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There are few contemporary artists whose biographies are so intertwined with 

their artworks as Nan Goldin, and even fewer who are as willing as she to lay 

bare before their audience, presenting themselves as existing in a maelstrom of 

friendship, betrayal, romanticism, drug abuse, loss, and intimacy. In The Devil’s 

Playground, the massive collection of over 500 recent photographs, viewers get 

a chance to catch up with Goldin’s life; to see faces familiar from her past work; 

to meet new lovers and friends’; and ultimately to see that the more things 

change, the more they stay the same.

The book itself is gorgeous, physically imposing; and although it contains 

minimal text, it requires repeat viewing just to make it through once. The 

photographs are divided into thematic chapters such as the clumsily named, 

“From Here to Maternity,” “Empty Rooms,” and “57 Days Roosevelt Hospital, 

New York City.” Most of the images are printed full bleed without borders, and 

many of the best photographs are spread over facing pages, so that the seam of 

the book completely disrupts the image. Despite this flaw, The Devil’s 

Playground is a masterfully designed monograph whose scale and volume alone 

will ensure it a place in the pantheon of classic photography books. 

When the book opens, we find Goldin as an art-world globetrotter. Thanks 

to two decades of artistic success, she and her omnipresent entourage have a 

travel budget now; and through the artist, we see Icelandic moss-covered 

boulders, Sicilian grottoes, French forests, and Egyptian twilights. Goldin’s work 

is typically associated with a seedy grimness and desolate isolation, but here she 

proves that she is capable of capturing moments of tenderness and serene 

beauty. One of the most memorable photographs from The Devil’s Playground is

Breakfast in Bed, Hotel Torre di Bellosguardo, Florence (1996). Against 

beautifully parted white curtains, the photo depicts a consummate European 



breakfast with poached eggs, croissants, a teakettle, and fresh fruit. Symmetrical 

and subtly tones, it is as lavishly rendered as a Dutch still-life painting. Among 

these tranquil and calming shots are, of course, portraits of her companions. 

Most of the players are a little grayer and more fatigued-looking than her Ballad 

of Sexual Dependency posse, but Goldin appears to gravitate naturally toward 

youth. Simon on my pink sofa, NYC (1998) shows a young man in pajamas 

reclining on a baroque couch in a manner reminiscent of the contemporary 

painter Elizabeth Peyton. 

As the title of the book suggests, the good times don’t last for long, and we 

are soon transported to Roosevelt Hospital for a 2-month stint in rehab. The 

photographs from this period are melancholic and cool-toned. Friends visit and 

appear concerned; we see we see an orchid that somebody has brought and a 

game of Scrabble in which the players have added the words “detox” and “gin.” 

The following chapter, “Falling into an Empty Pool,” is a gory account of an 

accident that Goldin sustained while taking photos for the film Muriel’s Wedding. 

The fall resulted in a grotesque wrist wound through which you can see her white 

arm bone peeking out. In addition to this monster gash, we are treated to 

photographs of more antiseptic rooms and bored-looking well wishers. No matter 

how much we may root for the artist, though, the bad times don’t end there. 

Several chapters later, Goldin relapses and is committed to the Priory Hospital in 

London. Her visit here makes the Roosevelt treatment center look like a trip to 

Disney World. A haunting photo titled Self-Portrait in Delirium is included; and 

Smoking in My Room, a shadowed self-portrait, ranks among the best 

photographs of institutions and captivity in memory. The most chilling photograph 

of all, though, is a fresh grave where somebody has left a floral arrangement 

spelling out the word “Nan.”

Besides her candid documents of her personal drug scene, Goldin is also 

known for her frankly sexual portraits, and she doesn’t stray far from these roots 

in The Devil’s Playground. There are multi-page spreads of Valerie and Bruno in 

coitus, as well as Clemens and Jens, Marina and Jean-Christian, and Simon and 

Jessica. However monotonous the chapters get, they are always salvaged by 



knock-out individual pieces like Simon and Jessica in the Pool at Night, Avignon, 

and Simon Holding Jessica Up, Paris. 

The Devil’s Playground highlights two notable areas of artistic growth in 

Goldin’s oeuvre. The first area is her use of ambient light to create dark, smoky 

tones. On-camera flash is rarely deployed in the photographs here, and the 

results are deeply sensual and evocative. The other striking development is her 

attention to unpopulated spaces, empty beds, and vacant rooms. Although 

Goldin will forever be know as a portraitist, much of the strongest work in The 

Devil’s Playground is contained in the chapter “Empty Rooms.” Goldin presents 

us with blankly romantic bedrooms that house burnt mirrors, a collection of 

Turkish curios, a smoldering fire at Napoleon’s house, and a well-worn hotel 

pillow atop a stripped bed. Human presence lingers large in these empty rooms, 

and viewers are able to experience their latent emotions without tying them 

directly to specific faces. 

Fans of Goldin’s work have had nearly 25 years to watch her career 

skyrocket and lull, and through her photographs, to watch her and her extended 

family grow. It is more than a little depressing, then, to see her continue to 

struggle with her drug addictions in these recent works. After all these years, it 

feels as if we are seeing reruns, or at the least, a destructive cycle set in an 

endless spin. Even Brian, the abusive villain of Ballad of Sexual Dependency, 

makes a few appearances The Devil’s Playground; and it is impossible not to feel 

a disappointment that his presence lingers in her life. If in art we look for 

redemption and solace, we might yield to the title of Goldin’s new book. As 

romantically tragic as her photographs are, more so than ever before, the artist 

and her subjects remain trapped in a purgatorial playground where they cyclically 

reenact the same pleasures and the same pains while the audience watches on, 

devastated by the presentation but hungry for progress.


