PREVIOUS SHOWS AND EXHIBITIONS

One-Man Shows:

     Libida Gallery, San Francisco, September 2000.

     "Photographing Sex," Good Vibrations, San Francisco, September 25 - December 31, 2001.

     "Celebrating Diversity: New Sexual Photography by David Steinberg," Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality, Manhattan Beach, CA, April 4-7, 2002.

     Spread Magazine Launch Party, San Francisco, March 25, 2005.

     "Divas of San Francisco," Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality, Redondo Beach, CA, April 6-9, 2006.

     "Divas of San Francisco: Portraits of Transgender Women," Center for Sex and Culture, San Francisco, May 25-June 27, 2006.

     "Divas of San Francisco: Portraits of Transsexual Women," Diversity Center, Santa Cruz, California, August 3-September 29, 2006.

     "Erotic Beauty," Benham Gallery, Seattle, March 5-April 12, 2008.

     "Divas of San Francisco: Portraits of Transsexual Women," Good Vibrations, San Francisco, June 16-July 22, 2008.

Group Shows:

     "The Vulvart Show," March 24-April 23, 1995, 848 Divisadero Community Space, San Francisco.

     "The Body Erotic," Greeley Square Gallery, New York, March 7-31, 2002.

     "Assorted Flavors," Sacred Profanities Gallery, Berkeley, March 1-May 31, 2003.

     Group show, Sacred Profanities Gallery, Berkeley, June 1-August 31, 2003.

     "Photo Sex," Mark I. Chester Gallery, San Francisco, September 12-October 5, 2003.

     "Photo Sex," Good Vibrations, San Francisco, October 8-December 31, 2003.

     "Six on Sex," Mark I. Chester Gallery, San Francisco, October 17-19, 2003.

     Second Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, January 30-February 2, 2004.

     Group show, Acme Artworks, February 13-March 5, 2004, Chicago.

     Third Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, April 14-17, 2005.

     "Photo Sex," Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality, San Francisco, May 5-8, 2005.

     Fourth Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, March 23-26, 2006.

     "Gotham's Fantasies," Center for Sex and Culture, San Francisco, April 7-10,

     2006 Juried Erotic Art Show, The Kinsey Institute, April 14-June30, 2006.

     Femina Potens show, San Francisco, November 4-November 20, 2006.

     Fifth Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, March 15-18, 2007.

     "Expressive Bodies: Contemporary Art Photography from The Kinsey Institute," Herron Gallery, Indianapolis, October 19-November 10, 2007.

     2008 Juried Erotic Art Show, The Kinsey Institute, April 11-July 25, 2008.

     "VoyeuriS/M," Stormy Leather, San Francisco, September 23-November 29, 2008.

     "BustED," Femina Potens, San Francisco, October 9-October 26, 2008.

     Seventh Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, April 30-May 3, 2009, invited artist.

     2009 Juried Erotic Art Show, The Kinsey Institute, May 29-July 31, 2009.

     ErosFestNorthwest, August 6-9, 2009, Portland, Oregon, invited artist.

     Group erotic art show, Fork Fly Gallery, Portland, Oregon, August 6-9, 2009, invited artist.

     Cupido Magazine 25th Anniversary Photo Exhibition, Fotografiens Hus Gallery, Oslo, Norway, October 22-November 22, 2009, featured photographer.

     Dirty Show 11, Detroit, Michigan, February 12-20, 2010, invited artist.

     Eighth Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, April 30-May 2, 2010, invited artist.

Photographic Books:

     Erotic by Nature: A Celebration of Life, of Love, and of Our Wonderful Bodies, Down There Press/Red Alder Books, San Francisco, 1988.

     Photo Sex: Fine Art Sexual Photography Comes of Age, David Steinberg, ed., Down There Press, San Francisco, 2003.

     Divas of San Francisco: Portraits of Transsexual Women, Red Alder Books, San Francisco, 2008.

     Loving Couples (in process).

     SexAbility: The Unappreciated Sexuality of People with Disabilities (in process).

BIO NOTE

David Steinberg has been photographing couples engaged in sex since 1999. He has photographed over 150 couples, and is always looking for new subjects. His photography has appeared in Cupido, Libido, On Our Backs, SF Weekly, and Spectator magazines, in The Mammoth Book of Erotic Photography, as book covers for Down There Press and Cleis Press, and online at numerous websites. For 15 years, he was the author of Comes Naturally, an internationally distributed column dealing with the culture and politics of sex, and now maintains a blog on The San Francisco Chronicle's website, sfgate.com. His books include Divas of San Francisco: Portraits of Transsexual Women, Photo Sex: Fine Art Sexual Photography Comes of Age, Erotic by Nature: A Celebration of Life, of Love, and of Our Wonderful Bodies, and The Erotic Impulse: Honoring the Sensual Self. Two books of his couples photography, Loving Couples and SexAbility: The Unappreciated Sexuality of People with Disabilities, are in process. He lives in San Francisco.

