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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

PORNOGRAPHY FEMINISM: 
AS POWERFUL AS SHE WANTS TO BE

Rich Moreland’s book takes a fresh look at women and trans folk in porn, giving as much credence to young alternative and sex-positive performers and filmmakers as to their feminist foremothers. His discussion is enhanced by a look at the history of explicit movies, so modern porn gets a well-researched backstory. This curious and open-minded explorer has delved into a side of the X-rated world given too little attention by mainstream viewers and critics. Read and learn!

Carol Queen, PhD, Founding Director, Center for Sex & Culture Author, Real Live Nude Girl: Chronicles of Sex-Positive Culture

I really love this book! Rich Moreland gets deep inside the hearts and minds of the innovative feminist pornographers of today, and yesterday. Finally there is some text about our XXX sisterhood that is accurate! What a relief!

Annie Sprinkle, PhD, Porn Star turned Ecosexologist/Artist

A great read exploring the duality of adult entertainment performers. For those who are what we call “civilians” it’s an eye opener about porn star politics and feminism. Sex workers are the Norma Raes of the 21st century and Rich Moreland illustrates that point with candid interviews and eloquent insights. A must read for anyone curious about porn and porn stars beyond the screen, revealing a group of streetwise, savvy and independent women and possibly feminist leaders of tomorrow.

Lainie Speiser, Author, Confessions of the Hundred Hottest Porn Stars and The Manhattan Madame Guide to Great Sex

Finally a book that explores feminism as a force in adult film. Tracing the early history of filmed pornography from the take charge women of the old stags to modern feminists shooting scenes today, Rich Moreland uses a journalist’s pen to challenge old myths. Relying on interviews and a behind the scenes look at a controversial industry, the author invites the reader to rethink timeworn attitudes.

Jacky St. James, Award winning feminist writer and director

For anyone who doubts the existence of feminist pornographers, Rich Moreland’s book, based on years of thorough research and astute observations, offers proof positive, SEX POSITIVE. It’s an intimate and exciting read.

Veronica Vera Cottingham, Doctor of Human Sexuality (DHS) Author and founder of Miss Vera’s Finishing School for Boys Who Want to Be Girls

We’ve seen him asking questions and taking notes at every important porn-industry event during the past two years. Rich Moreland has really done his homework and knows what he is writing about.

Dan O’Connell, Director of lesbian erotica and founder of Girlfriends Films, XCritic.com’s 2012 Adult Studio of the Year

A fascinating overview of feminism as a force in the pornography business, Rich Moreland brings a historian’s perspective to an industry that sorely lacks documentation. A record of female voices ranging from the trenches of Porn Valley to the queer porn enclave of San Francisco to the Feminist Porn Awards in Toronto. Performer respect, safer sex, patriarchal attitudes, and BDSM fetishes as an individual pleasure are subjects powerful women in adult film talk about in this engaging book.

Eli Cross, Award winning adult film director, former managing editor of Adult Video News
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Introduction

Neglected Stepchildren

A few years ago a colleague and I began an extended conversation over an idea I had for a research project. In the early 1990s a young couple from our area ventured to Southern California with the expressed purpose of working in adult film. Their story offered an interesting starting point for writing a history of filmed pornography, but were biographies a viable angle for a manuscript?

Although further talks over coffee and an occasional lunch led me to abandon our local “stars,” researching adult film kept at me. Mulling over possible topics, I discovered that some performers self-identify as feminists. That struck me as nonsensical. Feminism in pornography? What did that have to do with winning the vote, securing reproductive rights and smashing the glass ceiling? After all, New Left feminists of the 1960s and 1970s railed against pornography as harmful to women with some feminists still adhering to that view today.

In fact my university years taught me that the anti-pornography view is conventional wisdom among feminists. Feminism is about empowerment and women cannot be in control of their minds and bodies if they are sexually and emotionally victimized by a patriarchal industry. Anyone can see porn degrades and objectifies women…or so I assumed. What I failed to take into account are feminists who believe that participating in adult film is an expression of their personal sexual agency, their art and their politics. They are an ignored part of “individualist feminism” as described by feminist writer Wendy McElroy. A woman is privileged to do with her body as she pleases, McElroy insists. If this is true with regard to the professional display of explicit sex, I wanted to hear it directly from those who step in front of the camera.1

Some months later I approached the Sands Convention Center in Las Vegas. The occasion was the father (or mother) of adult film conventions, the Adult Entertainment Expo. When I walked onto the floor, the spectacle that greeted me was suggestive of the Robert Heinlein title, Stranger in a Strange Land. This was not my environment. Shutting out the distractions of urban hip hop, models signing autographs and giant posters advertising the pornographic body, I headed directly for the Evil Angel booth where a self-proclaimed feminist performer told me she would be. We talked briefly and arranged to meet over breakfast the next morning.

