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Sexy lesbian 
Criminal Minds 
star Kirsten 
Vangsness 
confesses. 

By Rachel 
Shatto

Vangsness

Vava
voom,

There’s no one quite like quirky bombshell Kirsten Vangsness on 

TV today. This trailblazing actor—who vaulted from having two lines in the  

pilot of Criminal Minds (now in its seventh ratings-dominating 

season) to becoming a fan favorite—is the ideal example of how  

being an out-there self-identified lesbian does not 

necessarily have to get in the way of your celebrity or your success. 

Plus, she’s totally adorable—I mean, hello?  

Have you seen her? 

Kevin Sharp for kSharp Photography and Grooming by James Freitas
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AAccording to Vangsness, she set out on the road to fabulosity 
as a girl so shy and socially awkward that she had given up 
on speaking, entirely. “I was a very odd-looking kid…and I 
was weird,” jokes Vangsness. “We moved from this small 
town to Orange County, and I’d just sort of given up on 
interacting with people. Because I was getting beat up, a lot. 
So I just stopped talking, and my mom said, ‘You can take 
shop or you can take acting.’ I did not want to take shop 
class. And I think it was perfect timing. Our first couple of 
assignments didn’t require speaking, which really worked in 
my favor. And I got As. And I had never gotten an A.”

In drama, Vangsness finally found a place where she fit 
in. “Theater traditionally is the house of the freaks. And so 
I felt that all of a sudden I had a home…and I realized, like, 
Oh! I want to do this and I really don’t care if I ever get paid 
for it. So I think that’s probably why I didn’t get paid for 
such a long time. Because I really was just, like, ‘Oh I don’t 
care, I’m just going to live on cat food!’ ” laughs Vangsness.

While her passion for acting has helped her slowly 
come out of her shell, even today the outwardly vivacious 
30-something woman struggles with her inner shy girl. “I’m 
actually naturally shy—which no one believes unless you 
know me really well,” she says. “I sometimes will have a hard 
time ordering, like, food. Or I’ll be in a store and I won’t get 
the thing I want to get because I’m too shy to ask a ques-
tion. If I have to call a place to ask a question on the phone, 
I have to write it down and practice it before I call, because 
I would get so horrified.” 

However, her time in the limelight has helped Vangsness 
shelve her natural tendencies. “It’s something about this 
job…It’s like people sort of universally celebrate you. You’re 
like a friend, at home in the world. Wherever you go, people 
are always, like, ‘It’s Garcia!’ ” she says.

Though finding her calling may have been easy, coming 
to the realization that she is gay was trickier. Growing up, 
Vangsness felt drawn to women but didn’t understand what 
those feelings meant. “There were girls in high school that I 
could not stop staring at. And I thought I stared at them a 
lot because they were just really beautiful or whatever. [And] 
I would get jealous. I would go out to a concert or I would 
go somewhere and I’d see two girls together—I would get 
crazy jealous. I would get mad. It was like some sort of club 
that I’m not allowed to be in. I’m not cool enough. I’m not 
something. I don’t belong there.” She says it wasn’t until she 
was seated across from television editor Melanie Goldstein 
(now her fiancée) at a Hollywood function that it finally 
clicked. “I remember when I met her I had a boyfriend. 
And I was there at this party. And I’d heard about Melanie 
from a friend, who kept saying, ‘Oh, you’ve got to meet 
Melanie.’ And then we shook hands from across the table. 
And it wasn’t like an ‘Aha!’ moment—it was more like an 
‘Oh, shit’ moment. That’s what went through my head. ‘Oh 
no. What’s going on? Wait a minute.’ ”

While the attraction was mutual and immediate, it 
wasn’t exactly smooth sailing for the couple. Vangsness first 
had to come to terms with these new and powerful feelings. 
“It did make me take great pause and look at things. And 
I remember I had this day where it was like, OK, let’s say 
you’re allowed to look at anybody you want, all day. You can 
sexually objectify anyone in your mind, like how we all do, 
just watch who you look at. So, the whole day, I sort of kept 
score. And it was like 80 percent girls. And it was surprising.  
Every once in a while I’d be, like, I enjoy his forearms. But 
it was a different kind of energy than the ‘Hello Nurse’ 
alarm that was going off in my head. It was a different kind 
of thing.”

The two dated briefly but, as with so many first romances, 
the relationship quickly became embroiled in baby dyke 
drama. “When you come out, you act like a 12-year-old, you 
know? And you don’t know you’re acting like a 12-year-old. 
So everything just got crazy for a while,” explains Vangsness. 
“It sort of blew up in our faces. I was going out with a guy 
and, you can imagine, there’s lots of people who have these 
stories, of , like, drama on the high seas. It was crazy-big 
stuff. So we ended up not getting together.” 