ARTIST STATEMENT

After years of soliciting other photographers' erotic and sexual images for Norway's Cupido magazine, I decided in late 1999 to try my own hand at capturing something real and meaningful about sex on film. I was fascinated by the dynamics inherent to sexual photography. How does a third party, with a camera in his hand, encourage a couple to feel unselfconscious enough to share with the camera and the outside world the subtleties of their most intimate and private connection? After over 150 sexual photo shoots, that question is more intriguing to me than ever.

I work primarily with people in loving, long-term relationships, in the familiarity of their own homes. Each shoot is completely experimental. We all have to leave our expectations and preconceptions at the door. No one knows what will happen. Whatever happens will be fine. The worst thing that can happen is that we waste some time and some film.

I try to follow the sexual energy of a shoot, rather than to lead or direct it. Inevitably, I notice and record the aspects of sex that interest me most -- intimacy, play, passion, small gestures, the quality of a touch, moments of obvious surrender and trust.  I focus more on faces and hands than on genitals -- though genitals do have a special interest and appeal all their own. Each shoot is unique and properly so, reflecting the individuality of each couple, or individual, or group.

It is a true privilege to be allowed to watch and photograph people in these most intimate and personal moments. My hope is that some of my images honestly capture some of the emotional richness and complexity that, I believe, lie at the heart of deep and satisfying sex, but is almost completely absent from the sexual imagery that is most commonly produced and viewed -- commercial pornography.

I'm committed to photographing as broad a range of people as possible, to challenge the common notion that sex and sexiness are somehow reserved for the young, thin, glamorous people we see in advertising and on television. I have photographed people ranging in age from 19 to 73, heavy people as well as thin, disabled as well as abled. I'm interested in all genders, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and sexual inclinations. I'm always interested in finding new people who want to be photographed as part of this project.

One of the first couples I photographed included a man with cerebral palsy. When I showed images from that shoot to friends active in the movement to acknoweldge, respect, and support the full sexuality of people with disabilities, I was strongly encouraged to do more photography with disabled people, and to put together a book of photographs portraying the full sexuality of people with disabilities. To date, I have photographed nine such couples, and I'm actively looking for additional couples and individuals to photograph for this project. A book of these images is in progress.

My couples photographs have been published in Photo Sex: Fine Art Sexual Photography Comes of Age, and The Mammoth Book of Erotic Photography, and shown at the Kinsey Institute, Good Vibrations and Stormy Leather in San Francisco, the Seattle Erotic Arts Festival, ErosFest Northwest, and conventions of the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality. Two books of my sexual photography, Loving Couples, and SexAbility: The Unappreciated Sexuality of People with Disabilities are in progress.

How we think of sex, and how we think of ourselves as sexual people, is shaped extensively by the images of sex and sexual attractiveness we see around us. Images that trivialize sex encourage us to relate to sex in trivial ways. Images that portray sex as complex, intimate, and mysterious encourage us to become sexual in deeper, and ultimately more satisfying, ways. In recent years, more and more photographers have begun to acknowledge sex in this way. I'm delighted to be part of that process.

CUPIDO ARTICLES ABOUT EROTIC PHOTOGRAPHY

Photographing Sex

by David Steinberg

Sexual art. Combining these two words is a gesture as radical as it is simple: an affirmation that art can be sexual, that sex itself can be the subject of art, with no apology necessary.

The fact that integrating the notions of sex and art is so unusual and therefore so radical speaks to the heart of our cultural confusion about sex. Why should sex -- one of the most beautiful, profound, vital, basic, complex aspects of being alive -- be anything but fertile territory for artistic exploration? And yet we experience an on-going, exhausting tug of war, individually and societally, between our basic fascination with this primal force and the culturally-induced resistance to surrendering to its power. Historically, artists who make sex the unapologetic focus of their work have been ostracized and trivialized. Even now, the artful depiction of sex is a matter of intense public controversy.

