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‘The New Lesbian Sexual Revolut ion’ : Lesbian
Sex Radicals in Sydney during the 1980s and

1990s

SOPHIE ROBINSON

Lesbians in Sydney during the 1980s and 1990s faced a range of barriers to expressing
their diverse sexual desires and identities: from the male dominance of the commercial gay
scene and its associated sexual subcultures, to an overarching cultural idea that lesbians do
not – therefore why would they want to – engage in promiscuous or hedonistic sex. In this
article, I trace how, despite these barriers, Sydney became a locus of lesbian sex radicalism
from the early 1980s through to the late 1990s as lesbians created spaces to explore their
sexual subjectivity and to expand possibilities for living a lesbian life. While activism,
feminist networks and a commitment to sisterhood and separatism had defined Sydney
lesbian feminism from the early 1970s, the confidence gained from these years propelled

some lesbians to locate other ways of being a lesbian by the early 1980s. Sexual
experimentation was one specific avenue through which some attempted to expand an

already strong feminist agenda of enhancing lesbian visibility.

During the 1980s and 1990s in Sydney, lesbians were confidently asserting their
presence as sexual subjects. This was a distinct period in lesbian sexual awakening
and community building amid the HIV/AIDS crisis which further mobilised
lesbian activism and propelled some to fill the gap in lesbian sexual health
resources. As part of this awakening, some lesbians started support groups, work-
shops, publications and performances to encourage women to explore a range of
sexual practices and aesthetics more commonly linked with gay men, such as
sexual sadomasochism (S/M) and leather. By the 1990s, social documentary
photographer and artist C. Moore Hardy began documenting the ‘new generation
of young sex radical lesbians’, many of whom were too young to have partici-
pated in early lesbian feminist activism of the 1970s, but who were redefining
gay male-dominated subcultures as their own. They were indicative of ‘the
new lesbian sexual revolution’ and unlike anything Hardy saw in similar
scenes overseas.1

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.
1 C. Moore Hardy, ‘Lesbian Erotica and Impossible Images’, in Sex in Public: Australian Sexual Cultures,
ed. Jill Julius Matthews (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1997), 132. ‘Sex radical’ here refers to a range
of sexual behaviours, acts, cultures and communities forged through a celebration of S/M, leather
and fetish cultures as spaces to explore sexual desire and pleasure. For further elucidation of differ-
ent lesbian identities within sex radicalism, particularly the leather dyke community, see Dana
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In this article I explore the emergence of the Sydney-based lesbian sex radical
scene which grew out of multiple challenges to the common, as well as highly
sexist and homophobic, idea that lesbians do not have the same type of sex gay
men do. That is, recreational, casual, risky, or penetrative. As Sydney lesbian acti-
vist Betty Hounslow recalled, ‘we were sick to death of the fact that the blokes
get all the venues’ and moreover, we were ‘also sick to death that all the
blokes get all the recreational sex, and we have to have meaningful sex’.2

Some lesbians also began challenging their feminist communities to more fully
contemplate lesbianism as both a political and sexual identity, without one necess-
arily taking precedence. That they felt the need to make this case at all is testi-
mony to the influence of lesbian feminism as a political movement at this time
and its dissemination amongst younger lesbian sex radicals by the late 1990s.

Lesbian sex radicalism has received only passing attention in existing studies
of Australian gay and lesbian activism and more is known about related inter-
national debates in the USA (US).3 In part this is because the number of scholars
exploring local lesbian historiography is small and because of the underground
and closely guarded nature of the scene.4 Also, some participants have not con-
sented to having their identities and experiences revealed publicly. Furthermore,
existing studies have largely historicised the 1980s in close reference to the HIV/
AIDS crisis, an expanding homosexual law reform agenda and, by the 1990s and
early 2000s, the greater visibility of lesbians and gaymen inmonogamous couples
and raising families.5 As Barbara Baird reminded us in her critique of Graham
Willett’s Living Out Loud: A History of Gay and Lesbian Activism, historicising gay
and lesbian history in terms of these issues alone does not adequately consider
how lesbians experienced this period culturally and politically.6 Lesbians, while
not a homogeneous group, have had a very ‘different relationship to the

Collins, ‘No Experts: Guaranteed! Do-It-Yourself Sex Radicalism and the Production of the Lesbian
Sex Zine Brat Attack’, Signs 25, no. 1 (1999): 65–89.

2 Betty Hounslow, ‘Ken Davis and Betty Hounslow interviewed about gay liberation history’, Gay-
waves, 2SER, 1999, National Film and Sound Archive of Australia, https://soundcloud.com/
nfsaaustralia/2sers-gaywaves-ken-davis-and (accessed 22 February 2017).

3 Lisa Duggan and Nan D. Hunter, Sex Wars: Sexual Dissent and Political Culture (New York: Routledge,
2006); Ann Ferguson, ‘Sex War: The Debate between Radical and Libertarian Feminists’, Signs 10,
no. 1 (1984): 106–12.

4 For Australian histories that do explore Australia’s sexual history, see Frank Bongiorno, The Sex
Lives of Australians: A History (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2012); Graham Willett, Living Out Loud: A
History of Gay and Lesbian Activism in Australia (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 2000); Robert Reynolds,
From Camp to Queer: Re-making the Australian Homosexual (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press,
2000). For studies of Australian lesbian culture and communities, see Barbara Baird, ‘Lesbian Iden-
tities’, in Australian Feminism: A Companion, ed. Barbara Caine et al. (Melbourne: Oxford University
Press, 1998), 198–206; Rebecca Jennings, Unnamed Desires: A Sydney Lesbian History (Melbourne:
Monash University Publishing, 2015).

5 During the 1980s and 1990s in Australia we see some of the first instances of lesbians and gay men
starting same-sex parented families through insemination. See Prudence Borthwick and Barbara
Bloch, Mothers and Others: An Exploration of Lesbian Parenting in Australia (Sydney: Jam Jar Publish-
ing, 1993); Margaret Bradstock and Louise Wakeling, Beyond Blood: Writings on the Lesbian and Gay
Family (Sydney: Blackwattle Press, 1995).

