris, the capital of American mod-
ernist expatriates. she introduced lesbian themes and characters in the modernist 
tradition and protested against society’s compulsive heterosexuality, although in her 
later years, which were plagued by alcoholism and depression, she refused to be 
identified as a lesbian.

Barnes was born on June 12, 1892, in Cornwall-on-Hudson near new York, the 
daughter of a failed artist, wald Barnes, and the englishwoman elizabeth Chap-
pell. djuna had an unconventional and, at times, painful childhood. Her father kept 
both his wife and mistress together with respective children in the same household, 
and Barnes later hinted in her books that she had been abused by him with the tacit 
consent of her mother and grandmother. The trauma of childhood abuse emerges 
throughout her writings, particularly in her novel Ryder (1928) and in the play The 
Antiphon (1958). The Barneses separated in 1912, when elizabeth Chappell moved 
to new York with her children. djuna attended the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn 
and, in 1913, she started to work as a reporter for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and New 
York World to help her mother support the family. Barnes quickly became a success-
ful and self-supporting journalist and went to live in the Greenwich Village, the 
bohemian center of new York’s modernism, where she became friends with many 
avant-garde artists such as the painter Marcel duchamp, the playwright eugene 
o’neill, the poets williams Carlos williams and Mina Loy.

Although Barnes later dismissed her early journalist writings as mere commer-
cial pieces to pay her rent, these already exhibit her characteristic experimentation 
with form and content. They are witty and camp observations of new York’s society 
at the turn of the century which often contain, under their frivolous surface, sharp 
remarks on ethnicity, race, and gender. They also include references to same-sex 
relationships in their depiction of the eccentric population of the Greenwich Vil-
lage. Barnes’s love for women is also apparent in her early poems and short stories 
such as The Book of Repulsive Women: 8 Rhythms and 5 Drawings (1915) and “Paprika 
Johnson” (1915). while in new York, Barnes contributed to the founding of the 
drama association The Provincetown Players for which she wrote a series of highly 
experimental one-act plays. In her personal life, Barnes had many lovers including 
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the poet Mary Pyne, the photographer Bernice Abbott, the writer and collector 
Peggy Guggenheim, natalie Barney, the dada artist Baroness elsa von Freytag-
Loringhoven, and, most importantly, sculptress Thelma ellen wood.

Barnes lived with wood in Paris where she was sent in 1921 on an assignment 
for McCall’s. As Paris was becoming the international capital of modernism, Barnes 
was only too glad to accept. she lived in the French capital and in europe for the 
next 15 years, establishing contacts with modernist personalities such as Ger-
trude Stein, ezra Pound, Kaye Boyle, and James Joyce, whom she interviewed 
for Vanity Fair. In Paris, Barnes also encountered a thriving lesbian community, 
which inspired her most successful works. From the early 1920s, Barnes started 
to be a regular contributor of short stories to The Little Review and The Trans-
atlantic Review. However, it was her novel Ryder that established her reputation 
within the modernist circles. The book, clearly semi-autobiographical in nature 
and based on the author’s childhood, focuses on the eccentric lifestyle of wendell 
ryder who keeps both his wife’s and his mistress’s families in the same household. 
Barnes depicts her father in an ambivalent fashion, admiring his non-conformism 
and his rejection of conventional Puritan morality, but also taking him to task for 
his constant adultery and belittling of women. wendell ryder both represents an 
alternative to the hypocritical middle-class sexual repression and an extension of 
it in his neglecting of the sexual gratification of women, whose main purpose he 
considers as a vehicle for procreation. To ryder, women’s sexuality is simply a tool 
to celebrate his own masculinity. His conceiving of sexual intercourse primar-
ily for procreative aims makes ryder an unsympathetic character, given Barnes’s 
description of pregnancy as weakening the female body and of childbirth as de-
structive and painful. American authorities censured the book, and Barnes had to 
rewrite passages where she had made too explicit references to sexual intercourse 
or where she challenged religious institutions. However, the debate around the 
book did not harm its good sales, which allowed Barnes to take a break from her 
journalistic writing.

The same year of Ryder Barnes also privately published the Ladies Almanack, a 
satire of the Parisian lesbian community written upon natalie Barney’s request. 
The book, divided according to different phases of female sexuality, illustrates the 
life of dame evangeline Musset, a character clearly based on the aristocratic and 
wealthy Barney, and the construction of her lesbian identity. Musset’s life, however, 
is simply the pretext for digressions on philosophical, religious, social, and sexual 
matters. In its repetition of medical, popular, and literary views about female sexu-
ality, however playful and ironic, the book runs the risk of replicating those very 
stereotypes. some scholars have argued that Barnes was never able to free herself 
from normative heterosexual perceptions of lesbian bodies and sexualities. Lillian 
Faderman (1981, 365), for examples, writes that even though Barnes criticized the 
representations of lesbianism in the works of Proust, her own “treatment . . . was 
not much different. It attests to the power of literary images over lesbian writ-
ers that, even after criticizing Proust’s lies, Barnes called on her knowledge of 
lesbians in literature rather than in life in order to write her own novel.” others 
stress instead that her mocking and detached style gives her the position of a dis-
tant observer of the lesbian community she writes about, rather than claiming her 
membership in it.
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In the early 1930s, trying to overcome the painful breaking up of her relationship 
with Thelma, Barnes went to england, where, surrounded by her friends Peggy 
Guggenheim, emily Coleman, and Antonia white, she wrote her last significant 
work, the novel Nightwood (1936). set between Berlin and the Parisian Left Bank 
on the backdrop of rising totalitarianisms, the plot revolves around the American 
heiress nora Flood and her relationship with robin Vote, the enigmatic wife of 
the Jew Felix Volkbein. The story is mainly narrated through the conversations 
between nora and transvestite gynecologist Matthew o’Connor. robin is the ob-
ject of desire within the narrative, and she eludes the attempts of other characters 
to control and possess her. Nightwood is populated entirely by people marginalized 
for their social and sexual positions. However, within the universe of the novel, 
there is nothing marginal about them as they are the reader’s only guides to the to-
pographies of desire designed by Barnes. The world of Nightwood is only made up 
of characters who deviate from the received norms, with the result that they are 
not perceived as deviating at all. significantly for the years in which it was written, 
the novel strongly condemns the establishment of social norms based on gender 
and racial distinctions. Because of its radical content, Nightwood was rejected by all 
the American publishers it had been submitted to. It was the modernist author 
T. s. eliot, at the time editor at the British publishing house Faber, who accepted 
the manuscript asking, however, substantial revisions. In particular, eliot demanded 
the attenuation of the book’s sexual descriptions and its harsh tones against religion. 
Nightwood, published with an influential introduction by eliot himself, quickly be-
came a cult work within modernist literary salons which praised it for its formal 
experimentation and its innovative style.

Barnes’s literary career, however, did not continue to flourish. In 1940, beset by 
ill health caused by her heavy drinking and debts, she moved back to new York 
where she again settled down in the Village. she lived the rest of her life as a recluse, 
in poverty, and did not publish anything of note, except for the surreal family drama 
The Antiphon, which, as her previous autobiographical writings, strongly features an 
incest story. she died on June 18, 1982.

Her constant later refusal to be identified as a lesbian, “I am not a lesbian, I just 
loved Thelma,” has been explained by feminist critic Monique wittig with Barnes’s 
fear of being made a spokesperson for a movement. This, she felt, would have re-
duced her status as a writer. After a period of obscurity and neglect, Barnes’s writ-
ings are being reassessed by feminist and lesbian scholars who find them powerful 
articulations of lesbian sexuality.
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BAsic instinct

written by Joe eszterhas and directed by Paul Verhoeven, the erotic thriller Basic 
Instinct (1992) was one of the top-grossing films of the 1990s and crucially con-
tributed to the fame of its stars, propelling the then relative unknown sharon 
stone into stardom and confirming Michael douglas’s ability in his portrayal of 
flawed heroes. Yet, the film’s position within queer popular culture remains prob-
lematic. even before it was released, Basic Instinct stirred the reactions of gay and 
lesbian communities worldwide, sparking debates on the politics of queer repre-
sentations in popular culture. The openly bisexual characters of Catherine Tra-
mell (stone) and her female partners were considered offensive by many gays and 
lesbians, leading to a global boycott of the film. others found the narrative of the 
film empowering and pointed out how Catherine easily manipulates the male hero 
played by douglas. The outspoken lesbian academic Camille Paglia went as far as 
declaring Basic Instinct her favorite film and provided commentaries for its dVd 
edition.

The plot follows the investigation of troubled san Francisco detective nick 
Curran (Michael douglas) into the murder of rock-and-roll musician Johnny Boz. 
Boz was repeatedly stabbed with an ice-pick and the prime suspect is his openly 
bisexual girlfriend Catherine Tramell, a psychologist and a best-selling thriller au-
thor. Curran immediately becomes suspicious of Tramell, yet he is also attracted to 
her because of her explicit sexuality. Catherine does not show signs of grief for her 
boyfriend’s death, and she readily admits to have used him for her sexual pleasures. 
Curran, whose psychological balance is unstable due to stress and drug abuse, is 
further suspicious because of Catherine’s exact description of the dynamics of Boz’s 
murder in one of her books. As the investigation continues and more murders are 
committed, Curran and Tramell start a dangerous sexual liaison.

Basic Instinct takes to the extreme Paul Verhoeven’s inclination for the graphic 
representation of violence and sexuality. Gay rights activists felt that the movie 
followed the usual Hollywood pattern of describing homosexuals as predatory, in-
satiable, and homicidal. In the spring 1991, the beginning of the shooting in san 
Francisco, which has one of the largest gay communities in the United states, pro-
voked anger against the film. The first day ended with large demonstrations and 
arrests by the police. demonstrations continued to disturb the crew for the rest of 
the shooting. negative as well as positive reactions to Basic Instinct have hinged on 
stone’s role as an independent, sexually threatening woman. The film was marketed 
upon stone’s predatory character and promise of forbidden sexuality. These two 
features make Catherine Tramell a direct descendant of the femme fatales of the 
noir tradition of the 1940s and 1950s from Barbara Stanwyck’s Phyllis in Double 
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Indemnity (1944) to Kim novak’s 
Madeleine in Vertigo (1958). “Flesh 
seduces, passion kills” was the 
line used on the film’s poster over 
a naked douglas clawed by stone. 
once Basic Instinct was released, 
its main selling point became the 
few seconds of female crotch gaz-
ing during the police interrogation 
scene. Catherine Tramell is able to 
manipulate both the male hero, the 
gaze of her audience, and the film 
narrative itself, through the novel 
she writes in the course of the 
movie.

In her commentary for the dVd 
edition, lesbian theorist Camille Pa-
glia praises Basic Instinct as perfectly 
capturing the tension between the 
sexes that contemporary society has 
destroyed. In a 1995 interview with 
owen Keehnen published in the 
online encyclopedia GLBTQ, she 
declared herself shocked by the pro-
tests. “Those protests show the com-
plete disintegration of gay politics. 
It was a pornographic film receiving 
national distribution. It should have 
been rightly hailed as extreme and 
beautiful and bizarre.” To Paglia, 
criticism of the film in gay and les-
bian constituencies demonstrated 
that gay activism “had completely 
lost touch with the people. The 

more you get in groups, the more you lose your instincts. . . . It was a revolutionary 
film that pushed a porn style and language into Middle America. It makes me sick 
that instead of being seen as revolutionary, it was seen as reactionary.”

other critics have suggested readings of the films that go beyond the for/against 
debate and take into account the postmodern cultural milieu in which Basic Instinct 
was made. As Kate stables has argued, popular culture expresses and reproduces 
the ideologies necessary for the existence of social configurations. Because of their 
polysemic nature, however, postmodern films can accommodate radically diverg-
ing discourses at the same time. They self-consciously bring out, rather than con-
ceal, the social contradictions built into their narratives and exploit them for largely 
conflicting interpretations of the same text. Thus, stables explains (1998, 166), 
“Basic Instinct could be variously reviled as a misogynistic fantasy and celebrated as 

Putting the predatory lesbian on the film poster: Catherine Tra-
mell (sharon stone) clawing detective nick Curran (Michael 
douglas) on the infamous poster of Paul Verhoeven’s Basic In-
stinct. Courtesy of Tristar Pictures/Photofest.
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a feminist tour-de-force, condemned for blatant homophobia and celebrated as the 
ultimate cult lesbian movie.”
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beAn, bIlly (1964 –)

Former baseball player Billy Bean documented, with his moving testimony Going 
the Other Way: Lessons from a Life in and out of Major League Baseball (2003), the 
impact of homophobia on his career as a player and on his personal life. Although 
Bean has been out since 1999, he remained closeted throughout his baseball years. 
The fact that he had to keep secret his private life was painful, particularly when 
his partner sam Madani died of AIDS in 1995. Bean felt he could not talk about 
his loss to anyone, and, for fear of being questioned, he did not ask for days off to 
attend Madani’s funeral. The stress accumulated during all those years in the closet 
led Bean to leave baseball in 1996. since his coming out, Bean is a staunch supporter 
of queer rights and has hosted the revival of the 1950s panel game show I Have Got 
a Secret on the Game show network. Bean was the second baseball player to openly 
talk about his homosexuality, and, after the death of Glenn Burke in 1995, he is the 
only surviving player to have acknowledged his sexuality.

william daro Bean was born on May 11, 1964, in santa Ana, California, the 
son of william Joseph Bean and Linda robertson. The marriage between the 
couple was arranged in haste when they discovered Linda’s pregnancy. william’s 
paternal family was strictly religious and they never fully approved of the marriage, 
although they saw it as the lesser evil. After less than a year into the marriage, 
william was persuaded to go on a two-year Mormon mission and left his wife and 
child alone. After his divorce, Billy did not see his father again until the late 1980s, 
a few months before he died of a heart attack. Linda married two more times and 
she finally found happiness with her third marriage to policeman ed Kovac.

Bean was a sports fan since his childhood and, during his high school years, he 
became a strong athlete, playing both in his school’s baseball and football teams. In 
his senior year, he was chosen as athlete of the year of santa Ana High school. due 
to his academic and athletic skills, Bean received several scholarship offers from dif-
ferent university and finally chose the Jesuit Loyola Marymount University in Los 
Angeles. Although he made friends quickly, in his autobiography, Bean describes 
how he constantly felt an outsider in the erotic world of his university teammates. 
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He was embarrassed by their continuous boasting of sexual conquests with women. 
Already in his junior year, Bean was named to the division I All America team and 
attracted the attention of talent scouts. After tearing a quadriceps muscle during 
a game, however, Bean saw his career prospects as a professional player diminish. 
Yet, he was not to be discouraged and continued to play for the Marymount team 
in his senior year. His coach also arranged for him to play minor league baseball 
with the Fairbanks Goldpanners of the Alaska League and Bean gave strong perfor-
mances which led to his choice as the team’s player of the year. In the 1986 champi-
onship, the Marymount team succeeded in entering the College world series, but 
was eliminated by the Arizona team. Bean graduated from Marymount the same 
year with a degree in business administration.

due to Bean’s strong performances in his senior year, the player was selected 
by the detroit Tigers and he started his professional career in 1987. Bean did 
well in his debut match, tying the major league record for most hits by a player 
in his first game. The Tigers employed Bean as long as their star outfielder Kirk 
Gibson was on the disabled list. when Gibson came back, Bean had less chances 
of playing and, at mid-season, he was sent to the Tigers’ minor league associated 
team, the Toledo Mud Hens so that he could play more regularly and perfect 
his talent. Bean remained with the Tigers for two years, alternating matches in 
Toledo and detroit, but his status as utility, rather than position player, seriously 
damaged his hopes of career within the team. In July 1989 Bean was traded to the 
Los Angeles dodgers. Moving to California was significant also for his develop-
ing consciousness as a gay man. Although Bean married his college fiancée Anna 
Maria Amato that same year, he started to befriend several gay men he had met 
at the local gym. Bean’s apartment was located in west Hollywood, the so-called 
gayest neighborhood in L.A. The player felt attracted by the gay world that he 
was discovering.

during his time with the dodgers, Bean was coached by baseball legend Tommy 
Lasorda, while the manager’s gay son was dying of AIds, a circumstance that Las-
orda has still not acknowledged. In spite of Lasorda’s appreciation, Bean felt uncom-
fortable because of his homophobic remarks. After nine unhappy months in Japan 
with the Kenetsu Buffaloes in 1992, Bean came back to the United states where he 
got a minor league contract with the san diego Padres for the 1993 season. Here 
he also had his first homosexual intercourse. while visiting his wife’s parents in 
washington d.C. the athlete met his first partner sam Madani. Bean and his wife 
soon divorced and, when the Padres called him again for the next season, Madani 
moved in the new house Bean had bought in California. Yet, their relationship 
remained secret to Bean’s teammates, and, when Madani tested HIV-positive in 
1994, Bean could not get from them the support he needed. He was not even able 
to attend Madani’s funeral in washington a year later for fears of being asked ques-
tions about the nature of their relationship. At the same time, the Padres decided to 
use Bean, much to his disappointment, in their triple-A club in Las Vegas.

In 1996, Bean, who by then had started a relationship with his present partner 
efraìn Veiga, was told by his agent that the Padres would not offer him more than 
a minor league contract. Frustrated by the prospect of remaining in the closet to 
play in a minor team, Bean quit baseball and became a partner in Veiga’s restaurant 
business. The couple later started a partnership in real estate. Bean also came out 
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to his parents, who were supportive. In 1999, the former player publicly acknowl-
edged his homosexuality in an interview with the Miami Herald. The news was 
picked up by the national press and the New York Times ran a front-page article on 
it. Bean and Veiga were also interviewed for ABC’s program 20/20. In the spring 
2006, the former-player turned into a TV personality joining the all-gay panel of 
the Game show network’s I Have Got a Secret.

After his coming out, Bean became an outspoken supporter of queer struggles 
for equal rights. His autobiography Going the Other Way constructs Bean as a role 
model for other closeted homosexuals to follow, learning from, rather than sharing, 
his mistakes.
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beAt GenerAtIon

The so-called Beat Generation was the most significant literary movement of the 
second half of the twentieth century. The founding figures of the movement, Jack 
Kerouac (1922–1969), Allen Ginsberg (1926–1997), and william Burroughs (1914–
1997), as well as lesser known writers such as neal Cassidy, Herbert Huncke, Peter 
orlovsky (Ginsberg’s partner), and Carl solomon were all gays or bisexuals. Most of 
them explicitly talked about homosexuality in their works, challenging the censors 
of the eisenhower years and becoming inspirational icons for the counterculture of 
the 1960s. Throughout their literary careers, they rejected the conformism of the 
1950s in the name of political, social, and spiritual reforms, including gay libera-
tion. Beat writers, or, as they were disparagingly called, beatniks, defied middle-class 
values in their explorations of an openly unconventional sexuality, drug-use, and 
eastern spirituality.

Kerouac, Burroughs, and Ginsberg met in new York in 1944, but the Beat phe-
nomenon would not come to national prominence before the mid-1950s. Until 
then, Beat circles were restricted to new York and san Francisco, their writers were 
mostly unpublished enthusiasts for literary experimentation, drugs, and jazz. Their 
spontaneous and uncensored writing was primarily based on their own experiences 
among social outlaws. Kerouac explained that the term beat in the name of the 
movement did not mean only “exhausted,” but also “beatific.” Thus, he emphasized 
the key position of spiritualism in the group’s philosophy, which championed the 
causes of those left behind by the American dream and the consumerist credo of 
the Cold war years. It was the obscenity trial against Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and 
Other Poems (1956) which effectively launched the Beat movement, paving the way 
for the publication of such seminal works as Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957) and 
Burroughs’s Naked Lunch (1959).
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Ginsberg, who had avoided the military draft in the world war II by declaring 
his homosexuality, first read his poem “Howl” in san Francisco in october 1955. 
The poet and publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti was immediately impressed by it. 
His publishing house City Lights Books brought out Ginsberg’s collection Howl 
and Other Poems in 1956, but the work was seized by the san Francisco police and 
U.s. customs. In the trial that ensued, however, Judge Clayton Horne ruled that 
the poems were not obscene and the collection soon became a bestseller. Censors 
were angered in particular by the strong sense of solidarity among the dispossessed 
and the explicit depiction of gay life and sexuality contained in the book. The poem 
“Howl” opens with a lamentation about the power of middle-class values to destroy 
the best minds of Ginsberg’s generation. These opening lines became a common cry 

Male bonding between Beats: neal Cassidy (left) and Jack Kerouac (right). 
Courtesy of Photofest.
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of protest for the 1960s counterculture which demanded more freedom of choice 
for individuals and less state control on personal lives. Many poems in the collec-
tion explicitly portray gay sex. This in itself already meant infringing a literary and 
social taboo. Ginsberg’s crude language led many to brand the collection as por-
nography. In “Howl,” for example, Ginsberg (1996, 9) celebrates “the best minds of 
my generation . . . who let themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motorcyclists, 
and screamed with joy, . . . [and] who blew and were blown by those human sera-
phim, the sailors, caresses of Atlantic and Caribbean Love.” In Sexual Politics, Sexual 
Communities, John d’emilio (1998, 181) summarized the centrality of Howl in the 
development of gay literature. The collection’s “description of gay male sexual-
ity as joyous, delightful, and indeed even holy turned contemporary stereotypes 
of homosexuality upside down.” Gay readers were finally offered “a self-affirming 
image of their sexual preference.” Ginsberg became a crucial link between the liter-
ary avant-garde, which was becoming increasingly tolerant, and even supportive of 
homosexuality, and the emerging protest against the social and sexual conformism 
of the 1950s. “Howl” became the manifesto of the emergent counterculture, and 
Ginsberg the icon for many battles of the 1960s and beyond, including anti-war 
protests and queer rights.

Burroughs, too, was subjected to a trial for obscenity. Published first in Paris 
and then in the United states, his novel Naked Lunch represented an upfront attack 
against all forms of power and control. Burroughs had already focused on the world 
of social and sexual outlaws in his novels Junkie (1953) and the unfinished Queer, 
written in the 1950s but published only in 1985, which, from the very title, focuses 
on the gay world. with Naked Lunch, however, Burroughs relinquished the natural-
istic mode of his previous works in favor of a more surrealist style. To Burroughs, 
sexuality and language were sites of social conflicts. Influenced by the theories of 
psychoanalyst wilhelm reich, Burroughs condemned sexual repression as a form 
of social control. As he later stated in an Advocate interview (Brent 1994, 203), to 
him, sex was “very definitely a political issue. . . . one of the most potent weapons 
in the hands of the people in control is sexual suppression.” Praised by intellectu-
als such as poet Karl shapiro and novelist and social critic norman Mailer, Naked 
Lunch was considered pornography by the state of Massachusetts. As for Howl, the 
trial had a beneficial effect on the book, turning it into a bestseller. The several 
court cases concerning Burroughs’s novel eventually ended with a landmark deci-
sion in the history of censorship by the Massachusetts supreme Court in 1966. The 
novel was cleared from obscenity charges.

Burroughs’s following novels were written in the genres of pulp literature such as 
science fiction, westerns, and detective stories. Yet, the writer twisted the conven-
tions of genre literature to accommodate his subversive messages against social and 
sexual control. Burroughs’s literary pulps do not endorse the hegemonic values of 
dominant groups, as genre literature often does. on the contrary, they incorporate 
the voices of those considered on the margins of society. The literary innovations 
of Burroughs’s texts, with their fragmented postmodernist narrative and subver-
sion of linear chronological development, mirror the plea for political reform. As 
Ginsberg, Burroughs too became a countercultural icon. His contempt for author-
ity and his honest depiction of homosexuality and drug-taking made his appeal 
last well beyond the rebellious 1960s. In his later life, Burroughs metamorphosed 
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from an outlaw into an pop symbol, taking part into a number of films, including 
Gus Van sant’s Drugstore Cowboy (1989), and collaborating with popular musicians 
such as Tom waits, Kurt Cobain, and U2. This global celebrity did not lead Bur-
roughs to sever his links with the movement for queer rights. In an interview to 
the Advocate (Brent 1994, 203), Burroughs defined the gay liberation movement 
as serving “a very useful purpose. . . . [G]ay has now become a household word and 
people realize that it is not all as sulphurous and evil and distressing as it was once 
thought to be.”

often considered as the central voice of the Beat Movement, the bisexual Jack 
Kerouac was more evasive than Ginsberg and Burroughs in representing his own 
homosexual experiences in his autobiographical writings. His most famous work 
is the novel On the Road which Kerouac wrote with the method of what he called 
spontaneous prose. It relied more on spontaneity rather than on revisions to create 
a more meaningful bond between the writer and his audience.

Although the Beat Generation was primarily white and male, the Beats em-
braced the causes of the subjects on the margins of American Cold war society. 
The movement influenced several gay writers such as Paul Bowles, Frank o’Hara, 
robert duncan, and John rechy. As John d’emilio (1998, 181) points out, the 
Beats altered the stereotype about homosexuals as dangerous and treacherous per-
verts that enjoyed such wide currency in the 1950s. Thanks to Beat writing, “gays 
could perceive themselves as nonconformists rather than deviates, as rebels against 
stultifying norms rather than immature, unstable personalities.” equally important 
for gay and lesbian popular culture was the Beats’ rejection of self-censorship and 
their stress on the necessity to convey personal experiences in literary works. To 
many homosexual artists, this meant a call to represent without shame their sexual 
identity.
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bernSteIn, leonArD (1918–1990)

Academy Award nominee Leonard Bernstein was the first American musician to re-
ceive worldwide acclaim for his skills as a conductor and composer. He was music 
director of the new York Philharmonic from 1958 to 1969, leading more concerts 
than any other conductor. His compositions, the musical West Side Story (1957) 
above all, were both critical and commercial successes. In spite of his classical music 
background, the conductor was eager to explore popular culture and frequently ap-
peared on television, displaying his flamboyant style of conducting to the delight of 
vast audiences. As his popularity grew in the 1960s, Bernstein also lent his support 
to radical causes, such as anti-Vietnam war demonstrations and the civil rights 
movement. Yet, throughout his life, he was unable to fully come out of the closet 
and declare openly his homosexuality. Commenting on his death, journalist Paul 
Moor (“Klassik in Berlin,” 1990) wrote: “over and over, Leonard Bernstein gave 
the appearance of a profoundly troubled man desperately trying to come out. But if 
he never came out in the customary sense, he did everything just short of it. . . . if he 
had, it would have made him a far less unhappy man.”

Bernstein was born into a Jewish family of Ukrainian origins in Lawrence, Mas-
sachusetts, on August 25, 1918. His original name was Louis, but his parents always 
called him Leonard and the name was officially changed when he was 16. From a 
very early age, Bernstein developed an intense interest in music and started to take 
piano lessons, much to his father’s disapproval. sam Bernstein wanted his son to 
become a businessman like him and he initially opposed Leonard’s passion for the 
piano. Bernstein first attended the Garrison and Boston Latin schools, and, upon 
his graduation in 1935, he went on to Harvard University where he pursued his 
music studies with walter Piston, edward Burlingame-Hill, and A. Tillman Mer-
ritt. His attention for radical causes was apparent also during his university years 
as he directed Marc Blitzstein’s radical opera The Cradle Will Rock (1937) before 
graduating in 1939. Bernstein continued his studies in Philadelphia at the Curtis 
Institute of Music, where he was taught piano by Isabella Vengerova, conducting by 
Fritz reiner, and orchestration by randall Thompson.

In 1943, Bernstein was appointed to his first conducting post as Assistant Con-
ductor of the new York Philharmonic. In november of that same year, he stepped 
in for Bruno walter at a Carnegie Hall concert. Broadcast on the radio, the per-
formance was an immediate success and launched Bernstein’s international career. 
european and American orchestras demanded him as guest director and important 
music schools sought him as a teacher. From 1945 to 1947, Bernstein was music di-
rector of the new York City symphony orchestra and, in 1951, he started teaching 
at Tanglewood, the prestigious Massachusetts music institution. In the immediate 
post-war years, Bernstein directed in London, Prague, and Tel Aviv, establishing 
a lifelong relationship with the state of Israel. His growing fame did not make him 
more timid about his radical commitments. In november 1947, a month after the 
Hollywood Ten hearings and in the midst of the mounting anti-Communist hysteria, 
Bernstein conducted a revival of The Cradle Will Rock. Music critic Virgil Thomson 
praised it as an effort to counter the attacks on the left and the labor movement.

More threatening for the musician’s career than his radical associations was his 
homosexuality. Bernstein’s biographers agree that during his new York years, the 
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musician was involved sexually with different male partners. It was dimitri Mitro-
pulos, the music director of the new York Philharmonic and one of Bernstein’s 
mentors and his probable lover, who advised him to marry to respond to the gos-
sip about his sexual life. After an intermittent engagement, in 1951, a doubtful 
Bernstein married Chilean actress Felicia Montealegre Cohn from whom he had 
three children. However, Bernstein continued to have homosexual relationships 
throughout his married life, probably with his wife’s full knowledge.

In the 1950s, the musician’s celebrity skyrocketed as he performed in the most 
prestigious theaters of europe and the United states. He also started to conduct 
operas and was the first American conductor to perform at La scala in Milan, where 
he directed Maria Callas in what was to become one of her classic roles, that of 
Cherubini’s Medea. In 1958 he was appointed music director of the new York Phil-
harmonic, a position that he held until 11 years later when he was awarded with 
the lifetime title of Laureate Conductor. Bernstein paralleled his conducting career 
with that as a composer of both highbrow pieces such as symphonies and ballets and 
more popular Broadway musicals including his best-known work West Side Story. 
while West Side Story is primarily a heterosexual love story, Charles Kaiser has 
pointed out its centrality in queer popular culture. The musical was, after all, the 

romance, violence, danger, and mystery in the streets: the queer appeal of Leonard Bernstein’s West Side 
Story. Courtesy of United Artists/Photofest.
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product of four gay men, Leonard Bernstein, Jerome robbins, Arthur Laurents, 
and Stephen Sondheim. “Thousands of gay Americans fell in love with West Side 
Story when they were children in the fifties,” writes Kaiser (1998, 85) in his account 
of new York homosexual life, “To many gay adults coming of age in the sixties, 
the romance, violence, danger, and mystery so audible on the original cast album 
all felt like integral parts of the gay life they had embraced. The lyrics of ‘some-
where’ in particular seemed to speak directly to the gay experience before the age 
of liberation.”

Popular culture enhanced Bernstein’s fame. His soundtrack for elia Kazan’s 
movie On the Waterfront (1955) received a nomination for an Academy Award. 
Although reared in classical music, Bernstein was highly appreciative of popular 
music and scholars have noted his efforts to infuse jazz and pop motifs even in his 
more classical compositions. with his albums Bernstein won 11 Grammy Awards 
throughout his career. The conductor’s association with popular culture was further 
strengthened by his extensive use of television. From 1958 Bernstein directed 53 
Young People’s Concerts, which were broadcast by CBs and sold to foreign networks 
throughout the 1960s. In this educational program, the musician explained how clas-
sical music could become alive and constitute an exciting experience for everybody 
regardless of their education. His distinctive approach to conducting received wide 
publicity, to the enchantment of television audiences and the irritation of purists. 
Bernstein’s eccentricity was not limited to his stage mannerism. As an outspoken 
supporter of civil rights, the musician invited members of the Black Panthers, the 
revolutionary African American organization, to his cocktail parties. Conservative 
satirist Tom wolfe (1970, 2) lambasted him as the quintessential so-called radical 
chic who organized parties where the revolutionary Panthers eat “little roquefort 
cheese morsels rolled in crushed nuts . . . , and asparagus tips in mayonnaise dabs, 
and meatballs petites au Coq Hardi, . . . offered to them on gadrooned silver platters by 
maids in black uniforms with hand-ironed white aprons.”

In spite of his championing of unpopular causes, Bernstein, a dominant fig-
ure in new York post-war society and a close friend of the Kennedy family, still 
remained reticent about his own sexuality. Yet, in the mid-1970s, as the move-
ment for gay liberation became more visible, the musician decided to leave his 
wife to live with his partner Tom Cochran. In december 1976, before conducting 
shostakovich’s Fourteenth symphony with the new York Philharmonic, Bernstein 
came as close to a public coming out as he would ever do confessing to a startled 
audience that he had come to understand, with the approach of death, “that an 
artist must cast off everything that may be restraining him and create in complete 
freedom. I decided that I had to this for myself, to live the rest of my life as I want.” 
This decision, however, was short-lived as Bernstein soon returned to his dying 
wife, who had been diagnosed with cancer. After the death of his wife, Bernstein 
was more open about his homosexuality, but without officially coming out. In his 
opera A Quiet Place (1983), the composer reworked material from his previous 
work, Trouble in Tahiti (1952), explicitly treating the themes of homosexuality and 
suburban hypocrisy.

Bernstein continued to perform until his death on october 14, 1990. of par-
ticular note throughout the 1980s were his Christmas day concert in 1989 as 
part of the celebrations for the fall of the Berlin wall, broadcast live in more than 

 bErnstEin, lEonard ★ ��



20 countries, and his PBs series on Beethoven’s music. In 1985, he was awarded 
the Lifetime Achievement Grammy Award by the national Academy of recording 
Arts and sciences and he was named honorary president of the London symphony 
orchestra two years later. Bernstein’s repertoire was vast and complex. He was con-
sidered especially accomplished with the works of Gustav Mahler, Aaron Copland, 
Johannes Brahms, dmitri shostakovich, and George Gershwin.
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bowIe, DAvID (1947–)

english singer, songwriter, and actor, david Bowie has become, over a 40 year 
career, an international pop music icon. The artist has been widely celebrated for 
his accomplishments, ranking among the 10 best-selling singers in British pop his-
tory and reaching number 29 in the 2002 BBC poll on the 100 most famous Britons. 
His records have sold over one hundred million copies. His significance for queer 
popular culture, however, is a matter of dispute. Bowie’s claims in the 1970s to be 
gay or bisexual seem to have been discredited as mere publicity scams, which the 
artist himself has later retracted. The lyrics of his songs also show little gay pride. 
However, the different so-called glam-rock personae that he came to embody, espe-
cially at the beginning of his career, all share drag and androgynous elements which 
bring Bowie close to a queer sensibility.

Bowie was born david robert Jones on January 8, 1947, in Brixton, London, 
to a working-class family. His parents soon moved to Kent, where david grew up. 
His interest for music was encouraged by his parents, who bought him a saxophone 
when he was 12. Throughout his school years, Bowie performed with several small 
bands. After his graduation in 1963, Bowie formed his first serious group, Davie Jones 
and the King Bees. Both this group and his next one, The Manish Boys, did not gain 
any commercial success. In 1965 the artist changed his name into Bowie to avoid 
confusion with davy Jones of The Monkees. He chose the name out of admiration 
for the Alamo hero Jim Bowie and his homonymous knife. In the late 1960s, Bowie 
played in Lower Third and Buzz. Although these bands were short-lived, Bowie had 
acquired a certain fame on the London music scene and deram records offered 
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him a solo contract. His first album, 
David Bowie (1967), was a mixture 
of psychedelic and folk-influenced 
rock that failed to attract audiences. 
Bowie then studied mime with gay 
artist Lindsay Kemp, who has had 
a constant influence on the singer’s 
career.

“space oddity” (1969) was the 
artist’s first top-ten hit, produced 
by Mercury records. It was a single 
taken from Bowie’s second album, 
which, in the United Kingdom, was 
released with the same title as Bow-
ie’s first work, while its American 
title was Man of Words, Man of Music. 
The single proved so popular, also 
thanks to the coincidental first land-
ing on the moon, that it gave the 
title to the album as a whole when 
it was re-released in 1972. “space 
oddity” also introduced Bowie’s first 
persona, Major Tom, an astronaut 
stranded in space, who was also fea-
tured in Bowie’s number 1 single 
“Ashes to Ashes” (1980).

In 1970 Bowie married Mary 
Angela Barnett, from whom he 
had a son, Zowie. In the same year, 
he released The Man Who Sold the 
World. The limited success of the album led Mercury to separate from Bowie, who 
was signed by rCA records. The label produced Bowie’s fourth album, Hunky Dory 
(1972), which featured the single “Changes,” often taken as a manifesto for the 
singer’s frequent changes in outlook. one such change took place with the release 
of the hit album Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (1972), which was pro-
moted exploiting Bowie’s androgynous appearance. The persona of Ziggy and his 
extraterrestrial band served as the basis for Bowie’s glam-rock world tour, in which 
Bowie performed with flaming red hair and outrageous outfits. The tour helped 
the album, unanimously considered as one of the most influential of the 1970s, to 
reach number five in the U.K. chart. sales were also helped by public interest in 
Bowie’s much-publicized sexual life. Though married, Bowie declared he was gay, 
and was the first major rock star to talk openly about his homosexuality. In septem-
ber 1972 the tour premiered in the United states at Carnegie Hall where Bowie 
had a standing ovation from his audience, but shocked critics with his blatantly 
homosexual conduct. during the concert, Bowie kissed his handsome guitarist and 
faked a blow-job. These may seem rather tame actions today, but, at the time, they 
caused a furor. Bowie further banked on his ambiguous image with the non-album 

david Bowie as a glam-rock icon. Courtesy of Photofest.
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single “John, I Am only dancing” which became a U.K. hit and was banned in the 
states for its allusive lyrics.

Already a rock star, Bowie also started to produce the songs of Lou reed and 
Iggy Pop. He followed up Ziggy with Aladdin Sane (1973) which punned with the 
words “a lad insane.” The album continued to exploit the commercial success of 
the Ziggy persona and, on the tour stage as well as at press conferences, Bowie 
maintained the same outrageous make-up and clothes that had propelled him into 
stardom. At the peak of their success, Bowie announced at London’s Hammersmith 
odeon in 1973 the demise of Ziggy and the spiders from Mars: “not only is it the 
last show of the tour, but it’s the last show that we’ll ever do.” Bowie was clearly try-
ing not to become hostage of the Ziggy character that had made him famous. His 
next U.K. number-one album, Pin Ups (1973), a collection of British covers from 
the 1960s, clearly explored new directions for the artist. It is this first part of Bowie’s 
career where his contribution to, and, to a certain extent, exploitation of queer 
popular culture are more apparent. Bowie’s heavy make-up and glittery outfits, no 
matter how commercially constructed, proved liberating for gay men. As his fame 
grew, however, Bowie progressively distanced himself from a homosexual identity. 
In January 1970, the artist was eager to give an interview for Jeremy, the only gay 
publication in Britain at the time. Two years later, he was interviewed for Melody 
Maker and unmistakably declared that he was gay and had always been. Yet, in 1976, 
Playboy published an interview in which Bowie described himself as bisexual, rather 
than gay.

Diamond Dog (1974) represented a shift from glam-rock to disco/soul music and 
was Bowie’s homage to George orwell’s 1984 (1949). It reached number one in 
the United Kingdom, making Bowie the best-selling British artist for two consec-
utive years. encouraged by the success of the album in the United states, where 
it arrived at number five, Bowie launched a major north American tour with lav-
ish sets and elaborate special effects. Young Americans (1975) further distanced 
Bowie from glam rock and closely linked him to the smoother Philadelphia soul, 
which the artist appropriated, renaming it “plastic rock.” Young Americans con-
tained “Fame”; co-written with John Lennon, it was Bowie’s only single to reach 
number one in the U.s. chart. At the top of his fame, the artist also began his 
career as an actor, giving a critically praised performance in nicholas roeg’s The 
Man Who Fell on Earth (1976). subsequent roles included a vampire in The Hunger 
(1983), Pontius Pilate in Martin scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), a 
mysterious FBI agent in david Lynch’s Twin Peaks (1992), and Andy Warhol in 
Basquiat (1996). Bowie also starred in the highly praised nagisa oshima’s film 
Merry Christmas, Mr. Lawrence (1983) and took part in Julian Temple’s musical Ab-
solute Beginners (1986), which was panned by critics, but soon acquired cult status. 
It is often claimed that slade in Todd Haynes’s Velvet Goldmine (1998) is based on 
Bowie, who resented slade’s manipulative personality and legally fought against 
the film’s release.

The character in The Man Who Fell on Earth also provided Bowie with his 
next music persona, that of the Thin white duke. relinquishing altogether the 
glamorous look that had propelled him into fame, Bowie adopted a sober and for-
mal fashion. After a turbulent period at the end of the 1970s, characterized by his 
divorce from Angela Barnett, increasing dependence on drugs and controversial 
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comments on Hitler and fascism, Bowie nourished his superstar fame through the 
1980s and 1990s, joining rather than resisting the commercial dance scene. Let’s 
Dance (1983), Tonight (1984), and Never Let Me Down (1987) are clearly in that vein. 
Following his divorce, the artist remarried with somali-born model Iman who bore 
him a daughter, Alexandria. After the brief interlude with the band Tin Machine 
in the early 1990s, Bowie returned to his solo career; his enduring appeal demon-
strated by the bestselling 2004 Reality Tour. The long career of david Bowie is the 
result of a shrewd promotion, which was careful to sponsor not only the artist’s 
vocal skills but also, more crucially, his sexual ambiguity. while the 1970s were 
increasingly failing to adapt the 1960s upheavals into viable social models, Bowie as 
Ziggy lingered on the nostalgia for a countercultural utopia of sexual and political 
liberation. The queer accents of his performances are part of this project, whose 
honesty, however, has been deeply questioned.
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boy GeorGe (1961–)

British songwriter and disc jockey Boy George rose to international celebrity 
in the 1980s with his group Culture Club, producing several hits in the genre of 
blue-eyed soul (soul composed by white people). The Culture Club production was 
influenced by reggae and rhythm and blues. It had an unmistakably romantic and 
sensuous quality. Boy George’s androgynous looks and flamboyant dresses made 
the singer a gay icon, although he initially denied being homosexual or bothered 
with sexuality at all. “I prefer a nice cup of tea to sex,” he remarked once, a com-
ment which he deemed totally untrue years later. As his career developed, the artist 
proved an accomplished performer rather than just an eccentric character. He also 
explicitly talked about his homosexuality and took a firm stand against homopho-
bia, both in society and the world of music.

George Alan o’down was born in London on June 14, 1961, from working-
class parents of Irish origins. His father was a builder and a boxing coach while his 
mother worked in a nursing home. George was the third of six children. Barely in 
his twenties, George began to appear on London’s new romantic scene in clubs 
such as Billy’s, Blitz, and Heaven and Hell. His flashy cross-dressing style attracted 
the attention of hip magazines and Malcolm McLaren, former sex Pistols manager, 
who offered him to team up with Annabella Lwin in the band Bow Wow Wow. Their 
partnership was short-lived and George soon formed his own group with Jamaican 
bassist Mickey Craig, Jewish drummer Jon Moss (with whom George had a long 
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Boy George. Courtesy of Photofest.

and troubled relationship), and english keyboardist roy Hay. After various names 
were dropped, the band was called Culture Club to reflect its members’ diverse ethnic 
backgrounds.

Culture Club were contracted by Virgin records in Britain and epic records 
in the states. Their first album, Kissing to Be Clever, was released in 1982. The 
first two singles went almost unnoticed, but the release of the third, “do You re-
ally want to Hurt Me,” made George and his band instant pop idols. The song 
reached number one in the charts of many countries and arrived at number two 
in the United states. The next two singles, “Time (Clock of the Heart)” and “I’ll 
Tumble 4 Ya,” also proved big hits, making Culture Club the only band since The 
Beatles to have three top-ten singles from a debut album. The group’s second work, 
Color By Numbers (1983), also featured a string of hits, including U.s. number one 

hit “Karma Chameleon.” In two 
years, Boy George and Culture 
Club had risen from anonymity 
to stardom, earning the Grammy 
Award for Best new Artist and 
selling millions of copies of their 
albums worldwide. George took 
part in the Band-Aid project to 
help ethiopia and appeared in 
one episode of the cult TV series, 
The A-Team. such immediate 
success and the pressure to keep 
George and Jon Moss’s love af-
fair secret took a toll on the band 
and its members. George, world-
wide revered as an alternative teen 
icon, began to use drugs heavily, 
including heroin. Culture Club’s 
next two albums suffered from 
this tense atmosphere and only 
included two more hits, “The war 
song” and “Move Away.” The 
group disbanded in 1986.

Battling against his heroin 
addiction was not easy for the 
singer. Following the death of 
American keyboardist Michael 
rudetski of a heroin overdose at 
George’s London home, George 
was arrested on a charge of drug 
possession. He was successfully 
treated for his dependence; how-
ever, George’s arrest in october 
2005 in Manhattan on suspected 
cocaine possession shows that the 
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star’s battle against drugs may still be in progress. In 1987, George launched his solo 
career with Sold. The album included many U.K. hit singles, but did not achieve 
the same success in America. now completely comfortable with his gay identity, 
George used his music to fight against the decision of the British conservative 
government of introducing Clause 28, which imposed heavy restrictions on sexual 
education, practically forbidding any positive mention of homosexuality in state 
schools. In 1989, George formed his own label More Protein and fronted a new 
band, Jesus Loves You.

In the 1990s, George constructed a different persona, which was more sober 
and less in the spotlight of media attention than during his Culture Club years. He 
revived his pop career with a cover of the song “The Crying Game” in the 1995 
film of the same title and reunited the Culture Club for the 1998 “Big rewind Tour.” 
The band also recorded a new album Don’t Mind If I Do (1999), which contained the 
U.K. hit single “I just wanna be loved.” Aside from his achievements as a dJ, Boy 
George’s projects have been mainly autobiographical in nature. The first part of his 
autobiography, Take It Like A Man, was published by Harper Collins in 1995 and 
frankly portrayed George’s homosexual relationships with Jon Moss and Kirk Bran-
don, the spear of destiny singer. Brandon claimed he had never had a relationship 
with George and sued him, but lost the court case. The second chapter of George’s 
autobiography, Straight, came out in 2005. In 2002, the artist recreated the London 
new romantic scene in the musical Taboo, for which he wrote the songs. The show 
had good reviews and a successful west end run in London. However, when it 
opened in the United states the following year with Rosie O’Donnell making her 
debut as a Broadway producer, it had much colder reactions from critics and audi-
ences alike, closing after only 100 performances.

Further Reading
Bono, Chastity. “Boy’s Life.” The Advocate no. 694 (november 14, 1995): 68–75; 

Boy George. Take It Like a Man. new York: Harper, 1995; Boy George. Straight. 
London: Century, 2005; Collins, nancy. “Boy George: He wears the Pants in 
Culture Club.” Rolling Stone ( June 7, 1984): 13–17; Galvin, Peter. “Boy will Be 
Boy.” The Advocate no. 762 ( June 23, 1998): 103–112; www.boygeorgeuk.com.

BrokeBAck MountAin

directed by Taiwanese filmmaker Ang Lee, Brokeback Mountain was one of the most 
critically acclaimed and controversial movies released in 2005. Based on a 20-page 
short story by e. Annie Proulx, it portrays the romantic relationship of two men 
in the American west over 20 years, from the 1960s to the 1980s. An unexpected 
box office hit, the film was also the most critically honored feature of 2005, win-
ning many prestigious awards including three Academy Awards (Best director, 
Best Adapted screenplay, and Best score), four Golden Globes (Best Film, Best 
director, Best screenplay, and Best song), and the Golden Lion for Best Film at 
Venice Film Festival. Brokeback Mountain lost the oscar for Best Picture to Crash, 
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a decision that sparked accusations of homophobia against Academy members. 
Proulx explicitly wrote that “heffalump academy voters” live “out of touch . . . with 
the shifting larger culture and the yeasty ferment that is America these days” (The 
Guardian online, March 2006). Conservative commentators found the film simply 
thinly disguised propaganda to promote same-sex marriage. The film also caused 
debates within the queer community. while generally well received, it was faulted 
by some influential gay critics as a product of bland Hollywood liberalism whose 
radicalism is more apparent than real.

rancher Joe Aguirre (randy Quaid) hires ennis del Mar (Heath Ledger) and 
Jack Twist ( Jake Gyllenhall) to work as sheepherders on Brokeback Mountain in 
wyoming. Gradually, both the reserved ennis and the more talkative Jack become 
friends and start to open up to each other. It is after one of their whiskey conver-
sations around the campfire that they make love for the first time, starting their 
tormented 20-year relationship, which, at the beginning, neither of them wants to 
acknowledge. “I’m no queer,” says ennis the next morning and Jack replies, “Me 
neither. A one-shot thing. nobody’s business but ours.” when their summer job 
comes to an abrupt end due to approaching storms, ennis and Jack separate with 
no definite plans about their future. This uncertainty about their lives is lacerating 
to them both, although neither confesses this to the other. ennis and Jack meet 
again four years later after they have married and have had kids. Yet, in spite of 
their heterosexual lives, they instantly feel the same passion that had marked their 
Brokeback days. Jack and ennis spend the night together at a motel, the first of 
a sporadic strings of meetings in which the two lovers officially go on fishing trips 
together. Jack would like them to end their marriages and start a ranch together. 
Yet, to ennis, the mere idea of two men living together is inconceivable. After 
a bitter argument during their last trip together, it is ennis’s turn to look for Jack, 
but he will only be able to find out that his lover has died. Lureen explains Jack’s 
death as accidental, but ennis, who will become the depositary of Jack’s memory, 
is afraid the answer lies in the mutilated corpses of gay men that his father used to 
bring him to see when he was a child.

Although the screenplay inflates Proulx’s short story into a full feature, it is very 
faithful to its source. Brokeback Mountain has the same mood of sharp desolation 
and longing which permeates Proulx’s prose. It takes to its extremes the homo-
erotic vein of a number of westerns and buddy movies. These are genres where, de 
rigueur, male characters must be quintessentially heterosexual. Yet, the characters’ 
bonding suggests there is a shadowy area of unexplored sexual attraction among 
them. Ang Lee’s film is not afraid to explore this area, turning homoeroticism into 
a fully explicit sexual attraction and tragic love-story. sustained by powerful perfor-
mances by Heath Ledger and Jake Gyllenhall, whom reviewers compared favorably 
to actors such as Marlon Brando and sean Penn, Brokeback Mountain has angered 
both conservative and progressive sectors of American society. while the official 
position of the Catholic Church was ambiguous, Christian fundamentalists and 
conservative commentators attacked the movie as a spot for legislation on same-sex 
marriages. At the same time, influential gay critics such as david ehrenstein have 
faulted the film for being “utterly removed from the political movement whose suc-
cess made it possible” (Los Angeles Times online, February 2006). ehrenstein com-
plains that Brokeback’s ahistoricism leaves no room in the narrative for references 
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to the gay and lesbian liberation movement. The movie prefers instead to play a 
universal card, making ennis and Jack two tragic lovers in the tradition of romeo 
and Juliet. while Brokeback Mountain does not set its gay love-story within a history 
of the liberation movement, it surely documents the effects of homophobia on its 
characters whose story takes place in the same state where Matthew shepard was 
murdered in 1998.
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burke, Glenn (1952–1995)

African American outfielder Glenn Burke was the first major league baseball player 
to reveal his homosexuality publicly. Although he waited until his retirement at 
27 years of age to discuss his sexuality, he felt that rumors about it still damaged 
his career. The rampant homophobia of the baseball world finally won over his 
determination to play. As he told Jennifer Frey (1994, B15), who interviewed him 
for the New York Times one year before his death from AIDS-related complications, 
“Prejudice drove me out of baseball sooner than I should have. But I wasn’t chang-
ing. And no-one can say I didn’t make it. I played in the world series. And I am in 
the book and they can’t take that away from me. not ever.” Yet, the decision to leave 
baseball was lacerating for Burke, who started to make heavy use of drugs and to 
panhandle. As a result, he was imprisoned several times. Because of his precarious 
way of life, his health worsened fast.

Burke was born on november 16, 1952, in oakland, California from Luther 
Burke, a sawmill worker, and Alice Burke, a nursing-home aide. Glenn and his 
large family, composed of seven other children, were deserted by Luther when 
Glenn was only a year old. His father had occasional contacts with his children, but 
the task of supporting the family was left entirely to Alice. As a student at Berkeley 
High school, Burke dreamed of a professional career in basketball. He earned 
praise for his performances in both the basketball and baseball school teams. His 
ability as a player made him the recipient of an athletic scholarship for the Uni-
versity of denver, where he enrolled in 1970. After only a few months, however, 
he was back in California transferring to Merritt Junior College. As a baseball 
player in the college team, Burke impressed a Los Angeles dodgers scout, who 
signed him for their minor league teams, where the player spent the following five 
seasons.

It was during this time that Burke became fully aware of his homosexuality and 
went to gay bars both in san Francisco and in the cities where he played. Yet, 
he kept his sexuality secret to his teammates fearing that such a revelation would 
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hurt his chances for a major career. In 1976, Burke was finally promoted to the 
dodgers with the high expectations of coach Jim Gilliam. His relationship with the 
dodgers management, however, proved difficult. Burke repeatedly stressed that his 
sexuality was part of it. His friendship with the openly gay son of manager Tommy 
Lasorda, for example, made his relationship with the father constantly tense. Burke 
also stated that the dodgers general manager Al Campanis put pressure on him to 
marry, although Campanis has denied the story.

Burke’s career reached its highest point in 1977 when the player took part with 
the dodgers in the world series. Friends and his partner Michael smith urged him 
to make his coming out, but Burke refused. After the world series, Burke’s career 
started, however, to decline. The following year, the dodgers traded him to the 
oakland Athletics. since his coming out, Burke vigorously claimed that the move 
had been provoked by the management’s aversion to his homosexuality. In spite of 
official denials, fellow dodgers player davey Lopes, interviewed by the New York 
Times in 1994, supported Burke’s accusations. “I think everyone would agree with 
that except management,” said Lopes.

Burke was unhappy with the oakland Athletics, a minor team who was perform-
ing particularly badly when Burke was with them. In addition, the atmosphere was 
even more homophobic than with the dodgers. He initially retired in the 1979 
season, although he later changed his mind and reported for training in 1980. How-
ever, after he injured his knee, Burke was sent to a minor league team in Utah. This 
persuaded him to retire for good. Throughout his career, Burke hit 237 and stole 
35 bases.

After his retirement, Burke became more active in the san Francisco gay athletic 
community playing in san Francisco’s Gay Men’s softball League and in the 1982 
and 1986 editions of the Gay Games. In 1982 Burke made his coming out through 
an article written by his partner and published in Inside Sport. His amateur activity 
came to an abrupt end when a speeding car ran him over in san Francisco, shatter-
ing his leg. After the incident, as Burke himself admitted, he started to take massive 
quantities of drugs. Unable to hold a steady job, he was arrested three times for pos-
session of drugs, theft, and violation of parole. In 1994, after a series of bad colds, 
Burke was diagnosed with AIds. His health deteriorated quickly and he became 
increasingly dependent on his sister, Lutha davis, who took care of him until his 
death on May 30, 1995. once nicknamed King Kong for his imposing body and 
strength, Burke spent his last days bedridden and in poverty, a promising young 
talent crushed by the force of prejudice and ignorance.
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burr, rAymonD (1917–1993)

due to his successful television personae of Perry Mason and Ironside, raymond 
Burr is synonymous in the popular mind with American jurisprudence. Yet, to 
queer popular culture, Burr has become a symbol of the impact of institutionalized 
Hollywood and media homophobia on the lives of stars. Burr carefully crafted a 
heterosexual persona for the public, while living a gay private life with a longtime 
partner. As Michelangelo signorile (1993) points out, the case of Burr is peculiar be-
cause, although many journalists and friends knew Burr was gay, the actor was kept 
in the closet even after his death. Hundreds of stories, rich in personal and intimate 
details, appeared after Burr died of cancer. Yet, all of them spoke of a heterosexual 
Burr, listing his relationships with women. Homosexuality has been constantly writ-
ten out of Burr’s biography both during the actor’s life and after his death.

raymond william stacy Burr was born in new westminster, British Columbia, 
Canada, on May 21, 1917. His father, william Burr, was a hardware dealer and 
his mother, Minerva smith, was a pianist and music teacher. when raymond was 
only six years old, the couple divorced and the child went to live with his mother in 
California. The Great depression compromised his education as Burr dropped out 
from school to help his mother support the family. Thanks to his imposing build 
he worked at cattle and sheep ranches. In his late teens, Burr was able to return to 
school and, at the same time, work as singer and as radio and theater actor. He made 
appearances in Broadway in Crazy with the Heat in 1941 and The Duke in Darkness 
in 1944.

during world war II, Burr served in the U.s. navy, fighting at the Battle of 
okinawa. His debut in Hollywood took place in 1946 with Mervyn Leroy’s With-
out Reservations. Because of his physical appearance, Burr was often cast as a threat-
ening villain, starring in such classics as George stevens’s A Place in the Sun (1951) 
and Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954). The turning point of Burr’s career was 
the movie Godzilla, King of the Monsters (1956), the American re-editing of a Japa-
nese movie. Unusually, Burr played a positive character, the heroic reporter steve 
Martin who, together with a group of Japanese scientists, challenges and eventually 
defeats the sea-monster Godzilla. while panned by the influential New York Times 
critic Bosley Crowther as “a cheap cinematic horror-stuff,” Godzilla was an inter-
national success. As a result of his newly found popularity, Burr was chosen for the 
role of Perry Mason, the defense attorney created by the pen of erle stanley Gard-
ner, for the homonymous CBs series. The show proved a big hit and ran originally 
from 1957 to 1966. After the end of Perry Mason, Burr starred in Ironside, another 
popular TV series which ran on nBC from 1967 to 1975. Both the astute Mason 
and the paralyzed detective Ironside were positive characters, carrying on Burr’s 
change of screen persona from his earlier films.
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The success of the two series made the public identify Burr completely with the 
two characters. As a result, there was room for little else in his career. when he 
tried to portray a new character, such as the journalist r. B. Kingston in the nBC 
series Kingston: Confidential (1977), his efforts met with the public’s cold reactions. 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, Burr starred in a dozen TV films as well as in 
dennis Hopper’s contentious work, Out of the Blue (1980). In the spoof Airplane II: 
The Sequel (1982), he offered a parody of his role as Perry Mason, a character whom 
Burr started to play again in 1985. His comeback as the defense attorney for a series 
of nBC TV movies was widely appreciated by his fans and by the general audience. 
ratings were so good that, from 1985 to a few weeks before the actor’s death on 
september 12, 1993, a total of 26 movies were made.

The private life of raymond Burr was carefully invented by the actor to comply 
with Hollywood heterosexual requirements for a successful film and TV star. In 
spite of being involved in a long-term relationship with actor robert Benevides, 
Burr mentioned being married three times and having had a son from his first wife. 
According to the actor’s reconstruction, his private life was indeed a tragic one. His 
first wife, British actress Annette sutherland, married in 1941, died two years later, 
leaving Burr with a son, Michael evan. Burr maintains Annette died on a plane 
shot down by the Germans during world war II. However, there is no mention of 
sutherland on the passengers’ list of the flight. His son allegedly died of leukemia 
when he was 10. The actor then married Isabella ward in 1947, but their marriage 
was declared null a few months afterwards. Burr’s third spouse was Laura Andrina 
Morgan. Again, the union was short-lived as the couple was married in 1953 and 
Laura succumbed to cancer in 1955. none of the actor’s friends seem to have met 
his wives and son. on the contrary, Burr’s life with Benevides was under every-
body’s eyes. The couple bought an island in Fiji in the 1960s where they started 
a profitable orchid-breeding business. They also jointly promoted many philan-
thropic actions and, in the 1980s, they began grape growing and wine production 
in California.

raymond Burr is a clear example of how the Hollywood establishment and the 
media join forces to manipulate stars’ memories, writing out homosexuality from 
their biographies as an aberrant orientation which cannot be voiced even after 
death.
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cAge Aux Folles, lA

originally written as play by Jean Poiret in 1973, La Cage Aux Folles has been 
successfully adapted both as a film and as a musical. The family intrigues of a 
st. Tropez gay club owner and his drag queen fiancé explicitly focused on homo-
sexuality, rejecting allusions in favor of a frank, even excessive, depiction. Although 
it may seem dated in the new millennium and its characters little more than ste-
reotypes, La Cage Aux Folles contributed to the visibility of queerness in popular 
culture. Through their emphasis on drag and performance, the different versions of 
La Cage Aux Folles challenge normative notions of gender, sexuality, and family.

The number of versions of Poiret’s play testifies to the enduring appeal of the 
story. edouard Molinaro’s 1978 film adaptation of the story went on to become 
one of the top-grossing foreign films in the United states. It was nominated for 
three oscars (Best director, Best Adapted screenplay, and Best Costume design) 
and won a Golden Globe as Best Foreign Film. A Franco-Italian co-production, 
Molinaro’s La Cage Aux Folles retained Michel serrault from the original cast of the 
play and replaced Jean Poiret with Italian actor Ugo Tognazzi. The film’s success led 
to two sequels, La Cage Aux Folles II (1980) and La Cage Aux Folles III: The Wedding 
(1985), but neither equaled the first in terms of audiences and critics’ reception. In 
1983, an all-gay group made up of composer Jerry Herman, playwright Harvey 
Fierstein, and director Arthur Laurents teamed up with producer Allan Carr to 
work on a musical version for Broadway. At a time when AIDS was still strictly iden-
tified with male homosexuals, a project based entirely on gay characters was a com-
mercial risk. Yet, La Cage Aux Folles became the biggest hit of the 1980s running for 
1761 performances over four years and winning a host of prestigious prizes including 
Tony Awards for Best Musical, Best score, Best Book, Best Actor, Best Costumes, 
and Best direction. Although it centered on gay characters, the musical was not 
radical. It did not show overt kissing between men and exhibited all the characteris-
tics of a mainstream musical: a lyrical score, glitzy costumes, and elaborate sets. Yet, 
its mainstream character allowed all sorts of people to become acquainted with this 
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homosexual story. As producer Allan 
Carr noted: “Fourteen-year-olds are 
going to see La Cage because they 
saw the ‘I Am what I Am’ number 
on the Grammy Awards” (russo 
1994, 264). The song “I Am what 
I Am” was indeed recorded by Glo-
ria Gaynor, becoming one of her 
biggest hits. It was also adopted by 
the gay movement as an anthem of 
liberation. The musical was revived 
on Broadway in 2004.

The latest adaptation of the story 
was Mike nichols’s film The Bird-
cage (1996), starring robin williams, 
Nathan Lane, Gene Hackman, and 
dianne wiest, which takes the set-
ting from st. Tropez to south Beach. 
However, little changes in terms of 
plot in the different versions. The 
life of  Armand, a drag club owner, 
and his drag queen partner Albin 
(Albert in nichols’s film) is turned 
upside down when Armand’s son, 
the consequence of a one-off het-
erosexual encounter, comes to visit 
them. He announces that he is en-
gaged to be married to the daughter 
of a staunch conservative politician. 

To avert media attention from a sex scandal that is threatening their organization’s 
credibility, the bride’s family announce a traditional white wedding for their daugh-
ter. They have obviously not yet met the groom’s unconventional family. The plot 
revolves around the dinner party for the in-laws thrown by Armand and his partner, 
attempting to pass as straight, in their flat just upstairs from the club. In spite of all 
the obvious obstacles and setbacks, including the politician’s escape in heavy drag 
from the paparazzi-besieged club, the couple will finally be able to get married.

All the different versions of La Cage Aux Folles rely considerably on stereotypes 
that call into question “normal” perceptions of sexuality and family relationships. 
The gay family seems to come out as the winner of the two models, as Armand and 
Albin/Albert display a selfless love for their son in stark contrast to their hetero in-
laws who want to stage a traditional wedding for their own political ends. The plot 
also pits the affectionate relationship of the gay couple against the coldness of the 
straight couple. Yet, as Lucy Mazdon (2000) argues, because of their stereotypical 
qualities, the gay characters of La Cage Aux Folles cannot escape their farcical nature 
and remain confined to sympathetic caricatures. sex is conspicuously absent from 
every version of the story and homosexuality ultimately results non-threatening to 
the dominant heterosexual ideology.

william Thomas (left) and Gene Barry (right) in the Broadway 
production of La Cage Aux Folles. Courtesy of Photofest.
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CAlIFIA, PAtrICk (1954–)

A self-defined gender outlaw and sex anarchist, Patrick Califia, known as Pat 
before she started a sex change in the late 1990s, explores in his fictional and non-
fictional writings the different forms of human sexuality. Throughout his career 
and genders, Califia has been particularly firm in defending both pornography 
and sadomasochism. such stance provoked the criticism of many lesbians and 
feminists, but also earned Califia the reputation of being an advocate of individual 
rights. To Califia, an individual’s gender identity is crucially shaped by how others 
perceive that person. “socially conditioned behaviors that signal gender,” writes 
Califia in his Speaking Sex to Power (2003), “are even more crucial than physical 
traits” (Alvear, Salon.com). Thus, gender is influenced by social notions on how a 
man or a woman should dress and behave, traits which society considers better 
markers of manliness or femaleness than sex chromosomes, secondary sex charac-
teristics, or genitalia.

Califia was born in Corpus Christi, Texas, on March 8, 1954. Her father was 
an itinerant road-construction worker and the family followed him in his various 
jobs. Her mother was a housewife. Pat was the oldest of six children who all grew 
up within the rigid precepts of the Mormon community to which their parents 
belonged. Her fundamentalist parents and the abuse she was subjected in public 
school because of her difference made Califia’s childhood an unhappy one. In 2000 
Califia stated somewhat paradoxically and provocatively that one basic tenet of 
Mormon religion informed her oeuvre, the fact that if “the truth has been revealed 
to you and you don’t speak out, you are culpable for any wrongs that are commit-
ted in those realms of life” (Marech, october 2000). Califia was constantly aware 
of her sexual difference throughout her childhood, an awareness that continues to 
plague the author nowadays and brings him to write about the truths he knows and 
which may be unsettling, even disturbing for most people. As he writes in Speak-
ing Sex to Power, even after his sex change, he is unable to declare his allegiance to 
one gender paradigm and “to climb up on only one soapbox in the orator’s park of 
sexuality. . . . There are days when it seems to me that I am tortured by my own per-
versity and willfulness, that if I had the right sort of subtle knife, I could sever the 
carping parts of my soul that will not shut up and could quit setting off the security 
alarms of normal people” (Alvear, Salon.com).

Califia started to write at a very early age and was a brilliant student at school. 
she began attending the University of Utah in 1971 where she met other lesbians 
and came out as such to her family. Her parents tried to confine her to a mental 
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institution, provoking a nervous breakdown. In 1973, Califia moved to san Fran-
cisco where she joined lesbian separatist circles and regularly contributed to the 
lesbian magazine Sister. However, her nonconformist views on sadomasochism 
and pornography soon put her at odds with the movement. As many of her pre-
vious lesbian friends turned against her, Califia was increasingly drawn to sado-
masochism. she founded the lesbian s-M organization samois, but also started to 
move within gay male leather groups. Califia graphically described s-M practices 
in her sex manual Sapphistry (1980), which popularized the butch and femme 
figures in lesbian popular culture, and repeatedly attacked feminists and lesbians 
who were active in the anti-porn crusade. In the late 1970s, Califia started to 
contribute regularly to gay publications such as the Advocate, where she wrote 
a sex advice column for 10 years, and The Journal of Homosexuality. since then, 
her articles have appeared in important magazines including Out, POZ, and the 
Village Voice. In 1981, Califia graduated from san Francisco state University 
with a bachelor’s degree in psychology and went on to pursue graduate studies in 
counseling.

replying to those radical feminists who charged that lesbian sadomasochism sim-
ply mirrored the power imbalance implicit in patriarchy, Califia contended that an 
explicit debate on sadomasochism could also address many other traces of inequal-
ity in the feminist and lesbian movement such as the marginalization of non-white 
and working-class women. s-M practices and the leather subculture prominently 
feature in her fictional writings, including the short story collections Macho Sluts 
(1988), Melting Point (1993), and No Mercy, and the novel, Doc and Fluff: The Dysto-
pian Tale of a Girl and Her Biker (1990). Califia also continued to publish collections 
of essays on sex such as Public Sex and Sensuous Magic. These writings embrace sex-
ual diversity in all its forms and are not afraid of portraying s-M sexuality graphi-
cally and without making apologies for those who practice it. Califia’s outspoken 
defense of sadomasochism has sparked controversy even within the gay community 
where her detractors have argued that her representation of s-M sex might have a 
negative impact on the image of gay people. Califia has found herself at the center 
of censorship trial cases such as the one which opposed her against the Canadian 
customs in the 1990s. Yet, the author always defended her right to represent all 
kinds of human sexualities whose legitimacy she firmly believes in. Califia’s sto-
ries deconstruct the boundaries between erotica and pornography, rejecting the usual 
privileging of the former on the latter term.

Her study Sex Changes: The Politics of Transgenderism (1997) signaled Califia’s 
new interest in transgender sexuality. The book collects interviews and life-
stories to examine how the awareness of transgender people and their social 
status have evolved throughout the years. Sex Changes views gender as a personal 
choice instrumental to self-expression rather than a biologically and socially im-
posed category. Two years later, Califia herself started gender reassignment, first 
with testosterone injections and then with surgery. He became a Female-To-
Male transgender and changed his first name to Patrick. since Califia’s books 
had always been identified as lesbian literature, the author was afraid that gender 
reassignment might cost him his readers. Yet, Califia’s literary career has con-
tinued to flourish and lesbian magazines for which Califia used to work before 
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her sex change retained him even after the operation. In spite of the painful 
effects of fibromyalgia, an auto-immune disease which has been affecting him 
for several years, he has continued his literary career, publishing the collection 
of essays Speaking Sex to Power, the vampire novel Mortal Companion (2004), and 
the gay male porn Hard Male. He has also planned a fantasy saga entitled The 
Circle of Life.

whether vilified or praised, Califia has given visibility to the controversial issues 
of sadomasochism and pornography within queer popular culture. He conceives 
his literary production and his public statements as a fight against sexual oppres-
sion, which he considers the base of class and gender oppression. A frank discus-
sion of all sexualities, including sadomasochism, can counter the hatred of the body 
instilled in the individual by the state’s interest in controlling people’s pleasures. 
Pornography absolves a similar form of resistance and is equaled by Califia to the 
“seditious rhetoric” of political dissidents: “Political dissidents voice their discon-
tent with business-as-usual; they say out loud that the emperor has no clothes. 
Pornography is the great brawling voice of sexual frustration and panic” (Cusac 
1996, 35). Through his writings, Califia has suggested different ways to envision 
sadomasochism and pornography. For example, he has described sadomasochists as 
intent in teaching each other safe ways to produce intense physical sensations with-
out endangering health. rather than an abusive form of sexuality, sadomasochism 
prevents sexual abuse. s-M practices involve a careful negotiation about people’s 
desires and limits. Thus, they imply “high standards of consent and consideration.” 
Califia stands as a critical voice within the queer movement, constantly reiterating 
the need to address “heterosexuality as an institution” to counter its oppressive 
norms.
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CAmP

The vast body of critical literature on camp may appear as a contradiction in terms 
when one considers that the argument critics all seem to agree upon is the difficulty 
in pinning down exactly what camp is all about. After susan sontag introduced the 
term to mainstream cultural debates in the late 1960s, queer critics have appropri-
ated camp as a distinctive form of gay sensibility and humor, building on excess, 
theatricality, irony, and kitsch. The coded discourses of camp have been used by 
gays and lesbians to subvert the homophobic assumptions of mainstream culture of 
which queer subjects are still an important part both as consumers and as producers. 
defining camp as “gay culture’s crucial contribution to modernism” (and, I would 
add, post-modernism), the editors of the volume Out in Culture (1995, 2) describe 
it as “an attitude at once casual and severe, affectionate and ironic,” which “served 
to deflate the pretensions of mainstream culture while elevating what that same 
culture devalued or repressed.” Camp thus gives queers the opportunity to rewrite 
and challenge their official representations in mainstream culture. It also helps un-
cover the ubiquity of gay sensibility within mainstream popular culture products. 
dealing with mass culture through the lenses of camp has allowed gays and lesbians 
to uncover the queerness at the core of dominant culture. Under its glittery patina 
of decorations and excess, camp is, according to Philip Core’s phrase that gives the 
title to his study, “the lie that tells the truth.”

Camp is not only applicable to artistic expressions that are made by queers for 
the consumption of a queer audience, but it extends to mainstream texts whose 
images, ideologies, and readings qualify them as being about heterosexuality. For 
example, steven Cohan (2005) has shown how the elaborate costumes and the 
sumptuous sets of the MGM musicals of the 1940s, together with their bright 
dance numbers and idolized stars, have come to embody the very notion of camp. 
while these films were made to appeal to a broad audience, Cohan demonstrates 
that the films’ queerness and their popular success are not contradictory elements. 
on the contrary, the queerness, the incongruity, and the theatricality of the MGM 
musicals were instrumental in making them popular hits, and the studio’s market-
ing strategies banked on these characteristics: “what MGM marketed,” Cohan 
writes (2005, 43), “was the genre’s oversized spectacle, achieved by a combination 
of oftentimes very diverse musical elements with the aim of dazzling the spectator’s 
eyes and ears, not of advancing the story. The studio’s reputation rested on its mu-
sicals’ lavish production values.” The incongruities in the narratives, the tension 
between the dazzling musical numbers, and the advancement of the plot “corre-
spond with . . . the dialectical operation of camp as an ironic engagement with the 
incongruities of the dominant culture’s representational systems and hierarchical 
value codings, particularly but not exclusively with respect to gender and sexuality” 
(Cohan 2005, 43). The defining MGM house style for its musicals “incites cate-
gory dissonance, visualizes it as the juxtaposition of cultural binaries, emphasizes it 
through overadornment and exaggerated theatricality, and aims it with humor and 
wit” (Cohan 2005, 45)

The difficulty to define camp goes hand in hand with the location of the start of 
a camp sensibility and its practice. while sontag dates this as far back as the Gothic 
novels and even mannerist art, a more obvious candidate is oscar wilde, although 
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he never seems to have used the word. As with its definition, the origins of the word 
are widely debated. According to some critics, camp derives from the French verb 
se camper, meaning “to take a stand,” “to flaunt,” or “to pose.” In Gay Talk (1972), 
Bruce rodgers argues that camp was originally a slang word employed in sixteenth-
century english theater to define a male actor dressed as a woman. Although wilde 
did not use the word camp, one of his most famous epigrams from the play An Ideal 
Husband (1895) has come to embody the Victorian roots of the sensibility: “To be 
natural is such a very difficult pose to keep up.” Being natural is here defined as a 
pose in itself and thus loses its more obvious meaning to be connected, instead, to 
aestheticism with which camp is also linked.

well before sontag recognized the increasing influence of camp on mainstream 
culture in the 1960s, camp was a coded form for many gays and lesbians in the 
first half of the twentieth century to signal their queerness. It was central to a 
discourse through which homosexuals could come out to other homosexuals and 
thus form larger groups of individuals who shared the same sexual orientation. 
Camp strategies such as the substitution of female pronouns for male ones, and 
the reliance on double-entendres and on covert meanings were ways of claiming 
an insider’s status in gay culture. Camp is both situated within the constricting 
boundaries of the closet and, at the same time, opens them up by allowing queers 
to display strategies of resistance to read themselves into mainstream culture. one 
of the ways in which pre-stonewall gay men referred to themselves to let other 
homosexuals know that they were part of the same group, that of being “friends 
of dorothy,” precisely built upon a camp reading of such mainstream cultural 
product as MGM’s The Wizard of Oz. As Corey K. Creekmur and Alexander doty 
(1995, 3) have pointed out, “MGM’s wholesome children fantasy . . . and its child 
star, Judy Garland, could be elaborated in terms of their camp functions.” The 
plot of The Wizard of Oz centers on characters that lead double lives in two differ-
ent worlds, and its teenage heroine dorothy, feeling oppressed, longs for a differ-
ent existence where she can freely express her innermost feelings. dorothy finally 
finds this existence in a Technicolor world peopled by a sissy lion, an artificial man 
prone to tears, and a couple of witches who recall the butch-femme paradigm. As 
Creekmur and doty conclude (1995, 3), “This is a reading of the film that sees the 
film’s fantastic excesses (color, costume, song, performance, etc.) as expressing the 
hidden lives of many of its devoted viewers.” The nature of camp is a double one, 
as cultural objects that were not conceived as camp by their creators can assume 
camp features when they are consumed by audiences. At the same time, some art-
ists may want to create camp objects deliberately. This may be the case of people 
as diverse as Andy Warhol, John Waters, Tony Kushner, Liberace, and drag 
performers. Camp is both in the eye of the beholder and a feature of the object 
beheld.

such identification of camp as a political form of resistance, however, is disputed 
by susan sontag (1966, 277), who sees it as a form of mere aestheticism and thus 
“disengaged, depoliticized—or at least apolitical.” Through camp, one can see the 
world in terms of artifice and style and take pleasure in its inability to be taken seri-
ously: “Camp is art that proposes itself seriously, but cannot be taken altogether se-
riously because it is ‘too much’ ” (1966, 284). sontag also noted that “while it’s not 
true that Camp taste is homosexual taste, there is no doubt a peculiar affinity and 
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overlap. not all liberals are Jews, but Jews have shown a peculiar affinity for liberal 
and reformist causes. so, not all homosexuals have Camp taste. But homosexuals, by 
and large, constitute the vanguard—and the most articulate audience—of Camp” 
(1966, 290). Although starting from a different political agenda than sontag’s, the 
militants of the gay liberation movement from the late 1960s and 1970s agreed that 
camp was not political. while earlier homosexuals had found in camp a liberating 
form of discourse that allowed them to live their lives without being exposed to 
social exclusion or, even, persecution, the militants of the 1970s found that camp 
was too coy in acknowledging its homosexual links. They described camp as a form 
of ghettoization, which is complicit with mainstream culture in the reinforcement 
of the sexual binaries of gay and straight. In the years that followed the stonewall 
riots, the imperative for gays and lesbians was to be out and visible. Camp was 
perceived to be too closeted and self-oppressive to be of any use to the queer cause 
of visibility. writing in the late 1980s, Andrew ross (1988) still faulted camp for 
reconciling people with their own oppression. According to ross, camp is part of 
the larger problem of popular culture, that of preventing the masses from becoming 
aware of their exploitation and thus fight for effective social change. Feminist crit-
ics also pointed out the misogynistic character of camp, which, in spite of its many 
female icons, is rooted in a troubling interest with waste and decay, relating them, 
in particular, to women’s aging bodies.

