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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Martin Joseph Ponce 
Debra A. Moddelmog

Writer, literature professor, visual artist, tattoo artist, sexual archi-
vist, unofficial sexologist, vernacular pornographer: Samuel 

Steward took up an array of professions and endeavors over the course 
of his long life (1909–93). Born in 1909 in the small town of Woods-
field, Ohio, Samuel Steward enrolled at The Ohio State University in 
1927 and earned a BA in 1931 and a PhD in 1934, both in English liter-
ature. In 1932–33, Steward was awarded the title of University Scholar, 
and in 1933–34, he was named a University Fellow in English. His local 
fame spread to the point that in August 1932 the Columbus Sunday Star 
declared, “The most sought after man on the Ohio State Campus is not a 
football player, but he’s more elusive than Garbo and has a more success-
ful mustache than Menjou. Listen, gals, he’s Sam Steward, author of Pan 
and the fire- bird. . . .” In April 1933, The Ohio Stater nominated him for 
the Ohio State Hall of Fame.1

 From the 1930s to the early 1950s, Steward taught literature at Ohio 
State; Carroll College in Helena, Montana; State College of Washington 
in Pullman; Loyola University in Chicago; and DePaul University in Chi-
cago. He eventually abandoned academia and became a visual and tattoo 
artist in Chicago and Oakland; a self- styled pornographer and archivist 
of sex; and an author of poetry, novels, mysteries, erotic fiction, nonfic-
tion, letters, and a memoir, before his death in 1993. His restless intel-
lectual, literary, artistic, and sexual adventures over the course of his life 
brought him into contact with numerous luminaries, including Alice B. 

 1. Spring, Secret Historian, 23–24; and Steward, Pan and the Fire- Bird (1930).
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Toklas and Gertrude Stein, Thornton Wilder, André Gide, Thomas Mann, 
Albert Camus, Christopher Isherwood, James Purdy, George Platt Lynes, 
and Paul Cadmus. He also worked closely with the famous sexologist 
Alfred Kinsey during the 1950s. In his self- fashioned role as a kind of gay 
Casanova, Steward further “linked in,” as he might say, with such movie 
stars as Rudolf Valentino and Rock Hudson. The connections and lasting 
friendships he forged with some of the major gay and lesbian figures of 
his time made him an important, if less recognized, participant in such 
cultural fields as transatlantic modernism, sexology, visual culture, tattoo-
ing, gay erotic fiction, and the gay porn scene on the West Coast. In short, 
he was involved in some of the most important queer contexts of his time, 
pushing the envelope of gay visibility at a time when that was not only 
uncommon but dangerous.
 Steward’s multiplicities (embodied in part by his numerous pseud-
onyms)2 and his crossings of academic, popular, and subcultural worlds 
make him a good figure to think with and through for queer studies 
scholars and queer publics alike. Indeed, we suggest that Steward’s multi-
faceted life and many talents anticipate and provide an early articulation 
of some of the aims and methods of queer studies and speak to some of 
the central concerns of twentieth- century U.S. gay culture and politics.
 One way to approach Steward is to note the passionate pursuit of the 
erotic underlying his myriad ventures. Whether writing his early novels in 
the 1930s or his later erotica and mysteries in the 1960s through the 1980s, 
producing his dissertation on the Oxford Movement as a doctoral student 
at Ohio State in the 1930s, documenting his abundant sexual encounters 
from his teenage years on in his infamous Stud File, collaborating with 
Alfred Kinsey in the 1950s, taking Polaroids of his sex parties and display-
ing graphic visuals in his Chicago apartment, or reveling in the “temporary 
love affair between artist and customer” while inking skin,3 Steward lived 
a life seeking, exploring, stimulating, and recreating erotic experiences.

 2. Justin Spring enumerates Steward’s “many identities,” including “Samuel M. 
Steward, the mild- mannered poet, literary novelist, and professor of English literature 
at a Catholic university in Chicago; ‘Sammy’ Steward, adoring young friend and fan of 
Gertrude Stein, Alice B. Toklas, and Thornton Wilder; Thomas Cave, spiritual seeker; 
Sam Steward, unofficial sex researcher for Alfred Kinsey’s Institute for Sex Research; Phil 
Sparrow, streetwise Chicago tattoo artist; ‘Phil’ and ‘Philip von Chicago,’ homoerotic 
illustrator; Ward Stames, homophile journalist; ‘Doc’ Sparrow, official tattoo artist of 
the Oakland Hells Angels motorcycle gang; and, finally, Phil Andros, the homophile 
pulp pornographer who described the sexual underground of the American 1950s with 
passion, good humor, and charm” (Secret Historian, xii–xiii).
 3. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 93.
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 Derived from the Greek word for love (eros), the erotic in common 
parlance refers to behaviors, intimacies, and representations that involve 
and arouse sexual desire. We might expand this definition to include sev-
eral other meanings: Michel Foucault’s notion of the “pleasures connected 
to the production of the truth about sex”;4 Shannon Winnubst’s and Tim 
Dean’s explications of the erotics of transgressing prohibitions and vio-
lating taboos;5 and Audre Lorde’s theorization of the “erotic guides” that 
assist with navigating among “various life endeavors.”6 These multiple 
meanings of the erotic can illuminate and connect the various aspects of 
Steward’s life and work. The pleasures of knowledge production about 
sex—of seeking “the truth of pleasure, the pleasure of knowing that truth, 
of discovering and exposing it, the fascination of seeing it and telling it, 
of captivating and capturing others by it,” as Foucault phrases it7—enable 
us to apprehend Steward as a student, professor, writer, and informal sex-
ologist who devoted considerable intellectual energy to examining and 
articulating a multitude of male homoerotic desires and practices.8 The 
erotics of transgression provide a frame for considering Steward’s defiance 
not only of the prohibitions against male homosexuality in general but 
more specifically of the overt rules governing the academic professoriate, 
white middle- class masculinity, obscenity laws, sexually explicit literary 
and artistic production, and tattooing norms, as well as the internalized 
taboos proscribing cross- age, masochistic, and interracial homosex and 
intimacy.
 In these senses, Steward’s pursuit of the erotic—“the erotic is not 
a question only of what we do,” Lorde states; “it is a question of how 
acutely and fully we can feel in the doing”9—functions as an “exercise of 
erotic capacity, intelligence, curiosity, [and] creativity,” as Gayle Rubin 
writes in her landmark essay “Thinking Sex” (1984).10 While Steward 
certainly exercised his erotic capacity in the physical sense through the 
thousands of sexual encounters he experienced over his lifetime, he also 
approached sex; knowledges about sex; and literary, visual, and archival 

 4. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume I, 71.
 5. See Winnubst, Queering Freedom, 140–47; and Dean, “Erotics of Transgres-
sion,” 65–80.
 6. Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic,” 58, 55.
 7. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume I, 71.
 8. Indeed, he seems to have derived a great deal of pleasure from the “learned vol-
umes, written and read; the consultations and examinations; the anguish of answering 
questions and the delights of having one’s words interpreted,” in Foucault’s words (71).
 9. Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic,” 54.
 10. Rubin, “Thinking Sex,” 150.
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representations of sex in intelligent and creative as well as risky and trans-
gressive ways. For Steward, the erotic could take many forms and could 
be found in many places. There is, of course, the erotic charge sparked by 
physical male beauty: the “mainly straight young men” whom he sought 
to “[bring] pleasure to” as a high school and college student in Ohio, 
or the handsome hustlers, “from sleek and compact Latin to blond and 
stalwart Nordic” whom he hired in Chicago.11 But there is also the erot-
icism of the professor- student relationship, which he both enacted and 
depicted in short stories;12 the eroticism of literature and art as repos-
itories of sexual knowledge,13 tools for arousal,14 and technologies for 
recording sexual encounters;15 the eroticism facilitated by the intimacies 
of tattooing (“the most superb substitute for cruising that ever has been 
invented”);16 and, finally, the eroticism of sexual souvenirs and mundane 

 11. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 17, 119.
 12. See Spring, Secret Historian, 134.
 13. Narrating his years at Ohio State, Steward recalls of his and his peers’ reading 
practices, “We were all hunters, looking on every page for expressions that would be 
meaningful to us, relishing the hidden allusion, the double meaning. The college students 
of the 1920s delighted in the works of James Branch Cabell, who was for that generation 
what Tolkien was for the 1960s—except that Cabell was juicier, and when the candles 
went out and the fair ladies began to comment on the length of Jurgen’s sword or his 
staff—or he to praise the lovely scabbards which they had—well, we all tittered and slyly 
underlined the passages, or made a page- reference note in the back of the book so that 
we could find the hotspot again” (Chapters from an Autobiography, 107).
 14. Describing Steward’s sexual mise- en- scène in his Chicago apartment, Spring 
writes that “he would create murals, oil paintings, watercolors, scratchboard illustra-
tions, wire sculptures, photography, incised metalwork, glass etchings, small clay sculp-
tures, painted screens, and painted lampshades, all of them featuring homoerotic themes, 
and he would install all these various works of erotic art in his apartment” (Secret His-
torian, 101).
 15. See Spring, Obscene Diary: “In creating, saving, and cataloging his writings and 
art (and also the writings, drawings, and photographs of others), he was consciously 
creating collections he thought socially significant. Since he lived at a time when the 
distribution of both homoerotic imagery and homoerotic writing [was] prohibited by law 
(and routinely punished by fines and/or imprisonment), he also felt—quite strongly—that 
these various collections would someday serve as documentary proof of the relatively 
widespread existence of homosexual activity throughout American society” (n.p.).
 16. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 94. As he writes of his dramatic 
transition from English professor to tattoo artist, “It was a grand new way to feast the 
eyes on male beauty, that one could now touch the skin which you could only look at 
in the classroom—the arms, the legs, the chest—and there would be no one to raise an 
eyebrow, and even that you could in the right instances take a young man to the cot in 
the back room” (79). See also Spring, Obscene Diary: “For in tattooing, Steward would 
find the most highly charged artistic medium of all: the bodies of handsome young men” 
(n.p.).
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objects that serve as “devices to stimulate nostalgia and the remembrance 
of things past” and offer mental sustenance in old age.17

 Although Steward was an avid theorist, practitioner, and pursuer of 
the erotic across various professions and fields of expression, his “myth-
ical” and “magical” life18 and his extraordinary activities did not trans-
late into enduring public fame or even widespread notoriety during his 
lifetime. In what follows, we continue to make the case for reclaiming 
Steward as a significant twentieth- century U.S. cultural figure, participat-
ing in the retrieval projects begun by Justin Spring in his monumental and 
award- winning biography, Secret Historian: The Life and Times of Sam-
uel Steward, Professor, Tattoo Artist, and Sexual Renegade (2010), and 
furthered recently by Jeremy Mulderig in his compilation, Philip Sparrow 
Tells All: Lost Essays by Samuel Steward, Writer, Professor, Tattoo Artist 
(2015). In doing so, we follow Steward’s lead in traversing an array of 
issues raised by his life and his work, while reflecting critically on the very 
practice of “recovery” as a method and justification in queer and sexual-
ity studies.

RECLAIMING SAM

In Understanding the Male Hustler (1991), one of the last books Steward 
published, he implicitly references the lack of recognition his literary pro-
duction had received by that point. Though the introduction declares it to 
be “an inside look at hustling, largely from the hustler’s point of view,”19 
the book is actually a dialogue between an unnamed, first- person nar-
rator (presumably the author Samuel M. Steward) and Phil Andros, the 
“author” of numerous erotic stories and novels about his hustling experi-
ences. Chapter 9, “Literary Illuminations: Portrait of the Ideal Hustler,” 
provides an opportunity for Phil “to talk about [his] literary output”—
and, thus, Steward’s literary ambitions.20 It opens with a catalogue of the 
“many mementos of Ward’s ‘literary’ career” (81).21 The room contains 
“signed photographs of Gertrude Stein, Thomas Mann, André Gide, Jean 
Cocteau, Romain Rolland, Kinsey,” as well as “innumerable books signed 
by Thornton Wilder, Sigrid Undset, A. E. Housman, Theodore Dreiser, 

 17. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 129.
 18. Keehnen, “Very Magical Life.” 
 19. De Cecco, “Introduction: Investigating Hustlers,” xii.
 20. Steward, Understanding the Male Hustler, 82.
 21. Ward Stames was another one of Steward’s pseudonyms.
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Sherwood Anderson, and many others from the great period of the 1920s 
and 1930s” (81). The narrator notes that he and Phil “could almost sense 
the presence of these tangible witnesses to the great past” and then jokes 
out loud, “‘To which [. . .] we shall of course have to add the name of 
Phil Andros eventually. It will become a shrine to be visited by gays” (81). 
Phil’s sardonic response—“Like the testicles on Oscar Wilde’s monument 
in the Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris” (81)—only partially deflates the 
act of self- regard.22

 The chapter proceeds to perform a kind of autoliterary criticism, inter-
preting the significance of Steward’s own fiction by explaining the clever-
ness of Phil Andros’s name (man- lover or lover- man [83]); his college- 
educated background that enables him to “relate what he observes, with 
wryness or with venom, with unconcealed pleasure in the things that 
belong to passion” (84) and to “analyze [. . .] the changes that went on 
inside [his] personality” (85); and the aesthetic- erotic goals he maintains 
as a writer (“to make each chapter of $tud appeal to a different sort of 
homosexual—foot fetishist, motorcycle enthusiast, admirer of blacks, 
weightlifter nut, cop- lover, and so on” [85]). Allusions to Phil’s early 
years in Shuttlecock as well as his narcissism and “obsession about police-
men” in Greek Ways also appear in the chapter (89), while the book as 
a whole cites The Boys in Blue; Different Strokes; My Brother, My Self; 
Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos; and numerous short stories. Understood in 
light of the fact that Steward’s “literary output” has received almost no 
serious scholarly attention to this day, these attempts to situate himself 
in a (queer) Euro- American modernist tradition (however self- mocking 
and ironic), to resurrect and remind contemporary readers of his past 
work, and to reassess its value read as poignant and a bit mournful, 
knowing that Steward would pass away just two years after the book was 
published.
 Although Steward’s fiction did not garner the kind of academic 
acclaim that he might have sought, it did have a great impact on a gen-
eration of gay male readers, as Michael Williams’s conclusion to this vol-
ume attests, and as John Preston’s introduction to the 1982 reissue of 
Stud makes evident. Recalling being “electrified” when he first read Phil 
Andros, Preston writes of himself and “the children of Stonewall”:

 22. Phil explains that before the statue’s privates were broken and stolen, it was “the 
custom for homosexual Parisian boys to visit the monument on the anniversary of their 
‘wedding’ to touch the balls, thus insuring another year of domestic tranquility. The 
stone appeared to have a high polish at one time” (82).
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We already had a passionate desire for books that described gay life 

honestly and openly. That desire was scarcely being met by traditional 

publishers even ten years ago, let alone earlier. But the Phil Andros 

books satisfied needs that had barely been recognized even by ourselves. 

We yearned for validation of the pleasures of homosexual sex, for knowl-

edge about other gay men and how they were dealing with this new world 

we were just discovering, and for wisdom from someone who had gone 

this way before. We needed, above all, to know we were not alone.23 

While Preston emphasizes the importance of the Phil Andros books in 
evoking and validating the pleasures, knowledges, and relationships 
emerging in and through “gay life” of the 1970s, Steward’s name has 
more recently reemerged into public and scholarly consciousness due to 
his numerous sexual exploits and the detailed records that he kept of 
them. Reviews of Spring’s biography, the exhibit “The Obscene Diary of 
Samuel Steward” at the New York Museum of Sex curated by Spring in 
2011, magazine articles and fan blogs devoted to Steward, a play pro-
duced in San Francisco by Seth Eisen titled Homo File (a pun on Stew-
ard’s card catalogue of sexual encounters known as his Stud File), and 
Jeremy Mulderig’s recent collection of Steward’s Illinois Dental Journal 
essays have spurred new interest in this obscured figure.
 To be clear, we don’t wish to overstate the case of Steward’s neglect 
or overlook certain ironies that emerge in a “recovery” project such as 
this. Although Steward was not a focal point of critical inquiry in his own 
right prior to Spring’s biography, his work and his name do come up as 
a resource for or associate of a more well- known figure (e.g., Gertrude 
Stein and Alfred Kinsey) or as a participant in a subcultural scene.24 Fur-
ther, Steward’s desire to be regarded as a noteworthy presence in Euro- 
American modernist circles sits in tension with his view of academia 
as insufferable and pedantic. But more to the point, the very scholarly 
endeavor of “reclaiming” forgotten and unknown LGBT personages 
of the past—in this case, a white, able- bodied (at least when young), 

 23. Preston, Introduction to Stud, 9, 12–13. In the “Literary Illuminations” chapter 
of Understanding the Male Hustler, Steward pays himself another compliment by having 
the narrator remind Phil Andros that “Christopher Isherwood express[ed] his special 
admiration for one of your novels a few years ago.” Phil replies, “He liked Shuttlecock 
a great deal. Said that the most impressive thing in it was the drama of the relationship 
between Larry and Phil Andros” (90).
 24. See, for example, Beja, “Citizen Joyce”; Drucker, “Keying Desire”; Fritscher, Gay 
San Francisco; Hubbs, Queer Composition of America’s Sound; Kennedy, Ideal Gay Man; 
Kissack, ed., “Alfred Kinsey and Homosexuality in the 50s”; and Steward, Dear Sammy.
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middle- class, American gay male writer and artist—may strike some 
readers as anachronistic, a project more urgent, necessary, and palatable 
during the “first phase” of gay and lesbian history writing of the 1970s 
and 80s than in the present moment.25 A number of reservations have 
been voiced regarding such approaches to the “gay and lesbian” past. 
These include tendencies that problematically presume essentialist notions 
of homosexuality as discernible, if not identical, across time and culture; 
that elevate LGBT “heroes and heroines,” particularly those who left 
intelligible evidence of their lives and loves, above ordinary queer folk; 
that erase or underplay the importance of other categories of difference, 
such as race, class, gender, and able- bodiedness, as they intersect with 
sexuality; that oversimplify the complexities of LGBT history by posit-
ing facile, teleological narratives of silence and isolation to self- expression 
and community; and that lay claim to key figures and events from unac-
knowledged and potentially divisive and distorting positions of vested 
interest.26 In terms of the current drift of queer studies, isn’t there a sense 
in which Steward’s recent visibility is somehow belated, out of joint with 
contemporary engagements with race, colonialism, empire, migration, dis-
ability, trans issues, and so on? These concerns and questions add another 
valence to the notion that Steward’s recognition is long overdue—not only 
a late accounting but too late to count as important to the present.
 In the afterword to Secret Historian, Spring refers to how Steward’s 
own “life” was often out of sync with his “times”: “Samuel Steward 
began his life in a time and place in which nearly any public discussion 
of sexuality was discouraged,” and yet his “early years were ones of rel-
atively open sexual experimentation and activity.”27 Accounts of mid-
century U.S. homosexual culture typically emphasize “marginalization, 
trauma, and victimhood,” but “Steward was different” insofar as he 
rejected “society’s notion that both he and his sexual nature were abhor-
rent” (410–11). Finally, although Steward had recorded and amassed 
an extraordinary archive of documents and artifacts related to homo-
sexuality, by the time he “wrote his will,” Spring suggests, “the world 
around him had changed so drastically that he doubted his lifelong sex-
ual record- keeping remained of interest to anyone. [. . .] The few libraries 
and archives around the country that were then collecting papers relating 

 25. Chauncey, Duberman, and Vicinus, Introduction to Hidden from History, 2.
 26. In addition to Hidden from History, see, among others, Boyd, “Bodies in Motion”; 
Carter, “On Mother- Love”; Herring, Queering the Underworld; and Johnson, Just Queer 
Folks.
 27. Spring, Secret Historian, 410.
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to homosexuality were facing a glut of sudden donations as a result of 
deaths caused by the AIDS epidemic. In any event, no library expressed 
an interest in acquiring Steward’s remaining papers” (407).28

 In these respects, it becomes necessary to complicate developmentalist 
narratives of both gay and lesbian history (from pre- Stonewall repression 
to post- Stonewall liberation) and queer studies (from single- issue analy-
ses focused primarily on sexuality to intersectional and transnational 
analyses focused on multiple and differential forms of oppression and 
privilege). As Spring and other commentators have suggested, Steward’s 
worldviews, sexual activities, and encounters with the law did not exactly 
synchronize with the repression/discretion to liberation/visibility narrative 
of U.S. gay social history. On the other hand, without discounting the 
critiques of white, gay, cisgender, male- centric histories of sexuality, one 
of the most striking eccentricities or asynchronies of Steward’s practic-
es—“his lifelong sexual record- keeping” and the breadth of his textual 
and visual representations of the (homo)erotic—virtually guarantees that 
his work will touch on issues that extend well beyond his own gender, 
class, racial, and able- bodied identities.
 Most important, however, we would argue that Steward is himself an 
ideal candidate for thinking through some of the conundrums that his-
torians of sexuality are currently grappling with. For example, in her 
recent book, Laura Doan considers the critique of gay and lesbian his-
torical recovery projects (among which she includes her first book, Fash-
ioning Sapphism) that regard identity as already constructed and thereby 
extractable from the past. She attributes the most trenchant critiques 
of recovery projects as coming from queer approaches that historicize 
“queerness- as- being” and that are thus shaped by “the paradox of not- 
knowing as a way of knowing.”29 Although she agrees with the critiques 
of recovered identity histories, Doan also posits that “the impulses of 
identity politics . . . linger in queer genealogical practices” (4). Drawing 
on Joan Scott’s signal essay, “The Evidence of Experience,” she seeks 
instead to develop a queer critical history of sexuality that draws on the 
methodology of queer genealogy “not to trace queer beings at any given 
moment, but to understand how sexual difference ‘is established, how it 
operates, [and] how and in what ways it constitutes subjects who see and 
act in the world’” (4).

 28. The Beinecke Library at Yale acquired Steward’s papers from Justin Spring and 
Michael Williams in 2012.
 29. Doan, Disturbing Practices, ix.
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 Many of the essays in this collection take a similar approach, recog-
nizing that although Steward identified as gay/homosexual, his sexual his-
tory—and the frameworks typically used to define it—cross (in the sense 
of “move across” but also “press against”) current identity categories and 
their historical meanings. That is, despite Steward’s self- identification as 
homosexual or gay, particularly after reading a copy of Havelock Ellis’s 
Sexual Inversion as a teenager, that category only partly captures the wide 
range of erotic desires and practices he evinced and pursued. As the chap-
ters by Aren Z. Aizura and Emmett Ramstad, Debra A. Moddelmog, Jen-
nifer Burns Bright, Martin Joseph Ponce, and Steven Ruszczycky amply 
show, Steward’s (and many of his fictional protagonists’) sexual desires 
may have been oriented toward men, but they were also mediated and 
inflected by class and racial differences, ideas about domination and sub-
ordination (sadism and masochism), attitudes and fetishes toward the law 
and the police, and, not least, by gender difference itself insofar as Stew-
ard maintained an intimate relationship with Emmy Curtis for nearly two 
decades. Thus, while Steward may be the least likely figure a queer stud-
ies scholar could “misrecognize” or irresponsibly impute as gay given his 
profuse testaments to the same, the category itself loses its explanatory 
coherence or descriptive primacy when confronted with the multiplic-
ity and specificities of desires and behaviors he enacted and represented. 
In this light, Steward becomes not so much a fearless gay white icon who 
unabashedly pursued his same- sex desires; rather, he becomes a “sexual 
renegade,” to use Justin Spring’s apt term, who not only contravened het-
erosexual expectations but also deviated from discreet, assimilative, gay 
monogamy as well. Illuminating those multiplicities and deviances, the 
essays gathered here redress the scholarly oversight of Steward and his 
work but do so in ways that contribute important insights to queer stud-
ies more generally. In an effort to highlight those contributions, we have 
arranged the chapters into three rubrics: archives, writings, and desires.

I. ARCHIVES

Part I, “Archives: Indexing, Saving, Hoarding,” features essays that reso-
nate with the “archival turn” in queer studies. The archive has long been 
a concern in the field, with questions centering on the existence, ephemer-
ality, and preservation of “evidence” of LGBT lives, loves, texts, and his-
tories, as well as the homophobic biases produced by normatively colo-
nial, religious, legal, moral, and medical perspectives. Addressing these 
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and related questions, scholars have reflected critically on the criteria and 
procedures that constitute queer archives as such. For instance, Ann Cvet-
kovich has expanded the notion of queer archives to include the feelings 
that are intrinsic to and emanate from it. She eloquently describes “the 
profoundly affective power of a useful archive, especially an archive of 
sexuality and gay and lesbian life, which must preserve and produce not 
just knowledge but feeling. Lesbian and gay history demands a radical 
archive of emotion in order to document intimacy, sexuality, love, and 
activism—all areas of experience that are difficult to chronicle through the 
materials of a traditional archive.”30 Elaborating on Cvetkovich’s exam-
ination of the “ongoing differences between grassroots and institutional 
archives” in terms of differing priorities, visions, and missions (245), the 
editors of a recent special issue of Radical History Review discuss the 
need to consider how “archival practice inherently proceeds on the basis 
of delimiting the significance of that which is being archived.” For them, 
the analytical approach of “queering archives” complicates self- evident 
assumptions regarding the documents and artifacts that belong in LGBT 
archives and thus interrogates “how new normative orders and values of 
sexual and gendered knowledge have emerged from the queer archive.”31

 The essays grouped in this section take up these questions of docu-
mentation of feeling and physicality, order and chaos, as they confront 
not a lack but an overabundance of material and assume the task of 
interpreting that abundance in critically queer, non- celebratory, ways. 
Tim Dean’s opening essay, “Sam Steward’s Pornography: Archive, Index, 
Trace,” argues that the significance of Steward’s archival practices, such 
as recording his sexual encounters in his Stud File, using a Polaroid cam-
era to photograph men having sex, and collecting the pubic hair of his 
sexual partners, lies in their “indexical” value. Drawing on Charles Sand-
ers Peirce’s notion of the index as a type of non- arbitrary sign “based 
on physical connection,” Dean suggests that Steward’s acts of collecting 
simultaneously produce pleasure and knowledge about sex and perform 
important mnemonic and memorializing functions in the face of “a cul-
ture that routinely annihilates every trace of non- heteronormativity.”
 The collaborative text- and- image venture by Aren Z. Aizura and 
Emmett Ramstad, “Ungilting the Gold Star Gay,” picks up on Steward’s 
penchant for collecting and saving sexual souvenirs by interspersing Ram-
stad’s Steward- inspired photographs of pubic hair and sketches of sexual 

 30. Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 241.
 31. Marshall, Murphy, and Tortorici, “Queering Archives,” 4, 5.
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positions amid a distinctly feminist and trans approach to Steward’s rela-
tionship with Emmy Curtis which spanned the 1940s and 50s. Challeng-
ing representations of Steward as a “gold star gay”—“a quintessential 
homo or Kinsey Six who has only ever had sex with people of the same 
gender”—Aizura and Ramstad speculate on the kinds of queer eroticisms, 
affections, and attachments Steward and Curtis might have held for each 
other, while also staging and playing with the material objects Steward 
used to facilitate sex through Ramstad’s photographs of sculptured under-
wear and sausage links and pearls on a “daisy chain blanket.”
 In “On Late- Life Samuel Steward,” Scott Herring extends the exam-
ination of Steward’s porn archives to reconsider his relation to the 
“hoards” of stuff that filled his small Bay Area bungalow and to dispute 
references to Steward’s elderly existence as falling into the “sad old queen” 
or obsessive “hoarder” typologies. Tracing pathologizing links between 
“sexualized deviance and material deviance,” Herring offers a recuperative 
reading of Steward’s attachment to various things—clocks, gadgets, apple 
peelers, books, and, of course, porn—and suggests that Steward’s bounti-
ful material possessions did not so much bury him alive, or even substitute 
for sex as he got older, but rather complemented and continued his lifelong 
practice of collecting erotic encounters, erotica, and all manner of objects.

II. WRITINGS

Part II, “Writings: Sexology, Mysteries, Essays,” moves from a consider-
ation of Steward’s archival and collecting impulses to his manifold intel-
lectual and literary endeavors. While an undergraduate and graduate stu-
dent at Ohio State, Steward learned about the potential of (queer) literary 
criticism and (queer) literature to advance a radical position or challenge 
complacent or phobic attitudes. With a college entrance exam on Walt 
Whitman’s “inverts” that sent closeted English faculty buzzing, and with 
a dissertation inferring the homosexuality of Cardinal John Henry New-
man that “created almost as much of a bombshell,”32 he bookended his 
education with provocative, queer- oriented literary criticism. At Ohio 
State, he also began his literary career, publishing a book of short stories, 
Pan and the Fire- Bird (1930), writing poetry and plays, and working on 
a novel, provisionally titled “Eros in Intaglio.”33 For the rest of his life, 

 32. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 26.
 33. Spring, Secret Historian, 23.
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Steward wrote literary, social, and scientific criticism as well as a variety 
of literature (poetry, plays, literary novels, gay erotica, personal essays, 
mysteries, literary portraits, letters) in which the erotic was almost always 
the subject. In some of his work, the erotic lurked beneath the surface 
like an imp of the perverse ready to disrupt a conventional plot; at other 
times it was the bold and seductive master controlling both the actions of 
the characters and the desires of the reader. In his unapologetic and unre-
served exploration of the erotic in his own writing and his detection of it 
in the writing of others, Steward anticipated the “problematics and sensi-
bilities”34 of later queer literary criticism and writing in which domains of 
pleasures disrupt hierarchical binaries.
 The chapters brought together here explore Steward’s subversions 
of conventions and forms, sometimes with the intent of offering a seri-
ous contribution to a field such as sexology, and at other times with the 
cunning of a queer trickster who breaks the rules of decency and pro-
priety in order to expose what he called a “phony middle- class moral-
ity,” to upend taken- for- granted expectations, or to take a thrilling risk. 
In “Samuel Steward’s Autoethnographic Sexology,” Debra A. Moddelmog 
proposes that Steward’s immersion in the sexological work of Havelock 
Ellis and Alfred Kinsey led him to develop his own form of vernacular 
sexology that rejected the cardinal rule of scientific objectivity in favor 
of a method of participatory research in which the sexual scientist both 
observed and engaged in (and observed his engagement in) a spectrum of 
sexual practices. From Steward’s perspective, such a method allowed the 
sexual researcher a more intimate, and thus more accurate, view of sexual 
behavior, psychology, and effects.
 In her essay “The Mysteries of Samuel Steward and Gertrude Stein, 
Private Eyes,” Karen Leick looks at the ways in which both Steward and 
Stein subverted the mystery genre. Stein did so by encoding a mystery 
about her relationship with Alice B. Toklas into the only mystery she ever 
wrote. Years later, Steward created in his own mysteries a campy, homo-
erotic world in which he decoded Stein’s queer mystery and simultane-
ously inverted the societal assumption that lesbian love was perverse.
 In the final essay of this section, “‘Foibles and Fripperies, Reminis-
cences and Tributes’: Reading Samuel Steward’s Lost Chicago Essays,” 
Jeremy Mulderig examines Steward’s transformation of the “familiar 
essay” through the more than fifty columns he wrote for the Illinois Den-
tal Journal from 1944 to 1949. Mulderig recounts Steward’s increasingly 

 34. Sedgwick, Introduction to Novel Gazing, 2.
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daring use of this platform as he injected coded references to sadomas-
ochism and homosexuality into his column, adding new meaning to the 
“personal” essay and finally exploding the form completely by writ-
ing a political screed against the racism of the South, a deviation from 
(or reconstitution of) the “familiar” that not only succeeded in getting 
him fired by the journal but also underscored the ethical advantage of 
Steward’s perverse (in this case antiracist) thinking.

III. DESIRES

Part III, “Desires: Masochism, Race, Pornography,” builds on the previous 
sections’ analyses of archives and writings by focusing attention on Stew-
ard’s engagements with the erotics of power in his literary and visual work 
and pornographic collections. While visual porn and literary erotica stud-
ies are important contexts for considering Steward’s broader documen-
tation and exploration of gay male desires,35 the essays here spotlighting 
Steward’s masochism resonate with renewed interest in this topic in queer 
studies. Whereas Steward’s reflections on his masochism tend to empha-
size its individual, psychic dimensions (as stemming from residual religious 
guilt or longing for unattainable love- objects), recent reconsiderations of 
masochism in queer of color critique have focused on its social and polit-
ical import. Contesting the “asocial” theorization of receptive gay male 
sex, Amber Jamilla Musser, for example, points out that valorizing mas-
ochism as a subversive sexual practice of submission that undermines or 
shatters the protective, phallic, assertive ego depends on positing “the idea 
of a universal subject” that is legible “as a gay white male.”36 Feminine 
and feminized racial subjects are already positioned as vulnerable and at 
the bottom end of the social hierarchy; therefore, the willing embrace of 
sexual domination either doesn’t register at all (e.g., women “want” to be 
dominated according to hegemonic patriarchy) or registers as politically 
problematic (e.g., males racialized as effeminate need to reassert masculine 
power, not surrender agency). Echoing Musser, Nguyen Tan Hoang notes 
that “the joyful abdication of power only makes sense in the context of 
those with something to give up.”37 The essays in this section constitute 

 35. See, for instance, Bronski, ed., Pulp Friction; Dean, Ruszczycky, and Squires, eds., 
Porn Archives; Hilson, “From Pulp to Plasma Screen”; and Williams, ed., Porn Studies.
 36. Musser, Sensational Flesh, 18.
 37. Nguyen, View from the Bottom, 12. As he elaborates, “Vulnerability and pow-
erlessness hold a vastly different political import for gay Asian American men, subjects 
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ongoing explorations of these vexing dynamics by locating Steward’s pro-
clivities, practices, and literary portrayals within the specific contexts of 
psychiatry and BDSM, race and erotica, and pornography and the law.
 In “Queerest of the Queer: Why Samuel Steward’s Masochism Mat-
ters,” Jennifer Burns Bright delves into Steward’s expansive (published and 
unpublished) archive; notes his long- standing interest in masochism across 
his fiction, nonfiction, artwork, and reflections on tattooing; and argues 
that Steward’s work reclaims it from both psychiatric and mainstream gay 
denunciations. For Bright, Steward’s masochism matters to historians of 
twentieth- century U.S. sexuality and contemporary BDSM subcultures 
because his writings and artifacts are mediated neither through pure “fan-
tasy fiction” nor through “the pathologizing case history,” and they thereby 
provide means for destigmatizing sadomasochistic desires and practices.
 Martin Joseph Ponce, in “Revisiting Racial Fetishism: Interracial 
Desire, Revenge, and Atonement in Samuel Steward’s $tud,” considers 
a more localized expression of Steward’s engagement with masochism: 
his depictions of racial domination and subordination in several stories 
published in $tud (1966). Steward’s literary reflections on racialized mas-
ochism (and sadism) provide a relatively rare glimpse of interracial desire 
produced by a white gay author—reflections that both anticipate and 
undermine contemporary interpretations of racialized desire as demean-
ing objectification, color- blind transcendence, or personal taste indepen-
dent of social influences or implications.
 In the last chapter of this section, “The Law of Pornography: John 
Rechy and Samuel Steward,” Steven Ruszczycky furthers the explora-
tion of desire in asymmetrical relations of power by examining the prev-
alence of and passion for cops in Steward’s erotic fiction. Contrasting 
Rechy’s condemnations of gay “cop lust” as self- punitive and masochis-
tic with Steward’s “law of pornography” as a genre in which plot move-
ment demands the facilitation of desire through “structured mobility,” 
Ruszczycky suggests that Steward shifts “attention away from psychology 
and toward matters of bodies in action” mobilized by the “desexualiza-
tion of pleasure,” the multiplication of erogenous zones, and the law of 
pornographic genre.
 The volume concludes with the recollections of Michael Williams, Stew-
ard’s friend and executor of his estate after Steward’s death. In “Remem-
bering Sam,” Williams recalls the excitement that he and many men of 

who are expected to be especially, if not exclusively, suited for the ecstatic passive anal 
sex championed by Bersani and other gay male critics” (18).
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his generation felt upon encountering Steward’s 1970s Phil Andros stories. 
Enamored with these well- written and even charming tales of the hand-
some, well- endowed, sex- craving, man- loving hustler, Williams imagined 
that the creator of Phil might be a real- life version of him. Later, this fan-
tasy was crushed when he discovered that the writer of the stories was 
“a little old man.” Only momentarily deterred by this news, Williams set 
out in the early 80s to meet the writer whose stories of male- on- male pas-
sion and sex had given him such pleasure, and a decade- long friendship 
formed. When Steward passed away in 1993, Williams had little hope that 
Steward or his work would be remembered beyond a small circle of friends 
and admirers. It is thus fitting that twenty years later, Williams’s own rem-
iniscences close out the first volume of scholarship on Sam’s life and work, 
as the volume itself represents a sort of invitation to queer scholars and 
other readers to “remember Sam.”

THANKS TO SAM

As Williams’s reflections indicate, whether, how, and why Steward is 
remembered depends on who is doing the remembering. To return, then, 
to the question of queer historical recuperations from our own particu-
lar positions, Steward stands as a surprising, hitherto unknown, and cer-
tainly welcome queer (studies) predecessor in the English department at 
Ohio State. His insights on social attitudes toward homosexuality in Ohio 
and at Ohio State offer ways for us to historicize our present time and 
place without necessarily making recourse to progress narratives of preju-
dice to acceptance. They also provide points of departure for considering 
the politics of institutionalization, that is, our investments in building, 
sustaining, and growing an interdisciplinary sexuality studies program.
 Steward may have been one of the earliest queer/LGBT scholars 
working on modern literature (not classics) in the U.S. academy, but he 
also issued challenges to higher education and the structures of privilege 
that suffuse it. From the moment he applied to Ohio State to the time 
he left academic life, Steward took risks, exposing heteronormativity and 
other hypocrisies of the university. For his undergraduate entrance exam, 
Steward wrote an essay on the “manly love of comrades” in Walt Whit-
man’s “Calamus” poems, including why inverts made such good nurses—
an incendiary piece that “landed in 1927 in the midst of a staidly closeted 
English department with the disruptive force of several pounds of TNT” 
and was “discussed for days.” None of the “overly cautious” teachers 
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wanted to take on Steward as their advisee, so it was left to the “bravest 
and most foolish of them” to do so.38 Six years later, his dissertation, 
“Provocatives of the Oxford Movement and Its Nexus with English Liter-
ary Romanticism,” with its implications about the homosexuality of Car-
dinal John Henry Newman, caused a similar explosion: “Jesuits outside 
the university complained about it” (29).
 It would be a mistake, however, to assume that prohibitions against 
homosexuality were routine and all- encompassing during this period. 
In his autobiography, Steward remarks of the small Ohio town where he 
grew up:

Midwest American views on homosexuality in the 1920s were very quaint, 

and were based on the assumption that all people raised in civilized Chris-

tian countries knew better than to fall in love with, or bed, persons of 

the same sex. Knowing better, then, the fundamentalist mind made two 

breathtaking leaps of illogic: people did not do such things, and therefore 

such things must be nonexistent. This kind of thinking protected us all 

during the 1920s and 30s. Though one might be teased for being a sissy, 

no one could believe that any person actually engaged in the “abominable 

sin.” We lived under the shadow and cover of such naiveté. Only when the 

audience grew more sophisticated did the long ordeal begin once more.39

Taking implicit aim at the politics of visibility (which invites surveillance 
and violence as much as it promotes honesty and pride) as the sole anti-
dote to closeted secrecy, Steward also challenges assumptions of small- 
town, Midwestern homophobia. William Spurlin has elucidated how 
“the agrarian myth” that romanticized the “innocent, pastoral image 
of midwestern small towns” and the “subsequent refigured image of the 
Midwest as repressive”—think Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio 
(1919)—“have not only helped to influence current constructions of the 
Midwest in general, which do not seem to make it an attractive place 
for queers, but also have been reinforced by the axes of contemporary 
queer power on the East and West coasts.”40 Steward’s retrospectives on 
his early Ohio and Columbus erotic life offer correctives to these stereo-
typical images as well as important glimpses of male homosexual con-
tact before World War II. During his high school years, he recalls finding 

 38. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 19.
 39. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 15.
 40. Spurlin, “What?! Queers in the Midwest?,” xiii, xiv. In this connection, see also 
Manalansan, Nadeau, Rodríguez, and Somerville, eds., “Queering the Middle,” 1–166.
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plenty of “willing bodies” on which to practice his newfound sexual 
knowledge gleaned from Havelock Ellis’s Sexual Inversion: “four mem-
bers of the football team, all of the basketball, three of the track—and 
curiously, no one taunted me, nor was I openly called fairy or sissy or 
pansy or queer.”41 While living in Columbus in his aunts’ boardinghouse 
across the street from the university which accommodated a “dozen 
young men,” Steward claims to have bedded “about half the population 
of the place—some reluctant, some returning again and again” (22).
 Even more intriguing than Steward’s gleeful reminiscences of his sex-
ual romps in Ohio is his account in Understanding the Male Hustler of 
two “popular professors” in the Ohio State English department who did 
“not [flaunt] their obliquity” and were “at least partly protected by the 
innate politeness of their colleagues. Or ignored.”42 Despite the explosive 
reception of his queer readings of Whitman and Newman and the general 
lack of “sophistication” regarding nonnormative sexualities, Steward’s 
recollections suggest that homosexuality was not entirely condemned or 
unknown. The narrator recalls of the first professor:

I think everybody just took homosexuality for granted about one of 

them—a harmless twinkling blue- eyed gentleman who liked handsome 

students. The recipients of his old- fashioned “crushes” found themselves 

deluged with volumes of poetry, taken to symphony concerts and on long 

automobile drives, dined occasionally, and even asked to stay overnight 

once in a while—with nothing more than a few caresses exacted in pay-

ment for such royal treatment. He was an intense Anglophile, and often 

hired British hustlers when he went abroad. (68–69)

The other we know is a reference to Clare Andrews:43

And there was another professor at Ohio State—a Francophile and an 

idol of the intellectuals [including Steward]—who lived quite openly 

with a young painter, who had early hustled his way into the graces 

of his suave and sophisticated older patron. This elegant and dazzling 

man, who had written several books, including The Innocents of Paris, 

which furnished Maurice Chevalier with his first American film vehicle, 

had arranged his life so that he might spend six months teaching and 

 41. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 12.
 42. Steward, Understanding the Male Hustler, 68.
 43. See Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 20–21.



MARTIN JOSEPH PONCE AND DEBRA A.  MODDELMOG •  19

six months in France. There, he would sink down into the life of Paris, 

escaping from the watchful eyes of his major mignon often enough to 

have as many hustlers as he wanted in the City of Light, as well as in 

Morocco and the Forbidden Atlas. (69)

 Steward’s characterizations of interwar Ohio as relatively sexually 
permissive (under the shadow of naïveté) and of academia as gay- tolerant 
out of politeness are surely hyperbolic. The references to the two profes-
sors securing the services of hustlers abroad—Britain for the Anglophile, 
Morocco for the Francophile—gesture toward both the social restric-
tions they faced at home and the racial, class, and colonial privileges they 
enjoyed abroad. Steward’s narrator suggests that “their academic repu-
tations as well as the umbrella of ignorance” made them “luckier than 
most other university professors,” enabling them to live with some degree 
of “permissive freedom.” But he still can’t help taking a jab at academia 
(and working- class environments), despite the fact that some “fortunate” 
few were shielded from its punitive scrutiny: “Academia with its inbred 
communities and politics, and all the whisperings and back- biting and 
power- plays, always made life more hazardous than it would have been 
even in a blue- collar job—where intolerance is the norm, at least with 
regard to sexual matters.”44

 More generally, these vignettes and commentary constitute part of 
Steward’s broader challenges to institutional protocols and politics. 
In response to a 1966 questionnaire from the Institute for Sex Research, 
Steward describes the necessity of living a closeted life as an academic: 
“You wore the mask and went to dull parties, and drank yourself silly 
because of the boredom, unless there happened to be a good- looking hus-
band or bachelor in the crowd . . . but even so, it was a double life.”45 
He further questioned the normal business of academia by extending his 
critique to the material conditions of his professorial livelihood, remark-
ing that the meager pay at DePaul University in the 1950s, for example, 
could be increased only for hitched breeders: “Some strange immorality 
made the university raise the salary for each new child a married teacher 
produced. Bachelors—like myself, even with our advanced degrees—went 
on at the same old level.”46 And Steward himself experienced the sting of 
conservative persecution when the president of State College of 

 44. Steward, Understanding the Male Hustler, 69.
 45. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 327.
 46. Steward, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos, 8.
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Washington at Pullman in 1936 called him into his office, accused him 
of having “written a racy novel with a streetwalker in it” (referring to 
Angels on the Bough), and fired him on the spot for bringing “discredit to 
the college and its faculty.”47 Although the American Association of Uni-
versity Professors to whom Steward made a formal complaint censured 
the college president and his administration for stifling “literary freedom” 
and creating “bad conditions of academic tenure” (39), this incident 
anticipates Steward’s later distrust toward and disgust with academia. 
That disillusion culminated in 1956 when DePaul refused to renew his 
contract after finding out about his tattoo business (run under the pseud-
onym of Phil Sparrow). It was his last position as an English professor.48 
Although surprised and appalled by the administration’s decision, Stew-
ard later conveys his transition from English professor to full- time tattoo 
artist as an act of liberation: “The feeling was wonderful—no more fat 
little university deans giving orders, no papers to grade, no responsibili-
ties except to pay my rent and enjoy myself. I figuratively flushed my PhD 
diploma down the drain and started a new life.”49

 In light of this disdain, it may be surprising to learn that not long 
after his death in 1993, the estate of Samuel Steward, at his bequest, 
donated funds to the Ohio State English department which were intended 
to further research on LGBTQ lives and issues. We have little information 
regarding when or why he made this decision, but a passing comment 
in Understanding the Male Hustler is suggestive: “Here’s a . . . publica-
tion, I suppose you’d call it, describing a sort of exposition about AIDS 
that was held recently at Ohio State University, me old almy mayter. I’m 
not sure that anything like this could have taken place while I was going 
there” (110). Though we do not wish to inscribe a linear narrative of 
progress from homophobic intolerance (or willful ignorance) to LGBT- 
friendly inclusion, it is certainly the case that things have changed. And 
we wonder whether Steward would recognize his “old almy mayter” with 
its vibrant sexuality studies program and visible LGBTQ student and 
staff population, or his former departmental home, which houses several 
scholars who work in the fields of sexuality, queer, and trans studies.

 47. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 39.
 48. See Mulderig, ed., Philip Sparrow Tells All, 150–51. The essay “On Teaching” 
(1947) that Mulderig usefully contextualizes is a hilarious and caustic send- up of teachers 
(“wholly out of step with the real world” [152]), students (“They just sit there, looking as 
if they were painted on their seats, and stare at you with the same lively expression you 
might find on a potato” [152]), and various no- win situations for teachers’ behaviors.
 49. Steward, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos, 35.
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 Without denying that some political and social headway has been 
made at our institution, we also recognize the repro- heteronormative 
conditions that render queer life unequal, for example, the “gay tax” on 
domestic partnership benefits prior to the 2015 Supreme Court ruling 
that legalized same- sex marriage, the no- questions- asked extension on 
the tenure clock for procreating or adopting—to say nothing, of course, 
about the structural disadvantages faced by uncoupled, unfamilied indi-
viduals and those not on the tenure- track. And though we appreciate 
Steward’s contribution to our department (a sign that he never forgot 
Ohio State, despite his roving travels across North America and Europe) 
and acknowledge that it facilitated the realization of this project, the very 
existence of the sexuality studies program and related LGBTQ research 
raises questions about the necessity and precariousness of these interdisci-
plinary fields in the age of the corporate university.
 Steward, as we know, left the world of academia. But for those of 
us who remain within its precincts and who are charged, moreover, with 
institution building, how can we sustain sexuality/queer studies programs 
for the sake of students, staff, and faculty who learn, teach, and gener-
ate research in the field, while recognizing the potential pitfalls of insti-
tutionalization? Improvising on Foucault’s scientia sexualis (science of 
sexuality), Roderick Ferguson delineates a more recent, post–civil rights 
regime of truth produced by “an administrative sexualis geared to a form 
of institutionality/power. This will to institutionality names the processes 
by which sexuality becomes claimed by administrative realms and proto-
cols” and is neutralized and normalized into the new order of things.50 
Although Ferguson acknowledges the benefits of legitimacy, formality, 
and longevity that accrue to institutionalization, he nonetheless argues 
that we need “to scrutinize this will to institutionality if we are to create 
alternative forms of agency and subjectivity not beholden to the logics of 
state, capital, and academy” (226).
 Is it possible to inhabit the institution without identifying with it, 
without staking one’s personal and professional identity and self- worth 
on its recognition? Is it possible to transform the institution from within 
without replicating its hierarchizing procedures? The multilayered mean-
ings and manifestations of the erotic that Steward pursued may prove 
helpful here. Perhaps we can take pleasure in the knowledges about 
sexuality that unsettle homonormative incorporations of “respectable” 
queerness, work to transgress (lowercase “t”) administrative rules and 

 50. Ferguson, Reorder of Things, 223.
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mandates that sap our strength and direct our energies instead toward 
“incit[ing] a dynamism around the meanings of minority culture and dif-
ference” (232), and heed the erotic compass within as a guide toward 
cultivating practices of freedom that are beholden not to bureaucratic 
metrics and its cynical PR campaigns of “diversity” but to those invested 
in sustaining and enhancing the livability of everyday academic life.
 In any event, we hope to have made the case that Steward’s multi-
farious life and work not only intersects with key issues in queer stud-
ies—eroticism, historical recuperation, archives, literary genres and rep-
resentation, masochism, regionalism, institutionality—but offers fresh 
vantage points from which to view those themes. Far from a compre-
hensive appraisal of Steward,51 this collection seeks to open up lines of 
inquiry that might provoke further research into this fascinating, idiosyn-
cratic figure and the social, cultural, artistic, pedagogical, political—and, 
of course, erotic—projects with which he was passionately engaged.

 51. Steward’s early modernist writing (Pan and the Fire- Bird, Angels on the Bough), 
university teaching, visual art, tattooing, and prolific letter writing are among the topics 
that deserve more attention.



PART I
Archives
Indexing, Saving, Hoarding





25

C H A P T E R  1

Sam Steward’s 
Pornography

Archive, Index, Trace

Tim Dean

Over the greatness of such space
Steps must be gentle.
It is all hung by an invisible white hair.

—Hart Crane, “My Grandmother’s Love Letters”

In the opening chapter of Roman Conquests, Samuel Steward, writing 
as Phil Andros, describes a visit to the Keats Museum, adjacent to 

Rome’s Spanish Steps where hustlers congregate. A cheerful midwestern 
hustler himself, Phil Andros (“lover of men”) is the narrator- hero of a 
series of picaresque pornographic novels that Steward composed in the 
1960s and 70s under the pseudonym of his narrator. The chapter relates 
how Phil and Alistair, the reserved English docent of the museum, engage 
in a mutual seduction, over relics and old books, that they consummate—
after Alistair discreetly hangs the museum’s “Closed” sign—on the very 
bed where Keats died of tuberculosis in 1821. “And yet it all seemed like 
a desecration,” the narrator muses. “Or was it that? Was it not closer 
to a consecration—to lie on the bed where Keats had lain, on the short 
bed with the green coverlet?”1 The English docent overcomes Phil’s 

For their responses to earlier versions of this chapter, I am grateful to audiences at 
The Ohio State University, the University of Illinois at Chicago, and the University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville. Thanks especially to my University at Buffalo colleagues Rachel 
Ablow, Ruth Mack, and Steven Miller for extensive discussion of the chapter.
 1. Andros, Roman Conquests, 5. Roman Conquests was first published as When in 
Rome, Do. . . . The novel is dedicated to Ward Stames, an anagram of Sam Steward and 
one of the pseudonyms under which he published journalistic writing.
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hesitation in this matter by suggesting that he treat him as if he, Alistair, 
were “John,” while Phil himself takes on the role of Byron. Phil tells the 
reader:

And there in the murky gloom of the tiny room I finally had my way with 

John Keats . . .