6 Barbara Baird, Review of Living Out Loud: A History of Gay and Lesbian Activism, 2001, www.
australianhumanitiesreview.org/archive/Issue-April-2001/baird.html (accessed 1 March 2017).
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public’, a lack of criminalisation (and indeed acknowledgement) of their broad
sexual desires.7 Rebecca Jennings further highlighted this in her focused study
of Sydney lesbian communities during the twentieth century, Unnamed Desires:
A Sydney Lesbian History, illuminating a dynamic history of distinct lesbian
culture and politics during the 1980s.8

Hitherto the most cited account of Sydney lesbian sex radicalism has come
from an insider, Kimberly O’Sullivan. Her chapter in Sex in Public: Australian
Sexual Cultures showed that debates about lesbianism as a political and/or
sexual identity were a continuum in Australian feminism during the 1970s.
They became particularly prominent however with the rise of transnational
lesbian sex radicalism (and feminist critiques of it) from the late 1970s.9 O’Sulli-
van further identified Sydney as a centre of such debates and, like C. Moore
Hardy, viewed Sydney’s underground lesbian scene as unique. In the same col-
lection, C. Moore Hardy and artist and academic Elizabeth Ashburn respectively
explored the flourishing visual and performance-based art to emerge during the
1980s and 1990s that enabled explorations of different lesbian identities and prac-
tices, including lesbian sex radicalism.10 More recently, feminist academic
Margaret Henderson considered the emergence of lesbian erotica and pornogra-
phy, by and for a lesbian gaze, as it was defined by the Sydney-based magazine
Wicked Women (published between 1988 and 1996) and Slit (established in
2002). Wicked Women, ‘in its splitting of lesbian identity from lesbian feminism
and its resultant hedonistic s/m dyke’, broadened the Sydney lesbian community
which had so far been a locus of Australian lesbian feminism.11

In this article I use these examples of a distinct Sydney lesbian sex radical
scene to rethink the city’s evolution as a ‘gay’ city. Historian Garry Wotherspoon
in his definitive and recently revised study of Sydney’s gay cultural life described
the city as ‘Gay Sydney’.12 ‘Gay’ here stands for gay men, however, and though
Wotherspoon does address this issue directly, the qualification is brief.13 Conver-
sely, I consider how ‘lesbian Sydney’ developed both in conversation with
Sydney’s gay male subcultures, and in separation from them. Furthermore,
while I focus on Sydney as arguably the biggest gay city in Australia, the
lesbian sex radicalism canvassed here also spread interstate to Melbourne, Can-
berra and Brisbane.14

7 Ibid.
8 Jennings, Unnamed Desires.
9 Kimberly O’Sullivan, ‘Dangerous Desire: Lesbianism as Sex or Politics’, in Matthews, 114–26.
10 Hardy, ‘Lesbian Erotica and Impossible Images’, 127–38; Elizabeth Ashburn, ‘Stirred Heart and

Soul: The Visual Representation of Lesbian Sexuality’, in Matthews, 157–69.
11 Margaret Henderson, ‘Pornography in the Service of Lesbians: The Case of WickedWomen and Slit

Magazines’, Australasian Journal of Popular Culture 2, no. 2 (2013): 178.
12 Garry Wotherspoon, Gay Sydney: A History (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2016). See also the

earlier iteration of this book, Garry Wotherspoon, City of the Plain: History of a Gay Sub-Culture
(Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1991).

13 Wotherspoon, ‘Preface’, City of the Plain; Wotherspoon, Gay Sydney, vii–viii.
14 Henderson, 164.
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In this article I draw upon five of my own interviews from a selection of thirty
I recorded between 2014 and 2018 as part of my PhD thesis, with key, interge-
nerational figures, and some more peripheral, in Sydney’s emerging lesbian sex
radical scene of the 1980s and 1990s. Their stories trace the various lesbian poli-
tics and scenes proliferating in Sydney during this period, among which lesbian
sex radicalism had major significance. The use of oral history in queer history is
now standard practice given how personal testimonies can help to fill the gaps
and silences in the historical record around queer experience, especially queer
desires. Oral histories have indeed been at the centre of recent works of queer
history in Australia.15 My own focus on lesbian sex and sexual subcultures pro-
vides a particularly unique and critical setting through which to explore the
already overlooked and marginalised voices of lesbians, and how and why they
defined a new sexual revolution.

Also, while sex radicals presented a generational shift in lesbian activism,
centred around parties and performances, and offering new spaces for
younger same-sex-attracted women to explore themselves, lesbian feminism
and lesbian sex radicalism were not mutually exclusive scenes. Indeed, some
prominent advocates for lesbian sex radicalism were veterans of Sydney’s
lesbian feminist community from the early 1970s, whilst others were comple-
tely new to political activism. Some identified as feminists and others felt alie-
nated by this term, tentative about how their interest in sex radical
subcultures aligned with radical feminist principles of sisterhood and separat-
ism. Some were in their early thirties when they first experimented with sex
radicalism, and some were only in their very early twenties. One of my infor-
mants, Kate Rowe, was an early member of ‘Sexually Outrageous Women’, a
group that explored S/M amongst women. Kimberly O’Sullivan was a
pioneer across both lesbian feminist and lesbian sex radical communities in
this period. Jasper Laybutt, known as Francine Laybutt before transitioning
from female to male, co-produced Australia’s first lesbian sex radical magazine,
Wicked Women, from 1988.16 Laybutt’s story offers a prelude to Wicked Women, a
material resource that eventually expanded into its own subculture, offering
simultaneously feminist, lesbian and queer approaches to sex radicalism.
Laybutt offers a personal critique of the lesbian scene at the time based on his
perspective as part of the very early queer/trans scene in Sydney. Furthermore,
his experience speaks to the many ways we can further explore late twentieth-
century sexuality in Australia, especially with a shift towards greater visibility of
sex and gender diversity in lesbian communities.

Finally, this article is also informed by the scholarship of North American
academic and activist Gayle Rubin who was embroiled in the international

15 Robert Reynolds and Shirleene Robinson, Gay and Lesbian, Then and Now: Australian Stories from a
Social Revolution (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2016).