More recently, however, queer critics have re-evaluated the possibilities of camp 
to function as an explicitly gay strategy of subversion. In particular, camp has been 
praised for its ability to unsettle gender distinctions, because it provides exaggerated 
forms of masculinity and femininity. esther newton (1979), among others, has 
linked camp to the performances of drag queens to highlight how incongruity, 
theatricality, and humor work to reverse social norms about sexuality and gender. 
newton (1979, 22) finds that such effect depends on the “perception or creation of 
incongruous juxtapositions” such as a man dressing in women’s clothes. Al LaValley 
(1995, 63) has given other examples of what he calls “the collision of two or more 
opposite sets of signals” that produces “a sudden self-consciousness in the viewer”: 
Joan “Crawford’s wide, masculine shoulders conflicting with her feminine image,” 
Hollywood and Broadway musical choreographer and director “Busby Berkeley’s 
straight-faced use of women for mechanical designs, even Carmen Miranda’s tutti-
frutti hat.” Agreeing with newton, LaValley (1995, 65) finds that “[i]n their less 
commercialized forms, drag and camp can be on the cutting edge of both sexual and 
social reality by their power to overturn images, to confuse and distort, and to make 
the ordinary surreal.” The films by John waters starring Divine are a clear example 
of this ability to confuse and distort. The divine character in Pink Flamingos, for 
example, exhibits proudly her title of “the filthiest woman in the world.” The al-
liance of camp and drag, moreover, illustrates the pioneering definition of gender 
given by queer theorist Judith Butler as a “performance” that creates the illusion of 
an essence or identity. drawing attention to theatricality, excess, and incongruities, 
camp and drag define the concept of gender as a sustained performance. It is not a 
coincidence that Butler has reversed Andrew ross’s judgment on camp, finding it 
one of the most effective strategies for social and sexual change.

decades after its first sketchy formulations in susan sontag’s notes, camp and its 
applications continue to exude heated debates both within and outside the queer 
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community. one of the most recent and controversial uses of camp is its employ-
ment in representations of AIDS. drama, with Tony Kushner’s Angels in America 
(1993–1994), Paul Rudnick’s Jeffrey (1993), and several plays by Terrence Mc-
nally, has been a particularly receptive genre to this use of camp. several stand-up 
routines about AIds also employ camp. These texts exploit the ability of camp to 
unsettle the rigidity of identity, thus healthily destabilizing the association between 
AIds and homosexuality. Camp AIds narratives call into question the stereotypi-
cal image of the depressed, lonely and promiscuous dying homosexual so firmly 
established by mainstream media. The violence of camp’s incongruities challenges 
the apathy and the denial with which many react to the epidemic. Yet, not everyone, 
even within the gay and lesbian community, applauds to this new use of camp. For 
some, including a central figure in the queer movement such as writer Edmund 
White, the excesses of camp humor (such as “AIds—God! I hope I never get that 
again!”) are totally inappropriate to the tragedy represented by the virus. whether 
exalted as a revolutionary form to change people’s perception of gender and sexual-
ity or reviled as a self-ghettoizing tactic, camp will continue to stand at the center 
of debates concerning gay and lesbian popular culture. Its different forms will also 
continue to belie unambiguous definitions.
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CAPote, trumAn (1924 –1984)

The flamboyant novelist, journalist, and screenwriter Truman Capote successfully 
defeated homophobia, becoming a gay national icon and an omnipotent socialite 
whose organization and mere attendance of a social event made it fashionable. Ca-
pote set the standards of gay writing in the 1950s and 1960s and, with Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s (1958), his screenplay for The Innocents (1961), and his pioneering non-
fiction novel In Cold Blood (1966), Capote made visible the homosexual contribution 
to mainstream popular culture. Yet, his increasing dependence on alcohol and drugs 
proved his undoing and, during the 1970s and 1980s, he became a caricature of his 
previous witty and camp persona.

Born Truman streckfus Persons on september 30, 1924, in new orleans, Loui-
siana, Capote was neglected by his parents during his early years. His biological 
father, Archulus Persons was too intent to pursue vain plans to improve his eco-
nomic conditions to look after his son. Truman’s mother Lillie Mae Faulk was also 
often away to achieve a better social status and used to leave the child with her 
relatives in Monroeville, Alabama. There Truman became friends with the future 
writer Harper Lee, the author of the acclaimed To Kill a Mockingbird (1960). In 
1931, Lillie Mae divorced her husband and moved to new York to live with the 
successful businessman Joseph Garcia Capote. she changed her name into nina 
Capote and, in 1932, she took Truman to new York to live with her and her new 
husband, who formally adopted the child in 1935. Capote did not show much in-
terest for education, although he was convinced that he wanted to be a writer. He 
soon left school at the age of 17 to work for two years as a copyboy for the New 
Yorker. In his twenties, he started to publish short-stories in quality magazines such 
as Harper’s Bazaar and Mademoiselle. when he was merely 22 years old, Capote 
won his first literary prize, the prestigious o. Henry Memorial Award, for his 
short story “Miriam.”

Already well established in new York’s literary circles, where he was admired 
for his witty talent, Capote published his first novel, Other Voices, Other Rooms in 
1948. The book chronicles a young gay boy’s search for his father and his roots in 
the south. when his mother dies, 13-year-old Joel Knox is sent to live with his fa-
ther who abandoned him at the time of his birth. Arriving in the family’s decaying 
mansion in rural Alabama, Joel meets his gloomy stepmother Amy, the effeminate 
randolph and rebellious Idabel, a girl who becomes his friend. He also repeatedly 
sees a spectral “queer lady” with “fat dribbling curls” watching him from a window. 
when Joel is finally allowed to see his father, he finds him paralyzed and near 
speechless. Traumatized, he runs away with Idabel but falls ill with pneumonia. 
Upon his return to the family home, he is cured by randolph. The “queer lady” 
turns out to be randolph himself in drag. As Capote’s acute biographer Gerald 
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Clarke writes (1988, 136), the con-
clusion of the novel points out that 
“when he goes to join the queer 
lady in the window, Joel accepts his 
destiny, which is to be homosexual, 
to always hear other voices and live 
in other rooms. Yet acceptance is 
not a surrender; it is a liberation. ‘I 
am me,’ he whoops. ‘I am Joel, we 
are the same people.’ so, in a sense, 
had Truman rejoiced when he 
made peace with his own identity.” 
The same year of the novel’s publi-
cation, Capote met the writer Jack 
dunphy with whom he remained 
in an open relationship until his 
death.

The novel has often been linked 
to the tradition of the southern 
Gothic for the many references 
to ghostly presences, supernatural 
tales, and weird dreams. The set-
ting of the story is, significantly, a 
secluded southern mansion named 
skully’s Landing, which people call 
simply “The skulls.” Yet, Capote 
also employs a sentimental style 
which encourages the reader’s sym-
pathy towards his main character 
and, thus, towards his homosexuality. All the characters in the novel defy conven-
tional gender roles: Joel is “too pretty” and “too delicate” with a “girlish tender-
ness”; Idabel has masculine ways and attires; Cousin randolph, on the contrary, is 
effeminate, “smooth and hairless,” and has “wide-set womanly eyes.” These coded 
descriptions made the characters of the novel gays and lesbians. skully’s Landing 
serves as a place outside the patriarchal and hetero-normative American society 
where both Joel and Cousin randolph can accept their own homosexuality and 
support each other. As randolph puts it at the end of the novel: “The brain may 
take advice, but not the heart, and love, having no geography, knows no boundar-
ies: weight and sink it deep, no matter, it will rise and find the surface: and why 
not? any love is natural and beautiful that lies within a person’s nature” (Clarke 
1988, 135).

when Other Voices, Other Rooms was published, it became an instant best-
seller staying on the New York Times list for nine weeks and selling more than 
26,000 copies. The promotion and controversy surrounding this novel catapulted 
Capote to fame. A photograph of Capote by Harold Halma was used to promote 
the book and was printed on its dust jacket. As Clarke concludes (1988, 124), the 
photograph, portraying the author in a suggestive pose, “caused as much comment 

Truman Capote in 1967. Courtesy of Photofest.

 capotE, truman ★ ��



and controversy as the prose inside.” It created the author’s literary and public per-
sona for many years to come.

Acclaimed by critics as a promising young writer, Capote continued to publish 
successful fiction such as the short story collection of lone individuals A Tree of 
Night (1949), the autobiographical novel The Grass Harp (1951), and the novella 
Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958). He also worked with internationally respected direc-
tors such as John Huston and Vittorio de sica, and contributed to the screenplay 
for The Innocents, starring deborah Kerr and Michael redgrave, a fine adapta-
tion of Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw. Capote’s fiction established a homo-
sexual writing style that would be adopted by many gay writers in the 1950s and 
1960s. The characters in his fictional writings were rarely described explicitly 
as homosexuals, yet their coded description resulted obvious to readers. Capote 
contributed to the identification of his literature as gay with his bitchy comments 
uttered in his characteristic high-pitched voice and his camp mannerism, which 
he displayed ostentatiously on television shows and interviews. Holly Golightly, 
the heroine of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, best represents Capote’s gay sensibility. In 
her move from her desolate provincial life to new York, Holly mirrors every 
gay man’s ambition to escape constraining surroundings and reach freedom in 
the impersonal metropolis. Capote’s women, however, are not merely men in 
drag, but point to a possible intersection between female and homosexual de-
sires and needs. The film adaptation of Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961), directed by 
Blake edwards and starring Audrey Hepburn and George Peppard, contributed 
to enhance Capote’s fame, although he was not directly involved in the produc-
tion process. Capote himself declared Breakfast at Tiffany’s a turning point in his 
career.

Capote was increasingly drawn to journalism and this interest resulted in his 
most successful and critically praised work, In Cold Blood (1966), which was unani-
mously defined as a masterpiece upon its publication. The book was originally con-
ceived as a short article for the New Yorker. Its topic was the murder of a farmer and 
his family which took place in 1959 in Holcomb, Kansas, where Capote went with 
his friend Harper Lee to gather information. Yet, as he was researching the small-
town community of Holcomb and its culture, the events began to haunt the writer 
and the project expanded. when the murderers were arrested, Capote added their 
life stories to the work, which eventually grew into a full-length book. He invented 
the term non-fiction to define his masterpiece, which he considered part of a new 
literary genre. Although critics disagreed that it was a new literary form, they raved 
about it. Audiences matched the critics’ enthusiasm and Capote obtained the criti-
cal and commercial success that he had started to pursue at a very early age. The 
New York Times described the book as “the hottest property since the invention of 
the wheel.” The controversial director otto Preminger wanted to buy film rights to 
turn In Cold Blood into a Frank sinatra’s vehicle, but the film version was eventually 
adapted and directed by richard Brooks.

openly gay at a time when homosexuality was rarely talked about, Capote ap-
parently moved with ease through the literary and social circles of new York’s 
rich and famous. His public life was just as important as his literary achievements 
to give him his legendary status. In november 1966, Capote hosted the most im-
portant social event of the 1960s, the Black and white Ball in honor of Katherine 
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Graham, the Washington Post publisher, at the Plaza Hotel in new York. deborah 
davis has gone so far as to argue that it was the party of the century, as evident in 
her 2006 book The Party of the Century: The Fabulous Story of Truman Capote and 
His Black and White Ball. The event attracted so much attention that the New York 
Times printed the guest list on its front page. The masked ball proved to be a de-
fining moment in American social history and popular culture: Capote was among 
the first to mix the wealthy families of American capitalism such as the Vanderbilts 
and the rockefeller with pop artists, writers, actors, and models. Many gay, lesbian, 
and bisexual artists took part in the event such as noel Coward, James Baldwin, 
Edward Albee, Tennessee Williams, and Tallulah Bankhead. After this great 
success, Capote became the center of new York’s social life; the New York Times 
wrote that his “name on an invitation . . . [was] as potent as a rockefeller signature 
on a check.”

during the early 1970s, Capote’s fame started to decline both literary and so-
cially. He was unable to match the achievements of Breakfast at Tiffany’s and In 
Cold Blood. Frustrated, he turned to an increasingly bitter style and personal attacks 
that made him alienated from many of his previous influential friends. Capote’s 
biggest literary project of his later years was a novel he had been working on since 
the 1950s, Answered Prayers. In his plans, the book was conceived as a Proustian 
epic about America’s rich and famous for which random House offered a generous 
advance. Yet, Answered Prayers was never completed and was published as an un-
finished novel after Capote’s death. The publication of large excerpts in Esquire in 
1975 provoked angered reactions from the writer’s acquaintances, who found thinly 
disguised references to themselves and their most intimate secrets in the various 
characters of the story.

As a reaction to the ostracism of the many social circles that had welcomed him 
in the 1950s and 1960s, Capote turned increasingly into a recluse in his later years. 
He also tried to find solace from his loneliness in drugs and alcohol, and, in spite 
of attempts at rehabilitation, he was never able to overcome his dependence. His 
public appearances were marked by eccentric behavior, insult, and self-hatred, mak-
ing him a caricature of his previous self, which had so successfully battled against 
homophobia. His role as so-called cultural darling, the witty camp entertainer, the 
persona he had been willing to take on to attend new York’s glittering circles as an 
open homosexual, finally became constraining for Capote. His rebellion became his 
destruction, as he was unable to channel his rage in a productive way and turned it 
against himself as well as against his enemies. He died of cardiac and liver complica-
tions induced by drug overload on August 25, 1984, in Los Angeles, just a few days 
before his sixtieth birthday. The critical and commercial success of Bennett Miller’s 
biopic film Capote (2005) and the Academy Award–winning performance by Philip 
seymour Hoffman have revived popular interest in Truman Capote’s personal life 
and literary achievements.

An assessment of Capote’s contribution to gay and lesbian popular culture 
should not restrictively focus on his later life, but should carefully consider 
how his early successes were shaped by his sexuality and his refusal to accept 
heteronormative standards of behavior. His final capitulation to homophobia 
should not obscure his achievements towards gay liberation in the mid-twentieth 
century.
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celluloid closet, the

The Celluloid Closet is both a 1981 book by gay activist and film scholar Vito russo 
and a 1995 documentary film directed by Academy Award winners rob epstein and 
by Jeffrey Friedman based on russo’s study and lectures. Both the book and the film 
focus on the celluloid depictions of gays, lesbians, and transgenders, and they rep-
resent a defining moment in the popularization of gay studies. while russo’s study 
also includes sections on silent films and european cinema, epstein and Friedman’s 
documentary mainly centers on Hollywood’s mainstream productions. Yet, com-
mon to both works is the exploration of how the film medium can reflect as well 
as help to produce social attitudes towards homosexuality, gender roles, and sexual 
orientations.

russo first conceived the idea for his book in the early 1970s when he was 
working as an archivist in the film department of the Museum of Modern Art 
in new York. After extensive researches both in the United states and in Great 
Britain, The Celluloid Closet was published in 1981 by Harper and row and then 
reissued in 1987 with a new chapter on the films of the 1980s. russo’s strategy to 
expose the sexual clichés of the different eras innovatively interwove close read-
ings of film texts with an analysis of contemporary reviews and critical reception. 
Highly acclaimed, the book combined scholarly accuracy with an entertaining 
style and has been hailed as a pioneering work in the intersecting areas of queer, 
film, and popular culture studies. The Celluloid Closet is a crucial point of reference 
for anyone interested in the film representation of queer subjects. Film scholar 
richard dyer (1990, 7) has described it as “by far the most comprehensive survey 
of images of gays in films.” russo was one of the first gay activists to convince the 
GLBTQ movement of the need to take issue with the images of gays and lesbians 
produced by popular culture. As russo (1981, xii) stated in the book, “we have 
cooperated for a very long time in the maintenance of our own invisibility. And 
now the party is over.”

In the mid-1980s, russo was working for epstein as the national publicist for 
his documentary The Times of Harvey Milk (1984). russo, epstein, and Friedman 
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began talking about the film adaptation of The Celluloid Closet and a first version 
of the script was drafted by russo himself in 1986. The film was to be the first 
produced by epstein and Friedman’s new company, Telling Pictures, which was 
formed in 1987. However, both the filmmakers and russo agreed that the impact 
of the AIDS epidemic on American society was a more pressing project. Thus, 
they went on to realize Common Threads: Stories from the Quilt (1989) where russo 
acted as one of the storytellers narrating the outbreak of the illness in his life and 
in that of his partner Jeffrey sevcik.

It was not until after russo’s death from AIds-related complications in 1991 
that the British Channel 4 approached epstein and Friedman, providing the neces-
sary funds to start the project. The directors relied on researcher Michael Lumpkin 
and editor Arnold Glassman to choose the clips that would go into the documen-
tary, obviously making a selection among the hundreds of examples given by russo. 
executive Producer Howard rosenman worked to ensure the cooperation of every 
motion picture studio and to persuade dozens of actors, actresses, screenwriters, 
and directors to comment on their own work. raising the necessary funds for such 
a broad and ambitious project proved difficult and took several years. Friends of 
russo’s such as actress Lily Tomlin, public institutions, and cable networks made 
fundamental contributions. HBo eventually supplied the money needed to start 
shooting and author Armistead Maupin provided the final text for the documen-
tary. The Celluloid Closet proved a critical and a commercial success, although some 
reviewers regretted the film’s diminished political dimension and its restricted focus 
on the Hollywood mainstream. The documentary highlighted, like the book, how 
the Production Code (the set of censorship rules adopted by Hollywood studios in 
the early 1930s to avoid external control) prohibited only in theory the portrayal of 
queers on screen. In actual fact, the Code encouraged filmmakers to create coded 
homosexual characters and events to con the censors and reach the smarter viewers. 
The abolition of the Code in the 1960s did not encourage more liberating depic-
tions of gays and lesbians, who were often described as maladjusted at best and sui-
cidal at worst. The documentary ends on a more optimistic note than russo’s books 
as it remarks some positive developments within the Hollywood of the 1990s.
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ChAmberlAIn, rIChArD (1935–)

For most of his acting career, richard Chamberlain epitomized the quintes-
sentially heterosexual romantic male lead. The American actor, who was pro-
pelled into television stardom when he was 26 years old by the popular nBC 
series Dr. Kildare, did not openly reveal his homosexuality until 2003 when his 
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autobiography Shattered Love came out. In the book, Chamberlain discusses the 
tension he experienced between his increasing need to live his sexuality openly 
and his fears that a more out lifestyle might harm his acting career. Although he 
did not comment on his personal life until 2003, Chamberlain was outed in 1990. 
His outing was based on an interview which the actor had supposedly given to the 
French magazine Nous Deux in december 1989 and which was later denied by An-
nette wolf, the actor’s publicist. Michelangelo signorile has given a pivotal role to 
Chamberlain’s outing in the debate that raged in the 1990s about that practice. Be-
fore Chamberlain, tabloids were reluctant to name Hollywood celebrities believed 
to be gay. However, the Chamberlain story was picked up by the popular press 
forcing the mainstream press to devote more attention to outing and to consider it 
as an important cultural, social, and political phenomenon.

richard Chamberlain was born in Los Angeles on March 31, 1935, and grew 
up in Beverly Hills although in his memoir the actor points out that his family did 
not live in the fashionable side of the area. Chamberlain’s childhood was marked 
by his father’s abusive behavior. due to his alcoholism, Charles Chamberlain was 
a constant threat for his family whom he subdued by instilling in its members a 
sense of inadequacy. In richard’s case, this sense of inferiority was increased by the 
young boy’s awareness of his homosexuality. As he states in his memoir (2003, 191), 
“I learned to dislike gay people, myself included, from my family.” His peers were 
no better. They “were frantic to prove their normalcy by quite viciously reject-
ing anything ‘abnormal’ in themselves and, by extension, in other children” (2003, 
191). Chamberlain vividly remembers walking home from school one day swearing 
to himself that he would have never revealed his “loathsome” secret to anyone. 
This sense of self-hatred would plague the actor for most of his life, and writing 
honestly about his homosexuality in his autobiography acquired for him a liberating 
dimension.

It was while majoring in art at Pomona College that Chamberlain decided to 
pursue an acting career encouraged by his personal success in college plays. Al-
though his plans were delayed for two years because of his drafting to serve in the 
army, Chamberlain began taking acting classes upon his return to civilian life. In 
one of these classes, the actor also fell in love with a fellow student, but, because of 
the widespread homophobia of the 1950s, the couple was forced to keep the affair 
secret. Chamberlain (2003, 20) writes of how difficult it is for people nowadays to 
understand “how deeply terrifying it was to imagine to be labeled a faggot, a pansy, 
a pervert” in the 1940s and 1950s. “It seemed to me,” Chamberlain (2003, 20) goes 
on, “that even traitors and murderers were generally held in higher esteem than 
I would be if anyone found out the truth about me.”

After a disappointing debut in william witney’s The Secret of the Purple Reef 
(1960) and the filming of a pilot for a TV series that never followed, Chamberlain 
enjoyed a meteoric rise to stardom thanks to the title role in the nBC’s Dr. Kildare. 
The series was a huge hit and ran from 1961 for five years, launching Chamberlain 
as a TV star and an handsome male lead. More TV roles were offered to the actor 
when Kildare ended, yet he declined, joining instead the cast of the Broadway musi-
cal adaptation of Truman Capote’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s. The show had the largest 
advance ticket sale of the 1966 season, but, due to disagreements between director, 
producer, script-writers, and the cast, the musical never opened. Chamberlain then 
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decided to pursue his career on the stage and on the big screen in england. Cham-
berlain lived in the United Kingdom for more than four years, starring in shake-
spearian plays at the theater and playing in two of his finest films, Bryan Forbes’s 
The Madwoman of Chaillot (1969) and Ken russell’s The Music Lovers (1971). rus-
sell’s film, an unconventional biopic of Tchaikovsky stressing the composer’s homo-
sexuality, offered Chamberlain the chance of playing a gay role.

In the 1970s, however, Chamberlain starred in more commercial features with 
all-star casts such as richard Lester’s adaptations of Alexandre dumas’s work The 
Three Musketeers (1973) and The Four Musketeers (1974), and John Guillermin’s di-
saster film Towering Inferno (1974). He also returned to television playing edmond 
dantes in The Count of Monte Cristo (1975) and the double role of King Louis XIV 
and his twin brother Philippe in The Man with the Iron Mask (1977). He was also the 
Prince in the musical The Slipper and the Rose (1976), which is considered one of the 
best film adaptations of the Cinderella story. The early 1980s saw the culmination 
of Chamberlain’s career as the star of miniseries based on bestsellers thanks to his 
roles in Shogun (1980) and in the extraordinarily popular adaptation of Colleen 
McCullough’s The Thorn Birds (1983). The latter, the story of the ill-fated affair 
between Father ralph de Bricassart and the Australian sheep rancher Maggie, re-
inforced Chamberlain’s image as an icon of heterosexual romance. The popularity 
he had achieved with these two miniseries finally allowed Chamberlain to star as 
leading actor, rather than being just a star in a cast of many, in King’s Solomon Mines 
(1985) and its sequel Allan Quatermain and the Lost City of Gold (1987).

At the end of the 1980s, however, Chamberlain experienced a period of profes-
sional and personal upheaval. Island Son (1989), the TV series which he had planned 
with his partner Martin rabbett about a doctor living in Hawaii, closed after only 
a season of 18 episodes due to poor ratings. In addition, American and european 
media were quick to seize upon a sentence that he had allegedly said in an interview 
with the French magazine Nous Deux (signorile 1993, 295): “I have had enough 
pretending. I’m officially moving in with my friend, Martin rabbett. we have been 
lovers for twelve years now and we have been building a house on the beach [in 
Hawaii] which will be our home. And too bad for people who are upset by it.” 
Chamberlain’s publicist issued a formal denial of the statement, but the news was 
already reaching beyond the gay press and appeared in popular and mainstream 
publications. In Shattered Love, Chamberlain recalls his confusion and his anxiety 
for his career. He feared that the revelation of his homosexuality would alienate his 
fans. His heterosexual image, which he had cultivated so carefully over a 40-year 
career, was suddenly shattered. To Michelangelo signorile (1993, 299), the Cham-
berlain case “sent unprecedented fear through all of Hollywood, where image is 
money and where people make money off many gay stars’ perceived heterosexual-
ity.” outing, until then limited to the boring world of politicians and bureaucrats, 
suddenly became a popular culture phenomenon invading the glamorous Holly-
wood. signorile (1993, 299) points out that, after Chamberlain’s incident, “many 
mainstream papers were covering the outing phenomenon and using names.” He 
quotes the Los Angeles Times opinion that “what began as a gay political tactic has 
heated up the tabloids and shifted into the mainstream press” (1993, 299).

Although Chamberlain writes disparagingly of outing in his autobiography, 
he also admits that the tabloid headlines forced him to come to terms with his 
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repressed fears of being identified as a homosexual, a process which would last 
for a decade. Following the revelation of his homosexuality, Chamberlain did not 
work for an entire year. Yet, more successes were to mark his career such as the 
1994 Broadway revival of My Fair Lady and a national tour of The Sound of Music 
in 1999. In his later appearances as a theater and film actor, Chamberlain has 
also starred as a gay man. In 2002 he was Maggie wick in The Drew Carey Show, 
while the following year he was directed by rabbett in Timothy Findley’s play 
The Stillborn Lover where he portrayed an ambassador coming to terms with his 
homosexuality. In 2005 he appeared in an episode of the series Will and Grace and 
in 2006 he joined the cast of Nip and Tuck for the episode “Blue Mondae” as a gay 
man who forces his younger partner to undergo cosmetic surgery. These roles are 
part of Chamberlain’s newly found confidence about his sexuality.
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ConDon, wIllIAm “bIll” (1955–)

Bill Condon became a central figure in gay and lesbian popular culture with his 
1998 film Gods and Monsters (1998), which earned him, among other prestigious 
prizes, an Academy Award for Best screenplay. Together with his subsequent Kinsey 
(2004), Gods and Monsters challenges notions of so-called normal sexual behavior 
and blurs the boundaries between sexual orientations. For these two films the Gay 
and Lesbian Alliance against defamation (GLAAd) has presented Condon with 
the stephen F. Kolzak Award, a prize given to openly gay figures in the entertain-
ment and media communities for their commitment against homophobia. In an in-
terview with the Advocate (steele 2004, 70), the director expressed his surprise for 
being described as “a homosexual activist”: “I’m embarrassed by the fact that I’ve 
never really been a homosexual activist—I’ve been too busy writing movies. . . . I’m 
proud to wear those stripes. I just haven’t done enough to earn them.”

william Condon was born on october 22, 1955, in Queens, new York. He 
grew up in an Irish Catholic family and attended High regis school, a Jesuit in-
stitute in Manhattan. Although his parents learned about the director’s homo-
sexuality at an early stage, they were highly embarrassed by any discussion of sex. 
In 1976, Condon graduated from Columbia University with a bachelor’s degree in 
philosophy. He then moved to Los Angeles to take film studies at UCLA. Condon 
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made his debut in the film industry as a screenwriter of horror movies by Brit-
ish director/producer Michael Laughlin. He directed his first film, Sister, Sister, 
in 1987. A thriller starring eric stoltz and Jennifer Jason Leigh, the movie was a 
commercial failure relegating Condon to direct TV movies for almost a decade.

The director returned to the big screen with Candyman II: Farewell to the Flesh 
(1995), scripted, as the first movie, by leading horror author Clive Barker. In spite 
of initial difficulties in securing funds and actors, it was Condon’s following film, 
Gods and Monsters, to establish the director as one of the most original filmmak-
ers of the 1990s. It represented a transition between Condon’s early horror films 
and his subsequent productions, which mainly investigate the multiple forms of 
human sexuality. The film, based on Christopher Bram’s novel Father of Franken-
stein, depicts the last days in the life of horror film director James whale (played 
by Ian McKellen), focusing on his homosexuality. whale was openly gay in the 
homophobic Hollywood of the first half of the twentieth century. He directed the 
horror cult-classics Frankenstein (1931), The Invisible Man (1933), and The Bride of 
Frankenstein (1935), which crucially contributed to the big earnings of Universal 
Pictures in the 1930s. Yet, his career declined by the end of the decade and most 
of his films after The Man in the Iron Mask (1939) were box office flops. His later 

Brendan Fraser as gardener Clayton Boone (left) and sir Ian McKellen as homosexual horror director 
James whale in Bill Condon’s Gods and Monsters. Courtesy of Lions Gate Films Inc./Photofest. Photo-
graph by Anne Fishbein.
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life was plagued by bouts of depression and a debilitating stroke. He committed 
suicide in 1957. Gods and Monsters hinges on the director’s loneliness and physical 
decline of the mid-1950s when he had turned to painting and had stopped direct-
ing. Through flashbacks, Gods and Monsters also shows details of whale’s previous 
life: his underprivileged childhood in england, the horror of the First world war, 
the success of his 1930s horror films, as well as whale’s liberated way of living his 
homosexuality. The film centers in particular on whale’s relationship with his new 
gardener and former Marine Clayton Boone (Brendan Fraser). Boone becomes an 
obsession for whale who devises a plan to be killed by his gardener after provoking 
him sexually. The enactment of this plan represents the film’s climax, ending, how-
ever, with Boone dutifully putting whale to bed and refusing to kill him. The next 
morning he will discover that whale has taken his own life. with Boone, whale 
creates his last monster, who, turning on his creator, will free him from the burden 
of his past memoirs.

Gods and Monsters constantly subverts and challenges stable binary notions of 
hetero/homosexuality, director/actor, father/son. significantly, the audience soon 
discovers that whale is not so much attracted to Boone for his body, but for his 
ability to kill the director. with time, on the contrary, Boone is increasingly at-
tracted to whale and his elegant, even decadent, way of life. Homosexuality is 
not depicted as predatory, nor as negating masculinity. It is whale, not former 
Marine Boone, who has fought in the trenches. The final suicide may resemble a 
rather long string of gay characters depicted as hopeless victims by Hollywood’s 
celluloid closet. Yet, in this case, whale’s act becomes a self-affirming action. 
whale cannot simply direct his own death, he has to take responsibility for it 
himself.

Condon’s next project was the oscar-nominated screenplay for the adaptation of 
the musical Chicago (2002), whose success and critical acclaim resurrected the genre 
of musicals after years of neglect. Condon returned behind the camera in 2004 
with Kinsey, a highly personal biopic on the famous and controversial sex researcher 
Alfred Kinsey (played by Liam neeson), who shocked the conformist society of 
the 1940s and 1950s with his honest discussion of American sexual mores. Ameri-
cans were stunned to hear Kinsey state that 37 percent of Americans had at least 
one homosexual encounter. Condon’s fascination with Kinsey stems from the close 
connection between the researcher’s life and his study of sex. In the movie, Condon 
makes this clear by showing Kinsey’s desire to study sex as a direct result of his own 
situation. The study of sex allowed him to liberate himself from the sexually re-
pressed home where he had grown up. Condon wanted to stress the contemporary 
significance of Kinsey’s legacy: “His emphasis on the complexity and importance of 
individual sexuality, and his fight against the oppressive notion of normality that 
produces such damaging aspects as peer pressure and ostracization of individual 
sexualities” (Grundmann, 2005 Cineaste online). Kinsey also speaks out against the 
conservative sexual politics that characterize the Bush Administration, whose main 
remedy for sexually transmitted diseases is abstinence. Although the director con-
siders Kinsey as “one of the fathers of the gay movement,” Condon did not want to 
make exclusively a gay film because “this would . . . have been very much against the 
spirit of Kinsey’s own philosophy. He believed in a great variety of forms of sexual-
ity” (steele 2004, 70). However, an important part of the movie is devoted to the 
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relationship between the researcher and his younger student Clyde Martin (Peter 
sarsgaard), who was also Kinsey’s wife’s lover.

Throughout the years, Alfred Kinsey has remained a controversial subject. 
His bold challenges to the notion of a so-called normal sexual behavior made 
him the target of vicious attacks from conservatives. such attacks have contin-
ued even after his death, as he is routinely accused of having practiced pseudo-
science and legitimated pedophilia. Condon’s Kinsey details the pressure that 
ultimately led to the researcher’s downfall. Yet, the film closes on an hopeful 
note as a lesbian Kinsey is interviewing (a cameo appearance by Lynn redgrave) 
thanks him for having improved her life, giving her the courage to come out. 
Although Condon portrays Kinsey as a sexual liberator, his is not a hagiography 
as the director is well-aware of the contradictions that make the scientist such a 
fascinating topic of study: “For example, he got a myriad of strangers to tell him 
their sex secrets, but was less than forthcoming about his own. And he attacked 
the regime of sexual categories by creating ever more such categories” (Grund-
mann, 2005 Cineaste online). To Condon, Kinsey is not so much a scientist as a 
social reformer and an artist, who made introspection one of the foundations for 
his own research.

In 2006 Condon returned to the musical genre with the international hit Dream-
girls, based on the Broadway musical of the same name on the successes and ri-
valries in a group of three female singers, modeled on The supremes. Although 
Condon feels embarrassed by his lack of gay activism, his films so far have contrib-
uted to challenge the stereotypical depictions of homosexuals that proliferate in 
Hollywood. His work therefore has been of service to the queer community, offer-
ing different representations of homosexuality.
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CrISP, QuentIn (1908 –1999)

The British artist’s model, actor, and writer Quentin Crisp became an icon of 
queer culture of the 1970s after the publication of his witty and defiant autobiog-
raphy The Naked Civil Servant (1968), which was soon adapted into a successful 
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award-winning film. He attracted worldwide attention for his nonconformist be-
havior, not merely refusing to conceal his homosexuality, but actually exhibiting 
it. According to his own definition, Crisp was “not merely a self-confessed homo-
sexual, but a self-evident one,” who was determined not to hide his effeminacy. 
on the contrary, he displayed and heightened it through his dandy persona who 
made use of make-up and high-heeled shoes. His uncompromising stance was the 
target of many homophobic attacks and Crisp was assaulted several times during 
his life. His books covered many areas of popular culture such as fashion, cinema, 
and lifestyles, all areas that Crisp treated with humor and wit comparable to those 
of oscar wilde. To many, Crisp’s persona was a twentieth-century adaptation of 
wilde.

Crisp was born denis Charles Pratt in sutton, a suburb south of London, on 
december 25, 1908. He was the youngest of four children. His family embodied 
the middle-class values that Crisp would so adamantly reject in the course of his 
life. “[K]eeping up with the Joneses,” writes Crisp in his autobiography (1968, 3), 
“was a full-time job with my mother and father.” His memoirs of childhood are not 
happy ones. As he wrote, he was sent “between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, 
to a school in derbyshire which was like a cross between a monastery and a prison.” 
In that school, he learnt nothing except “how to bear injustice.” His effeminate 
behavior made him the object of teasing by his schoolmates. In his twenties, denis 
Pratt changed his name into Quentin Crisp and moved out from home, starting to 
build that image of effeminate dandy which would make him a distinctive character 
on the London gay scene. In the city, Crisp held a variety of jobs such as book-
cover designer, freelance commercial artist and, even, for a short period of time, 
male prostitute. Because of his homosexuality, Crisp was exempted from military 
service during the war. In the years of the Blitz, he worked as a nude model in 
a government-funded art school. Because the institution was state-subsidized, he 
considered himself akin to a civil servant, albeit a naked one. This situation pro-
vided the title for his autobiography.

The Naked Civil Servant was published by Jonathan Cape in 1968, just after male 
homosexual acts had been decriminalized in Britain. The book, unusual, at the time, 
for its unrepentant depiction of a homosexual life, sold well and had good reviews. 
The author’s fame, however, was greatly enhanced by the success of the television 
adaptation of the memoir, starring John Hurt and directed by Jack Gold in 1975. 
The Naked Civil Servant chronicles Crisp’s coming-of-age on the backdrop of the 
conservative english society of the 1940s and 1950s. It subjects discriminatory 
social norms to the author’s witticism and corrosive humor. At the same time, the 
narrative of The Naked Civil Servant is informed by those very stereotypes that jus-
tified the discrimination of homosexuals. In the very first line of the book, Crisp 
(1968, 1) defines himself as “disfigured by the characteristics of a certain kind of 
homosexual person.” His homosexual condition is a “predicament,” a “disgrace” 
that dramatically restricted the opportunities in the life of the author. In spite of his 
internalization of dangerous stereotypes, Crisp deserves admiration for his relent-
less refusal to comply with heterosexual standards of behavior.

The television success of The Naked Civil Servant launched Crisp’s career as an 
actor as he began to tour Britain with his one-man show, An Evening with Quentin 
Crisp, constituted by monologues and sharp answers to questions picked at random 
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from the audience. In the late 1970s, Crisp brought his show to new York to im-
mediate acclaim. Because he had always liked Americans, Crisp decided to settle 
down in new York in 1980. In his American years, he continued to tour with his 
show, which he periodically updated, and he also became a columnist and a film 
critic, contributing provocative pieces to such important publications as Christopher 
Street and Native. Crisp continued to play the role of social critic, observing, as he 
had done for Britain years before, the biases and ludicrousness of American public 
life. Yet, his American works, including How to Become a Virgin (1981) and Manners 
from Heaven (1985), suggest that the author had found a more hospitable home in 
the United states.

In the 1990s, Crisp also became a film actor, appearing as himself in important 
documentaries such as Resident Alien (1991) and The Celluloid Closet (1995). He also 
had cameo roles in Jonathan demme’s Philadelphia (1993), the romantic comedy 
Naked in New York (1994), and the Priscilla-inspired To Wong Foo: Thanks for Every-
thing, Julie Newmar (1995). director sally Potter gave Crisp a more substantial role 
for her film Orlando (1993), based on Virginia woolf’s novel. Here Crisp played 
Queen elizabeth I, in a performance that was highly praised by critics. He also co-
starred in the farce Homo Heights (1996). His scene in the controversial thriller Fatal 
Attraction (1987) was cut from the final version of the movie.

while on the english tour of his show, Crisp died in Manchester on novem-
ber 21, 1990, at the age of 90. His taste for controversy did not abate in his later 
years and was also partly directed against that very gay community of which he 
had unwillingly become a symbol. In interviews, Crisp repeatedly stressed that it 
was a great mistake for any minority to assume that they can demand equal rights. 
“I don’t think anyone has any rights,” he famously stated once. He did not believe 
in romantic love and considered homosexuality to be an illness. More problematic 
still was his stance on AIDS, the impact of which he completely failed to under-
stand, describing the epidemic as a “fad.” Yet, Crisp was hailed as a pioneer of 
the gay and lesbian movement in the obituary of the Advocate: “while he wasn’t 
supportive of the gay movement, he was a relentless gay activist by virtue of his 
unrepentantly flamboyant appearance” (Kinser 2000, Advocate online). Crisp picked 
up wilde’s legacy in his refusal to compromise with discriminatory social norms 
and to give up his own identity. Most of his epigrammatic sentences emphasize the 
need for everyone to live according to their personalities regardless of how they are 
perceived by others. The British singer sting devoted his 1987 song “englishman 
in new York” to Crisp, celebrating his courage and summarizing effectively the 
author’s philosophy of life: “It takes a man to suffer ignorance and smile, Be your-
self no matter what they say.”
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Autobiography from John Addington Symonds to Paul Monette. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1999.

Crowley, mArt (1935–)

Mart Crowley acquired overnight fame in gay and lesbian popular culture with his 
play The Boys in the Band (1968), which became an instant off-Broadway hit and was 
later adapted into a successful movie. with The Boys in the Band, Crowley smashed 
the closet of silence that surrounded gay life on stage. In the tumultuous year of 
Vietnam demonstrations and race riots, and the year before the stonewall events, 
Crowley offered a whole play centering on a group of gay men at a cocktail party. 
The text was considered a groundbreaking work in American drama. Yet, Crowley’s 
centrality in gay and lesbian popular culture has been successively challenged. The 
plays which followed The Boys in the Band have not kept the promise of that first 
work. with the years, even The Boys in the Band has come under critical attack from 
queer critics who argue that the advent of AIDS has made it anachronistic. In addi-
tion, many are not so sure any longer that Crowley’s representation of homosexual-
ity was so groundbreaking. They claim, on the contrary, that his play can be read as 
perpetrating the usual stereotypes of gay men as sad, depressed, and self-loathing 
people.

Crowley was born in Vicksburg, Mississippi, on August 21, 1935. His child-
hood was plagued by his parents’ alcoholism and drug addiction. Crowley escaped 
the dreary reality of his family life with frequent trips to the cinema, a fact that 
acquainted him to the arts from an early age. After his graduation from high school, 
the playwright attended The Catholic University of America in washington, dC. 
He obtained his degree in 1957 and then went on to work as an assistant for film 
director elia Kazan who was adapting william Inge’s play Splendor in the Grass 
for the screen. on the set, Crowley met gay-friendly actress natalie wood and 
the two became close friends. wood encouraged Crowley to write, but his early 
attempts at screenwriting for the cinema and the television were unsuccessful. His 
projects were either rejected or canceled at the last minute. wood then hired Crow-
ley as a personal assistant, which gave him time to start writing what would eventu-
ally become The Boys in the Band. originally produced by richard Barr and Edward 
Albee’s Playwright Unit, the play opened off Broadway in April 1968 running for 
more than a thousand performances. Because of its success, it was turned into a film 
two years later. william Friedkin, who was later to be accused of homophobia for 
his thriller Cruising (1980), directed the movie version.

At a time when gay characters were rarely seen on stage or on the screen, The 
Boys in the Band presented an unusually exclusive focus on gay life. It portrays the 
interaction between a group of nine gay males during a birthday party on Manhat-
tan’s Upper east side thrown by Michael for Harold. The title, the author explains, 
“was a catchword in the 40’s Big Band era: ‘Let’s hear a big hand for the boys in the 
band.’ The line is also in A Star Is Born. James Mason says to Judy Garland, ‘It’s 
three o’clock in the morning at the downbeat Club and you’re singing for your-
self and for the boys in the band’ ” (rickard 2001, 9). He also added that the title 
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wanted to convey “a slightly outlaw quality; a band as a band of thieves” (rickard 
2001, 9). All the characters in the play except for Alan, who drops in unexpectedly 
to tell Michael something about his life, explicitly identify as homosexuals. The Boys 
in the Band is deliberately outrageous in its use of campy and bitchy humor and its 
sustained employment of four-letter words. while the play adopts the tone of the 
comedy in its first part, it shifts more decidedly towards melodrama in its second 
half. The turning point takes place when the host suggests his guests play “Affair of 
the Heart,” a kind of truth game where they should phone the one person that they 
have truly loved. The game brings up stories of unrequited love. In addition, when 
Alan, the only one in the group who does not identify as gay, picks up the phone, 
the other boys think he will call a man and will thus out himself. Yet, he turns out 
to be calling his wife, a call that reasserts his own heterosexuality. The play never 
makes clear what Alan had planned on telling Michael in the first place. The audi-
ence is left wondering whether he might have wanted to confess his homosexuality 
but the disgust for the lifestyle that he has witnessed at the party eventually pre-
vented him from doing so. There is no doubt that the characters in the play suffer 
from neuroses and loneliness, a trait that was already criticized by gay militants at 
the time. writing an editorial in the Advocate, dick Michaels commented: “Mart 
Crowley’s The Boys in the Band may be one or two or three strictly gay plays to win 
rave notices from major theater critics. But in one way or another, the critics usu-
ally say the play depicts the true world of the homosexual. And by ‘true world,’ they 
mean the ‘sad,’ ‘tragic,’ or ‘miserable’ world of the homosexual. The critics may 
know about the theater, but as for knowing about homosexuals, we’re afraid they’ve 
been cruising in the wrong places.”

The self-loathing, flamboyance, and sexual promiscuity of the characters in 
the play have been major targets of successive generations of critics, who have de-
nounced the play as dated and perpetrating the usual stereotypes about queers. The 
play, they argue, ultimately presents a depressing portrayal of gay life and of gay 
males who have internalized homophobia. It does not assert an alternative lifestyle. 
Tellingly, the most-often quoted line of the play is “You show me a happy homo-
sexual, and I’ll show you a gay corpse” (Crowley and Lambert 1996, 128), which 
is uttered by Michael, the character with whom Crowley most closely identifies. 
Michael also closes the play pondering, rather depressingly, “If we . . . if we could 
just . . . not hate ourselves so much. That’s it, you know. If we could just learn not 
to hate ourselves quite so much.” The author has defended his text as a period 
piece, which was written at a time of severe depression without “any politically 
militant stance or defiance of society in mind” (Crowley and Lambert 1996, 128). 
To Crowley, the mere showing of people who explicitly identified as homosexuals 
was a positive act. In addition, he also argued that the couple formed by Hank and 
Larry illustrated the power of long-term commitment and love among gays. This 
is debatable as the two are shown arguing for most of the play over how exclusive 
their relationship should be. However, Crowley is right to suggest that we con-
sider The Boys in the Band as a reflection on the pervasive and pernicious effects of 
social homophobia on the lives of gay men before stonewall and the advent of gay 
liberation.

Crowley’s next plays failed to replicate the critical and commercial success of his 
debut. Remote Asylum opened in 1970 with high expectations, but quickly closed. 
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The autobiographical A Breeze from the Gulf (1973) reconciled Crowley with critics, 
earning him good reviews and even a nomination for Best Play by the Los Angeles 
drama Critics Circle. Yet, the play closed after only six weeks. during the rest of 
the decade, Crowley survived on the money earned with The Boys in the Band until 
his friend natalie wood got him a job as script editor and then producer for the 
ABC series Hart to Hart, where her husband robert wagner starred. He also con-
tinued to write screenplays that were, however, never filmed.

In the early 1990s, Crowley returned to drama with For Reasons That Remain 
Unclear, focusing on the sexual abuse of young student by a Catholic priest. As 
with most writings by Crowley, the play has several autobiographical elements. Its 
original run was planned for a year, but the show closed well in advance. In 2002 
the playwright presented The Men from the Boys, a sequel to The Boys in the Band, in 
san Francisco. set in the same Manhattan apartment, the play gathers seven of the 
original characters at the wake of Larry, who has died of cancer. what is most dis-
appointing about this sequel is its inability to show any evolution in the characters, 
who seem to have remained severed off from any political and social movement. In 
spite of his inability to reach the vast audiences and obtain the rave reviews of his 
debut play, Mart Crowley should still be credited with his pioneering role in open-
ing up American theater to gay-themed texts.
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cruising

directed by william Friedkin and starring Al Pacino, Cruising (1980) provoked 
angry reactions and boycotts from gay and lesbian activists even before it was 
released. The film was condemned for its reinforcement of negative Hollywood 
depictions of homosexuals as predatory killers inhabiting a seamy underworld of 
vice and violence. As Cruising came out in the aftermath of Anita Bryant’s campaign 
to repeal anti-discrimination legislation, many felt it would validate the backlash 
against the movement for gay rights. The gay community also feared that the film 
would encourage violence against homosexuals. Gay activists disrupted the film-
ing of Cruising and organized boycotts against its theatrical release. Partially reha-
bilitated by successive generations of gay critics, Cruising made the gay and lesbian 
movement aware that street demonstrations were not enough. As James M. saslow 
(1994, 177) summarizes, in the wake of Friedkin’s movie, “many concluded that it 
was time to shift our battleground from the self and the streets to the corridors of 
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power. Taking on political parties, media, and corporations would require large 
organizations, professional skills, and fund-raising.”

The film follows undercover policeman steve Burns (Al Pacino) through new 
York’s s-M gay bars in his search for a serial killer who picks up unsuspecting ho-
mosexuals and then ritually kills them. As more dismembered bodies are found, 
Burns’s investigation takes him deeper into the gay scene and his emotional balance 
is endangered. He breaks up with his girlfriend (Karen Allen) and becomes increas-
ingly friendlier with his neighbor Ted, an aspiring gay writer, to the point of being 
jealous of him. eventually, Burns manages to organize a trap for the murderer and 
kills him. The last scenes of the film portrays Burns happily returning to his girl-
friend. However, we soon learn that Ted has been cruelly murdered and the film 
leaves open the possibility that Burns himself is the killer.

Probably because of the demonstrations during its filming, Cruising opens with 
the message: “The film is not intended as an indictment of the homosexual world. 
It is set in one small segment of that world which is not meant to be representative 
of the whole.” In spite of this partial disclaimer, gay activists were obviously con-
cerned that the scenes of fist fucking, s-M practices, and drug taking would be 
regarded by the larger society as characteristic features of gay life. A statement 
by producer Jerry weintraub reinforced these concerns. weintraub declared that 
he was not putting into the film anything that does not take place every night. 
Cruising was not simply fiction, but the truth. The fact that Cruising leaves open 
the possibility that Burns is Ted’s killer also seemed to assert that when Burns fi-
nally recognized his homosexual desires he became a murderer. This equation of 
homosexual love and violence is recurrent throughout the film. A scene which por-
trays the serial killer stabbing one of his victims is alternated with images of anal 
penetration, thus linking the two acts. when the film was first released, gays were 
not alone in panning it. Critics generally disliked the film, finding a lack of coher-
ent psychological development in the main character which harmed the narra-
tive as a whole. The negative reviews affected the film’s box office results for the 
worse, and Cruising was nominated for worst Film, director, and screenplay at 
the Golden raspberry Awards.

some gay artists, including the novelist Felice Picano and playwright John 
rechy, opposed disrupting the filming of Cruising since they argued that prior cen-
sorship was always wrong. over the years, some gay critics have revaluated the 
film pointing to its frank depiction of the gay s-M subculture of the 1970s and to 
its indictment of the latent homophobia of American institutions. Before Pacino 
is introduced into the narrative, for example, we witness two policemen assaulting 
two gay prostitutes and forcing them to have oral intercourse. Gary Morris (1996, 
Bright Lights Film Journal online) further argues that “Friedkin contrasts the police 
officers’ state-sanctioned sadism with the consensual, practically playful kind found 
in the bars.” In a later scene, a black policeman only wearing a jockstrap physically 
assaults Burns and one his casual partners after they have been both taken to the 
police station. Morris (1996, Bright Lights Film Journal online) concludes that “If 
Friedkin . . . shows any sympathy in Cruising, it is for this and other gay victims of 
state-sponsored brutality.” whether reviled as homophobic or praised as a chal-
lenge to institutionalized gay-hatred, Cruising represents a central film in the battle 
over the representation of queer subjects within American popular culture.
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Cukor, GeorGe (1899–1983)

Academy Award winner George Cukor was one of the most successful directors in 
Hollywood during its so-called Golden Age (1930–1950). dubbed a woman’s direc-
tor, Cukor was part of a group of gay filmmakers, including James whale and Vin-
cente Minelli, whose career flourished within the studio system. Although Cukor 
disliked the label of woman’s director, which he found restrictive, his films were 
indeed built around Hollywood’s top female stars, including such gay icons as Greta 

Joan Crawford (left) and norma shearer (right) in George Cukor’s The Women, whose camp humor made 
it a gay cult classic. Courtesy of MGM/Photofest.
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Garbo, Katharine Hepburn, Tallulah Bankhead, Joan Crawford, and Judy Garland. 
This was obviously no coincidence and reveals Cukor’s fascination with strong fe-
male characters whose screen identities blur the boundaries between genders and 
fixed roles. The phrase may have also obliquely referred to the filmmaker’s homo-
sexuality which, as in many other cases, was a well-known secret in Hollywood.

Cukor was born in new York City on July 7, 1899, from Jewish-Hungarian im-
migrants. Theater was Cukor’s first passion and, once he graduated from de witt 
Clinton High school in 1916, he worked as an assistant stage manager for a Chi-
cago company for three years. He then founded his own company in rochester, 
working there for seven years before going to Broadway to work with such actresses 
as ethel Barrymore and dorothy Gish. when sound was introduced into Hol-
lywood and the film industry started to recruit people from the theater to adapt 
to the new technological developments, Cukor was hired by Paramount as a dia-
log director in 1929. He co-directed three films before directing his first feature, 
Tarnished Lady (1931) with Tallulah Bankhead. His career moved fast, although he 
found himself embroiled in a legal battle with Paramount that led him to leave that 
studio for david o. selznick’s rKo. At rKo, Cukor directed a string of major 
hits including A Bill of Divorcement (1932), which marked Cukor’s long-standing 
collaboration and friendship with Katharine Hepburn, Dinner at Eight (1933), Little 
Women (1933), David Copperfield (1935), Romeo and Juliet (1936), and Camille (1937). 
Sylvia Scarlett (1935) was far less successful than Cukor’s other films of the decade 
and one which persuaded him not to be too daring with his challenges to gender 
difference. At a preview of the film attended by Cukor himself, people walked out in 
spite of the director’s presence. In Sylvia Scarlett, Katharine Hepburn plays the title 
role, but her character masquerades for most of the film as a man in order to escape 
from the police. she also kisses a woman and makes another fall in love. Looking 
at her, a male artist, played by Cary Grant, exclaims, “I don’t know what it is that 
gives me a queer feeling when I look at you.” Grant also invites sylvia, who is pre-
tending to be sidney, to keep him warm in bed. This suggests a double reading. on 
the one hand, it titillates the audience who is aware of Hepburn’s gender as Grant is 
not. on the other hand, it also points out Grant’s own double life and his real sexual 
interests. In spite of the disastrous box office results of Sylvia Scarlett, Hepburn was 
to star in many of Cukor’s films, developing into an icon for the director. As dan 
Callahan (Senses of Cinema online) puts it, “a butch but vulnerable actress became 
the seminal artistic creation of a sensitive but thrillingly earthy gay man.”

such impressive series of successes was abruptly interrupted when Cukor was 
dismissed from the set of Gone With the Wind, a film on which he had spent two 
years of his career for its pre-production. After only three weeks of shooting, Cukor 
was replaced by Victor Fleming and sam wood, although he continued to coach 
privately the female stars of the film. Clark Gable and Cukor, on the other hand, 
never got on particularly well and some accounts report that it was Gable’s insis-
tence not to be directed by a fairy that got the director sacked. Although he could 
not finish his work on Gone With the Wind, Cukor went on to direct two of the big-
gest successes of the late 1930s. The Women (1939), based on Clare Boothe Luce’s 
allusive play, became renowned for its all-female cast of stars including norma 
shearer, Joan Crawford, rosalind russell, Paulette Goddard, and Joan Fontaine. 
Its camp humor soon proved the film a favorite for queer audiences, and the movie 

 cukor, GEorGE ★ ��



became a gay cult classic. The Philadelphia Story (1940) was a screwball comedy star-
ring Katharine Hepburn, James stewart, and Cary Grant. Its commercial success 
helped to rescue Hepburn’s career after a series of flops that had caused her to be 
nicknamed “box-office poison.”

Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, Cukor continued to direct highly theatrical 
and women-centered films that exercised a constant attraction for queer audiences. 
He consolidated his reputation as a director able to make his actors and actresses 
likely candidates for oscars. In particular, the musical A Star Is Born (1954), his first 
film in color, an innovation that fascinated Cukor, represented a triumph for Judy 
Garland, who had not been able to work since her contract had been humiliatingly 
canceled by MGM. Cukor gave Garland the possibility of a major comeback with 
an Academy Award nomination for her performance. The fact that Garland lost 
to Grace Kelly was famously stigmatized as a robbery by Groucho Marx. Cukor 
himself won an Academy Award for Best director in 1964 for My Fair Lady, star-
ring rex Harrison, who also won an oscar, and Audrey Hepburn. The label of 
woman’s director actually does not do full justice to Cukor, who, during the 1950s, 
also explored less theatrical and stylized techniques, giving some of his films, such 
as The Marrying Kind (1952), an almost neo-realist flavor.

Cukor’s films are characterized by an attraction for impersonation, masquerad-
ing, and lying. The characters in the director’s oeuvre often come from the world of 
showbiz and cinema itself, they are dreamers both on and off the stage. Yet, Cukor 
was aware that the relationships within such world could be fleeting and unstable at 
best. A Star Is Born illustrates Cukor’s fascination with Hollywood and its dreams, 
and, at the same time, his awareness of the de-humanizing powers of the studio 
system. The relationship between two charismatic actors, played by Garland and 
James Mason, quickly becomes rivalry and ends in tragedy and death. The dream-
ers in Cukor’s films have larger-than-life egos, but they often have to compromise 
with everyday reality. only rarely, can two dreamers successfully team up to af-
firm their way of life, as the Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn’s characters do in 
Holiday (1938). As some critics have pointed out, Cukor’s interest in this particular 
theme may stem from his queerness and his partially closeted existence. As many 
of the characters in his films, the filmmaker had to make compromises to recon-
cile his queer ego with the unwritten Hollywood rule of not openly talking about 
homosexuality.

In his private life and among his circle of friends, Cukor was well known for 
his love of a good life. He threw legendary pool parties and rivaled with Cole 
Porter for the title of “Queen of Hollywood.” Cukor’s parties became a distinc-
tive feature of southern California gay life. recent biographies of Cukor have, 
however, strongly emphasized the exploitative nature of these events, where rich 
and manipulative queens such as Cukor himself would meet young hustlers or 
aspiring artists, willing to trade sexual favors to gain entry into the world of Hol-
lywood. The portrayal of the director emerging from these biographies is far 
from flattering, arguing that Cukor was perfectly able to separate his private and 
professional lives and was as skilful in directing actors as he was in manipulat-
ing people for his own ends. In the face of rampant homophobia that subjected 
gays and lesbians to the psychological pressure of having a public life based on 
falsehood, Cukor was instrumental in creating what historian John Loughery 
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(1998, 75) calls “a precious enclave, a world-within-the-world of Hollywood.” 
This, Loughery continues (1998, 75), “was both a credible defensive measure and 
an unfortunate means of ensuring the system’s control.” As screenwriter Frank 
Mankiewicz remarks, “homosexuals would call George [Cukor] as soon as they 
arrived in Hollywood, and, if he liked them, he would introduce them to other 
members of the elite” (Loughery 1998, 75).

Cukor’s last film, Rich and Famous (1983), was a remake of Old Acquaintance 
(1943). The original film starred Hollywood icon Bette davis, while Cukor’s re-
make banked on the strong performances and sex appeal of Jacqueline Bisset and 
Candice Bergen. The film focuses on the friendship between two women writers, 
the intellectual Liz Hamilton (Bisset) and the bestselling Merry Blake (Bergen), 
who become both literary and sentimental rivals. Under its heterosexual plot, Rich 
and Famous is, of all Cukor’s films, that which best expresses a strong fascination 
with male bodies. It was famously attacked for expressing a gay sensibility by lead-
ing American film critic Pauline Kael, who strongly disliked it. The film, as Vito 
russo (1987, 299) noted in his study The Celluloid Closet (1981), was one of the first 
to treat the male body as an object of desire. Bisset’s love scenes with the young men 
she picks up are shown employing a point of view usually associated with a male 
gaze. Kael did not approve of the promiscuous behavior of the Bisset’s character 
and wrote that “Rich and Famous isn’t camp, exactly; it’s more like a homosexual 
fantasy. Bisset’s affairs, with their masochistic overtones, are creepy, because they 
don’t seem like what a woman would get into” (seligman 2005, Salon.com). Kael 
attributes Liz Hamilton’s promiscuity to Cukor’s gay sensibility “as though,” as 
Vito russo rebuts, “straight women have never been promiscuous or been given 
the permission to be promiscuous. so when George Cukor created one for the 
first time, Kael said they shouldn’t be like that; it’s homosexual; they’re the ones 
who are promiscuous” (seligman 2005, Salon.com). Rich and Famous has important 
connections with Cukor’s homosexuality, not because of the creation of a promis-
cuous woman, but because of its reflections on “emotions associated with transient 
relationships, the role of friendships instead of family, sexual adventure, the privacy 
of intimate feelings and even the allure of young sex objects” (russo 1987, 299). 
Because of the debate engendered by the movie, Cukor’s own sexuality received 
some attention, although no explicit discussion was made. Cukor died safely in the 
closet on January 24, 1983, in Los Angeles, California.
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CunnInGhAm, mIChAel (1952–)

In his fiction, Michael Cunningham has constantly challenged traditional views of 
gender roles, giving visibility to gay and lesbian alternatives to heterosexual fami-
lies and relationships. Although his novels focus on themes of insecurity, isolation, 
death, and loss, they also show the power of the gay community to support its 
members. Cunningham always depicts homosexuals as part of the larger main-
stream society and culture. Critical and public interest in Cunningham’s work has 
soared since the publication of his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The Hours (1998), 
which was on American and english bestseller lists for several weeks. It was also 
adapted into a successful film directed by stephen daldry in 2002, with an all-star 
cast including Meryl streep, nicole Kidman, Julianne Moore, and ed Harris.

Michael Cunningham was born in Cincinnati, ohio, in 1952 and grew up in 
La Canada, California. He attended stanford University where he graduated with 
a B.A. in english in 1975. He got his M.F.A. in creative writing at the University 
of Iowa in 1980. He then moved to Provincetown, Massachusetts, to study at the 
Fine Arts work Center. since then, Cunningham has remained in Provincetown, 
a town to which he has also dedicated his non-fiction book Land’s End: A Walk 
through Provincetown (2002). Cunningham’s first short stories were published in 
the Atlantic Monthly, the Paris Review, and the New Yorker. Although Cunningham 
published a first novel, Golden States, in 1984, he has almost disowned it, preferring 
to remember his following work, A Home at the End of the World (1990), as his liter-
ary debut in the novel genre.

The book focuses on the love triangle between Jonathan, Bobby, and Clare, in-
troducing the themes of loss and death which will become recurrent in Cunning-
ham’s fiction. As A Home at the End of the World centers on a triangle, it shows the 
different and unconventional forms that falling in love may take during the process 
of defining one’s own identity. The narrative raises questions on how to interpret 
and use the legacy of the countercultural and liberated 1960s in our contemporary 
society. It is not perhaps a coincidence that the story starts just at the end of that de-
cade, when Jonathan and Bobby meet in their Cleveland high school. The two are 
immediately drawn to each other, although their characters and social backgrounds 
could not be more different. As an adolescent, Jonathan is increasingly becoming 
aware of his homosexuality. He is finally getting to know that external world from 
which his loving parents have always sheltered him. Bobby, on the contrary, has 
never been sheltered by his family, but has been constantly scarred by it. He has al-
ready experienced the loss of his mother and his older brother. when his father dies 
too, Bob is virtually adopted by Jonathan’s parents and the two boys begin to open 
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up their isolated worlds to each other. Their friendship also becomes the occasion 
for experimenting sexually with each other. Their bond, however, does not develop 
into a romantic relationship. Jonathan moves to new York where he ends up liv-
ing with the eccentric Clare, while Bobby remains with Jonathan’s family. The two 
are reunited when Jonathan’s parents retire to Arizona, and Bobby moves in with 
Clare and Jonathan. Although Jonathan is gay, Clare is the only person he has loved 
since leaving Cleveland. His encounters with other gay men have been limited to 
casual sex and he has avoided romantic involvement with them. The stability of the 
relationship between Clare and Jonathan is offset by Bobby’s arrival as both of them 
feel attracted to the newcomer.

The balance between Bobby, Jonathan, and Clare is constantly precarious, but 
the book also emphasizes the constant commitment and devotion that temporarily 
reunite all the characters in a secluded home when Bobby and Clare have a baby. 
The extended family also includes Jonathan’s former lover erich, who has fallen ill 
with AIDS, and Alice, Jonathan’s mother. A Home at the End of the World is told in 
the first person by Bobby, Jonathan, Clare, and Alice who, in turn, take the role of 
narrators, offering their perspectives on the events. The novel’s title mirrors the 
ambiguous ending of Cunningham’s narrative: the characters seem to find a home 
for themselves only under the shadow of death as Jonathan too may start soon to 
get sick with AIds. while the male characters accept the presence of death in their 
lives, Clare rejects it and runs away with her baby from “the home at the end of the 
world” that she has helped to found. Thinking of Bobby’s daughter, Clare wonders: 
“what if she came into her full consciousness as erich died and Jonathan started to 
get sick? what would it do to her if her earliest memories revolved around the de-
cline and the eventual disappearance of the people she most adored?” (Cunningham 
2004, 322). on the contrary, Bobby muses that Jonathan and himself belong in the 
house at the end of the world, without Clare and without their daughter rebecca: 
“Clare has taken rebecca to the world of the living—its noises and surprises, its 
risk of disappointments. . . . we here are in the other world, a quieter place, more 
prone to forgiveness. I followed my brother into this world and I’ve never left it. 
not really” (Cunningham 2004, 331).

The last section of the novel introduces the AIds pandemic, showing not only 
the tragedy of the disease and the panic generated by it, but also the magnifying 
effects of homophobia on the crisis. As erich puts it, his biological family has writ-
ten him off. It is only thanks to his new extended and caring family made up of 
Jonathan and Bobby that he is able to face his death with dignity. A Home at the 
End of the World constantly challenges notions of what constitutes a family. It shows 
the flaws and the limitations of the traditional one but, at the same time, it depicts 
with honesty the instability that can affect an unconventional union such as the one 
between Jonathan, Bobby, and Clare. Cunningham has commented several times 
on the impact of AIds into his life and also onto his writing. In an interview to 
the Italian gay monthly Babilonia (Gnerre 1999, 31), Cunningham has gone as far 
as saying that A Home at the End of the World and his subsequent novel Flesh and 
Blood (1995) were written for the people who were dying of AIds and their caring 
friends. These people, Cunningham argues, were not interested in experimental 
literature, but in reading stories with which they could identify.
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Flesh and Blood is a family saga which focuses on the lives of the Greek-American 
Constantine stassos, his Italian-American wife Mary Cucci, and their three chil-
dren: the beautiful susan, the ambitious Billy, who is gay, and the rebel Zoe. As the 
conventional marriage of Constantine and Mary fails, their children find alterna-
tive families for themselves. Billy finds in Harry his life partner. Zoe raises her son, 
Jamal, with a transvestite until she dies of AIds, and Jamal goes to live with Billy 
and Harry. susan increasingly finds herself enmeshed into an improper relationship 
with her father and then trapped in a marriage which becomes as unsatisfactory as 
her parents’. once again Cunningham challenges the standard notion of the family, 
showing two gay lovers bringing up a son more successfully than a traditional fam-
ily. Flesh and Blood consolidated Cunningham’s reputation as a novelist interested 
in bringing to life the complex psychological nuances of his characters. The novel 
received the whiting writers’ Award and was later adapted for the stage by Peter 
Gaitens.

The comparatively traditional literary form of A Home at the End of the World 
and Flesh and Blood gives way to the more experimental postmodern narrative of 
Cunningham’s third and most successful novel, The Hours. The book tells the stories 
of three women living in three different epochs, but whose existences are somehow 
deeply intertwined. Chronologically, the first narrative thread concerns Virginia 
woolf while writing Mrs. Dalloway. The second portrays the life of Laura Brown, 
a depressed American housewife of the 1950s, whose existence is radically changed 
by her reading of woolf’s novel. The third story brings us to new York City in the 
1990s, where Clarissa Vaughn, a lesbian who has a stable relationship with sally, is 
organizing a party for her former lover, the gay poet richard, Laura Brown’s son. 
The poet has just received a major literary award and is dying of AIds. The Hours 
evokes and pays homage to Mrs. Dalloway from its very title which woolf had origi-
nally chosen for her own novel. The stories and characters of The Hours all mirror 
events and people in Mrs. Dalloway from the very start: both Clarissa dalloway and 
Clarissa Vaughn are on an errand to buy flowers, and they are getting ready to host 
a party later in the day. while the female characters plunge into life in both novels, 
the poets, septimus in Mrs. Dalloway and richard in The Hours, both plunge to-
wards death in the end. Both men have gone through catastrophic events: the First 
world war and AIds (which Cunningham has, like many other writers, conceptu-
alized through the metaphor of the war). True to woolf, Cunningham also adopts 
the modernist technique of stream-of-consciousness narration, where the charac-
ters’ thoughts seem apparently unfiltered and shift continuously as if in a mental 
flux. In addition, Cunningham’s three stories take place during a single day, just like 
Mrs. Dalloway, because, the writer has argued in a New York Times article (2003, 22), 
“the whole human story is contained in every day of every life more or less the way 
the blueprint for an entire organism is present in every strand of its dnA.” Cun-
ningham appropriates woolf’s motifs such as flowers, mirrors, and kisses, as well as 
the themes of suicide, art, and identity to construct his own narrative.

As the rest of Michael Cunningham’s oeuvre, The Hours prominently features 
gay and lesbian characters. Clarissa Vaughn is in a lesbian relationship with sally, 
richard Brown is gay. Virginia woolf and Laura Brown cannot be strictly defined 
as lesbians, but they are attracted to other women. In the dVd commentary to the 
film based on The Hours, Cunningham states that if they had lived in a later period, 
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both women would have identified as lesbians. The novel also blurs the boundar-
ies between mental health and illness, as the readers are made to sympathize with 
woolf’s and Brown’s plights.

Following the success of the movie version of The Hours, A Home at the End of 
the World was also adapted into a movie in 2004 scripted by Cunningham himself 
and directed by Michael Mayer in his film debut. starring Colin Farrell (cast 
against type), dallas roberts, robin wright Penn, and sissy spacek, it failed 
to capture such a large audience as The Hours. The film was praised both for its 
subtle dialogues and for the actors’ fine performances, although many pointed 
out that some of the novel’s complexity had been lost due to the cuts necessary to 
reduce the almost four hundred pages of a story spanning four decades to a 90 min-
ute film.

Cunningham’s last literary effort to date, Specimen Days (2005), is again a trip-
tych inspired by another literary figure, walt whitman. employing the same set of 
characters in each novella (an older man, a young boy, and a young woman), Cun-
ningham plays with the genre conventions of the ghost story, the noir thriller, and 
the sci-fi tale. All the stories take place in new York over a time span of several hun-
dred years, beginning with the industrial revolution, continuing with the terrorist 
threats of the early twenty-first century and ending with an invasion of refugees 
from another planet in the future.
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DeAn, JAmeS (1931–1955)

James dean’s premature death in a car crash after only three films made the 
enigmatic and androgynous actor a popular culture legend and icon, the subject of 
countless biographies, films, and plays. His delicate and brooding looks challenged 
predominant notions of masculinity in the conformist 1950s of the eisenhower 
Presidency. In a political climate where individual rights were sacrificed in the 
name of the preservation of social standards, James dean came to represent the 
rebellion against the status quo. He appealed to a whole generation of young men 
and women who took him as their hero and their model. Questions about dean’s 
sexual nonconformity have repeatedly surfaced through the decades. He was never 
explicitly identified as gay or bisexual, yet his relationships with several men are 
well documented. whether or not dean was aware of his queerness, he brought 
an unprecedented ambiguity to sex and sexuality. His masculine looks contrasted 
with the vulnerability of his screen and public persona, setting him apart from 
older stars such as John wayne, Gary Cooper, and Clark Gable.

James Byron dean was born February 8, 1931, in Marion, Indiana, to win-
ton and Mildred dean. His father, a dental technician, moved with the family to 
Los Angeles when Jimmy was five. dean returned to the Midwest after his mother 
passed away. He was only nine when his mother died and was then raised by his aunt 
and uncle on their Indiana farm. After high school, dean returned to California 
enrolling at santa Monica Junior College and UCLA. Throughout his school years, 
dean took part successfully to talent contests and acting competitions. However, his 
mind remained set on his mother’s death. In a short autobiographical sketch written 
in 1948, dean wrote that he never knew the reason for his mother’s death, a fact 
that continued to haunt him. The child had always felt rejected by his father, and his 
mother’s death deprived him of the only person who cared for him. After returning 
to California, dean started to pursue his acting career, joining James whitmore’s 
workshop and appearing in several TV commercials. He also obtained bit parts 
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in films and plays, mostly thanks 
to rogers Brackett, an influential 
radio director for a prestigious ad-
vertising agency with whom dean 
is rumored to have had an affair.

In 1951, dean took whitmore’s 
advice and moved with Brackett to 
new York where he was admitted 
to Lee strasberg’s Actors studio, 
the most prestigious and avant-
garde acting school in the country. 
The actor wrote enthusiastically 
about his admission to the Actors 
studio: “After months of audition-
ing, I am very proud to announce 
that I am a member of the Ac-
tors studio. The greatest school of 
the theater. It houses great people 
like Marlon Brando, Julie Harris, 
Arthur Kennedy, Mildred dun-
nock. . . . Very few get into it, and 
it is absolutely free. It is the best 
thing that can happen to an actor. 
I am one of the youngest to belong. 
If I can keep this up and nothing 
interferes with my progress, one of 
these days I might be able to con-
tribute something to the world” 

(Alexander 1997, 110). At Lee strasberg’s school, dean learned method acting 
and his admission represented an important step forward in his career. The actor 
obtained a role in richard nash’s See the Jaguar (1952), which had an unsuccess-
ful run of only five performances, but allowed dean to be noticed by critics and 
producers. He was then cast as an Arab boy who seduces an archeologist, Michel, 
during his honeymoon in the stage adaptation of André Gide’s novel The Immor-
alist. when elia Kazan, then the most respected director in Hollywood with his 
impressive string of commercial and critical hits, saw the actor’s performance in 
the play, he decided that he wanted dean in his next film. warner Brothers were 
pleased with dean’s screen test for the adaptation of John steinbeck’s family drama 
East of Eden and signed him for the role of Cal Trask.

dean could relate to the plot of East of Eden. one of the story lines concerns 
Cal’s constant longing for his father’s affection and approval. such a quest is repeat-
edly frustrated given the man’s stern and puritanical character. dean’s relationship 
with his own father was equally troubled, as Kazan felt after witnessing a father-son 
meeting: “obviously, there was a strong tension between the two, and it was not 
friendly. I sensed the father disliked the son” (Alexander 1997, 153). The work-
ing relationship between dean and Kazan was not devoid of serious arguments, 
but dean managed to deliver an extremely mature performance that earned him a 

James dean as Jim stark in Rebel Without a Cause (1955). Cour-
tesy of Photofest.
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posthumous Academy Award nomination. The release of the film coincided with 
a warner Brothers campaign to present its new leading star as virile and unmis-
takably heterosexual, the dream boyfriend American girls should aspire to. The 
up-and-coming Italian actress Anna Maria Pierangeli, usually billed and referred 
to as Pier Angeli, seemed the perfect date for dean. Pictures of the couple began 
appearing in the popular press and the two rising stars stimulated media curiosity. 
A gossip column read: “James dean has the lead in East of Eden and you’ll be hear-
ing of him soon. Pier Angeli, who isn’t in the movie, has discovered him already” 
(Alexander 1997, 163). Another reporter asked dean if they were planning on hav-
ing kids together. Yet, one of dean’s biographers, Paul Alexander (1997), has pointed 
out that the extent to which dean and Pier Angeli were involved with each other is 
unclear. He quotes an unnamed actor as saying that the relationship was a cover-up 
for dean’s homosexuality and thus entirely platonic. dean himself described their 
relationship as “nothing complicated. . . . nothing messy, just an easy kind of friendly 
thing” (Alexander 1997, 163). In turn, he portrayed Pier Angeli as “a nice girl,” 
someone with whom he could talk and who would understand his feelings. Yet, he 
also added: “I respect her. she’s untouchable. we’re members of totally different 
castes. she’s the kind of girl you put on the shelf and look at” (Alexander 1997, 163). 
Pier Angeli herself qualified dean as “different”: “He loves music. He loves it from 
the heart the way I do. we have so much to talk about. It’s wonderful to have such 
an understanding” (Alexander 1997, 163). This characterization clearly sets dean 
apart from the rugged masculinity of his contemporary male leads. whatever its 
nature, the relationship soon folded as Pier Angeli’s mother, an influential and ma-
nipulating presence in the actress’s life, disapproved of dean. Pier Angeli abruptly 
broke off her relationship with dean and hastily married singer Vic damone.

dean’s second film, nicholas ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (1955), established the 
actor as a Hollywood star and an enduring icon for the dissatisfied youth of 1950s 
American society. released shortly after dean’s death, the film has since become a 
classic of teenage alienation, exploring the ever-widening rift between the younger 
and older generation. dean plays Jim stark, an adolescent unable to fit in the new Los 
Angeles neighborhood where his parents have moved to. In his attempts to do so, he 
gets into trouble with the local bully, Buzz. Although at the end of the film Jim falls in 
love with Judy (natalie wood), a girl who, like him, is looking for emotional stability, 
for most of the film he is involved in a tender and, in the end, tragic friendship with the 
younger Plato (sal Mineo, himself a homosexual). The relationship between Jim and 
Plato, who adores his older friend and takes him as a role model, is clearly coded as a 
homosexual romance. Film critic Vito russo (1987, 92) has taken the scene where Jim 
mourns over Plato’s corpse as an example of gay sensibility, “a product of oppression, 
of the necessity to hide so well for so long. . . . [a] ghetto sensibility, born of the need to 
develop and use a second sight that will translate silently what the world sees and what 
the actuality may be.” dean’s muttering “Poor kid . . . he was always cold” over the dead 
body of his friend expresses “the unspoken, forbidden feelings that were always pres-
ent, always denied” (russo 1987, 92). russo further elaborates that Jim stark is torn 
between what society prescribes as masculine behavior and his attraction for men as 
well as for women. Jim, Plato, and Judy thus form a loving family relationship. screen-
writer stewart stern also detected a quest for affection in Jim and Buzz’s antagonistic 
relationship. In Rebel Without a Cause, he wanted to show that “underneath all the 
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bullshit macho defense, there was that pure drive for affection, and it didn’t matter 
who the recipient might be. There was a longer time in those days for young men 
to be in the warrior phase, where a lot of romantic attachments were formed before 
heterosexual encounters” (russo 1987, 110) Although the film exploits the stereotypi-
cal Hollywood solution of killing off the effeminate homosexual (the Mineo charac-
ter), stern’s script pleaded for a redefinition of manhood: “I realize it was necessary 
to . . . redefine masculine behavior so that it was all right for a man to see tenderness as 
strength” (russo 1987, 110). stern concluded that, although Plato “would have been 
tagged as the faggot character” (russo 1987, 110), Jim was willing to endanger his own 
popularity to protect his friend. Through his portrayal of Jim, dean’s screen persona 
challenged the rigid sexual and gender standards prescribed in 1950s America.

dean’s third and last screen role was in George stevens’s epic Giant (1955), co-
starring rock Hudson and Liz Taylor, and earned the actor his second consecutive 
posthumous oscar nomination. dean often disagreed with the choices of the direc-
tor and disliked Hudson. As Paul Alexander (1997, 215) has pointed out, the feeling 
was mutual and probably due to the different ways of coping with their sexualities: 
“dean and Hudson . . . were from opposite camps of the homosexual world. Jimmy 
would have hated rock for his fey ways and his penchant for drag. . . . rock would 
have been threatened by Jimmy’s edgy and unconventional personality even as he 
was attracted by his sweet boyish looks.” while filming, dean was romantically in-
volved with actor Jack simmons, but as the two kept a low profile, the studio did not 
have anything to complain about. dean hated the shooting of Giant and, as soon as 
he finished filming, he left the set. dean had always been a car race enthusiast and, 
shortly after finishing Giant, he decided to take part in a competition in salinas. 
while driving there with his mechanic in his silver spyder Porsche, dean had a car 
accident and died on september 30, 1955.