The difficulty of photographing sex when we barely know what sex is and when we are so much afraid of it, is itself a statement of how important a project this is. Submitting sex to artistic and photographic exploration is a way of coming to understand the sexual perplex that is not otherwise possible -- a way of speaking of sex that honors its richness and power, speaking of sex as it really is: wonderfully complex, subtle, multidimensional, and paradoxical.

Some things can be well understood by the rational processes of science and logic; sex is not one of them. The heart of the sexual matter lies beyond scientific investigation -- in the realms of mystery, inflection, symbol, and nuance -- the psyche, the heart, the deepest soul -- even if we pretend otherwise. As much as love, as much as beauty, as much as relationship and emotion of any kind, sex needs the perspective of art to shed light on its multiple meanings and significances. This is precisely the kind of sexual perspective we have been consistently denied.

There has, of course, long been extensive literal photodocumentation of specific sexual acts. This mouth here, this penis there: voilà, the sexual photograph. Sexual photos of this sort have become commonplace, despite would-be censors. They have something to say about sex to be sure, but only at the most superficial level. Much more is left unsaid, and the heart of the sexual matter goes unacknowledged most of all.

Silence equals death in more ways than one. That which is unrepresented and undiscussed, that which we cannot give adequate form through verbal or visual language, withers and dies. To declare sex unrepresentable (except way over there, among the shadows and the garbage) effectively expunges the sexual core from the psychic landscape.

We are told that there are aspects of sex we may know and speak about, but that many other sexual forms are unmentionable. Of the vast spectrum of sexual possibility, only the narrowest of slices is designated "normal," while the rest is vilified as "perverted." Although we are fed huge doses of processed sexual imagery, cleansed of "impurities" and thus nutrition, it is not surprising that we come away hungry, often not even realizing what it is we have been denied.

With the heart of the sexual matter condemned to silence, people generally imagine sex in the most trivial of ways: Sex equals heterosexual, monogamous intercourse; sex equals the pursuit of orgasm; sex equals neurons (the more the better) engaged in rapid fire. We need language and imagery that help us to engage sex with far greater richness, depth, and diversity, despite the cultural prohibitions.

Photographing sex is no simple matter. How does a person photograph sex with a complexity that is truly artistic? What about sex is important to photograph? What about sex can be photographed? What illumination can artful photographic attention bring to sex? Can the private intimacy of sex even happen in front of a camera? How do photographer and model(s) work toward such a goal?

The part of sex that matters most cannot be directed to happen. The best a photographer can do is to create hospitable circumstances and hope for the best. Trust between photographer and models is essential, as is mutual respect. Leave all judgment well outside the door. Sexual feelings are tender, personal, and painfully subject to ridicule. They expose themselves only when they sense they will be honored, appreciated, valued, and understood on their own terms.

Sexual magic appears and disappears in an instant -- moments at which entire universes are contained in a smile, a gesture, a touch, the connection that flows from one eye to another. On film these nuances can be frozen and then experienced over and over again, gradually revealing aspects of the original moment at first unseen or unappreciated. By looking at truly crafted sexual photographs, we get to see things about the subjects (and ourselves) we would never see otherwise. If we dare.

Honest photographs of untidy, unsanitized sex push us up against any number of limits we have set for the sexual matrix, as well as limits that have been set for us by others. Happily, they can push us against these limits with a friendly, rather than an aggressive, touch. Look at this, they say. What do you think of this? Have you ever imagined this? Have you ever felt like this?

Most clearly, sexual photographs test the limits of what is allowed and what is forbidden, as art and as sexual practice. More significantly perhaps, these photos also test the limits of what is known and what is knowable about sex, and the limits of what can be communicated from one person to another about something as intensely individual and interior as the sexual complexities. The power of sexual photography depends on how much of what is happening for the subjects is captured for us to see.

As with sex itself, sexual photographs constantly surprise us. Silenced sexual elements reappear, but do not confirm our expectations of them. Often we can see ourselves in the subjects, even when who they are or what they are doing is distinctly foreign to us. We find smiles and laughter where we expected snakes and toads. We find warm, open, loving human beings where we thought there could only be demons and psychopaths. We find complex emotional matrices rather than one-dimensional simplicities. A sense of universality emerges; the sense of Otherness diminishes.

We respond to sexual photographs with parts of ourselves that are not used to being disturbed or exposed, parts that live deep in the belly of the unconscious. We are drawn in and taken aback simultaneously; intrigue and discomfort swirl in an unfamiliar mix. Perhaps we resonate with some images more strongly than we would have expected. We’re not sure what it is that these photos help us, encourage us, perhaps force us, to feel. We’re not sure whether it’s all right to be fascinated by what we see.

