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The Perching Goat
Malaga. Spain. November 1966. A man inside a restaurant is struck by the sunlight. He has dark glasses 

and a beret. He’s blind. He sits in a corner, like a Russian icon, but makes no hint of a blessing, busy as 
he is listening to the radio that he is holding under a napkin, maybe to protect it from the heat, or maybe 
to muffle the sound slightly. Beyond the large windows, there is a great deal going on. Stage left: a drum 
lies on the ground and two young girls are conversing; a little van makes its way over the crossroads; a 
trumpeter blows into his horn; a precariously perched nanny-goat strives to keep her balance; mother and 
son look on without making physical contact, leaving only a few millimeters between them. Stage right: 
a boy and a girl astride a motorcycle; a young woman in the foreground fixing a band around her head; 
inside the restaurant, behind the man holding the radio, stands an empty chair, struck by the light like 
one at the table in Caravaggio’s Calling of St Matthew. 

In this scattered and unconnected richness lies the core of Joel Meyerowitz’s photography, or at least of 
his way of interpreting this discipline in the early stage of his career, when he first came to grips with the 
practice of ‘street photography’. In the 60s, there were basically two major points of reference in this field, 
Henri Cartier-Bresson and Robert Frank, who had published their masterpieces over the previous decade.1 
Their attitude on the ground was very similar, fast and transparent. Their images are like mosquito bites: 
whoever realizes that they have ended up in their frame does so only after it has happened. However, the 
results they provide are very different: Cartier-Bresson expresses the thrill of the one-off instant, organizing 
his images like micro-narratives, the plots of which bounce from one side of the frame to the other; Robert 
Frank defuses the surprise of the spur of the moment, depriving his subjects of the consolation of a before 
and after. Basically, Cartier-Bresson is the photographer of a world in progress, while Frank is that of its 
extinction. Meyerowitz knows the work of both very well; he met them personally, and found a third way 
for himself: that of fragmentation. His images seem to emerge from an excess of energy that suddenly 
explodes in all directions, spreading points of interest into every corner of the shot. There is no linearity, no 
story to tell, but a clash of particles from distant universes that generates new combinations. Meyerowitz’s 
position is crucial: he does not give in to the flattery of orderliness, instead favoring complexity and an 
excess of information. In the age of Foucault, he tears apart the concept of photography as a classification 
system in order to perform the opposite operation: he does away with every form of prejudice and thus 
frees the gaze.

1 The two books referred to are: Henri Cartier-Bresson, Images à la Sauvette, Éditions Verve, Paris 1952; Robert Frank, Les Américains, Robert Delpire, 
Paris 1958.
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The Perching Goat II (Public and Private)
Inside and outside. The photograph of the blind man and the goat contrasts two worlds. What divides 

them is not just the barrier of the restaurant window, but the very vibration in the air, its density, the 
inside filled by the tinny sound of the radio, and the outside by the notes of the trumpet. It’s a dichotomy 
that not only defines the structure of this photograph, but pervades the entire series to which it belongs. 
All the images in this book may be described on the basis of this criterion. Like in the famous Alteration 
to a Suburban House (1978) by Dan Graham, which substitutes the façade of a home with an enormous 
window, on one side there’s the public space, the private space on the other. They see each other, examine 
one another and are reflected in one another (one wall of Graham’s home is covered in a mirror, effectively 
transforming it into a giant inhabitable camera), yet without touching one another. To all effects, both 
are the subjects of these photographs just like the people who appear in them, for another specialty of 
Meyerowitz’s street photography is that of not aiming simply at the actions and thoughts of people, but also 
at the nature of places. Here, the external space exudes a sense of dictatorship and control. The atmospheres 
are often opaque, despite the vividness with which the light reverberates on every surface before burning 
the film. The burden of the oppression exerted by Francisco Franco’s regime is tangible, tearing the smiles 
from people’s faces and the fluidity from their movements. There is no joy. No relaxation. For the first time 
in Meyerowitz’s images, we do not witness the collective and impromptu dance of the street population; 
instead what we see is a contracted and tangled hustle and bustle. Pure biological vitality in the shadow 
of fear, which celebrates the announcement of the election results on the façade of a building, where it 
gazes downwards and shatters relationships. Inside the homes on the other hand (but also inside the shops, 
circuses and buses, wherever there is a sense of protection and intimacy …), it’s the complete opposite. Eyes 
light up. Hands come out of pockets and start to gesticulate. Bodies touch one another. The masks come 
off, restoring a momentarily suspended identity to everyone. And at last the dances start, the real ones, far 
from the streets. Flamenco! Authentic and profound. That of the Gypsies of Malaga, who for Meyerowitz 
represented not only a subject of choice, but most of all a guide and a point of reference throughout his 
six months spent in the south of Spain, but that is another story …