The international wave of emotion that followed dean’s untimely death made him 
an enduring symbol of American cinema. dean soon developed a mass cult following 
and has remained one of the most visible pop culture icons throughout the decades. 
His appeal has remained untarnished by time. This is partly due to the mystery that 
still surrounds dean’s personality. Joe Hyams (1994), one of his biographers, has ex-
plained the star’s lasting fame with his ability to express the hopes and fears that 
are a part of all young generations. According to Hyams (1994), dean succeeded in 
dramatizing brilliantly the universal questions that young people must face. A funda-
mental part of his legacy was to begin to alter the prescribed notions of masculinity 
and the rigid distinctions in gender roles that characterized American society during 
the 1950s.
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DeGenereS, ellen (1958–)

American comedian and TV host ellen deGeneres revolutionized the world of 
popular culture when she used an episode of her own sitcom Ellen to come out as 
a lesbian at the same time as her character on the show. she was the first openly 
gay person to play an openly gay character on TV, and she became an icon for 
the movement for gay and lesbian rights. Her highly publicized coming out made 
her political status as a militant activist for homosexual rights as significant as her 
screwball humor and her long monologues for the development of her career.

deGeneres was born on January 26, 1958, in Metairie, Louisiana, and grew up 
in new orleans together with her 
brother Vince and her middle-class 
parents who raised their children 
as Christian scientists. when ellen 
was 13, her parents divorced and 
she moved to Texas with her mother, 
who remarried. ellen’s stepfather 
abused her, an experience that her 
mother told in her book Love, Ellen: 
A Mother/Daughter Journey after ob-
taining her daughter’s approval. In  
an interview with the Advocate ( wie-
der Advocate online, 2000), deGe-
neres denied that being molested 
had anything to do with her being 
gay: “If you look at pictures of me 
when I’m 11 years old, wearing a 
tie when I’m playing, clearly I was 
gay. It had nothing to do with a bad 
experience with a man.” while she 
was not too eager to talk about this 
painful memory, she also realized 
that it was important for a public 
person like her to address the issue: 
“the statistics are that one in three 
women have been molested in some 
way, and that’s a pretty high statis-
tic. And there should be more peo-
ple talking about it; it shouldn’t be 
a shameful thing. It never is your 

ellen deGeneres hosting the 79th Annual Academy Awards. 
Courtesy of AMPAs/Photofest. Photography by Michael Yada.
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fault. so I don’t mind talking about it. He did horrible things to me and was a bad 
man” ( wieder Advocate online, 2000). It was also while living in Texas that the ac-
tress found she was attracted by women and had her first lesbian intercourse.

deGeneres returned to new orleans for university, majoring in communica-
tions. However, she dropped out after only one semester and held a variety of jobs 
including housepainter and waitress. she came to comedy almost by chance, start-
ing to perform at friends’ parties. deGeneres was then asked to perform as a stand-
up comedian at bars and coffee houses in the city and soon became the master of 
ceremonies of the then only comedy club in new orleans, Clyde’s Comedy Club. 
she began to tour throughout the country with her act and, in 1982, she won a cable 
television contest for the “Funniest Person in America.” This allowed her to take 
part as a guest to several cable shows including The Tonight Show and Arsenio Hall. 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, deGeneres started her TV career, appearing in 
supporting roles in the sitcoms Open House (1989–1990) and Laurie Hill (1992), 
which ran for less than 10 episodes.

deGeneres’s chance to launch her career was provided by ABC which offered the 
comedian the leading role in the sitcom These Friends of Mine, partly inspired by the 
success of Friends and Seinfeld. starting in 1994, the series changed its name to Ellen 
in its second season. As deGeneres became a recognizable TV star, she felt disturbed 
by the widening gap between her public persona and her private lesbian life. Thus, 
in the third season of Ellen, deGeneres took the decision to come out together with 
the character she played on the show. Contrary to most media personalities who 
decide to come out, deGeneres took her step out of the closet using her own show 
and decided not to talk to the gay press about it. “The Puppy episode,” where ellen 
came out to her therapist played by oprah winfrey, aired on April 30, 1997, and, 
thanks to a high-profile advertising campaign, it captured one of the largest TV 
audiences ever, almost 40 million watchers. Yet, after such peak, the ratings of the 
sitcom sank and viewers reacted badly to the increasing focus on ellen’s relationship 
with another woman. In spite of the emmy Award for writing given to the coming 
out episode, ABC cancelled the show at the end of the following season.

“The Puppy episode” had a decisive influence on deGeneres’s career and 
sparked debates on the presence of openly gay entertainers on prime-time televi-
sion. In spite of her public coming out, some gay activists criticized deGeneres for 
not being radical enough. In her first interview to the Advocate which took place 
only in March 2000, three years after her coming out, deGeneres admitted that 
she did not give interviews to the gay press at that time because she was still unsure 
on how to identify: “I was still scared and feeling, oh, do I want to just completely 
position myself as a gay person now? As much as I was labeling myself, I was afraid.” 
deGeneres also confessed that she did not intend to become an activist: “I really 
was just doing something I thought would be creative and also freeing for me” 
(wieder Advocate online, 2000). Her coming out affected her family as well: her 
mother became one of her strongest supporters and a parent activist for queer rights. 
deGeneres felt let down by ABC which, she charged, simply stopped advertising 
the show, and thereby effectively boycotting it.

deGeneres received more media attention shortly after her coming out when 
she started a relationship with actress Anne Heche. The couple was often on the 
covers of tabloids and publicly claimed to be suffering from discrimination within 
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the showbiz industry since they made their relationship public. After Ellen was can-
celled, deGeneres appeared regularly on the 1998 season of Mad About You and was 
one of the stars of ron Howard’s EdTV (1999). she also starred in the third epi-
sode of the HBo film If  These Walls Could Talk 2 (2000), where she plays opposite 
sharon stone as part of a lesbian couple trying to have a baby. In addition, HBo 
produced a special on her new 2000 stand-up tour. In 2001, deGeneres returned 
to sitcoms with The Ellen Show on CBs. Her character was again a lesbian, but the 
show did not focus as strongly as the last season of Ellen on the character’s sexuality. 
The Ellen Show was quickly cancelled as it failed to attract a considerable audience. 
However, the 2001 season saw her successful hosting of the emmy Awards TV 
show, where she managed to find the right tone for such an event after the septem-
ber 11 tragedy.

deGeneres made a major comeback in 2003 when she lent her voice to a char-
acter in the highly successful disney/Pixar animated film Finding Nemo and started 
a daytime television talk show, The Ellen DeGeneres Show. Its mixture of celebrity 
interviews, comic monologues by the host, and audience-participation games won 
good ratings and positive reviews. The show won two consecutive emmys for Best 
Talk show and Best Host. After Heche broke up with deGeneres to marry camera-
man Coley Laffoon, ellen has been in relationships with photographer Alexandra 
Hedison and, currently, with actress Portia De Rossi.

In 2006, deGeneres was chosen to host the 79th Academy Award Cere-
mony. Although her coming out was followed by a period of relative failures, 
deGeneres seems to have fully returned to the public limelight and to personal 
success. Her coming out does not seem to have harmed her career, although it 
certainly made her a more political figure. Her public persona has helped to give 
visibility on television to gay and lesbian themes, particularly the crucial one of 
coming out.
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De roSSI, PortIA (1973–)

Australian actress Portia de rossi appeared in the critically acclaimed television 
series Ally McBeal and Arrested Development. Although she explicitly commented on 
her lesbianism only in a 2005 interview with the Advocate, de rossi never denied 
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her attraction for women. even before the Advocate interview, she was on tabloid 
covers embracing her former partner, the singer Francesca Gregorini. As with many 
showbiz personalities, her lesbianism was an open secret. when de rossi broke up 
with Gregorini in 2004 and got together with TV star ellen deGeneres, the media 
sensation that surrounded the new relationship made her one of the most visible 
lesbians within American popular culture.

de rossi was born Amanda (Mandy) Lee rogers on January 31, 1973, in Gee-
long in Victoria, Australia. Her father died of a heart attack when she was only eight 
years old and her mother had to take care of the family. At the age of 11, Mandy 
began her modeling career and, after a few years in the profession, changed her 
name to Portia de rossi. she was soon aware of her attraction to other women, 
although she was not entirely comfortable with it. de rossi partly ascribes the de-
cision of changing her name to her being gay: “In retrospect, I think it was largely 
due to my struggle about being gay. everything just didn’t fit, and I was trying to 
find things I could identify myself with, and it started with my name” (Kort Ad-
vocate online, 2005) she also changed it to sound more european and, thus, more 
exotic on the Australian model scene. de rossi started to have sexual intercourse 
with other women in high school: “They were straight women who I convinced to 
jump in the sack with me. I did a lot of fast talking as a youth; I was pretty good at it 
too. . . . I just thought, This is so great and so interesting, and if only you knew how 
interesting this is and how great it feels! But these weren’t real relationships with 
women who were gay—these were with women who were drunk!” (Kort Advocate 
online, 2005). After an unrequited crush on a fellow student, de rossi graduated 
from high school and enrolled in law school at the University of Melbourne.

Yet, after only one year of academic studies, de rossi was offered a role in the 
Australian film Sirens (1994), starring Hugh Grant and sam neil. Her performance 
earned the actress more TV and film parts. soon de rossi moved to Los Angeles 
to pursue her career. It was then that she became convinced that she must firmly 
remain in the closet to be a successful star. Although she identified as a bisexual, de 
rossi admits that, for a long period of time, she would not even drive down santa 
Monica Boulevard in the gay part of west Hollywood, in fear that someone would 
look in the car window and conclude that she was gay. In 1997, she was selected 
for the cast of wes Craven’s Scream 2 and the following year she landed the role 
of nelle Porter in Ally McBeal, Fox’s popular comic series about an eccentric law 
firm. de rossi stayed with the cast for the complete run of the show which ended 
in 2002. Although the series launched her career, de rossi has mixed feelings about 
it. she felt the pressure that being a TV star put on her private life. Going to a 
lesbian coffeehouse the day before Ally’s first episode was broadcast she remem-
bers thinking that that was the last time she could be who she actually was. she 
also strongly disliked the exploitation of the lesbian theme in the episode where 
Calista Flockhart and Lucy Liu kiss: “I couldn’t believe it, that whole episode—I 
hated it so much. It was just so upsetting to me as a gay woman” (Kort Advocate 
online, 2005). The huge pressure she felt because of the show caused her to have to 
struggle with anorexia for some time. After Ally was cancelled, de rossi portrayed 
the vain heiress Lindsay Funke in another Fox series, Arrested Development, about 
a dysfunctional family. As for Ally, de rossi remained in the cast until the end of 
the series in 2006.

�0 ★ dE rossi, portia



de rossi was briefly married to documentary filmmaker Mel Metcalfe, and she 
describes their relationship as deeply caring. Yet, her need to live her life as a 
lesbian was obviously in conflict with heterosexual marriage. de rossi’s relation-
ship with singer Francesca Gregorini lasted for four years, until 2004, the year she 
met ellen deGeneres at a photo shoot. while de rossi cared for Gregorini very 
much, she could not ignore her feelings for deGeneres, who also split up with her 
long-time lover, the photographer Alexandra Hedison. Being together with de-
Generes obviously threw de rossi’s personal life into the spotlight. The actress 
finally relinquished her policy not to talk about her sexual orientation and started 
to give honest interviews about her lesbianism.

Further Reading
Anderson-Minshall, diane. “whatever Happened to Her?” Curve 12.4 (2001): 

http://www.curvemag.com/detailed/447.html (accessed on February 7, 2007); 
Bennett, sarah. “The Portia de rossi Guide to Public relations.” Afterellen.  
http://www.afterellen.com/People/portia.html (accessed on February 7, 2007); 
Griffin, nancy. “Flights of Fancy.” In Style 9.4 (April 1, 2002): 410–13; Kort, 
Michele. “Portia Heart and soul.” The Advocate (september 13, 2005): 40–47. 
http://www.advocate.com/issue_story_ektid20037.asp (accessed on February 7, 
2007); Lee, Luaine. “Portia de rossi definitely Is not a Case of ‘Arrested de-
velopment.’ ” Knight Ridder/Tribune News Service (november 3, 2003); shaw, 
Jessica. “Portia Control.” Entertainment Weekly 793 (november 19, 2004) 
34–35.

DIvIne (1945–1988)

American drag artist divine first attained success in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
with his appearances in John Waters’s early films such as Pink Flamingos (1972). 
He then went on to become an icon of gay and lesbian popular culture with his 
portrayal of outrageous women in camp shows. The 300-pound actor soon devel-
oped an international cult following for his ability to overturn bourgeois sexual 
and social morality thanks to his uncontrollable and anarchic energy. Although 
success made divine an acceptable figure within mainstream culture too, the drag 
entertainer never forgot his gay fans: “They are the ones who gave me my start in 
show business. They’re the one who supported me from the beginning. no mat-
ter what happens I will always play to them. That’s just plain and simple” ( Judell 
1994, 37).

Born Harris Glenn Milstead on october 19, 1945, in Towson, Maryland, divine 
grew up in Baltimore suburbs, where he first met future director John waters. Two 
queers who could not fit in the sanitized world of American suburbia, the two be-
came instant friends. “we were all kids trying to get away from suburbia,” waters 
recalls. “we all met downtown. It was gay people, it was straight people. Black and 
white. Left-wing political people and drag queens. . . . That was very important in 
our development of ‘cinema rebellion.’ . . . when divine was young, he was preppy-
ish. He was not at all flamboyant. Underneath all that was an anger. with divine’s 
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partnership, I came up with this 
character that was very very differ-
ent from Glenn Milstead” (rothaus 
2001, Knight Ridder online).

waters gave divine his stage 
name. As the drag artist later ex-
plained, waters always thought that 
inside him there was a divine per-
son. divine became part of waters’s 
dreamlanders, the cast and crew of 
regulars that the director has used 
in his films. He appeared in waters’s 
films since his early 8mm Roman 
Candles (1966) and subsequently 
in his first 16mm feature Eat Your 
Makeup (1968). divine also took 
part in Mondo Trasho (1969), which 
almost caused the arrest of the en-
tire troupe for illegally shooting a 
scene involving a nude hitchhiker 
on the campus of Johns Hopkins 
University. However, the film that 
made divine an underground star 
was waters’s Pink Flamingos, where 
the drag queen plays Babs Johnson, 
“the filthiest person alive,” whose 
family successfully counters the vi-
cious attacks of a rival criminal 
family, the Marbles. Called by the 
director himself “an exercise in poor 
taste,” Pink Flamingos made divine 
the protagonist of some shocking 
scenes. Her character performs oral 

sex on her son, urinates in public, steals meat by putting it in between her legs, and, 
most infamously, eats dog’s feces. divine continued his collaboration with waters 
starring in his next film, Female Trouble (1974), where he plays dawn davenport, a 
criminal and a professional beauty. In the film, divine also plays the role of an old 
maniac who sexually assaults dawn. Just as Pink Flamingos, Female Trouble contains 
shocking scenes that center on the divine character. dawn, for example, kills her 
own daughter and is, in turn, executed on the electric chair.

In 1972, the same year Pink Flamingos was shot, divine left his parents’ house and 
was not reconciled with them until years later. At the time, divine’s mother Frances 
and his father were living in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and a colleague of Frances’s 
invited Frances to a show of the famous female impersonator named divine. Ac-
cording to Frances, that was the first time she had known about her son’s drag acts, 
although she had long worked out the fact that he was gay. The unexpected meeting 
brought about a family reconciliation.

divine as Babs Johnson, “the filthiest person alive,” in John 
waters’s Pink Flamingos. Courtesy of Fine Line Features/
Photofest.
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Make-up artist and costume designer Van smith was responsible for the creation 
of the divine look in waters’s films. such a look set new standards for drag im-
personators that lasted long after divine’s sudden death. At the time when divine 
started to make movies with waters, drag queens reacted badly to a character so 
completely different from their own quieter images. Contrary to most drag queens 
of the period, divine displayed make-up and clothes considered in bad taste. The 
divine look was composed of three distinctive features: the hair was shaved back 
to the crown to leave more room for eye makeup; the makeup itself was extremely 
heavy with tons of eye shadow, arch eyebrows, long lashes, and a huge scarlet 
mouth; and the outrageous clothes, such as the red fishtail dress in Pink Flamingos, 
were the third characteristic element. shimmering and skintight dresses gave di-
vine a larger-then-life, and aggressive female sensuality. divine was instrumental in 
creating the image of camp, glittery decay that pervades John waters’s films.

Thanks to the success of Pink Flamingos and Female Trouble, divine became a gay 
celebrity and also began singing in discos, first in san Francisco and then worldwide. 
In 1985 he released two hit singles, “walk Like a Man” and “I’m so Beautiful.” In 
the 1980s divine also became a regular guest on TV shows. Yet, he also started to 
feel anxious for his artistic career, hoping for wider recognition both as a drag and 
character actor. director Alan rudolph offered him a role out of drag as a gangster 
in his Trouble in Mind (1985), which, however, failed at the box office. According to 
his agent and biographer Bernard Jay, divine also grew increasingly tired of his life 
on the road and demanded more luxuries during his tours. The more expensive life-
style meant a decrease in its net receipts while his private expenditures were growing 
at an alarming rate. The artist soon found himself embroiled in financial difficulties 
and also became worried about his weight. Jay reports a conversation where divine 
confessed to him that he felt depressed both about his professional and private life: 
“I work and work and work dragging this ugly body around the world. And at the 
end of it all there’s no money and no lover to go back home to” ( Jay 1993, 213). 
divine seemed worried about being forever trapped in the drag that had made him 
famous and not to be accepted by showbiz as a well-rounded artist: “They will 
never accept me. . . . I hate what I am doing now. There’s no fun left in these shows. 
It’s the same old thing night after night. . . . I am going to spend the rest of my life 
putting on the fucking dress and jumping up and down to stupid songs, making a 
fool of myself ” ( Jay 1993, 213).

Paradoxically, divine’s death came just when he was being accepted by main-
stream film and television industry. After years of depression and worries in the 
mid-1980s, the actor made a major comeback in 1988 with another John waters’s 
film, Hairspray. As in Female Trouble, divine plays a double role, one male and one 
female. The movie, and divine’s performance in particular, received rave reviews. 
Hairspray was a hit, bringing divine to a mass audience and critics defined him as 
a star: “If the true test of a star,” wrote one ( Jay 1993, 239), “is that when he is on 
screen it is impossible to look at anyone else, then divine is truly a star.” The criti-
cal acclaim and the commercial success that surrounded the movie opened up new 
possibilities in divine’s career. Among other things, he was also offered a double 
role in Fox’s long-running sitcom Married . . . With Children. Yet, just as the actor 
was preparing to begin his acting in the sitcom, he died in his sleep at 42 years of 
age in Los Angeles on March 7, 1988. divine’s talent, however, has continued to 
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appeal to successive audiences, who have been able to discover his performances 
thanks to video and dVd releases. The artist has finally managed to reach beyond 
the queer communities. Best remembered for his extreme performances and his 
quest for stardom, divine was actually a mixture of excess and more serious over-
tones. In the obituary written for the Advocate, Brandon Judell (1994, 37) wrote 
that divine’s fans never realized what a “subdued soul” the actor really had: “often 
wearing caftans that flowed about his ample frame, the quiet actor was the anti-
thesis of his on-screen persona of sex-mad, evil-loving, big-bosomed sex goddess. 
He revealed this side of himself when I asked if he’d pose for a photograph mugging 
in character. ‘That’s just not me, honey,’ he laughed. ‘That’s just a character I do. 
I’d look like a big fruit. I am actually a serious person. I’m shy.’ ”
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etherIDGe, melISSA (1961–)

Academy and Grammy Award-winning singer and songwriter Melissa etheridge 
has successfully combined her iconic status as a queer activist for gay and lesbian 
rights with a more mainstream position as a popular performer. etheridge came out 
as a lesbian during President Clinton’s first inauguration in January 1993 and, since 
then, has served as a model of activism for the queer community.

etheridge was born in Leavenworth, Kansas, on May 29, 1961, from John ether-
idge, a math teacher at the local high school, and elizabeth williamson etheridge, 
a computer analyst for the U.s. Army at Fort Leavenworth. As a child she was 
fascinated by music and her parents encouraged Melissa’s passion, buying her a gui-
tar and sending her to music lessons. she was indeed a precocious musician giving 
her first public performance at a talent show when she was 11 and starting to sing 
with country and western adult groups by the age of 12. After graduating from high 
school, etheridge enrolled at the Berklee College of Music in Boston. At Berklee 
she had the opportunity to explore her sexuality as she shared her room with a 
lesbian who introduced her to Boston’s lesbian scene. However, etheridge soon 
found that Boston was not well suited for her rock and roll ambitions and decided to 
go back to Leavenworth to earn enough money to go to Los Angeles, a city which 
she felt was a better choice to launch her music career. Back in her hometown, the 
singer worked as music assistant at the Army chapel and began dating other les-
bians to the dismay of her mother who reacted particularly badly. she advised her 
daughter to seek treatment for her “psychological illness” and forbade her to bring 
women home if she wanted to carry on living with her parents. Her father was more 
supportive and Melissa came out to him when she finally left for Los Angeles, just 
before her twenty-first birthday.

In Los Angeles etheridge stayed with an aunt, but she also got in touch with two 
paternal uncles who turned out to be gay and introduced her to the city’s gay scene. 
Her musical talents soon earned her jobs in bars in the Los Angeles area where 
etheridge developed a loyal following. one of her fans, Karla Leopold, persuaded 
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her husband Bill, a music manager, 
to represent etheridge. It was diffi-
cult for etheridge to find a label will-
ing to offer a record contract and 
the singer had to wait until 1986 
when Island records founder, Chris 
Blackwell, decided to sign her for his 
label. still, Melissa Etheridge, her first 
album, was hard to produce. Black-
well disliked the first version and 
tried to force more pop elements in 
it. etheridge re-recorded the mate-
rial and this second version eventu-
ally met with Blackwell’s approval. 
The debut album came out in 1988 
and met with good reviews which 
favorably compared etheridge to 
Janis Joplin, a clear influence on the 
artist’s music. Bruce springsteen was 
also influential for the development 
of etheridge’s style. Her first album 
also brought etheridge her first 
important romantic relationship. 
while shooting the video for the 
song “Bring Me some water,” 
etheridge met Julie Cypher, who 
was the project’s associate director. 
There was an immediate attraction 
between the two women, although 
Cypher was then still married to 
actor Lou diamond Phillips. Cypher 
eventually separated from Phillips 
and moved in with etheridge. The 

singer’s professional life flourished too: “Bring Me some water” was nominated 
for a Grammy Award, and both Melissa Etheridge and Brave and Crazy (1989), her 
second album, went platinum, selling a million copies.

etheridge actively campaigned for Bill Clinton during his first Presidential race 
and, in January 1993, she was invited along with Cypher to the inauguration. while 
attending the Triangle Ball, the first inaugural event for gays and lesbians, ether-
idge addressed the crowd by publicly stating that she was proud to say she was a 
lesbian. Her coming out did not damage the artist’s career. during the same year, 
she won her first Grammy for “Ain’t It Heavy” from her third album Never Enough 
(1992). etheridge’s fourth album, Yes, I Am (1993) was her most commercially profit-
able feature to date selling over 6 million copies and earning her another Grammy 
for the song “Come to My window.” with her increasing acceptance by the main-
stream, etheridge did not forsake her queer community. on the contrary, she used 
her success to campaign for GLBTQ rights such as same-sex unions and gay par-
enting. The Advocate appointed her Person of the Year for 1995 and the following 

Melissa etheridge at the 79th Annual Academy Awards. Cour-
tesy of AMPAs/Photofest. Photograph by Matt Petit.
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year she appeared on a Newsweek cover for an issue devoted to gay families. Cypher 
and etheridge contacted sperm donor david Crosby, and Cypher gave birth to the 
couple’s two children in February 1997 and in november 1998.

In 2000, at the height of the singer’s success and visibility as a lesbian icon, ether-
idge and Cypher separated amicably and bought houses next to each other so that 
the children could still see both of them whenever they wished. etheridge’s 2001 
album Skin reflects the sorrow for the break-up. In 2002, however, etheridge met 
her new partner, actress Tammy Lynn Michaels, and the two artists exchanged wed-
ding vows the following year in a ceremony presided by a non-denominational Agape 
Church minister. with Michaels at her side, etheridge successfully battled against 
breast cancer for which she was diagnosed in 2004. she made a triumphant come-
back on the music scene at the 2005 Grammy Awards Ceremony, going on stage bald 
from chemotherapy and performing “Piece of My Heart” with Joss stone. etheridge 
used her experience as a breast cancer survivor for the moving song “I run for Life,” 
which portrays a woman’s successful battle against breast cancer. After the tragedy 
of cancer, etheridge received more prestigious awards and experienced more per-
sonal joys. In April 2006 she was honored with the stephen F. Kolzak Award at the 
annual GLAAd Media Awards. The prize is given to an openly gay member of the 
media and entertainment community for his or her work in defeating homophobia. 
In the same month, etheridge and Michaels announced that Michaels was expecting 
twins conceived through artificial insemination. A daughter and a son were born in 
october 2006. In 2007, etheridge’s “I need to wake Up,” her contribution to the 
soundtrack of the environmentalist Al Gore-moderated documentary An Inconve-
nient Truth (2006), earned her an Academy Award for Best song.

In spite of being a champion of gay rights, etheridge has always been careful 
to keep her music apart from her political campaigns. she has never written an 
explicitly lesbian love song, opting for a general and genderless “you” to address the 
beloved. The singer departed from this choice of keeping queer politics out of her 
music in 1998 when the murder of Matthew shepard prompted her to write “scare-
crow,” which condemned the homophobia that had led to the youth’s death. The 
aim of etheridge’s music remains to be able to communicate emotions to people, 
regardless of their sexual orientation.
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everett, ruPert (1959–)

British film star rupert everett has been openly out as gay since 1989. He has 
helped to challenge popular stereotypes about homosexuality and has fought 
against Hollywood’s suspicion of gay male actors. while the first part of everett’s 
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career predominantly developed in europe, the international success of My Best 
Friend’s Wedding (1997) made him a well-known popular culture icon in the United 
states. Thanks to that box office hit, American media started to hunt for details 
of everett’s private life and frequently published accounts of everett’s life in Holly-
wood with his best friends Julia roberts, Madonna, and other stars. since then, 
everett has come across as a confident and fulfilled gay star, although he has also 
repeatedly stated that Hollywood homophobia has cost him several roles. In spite 
of his uneven career, characterized by incredible successes and embarrassing flops, 
everett has shown a remarkable versatility as an actor being comfortable in comic 
and dramatic roles both in european and American productions.

everett was born into an upper-class British family on May 29, 1959, in nor-
folk. He received his education at the Catholic college of Ampleforth in York from 
the age of seven. everett’s family was extremely right wing and traditional. such 
background clashed with the boy’s consciousness from the age of 1 to 10 to be 
“a seasoned cross-dresser.” “I used to be taken out on these very macho things 
like hunting,” the actor recalls (Glitz 2004,  Advocate online), “and I would just be 

rupert everett (right) and Madonna (left) in John schlesinger’s The Next Best Thing. Courtesy of Para-
mount Pictures/Photofest.
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dreaming of being home and trying on my mother’s nightdress.” everett was inter-
ested in theater from his adolescence and, at age 15, he left Ampleforth to attend the 
Central school for speech and drama in London, where he funded his acting educa-
tion partly working as a male escort. The Central school dismissed him on grounds 
of insubordinate behavior and everett completed his drama education in scotland at 
the Glasgow Citizens’ Company. The actor always took as role models controversial 
and troubled stars such as Marlon Brando, James dean, and Montgomery Clift: 
“You felt they had experienced everything. . . . Their eyes were shocked and dead and 
alive and glowing like coals at the same time. And I think that was through experi-
ence, using your life as a tool. That’s the way I wanted to conduct myself.”

His breakthrough role was that of the British gay spy Guy Bennett (loosely based 
on Guy Burgess) in Julian Mitchell’s play Another Country (1982), where everett 
played opposite Kenneth Branagh. everett also starred as Bennett in the film adap-
tation of the play directed by Marek Kanievska in 1984. He received more critical 
praise for the role of david Blakely in Mike newell’s biopic of ruth ellis, the last 
British woman to be executed in the United Kingdom. orson welles was so im-
pressed by everett’s performances that he wanted the actor to star as himself in the 
movie adaptation of The Cradle Will Rock, which, however, collapsed just three weeks 
before filming. everett then starred in a series of art-house releases such as Andrei 
Konchalovski’s Duet for One (1986), Francesco rosi’s Chronicle of a Death Foretold 
(1987), based on a novel by nobel Prize winner Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and Giu-
liano Montaldo’s The Gold Rimmed Spectacles (1987). Thanks to these appearances, 
everett became a well-known european actor and he also inspired Italian comic 
book author Tiziano sclavi to create the horror investigator dylan dog. These 
films, however, failed to make everett a Hollywood star. The actor thought his 
chance had come with richard Marquand’s Hearts of Fire (1987), a film conceived as 
a vehicle for singer Bob dylan. However, the movie was a disastrous flop, suffering 
from an extremely limited theater run and from continuous rewritings of the script. 
rumors of everrett’s arrogance and unreliability on sets began to surface.

The box office failure of Hearts of Fire prompted everett to return to the stage, 
where he played in drag the role of Flora Goforth, a dying woman remembering 
her life, in Tennessee Williams’s play The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore. 
everett also began a career as a novelist, publishing his first book, Hello, Darling, 
Are You Working, while living in Paris. everett’s decision to come out in 1989 was 
criticized by some as damaging for his chances of finding new film roles. Yet, it 
was shortly after that announcement that everett’s acting career was revitalized. In 
1991, everett obtained one of the leading roles in Paul schrader’s The Comfort of 
Strangers, based on the novel of Ian Mcewan. everett’s return to success, however, 
was triggered by his participation as a character actor rather than as a lead in the 
critically acclaimed films Prêt-à-Porter (1994) by robert Altman and The Madness of 
King George (1994) by nicholas Hytner.

It was thanks to a more commercial film that everett finally attained the role 
of Hollywood star. J.P. Hogan’s My Best Friend’s Wedding (1997) made everett 
an overnight sensation. Playing the gay best friend of the Julia roberts char-
acter, everett became the main attraction for audiences. After initial previews of 
the movie, the positive response to the gay best friend embodied by the British 
actor was so unanimous that the producer and the director decided to shoot almost 
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20 more minutes with everett. His character was not yet again another Hollywood 
gay sidekick. on the contrary, it challenged the flat comic representations of gay-
ness, showing subtleness and appeal. After such a spectacular hit, everett returned 
to elegant costume dramas such as the Academy Award–winning Shakespeare in Love 
(1998), where he played Marlowe, An Ideal Husband (1999), based on oscar wilde’s 
play, and in the shakespearean adaptation Midsummer Night’s Dream (1999).

At the summit of his Hollywood fame, everett embarked on a more personal 
and risky project which eventually resulted in the disappointing The Next Best 
Thing (2001). The film, directed by veteran gay director John Schlesinger and co-
starring gay icon Madonna, centers on alternative families. everett plays robert, a 
gay man who fathers a child after a drunk one-night stand with his best friend Abbie 
(Madonna). The two begin to raise the child together, but, as another man enters 
Abbie’s life, robert decides to fight for custody. everett put all his enthusiasm in the 
project, firmly believing that his own sexuality could give the character of robert 
greater depth than that afforded by other celluloid gays. Yet, he was the first to be 
disappointed by the result. As everett has recounted in interviews, The Next Best 
Thing did not start under the best of auspices. everett did not like the original 
screenplay where robert was an “overweight gay . . . whose answer to everything 
was to squirt cream in your mouth—a token acceptable Hollywood fag” (Hoggard 
2004, Independent online), who, obviously, had no sex life whatsoever. everett then 
started to rewrite the screenplay, although he had to compromise with the produc-
tion. robert, for example, still does not have much of a sex life in the film even after 
the rewrite. In addition, as the actor has admitted, the choice of schlesinger for 
director was a wrong one. In the end, the movie was a “serious disaster,” increas-
ingly turning into a miniseries rather than the ambitious film of social critique that 
everett had set out to make. everett also went to arbitration for writing credits but 
lost. since the failure of The Next Best Thing, everett has continued to appear in 
important films, often in heterosexual roles as both lead and character actor. These 
include The Importance of Being Earnest (2002), To Kill a King (2003), the TV series 
Les Liaisons Dangereuses (2003), as well as the arthouse releases Quiet Flows the Don 
(2004) and Stage Beauty (2004), where everett has a fantastic drag scene. He has 
also played sherlock Holmes in the TV movie Sherlock Holmes and the Case of the 
Silk Stocking (2004) and has contributed his voice to the second and third chapters 
of Shrek and to The Chronicles of Narnia (2005).

Because everett is a highly visible and openly out gay actor, he has stimulated 
debates in the media on how believable gay actors can be in heterosexual roles. Al-
though everett has successfully played gay roles, he does not want to be confined in 
those parts as he refuses to be cast solely as an upper-middle class englishman (a be-
lief that probably led him to turn down the daniel day Lewis’s role in James Ivory’s 
A Room with a View). everett does not regret his coming out. Yet, both in his memoir 
Red Carpets and Other Banana Skins (2007) and in interviews, he has pointed out 
that his sexuality has caused him to lose important film parts, especially the lead in 
About a Boy (2002) which eventually went to his fellow countryman Hugh Grant. In 
a 2004 interview to the Advocate, everett took a particularly critical stance against 
Hollywood homophobia, saying that, although he is happy to have come out, he 
would not recommend other people in showbiz to do so: “not in a trophy business 
like Hollywood. I don’t think it’s ideal. I think it’s very lucky for me to have been 
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english and to have the opportunities to work in all the various different places 
that I could so I could keep going. French cinema, Italian cinema, theater, english 
movies, and getting a Hollywood one if I can” (Glitz 2004, Advocate online). As he 
turns middle age, everett is becoming more critical of the glitz that surrounds the 
film industry and its stars. He is devoting an increasingly large part of his time to 
important political causes against AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria.
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FIerSteIn, hArvey ForbeS (1954–)

Harvey Fierstein occupies a prominent position in gay and lesbian popular culture 
thanks to his award-winning performances of drag queens and homosexual charac-
ters as well as for his critically acclaimed plays. His work as an actor and playwright 
is closely linked to his outspoken support of gay rights. Fierstein has used both his 
acting and writing skills to depict people outside the boundaries of dominant soci-
ety and their struggles to come to terms with mainstream culture. Fierstein himself 
seems to have made the transition from the new York avant-garde theaters of his 
debut to the mainstream productions of his maturity.

Fierstein was born on June 6, 1954, in Brooklyn, new York, from Jewish-American 
parents, Irving, a handkerchief manufacturer, and Jacqueline, a school librarian. Har-
vey was aware of his homosexuality at a very early age and came out to his supportive 
family at the age of 13. when he was still an adolescent, Harvey started a career as a 
drag queen in Manhattan gay clubs. His ease with the stage allowed him to land a role 
in Andy warhol’s Pork at La Mama experimental Theatre in 1971. Two years later 
Fierstein earned a BFA in painting from the Pratt Institute.

Fierstein launched his career as a playwright in the early 1970s when his first 
plays, In Search of the Cobra Jewels and Flatbush Tosca, were performed in small 
venues. It was during the 1970s that Fierstein started to work on material that 
would finally become Torch Song Trilogy (1981). La Mama produced the early ver-
sions of the plays in 1978 and 1979. The three pieces were performed together off 
Broadway in 1981 and the production soon moved to Broadway, earning the play-
wright his first two Tony Awards (best performance and best play) and catapulting 
him to fame. Torch Song Trilogy, which also won an obie Award and several other 
prestigious prizes, ran for almost three consecutive years at new York’s Little The-
atre (now the Helen Hayes Theatre) and was adapted into a film directed by Paul 
Bogart starring Fierstein himself, Matthew Broderick, and Anne Bancroft. Torch 
Song Trilogy is composed of three sections: “The International stud,” “Fugue in a 
nursery,” and “widows and Children First!” They all tell different parts in the life 
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of a Jewish drag performer, Arnold Beckhoff, who particularly specializes in torch 
songs, sentimental tunes where the singer laments an unrequited or lost love. In 
“The International stud,” Arnold falls in love with ed, a bisexual who first returns 
his feelings, but then leaves him for a woman. “Fugue in a nursery” chronicles 
the love story between Arnold and Alan, a model. They settle down together and 
decide to adopt a son, but Alan is killed in an homophobic attack. The third part, 
“widows and Children First!,” focuses on the relationship between Arnold and his 
mother, who criticizes him for his decision to adopt a son and to bury Alan in the 
family tomb. However, the act ends on a note of reconciliation.

Arnold is clearly identified as both gay and Jewish, although his sexual orienta-
tion, rather than his ethnicity, is the focus of the play. when Arnold’s mother makes 
her appearance in the third act, the play does center on Jewishness more distinctly. 
Yet, as critics have pointed out, Mrs Beckhoff is not so much a well-rounded charac-
ter as an amusing stereotype, a summary of all the neuroses usually associated with 
Jewish mothers in popular culture. The play also establishes a connection between 
queer-bashing and the persecution of Jews at the hands of the nazis in the 1930s 
and 1940s. In spite of the unanimous praise heaped on both the play and the film, 
some queer critics find Fierstein’s work disturbing. They take issue, for example, 
with the representation Fierstein gives of gay relationships, which seem to them 
to be too closely modeled after heterosexuals patterns. The gay characters in Torch 
Song Trilogy and in other Fierstein’s plays want monogamous same-sex relations. 
Although Fierstein’s characters lie outside the mainstream, they long for assimila-
tion in it and eventually do so.

After the success of Torch Song Trilogy, Fierstein scored another hit: he wrote the 
libretto for the musical La Cage Aux Folles (1983). This earned him his third Tony 
Award. He also continued writing plays such as Spookehouse (1984), Safe Sex (1987), 
which reprises the same structures of three one-acts as Torch Song Trilogy, and Forget 
Him (1988), a one-act where a gay Jew finally finds a boyfriend in a synagogue. 
Fierstein’s plays have continued to blend comfortably both a realistic and an experi-
mental mode of writing. In 1988, Fierstein was hired to revise the libretto for a new 
musical about the gangster Legs Diamond (1988), which, like La Cage Aux Folles, was 
produced by Marvin Krauss. Legs Diamond, however, did not repeat the success of 
the latter show and was also embroiled in a lawsuit when choreographer Michael 
shawn claimed he had been dismissed by Krauss because he had AIDS.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Fierstein started to appear in films such as sidney Lu-
met’s Garbo Talks (1984), Chris Columbus’s Mrs. Doubtfire (1993), woody Allen’s 
Bullets Over Broadway (1994), and the blockbuster Independence Day (1996). He guest 
starred in episodes of the successful TV series Miami Vice, Ellen, Cheers, and Murder 
She Wrote. He also lent his voice for characters in The Simpsons and the animated 
disney feature Mulan (1998). In 2000 he contributed to the showtime movie Com-
mon Ground, a film focusing on the lives of gays and lesbians in a small Connecticut 
town in the 1950s, 1970s, and in 2000. Fierstein wrote and acted in “Amos and 
Andy,” the last chapter of the movie, where a father has to come to terms with the 
intention of his son Amos to marry another man. The segment ends on a father-
son reconciliation. Fierstein returned to Broadway in 2002 where he starred in the 
musical Hairspray based on the John Waters film of the same name. on stage, he 
had the role of edna Turnblad that was played on the screen by the legendary drag 
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queen Divine. This drag performance won Fierstein his fourth Tony Award and 
unanimous acclaim for his ability to portray drag queens outside the usual stereo-
types of the wretched victim or the excessive diva.

In his plays, acting roles and public speeches, Harvey Fierstein has always made 
clear that difference, including sexual difference, should be valorized and not hid-
den. Although he has been accused of pandering to heterosexual models of relation-
ships and of preaching assimilation, it should also be pointed out that his characters 
are not segregated from mainstream society. They eventually take an active part in 
it without renouncing their sexual identities.
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GArlAnD, JuDy (1922–1969)

Judy Garland is considered one of the greatest stars of Hollywood’s Golden Age 
musicals. Her mixture of toughness and vulnerability has made her a revered gay 
icon and a popular cultural institution within the gay and lesbian movement. Gar-
land was associated with several gay and bisexual men during her lifetime, including 
her two husbands Vincente Minelli and Mark Herron and her own father. Accord-
ing to her biographer david shipman, Garland herself was bisexual and had several 
same-sex relationships. shipman identified Garland’s partners as, among others, 
her secretary Betty Asher, the songwriter and vocal arranger Kay Thompson, and 
the actress Katherine Hepburn. However, her popularity within the homosexual 
community was not merely based on acceptance of gays and her alleged same-sex 
relationships, which have been seriously questioned by other scholars. Her contra-
dictions, both in her real existence and in her artistic persona, made her a symbol 
with whom many closeted gay men could identify. Like many of them, she lived a 
double life. she suffered from stage fright, yet repeatedly declared that her utmost 
happiness came from performing. Her repertoire included both songs depicting 
loneliness and passionate love. The tragic events in her life, five broken marriages, 
drug and alcohol addiction, debts, and premature death, made many gay men iden-
tify with her pain.

Although Garland may not be as well known among young gays in the new 
millennium, in more closeted times, when homosexuality was legally persecuted 
in the United states, gay men referred to each other as “friends of dorothy” 
at social gatherings. This was a coded way to allude to one’s sexual orientation 
without letting other people know what was the topic of the discussion. The ex-
pression was a homage to Judy Garland’s role in The Wizard of Oz (1939), whose 
song “somewhere over the rainbow” became a sort of gay national anthem. 
Garland has also been credited as the root of the stonewall riots, which started the 
gay liberation movement in America. Although academic historians of the homo-
sexual movement such as John Loughery and Martin duberman have rejected this 
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argument, many claim that it was anger and sorrow over Garland’s death in 1969 
that caused gays to respond against a police raid at the stonewall Inn five days 
later.

Garland was born Frances ethel Gumm in 1922 in Grand rapids, Minnesota, the 
youngest daughter of Frank Avent Gumm, a vaudeville manager, and ethel Marian 
Milne Gumm. Garland was only two years old when she debuted on her father’s 
stage in a singing act with her two other sisters, under the name of Gumm sisters. 
when her father was charged with having had an affair with a minor, the family was 
forced to move to southern California in 1926. while Frank Gumm managed the 
Valley Theater in Lancaster, his wife took care of her daughters’ careers. ethel’s 
efforts won a part for the Gumm sisters at the ebell Theater in the show Stars of 
Tomorrow in 1931. The young Garland’s voice and her stage confidence impressed 
the comedian George Jessel, who introduced the sisters act at Chicago’s oriental 
Theater in 1934, this time under the name of the Garland sisters. Garland’s first 
name was chosen from a popular Hoagy Carmichael song.

success arrived quickly. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer signed the sisters to appear in 
the short film La Fiesta de Santa Barbara (1935). In september the same year, Louis B. 
Mayer contracted Garland for seven years at a starting salary of $100 a week. The 
satisfaction for these early achievements was embittered by the sudden death of 

Judy Garland as dorothy Gale in the queer cult classic The Wizard of Oz. Courtesy of MGM/Photofest.
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the entertainer’s beloved father. In 1936, Garland appeared in a supporting role 
in her first feature film, Pigskin Parade. Yet, it was a short part in MGM’s Broad-
way Melody of 1938 (1937) that brought her to the attention of decca records and 
led to a recording contract. In the film Garland sang “You Made Me Love You,” 
which became one of her most famous songs. In 1937 she graduated from Bancroft 
Junior High school and enrolled in University High school in Los Angeles. Her 
career languished in the next two years as MGM found it difficult to cast her because 
of her plump and plain look. studio doctors, encouraged by her mother, began to 
prescribe Garland drugs to lose weight. These made her sleepless, forcing her to 
take sleeping pills and putting her in a vicious circle that would eventually kill her.

Garland made the most of the chance to revive her career when Fox refused to 
release the child star shirley Temple for the leading role of dorothy in MGM’s The 
Wizard of Oz (1939). Garland got the part and the movie propelled her into stardom. 
The film also earned her the only prize she was to win from the Academy Award, 
a special miniature oscar. The character of dorothy, a misunderstood child from 
the black and white heartland who suddenly finds herself in a Technicolor world, 
mirrored gays’ aspirations to better lives. Film scholar Alexander doty (2000) de-
fines the film as a popular culture touchstone that allowed him to understand his 
changing attitudes towards gender and sexuality. His reactions to the movie stand 
for those of entire generations of gays: “I was in love with and wanted to be doro-
thy, thinking that the stark Kansas farmland she was trying to escape from was 
nothing compared to the west Texas desert our house was built upon. The Tin 
Man might stand in for my girlfriend’s older brother (and subsequent crushes on 
older boys): an emotionally and physically stolid male who needed to find a heart 
so he could romantically express himself to me” (doty 2000, 27). As doty grew 
older and acquired an increased awareness of his homosexuality, he saw the Garland 
character as an image of the caring heterosexual woman who befriends gay men for 
her friendship with the camp Cowardly Lion. while the film has always been con-
sidered a popular culture institution for gay men, doty also points out that it can 
be read as a teenaged girl’s fantasy on the road to dykedom. His reading of the film, 
stressing the position of dorothy as in between two models of lesbianism, the good 
femme (Aunt em/Glinda the Good witch) and the bad butch (Almira Gulch/the 
wicked witch of the west), gives new relevance to Garland’s artistic persona for 
gay women as well as for gay men.

Garland’s increasing star status did not make her more secure about her acting 
and singing ability nor did it solve her problems with drugs and depression. The 
Andy Hardy film series, where she teamed with Mickey rooney, were all box office 
hits. They provided her with songs that would become classics in her repertoire, in-
cluding George Gershwin’s “I Got rhythm” and “embraceable You.” Yet, her pri-
vate life continued to be a source of sorrow and instability. In 1941 she married the 
composer david rose, from whom, however, she soon divorced. The actress went 
on to star in For Me and My Gal (1942), together with Gene Kelly, and in the classic 
Meet Me in St. Louis (1944) by Vincente Minnelli, who became Garland’s second 
husband in 1945. A year later, the couple had a daughter, Liza, who also became 
a popular actress and singer. In her early films, Garland portrayed innocent, girl-
next-door characters whose complex and unrestrained emotions made them more 
than just stereotypes. Meet Me in St. Louis (1944) ended the actress’s juvenile phase 
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and advanced the American musical tradition with its use of songs to further the 
plot and to define characters’ psychology. In the film, Garland sang “Have Yourself 
a Merry Little Christmas,” which echoed feelings of loss and resilience shared by 
its wartime audiences.

Garland’s other famous films of the decade included The Harvey Girls (1946), 
Easter Parade (1948), as well as her first non-singing role in The Clock (1945). Be-
cause of their commercial success, MGM put up with Garland’s unpredictable and 
unreliable behavior on sets. Her contract was, however, eventually suspended in 
1950 over disagreements during the shooting of Annie Get Your Gun and Royal Wed-
ding. only two days after her suspension from Royal Wedding, in June 1950, Garland 
was reported to have slit her throat with the shattered edge of a water glass. The 
studio account, which received coverage in the press, portrayed Garland as having 
inflicted the wounds in a “moment of vexation” during an “impulsive and hysterical 
act.” Garland divorced Minnelli in 1951, blaming him for her depression. Accord-
ing to her testimony in court, his prolonged and unexplained absences made her 
ill and hysteric. Yet, this moment of despair was followed by a major comeback, fol-
lowing a pattern that became recurrent in the star’s career. The same year Garland 
gave triumphant concerts at the London’s Palladium and new York’s Palace The-
ater, which led to a series of successful concert tours. These events were organized 
by her business manager sid Luft, whom Garland married in 1952. The couple 
had two children, Lorna and Joey.

George Cukor’s A Star Is Born (1954) marked her return to the big screen 
with a contract for warner Brothers. The film went well over the planned bud-
get, but was soon acclaimed as the greatest Hollywood musical ever made. It is 
also considered Garland’s best performance: in the character of rising star esther 
Blodgett, the actress infused many of her real-life upheavals. Critically acclaimed, 
A Star Is Born was, however, a disappointment at the box office, leading the studio 
to cut it after its initial release to reduce what they considered its overlong length 
of three hours. Although Garland was favorite in the oscar race, she lost to Grace 
Kelly in what Groucho Marx defined as the greatest robbery in history. This led 
to another period of depression and self-doubt from which she re-emerged at the 
beginning of the 1960s. overcoming the problems that had led to her disappear-
ance from public scenes for half a decade, Garland gave memorable performances 
at the Palladium in London in 1960 and Carnegie Hall in new York the following 
year. The double album which recorded the concert, Judy at Carnegie Hall, sold 
two million copies, ranking number one for 13 weeks in the charts, and earned 
her five Grammy Awards. Garland was also back on the screen with a dramatic 
role in stanley Kramer’s historical recreation of the nuremberg trials, Judgment 
at Nuremberg (1961). Her intense performance won her another oscar nomina-
tion, this time as best supporting actress. In 1963 she starred in her last two films, 
A Child Is Waiting and I Could Go On Singing. In the same year, the TV network 
CBs broadcast 26 episodes of The Judy Garland Show, which was nominated for ten 
emmy Awards, but failed to be renewed for a second season. The show suffered 
from direct competition with nBC hit western Bonanza, which was placed in the 
same time slot.

The failure to have her show renewed brought to an end Garland’s hopes that 
the television series would finally give her financial security. In spite of her huge 
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earnings during 30 years of career, Garland found herself in debt due to her busi-
ness managers’ negligence. For the rest of her life, the artist alternated artistic suc-
cesses, such as the 1964 Palladium concert with her daughter Liza or the 1965 
Forest Hills Tennis stadium concert in new York, with health problems, cancelled 
engagements, and private unhappiness. In 1965 Garland divorced from Luft with 
protracted and embittered proceedings. The same year she was married to Mark 
Herron, but the couple split two years later. she was fired from the set of Valley of 
the Dolls (1967) when she did not report to the set. In June 1969, Garland died in 
her London flat due to an accidental overdose of sleeping pills, just a few months 
after her fifth marriage, to discotheque manager Mickey deans. Her legacy for 
gays and lesbians is not simply a legacy of sorrow and despair. Although Garland 
started acting at a time when big studios had an overwhelming power over their 
contracted stars and manipulated their careers, she was willing to fight back to af-
firm her own true artistic identity.
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GrAnt, CAry (1904–1986)

english actor Cary Grant went on to become one of the greatest Hollywood stars 
of all times. In 1999 the American Film Institute named Grant the second Greatest 
Male Movie star of All Times, preceded only by Humphrey Bogart. Grant embod-
ied elegance and sophistication, personifying the quintessentially American debo-
nair in spite of his British birth. The actor also signified sexual ambiguity as rumors 
about his attraction for men surfaced repeatedly throughout his career and after 
his death. However, Grant never identified himself as gay or bisexual. He stated he 
had nothing against homosexuals and had many gay friends, but when actor Chevy 
Chase joked about him being “such a gal” Grant sued him for slander. Beneath the 
idealized screen image celebrated by directors and film studios, the actor struggled 
to keep his off-screen persona private.

Cary Grant was born Archibald Leach on January 18, 1904, near Bristol in eng-
land. His childhood was an unhappy one, characterized by the separation of his 
parents when he was still a young boy. since Grant’s father was unable to pay for a 



��� ★ Grant, cary

divorce case, he decided to take a job in a southampton military uniform factory. 
This gave him the opportunity of being far enough from his wife to start a new 
family also fathering a son out of wedlock. As the actor himself has recalled, Grant 
felt guilty about his father’s departure as he was secretly pleased to have his mother 
all to himself. However, when he was 10 years old, the child returned home, where 
two of his older cousins lived, only to find that his mother had gone to a seaside 
resort for a while, as his relatives put it. The sudden disappearance of his mother 
further deepened the child’s sense of insecurity and abandonment, a feeling that 
conditioned him for the rest of his life: “I [made] the mistake of thinking that each 
of my wives was my mother, that there would never be a replacement once she left. 
I found myself being attracted to [women] who looked like my mother—she had 
olive skin, for instance. of course, at the same time, I [often chose] a person with 
her emotional makeup, too, and I didn’t need that” (eliot 2004, 43). Grant was later 
told that his mother had died, while, in fact, she had been committed to a mental 
institution because of a nervous breakdown. The actor did not learn the truth until 
the 1930s.

His insecurity led Archibald to seek praise and applause and thus drew him to 
an acting career. After being expelled from school just after his fourteenth birthday, 
the young adolescent joined Bob Pender’s vaudeville troupe. In 1920 the troupe 
was invited to perform on Broadway by new York impresario Charles dillingham. 
After the group finished their Broadway performances, it embarked on a nation-
wide tour of the United states. when Pender returned to england in 1922, Grant 

decided to remain in the United 
states to continue his acting career. 
Completely alone in new York at 
the age of 18, Grant moved in with 
openly gay artist and future success-
ful set designer orry-Kelly, who of-
fered the struggling actor to share 
his flat in the Greenwich Village. 
Throughout the 1920s, it was diffi-
cult for Grant to get roles in Broad-
way shows,which generally received 
mixed reviews and had limited runs. 
Nikki, opening in 1931 and closing 
after only 39 performances, was 
probably the most important of 
these shows in spite of its box office 
failure. Archibald was described by 
the New York Daily News reviewer as 
“a young lad from england” with a 
great future in movies.

when orry-Kelly was invited by 
Jack warner to work in Hollywood, 
Archibald followed him, quickly 
securing a five-year exclusive-
services contract with Paramount 

randolph scott (left) and Cary Grant (right) when they were 
carrying the buddy business too far. Courtesy of Photofest.



 Grant, cary ★ ���

and changing his name to Cary Grant. In his early movies such as This Is the Night 
(1932), Sinners in the Sun (1932), Merrily We Go to Hell (1932), and Devil and the 
Deep (1932), Grant was generally cast in secondary roles. However, the good re-
views that he received for his performances persuaded the studio to cast him as one 
of the male leads opposite dietrich in Blonde Venus (1932), the fifth Von stenberg/
dietrich collaboration. The film confirmed Grant as one of the most promising 
young Hollywood actors. In 1932 Grant also met fellow actor randolph scott on 
the set of Hot Saturday (1932). The two would become close friends, and, according 
to Grant’s biographer Marc eliot (2004, 99), the two began “one of the longest, 
deepest and most unusual love relationships in the history of Hollywood.” soon 
after their first meeting, scott and Grant began to share a rented house which they 
called “Bachelor Hall.” They continued to do so on and off for 12 years.

Grant’s Hollywood career reached a decisive point when the actor was selected 
to play opposite Mae west in She Done Him Wrong (1933), an adaptation of west’s 
hit Broadway play Diamond Lil (1928). The film was one of the highest-grossing ever 
produced in Hollywood and saved Paramount from bankruptcy. It also made Grant 
a star, although it was clearly west who was the film’s primary focus. According 
to eliot, the film also taught Grant an important lesson that would define his star 
image in years to come. In his future roles, Grant decided that he did not want to 
be the pursuer but the pursued. working with west had shown him that as long as 
he was the pursuer the audience’s attention would be on the object of his pursuit. 
Grant wanted to become that object himself as he wanted the audience to focus 
on him.

Grant appeared in a total of 72 films in a career that spanned three decades, from 
the early 1930s to the mid-1960s. The roles for which Grant is best remembered 
are those in the screwball comedies of the late 1930s and 1940s and his collabora-
tions with Alfred Hitchcock of the 1940s and 1950s. Grant brought sophistica-
tion to the screwball comedy, perfecting his screen persona as an irresistible, if 
not completely reliable, man. significantly, film critic Pauline Kael once described 
Grant as “the man from the dream city” (eliot 2004, 2), a person equally capable of 
charming men as well as women. Following She Done Him Wrong, the actor starred 
in films such as Sylvia Scarlett (1935), The Awful Truth (1937), Bringing Up Baby 
(1938), and The Philadelphia Story (1940). These movies defined the conventions of 
the screwball comedy, a genre characterized by the farcical tensions generated by 
the romantic affair between two people who were opposites but, at the same time, 
destined to be together. Fast-talking and reversing the usual balance of gender 
power, making women the pursuers of men, these comedies also played on sexual 
ambiguity. For example, in Sylvia Scarlett, Katharine Hepburn masquerades as a 
male for most of the film and Grant remarks that he gets a “queer feeling” every 
time he looks at her/him. In addition, Grant invites Hepburn’s young man to keep 
him warm in bed, in a situation which directly plays with the rumors of homo-
sexuality surrounding the star. In Bringing Up Baby, when asked why he is wearing 
Katherine Hepburn’s nightgown, Grant ad-libbed the famous line: “I’ve just gone 
gay, all of a sudden!” This was the first time the word was used in a context to in-
dicate homosexuality.

Grant worked with Hitchcock on four films: Suspicion (1941), Notorious (1946), 
To Catch a Thief (1955), and North by Northwest (1959), which, according to many, 
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represented the artistic and commercial peak of the actor’s career. In these films 
Hitchcock emphasized Grant’s darker side, turning the actor’s screen image into a 
more complex and brooding persona. The characters Grant embodied for Hitch-
cock were men who were not what everyone perceived them to be, a definition that 
suited well the actor’s on-going struggle to define his image and identity. Grant 
became Hitchcock’s favorite actor. As he was one of the first stars to form his own 
independent production company in the mid-1950s, Grantley Productions, Grant 
was never awarded an oscar during his active career, although he was nominated 
twice. Big studios never forgave him his quest for independence. Grant retired from 
films in the 1960s and finally received an Academy Award for Lifetime Achieve-
ment in 1970. He spent his last years touring the country with “A Conversation 
with Cary Grant,” in which he showed clips from his films and answered questions 
from the audience. Before one of these meetings in davenport, Iowa, Grant suf-
fered a stroke and died on november 29, 1986.

Throughout his career, Grant was surrounded by rumors about his homosexu-
ality, although he married five times and had well-publicized relationships with 
women. There is no conclusive evidence about his attraction for other men. Yet, 
some biographers, including Marc eliot, have clearly defined his relationship with 
fellow actor randolph scott as a sentimental one. eliot points out that the couple, 
who lived together before and in between their respective marriages, were well 
known in Hollywood for their carelessness in showing their mutual affection. This 
prompted Paramount executives to explicitly ask the stars to show up at parties and 
premieres accompanied by women. Hollywood gossip columnists began to wonder 
whether scott and Grant were “carrying the buddy business too far,” and their 
magazines ran stories with pictures depicting the two bachelors in their cozy do-
mesticity, wearing aprons, having a meal together, or bathing in their swimming 
pool. Although both actors married, their friendship remained the focus of media 
attention. Yet, in spite of these rumors, Grant’s career continued to flourish and the 
actor became the ultimate image of a movie star, synonymous with male sophistica-
tion and ambiguity.
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hAIneS, wIllIAm (1900–1973)

Hailed as Hollywood’s first openly gay star, American actor william Haines was the 
top box office draw of the late 1920s and early 1930s. He lived his homosexuality 
openly and, when he refused a lavender marriage to silence rumors about his gay-
ness, his studio, MGM, fired him. After his acting career ended, Haines became a 
successful interior designer and antique dealer, establishing one of the nation’s most 
thriving firms together with his life partner Jimmy shields.

Haines was born in staunton, Virginia, on January 1, 1900, the third son of a 
cigar maker, George Adam Haines, and his wife, Laura Virginia Matthews, both 
descendants of ancient Virginian families. Because of his date of birth, Haines often 
described himself as “a true child of the twentieth century.” From his early teens, 
Haines was aware of his homosexuality and showed impatience for his parents’ 
way of life. He was particularly unhappy at the prospect of following his father’s 
footsteps and taking over his cigar factory. when he was 14, he ran away from 
home for the first time, escaping with a boyfriend. After a brief return to Virginia, 
Haines settled down in new York in 1916 where he held a variety of odd jobs to sup-
port himself. He eventually moved into Greenwich Village. As George Chauncey 
documents in his Gay New York (1994), the Village was quickly acquiring a reputa-
tion for a center of unconventional behaviors, including sexual ones. The Village 
soon became of central significance for gays and lesbians throughout the American 
heartlands. They joined new Yorkers in their quest for a more tolerant milieu than 
what they found in their small towns. For Haines, who had been challenging con-
ventions from a very early age, the Village represented a validation of his way of life 
and of his choice to live his homosexuality freely. According to his biographer wil-
liam J. Mann (1998), Haines’s sense of himself was shaped by the two years he spent 
in the Village, where a homosexual who lived his or her sexuality openly was not 
simply tolerated but often respected. during these years, Haines became friends 
with Mitchell Foster and designer orry-Kelly, who would play an important part 
in Haines’s second career as an interior designer.
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The turning point in Haines’s path to film stardom was his participation to the 
new Faces contest sponsored by the samuel Goldwyn studios at the end of 1921. 
Haines was the male winner of this talent search and, after a successful screen test, 
he was hired by the studio with a regular contract in 1922. However, it was not until 
1924 that the studio began using Haines for leading roles. during his first two years 
in Hollywood, the actor had to content himself with bit parts, often uncredited. His 
first important role came with Midnight Express (1924), a film that would also de-
fine his screen persona of unreliable charming man who reforms following a tragic 
event that changes his life. Critics praised his performance. “I had one of those 
actor-proof roles,” Haines (Mann 1998, 70) recalled later. “I was popular. naturally, 
I was happy.” with Brown of Harvard (1926), Mike (1926), and Show People (1928), 
Haines became a veritable star and, from 1928 to 1932, he was one of the top five 
box office stars of Hollywood. Contrary to many actors who started their career in 
the silent era, Haines was able to make a successful transition to sound films, star-
ring in hits such as Alias Jimmy Valentine (1929) and Navy Blues (1929). Most of his 
films of the early 1930s are nowadays forgotten. Yet, they were incredibly popular 
at the time, making Haines the receiver of the greatest volume of fan mail among 
Hollywood stars.

Haines’s homosexuality, however, cut short his promising career. The actor had 
chosen to live his homosexuality openly, and, since 1926, he had been together 
with former stand-in Jimmy shields. studios were wary of being associated with 
stars whose behavior could involve them in sex scandals. They were also worried 
that public exposure of homosexuality would fatally diminish the appeal of their 
stars. The social climate of the late 1920s and early 1930s was growing increas-
ingly hostile towards homosexuality. As George Chauncey (1994, 353) writes, “the 
revulsion against gay life in the 1930s was part of the perceived ‘excesses’ of the 
Prohibition years and the blurring of the boundaries between acceptable and un-
acceptable public sociability.” The Production Code made its explicit mission to 
expunge any reference to homosexuality in movies. Thus, MGM executives, in-
cluding Louis B. Mayer himself, repeatedly tried to persuade Haines to marry. The 
actor, however, continued to refuse giving up his life with shields. The termination 
of Haines’s contract with MGM in 1932 after 11 years of successes has acquired the 
status of a Hollywood legend. It is not clear whether it was Haines’s supposed arrest 
for having sex with a sailor or his refusal to give up his romantic commitment to 
shields that finally prompted MGM to fire the star. no record of arrest has been 
found, although Haines and several friends have alluded to a similar episode in later 
interviews. Fact blends into fiction and melodrama, as with all Hollywood legends. 
Anita Loos significantly wrote (Mann 1998, 228) that “without even a hesitation, 
Bill opted for love and told L. B. [Mayer] to tear up his contract.”

After his contract was terminated, Haines decided to devote his life to his other 
great passion: interior design. He used a business in antiques that he had established 
years earlier as a springboard into a successful career as interior decorator. Most 
of his clients included former colleagues such as Joan Crawford, Gloria swanson, 
Carole Lombard, and George Cukor. Haines quickly acquired a national reputa-
tion for his projects and was invited to take part to the 1939 san Francisco world 
Fair. In the late 1940s, his neoclassical approach shifted towards a more modernist 
one and Haines is credited to have given a definite contribution to the definition of 
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the Hollywood regency style. Haines never returned to acting and spent the rest 
of his life with his partner Jimmy shields. He died of lung cancer in santa Monica, 
California, on december 26, 1973.
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hArlem renAISSAnCe

several important gay and lesbian writers were prominent animators of the Har-
lem renaissance, a moment of artistic and literary flowering in African American 
culture that took place in the 1920s and 1930s. Critics, artists, and poets central to 
the movement such as Alain Locke, Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, Claude 
McKay, wallace Thurman, richard Bruce nugent, nella Larsen, Angelina Grimké, 
and Alice dunbar-nelson were all homosexuals or bisexuals. The most influential 
of the white patrons of the renaissance, Carl Van Vechten, was also gay. studies 
that foreground the sexuality of these authors and the ways in which it shaped their 
writings were, however, slow to come. It was only during the early 1990s that crit-
ics began to mention homosexuality as an artistic influence. There are still many 
resistances to overcome before the cultural impact of gayness on the Harlem re-
naissance can be fully acknowledged. The Harlem renaissance contributed to the 
establishment of a gay tradition within African American literary culture and also 
to the development of unorthodox and queer events, such as drag balls, that were 
the marks of Harlem’s rebel sexuality. How far homosexuality was really welcomed 
in Harlem, however, remains debatable.

The thrust for the movement came from the massive influx of African Americans 
from the rural south to the urban north and the resulting social and cultural changes. 
The New Negro (1925), the collection of essays, poetry, fiction, and visual art edited 
by Alain Locke, is generally taken as the manifesto of the movement, summing up 
its ideals and creative principles. Locke was a philosopher educated at Harvard and 
a professor at Howard University. Together with other important African-American 
intellectuals such as w.e.B. duBois and James weldon Johnson, Locke theorized 
that an elite of talented writers and artists might launch a vast campaign for reform 
and the social uplift of African Americans. The Harlem renaissance can be seen as 
the response to James weldon Johnson’s appeal (2006, 13) to achieve greatness in 
literary and artistic expression to prove the greatness of African American people: 
“The world does not know that a people is great until that people produces great 
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literature and art. no people that 
has produced great literature and 
art has ever been looked upon by 
the world as distinctly inferior.” As 
central as Locke was in the launch of 
the renaissance, his figure remains 
problematic within gay and lesbian 
culture. He favored the careers of 
many gay male artists and thus con-
tributed to the development of a gay 
tradition within African American 
literary history. Yet, he was also a mi-
sogynist who hindered the careers of 
women artists (with the notable ex-
ception of Zora neale Hurston) and 
contributed to the neglect to which 
Angelina Grimké and Alice dunbar-
nelson were relegated until their 
rediscovery in the 1990s.

The renaissance was fuelled by 
gatherings of writers and artists at 
the salons of wealthy white patrons 
as well as by the literary forums and 
contests published in magazines 
such as Survey, Crisis, Opportunity, 
and the more avant-garde Fire! The 
African American A’Leila walker, 
the daughter of an inventor of prod-
ucts to straighten African American 
women’s hair, also provided impor-
tant social occasions, which were 

characterized by the massive presence of homosexual artists. walker’s lavish par-
ties and her own club, the dark Tower, made her, in Langston Hughes’s words 
(1993, 245), “the joy-goddess of Harlem’s 1920s.” Help to further the renaissance 
also came from white publishers who were largely of Jewish descent and based in 
new York such as Albert and Charles Boni, Alfred Knopf, and Horace Liveright. 
white patronage remains a controversial issue within the critical understanding 
of the Harlem literati’s careers. It provided them with the chance of making their 
voices heard. Yet, some critics charge that the movement’s eventual failure to pro-
vide general uplift for the race can be attributed to the necessity black artists felt 
to pander to the tastes of their white patrons. These, the argument continues, were 
more interested in superficial primitivism than in an actual understanding of African 
American culture.

Homosexuality occupied an ambivalent position within Harlem. on the one 
hand, Harlem was, as John Loughery (1998, 45) has described it, “a slummer’s 
paradise,” offering thrills to people of all classes and tastes. Homosexuals felt they 
could be freer to live their sexual identities in the African American cultural capital. 

Langston Hughes, one of the prominent animators of the Har-
lem renaissance. Courtesy of Photofest.
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The existence of gay bars and speakeasies where white and black men could dance 
together and drag queens were regulars is well documented. The only openly gay 
writer of the renaissance, richard Bruce nugent, recalls (Loughery 1998, 50) that 
“You did just what you wanted to do. nobody was in the closet. There wasn’t any 
closet.” on the other hand, the uneasiness of the African American protagonists 
of the renaissance about their homosexuality is equally well documented, alert-
ing us that, perhaps, homosexuals were more an exotic commodity to lure even 
more white tourists to the already glamorous setting of the so-called negro Mecca. 
when nugent himself published his homoerotic story “smoke, Lilies and Jades” 
in Fire!, now hailed as the first gay African-American short story, he only signed 
it with his first and middle name to avoid the identification of his family with the 
piece. w.e.B. du Bois did not have any qualms in firing the business manager of 
The Crisis when his homosexuality was brought out by a police raid in a subway 
toilet. Claude McKay, wallace Thurman, and Countee Cullen all felt the pressure 
to marry, although their marriages were short-lived. They only addressed homo-
sexual themes and characters in their novels and poems through a coded language 
that, according to Christa schwarz (2003), they borrowed from the Greek tradi-
tion and walt whitman. The closet can be seen to be both oppressive and inspiring 
for the Harlemites as it hindered an explicit revelation of their homosexuality in 
their art; yet, it also helped them to develop an artistic discourse about homosexu-
ality that protected them from discrimination and gave them access to mainstream 
publishers.

Contrary to his contemporaries, Langston Hughes, now unanimously con-
sidered as the central figure in the renaissance, never married. Yet, he also never 
openly spoke about his private life or sexual orientation, and critics have been 
only too willing to ignore or, at best, downplay the possibility of his homosexual-
ity. Many of his poems, including “Young sailor,” “waterfront streets,” “Joy,” can 
be read as coded references to homoeroticism. “Cafe: 3 a.m.” openly describes an 
early morning scene in a gay club: “detectives from the vice squad/with weary 
sadistic eyes/spotting fairies” (Vendler 2003, 45). Homosexual characters appear in 
the background of Hughes’s memoir The Big Sea (1940), mostly as pathetic aging 
queens. Hughes did not include homosexuals as protagonists of his fiction until 
the early 1960s with the publication of “Blessed Assurance,” a short story about 
a father’s inability to accept the effeminacy of his talented son. Black gay culture 
has been eager to include Hughes in its canon. In the documentary Looking for 
Langston (1998), the filmmaker Isaac Julien explored the impact of homosexuality 
on Hughes’s production. Hughes’s estate did not allow his poetry to be used in the 
film, a confirmation of the cultural resistance to a full assessment of the role of 
homosexuality within the Harlem renaissance.

Gays and lesbians “in the life” (as African Americans referred to homosexual-
ity) found many nightspots that catered to their tastes in Harlem during the 1920s 
and 1930s. Yet, as Lillian Faderman (1991, 69) points out, this apparent acceptance 
was instrumental in presenting white tourists with “one more exotic drawing card” 
and lure them in the queer capital of the new negro. In turn, racist assumptions 
of superiority reassured white homosexuals that they could behave as they pleased 
in Harlem. Homosexuality and bisexuality were flaunted in many clubs and both 
white gay males and lesbians openly displayed their sexuality in a way that they 
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would not even dare to think of doing in their white society. They conceptualized 
Harlem as a world of fantasy where they could experiment with unconventional 
behavior because common standards did not apply in that free zone and because 
their whiteness sheltered them from insult. Black entertainers, on the other hand, 
banked on their provocative image. Gladys Bentley, for example, was a famous male 
impersonator who wore men’s clothes also when she was not performing. Audiences 
were so fascinated with her ambiguous image. Although bisexual, Bentley chose to 
publicize her lesbian side more than her heterosexual one by marrying a woman in 
a new Jersey civil ceremony. wedding ceremonies among lesbians in Harlem were 
quite common at the time. More often than not real licenses were obtained, Fader-
man (1991, 73) reminds us, “by masculinizing a first name or having a gay male 
surrogate apply for a license for the lesbian couple.” The butch/femme pattern also 
became highly visible in Harlem’s lesbian communities and such visibility helped to 
give it an important position within queer culture.

Bisexuality and lesbianism were common among African American jazz singers. 
Bessie smith was a married woman; yet, her attraction for other women was well-
known. smith’s mentor, Ma rainey, was even arrested in 1925 for hosting an orgy at 
her home with other women from her chorus. Her arrest, however, did not hurt her 
reputation. on the contrary, rainey’s launch of her song “Prove It on Me Blues,” 
where a woman sings her love for other women, was supported by advertising post-
ers portraying a plump woman, looking not unlike rainey, talking to two women 
with a policeman observing the scene from the background. Alberta Hunter, ethel 
waters, and her lover ethel williams were other women involved in the show busi-
ness who did not hide their love for women. Contrary to waters and williams, 
however, smith, rainey, and Hunter were all married and thus also promoted a 
heterosexual image. At the same time, the lyrics of their blues reproduced this am-
bivalence towards lesbianism, speaking of unconventional female sexuality, but also 
ridiculing “bulldikers” for their mannish behavior. Lesbian sex is defined, at once, 
as both “dirty” but extremely “good” (Faderman 1991, 78).

The same combination of fascination and uneasiness towards lesbianism is 
reflected by the lesbian characters in the fiction of the gay/bisexual males of 
the renaissance. Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928), for example, features 
a dialogue between raymond, an intellectual black waiter, and Jake, a kitchen 
porter, where the two discuss lesbianism. raymond starts from a liberated stand-
point, celebrating sappho’s poetry and declaring lesbian “a beautiful word.” Jake 
is not so liberated and objects that all lesbians are “ugly women.” raymond tries 
to persuade Jake that not all lesbians are ugly; however, he concedes, “Harlem is 
too savage about some things” (Faderman 1991, 69). In wallace Thurman’s novel 
The Blacker the Berry (1929) the heroine emma Lou encounters several lesbian 
and bisexual women. Although they can live through the streets of Harlem undis-
turbed, it is clear that they are not so much accepted as merely tolerated. Lesbian-
ism was seldom mentioned in the fiction of gay and bisexual women. In her two 
novels Quicksand (1928) and Passing (1929), nella Larsen denounces traditional 
gender roles as constricting for women and describes the sphere of domestic-
ity as a trap for women through the metaphor of the quicksand. Passing focuses 
on the relationship between two women without explicitly defining it as lesbian. 
However, the novel is charged with lesbian overtones and suggests that a whole 
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subtext of repressed impulses is at work in the narrative. The characters fear the 
acknowledgement of their own homosexual desire, a fear that may well lead to 
the death of one of the women and the suspicion that the other is implicated in 
the murder. Angelina weld Grimké focused on the pervasiveness of racism in 
her play Rachel, published in 1920 and representing one of the first works of the 
renaissance, where a woman refuses to marry and become a mother rather than 
seeing her children subject to lynching and racial hatred. Grimké’s poetry, which 
was largely unpublished during her lifetime, addresses instead the writer’s attrac-
tion for other women. Alice dunbar-nelson, who was married to the poet Paul 
Laurence dunbar, also had lesbian relationships throughout her life and Gloria 
Hull (1987) has suggested that her unpublished novel This Lofty Oak documents 
the life of her lover edwina Kruse. Her diaries, more than her published poetry, 
document dunbar-nelson’s other lesbian affairs as well as her involvement in 
the lesbian circles of the renaissance. The fact that all these three women faded 
into obscurity after the 1940s and were not rediscovered well into the 1980s by 
feminist and black scholars suggests that the so-called new negroes were not as 
liberated about lesbianism as the glamorous appeal of bisexual entertainers and 
clubs would first lead us to believe.

