
Famous versus
Infamous

by Terence Sellers

As I grow more aged, intolerant and intolerable,
I recall certain eras of my  artistic develop-
ment with an eye of mingled astonishment and
dismay. Astonishment, in that I was already so
well-developed and disciplined in my ideas, and
strict in principle - but dismayed when I rec-
ollect how I permitted others to both use and
disparage me.

In 1978 I was living with the painter Duncan
Hannah in the West 70s. Upon deciding to cohab-
itate, we two, as artists, had made it our weld-
ed point of honour to try to produce something
daily. He was already quite prolific, while I
was somewhat less so. But it was at that peri-
od that I was writing ‘The Correct Sadist’.

One of my points of honour was based upon a
highly subjective, but spiritually correct nau-
sea against selling my work. I would quote Lord
Byron on the impossibility for the serious
artist to ever take money for literary efforts
. That I was, at the same time,  working as a
dominatrix, which many view as a specie of pros-
titution, might have seemed a strange contra-
diction. I would rather sell my beauty, violence
and skill in tormenting, than to sell the work
of my mind?  It seemed a perfect compromise to
me then, and to some extent, still does.



Duncan and I professed our dedication to
art by the company we kept, the gallery
openings we visited, the contacts made (by
him mostly, as I made a point of being
anti-social), the dinner parties attend-
ed, and the nightclubs we frequented. We
had nothing to do with the chichi Studio
54 scene so rampant at that time, but
haunted the Mudd Club, Tier 3, and vari-
ous gay dance-spots downtown.

As Duncan understandably had no gallery at
that time, being but 25 years of age, this
was an attainment he always avidly pur-
sued. At this time he met Robert
Stefanotti, an interesting aesthete who
had once been a monk. He later went back
into the monkhood after one swift early-
80s foray into the NYC artworld... a
worldly experience that might turn anyone
into a hermit.) Robert Stefanotti’s
boyfriend at that time was the photogra-
pher Jimmy de Sana.

We soon became a great foursome, going out
to dinner, visiting, Jimmy taking por-
traits of Duncan and I, and Robert read-
ing with an intelligent interest my manu-
script pages of ‘The Correct Sadist’.  He
gave me valuable advice, declared the
Dialogues to be genius, and urged me to
write more of them, which I readily did.
In time, the idea came round that Jimmy
should take photographs of the activities



in my dungeon, and we might use them to illustrate an edition of ‘The Correct Sadist’, which
Robert felt certain he could find a publisher for.

I realize this now was just so much bullshit, as Mr. Stefanotti, like so many dealers in art,
was master of hype before all else.

I did not own my own ‘dungeon’ at that time. The place where I worked was in a big condo-
minium apartment house in the East 50s. Down the hall from my one bedroom apartment, where a
large medieval bondage-table ruled, was my employer’s other business, a network of four apart-
ments joined together to create a bordello of six bedrooms. But I had nothing to do with that
trade, was free to come and go as I wished, and before long Jimmy was visiting me nearly every
time I was there.



His set-ups were simple, usually just
a single light. At that point he was
completely dependent upon me to find
the subjects from out of the popula-
tion of my slaves. 

We were subject to whatever that
slave’s interest might be, and those
particular needs would determine the
material of the shoot for the
evening. Later on we did do a few
shoots with paid models in Jimmy’s
studio, but again, especially in the
series where a young, petite slim
blonde girl were involved, he was
again dependent upon me for bondage
ideas, set-ups, props, et cetera.

I gladly worked on the styling for
all these shoots with complete enthu-
siasm, as it was in the service, I
thought, of my book. These photo-
graphs would illustrate certain ideas
about S&M, and while that media can
be at times too literal and intru-
sive, I did like Jimmy’s work and
felt my collaboration could modify
the grosser aspects of the camera’s
eye.



Altogether Jimmy visited my dungeon about seventeen times. I considered it a real col-
laboration. We engaged in numerous discussions on the art of S&M... I suppose I taught
him a great deal, though at the time I felt myself mostly the one who needed him, as the
photographs took on a talismanic power for me, as something that would ‘sell’ the book.

I see now that by going against my own principles - in working towards the idea of a
sale of my work -  that I psychically ‘doomed’ the project against myself. And it is for
that reason that I cannot really blame a group of slick, ambitious, high-powered artists
for ravaging a twenty-five year old ‘outsider’ who had ideas but absolutely no clout.
For in truth that was my ‘purist’ function - to be used.

To this day when I look at Jimmy’s work, I can see a distinctive difference between the
photographs I worked on and those he put together after I was ousted from the project.
Which is why it is even now a little irritating to think of how I was given no credit at
all in the book that was to be... 

But especially degrading is the remembrance of my excitement and pride at the news, com-
ing over the wire one day, that Jimmy had met with William Burroughs, who was said to
have thought the photographs were incredible. And when he heard a book was to be made,



he had promised Jimmy
he was going to write
the Introduction!  

