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BI-COASTAL (1985)

Jacob Engelberg

There is a fleeting moment in Linda Williams’s influential article “Film Bod-
ies: Gender, Genre, and Excess” in which she references a rapidly proliferating
pornographic subgenre. “There is a new category of video called bisexual,”
Williams announces, before detailing its definitional conventions: “Men do it
with women, women do it with men, men do it with men and then all do it
with one another, in the process breaking down a fundamental taboo against
male-to-male sex.”! First published in 1991, Williams’s article arrived six years
after the explosion of a subgenre calling itself bisexual video. Whereas depic-
tions of female bisexuality have been present in straight pornographic films
since the earliest days of stag (and continue to this day), depictions of male
bisexuality have been fewer. “Bisexual” would thus come to name an industrial
category whose sine qua non was the depiction of men having sex with both
women and men.

This chapter considers one of the formative releases of the early bisexual
video boom: Tom DeSimone’s Bi-Coastal (1985). The video follows Jill (Cara
Lott), who has traveled, bicoastally, from Chicago to Los Angeles to meet
her boyfriend Nick (Tico Patterson). Upon discovering his address has been
boarded up, Jill needs to make money fast. She auditions to become a model
at an agency run by the sophisticated Vanessa (Pat Manning). As Jill starts
to progress in the modeling world, we soon discover that bisexuality is com-
monplace in this milieu. Vanessa seduces Jill, and, soon thereafter, we witness
the agency’s star photographer Toby (Troy Ramsey) seducing a male—female
couple (David Ashfield and Deborah Luna). When Jill eventually tracks down
Nick, it turns out he has been avoiding her out of a reluctance to reveal that
he has fallen for a man called Terry (Ricky Turner). At first, Jill is confused by
Nick’s claim to still love her, but his desire is affirmed when they spend the
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night together. The following morning, Terry returns, angry that he has been
“replaced,” but Nick entreats him to stay: “I need you and I need her. Why
can’t I have it both ways?” Having it both ways was, indeed, the attraction
promised by bisexual video. Amid a marketplace that had, to an overwhelming
degree, siloed straight and all-male (gay male) video, bisexual video sought to
bridge this divide in its refusal to have it only one way.

Using Bi-Coastal as a springboard, this chapter establishes the historical
contexts around bisexual video’s proliferation and its representational ten-
dencies and examines how its creator’s and performers’ careers index shifting
dynamics in 1980s hardcore production. Although Williams is right to identify
“male-to-male sex” as a taboo that these films break down, this observation
can be particularized further. The taboo on which bisexual video capitalized
was, more specifically, the copresence of men having sex with men with men
having sex with women. I interrogate the significance of this particular phe-
nomenon with relation to dominant discourses around male bisexuality that
circulated during the mid-to-latter-half of the 20th century, marking male
bisexuality as both a possibility (contra common biphobia and the opinions of
some in contemporary psychology) and a transgressive thrill (in the context of
bisexual men’s stigmatization during the AIDS crisis). Rather than be paren-
thesized as a variation of gay hardcore, or disregarded as a generic anomaly,
attention to the advent of bisexual video through Bi-Coastal works to compli-
cate accounts of adult film history beyond gay-straight distinctions.

Before Bisexual Video

Depictions of men having sex with men and women are almost as old as por-
nographic film itself, although their appearance prior to the 1980s was often
diffuse and without generic systematization. Among the earliest examples are
two French stag films: The Modern Household of Madame Butterfly (1920)
and Tea Time (1925), wherein bisexual transgressions deliver the surprise of
the unexpected and the potential for sexual reconfigurations. Similar attrac-
tions can be found around 50 years later in a number of 8mm loops, includ-
ing American label Babe’s Bi-Sexual Guys, Swedish label Beauty Film’s Bisex
Oryy, and Danish label Tiger’s Bisexual Love? 8mm’s short runtime neces-
sitated the depiction of a quick succession of sexual configurations, usually
involving group sex, conveying a surfeit of sexual excess beyond gay-straight
divisions. Male bisexuality is also featured in the more narrative arenas of
American sexploitation film and gay softcore cinema. A key figure identified
in these contexts by Farrah Freibert is the bisexual hustler, who appears at the
center of Doris Wishman’s sexploitation roughie Too Much Too Often (1967)
and Richard Stockton’s gay grindhouse The Meatrack (1969), as well as in
Pat Rocco’s gay softcore films Someone (1968) and Drifter (1975).°> With the
latter two films, Freibert underscores bisexuality’s utility in the move toward
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plot as a means of generating narrative tension, a tension also exploited in
Radley Metzger’s Score (1973) and Jerry Douglas’s Both Ways (1975). Unlike
the bisexual stags and loops, these films tended to depict differently gendered
sex acts serially rather than simultaneously, with fewer instances of group sex
and more of an investment in the narrative potentials of a bisexual series of
differently gendered encounters. The use of male bisexuality as an overriding
frame through which to organize a series of sexual escapades is also apparent
in early feature-length adult films more broadly, including Barbara (1970),
Widow Blue! (1970), and The Savages (1971). Disparate as these examples may
be, depictions of male bisexuality can be found across adult film history if you
know where to look.