The glitter of Harlem’s clubs and salons was cut short by the depression. The 
renaissance did not succeed in generating that general uplift for African Americans 
that Locke wanted to pursue. Yet, it decisively contributed in injecting a distinc-
tive gay and lesbian tradition into African American literary heritage and popular 
culture.
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hArrIS, e. lynn (1955–)

openly gay African American novelist e. Lynn Harris combines in his bestselling 
semi-autobiographical novels entertaining plots and a gossipy style with complex 
themes. These include sexual and racial identity, AIDS, bisexuality, and closeted 
homosexuality within the African American community.

Harris was born on June 20, 1955, in Flint, Michigan, but grew up in Little 
rock, Arkansas. After graduating in journalism from the University of Arkansas at 
Fayetteville, Harris worked as a successful computer sale executive for more than 
a decade. Yet, in 1990, he left his profitable job due to depression and alcohol-
ism caused by his struggle to accept his homosexuality. Moving to Atlanta, Harris 
resorted to therapy and writing to overcome his problems. As he confessed in his 
memoir What Becomes of the Brokenhearted (2003, 255), “writing saved my life.” 
encouraged by author Maya Angelou and urged by a friend who was dying of AIds 
to write about their friendship, Harris set down to write what would eventually be-
come his first novel, Invisible Life (1992), whose title pays homage to ralph ellison’s 
Invisible Man (1952).

The novel introduces raymond Tyler, a recurring character in Harris’s subse-
quent fiction, a young lawyer struggling to come to terms with his homosexual-
ity and to reconcile his love for Kelvin with his relationship with sela. wishing 
to put these relationships behind, Tyler moves to new York, where, however, he 
starts again to lead a double life dating nicole, an actress, and Quinn, a married 
stockbroker with children, at the same time. Tyler longs for a form of relationship 
approved by society, yet he increasingly finds sexual intercourse with men more 
satisfying. The outbreak of AIds in Tyler’s sphere of friends leads the lawyer to 
reject those men like Quinn who describe themselves as heterosexual but have sex 
with other men. These characters who live “on the down low” (in the closet) con-
stitute a particular focus of Harris’s fiction.

written within a few months, Invisible Life was initially rejected by all the 12 
publishers to whom it had been submitted. Harris then resorted to his skills as sales 
executive, self-printing 5,000 copies of the novel and selling them door to door. 
Thanks to word of mouth, the novel sold all its copies within nine months and 
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doubleday accepted it for publication in July 1992. Its success led to the sequel 
Just As I Am two years later. In the sequel, raymond Tyler is a sports lawyer in At-
lanta, still struggling with his sexual identity, while nicole is trying to get a career 
in Broadway. Basil Henderson, a closeted football player first introduced in Invis-
ible Life, re-enters raymond’s life, further complicating his doubts about his sexual 
identity. However, as in Harris’s previous novel, a veritable epiphany for Tyler 
occurs when his friend Kyle is struck down by AIds, and raymond goes to new 
York to be close to Kyle during his last months. Kyle’s death leads both raymond 
and nicole to be honest with each other and find true happiness with other part-
ners. Abide with Me (1998) portrays raymond and nicole in their new satisfying 
relationships and focuses again on Basil Henderson who also returns in Not a Day 
Goes By (2000) and in A Love of My Own (2002). The latter novel takes place after 
raymond’s long-term relationship has ended and the lawyer is once again on his 
quest for emotional balance.

The easy and accessible writing style, the most praised feature of Harris’s books, 
is also the most frequent source of criticism directed at the writer. Harris’s fiction has 
been criticized by some as superficial and over-relying on easy melodrama. Yet, his 
books have helped to popularize homosexual themes and characters within the black 
community, which has traditionally resisted them. In his novels, Harris firmly places 
homosexuality within the black middle class. In spite of his honest portrayals of Af-
rican American homosexuals or, perhaps, because of his liberating appeal, Harris has 
become a popular culture icon within the black community. He was featured in the 
2000 Essence win a dinner with e. Lynn Harris contest and was nominated for an 
nAACP Image Award for Abide with Me. Through his fiction, Harris has contributed 
to give visibility to homosexuality within African American literature and culture.
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hAwthorne, nIGel (1929–2001)

sir nigel Hawthorne was one of Britain’s most accomplished actors. He was the 
first openly gay actor to be nominated for an oscar for his performance in The 
Madness of King George (1994). In addition to this oscar-nominated role, Haw-
thorne’s popular fame rests also on the character of sir Humphrey Appleby for 
the British hit television series Yes, Minister. The media, however, devoted clos-
est attention not so much to Hawthorne’s acting skills as to his sexual orienta-
tion. while promoting The Madness of King George in the United states, the actor 
had spoken openly to the Advocate about his long-time partner Trevor Bentham. 
Hawthorne had never been exactly closeted, living together with Bentham, but he 
never spoke publicly about their relationship and his homosexuality. The article in 
the Advocate represented such first instance, and caused a tabloid furor in Britain 
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with headlines like “The Madness of Queen nigel.” These reactions shocked the 
actor who resented all this publicity about his private life. He further claimed that 
the American gay and lesbian magazine had not respected his request for privacy. 
A reserved man, Hawthorne did not want to be identified as a spokesperson for the 
gay and lesbian movement.

nigel Hawthorne was born on April 5, 1929, in Coventry, england, but grew up 
in south Africa where his family emigrated when he was two. Hawthorne attended 
strict Catholic schools and had a difficult relationship with his father. These two 
features of Hawthorne’s childhood made him insecure and lonely. The actor started 
to appear in plays in south African theaters in 1951. His father tried to prevent 
his son from becoming an actor as he wanted him to join the diplomatic corps. In 
spite of his father’s plans, the year following his south African debut, Hawthorne 
went back to england to pursue an acting career. His beginning as an actor was far 
from promising as Hawthorne only got roles as understudy and, after 19 months, 
returned to south Africa where he continued to act.

In the early 1960s Hawthorne decided to try again his luck on the British stage. 
Although popular fame did not arrive until the late 1970s, the actor was more suc-
cessful in this second effort and his acting career took off. Hawthorne appeared in 
a number of stage productions, both comic and dramatic, thus demonstrating his 
versatility and acquiring a solid reputation as a character actor. The turning point 
in Hawthorne’s career was the series Yes, Minister, for which he was selected in 1977. 
His portrayal of a scheming politician earned him four BAFTA awards and made 
him a well-known television star in Britain. The series ran for five seasons and was 
later broadcast by PBs in the United states, making Hawthorne a familiar face on 
American television too. In 1989 Hawthorne became even more visible for Ameri-
can audiences when he took the role of writer C. s. Lewis in Shadowlands, which 
enjoyed a two-year run on Broadway. His performance earned him a Tony Award, 
but Anthony Hopkins was chosen to star in the film adaptation because he was 
thought to have wider international appeal than Hawthorne.

For The Madness of King George, however, Hawthorne was chosen for both the 
play and its film adaptation, as playwright Alan Bennett particularly insisted for him 
to be cast. nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actor, Hawthorne found 
himself at the center of media attention on both sides of the Atlantic. After the Ad-
vocate published an interview with the actor where he candidly spoke of his private 
life for the first time, British tabloids concentrated on his 20-year relationship with 
his manager Trevor Bentham. In the interview, Hawthorne (Clarkin 1995, Advocate 
online) had conceded that he was not “somebody who sets himself up as an icon 
of sexual orientation,” but, he added, “my private life has never been a secret. I’ve 
never been a closet queen.” The media attention for an Academy Award nominee 
clearly caught Hawthorne off-guard and he found the unexpected interest in his pri-
vate life difficult to bear. “The headlines were absolutely awful and hurtful, dreadful 
stuff,” Hawthorne later admitted in an interview with the British paper the Observer 
(Barber 1999, Observer online). “we were held up to ridicule. I just thought it was 
so trashy. we’ve got over it now, and, in a way, things are better, but I was very 
angry at the time.” In the same interview, he explicitly distanced himself from other 
British actors “like simon Callow and Ian McKellen, who seem to use [being gay] 
as a platform.” Contrary to them, Hawthorne stated that he had never wanted to 
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do that: “I’ve always wanted a private life; that’s what I was after. And I thought just 
by living as we did and going everywhere together, it would be assumed, without 
my ever having to make a public statement about it.” significantly, commenting on 
his relationships with other gay actors after his coming out, Ian McKellen quotes 
Hawthorne as someone frightened by queer visibility: “And I think some other gay 
actors are frightened of me, because they think, ‘oh if I do come out, I’ll have to 
do what Ian McKellen does, and be a spokesperson.’ That’s what nigel Hawthorne 
felt. He said, ‘I don’t want to be a spokesperson—leave me alone’ ” (Garfield 2006, 
Observer online).

This partial coming out did not ruin Hawthorne’s career. on the contrary, prob-
ably also for the resulting fame of the Academy Award nomination, Hawthorne’s 
last years were his most successful ones and the actor was knighted by Queen eliz-
abeth II in 1999. He gave critically acclaimed screen performances in nicholas 
Hytner’s The Object of My Affection (1998), where he portrays a gay character, and 
david Mamet’s The Winslow Boy (1999). Hawthorne died on december 26, 2001, 
after an 18-month struggle against cancer.
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hAy, hArry (1912–2002)

Harry Hay has been unanimously credited as one of the most important found-
ers of the organized modern gay movement in the United states. His life, po-
litical choices, and cultural stances were entirely devoted to the improvement of 
civil rights for gays and lesbians. He was the co-founder of the first semi-public 
organizations for homosexuals such as the Mattachine society and the radical Fair-
ies. Hay contributed to promote social and cultural awareness of gay people as an 
oppressed minority within the United states and devised a program for cultural and 
political liberation. Hay’s diverse experiences were all informed by the rejection of 
homosexual assimilation to the rest of society. Hay always insisted on celebrating 
the cultural diversity of gay people from heterosexuals.

Harry Hay Jr. was born in worthington, sussex, england in 1912, the son of 
Harry Hay sr. and Margaret neall Hay. Both of Harry’s parents were Americans 
living in south Africa, where his father was a manager for Cecil rhodes’s mining 
company. A few months before Harry was born, his mother moved to england 



��� ★ hay, harry

where she remained with Harry for the first two years of his life. when world 
war I broke out, the family reunited in Chile where Harry’s father had secured 
another mining job. In 1916, after Harry senior had had a serious mining accident, 
the family moved back to the United states, first to southern California and then to 
Los Angeles. The relationship between father and son was often tense and Harry 
later declared that his determination to live a life completely different from his 
father’s stemmed from his sheer hatred of the man. Thus, while his father urged 
him to pursue scientific studies that would ensure him a profitable career, Harry 
excelled in artistic and literary subjects and was particularly attracted to drama 
and music. He graduated from Los Angeles High school in 1929 and enrolled at 
stanford University the following year.

during the early 1930s, Hay suffered from a serious sinus infection that forced 
him to leave university. when he was unable to re-enroll for financial reasons, Hay 
started his singing and acting career, eventually working in 1933 with will Geer and 
becoming his lover. The couple attended Communist Party meetings and both Hay 
and Geer became members. Hay was an active in the Communist Party from the 
1930s to the early 1950s. Caught by what he described as “the siren song of revolu-
tion” (stryker 1996, 26), Hay, like many of his generation, conceived Communist 
membership and militancy as an important step towards changing the world for 
the better. Yet, for him, his political involvement also marked the beginning of an 
enduring alienation: the party prohibited homosexuals from becoming members and 
treated homosexuality as a disease of bourgeois decadence. Hay, like Geer, was eager 
to comply with party directives and, in 1938, married Anita Platky, who, when their 
marriage ended, perceptively said that Harry had not married her but the Commu-
nist Party. Being married certainly made things easier for Hay within the party. Yet, 
marriage and political activism could not erase his homosexuality, and, during his 
married years, Hay continued to have same sex relationships and to think about ways 
in which to organize homosexuals. In 1950 Hay met rudi Gernreich and the two 
became partners. This encounter caused Hay to rethink his life entirely and led to 
the founding of the Mattachine society, the first semi-public gay organization in the 
United states. The Mattachines were masked folk dancers who performed satiric 
and parody shows during the Middle Ages in Italy and in France. These performers 
challenged the Catholic ban on social satire. Hay chose the name hoping that, just 
like the masked performers of the Middle Ages who fought for the oppressed, the 
Mattachines would be a society of homosexual men living in disguise in American 
society but fighting, at the same time, for the rights of their oppressed minority. 
Hay’s meeting with Gernreich was also the catalyst for the end of his marriage and 
his consequent break with the Communist Party.

In April 1951, Hay came out to his wife and informed her about the Mattachine. 
By september, the couple had divorced. The same year also marked Hay’s resigna-
tion from the party. Because of the aggressive anti-Communist propaganda of Cold 
war America, the CPUsA was holding one of its re-registration campaigns. These 
were held to make sure that members were not politically vulnerable to the black-
mails of McCarthyism and to protect the party from the increasing number of FBI 
informers. Hay used this opportunity to discuss his situation as a gay man openly. 
In a report he outlined both his services to the party and his involvement with the 
Mattachine. The party line was that, while Hay was recognized as an original thinker 
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and an important asset, he and other homosexuals were “security threats.” Thus, be-
cause allegiance to the party was superior to any others, Hay was asked to name the 
names of other homosexual members. since Hay was the first militant to discuss so 
openly and candidly his homosexuality within the Communist orthodoxy, the party 
had difficulty handling the case and it took a year and a half to reach a decision. Hay, 
as he himself had recommended, was expelled by the party, although due to his years 
of service as a Marxist teacher he was credited as “a lifelong friend of the people.” 
stuart Timmons (1990) documents that the rank-and-file reactions to Hay’s coming 
out were at times even worse than the party’s official line on the issue, and Hay was 
repeatedly insulted by fellow comrades. The party’s desertion of Hay became clear 
in May 1955 when he was summoned to testify before the House Un-American Ac-
tivities Committee for his Marxist teaching in southern California. His coming out 
had isolated him from the rest of the party and, while party members could count 
on a group of few but determined and sympathetic lawyers and fundraising parties, 
Harry Hay could not. His case was, however, quickly dismissed.

during the early 1950s, the Mattachine society increased its membership. The 
society came to the public attention when one of its founding members, dale Jen-
nings, was arrested and charged with soliciting a police officer. The Mattachine 
formed a committee to defend Jennings whose lawyer successfully demonstrated 
that the police officer had lied. In spite of the fierce opposition of one juror, the 
judge dismissed the case. This is considered one of the first victories for gay rights 
in America. Membership of the society soared and the Mattachine started to pro-
duce the monthly periodical ONE, which was also at the center of a controversial 
court case after the Los Angeles postmaster refused to distribute it. However, this 
long court battle proved another success for the American gay and lesbian move-
ment when, in 1958, the supreme Court declared that talking about homosexuality 
could not constitute obscenity. In the “society Missions and Purposes” (Hay and 
roscoe 1996, 132), the Mattachines argued that their organization “serves as an 
example for homosexuals to follow, and provides a dignified standard upon which 
the rest of society can base a more intelligent and accurate picture of the nature 
of homosexuality than currently obtains in the public mind.” The public atten-
tion devoted to the society, however, also caused allegations of subversion and Hay, 
in particular, was branded as a Marxist teacher by the press. These charges were 
dangerous ones in the Cold war climate and the new members of the society suc-
cessfully called for a change in the society leadership. without Hay’s charisma, 
however, the society declined.

For most of the 1950s and until the mid-1960s, Hay was isolated from the 
movement for gay and lesbian rights that he had helped to found. Yet, his meeting and 
subsequent relationship with John Burnside rekindled in him the urge to activism. 
The two founded a gay and lesbian collective, the Circle of Loving Companions, and 
were active in demonstrations and picket lines both before and after stonewall. In 
the 1970s the couple moved to new Mexico, where Hay had the chance of studying 
the native Americans and their culture which had fascinated him for years. These 
were also the years when the radical Fairies movement started, turning the deroga-
tive definition of homosexuals into a proud affirmation of cultural difference and an 
identification with so-called sexual others. The Fairies conceived homosexuals as a 
separate tribe and borrowed their spiritual elements from native American and new 
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Age culture. Holding their meetings in rural areas far away from the growing gay 
mainstream culture of urban centers, the radical Fairies experimented with com-
munal lifestyle in sanctuaries throughout north and Central America emphasizing 
the importance of personal self-development.

Hay’s status within the gay and lesbian movement was again obscured during the 
1980s, to be rediscovered at the end of the twentieth century. A formal recognition 
of Hay’s pioneering work in gay and lesbian culture and rights came in 1999, three 
years before his death for lung cancer, when he was publicly elected as grand mar-
shal for san Francisco Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Pride Parade.
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hAyneS, toDD (1961–)

American film director Todd Haynes has moved from the underground fringes of 
independent cinema and the new Queer Cinema to the mainstream of the American 
film industry. His movie Far from Heaven (2002), an homage to, and a rewriting 
of, douglas sirk’s melodramas of the 1950s, was unanimously hailed as a master-
piece, sweeping a host of prestigious international awards and obtaining four oscar 
nominations. Like the careers of Gus Van Sant, david Lynch, and the Cohen 
brothers, Todd Haynes’s professional biography represents the dynamics that turn 
maverick directors into Hollywood’s hottest cultural properties, thus increasingly 
blurring the boundaries between independent and industry cinema. Haynes’s films, 
however, remain distinctively queer, not only for the homosexual themes that they 
directly or indirectly treat, but also for their subversion of conventional narrative 
structures and their complex cultural references.

Haynes was born on January 2, 1961, in Los Angeles. He was passionate about 
cinema from a very early age, a passion that he sustained by watching movies from 
different genres and historical periods. once an art and semiotics student at Brown 
University, Haynes developed a particular interest in avant-garde cinema. After 
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graduating in 1985, he decided to actively promote independent films by launching 
Apparatus Production, an organization which supports underground movies. He 
also became involved in AIDS activism through ACT-UP, a move which the film-
maker has credited as inspiring his earlier queer films. Central to all of Haynes’s 
shorts and full-length features is the director’s investigation of how identities are 
constructed, shattered, and repressed. whether concerned with the death from an-
orexia of the Carpenters’ female singer Karen or with an adaptation of Jean Genet’s 
stories, Haynes’s films warn about the dangers of letting others define one’s own 
personal identity.

The short on Karen Carpenter, Superstar (1987), focuses on how social norms 
manipulate female bodies, suggesting a dangerous identification of identity with 
the physical body. what begins as a parody with Ken and Barbie dolls cast in the 
leading roles soon turns into a bitter reflection on the social and cultural construc-
tions of illness and identity. The three episodes of Poison (1991) and, in particular, 
“Homo,” the most directly indebted to Jean Genet’s stories, show the dangers of 
repressing one’s innermost sexual desires. A recipient of funds from the national 
endowment for the Arts and the winner of the Grand Jury Prize at the sundance 
Film Festival, Poison soon became the defining work of new Queer Cinema. set 
in a prison, the scenes of explicit homosexual sex in the “Homo” episode caused 
the film to be targeted by the American Family Association. Yet, the national en-
dowment for the Arts proudly defended its choice to partly fund the film lending 

Jonathan rhys Meyers as a david Bowie look-alike in Todd Haynes’s homage to glam rock, The Velvet 
Goldmine. Courtesy of Miramax/Photofest.
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artistic credentials to the new Queer Cinema. According to Keith Ulhich (Senses of 
Cinema online), Poison is really about reconstructing “the interior psychology of a 
single homosexual male—represented at different ages and in different time periods 
by the main characters in each segment—and how he ultimately succumbs to or 
transcends how society views him.” The movie moves backwards from the present-
day suburbia of “Hero,” to the 1950s Cold war paranoia of “Horror” and the years 
when homosexuality was still a crime of “Homo.”

Although Safe (1995) does not have an explicit homosexual content, it is a power-
ful reflection on the social and cultural significance of diseases, including, obviously, 
AIds. It focuses on an upper-middle-class woman, played by Julianne Moore, who 
discovers that she is infected with a mysterious and invasive disease for which there is 
no treatment. The film criticizes the public processes that confer people a distinctive 
identity because of their diseases. At the same time, Poison targets also the suppos-
edly miraculous treatments for such diseases. Through these different aspects of his 
critique, Haynes challenges the ways in which AIds is conceptualized in contempo-
rary society. However, Murray Pomerance, a contributor to James Morrison’s 2006 
volume on Haynes points out how the director may eventually end up sharing some 
of the complacency he seems to satirize.

Velvet Goldmine (1998) looks at the queer world of glam rock of the 1970s and 
early 1980s. Following the efforts of British journalist Arthur stuart (Christian 
Bale) to trace rock star Brian slade ( Jonathan rhys-Meyers), the film depicts how 
glam artists used music and excessive spectacle to challenge social rules and gender 
distinctions. Awarded the Grand Jury Prize for Artistic Contribution at Cannes, 
Velvet Goldmine rejects the so-called biopic conventions and does not set out to 
reconstruct the lives of the artists, such as david Bowie and Iggy Pop, that acted as a 
source of inspiration. “I wanted it to be,” Haynes stated (dickinson 2005, Biography 
online), “about the relationship between the fan and his idol.” The film is built on 
the conviction that all history writing is partial and the director takes full advantage 
of his artistic freedom to recreate history. The director traces the origins of glam 
to oscar wilde and has him appear at the beginning of the movie. “I don’t know if 
oscar wilde was as apparent to Ferry and eno as he seems in the movie,” he con-
cedes, “but all the roads lead back to him. wilde is the most articulate spokesperson 
for this moment—the last really mainstream explosion of these kinds of ideas that 
run very counter to the traditional notions of art and truth and direct emotional 
communication by the artists. Instead it elevates art as camp and irony and wit, 
evokes questions about sexual identity. oscar wilde was a very popular bourgeois 
hit in his time, and so was glam rock” (dickinson 2005, Biography online).

Far from Heaven was Haynes’s most successful film to date, starring Julianne 
Moore as Cathy, an upper-class housewife in 1950s America who discovers that her 
husband Frank (played by dennis Quaid in one of his best performances) is sexu-
ally attracted to other men. A film about homophobia, sexual repression, and rac-
ism, Far from Heaven takes the 1950s melodramas of douglas sirk as its privileged 
point of reference, mimicking and reinterpreting the iconography of Magnificent 
Obsession (1954), All That Heaven Allows (1955), and Imitation of Life (1959). This 
last one, in particular, shares with Far from Heaven a critique of racism, a critique, 
however, that is stronger in Haynes’s film. Magnificent Obsession and All That Heaven 
Allows, both starring rock Hudson, are reinterpreted by Haynes as films with a 
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strong gay subtext dealing with closeted homosexual desire due to their star’s real 
sexual orientation. In his progressive interpretation of themes derived by sirk’s 
melodramas, Haynes skillfully links the oppression of women, gays, and African-
Americans. The film shows Frank attaining a certain degree of happiness in a gay 
relationship, which, however, has to remain well hidden. Cathy, on the contrary, 
cannot experience a fulfilling relationship with her black gardener when their affair 
comes out in the open.

Although Velvet Goldmine and Far from Heaven garnered important official 
recognitions and the latter, in particular, received rave reviews in mainstream 
media, the cinema of Todd Haynes continues to challenge conventional Holly-
wood narratives both in terms of form and content. The director’s films question 
stereotypical and totalizing conceptions of identity, and, tellingly, his forthcoming 
project on Bob dylan (I’m Not There: Supposition on a Film Concerning Dylan) will 
have the singer played by many actors and actress. James Morrison (2006, 6) reads 
this choice as an enduring “critique of humanist notions of coherent selfhood, of-
fering hope to those who expect that Haynes will continue his work in the cinema 
of transgression.”
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heChe, Anne (1969–)

American actress, screenwriter, and director Anne Heche holds a controversial place 
in gay and lesbian popular culture. on the one hand, she has contributed to making 
lesbianism the object of media hype thanks to her much-publicized relation-
ship with Ellen DeGeneres in the late 1990s. Heche and deGeneres became the 
most talked about couple in Hollywood, titillating the interest of popular tabloids. 
They attended white House receptions as partners and announced their relation-
ship on Oprah! on the other hand, however, Heche has been taken to task for the 
development of her persona after her relationship with deGeneres ended in 2000. 
Her marriage to cameraman Coley Laffoon has led critics to speculate that many of 
the lesbians who achieve visibility in the Hollywood mainstream do so only because 
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they can quickly switch back to heterosexuality. In addition, Heche’s autobiography 
Call Me Crazy (2001) may be problematic to gay and lesbian audiences for its con-
nections between insanity and lesbianism.

Heche was born on May 25, 1969, in Aurora, ohio, but grew up in new Jersey, 
where her family moved when she was five. Her father donald Heche was a Baptist 
minister and, according to Heche’s autobiography Call Me Crazy, he abused her 
during her childhood. In the 1980s the family discovered that donald was gay and 
that he was dying of AIDS. Heche’s childhood was also marked by the death of 
her older brother nate in a car accident. Heche reacted against the strict Baptist 
upbringing from an early age. Her acting career started at the age of 18 when she 
was offered the double roles of the twins Vicky Hudson and Marley Love Hudson 
in the soap opera Another World (1987–1991). For her performance as these good 
and bad twins, she won a daytime emmy Award.

Heche continued her career starring in important films such as Donnie Brasco 
(1997), the action drama Volcano (1997), and the political satire Wag the Dog (1997). 
Heche and deGeneres announced their relationship shortly after Heche was cast 
for the female lead in the romantic comedy Six Days, Seven Nights (1998) opposite 
Harrison Ford. Heche thus became the first openly lesbian actress to act in a ro-
mantic comedy. since the movie was mainly targeted to a heterosexual audience, 
her decision to come out was challenged by film critics as well as by the movie’s 
director Ivan reitman. In 1998 she also starred in Gus Van Sant’s shot-for-shot 
remake of Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho in the role of Marion Crane, played by Janet 
Leigh. while they were a couple, Heche and deGeneres worked together on a 
number of projects. Heche directed the documentary Ellen DeGeneres: American 
Summer Documentary (2001) and the third segment of the lesbian-themed TV movie 
If These Walls Could Talk 2 (2000). The couple often complained to be the victim 
of Hollywood discrimination against homosexuals as they claimed their contracts 
diminished after their coming out.

After her split with deGeneres, Heche was again in the national headlines for 
her memoir Call Me Crazy. In the book, she claimed that she had suffered from 
mental insanity for more than 30 years, she talked about her father’s sexual abuses 
against her, and argued she had an alter ego called Celestia who was the daughter 
of God and half-sibling of Jesus. Heche married Coley Laffoon in september 2001, 
which gave her Christian-fundamentalist mother the excuse to say that her prayers 
to God had cured her daughter of her homosexuality. Heche, however, denied that 
there had been a change in her sexual orientation and that she preferred not to 
label herself as either lesbian or straight. Heche’s career has continued with ap-
pearances in less successful films such as John Q. (2002) and Birth (2004). while 
she has not appeared in leading roles on the big screen, she has starred opposite 
Treat williams in the third season of the TV series Everwood. In 2006, she played 
relationship coach Marin Frist, the protagonist of the ABC series Men in Trees. The 
series centers upon Frist’s misadventures when she relocates from her native new 
York to Alaska after discovering that her fiancé has been cheating on her. To Marin, 
the move will mean starting her life anew. The series was created by one of the head 
writers and executive producers of Sex and the City.

with her statements and actions when she was the partner of ellen deGeneres, 
Heche has contributed to take lesbianism into the mainstream of American popular 
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culture. However, because of further developments in Heche’s life, many see the 
actress’s place within the gay and lesbian community as problematic. In her article 
“Making Her (In)Visible: Cultural representations of Lesbianism and the Lesbian 
Body in the 1990s,” Ann M. Ciasullo (2001) has explicitly taken Heche as the ex-
ample of the lesbian that can be soon turned into a heterosexual with a comfort-
ing effect for heterosexual viewers. wondering how the lesbian has been allowed 
to enter the mainstream, Ciasullo examines a number of magazine articles as well 
as recent television and film representations of lesbians. The critic concludes that 
these representations create a paradox: the lesbian becomes invisible as the result 
of her hypervisibility. Contemporary mainstream cultural representations of lesbi-
anism are always predicated on the possibility that “she who is lesbian (e.g., Anne 
Heche) can ‘unbecome’ lesbian (e.g., Anne Heche).” These lesbian bodies are thus 
“comfortable and comforting” (Ciasullo 2001, Feminist Studies online). They are 
not butch bodies which challenge conventional representations of gender roles. 
The interest of tabloids for Heche is indicative of the fact that the butch body re-
mains invisible and marginal within contemporary culture. It does not conform to 
the heterosexual notion of desirable woman. Thus, it remains a matter for debate 
how far Heche’s success as an actress and her frequent appearances on tabloid cov-
ers in the late 1990s have really modified mainstream representations of the lesbian 
or have lent support to them.
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huDSon, roCk (1925–1985)

Throughout his career, American movie star rock Hudson hid his homosexuality and 
became an icon of Hollywood heterosexuality. His good looks, the 1950s melodramas 
directed by douglas sirk, and the 1960s romantic comedies opposite doris day made 
Hudson one of the top moneymaking Hollywood stars. His homosexuality, however, 
abruptly emerged in the early 1980s when the media announced that Hudson was 
suffering from AIDS. As the first Hollywood celebrity to die of AIds, Hudson drew 
attention to the disease, although it took two more years before American President 
regan, a long-time friend of the actor, decided to publicly mention AIds and to 
reconsider the allocations of funds for prevention and treatment. Yet, Hudson’s piv-
otal importance in people’s awareness about AIds cannot be underestimated. As gay 
journalist randy shilts wrote at the beginning of his history of AIds, And the Band 
Played On: “By october 2, 1985, the morning rock Hudson died, the word [AIds] 
was familiar to almost every household in the western world.”

Hudson was born roy Harold scherer, Jr., in winnetka, Illinois. He was 
the only child of roy Harold scherer, sr., a mechanic, and Katherine wood, a 
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telephone operator. when Hud-
son was four years old, his parents 
divorced and, in 1932, his mother 
married wallace Fitzgerald, who 
legally adopted Hudson. This sec-
ond marriage also ended in di-
vorce. Hudson graduated from 
new Trier High school in 1943 
and then served in the navy until 
1946. once discharged, he moved 
to Los Angeles where he embarked 
on his acting career. He was re-
jected by the University of south-
ern California’s dramatics program 
because of his poor grades. Before 
the agent Henry willson, who was 
also gay, changed his name and 
introduced him to director raul 
walsh, Hudson worked at differ-
ent odd jobs. The beginnings of 
the actor’s career were not auspi-
cious. His screen test for Twentieth 
Century-Fox was so terrible that 
it was shown to beginners’ classes 
as a classic example of poor act-
ing. walsh signed the actor for his 
first film role in Fighter Squadron 
(1948). However, legend has it that 
Hudson needed 38 takes to utter 

his one line in the film. The following year Hudson’s contract was sold to Universal, 
where the actor remained until 1965.

After a string of B movies, mainly westerns, émigré director douglas sirk pro-
vided Hudson with the role that would launch his career as a star. In sirk’s melo-
drama Magnificent Obsession (1954). Hudson played a ruthless man who repents and 
devotes his life to a woman (played by Jane wyman) he has blinded. Melodrama 
suited Hudson who went on to star in the majority of sirk’s so-called women’s films 
of the 1950s: All That Heaven Allows (1955), again opposite Jane wyman, Written on 
the Wind (1956), and The Tarnished Angels (1957). These big hits consolidated Hud-
son’s status as a star as did his performance as a traditional southern cattle owner in 
Giant (1956), which won Hudson his only Academy Award nomination. The actor’s 
new star status required silencing the rumors about Hudson’s homosexuality. Thus, 
a marriage between Hudson and his agent’s secretary Phyllis Gates was arranged in 
1955, although it only lasted for three years. Many have come to suspect that Gates 
herself was homosexual and that, after the divorce, she tried to blackmail her former 
husband.

Pillow Talk (1959) was a turning point in the actor’s screen persona. After 
a series of melodramatic roles, it was Hudson’s first comedy. In it he plays a 

rock Hudson and Phyllis Gates shortly after their studio-
arranged marriage in 1955. Courtesy of Universal Pictures/
Photofest.
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handsome womanizer who falls for an interior decorator (doris day) with 
whom he shares a telephone line. The mix of sexual innuendo, witty script, and 
fast-paced developments made Pillow Talk successful with audiences and critics 
alike. The film received several oscar nominations, although Hudson did not, and 
obtained enthusiastic reviews. Hudson had proved to the box office that his appeal 
extended beyond melodramas and adventure films. Pillow Talk codified the con-
ventions for the so-called sex comedies that made Hudson’s popularity rocket in 
the 1960s. He was cast again opposite day in Lover Come Back (1961) and Send Me 
No Flowers (1964). His other female partners included Gina Lollobrigida in Come 
September (1961) and Strange Bedfellows (1965), Paula Prentiss in Howard Hawks’s 
Man’s Favourite Sport? (1964), and Leslie Caron in A Very Special Favor (1965). All 
these comedy vehicles made Hudson one of the most profitable actors in Hol-
lywood and the winner of several popularity polls and theater owners’ awards. 
Between 1957 and 1964, the actor was on the top 10 list of box office stars drawn 
by cinema owners every single year. His international reputation was certainly not 
confined to the United states as he also won five German Bambi Awards in the 
category of the most popular male actor.

Paradoxically, Hudson never felt too comfortable in the roles that crowned him 
as the “king of sex comedies.” Throughout the 1960s, he tried to complement his 
comic roles with more dramatic ones, including a lone sheriff in The Last Sunset 
(1961) and an atheist converted to faith in The Spiral Road (1964). However, these 
characters were less appreciated by both critics and audiences. Although thousands 
of letters poured every month in his fan club, when Hudson became a free agent 
in 1965, he decided to relinquish comedy roles altogether. He formed his own 
production company, Gibraltar Productions, and purposefully hunted for roles 
that could prove his dramatic abilities. John Frankenheimer’s Seconds (1966) was 
certainly the most critically acclaimed of these efforts. It follows the story of dis-
illusioned banker Arthur Hamilton ( John randolph) who contacts a secret organi-
zation to assume the identity and the body of the younger Tony wilson (Hudson). 
As wilson is murdered, Hamilton takes on his life and his body (Hudson plays the 
transformed banker at this point). He becomes an artist and starts a relationship 
with a woman, but is plagued by the guilt of having caused the death of a person and 
of having betrayed his previous family. Hudson considered Seconds one of his best 
films, but, unfortunately, it flopped at the box office. Undaunted by the commercial 
disappointment, the actor continued his pursuit of dramatic roles, starring in Ice 
Station Zebra (1968), a Cold war spy-thriller, and in The Undefeated (1969), a Civil 
war drama where Hudson plays a Confederate colonel who finds himself forced 
into cooperation with a Yankee colonel ( John wayne).

The shift from romantic comedy to drama proved damaging for Hudson’s film 
career, which, by the 1970s, started to decline. His films of the decade were largely 
undistinguished such as the western Showdown (1973), the sci-fi Embryo (1976), and 
the catastrophic Avalanche (1978), in which he acts opposite Mia Farrow. rather 
than going back to his comedy roles, he turned to television where he played the 
lead in the popular mystery series McMillan and Wife (1971–1977). He also starred 
in several TV movies and miniseries, such as the adaptation of ray Bradbury’s The 
Martian Chronicles (1980), an ambitious project, which, however, suffered from 
negative publicity from Bradbury himself, and The Devlin Connection (1982). He 
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briefly returned to cinema to join the all-star cast of the rather bland Agatha Chris-
tie’s mystery The Mirror Crack’d (1980). His appearances on the TV series Dynasty 
brought his career full-circle as he returned to the world of melodrama from where 
he had started.

By the time he joined the Dynasty cast, Hudson was already seeking treatment 
for AIds. on the set he suffered from memory losses and had to use cue cards. 
His worn-out look attracted wide media coverage and people started to speculate 
on the actor’s health, given that Hudson’s homosexuality had always been rumored 
and that, in the early 1980s, AIds was still considered a gay plague. when asked 
by friends and by his partner Marc Christian, Hudson tried at first to deny he 
had AIds, explaining that his emaciated appearance was due to liver cancer and 
anorexia. In July 1985, Hudson joined doris day for the TV launch of her show 
“doris day’s Best Friends.” In the show he appeared even slimmer than in the 
Dynasty episodes and his speech was increasingly incoherent. The show revived 
media and public attention towards the actor’s health. It was veteran gossip col-
umnist Army Archerd who wrote in Variety that Hudson was seeking experimental 
treatment for AIds in Paris. Hudson’s publicist dale olson initially denied the 
story, but on July 25 he issued a press statement in which Hudson admitted that 
he was gay and that he had full-blown AIds. Before his death Hudson stated (of-
ficial rock Hudson website), “I am not happy that I am sick. I am not happy that 
I have AIds. But if that is helping others, I can at least know that my own misfor-
tune has had some positive worth.” It remains debatable whether Hudson would 
have revealed his condition without Army Archerd’s column. He died at his home 
in Beverly Hills, California, on october 2, 1985.

Hudson’s revelations on his homosexuality and his death from AIds caused a 
press furor. Many speculated whether Hudson could have infected Dynasty actress 
Linda evans whom he had kissed in the TV series. His sexual life, which he had 
successfully kept secret for many years, suddenly received unprecedented attention. 
Hudson’s partner Marc Christian, who had not been informed of his positive sta-
tus, successfully sued the actor’s estate. It also emerged that Hudson’s agent Henry 
willson had to constantly persuade celebrity gossip magazines not to run stories on 
Hudson’s homosexuality. In particular, willson was willing to sell Confidential sto-
ries about the homosexuality of his less successful clients, including rory Calhoun 
and Tab Hunter, to preserve Hudson’s heterosexual mask.

Hudson’s predicament threw AIds in the limelight and started to change the 
attitude of politicians and journalists towards the disease. Hudson was entirely 
different from the portrayals of people with AIds made by the press in those 
days. Media described AIds as an illness of those groups who were on the mar-
gins of society. Yet, here was rock Hudson, a Hollywood legend who was white, 
enormously rich, an international icon of rugged heterosexuality, and a staunch 
republican supporter. The actor gave a face to the virus, as actress Morgan Fair-
child summarized. AIds activists were able to exploit the new media interest in the 
virus to expose the growing number of positive diagnoses in the United states and 
the lack of resources to fight the epidemic. As stuart Byron remarked in the Advo-
cate four years after Hudson’s death, the actor’s “illness and death marked the turn-
ing point in opening up funding for and public sympathy to the AIds epidemic.” 
Byron then went on asking bitterly, “How many lives might have been saved had 
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there been . . . uncloseted stars and athletes testifying before Congressional com-
mittees and leading AIds marches?”

rock Hudson was a product of Hollywood’s celluloid closet. His career and the 
careful construction of his public heterosexual persona testify to the burden of the 
closet for gay and lesbian actors. As Michelangelo signorile has pointed out, rock 
Hudson’s death exposed the Hollywood mechanism to impose heterosexuality on 
actors and to marginalize homosexuals. However unwittingly, Hudson’s greatest 
achievement as a gay star might have been precisely to begin to smash that celluloid 
closet.
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ISherwooD, ChrIStoPher (1904 –1986)

Anglo-American novelist Christopher Isherwood is a major figure in gay and lesbian 
popular culture. Although the author only explicitly revealed his homosexuality in 
the autobiography of his parents, Kathleen and Frank, in 1971, he has written about 
homosexuality and gay characters in all his novels. His early works of the 1930s do 
not always treat gayness in an explicit way, but, even in their covert allusions, they 
differ from contemporary literary pieces on homosexuality where same-sex desire 
is portrayed as a symptom of psychological malaise or decadence. Isherwood’s later 
novels of the 1960s and 1970s focus on homosexual characters more explicitly. To-
gether with the author’s participation in the early phases of the gay liberation move-
ments, novels such as A Single Man and autobiographical works such as Kathleen and 
Frank and Christopher and His Kind (1976) made Isherwood a popular icon of gay 
culture. Isherwood’s centrality in gay culture was also established thanks to his over-
seeing the publication of e. M. Forster’s gay novel Maurice, a task entrusted to him 
by Forster’s himself. Edmund White has hailed Isherwood’s novel A Single Man 
(1964) as the founding text of modern gay fiction. Both Isherwood’s early and later 
novels are characterized by a strong autobiographical element. Many gay authors 
have adopted Isherwood’s semi-autobiographical narrative technique to create the 
genre of the so-called coming out novel and Isherwood’s works have influenced gay 
writers such as Gore Vidal, Tennessee Williams, Armistead Maupin, and Paul 
Monette.

Christopher william Bradshaw Isherwood was born into a distinguished 
Cheshire family at wyberslegh Hall, near the villages of disley and High Lane, 
england, on August 26, 1904. He was brought up in england and Ireland and his 
childhood was marked by the violent death of his father, Frank Isherwood, who was 
killed in 1915 during world war I and whose body was never found. Isherwood’s 
mother never recovered from her husband’s death and spent most of her remain-
ing life mourning. Christopher was educated at st. edmund’s school, Hindhead, 
surrey, where he first met the future poet and fellow homosexual w. H. Auden, 
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and then at repton school, derby. In 1924, Isherwood won a history scholarship 
at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. In his two years in Cambridge, Isherwood 
met Auden again and also made friends with stephen spender. The friendship with 
Auden was to shape many of Isherwood’s future decisions, including his settling down 
in Berlin and in the United states. The three friends formed the core of the Auden 
Group, which, in the 1930s, would recruit talented left-wing writers. The group 
became a predominant literary force on the British scene. when Isherwood left 
Cambridge without a degree in 1925, he earned his living in London as a private 
tutor and as secretary to the French violinist André Mangeot and his Music society 
string Quartet. In 1928 he enrolled at university again, this time at King’s Col-
lege, London, to study medicine, but he soon gave up medical studies to follow his 
friend Auden to Berlin, where he lived from 1930 to 1933. In weimar Berlin, where 
homosexuality was a visible feature of everyday life, Isherwood found a way to liber-
ate himself from the world of stifling social conventions that had characterized his 
family life in Britain. These conventions form the main targets of the author’s early 
novels, All the Conspirators (1928) and The Memorial (1932).

Isherwood’s first two novels do not explicitly define the gayness of their main 
characters. Yet, both in the case of All the Conspirators and, more clearly, of The 
Memorial, the main characters are usually interpreted as prototypes for the more 
explicitly homosexual figures of Isherwood’s later fiction. Both novels are auto-
biographical in their rejections of english class society and family life. They are 
written in the modernist style typical of the previous generation of British novelists. 
From writers such as Virginia woolf and d. H. Lawrence, Isherwood borrows the 
techniques that had deeply innovated the genre of the novel in the 1910s and early 
1920s, including the stream-of-consciousness narration and the non-chronological 
arrangement of events. In addition to the homosexuality of the characters, one can 
see Isherwood’s own homosexuality finding its way into the author’s works. The 
fascination for anti-heroes and for alienated characters who live on the margins of 
society, the revolt against middle-class respectability, the search for a father figure, 
and the ironic observations that pervade Isherwood’s early works can be related to 
the author’s sexuality. Both All the Conspirators and The Memorial are characterized 
by a central ambivalence: the author’s desire to express the anxieties of a generation 
clashes against his refusal to define clearly his personal investment in them.

The same ambivalence shapes Isherwood’s most famous writings of the 1930s, 
his Berlin novels Mr. Norris Changes Trains (1935) and Goodbye to Berlin (1939). 
These have had a lasting impact on popular culture as they formed the source 
material for the hit musical and film Cabaret. Both novels translate Isherwood’s 
experiences in pre-Hitler Berlin into fictional sketches, using both social realism 
and what Isherwood himself described as a detached “camera” perspective. The 
combination of social realism and modernist detachment is an apparent influence 
of Bertolt Brecht’s epic theater, one of the distinctive cultural features of weimar 
Berlin. Both novels were started in Berlin, but were completed after Isherwood 
had moved back to London to collaborate with German film director Berthold Vi-
ertel for the screen adaptation of Margaret Kennedy’s novel Little Friend. This ex-
perience helped Isherwood perfect two techniques that became the typical aspects 
of his fiction: the revelation of characters’ psychology through surface observation 
and telling details, and the “camera-eye” perspective adopted by the narrator. Both 
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Mr. Norris and Goodbye to Berlin describe Berlin society and its colorful expatriate 
community and create two alter egos for Isherwood, william Bradshaw, Isher-
wood’s middle names, and Christopher Isherwood. The creation of these fictional 
figures obviously blurs the boundaries between autobiography and fiction in Isher-
wood’s narratives. The william Bradshaw and Christopher Isherwood devices 
reveal the author’s longstanding dissatisfaction with the two conventional forms of 
narration. Isherwood disliked first-person narration as it limited the narrative to 
the eyes of an egotistic storyteller. He was equally dissatisfied with third-person 
narration as it assigned the narrator too much authority. william Bradshaw and 
Christopher Isherwood served the purpose of striving towards a more objective 
observation, however impossible this ultimate goal is in literature. Isherwood con-
ceived his narrator as a participant-observer of the events, but not the main part 
of the action that he was describing. The beginning of Goodbye to Berlin literally 
compares the narrator to a “ventriloquist dummy” and later to a camera with the 
shutter open to record the surrounding reality. what the camera records will have 
to be fixed and developed at a later stage.

what remains mostly hidden from view in the Berlin stories is the narrator him-
self and, particularly in the case of william Bradshaw, his homosexuality. Yet, as 
Claude J. summers (1980) points out, this is part of Isherwood’s technique not to 
sensationalize homosexual culture, but rather to present same-sex desire without 
the melodramatic attitude that characterizes its treatment in writings of the period. 
In his Berlin stories, Isherwood displays considerable insight in his depiction of 
homosexual relationships. Mr. Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin do not de-
pict gay characters as unhappy because of their homosexuality, but because they are 
part of that interwar europe threatened by the menace of contrasting totalitarian-
isms. The gay and straight characters of Isherwood’s Berlin novels ultimately share 
a common fate as citizens of a european continent on the brink of the cultural and 
social tragedy of fascism. Both the gay characters and the straight ones, such as sally 
Bowles and Mr. norris, are forced to live on the margins of society.

during the 1930s Isherwood also collaborated with Auden on three stage plays 
for London’s Group Theater: The Dog beneath the Skin (1935), The Ascent of F6 
(1936), and On the Frontier (1938). These experimental plays are clearly influenced 
by the theater of Brecht and contain a critique of British and european govern-
ments. These avant-garde works confirmed both Isherwood’s and Auden’s left-wing 
sympathies, from which, however, both writers would start to distance themselves 
at the end of the decade. The two intellectuals also collaborated on the reportage 
of the sino-Japanese war, Journey to a War (1939). At the beginning of 1939, both 
writers emigrated to the United states, where they spent the rest of their lives. 
while Auden settled down in new York, Isherwood went to live in Los Ange-
les, where he worked as a screenwriter in Hollywood for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. 
when Isherwood decided to emigrate he was considered one of the major english 
writers by British critics. somerset Maugham famously stated that Isherwood had the 
future of the english novel in his hands. Yet, moving to the United states irreversibly 
damaged Isherwood’s British reception and critics in the United Kingdom never 
paid much attention to the writer’s American works. Isherwood’s posthumously 
published diaries are a helpful source to reconstruct his early years in America. 
They show the writer engaged in the study of the Vedanta philosophy, a branch of 
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Hindu religion. In the early 1940s Isherwood was a resident student at the Vedanta 
society of southern California and, together with his guru swami Prabhavananda, 
served as editor for the magazine Vedanta and the West. He also translated into 
english the Bhagavad-Gita, one of the sacred books of the Hindu religion. Isher-
wood’s encounter with Hinduism and his work as a screenwriter in Hollywood form 
the basis for his next novel Prater Violet (1945), a transitional work between the 
author’s Berlin stories and his later American books. set in Austria between 1933 
and 1934 at the time of the socialist uprising and its following suppression, the 
novel fictionalizes Isherwood’s work with Viertel on the adaptation of Little Friend. 
The narrator, named Christopher Isherwood, is the same of the Berlin stories, but 
he is more generous in giving personal details. The title of the novel is the same of 
the trivial comedy on which the character Isherwood is working and the situations 
of the film are contrasted with the tragic events that constitute the novel’s historical 
background.

Isherwood became an American citizen in 1946, and in 1953 he met his life 
partner, the artist don Bachardy, then a young art student, with whom he settled 
down in santa Monica, near Los Angeles. Isherwood’s American production is 
more explicit about homosexual themes and focuses more insistently on the specific 
difficulties that gay people encounter within mainstream society. In his novel The 
World in the Evening (1954), set in the 1940s, Isherwood gave one of the very first 
sympathetic representations of a gay activist in American literature. Bob wood, the 
main character of the novel, faces both personal and institutional obstacles to his 
development as an activist. His Jewish boyfriend cannot stand Bob’s militancy and, 
at the end of the novel, wood joins the navy not so much out of patriotic fervor, 
but because he wants to fight against the military ban on homosexuals. worried 
that readers might find the gay content of The World in the Evening offensive, the 
publisher tried to persuade Isherwood to tone down the homosexual parts of the 
book, but the author refused. Down There on a Visit (1962) returns to the episodic 
structure of the Berlin novels and to the same subgenre of so-called fictional auto-
biography. The book is also similar to the Berlin tales in its emphasis on loneliness 
and alienation. For example, Ambrose, one of the characters, attempts to establish 
a community of homosexuals on a Greek island where heterosexuality is illegal, but 
can be tolerated if practiced in private. The ironic reversal of everyday reality is 
obviously symptomatic of the alienation and exclusion that many homosexuals feel 
from larger society.

At the end of the 1950s, Isherwood began to combine his activity as a writer with 
university teaching. He was guest professor of modern english literature at Los 
Angeles state College from 1959 to 1962. He was then regents Professor at the 
University of California at Los Angeles and later at riverside. As an academic, he 
was one of the first to address the topic of gayness in literature and, in 1974, he was 
invited to the Modern Language Association conference with a talk on “Homosexual-
ity in Literature.” By then, Isherwood’s academic reputation was firmly established 
and his American life became increasingly characterized by political activism on 
behalf of queer causes. A Single Man (1964) is unanimously considered the writer’s 
best American novel and has been hailed as the founding text of modern gay lit-
erature. Following the typical structure of modernist novels such as Joyce’s Ulysses 
(1922) and woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925), A Single Man (1964) focuses on a day in 
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the life of George, a middle-aged gay literature professor, whose surname remains 
unknown. The character shares important traits with his creator, although there 
are also crucial differences. The novel, seen entirely through the eyes of its main 
character, challenges the notion of a unified self as George almost becomes a dif-
ferent person according to the roles he takes in the various events of the narrative. 
The underlying theme of the novel is the grievance for the loss of George’s lover, an 
ordeal never experienced by Isherwood. Thus A Single Man celebrates male homo-
sexual love. George’s sexuality is presented matter-of-factly without problems of self-
hatred or of neurosis to be treated. In addition, with the advent of the AIds epidemic, 
George’s narrative has acquired an oddly prophetic status for entire generations of 
gay men as it shows a gay male grieving alone for the loss of his partner.

A Meeting by the River (1967) was Isherwood’s last work of fiction, focusing on 
the controversial relationship between two brothers, a film producer, and a younger 
novice in a Hindu monastery who is about to take his vows as a swami. Isherwood’s 
following two books represented a return to the autobiographical genre that is so 
central to the author’s entire production. Kathleen and Frank (1971) is a biographi-
cal account of Isherwood’s parents, where the writer starts to talk frankly about his 
own homosexuality. This aspect of his biography is further reconstructed in his 
last volume, Christopher and His Kind (1976). Isherwood died on January 4, 1986, 
in santa Monica, California. several critics have faulted Isherwood for a certain 
degree of self-absorption as he repeatedly examined his own life through the lenses 
of autobiography and fiction. Yet, his centrality in gay and lesbian popular culture 
is indisputable. with his books, Isherwood contributed to an increased visibility of 
homosexuality with American fiction and autobiography. He was also one of the 
first well-known American personalities and intellectuals to stand up for homo-
sexual rights, an inspiring example to many of subsequent generations.
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Jett, JoAn (1960–)

Although 1980s rock icon Joan Jett has never issued a public discussion of her 
sexual orientation, she has developed a devoted lesbian following. she has also 
appeared at many events in support of queer rights throughout the United states. 
The singer has stimulated rumors about her sexuality, performing with the sticker 
“dykes rule” on her guitar and claiming that she does not care how people label 
her sexuality. some of her songs, such as “A.C.d.C.,” “Androgynous,” and “everyone 
Knows,” have an unmistakably queer content. Jett’s passion for rock music dates 
back to her early teens, when she founded the first all-girl teen rock band, the run-
aways. Her aggressive leather look, her characteristic rough voice, and her punk-
influenced music made the singer the forerunner of the so-called riot grrrl genre 
and challenged the gender barriers of the world of rock. At the time of Jett’s debut, 
most women performed as mellow pop or folk singers; Jett’s spellbinding success, 
made of nine Top 40 hit singles and eight Platinum and Gold LPs, demonstrated 
that rock was not only for men.

Born Joan Larkin in Philadelphia on september 22, 1960, Jett grew up in Bal-
timore and moved with her family to Los Angeles in 1972. she became interested 
in rock music at an early age, especially in British glam artists, but has often com-
plained that there were no role models for women at the time: “There just weren’t 
any females role models. suzi Quatro made records and I liked some of them. And 
I thought if she can do it, I can do it. Then I saw her a few times and that’s where 
I got the idea for the runaways” (Harrington 1987, Washington Post online). Jett 
was intrigued by starting an all-girl rock band: “sure, it was great with one girl up 
there, but what if you had four or five girls doing sweaty rock ‘n’ roll? nobody’d 
seen that before, and I thought, ‘wow, what a great idea.’ I thought we would be 
the next rolling stones” (Harrington 1987, Washington Post online). Yet, as Jett 
herself later admitted, “it was a 15-year-old’s pipe dream” and the band had dif-
ficulties to be taken seriously, especially in the United states. Also due to their 
manager’s promotion strategy, the group would perform before almost all-male 
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audiences expecting “some sort of 
a sex show. . . . I don’t know why 
girls wouldn’t come to see us as a 
rock ‘n’ roll band” (Harrington 1987, 
Washington Post online). Although 
the runaways were successful in 
europe and Japan, the fact that they 
could not make a breakthrough on 
the American market led to their 
dissolution in 1979, only three years 
after their founding.

regardless of what were the gen-
der roles prescribed for women sing-
ers, Jett decided to pursue her solo 
career in the world of punk and rock. 
she produced an album with the 
punk band the Germs and performed 
with several former members of the 
sex Pistols. However, it was with her 
newly established band, the Black-
hearts, that Jett became a rock star. 
After difficult beginnings which 
forced the band to self-produce 
their first album, the Blackhearts 
topped the charts in 1982 with the 
title track of their second album I 

Love Rock ‘n’ Roll, which was number one for eight consecutive weeks. The song was 
covered in 2001 by Britney spears, who, however, infamously identified it as a Pat 
Benatar song at a press conference. during the 1980s, Jett had a string of Top 40 
singles and toured with world-famous bands such as The Police, Queen, and Aero-
smith. while she could not replicate the success of I Love Rock ‘n’ Roll, her albums Up 
Your Alley (1988), The Hit List (1990), and Notorious (1991) sold well and contributed 
to make Jett a feminist and queer icon. Fit to Be Tied (1997) collected her greatest 
hits. Jett continued to produce albums into the late 1990s and in the new millen-
nium. These include Fetish (1999), Unfinished Business (2001), USA: Joan Jett and the 
Blackhearts (2002), Naked (2004), and Sinner (2006). The latter celebrates the 25th 
anniversary of the singer’s recording label, Blackheart records.

In 1987 the singer also started her acting career when she appeared in Paul 
schrader’s Light of Day with Michael J. Fox and Gena rowlands. Jett performed the 
title song of the movie, specially written by Bruce springsteen for her. since then, 
she has appeared in several indie movies and, in 2001, she was part of the Broad-
way cast for The Rocky Horror Picture Show. with the years, the lyrics of her songs 
have become more overtly political and several of her songs have also taken up 
explicitly queer themes. “A.C.d.C.,” from Sinner, is an ode to bisexuality, with an 
impressive video featuring Jett together with glamour model and actress Carmen 
electra, who confessed to having had a long-standing crush on Jett. “A.C.d.C.” 

Lesbian rock icon Joan Jett. Courtesy of Columbia Tristar/
Photofest.
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is a cover of an old sweet song and brings Jett back to her adolescence: “That’s 
what I grew up on in the ’70s, when the runaways were forming. There was this 
teenage nightclub I would go to, and the deejay would play Bowie, slade, sweet 
and these other great British bands American kids were never exposed to” ( Joan 
Jett official website). “everyone Knows” has also a clear homosexual content and 
is a hymn to sexual nonconformity. The song finished with an affirmation of dif-
ference and devotion among partners who are considered “freaks” by mainstream 
society. Her shift towards a more militant and political attitude is signaled by the 
title of the radio show she hosts for sirius satellite radio, The Radio Revolution with 
Joan Jett.

with her albums in the 1980s and early 1990s, Jett has contributed to modify-
ing the image of the rock artist as a quintessentially male figure. Her signature 
look and her hardcore punk music made her an important influence of the queer-
core movement. with her more militant and politically committed lyrics of the 
albums of the new century, Jett also demonstrated how music can respond to, and 
advance, controversial social debates.
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John, SIr elton (1947–)

In a career spanning over four decades, British singer and composer elton John 
has become a prominent icon of rock and popular music. He has won five Grammy 
Awards and one Academy Award. Because of his remarkable commercial success, 
elton John has had a profound impact on popular music, often setting the standards 
of the industry and perfectly adapting to the new tastes of international audiences 
thanks to his renowned versatility. His charisma, his flamboyant and glitzy outfits, 
his distinguished voice, and his unique melodies have fascinated successive genera-
tions of admirers as much as his famous diva-like tantrums. Although he has expe-
rienced temporary crises of creativity, John was the bestselling pop star of the 1970s 
and he continues to attract adulation from a large fan base and respect from music 
critics. since his coming out after the collapse of his marriage to renate Blauel, 
John has also been a vocal supporter of gay and lesbian causes. He has contributed 
to the struggle for AIDS awareness and, in 1992, established the elton John AIds 
Foundation, which fights for HIV/AIds prevention and for the elimination of 
prejudice and discrimination against individuals affected by the virus. on decem-
ber 21, 2005, the first day the British law allowed same-sex unions, he entered into 
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a civil partnership with his longtime companion david Furnish. In addition to the 
sentimental meaning, John gave a political nuance to his partnership, using it as an 
opportunity to comment on discrimination and homophobia.

John was born reginald Kenneth dwight in Pinner, Middlesex, on March 25, 
1947. His parents stanley dwight, a royal Air Force officer, and sheila Harris, who 
was educated at the royal Academy of Music, were keen record buyers and exposed 
reginald to music from a very early age. The child learned to play the piano at four, 
and at Pinner Country Grammar school, reginald showed a natural inclination for 
musical composition. At 11, he won a scholarship to the royal Academy of Music 
in London. However, John was impatient to go into the music business and in 1961 
he joined his first band, Bluesology, who were backing touring American soul and 
r&B musicians. John split from Bluesology only five years later due to artistic dif-
ferences with the bandleader, Long John Baldry. In the mid-1960s, he answered an 
advertisement for songwriter placed by Liberty records. At the audition, he was 
given lyrics written by Bernie Taupin, who had also answered the ad and who would 
become his regular professional partner. The two artists began corresponding and 
reginald, who had changed his name to elton John borrowing the first names of 
two Bluesology members, started to write music for Taupin’s lyrics. The cooperation 

proved rewarding for both artists, 
who wrote easy-listening tunes for 
other singers.

In 1969 John had its first hit 
album, Elton John, whose single 
“Your song” catapulted the singer 
to fame both in Britain and the 
United states. After the second 
album, Tumbleweed Connection, also 
proved a success, John and Taupin 
began to produce records at a fre-
netic pace. Between 1972 and 1976, 
the pair John/Taupin scored 16 
Top 20 hits in a row. In 1973 John 
founded his own label, Rocket, which 
was distributed by MCA, to record 
young promising artists but did not 
become a rocket recording artist 
himself, preferring to stay with 
MCA for a record-breaking $8 mil-
lion contract in 1974. songs written 
during these years, such as “dan-
iel,” “don’t Let the sun Go down 
on Me,” “rocket Man,” “Goodbye 
Yellow Brick road,” and “Candle in 
the wind,” have proved continu-
ously popular with audiences. dur-
ing the 1970s, John also developed 
his defining performing style in 

elton John with a pair of his distinctively bizarre glasses at the 
height of his success as an unlikely rock icon in the 1970s. Cour-
tesy of Photofest.
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sold-out concerts. His shyness was concealed by an increasingly camp performance 
style. His bizarre outfits, ranging from feather boas and the statue of Liberty to 
astronaut suits and Mozart impersonations, all topped by a never-ending collec-
tion of glasses, became a distinguishing feature of John’s persona. His excessive 
performances made up for his short stature, chubby build, and balding head, char-
acteristics that do not usually help a career as a rock idol. Yet, John successfully 
overcame these physical inadequacies and became the hottest rocker of the 1970s. 
during that decade, John also collaborated with two legendary artists: John Len-
non and Pete Townshend. He covered The Beatles’ “Lucy in the sky with dia-
monds” and Lennon’s “one day at a Time” and was featured with his band on 
Lennon’s comeback single “whatever Gets You Thru the night.” Lennon and 
John performed live at Madison square Garden on Thanksgiving day 1974 in 
what turned out to be Lennon’s last live performance. In 1975 Pete Townshend of 
the who offered John to play the character of Pinball wizard in their rock-opera 
Tommy.

such a frenzied schedule, together with drug and alcohol addiction, soon took 
its toll on John, who, in 1977, announced he was retiring from performing. stress 
and personal insecurities also momentarily ended the professional relationship 
with Taupin, who began writing for other singers. The albums released at the end 
of the 1970s attracted little commercial and critical notice, and John’s artistic per-
sona relinquished the flamboyance that had catapulted him into music stardom in 
favor of a more reserved and secluded personality. The 1980s, however, witnessed 
the reunion of John and Taupin and the albums 21 at 33 and The Fox restored 
the singer to the success of British and American charts. Yet, John’s personal life 
remained plagued by insecurities due to his sexual orientation and his physical 
appearance. His alcohol and cocaine addictions only worsened. John had candidly 
announced in a 1976 interview with Rolling Stone that he was bisexual and that he 
thought everyone was bisexual to a degree. such an interview might have seem 
daring at the time, yet it was already a compromise as John subsequently admit-
ted that he already very well knew that he was gay. In spite of being aware of his 
queerness, in 1984 John took the media and his fans by surprise when he married 
German recording engineer renate Blauel. The couple divorced only four years 
later.

The reunion of John and Taupin proved commercially rewarding, although the 
pair could never match their 1970s hits. John’s albums of the 1980s such as Jump 
Up! and Too Low for Zero went gold and generated several Top 10 singles both in 
the United Kingdom and the United states. These included “I Guess That’s why 
They Call It the Blues” featuring stevie wonder, “Little Jeannie,” “nikita” (which 
also featured a video directed by Ken russell), and “I don’t wanna Go on with 
You Like That.” In 1985 he reached number one with the single “That’s what 
Friends Are For,” a collaboration with dionne warwick, Gladys Knight, and stevie 
wonder that raised funds for AIds research. HIV became a prominent concern 
of the singer, who, during the mid-1980s, developed a close friendship with ryan 
white, a teenage hemophiliac who contracted the virus through a blood transfu-
sion. white was at the center of a bitter controversy when he was expelled from 
his middle school in Kokomo, Indiana, due to his positive status. John supported 
ryan and his family and sang “Candle in the wind” at his funeral in April 1990. 
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He also helped ryan’s mother to start the ryan white Foundation for the preven-
tion of AIds.

during the 1980s, John had to confront his alcohol and drug addictions as well 
as his personal insecurities, which made him an easy target for the tabloid press. 
when The Sun alleged that John was having underage sex, the singer reacted by 
filing a libel suit which he won in 1987. After successful appearances at wham’s 
farewell concert and at the Live Aid concert in 1985, John collapsed on stage while 
performing in Australia the following year. He underwent throat surgery and in 
1988, after five sold-out concerts at Madison square Garden, he symbolically auc-
tioned his costumes together with pieces of memorabilia and his record collection 
at sotheby’s. The auction represented John’s eagerness to start a new life, free from 
drugs and alcohol. over the next two years he was successfully treated for drug 
addiction and bulimia. A sobered up elton John made a major comeback in 1992 
with the album The One, which peaked at number eight on the U.s. charts and 
went double platinum. In the same year, John established his own AIds Founda-
tion, which has contributed million of dollars to HIV causes worldwide. John an-
nounced that he would donate all royalties from his single to AIds research. The 
year 1992 also saw John’s participation to the Freddie Mercury Tribute Concert, an 
AIds charity event held at wembley stadium, London, in honor of Queen’s late 
lead Freddie Mercury.

The One, his highest charting release since Blue Moves (1976), sparked a veritable 
renaissance in the artist’s career and, together with Taupin, John signed a record 
contract with warner/Chappell Music for an estimated $39 million. In 1994 he 
collaborated with lyricist Tim rice on the songs for disney’s animated feature The 
Lion King. “Can You Feel the Love Tonight,” from the movie’s soundtrack, won 
the Academy Award for Best original song. At the ceremony, John acknowledged 
his partner david Furnish. rice and John reunited in 1998 for a Broadway adap-
tation of Verdi’s opera Aida. The 1990s ended with tragedy and success for John, 
who lost two of his closest friends, fashion designer Gianni Versace and Princess of 
wales diana. deeply affected by diana’s death, John produced a special version of 
“Candle in the wind,” which he also performed at the Princess’s funeral in west-
minster Abbey. The single became the fastest selling record of all times, eventually 
grossing £55 million for the Princess of wales Memorial Fund.

The new Millennium has reserved more personal successes for elton and more 
fruitful collaborations with other artists. His duet with eminem for the rapper’s 
song “stan” at the 2002 Grammy Awards Ceremony proved particularly contro-
versial given eminem’s homophobic reputation. John also features in Blue’s “sorry 
seems to be the Hardest word” (2003) and Tupac’s posthumous “Ghetto Gospel” 
(2005), both reaching number one in the United Kingdom. In 2005 John teamed up 
with playwright Lee Hall for the west end production of Billy Elliot—The Musical. 
In 2006 he authored another musical, Lestat, with Bernie Taupin, based on Anne 
rice’s vampire novels. Unfortunately, the project was both a commercial and a criti-
cal disappointment.

during the twenty-first century, John has become increasingly political. He 
was one of the performers at the Live 8 concert at Hyde Park in London in 2005. 
In december the same year he entered into civil partnership with david Furnish 
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and used the event to campaign against President Bush’s proposed amendment 
outlawing gay marriage. In an article written for the British sunday newspaper 
the Observer, John (2005, online edition) condemned homophobia and encour-
aged gays and lesbians to fight against it: “I have long been a supporter of Am-
nesty International which estimates that around 80 countries still have laws that 
criminalize adult same-sex relations, from the Caribbean and Latin America, to 
Africa, the Middle east and even europe. . . . I strongly believe we can make a dif-
ference if we show solidarity with those who are bullied and ill-treated for their 
sexuality by bombarding the authorities with letters, faxes and emails making it 
clear that we know about these abuses and calling for them to end.” John’s artistic 
and personal achievements constitute an inspirational example for queer artists 
and citizens.
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107–111; Heatley, Michael. Elton John: The Life and Music of a Legendary Per-
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JohnSon, holly (1960–)

British singer and artist Holly Johnson rose to international fame as the lead singer 
of the controversial and meteoric band Frankie Goes To Hollywood who helped 
define the British new wave music movement, a mixture of funk, rock and reggae 
sound. He later launched a solo career, whose success was clouded by a protracted 
legal battle with the group’s record company ZTT records. The case was settled 
in Johnson’s favor in 1989 in what was considered a landmark ruling for the music 
business. since the mid-1990s, he has also embarked on a critically-acclaimed ca-
reer as a painter.

Holly Johnson was born in wavertree, Liverpool, on February 9, 1960. He at-
tended Liverpool Collegiate Grammar school for boys where his strong personal-
ity and his queer appearance made him an easy target of homophobic attacks. The 
singer was attracted to music and queer culture since his school days. He listened to 
david Bowie and The Velvet Underground and read the French novelist and play-
wright Jean Genet and also william Burroughs, one of the chief animators of the 
Beat Generation. In the field of the visual arts, he was especially keen on derek 
Jarman and Andy Warhol. when he was thirteen, Johnson got his first acoustic 
guitar through cigarette coupons which he had traded for his collection of Bowie 
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ephemera. In 1976 he dropped out of school and the following year became a mem-
ber of the new wave group Big In Japan. After being ousted by the other band 
members, Johnson formed Frankie Goes To Hollywood with Paul rutherford, 
nasher nash, Mark o’Toole and Peter “Ped” Gill, but the group had to wait two 
more years before they could get a recording contract with Trevor Horn’s ZTT 
records.

“relax,” the first piece the band recorded in 1983, catapulted them to interna-
tional fame and controversy. A superb dance track with a clear sexual innuendo, 
“relax” was banned from BBC radio and television when it had already entered the 
charts. Yet, the ban only stimulated more public curiosity around the song, which 
peaked at number one in the United Kingdom for five weeks from January 1984, 
selling almost two million copies. The promotion behind Frankie Goes To Hol-
lywood banked on such curiosity, combining laddish appearance with the bold ho-
mosexuality of Johnson and rutherford. The promotion campaign for the group 
also included the production of best-selling T-shirts with the message “Frankie say 
relax don’t do It.” “relax” shot to number one in many other countries and a ver-
sion of the video was used in Brian dePalma’s 1984 thriller Body Double as a scene 
taken from a pornographic movie.

The single was the first in a string of impressive hits which were all released 
in 1984, the band’s golden year. released in May, “Two Tribes (we don’t want 
To die)” entered the British charts at number one and maintained that position 
for nine consecutive weeks. The success of “Two Tribes” also rekindled atten-
tion for “relax” which reentered the charts at number two, a total domination 
only experienced before by The Beatles. The song confronted the threat of an 
atomic holocaust and of global destruction. To add to the song’s authenticity and 
capture the spirit of the Cold war, the band included in the piece the voice of 
British actor Patrick Allen who had narrated a series of instructive governmental 
videos on how to survive in case of a nuclear explosion. The video showed cari-
catures of President ronald reagan and soviet leader Chernenko wrestling and 
was acclaimed as one of the best products of the period. The double debut album 
Welcome to the Pleasuredome responded to the pressure of producing a record for 
the Christmas market. It included several interesting covers and went to number 
one selling more than 3 million copies. The year finished triumphantly with the 
single “The Power of Love,” Johnson’s signature song, reaching number one 
again.

during the band’s first world tour which also included the United states, John-
son met art collector wolfgang Kuhle who became his new manager and partner. 
Back from the tour, Frankie Goes To Hollywood began working on their second 
album, Liverpool, which came out in 1986. The single “rage Hard” reached number 
four in the United Kingdom, but Johnson grew progressively dissatisfied with the 
band and left in 1987. Launching a solo career proved difficult, as the artist was 
involved in a bitter legal battle with ZTT records which wanted to prevent him 
from releasing solo material with his new label MCA records. The court case was 
finally settled in favor of Johnson who was awarded artistic freedom and substantial 
damages in a ruling that was to have vast resonance in the British music industry. 
In 1989 the singer could finally release his first solo album, Blast, which reached 
number one in the United Kingdom and went platinum. It included the hit singles 
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“Love Trains,” “Americanos,” “Atomic City,” and “Heaven’s Here.” Yet, disagree-
ments between Johnson and MCA over the marketing of his second solo album, 
Dreams That Money Can’t Buy (1991), prompted the artist to leave the label.

In november 1991, Johnson discovered that he was HIV-positive, a fact that 
he would make public two years later in the British newspaper The Times. His posi-
tive status led the artist to withdraw temporarily from the spotlight of the music 
scene and the showbiz world. Yet, this period of self-scrutiny proved rewarding 
when his 1994 biography A Bone in My Flute was published by Century, random 
House, and received good reviews, becoming a bestseller. The cover of the book 
featured a portrait of the author by French queer artists Pierre et Gilles. since the 
1990s, Johnson has been mainly active as a painter whose works have been exhibited 
at prestigious venues such as London’s Tate Modern and The royal Academy of 
Arts. In 1999, however, the artist returned to music, recording the album Soulstream 
with his own label Pleasuredome.

Further reading
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JoPlIn, JAnIS (1943–1970)

American singer Janis Joplin is one of the icons of the 1960s. Her lifestyle, made 
of rock and roll, flamboyant clothes, liberated sexuality, drug taking, and heavy 
drinking, summarizes the excesses of the youth counterculture of the decade. Her 
powerful voice allowed Joplin to experiment with a wide musical repertoire and her 
persona created a completely new image for women in the musical industry at a 
time when it was still dominated by men.

Janis was born into a middle-class family on January 19, 1943, in Port Arthur, 
Texas. Her father seth was an engineer and her mother dorothy was the registrar 
of a business college. Port Arthur is known for its oil refineries and shipbuilding 
facilities and was a hostile milieu for Janis’s artistic ambitions. From an early age, 
Joplin took an interest in black singers such as Billie Holiday and Bessie smith, an 
unconventional curiosity for a southern white girl of the 1950s. In high school, 
Joplin also developed a passion for Beat Poetry as well as for the writings of F. scott 
Fitzgerald and his wife Zelda. Her ambition as a teenager, however, was to become 
a visual artist. After her graduation from high school in 1960, she took arts classes 
at Lamar state College of Technology and then at the University of Texas at Austin, 
but she never succeeded in getting a degree. According to her own reconstructions, 
her childhood was an unhappy one and she always felt  a misfit both at home and at 
school. Although some biographers have pointed out that Joplin exaggerated her 
plight, her shy character and weird interests certainly made her a likely outcast in 
the society she grew up.
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Joplin’s first professional per-
formance dates back to 1961 at 
the Halfway House in Beaumont. 
shortly afterwards, she first visited 
California, a state which will have a 
central importance in her personal 
and professional biography. For the 
summer months, Joplin stayed with 
an aunt in Los Angeles and worked 
as a keypunch operator for the Los 
Angeles Telephone Company. At 
Venice Beach Joplin first came into 
contact with the beatniks communi-
ties that would constitute a point of 
reference for her future artistic ca-
reer. returning to Texas from Los 
Angeles, Joplin started to perform 
in the country and western clubs of 
Houston.

In 1962 Joplin moved to Austin 
where she enrolled in a course of fine 
arts. she decided not to live in the 
campus dormitory, but settled in a 
rundown block called “the ghetto,” 
which was the center of Austin’s ris-
ing countercultural movement. she 
performed at various bars while in 

Austin. Her confidence, however, was easily undermined and, when her classmates 
voted her “the ugliest man on campus” in 1963, she dropped out. with her friend 
Chet Helms, who was to become her manager, Joplin went to san Francisco where 
she became increasingly dependent on amphetamines. she was concerned by this 
growing addiction and, in an attempt to reform, she went back to Lamar state 
College to study sociology. Yet, Helm, who, by then had become a successful rock 
manager in san Francisco, offered her the role of lead singer in the hard-rock band 
Big Brother and the Holding Company. Joplin accepted and returned to san Fran-
cisco, where the band made its debut at the Avalon Ballroom in June 1966. Joplin’s 
characteristic voice, with its combination of harsh and gentle tones, created a con-
siderable local following for the band, which made its first national appearance at 
the Monterey International Pop Festival in June 1967. Monterey was the first of the 
big outdoor festivals of the decade and a major event in the summer of Love. Joplin’s 
performance was acknowledged as one of the best at the festival.

The success in Monterey allowed Joplin and Big Brother to get a contract with 
a small company, Mainstream, for their debut album Big Brother and the Holding 
Company, featuring Janis Joplin (1967). success arrived a year later with the second 
album, Cheap Thrills. Produced by the major label Columbia, the album went to 
number one and included the famous single “Piece of My Heart.” once reviled as 
“the ugliest man on campus,” Joplin went on to become an aggressive sex symbol of 

Countercultural icon Janis Joplin. Courtesy of Photofest.
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hard-rock music. In those years, which predated the women’s liberation movement, 
it was not easy for a woman to get to the top of the still male-dominated world of 
rock. In addition, Joplin’s frantic, sexually allusive style and her repertoire inclusive 
of African American music did not always comply with the expectations that general 
audiences might have had about a white female singer. Her persona crossed the 
racial, sexual, and gender boundaries that were so dear to many of her contempo-
raries, even within hippie circles. Joplin refused to define herself as a heterosexual, 
lesbian, or bisexual. she had many affairs with women, and even, as Peggy Caserta’s 
contentious first-hand account Going Down with Janis (1973) shows, long-term re-
lationships. she was engaged twice, but she never married. Joplin’s unwillingness 
to conform took its toll on her, and she began using heroin and drinking more 
heavily.