16 ‘Love Bites’, the televised series of LGBTQI shorts produced by ABC i-view for the 2018Mardi Gras,
includes a six-minute episode on Wicked Women, narrated by Jasper Laybutt. See https://iview.abc.
net.au/programs/love-bites-wicked-women/AC1721V001S00.
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feminist debates about lesbian sex radicalism during the 1980s and 1990s.17

Rubin is also known for her sophisticated theory of sexual hierarchies which
code some forms of sexuality as good or bad, with lesbian sex radicalism (a
culture she participated in) and other perceived sexual ‘deviances’ falling into
the latter category.18 I use Rubin here because she was crucial in emphasising
how particular communities, defined by their sexuality and perceived
‘deviances’ from the norm, were overlooked or misinterpreted within some
feminist frameworks. She argued that they needed their own focused studies,
which is where my article takes its cue.

Feminist history is often narrated according to a reductionist waves model
(e.g. first wave, second wave, third wave), therefore stunting the ‘stories’ we
tell about feminist activism and its multiple trajectories.19 This can sometimes
situate lesbian feminism (and, by association, 1970s or second wave feminism)
as a relic of the past, superseded by a decidedly younger, savvier, sexier and
‘queer’-identified generation in the 1980s and 1990s. Instead, I consider how
lesbian sex radicalism grew from, through and beyond lesbian feminism,
drawing from both radical feminism and an emerging queer politics. I therefore
trace the emergence of Australian ‘queer lesbianism’, and I do so as part of a
larger history of the lesbian presence in Australian feminism. Although typi-
cally framed as oppositional and antagonistic to each other, lesbian feminists
and sex radicals were mutually invested in enhancing a lesbian presence
across Sydney.

Sexually outrageous women

In the early 1980s lesbians began borrowing from the gay male scene in Sydney,
primarily located along and near Oxford Street, Darlinghurst, in new ways. Les-
bians occupied a marginal presence in this scene, though some of its core venues
were owned by lesbian entrepreneur Dawn O’Donnell.20 A shift occurred as les-
bians began to demand space to expand their social and cultural lives – including
their sex lives.21 Betty Hounslow, mentioned earlier, attempted ‘to negotiate with
a male bath house’ on Oxford Street during Mardi Gras season to hold a women’s
night.22 She recalled it as ‘[o]ne of my earliest and most enjoyable memories’

17 See Gayle Rubin, ‘Blood under the Bridge: Reflections on “Thinking Sex”’, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian
and Gay Studies 17, no. 1 (2011): 34–5.

18 Gayle Rubin, ‘Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality’, in Social Perspec-
tives in Lesbian and Gay Studies: A Reader, eds Peter M. Nardi and Beth E. Schneider (London: Rou-
tledge, 1998), 100–33.

19 Clare Hemmings, ‘Telling Feminist Stories’, Feminist Theory 6, no. 2 (2005): 115–39; Victoria
Hesford also discusses the ongoing conflation between the lesbian feminist and the women’s libera-
tionist of the 1970s in Feeling Women’s Liberation (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013).

20 Fiona Cunningham-Reid (producer), Croc-a-dyke Dundee: The Legend of Dawn O’Donnell, film, 2014.
21 Cayte Latta, ‘It’s a Woman’s World’, Oxford Weekender News 63, 30 June 1983. See also Sydney’s

Pride History Group, ‘Venues: The Beresford Hotel’, www.camp.org.au/2-venues/venues (accessed
1 March 2017).

22 Hounslow.
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from the period, and that, ‘Hundreds and hundreds of women came. The place
was like packed to capacity. Everybody had the most fantastic time’.23

This was one of the first women’s bath house nights of its kind. Evidence of
other lesbian sex-on-premises spaces, including lesbian ‘beats’ that operated in
the 1970s, is largely anecdotal.24 Demand for sexy spaces for lesbians was none-
theless increasingly vocalised. In 1983, a workshop on lesbian S/M was held as
part of the annual National Homosexual Conference in Melbourne. A year
later, lesbian feminist newsletter Girls Own reported that a lesbian S/M discussion
group would start in Sydney in response to this workshop.25 Further along in
1984, two Sydney women. Robyn and Caz, started ‘Sexually Outrageous
Women’ (SOW) to encourage other lesbians to experiment with their sexuality.
A notice introducing the group was printed in Girls Own:

Introducing S.O.W. SEXUALLY OUTRAGEOUS WOMEN. A group for all
women interested in exploring/experimenting in diverse sexual practices
(including S/M). Our activities include business meetings, discussions,
social nights. If you are interested in joining or want more information
you can contact us.26

SOW organised out of the Gay Centre, an activist space in Sydney. They met
monthly for discussions and workshops, attracting at least fifteen women on a
regular basis.27 They also held women’s bath house nights and tickets for these
could be bought at Australia’s first feminist bookshop, which opened in Sydney
from 1974, suggesting some considerable overlap between these communities.28

SOW was one example of lesbians wanting to experiment with their sexual
identities during the early 1980s. Examples that arose elsewhere, including in
the US and the UK, inspired transnational debates about the feminist implications
of lesbian S/M in particular.29 In 1982 the US-based lesbian scholar Gayle Rubin
presented a paper titled ‘Thinking Sex’, as a partial response to this development,
at the oft-cited international feminist academic forum focused on the politics of
sexuality, ‘The Scholar and the Feminist Conference IX’, at Barnard College,
New York.30 An updated version of Rubin’s paper was later published in a

23 Ibid.
24 See, for example, GrahamWillett, ‘A Lesbian Beat’, in Secret Histories of Queer Melbourne, eds Graham

Willett, Wayne Murdoch and Daniel Marshall (Melbourne: Australian Lesbian and Gay Archives,
2011), 40. Much further along, in 2000, ‘Dyke Beat Utopias’, a series presented by Catherine
Freyne and Ali Benton for the ABC Radio National program Earshot, explored the ongoing lack
of beats for lesbians in Sydney.

