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The ‘Queer Realm’ in New York City: how photography was utilized to 

inform queer identity, focusing on the work of Robert Mapplethorpe and 

David Wojnarowicz 

Krzysztof Strzelecki STR16475571  

 

This dissertation will look at documentary photography relating to the queer 

realm in New York City. It will focus on the period after the infamous Stonewall 

Riots - (28th June - 1st July 1969) - to the founding of the ACT-UP movement (24th 

March 1987),  and the decimation wrought by the AIDS virus.  

I want to consider whether art can change society’s way of thinking: did art 

facilitate queer liberation and help during the crisis? I propose to structure the 

paper as follows: 

 

Introduction 

 

1. History of theory queer and queer space 

 

2. Robert Mapplethorpe’s life and photographic output as a document of queer New 

York.  

 

3. David Wojnarowicz’s use of art as a form of protest leading to ACT-UP.  

 

Conclusion  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

I will focus on two artists living and working in the same city at the same time: Robert 

Mapplethorpe and David Wojnarowicz. Both were active in the fevered sexual/political 

struggles of the 1980's and lived close to each other in New York City. They had 

numerous common friends, including Peter Hujar who acted as a mentor for both artists. 

My choice was guided by the fact that both took pictures of the gay community set either 

within a studio or a putative queer place (gym, nightclub). Both responded differently to 

the changing political situation but were united by being both gay and HIV positive.  

The first chapter presents a brief overview of queer history and key social changes in 

order to clarify the definition of ‘queer space’; i.e. where it is, who is part of it and why is 

it so important for the queer community. I will use the term ‘queer’ to denote a non-

heterosexual person but there are many different labels now encompassing the 

LGBTQIAP+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Two-spirited, Queer and 

Questioning, Intersex, Asexual, Pansexual and other marginalized orientations 

identities) community. Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the 

legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers. 

(Halperin, 1995, p. 62). Queer space was originally considered as exclusively for gay 

men but the rise of Gender Studies has expanded this to include LGBTQIAP+ people. This 

does not mean those people did not exist before; for example, in 1917 homosexuality 

was understood as an act of intimacy, but if you were active (top) then you were 

considered as ‘straight’ whereas your passive (bottom) partner was ‘queer’. (National 

Portrait Gallery, Hide/Seek: Introduction by co-curator Jonathan Katz, 2011, online). 

Today both men would be considered as ‘gay’. 

Chapter Two will focus on Robert Mapplethorpe who was very particular about his 

choice of place and subject, often inviting models to his studio, isolating them from their 

natural environment yet retaining an intensely emotional queer atmosphere.  He created 

an identifiable queer space created by people, not context. I will examine his 

photographs in the context of the sexual liberation which New York experienced in the 

1970’s, as well as the rise of lesbianism and feminism. Mapplethorpe’s images also 

highlight the social issues of racism for African Americans and the ‘power’ of 

masculinity.  
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Chapter Three will be devoted to David Wojnarowicz, and his role as an outsider as an 

activist, He photographed his models (including himself) in local neighbourhood such as 

dilapidated wharf buildings, abandoned piers or seedy gay clubs. His artwork displays 

the raw emotional state of people dying of AIDS and the crisis for queer space which 

began to disappear because of a fear of infection. His fight was targeted at the 

government’s Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) which was slow to respond to the 

desperate need for research into the so-called ‘gay plague’. I will talk about ACT-UP 

(AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power), a political movement employing anarchistic methods 

against conservative politicians, the FDA and institutionalised religion. Wojnarowicz’s 

photographs transformed the hospital bed into a queer space – a ‘final’ queer space for 

so many. Of course, many gay people managed to avoid AIDS and developed a vibrant 

culture: The queer space of the city was the quintessential lifestyle place. (Betsky, 1997, p. 

173)  

One of the primary queer spaces was the street. It was a habitat for both artists; it was 

where they found both inspiration - and their models. For David Wojnarowicz, the street 

was the place where people grew up, satisfy their desires; a place of 

life/revolution/social connection/death. The street brought them love, sex, friends, but 

also offered a future for their art. However, the street had a dark side and rendered 

people to danger. Both Mapplethorpe and Wojnarowicz succumbed to AIDS and 

died prematurely. The street was where organisations like ACT-UP could protest their 

anger but which also allowed people to meet like-minded folk. 

My paper examines New York primarily from a gay perspective - being a gay man, I want 

to understand why the city attracted such a dynamic group of queer visionaries at this 

time. My brief history of queer space will centre primarily on the male perspective. The 

gay community suffered largely because of the stigma of AIDS, which was initially 

branded as a ‘gay plague’ and ‘gay cancer’, terms used by the media which increased the 

stigma around gay people and their lifestyle. (Clews, 2017, chapter five).  

  