After Cheap Thrills, Joplin left Big Brother and founded the Kozmic Blues Band. 
They reached number five in 1969 with I Got Dem Ol’ Kozmic Blues Again Mama! 
and, the same year, they performed at woodstock, the most famous of the 1960s 
countercultural events. At the apex of her career, Joplin left the Kozmic Blues Band 
and started the Full-Tilt Boogie Band to produce her new project, Pearl, which 
would be released only after her death. This posthumous album, whose title refers 
to Joplin’s nickname, is often hailed as the artist’s finest work, with the outstanding 
performance of “Me and Bobby McGee,” written by Kris Kristofferson. Her heroin 
addiction became worse during the recording of the album. Joplin was found dead 
due to drug overdose in her room at the Landmark Motor Lodge in Hollywood on 
october 4, 1970.

Joplin’s legacy for the world of rock and for queer popular culture consists in her 
explosive charisma and sexual charge as a performer who was able to show that fe-
male rockers could be just as electrifying and shocking as male performers. Joplin’s 
style and attitude defeated decades of stereotypes about female singers, thus becom-
ing a point of reference for an entire generation of women’s artists.

Further reading
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krAmer, lArry (1935–)

The Jewish-American activist, essayist, novelist, and playwright Larry Kramer has 
contributed many provocative and challenging insights to the popular debate on 
the AIDS crisis. As a founder of the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) and the 
AIds Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) and the author of many literary re-
sponses to the epidemic, Kramer has proved an outspoken, and often controversial, 
voice. His efforts to raise general awareness of AIds have caused him to come 
into conflict with his sexual and ethnic communities. Kramer’s censure of homo-
sexual promiscuity and of the slowness in adopting safe sex practices drew criticism 
from the gay community. In addition, his comparison of the crisis to the Holocaust, 
a trope Kramer also used as the title of his Reports from the Holocaust (1989), attracted 
the anger of Jewish groups. In Kramer’s interpretation, homosexuals were behaving 
just like the Jews had done when faced with Hitler’s project of extermination: they 
were doing nothing to save themselves.

Kramer was born in Bridgeport, Connecticut, in 1935. Although he was born at 
the time of the Great depression, his family was a relatively wealthy one. His grand-
parents owned a grocery shop, while his father was an attorney. Because of his father’s 
work, the Kramers moved twice during Larry’s childhood and adolescence: first to 
Mount rainier, Maryland, and later to washington, dC. Kramer started to like the 
theater and the arts from a very young age, in spite of his father’s encouragement to 
pursue more masculine interests such as sports. In 1953 Kramer unwillingly entered 
Yale University. He would have preferred other institutions, but it was a family tradi-
tion to attend Yale, so his father forced him to go there. These were difficult years 
for Kramer as he suffered from depression from the very first year and began seeing a 
psychiatrist for a cure. He started a relationship with one of his professors, which was, 
however, short-lived. Kramer confided in his brother, who told their parents about 
his homosexuality, putting a considerable strain on their relationship. Larry graduated 
from Yale in 1957 with a B.A. in english and served in the army for a year. In 1958 
Kramer started working for Columbia Pictures, a job that he would keep throughout 
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the 1960s. At the end of the decade, he was hired by United Artists, which gave him 
the opportunity of writing the screenplay for Women in Love (1969). The screenplay 
was nominated for an Academy Award; yet Kramer suffered a major setback with his 
script for the musical Lost Horizon (1971), one of the greatest flops of the 1970s.

disappointed by the film industry, the writer turned to the theater. His first 
play was Sissie’s Scrapbook (1973) and had a successful original run, but was later 
panned by the New York Times when it was produced in the Greenwich Village 
with the new title of Four Friends. The play centered around the lives of a gay man 
and three straight friends. The publication of Kramer’s first novel Faggots in 1978 
made the author the chief satirist of new York gay life before the advent of AIds. 
The central character of the novel is Fred Lemish, a gay screenwriter who is about 
to turn 40. Through his sexual encounters, we come into contact with a world of 
detached and unemotional sex, peopled by promiscuous homosexuals. Because of 
its assumption that gays should chiefly blame themselves for their unhappiness, the 
novel obtained mixed reviews in the gay press. Kramer was accused of being a self-
loathing homosexual for his condemnation of promiscuity. The impact of AIds on 
the gay community and the changes in the lifestyle that the disease brought about 
made Faggots more acceptable when it was re-issued in 1987.

Although Kramer has been an activist for gay rights since the 1970s and an AIds 
campaigner since the beginning of the crisis, he has had to contend with the accusa-
tion of being a homophobic homosexual for most of his life. Kramer started to col-
lect funds for research almost as soon as the then-unidentified so-called gay cancer 
appeared. In 1981 he published his first article on the disease in the New York Native 
and founded the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC). His piece in the New York Na-
tive, in which Kramer demanded funds for research into Kaposi’s sarcoma, a rare 
form of skin cancer that was becoming particularly common in gay males, spurred 
negative reactions from many homosexuals. Kramer was accused of identifying a 
particular illness with homosexuality and of spreading unjustified alarm. In fact, the 
main aim of the GMHC was to educate gay men about the disease. The group started 
a telephone helpline and a newsletter. It also organized public meetings to give in-
formation about the virus and recruited volunteers for its initiatives. Yet, Kramer’s 
iconoclasm was soon too much even for a group like the GMHC, which feared that 
Kramer would completely alienate government’s officials from the cause. so his 
involvement with the organization progressively diminished. Kramer continued to 
contribute pieces on AIds to the New York Native, including the famous “1, 112 and 
Counting” (1983), an attack against the neglect with which the government had re-
sponded to the crisis. As usual for Kramer, the piece also contained criticism against 
the gay community for its inability to adopt behaviors that could slow down the 
spread of the epidemic. when the GMHC distanced itself from the central theses in 
“1, 112 and Counting,” Kramer resigned from the organization’s board.

These critical stances against the responses to the AIds crisis by both the politi-
cal establishment and the gay community also inspired Kramer’s theatrical work of 
the 1980s. The play The Normal Heart (1985) focused on the life of ned weeks, an 
AIds activist and founder of an important HIV awareness group, recounting his 
problems both within the organization and with his brother who has difficulties 
to accept ned’s homosexuality. As all other works by Kramer, The Normal Heart 
proved controversial also within the gay community, but received several important 
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awards and a nomination for an olivier Award. The original run of the play at new 
York City’s Public Theatre was successful, leading to a full year of performances. 
The role of ned weeks was played by bisexual actor Brad davis who died of AIds 
in 1991. It has subsequently been played by such accomplished actors as richard 
dreyfuss, Joel Grey, Martin sheen, and Tom Hulce. In 1988 Kramer returned to 
the early days of the AIds crisis with the farce Just Say No (1988), which targeted 
new York mayor ed Koch and the reagan administration for their lack of concern 
about the epidemic.

As Kramer increasingly separated from the GMHC, he decided to found a more 
radical organization to fight against AIds: the AIds Coalition to Unleash Power 
(ACT UP), which was originally conceived at a meeting in new York in 1987. ACT 
UP soon made it to the national headlines for its spectacular protests such as the 
stopping of traffic on wall street during the rush hour. The organization succeeded 
in mobilizing a large number of gay men and soon spread outside of American 
boundaries. Kramer himself tested HIV-positive in a test following a chronic hepati-
tis B diagnosis. He did not withdraw from public life as a result of his status. on the 
contrary, he continued to campaign with more strength than before. He also wrote a 
sequel to The Normal Heart, The Destiny of Me (1992), which obtained an obie award 
and was short-listed for the Pulitzer. In this second chapter of ned weeks’s life, the 
activist discovers he is HIV-positive and seeks experimental treatment. The Destiny 
of Me expands on weeks’s difficult relationship with his family, touching also on 
Kramer’s problems with his father. Kramer has also collected most of his pieces 
on the AIds crisis in the non-fiction book Reports from the Holocaust. since the late 
1970s, he has been working on a huge novel called The American People.

Larry Kramer has never feared to be, in susan sontag’s definition of him, a 
troublemaker. when former President ronald reagan died, he was one of the few 
dissenting voices against the chorus of praise that followed. Kramer took the states-
man to the test for his stance against AIds. Characteristically, Kramer (2004) 
compared reagan to Hitler stating that the former President hated gays as much 
as Hitler hated Jews. Although Kramer’s style is aggressive and his positions have 
often targeted the gay community itself, he has played a pioneering role in the 
AIds movement. He has forced gay people to rethink critically about their life-
styles and models. one can only agree with susan sontag’s hope that Kramer will 
never lower his voice.

Further Reading
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kuShner, tony (1956–)

Tony Kushner has made important contributions to queer culture both with his 
complex and metaphysical plays and with his activism for gay and lesbian rights. His 
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fiction and non-fiction writings focus on political and philosophical issues such as 
the place of homosexuals and Jews in contemporary society, the impact of AIDS on 
the gay community, and the portrayal of common people at times of political crises. 
Kushner’s style blurs the boundaries of history and magic, often linking different 
historical periods or the natural and the supernatural. Kushner’s most famous cycle 
of two plays, Angels in America (1991), has earned him the Tony Award, the Pulitzer 
Prize, and international acclaim. since Angels, Kushner has been identified as a 
spokesperson for gay rights and AIds activism.

Tony Kushner was born in new York on July 16, 1956, into a Jewish-American 
family. His parents, both classical musicians, moved to Lake Charles, Louisiana, 
shortly after Tony’s birth. As one of the few Jews in the south of Louisiana, Kushner 
felt an outsider from a very early age, a feeling that certainly informed his political 
and literary interest for people outside the American mainstream. Kushner’s fasci-
nation with the theater dates back to his childhood: his mother was also an actress 
and Kushner enjoyed watching her perform. Kushner was aware of his homosexual-
ity very early on in his life, but only started to practice a gay lifestyle when he re-
turned to new York to study at Columbia University. In his literary career, Kushner 
has used the potentialities implicit in both his ethnicity and sexuality to provide him 
with an outsider’s point of view on social phenomena. After his graduation in 1978, 
the playwright spent several years operating a switchboard at the United nations. 
He soon decided, however, that he wanted a career in the theater and thus attended 
new York University’s graduate program in directing, obtaining his MFA in 1984. 
Through Carl weber, his mentor at nYU, Kushner deepened his knowledge of 
German Marxist playwright Bertolt Brecht, who became an important influence 
on his own works. with his emphasis on political art, Brecht has clearly informed 
Kushner’s attention for how common people respond to times of crises. weimer’s 
social critic walter Benjamin, instead, provided Kushner with an apocalyptic vision 
of history comprised of a succession of historical turning points. The playwright 
often takes such turning points from different eras and blends them together in a 
single work.

In 1985 Kushner started working as an assistant director at the st. Louis reper-
toire Theatre. Two years later, he returned to new York where he worked for several 
arts organizations and gave university lectures. He also produced several plays, 
both adaptations (of, for example, Goethe’s Stella and Pierre Corneille’s L’Illusion 
Comique) and originals. A Bright Room Called Day is typical of Kushner’s technique 
of blending together two different historical periods through moments of politi-
cally charged crises. The main plotline follows the lives of several radicals during 
the fall of the German weimar republic in the 1930s. Yet, this narrative is inter-
spersed with the comments of a Jewish-American woman living during the reagan 
Presidency, which links the decline of weimar to contemporary issues. Through 
this device, the audience is led to equate reagan and Hitler.

International fame arrived in the early 1990s with the performances of Angels in 
America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes. Composed of two plays, Millennium 
Approaches (1991) and Perestroika (1992), Angels in America was performed both in 
the United states and europe to critical and commercial acclaim. The play was 
eventually adapted by Kushner himself into an HBo miniseries, which was directed 
by Mike nichols in 2003 with an all-star cast including Al Pacino, Meryl streep, 
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and emma Thompson. Like the play, the series was both a critical and a commer-
cial success, winning the Golden Globe and the emmy for Best Miniseries, and 
obtaining the best ratings for a made-for-cable movie in 2003. The play has also 
been adapted into an opera. Angels in America has a complex plot, which, as usual 
with Kushner’s works, intertwines different lives and different historical periods. 
As Prior walter is getting increasingly sick with AIds he is deserted by his lover. 
while in the hospital, he is visited by an angel who tells him that he has been cho-
sen as a prophet. Prior’s African American friend Belize is the nurse assigned to the 
closeted right-wing lawyer roy Cohn who is secretly dying of AIds, haunted by 
the ghost of ethel rosenberg. Prior’s former lover, in the meantime, has started an 
affair with Cohn’s Mormon protégé who has constantly repressed his homosexual-
ity and is married. The play mixes historical figures such as roy Cohn and ethel 
rosenberg with fictional characters. It also combines the everyday realm with the 
supernatural one. For example, Prior meets a group of angels who want him to be 
their prophet. Yet, he rejects them as their teaching that humanity must stop grow-
ing, comes dangerously close to the projected outcome of AIds, the disease he is 
dying of. The play is a political indictment of the reagan administration and of 
right wingers for their failure to respond effectively to the AIds crisis.

Angels in America was followed by Slavs! Thinking about the Longstanding Problems 
of Virtue and Happiness (1994), which obtained less enthusiastic reviews. The play 
is set in the last days of the soviet Union, before and after the Chernobyl nuclear 

Joe Mantello (left) and stephen spinella (right) in Tony Kushner’s award-winning play Angels in America. 
Courtesy of Joan Marcus/Photofest.
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accident. The political decline of the Ussr is paralleled by that of the relationship 
between two women. After several adaptations and the play on the slave Henry 
“Box” Brown (1998), Kushner returned to the attention of critics and the media with 
Homebody/Kabul (2001), which opened just four months after the september 11 at-
tacks and the American bombing of Afghanistan. In its first part, the four-hour long 
play focuses on the thoughts of a British housewife, who decides to travel alone to 
Kabul in 1998. The second part is concerned with the efforts of her husband and 
daughter to discover what has happened to her after her disappearance during the 
Taliban regime. Kushner has been a strenuous opponent of Bush administration’s 
war on terror: the first scene of Only We Who Guard the Mystery Shall Be Unhappy 
(2003) shows the First Lady reading bedtime stories to the ghosts of dead Iraqi 
children.

In 2003 Kushner teamed up with composer Jeanine Tesori for Caroline, or 
Change, an autobiographical musical which portrays the relationship between the 
African American maid Caroline and the son of her Jewish employers in the back-
drop of the deep south during the Civil rights Movement. In spite of its relatively 
short run on Broadway, the musical was nominated for several Tony Awards and 
won the category of best supporting actress. In 2006 Kushner was nominated for an 
Academy Award for the script of the steven spielberg’s movie Munich (2005). He 
has also written a children’s book and several collections of essays which document 
his activism for gay rights and the AIds movement.

Although Kushner has been unable to match the success of Angels in America, he 
has continued to produce important works that are challenging and stimulating for 
American culture and society. His works conceptualize the categories of ethnicity 
and sexuality as fluid, rather than stable entities. In the best tradition of left-wing 
literary production, Kushner’s writings are politically charged without being didac-
tic, confronting audiences with the dilemmas of moral responsibility during socially 
repressive times.
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lAne, nAthAn (1956–)

w hen openly gay American actor nathan Lane was summoned to London to save 
the musical The Producers from financial disaster in 2004, the Observer (smith 2004, 
online edition) described him as Broadway’s “hottest property.” Much better known 
in north America than in the United Kingdom and europe, Lane still obtained 
rave reviews when he was called to replace richard dreyfuss, who left the show a 
week before its first previews. American critics and fans have long hailed Lane as 
one of the most accomplished actors of his generation, capable of incredible versa-
tility, switching easily from dramatic to comic roles. The actor has also embodied 
several gay characters in plays and films such as Frankie and Johnny (1991) and The 
Birdcage (1998). His stage persona has been described as “funny on top, bleeding 
underneath.” An American reviewer (dezell 2003, Boston Globe online) has aptly 
summed up Lane’s impressive versatility: “Bombastic but fleet-footed, subtle yet 
outrageously funny, the kind of old-fashioned stage virtuoso who makes ‘em laugh, 
breaks their hearts, belts it to the second balcony, and brings cheering crowds to 
their feet.”

Born Joseph Lane on February 3, 1956, in Jersey City, new Jersey, the actor has 
described his childhood as something from a bad eugene o’neill play. He was the 
youngest of the three sons of daniel Lane, a truck driver, and nora Lane, a secre-
tary. His father became unemployed shortly after Joseph’s birth, when his eyesight 
deteriorated. Unable to find another job, he started drinking heavily, a habit that 
would eventually lead to his death when his son was 11. As her husband’s health 
deteriorated, nora Lane began suffering from manic depression and had to be hos-
pitalized several times. Joseph studied at various Catholic schools in Jersey City, 
including st. Peter’s Preparatory school, where his passion for acting was first ap-
preciated as he appeared in several student productions. Because of these roles, 
he was awarded a partial scholarship to study drama at st. Joseph’s University in 
Philadelphia, but his family could not meet the rest of the required tuition. Joseph 
thus started working as a stand-up comedian and as a performer in dinner theater 
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and children’s plays, while also supporting himself with odd jobs, including bail in-
terviewer, telemarketer, and singing telegram singer. w hen Joseph registered with 
Actor’s equity, he discovered that there already existed a Joseph Lane. He then 
decided to change his first name, taking nathan in homage to his favorite character, 
nathan detroit, in the musical Guys and Dolls.

The turning point in Lane’s acting career was his successful audition for the 
TV series One of the Boys, starring Mickey rooney. The situation comedy was 
not a big hit, running for only 13 episodes in 1982, but it brought Lane to the 
attention of a larger audience than his club acts. In the same year, the actor made 
his Broadway debut in noel Coward’s Present Laughter, alongside George C. 
scott. His performance was critically acclaimed and helped Lane land more 
parts. He was selected for the cast of two musicals, elmer Bernstein and don 
Black’s Merlin (1982–1983) and william Perry’s Wind in the Willows (1985–1986), 
which, however, flopped at the box office. In 1987 Lane made his first screen 
appearance as a ghost in Hector Babenco’s Ironweed, starring Jack nicholson and 
Meryl streep.

The playwright Terrence Mcnally, who once called Lane his muse, has provided 
him with some of the most interesting roles in his acting career. In 1989 Lane was 
Mendy in Mcnally’s Lisbon Traviata, a role that earned the actor a drama desk 

nathan Lane (left) and Matthew Broderick (right) in the film version of The Producers. Courtesy of Uni-
versal studios/Photofest.
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Award. His collaboration with Mcnally included more plays such as Bad Habits 
(1990), Lips Together, Teeth Apart (1991). and Love! Valor! Compassion! (1994). His 
sensitive depiction of a man living with AIds in this last play won Lane another 
drama desk Award. Commenting on Lane’s career, Mcnally (smith 2004, Ob-
server online) has voiced his admiration: “I don’t think he’s gotten better. He was 
touched with genius in the theater from the very beginning. nathan was born for 
the stage and most truly exists there.”

In 1992 Lane had the chance to return to Broadway with the character after 
which he took his name: nathan detroit in Guys and Dolls. He was unanimously 
praised by critics and went on to win another drama desk Award. since the 
1990s, Lane’s career has been constellated by many hits and the occasional flop. 
In 1996 he won his first Tony Award for Best Actor in the revival of Stephen 
Sondheim’s A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. In the same year, 
he achieved increasing visibility thanks to the international success of Mike 
nichols’s film The Birdcage. Although The Birdcage was accused of stereotypi-
cally representing gay people like the original French film that it remakes, La 
Cage Aux Folles, Lane showed incredible energy in the portrayal of drag queen 
Albert Goldman. Film scholar Lucy Mazdon (2000) has also toned down the 
negative judgments on the film’s representation of queerness, stating that The 
Birdcage ironically interrogates notions of gender, family, morality, although it is 
unable to fully embrace a liberal agenda. Lane won his second Tony Award for 
Mel Brooks’s musical The Producers (2001), one of the biggest Broadway hits at 
the turn of the millennium.

The actor has never been particularly secretive about his homosexuality, com-
ing out to his family when in his early twenties. some gay activists, however, have 
criticized him for failing to discuss publicly his sexual orientation until after the 
assassination of college student Matthew shepard. In an interview with the New 
York Times magazine, Lane (smith 2004, Observer online) explained his reserve. 
“we’re talking about someone’s life, not a to-do list. From the time I told my 
mother, I’ve been living openly. But really, I was born in 1956. I’m one of those 
old-fashioned homosexuals, not one of the newfangled ones who are born joining 
parades. My family referred to them as ‘fags,’ and that was it. And yes, career-
wise, I didn’t want to be branded as a big fruitcake and that’s all I could do. on 
a personal level, I don’t immediately open up to anybody, even about what col-
ors I like, much less something like this. I am my mother, oK? Just without the 
housedress and slippers.”
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lAnG, k. D. (1961–)

Grammy Award-winning Canadian singer and songwriter k. d. lang had already 
become an icon for the gay and lesbian community well before her coming out in 
a 1992 interview with the Advocate. Queer audiences have always been attracted to 
lang for her gender-bending appearance and for her intense singing performances. 
After her coming out, her position within queer communities became even more 
relevant. she was pointed out as an example of courage to follow. In “Queer Mani-
festo,” the closing chapter of his seminal book Queer in America, signorile (1993, 
365) cited lang, alongside Barney Frank, Martina Navratilova, and david Geffen 
as a hero of gays and lesbians that could encourage queers to come out: “deep 
down you know why you must now come out and why it is wrong for you not 
to. . . . Just think: You’ll be one of the people who have decided to be honest and 
make a world a better place for all queers. You’ll be another. You’ll be a hero.” 
Throughout her career, lang has given particular importance to the connection 
with her audience. she has described herself as an artist “who craves the communal 
experience of sharing new ideas and sounds. The ideal scenario is to have an inter-
active give-and-take with your audience; to build and nurture a bond with them” 
(official website).

Lang was born Kathryn dawn Lang in the small Canadian farming town of 
Consort in Alberta on november 2, 1961. w hile attending college, she became 
fascinated with country music and was particularly drawn to the figure of Patsy 
Cline. Together with guitarist Ben Mink, in 1983 she founded the reclines, a band 
which was intended as a tribute to Cline. In the same year, the reclines recorded 
their debut album, Friday Dance Promenade, and in the following year, they rose to 
national attention in Canada with their second feature, A Truly Western Experience, 
which attracted positive reviews. Although lang’s gender-bending outfits took the 
country music establishment by surprise, she was awarded a Canadian Juno Award 
for Most Promising Female Vocalist in 1985. Lang received more critical acclaim 
for her 1987 album Angel with a Lariat. The turning point in the singer’s career 
came during that same year when rock-and-roll pioneer roy orbison chose her 
to record a duet for his classic song, “Crying.” The collaboration earned lang a 
Grammy Award for Best Country Collaboration with Vocals.

In 1988 lang launched her solo career with Shadowland and she performed at the 
closing ceremonies of the fifteenth winter olympics in Calgary, Alberta. Her fol-
lowing album Absolute Torch and Twang (1989) won her another Grammy Award and 
the single “Full Moon of Love” reached number one in the Canadian Country chart. 
with her 1992 single “Constant Craving,” from the album Ingénue, lang achieved 
her most popular song, which brought her international sales and critical acclaim as 
well as a third Grammy for Best Female Pop Vocal Performance. Ingénue also rep-
resented a shift from the world of country music to that of sophisticated pop. The 
move proved to be commercially successful as the album went double platinum. 
Lang recorded another original album in 1995, All You Can Eat, and, two years 
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later, she put together Drag, a compilation of old songs that shared the common 
theme of smoking. For three years, lang stopped recording and devoted herself 
to her personal life, moving from Vancouver to Los Angeles and falling in love 
with actress and musician Leisha Hailey. “over the last three years I really slowed 
down,” she stated in an interview with the Advocate (Kort 2000, online edition). “It’s 
been more than rejuvenating—it’s almost as if I’m born again. I took time off to 
change my batteries: buy a house, cook, get a dog, drive home and see my mom in 
Canada. do things I never had a chance to do in the last 15 years, when I was always 
on a plane, backstage, onstage, on a bus to a hotel, recording” (Kort 2000, Advocate 
online). w hen she returned to recording, she obtained rave reviews for Invincible 
Summer (2000), an album of love songs whose success also generated an accom-
panying tour. Invincible Summer took its inspiration from lang’s three-year break: 
“ The album’s really about taking the time to find that core sunshine that burns in-
side of me.” Following Live by Request (2002) and Wonderful World (2003), in which 
she duets with Tony Bennett in songs inspired by Armstrong, lang returned to her 
Canadian heritage with Hymns of the 49th Parallel (2004). In this album, lang per-
forms several works by her favorite Canadian songwriters such as Leonard Cohen, 
Joni Mitchell, and neil Young. “These songs,” she maintains (Marti 2004, online), 
“are part of my cultural fabric, my Canadian soundtrack. They have nurtured my 
musical dnA.” Hymns is, therefore, an homage to the songs that have inspired lang 
throughout her career.

Lang is hard to categorize as her music falls into different musical genres. In 
addition to her career as a singer, she has also appeared in films and sitcoms. she 
starred in Percy Adlon’s art-house release Salmonberries (1991), in which she played 
Kotzebue, a woman who passes as a man to work in an Alaska mine. In 1999 lang 
joined ewan MacGregor and Ashley Judd in the thriller Eye of the Beholder. In 2006 
her iconic lesbian status was emphasized by Brian de Palma’s film The Black Dahlia, 
in which lang makes a cameo appearance as a singer in a lesbian nightclub. Lang has 
also made guest appearances in popular sitcoms such as Ellen and Dharma and Greg 
and has contributed to the soundtracks of popular films such as Midnight in the Gar-
den of Good and Evil (1997), Tomorrow Never Dies (1997), Home on the Range (2004), 
and Happy Feet (2006). she wrote almost the whole soundtrack for Gus Van Sant’s 
ill-fated project Even Cowgirls Get the Blues (1993). Lang’s versatility has made the 
artist popular with a diverse and multi-generational following. some queer crit-
ics were angered by lang’s statements (Kort 2000, Advocate online) that she would 
“rather connect with a person one-to-one, not connect as a lesbian to a straight 
person” and that her sexuality is “an aside.” Yet lang has been active in promoting a 
number of gay and lesbian causes and has contributed to AIds-fundraising events. 
she takes pride in the distinctiveness of gay and lesbian culture. Her comments 
on the impracticality of gay marriage should be read precisely as an act of pride 
rather than shame and self loathing. Asked by the Advocate (Kort 2000, online edi-
tion) to comment on gay marriage, lang argued that marriage “is a tradition and an 
institution to a certain majority of people. w hy go there? Create a new language, 
create a new tradition, then approach the government about tax rights and rights in 
hospital. Instead of fitting into something that ’s not ours, we have to build our own 
culture.” Lang has undoubtedly contributed to the building of such culture and will 
continue to do so for many years to come.
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leAvItt, DAvID (1961–)

The Jewish-American writer david Leavitt is one of the most influential figures 
of the gay literary movement and of American literature in general. In his mul-
tiple roles as fiction writer, essayist, reviewer, and editor, Leavitt has sought to cap-
ture the gay experience challenging the stereotypes usually associated with it in 
popular fiction. The lives of both his homosexual and heterosexual characters are 
effectively observed. Leavitt describes human relationships without idealizing 
them, taking into account their emotional and intellectual complexities. since 
his first short story, “Territory,” was published in the New Yorker when the writer 
was only 21, Leavitt has received numerous literary prizes, including an o. Henry 
Award, a national endowment for the Arts grant, and a Guggenheim fellowship. 
He has also held teaching posts of creative writing at various academic institutions 
such as the Institute of Catalan Letters in Barcelona and the University of Florida. 
ever since “Territory,” Leavitt has encountered controversies for its frank depiction 
of homosexuality, including a highly publicized legal battle with British novelist 
stephen spender in 1995.

Born on June 23, 1961, in Pittsburgh, Leavitt is the son of Harold Leavitt, a 
university professor, and Gloria rosenthal, a liberal activist. david grew up in Palo 
Alto, California, and graduated from Yale University in 1983 with a B. A. in english. 
Leavitt was still a student at Yale when “Territory” was published in The New Yorker 
and the magazine soon accepted a second story of his, “out Here.” Family Dancing 
(1984), which contained the two previously published pieces along with seven new 
ones, was Leavitt’s first published collection of short stories and provided its author 
with critical acclaim and popular success. It was nominated for the national Book 
Critics Circle Award and for the Pen-Faulkner Award. In the nine stories of the 
book, Leavitt introduces gay themes within middle-class America, carefully dissect-
ing its sexual repression and its material desires. The characters in Family Dancing 
set the type for many of the figures that people Leavitt’s fiction: they are mainly 
secular Jews who cannot closely and completely identify with their ethnic and re-
ligious rituals. some of the stories’ plotlines will also be developed in the author’s 
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later works such as the troubled relationship of a gay son with his mother in “Terri-
tory,” coming to terms with broken marriages in “The Lost Cottage” and “Family 
dancing,” a mother struggling against cancer in “radiation,” homosexuality in sup-
posedly heterosexual people in “danny in Transit,” and the love of a heterosexual 
woman for a gay man in “dedicated.”

Coming two years after Family Dancing, The Lost Language of the Cranes (1986) 
was Leavitt’s first novel. It centered on the relationship between Philip Benjamin, 
who has just come out as gay, and his parents, his father owen, who is also gay but 
has chosen to hide and repress his sexual orientation, and his mother rose who 
struggles to accept her son’s homosexuality and her husband’s lack of attention 
for her. Leavitt’s narrative, which takes place under the shadow of the threat of 
the AIDS epidemic, draws sympathy for each of the characters and skillfully plays 
with the readers’ expectations from a coming out story. These are successfully 
subverted when the coming-out story of the book turns out to be not the son’s, but 
the father’s, unveiling as it does years of deceits and lies in the lives of two profes-
sional, middle-class heterosexuals. The novel was later adapted into a stunning 
BBC movie.

Contrary to its title taken from a poem by w. H. Auden, Equal Affections 
(1989) focuses on a series of unequal relationships described through a broken 
chronological order. The novel centers around the Coopers, a Jewish family. The 
character of Louise Cooper, the mother, is the person who keeps the different 
narrative threads together through her 20-year battle against cancer. The book 
follows Louise’s doubts about her religious faith and her attraction for Catholi-
cism, her husband’s extramarital affair, her gay son’s suburban and monogamous 
life and her lesbian daughter’s feminist rejection of family conventions, including 
her artificial insemination with the sperm of a gay man.

with A Place I’ve Never Been (1990), Leavitt returned to the short story form 
with pieces initially composed in 1984. several stories return to themes and situ-
ations already explored in Family Dancing. “My Marriage to Vengeance” and 
“Houses,” for example, both feature two married heterosexuals struggling to come 
to terms with their homosexual tendencies, which, in the end, they choose to ignore 
or repress. Clelia, the woman at the center of Family Dancing’s “dedicated,” and 
her gay love nathan both return in “when You Grow to Adultery.” some stories, 
such as “Ayor” (an acronym which stands for “At Your own risk”), also present 
promiscuous behavior and explicit sex scenes within the aftermath of AIds. with 
this collection, Leavitt expanded his focus from the world of gay American urban 
life to portray the existence of American expatriates in europe, thereby inviting 
comparisons to the fiction of Henry James. As James, Leavitt too has divided his 
life between his native America and europe, where he and his partner have bought 
a house in Tuscany, Italy.

After the promising beginnings and the critical acclaim of the 1980s, Leavitt 
increasingly found himself embroiled in scandals and controversies during the 
1990s. While England Sleeps (1993) chronicles the love story between Brian Bots-
ford and edward Phelan on the backdrop of the spanish Civil war and the split 
in the left-wing republican front. david streitfeld, the reviewer for the Washing-
ton Post, noticed that the story bore resemblances with stephen spender’s 1950 
autobiography World within World. The British writer was offended by what he 
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considered thinly disguised references to himself and lengthy pornographic love 
scenes. spender’s accusations led to a prolonged legal case which was, however, 
settled out of court. Parallel to the legal battle, Leavitt and spender exchanged 
mutual accusations on the pages of literary magazines. Leavitt charged that 
spender’s reaction was caused by homophobia, an interpretation rejected by the 
British author who claimed that his life belonged to himself only. In his article 
“did I Plagiarize His Life?,” Leavitt (1994, New York Times Magazine online) 
wrote that he was not trying to pass off spender’s writing as his own. on the con-
trary, spender’s autobiography merely served as the inspiration for his historical 
novel. “Homophobia is global,” argued Leavitt, “what is unique about english 
homophobia is that it is part and parcel of a national fervor about gay sex in com-
parison to which the national fervor to accuse writers of plagiarism seems tame.” 
Leavitt also pondered on “what greater homage could be paid to a writer than to 
see his own life serve as the occasion for fiction.” A settlement was finally reached 
causing the novel to be withdrawn and revised in several parts, although the love 
scenes were left as in the original edition. While England Sleeps was reissued by 
Houghton Mifflin with an interview to the author. Leavitt’s subsequent work, the 
novella “The Term Paper Artist” proved equally controversial. originally writ-
ten for publication in Esquire, the story was rejected by the magazine’s editor for 
its explicit language which, they feared, might offend their readers. The piece 
focuses on the link between authors’ lives and their works. Its main character is 
david Leavitt, a novelist and the author of a book called While England Sleeps, who 
writes term papers for UCLA undergraduate students in exchange for sex. The 
story was included in the collection Arkansas (1997), which also features “saturn 
street,” where a writer works as a volunteer to deliver lunches to AIds patients 
forced into their homes by the illness, and “The wooden Anniversary,” where 
Clelia and nathan’s story further develops.

Leavitt was skillful enough to exploit the controversies of the early 1990s 
for his own artistic and literary inspiration. “The Term Paper Artist” already 
dramatized the tensions between its protagonist’s early successes and his fears 
not to be able to live up to these expectations. Its character acknowledged that 
“[c]ompetitiveness, not to mention a terror to lose the stature I had gained in 
my early youth, played a much more singular role in my life than I have hereto-
fore admitted” (Leavitt 1997, 5). Leavitt’s novel The Page Turner (1998) further 
explored the fears and expectations of an aspiring artist, the 18-year-old piano 
prodigy Paul Porterfield, who falls in love with the famous pianist richard Ken-
nington. A mutual fascination leads the two to start an affair while they are in 
rome. Paul admires Kennington for the fame he has achieved. Yet, Kennington 
too is fascinated by Paul and his ambition to make it in the world of classical 
music. In the younger pianist he sees a reflection of himself as he was before his 
success, a success that has not brought him any happiness. on the contrary, Ken-
nington feels that his life has become an arid series of musical tours. His success 
generates in the artist a sense of failure. As usual in Leavitt’s fiction, The Page 
Turner also focuses on the life of a middle-class, middle-aged woman, Pamela, 
Porterfield’s mother who finds herself confronted both with her husband’s infi-
delity and her son’s gayness. Catalonian director Ventura Pons adapted the novel 
into the film Food of Love (2002).



 libEracE ★ ���

Told in a confessional first-person narration, Martin Bauman: Or a Sure Thing 
(2000) continues Leavitt’s play with the blurring of boundaries between the author’s 
life and fiction. Martin Bauman is yet another ambitious young writer who moves 
within new York literary circles, aspiring to achieve literary fame with a great novel 
and romantic fulfillment with a lasting gay relationship. In his quest for recognition, 
Martin also has to struggle to gain independence from his former mentor stanley 
Flint whose approval, however, he constantly seeks. Martin Bauman ironically por-
trays the personalities and the institutions behind new York’s literary circles which 
serve as the milieu to the protagonist’s bildungsroman.

The Marble Quilt (2001) interestingly alternates short stories set in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, shifting between europe and the United states. “The In-
fection scene” actually moves between the two centuries within its narrative as it 
progresses from the story of Lord douglas, oscar wilde’s cruel lover, to that of 
Christopher, a gay man living in contemporary san Francisco and seeking to be-
come infected with HIV. Common to both characters is their self-loathing. After 
The Body of Jonah Boyd (2004), focusing again on the relationship between an older 
and a younger writer, Leavitt turned to biography with The Man Who Knew Too 
Much: Alan Turing and the Invention of the Computer (2006), on the life of the gay 
British mathematician who committed suicide in 1954. Together with his partner 
Mark Mitchell, Leavitt has also written a travel book, Italian Pleasures (1996), and 
edited three gay literary anthologies. In spite of the mixed reviews that his books 
have received since the publication of While England Sleeps, Leavitt has continued 
to write and has successfully developed a faithful readership both within and out-
side of the gay and lesbian community.
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lIberACe (1919–1987)

with his lavish and elaborate music shows, the charismatic American enter-
tainer and pianist Liberace became the personification of camp and flamboyance. 
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Although critics panned his skills as a performer, Liberace was incredibly popular 
with American audiences and, throughout the 1950s, was the highest grossing 
entertainer in the country, drawing to his shows audiences which were comparable 
in size to those of Frank sinatra and elvis Presley. Yet, in spite of the pervading 
glitter of his unlikely costumes, Liberace repeatedly issued contemptuous denials 
against the rumors that he was gay. His career was punctuated with legal battles 
about his sexuality. The artist’s struggle with his own queerness points to his own 
double persona. on stage, he was completely in control and his shows were perfect 
creations where Liberace successfully interacted with his audience, mostly made of 
adoring middle-aged women. off stage, however, Liberace was not as flamboyant 
and was ill at ease with his homosexuality.

wladziu Valentino Liberace was born on May 16, 1919, in west Allis, wis-
consin, in a family of Polish and Italian descent. He learned to play the piano at a 
very young age. since his early career, Liberace discovered that his renditions of 
popular songs and tunes were more appreciated by his audiences than his classical 
repertoire. Therefore, despite his classical training and his debut with the Chicago 
symphony in 1940, the performer soon changed the nature of his act, which he 
defined as “pop with a bit of classics” or “classical music with the boring parts left 
out.” In the mid-1940s, his career reached a turning point as he started to perform 
in Las Vegas, a desert town that was booming thanks to legal gambling. Liberace’s 
shows had a positive impact on the casinos where he was playing. His boyish good 
looks were perfect for business, attracting sizable audiences. It was while playing in 
Las Vegas that Liberace was first noticed by the man who then became his manager, 
seymour Heller.

Heller decided to try the artist, who, by the 1950s, started to bill himself only 
as Liberace, on television. At the time, TV was still an exciting and experimental 
industry, although it would soon change the nature of entertainment in America. 
TV producers wanted someone who could charm audiences in their homes and 
Liberace proved to be the right solution. As the medium was still in its infancy, 
there were no conventions set and Liberace created his own by talking directly to 
the camera as if it was a person. His flirting and beaming at the camera while play-
ing, along with his distinctive and ever-present silver candelabrum on top of his 
piano, bewitched American audiences, who were accustomed to much more formal 
performers. Beginning in 1952, The Liberace Show was a tremendous hit, becoming 
the most watched TV program in the country. The show was also one of the first to 
manage to attract advertisers, who, at the time, were still skeptical about the useful-
ness of the TV medium, still considering it a gimmick. Liberace quickly realized 
that his show would stand or fall by his ability to attract commercial sponsors and 
he managed to secure the Citizens national Bank of Los Angeles. on his show, 
Liberace performed with the top stars of the day and turned into a universally ap-
pealing product of the early TV days. The Liberace Show was aired until 1956 and 
provided the performer with a huge fan base. Liberace’s trademarks, such as his 
candelabrum, his flashy and glittery costumes and his huge rings, would reverberate 
through popular culture for years to come.

Because of Liberace’s status as a TV star, audiences flocked to see his live shows 
as well. such popularity obviously led to intense media scrutiny about the performer’s 
private life. Liberace’s family was ever present in his shows, his brother George 
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leading the backing band. Liberace 
constructed an image of his family 
as living in opulent bliss, the perfect 
American family that had produced 
the perfect American boy. In public, 
the artist was always surrounded by 
adoring women. He also told a raun-
chy story of how he had lost his vir-
ginity to a female blues singer when 
he was barely 16. In 1953 Liberace 
caused the dismay of his thousands 
of women fans when he came up 
with a fiancée: dancer and aspiring 
actress Joanne rio. The story was 
in every paper, but the couple even-
tually called off their engagement, 
a split orchestrated by Liberace’s 
manager as the performer could 
not go on with a fake wedding. Far 
from media attention, however, 
Liberace was unmistakably gay. 
Young handsome boys sunbathed 
around his piano-shaped pool. His 
brother privately complained about 
“too many fags” hanging around 
the house and this led to a growing 
rift between the two brothers.

In 1956 Liberace embarked on a european tour that made him a transatlantic 
star, but also sentenced the entertainer to life-silence about his sexuality. when 
Liberace arrived in england, he was greeted by thousands of adoring fans, but also 
by critics who reacted with disgust to his show. In his Cassandra column in the tab-
loid Daily Mirror, william Connor described Liberace as “the summit of sex—the 
pinnacle of Masculine, Feminine and neuter. everything that He, she and It can 
ever want.” The journalist went on with an impressive strings of adjectives which 
termed the performer as a “deadly, winking, sniggering, snuggling, chromium-
plated, scent-impregnated, luminous, quivering, giggling, fruit-flavored, minc-
ing, ice-covered heap of mother love.” To Connor, Liberace was “the biggest 
sentimental vomit of all time.” The performer sued for libel claiming that the 
article had damaged his career because it implied that he was a homosexual. At a 
time when being gay was still considered a custodial offence in Britain, homosexu-
ality received an unprecedented press coverage. when cross-examined, Liberace 
was directly asked the question, “Are you a homosexual?” He vehemently denied, 
stating that he was against homosexuality as “it offends conventions and it offends 
society.” Liberace won the case and was awarded £8,000 in damages. It was, how-
ever, a Pyrrhic victory: he had denied his own sexuality under oath and could now 
never admit to being gay. since the Cassandra article, Liberace’s career would be 
punctuated with legal skirmishes about his sex life. The entertainer’s $25 million 

Liberace and his trademark, the ever-present silver candela-
brum. Courtesy of Photofest.
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libel suit against Confidential, which had run a cover story with the title “why 
Liberace’s theme song should be, ‘Mad About the Boy!,’ ” contributed to the maga-
zine’s shutdown.

In spite of these legal battles, Liberace continued to perform to adoring au-
diences of middle-aged women who found his high camp style irresistible. His 
lowbrow cocktail of pop tunes, flashy costumes, and elaborate sets made Liberace 
the highest paid entertainer in America, reaching a salary of $50,000 a week dur-
ing the 1950s. His shows, which grew more outrageous with the years, became a 
regular feature of the Las Vegas scene. Although critics detested Liberace as the 
man who had stripped the classic out of classical music, the artist’s salary remained 
phenomenally high throughout his career. In the 1970s, however, Liberace grew 
increasingly worried about his legacy and about how he would be remembered by 
future generations. The Liberace Museum opened in Las Vegas in 1979, quickly 
becoming the third most popular attraction in nevada. Yet, in spite of Liberace’s 
attempts to institutionalize his own closeted life, the 1980s witnessed renewed 
public attention for the entertainer’s sexuality. After an acrimonious split, scott 
Thorson, who had been Liberace’s partner for five years, filed a palimony suit 
against the artist. Liberace continued to deny his homosexuality. He dismissed his 
former lover, whom he had sent to his own plastic surgeon to have him remade in 
his own image, as an employee who had been fired because of his alcohol and a 
drug abuse. The case was settled out of court and, once again, Liberace was able to 
exploit the publicity to his own ends. He made a triumphant, record-breaking ap-
pearance at radio City Music Hall in new York City, scoring a victory in the very 
milieu where all his critics were based.

As his shows grew increasingly campy, Liberace also found himself becoming 
a hip gay icon. This was somewhat paradoxical as the entertainer fought against 
the very notion that he was gay until his death. As Liberace appeared slimmer and 
was plagued by health problems, the media again speculated about his sexuality. 
After rock Hudson’s death of AIDS in 1985, journalists were in search of the next 
celebrity victim. Liberace died in his Palm springs house on February 4, 1987. His 
death finally smashed the closet that had been so carefully constructed throughout 
the entertainer’s career. Liberace was horrified by Hudson’s public admission of 
his homosexuality and HIV-positive status, telling a friend that he did not want to 
be remembered as an old queen who died of AIds. Although Liberace’s death was 
quickly attributed to emphysema, the Palm springs coroner surprisingly ordered 
an autopsy to determine the true cause of Liberace’s death. The public persona of 
Liberace died with the artist in a city morgue, the first time, perhaps, that both his 
private and public existences coincided. Ironically, due to the entertainer’s life-long 
battle with his own sexual difference, Liberace’s influence on popular culture was, 
as biographer ray Mungo (1995) argues, to make it acceptable to be a screaming 
queen on stage. Liberace paved the way for camp and glitter to be adopted by a 
whole generation of pop stars.
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louGAnIS, GreG (1960–)

olympic diving champion Greg Louganis publicly came out as a gay man in 1994 
at the Gay Games in new York. He subsequently talked candidly about his sexual 
orientation and positive HIV-status in a much-publicized “20/20” interview with 
Barbara walters and in his bestselling autobiography Breaking the Surface (1995), 
which was also adapted as a TV movie. Although officially closeted during his ath-
letic career, Louganis has actively supported queer causes and has appeared as an 
actor in gay-themed plays since his coming out. with his example, Louganis has 
contributed to give visibility to homosexuality within the world of sports, which still 
remains pervaded by homophobic attitudes. Although progress was made in the last 
decades of the twentieth century, the organization of most sports along same-sex 
lines and the connection between athletic achievement and masculinity have proved 
a fertile ground for heterosexism. Louganis’s support of the Gay Games, as well as 
several of his speaking events, go precisely in the direction of instilling self esteem 
in the gay community through sport.

Gregory Louganis was born on november 29, 1960, in san diego to unmar-
ried teen parents of samoan and northern european descent. He was adopted 
by a Greek-American family when he was less than a year old and grew up in the 
suburbs of san diego. Louganis was attracted by athletic disciplines from a very 
early age, starting as a gymnast first and then switching to diving. The athlete 
went through a difficult time during his childhood and adolescence as he was the 
target of homophobic scorn by his peers who called him a nigger for his dark skin, 
a sissy, and a retard (due to his dyslexia). His relationship with his alcoholic adop-
tive father was characterized by abuse and violence. Louganis was prey to several 
bouts of depression, lack of self-confidence, and suicide attempts, all problems 
that he has frankly written about in his autobiography. sport was an important 
emotional outlet for the athlete, who, barely 16, took part in the 1976 summer 
olympics in Montreal. In the 10m platform, Louganis won the silver medal, sec-
ond only to the Italian Klaus dibiasi. Two years later, he won his first world title 
in the same event.

In the meantime, Louganis had been offered a diving scholarship at the Uni-
versity of Miami where the athlete also started to explore his sexuality, an element 
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of his identity that he had repressed 
until then. eager to take part in 
the Moscow olympics (1980), where 
he was confident he could have won 
the gold medal, Louganis was pre-
vented from competing because of 
the American boycott of the games 
in retaliation against the soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan. He then started 
to train for the next olympics, 
transferring from the University of 
Miami to the University of Califor-
nia, Irvine, where he was coached 
by ron o’ Brien. The 1980s were 
years of incredible athletic achieve-
ments for Louganis, who swept the 
1982 springboard and platform 
titles at the world Championships 
and won gold medals at the 1984 
olympic Games in both spring-
board and platform. Louganis was 
the first athlete to win both compe-
titions since 1928.

At the seoul olympics in 1988 
he repeated his double triumph in 
both springboard and platform. 
Yet, this event was the center of a 
heated controversy after Louganis 

came out and revealed he had AIDS. while taking a two-and-a-half pike from 
the springboard, the diver hit his head and came out of the pool bleeding. At the 
time, Louganis already knew he was HIV-positive, but he had not informed anyone 
except for his coach about his status. Although the 1980s had been a decade of pro-
fessional feats for the athlete, his private life had been marked by short and abusive 
relationships with men, one of whom had confessed to Louganis he had AIds just 
while the diver was training for the games. Louganis tested positive in March 1988 
but decided not to inform the olympic Committee of his status thinking that diving 
was not a contact sport. After he injured his head, the diver still neglected to inform 
the doctors that he was HIV-positive. The risk of infecting someone following the 
injury to his head was very low. Yet, Louganis was in sheer panic, as he recounts in 
the opening chapter of Breaking the Surface. In spite of this, he did not withdraw and 
went on to perform some of the best dives in his career. After the diver’s coming 
out, the chairman of the seoul olympic organizing committee, Park seh Jik, said 
it had not been “morally right” for Louganis to compete in the final round of the 
olympics and not disclose his condition. Yet, the International olympic Commit-
tee maintained that Louganis was not required to disclose his positive status.

Louganis stated that his coming out on 20/20, which coincided with the launch 
of his autobiography, aimed to “motivate those people who are HIV-positive to be 

diver Greg Louganis interviewed by Mike Adamle in 1979. 
Courtesy of nBC/Photofest.
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responsible and also to understand that life isn’t over yet, that HIV and AIds is 
not a death sentence.” some people, even from within the gay community, blamed 
Louganis for being, in the words of david Kirp (1995) in the Nation, “out for dol-
lars.” Kirp charged that Louganis’s coming-out interview with walters was not “an 
act of moral self-examination” but “the titillating tidbit meant to coax people into 
buying his new book.” Yet, generally, queers regard Louganis’s coming out as a de-
fining moment in their history, and one which can contribute to fight homophobia 
in the world of sport. The Advocate included the diver’s coming out in the events 
that shaped the consciousness and awareness of the younger generation of gays and 
lesbians over the last 30 years of the twentieth century.
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mAPPlethorPe, robert (1946–1989)

The works of American photographer robert Mapplethorpe caused heated debates 
both within critical circles and the larger American society because of their frank 
depiction of male nudity, homosexuality, and extreme s-M practices. different crit-
ics disagreed over the question whether to consider Mapplethorpe’s sexually explicit 
photographs art or obscenity, a debate that contributed, in the end, to treat the two 
terms not as mutually exclusive but as compatible features of a creative work. More 
progressive critics also challenged the photographer’s depiction of black men as per-
petrating racial stereotypes reducing them to their sexual attributes. Frantz Fanon’s 
famous statement in Black Skin, White Masks on “the eclipse of the negro” and his 
turning into a penis has been applied to Mapplethorpe’s photographs of black men 
by queer critics such as essex Hemphill and Vivien ng (1997, 225–228). In addition, 
the sexual nature of a significant part of Mapplethorpe’s artistic production sparked 
a more general controversy about the national endowment for the Arts and its 
funding policies, a crucial phase in what has been described as the “culture wars of 
the arts” in the early 1990s. Because of these controversies, the name of the artist 
has become inextricably tied with censorship and homosexuality although his pro-
duction is not limited to sexually explicit images but also includes still lifes and por-
traits of celebrities. Mapplethorpe’s application of rigorous formal composition to 
extreme subject matter made the photographer one of the most successful American 
photographers of the post-world war II era. Mapplethorpe’s photographs, which 
he managed to market as luxury objects, became increasingly expensive in the 1980s 
and their prices skyrocketed after the artist’s death from AIDS-related complica-
tions at the end of the decade. The photographer’s print of Andy Warhol, purchased 
in 2006 for over $600,000, was one of the most expensive photographs ever sold.

Mapplethorpe was born into a Catholic family in Queens, new York, on no-
vember 4, 1946. He enrolled at the Pratt Institute, Brooklyn, in 1963 not, however, 
to study photography but painting and sculpture. As a student, Mapplethorpe came 
into contact with new York’s bohemian world and, during these years, he met singer 
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and poet Patti smith who became one of his favorite models. The two began to 
share an apartment in Brooklyn and then moved to the Chelsea Hotel in Manhat-
tan, a gathering place for artists, writers, and musicians in the early 1970s. Mapple-
thorpe’s first creations were not photographs, but collages and mixed-media objects 
that incorporated pornographic images of men. The artist’s decision to create his own 
images for these works stimulated his interest in photography and Mapplethorpe 
soon started to work as a photographer for Andy warhol’s Interview magazine. Be-
cause his collages were rejected by the many galleries that the artist approached in 
the early 1970s, he increasingly chose photography as his privileged form of art. 
Mapplethorpe’s decision to take up photography full time was also encouraged by 
the artist’s encounters with John McKendry, Curator of Prints and Photography at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, new York, and sam wagstaff, a curator and col-
lector who became the artist’s manager and lifetime partner. Mapplethorpe’s first 
photographs were black-and-white Polaroids and mainly included self portraits. 
These early pictures already show the artist’s interest in sexuality as Mapplethorpe 
portrays himself in various acts of masturbation. The Polaroids anticipate the major 
themes of the photographer’s later and more controversial Portfolios. These self 
portraits constituted the material of Mapplethorpe’s first solo exhibition which took 
place at the Light Gallery, new York, in 1973.

The artist’s fame progressively increased throughout the 1970s. In 1975, when 
Patti smith signed a contract with Arista records, Mapplethorpe took the photo-
graph that constituted the cover of smith’s first album, Horses. The picture of smith 
in an androgynous outfit is widely regarded as the peak of Mapplethorpe’s early ca-
reer. The photographer’s subsequent creations broadly fall in three categories: male 
nudes, still lifes, and portraits of celebrities and socialites. In the late 1970s, Map-
plethorpe increasingly focused on the depiction of s-M practices. These photographs 
constitute the main part of his X Portfolio and were exhibited in 1977 at the Kitchen 
in new York. That same year, Mapplethorpe had another important show in new 
York at the Holly solomon Gallery, centering on the photographs of flowers of the Y 
Portfolio. Thanks to these two portfolios, the photographer acquired an international 
reputation and solo exhibitions rapidly spread throughout the United states and 
europe. After these two first collections of works, Mapplethorpe published a third 
volume, the Z Portfolio, in 1981. This new series reflects the artist’s interest in black 
male bodies and, together with the more widely distributed The Black Book (1986), 
prompted controversies on Mapplethorpe’s sexual objectification of black bodies. 
what unites the three main strands in the photographer’s production is Mapple-
thorpe’s detached attitude towards his subject matters, even the most extreme ones, 
and his attention for formal elegance and composition. whether photographing 
flowers or well-endowed black men, Mapplethorpe emphasized structural symme-
try, complex color gradations, and attention for visual details. He presented most 
of his pictures as luxury objects, printing them on linen or surrounding them with 
elegant fabrics such as silk and velvet. His portfolios were initially published in lim-
ited editions. To Mapplethorpe, aesthetic qualities were not intrinsic in subject 
matters: “I don’t think there’s much difference,” he controversially stated, “between 
a photograph of [a] fist up someone’s ass and a photograph of carnations in a bowl” 
(dubin 1992, 172). He summed up his artistic goal as reaching “the perfection in 
form. I do that with portraits. I do it with cocks. I do it with flowers.”
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In the mid-1980s, when the artist was at the peak of his celebrity, his private 
life was devastated by the advent of AIds. The photographer was diagnosed with 
the illness in 1986 and the following year his partner sam wagstaff died of AIds-
related complications. In 1988 Mapplethorpe established the robert Mapplethorpe 
Foundation, a charity that funds AIds research and photography exhibitions. He 
also had four major exhibitions devoted to his work at prestigious venues: the ste-
delijk Museum, Amsterdam; the whitney Museum of American Art, new York; 
the Institute of Contemporary Art, Philadelphia; and the national Portrait Gallery, 
London. Mapplethorpe died on March 9, 1989, in Boston.

The controversies generated by his photographs, however, did not stop with 
Mapplethorpe’s death. The Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia decided 
to take its retrospective exhibition, “The Perfect Moment,” partially funded by the 
national endowment for the Arts (neA), on tour. The show enjoyed record atten-
dance in both Philadelphia and Chicago, the second stop on the tour. However, as 
the Corcoran Art Gallery in washington, dC, prepared to house the exhibition, re-
publican senator Jesse Helms began a campaign against neA in reaction to its fund-
ing of controversial photographer Andres serrano and his photograph “Piss Christ.” 
The Corcoran director, anxious that the images of the X Portfolio might provide 
further ammunition for Helms against neA, cancelled the Mapplethorpe show. Yet, 
her decision only served to escalate the controversy. reacting against the cancella-
tion of the exhibition, protesters gathered outside the Corcoran and projected the 
Mapplethorpe images on the wall of the Gallery. The press coverage of the protest 
brought Mapplethorpe to the attention of Helms and other right-wing groups such 
as the American Family Association and the Christian Coalition. The work of Map-
plethorpe was taken as an example of the degrading of American art encouraged by 
neA’s careless funding. The washington Project for the Arts eventually took on 
the exhibition, but Helms’s campaign and histrionics (he destroyed an exhibition 
catalog on the floor of the U.s. senate) caused a backlash against neA that signifi-
cantly restricted public funding for the arts. The controversy helped “The Perfect 
Moment” to reach record-breaking attendance in washington too. when the ex-
hibition moved to Cincinnati’s Contemporary Art Center (CAC) in 1990, police 
forces stopped admittance on the opening day to review the works. At the end of the 
inspection, seven photographs out of the 150 that made up the show were classified 
as “obscene,” and this led to the arrest and trial of CAC’s director dennis Barrie on 
charges of obscenity and child pornography. Barrie was later acquitted as the jury did 
find the photographs obscene, but could not determine that they did not have artistic 
merit. The verdict sanctioned, at least partially, that an object could be both artistic 
and obscene, an argument which Mapplethorpe himself would have espoused.

Criticism of Mapplethorpe’s works has not come only from conservative and 
homophobic quarters. Progressive and even gay critics have challenged the pho-
tographer’s fascination with black men as perpetrating the worst racist stereotypes 
and as reducing black males to walking phalluses. These critics target in particular 
Mapplethorpe’s Z Portfolio and The Black Book. According to them, pictures such as 
“Man in a Polyester suit” (1980) show a fetishization of the black male body. The 
photograph portrays a black man in a three piece suit, but it is cut at the chest and 
above the knees. what features most prominently in it is the black man’s large and 
semi-hard penis, a representation of black identity that many find reductive at best 
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and at worst, complicit with other demeaning racist depictions of black males. Yet, 
others, Kobena Mercer (1991, 188) among them, have interpreted photographs like 
“Man in a Polyester suit” as problematizing racist beliefs. In Mercer’s view, Map-
plethorpe’s works on black subjects is not “a repetition of racist fantasies but . . . a 
deconstructive strategy that lays bare psychic and social relations of ambivalence in 
the representation of race and sexuality.”

Mapplethorpe made a vital contribution to the transformation of sexual culture 
thanks to his creations of elegant visual records of marginalized and despised prac-
tices. He revolutionized the world of photography by applying the formal rigor of 
classical sculptures to s-M acts, thus lending them that artistic dignity that they 
were previously denied. “I wanted people to see that even those extremes could be 
made into art,” the photographer (rushton Independent, online) said shortly before 
his death. “Take those pornographic images and make them somehow transcend 
the image.” Mapplethorpe’s photographs blurred the boundaries separating the 
realms of art and obscenity. His works also gave clear visibility to homosexual de-
sire, stimulating debates that eventually helped to lift, though partially, the veil of 
censorship against the representation of homosexuality in artistic creations.
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mCkellen, IAn (1939–)

openly gay english actor sir Ian McKellen has earned many prestigious awards 
and honors for his fine performances as both stage and screen actor. He has acted 
in many shakespearian productions and, since the mid-1990s, he became a well-
known actor in north America too with his appearances on TV in series such as 
Tales of the City (1993) and in films such as And the Band Played On (1993). with his 
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participation to the X-Men and the Lord of the Rings cinematic sagas, Ian McKellen 
has achieved the status of a popular culture icon. In spite of his star status and his 
knighthood, McKellen has never been timid about campaigning for queer rights. 
He publicly came out in the late 1980s to fight against section 28 of the Local 
Government Act, which prohibited the promotion of homosexuality and the teach-
ing of homosexuality as a “pretended family relationship.” McKellen was also one 
of the co-founders of Britain’s first gay lobbying group Stonewall. In a profile, the 
British sunday newspaper The Observer (Garfield 2006, online edition) has de-
scribed McKellen as “a national treasure.”

Ian Murray McKellen was born on May 25, 1939, in Burnley, Lancashire. He 
grew up in a family of non-orthodox Christian background. The actor’s parents both 
died when he was still young. McKellen’s mother died when Ian was only 12 years 
old, while his father, a civil engineer and a lay preacher, died when he was 24. 
McKellen attended Bolton school Boys division where he appeared in several 
school plays. His passion for the theater was supported by his family and his parents 
often took him to see shows at local theaters. McKellen won a scholarship to study 
at st. Catherine’s College, University of Cambridge, from where he graduated in 
1961. during his university years, the actor appeared in 21 student productions. 
since there was no drama school at Cambridge, these plays represented his train-
ing for the stage. The same year of his graduation, McKellen made his professional 
debut at the Belgrade Theater in Coventry. After three years of touring regional 
theaters, the actor obtained his first part in a London production, James saunders’s 
A Scent of Flowers, for which he was awarded the Clarence derwent Award for best 
supporting actor. From the mid-1960s, McKellen began to appear regularly at the 
national Theater and he also made his first appearance as a screen actor, although 
the theater still remained the major focus of his career.

In the 1970s, McKellen acquired a reputation as a spokesperson for British ac-
tors when he founded the Actors’ Company, an organization democratically run by 
its members. He also started directing London productions and made his debut for 
the royal shakespeare Company, playing leading roles in Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, 
and The Alchemist. In 1979 the actor took the gay role of Max in Martin sherman’s 
play Bent, which, for the first time, drew public attention to the nazi persecution 
of homosexuals. The following year McKellen made his first appearance on the 
Broadway stage as salieri in Peter shaffer’s Amadeus, a role that earned him a Tony 
Award for Best Actor. Appearing on Broadway was, McKellen recalls, the crowning 
of his lifelong ambition.

In the 1980s, the actor began working more regularly in films, where he soon 
landed leading roles. In particular, after his coming out in 1988, he enthusiasti-
cally took up the part of disgraced Conservative politician John Profumo in Mi-
chael Caton-Jones’s Scandal (1989). Profumo was a famed womanizer. He became 
the center of a Cold war sex scandal when his affair with call girl Christine Kee-
ler, who was also sleeping with Yevgeny Ivanov, the senior naval attaché at the 
soviet embassy, emerged as a possible threat to national security. To McKellen, 
this role would prove that he was still believable in heterosexual roles after his 
coming out. The actor’s coming out did not have a negative impact on his ca-
reer. on the contrary, this continued to flourish even after his announcement 
that he was gay during a BBC radio broadcast. McKellen’s decision to come out 
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was primarily motivated by the decision of the Conservative government led by 
Margaret Thatcher to introduce section 28 in the Local Government Act. The 
proposed legislation ambiguously prohibited the “intentional promotion of ho-
mosexuality” by local governments. The section effectively banned council fund-
ing of books, plays, leaflets, films, or any other material depicting homosexual 
relationships as normal and positive. In spite of widespread opposition, section 
28 was enforced from 1988 to 2003. An important part of McKellen’s campaigns 
for gay and lesbian rights, including the foundation of stonewall, was geared to 
the repeal of the clause.

The decision to confer a knighthood to the actor in 1991 put McKellen at the 
center of a national controversy, which was surprisingly orchestrated not by right-
wing homophobes, but by prominent members of the queer community. Comment-
ing on McKellen’s acceptance of the honor, gay director derek Jarman publicly 
accused the actor of being complicit with Margaret Thatcher’s homophobic gov-
ernment. A group of famous British gay and lesbian artists, including actor simon 
Callow and director John Schlesinger, published an open letter in the national 
newspaper the Guardian supporting McKellen’s decision to accept the knighthood. 
It is a proved fact that, since his coming out, McKellen has used his prominence as 
an actor to campaign for gay rights. In addition, in his professional career, he has 
accepted many roles in important gay-themed films such as And the Band Played 
On, where he portrays gay activist Bill Kraus dying of AIds, and Gods and Monsters 
(1998). For his performance as gay director James whale in the latter film, McKel-
len was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actor.

It was thanks to the roles of Magneto in The X-Men series and Gandalf in The 
Lord of the Rings saga that McKellen reached international stardom, becoming a 
popular culture institution. Although not explicitly identifiable as gay-themed, The 
X-Men films have a clear gay subtext which hinges on McKellen’s Magneto. In 
spite of his participation to these blockbusters and other mainstream Hollywood 
films such as The Da Vinci Code (2006), McKellen has remained a vocal critic of the 
homophobia embedded in the American film industry. Talking about the failure 
of Brokeback Mountain to win the oscar for Best Picture, the actor (Garfield 2006, 
Observer online) commented: “It’s called homophobia. nobody has ever looked to 
Hollywood for social advance. Hollywood is a dream factory. I love the way that 
conservatives think that Hollywood is a bed of radicalism—it couldn’t be more staid 
and old-ladyship if it tried.” In 2002 McKellen served as Grand Master for the Gay 
Pride Parade in san Francisco. McKellen is a self-confessed left-winger. Yet, he has 
openly criticized British Prime Minister Tony Blair and his Labor government for 
failing to grant gay people the possibility of calling their civil partnerships a mar-
riage: “I suppose I’m a bit mean-spirited, but I really can’t see why the government 
couldn’t just say gay people can get married—that would have been true equality 
and so much simpler. But that hasn’t been done because they couldn’t face the fu-
rore. so they’ve passed a law that is not available to straight people—straight people 
cannot have a civil partnership, they have to get married—extraordinary” (Garfield 
2006, Observer online). Because of his acting achievements and his commitment 
for social change, we can expect that Ian McKellen will continue to be a defining 
personality in setting the cultural and political agenda for the queer community for 
many years to come.
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merCury, FreDDIe (1945–1991)

Freddie Mercury was one of the most innovative rock icons of the twentieth 
century. As the front man of Queen, one of the world’s most popular rock groups, he 
was responsible for the creation of rock anthems whose fame still endures today. He 
also created lavish stage performances and a gender-bending androgynous persona 
whose reign as international rock star seemed destined to last forever, until he be-
came rock’s first AIDS casualty. Mercury was able to keep his status as a rock icon 
in spite of constant media hostility and scrutiny into his sexuality. His death due to 
AIds-related complications helped to raise worldwide awareness of the disease al-
though Mercury only revealed his positive status 24 hours before his death. In spite 
of the rock star’s silence, the emotion that followed his death contributed to make 
people around the world more sensitive to AIds causes.

Mercury was born Farrok Bulsara on september 5, 1946, on the island of Zan-
zibar in the Indian ocean, then a British colony. The island’s ethnically diverse 
population included Africans, Indians, and Arabs. A small community of Parsees 
also lived on the island. They followed the Zoroastrian faith and had fled from 
Persia in the seventh and eighth centuries to avoid persecution from Muslims. 
Mercury’s family was of Parsee background and his parents, Bomi and Jer Bulsara, 
raised him in the Zoroastrian faith. Bomi, Mercury’s father, worked for the British 
government and the family was well-off. when he was eight, Farouk was sent to 
st. Peter’s boarding school, near Bombay in India. It was here that Mercury was 
first called Freddie by his schoolmates. He proved to be a good student, a promis-
ing athlete, and a fine artist. He was awarded trophies for his school achievements. 
He also took piano lessons and sang in the school choir. Freddie clearly had a 
natural penchant for performing. He soon started his own band, which played at 
school functions.

when Zanzibar became independent from Britain in 1963, ethnic tension ex-
ploded and the African population staged a revolution. British and Indian citizens 
fled and Freddie’s family emigrated to england where they stayed with relatives 
in Middlesex, near London. In the fall of 1966, Freddie enrolled to study graphic 
design at the ealing school of Art where many of his fellow students shared his in-
terest in pop music. during these years, Freddie was particularly impressed by the 
new rock star Jimmy Hendrix. In the summer of 1969, he joined Ibex, a struggling 
band from Liverpool, whose repertoire mainly included rod stewart’s and Beatles’s 
covers. Freddie’s increasing flamboyant style of performing made his bandmates 
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uneasy. After leaving Ibex, Freddie 
started his own band, wreckage, 
receiving, however, little attention 
from audiences and critics. His big 
opportunity arrived with smile, a 
band which included future Queen 
guitarist Brian May and drummer 
roger Taylor. Freddie liked the 
music of smile, although he advised 
them to take more care in their 
stage performances. In May 1970, 
Taylor and Mercury formed a new 
band, which Mercury insisted on call-
ing Queen, as he wanted a name that 
would be punchy and campy at the 
same time. The name obviously  had 
a gay connotation, but Freddie did 
not come out as gay or bisexual. on 
stage, though, Freddie played with 
stereotypes associated with sexual 
ambiguity: as a performer he was 
allowed to have secret and multiple 
identities. Thus, it was only logical 
for him to drop his old Parsee name 
and adopt a new identity as Freddie 
Mercury, taking his new surname 
after the messenger of the gods.

The music of Queen was not yet 
profitable enough to live on, so Mercury and Taylor began selling clothes at a Kens-
ington Market stall. on the fashion scene Freddie met Mary Austin, the manager 
of an elegant London boutique. To general surprise, the two fell in love and soon 
moved in together. In the meantime, John deacon was selected to become the 
fourth member of Queen. All four artists remember the beginning of Queen as full 
of hopes and ideas. Yet, almost every major label turned down the band’s first demo. 
Mercury, May, Taylor, and deacon were not discouraged, and in 1973 they signed a 
deal with eMI for europe and with electrorecords in America. The label’s manager 
enthusiastically wrote to his staff that he had seen the future of pop music: “It is a 
band called Queen.” In July 1973, Queen released their debut album. Although the 
music failed to enthuse critics and audiences, what was noted was the band’s campy 
and flamboyant way of performing. To some critics, this was a far from positive 
trait: was there, they asked, any musical substance behind the nail varnish and the 
shiny designer’s outfits? Critics also reacted with hostility to the implied queerness 
in both the name of the group and in Mercury’s effeminate look.

Mercury was not discouraged by the lack of interest reserved for Queen’s first 
album and secured a place for the band in the tour of Mott The Hoople, then at 
the height of their commercial success. Mercury retained his campy style and also 
designed the band’s logo, a phoenix and a crown, putting together the four artists’ 

Freddie Mercury (second from left) and the other Queen band 
members in the mid-1970s. Courtesy of elektra records/
Photofest. 
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zodiac signs. Mercury’s aim was to communicate with his audiences and make them 
connect with his songs emotionally. In February 1974 Queen made their first ap-
pearance on BBC’s Top of the Pops TV show and the following month they started 
their first British tour. Their live performances proved extremely popular and 
helped their second album, Queen II, to climb the British charts and get to num-
ber five. The same year Queen also went on their first American tour, once again 
supporting Mott the Hoople, although the tour was suddenly stopped when May 
contracted hepatitis. Sheer Heart Attack, their third album, brought Queen their 
first U.s. Top 20 hit single, “Killer Queen,” in 1975. In February Queen launched 
their first American tour as a solo group, but Mercury’s persistent throat problems 
forced the band to cancel several dates. Queen were, however, finally reaching to 
international stardom: their Japanese tour caused a national hysteria, an anticipa-
tion of what the group would soon experience worldwide. In october 1975 Queen 
submitted to eMI records an ambitious single provisionally entitled “Bohemian 
rhapsody,” which Mercury described as a “mock opera.” The single was over six 
minutes long and, when the label refused to release it without cuts, Queen slipped 
a copy to London’s Capital radio, which broadcast it 14 times. Popular demand 
forced eMI to release the single without shortening it. “Bohemian rhapsody” 
remained at number one in the U.K. for two months and entered the U.s. Top 10. 
Queen’s new album A Night at the Opera made it to the Top 10 around the world. 
Fame opened the way for a world tour, which featured more elaborate and pyro-
technic performances. “we Are the Champions” and “we will rock You” from the 
album News of the World (1977) closed the 1970s with more commercial success and 
became standard anthems at sports events. Their popularity has endured well into 
the twenty-first century.

As he himself stated, excess seemed to come naturally to Mercury, and he en-
joyed all the excesses that stardom could give him. By 1976 Austin and Mercury 
separated, although they remained close friends and Mary often accompanied 
Freddie to official events. Mercury became increasingly more open about his bi-
sexuality. In 1978 Queen decided to move away from Britain to avoid the high 
British income tax and the group relocated to Munich. Far from the scrutiny of the 
British tabloids, Mercury could explore Munich gay scene. In the early 1980s, Mer-
cury also underwent a major change of image. He relinquished his characteristic 
long hair, flashy clothes, and nail varnish in favor of a more macho persona dressed 
in leather and eventually even grew a moustache. In spite of this radical transforma-
tion, Queen’s hits continued. The elvis Presley-inspired single “Crazy Little Thing 
Called Love,” from the album The Game, topped U.s. and U.K. charts. “Another 
one Bites the dust” represented another change of direction as it was influenced 
by the funky and disco music. written by John deacon, it became the band’s best-
selling single to date, topping the U.s. disco, soul, and rock charts. After such a 
spectacular result, however, the fame of the band started to decline in the United 
states, but Queen continued to score impressive strings of number one hits around 
the world, although their initial revolutionary potential had somehow dimini-
shed with the years.

Hot Space, featuring the single “Under Pressure” in collaboration with David 
Bowie, obtained a mixed reception. Queen fans demanded that the band turned 
back to the synthesizer-less pure rock of their beginnings. disappointed by this 
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cold reception and exhausted by their long tours, Queen took off the entire 1983, 
and this even led to rumors that they were breaking up. Mercury, in particular, felt 
increasingly isolated in spite of the masses of adoring fans that adulated him. He 
loved performing as a way of trying on different identities. success had brought 
him money, but he still did not have what he desired the most: a loving relation-
ship. In interviews, Mercury never even hinted at the fact that he could have male 
partners. The only relationship he kept referring to was that with Mary Austin, 
the one-time girlfriend who had turned into a loyal friend. In the second half of 
the 1980s, Mercury started to pursue several solo projects. His 1987 remake of the 
Platters’ classic “The Great Pretender” continued to generate debate on who the 
real Freddie Mercury really was. The song, as a part of the ongoing speculation 
about the true nature of his identity, proved to be successful. Mercury also scored 
a big hit in his collaboration with spanish opera diva Montserrat Caballé for “Bar-
celona” (1987).

despite the tensions that had characterized the early 1980s, Queen remained 
together, but they found themselves embroiled in the biggest controversy of their 
career when they accepted to perform at the sun City resort in south Africa in 
1984. At the time, south Africa was still enforcing the regime of segregation and 
persecutions of African citizens known as apartheid. Queen issued press statements 
emphasizing that they were not a political group and that they by no means sup-
ported apartheid. Yet, their concerts at sun City cost them a lot of respect from the 
international community. The following year, however, the group, and Mercury 
in particular, stole the show at the Live Aid Concert for Africa in London. After 
the Live Aid Concert, Queen’s popularity soared once again and all the members of 
the band, reunited and reinvigorated by the success, collaborated on the hit single 
“one Vision.” renewed popularity, however, brought back Mercury’s personal life 
into the tabloid spotlight. rumors began to circulate in the second half of the 1980s 
that Mercury was HIV-positive. In 1987 Mercury responded to these rumors stat-
ing that AIds had changed his life. He described himself as having been extremely 
promiscuous but as having adopted a radically different lifestyle after the on-
slaught of the epidemic. He concluded his statement by encouraging those who 
had a promiscuous behavior to get tested and by reaffirming that he was “fine and 
clear.” Mercury knew, in fact, that he was positive, but kept the illness to himself. 
He only told the other members of Queen about his positive status when it became 
impossible to conceal it and swore them to secrecy. The disease and the awareness 
that time was running out drew the band members closer to each other. despite 
Mercury’s frail health, the band produced the album Innuendo for which they also 
recorded music videos.

As the disease progressed, Mercury sought refuge from the tabloid press in the 
privacy of his Kensington estate where he lived virtually as a prisoner. on novem-
ber 23, 1991, Mercury finally acknowledged that he had AIds in a statement to 
the press. The following day he died, leaving a large following of fans shocked by 
the revelation. Mercury had never made a definitive statement about his private life 
or sexuality during his lifetime. His long-term relationship with his gardener Jim 
Hutton, who stayed with Mercury until the artist’s death, was never acknowledged 
in public.
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mIChAel, GeorGe (1963–)

British singer and songwriter George Michael has enjoyed global success since the 
mid-1980s, first as part of the duo wHAM! and later in his solo career. He has sold 
more than 80 million records worldwide, including 6 U.s. no. 1 singles, 11 British 
no. 1 singles, and 6 no. 1 albums. He has also displayed a remarkable social and 
political awareness, taking part in important concerts such as Live Aid, the nelson 
Mandela Freedom Concert, and the Freddie Mercury Tribute. He has also spoken 
out against the Bush Administration. Yet, scandals and failures have been part of 
Michael’s artistic record too. His sexuality was the subject of much speculation in 
the popular press throughout the first part of his career. Michael’s arrest in octo-
ber 1998 in a park restroom in Beverly Hills for “lewd behavior” definitely outed 
the singer. since then, the artist has become more open about his homosexuality, 
discussing it in interviews and publicly acknowledging his relationships with male 
partners.

