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DIVINE
FANTASIES
OF ‘
STEVEN
ARNOLD

Artist translates dreams into photographs

By Hunter Drohojowska

n a modest Pasadena gallery,
Cityscape, there is an exhibition of
black-and-white photographs
demonstrating erotic-religious
obsessions of the highest order.
Consider the image of a woman in a
headdress of tinsel, her eyes black with
kohl, holding a toy ray gun, lying at an
awkward angle over a grinning
skeleton that holds a laser gun. The
couple is framed by a satin curtain
covered with plastic insects, a row of
pennies, and thousands of little
skeletons. The title? ““Grotto of
Madame La Mort.” Another
photograph’s background is patterned
with zebra stripes, and cutouts of
leaves decorated in tiger. Two models
of indeterminable gender are
camouflaged with makeup and
costumes in similar stripings. The
image is called “‘Entrance into the
Fourth Dimension.”” Another picture
features a lean, handsome young man
standing nude but for a tactfully
positioned feather and a pair of
immense feathered wings strapped to
his upraised arms. A row of candles is
lit at his feet. The title is “‘Angel of
Night.”

Welcome to the world of Steven
Arnold. His photographs demonstrate
such an excessive extravagance of
imagination, they caught the
attention of Jack Woody, whose
Twelvetrees Press in Pasadena
published a book of Arnold’s
photographs, “Reliquaries” ($30
hardcover, $20 paper) in December.
Woody, who has published popular
books of homo-erotic photographs by
George Platt Lyons and Bruce
Webber, said, “I'm constantly
barraged by photographers, and this
is the only unsolicited thing I've ever
done. It seemed very genuine. I can
handle the overindulgence if it’s
successfully handled. More than half
of the edition of 2,000 has already
been sold and it’s been especially
popular in Japan. It’s a distinctive
sensibility . . . a kind of religion, and
an obsession with Steven.”

The world of Steven Arnold’s
photography is created in his East
Hollywood studio which is filled with
dried and painted palm trees,
mannequins wearing costumes and
theatrical makeup, old props and stage
sets, and furniture swaddled in animal
skins. Arnold himself is dressed all in
black, except for wine velvet opera
slippers and a gold chain slung
asymmetrically across his chest. His
curly dark hair and beard, and retiring
manner, lend him a youthful quality.
His words come slowly, as though he

doesn’t want to get too far from the
dream states in which his pictures are
imagined. “The images come from my
dreams and my accumulated visual
Rolodex,” he said, smiling. ““I believe
that photography’s a universal
language like music, and it
communicates to the right brain much
more deeply than we can ever imagine.
That’s the creative side of the brain.
Ancient Buddhist and Tantric
paintings, like mandalas, were created
to have spiritual and metaphysical
impact on people. I'm very conscious
of that and employ it in my work,”” he
said. “'I go through the whole range of
positive and negative spiritual
iconography in my book.”

Arold’s photographic tableaux of
high religion and high sexuality are
meant to blur distinctions between
human models and mannequins,
between men and women and
machines. He cites influences as
disparate as Renaissance sculptor
Benvenuto Cellini and the French
silent filmmaker George Melies, and
all religious art.

The elaborate androgynous
references are an important aspect of
Arnold’s metaphysical philosophy. He
enthused, “I think androgyny is one of
the most important concepts of our
time, for men to come to grips with,
and women, too. Once we can get past
all that social macho and feminine
stereotype stuff, we can go a lot further
mentally and consciously. It's coming
from the music world like crazy, with
Boy George and Michael Jackson
breaking down taboos that could never
have happened in the '50s. But it goes
back to Greek and Roman and African
cultures. It was all more ’
interchangeable then, than now.”

Arnold considers himself a ““lifelong
student of comparative religion,” but
is especially compelled by tantric
thought. “It’s a spiritual path allowing
all possibilities, exploring everything,
not negating anything.”” This translates
aesthetically. “I'm bringing back
density. It’s like the new Baroque, 1
think. I want the images to be
complicated, not smart, designy little
things. It’s good to find something that
takes time to look at.”

As a child growing up in Berkeley,

Arnold made puppets and marionette -
theaters and put on plays. “I'm still
doing it,” he explained, “‘but I'm
using real people and mannequins.”
He graduated from the San Francisco
Art Institute in 1971 with an
undergraduate degree in painting and a
master’s in photography and
filmmaking, both attained on
scholarship. He made two features, six
short films and won the Cannes Film
Festival’s “New Director’” award for
his film “‘Messages Messages,”” before
moving to Hollywood in 1977. He
opened his studio to do commercial

Photo artist Steven
Arnold with three of his

creations, from top left,
“Angel of Night,” *Virgin of
Paste’” and "‘Grotto of
Madame La Mort.”

and fashion photography, as well as art
directing. During the last four years,
he has worked with actress Ellen
Burstyn, a close friend who wrote the
introduction to “Reliquaries,” making
videotaped interviews with
Buckminster Fuller, Lee Strassberg, and
Sufi leader Pir Vlayat Kahn. He’s now
at work on a videotape with Michael
Jackson’s sister La Toya. In June, he
will direct what might be the first
ballet/fashion show at the Palace with
clothes from Parachute modeled in a
dance performed by the LA. Ballet
Company. Arnold is writing the script,
as well as designing the sets for the
event. All of this affects his
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photographs, which he considers his
personal work. “‘I do them at night. It’s
a combination of my theater, ballet,
painting, drawing, assemblage,
biography, film, all in one form. That's
why I love it, I'm the director, I'm
totally in control.”
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