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The 1970s in the United States was a dec ade marked by confl ict : the Vie tnam War , the race riots, the deba tes ove r wome n's equal ity, no t to mention infla tio n and 
unemp loyment. Yet fo r some g roups the deca de was also marked by sexual l ibera tion , as the Stonewa ll Rio ts of 1969 !incited by black d rag queens , not w hite gay 
men) a imed lo put an end lo po lice bruta lity agains t quee r people. For the f irst l ime in history , many felt that they no longe r needed lo hide their sexua l ide ntity, 
and after embo dying the unde rstan d ing that ho mosexual ity was - in the wor d s of Eve Sedgwic k - co nstituted as sec recy , this newfo und freedom held a utop ia n 
promise of end less poss ib ility. Pub lic spaces become sites of quee r cruising lo an unprecede nted degree , w ith the Chelsea piers be ing one of the favo rite 
destinations , and Christophe r Street being another. Situate d in the heart of the West Vi llage , and home to the Stonewal l lnn1 gay men frequented the street lo pick 
up partne rs, lo be seen, or simp ly lo watc h. Among these men was the London-based pho tograp her Sunil Gupta , whose exh ibi tion Christopher Street, currently on 
view a l the Hales Gal lery in New York , is a testamen t to the v ita lity and ardor of the period . 

Born in Ind ia in 1953 , G upta spent his college years in Canad a , a nd then moved lo New York in 1976 lo pursue on MBA in fin a nce . N ew York was unlike 
any thing Gupta had experienced as a gay man before. The uninhibi ted pub lic ma nifestat ion of sexual ident ity prov ided a majo r source of inspira tion For the a rtist, 
and he turne d to pho tog ra phy as an instrument of invest igation into this lived expe rience . As the photogra phy critic Phili p Gefter has pointed out, the g row ing 
visibi lity of ga y men in the ear ly 1970s occ urred simultaneo usly w ith the grow ing reputa tion of pho tog raphy in the ar t wo rld . G upta qu ickly rea lized that f ina nce 
was not w here his passion lay 1 and d ropped ou t to study pho tography at the New Schoo l. The illustrious street pho tog raphe r Lisette Mode l, whose 1938 series 
Promenade des Ang/ais earned he r critica l recogn ition , wou ld become one o f his mentors there . 

Christopher Street const itutes the first seri es o f photographs G upta made as a prac tic ing a rtist in 1976 , and a selection of sixteen silver gela tin pr ints from the 
series is insta lled a l Hales Ga llery. 

The black and w hite images ba lance the fine li ne betvv-een street photograp hy and po rtra iture; they ore formal in thei r approac h yet too intimate to be co nsidered 
purely doc umentary . The infl uence of Lisette Model is immed iately pa lpa ble, but w hile Mode l's subjec ts usua lly appe ar q uite stat ic, loung ing on the board wa lk or 
relax ing in a co fe, G upta 's subje cts are in consta nt mot ion. Indeed , capt ured in these pho tographs are peo ple pass ing by Gupta o n Ch ristophe r Street ; some 
comple tely unaware o f his presence , othe rs locking eyes w ith the ca mera wit h scept ic ism or am usement . The majo rity of the subjects ar e men tha t G upta desired 
and , as the artis ts has noted himself 1 he used the came ra as a too l fo r cru ising . Catc hing and pa rting glances , many of the men showcase the "cas tro c lone " loo k 
popu lar w ith the gay commu nity at the time, spor ting leather gear , de nim jac kets and full mustac hes, w hi le others embody a qu ieter look . 

I recommend circling the ga llery at least twice , letting one's eye trave l ove r the many faces i i encounte rs, and then enco untering them aga in, and aga in. Imag ine 
tha t this is w hat Christop her Street in the 70s looked like . Imag ine intimate ly knowing this neighborhoo d and its q ueer co mmunity . Then imagine the hear tb rea k1 

and ca tastrop hic loss the A IDS cr isis brough t with it. Desp ite their dynam ism, there is a blea ker side lo these images as we ll, as this utop ian moment in l ime came 
to an end on ly a few ye ar s afte r G upta shot his Christopher Street series. W hen the A IDS crisis hit the United Sta tes, thousands o f men d ied d ue to go vernment 
neg lect and homophob ia . Co nserva tive po liticians used the ep idem ic as an exc use lo put conf inemen ts on sexua l freedom , clos ing the popular bat h houses a nd 
porn thea ters, and po lic ing public cruising g rounds. The care free sensib ility ca ptured in Christopher Street wo uld never be seen aga in. Thus, Gu pta 's photographs 
are not simp ly snaps hots documen ting queer histo ry ; they a re time cap sules in the truest sense of the wo rd, preserving a zei tge ist that no longe r ex ists today as 
con temporary queer li fe is sti ll mar ked by the legacy of the A IDS cr isis. 

Ksenia M. Sobo/eva is a New York based independe nt curator and PhD cand idate al the Institute of Fine Arts, NYU. 
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