George Michael was born Georgios Kyriakos Panayiotou in north London 
on June 25, 1963, the son of a Greek-Cypriot restaurant owner. As a young boy, 
Michael was shy and overweight. He was also desperate for fame. At the local 
comprehensive school, the singer met his future artistic partner, Andrew ridgeley. 
In 1981 they formed their first band, The executives, but soon changed to the 
duo that would propel them to international fame, wHAM! The following year 
wHAM! were signed up by Innervision records and released their first two al-
bums, Fantastic (1982) and Make It Big (1984). “wham rap” was their debut single, 
but it was with their second single “Young Guns (Go for It!)” that the duo scored 
the first in a string of Top 10 hits, including the irresistible “wake Me Up before 
You Go-Go,” “Club Tropicana,” “Last Christmas,” and “Freedom.” From a teen-
age ugly duckling, Michael soon transformed into an international sex symbol. 
wHAM! became known worldwide for their so-called bubblegum pop, featuring 
catchy melodies and lightweight lyrics. They also projected a homoerotic image, 
although Michael later maintained that they were not conscious of it at the time: 
“Andrew [ridgeley] and I didn’t realize how homoerotic our image was. we had 
leather jackets; we had these cuffed jeans. we just thought it was cool. Andrew was 
the stylist—ironic that it was the straight one that was doing the styling!” (wieder 
1991, Advocate online). wHAM! were soon an international hit. Yet, the duo found 
it difficult to be taken seriously by critics who were largely dismissive of wHAM!’s 
artistic worth. In the mid-1980s, Michael also started to release solo singles such 
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as the hit ballad “Careless 
whispers,” which became 
one of the signatures of the 
1980s. The song repre-
sented a shift from the pop 
sound of wHAM! toward 
a more soul-influenced 
composition.

At the peak of their suc-
cess, wHAM! dissolved am-
icably, bidding their fans 
farewell with a sold-out 
concert at wembley. Mi-
chael now faced the excite-
ment but also the challenge 
of a solo career, where 
the influence of soul music 
would eventually become 
increasingly prominent. In 
1987 he was the first white 
artist to duet with soul 
artist Aretha Franklin in 
“I Knew You were wait-
ing,” which became an 
immediate worldwide hit. 
In the same year, Michael 
recorded and released his 

first solo album Faith, which went to no. 1 in both europe and north America. 
Faith was better received by critics than Michael’s previous wHAM! songs and 
sold more than 10 million copies. The album spawned four U.s. no. 1 singles, 
with the title track, “Father Figure,” “one More Try,” and “Monkey” all reaching 
the top. Inspired by the Motown sound, Faith, along with the duet with Franklin 
and the songs “Careless whispers” and “A different Corner,” established Michael 
as a serious songwriter. The album collected a series of prestigious prizes, includ-
ing a Grammy for Album of the Year and the American Music Awards for Best 
Pop Male Vocalist, Best soul/rhythm and Blues Vocalist, and Best soul/rhythm 
and Blues Album. with Faith Michael was also the first white artist to top the 
Black Album Chart. The album also caused some controversy as one of its singles, 
“I want Your sex,” was widely interpreted as encouraging casual sex in the age 
of AIDS. The singer countered that the song was really about monogamous 
sex. In the video of the song, Michael actually wrote “explore monogamy” on a 
woman’s back.

AIds has had an important impact in both Michael’s career and in his private 
life. The artist has given a considerable amount of his huge earnings to AIds chari-
ties and has taken part in awareness events such as the Tribute to Queen singer 
Freddie Mercury. He was also involved in the production of albums and singles, 
such as the duet with Elton John, “don’t Let the sun Go down on Me” (1991), 

George Michael (right) with Andrew ridgeley (left) as wHAM! Courtesy 
of Photofest.
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whose proceedings went entirely to organizations fighting against the virus. HIV 
also entered the singer’s private life when his partner, Brazilian designer Anselmo 
Feleppa, died because of AIds-related complications in 1993. His death prompted 
Michael to come out to his parents, who were supportive and more concerned 
about their son’s loss than about his sexuality. In his coming-out interview to the 
Advocate (wieder 1991, Advocate online), Michael stated that AIds helped him on 
his journey to self-discovery: “The occasional times that I’d invite a man home, I was 
very careful. There was no way I was having sex without a condom, and there were 
only certain things I would do. Then it got to the stage where AIds became com-
mon enough that I thought I could no longer, with good conscience—condom or 
not—have sex with a woman if she didn’t know that I was bisexual.”

The second album in the artist’s solo career, Listen without Prejudice Vol. 1 (1990), 
continued the singer’s ongoing search for a more personal style, but also provoked 
the first tensions with Michael’s label sony which eventually led to a lengthy and 
bitter court case. songs such as “Praying For Time” confirmed the singer’s explo-
ration of the legacy of black music and jazz. stardom was probably taking its toll 
on Michael, who decided not to appear at promotional events of the album. sony 
claimed this decision damaged the sales, while the singer maintained that the label 
did not do enough to support the new direction he was taking with his music. In 
october 1993 Michael took sony to court to get free from his contract. He de-
scribed sony as “a giant electronics corporation which appears to see artists as little 
more than software.” The case went on for almost three years and came close to 
ending the singer’s career. The first ruling was in favor of sony, concluding that 
the singer fully expected his new style to damage his sales and that he thus could 
not blame his label for this. only in 1995, faced with Michael’s refusal to record 
anything for sony, did the company agree to release the singer from his contract. 
Freedom came at the harsh conditions dictated by sony: the rights to a greatest hits 
package, a share in the profits from future albums, and a £25 million ($40 million) 
lump sum from his new labels, Virgin in the United Kingdom and the spielberg-
Geffen’s sGK Music in the United states. Michael later stated that much of the 
anger he directed against sony was a projection of his rage for the declining health 
of his partner.

Michael’s first album for Virgin was Older (1996), which included the moving 
and incredibly successful “Jesus to a Child.” The song mourns the death of a be-
loved partner and was inspired by the feeling of loss experienced after Feleppa’s 
death. Older also included livelier songs such as “Fastlove” and the success of the 
album and its singles demonstrated that Michael was still a box office certainty 
even after three years of silence. Older was followed by the double Cd Ladies and 
Gentlemen—The Best of George Michael in 1998. Ladies and Gentlemen came out 
with Michael’s former label as part of the singer’s settlement contract with sony. It 
was number 1 for eight weeks and sold over two million copies. In the same year 
Michael was arrested while cruising in a public toilet in Los Angeles. The singer’s 
image, however, was not damaged by the arrest. on the contrary, Michael used the 
potentially embarrassing situation to come out with humor, talking to the Advocate 
about his homosexuality shortly after the arrest and using the event for his music 
video Outside. The video is a challenging parody of the singer’s arrest and the ensu-
ing media furor. In the interviews after the arrest, Michael also explained why he 
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had not come out earlier. Initially, this was due to insecurity about his own sexual-
ity. Later in his life, however, Michael came to dislike the press and journalists so 
much that he would not give them what they wanted from him. In the Advocate in-
terview with Judy wieder (1991, online edition), Michael defined the press as try-
ing to make him answer to them and to the public all the time. “so, I had this thing 
of, ‘Fuck you! I’m not going to give you my private life! I’m just trying to work it 
out myself, thank you very much!’ And by then it was like two dogs with a bone. 
I kept trying to see how I could be clever and retain my dignity, not denying my 
sexuality but not giving them the three words they wanted.” Michael also claimed 
that while not officially out, he was out to everyone since his meeting with Feleppa. 
The gay community welcomed Michael’s coming out. one dissenting voice was that 
of Boy George, who told the Advocate (Galvin 1998, online edition) that the only 
way Michael could face his sexuality was by actually being caught doing something 
embarrassing. The British dJ and Culture Club icon further claimed that George 
Michael’s arrest offered a sad image of gays as people who “go to toilets and wank, 
and they don’t have relationships, and they don’t love each other.”

Michael’s fourth solo album was Songs From the Last Century (1999), a collection 
of famous covers originally performed by such artists as sting and Frank sinatra. 
Michael’s two following singles, “FreeeK!” (2003) and, particularly, “shoot the 
dog” (2004), were more controversial. In the latter song and video, the singer ex-
plicitly took issue with the war on terrorism of the Bush administration and of Tony 
Blair’s British government. His overtly political stance was criticized by right-wing 
media. By doing so, they dramatically revealed their homophobic bias. Tabloids 
urged him to focus on the topics he knew best, public toilets. Fellow singers also at-
tacked Michael. noel Gallagher (Hattenstone 2005, Guardian online), for example, 
commented on “shoot the dog” dismissing Michael’s credibility in the political 
arena because of his closeted past: “This is the guy who hid who he actually was 
from the public for 20 years, and now all of a sudden he’s got something to say 
about the way of the world. I find it fucking laughable!” when accused of being 
anti-American, Michael replied that, having been in love with a Texan, Kenny Goss, 
for over six years, the definition was most unfair.

In 2004 Michael reunited with sony Music, releasing his fifth album Patience, 
which reached number one in the United Kingdom within its first week. In the 
development of his career, George Michael has reconciled himself with his sexuality 
and has found the strength of putting it in words in the songs included in Patience. 
In “Please send me someone to love (Anselmo’s song)”, for example, Michael urges 
his dead lover to send him someone to love “now that you’re gone.” In “Ameri-
can Angel,” the singer compares his partner Kenny Goss, a “horny cowboy,” to 
an angel who takes the fear away from him and that has dried his tears. George 
Michael’s career dramatizes the conflicts that besiege many queer icons of popular 
culture and how these can be successfully resolved.
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mooreheAD, AGneS (1900–1974)

Although she married twice and never explicitly identified as a lesbian, American 
actress Agnes Moorehead has become a central icon of gay and lesbian popular cul-
ture, particularly for the campy role of endora in the successful TV series Bewitched 
(1964–1972). The cult following that her participation to Bewitched earned her has, 
however, partially obscured a long previous career through which Moorehead con-
sistently played supporting characters that could be defined as lesbians. rumors 
about Moorehead’s own homosexuality have been frequent since the actress’s death. 
Although dismissed by her biographer Charles Tranberg, such rumors were con-
firmed by Bewitched ’s gay co-star Paul Lynde (white 1995, 92): “well, the whole 
world knows Agnes Moorehead is a lesbian—I mean classy as hell, but one of the 
all-time Hollywood dykes.”

Agnes robertson Moorehead was born on december 6, 1900, in Clinton, Mas-
sachusetts, the daughter of a Presbyterian minister. In the characteristic fashion 
of many Hollywood actresses of the time, she later took off six years from her age, 
claiming that she was born in 1906. Because of her father’s pastoral assignments, 
Moorehead moved with her family to Hamilton, ohio, and later to st. Louis. 
Although interested in an acting career since her high school years, Moorehead 
also continued her academic education. she earned a bachelor’s degree from 
the Presbyterian Musking College in new Concord, ohio, and then obtained a 
master’s degree in english and public speaking at the University of wisconsin in 
Madison. In 1926 Moorehead went to new York to pursue post-graduate studies 
at the American Academy of dramatic Arts, from where she graduated three years 
later.

In 1930 Moorehead married actor John Griffith Lee, from whom she divorced 
in 1952. The following year she married another actor, robert Gist, but their union 
was short-lived and they divorced in 1958. Meanwhile, the actress had launched 
a successful career, first on the stage with orson welles and his Mercury Theatre 
Group, and then, because of the adverse effects of the economic depression on 
the theater, for the radio. during the 1940s and 1950s, Moorehead was one of the 
most demanded actresses for radio programs. one of her most celebrated perfor-
mances was for Lucille Fletcher’s suspense radio thriller Sorry, Wrong Number in 
1943. The actress would revive this role several times in her career. Moorehead 
plays a neurotic woman who overhears a murder plotted on the phone and soon 
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realizes that she is the intended victim. The actress also took part in many impor-
tant films of the 1940s and 1950s such as orson welles’s Citizen Kane (1941) and 
The Magnificent Amberson (1942), delmer daves’s Bogart-Bacall noir vehicle Dark 
Passage (1947), Jean negulesco’s Johnny Belinda (1948), douglas sirk’s Magnificent 
Obsession (1954) and All That Heaven Allows (1955). These roles made Moorehead 
one of the most praised and in demand character actresses in Hollywood. she took 
part to over 60 films in total. she was nominated for four Academy Awards for Best 
supporting Actress and won two Golden Globes for her performances in Tay Gar-
nett’s Mrs. Parkington (1945) and robert Aldrich’s Hush . . . Hush, Sweet Charlotte 
(1964). Patricia white (1995, 100) defines Agnes Moorehead’s long career before 
Bewitched as encompassing “a gallery of types connoting female difference.” Gen-
erally playing stern, unmarried women, Moorehead often embodied “nurses, sec-
retaries, career women, nuns, companions, and housekeepers,” all characters that 
“connote, not lesbian identity, but a deviation from heterosexualized femininity” 
(white 1995, 94–95).

In spite of her long career, Agnes Moorehead is best remembered for her role as 
endora, the bossy mother of the beautiful witch samantha and herself a witch, in 
ABC’s TV comedy series Bewitched. For her performance, the actress received six 
emmy nominations, although the only emmy she eventually won was for her ap-
pearance in The Wild Wild West (1967). As white (1995, 108) has pointed out, en-
dora represents the culmination of a defining trait of Moorehead’s star persona: her 

Agnes Moorehead (center) as endora between her co-stars from Bewitched. Courtesy of Photofest.
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meddlesomeness. Her character, constantly disapproving of her daughter’s husband, 
“literally casts a dark shadow over heterosexual relations.” endora has a central rel-
evance to the series: with her spells, she upsets her daughter’s married suburban life 
and it is her who generates the plots of the episodes. endora clearly appeals to gay 
and lesbian audiences for her camp status: her image, built on exaggerated costumes, 
eccentric hairstyles, and overbearing personality, suggests artifice and theatricality. 
After Bewitched, Moorehead continued acting, most notably in a revival of George 
Bernard shaw’s Don Juan in Hell, a play that she had also successfully directed in 
the 1950s, and in the Broadway musical Gigi. she remained active until a few 
months before her death due to lung cancer. she died in rochester, Minnesota, on 
April 30, 1974.

The queer career of Agnes Moorehead has made her an enduring icon of gay and 
lesbian popular culture. The actress was extremely reserved about her private life 
and rumors about her lesbianism have found confirmations, but also documented 
confutations. Yet, as Patricia white (1995, 92–93) writes, “Moorehead is a prime 
candidate for gay hagiography. Her best known incarnation, endora, is a camp 
icon; she passes even the cinephile test, having been featured in films by auteurs 
such as welles, sirk, ray and Aldrich.” More importantly still, “her ubiquity and 
longevity as a character actress are such that she can be identified with the very 
media in which she triumphed, with the regime of popular entertainment itself, and 
with the continuities and ruptures in gender and sexual ideology that can be read 
off from it.”
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muSCle mAGAzIneS

Magazines such as Physique Pictorial, Vim, Trim, Grecian Guild Pictorial, Adonis, Body 
Beautiful, and Tomorrow’s Man became increasingly popular in the 1950s and 1960s, 
catering to the erotic fantasies of gay men. They offered pictures and illustrations 
that emphasized masculinity, presenting images of tough and muscled male bodies. 
Models were almost always young and white, with little body hair, defined pecto-
rals and a bulging so-called basket. Muscle or beefcake magazines, as they were 
also called, forged an entire new field in popular art, that of the nude male. while 
pictures of naked women had always enjoyed wide popularity, figures of nude males 
had not had comparable circulation. of course, these magazines could not explicitly 
define themselves as gay, although they had clear homosexual nuances and even had 



��� ★ musclE maGazinEs

ads for pen pals from time to time. Their official mission was to provide tips on 
body building to improve male muscles. Yet, they were almost the only source of 
images of naked males in the early post-war years and thus encountered the favors 
of gay men.

The man behind this erotic revolution that challenged the bigoted notions of 
taste of the McCarthy era was Bob Mizer, a California aircraft factory worker and 
amateur photographer, who founded the Athletic Model Guild in 1945. Mizer pre-
tentiously defined the guild as a modeling agency, although some of his so-called 
models had just come out of prison and had no experience whatsoever in the pro-
fession. He initially set up a studio in the family garage and took pictures of men 
who were either naked or partially dressed as gladiators and farmers. He sold the 
pictures for a nickel each and soon found himself sending them to an ever-growing 
mailing list of 5,000 people. Mizer got his clients with advertisements published in 
the back of men’s magazines, especially weightlifter periodicals, which announced 
catalogs of photos of invaluable importance for artists and for body builders. Under 
pressures from the Postmaster General, however, these magazines stopped publish-
ing Mizer’s ads. He thus decided to gather other artists and photographers in the 
physique field and form his own magazine, Physique Pictorial. Physique started to 
be published in the late 1950s and was mailed to readers. The first issue consisted 
of 16 pages entirely filled with images of male bodies, without any articles or edi-
torials. several artists who would become the most popular in the field, including 
George Quaintance, Al Urban, and Bob delmonteque, were involved in the project 
from its early years. Illustrators such as Tom of Finland and etienne joined from 
the second half of the 1950s and their work has since developed a cult following. 
Pictures of movie stars such as Tony Curtis, Marlon Brando, and television-Tarzan 
Gordon scott were also included in physique magazines in the mid-1950s.

The success of Mizer’s publication was immediate and the print run grew with 
each new number. By the end of 1952, Physique Pictorial was available nationwide 
and was also sold in europe. Mizer’s achievement was to photograph nude males 
not to inspire ideals of health as was common in body building magazines, but to 
please the (male) viewer. Although Mizer did not openly transgress the legal bound-
aries of the times and never pictured full frontal nudity, censors repeatedly attacked 
physique art. Mizer himself had to stand trial on charges of running a prostitution 
ring. Yet, very few of these cases went to trial and censors hardly ever won. The 
success of Physique Pictorial led to the birth of many other competing magazines. 
Joe wieder, for example, modified the outlook of some of his body building/health 
magazines to exploit the boom of the physique field. His Body Beautiful and Adonis 
were the first ones to include color photos and adopt the a larger format that would 
become the standard. In the repressive atmosphere of the McCarthy years, which 
succeeded to make homosexuals a comparable target to communists, beefcake mag-
azines not only stimulated the erotic fantasies of gay men, but also, and perhaps 
more importantly, told them that they were not alone. without being explicitly 
labeled as gay, these publications were clearly assembled by and for gay men. By the 
mid-1950s, the sales of Physique Pictorial and Tomorrow’s Man skyrocketed to 40,000 
copies each.

The 1960s witnessed the progressive collapse of those censorship rules that had 
constantly endangered the existence of the muscle magazines. The more liberal 
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climate finally led newer magazines such as Butch and Drum Magazine to publish 
frontal male nudes in 1965, while Physique Pictorial published its first frontal male 
nude in 1969. Yet, as more graphic erotic pictures and illustrations became legally 
acceptable, physique magazines found themselves out of date and could not survive 
the important changes in the industry. Mizer’s Athletic Model Guild was the last of 
the physique studios to close in 1993, while Joe wieder once again reconverted his 
publications to the body building/health sector. In spite of their eventual demise, 
muscle magazines played a fundamental part in the development of a gay male 
erotic imagination in America.
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 nAvrAtIlovA, mArtInA (1956–)

Czech-born American player Martina navratilova is considered one of the greatest 
tennis champions of all times. Throughout her career, she smashed several tennis 
records and won wimbledon singles titles nine times, a target she went after with 
particular determination. since her early career as an American player, it became 
apparent that navratilova would challenge the standards of femininity considered 
acceptable in sports. Her muscular outlook and her powerful style of play revo-
lutionized women’s image in tennis. Her training techniques, initially criticized, 
became standard for many women athletes. In addition, her openness about her 
sexuality made her a central icon in gay and lesbian popular culture. since she was 
outed in 1991 following a palimony suit, navratilova has championed queer causes 
with the same passion and determination that marked her successful career as ten-
nis player. Because of her activism, she was quoted by Michelangelo signorile as an 
example for all closeted queers to follow. In “Queer Manifesto,” the closing chapter 
of his seminal book Queer in America, signorile (1993, 365) wrote: “deep down 
you know why you must now come out and why it is wrong for you not to. . . . Just 
think: You’ll be one of the people who have decided to be honest and make a world a 
better place for all queers. You’ll be another Barney Frank, another Martina navra-
tilova, another k. d. lang, another david Geffen. You’ll be a hero.”

navratilova was born on october 18, 1956, in Prague, then part of Czechoslo-
vakia. Her parents divorced soon after Martina’s birth and her mother remarried 
Mirek navratil, a ski instructor, when the child was six years old. Her stepfather 
proved an affectionate parent and became her first tennis coach. navratilova 
immediately excelled at tennis and entered her first tournament when she was only 
eight. By 16, she was number one in her mother country and started to compete 
internationally. navratilova soon realized that her full professional development 
would be forever thwarted in Communist Czechoslovakia. In 1975, after losing 
the semifinals of the U.s. open to Chris evert, she defected to the United states. 
In later interviews, navratilova recalled that she was never comfortable with the 
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Czech totalitarian regime as she did not like to be told what to do and how to do it. 
The decision to defect was a difficult one for the 18-year-old navratilova because 
it meant that she would probably not be able to visit her family for many years to 
come. It was this decision, however, that made her an international tennis cham-
pion. six years later, in July 1981, navratilova became an American citizen.

navratilova soon acquired the fame of an aggressive serve-and-volley player. 
Left-handed, she exhibited a forceful muscular body that stretched the boundaries 
of social acceptability for women in tennis. she was also one of the first players to 
adopt graphite racket technology. In 1978 navratilova reached the world no. 1 
ranking for the first time. she established a double record of 156 consecutive weeks 
and 331 total weeks as the world no. 1 singles player. German player steffi Graff 
eventually broke those records, although she failed to surpass navratilova’s 168 sin-
gles titles, a record both for female and male players in the open era. navratilova’s 
other startling records include 9 wimbledon singles titles, 20 total wimbledon 
championships (including doubles matches) tying Billie Jean King’s record of 
20 wimbledon titles, 74 consecutive victories in 1984, and 20 Grand slam (the 
U.s., Australian, and French open events and wimbledon) doubles titles. navra-
tilova’s professional tennis career earnings surpassed $20 million. In the 1980s, she 
was named the Female Athlete of the decade by the National Sports Review and was 
inducted into the International Tennis Hall of Fame in 2000. Although she officially 

Tennis player Martina navratilova winning her ninth women’s single championship at wimbledon, en-
gland, 1990. Courtesy of Photofest.
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retired in the mid-1990s, navratilova returned to play doubles, and, more rarely, 
singles from 2000 to 2006. In 2004 she was the oldest player to win a singles match 
in the open era. In 2006 she played in what she said would be her last wimbledon 
matches, losing both in the women’s and mixed doubles. Yet, in the same year, she 
won the mixed doubles title at the U.s. open with Bob Bryan. navratilova’s best-
known rival was the all-American Chris evert. nancy spencer (2003) has pointed 
out that the rivalry was constructed in its press coverage to re-create impressions 
of evert as quintessentially American and straight while positioning navratilova as 
quintessentially “other,” a foreigner and a lesbian.

when navratilova applied for asylum in the United states, she described herself 
as bisexual, confirming her reputation of being frank and honest. Her honesty has 
won her the respect of many fans and her opponents on the tennis court. when 
a former lover sued her in a bitter palimony case in 1991, navratilova was outed as 
a lesbian by the press which scrutinized her private life. since her outing, the athlete 
has taken seriously her role as one of the very first public lesbian figures in the 
world of sport. she has supported gay and lesbian causes and has spoken vocally 
in favor of queers’ rights. Her decision to be open about her lesbianism cost her 
many commercial endorsements, which had never come in large numbers even 
before she became active in the gay and lesbian campaigns. In interviews, navra-
tilova (Palmieri, online interview) recalled her initial difficulty of being perceived 
as a lesbian: “when I came out publicly it was difficult for me because that became 
the first thing people thought about when they would see me . . . It wasn’t what 
I looked like or what I had accomplished or how many animals I had rescued. It 
was lesbian. That was the first thing. And that is a personal thing. If I were a het-
erosexual I wouldn’t have to trumpet it to the world. so that was a little difficult. 
I resented the fact that it had to be an issue. But it was an issue and still is an issue 
and will always be an issue until we have equal rights across the board.” navratilova 
described the lack of financial endorsements as the price she had to pay for keeping 
her integrity. In 2000, however, subaru signed her to appear in advertisements for 
their Forester model.

navratilova did not shy away from controversies. on many occasions, she dis-
played her characteristic self-assurance that has been interpreted by many as arro-
gance. she took issue with the media portrayal of Magic Johnson as a hero when he 
told the press he had contracted HIV through countless heterosexual intercourse. 
surely a woman admitting to the same sexual conduct, navratilova argued, would 
be disparagingly branded as immoral. whenever members of the tennis community 
made homophobic comments, navratilova was quick to respond. The player also 
fought a high profile battle against Colorado’s Amendment 2 which barred antidis-
crimination laws protecting gays and lesbians. when voters approved the amend-
ment in 1992, navratilova supported the suit filed by the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU). navratilova and the ACLU scored a big victory when the supreme 
Court deemed the amendment as unconstitutional. In 1993 she took part to her 
first major gay and lesbian event as a keynote speaker at the March on washington. 
In her speech, the athlete stressed the importance of being open about one’s sexual 
orientation. It was also at this event that she felt the inspiration for the launch of the 
rainbow Card, a VIsA card to raise money for queer non-profit groups. The proj-
ect was extremely successful, raising $50,000 in its first year and accumulating over 
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$1.5 million by 2002. The project was designed to harness the economic power of 
the LGBT community. In 2005, navratilova also launched an endorsement deal for 
the lesbian travel company olivia. she has also authored several novels and autobi-
ographies, as well as fitness books.

In addition to her activism for gay and lesbian rights, navratilova is a fund-
raiser for women’s groups, the susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation, and 
female political candidates. she also supports environmental causes and People for 
the ethical Treatment of Animals (PeTA). with her example, navratilova has set 
an inspirational blueprint for activists both inside and outside the gay and lesbian 
community.
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o’Donnell, roSIe (1962–)

rosie o’donnell is an American stand-up comedian, actress, and a popular talk-
show host who has openly supported gay and lesbian causes since her coming out 
in 2002. o’donnell has never feared controversy and, throughout her career, has 
tackled several contentious issues. she is a staunch advocate of gay parenting and a 
harsh critic of American policies on gun ownership which she considers too lax. she 
has also criticized the polices against terrorism of the Bush Administration after the 
9/11 attacks and has explicitly likened Christian and Islamic fundamentalisms.

The third of five children, o’donnell was born in Queens, new York, on March 21, 
1962, into a family of Irish Catholic origins. she grew up on Long Island and her 
unhappy childhood, marked by the death of her mother and the emotional detach-
ment of her father, rendered her particularly sensitive to children’s rights. o’donnell 
attended dickinson College and Boston University, without, however, completing 
a degree. she started her career touring the east Coast as a stand-up comedian and, 
later in the 1980s, hosting VH1 stand-up series. In 1992 she was cast in the lead-
ing role in Fox’s Stand by Your Man, an American adaptation of the popular BBC 
sitcom Birds of a Feather. Contrary to the British show, the American series only 
ran for a few months before being cancelled due to poor ratings. In the early 1990s 
o’donnell launched her movie career, acting in several comedy films, including A 
League of Their Own (1992), Sleepless in Seattle (1993), and Another Stakeout (1993). 
After these initial hits, she appeared in less successful films but her career revived 
in the mid-1990s when she began hosting The Rosie O’Donnell Show. A daytime talk 
show, it earned her five consecutive daytime emmy Awards for Best Talk show and 
six for Best Talk show Host. The Rosie O’Donnell Show ran from 1996 to 2002 and 
crowned o’donnell as the Queen of nice for her style and her support of several 
charitable causes. Although o’donnell did not completely like the title, her show, 
which also featured numbers from Broadway musicals, restored a certain degree of 
civility to the talk show genre which had become synonymous with trash, sensational 
stories, and insults.
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The Queen of nice is actually quite vocal about her support for liberal causes 
and has often brought them to the attention of her viewers. In 1999, while in-
terviewing Tom selleck, she criticized him for his stance on guns and his in-
volvement in the national rifle Association. one of the causes that she feels 
particularly strongly about, the adoptive rights of gay parents, prompted her to 
come out. o’donnell was long rumored to be a lesbian, and her orientation was 
well-known in the gay and lesbian community. Before her coming out, she had 
starred as a lesbian in a guest role in the gay series Will and Grace. In March 2002, 
shortly before leaving The Rosie O’Donnell Show, she confirmed that rumor in a 
interview with diane sawyer on Primetime Thursday. Talking about the refusal 
of adoption agencies to grant adoptive rights to gay parents, she stated: “I don’t 
think America knows what a gay parent looks like: I am a gay parent.” o’donnell 
challenged the policy of limiting the choice of adoptive parents, doubting that it 
was beneficial to the rights of foster children. As she affirmed in her coming-out 
interview, o’donnell is a gay parent: she adopted her first son, Parker Jaren, in 
1995, her daughter Chelsea Bell in 1997, and a second son, Blake Christopher, in 
1999. o’donnell and her partner Kelli Carpenter have been together since 1998 
and, in november 2002, Carpenter gave birth to the couple’s fourth child, Vivi-
enne rose. The couple married in san Francisco in February 2004, although the 
marriage license was later voided by the California supreme Court.

o’donnell’s coming out was one of the many sources of controversy in the art-
ist’s life. Her critics pointed out that her decision to come out coincided with the 

outspoken TV host rosie o’donnell with the Muppet elmo. Courtesy of warner Bros. Television/
Photofest.
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end of The Rosie O’Donnell Show, scheduled for May 2002. It also corresponded with 
the promotion of her memoir Find Me (2002), where she described her involvement 
with a woman suffering from personality disorders. o’donnell was also involved 
in a lengthy legal battle against publisher Gunner & Jahr. In 2000, o’donnell had 
launched her own magazine Rosie, planning to make it a forum for honest discus-
sion of topics such as breast cancer, depression, and foster care. The failure of the 
publication caused the court battle between o’donnell and her publishers. The 
case received wide media attention, but was eventually dismissed by the judge who 
ruled that neither of the parties deserved damages. o’donnell was also criticized as 
a hypocrite when she allowed an armed bodyguard to accompany her son to school. 
other parents pointed out that this was at odds with her highly publicized stance 
against guns and in support of gun control.

In 2003 o’donnell took Boy George’s musical Taboo to Broadway, where it got 
cold reviews and ran for only a hundred performances. o’donnell’s career, however, 
does not seem to have suffered from her artistic failures nor from several damag-
ing comments made about her allegedly bullying personality during the Rosie court 
case. on the contrary, over the years, the TV star has consolidated her reputation 
as a lesbian pop culture icon. o’donnell has appeared in important Broadway and 
television productions. In 2005 she was cast in the Broadway revival of Fiddler on 
the Roof, opposite Harvey Fierstein. she also produced CBs’s Riding the Bus with 
My Sister and starred in it as the mentally retarded protagonist. In 2006 o’donnell 
starred in an episode of the series Nip/  Tuck and returned to TV hosting, replacing 
Meredith Vieira as the moderator of ABC talk show The View. Together with her 
partner, o’donnell owns r. Family Vacations, a travel agency catering to gay and 
lesbian families.
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 Pet ShoP boyS

The Pet shop Boys are central to the developments of popular music in the 
1980s and 1990s. Formed by neil Francis Tennant (1954–) and Christopher sean 
Lowe (1959–), the band has achieved worldwide success, particularly in europe 
and Britain, where they have had 39 top thirty singles including 4 number ones: 
“west end Girls” (also a U.s. number one), “It’s a sin,” “Always on My Mind,” 
and “Heart.” The Pet shop Boys were also very successful in the United states in 
the mid-1980s, although their popularity there started to decline after 1988 when 
they had their last Top 40 single with “domino dancing.” The Pet shop Boys’s 
longevity and enduring success are due to many diverse factors: the striking com-
bination of Tennant’s refined vocals and Lowe’s creative use of synthesizers; their 
melodic songs; their ability to defy expectations; and their remarkable performing 
style pairing opera and theater staging with avant-garde tailored fashion. Along-
side more traditional love songs, several of the Pet shop Boys’s songs deal with 
social and political issues. In their music, Tennant and Lowe have also embraced 
queer causes such as the battle against AIDS and prejudice and the repeal of the 
infamous British section 28 which prohibited the promotion of homosexuality by 
government agencies. Their disco-influenced albums also pay homage to disco’s 
importance as a popular musical genre in gay popular culture. The group’s famous 
versatility makes it possible for them to be equally at ease both covering The Village 
People’s “Go west” and writing a modern score for eisenstein’s classic 1925 silent 
film Battleship Potemkin.

neil Tennant was born on July 10, 1954, in north shields, northumberland, 
while Chris Lowe was born five years later on october 4 in Blackpool, Lancashire. 
Both artists played in local groups and went to university during the 1970s: neil 
was a member of dust, based in newcastle, and Lowe played the trombone in a 
band called one Under the eight. In the mid-1970s Tennant moved to London 
where he studied history at the Polytechnic of north London and later worked 
for publishing houses. In 1978 Chris enrolled at Liverpool University to study 
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architecture and, three years later, he too moved to London to work in a London 
architectural practice. The Pet shop Boys were born out of a chance meeting be-
tween Tennant and Lowe that took place on August 19, 1981, in an electronics 
shop at King’s Cross. They immediately realized they shared the same interest in 
dance music and began working together first calling themselves west end and 
then adopting the name of Pet shop Boys. This name derived from some friends 
working in a pet shop in the London suburb of ealing. In March 1985 Tennant and 
Lowe signed a recording contract with the eMI-label Parlophone records and, in 
october, “west end Girls” was released. The following January the single reached 
number one in the United Kingdom and proved a worldwide hit, selling 1.5 mil-
lion copies.

“west end Girls” received a number of important awards and paved the way 
for international recognition, which reached an impressive peak in october 2003 
when former soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev presented the Pet shop Boys 
with the world Arts Award. The award was given to Tennant and Lowe “for their 
extraordinary dedication to art, their social engagement and their unique contribu-
tion to popular music as well as their overall patronage of the arts.” during more 
than 20 years of career, the Pet shop Boys have often collaborated with other artists 

who are considered gay icons such 
as dusty springfield, Patsy Kensit, 
Liza Minnelli, Kylie Minogue, and 
Madonna. They have also worked 
together with other queer artists, 
greatly contributing to heighten-
ing the visibility of gays and les-
bians in music and in the visual 
arts. Particularly worth mentioning 
are the collaborations with Brit-
ish queer director derek Jarman 
for the video of their smashing hit 
“It’s a sin” (1987), a song expos-
ing the Catholic Church’s sexual 
prohibitions and its policing of de-
sire, and with photographer Bruce 
Weber for “Being Boring” (1991). 
Tennant and Lowe have also pro-
duced Boy George’s cover of dave 
Berry’s “The Crying Game,” which 
featured in neil Jordan’s homony-
mous film about transgenderism. 
In 2001 they teamed up with play-
wright Jonathan Harvey, the author 
of the modern gay classic Beautiful 
Thing, to work on a musical. The 
result was Closer to Heaven which 
played for five months in London’s 
west end to considerable critical 

Chris Lowe (left) and neil Tennant (right) as the British duo 
Pet shop Boys. Courtesy of eMI/Photofest.



acclaim and the approval of gay icon Elton John, who said that the Pet shop Boys 
had blown apart “the comfortable world of the west end musical” (Pet shop 
Boys official website).

The Pet shop Boys have never been coy in confronting issues relating to homo-
sexuality in their songs. In a 1994 interview with the British gay lifestyle magazine 
Attitude, Tennant states that he has always written songs from a gay point of view. 
recurrent motifs in their works which are relevant for gay and lesbian popular 
culture include AIDS (“Go west,” “Being Boring,” “dreaming of the Queen”) and 
coming out (“Metamorphosis”).
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PhilAdelPhiA

Following the TV movie And the Band Played On (1993), Jonathan demme’s Phila-
delphia (1993) was the second big-budget Hollywood film to address the issue of 
AIDS. similarly to And the Band Played On, it had an all-star cast that included 
Tom Hanks and denzel washington as the two leads as well as Joan woodward, 
Jason robards, and Antonio Banderas in supporting roles. Philadelphia won two 
Academy Awards for Best Actor in a Leading role (Hanks) and for Best Music, 
song (Bruce springsteen’s “streets of Philadelphia”). The film contributed to the 
shift in the film representation of gay men that took place in the 1990s towards 
a more realistic depiction. However, gay audiences were not entirely pleased with 
the movie, and many argued that a fundamental flaw of the movie was the lack of 
intimacy between the two gay lovers, which suggests a de-sexualization of gay re-
lationships.

Philadelphia was partly inspired by the Geoffrey Bowers case. A new York at-
torney, Bowers filed one of the first AIds discrimination lawsuits to go to a public 
hearing. In 1986 he sued his law firm Baker and McKenzie after being fired fol-
lowing the appearance of lesions on his face. The case was finally resolved in favor 
of Bowers, who, however, died before the final sentence was reached. In demme’s 
movie, Hanks plays the up-and-coming Andrew Beckett, a successful lawyer em-
ployed in the largest law firm of Philadelphia. Andy is gay, but he keeps his sexual-
ity and his relationship with Miguel (Banderas) secret from colleagues. However, 
when he develops lesions typical of Kaposi’s sarcoma on his face, he cannot hide 
the truth any longer. not only is he gay, but he is also ill with AIds. Following 
his admission, Andrew is immediately fired by the homophobic head of the firm 
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(robards). when he tries to find a lawyer who can help him to sue his firm for 
damages, Andrew discovers that none is willing to take his case except for Joe Miller 
(washington). In spite of his own homophobia, Miller takes Andrew’s case and, 
little by little, he modifies his views on gay people. The relationship which Miller 
and Andrew develop is based on mutual respect and trust. In the end, Miller suc-
cessfully shows that Andrew was fired because of his illness.

demme’s film certainly had many merits. In the early 1990s, homosexuality, let 
alone AIds, was still a taboo at the movies. The success of the film, which grossed 
over $40 million in its first two months, helped to bring the disease to the Ameri-
can heartland. demme repeatedly stressed that he wanted to make a movie not 
so much for the people living with AIds, but to reach those who did not know 
people with AIds or those who looked down on people with AIds. Yet, to reach 
to the malls, the director had to make his own compromises. The script started out 
as more politicized, but was subsequently toned down. demme stated that rather 
than responding angrily to the homophobia and the discrimination against people 
with AIds, he and his gay screenwriter ron nyswaner decided to focus on An-
drew’s determination to stay alive. Activists and critics like Larry Kramer were 
outraged that the film did not show any kissing or any signs of affection between 
the two lovers. demme responded that audiences were still not ready to see two 

Philadelphia’s narrative allows HIV-positive Andrew Beckett (Tom Hanks, right) to hold a baby, but not to 
kiss his partner Miguel Alvarez (Antonio Banderas, left). Courtesy of Tristar Pictures/Photofest. Photo-
graph by Ken regan.
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men kissing or two men in bed together. Philadelphia did not want to bank on shock 
value. “It’s a real concern. when we see two men kissing, we’re the products of 
our brainwashing—it knocks us back twenty feet. And with Philadelphia—I’m sorry, 
Larry Kramer—I didn’t want to risk knocking our audience back twenty feet with 
images they’re not prepared to see. It’s just shocking imagery, and I didn’t want to 
shoehorn it in” (deCurtis 1994, Rolling Stone online).

Activists also took issue with the representation of Andrew Beckett’s family, 
who is incredibly supportive not only of Andy’s homosexuality but also of his 
AIds status. Andrew even gets to rock his baby nephew in his arms. Many crit-
ics of the film pointed out that this rosy family portrayal did not do justice to 
the harsh treatment that most people with AIds received in their very families. 
while demme claims that the film is gay-oriented, most of the viewers will 
identify not so much with Andy as with Joe Miller. Andrew’s African American 
lawyer accepts his client’s homosexuality and his relationship with Miguel. Yet, 
this acceptance does not lead him to embrace fully the cause of the gay commu-
nity. As the Cineaste review of the film points out (1993, online edition), Miller 
functions as a safety valve for most of the audience: “Philadelphia . . . succeeds in 
severing a legal agenda from its moral foundation. The film makes a case for 
legal equality for both homosexuals and PwAs (although in the film the distinc-
tion between the two is not always clear), yet it refuses to follow suit by morally 
condemning homophobia.” Philadelphia is a landmark film because it takes what 
was at the time such a taboo subject at the core, and makes it into a big-budget, 
all-star narrative. Its representation of this taboo, however, in spite of its self-
proclaimed liberal agenda, is unable to radically challenge the homophobia of 
middle America, eventually overwhelming ideology with emotion. As the film 
closes, the news that justice has prevailed in the court case strengthens the view-
ers’ faith in that very system which causes discrimination against gays and lesbi-
ans in the first place.

Further Reading
deCurtis, Anthony. “rolling stone Interview: Jonathan demme.” Rolling Stone. 

March 24, 1994. http://www.storefrontdemme.com/rollingstone.html (accessed 
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Pink nArcissus

released in 1971 though probably shot during the previous seven years, Pink Nar-
cissus represents a turning point in gay underground films. Credited to an anony-
mous director, but now rightfully ascribed to photographer Jim Bidgood, the film 
synthesizes all the major features of gay underground movies of the 1960s, open-
ing, at the same time, new directions for the genre. Although it did not capture the 
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attention of audiences and reviewers when it first hit the theaters, Pink Narcissus 
has since gained a central position in gay popular culture.

The film focuses on the sordid life and the sexual fantasies of a handsome male 
prostitute (played by Bobby Kendall). Like the mythological figure of narcissus, he 
is in love with himself. obsessed by his beauty and perfection, he is the center of his 
own sexual fantasies. In them, the hustler is both a roman emperor and the slave 
the emperor can dispose of at his wish, a bullfighter with tight clothes attacked 
by a bullman, and a sultan in a male harem. narcissus’s fantasies are interwoven 
with grim scenes from his life in an unnamed contemporary metropolis. The film 
follows him while he cruises public toilets and rundown neighborhoods. Yet, the 
boundaries between reality and fantasy become increasingly blurred as the narrative 
unfolds. Lofty fantasy scenes soon turn into sexually degrading events by the erup-
tion of the real world into them. In a sudden revelation at the end of the movie, it 
becomes clear that the young hustler himself has turned, with age, into a client of 
handsome male prostitutes.

Bidgood was already working within gay underground culture before Pink Nar-
cissus. He was an amateur photographer whose portrayals of naked men were 
published in mail-order circuit magazines such as The Young Physique, Muscleboy, 
and Big. He began working on Pink Narcissus while taking pictures of his favor-
ite model Bobby Kendall. The long shooting, which, for the most part, was done 
in Bidgood’s new York’s apartment, eventually annoyed the independent produc-
tion company sherpix. In 1971 the company took the existing footage away from 
Bidgood and gave it to Martin Jay sadoff who proceeded to edit it. Pink Narcissus 
was thus released without Bidgood’s consent, who, in protest, withdrew his name 
as the director. when the film came out, it attracted few spectators, but soon ac-
quired cult status within gay and lesbian popular culture. The VHs edition in the 
1990s contributed to a wider circulation of the film, as did the dVd release which 
also contains commentary by Bidgood. shot in 8 mm later blown up to 35 mm and 
with characteristic fluorescent lighting, Pink Narcissus had a crucial impact on the 
erotic imagination of gay males and has influenced international gay directors such 
as r. w. Fassbinder and Pedro Almodovar.

As film scholar richard dyer (1990, 165) has pointed out, “the film has imagery 
from most phases of the underground.” It clearly owes to the photographs of Pierre & 
Gilles and the underground cinema of Andy Warhol, Kenneth Anger (who, for 
some time, was rumored to be the actual director), and George Markopoulos. Like 
the movies of warhol and Anger, Pink Narcissus features a melancholy hero and is 
strongly visionary in nature with its use of glittering colors. The film is also peo-
pled by a crowd of hustlers and sailors, while exuding eroticism and unashamedly 
showing the seediest of details: all characteristics which it shares with underground 
movies. At the same time, Pink Narcissus takes all these elements to such extremes 
as to innovate its sources. Its images purposefully border into kitsch aesthetics fil-
tered through a constant use of the pink color, one of the symbols of gayness. with 
its overt sexuality, the film also edges on the boundary of pornography, although 
the director is careful to hint and suggest rather than to show explicit sexual acts 
(except for a money shot with sperm splashing directly on the camera). richard 
dyer’s description of the film as “underground, kitsch, [and] softporn” (1990, 164) 
captures the film’s complexity and its longing for a gay utopia, which will never 
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materialize. The film’s sense of sadness and nostalgia is also heightened by the fate 
of its hero, who, in spite his good looks, will always be confined into a claustropho-
bic world of his own creation.

Further Reading
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 Queer As Folk

The American/Canadian series Queer as Folk was based on the British series cre-
ated by russell T. davies and lasted for five seasons, drawing strong ratings both 
in the United states and Canada. Initially targeted primarily at gay men, the series, 
broadcast by showtime and showcase, appealed also to a large number of straight 
women. As its British counterpart, the American Queer as Folk stretched the rep-
resentational boundaries of gay sexuality on television, venturing on grounds that 
were not always considered acceptable and inciting both favorable and negative 
reactions within the gay community.

Queer as Folk takes its title from the colloquial expression from the northern part 
of Britain, “there’s nought so queer as folk,” which means “there’s nothing as weird 
as people.” The series follows the lives of a group of gay men (Brian, Justin, Mi-
chael, emmett, Ted), a lesbian couple (Lindsay and Melanie), and their friends and 
families in Pittsburgh (although most of Queer as Folk was shot in Canada due to tax 
incentives). since the first episode, the series presented a graphic and honest depic-
tion of gay sex, showing mutual masturbation, anal sex, and rimming for the first 
time on American television. Queer as Folk also featured a frank portrayal of drug 
use and casual sex. The producers were careful to emphasize that the series did not 
represent all of gay society, but was simply a celebration of the lives and passions of 
a group of gay friends. A disclaimer in that sense appeared before every episode of 
the American series. showtime was also wary to stress that the series did not cham-
pion any particular cause in spite of addressing particularly controversial issues such 
as gay parenting, artificial insemination, same-sex marriages, child prostitution, and 
bug-chasers (HIV-negative people actively seeking to be infected with the virus).

The main thread of the narrative is Michael’s seemingly unrequited love for his 
childhood mate Brian, an up-and-coming advertising executive, who has agreed to 
become a father by artificially inseminating his college friend Lindsay. The earlier 
episodes introduce the different characters and their relationships, while subse-
quent chapters tackle political themes more explicitly. Much of the last season, for 
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example, takes its inspiration from the several legislative initiatives that have sought 
to restrict the rights of gays and lesbians in the United states. The main charac-
ters of the series find the family balances that they have struggled so much to gain 
endangered by “Proposition 14,” a political campaign aimed at outlawing same-sex 
marriages and other family rights. The protagonists of Queer as Folk actively fight 
against the proposition and the show increasingly focuses on the discrimination and 
hatred that they encounter. Homophobia explodes towards the end of the last sea-
son when an event at a gay bar to support opposition to the proposition is disrupted 
by a bomb. This horrible event leads Brian to declare his love for Michael so that 
the two friends finally become partners, although they decide against marrying.

Queer as Folk quickly became showtime’s most successful program and still en-
joyed such status after its last season. The network apparently did not broadcast a 
sixth series for fears of being considered too gay-oriented. In spite of its success, the 

The complete cast of showtime’s steamy Queer as Folk series, season 1. Courtesy 
of showtime/Photofest.
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series did not win unanimous praise within the gay community. on the contrary, 
like its British counterpart, Queer as Folk drew criticism from gay viewers for some 
aspects that were considered particularly problematic. In spite of the initial dis-
claimer about the representation of a simple segment of gay life, the show was still 
charged of representing queer lifestyle with little realism. This was due to an almost 
exclusive focus on white people and to the excessive portrayal of sex in public places 
such as bars. The focus on sexuality also risked associating infidelity with gay peo-
ple, thus lending arguments to those who are opposed to same-sex unions. Those 
who came to the defense of the program stated that, in spite of its graphic depiction 
of sex, Queer as Folk also showed its main characters engaged in various meaning-
ful relationships, including the first one in a TV series between an HIV-negative 
man and his HIV-positive partner. They praised the show for the heightened media 
exposure that it gave to gay and lesbian themes and characters.

Life partners ron Cowen and daniel Lipman, who served as the program’s ex-
ecutive producers, emphasized that Queer as Folk “is the story of boys becoming 
men” (rowe 2003, Advocate online). responding to the charges of misrepresent-
ing the gay community, the producers argued that their primary responsibility was 
to the story they were telling and that they hoped that the community could find 
some truth in that particular story. As Lipman pointed out, “when we say we’re 
‘politically incorrect,’ we don’t mean that we’re out to offend anyone; we’re out 
to tell the truth. sometimes the truth is not pretty—sometimes people behave in 
flawed ways. But it’s human, and we have to go with ‘human’ over political cor-
rectness” (rowe 2003, Advocate online). Cowen went as far as challenging the very 
notion of a gay community: “I’m starting to feel more and more that there is less 
and less of ‘a community,’ in the sense that all gay people are not the same, like all 
straight people aren’t. There are gay people who want to assimilate and move into 
the straight world, and there are others who want to stay within the gay commu-
nity. Those people all have different attitudes and expectations of the show, and it’s 
hard to satisfy everyone” (rowe 2003, Advocate online). In addition to challenging 
the boundaries of sexual representations on television, Queer as Folk has thus also 
stimulated debates on the reception of gay-themed fiction within their primary 
community target and even on the very existence of that community.

Further Reading
rowe, Michael. “The Men behind Queer as Folk.” The Advocate. April 15, 2003. 
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Queer eye For the strAight guy

The emmy Award-winning television series Queer Eye for the Straight Guy pre-
miered on the Bravo television network in 2003, immediately becoming a sur-
prising hit and one of the most debated TV programs of the season. It has also 
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generated spinoff series throughout the world, although none of these has been as 
successful as the American series, often leading to their cancellation after a few epi-
sodes. At the beginning of its third season, the show shortened its name to simply 
Queer Eye to reflect its broader focus, which was no longer limited to making over 
straight people, but also women and gay people themselves. Although some gay 
critics pointed out that the show perpetrated the usual stereotypes associated with 
gay men, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy emphasizes that gay and straight men can 
easily bond and that they do not pose threats to their respective sexualities.

The show intersects with the genres of reality TV and the so-called makeover 
programs. It features the Fab Five, five openly gay men who take care of a help-
less straight man. each member of the gay team is an expert in a particular field 
and helps the straight man to make progress in it. The protagonist of each episode 
is assisted by Kyan douglas for his hair and grooming, Thom Filicia for interior 
designing, Jai rodriguez to improve his culture, Ted Allen for advice on food and 
wine, and Carson Kressley for the latest fashion. Throughout the episode, the man 
willingly experiences a total transformation and he is usually so pleased with it that, 
in the end, he does not really want the Fab Five to leave. The team of gay experts 
has not focused only on making over straight men: some episodes have focused on 
gay people, one on a female-to-male transgender, and one on the entire red sox 
baseball team.

As Kylo-Patrick Hart (2004) has argued, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy challenges 
the stereotype, which has been reinforced by many televised representations of 
queers, that gay men are obviously inferior to heterosexuals because of their sexual 

The Fab Five working on their straight fashion victim. Courtesy of Bravo/
Photofest.
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orientation. other critics have been less enthusiastic about the show, arguing that 
it is predicated upon the tired stereotype of gay men having a natural penchant for 
style, fashion, and art that straight, masculine men lack. Gay men are ultimately 
feminized as fairies in the program, and yet Hart finds precisely in this detail the 
subversive potential of Queer Eye. The show’s representation of gay men as femi-
nized does not imply that they are inferior to the straight man that they have to 
make over. on the contrary, they are superior to him in every respect. The show 
thus presents homosexuals as non-threatening to heterosexuals, yet, at the same 
time, affirms their superiority over the latter. In addition, although Queer Eye ap-
parently feminizes its gay team, it establishes a different power dynamic than those 
usually associated with gay/straight relationships. The straight man is completely 
cast in the passive role as he surrenders himself to the gay team for his make over. 
Gay culture becomes the dominant one in the show, and gays mould the new iden-
tity of the straight man.

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy makes extensive use of humor to subvert common 
stereotypes about gay men and to make fun of the straight protagonist. In this way, 
the show challenges the power dynamics between gays and straights showing how 
easy it is for gay men to make fun of heterosexuals. In televised representations, gays 
are usually made fun of. Queer Eye focuses instead on how to make fun of straight 
men. The humor directed at the straight guy, however, is benevolent and, by the 
end of each episode, the Fab Five establish a significant bond with the straight man. 
As Kylo-Patrick Hart has remarked (2004), the Fab Five are represented as a team 
of gay superheroes who come to the rescue of the straight guy with their superpow-
ers in their different areas of expertise.

Through its good-natured approach, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy communi-
cates to a vast audience positive images of gay people and shows how they can 
lead a straight man to better himself. As david Collins, the show’s executive pro-
ducer, has argued (Hart 2004, Journal of Men’s Studies online), the Fab Five make 
the straight guy discover a whole new set of possibilities for his life: “gay guys [and] 
straight guys may do things a little different in the bedroom, but in the end, they’re 
just men. . . . Guys are guys, and all we want [is] to feel good about ourselves.”

Further Reading
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reAl World, the

MTV’s longest-running program, The Real World was one of the first reality shows 
to gain a vast audience at a national level and to include gay and lesbian characters 
in its cast. It thus helped to give increasing visibility to homosexuals on television. 
since 1992, its formula has proved immensely successful and has become the canvas 
for many other reality television programs. In its 1994 season, filmed in san Fran-
cisco, The Real World was also the first show to include an openly gay cast member, 
Cuban-American Pedro Zamora, who was struggling with AIDS.

The Real World focuses on the lives of seven twenty-something strangers who 
have to live in a house together for several months while cameras record their 
relationships and interactions. Cameras follow the participants’ lives not only in 
the house but also when they are out in public and at work (or looking for employ-
ment). Although interaction with the public was minimal in the first seasons, the 
group is now given a common task at the beginning of the series. The program 
moves to a different city with each new season. As the opening message says, the 
seven strangers will “find out what happens, when people stop being polite, and 
start getting real.” The characters’ taped lives are then broadcast in a series of 13 
half-hour episodes. during its first season in new York, The Real World included a 
gay man in the cast of seven strangers, norman Korpi. Korpi was the first homo-
sexual whose life was portrayed in a television series after Lance Loud came out 
in the 1970s during PBs’s docudrama An American Family. while the nation was 
shocked in the seventies by Loud’s coming out, Korpi’s participation in The Real 
World was greeted by positive responses as he came across as the most sensible and 
politically aware of the seven strangers. This has become a recurring characteristic 
of the gay and lesbian participants of the show and one which sets The Real World in 
contrast to other reality shows, such as CBs’s Survivor and ABC’s The Mole, where 
homosexuals are also part of the cast. These programs tend to reinforce damaging 
stereotypes about queers as untrustworthy and egocentric. Thus, when homosexual 
contenders such as Survivor’s first-season richard Hatch eventually emerge as the 
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winners, their success may be read negatively as evidence of gay people’s scheming 
skills.

while The Real World itself is not immune from stereotypes, it is far more nu-
anced and socially conscious in its presentation of gays and lesbians with whom 
even heterosexual viewers can identify. It portrays gays as involved in their com-
munity’s quest for equal rights with heterosexuals. In the new York season, for 
example, Korpi encouraged his housemates to attend a march in washington to 
grant gays reproductive rights. other seasons have stimulated discussions on gay 
marriages and the presence of gays in the military. In the Los Angeles series, lesbian 
Beth Anthony vocally supported gay marriages and, at the end of the show, got mar-
ried to her partner Becky. In the san Francisco season, Pedro Zamora exchanged 
wedding wows with his boyfriend. It was danny roberts of the new orleans cast 
who helped to engineer a discussion of the “don’t Ask, don’t Tell” policy about 
gays in the U.s. military. roberts’s boyfriend was in the military at the time of the 
show and, to protect his identity, his face was blurred every time he appeared on 
camera.

The san Francisco season of The Real World is commonly referred to as the 
most poignant and socially challenging for its depiction of Pedro Zamora’s life with 
AIds. Zamora used his appearance on the show to educate viewers about the virus. 
His own initial response to his positive status was one of denial. during his school 
years, Zamora had received very little sex education and his promiscuous behavior, 
partly the result of his mother’s death when he was only 13 years of age, had exposed 
him to the infection. even when he tested positive in 1989, Zamora did not start to 
seek help immediately. However, after a severe case of shingles, he decided not only 
to start treatment but also to educate himself and others about his disease. Zamora 
thus gave up academic education to devote himself fully to his career as AIds edu-
cator. His activities attracted media attention before Zamora was cast on The Real 
World. He was interviewed on several talk shows, including oprah’s, and even testi-
fied before Congress arguing for more comprehensive and comprehensible AIds 
programs specifically targeted to reach young men.

Being selected for The Real World allowed Zamora to be shown on national tele-
vision lecturing in schools about the virus. His discussion on HIV with his fellow 
participants obviously reached a wider audience than his usual listeners at confer-
ences. His health was already deteriorating while Zamora was recording The Real 
World and Pedro died the day after the broadcast of the last episode in the series. 
Zamora’s participation to The Real World brought AIds to American homes and 
families. After the san Francisco series of the show, very few Americans could 
still say that they did not know anyone with AIds. Zamora was praised because of 
his fight against AIds by President Clinton, who also arranged for all the members 
of the Zamora’a family who were still in Cuba to join Pedro in the United states 
shortly before his death. Fellow real worlder Judd winick created mainstream 
comic books inspired by his friendship with Zamora.

Throughout its numerous seasons, The Real World has brought gay and lesbian 
themes and people to American television. Its portrayal of gay men and lesbians is 
more affirmative and less stereotypical than that found in other reality shows. The 
Real World emphasizes that queers are men and women with a distinct personal-
ity and character. It praises their strength and their commitment to the social and 
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political goals of their community and, at the same time, it is careful not to define 
their identity solely in terms of their sexuality. As one gay participant to The Real 
World makes clear, “I love men. But that’s just part of me. That’s not all of me.”

Further Reading
Brenton, sam, and reuben Cohen. Shooting People: Adventures in Reality TV. Lon-

don: Verso, 2003; Johnson, Hillary, and nancy rommelmann. MTV’s The Real 
Real World. new York: MTV Books, 1995; Pollet, Alison. MTV’s The Real World 
New Orleans Unmasked. new York: MTV Books, 2000; winick, Judd. Pedro and 
Me: Friendship, Loss and What I Learned. new York: Henry Holt & Co, 2000.

reubenS, PAul (1952–)

American actor, comedian, and writer Paul reubens is best remembered in gay 
and lesbian popular culture for the creation of the character of Pee-wee Herman, 
informed by an apparent homosexual sensibility. refused at the auditions for the 
1980–1981 season of Saturday Night Live, reubens made Pee-wee the main char-
acter in a stage show that proved so popular that it soon transferred from clubs and 
theaters to children’s television. As Bruce La Bruce (1995) has noticed, the sexual 
ambivalence of the character was particularly baffling for critics and reviewers. This 
was due to their “reluctance to deal with the implications of an implicitly gay icon 
who is adored by children, and whose appeal cuts across a surprisingly wide range of 
youth subcultures” (La Bruce 1995, 382–389). reubens’s unwillingness to discuss his 
private life has been the subject of much speculation, which was further stimulated 
by the two sex scandals in which the actor found himself embroiled.

reubens was born Paul rubenfeld on August 27, 1952, in Peekskill, new York, 
from Jewish-American parents, but grew up in sarasota, Florida, where his family 
owned a lamp store. rubenfeld was interested in acting since he was 11. At that 
age, he joined the local theater group in sarasota and appeared in a number of plays 
throughout his high school years. After his graduation, he enrolled at Boston Uni-
versity and studied there for a year before deciding to change his surname into reu-
bens and pursue an acting career in Hollywood. He first attended the California 
Institute for the Arts as an acting major and, in the 1970s, he joined The Ground-
lings, an improvisational theater group based in Los Angeles. during the years he 
spent with The Groundlings, reubens started to develop the Pee-wee Herman 
character. Pee-wee is an eccentric man who acts as a child, always clothed with his 
characteristic grey suit that is too small for him. La Bruce (1995, 383) also points 
out that Pee-wee has an androgynous nature, wearing “pancake makeup, rouge, and 
a hint of lipstick” and talking in a weird falsetto. The name apparently came from 
the brand of a miniature harmonica and, to reubens, it was the kind of name that 
parents would give to a child they did not care about.

reubens debuted with the Pee-wee Herman Show at the Groundlings Theatre in 
1980 and later moved to the roxy where the cable network HBo recorded one of 
the performances and broadcast it in 1981. reubens gained more fans with his guest 
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appearances as Pee-wee on Late Night with David Letterman. In 1984 he performed 
to a sold-out Carnegie Hall in new York. The following year, the then-newcomer 
Tim Burton directed reubens in his first film, Pee-wee’s Big Adventure, which proved 
surprisingly popular at the box office. The success of the character earned him a place 
on CBs’s saturday morning children’s programs. Pee-wee’s Playhouse first aired in 1986 
and went on for the next five years. Because the program was mostly watched by chil-
dren, the sexual innuendo of the shows was toned down. Yet, the show proved success-
ful with adults too and contributed to stretch the boundaries of what was considered 
acceptable on children’s TV. Playhouse won 22 emmys during its run, heaping up criti-
cal praise for its queer challenges against racism and heterosexism. Most of Pee-wee’s 
closest friends on the show are black and their sexualities are over-exaggerated, mak-
ing them parodies. Alexander doty (1993), who has analyzed the figure of Pee-wee at 
length, argues that the show challenges and satirizes popular notions of gender and 
sexuality. In addition, the character of Pee-wee functions as an affirmation of the figure 
of the effeminate gay man. “I’m just trying to illustrate,” reubens stated in an inter-
view (Marcor St. James’s Encyclopedia online), “that it’s okay to be different—not that 
it’s good, not that it’s bad, but that it’s all right. I’m trying to tell kids to have a good 
time and to encourage them to be creative and to question things.”

Although reubens had already decided not to sign on for a sixth season, his ar-
rest for masturbating in a pornographic movie theater in Los Angeles on July 26, 
1991, caused CBs to stop broadcasting the reruns of the series. reubens was given 

Paul reubens (right) as Pee-wee Herman with Laurence Fishburne as Cowboy Curtis on CBs’s series Pee-
wee’s Playhouse. Courtesy of CBs/Photofest. Photograph by John duke Kisch.



a clear record in return for a fine and a few public service announcements. doty 
(1993) claims that the disproportionate media reaction to reubens’s arrest was gen-
erated by the connection of Pee-wee’s queerness with that of his creator. The actor’s 
arrest created a link between Pee-wee’s difference and reubens’s sexual body. This 
flaunting of difference was too much for a children’s program. reubens was subject 
to a second arrest in 2002 in connection with child pornography, although this 
charge was later dropped after reubens pleaded guilty to a separate misdemeanor 
obscenity charge.

since 1991, reubens has not been able to revive his Pee-wee character although 
he and director Tim Burton are said to be working on a movie based on Pee-wee’s 
Playhouse. His career, however, has continued even after the actor’s two arrests. 
He has earned particularly good reviews for his recurring role in the hit TV series 
Murphy Brown (1988–1998, for which he obtained his only emmy nomination for 
a non–Pee-wee character) and for his portrayal of a gay drug dealer in the film Blow 
(2001). with Pee-wee Herman, however, reubens created a career-defining char-
acter, one which is informed by camp subversion. As La Bruce concludes (1995, 
384), behind Pee-wee’s “naivety and ingeniousness always lurks a naughty under-
standing of his own seditious behavior.”

Further Reading
doty, Alexander. Making Things Perfectly Queer. Minneapolis: University of Min-
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roseAnne

The American sitcom Roseanne aired on ABC from 1988 to 1997. starring outspoken 
stand-up comedian roseanne Barr and John Goodman, it became one the most suc-
cessful and unusual sitcoms in TV history, getting in the top five places of nielsen 
ratings for its first six seasons. The show occupies a special place within gay and 
lesbian popular culture as it gave a fundamental contribution to the access of gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual themes within mainstream television. setting itself in sharp 
contrast to the sitcoms of the time, Roseanne focused on a working-class family liv-
ing in a fictional Illinois town and honestly depicted controversial issues, including 
homosexuality.
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Initially conceived as a stand-up act, Roseanne evolved into a series with a strong 
female matriarch at its center. roseanne’s husband is often in the dark about family 
matters. “I figure by the time my husband comes home at night, if those kids are 
still alive, I’ve done my job”: this is roseanne’s way of dealing with the problems 
of the Conner family. In its matriarchal and working-class focus, Roseanne stood in 
sharp contrast to the other popular sitcom of the 1990s, The Cosby Show. while the 
latter focused on a well-to-do family with a strong father figure, Roseanne decid-
edly favored a more divided group centered upon a mother figure. In addition to 
roseanne and her husband dan, the Conners included their daughters darlene 
and Becky, their son d. J. and roseanne’s sister Jackie. over time, the household 
came to include Becky’s husband Mark and darlene’s boyfriend david. The Con-
ners periodically experience money problems and hold a variety of jobs, including 
managing their own diner, the Lanford Lunch Box.

several recurrent characters in the series are gay, including roseanne’s sister, 
whose homosexuality, however, is not revealed until the surreal last episode of the 
final season. roseanne’s mother reveals lesbian yearnings in the last season too, 
although her lesbian orientation is revealed to be an invention of roseanne in the 

The cast of ABC’s sitcom Roseanne. Courtesy of ABC/Photofest.
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last episode. In spite of this, her character is the first almost lesbian grandmother 
in a TV series. Leon Carp, roseanne’s boss at the luncheonette inside rodbell’s 
department store, is gay and, after dating many men, he finds happiness with 
his partner scott. The two also marry with a public ceremony. nancy, played by 
sandra Bernhard, is one of roseanne’s best friends and co-owner of the Lanford 
Lunch Box. she is a bisexual and often dates attractive women; her first girlfriend 
was played by Morgan Fairchild. Because of these gay and lesbian characters, as 
well as several other controversial issues, such as masturbation and birth control, 
the show often challenged the boundaries of what was acceptable by network 
standards.

Controversy surrounding the gay and lesbian themes in the sitcom openly ex-
ploded in March 1994 with the airing of the episode “don’t Ask, don’t Tell.” The 
episode actually started to cause animated debates even before it was aired, as it be-
came known that roseanne would be kissed by another woman. right-wing groups 
put pressure on ABC to either edit out the kiss or cancel the whole episode. In turn, 
roseanne held her ground, threatening to switch networks if ABC gave in to the 
pressure. The episode was aired after countless debates and clips of the incrimi-
nated kiss had made it a highly publicized commodity. It centers on roseanne’s visit 
to a gay bar with nancy and her latest girlfriend (Mariel Hemingway). Through 
its star’s entrance into the queer community, the episode challenges many lesbian 
stereotypes and leads viewers to reflect on the persistence of homophobia within 
American culture. Although ABC finally agreed to air the entire episode, “don’t 
Ask, don’t Tell” had to be preceded by a warning on its mature content, thus advis-
ing parental discretion. The warning signaled that, although the primetime les-
bian kiss was aired, gays and lesbians still remained marginalized subjects within 
American society, their visibility perceived as a threat. As suzanna walters (2003) 
has shown in her detailed reading of the episode, “don’t Ask, don’t Tell” was par-
ticularly effective as, rather than making gays the target for parody, it made fun 
of homophobia, forcing America’s favorite working-class character to address the 
discomfort she experiences after being kissed by a woman.

Roseanne was not simply the first sitcom to feature a primetime lesbian kiss or 
a gay male wedding. In walters’s words (2003, 72), the show integrated gay and 
lesbian characters in its narrative not simply as “token signs of cultural hipness 
and diversity.” It depicted them as part of both the dominant culture and a more 
marginalized one signified by their gayness.

Further Reading
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ruDnICk, PAul (1957–)

out playwright, novelist, and screenwriter Paul rudnick has authored several com-
edies that prominently feature gay and lesbian themes and, as in the case of the suc-
cessful In and Out (1997), challenge homophobic hypocrisies in society. even when 
rudnick has addressed dramatic social themes such as AIDS, he has done so with 
characteristic wit and dark humor. He is also the writer of long-running columns 
and humorist pieces in mainstream magazines such as Premiere Magazine, Vanity 
Fair, Vogue, Esquire, and The New Yorker.

rudnick was born in 1957 in new Jersey. Both his father, a physicist, and his 
mother, an arts publisher, were extremely supportive when he told them he was 
gay. rudnick grew up in the new York City suburb of Piscataway, which gave him 
insights on “what it’s like to live in a town where everyone has to know everyone 
else’s business” (Spliced online, 1997). These would be particularly useful for the 
writing of In and Out, although rudnick was never in the position of the protago-
nist, who was played by Kevin Kline. since his childhood and adolescence, rudnick 
wanted to be a playwright, so he enrolled at Yale University for a B.A. in theater. 
After graduating, he supported himself with odd jobs while writing his first play 
Poor Little Lambs (1982). The mixed reception given to the play prompted rudnick 
to change literary genre and write two novels: Social Disease (1986) and I’ll Take 
It (1989), which earned him a reputation for satirizing American obsessions with 
nightlife and shopping respectively.

rudnick’s surreal second play I Hate Hamlet (1991) featured the ghost of legend-
ary actor John Barrymore advising a television performer on how to act the role of 
shakespeare’s prince. The piece met with a cold reception from both audiences and 
critics to start with, but has since had successful reruns. rudnick finally obtained 
critical and commercial recognition with his third play Jeffrey (1993), which ob-
served the impact of AIds on gay relationships with humor and with an affirmative 
attitude. As with rudnick’s subsequent script for In and Out, the focus in Jeffrey is 
not merely on gay sexuality but on gay romance, which the author sees as far more 
threatening to the audience’s imagination. The play received an obie Award, an 
outer Critics Circle Award, and the John Gassner Award for outstanding new 
American Play. Filtering AIds through humor may seem controversial. Yet, rud-
nick is neither interested nor bothered by political correctness. As he stated in an 
interview about his next play The Naked Eye (1996), no character or interest group is 
sacred in his works: “Political correctness is actually an enemy of comedy. I believe 
if there is a political platform that can be destroyed by humor, then it wasn’t very 
strong to begin with. I’m interested in celebrating absurdity” (Graham, The Naked 
Interview online).

Jeffrey challenges the conservative notion that AIds can be avoided through 
abstinence. Its main character initially decides to become celibate to avoid the virus, 
but then comes to the conclusion that abstaining from same-sex intercourse means 
giving up life. To rudnick, humor is part and parcel of being gay and a tool for 
survival. Jeffrey is an homage to the way the gay community has dealt with AIds, 
using what the playwright calls the natural gay resources of humor and style to get 
through an absolute nightmare. Far from trivializing the disease, the play shows 
how the humor and the style of the gay community were instrumental in getting 
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through the crisis. The play eventually celebrates the strength of the gay commu-
nity. rudnick continued to challenge conservative and fundamentalist beliefs with 
the play The Most Fabulous Story Ever Told (1998), which recasts the story of the 
Book of Genesis through the same-sex couples formed by Adam and steve and Jane 
and Mabel. Valhalla (2004) explores the link between homosexuality and beauty 
through the parallel stories of Ludwig II of Bavaria and James Avery, a small-town 
Texan homosexual who served in Germany during world war II.

In the meantime, rudnick also started a successful career as a screenwriter. Think-
ing of Bette Midler as a protagonist, he wrote the first version of Sister Act (1992), 
but demanded to use a pseudonym in the film credits when the production made it 
a whoopi Goldberg vehicle. rudnick was also involved in the scripts of The Addams 
Family (1991), Addams Family Values (1993), and The First Wives Club (1996). In 1995 
he adapted Jeffrey for the screen version that starred steven weber, sigourney 
weaver, Patrick stewart, and Nathan Lane. The film was not as successful with 
mainstream audiences as the play, but attracted the attention of the gay community.

rudnick’s most successful film to date was the comedy In and Out, directed by 
Frank oz and starring Kevin Kline, Tom selleck, and Matt dillon. rudnick’s script 
concerns the outing of a teacher (Kline) by a former student on national television. 
The situation is further complicated by the fact that the teacher is about to marry, 
lives in a small town, and has to weather an unexpected wave of media attention on 
his private life. The film contains a long kiss between Kline and selleck which, to 
rudnick (Spliced online, 1997), was the center of the whole narrative: “I think the 
length is completely the secret of that kiss. It’s a way of saying, the movie says, ‘we 
mean this. Get over it.’ ” The film refuses to treat outing and coming out as problems; 
on the contrary, it addresses them through the conventions of the screwball genre.

By turning gay stereotypes on their head and using surreal situations for humor, 
rudnick’s works address important social issues related to homosexuality. His plays 
are peopled by body builders, opera buffs, interior decorators, and waiters. How-
ever, instead of being simply employed as side characters for comic relief, they 
become the veritable heroes of the playwright’s pieces, and the center of his narra-
tives. with his writings, rudnick thus cautions not to lose sight of the enormous 
potential of gay and lesbian popular culture for self-parody.

Further Reading
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ruPAul (1960–)

African American drag queen, singer, and actor ruPaul rose to international fame 
in the 1990s. Through his numerous appearances on TV programs and films, and 
at famous disco venues around the world, he has contributed to give drag a visible 
place in mainstream American popular culture.
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ruPaul Andre Charles was born into a working-class family in san diego on 
november 17, 1960. As a child, he loved the music of the supremes and went 
through the trauma of his parents’ separation and bitter divorce. every time his 
parents started arguing, ruPaul recalls that, together with his sisters, they “would 
run into the bedroom and hold each other crouching down as though it were an air 
raid” (official web site). The divorce was “as ugly and nasty as it could have gotten” 
(official web site), something for which the child blamed himself. The traumatic 
separation caused ruPaul’s mother to have a serious nervous breakdown. Because 
of her health, she was unable to hold a steady job for a long time. once on wel-
fare, the kids became the adults of the household, taking care of each other and of 
their mother too. They learned how to keep “secrets from social workers, daddy 
and anyone else who could threaten [their] family” (official web site). The art-
ist was conscious of being effeminate at a young age. In his biographical notes, 
he recounts being called a sissy by neighborhood kids when he was 5 and being 
mistaken for a girl when he was 10. He was also well aware of his love for boys, a 
feeling that he had learned to keep hidden.

when he was 12, ruPaul first 
got acquainted with acting, enroll-
ing in san diego Children’s The-
ater. In september 1975 he started 
to attend Gompers Jr. High school, 
but was expelled only four months 
later for his poor attendance. The 
following year he moved in with his 
married sister renetta and, after a 
few months, they moved together 
to Atlanta, a city that the performer 
has loved ever since. His school 
marks, however, did not improve 
and the only class he did not skip 
was drama. By 1978 ruPaul had 
dropped out of high school and 
started to work full time for his 
brother-in-law’s used car business, a 
job that he kept until 1982. during 
these years, the artist began explor-
ing his sexuality and had his first 
intercourse with men. In spite of 
his job as a car seller, ruPaul never 
abandoned his dream of entering 
showbiz. His brother-in-law was a 
formative influence, teaching him 
“how to go out into the world and 
get what [he] wanted”: “He taught 
me how to listen and how to articu-
late my thoughts. I learned how to 
negotiate with people in business A different type of drag queen: ruPaul. Courtesy of Photofest.
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and above all, I learned that I had as much right to fulfill my dreams as any white 
person had” (official web site).

In the early 1980s ruPaul decided that time had come to fulfill his own dreams 
and he founded ruPaul and the U-hauls. The band performed at clubs in At-
lanta and as an opening act for local rock and punk groups. The artist also started 
his career as an actor, appearing in drag in underground films. By the end of the 
decade, ruPaul had become a well-known figure in Atlanta, but he began to feel 
constrained there and wished for a larger recognition. He thus moved to new 
York, where, after a difficult beginning, he became a regular drag performer on 
the club scene. In 1989 he was voted “Queen of Manhattan” by club owners and 
dJs and selected by the B-52s for a cameo in the video of their hit “Love shack.” 
In 1993 ruPaul released his first dance album, Supermodel, which included the 
hit singles “supermodel (You Better work)” and “Back to My roots.” Topping 
the U.s. dance charts, ruPaul developed a new image for drag queens based on 
gentleness and warmth rather than on the bitchy remarks that had characterized 
the previous generations of performers. He was also the first drag queen to sign a 
modeling contract for a cosmetics firm, the Canadian MAC Cosmetics. Thanks to 
his position, he has helped to set up the MAC Aids Fund and has been one of its 
most effective fundraisers.

since his music debut, ruPaul has released more successful albums and has re-
corded duets with internationally renowned artists such as Elton John. His acting 
career has flourished too, working with directors such as spike Lee (Crooklyn, 1993), 
wayne wang (Blue in the Face, 1995), and Beeban Kidron (To Wong Foo, Thanks for 
Everything, Julie Newmar, 1996). He has also appeared out of drag in the film But 
I’m a Cheerleader (2000) as a former gay turned into a counselor for a rehabilitation 
camp to turn homosexuals into heterosexuals. From 1996 to 1998, the artist hosted 
his own television show, The RuPaul Show, on VH1, which ran six days a week. He 
interviewed a string of music celebrities and popular culture icons. He also devoted 
some episodes to controversial issues, such as pornography (interviewing porn per-
sonalities such as underground director Chi Chi Larue).

one of ruPaul’s most often-quoted sentences states that “we are born naked, 
all the rest is drag.” It summarizes well the artist’s conception of drag as some-
thing which affects all of us, and should therefore be given visibility into popular 
culture. Through a dramatic shift from the catty personae of his predecessors 
to his own more reassuring and less threatening image, ruPaul has vitally con-
tributed to this visibility. Although the performer has reached a position within 
mainstream culture, he has consistently affirmed his identity as a gay man and 
has performed at queer events. He has also made clear that he wants to distance 
himself from the stereotypes that portray homosexual men as secretly wanting 
to be women. He has repeatedly stressed that he does not impersonate females, 
but simply drag queens, as his clothes would be too uncomfortable for women 
to wear.
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SArGent, DICk (1930–1994)

American actor dick sargent is best remembered for his role as the so-called sec-
ond darrin in ABC’s comedy series Bewitched. As most of the gay actors who began 
their careers in the 1950s, sargent kept his homosexuality secret, although he had a 
20-year romantic relationship with another man. He came out in 1991, only three 
years before his death due to prostate cancer. For sargent, coming out meant lifting 
a heavy burden. working for 40 years in the business as a closeted homosexual was, 
according to the actor’s own words (signorile 1993, 323), “a terrible way to live.” “It 
totally felt dirty and second-class and had all of those negative emotions. . . . nobody 
should have to do it.” After his coming out, sargent became an outspoken sup-
porter for gay and lesbian causes. He declared it was “a whole new mission in life” 
(Keehnen, online interview). Together with Bewitched co-star elizabeth Montgom-
ery he acted as Grand Marshal for the Los Angeles Pride Parade in 1992.

