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Swing thing
Sensitivity and a willingness to shoot in the buff 

helped Naomi Harris build an eye-opening project on 
swingers in the US, discovers Reuel Golden

When Canadian documentary 
photographer Naomi Harris at-
tended her fi rst swingers party 
she wasn’t sure what to expect. 
Sex was clearly on the agenda, 
but food? The venue was a club 
called Trapeze in Fort Lauder-
dale, Florida, in a rundown part 
of town and Harris had gone 
along as a curious observer, ac-
companying a single male friend 
who needed her to gain access 
to the party. 

‘My fi rst thought was: “Every-
one here looks old enough to be 
my mum, that guy could be my 
dentist, these are ordinary people 
who liked to swing”,’ she says. 
And, as she soon discovered, 
they also like to eat.

‘There was a guy with a big 
chef’s hat carving out roast beef 
and serving potatoes,’ she says. 
‘It was heavy, heavy food, and 
some people were going up for 
seconds. There was a bit of danc-
ing and then about 20 minutes 
later everyone went off to a back-
room and started having sex. I 
didn’t fi nd it sexy, I wasn’t turned 
on at all, but I did think: “Wow 
what a project, no one has ever 
photographed this”.’

That was back in 2002 and 
now, almost fi ve years and 35 
swingers’ parties and conventions 
later, Harris has now just about 

completed this exhaustive project. 
It’s culminating in a Taschen 
book, scheduled for publication 
next spring. 

Empathy & sympathy
The New York based, award-win-
ning Harris, 34, made her name 
with an equally compelling long-
term story, with an entirely differ-
ent subject matter. That project 
focused on Haddon Hall, a re-
tirement home for Jewish senior 
citizens in Florida. Harris moved 
into the residence for several 
months, becoming her subjects’ 
friend and confi dant and immers-
ing herself in their lives.

‘I was their surrogate grand-
child and they were my surrogate 
grandparents,’ she says. ‘We 
were all getting something from 
the relationship, the photography 
was just a part of it. With the 
swingers I’m not sure if I got 
anything out of it because I don’t 
play. The people fi nd me enter-
taining and try and convert me, 
but it’s a very different kind of 
relationship. So in some ways 
Haddon Hall was a more intimate 
project than the swingers.’ 

Both projects demonstrate 
Harris’s considerable documen-
tary and portrait photography 
skills, as well as her sympathy 
and open-mindedness. Many 

projects about senior citizens veer 
towards the condescending or 
sentimental, and it would be easy 
to judge the swingers, but Harris 
avoids both traps. Her images 
are sometimes very funny and 
sometimes very sad, but always 
deeply empathetic. 

Harris originally studied fi ne 
art in Toronto, her hometown, but 

in her third year took a basic 
photography course and caught 
the bug. In 1997 she gained a 
place on the highly prestigious 
documentary programme at New 
York’s International Centre of 
Photography, where, she says, 
she learnt everything she knows 
about shooting in colour.

Kathy Ryan, the respected 
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‘If it’s a nude party, I will go nude apart from a big 
tool belt carrying my batteries. I’ve got a chord, 
with a big fl ash and my Contax 645. I look like 
Weegee in the nude.’

photo editor of the New York 
Times Magazine, saw the Had-
don Hall project and was so 
impressed she commissioned 
Harris, more or less on the spot, 
to shoot a story on race in Amer-
ica. This assignment set her 
editorial career in motion, which 
in turn financed her long-term 
projects. For the past eight years 

or so Harris has combined com-
mercial work with editorial 
portraiture, shooting everything 
from celebrities to obsessive gam-
ers. Her images have appeared 
in publications such as GQ UK, 
The Guardian, Time, Newsweek, 
Marie Claire and Fortune.

The swingers project started 
almost by accident when she 
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moved to Florida. ‘In Miami I 
used to go to the nude beach and 
I would see the funniest things 
going on around me,’ she says. 
‘There were people fl ossing their 
teeth in the nude, diabetics in-
jecting themselves with insulin. 
So I started taking photos of what 
I saw on the beach, with people’s 
permission of course.’
Many of the nudists were also 
swingers, and getting to know 
them lead to her initial party at 
Trapeze. But even after that eye-
opening experience, she didn’t 
start documenting the swinging 
scene for about another year.

Gaining trust
The most challenging aspect of 
the project was gaining access to 
what is a very closed world and, 
once in, gaining people’s trust. 
The participants are not porn 
stars, but housewives, electri-
cians and insurance salesman 
– ordinary people with families 
who stand to lose a lot if their 
secret lives are exposed. Har-
ris managed to open the doors 
though a combination of talent, 
chutzpah and persistence, as 
well as being prepared to go to 
any lenghths to get the picture, 

barring actually swinging. If the 
party is a bondage party, for ex-
ample, Harris will dress the part 
– she has worn rabbit ears and 
often not much else.

‘If it’s a nude party, I will go 
nude apart from a big tool belt 
carrying my batteries,’ she says. 
‘I’ve got a chord, with a big fl ash 
and my Contax 645. I look like 
Weegee in the nude.’

Harris is no shrinking violent, 
and it was her people skills that 
got the swingers onside. ‘I meet 
a lot of photographers who don’t 
listen or engage, yet they expect 
their subjects to give them some-
thing in return,’ she says. ‘I listen, 
I talk, I make jokes to break the 
tension sometimes. I’m interested 
in people.’ 

She’s also honest enough to 
admit that being a woman helps. 
‘If I was a guy forget it, people 
think guys are going to post the 
images on a website or do some-
thing sleazy. With me, they want 
to take care of me. That said, I 
have been to parties where I’ve 
been verbally abused and they’ve 
tried to break my camera. I’ve 
gone though a lot for this project.’