25 ‘Lesbian SM Discussion’, Girls Own 14, March/April (1984).
26 ‘Introducing S.O.W.’, Girls Own 15, July/August (1984).
27 O’Sullivan, ‘Dangerous Desire’, 120.
28 Ibid. See also, Advertisement (‘Lesbian Bathhouse… organised by SOW… in conjunction with

253 Bathhouse’), Wicked Women 2, no. 3 (1991): 24.
29 Susan Ardill and Nora Neumark, ‘Putting Sex Back into Lesbianism’, Gay Information 11 (1982): 4–

11; Janice G. Raymond, ‘Putting the Politics Back into Lesbianism’, Women’s Studies International
Forum 12, no. 2 (1989): 149–56; Susan Ardill and Sue O’Sullivan, ‘Upsetting an Applecart: Differ-
ence, Desire and Lesbian Sadomasochism’, Feminist Review 80 (2005): 98–126.

30 Heather Alderfer, Meryl Altman, Kate Ellis, Beth Jaker, Marybeth Nelson, Esther Newton, Ann
Snitow and Carole S. Vance, eds, Diary of a Conference on Sexuality (New York: Faculty Press,
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collection of the conference proceedings, Pleasure and Danger, edited by Carole
S. Vance in 1984.31

Rubin’s paper theorised a pervasive sexual hierarchy that differentiated sexual
relationships into a binary of good vs. bad, normal vs. deviant.32 Heterosexual, mon-
ogamous and reproductive partnerships were a much more visible and accepted
reality than ‘promiscuous’ heterosexuals and gay men, ‘lesbians in the bar’, and
those who engaged in S/M sexual practices.33 The former, Rubin highlighted,
were coded as ‘good’ in comparison to those who engaged in ‘bad’ sexual relation-
ships, which could be casual, S/M-based and/or non-monogamous.34 As an observer
and participant in S/M subcultures on the East Coast of the United States, Rubin’s
essay and broader research highlighted the nuanced sexual politics of these commu-
nities. Rubin also tried to defend sex radicals against a specific anti-pornography
discourse emerging in Western feminism at the time that characterised sex radical-
ism as anti-feminist. These debates have since become labelled as the ‘sex wars’.

As has been well covered, including by Rubin herself, the sex wars, in which
her essay became caught up, identified lesbian sexuality as a fault-line.35 While
the charged US debates cannot be mapped neatly onto the Australian context,
there are nevertheless some general shared features in terms of the regulation
of lesbian sexuality. In the interviews I conducted with Australian lesbian femin-
ists and sex radicals, for example, all recalled the debates that raged during the
1980s and 1990s about whether lesbian sexuality should not incorporate power
dynamics, role playing, or penetration, because these potentially recreated patri-
archal norms and heteronormativity in a woman-identified context.

SOW entered this volatile terrain, O’Sullivan argued, ‘as a somewhat
awkward attempt to create a degree of sexual sophistication amongst lesbians’.’36

Lesbians were ‘coming out’, wanting to explore their sexuality beyond the con-
fines of what seemed like prescriptive sisterhood politics.37 Radical and socialist
feminist critiques had thus far offered ways of understanding sexual oppression
and domination in patriarchal societies. They had also helped to theorise lesbian-
ism as a more acutely woman-identified existence compared with heterosexu-
ality (suggesting that lesbian sex was indeed feminist sex).38 However,

1992), www.darkmatterarchives.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Diary-of-a-Conference-on-
Sexuality.pdf (accessed 12 April 2017).

31 Carole S. Vance and Scholar and the Feminist Conference (9th, 1982, Barnard College), later Plea-
sure and Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984).

32 Rubin, ‘Thinking Sex’, 100–33.
33 Ibid., 110.
34 Ibid., 152. An anti-SM approach is most commonly linked with the work of lesbian feminist scholar

Sheila Jeffreys. See Sheila Jeffreys, Anticlimax: A Feminist Perspective on the Sexual Revolution (London:
TheWomen’s Press, 1990). See also Sheila Jeffreys, ‘Sadomasochism: The Erotic Cult of Fascism’, in
The Lesbian Heresy: A Feminist Perspective on the Lesbian Sexual Revolution (Melbourne: Spinifex Press,
1993).

35 See Duggan and Hunter; Ferguson; Vance and Scholar and the Feminist Conference.
36 Kimberly O’Sullivan, ‘Sexually Outrageous Women’, Wicked Women 2, no. 3 (1991): 22.
37 Ibid.
38 The conflation of lesbianism and feminism is exemplified in key manifestos of US and Australian

lesbian feminism, e.g. Radicalesbians, ‘The Woman-Identified Woman’, in Come Out (New York,
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discussing the intricacies and unpredictability of sexual desire could be difficult,
partly because such topics were challenging for women to speak up about.
Also, there was a fear of backlash if you admitted to having sexual desires, or
engaging in practices, where you were physically dominated by another
woman, or indeed, the dominator.

When SOW started meeting in the early 1980s, there were no S/M resources
for women in Australia. Meanwhile, in the US a pioneering text for the transna-
tional lesbian S/M movement, Coming to Power, was published in 1982 by the
San Francisco-based group ‘Samois’, co-founded by lesbian activist (and now
trans man) Patrick Califia.39 By the late 1980s, US-based lesbian magazine On
Our Backs offered erotic images of, for, and by women, and challenged what
was seen by some as the ‘anti-objectification’ line of feminist magazine Off Our
Backs.40 From 1986 On Our Backs could be bought in Australia and one of its
main stockists was a gay male store in Sydney.41

Kate

Kate Rowe was in her early thirties when she discovered SOW. Through the
group, she saw lesbian pornography for the first time. Rowe recalled a copy of
On Our Backs being brought back from the US by SOW’s co-founder, Robyn,
along with ‘an amazing dildo, the first lavender silicone dildo [she had ever
seen]… It came with a leather harness’.42 The early 1980s was a period of
immense personal change for Rowe as she had recently decided to become
sober after a period of heavy drinking. She had also only just started participating
in political activism after her involvement in the first Sydney Mardi Gras in 1978,
an event in which lesbians and gay men embarked on a celebratory public parade
but were harassed, bashed and arrested by New South Wales police.43 As she
explained to me, political activism and getting involved in collectives during
the late 1970s ‘was all new’ and she was very ‘up for exploration’.44

