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Dedicated full-time to her artistic activities, the photographer
Helen Levitt (New York, 1913-2009) did not begin to gain public
recognition until relatively late in life. Although her name has
always been associated with “street photography,” as it was
precisely the streets of her native city that provided the context
for the production of her images, throughout her career Levitt
made forays into film, visited other countries such as Mexico,
and also focused on colour photography. Her images, almost
invariably ambiguous and mysterious although not necessarily
at first glance, are also characterised by their spontaneity,
warmth and sensitivity. The movements and gestures of the
figures captured by her lens and the communication between
them transcend that inclination to “photograph children” which
many critics pointed out after her first exhibition at the MoMA
in 1943, entitled Helen Levitt: Photographs of Children.
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Levitt’s work as a whole goes far beyond the latter
aspect, revealing her acceptance of the pleasures,
terrors and complexity of existence at all ages, traits
often overlooked by the viewer when immersed

in the harsh reality of the urban landscape.

The exhibition, the first to be devoted to the artist on the basis of
the entirety of her work and archives, which have only recently
become available for study, offers a broad overview of Levitt’s
career through nine sections and around 220 photographs. It
includes previously unexhibited images, as well as work produced
in Mexico in 1941 and a large proportion of the artist’s work in
colour, which she explored from the 1950s onward. It also features
her film In the Street, directed by Levitt in collaboration with
Janice Loeb and James Agee, and a projection of her colour slides.
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Born in Brooklyn to a Russian-Jewish family, Helen Levitt
dropped out of high school early and began her photography
training in a Bronx studio. Influenced by Henri Cartier-Bresson,
she pursued independent photography, capturing everyday
life in New York neighbourhoods between 1938 and 1942.

Her first solo exhibition was at the MoMA in 1943. She also
experimented with film, making In the Street, and with colour
photography, which gained her a Guggenheim Fellowship in
1959. Levitt continued to work intermittently, exploring new
settings such as the subway and rural areas. Her creative
output is recognised for its ability to capture moments of
human connection in complex urban environments.
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KEY THEMES

Enigmatic photographs

Helen Levitt’s images possess a mysterious quality that
transforms them into true visual enigmas. Her unique and highly
perceptive gaze turns everyday scenes into compositions that
are hard to define, creating an immediate connection with the
viewer even when there is no clear narrative to explain them.

A pioneer with her own voice

Helen Levitt was one of the first women to make her way

in the world of photography, especially in the field of street
photography. She always avoided constructing an explicit
narrative in her images and preferred not to talk about them.
Far from diminishing its value, that decision is one of the

key traits that make her work so interesting. Despite this
characteristic of reserve, Levitt’s photographs connect with
the viewer through the universal emotions they convey.



Curator
Joshua Chuang

Fundacién Mapfre

Paseo de Recoletos, 23

28004 Madrid
cultura@fundacionmapfre.org

Dates
From February 19th
to May 17th, 2026

Opening hours

Mondays (excluding public
holidays): 2 pm to 8 pm
Tuesdays to Saturdays:
1TMamto 8 pm

Sundays and public holidays:

TMTamto 7 pm

(Last admission: 30 minutes
before closing time. Visitors
must leave the gallery 10
minutes before closing time).

Admissions

Standard ticket: €5
Reduced: €3

Free entry: Mondays
(excluding public holidays)

Audio guide
Spanish and English
(included with admission)

Bookshop

LAIE

Tel: 911 703 851
fmapfre@laie.es

C/G@'n Plaza de Colé
ol,a aza ae Colon

Biblioteca
¢/ B5 Nacional
arbarg de B”agan
za

Fundacién Mapfre @

14
S
2
3
19
L]
&
)
5
o
(9]
@
&

cl P‘\Ca\a

Plaza
de Cibeles

Tell us about your experience of the exhibition
#HelenlLevittFM
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@ArteyCulturaFM
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