My fieldwork began at that moment.

The traditional feminist approach to pornography is outright condemnation. Hardcore adult film is destructive to women, humiliating and demeaning them through sexual exploitation. The solution is disabling porn through education, legal action and censorship. In this self-appointed mission, traditional feminism offers little about the women who make the film, especially those who claim a feminist label. They are the neglected stepchildren of the movement, pushed into the corner to eat their gruel and suffer for their errant ways. But circumstances do not quiet the persistence of an important question. What does it mean to be an adult film feminist and are these women creating change in an often maligned industry that uses them for profit?

Adult film’s moneyed empire is patriarchal. Male control of the cinematic pornographic image dates to the first stag film and has since conceded mere bits and pieces of its predominance. Yet there have been, and continue to be, moments of challenge. Explicit sex still rings the porn cash register, but some of the dollars now have a different look. Female performers and directors are exercising a greater influence over how women are portrayed on film. They seek to manipulate the sexual message while demanding a voice in the male occupied boardroom where the profits accumulate. Respect facilitates these goals, though building it is an ongoing struggle. As retired performer and now director Veronica Hart told me, respect in porn is earned and money fuels the love. Adult film feminists must work both sides of the camera and make a profit: a tall order.2

Early in feminism’s second wave, strident voices of “porn is violence against women” drumbeaters, Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon in particular, virulently condemn the adult film industry. Other feminists counter with a pro-sex identity that touts a woman’s right to pleasure. These feminists refuse to allow their choices to be defined and restricted by a conservative moral and political view. In time, academic feminism gave space to women who identify as sex positive. They support a woman’s right to consume pornography though they may not necessarily do so themselves.

But right-wing political winds in the 1980s reoriented the argument, moving it away from satisfaction in the bedroom to a larger public forum. As a result, much of the pro-sex energy was diverted from female sexual empowerment to the issue of censorship, redefining the sex-positive feminist, pro-porn engine as it battles its anti-porn sisters. Generated through feminist papers and conferences, the “sex wars” over whose interpretation of the pornographic image is best for women clutter the movement’s landscape. During this contentious period, a handful of adult film actresses formed a support group in New York City to ease their transition away from the camera’s eye. They named themselves Club 90 and quietly brought feminism into adult entertainment.3

Eventually feminism’s second wave fades by the mid-1990s, a victim of infighting and the anti-porn feminist sellout to the government’s investigation of pornography. Adult film remains a contentious issue but disagreements are reduced to running on vapors. Through it all sex-positive feminism survives to claim a nascent space in adult filmmaking. By the new century female performers and directors are amplifying a woman’s voice in pornography.

Eventually a newer version of popular feminism, the third wave, emerges and younger women redefine the sexual. Women who drift into adult film at this juncture take second wave feminist gains for granted, including their right to make pornography a career. Their personal statement of erotic satisfaction maintains a sex-positive aura but has little to do with the earlier “movement” perspective. Because there is not a definable fit for these performers, I believe they have shaped a new version of feminism unique to adult film: “pornography feminism.”

These women achieve a degree of success in a business marked by career flameouts and high turnover rates. Though few in number, pornography feminists call their own shots as filmmakers, influence their working conditions and collect a portion of the profits along the way. They are claiming their own sexual “gaze,” celebrating an authentic filmed eroticism that emphasizes their personal satisfaction and pleasure while recon-figuring the adult product for an increasingly female customer base.

This manuscript traces the journey of adult film feminism from a historian’s view, beginning with the earliest stags and moving through to today’s post-feminist age. Where possible, I rely on the words of performers and directors. The result is a brief overview that can serve as a reference for future study. For example, pornography feminism is a product of two adult film worlds: the traditional Porn Valley of Southern California and the sexually fluid queer community of San Francisco. Performers from both cultures work easily and naturally within each environment, largely unaware of how important this crossing over is in greater story of adult film.

Pornography feminism is in constant flux, reevaluating and reshaping itself within a traditional “ole boy” network. It is a journey that began three decades ago and, like the adult film industry itself, is edging closer to mainstream American culture. Today a feminist attitude helps performers to weather porn’s unpredictability and harsh physical demands with coping skills that define survival. Though most performers do not identify as feminists, women who build careers in this unforgiving business mirror feminist traits.