Rowe said she ‘was very interested in exploring stuff sexually and I wasn’t
really thinking about it in political terms… It seemed like a lot of women were
going down that path’. She saw a notice about SOW – she thinks possibly in a
feminist newsletter – and recalled being suitably intrigued. Rowe soon joined,
and remained in SOW for about two years. In that time, the group held an
event at a gay male sauna in Sydney, which many women went along to. ‘You

May 1970): 4; Radicalesbians, ‘The Radicalesbian Manifesto’, Authorised by Women’s Liberation
and Gay Liberation, c. 1973, in Secret Histories of Queer Melbourne, eds Graham Willett, Wayne
Murdoch and Daniel Marshall (Melbourne: Australian Lesbian and Gay Archives, 2011), 126–7.

39 SAMOIS (organisation), Coming to Power: Writings and Graphics on Lesbian S-M (Boston: Alyson Pub-
lications, 1982).

40 Hardy, ‘Lesbian Erotica and Impossible Images’, 128.
41 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
42 Kate Rowe, ‘Sexually Outrageous Women’, Wicked Women 2, no. 3 (1991): 22.
43 Gavin Harris, John Witte and Ken Davis, New Day Dawning: The Early Years of Sydney’s Gay and

Lesbian Mardi Gras (Sydney: Pride History Group, 2008).
44 Kate Rowe, interviewed by the author, Balmain, 5 July 2016.
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could have had sex on premises if you wanted to, some did. There were a lot of
drugs around, and drinking’, she noted. ‘I guess Dutch courage kind of thing. But
I didn’t. It was a lot of women like me who were being tentatively explorative’.45

With no lesbian sex shops, SOW had to source their toys for their workshops
from the male sex shop ‘Numbers’. According to another SOW participant, Cath,
from here they had access to a variety of sex toys that were used for vaginal and
anal sex workshops, including ‘the nun with the beaver and those sort of
vibrators and douches and enemas and that sort of stuff’.46 For Rowe, it felt
truly subversive to be involved in SOW, ‘in the context of everything going on
at the time [especially] you know the whole violence against women thing,
and all that sort of stuff… so [SOW] was antithetical to all that stuff and I
wanted to understand [it]’.47

SOW was both erotically charged and educationally driven, encouraging
women to explore the power dynamics of sex, including through simulated dom-
ination and submission, at a time of heightened feminist discourse about gen-
dered violence. SOW did sometimes feel unsound, Rowe acknowledged, and
yet it was different. SOW had pedagogical relevance, as women could use their
workshops to ‘watch and learn’ various forms of lesbian sexual expression,
thus raising awareness about the fluidity of and possibilities for sexual expression
amongst women. ‘I did some very public things as part of this culture’, she
added.48 Soon, Rowe’s sexual exploration with lesbian S/M shifted, based on
what she noticed as a culture of heavy drinking and drug taking amongst
women in the S/M scene. She questioned the hypocrisy of a movement that
was talking about safety in S/M and the benefits of consensual sex radicalism
‘when people were drinking in order to do it … it started to not feel right’.
Kate therefore eventually chose to leave this scene. However, she still acknowl-
edges its role in shaping her feminist and sexual politics, and that it was ‘a great
piece of history. I am glad it happened’. SOW enabled an ‘attitude… of not being
a prude’.49

Kimberly and Jasper

From the late 1970s Kimberly O’Sullivan became swept up in Sydney’s feminist
scene, staffing the Rape Crisis Centre and living in lesbian feminist households,
inspired by a politics of sisterhood and separatism. Contrary to some accounts
of 1970s feminism, she recalled this period in the Australian women’s movement
as ‘sex positive, anti-guilt, and where a lot of lively discussion about sex, desire
and fantasy took place’.50 However she also noticed a shift during the late

45 Ibid.
46 Cath, ‘Sexually Outrageous Women’, Wicked Women 2, no. 3 (1991): 22.
47 Kate Rowe, interviewed by the author, Balmain, 5 July 2016.
48 Ibid.
49 Rowe, ‘Sexually Outrageous Women’, 24.
50 O’Sullivan, ‘Dangerous Desire’, 116.
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1970s as feminist discourse increasingly centred on sexual violence against
women.51 This made it difficult for lesbians, like her, who wanted to ‘experiment
with sexual games which were not in any way sisterly’.52 By the early 1980s,
O’Sullivan was distancing herself from her lesbian feminist community and
located a new vanguard of lesbian identity and activism amongst Sydney’s
butch and femme community, and soon, the underground sex radical scene.53

Jasper Laybutt, the founder of lesbian sex radical magazine Wicked Women,
linked this emerging lesbian scene with the rise of ‘Queer’. In an article for
Capital Q: News for the Queer Capital in 1992, Laybutt described ‘Queer’ as that
which

transcends any gender, any sexual perversion and philosophy. Queerness is
a state of being. It is also a lifestyle. It’s something that’s eternally the
alternative. To both the gay and lesbian mainstream. What’s queer now
may not be queer in five years’ time.54

At the time of writing this, Laybutt was a male-identified (but female-born)
lesbian, both involved in and alienated from the lesbian community in Sydney
due to his masculine presentation, and because he was quite open about being
a sex radical.55 During the early 1990s as he was transitioning, Laybutt was a pio-
neering figure for the trans, female-to-male community in Sydney (still an
under-represented group in lesbian and queer spaces). Today, Laybutt identifies
and lives as male. His ‘queer’ visibility accrued certain personal costs and struggles
while it also enabled an exploration of identity, pleasure and desire within the
emerging lesbian sex radical scene in Sydney.

Laybutt grew up in Newcastle and upon arriving in Sydney was exposed to
more expansive opportunities for living a gay and lesbian life than he had pre-
viously known.56 As he explained, ‘in Newcastle there wasn’t really a scene as

51 See Gail Mason, ‘Violence’, in Australian Feminism: A Companion, eds Barbara Caine et al. (Mel-
bourne: Oxford University Press, 1998), 337–44.