Perhaps more surprising is the depiction of men having sex with women
in a number of all-male hardcore films made between the 1970s and 1980s.
Belying the categorization of all-male, examples of this phenomenon can be
found in Hollywood Cowboy (1972), The Sex Garage (1972), El Paso Wrecking
Corp (1978), L. A. Tool & Die (1979), and My Straight Friend (1982). While
the focus of these films is overwhelmingly male, the presence of women, usu-
ally in group sex scenes, demonstrates that, during this period, depictions of
men having sex with women were not necessarily deemed verboten in all-male
hardcore films, in ways they would later become. But, by the mid-1980s, films
depicting male bisexuality would take on a distinct form of categorization:
bisexual video.*

Bisexual Video, Triangles, and Discourses of Male Bisexuality

The advent of bisexual video is marked, first, by the foregrounding of bisex-
uality as a subgenre or category, announced explicitly with these videos’
titles, which contained either variations on the word bisexual or puns about
bisexuality; and, second, by the centrality of a male-male-female (MMF)
threesome in both the films’ advertising and in the films themselves.® The
year 1985 was a tipping point for bisexual video with the release of five
films: Bz Bi Love, Bi-Coastal, The Big Switch, Black Bisexualsin L. A., and The
Switch Is On. Between 1986 and 1990, there was a subsequent explosion of
bisexual videos, averaging around 17 releases per year.® During this period,
certain pornographers made a name for themselves as purveyors of bisexual
video, including Gino Colbert, Tom DeSimone (a.k.a. Lancer Brooks), Paul
Norman, Kathryn Reed (pseud. R. Stilskin), Frank Ross, and Sam Schad.
These filmmakers were supported by production and distribution compa-
nies targeting this market niche: particularly Catalina, Intropics, Vidco, and
Zane. Tape covers and promotional posters used to promote bisexual videos
are remarkably consistent in their regular depiction of two men and one
woman together. In an advertisement featured in a 1986 issue of Mandate,
Catalina announces a “bi-sexual explosion.” Against a backdrop depicting a
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threesome between Michael Vincent, Tex Anthony, and Bunny Bleu, in The
Biyg Switch, we see the covers of four tapes, including Bi-Coastal, all featuring
images of two men alongside a woman. Conventions in bisexual video were
crystallizing (Figure 18.1).

The use of triangular images to convey bisexuality is a phenomenon noted
by various scholars of bisexual theory. While heterosexuality and homosexual-
ity can be conveyed representationally through the images of couples or images
depicting a gendered subject’s desire toward a gendered object, bisexuality
cannot rely on these dominant visual codes. Clare Hemmings characterizes
triangular images as “attempts at resolving the problems of bisexual repre-
sentation,” whereby “images of threes—two men and a woman; two women
and a man” communicate bisexual desire in a definitive fashion.” Elsewhere,
I have termed this approach to bisexual representation one of “haptic sim-
ultaneity,” whereby desires toward people of different genders are conveyed
through a figure’s simultancous touching of differently gendered people.® One
historical context through which to understand these images’ significance is
the tendency in mid-to-late 20th-century psychology for skepticism toward

FIGURE 18.1 Catalina showcases its “explosion” of bisexual video in a mail-order
advertisement from the July 1986 issue of Mandate. From the
author’s personal collection.
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male bisexuality’s existence. Unlike early figures in psychoanalysis like Wil-
helm Fliess, Sigmund Freud, and Wilhelm Stekel, who attested to bisexuality’s
commonplaceness, later psychologists like Edmund Bergler and Kurt Fre-
und doubted male bisexuality’s possibility. Bergler called male bisexuality “an
out-and-out fraud,” and Freund determined that, among men, “true bisexual-
ity ... does not exist at all or is very rare.”® The triangular images of bisexual
videos’ promotional materials thus affirmed something particularly heterodox:
the possibility of male bisexual desire in contradiction of both recent psycho-
logical authorities and cultures of biphobia that tended to treat bisexual men
as closeted homosexuals.

