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A film by James Crump

Feature Documentary
Running time: 72 minutes.
Written, Directed and Produced by James Crump.
Produced by LM Media GmbH and Arthouse Films. 

Yale-educated and born with a silver spoon in his mouth, Sam Wagstaff’s transformation from 
innovative museum curator to Robert Mapplethorpe’s lover and patron is intensively probed in Black 
White + Gray. During the heady years of the 1970s and 1980s, the New York City art scene was abuzz 
with a new spirit, and Mapplethorpe would be at the center of it. Wagstaff pulled him from his 
suburban Queens existence, gave him a camera and brought him into this art world that seemed to be 
waiting for him, creating the man whose infamous images instilled emotions ranging from awe to anger. 
In turn, Mapplethorpe brought the formerly starched-shirt preppie to the world of drugs and gay S-and-
M sex, well-documented in his still-startling photographs. Twenty five years separated the lovers, but 
their relationship was symbiotic to its core, and the two remained together forever. The film also explores 
the relationship both men had with musician/poet Patti Smith, whose 1975 debut album “Horses” 
catapulted her to fame.

In the 1940s, Wagstaff had been a Navy Ensign serving off the coast of Normandy during the D-Day 
invasion of Omaha Beach. In the 1950s, Wagstaff was an advertising man, working for the storied 
Madison Avenue firm, Benton & Bowles. Wagstaff recognized the increasingly sexualized content of 
marketing and publicity campaigns of the period which hastened his own personal metamorphosis. A 
participant, as well as a catalyst of the period, Wagstaff’s life intersected the cultural divides that 
characterized postwar America—the Vietnam War and the 1969 Woodstock festival, for example—a 
moment tinged by conformity and later ruptured by rebellion and simultaneous revolutions in sexuality, 
politics, and art. 

Curators like Wagstaff and the Metropolitan Museum’s Henry Geldzahler, Andy Warhol’s aesthetic ad-
viser, acted more like artists during this time. At Hartford’s Wadsworth Atheneum and later the Detroit 
Institute of Arts, Wagstaff’s exhibitions, such as “Continuity and Change,” “Black, White and Gray” 
and Michael Heizer’s notorious “earth work” entitled “Dragged Mass,” garnered national attention. 
Wagstaff was among the first to recognize the oncoming collision of art and fashion, music and clublife 
and he was a champion of Minimalism, Andy Warhol, and a coterie of forward thinking artists like Tony 
Smith, Richard Tuttle, James Lee Byars, Agnes Martin and Ray Johnson. 

Wagstaff, Mapplethorpe and Smith were at the center of scenes variously characterized by raucous 
“happenings,” the Warhol Factory and notorious hangouts like Max’s Kansas City. The period was 
colored by club life, the emergence of punk rock at CBGBs, Studio 54, and darker corners of lower 
Manhattan, like the Meat Packing District and the Chelsea Piers, where a teeming gay/SM 
demimonde was thriving. The film shows Wagstaff secretively transcending these various social strata, 
while Smith and Mapplethorpe edged toward notoriety and infamy with their respective work. 
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Mapplethorpe, along with Andres Serrano and others, was at the center of a national debate about 
public arts funding at the National Endowment for the Arts or “NEA.” His work was labeled obscene by 
Senator Jesse Helms—a rallying cry for right-wing and evangelical conservatives attempting a 
stranglehold on the American electorate. 

In 1973, Wagstaff inherited many millions of dollars and his collecting mania for photography emerged 
precisely during this time. Photography had yet to be recognized for it’s commodity value and Wagstaff 
quickly became the most influential collector of the period, while cultivating and projecting an often 
intimidating, bad-boy image of himself. The film shows Wagstaff’s full character—Wagstaff’s darker 
sides, his fallibility as well as his genius. The film dissects some of the most important acquisitions ever 
made in photography and how Wagstaff’s collection of over 2,500 masterworks from both the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries became part of the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles. Although Wagstaff’s 
collection sold for $5 million in 1984, some claim today its value may be ten times that sum in the 
present market for photographs. 

Wagstaff’s story is one of personal transformation—from conservative, starchy, Yale-educated preppy to 
downtown habitué, hipster and experimenter. Both he and Mapplethorpe enabled each other to 
discover different parts of themselves—both men encouraged the other to mine new territory in the arts 
and in their personal lives as well. Wagstaff’s death from AIDS, in 1987, and later Mapplethorpe’s, in 
1989, marked the end of an era. Black White + Gray reveals the powerful troika these two men formed 
with Patti Smith, and the influence their collective work continues to have over present-day art and 
culture.