As we move into the twenty-first century the shadow of a conservative retrenchment of sexual attitudes, what feminist Ellen Willis calls “neo-Victorianism,” remains, though in a quieted state. The new internet and social media driven age will, if anything, offer greater conduits for the commercialization of adult film. Pornography is not going away, but it can be produced in a manner that celebrates the women who choose to perform in it and those women who are its consumers. As professors Carmine Sarracino and Kevin M. Scott assert, pornography made by women for women is decidedly the best example of the adult film genre out there.4

A Few Comments on Words

The definitions of pornography and erotica are dependent on the time and culture of their use. For this book pornography can be soft or hardcore, with the latter being defined as filmed penetrative sex of all varieties. However, usage is fluid. What was considered pornography decades ago amuses our modern society. I am Curious Yellow is tame by today’s standards but was considered beyond the pale in 1968 though it contains no explicit sex and is remembered as a political film. Erotica can be defined as a softer form of explicit sex framed within storylines. Typically it contains mutual male/female and female/female sexual interchange and a depiction of female sexual activity flavored with romantic overtones.

Yet distinguishing erotica from pornography depends primarily on point of view. Erotica claims to be less offensive while pornography offers a coarser flavor. In the end it is a matter of semantics. As the old joke goes in claiming the high road of moral determination, erotica is what turns me on; pornography is what turns you on. Or on a more amusing note, Annie Sprinkle suggests that “erotica uses the feather, porn uses the whole chicken,” while her Club 90 pal Gloria Leonard insists the only difference between the two is the lighting.5

When discussing the queer community’s contribution to pornography feminism, I intend for the word queer to be overarching. It includes individuals who identify as LGBTQQKI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, queer, questioning, kink, intersex) and their personality preferred sexualities. Queer reflects the diversity of gender identity and sexual orientation. For genderqueer I will follow the advice given me by genderqueer performer Jiz Lee who divides the term into two components. The first is gender, which Jiz believes defines a “social identity,” and the second is queer, which Jiz defines as “sexual orientation.” Because a person’s social identity and sexual orientation cannot be assumed, queer seems most appropriate as an umbrella term for the adult film of this community.6

Lesbian presents a difficulty. Possible approaches were suggested by Jiz Lee and Carlyle Jansen, creator of Toronto’s Feminist Porn Awards. Jiz believes it is best to ask the individual. Although this is my methodological choice, it was impossible to follow completely because I did not have the opportunity to speak personally with everyone included in this text. On the other hand, Carlyle believes lesbian has a generational bias. Women over thirty-five are more comfortable with the term while it is generally avoided by younger women.

There is yet a further complication. In its conventional heterosexual product the Southern California film industry identifies girl-on-girl scenes as lesbian, the porn tradition dating back to the early stag films. All-female performer companies, Girlfriends Films a prominent example, commonly use lesbian in their movie titles. In that respect, its usage difference may lie within environments, with the San Francisco queer porn community minimizing the label.

The BDSM (bondage/discipline, dominance/submission, sadism/masochism) fetish is more easily defined. Its expression has historical variety and those involved in the BDSM community have different views on how their preferences are identified. The modern usage of BDSM is universally recognized to encompass specific sexual and political practices that surround it, including D/s relationships (Dominant/submissive) and tops and bottoms as they are used in BDSM “play.” S&M is more traditional, showing up in older texts and historical literature. It’s narrowly interpreted, referring to pain as an erotic mechanism. As a result I use BDSM as an all-inclusive term, reserving other identifiers like SM, S/M, s/m and S&M to written sources and my interviews with people who have their own preferences in discussing the practice.

The Script

The first half of the book begins with a thumbnail history of visual non-print pornography beginning with the earliest stag films and moving to the first hardcore features in 1970. Chapter One pays homage to the empowered woman from the first notable stag in 1915 through the sexploitation movies of the 1960s. By the fading days of that turbulent decade, hardcore penetrative sex sneaks into adult movie theaters known as grind-houses and America stands on the doorstep of a boom in commercialized filmed sex.