The Others
In 1966, Joel Meyerowitz sets off with his then wife, Vivian, on a long journey through Europe. He has 

just earned a substantial amount of money thanks to a commercial job, and sees no better way of spending 
it. They leave New York with three small-format cameras and 700 rolls of film and land in London. They 
purchase a Volvo and spend the first month and a half travelling around England, then a couple of weeks in 
France, before crossing the Pyrenees and reaching Spain. They start from the north – the Basque Countries, 
Cantabria, Asturias – before moving south: it’s autumn, and like migrating birds, they let themselves be 
transported for hundreds of kilometers by the warmer currents in search of a better climate. They pass 
through Madrid, crossing the whole country vertically, cutting it into two almost equal parts like a huge 
angular fruit, until they reach the Mediterranean. They are in Malaga, where thanks to the help of a scholar 
from Brooklyn busy compiling a book on Flamenco,2 they are introduced to a family of Gypsies. This is 
the start of an adventure that is to last around six months in the family of 19 people who welcome them 
into the little house where they spend every day, as if they have always known each other and the same 
blood ran in their veins. Vivian becomes the pet pupil of the head of the family, Antonio Escalona, who 
teaches her all the secrets of his guitar technique, while Joel shoots a vast series of around 6,000 images, 
including both negatives in black and white and color slides. What ensues is an entirely special condition: 

2 Paul Hecht, The Wind Cried: An American Discovery of the World of Flamenco, The Dial Press, New York 1968.
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as a foreigner, Meyerowitz is the other taking photographs thanks to the help of yet another, if it is true 
that Gypsies always remain on the edges of the society hosting them without ever integrating into its social 
fabric. There is a double level of otherness in his work. The perspective is turned on its head: it is not the 
photographer looking at something strange, but if anything the outsider looking at normality. Instead of 
acts of conquest, his images function as instruments of connection. They are arms, hands, fingers reaching 
out to the subject in order to seek a welcome and establish a bond. Meyerowitz makes his choices, infuses 
his own validity into every shot, which is always sharp and resolute, but entirely suspends any form of 
judgment with an act of profound equilibrium and humanity. When he photographs the Gypsies, his 
images are like caresses on their cheeks, different from any ethnographical study deriving from a meticulous 
activity of participatory observation. There is one in which we can make out 16 people in a room with 
pink and light-blue walls. They laugh: someone off camera, just beyond our field of vision, must have just 
said something very funny, but the detail that most strikes us is that everyone is touching someone else. 
They make up a single multicolor organism, which unravels sinuously through space, occupying every 
square centimeter available. Countless points of contact may be found: this photograph closes the circle.

Flashback: Three Times Harry
In 1962, photography came into the life of Joel Meyerowitz like an epiphany. It was all Harry Gordon’s 

fault, the art director of the advertising agency where he worked as a graphic designer in New York, who 
one fine day in early spring sent him to oversee a photographer’s commercial shoot in an apartment in 
Stuyvesant Town. For the first time, Meyerowitz finds himself in front of Robert Frank, who strikes him 
not for his work (for he has not yet had the chance to see his photographs), but for the way in which he 
moves with the camera in his hands. He suddenly discovers that photography not only has to do with 
seeing, but that it may involve the whole body. He remembers many years later: “[Frank] worked so fast 
and with such focus that I couldn’t believe it. He seemed to be sliding and weaving his way through their 
[the teenage girl models’] lives and around them all the time”.3 That was all it took to make him take the 
decision to abandon his job at the agency and undertake that particular coordination exercise using eyes, 
arms and legs. Instead of complaining, Gordon lends him the Pentax he keeps in his drawer, and a day later, 
Meyerowitz dives into the thick flow of the streets of New York, intent on grasping its frothy liveliness. 
Alongside him there is Tony Ray-Jones, the young British designer who has been struck by the same fatal 
attraction. This was the apprentice stage, during which Meyerowitz not only learnt the rudiments of the 
trade, but also developed his own way of photographing, placing gesture and image on a level plane. In the 
period of the ultimate affirmation of action painting, he gives life to a sort of gestural photography. Through 
his images, we do not only see what lies in front of his lens, but we can also reconstruct the movements 
necessary to perform them. Like the brushstrokes of Franz Kline or Willem de Kooning, which let us 
sense the trajectory and speed of their arms before the canvas, this is how we sense Meyerowitz’s sudden 
movement, his body twisting, bending down or lunging upwards. Painting and photography are in both 
cases the arena within which to come to terms with the act of creation (or selection) of an image.In the 
meantime, Harry Gordon has also decided to leave his job at the agency. Before moving to Spain to dedicate 
himself to painting, he gives his friend Meyerowitz the book The Americans by Robert Frank, which he had 
come across while clearing out his apartment. The gift is another revelation: from this moment, Meyerowitz 
feeds off Frank’s masterpieces, browsing through them and examining them so insistently as to literally 
tear the book apart. He is a fundamental point of reference, just as Garry Winogrand will soon be, whom 
he encounters on several occasions on Fifth Avenue with his camera in his hand, or on the same subway 

