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primary audience of gay men, Mercer explores the notion of ‘fantasy’ in
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that other authors in this series explore. Mercer’s conclusion that gay porn
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Introduction: Coming to Terms (Again)

Pornography is both a legitimate form of culture and a fictional,
fantastical, even allegorical realm; it neither reflects the real
world, nor is it some hypnotizing call to action. The world of
pornography is mythological and hyperbolic, peopled by fictional

characters. It doesn’t and will never exist.
Laura Kipnis, Bound and Gagged (1996:163)

In 1994, the American gay artist Bruce Cegur completed a painting enti-
tled Shop by Male 1-Make Me a Man' that was eventually exhibited at the
Kinsey Institute’s Juried Erotic Art Show in 2006. Cegur’s painting, bearing
the influence of the photo-realist style of the Pop Art movement, acts as
an ironic comment on the nature of desire in contemporary American gay
culture. Imitating the layout of a mail order catalogue, the image presents
a selection of idealised male body parts to an imagined consumer; each
one is for sale at a ‘new low price’ with captions extolling their virtues. The
artist, an avid gardener, found inspiration for this satirical work in seed
catalogues where carrots are categorised by their length and pumpkins
by their roundness and plumpness. Buttocks are wittily categorised and
given titles — ‘Sugar Baby’ and ‘Champion’ - penises as ‘Goliath’ and ‘Jersey
Giant, and torsos as ‘Olympian’ and ‘Californian Wonder’ The painting
playfully (and perhaps prophetically) suggests a mechanism for organising
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Gay Pornography

and categorising physical characteristics and types that has become one
of the staple features of the ways in which porn is presented for consump-
tion online. This is vividly illustrated by the tactics of porn aggregators and
the architecture of tube sites. Pornhub, for example, organises gay content
into categories that suggest practices but also preferred types, including
Asian, bear, black, college, daddy, hunks and twink. Xhamster allows the
consumer to browse in a similar fashion, with the addition of more specific
categorisation, including types such as emo boys and transsexuals. Gaytube
allows for even more detailed search parameters, including genre, number
of performers, ethnicity, type, cock, cum, softcore or hardcore, clothing
and location. Cegur’s painting also suggests the possibility of constructing
the ideally desirable man, an objective that is similarly attempted at points
in the idealised physical types that populate the world of online gay por-
nography. It is these idealised masculine types that constitute the iconog-
raphy of contemporary online gay pornography, their construction and the
range of discourses that surround them, that is the concern of this book.
This book is the culmination, at the time of writing, of almost 20 years’
research into gay pornography that started when I was a doctoral candi-
date in the 1990s and that has continued since then. When I first started
writing about gay porn it was within a social, cultural and political climate
that was in many respects profoundly different to the context in which this
book now emerges. I started researching gay porn in the aftermath of the
first wave of the AIDS pandemic, and the associated moral panic about
the so-called ‘gay plague. The work that I chose to do at that point felt
explicitly political and it was motivated by the desire to interrogate and to
validate expressions of gay sexuality as they were represented in the mate-
rial that, I wanted to argue, was at the very heart of anything that might be
described collectively as ‘gay culture. The wider social acceptance of gay
people, in many Western nations at least, that has grown exponentially in
the intervening period means that, on the one hand, representations of
gay men are no longer regarded as taboo and also that aspects of gay cul-
ture (and gay representation) have become assimilated by the mainstream
culture. Indeed just as I will argue that the narrow binarisms of gay and
straight sexual identities have become much more porous, so it’s evidently
the case that the seemingly straightforward distinctions between the main-
stream and the marginal are now more vexed than they were when I first
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Introduction

started writing about gay porn. Furthermore I should also note that atti-
tudes towards porn research have changed a great deal over time. During
the mid 1990s, researching gay porn at doctoral level was a choice that was
regarded as outré to say the least and at worst was met with a mixture of
incomprehension and suspicion, and I often found myself spending time
trying to justify my research to any number of individuals. Why would
anyone want to research material like this? What’s your investment in gay
porn? What is the point of this ‘research’ and what is there to say about
this material? These were questions frequently asked. Times have, gladly,
changed considerably since the mid-1990s. I now regularly meet research
students in the UK and elsewhere who are producing PhDs, writing jour-
nal articles and delivering conference presentations on a subject that
seemed, if not unimaginable, then rather distasteful some 20 years earlier.