The coming of the modern adult film era in 1972 is the beneficiary of America’s cultural liberalization. Part of this progressivism is feminism’s second wave. Though seeking greater freedom for women, mainstream feminism is no friend of adult film. Yet some women in the pornography business do have feminist leanings. Club 90, founded in New York City in the early 1980s, informally introduced feminism into adult film. Its formative years are the centerpiece of the second chapter while the third presents adult film’s legendary feminist and Club 90 friend, Nina Hartley. She is part of Pink Ladies, another support group formed in the late 1980s. Despite its short life, Pink Ladies is indicative of the need for a degree of political organization within the ranks of adult film performers.

Chapter Four concludes with a brief look at feminism’s second wave, pornography and censorship, summarizing feminism’s debate over porn and the government’s attack on the industry. Though mainstream feminists and adult film feminists hold different views, they have a striking similarity: the battle with a patriarchal culture. Mainstream feminists enjoin the fight within broader society while adult film feminists compete for a space in a male-dominated industry. The dissimilar feminisms cross swords when the anti-porn feminists ally with political conservatives to condemn pornography as violence against women. Carried into the 1990s, this battle over censorship abets the demise of the movement’s second wave.

By the turn of the new century feminism shifts to an individual posture, becoming a personal construct closely aligned to the third wave’s “do me” feminism and the coming post-feminist era. A woman can be sexually active on her own terms and with whomever she desires. Empowerment means she can demand orgasms and no longer needs to defend her actions. Chapter Five begins the second half of the book and introduces this transformation, developing the argument for pornography feminism.

Chapter Six is dedicated to marginalized sexualities and their specific pornographies. San Francisco’s queer community with its gay, transgendered and BDSM adult film, heavily influences modern pornography feminism and is integral to it. The Queer Porn Mafia, a loosely formed support group of performers and directors, is a descendant, at least in spirit, of Club 90 and Pink Ladies.

Modern adult film lives in a world far removed from the days of Deep Throat with its shocking oral sex financed by organized crime. Chapter Seven covers two post-porno chic developments. First, sex toys and associated novelties as they are marketed to women take center stage. Female owned and operated shops like Toronto’s Good For Her offer products and workshops tailored to female sexuality. This includes an array of filmed pornography designed for and made by women, which leads to the second important topic. Adult film has its public displays of affection. The Feminist Porn Awards, a Toronto festival, differs in presentation from mainstream porn’s stage in Las Vegas where the Oscars of adult film are annually awarded. Putting differences of celebration aside, feminism exists in both milieus often with the same women whose work is honored on both stages

Adult film takes on an art and educational role when viewed with a pornography feminist lens. Feminist legend Madison Young’s San Francisco gallery, Femina Potens, encourages creative expression among the city’s queer community. A BDSM devotee and sexual masochist, Madison often receives marks when she performs. But in the political business of pornography, she leaves her mark as a director, performance artist, art curator and entrepreneur. Her story is Chapter Eight.

The adult film industry’s confrontation with a major HIV problem in 1998 opens Chapter Nine. Condom use in filming, a practice routinely shunned, stares down industry executives. Out of this crisis comes a blood testing protocol administered by industry agreement. Largely unspoken among industry people, escorting is an ancillary business for many performers and raises the question of condoms beyond the camera’s lens. Pornography feminists are upfront in their opinions on safer sex and the need to protect the performer community at large.

Among the major studios that support feminist ideals is San Francisco’s Kink.com. At first glance Kink appears to be an unlikely candidate for feminist accolades. The company is BDSM oriented and seemingly humiliates and degrades women. Chapter Ten takes a look at this business and how it puts performers first. The company offers working conditions that are highly praised, honors choice and adheres to what personally delights the performer. Kink’s popularity among adult film feminists is remarkable and some have filmed at the facility repeatedly.

Going Forward

This book does not claim to be the definitive study of pornography feminism. There are too many shortfalls within these pages to claim any degree of completeness. In particular my description of San Francisco’s queer porn community is merely an introduction. Its story is rich with diversity and its people are a cornucopia of sexual fluidity that reflects the thoughts of pornography feminist Dylan Ryan who defines queer porn as a celebration of anybody and “any” and “every” body. That insight alone demands further examination and pages yet to be written.7

My fieldwork was limited to those individuals who granted me interviews and with whom I corresponded. To a degree “snowballing” did occur as performers and directors sometimes introduced me to others. For that I am appreciative. Should the reader run across a name for which there is little more than a mention, be assured I wanted to include that person’s perspective but was reluctant to write about anyone whose views I could not personally document. Also there is a feminist pornography community abroad, primarily in Europe and Australia. Other than a quick look at the work of Spain’s Erika Lust, my research is limited to this side of the Atlantic. I recommend Anne G. Sabo’s After Pornified: How Women are Transforming Pornography and Why it Really Matters (2012) as an authority on the overseas adult film world.