52 O’Sullivan, ‘Dangerous Desire’, 118.
53 Butch and femme culture, which often overlappedwith bar lesbian or bar dyke culture, formed part

of Sydney’s early, pre-political ‘camp’ scene. The emergence of politicised lesbians presented a dis-
tinct contrast to bar lesbians who were often viewed to be less political (and less feminist), though
the two scenes were not always separate. See Rebecca Jennings, ‘Lesbians in Sydney’, Sydney
Journal 2, no. 1 (2009): 29–38; Sophie Robinson, ‘Bar Dykes and Lesbian Feminists: Lesbian
Encounters in 1970s Feminism’, Lilith: A Feminist History Journal 22 (2016): 52.

54 Jasper Laybutt, ‘Rethinking Queer Subjectivity’, in Space, Time and Perversion: The Politics of Bodies,
ed. Elizabeth Grosz (New York: Routledge, 1995), 207; Capital Q: News for the Queer Capital or
Capital Q Weekly was published by Designer Publications in Rushcutters Bay, Sydney, between
1992 and 1993.

55 This is not the same as ‘male lesbian’. As Jacquelyn N. Zita highlights, self-described male feminists
have tended to be biological (or cisgender) males who identify as/claim to be lesbians. See J.N. Zita,
‘Male Lesbians and the Postmodernist Body’, Hypatia 7, no. 4 (1992): 105–27.

56 Newcastle and the Hunter River Region are currently the focus of an oral history project focused on
the lives of LGBTQI people who have lived in this area of New South Wales. See ‘Rainbow Voices
Hunter’, Newcastle Museum, http://newcastlemuseum.com.au/Collection/Oral-Histories/
Rainbow-Voices-Hunter (accessed 1 August 2018). See also Jim Wafer, Erica Southgate and
Lyndall Coan, eds, Out in the Valley: Hunter Gay and Lesbian Histories (Newcastle: Newcastle
Region Library, 2000).
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such, and drag queens were the main focus… and it wasn’t politicised in any
way, shape or form’.57 One of his first experiences in Sydney was going out to
the lesbian venue, Ruby Reds – a lesbian bar owned by prodigious lesbian
business owner Dawn O’Donnell.58 However, he was conflicted about going as
‘I’d always identified more male than female… I didn’t even necessarily identify
as butch, but there wasn’t any other option… I was more boyish than butch’.59

Transgender visibility and activism was still in its infancy in Australia and
other Western societies. There was no space yet, Laybutt felt, to identify and
present as male, especially amongst a community in which some feminist lesbians
conflated masculinity and patriarchy.60 Laybutt was also considering his gender
identity in new ways, comparing himself with butch lesbians he saw around
him in the scene. He noted there was ‘definitely distinction between butch
dyke [identity] and how I was feeling… [I]t was surprising to me as time went
on that a lot of butch lesbians were still genetically female identified’.61

During the early 1980s Laybutt became involved with SOW and his interest
in S/M and broader gay male subcultures expanded. However access to the gay
male scene was not open to Laybutt as a lesbian. He therefore ‘started passing
as a young boy and sneaking into these gay male bars, clone bars, leather
bars’.62 Laybutt acknowledged that this was intimidating, and that he in fact
did not know if he ‘actually got away with it… I was tolerated’, he added.63 Jo,
a participant in the US-based lesbian S/M group, ‘The Lesbian Sex Mafia’, also
recalled having to ‘pass’ as male to participate in the leather scene in the US
during the early 1980s. Before there were lesbian-specific groups and resources
like Samois in the US and SOW in Australia, Jo and others had to pursue some
degree of sexual fulfilment amongst gay men. This might have included sexual
encounters with them.64

While working in Sydney as a dominatrix to earn extra income Jasper was
exposed to ‘the idea of fetishism’. ‘I had no other forms of self-expression’,
Laybutt explained, ‘of my authentic self’. Going into the fetish scene ‘I could
become the man I genetically wasn’t, and that society didn’t see me [as], and
lesbians didn’t see me’.65

57 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
58 Cunningham-Reid, Croc-a-dyke Dundee.
59 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
60 See Judith Halbertsam, ‘Transgender Butch: Butch/FTM Border Wars and the Masculine Conti-

nuum’, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 4, no. 22 (1998): 287–310.
61 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, November 2015.
62 Ibid. For further discussion of Western gay male ‘clone’ and leathermen cultures, see Gayle Rubin,

‘Sites, Settlements and Urban Sex: Archaeology and the Study of Gay Leathermen in
San Francisco’, in Archaeologies of Sexuality, eds Robert A. Schmidt and Barbara L. Voss (London:
Routledge, 2000), 62–88; Shaun Cole, ‘Macho Man: Clones and the Development of a Masculine
Stereotype’, Fashion Theory 4, no. 2 (2000): 125–40.

63 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
64 Samir S. Patel, ‘How the Leatherdykes Helped Change Feminism: A Brief History of Lesbian Sado-

masochism, from the Shadows to the Front Lines of the “Sex Wars”’, Atlas Obscura, www.
atlasobscura.com/articles/leather-feminism-lesbian-leatherdyke-bdsm (accessed 1 May 2017).

