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A young man wrapped in a rainbow flag stands proud 
and defiant in front of the camera. With the fabric 
barely covering his body, the image invites the viewer 
to assume the man’s nudity behind the iconic gay 
standard. The ruins of a burnt summer home and 
the impending natural landscape advancing over the 
abandoned built environment are the backdrop for this 
heroic yet vulnerable gesture. This intimate, perfectly 
constructed moment beautifully sets the tone for Fire 
Island, a photography book by artist Alex Geana, 
documenting life in the queer summer destination 
between 2015-2019.

Geana visited The Pines and Cherry Grove for 
the first time in 2015, when like many others, he fell in 
love with its natural beauty and sublime architecture. 
Since then, every trip to Fire Island became a journey 
of self-discovery that allowed Geana to marry two 
almost disparate artistic identities: the quick-eyed 
photojournalist and the aesthetic obsessed studio 
photographer. The unique intersection of artistic skills, 
combined with Geana’s queer sensibility, allowed 
for a seminal collection of photographs that gently 
commands attention to the Fire Island experience 
beyond myths. 

As one flips through the pages of the book, Geana 
takes one on a journey through the day in the life of Fire 
Island. From lonely moments at the beach under the 
morning sun, to communal gatherings in the intimacy of 
summer homes, to the excesses of nightlife, the carefully 
constructed photographs depict the complexities of 
queer identity where subjects evoke beauty, vulnerability, 
longing for freedom, and pride.

Old and new, pure and derelict, and celebration and  
struggle, are a few of the many complexities captured by 
Geana in his love letter to Fire Island and its queer  
communities. For him, the camera became the key to  
enter these communities and a source of empower-
ment—one that heightened his sense of self to allow 
him, with his unique sensibility and style, to fabricate 
images that excite, inspire, and empower the viewer. 

Very much like the polaroid photographs of Tom 
Bianchi’s, whose own fascination with Fire Island inspired  
him to amass an image archive of the sex positive gene- 
ration of 1970s and the awakening to the AIDS pandemic,  
Geana’s book becomes the voice of a generation where 
political issues like gun control and climate change are 
part of the daily life of a community of gay men who long 
for connection and meaning in a complex world.

Foreword Gonzalo Casals

“   I’ve been looking so long at these pictures of you
That I almost believe that they’re real”
—“Pictures of You,” The Cure
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Introduction Alex Geana

Fire Island can be fantasyland. It’s a 32-mile sandbar 
just off the coast of New York’s Long Island and a 
home to many communities. Cherry Grove and then 
The Pines started being a place of gay liberation 
in the sixties and seventies, a place you could be 
yourself away from the prying eyes of neighbors who 
could get you fired. The bay and the ferry protect the 
communities from the harsh realities of the world.

I discovered Fire Island after I had a successful 
fine art show. I wanted to leave New York City and had 
only heard stories of this almost mythical place. Taking 
a leap of faith, I bought a room for a week in Cherry 
Grove. I didn’t know it at the time, but I would be 
following a long list of artists who used the community 
as a safe haven from the city to find inspiration, 
connection, and love. 

When I go to The Pines, I feel safe in a way that 
I don’t in Manhattan: there’s a different way of being 
and living, loving and finding oneself. Powerful people 
have their guard down: You can talk to them at tea. You 
can have dinner at their house. They become people, 
flaws, smiles, stories, tears, and all. Guy Smith, the 
producer of The Pines Party, once mentioned, “This 
is our sandbar, three miles off the back of reality. We 
make our own reality here by function of agreement. It’s 
temporary (or at least should be) and is totally unhinged 
from social norms. It’s what makes the island magical.” 

This feeling of community is what I’ve tried to 
capture in these pages, telling the story of Fire Island—
this summer community that gathers from the end of 
April rains till just before Halloween. “This place needs 
to be seasonal; there is a sense of renewal. Each 
season is different that way,” said Gil Neary, who owns 
the great party palace, Reflections, over cocktails.