 Or was it he who had his way with me? Did the dim and shadowed 

room become hung with tapestries and chain- drooped lamps, and the 

long carpets rise along the gusty floor? As the long slow plunge of my 

entering him went on, were there men watching with a wild surmise, 

silent upon a peak in Darien? A knight stood loitering by the lake with its 

withered sedge, where no birds sang. I sank into some warm and pleas-

ant lair, upon a child of silence and slow time, aware of melodies that 

were all the sweeter for being unheard. Huge cloudy symbols of a high 

romance darted through me, and below me the pillow of soft and satin 

flesh began to move, like the slow waters at their task around the shores 

of earth. (6–7)

Steward’s writing in the Phil Andros novels rarely sounds like this. Here 
his prose becomes saturated with the imagery and phrasing of Keats, 
as the transformation in narrative voice reflects the transformation occur-
ring in the scene. At the climactic moment, it is less the boundary between 
persons that dissolves than that between past and present. “As Keats’s 
images crowded closer and closer, and I rose to that peak where Cortez 
stood—was there a difference between today and yesterday?” (7).
 If, in this literate pornography, one purpose of erotic contact is to 
enable a more direct contact with the past—sex as the mechanism for 
summoning a ghost—then it makes sense that the scene should occur in 
a museum, where traces of the past are archived.2 The seduction begins 
when his host gives Phil a special tour of the museum and its relics: 
“He pulled down all the books with Keats’s signature in them, unfas-
tened the display cases and let me handle the locket with Keats’s hair in 
it, and showed me the collection of autograph letters to Fanny Brawne” 
(3–4). A certain kind of intimacy with the past, achieved through prox-
imity to the poet’s signature, hair, and bed, precedes the sex that seems 
to give our intrepid narrator intimate access to the corporeal form of the 

 2. Among the myriad examples of queer scholarship that unpacks this desire to 
make physical contact with the past are Dinshaw, Getting Medieval; and McCallum and 
Tuhkanen, Queer Times.
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Romantic poet himself. Handling the relics works as foreplay, with the 
English docent functioning as a sexual surrogate, an erotic medium, who 
grants access by means of his own body to someone or something else. 
Phil Andros thus begins his Roman adventure by satisfying a desire to 
sleep with the dead.3

 This is not the only moment in Roman Conquests when a man in the 
throes of passion uses his partner as a medium through which to view 
the past. After sex with Duke, a famous American conductor whom Phil 
beds in Rome, the older man observes, “If you’ve had a lot of men . . . 
I can ‘look through you,’ so to say, and see and wonder about all the ones 
you’ve had behind you” (81). That is an intriguing observation in terms 
of erotic mediumship and the implied vision of gay history as a succes-
sion of lovers stretching backwards in time—as if gay history were a kind 
of pornographic daisy chain extending temporally rather than spatially. 
But I wanted to begin this discussion with the scene in the Keats museum 
because it constellates my themes of queer sex, ghosts, pornography, and 
the archive around the fetishistic detail of a lock of hair. The hair rep-
resents a material trace of the past in the present; it remembers someone 
long gone by preserving a fragment of what was once his living form. 
Embodying someone long gone, the lock of hair functions as a kind of 
ghost; or, to put it another way, hair is the ghost you can believe in. Hair 
works figuratively, in the mode of synecdoche, by representing the whole 
via the part—even the most minuscule part. But hair also works nonfig-
uratively, as what the logician Charles Sanders Peirce called an indexi-
cal sign, because its relation to what (or to whom) it signifies is causal, 
not arbitrary or merely conventional. In other words, although the social 
practice of preserving hair may be conventional, the forensic connection 
between a hair and its original owner is not. And it is this special relation, 
captured by Peirce in the idea of the index, that is vital for Steward, who 
understood pornography as a form not only of sexual stimulation but 
also of cultural memory.
 This chapter situates the critical project of a Sam Steward archive 
relative to the preservation of sexually explicit material—material that 

 3. “I begin with the desire to sleep with the dead,” writes literary critic Jeffrey 
Masten, in Textual Intercourse, 1, riffing on Stephen Greenblatt’s famous opening line, 
“I began with the desire to speak with the dead” (Shakespearean Negotiations, 1). 
Greenblatt and Masten help us appreciate how the desire to speak with—or even sleep 
with—the literary dead is a desire characteristic of English professors: Steward’s first 
career teaching English at Loyola and DePaul universities haunts his subsequent career 
as a pornographer.
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historically has been more often destroyed than preserved. Focusing on 
his Phil Andros fiction, his sex Polaroids, and his meticulous documen-
tation of illicit liaisons with hundreds of men over the course of half a 
century, I show how Steward used pornography to archive sex against 
historical obliteration. I suggest that, for sexual minorities, the ethics of 
pornography as cultural memory may be more significant than either the 
politics of objectification or the changing legal definition of obscenity. 
Considered vis- à- vis the archive rather than the law, pornography has 
different stories to tell. To represent non- normative sex is not merely to 
objectify other persons but also to preserve a certain kind of evidence in 
the face of normalcy’s routine annihilation. One striking aspect of Stew-
ard’s pornographic practice concerns how, thanks to its documentarian 
impulse, it offers evidence in multiple registers at once, from the historical 
to the scientific, and from the erotic to the forensic. In this respect, I shall 
argue, his porn confounds the distinction between ars erotica and scien-
tia sexualis that, according to Michel Foucault, organizes the modern 
deployment of sexuality. Steward’s porn provides an original perspective 
on the history of sexuality in twentieth- century America.
 Thinking about pornography from this vantage changes our sense of 
what an archive is and can do. Here I draw on recent theories of archiviza-
tion in order to claim, for example, that a pillow filled with pubic hair may 
qualify as an archive, even if barely recognizable as such. Steward kept 
such a pillow on his bed, “contain[ing] the combined hairs of his most inti-
mate lovers.”4 There are all sorts of reasons for denying the significance of 
a hair- stuffed pillow, not least its insistent materiality: hair preserved in a 
locket appears precious, whereas pubes in a pillow- case seem much closer 
to waste and invite destruction. It is in this context that Peirce’s account 
of indexical signs becomes crucial for demonstrating how follicular traces 
may serve not only signifying but also mnemonic functions. The archival 
logic of Steward’s pornography is at one with the mnemonic logic of his 
collection of pubic hairs, and both depend upon an understanding of sig-
nification that differs substantially from the post- Saussurean conception of 
meaning with which queer studies usually operates.
 Thus, I shall suggest that queer theory, having emerged from post-
structuralism, has been working all along with an understanding of sig-
nification that does not adequately serve its purposes. In order to talk 

 4. Spring, Obscene Diary, n.p. Spring reports that this hair pillow and a jar filled 
with pubic hair clippings were discarded—“out they went with the housecleaning and 
yard sale, before anyone really knew what was going on”—although other parts of Stew-
ard’s hair collection were preserved (Justin Spring, email to Tim Dean, May 22, 2012).
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seriously about sex, we need not only Saussurean linguistics, which 
emphasizes the arbitrariness of the sign, but also a Peircean semiotics of 
the indexical sign, whose relation to what it signifies is never arbitrary. 
Post- Saussurean linguistic theory has been great at de- essentializing gen-
der, as in the work of Judith Butler and others, but far less useful for the-
orizing the bodily intimacies of sex.5 I regard Peirce as indispensable for 
appreciating Steward because his notion of the index, defined by a phys-
ical connection to its object, offers a way of conceptualizing erotic inti-
macy in terms of semiotic closeness. Steward craved indexical signs such 
as hairs because he grasped, no matter how intuitively, that the indexi-
cal is the sign of intimacy. In order to develop these claims, the chapter 
moves through three stages, focusing first on the archive, second on the 
index, and third on the trace.

PORNOGRAPHY AND THE ARCHIVE

In Roman Conquests, Phil Andros never makes it as far south as Naples. 
Had he done so, he surely would have visited the National Archaeological 
Museum, which houses the collection of ancient pornography unearthed 
from nearby Pompeii. In an earlier story, however, a tattoo artist named 
Pete Swallow alludes to the phallic images of Pompeii when suggesting 
what Phil might select as his tattoo design:

“How about a nice dicky- bird on your shoulder?” he asked.

 “A dickybird?” I said, a little puzzled.

 “Yeah,” he said. “A winged phallus, like those on the walls of the 

house of those old Italian hustlers, the Vetti brothers in Pompeii. The kind 

of ornament, made out of lead, that the Italians sell you to wear on a 

chain around your neck. A good luck charm to insure your having a hard- 

on when you need one.”6

 5. The locus classicus here is Butler, Gender Trouble. Although Butler’s subsequent 
book, Bodies That Matter, purports to be about sex, by sex she means sexual difference, 
not sexual practice.
 6. Andros, “Love Me Little, Love Me Long,” 39. This story was published origi-
nally in Andros, $tud (Washington, DC: Guild Press, 1966), 216–33, the first Phil Andros 
book. The Pete Swallow tattoo artist is modeled on Phil Sparrow, the name under which 
Steward tattooed, and the shop described in the story closely resembles “Phil’s Tattoo 
Joynt,” Steward’s own shop on Chicago’s South State Street. The narrative’s autobi-
ographical reflexivity intensifies when Pete Swallow tells Phil Andros that he has just 
read a story about him written by Ward Stames. The tattoo of the winged phallus that 
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Steward’s familiarity with the story of Pompeii—a story that relates 
how the modern conception of pornography came into existence along 
with the archive—sheds light on the status of his own pornographic 
collections.
 The nineteenth- century excavation of Pompeii, originally buried by 
Mount Vesuvius in 79 ad, revealed artifacts and frescoes whose sexual 
explicitness defied Victorian comprehension. Representations of erect 
male genitalia, often exaggerated well beyond human proportions, had 
been openly displayed throughout those ancient Roman cities that volca-
nic eruption destroyed in an instant while simultaneously preserving them 
underground for centuries. Dick was everywhere; and the nineteenth- 
century archaeologists had difficulty grasping that they had not unwit-
tingly discovered a giant bathhouse or bordello. But it was not just the 
proliferation of phalluses or the revelation of wall after wall of fuck 
scenes that got to the Victorians. It was the fact that at Pompeii these 
graphic images, far from hidden, appeared to have been integrated with 
other aspects of civic and domestic life. The modern concept of privacy 
had not yet been invented, because sexuality as we know it did not exist.
 Confronted with Pompeii, the Victorians responded by inventing not 
privacy but pornography, a category defined less by its content than by 
the imperative to keep it from public view.7 The specifically public char-
acter of erotic explicitness in ancient Rome provoked in the nineteenth 
century a desire to segregate, sequester, and, indeed, archive. Here the 
common impulse to destroy sexually explicit material bumped up against 
the historical significance of Pompeii’s miraculous preservation across the 
centuries. Not warranting destruction, the ancient artifacts would be pre-
served for modernity via the paradoxical mechanism of sequestration—
that is, by making them rigorously inaccessible to all but a privileged class 
of men. As Walter Kendrick put it, “If Pompeii’s priceless obscenities were 
to be properly managed, they would have to be systematically named 
and placed. The name chosen for them was ‘pornography,’ and they were 
housed in the Secret Museum” (11).8 Following Phil Andros’s episode in 

Pete gives Phil in the story is a replica of the one that Amund Dietzel tattooed on Stew-
ard himself, in Milwaukee in 1954.
 7. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word pornography appeared 
in English for the first time in 1857, though its French cognates appeared a few decades 
earlier. See Hunt, Invention of Pornography, 13. My account of Pompeii draws on Ken-
drick, Secret Museum. See also Grant and Mulas, Eros in Pompeii.
 8. I develop this account of the significance of Pompeii in “Introduction: Pornogra-
phy, Technology, Archive.”
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the Keats museum, we might say that a pornographer’s job is to convert 
every museum into a Secret Museum.
 Offering a compelling account of this process, Kendrick does not 
describe pornography in terms of archivization. Rather than with the 
archive, his interest lies with the institutions where sexually explicit arti-
facts were sequestered, such as the Museo Borbonico in Naples, which 
subsequently became the National Archaeological Museum. Yet Ken-
drick’s allusion, in the sentences just quoted, to a systematic naming and 
placing of objects cannot help evoking Foucault’s concept of the archive. 
Whereas The Secret Museum focuses on concrete institutions, Foucault 
in The Archaeology of Knowledge explores the abstract systems that 
organize discourses, objects, and events into their meaningfulness. Dif-
ferentiating his sense of the archive from both institutions and discursive 
practices, Foucault defines the archive as “the law of what can be said, 
the system that governs the appearance of statements as unique events.”9 
More than merely a repository or a mechanism of preservation, archive 
names the broader system of intelligibility that determines how anything 
counts as what it is at a particular historical moment. It is according to 
this logic—and not just because particular artifacts from Pompeii were 
separated out for special handling and sequestration—that “pornogra-
phy” and the archive belong together. In Foucault’s sense, the archive fur-
nishes a concept for explaining how anything becomes intelligible as por-
nographic to begin with: it de- essentializes porn by offering a conceptual 
alternative to intuitive criteria such as I- know- it- when- I- see- it.10

 If one compares Foucault’s abstract conception of the archive as a sys-
tem of intelligibility with the insistent materiality of Steward’s archives, 
it becomes clear that the notion of the archive is being used in more than 
one way. “The term ‘archive’ has become a kind of loose signifier for a 
disparate set of concepts,” notes an astute critic in her survey of scholar-
ship that contributes to what has become known as the “archival turn.”11 
This broadening of the term’s reach is a consequence, in part, of how 
archives of virtual information stored digitally complicate assumptions 
about the archive as a repository of documents. But it is also a conse-
quence of how the term archive has been expanded to cover unofficial, 
idiosyncratic, and personal collections of material, in addition to those 

 9. Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, 129.
 10. “I know it when I see it” was Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s famous 
answer to the issue of how to define hard- core pornography in 1964. See Jacobellis v. 
Ohio, 427.
 11. Manoff, “Theories of the Archive,” 10.
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that historically have served the nation- state. Since the official narrative—
of a nation, a people, or a sexuality—may be contested by evidence con-
tained within texts and spaces that are barely recognizable as archives, 
many contemporary critics have been eager to suspend the standard dis-
tinction between archive and collection. This motive underlies a wide 
array of research on what are called variously counterarchives, migrant 
archives, or queer archives, all of which preserve traces of what otherwise 
remains obscure, ephemeral, itinerant, and precarious.12 To designate as 
an archive, rather than as detritus, the vast accumulation of material that 
Steward preserved is thus to say that it holds historical (not merely per-
sonal) significance when viewed from a particular critical angle.
 One of the first to appreciate the significance of Steward’s extensive 
documentation of his sex life was Alfred Kinsey; one of the most recent 
is Steward’s biographer, Justin Spring. Not the least achievement of Secret 
Historian, Spring’s extraordinary biography, is to make apparent why 
Steward should be regarded as among the twentieth century’s premier 
archivists of sexuality. Trained in librarianship early in his career, Stew-
ard documented sex through various media and with varying degrees of 
systematization. His famous “Stud File,” a green metal library file drawer 
containing 746 alphabetized and cross- referenced index cards, records the 
names, dates, places, and times of his sexual encounters between 1924 
and 1974, along with details, often expressed in code, about the acts per-
formed and the physical attributes of each partner. Spring initially doubts 
but subsequently confirms the evidence that Steward engaged in nearly 
five thousand sexual encounters over his lifetime, including with such 
notable figures as Rudolph Valentino, Lord Alfred Douglas, Thornton 
Wilder, James Purdy, and Rock Hudson. It is owing to his meticulous 
documentation that we can see how, at mid- century, Steward had the kind 
of sex life that generally has been regarded as possible only after Stone-
wall, in the wake of gay liberation.13

 A unique archive of half a century’s worth of same- sex contacts, 
the Stud File became increasingly detailed after 1950, when Kinsey, 

 12. Research on the archive has been influenced by not only Foucauldian archaeol-
ogy but also deconstruction: see Derrida, Archive Fever. For scholarship that explores 
the political potential of counterarchives, see Arondekar, For the Record; Cvetkovich, 
Archive of Feelings; Herring, Another Country; Stoler, Along the Archival Grain; and 
Taylor, Archive and the Repertoire. My thinking about Steward’s archive has been influ-
enced especially by Lazo, “Migrant Archives.”
 13. In 1977, Steward wrote to a friend that thus far he had documented 4,541 sexual 
encounters with 801 men (Spring, Secret Historian, 380).
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recognizing its value, invited Steward to donate a copy to the Kinsey Insti-
tute. By the time he met Steward, in 1949, Kinsey already had published 
his landmark study Sexual Behavior in the Human Male; therefore, its 
statistics are uninfluenced by Steward’s numbers. But so impressed was he 
by Steward’s archive that Kinsey enlisted him as an “unofficial collabora-
tor” in the ongoing project of documenting sex.14 Both Kinsey and Stew-
ard were interested in the frequency with which men who identified as 
heterosexual had sex with other men. Kinsey had submitted to statistical 
analysis the evidence amassed through thousands of in- depth interviews, 
and his results established the widespread incidence of homosexual activ-
ity among men of all social classes in the United States at mid- century. 
As Steward confirmed and supplemented these findings, Kinsey in turn 
lent scientific legitimacy to the pornographer’s experience.
 Yet Steward’s archival practice stands also as the dark twin of Kinsey’s, 
since the scientist’s claims to objectivity were repeatedly dogged by sus-
picions that sex research resembled pornography more closely than it 
did science.15 The rigorous protocols of scientific research and statistical 
analysis, amply on display in Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, barely 
could expunge the taint that hovered over Kinsey’s findings, probably 
because he presented his evidence about same- sex erotic activity among 
North American men without censure or moralization. Not to condemn 
was to risk being viewed as condoning or endorsing such activity. His 
method enabled Kinsey to disentangle statistical norms from social norms 
and thus to show how, in the domain of sexuality, variations from the 
social norm are, in fact, sufficiently frequent to qualify as statistically 
normal. Departures from the social norm of exclusive heterosexuality 
could be redescribed not as deviance or pathology but as statistically mea-
surable, morally neutral variations. Sexual variation, far from aberrant, 
emerges as par for the course. The implications of this revelation, intuited 
at once by readers such as Steward, were astounding, no less so now than 
at mid- century.16

 14. Spring, Secret Historian, 116.
 15. It is surprising how little Kinsey’s 800-page study has to say about pornography. 
When he claims that “the use of literature and erotic pictures for stimulation during 
masturbation is not really common, and it is largely confined to better educated individ-
uals,” one cannot but be struck by the difference between his mid- century moment and 
subsequent developments in media and technology, which have made “erotic pictures” so 
readily available. See Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 
510.
 16. Kinsey elaborated the distinction between social and statistical norms in the United 
States during the period—the decade of the 1940s—that the French medical historian 
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 Inspired by Kinsey, Steward redoubled his efforts at sexual documen-
tation and archiving. One of his journal entries from 1954 records how 
Steward tattooed a ruler on himself, in order to be able to measure accu-
rately the genital dimensions of his partners: “along the edge of my left 
palm and forearm I put a measurement series—small red marks, barely 
visible to the nekkid eye after they heal that will indicate 5, 6, 7, and 8 
inches. Thus I will never be without a ruler again . . . [and] those fantas-
tic claims of [cocks that are] 10 and 12 inches can now be spot- checked 
and disproved.”17 Here we see how in Steward’s practice of documenta-
tion, spurred by Kinsey yet also motivated pornographically, erotic and 
scientific ambitions coincide. Whereas Kinsey struggled to segregate the 
scientific from the pornographic, Steward worked to mingle them, con-
taminating the would- be purity and objectivity of scientific research with 
his particular desires—as if his archival practice were the pornographic 
unconscious of Kinsey’s scientia sexualis.
 Steward thus works paradoxically at the intersection of the distinction 
that Foucault proposed between scientia sexualis and ars erotica. The dif-
ference between these methods for producing “truth” about sex hinges 
upon their divergent relations to knowledge: whereas an ars erotica gen-
erates knowledge about sex through the accumulation and intensification 
of pleasurable experience as an end in itself, our Western scientia sexualis 
generates knowledge by annexing older techniques of confession to the 
procedures of modern science. Summarizing the process whereby a science 
of sexuality established itself, Foucault invokes the archive of pleasures:

A dissemination, then, of procedures of confession, a multiple localiza-

tion of their constraint, a widening of their domain: a great archive of the 

pleasures of sex was gradually constituted. For a long time this archive 

dematerialized as it was formed. It regularly disappeared without a trace 

(thus suiting the purposes of the Christian pastoral) until medicine, psy-

chiatry, and pedagogy began to solidify it.18

Georges Canguilhem was pursuing the same distinction, although the latter did not publish 
his findings fully until much later, and neither Kinsey nor Canguilhem seems to have read 
the other. See Canguilhem, Normal and the Pathological. This work, published in France 
in 1966, updates Canguilhem’s thesis from 1943, Essai sur le normal et le pathologique. 
Canguilhem’s influence on Foucault’s critique of normalization was revived, during the 
first wave of queer theory in the 1990s, by Michael Warner in The Trouble with Normal. 
Kinsey’s distinction, even when not attributed to him, is foundational for contemporary 
queer studies.
 17. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 204–5.
 18. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume I, 63.
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The archive of pleasures becomes legible as such only when its instant 
dematerialization abates, a shift made possible in the nineteenth century 
by emerging scientific techniques for transforming erotic pleasure into 
rational knowledge. By helping to preserve the “great archive of the plea-
sures of sex,” then, Steward supported sexual science and its regulatory 
regime of power- knowledge. It would be a mistake to regard his archival 
practice as wholly subversive or emancipatory—even though what he was 
doing was doubtless queer and mostly illegal.
 At the same time, however, Steward’s porn archives functioned as an 
ars erotica, multiplying and intensifying non- utilitarian pleasures among 
an ever- shifting community of male partners. (In view of Roman Con-
quests, it is significant that Foucault includes Rome among those societies 
that “endowed themselves with an ars erotica” [57].) Steward used his 
pornographic documentation not only to “memorialize” sexual encoun-
ters, as he often put it, but also to provoke new ones. In capturing erotic 
relations, his archives offer a means for drawing the reader or viewer 
into the dynamics of those relations when the documents are opened and 
shared: he often used his homemade porn to initiate sex with visitors to 
his apartment. Steward thus rendered explicit what Kinsey disavowed, 
namely, that collecting and archiving sexual material involves strong 
libidinal motives. The pleasure lies not exclusively in the erotic encounter 
but also in the subsequent recording, archiving, and sharing of it. This 
is where Steward’s practice pushes Foucault’s distinction to its break-
ing point, since his archival efforts, egged on by Kinsey, contribute to 
the refinement of a science of sexuality at the same time as they serve to 
proliferate queer, non- reproductive pleasures. “Must we conclude,” asks 
Foucault, “that our scientia sexualis is but an extraordinarily subtle form 
of ars erotica . . . ?” (History 71). Steward’s case suggests an affirmative 
reply to this question that the French philosopher himself never answered. 
If his porn captures historically significant knowledge as well as pleasure, 
then central to Steward’s archival technique is his use of indexical signs to 
preserve otherwise ephemeral erotic relations.

PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE INDEX

Not long after he met Kinsey, Steward acquired a Polaroid camera, which 
opened up a whole new medium for his pornographic documentation of 
gay sex. The advantage of Polaroid cameras, with their self- developing 
film, was that this technology, first made available commercially in the 
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late 1940s, enabled men such as Steward to produce sexually explicit pho-
tographs without needing a darkroom. Pornographers thus could reduce 
their risk of facing obscenity charges and solve the practical challenge of 
developing photographic film independently. Quick to see the possibilities 
of this new technology, Steward purchased a Polaroid Land camera in 
1951 and used it to create hundreds of hard- core, black- and- white pho-
tographs showing men having sex in his apartment. Just one month after 
making the purchase, he wrote to Kinsey, “So far I have nearly a hundred 
snaps in the album,” adding, “The camera does . . . afford me a definite 
release.”19 Since release was the term Steward used, in his archival proj-
ect, to denote orgasm, we may gather how quickly and completely he 
incorporated photography into his sex life.
 Although it is typical of pornography to exploit new technologies, the 
Polaroid held special significance for Steward as a result of the intimate 
relation it produced between subject and image. His Polaroids captured 
not only likenesses of the various men with whom he had sex but also 
physical connections with them. Here I am referring less to the physical 
activity depicted in the photographs than to the fact that photography 
depends upon a material connection between the image and the subject 
that it represents. As one contemporary philosopher puts it, “The expo-
sure of film in conjunction with laws regulating the interaction of light 
and specific chemical reagents creates an image that is for a moment 
in real connection with the object and forever afterward resembles it 
as an icon of it.”20 Or, as Roland Barthes lyrically describes this aspect 
of photography, in terms suggesting its significance for Steward, his 
contemporary:

The photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. From a real 

body, which was there, proceed radiations which ultimately touch me, 

who am here. . . . A sort of umbilical cord links the body of the pho-

tographed thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal 

medium, a skin I share with anyone who has been photographed.21

Barthes is speaking in metaphors to describe a kind of intimacy that is not 
itself metaphoric: he is employing figures of corporeal contact to evoke 
the contact between elements that goes into making a photograph. Since 

 19. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 130. A generous selection from Steward’s 
Polaroid albums is reproduced in Spring, Obscene Diary.
 20. Sorrell, Representative Practices, 102 (emphasis added).
 21. Barthes, Camera Lucida, 80–81.
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Barthes’s metaphors, while suggestive, are also potentially misleading, 
some reference to Peirce’s account of semiosis is necessary to clarify the 
peculiar kind of intimacy that photography generates.
 Insisting that “we think only in signs,” Peirce differentiates three 
principal classes of signs, which he calls icons (based on resemblance), 
indices (based on physical connection), and symbols (based on usage or 
convention).22 As examples of indices, he observes that “a weathercock 
indicates the direction of the wind. A sun- dial or a clock indicates the 
time of day” (8 [original emphases]). Peirce also offers grammatical enti-
ties, such as relative pronouns (“who,” “which”) and demonstrative pro-
nouns (“this,” “that”), as examples, since such words all point toward 
the object to which they refer. It is noteworthy that one of his earliest 
examples of an indexical sign is the photograph, which he invokes circa 
1894, relatively early in the history of photography, to illustrate the dis-
tinction between icon and index:

Photographs, especially instantaneous photographs, are very instructive, 

because we know that they are in certain respects exactly like the objects 

they represent. But this resemblance is due to the photographs having 

been produced under such circumstances that they were physically forced 

to correspond point by point to nature. In that aspect, then, they belong 

to the second class of signs, those by physical connection [indices]. (5–6)

The relationship between a photographic image and the object (or per-
son) it represents may appear to be based on their likeness (iconicity), but 
it is also crucially indexical, that is, causal, referential, or non- arbitrary. 
In a later development of his semiotics, Peirce will say that an indexical 
sign is “genuine” when it has “an existential relation” with the object to 
which it refers.23 It is for this reason that not just words but also things—
including hairs—can function as signs.
 We see immediately the difference between Peirce’s semiotics (which 
he called semeiotics) and the semiology of Ferdinand de Saussure. 
Whereas Saussure focused specifically on the structure of language as 
a system, Peirce was interested more broadly in how language refers to 
things and, indeed, how things refer to things. Thus, whereas Saussurean 
linguistics accurately characterizes the relationship between signifier and 
signified as arbitrary and conventional, Peircean semiotics includes within 

 22. Peirce, “What Is a Sign?” 10.
 23. Peirce, “Sundry Logical Conceptions,” 274.
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its purview signifying relationships that are definitively not arbitrary. 
“In all reasoning, we have to use a mixture of likenesses, indices, and 
symbols,” he argues; “we cannot dispense with any of them.”24 I would 
argue that this is never more the case than when discussing sex, where 
indices are crucial. “The index is physically connected with its object; 
they make an organic pair,” Peirce claims, thereby suggesting how the 
physical or existential relationship captured in an indexical sign embodies 
a kind of semiotic intimacy that is highly pertinent to any discourse about 
erotic intimacy (“What Is a Sign?” 9).25 We need a better understanding 
of indices to talk intelligently about sex, yet the poststructuralist empha-
sis on linguistic arbitrariness has largely deprived us of this conceptual 
resource.
 Steward mobilized indexical signs through his Polaroid photogra-
phy, but he also thematized indexicality in his pornographic writing. For 
example, in chapter 5 of Roman Conquests (titled “The Passport”), Phil 
Andros, loitering shirtless, is waiting to meet his Italian trick of the day 
when he is approached by an American who strikes up a conversation 
by asking permission to take his picture. After agreeing, Phil describes 
how the American “withdrew a pace or two and focused his camera. The 
angle of it was pointed at my middle, where the sunshine created a huge 
shadow underneath old Betsy. But I could tell that he was far enough 
away to get my head and feet too” (60). The “huge shadow” created by 
the bulge in Phil’s pants is an indexical sign of his endowment, appropri-
ately captured through the indexical medium of photography.
 This scene anticipates the end of the chapter, where Phil discovers Vit-
torio, his handsome Italian trick, trying to steal the money and passport 
that Phil momentarily leaves unattended in his room. After sex, the Ital-
ian hides Phil’s passport down the front of his pants; retrieving it, Phil, 
in a rage, sends him packing. The chapter ends on this poignant note:

But damn it all—a shame to lose him! I picked up the green passport and 

held it in my hand. It was still faintly warm and moist from the heat of 

his crotch.

 24. Peirce, “What Is a Sign?” 10 (original emphases).
 25. In a recent discussion of indexicality, film theorist Mary Ann Doane insists 
that intimacy is one of the index’s most striking characteristics (Doane, “Indexicality,” 
2). In addition to Doane’s work on indexicality in cinema, my thinking on this sub-
ject has been aided by Rosalind Krauss’s account of indexicality in visual art of the 
1970s—a sphere of cultural production roughly contemporaneous with the Phil Andros 
novels. See Krauss, “Notes on the Index.”
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 Then I turned it over . . . and got a shock. There was a dark oily 

patch, as wide as his cock, up the backside of it. He hadn’t had time to 

wash, I guess.

 Well, that would be one passport I’d hold onto as a souvenir. I rubbed 

my thumb over the dark oily streak, thinking.

 And then, standing in front of the mirror, I brought the backside of 

the document to my lips and pressed it to them.

 The rough green paper was faintly scented with the odor of flowery 

vaseline. (73)

Here Steward’s paradigm for indexicality is not the photograph but the 
footprint—or, in this case, the dick- print. Since the sexual body leaves 
in its wake multiple traces of its presence (warmth, stains, fragrance), 
more than one bodily sense may be required to read the indexical sign 
imprinted on the passport’s “backside.” The official document of national 
identity receives an unofficial stamp in the form of this material trace of 
illicit sex between men of different nations.
 If the passport’s oily smudge qualifies as a vital sign rather than as 
merely dirt or discoloration, then it does so only to those who care to 
read it indexically. The “dark oily patch” represents a trace of, and thus 
signifies a connection with, this Italian lover whom Phil will never see 
again. Imprinting on his passport less another man’s identity than the 
moment of connection between them, the mark functions (as do all indi-
ces) as a sign of relation. It is in this way that it can function also as a 
mnemonic sign, similarly to a photograph, even though the smudge bears 
little iconic resemblance to Vittorio. Through the power of indexicality, 
a memory of the encounter is captured in the trace it leaves behind. Hence 
Phil’s determination to hold onto the passport “as a souvenir,” following 
his self- identification as a sexual “souvenir- hunter” in an earlier chapter 
of Roman Conquests (43).
 The scene of the souvenir dick- print recalls Steward’s most famous 
souvenir- hunting expedition, when, barely sixteen, he visited the hotel 
room of silent- film star Rudolph Valentino. Having collected his auto-
graph, Steward propositioned him, succeeded in blowing him (collecting 
his semen), and then he collected the best souvenir of all—a lock of Val-
entino’s pubic hair, “which he subsequently kept in a monstrance at his 
bedside until the end of his life.”26 It seems appropriate, in the context of 
Roman Conquests that, according to Justin Spring, today this relic is held 

 26. Spring, Secret Historian, 16.
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in a private collection in Rome. What interests me most about the episode 
with Valentino is how, when Steward described it to an interviewer sixty- 
three years later, he recalled that Valentino, having just exited the shower, 
left a mark beside his signature in the autograph book: “For a long time, 
there was the imprint of his damp palm on the page.”27 The encounter 
between movie icon and teenage boy is memorialized not only in the 
highly conventional form of the celebrity autograph and the exchange of 
a lock of hair but also in the bodily trace that Valentino—like Vittorio—
leaves on the page of Steward’s book. I find it remarkable that, in 1989, 
Steward recalls this detail of his 1926 encounter, and I take his prefacing 
the comment with “for a long time” to suggest that, even after it had 
dried, Valentino’s palm print forensically marked the page with a kind of 
shadow signature.
 “Ex Corporis Valentino” was the legend that Steward inscribed on 
his reliquary featuring the actor’s pubic hair. As a trophy or souvenir, this 
hair from the star’s body grew in significance when Valentino died unex-
pectedly a few weeks after his encounter with Steward. “If the Sign be 
an Index,” writes Peirce in Elements of Logic, “we may think of it as 
a fragment torn away from the Object, the two in their Existence being 
one whole or a part of such whole.”28 Like the other follicular trophies 
that Steward collected from his lovers over the decades, Valentino’s hair 
holds the status of an indexical sign precisely as “a fragment torn away 
from the Object” of desire. In preserving something of the object, hair 
serves not only as an erotic trophy but also to memorialize the passing 
of a particular body. Via indexicality, any lock of hair aspires to keep an 
absent loved one present: hence Barthes’s allusion to the indexical effects 
of photography in his famous remark concerning “that rather terrible 
thing which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead.”29

OF HAIRS AND GHOSTS

If Barthes’s comment denaturalizes our relation to photography, then 
the indexical preoccupations involved in collecting hair—a practice that 
precedes the invention of photography—may already look sufficiently 
strange to us today. It is worth recalling, however, that Steward’s lifelong 

 27. Maves, “Valentino’s Pubic Hair,” 73.
 28. Peirce, Collected Papers, 137.
 29. Barthes, Camera Lucida, 9.
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practice of collecting hairs from his lovers began in the 1920s, well before 
the Polaroid camera existed. The giving and receiving of hair appears 
strange only when one overlooks how common this practice was in the 
nineteenth century, on both sides of the Atlantic (witness the locket con-
taining Keats’s hair that appears in the opening pages of Roman Con-
quests). In Victorian England, middle- class women often created jewelry 
from their own hair as gifts for intimate female friends—a practice that 
skews follicular mementoes in the direction of same- sex relationships.30 
As signs of intimacy, gifts of hair also were central to nineteenth- century 
mourning rituals, especially during the U.S. Civil War, when Robert E. 
Lee routinely was solicited for a lock of his hair, and ordinary soldiers 
heading into battle “would leave a lock of hair with their families to be 
made into a piece of mourning jewelry or placed in a locket in the event 
of their deaths.”31 Steward inherits these late nineteenth- century associa-
tions of gifting hair with both intimacy and mortality.
 Since Steward collected specifically pubic hair from each of his lovers, 
storing the follicles in a glass jar and then in a small pillow, he tilts the 
practice’s nineteenth- century associations in the direction of eros rather 
than of mourning. And, indeed, several of the cards in his Stud File have 
strands of hair taped on their reverse, thereby rendering the cards’ claims 
about sexual contact “DNA- verifiable,” as Justin Spring puts it.32 Idio-
syncratic though this documentary practice may seem, Steward learned 
late in life that one of his former students from DePaul University had, 
over the years, assembled a similar archive of evidence. In 1977, Douglas 
Martin wrote in a letter to his old professor, “Pubic hairs? Oh, my God, 
you too! Only I don’t use a glass jar. [I] tape them to corresponding 
entries.”33 That Steward’s pubic hair collection was not unique hints at a 
shared perception of hair’s indexical value among gay men of his genera-
tion. His success in repeatedly obtaining pubic hair from lovers and tricks 
suggests that the request for such tokens must not have been regarded as 
unusual as it might be today.
 The possibility that collecting hairs as erotic mementoes was a shared 
practice, perhaps part of a pre- Stonewall sexual subculture, differenti-
ates it from the realm of individual fetishism. Anyone who reads much of 
Steward’s writing will notice that he was turned on by hairy men—that, 

 30. See Marcus, Between Women.
 31. Merrillees, “Memento Mori,” 313. The volume in which Merrillees’s essay appeared 
sparked my thinking about the significance of hair in Steward’s archive.
 32. Spring, Secret Historian, xiii.
 33. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 381.
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in sexological terms, he could be classified as a trichophiliac. Phil Andros 
is proud of his own hairy chest, and his idealized lovers are almost always 
described as hirsute: “The thick mat of black hair on his chest and belly 
was even more exciting to me than that on his legs. The hair was black on 
the backs of his hands and the knuckles of his fingers and toes” (Roman 
Conquests 51). This level of attention to detail in pornographic writing 
certainly suggests the presence of a particular erotic fetish. Yet explaining 
Steward’s hair collection in terms of his individual psychology risks reduc-
ing its cultural significance. It becomes nothing more than a personal 
peccadillo.34 On the contrary, my claim is that his collection of pubes—
although no longer extant—may register among the most important of 
his archives insofar as it connects his documentation of sex indexically to 
the men he encountered. The hairs are crucial to his archive because they 
constitute a unique form of evidence about relation and connection.
 What kind of evidence? In her work on indexicality, Mary Ann Doane 
articulates a version of this question when she observes that “the discon-
certing closeness of the index to its object raises doubts as to whether it is 
indeed a sign, suggesting instead that the index is perched precariously on 
the very edge of semiosis.”35 But, as Doane recognizes, it is precisely the 
closeness of the index to its object that makes it significant, capable of sig-
nifying. In an anthropological context, another scholar asserts that “a lock 
of hair is an indexical sign of the person to whom it once belonged. . . . 
But it can also be regarded as the owner’s iconic representation, since the 
person’s biological substance . . . is contained in the organic material.”36 
Only after the discovery of the structure of DNA in 1953 could hair be 
regarded as anything approaching an iconic sign in Peirce’s terms; yet its 
indexical properties were intuited long before he elaborated a vocabulary 
for making sense of this intuition about hair’s capacity to preserve the 
beloved. That is to say, hair was indexical before it became forensic.
 In one of his deceptively simple explanations of semiotics, Peirce uses 
hair not as an example of indexicality but rather as a figure for it:

Though a man may be said to be composed of living tissues, yet portions 

of his nails, teeth, hair, and bones, which are most necessary to him, have 

 34. See, for example, Geoff Nicholson’s characterization of England’s King George IV, 
“a hair fetishist who collected a lock of hair from each of his many mistresses. After his 
death in 1830, his brother is said to have gone through his effects and discovered seven 
thousand envelopes, each containing a sample of hair” (Nicholson, Sex Collectors, 53).
 35. Doane, “Indexicality,” 2.
 36. Linquist, “Transforming Signs,” 185.
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ceased to undergo the metabolic processes which constitute life, and there 

are liquids in his body which are not alive. Now, we may liken the indices 

we use in reasoning to the hard parts of the body, and the likenesses we 

use to the blood: the one holds us stiffly up to the realities, the other with 

its swift changes supplies the nutriment for the main body of thought.37

Hair is analogous to an indexical sign, and hair may function as an index-
ical sign under the right circumstances. By way of this analogy that raises 
as many questions as it answers, Peirce suggests that it may be hair’s lim-
inal status between life and death—the fact that, being dead while still 
attached to a living body, it can be separated from that body without 
perishing—that enables it to function so readily as indexical. Unlike other 
bodily products, hair is remarkably durable, appearing to outpace mortal-
ity. It is for this reason that it has been central to funereal and memorial 
practices throughout history and across cultures.
 The indexical significance of Steward’s hair collections, like that of his 
pornography, lies in their memorializing of same- sex relations. His hair- 
filled pillow was an archive of presence, of indexical here- ness (deixis). 
The hairs referenced less particular individuals than a multiplicity of con-
nections; they signified intimacy because, originally part of others’ bodies, 
they were donated to Steward after his intimate contact with those bod-
ies. The hairs’ assertion of same- sex erotic connection and ghostly pres-
ence is all the more important in a culture that routinely annihilates every 
trace of non- heteronormativity. Steward’s pornographic documentation of 
sex between men, like his hairs, harnessed the power of indexicality to 
memorialize exactly what our culture wants to forget. Like the hairs—
and like Phil Andros’s pursuit of museum sex as a way of touching the 
past—his pornography remembers.
 In Pierce- Arrow, her marvelous book on Charles Sanders Peirce and 
his circle, the poet Susan Howe asks, “Can a name be a prediction?”38 
Sam Steward—collector, archivist, and hoarder—emerges as the steward 
of twentieth- century gay sex: a guardian of erotic materiality that is all 
the more valuable for its proximity to oblivion.

 37. Peirce, “What Is a Sign?” 10.
 38. Howe, Pierce- Arrow, 16.
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C H A P T E R  2

Ungilting the 
Gold Star Gay

Aren Z. Aizura 
Emmett Ramstad

Sam Steward met Emmy Curtis in Chicago while he was teaching at 
Loyola University around 1937. Curtis was a high school French 

teacher 18 years older than Steward; he describes her as a “gentle well- 
bred grey- haired woman.”1 Curtis and Steward became close friends who 
talked on the telephone most days and began a sexual relationship in 
1943 that lasted until 1950. Steward, an obsessive record keeper, wrote 
in an early version of his memoir that they had slept together 211 times. 
When Curtis became chronically ill in the late 1950s, Steward cared for 
her and eventually saw her into the nursing home where she died.

We would like to thank Elizabeth Freeman, Toby Beauchamp, Debra Moddelmog, Joe Ponce, 
and several audiences, all of whom contributed indispensable feedback to this chapter.
 1. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 42.
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 In the last five years Sam Steward has become a name in queer history 
circles in the United States. One of the reasons Steward attracts curiosity is 
the assiduous manner in which he archived his own multitudinous sexual 
exploits. As is well documented in this collection, Steward kept records 
of nearly every sexual encounter he had across his lifetime. He journaled 
extensively and wrote dirty letters to friends and strangers, including a 
“toilet correspondence” he kept by leaving notes in a restroom stall in 
a Chicago office building. Steward was deeply kinky, versatile, and into 
heavy BDSM. He rarely had a long- term male lover but maintained long- 
term friendships with sexual partners over years. Curtis and Steward’s long 
friendship and sexual relationship is made remarkable and anomalous due 
to the vision he projected of himself as an assuredly homosexual lover of 
“rough trade,” anonymous sex, and gay über- masculine pornography in 
which women do not feature. In the homonormative and separatist collo-
quial language that currently invests mainstream gayness with hypermas-
culinity, Steward would appear to be a “gold star gay”—a quintessential 
homo or Kinsey Six who has only ever had sex with people of the same 
gender, a prototype of the normatively perverse gay guy. In this chapter 
we complicate this perception by comparing representations of the Curtis 
and Steward relationship in Steward’s own memoir and later biographi-
cal accounts with the archival record in order to question whether it was 
really so remarkable that Sam Steward might have a long, and definitively 
queer, relationship with a woman. Rendering our collaboration into an act 
of accidental historiography, this chapter draws on diverse archival and 
historical accounts. We read passages from Steward’s published memoir, 
Chapters from an Autobiography (1981), and Justin Spring’s 2010 biog-
raphy, Secret Historian, against a rough draft of Steward’s memoir, the 
Stud File (a metal card file documenting Steward’s many sexual encounters 
in code), and other documents found in the Samuel Steward Papers now 
archived at the Beinecke Library in New Haven, Connecticut. We argue 
that the presence of Emmy Curtis in the Steward archive ungilts Sam Stew-
ard’s status as a prototype of twentieth- century homosexuality. It produc-
tively strips him of his gold star and opens discussion of Steward’s sex-
ual practices into a far more queer and polymorphous realm. Excavating 
this archive also reveals how women and trans people are often rendered 
invisible “props” in a gay masculinist historical imaginary.
 This project arose through the desire to question that historical imag-
inary and our place in it as trans and queer writers and artists. In 2008 
we began a collaborative writing project inspired by epistolary correspon-
dence between gay artists and writers, among them Samuel Steward and 
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George Platt Lynes. Drawing on Steward’s practice of saving his lovers’ 
pubic hair and other sexual keepsakes, Emmett began using material 
found in LBGT archives in his artistic practice and made a number of 
works using the pubic hair of his lovers and friends. Exploring the archives 
further, we continued conversations about identifying with, but simulta-
neously feeling outside of, the hypermasculine gay world that Steward 
occupied. Steward fascinates us in part because of his place in a constel-
lation of queer male artists and writers whose work we remain preoccu-
pied with, despite knowing that as transgender people, we might not be 
recognized by them as conceivable sexual objects (alongside Steward, Jean 
Genet, and Tom of Finland are other queer male artists often referenced 
within trans masculine sexual culture, not to mention lesbian sex culture). 
This is clearly a kind of disidentification.2 But disidentifying with Stew-
ard opens up the question of the political and affective stakes of claiming 
such icons. How do we explain persistent attachments to men who would 
likely dismiss us as improper erotic objects? How do we connect this to 
a queer masculinist ideal that also abjectifies queens, trans women, and 
effeminate men as well as racial others? By “abjectifies,” we mean to place 
in the realm of the abject the unsexy, horrific, or unloved object who occu-
pies “the edge of non- existence and hallucination.”3

 It is no secret that transfags—gay trans men—and transfag culture 
draw on non- trans queer masculine culture and iconography. In fact, 
to both emulate and desire non- trans gay men—despite the separatism 
and sometime misogyny of homomasculine culture—is as clichéd in 
transfag circles as bowties and sweater vests. This simultaneous desire 
and identification might be described as a “be you, fuck you” dynam-
ic.4 Would one rather be Steward, or would one rather fuck him? Maybe 
both. And how would Steward respond in kind? What we know of their 
sexual lives confirms that Steward and Genet both crushed out on rough 
trade—working- class men—and the more masculine the better: perhaps to 
disavow the taint of effeminacy that the discourse of inversion bestowed 
on them. That neither Genet nor Steward embodied his own assessment 
of a properly masculine object of desire, however, knits us as writers into 
a chain of desire, lack, and abjection that already haunts homonorma-
tive gay culture, even without the addition of trans men.5 Queer of color 

 2. See Muñoz, Disidentifications.
 3. Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 2.
 4. This resonates with early queer theory’s engagement with the psychoanalytic split 
between desire and identification. See the discussion in Fuss, Identity Papers.
 5. Critiques of this economy of desire and lack can be found in Sycamore, Why Are 
Faggots So Afraid of Faggots?
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critiques, from Marlon Riggs’s, Kobena Mercer’s, and Richard Fung’s 
readings of 1980s gay whiteness to Eng- Beng Lim’s more recent Brown 
Boys and Rice Queens: Spellbinding Performance in the Asias (2014), 
teach us that hegemonic gay culture others Asian, Black and brown men in 
alienating ways similar to its abjectification of femininity.6

 Emmy Curtis’s presence and non- presence in accounts of Sam Stew-
ard’s life confirm that a feminist investigation of subjects excluded from 
the gay archive not only resonates with our own affective experiences of 
attachment and rejection but also assumes an importance in its own right. 
These chains of lack and unrequited love are, of course, not unfamiliar 
within queer theory. Steward and Curtis’s relationship recalls other com-
plex sexual and amicable bonds between men who have loved men and 
women: Paul Cadmus’s long- term ménage with Jared and Margaret French 
and with a variety of male literary figures whose sexual and romantic rela-
tionships belie categorization, including Paul and Jane Bowles, William 
Burroughs and Joan Vollmer, Samuel Delany and Marilyn Hacker, Patti 
Smith and Robert Mapplethorpe, among others. The term fag hag, which 
indexes a set of expectations about relationships between gay men and 
the women who are assumed to love them unrequitedly, is inadequate to 
describe these relationships. As we will show, these assumptions enshrine 
the labor of gender within a masculinist economy that devalues feminin-
ity while requiring its presence as emotional support. For trans theory, 
Emmy Curtis presents an index for unlikely- seeming affiliations between 
trans masculine people and women in being, as Elizabeth Freeman noted 
on reading a draft on this chapter, the unlovely objects that gold star gay 
men cannot officially choose. In suggesting this affiliation, we also offer 
a corrective to misogynist versions of trans masculine culture. Too often, 
trans masculine culture regards women as objects of desire or unacknowl-
edged supporters: Jane Ward has written cogently about the invisible emo-
tional labor femme partners of trans men are asked to perform to validate 
trans men’s masculinity.7 In this gender- normative trans masculine world, 
femininity itself is considered suspect and disavowed. (This applies to trans 
femininity as much as, or more than, non- trans femininity.) Our vision of 
transness is more capacious: it includes femininity within and alongside 
masculinity, as well as other gender expressions that are neither. Thus, for 
us, Emmy Curtis represents a reminder of women’s unrecognized labor and 

 6. See, for example, Marlon Riggs’s film Tongues Untied (1989); Mercer, “Skin Head 
Sex Thing”; Fung, “Looking for My Penis”; and Lim, Brown Boys and Rice Queens.
 7. On femme labor in trans masculine life, see Ward, “Gender Labor.”
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a vision of erotic connection achieved not through disavowal but through 
kinship and alliance across difference.
 The rediscovery of Sam Steward takes place at a crucial time for queer 
memory and politics. The mainstream LGBT rights movement appears to 
locate queer freedom as inclusion in the neoliberal nation- state and the 
imposition of child- oriented monogamous coupledom through same- sex 
marriage. The modern gay subject who is seen as the recipient of such 
inclusion emerges along with a particular narrative of queer history which 
sees the Stonewall riots of 1969 as the moment that inaugurates contem-
porary gayness and the so- called gay civil rights struggle. Such a progres-
sivist narrative of queer time constitutes pre- Stonewall history as the time 
before liberation: a time of sexual shame, isolation, and repression. Kadji 
Amin observes that the term pre- Stonewall itself is constituted by its sta-
tus as “prior to and defined by its movement toward the inaugural event 
in the history of modern homosexuality in the West”: Stonewall, and gay 
liberation in general, come to seem inevitable.8 The progressivist narra-
tive tends to understand pre- Stonewall gay subjects as isolated victims of 
enforced obscurity, closetedness, or self- hating substance abuse. If we take 
Steward as a pre- Stonewall gay subject, many of the aspects of Steward’s 
life—his alcoholism and drug use, his desire for “filthy” sexual encoun-
ters, and the fact that he never had a long- term live- in romantic part-
ner—look like the signs of backwardness. The corollary is that such fail-
ings might have been alleviated if pre- Stonewall gay subjects had accessed 
the new rights and freedoms that characterize gay life in contemporary 
times. However, as Heather Love’s work and Amin’s work on Genet illus-
trate, the linear progression of queer time can be disrupted through a new 
appreciation of the backward or the anachronistic.9 This anachronism 
productively messes with the logic of proper erotic subjects that has come 
to define the queer community as “LGBT”—a homonormative social 
coalition of lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and trans people whose sexual 
boundaries are cemented within the logic of the “same.”
 We thus intend the reading that follows as a speculative, rather than 
simply critical, historiographic project: a gentle “what if?” Rather than 
historicizing Steward’s relationships with women, we perform something 
like what Elizabeth Freeman calls erotohistoriography: an antisystem-
atic method invested in the pleasures of encountering historical objects 
here and now. For Freeman, erotohistoriography “does not write the lost 

 8. Amin, “Anachronizing the Penitentiary,” 304.
 9. See Love, Feeling Backward; and Amin, “Anachronizing the Penitentiary.”
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object into the present so much as encounter it already in the present, 
by treating the present itself as hybrid.”10 Practicing erotohistoriography 
here means acknowledging that the lost object (Emmy Curtis, in this case) 
cannot be restored; the truth of Curtis and Steward’s relationship can 
only be speculated on. More importantly, erotohistoriography opens up 
art practice itself as a theoretical enterprise. In adapting this work for 
publication, we have attempted to retain the crosstalk of the words and 
images. To take Walter Benjamin literally, language and image here col-
lide “wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to 
form a constellation.”11

 In the original form of this work, we showed slides of sculptures and 
sketches based on Steward’s pornographic photographs. Photographs of 
the sculptures and the sketches accompany what follows. “Saving” fea-
tures close- up photographs of pubic hair on paper and in jars; the pubic 
hair was collected from friends and lovers for a series that drew on Stew-
ard’s practice of saving locks of hair.12 The “Daisy Chain” images are 
sketches Ramstad made based on photographs Samuel Steward took 
during sex parties, with emphasis on photos featuring intertwined bod-
ies in a frame, their faces often cropped out. “Laundering” features a 
progression of plaster casts of underwear arriving on a felt and cotton 
blanket, followed by links of sausages made of lace and pearls. This is 
a reference to the “daisy chain blanket,” a sheet that Steward used for 
sex parties and that Curtis laundered (and about which we explain more 
below). The last section, “Inserting,” features close- ups of sculptural lace 
and pearl sausages—a homage to the indeterminacy of what we imagine 
Curtis’s and Steward’s sexual practices to have been. As we explore the 
archival materials here, the irony of using the word inserting becomes 
more evident: for our conclusions turn on what “inserting” might mean 
(or what it might not mean) and to whom.

SAVING

Emmy Curtis appears in the archival record as something of an enigma. 
Most of the information that exists about her comes to us through 

 10. Freeman, Time Binds, 95–96.
 11. Benjamin, Arcades Project, 462.
 12. This work was also inspired by the playwright Robert Chesley, who collected 
pubic hair and stored the samples in spice jars. Chesley died of AIDS- related infections 
in 1990; his collection is part of the San Francisco GLBT Historical Society.
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Steward’s personal papers. Aside from public birth and death informa-
tion, knowledge of Curtis is mediated by Steward’s characterization of 
her in his journals and memoir and by his decisions about what records 
to retain and what to dispose of (as well as the decisions others have 
made since his death). Nonetheless, the records that do exist paint a fas-
cinating picture; Emmy Curtis survives as a distinct presence. This absent 
presence can be mourned as a loss, but we are also mindful of Heather 
Love’s instruction that the lessons of “heartbreak and solitude” of the 
unreachable queer past also teach us how to do history itself.13 In other 
ways, the relative lack of archival materials about or from Emmy Curtis 
(especially in relation to the mountain of materials we have for Steward) 
requires us to imagine her desires outside the restrictions that a set of 
more comprehensive primary documents might foreclose.14

 Of what does the archive of Emmy Curtis consist? Emmy Meta Dax 
was born in Germany in 1892. Far more information remains about the 
men in Emmy’s life than about her own. The passenger manifest of the 
ship Berlin lists an Emmy M. Dax traveling from Bremen to New York 
in 1912, when she was 19 years old. The record states her home as Nor-
wood, Ohio (near Cincinnati). She married Howard Wheeler Curtis, 
a young judge and a graduate of Yale Law School, in 1918 in Chicago. 

 13. Love, Feeling Backward, 52.
 14. For this observation, we’re indebted to Toby Beauchamp.
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Curtis had been a captain in the army since 1917, but his health pre-
vented him from being sent overseas.15 Emmy and Howard were mar-
ried two months before he was mustered out; he died of heart disease at 
their home in Bridgeport, Connecticut, in December 1920.16 Aside from 
these facts, we know little about Curtis’s life or her movements before she 
met Steward. Steward himself writes about her across five or six pages of 
the rough draft of his autobiography. For publication, these pages were 
condensed to three. She is mentioned extensively in the 1,000-page jour-
nal Steward wrote for Alfred Kinsey’s benefit (and gave to the Kinsey 
Archive). Steward kept Curtis’s will and many of the documents relating 
to the division of her estate after her death; they are now held in the Sam-
uel Steward Papers in the Beinecke Library at Yale. However, no letters 
between Curtis and Steward exist in that archive.

 Steward met Curtis through Harry Winthrop, an older man who had 
cruised him on a Chicago train platform. Winthrop was staying with 
Curtis and her elderly mother at the time, and he invited Steward to din-
ner at their house. Gradually, Curtis and Steward became friends. Stew-
ard wrote that Emmy “looked like the stereotype of the old- maid school 
teacher, greying brown hair parted in the middle and combed severely 

 15. See “Obituary Sketch of Howard J. Curtis.” 
 16. See Bulletin of Yale University Obituary Record of Yale Graduates, 1920–21, 
168–70.
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down over the ears into a small low bun; thin- lipped, and seeming to be 
easily shocked.” Steward implies elsewhere that Curtis’s husband Howard 
had been a homosexual: “judging from his photograph and from what she 
told me of him,” Steward writes, “Howard must have been a club- member 
himself.”17 Soon Steward realized that Winthrop had led Curtis to think 
he would marry her, sponging off Curtis and her mother and borrowing 
money from them that he could not repay. Steward finally told Emmy that 
he himself and Winthrop were both homosexual. From the memoir:

“Harry likes men only. Not women. If you’re thinking he’ll marry you, 

better get over it. . . . I can’t tell you this without saying that I’m also 

homosexual.” . . . When I looked at her again she was weeping sound-

lessly into a small square of handkerchief. Her pain was contagious; 

my own eyes filled.18

But Curtis survived this insult; perhaps this episode strengthened her 
friendship with Steward. Gradually, Steward writes, a change came over 
Curtis, which Steward attributes to her falling in love with him. Steward 
bought Curtis a wedding ring and they considered each other common 
law spouses, despite the fact that they could not get married officially 
(Curtis would have lost the war widow pension that supplemented her 
wages as a teacher). They began sleeping together in 1943 and continued 
to do so for six years. As we note above, Steward records that they slept 
together 211 times. That is 26 times a year, or once every 10 days for 
6 years. Simultaneously, Steward continued his regular practice of having 
sex with numerous people (mostly men) every week: in 1954 he estimated 
that he’d had around 2,200 “contacts” or sexual encounters.19

 Curtis and Steward stopped sleeping together after Steward met Alfred 
Kinsey: “Kinsey said after an interview, ‘Why don’t you stop?’ And I, 
of course, was not heterosexual.”20 Curtis contracted polycythemia in 
1950. Her illness gradually worsened, and she eventually collapsed in 
mid-1962, whereupon Steward arranged for her to live in a nursing home. 
In his summary of activities as Curtis’s conservator, Steward documents 
visiting Curtis three times a week until her death in December 1962.21

 17. Steward, Rough Draft of Autobiography.
 18. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 42.
 19. Samuel Steward Diary.
 20. Steward, Rough Draft of Autobiography.
 21. Steward, “An Estimate of Time Spent in Activities as Conservator,” Emmy Curtis 
and Samuel Steward Papers, Samuel M. Steward Papers, Box 3, Beinecke Library, Yale 
University.
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THE DAISY CHAIN

Curtis and Steward’s friendship spanned Steward’s transition from litera-
ture professor to tattoo artist in Chicago’s roughest area. His apartment 
in Chicago in the 1950s was decorated with murals depicting “penises 
this big and people that big fornicating all over the walls.”22 He often 
invited men to his apartment for impromptu, or not so impromptu, sex 
parties. He called these parties daisy chains. In heterosexual erotic slang, 
a daisy chain could be any more than two people arranged in a circle hav-
ing sex together; in a gay context, it tends to mean a group of men form-
ing a line, where one man penetrates or fellates the man in front of him, 
who penetrates or fellates the next.23 The text on the Stud File record of 
the “first formal” daisy chain party reads, “I. Frank Miles did me; I did 
Joe Arcouri; Joe did Jim Davis; Jim did Frank Miles. Frank did everyone. 
Floor.”24 Steward would photograph the participants in the daisy chain 
with a Polaroid camera, and the photographs were stored in a wooden 
box. The photographs feature bodies arranged in various arrangements: 
someone’s cock is being sucked, someone is fucking someone else. The 
heads of the participants are often left out of the frame.

