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THI NIW YORK GAllfRIIS 
Non-Competetive Exposure 

By John Preston 
The public has a view of 

the art world that sees an 
unbridled bohemia filled with 
free spirits doing, · saying and 
depicting outr ageously free -- - -- -,-<'.:-=' 
things. The whole popular r --
concept of the artist is one of -..___ 
someone who has unbur-
dened him or herself from the 
tight strictures of society. 
Here, certainly, must be one 
arena of life where gayness 
is truly liberated. 

It's not true. 
The "art world" is a tight

ly controlled, homophobic 
system that banks heavily on 
the closetness of the gay , 
artist. Success is closely de
fined, its place can be easily 
removed from the artist by a 
phone call. 

The whole world turns on 
a few reviews in a few media. 
The reality of the art world 
is that those media harbor the 
worst homophobic critics in 
action today. All the cries 
about book reviewers or thea
tre critics pale beside the 
track record of the art 
writers in the New York 
Times, the SoHo Weekly 
News and the Villag~ Voice. 
·How bad is it? A recent front 
page editorial in the Arts 
and Leisure Section of the ~ _ ~ _. 
lofty Times proclaimed that 'l,}('",Q(,,(//f 
the re cannot be such a thing • l. 

, __ 

/ .' --

The amazing contradict ion 
in all this was the existence 
of a truly disproportionate 
number of gay artists among 
the ranks of the well known. 
The most damaging and 
damning fonn of oppression 
existed - the artists could be 
shown and their work could 
be sold so long as their art 
didn't reflect their life sty le. 

Charles Leslie and Fred
erick Lohman were among 
the first people to realize 
the situatio n and to react to 
it. In 1970 they moved to a 
SoHo loft, in the vanguard of 
creative people who would 
turn that industrial neighbor
hood into one of the prize 
communiti es of Manhattan in 
the next ten years. They 
were, naturally, surrounded 
by artists. They were also 
quickly in touch with those 
artists who were gay and be
gan to view a vast amount of 
the gay-themed work that 
would never see the light of a 
gallery. The first move they 
made was to institute an 
annual showing of gay art 
open only to a limit ed nwn
ber of known friends. They 
were anxious to have the 
work shown to people who 
would and could appreciate 
it. The shows were so suc-

as women' s art. A feminist 
would be too embroiled in 
political issues to produce 
seriously. What do you think 

Opposite: Robert Mapplethorpe's Bull's Eye (collage} photo by James Dee; 
above: Leather Hood and White Sheets by Hilton Brown 

cessful, and the need was so 
great that they opened Leslie
Lohman gallery at 485 

they'd say about a bunch of faggots? 
There 's plenty of documentation; this 

is not a time when a few gay men's para
noia has carried them into a fit of name 
calling. Seven years ago Philip Masnick 
opened a show at the very avant-garde 
SoHo Gallery. The photographs in the 
show included graphic depictions of fist 
fucking and other sexual acts. It lasted 
less than 48 hours before a vehement 
group of "liberated" artists succeeded in 

having it taken down. It wasn't until 
less than a year ago that the show was 
ever presented to the public. 

Five years ago two gay theatre com
panies, TOSOS and the Glines, had shows 
in their waiting areas for viewing during 
intermissions. One show at the Glines of 
the work of artist Philip Gornstein so 
incensed a largely straight cast of one 
play that the embarassed company was 
again forced to take down the show. 

Broome Street in 1975. And , 
Philio Gornstein had a show . 

Philip Masnick also ended up in an
other gay gallery. The Robert Samuel at 
795 Broadway, in 1979. 

For years, actually decades, Tom of 
Finland has been known and reknown as 
the leading. figure of unasharnadely gay 
pornographic art. And while there is no 
~oubt that the work is pornographi c., it 
1s also undoub tably Capitol Art. But the 
work could only be found in'"small cir
cles of friends in Europe where it sold for 
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Abo ve: Before Time Changes Them by Andrew Sychel at the Leslie-Lohman Gallery. Below, 
righ t : Man to Man by Robert Gab le, pho to b y James Dee. 

$20.00, or in often outrageou sly poorly 
printe d magazines. Two yea rs ago Stom
pers, a Village boot store, owned by 
composer Louis Weingarten, opened a 
gallery in the backroom of their retail 
space at 259 West Fourth St. Tom of 
Finland had a home and a form al art 
opening. 

Much of the gay art of the centur y is 
European. Some, like Tom of Finland 
(he really is Finnish), got to this count ry, 
but much of it wasn' t being shown. Rob 
Gallery, the foremos t gallery in Amst er
dam for gay work, has opened a branch 
at 8A Charles Lane in the Village and 
now that too, has a place in the world. 

The Stoned Wall Gallerie, 22 I W. 
28th Street in Chelsea rounds out the 
listing of gay art places. It 's more ori
ented to the community than the other 
four, but 1s playing an impor tan t role in 
giving some beginning artists, and an in
creasing number of well-known artis ts, 
still another New York base. 

The five gay gaiknes are one of the 
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most obvious and significant manif esta
tions of liberat ion in the gay world. If 
one gives any creden ce to the idea that 
art has a place in a movement , social or 
political, than the presence of a compe
tent artistic expre ssion has an obvious 
importance . There's a more complicated 
mean ing also. The society as a whole has 
lived off of the accomplishments of gay 
people without ever giving us our due. 
The "due" is our own self-image, our own 
self-worth, the fruits of our own com
munit y's labors. Our art ists have been 
to!~ that th,ey can produce "ar t" so long 
a~ 1t doesn ~ refer to us. These galJeries 
give our art ists a way to relate to their 
own community. To present the images 
and the concepts tha t they hope we will 
find important. 

