Gillian Laub: Family Matters
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For the last two decades, American artist Gillian Laub has used the camera to investigate how
society’s most complex questions are often writ large in our most intimate relationships. Her
focus on family, community and human rights is clear in projects such as Testimony (2007),
which explores the lives of terror survivors in the Middle East, and Southern Rites (2015), a

decade-long project about racism in the American South.
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Throughout her career she has been simultaneously, and privately, documenting the
emotional, psychological, and political landscape of her own family —exploring her growing
discomfort with the many extravagances that marked their lives. Intense intergenerational bonds
have shaped and nurtured Laub, but have also been fraught. Balancing empathy with critical
perspective, humor with horror, the closeness of family with the distance of the artist, Laub

offers a picture of an American family saga that feels both anguished and hopeful.
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As it moves through time, the exhibition becomes a microcosm of a deeply conflicted
nation, as the artist and her parents find themselves on opposing sides of a sharp political

divide —threatening to fracture the family, and forcing everyone to ask what, in the end, really

binds them together.

BEERTBIAYIERS » RITM T — T RMPRNER > AAZARRINBESSRE
MNHBGE D I — — M ERENKE » HAEESTADIERT4 > BIREFRANR
B -

In her book Family Matters (Aperture, 2021), her photographs are accompanied by her
own words. This exhibition showcases her gifts as a storyteller, with much of the writing
presented as immersive sound. Moving through the four sequential “acts” of Family Matters, you

will see and hear the artist and her family in their own words: funny, poignant, troubled, and

challenging.
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Gillian Laub: Family Matters has been made possible through the generous support of Marina

and Andrew Lewin, Benrubi Gallery, and, in part, by an award from the National Endowment for

the Arts.
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ACT I: “We like the comforts”
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I come from a family of very expressive people. Not just in how they talk, but in how
they present themselves.
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Throughout most of my early life, I found them charming, if a little outrageous —the
loudness of their voices and clothing and jewelry matched only by the expansiveness of their
feelings.
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As I grew up, delight mixed with embarrassment. I felt gratitude for our life, but
conflicted by our extravagance, especially as I became aware of its social and economic context
and consequences.
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When I became a photographer, my work began to take me outside the bounds of my
upbringing. I explored the violence done to Palestinians and Israelis in the midst of their
decades-long conflict, and then the persistence of racism and segregation in the American
South—confronting the kinds of injustice and suffering that no one in my family faced. It was
hard to reconcile those experiences with the uncommon privileges of my everyday life.
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I had to get closer to what was making me so uncomfortable. So I started photographing

my family and their friends everywhere —at holidays, bar mitzvahs, weddings, poolside

barbecues, and vacations. Initially, there were more than a few raised eyebrows. But my subjects



soon got used to me and my big camera in their faces or poking around their stage set-like homes

and theatrical lives.
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As I started documenting their lavish ways of expressing love and their vigorous embrace

of life, I wondered how I could have ever felt ashamed of them.
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Grandpa in His Vegetable Garden, 1999
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Grandma Grabbing Grandpa’s Tush, 2000
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Grandpa Helping Grandma Out, 1999
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Aunt Doris, 1999
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Grandpa on the Beach, 2003
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Grandma’s Bedside Table, 2004

Bottom:
Bat Mitzvah Cutout, 2005
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Myra and Farrah, 2000
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Chappaqua Backyard, 2000
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Grandma with Aunt Dorothy and Aunt Doris, 2002
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Dad Carving the Turkey, 2004
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Mom’s Table, 2004
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My Cousin Jamie with Captive Audience, 2003
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Cooper with Wheat Thins, 2003
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Dad before His Picture with Jeter, 2006
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Grandma Pinching Nolan’s Cheeks, 2004
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Jason and Farrah, 2006
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Slater’s Bris, 2007
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ACT II: “This is what happens when you raise your children in America.”
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In 2007, my grandfather passed away.
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I didn’t take pictures of my family for a year—not on Father’s Day, not on Thanksgiving,
not to capture any birthday or rite of passage. He was the center of our world; it seemed
impossible to let it just keep spinning without him. My grandmother would wake up asking her
longtime caretaker, Dorothy, if she was still alive. She was always disappointed to be told that

she was.
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Right before Grandpa Irving died, though, something unexpected happened: I met the
person who would become my life partner.
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Tahl came from a line of socialist farmers in Israel, people who prided themselves on
being founding members of a young country with a collectivist, nonmaterialistic ethic. Driven to
reject the German and Polish societies that had oppressed Jews for generations, and instead seek
out Jewish autonomy and self-definition, all four of Tahl’s grandparents escaped Europe just as
World War II was unfolding—leaving behind scores of relatives, all of whom were soon

murdered.
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A few months later, this man, whom I had only just started dating, joined me at my