Later, however, in an effort to find some closure, 
Vangsness sent Goldstein a letter apologizing for all the 
madness that had ensued. Ironically, her efforts to say 
goodbye rekindled the relationship. “We got engaged right 
before Prop. 8 happened…so we [gave ourselves] a dead-
line of 2013, whether it’s legal or not. I think our families 
would be delighted for us to get married, whether it’s a legal 
piece of paper or not. They’ll enjoy the whole pomp and 
circumstance of it all.”  

While her wedding plans may be spectacular, Vangsness 
Vangsness (left) and her fiancée Melanie Goldstein
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preferred to take a more low-key approach to 
actually coming out. “I didn’t know how to tell 
anybody—and I never wanted it to be a ‘thing.’ 
At work, if someone would ask, or if it got 
brought up, [then] I would say something.” 

But once things started getting serious with 
Goldstein, Vangsness knew it was time to be 
unequivocally out of the closet. She had yet to 
go public, but she wanted to be sure it wouldn’t 
trigger a media frenzy. “I purposefully wanted 
to come out in a very off-the-cuff way,” she says. 
With that in mind, Vangsness and Goldstein 
chose the Outfest film festival as their personal 
coming-out event. “We’re like, ‘OK, this is 
where we’re going to do it. This is perfect. 
Because it’s Outfest!’ We were on the red carpet, 
holding hands, the whole thing. Not a single 
picture showed up anywhere. Nothing happened. 
Nothing. So then I just offhandedly wrote about 
it one day [in my blog] and it was like, Oh, she 
came out! But I was, like, I’ve been out!”

Nevertheless, for an actor on a hit series, 
coming out was a bold step to take. Originally, 
Vangsness had just a small part in the pilot epi-
sode of Criminal Minds—a show about a team 
of FBI profilers who are called in to deal with the 
most violent crimes—but her role quickly grew, 
thanks to her on-screen chemistry with co-star 
Shemar Moore and the sunny, sassy disposition 
that made her character a fan favorite. By season 
two, she was a full-time cast member and even 
starred simultaneously in the series’ short-lived 
spin-off, Criminal Minds: Suspect Behavior. “It’s 
crazy because I was just a two-line co-star in the 
first episode. I got the part in the pilot because 
the show was too guy heavy, and it was just 
supposed to be this one day of work, that I was 
so grateful for. I didn’t even know if it was going to air on 
television, and now it’s on its seventh season, and when I 
walk by the shelves at Target, my face is on a box, and that’s 
crazy,” says Vangsness.

While she may not have been part of the original plan 
for the series, she has since become integral to its success. 
Vangsness plays Penelope Garcia, the Behavioral Anaylsis 
Unit’s spunky audiovisual technician. Along with offering 
technical support, the bespectacled and brightly accessorized 
Garcia is also, in many ways, the voice of the audience. In 
a group of highly analytical people, she maintains a level 
of empathy and emotion that helps offset the rest of the 
colder and more calculating cast. 

This time last year, however, things were much darker 
for the woman behind Garcia’s neon frames and carefully 
quaffed hairdo. After five successful seasons, the powers that 
be decided to sever ties with two of the main cast members, 
Paget Brewster (Emily Prentiss) and AJ Cook ( Jennifer “JJ” 

Jareau). No one was more vocally critical about the decision 
than Vangsness, who told Screen Rant that it was like “living 
in someone’s rental and they get to decide who stays and 
who goes—and it blows!” However, in a surprising turn 
of events, season seven sees the original group get back 
together again. Both Brewster and Cook reprise their 
roles, and Vangsness couldn’t be happier. “This time last 
year I was so sad. And I was so, like, profoundly struck 
by the cold hard fact that, like, Oh, this is just a job. I 
thought that it was something special, but it’s just a job. 
They’ll fire anybody. But now it’s all back, like it’s the 
family. It’s so much fun to work like that. We genuinely 
all love each other.”

In addition to being the heart of the series, Vangsness’ 
character is a hero to geeky dykes everywhere. A tech whiz, 
Garcia is very fluent in geek culture, dropping references 
to everything from online gaming to Battlestar Galactica—
and making it look cool and sexy. Vangsness agrees with 
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the premise. “I’m a big fan of this whole movement of, like, 
the smart girls with glasses who happen to love science and 
math and computers and all of that are OK. You can be 
smart and you can still have sexuality. Sexuality does not 
mean that you’ve unplugged your brain from your vagina. 
She is so comfortable with herself, and you know she’s 
totally crazy-smart.”