Probably most profoundly, technological developments during this
period have radically altered the context in which the material that is
the subject of this book is located, accessed and understood. I started
writing about gay porn before access to the internet was commonplace
and my focus was primarily on material available on VHS, and lat-
terly DVD, that was sold commercially in the US and Europe, but had
a much less certain legal status in the UK. Now widespread access to
porn online and the resulting concomitant set of debates around the
so-called sexualisation and/or pornification of culture more widely
(and popular culture specifically) mean that the iconography of gay
porn can no longer be regarded as a marginal and minority concern.
Instead this is material that, I argue, forms the fabric of the ways in
which masculinity itself is understood. This then is a study that takes
the iconography of gay porn as its primary object of study, but it is as
much a book about contemporary constructions of masculinity as it
is a work that is a contribution to the ongoing pornography debate.
Gay porn, understood as a genre, a style, a mode of address or as a
set of industrial practices, is in the business of producing models of
masculinity for erotic consumption. My argument in this book is
that these models of masculinity are extremely diverse and dynamic,
they are iterative and more particularly they are generative; con-
stantly evolving and developing. I am contending that this prolifera-
tion of types and modes of masculinity that are vividly illustrated in
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the world of gay porn cumulatively provide evidence of a phenomenon
(discussed in the next chapter) that I describe as ‘saturated mascu-
linity’. This is a contemporary condition in which masculinity, his-
torically tied to binarisms, has become overburdened with a range
of meanings, associations and connotation to such an extent that it
becomes a category that is increasingly indeterminate and threatens to
collapse under the weight of its own hyperbole. Gay porn marshals and
deploys a range of discourses that structure and position these itera-
tive and generative models of masculinity, and it is these discourses
of generation, orientation, ethnicity and self-hood that inform the
organisation of the chapter structure of this book.

The first part of this book provides a set of contexts for the analysis
of the paradigm of masculinities and their associated discourses that are
discussed in the second part. So in this introduction I will consider the
critical context in which gay porn scholarship has emerged and provide
a rationale for the research presented in the subsequent chapters. This
introduction is followed by Chapter 1, ‘Saturated Masculinity, which
outlines the conceptual framework for this book and the wider social
and cultural context in which masculinities have become problematised
and any contemporary analysis of masculinity in gay porn must be situ-
ated. In Chapter 2, ‘History, Industry and Technological Change’, which
forms the final section of the first part of the book, I focus on the specific
technological and industrial factors that have provided the conditions in
which the iconography of gay porn has emerged and the generic conven-
tions that have resulted from this.

In Part 2, ‘Models, Patterns and Themes, the chapter structure has
largely been derived from an articulation of the most common industrial
categories used to describe gay porn for consumers/users. So in order to
explore the discourses of masculinity that gay porn summons up, I have
self-consciously chosen to draw upon the categories and language that
commercial producers as well as the aggregators, mentioned at the start
of this chapter, tend to use the most relentlessly. I also, in part, have been
inspired by the lucidity of the organisation of chapters in Alan Sinfield’s
excellent On Sexuality and Power and to a lesser degree by Leo Bersani’s
classic Homos. Whilst I disagree with so much of what Bersani has to say,
and his recourse to the psychoanalytic paradigm is not a strategy that
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Introduction

I adopt in this book, I admire his daring and uncompromising polemic,
and his objective to assert the importance of sex (and especially the sub-
versive power of sex) is a goal that also motivates the research that is
presented here.