 Emmy Curtis was familiar with Steward’s sex life, his sexual archiving, 
his collection of pornographic materials, and the sexually explicit decora-
tions in his apartment. In 1955, Steward was teaching at DePaul Uni-
versity and working at a tattoo parlor on South State Street. The police 
had interviewed two minors who’d been tattooed by Steward and were 
encouraging them to file complaints against him. If he was investigated 

 22. Spring, Secret Historian, 190.
 23. McConville and Shearlaw, Slanguage of Sex, 48.
 24. Daisy- Chain Stud File card, 1132–34, in Stud File, Box X, Samuel Steward 
Papers, Beinecke Library, Yale University.
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by the police, they would likely discover the illicit materials and records 
he kept, not to mention the pornographic murals and erotic memorabilia. 
It’s impossible to understand the risk Steward was taking without know-
ing the atmosphere of institutional homophobia that pervaded the 1950s 
United States. Sodomy was a criminal offense at the time; under President 
Dwight Eisenhower’s Executive Order 10450, even the hint of “sexual 
perversion” was grounds for dismissal for federal employees.25 Under the 
Comstock Law, the U.S. Post Office pursued investigations of so- called 
obscene materials sent through the post. Meanwhile, police arrested men 
who had sex with men through entrapment.26

 Curtis encouraged Steward to hide his collection of erotica and the 
Stud File and offered to keep them in her own house for safe- keeping. But 
as Spring relates, Steward made “few changes to his lifestyle.” Instead, 
he called Curtis about something else: she had taken the daisy chain blan-
ket to wash, and he needed it Saturday night. A diary entry from 1955 
illustrates just how much Curtis knew:

In the evening Bobby Krauss came, about eight- thirty, and we called Bert 

Bauer and invited him over. He came, we spread the old chenilles (freshly 

laundered by [Curtis’s cleaning lady] Mrs Mersel), and brought back in 

a hurry by Curtis when I told her it was the daisy- chain blanket. “Oh, 

mercy! I’ll have it there by Saturday!”—and she did!27

 25. Terry, An American Obsession, 343.
 26. See D’Emilio and Freedman, Intimate Matters, 283–85.
 27. Spring, Secret Historian, 22–23.
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As this episode shows, Curtis was intimately involved in Steward’s domes-
tic life, which included knowledge of the sex parties. Curtis here performs 
the domestic labor that is traditionally expected of women, especially 
mothers or sisters. But the “Oh, mercy!” indicates that Curtis knew pre-
cisely what the blanket was for and what would happen on it. (Women 
and sheets are mentioned together at another pivotal scene in Chapters 
from an Autobiography, retold in Secret Historian. Mrs. Kinsey, present 
while Steward gets beaten and fucked by Mike Mischke while Kinsey’s 
team films it for research purposes, “sat by, and once in a while calmly 
changed the sheets upon the workbench.”28)

 But Curtis’s intimate role as Steward’s friend and companion tends 
to be attenuated in the written biographical accounts. Steward’s auto-
biography and Spring’s biography both tend to feature Curtis as a bit 
part, adjacent to the more important story of Steward’s sexual exploits 
and his literary connections to other gay writers and artists. In this, they 
both invest in a more literary and genealogical kind of daisy chain than 
that of group sex: the genealogical chain of Steward’s literary and sex-
ual connections. Part fanboy and part serious literary talent, Steward 
wrote unabashedly to authors to introduce himself to them and to request 
meetings. He became friends with Gertrude Stein through his Ohio State 

 28. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 102.
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English professor Clare Andrews, who was friends with Stein—but Stein 
and Steward’s relationship grew chiefly because he wrote to her and 
attempted to book speaking engagements for her. On his first trip to 
Europe, he wrote to Thomas Mann, Romain Rolland, James Joyce, and 
André Gide “cold,” and all but Joyce agreed to meet him; he also met 
and bedded Lord Alfred Douglas deliberately in order to connect himself 
to Oscar Wilde through Douglas. While as a novelist Steward was only 
somewhat successful, his long- standing friendship with Stein and Toklas 
connected him to a modernist artistic and literary tradition. Stein intro-
duced Steward to other literary gay men whom he would befriend and 
sometimes have affairs with, including the playwright and novelist Thorn-
ton Wilder and the painter Sir Francis Rose. This particular daisy chain 
is an imaginary of connection to the aura of gay modernist art—which 
Steward’s own writing retrospectively generates and which other critics 
and historians have followed. The work of documenting the connections 
Steward maintained to the “high culture” world generates and reproduces 
Steward’s literary value and sexual value, in order to establish Steward 
as a legitimate gay literary figure—despite and perhaps because of the 
fact that his eventual popularity as a writer depended on pornography or 
erotic fiction rather than literary fiction.

 Emmy Curtis has little literary or sexual value in this imaginary. 
Rather, she is represented as a friend whose main value was to care for 
Steward or to be cared for by him. When Spring introduces Curtis as a 
character in his biography, Steward’s connection with Curtis is described 
as a “remarkably warm friendship”; Curtis “would see Steward through 
many a crisis.”29 Spring’s leading idea about Steward at this time of his 

 29. Spring, Secret Historian, 43–46.
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life is a compartmentalization between two worlds: the world of meeting 
men in the street and having sex with them, and the serious world of 
writing that Gertrude Stein represented. Both of these worlds are shown 
to be libidinally and creatively generative. For Spring (and Steward), Cur-
tis seems to fit into neither of these worlds. When she is proximate to 
those worlds, her status is as a nonsexual supporting player (as when she 
launders the daisy chain blanket) or as a rather annoying impediment to 
the smooth flow of Steward’s literary dinners and street hookups.

 References to Curtis in a chapter of Secret Historian covering Stew-
ard’s 1952 trip to Paris—partially written through reconstructing Stew-
ard’s travel diary of the trip—illustrate this well. Curtis joined Steward 
in Paris around his birthday. It was the first time they’d been in Europe 
together. Curtis meets Alice B. Toklas (an event Steward expresses some 
anxiety about) and takes Steward out for birthday celebrations. Spring 
describes Steward meeting the novelist Julien Green for lunch and 
“talk[ing] endlessly until 4:00 about art, literature, and mainly sex.”30 

 30. Spring, Secret Historian, 148, quoting from Steward’s diary.
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Steward “then finished out the week with three more sexual encounters” 
(148). The next day, he took Curtis to see the ballet. Spring continues:

Steward was in fact devoted to this sweet old school- teacher friend eigh-

teen years his senior, for she had become very dear to him over the years. 

She had recently become a little more vague and confused than usual, 

and also begun to show signs of polycythemia, the serious bone marrow 

disorder that would ultimately result in her death. (148)

The language Spring uses to describe Curtis here is distinctly nonsexual: 
“remarkably warm,” “sweet old school- teacher,” “very dear.” Such a rep-
resentation suggests a far more sentimental—not to say condescending—
mood than Spring’s accounts of Steward’s sexy liaisons with men he met 
in the street; his friendships with fellow literary gay men, with whom he 
also had sex or dished—gossiped—about young men each could introduce 
to the other; or his serious literary undertakings with Stein and Toklas. 
In contrast, Spring talks about Steward “shepherding” Curtis around or 
“leaving her to fend for herself”: Curtis features in the biographical nar-
rative as sweet but somewhat of a drag. However, the content of what 
Spring describes Curtis and Steward doing in Paris belies this sentimen-
tality, as well as confirming that Curtis’s taste in literature may have been 
as literary and as pornographic as Steward’s. In the same passage, Spring 
quotes Steward’s diary entry of their activities on Monday, when Steward 
arranged for them to visit Sacré- Coeur:

And amongst other things located Genet’s little house [in Montmartre], 

which we photographed. [I] bought a small pissoir as a souvenir . . . 

and then stopped at Gallimard on the way home to pick up Le Langage 

Populaire.31

At the time, Genet was known principally in left literary and philosophical 
circles; where he was not unknown, he was notorious as a pornographer and 
jailbird. Just four years earlier in 1948 Steward had been able to buy Querelle 
only in an expensive underground edition because it could not be released 
publicly; the edition he bought was illustrated graphically by Jean Cocteau.32 

 31. Spring, Secret Historian, 148, quoting from Steward’s diary.
 32. Spring, Secret Historian, 121. Spring describes Cocteau’s illustrations as “close- 
up imagery of hairy anal sphincters and rigid phalluses, of sailors fucking in cheap hotel 
rooms.”
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Steward’s love of Genet can be easily explained, but if Curtis was merely a 
kind of maiden aunt Steward ferried around to some typical Parisian tourist 
haunts, their visit to the Genet house seems rather odd. On what twisted 
variety of old- maidish excursion would one visit the house of Genet, a noto-
rious criminal and homosexual?

LAUNDERING

Similarly, the way Spring represents Curtis and Steward’s sexual encoun-
ters suggests they were devoid of libidinal interest. Despite the fact that 
Steward and Curtis’s sexual relationship spanned six years, and in con-
trast to the more explicit reconstructions of Steward’s sexual encounters 
with men, Secret Historian offers no description, or even speculation, 
of the kind of sex Curtis and Steward engaged in. A discussion of Cur-
tis’s Stud File card is invaluable here. This card (figure 1) reveals that 
Steward recorded information about sex with Curtis differently from how 
he recorded encounters with most of his other sexual partners. Curtis’s 
card has a date, rather than a number, at the top right- hand corner, sug-
gesting Steward made the card on July 15, 1947. “87 x” is typed where 
Steward usually places codes for penis size and shape on cards recording 
encounters with men. Underneath and in a column to the right, Steward 
has written in a number of further dates until July 1949; in a third col-
umn, three dates are typed with numeric codes. Steward kept a “mas-
ter key” card on which specific sexual acts were assigned code numbers; 
the numeric codes here are no different. For 5–6–51, the number [12] 
appears: 12 in the master key means “Nothing.” The dates 6/25 and 
6/27 are both annotated with [7–0], where 7 denotes masturbation and 
0 denotes “Done.” We could interpret “Done” in any number of ways. 
The appearance of the 0 in multiple other cards suggests penetration, but 
the vagueness of the word itself in Steward’s lexicon suggests all kinds of 
possibilities. Even if “Done” does refer to penetration, what or whom is 
being penetrated, and with what, or by whom? This, of course, opens the 
door to a number of queer sexual acts that confound the heteronormative 
notion of Curtis and Steward having “penis in vagina” sex. Meanwhile, 
the “87 x”—eighty- seven separate sexual encounters—is far less than the 
211 Steward cites in the draft of his autobiography. (In fact, when we pre-
sented a version of this material on a panel with Justin Spring, he pointed 
this out; he thought they had slept together much more rarely.)
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 We cannot access Curtis’s sexual desires or pleasures here: the traces 
that remain are all about Steward’s enjoyment or lack thereof. Anecdotal 
information via Steward’s executor Michael Williams would have it that 
Steward didn’t particularly enjoy sex with Curtis. In an interview, Spring 
enlarges on his interpretation of Curtis and Steward’s relationship and 
offers his perspective from what Steward had told Michael Williams, who 
relayed information to Spring. “[Steward] had sex with [Curtis] quite a 
few times,” Spring says. He continues:

Partly it was because he knew she wanted it and needed it; she was 

a widow and lonely, she liked him very much as a friend, and I think 

women need somebody just as much as guys do in certain situations. . . . 

[There] was a gentle giving thing about [Steward’s involvement] with her. 

I think he also liked knowing that he could do it if he wanted to—that 

is, have sex with a woman. . . . There was a steadiness to her friendship, 

because she never made any demands on him or came that close to him in 

terms of touching him sexually or in an erotic way.33

Curtis’s status as an object of desire is not sexy but “gentle,” and Stew-
ard is framed as sleeping with Curtis for remarkably non- sexual reasons. 
Spring commented that Steward and Curtis had most often lain in bed 

 33. Melloy, “‘Live Big and Tell All.’”
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together and masturbated.34 The impression we get is that Steward must 
have found sex with Curtis unsatisfying, and that it was more for her 
benefit than his.

 But Steward had many sexual encounters, and many of those he had 
with men were also unsatisfying. In 1937 Gertrude Stein introduced Stew-
ard to Thornton Wilder, who would be in Zurich at the same time. Wilder 
and Steward hit it off immediately. During the visit, they slept together. 
As Steward puts it, Wilder “went about sex almost as if he were looking 
the other way [and] doing something else.” Steward continues, describing 
their encounter with characteristic irony:

Nothing happened that could be prosecuted anywhere, unless frottage 

can be called a crime. There was never any kissing. On top of me, and 

after ninety seconds and a dozen strokes against my belly he ejaculated. 

At this he sprang from our bed of roses and exclaimed in his rapid way: 

“Didntyoucome? Didntyoucome?” No, I didn’t.35

Steward and Wilder continued an acquaintance for years: they slept 
together a number of times (precisely twenty- six, according to the Stud 
File). In a previous passage, Steward finds Wilder “old- maidish”—while 

 34. Personal communication, May 2012.
 35. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 75.
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the reference is to Wilder’s behaving as if he was older than he was, 
a misogynist subtext persists and forms a parallel to how Steward and 
Spring write about Curtis.36 While Steward devotes six pages to Wilder in 
Chapters from an Autobiography, Secret Historian enlarges on Wilder’s 
friendship and sexual relationship with Steward, his literary projects, and 
his correspondence with Gertrude Stein about Steward. Wilder’s relation-
ship with Steward appears to be more important biographical material 
than that with Curtis.
 If we question Spring’s representation here, it is that the biography 
merely reproduces rather than points out or challenges Steward’s own 
desire to connect himself to the literary daisy chain, and therefore a cer-
tain subtextual misogyny. It is also likely that the literary form of popular 
gay biography itself demands a particular representational calculus: pre-
cisely that of illuminating relationships between people who are already 
famous and setting aside the minutiae that were deemed less important. 
This accounts somewhat for Spring’s focus on Wilder and Stein and the 
relative lack of information about Curtis. We think it unfortunate, how-
ever, that the daisy chain of gay masculine literary value here supersedes 
the possibility of discovering more about a woman who was both inti-
mately sexual with Steward and present across the compartmentalized 
parts of his life.

 36. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 74.
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 Cliché might also have us suppose that the 211 times Curtis and 
Steward had sex were unsatisfying, probably vanilla—and that to the 
extent that Curtis had a sexuality, it was representative of the social 
morés of women of her time and class. In this vision, Steward and Curtis 
together would be “heterosexual,” precisely the norm that structures the 
homophobia that made life difficult for Steward. But we think differently. 
If Steward is queer, then Curtis is just as queer. If Steward kept mementos 
from old lovers, what did he save from his exploits with Emmy Curtis? 
Curtis receives tantalizing mention in a list Steward made of topics for the 
second volume of his autobiography. Under the heading “SEX” is written 
“The Eleven—Stein etc” followed by a list of women’s names (some of 
whom we know Steward had sex with). The other list items refer mainly 
to various men or locations (Algiers, Rome, Zurich, Paris, England), but 
the second- to- last entry reads “Emmy Curtis.” We can only guess at what 
Steward might have written here, confirming Derrida’s observation that 
the archive records only what remains, not what happened.37

INSERTING

In searching for a theoretical framework with which to understand the 
ways in which Curtis is devalued in the Sam Steward archive, we are 
reminded of theorizations and countertheorizations of various abjected or 
devalued feminine figures: namely, the fag hag and the spinster. One pre-
dictable way to read Curtis and Steward’s relationship is as the gay man 
“pleasing” the fag hag who is masochistically in love with him. (Under a 
lens which assumes that biological sex trumps self- assigned gender—that 
is, the lens of most people—trans masculine desire for gay men might also 
easily be coded under the sign of the fag hag.) But fag hag is, of course, 
insufficient. Eve Sedgwick’s critique of the fag hag as it relates to her iden-
tifications with, and love of, both specific gay men in her life and gay men 
in general inform our reading here. For Sedgwick, fag hag has a “fake 
specificity” that is remote from and inapplicable to her friendship and 
love affair with Michael Moon: fag hag marks anyone “who doesn’t feel 
some form of contempt [toward gays] that their society says they ought 
to feel.”38 This remoteness is also temporal: “I don’t understand what 

 37. Derrida, Archive Fever. 
 38. Sedgwick, Dialog on Love, 24.
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[fag hag] could mean nowadays,” Sedgwick writes. “Fag hag conjures up 
for me a scene at a bar in the 1950s where a lot of self- hating people are 
getting very drunk—me, I don’t even drink” (24). Imagining along with 
Sedgwick, we could read this speculative 1950s bar as a place where the 
“self- hating” is done by gay men themselves; or we could imagine the 
self- hatred as the masochism of the woman who loves a man who cannot 
love her back.

 For our purposes, even this critique of fag hag cannot help, for it 
paradoxically depends on precisely the pre- and post- Stonewall histori-
cal progress narrative we invoke in the introduction. Despite the feminist 
sentiment with which she disidentifies as a fag hag, Sedgwick here fails to 
imagine the 1950s as a space in which “gay” men and “straight” women 
might have done anything other than hate themselves (and each other) 
and get drunk. Sedgwick would likely recognize fag hag as an inapposite 
and unwieldy model for Curtis and Steward’s encounters, however, given 
that they included sex.
 Similarly, Steward’s and Spring’s descriptions of Curtis as old- maidish 
or school- teacherly remind us that powerful feminist potential has been 
found in the figures of the “old maid,” “school marm,” and “spinster.”39 
Heather Love argues for the spinster as a queer anachronism who can 
undo both hetero- and homonormative futurism. What Love finds cap-
tivating about the figure of the old maid is her loneliness and isola-
tion, what she calls being “chronically untouched”: “the spinster keeps 

 39. For example, Mary Daly’s Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism 
(1990), among many others, recuperates the figure of the spinster as an archetype. See 
Heather Love’s discussion of Daly in “Gyn/Apology,” 307.
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turning up, unwanted, untouched, a walking sign of other times and 
other worlds.”40 In doing so, the spinster generates a weird kind of pro-
ductivity (of internal life, or narrative—not children). By not reproduc-
ing, the spinster does not “progress,” but in fact she survives the failure 
to reproduce, which makes her available to theorize a queer historicity 
that refuses investment in a queer political progress narrative privileg-
ing same- sex marriage. In her untouchability, the figure of the spinster 
“mak[es] present a discarded or disavowed past” that, as Love points 
out, also challenges the normative desires of contemporary left criticism.41 
Although Curtis wasn’t, in fact, a spinster, both Steward and Spring treat 
her as if she were one. Understanding Curtis’s unmarried status as pro-
ductive makes it possible to understand the affective and feminized labor 
she performs for Steward as labor performed for her own unimaginable 
and sexually pleasurable purposes.

COMMUNE OF THE REFUSED

The political and theoretical consequences of the archival work we have 
laid out here indicate that more creative, historical, and erotohistorio-
graphical engagements with Emmy Curtis and her kin are needed. Our 
project has implications for a political relationship with queer history in 
the homonormative present moment. As Spring’s biography shows, the 
disavowal of Curtis coincides with apprehension of Steward himself as 
a relic of not only the pre- Stonewall era but also the pre- HIV era as well 

 40. Love, “Spinster Time (U Can’t Touch This).”
 41. Love, “Spinster Time,” 3.
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as a time prior to the transformation of U.S. gay culture into a homonor-
mative movement. Steward’s own sexual life might seem anachronistic 
and backwards in relation to a contemporary LGBT political movement 
that privileges serial monogamy and marriage. The figure of Curtis as 
the unsexy and asexual woman appears to be central as a backdrop to 
exceptionalize Steward’s “perverse” sexual life, which in a normative gay 
imaginary (that of monogamy and “clean living”) is also inaccessible and 
undesirable.
 One demurral to the account we’ve offered here might be the “facts”: 
Steward’s own narration of his relationship with Curtis. Yet the “facts” 
are curiously nebulous and unreliable: this alleged old maid had sex with 
Steward for six years, went on gay pilgrimages to Genet’s house, washed 
Steward’s daisy chain blanket, and knew all about Steward’s enjoyment 
of sex and his perversities. Opening the past to speculation beyond Stew-
ard’s own account may be unhistorical, but it offers us a sliver of a queer 
“then and there”: located not, as José Munõz might have wanted it, in the 
future, but in the unrecoverable past.
 These speculations might lionize Curtis and her queer then- and- there 
as utopian or exceptional. Yet we do not intend to do so. Curtis’s liai-
sons and her desires do not seem remarkable to us; rather, they reflect 
the complex and intimate relationships queer subjects have with each 
other and may have always had. They are remarkable only if we under-
stand Steward and Curtis in a reading of queer history that privileges the 
“proper” gay connections, literary or sexual. In the masculinist gay erotic 
imaginary that Steward helped initiate with the Phil Andros novels and 
that has flavored his recent rediscovery as a historical subject, these con-
nections come to seem self- evidently valuable, the only way one should 
desire or comport oneself. As we have argued in this chapter, this sche-
matic of values rests on the disavowal of desire for “others” who are 
the rejects or invisible others of this erotic imaginary: trans people of all 
kinds, lesbians, spinsters, effeminate gay men, as well as the racial oth-
ers of white gay butchness. By refusing to relegate Emmy Curtis to the 
status of fag hag masochist, willfully performing affective labor for the 
gay lover who does not desire her, we also want to trouble an essentialist 
queer sexual economy naturalizing women and trans people’s emotional 
“availability” while casting gay men as signally unavailable. Yet—a point 
we’ve already made—Steward himself felt inadequate within the sex-
ual economy he occupied. In this circle jerk of lack, Steward brings to 
mind Wayne Koestenbaum’s quip at a 2011 San Francisco panel on queer 
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artists’ circles: “I feel most welcomed by work that refuses me.”42 For us, 
Curtis and Steward inhabited a commune of the refused that is as produc-
tive of “wrong” connections and anachronistic attachments as queer and 
trans theory themselves (and their crossovers). The images in this chap-
ter presage, build up to, and reflect on precisely this vision of queer and 
trans life as productive of anachronistic and unlikely affiliation and erotic 
interest. This commune of the refused consists in the unexceptional, yet 
unquestionably flourishing, existence of sex, eroticism, and camaraderie 
(indeed all kinds of relationships) between all of the rejected others of the 
homonormative imaginary. This is a commune we imagine Emmy Curtis 
and Sam Steward would both have appreciated and participated in with 
gusto.

 42. Koestenbaum, “Queer Culture and Artists’ Circles.”
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C H A P T E R  3

On Late- Life 
Samuel Steward

Scott Herring

On New Year’s Eve of 1996—one of the worst nights of my life— 
I found myself at The Tool Box, a run- of- the- mill watering hole 

located in a run- down district of Birmingham, Alabama. I was with 
the second of what would prove to be many exes. Minutes before the 
ball dropped, well drinks flowing, we hung on to the brass rail for dear 
life. In my double vision I recall gawking at a solitary old white man 
to my left—late 70s, possibly early 80s—who proceeded to down shot 
after shot of what looked like Jameson Irish whiskey only to throw it 
all back up. Brian and I recoiled in horror, but I remain uncertain to this 
day whether it was due to the stranger’s projections or our own. We had, 
it seems, erroneously fantasized ourselves hot young things, and imagin-
ing our future selves as exemplified in the old man petrified us. In my dim 
memory, the scene was the photonegative of euphoric “erotic vomiting” 
justly celebrated near the close of Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner’s 
1998 essay, “Sex in Public.”1 Here, no whoops or hollers were offered 
by an amazed gathering to embolden one guy to help another expel the 
undigested contents of a stomach. Neither of us offered help to our elder. 
We instead sloshed onto the dance floor in a frantic attempt to shrug off 
the unfounded terror at what lay ahead.
 This chapter atones for what I see, in hindsight, to be a moment of 
careless youth, and so my comments revolve around a basic question: 

Special thanks to Justin Spring and Michael Williams for sharing their work, thoughts, 
and, in Williams’s instance, loving memories of Steward.
 1. See Berlant and Warner, “Sex in Public,” 564–65.
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How do we celebrate the end of Samuel M. Steward’s long and possibly 
too lengthy life? Over the past half- decade, this once- forgotten homo-
sexual has experienced something of a renaissance, thanks partially to 
art historian Justin Spring’s definitive biography, Secret Historian, and 
the University of Chicago Press’s republication of his essays. Also con-
tributing to Steward’s renaissance were a 2010 symposium at his alma 
mater, The Ohio State University, and Yale University’s 2012 acquisition 
of 20.46 linear feet of Steward’s literary and nonliterary effects, including 
correspondence with Gertrude Stein and a pizza parlor magnet. Indeed, 
Spring and others have celebrated Steward’s verbal, visual, and queer 
innovations, and especially his links to transatlantic modernist circles 
and American gay male literatures that included Gertrude Stein, Alice B. 
Toklas, Thomas Mann, and Thornton Wilder.
 Yet despite these accolades, relatively few fete Steward’s late life. 
His last days appear to have been his worst. In 1993 Steward died, 
according to his posthumous Leather Hall of Fame Inductee bio, “semi- 
impoverished” at the age of 84 after almost three decades of living in his 
small Berkeley, California home.2 With years spent in Chicago relishing 
his chosen profession—tattooing male flesh—Steward had moved to the 
Bay Area in 1964 and set up shop in Oakland. This relocation was not 
easy. As detailed at length by Spring in Secret Historian, Steward found 
himself faced with “poverty, crime, and police brutality.”3 “Justifiably ter-
rified” yet financially beholden to inking members of the Hells Angels 
Motorcycle Club for a stable income (334), he grew wary of “the ram-
shackle hippie commune next door” to his home—so much so that he 
found himself “placing live- ammunition booby traps” inside his residence 
(382). Letters to friends and acquaintances housed at the Howard Gotlieb 
Archival Research Center at Boston University confirm Spring’s account, 
as they record Steward’s frequent complaints against his fellow Oakland 
residents well into the early 1980s. With little exaggeration, it appears 
that many of his daily encounters with the outside world seemed a liv-
ing hell. Given “the mundane reality of his suburban ghetto bungalow” 
(343), Steward faced head- on what anthropologist Esther Newton, in her 
classic ethnography Mother Camp, refers to as downfall, or a feeling of 
social and personal “degradation” whereby a queer “comes to see reality 
for what it is, as well as being prepared to cope with it.”4

 2. “2012 Leather Hall of Fame Inductee.” 
 3. Spring, Secret Historian, 322. 
 4. Newton, Mother Camp, 126.
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 Steward’s interior life during this time appears just as tormented. 
In Secret Historian’s closing chapters we find him “withdrawn from the 
San Francisco gay scene, where he felt himself an entirely unwelcome 
older man” (370). We also discover that Steward excelled at amassing his 
domestic material culture: the residence “became almost horrifyingly dirty 
in his last years—partly because in his eccentric old age Steward became 
a compulsive hoarder, and partly because Cranford and Blackstone, the 
two dachshunds he acquired after Fritz’s [his previous pet dog’s] death, 
had never properly been housebroken” (399). A black- and- white pho-
tograph of an elder Steward reprinted in Secret Historian confirms and 
denies this filth by sweeping it under the proverbial rug. Taken by Robert 
Giard, the portrait shows a stern- faced Steward sitting in a worn leather 
recliner. He faces the photographer with one of his canines asleep in his 
lap. Behind him are numerous clocks as well as hourglasses of various 
sizes, and foregrounded in the photograph is a statue of a naked male. 
This latter item dominates a third of the picture’s frame and for good 
reason. “The squalor of Steward’s home,” remarks Spring, “was skillfully 
concealed by the photographer, Robert Giard” (n.p.).
 While Secret Historian remains blessedly nonjudgmental in its retell-
ing of the events which I and several others have rehearsed, some review-
ers of the biography have been less kind. Together they deplore Steward’s 
downfall. The Chicago- based Windy City Times finds that “it’s difficult 
to see Samuel Steward outside so many modern labels—as a recovered 
alcoholic, sex addict, starfucker, pill popper, hoarder, obsessive/compul-
sive, depressive, masochist. . . . Steward was probably all those things.”5 
Overviewing the hoarding (“towers of papers and photos”) and Stew-
ard’s “final years amidst the dog shit and piss” that Spring appraises, the 
reviewer concludes that it all amounts to “a dismal end to an incredible 
life.” From The Bay Area Reporter Online: “An amazing cautionary 
tale.”6 From author Andrew Holleran, writing for The Washington Post: 
“A rather sad wannabe: a man who wanted to move to Paris but never 
did, a writer whose dream of a great novel devolved into porn, a college 
professor who ended up a tattoo artist in the Oakland slums.”7 And from 
one Goodreads three- out- of- five- stars review: “This book took a long 
time to read. In the end it serves as an example of what I don’t want 
my life to become. Please, god, don’t let me waste my life looking for 

 5. Keehnen, Review of Secret Historian.
 6. Fritscher, “The Talented Mr. Steward.”
 7. Holleran, “Review: ‘Secret Historian.’”
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hook- ups, and please don’t let me end up as an 80-year- old hoarder in a 
tiny bungalow in some random backyard.”8 Judging from these incrimi-
natory assessments, it seems that Steward should have cashed in his chips 
and called it a life.
 While I have no desire to paper over the difficulties of Steward’s 
aging or the burdens that his final home address at 2016 Ninth Street, 
Unit X, placed upon his daily interactions, I nevertheless reevaluate Sam’s 
last days as his worst self in those supposed “slums” of Oakland, and I 
reassess Steward as a bitter old deviate swallowed up by too much stuff. 
To do so, I approach the artist and his bungalow “squalor” with a read-
ing that relies upon imperfect recollection (a personal interview I con-
ducted with Steward’s close friend and estate executor, Michael Williams) 
as well as with some wish fulfillment of my own as I closely read Stew-
ard’s 1981 memoir Chapters from an Autobiography. This chapter thus 
reexamines Steward’s later life as a supposedly downtrodden hoarder to 
argue that an allegiance to material non- normativity matched his lifelong 
commitment to sexual non- normativity, and I situate Steward within an 
overlooked queer genealogy—the hoarder engaged in perverse relations 
with personal objects—that complements his participation in historical 
traditions of sexual inversion as well as erotic traditions of BDSM. While 
some have understandably interpreted his messy existence as a negative 
example, recasting Steward’s hoarding as a critically queer engagement 
with objects allows us to approach his accumulations as a continuation of 
a vibrant existence rather than an index of a wannabe who slowly petered 
out. Hence, when we attend to the material cultures that saturated Stew-
ard’s California decades, his queer hoarding helps us depathologize depic-
tions of this artist as either a sad old queen or a dirty old man—categories 
that an elder Steward creatively undercut thanks to stuff like Kleenex soft 
tissues, videocassette tapes of porn, puzzles, velvet decorative curtains, 
and antique kitchen tools.
 I discuss these objects later in this piece. I want to first lay out the 
social and historical fields that enabled the figure of the hoarder to mate-
rialize as a “cautionary tale” in twentieth- century America in order to 
better understand the ungenerous responses to Steward’s years in Califor-
nia. We can begin to accomplish this task by teasing out the passing refer-
ence to “modern labels” in Windy City Times. With its implicit assump-
tion that hoarding is a diagnosis akin to an addiction such as alcoholism 
or to a supposed mental illness such as Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, 

 8. Gray, “Andrew Gray’s Reviews.” 
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the newspaper situates Steward not only within twentieth- century con-
structions of suspect sexuality such as the sex addict (Steward was fabled 
for his same- sex erotic adventures with international celebrities and 
strangers as well as his record keeping of these encounters in his so- called 
Stud File), but also within relatively new constructions of questionable 
material relations such as the excessive accumulator.
 Curiously, these two identity categories of the hoarder and the sex 
addict are sometimes related in scientific and popular literatures that 
approach both categories as a psychopathology. In a 2012 entry for 
The Oxford Handbook of Impulse Control Disorders, for example, 
a prominent sexologist based at the University of Minnesota finds that 
sex addiction “has been described by many terms: hypersexuality, hyper-
philia, erotomania [. . .] and, more recently, sexual addiction, compulsive 
sexual behavior, and paraphilia- related disorder.”9 Dating the scientific 
literature of this pseudo- disease back to the early 1980s, the researcher 
then outlines various traits of the sex addict and cites the “compulsive use 
of erotica”—the “hiding, hoarding, and/or compulsive collecting of erotic 
materials”—as a sign of this mental disorder (379). The accumulation of 
erotic things (here, the hoarding of sexy stuff) is cast as an irregularity of 
object attachment, a charge not that far removed from Holleran’s damn-
ing assessment that Steward’s dreamy ideals of novel writing “devolved 
into porn.”
 If we turn to more popularized discourses in the mass media regard-
ing these psychopathological diagnoses, we find that they similarly cast 
erotica collectors such as Steward as porn addicts. The phrase porn addic-
tion (approximately 632,000 results when last I Googled the expression) 
circulates widely across the Internet, and fears over what some call porn 
hoarding (4,170 results) have contributed to hundreds of nail- biting 
threads, blogs, and tweets that focus on rehabilitating such problema-
tized behaviors.10 As one author sensationally observes in a 2012 blog 
posting titled “Internet Porn Isn’t Just about Sex—It’s about Collecting,” 
“it’s easy to assume that internet pornography unleashes an uncontrol-
lable sex urge—and that’s why (to put it delicately) men drive themselves 
to exhaustion in front of their monitors. . . . Enter the words ‘collector 

 9. Coleman, “Impulsive/Compulsive Sexual Behavior,” 375.
 10. See, for example, breakstudios, “4 Signs You Have A Porn Addiction,” and 
Forbes, “Curator’s Statement: OSC: Obsessive Sex Collecting.” See also Dean, “Intro-
duction: Pornography, Technology, Archive,” in Porn Archives, for his excellent discus-
sion of Steward, pornography, and archiving (14); and Bright and Crowley, “‘A Quantity 
of Offensive Matter,’” 116, 119–21.
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jailed’ into a search engine, and you immediately come across stories 
about the compulsive hoarding of internet porn.”11

 Whether they are directed at specialized audiences such as psychia-
trists or aimed at anyone who uses an online search engine query, these 
ongoing apprehensions over the acquisition of an imposing lot of erotic 
images are often as much about fears over unsuitable collecting as they 
are about the sexually explicit materials themselves. These two anxiet-
ies have at times gone hand in hand when people are describing a fervid 
collector such as Steward, as in one online overview of his erotica which 
finds that “although Steward’s meticulous logging of every sexual part-
ner and encounter may seem bizarre, his hoarding of documents gives 
a fascinating insight into what it was like to be gay in mid-20th cen-
tury America.”12 Or another commentator, whose review of Secret His-
torian assumes that “Steward was a hoarder of sexual information.”13 
Or another, who sees “the obvious parallels of his hoarding, diary- 
keeping, and punishing crushes, to today’s trendy concepts of OCD.”14 
However mild their respective moralism, in these select assessments the 
activity of hoarding materials—as much as the erotic subjects of his queer 
collection—turns the accumulator into an admonition.
 Peering deeper into the historical well of modern classifications 
such as the erotic collector, the sex addict, and the hoarder of untow-
ard things, we find Steward to be one among many. As I have argued 
in my previous writings on hoarders, in an overlooked passage from the 
first volume of The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault surveys the 
emergent “world of perversion” that crystallized in the later nineteenth 
century, and he references “children wise beyond their years, precocious 
little girls, ambiguous schoolboys, dubious servants and educators, cruel 
or maniacal husbands,” and, key for our interests, “solitary collectors, 
ramblers with bizarre impulses.”15 Like Windy City Times, Foucault 
too sees these pathologized identities as part and parcel of a burgeoning 
psycho- modernity. That the philosopher approaches deviant collectors as 
a typology of modern perversion on the same plane as “the sexuality of 
the invert, the gerontophile, [and] the fetishist” is just as significant (47): 

 11. Thompson, “Internet Porn Isn’t Just about Sex—It’s about Collecting.”
 12. Smith, “Museum of Sex in New York City.”
 13. Osborne, comment on “Secret Historian.”
 14. Peters, “Lover Man.”
 15. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume 1, 40. This paragraph and the three fol-
lowing it are reprinted with minor revisions from Herring, The Hoarders; and Herring, 
“Material Deviance.”
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these aberrant accumulators are part of that immense social network sub-
ject to “the medical examination, the psychiatric investigation, the ped-
agogical report, and family controls” (45). In our present era, we might 
translate this surveillance into a Goodreads review of Secret Historian.
 Whether the objects in their possession are pornography (“compul-
sive use of erotica”), the stuff of squalor, or some combination of the 
two, inappropriate collectors like Sam are thus figured as queer in terms 
of Foucauldian historiography, Internet buzz, the pathologizing frame-
work of guidebooks to Impulse Control Disorders, and, unsurprisingly, 
the revised edition of DSM-5. In the 2013 revision of this widely cited 
compendium, hoarding shows up as the flipside of “normative collecting 
behavior” under the novel categorization of Hoarding Disorder.16 Again 
noting intimacies between sexual deviance and material deviance, I do not 
hasten to add that the checklist for identifying a subject supposedly suf-
fering from this disease can be found several chapters away from erotic 
activities such as fetishism, masochism, and exhibitionism. Pack rats may 
be people whom some like to gawk at—compulsive accumulators fea-
tured on poorly produced cable television shows that you tell no one you 
once religiously DVRed—but, as Foucault and others illustrate, for many 
of us they are also family.
 Fine- tuning Foucault’s insights, we can see hoarders and extreme 
accumulators as a fairly recent historical addition to what the philosopher 
calls “the numberless family of perverts” (40). Indeed, I have previously 
contended that the recently standardized identity category of the hoarder 
figures precisely as a modern perversion given that these individuals are 
too often described as loony, disturbed, and bizarre, thanks to their dubi-
ous fondness for things such as papers, magazines, boxes, whatnots, and 
keepsakes. As I have also detailed in prior writings, this particularly queer 
brand of the collector first burst onto the national scene in mid- twentieth- 
century America, where two aging white male brothers—Homer and 
Langley Collyer—sparked the diagnosis of Collyer Brothers syndrome 
after the contents of their mansion in Manhattan (well over 100 tons 
of goods, including books, machinery, furniture, and personal effects) 
were cited in local, regional, national, and international media after their 
deaths in 1947.17 The stories that featured the Collyers, solitary collec-
tors for sure, were some of the first to popularize hoarding as an illogical 

 16. American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5), 5th ed. (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013), 
248. Some medical specialists often reduce this diagnosis to HD.
 17. See Herring, “Collyer Curiosa.”
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tie to things across highly specialized medical literatures as well as more 
general discourses such as LIFE magazine. In so doing, they contributed 
to a perverse modernity whereby abnormality—broadly defined—further 
grafts onto persons and their particular objects of desire as a stigma that 
haunts millions today. In fact, notable celebrities such as Andy Warhol; 
Edith (“Big Edie”) Ewing Bouvier Beale and her daughter; William Del-
lenback (Alfred C. Kinsey’s principal photographer); Delta Burke; Lindsay 
Lohan; and Steward have all found themselves entangled in the pseudo- 
scientific classifications of hoarding as a disorder—a disease that has also 
gone by less official titles such as clutter addiction, pathological collect-
ing, and senile squalor syndrome if you excavate its cultural biography a 
bit more.
 Yet I have also claimed that, like any pathologizing discourse worth 
its salt, this modern tale of the perverted collector has the potential to 
spark counternarratives (Foucauldian reverse- discourses) that dent hyper- 
medicalization when we consider the codes of conduct that too often 
count for a proper material life under late consumer capitalism—the nat-
uralized rituals that inform how we should display our belongings, how 
we should dust and polish our possessions, and exactly how many things 
signal “too much” when we gather them about our domestic selves. 
Steward was as deft as Foucault when it came to these matters of mod-
ern materiality once he moved from Chicago to Northern California in 
1964, and we have several detailed accounts of his West Coast dwelling’s 
contents to support this claim. Spring tells us that “the bungalow had 
become so severely congested with books, papers, ephemera, and house-
hold garbage that there was little room for anyone apart from Steward to 
sit” (399). Michael Williams, Steward’s estate executor, likewise reports 
in Secret Historian “a mass of things piled up on indiscernible pieces of 
furniture.” Amid these piles one could find “tins of coins, boxes of can 
openers, bottle openers, and salt dispensers, piles of paper and lots of 
rinsed, empty dog- food cans which hadn’t made it to the garbage pail . . . 
clutter everywhere.” And in Steward’s bedroom, a home- stager’s night-
mare: “a single bed [and] all around it was a heap maybe a foot high of 
discarded magazines, paperbacks, used Kleenex, support hose, and other 
items of clothing.”18

 If we toe the standard diagnostic line on these possessions, then it 
would appear that Steward was a prototypical hoarder who meets the 
criteria for a successful DSM-5 assessment. The clutter would point to 

 18. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 400.
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“a significant worsening of his depression”; the clinging to papers would 
signpost an inability to resolve repressed underlying psychodynamics 
rooted in early childhood family trauma.19 Further refining this medical 
diagnosis of Steward as a hoarder in his mid- to late life, we would char-
acterize him as suffering from what some specialists now term late- onset 
hoarding, or what has also been referred to as senile squalor syndrome. 
Playing off gerontophobic stereotypes of the elderly as filth- ridden, Sam’s 
wads of Kleenex and mounds of aluminum cans would reveal him to be 
a mentally unstable elderly hoarder par excellence—that somber tale of a 
queer buried alive by things.
 Yet in contradiction to these potential representations of his belong-
ings, I was pleased to learn that Steward considered his hoarding- filled 
rooms not a hovel but, as Williams informed me, “a sacred place” care-
fully framed with “black velvet curtains.”20 In a phone conversation I 
had with Williams, supplemental details emerged about Steward’s late- life 
material culture—comments about Sam’s materiality that attenuate the 
low- level hysteria launched by media outlets such as Windy City Times 
and handbooks such as The Oxford Handbook of Impulse Control Dis-
orders. According to Williams, the bungalow hoarding showed signs of 
an extraordinarily rich object world.21 In it we find “a sea of escape fic-
tion” as well as “two collections other than the books and paper” includ-
ing “tattooing [and] tracing papers” and “needles, guns with pigments.” 
There would have been “a lot of books on tattooing [and] criminology 
[since Sam was] fascinated with sleuthing.” A visitor may have encoun-
tered “old implements—apple corers, peelers, ricers”—that reminded 
Steward of “growing up in rural Ohio where his aunts did a lot of pre-
serving.” Or an “interesting historical collection of old implements (skin-
ners and ricers), [and] jars.” Steward, Williams fondly ruminated, “loved 
anything that was an implement—built his TV set as a kit.” He also 
hoarded “books on cryptology [and] police band codes. Endless variety 
of clocks—cuckoo clocks—clocks where you could see all moving parts, 
thirty to forty clocks—flat- faced ones with circles rather than numbers.”22 

 19. Spring, Secret Historian, 398. I also have in mind another moment in Spring’s 
biography where he quotes Steward’s self- description regarding “the psychic trauma of 
my father’s rejection of me” (13).
 20. Michael Williams, personal interview with author. All subsequent interview quo-
tations are marked in the body of this chapter unless otherwise noted.
 21. I mean the phrase object world in both its psychological and material reverbera-
tions. See Christopher Bollas, The Evocative Object World.
 22. Spring also discusses these clocks in Secret Historian, 344.
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Williams reminds us not to forget the smut too: in print, in photography, 
on VHS cassette, and in person with visits from the Golden State gay 
police and actors moving in and out of the Bay Area adult film indus-
try. Steward, he recalls, “had a lot of videos—very eclectic—taped many 
things.” He also had a “porn collection” and “subscribed to a number of 
gay magazines.”
 It remains unclear to me if Sam got more pleasure out of his hoarded 
erotica than he did his hoarded canning supplies: love, fascination, fan-
tasy, investment, self- archiving, attachment, memorialization, and geneal-
ogy are some keywords that come to my mind when I dwell on Williams’s 
generous personal reminiscence. In my own impossible recollections 
of a residence I will never enter, the plethora of peelers functioned like 
mechanical madeleines to transport Steward back to a pastoralized child-
hood in Ohio; the tattooing instruments a pleasant reminder of his days 
spent in intimate contact with the bodies and blood of men; the books a 
respite from wearying fears of next- door neighbors; the clocks a nour-
ishing diversion as much as the cruising that structured so much of his 
earlier life. It seems to me that Steward adored all of this gadgetry even as 
he became mired in it. His Berkeley bungalow became an abode dedicated 
to the “queer domesticity” of material contacts rather than a horror fest 
of abominable housekeeping symptomatic of Hoarding Disorder.23

 At the same time, I don’t want us to forget Steward’s own growing 
irritations the more and more he accumulated. As he writes near the 
conclusion of his Chapters from an Autobiography, a memoir published 
when Steward was 72 years old that spans from his first days in the rural 
Midwest to his last in California: “As the years went on I passed into 
the land where Everyman must eventually go, that of the older human 
being.”24 Adjusting to life outside the rhythms of paid labor and compar-
ing himself to the sanatorium residents of Thomas Mann’s 1924 modern-
ist classic The Magic Mountain, Steward discovers in what geriatricians 
term a life course review that “another example of the mindless ‘sinking 
into the great dullness’ took hold of me: I built electronic gadgets and 
instruments from kits and instruction books” (133). Here Steward scripts 
an account different from the one presented by Williams as he details his 
“do- nothing days” in the 1970s (133). For someone with such a restless 
mind, retirement clearly did not come stress- free. Yet it is important to 

 23. I borrow the phrase queer domesticity from Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides, 
13.
 24. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 119.
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remember that even as Steward describes his collections as “mindless,” 
he becomes intensely preoccupied with his personal possessions. Though 
he dismisses these kits, it nevertheless stands to reason that he took great 
interest in tinkering with them, in piecing them together, and in filling 
his days with these thingamajigs. A supposedly “mindless” activity starts 
to look more like the carefree daydreaming that can occur when one is 
deeply immersed within a chosen activity.
 Despite these gripes with later life and the occasional boredom of his 
self- retirement from his Oakland tattoo parlor, Steward, in fact, neverthe-
less appears to have found a wherewithal in these hoarded accumulations. 
“He saw himself as a collector,” stresses Williams. He “thought of him-
self . . . as a curator.” Fairly apathetic to the new Gay Liberation scenes 
in San Francisco (he felt himself an “outcast” [320], as Spring recalls in 
Secret Historian), Steward seems to have deeply appreciated late modern 
technologies of the twentieth century. The consumer- oriented objects of 
the late modern Western world, I mean to say, sparked his desire and 
turned him on—especially the Accu- Jac electronic masturbation device or 
Pneumatic Penis Milker (as it was also branded), which the Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library at Yale houses as “Request Box 24” in 
its processed “Samuel Steward Papers” inclusive of “case and pump.”25 
Even as he at times felt shunned from the body fascism of the Bay Area, 
he took delight in an array of novel things that he could intimately fondle, 
caress, and care for as he tended to his material late life.
 This is a lesson that perverts of all stripes can do well to learn. Twelve 
years before his death, the pill- popping, obsessive star- fucking, sex addict 
hoarder would remind future queers that “we should have a vast stock of 
tangible things to invest our love in: mementos, memorabilia, photographs 
[. . .] anything which can stimulate us, can make us remember.”26 Only 
“then,” Steward advises, “you can truly say that you are alive, and that 
you are living” (142). Steward offers these comments in Autobiography’s 
final moments during a coda that he titles “Detachment”—a revision 
of a short piece that he had published anonymously in an August 1959 
issue of the Swiss homophile magazine Der Kreis/Le Cercle/The Circle. 
This title is somewhat misleading given that he offers readers a litany of 
things that connect one to queer histories, individuals, geographies, and 
goods across the decades.27 His commemorative coffers include “Alice 

 25. Guide to the Samuel Steward Papers.
 26. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 141.
 27. See Tim Dean’s opening chapter in this collection for a complementary reading 
of Steward’s emotional and erotic ties to gay male Western history.
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Toklas’ tomato knife, [and] horsehairs from [Gertrude] Stein’s sofa” as 
well as “a purplish magenta ceramic rose stolen from the ledge of Oscar 
Wilde’s tomb in Père- Lachaise cemetery” and “a construction hardhat.”28 
Prior to this coda he also intersperses revised lines from the original 
Der Kreis essay that find “for when I was seventeen I knew I was going 
to be seventy. And there were going to have to be tangibles to which the 
imagination and memory could be tied, devices to stimulate nostalgia and 
the remembrance of things past” (129; my emphasis).29 Though they go 
uncited, we can also add all of those clocks and Proustian apple peel-
ers and entertainment systems that were not simply poor compensation 
for what some have deemed a shrunken life. Appraise the pileup of these 
materials, Steward writes, “and you would have enough to live on the rest 
of your life” (142).
 What, then, did it mean that an aging Steward hoarded ricers with 
the same verve that he collected erotic encounters? Not as a substitu-
tion when faced with the brutalities of ageism in the Bay Area, but as a 
complement given that he continued to eroticize his male visitors? Recall 
Spring’s description of that now- famous metal Stud File: “the detailed 
lifelong record (painstakingly alphabetized, coded, annotated, and cross- 
referenced) describing his thousands of sexual encounters” (n.p.). Was 
Sam in the end as mesmerized by this inanimate object that was his Wun-
derkammer as much as he was by the human trade in California? Were 
the inexpensive paper index cards he amassed inside it as important as the 
contacts recorded on them—they too a tangible thing safe to love? Given 
that his later life dissolved boundaries between erotic collecting and the 
hoarding of inanimate things, perhaps it’s not just the queerness of Sam 
collecting porn but the queerness of an aging Sam collecting Kleenex.
 I sense here that I’m playing up the idea of the hoarder as it aligns 
with the dirty old pervert and the sad- sack queen. I had earlier mentioned 
associated links between the psychiatric standardization of the hoarder 
and that of senile squalor syndrome, and Steward seems to have been 
cognizant that some in the Bay Area might have viewed him and his kind 
as pitiful ancients. As much as clone typology (think the Village People) 
dominated urban, white, U.S. gay male enclaves in the mid-1970s to 
the early 80s, only to be followed by the icon of the boyish twink in the 
decades thereafter, this figure of what Steward refers at as an “auntie” or 

 28. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 142, 141, 142.
 29. For a mention of Steward’s contributions to Der Kreis, see Kennedy, “Chapter 4. 
English Writers,” 42–44.
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what D. A. Miller terms “the Sad Old Queen” in reference to his rumina-
tion on an aging Roland Barthes haunts some modern gay male popular 
imaginaries as a sign of social and sexual death (what Miller cites as “the 
absoluteness of death in the stereotype”).30 Return, for but one example, 
to that line posted on Goodreads: “please, god, don’t let me end up as an 
80-year- old hoarder.” It’s hard to tell whether the fear behind this callous 
prayer is of an improper material life or of aging’s inevitability, but nei-
ther appears as a desirable option for gay men as they renegotiate their 
social and sexual desirability once they get on in years.
 Reports such as Williams’s suggest that Steward managed to navi-
gate his aging and his multiplying objects as more than desperate living: 
“he did have friends [who] took Sam to lunch [and he had] few days 
without a caller or a phone call from friends.” If you review his autobi-
ography, you also find that some of these individuals were attracted to his 
maturity. At the end of Chapters, another “tangible thing” enters Stew-
ard’s life besides the clocks and the videocassette tapes—a youthful male 
by the name of Scott (Spring identifies him as Scott Andrews, “a strik-
ingly handsome twenty- five- year- old porn actor who had recently become 
his lover” [391]). Steward’s reminiscence of their relationship allows us 
yet another way to think otherwise about the social disdain that often 
circulates around the aged (male) hoarder or the sad old queen. He tells 
readers of his delight at meeting Scott and his surprise at the actor’s desire 
for the elder accumulator:

He gave me also a large color photograph of himself, naked, with one 

arm uplifted to a branch, his lithe tanned swimmer’s body amidst a total 

background of greenery—cedars and firs—his genitals barely showing 

before merging with the green out of which his body sprang. On the back 

of it he wrote, “I enjoy your company, and look forward to more visits in 

the future. I hope to be as charming and witty as you are when I am past 

thirty!”31

 30. Steward, “Detachment,” 34; and Miller, Bringing out Roland Barthes, 54. 
I point out that the term twink—a subcultural term that refers to young, typically white 
gay males in their later adolescence and early adulthood—does not appear in that most 
exhaustive of American gay slang dictionaries, Bruce Rodgers’s Gay Talk: A (Sometimes 
Outrageous) Dictionary of Gay Slang. Rodgers does, however, offer a lengthy definition 
for “chicken,” or “juvenile, youthful, young- looking” gay men (44). This particular icon 
reaches further back into pre- Stonewall gay male subcultural imaginaries both inside and 
outside the United States. For more on this subcultural investment in youthful white gay 
male bodies, see Nealon, Foundlings, 138–39.
 31. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 137.
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Contrast Scott’s adoration of Sam to the Goodreads review of Secret His-
torian. Did the porn actor identify as a gerontophile or, to quote from 
Bruce Rodgers’s 1972 homophile slang dictionary, an “auntie- queen,” 
a “young man who seeks the companionship of older men”?32 Did he 
find the supposedly squalor- ridden spaces as “charming and witty” as 
the man himself? Did he find Sam’s hoarding sexy rather than sad? Did 
he, like Steward, relish in the company of objects? Did he want to be 
hoarded himself by giving Steward his portrait? Rather than doleful, 
Scott treats Sam the aging accumulator like a novelty in two meanings of 
the term—an aging Steward is a fresh revelation as well as a newfangled 
sexual object. Steward, in turn, turns Scott into another form of porn 
hoarding as he records this relationship for readers of Autobiography. 
The 70-something supposedly wannabe novelist (he published up until 
the year of his death) thus treats the 20-something wannabe actor as yet 
another pleasurable addition to his extensive collection of eroticized stuff: 
“There are times in one’s life when you accept gifts from the gods, and 
smile, and do not question” (139).
 After surveying one of his advanced writings as well as the recollec-
tions of his good friend Williams, I deduce that Auntie Steward repeatedly 
embraced social molds of the aging homosexual, the clutter addict, the 
elderly hoarder, the porn hoarder, and the deviant pack rat with aplomb 
rather than bathos. This might well be one different way to receive the 
later work of an artist who some have wrongly presumed devolved into a 
pornographic writer (as if that in itself was a dishonorable way to flame 
out) or deteriorated swiftly after his self- imposed retirement from the tat-
too parlor. In his accumulation of things and memories in the Bay Area, 
Steward countered the gerontophobia of U.S. queer cultures in particular 
and modern cultures in general. At the close of Autobiography, he writes 
heartbreakingly about “suffering from the dwindling numbers of admir-
ers as we grow older, of the frantic- pathetic efforts to stay young and 
attractive in a culture which admires youth alone” (140). Elsewhere he 
laments what gay men do “to keep from becoming an ‘auntie’—darken-
ing our hair along the temples, rubbing eye- cream or some tan enamel 
make- up over the pockets below our eyes, wearing a male girdle of some 
sort to hold the dreadful slackening of the belly.”33 His memoir’s solution 
to this conundrum of aging was “inner resources,” but I have argued that 
there were external ones as well—ricers, Kleenex, porn magazines, and 

 32. Rodgers, Gay Talk, 25.
 33. Steward, “Detachment,” 34.
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Scott Andrews (141). In answer to a gendered question invoked in his 
autobiography about “every aging homosexual”—“In what year does a 
good man stop it all?”—his response for almost eight and a half decades 
became fairly clear: you don’t (138).
 He didn’t, and neither should we, whether you find yourself a twink, 
or a chicken hawk, or an auntie- queen, or a jaded mess, or a baby dyke, 
or an OWL, or a crone, or an Old Lesbians Organizing for Change 
(OLOC) activist, or none of the above. For those lucky enough not to 
die during this late modern era of “mass longevity,” Steward the perverse 
hoarder models but one way to live a long life.34 He offers us encourage-
ment as he demonstrates how to draw upon a hoard of things in order 
to get through the days, whether they be many or few—an object lesson, 
I think, whose wisdom can also be embraced by queers beyond the single 
white gay male that this chapter discussed.
 So mark your calendars: the day well may come when I too am an 
80-something dirty old man living amid wads of Kleenex and reams 
of tape in some random town in some random room most likely in the 
middle of what may count for nowhere. When the next new year arrives 
and I again saddle up to the bar, I can only hope that my senescence is not 
laughed out of the room. I doubt I will pop many corks, but please, God, 
may I raise a glass and toast the queerness of well- worn lives and all of 
their stuff: “to those, like Steward, whose long- life materials testify to our 
escalating object worlds of perversion.”