Finally, I am grateful to those performers, directors and others associated with the adult film business for their interest in my research. To give the narrative here a less formal and more personal voice, I choose to refer to the people I interviewed and their contemporaries on a first name basis. Meeting them and learning from them was entirely my pleasure.






Remember Where You Started

On a day awash in sunshine, a limo motors across the Bay Bridge from San Francisco into Oakland. In the backseat is an exotic beauty on the underside of thirty sporting a black miniskirt too short to cover her stockings and garters. Her white blouse is unbuttoned to expose a goodly portion of her black bra; a dark necktie hides just a bit of cleavage. Princess Donna is a bondage model and BDSM dominant with a reputation for aloofness. Today she presents the mien of a whorehouse madam, carrying a serious “I have a job to do and hope all goes well” look on her face.

The limo pulls into the passenger pickup area of the Oakland airport. An All-American Miss with a cover girl complexion hands her luggage to the driver and ducks into the backseat. Sporting jeans, t-shirt and tennis shoes, she is a few years beyond twenty. Her name is Bobbi Starr.

“Tell me what you’re going to be doing today and how you feel about it,” Donna asks.

“I’m doing an audience participation shoot. I’m a little nervous. I haven’t done a bondage shoot in a while.” Despite her confessed apprehension, Bobbi settles into a smile accentuated by her dimples.

“You know you’re going to be tied up in a room full of people,” Donna says, “And you’re ok with that?”

“Yeah.”

Bobbi sits with knees together, head turned toward the question. Donna is posed with side to the camera, flashing her left thigh, stocking and garter strap. The scene is one of uneven power, teacher addressing student.

Donna reminds Bobbi the event involves dominance and humiliation with selected audience members intimately interacting with her. Bobbi is expected to yield to various sex acts under Donna’s direction and Donna wants to know if Bobbi is fine with that scenario. The tall, slender girl listens respectfully, smiling demurely as is her custom, and nods approval. Throughout the conversation Bobbi’s hands fidget. She uses them when she talks, gestures reflecting a desire to channel energy somewhere. Her eyes never leave Donna, who sits calmly with hands folded on knees.

Donna wants Bobbi to understand a number of men will have their way with her and poses the question as to how many she (Bobbi) expects.

“There are supposed to be ten tested people, so I hope all ten,” she replies, expressing a bit of delight, at least for the camera.

Donna explains the room is expansive and will have many guests to entertain. Bobbi, whose straight dark hair frames the buoyant rosy face of a college coed, appears enthusiastic yet nervously animated. A sense of uncertainty is detectable in her voice and body language. Bobbi mentions she does not want men urinating on her and says this with surprising conviction, making a fist with her left hand and softly striking the open palm of her right as if not to offend too much.

Tires rumbling on the metallic roadway, the limo speeds across the bridge toward San Francisco; the raised superstructure flashing past as the car picks up its pace.

Donna goes over rules for the shoot with the emphasis that Bobbi can change her limits at any time. It is every bit a business conversation.

“If we get into a scene and you decide it’s too much, or you don’t want to do it anymore, just let me know and we can always stop,” Donna instructs. “Do you know your safewords?”

Bobbi responds “red,” then adds an “uh-uh” accompanied by a headshake to demonstrate what to do when gagged. She has done her homework.

With parameters reviewed, Donna transforms her personality into Bobbi’s dominant or top and asks Bobbi if she is ready to get started. A forced smile prefaces, “I guess so.” Donna instructs her to undress. Bobbi slips out of her top and jeans as if ordered by an impatient lover or a nurse in a hospital pre-op room. This is not an alluring strip tease, it’s done via command. Donna informs Bobbi from here on she is not to close her mouth or legs completely or speak unless spoken to.

When Bobbi is completely nude Donna cuffs her wrists and ankles in leather restraints. The submissive’s smile is gone replaced by a moment of noticeable unease before her face excuses all expression. Bobbi loses her animation, letting Donna do what she wants. The dominant tells her “property” she is to please the guests then adds the final accoutrement, a burlap blindfold.

As the car winds into San Francisco’s Mission District Bobbi remains silent, hands locked behind her, sitting with legs slightly spread as instructed. Donna softly caresses her “captive” before lewdly working her over for the camera. Bobbi moans, seemingly aroused. Donna steadies her fondling and continues her gentle conversation, as is her habit in these types of shoots. Bobbi is entirely acquiescent; the blindfold stares straight ahead, minimizing the persona behind it. As the scene winds down Donna turns and relaxes with her back to the car door, placing her heeled shoes in Bobbi’s lap. The power play is complete.