The triangular images on the covers of bisexual videos are mirrored in one
of bisexual video’s most common attractions: the depiction of a man being
penetrated by another man while he is penetrating a woman. This sexual
position—sometimes called the “lucky Pierre” or “daisy-chaining”—provides
what is perhaps the most literal representation of male bisexual haptic simulta-
neity. This position is created twice in Bi-Coastal, first between Ashfield, Luna,
and Ramsey, and second between Lott, Patterson, and Turner. In these scenes,
the film cuts between medium shots of the three performers and close-ups of
their interpenetrating genitals. These latter shots might be termed bisexual-
ized meat shots. Whereas Linda Williams famously theorized the meat shot
as verifying that penetrative sexual activity has taken place, these bisexual-
ized meat shots carry an auxiliary meaning: male bisexual desiring has taken
place.’® These threesome scenes also make an implicit challenge to dominant
notions of sexual difference, both within and beyond pornographic film. As
Williams observes, bisexual videos’ “frequent introduction of a third party ...
into the binary system of sexual difference unsettles the usual masculine/
feminine oppositions ... articulat[ing] pleasures that are not ascribed to strict
oppositional differences.”!! We can thus understand one of bisexual video’s
central attractions as the depiction of a desirous simultaneity that undoes gen-
dered oppositions, affirming a queer capacity to desire multidirectionally, to
penetrate and be penetrated, to refuse oppositionality’s terms (Figures 18.2
and 18.3).

Bisexual video was marketed initially in the gay male press, with advertise-
ments in magazines like The Advocate, Campaign, Mandate, and Outrage.
While Catalina’s Christian Mann had initially assumed these films would cater
to the “prominent gay male fantasy, seducing the straight boy,” he soon dis-
covered that the films’ appeal exceeded a gay male consumer base.'? Following
positive reviews in straight publications like Aduit Video News and Hustler,
bisexual video’s distributors widened their advertising channels beyond the
gay press.'* Adult Video News contributor Renee Black reports from her inter-
views with adult video store owners that bisexual tapes were popular among
female consumers and male—female couples."* These reports can be under-
stood, in part, in relation to bisexual video’s emergence through home video,
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FIGURES 18.2 AND 18.3 Dcborah Luna, Troy Ramsey, and David Ashfield
(left-to-right) enjoy an interpenetrative threesome, with
a subsequent close-up revealing a bisexualized meat shot.
Framegrab from Bi-Coastal (Tom DeSimone, 1985).
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which, as Peter Alilunas underscores, allowed for greater privacy than a theat-
rical exhibition.' Alilunas stresses the significance of privacy for those “with-
out access to or interest in existing [queer] communities and practices, but
who still wanted to explore [queer] pornography.”!® Those with an interest in
watching men having sex with men and women were far from limited to the
gay male community or those who would be comfortable attending gay adult
movie theaters. Home video carried with it the potential to tap into these
markets. In Tom McMahon’s review of Bi Bi Love (1985), he proposes its
appeal for “male gay audiences, curious ladies and heterosexual men who are
tired of the same old sexvids.”!” It would seem that bisexual video’s allure was
potentially as extensive as McMahon had predicted. Although the facts around
bisexual video’s demographic consumption are difficult to ascertain beyond
anecdotes, it is clear that bisexual video carried with it a unique opportunity
for video pornography companies premised on the promise of the “new” and
the subgenre’s potential for crossover consumption.

