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If you have been photographed by Timothy Greenfield-Sanders, you are either
incredibly famous and accomplished, or a little-known member of a subculture. The
artist began his career by documenting the characters in the New York art world in
the '50s. His technique — a trademark combination of humanism and monumentality
— lent itself to his portraits of the major icons of our time. (Hillary Clinton? Yup.
Nelson Mandela? Check.) Lately, he has turned to people who are a little bit of both:
porn stars. We spoke with him about art, XXX, Warhol and fluffers. — Whitney
Lawson
You are famous for
photographing cultural icons,
literary giants, political figures
— I think of your pictures of
Patti Smith, Lou Reed, Vaclav
Havel, and Muhammad Ali. How
did you get the idea to bring
famous and up-and-coming porn
stars into this pantheon?
It goes back to when I saw Boogie
Nights, and I was immediately
overwhelmed by the idea that these
were, one, celebrities in a way, and
two, that they were such
interesting people. I'd never
thought of porn stars as people
promotion
who had lives; they were always
just these objectified people. That was '97, and I decided to think about doing a series
of porn star portraits. I didn't do anything until '99, when I met a porn star through a
friend. And he came over and posed for me, and after we did this portrait of him —
clothed, of course, because I hadn't even thought about nude — he said, "Well, let's do
the nude one now," at which point I was sort of flabbergasted. And I said, "Well, why
don't we do it in the same pose?" And then the next day when I looked at the film it
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was amazing: there was this kind of incredible dialogue between the two pictures, and
each was fascinating in its own right, but together they were kind of like one plus one
equals three. It was very powerful.
Did you approach any of these subjects any differently than your usual highlyaccomplished subjects?
Not really. I think I approach everyone in the same way, which is that there's a kind of
dance that goes on here in which I try and make the subject as comfortable as possible.
And whether that's Madeleine Albright or Tera Patrick, it's my figuring out what's
going to make them feel comfortable. It's often coming up stairs, having a drink,
coffee, getting to talk a little bit. You have to realize that a photo situation is inherently
awkward for most people. So I do certain tricks and things to make people feel
comfortable. Compliments usually work.
And alcohol?
Alcohol sometimes; I try not to, because it gets sloppy when you're on the set. But I
have had to use alcohol as a last resort.
Some of them look more natural clothed, and some look more themselves naked.
I think what I was interested in originally was them clothed, because it was so
interesting to see porn stars clothed: off-duty, who they are as real people. And then
what I found was that they are very much more empowered unclothed. I think that's
what so great about the project: these two different views of people.
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How did pick the thirty people? Was it word of mouth?
You start to talk to people in this world, and you know that you've got to get Jenna,
and you've got to get Nina Hartley, and you've got to get Tera Patrick, and you've got
to get Sean Michaels, Michael Lucas. Certain key people you want. On top of that, I
wanted a very diverse group. So I wanted a brunette, I wanted a gay guy, an older
straight man, an Asian, a Hispanic. I wanted the widest range I could get, because with
only 30 people, these are almost types in a sense.
You asked some of your famous
friends to contribute written pieces to
the book — Gore Vidal, Wayne
Koestenbaum, John Malkovich. Why
did you ask for their input?
Just like the porn stars, I wanted a wide
range of writers that could reflect as
many different opinions as possible.
And I think they did that.
The book's introduction says you
were influenced by Andy Warhol.
You definitely bring high and low
together: Gore Vidal and Ron
Jeremy in the same book.
Andy Warhol is my hero, absolutely. I
didn't know him as well as I would
have loved to have known him, but I
knew him a bit. I was actually set to
photograph him again the week he
died. For me, Andy Warhol was this
artist who really understood that you
don't have to be just one thing. He was
the first person to say you can be a
painter and you can be a sculptor, you
can be a filmmaker, you can be a
fashion model. You can do all these
different things and you don't have to
limit yourself, you don't have to be
pigeonholed. And I've always thought
that was so brilliant, and I've tried to do
that with my own career.
Now that the Internet has somewhat
taken over the porn industry, do you
consider these film stars a dying
breed to be celebrated and

documented? Or is this strictly an
art project for you?
I think it's a combination of those
things. In a way, I wanted to
photograph porn stars because it is a
Click here to see the nude versions.
sort of disappearing world. And also I
wanted to photograph the legends before they were gone.
Now that these people been photographed by you, they seem like bigger stars. In
your pictures, they're monumental. Was that your intention?
Well, Elvis Mitchell was here earlier and he said that the pictures were "gladiatorial,"
and I thought it was a wonderful word to use. I want people to look the way they see
themselves at their best. So when you look in a mirror and you say, "Y'know, I look
pretty good today," and you're kind of turning a certain way, and the light is kind of
cheating how you look: I want to capture that on film, to get people to look their best,
to feel their best. But also they're very real, they're not soft-focused, they're not very
re-touched. They're very much who they are, but I shot them in a way that brought out
the best in them.
The point is that these are big stars. It's not really said out loud enough. There are a lot
of people who watch porn, and they know who these people are. My work has always
been about people of great accomplishment, not just celebrities. These are the people
who are the best at fucking; they're accomplished!
It's interesting how differently shaved they are.
Yeah, shaving is a whole fetish, I think. Karen Finley was saying to me how it's all
about infantalization. "I don't have pubic hair, and therefore I'm still a child." You
could write a whole essay on the pubic hair of porn stars.
Karen Finley's essay in the book is called "Make Porn Not War." Is this a
message that speaks to you personally?
I think so, sure. The war in Iraq is probably the worst mistake any president has ever
made, period. I can't imagine anything stupider than to go into an Arab country and
invade it the way we did, with no reason whatsoever, no danger to us, the wrong
enemy. I think we're at a very dangerous time where the nation is very much split
between this kind of shame-based Bush agenda and another side of the country that's
much more open, that's trying to be open to many different people and ideas. It's a real
psychological split, almost a physical one in some ways.
What was the most odd or interesting thing to happen on the shoot?
There was a moment when one porn star asked if anyone wanted to fluff him. But we
moved past that very quickly. n°
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