Chapter 3, ‘Generation: The Boy-Next-Door, the Twink and the Daddy,
explores the ways in which age is positioned as the locus of erotic investment
and the masculinities that are represented as a consequence. Inevitably,
given the preoccupations of wider society and the premium placed on
youth and its connections to virility across popular culture, the primary
focus of this chapter is the ways in which youthful masculinities are rep-
resented. However, in the concluding section of this chapter I discuss the
figure of the ‘daddy’ and the eroticisation of intergenerational sex as a way
into exploring the ways in which ‘mature’ masculinities are deployed in
the subsequent chapter. In Chapter 4, ‘Straight Acting? Heterosexuality,
Hypermasculinity and the Gay Outlaw;, I discuss the place of heterosexual-
ity in gay porn and the category of the ‘straight acting’ gay male and pro-
vide examples to problematise both of these categories. I also here explore
what I describe as gay hypermasculinity and the specific settings in which
this version of masculinity is situated, through a discussion of the figure
of the Bear, the Leatherman and fetish performance and finally through
a discussion of the most controversial development in recent years; so-
called bareback porn. In Chapter 5, ‘A World of Men: Race, Ethnicity and
National Identity, I look at the ways in which ethnic and racialised differ-
ence is presented as an erotic spectacle in gay porn, noting that whiteness
is, to use Barthes’ terminology, ‘exnominated’ in commercial, mainstream
output. [ look at the spaces and places in which non-Caucasian and specifi-
cally black masculinities are represented in gay porn, the eroticisation of
national identity and the emergence of a homogenous ‘international style’
of sexualised masculinity. In the final chapter, “The Celebrity, the Amateur
and the Self’, I focus on the emergence of the ‘amateur’ and the various
manifestations of what is generically described as ‘amateur porn’ to illus-
trate that this category is far from straightforward. I discuss the porous
nature of the divisions between the professional and the amateur in the
digital age by discussing the changing status of the gay porn star and con-
clude by a focus on the ways in which gay porn may inform representations
of the masculine self.
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Representing Gay Erotic Fantasy

This book, out of necessity, engages with some contested and vexed ter-
minology: the mainstream, the amateur, heteronormativity, hypermas-
culinity. Indeed it has become something of a cliché that work in the field
of porn studies has to grapple with unpacking (and unpicking) a lexicon
that is often either under-theorised or used in uncritical ways, before any
engagement with the manifest content of the genre itself can take place.
Porn studies has become an increasingly confident field, however, and
whilst it is not my intention, nor will I have the space, to indulge in pro-
tracted discussions of the implications of each and every term deployed
here, there will, at points, be a necessity to define my terms of reference
and point to the associated debates. Inevitably, though, a book that, in
part at least, deals with the classification and organisation of masculine
types needs from the outset to be clear about the types of material that
will be interrogated. Consequently it’s necessary to clarify what the term
‘gay porn’ means in the context of this study. Whilst this might seem to
some readers as blindingly self-evident, this is far from an inconsequen-
tial matter and although the political ramifications that Richard Dyer
noted in the essay written 30 years previously, and that inspired the title
of this chapter, have become more complicated, the conjunction of the
terms ‘gay’ and ‘porn’ mean that the material that is discussed here still
has textual qualities, modes of address and networks of distribution and
consumption as well as a social/cultural/political significance, that mark
them as qualitatively different to other eroticised/sexualised representa-
tions of the male body that circulate within popular culture.” In order
to draw my object of study into view, like Dyer I am using the term gay
porn to describe a particular genre (or, more accurately still, a collection
of subgenres) that address an assumed primary audience of gay men.’ For
the purpose of this study this will include material produced by commer-
cial, gay-owned, web-based, adult entertainment media outlets as well
as gay-oriented subsidiaries of corporate adult entertainment conglom-
erates such as Kink.com, Private and the online broadcaster AEBN. It
will also include case studies drawn from specialist porn outlets catering
to niche markets, and latterly some examples of artisanal and amateur

material.



