The View from the Street: La Goutte d’Or

By Mary Ellen Wolf*

Abstract:

This photo essay is about a multiethnic urban immigrant neighborhood in central Paris
called the Goutte d’Or. The text and the selection of photographs foreground the author’s
exploration of women’s spaces in the neighborhood and the difficulties which women
face in everyday life: housing, illiteracy, cultural differences, and poverty.
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Figure 1. Map, La Goutte d’Or.
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Image 1. Rooftop, Sacre Coeur.

Image 1
Tourists in Paris usually spend some time on the terraces of Sacré Coeur, a

Byzantine-styled church which crowns the top of the Butte Montmartre. From its
terraces, they get an amazing east-west panoramic view of the French capital, its
various historical monuments and the overall layout of the city. Yet if they were to
descend the southeastern side of the hill, they would encounter another Paris, the tiny
immigrant neighborhood at the base of the hill called ““La Goutte d’Or’’--“the drop of

gold.”
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Image 2. Rue Poloceau.

Image 2

| first began exploring the streets of this labyrinthine urban space in the early 1990s. |
discovered it quite by accident early one August evening. I like to wander and let myself
get lost. On that particular evening, | felt that | had left the Paris that | knew and entered a
world that was exotic, mixed, and diasporic. It was as if | had turned a corner and walked
into an urban village populated by a collage of nationalities and ethnicities. | saw men
laying out their prayer rugs on the street, veiled women with their children in hand,
hawkers and beggars, mullahs and prostitutes. | met a group of children and
photographed them. I learned their names and the various countries from which they and
their families had come: Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Senegal,
and the Ivory Coast.
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Image 3. Mullah.

Image 3
I began to see how ethnicity, gender, and immigration had shaped the physical spaces of

La Goutte d’Or. The quartier was split, with North Africans dominating the southern
sector and Western Africans and Antillians, the north. In the middle, there were thirty-to-

forty other nationalities, including native French.
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