3 Joel Meyerowitz, Colin Westerbeck, Bystander: A History of Street Photography, Bulfinch, Boston 1994, p. 373.
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line through the Bronx, where they both grew up, only a few blocks away from one another. Ten years 
his senior and with a number of key acknowledgements under his belt, Winogrand shares his experience 
and opens up a direct and even-handed dialogue. With him, Meyerowitz shifts gear: reason gives way to 
instinct, his vision broadening to the edges of the viewfinder. It’s at this time that the subjects multiply: 
no longer islands in the sea of the framing, but archipelagos; no longer stars, but galaxies. For at least three 
years, the two make their way together along the asphalt canyons at the foot of the skyscrapers, with a taste 
for chaotic and crowded situations, either alone or later with Tod Papageorge, neo-photographer of Greek 
origins, an English literature graduate from the University of New Hampshire who joins them in 1964. 
Together they make up an inseparable trio. They move as a pack, assaulting the streets of New York and 
taking their pleasure from it, before later meeting up in Winogrand’s little apartment, forever pervaded 
by the smoke from his cigarettes, to discuss what they have done. For the whole first part of Meyerowitz’s 
career, photography shoots pass like this, like a little team game. All of its phases – the preparation, shooting 
and reviewing – constitute a collective ritual. Then comes the journey to Europe that changes everything. 
Now comes the umpteenth intervention of Harry Gordon, always ready to pop up at decisive moments: 
it is he, in fact, who introduces Meyerowitz to Paul (Pablo) Hecht, the Brooklyn man carried away by the 
magic of Flamenco, who would later put him in touch with the Gypsies of Malaga.

On the Road
In 1957 Robert Frank meets Jack Kerouac on the sidewalk outside a party in New York and takes the 

opportunity to show him his work. Two years later, the first US edition of The Americans is issued with a 
preface by the great writer from Lowell. The atmospheres, after all, are as bitter and restless as those of the 
masterpieces of the Beat Generation; the language is bare and terse, but most of all, it is a work produced 
largely ‘on the road’. Kerouac is quick to point this out. The fourth line reads: “… that’s what Robert Frank 
has captured in tremendous photographs taken as he traveled on the road around practically forty-eight 
states in an old used car … and with the agility, mystery, genius, sadness and strange secrecy of a shadow 
photographed scenes that have never been seen before on film”.4 This is the heyday of the mythical ‘road 
trip’, and not only has Frank spent two long years, between 1955 and 1957, travelling around the United 
States putting together a sequence of 28,000 photographs, but in order to do so, he has come from the heart 
of Europe (having been born and bred in Zurich), fleeing the phantoms of Nazism and following his own 
dream of freedom. The journey proves to be a powerful tool (and metaphor) of growth and emancipation. 
The geographical itinerary corresponds to the completion of an inner voyage. Over the next few years, this 
explodes as a genre, with a series of films such as Pierrot le Fou, Easy Rider, Duel, Badlands and Alice in the 
Cities.5 In photography, Walker Evans is a key reference point in this respect, dealing with the journey as an 
essential tool for the understanding of a nation as a whole, without making distinctions between town and 
outskirts, wealth and poverty, the old and the new, between himself and others. Along the lines drawn by 
him and elaborated by Frank, without leaving America, in the 60s and 70s, the travelling research of Danny 
Lyon, Stephen Shore, William Eggleston, Lee Friedlander and Jacob Holdt, among others, is developed.6 
The operation carried out by Meyerowitz is among the earliest and the most radical. He embarks on a 