To The Correct
Sadist!? Duncan was
very proud of me
then. He had always
had a certain ambiva-
lence about the domi-
natrix work, though
that never had
stopped my elegant,
foppish lover from
wearing the Italian
suits and shoes I
could afford to buy
him.  But now the
work would be ‘justi-
fied’,  so it seemed
- or better yet ‘rec-
tified’,  by this
fortunate engagement
with an ultimate New
York  hipness.

One of the last, and memorable shoots was an
excursion that Robert, Jimmy and I took to Long Island
with a model/slave Marco.  Yet when I look at these
photographs now, they seem to me mostly absurd. The S&M
activity depicted in them is accessorized by the most
banal trappings of an upper-middle-class prosperity. The
male Dominant figure is in a suit; and when I see
myself on the beach in a pleated white skirt, blazer
and little diamond earrings - even though I am giving
Marco a whipping - the image is weirdly bourgeoisie.
Somehow I was absorbed into this zeitgeist, which
became a trademark of Jimmy’s - the alleged class dis-
tinctions of privilege and power.  But when I look at 



Within a couple of weeks the real state of affairs  concerning our collaboration came to light.
Yes, it was so, that William Burroughs would write an Introduction  - but, as Jimmy told me ,
“He doesn’t want there to be any other writing in the book.”   In other words, I had been com-
pletely used up. He had enough photos - Burroughs was famous - why should Jimmy risk losing the
famous - and ultimately very boring - Introduction,  by insisting that the pathetic little
‘Correct Sadist’ be included?

Marco stretched over the
car’s glossy flank like a
slain deer, it strikes me
as more of a comment on
economics, than of sexual
perversion...

That night we stayed in East
Hampton at the Cosy Cabins.
Marco was disturbed to find
out that he wasn’t allowed to
stay in ‘the heterosexual
wing’  with me.  No, he had
to stay with the boys, who
had some plans for
him...Three o’clock in the
morning I was awakened by his
quavering voice: could he
please be allowed to sleep in
my bathroom?  Robert and
Jimmy were too dead deter-
mined on having his body...
I capitulated...



I became savage, underwent months of rage,
telling every possible person of the betrayal,
showing up at the opening of the photo-show,
and at the opening for his eventual book,
‘Submission’,  and finally I wrote one of my
infamous poison-pen letters, which relation I
will spare you, dear Reader, and not because I
don’t have it right at hand from out of my
well-ordered files. It’s just that at this
inestimable age of mine the vitriol, even from
out of that dim vista, is just too excoriating
for the old nerves.

But I will say that that aged, intolerant and
intolerable man,  B. Burroughs, in his own vit-
riol-wielding, destroyed my pleasure in his
work. I could never make myself appreciate his
work as I once had. In that I learned one of
the truths of Art and Artist - that the human
being, man or woman, does not always share in
the genius embodied in the Work.

So why do we still stand astonished before the
Artist’s imperfections of character? Because
even a minor imperfection in a great Artist has
an effect - and the fame renders the flaw more
radiating. The man’s selfishness could have
had a devastating effect, filtered through the
intense respect the Work inspired.  The crit-
icism... well, it wasn’t even that... the dis-
missal I received might very well have harmed
me seriously, even irremediably, as an artist.
To have been judged and found wanting by such
an Authority! A lesser creature would have been
devastated. Fortunately I have always had an

abnormally high belief in my powers of expres-
sion, which continues to this day.

But I ask myself if ever I, as an Author,
should be in such a position as he enjoyed -
would I ever deign to handle, or look over a
finished work of collaboration -  and then cut
someone else’s Work in half, to wedge myself
between?  Would I ever have the nerve to work
another artist’s material like that - for the
glory of a by-rote two-paragraph Introduction?

Of course I understand now the famous man could
NOT have possibly written an Introduction to a
book, written by such as I was then -  unknown,
young, female, ‘sex-worker’, professional
sadist, weirdo, nobody, downtowner - who
besides had cluelessly worked for NOTHING. 

But ‘The Correct Sadist’ survived these tor-
ments, and without requiring any illustrations
at all.

Jimmy died in the Plague of Aids during the
1980s, and his estate was left apparently in
some disarray. I don’t have the details, as I
never felt it was appropriate for me to
enquire. In any event, it turned out that my
story was known - of how I had worked on the
project, been an influence in his Completed
Work - and that I had been dumped. So ingrained
had been my notion of a conspiracy that I was
almost shocked to know that he had been both-
ered. Apparently Jimmy had not felt good about
it; and I have to say this pleased me.



So I really can’t be angry anymore. Nothing creative is ever wasted, as long as you keep good
files.  And after all Jimmy had that chance to be famous, and is.  And not primarily because of
the Old Curmudgeon’s efforts.  And as for my losing the big ‘chance’  - whatever it might have
been -  at the age of twenty-five -  well, that was to have been left behind in Infamy...

I rest my case.