The limo pulls into an indoor parking area. Two men dressed in black reach into the car and remove the evening’s entertainment. Hands still restrained, a non-resistant Bobbi is led away. Donna follows, heels clicking sharply on the concrete floor. Her lonely fading walk is reminiscent of a correctional institution: cold, proper and sterile.

The scene shifts to a well-lit space marked off in a cavernous basement. Thirty people are present, jackets and ties for the men and cocktail dresses for the women. Some wear masks covering their eyes as if attending a costume ball. The atmosphere has the semiformality of an upscale suburban cocktail party in a contradictory dungeon setting. Drinks abound. Conversation is affable. People mill about. A man is heard to say to a female guest, “Welcome to California.”

Announced by the snap of her shoes, Donna enters and stands beside a portable wooden frame positioned in front of red drapes that pass for stage curtains. The dominatrix is tall and raven-haired, dictatorially imposing yet oddly approachable. In her well-honed director persona, she declares the show is “about to begin” and asks everyone to take their seats in the semicircle of folding chairs that face the frame. The men in black bring in the still-shackled Bobbi, making certain she does not stumble. Donna introduces the show’s entertainment and parades her around for the audience to inspect. She pulls Bobbi’s hair, jerking her head back, and orders Bobbi to expose her most intimate body parts for everyone to see. Bobbi turns her back to the audience and bends forward. Uneasy laughter is scattered throughout the room. The dominant and her submissive travel the stage’s perimeter; Bobbi is presented as if for sale or for punishment. After the public displays of her body cavities, she is attached standing spread-eagled to the frame, blindfold still in place.

Donna takes up a flogger and the whipping begins. Bobbi writhes. The show is underway.

On this evening Bobbi Starr will be penetrated orally, vaginally and anally, often by members of the audience in the theater of BDSM. Donna will apply a vibrating Hitachi Magic Wand on Bobbi’s clitoris to induce the combination of pleasure and pain the audience has come to see. Bobbi’s performance is vehement, physically taxing and filled with wrenching orgasms. She is, after all, a pro.

The shoot is divided into a trilogy of scenes, each a part of a larger ritual of dominance and submission.

Bobbi’s status in this play is muted contradiction. The blindfold conceals her personhood yet she is exposed by her nudity, becoming the helpless “victim.” Without her eyes to animate the individual behind the blindfold, the audience is reminded it is easy to inflict torment on a woman who has no identity. In her darkness Bobbi will be assaulted by verbal taunts and name-calling. But at no time does she cede control. The submissive is at once the object and subject of the drama. Her boundaries are respected.

The audience must measure its degree of identification with Bobbi as victim, with Donna as punisher, and with themselves as spectators who have yielded to their own instincts as the play unfolds. Who is Bobbi in this narrative: a naughty girl, a licentious slut, an interrogated prisoner, a punished slave or helpless virginal fresh meat indoctrinated into a mythical castle of sadomasochistic terror? Does she feel empowered or sexually aroused with the display of her nakedness and her ability to receive punishment before a crowd she does not know or see?

At the end of the scene the Hitachi refines Bobbi’s status. The prisoner/slave image fades; the wanton slut emerges. Her scourging complete, she is allowed a measure of indulgence to conflate pain and pleasure. For the audience it may be her perceived gratification that encourages them to unleash an occasional unkind word. Moral righteousness in punishing the promiscuous woman tests the inner desire to look while sexual fascination is safely played out knowing the performers are in on the game.

When the outcome for the first scene is complete, a frozen moment takes place. A kneeling and still blindfolded Bobbi places hands on thighs, holding the pose as the camera records the fading seconds. The audience sits silently. The resolution becomes the dark graphic in the film noir of the mind, establishing beginning and end. Is the submissive Bobbi ready for chastisement while already thoroughly corrected? The image moves in either direction and will be repeated twice more in the shoot.

The remaining scenes are miniversions of presentation and end. In the second Bobbi is kneeling once more, exhibited in the middle of the circle on a cushioned platform raised a couple of feet above the floor. Her hands are cuffed behind her back; a leather strap above the elbows pulls her arms together forcing her breasts forward. Leather strips bind calves to thighs with legs open. Bobbi remains blindfolded, back arched to accentuate the thrusting outward of her eroticism and submissiveness. The snapshot blends willing promiscuity and an invitation to abuse. The audience, quietly seated, awaits Donna’s commands for the ritual to continue.