Bi-Coastal was DeSimone’s first foray into bisexual video. By the time of
Bi-Coastal’s production, the filmmaker already had an eclectic career behind
him with a corpus that falls, broadly, within exploitation traditions.!® His
first feature was a disaster survival film set in the Amazon, followed by a
documentary on Bob Mizer’s famed Athletic Model Guild. From there,
DeSimone’s career took two notable paths: the first comprised all-male hard-
core films like The Harder They Fall (1977), The Idol (1979), and Skin Deep
(1982); the second capitalized on the women-in-prison genre, with films
including Prison Girls (1972), The Concrete Jungle (1982), and Reform School
Girls (1986). Amid these trends is a strange outlier, Chatterbox! (1977), a
non-pornographic comedy about a young woman whose vagina starts talk-
ing. An exploitation filmmaker whose fingers occupied many pies, DeSimone
was in many ways primed for success with bisexual video: his experience with
both all-male and women-in-prison films gave him familiarity with depict-
ing men and women with erotic appeal. This potential was perhaps already
glimpsable in a scene from the all-male film Confessions of @ Male Groupie
(1972), in which female performer Myona Phetish writhes naked in a bath;
a display unbefitting to most all-male films, DeSimone was unafraid to chal-
lenge established paradigms.

It was gay hardcore entrepreneur and Catalina founder William Higgins
who suggested DeSimone pursue bisexual video. DeSimone recalls Higgins
telling him: “The future ... is bisexual ... Everybody’s bored with what’s out
there. There’s a million gay films, there’s a million straight films. They’re look-
ing for something new. The only thing left, other than animals or children,
is bisexual.”!” Whether or not Higgins said these words precisely, the senti-
ment speaks to a promise bisexual video held: the appeal of something that
appeared new, transgressive, and envelope-pushing in an increasingly oversatu-
rated market.
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Bisexual Eroticism and AIDS

The treatment of bisexuality as something alluring in and of itself had gained
traction during the 1970s, with discourses flourishing around “bisexual chic”;
by the mid-1980s, however, the sociocultural context around particularly male
bisexuality had changed dramatically. The decade brought with it fears around
HIV transmission wherein bisexual men became, in Jan Zita Grover’s terms,
“the epidemic’s new béte noir.”* The threat of HIV /AIDS, indeed, resulted
in some adult performers’ outright refusal to work with bisexual men. In a
1985 interview, adult star Ginger Lynn relays:

Most of the men who I think or suspect are bisexual don’t openly admit it
because it would jeopardize their careers. No one would work with them.
I worked with someone who I later found out has worked in gay films, and
I won’t work with him anymore. I feel sorry for the men who have been
caught, but I do have to look out for myself. We all do.?!

Itis in these unlikeliest of circumstances, however, that bisexual video emerged
as a subgenre and had its greatest successes, while deaths from AIDS-related
illnesses soared.

The apparent paradox here, however, seems less paradoxical when we
remember the function of the transgressive in the erotic. Georges Bataille
reminds us that eroticism is “a domain marked oft by #he violation of rules”*
During the 1980s, scaremongering around bisexual men could be observed
across newspapers and magazines, granting the figure of the male bisexual a
newfound visibility as a vector of disease transmission. Yet, if Bataille is correct
in his assertion that “the inner experience of eroticism demands from the sub-
ject a sensitiveness to the anguish at the heart of the taboo no less great than
the desire which leads him to infringe it,” then bisexual video’s allure was not
dampened by male bisexuality’s demonization in contemporary discourses: it
was augmented.?® The exponential production and consumption of bisexual
video during this time suggest such a process at play, and, in rejection of cul-
tural discourses rendering crossings between straight and gay worlds danger-
ous, certain performers embraced these traversals enthusiastically.

Crossover Performers and Bisexual-Transsexual Overlaps

Although Ginger Lynn was reluctant to work with bisexual men during the
early years of the AIDS epidemic, other performers were not as reticent.
Bi-Coastals female stars Lott and Manning had enjoyed careers in straight
hardcore film, but both took the foray into bisexual video, with Manning
also performing in The Switch Is On (1987) and Lott becoming one of bisex-
ual video’s most recognizable women, with appearances in Danny Does ‘em
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All (1988), Days Gone Bi (1988), and the Bi Heat series (1987-1988).24
Bi-Coastals male performers—Ashfield, Turner, Ramsey, and Patterson—all
had careers in both all-male hardcore film and bisexual video. Patterson is
the only male performer here to have worked in a straight hardcore film too,
appearing in Too Good to Be True (1984 ) under a different name a year before
Bi-Coastal’s release. What Bi-Coastal’s cast shared, therefore, was a willingness
to work across pornographic film’s categories of sexuality, in ways about which
other performers were reluctant.

