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Who Was Leonard Berns
 Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) was 

one of the most iconic composer-
conductors of the twentieth -century

 He was the music director of the New 
York Philharmonic from 1958-1969

 Most famous works: 
 West Side Story 
 Candide 
 On The Town 



4. Conclusion 

How Bernstein used sexuality in his music and what it meant 

Bernstein’s relationships  with women and men 

Struggle with Homosexuality 2.
What kept Bernstein  from “coming out” 

How sexuality impacted Bernstein’s life and music

3. Sexuality in His Music 

Previous Relationships1.

Overview of Presentatio



Previous Relationships
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Previous Relationships… a few of them
 Aaron Copland*
 Dmitri Mitropoulos *
 Ned Rorem 
 Azaria Rapoport
 Lana Turner 
 Farley Granger
 Felicia Cohn
 Tom Cothran 
 Justus Frantz
 Kazuko Amano 
 Kunihiko Hashimoto  

Note: This is not an exhaustive list of Bernstein’s relationships, just a brief 
glimpse into some of the romantic and sexual relationships he has had with 
people.

* Alleged 



Struggle with Homosexuality
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Was Leonard Bernstein heterosexual? 
Homosexual? Bisexual? 

”



Heterosexual and Homosexual?
 Bernstein might have been 

heterosexual emotionally and 
homosexual physically 

 Marriage to Felicia

 Three children 

 She knew that he liked men, 
but stayed in the relationship 

 Quote from Felicia’s letter



—Felicia Bernstein, in a letter 
to Leonard recently opened by Jamie 

Bernstein

“Look, you know I get it. It’s complicated. But 
let’s do this because we love each other. 

Let’s make a family and let’s just go forward.”

”



Bisexual?

Yes, Bernstein married a woman, but  he had 
numerous relat ionships with men – emot ionally 
and physically Notable Instances

 Ned Rorem
 Found by secretary 

 Trip to Italy with Felicia 
 Orgy

 Tom Cothran
 Emotional and 

physical



Luckily, we do not have to assume 
Bernstein’s sexual orientation. 



The Winner Is… Homosexual!  

While a couple Bernstein biographers labeled 
Berstein as bisexual, there’s no evidence that  
he ever self- ident ified as such 

 Biographers Humphrey 
Burton and Meryle 
Secrest  might  have used 
the term bisexual to 
“protect” Bernstein’s 
legacy 

 Quote from Arthur 
Laurents



—Arthur Laurents, collaborated 
with Bernstein on West Side Story

“Bernstein was simply a gay man who got 
married. He wasn’t conflicted about his 

sexual orientation at all. He was just gay.”

”



Homophobia 



Three Strikes and You’re Out!  

One of Bernstein’s lifelong dreams was to 
become a music director 

Three St rikes Against  Him

 American

 Jewish 

 Homosexual 

During the mid- 1900s, being gay would have 
risked Bernstein’s chances at  becoming a 
music director 

Bernstein could not  hide the fact  that  he 
was American or Jewish



Homophobic Father? 

Bernstein’s father might  not  have liked the fact  
that  his son was a homosexual 

Futher Explained In… 

 A Quiet Place

Bernstein included many father figures in his 
music 

Were the father figures supposed to be like his 
own father? 



Sexuality in His Music 
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Candide (1956)
 “Glitter and Be Gay”

- Cunegonde was sold as a sex slave 
- The aria talks about lost honor, shame, 

and the need for purification 
- Similar situation for the LGBTQ+

experiencing homophobia during the
time Candide was written 

Maximillian had several homosexual 
encounters 

Paquette had sex with almost every man 
she met 



Songfest (1977)
 “To What You Said”

- An unpublished poem by Walt Whitman
- “I am he who kisses his comrade lightly on

the lips at parting, and I am one who is
kissed in return”

Bernstein’s homage to homosexual love
- Tom Cothran, who was in a relationship

with Bernstein at the time, helped him 
select the poetry for Songfest 



A Quiet Place (1983)
Junior is a bisexual man with incest 

fantasies about his sister
Junior’s homosexual relationship with 

Francois 
Junior and Dede’s estrangement from their 

father Sam 
- Sam is the father figure of A Quiet Place
- Sam might have been homophobic 
- Turmoil of the gay rights movement

threatened the authority of white, 
middle- class men  like Sam 



Conclusion 
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Conclusion 

Leonard Bernstein was a homosexual man who 
achieved great  success as a composer-
conductor

His wife Felicia knew that  he was a 
homosexual, but  they st ill decided to make a 
family together 

The fear of “st riking out” was eminent , but  
Bernstein remained successful 

Bernstein used sexuality in his music to 
t ruly express himself 



—Leonard Bernstein

“To be a success as a Broadway composer, 
you must be Jewish or gay. I’m both.”

”
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CREDITS: This presentation template was created by Slidesgo, including icons by 
Flaticon , and infographics & images by Freepik. 

Thanks! 
Do you have any questions?

Feel free to email me!
bvisetch@iu.edu

http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr
mailto:bvisetch@iu.edu
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