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Paradoxically, it is the images without people that radiate the strongest sense of
physicality: a crumpled coat on a chair collapsing without the human form, or the ruins 
in Key West slowly reclaimed by nature. These are images of what remains after people
have gone.

In the early 1980s, the AIDS epidemic began—a story that cannot be told without it. 
Hujar himself died in 1987 at the age of 53 from AIDS-related complications. The fragility 
of life resonates in all his images. Many of the young, gifted people depicted in his 
photographs are no longer alive. An entire generation of artists was lost, leaving us to 
wonder how art history might look today had they lived longer.

This makes it all the more important to bring Hujar’s work into the present. While Bonn
focuses on his portraits, Berlin presents him alongside Liz Deschenes (born 1966). What 
initially seems arbitrary proves to be a stroke of luck: the sleek, reflective surfaces of 
Deschenes’ experimental photography and elegant sculptures prevent the viewer from 
falling into nostalgia. They are so radically contemporary that one is immediately 
brought back to the here and now.

Deschenes uses black-and-white photographic paper exposed to moonlight, then 
chemically treated so that it continues reacting to environmental influences, eventually 
turning completely black. Her works evolve and decay over the course of the
exhibition—counteracting the sense of finality one might associate with Hujar’s work.

Hujar preferred his works to be displayed without thematic order. In one section of the
Berlin exhibition, the hanging replicates his final show, Recent Photographs (1986), 
where portraits, animals, and erotic images coexist side by side. Humans and animals 
exist equally within his visual world.

At the time, not a single photograph was sold. Hujar did not live to see his recognition as 
an important artist, having struggled for acceptance throughout his life. All the more 
reason to view his work today without freezing it into rigid pathos. In an age of image 
overload, his way of seeing invites us to look closely—and above all, to take time.

The dual exhibition is successful above all because Deschenes works with photography 
in a greatly expanded sense. She does not compete with Hujar’s classic analog
photography, which is presented in around 120 magnificent black-and-white prints. In 
between, Deschenes’ sculptural works unfold. Although they are based on the 
fundamental properties of photography—light, chemistry, and time—they are not 
images. 

The structures recall experiments from the 1880s.  
The artist works with the most extreme form of the photogram, an image produced 
without a camera, by dispensing with placing objects on light-sensitive paper or other 
supports. Instead, Deschenes simply exposes the photographic emulsion to natural
light, creating monochrome surfaces. 

Her wall installation FPS (60), shown in the first room behind Warhol’s Screen Test, 
consists of such photograms. There are a total of 60 vertical “slats” arranged in different 
groups. The structures recall experiments with serial photography in the 1880s, which 
laid the foundations for moving images in cinema. The exhibition title Persistence of 
Vision refers to the inertia of the human eye, thanks to which individual images merge 
into film.

The human gaze, the subjectivity of viewers moving through an exhibition, the diversity of 
possible perspectives on the world or on a work—these are what interest Deschenes. 
The artist often works with glass or mirrors. Her “Gorilla Glass” works are based on the
material used for screens and smartphones, which Deschenes prints in monochrome.

A series of such square glass panels in different colors hangs in front of a window, 
opening up a view onto Berlin’s past. The exhibition space, the built environment, is 
always reflected in Deschenes’ works.

Her works using so-called “Claude glass” consist of black mirrors in wooden frames that 
refer to an 18th-century tradition. Claude glasses functioned like early Instagram filters: 
they allowed viewers to frame landscapes and mute their colors in the style of Claude
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For Andy Warhol, he was “the boy who never blinked.” We encounter this literally open 
gaze of Peter Hujar (1934–1987) right at the beginning of the exhibition. Warhol portrayed 
figures of the New York cultural scene of the 1960s in his Screen Tests: slow-motion 
films of motionless faces. 