Ashfield, Lott, and Turner would also appear in films featuring transgender
women; these productions typified what Whitney Strub calls “1980s transsex-
ual hetero hardcore,” videos circulating under the generic markers of “trans-
sexual,” “trisexual,” and the derogatory term “shemale.”?® While Ashfield,
Lott, and Turner were cisgender performers, their collaborations with trans
performers Angelique Ricard and Dana Douglas were consistent with their
crossovers between straight, all-male, and bisexual films. It is also important
to remember that, in a number of cases, bisexual and transsexual videos dove-
tailed. Bisexual videos including Inch Bi Inch (1989), Karen’s Bi-Line (1989),
and Gidget Goes Bi (1990) feature transsexual women performers: Leilani,
Karen Dior, and Julie Bond, respectively.?® Paul Norman’s Bi and Beyond
series (1987-1995) is also of note, given these films’ regular claims to feature
intersex performers. While most of these performers were, in fact, endosex
cisgender women wearing prosthetics, they operate in a fantasy space around
intersexuality and transsexuality wherein the copresence of different sex organs
constitutes an erotic attraction. Bz and Beyond 6 (1995) would feature Chance
Ryder, who, while claiming to be a “hermaphrodite,” was recognized in con-
temporary trans male subcultures, and later trans media studies, as a trans
man.” In the late 1980s and early 1990s pornographic fantasy, therefore, it
would seem that bisexual, transsexual, and (purportedly) intersex video occu-
pied some important shared ground. While the political implications of these
videos’ rendering bisexuality, transness, and intersexuality sensational warrants
further discussion, what this initial analysis shows is a shared historical relation
between these videos: the openness of their performers to “crossover” careers,
their performance of excess, their promise of seeing the unseen, and the allure
of that which is socially forbidden.

Conclusion

Toward the end of Bi-Coastal, Jill visits Vanessa for advice on her complex
romantic situation. When Jill relays that Nick is bisexual, Vanessa responds:
“I thought you were going to tell me something shocking!” Vanessa proceeds
as a kind of sage of bisexual nonmonogamy: “You’re not crazy, kid, you’re
lucky. Nick wants it both ways, you want it both ways ... Toby Jloves it both
ways. Like I said, you’re not crazy, you’re damn lucky.” The scene fades into
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a final bisexual threesome, this time between Jill and her two love interests:
Nick and Toby. Vanessa’s celebratory tone typifies bisexual video’s affirmative
embrace of that which is deemed socially to be impossible, intemperate, or
inadvisable. Further, while these films often invoke binary oppositions of gen-
der and sexuality (the language of “bothness” abounds), they do so in ways
that contest these oppositions’ epistemological certitude. As Williams says of
bisexual video:

While there is no static and eternal binary of natural and unnatural, normal
and perverse, while there is no “metaphysical fixity”—of sexual identity,
object or aim—that can be glimpsed ... there 4s a perverse dynamic—an
order and relation of perversions and norms—mapped here.?

What is unique about bisexual video’s mapping of perversions and norms is

its

regular attestation of the ability for bodies to travel—bicoastally, perhaps—

between one and the other, and back again.
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Half & Half (Toby Ross, 1980)

The Harder They Fall (Tom DeSimone, 1977)

Hollywood Cowboy (Red Drayton, 1972)

How to Trick a Bi-Sexual (anonymous, no date)

The Idol (Tom DeSimone, 1979)

Inch BiInch (George Kenner, 1989)

Karen’s Bi-Line (Chi Chi LaRue, 1989)

L.A. Tool & Die (Tim Kincaid [a.k.a. Joe Gage], 1979)

The Meatrack (Richard Stockton, 1969)

The Modern Household of Madame Butterfly / Le Ménage Modern du [sic] Madame
Butterfly (director disputed, 1920)

My Straight Friend (Toby Ross, 1982)

Orgy at the Poysinberry Bar 2 (Kim Christy, 1984)

Prison Girls (Tom DeSimone, 1972)

Reform School Girls (Tom DeSimone, 1986)

The Savages (Phillip Marshak, 1971)

Score (Radley Metzger, 1973)

Sex Change Girls (Guillermo Brown, 1987)

Sex Garage (Fred Halsted, 1972)

Skin Deep (Tom DeSimone, 1982)

Someone (Pat Rocco, 1968)

The Switch is On (John Travis, 1985)

Tea Time / UHewure du thé (anonymous, 1925)

Too Good to Be True (Steve Scott, 1984)

Too Much Too Often (Doris Wishman, 1967)

Trisexual Encounters 2 (Shannon, 1992)

Widow Blue! (Walt Davis, 1)