65 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
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Wicked Women

Laybutt and his then partner Talisa (Lisa) Salmon together ‘embraced fetishism
and the theatre of S and M’ in Sydney.66 Their provocative presence garnered
violent harassment, prejudice and discrimination – from getting spat on to not
being allowed into some bars. Laybutt remembered Salmon having ‘cigarettes
put out on her, drinks thrown on her’; however,

people were probably a bit too intimidated to approach me … I used to
wear a lot of uniforms and emulate a lot of the [hyper-masculine] gay
male stereotypes … cabs would never pick us up … there was a price to
pay for visibility, but we knew, visibility was important.67

Both knew of lesbians who wanted to engage further with the world of S/M and
they assumed many others were out there. ‘It was hard’, Laybutt recalled. ‘There
were no publications. No noticeboard you could go to’. He was also aware of les-
bians in the commercial sex work scene who engaged in S/M, but these women
tended not to be ‘out’ in their lesbian community because they felt ‘policed’. After
coming across copies of On Our Backs in a bookshop for gay men, Laybutt and
Salmon were inspired to create their own resource. As Laybutt explained, ‘we
thought if we can’t find other like-minded women, they can find us’.68

Laybutt and Salmon’s creation, Wicked Women, was first published in 1988
and it defined the emerging lesbian sex radical scene in Sydney. Until 1996 it
was the primary source of lesbian pornography and erotica in Australia. Over
time its editorial team included Laybutt, Salmon, Kimberly O’Sullivan, writer
Kerry Bashford, and academic Anna Munster, and they blended ‘distinct
writing styles… Fiction with commentary, critique with porn… [and] predomi-
nantly lesbian in focus’.69 Articles encompassed a range of topics relevant to the
broader sex radical community around Australia, from reports on interstate and
international S/M performances and events, to profiles on Sydney lesbian DJs,
who were a core part of this scene, through to erotic fiction, commentary on com-
munity politics such as lesbian visibility in the gay scene, and Mardi Gras
especially, and also reviews of sex toys for women, and advertisements and pro-
motions for Australian gay and lesbian businesses and community groups.

The magazine had a precarious beginning, however, largely because of its
experimental and provocative content. The explicit lesbian pornography and
photographs used – some of which showed practices such as fisting and whipping
– were deemed so taboo that some printers refused to print it. According to
Laybutt, ‘virtually no one except for a handful of gay male business were adver-
tising it… because of the stigma attached’.70 Kimberly O’Sullivan recalled that

66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid.
69 Kerry Bashford, Jasper Laybutt, Anna Munster and Kimberly O’Sullivan, ‘Kink’, in Kink (Sydney:

Wicked Women Publications, 1993), 6.
70 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
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the Feminist Bookshop in Sydney initially ‘had to hold a special meeting to decide
whether they were going to stock it, and it would often be hidden underneath
things’.71 While the bookshop ‘could not politically deny us’, Laybutt added,
‘because they were denying other women… they could hide us. You couldn’t
find us for love or money, but it was there’.72

Gay male sex shops were the main stockists of Wicked Women in the begin-
ning. However, some within the gay male community were not supportive of
the venture, preferring separation between gay men and lesbians in the sex
radical scene, and in the gay commercial scene broadly. The magazine was there-
fore ‘pushing the boundaries on two fronts’, Laybutt emphasised, ‘the lesbian
community and the gay male community. We were pushing both sections to
be accepted and incorporated’.73

Wicked Women fundraising events kept the magazine afloat and became their
own subcultural sensation by the mid-1990s. Wicked Women events were known
for incorporating sexually explicit performances by and for a lesbian gaze and
encouraging participants to embrace their ‘wickedness’ to compete for the title
of ‘Ms Wicked’. The performances were particularly controversial because, as
Laybutt explained,

having anything remotely like a phallus on the stage, like a dildo, was still
seen as taboo, as anti-feminist, seen as kind of pro-male. Even having
nudity, or any form of fetishism, particularly SM or bondage was
framed from the outside, within feminism… as violence against women
by women … [and yet] it was a completely different form of
exploration.74

Australian feminist scholar Margaret Henderson recalled the night she attended a
Wicked Women fundraiser.75 It was the late 1980s and she and her friends were on
their way to the venue, an ex-warehouse in Sydney. They ‘climbed the steep
stairs, and entered a large, dark and crowded room buzzing with expectation’.76

A lesbian event in this period, Henderson noted, would have more likely involved
‘a folk singer and an acoustic guitar’ and the cause might have been ‘Nicaragua or
a women’s refuge’. What she entered was markedly different and ‘unlike any
women’s bar I had been to’:

It was hard to see the stage –was that naked flesh? It was hard to hear what
women were saying above the industrial punk music … a different dress
code – women in uniforms and leather, and a different atmosphere –

intense, serious, somewhat uncertain.77

71 Kimberly O’Sullivan, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
72 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
73 Ibid.
74 Ibid.
75 Henderson, 159–82.
76 Ibid., 159.
77 Ibid., 159–60.
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The Wicked Women scene offered a new ‘sexual avant-garde for lesbians’;
however, as Henderson’s recollections highlight, this could be a confronting
and uncertain space for some.78 In addition to concerns that it represented a
departure from a more politicised lesbian feminism, one of my informants
recalled off the record that the scene sometimes felt ‘too cool’ for them. None
the less, ‘our events proved to be enormously popular’, Laybutt noted. This
‘demystified us’ for some lesbian feminist activists, he added, as they gradually
saw the significant role the magazine played in bringing together various parts
of the Sydney lesbian community.79

Coalition between gay men and lesbians was a foundational principle (and
challenge) for Laybutt and other sex radicals in this period, and they affirmed
this in creative ways. From the first Wicked Women fundraiser, Laybutt explained,
‘we said anybody is welcome to turn up’:

Bisexuals, heterosexuals, gay men, anyone is welcome to our events…
although we didn’t allow heterosexual men through… just to protect the
women involved. And we had gay male judges as part of our Ms Wicked
contests, and we did a Mr Wicked one.80

Laybutt also started a ‘mixed [sex] coalition gang – G.O.D. – Girls and Guys Of
Disgrace’. Their moniker was ‘God’, he explained, ‘and we had patches and uni-
forms made up’. ‘Girls’ in the group wore red patches and ‘guys’ wore blue
patches. O’Sullivan added that the patches looked like a ‘bikers patch’. ‘They
were so cool’, she said. ‘In the bars, these guys would all come in … [and it
would be like], ‘oooh it’s the GOD girls. [Laughs] Don’t look at them or they’ll
bash you!’ GOD were infamous, Laybutt explained further,

because we staged, for charity, slave auctions. So [in these slave auctions]
anybody, from any walk of life, could present themselves, usually as
what we called ‘damaged goods’. The more perverse you were, or the
more hilarious you were, it didn’t matter, you got auctioned off and you
belonged to whoever bought you for that night… [We] raised money for
gay charitable things or women’s things.81

Although short-lived and relatively unknown (one informant, Melinda Dimi-
triades, noted that no one ever knows what she is talking about when she remi-
nisces about them), GODwere somewhat emblematic of the underground lesbian
sex radical scene of the time – cool, intimidating, seemingly exclusive and provo-
cative.82 And yet, as Laybutt here highlighted in relation to GOD (andmirrored in
the approach of Wicked Women), he did seek out ways to show alliance with the
women’s movement.