The world of gay art is about ten 
years behind the world of publishing 
The ~xistence of the five New York 
~allenes assures some outlet for gay work 
m ~ew Y ~rk. Slowly, the 'upt own' 
gallenes are Just beginning to re~pond to 

the existence of the gay work of the· · 
artists. Unfortunately, that recognitio ir 
comes in only one of two ways: If th~ 
artist is_ <?f the first caliber and can handle 
any cntt cal resp onse he receives (PauI 
Cadmus ' s recent show at the Midtown 
Gallery is a rare exan1ple) or if the work 
is highly sensationalistic - and without 
question Robert Mapplethorpe is the 
prim e example here. 

Mapplethorpe has become the focus 
of a large , ongoing controversy among 
gay people interested in the arts. He 
without any question, is a superb tech: 
nician - perhaps the best working at the 
moment in many peoples' minds, but his 
work , which is shown in the 'best' up
town galleries is sometimes seen as an 
elaborate rip-off. The point is that his 
heavy leather , S&M, macho images are 
allowed into the galleries only because of 
their shock value. The suburban buyers 
of art can tolerate his homosexual photo
graphs only because they are so removed 
from the reality of their own life. Sam 
Hardison, manager of the Robert Samuel 
Gallery, is one of the art-folk who will de
fend Mapplethorpe's work. He's quick to 
poin t out that the first show of photo
graphy was still lifes which gathered 
Mapplethorpe's initial critical acclaim. 
Still, the idea of the parallels between 
the straight art world's co-optation of 
the sensationalistic is disturbingly close 
to the film controversy over Cruising. 

The five galleries in New York have 
begun to accomplish one very important 
transition that impacts the lives of gay 
artists. They have finally begun to nur
ture and educate a body of gay collec
tors. While the owners of the galleries 
acknowledge that most buyers are people 
who simply buy what they like and then 
hang the work in their own homes, still, 
the base of the art baying community 
is composed of people who collect art -
primarily those who collect it for some 
level of investment. The accomplishment 
of the galleries in a very short period of 



Untitled drawing by Gary Finkel, photo by James Dee 

time has been to impress on many people 
the worthiness of the gay art works. The 
galleries have convinced people that this 
is art and that it is not devalued just 
because it depicts homoerotic situations. 
And, also, they are beginning to show just 
what a good investment the work can be. 
Tom of Finland ' s show at Stompers in 
October 1978 had pieces for as little as 
$300. In February 1980, Tom had an
other exhibit at Robert Samuel where 
pieces of comparable technical quality 
were being offered for $3000. The result 
is bound to be a situation where more 
and more artists can expect to be able to 
earn a living while they are cr~ating. 

In a gay world full of skepticism and 
one where so many of us have learned to 
expect the worst from many entrepre
neurs, the owners and managers of the 
five galleries have to be singled out for 
two noteworthy traits. They are re
markably supportive of one another. 
And they are remarkably conscious of 
their role in the community. 

Art galleries tend often to be stereo
typically bitchy to one another, highly 
competetive and highly critical. Yet, in 
numerous interviews and conversations 

not one of the people involved would do 
anything or say anything that wasn't 
strongly supportive of the others. It was 
a remarkable experience of community 
cooperation. In fact, Sam Hardison has 
become furiously vocal over recent criti
cal attempts to separate the Robert 
Samuel gallery from the other gay insti
tutions. The Samuel is physically in a 
better neighborhood, its space is larger, 
its works tend to be more expensive and 
closer to what would be shown in a 
"straight" gallery than the others. An in
creasing number of critics have singled it 
out as the "only legitimate," or "only 
respectible" gay gallery in the city. Sam 
will have none of it. He's aware of the 
day to day barriers he is forced to over
come, the ever increasing pressure to be 
"responsible" by someone else's defini
tion and the reality that his situation is 
always going to be closer to the other 
gay galleries than to any other institu
tion's. So far as he's concerned, the gay 
enterprises are in it together, and he's 
attempting to resist every attempt to re
move his labor from the others. 

The community responsiveness is most 
accutely shown in the openness and, 

frankly, the charity with which the gal
leries deal with new, younger artists. 
They will all look at anyone's portfolio. 
They all consider it part of their obliga
tion to mount group shows that will 
display the work of previously unknown 
artists and they have all engaged in some 
attempt to reclaim a forgotten past of 
gay art by showing the work of past 
decades. 

Leslie-Lohman's June group show is 
one of the best examples of the nurtur
ing of new artists; Stomper's show of the 
homoerotic work of the 40's and S0's 
last year is an immediate example of the 
mounting of a historical show. 

All in all the existence and perser
verance of the gay galleries in the face of 
open hostility and an under-educated gay 
public is one of the high points to gay life 
in New York. The emergence of new 
artists of the caliber of Brick and Andrew 
Epstein and the enormous photogr11phic 
talent of many photographers like Philip 
Beard and Arthur Tress make it seem 
highly likely that the force these places 
represent will continue to fuel promise 
of the community over the next few 
years. 
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