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OH, Blue Angel, Don't You CrY 



Sasha Steinberg is a comics artist raised in Urbana, IL. He recently received his M.F.A from 
The Center for Cartoon Studies in White River Junction, Vermont. He also holds a B.A. in 
Modern Literatures from Vassar College, where he graduated in 2009. Sasha is particularly 
interested in developing queer literary comics, and is currently working on an epic graphic 
novel about the Stonewall uprising of 1969. Sasha lives with a tyrannosaurus named Regi-
na in Brooklyn, New York.

A Conversation with

SASHA
STEIN-
BERG

Vassar Class of ‘09

EMILIA PETRARCA: Thanks so much for tak-
ing the time to meet with me! Let’s start in 
college: did you write a thesis at Vassar?

SASHA STEINBERG: I did. That was the 
beginning of the end of academia for me 
[laughs]. I did a translation from Russian of a 
banned piece of literature. I’ve always been in-
terested in gay culture from around the world 
and there was this novel that got banned in 
Russia because it had gay sex in it. People 
ripped it up and threw it into toilets and into 
the street. It was a big deal. And of course, it’s 
completely not available in English. So, I found 
it and started translating it and then I decided 
to do an art project with it. The text was in 
the middle and then on the outside was phil-
osophical commentary that talked about the 
struggles of translating it and offered different 

interpretations on what the meaning of the 
piece of literature was. There were also pieces 
of art that corresponded. I didn’t actually draw 
anything—it was more of a collage of images, 
ideas and my writing. The project was really 
exciting for me but also not super academic in 
some ways. 

PETRARCA: That’s why you go to liberal 
arts.

STEINBERG: Exactly. It was so welcomed at 
Vassar. Because I studied literature though, I 
couldn’t read for fun anymore. Comics were 
my healing process. I could read them for fun. 
Now I can’t, because I do them [laughs]. I read 
books for fun again.



PETRARCA: Can you tell me a little about 
your Stonewall series?

STEINBERG: I started researching Stonewall 
post graduation and pre grad school, when I 
spent a year living in Poughkeepsie. I was really 
surprised to learn that the people at the fore-
front of the riots were drag queens and trans 
women who were homeless and not white. I 
thought that was really important information 
that isn’t usually shared when people talk about 
Stonewall, which is all the time now that the 
community is fighting for marriage and different 
kinds of equality. I feel that trans people are 
actually excluded from a lot of gay rights stuff 
and it’s bothered me for a long time. When I 
discovered this fact about the Stonewall riots 
I just thought it was so important. I was really 
curious about how many different stories there 
were of Stonewall. When I started researching 
I learned that no one really agrees with each 
other about what happened—even the people 
who were there. So I decided to do some differ-
ent story lines to show different perspectives of 
the narrative. 

Miss Venus is about the trans women who were 
at the forefront of the riots. I tried to capture 
their world, and show how modern and honest 
it was, but simultaneously kind of messy and 
childish. 

Everyone in the story is real except for the main 
character, Venus. They’re all based on people 
I researched. Their names are their real names 
and their appearances are based on photos 
that I found. And then I put it all in the style 
of this real artist, Tarpé Mills, who was one of 
the first female comic artists. I took her original 
art and tried to imitate it. To a certain extent I 
stole body poses and then re-did them. I really 
wanted to get her weird, tiny hands and other 
details like that. 

For the second one I wanted to do it from a dif-
ferent perspective—someone who’s not part of 
the gay community. How did he see this event 
and why? I think that the media helped to turn 
it into a milestone. Everyone was really excit-

ed about Stonewall, even though it was about 
gay people. They twisted the story a little bit 
though. The character is a taxi driver who takes 
photographs. He ends up at the riots and then 
sells his photographs of the riots in the next 
book to the Village Voice. 

PETRARCA: How many books are there in 
the Stonewall series?

STEINBERG: I want to do nine total—three for 
each character. There’s another storyline from 
the police’s perspective. It’s going to be black 
and white in noir style. I’ve got the plots laid 
out but we’ll see what happens. 