Born richard Cox in Carmel, California, on April 19, 1930, dick sargent had a 
difficult relationship with his father, elmer Cox, who had served as a Colonel in the 
Army during world war I. elmer later became the business manager of Hollywood 
personalities such as actor douglas Fairbanks and director erich Von stroheim. 
sargent’s mother, ruth Mcnaughton Cox, was an actress in silent films. Because 
of his father’s military background, richard attended the san rafael Military Acad-
emy, an institution that he detested, and Menlo school, both in California. He went 
on to stanford University to study acting and he appeared in several student pro-
ductions. while at stanford, Cox also became increasingly aware of his homosexu-
ality, a self-discovery that scared him. Intending to pursue an acting career, he held 
odd jobs to fund his ambition, until he landed a small role in Prisoner of War (1954) 
and changed his surname into sargent. slowly, the actor was able to get roles, albeit 
small ones, in more successful films such as Operation Petticoat (1959), That Touch 
of Mink (1962), and the elvis Presley vehicle Live a Little, Love a Little (1968). He 
also had a leading role in the TV series One Happy Family (1961) and appeared 
in episodes of Dr. Kildare (1961), Gunsmoke (1962), and Broadside (1964). sargent 
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(signorile 1993, 323) has recalled the negative effects he feared that the revela-
tion of his homosexuality might have on his career and decided not to talk about 
his orientation to anyone, not even with the other gays in showbiz. “My first agent 
was gay, and I didn’t even talk to him about it.” sargent went as far as putting a ficti-
tious ex-wife in his biographical notes for the studios.

sargent joined the cast of Bewitched in 1969 for the last three seasons. He had 
originally been offered the role of darrin when the series debuted in 1964, but 
could not take it up due to previous contractual obligations to Universal stu-
dios. Yet, in 1969, dick York, who had played darrin in the first five seasons of 
the show, withdrew due to health reasons. sargent then stepped in the role of 
the ordinary middle-class man married to the beautiful witch samantha. Agnes 
Moorehead and Paul Lynde, themselves rumored to be gay, were part of the cast. 
Yet, although by the late 1960s the rumor of homosexuality would not neces-
sarily destroy one’s career, sargent still did not talk to his co-stars about it. He 
became good friends with his co-star Liz Montgomery: “she and her husband 
and my lover and I socialized. we’d play tennis together, have Christmas parties, 
that kind of stuff, but [Liz and I] never discussed my being gay until years later. 
As long as you didn’t say anything, nobody ever gave a damn in that [Bewitched ] 
crowd” (signorile 1992, 323). Guest star Paul Lynde was a case in point: “Paul 
Lynde was always around, always coming to parties and he was flamboyant and 
obvious and always trying to shock people. everyone had to know, but it was 
never talked about” (signorile 1993, 323). Although replacing a beloved actor as 
dick York was not an easy task, sargent ultimately won unanimous praise, includ-
ing York’s.

After Bewitched ended in 1972, sargent continued to star in films and TV series 
including The Streets of San Francisco, Taxi, Murder, She Wrote, L.A. Law, and Down 
to Earth. He was badly affected by the death of his life-partner in 1980 and began 
to socialize with gays who were out of the closet. Although he did not publicly 
declared his homosexuality until 1991, he began to live more openly and less secre-
tively. In April 1991 the tabloid Star outed him, an event which the actor described 
as “terrible” but that, at the same time, pushed him to realize that he needed to live 
his life more honestly. Another factor which motivated him to talk openly about his 
sexual orientation was the decision of then California governor Pete wilson to sign 
a bill against the discrimination of gays and lesbians on the workplace. Choosing 
october 11, 1991, national Coming out day, to make his announcement, sargent 
discussed his homosexuality on Entertainment Tonight and was excited about becom-
ing an adult role model for those many gay teenagers that were coming to terms 
with their own sexual difference. since his coming out, the actor became a gay 
rights activist. He compared the experience of coming out to feeling cleansed. “I’ll 
probably never be allowed to play a father symbol again,” he admitted. “I’m afraid 
for my career. I’m probably gonna lose a whole lot of work. . . . I may even have to 
sell the house someday, but this is more important. I like myself, probably more 
than I have most of my life.”

Unfortunately, this new happiness was short-lived as sargent was diagnosed with 
prostate cancer in 1989, and, although the disease seemed curable, it progressed in 
spite of the radiation cycles the actor underwent. sargent died on July 8, 1994. In 
his study of outing, Queer in America, Michelangelo signorile has praised sargent 
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as someone who made history, becoming one of the very first television stars to 
come out.
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SChleSInGer, John (1926–2003)

Academy Award–winning director John schlesinger contributed with many of his 
films to the visibility of homosexual characters in both British and American cin-
ema. Most of his cinematic works are concerned with gender relations and, as his 
reputation became more established, schlesinger grew more explicit in his treat-
ment of homosexuality. same-sex desire is the main theme in at least three of his 
films (Midnight Cowboy [1969], Sunday Bloody Sunday [1971], and The Next Best Thing 
[2001]) and in the highly praised television dramas An Englishman Abroad (1983) 
and A Question of Attribution (1991). Many of his other films include gay characters 
in minor roles and display a clear homosexual sensibility. openly gay, schlesinger 
lived with his partner Michael Childers from the 1960s until his death in 2003.

schlesinger was born into a Jewish middle-class family in London on Febru-
ary 16, 1926, the eldest of five children. His mother winifred was a musician and 
his father Bernard a pediatrician. schlesinger’s education contributed to his love 
of art, music, and literature. After serving in world war II, schlesinger studied 
english literature at oxford from where he graduated in 1950. In his oxford years, 
he performed with the oxford University dramatic school and the experimental 
Theater Club. His career as a filmmaker started with a series of documentaries he 
shot for the BBC in the late 1950s. one of these, Terminus, earned him a prize at 
the prestigious Venice Film Festival. His first films were part of the social unrest 
that permeated the 1960s and of the exciting British youth culture of those years. 
with A Kind of Loving (1962), which won the Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Fes-
tival, Billy Liar (1963), Darling (1965), and Far from the Madding Crowd (1967), 
schlesinger inscribed himself in the group of social realist British directors such 
as Karel reisz and Tony richardson, who were preoccupied with a depiction of 
working-class life and aspirations. The films contributed to the launching of the 
careers of British stars such as Alan Bates and Julie Christie, who starred in all of 
them and won an Academy Award for her performance in Darling. schlesinger too 
was nominated for Best director.

For his first American film, schlesinger chose the controversial Midnight Cow-
boy. The movie focuses on the relationship between Joe Buck ( Jon Voight) and 
ratso rizzo (dustin Hoffman). Joe is a male hustler who has just arrived in new 
York with the plan to be the kept man of rich women. rizzo is an ailing con who 
first robs Joe, but then starts a partnership with him becoming his manager. The 
two live in rizzo’s rundown apartment whose block is about to be demolished. with 
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time, it is actually rizzo who becomes increasingly dependent on Joe because of his 
health problems. Their friendship becomes deeper and Joe, who often finds himself 
hustling for male clients, begins to make plans for them as a couple. He robs and 
beats one of his clients to get enough money to take rizzo to the warmer climate of 
Florida where he also plans to find an honest work. rizzo, however, dies just as they 
are approaching Miami. The movie received an X-rating, but won Academy Awards 
for Best Picture and Best director and both its actors were nominated. A typical 
product of the new Hollywood, which targeted the hypocrisy of the big studios, 
Midnight Cowboy was praised for its lucid observation of American urban life and 
its gritty details. worldwide success rewarded schlesinger of his daring choice of 
material and allowed him to make an even more personal film.

Thanks to the triumph of Midnight Cowboy, schlesinger returned to Britain to 
shoot the introspective Sunday Bloody Sunday (1971), in which a middle-aged Jew-
ish gay man (Peter Finch) and a divorced woman (Glenda Jackson) both become 
attracted to a younger man (Murray Head). The film was released after only four 
years from the decriminalization of sexual acts between male adults in Britain and 
contained explicit scenes of lovemaking between men. The director considered this 
his most personal work and “a breakthrough film, where gay characters were not 
tortured, suicidal, mean, bitchy, dishonorable, or tragic—they were portrayed as 
normal, loving human beings with real lives, real careers, real feelings filled with 
compassion, and many of the compromises which life and relationships bring” 
(Vary 2003, Advocate online). with Sunday Bloody Sunday, schlesinger received 
more oscar nominations and more international awards, including the BAFTA for 
Best direction.

since the 1970s, schlesinger divided his production between mainstream big-
budget films such as the thrillers The Marathon Man (1976), Pacific Heights (1990), 
and The Innocent (1993), and more personal projects like the television dramas An 
Englishman Abroad and A Question of Attribution, which focus on Guy Burgess and 
Anthony Blunt respectively. Both Burgess and Blunt were homosexuals who were 
part of the Cambridge spy ring, which passed British secrets onto the soviets dur-
ing the Cold war. schlesinger also directed several operas and served as associate 
director of the national Theater, London.

The Next Best Thing (2001) represents an inadequate ending for an otherwise 
brilliant career. Abbie (Madonna) and robert (Rupert Everett) are best friends 
who, during a drunken one-night stand, conceive a son. They decide to raise him 
together, unmarried and without giving up their own sexual lives. In spite of gay 
icons Madonna and rupert everett, the film is badly scripted and, as a result, its 
characters are psychologically underdeveloped and stereotypical. Although The 
Next Best Thing asks important questions about the legal rights of queers to parent-
ing and to constitute a nontraditional family, its solutions appeal more to the con-
servative logic of tolerance and respectability than to the potentialities within queer 
culture. robert is bored with the excesses of the gay community and is shown to 
have no success at relationships. He is desexualized and alone. His representation 
comes as a disappointment from a director who, 30 years before, had powerfully 
deconstructed stereotypical representations of gay sexuality with Midnight Cow-
boy and Sunday Bloody Sunday. schlesinger died on July 25, 2003, in Palm springs, 
California.
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SonDheIm, StePhen (1930–)

Award-winning musical composer and lyricist stephen sondheim deeply innovated 
American musical theater in the 1960s and 1970s. Although sondheim’s works do 
not include gay characters and he does not show particular pride for his homo-
sexuality, his musicals and songs have enthused gay and lesbian audiences who have 
conferred to the author’s compositions a cult status comparable to those reserved to 
illustrious predecessors such as Cole Porter and noël Coward. In his works as well 
as in his life, sondheim has eschewed open militancy in favor of queer rights. on 
the contrary, he has adopted an ambiguous and oblique critique of the traditional 
musical form, which includes as its targets the representation of idealized hetero-
sexual romances and sexuality.

sondheim is the only child of Herbert sondheim, a dress manufacturer, and 
etta Janet Fox sondheim, a dress designer. He was born in new York and grew up 
in Manhattan in a wealthy, nonreligious Jewish family. when stephen was 10, his 
parents separated and he went to live with his mother on a farm in Pennsylvania. 
sondheim first studied in military school, then attended George school, a pre-
paratory academy in Pennsylvania, and finally graduated in music from williams 
College in Massachusetts in 1950. He also studied privately with composer Milton 
Babbitt. However, the main influence on sondheim’s education was exerted by his 
Pennsylvanian neighbor and musical lyricist oscar Hammerstein II. stephen, who 
had a tense relationship with his mother, identified Hammerstein as a father figure. 
As the composer would later state, he decided to write for the theater to emulate 
Hammerstein. Their close relation continued throughout sondheim’s career, until 
Hammerstein’s death in 1960.

In the early 1950s, sondheim worked as a scriptwriter for the television series 
Topper and composed the score for the musical Saturday Night. This was to be 
sondheim’s debut on Broadway, however, when its producer died, the musical was 
shelved and was not produced until 1997. sondheim finally made his Broadway 
debut in 1957 with the lyrics for Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story, a big hit 
which has since developed into a classic. Two years later, sondheim wrote the lyrics 
for another Broadway hit, Gypsy, accompanying the music by Jule styne. Both sto-
ries were tragic in tone and subverted the standard light spectacle which audiences 
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would expect from musicals. Their unconventional nature attracted sondheim to 
these projects. West Side Story is a modern adaptation of shakespeare’s Romeo and 
Juliet. The musical became central to queer popular culture of the 1960s. Gypsy 
focuses on the controversial relationship between Gypsy rose Lee, the famous 
striptease performer, and her mother, Mama rose, the first of a long series of manip-
ulative mother figures in sondheim’s theater.

sondheim was responsible for writing both the score and the lyrics of his next 
work, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1962). The plot, adapted 
from different comedies by Plautus, the ancient Latin playwright, involves a 
humorous sex farce organized by Pseudolus, a slave who wants to conquer his 
freedom. Forum went on to become a big success and won a Tony Award for 
Best Musical. originally played by Zero Mostel, the role of Pseudolus has been 
played by such diverse actors as Nathan Lane and whoopi Goldberg. Although 
the score of Forum was initially coolly received and was not even nominated for 
a Tony Award, it represents a pioneering innovation on the traditional musi-
cal form. Forum departs from the integrated tradition in which the score fur-
thers the plot. on the contrary, the songs in Forum break up the fast pace of the 
narrative.

After these successes, sondheim went through a series of disappointments 
which lasted until the end of the 1960s. His next musical, Anyone Can Whistle 
(1964), introduced Angela Lansbury to Broadway, starting a long-lasting collabo-
ration between the composer and the actress. Yet, the musical was ahead of its 
times and flopped badly, closing after only nine performances. once again, the 
topic departed radically from the reassuring plots of traditional musicals, featur-
ing corruption in municipal administrations and the subtle boundaries between 
sanity and insanity as its main themes. The Time of the Cuckoo, a more conven-
tional collaboration with Hammerstein’s professional partner richard rodgers, 
also proved a disappointment for sondheim, who later declared he regretted 
agreeing to write the lyrics for the project. The relationship with rodgers proved 
difficult and the musical was not well received. In 1966 sondheim returned to a 
darker subject matter with his adaptation of John Collier’s short story, “evening 
Primrose,” for television. Collier’s fantasy about a community of people living in 
isolation from the rest of humanity in a department store did not succeed on the 
small screen.

sondheim made a major comeback to Broadway with Company (1970), a so-
called concept musical, which disrupted the genre’s traditional chronological devel-
opment in favor of a series of sketches in no linear order. Company centers on the 
relationships between a new York bachelor, who is about to turn 35, and several 
married couples whom he befriends. It further developed the composer’s notion 
that music should comment on, rather than convey, action. sondheim described 
Company as a musical about middle-class people with middle-class problems, high-
lighting the musical’s unconventional concern with adult crisis. Company was a big 
hit with critics and audiences alike, winning the new York drama Critics Circle 
Award and the Tony Award for Best Musical and reviving sondheim’s passion for 
experimentation with new techniques. It also started a productive collaboration 
between the composer and director Harold Prince which resulted in the creation 
of five more musicals between 1970 and 1981: Follies (1971), an homage to the 
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vaudeville tradition; A Little Night with Music (1973), based on Ingmar Bergman’s 
film; Smiles of a Summer Night, Pacific Overtures (1976), a complex piece on the 
westernization of Japan; Sweeney Todd (1979), bringing cannibalism on the Broad-
way stage; and Merrily We Roll Along (1981). After the success and the praise of the 
1970s, Merrily opened the new decade with a bitter failure for sondheim as it closed 
after less than 20 performances. It also marked the end of the sondheim-Prince 
collaboration which was briefly resumed in 2003 for Bounce, which, however, was 
never staged on Broadway.

After the failure of Merrily, sondheim considered retiring from musical writ-
ing. Yet, both the 1980s and the 1990s were decades of notable achievements in 
sondheim’s career, although his critical success was not always equaled by box 
office results. After breaking up his professional partnership with Harold Prince, 
sondheim found a new, inspiring collaborator in James Lapine. The Pulitzer Prize 
winner Sunday in the Park with George (1985) was their first production. It is a medi-
tation on art and the painful estrangement from communities that artists may feel. 
The musical takes as its point of departure the French artist Georges seurat’s ob-
session for painting. sondheim and Lapine revisited the Brothers Grimm’s fairy 
tale in the popular Into the Woods (1987) and the critically acclaimed, but commer-
cially disappointing Passion (1994). sondheim also won an oscar for Best song with 
“sooner or Later (I Always Get My Man),” written for the film Dick Tracy (1990). 
This made him one of the few winners of an Academy Award, a Pulitzer Prize, and 
several Grammy and Tony Awards.

Throughout his career, sondheim has eschewed categorization, drawing on 
constantly diverse sources of inspiration for his works. His musicals reject the 
reassuring image of America and the west that is characteristically inscribed in 
traditional Broadway fare. on the contrary, they portray western capitalist soci-
ety as predatory and alienating. “Life is all right in America / If you’re all white 
in America,” sing the Puerto rican characters in West Side Story, pointing to the 
composer’s lifelong concern with social exclusion. Although they never directly 
broach gay themes, sondheim’s productions have developed a cult following 
within queer popular audiences. His songs have often served as official scores for 
different generations of gays and have also played a central part in AIDS fundrais-
ing events.
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StAnwyCk, bArbArA (1907–1990)

Although American award-winning actress Barbara stanwyck never identified her-
self as lesbian and kept her private life as hidden as possible from public life, the 
strong female characters that she embodied on the screen made her a lesbian icon. 
whether playing the murderous femme fatale Phyllis dietrichson in Billy wilder’s 
seminal noir film Double Indemnity (1944) or the moral matriarch of the hit TV 
series The Big Valley, stanwyck appealed to gay women for her intelligence and self-
reliance. Although she only played one lesbian character throughout her career, 
the actress was an affirming image for women in love with other women. As her 
biographer Axel Madsen (1994, 84) points out, to the lesbians growing up in the 
conformist American society of the 1940s and 1950s, “the Barbara stanwyck screen 
image defined her as ‘one of us.’ ” The screen characters that she played “defined 
themselves in their own terms and were comparatively independent of men and of 
household expectations.”

Born ruby stevens on July 16, 1907, in Brooklyn, new York, stanwyck was the 
fifth, and last, child of Byron and Catherine McGee stevens, working-class im-
migrants from Massachusetts. when ruby was three years old, her mother died, 
knocked to the ground by a drunkard after stepping off a streetcar. A few weeks 

after his wife’s death, ruby’s father 
enlisted to join a work crew digging 
the Panama Canal and abandoned 
his family. ruby grew up with an 
elder sister and in foster homes with 
her brother Byron, an experience 
that the actress never commented 
upon at length in later life. she 
just pointed out (Madsen 1994, 9) 
that where she grew up “kids ex-
isted on the brink of domestic or 
financial disaster.” she also put down 
her determination to succeed to the 
poverty she experienced as a child. 
The accomplishments of other 
people from her neighborhood in-
spired her; they were “the promise 
and proof that we weren’t puppets. 
Hapless, maybe, but not helpless, 
not hopeless. we were free to work 
our way out of our surroundings, 
free to work our way up—as far 
as we could dream of ” (Madsen 
1994, 10). At 13 ruby left school 
and started to work as a wrapper 
of packages for a Brooklyn depart-
ment store, although her true am-
bition was to become a chorus girl. 

Barbara stanwyck often played defiant and independent women 
that made her a favorite with lesbian audiences. Courtesy of 
Photofest.
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she fulfilled her plans two years later when she was hired by a Times square night-
club. After a few months in the club, she obtained a small part in the 1922 edition 
of the Ziegfeld Follies.

ruby’s career took off when she starred under the stage name of Barbara stan-
wyck in the play The Noose, which became a big hit in the 1926 season, running for 
nine months and 197 performances. stanwyck received positive reviews for her role 
and this led to Hollywood interest in the actress, who was then able to translate suc-
cessfully her stage career to the big screen. Her Hollywood career started with the 
silent film Broadway Nights (1927) and continued with sound films throughout the 
1960s. In spite of the flops of The Locked Door (1928) and Mexicali Rose (1929), her 
second and third film, stanwyck was selected by Frank Capra for Ladies of Leisure 
(1930), where she portrayed the first of the strong and somewhat immoral women 
who made her a star. Her first oscar nomination arrived in 1937 for Stella Dallas, 
directed by King Vidor. stanwyck was also nominated for her performances in Billy 
wilder’s Balls of Fire (1941) and Double Indemnity and in Anatole Litvak’s Sorry, 
Wrong Number (1948). Although she never won an Academy Award, she received a 
Honorary Award from the Academy in 1982 for her “unique contribution to the art 
of screen acting” and the American Film Institute gave her a Lifetime Achievement 
Award in 1987. stanwyck had a reputation of a true professional, and she was con-
sidered one of the easiest screen stars of her era to manage on sets. Yet, she was 
notoriously more difficult with younger female co-stars.

stanwyck reached the peak of her career in the 1940s thanks to films such as 
Lady Eve (1941), Meet John Doe (1941), and Double Indemnity. The strings of hits 
that she collected in the early 1940s made stanwyck the highest paid woman in the 
United states in 1944. Few of her films of the 1950s and 1960s were as successful. 
she craved acting as she herself admitted: “I would go mad if I retired. I’m ready to 
work anytime. I’ll take every part that comes along. I don’t care about the money or 
the size of the role. All I care about is working” (Madsen 1994, 336). This often led 
stanwyck to appear in films that were only worth watching for her performance. As 
her career started to decline in the late 1950s, the actress began appearing on televi-
sion, one of the first Hollywood stars to make such a move. Her Barbara Stanwyck 
Show ran from1960 to 1961 and, although its ratings were not exceptional, it earned 
the actress her first emmy. From 1965 to 1969, stanwyck played the matriarch in 
the western series The Big Valley. Broadcast by ABC, the series made her one of the 
most popular TV stars and was worth a second emmy. stanwyck’s performance in 
the steamy TV melodrama Thorn Birds (1983) gave the actress her third emmy. 
In 1985 she joined the cast of The Colbys, a spin off from the more popular soap 
Dynasty. This was a largely disappointing experience for stanwyck, who walked 
out at the end of the first season. Plagued by ill health due to her heavy smoking, 
stanwyck died on January 20, 1990, in santa Monica, California.

Throughout her career, stanwyck kept her private existence as hidden as possible 
from the media, refusing to author an autobiography or collaborate with writers on 
a biography. In the last years of her life, publishers became insistent for the stan-
wyck story, but she always rejected their offers, saying that she was incapable of total 
honesty: “I had a scrapbook as a kid, but I never wrote down the bad things that 
happened” (Madsen 1994, 356). stanwyck married twice: in 1928, with established 
stage actor Frank Fay, and in 1939, with fellow star robert Taylor. Both marriages, 
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however, ended in divorce. stanwyck’s union with Fay lasted seven years, while the 
actress and Taylor divorced in 1951. stanwyck and Fay also adopted a son, dion, 
although he later became estranged from his mother. stanwyck and Fay’s marriage 
suffered from the actors’ professional competition. while Fay was never able to 
translate his successful stage career to the screen, stanwyck became a Hollywood 
star. Fay’s resentment was certainly a factor in their divorce. significantly, many 
film critics believe that the film A Star Is Born was modeled after the stanwyck-
Fay union. stanwyck’s marriage to robert Taylor was equally turbulent after its 
early years due to enduring rumors about Taylor’s extramarital affairs. some critics 
have suggested that both of stanwyck’s marriages were in fact covers for her, and 
her husbands’, homosexuality.

Axel Madsen (1994, 83) has pointed out that “people would swear that [stan-
wyck] was . . . Hollywood’s most famous closeted lesbian, that ‘everybody’ knew.” Yet, 
he concludes, “unearthing the truth about her sexuality would remain impossible,” 
as none of the people who proclaimed themselves sure of stanwyck’s lesbianism 
could substantiate their claim with definite evidence. what remains indisputable 
is the actress’s 30-year long friendship with her press agent and career counselor 
Helen Ferguson. stanwyck never defined herself by her feelings for Ferguson and 
no one ever publicly questioned their friendship as something more than a working 
relationship. Yet, according to Madsen (1994, 82), “their affection for each other 
was lasting.” Ferguson lived on and off at the different stanwyck estates, and she 
was always present at critical moments in the actress’s life. The press agent was re-
sponsible for stanwyck’s off-screen persona and managed to talk to the media about 
the star without seriously revealing her innermost feelings.

stanwyck was uncomfortable about the gay liberation movements of the 1970s 
and 1980s. Madsen writes that when asked by a gay activist about her sexuality, 
the actress threw him out of her house. Yet lesbians could identify with stanwyck’s 
screen persona throughout the star’s career. Although she only played a lesbian 
once (in the critical and commercial flop A Walk on the Wild Side, 1962), stanwyck 
acquired the status of icon within lesbian communities. They did not care whether 
the star’s characters were required to marry on the screen. To them, stanwyck was 
a woman whose life was arranged in such a way as to shun public censure, yet whose 
screen persona challenged respectability because of the strong and independent 
women she embodied during the 1940s. Her characters were also often able to 
manipulate men, signaling a different way of relating to the opposite sex than other 
stars. As the lesbian movement became more visible in the 1960s, the younger les-
bians who animated it still considered stanwyck an important point of reference. 
According to Madsen (1994, 338), Victoria Barkley, stanwyck’s character in The Big 
Valley, appealed to them even more than the actress’s earlier roles. To them, Victoria 
seemed genderless and radiated a sense of control: “Here she was a woman in full 
possession of her powers—no man needed.”
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SteIn, GertruDe (1874–1946)

Gertrude stein and her life partner Alice B. Toklas have achieved iconic status 
within gay and lesbian popular culture as the first fully visible lesbian couple. Until 
recent recuperation from feminist and gay critics, therefore, stein was primarily 
notable as a personality and as the inventor of such famous phrases and expressions 
as “a rose is a rose is a rose” and “the Lost Generation.” she was one of the leading 
animators of the modernist movement and, during the 1920s, her Parisian house-
hold became a vital center of social and intellectual debates where French artists 
mingled with American expatriates and other international visitors. stein’s social 
celebrity overshadowed her literary achievements. stein was an extremely eclec-
tic author who produced poems, novels, autobiographies, opera librettos, essays, 
and literary and art criticism. during her lifetime, however, her works were often 
turned down by publishers and, with the exception of the bestseller The Autobiog-
raphy of Alice B. Toklas (1933), they were not widely read. stein’s experimental style 
made her literary pieces difficult and challenging, and some critics have argued that 
her work should be considered a forerunner of postmodernism. others have also 
pointed out that the coded references to lesbianism in her books can prove disori-
enting for mainstream readers.

Gertrude stein was born in Allegheny, Pennsylvania, on February 3, 1874, 
the youngest of five children. she grew up in a wealthy Jewish family of German 
background and spent most of her childhood between Vienna and Paris until her 
family settled down in oakland, California, after Gertrude’s fifth birthday. stein’s 
childhood and adolescence were marked by the premature death of both her 
parents. Her mother died when stein was 14 and her father died in 1891, leaving 
Michael, the eldest brother, in charge of the family investments, which, skillfully 
managed, provided good incomes for the children throughout their lives. stein 
received her high school education in oakland and san Francisco. when her 
closest brother Leo went to Harvard University in 1892, stein followed him, en-
rolling in the Harvard Annex (later known as radcliffe College). There she took 
courses in philosophy and psychology with the leading intellectuals of the day 
such as George santayana and william James. From 1897 to 1901, stein studied 
medicine at Johns Hopkins Medical school in Baltimore, but never completed 
her degree. during her years at Medical school, stein grew increasingly aware 
of her lesbianism. This new awareness led her to rebel against the constraining 
maternal roles assigned to women and the predominant views of female bodies of 
the period. Her interest in sexuality, however, also distanced her from contem-
porary feminists such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who considered sexuality as 
an obstacle for women to gain independence from men. stein’s decision to leave 
Johns Hopkins was also probably due to the unrequited love for May Bookstaver, 
a fellow student who was already involved with another woman, Mabel Haynes. 
stein described her exclusion from the love triangle in her early work Q.E.D. 
(1903), which stands for the Latin phrase quod erat demonstrandum (“what is to be 
proved”). The novel was published posthumously as Things As They Are (1950). 
Q.E.D. treats lesbianism openly and its narration is linear; the novel is thus far 
from stein’s later works, which employ a heavily experimental style and only refer 
to lesbianism in a coded way.
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After dropping out from Johns Hopkins in 1902, stein lived in new York and 
London and in 1903 she joined her brother Leo in Paris at the studio at 27 rue de 
Fleurus, which became the writer’s permanent home for the following three de-
cades. Leo and Gertrude soon began to buy paintings by avant-garde artists such 
as Gauguin, Cézanne, Picasso, Braque, and renoir, thus starting one of the most 
remarkable private collections of twentieth-century art. Picasso also became a close 
friend of Gertrude’s and was the painter of her well-known 1906 portrait. Their 
friendship lasted from their first meeting at the Autumn salon of 1905 until the 
writer’s death 40 years later. In 1907 stein met her lifelong companion, the Ameri-
can Alice Toklas. Toklas was a music student at the University of washington in 
seattle and a friend of Gertrude’s brother Michael and his wife sarah. when Toklas 
visited europe, she was invited to stay at the steins’ apartment and was introduced 
to Gertrude. Toklas soon moved in permanently to the deterioration of stein’s re-
lationship with Leo, who moved to Italy in 1913.

stein’s first major work was Three Lives (1909), a collection of three stories, each 
about a different working-class woman, including an African American, living in 
the Baltimore area in Maryland. The author claimed to have been influenced by 
Flaubert’s Trois Contes and by Cézanne’s painting Portrait of Mme Cézanne, which 
stein had bought for her private art collection. According to stein, Cézanne’s 
mode of composition was characterized by a revolutionary technique that put equal 
emphasis on all elements in a composition. Three Lives is stein’s attempt to apply 
this democratic pictorial style to literary prose and subject matter. Contrary to the 
author’s later works, Three Lives employs simple and repetitive diction. Centering 
on an African American woman, the novella “Melanctha” is the most relevant of 
the three for gay and lesbian popular culture as it features a lesbian subplot, which 
involves Melanctha’s seduction by Jane Harden. several critics have also pointed 
out that Melanctha’s ensuing relationship with the African American doctor Jeff 
Campbell retains queer overtones. They read Campbell as a masculinized projec-
tion of stein. stein’s disappointing relationship with Bookstaver still haunts the 
three narratives, in which the writer depicts the difficulty of establishing strong 
bonds between women.

stein’s following works were much less accessible and more experimental in style 
than Three Lives. Although published only in 1925, the epic novel The Making of 
Americans was largely written between 1906 and 1908. The novel chronicles the 
parallel histories of the Hersland and dehning families. with The Making of Ameri-
cans, stein tried to liberate the genre of the novel from the moral and stylistic lega-
cies of the Victorian era. The author clearly positions herself as an outsider rejected 
from American society who has had no other possibility but to expatriate. The short 
pieces collected in Tender Buttons (1914) blur the boundaries between poetry and 
prose, displaying a complex Cubist mode of composition. The language of Tender 
Buttons can also be interpreted as forming a lesbian code, where words referring 
to everyday objects such as pencils and boxes acquire an allusive erotic meaning. 
Lesbian themes are evident also in stein’s poems which often taken the form of a 
conversation between the author and Toklas. Both The Making of Americans and 
Tender Buttons were important works in the development of a modernist literary 
tradition and, to a certain extent, can be considered forerunners of postmodernism. 
Yet, because of their little accessibility and their avant-garde style, they met with 
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limited commercial success and with critical ridicule. Their radical challenges to 
ordinary grammar, syntax, and semantics were often cited by critics as evidence of 
the author’s inability to achieve literary seriousness. The writer was described as 
engaged in a process of automatic writing that demanded no conscious creative 
agency. stein was frustrated by her inability to reach a large readership and the dif-
ficulty of finding a mainstream publisher for her works prompted her and Toklas to 
start their own publishing house.

At the outbreak of world war I, stein and Toklas were in London to sign a 
contract for a British edition of Three Lives, and the war forced the couple to stay 
in Britain longer than expected. stein and Toklas then spent a whole year in spain, 
and, upon their return to France in 1916, they actively started to help with the war 
effort delivering supplies within the American Fund for French wounded program. 
After the war, stein’s Parisian salon began to attract famous American expatriate 
artists such as ernest Hemingway, sherwood Anderson, Zelda and F. scott Fitzge-
rald, ezra Pound, T. s. eliot, and Carl Van Vechten, who became one of the keenest 
promoters of stein’s work. It was during these years that stein coined the famous 
phrase “The Lost Generation” and became the chief animator of the literary and ar-
tistic avant garde. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Paris emerged as the 
capital of modernity and international modernism. stein’s weekly gatherings played 
a key role in the development of this innovative literary and artistic movement. In 
the Paris of the 1910s and 1920s, stein and Toklas also found a nurturing cultural 
and social milieu for their lesbianism. The French capital became well known for 
being also the underground capital of same-sex desire. In particular, thanks to the 
movements for women’s liberation and to the growing social emancipation enjoyed 
by women, lesbianism acquired unprecedented visibility.

In spite of her inability to reach a large American audience during the 1920s, 
stein was known to the American public thanks to reports on her Parisian salon 
and her friendship with artists. In her later work Everybody’s Autobiography (1937), 
stein complained that she was more familiar to the public as a social celebrity than 
as that literary genius that she hoped to be. The dichotomy between stein’s social 
and cultural influence on modernism and her commercial failures was finally re-
solved in 1933 with the publication of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. The book 
radically altered stein’s reputation as an eccentric and difficult author, making her 
a popular writer and finally giving her that commercial success in her country of 
birth that had always eluded her. The Autobiography became an instant bestseller, 
it was selected by the Literary Guild and was serialized in the prestigious Atlantic 
Monthly. departing from literary Cubism, stein employed a more accessible and 
colloquial style to depict her relationship with Alice Toklas. After thousands of 
pages of experimental writing, stein produced a gossipy memoir of her life in Paris 
narrated through the voice of Toklas. In spite of its title, The Autobiography retains 
stein’s life as much as Toklas’s at its center. The book does not explicitly define the 
two women’s relationship as a lesbian one, but makes no secret of the deep affec-
tion and commitment that stein and Toklas felt for each other. The Autobiography 
is one of the very first positive depiction of a same-sex domestic arrangement in 
a bestselling book. successive generations of stein’s scholars have dismissed The 
Autobiography as a work of little substance. Yet, the book, with its salacious and 
witty comments on the world’s leading intellectuals, effectively launched stein’s 
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commercial career. Her publisher immediately demanded a sequel, Everybody’s 
Autobiography, which appeared in 1937. Its title points to the radical experimenta-
tion that, in spite of the plain language and colloquial style, stein was carrying out 
with the autobiographical genre: one person’s autobiography can serve as another’s 
when it is liberated from the contingencies of either person’s specific life experi-
ence. The autobiography of Alice B. Toklas may well function as the autobiography 
of Gertrude stein.

Thanks to the success of The Autobiography, stein and Toklas were catapulted 
to literary and social fame in the United states. In 1934 they were invited to the 
United states for a six-month cross-country lecture tour, which culminated with a 
reception at the white House and dinners with Hollywood personalities. during 
the tour, stein also had the chance of seeing a production of her opera Four Saints 
in Three Acts, originally written in 1927, which contributed to establish her popular 
success. The oeuvre, with music by Virgil Thomson, sparked debates partly because 
of its all-black cast.

As stein and Toklas returned to Paris in 1935, they found europe overshadowed 
by the fascist threat. Both women were Jewish, so friends encouraged them to move 
back to America. Yet, they decided to stay in France, where stein began to medi-
tate on her sudden literary success, her identity and her American reception in The 
Geographical History of America (1936) and in the essay “what Are Masterpieces” 
(1940). The couple’s situation became more precarious as nazi troops occupied 
France and world war II escalated. Although stein and Toklas lived in Bilingen, 
an area of France left unoccupied by the Germans, during the war, their status as 
Jews and, after Pearl Harbor, as enemies put the two women in serious danger. Yet, 
also thanks to the influence of stein’s French translator, Bernard Faÿ, who had been 
appointed director of the Bibliothèque nationale by the puppet regime of Vichy, 
stein and Toklas made it safely through the war. when American troops liberated 
the area around Bilingen in 1944, stein’s home became a gathering place for sol-
diers who could thus find a piece of America abroad. The world conflict had a clear 
impact on stein’s works. In her novel Mrs. Reynolds (1941), the writer describes the 
life of Mrs. reynolds and her husband during an unnamed war between two dicta-
tors who are clearly modeled on Hitler and stalin. After the end of the war, stein 
and Toklas returned to Paris, where stein wrote her war memoir, Wars I Have Seen 
(1945), which was published to great commercial and critical acclaim. stein’s many 
plans, including the composition of more librettos for operas by Virgil Thomson, 
were cut short by the first symptoms of illness in 1945. The following year, the 
writer was seriously ill and was taken to the American Hospital in neuilly. The 
diagnosis confirmed that she had inoperable cancer. stein died on July 27, 1946, 
and was buried in the Paris cemetery Père Lachaise. Toklas survived her by more 
than 20 years.

In her works, stein revolutionized literary genres and language, trying to 
subvert the conventional associations that readers attach to specific words. Her 
characteristic repetitive style also attempts to create a so-called continuous pres-
ent, which stein considered the main feature of modernity. Although she mostly 
referred to lesbianism in a coded way, stein’s centrality in gay and lesbian culture 
should not be neglected. Throughout her works, stein created an erotic imagi-
nary that enabled her to write on topics considered taboos by her contemporaries. 
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women in stein’s circle, for example, could detect that she used the word cow to 
mean “orgasm” and were thus able to read her story “As a wife Has a Cow: A Love 
story” with this double entendre in mind. stein’s erotic imaginary deserves care-
ful scrutiny from queer critics so that the writer’s iconic and personality status can 
finally be complemented with the establishment of her reputation as a serious in-
novator both in terms of literary technique and gender representation.
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StIPe, mIChAel (1960–)

The lead singer of American rock band r.e.M. and filmmaker Michael stipe is 
well known for his distinctively brooding lyrics and for his social and political activ-
ism. His singing style has been described as mumbling, and stipe pushes it to such 
an extent that the lyrics become at times indecipherable. As a political activist, stipe 
took a firm stand against the Iraqi war and campaigned for the election of demo-
crat John Kerry in the 2004 Presidential election. r.e.M is usually considered one 
of the most liberal and politically correct groups in the United states. They have 
helped to raise funds for environmental, feminist, and human rights causes. “Ideal-
ism,” stipe argued in a 2003 interview (sturges, Independent online), “has been 
the springboard for almost everything I’ve ever done.” Yet, in spite of his political 
commitment, he has never particularly liked to answer questions about his sexuality. 
In the early 1990s, however, rumors about his homosexuality began to circulate and 
some people, always on the watch-out for the next AIDS celebrity, even hinted that 
he was HIV-positive. stipe was forced to become more open about his sexuality, 
although he did not immediately identify himself as gay.

stipe was born on January 4, 1960, in decatur, Georgia. during the singer’s 
childhood, his family moved often due to his father’s job as a career military of-
ficer. stipe grew up in several American military bases and he also spent several 
years in Germany. He attended high school in Illinois, and in 1978 he enrolled at 
the University of Georgia as an art student. At college he met Peter Buck, Mike 
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Mills, and Bill Berry, who all shared his interest in alternative music. All four 
students never completed their degrees, preferring instead to pursue a career as 
rockers and founding the band r.e.M. Their first single, “radio Free europe,” 
was a huge success with college radio stations and helped them to get a record-
ing contract with Irs records. Their first full-length album was the critically 
acclaimed Murmur (1983), which Rolling Stone magazine chose as Album of the 
Year. This was only the first of a long string of hits which brought the band to sell 
more than 50 million copies of their albums worldwide. From their underground 
beginnings, the group spectacularly made it into the mainstream signing a first 
contract with warner Brothers for $10 million and re-signing with the same label 
in 1996 for $80 million. over their 20 years together, r.e.M have become one of 
the most successful groups in the history of rock and experienced an unusual lon-
gevity. singles such as “Losing My religion,” “shiny Happy People,” and “Leav-
ing new York” are classic contemporary ballads. r.e.M. reached the peak of their 
career in 2007 when they were inducted into the rock and roll Hall of Fame. Critics 
have assigned the band a pivotal role in the transition from post-punk to alterna-
tive rock and their influence can be heard in the music of nirvana, Pearl Jam, 
and radiohead. stipe’s lyrics, as well as his impetuous way of performing them, 
which markedly contrasts with his personal reserve, have been instrumental to the 
group’s fame. Christopher Farley (2001, Time online) has qualified stipe’s lyrics as 
“characteristically erudite and elusive,” superficially “random,” but really aiming 
for “Proustian resonance.”

Michael stipe (second from left) with r.e.M. at the MTV awards. Courtesy of Photofest.
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since the late 1990s, stipe has also been active as a film producer. He has founded 
two film companies, C-Hundred, based in new York, and single Cell Productions 
in Los Angeles. stipe’s companies produce independent, arthouse releases such 
as Velvet Goldmine (1999), the Academy Award-nominated Being John Malkovich 
(1999), American Psycho (2000), and the controversial Saved! (2004), which explored 
the thorny issues of religious faith and sexual identity.

In spite of the media curiosity about his sexuality, stipe eluded questions about 
his private life for a long time. He argued that he refused to categorize his sexuality 
and held that it was indecipherable, later specifying that he enjoyed both female and 
male partners. Yet, in the late 1990s, stipe became more open about his queerness 
or at least he was forced to be by the persistent rumors that described him as gay: 
“I felt forced to talk about my sexuality, my queerness, just because I felt like I was 
being looked on as a coward for not talking about it, and I abhor that. I thought it 
was dead obvious to everyone all along—I was wearing skirts and mascara in 1981, 
on-stage and in photo-shoots. All the lyrics I have written, for the most part, with 
a few exceptions, are really gender unspecific” (VH1 profile, 1998). In a 2001 inter-
view with Christopher Farley of Time, stipe described himself as a “queer artist” 
and said that he had been “in a relationship with an amazing man.” Yet, in a 2004 
interview with the British newspaper The Independent on Sunday (McLean 2004, 
online edition), the singer denied that the Time interview was a coming out piece 
and that he felt frustrated because of what he described as his constant outing by 
the British press: “somebody wrote that I have been outed by the UK press more 
times than Frank sinatra sang ‘My way’! It just seems that every time there’s a slow 
news day, I get pulled out of the closet again.” stipe maintained he had started to 
talk frankly about his sexuality openly to people beyond his family and friends in 
1994: “I was on the cover of Out Magazine in 1995. I’ve been pretty frank about 
my sexuality for the better part of ten years, publicly, and privately since I was a 
teenager. did it provoke some phenomenal change in my writing? no!” stipe has 
also been critical of the media for giving credibility to the rumor that he had AIds: 
“I wore a hat that said ‘white House stop AIds.’ I’m skinny. I have always been 
skinny. . . . I think AIds hysteria would obviously and naturally extend to people 
who are media figures and anybody of indecipherable or unpronounced sexuality. 
Anybody who looks gaunt, for whatever reason. Anybody who is associated, for 
whatever reason—whether it’s a hat, or the way I carry myself—as being queer 
friendly.”

The rising parable of Michael stipe and r.e.M. shows that it is still possible to 
combine political commitment with commercial success.
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StreISAnD, bArbrA (1942–)

The Jewish-American actress, singer, and film director Barbra streisand has be-
come one of the biggest gay icons in twentieth-century popular culture, second 
only to Judy Garland. Her choice to embrace her ethnic difference rather than 
seeking to hide it, her determined rise from poverty to stardom, and her challenge 
to the limited standards of beauty of the Broadway and Hollywood industries have 
made streisand an appealing personality for the gay community. Throughout her 
long career, streisand has constantly refused to conform to the standards set for 
her by mainstream society. streisand has also spoken in favor of gay rights, stating 
that they are not to be regarded as so-called special rights, but simply as civil rights 
which gays and lesbians should be able to enjoy like everyone else.

Barbra Joan streisand was born on April 24, 1942, in new York City to em-
manuel streisand, a high school english literature teacher, and diana rosen 
streisand. Her childhood years were characterized by economic and emotional 
hardships as Barbra’s father died of an epileptic seizure when she was just 15 

months old. streisand’s mother had 
to take care of the family and she 
found a job as a school secretary. 
she also married a car salesman 
named Lou Kind. Barbra felt ne-
glected by her mother and did not 
get on with her stepfather. The art-
ist has repeatedly confessed that 
the privation of her youth led her 
to strengthen her determination to 
succeed and to improve her life. Her 
remarkable achievements started at 
an early age indeed. when she was 
16, she graduated with honors from 
erasmus High school in Brooklyn. 
streisand did not attend university 
and tried instead to find work as a 
musician. In the late 1950s, she sang 
in nightclubs and bars, changing her 
first name, but leaving intact her 
surname, which, for many, sounded 
too Jewish. This exemplifies well 
streisand’s defiance of mainstream 
standards of acceptability, an atti-
tude which made the artist popular 
with queers.

Barbra streisand in sidney Pollack’s The Way We Were (1973). 
Courtesy of Columbia Pictures/Photofest.
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success finally arrived in the early 1960s and it came not for her acting, as she had 
always wished, but for her singing. After a few years spent singing at the Greenwich 
Village’s Bon soir Club and in off-Broadway productions, a Broadway producer 
signed her for the part of Miss Mamelstein in I Can Get It for You Wholesale. open-
ing in March 1962, the show ran for nine months and consolidated streisand’s 
image. Columbia records produced two albums for her in 1963, the first of which 
won her first Grammys, including Best Album and Best Female Vocal. In spite of 
the political turmoil of the decade and streisand’s progressivism, the artist’s reper-
toire from the 1960s does not contain references to the political situation. strei-
sand chose mainly to sing cover songs, often written before world war II. she was 
particularly fascinated by Fanny Brice, the Ziegfeld Follies star of the early decades 
of the twentieth century. Her musical nonconformity was instrumental to her suc-
cess. Her albums sold well and, thanks to her knowledge of Fanny Brice, streisand 
landed the leading role in the 1964 Broadway musical Funny Girl, which was based 
on Brice’s life. Four years later, streisand got the same part in the film adaptation 
of the musical and won the Academy Award for Best Actress, a prize she shared with 
Katharine Hepburn for her performance in The Lion in Winter.

The 1960s and the 1970s were full of successes for streisand. People, released 
in 1964, became a top-selling album and earned the artist another Grammy. The 
popular and critical acclaim reserved for her albums also led to several television 
specials. After the oscar for Funny Girl, streisand also launched a career as an ac-
tress, starring in important if not always successful musicals such as Hello Dolly! 
(1969) and On a Clear Day You Can See Forever (1970). After these two musicals, 
streisand tried her hand at comedy with The Owl and the Pussycat (1970) and What’s 
Up, Doc? (1971). The artist proved that her acting abilities could sustain her in a 
diversity of genres when she starred in sydney Pollack’s drama about McCarthyism, 
The Way We Were (1973), which earned her an oscar nomination as Best Actress. 
Her performance of the title song was also a phenomenal hit. streisand returned 
to the musical genre with Funny Lady (1975), where she starred again as Brice, and 
A Star Is Born (1976). In spite of the differences between all these films, streisand’s 
film persona is often built in contrast with the rugged good looks of the male leads 
such as robert redford in The Way We Were and Kris Kristofferson in A Star Is 
Born. As the filmic narrative begins, streisand is subordinate to the male characters. 
Her awkwardness is contrasted to redford’s self confidence, and her obscurity is 
opposed to Kristofferson’s stardom. However, as the narrative develops, streisand’s 
characters emerge as the truly gifted ones and the male leads go into decline, be-
coming her shadow both in terms of personality and career.

In the 1970s, streisand began to include pop hits on her albums, which, like 
the early ones, continued to sell well. during the decade, however, she decided to 
stop performing live following a death threat and attacks of stage fright. she only 
returned to live concerts in the 1993, when her tour sold out after a few hours 
from its announcement and was deemed by Time the music event of the century. 
Finishing the 1970s as the most successful American singer of the decade and 
as one of the top-grossing female stars at the box office, streisand also began to 
work behind the camera in the 1980s and the 1990s. she directed Yentl (1983), The 
Prince of Tides (1991), and The Mirror Has Two Faces (1996), all of which received 
awards and nominations. After a long period away from the screen, streisand 
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made a major comeback with the hugely successful sequel to the comedy Meet the 
Parents (2000), Meet the Fockers (2004). Although cast in a supporting role as Ben 
stiller’s overbearing mother, streisand’s performance was central to the movie’s 
success.

Throughout her career, streisand has always taken her audiences and critics by 
surprise, refusing to be pigeon-holed into a music or film genre. she has also con-
sistently rejected uncritical conformity to standards defining what is acceptable and 
what is not. she has always emphasized, rather than downplayed, what differenti-
ated her from the mainstream. This aspect of her personality was clear in the artist’s 
stance in favor of gay and lesbian rights. on gay marriages and gay parenting, for 
example, she stated that “[t]here is no one ‘perfect’ model on which all family struc-
tures can be based. If we surveyed human history, we would see representations 
of every type of possible social arrangement. There is no ‘standard’ to which all 
families must adhere to. The idea that anyone can impose their image of what a 
‘normal’ family should be on others seems absurd to me. we all come from dif-
ferent backgrounds, cultures, and traditions and have different understandings of 
what a family looks like” ( wieder 1999, Advocate online). declarations such as this, 
together with her iconoclastic attitude, have made Barbra streisand a favorite with 
the gay and lesbian movement.
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SylveSter (1946 –1988)

African American singer and drag performer sylvester was one of the most talented 
figures of the 1970s and 1980s disco music. He contributed crucial songs to the 
disco songbook as well as ballads which proved his versatility as an artist. sylves-
ter represented the gay black roots of mainstream disco. According to Anthony 
Thomas (1995), he helped the gay black subculture to re-appropriate the disco 
impulse. with his music, particularly the super hit “You Make Me Feel (Mighty 
real),” the singer emphasized the link between gay sexuality and the disco beat. His 
work, together with his insistence not to be butched up by producers, paved the way 
for the acceptance of drag performers like RuPaul into the mainstream of popular 
culture and was influential for many gay and straight singers such as Prince, The 
Village People, Bette Midler, and Jimmy sommerville.
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Born sylvester James in 1946 (although 1944 and 1947 are sometimes given 
as his years of birth), the artist grew up in a bourgeois family in Los Angeles. His 
grandmother was the blues singer Julia Morgan, who exposed the child to African 
American music from an early age and encouraged him to sing. sylvester entered 
the choir at the Pentecostal Palm Lane Church of God and Christ in south Los 
Angeles, where he was immediately noticed for his distinctive and powerful voice. 
The child was in great demand as a gospel singer in Los Angeles churches and at 
gospel conventions in California. His childhood and adolescence, however, were 
not happy ones, plagued by a difficult relationship with his parents and a growing 
awareness of his homosexuality. His education was irregular and he increasingly 
felt constrained in Los Angeles. In 1967 sylvester moved to san Francisco, the city 
that would come to be associated most closely with his successful career. There 
he re-invented himself and felt free of family ties. He started to perform in drag 
clubs, inspired by the figure of blues singer Billy Holiday, but he also continued to 
sing gospel in churches. In addition, he joined the experimental theater group The 
Crockettes, whose revues soon became a successful part of san Francisco’s camp 
subculture of the early 1970s. However, after a disappointing debut in new York, 
the group dissolved in 1972.

After his experience with The Crockettes, sylvester contemplated a solo career, 
but formed instead his Hot Band in 1973. The group signed a contract with Blue 
Thumb records. sylvester fronted the band in drag as a glamorous diva. The Hot 
Band, which also included future Weather Girls Izora rhodes and Martha wash, 
released the LP Lights Out and two more rock-oriented works, securing a cult fol-
lowing in san Francisco. However, it was a chance encounter with former Motown 
producer Harvey Fuqua that allowed sylvester to reach a much wider audience. 
recognizing his promising talent, Fuqua persuaded the singer to go solo and sign 
with Fantasy records. His first album, Fantasy (1977), failed to attract considerable 
attention, but his second one, Step II (1978), gave sylvester international fame. Born 
out of the collaboration with remixer Patrick Cowley, Step II marked the artist’s 
shift towards disco music and made sylvester an icon of the genre. The songs “You 
Make Me Feel (Mighty real),” originally a gospel piece, and “dance (disco Heat)” 
instantly became dance hits and, with the years, acquired a long-standing reputa-
tion as dance classics. within the gay community, “You Make Me Feel” has also 
come to be considered a sort of international anthem. As Jake Austen (1997, roc-
tober online) has claimed, “You Make Me Feel” locates the disco as the place where 
gayness could be openly expressed; the artist’s falsetto “voice describes the ecstasy 
of the disco, the love, passion and lust he feels for his partner on the dance floor, 
and the orgasmic intensity of the experience as a whole.” Step II, which was awarded 
three Billboard disco Forum awards, was followed by Stars in 1979, and, in that 
same year, sylvester was named Best Male disco Act by Disco International Maga-
zine. He also appeared in the Bette Midler’s vehicle The Rose.

sylvester and Fuqua released together three more albums, including the dou-
ble live-recorded Living Proof (1979), but they eventually split over the producer’s 
concerns that the artist’s outrageousness and excessive disco style were not well-
suited to the 1980s. sylvester then signed a contract with Megatone, the label of his 
friend and collaborator Patrick Cowley. His first album with Megatone, All I Need 
(1982), included another dance classic “do You wanna Funk?,” which gave a more 
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aggressive treatment to the themes already explored in “You Make Me Feel (Mighty 
real).” The song was a great hit and set the standard for the future Hi-nrG music. 
Two more albums followed for Megatone, Call Me and M-1015. The latter became 
a particular hit with gay audiences and includes the explicit “sex.” However, sylves-
ter’s collaboration with Cowely was cut short by the onslaught of AIDS as Cowely 
was one of the first showbiz personalities to succumb to the virus.

when his contract with Megatone expired, sylvester finally landed a contract 
with a major record company, warner Brothers, for his upcoming album Mutual 
Attraction. In 1986 he also fulfilled one of his long-standing dreams, that of singing 
with Aretha Franklin for her album Who’s Zooming Who?. working for warner gave 
the artist the wealth of technical and financial resources that he had always hoped 
for. However, he was unable to take full advantage of them as he was diagnosed with 
AIds. The artist spent his last months working to raise awareness about the illness 
and made his last public appearance at san Francisco Gay Pride Parade in 1987. He 
was particularly concerned that the virus was still thought of as a white male disease. 
He found that the black community was still so far behind in getting information 
about HIV although the virus had hit African American men particularly hard. His 
decision to go public about his status was motivated by the urge to give other people 
the courage to face the virus. He died on december 17, 1988, in san Francisco.

sylvester did not simply leave a great gay musical legacy to popular culture, 
rather, his example as a gay man who never compromised his gayness on the way to 
stardom can be inspirational for many generations of queers to come.
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tewkSbury, mArk (1968–)

In december 1998, olympic swimmer champion Mark Tewksbury became the first 
Canadian athlete to come out publicly as a gay man. His announcement drew a 
great deal of media attention. even before his official coming out, Tewksbury had 
lost a lucrative contract as a motivational speaker for a financial corporation because 
he was felt to be too gay. Tewksbury’s coming out raised debates over corporate 
discrimination as well as over homophobia in the world of sport. Tewksbury has 
frankly denounced the hostile climate against queers in sports in his autobiography 
Inside Out: Straight Talk from a Gay Jock (2006). The swimmer’s private and profes-
sional biography closely resembles those of other north American athletes who 
have come out as gay such as Greg Louganis and Billy Bean. Closeted throughout 
his sport career, Tewksbury has become a vocal supporter of queer causes. The 
athlete has been particularly active in making the world of sport more hospitable 
to gays and lesbians and, to this end, he has held important positions such as co-
president of the 2006 world outgames in Montreal and board member of the Gay 
and Lesbian Athletics Foundation.

Born on February 7, 1968, Mark was adopted by roger and donna Tewksbury. 
The family spent the first five years of Mark’s life in Calgary, Alberta. As Tewks-
bury’s father worked for an oil company, he was transferred to Texas and the whole 
family moved to dallas. Tewksbury first took his first swimming lessons while in 
Texas and continued to train once back in Calgary a few years later. As with other 
gay athletes, sport represented an important emotional outlet for Tewksbury who 
was conscious of his sexual orientation from an early age and felt very self-conscious 
about it. As he tells in his autobiography, he experienced an oppressive sense of 
loneliness and homophobic bullying at school. Tewksbury changed schools, but his 
condition did not improve. The burden of homophobia proved so harsh and heavy 
to bear that Tewksbury considered suicide as a way out from an unbearable situation. 
“I would never actually hurt myself,” he stated (2006, 35), “but the depths of my 
self-loathing and desperation in wanting to be something different than what I was 
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pushed me dangerously close.” Too honest to keep up pretending to be straight and 
date girls, and too afraid to establish a romantic relationship with a male, Tewks-
bury devoted all his efforts to swimming. In 1985 he represented Canada in the Pan 
Pacific Championships, finishing eighth in the 100-meter backstroke, his specialty. 
This first important competition marked the beginning of impressive achievements 
for the swimmer, who won gold in the same specialty at the next two Pan Pacific 
Championships and swept the silver medal at the 1991 edition. He was also a mem-
ber of the medley relay teams that won gold and silver medals at the Pan Pacific 
Games in 1987 and 1991 and at the Commonwealth Games in 1986 and 1990.

At the olympic Games in 1988, Tewksbury contributed to the silver medal of 
the Canadian relay team, but arrived only fifth in the 100-meter backstroke. with-
out losing his determination, the athlete managed to land a profitable contract as 
a motivational speaker for a corporate group that gave him the necessary financial 
resources to train for the next olympic Games scheduled for 1992 in Barcelona. 
There Tewksbury won the gold medal in the 100-meter backstroke, also setting 
the new world record for the event. This victory transformed the swimmer into a 
Canadian national hero and earned him the cover of Time magazine. In addition to 
being inducted to the Canadian olympic Hall of Fame, he was named the Canadian 
Male Athlete of the Year.

Tewksbury’s fame led to advertisement deals, but also to increasing media atten-
tion due to his lack of girlfriends. rumors of his supposed homosexuality began to 
surface, making the athlete more uncomfortable about his closeted status. “someone,” 
Tewksbury recalls (Hays 2006, Montreal Mirror online), “would come up to me and 
say, ‘You’re a hero, you’re doing all these amazing things!’ I would walk away, and 
I would think to myself, ‘would you still think this if you really knew me?’ I felt 
very dishonest about the double life I was leading.” After coming out to his family, 
Tewksbury emigrated to Australia, where, in 1995, he completed a political science 
degree that he had started nine years before in Canada. He was, however, back in 
Canada when he was given the opportunity to represent his mother country on the 
International olympic Committee (IoC). This was a disappointing experience for 
Tewksbury, who was appalled at the corruption surrounding the administration of 
Juan Antonio samaranch. Tewksbury led a vocal group of athletes, olympic Ath-
letes Together Honorably (oATH), who fought for the removal of samaranch as 
the IoC President. Tewksbury eventually resigned from his position as Canadian 
representative in 1999.

At the same time, the swimmer, who had began to live his homosexuality more 
openly, decided to officially come out and organized to do so during a one-man 
show Out & About, whose profits would go to a Toronto AIds hospice. The show 
took place on december 15, 1998, although his coming out story had already been 
leaked by the morning edition of Toronto’s newspaper Globe and Mail. since his 
coming out, Tewksbury has supported gay and lesbian causes. He has also invested 
his fame as an athlete to make homosexuality more visible in sports and fight the 
pernicious effects of homophobia. He has worked for the Gay Games Federation, 
and, after strong disagreements with the Federation’s decision to award the 2006 
Gay Games to Chicago rather than Montreal, he co-founded the Gay and Lesbian 
International sports Association (GLIsA). The association became the sponsor of 
the first world outgames, which took place in Montreal in 2006. For his entire 
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career as a swimmer, Tewksbury felt obliged to remain in the closet. Yet, he is op-
timistic that things are changing. In a 2006 interview with Matthew Hays for the 
Montreal Mirror, he stated: “I see a time when someone in a team sport could come 
out. I think it will happen, probably in the next five years. when that barrier is first 
broken, it’ll be a big deal. But by the third time, it will no longer be. In my day, you 
stayed closeted because you risked losing everything—your coach, your job, your 
financial backing. In 2006, being gay simply doesn’t mean the same level of public 
disdain that it did.”
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tom oF FInlAnD (1920–1991)

The Finnish illustrator Tom of Finland has made a fundamental contribution to 
the creation of a gay male erotic imagination, acquiring a large cult following and 
influencing the work of other gay artists such as photographers Robert Mapple-
thorpe and Bruce Weber and film director rainer werner Fassbinder. His draw-
ings exude sheer male erotic energy and offer an extreme version of masculinity. 
They characteristically feature muscled and well-endowed hunks who joyfully 
engage in sexual intercourse and orgies. Tom of Finland was not afraid of classify-
ing his photographs as pornographic as they are meant to sexually arouse viewers.

Tom of Finland was born Touko Laaksonen in the village of Kaarina, Finland, 
on May 8, 1920. when he was 19, he moved from his native village to Helsinki to 
attend art school and began to develop a particular interest for erotic art. In 1940, as 
a result of the winter war between Finland and the soviet Union, Tom was drafted 
into the Finnish Army where he also served during the world war II. After the 
conflict, the artist worked in advertising as a freelance and continued to draw. He 
soon became a visible member of Helsinki’s bohemian life, although he was always 
uneasy about the effeminacy of certain homosexuals. As his biographer F. Valentine 
Hooven has made clear (1993, 49), Tom did not fit in many post-war homosexual 
circles because “public gay life was, in post-war Finland, the reign of the queen.” 
Tom’s drawings reflect his yearning for masculine gay men and also react against an-
other feature of 1950s society: its sexual repression and conformity. Gay men were 
made to feel guilty about their sexuality. To counter this tendency, Tom’s drawings 
feature men who are positive and confident in their sexuality: “I knew—right from 
the start—that my men were going to be proud and happy men” (Hooven 1993, 88). 
not surprisingly, drawings which subverted so radically the predominantly negative 
notion of homosexuality widespread in the 1950s were immediate hits within the 
gay community.
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In the mid-1950s, Tom sent several of his drawings to the muscle magazine 
Physique Pictorial, which, under the bodybuilding cover, was really a magazine 
done by and for gay men. His work was enthusiastically received by the editor 
who chose one of Tom’s drawings for the spring 1957 issue, signing it with the 
pseudonym Tom of Finland. The lumberjack featured on the cover was the first 
of a series of hyper-masculine types that peopled Tom’s drawings. More charac-
ters soon appeared in Tom’s erotic imaginary, including sailors, policemen, prison 
guards, and leather bikers. Tom’s work began to circulate in the United states, and 
the artist himself made regular visits to the country since the 1970s when he was 
finally able to give up his advertising job and work full time as an artist. Portray-
ing as they did gay men in an affirmative light, Tom’s drawings were particularly 
daring at a time when censorship laws were strict. They had a double function, 
both of inspiration for and as a mirror of the gay liberation movement. They 
were inspiring for the visibility that they gave to gay men and for their refusal to 
equate gayness with effeminacy. Yet, they also mirrored the different phases of gay 
liberation as they became increasingly explicit as censorship laws relaxed. while 
full frontal nudity is avoided in his early drawings, his later images prominently 
feature men with huge penises engaging in sexual acts of different types, includ-
ing s-M. The men’s members often occupy the center of the composition, and 
their unbelievable sizes signify the realm of erotic fantasy in which the characters 
move.

since the late 1970s, Tom’s work has been exhibited at art galleries both in the 
United states and worldwide, blurring the boundaries between pornography and 
art, popular culture and mainstream cultural products. In 1979 Tom formed the 
Tom of Finland Company in partnership with businessman durk dehner, which 
later evolved into the Tom of Finland Foundation. since the artist’s death on no-
vember 7, 1991, the Foundation has been responsible for keeping interest in Tom’s 
work alive and for looking for new talents in gay male erotic art. Although the name 
of Tom of Finland has become synonymous with gay erotica, the artist’s work has 
attracted controversial comments even from certain quarters of the gay community 
and from progressive critics. His reliance on hyper-masculine types in his drawings, 
for example, has been criticized as validating notions of patriarchy and racism, a 
reading which is often supported by calling attention to a series of early drawings 
featuring nazi characters. The artist openly disavowed these early drawings, which 
form a comparatively small part of his large oeuvre, and stated that he was inter-
ested in nazi soldiers not as bearers of a particular ideology but because “they had 
the sexiest uniforms”: “In my drawings I have no political statements to make, no 
ideology. I am thinking only about the picture itself. The whole nazi philosophy, 
the racism and all that, is hateful to me” (Hooven 1993, 30). Criticism of Tom’s 
hyper-masculine men also underestimates the subversion of sexual roles in the art-
ist’s drawings, which often feature muscled men as the passive object of gay sex. In 
spite of the controversies generated by his work, Tom of Finland is an enduring 
icon of gay popular culture. He has contributed images of homosexuality radically 
different from the invisible and negative ones prevalent in mainstream society. As 
Micha ramakers has put it in his book-length study Dirty Pictures (2000, xi), Tom of 
Finland “invented a (pretty butch) fairy-tale gay universe in which masculinity was 
held up as the highest ideal.”
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tomlIn, lIly (1939–)

Throughout her career as a stage, screen, and television actress, American Academy 
Award-nominated performer Lily Tomlin has demonstrated a remarkable versatil-
ity in portraying different characters from all strata of society. Although she only 
officially came out in 2000, her long-term relationship with Jane wagner was never 
denied and Tomlin’s lesbianism was an open secret. In addition, even before her 
coming out, the actress has consistently spoken in support of queer causes and has 
lent her acting talents to give more visibility to gay and lesbian themes on screen 
and in popular culture in general.

Born Mary Jean Tomlin on september 1, 1939, Tomlin grew up in detroit where 
her working-class parents had moved from Kentucky. Her family was from a south-
ern Baptist religious background, 
but Tomlin realized at a very early 
age that she could never be a re-
ligious fundamentalist. The idea 
of adults flailing and beating their 
breasts was always ridiculous and 
embarrassing to Tomlin. while she 
found the Baptist milieu stifling, she 
loved the preaching for its theatri-
cality. Tomlin developed a serious 
interest for acting while a student 
at wayne state University and 
soon moved to new York to pur-
sue a comedy career and study with 
Charles nelson reilly. she held odd 
jobs during the day to support her-
self and played at stand-up clubs in 
the evenings. In 1966 she made her 
first appearance on television on 
The Garry Moore Show and she then 
landed a part in the nBC’s sketch 

Lily Tomlin as telephone operator ernestine, one of her most 
popular characters. Courtesy of nBC/Photofest.
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comedy show Laugh In. The characters that she embodied for that show greatly 
contributed to her success and have become part of her long-standing repertoire. 
They included the caustic telephone operator ernestine and the five-year-old brat 
edith Ann. ernestine, in particular, proved so popular that the telephone company 
AT&T offered Tomlin a contract for a commercial with her character. Tomlin re-
fused at the time, but, decades later, she accepted to shoot two commercials as 
ernestine for the video-conferencing services company webex. The fact that the 
character was still of interest for commercial purposes in 2003 is the best evidence 
of Tomlin’s enduring popularity.

In 1971 Tomlin met Jane wagner, who became her life partner and also her clos-
est artistic collaborator. Her successful participation on the Laugh In show opened 
new possibilities for Tomlin’s career and the actress began appearing in films too. 
In 1975 director robert Altman selected Tomlin to play Linnea reese in Nashville. 
In the film, Tomlin plays a mother of two deaf children who has an affair with the 
country singer played by Keith Carradine. For that role Tomlin received an Acad-
emy Award nomination for Best supporting Actress. Throughout the 1970s, she 
was awarded three emmys and a Grammy for her comedy albums and programs. 
These, mostly one-woman comedy shows, remained Tomlin’s favorite artistic ex-
pressions and include Appearing Nitely (1977), Lily—Sold Out (1981), and the Tony-
winning The Search for Signs of Intelligent Life in the Universe (1985), written by 
wagner. Tomlin was graced with a Time cover in 1977 which hailed her as the 
“new Queen of Comedy.” Although the film Moment by Moment (1978), directed 
by her companion Jane wagner, was panned by critics and was a commercial flop, 
Tomlin made her major screen comeback with the comedy Nine to Five (1980), in 
which she co-starred with Jane Fonda and dolly Parton. she has continued to col-
laborate with robert Altman, appearing in his films Short Cuts (1993) and A Prairie 
Home Companion (2006). Tomlin has also had recurring roles in hit television series 
such as Murphy Brown, Will and Grace, and The West Wing.

Tomlin did not openly talk about her lesbianism until 2000 and her coming out 
was not as dramatic as that of other Hollywood and showbiz personalities. “[I]n 
most articles, most people refer to Jane as my partner or my life-partner or what-
ever,” Tomlin explained to Ann northrop on cable-access program Gay TV in 2000. 
“we’ve been around so long and been through so much and I always kind of took 
a lot of stuff for granted.” Yet, throughout her career, Tomlin never denied her 
relationship with Jane wagner and was not afraid of supporting battles for gay and 
lesbian rights, also trying to choose roles that suited her personal political beliefs. 
In her 1975 comedy album Modern Scream, she famously played a journalist grilling 
Tomlin about her film role in robert Altman’s Nashville and asking her how she had 
felt to play a heterosexual woman. Tomlin, impersonating herself, responded that 
she had been exposed to heterosexuals and observed them throughout her life, so 
that she knew how to play them. The fake interview obviously positioned the actress 
as not straight. In Franco Zeffirelli’s film Tea with Mussolini (1999), Tomlin was cast 
in an explicit lesbian role and, in The Beverly Hillbillies (1993), she appeared in the 
same role played by lesbian actress nancy Kulp in the 1960s TV series upon which 
the film is based. More important than these coded nods to the queer community 
have been Tomlin’s efforts in supporting gay and lesbian causes. The actress agreed 
to participate in important movies such as And the Band Played On (1993), exposing 



 trochE, rosE ★ ���

the completely inadequate governmental response to the AIDS crisis. she has also 
narrated the documentary The Celluloid Closet (1996), based on Vito russo’s pio-
neering work on film representations of gays and lesbians. Tomlin’s contribution 
to the advancement of queer rights has been openly celebrated by the Gay and 
Lesbian Center in Los Angeles, which has established a new performing arts center 
in the name of the actress and her partner: The Lily Tomlin Jane wagner Cultural 
Arts Center. Proceeds from ticket sales there go to providing health services for 
HIV positive patients.
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troChe, roSe (1964–)

with her films, particularly Go Fish (1994) and Bedrooms and Hallways (1998), and 
her work for the hit TV series Six Feet Under and the groundbreaking The L Word, 
lesbian director rose Troche has made male and female homosexuality more visible 
in American popular culture. Her works present sexual difference in an assertive 
and positive light, avoiding the tormented and self-hating characters that all too 
often constitute the celluloid representatives of queers. As other queer directors 
such as Gus Van Sant and Todd Haynes, Troche has made a successful transition 
from her underground beginnings to quality mainstream cinema and TV, directing 
stars such as Glenn Close and Jennifer Beals.

rose Troche was born in Chicago in 1964 to a family of Puerto rican origins and 
grew up on the city’s north side until she was in her teens. Her family then moved 
to the suburbs, attracted by the improvement of their social status implied in the 
move. Yet, the family never quite fit in the new environment. “My parents thought 
moving to the suburbs was a sign of success,” recalls Troche in an interview with 
the Advocate (stukin 2003, online edition), but, she also adds, “[w]e were always 
the family that made everyone say, ‘There goes the neighborhood.’ ” The anxieties 
of suburbia, hidden under a hypocritical coat of respectability and decorum, are the 
subject of Troche’s third film, The Safety of Objects (2001). Troche developed an in-
terest in film while working part time in a Chicago movie theater and later enrolled 
at the University of Illinois where she majored in art history. she then stayed on as a 
graduate film student. while still a film student, Troche directed several short films 
and met Guinevere Turner, who became her partner and her major collaborator for 
the project that eventually became Go Fish.

Based upon Troche and Turner’s experiences within the lesbian community in Chi-
cago, Go Fish was a difficult film to make as it was almost entirely self-financed by the 
two artists. In addition, when the film was planned, lesbians and, particularly, lesbian 
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sexuality were still invisible in the 
media. Yet, when the film premiered 
at the sundance Film Festival in 
1994, it was incredibly well received 
and was soon acquired by the samuel 
Goldwyn Company for its distribu-
tion. The film was a sleeper hit and 
proved the marketability of lesbian 
issues for the film industry. The 
narrative of Go Fish is unconven-
tional, broken up by dialogues that 
discuss lesbian issue and even the 
responsibility of queer filmmakers 
of representing their own commu-
nity on screen. The protagonists 
of the film’s lesbian love story, Max 
and ely, are filmmakers, and Max’s 
roommate Kia teaches a women’s 
studies class that aims to recover the 
obscured history of lesbianism.

Although the film made Troche 
an overnight sensation, her career 
took time to develop. Troche, who, 
by the end of the shooting, had 
split up from Turner, felt that the 
film was too politically correct and 
that it threatened to confine her to 

lesbian-themed projects. when promoting her next, larger-budget film Bedrooms 
and Hallways, the director complained that audiences and critics considered her 
“a professional queer,” a fact that she sometimes hated: “Go Fish made me such 
a card-carrying member. It is, like, boring. I go into interviews for Bedrooms and 
Hallways and all anyone can talk about is being gay, gay, gay” (Feinstein 1999, Ad-
vocate online). shot in London, Bedrooms and Hallways was also about being gay, 
although Troche’s focus this time was on male sexuality and bonding. Contrary to 
Go Fish, Troche could count on the financial backing of a major studio and the film 
went on to win the Audience Award at the 1998 London Film Festival. Centering 
on Leo (Kevin McKidd), an openly gay furniture-maker, and his two housemates 
darren (Tom Hollander), a flamboyant screaming queen, and Angie ( Julie Gra-
ham), a straight woman, Bedrooms and Hallways is a sex farce that tries to challenge 
conventional and rigid views on gender and sexual orientation. The film, which, 
at a certain point, may hint that Leo is going straight, celebrates the fluidity of 
sexuality. In an interview about the movie (Feinstein 1999, Advocate online), Troche 
said she really wanted to make a film “that’s genderless, without sexual identity and 
politics.” After the militant tone of Go Fish, many were disappointed by the ending 
of Bedrooms and Hallways, which leaves Leo with a woman, sally. some critics went 
on as far as claiming that the film rejected queerness and celebrated the crossover to 
heterosexuality for commercial reasons. Troche’s response hinged on the necessity 

Marlee Matlin, Jennifer Beals, and Cybill shepherd in the fourth 
season of rose Troche’s lesbian series The L Word. Courtesy of 
showtime/Photofest. Photograph by naomi Kaltman.
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to “opening up of the parameters of the definition of homosexuality. And sexuality 
cannot just be based on ultimately who you fuck. when I say I’m a lesbian, that’s 
said with saying that I’ve had as much sex with men as with women in my life. 
People could say I’m a traitor, but the reason that I say I’m not is when I imagine 
in my mind who I’d be spending time with, and I imagine myself with a woman” 
(Krach, Indiewire online).

The director’s third film, The Safety of Objects (2001), brought Troche back to the 
United states and to the suburban life of her childhood. Based on several stories 
by A. M. Homes, the film stars Glenn Close and dermot Mulroney. It follows the 
events which affect four suburban families who, by the end of the movies, will find 
their lives are interconnected in ways they could not imagine. In her portrayal of 
American suburbia, Troche depicts alienation with humor and her choice to give 
the characters a part in each others’ lives alters the sense of loneliness pervading 
A. M. Homes’s separate stories.

Troche has also been active in quality television productions. she has directed 
episodes of HBo’s critically acclaimed series Six Feet Under (2001–2005), and she 
is the co-executive producer and writer of showtime’s The L Word, a popular series 
about a group of Los Angeles lesbians of which she has also directed several epi-
sodes. At the time of writing (2007), the show entered its fifth season and continues 
to provoke debates within queer communities because of its unconventional rep-
resentation of lesbianism. The L Word has gone beyond the mere boundaries of a 
television show, launching a social networking site ourChart.com and enjoying an 
increasing popularity on second Life.