What makes sexual photographs so powerful and subversive is that the simple, friendly pleasure contained in them cannot be denied, despite the parts of us that would rather hold on to less troubling preconceptions. We may discover love here, as well as joy, intimacy, connection, passion, tenderness, and beauty. We may also find fear, mystery, ecstasy, a vibrant aliveness, and hints of some very unscientific knowledge and wisdom. When we look at the faces and the connections in photographs of sexual activity in progress, we see quite simply that people do all sorts of different sexual things, alone and together. We also see that they have marvelous fun doing what they do. We see, in the end, that -- despite all the bugaboos -- sex simply is.

Nothing is true; everything is permitted. When we suspend the fixities, the realm of what becomes available to us -- sexually and otherwise -- is incredibly vast. We witness one person after another claiming their sexuality as their own -- retrieving the birthright of their sexual natures from the state, from the church, from parents and neighbors, from guilt and shame, from fear and pain, from the constraints of imposed gender and sexual convention -- inviting us to do the same.

Fine Art Sexual Photography Comes of Age

by David Steinberg

For 25 years, the sexual photographs in Cupido have been both an announcement and an invitation.

They have been a public announcement that sex is recognized by a small but growing number of skilled and thoughtful photographers as an aspect of life fully deserving the attention and nuanced perspectives of fine art.

And they have also been an invitation to you, the viewers of these photographs, to experience some of the work that has been generated by these photogaphers—an experience that may change what you think of both sex and photography, perhaps even what you think of yourself.

Given that increasing numbers of people see sex as an important and complex celebration of what it means to be fully alive, it's hardly surprising that a few courageous artists—photographers foremost among them—want to say something significant about that kind of sex through their art. If we reject the idea that sex is some devilish force threatening to overturn moral decency and social propriety, then we can see sex as precisely the sort of profound human experience that has always been the subject of true artistic exploration, the sort of human experience that, indeed, needs the language and insight of artistic reflection to help us better understand both life and ourselves.

Beginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s, but coming of age only in the last ten or twenty years, a small number of skilled and perceptive photographers have been producing magnificently artful images of people engaged in sexual activity. These are images that have nothing to do with the repetitive, clichéd formulas of commercial pornography, images whose primary purpose is not to arouse us (although they may do that as well) but to speak to us about sex in a more complex way. The images of fine art sexual photography invite us to embrace and celebrate sex beyond the familiar cycle of excitement and release, to look at sex with wonder, laughter, passion, and tears, from a place of deep appreciation and respect.

That so little is known about this growing body of work is a testament to the sexual phobias of Western culture in general, and the political, cultural, and sexual conservatism of gallery owners, book and magazine publishers, and museum curators in particular. Photographers whose work addresses sex respectfully are simultaneously spurned by mainstream art venues for their sexual focus, and rejected by the producers of commercial pornography for not being material for fantasy and masturbation. With the exception of a few small magazines that disappered into bankruptcy almost as soon as they began, Cupido has been the one steadfast place where fine art sexual photographers could go with their work, have that work appear in print, and reach a significant and interested audience.

Until recently, sex art photographers were largely isolated from one another—one of the unfortunate side-effects of social and artistic ostracism. Just as the public has limited access to fine art sexual images, so the photographers themselves have been deprived of the encouragement and creative spark of seeing each other's work.

Recently, however, in part because this work has appeared regularly in Cupido, and in part because there are now a few photo shows and aerotic arts festivals where sexual photography can be shown, fine art sexual photographers have finally been able to gain inspiration and insight from each other's photographic experiments and explorations. The growing body of sex-photographic work begins to take on the character of a distinct and significant new genre—work that builds and defines its own subculture of interests, styles, mannerisms, and photographic forms.

Of course, there's nothing new about the simple act of taking photos of sex, or about publishing sexual images per se. Explicit images of sex have been popular and lucrative contraband from the very first days of photography. But fine art sexual photography is something else again, as unfamiliar to most people's minds as pornography is commonplace. We so completely associate photographic images of sex with pornography that we have trouble even imagining sexual photography outside pornography's glitzy, titillating, rebellious glare.

