
Questions for David Goldblatt, 11/17 
 

 
 
  
You talk memorably in the film about “that fine sense of whether to photograph something.” 
Perhaps it’d be too prodding to ask about specific moments at which that question may have 
arisen, but I wonder if you might be able to say a bit more, in general terms, about what this 
ambiguity involves. 
 



This is perhaps the most crucial decision of all that one makes in making photographs 
and it crops up  in all sorts of situations: To start with I need something outside my 
own inside to start the process of interest/instigation/provocation/irritation which 
might lead to the wish to photograph “it”. But in deciding  whether to commit to “it” 
there are or may be reasons for doubt. Is it really as exciting, irritating, provocative as 
at first appeared? Are there sensitive issues here that I would rather not intrude upon 
or violate or be in conflict with? In true conformity with the economist’s “person” I 
must rank these factors and plainly, if there is a positive outcome I might persuade 
myself that it’s good to go. But quite possibly I might not. Not the least of the 
“negative” factors is inertia. It’s easier to think about making a photograph than to 
make it and I need to feel quite strongly that I’m persuaded to do it. All pretty 
obvious. 
 

You make a persuasive case (with recourse to the word us) for having been more 
preoccupied, in certain respects, with the responses of your countrymen than with observers 
from afar (in a similar vein, you’ve written, “How can anyone not steeped in the life, ways, 
obsessions, graces, laws and particulars of this place and people, discern what is embedded 
of us even in these pale rubbings?”) I suppose I have a stake in this question, as one such 
person: Do you think that, the loss of certain textures notwithstanding, a non-South African 
observer can still approach the essence of your photographs?   
 

Only such a person can answer that. I think the reasonably well-informed foreign 
person would be far more likely to penetrate beyond the surface today, than 20 or 30 
years ago. TV has greatly broadened but probably not much deepened foreign 
understanding of South African realities.However, I speak in real ignorance: I know 
very little about the states of knowledge and mind of people here let alone outside the 
country. 

  
Eudora Welty talked about learning from her own photographs in the particular sense of 
coming to notice things in them that she hadn’t necessarily seen in the taking of a picture. 
Your account, excerpted in Fifty-one Years, of becoming “skilled in the controlled 
manipulation of luck” argues somewhat against this eventuality, but I wonder if you ever 
have been surprised by dimensions or tones of your own work, especially when returning to it 
after some interval of time.  
 

I have frequently become aware of faults and qualities in my photographs, or details 
or relationships sometimes many years after making them that I hadn’t seen or taken 
cognisance of before. My present problem is that I don’t have that many years left in 
which to make new discoveries or revise old views of my work. I don’t think that this 
admission contradicts or qualifies in any way the “controlled manipulation of luck.” 

  
Your captions often have the air of lyric distillations from much more extended 
conversations. In the film, we see a bit of your dialogue with subjects. Could you say a bit 
more about the role that such personal interaction has played in creating the conditions for 
your work?  
 

Circumstances vary very widely at the time of making photographs. Very broadly, I 
prefer to work in silence or as near as I can get to that. Usually I prefer the people I 
photograph to be somewhat tense and even ill at ease. “Lyric distillations”?! I don’t 
know what you’re talking about. 



  
Lastly, I just wanted to ask about a photograph that I’ve returned to often, for its vision of a 
kind of humility that seems deeply personal but impossible to disentangle from history: 
“Philamon Mabunda, flat cleaner, Geraldine Court, Hillbrow, July 1972.” I’ve often 
wondered about the man revealed by this photograph, and so wondered if you happen to 
remember any of the particulars of its making.  
 

He was a man of great humility. A mission man. The photograph has always worried 
me for its distortion of the feet due to having used a somewhat wider than normal 
lens. However, the photograph was made in what used to be called “the sanitary lane” 
– in other words a narrow lane between the backs of buildings down which the 
collectors of night soil used to take their muled carts. Water-borne sewerage has done 
away with the need for that municipal service that was rendered by the men of one 
tribe. Due to the narrowness of the lane I had to use a slightly wider lens with the 
disturbing result that you see. I’m not sure to this day that I couldn’t have used a 
longer lens and changed his position. 

 
 


