I’LL BE
YOUR
MIRROR
Spending years at a time collaborating
closely with subjects ranging from teenage
runaways to refugees, Jim Goldberg creates
complex, long- form works that combine
image and text to tell stories of economic
d i s p a r i t y. N o w h e ’s c o m e f u l l c i r c l e ,
revisiting the town he escaped as a young
m a n f r o m a b l u e - c o l l a r f a m i l y, r e t u r n i n g o n
t h e b a c k o f a f e l l o w s h i p a t Ya l e
Words and por trait by Mic hael Gr ieve
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Just outside the périphérique, in the Parisian
suburb of Montreuil, photographers Margot
Wallard and JH Engström are hosting a
dinner party for friends, many of whom
have travelled to the French capital for Paris
Photo. The apartment is a hive of activity,
the atmosphere warm, charged by the sizzle
of lamb chops, the aroma of potato gratin
and the clatter of wine glasses. Among their
guests is San Francisco-based photographer
Jim Goldberg, jet-lagged but laidback, his
chequered Vans sneakers slipped off to reveal
a pair of jazzy patterned socks. He’s feeling
a little under the weather, having picked
up a virus from a recent commissioned
trip to China, work that will be featured in
Magnum’s forthcoming compendium book
on the country.
Goldberg will be conducting a threeday workshop on behalf of tonight’s hosts,
who run Atelier Smedsby, inviting artists
from around the world to mentor students.
He aims to help each of the participants find
the conceptual form that will best suit their
work, admitting that he misses teaching,
having been an educator for over 35 years,
most recently a senior professor of art at the
California College of the Arts. In addition
to inspiring an entire generation of students,
Goldberg is well known for his work, much
of which combines images and text to create
complex long-form narratives, guided by his
own sense of “intimacy, trust, and intuition”.
He has been exhibiting in museums and
galleries for over 40 years, but it is his
books that have brought him international
attention, in particular: Rich and Poor (1985),
a glimpse into the subjective experience
of radically different economic and social
classes in San Francisco; Raised by Wolves
(1995), an engaging and descriptive narrative
of runaway adolescents in the cities across
California; and Open See (2009), which tells
stories of refugees and immigrants escaping
war and persecution in their own countries,
long before this issue was acknowledged
in developed countries as a global crisis.
Goldberg’s more recent books include The
Last Son (2016) and Candy (2017), each of
which pairs autobiography and memories
with contemporary perspectives of the city of
New Haven, its culture, and its residents.
Goldberg has been awarded three
National Endowment for the Arts Fellowships,
a Guggenheim Fellowship, the Henri CartierBresson Award, and the Deutsche Börse
Prize. In 2002, driven by socio-political
consciousness and his desire to disseminate
his work outside of museum walls, Goldberg
joined Magnum Photos. He often collaborates
with his subjects to produce meticulous and
emotionally charged stories, and sees his

work as a form of social practice, intended
to incorporate the perspectives of the
communities and subcultures he represents.
Over the past several years, after
spending his career telling other people’s
stories, Goldberg was drawn back to his own.
He has described that with years now passing
at what seems like an accelerating rate, he feels
an urge to re-evaluate, to mark the distance
of time, and to understand the changes in
himself and in the places that framed his early
life. This pivot was not by wilful design, but
instead followed from a succession of chance
events. In 2013 Yale University Art Gallery,
located in Goldberg’s hometown of New
Haven, Connecticut, offered him a visiting
fellowship. “I had complete freedom to do
what I wanted, to read and look through
archival material in libraries and museums, to
search out scholars and community leaders,
and just to wander around town,” he tells
me. “I was struck not only by remnants of
my childhood memories, but also by my new
perspective on what the city had been like
then, and where it is now. It was fascinating to
explore the somewhat paradoxical change in
my own relationship to the city: I grew up in a
working-class family, and I was an outsider to
Yale, which was and still is the prestigious and
elite gravitational centre of New Haven. When
I returned more than 40 years later, I was no
longer a local, but as a Visiting Fellow, I had
become an insider. This enabled me to have
extensive access in New Haven, politically
and socially, while still deeply shaped by my
earlier experiences of feeling outside the city’s
cultural walls. Walls became a central theme
in [the resulting project] Candy. The walls of
Yale are getting higher and higher, and other
walls in this country are getting higher, and
are keeping people away from each other.”
In the mid-1950s, New Haven was
chosen to be the great American ‘Model City’,
an idea built on hopes and good intentions.
But such hope was no match for the economic
decline of the post-industrial era. “My
experience returning to New Haven in the
early 2000s was psychological; it churned
up thoughts about the past and the present.
I could go and visit the home where I grew
up, while at the same time feeling significant
distance from that time and place. I did not
want this project to be about me, nor did I
want it to be sentimental. Rather, it presented
an opportunity for telling stories about walls
and their shadows, while also looking over
and around them. And although Yale is a
great institution, it does have a problem of
keeping people out. This enabled me to look
reflectively at a place that was once full of
promise but which is also home to unrealised
hopes and dreams.”