NARRATOR: Joan Juliet Buck is a writer and novelist. Her essays and interviews have appeared in 
Vogue, Vanity Fair, the New Yorker, Traveler, Travel + Leisure, and the Los Angeles Times Book 
Review. The author of two novels, “The Only Place To Be” and “Daughter of The Swan,” she is 
currently Television critic for Vogue. 

Motion Picture Score and Music: J. Ralph produced the original motion picture score and songs for 
the film Lucky Number Slevin at St. Thomas Chapel in Seattle with a 75-piece orchestra. The 
noirish thirller was directed by Paul McGuigan, written by Jason Smilovic, and stars Bruce Willis and 
Morgan Freeman. J. Ralph’s albums include “The Illusory Movements of Geraldine & Nazu” and 
“Music to Mauzner By” among others.

Dominick Dunne is an American writer and investigative journalist whose subjects frequently hinge on 
the ways high society interacts with the judiciary system. He was a producer in Hollywood and is also 
known from his frequent appearances on television. He is perhaps best known for his monthly column 
for Vanity Fair magazine. Among Dunnes’ bestselling books include, “The Two Mrs. Grenvilles,” “An 
Inconvenient Woman,” “People Like Us” and “The Way We Lived Then: Recollections of a Well-
Known Name Dropper.” He is the host of the Court Television series, “Power, Privilege and Justice.”
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Patti Smith is an American musician, singer, and poet. She came to prominence during the punk 
movement with her 1975 debut album Horses. Called “punk rock’s poet laureate”, she brought a 
feminist and intellectual take to punk music and became one of rock and roll’s most influential musicians. 
Smith is often regarded as one of the most influential and important artists in rock history: Rolling Stone 
magazine recently placed her at #47 in its list of “The 100 Greatest Artists of All Time.” Among Smith’s 
legendary and bestselling albums include, Radio Ethiopia, Dream of Life, Wave and Easter. In 2007, 
Smith was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

Dick Cavett is an Emmy-winning American television talk show host known for his conversational style 
of in-depth and often serious issues discussion. “The Dick Cavett Show” was among the longest 
running television talk shows and featured the most notable celebrities from entertainment, politics, the 
arts and popular culture. 

Pierre Apraxine was curator of the Gilman Paper Company Collection of photographs. In March 2005, 
the collection became the most important acquisition of photographs that the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art ever made and, indeed, one of the most important acquisitions that any museum has made in this 
field. Pierre Apraxine, is an art historian, Fulbright scholar and old-world aesthete of aristocratic Russian 
ancestry who previously assembled a corporate collection of contemporary art for the Banque Lambert 
in Brussels and worked stints at the Museum of Modern Art and Marlborough Gallery before becoming 
Howard Gilman’s visionary curator. Apraxine was co-curator of such landmark exhibitions as 
“The Waking Dream” and “La Divine Comtesse.”

Philippe Garner has been an auction specialist in photographs and twentieth-century decorative arts 
and design since 1971. He is a Director of Christie’s, and is their International Head in his specialist 
areas. Philippe has a particular interest in the story of fashion, beauty and celebrity photography and has 
published widely on this field, producing monographs on Cecil Beaton and 1960s photographer John 
Cowan and essays on numerous photographers including Richard Avedon, Guy Bourdin and Helmut 
Newton.

John Szarkowski was named Director of Photography at the Museum of Modern Art in 1962, and 
during almost thirty years in that position arranged more than a hundred shows of photography. He 
published “The Photographer’s Eye” in 1966, “Looking at Photographs” in 1973, and “Mirrors and 
Windows” in 1978.  Szarkowski championed the work of Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, Garry 
Winogrand, and William Eggleston among others, and in the process taught many others to examine 
the formal qualities of images rather than their intentions or their possible uses.

Jean-Jacques Naudet is Editor at Large for American Photo. A legendary editor of photographic pub-
lications, a champion of important image-makers such as Guy Bourdin and Helmut Newton, and a key 
player in the burgeoning market for photographs, Naudet began his career with Paris Match and was 
highly instrumental in the evolution of Roger Therond’s influential collection of early French photography.   

Timothy Greenfield-Sanders’ fashion and celebrity images can be seen in magazines worldwide. He is 
on the masthead as a contributing photographer at Vanity Fair.
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Greenfield-Sanders’ documentary “Thinking XXX”, a film about the making of the “XXX” book, first 
aired in October 2004 on HBO. A CD of the soundtrack of “Thinking XXX” was released in November 
2004 by Ryko Records.

Other cast include Ralph Gibson, Jeffrey Fraenkel, Clark Worswick, Eugenia Parry, Raymond Foye 
and Agnes Martin.

