
	  

	  

“Peter Hujar: Speed of Life,” opened in Fundación MAPFRE’s Barcelona 
exhibition space at the end of last month, the first stop of a four-venue tour 
that will also touch down at the Hague Museum of Photography, New 
York’s Morgan Library and Museum, and finish at the Berkeley Art 
Museum & Pacific Film Archive. Curator Joel Smith, who heads the 



	  
Morgan’s photography department, decided to present the exhibition non-
chronologically—instead, mimicking the way Hujar himself often chose to 
exhibit his work, with intentional and sometimes surprising juxtapositions. 
Smith spoke to Artinfo about his journey with Hujar’s work, both in life 
and curatorial practice. 

What has been your involvement with Hujar's work, and where 
did the idea for this show originate? 

By chance I saw the posthumous Peter Hujar show at Grey Art Gallery in 
winter 1989-90. It was a couple of years before I started graduate school, 
and photography was not yet a focus for me. For general interest viewers 
then, the unspoken reference point for Hujar was Robert Mapplethorpe, 
who did not interest me, but I found Hujar compelling right away. I 
assumed he must be widely known, because here was a big show about 
him. 

A few years later, as a fellow in a museum photography department, I 
realized that among tastemakers, Hujar remained deeply overshadowed by 
Mapplethorpe and Arbus, and that puzzled me, because by then I saw how 
distinct he was. Soon after, I got to know a number of Hujar's prints in the 
collection of Richard L. Menschel. By then I'd done darkroom work, and I 
was writing a dissertation on Alfred Stieglitz's late work, and this close 
access made a big impression: Hujar was a great printer whose style was all 
his own, and I got to discover it directly, not through received opinion. 

In 2001, in my first curatorial position, at Vassar College, I bought Hujar's 
portrait of Lavinia Co-Op, still a favorite of mine. Visiting Hujar's executor, 



	  
Stephen Koch, I dug deeper into the work, and saw much more there than 
I'd known. At Vassar and then at Princeton, where I worked next, I 
solicited gifts from the estate that stressed the lesser-known facets of 
Hujar's work: landscapes, cars in Brooklyn, animals, water, high rise 
buildings, rarities. Not having any project in mind, I felt no need to pursue 
the most established portraits, and in retrospect that let me open my eyes 
to his full depth and range. 

In 2012 I came to the Morgan as its first photography curator, and I 
connected with the estate right away about working, long-term, on a full-
scale Hujar show, and making the Morgan a destination for research on 
Hujar. With Richard Menschel's support, we acquired 100 prints as well as 
Hujar's papers, letters, snapshots, ephemera, and, crucially, his black-and-
white contact sheets, numbering about 5700, and the notebooks in which 
he recorded every job he did. This retrospective is meant to be the first 
research-based Hujar project, not the last. There's a lot to do here yet. 

How did Fundación MAPFRE, and the other exhibitors become 
involved? 

It turned out, in 2013, as I finished selecting the Morgan's group of 100 
prints, that Fundación MAPFRE wanted to have a Hujar show, too, and it 
took little discussion to see we should just work together. The collaboration 
was simple: I would assemble the show and the contents for the catalogue, 
and MAPFRE would produce the book, debut the show, and bring on a 
second European venue—namely the The Hague Museum of Photography, 
this summer. After the Morgan, next winter, the show concludes its tour at 
the Berkeley Art Museum & Pacific Film Archive. We were fortunate to win 



	  
a grant from the Terra Foundation, which supports projects that bring 
American art to both American and European audiences. 

Why did you decide to present this exhibition in a non-
chronological format? 

With “Speed of Life” I've tried to combine the traditional job of a 
retrospective—narrating an artist's story from a critical distance—with the 
feel of a gallery show, in which the art remains unsettled and keeps you on 
your toes. Young Hujar's photographs (including his earliest known 
exhibition print, from 1955) appear mostly early on, and work from his last 
years mostly at the end, but there's a free mixture throughout. Hujar 
avoided presenting his work chronologically or thematically, and for his 
last show, in 1986, he created a continuous frieze of 70 images, two 
pictures high, running around Gracie Mansion Gallery. He spent days 
making sure no genre ever appeared twice in a row (never two portraits, or 
two nudes, or two animals, etc.). Why? My read is that he wanted his art to 
be felt as an uninterrupted whole, but he didn't want any of his subjects to 
be seen as variations on one another. It's such a portraitist's credo: you are 
who you are, and it's what belongs to you alone that I want to bring out, no 
matter who or what the world has made of you. 

Tell me about one or two images in the show and why they are 
significant. 

In 1976 Hujar photographed the artist Stephen Varble out on a sidewalk, 
enacting a performance/protest against Chemical Bank: he's under a net, 
entangled with None-Dollar bills, and holding the photocopies he was 



	  
handing out to passersby. This image appeared the next year in an article 
on street-based art in “Art in America”—it functioned as a "performance 
document"—but it's also a pure Hujar portrait of a friend and fellow 
impossible-person. In “Speed of Life” it appears in a suite of six images of 
veiled-yet-revealed things, such as Lynn Davis hidden behind her hair, a 
mother and child behind mosquito netting in Italy in 1963, and flowers 
tumbling into a grave in Mexico. Hujar was always doing two or three 
things at once in an image, and this one is characteristically rich. 

Hujar made a number of great animal portraits on a visit to friends in 
Orange County, New York, in 1978. One of these, I suspect, is a direct 
answer to a line in Diane Arbus's posthumous monograph of 1971; she said, 
"One thing I would never photograph is dogs lying in the mud." Hujar's dog 
lying in mud could not be more elegant or beautiful, yet there's nothing 
falsely ennobling about how it's shown to us. It's dirty, probably past the 
prime of life, and it might belong to nobody. But everything about its 
framing, the texture of the ground, the direction of its fur, points us toward 
its effortlessly fine face. 

 

URL:  http://www.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/1957726/a-new-touring-
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