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Private Practices: The Story of a Sex Surrogate

Review by IFQ Critic Todd Konrad
 
As film subject matter, human sexuality is always a touchy one to work with. It is very easy to
cross the line from serious, intriguing explorations, i.e. the work of Catherine Breillat to cheap,
gaudy exploitations like Showgirls (no matter how fun it may be to watch). In the late 1970Õs, the
sexual revolution was still in full swing before the onset of AIDS. At least one documentary
though shows the importance between connecting sex and love in order to achieve a greater
degree of personal satisfaction.
 
Among the challenges to conventional culture in the late Ô70s was the rise of sex therapy,
including sex surrogates. Essentially surrogate partners, both sexually and emotionally, these
professionals aided therapists with clients by helping improve their communication and
performance skills. Documentarian Kirby Dick investigated this then-new, intriguing world in
the 1985 cult documentary Private Practices: The Story of A Sex Surrogate. Dick paid for the
sessions of two particular patients in exchange for videotaping them. Now available on DVD
courtesy of Zeitgeist Films, Private Practices is an illuminating time capsule to behold, recording
a particular cultural moment that also delves into the difficulty of human connection.
 
The filmÕs focal point is Maureen Sullivan, a then twenty-nine year old surrogate who is hired by
two separate therapists to provide aid to their male clients. Kipper is a twenty-five year old grad
student, has never been with a woman, and suffers from crippling anxiety towards initiating
intimacy with them. When Maureen and the viewer first meet him, Kipper is a sweet, shy guy
who is virtually petrified of touching her despite his desire to do so. Maureen is gentle yet firm
with him, teaching him the value of seeking pleasure for oneÕs self first before satisfying a
partner.
 
John is a forty-five year old professional, recently divorced, who learns from his wife that he left
her sexually dissatisfied for decades. With his confidence shot, John seeks to discover how to
pleasure a woman ahead of pleasuring himself only. Together, both men represent opposite ends
of the spectrum in terms of age, experience, etc. yet share the same deficiencies in confidence
and sexual skill which inevitably spills into their self-esteem.  We follow Maureen as she slowly
builds these menÕs psycheÕs back up piece by cautious piece.
 
With Kipper, she teaches him to become comfortable with his own body, appreciating it for its
fine shape and tone. Once he realizes that he is indeed an attractive man on the outside, it
provides him a sense of body comfort that begins assuaging his nerves. From there, she guides
him towards the workings of a womanÕs body, both the anatomy and methods for pleasing it.
These scenes feel somewhat awkward to observe because of their intense personal nature, one
feels that he or she is practically intruding on them and you almost want to ask their permission
to watch. All the while, DickÕs camera observes without passing judgment. With John, she
instructs him on how to prolong his own orgasms, as well as techniques to better sexually please
a female partner.
 
In JohnÕs case, his fear is not of women themselves but the lack of training required to do right
by them. Having been crippled by his own wifeÕs accusations, John basically needs to be coaxed
back into the game. An important subplot evolves though between John and Maureen though as
his perception of their relationship crosses the line into full-on infatuation. Maureen is quite
clear in her policy of not becoming involved romantically, however with such intimacy part and
parcel with her profession, the lines inevitably become blurred and together they must redraw
those boundaries.
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The film though also takes time to examine Maureen herself, her own insecurities about love,
finding balance between life and work, as well as her own unresolved intimacy issues. Exuding
confidence with her clients is one thing, but underneath that is still a young woman quite unsure
of her own feelings and desires. Breakthroughs are made amongst the clients in these intense
sessions, two people sitting around naked, sharing their deepest thoughts and feelings with one
another. The imagery is hard to gain comfort in at first, yet we become accustomed to them and
sense the safety within the sessions themselves ironically making it safe for us to watch.
 
When these moments are juxtaposed though with outside scenes, of Kipper and his older brother
or John with his ex-wife, we do come to miss the insular world they enter to help solve their
problems. JohnÕs wife proves to be quite cold in her accusations against John, leaving him shell
shocked and pitiful while KipperÕs brother is well-meaning but often unhelpful when it comes to
providing advice for KipperÕs issues. Maureen herself must come to grips with her own fatherÕs
past abuse, which culminates in an extraordinarily brutal yet subtle scene in which father,
daughter, and brother ruminate over her work and the harsh childhood that led to it. Ultimately
though, Private Practices is less concerned with sex than it is with love and emotion. Instead of
focusing on sexuality as some basic, prurient desire it becomes the channel in which human
beings can initiate real connection with one another. Sex is the conduit to love ultimately for
these people, and surrogates like Maureen help guide that process along while also using the
knowledge to apply to their own lives.
 
For more information on this title, go to www.zeitgeistfilms.com
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