The large-scale projection of Peter Hujar (ST157) (1964) conveys an impression of the 
intensity of the photographer’s gaze, who at the time was still working in fashion and 
advertising but had already made a name for himself as an outstanding portrait 
photographer. In 1969, Hujar set up his own studio in the East Village and turned to 
artistic photography. The exhibition at the Gropius Bau focuses on this period between 
the Stonewall protests and the AIDS crisis of the 1980s. 

She says she uses the word “mastery” sparingly, but in Peter Hujar’s case it applies, says 
Liz Deschenes. His “artworks are technically perfect and deeply empathetic, which is 
very rare,” the artist explains during the press preview. She did not hesitate for a second 
to enter into an artistic dialogue with the photographer, who died in 1987 at the age of 
just 53, and whom Deschenes, born in Boston in 1966, never met in person. 
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Peter Hujar und Liz Deschenes im Gropius Bau
„Persistence of Vision“ vereint zwei amerikanische

Visionen im generationsübergreifenden Dialog.
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without a camera, by dispensing with placing objects on light-sensitive paper or other 
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Her wall installation FPS (60), shown in the first room behind Warhol’s Screen Test, 
consists of such photograms. There are a total of 60 vertical “slats” arranged in different 
groups. The structures recall experiments with serial photography in the 1880s, which 
laid the foundations for moving images in cinema. The exhibition title Persistence of 
Vision refers to the inertia of the human eye, thanks to which individual images merge 
into film. 

The human gaze, the subjectivity of viewers moving through an exhibition, the diversity of 
possible perspectives on the world or on a work—these are what interest Deschenes. 
The artist often works with glass or mirrors. Her “Gorilla Glass” works are based on the 
material used for screens and smartphones, which Deschenes prints in monochrome. 

A series of such square glass panels in different colors hangs in front of a window, 
opening up a view onto Berlin’s past. The exhibition space, the built environment, is 
always reflected in Deschenes’ works. 

Her works using so-called “Claude glass” consist of black mirrors in wooden frames that 
refer to an 18th-century tradition. Claude glasses functioned like early Instagram filters: 
they allowed viewers to frame landscapes and mute their colors in the style of Claude 
Lorrain’s paintings. Photography, in a sense, already existed before it was invented as a 
fixed image. 

In Deschenes’ Claude glasses, viewers—and also the work of Peter Hujar—are reflected. 
Persistence of Vision is also a very fitting title for Hujar, as the persistence of the 
photographer and the thematic consistency of his work—recognized as great art only 
after his death—are overwhelming. 

Of course, one sees the portraits from the queer and avant-garde communities of 
Manhattan: images of William S. Burroughs, of Candy Darling on her deathbed, of artists 
and lovers such as Paul Thek or David Wojnarowicz. But in truth, everything in Hujar’s 
work is a “portrait.” 

No subject ranks above another. Nude studies, portraits of celebrities and unknown 
individuals, animal photographs, or images of ruins hang side by side, seemingly 
combined at random—preferably in a grid, a presentation format that goes back to Hujar 
himself. 

Yet his egalitarian gaze has nothing to do with Andy Warhol’s leveling idea that “all is 
pretty.” For Hujar, every being, every thing possessed a unique essence that needed to 
be captured photographically. 

The essayist and Hujar’s friend Susan Sontag fundamentally misunderstood his work. 
One need only take an unprejudiced look at three photographs from the Capuchin 
Catacombs in Palermo, where the photographer traveled in the summer of 1963 with 
Paul Thek to photograph skeletons. Hujar transforms skulls into contemplative faces.

In his only book published during his lifetime, Portraits in Life and Death, he combined
the catacomb photographs with 29 New York portraits.

“Photographers, connoisseurs of beauty,” Sontag wrote in the foreword, “are the 
recording angels of death.” And: “Photography turns the whole world into a cemetery.”
The opposite is true in the case of Peter Hujar—and also Liz Deschenes. Here, 
photography is a medium of movement, a celebration of life.
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