78 Ibid., 170.
79 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by Kimberly O’Sullivan, ‘Five Years of Infamy’, Wicked Women: 1988–

1993, Special Birthday Edition (1993): 7.
80 Jasper Laybutt, interviewed by the author, Newcastle, 3 October 2015.
81 Ibid.
82 Melinda Dimitriades, interviewed by the author, Newtown, 11 December 2017.
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Going underground

C. Moore Hardy was one of the first few allowed to photograph Wicked Women
events and she noticed something unique about this scene and how lesbians
were embracing it in the 1990s. Sydney ‘is hedonistic, but having said that this
is why we lesbians have had so many sex radicals in our community’.83 Through-
out her career she observed how gay male sexual subcultures in Sydney seemed
to effectively embrace this hedonism. ‘The boys could put drag on, and they could
put leather on. They could cross over quite easily’, she explained.84

This changed when Wicked Women came along. ‘I documented Wicked Women
in the early stages’, Hardy explained, and comparable sex radical scenes in Los
Angeles and London ‘were dull in comparison to what was going on here. We
were forerunners in that regard’.85 Sydney became an ‘exploding cultural hub’
of lesbian sex radical performers. Some became so renowned that they ‘used to
do the circuit, travel around coast to coast performing’.86 Hardy also recalled par-
ticularly memorable performances by the aforementioned Lisa Salmon, as well as
Larissa, Groovii Biscuit, and MCs Izzy and Angie. These women ‘exhibited, cross
dressed and tantalised lesbian and gay audiences irregularly, though sufficiently
to build an adoring fan club’.87

On some occasions, Hardy and other budding photographers were asked to
hand their cameras in at the door to protect the privacy of the women. ‘It
really pissed me off’, Hardy noted, ‘but I respected their desire to maintain the
privacy for all the women who were performing which is understandable, and
then it slowly changed. People turned up with cameras and Jasper couldn’t
control it’.88

Twenty years older than most of the women she was photographing, Hardy
acutely remembered what it was like to watch ‘this new generation of young sex
radical lesbians’ and the sense she got that they were pioneering ‘a lesbian sexual
revolution’.89 As young women in a new and exciting scene, she could also see
that they needed specific encouragement, especially given some were ostracised
by parts of the Sydney lesbian community. ‘People were challenging them for
their performances and their artwork without understanding why they were
doing it’, Hardy explained.90

Some of these lesbian sex radical performers have become quasi-legends, at
least in terms of Sydney urban gay/lesbian history. One charismatic performer,

83 C. Moore Hardy, interviewed by the author, Waterloo, 12 December 2017.
84 Ibid.
85 Ibid.
86 C. Moore Hardy recalled Glitta Supernova and Sex Intents as two acts that performed around Aus-

tralia in this period. See also Rebecca Beirne, ‘Dressing Up, Strapping On, and Stripping Off: Con-
temporary Lesbian Pornographic Cultural Production’, in Lesbians in Television and Text after the
Millennium, ed. R. Beirne (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

87 Hardy, ‘Lesbian Erotica and Impossible Images’, 131–2.
88 C. Moore Hardy, interviewed by the author, Waterloo, 12 December 2017.
89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
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Larissa, whom C. Moore Hardy and Martien Coucke photographed for their 1994
‘Lesbian Calendar’, is remembered very fondly in a community of lesbians now in
their late thirties and early forties.91 As one Sydney lesbian explained to me off
the record, many in the community were bereft when she died in the early 2000s.

Conclusion

When Sexually Outrageous Women emerged in Sydney in 1984, a space opened
for lesbians to experiment with their sexuality in ways more commonly linked
with gay male sexuality. This heralded a lesbian sexual revolution in Sydney.
By the end of the decade, a unique and highly politicised lesbian sex radical
scene had emerged that Kate Rowe, Jasper Laybutt, Kimberly O’Sullivan and
others shaped. As their interviews with me highlighted, there were immense
challenges, as well as excitement and intrigue, that came with exploring
lesbian sexuality in this period. O’Sullivan reflected on the ‘tough times’ of
being a pioneer in lesbian sex radicalism. ‘When you are changing that landscape
you really bear the brunt of it… you get the hard times. And like Jas and Lisa,
and more [Jasper], because [he was] the consistent figure, [they] really did it
tough’.92

By the late 1990s more spaces were created that further defined Sydney
lesbian culture, including lesbian dance parties, play parties where S/M was
encouraged and celebrated, the occasional sauna night, regular venues, and
even shops that sold leather and fetish wear specifically for lesbians. Together
these spaces confirmed that some Sydney lesbians were a sexually active and
explorative community, as well as political. In some cases, new lesbian commu-
nities were negotiated in relation to gay men. At times, lesbian sex radicals
were positioned as antithetical to lesbian feminism, and yet lesbian feminists
were also some of the key founders and participants of S/M subcultures, some-
times drawing inspiration from them. From discussion groups and workshops
for exploring sexual sadomasochism through to publishing pornography and
erotica by and for lesbians, these various initiatives together affirmed the
expansiveness of lesbian identity. They also broadened the scope for Sydney
as a lesbian city. Lesbian sex radicals, lesbian feminists, a trans man, and
some gay men, together defined a Sydney lesbian sexual revolution in which
lesbianism could be both political and sexual, and lesbian sex meaningful and
recreational.

Sophie Robinson
University of New South Wales
Email: sophie.robinson@unsw.edu.au

91 C. Moore Hardy and Martien Coucke, 1994 Lesbian Calendar (Sydney: M. Coucke and C. Moore
Hardy, 1994).

92 Kimberly O’Sullivan, interviewed by the author, November 2015.
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