 34. On “mass longevity,” see Plath, Long Engagements, 1; and Cole, Journey of 
Life, on “the democratization of longevity” in the twentieth century (236), or what he 
contends is “the first time in history [that] most people can expect to live into the ‘long 
late afternoon of life’” (236).
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Samuel Steward’s 
Autoethnographic 
Sexology

Debra A. Moddelmog

In Secret Historian: The Life and Times of Samuel Steward, Profes-
sor, Tattoo Artist, and Sexual Renegade, Justin Spring proposes that 

Steward’s “many forms of self- documentation” can be read as “a single, 
lifelong body of work through which he hoped to demystify homosexual-
ity for generations to come.”1 Spring’s biography makes a compelling case 
that Steward was a kind of secret historian, compiling and composing 
extensive evidence throughout his life that supported a goal of depathol-
ogizing and decriminalizing homosexuality. As he concludes, “In quietly 
rejecting the notion that both he and his sexual nature were abhorrent, 
[Steward] had the presence of mind and the force of character to insist 
that society was wrong, not he” (410–11).
 This identification of Steward’s project as the demystification of 
homosexuality is backed by evidence from Steward’s massive archive. 
For example, in an unpublished essay, “The Homosexual Adjustment” 
(c. 1934), written when he was around 25 years old and soon after grad-
uating with his PhD in English from The Ohio State University, Steward 
proposes, “For the past three years I have known that I am a homosexual 
[and] it is something that I must take into account in any plans I make 
for the future.”2 Yet his early insecurity over his place in the world as 
a homosexual—“If one does not want to suppress his nature and yet is 
afraid of expressing it, what is he to do?” (30)—grew less pronounced 
over time. For example, in a 1961 article titled “The Bull Market in 

 1. Spring, Secret Historian, xiv.
 2. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 27.



86 •  CHAPTER 4,  AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC SEXOLOGY

America,” he was passionately professing that the outlawing of male 
prostitution was another form of homosexual oppression: “You have leg-
islated against the homosexual, harried him and hounded him, permit-
ted him by your laws and repressions to be blackmailed, sterilized him, 
laughed at him, kicked him, beaten him—but you cannot change his incli-
nations, and chances are he would not let you if you could.”3

 As Spring suggests, Steward eventually came to believe that the prob-
lem lay in societal attitudes rather than in his own inability to adjust to 
some arbitrary measure of “normal.” But if it is fair to see Steward as one 
of the early public defenders of homosexuality in the United States, this 
characterization also does not do full justice to the scope of his views of 
sexuality or to his own sexual proclivities. For instance, in an interview 
in 1983, Steward noted that Alfred Kinsey, with whom he worked in the 
1950s, would not allow a word like normal to be used, and he registered 
his approval of Kinsey’s use of the word natural to mean an indulgence 
of the sex drive, claiming it was more “natural” for prisoners Kinsey had 
interviewed to “get their rocks off any way they could,” and “it didn’t 
matter a whole lot whether it was male or female.” Even though the pris-
oners were supposed to revert to heterosexuality when they were released, 
“on that particular level, a reversion didn’t seem important to anybody. 
So it was a lot more natural than the phony, middle- class morality that 
I had been familiar with prior to that time.”4 Regina G. Kunzel argues 
that “situational homosexuality,” most often connected to prison life, is a 
distinct midcentury invention, “a rhetorical maneuver by which midcen-
tury social scientists sought to contain the disruptive meanings of sexual 
acts apparently unlinked to, and therefore unsettling to, sexual identity.”5 
Steward responds here to that rhetorical social science argument, rejecting 
it as irrelevant and disingenuous. His point is not that the male prisoners 
were “situational homosexuals” who had put aside their “true” hetero-
sexual nature for the period of their incarceration, but rather that the sex-
ual drive exceeds societal prohibitions and identifications, thus creating a 
new claim for what is natural and unnatural.
 As the reference to Kinsey suggests, to generate a fuller picture of 
Steward’s sexual theories and writings, one must consider another of his 
other great passions: his abiding engagement with sexology—its political 
uses (simultaneously repressive and emancipatory); its inductive method of 
gathering, analyzing, and hypothesizing about large sets of data through 

 3. Qtd. in Spring, Secret Historian, 300.
 4. Kissack, “Alfred Kinsey and Homosexuality in the ’50s,” 488.
 5. Kunzel, “Situating Sex,” 265.
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face- to- face interactions; and its reciprocal relationship to literature as 
both a body of evidence to be gleaned for ideas about sexuality and an 
imaginative medium for dramatizing and discussing those ideas. My con-
tention in this chapter is that Steward was not simply a “secret historian” 
of sex, creating detailed records of his own sexual exploits to “further 
the cause of Kinsey’s sex research.”6 Alternately, he might be viewed as a 
sex researcher in his own right who drew on a range of sexological work 
as well as his own sexual experience to explain—in both psychological 
and sociological terms—why certain individuals engaged in certain kinds 
of sexual and eroticized practices. He practiced what might be called an 
“autoethnographic sexology,” in which not only was the line between 
scientific observer and sexual subject breached, but its breaching was 
embraced, often with the purpose of challenging sexual scientific author-
ity. He thus distinguished his work and methods from those of the sex-
ologists whose writings had transformed his life and thinking: Havelock 
Ellis and Alfred Kinsey. Steward’s approach was particularly at odds with 
the politics of respectability that characterized Ellis’s early work on homo-
sexuality. At the same time, he advanced one of Ellis’s and Kinsey’s most 
important political arguments: that the existence of sexual variation and 
variety compelled a more progressive societal stance toward human sexu-
ality in general.

FIRST MASTER OF SEX: HAVELOCK ELLIS

In Chapters from an Autobiography, Steward recounts an event “so unusual 
and bizarre and coincidental that it would not be believed in a work of fic-
tion” when, as a teenager, he discovered a copy of Havelock Ellis’s Sexual 
Inversion under the bed in one of the rooms of his family’s boardinghouse. 
The book had been stolen from the restricted section of the state library 
and left behind by a boarder. The young Steward, who was already dis-
cerning that his sexual interests were centered on men, “read and read and 
read,” for “it seemed that Ellis had gathered all sex together in one place. 
Not only did I discover that I was not insane or alone in a world of het-
eros—but I learned many new things to do. . . . Thus I became an expert in 
the field of theory (by the time I finished the book I probably knew more 
about sex than anyone else in the county) and then began to make practical 
applications of this vast storehouse of material.”7

 6. Spring, Secret Historian, xiv.
 7. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 12.
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 Steward’s serendipitous youthful encounter with the work of Have-
lock Ellis affected him so greatly that he drew upon Ellis’s theories in his 
1927 entrance exam to Ohio State in which he imputed sexual inversion 
to the “manly love of comrades” in the “Calamus” section of Whitman’s 
Leaves of Grass (18–19). Nine years later, he wrote to Ellis, as one expert 
might another, for affirmation of his “discovery” that Cardinal Newman 
was homosexual; Ellis’s reply was kind but not very affirming since he 
thought that if Newman had felt any homosexual “attractions,” he would 
have certainly repressed them.8 Steward’s adult writings show other evi-
dence of his familiarity with the work of some of the nineteenth- and 
twentieth- century sex theorists—Sigmund Freud, Richard von Krafft- 
Ebing, John Addington Symonds—but no sexologist was more influential 
in the first half of his life than Ellis.
 The reasons for this early influence on Steward’s life and thinking 
might be found in the content, methods, and argument of Sexual Inver-
sion. Ivan Crozier notes that although Sexual Inversion (first published 
in Germany in 1896; then in England in 1897) was written on the heels 
of Oscar Wilde’s conviction under the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment 
Act (also known as the Labouchere Amendment), which made “gross 
indecency” a crime in the United Kingdom, Ellis and his coauthor at the 
time, John Addington Symonds, were engaged primarily with the field 
of European sexology. The initial sexual “problem” with which the con-
tinental sexologists had been dealing was homosexuality—which many 
of them associated with degeneracy and mental illness9—although their 
scope expanded to all forms of sexual perversion as well as to sexual nor-
malcy. When Ellis agreed to collaborate with Symonds, it was for rea-
sons that were partly personal and partly political. Symonds, whose name 
was removed from the volume by his family after his premature death in 
1893, was himself homosexual and was eager to “show the absurdity and 
injustice of the English law”10 as well as the ignorance of existing medical 
and anthropological literature on the matter of same- sex relations. Ellis 
was married to a woman who had affairs with women during their mar-
riage. He also had a reformist’s view “that all forms of sexual expression 
should be beyond the control of the State” (33). Yet he understood that 
he had to approach the subject of sexual inversion from the perspective 
of a professional medical man or he would lose his standing in the field. 

 8. Havelock Ellis to Samuel Steward, 26 August 1936, Beinecke Library, Yale 
University. 
 9. Crozier, “Introduction,” 18–19.
 10. Quoted in Crozier, “Introduction,” 38.
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He told Symonds it would be “best to admit that it is impossible at pres-
ent to attach great importance to any one theory of causation” and sug-
gested that the evidence be presented in the form of cases (45).
 So there were political motivations behind what became the central 
argument of the volume, which was that a certain number of individu-
als in British society are sexually inverted (a fact that would have aston-
ished some readers), and in many cases their inversion is inborn or con-
genital. Because these individuals are born this way, Ellis and Symonds 
argued, they should not be considered sinners, criminals, or pathologi-
cal but instead recognized as “otherwise ordinary members of society” 
(94). This argument was daring for its time, especially in relation to the 
most common arguments of the continental European sexologists who 
were more likely to attribute a hereditary degeneracy or mental illness to 
homosexuality. But given the intolerance, even disgust, that many people, 
including some sexologists, had for homosexuality, their argument also 
had to be advanced carefully, through a series of well- presented case stud-
ies. Paul Peppis argues that Ellis and Symonds attempted to counter the 
degeneracy argument of continental European sexologists by providing a 
more respectable account of the sexual invert, offering case studies in the 
form of compressed bildungsromans in which the congenital invert was 
revealed to be upstanding, and his desire “natural,” but his soul tortured 
because of the antiquated and unfair laws and attitudes against homo-
sexuality. This medically informed apologia for homosexuality depended 
on “personal stories of education, self- realization, and (relative) social 
accommodation—the case study as concise bildungsroman.”11

 Such an approach might have appealed to the young Steward, enam-
ored as he was with literature and a desire for some kind of claim for 
homosexual normativity. For instance, when his father confronted him, 
as a teenager, about a love letter he had written a traveling salesman, 
Steward defended himself by drawing upon the new vocabulary he had 
recently learned from Sexual Inversion—“I think . . . that I am homosex-
ual.” He also invoked a strategy that he attributes to Oscar Wilde but 
that is prominent, too, in Ellis and Symonds’s volume: the referencing of a 
homosexual history full of brilliant figures.12 “It is the same emotion that 

 11. Peppis, Sciences of Modernism, 112.
 12. Ellis and Symonds’s “Introduction” to Sexual Inversion includes a sweeping 
overview of homosexual desire and activity over time and as found in various cultures. 
They claim that homosexual desire can be “traced in Europe from the beginning of the 
Christian era . . . especially among two classes—men of exceptional ability and crimi-
nals. . . .” (107). They reference Symonds’s own Life of Michelangelo (1893) as one of 
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Socrates felt,” the young Steward proposed to his father, “and Michelan-
gelo.”13 The strategy failed, of course, and Steward had to withdraw into 
a game of duplicity in which he “pretended to be chastened, to be horror- 
struck at the enormity of [the charge]” (15).
 However, Steward’s great interest in Sexual Inversion seems to have 
resided, ultimately, not in its political argument regarding the respect-
ability of many homosexuals but in the rich abundance of sexual acts 
described in the book’s theories and especially its case histories. Peppis 
notes that despite Ellis and Symonds’s best efforts to uplift the homosex-
ual, they are unable to control completely the content of the case histo-
ries, and Sexual Inversion periodically gives voice to homosexual speak-
ers who are “less accommodating” and more “dissident,” thus providing 
“glimpses of a conception of homosexual identity more multifarious, less 
normalizing, more contingent than the text officially endorses—a queerer 
homosexuality.”14 For example, Case XXI, a 34-year- old Englishman 
with “no profession,” indicates a preference for anal sex where he is the 
recipient, a practice Ellis and Symonds are otherwise careful to present 
as having not much interest or bringing much enjoyment to their sub-
jects.15 The Englishman indicates that he likes tall, handsome, strong, and 
sensual men, and reports, “I like them to practise pœdicatio [anal inter-
course] on me, and I prefer it done roughly, and I rather prefer men who 
are carried away by their lust and bite my flesh at the supreme moment, 
and I rather like the pain inflicted by their teeth, or elsewhere.”16 He then 
insists, “I cannot see anything wrong in practising this habit [rough anal 
sex], as long as it is with entire mutual consent” (151). As Peppis con-
cludes, “Such cases appear more willing and able than Ellis and Symonds 
to dispense with pathological constructions of homosexuality and pres-
ent unconventional, even ‘perverse’ homosexual acts as compatible with 
modern ‘civilised’ humanity.”17

the works that has placed Michelangelo’s sexual inversion “beyond question” (107), con-
cluding, “Yet [sexual inversion] undoubtedly had profound influence on Michelangelo’s 
art, impelling him to find every kind of human beauty in the male form, and only a grave 
dignity or tenderness, divorced from every quality that is sexually desirable, in the female 
form. This deep- rooted abnormality is at once the key to the melancholy of Michelangelo 
and to the mystery of his art” (108). In other words, the great art of Michelangelo is 
connected to his sexual inversion.
 13. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 14.
 14. Peppis, Sciences of Modernism, 120.
 15. Ellis and Symonds, Sexual Inversion, 149–50; Peppis, Sciences of Modernism, 108.
 16. Ellis and Symonds, Sexual Inversion, 150.
 17. Peppis, Sciences of Modernism, 110.
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 It is not hard to see why cases such as these might have inspired 
the youthful Steward’s own “applications” of their revelations. Such a 
response was, of course, the great fear of the more conservative medical 
authorities of the time, who argued that if medical writings about sexual 
perversions fell into the general public’s hands, immorality would result.18 
If they had seen the abandon with which Steward applied what he learned 
from reading Sexual Inversion, they would have felt justified for being 
worried. “For the most part,” Steward wrote, “I easily found willing bod-
ies to practice on . . . and curiously, no one taunted me, nor was I openly 
called fairy or sissy or pansy or queer. I think that the healthy young Ohio 
animals enjoyed it.”19 Sexual Inversion became a kind of sexual playbook 
for the teenage Steward as he practiced on four members of the football 
team, all the basketball team, three of the track team, along with friends 
who are identified by name—Ted, Kenny, Earl, Carl, Fred, Lou—a “uni-
versal feast of love” (12–13). After the brief scolding by his father, Stew-
ard “went on just as blithely as before” and then severed all ties with 
his small hometown when he headed off to college “with the major pur-
pose of bringing pleasure to others, mainly straight young men” and sec-
ondarily of getting an education (16–17). Sexual Inversion’s privileging 
of the respectable homosexual—society cannot be expected to “tolerate 
the invert who flouts his perversion in its face and assumes that, because 
he would rather take his pleasure with a soldier or a policeman than 
with their sisters, he is of finer clay than the vulgar herd”20—is acknowl-
edged by the young Steward, but the more compelling lesson is that the 
“birth of desire” must be acted on: “I did the asking, and more often 
than not, succeeded.”21 This attitude correlates to a sexual modernism 
that is “less willing to regulate sexuality according to codes of bourgeois 
respectability.”22

 18. As Lucy Bland and Laura Doan note, “Since sexual knowledge was perceived as 
dangerous, some early sexologists were pressured to ensure that their ‘forbidden’ work 
did not circulate beyond a small group of experts in the fields of medicine and law, 
as typified by Krafft- Ebing, who wrote Psychopathia Sexualis as a handbook to assist 
courts in understanding sexual crime” (Bland and Doan, “General Introduction,” 2). 
As just one example of the attitude that the new sexual science might have a corrupting 
influence, consider that the version of Sexual Inversion that Steward read had been stolen 
from the “restricted” section of the state library in Columbus (Steward, Chapters from 
an Autobiography, 12).
 19. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 12.
 20. Ellis and Symonds, Sexual Inversion, 222.
 21. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 17.
 22. Peppis, Sciences of Modernism, 145.
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SECOND MASTER OF SEX: ALFRED KINSEY

Steward’s most extended and serious engagement with sexology came 
midcentury when he met Alfred Kinsey, who had gained both fame and 
notoriety with the publication of his study Sexual Behavior in the Human 
Male (1948). Kinsey’s work sent shockwaves through the country with its 
empirically based demonstration of, among other things, the prevalence 
of same- sex activity among men and its corresponding argument that 
such activity was natural. When Steward was given the opportunity in 
1949 to be interviewed by Kinsey, he agreed, and they subsequently devel-
oped a “substantial friendship.”23 For his part, Kinsey was fascinated by 
Steward’s long- standing, scientist- like practice of recording details of his 
sexual encounters, most famously in his Stud File, a card- catalogue- style 
archive of almost eight hundred men with whom he had had sex. Kinsey 
not only interviewed Steward but also brought his team to Steward’s 
apartment several times to film and observe sex parties. In June 1951, 
Steward duplicated his private collection of “sex- related disciplinary 
devices” for the archives of Kinsey’s Institute for Sex Research (130). 
A year later, he starred in a Kinsey sex- research film that documented S/M 
sex with Steward in the role of the submissive (139–41).
 In making his case for the prevalence of homosexual behavior among 
men, Kinsey offered influential frameworks of sexual variety, variance, 
and continuums not only for organizing his evidence but also for making 
an argument for a more liberating view of human sexuality: “the scientific 
data which are accumulating make it appear that, if circumstances had 
been propitious, most individuals might have become conditioned in any 
direction, even into the activities which they now consider quite unac-
ceptable.”24 As Robert J. Corber notes, one of Kinsey’s goals in publish-
ing his reports on sexual behavior of both men and women (the latter 
book was published in 1953) was “to promote sex reform so that people 
could engage in nonnormative sexual behavior such as masturbation and 
lesbianism without feeling shame or guilt.”25

 Even earlier, Ellis, whom Kinsey viewed as both an influence and a 
poor scientist,26 had also understood variety and variation as foundational 

 23. Spring, Secret Historian, 113.
 24. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 678.
 25. Corber, “Rethinking Sex,” 463–64.
 26. Ivan Crozier notes Kinsey did not acknowledge that Ellis’s work had something 
to offer the sexologist until he published his work on sexual behavior in women, five 
years after publishing his work on sexual behavior in men. In Sexual Behavior in the 
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concepts for approaching the science of human sexuality. For example, 
in Sexual Inversion he proposed, “The classification of the varieties of 
homosexuality is still a matter of some difficulty,”27 and in Psychology of 
Sex: A Manual for Students (1933), he wrote, “We have to admit a wide 
limit of variations falling within the normal range.”28 Like Kinsey, he also 
questioned the validity of moralizing terminology applied to sexuality 
within a scientific context. Fed up with the presumption of wrongdoing 
carried by the term perversion, Ellis declared it should be avoided. It is 
“completely antiquated and mischievous” because of the moral judgment 
it carried (148). Fifteen years later, Kinsey wrote:

Nothing has done more to block the free investigation of sexual behavior 

than the almost universal acceptance, even among scientists, of certain 

aspects of that behavior as normal, and other aspects of that behavior 

as abnormal. The similarity of distinctions between the terms normal 

and abnormal, and the terms right and wrong, amply demonstrates the 

philosophic, religious, and cultural origins of those concepts . . . ; and the 

ready acceptance of those distinctions among scientific men may provide 

the basis for one of the severest criticisms which subsequent generations 

can make of the scientific quality of nineteenth century and early twenti-

eth century scientists.29

So Kinsey reinforced and expanded some of the lessons of sexual science 
that Steward had also encountered in Ellis’s work. In addition, Kinsey 
fostered Steward’s sense that he himself might have the aptitude to engage 
in scientific queries regarding human sexuality. As their relationship grew, 
Steward served a double role for Kinsey’s Institute for Sex Research, 
sometimes becoming the subject of Kinsey’s scientific studies and some-
times working as an “unofficial collaborator.”30 For example, Kinsey 
enlisted Steward as an informal and untrained member of his scientific 
team by asking him to keep a journal on the sexual motives for getting a 
tattoo. “You may not be a trained scientific observer,” Steward recalled 
Kinsey saying, “but you have a writer’s keen eye, and you should be able 

Human Female, Kinsey stressed that Ellis and Freud “had helped break down many a 
traditional barrier to the free consideration of human sexual behavior” (quoted in Cro-
zier, “Introduction,” 75).
 27. Ellis and Symonds, Sexual Inversion, 127.
 28. Ellis, Psychology of Sex, 147.
 29. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 7.
 30. Quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 116.
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to unearth a great deal.”31 The resulting journal was close to a million 
words long and provided evidence of thirty- two motives for getting a tat-
too, twenty- five of which “were sexual in whole or in part.”32 Most of 
these Steward also included in his nonfiction, turning that work into its 
own sort of vernacular sexology, which Stephanie Foote describes as a 
type of literature that is “deeply and self- consciously immersed in mul-
tiple discussions of sexuality,” often with the purpose of challenging sex-
ual scientific authority.33

 More specifically, this seems to have been a turning point for Stew-
ard in which he began to produce a form of sexological literature that 
might be called autoethnographic in that the sexual life of the investigator 
not only becomes “its own case to be studied” but also grants scientific 
legitimacy to the inquiry. According to Garance Marecbal, autoethnogra-
phy is “a form or method of research that involves self- observation and 
reflexive investigation in the context of ethnographic field work and writ-
ing.”34 Given its hybrid nature, its deviations from traditional standards 
of autobiography and ethnography, and its tendency to write back against 
dominant representations of subordinate cultures, autoethnography car-
ries queer associations. It offers an alternative to individual autobiogra-
phy, on the one hand, and to collective ethnographic representation by an 
“outsider” purporting to have special knowledge of a community, on the 
other. Stacy Holman Jones and Tony E. Adams have even made a case 
that autoethnography is a queer method, existing in the push and pull of 
the analytical and the evocative, rather than in a clear division between 
them, and treating identities and communities as “performative and rela-
tional achievements” rather than as predetermined and contained.35

 Although autoethnography has become more prevalent and accepted 
in the past twenty years, at the time Steward was writing it was con-
sidered inappropriate for the ethnographer to make himself part of the 
study. In many ways, Steward is a pioneer in developing this form, espe-
cially for the particular purpose of challenging some of the presumptions 
of the field of sexology at the same time that he purports to contribute 

 31. Steward, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos, 39.
 32. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 82.
 33. Foote, “Afterword,” 158.
 34. Marecbal, “Autoethnography,” 43, 45.
 35. Jones and Adams, “Autoethnography Is a Queer Method,” 212. According to 
Laura L. Ellingson and Carolyn Ellis, analytic autoethnography focuses on developing 
theoretical explanations of broader social phenomena, and evocative autoethnography 
focuses on “narrative presentations that open up conversations and evoke emotional 
responses” (Ellingson and Ellis, “Autoethnography as Constructionist Project,” 445).
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to that field. Steward’s work insists that the study of human sexuality 
requires the investigator’s participation as well as his observation and 
interpretation. It calls for a participant- observer like him. In taking this 
position, Steward suggests that scientific authority, at least in the case of 
sexual matters, is generated through self- experimentation, the scientist 
feeling desire as much as observing it in others, giving pleasure as a neces-
sary step to writing about it, making himself the subject of the experiment 
as much as its witness and interpreter. On the surface, such an approach 
seems antiscientific in that it breaks the cardinal rule of scientific objec-
tivity. Kinsey, for example, warned that “the scientific discussions of sex 
show little understanding of the range of variation in human behavior. 
More often the conclusions are limited by the personal experiences of the 
author,” and “Normal and abnormal, one sometimes suspects, are terms 
which a particular author employs with reference to his own position 
on that curve.”36 But Steward counters in his own work that the more 
authoritative perspective comes from the, if not exactly detached then at 
least open- minded, ethnographer/scientist who has, so to speak, hands- 
on experience with the sexual subjects he is, so to speak again, pursuing. 
Finally, his autoethnographic sexology is cast in playful forms that are as 
deeply informed by his training in literature and literary studies as they 
are by his investigations in sexology, an approach that often blurs the line 
between the imaginative and the scientific, the fictional and the empirical.

SEXOLOGY THE STEWARD WAY

Steward’s autoethnographic approach to sexology is evident in two books 
he published later in his life, Chapters from an Autobiography (1980) 
and Understanding the Male Hustler (1991). The former begins with 
Steward’s first inclinations of sexual desire at 10 years old when, with-
out really knowing why, he sits on a toboggan in front of the school’s 
handsomest basketball player, who wraps his long arms around him 
and presses his long legs close against each side of Steward’s body (1). 
It ends in the present time (Steward is in his early 70s) with his analy-
sis of his December–May relationship with Scott, a young “yellow- haired 
beauty” (138). Having his emotions churned again so late in life, Steward 
wonders, “In what year does a good man stop it all?” (138). Evidence 
of his substantial sexual experience accumulates throughout the book, 

 36. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 199.
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and much of the time, it reads simply as a straightforward memoir. But 
periodically, Steward breaks the autobiographic plotline to provide an 
expert’s view about the psychology of sexual behavior more generally. 
For instance, clearly drawing upon the journal on the sexual motivations 
for getting a tattoo that Kinsey had encouraged him to write (referenced 
above), Steward describes many of his own experiences of being a tat-
too artist and then determines, “There are many more motivations, and 
a considerable mystique, to tattooing—such things as pseudo- narcissism, 
‘pure’ decoration, the herd instinct, possession, rivalry, manhood initia-
tion rites, existential motives, compensation, compulsion, ‘aliveness,’ and 
others which would be interesting only to psychological investigators or 
persons like Kinsey” (92). Having situated his analysis in the field of sex-
ology, Steward then goes on to claim some affinity for the argument of 
Albert Parry in his book Tattoo that the act of tattooing is similar to the 
sexual act, even if that assertion seems farfetched. To provide support 
for such a claim, Steward references his own experience, claiming that a 
kind of “temporary love affair [is enacted] between artist and customer.” 
As specific evidence of this point, he relates an experience when a sailor 
came to his shop, all alone, for his first tattoo. After Steward applied the 
tattoo, the sailor retreated to the bathroom, where he remained for a few 
minutes, and then left the shop. Steward later discovered that the sailor 
had masturbated there, a testament to the “high sexual mystique of a 
tattoo for many persons” (93), a conclusion that is drawn not only from 
his observation of his client but also from his participation in the act of 
administering the tattoo.
 In fact, in an earlier account of his sexual theories of tattooing, writ-
ten in 1970 for a gay men’s magazine, Vector, Steward wrote even more 
specifically about the sexual implications of the relationship between the 
tattoo artist and his client. Here he relates that Parry, a “neo- Freudian,” 
proposes that “the act of tattooing was in many ways similar to the sexual 
act: there was an active partner (the ‘artist’), a passive one (his customer), 
the injection of fluid into the skin, and so on.” Once again, he illustrates 
the validity of this theory by recounting the story of the tattooed sailor 
who masturbated in the bathroom, yet this time he tells us that the sailor 
“spread the ejaculation all over the cement floor,” a description that more 
clearly conveys the sailor’s sense of sexual connection to the tattoo artist 
given that he knew Steward would be the one to find the semen and clean 
it up. “I was irritated at first,” Steward writes, “and then interest took 
over to blank out the annoyance. Needless to say, Dr. Kinsey was more 
than fascinated to hear of this detail, since it confirmed our theorizing 
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about the assertion of masculine status, as well as that of narcissism”—
reasons Steward attributed to the desire to get tattooed, and the latter, 
narcissism, also a psychological sign of homosexuality.37 Steward con-
cludes by theorizing about why there has been little accuracy thus far in 
what has been written about the world of tattooing: most tattoo artists 
are con men and will do “anything but admit the truth, even if they know 
it.” Thus, he positions himself as the perfect person to write of this world 
and its sexual secrets since it “demands a plunge into the waters [as he 
has done in his combined roles of writer, sexual theorist, and tattoo artist/
participant], not an observer’s comfortable beach- chair at the side of the 
ocean” (53).
 In an even later work, Understanding the Male Hustler (1991), Stew-
ard carries forward this autoethnographic style of sexological musings by 
shifting focus from the sexual motivations and connotations of tattoo-
ing to the emotional and economic reasons for hustling and procuring 
hustlers. In the introduction, John P. De Cecco suggests that Steward’s 
account is unique in that it provides “an inside look at hustling, largely 
from the hustler’s point of view. [. . .] This approach—which may be dis-
turbing to some—has never before appeared in the social science litera-
ture on hustling, which, with few exceptions, has described hustlers from 
the outside and at a sanitized (called ‘objective’) distance between them 
and the investigators.”38 While referencing the insider/outsider dynamic 
that I’ve been discussing as central to sexological knowledge produc-
tion, De Cecco oddly passes over the book’s most obvious formal and 
epistemological conceit: the text is constructed as a dialogue between 
an unnamed first- person narrator (presumably the author Samuel M. 
Steward) and Phil Andros, the “author” of numerous erotic stories and 
books about his hustling experiences. De Cecco does end his introduc-
tion by acknowledging that “by this time all the world must now know 
that Dr. Steward is a.k.a. Phil Andros, the eponymous author of classic 
gay erotica/porn” (xii–xiii). But he doesn’t comment further on the pecu-
liar scenario of Steward staging a dialogue with himself and using his 
own fiction—and fictional character—as evidence for his “insider” views 
on hustling. This play between social science documentation and liter-
ary dialogue puts another twist in Steward’s autoethnographic sexology, 
whereby he acts as both questioner (unnamed narrator) and respondent 
(Phil Andros).

 37. Steward, “Tattooing and Sex,” 49.
 38. De Cecco, “Introduction: Investigating Hustlers,” xii.
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 Although the alleged “hustler’s point of view” articulated in Under-
standing the Male Hustler is entirely fictionalized since Steward himself 
was not a hustler, he does gesture toward the Kinsey- like approach to 
conducting interviews and deriving generalizations based on those surveys 
at the very end where in a kind of appendix titled “Consultants” Steward 
wryly states:

The following list contains the names or initials of a great many of the 

young men—and some not so young—whose input or output or interfac-

ing has been of value in preparing this study. It is not possible to iden-

tify them additionally, for in many instances their current lives might be 

adversely affected. They have been interviewed or questioned during the 

past twenty- three years, and their identities discreetly retained, despite the 

fact that some of them are certainly aliases or “business” pseudonyms. 

The author’s tendency to be a record- keeper—a factor which delighted 

Dr. Kinsey—accounts for their preservation and inclusion here.39

What follows is three solid pages of names (mostly first names plus the 
first two letters of surnames) typed across in all caps. This nod to actual 
encounters that Steward recorded not only humorously comments on 
his own manifold relations with hustlers but also provides the “eviden-
tiary” basis for his construction of Phil Andros, who serves as the source 
of information about hustling. Phil himself acknowledges that his own 
stories were not purely autobiographical but mixed with other hustlers’ 
experiences and accounts. The narrator surmises, “The Phil Andros of the 
stories and novels is really constructed out of many hustlers whom you 
knew, wasn’t it?” And Andros replies, “I’ve always said the adventures 
were about eighty- five percent true, and that they had either happened to 
me or to someone I knew” (85).
 The (dramatic) irony that results from this banter between the 
narrator- investigator and the hustler- informant and the layers of oral and 
literary mediation that constitute the accounts thus belie the impression 
of sociological analysis indicated by De Cecco’s earnest introduction to 
Understanding the Male Hustler. More to the point, the humor suffuses 
and unsettles the generalizing claims that the two come up with over the 
course of the dialogue. For instance, in a chapter whose title incongru-
ously alludes to William Blake, “Little Lamb [or Tyger]: What Made Thee 
[Start It]?” the narrator asks Phil to give him “a few generalizations about 

 39. Steward, Understanding the Male Hustler, 137.
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the whole profession” (30). Phil’s immediate answer is “Easy money. 
Love of luxury. Fundamental laziness and reluctance to face the nine- 
to- five day” (30). But then he goes on to note, “I suppose there are as 
many differing motivations as there are types of hustlers—no two exactly 
the same. Always some slight differences to make unique combinations 
of reasons for everyone” (31). Criticizing the “broken- home syndrome” 
much favored by the existing literature, the narrator acknowledges “that 
the motives can be quite complex and that any attempt to simplify or to 
find one formula to explain all is quite impossible” but continues to press 
Phil for a broader claim: “But what would you say is the most heavily 
weighted possibility?” (31). Again, Phil proffers the monetary incentive 
and then proceeds to recognize the difficulty in uncovering the “impel-
ling forces” since “they’re so deeply hidden [. . .] way down in the psy-
che under lots of layers of cotton wool” (32). This psychic burial, how-
ever, does not prevent him from speculating on a range of reasons for 
and “paths” that lead to hustling: “the power the hustler has over the 
purchaser of his services” (32); the “pleasurable satisfaction” derived by 
the “exhibitionist” or “gen- you- wine narcissist” (33); the random tip a 
young man gets for sex and the consequent realization “that [he] may 
have something to sell” (37); and the various locations that enable and 
encourage sexual transactions to take place, such as physique studios, the 
open road of hitchhiking, truck stops, tearooms, “bars and gyms, streets 
and meat- racks, and parks and highways” (47).
 From considerations of the diverse factors that lead to hustling, the 
narrator and Phil turn to the equally various “types of hustlers” (50). 
Here we see an explicit instance of Steward’s investment in and play with 
sexology. Again, Phil presents both generalization and individual vari-
ation when answering the narrator’s question about how many hustler 
types there are: “Perhaps as many as there are dingdongs at all the meat- 
racks of the world [. . .]. Or maybe really only about a half- dozen basics, 
with thousands of variations added here and there” (50). But then the 
two proceed to improvise on Kinsey’s six- point scale based on “what they 
will or won’t do—if they are paid accordingly” (52). Their modified chart 
echoes Kinsey’s by marking zero as “completely heterosexual” and six as 
“entirely homosexual” and plotting points in between by the “number of 
straight and gay contacts” a given hustler has had (54). Phil elaborates 
on their revised version: “We could classify hustlers—since you seem to 
insist on ‘order’—according to the degree that they cooperate with the cli-
ent’s desires or whims . . .” (54). Thus, the zero column would be reserved 
for heterosexual- identified “‘trade’ in the strictest sense—lying with arms 
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crossed behind the head while being fellated, making no movements at 
all—” (54), and allowing only passive oral sex. Those in the next col-
umn might make a few pelvic movements or groan a little. Twos might 
let you put it between his legs from the front, or be willing to “sodomize 
you” (55). Threes “might let you really inside, or get inside you” but not 
“allow deep French kissing” (55). Fours would make out, but balk at rim-
ming. Fives “would take control without any urging” and enjoy all kinds 
of sex (55), while the sixes would do “S/M, bondage and discipline, rim-
ming, golden showers . . . anything goes. You might call him a jack- off all 
trades. And he’ll be expensive” (55). Interestingly, Steward’s playful scal-
ing of hustlers reproduces not only Kinsey’s concept of a sexual contin-
uum but also his view that ratings must consider both the person’s “overt 
sexual experience and/or his psychosexual reactions.”40 Kinsey, however, 
ultimately based his homosexual- heterosexual continuum on “the rela-
tions of the heterosexual to the homosexual [encounters] in [a man’s] his-
tory, rather than upon the actual amount of overt experience or psychic 
reaction” (647). Steward’s continuum seems more grounded in the psy-
chic response to sexual practices—the less inhibited a hustler is, the more 
likely he will be a six, the most valuable hustler of all. Inhibition is what 
carries the most weight in Steward’s scale of variation, a perspective that 
is grounded in his own sexual experience.
 As for the Phil Andros stories themselves, Steward suggests that he 
adopted an autoethnographic approach to writing those as well. In Chap-
ters from an Autobiography, he describes how he had “listened to the cus-
tomers and piled up a lot of stories” while tattooing (108), had “had a lot 
of experience with hustlers” (113), and had decided on first- person nar-
ration “for verisimilitude” (113). In this respect, we might read his erotic 
fiction as depicting and theorizing not only gay hustling but (queer) sex-
ual variety in general. The peripatetic serial form of the stories and novels 
serves as a fruitful venue for this kind of exploration, as Phil encounters, 
has sex with, and talks to a seemingly endless stream of men eager to 
enact a broad array of sexual desires, proclivities, fetishes, and fantasies. 
And, of course, Phil Andros himself does not merely serve as the pliable 
plaything of his various clients but comes to reflect on his own predilec-
tions and aversions—for example, his tastes for and tendencies toward 
black men, cops, and masochism in $tud, The Boys in Blue, Shuttlecock, 
and My Brother, My Self. In other words, by providing in Understand-
ing the Male Hustler a kind of retrospective analysis of his earlier erotic 

 40. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 647.
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fiction as though it—and Phil Andros himself—were nonfiction, Steward 
implicitly argues not so much that we should read his fiction as fact but 
rather that the fantasies (and nightmares) that the characters describe, 
pursue, undergo, and fulfill are based in a complex reality that cannot be 
confined to a binary opposition between heterosexual and homosexual.
 From our contemporary standpoint, this impulse seems very queer, 
and it actually points to a dynamic between sexual categories and sexual 
variety that explains how sexology created the grounds for its own queer 
undoing. Beginning in the identification of sexual categories—a naming 
of distinct sexual predilections that depended on their difference from 
each other—sexology’s method opened the way to an endless project of 
creating finer and finer distinctions within and between those categories, 
for example, what Foucault called the “minor perverts whom nineteenth- 
century psychiatrists entomologized by giving them strange baptismal 
names: there were Krafft- Ebing’s zoophiles and zooerasts; Rohleder’s auto- 
monosexualists; and later, mixoscopophiles, gynecomasts, presbyophiles, 
sexoesthetic inverts, and dyspareunist women.”41 The strategy behind 
these thousand aberrant sexualities was, Foucault proposes, “to strew 
reality with them and incorporate them into the individual” (44).
 But if there are many kinds of aberrant individuals—categories within 
a category or a proliferation of the category into hundreds of variations 
(the congenital invert, the situational homosexual, the fetishistic homo-
sexual, etc.)—the general category eventually becomes so elastic that it 
can be intelligible only in its particularity, the end point of which is the 
individual. Even the “normal” category becomes confused, as Ellis pro-
posed when he claimed that the collection of data is not an easy task, for 
“So far from the facts of normal sex development, sex emotions, and sex 
needs being uniform and constant, as is assumed by those who consider 
their discussion unnecessary, the range of variation within fairly normal 
limits is immense, and it is impossible to meet with two individuals whose 
records are nearly identical.”42

 This is the moment at which the sexual continuum is offered as a way 
to maintain the categories and simultaneously account for their fluidity. 
Yet even the continuum cannot hold. The classificatory method which 
began as a means for distinguishing among various forms has instead 
produced the very variety that challenges the uniqueness and integrity of 
the original sexual categories. As Foucault proposes, the proliferation of 

 41. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume 1, 43.
 42. Ellis, “Appendix B: The Development of the Sexual Instinct,” 277.
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discourse about sex in the nineteenth century—and, I would add, into the 
twentieth—was not repressive but productive. One thing it produced was 
sexual variety, so much so that variety itself became available to sexolo-
gists as a political strategy for advancing the cause of sexual liberation.
 The variety of men who parade through the pages of Steward’s work 
and life, their many proclivities and differences as well as Steward’s focus 
on the pursuit of queer pleasure as its own reward and brand of politics, 
suggest that Steward, too, built his career around the dynamic relation-
ship between sexual categories and sexual variety. He may have never 
abandoned homosexual identity for a full- fledged immersion in queer 
variety, but he also found too much variety in the sexual desires and prac-
tices of the men he portrayed and hooked up with to invest wholeheart-
edly in the homogeneity and respectability of the homosexual category. 
He also found support for such a vision in the sexologists he admired, 
especially Ellis and Kinsey. As Kinsey put it in the opening pages of Sex-
ual Behavior in the Human Male:

This is first of all a report on what people do, which raises no question 

of what they should do, or what kinds of people do it. It is the story of 

the sexual behavior of the American male, as we find him. It is not, in the 

usual sense, a study of the normal male or of normal behavior, any more 

than it is a study of abnormal males, or of abnormal behavior. It is an 

unfettered investigation of all types of sexual activity, as found among all 

kinds of males.43

As an autoethnographic sex theorist, Steward followed in this path, and 
what he lacked in originality in terms of his general theories about sex he 
made up for in his enthusiasm for demonstrating through his everyday 
sexual practices and writing that sexual variety was the way of the world.

POSTSCRIPT

My argument here has focused on the way in which Steward’s approach 
to sex research differed from that of Kinsey (and Ellis before him) in that 
he insisted on breaking the rule of scientific objectivity by suggesting that 
the sex scientist had to participate in the sexual behavior he was observ-
ing, recording, and analyzing. Although a number of commentators have 

 43. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 7.
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noted that Kinsey’s interpretation of his evidence had a reformer’s attitude 
behind it, he took great pains to gather that evidence and present it with 
the objectivity required of the scientist, arguing, for example, “As scien-
tists, we have explored, and we have performed our function when we 
have published the record of what we have found the human male doing 
sexually, as far as we have been able to ascertain that fact.”44 But what 
was not revealed until after Kinsey had passed away was that he, too, 
believed that the scientist of sex should not only extract and record the 
sexual histories of his subjects but also observe sexual acts and engage in 
a variety of sexual experiences. Jonathan Gathorne- Hardy notes that as 
Kinsey and his team began to collect reams of sexual histories describ-
ing a huge variety of sexual behaviors and fantasies, Kinsey realized 
that “to understand what they were hearing, above all to enable them to 
extract every significant detail, he and his team must experiment to the 
limit.”45

 From approximately 1942 to 1943 onward, then, Kinsey explored 
all sorts of sexual activity, from heterosexual to homosexual, from wife 
swapping to sex with prostitutes, from autoerotic stimulus of his penis 
through use of ropes to insertion of objects into his urethra, from obser-
vation to filming of S/M sex. Moreover, he encouraged members of his 
team to do the same, although no one was to be coerced or hurt in the 
process.46 Yet this information never traveled outside his inner circle; 
if it had, his research project would have been doomed. Ironically, at one 
point Steward lunched with Kinsey and two members of his team, and 
actually tried to get them to confess to participatory scientific inquiry. 
Steward sprinkled some monosodium glutamate on his finger and licked 
it, asking if any of them had noticed that it tasted like semen. In the 
“dead silence” that followed, Steward claimed that the enormity of his 
gaffe made him blush as he realized that he had spoken to “three presum-
ably straight heterosexuals.” Kinsey eventually broke the silence by grin-
ning and declaring, “I do believe . . . that not a single one of us here has 
ever noticed the similarity, but your remark will be noted for future ref-
erence.” Everyone then laughed, and Steward responded, “I thought . . . 
that certainly this time I might trap someone into admitting he was a 
club member.” Kinsey grinned again and said, “I mustn’t say. We must 
preserve the confidentiality of the research.”47 Steward never discovered 

 44. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 648.
 45. Gathorne- Hardy, Kinsey: Sex the Measure of All Things, 206.
 46. Gathorne- Hardy, Kinsey: Sex the Measure of All Things, 247, 336–37.
 47. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 100.
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Kinsey’s bisexuality or his other sexual experiments or those of his team; 
indeed, it wasn’t until 1997, four years after Steward’s death, that the 
first biography appeared in which Kinsey’s bisexuality and other sexual 
explorations were disclosed in James H. Jones’s Alfred C. Kinsey: A Pub-
lic/Private Life. Ultimately, then, Steward’s methodology for investigating 
sexual behavior was closer to that of his final sex master/mentor, Kinsey, 
than he knew, although Kinsey never presented his theories, as Steward 
did, in the vernacular forms of memoir, imagined dialogue with a fictional 
character, popular fiction, or erotica—often with a queer tongue planted 
firmly in cheek.
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C H A P T E R  5

The Mysteries of 
Samuel Steward and 
Gertrude Stein, 
Private Eyes

Karen Leick

Anything is a detective story if it can be found out and can anything be found out.
—Gertrude Stein1

Samuel Steward first learned about Gertrude Stein when he attended 
The Ohio State University in the late 1920s. Steward was a student 

of Clarence Andrews, a professor in Ohio State’s English department who 
traveled to Paris in the summers and was a guest at Stein’s famous salons 
at 27 rue de Fleurus. Steward was impressed by the remarkable stories he 
heard from Andrews about Stein and was fascinated by her experimental 
writing. When Andrews died in 1932, Steward was inspired to write a 
letter to Stein about the death and also expressed his admiration for her 
work. A lively correspondence began, and Steward went on to visit Stein 
and her partner, Alice B. Toklas, in 1937 and 1939 at their summer home 
in Bilignin, France.2 In addition to publishing this correspondence and a 
brief memoir in Dear Sammy: Letters from Gertrude Stein and Alice B. 
Toklas (1977), Steward wrote two novels, Murder Is Murder Is Murder 
(1985) and The Caravaggio Shawl (1989), which feature Stein and Toklas 
as detectives investigating local crimes. In both books, they are assisted by 
Johnny McAndrews, a fictional American friend based on Steward.
 Steward’s decision to use Stein and Toklas as detectives may sur-
prise readers who are aware of Stein’s academic reputation only as an 

 1. Stein, “Geographical History of America,” 410.
 2. See Spring, Secret Historian, 33–43.
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unintelligible, difficult modernist writer. In fact, as Steward knew, she reg-
ularly read English and American detective novels for pleasure. He was 
one of her regular suppliers of these works, considerately sending detec-
tive stories to Stein and kitchen gadgets to Toklas from the States, cor-
rectly anticipating the delight these items brought them. Stein’s interest in 
detective novels was no secret; she mentioned them on many occasions, 
for instance, in The Geographical History of America (1936), Everybody’s 
Autobiography (1937), “Why I Like Detective Stories” (1937), as well as 
on her 1934 lecture tour, where she explained that “the detective story is 
you might say the only really modern novel form that has come into exis-
tence.”3 Her own attempt at a mystery, Blood on the Dining Room Floor 
(written 1933, published 1948), is an opaque exploration of a death that 
actually took place in the summer of 1933 near her summer home.
 Although the mystery genre is a departure from the writing that both 
Stein and Steward typically published, it served related ends for the two 
authors. Both use the idea of the “mystery” to consider the role of homo-
sexuality in their lives and the normative culture that surrounds them, 
each using their own unique, recognizable style to explore the issue. 
Stein’s mysterious references are buried in her enigmatic prose, while 
Steward’s graphic detective stories display his own signature voice, the 
author of gay male erotica using “camp humor . . . outrageous characters 
and bizarre situations,” as Judith Markowitz explains.4 Ultimately, Stew-
ard’s mysteries function as the resolution to many of the clues that Stein 
introduced and concealed in her own work.
 In the 1930s, after producing her best- selling Autobiography of 
Alice B. Toklas (1933), Stein began to consider the dramatic public inter-
est that could be inspired by certain stories and events. Noting the great 
appeal of detective novels and true crime, she argued during the 1934–
35 lecture tour that detective stories are satisfying because the crime is 
always solved and the criminal apprehended; conversely, in actual crim-
inal investigations, there is often no resolution, and this uncertainty and 
suspense are what keeps the public’s attention. She explains in “American 
Crimes and How They Matter” (1935), “It is a funny thing, this thing 
about detective stories and the difference between them and the story of 
real crime. And the trouble is just that, in the real crime it is more inter-
esting if you do not know the answer at all” (103).
 In her own writing, Stein blurred these two “genres,” creating a space 
in which she could explore several personal but interconnected concerns 

 3. Stein, “What Are Master- Pieces,” 358.
 4. Markowitz, Gay Detective Novel, 227.
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related to her relationship with Toklas. She covertly refers to their roman-
tic relationship on several occasions, using an enigmatic style that readers 
or audience members would have been unlikely to decode; and in Blood 
on the Dining Room Floor, she alludes to a disagreement she had with 
Toklas about a past love triangle that she had concealed from her, and she 
considers the ways that her domestic freedom to live with Toklas was the 
positive result of her escape from the patriarchs in her family. Yet none of 
these concerns could be easily “found out” by readers in her lifetime, cre-
ating the uncertainty that Stein associates with crime stories rather than 
detective novels.
 By contrast, using Stein’s definition, Steward’s Murder Is Murder Is 
Murder and The Caravaggio Shawl are “detective stories” in more ways 
than one. Most obviously, the detectives, Stein and Toklas, do solve both 
mysteries and the criminal is apprehended in each novel. But by incorpo-
rating many details from his visits to France, the books also allow Stew-
ard to reveal details about Stein and Toklas’s relationship that had been 
concealed from the public during their lives. Thus these books function as 
the resolution to the many clues that Stein deliberately placed in her writ-
ing, in works that directly discussed detectives and mystery novels, and in 
others that did not. Ultimately, Steward takes on the role of the detective 
who reveals to the public, in many surprising ways, the loving relation-
ship that Stein and Toklas shared for over forty years.
 By making the choice to play this role, Steward fulfills a promise to 
Stein that he made when they were on a walk together during one of his 
visits to France; she explained to him:

We are surrounded by homosexuals, they do all the good things in all 

the arts, and when I ran down the male ones to Hemingway it was just 

because I thought he was a secret one. . . . I like all people who produce 

and Alice does too and what they do in bed is their own business, and 

what we do is not theirs.5

When Steward promised to keep her relationship with Toklas secret, Stein 
answered:

Pshaw . . . most of our really good friends don’t care and they know all 

about everything. . . . But perhaps considering Saint Paul it would be bet-

ter not to talk about it, say for twenty years after I die, unless it’s found 

 5. Steward, Dear Sammy, 56.
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out sooner or times change. But if you are alive and writing then you can 

go ahead and tell it, I would rather it came from a friend than an enemy 

or a stranger. (56)

Steward’s frank discussion of Stein’s relationship with Toklas in Dear 
Sammy did not appear until 1977, thirty- one years after her death; his 
second description of their relationship came in the 1980s in the form 
of two detective novels. Each serves as a correction to Hemingway’s dis-
torted representation of their intimacy in A Moveable Feast (1964).
 Stein never overtly acknowledged her romantic relationship with 
Toklas in her published writing, but works such as “Lifting Belly” (writ-
ten 1915–17, published posthumously) and “A Book Concluding with As 
a Wife Has a Cow. A Love Story” (1926) contain references to their inti-
macy, as many scholars have shown.6 Indeed, one can argue that Stein’s 
entire career was spent covertly mentioning her relationship with Toklas, 
deliberately leaving a mystery that was never (re)solved in any of her 
texts.7

 As she considered the pleasures and uses of detective fiction, Stein 
deliberately teased her audiences with opaque clues about her relationship 
with Toklas. For example, during her 1934–35 lecture tour in the United 
States, she gave a talk titled “Narration” which discusses the difference 
between reading a crime story in a newspaper and reading a detective 
story. Twice Stein suddenly includes this line in the middle of her analy-
sis: “I love my love with a b because she is peculiar” (my love with a b, 
of course, is Alice B. Toklas). Stein goes on to explain: “One can say this. 
That has nothing to do with what a newspaper does.” When she repeats 
the line, she then observes, “There is something very odd that has hap-
pened in all this in connection with detective stories. . . . And so in the 
newspapers you like to know the answer in crime stories in creating crime 
and in written crime stories knowing the answer spoils it.”8 Here, Stein 
has introduced a mysterious clue for her audiences. What she has revealed 
about Toklas is not like a newspaper story (“knowing the answer spoils 
it”) but these audiences did not know the answer. The reference was so 
oblique that it is unlikely that they could even know that there had been a 
question. Stein’s reference to “my love with a b,” she suggests, “has noth-
ing to do with what a newspaper does,” because newspapers are about 

 6. See, for example, Stimpson, “The Mind, the Body, and Gertrude Stein”; Hol-
brook, “Lifting Bellies”; and Mix, Vocabulary of Thinking.
 7. See, for example, Stein, “Lifting Belly.” 
 8. Stein, “Narration,” 347.
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the “answer” or “real life with the reality left out.” Stein’s relationship 
with Alice B., by contrast, has the reality left in.
 Stein’s decision to write her own mystery, Blood on the Dining Room 
Floor, was brought about by three unsettling local events that transpired 
during the summer of 1933, while she and Toklas were at their summer 
home in Bilignin: the death of Mme. Pernollet, a hotelkeeper’s wife in Bel-
ley; the death of an Englishwoman who was staying with Mme. Cesar; and 
the sabotage of Stein’s car and the car of one of her guests, Janet Scudder. 
The incident with the automobiles seems to have been disconcerting but 
not actually a mystery. When Scudder’s and Stein’s cars would not start, 
a mechanic soon discovered that the sparkplugs had been deliberately bro-
ken and water put in the gas tank. He suggested that the new servants 
were to blame, and, indeed, the servants appeared to be guilty; they made 
no attempt at a defense and were immediately dismissed. This disconcert-
ing event remained mysterious since the servants did not seem to have any 
motive. Stein uses the event to open Blood on the Dining Room Floor, cre-
ating an uncertain atmosphere, even if there is no connection between this 
incident and the mysterious death that is the central concern of the book.
 In both Stein’s writing and in real life, the cause of Mme. Pernollet’s 
death was shrouded in uncertainty and never adequately investigated. 
Stein tells the story twice, in Blood on the Dining Room Floor and in 
Everybody’s Autobiography (1937), but offers two distinct versions 
which suggest that the conventions of each genre (mystery and autobiog-
raphy) were used to shape each narrative. In Everybody’s Autobiography, 
Stein begins to describe “Hotel Pernollet and its tragedy” by detailing the 
history of the family (“He had been a cook for four generations. . . . She 
came from poorer people than he did. . . . Then the war was over and he 
came home again and he organized everything and from a little hotel it 
became a big one,” and so on).9 Rather abruptly, Stein explains:

Then one day, it was that summer, she was found early in the morning on 

the cement where she had fallen, and they picked her up and took her to 

the hospital and no one staying in the hotel knew anything had happened 

to her and then she was very religious she always had been and then she 

was dead and I went to the church. (55)

There is no further discussion of this occurrence or even enough detail 
for the reader to understand what has happened. Stein does not suggest 

 9. Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 54–55.
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foul play, but the suddenness of the death seems to have alarmed her. The 
focus of the story seems to be Stein: the effect of the death was that Stein 
attended a funeral.
 Critics generally describe Blood on the Dining Room Floor as a failed 
mystery that refuses to conform to that genre, a sort of antimystery 
that resists a conventional resolution. The book fits into the category of 
“metaphysical detective story” as defined by Patricia Merivale and Susan 
Elizabeth Sweeney:

A metaphysical detective story is a text that parodies or subverts tra-

ditional detective- story conventions—such as narrative closure and the 

detective’s role as surrogate reader—with the intention, or at least the 

effect, of asking questions about mysteries of being and knowing which 

transcend the mere machinations of the mystery plot.10

Ulla Dydo notes that in Blood on the Dining Room Floor, “The crisp logic 
of the traditional detective story—the enigma of discovery—is bent out of 
its sharp shape. We have no culprit, no witnesses.”11 Brooks Landon also 
finds that the book subverts the expectations of the reader but suggests 
that it succeeds in being “mysterious” rather than “a mystery”: “While 
the novel has not only no real plot but also no isolatable primary mystery, 
it does create an uneasy world where everything is vaguely mysterious 
or unnatural. It is a work in search of mystery more than solutions.”12 
Matthew Levay suggests that, at times, the narrator seems to be aware 
of readers’ disappointed generic expectations, instead presenting “a self- 
conscious parody of the traditional structure of detective fiction.”13 Even 
Stein observed that Blood on the Dining Room Floor was missing ele-
ments of a traditional mystery novel; in “Why I Like Detective Stories,” 
she explains, “There was no corpse and the detecting was general. . . . 
It was such a good detective story but nobody did any detecting except 
just conversation so after all it was not a detective story.”14

 While Blood on the Dining Room Floor is certainly unconventional, 
Stein’s description of events includes a layering of repetitive details that 
emphasize their significance and suggest both a motive and a possible 
suspect. By introducing these clues, Stein implicitly positions the reader 

 10. Merivale and Sweeney, Detecting Texts, 2.
 11. Dydo, Gertrude Stein: The Language That Rises, 568.
 12. Landon, “‘Not Solve It But Be in It,’” 490.
 13. Levay, “Remaining a Mystery,” 13.
 14. Stein, “Why I Like Detective Stories,” 149.



