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In falling (salt), 2009, a delicate table stands awkwardly on 
uneven wire legs, its fragile and bent top bearing a sustained 
deluge of salt particles falling vertically from above. It 
balances on a soft gray surface that seems to ripple as if it is 
water. The background, making up the bulk of the image, is a 
meditative light monochrome. If the small object were removed 
and the salt ceased to fall the viewer would be looking at 
a minimalist horizon line not unlike those of Japanese 
photographer Hiroshi Sugimoto’s Seascapes made up of two 
distinct elements, sea and air. But the structure is there and 
the particles are falling. David Goldes’ photograph was shot 
on the studio tabletop against a flat sheetrocked wall where he 
makes much of his work. A prestigious McKnight alumni having 
received the award no less than six times since 1986, Goldes 
has influenced  a generation of photographers in Minneapolis 
and beyond through his work and teaching. Much has been 
made of the artist’s background in science. Before graduating 
with an MFA from the Visual Studies Workshop/SUNY-Buffalo in 
1977, he received an MA in Molecular Genetics from Harvard. 
His work since then has tended to concentrate on the discreet 
elemental phenomena and natural laws that are the bread and 
butter of science. Yet, more than science it is the notion of the 
event and its ideal documentation that drive Goldes’ work. His 
photographs are relics of the event, and the essence of the art is 
in the quiet, near tantric, process of conceiving, planning, setting 
up, performing, capturing and recapturing processes enacting 

themselves. True, without his background Goldes might have 
turned his attention outward, becoming a choreographer or 
another kind of photographer, to force the moment to its crisis 
by engaging the contingencies of bodies in space and time. 
Instead, science offers him a way to rehearse these eminently 
corporeal moments within the privacy of his studio and affords 
him the know-how and habit of catalyzing properties within a 
controlled though spontaneous environment. For the viewer the 
body is invoked in all the works, either objectively as something 
exterior to us  upon which we focus, as with the marionette-
like table described above, or subjectively through an implicit 
understanding of our own scale and function in relation to 
familiar, even domestic objects. Most of the photographs have 
an aspect that locates us, whether it is the geometrically seductive 
silhouette of the desk/table in smoke ring or the handled glass 
jugs and paneling in neck to neck, 2009. There is the direct 
sense of time captured in a delicate moment of transition, which 
is heightened by the economy of means with which Goldes 
constructs his scenarios. In a recent talk the art historian Alex 
Alberro mapped out the basic impulses of performance art: an 
attempt to make something out of nothing (to produce work 
with very little means); the reflection back towards the body; 
and the increasing temporalization of the artwork. Certainly 
these properties can be mapped onto Goldes’ practice as well, 
with an attendant awareness of the finely honed formal and 
compositional skills he brings to his task.  ■

Essay by
Bartholomew Ryan
Curatorial Fellow
Walker Art Center
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David Goldes received a BA from SUNY at Buffalo, a MA from 
Harvard University and an MFA from the Visual Studies Workshop 
(Rochester, New York). He has exhibited extensively, with solo 
exhibitions at the Art Institute of Chicago, Musée Nicéphore Niépce 
(Chalon-sur-Saône, France), Fotofest (Houston); George Eastman House 
(Rochester, New York), Bernard Toale Gallery (Boston); in Minnesota at 
the Minneapolis College of Art and Design, the Rochester Art Center 
and Thomas Barry Fine Arts; and in New York at Yancey Richardson 
Gallery and Yossi Milo Gallery.

He has been included in numerous group exhibitions at venues 
including the Museum of Modern Art, Whitney Museum of American 
Art, Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum (Ridgefield, Connecticut), 
Found Gallery (Hamburg), the Center for Contemporary Arts (Santa 
Fe), the Art Institute of Chicago, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art 
(Iran), Shanghai International Photographic Art Exhibition, Walker Art 
Center, Lawrence Miller Gallery and Yossi Milo Gallery.

David Goldes’ works are represented in the collections of the Museum 
of Modern Art, Whitney Museum of American Art, the Art Institute of 
Chicago, Walker Art Center, Yale University Art Gallery, International 
Museum of Photography/George Eastman House, Cleveland Museum 
of Art, Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and Bibliothèque Nationale 
(Paris), among many others.

Goldes is the recipient of artist fellowships from the McKnight 
Foundation (2008, 1998, 1994, 1989, 1986, 1983), the John Simon 
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation (1999), Minnesota State Arts 
Board (1995, 1982), Arts Midwest/Regional NEA Fellowship (1995), 
Bush Foundation (1993, 1981) and the National Endowment for the 
Arts (1984). He has completed two residencies at the MacDowell 
Colony (2003, 2002) and was a resident at the Cité Internationale des 
Arts, Paris (1984–6)

David Goldes is on the faculty of the Minneapolis College of Art and 
Design.

Unless noted, dimensions are in inches; height precedes width.
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falling (salt), 2009
archival pigment print
36.75 x 30

spray, 2010
archival pigment print
36.75 x 42

neck to neck, 2009
archival pigment print
36.75 x 30

smoke ring, 2009
archival pigment print
36.75 x 43

hot air balloon, 2010
archival pigment print
36.75 x 30

momentary equilibrium, 2009
archival pigment print
36.75 x 30
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