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California is the site of a great deal of important moments in

history of photography. From the grand Yosemite landscape im

of Ansel Adams, Edward Weston, and the Group f/64 collective;

the photojournalism of Dorothea Lange (more on this later); t
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glamourized depictions of Hollywood in the first half  of the 

century;  and  so  on—you  can’t  chart  the  history  of  the  med

without California’s contributions. 

“Golden State,” on view at Marianne Boesky, brings together s

photographers who, as a group, are both a part of this long linea

and  united  in  their  attempts  to  redefine  it:  John  Divola,  

Ellison, Christina Fernandez, Anthony Hernandez, Catherine O

and Larry Sultan. The artists range in age, style, and exposure,

all have called California home. Curated by Drew Sawyer, the s

does not paint a glorified picture of the state. Instead, it confr

the dark economic and environmental realities that, over the last

so years, have become woven into the very fabric of the state—m

of  which  are  representative  of  larger  issues  at  that  plague

country as a whole, especially today.

It’s not surprising, then, that the show was conceived 

the  immediate  wake  of  the  presidential  election

November.  “After  the  election,  California  emerged  so  quickly  as  this  liberal  bastio

resistance,”  says  Sawyer.  “We  think  of  California  as  very  progressive,  but  many  of

conservative  movements  of  the  twentieth  century  were  born there.  Just  go  back to  Ro

Reagan. Or the fact that, less than a decade ago, the state attempted to ban gay marriage. To

California is the sixth wealthiest economy in the world, yet also has some of the highest rates

homelessness and poverty in the country.”

Anthony Hernandez’s two sets of photos in the show capture this set of contradictions. The

is a selection from his series of  vibrant color photos taken of preppy pedestrians on Ro

Drive. His haughty subjects, bathed in warm California light, are aware of the camera, th

they pretend to be aloof. While in Hernandez’s other set of photos, taken from his series of black

and white shots of bus stops, if the people are  aware that their picture is being taken, they

much less performative.
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Far from Beverly Hills are the subjects of Christina Fernandez’s works. Taken from her s

“Lavanderia,”  the  photos  depict  Latinos  in  Los  Angeles  washing  their  clothes  in  p

laundromats. However, each picture is taken from the outside of the buildings. The sub

inside, doing their laundry under tinny fluorescent light, are blurred—both because of the foggy,

graffiti’d glass through which the images were taken, and the long exposures necessary to s

at night. The result is ghostly.

Buck Ellison, by far the youngest artist in the show (he turns 30 this year), depicts a m

different  sect  of  Californians—the  white,  upper-middle  class  in  Marin  County,  one  of

wealthiest suburbs in the country. His subjects are wearing brightly-colored clothes with collar

eating hummus or making pasta atop marble counters in spacious kitchens. Ellison’s treatm

is cheeky, almost even surreal.

For  his  Homeland  series,  Larry  Sultan  hired  day-laborers  to  stage  pastoral  scenes  in  t

undeveloped land outside of his home, San Fernando Valley. The work, which was  the

project  of  Sultan’s  great  career  before  passing  away  in  2009,  serves  as  a  reflection

California’s land, and a commentary on the way in which it’s been used and abused. The im

take on new meaning today though—the workers in the images, presumably immigrants, look

be hiding, running from the police, perhaps, or crossing the boarder some 150 miles away.

John Divola’s photographs are similarly imbued with new connotations. Made in the 19

Divola rode his bike around the residential areas of San Fernando (where he was also from)

shot pictures of suburbanites watering their lawns. “These images, like Sultan’s, take on

meaning today given the drought situation in California,” says Sawyer.

While the work of these photographers was all done from the 1970s onwards, the show

contains some older artifacts.  Hung throughout are photographs of  Japanese and Japanes

Americans  circa  1942,  done  by  Dorothea  Lange.  Lange  was  commissioned  by  the

government to photograph the internment of Japanese and Japanese Americans in 1942, du

the  U.S.  involvement  in  World  War  II.  However,  after  she  submitted  the  negatives  to

Government, they were impounded and hidden from the public for many years.  
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These images were printed specifically for this show by Anchor Editions, which makes limi

edition prints of images in the public domain. The majority of proceeds from the sale of 

prints are donated to the ACLU. “The Lange photographs served as an impetus for the show

itself,”  says  Sawyer.  “It’s  the  75  anniversary  of  the  internment  of  Japanese  and Japa

Americans. So I’d been thinking about those photos a lot.”

Sawyer didn’t choose Lange’s images of interment camp, though, not really. Instead, he decid

to  include  the  images  Lange  did  before  the  round up,  when she  sought  out  Japanese

Japanese families at home and in their work place, and started taking formal portraits.

In fact, every work in the show is a portrait, in a way—each features pictures of people, at l

“Part of me wanted to do something like portraiture, which is such a classic genre,” said Saw

“In the  last  10  years  there’s  been so  much interest  in  process-driven photography and

removal of the human figure. I think we’re now seeing the pendulum starting to swing back

other way. Portraiture just feels more necessary and relevant at this specific time.”

The result is poignant. Rather than a clinical depiction of class disparity and environm

decline,  we’re  presented  with  a  complex  look  at  the  people  who  are  both  victims  to,

complacent in, these issues. We’re asked to empathize.   
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