KAREN LEICK •  111

to take on the role of detective who is likely to develop a strong theory 
about the cause of Madame Pernollet’s death. In this version, the reader 
is led to believe that Mme. Pernollet did not fall out of a window to her 
death; she was pushed. Stein is correct that there is no detective; indeed, 
there is no investigation of the death by any character in the novel. The 
book is instead a record of the narrator’s observations and speculations 
about the people who are connected to Mme. Pernollet and the hotel. 
Knowledge gradually accumulates, even if it is unclear to the reader how 
the narrator has learned certain private details; the narrator seems to be 
recording the town gossip.
 First, Stein suggests that M. Pernollet was having an affair with an 
employee at the hotel. In a description of the operations of the hotel, the 
narrator states that M. Pernollet “was unfaithful to her. He never went 
away she never went away, they did not even go out a minute of the day 
any day, but he was unfaithful to her, and she knew that the night was a 
day.”15 It appears that this infidelity is known not only by Mme. Pernollet 
but by the town generally; further, since her husband “did not even go 
out a minute of the day,” it follows that the mistress must be employed at 
the hotel. We soon learn that there is a local rumor that Mme. Pernollet 
was sleep- walking when she fell to her death; this explanation was appar-
ently started by the “horticulturist’s family.” The narrator immediately 
explains, “They did not belong in any way to the hotel except that they 
had a sister who did, she was employed there” (13). Although the narra-
tor never explicitly connects this sister to M. Pernollet, the clear implica-
tion is that they are having an affair.
 The narrative then focuses on Alexander, the elder brother of this 
sister who worked at the hotel. Stein introduces various rumors about 
him, as if to suggest that such a despicable character may very well be 
an accomplice in the plot to murder Mme. Pernollet According to Stein, 
Alexander had “gotten rid of” his father (but apparently not killed him): 
“The father was neither dead nor put away, but they got rid of him” 
(36). More negative information is introduced: an unidentified family 
in the area is in need of a goat that will be able to provide milk to the 
newborn puppies of their “two beautiful dogs.” Alexander is asked to 
transport the goat, but he “was asked to carry the goat in his car and he 
said no, not so. I will not have this goat go” (37). The suggestion is that 
the puppies died because he refused to deliver the goat. In addition to 
those unsettling rumors, Alexander seems to be involved with (at least) 

 15. Stein, Blood on the Dining Room Floor, 12.



112 •  CHAPTER 5,  STEWARD AND STEIN

three women. The narrative is vague, but two seem to be named Mary 
and Mabel: “No horticulturist Alexander should be calling one of them 
Mabel of course not. Nor should he be doing everything for the other 
one, certainly not, or kissing the hand of the cousin of the third one, most 
certainly not” (38).
 Finally, it is revealed that it was not simply the “horticulturist’s fam-
ily” who said that Mme. Pernollet walked in her sleep, apparently to cre-
ate a plausible explanation for her fall out of the window in the middle 
of the night: Indeed, “It was this elder brother who had said that the 
hotel- keeper’s wife had walked in her sleep. Had she. I am sure I do not 
know” (21). As John Herbert Gill observes, “There is more than a hint 
that brother and sister had a plot to get the wife out of the way so that 
the younger woman could secure a solid position in the prosperous Per-
nollet business.”16 Even with the motive and the suspects identified (or at 
least suggested), the book cannot be defined as a conventional detective 
novel, since there is no investigation; furthermore, because Alexander is 
never actually accused, some critics believe that his “seeming villany [sic] 
was merely a red herring.”17

 Even if the primary plot can be “solved” by the reader (Alexander 
and/or his sister have murdered Mme. Pernollet by pushing her out the 
window), Stein introduces other mysterious elements into the book that 
refer to her own private life and interests that readers would be unable 
to “solve.” When Stein wrote Blood on the Dining Room Floor, readers 
might have recognized the names Mabel and Mary from The Making of 
Americans, but none would have connected these names with the auto-
biographical love triangle that Stein wrote about in her posthumously 
published Q.E.D. (1950); the character Mabel was modeled after Stein’s 
first romantic interest, May Bookstaver. The manuscript, written in 1903, 
had been stored with many of Stein’s other unpublished works; in 1932, 
Stein ran across it and showed it to William Bradley, her agent. Toklas 
did not know about this early novella, nor had she heard about Stein’s 
relationship with Bookstaver, and she was angry that Stein had hidden 
the affair from her.18 Janice Doane and Devon Hodges argue that “Stein 
was haunted that summer by the reappearance of old writing that obses-
sively configured and reconfigured the secrets and dilemmas of her own 
fraught (and unspeakable) sexual relationships both in the past and in the 

 16. Gill, “Afterword,” 82.
 17. Doane and Hodges, “The Gothic Mystery and Blood on the Dining Room 
Floor,” 103.
 18. See Burns, Letters of Gertrude Stein and Carl Van Vechten, 10.
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present with Toklas.”19 By naming the women in Alexander’s life Mary 
and Mabel, Stein offers an opaque reference to her disagreement with 
Toklas, another conflict of loyalty, trust, and betrayal.
 The third mystery that unsettled Stein that summer, the death of an 
unnamed Englishwoman who lived with Mme. Cesar, also concerned a 
love triangle. Stein does not explicitly define the relationship between 
Mme. Steiner, and the Englishwoman, but in Everybody’s Autobiography 
she explains that Mme. Cesar and Mme. Steiner had lived together raising 
chickens; after Mme. Cesar was diagnosed with tuberculosis, she went 
to a sanatorium where she met the Englishwoman. For a time the three 
women lived together. Finally, the Englishwoman went to England for a 
month; when she returned, Mme. Steiner “went away.” Then the English-
woman was found dead in a ravine. Although she had been shot twice in 
the head, suicide was given as the explanation, which raised suspicions. 
“Doctors said no one ever shoots themselves twice, everybody who had 
been at the front during the war said that sometimes when a man wanted 
to kill himself he did shoot himself twice” (85). Still, the death was not 
investigated.
 Stein explores the case in more detail in “A Waterfall and a Piano,” 
a very short attempt at another mystery, adding this detail: “During the 
war when an officer wanted to be dead he often put a bullet into his head. 
But it was very often true, that he did not succeed in doing more than 
putting a bullet into his scalp and then he sent a second one after.”20 This 
unsolved case appears to be unconnected to Blood on the Dining Room 
Floor and the death of Mme. Pernollet until we learn that Mme. Cesar 
was the owner of the dogs whose puppies were in need of the goat’s milk 
that Alexander refused to deliver. Stein, who was a well- known lover of 
dogs, suggests that the horror of this neglect sets the stage for further vio-
lence and suffering: “The goat had been bought and paid for and then no 
one would let the goat go. . . . Do you see how the whole place was ready 
now for anybody to be dead. With them lived an Englishwoman, this was 
all in France, and the rest were French” (88).
 In two ways, then, Alexander is connected to love triangles, a sub-
ject that occupied Stein at this moment, even if her personal connection 
would have been invisible to readers; the mysterious deaths are connected: 
“There have to be changes in the country, there had to be breaking up of 

 19. Doane and Hodges, “The Gothic Mystery and Blood on the Dining Room 
Floor,” 99.
 20. Stein, “A Waterfall and a Piano,” 89.
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families and killing of dogs and spoiling of sons and losing of daughters 
and killing of mothers and banishing of fathers” (43).
 The final recurring theme in Stein’s mysteries is the idea of “getting 
rid of” parents, whether “killing” or “banishing” them, as Stein puts it. 
Readers of Blood on the Dining Room Floor may find most puzzling the 
multiple references to an unidentified woman named Lizzie. Several times 
the narrator asks: “Lizzie do you mind” (14, 16, 31) and “Lizzie do you 
understand” (6, 12, 3, 71). Other variations appear: “Lizzie can it matter 
that you mind, if you mind it” (69). Or this assurance: “Of course you do 
understand of course you do” (19). Critics agree that “Lizzie” refers to 
Lizzie Borden, who was famously acquitted of the 1892 axe murders of 
her father and stepmother in Fall River, Massachusetts. The only suspects 
were Lizzie and the maid who worked in the home, and there were many 
pieces of evidence that suggested Lizzie’s guilt (she burned the dress she 
had worn that day, for example). After the trial, Borden continued to live 
in Fall River in a lavish home where she entertained actors and artists but 
never married. The case would have been fresh in Stein’s mind, since Bor-
den died in 1927 and her estate was distributed in 1933; both events were 
widely reported in the newspapers.21

 Stein’s interest in Borden may have been inspired by the example of 
a woman who is able to achieve freedom and happiness once her par-
ents have been eliminated. Taking this idea further, Amy Robbins argues 
that “Lizzie Borden . . . becomes the overseer and patron saint of lesbian 
domesticity.”22 Elsewhere, Stein suggests that domestic peace and cre-
ative production can occur only when the patriarch of a family has been 
removed. She complained about patriarchs in general and her father spe-
cifically, recalling in Everybody’s Autobiography her father’s death with 
an indifference that can only disturb the reader: “Then our life without 
a father began a very pleasant one” (146). In addition, Stein’s life with 
Toklas could begin only once she had also ridded herself of her brother, 
Leo, who had lived with her in Paris. This theme is revisited in Blood 
on the Dining Room Floor as the narrator reports that Alexander had 
“gotten rid of” his father, noting, “There are several ways that mothers 
or fathers, mostly fathers and very often mothers are put away, even in 
families of distinction” (36).
 Stein does not speculate on the guilt or innocence of Lizzie Borden; 
whether she is guilty of the murders or not, Stein relates to her because 

 21. See Cantwell, “Lizzie Borden Took an Axe,” 18.
 22. Robbins, “‘Lizzie Do you Mind,’” 35.
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Lizzie understood the oppression that parents can impose and the dif-
ference that freedom can make. In addition, the uncertainty of the crime 
held Stein’s interest. She observes in “American Crimes and How They 
Matter,” “I know I was perfectly astonished to know that even the pres-
ent generation knew the name of Lizzie Borden and that she had gone 
on living. . . . In the real crime it is more interesting if you do not know 
the answer at all.” The deaths of Mme. Pernollet and the Englishwoman, 
of course, were also real crimes, the causes of which Stein never knew the 
answer. Their unknowability distinguishes these cases from “mystery sto-
ries,” according to Stein:

There is another very curious thing about detective stories. In real life 

people are interested in the crime more than they are in detection, it is the 

crime that is the thing the shock the thrill the horror but in the story it is 

the detection that holds the interest and that is natural enough because 

the necessity as far as action is concerned is the dead man, it is another 

function that has very little to do with human nature that makes the 

detection interesting.23

The mysteries in Stein’s works do not concern these crimes but instead are 
about Stein herself. The answer to these clues is knowable, even if con-
temporary readers could not piece them together: as Stein puts it, “Any-
thing is a detective story if it can be found out.”24

 Samuel Steward was in a unique position to uncover Stein’s clues for 
his readers. He was aware of the value Stein and Toklas placed on the 
freedom they had achieved, as he shows in a conversation between Stein 
and Toklas in Murder Is Murder Is Murder: “We have been free most of 
our lives,” Toklas says. “You got free of your family and Leo, and I got 
free of taking care of all those family males in San Francisco. We have 
both known the lack of freedom, and that was terrible.”25

 The domestic peace and stability that Stein and Toklas achieved and 
that Steward so meticulously recorded serves as a corrective to Hem-
ingway’s homophobic anecdote in A Moveable Feast (1964), published 
after Stein’s death, which brought public attention to the fact that Stein 
and Toklas were lesbians. Stein’s fear that an “enemy” might expose the 
romantic nature of her relationship with Toklas was, in fact, justified. 

 23. Stein, “What Are Master- Pieces,” 358.
 24. Stein, “The Geographical History of America,” 410.
 25. Steward, Murder Is Murder Is Murder, 130.
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During Stein’s life, the general public seems to have accepted Toklas’s 
role as Stein’s secretary without any skepticism, even during the 1934–35 
American lecture tour where the two were always together. Perhaps as 
revenge for Stein’s comments in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas 
that he was “yellow” and “ninety percent Rotarian,”26 in his own mem-
oir Hemingway recalls his horror when, as he stood outside their rue 
de Fleurus apartment, he overheard “someone speaking to Miss Stein as 
I had never heard one person speak to another; never, anywhere, ever.” 
The reply is meant to shock the reader: “Then Miss Stein’s voice came 
pleading and begging, saying, ‘Don’t, pussy. Don’t. Don’t, please don’t. 
I’ll do anything, pussy, but please don’t do it. Please don’t. Please don’t, 
pussy.’”27 This strange conversation, of course, not only is meant to show 
that the women were lovers but implies that the relationship is unnatural 
and perverse. Hemingway also suggests that he had been unaware that 
the women were lesbians until this moment, as if he means to emphasize 
that he would not have developed such a close friendship with Stein if he 
had known the truth.
 In both Murder Is Murder Is Murder and The Caravaggio Shawl, 
Steward deliberately corrects this distorted image of Stein and Toklas. 
From the first sentence of each book there is no doubt about the nature 
of Stein’s relationship with Toklas. Murder Is Murder Is Murder opens 
with Stein calling to Toklas, “Rosemary, Pussy” (a request for Toklas to 
pick some rosemary from the garden). On the next page, Toklas explains 
to Stein that she is making an elaborate dinner “just to show I love 
you”; Stein then takes a nap on their “marriage bed” while she waits 
for the meal (8). The Caravaggio Shawl begins with Alice’s attempt to 
wake Stein: “Arise, my love!”28 The women then discuss whether they 
have been together for twenty- nine or thirty years. The humorous ban-
ter between them, clearly based on conversations Steward had recorded 
during his visits, shows a loving relationship filled with mutual respect.
 In an obvious attempt to discredit Hemingway’s hyperbolic story 
about Stein and Toklas, Steward creates two hilarious scenes to counter 
Hemingway’s interpretation of that overheard conversation. In Murder 
Is Murder Is Murder, Johnny McAndrews, an American character based 
on Steward, hears Stein’s voice “booming through the bedroom door . . . 
begging and pleading, with even a note of panic in it riding high over the 

 26. Stein, Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, 233–34.
 27. Hemingway, A Moveable Feast, 92.
 28. Steward, Caravaggio Shawl, 7.
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tumult.” She is saying, “Oh don’t Pussy, don’t please don’t, I’ll promise to 
do anything, Pussy, anything at all, but please, please, don’t do it. Please, 
Pussy. Please don’t. I’ll be good, I promise. Oh, Pussy, please don’t. Please 
stop” (83). Stein finally rushes from the room, followed by Toklas, who 
is chasing her with a peacock feather. When they see McAndrews, they 
burst out laughing. Stein says that she hates to be tickled and that Toklas 
“always does it when she wants to win an argument.”
 In The Caravaggio Shawl, McAndrews again overhears Stein plead-
ing: “Oh, Pussy, please don’t. . . .” He thinks to himself that “Heming-
way might have been duped for ten years, but not I!” and investigates 
what is happening between the women. He discovers that Toklas is 
alternately paring a corn on Stein’s toe and tickling her foot. During 
this scene McAndrews thinks to himself that Hemingway’s inability to 
notice that the women were “maids of the twilight world. Lesbians . . . !” 
is “incredible” (76–77). But Steward has not finished with Hemingway 
yet. Later in the book there are other jabs: Stein says to her dog, Bas-
ket, “Be fierce. Play Hemingway” (45), and later, “Play fierce like yellow 
Hemingway” (116). Like Steward, McAndrews knows that Stein expects 
him to write about her in the future, and hopes to protect her reputation 
from Hemingway’s potential slander:

[Stein] had seen that perhaps one day Johnny would become a writer if 

he could ever stop drinking and then maybe he would write about her, 

far in the future when she was dead and gone. . . . But letting just anyone 

into her sanctum was not without danger, look what had happened when 

she made the mistake of admitting that dreadful drunken lecherous boor-

ish pseudoman Hemingway into her private room, he would probably 

write about her or maybe already had, but hardly the things she would 

like to hear. (63)

 In addition to normalizing the relationship between Stein and Toklas, 
Steward uses the promiscuous McAndrews and his many sexual adven-
tures in the books to show how homosexuality permeates everyday life 
in unexpected ways, resulting in some hilarious, but also other disturbing 
and dangerous, situations. In each book, Steward visits Stein and Toklas 
and helps them to solve a crime. He is described in The Caravaggio 
Shawl as “a somewhat respected professor at some Chicago university 
named after a saint . . . but he was more or less a whore at night, or a 
hunter of stags, or some kind of predator” (47). Steward juxtaposes Stein 
and Toklas’s stable, loving relationship with the more complicated and 
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dangerous homosexual landscape that McAndrews/Steward must nego-
tiate. Even if McAndrews is easily able to find numerous homosexual 
encounters, the threat of homophobic violence or retribution is also pres-
ent, just as it was for Steward in his own personal life.
 Both mysteries include opportunities for McAndrews to seduce men in 
order to get useful information and help Stein and Toklas solve the crimes 
that have taken place. Indeed, Toklas hilariously makes this suggestion 
in Murder Is Murder Is Murder: “There’s always the possibility that 
someone might pick up some information from the young man. It might 
entail dreadful sacrifices of course, and take you to a strange bed,” she 
explains. “It would involve undercover work. . . . Johnny giggled. ‘I’ll say 
it would’” (60–61).
 Both books include many sexual references, jokes, and “double 
tenders,” as Alice calls them in Murder Is Murder Is Murder (113). 
In The Caravaggio Shawl, the new Caravaggio painting of Orpheus at the 
Louvre is stolen and replaced with a forgery; a guard at the Louvre, who 
was married to Stein’s cook, is found dead. Toklas discovers the forgery 
when, at the Louvre, she notices that the genitals depicted in the painting 
look different. She confirms that the painting is a fake when she holds up 
a piece of yarn so that she can match a rose color that she plans to use 
to make a shawl, but the yarn sticks to the painting: the forgery is freshly 
painted and has not yet dried.
 When Toklas returns home, she explains the change to Cecil Beaton, 
the photographer and costume designer, and his lover, the English artist 
Francis Rose, both personal friends of Stein and Toklas in real life. She 
explains that “the wispy gauze that covered his genitals was no longer 
so wispy. . . . And furthermore, they seemed larger. Much larger” (49). 
Beaton quips that this enhancement would be “wish- fulfillment,” and 
Rose retorts: “I was never a size- queen” (49). For the rest of the book, 
McAndrews follows clues that eventually lead him to Renculé, the corrupt 
policeman who orchestrated the switch and killed the guard in the process.
 Toklas asks McAndrews to seduce an acquaintance, Vain Bénitier, 
when they begin to suspect that he is involved in the crime, and McAn-
drews agrees. “I have always found that pillow talk is usually more reve-
latory than any other kind,” Toklas explains (115). During this encounter, 
McAndrews sees many gashes on Vain that are the result of his masochis-
tic relationship with Renculé, whose sexual encounters include wounding 
his partners with a corkscrew in the buttocks, a practice which McAn-
drews is subject to himself during his own encounter with the policeman. 
Once McAndrews confirms that gouging your partner with a corkscrew 
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during lovemaking isn’t the norm for men who are “of it” (as McAn-
drews puts it) in Paris, he is able to connect the two criminals and help 
solve the mystery.
 In both Murder Is Murder Is Murder and The Caravaggio Shawl, 
Steward uses humor, well- known gay references (a woman is described 
as “the type Natalie Barney has found in many ladies’ rooms” [Murder 
30], the isle of Lesbos is mentioned, and so on), and light banter between 
the characters to create a sexualized atmosphere in which homosexual 
encounters are, for most of the characters, the norm. The conventional 
marriage between Stein and Toklas is contrasted with Andrews’s risky 
behavior, behavior that causes concern for the women. In The Caravaggio 
Shawl, Stein observes, “His Chicago ways are bound to be misunderstood 
in Paris, they may put him in danger.” Toklas agrees that “his hunting 
expeditions often take him to the dark alleys and they are certainly not 
always safe” (13–14). However, both of Steward’s mysteries suggest that 
it is not homosexuality itself that is dangerous but homophobia that may 
threaten gay men.
 In Murder Is Murder Is Murder, the risk of homophobic retribution 
associated with male homosexuality is juxtaposed with the stable, reas-
suring relationship of Stein and Toklas that elicits no comment from the 
townspeople; Stein and Toklas ultimately solve the crime that has dis-
turbed the peaceful village, emphasizing their stabilizing effect on the 
community. The book is set in Bilignin, where Stein and Toklas lived 
in the summers and where Steward visited twice. The plot concerns a 
handsome, deaf young man, Pierre Desjardins (elaborately and erotically 
described), who works as Stein’s gardener and communicates using sign 
language. Petit Pierre, as everybody refers to him, lives with an overpro-
tective father (also named Pierre Desjardins but called “Grand Pierre” by 
everyone). Petit Pierre deliberately allows himself to be seduced by his 
unpopular and violent neighbor, Debat, but then tells his father that he 
has been raped so that he can provoke his father into fighting with Debat. 
When the confrontation takes place, Debat kills Grand Pierre, just as Petit 
Pierre anticipates, setting him free from his oppressive father. The body 
is found the following spring by Stein and Toklas, who see from their 
window a patch of poppies growing near Debat’s field. They know from 
their investigation that Grand Pierre had a packet of coquelicot (poppy) 
seeds in his pocket on the day of his murder. It is only when Petit Pierre’s 
new girlfriend confesses what Petit Pierre has done that the motive is con-
firmed: he deliberately orchestrated the encounter between his father and 
the violent Debat in order to bring about his father’s death.
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 Both McAndrews and Claude, the secretary to Capitaine Gallos at the 
police station, express an obvious interest in the gorgeous Petit Pierre, 
who explains (using sign language) that the conflict between his father 
and Debat was the result of his assault (Toklas is the interpreter). As Gal-
los asks questions, Toklas notices Claude’s attention to Petit Pierre and 
concludes that it may be worthwhile for McAndrews to seduce Claude 
in order to get more information about the case. McAndrews does so, 
but Claude does not appear to have any other evidence that helps Stein 
and Toklas. In Murder Is Murder Is Murder, the homosexual behavior of 
McAndrews and Claude is presented as unremarkable and, on the whole, 
amusing. But there is a risk of subversion by a “manipulator” like Petit 
Pierre, who is not gay himself but only used Debat to provoke his father. 
Later in the book, Claude makes a pass at Petit Pierre and is severely 
beaten by him. Stein, Toklas, and McAndrews are all perplexed by Petit 
Pierre’s violent reaction and speculate that he has suffered trauma from his 
encounter with Debat. Before his deception is revealed, Stein and Toklas 
sympathize with Petit Pierre, but by the end of the book he is shown to be 
a thoroughly despicable character when his pregnant girlfriend, Pauline, 
flees to Stein and Toklas, reporting that he beats her and will not allow 
her to leave their home. In The Caravaggio Shawl, too, it is only the vio-
lence of the sadistic murderer Renculé that is considered objectionable, 
rather than the homosexuality of McAndrews or other gay characters.
 When Stein knew Steward, he had written several serious novels but 
had stopped writing, a result of his alcoholism and the demands of his 
professorship at Loyola University, as he explained to Toklas after he 
stopped drinking in 1947. Stein and Toklas had expressed concern about 
his alcoholism, correctly predicting that if he could control this addiction, 
he might become a successful and prolific writer.29 They could not have 
anticipated that Steward would become the well- known writer of gay male 
erotica (Phil Andros) or that Steward’s homage to his dear friends would 
come in the form of a comic, semi- erotic detective novel. Despite Stew-
ard’s surprising vehicle for presenting his portraits of Stein and Toklas, 
he successfully shows the spirit of their relationship, understanding the 
ways Stein’s mysterious references often had clear meanings to Toklas or 
other close friends. To cite one minor example, in The Caravaggio Shawl 
Stein explains the general layout of Paris: “Business is always north, lei-
sure is south, and dining is west” (31). When the line “dining is west” 
appears in Tender Buttons (1914), however, it is a puzzle to readers.

 29. See Steward, Dear Sammy, 93–94.
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 Stein deliberately included many mysteries and clues to her relation-
ship with Toklas in her writing, but she did not insist that they remain 
mysteries forever. Considering that the public maintained both an intense 
interest in crime stories that had not been resolved at the same moment 
that detective stories, with their consistent, satisfying resolutions were 
at the height of popularity, Stein incorporates both genres into her own 
body of work. Her mysteries may not have been (re)solved in her life-
time, but with the help of her trusted friend, Samuel Steward, playing the 
role of detective, there could be some resolution. Even though the campy, 
erotic world Steward creates in his detective novels may be unrealistic, 
he uses historical and biographical detail to illustrate the loving relation-
ship between Stein and Toklas, showing readers an example of idealized 
lesbian domesticity. Even if Steward was unable to prevent Hemingway’s 
spiteful attack on Stein and Toklas, he could at least defend his dear 
friends, showing that their secret was nothing to hide but instead a rela-
tionship that should be celebrated.
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“Foibles and Fripperies, 
Reminiscences 
and Tributes”

Reading Samuel Steward’s Lost Chicago Essays

Jeremy Mulderig

In January 1944, the five thousand subscribers to the Illinois Dental 
Journal found something new among the publication’s routine profes-

sional notices for dentists and its feature articles like “Sulfathiazole and 
Sulfadiazine Prophylaxis in Exodontia”: an essay by one Philip Sparrow, 
introduced by the journal’s editor as a “nonprofessional writer” who in a 
regular monthly feature would present a “‘worm’s- eye view’ of the den-
tist, the dental office, dental methods, etc.”1 Such a bland introduction 
could hardly have prepared the dentist readers for an essay that began 
like this:

There are some people of unjaundiced and unprejudiced eye who can 

admire in the digital dexterity of the dentist the same finger- facility that 

marked a Rachmaninoff or a Paderewski; or who can perceive an aesthetic 

analogy between the delicate and torturing way a dentist plays on one’s 

nerves and the smooth drawing of the bow across the strings that a Kreis-

ler or a Heifetz is capable of; or profess to hear in the head- shuddering 

noise of a burr against an eye- tooth the deep organ diapason of a Bach 

A different form of this chapter appears as the introduction to my edition of Samuel 
Steward’s Illinois Dental Journal essays, Philip Sparrow Tells All: Lost Essays by Samuel 
Steward, Writer, Professor, Tattoo Artist (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015). 
This version is published with the permission of the University of Chicago Press.
 1. “Editor’s Note,” 22.
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or a Pietro Yon. But we have never been able sufficiently to overcome our 

mundane emotions to appreciate such comparisons.2

Instead, Sparrow continued, he had concluded that dentists are less artists 
than sadists: like Shakespeare’s villain Iago, he said, they seek a personal 
sense of superiority by making their patients suffer.
 Philip Sparrow was actually Samuel M. Steward, and as the elaborate 
parallelism, sophisticated analogies, and careful avoidance of a potential 
split infinitive in the passage above might suggest, he was in fact, among 
other things, a professional writer. Thanks to Justin Spring’s recent biog-
raphy—Secret Historian: The Life and Times of Samuel Steward, Pro-
fessor, Tattoo Artist, and Sexual Renegade—today we have an extensive 
inventory of the many roles that Steward played during his life. Stew-
ard earned his PhD in English at The Ohio State University in 1934 and, 
at the time that he began writing as Philip Sparrow for the Illinois Dental 
Journal, was a professor in the English department at Loyola University 
Chicago. He had published scholarly articles and a novel that had won 
a favorable review from the New York Times, and he counted Thorn-
ton Wilder and Gertrude Stein among his friends. In the early 1950s, 
he taught English at DePaul University, a position from which he was 
fired in 1956 when it became known that under the name of Phil Sparrow 
he was simultaneously operating a successful tattoo business on Chicago’s 
Skid Row. Beginning in 1959, he became a regular contributor to Der 
Kreis, the pioneering gay magazine published in Switzerland from 1943 
to 1967, and he eventually wrote nearly one hundred articles and stories 
for Der Kreis, for the early Danish gay magazines Eos and Amigo, and in 
the 1980s for The Advocate.3 A gay man who had discovered his sexual-
ity as a boy in rural Ohio, he went on to have more than forty- five hun-
dred sexual encounters during his life with eight hundred men, including 
all the members of his high- school basketball team, Rudolph Valentino, 
Lord Alfred Douglas, Roy Fitzgerald (later known to the world as Rock 
Hudson), a number of DePaul students, and very many sailors from the 
Great Lakes Naval Training Station north of Chicago4—all of which he 

 2. Sparrow, “On Sublimated Sadism,” 22.
 3. A complete bibliography of Steward’s publications may be found in Spring, 
Secret Historian, 442–50.
 4. Spring reports that Steward’s Stud File contains 746 cards corresponding to his 
sexual partners between 1924 and 1974 and quotes Steward writing in 1977, at age 68, 
that the cards document 4,541 separate encounters (Secret Historian, xiii, 380). Stew-
ard described his boyhood visit to Valentino’s Columbus, Ohio, hotel room in a 1989 
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meticulously documented in an alphabetical card file of his sexual con-
tacts that would fascinate the sex researcher Alfred Kinsey when they met 
in 1949.5 After moving from Chicago to Berkeley, Steward became the 
tattoo artist of choice for the Hells Angels, while at the same time pub-
lishing distinctively literate gay erotic fiction under the name Phil Andros. 
His books late in life included an edition of Gertrude Stein’s and Alice 
Toklas’s letters to him, a memoir, a novel based on the life of the painter 
Sir Francis Rose, a book about the tattoo business, and two murder mys-
teries featuring Stein and Toklas as sleuths.
 Steward’s position as the monthly columnist in the Illinois Dental 
Journal from 1944 to 1949 arose out of pure coincidence: his personal 
dentist in Chicago, William P. Schoen, was at the time also the editor 
of the journal. “While I was at his mercy in the chair one day in 1943,” 
Steward recalled later, “he talked me into starting a series of articles for 
his Journal.” For Steward, whose writing career had stalled since the pub-
lication of his novel Angels on the Bough in 1936, the invitation provided 
his first sustained opportunity to experiment with the genre of the famil-
iar essay while at the same time pleasing Schoen, whom Steward found 
dashingly handsome and whom he referred to as “Dr. Pretty,” a play on 
the German meaning of his name.6 Steward and Schoen apparently agreed 
that his essays would discuss dentistry in a humorous manner from the 
patient’s perspective (they would appear under the heading “The Victim’s 
Viewpoint”) and that he would write under a pseudonym, for Steward 
had already begun contributing to the journal’s annual book- review issue 
in January 1943 under his own name. Now he became Philip Sparrow, the 
name borrowed from the bird in John Skelton’s early sixteenth- century 
poem “The Book of Phillip Sparrow,” a work that appealed to Steward as 
a “Rabelaisian hodge- podge of buffoonery and erotic hints.”7

interview with Carl Maves (“Valentino’s Pubic Hair and Me,” 72–74). In his Chap-
ters from an Autobiography, Steward noted that in high school he had sex with “four 
members of the football team, all of the basketball, [and] three of the track” (12) and 
also described his 1937 meeting with Lord Alfred Douglas (44–51). His encounter with 
Roy Fitzgerald (Rock Hudson), when the two of them were working in Marshall Field’s 
department store in December 1946, is documented in the Stud File; see also Spring, 
Secret Historian, 94n. Steward observed that during his years at DePaul “there were a 
half- dozen contacts between certain handsome male students and their beloved teacher” 
(“Autobiography,” 251). He later estimated that over the years in Chicago, he had had 
sex with “a coupla hundred” sailors (quoted in Spring, Secret Historian, 85).
 5. Steward’s original Stud File card index is in the Samuel M. Steward Papers, 
Beinecke Library, Yale University.
 6. Steward, “Autobiography,” 310.
 7. Steward, “Autobiography,” 263–64.
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 Neither Schoen nor Steward seems to have foreseen that the original 
plan for Steward’s IDJ essays was unsustainable. Indeed, the first col-
umn—with its comparison of dentists to Iago—already predicted the end 
of the series. How many columns can one write in a journal for dentists 
that focus on their “ghoulish glee,” their “foul deliberation,” the “dia-
bolic gleam in their eyes,” and “the Gestapo technic of delayed execu-
tion”?8 After writing seven such essays, Steward apparently realized that 
he had reached the limit of what could be done within such a confin-
ing rhetorical situation. At this point, therefore, the dentistry theme was 
discarded, and Steward began to write for a new imagined audience of 
general readers on a wide range of topics—including cryptography, espi-
onage, psychiatry, opera, pet cemeteries, bodybuilding, keepsakes, medi-
eval recipes, Chicago, Paris, and the Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union.
 Steward would observe later that writing these essays gave him the 
opportunity “to air my loves and prejudices, likes and dislikes, foibles and 
fripperies, reminiscences and tributes.”9 This comment suggests indirectly 
that he regarded his Illinois Dental Journal essays as compositions in the 
Montaignian tradition, for it is a conscious or unconscious paraphrase of 
a 1946 article on the familiar essay in which Melvin Watson wrote that 
the genre as defined by Montaigne depicts the writer’s “foibles and idio-
syncrasies” and expresses “his inmost thoughts, his preferences and his 
prejudices, his sympathies and his antipathies, his reminiscences and his 
dreams.”10 The “familiarity” of the familiar essay derives, of course, not 
only from the personal context of the writer’s subjects but also from the 
writer’s conversational style; as Uttara Natarajan has noted, the familiar 
essay “deploys conversation as a model for writing, not in an isolated 
instance . . . but widely and without apology.”11 Taken together, Stew-
ard’s engaging, sometimes profound, often quirky, and until now totally 
neglected columns in the Illinois Dental Journal demonstrate his mas-
tery of the subjectivity and informality of the familiar essay. As his top-
ics become increasingly autobiographical, his alter ego, Philip Sparrow, 
evolves into a multidimensional character whose experiences, personality, 
and wit become the focal point of each essay—and whose homosexuality, 
though apparently beyond the ken of most of his dentist readers, lies just 
beneath the surface of the text.

 8. Sparrow, “On Sublimated Sadism,” 23.
 9. Steward, “Autobiography,” 310.
 10. Watson, “Spectator Tradition,” 190, 215.
 11. Natarajan, “Veil of Familiarity,” 29.
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INVENTING PHILIP SPARROW

Steward’s conception of Sparrow’s identity and relationship with his read-
ers is clearly something that evolved and developed as the series of essays 
progressed. The way in which Sparrow is presented in the first of the 
essays on dentistry and the dental patient suggests an essayist who brings 
sophistication and wit to the task but who chafes at the narrow rhetorical 
situation he confronts. In this passage, for example, the first- person- plural 
pronouns that he employs not only sound awkwardly impersonal but also 
lead to logical and grammatical complications that must have rankled 
Steward, always the careful writer:

We have opened our mouth widely for many of these torturers, from 

Maine to Montana, and we are ready to swear that on more than one 

occasion—as we have been approached, lying there helpless and trem-

bling—we have seen a diabolic gleam in their eyes as they reached for 

their tools. . . . Then they begin—but let us draw a curtain over this 

painful scene; even in thinking of it we have worked ourself into a cold 

dribble.12

 The opportunity to develop the persona of Philip Sparrow presented 
itself after the first set of seven essays on dentistry had ended and the 
title of Steward’s column was changed from “The Victim’s Viewpoint” to 
simply “Philip Sparrow.”13 But this title’s new focus on Sparrow also pre-
sented a new rhetorical challenge: who was Philip Sparrow if not a dental 
patient, and what should he write about? In his early attempts to define 
a new role for Sparrow, Steward seems to have chosen as one model the 
generally impersonal seventeenth- century essays of Francis Bacon. Like 
Bacon, he begins several of his new essays with an aphoristic assertion 
that provides focus for the essay and maps its development. Consider, for 
example, these familiar opening sentences by Bacon: “Men in great places 
are thrice servants: servants of the sovereign or state, servants of fame, 
and servants of business” and “Studies serve for delight, for ornament, 
and for ability.”14 And now these by Steward: “Ciphers and codes . . . 
seem to be the particular joy and necessity of kings, diplomats, tramps, 

 12. Sparrow, “On Sublimated Sadism,” 23.
 13. The September 1944 column was titled “One Man’s Viewpoint,” but later col-
umns all bore the title “Philip Sparrow.”
 14. These are the opening sentences of Bacon’s essays “Of Great Place” and 
“Of Studies.”
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lovers, thieves, generals, and schoolboys” and “Tradition hath it that 
there are six stages in getting drunk: jocose, amorous, bellicose, morose, 
lachrymose, and comatose.”15

 As the verbal play in this last example suggests, Steward quickly out-
grew the stiffness of the Baconian model, and after 1944 he began to 
make his essays more specifically about himself. Sparrow’s own iden-
tity thus increasingly becomes the major interest in the essays, which 
cumulatively give greater and greater definition to his persona. Already 
by January 1945, the anonymous “we” of the earlier essays has disap-
peared, replaced by an ever- more distinct “I” who invites the reader 
into his world, where, freed from the dental chair, Philip Sparrow now 
appears in a wide variety of new roles—as an extra in Chicago ballet and 
opera productions, a sufferer from a vast matrix of life- threatening food 
allergies, a friend of Gertrude Stein, a subscriber to bodybuilding maga-
zines, a holiday- season salesperson in Marshall Field’s department store, 
a writer ready with a literary allusion for any occasion, a self- described 
“keepsaker,” a man turning forty, and a cynical ex- professor (“Most 
classes are stupid,” he notes, “so stupid that when you walk in and say 
‘Good morning,’ they will all write it down in their notebooks”16).
 At the same time, Steward constructed for himself a new implied audi-
ence of readers quite different from his actual audience of Illinois den-
tists. A striking example of the new relationship between Sparrow and his 
readers can be found in his February 1945 essay, “On Soldiers and Civil-
ians.” Written as the war in Europe was evidently coming to an end, the 
essay offers a sober warning about the dissociation and alienation that 
soldiers returning from years of war may be expected to experience upon 
arriving home. Though Steward himself had not served in war, his keen 
sensitivity to battlefield trauma and its potentially lasting effects antici-
pates what we today know as posttraumatic stress disorder:

What are these returned men going to be like? . . . They will be older 

emotionally and physically, older beyond their calendar years, because 

war is the speediest artificial ager known; they may be violent—for you 

cannot train a man to kill for a half- understood or vaguely expressed 

reason and expect him not to use action in place of words. . . . They 

will be startled and chagrined by what they will consider our indiffer-

ence, but is really only our inexperience slowly woven around us in our 

 15. Sparrow, “On Cryptography,” 452; “On Alcoholics Anonymous,” 498.
 16. Sparrow, “On Teaching,” 476.
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geographically and emotionally isolated chrysalis. They will be the men 

without a country, for they will return to a land that has not changed; 

they will wander among us as strangers, seeking with hard evasive eyes 

the pledge- pin that will show them a comrade, one to whom they can 

talk of hell—or even sit beside silently, aware of the bond between.17

To underscore what he perceived as the urgent need for society to begin 
preparing for the stresses ahead, in this essay he defines an intensely per-
sonal relationship with his readers by dramatizing the rhetorical situation 
in which he sees himself writing: “You and I—yes, you, sitting comfort-
ably in your armchair, and I, pecking away at my typewriter—are going 
to be faced intimately and harshly, in a thousand now- unsuspected situa-
tions, with this conflict between those who went and those who stayed” 
(74). Just six months had passed since the last of Steward’s whimsi-
cal essays on dentistry, but the dental chair, the anonymous squirming 
patient, and the comic stereotype of a sadistic technician have all now 
vanished, replaced by a more intimate relationship between Philip Spar-
row and his readers.
 Steward’s growing comfort with writing as Philip Sparrow can be 
inferred in part by his increasing self- revelation as essay followed essay. 
An illuminating example of this development is provided by two essays 
he wrote on alcoholism, one early in the series, in November 1944, and 
the other more than two years later, in March 1947. When Steward 
wrote the first essay—still three years from his lowest point as an alco-
holic—he was drinking at least a quart of liquor a day. “It was a period 
filled with dreadful scenes,” he noted later, “the gradual loss of friend 
after friend, the deterioration of my health and sleep patterns, the inexo-
rable growing loss of memory, and the slow ruin of my potency and my 
body.”18 But writing a column about Alcoholics Anonymous—a relatively 
new phenomenon whose Chicago group was only five years old19—Stew-
ard presented the perils of alcoholism at one remove from himself, as the 
experiences of an anonymous “friend”:

Some few years ago certain subtle changes began to appear. The appetite 

vanished, the nights were sleepless, the temper quickened and the mind 

slowed down, the will weakened and the fingers shook. The agreeable 

 17. Sparrow, “On Soldiers and Civilians,” 75.
 18. Steward, “Autobiography,” 88.
 19. “History of the Chicago Group of Alcoholics Anonymous.”
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opalescent fogs through which he had viewed the world swirled and 

darkened into damp mists and swamp miasmas. From the status of a con-

trolled drinker . . . he stepped across the line into the dim and shuddery 

region of alcoholism.20

In the early months of 1947, after alcoholism, depression, and exhaustion 
had pushed him nearly to suicide,21 Steward himself joined AA and wrote 
another column on the topic of alcoholism, this time on the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union. Now, though, his tone reflects the level of 
friendly, even confessional, familiarity that Philip Sparrow has achieved 
with his readers. And not coincidentally, perhaps, Steward’s forthright 
acknowledgment of alcohol abuse in his family sounds much like what 
one might hear from the new member of an AA group:

Ours has always been a family of boozers—one side of it, that is. The 

other has always been teetotalling. One of my earliest childhood memo-

ries is of a Sunday afternoon when the whole family was packed up, forc-

ibly or otherwise, and started off to a “temprunz” meetin’. They left me 

behind because I was too young to know the meaning of the word. . . . 

It’s a sure thing that part of my frustration today is the struggle that went 

on during those early years between the White Ribbon and the Booz-

ing sides of the family. My old man made fun of the White Ribboners, 

my aunts adored them, and maybe even belonged. At any rate, there was 

never any booze around the house . . . to be seen.22

 Passages like this one also reveal how fully Steward embraced the task 
of shaping Sparrow into a multifaceted character who addresses his read-
ers in a variety of voices. Sometimes he casts Sparrow as a comic figure, 
beset by inconveniences, frustrations, accidents, and indignities of various 
sorts. Sparrow’s first night as a “super,” or extra, at a Chicago perfor-
mance of the Ballet Russe, for example, turns out to be far from the glam-
orous experience he had envisioned:

Into the little [dressing room] crowded twenty- four of us, undressing 

like sailors on shore- leave in Panama, and fighting over clothes- hooks 

instead of bags. . . . The weird and tacky costumes were evidently never 

 20. Sparrow, “On Alcoholics Anonymous,” 498.
 21. See Steward, “Autobiography,” 89.
 22. Sparrow, “On Little White Ribbons,” 108.
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laundered, but simply worn until they dropped off and embarrassed 

someone, after which they were replaced.

 A few quick strokes by the make- up man transformed us into 

bearded Arabs, and then we stumbled downstairs, holding our skirts 

high. My costume looked like a cross between a peppermint stick and a 

mint frappé, and I was achingly self- conscious.23

Similarly, a holiday stint as a salesperson in the book department—that 
“domain of culture and knowledge”—of Marshall Field’s department 
store turns into “a frenzied nightmare of females and squalling brats, 
a time of aching feet and back, of muscles in the ankles and calves that 
shrieked with pain, of complete nervous and mental and physical exhaus-
tion.”24 And Sparrow’s hot- weather visits to Chicago’s Foster Beach 
result not in a leisurely summer of sand and surf but in a case of athlete’s 
foot, a camera accidentally dropped into Lake Michigan, a two- inch nail 
extracted from his instep (with tetanus shots to follow), and a disfiguring 
case of sunburn:

Today, I look like something dreamed up by Hollywood for Boris Kar-

lov. . . . Little children run screaming to their mother’s skirts when they 

see me. Women try to stifle their gasps, and men turn pale beneath their 

tan. They all turn away shuddering, and try to keep from looking on 

my leprous face, the face that once belonged to a man. . . . I do not have 

enough sense to varnish a walnut, I guess, when it comes to beaches.25

 In other issues of the journal, though, his readers encountered a much 
more serious Sparrow, one who muses soberly on issues that we know 
concerned Steward himself during the 1940s. In 1949, a “wretched and 
loathsome year,”26 Steward would turn forty, and his sense of incom-
pleteness at midlife is suggested in several of Philip Sparrow’s later 
essays. In his December 1948 column, “On the Dream, the Illusion,” for 
example, he reflects somberly on the need to cling to one’s dreams, how-
ever difficult that may be, for “when the last dream is shattered and the 
last illusion destroyed, there is little left to live for.”27 Writing about the 
value of keepsakes in September 1948, he follows the anecdote of John 

 23. Sparrow, “On Balletomania,” 249.
 24. Sparrow, “On Fabulous, Fabulous Field’s,” 23.
 25. Sparrow, “On the Beach and Me,” 389.
 26. Sparrow, “On Getting to Be Forty,” 182.
 27. Sparrow, “On the Dream, the Illusion,” 517.
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Henry Newman’s refusal to give up his old blue cloak, even to the person 
who had nursed him through illness in Malta in 1833, with words that 
seem intensely personal: “Newman’s life had been unhappy, broken, with 
lost friends, wrecked ambitions—cut up and disorganized. Only the tan-
gible things remained to be sure of. . . . So it is with all of us.”28 Steward’s 
characterization of Newman’s unfulfilled life has obvious parallels with 
his own. He had failed to find in teaching the satisfaction he expected 
and had left the profession in 1946 with no intention of returning; he had 
not produced any published writing except these essays since his novel 
in 1936; he had spent more than a decade sunk in debilitating alcohol-
ism; he had had sexual encounters with hundreds of men but had formed 
no lasting personal relationships; he had been crushed by the death of 
the person who seems to have mattered most in the world to him—Ger-
trude Stein—two years earlier. Out of this sense of a life of “wrecked 
ambitions” arises a defense of keepsakes that is expressed in one of the 
most poignantly beautiful passages in these essays: “We fasten ourselves 
to happiness with all of these little anchors. Our pleasant or sad or gay 
memories revive when we touch these magic things, and for a little while 
we escape from the present into the golden past, where we lie bound, 
gagged, and deliciously drugged among our souvenirs” (393).
 Yet another voice is heard in what Steward called his tribute essays, 
several beautifully constructed memoirs of people who had touched and 
changed his life. The most moving of these is his February 1947 essay on 
Gertrude Stein. Steward had corresponded with Stein since 1934, when he 
was a graduate student at Ohio State, and had spent parts of two mem-
orable summers with her and Alice Toklas at their summer home in the 
French countryside in 1937 and 1939. Her death from cancer surgery in 
July 1946 was a blow from which he was still reeling six months later as 
he wrote this essay on Stein, based on daily notes that he took during his 
visits with the two women. Steward keeps the focus on Stein, with precise 
details and anecdotes that vividly depict everyday life in her presence, but 
by now it is clear that Philip Sparrow has become the controlling con-
sciousness in the text:

It was the electric conversation that went on all the time that was most 

fascinating, so charged and vibrant and provocative that I could not 

but feel that the old house was a kind of inexhaustible storage battery. 

The chateau in which she lived was a somewhat ramshackle house, 

 28. Sparrow, “On Keepsakes, Gew- Gaws, and Baubles,” 393.
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modernized with electricity and a new bathroom and hot- water system 

of which Gertrude was very proud—as much hot water, she said, and as 

quickly as a hotel. Back of the house was a small garden with flower beds 

set within lustrous clipped edges, and beyond the low wall of the garden 

was a broad and beautiful valley, sloping casually down to a small river, 

and rising again on the other to an unforgotten circle of blue hills, under 

the brilliant open sky of Ain.

 In the evenings we sat in the drawing- room, happy after the won-

derful meals that Alice supervised. In the blue paper- thin china cups, the 

after- dinner infusions of verveine cooled. The smoke of cigarettes drifted 

lazily out into the burst of rose and gold that fell upon the garden. And 

we talked of everything under the sun—of the ballet, of Wally Simpson 

and her duke, of gardens, scenery, Mussolini, politics, teaching, salads 

and dressings, gasoline and spiders. The timbre of Gertrude’s voice was 

rich and deep, and her great laugh—booming out over the valley—was 

the throat- filling laughter of the Valkyries. . . .

 I think I understand her place in literature, but it was hard to be 

conscious of it while one was near her. I remember her as a great and 

human woman, an intricate yet human personality, tremendously alive. 

I think of her on a rainy day in a small garage, down on hands and knees 

on the oily floor discussing the axle of her car with a mechanic. I remem-

ber how we worked together in her little garden, both bent over hoes as 

we weeded the tomatoes. I see her walking along the dusty roadways, 

switching her dog- leash at the ragweed as she talked, and now and then 

shouting to Pépé the little Mexican chihuahua, to stop chasing chickens. 

I see her turn quickly away from the sight of a helpless calf with its legs 

tied for market, saying “Let us not look at that.” I hear her hearty laugh 

as she showed me how, with one quick movement, she had mastered the 

French trick of catching a napkin under her arms.29

IDENTITY GAMES

Having developed Philip Sparrow into a presiding presence in the essays, 
Steward evidently delighted in the possibilities for spoofing his readers 
by simultaneously appearing in the journal in other guises as well. In the 
June 1947 issue is a two- page announcement that Philip Sparrow is tak-
ing the month off, and while the notice is putatively a message from the 

 29. Sparrow, “On Gertrude Stein,” 64–65.
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journal’s editor, the writing is clearly Steward’s. In it, the “editor” reveals 
that Philip Sparrow, “the bird who ‘sees all, knows all’ and tells it in the 
Illinois Dental Journal,” is actually an experienced college teacher with a 
PhD in English and “a bright and searching eye in keeping with his name, 
a pert way of writing succinct statements, a mind full of vocabulary, 
vocabulary and more vocabulary in English and spilling over into Latin, 
French, Greek and a little German.” He then goes on to review the way in 
which Sparrow’s column came to be included in the IDJ, to identify what 
he considers the best of the essays that have “enhanced the pages of our 
staid Journal,” and to express the hope that Sparrow “will be with us for 
many issues to come.”30

 Much of the fun of this ruse for Steward must have been the oppor-
tunity to share it secretly with the handsome Dr. Schoen, still the actual 
journal editor, and the same can be said of his appearances in the jour-
nal’s annual book- review issues as the rather stolid, academic reviewer 
Samuel M. Steward, identified (accurately) as assistant professor of 
English literature at Loyola University.31 And Steward continues the fun 
in a Philip Sparrow column on basic English in which he stops himself in 
the middle of a Mark Twain–like rant on the German language by saying 
that he “has no right to encroach upon [this] field . . . , since languages 
and books seem to be the province of another contributor to the Illinois 
Dental Journal, one Doctor Steward of Loyola University, who alarms 
us in every September issue with his words on words and worms and 
this’n that.”32

 There is of course an element of risk in such role playing—the risk of 
going too far and being detected and exposed. But one thing we know 
about Steward is that throughout his life he found a thrill in taking 
risks—whether knocking on Rudolph Valentino’s hotel- room door at the 
age of seventeen and leaving with an autograph, a swatch of pubic hair, 
and an entry for his future Stud File, or picking up partners for rough 
sex in the bars and alleys of Chicago, or operating a tattoo parlor on 
Chicago’s Skid Row while teaching at one of the city’s prominent Cath-
olic universities. It seems likely that finding risks as he wrote for the IDJ 
only increased the pleasure he found in the work, and one of the big-
gest risks he took in his columns was suggesting more and more explic-
itly that Sparrow is gay. Homosexuality is in fact a pervasive trope in 

 30. “About Philip Sparrow,” 247–48.
 31. Steward’s essays in the journal’s annual book- review issues began in 1943, before 
the creation of Philip Sparrow, and ended in 1949.
 32. Sparrow, “On Basic English,” 472.
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the essays, but Steward codes it in ways that most of his dentist readers 
were not likely to decipher, thereby making his gay references a kind of 
private game between himself and the presumably few knowing readers 
with whom they resonated. Many of Steward’s allusions to gay writers, 
artists, and theorists probably passed over the heads of the majority of 
his readers; they would no doubt have recognized Oscar Wilde, but did 
they know anything of Gide’s Immoralist, Mann’s Death in Venice, and 
Cadmus’s Coney Island, or of Verlaine and Rimbaud? Would they have 
understood Steward’s essay on his period of “balletomania” in terms of 
the allure of the male body in tights? Had they any idea what was actu-
ally suggested by Doppelgeschlechtlichkeiter—Sparrow’s made- up word 
presented as an illustration of the clumsily consonant- heavy German lan-
guage, but possibly translating as “a bisexual person”?33

 As he inhabits the persona of Philip Sparrow with increasing con-
fidence, Steward ratchets up the game of self- exposure with ever more 
explicit—even outrageous—gay suggestions. For example, in his March 
1945 essay “On How to Cook a Wolf”—a witty exploration of the 
vagueness of medieval recipes that draws its title from the popular 1942 
book by M. F. K. Fisher, the prolific midcentury American writer on 
food—he concludes his examples with a recipe for cooking a wolf and 
then writes:

For my part, I cannot rest until I find a wolf to try it. Unfortunately, there 

is in these parts a scarcity of the four- legged kind, so I have a notion to 

call up “Esquire Escorts” [Bonded Male and Female Escorts for All Occa-

sions] and ask them to send me out an unbonded one, a tall, husky, grey- 

eyed blond of the two- legged variety. Then, clutching my trusty cudgel, 

I’ll lay him flat as he enters the door, and set to work.34

For modern readers, the homoerotic (not to mention sadomasochistic) 
element in this paragraph may seem unmistakable, but in a decade in 
which hardly anyone spoke or wrote openly about homosexuality, the 
passage probably struck most of his readership of Illinois dentists merely 
as a whimsical, if perplexing, joke.
 In Steward’s August 1946 essay, “On Chicago,” a celebration of the city 
he lived in for nearly thirty years, we catch indirect references to the oppor-
tunities that the city offered for sexual encounters in Sparrow’s mention of 

 33. Sparrow, “On Basic English,” 472.
 34. Sparrow, “On How Cook a Wolf,” 129.
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“walk[ing] along the Oak Street beach at night” and “prowl[ing] the dark 
alleys of the Loop.”35 And his closing description of the city as a naked, 
hairy giant adds a decidedly homoerotic dimension to Carl Sandburg’s ear-
lier poetic celebration of Chicago:

I think of Chicago as a man- city, healthy, sweaty, and sensual. It is Gar-

gantua with his head in Evanston, his feet in Gary, and he lies relaxed 

and smoldering along the lake front. The trees of Lincoln Park are the 

curling man- hair of his chest, the trees of Jackson Park the foliage upon 

his legs, the tall buildings of the Loop his sturdy muscles, and the whole 

anatomy of the city his outstretched body. (339)

Sandburg’s Chicago was a “half- naked” city of “the Big Shoulders.”36 
Steward’s is a completely naked, sweaty, smoldering one with curling 
man- hair, bearing a pronounced resemblance to the muscular, dominant 
sexual partners he preferred.37

 Similarly, one of Steward’s “tribute” essays—about Mohammed 
Zenouhin, the charming young man who showed him around Algiers 
during his visit to North Africa in the late summer of 1939—closes with 
a tragic but ambiguous note that enables Steward to inject homosexuality 
obliquely into this essay. Nine years after his trip to Algiers, he writes, 
he received a letter from a friend of Mohammed’s with the unexpected 
news of his death. Steward quotes this excerpt:

It was some time ago he comes to me one day and said he feel very sad 

and fed- up because his father ask him to come home spend the holiday 

with family. He crys! So, what happen? I told him. You go and you will 

be back in few days in Algiers (his family was near Constantine in Dji-

djelli). “I suppose,” he said, “I will never see you again nor anybody in 

the world. . . . I will never be able to come here. My father want I get 

married with Arabian girl. I can’t. I will refuse. . . .”