Of course, it never hurts to have a fearless wardrobe. While 
the rest of the cast is suited up in conservative, work-appro-
priate attire, Garcia is bold. Sporting bright colors, patterns, 
crazy up-dos and daring accessories, and showing a whole 
lot of cleavage, Garcia is as eye-catching as she is saucy—a 
characteristic she shares with Vangsness. “Garcia’s a fashion 
risk-taker—she’s more fearless than I am. And I think people 
think that I’m super-duper fearless, that I just don’t even 
care, that I just get up and I just want to be crazy. Sometimes, 
when I walk out of the door I’m a little nervous about [my 
outfit], but I do it anyway because it’s my way. You want to 
dress like me, you get a pair of scissors, you get a T-shirt, you 
cut the neck off, you find a ribbon on the ground, you tie one 
side of it to your shirt—like, that’s how I dress. You find shit 
and you put it on your body. You’re a little nervous for about 
15 minutes and then someone sees you and they say, ‘That’s 
cute.’ And then you’re fine,” laughs Vangsness.

This quirky approach to style started early. “I had a big 
fur coat with a pimp daddy collar, in the first grade, and I 
would wear it every day, and I thought it made me brave,” says 
Vangsness. “I sort of had a tumultuous childhood back then, 
so I kept it on a hanger out in the chicken coops. And I would 
get ready for school and I would put my magic coat on and 
venture out into the world. Not knowing that when you wear 
a coat that’s been sitting in the chicken coop all night, you 
will get beat up because a) you wear your coat in the middle 
of July, b) it’s a giant fur coat, and c) it smells like a chicken 
coop,” laughs Vangsness. “It builds character.”

The girl who went from chicken coop–fouled finery to tele-
vision stardom isn’t finished spreading her creative wings yet. 
In addition to Criminal Minds, she is a member of Theatre of 
Note, a small ensemble group based in L.A. Most excitingly, 
she has been in production on a new film. “My creative baby 
that I’m doing right now is called Kill Me, Deadly…it’s kind of 
like a film noir spoof,” says Vangsness. “We are doing it com-
pletely with the aesthetics we have at the theater, which is…a 
very DIY aesthetic. It’s more like, ‘We’re doing this and you 
can’t stop us and we are making it all ourselves.’ So I’ve been 
executive producing it and we are on the hunt for investors. 
It takes place in 1947 and I play the lead, the noir character. I 
think it’s going to be the next Young Frankenstein.”

To go from being a girl too shy to speak, to the star of 
a hit TV show, Vangsness has had to overcome obstacles 
and survive personal struggles—and has found success by 
embracing herself, living her truth and daring to follow 
her passion. In doing so, she has become an inspiration to 
dykes, weirdos and aspiring actors everywhere—and did we 
mention she’s hot? n

What’s your guiltiest 
pleasure?
Nonviolent sci-fi and fanta-
sy…and stickers. But right 
now my most recent guilty 
pleasure is fort building. I 
am literally talking to you 
from underneath a blanket 
fort that I have made, and 
there’s something—I don’t 
know—it’s delightful, it’s 
romantic. I highly recom-
mend it.

Who would play you in a 
film about your life?
Sir Ian McKellen!

What was your craziest 
interaction with a fan?
We were in Texas…in this 
Mexican restaurant in the 
middle of nowhere. The 
people in this restaurant 
look like they could be 
out of a Steinbeck novel. 
Everyone’s all dusty and 
like they’ve all worked all 
day. We are sitting at this 
table and there was this 
family across the way and 
there was this girl and 
she was about 12. And 

the show was on [in the 
restaurant] and I’m on the 
television. She’s looking 
at the TV, she’s looking at 
me. And you see her face, 
like, “Oh my, that’s you.” 
And it’s not, like, excited, 
it’s like she caught me. 
Then her mother sees her 
looking at me and is, like, 
“Knock it off, don’t be so 
rude to that girl you’re 
staring at.” The girl tells 
her mom, “That’s the girl 
on the television,” and the 
mom will not believe her 
because every time she 
points, I’m no longer on the 
screen. I wanted to be like, 
“No, it’s me!” But I didn’t.

Your first kiss, was it 
memorable or a mess?
My first kiss with a girl 
was a mess, because it 
was a straight girl. And 
straight girls…just let 
you do all the work. I was 
really upset with it. I was, 
like, “This is the worst.” 
And then when I kissed a 
girl who liked kissing girls, 
that was something else.

Just for Fun

Vangsness in full Kill Me, Deadly regalia
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