She’s also seen a lot. Harris 
says that Martin Parr is a big 

infl uence and she certainly has 
his strong sense of colour and 
composition, combined with an 
unflinching eye. Her images 
swingers at play are graphic in 
detail, as well as content. These 
are not beautiful people: they are 
often overweight, sweaty and 
hairy – apart from around the 
pubic area, where both sexes 
obsessively shave. These are real 
people having sex.

Sometimes the participants are 
in ecstasy, joking, having fun, 
clearly flirting with Harris; at 
other times they seem oblivious 
to her presence; and sometimes 
they look distracted, uncertain or 
inebriated. The images are inti-
mate and erotic, and sometimes 
as mind numbing as bad pornog-
raphy. They are a lot of things, 
but always honest, and Harris 
has clearly picked a subject that 
is going to get her noticed. ‘I 
hope so, it better,’ she says. ‘I 
haven’t given four years of my 
personal life and spent $60,000 
of my own money for nothing.’

Subversion
The sheer number of parties and 
participants Harris has photo-
graphed is also striking: this is a 

Left: ‘This was my second Swingstock, which is a 
festival that combines swinging and camping; sex and 
the great American outdoors. The fi rst Swingstock was a 
great party. It was like an x-rated Old McDonald, ‘a 
moan moan here, a moan moan there, everywhere a 
moan moan’. But this event was a lot more low-key and 
it seemed that people were more interested in camping 
and grilling food than having sex.

‘I was just walking around when I saw this couple. 
She was making lunch, wearing an apron and nothing 
else. He was sitting there with his cast. I laughed when 
I saw them. I wasn’t laughing at them, but it’s funny 
when you see people in the nude doing ordinary things. 
I didn’t really have to do that much. I think I told her to 
move slightly to one side and maybe hold the frying pan 
up in a certain way, but apart from that they are 
photographed as I saw them.

‘I shot this whole project on a Contax 645 using 
Kodak 160 fi lm. I don’t use digital, partly just for 
fi nancial reasons because medium format digital is just 
too expensive, but also I don’t really understand it. I 
always use fl ash even when I’m shooting outside, maybe 
here I used two Quantum fl ashes. I like to underexpose 
the fi lm and I did that here to make the sky a little 
darker and punchier. I don’t do any retouching because 
for the sort of work I do, it doesn’t make sense.’
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subversive community, but it is 
also growing. There is a certain 
irony that while the Republican 
Bush administration has zeal-
ously tried to impose its moral 
restrictions on the United States, 
swinging has spread though the 
American heartland. Harris docu-
mented deathly pale participants 
at parties in Minnesota, and 
tanned swingers in California. 
She’s photographed fornicating 
men in cowboy boots in Texas, 
and swinging conventions in Las 
Vegas that included a staggering 
number of participants. 

The sheer numbers involved 
aren’t gratuitous: Harris has in-
cluded as many parties as 
possible in the project because 
she wants to present as complete 
a picture as possible of swinging 
in America. And there’s a practi-
cal element too, because she was 
never quite sure what she would 
be able to document. In some 

instances, the crowd not only 
welcomed Harris but enjoyed 
playing out their exhibitionist 
tendencies. At others, it was clear 
that she was there on sufferance. 
But it’s a small community, and 
word soon got round that Harris’ 
intentions were genuine and that 
she could be trusted.

She got all her subjects to sign 
model release forms before shoot-
ing, using documents based on 
the porn industry standard model 
release. She also insisted that all 
her subjects presented photo id 
and that a third party witnesses 
their signatures. Once they had 
signed she gave willing partici-
pants a wristband, so that when 
the action heated up she could 
identify her subjects.

Portraits
Harris took more formal portraits 
of the swingers as well as ac-
tion shots, photographing them 

in bondage wear, g-strings and 
fancy dress, or picking out genital 
piercings. Harris has an eye for 
the surreal and placed her sub-
jects against the shiny wallpaper 
of the clubs or hotels in which 
they were swinging; juxtapos-
ing mundane American interiors 
with a bizarre lifestyle to give her 
images a certain absurdity. The 
images are also often very funny, 
but unintentionally so.

‘People can take out of my 
photographs what they want, but 
I am not mocking these people 
at all,’ she says. ‘I fi nd them fas-
cinating. They are ordinary 
people and the parties often take 
place in ordinary-looking hotels 
or clubs. Many of the swingers 
are Republicans, they are con-
servative in many ways and 
generally frown on drug taking. 
Many of them are churchgoers 
who simply have an unusual 
pastime. Most of America looks 

like these people.
‘I don’t feel grossed out by 

these individuals, but of course 
you become a little desensitised,’ 
she adds. ‘I’m watching people 
have sex and all I’m thinking is: 
“If that couple moved a little to 
the left, then the composition 
would be that much better”. But 
of course I can’t art direct people 
while they’re doing it. Once this 
project is done, I really don’t want 
to photograph anything to do 
with sex for a long time.’

In fact Harris says that she 
now can’t wait for the project to 
end, but although it’s been chal-
lenging, it’s also been curiously 
life affi rming. ‘Swingers look after 
each other,’ she says. ‘It’s a com-
munity. One guy’s house burnt 
down and all his party buddies 
raised funds to rebuild his house. 
They aren’t harming anyone or 
themselves. Whatever makes 
them happy.’ BJP

Online

For more 
information, 
and to see 
more work by 
Naomi Harris, 
visit www.
naomiharris.
com

‘The most 
challeng-
ing aspect 
of the 
project 
was 
gaining 
access to 
what is a 
very 
closed 
world and, 
once in, 
gaining 
people’s 
trust.’
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