4 Introduction by Jack Kerouac, in Robert Frank, The Americans, Grove Press, New York 1959.
5 Pierrot le Fou, directed by Jean-Luc Godard, 1965; Easy Rider, directed by Dennis Hopper, 1969; Duel, directed by Steven Spielberg, 1971; Badlands, 
directed by Terence Malick, 1973; Alice in the Cities, directed by Wim Wenders, 1973.
6 Reference is made in particular to the series later published in the books: Danny Lyon, The Bikeriders, Macmillan, New York 1968; Stephen Shore, 
American Surfaces, Schirmer Mosel, Munich 1999 (the work was carried out entirely in 1972); William Eggleston, Los Alamos, Scalo, Zurich 2005 (the 
work had been completed in 1974); Lee Friedlander, The American Monument, The Eakins Press Foundation, New York 1976; Jacob Holdt, Amerikanske 
Billeder, Informations Forlag, Copenhagen 1977. On the theme of ‘on the road’ photography, David Campany produced an initial historical-critical 
recognisance in 2014: David Campany, The Open Road: Photography & the American Road Trip, Aperture, New York 2014.
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journey both the same as and the opposite of that of Robert Frank: from the largest American metropolis 
he travels around Europe. The photographs he produces have nothing to do with reportage, but are rather 
fragments of an uninterrupted flow of consciousness. Like Joyce’s Ulysses, Meyerowitz travels and notes 
his thoughts on film without a predefined order or punctuation, keeping track both of the things he finds 
himself faced with and his own cognitive processes, in a delicate interweaving between outside and inside 
(again), visible and invisible. All are taken at full speed, without stopping for breath, as shown by a number 
of photographs he shoots from right inside his car while in transit, as an extreme exercise of alignment 
between the world, himself and chaos. Along a hypothetical graduated scale, they would certainly reach 
the ultimate level of purity of ‘on the road’ photography. They are the primary traces of a process, without 
any kind of superstructure. Right from the start, they do away with the very concept of the error, purging 
it of meaning. In order to produce them, Meyerowitz transforms his own car into a sort of camera. The 
windscreen and windows are his viewfinders. Like Ed Ruscha in his renowned Every Building on the Sunset 
Strip,7 not only does Meyerowitz implement his representation of the world with a camera, but from inside 
a camera. For both, the car constitutes at the same time a means of transport and a means of vision, but 
with one fundamental difference: while Ruscha uses it to piece reality back together in search of a coherent 
whole, Meyerowitz on the contrary exploits it as a sort of centrifuge to take it apart, down to its constituent 
parts, so as to finally manage to examine them, like might be done with a children’s toy.

Epilogue: The Acrobats
When Joel Meyerowitz explores the south of Spain to shoot his photos, he works simultaneously with 

two cameras: one loaded with a roll of black-and-white film, the other with color. There are a couple of 
images in this book that highlight this clearly: we see two acrobats in a circus, photographed a few seconds 
apart during a number, with and without color. The fact is that Meyerowitz, unlike any other photographer 
before him, never abandoned color, even when in the 1960s his approach within the whole context of street 
photography and the need to constantly increase his speed to match that of his subjects (the color films in 
this period were tangibly less sensitive compared to black and white) led him to begin working with black 
and white. His attachment to color film and the belief that he fosters in its semantic potential, despite its 
being excluded from the art system at that time, are such as to lead him to always carry two cameras with 
him, even with the risk of getting them mixed up every so often and inadvertently shooting with one camera 
instead of the other. There is a reason for all this: Meyerowitz is the first photographer in history to have 
been born with color. He goes through no apprenticeship with black and white, but learns his technique 
and the grammar of this language using Kodachrome right from the start. The day he left his office in the 
advertising agency in order to descend into the crowded streets of New York, it was already clear to him 
that in his images he would want to pick up every vibration of energy that he perceived around him. Color 
imagery simply had to be part of this project. And so in his case, we cannot talk of photography in color, 
but of color. He photographs the colors of the world just the way he shoots a man, a woman, a house or a 
pair of acrobats under a grimy big top in some out-of-town circus. The photograph of these last two, in the 
version shot on Kodachrome, is in this sense an image of the red stretched over a sparkling body, the green 
of a pair of socks and of the blue of the strings tied around the two poles, holding the fragile architectural 
structure together. Red, green, blue. RGB. Primary colors. Primary like this and all the other photographs 
by Meyerowitz, which play at hide-and-seek with the onlooker. They are attractive, vigorous, direct, but 
only apparently univocal, progressively releasing details and ambiguities. They deploy a magnetic attraction: 
like the monolith of Kubrick, it all seems so simple, clear, elementary, but we could look at them forever.

7 Ed Ruscha, Every Building on the Sunset Strip, self-published, Los Angeles 1966.


