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ISA MAZZEI
is done hiding
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I

sa Mazzei has never met me
before, but she greets me with a
hug anyway. I’ve heard that you
can tell a lot about a person by
their handshake — by its firmness or
its duration — but I think you can tell
just as much about a person by the way
they embrace you, or if they embrace
you at all. Mazzei’s hug is warm and
sincere, like she’s known me forever. I
take a moment to absorb her presence:
she dons a shag haircut, clear lens
aviators, and a bright red lip. It’s a
bold look, one that draws attention.
But Mazzei is used to attention —
since the release of the acclaimed
horror film Cam, which she made with
Daniel Goldhaber, Mazzei has been
catapulted into the national spotlight.
Cam, Mazzei’s first feature film,
tells the story of Alice (Madeline
Brewer), a camgirl who battles an
online lookalike. In writing the film’s
script, Mazzei was inspired by the
years she spent as a camgirl herself,
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and many details in the film are drawn
from her life. Now, with her new
memoir Camgirl, Mazzei pulls back
the curtain even further, sharing her
own experience camming to reveal
the complexities of sex work, as well
as the indignities sex workers face.
Before Mazzei began her career as
a sex worker, she attended UC Berkeley,
majoring in Comparative Literature. She
loved her classes and felt challenged
by her professors. Studying literature
opened her up to new narratives and
perspectives. “Cal really opened my
eyes to how much of a bubble I had
been living in,” Mazzei says. “I was
really confronted with my own privilege
there, and I was exposed to ideas that
I had never been exposed to before.”
At Berkeley, Mazzei gained many
of the essential tools that would serve
her later as a writer. “What was so
incredible about doing Comparative
Literature is that I was able to see the
universality in a lot of our stories, and

that is incredibly helpful as a writer,”
she says. “Writing is so much about
telling a story that is going to relate
to people and that people are going to
be able to see themselves in.” What
studying literature taught her above
all was “the humanness of everyone.”
When it came time to graduate,
Mazzei felt ready to face the world. “I
definitely walked away from Cal with
both this excitement as to the potential
of finding my place in the world, and
more than that, being someone who is
able to create in the world,” she recalls.
The first step of post-grad life: “Figuring
out who I was and what I wanted to say.”
But despite her artistic bent,
Mazzei felt pressure to kill her creative
impulses and get a “mainstream job.”
“Those pressures are very real and I felt
them,” she says, “but I know that when
I gave into them, I felt dead inside.” So
she explored other professional avenues.
She soon began working as a sugar
baby, and then moved into camming.
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“I say who. I say when.
I say how much.”

In
her
memoir
Camgirl,
Mazzei recounts her experience as a
camgirl, or an online adult performer.
Under the pseudonym Una, Mazzei
performed for viewers via her webcam.
Through camming, she found agency,
empowerment, and a way to truly reclaim
her sexuality. “I’m really proud of the
work that I did as a sex worker,” Mazzei
says. “The second that I decided to cam,
I decided to really own my sexuality and
sexualize myself within the boundaries and
limits that I set.” Early in the book, Mazzei
recalls Julia Roberts’ mantra in the film
Pretty Woman, and adopts it as her own:
“I say who. I say when. I say how much.”
Camming also immersed Mazzei
in a new community made up of sex
workers and patrons that she had never
known before. “It really opened my
eyes to just how many different types
of sex workers there are out there and
just all of the myriad of reasons why
people engage in sex work,” she says.
Mazzei’s performances amassed a
devoted viewership, and she was able
to support herself through camming.
Then screenwriting came calling.
“Writing the film was extremely
collaborative,” she says. “I worked
very closely with Daniel [Goldhaber],

the director. We built the entire story
together.” But the collaborative nature
of the film didn’t end there. Mazzei and
Goldhaber understood the responsibility
they had in telling a story about sex
work, and the weight that narrative held
in illuminating an often misunderstood
profession. “We recognized that we don’t
speak for all sex workers,” Mazzei says.
So they enlisted the help of other sex
workers to help tell their story. “We cast
sex workers. We had sex workers involved
in reading drafts of the script and giving
us notes. We had sex workers watching
cuts of the film. We really tried to include
people in every step that we could.”
While working on Cam, Mazzei
began writing her own personal story in the
form of Camgirl. Writing a memoir was a
far more daunting challenge than writing
Cam. “At the end of the day, Cam is fiction.
It’s all shot through the filter of this other
character’s experience,” Mazzei says.
“[Camgirl] is really about me. It’s about
all the parts of myself — even the parts
that I don’t necessarily like that much.”
At first, she struggled to figure out
how to frame her story. She initially
wrote a “very serious, academic version
of the book,” but if you’ve met Mazzei,
you know that she is far from serious.

“Ultimately, I’m a funny, goofy weirdo,”
Mazzei admits. “The second I started
allowing the book to have some humor
and some levity is when it really just
kind of poured out.” Once she found her
voice, Mazzei found the writing process
to be “incredibly powerful and incredibly
healing as well.” “I didn’t find it lonely at
all,” she says. “It was almost a way of remeeting myself — getting to know me in
a way that I had never really done before.”
The resultant book is a bold
and moving declaration of self, a
manifesto against shame. “I think the
process of coming out — be it coming
out as queer or coming out as a sex
worker — is a way of erasing shame,”
Mazzei says. “It’s a way of reclaiming
something that I had been hiding for
so long.” She hopes the success of her
memoir will open the door for other
sex workers to tell their own stories.
Mazzei understands the gravity of
her platform and is vocal about using
it. “I feel really privileged to have a
platform,” she says, “and to say that,
if someone chooses to engage in sex
work, that is one hundred percent valid
and deserves to be one hundred percent
respected, just as we would respect
anyone in any other profession.”
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