Introduction

Fantasy is another term that will loom large over this study and the
framing and contextualisation of the analysis that will take place here.
In the first issue of Porn Studies, Martin Barker’s essay “The “Problem” of
Sexual Fantasies’ (2014) provides an incisive overview and critique of the
ways in which the term fantasy is used in a range of settings, the problems
associated with the ways in which interested parties make sense of fantasy,
including some of the problems with the way in which sexual fantasy has
been conceptualised in the field of porn studies. Barker observes that in
popular discourse and scholarship fantasy carries with it a set of largely
pejorative connotations. As he notes, ‘sexual fantasies are seen as essen-
tially unproductive; at best of limited value; at worst, adolescent, deficient,
and dangerous’ (2014:148). Barker sets out to challenge here the assertion
that any potential harm that porn causes revolves around:

(the common-sense) idea of ‘losing the distinction between
fantasy and reality’ This is an illusory notion, made possible
simply by a linguistic oddity. One might as well worry if people
might lose the distinction between cooking and reality.

(p. 155)

As a corrective to these commonplace arguments and based on the res-
ponses of over 5,000 respondents to an online questionnaire and research
project organised with Clarissa Smith and Feona Attwood, Barker offers five
‘orientations’ (ibid.) in order to shift debate away from an uncritical repro-
duction of the common sense and to provide a framework in order to make

sense of sexual fantasy:

1. ‘Fantasy’ as magnifying glass: a conscious accentuation of a desire.

2. ‘Fantasy’ as mirror to self: a means to look at our responses to things.

3. ‘Fantasy’ as emporium: a world of possibilities to be explored and
thought about.

4. ‘Fantasy’ as journey: a visitation to a distant realm of desires and
activities.

5. ‘Fantasy’ as other self: what I might or might not be.

He notes that these orientations are provisional and that they require both
more thought and empirical investigation but they nonetheless offer a
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useful structure for conceptualising fantasy. The research presented in this
book draws on these orientations as inspiration for exploring the mean-
ings and significances of the representations and scenarios at play across
a disparate range of texts and as a framework for thinking about how the
discourses of masculinity that I identify in my research make meaning in
the fantasy context of gay porn.

In concluding, Barker notes that:

We are creatures who not only desire sex, but can enjoy the
idea of desiring. [...] In between those responses, our feeling
and understanding of them, and the world that delivers pos-
sibilities and constraints, is the field of sexuality. This is the
zone of knowing and imagining how sex works, rewards and
punishes. ‘Fantasy’ belongs here, in the zone of the relations
between bodies, selthood, and social and cultural permissions
and forbiddings. [...] This is how and why the utterly explicit in
pornography, the ‘leaving nothing to the imagination, is at that
exact same point the most fantastical. In this sense we might
usefully see pornography as being like a huge library, a book-
shop, or a film archive. Even to know that it is there, that it has
something like a catalogue, is to begin to measure one’s sexual
self against all that it might offer.

(p. 157)

Even whilst Barker’s interests and methods are very different to my own,
there is much to take away and make productive use of even in the case of
the textually and contextually grounded research that is the basis of this
study. In the first instance, he problematises a term that is central to an
understanding of what it is that porn (and in this case gay porn) is doing.
Secondly, the models of masculinity that gay porn offers and the discourses
that surround them must be primarily understood through the framing
lens of fantasy, and in this regard Barker’s orientations are especially useful
as a way into conceptualising the work that such representations are doing
in specific contexts. My argument is that the articulations of masculin-
ity that gay porn produces should be regarded as more than merely static
and stereotypical (which of course would be to misunderstand the ways in
which stereotypes operate in the first place).* Neither are they archetypical,
unchanging and eternal, even whilst some of the models that I will present
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Introduction

for analysis here (the athlete, the youth, the daddy, for example) seem to
be exactly that. They are instead, as I have argued elsewhere, prototypes,”
and therefore constantly changing, evolving and subject to revision. The
iconography of gay porn presents heightened fantasies that articulate the
erotic potentials, fluidity and ambiguity of contemporary masculinities. As
Linda Williams succinctly notes,

