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SUNIL GUP

LONDON — For over five decades, Sunil Gupta has been cruising

with his camera, making iconic

photographs that evade any

single stylistic category; images|that explore race, migration,

AIDS and gay public life through,

his roots in activism. A touching

and powerful sense of humanity| and humility define Sunil’s

work — a result of his openness,

frankness, and a curiosity

afforded by his peripatetic lifestyle. The 68-year-old photogra-

pher and artist lives in London.

Born in Delhi, he has lived in

Montreal and New York, and finally settled in the UK, where
he studied at the Royal College of Art via an original degree in

Business. We spoke at his south

London home and studio where

he lives with his husbandji, Chayan Singh, who is also an artist,

researcher, and activist.
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Sunil keeps up an entertaining
Instagram account, updating his
leagues of followers every day.

P

Prem: In a past interview, I heard you
describe yourself as “having a moment.”
What do you mean? :

Sunil: Because of this “moment,” my work
is getting a much wider reception, but back
in the 80s, I only had a very limited, immedi-
ate, specialty audience. It was generally
Black or Asian people. If I was in a gay group
show, then there would be a lot more people
coming — because a lot more gay white men
attended. (laughs)

How do you feel about all the attention?

I'm nervous it’s gonna end any minute.

Really?

In the 90s, when I was doing a lot of

“curating work, I met an artist who was an
‘early star with Saatchi. At 30, she was

selling at incredibly high prices, but by 35,
when I met her again, they’d just dropped
her. It was like the stock market —it
nosedived! I realized then just how fickle
the commercial art world is.

But it seems like you've managed to avoid
the nosedive for most of your career?

I avoided it. Because of my erratic lifestyle,
Charan and I had a lot of debt. We spent all
of our money getting degrees, which we’re
still paying off. I'll feel insecure until we've
paid off this big debt. We’re just hanging
on with this nightmare. You know, where
we're sitting now, it’s two grand a month.
It’s a private rental.

It’s amazing though, this space. This is
both your studio and living space?

Yeah. I do believe it was a gamble and it’s
paid off. It made the “moment” happen.

We were in a really tiny one-bed flat and all
of this stuff was scattered in various storage
spaces and at friends’ houses. I had very
vague memories of where something might
be. This apartment brought everything
together. And then from the archives, which
have become the source of a lot of “this
moment,”s starting with ‘Christopher Street’,
which came out of these archives, which ,
became a book. The book really took off and
sold out and got nominated for things and
sort of became really prominent.

Your retrospective in London last summer
took place at the Photographers’ Gallery,
where, decades prior, you once had a show.

'thcwssthediﬂemoemmoepmn?

Oh vast. Decades prior,'thgre was zero
reception. It was the ‘Exiles’ work about gay
men in Delhi and the gallery commisioned it

to be part of a show about body politics. There -
was no word said about it. Color pictures of
gay men in Delhi didn’t strike a chord with
anyone. It also had Jo Spence and...who’s

that guy who does body parts? What's his
name? Black-and-white pictures of body
parts. Hairy belly and toes...

Idon’t know. I should know!

My memory is terrible.

Were you ever tempted to pop into
SweatBox, the sauna opposite the gallery,
after a hard Ws install? (both laugh)

ly though, I to ask you about
your relationship to spaces like sex clubs
and saunas, because they appear in some
of your works. Like your ‘SBun City’ series,
which is set in a sauna in Paris, or your series
‘From Here to Eternity’ where you poignantly
shot The Hoist, Fist and Pleasuredrome in
the daylight and from the outside.

Well, I have a long history of being
inside them. In fact, when I was in college,
in Montreal, a downtown sauna opened.
Iworked in a gay bar, and after it closed,

I'd work at the sauna because it was open
24 hours. My job was to change the towels
and the KY. Basically, I saw a lot of knees

— people walked around in white towels. I'd
be sitting most of the time and I just saw this
parade of knees. Basically, I decided that
Kknees are the least attractive part of a body!
(both laugh) And it put me off sex.

Were you making work back then? :

I was trying to make work. Kind of all self-
taught. T had an outlet because I belonged
to the university’s gay society or whatever.
We did the usual things: we had a telephone
helpline, we had gay dances to raise money
for the helpline, and we were trying to figure
out ways to break into the city, so we made
this tabloid-like paper called ‘The Gayzette’.
It was a print paper, which was quite
substantial, about 15-20 pages; a lot of text
about gay liberation and ‘where we’re going’
and ‘where we’ve come from’ and blah blah
blah. I took the pictures.

‘You were involved in the publication while
you had your job at the sauna?

Yes, and one day the sauna became news!

What happened? :

It had caught fire and people died inside.

No way. :

-It didn’t have properly signposted exits.
I think, to this day, some of the bodies have
never been identified.
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