About the Director:

James Crump is a writer, director and producer. He holds a Ph.D. in art history from University of New 
Mexico and has served as curator of photography at the Kinsey Institute for Sex Research. Among 
other works, he is the author of “F. Holland Day: Suffering the Ideal” (1995) and “George Platt Lynes: 
Photographs from the Kinsey Institute” (1993) and coauthor of “When We Were Three: The Travel 
Albums of George Platt Lynes, Monroe Wheeler, and Glenway Wescott” (1998). Black White + Gray 
is his debut effort as a feature director. Crump resides in New York.

About the Producers:

Stanley Buchthal has been an entrepreneur in the fields of fashion, venture capital, entertainment and 
the environment. In 1988, he founded the Dakota Group Ltd., a private investment holding company and 
LM Media GmbH, a Swiss-based movie and television financing and production company. Buchthal has 
been a leader in the independent feature world, producing such films as Hairspray (directed by John 
Waters), Spanking the Monkey (directed by David O. Russell) and Up at the Villa (directed by Philip 
Haas). Currently he is producing a slate of high-profile documentary films, including American Ruling 
Class (John Kirby) and most recently Sydney Pollack’s acclaimed and award-winning Sketches of 
Frank Gehry. Presently in release is the award-winning feature film, Paper Dolls, and he is executive 
producer of the forthcoming Berlin, performed by Lou Reed and directed by Julian Schnabel. 

David Koh has served as Head of Acquisitions and Production for Palm Pictures (Chris Blackwell’s, 
founder of Island Records & Island Pictures, film & music company) and is a partner in the Arthouse 
Films label which is an independent production and distribution label based in New York. Koh has been 
involved in the acquisition, development, production, release, distribution, and marketing of over 150 
films. He has served as the former Artistic Director and Founder of the Santa Fe Film Festival and the 
Goldeneye Film Festival and has served as a Curator for the recently launched Core Club in New York. 

Director’s Statement follows on last page.
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Director’s Statement:

I became fascinated with Sam Wagstaff when I first viewed a portrait photograph of him by Robert 
Mapplethorpe shortly before Mapplethorpe’s death in 1989. In the years following, Wagstaff’s name 
featured prominently in many quirky anecdotes that friends and colleagues shared with me. Wagstaff led 
an enigmatic existence, was extremely discreet and compartmentalized, and I knew there was a lot more 
to his story than what people realized or tended to share. Mapplethorpe’s Whitney Museum retrospective 
in 1988 ensured that his legacy would survive, but Wagstaff’s fascinating life and career in the arts in the 
1960s, 70s and 80s would soon be forgotten or at least little remembered.  

Black White + Gray: A Portrait of Sam Wagstaff and Robert Mapplethorpe provided a rich 
opportunity to connect many of my passions—photography, twentieth-century painting and sculpture, 
Pop Art and Minimalism—with a character that I could identify with who represented near bullet-proof 
aesthetics and decisiveness in his pursuit and defense of them. Wagstaff was a type of tastemaker and 
risk taker who was extremely well connected to the New York art world of his times. Bold and 
provocative, he landed on the nascent scene for collecting photographs in 1973 and was booed when 
he showed up at an auction in London, wearing all black, and bid what was then considered high for an 
Irving Penn photograph. Wagstaff pushed buttons and pushed the envelope. His was an impulsive, 
intuitive drive to satisfy desire and to seek visual pleasure which in mysterious ways also cut across the 
grain of his personal life and sexuality. 

I was also very drawn to the work and careers of both Robert Mapplethorpe and Patti Smith. In 1999 and 
again in 2001, I published books about Mapplethorpe’s SM sex pictures and his earliest Polaroid 
self-portraits. Patti Smith contributed a text to a book I published on photographer Lynn Davis, another 
amazing talent from this circle who was extremely close to Mapplethorpe and Smith and who also made 
what I still consider the quintessential portrait of Wagstaff. The circles were getting smaller and smaller. 
There were so many connections that propelled me to cast my interest in these characters into a film.

Black White + Gray meditates on Wagstaff’s life journey and his transformation through shared passion 
and experience with Mapplethorpe. It points to how Wagstaff found his true role as a collector of 
photography and through Mapplethorpe was enabled to visit and unlock parts of his true self. It likewise 
gives new dimension to Mapplethorpe and the evolution of his photographic vision under Wagstaff’s 
patronage and mentoring. The film I hope demonstrates the essential symbiotic bond that grew out of a 
chance encounter in 1972 and how the work of both men continues to resonate today. When Wagstaff 
and Mapplethorpe made their first discoveries and triumphs in the medium, photography didn’t enjoy 
its present status nor the hyperbolic values now being realized at auction. I think both men would be 
amused by their joint influence, which continues to play itself out in the art world.  

James Crump