Pornography on film, video, or the internet is always two
contradictory things at once: documents of sexual acts, and fan-
tasies spun around knowing the pleasure or pain of those acts.
Pornography studies needs to remember that it must always
exist at the problematic site of this limit. (2014:37)

The State of the Field

In an essay published in 2014 in two versions — firstly in the inaugural
volume of the journal Porn Studies and subsequently in the Porn Archives
anthology edited by Tim Dean, Steven Ruszczycky and David Squires -
Linda Williams provides her diagnosis of the condition of porn studies
as a field that, by her own reckoning, she played a fundamental role in
establishing.® Williams™ assessment of the state of porn scholarship is in
many respects a rather surprising one, veering, sometimes rather uncom-
fortably, between an endorsement of a relatively small group of familiar
names whose work she considers to be foundational, contrasted with a cri-
tique of a newer generation of scholars and what she regards as the lack of
a strategic development of the discipline. The essay presents a challenge in
two regards: a challenge to Williams’ readers, who may well be discouraged
by her assessment of current scholarship, and secondly a challenge that she
sets for Porn Studies as a journal, which she sees as a necessary develop-
ment for the field in order to raise the standard of scholarship. Williams
also strikes a note of caution with regards to the use of language in this
essay and especially to the term ‘porn studies, revealing that whilst her
own earlier edited collection had been marketed with this title, this was
in fact as a result of publisher pressure rather than her own preference for
the more formal term ‘pornography, which she believes ‘signals the higher
ground of a more scholarly, distanced and critical approach’ (2014:34).
Unlike Williams, I see no pressing reason to avoid using the term ‘porn,
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nor do I see any benefit to grandiloquence, and have consequently adopted
the compressed and comprehensible ‘porn’ throughout this book. Putting
to one side a debate around what Williams actually considers to be suffi-
ciently scholarly, or indeed the necessity for ‘distance; her broad argument
is that the development of porn studies has been fairly asymmetrical, with
some aspects of the field ‘thriving’ while ‘others remain untended (p. 37).
For instance she argues that ‘mainstream, heterosexual hard core has been
comparatively ignored by all but anti-pornography scholars’ (p. 29) and
that whilst a ‘thriving subfield” of work on gay male porn is evident, even
here ‘there has been no equivalent to the ground-breaking articles on gay
male pornography by Richard Dyer or of Thomas Waugh’s’ (p. 26). Whilst,
as I have already noted, both of these remarks present a challenge and
are intended to do so, these are important observations made by a figure
whose work has shaped the agenda for the academic study of porn and
necessarily informs the contribution that this book is intended to make.
Additionally, and in particular, Williams points to a relative absence of
monographs on the subject of porn in favour of what she sees as a prepon-
derance of edited collections. She regards this as yet another significant
problem for the development of the subject area, demonstrating a scholarly
preference for ‘dabbling rather than digging into a fertile field’ (p. 32). This
is not an insignificant point to make inasmuch as it relates to this book,
as although Williams notes that gay male pornography has been one of
the subfields that has been a particular beneficiary of the growth of porn
studies more generally, this has not, in fact, translated into a critical mass
of single-authored (and therefore sustained) investigations. Indeed, even
if we include both John Burger’s One Handed Histories (mentioned sub-
sequently, which at 144 pages is scarcely a detailed study) and Tim Dean’s
Unlimited Intimacy (which contrary to Williams’ view is not, first and fore-
most, a book about gay porn), this is only the fifth book that has been pub-
lished on the subject. Notwithstanding Williams’ remarks about a dearth
of monographs, there is nonetheless a growing body of scholarship around
gay porn to which this book should be regarded as a contribution.

I would argue that the overwhelming majority of research can be seen
as taking place within two broad phases. These ‘phases’ (which are not
entirely temporarily bounded in that there is some overlap) can, in short,
be described as the pre-web, pre-digital phase of gay porn research, which
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