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DARRAN REES

A LOVE LETTER TO ROMANIA

            O SCRISOARE

DE DRAGOSTE

CĂTRE ROMANIA

         

         
            UNICORN
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            For my father, Daniel.

Who taught me to see.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This is not a book of photography. Neither is it a book of photographic record. It’s a visual poem that begins in darkness and ends in the light. To see our incredible world properly is more important than ever before. I do not believe it needs to be recreated through algorithm. We need to look hard in order to truly see and reveal what we feel. We have to leave our comfort zones, to be scared, to experience and finally to share what we have found.

         The first time I visited Romania was on the evening of 30 December 2006. I had taken the last-minute decision to find the girl I had fallen in love with over the last couple of months we’d spent together in London. She, a Romanian, had decided to return home and finish her university studies and I had reluctantly accepted her decision in the hope she might return one day.

         I now knew that I could not take that risk. I had to find her. And so that next evening, full of uncertainty of what I would find in this strange new country, I found myself on the last BA flight from London to Bucharest, along with the legendary Joe Cocker – which only added to the surreal feeling of it all. Later that evening, I found myself staying at the same hotel as the band. They had been booked to perform, not for the New Year’s Eve festivities, but to mark Romania finally becoming a full member of the European Union.

         I watched the British and other western news channels on TV that night from my hotel room reporting on this big news story. Their reports were accompanied by old footage of Roma Gypsies in long food queues and living in what appeared to be squalor. I remember feeling annoyed because, although I had only been in town for 24 hours, what I had seen and experienced for myself bore no resemblance to this cliché – nor to the people I had encountered.

         So, even more curious and yet more trepidatious, the very next icy morning I clambered into my rental car, armed only with a name of a distant little village and very little else except my inseparable camera. I tentatively nosed the car into the crazy traffic and rudimentary roads of Romania and headed eastwards, toward the Black Sea, and the unknown.7

         I was to be smitten by the experience, the reality, the odd beauty, the strange timelessness, the people, I felt immediately at one with this world. My father, who was later to be so warmly embraced by my new family, was amazed at how much the country reminded him of his childhood growing up in Wales.

         The plan had been to move to America and New York, but instead I would move to Romania and into a grey Ceaușescu-era apartment block in the coastal city of Constanța on the Black Sea coast during the winter of 2007.

         And so it began that winter; climbing into a rental car and driving northwards for the first time toward Transylvania from my new home base, with the light gradually fading – draining the surroundings of all colour – it was as though I were being transported back in time. These strange landscapes were like sets, built as visions of the past and appearing from falling mists before my eyes, unfolding in real time. Cloaked in such odd beauty and majesty that betrayed little of Romania’s troubled history or the brutal scars of her recent past.

         Over the years that followed I was fortunate enough to continue that journey and indeed accompany Romania on her own journey into the present, as she unbuckled herself from the chains of dictatorship past and looked towards an independent and brighter future.

         These images are snapshots of this unique yet often misunderstood country, of its exceptional peoples, landscapes, unique culture, powerful work ethic, family values and traditions.

         It was a moment in time, a unique time in a unique country among extraordinary people. And yes, reader, I found The Girl.

         Darran Rees
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