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Janet Delaney.

Your photographs capture a pastel-tinted world untouched by gentrifying for-
ces. What are you trying to say in these?
Yes, this world was seemingly untouched, but I knew that gentrification was just 
around the corner because I had seen that process take place in my previous neigh-
borhood, South of Market. When I was photographing in the Mission, I was excited 
to document the vibrant community that was my new home, though I sensed change 
was coming. My message wasn’t entirely clear to me until I brought the work back 
out in 2018.

There’s a political element to your work. How does it speak to the terse landscape today? 
I brought forward the images in Public Matters in response to the election of Donald 
Trump. These photographs show a San Francisco that welcomed immigrants, embraced 
the queer community, and rallied against the 80s Reagan regime of cutting taxes on the 
wealthy while slashing funds for social services. Reagan’s Republican platform laid the 
foundation for Trump’s selfish policies of individual rights over the collective good. 
These photographs remind us of the power and beauty of both protest and parade 
by celebrating the shared public space of city living. I brought this work out now 
to remind us that cities (and countries) thrive when they are diverse, inclusive, and 
connected by daily public interactions.

Which projects have you learned most from, both as a person and an artist?
Each of my projects comes from the need to explore an unresolved question. There is 
no single project that is more important than another; each series has served a 
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purpose. My first project, South of Market [1978-1986], was made 
as I witnessed the impact of gentrification brought on by the demo-
lition of a working-class neighborhood that would be replaced by a 
massive convention center. My photographs made during my visits 
to New York City in the 80s captured my fascination with the small 
moments, the gestures of an urban life that were exotic to me as a 
westerner. The photographs in Asia reignited my awareness of how a 
city expresses its power. Public Matters comes out now as we grapple 
with a newly-installed conservative government, and the work I am 
currently making in SoMa has helped me to understand the explo-
sion of new technology on all aspects of our urban life.

When you first moved to San Francisco, was there something 
specific that galvanized your photography?
I moved to San Francisco when I was 19. It was 1971 and this city 
was the most progressive place to be in the US I was surrounded 
by “counter culture” norms that I quickly embraced. The anti-war 
movement, Gay Pride, and the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood with 
its communes and free rock concerts in the park were all part of my 

early experience with city living. Photography was the medium of 
the moment, without much history and plenty of new territory to 
explore. It was a good match for me. I began photographing events 
and eventually carved out my own subjects and way of seeing.

What was your first experience with photography?
When I was 11 years old I took a Brownie camera to the last day of 
6th grade. Looking back at those photographs I can see so much of 
who I was at the time - an outsider! I did not photograph again until 
I was 17, when I took my first photography course. From that point 
on, the camera gave shape to my life.

Your photos of the South of Market, or SoMa, area of San Fran-
cisco during the late 70s and early 80s give glimpses into the 
multicultural, working class area before the tech industry swept 
through. What is your relationship with that area now?
I have returned to photograph in this neighborhood over the past 
seven years. My familiarity gleaned from living in and documenting 
the South of Market in the 80s gives me an intimate view of the 

neighborhood, renamed SoMa. But, now, I have to take a different 
approach to photographing. No longer can I wander into the open 
doors of a print shop or my neighbor’s living rooms. I need to plan 
ahead to get access to work environments and people in their ho-
mes. It is a long, slow process. And, though I know the buildings 
and the streets well, I have had to learn the culture and the language 
of this new “tech” era.

Is there a city that holds the most interest for you in your work?
In 2011 and 2012 I spent some time in Gurgaon, outside Delhi, 
and Beijing. In Asia, I was fascinated with the explosion of new 
business fueled by technology. In 2014, I received a Fulbright scho-
larship to photograph the impact of the rapidly-changing economy 
in Bangladesh, but began to see that my own city of San Francisco 
was at the epicenter of much of what I was looking at in these other 
countries. I declined the Fulbright and chose instead to revisit the 
South of Market with my most recent project, SoMa Now. Ultima-
tely, for me, it is more challenging to photograph in my own town. 
It is not exotic, but it is necessary.

You’ve captured the everyday life of cities like New York and San 
Francisco when some of their more marginalized populations 
(queer people, especially of color) were at their most vulnerable 
in the 80s. What did you learn about these communities during 
your time there?
I grew up in a mostly Latinx and Black neighborhood and then 
moved into first a queer and then a Latinx neighborhood in San 
Francisco, so I was always making an effort to fit in, or at least to not 
be totally naïve. Perhaps the most important thing I have learned is 
to respect and appreciate difference.

The demography of these places have changed so much in the 
intervening years, with widening inequality and places like 
Manhattan becoming increasingly prohibitive for low-income 
people. How do you interact with such changes in environment 
as a photographer?
With the highest average monthly rent in the world, San Francisco 
has definitely become prohibitively expensive for moderate and low-
income people. As large corporations take over more and more of 
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our economic infrastructure and displace small shop owners and local 
landlords, many cities have begun to lose the broad economic diversi-
ty that is necessary for a healthy society. As I return to photograph in 
the South of Market, I find myself documenting the people who re-
main: the uber wealthy, the tech workforce and those in dire poverty. 

Though your work documents stories, there’s also a very visually 
intriguing component to it on an aesthetic level, especially with 
the monochromatic palettes. How do you successfully straddle 
these two without making one or the other the primary objective 
of your work? 
I was initially trained in the art of black and white photography 
so, when I first began to work in color, I used it in a very subtle, 
understated way. I have never wanted color to be the subject of my 
work in and of itself. I was drawn to working in color because I 
wanted to be able to convey more information. I felt that black and 
white created a distanced, abstracted view and I wanted to convey 
the absolute realness of what I was photographing without any sub-
jective interpretation. This was a new way of thinking about fine art 
photography in 1975.

Do you feel that your work from the 80s has taken on a new 
meaning for our age, or are the sentiments still the same?
The past is always being reinterpreted by the present. Hindsight 
offers insights. So, what can we learn from the past? What have we 
lost and what have we gained? How can we use these images to crea-
te a better now, and a better future? Photographs are uniquely able 

to carry the past forward, to give us some sense of our own history. 
What we do with that knowledge is what matters. 

Have there been any moments while working that have left inde-
lible marks on you or your photos?
In 1978 I was held up at knifepoint while photographing in the 
South of Market. Nevertheless, I think it is important to travel alo-
ne to photograph. The camera has been my passport into worlds I 
would never have seen and that has definitely left an indelible mark.

Tell us more about growing up in Compton and how those for-
mative years may have influenced your photography.
Looking back, I realize how hungry I was for art and how seldom I 
experienced the formal presentation of it. Though Compton is just 
15 miles from downtown Los Angeles, I only went to a museum 
exhibition once in all my years of growing up there. What really in-
fluenced my art was the exodus from my neighborhood in response 
to racial integration. I saw how terrified my white working-class 
neighbors were of living side by side with the incoming African-
American families who were now able to purchase homes on our 
block. The much-needed civil rights progress of the 60s was extre-
mely confusing for working-class whites whose daily experience was 
marked by interracial violence. When I was 16, everyone I knew 
moved away from Compton. What led to this exodus, and what 
could have been done instead? In the 50 years since, I continue to 
revisit this scenario to try to understand how social and economic 
issues are played out in an urban context. 
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Bobby Washington and her daughter Ayana. 28 Langton Street, San Francisco, 1982 ©Janet Delaney

David Ernst, Father Leo Joseph’s roommate. 60 Langton St, San Francisco, 1981 ©Janet Delaney
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