Art is high; sex is low, we are taught. Art is subtle; sex is blatant. Art is refined; sex is crude. Art is public; sex is private. Art is beautiful; sex is, well... embarrassing. But now, the antisexual subtext of pleasure-fearing moralism is being challenged by millions of increasingly explorative and outspoken everyday people—people whose sexual attitudes and experiences are much more positive and sex-friendly than those of the dour traditionalists. The antisexualists continue to think of sex predominantly as an arena fraught with danger, shame, trauma, and disease, but increasing numbers of us see sex as, first and foremost, a source of pleasure, joy, intimacy, tenderness, personal discovery, beauty, self-realization, wonder, and even transcendence. The Calvinist notion that righteousness belongs to those who reject pleasure in favor of sacrifice, hard work, and reward in the Hereafter is being gradually displaced by a philosophy of life that says that the truly Good Life welcomes and honors pleasure rather than pushing it aside—welcomes and honors, specifically, the pleasures of the body—welcomes and honors, more specifically yet, the deeply fulfilling pleasures of untrivialized sex.

It is from the soil of this positive, embracing relationship to sex that the new explosion of fine art sexual photography has sprung.

From its earliest beginnings, 25 years ago, one of the central purposes of Cupido has been to offer a forum that would help bring this new kind of sexual photography out of seclusion, out of secrecy, out of shame by offering sexual photographers a respectful and attractive venue where they can present their work to the world at large. By discovering fine art sexual photographers, one by one, by celebrating their work, by encouraging them forward with the opportunity to publicizie and display their images, Cupido actively promotes this new photographic form, argues for the legitimacy and value of unapologetically sexual fine art photography, and challenges the cultural proscriptions that restrict photographic depiction of explicit sex to the underground marketplace.

The basic premise of Cupido with regard to sexual photography is simple: that artful sexual photographs, as well as more commonly seen sensual or erotic images, are beautiful and worthy of publication. A sexual image in Cupido may involve a single person, a couple, or a group; it may show a man with a woman, a man with a man, a woman with a woman, or someone whose gender is ambiguous; it may be a photo of kissing, touching, masturbation, oral sex, or sexual intercourse; the sex may be vanilla or involve some form of BDSM; it may be graphic or muted, passionate, tender, or humorous. But by publishing a broad array of sexual imagery, Cupido states proudly that, in this one magazine, fine art photos may focus on sex first and foremost, without obfuscation and without apology.

Cupido's openness to sexual photography allows its readers to interact with the sexual perspectives of a broad range of artists, each with his or her own critical eye and sexual sensibility, each deciding in his or her own way what aspect of sex to try to capture on film, and how that task should be accomplished. The intent and style of the various sexual photographers represented in Cupido differ as dramatically from each other as Picasso differs from Monet. But they each have a point of view, something they want to say about the sexual moment they are freezing in time, something more than "Oh, look, sex is happening and we get to watch."

To its credit, Cupido has always made a point of having its images be as inclusive and diverse as possible—both in the range of the people who are pictured, and in the range of sexual desires and tastes they embody. Photos in Cupido include images of middle-aged and older people as well as youth, heavy people as well as thin, disabled people as well as able-bodied, people representing a broad range of ages, genders, ethnic backgrounds, sexual orientations, and sexual interests.

Often Cupido reaches editorially beyond familiar glamorized images in favor of photographs that show unpretentious people being sexual and sexy in their own less culturally validated ways. These photographs serve as testaments to the reality that all sorts of "ordinary" people are happily sexy and sexual, not just the designated sexual icons of television, Hollywood, and commercial advertising. And these photos also proclaim that the ways different people choose to express their sexual natures—what gives them pleasure, what arouses them, what brings them joy and personal fulfillment—are as diverse as the people themselves, a diversity that is to be celebrated rather than feared.

How we think of sex, and how we think of ourselves as sexual people, is shaped to no small degree by the images of sex and sexual attractiveness we see around us. Images that trivialize sex encourage us to relate to sex in simplistic ways. Images that portray sex as naughty and forbidden encourage us to think of sexual desire as inherently dirty, suspect, and dangerous. Images that portray sex as joyous, loving, intimate, and ecstatic encourage us to think of sex as a source of warmth, pleasure, and emotional satisfaction. Images that portray sex as complex, intimate, profound, and mysterious encourage us to open ourselves to sex in all its depth and power.

The sexual images in Cupido certainly fall into the latter categories, calling us to respect, honor, and appreciate the very best of our own sexual selves, the often quite different sexual expressions of the people around us, and the almost unfathomable wonder and delight available to all of us when we embrace and celebrate our core sexual natures.

Email: david@davidsteinberg.us

Website: www.davidsteinberg.us
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David Steinberg

PO Box 641312

San Francisco, CA 94164