 In family he was the oldest. As you know, it is habit with Arab 

people, the oldest son must be married first if he wish to keep his father’s 

fortune and to take that of his future wife. He doesn’t like the girls at 

 35. Sparrow, “On Chicago,” 338.
 36. The phrases are from Sandburg’s well- known poem “Chicago” (1916).
 37. In the same description of Chicago in Chapters from an Autobiography, Steward 
recasts the phrase “his sturdy muscles” more explicitly (and logically) as “his sturdy 
upstanding phallus” (40). His word choice in the Illinois Dental Journal essay suggests 
something about the boundaries of sexual explicitness that he imposed on himself here.
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all. He refuse to his father’s proposals. One evening his father gave him 

during the supper a poison in the meal.

 The next day Mohammed died. . . .

 In his latest minutes before death—his mouth and face have turn 

blue—he gasp to cousin to write tell me what happen, and to tell you also 

goodbye.38

As we know from Steward’s other notes on his trip to Algiers, he and 
Mohammed did have two sexual encounters,39 and so the reason that 
Mohammed was poisoned by his father was presumably not his lack of 
interest in specific marriage candidates (“the girls”) but his feelings about 
women in general. Yet the imperfect English of the message that Steward 
received allows him to shroud the story in convenient ambiguity.

PHILIP SPARROW’S LAST WORDS

By the spring of 1949, Steward had taken a new teaching job at DePaul 
University in Chicago and had begun to weary of writing his monthly 
column for the Illinois Dental Journal. In the preceding five years, he had 
published more than fifty essays as Philip Sparrow (as well as six book- 
review columns that had appeared under his own name), and he was 
beginning to feel that he had exhausted the opportunities that the column 
had given him. Alice Toklas had read most of the essays published since 
Stein’s death in July 1946 and had enjoyed their “whimsy” and “Sammish 
impishness,”40 but in a letter on May 27, 1949, she agreed that it was 
perhaps time for him to move on. “The dental journal articles are gay 
and personal,” she wrote, “but if you’re going to really get to work on 
something really your own you’re right about giving them up—they’d be 
getting in your way” (172). Still, Steward seems to have been reluctant to 
disappoint William Schoen by resigning from the position that the dentist 
had generously offered him five years earlier and that he had enjoyed and 
taken some pride in.
 But perhaps he could get himself fired?

 38. Sparrow, [“On Mohammed Zenouhin”], 439. This essay is the only one published 
without a title.
 39. See Spring, Secret Historian, 69.
 40. Steward, Dear Sammy, 163, 157.
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 Steward later described his July 1949 column as a “calculated ges-
ture” to accomplish just that.41 Borrowing his title, ”A Modest Proposal,” 
from Jonathan Swift’s familiar 1729 ironic proposal for eating children, 
he called for the states of the American South to secede and “let us alone 
to try to make a cleaner world to live in for ourselves!”42 But unlike the 
cool aloofness of Swift’s narrator, who seems not to comprehend the hor-
ror of what he proposes, Philip Sparrow’s outrage over what he called 
“the dirty infected evil- smelling yellow- dripping ulcerated sore of preju-
dice” (276) in the South left no room for irony and robbed the essay of 
whatever humor the proposal for southern secession might have had:

Let the South . . . draw up its new constitution, legalizing the Ku Klux 

Klan, jim crowism, segregated education and religion, lynchings, torture 

and mayhem of Negroes, and anything else its little heart desires. Let it 

have a relaxed immigration law that will admit any Negro- hating North-

erner who will take an oath of allegiance to the principles of St. Huey 

Long, and swear to abide by the newly written Articles of Prejudice 

against the Negroes, Catholics, and Jews. (277)

Arguing that the South is “actually a frame of mind—infantile, grudge- 
bearing, spiteful, petty, quarrelsome, waspish, peevish, and resentful—like 
that of any bad- tempered brat bested in a free- for- all,” Steward proposed 
the names “Prejudicia” or “Bigotria” for the new nation (277). Through 
a standing exchange agreement among state dental journals, the essay 
also made its way to a number of Southern states, which “exploded in 
anger and dismay at such insults,” as Steward noted later. “As usual, 
I was in trouble again . . . and enjoyed every minute of it.”43

 Steward’s guess that most of his Illinois Dental Journal readers would 
not tolerate such a vitriolic version of Philip Sparrow proved correct. 
In the next regular issue, under the headline “Sparrow Brings Mail,” 
Dr. Schoen responded to the firestorm of protest that had broken out over 
the essay by calmly observing that “we are particularly happy that our 
Journal is so well read” and reminding readers that “printed opinions are 
those of the author and not of the journal.”44 But despite Schoen’s seem-
ing support, the Illinois State Dental Society passed a resolution publicly 

 41. Steward, “Autobiography,” 310.
 42. Sparrow, “A Modest Proposal,” 277.
 43. Steward, “Autobiography,” 311.
 44. Schoen, “Sparrow Brings Mail,” 374.
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apologizing for Sparrow’s “unwarranted and unjustifiable attack upon 
the traditions and customs of the Southern States of this country” and 
demanding an end to his column.45 Schoen had to act quickly to comply. 
With the September issue already set in type, it was too late to remove his 
defense of Sparrow or even to drop Philip Sparrow from the table of con-
tents, but readers looking for his column on page 378 found instead an 
article on socialized dentistry reprinted from the previous month’s British 
Dental Journal that was conveniently the same length as the Philip Spar-
row column it had replaced, apparently at the last minute before publica-
tion. Steward was free—and as a lifelong opponent of racism wherever it 
was found, he no doubt took some additional pleasure in having elicited 
from the Illinois State Dental Society a defense of Jim Crow laws in the 
South as legitimate “traditions and customs” that his essay had unfairly 
maligned.
 Steward’s shift to autobiographical subjects in his essays after 1944, 
his modulations of Sparrow’s voice, and his invention of an audience of 
general readers carried his Illinois Dental Journal columns far beyond the 
limitations inherent in the original plan for the series. Yet the obscurity of 
the journal in which they appeared condemned them to oblivion. At the 
end of his life, Steward was known mainly for his earlier friendship with 
Gertrude Stein, for his career as a talented tattoo artist, and for the series 
of erotic novels that he had written under the name Phil Andros in the 
1960s and 70s. The fifty- eight essays he had published as Philip Sparrow 
in a provincial journal for dentists were a part of his distant past in Chi-
cago; few of his friends in California knew of them, and even fewer had 
read any of them.
 To read these erudite and witty columns today, however, is to recog-
nize a significant twentieth- century contribution to the genre of the famil-
iar essay. Their enduring appeal lies partly in the engaging persona of 
Philip Sparrow, partly in the perspective they offer on Steward’s life in 
Chicago, and partly in his undeniable mastery of language and style. They 
are also important, moreover, as the record of a distinctive gay voice from 
the 1940s. Throughout his life, Steward seems to have genuinely relished 
creating ever- new identities for himself, all neatly compartmentalized in 
a life that was more complex than most of the people who knew him 
in each separate role could have imagined. The six- year period during 
which he invented and performed the role of Philip Sparrow, the (possibly 
gay) essayist in the pages of the Illinois Dental Journal, was no exception: 

 45. Green and Clopper, “A Resolution,” 423.
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during these years, Steward was also a dapper English professor at two 
Catholic universities, a devoted friend of Gertrude Stein and Alice Toklas, 
an editor of the World Book Encyclopedia, and—as always—a perpetual 
seeker after new sexual encounters to be chronicled with fetishistic pre-
cision. As an emblem of Steward’s ability to construct and inhabit new 
versions of himself for new audiences, the IDJ essays illustrate a defining 
feature of his life as a gay man, and one that is also a recognizable ele-
ment in many queer lives today.
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Queerest of the Queer

Why Samuel Steward’s Masochism Matters

Jennifer Burns Bright

In many ways, Samuel Steward’s archive resembles any number of ago-
nizing pre- Stonewall confessional diaries of gay life, with unrequited 

loves, secrets, and coming to terms with one’s desires. Even the earliest 
stories and drawings of this fascinating English professor, tattoo artist, 
and author, however, provide glimpses of even less normative sadomas-
ochistic desires. His papers at the Kinsey Institute, where much of his 
earliest writing and art resides, describe interests that by the 1940s are 
being enacted on the streets of Chicago, and by the 1960s are being trans-
formed into classics in gay pornographic trade novels.1 Based on nearly a 
decade of researching nonfictional narrative writing about eroticized pain 

This research was supported by funding from the Robert D. Clark Honors College and 
the Center for the Study of Women in Society at the University of Oregon. The author 
would like to thank Justin Spring for his luminous biography of Samuel Steward, as well 
as his generosity and friendship throughout this project. Thanks are also due to the col-
lections staff at the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction in 
Bloomington, Indiana, especially Catherine Johnson- Roehr, who introduced me to Stew-
ard via Spring’s biography and spent many hours discussing Kinsey’s collecting practices 
and the visual art, photography, and artifacts in the collection.
 1. Papers that Steward donated throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, including 
his extensive sex journals, remain in the collection of the Kinsey Institute. Some of the 
collection is confidential; the rest is available to readers approved by the institute at the 
discretion of the Kinsey’s librarian. Steward’s remaining archives are now held by several 
institutions and are open to readers. The most substantial collection, including the Stud 
File, was donated by Steward’s estate with the help of Steward’s biographer Justin Spring 
and resides at the Beinecke Library at Yale University. Additional papers were donated 
by Steward to Boston University and University of California, Berkeley, the latter com-
prising a collection of materials related to Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas.
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in the twentieth century, I can reliably state that his is the only archive 
of its kind, and it provides the most comprehensive connection between 
American masochistic fantasy and experience in the middle decades of the 
twentieth century.2

 In this essay, I argue that Steward’s fiction theorized masochism as a 
heuristic for queer life and that by examining how his characters openly 
championed the pleasures of erotic suffering as models, we might under-
stand better the challenges of sexual alterity within the gay male urban 
setting as the United States transitioned from closeted shame to gay activ-
ism in the second half of the twentieth century. Steward’s unusually com-
prehensive lived archive, moreover, provides an important counterpoint 
to case studies on masochism that comprise most of the data on this type 
of sexual behavior at midcentury, allowing the researcher intimate access 
to a polyamorous and kinky sexual narrative that is neither pathologized 
reporting by psychiatrists nor fiction. In understanding how his idiosyn-
cratic view of masochism incorporated and challenged contemporaneous 
theories on sexual desire and partnership, we might tease out some of 
the causes and effects of sadomasochism’s continued stigma in American 
society.3

MASOCHISM IN STEWARD’S FICTION

Drawn from his own experiences, Steward’s fiction eschews the pathology 
of narratives in sexological works that informed his own upbringing and 
sex education. Using literary references that draw from Steward’s PhD 
in English literature and connections to influential modernist figures like 
Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas, Thornton Wilder, Jean Genet, and 
Alfred Kinsey, and featuring willing, attractive, and open- minded char-
acters, his pornographic stories describe the etiquette of cruising and of 
multiple- partnered sex, often introducing the eager neophyte to the plea-
sures of uniforms and the whip. His 1970 novel, My Brother, the Hus-
tler, is a prototypical example of his literary bent. It begins by evoking 
Whitman and turns at the climax upon a sexualized interpretation of a 
line from Pound’s ironic ode to Whitman, “A Pact”: “O my brother! Let 

 2. See Levin [Bright], “Literary Masochism.”
 3. His experience as a white, gay, educated man inflected Steward’s sexual practices 
in profound ways, and of course he practiced S/M in ways quite different from those of a 
white married woman or a black lesbian. Other papers within this volume address some 
of those aspects.
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there be commerce between us!”4 Moreover, Steward often gave in to his 
pedagogical impulse. In the first edition of $tud, the earliest pornographic 
story collection Steward published under the nom de plume of his protag-
onist, Phil Andros, the book jacket proclaims that the collection is

far- removed from the old and well- worn pattern of boy- meets- boy as usu-

ally seen in the homosexual press. You will not find in this book any trace 

of the sad- sick- sorry self- pity of the “gay” boy for his plight. Instead, Phil 

enjoys life with a robust and well- adjusted reaction to it, and in the grow-

ing body of similar literature, such a healthy attitude makes him almost 

unique. All readers, homosexual or not, can learn a lot about hustling in 

general and people in particular from this book.5

Promising an unusually cheery view of homosexuality, $tud boldly reaches 
out to a wide audience, declaring, “All readers” will find edification in the 
book. The Andros stories stand as a distinct foil to the novels with tragic 
homosexual heroes that served as precursors to the gay pulps emerging in 
the 1950s, many ending in suicide. As Steward relates in his autobiogra-
phy, the tragic end served a discouraging function, wherein “sin was pun-
ished and middle- class virtue triumphed.”6 Like many other gay men of 
his time, he was quite familiar with these works, which he later deemed 
“wooden productions portraying the homosexual scene as giddy or semi- 
tragic or downright awful.”7 In photographs taken by Kinsey’s staff of 
Steward’s apartment, unsettling titles like Strange Brother, Twilight Men, 
and A Scarlet Pansy can be seen on his bookshelves, nestled alongside 
works like Venus in Furs, Death in Venice, and the Kama Sutra.8

 Steward was also familiar with the portrait of the homosexual and 
the masochist articulated by psychiatry in the early twentieth century. 
As Spring relates, Steward had been exposed at a tender age to sexol-
ogy, most particularly the sexual continuum of Havelock Ellis, who wrote 
of “Sexual Inversion” and “Love and Pain” in his groundbreaking opus, 
Studies in the Psychology of Sex (1897–1928).9 Later, Steward studied 

 4. Andros, My Brother, The Hustler, 138.
 5. Andros, $tud, back flap.
 6. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 107.
 7. Steward, introduction to Quatrefoil, x.
 8. One of Kinsey staff photographer Bill Dellenback’s photos of Steward’s apart-
ment and bookshelves is reprinted in the photo insert of Spring, Secret Historian, n.p. 
[5th page].
 9. Spring, Secret Historian, 116.
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the theories of masochism of Freud and two of Freud’s students, Theo-
dor Reik and William Stekel, the latter with a stern warning from Alfred 
Kinsey: “Don’t believe everything he has to say; much of it is untrust-
worthy and incorrect.”10 Steward’s interest in Freudian masochistic theo-
ries included ideas of repression and the ‘death drive’ espoused in Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle. Stekel’s popular two- volume tome, Sadism and 
Masochism: The Psychology of Hatred and Cruelty (1929), argued stri-
dently that the masochist was unable to express love or live normally. 
Like Freud, Stekel blamed childhood relationships for what he considered 
ill- formed sexual habits, stating that a “masochist is the strong individ-
ual who becomes weak through a sense of guilt and through love. . . . 
He does evil to [the ones he loves most] because he can offer no resistance 
to their love.”11 In a similarly negative vein, Reik calls the masochist “the 
revolutionist of self- surrender,” asserting that his obsequiousness actually 
conceals rebellion and manipulation of the scene.12

 The “well- adjusted” and “healthy attitude” of Phil Andros is therefore 
a great contrast to the theories circulating in the midcentury that were 
born in the era of sexological classification. Instead of the heteronormative 
values of monogamy and quiet bourgeois assimilation, Andros champions 
a life of hustling, itinerant adventures, and rootlessness. And it was a very 
particular kind of hustling, too: much of it involves “rough trade,” a term 
denoting “sailors, truck- drivers, taxi drivers, and others who won’t do 
anything with you, who are tough, and whom you take an awful chance 
with,” as Steward stated in personal correspondence.13 Thus, Steward’s 
hope for a universal readership is even more astonishing, given the mar-
ginalization of both pay- for- play hustlers and sadomasochists within the 
gay subcultures of the time. Ghettoed within the ghetto, sadomasoch-
ists remained, as gay rights activist Eric Rofes would deem them many 
decades later, the “queerest of the queer during an era when respectable 
gay men wore Lacoste shirts and khaki slacks.”14 Yet Steward manages 
to depathologize sadomasochistic activities in his fiction, drawing on his 
experiences in the 1940s and 50s as one of the “respectable” gay men to 
create a tough, free, openly gay world at a pivotal time in American his-
tory. He was able to take advantage of the new press freedoms afforded 

 10. Steward, “Dr. Kinsey Takes a Peek,” 84.
 11. Stekel, Sadism and Masochism, Volume 2, 139.
 12. Reik, Masochism in Modern Man, 156.
 13. This is part of Steward’s “Toilet Correspondence,” an anonymous exchange left 
in a Chicago office building restroom. See Spring, Secret Historian, 100.
 14. Rofes, “Snapshots of Desire,” 182.
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by the Roth decision in 1957 and relaxation of American censorship law, 
which created a less clandestine market for writing about sex.15

 Situating “the queerest of the queer” is what motivates this paper, 
then. Given Steward’s breadth of reading and background, as well as 
his association with the Parisian modernists, it might be hypothesized 
that the protagonists of his sadomasochistic fiction would echo the con-
fused, unsavory masochists found in erotic fiction and modern literature 
in the 1920s and 30s, notably Kessel’s eponymous housewife- prostitute 
in Belle de Jour (1928), or shady and inscrutable Mr. Norris in Isher-
wood’s Mr Norris Changes Trains (1934), or cross- dressing abortionist 
Matthew- Mighty- grain- of- salt- Dante- O’Connor in Djuna Barnes’s Night-
wood (1936). An increasing interest in psychological interiority in the 
early twentieth century inflected pornographic writing, just as it did mod-
ernist novels. In techniques like the interior monologue, stream of con-
sciousness, and shifting points of view that are all hallmarks of modernist 
writing, the process of experiencing is emphasized. We see this reflected in 
flagellation literature beginning in the modernist era mainly in an increas-
ing focus on the bottom’s anxieties instead of the top’s omniscient nar-
rative positionality in the text. With this psychological turn, the shift in 
focus by midcentury leads to increasingly narrowing representations of 
masochists as damaged or neurotic, stigmatizing practitioners. But oddly, 
Steward’s masochists diverge from those in other works of fiction in his 
era. His depictions of sadomasochistic sexuality embody an earlier spirit 
in flagellation literature, one in which the participants switch roles and 
revel in pain, such as Margaret Anson’s The Merry Order of St. Bridget: 
Personal Recollections of the Use of the Rod (1857), in which “every 
one was to flog and be flogged in return,” regardless of their station or 
sexual preference.16 In Steward’s modern interpretation, polyamorous 
masochism is likewise not a symptom of a dangerous moral rottenness 
or failure of masculinity but instead an artistic expression of extending 
sexual pleasures to extremes and enveloping them in myriad partner 
configurations.
 Masochism to Steward may have been unsavory and depressing at 
times, but it was not a practice in which he engaged lightly. He thought 
deeply and carefully about his desires over the course of his long life and 

 15. Roth v. United States, 354 U.S. 476 (1957), opened the way for small publishing 
houses to produce erotic works with arguable literary merit when the Supreme Court 
redefined the grounds under which literary works could be classified as obscene and 
mailed to buyers.
 16. Anson, Merry Order of St. Bridget, 223.
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even systematized his practices to a certain extent. There was not yet the 
compartmentalization we see in contemporary BDSM practices, where 
bondage (B), discipline, domination, and submission (DS), and physical 
sensation play (SM) are considered separate, yet complementary, aspects. 
In current parlance, Steward was a switch, because he engaged in both 
administering and receiving sexual pain and submission. But records 
show he identified primarily as a masochist, coded as “M” in his memoirs 
and letters.
 Being an “M” for Steward encompassed the desire for physical and 
emotional eroticized suffering, as well as a desire to be the submissive part-
ner in a sexual power exchange, but did not include any agreement for 
exclusivity with a particular partner or preclude paid sex. At one point, 
Steward drew up a handout for prospective hustlers new to sadomasoch-
istic activities titled “WHAT THIS PARTICULAR M LIKES” that was 
intended to instruct and set boundaries around the experience.17 The list 
included two exhortations to remember that “he is your ABSOLUTE 
slave” but issued a series of strongly worded instructions, such as number 
15, “Make him lie on floor, and piss some on him,” followed by number 
16, “Do NOT ask him to rim you (tongue in ass). Many M’s are afraid of 
getting hepatitis this way or yellow jaundice” (289). The spirit of the list 
demonstrates a fundamental belief in the power of the masochistic “bot-
tom” to instruct the man who was supposed to be in charge of what was 
acceptable and what was not, including tips for safer sex. Seen as standard 
practice and a healthy relationship to consent now in BDSM circles, Stew-
ard’s representation of the negotiation process is unusual in its realism. 
Compared to the fantasy contracts devised by Sacher- Masoch, by far the 
most famous masochist and one who provided models for the founding 
fathers of psychoanalysis, Steward’s requirements of masochistic experi-
ences reflect a wholly different orientation. A slave without a lifelong com-
mitment and with the ability to choose multiple partners subverts the entire 
structure of gender- based rules, inverting the roles of traditional patriarchal 
marriage as exhibited in Sacher- Masoch’s fiction, especially Venus in Furs. 
Instead, Steward demonstrates an aim to educate others on sexual habits 
in the pursuit of extramarital, multiple- partnered sex, in many ways antici-
pating the sexual revolution and gay rights movement of later decades.
 Steward’s fiction endeavors to integrate masochism into more conven-
tional gay sex practices, an extremely unusual move for the time. His linked 
short story collection The Joy Spot may prove illustrative. An S/M version 

 17. Spring, Secret Historian, 284, 288–89.



JENNIFER BURNS BRIGHT •  149

of Arthur Schnitzler’s 1897 risqué play Reigen (Hands Around), The Joy 
Spot unfolds in a series of modernist dialogues between couples in sexual 
encounters. The handing- around is what links one partner to the next dia-
logue, as there is a literal hand- off when one partner of the couple takes on 
a new partner in each scene. As in its source text, The Joy Spot features a 
coupling rondo, but with a twist. Steward sets out the plan in the foreword:

There is a cop, a truck driver, a serviceman—all tough and belieing [sic] 

their innards—the joy- spot that one touches upon the other. They revel in 

torture—giving it and submitting to it. And what is more, rape of another 

leads to the submission to it. It is kind of a sexual chain reaction where 

the plunderer becomes the plundered. Where masochism rebounds and is 

sought by the torturer for himself.18

The possibility of switching from torturer to tortured speaks to a partic-
ular kind of masochistic agency and demonstrates a willing partnership 
more than just an assault. Though the sex is undeniably brutal, compris-
ing rough ass- fucking, boot- licking, piss- drinking, arm- twisting, and the 
breaking of a couple bones, the action always includes an explicit appre-
ciation of the sadist’s actions. In the bone- breaking scene, for example, 
the sadist realizes he may have made an error or gone too far, so he leaves 
a note of apology, which the masochist uses to masturbate as he thinks 
of “his young god’s body, the cruel light in his narrowed eyes” (53–54). 
Far from feeling abused or unhappy, the masochist ends the scene in con-
jugal bliss, mixing his own sperm with the sperm from his rectum, and 
licking it off his hand as a “wedding breakfast” symbol (54). In another 
scene, a cop who picks up a “queer” in Union Square and takes him back 
to the Hall of Justice to rough him up considers his whipping technique 
(he insists on lovely lines) and the psychological approach he will take: 
“I laid there just thinkin what maybe next to do in the way of humiliatin 
him because if there’s one thing that type of queer likes, [it is being] made 
to feel like he’s bein dominated, and boy, ole Mike Faber—that’s me—he’s 
the one to do it” (70). The scene is based on countless police roundups of 
gay men that Steward experienced from Chicago to San Francisco in the 
1950s; in translating ugly reality to fantasy, Steward spins fear into illicit 
pleasure in Officer Mike Faber.19 Authorities gone awry usually do not 
think about what a victim might enjoy before or after an illicit torture 

 18. Andros, Joy Spot, 7.
 19. Spring, Secret Historian, 132–33, 219, 231–35.
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session, but Faber’s recognition of his victim’s proclivities gives the cor-
ruption a valence of redeeming value. Faber’s sympathies grow even 
stronger in the next story in the chain, when he himself experiences dom-
ination by a young street hustler, Gino, which he enjoys tremendously. 
By making Faber willing to satisfy the masochistic gay prisoner and 
become vulnerable to the hustler, Steward performs a Reikian resistance, 
not only satirizing McCarthy- era police campaigns against homosexuals 
demonized by the media as “predatory sexual psychopaths” and com-
plicating the feminized passivity attributed to gay men and masochists, 
but also offering a very modern response to political repression: masking 
one’s dissent in excessive obsequiousness.
 Even in Steward’s later works, which were not meant for a por-
nographic audience, violent encounters are portrayed as transformative 
bodily experiences and not merely pathological deviance from social 
norms. In works as disparate as Parisian Lives (1984), a novel set in inter-
war Paris, and Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos (1990), a sociological study 
of tattoo culture that will be addressed at the end of this essay, Steward 
offers gratification through a masochistic heuristic. In Parisian Lives, Sir 
Arthur Lyly, a character inspired by the English painter Sir Francis Rose, 
whom Steward met through Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas, discov-
ers his masochism during a beating by his street tough lover, André. The 
beating causes a strong, pleasurable reaction that is described as: “a black 
door against a warm black current that flowed out from my groin over 
me, as if I were standing in a dark tunnel and felt the warm black rush of 
a mysterious fluid first around my ankles, and mounting, mounting with a 
kind of sucking sensation against my flesh.”20 Narrator Johnnie MacAn-
drews, a stand- in for Steward himself, informs Lyly that his reaction 
proves he’s a masochist, and that it is acceptable to be one: “You crossed 
the threshold of pain—into the pleasure principle, as Freud says” (140).21 
Steward’s willful misrepresentation of Freud’s pleasure principle as some-
thing to be crossed over is telling; he appears to argue that serious pain 
is necessary for pleasure. Lyly, a rather unpleasant character drawn ever 
more heavily into sadomasochistic relationships with undesirable charac-
ters after his initial escapade, fares far more poorly than the more moder-
ate MacAndrews. But the novel does not so much condemn Lyly as lament 
his victimization at the hands of “someone who hated queers” (280).

 20. Steward, Parisian Lives, 139.
 21. According to Steward’s unpublished memoirs, he called himself John McAndrews 
in published poetry for Der Kreis. See Spring, Secret Historian, 265.
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MASOCHISM AND STEWARD’S LIVED ARCHIVE

Steward, in reality, landed somewhere in between Lyly and MacAn-
drews in his sexual habits as a man who enjoyed a beating, occasion-
ally with frightening characters who hurt him badly. Indeed, had his for-
tunes shifted, he might have found himself in the same fatal river as Lyly. 
We know of his experiences because of his association with Dr. Alfred 
Kinsey, whom he met in 1949, just months after the publication of 
Kinsey’s groundbreaking study, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 
(1948), and during his first major career change from university professor 
to tattoo artist. Steward had been engaged in a variety of encounters with 
men, recording his own notes on street pickups, hustlers, and orgies for 
many years, but Steward felt he had found a mentor in Kinsey from the 
moment he provided him with an interview, and he thereby shared volu-
minous records of his sex life until Kinsey’s death in 1956. As reportedly 
the first masochist Kinsey studied, Steward was an excellent subject, send-
ing the fledgling institute boxes of materials, including volumes of letters 
and journals, a card catalogue describing his hookups and other data on 
his and others’ sexual experiences, and his literary work and art that had 
been inflected by the avant- garde modernists of his acquaintance.22 Also a 
first, Steward filmed an S/M sex encounter at the institute, at the request 
of Kinsey, with the erotic illustrator Mike Miksche.23 Although a sex film 
may not seem groundbreaking, Steward relates that there was an aware-
ness of history being made in creating a record of these unusual practices, 
and both men strove “to present the comparatively newly revived sport of 
sadomasochism in a light good enough to make it acceptable and polit-
ically correct for coming generations into the next century.”24 Steward 
set up connections with other gay sadomasochists for Kinsey and at one 
point even urged Kinsey to purchase a collection of flagellation media 
articles in a private collection. He also commissioned for Kinsey a col-
lection of handmade flagellation tools made by an English whip maker.25

 22. Jones, Alfred C. Kinsey, 614. Also see Jones on Kinsey’s own experiences with 
masochism (83).
 23. Miksche, who went by the name Scott or Steve Masters in his erotic illustrations 
of muscular, tattooed hunks, was a well- known sexual sadist among men seeking these 
types of interactions. See Spring, Secret Historian, 139.
 24. Steward, “Dr. Kinsey Takes a Peek,” 87. The Steward- Miksche film, recorded 
May 31 and June 1, 1952, is among others still bound by confidentiality rules at the 
institute. See Spring, Secret Historian, 139–41, for a description of the encounter.
 25. James H. Jones and others speak of a large collection of sadomasochistic imple-
ments, books, typewritten stories, clippings files, and other materials related to S/M at 
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 In his published autobiography, Steward elaborates on his role as an 
“unofficial collaborator” for Kinsey, suggesting the scope and depth of his 
networks and literary production:

Unofficially, then, I steered people to him or him to people, gave him 

samples of my literary production ranging from sentimental sex stories 

written in highschool [sic] to a translation done as a labor of love of 

Genet’s Querelle de Brest, and a ‘dirty’ novel of mine that was much 

too much even for Jack Kahane in Paris in 1938 when he had the Obe-

lisk Press. I deposited in the archives dozens of type- written stories that 

used to circulate in such form before the artwork I had done (he used to 

give me duplicate photographs from his collection which I would turn 

into line drawings in the Cocteau manner, or make watercolor washes 

thereof). I also turned over to him the chapter of my doctoral disser-

tation in which I had discovered Cardinal Newman’s homosexuality, 

as well as the sexual- action Polaroid pictures I had taken in the early 

1950s when those cameras first made their appearance. [. . .] I managed 

to find copies of my two early books, Pan and the Firebird and Angels 

on the Bough, to add to the library. Later on, at their request, I sent the 

Institute all of the Phil Andros novels I had produced, together with a 

bibliography locating the hundred and fifty stories I had written for Euro-

pean and other magazines, and all the ephemera and reproduced artwork 

I had done.26

These works present an archive of Steward’s earliest sexual experiences 
and extend through the 1950s, a time of very little production of mate-
rial about sexuality due to restrictive obscenity laws that made mailing 
matter with sexual content prosecutable, and a time of even less produc-
tion about gay sex, which had even more grave legal consequences. As a 
result, it is exceedingly rare to have such a collection of personal records 
for the entire period. Of the myriad graphic sketches in the Kinsey collec-
tion, many denote sadomasochistic acts, the most charming of which is a 
fanciful sketchbook Steward made of his fantasies for Kinsey. He does not 
mention that his youthful story collection, Pan and the Firebird (1930), 

the institute. See Jones, Alfred C. Kinsey, 669. Some are extant at the institute, including 
an unmarked collection of flagellation tools, for example, several whips, a paddle, and a 
tawse that were likely those given to Kinsey by Steward because of their description in 
Steward’s letters but that lack identifying information as provenance. The remainder of 
the collection may be missing, confidential, and/or not coded.
 26. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 98.
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was decorated for Kinsey with ribald sketches and annotations in the 
margins, many poking fun at his own elevated literary style. By asserting 
that his “dirty” novel was too outré for underground publisher Kahane, 
Steward places himself alongside some of the most challenging litterateurs 
of the 1930s, including Henry Miller and D. H. Lawrence. To emphasize 
the graphic nature of his work, he implies that he wrote erotica in the 
typewritten manuscripts that were circulated among associates as pornog-
raphy before censorship restrictions were lifted in the United States. Stew-
ard makes no distinction among the mild pornographic stories he wrote 
for the stalwart homophile periodical Der Kreis; the endearing and sug-
gestive column that he published monthly for five years in the trade mag-
azine Illinois Dental Journal;27 and his graphic S/M pieces in hard- core 
periodicals in the 1960s and 70s—he simply states that the output ran to 
150 stories. Taken together, however, they illustrate the publishing history 
of obscenity in midcentury America, demonstrating how motivated indi-
viduals could circumvent censorship or access alternative audiences and 
communities.
 The artwork and fiction in the archive demonstrate Steward’s imagi-
nation and technical skills, but the Polaroids and other records have sig-
nificant historical weight as documenting real sexual experiences with no 
censorship. With frank photographs and letters that identify homosexual 
partners, he took serious risks as a gay man of his time, documenting 
without condemnation or fearful self- censorship a range of practices that 
would have meant imprisonment for himself and his partners. He had 
lost two academic jobs because of his sexual behavior and writing, and 
he feared constant raids on his apartment and tattoo business during the 
years in which homosexual behavior was a crime.28 His archive preserves 
decades of correspondence, providing the earliest traceable provenance 
I have seen tracking arranged encounters through personal ads in the 
Saturday Review of Literature and other places, and material detailing 
a friendship and dating service set up by one of the men with whom he 
became friendly thanks to these ads. Steward’s records breathe life into 

 27. The Illinois Dental Journal column consisted of short essays on a variety of 
topics, often humorous and tinged with sadomasochistic metaphors and sexual innu-
endo, written from 1944 to 1949. See Spring, Secret Historian, 443–45, for a complete 
bibliography.
 28. Steward was released from two teaching jobs for “inappropriate” behavior: one 
at the State College of Washington in Pullman in 1936 for writing about a prostitute 
in his novel Angels on the Bough and another at DePaul in Chicago twenty years later 
when the administration discovered he had opened a tattoo shop. The latter would entail 
his complete departure from academe.
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the popular compilations of flagellation accounts in the preceding genera-
tions: anthologies like Experiences of Flagellation: A Series of Remarkable 
Instances of Whipping Inflicted on Both Sexes Compiled by an Amateur 
Flagellant (1885) and more private treasures, including a scrapbook by an 
anonymous donor in the Kinsey Institute with reports of corporal pun-
ishment dating from 1907 to 1940.29 Though Steward’s archive contains 
boxes of photographs and accounts of whippings, the mediating voice of 
his diaries and letters provides the answer to the foundational question 
that always arises with anonymous sex collections: why? Unfortunately, 
we can only speculate about the materials from Steward’s archive held 
confidentially in perpetuity by Kinsey’s agents. If only Kinsey had lived 
long enough to write about the rare data he had collected on sadomas-
ochism, it may have had the impact of some of his earlier studies of nor-
mative sexual behavior.
 The almost impossible existence of Steward’s vast archive speaks to 
the perilous process of sexual data collection in midcentury America. 
Even a researcher with a clear legal purpose like Kinsey ran afoul of the 
obscenity laws while shipping sexual material through the mail to his 
offices at Indiana University in the early 1950s.30 A private owner of por-
nographic materials in the state of Illinois, where Steward resided at that 
time, could be fined $1,000, and a home could be raided at will; con-
sensual sodomy laws were not repealed until 1961 in Illinois and 1976 
in California. It is all the more surprising, then, that Steward zealously 
documented his sadomasochistic practices, behavior seen as marginaliz-
ing even among the marginalized gay urban communities in the decades 
before the earliest leather bars. He wrote of violent sexual encounters 
with heterosexual- identified strangers, including hustlers, policemen, and 
working- class criminals who wanted to engage in sexualized violence. 
Although there are moments in his life where he felt he had gone too 
far with rough trade, as Spring recounts, his many partners led to con-
stant refinement of his methodology and theories about what it meant to 
experience the world as Lyly did: crossing a threshold of pain into plea-
sure.31 Steward’s masochism matters keenly for this reason, as sexuality 
studies scholars usually have access only to the poles of the continuum: 

 29. Anonymous Collector, Sado- masochistic Scrapbook.
 30. For obscenity laws and Kinsey’s legal battles, see Bright and Crowley, “‘A Quan-
tity of Offensive Matter,’” 103–26.
 31. Spring, Secret Historian, 58–59, recounts some of Steward’s propositions to men 
on the street and beatings that ended in serious injury, at times hospitalization, in the 
1930s.
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the fantasy fiction side or the pathologizing case history side, the former 
distorted by possibility, the latter often transmitted and distorted through 
the pen of a psychiatrist.
 The rhetoric surrounding masochism maintained a decidedly dis-
dainful pitch for most of the twentieth century. Steward struggled with 
it far more than he did with his homosexuality, which seemed to be a 
fait accompli at an early age.32 Even though his desire to be beaten by 
rough trade created mental anguish and placed him in physical danger 
many times, he wrote and drew about it openly and repeatedly through-
out his life (282–90). From risking his academic career with a written 
contract for sex- for- grades with a student to risking his life with thieves 
and repeated encounters with policemen, Steward documented many 
hundreds, if not thousands, of S/M encounters in his Stud File.33 Spring’s 
biography and Steward’s personal correspondence highlight an aspect of 
masochism only inferred by a study of fiction or publishing distribution 
networks: the difficulty aficionados like Steward had finding those who 
would engage in this type of sex, even in places known as gay gathering 
centers, such as the Embarcadero (San Francisco) YMCA in its heyday, 
that might be open to consensual sexual violence.34

 A historiographic approach to Steward’s masochism is necessary to 
counteract the tendency to disguise and explain away these practices in 
otherwise “sane” and “normal” people as indicating poor self- esteem, 
a period of unhealthy obsession, or disease. Echoes of Stekel still exist 
in theorizing of masochism: a continuing, curious, persistent refusal by 
some critics to view individuals with anything more than mild interest 
in power play or discipline as people who can love others or integrate 
well into society. Recently, to take just one example, historian Ivan Cro-
zier takes Camille Paglia to task for her outmoded degenerationist think-
ing when she declares sadomasochism “barbaric” and “an archaic ritual 
form” that “erupts” in a civilization in decline; Crozier rightly calls her 

 32. Spring, Secret Historian, 8–9.
 33. See Spring’s photo insert for a reproduction of the contract with a student nego-
tiating four “A” grades for oral sex. The same page also has a photograph of the Stud 
File. Spring, Secret Historian, n.p. [10th page].
 34. Steward’s records at the Kinsey Institute include a detailed description of the 
Embarcadero YMCA and its sexual subculture. Written in 1953 and provided to Kinsey 
as part of a diary, it documents the cruising lifestyle in ten single- spaced, typed pages 
that describe the Y’s rooms, denizens, and sexual relations, which were, most notably for 
this essay, largely devoid of sadomasochistic activities. Due to confidentiality issues, the 
document cannot be photocopied or shared.
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assessment “as worrying as her inability to engage with social theory.”35 
Biographical treatments often extend and compound prejudicial thinking 
about alternative sexual behaviors like masochism. Spring, deeply sym-
pathetic to Steward in other areas, striving in good faith to contextualize 
his subject’s desires, and personally affected by derogatory assumptions 
that he shared Steward’s proclivities, is not unaffected. He occasionally 
slips into symptomatic language when discussing masochism, accept-
ing Steward’s despairing comments related to an unhappy relationship 
with twenty- years- younger Chuck Renslow as an overarching pathol-
ogy, an “obsession” by the early 1960s that needs explanation instead 
of a lifelong orientation.36 This is undoubtedly assisted by Steward’s own 
interest in midcentury psychoanalysis and his occasional lapse into thera-
peutic vocabulary in his published autobiography:

The fondness I had for the police was an indication, I suppose, of the 

deeply buried residue of guilt from my childhood which accounted for my 

psychic masochism. One can never get entirely rid of those doleful shreds 

and tatters of the early impressments—in my case, the stern and austere 

puritanism of my Methodist maiden aunts and my narrow upbringing.37

The jargon of repression and childhood guilt in Steward’s musing reflects, 
I would argue, less a consistent position and more a cultural framework 
for associating sexuality with these things—and one particularly prone to 
be accessed when one is in despair—and, therefore, crucial to interrogate 
and contextualize. Following Thomas Laqueur, we might view the “rhe-
torically appropriated” discourse he invokes as a means to legitimatize 
an acculturated view of sex in the American midcentury.38 Steward was 
also able to poke fun at psychoanalysis, calling into question his own 
autobiographical conclusions. In “On Psychiatry,” a piece he wrote years 
earlier for his Illinois Dental Journal column, he mocks the “system and 
a formula” of psychiatry that has its proponents “fumbling around in the 

 35. Crozier, “BDSM Goes to College.” 
 36. In Secret Historian, Spring claims that Steward’s inability to rid himself of a 
“self- destructive” (70) “obsession” (275) with sadomasochism makes S/M encounters 
more difficult to justify, eventually leading to Steward’s attempts to detach himself from 
desire and publish his memoirs as pornography. But Steward’s detailed documentation 
demonstrates a deep and continuing interest in sadomasochism dating from juvenilia 
(most notably, a short story in the Kinsey archive that romanticizes an aggressive domi-
nant figure) to his late works.
 37. Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 128.
 38. Laqueur, Making Sex, 241.
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dark pit of childhood and memory and coming up with a slimy mess of 
neuroses that dirties both patient and physician before it can be thrown 
away.”39 These attitudes are consonant with similar public disdain in the 
post–World War II cultural landscape. Only when psychiatry became 
more entrenched as a practice in the 1960s did the mockery begin to fall 
away, and a generation started wholeheartedly blaming its parents.
 Steward’s life and works, with their ambivalent relationship to psy-
chiatry and sexology, provide not only a critique for his contemporaries 
but also a rich, complex archive useful in analyses within queer studies of 
emancipatory politics for BDSM practice. His archive could provide his-
torical context for the growing number of sociological studies of BDSM 
practitioners, like those of Staci Newmahr and Margot Weiss, or histor-
ical studies that employ non- psychoanalytic theoretical perspectives on 
masochism in recent years.40 Steward’s experiences in Chicago, Paris, and 
San Francisco, as portrayed in his Kinsey diaries and photographs, pro-
vide evidence for an analysis of the rich lode of queer S/M urban under-
ground networking in the 1940s and 50s. His fiction and letters support 
what Elizabeth Freeman sees in certain types of BDSM play: to overcome 
historical narratives of oppression, Steward reimagines and transcends the 
very real and terrifying experiences of legal raids and physical attacks.41 
Carol Siegel argues that medieval tropes of chivalric service to the beloved 
can be seen as forerunners to modern male submission, engendering a 
“multiplicity of masculinities” that provide men with ways to subvert 
hegemonic power dynamics through different forms of loving.42 And the 
ecstasy in Steward’s accounts of orgies, switching, and sex with violent 
heterosexual- identified men anchors theories like those of historians Cro-
zier and Niklaus Largier, who discuss transcendent, even quasi- mystical, 
experiences available to some masochists as revolutionary body politics.43

 Of the contemporary theories of masochism, perhaps the most appli-
cable to Steward’s life as a secret historian and sexual renegade is found 
in Judith Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure, which offers a yet 
stronger antidote to the midcentury pathological malaise still suffered by 

 39. Sparrow, “On Psychiatry,” 215.
 40. Newmahr, Playing on the Edge; and Weiss, Techniques of Pleasure.
 41. Freeman, Time Binds. 
 42. Siegel, Male Masochism. Also see the introduction to Kleinplatz and Moser, 
Sadomasochism, 1–15, for a succinct argument against pathologizing sadism and mas-
ochism; and Noyes, Mastery of Submission, for a critique of psychoanalytic theories of 
masochism.
 43. Crozier, “(De-)Constructing Sexual Kinds”; and Largier, In Praise of the Whip.
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masochism studies. Instead of seeing masochism as a failure of masculin-
ity or character, Halberstam turns Reik’s notion of the revolutionary mas-
ochist on its head, asking that we reconsider it as offering “more creative, 
more cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world.”44 Here, 
masochism is imagined as a small path of difference in a world where 
pleasure and freedom are normally conceived as acquiring capital. “Mov-
ing about,” Halberstam states, “being restless, refusing to acquire prop-
erty or wealth, flirts with forms of liberty that are unimaginable to those 
who offer freedom to become a master” (145). Halberstam’s formulation 
allows us to reread Steward’s often unstable and alienated midcentury 
American life. If we read his repeated dismissals from academic teaching 
contracts due to lifestyle choices during his tenure as a university instruc-
tor from 1934 to 1956 as merely terrible, we miss the “forms of liberty” 
afforded by his itinerancy. It is undeniable that Steward needed capitalis-
tic systems to provide him with a living and space to write, collect, and 
create his art, but the “strongly divided consciousness,” as Spring puts it, 
allowed him to live multiple lives and gave him the freedom to document 
and preserve the hidden folds in the fabric of American society.45

MASOCHISM AND STEWARD’S TATTOOS

Steward’s second career as a tattoo artist demonstrates the kind of liberty 
that Halberstam suggests. After he left his academic career in 1956 and 
had more time to write, he was able to explore in more depth the reasons 
why he felt he loved as he did. In several works, he provides a counter-
example for theories of masochism predicated upon gendered roles and 
normative orientations. Although Steward uses the language of psychiatry 
in his letters and fiction, he also offers his own, very American and idio-
syncratic, philosophy of masochism, published in various places.46 The 
theory, in which he evokes “the Search for the masculine Hero, who had 
been lost to the modern world,” is oriented to male homosexuality, mod-
ernist aesthetics, and an America experiencing the Cold War.47 Steward 
feels that because of the increasing powerlessness of men, including the 

 44. Halberstam, Queer Art of Failure, 2–3.
 45. Spring, Secret Historian, 211.
 46. The theory was published in slightly different forms in several works: Steward, 
“Is Inky Kinky?”; Steward, Chapters from an Autobiography, 78–94; Andros, Bad Boys 
and Tough Tattoos; and Steward, “Dr. Kinsey Takes a Peek,” 81–90.
 47. Steward, “Dr. Kinsey Takes a Peek,” 85.
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“domination of women in all fields,” the “growth of automation,” and 
fear of the atomic bomb, the male’s inherent masculinity is being lost. 
Steward refers to Philip Wylie’s misogynistic and degenerationist concept 
of “momism” to suggest the displacement of a heroic male figure, and 
indeed maleness itself, with a matriarchal source of power in intellectual 
fields, typified in women like Gertrude Stein and Marie Curie. He finds 
succor not in reasserting domination in the workplace or arms race but 
rather in the rearrangement of roles: “the young homosexual began to 
look for the replacement Hero who would take care of him, and for 
whom he could be a slave” (85). Steward follows midcentury norms in 
viewing his society as essentially gendered and patriarchal, but he also 
crucially reshapes the political contours of the rhetoric by recognizing 
homosexuality as legitimate, shifting away from the foundation of the 
nuclear family, opting instead for a sexualized mentorship reminiscent of 
the ancient Greeks. He also echoes, more radically, Siegel’s queer notion 
of multiple masculinities by empowering the one seeking the Hero as a 
model for the modern man. Thus, the search for the Hero is paradox-
ically an act that issues a challenge to patriarchal power just as it rein-
scribes some masculinist tenets.
 Steward’s theory spins off in yet another new direction when he tries 
to integrate the art of tattooing into his masochistic framework. The 
conflation of tattooing and masochism, inspired by a 1933 work by tat-
too historian Albert Parry, seems to have been a natural link to Steward. 
In his late sociological work Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos, he draws on 
personal material from a more than one thousand- page tattoo diary writ-
ten at Kinsey’s request for six years in the mid-1950s. In both studies, 
tattoos make manifest the new connections and renewed masculinity the 
“slave” can receive from the replacement “Hero” described earlier.48 The 
private thoughts Steward recorded in the diary are transformed into a 
fictional letter from a would- be customer watching a tattoo artist apply 
his art on sailors:

You come closer to them than anybody. Does it not give you a feeling of 

domination over them to tattoo them? Do you not feel that the Sailor 

thereafter carries around with Him, to the end of His days, your mark 

upon Him? And does not the act of tattooing become the testing of Him? 

If He flinches, are you not His Master? Is He not the slave, bearing your 

mark? (42)

 48. Andros, Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos, 46.
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This intimate piece focuses on the ritual and test of the recipient. 
Although domination is unquestionably the goal of the process, the pur-
pose is not to provide abuse or an intimate partnership. Instead, the sailor 
undergoes a ritual that leads to a “renewal of self- esteem,” a term Stew-
ard uses to link his theory with mystical forms of religious self- flagellation 
or contemporary rites that link eroticized pain with spiritual transcen-
dence, providing support for Largier’s historical argument along similar 
lines (46).49 But a significant difference lies in the relationship to the tat-
too artist or “Creator,” as Steward calls him: there does not seem to be 
any particular emphasis on monogamous relationships, and from Stew-
ard’s fiction and life experiences, one can conclude that this acceptance 
or submission is only temporary. The sailor/slave is marked and enslaved 
by a casual and occasional Master/Creator, but the mark itself holds the 
magic staying power, a unity with the process itself and bearing a symbol 
of self- actualization through the experience of pain.
 This idea is wonderfully queer and wonderfully contemporary. It inte-
grates models of mentorship and emblematic rewards for steps in a jour-
ney into a positive and nonrestrictive form of relating to others that is 
wholly different from the patriarchal system of tops and bottoms and 
family repression presented in other midcentury psychiatric models of 
masochism. Situating the model in the business of tattooing, furthermore, 
illustrates Halberstam’s claim. Masochism allows one freedom from the 
markers of capitalist (and, in Steward’s case, academic) success; if one is 
no longer immobilized in the social web of traditional success, strange 
new frontiers emerge that one can endeavor to master. Steward’s life 
work, in all its variety, in its unprintable subjects, uncomfortable dis-
courses, and queer valences, offers an uneasy and exhilarating freedom.
 One might conclude that in his creative vision of permanence and 
impermanence, unpartnered partnership and polyamory, itinerancy and 
archival documentation, Samuel Steward blazed a trail down that path 
of difference. But again, such is not the case. Although the leather scene 
bloomed in San Francisco while Steward lived in the East Bay from 1964 
onward, he was estranged from younger, flashier, more open groups 
of gay men that practiced sadomasochism in ways to which he never 
warmed. Although he mingled with major figures in the scene, he did 
not seem to be an influential leader but more of an outsider. Steward’s 
belief that sadomasochism should be conducted with dangerous, often 

 49. See Largier, In Praise of the Whip, for more background on religious flagellation 
and the cultural history of related practices.
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heterosexual- identified, men made him both curiously old- fashioned and 
unacceptable to the leather scene adherents with their own prescriptive 
code of ethics. More difficult yet, gay activists in the 1970s and 80s took 
issue with sadomasochism as an identity and group dynamics, arguing 
that violent practices like fisting fundamentally contributed to the AIDS 
crisis and even decrying S/M role play for its replication of oppressive 
relationships in the world at large.50 Both of these stances led to a vilifica-
tion of sadomasochism that compounds theories of these behaviors going 
back to the earliest sexologists as a sign of a damaged, stunted, or degen-
erate character. Masochism still remains a paraphilia in the American Psy-
chiatric Association’s current Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-5), 
despite very active protests from kink- aware professionals and others.
 Though relatively closeted in public life, Steward managed to escape 
convention in heterosexual and homosexual circles in the documenta-
tion of his private life, an archive that reveals the cracks and crevices 
of both. With this liberty, I would argue that Steward never gave up his 
masochism or his literary career; instead, he found a complex and ever- 
evolving truth in the subjects that surrounded him. His secret history pro-
vides an uncompromising glimpse of sexual being at the American mid-
century and our own struggles to emerge from the fissures created in the 
normal/abnormal divide of sexology. In theorizing masochism as his own 
sexual heuristic, Steward integrated his sexual life, writing, art, and tat-
too work into a personal aesthetic and philosophy. His words challenged 
the theories of the psychiatric industry and what we might call the moral 
majority of the gay and leather scene emerging into a public presence in 
the 1960s. His archive remains to allow researchers new ways of under-
standing gay sexual experience and a non- pathological study of one man’s 
alternative and often oppositional sex life within gay subcultures during a 
time of repression and secrecy. He left a body of work to the queerest of 
the queer . . . and it matters.