grandfather’s grave. Without saying a word, he grabbed a shovel and began piling dirt onto his



coffin, a Jewish tradition that always struck me as among the most intimate. It was the end of one

era in my family’s story, and the beginning of another.
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Wedding Dress Fitting, 2008
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Mom and Dad with the Wedding Planner, 2008
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Mom, after the Tenth Wedding Meeting, 2008
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Forty-Six Years of Marriage, 2015
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Cousin Amanda as a Flapper, 2010
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Carole Giving Me the Finger,2011
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Dad and Slater, 2010
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Aunt Phyllis and Grandma, 2010
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Grandma’s Kitchen, 2010
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Grandma and Shiloh, 2012
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Grandma on Her Ninetieth Birthday, 2010
(hinh+%£8) , 2010 £
//



Shiloh and Grandma, 2015
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Emptied House, 2015
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Izzi at the Cardiologist, 2016
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ACT III: “What, you’re going to ruin over family over this?!”

B T4, REAMBIERE? |7

I couldn’t process what was happening.
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When I looked at Trump, I saw a bully who proudly mistreated women, who wanted to
institute a ban on Muslim immigrants and build a wall at the Mexican border, who seemed not
just unconcerned about people of color or the oppressed but actively contemptuous of them. My
father looked at Trump and saw a fearless, truth-telling patriot. He was upset about the Iran deal,
enraged about Obamacare, and obsessed with the sins of the phony, snobbish, corrupt “elite” —a

term I had never before heard him utter.
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My parents raised me to believe in the importance of strong character. Always do the
right and moral thing. Never lie. Never cheat. Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you. And never, ever feel entitled to anything. These were our “priorities,” or at least I thought
they were. The idea that my parents could be aligned with closed-minded bigots was not simply
upsetting; it seemed to negate everything I loved about my family, and threatened to destroy

everything I had worked to reconcile over the previous decade.
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Mom and Dad in Their Aprons, 2016
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My Thanksgiving Setting,2016
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Mom in Her Living Room, 2016
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Dad Playing Golf,2019
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My Nephew’s Bedroom, 2016
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Aunt Lee, 2016
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Mom and Dad before the Inaugural Ball, 2017
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Dad Carving the Turkeys, 2019
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Shiloh’s Fourth Birthday, 2016
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Slater with the Trump Mask, 2019
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My Nephew Cooper Skeet Shooting, 2019
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Violet in Her Bedroom, 2020
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Shiloh and Izzi with My Parents, 2019
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Mom after Yoga, 2020
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ACT IV: “Being wrong is not a sin.”
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In March we started hearing reports of the first cases of COVID-19 in the United States.
As schools and bars and religious institutions all closed, my parents dug in their heels. They
continued going to their favorite restaurants and insisted that Fox News was the only legitimate
outlet, that the “mainstream media,” including publications that I worked for, were at best
blowing everything out of proportion, and at worst openly lying to the American public. I saw
my parents as dangerously misguided; they saw me as part of the problem. Suddenly, my parents’
politics, which I had long challenged because of how they threatened the lives of others, now

seemed poised to threaten theirs.
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Izzi during Quarantine, 2020
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Steph with Shiloh and Izzi, 2021
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Shiloh and Izzi in the Tub, 2020
(T MEEEBTE) , 2020 £
/l

My Quarantine Birthday, 2020
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Yom Kippur, 2020
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Bonnie and Mom, 2020
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Shiloh in Her Bedroom, 2020
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A COVID Thanksgiving, 2020
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Summer at Uncle Joey’s, 2019
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EPILOGUE
A

As a photographer, I have a self-imposed rule: Listen, observe, connect, but don’t judge.
Embrace everyone with empathetic interest. Although it is impossible to walk in anyone else’s
shoes, I try to understand what lies in another person’s heart — their pain, their struggle, their path.
I have found myself in countries devastated by war, in towns torn apart by racism, in
communities exposed to all kinds of cruelty and injustice people can inflict on each other. And
yet, invariably, goodness can always be found. The closer you look at people, the more

miraculous—and complicated — they become.
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On inauguration day in 2021, a text popped up in our family group chat. It was from my
father: “The best speech in my lifetime. Biden was great. I'm on board to unify. Hopefully this

happens. Actions of course speak louder than words, but hopefully we have a brighter future for

all.” These were sentiments I’d long since given up on sharing with him.
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This doesn’t mean I will ever think my parents were right to vote for Donald Trump, or
that we can accept the profound injustices that continue to plague our country. But we can see
humanity even in people with whom we disagree; our differences need not define us. My own

empathy and curiosity were nurtured by my family’s love. True love includes a sense of

responsibility for and acceptance of other people as they are, with all their strengths and



weaknesses. People can change. And it is a gift to be able to bear witness to another’s experience,

and to be there as they make of it whatever they will.
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