Further Reading
Feinstein, Howard. “Bedrooms and Cameras.” The Advocate. september 14, 1999. 

http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-55927488.html (accessed on June 10, 
2007); Krach, Aaron. “rose Troche Goes from Fishing to British Farce with 
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990902.html (accessed on June 10, 2007); stuckin, stacie. “rose to the occa-
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vAn SAnt, GuS (1952–)

Throughout his career, gay director Gus Van sant has displayed a remarkable ver-
satility. He has worked on mainstream films with superstars (including sean Con-
nery and robin williams), music videos, more personal productions focusing on 
gay plots such as Mala Noche (1985) and My Own Private Idaho (1991), and fiction-
alized reconstruction of events like Kurt Cobain’s suicide (Last Days, 2005) and 
high school massacres (Elephant, 2003). even in his more mainstream productions, 
however, Van sant has remained faithful to his unwillingness to conform; when My 
Own Private Idaho came out, he said: “I identify . . . with queer punks. I always fight 
against anything that suggests conformity” (ehrenstein 1994, 388). Van sant has 
also stated that he is interested in sociopathic people, both in his life and movies. 
His films explore queer and other subcultures without feeling compelled to offer 
positive role models.

In spite of his nonconformity, the director was born into an upper-middle-class, 
wealthy family in Louisville, Kentucky, on July 24, 1952. In 1970 he entered the 
rhode Island school of design. His major interest then was painting. However, Van 
sant soon discovered the experimental filmmaking of Andy Warhol and the Beat 
literature of william Burroughs, both of which constitute major influences upon 
his own style. After releasing a series of commercials and shorts, he shot his first 
film, Mala Noche, in 1985. set in Portland, as many other Van sant’s movies are, the 
story focuses on the unrequited love of a liquor store clerk for a Mexican hustler, 
who quickly understands that he can exploit the clerk to his own advantage. Van 
sant already displays in this debut film his distinctive visual skills. Mala Noche won 
the Los Angeles Critics’ Award as best independent film.

Van sant’s second feature Drugstore Cowboy (1989) enjoyed a wider circulation, 
thanks also to the casting of Matt dillon and Kelly Lynch in the leading roles. 
This road movie follows a band of four junkies led by dillon in their robberies 
against hospitals and pharmacies. Van sant explores the precarious balance among 
the members of the gang. Among other things, the superstitious beliefs of its leader 
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threatens the cohesiveness of the gang. Drugstore Cowboy received unanimous criti-
cal praise and featured literary legend william Burroughs in the role of a defrocked 
drug addict priest. The rave reviews and the many awards that the film gathered 
allowed Van sant to shoot My Own Private Idaho (1991), which instantly became a 
gay cult movie. starring Keanu reeves and river Phoenix, the film chronicles the 
journey of self discovery of two male hustlers, the rebellious scott (reeves), born 
into an affluent Portland family and son of the city’s mayor, and Mike (Phoenix), 
a narcoleptic gay obsessed to find the mother who had abandoned him as a child. 
In their quest for Mike’s mother, the two prostitutes become close friends. In one 
of the film’s most moving scenes, Mike declares his love for scott, who, however, 
rejects him claiming that he is really straight. In the end, the two hustlers go their 
own separate ways. In spite of its potentially controversial subject, Idaho won many 
prestigious awards, including the Volpi Cup for best male actor (Phoenix) at the 
international Venice Film Festival. The Advocate commented on the film enthu-
siastically stating that “Van sant establishes for queer movie goers a beachhead 
in their ongoing struggle for cinematic representation. Hustlers may exist in the 
margins of the gay world, but the love that Mike feels for scott is central to us all” 
(ehrenstein 1994, 388).

My Own Private Idaho is an imaginary place where Mike can be finally reunited 
with his mother and live happily with her. Yet, this typically American promise of 
fulfilling one’s own dreams does not materialize for Mike as it never materializes 

Keanu reeves (left) and river Phoenix (right) in Gus Van sant’s My Own Private Idaho. Courtesy of Fine 
Line/Photofest.
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for the more marginal elements of society. Because of the stress on Mike’s sub-
jectivity, Idaho is a post-modern pastiche of styles, ranging from clinical obser-
vations of gritty details as in a neo-realist movie or an early Pasolini film to 
dream sequences and camp musical acts. The dialogue itself echoes this diversity, 
combining improvisation with shakespearian overtones. The character of scott 
is based on Prince Hal, the king’s son in shakespeare’s Henry IV, who, like Van 
sant’s hustler, slums it before reclaiming his proper role in society and replacing 
his father.

After Idaho, Van sant set to work on another gay story, the biography of Harvey 
Milk, san Francisco’s openly gay supervisor, who was murdered in 1978. The film 
was to be based on randy shilts’s The Mayor of Castro Street (1982) with robin wil-
liams in the role of Milk. However, it was never realized due to disagreements over 
the screenplay between Van sant and oliver stone, the film’s prospective producer. 
none of the director’s following movies have treated homosexuality as explicitly as 
My Own Private Idaho. except for Even Cowgirls Get the Blues (1994), starring Uma 
Thurman, which flopped badly at the box office and got poor reviews, Van sant’s 
subsequent films have established him as one of the most original directors work-
ing in Hollywood. They have been particularly appreciated for their broad range 
in both themes and style. with movies such as the Academy Award–winning Good 
Will Hunting (1997) and Elephant (2003), which won a Golden Palm at Cannes Film 
Festival, Van sant has continued to focus on the lives of those considered marginal 
by mainstream culture. while Good Will Hunting and Finding Forrester (2000) are 
more traditional in their narrative structure, Van sant has cultivated his more ex-
perimental side with a shot-for-shot remake of Hitchcock’s Psycho (1998) as well 
as with Gerry (2002) and Last Days, where narrative development and dialogue are 
kept to a minimum.

Further Reading
ehrenstein, david. Open Secret: Gay Hollywood, 1928–2000. new York: Harper 

Collins, 2000; ehrenstein, david. “My own Private Idaho.” Long Road to Free-
dom: The Advocate History of the Gay and Lesbian Movement. Thompson, Mark, ed. 
new York: st. Martin’s Press, 1994. 388.

vIDAl, Gore (1925–)

The eclectic and influential novelist, playwright, screenwriter, essayist, social critic, 
and political activist Gore Vidal has constantly and openly developed gay themes in 
his works. He has repeatedly criticized American society and political establishment 
for having turned the United states from a republic into an empire. Vidal has felt 
increasingly uncomfortable to live in the United states, and, since the mid-1960s, 
he has divided his life, together with his late companion Howard Austen, between 
his homeland and Italy. His camp sensibility and his pioneering portraits of queer 
characters have helped to expand the space and the visibility for gays and lesbians 
within American popular culture.
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eugene Luther Gore Vidal was born on october 3, 1925, in west Point, new 
York, the son of nina Gore and eugene Luther Vidal, a teacher of aeronautics 
at the U.s. Military Academy and future director of air commerce under Presi-
dent Franklin d. roosevelt from 1933 to 1937. His parents divorced when he was 
10, and his mother remarried with millionaire Hugh d. Auchincloss, although the 
marriage was short-lived. Auchincloss would later marry the mother of Jacqueline 
Bouvier, President Kennedy’s future wife. Gore grew up in washington, dC, at-
tending st. Albans and Los Alamos ranch school. Vidal shortened his first name 
to Gore, the surname of his maternal grandfather, a democratic senator, upon his 
graduation in 1943 from Philipps exeter Academy in Massachusetts. The political 
views of his ancestor Thomas Pryor Gore were to influence Vidal’s own positions, 
notably his challenge to American imperialism. In 1943 he enlisted in the Army and 
served in the Aleutian Islands in the Pacific. during this time, Vidal composed his 
first novel Williwaw (1946), published when he was only 21 years old. The novel 
was based on the author’s military experience and was well received by critics. His 
following novels In a Yellow Wood (1947), The City and the Pillar (1948), The Season of 
Comfort (1949), A Search for the King (1950), and Dark Green, Bright Red (1950) all 
revolve around the quests of young men trying to find meaningful identities within 
the modern world.

The City and the Pillar has become a central text in queer popular culture for its 
frank description of homosexuality at a time when such a candid discussion was 
considered taboo and even offensive. starting in the 1930s and ending with 
world war II, the novel focuses on Jim willard, a professional tennis player whose 
adolescent crush on his best friend Bob Ford has turned into an obsession. Al-
though Jim has sex with other men in the course of the novel, he always hopes to be 
reunited to Bob. The two had sex during a camping trip when they were about to 
leave high school. when, after many years, they meet in Bob’s hotel room in new 
York, Bob, who by now has married, seems at first to be as willing as Jim to have 
sex. Yet, he is suddenly seized by panic for fear of being considered gay and starts to 
insult Jim. The publisher requested that the book should end with a violent death, 
but Vidal refused to kill off his protagonist as the homophobic tradition of homo-
sexual suicides would have suggested. The first edition of the novel ended instead 
with Jim killing Bob. when the novel was revised in 1968 thanks to the more favor-
able cultural climate, Vidal made substantial changes to his narrative, including the 
ending. In the altered version, Jim does not kill Bob, but violently rapes him. His 
reaction is justified by Bob’s insults and violent behavior.

The novel originally came out when homosexual acts were still prohibited in 
the United states. Its depiction of gay men differed from the usual effeminate ste-
reotype to include more varied and nuanced descriptions. what was disturbing to 
conservatives and homophobes in The City and the Pillar was that all types of men, 
including married ones, engaged in same-sex activities. This threatened the safe 
boundaries of homosexual representation. Literary critics started to ignore Vidal’s 
production. To make up for the declining sales of his novel, Vidal turned to writ-
ing plays and scripts for television and films. As edgar Box, he also produced three 
mysteries centering on detective Peter sergeant.

In his attempts to reach a safe place within the mainstream of American popular 
culture, however, Gore Vidal never forgot gay characters. His works for the theater 
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and the cinema gave homosexuality a visibility which popular media had denied for 
decades. For example, his political drama The Best Man (1959) revolves around the 
blackmailing of a straight man for a homosexual intercourse. Hired by MGM, Vidal 
also worked, uncredited, on the script for william wyler’s Ben Hur (1959), and he 
later declared that wyler allowed him to create a homoerotic subtext between Ben-
Hur and Messala. Throughout the McCarthy’s years and the eisenhower Presi-
dency, Vidal warned Americans of the danger in the rise of political demagogues. 
He also ran for Congress in a conservative constituency in upstate new York for the 
democratic Party. defeated, he nonetheless increased votes for the democrats.

By the 1960s, Vidal had gained a reputation for being an incisive social and po-
litical commentator. His plays and collections of essays were well-received. with 
his characteristic eclecticism, he tried a new genre, the historical novel, to which he 
would regularly return throughout his career. Carefully researched, Julian (1964) 
reconstructs the attempts of emperor Julian (331–363) to remove Christianity 
from the roman empire. while lamenting the passing of the Hellenistic values, 
the novel also comments on the loss of the values of the American republic. The 
book firmly established Vidal as a bestselling author and, in the same year, Vidal 
also received an award at the prestigious Cannes Film Festival and a screen writers 
Annual Award nomination for his film adaptation of his play The Best Man. Vidal’s 
outspoken views on politics and society hit the television screen in 1964 when he 
hosted for a year The Hot Line, a discussion show. His connections to the Kennedy 
family (his stepfather had remarried the First Lady’s mother) allowed him to gain 
an insider’s perspective on the administration. In spite of his initial enthusiasm for 
Kennedy, Vidal was soon disillusioned as the Vietnam war escalated. His disil-
lusionment is mirrored in his political thriller Washington D.C. (1967) and by his 
unsuccessful play Weekend (1968), which contained direct challenges to the Vietnam 
war and President Johnson, and the play closed after only 22 performances. The 
novel Two Sisters (1970) is also often read as a satire of the Kennedy Administration 
with its several mocking remarks on the First Lady and the celebrities surrounding 
her. Vidal inscribes himself in the novel as one of the narrators, and he talks explic-
itly about his sexuality and the freedom he enjoys away from the United states.

The novel Myra Breckinridge (1968) forcefully and unexpectedly returned to the 
themes of gender difference so dear to the author. Through camp humor and black 
comedy, the book follows the diary of Myra, who was Myron before a sex-change 
operation, a transsexual who loves to dominate and rape straight men. Myra finds 
her victims in her uncle’s academy for aspiring young actors and actresses. set in 
Hollywood in the 1960s, Myra Breckinridge is a powerful reflection on the influence 
of popular culture has on the creation of images that later come to define individual 
and national identities. Myra’s body, for example, is an attempt to reproduce the 
film iconography of the 1930s and 1940s. The novel came as a shock for both 
critics and readers with its frank description of sexual acts and drug taking. Pre-
dictably, critics were divided. some argued it was simply pornographic material, 
but their rejection could not prevent the book from becoming a global bestseller 
and a cult work. In his critical study on Vidal, dennis Altman (2005) defines Myra 
Breckinridge a cultural assault on received norms of gender and sexuality. According 
to Altman, that single book was more subversive of the dominant rules on sex and 
gender than the whole series of queer theory books that theorize sexual subversion 
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nowadays. The book was made into a film in 1970, directed by Michael sarne and 
starring raquel welch in the title role. Actress Mae west came out of her retire-
ment to act in it and the rest of the cast included John Huston, Farrah Fawcett, 
and Tom selleck in his debut role. In spite of the stellar cast and the controversies 
surrounding the book, the film flopped badly at the box office, but quickly became 
a cult movie.

In 1968 Vidal and his sexuality were also at the center of the public attention for 
his participation, opposite the right-wing conservative william F. Buckley, in a series 
of televised debates during the republican national Convention in Miami and the 
democratic national Convention in Chicago. Broadcast by ABC television, these 
debates proved extremely confrontational with a reciprocal exchange of accusations 
between the participants. Vidal accused Buckley of being a “crypto-nazi,” while the 
conservative retorted by calling him “a queer.” once the series was over, the argu-
ments between the two continued with mutual lawsuits and competing versions in 
Esquire.

The years of the nixon’s presidency naturally saw Gore Vidal at the forefront 
of political opposition, challenging what he perceived as the president’s opportun-
ism and his sudden changes of policies. His essay “The Twenty-ninth republican 
Convention” (1968) and the play An Evening with Richard Nixon (1972) reflect this 
critical stance. Myron (1974), the sequel to Myra Breckinridge, focuses on the con-
flict between Myron, a typical nixon voter, and the radical Myra, two halves forced 
to remain within the same body. The sequel, however, did not do as well as the first 
book both in terms of sales and reviews. Published five years after the stonewall 
riots, the book suffered from the changes in the readership’s taste and its material 
was not that scandalous any longer.

since the 1970s, Vidal has developed his fiction mainly within two directions. 
The first is the historical novel, represented by books such as Burr (1973), 1876 
(1976), Lincoln (1984), Empire (1987), Hollywood (1989), The Golden Age (2000), and 
Creation (1981; rev. 2002). The genre is not used by the author to achieve merely 
a scholarly reconstruction of past times. on the contrary, the books function as 
powerful commentaries on the present. For example, 1876 critiques the scandal of 
the Grant Administration, having in mind the scandals of the nixon Presidency. 
This group of novels also uncover how power is closely linked to the media for its 
perpetration, from Lincoln’s intimidation of the press and his use of the telegraph 
for political purposes to the rule of Hollywood over the nation. The second strand 
in Vidal’s fiction displays that camp sensibility and iconoclastic humor which have 
become his trademark from the 1960s. Kalki (1978), Duluth (1983), Live from Gol-
gotha (1992), and The Smithsonian Institution (1998) all mercilessly satirize Ameri-
can cultural, political, religious, and sexual obsessions. Vidal also continues to be 
involved in the cinema industry, although with uneven fortunes: he was praised for 
his acting in the progressive Bob Roberts (1992) and the sci-fi Gattaca (1997), but he 
was also involved as screenwriter in the disastrous project Caligula (1979), about the 
roman emperor of the same name.

Vidal’s reputation seems to rest increasingly on his essay writing, which is often 
sparked by his outrage against the American political establishment. Vidal particu-
larly targeted the reagan and Bush administrations. His pieces are praised as being 
well researched and entertaining at the same time. In 1991 his most important 
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essays were collected in Writer against the Grain, and a volume on film, Screening 
History, also came out. In 1993 his collection United States (1952–1992) earned him 
a national Book Award. It was followed by the autobiographical Palimpsest (1995), 
where the author candidly talks of his love for men; Sexually Speaking (2001), which 
collects Vidal’s most significant stances against homophobia; and Point to Point Nav-
igation (2006), the continuation of autobiography.
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vIllAGe PeoPle, the

Although the Village People was never explicitly identified as a gay band, it targeted 
gay men as its privileged audience. The band produced a string of disco hits in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s that became lasting anthems for the gay community. 
The man behind the project was French gay producer Jacques Morali, who wanted 
to create a band displaying all the most obvious homosexual stereotypes, but that 
would still appeal to gay men. with its successes, the band introduced the themes, 
sexual innuendo, and iconography of the gay male disco subculture into the main-
stream of American popular culture. Although gay audiences tired of the group as 
it increasingly embraced the mainstream market, the catchy tunes and suggestive 
lyrics of the Village People make the band one of the most important groups which 
emerged from the disco arena.

Morali first received the inspiration for the establishment of the band when he 
saw Felipe rose dancing in an Indian costume at a gay bar in the Greenwich Vil-
lage, a location that would be reflected in the future band’s name. Together with his 
partner Henri Belelo, Morali started to audition other male singers. In the end, the 
band was formed and each member represented a macho type taken from gay male 
erotic fantasies. significantly, the ad placed by Morali explicitly requested men with 
moustaches. In addition to the openly gay rose as a native American, the origi-
nal Village People consisted of construction worker david Hodo, policeman Vic-
tor willis, soldier Alex Briley, cowboy randy Jones, and biker leatherman Glenn 
Hughes. The group’s first hit was “san Francisco” (1977), a hymn to the city that 
was most associated with the movements of sexual liberation of the 1970s. The song 
celebrates this atmosphere: on the way to Polk and Castro, you feel that “Freedom, 
freedom is in the air, yeah.” The song charted in the UK’s Top 50 single. suc-
cess arrived the following year with “Macho Man” and the two international hits 
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“Y.M.C.A” (UK number 1/Us number 2) and “In the navy” (UK number 2/Us 
number 3).

Although these songs became big hits and are nowadays performed at all sorts 
of parties, gay or straight, they have a characteristically homoerotic content, which 
does not need the latest sophisticated queer theories to be brought out. For ex-
ample, “Y.M.C.A” states that “it’s fun to stay at the YMCA,” because “They have 
everything for you men to enjoy,/ You can hang out with all the boys.” The song 
“In the navy” encourages men to “join your fellow man/In the navy,” “where you 
can find pleasure” and “search the world for treasure.” Gay audiences took pleasure 
in the sexual innuendo of these songs and in the flaunted homosexual stereotypes 
of the group’s iconography. Gays also took pleasure in the irony that, although 
mainstream culture marginalized gayness, it could wholeheartedly embrace such a 
group as the Village People. The U.s. navy even thought of using “In the navy” 
for a recruiting advertising campaign on television and radio. Morali and Belelo 
agreed on condition that the navy helped the group to shoot the video. The navy 
initially agreed and the Village People started shooting at the san diego naval base 
with a war ship and hundreds of men provided by the navy. when the video began 
showing and the navy started to plan its campaign, a furor broke out over using 
taxpayers’ money to fund the video of a pop band, and one of dubious morality at 
that. Although the navy cancelled the campaign, the controversy propelled the 
song at the top of the charts both in north America and europe.

Introducing gay iconography into the mainstream: The Village People in 
1979. Courtesy of Can’t stop Productions/Photofest.
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The band scored more hits with “Fire Island” (1977), “Go west” (1979), later 
remixed by The Pet Shop Boys, and “Can’t stop the Music” (1980). several of 
their albums went gold and platinum. It is estimated that the group has sold more 
than 80 million copies of albums and singles. The fame of the group peaked in 1979 
when the Village People were featured on the cover of Rolling Stone. However, this 
year also represented the beginning of the group’s downfall, as the disco genre with 
which the Village People were closely associated was itself on the decline. The 
fictionalized film on their origins, Can’t Stop the Music (1980), was a notable com-
mercial disaster and was also panned by critics. It succeeded in being nominated 
in almost every category of the Golden raspberry Awards. over time the film has 
acquired a devoted cult following around the world. with the end of the disco era, 
the Village People tried to re-invent themselves as a new wave group with their 
album Renaissance (1981), which, however, was a big commercial flop. The group 
dissolved in 1986, but regrouped with three new singers in 1998, seven years after 
their founder Jacques Morali had died of AIDS-related complications.

The group continues to produce albums and has performed as opening act 
for sold-out tours such as Cher’s 2005 Farewell Tour. Yet, it will always be best-
remembered for its dance hits of the late 1970s. In an interview with the Advocate 
(Mangels 2000, online edition), the group’s original cowboy randy Jones stated 
that the Village People helped to pave the way for the boy bands of the 1990s 
such as ‘nsync and The Backstreet Boys. “we’re like the godfathers of a lot of 
those bands. we had a phrase back then. we said we were the first ‘all-guy all-girl 
group.’ ” Jones and rose are the only two members of the group who have openly 
discussed their sexuality and identify as gay. rose puts down the reticence of the 
group to come out as gay to the climate of the late 1970s: “I don’t think it was a 
question of no one coming out. . . . I think at that time—the political climate the 
country was in—it would have been too sassy for us to be openly out like that. we 
probably never would have had any success” (Mangels 2000, online edition). In 
spite of the reticence of some members to discuss their sexual orientation in real 
life, rather than as a stereotype on stage, the Village People certainly contributed to 
the transition of several images and themes of the gay male subculture of the 1970s 
into mainstream American popular culture.

Further Reading
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wArhol, AnDy (1928–1987)

with his work as pop artist, filmmaker, and artists’ entrepreneur, Andy warhol 
became an icon of the 1960s, contributing to the countercultural challenge against 
conventional norms of good taste both in society and the arts. Both in his innova-
tive artistic style and in his public persona, warhol embraced camp and extravagant 
solutions, which ran counter to the traditional image of male artists. In spite of his 
overt gayness, however, warhol was never a committed gay militant. Yet, he lent 
his personal encouragement and financial support for the careers of gay artists such 
as Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring. In addition, his works contain several 
coded references to queer subculture, which, incidentally, have been consistently 
played down by critics. In the pages of his Diaries, warhol talks explicitly about his 
love of men. However, when he was asked questions about his sexuality during his 
lifetime, warhol was extremely evasive. The critical assessment of warhol has sel-
dom taken into account the artist’s homosexuality and its impact on his art in favor 
of the creation of a more asexual persona.

warhol was born on August 6, 1928, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in a working-
class family of Czech origins. His actual surname was warhola and he was the 
youngest of three boys. His father ondrej was a laborer for the eichleay Corpora-
tion and his mother Julia was a folk artist. warhol attended schenley High school 
in Pittsburgh, from where he graduated in 1945, and then went on to study picto-
rial design at the Carnegie Institute of Technology, obtaining a BFA in 1948. The 
following year, warhol moved to new York where he shortened his surname and 
explored the rich gay life of the city. He worked as a commercial illustrator and his 
sketches immediately made him a successful artist. In the 1950s warhol’s works 
were exhibited in galleries and reprints of his sketches were published in limited 
edition books. He established several important contacts in the art world, but still 
lacked that recognition that he had dreamed of since his childhood.

In the early 1960s, warhol began drawing popular cartoon characters such as 
dick Tracy and Popeye, but that type of imagery had already been appropriated by 
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roy Lichtenstein. success came when the artist persuaded Ivan Karp, an assistant 
at Leo Castelli’s gallery, to view his new works. Karp was favorably impressed by 
a painting of complex lines of Coca-Cola bottles. Karp convinced Castelli to take 
in warhol. In 1962 his exhibition of paintings recreating Campbell’s soup cans and 
Coca-Cola bottles propelled the artist to stardom. warhol soon attracted a devoted 
following of artists and assistants at the Factory, his studio in Union square. In 
1963 he developed the silk-screening techniques which became one of his artistic 
trademarks. This technique allowed the mass reproduction of portraits and banal 
objects. This appealed to warhol who wanted to express the emptiness of American 
material culture as well as his detached posture as an artist. Following the suicide 
of Marilyn Monroe in August 1962, warhol decided to pay her homage with a 
series of silkscreen variations starting from a still of the actress in the film Niagara. 
The series features strong, neon colors whose combinations change in every por-
trait. The same method was applied to another pop icon, elvis Presley, and later 
to stars and political personalities such as Liz Taylor, Jacqueline Kennedy, and the 
Chinese leader Mao Tse-tung. warhol was fascinated by the way media created 
celebrities or trivialized tragic events. His silkscreen portraits are ambiguous repre-
sentations of the world of the rich and famous. They can be both read as a celebra-
tion of that world and as a satire of it. warhol did not suggest any interpretation of 
his art. To him his works were simply meaningless.

In 1964 warhol was asked to make a mural for the world’s Fair, and he produced 
a huge wall of mug shots of the 13 most-wanted men from the FBI. The mural an-
gered Governor rockefeller, who ordered to have it painted over. From his choice 
of subjects, it is clear that warhol liked to associate himself with power as well as 
with controversy. Queer critics have suggested that the censorship of the mural was 
dictated by the work’s subversive and radical critique of state power. richard Meyer 
(2002, 12) characterizes the mural as setting up a “circuitry . . . between the image 
of the outlaw and warhol’s outlawed desire for that image—and for these men. To 
put it another way, Thirteen Most wanted Men crosswires the codes of criminality, 
looking, and homoerotic desire. . . . It is not only that these men are wanted by the 
FBI, but that the very act of ‘wanting men’ constitutes a form of criminality if the 
wanter is also male, if, say, the wanter is warhol.”

warhol explained his interest in everyday objects such as Coca-Cola bottles or 
soup cans in terms of their symbolizing American cultural values. For example, he 
celebrated Coca-Cola as the symbol of American democracy: “what’s great about 
this country is that America started the tradition where the richest consumers buy 
essentially the same things as the poorest. You can be watching TV and see Coca-
Cola, and you know that the President drinks Coke, Liz Taylor drinks Coke, and 
just think, you can drink Coke, too. A Coke is a Coke and no amount of money 
can get you a better Coke than the one the bum on the corner is drinking. All the 
Cokes are the same and all the Cokes are good. Liz Taylor knows it, the President 
knows it, the bum knows it, and you know it” (warhol 1975, 100–101). How seri-
ous warhol really was in his comments is still a matter of debate among scholars. 
warhol’s Pop Art, with its emphasis on consumer goods, testifies to the collapse 
between high and low art in contemporary society.

In the 1960s, warhol also started to produce and direct films, which are often ig-
nored by warhol’s critics because of their frank homosexual representations. In less 
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than a decade, warhol directed more than 60 experimental movies. Although his 
filmmaking activity is an obvious outcome of his fascination with Hollywood and 
stardom, warhol’s films are usually described as underground, and they have noth-
ing commercial about them. warhol used a hand-held camera and his films had 
plotless development and unconventional topics including a man sleeping for six 
hours (Sleep, 1963), the act of fellatio (Blow Job, 1963), and the empire state Build-
ing from dusk to dawn (Empire, 1964). My Hustler (1965) is warhol’s film where gay 
themes and characters are most explicitly portrayed. The story follows the sexual 
tension between an older sugar daddy, ed Hood, and two hustlers, the semi-retired 
Joe Campbell and Hood’s new lover Paul America. Paul is also Joe’s object of desire 
as the older hustler tries to seduce the younger. The film is a rare insight into the 
pre-stonewall gay community, reproducing as its does gay slang and mannerism. 
Horse (1965) has a western setting and, decades before the major motion picture 
Brokeback Mountain, twisted the genre to accommodate homoerotic undertones. 
Four Star (1967) runs for 25 hours and is considered the culmination of warhol’s 
career as an experimental filmmaker. It also contains an explicit scene of two males 
falling in love. The most successful warhol film was Chelsea Girls (1966), which en-
joyed wider theatrical release than his other projects. It follows the lives of several 
women living at the Chelsea Hotel in new York and consists of actually two differ-
ent 16 mm films being projected simultaneously, with two different stories being 
shown at the same time. Unfortunately, warhol’s films are seldom shown, even at 
the artist’s many retrospectives.

In 1967 warhol expanded his activities to music too. He started to produce the 
records of the Velvet Underground and designed the famous allusive banana cover 
of the band’s first album The Velvet Underground and Nico. By the late 1960s, the 
Factory had become a countercultural Mecca for a composite crowd of aspiring 
artists, drag queens, hustlers, rock stars, and Hollywood starlets. warhol was also 
accused of exploiting the misfits in his court to enhance his own extravagance and 
thus attract more media attention. on June 3, 1968, a tragic event marked warhol 
for the rest of his life. Valerie solanas, an aspiring playwright, who had founded and 
was the unique member of sCUM (society for Cutting Up Men), shot warhol sev-
eral times, almost killing him. solanas had been harassing warhol for months due 
to a manuscript of her play Up Your Ass, which warhol had lost. After she turned 
herself in to the police, solanas declared that warhol had too much control over her 
life and that he was planning to steal her work. warhol barely survived the attack 
and the injuries he experienced forced him to wear a corset for the rest of his life 
to prevent them from getting worse. security at the Factory became more tightly 
organized, as warhol became obsessed by the thought that solanas would attack 
him again. To some radical feminists, solanas became a hero of the women’s move-
ment, although she soon drifted into obscurity and she was repeatedly hospitalized 
in mental institutions.

The attack had the effect of increasing warhol’s fame. He retired as director, but 
continued to produce many underground films which were mainly directed by Paul 
Morrissey and starring Joe dallesandro. These films often portray the damaged 
lives of the urban outcasts and their subcultures. Trash (1970) was one of the most 
successful and, in spite of graphic scenes of sodomy and drug injection, had a wide 
cinematic release throughout the United states. In the 1970s and 1980s, warhol 
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was a superstar and his first retrospectives were held in important museums in 
America and europe. He became one of the most wanted men at social events, 
and celebrities were prepared to pay phenomenal amounts of money to have their 
portraits painted by warhol. His work continued to exhibit clear queer tones. For 
example, the cover of the Rolling Stones album Sticky Fingers (1971) shows a close-
up of Joe dallesandro’s crotch in rather tight jeans. The series Ladies and Gentlemen 
consists of images of drag queens. His Torso and Sex Parts Polaroids (1977) explicitly 
depict men having sex with men.

warhol died of cardiac arrest following a gall bladder operation on February 22, 
1987, in new York City. His oeuvre and his camp persona continue to attract massive 
scholarly attention. His retrospectives draw thousands of visitors. Yet, contemporary 
critical assessments of warhol all too often avoid the subject of his homosexuality. 
on the contrary, a complete appraisal of warhol’s work cannot exclude its queer 
inflections in the wider countercultural climate of the 1960s.
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wAterS, John (1946–)

openly gay film director, scriptwriter, and photographer John waters first achieved 
fame in the early 1970s through his extreme films starring drag queen imperson-
ator Divine, including Pink Flamingos (1972) and Female Trouble (1974). These 
contained shocking scenes for the times such as divine eating dog feces or kill-
ing her own child before being electrocuted. These details and plot turns earned 
waters the title of “king of bad taste.” Although his later films, such as Hairspray 
(1988), Cry-Baby (1990), Serial Mom (1994), Pecker (1998), and Cecil B. DeMented 
(2000), have been accepted by the mainstream and include international stars such 
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as Kathleen Turner, Christina ricci, and Melanie Griffith, waters’s early oeuvres 
continue to shock audiences. Commenting on the re-release of Pink Flamingos for 
its 25th anniversary, the director congratulated himself on his success at shocking 
three different generations of viewers. what unifies waters’s early and later films 
is an interest for queer characters who do not conform to accepted social norms. 
Although not as excessive as the characters in his early films, the protagonists who 
people his later comedies are, according to the director’s definition, “nuts but think 
they are the sane ones.” It is this interest in what is socially and sexually less accept-
able that has made waters a central figure in gay and lesbian popular culture, in 
spite of the scant presence of gay and lesbian characters in his movies. In addition, 
underlying all waters’s production, is a camp aesthetics that has made the film-
maker a popular culture icon for queers. such a role was somewhat institutionalized 
when waters guest-starred as John, a gay collector of junk pop culture memora-
bilia, in the 1997 episode of The Simpsons, “Homer’s Phobia.” The particular brand 
of camp that sustains waters’s films is the love of excess, artifice, and the unnatural. 
It is, as Homer describes the contents of his house and of John’s store, “worthless 
valuable junk.” This may be why waters’s films are so difficult to categorize in a 
precise genre.

Born in Baltimore, Maryland, where he has lived most of his subsequent life, 
waters met Harris Glenn Milstead, whom he would later rename divine, when 
the two were adolescents. They both clearly disliked the world of suburbia where 
they were growing up. Years later, talking about his film Polyester (1981), waters 
still held to the same dislike arguing that the film was really about enemy territory 
and that he always felt an outsider whenever he went to the suburbs. waters and 
divine soon started to collaborate, initially making 8 mm movies such as Roman 
Candles (1966), then passing on to the 16 mm format with Mondo Trasho (1969), for 
which waters was taken to trial and acquitted, and Multiple Maniacs (1970). Pink 
Flamingos (1972) and Female Trouble (1974) established divine as an underground 
star and received a wider theatrical release than the director’s first films. These 
early oeuvres rest on divine’s anarchic energy, which challenges standards of so-
cial acceptability, often by focusing on extreme situations such as mother-son fel-
latio, shit eating, cannibalism, and murder. As waters (1981, 2) wrote in his book 
Shock Value, “I’ve always tried to please and satisfy an audience who think they’ve 
seen everything. I try to force them to laugh at their own ability to be shocked by 
something. This reaction has always been the reason I make movies.” waters’s early 
movies directly stem from the days of the 1960s counterculture, when American 
youth was engaging in protests against the U.s. involvement in the Vietnam war 
and in the nation’s policies of racial segregation. Usually shot with the same cast and 
crew, the dreamlanders, these early films pushed gender and sexual boundaries, 
for example by showing explicit lesbian sex, using men to play women, and taking 
non-professional actors from the gay and lesbian community. In Pink Flamingos 
and Female Trouble, waters combined a soap-opera style with a shocking taste for 
filth and grossness. As daniel Cunningham (Senses of Cinema online) has written, 
the filmmaker’s “trash imagination celebrates the marginal and excluded; his films 
elevate white trash above all else.”

Polyester (1981) was waters’s first movie to enjoy a standard theatrical release, 
pitting divine against former teen idol Tab Hunter. divine is Francine Fishpaw, 
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a Baltimore housewife who is abandoned by her husband and loathed by her chil-
dren. The movie subverts the idealized notion of American suburban life into a 
living nightmare, which forces the protagonist to alcoholism and threatens to drive 
her insane. Through a series of surreal events, Francine will be able to change her 
life and regain her family. Polyester is a parody of the so-called women’s films which 
were particularly in vogue during the 1950s and early 1960s. These usually centered 
on upper-middle-class, middle-aged housewives whose frustrations were solved by 
the appearance of a charming man. waters explicitly fashioned Polyester after the 
films of douglas sirk, the undisputed master in the genre, even using lightning 
techniques and equipment from sirk’s times. Accordingly, the director moved the 
setting from Baltimore’s working-class districts of his first films to upper middle-
class suburbia. The film also used a special gimmick to emphasize the importance 
of smells. Audiences were given a scratch card so that they could smell what the 
characters smelled on screen. In the commentary released with the dVd in 2004, 
waters notices with characteristic fashion that he was delighted to have the audi-
ence pay to smell shit. Although tamer and more mainstream than waters’s early 
films, Polyester made the audience closely identify with Francine, who is played by 
a man in drag, thus continuing the director’s challenge against gender boundaries. 
waters began to appear not only on the covers of specialized cinema magazines and 
in the local papers of Baltimore, where his early films had already reached a cult sta-
tus, but also on more mainstream media. His road to institutionalization included 
the mayor’s proclamation of February 7, 1985, as “John waters day” in Baltimore. 
As the Sight and Sound reviewer of waters’s 1998 film Pecker remarked: “The great-
est irony of John waters’s career is that he has ended up loving and being loved by 
Baltimore, the town he initially tried to infuriate. From being the most disgusting 
filmmaker in the world, waters has become something of a local hero, venerated 
for bringing an element of glitter into an area not known for its star-spangled po-
tential” (Kermode 1999, 51).

Hairspray (1988) definitely signaled the filmmaker’s crossover to the main-
stream, although it retained waters’s characteristic inventiveness. It was the last 
film the director made with divine, who died a few weeks after its release, just 
at a time when rave reviews and good box office results were finally making the 
actor a film and TV star. Hairspray centers on a fictitious show, The Corny Collins 
Dance Show, and its segregation of white and black dancers. The film’s protagonist, 
Tracy Turnblad, fights equally hard to gain a place as a dancer on the show and 
force it to integrate. The film was a big hit and its Broadway adaptation opened 
in 2002, sweeping eight Tony Awards including Best Musical, Best Book, Best 
original score, Best Actor, and Best Actress. After Hairspray, waters began to use 
Hollywood stars in his films, although their commercial success has been uneven. 
The fans of the filmmaker’s early movies are somehow disappointed by his later 
efforts which are technically more refined and thematically less angry. Yet, waters 
never stops looking at American society and the film industry through the sarcas-
tic lenses of his campy humor. Serial Mom (1994), for example, offered Kathleen 
Turner an unforgettable role as Beverly sutphin, a dubious serial killer housewife 
whose career flourishes when the rights to her story are sold for a Hollywood film. 
Cecil B. Demented (2000) targets more closely the film industry, focusing on the de-
cision of young, ambitious underground director Cecil (stephen dorff ) to kidnap 
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famous insufferable Hollywood star Honey whitlock (Melanie Griffith) and force 
her to star in his underground film. A Dirty Shame (2004) represented a return to 
the more controversial topics of his debut, although with a bigger budget.

since Hairspray, waters has also appeared in mainstream media, becoming a 
popular guest on david Letterman’s The Late Show. writer william s. Burroughs, 
an expert in counterculture and trash aesthetics, once called waters “the Pope of 
Trash.” since his early days, however, the director seems to have changed his strate-
gies to push the sexual and gender boundaries of American society. once the king 
of bad taste who directed extreme movies, waters has now moved to more main-
stream forms of expression. In sarah Hampson’s words (2003, Globe and Mail on-
line), “He is the iconoclast who has become an icon; the anti-establishment voice 
who has become an institution.”
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weber, bruCe (1946 –)

Thanks to his commercial photographs for the advertising campaigns of Calvin 
Klein, ralph Lauren, and Abercrombie & Fitch, Bruce weber has become one 
the most popular contemporary fashion photographers. His homoerotic pictures 
are consumed by gay and straight viewers alike. weber has contributed to make 
homoeroticism a marketable commodity, and his black and white photographs have 
blurred the boundaries between artistic and commercial photography. The men in 
his works are models of the all-American white boy next door. weber’s photographs 
for the Calvin Klein and the Abercrombie & Fitch campaigns have also made these 
labels an integral part of gay male culture. Yet, as the homosexual act is always kept 
out of the pictures, weber’s photographs can appeal to straight consumers too. His 
models make up an exclusively white, young, and privileged world of perfect bod-
ies. Although the vast majority of weber’s works focuses on amateur young men, 
several of his portraits are devoted to the world of Hollywood celebrities. Parallel 
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to his career as a photographer, weber has also developed a successful career as a 
filmmaker, directing music videos for Chris Isaak and the Pet Shop Boys, as well 
as documentary features. described as “a Hell’s Angel duped into a health spa” 
or as “a mad pirate, . . . plundering people’s souls with his lens” (Muir 2002, Inde-
pendent online), weber displays a persona whose characteristic beard, bandanas, 
and baggy shirts sharply contrast with the fashionable and polished images of his 
photographs.

Born on March 29, 1946, in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, weber grew up in 
wealthy family. In spite of this affluent background, weber’s childhood was often 
a solitary one, marked by a tense relationship with his father and by the frequent 
absences of his parents. Yet, weber’s family had a passion for photography and 
super-8 filming, and, as a result, weber was exposed to photography and filmmak-
ing from a very early age. His father, the owner of a successful furniture store, was 
an amateur photographer and would take pictures at sunday family gatherings or 
shoot films of them. The photographer has traced his passion for photography to 
this family tradition and has credited his photographic style to the quintessentially 
American aesthetics of his rural hometown. However, weber did not set out to 
study as a photographer. He first studied theater at denison University, ohio, and 
in 1966 he enrolled for filmmaking at new York University. weber’s interest in 
filmmaking is apparent in his career not only for the acclaimed documentaries and 
music videos that he directed but also for the cinematic style of his photography. 
His 1991 Vanity Fair supplement for Calvin Klein, for example, arranges still photo-
graphs as if they were forming a narrative. while in new York, weber began studying 
photography with Lisette Model, and through her, he met the famous photographer 
diane Arbus, who became a friend and a clear influence on his work. weber once 
commented (Muir 2002, Independent online) that Arbus showed him that “being a 
photographer is like being a vagabond out in the world.” other influences which 
shaped weber’s vision of the ways in which photography should portray male bod-
ies were Imogen Cunningham and Herbert List.

International fame came in the 1980s with weber’s advertising campaign for 
Calvin Klein Underwear. weber chose non-professional models for the photo-
graphs that would make him known all over the world. In 1982 weber photographed 
olympic pole vaulter Tom Hinthaus wearing nothing but Calvin Klein briefs. The 
picture forces the viewer to gaze at the muscular body of the athlete, making it an 
erotic and idealized commodity. Heterosexual and gay viewers find themselves in 
the similar position of worship and admiration for a modern-day Adonis. weber 
thus successfully brought gay imagery and conventions within mass-market Amer-
ican visual culture. It is this eroticizing of the athletic male body that constitutes 
weber’s revolutionary contribution to the representation of men in American 
popular culture. In the 1980s, his photographs also contrasted with the increas-
ingly widespread images of male bodies devastated by AIDS. weber’s photo-
graphs portrayed healthy and muscular men who self confidently put their bodies 
on display, rather than hiding them to conceal the shame of the illness. reading 
weber’s pictures against the devastating effects of the AIds crisis partly explains 
their popularity within the gay community. Thanks to the success of his Calvin 
Klein photographs, the celebrated robert Miller Gallery in new York began to 
put on displays of weber’s works. In the mid-1980s the photographer was already 
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considered by art critic Paul smith (1984, 126) as a “pre-eminent fashion photog-
rapher.” The following year, his photographic installation Studio Wall was included 
in the whitney Museum’s Biennial exhibition. The pictures of Hintnaus and of 
another non-professional model, Jeff Aquilon, firmly established weber’s reputa-
tion as a daring photographer of male bodies and made him a point of reference for 
future male photographers. since the late 1980s, weber has regularly worked for 
U.s. and British Vogue, Vanity Fair, and other leading fashion magazines. In 2005 
he was awarded with the Lifetime Achievement Award by the International Center 
of Photography. on that occasion, designer Lauren celebrated his long-standing 
collaboration with weber stating that “Bruce weber is ralph Lauren and ralph 
Lauren is Bruce weber.”

In the same year, weber debuted in filmmaking with his first film Broken Noses, 
a documentary about boxer Adam Minsker to whom the photographer also de-
voted The Adam Book (1987). In 1989 weber obtained an Academy Award nom-
ination for his documentary on jazz player Chet Baker, Let’s Get Lost. weber’s 
collaboration with the Pet shop Boys started in 1990, when the photographer 
directed the video for the single “Being Boring.” The result was costly and contro-
versial for the time, as the video showed a wild party involving a varied group of 
people and the display of male nudity, although tame by contemporary standards, 
was enough for MTV to ban it from the United states. six years later, the pho-
tographer teamed up again with the British pop duo for the video of “Se a vida 
é” from Bilingual. In 2002 weber directed another Pet shop Boys video, “I Get 
Along,” from the album Release. weber’s most personal film creation was the 
autobiographical Chop Suey (2001). In this eclectic documentary, the photographer 
sheds light on his imagination suggesting that the perfect world of polished bod-
ies that he often portrays in his pictures was all that he was denied when grow-
ing up. Talking about photographing high school wrestler Peter Johnson and his 
friends in the shower, weber’s voice-over reminisces about his own adolescence: 
“I wanted to be one of those kids padding around without a care in the world but 
I couldn’t. I’d be swimming all day in the country club and my mom would tell me 
to shower for and dress [there] for dinner but I told her I couldn’t. The locker-
room would be too crowded at that hour and it seemed to me that every guy in the 
Midwest would be in that locker-room showering and dressing for his six o’clock 
date. Instead I’d wash at the washbasin wearing my underwear and a towel.” His 
concluding remark on the episode is telling: “we sometimes photograph things we 
can never be” (Muir 2002, Independent online).

Both weber’s photographs and music videos clearly suggest gay sex, but never 
display it explicitly. Most of the photographer’s pictures are set in an all-male 
world where physical contact between men is prominently showed. The senti-
mental engagements of the men in weber’s photographs are often ambiguous. 
such ambiguity displaces explicit homosexual desire, yet it also makes the viewer’s 
gaze complicit in homoerotic situations. even when weber portrays wrestlers, the 
viewer wonders if their behavior and attitude are more suggestive of a sentimen-
tal relationship than of a fighting match. The photographer’s masculine ideal, re-
newing the Arcadian combination of athleticism and sentimentality, has helped 
to permeate American popular culture and mass-marketing advertising with un-
mistakable homoeroticism.
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whIte, eDmunD (1940–)

edmund white occupies a central position in contemporary gay and lesbian liter-
ary culture. His fiction and nonfiction writings have often focused on gay charac-
ters, personalities, and themes. His best-known work is the semi-autobiographical 
trilogy composed of A Boy’s Own Story (1982), The Beautiful Room Is Empty (1988), 
and The Farewell Symphony (1998). The books chronicle the different stages in the 
development of a gay consciousness from the pre-stonewall era to the post-AIDS 
crisis. white has also openly discussed his own HIV-positive status since his diag-
nosis in the mid-1980s.

edmund Valentine white III was born in Cincinnati, ohio, on January 13, 
1940, into a middle-class and relatively wealthy family. when edmund was seven, 
his parents divorced and, together with his sister, he followed his mother to the 
outskirts of Chicago. As he recounts in his autobiographical writings and in his 
essay “out of the Closet, onto the Bookshelf ” (1991), white was conscious of his 
homosexuality from an early age and spent his adolescence trying to find positive 
role models. white loved to read so he looked for volumes that could clarify his 
confusion about his sexual identity. Yet, in the 1950s, he could only find books 
which vaguely hinted at homosexuality and treated it as something to condemn. 
white’s education started in the racist south and continued in the more liberal 
and integrated district of Chicago, where he had moved after his parents divorced. 
After attending the traditional Haven Intermediate, white also attended the pres-
tigious Cranbrook boarding school in Michigan. Throughout his school years, 
white was encouraged by his mother to develop his literary talents, and during 
this time, he put together a first collection of poetry and an unpublished novel. His 
mother was, however, less supportive of his son’s sexuality, and white was subjected 
to psychotherapy to try and cure what was perceived as his deviant sexuality. This 
experience would be the basis for the satirical critique of American society’s reli-
ance on standard notions of gender, class, and race in A Boy’s Own Story and The 
Beautiful Room Is Empty.

white enrolled at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, to study Chinese. He 
attended university in the early 1960s, when the oppressive climate of the 1950s was 
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giving way to the more liberating and liberated milieu of the next decade. A diverse 
coalition of queers, civil rights activists, and feminists was starting to challenge the 
patriarchy embedded in institutions administered by predominantly straight white 
men. From his graduation in 1962 to 1970, white worked in new York at the pub-
lishing group Time-Life. In the city, white witnessed the blossoming of gay and les-
bian cultures and, at the same time, the backlash against homosexuals that followed 
their increasing social visibility. white’s first two novels Forgetting Elena (1973) and 
Nocturnes for the King of Naples (1978) document the power of the closet within pre-
stonewall gay communities, while his The Beautiful Room Is Empty chronicles how 
gays and lesbians increasingly came to reject marginalization. The Farewell Symphony 
brings in a third phase of gay and lesbian life, the post-AIds crisis.

In the late 1970s, white began to acquire the status of spokesperson and cultural 
critic of the gay community with the publication of The Joy of Gay Sex (1977) and 
States of Desire: Travels in Gay America (1980). Both works treat homosexuality as a 
cultural and social phenomenon. The latter volume, in particular, offers a survey 
of the different American gay communities. white’s popularity within new York’s 
gay circles continued to grow, and he came into contact with important artists such 
as the photographer Robert Mapplethorpe. He also started to teach university 
courses in literature and creative writing, becoming the executive director of the 
Institute for the Humanities at Columbia University in 1980. In that same year, he 
co-founded the Violet Quill, an organization which gathered several gay writers 
including Christopher Cox, Felice Picano, Andrew Holleran, and robert Ferro. 
These writers would meet regularly to discuss each other’s works.

It was, however, the publication of A Boy’s Own Story that catapulted white into 
international literary fame. Focusing on a Midwestern boy’s increasing awareness 
of his homosexuality in the 1950s, this semi-autobiographical novel became a best-
seller and challenged American notions of manhood and masculinity. A Boy’s Own 
Story, for which white was presented with the Award for Literature from the Amer-
ican Academy of Arts and Letters, parodies cherished American institutions and ex-
poses the racism and homophobia underlying them. white continued his narrative 
of the formation of a gay consciousness in the pre-stonewall days with The Beautiful 
Room Is Empty, written largely on a Guggenheim Fellowship. In an interview to 
the Advocate (Perry 1994, 38), white stated that the novel was about “a different 
type of oppression than the one we are threatened with now, but still similar.” The 
writer conceived The Beautiful Room Is Empty as his most militant book, a response 
to the homophobic backlash caused by the AIds crisis. As white himself admitted, 
during the days of early gay liberation, he was not interested in writing positive role 
models for gays and lesbians. Yet, with the advent of the AIds crisis and a recrudes-
cence of homophobia, “gay culture is in danger of being wiped out and, certainly, 
gay rights are in danger of being suppressed.” Thus, white considered his books 
“as a sort of bulwarks” against these tendencies.

white has divided his life between his native America and europe, where he 
has spent long periods of time in France. His passion for French culture and lit-
erature is evident in his non-fiction projects, which include studies on Jean Genet, 
Marcel Proust, and the Parisian travelogue, The Flâneur. The biography of Genet, 
published in 1993, is particularly consistent with the fictional project of A Boy’s 
Own Story and The Beautiful Room Is Empty. Like the two novels, white’s study of 
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the French writer is an in-depth look at a gay life, focusing on the intersections of 
race, class, and sexuality in the intellectual biography of Genet. white is not solely 
concerned with Genet’s literary production, but also with the author’s political 
contacts with African American and Palestinian political militants. The biogra-
phy, which earned white the prestigious national Book Critics Circle Award, also 
argues that any analysis of Genet’s oeuvre cannot avoid the issue of the author’s 
homosexuality. The French government officially recognized white’s significance 
for French culture in 1993, making him a Chevalier de L’ordre des Arts et des 
Lettres.

Although The Beautiful Room Is Empty indirectly responded to the AIds crisis, 
white explicitly analyzed the impact of the virus on the gay community with both 
the collection of short stories The Darker Proof: Stories from a Crisis (1988) (written 
with Adam Mars-Jones), and The Farewell Symphony, which brings to an end the tril-
ogy begun with A Boy’s Own Story and The Beautiful Room Is Empty. As with the first 
two volumes, The Farewell Symphony is semi-autobiographical in nature and updates 
white’s project to narrate a gay life in depth during the age of AIds, in which many 
of the writer’s friends and lovers succumb to the virus. The Married Man (2000), 
which builds upon white’s relationship with the French architect Hubert sorin, 
also returns to the impact of AIds upon gay life, composing a moving elegy for the 
dead lover. The book was awarded the Ferro-Grumley Award from the Publishing 
Triangle.

white has often been taken to task for his emphasis on sexual promiscuity in his 
depictions of gay life. His critics find that this emphasis on casual sex portrays the 
gay community as desolate and barren, and its members as incapable of develop-
ing meaningful relationships. The Gay Times reviewer of The Married Man (Lovatt 
2000) also objected to the choice of still writing yet another tragic story where one 
of the lovers dies of AIds. These charges stem from white’s central role within gay 
culture, a role that gives him the status of spokesperson for an entire community, 
putting on the writer, whether or not he is willing to bear it, the burden of repre-
sentation. Yet, while white partly conceives his novels to be “bulwarks” against the 
recurrent outbursts of homophobia that characterize American society, he consid-
ers political correctness to be just as constraining for his artistic imagination. His 
writings are pleas for a hybrid culture that defies standard distinctions along gender, 
racial, and class lines.
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Will And grAce

nBC’s emmy Award-winning series Will and Grace was one of the first TV shows 
to focus on the life of a gay man, will, a new York lawyer. For eight seasons start-
ing in 1998, Will and Grace offered to American audiences gayness without media-
tion or coding. Two of the central characters, will and his friend Jack, explicitly 
identify themselves as gay. Many of the show’s jokes refer to gayness so that there is 
no need of particularly intellectual queer readings to understand what the show is 
all about. Yet, many gay and lesbian viewers have asked whether such an explicit 
representation of homosexuality is, in the end, liberating or simply entertain-
ing. How far has the phenomenal success of Will and Grace been construed on 
its challenge against televised stereotypes of gays and lesbians? or is such success 
eventually built upon the show’s reliance on those very stereotypes? what remains 
undisputable is the hit status achieved by Will and Grace, which, after its debut in 
september 1998, gained viewers steadily and was soon included in nBC’s Must See 
TV bill. Although its ratings declined during the sixth season, the show was the 
second-highest-rated sitcom from 2001 to 2005, second only to Friends. during its 
run, Will and Grace won 16 emmys.

will Truman (eric McCormack) is a gay new York lawyer who shares his flat 
with his best friend Grace Adler (debra Messing), a Jewish interior designer. will 
and Grace’s circle of friends include Jack (sean Hayes), a campy aspiring actor, and 
socialite Karen walker 
(Megan Mullally), who 
is employed as Grace’s 
assistant. The series fol-
lows their lives, their 
relationships, and their 
conflicts. Although Grace 
gets involved romantic-
ally with other men, her 
main love interest seems 
to be will. The two were 
together in college be-
fore will’s coming out. 
will’s private life has 
been somewhat limited 
by his friendship with 
Grace, a fact that has an-
gered many gay critics 
who have described the 
character’s life as almost 
celibate. The character 

The cast of Will and Grace: Megan Mullally (Karen), eric McCormack (will), 
debra Messing (Grace), and sean Hayes (Jack). Courtesy of nBC/Photofest.
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of Jack also has attracted criticism for his stereotypical flamboyance. According to 
Melinda Kanner (2003), the openly gay characters on the show make homosexuality 
acceptable and mainstream and prevent any possible queer and subversive interpre-
tations. Will and Grace portrays homosexuality through the reassuring conventions 
of the situation comedy genre, reducing its potential for controversy. Queer critics 
have also pointed out that the show likens homosexuality with lack of masculinity 
and obscures the larger social and political movements with which the characters 
are connected.

Andrew Holleran (2000, 65) has pointed out that gay audiences tend to identify 
and sympathize with Karen, rather than with will and Jack. Following Holleran’s 
line of argument, Melinda Kanner (2003) emphasized that Karen is the only genu-
inely queer presence. she is the toughest and most flirtatious character on the show 
and, as Kanner and Holleran note, capable of out-doing any gay quotient estab-
lished by the openly gay characters. Contrary to the actors playing will and Grace, 
who have firmly established their heterosexuality, Megan Mullally, who embodies 
Karen, has explicitly talked about her bisexuality and her friendship with many 
gay men.

The relationship between the characters of will and Grace blocks any possibili-
ties for will to have a fulfilling private life. The two characters resemble in many 
respects a heterosexual couple, in spite of Grace’s marriage and boyfriends. The 
fact that will, who is consistently less successful than Grace in finding a love in-
terest, is openly gay does not subvert the heterosexual image that the couple proj-
ects. His homosexuality is affirmed more through verbal than behavioral evidence. 
Contrary to will and Grace’s apparent conformity to an heterosexual model, Karen 
disregards all norms of social acceptability and this, together with her overt sexual 
behavior, is precisely the source of her queerness.

Because of its explicit handling of homosexual characters and themes, Will 
and Grace has been repeatedly hailed as offering the most groundbreaking TV 
treatment of gayness by a mainstream network. Its success helped to pave the 
way for more gay-themed programs in mainstream networks, both in terms of 
fictions such as Queer as Folk, and reality shows like Queer Eye for the Straight 
Guy. Yet, such success came at a prize as the series ignores, or at best marginal-
izes, the most relevant political debates for the gay and lesbian community. The 
final episode finally shows will in a quasi-stable relationship with his partner 
Vince and the two even have a son. Yet, for the entire eight seasons, the political 
struggles of gays and lesbians to achieve same-sex marriages are neglected, a fact 
that, together with will’s celibate status for much of the series, risks reinforcing 
the fundamental stereotype of homosexuals as unable to commit to long-term 
relationships.
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wIllIAmS, tenneSSee (1914 –1983)

Although American playwright, poet, short story writer, novelist, and essayist 
Tennessee williams, a central figure in twentieth-century American literature, only 
wrote explicitly about homosexuality in his later oeuvres, his whole production is 
characterized by an in-depth focus on, in the writer’s own words, “the crazed, the 
strange, the queer” (Adler 2006, Literary Encyclopedia online). since his very first 
plays, where his homosexuality remained hidden, williams was interested in rep-
resenting people who live differently from mainstream society and who are misfits 
because of their sexual, racial, or ethnic identities. According to williams, theater 
is a powerful medium to unlock and light up “the closets, attics, and basements 
of human behavior and experience” (Adler 2006, Literary Encyclopedia online). To 
uncover the repressed sides of human conduct, williams combines realistic insights 
into his characters’ psychology with a poetic use of language and a heavy reliance 
on stage symbolism. no matter how late he was in coming out from his own closet, 
williams’s interest in opening up theater to behaviors which were considered as 
deviant in the conformist American society of the 1940s and 1950s earned him a 
central place in gay and lesbian popular culture. For example, gay director John 
Waters (2006, ix) explicitly acknowledges williams’s influence on his own work, 
going as far as claiming that the dramatist saved his life and soon became a virtual 
“childhood friend.” As waters recalls (2006, x), williams was “joyous, alarming, 
sexually confusing and dangerously funny.” Thanks to williams’s books, waters 
discovered that he could neglect society’s rules and stop worrying about fitting in: 
“there was another world that Tennessee williams knew about, a universe filled with 
special people who didn’t want to be a part of this dreary conformist life that I was 
told I had to join” (waters 2006, x). The centrality of williams in waters’s life is 
representative of the dramatist’s centrality in the lives of an entire generation of gay 
men, although the playwright has often been taken to task for his conflicting feel-
ings about his own sexuality. several critics have defined williams’s perception of his 
own homosexuality as marked by a deeply ingrained and internalized homophobia. 
Contemporary gay and lesbian popular culture has nonetheless appropriated some 
of williams’s classic plays such as A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), which was turned 
into Belle Reprieve (1991), a gender-bending show, by the joint efforts of the gay 
troupe Bloolips and the lesbian artists of the Split Britches. spanish gay film director 
Pedro Almodovar put a production of A Streetcar Named Desire at the center of his 
Academy Award–winning masterpiece All About My Mother (1999).

Born Thomas Lanier williams on March 26, 1911, in Columbus, Mississippi, 
the dramatist had a childhood characterized by ill health and the frequent argu-
ments of his parents. Tennessee, a nickname later given to him for his southern 
accent, had a particularly conflicted relationship with his father. His family moved 
to st. Louis in 1918 and the writer always expressed his dislike for this city. This was 
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where williams wrote his first short stories. Although he enrolled at the University 
of Missouri at Columbia, his father forced him to return home to work with him as 
a shoe salesman. Yet, Tennessee did not give up his artistic inclination and studied 
both at washington University and the University of Iowa, where he received his 
only formal education as a playwright. williams graduated in 1938 and, in the same 
year, wrote his first play Not about Nightingales, an overtly political drama set during 
a prison hunger strike led by a poet. Although far from his later plays for its explicit 
political message, Not about Nightingales introduced many recurrent themes in the 
dramatist’s oeuvre, such as human loneliness, the outsiders’ sufferance, the need to 
establish communal bonds in the face of an ever-increasing dehumanizing society. 
Not about Nightingales was the only play by williams to receive a Broadway produc-
tion in the 1930s.

After graduating from Iowa, williams moved to new orleans where he contin-
ued to write plays and had his first homosexual experiences. It was also during these 
years that Thomas adopted the nickname of Tennessee. The first official recogni-
tion came when williams won a Group Theater award for his one-act play American 
Blues (1939). This allowed him to find an agent, Audrey wood, who would remain 
with him for the best part of his career. He was also able to secure a grant from the 
rockefeller Foundation to attend John Gassner’s playwriting seminar at the new 

school for social research in new 
York. williams’s life in the early 
1940s was marked by his frequent 
travels to europe and by the meet-
ing of his long-time partner Frank 
Merlo. Yet, these were the years of 
a family tragedy that left an endur-
ing and painful sense of guilt on 
Tennessee: his beloved sister rose 
was forced to undergo a prefrontal 
lobotomy, which supposedly should 
have cured her of dementia.

Critical and commercial success 
came with the Broadway produc-
tion of The Glass Menagerie (1944), 
where williams introduces another 
central theme in his dramatic out-
put: the nostalgia for a genteel, 
agrarian south of quasi-mythical 
dimension. The play focuses on 
the wingfields, an impoverished 
southern family living in a tene-
ment. deserted by her husband, 
Amanda, a domineering and ma-
nipulative mother, tries to find a 
suitor for her crippled daughter 
Laura with the help of her son 
Tom, whose artistic ambitions are 

Paul newman and elizabeth Taylor as Brick and Maggie in 
richard Brooks’s screen adaptation of Tennessee williams’s 
play Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Courtesy of MGM/Photofest.
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frustrated by his job in a shoe factory. Tom also acts as the narrator of the play, re-
calling the events roughly a decade after they took place, and once he has, like his 
father did before him, deserted his mother and sister. The play is thus configured 
as Tom’s attempt to overcome his guilt. All the characters live in a world of their 
own, trying to cope with their own loneliness: Amanda has constructed a southern 
belle past for herself, Laura has withdrawn in her collection of little glass animals 
(symbolizing her own frailty), while Tom lives in a parallel world of celluloid ad-
venture and literature to prevail over the frustration of his menial job and his clos-
eted homosexuality to which only coded references are made. The Glass Menagerie 
is rich in autobiographical references. Tom’s guilt towards his mother and sister 
reflects that of the author for having been unable to prevent his sister’s lobotomy. 
Laura’s physical handicap mirrors the mental distress of williams’s sister, while 
Amanda’s aggressiveness and ambition for a genteel life echo those of the author’s 
mother. The play also presents complex layers of symbolism, which will become 
the distinguishing feature of much of williams’s future literary productions.

williams’s next play, A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), won a Pulitzer Prize and 
definitely consecrated its author as a central figure in American drama. set in the 
French Quarter of new orleans, the play opposes Blanche duBois, a representa-
tive of the decaying southern nobility, to the working-class stanley Kowalski, an 
American of Polish descent who has married her sister stella. stella has been happy 
to leave behind all social pretension in exchange for the sexual satisfaction that 
she has found in her down-to-earth husband. when Blanche arrives in the Kow-
alskis’ household, the conflict with her brother in law, who considers her a threat 
to his relationship with stella, immediately explodes. In the tragic denouement, the 
tensions between stanley and Blanche will lead to Blanche’s rape and mental insan-
ity. while being taken to a mental asylum, Blanche delivers one of the most famous 
lines in twentieth-century American theater exclaiming that she has “always de-
pended upon the kindness of strangers.” Just as Tom is in The Glass Menagerie, 
Blanche is haunted by her past, which, in her case, is directly and explicitly related 
to homosexuality. shortly after marrying, Blanche discovered her husband in bed 
with another man, and she confronted him, voicing all her disgust. deeply ashamed, 
he committed suicide. Blanche has been unable to work through her sense of guilt 
and start a new life until she meets stanley’s gallant friend Mitch. Yet, this brief 
moment of happiness soon crumbles as stanley reveals to Mitch that Blanche has 
had many sexual partners in her past, including a teenage student. This last event 
led to her dismissal as a schoolteacher. while, at the beginning of the play, stanley 
may be seen as a hero fighting against social pretension, by the end of A Streetcar 
Named Desire, it is clear that, no matter how vain Blanche is, the author’s sympathy 
lies with her.

A Streetcar Named Desire aptly illustrates some of the problems that gay readers 
might have with Tennessee williams’s pre-stonewall plays. while homosexuality 
is mentioned, it is hardly represented on stage and remains a haunting presence, 
usually linked to characters who are dead. At the same time, A Streetcar Named 
Desire offers intriguing possibilities to subvert a literal reading. For example, the 
text is rich in gay slang. In addition, its central character, Blanche duBois, has 
been read as a man in drag since her major features are excess and theatricality. 
After the success of A Streetcar, williams started the 1950s with three less popular 
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plays: Summer and Smoke (1948), The Rose Tattoo (1950), which received a success-
ful film adaptation earning Anna Magnani an oscar for Best Actress, and Camino 
Real (1953), a complex drama which focuses on the portrayal of a repressive soci-
ety, probably modeled upon the investigations of McCarthy and the House Un-
American Activities Committee. during these years, williams also published his 
most daring short stories; texts that, because they reached a much smaller audience 
than his Broadway plays, afforded him more freedom of experimenting with overtly 
homosexual themes. According to many gay critics, stories such as “one Arm,” 
“desire and the Black Masseur,” “Hard Candy,” and “The Mysteries of the Joy 
rio,” rather than the author’s plays, should constitute the point of departure for 
queer readers of williams. while describing graphically gay sex, these short stories 
still reflect the predominantly negative attitude of 1950s American society towards 
homosexuality, often linking it with death and bowel cancer.

From the mid-1950s to the early 1960s, williams was again at the center of criti-
cal and commercial success. He obtained his second Pulitzer for his play Cat on a Hot 
Tin Roof (1955) and in 1962, he was featured on the cover of Time as the world’s 
greatest living dramatist. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof replicates the association between 
homosexuality, guilt, and death encountered in A Streetcar. Brick, a former football 
star, and his sensual wife Maggie live in the same room occupied by Jack straw and 
Peter ochello, the two gay lovers who founded the plantation now run by Brick’s 
father Big daddy. As Blanche, Brick too suffers from guilt, which he tries to quell 
with heavy drinking, directly related to homosexuality. His friend skipper confessed 
to him once his sexual desire for him, but Brick rejected him, causing skipper’s sui-
cide. Contrary to Blanche, Brick is conscious that skipper’s desire may well mirror 
his own and is horrified by the possibility of being branded as queer. In a central 
scene of the play, williams reverses the usual dynamics of father-son confrontations 
over homosexuality. Here it is Brick, the son, who is horrified by his father’s ac-
ceptance of homosexuality. Big daddy, who was raised by straw and ochello, is 
dying of cancer, a disease usually associated with gayness and sodomy in williams’s 
fiction. Brick’s confused feelings about his sexuality also make him unable to have 
sexual intercourse with his wife, who is particularly anxious to give Big daddy a 
grandchild. In spite of the association of homosexuality and death throughout most 
of the play, Cat ends with the privileging of gayness over heterosexuality as it is 
Brick and Maggie who will inherit the plantation, not Brick’s brother Gooper and 
his fertile wife Mae.

williams’s string of successes continued with the controversial screenplay for 
elia Kazan’s film Baby Doll (1956), which provided Carroll Baker with a career-
defining role, and with the plays Suddenly, Last Summer (1957) and Sweet Bird 
of Youth (1959). The former centers on Catherine, another female character 
who, like Laura in The Glass Menagerie and Blanche in A Streetcar, experiences 
a similar fate to williams’s own sister. The play is set in the majestic new or-
leans conservatory of Catherine’s cousin sebastian Venable, a gay poet, whose 
violent death Catherine has witnessed. sebastian’s domineering mother, Violet, 
tries to have Catherine lobotomized to prevent her from telling the truth about 
sebastian’s death by cannibalization at the hands of a group of Mexican rent-
boys. Violet wants to protect her son’s image as an asexual poet and cannot 
tolerate that he should be associated with homosexuality. As in Streetcar and Cat, 
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homosexuality in Suddenly, Last Summer is not seen on-stage and is linked to a 
dead character.

williams’s fame is mainly the result of these plays and their successful film ad-
aptations. The Glass Menagerie was first adapted in 1950 by Irving rapper with fine 
performances by Jane wyman as Laura and Kirk douglas as the gentleman caller. It 
was then remade by Paul newman with Joanne woodward playing Amanda in the 
late 1980s. A Streetcar Named Desire was directed by elia Kazan in 1951, launching 
Marlon Brando’s career and providing Vivien Leigh with one of her most interesting 
roles. richard Brooks directed the adaptations of both Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958), 
starring Paul newman and elizabeth Taylor, and Sweet Bird of Youth (1962), with 
newman and Geraldine Page in the leading roles. Joseph L. Mankiewicz adapted 
Suddenly, Last Summer in 1959 with an all-star cast including Katharine Hepburn, 
elizabeth Taylor, and Montgomery Clift.

After The Night of the Iguana (1961), williams was unable to recapture the 
success of his plays from the 1940s and the 1950s. The death of his long-time 
partner Frank Merlo in 1963 caused the dramatist to suffer from severe bouts of 
depression. williams became increasingly dependent on drugs and alcohol, and 
he himself nicknamed the 1960s “my stoned age.” He kept on writing and pro-
lifically so, but many of his plays failed to attract critical and commercial atten-
tion. In later plays such as Small Craft Warnings (1970), Vieux Carré (1977), and 
Something Cloudy, Something Clear (1981), williams treated homosexuality more 
openly than in his earlier texts. Yet, his homosexual characters are often self-
loathing, a feature that has angered many gay critics. The author also candidly 
spoke about his own sexuality in his autobiographical Memoirs (1975) and in his 
novel Moise and the World of Reason (1975). williams died on the night between 
February 23 and 24, 1983, at the Hotel elysée in new York, choking on the cap 
of a medicine bottle.

In spite of the failures of his later years, Tennessee williams is firmly established 
as a central figure of modern drama. His plays are among the most often revived 
in the history of modern theater. while he did not use his writings to further an 
agenda of gay and lesbian liberation and was often reticent about his own sexuality, 
williams helped to introduce in American theater characters whose lives do not 
conform with the norms of social acceptability. As John waters recalls in the intro-
duction to williams’s Memoirs, the dramatist showed to a whole generation of gays 
and lesbians that an entirely different lifestyle, far from the conformist milieu of the 
1940s and 1950s, was possible. “My place in society,” williams (waters 2006, xiii) 
has pointed out, “has been in Bohemia.”
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in Tennessee williams.” Displacing Homophobia: Studies in Gay Male Literature 
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nessee Williams. new York: Crown, 1995; roundané, Matthew, ed. The Cambridge 
Companion to Tennessee Williams. new York: Cambridge University Press, 1997; 
savran, david. Communists, Cowboys and Queers: The Politics of Masculinity in the 
Work of Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams. Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1992; spoto, donald. The Kindness of Strangers: The Life of Tennessee 
Williams. new York: Ballantine, 1986; st. Just, Maria. Five O’clock Angel: Let-
ters of Tennessee Williams to Maria St. Just, 1948–1982. new York: Knopf, 1990; 
waters, John. “Introduction.” Memoirs. Tennessee williams. new York: new 
directions, 2006. ix–xiv; williams, Tennessee. Memoirs. with an introduction by 
John waters. new York: new directions, 2006.

wonG, b. D. (1960–)

Chinese-American actor B. d. wong is best known for his unforgettable perfor-
mance in the title role of david Hwang’s play M. Butterfly (1988). That role made 
wong the only actor to have won the Tony Award, the drama desk Award, the 
outer Critics Circle Award, the Clarence derwent Award, and the Theater world 
Award for the same performance. wong has since developed a career as a character 
actor on TV and film and has also taken part in Broadway productions. Although 
wong did not consider himself fully out until he gave an interview to the Advocate 
in 2003, he never publicly denied his homosexuality. since his coming out, he has 
supported gay and lesbian causes and has vividly narrated the experience of becom-
ing a father in his moving memoir Following Foo (2003).

Born Bradley darrell wong on october 24, 1960, in san Francisco, where he 
also grew up, wong is a fourth-generation Chinese-American. Following his high 
school graduation, he went to new York to study acting and start his career. while 
in new York he took roles in dinner theater and in off-Broadway productions. 
However, his career did not take off until he moved back to Los Angeles as part 
of the cast of the Jerry Herman–Harvey Fierstein’s musical La Cage Aux Folles. 
Although wong was not out at the time, he did not eschew gay roles. Challenging 
the coyness of actors to accept to portray queers, wong accepted the role of song 
Liling in david Hwang’s M. Butterfly for his Broadway debut in 1988. Hwang’s play 
deconstructs Puccini’s Madame Butterfly, turning the orientalist stereotypes of the 
Italian opera upside down. song Liling masquerades as an opera diva, but is, in fact, 
a male spy working for the Chinese government. Unaware of her real gender, the 
French diplomat rene Gallimard falls for her, and song uses this relationship to 
extract important secret information from him. with his multiple award-winning 
performance, wong convincingly embodied the fluidity of gender implied in the 
play. song complies to the western stereotypes that construct Asian women as sub-
missive and meek, and Asian men as effeminate, only to challenge these stereotypes 
as the play progresses. Yet, as John deeney (1993, Melus online) has pointed out, 
the play dramatizes the foibles of both east and west: “The west is taken to task 
for its patronizing and mistaken attitudes of masculine superiority over a feminine 
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east which is weak and helpless to resist. The east, on the other hand, is implicitly 
criticized for its complicity in sustaining this stereotype by reproducing images of 
the delicate, the dainty, the subservient, the polite, and the apologetic.” As the only 
actor to win five prestigious prizes for the same performance, wong clearly made 
the most of this complex role.

The actor starred as a gay man in two important productions for the queer 
community. He was Kiko Govantes, the lover of activist Bill Kraus, in the 1993 
HBo movie And the Band Played On, based on randy shilts’s study on the spread of 
HIV in America and the indifference that characterized the official response to the 
virus. wong also joined the cast of the new York shakespeare festival’s production 
of the play A Language of Their Own (1995) by gay singapore writer Chay Yew. The 
piece evokes with lyric language the loneliness of four men considered outsiders by 
society for their ethnicity, sexuality, and HIV status. In spite of the few roles avail-
able for Asian Americans on the big screen and on TV, wong has developed a 
solid reputation as a character actor. He was Margaret Cho’s brother in ABC’s 
All American Girl (1994–1995), the 
first sitcom on a network channel 
to focus on the Asian-American 
community. He also had recurrent 
roles in the series Oz, where he 
played an idealistic Catholic priest 
who provides spiritual counsel for 
the inmates of a maximum security 
prison, and Law and Order: Special 
Victims Unit, where he was a foren-
sic psychiatrist. on the big screen, 
he has appeared in mainstream 
films such as Father of the Bride 
(1991) and Jurassic Park (1993). 
wong lent his voice for the char-
acter of Captain Li shang in walt 
disney’s Mulan (1998) and Mulan II 
(2004).

wong has also taken part in 
Broadway and off-Broadway pro-
ductions such as Irving Berlin-
Moss Hart’s As Thousands Cheer 
(1998), Clark Gesner’s You’re a Good 
Man, Charlie Brown (1999), and the 
Stephen Sondheim musical Pacific 
Overtures (2004), a disillusioned 
reflection on America’s 1853 mis-
sion to westernize Japan. In 2004, 
he also directed his first film, So-
cial Grace, an independent com-
edy about the romance between 
an Asian-American woman and a 

B. d. wong in his multiple award-winning performance as song 
Liling in david Hwang’s M. Butterfly. Courtesy of Photofest.
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Caucasian male. In a 2003 interview in the Advocate (Bernstein 2003, online edi-
tion), wong explained that he’d taken a long time to officially come out, because 
he feared what the impact of being Asian and gay might have had on his career: 
“I went into this business knowing I faced a fairly long list of limitations. Being 
Asian-American was one. Adding the fact that you’re gay is career suicide. At least 
that’s how it felt.” His public coming out coincided with the writing of the book 
Following Foo, where the actor narrates the difficult birth of his premature twin 
sons (via a surrogate mother) and the death of one of them in 1999. since his com-
ing out, wong has been a prominent supporter of gay and lesbian battles and has 
spoken on the importance of not letting other people define one’s own identity: 
“Labels can affect your ability to be yourself. . . . You find yourself conforming to 
everyone else’s ideas of who you are” (Bernstein 2003, Advocate online). Being the 
one who defines his own identity is an ongoing struggle for wong, one in which 
both his Asian-American descent and his gayness play a fundamental role.

Further Reading
Bernstein, Fred. “Baby Comes early, daddy Comes out.” The Advocate. June 10, 

2003. http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-105367669.html (accessed on oc-
tober 29, 2006); deeney, John. “of Monkeys and Butterflies: Transformation 
in M. H. Kingston’s Tripmaster Monkey and d. H. Hwang’s M. Butterfly.” 
Melus Vol. 18, no. 4, Asian Perspectives (winter, 1993). 21–39. http://www.
highbeam.com/doc/1G1-14878604.html (accessed on october 29, 2006); 
wong, B. d. Following Foo: The Electronic Adventures of the Chestnut Man. new 
York: Harperentertainment, 2003.
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