During the course of this part of the drama, Bobbi performs a variety of sex acts in different positions as the restraints are removed to accommodate her need to alter body positions. A few audience members approach the dais to participate in fondling or penetrating her. Bobbi is now working energetically. There is a splattering of applause accompanying cheers and whoops characteristic of rock concerts and sporting events. An occasional insult, the word “whore” is heard, breaks through the din. An unidentified female voice interjects with an empathetic, “now we’re entertained!” Intense laughter pops up among the spectators who, at this point, are comfortable in their superiority. Another voice shouts, “Fuck like your life depended on it!” followed by a surly growl of “good whore.” A series of multiple penetrations continues with as many as four or five audience participants around the laboring Bobbi. In the final minutes of the scene she becomes increasingly exhausted, breathing more heavily. Bobbi asks Princess Donna if she “may see?”

Donna removes Bobbi’s blindfold. The audience participants peel away leaving her sitting on the cushioned platform, legs apart. She is the goddess, the center of attraction. Her worshippers retreat again into a self-conscious silence. The camera fades for the frozen moment leaving the question of whose pleasure is sated. Whose guilt and shame is assuaged?

In the third and final scene a bed is placed within the circle for another round of penetrations. Bobbi ends the narrative on the bed, her wrists and ankles attached to its four corners in the traditional spread-eagle position of total vulnerability. In the capable hands of Princess Donna, the Hitachi makes its final appearance. Bobbi writhes with dramatic orgasms, thrashing shamelessly while still restrained. Spectator insults, laughter and sporadic applause punctuate the scene. The final ovation, congratulations on a stellar performance, breaks out. Suddenly Bobbi is still, the Hitachi is finished. Someone from the audience offers her a drink of water. Bobbi is spent, her body covered with ejaculate and spit. Once entered repeatedly she is now quiet, bound to the bed and left to her own space, close at hand yet distant and untouchable.

The spectators gaze at Bobbi as one imagines the populace might have done centuries ago at an execution site in ancient Rome. The crucified slut, morally depraved and thoroughly punished is somehow frightening, disgusting and purifying. The inability to turn away captures the room. The silence that follows is loud, awkward and disquieting. Some onlookers, elbows on knees, lean forward; Donna abandons the bed and moves to the audience. Bobbi is alone. The camera captures the motionless climax that dichotomizes the sexual interchange of the entire play.

“The party’s over,” Donna announces, breaking the tension. Another enthusiastic round of acclaim erupts and spectator smiles warm the underground theater. Relief settles in. A female voice says, “Well done.”

“Now that’s entertainment!” a male voice shouts from the crowd.

Bobbi sparkles a bit as if to quip, “glad you liked it,” then issues a simple, softly spoken, “thank you.”

Applause returns, this time more politely as the camera pans the now emotionally glowing audience and goes to a fade out.

“Did everyone have fun?” Donna asks. The camera is back on. She stands next to the now empty bed.

The audience is pleased with the show.

“She did a great job, didn’t she?”

Delight again bubbles up among several onlookers. “Yes she did!” “Absolutely!” “Very good job!”

A trim thirtyish looking woman admits segments of Bobbi’s performance energized her submissive feelings. Sensing an opportunity to extend the audience mood, Donna issues a tongue in cheek invitation. “Sounds like someone is volunteering,” she muses, her voice rising playfully and teasingly. Nervous laughter is suddenly reignited. Comments like “come on down” and “you’re the next contestant” fire up among chortling guests.

After a short break to clean and compose herself, Bobbi is debriefed in the audience’s presence. She remains nude and discusses the shoot with Donna who also participated sexually and now wears only a corset and stockings. She mirrors Bobbi; both have exposed breasts and genitalia. All pretense of inequality has evaporated. The women are like girls in the office talking about boyfriends and sex. Smiling broadly, Bobbi comments on how the blindfold was exciting. It kept her unaware of what would happen next and it was “fun to not know what was coming.” She evaluates the men who had sex with her. “The guys were all really cool…they were all respectful so that was really nice, I liked that.”