 50. Rofes, “Snapshots of Desire,” 182–83, describes fissures in gay rights activist 
circles and discrimination against gay leathermen. Also see Linden, Against Sadomaso-
chism, the touchstone text for anti- sadomasochism in lesbian studies.
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Revisiting Racial 
Fetishism

Interracial Desire, Revenge, and 
Atonement in Samuel Steward’s $tud

Martin Joseph Ponce

In his classic essay “Dinge” (2001), Robert Reid- Pharr takes up the issue 
of same- sex interracial desire—or more specifically, interracial sex—

and notes that “black queers as diverse as James Baldwin, Audre Lorde, 
Samuel Delany, and Essex Hemphill have all paid considerable attention to 
the questions engendered when one ‘sleeps with the enemy.’”1 The reverse, 
however, seems to be less the case. Reid- Pharr writes that whereas Afri-
can American “cultural practitioners as distinct as Marlon Riggs, Isaac 
Julien, and Lyle Harris all found it necessary to identify themselves as snow 
queens, or some version thereof, in recent years” (86), “few white artists, 
critics, intellectuals of all stripes, male or female, lesbian or gay, have found 
it necessary to cover themselves in the mantle of dinge queen, rice queen, 
or what have you. The desire for black, brown, and yellow flesh remains 
largely unspoken within either academia, or even within popular publish-
ing. Not since the mid-1980s and the release by Gay Sunshine Press of 
Black Men/White Men have I seen a sustained articulation of cross- racial 
desire by any white person” (87). Toward the end of the essay, Reid- Pharr 
thus underscores his exhortation “to pay attention to what we think when 
we fuck” (98), urging “white men to give up the comforts of naivete, 
of banal gestures to racial inclusion” (98) and confront the disavowed 
“desire for black, brown, and yellow flesh” and the psychic investment in 
an innocent, superior white masculinity that such disavowal enables.2

 1. Reid- Pharr, “Dinge,” 87.
 2. See also Bergman, “Race and the Violet Quill,” who similarly acknowledges that 
“gay white writers who have emerged since AIDS—such as Michael Cunningham, David 
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 In light of this contemporary phenomenon, Samuel Steward’s stories 
in $tud, published under the pseudonym Phil Andros, are all the more 
remarkable. Though Steward is not known for his reflections on race, 
biographer Justin Spring points out that Steward did engage in relation-
ships and hookups with black men and that some of those experiences 
furnished him with material that would later be incorporated into his 
first book of erotic fiction, originally published in 1966 and reprinted in 
1969 and 1982.3 Examining the evocations of blackness in several sto-
ries—“Ace in the Hole,” “Two- Bit Whore,” “The Blacks and Mr. Ben-
nett,” and “Color Him Black”—is, in part, an exercise in defamiliariza-
tion since some of those depictions move beyond the standard meanings 
assigned to interracial homosex: as mercenary objectification and com-
modification, on one side, or as color- blind liberal acceptance and tran-
scendent love, on the other.4 Reid- Pharr argues that white gay reticence 
about desire for blackness may be due to the fact that “admitting to the 
reality of beauty that is other than white, throws into disarray the idea 
of whiteness as universal” (97), while David Bergman suggests that the 
reason for the “silen[ce] about race relations” is that the “representation 
of the attraction that brings men of different colors together cannot help 
but be regarded as racist.”5 Written two decades before Black Men/White 
Men (1983),6 Steward’s stories about white- black relationships, eroticism, 

Leavitt, and Dennis Cooper—have found the subject [of interracial desire] increasingly 
unspeakable, leaving it almost entirely to such African- American gay writers as Randall 
Kenan, Canaan Parker, and Reginald Shepherd” (80). In his edited Pulp Friction, Bronski 
also notes that “it is rare in mainstream or pulp novels to see interracial love affairs or 
sympathetic portrayals of nonwhite communities” (166).
 3. Spring, Secret Historian, 58–59, 318. For bibliographic information about the 
three incarnations of $tud, see Spring, Secret Historian, 448. I cite from the most acces-
sible version, Phil Andros, Stud (Boston: Perineum Press, 1982), except when discussing 
the story “The Blacks and Mr. Bennett,” which is not included in the 1982 edition; 
in that case, I cite from Phil Andros, $tud (San Francisco: J. Brian Enterprises, 1969), 
119–23.
 4. I discuss the former below. On the latter, see Dunning, Queer in Black and White: 
“The liberal vision of the interracial relationship imagines that by coming together, black 
and white people can transcend the ugliness of racism” (12). In Queer Race, Barnard 
summarizes a range of representations and meanings of gay interracial relationships, 
including fetishization, idealized romantic love, challenges to racism, and indications of 
racism (37). On the politics of gay intra- and interracial desire, see also Scott, “Jungle 
Fever?”
 5. Bergman, “Race and the Violet Quill,” 79.
 6. Smith, ed., Black Men/White Men. For a particularly frank meditation on white 
desire for black men, see in that volume Charley Shively, “Beyond the Binary: Race 
and Sex” (143–52). The Steward stories I discuss were first published in the Danish 
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and sex admit—and submit—to the beauty of blackness and thereby 
undermine the universality of the white ideal, while simultaneously repre-
senting black male bodies in ways that are inescapably “racist.”
 Without excusing Steward’s exaggerated representations, what is 
perhaps most compelling about his meditations on white- black desire is 
precisely the thought that goes into them. Though he doesn’t depict the 
narrator- protagonist Phil Andros actually cogitating while in the throes 
of fornicating with his African American companion Ace Hardesty or 
submitting to the tortures of the Black Muslim leader Adam X, Steward 
nonetheless does have Phil and his white friend Mr. Bennett reflect on 
their attraction toward black men. Steward also considers, though less 
thoroughly, the reverse dynamic of black- on- white gay sex (if not black- 
for- white desire per se) within the context of racial hierarchy. His depic-
tions of interracial desire and sex may reinscribe stereotypical portraits of 
the black male body (the eroticism of the pornographic fiction undoubt-
edly depends on such conventions), but they nonetheless demonstrate a 
critical awareness of the crossings of race and sexuality at a moment of 
great social upheaval in the United States—indeed, during a time when 
homophile and African American political activisms were largely pursued 
along parallel, separate, tracks. Taking place in the years preceding Stone-
wall, gay liberation, and the subsequent racial critiques of predominantly 
white gay politics, and set during the African American civil rights move-
ment but prior to the virulent articulations of black nationalist homopho-
bia,7 Steward’s stories offer a relatively rare exploration of gay interra-
ciality before the overt politicization of desire came to be regarded as an 
implacable litmus test for white racist exclusion or fetishization, black 
pride or shame.

magazines Eos and Amigo in 1963 and 1964 (Spring, Secret Historian, 446–47). Limita-
tions of space prevent me from examining “Arrangement in Black and White,” a story 
that also explores interracial (and intergenerational) desire.
 7. On the limited attention to racial issues in the homophile movement, see Car-
bado, McBride, and Weise, eds., Black Like Us, 120. On black nationalist denunciations 
of interracial homosexuality, see Eldridge Cleaver’s notorious critique of James Baldwin’s 
alleged self- hating desire for white men in his Soul on Ice, 122–37. For commentary, see 
Reid- Pharr, “Tearing the Goat’s Flesh,” in Black Gay Man, 99–134; and Ross, “White 
Fantasies of Desire,” 13–55. Ross importantly notes, however, that “it would be a mis-
take to suggest that all black nationalists have been homophobic or that Black Power 
ideology is inherently heterosexist,” and he reminds us of Huey Newton’s statement of 
alliance with the women’s and gay movements: “We have to ask why, in current debates 
about attitudes toward same- sexuality in Black Power discourse, Cleaver is repeatedly 
quoted as exemplary while Newton’s critiques are wholly forgotten” (47–48n16). See 
Newton, “The Women’s Liberation and Gay Liberation Movements,” 157–59.
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WHITE FETISHISM AND BLACK REVENGE

“Ace in the Hole” presents the first series of explanations for Phil Andros’s 
(nonexclusive) desire for black partners. Having moved from San Fran-
cisco to Dallas, Phil meets Ace Hardesty while the two are working at the 
upscale Hotel Lorraine. Though his hustling business is proceeding just 
fine with white patrons, Phil finds himself attracted to Ace, and his pursuit 
of his black coworker eventually comes to fruition. Wondering why he 
likes “dark meat so much” (89), Phil first suggests the possibility that it’s 
the “novelty” of sleeping with African Americans but dismisses it since 
“going to bed with Negroes was old hat for me” (87). He also suggests 
but then dismisses the notion that having sex with African Americans 
serves as punishment for his “queerness”: “I wondered if I hated myself 
so much for the percentage of queerness in me that I went to bed with 
Negroes to punish and degrade myself. But I rejected that in a hurry. That 
would mean I really hated Negroes, and by God I didn’t” (89). It would 
also mean that he harbors a self- hatred for his queerness that his obvious 
delight in gay sex and hustling belies. Phil further proposes that the aes-
thetic “contrast”—“the exotic effect of the blackness of their handsome 
bodies against the white sheets, or the contrast of them interlaced with my 
own white legs and arms” (89)—produces an erotic charge. And, last but 
not least, Phil recurs to stereotypical notions about the size, texture, and 
scent of black men’s bodies and their putative unfettered sexuality:

In bed most of the Negroes I’d been with had been absolutely wonder-

ful—active, uninhibited, willing to try anything and everything [. . .]. 

Did I like them for that joyous abandon, for that intense sexuality? For 

their white teeth or their big dongs? [. . .] I loved the coarse feel of their 

head- hair against my hands or between my thighs, the sexual smell of 

their skin and its feel of warm satin, and the often rank and overpower-

ing smell of their armpits and crotch. (89)

 While these characterizations seem so essentialist as to read as face-
tious, Steward repeats them in his essay “The Negro Homosexual in 
America” (1964), published under the pseudonym Donald Bishop in the 
Danish magazine Amigo around the same time as the stories dealing with 
interracial eroticism. He writes, for example, that although the idea of the 
sexually “free- wheeling” Negro is a fallacy,8 he nonetheless reinforces the 

 8. Bishop, “Negro Homosexual in America,” 31.
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notion later when describing the “jaded white homosexual who—tired 
of the lily ways and the soft white skin of his kind—turns to the stron-
ger forms of the Negro, the blunter and more joyously animal nervous 
system, the undoubtedly larger equipment, the stronger odors of arm-
pit and crotch, the less inhibited actions, the perhaps more satiny skin, 
and the Bantu shape with its wide shoulders and narrower waist” (35). 
He also echoes the explanation articulated in “Ace in the Hole” regard-
ing “the aesthetic delight of seeing black and white bodies entangled on 
white sheets” (35), and further attributes a transgressive, antiestablish-
ment impulse to racialized desire insofar as the “white homosexual” has a 
“vague sense of sin as he beds with a black” (35).9

 Certainly, Phil Andros’s initial attraction to Ace Hardesty is incited 
by the latter’s exquisite form which he first witnesses in the “inte-
grated” locker room at the hotel: “He was so black that the room lights 
turned blue when they reflected from his skin. As he moved, the liquid 
cobalt highlights kept flowing over his shining black body. The deltoids 
and biceps were great round bunched masses of powerfully developed 
muscles” (83). Phil steals glances at Ace while conversing with his white 
coworker Vess: “He was enormous—massive thighs, long feet, a ridged 
blue- flickering abdomen and back. The size of his sex was frightening. 
His whole body glistened except for his pubic region, which had a flat, 
dull finish, without highlights” (84).
 This description of the stereotypical black man’s body—the dark-
ness and shine of his skin, the bulk of his musculature, the enormity of 
his sex—accords with what Frantz Fanon in Black Skins, White Masks 
(1952) designates as the white man’s fantastical “fixation” on black male 
sexuality and its mythically large signifier, the fear and envy those signs 
provoke and the retaliatory violence they inspire: “For the majority of 
white men the Negro represents the sexual instinct (in its raw state). 
The Negro is the incarnation of a genital potency beyond all moralities 
and prohibitions.”10 Although numerous intellectuals and artists have 

 9. The essay draws on the author’s professed encounters with 206 black men and 
outlines in sexological fashion five “types” of black homosexuals: “the loud and scream-
ing swishy type” (32); the “intellectual” type who can be “belligerent” in his “vocal” 
critiques of social inequality (33); the “fun” type who is unrestricted by sexual categories 
(33); the “sinister” type who works with a group to seduce an unsuspecting drunk white 
man (34)—a scenario that Steward fictionalizes in “Two- Bit Whore”; and the fifth type 
who “beds only with white boys, happily secure in his misconception that by doing so 
he elevates his social status” (34). The tone hovers between that of an objective academic 
and ironically impious sexual insider.
 10. Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 177.
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since delivered critiques of black male hypersexuality, Kobena Mercer’s 
two- part essay, “Reading Racial Fetishism: The Photographs of Robert 
Mapplethorpe,” is especially relevant here for its nuanced account of 
the ambivalence generated by the white photographer’s representations 
of black male nudes.11 In the first iteration, Mercer takes to task Map-
plethorpe’s photographs in Black Males (1983) and The Black Book 
(1986) for producing “an erotic/aesthetic objectification of black male 
bodies” (174), aestheticizing them into “the abject status of thinghood” 
through the “clinical precision of his master vision” (173). Mercer sees 
two modes of “fetishization at play”: the economic level in which the 
material “production of the image” and the hierarchical relation between 
“the well- known, author- named artist and the unknown, interchangeable, 
black models” are obscured (177); and the sexual level in which the indi-
vidual bodies are eroticized and distanced through sculptural and por-
traiture codes and fragmented through cropping and lighting techniques 
that “invit[e] a scopophilic dissection of the parts that make up the 
whole” (184). This last procedure parallels Steward’s description of the 
play of light on Ace’s “coal- black skin”: “Harsh contrasts of shadow and 
light,” Mercer writes of the photographs, “draw the eye to focus and fix 
attention on the texture of the black man’s skin” (183). Mercer’s prime 
example of racial fetishism is Mapplethorpe’s headless Man in Polyester 
Suit (1980) in which the fetishistic formulation “I know (it’s not true that 
all black guys have huge willies) but (nevertheless, in my photographs, 
they do)” is most spectacularly on display (185). In the second part of 
the essay, Mercer shifts critical footing and considers the potential of the 
“sexual idealization”—rather than abjectification—“of the racial other” 
from a homoerotic, not just racial, perspective (178). He complicates the 
notion that aestheticization necessarily results in Othering and contain-
ment, contending that the once- inferiorized “mythological figure of ‘the 
Negro’ [. . .] now comes to embody the image of physical perfection and 
aesthetic idealization in which Western culture constructed its own self- 
image” (200).
 To return to “Ace in the Hole,” then, even as Phil scopophilically dis-
members and fetishizes Ace’s “shining” black skin, rippling muscles, and 
huge penis, he also attempts to do what Mercer suggests Mapplethorpe’s 

 11. “Imaging the Black Man’s Sex” was first published in Britain in 1986; “Skin 
Head Sex Thing: Racial Difference and the Homoerotic Imaginary” was published in 
the United States in 1989, in the wake of Mapplethorpe’s death and the fundamentalist 
Right’s attacks on federal funding for the arts. The two pieces constitute Mercer, “Read-
ing Racial Fetishism: The Photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe,” 171–219.
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photographs of anonymous, mute, decontextualized black men fail to do, 
and that is evoke some sense of Ace’s subjectivity and existence within 
a broader social context. The recuperative reading of Mapplethorpe not-
withstanding, Mercer’s initial critiques hold true. The “remote, aloof, 
expressions” (179) of the black male subjects bolster the idea “that black 
men are ‘all brawn and no brains’” (178), while the solo frame excludes 
“all references to a social, historical or political context” (174) and “fore-
closes the possible representation of a collective or contextualized black 
male body” (177). As their relationship progresses from a one- night stand 
to friends- with- benefits, Phil recognizes that Ace “had a good mind, a keen 
one, and a saving sense of humor” but who nonetheless felt deeply, if suf-
fered silently, the “indignities piled on him daily” by the hotel guests (94).
 Although Phil’s first- person narrative voice precludes direct access to 
Ace’s consciousness, the story nevertheless remarks on the black man’s 
“keen” mind and gruff sense of humor and sympathizes with the racial 
slurs and insults he is forced to endure in the de facto segregated city. 
Phil considers Dallas’s “cosmopolitan” self- understanding a mirage: 
“there were currents of intolerance and extremism and bigotry and right- 
wingery everywhere underneath the surface” (94). While Ace’s bawdy 
jokes about sleeping with Phil—“How’s about an ace in the hole tonight, 
white boy?” “You want an ace up your sleeve tonight, man?” (93)—evi-
dence his “saving sense of humor,” their relationship is clearly delimited 
by both racial and sexual norms. “It was the sort of business that got you 
tarred and feathered and ridden out of town on a rail, or horsewhipped 
by the Ku Klux Klan,” Phil narrates (93). Indeed, Vess had warned Phil 
that while going after “colored” women might be “all right down here, 
if you’s quiet about it,” chasing “colored cock—man, they locks you up 
and throws away the key” (88).
 The dangers of miscegenation in Dallas ultimately lead to their depar-
ture from the South. When Ace gets caught during an interracial hetero-
sexual hustling job, he and Phil flee on a train to Chicago at the same 
moment that John F. Kennedy is assassinated during the famous parade.12 
But the Northern city is no haven for the couple either. In the follow-
ing story, “Two- Bit Whore,” Phil and Ace struggle to find a place to live 
together due to informal conventions of racial segregation. More strain 

 12. Though not focal points of the story, the references to “Lee Harvey” (Phil’s 
boardinghouse mate) and JFK’s assassination mark historical time but also seem intended 
to take another jab at Dallas’s political conservatism. On the city’s racial history, see 
Graff, The Dallas Myth; and Phillips, White Metropolis. My thanks to Brendan Shaw for 
pointing me to these resources.
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arises from Ace’s lack of employment. Whereas Phil had found it diffi-
cult to score in Dallas since “they won’t even look at us whiteys” (90), 
Ace deems it doubly hard for him in Chicago, since the “whiteys” don’t 
pursue “black meat” while the “black queers” pay only for “the white 
stuff” when they can afford it (102). The racialized political economy of 
hustling opportunities generates friction between the two men, and Phil’s 
attempts at generosity wound “Ace’s pride” (103).
 This dynamic shifts, however, after Phil helps Ace secure work with a 
“Mister Madam” named J. P. Floyd and puts him in touch with a well- 
connected black man named Treville Tolman who throws wild parties. 
Rather than alleviating the tension in their relationship, however, Ace’s 
brisk new trade leads Phil to ponder his companion’s racial consciousness:

As Ace got into the swing of things with J. P. Floyd he became less of 

a mystery and more of an enigma. What thoughts and hatreds chased 

themselves through the black valleys of his brain? What murderous little 

black orders to kill and choke and maim were telegraphed along the dark 

wires of his synapses?

 Or was I being foolish and romantic? Had the new white awareness 

of the Negro’s misfortunes sensitized us all to the point of creating night-

mares? (108)

That a new awareness of racism would produce nightmares of black 
vengeance in white America’s consciousness instead of a renewed polit-
ical commitment to social justice is emblematic of the paranoid fantasies 
unleashed by black masks of survival (“an enigma”).
 In fact, “Two- Bit Whore” eschews “romantic” viability and ends with 
racialized violence, carrying forward the notion of brutal sex as racial 
revenge that Steward had broached in “Ace in the Hole.” In the South, 
Phil had found himself at the sexual receiving end of Ace’s racism- induced 
rage: “I learned from painful experience that it was not wise to be with 
him on the evenings of such days because he worked out his anger on 
me, sometimes very painfully” (95). In “Two- Bit Whore,” Ace similarly 
acts out his unemployment aggression on Phil, who continues to desire 
his black companion. When Phil postpones an appointment with a client 
and “start[s] to kneel between his legs,” Ace decides instead to penetrate 
Phil from behind: “I felt the incredible pain begin, and go on and on until 
with each jolt my eyeballs were producing red stars against the clenched 
black curtain of my eyelids and I thought the agony and the ecstasy would 
never come to an end. . . .” (106). The combination of excruciating pain 
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and ecstatic pleasure for Phil seems to evoke a sense of the black sublime 
that summons and complicates the power dynamics of racialized slavery. 
As we will see, it is Mr. Bennett, not Phil, who will attempt to draw out 
the ethical implications of submissive sex as racial atonement.
 The ending to “Two- Bit Whore” brings the notion of sex as racial 
retaliation to a disturbing climax. The deterioration of the two men’s rela-
tionship—Phil’s growing jealousy of Ace’s popularity and his displeasure 
at being denied “that black stuff” (111); Ace’s scorning of Phil’s desire 
to the point of spitting on his foot and telling Phil to lick it up (112)—
reaches its final dissolution when they attend a party at Treville Tolman’s 
eerie abode. One of Ace’s clients, an African American man named Her-
bie, reveals that Phil was the “half- drunk white boy” that he and some 
friends had previously picked up, plied with more alcohol, brought to 
one of their houses, then stripped and tied face down on the bed. They 
“let him have it. All night long” (110). Although Ace had heard the story, 
Phil had not disclosed that he was the white boy in question. When Ace 
learns the truth, Phil attempts to leave the party but is “immobilized” by 
“six or seven big bucks” who reprise their way with him (115). Before the 
“gang- bang” begins, Ace humiliates Phil by passing around a hat for the 
“two- bit whore” (116). Phil’s paranoid racial nightmare becomes a reality 
as the men transmute into “shadowy forms around the bed”:

I saw Ace step out of his pants. A black hand set a jar of something down 

beside the bed, and heavy black fingers dipped into it.

 And then the night of the black man began. (116)

When Phil returns to their apartment the following afternoon, Ace’s 
belongings are gone, and the story remains silent about the night’s tor-
tures. Unlike his usual reflective self, Phil doesn’t meditate on the mean-
ings of the gang- bangs, nor does he wonder about Ace’s transformation 
from affectionate pal to hateful avenger. Ace’s slow, silent smile at hearing 
about Phil’s prior encounter with the black men, however, implies that 
Ace perceives Phil’s desire for himself as indistinguishable from Phil’s 
desire for black men in general—otherwise, why would the white boy go 
“slummin’” on the South Side (110)? Thus, whatever hope these two sto-
ries had held out for white- black gay relationships has been effectively 
dashed by the racialized dynamics and deceptions of desire.13

 13. Justin Spring suggests that this story “drew on Steward’s experience of being gang- 
raped by a group of black thugs in 1946” (Secret Historian, 318), but Steward himself 
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WHITE ATONEMENT AND BLACK DOMINATION

If “Ace in the Hole” and “Two- Bit Whore” theorize white- for- black desire 
in terms of physical attraction to racial Otherness and black- on- white sex 
in terms of vengeance for racial oppression, “The Blacks and Mr. Ben-
nett” and “Color Him Black” combine these elements such that white 
desire and black domination become coterminous. In these closing stories 
of the original $tud, white masochistic submission to black sadistic mas-
tery is framed as a deliberate attempt at inverting white supremacy for the 
sake of racial atonement. In “The Blacks and Mr. Bennett,” Phil Andros 
has moved from Chicago to New York City and is trying to understand 
how his friend, the titular Mr. Bennett, has come upon this “nutty idea” 
(119). In much the same way that Phil provides various accounts for his 
interracial desire, Bennett offers a number of reasons for his. He reiterates 
the “aesthetic pleasure” of intermingled black and white bodies and the 
allures of black men’s physical qualities, but he also invokes childhood 
memories of the only black man in his hometown, a chiropractor, being 
chased out by men in “white sheets,” and of being “integrated” by a black 
janitor, “the agony mix[ed] with the pleasure,” as a schoolboy, echoing 
Phil’s description of aggressive sex with Ace (119). Regarding racial atone-
ment specifically, Mr. Bennett references Phil’s previously dismissed notion 
of self- degradation: “‘I carry a horrible burden of guilt around with me,’ 
he said thickly. ‘I used to think how horrible a sinner I was because I was 
homosexual. Well, habit and . . . experience got me over that. But the . . . 
scum of my guilt has never been washed out of the tub. And anyhow, 
we have treated the blacks so wretchedly that I thought it only fair to pay 
them back somehow” (119). Here, the residues of homosexual guilt and 
racial guilt coincide to create a desire of masochistic atonement.
 Unconvinced by his friend’s drunken explanations, Phil later changes 
his mind—and is temporarily “converted”—when he witnesses Bennett’s 

in “The Negro Homosexual in America” provides a different explanation, recounting a 
similar tale of group seduction of a drunk white man in South Chicago when describing 
the “fourth” type of black homosexual (33). Steward attributes this knowledge to an 
acquaintance (which doesn’t rule out the possibility that he’s referring to himself): “I sup-
pose no harm is actually done, and the white boy may like it. I talked to one once after 
he was stitched up. ‘It was hell while it was happening,’ he said, ‘and I was scared to 
death because of all the terrifying things they said they were going to do to me—but,’ and 
he grinned ruefully at me, ‘now that it’s all over, I guess it was the most exciting thing 
that ever happened to me’” (34). For a similar rendition of sexualized black revenge for 
slavery and racism—but where the white character deems the abuse “wonderful”—see 
Preston, Mr. Benson, 80–82. My thanks to Marie Franco for alerting me to this novel.
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interaction with Adam X, a leader of the Black Muslims. Bennett had 
written a letter to Adam saying “that he wanted ‘to atone for all the 
crimes we whites have perpetrated on you,’ and he offered to become 
Adam X’s first white slave!” (120). Six months later, Adam invites Phil to 
his place in Harlem, and Phil is dismayed by the “darkened skin” (121) 
around Bennett’s ankles and wrists and the “crisscross of small scarred 
welts” (122) on his back and buttocks. He is even more distraught by 
Bennett’s subservient behavior when commanded to perform oral sex on 
Adam. Phil deems Bennett’s facial expression “hard to analyze—it was a 
sort of happy shame, an ecstatic servility” (123). Despite his moral revul-
sion, Phil is aroused by the “unpleasant scene.” Adam notices and tells 
Bennett to “offer your buddy the hospitality of the house.” When Bennett 
bends to lick Phil’s boot, Phil recoils and says, “I won’t let you humiliate 
yourself any further”; Bennett responds, “It’s none of it humiliation. It’s 
all . . . atonement.” Phil then “succumb[s]” to Bennett’s ministrations—
and to Adam X’s will at the story’s end:

 I rose with difficulty, weary and resigned, and put myself in order.

 “Well?” said Adam. The single word rolled around the room like the 

echo of a great bell.

 I nodded slowly, like an automaton under the control of its master.

 “I guess I don’t mind being number two,” I said. (123)

 The peculiarity of Phil having sex not with Adam but with Adam’s 
“number one” (sex) slave renders this initiation scene full of ambigu-
ities. Is Phil turned on at the sight of Bennett fellating Adam because he 
places himself in the “status” of master (via gender identification with 
the masculine Adam), or slave (via the racial identification with Ben-
nett), or some combination of both? When Bennett crawls over to lick 
Phil’s boot, Phil may have moral misgivings, but his sexual “excitement” 
remains—though, again, the source of the stimulation (being serviced or 
being the servant) is unclear (123). The ending, then, resolves this ambi-
guity: Phil submits to the master as Adam’s “number two.” Since it is 
Bennett who sexually services Phil, it would appear that the ranking order 
of white servility before black mastery is, like the racial order it inverts, 
reversed. Bennett, as the most servile slave, inducts Phil into Adam’s 
“house” not by occupying the status of second in command (serving as 
Adam’s proxy and sadistically testing Phil’s capacity for subordination) 
but rather by demonstrating his primacy as number one slave and servic-
ing the newcomer.
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 Phil’s stint as Adam’s number two, however, is short- lived. In the sub-
sequent story “Color Him Black,” Phil wonders why he, a “well adjusted, 
healthy, homosexual, and normally aggressive” (196) white man, would 
ever want “to become a ‘slave’ to a mysterious and unknown Negro” 
(197)? As with “Ace in the Hole,” Phil dispenses with “the novelty angle” 
and with the notion of a guilty conscience (198). Bennett then suggests 
that it might be “the s/m elements in yourself,” but Phil brushes aside that 
explanation as well, claiming that “it’s more curiosity than anything else” 
(199). Their conversation ends with Bennett reiterating the possibility of 
racial atonement, not as an individual act of reparation, but as some-
thing more “abstract” and “archetypal”: “‘Maybe it’s atonement in the 
abstract,’ said Bennett. ‘You know, dying for the sins of the world. Maybe 
it comes from your subconscious. All tied up with the magic and mystery 
of the archetypal . . . absolute dominion, absolute submission’” (199).
 While Phil does experiment with the masochistic elements in himself, 
his submission to Adam is not aimed at racial atonement. The “scar-
let fingers of pain and heat climbing over my back and legs like scorpi-
ons, twisting into the flesh, deep and hot” (202) that he experiences are 
mixed with the tactile pleasures afforded by his intimate familiarity with 
“every conformation of his [Adam’s] body” (204). Echoing the scopo-
philic description of Ace Hardesty, the evocation of Adam’s “superbly put 
together” body uses the language of the natural landscape to render his 
blackness a disorienting, sublime beauty (204):

Adam walked over to the bed. I looked up at the towering colossus of his 

black body as he stood there with his legs slightly apart. The perspective 

was dizzying. I saw the black swollen horizon of his thigh muscles reach-

ing upward, and dipping at the edge of the brown- black world into the 

hollow that held his mammoth sex, dangling over my head the way Gul-

liver’s hung over Lilliput—and beyond and above that, ridge upon ridge 

of shining brown and black revealed where the white billowings of his 

shirt fell away, extending up over the swelling seascape of his belly to the 

heavy promontory of his chin, the inverted moonslice that was a glimpse 

of his teeth between the dark and full- fleshed waves of his lips, the silent 

black lagoons of his nose cavities and the small scimitar- glint of his white 

eyeballs. It was a terrifying and daemonic vision of a black sea- world, 

and I closed my eyes briefly. (206)

Whatever pleasure Phil derives from the pain and domination inflicted 
by Adam, he refuses to submit completely to Adam’s “black sea- world.” 
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Holding on to “some dim cellular memory that I’m still a man” (203), 
Phil turns away from the role of dehumanized slave by simultaneously 
seeking to banish the taint of effeminacy lingering within the category of 
male homosexuality.
 Whereas Phil fails to become “a real slave” (207), is released from 
Adam’s house, finds work on a Caribbean cruise ship, and “had an 
adventure or two [. . .] with a couple of native boys” (so much for racial 
restitution!), Bennett maintains his position as “the favored slave” by 
darkening his skin (he takes special tablets and tans under a sunlamp) and 
passing himself off as Adam’s secretary (208).14 His transformation into 
a “black” man, however, does not make him Adam’s equal—nor does 
he want it to. When Adam starts to “respect” him too much, Bennett 
“threaten[s] to turn white again,” reviving Adam’s meanness and cruelty 
(211). Bennett’s blackening thus enables him to persist in being a masoch-
istic “slave” to Adam, while skirting the Black Muslims’ “laws” prohibit-
ing both homosexuality and interracial “contact” with “the white devils” 
(204).15

 But the question remains: According to what logic can a white man 
submitting to sexualized servitude to a black man be construed as atone-
ment for racial wrongs?
 As mentioned above, Steward sketches—however cursorily within 
the parameters of gay erotic fiction—historical and social contexts in 
which his characters are enmeshed. In “The Blacks and Mr. Bennett,” 
Phil evokes the U.S. racial climate in 1963, what he calls the “Year of 

 14. Justin Spring suggests that “Steward probably got the idea for the story from 
George Platt Lynes, for Lynes’s friend and model Carlos Maclendon [sic] had once put 
himself through a similar transformation in order to perform as a dancer in all- black 
revues” (Secret Historian, 318). It is also possible that Steward is alluding to John 
Howard Griffin’s Black Like Me (1961), a nonfiction exposé of racial animosities in the 
U.S. South from the perspective of a white Catholic Texan who darkens his skin pigmen-
tation through the same techniques that Bennett uses—oral medication combined with 
exposure to ultraviolet rays from a sun lamp (7)—and “passes” as a black man in New 
Orleans, Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia in 1959 in order to experience and describe 
“what it is like to be a Negro in a land where we keep the Negro down” (Preface). 
My thanks to Debra Moddelmog for drawing my attention to Griffin’s text.
 15. Though Steward’s references to Black Muslim ideology are fairly reductive, the 
Nation of Islam leadership, according to Edward Curtis, believed that “the regulation 
of sexual desire through the adoption of a strict code of Islamic ethics” was “key to 
the psychological, spiritual, and physical advancement of the black race. Sexuality thus 
became associated in movement discourse with both biological issues of reproduction 
and with the destiny of black people more generally.” See Curtis, Black Muslim Religion 
in the Nation of Islam, 119.
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the Black Man” (120), and notes that although it “had been a full hun-
dred years since the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation,” systemic 
racism, “a bondage of social and civil ostracism,” continues to persist, 
with African Americans being “plunged into a deeper bondage than ever 
before. Living with Ace in Dallas and Chicago had showed me that” 
(120). And Phil is consistently aware of and anxious about the resentment 
that this racial “bondage” can create in African Americans, wondering, 
as he did with Ace, about the “violent hates [that] lurked behind their 
placid eyes” in Harlem (197). It is within this milieu of racial tension 
and mutual distrust that Phil locates the eruption of the separatist Black 
Muslims “into the public eye”: “They were the most extreme of all the 
protest groups. They wanted complete separation from the ‘white devils,’ 
as they called us. They wanted a black state and a government of their 
own. Fanatic, and given to the wildest intellectual violence—and occa-
sionally physical—they were at once a fascinating and potentially danger-
ous group” (120).16

 However sensationalized this portrait of Black Muslims in the early 
1960s, it is striking that Steward has Bennett drawn to “the brooding 
dark face and the swelling musculature of one of their most extreme and 
articulate leaders” in explicitly homoerotic and masochistic terms (120). 
Even as they depend on familiar racial stereotypes for their conditions of 
possibility, these terms of attraction and subordination say little about 
the ethics of atonement that Bennett ostensibly is performing. It is not 
as if Bennett’s becoming a black slave to Adam is a necessary precon-
dition for advancing African American political (or religious) causes. 
Rather, in the peculiar universe of “Color Him Black,” the fantasy of 
Christian atonement as martyrdom and salvation—“dying for the sins of 
the world”—remains just that: an archetypal fantasy of messianic propor-
tions.17 Though Bennett’s masochism may be different from, say, a Beat 
identification with blackness that seeks to appropriate and harness its 

 16. Edward Curtis notes that it was the five- part television documentary The Hate 
That Hate Produced, hosted by Mike Wallace in 1959, that familiarized mainstream 
Americans with the Nation of Islam. The press coverage of the NOI “was generally neg-
ative, criticizing the movement as an anti- American or black supremacist organization” 
(Black Muslim Religion, 4). Though it is unclear where Steward was getting his views 
about the Black Muslims from, C. Eric Lincoln’s influential The Black Muslims in Amer-
ica (1961) was published just prior to Steward’s stories.
 17. Steward uses this terminology in his memoir when he recalls deciding on 
“an archetypal theme: how a white guy (not Phil) submitted himself as a slave to a 
black, in order to atone for all the past sins of whites against blacks” (Chapters from an 
Autobiography, 114).
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alleged sensuality and primitivity,18 it is nonetheless a self- inflating and 
self- pleasuring myth that dreams of redeeming white folks’ racial viola-
tions by sucking black cock.

THE POLITICS OF REPRESENTING EROTICIZED BLACKNESS

Steward’s portrayals of gay interracial desire and sex reference and rein-
force stereotypes of the well- muscled, well- endowed, oversexed black 
man, while also complicating those images by endowing the black char-
acters Ace Hardesty and (to a lesser extent) Adam X with some degree of 
subjective fullness; by delineating various social locations wherein inter-
racial relationships acquire multivalent meanings; and by exploring the 
erotic, emotional, and moral dynamics that inhere in those desires and 
behaviors. The multiple dimensions of those dynamics—white- for- black 
adventurism, aestheticism, and companionship (Phil’s desire for Ace), 
black- on- white retribution (Ace’s and Adam’s domination of Phil and 
Bennett), white atonement for slavery and racism (Bennett’s submission 
to Adam), white identification with blackness (Bennett’s racial transfor-
mation)—suggest that Steward’s meditations are irreducible to the black 
abjection/white mastery binary.
 In theoretical terms, Steward’s representation of Phil and Ace oscil-
lates between the differing critical positions on white- for- black desire 
advanced by Dwight McBride and Tim Dean. In “It’s a White Man’s 
World: Race in the Gay Marketplace of Desire,” McBride takes issue 
with what he deems white gay men’s fetishization of black male bodies 
as depicted in online sex ads and porn videos and as experienced by his 
friends and himself on dates, in hookups, and in bathhouses. Given the 
wide circulation of these stereotypes, McBride asserts that dating white 
men is a vexed issue: “We don’t want to be with any white man whose 
desire for black dick is fetishistic. In such cases, his desire is not about or 
for the particular black man but for his idea of whatever the blackness 
of the black man signifies in his imagination.”19 In his discussion of the 
porn video Niggas’ Revenge (2001), Tim Dean interrogates what he sees 
as the “troubling” critiques of racial fetishism that try “to make fantasy 

 18. See Savran, Taking It Like a Man, 45–64. In “Color Him Black,” Steward sat-
irizes the Beat milieu when describing “the aura of the Village” where Phil had lived 
(200).
 19. McBride, Why I Hate Abercrombie & Fitch, 124.
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conform to political dictates.”20 Elaborating a psychoanalytic conception 
of desire that originates not in sexual difference or in lack but in “the lin-
eaments of a partial object,” Dean writes, “It is not whole persons whom 
we find sexually arousing but partial objects [. . .]. This is what Lacan 
means when he refers to objects of desire as ‘in you more than you’—and 
it is what makes desire ineluctably fetishistic.” For Dean, the “politically 
incorrect tendency of erotic desire” arises not so much from moral failure 
as from “an antihumanist inability to respect the inviolable integrity of 
personhood in the sphere of sexuality” (160). Where McBride objects to 
racialized desire’s disregard for the black man’s individuality, Dean argues 
that all desire is fetishistic insofar as it refuses to “respect” the “whole” 
person and is transfixed by parts and prostheses.
 As staged in “Ace in the Hole” and “Two- Bit Whore,” Phil’s desire for 
Ace, we might say, is fetishistic in its arousal by black partial objects (dis-
sected and reproduced in erotic fiction through the language of extrem-
ity and sublimity), but the two characters’ relationship goes beyond sex. 
McBride suggests that white men who do not seriously confront their 
racialized attractions maintain a mystifying “investment in the serendip-
ity of desire and its companion notion of romantic love” (101). But for 
Steward, the other side of racial fetishism is not idealized randomness 
or romance. It is a political awareness of the social norms and hierar-
chies that both render black- white desire and sex sexy and hinder black- 
white relationships from flourishing. Through his disillusioning liaison 
with Ace, Phil comes to recognize the deleterious effects of segregation 
and racism. And yet, the disintegration of their relationship—not coin-
cidentally due to Phil’s “slumming” for black sex—indicates the limits 
of Phil’s racial “awareness.” For all his talk about liking Negroes and 
recognizing their conditions of oppression, his primary identity and lit-
erary function as a gay hustler precludes him from pursuing anything 
approximating a project of racial justice. And for all his talk about racial 
atonement, Bennett’s masochistic subordination and his magical trans-
mutation may eschew the usual effort to restore white masculinity to the 
position of dominion and self- possession through black consumption and 
appropriation, but those acts and dispositions hardly constitute support 
for black political empowerment. In this regard, we might shift the terms 
of the debate away from determining whether a given representation of 
white- authored interracial desire is racist because fetishistic and toward 
examining whether or how that desire affects the subjects’ lives beyond 

 20. Dean, Unlimited Intimacy, 158, 160.
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the acts of sex. We might, that is, follow up on Reid- Pharr’s injunction 
“to pay attention to what we think when we fuck” to ask not only how 
the world penetrates the bedroom and the bathhouse but also how sexual 
experiences can reconfigure our worldviews, social perceptions, and polit-
ical commitments. What do we do after we fuck—with and across racial 
lines?
 Thus, while Steward’s engagements with the politics of black gay rep-
resentation and interracial desire during the pre- Stonewall, civil rights era 
are laudable and in some ways even more expansive than the reductive 
reified thinghood/complex personhood binary that endures today, they 
nonetheless gesture toward some of the seemingly intractable conun-
drums that arise at the intersection of race, desire, and sex. And this may 
be due to the fact that although Steward alludes to some of the racial 
contexts of the time (everyday segregation and racism, the sudden vis-
ibility of Black Muslims in popular discourse, black political separat-
ism), he does not attempt to sketch the racial communities in which his 
African American characters lived, interacted, and moved. Whether in 
Dallas, Chicago, or New York, racial separation and mutual suspicion 
persist, preventing the itinerant white hustler Phil Andros from gaining 
entry into the black social worlds that he only glimpses, fantasizes about, 
and encounters in the most “shadowy,” superficial, and, of course, sex-
ual of ways. To acquire insight into how black gay men socialize with 
one another, their families and friends, and across racial and gender lines, 
readers would largely have to wait until the great flourishing of literature 
by black gay men in the 1980s and beyond.21

 21. See, for example, Beam, ed., In the Life. For a useful discussion of this era’s black 
gay literary cohort, see Dickel, Black/Gay. Certainly, there are African American literary 
texts dealing with same- sex desire, interracial relationships, and gender non- normativity 
that predate this period, though they have only retrospectively been categorized as black 
gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender literature. See, for example, Carbado, McBride, and 
Weise, eds., Black Like Us. Perhaps the most immediate African American intertext for 
Steward’s interracial stories that takes up similar issues from a black perspective is James 
Baldwin’s novel Another Country (1962).
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C H A P T E R  9

The Law of 
Pornography

John Rechy and Samuel Steward

Steven Ruszczycky

As a challenge to both contemporary political projects of sexual lib-
eration and the psychoanalytic models that informed them, Michel 

Foucault’s introductory volume of The History of Sexuality enjoined 
readers to give up on the law as the basis for understanding power. Such 
theories, he argued, not only ignored historically specific formations of 
the law beyond the monarch or the father but also produced a limited 
conception of power as “incapable of doing anything, except to render 
what it dominates incapable of doing anything either, except for what this 
power allows it to do.”1 “Hence,” Foucault concluded, “it is a question 
of forming a different grid of historical decipherment by starting from 
a different theory of power; and, at the same time, advancing little by 
little toward a different conception of power through a closer examina-
tion of an entire historical material. We must at the same time conceive 
of sex without the law, and power without the king” (90–91). However, 
for authors John Rechy and Samuel Steward, one could still begin with 
the law and achieve a similarly nuanced account of power’s relation to 
sexuality. Writing during the 1960s and 70s, amid the social movements 
that provoked Foucault’s rejoinder, Rechy and Steward suggest that what 
matters is how one conceives of the law in the first place. While the law 
remains central for each author’s account of queer sexuality, each began 
not with a juridical representation of sovereignty but with genre; the con-
ventions, constraints, and prohibitions governing cultural production 

 1. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume 1, 85.
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became necessary not only for the representation of homosexual desire 
but also for its various enactments.
 By the end of the 1960s, changes in U.S. obscenity law had enabled 
significant developments in representations of homosexuality. “In pornog-
raphy, literature, and the mass media,” writes historian John D’Emilio, 
“portrayals of gay life multiplied. . . . A significant minority of opinion 
began to view lesbians and homosexuals not as isolated, aberrant indi-
viduals but as members of a group.”2 As Michael Bronski describes this 
moment in his history of gay male pulps: “More than a decade of chal-
lenges to U.S. censorship laws—mostly by book publishers and film dis-
tributors—were yielding results. It was now possible to publish work with 
more explicit sexual content as well as to portray homosexual (and other 
erotic) themes outside the realm of ‘literary’ publishing.”3 With titles 
such as Gay Revolution (1969) and Gay Rights (1978), the works that 
appeared through pulp publishing houses frequently associated grow-
ing sexual freedoms with a growing freedom of representation. The new 
pulps carried forth many of the affirmations of homosexual desire con-
tained in a previous generation of paperbacks, but they expressed these 
affirmations in a self- consciously political idiom. According to Bronski, 
“The increasingly sexually explicit gay novels that had been available 
since 1967 were also a manifestation of a new politics of homosexual-
ity. Their message wasn’t simply that discrimination against homosexuals 
should stop, but that there was an ‘inherent’ politics of homosexuality. 
The freedom to express sexual desire was seen as the logical extension 
of protection from societal prejudices and legal restraints.” Thus, “gay 
porn novels” circulated ideas about emergent gay identities as well as the 
stakes of those identities for a politics of representation.4

 2. D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 129.
 3. Bronski, ed., Pulp Friction, 271. While a more thorough engagement with the 
following claim is beyond the purview of this essay, I would argue that the period’s pro-
liferating pornography is best understood in terms of new methods for classifying works 
based on a notion of relative obscenity rather than “looser censorship laws” (197), 
as Bronski suggests. As Loren Glass has argued, the term pornography is not a concept 
in American jurisprudence, but it functioned frequently during the obscenity trials as a 
derogatory term for works whose redeeming value and, consequently, first amendment 
protection were in question. See Glass, “Redeeming Value,” 360. In addition to the fact 
that Steward, albeit inconsistently, and other writers began to use the term to describe 
their own work, I prefer the term pornography, rather than erotica or gay pulps, because 
it connotes a historical proximity to the law as well as problems of classification, order, 
and value.
 4. Bronski, Pulp Friction, 271, 276.
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 However, if the freedoms of sexual expression were a convention 
in much of the period’s pornographic fiction, they received a far more 
ambivalent response from both Rechy and Steward. This response was 
due in part to the ways that themes of sexual freedom rested alongside 
another convention that placed considerable erotic value on male author-
ity figures, particularly those most responsible for the historical persecu-
tion of sexual minorities. More specifically, each author was interested in 
the cop’s privileged place within the conventionalized representations of 
gay fantasy life, which began to enjoy wider public attention in both print 
forms and the stylized sexual practices taking place in bars, bathhouses, 
and sex clubs. As Steward’s protagonist puts it in an early short story 
titled “The Peachiest Fuzz,” “Why was it that so many gays wanted to 
make a cop more than anyone else in the world?”5 For Rechy and Stew-
ard alike, the trouble lay in the fact that sexual fantasies, those stories 
about desire that seem to be the subject’s most private and personal pos-
session, were never simply the product of one’s hermetic imagination but 
came from somewhere else.
 Beginning with City of Night (1963), which detailed a twilight world 
of bars and street corners inhabited by a racially mixed conglomerate of 
drag queens, dykes, gay men, runaways, hustlers, scores, and leathermen, 
Rechy maintained that police persecution of queers and the erotic allure 
of cops were parts of the same problem. Men’s cop fetish, he argues, con-
stitutes a response to the outlaw status of homosexuality during the twen-
tieth century; yet the law was desirable not because it posed a limit to be 
transgressed so much as it set punishment as homosexuality’s enabling 
condition. To enact one’s desire for the cop figure was not an act of sex-
ual freedom but an indication of one’s subjection to the law. Rechy found 
the most damning evidence for his claims in the period’s proliferating sub-
cultures of leather and kinky sex, wherein the cop frequently appeared as 
a figure for the dominant position in the representations and ritualized 
play of sadomasochistic sex. BDSM, Rechy argued throughout the 1970s, 
was a thoroughly conservative reinvention of homosexual desire’s histori-
cal relation to the law.
 Steward’s pornography seems at first like so much grist for Rechy’s 
mill. Phil Andros, Steward’s singular protagonist, draws on a vast rep-
ertoire of sexual practices in various urban locales yet seems willing to 
forsake his outlaw lifestyle for one night of sex with a hot cop. How-
ever, I argue that Steward explores through Phil’s cop lust an important 

 5. Andros, “The Peachiest Fuzz,” 31.
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relation between the law and homosexual desire. Steward insists on 
differentiating between real- world police and the cops of fantasy, even 
if the former serves as inspiration for the latter. Through his pornogra-
phy, Steward suggests that in the context of fantasy and sexual practice, 
the cop enforces not the law but something more like genre, according 
to which desire must keep moving in service to the demands of a por-
nographic plot. The cop, in other words, was a way to thematize a notion 
of structured mobility, where the law of pornography becomes a neces-
sary condition for, and not the barrier to, the reorganization of the body’s 
erogenous zones as well as the invention of new kinds of pleasure.
 While more interested in cops than in kings, Rechy and Steward nev-
ertheless suggest the significance of the law for the deployment of sex-
uality during the twentieth century. When read against the backdrop of 
Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, each author’s work offers an attempt 
to rethink the relations between sexuality and power in ways that the 
philosopher may have gestured toward but did not pursue. Though Rechy 
begins in a somewhat different place than Foucault, he reaches a simi-
lar conclusion, insofar as his genre- based notion of the law becomes a 
political dead end for sexual liberation. No matter how much gay men 
claim that their stylized sexual play broke from the tropes of authority 
on which they drew, BDSM, Rechy argued, offered no escape from the 
power relations that constituted the modern sexual outlaw. For Steward, 
however, pornography’s cops were less about disciplinary identities than 
about the invention of “new possibilities of pleasure.”6 In ways that res-
onate with Foucault’s later work on pleasure and ethics, and his fleet-
ing discussions of BDSM in particular, Steward’s cops lead their erotic 
charges out of identities into potentially new forms of relation. While 
Steward and Rechy would reach different conclusions about the political 
and ethical desirability of the law, their novels suggests that it remains a 
viable category for thinking about power, even in the wake of Foucault’s 
influential critique.

ARRESTED DESIRE

John Rechy’s third novel, This Day’s Death (1969), presents his first 
significant account of the law as a structure that enables homosexual 
acts, even as the police had served as an object of critique in his earlier 

 6. Foucault, “Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity,” 165.
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writing.7 This Day’s Death relates the legal troubles of Jim, a young man 
arrested while cruising for sex in Los Angeles’s Griffith Park. The condi-
tions of the arrest become crucial for the novel’s critique of the California 
legal system, as the trial hinges on whether the arresting officers could see 
what Jim was doing in the park with another man named Steve. While 
both officers claimed to have seen sex take place, Jim insists that this is 
impossible for two reasons: first, the two men had been hidden within a 
secluded section of the park that shielded their actions from view, and, 
second, Jim had rejected Steve’s advances—no sex had transpired between 
them. Daniels, the younger of the two officers, claims that he saw Steve 
fellating Jim. The young cop’s growing fascination with Jim compounds 
matters, and his testimony becomes increasingly contradictory over the 
course of the trial until its climactic conclusion. With the trial’s partici-
pants relocated to the park site in question, Daniels tries to strong- arm 
Jim and Steve into staging the sex act he claims to have witnessed. Despite 
this outburst, and despite confirmation of Jim’s claims regarding the grot-
to’s seclusion, the judge finds both men guilty.
 As evidenced during the numerous moments when men reject and 
resist each other’s advances, same- sex desire fails to manifest same- sex 
action until after the judge has rendered his verdict. Rechy emphasizes 
this failure with a series of correspondences between Jim and Steve as well 
as Jim and Daniels, as each pair remains unable to verbalize, let alone fol-
low through on, their desires for each other. This correspondence likewise 
repeats on the level of the reader and the text, as no representation of 
sex between men appears until the very end of the novel. Following Jim’s 
conviction, he returns to Griffith Park where, in the same secluded section 
of the park in which he met Steve, he meets another man and receives a 
blow job from him. For the “first time” Jim experiences a “hint of ful-
fillment”: “He no longer had the feeling of having stumbled accidentally 
on another’s fate. No. It was now his own” (242). The novel’s narrative 
sequence proposes a counterintuitive legal logic according to which con-
viction dissolves the resistance that prevents Jim from accepting Steve’s 

 7. In City of Night, for example, Rechy’s nameless protagonist offers a searing por-
trait of Sergeant Morgan, the police officer assigned to Pershing Square who routinely 
harasses the queers who inhabit the park. See Rechy, City of Night, 129–34. In a later 
episode of the novel titled “NEIL: Masquerade,” Rechy turns his critical attention on a 
sniveling, effeminate masochist who dresses up the protagonist as a number of masculine 
figures, including a “cowboy,” a “Prussian officer,” and a “pirate” (272). However, the 
first costume that the protagonist sees upon entering Neil’s studio is a police uniform 
clothing a manikin, which he mistakes for a real cop (268).
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advances. Jim can now enact his desire because the law has pronounced 
him guilty of an act he could not bring himself to commit.
 This Day’s Death suggests that the law not only incites desire but 
also structures it in such a way as to make it livable. This kind of livable 
desire looks very different from the sexual identities at stake either now 
or during the late 1960s. With a great deal of care, Kevin Arnold has 
identified how Rechy’s earlier novel Numbers (1967) posits a similar kind 
of structure, composed of non- identitarian, positional sexualities. For 
Arnold, the inability to reconcile midcentury conceptions of masculinity 
(as heterosexual) and homosexuality (as feminine) within a single subject 
position frustrates men’s efforts to have sex with each other. While they 
certainly desire each other, they fail to act on those desires because they 
refuse identification with the gay men, queers, and scores that would give 
them a sense of how to act. However, a workaround appears in a hierar-
chized arrangement of masculine subject positions, according to which 
one’s relative masculinity indicates what acts a man can perform and with 
whom. In the world of Numbers, “There are no gay or straight charac-
ters but rather all men are distributed around the same representational 
poles of masculinity that makes them more or less available.”8 The most 
masculine men are the most desirable and can fuck and receive blow jobs, 
but they cannot adopt the passive role or initiate sex. To do so would 
compromise their masculinity and their desirability.
 This Day’s Death reformulates the problematic Arnold traces in Num-
bers in terms of a legal thematic. There are no homosexuals in This Day’s 
Death, just as there are none in Numbers, yet the former differs from the 
latter in that it relies on the law, rather than a masculine hierarchy, to pro-
vide the representational structure in which men can enact their desires. 
Jim can cruise and be cruised because he has acquired the criminal iden-
tity of the sex offender. As a result, in addition to the capacity to have sex, 
Jim also acquires the capacity to speak his desire to others, such as when 
he confesses the details of the entire ordeal, from the arrest to the trial 
to the return to the park, to his friend and employer Lloyd. Jim does not 
confess a homosexual identity; instead, he begins to describe the actions 
that took place: “‘I wanted to face myself at last. . . . We kissed—. . . .’”9 
Jim’s ability to enact and speak his desire requires that the law first fur-
nish him with a language for that desire; the law, in other words, speaks 
Jim’s desire on his behalf.

 8. Arnold, “‘Male and Male and Male,’” 131.
 9. Rechy, This Day’s Death, 248.
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 This Day’s Death thus imagines a productive relation between desire 
and the law that parallels the medicalized techniques of confession that 
Foucault outlines in The History of Sexuality, Volume 1. The inverted 
legal logic that places guilt before the crime permits Jim to say and do 
what he could not say and do prior to his conviction. Yet this process 
does not yield a sexual identity for Jim in precisely the same way that 
medicalized techniques of confession produced the homosexual as “a spe-
cies.”10 In lieu of jail time, Jim must pay a fine and register as a sex 
offender, which spoils his chances of attending law school and pursuing 
the lucrative career he had imagined. While we can read the judge’s deci-
sion as a consequence of his closet epistemology, according to which he 
knows that Jim and Steve are homosexuals and therefore guilty regardless 
of what transpired, Jim’s “fate” suggests that something more is also at 
stake.11 Instead, as Arnold might argue, Jim’s fate entails a process of 
enactment and verbalization. If Jim acquires an identity, then it is the 
juridical identity of a convicted criminal, not the psychological identity 
of the homosexual. What Jim is or what his motives for his alleged crime 
might be matter less than the way that the law has empowered him to act 
following the verdict. While it is clear throughout the novel that Jim has 
desire, This Day’s Death demonstrates that he needs the law in order to 
accept his fate and to enact the desire that ties him to it.