The project was a collaboration with
another Magnum photographer, Donovan
Wylie, from Northern Ireland, who was
offered a Yale fellowship at the same time.
Goldberg remembers, “From the very
beginning, we discussed ways to collaborate.”
Wylie’s accompanying project, A Good
and Spacious Land, is a visual topography
concentrating on the construction of a
massive highway interchange that has altered
the landscape of New Haven and divided the
community even further. Goldberg’s Candy,
meanwhile, is a bittersweet rumination on
a deeply complex place, and the narrative
weaves personal histories to the experiences
and perspectives of today’s New Haven
residents. Following Rich and Poor and then
Raised by Wolves, Candy is the final instalment
in Goldberg’s career trilogy.
Robert Frank famously said, “Life
for a photographer cannot be a matter
of indifference.” Goldberg’s own strategy
embodies this sentiment. His work is
subjective and personal, and undeniably
distinct within the tradition of social
documentary photography. He commits
himself with admirable patience to longterm projects. For Raised by Wolves, he
photographed for over a decade (1985-95);
this work helped define him as an innovative
and experimental storyteller and artist.
In Raised by Wolves, Goldberg combined
ephemera, photographs and text, unearthing
stories that needed telling, and doing so
in collaboration with his subjects, who
were very much on the fringes of society.
Goldberg now recounts that Raised by Wolves
was not just about the teenagers he worked
with. “Thinking about it now, Raised by
Wolves was a meditation on the desires I’d
had to run away from New Haven and from
my parents – not just physically, but also
psychically. And Candy, all these years later, is
about returning home. With Raised by Wolves
I had a strong emotional and psychological
connection to these runaway kids, and when
this happens I cannot divorce my feelings
from my art practice.” This is, of course,
what makes the work so strong: it shines
with complicity.
Today, few photographs pull the
heartstrings with the intensity of the images
in Raised by Wolves. As a young photographer,
when leafing through the pages of the book,
I was hit by the intimacy and contradiction
of one particular image. Destiny’s Shiny
Bracelet [opposite] depicts a runaway
female adolescent, lost in thought, her arms
tentatively embracing her lover, propped
up against a graffiti-strewn wall. The girl
has faraway eyes, she seems absent. There
is a melancholic beauty to this moment, the
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softness of her form contrasting against the
harshness of reality, set firmly in the context
of desperate measures to escape the trauma
and abuse of family life. Raised by Wolves is an
antithetical odyssey of sorts, tracing crisscrossing lives, giving voices to young people
who were not being heard or seen.
Goldberg’s practice is part of a lineage
that can be traced back to Walker Evans,
who once stated: “Part of a photographer’s
gift should be with people. You can do some
wonderful work if you know how to make
people understand what you’re doing and
feel all right about it, and you can do terrible
work if you put them on the defence, which
they all are at the beginning. You’ve got to
take them off their defensive attitude and
make them participate.” In the history of
documentary photography there have been
few photographers who have achieved a level
of sustained commitment to collaborating
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with their subjects, which demands time
and empathy, a word Goldberg often uses
when explaining his work: “You need to feel
empathetic, and once you cross that line you
become very committed to the project.” This
is his real focus, rather than his practice as
a photographer. “Robert Frank and Larry
Sultan were my mentors. I continually pick
up ideas from past and present generations,”
he explains.
A consistent theme running through
Goldberg’s work is the dialectic between
opposites. It is a discourse that can be seen
clearly in his early projects from the 1980s,
Nursing Home and Rich and Poor. “They
are about old and young, haves and havenots, rich and poor, and this was my way of
building my work – these opposites were
often the furthest apart from each other.
But of course, the semblance of contrast is
complicated by underlying commonalities

of the human condition that crop up
irrespective of social or economic status. The
downtrodden can have inspiring outlooks
on life, the elderly can have monk-like
acceptance and wisdom, and the rich, with
all their physical possessions and glitz and
glamour, are often troubled and miserable.
Starting with the concept of opposites, I then
find where the line blurs and blurs again,
breaking down social assumptions and
stereotypes along the way.”
Rich and Poor is widely considered to be
one of the great photobooks of all time; it is
a frank and intimate portrait of the thoughts
and attitudes of contemporary America.
Photographs of people in their own homes
with their own handwritten text on the prints,
expressing their reactions to Goldberg’s
portraits. In one image of a man called
Cowboy Stanley standing in his bedroom
with his partner and baby, he writes, “When