Pause for a moment and consider an alternative ending in this theater of fantasy. In the denouement, Bobbi transitions into the demanding sex goddess, sated and guaranteeing another harvest for the people. Reaching deep into the unconscious, the ritual resurrects the archetypal images that occupy the myths and legends when civilization was creating a history of itself. The applause is a tribute not so much for a good show but for renewal. Bobbi has offered herself to be harvested, the most resolute of gifts. She is to be honored and worshipped. The variant present in San Francisco on this night is the Sacred Feminine and her dual role as the nurturer of civilization and the purifying sufferer without whom mankind could not carry on. Perhaps that is why the woman in the audience suggested its arousal for her.

Or, is the narrative simply a hardcore film shoot with a veneer of sadomasochism?

Filmed in 2006, this episode is a product of Kink.com, a San Francisco based adult film company whose internet subscribers comment on the scenes they pay to see, rating the quality of the production and the model’s performance. Kink is a giant in the online pornography business, controlling the production and distribution of its material. Promotional photos of the shoot are in the public domain on BDSM webpages.1

On an April morning in 2011, Bobbi Starr and I are chatting over brunch in Toronto’s Strathcona Hotel. We had first talked a year earlier and I feel at ease asking her just about anything. I suggest she appeared jittery during the limo ride that delivered her to the Old National Guard Armory, the home of Kink.com.

“Yeah, I would definitely say that I was nervous,” she chuckles.

Bobbi explains the narrative was a test shoot for the Public Disgrace website being developed by Princess Donna. Kink.com was building its brand and she, Bobbi, was “their guinea pig” for several of the company’s original websites. Waterbondage with rigger Lew Rubens, The Training of O directed by the innovative James Mogul, Public Disgrace and Sex and Submission launched her career.

“Donna didn’t really tell me much,” Bobbi says, speaking of what was running through her mind during the ride. “Because I trust Donna, I knew [it was] going to be fun.”

“You didn’t have a clear understanding of what was going to happen?”

Bobbi shakes her head and affirms she did not know exactly but quickly notes uncertainty in a Kink shoot is advantageous. “I feel there is an importance to authentic reactions at Kink,” she declares.

Bobbi expands on what a Kink narrative means for a performer. “You have to be aware, really aware, of what you’re getting into.” Models must have a conversation with themselves and Kink’s directors about what they are interested in doing. “You need to be honest with yourself,” she insists. Being upfront is imperative because a Kink shoot has a genuine reality not found anywhere else, she says, at least in her experience, and Bobbi Starr is well traveled in porn.

Raised in an upper middle class family in California’s Silicon Valley, Bobbi was home schooled early on before entering public education. As an adolescent she parlayed her athletic skills into junior Olympic swimmer status during high school. Her talents with the oboe opened the door for conservatory training and a budding career in classical music. After graduating from San Jose State University, Bobbi entered the adult film industry at age twenty-two, working fetish scenes for Kink before crossing over into the more conventional pornography of Southern California’s San Fernando Valley.

I bring up her relationship with Donna, mentioning that she (Bobbi) is representative of Porn Valley and Donna is a part of the San Francisco queer porn community, bookends for two pornography universes. Why is Donna so loved by the models that shoot for her?

Bobbi smiles, “She has a power over people. She is manipulative in the most loving way.” Donna is honest, Bobbi explains, “very skilled” in her work “because it’s all been done to her.” In other words, “the best submissives make the best dominants,” Bobbi reminds me. Though Bobbi has moved on to assume more dominatrix roles in the company’s female domination websites, she still occasionally films as a submissive, as does Donna, insisting that “it’s important to remember where you started.”

As we are wrapping up, Bobbi compliments Donna’s ability to train performers who work with her. “When she does something to me,” Bobbi says, “I’m absorbing what she’s doing, I’m learning.” That’s significant, Bobbi insists, because as a performer, “you can’t tune Kink out.” A model cannot merely “go through the motions.”2

The same is true in the broader sense for all adult film performers who make a career in a tough and demanding business. They share a sense of empowerment in how they conduct themselves and demand their space in the making of a product that could not exist without them. To do so requires a philosophy that elevates a woman beyond a simple receptacle for sex and gives all women permission to enjoy the sexual and consume adult film without guilt or shame.

Bobbi Starr gives us this direction. She is a feminist, as is her professional colleague, New York University graduate Donna Delore.






PART ONE


“It was a time when the prevailing attitude of most performers was that old, ‘Hey kids, let’s put on a play.’ I earned decent money doing make-up and wardrobe while many others filled in as gaffers, gofers, and script. We actually had to learn lines and blocking for the camera, very much a team effort with nary a diva in sight.”

Gloria Leonard on the early days of filmed pornography as told to the author on January 31, 2011.
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