Yet this place is threatened because of global 
warming. Each year the ocean gets closer to the houses. 
Although there is an initiative to replenish the beach, 
Fire Island is one small hurricane and a few inches of 
seawater away from being washed into history. Global 
warming is happening in our own backyard, off the coast 
of New York State. It’s local—it is now. We can see it 
happening when we take a holiday. It affects us all. With 
that realization, I wanted to document The Pines and 

Cherry Grove, though more pictures are from The Pines 
because I garnered better access. 

I have fallen in love with Fire Island summers. I 
hope the work in these pages communicates respect, 
fun, happiness, and brings back memories. I thought it 
was important to have a current body of work capturing 
what Fire Island is now because it’s gone through so 
many changes, yet somehow it’s also still the same. 

All the models in the book were discovered in The 
Pines. I have done my best to give them credit in the  
index. Some were found at the Pavilion and some 
while I was walking on the beach. I love working with 
constructed photojournalism. Although many of the 
photographs are authentic moments, some of the 
pictures are highly curated, and I invited the most 
beautiful boys on the island to inhabit the work while 
also being as diverse as possible. 

This project blurred my personal life and work. 
Balance is something that’s always been hard for me 
to achieve. Yet dancing till dawn at The Pines Party 
will always be the highlight of my summer. Going from 
making pictures to being a guest covered in glitter 
will always stay with me and bring me joy. Long talks, 
midnight kisses, and casual encounters full of the 
possibility of love, or maybe just a tryst—then there’s 
the fact that everything is possible, yet nothing at all is 
possible. The heartache, the occasional loneliness in 
a crowded room—this will also stay with me. Yet Fire 
Island has helped me be more comfortable in my own 
skin—more confident as an artist and storyteller—as 
well as helped me become a better cook. 

I want to personally thank Charles Andrews 
because this work wouldn’t have been possible  
without him. I will forever have fond memories of 
cooking in his kitchen, dinners at the cracked marble 
table, meeting guys at tea, and his glass house with 
a “workbench” in the living room. Finally to Charles 
Leslie, who co-founded the Leslie-Lohman Museum, a 
dynamic and wonderful place for gay artists. This work 
is dedicated to both of you because for art to happen,  
it needs support.

I look forward to seeing you at tea and on the 
boardwalk. Take a moment and say hi.
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On Fire Island, the sultry summer air infuses the atmosphere with passion and unrepressed desire, at once 
igniting comradery and carnality as bodies collide and meld together from The Pines to the Meat Rack. From 
leisurely beach outings to the unabashed hedonism of The Pines Party, photographer Alex Geana has captured 
the essence of Fire Island and its community in his seminal photographic series. For over four years, he has 
merged work and play in a bid to authentically document this historic enclave of queer culture. 

A fashion photojournalist by trade, Geana deftly records both the elegance and decadence of The Pines with 
sophistication, representing its lifestyle, culture, and unapologetic panache. With global warming threatening the 
future of the island, Fire Island pays homage to its eponymous location as an ode to queer bliss and freedom, 
taking readers on a summer getaway to paradise from dusk till dawn.

“ He focuses his lens on the tribal spirit involved in poolside romping, as well as in the poignancy 
of a glittery queen finding solace in the noonday sun or a nude violinist brazenly communing with 
the elements. When gussied up creatures disembark from the ferry for the annual ‘Invasion’—the 
fourth of July event where spectators crowd The Pines dock to watch drag stars arriving from 
Cherry Grove, a nod to a time when they weren’t allowed—Geana is there to clock the ritualized 
exhibitionism, glamour, and inclusion.” 

—Michael Musto in PAPER

“ It’s the spiritual homeland. There’s just a sense of history in the air, almost tangible 
but not quite. You just feel like you’re part of some kind of grand creation meant 
solely for gays.” 

 —The New York Times
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