THE REAL THING

In its elaboration of a law that makes desire articulate and sex possible, 
This Day’s Death serves as a significant precursor to Rechy’s continued 
exploration of these matters in the next decade, the 1970s, when he 
increasingly formulates his critique of the law by way of a critique of 
BDSM. The abbreviation BDSM stands for a diverse array of sexual prac-
tices that seem to eroticize power differentials in a variety of ways, and 
such practices often include bondage, domination, discipline, submission, 

 10. Foucault, History of Sexuality, Volume 1, 43.
 11. The phrase closet epistemology comes from Eve Sedgwick’s seminal work on the 
subject. Drawing from a diverse array of thinkers that include Foucault and Derrida, 
Sedgwick argues that modern definitions of homo/heterosexual identity are incoherent 
because they alternate between two mutually exclusive models: the minoritizing, which 
posits sexuality as the property of discrete essences, and the universalizing, which pos-
its sexuality as a continuum of experience. The problem of modern homo/heterosexual 
definition provides the basis for a “complex drama of ignorance and knowledge,” within 
which relations of power play out. See Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, 6.
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slave/master role play, and sadomasochism—to name only a few. Rechy 
demonstrates a clear dislike for these practices as early as City of Night, 
when the novel’s anonymous protagonist encounters the sniveling leath-
erman who desires the young man’s abuse in the San Francisco chap-
ters. However, Rechy offers up his most sustained critique of BDSM in 
The Sexual Outlaw: A Documentary (1977), his self- designated “prose 
documentary.”12 For Rechy, the problem with BDSM is that it repro-
duces and seemingly valorizes the threats that homosexuals face in the 
world, the worst of which is the police. “Chilling proof,” Rechy writes in 
The Sexual Outlaw, “of the self- hatred at the core of S & M is the exis-
tence of a gay bar—constructed to evoke a police headquarters station—
which openly solicits gay patrons to dress in cop uniforms. . . . Thus the 
cop—the primary symbol of the straight world’s repressive laws—is cele-
brated here in imitation by the victims themselves, wearing their oppres-
sors’ uniforms, replete with handcuffs!” (261).
 Rechy’s account of BDSM bears some significant resemblances to Fou-
cault’s own account of these practices, which interested the philosopher 
for the mobility of power relations they demonstrated. While participants 
may reproduce structures of oppression in their sexual play, Foucault 
claimed that these positions were not permanent but “fluid.”13 BDSM 
practitioners could take turns and reverse positions, yet what made this 
sexual play different from social oppression was that the roles did not 
simply facilitate the pleasure of the dominant partner but were “able to 
give sexual pleasure or bodily pleasure” in and of themselves (169). Thus, 
BDSM had a privileged place in Foucault’s call for the “desexualization 
of pleasure,” which not only described the deprivileging of the genitals as 
the only part of the body capable of experiencing pleasure but also recon-
ceptualized pleasure as an analytical category separate from sex. In some 
ways sympathetic with Foucault, Rechy suggests that BDSM may not be 
as sinister as it seems. In an extended parenthetical aside in The Sexual 
Outlaw, Rechy acknowledges that the problem is not the eroticization of 
power, and he seems to excuse most forms of BDSM from his critique: 
“It is important, too, to point out that much of what is assumed to be 
S & M is not. . . . The sex then may range from the power- oriented to 
the loving, even gentle; it is not contingent on pain or gay- humiliation 
and is therefore outside the penumbra of S & M” (254, italics in orig-
inal). Rechy’s invocation of pain and “gay- humiliation” points toward 

 12. Rechy, The Sexual Outlaw, 15.
 13. Foucault, “Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity,” 169.
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a concern with the psychic dynamics of BDSM, a subject that Foucault 
avoided due to his deep suspicion of psychological categories as anchor-
age points of power.14

 While BDSM may produce a mobility of pleasure and power at the 
level of the body, Rechy argues, it leads to a politically toxic form of psy-
chic immobility. BDSM permits only one subjectivity: “Playing ‘straight,’ 
the ‘S’ humiliates and even tortures the ‘M’ for being ‘queer.’ But since 
the ‘S’ is himself a homosexual, too, he is transferring his feelings of self- 
contempt for his own homosexuality onto the cowering ‘M,’ who turns 
himself willingly into what gay- haters have called him” (261). Rechy 
concludes, “There is no ‘S’ in such gay relationships. The whimpering 
‘masochist’ and the ‘tough’ posturing ‘sadist’ are, in reality, only two 
masochists groveling in self- hatred” (262, italics in original). By the term 
masochist, I argue that Rechy means neither the particular role that the 
men involved in the BDSM scene consciously adopt nor a pathological 
category of masochism. Instead, masochist names something like the indi-
vidual unit of the social group that the law has constituted for the recog-
nition of homosexual acts. The masochist functions primarily as a social 
and legal subjectivity rather than a psychological category or identity. 
Where the protagonist of This Day’s Death required legal punishment in 
order to speak and enact his desire, the BDSM practitioners of The Sexual 
Outlaw have managed to integrate this framework into the sexual act 
itself. BDSM serves as a creative if conservative response to the ways that 
the law has already integrated homosexual desire into the social.
 In support of his claims, Rechy provides a fictionalized account of the 
April 10, 1976, police raid on the Mark IV Health Club in Los Angeles. 
The raid is a significant historical example because it targeted a charity 
slave auction organized by Drummer, a magazine that began its life as a 
legal rights newsletter for gay men before becoming a lifestyle magazine 
dedicated to gay leather and BDSM. Rechy’s account presents the raid as a 
carefully constructed media event, intended not simply to harass the men 
participating in the auction but also to discredit them before a national 
audience. “In television close up,” Rechy writes, “[BDSM] would be 

 14. Rechy’s use of the phrase gay humiliation suggests the importance of affect in 
The Sexual Outlaw as well as in his other novels. A significant tradition of thought in 
queer studies, queer theory, and gay and lesbian studies has already traced the impor-
tance of affects like shame and humiliation for the formation of sexual subjectivities 
and queer politics. For a cross section of this work, see Halperin and Traub, eds., Gay 
Shame. Rechy’s work stands to enrich these projects, yet the specific subject of affect is 
beyond the purview of this essay.
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captured in one of its ugliest moments. . . . The fantasy auction would be 
flushed into home screens as real. This would counter gay gains, demands 
that homosexuals be employed as cops, and pressure the harassment to 
stop” (271). At one point, Rechy ventriloquizes an official coordinating 
the raid while referencing a cop- themed television series popular during 
the period: “There would be a mobile lighting unit to rival those used for 
Police Story on location (because goddammit this was the real thing!)” 
(269). Rechy underscores the political motives of the raid, but he also 
suggests that the police frame their actions according to a specific set of 
conventions in anticipation of the home audiences expected to watch it.
 Rechy’s account of the raid is as much a critique of gay BDSM as it 
is of the police, an effect he achieves by tracing formal correspondences 
between the two. In the following passages, for example, Rechy juxta-
poses the practice of erotic humiliation that occurred during the auction 
alongside humiliation as a police tactic. He writes, “The strutting auction-
eers puffily vaunt[ed] each handcuffed- slave’s capacity for pain. One or 
two of the ‘slaves’ were nude, one wore a leather mask, some wore cock-
rings. While the ‘slave’ mimed enormous pain and pretended to resist, tes-
ticles were squeezed by some of the posturing ‘masters,’ buttocks spread, 
fondled” (270). A description of the humiliating conditions of the raid 
follows that of the auction: “The arrested men were paraded before rep-
resentatives of the District and City attorney’s offices . . . and—important 
to the police design, indeed essential—before television cameras alerted 
carefully in advance to create the desired circus. One of the ‘slaves’ was 
brought out to be photographed semi- nude—and then returned inside to 
put his clothes on” (271–72). Rechy’s point is not that the men enjoy 
being arrested, and he insists on maintaining a distinction between con-
sensual BDSM and the “imposed, uninvited S & M” of the law (253). 
However, there is a formal correspondence between these practices. Gay 
BDSM, Rechy might argue, is a formal repetition or reiteration in sexual- 
aesthetic terms of the law’s own formal understanding of its relation to 
homosexual desire. What may enable this connection between the two 
realms of the juridical and the sexual- aesthetic is the law’s active role as 
producer and distributor of fantasies about itself.15

 15. In my use of terms and phrases such as sexual- aesthetic and formal correspon-
dences, I am drawing on the work of Leo Bersani, whose investigations into the possi-
bility of an aesthetic subject provides a significant background for my larger argument. 
For Bersani, aesthetic forms may provide an alternative to current models of relationality, 
which, at their most idealistic, depend on the subject mastering its murderous impulses 
toward the world in order to communicate with Otherness. However, language itself 
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 According to Mica Hilson, gay pornography of the 1970s “was one 
of the major genres in which the boundaries of the territory of homosex-
ual ‘real manhood’ was established, in which its national mythology and 
iconography were articulated, and in which its very right to exist was 
legitimated.”16 In The Sexual Outlaw, Rechy makes a very similar obser-
vation: “The recurrence of S & M in gay pornography is underscored 
by a gay filmmaker who points out, ‘Every porno flick, no matter how 
lyrically it deals with gay love, has to have at least one S & M scene to 
make it, even if the only way you can get it in is to have two guys beating 
each other up in the neighboring room’” (255). “S & M publications,” 
Rechy concludes, “relish, in articles, stories, and photographs, the mimed 
torture of ‘slaves’ by ‘masters’” (255). Rechy’s statements suggest that by 
the mid-1970s, pornography functioned as the principal genre for distrib-
uting a form for men’s homosexual desire. Yet the form at stake may have 
been nothing more than a conservative reinvention of the law’s relation 
to homosexuality. If the law requires that subjects be punished for their 
enactments of homosexual desire, then gay BDSM transposes this punish-
ment within ritualized acts of sexual play. What is real for practitioners 
of BDSM is different from what is real for the police. However, both rely 
on similar conventions: the existence of interiors, both psychic and archi-
tectural, that can be exposed to humiliating effect, particular norms of 
masculine presentation, stock characters, and so on. For Rechy, BDSM 
may reappropriate the conventions of the law for erotic purposes, but the 
fact that the law remains at the basis of these practices is unforgivable. 
It admits of only one position for the subject: the masochist among mas-
ochists, constituted in their guilt.

“A BATTALION OF COPS, ALL READY TO MOUNT ME”

Samuel Steward’s work provides a useful counterpoint to Rechy’s 
accounts of the police because he approaches the cop and law through 
the one genre of which Rechy seemed suspicious. A prolific writer of both 
fiction and nonfiction, Steward published under various pseudonyms 
in both American and European contexts but adopted the name Phil 
Andros, a pun on “lover of men,” for both himself and the protagonist 

dooms such communication to failure. Aesthetic forms offer a potential alternative rela-
tionality based on the self’s encounter with inaccurate replications of itself in the world. 
See Bersani, “Psychoanalysis and the Aesthetic Subject,” 147–51.
 16. Hilson, “From Pulp to Plasma Screen,” 138.
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of his pornographic fiction. While Steward published much of his work 
prior to the mid-1960s, his pornography began to appear in American 
markets only following the midcentury move toward a relative defini-
tion of legal obscenity, which had eased restrictions on the publication 
and distribution of “adult” materials in the United States. Between 1970 
and 1975, Steward wrote and published five full- length pornographic 
novels through Gay Parisian Press and Greenleaf.17 In the early 1980s, 
famed Grove Press editor Donald Allen, who had secured a young John 
Rechy for the press some thirty years earlier, republished the majority of 
Steward’s novels through his Perineum Press, an imprint of Allen’s San 
Francisco–based Grey Fox Press created specifically for Steward’s work. 
In stark contrast to the pulp editions, with their cheap paper stock and 
standardized covers depicting seminude men who bore little resemblance 
to Steward’s characters, the new editions appeared under new titles in 
trade paperback form, with customized cover illustrations by renowned 
gay artist Tom of Finland.
 In terms of their content, Steward’s pornographic novels evince a 
particular fascination with sexual roles, especially as conceived through 
the relations of hustlers and their clients, or scores. Phil is an avowed 
hustler whose profession frequently offers opportunities for ruminating 
on different aspects of his sexuality, and such thoughts almost inevita-
bly turn to matters of sex and power. For example, in Steward’s fourth 
novel, Renegade Hustler (1972), republished in 1984 as Shuttlecock, Phil 
explores the various paradoxes that sex poses for his hustler identity: 
“A hustler, a gen- you- wine platinum- plated hustler, always stuck his cock 
in somebody’s mouth or ass. He never sucked a cock or got screwed.”18 
Phil then continues, “And yet were not most hustlers—at least when they 
were being blown—showing a curious kind of passivity, lying there out-
stretched, arms behind the head so as not to touch the ‘fuckin’ fruit’ who 
was at work on them? Where was the hustler’s ‘aggression’ when the fruit 
did all the work? Paradox” (104). Like Rechy’s masculine hustlers, Phil 
observes that rigid social roles and inequalities are necessary precondi-
tions for sex, even as sex has a way of complicating the relations of domi-
nation and submission that comprise the hustler’s eroticism for his clients.
 Steward frequently explored his interest in sex, identity, and power 
through Phil’s erotic encounters with the police. San Francisco Hustler 

 17. For this history of pulp publishing, I have relied on Justin Spring’s biography of 
Samuel Steward, particularly chapters 17, 19, and 20. See Spring, Secret Historian.
 18. Andros, Shuttlecock, 103.
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(1970), reprinted as The Boys in Blue (1984), tells the story of Phil’s 
extended sexual submission to a dominant cop named Greg. After 
encountering Greg during a brief visit to Southern California, Phil con-
vinces him to transfer to San Francisco so that the two may live together 
with a second submissive cop named Pete. In When in Rome, Do (1971), 
reprinted in 1983 as Roman Conquest, the sexual availability of the car-
abinieri, or federal military police, informs a significant portion of the 
novel’s plot. As the cop of his dreams fucks him, Phil imagines himself in 
a position of nearly unlimited submission: “The room swirled then and I 
closed my eyes. I felt the exquisite agony of his push . . . and saw a bat-
talion of cops, all ready to mount me.”19 In Shuttlecock, Phil psychologi-
cally manipulates a wayward Berkeley college student, Larry, into becom-
ing a sadistic cop patterned off of Greg from San Francisco Hustler. After 
a nasty falling out with Phil, Larry returns in Steward’s last pornographic 
novel, The Greek Way (1975), reprinted as Greek Ways (1984). Now an 
undercover vice cop, Larry attempts to bust up the combination escort 
agency and pornography studio that employs Phil as its star stud. In a 
final reversal, Phil documents Larry having sex with another man and 
uses the evidence to blackmail him into serving as his sex slave.
 Despite Phil’s unabashed cop lust, Steward was far from unaware of 
the threat that the police posed to men’s promiscuous sex practices. In the 
short story “The Peachiest Fuzz,” Phil’s attempt to seduce a cop, and the 
cop’s responsiveness to Phil’s seduction, provide occasion for an anxious 
dialogue on the legal status of homosexuality following the 1962 decrimi-
nalization of sodomy in the state of Illinois, which echoes the pedagogical 
scenes found in much eighteenth- century French pornography between 
seasoned and novice prostitutes.20 The story’s uncertain conclusion inten-
sifies its driving anxiety: naked except for a few of the uniform items that 
distinguish his office, the cop faces Phil and has the final words: “And 
now what?”21 The cop’s concluding question raises the possibility that 
their encounter might lead as much to sex as to some other, less appeal-
ing, outcome, but arrests are few and far between in Steward’s fiction. 

 19. Andros, Roman Conquests, 53.
 20. According to historian Lynn Hunt, the prototypical example of the dialogue 
between a seasoned female prostitute and a novice comes from Pietro Aretino’s Ragion-
amenti (1534–36). She suggests that the dialogue then become a central convention 
in seventeenth- and eighteenth- century traditions of French pornography, with Sade’s 
Philosophie dans le boudoir (1795) providing one of the most notable examples. See 
Hunt, Obscenity and the Origin of Modernity, 24–25.
 21. Andros, “The Peachiest Fuzz,” 35.
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Instead, his cops enforce a very different kind of law, one that results 
not in the punishment of homosexual desire but in the multiplication of 
sexual possibilities. Steward’s pornography offers a version of the sexual 
aesthetics that Rechy located in BDSM, but in doing so, he does not con-
demn it. Steward is far more interested in exploring the kinds of erotici-
zation of the body that Foucault found in BDSM practices. Like Rechy, 
Steward acknowledges the importance of the law for this exploration, but 
the law of pornography functions in a very different way. If Rechian law 
traps the homosexual within a masochistic subject position, Steward’s 
law of pornography mobilizes the subject’s desire by drawing the reader’s 
attention away from psychology and toward matters of bodies in action.

THE LAW OF PORNOGRAPHY

One can summarize the law of Steward’s pornography as a matter of 
structured mobility at the level of both content and form. Phil hustles, 
sucks, and fucks his way through a wide array of urban locales, including 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Dallas, Milwaukee, New York, Chicago, and 
Rome. Phil also rotates through a number of different jobs, including hus-
tler, escort, police officer, hotel page, pornographic actor, and gym owner. 
Phil exhibits both geographical and social mobility, but this law encom-
passes kinds of psychic and corporeal mobility as well.22 The former is 
evident in his repeated transitions from macho hustler to supplicating 
bottom; the latter involves the reconfiguration of the body’s erogenous 
zones. As Phil mentions, the hustler’s primary source of pleasure lies in 
his cock as his clients assume the passive and receptive positions in sex, 
but the opening scene from San Francisco Hustler demonstrates a double 
shift: Phil’s transformation into a bottom indicates the eroticization of 
not his cock but his asshole. “I wanted to see him again and again,” Phil 
enthuses, “but time enough to talk about that later. The pressure grew 
stronger against my sphincter, and the pushes more frequent.”23 A third 
shift, this time at the formal level, attends the previous two shifts as the 
urgencies of a pornographic plot—what publishers often called the hots—
interrupt and defer Phil’s thoughts. The attention of not only Phil but also 
the reader moves away from any sustained engagement with the question 

 22. For a more thorough investigation of erotic mobility in the context of disability 
porn, see Dean, “Stumped,” 420–40.
 23. Andros, San Francisco Hustler, 20.
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of Phil’s desire to play bottom to Greg the cop and back toward the sex 
that initiated this series of shifts in the first place.
 As another scene from San Francisco Hustler suggests, the mobility at 
stake in the novel is one that needs to be enforced. Phil and his two cop 
lovers arrive on the scene of a suicide where a young man has hanged 
himself in his apartment while wearing a dress and a set of clamps on 
his nipples. The three spend some time speculating on the reason for the 
suicide before Greg puts a stop to these deliberations, stating, “I suggest 
we all go home, have a coupla stiff ones—drinks, I mean—and then fuck 
ourselves silly” (65). If the pun on “stiff ones,” which indexes cadavers 
and cocks as much as cocktails, brings something of the suicide into the 
subsequent sex scene, then so does Greg, who engineers a set of clamps 
like those found on the dead body. Phil’s initial resistance leads to the fol-
lowing exchange:

Greg put his arm around my shoulder. “But if you like cops, and I’m the 

boss- cop, and I said so, you would now, wouldn’t you?”

 What is there about sex that traps you so much? I had no inclina-

tions whatsoever to masochism—just the opposite, if anything—but there 

I was, nodding my head numbly, agreeing. (64)

The scene exhibits a selective indifference to the suicide. After approxi-
mately two pages of speculation about its cause, the dominant cop redi-
rects everyone’s—including the reader’s—attention back toward sex. Yet 
the reproduction of the clamps suggests that what’s interesting about the 
scene is the inspiration it provides for new sexual acts. Greg enforces 
mobility at multiple levels, redirecting erogenous zones on the men’s bod-
ies, moving them back to the apartment and ensuring that the plot does 
not stray too far from sex. In Steward’s fiction, cops often serve as a means 
to work through the erotic effects of the law, and, more often than not, 
the law the cops enforce has less to do with juridical order than genre.
 The suicide scene provides a particularly good example of this point 
because it demonstrates the text’s potential movement between genres. 
As a glimpse of deviant desire’s maladjustment to social life, the suicide 
would ostensibly align San Francisco Hustler with a previous tradition 
of pulp paperbacks, but in Steward’s novel, it cannot serve as an exposé 
of pathological sexuality. If it did, it would risk the arrest of desire. 
In “The Law of Genre,” Jacques Derrida first accounted for the ways that 
genres always seem to struggle against themselves. “A text cannot belong 
to no genre,” Derrida writes. “It cannot be without or less a genre. Every 
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text participates in one or several genres, there is no genreless text; there 
is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to 
belonging. And not because of an abundant overflowing or a free, anar-
chic, and unclassifiable productivity, but because of the trait of partici-
pation itself, because of the effect of the code and of the generic mark. 
Making genre its mark, a text demarcates itself.”24 A text may participate 
in one or multiple genres, and it does so as the effect of a mark that 
indicates its similarity with other texts participating in the same genre. 
However, to follow Derrida’s turn to the language of set theory, if the 
mark ensures that the text participates in one or many genres, then it 
also ensures that it belongs exclusively to none. Genres as law thus con-
tain “a counter- law” that confounds their attempts to order completely 
and utterly the texts they mark as participants (58). Derrida’s account of 
genre is helpful because it insists that even as a text struggles against its 
own generic designation, it is the movement induced by the counter- law 
that paradoxically returns the text to a genre. Even as he delivers a sig-
nificant challenge to genre as a concept, Derrida also suggests that genre 
continues to operate in a highly mobile way; texts move among genres 
rather than residing tranquilly within any single category.
 While Derrida’s essay takes up genre at the specific level of the liter-
ary text, he acknowledges early on that his remarks bear on the whole 
problem of law as order or classification. A similar problem of struggling 
against while also embracing order characterizes the kinds of mobility 
that Steward’s cops enforce throughout his novels. Order matters in these 
works, even during those moments when they appear at their most disor-
dered. Another scene from San Francisco Hustler helps to explain what I 
mean. As Phil walks his beat one evening, a quartet of thugs, composed 
of one white man and three black men, abducts the rookie cop with the 
intent of raping him. In the process, one of the black men reveals that he 
has syphilis, so the other men determine that he should fuck Phil last in 
order to prevent spreading it to the other men. The scene depends on a 
series of rigid hierarchies and intense contrasts for its erotic effect: white/
black, cop/criminal, healthy/diseased, and top/bottom, and its sex is bru-
tal: the group’s white leader sodomizes Phil with his own baton before 
fucking him. Afterwards, just as another man is about to take his turn, 
the cops arrive and rescue Phil from the scene. The moment is remarkable 
because it constitutes one of the few moments in the Andros novels where 
the cops prevent sex acts rather than instigate them.

 24. Derrida and Ronell, “The Law of Genre,” 65.
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 The chapter that follows the rape scene helps to account for this new 
role for the police: it turns out that the man who initially raped Phil also 
had syphilis, and now Phil is excluded from having sex with Greg and 
Pete until he completes his drug treatment. The transmission of disease, 
and not the more glaring problem of rape, explains why the police inter-
rupt the sex. In the subsequent conversation among the three men, Greg 
teases Phil for enjoying the brutal treatment, which leads to the following:

“Nothing satisfying about that one,” I said. “It was forcible rape, not a 

fuck.”

 “I know what you mean,” said Pete, “but I bet you loved it anyway.” 

Truth. I remembered that night down at Treville Tolman’s place back in 

Chicago.

 “How you know?” said Greg, turning to Pete.

 Pete blushed, a very pretty pink. It spread all over his face, neck, 

and shoulders, down to his nipples. “Oh, well,” he said, “it was so long 

ago . . . back in high school. The basketball squad caught me in the show-

ers, or rather—just as I was coming out. And they were coming in.” 

(94–95)

The men’s discussion of Phil’s rape evokes a series of memories: Phil 
silently recalls a scene from an earlier short story in which he is raped by 
a group of black men while Pete shares an experience from his youth in 
which he was raped by his high school basketball team. These stories are 
unseemly fantasies, but they attempt to capture in language something 
about the pleasure inherent in moments of the subject’s powerlessness. 
One might consider these moments of storytelling to be pornographic 
as they also serve as inducements to sex. When Pete completes his story, 
Greg fucks him while Phil watches, at once excluded because of his pos-
sible syphilis infection but also included through the voyeurism- fueled 
masturbation he engages in as the other men fuck. Despite the extrem-
ity of acts in Steward’s fiction, the spread of disease arrests some forms 
of sex for the infected characters at the same time as it enables others. 
While cops may enforce an erotic mobility in the text, it is not an “abun-
dant overflowing or a free, anarchic, and unclassifiable productivity” but, 
as Derrida suggests, a structured or ordered mobility.
 Just as Rechy argues that the law enables homosexual desire through 
the reversal of crime and punishment, Steward observes that the law does 
funny things to how men have sex. Yet, in Steward’s case, it is a very 
different kind of logic. Immediately after Greg announces his intentions 
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to apply the clamps to Phil’s and Pete’s nipples, Phil wonders about the 
odd temporality of new, potentially painful, sexual experiences: “I found 
myself shivering a little in anticipation. But that’s part of it all. Anticipa-
tion and retrospect. You look forward to some thing, you don’t particu-
larly like going through it, but the memory of it can give you a hard- on 
for years” (64–65). A similar logic is also at work in Phil’s and Pete’s 
respective recollections about their rape experiences, including Phil’s prior 
rape in Chicago, although it may be difficult to claim that each looked 
forward to the experience in terms of the enjoyment he expected to expe-
rience. In each case, the recontextualization of the rape or the suicide 
leads to significant experiences of pleasure and desire, Phil’s “hard- on for 
years,” where it was not previously recognizable.
 In drawing attention to how Steward’s work finds pleasure in polit-
ically unseemly acts, I suggest that pornography may have played a sig-
nificant role in mediating men’s sex practices in ways that one might call 
ethical. Steward’s pornography seems invested in the ways that structure, 
thematized through his hunky cops, allows Phil to understand his own 
sexual experiences differently. Unlike Rechy, who ultimately dismisses the 
power plays of BDSM as a political dead- end, Steward seems far more 
interested in exploring the desexualization of pleasure that also interested 
Foucault. Steward’s pornography explores a different way of structuring 
pleasure, one that looks to genre rather than to an identity or psychology 
to formalize the self’s relation to itself. This ethic is clearest in the ways 
that love, like disease, constitutes a problem in Steward’s pornography 
because it risks stopping sex entirely.
 The epilogue of Steward’s final novel, Greek Ways, gives some sense 
of love’s inimical position with respect to this pornographic sexual ethics. 
In typical fashion, Greek Ways ends with Phil fleeing to another loca-
tion—this time it is a three- week vacation with the lover who helped 
blackmail Phil’s former lover Larry, the Berkeley student- turned- vice- cop. 
The two men have spent their time, as Phil describes it, “swappin’ cans, 
blown’ each other. We’d done everything in the book and then some, both 
of us caught and held in the net of sensation—pure sensation, pure sexual 
activity, the spiraling helix of orgasm after orgasm.”25 Phil’s book has 
multiple referents, from juridical tomes to the book of pornography in 
which this epilogue appears. As such, their sex would be both the extreme 
of criminal conduct as well as the most complete catalogue of sexual 
acts: it both breaks the law and exhausts it. Their sex contrasts with the 

 25. Andros, Greek Ways, 158.
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intense fascination that sustained Larry and Phil’s attachment to each 
other, which Phil characterizes as a hatred that exceeds itself in becoming 
a stifling love: “It had taken weeks to understand that the hate I felt for 
him and what he’d done had spread like ink on a blotter, overrunning the 
line between hate and love, spreading, diffusing, until the two areas were 
joined.” Phil concludes, “There’ll be no entrapment of the heart” (158; 
emphasis in original). Like Jim in This Day’s Death, the law provides 
the means for Phil’s desire. Yet if the law was politically toxic because 
it entrapped Jim within his fate, then the law of pornography keeps Phil 
moving despite his attachments to the men he meets. The novel ends as 
one might expect: Phil quits his friend and journeys off for more sex in 
another part of the country.
 In his introduction to the 1982 Alyson Publications edition of Stew-
ard’s short story collection $tud, pornographer John Preston suggested 
that Steward’s dissatisfaction with Rechy’s City of Night drove him to 
write his pornography. According to Preston, “There wasn’t enough 
honesty in that book to satisfy Steward, no matter how many barriers it 
broke down in American thinking and publishing. He realized that if he 
wanted more from writing about homosexuality, he would have to pro-
duce it himself.”26 In implicit contrast with Rechy’s novel, Steward’s por-
nographic fiction was “the beginning of a gay ethic” (13). While I doubt 
that Steward’s work began anything, I think Preston is correct in align-
ing Steward’s pornography with a particular ethics of promiscuous gay 
sex, one that recognized in subjection to an impersonal ordering prin-
ciple the possibilities for a desubjectivized pleasure, in Foucault’s terms, 
that may not have translated readily into a recognizable politics. Rechy 
would continue to explore the ways that other genres and media made 
sex actionable and amenable to liberationist projects, and, as the title 
The Sexual Outlaw: A Documentary suggests, he would find one in the 
documentary form. Yet the sexiness of Rechy’s sexual politics should not 
distract from the possibilities, fraught as they may be, of the period’s por-
nographers who, perhaps better than anyone else, understood the power 
of the law.

 26. Preston, Introduction to $tud, 9.
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Remembering Sam
Michael Williams

I knew Samuel Steward for the last ten years of his life. We became 
friends after meeting at a talk he gave, and he eventually asked me if 

I would be his executor after his friend Ike Barnes died, which meant that 
it was my responsibility to go through his lifetime accumulation of books, 
letters, and personal effects. It was an incredibly rich experience as he had 
led a fascinating and creative life. I held on to everything I thought had 
significance and was unutterably pleased that Justin Spring, when con-
templating writing a book about Sam, contacted me and I was able to 
pass the collection on to him. Subsequently he wrote his magnificent biog-
raphy, Secret Historian.
 Rather than just tell anecdotes of my time with Sam, I would like to 
explain why and how Sam was important to my generation of gay men. 
I remember Sam through two periods of my life: the first, “Getting to 
Know Phil Andros,” and the second, “Getting to Know Sam Steward.”

GETTING TO KNOW PHIL ANDROS

I was born in 1943 and lived in San Francisco, Redwood City, and 
Berkeley until the age of twelve. Then my family lived in Warwickshire, 
England, my thirteenth year (1957), and Brooklyn, New York, my four-
teenth year (1958). We returned to San Francisco where I went to high 
school, and then I was at UC Berkeley for four years (1961 to 1965) 
during which time I participated in the Free Speech movement and in 
protests against the American war in Vietnam. After college I taught in 
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Carmel, California, for two years. When I stopped teaching, I declared 
myself a conscientious objector but was spared performing alternate ser-
vice by my failure to pass the induction physical given to COs as well 
as inductees in those days. I obtained a medical library degree at UCLA 
and then lived in Hartford, Connecticut, through the 1970s with weekend 
access to New York City and Boston. I’ve lived in the San Francisco Bay 
Area since 1980. I retired in 2002 but am active in part- time and volun-
teer activities.
 I am the middle brother of three boys with no sisters. I suffered the 
usual abuse of being a gentle, lonely boy; my best friends at school were 
girls. I was close to both of my brothers, who were more worldly and 
boyish than I but gentle as well. I had a close tie to my mother and no 
real connection to my father as a child.
 Mother’s unmarried brother and sister lived together on Nob Hill in 
San Francisco, gave parties, drank, were funny, had great friends, and 
were irresistible role models for my brothers and me. My Uncle Dick had 
married an older woman during World War II, but she divorced him after 
the war, and he led a very closeted, non- erotic gay life. Very Catholic. 
Aunt Pat had only women friends and lived for many years with a woman 
sixteen years older than she. Very Catholic. Both my aunt and uncle were 
alcoholics but lived their latter years in sobriety.
 I remember before I was old enough to go to school, a friend of my 
older brother chased me around the block and I desperately wanted to 
be caught. I had crushes on other schoolboys. I loved Cub Scout meet-
ings because I was one of the boys, but I remember just staring at the 
other boys and at the silver tea service of the house we had our meet-
ings in. No interest in being a scout leader or mastering knots or building 
wigwams.
 Junior high and high school were filled with dreamy hours thinking 
about my fellow students. Junior high introduced me to nonwhite and 
poorer boys. I loved them. When we lived in England, my brothers and 
I went to an all- boys school—and I loved the English boys. In Brooklyn 
we went to a Quaker school and I liked my fellow students, but I espe-
cially loved the Puerto Rican, black, and Italian men I saw on my walk to 
school and in the subway.
 My first exposure to the homosexual world came through little phy-
sique magazines I would see at the cigar stores, as we called newsstands in 
the 1950s. On the way home from church each Sunday, my father would 
stop at the corner of Bancroft and Telegraph in Berkeley, where he gave 
my brother and me fifty cents to go in and buy the Sunday San Francisco 
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Chronicle. Each Sunday this little chore took longer and longer as I would 
look at the collection of Adonis, Tomorrow’s Man, Vim, and the other 
“physique” magazines. The cover photographs of stunning young men 
in brief swimsuits or posing straps took my breath away. Then we’d hear 
Dad hooting the horn, and we would tumble back into the station wagon 
and go home for Sunday lunch, my mind grappling with the possibility of 
meeting and getting to know and love those men in their erotically tight 
underwear. Eventually I went to these stores on my own and built up a 
little library of these magazines which I would pore over warily lest some-
one come upon me as I admired the handsome models.
 In England I found the English equivalent magazines and my first 
orgasm happened to my utter bewilderment while lying on my bed pag-
ing through Man Alive one day after school. In New York I discovered 
used magazine stores on 42nd Street and would occasionally steal away 
from the grand lion- fronted New York Public Library to Times Square 
and look at and buy old issues of my favorite magazines. I was fourteen. 
While at high school in San Francisco, I found the cigar store at Market, 
Powell, and Eddy streets, where I stocked up on Physique Pictorial, Trim, 
and the Grecian Guild Pictorial.
 So much for visual stimulation. When did I begin reading gay prose? 
Well, actually back in 1955 and 1956 when I was twelve and thirteen. 
I found the books The Gay Year by Michael De Forrest and Twilight Men 
by Andre Tellier. Later in high school I would read Koptic Court by Her-
bert Castle and the early Gore Vidal novels. I remember being maybe six-
teen and meeting my Uncle Dick on the way home from the Mechanics 
Institute Library in downtown San Francisco with an armload of books. 
He treated me to a Coke in the basement of Woolworth’s at the Powell 
Street cable- car turn- around. He asked to see the books I had borrowed, 
and I handed them over with some trepidation. He noticed The Judgment 
of Paris by Gore Vidal and said in all seriousness, “Well, if I were speak-
ing to your mother I’d tell her what you’re reading.” For once I was glad 
my family had its quarrels.
 All the books with gay characters seemed grim and depressing—but 
mostly just confusing. Why were these people making such bad choices in 
their lives? Why were they killing themselves? Why did they partner with 
such unpleasant people? Clearly I wasn’t buying the line writers and pub-
lishers were having to toe—that gays of both sexes had to live tragically, 
drink to excess, betray one another, and finally die at their own or each 
other’s hand. I wanted to read about shy boys and men who found bliss-
ful warmth in the arms of other boys and men. I wanted to read stories 
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where boys on subways introduced themselves to the ruggedly handsome 
men sitting opposite them with their thighs spread wide. I wanted to read 
about university students who found men who knew a lot more about 
sex than they did. And I desperately wanted to read about or find a gay 
community.
 So I started writing stories myself—now, sadly, all destroyed. They 
were strictly wish fulfillment. One was about an Irish boy named Pendle 
Riley who traveled on a ship as a cabin boy from Liverpool, England, 
to Perth, Australia. Lots of time at sea on that voyage for him to be cher-
ished by the uncouth but amorous sailors. Another was about a sort of 
Greek or Turkish man named Butes who tolerated the love a high school 
student shyly offered him. I wrote about a rather rough boy in my home-
room at school and tried to assess the merits of loving an unworthy per-
son. I think my conclusion was that it was just fine to do so.
 Then in 1966, wonder of wonders, Greenleaf Press published Richard 
Amory’s Song of the Loon, and writing about gay people changed for-
ever. It is a cowboy and Indian love story—or a set of love stories with 
improbably sweet cowboys and American Indians having lots of inventive 
sex with each other. It was just hugely liberating to the reader—these men 
were having fun with each other, they were thinking about and pining 
for each other and then having sex together for hours. There were some 
scenes of angry sex which were thrilling, and there were lots and lots of 
descriptions of bodies and sex organs which were very satisfying to men 
who had pined for this sort of thing all their lives—and here it was sud-
denly on the page—in abundance.
 As an aside, I remember reading certain hot pages in Grace Met-
alious’s 1966 best seller Peyton Place and finding the page where Roddy 
shed his underpants in the backseat of a car. To a teenage gay boy, this 
was unbearably exciting. But that’s all it was. He took his underpants off 
in the back of the car and proceeded to have some not- described sex with 
a girl. But I have a feeling gay men everywhere read and reread that page. 
A crumb for our desperate yearnings. And here in Song of the Loon was 
a whole book of men wearing and shedding chaps and jeans and under-
pants and loincloths and breechclouts and long johns and nightshirts. 
It was a feast!
 But it wasn’t just the descriptions of bodies and underwear and sex 
that were appealing; it was the emotional voltage of these men yearning 
for—and then having—each other. It was their freedom to cross color and 
racial and age divides in their loving. It was their freedom to have sequen-
tial relationships and maintain friendships with their past lovers. It was 
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the other characters in the book accepting that these men wanted and 
loved each other.
 Tom Norman in his American Gay Erotic Paperbacks: A Bibliography 
(1994) estimates that three out of every ten American gay men purchased 
a copy of Song of the Loon, and I would estimate that many of those 
copies were also passed hand to hand to sticky hand. Publishers took 
note, and the market was flooded with gay erotic paperbacks for the next 
thirty years. With the coming of the Internet this flow has, of course, been 
hugely reduced.
 Meanwhile, since 1958 Samuel Steward had been a one- person factory 
of gay writing—also positive, also sexually arousing, but, unfortunately 
for American gay readers, published almost exclusively in Swiss and Dan-
ish publications, sometimes in English and often in translations to French, 
German, or the Scandinavian languages. The viciously enforced U.S. anti- 
obscenity laws deterred such publishing in the United States. European 
countries had begun lowering their restrictions, and Sam, with his many 
European friends and connections, had realized the only place he could 
publish his stories was overseas.
 In 1966, the year Song of the Loon came out, Sam contracted with 
the Guild Press in Washington, DC, to bring out a hardback collection of 
his stories, titling it $tud by Phil Andros, one of the many pseudonyms 
he had used in the European publications. It contained stories featuring 
Phil himself, a handsome gay hustler who enjoyed sex and took a keen 
psychological interest in the men he met in his line of work. There were 
additional third- person narratives recounting adventures and relation-
ships Sam had experienced or observed in his sexual life dating back to 
the 1930s.
 Sam arranged for a book jacket illustration by his then- friend Dom 
Orejudos to cover the hardback book. Sadly, however, the publisher at 
Guild Press, besieged by government persecution because of his pho-
tographic enterprises and suffering the consequences of his own shady 
business practices, found himself without funds to bind the printed but 
unbound copies of $tud. The full run of unbound copies languished 
in a Washington, DC, warehouse for many years, thus delaying $tud’s 
appearance until 1969, when Sam arranged with San Francisco publisher 
J. Brian to bring out a cheap and unattractive paperback edition of the 
stories.
 He had missed the thrill of the American gay breakthrough achieved 
by Richard Amory’s Song of the Loon even though he had been writ-
ing far earlier than Amory. Nevertheless, Sam undertook the writing of a 
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remarkable string of full- length novels featuring and supposedly written 
by Phil Andros. They came out in the early 1970s and found a ready 
audience of men eager for what was coming to be perceived as gay litera-
ture. Sam’s Andros novels had real stories with interesting plotlines, char-
acters with histories and depth, and psychological enigmas. Also plenty 
of sex. Sam brought a literary quality to his descriptions of sex, which 
although sometimes arch and intrusive nevertheless conveyed the gusto 
and pleasure his characters were enjoying as they made love. The require-
ments of the publishers now insisted on a certain amount of sex in pro-
portion to the length of the books, whereas only one or two years before, 
they had been forbidding anything beyond veiled references to any sort of 
homosexual intimacy.
 The unique qualities the Phil Andros stories had were a gritty reality, 
psychological insight, and a certain charm. Sam never wrote fantasy sex 
or fantasy romance. His characters were always firmly within his view 
of the world—and as those who’ve read Secret Historian know, Sam did 
not see the world through rose- colored glasses. Phil is after all a hus-
tler, so there was always the awareness of selling sex, sex as exploita-
tion, or sex as a trade for something else. Sex was a marketplace, not 
a romance arena, and clients were often cynical in demanding value for 
their money. Hustlers could turn mean, tricks could turn mean, people 
could and did get hurt—sometimes because they wanted to be hurt—
and sometimes because they offended the wrong party. Phil sometimes 
gave away his sexual services, but he always commented on that. And 
of course it was never pity sex; it was always because he found someone 
attractive.
 Sam very often investigated personality types or relationships he 
found intriguing. Most of these were variations on the sadist- masochist 
continuum or the client- provider relationship, a connection Sam knew 
well. He visited male brothels, picked up sailors and other youths from 
his tattoo shop, and cruised the beaches, parks, and streets of Chicago 
and Milwaukee. Many of these encounters were of the mutual attraction 
kind, but probably half were for- pay relationships, which never seemed to 
bother Sam unless he felt he had been cheated. The power/shame contin-
uum played out when money exchanged hands and when it was attractive 
and compulsive for Sam.
 Although one can guess that Sam rarely found much charm in the 
callow young men he paid for sex, he portrayed Phil as a hustler who 
typically enjoys the sexual companionship of his clients as much as the 
income he receives. Phil makes word plays in English, Latin, and French 
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and lots of literary allusions. He refers to his money maker as Ol’ Betsy 
and often personifies her (yes, curiously he called his cock “she”) and 
guesses what she’s thinking. He makes friends as well as enemies, and his 
comments on these characters are wry and amusing. The reader of a Phil 
Andros book will often find himself chuckling, which is a rare event in 
the pornographic canon.
 So, over the course of the early 70s, gay readers came to know this 
handsome, literate, amusing, sexually untiring character named Phil 
Andros. And we wanted to believe that the author Phil Andros was in 
fact the narrator Phil Andros, although I suppose there was always a sus-
picion that we were being had—that Phil didn’t in fact exist. But the num-
ber of books and the consistency of the character led us on. I know that 
I myself felt I had a special relationship with Phil because so many of his 
adventures took place in the San Francisco Bay Area. Surely he was a real 
person.

GETTING TO KNOW SAM STEWARD

The last of the Phil Andros novels, The Greek Way, was published in 
1975. In 1977 Sam published Dear Sammy, which combined his brilliant 
essay on Gertrude Stein and the collection of letters he had received from 
Stein and Toklas over the course of his long friendship with them. And 
then in 1981 Grey Fox Press brought out his autobiography, Chapters 
from an Autobiography.
 I may have seen a review of Dear Sammy, but I had read only a few 
bits of Stein over the years and had long ago thought that she had noth-
ing to say to me—so I would have paid little attention to a collection of 
her letters being published.
 But when I read a review of Chapters from an Autobiography in the 
San Francisco Chronicle and the article identified Steward as Phil Andros, 
I’m sure my hair stood on end. In those days, the mere mention of a “por-
nographer” was unheard of in the mainstream press. I don’t think there 
was any reference to Sam living in the Bay Area or even to his still being 
alive, and I remember standing in my living room with a great sadness 
thinking I had missed any chance of ever knowing this remarkable man. 
The photo of the author was of a little old man who I supposed lived in 
Boston or Chicago or possibly even in his beloved Europe. I felt so iso-
lated, so contemporary, so unconnected to someone I had come to know 
as a friend and confidant as I read his sexual adventures and cogitations. 
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I know I went to bed depressed that night. I felt that I had lost “my” Phil 
Andros to this little old scholarly man who was either dead or lived far 
away.
 And then within a couple of weeks, one of San Francisco’s gay news-
papers did an author interview with Sam and my hair stood on end all 
over again. The author of the Phil Andros books was not only alive and 
well; he also lived in Berkeley. And I lived in Oakland, the adjacent city. 
Suddenly a connection was possible. And curiously I felt more confident 
of meeting a distinguished old professor than I would have felt trying to 
introduce myself to the stunning Phil Andros.
 I don’t remember how long it was until I saw a notice in the gay press 
that Sam would be giving a talk at the Walt Whitman Bookstore in San 
Francisco. This store had been founded by Charles Gilman in the late 
1970s, originally on Sutter Street, before moving to larger quarters on 
upper Market Street. Gilman sold quality gay books, both new and used, 
and made the store a meeting place for literate gays and lesbians. I had met 
Armistead Maupin at a signing while the store was still on Sutter Street.
 It was a weeknight appearance sometime in 1982 or 83. I got home 
from work in San Francisco, dressed my gay best, and headed back into 
the city in my car. I had a plan. I would ask Mr. Steward if he needed a 
ride home to Berkeley—and I would have my car at the ready.
 Maybe fifteen people, mostly women, found seats in the few rows of 
folding chairs facing a small podium. Eventually Charles Gilman and Sam 
appeared from the stockroom at the back of the store and an introduc-
tion was made. Sam was, of course, in his seventies and was small and 
frail and sort of gray. He spoke shyly but warmly about his autobiogra-
phy. I don’t really have any clear memory of what Sam said during the 
presentation, but he was very gracious about answering questions, and, 
as I remember, most of them had to do with his Stein friendship. I didn’t 
ask a question but went up to him afterwards, introduced myself as a 
Phil Andros fan, and asked if he needed a ride home. He thanked me 
and explained he had come over with some friends, and then he reached 
inside his coat and brought out a card with his name and phone number. 
“But call me if you’d like sometime, and we could get together,” he said.
 I was thrilled. I felt I had been given the key to the magic kingdom. 
I would see Sam again and I would be able to talk with him about the Phil 
stories. Here was someone with whom I could discuss all sorts of topics 
because I knew from the stories that Phil/Sam had cruised the places I 
had cruised, had stood in the same bars, and had had sex with the men I 
thought attractive.
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 I called Sam that weekend, and he explained he was meeting friends 
that afternoon and the next day. I called the next weekend and he told me 
the same thing. Uncharacteristically for me, I confronted the issue head- 
on and asked him if I were being a nuisance calling up repeatedly and 
wanting to see him. No, he said, I just wasn’t giving him any advance 
notice. So we set up a meeting for the following weekend and I lived in 
anticipation for another week.
 There was a little path beside the house in front of Sam’s cottage, and 
I had to go through a gate with a complicated latch to get into the back 
garden. The purpose of the latch, I later discovered, was to baffle burglars. 
His two long- haired dachshunds flew out of the house when they heard 
me at the gate, and before I could cross the small yard, Sam himself was 
standing at his screen door. He told me not to worry, that the dogs were 
friendly, and urged me to come into his cottage. I’m sure he mouthed some 
excuse for the total clutter that met my eyes, but on the other hand he was 
so used to it and so into the philosophy that if people had a problem 
with something, then that was their problem and that was the last I heard 
about the clutter for a long time. He retreated into his leather recliner on 
one side of the room, and I was pointed to the approximately eighteen 
inches of cleared space at the end of the couch facing him. This was obvi-
ously the place all visitors had to sit, surrounded by books, magazines, 
old mail, dog paraphernalia, artworks, dismantled clocks, ashtrays, and 
anything else that had happened to settle nearby. There was a deep gloom 
in the room because he had completely covered the windows on the south 
wall of the room with panels of thick red velvet draperies, and the blinds 
on the east- facing windows were almost in full closure. A little light came 
in from the small enclosed sun porch I’d walked through at the door.
 Sam commented on my height and asked how tall I was. He was 
mildly flirtatious, emphasizing in his conversation that I was a younger 
man, that I was tall and blond. But I didn’t feel that he was making any 
sort of play for me, and of course that wasn’t why I’d come, though I 
think he might have supposed I was interested in that sort of contact. 
He would complain later of “gerontophiles” as he rather contemptuously 
called men who sought out older men. He claimed to think that they were 
crazy, given their choices.
 Then he surprised me by asking if he could take my photograph. 
I said yes, and he brought out his old- fashioned camera and, from his seat 
across the room, took a photo of me sitting where I was. I think he took 
a couple of shots and then put the camera away. Later I understood this 
was a habit with him upon meeting people.
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 And then we started to talk—and we talked during the entire ten or 
eleven years I knew him. He was as engaging a conversationalist as he was 
a writer. There were anecdotes, opinions, stories, diatribes, jokes, reflec-
tions, and questions. Sam might be repetitive sometimes, but he was never 
a bore. And he was always keenly interested in other people and what 
they thought. He could be sly and petty. No story was so good as a story 
where someone had made a fool of himself, or incurred someone else’s 
anger, or betrayed a friend, or committed a sexual faux pas. He loved to 
talk about the tattoo shops he’d had in Chicago and Milwaukee and the 
men and boys he’d tattooed. He liked to talk about Gertrude and Alice, 
but Alice more than Gertrude, because of course his friendship with her 
had been much longer and because they shared enormous pride in having 
known the great Gertrude. He spoke of Thornton Wilder and Thomas 
Mann, and Chuck Renslow and Dom Orejudos, and other friends from 
his life in Chicago. He spoke of Scott Anderson, the handsome young 
porn movie star who had courted him and to whom he had dedicated his 
autobiography. He spoke of him as the last great passion of his life. And 
it’s true: Scott would have been a very hard act to follow. He spoke a lot 
about his sister who lived as a widow in San Diego County. They spoke 
often on the phone and sent letters with clippings to each other, but it had 
been years since they had seen each other. I used to propose that we drive 
down for a visit, but he always seemed to think that would be too great 
an undertaking, and they both seemed to have accepted the fact they 
would probably never see each other again. Sam suffered from COPD 
(chronic obstructive pulmonary disease), which meant that he could never 
be more than a couple of hours away from his oxygen machine; in fact, 
we sometimes brought it with us when we went out for lunch.
 My job in San Francisco gave me every other Friday off, and over 
the years Sam came to think of my free Friday as his day. We’d go out to 
lunch, he’d make his doctor and veterinarian appointments for those Fri-
days, we’d go shopping, and do other chores or amusements. Often when 
we came back to his cottage from lunch and shopping, we would spend 
some time trying to deal with the clutter in his home. I would try to triage 
whatever my hand fell upon—things for him to look at and keep, things 
to put away, and things to throw out. I don’t think we ever managed 
more than fifteen minutes of this activity. I realize now he had long ago 
given up on clearing his home. That would be for me to do after he died.
 One day we went to the University of California Art Museum to see 
the Robert Mapplethorpe exhibit—the one that had been censored in 
Cincinnati. He loved Mapplethorpe and was especially eager to see the 
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nudes. The writer Grant Michaels—his real name was Michael Mes-
robian—came to the exhibit with us. Michael worked as a typist in San 
Francisco law offices, but on his own time he was writing a series of mys-
tery novels with a gay hairdresser who solved the mysteries. He would 
give Sam chapters to read. I have no idea what Sam told Michael, but he 
was always quite critical of Michael’s writing to me. Then Michael had 
some publishing successes. Sam was still skeptical. He didn’t of course 
particularly care for the campy hairdresser who solved the mysteries. 
He was no Phil Andros.
 After Sam had published two Gertrude and Alice mysteries and his 
wonderful Parisian Lives, he began a third Stein/Toklas mystery but set 
up such a difficult mystery that he was completely stumped: Alice sees a 
headless body floating up the Seine. He asked Michael to help him write 
the book, suggesting they write alternate chapters. Michael thought about 
it but declined. Desperate, Sam asked if I’d like to undertake the project. 
I was flattered, of course, that he would ask me, but I wisely turned him 
down. How would I ever explain a corpse floating up the Seine? I won-
dered afterwards if this was really just a request coming from loneliness 
rather than from writer’s block.
 One characteristic Sam had was that he rarely spoke well of his 
friends or family. He seemed to be quarreling with his friends Jim and Ike 
as much as he was enjoying their company. He complained that his sister 
was bossy and inquisitive. Don Allen could be a bore. Don Carter could 
be a bore. Michael Mesrobian was snippy. Naturally I wondered what he 
said to other friends about me. I’d met Michael and both Dons, and they 
seemed nice enough to me.
 I was occasionally asked to drive Sam up to Sebastopol where he 
would stay with Jim and Ike for a couple of days. I’d heard about them 
of course—Jim, the former priest, who had given up the priesthood to 
become one of San Francisco’s leather/sadist masters; and Ike, who came 
from an oil- wealthy family in Oklahoma, had played heroic college foot-
ball, and was now Jim’s slave/lover. I knew that Sam spoke with them 
daily and that at the time Ike was his executor. Nevertheless, I used to 
hear more complaints than praise. And what I found of course when we 
got there were two lovely men with a great affection for Sam. Sam and 
his dogs stayed on the property in a beautiful small Airstream trailer with 
an all- wood interior, and Ike would drive Sam home several days later.
 The only time I ever saw Sam weep was when he was telling me a 
story of being in Paris and going with Alice Toklas to a restaurant which 
neither one of them could really afford but which had been a favorite 
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haunt for Gertrude and Alice in the earlier days. Alice was recognized by 
the maitre d’ who seated them at a quiet out- of- the- way table and said 
he remembered the great honor Gertrude had brought to the restaurant 
when she dined there. Evidently Alice had wept at his words, and Sam 
wept as he told them to me. Alice had told Sam that together they must 
work to keep Gertrude’s memory green.
 Others have said that Sam was profoundly depressed in his old days, 
that his home was vermin- filled and smelly, that he was poverty- stricken, 
that he was addicted to drugs. He may have shared this vision of himself 
with others, both in person and through letters. That’s not the Sam I saw. 
He was frail, he could easily be offended, he was frequently critical of 
friends, and he was hurt by the failure of Stein and Wilder biographers to 
give him much credibility, to incorporate his memoirs into their biogra-
phies, but he was thriving, I thought. He enjoyed his extensive correspon-
dence—with old friends; Douglas Martin and other former students; his 
sister; Martin Greif; and the many fans who wrote to him out of the blue. 
Don Allen’s republication of his Phil Andros novels at the Perineum Press 
gave him a steady income in addition to his Social Security, and the dogs 
were a continual entertainment and lovefest. Nevertheless, he suffered 
from dental problems, hearing problems, varicose veins, and the dreadful 
breath- stifling COPD. I think his doctors had pretty thoroughly scared 
him about the dangers of drugs at his age, and he limited his intake to 
powerful sleeping tablets.
 One major sadness in his final days took place when the San Fran-
cisco gay newspaper The Sentinel did a story on Sam. They sent a young, 
attractive reporter who knew nothing of Sam’s history or the period in 
which he had lived. Sam was apparently meant to think him cute and to 
flirt with him. Which Sam probably did, not through any great attraction, 
but that was what older men did with cute, younger guys. At any rate, 
after the interview Sam began to get anxious that it had been a setup, 
wondering what the young man would make of the information Sam had 
tried to provide. He became suspicious that he was going to be made to 
look foolish. And that is exactly what the article did. Worse, it attacked 
Sam as a has- been, a trader on other people’s names, a repeater of minor 
episodes in the lives of celebrities. It was cruel and it devastated him. The 
one thing Sam sought to do was to keep his and Gertrude’s and Alice’s 
memories alive. And now this newspaper had gone out of its way to 
humiliate him—to mock his loyalty to the two women and his account of 
his many- year affair with Thornton Wilder. He couldn’t help feeling that 
this was the final comment on his career, that all had ended in pathetic 
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oblivion. Friends did our best to buck him up, to say the paper was way 
out of line, that he did have a legacy which would go on long after he 
died. He pretended to be solaced, but you knew it was a deep wound he 
had suffered.
 And he died not very long after that. Although he had greatly feared 
death and thought a lot about it, his final illness was brief and he didn’t 
suffer. He was in the hospital for less than a week. He spoke with his 
sister on the phone; Don Allen, Jim Cane, and I visited him; and then he 
slipped away on the last day of 1993.
 There was a small gathering a month later in a Berkeley restaurant 
Sam loved, Le Bateau Ivre (the drunken boat), where friends, mostly 
literary, gathered and grieved his loss and celebrated his life. We had a 
tenuous hope that Sam would continue to be honored for his pioneering 
literary efforts and courageous life, but I think we already felt that we 
were an aging coterie and that Sam’s achievements were very much in the 
past, in the early days of gay liberation, a movement he had never fully 
embraced. His legacy was outside the mainstream of present- day homo-
sexual sensibility with its emphasis on consumerism and assimilation. 
We didn’t know how to assess him until Justin Spring probed deeply into 
his life and revealed the fascinating and stalwart character that Sam was.
 And I sometimes wonder what he would make of his present status as 
an icon of homosexual expression, as a sexual renegade who blazed mul-
tiple paths for those who have followed, as a man of great courage and 
persistence? I think he would be amazed, but he would very quickly rally 
to the new status and make the most of it.
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