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Saul Leiter in his posthumous curation

Yusuke SASAKI

American photographer, Saul Leiter (1923-2013) was one of the most sought-after photographers in
the 1960s and 70s in the field of fashion photography. His New York studio was continuously visited
by top models of Vogue, Elle or Esquire, until he disappeared from the commercial world around 1980.
Ten years later, Martin Harrison and Jane Livingstone began toward re-establishing his works and
discovered a large accumulation of his street photographs taken in the 1950s and 60s. They were in
color as well as in black and white. Leiter then came back to the frontstage of the photographic world
with his book, Early Color (2006). His first solo exhibition in Europe was a tremendous success in
2008. At this point, the impact on the audience was the fact that he realized the perfection of color as
early as the 1950s and the original principles of composition on the basis of his almost abstract balance
of colors. As is known, street photography after Cartier-Bresson — especially non-journalistic
photography — has adhered to black and white for decades, and there have been only a few exceptions
like Ernst Haas. It is not merely because of the technical conditions; street snapshots require
considerable agility together with the wide latitude of black and white film. It is also because of the
principles of geometric composition established by Cartier-Bresson. The discursivity of color film does
not permit an instantaneous formation of geometrical patterns in a frame. In Leiter’s street
photographs, visceral arrangement of color sustained the strength of composition which therefore
presented, already in the 1950s, a new potentiality for street photography.

After his death, the re-evaluation of his works reached the next stage. Many nude photographs of his
intimate women began to be exhibited and published. They also included ‘painted nudes’, black and
white nude photographs over which Leiter painted with a brush. These ‘works’ were unearthed in the
collection of films and prints which he left in his apartment. We could easily find, however, the absence
of the compositional tension which is consistently seen in his privately taken street snapshots as well
as his professional fashion photographs. Should they have really been published as ‘works’? In Leiter’s
case, the legal question of posthumous curation, which had provoked an argument in Vivian Maier’s
case was cleared beforehand. The Saul Leiter Foundation controls all the copyrights. However, the
ethical problem in curation still exists, as those private nudes were taken probably not to be published,
much less the painted nudes, products of his secret fetishistic practice. In addition to this, we should
consider the particular process of photography. Ordinarily, in a single film, it is only a few frames of a
photographer’s choice which survive as ‘works’. The others never see the light of day. In his last days,
Leiter savoured an exceptionally rapid re-evaluation and suddenly became hot property. The
significance of the Leiter Foundation for the preservation of his works could scarcely be denied.
Nevertheless, if Leiter’s ‘unknown’ works are still produced from his unclassified films or prints, we

should admit a universal question on posthumous curation of photography.
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