(Interview continued on next page)
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PETRARCA: Do you have a style of your own, 
or are you still trying to figure that out? 

STEINBERG: I’m still trying to figure that out 
now a little bit. For an anthology called QU33R, 
available from Northwest Press, which came out 
this past winter, I used watercolor. They wanted 
everything to be autobiographical and I’ve per-
formed in drag in Vermont and Illinois. The edi-
tor, who has seen my Facebook and all my drag 
pictures, asked me to do a story about it. Sasha 
Velour is my drag alter ego. So, I did some-
thing about my time in Vermont and Michigan. 
I wanted to make it funny. She’s stealing things 
from Wal Mart like pantyhoes and chocolate 
and a coat. But also dealing with these peoples’ 
reactions to her. Some people are positive, 
some are negative, some you don’t know what 
they mean. She also has magic powers. I had a 
lot of fun doing this style—very fantasy and in 
color, rather than on the computer. 

PETRARCA: How would you define this aes-
thetic?

I really like two different styles of drawing: the 
European, clear-line style where it’s just trapped 
colors versus the super dramatic shadow-y 
American style. Both of them are really roman-
tic to me and match how I see the world a little 
bit. Either a weird 60’s fantasy or a dark murder 
mystery [laughs]. 

It’s a little bit like drag. Pre-existing styles of art 
can be for a cartoonist what those those past 
ideas of femininity are for a drag queen. We ex-
ploit them, and show them to be a little false. It 
all breaks down the illusion of an original style. 
No artist has their own original style—everyone 
is copying someone else. Every single person 
I went to school with is copying someone and 
making it their own. That’s normal.

PETRARCA: Do you see comics as a way to 
inhabit different characters as well?

STEINBERG: For sure. Comics is like theater 
in some ways. When I was at Vassar I was in 
Woodshed. I was very much a theater person. 

Comics are like a play that’s all me [laughs]. I’m 
writing and performing every role and design-
ing it.

PETRARCA: How did you train yourself to 
draw?

STEINBERG: When I got to school I was imitat-
ing different artists the whole time as a way to 

learn how to draw different styles. I trace poses 
and I study the way that fabric looks. I also use 
Google SketchUp.

PETRARCA: What made you decide to do an 
MFA at The Center for Cartoon Studies?

STEINBERG: To be around other people who 
are taking comics seriously is really important. I 
think an MFA makes you focus mentally.
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Even if I had tons of free time [in New York], I 
don’t think I would be able to focus the same 
way. It was like my job. It was fun. This program 
is one of the best deals and the town is very 
cheap. I really recommend it for people who 
want to do comics.

PETRARCA: What do you do in New York 
City?

STEINBERG: I teach comic classes for Japanese 
speakers and I teach one-on-one English class-
es. 

Japan’s an amazing place for comics because 
it’s a really normal thing. It’s respected. People 
read comics on the subway. Here in New York, 
even I feel a little weird reading comics on the 
subway...it’s just not common. 

PETRARCA: What are you reading now? 

STEINBERG: I’m working on a murder mys-
tery right now for a serialized comic anthology 
called “Maple Key Comics.” My story is called 
“The Disappearance of Pepper Stein.” Every 
two months we have to create another eight 

pages of an ongoing story. 

I’m reading some Agatha Christie to get me in 
the mood [laughs]. The Secret of Chimneys is 
my favorite. 

PETRARCA: Have you found comic communi-
ties in New York?

I’ve met a lot of people going to comic con-
ventions, which is where I sell things and make 
connections. 

PETRARCA: Do you think you’ll continue with 
queer subject matter?

STEINBERG: I haven’t done anything that isn’t. 
I could totally do other things. But I think it’s 
becoming less and less niche as a subject mat-
ter. The audience is changing. People outside 
of the community are interested now. There’s 
a long history of feminist comics too and those 
aren’t niche anymore either. 
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