I look at this picture I feel alone, it makes
me want to reach out to Patty and make our
relationship work.”
Around the same time that he was
making Rich and Poor, Goldberg was
invited to photograph in a nursing home.
“For the first three months I did not take
any pictures, I just wanted to know these
people in this place. During this same time,
my grandmother was in her nineties and was
showing signs of decline. I was interacting
with her a lot while photographing in the
nursing home. This made the work more
poignant for me. I have never said this before,
but that work has continued to impact me,
especially recently with my work on Candy,
which is so much about time going by, and a
sense of my own aging. But more positively,
these reflections inspire me to continue to
innovate in my work, keeping it vital and
moving it forward.”

In 2011, Goldberg won the Deutsche
Börse Photography Prize in recognition of his
work, Open See. Open See started in 2003 as a
commission from Magnum around the time
of the Olympics in Athens. Well before there
was widespread awareness about the struggles
of immigrants, refugees and trafficked
peoples, Goldberg saw a need to connect
with and tell the stories of the forced labour
workers and sex workers – a troubling and
overlooked reality that demanded thorough
and thoughtful representation. Over a period
of three years, Goldberg travelled through
Greece and Ukraine, India, Bangladesh and
parts of Africa to ascertain why so many
people desperately wanted to come to Europe,
and why Europeans and Americans were so
afraid of them. “From the very beginning I
could see that this was a massive problem.
My approach was different than in Raised by
Wolves and Nursing Home because in those

projects I usually would follow my nose and
so I could smell the streets and absorb the
atmosphere of the home, but with Open See
I followed my intuition with an evolving
checklist of who and what I wanted to
photograph and document. Sometimes I wish
I had gotten even closer to my subjects with
this work, but then again, if I had embedded
more deeply, I would not have been able to do
as much work.”
Goldberg’s narrative aesthetic consists
of an eclectic mix of photographs: colour
and monochrome, large format, Polaroids,
35mm, snapshots, montages, archive material,
film and video footage – all juxtaposed with
text, combining written statements penned
directly onto the physical prints by the subject
portrayed, or by creating his own markings
on the images, or collaging them with the
collected ephemera. Goldberg’s photographic
style is direct and straight with no frills, and
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yet the individual photographs are alive with
meaning. Sequenced together they fuse and
collide, bringing an unprecedented energy to
his diverse subject matter.
After a successful workshop in Paris,
Goldberg has returned back to his farm
north of San Francisco, where he lives with
his partner, fellow Magnum photographer,
Alessandra Sanguinetti. His studio is nearby,
and he gives me a virtual tour via Skype,
showing me the chickens running around
outside. His studio is busy, and filled with
work prints sequenced on the wall, the
tables brimming with pens and crayons for
his collages, photobooks scattered around,
and the denim jacket from Raised by Wolves
hanging from the ceiling.
Goldberg is still growing creatively
and finding new means of communicating
narratives, saying he now wants to “mutate
my way of working, to use photography
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differently, [doing] more mixed media and
sculpture. And this is a bit scary, as I have no
idea what it will look like.”
I finish our interview by asking him: As
someone who has dedicated his life to shining
light on societal injustices, how does it feel
to be living in a country with Donald Trump
as president? “It is difficult to comprehend,
even though it could have been forecast that
something like this would happen. But like
everyone else I am caught up in it, and it really
hurts, because the damage being done will last
for a long time and I feel bad that the rest of
the world has to bear the brunt of it.” Despite
his vast experience working with people in
vulnerable situations, revealing the failure of
the massive disproportion of wealth in society,
the recent political climate has taught him,
and wisely so, that, “There is still so much
work to do. I still have a lot to learn.”
jimgoldberg.com

Page 70	HE Beal, 1985, from the series
Nursing Home.
Page 71	Edgar & Regina Goldstine, 1981,
from the series Rich and Poor.
Pages 72-73	101 Pictures, 1982-86, from the
series Raised by Wolves.
Page 74	Destiny’s Shiny Bracelet, 1989,
from the series Raised by Wolves.
Page 76	Demba’s Map, 2008, from the
series Open See.
Page 77	Prized Possession, 2008, from the
series Open See.
Page 78	US-1, 2014, from the series Candy.
Page 79	Training Day, New Haven Police
Academy, 2014, from the series
Candy.
Pages 80-81	Joe’s Family, 2017, from the series
Candy.
Page 82	My Dream, 2017, from the series
Candy.
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