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Introduction


If a photograph does its job, it speaks to us without words. It presents both fiction and fact, obscuring reality from us while at the same time forcing us to see with greater clarity. More than a simple act of benign representation, photography now is made up of many such paradoxes. There is nothing photographs cannot show us, from the insides of our bodies to the outer edges of the cosmos, but they do not actually tell us anything. Diane Arbus once said, ‘A photograph is a secret about a secret. The more it tells you the less you know.’ And yet photographs can convince us, even when we are aware that what we’re seeing isn’t real. They allow us to be intimate while remaining far away, conveying a sense of familiarity with things we have never encountered. The result of motion, they are static.


Today, people’s addiction to photography is so overpowering that it has become almost a reflex, an impulse so strong that it often replaces the desire to exist in the moment. Photography is integrated into contemporary experience to such an extent that we consume the world through it and, as the curator Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung has suggested, we now think photographically.


Does photography still have a role as an artistic medium? An artist picking up their camera (whatever form it takes) might feel the act is futile; it might even be a more audacious statement to resist the impulse and not take photographs at all. Yet this book proves, through the images and ideas of fifty living artists, there is always more to say. In revealing the complexities of our photographic psyche, these artists have significantly shifted the discourse on photography not only as an art form but also, through its purpose and place in the world, as a form of activism that can hold a mirror to the contemporary condition. I have always been fascinated by the idea that a photograph allows us to see the world as another sees it. The artists I have chosen continue to define photography for the twenty-first century, ranging from masters to pioneers in different genres who are pushing at the boundaries of what we think of as a photograph. Sometimes their approaches, concerns and techniques converge; at other times they contradict one another. Together, they prove that the possibilities of photography are still vast. Regardless of when they first came to prominence, all fifty artists have played a significant role in shaping a unique time in the history of photography, during which it has become a singularly popular and indispensable visual medium.


Before thinking about what photography is now, we need to address its past and acknowledge the way the camera has been and continues to be used as a means of control. Photography is often called the ‘democratic medium’, but how democratic is it really? What does it mean to witness or to look away? We have moved on from the postmodernists, who dismissed photography as a sham, and now embrace the performative aspect of the medium. We also know it’s a fallacy to say that everything has already been photographed; rather, we are now in the process of discovering what has been concealed from view. Who is behind the camera is of as much interest as what passes in front of it – in other words, photography should be seen as a subjective art form, just like any other.


The purpose of this book is to close the gap between the photographer, the photographed and the viewer by exposing the fact that not all photographers are equal and not all photographs are treated equally. Photography might be the global language of today, bold and borderless, yet its universality is called into question by the photographers in this book, who remind us that photographs are subject to the machinations of capitalism, distorted and debased by biased systems that favour the dominant. The writer and photography critic Teju Cole wrote perceptively in the New York Times in 2019 that ‘photography’s future will be much like its past. It will largely continue to illustrate, without condemning, how the powerful dominate the less powerful.’ How can we disrupt this?


The photographers featured here work in different contexts and in overlapping, often indefinable genres, moving the conversation about what photography is to what photography does. The creative instinct is an affirmative act, a way of expressing our existence. But a photograph leaves its own trace in that it has to face outwards, towards something beyond us. For me, this explains the inexorable pull of photography: the desire to frame what it means to be human; to see ourselves more clearly by looking elsewhere. In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic followed by the explosion of the Black Lives Matter movement at the start of this decade, photography has the power to become the mouthpiece of humanity, tethering us to reality as events spiral out of control. It is the clarion cry in a world adrift.





Laia Abril


Photographs are often assumed to be passive – they are static, inanimate, fixed. Laia Abril has looked for ways to make photography an active medium, by disrupting the chronology of the archive, bringing images from the past vividly into the present. Her ongoing project is visualizing the history of violence and discrimination against women, in order to look forward, not back.


Born in Barcelona in 1986, Abril trained as a journalist before going on to study photography in New York and then worked as a researcher and photo editor at Colors magazine (which ceased publication in 2014). Abril’s background has evidently affected her approach to her work, which often begins with a news story that has left a deep impression. Although she has emphasized that her work is not only documentary any more, her process involves intensive research, assembling archival materials and mapping out real-life stories in order to coherently visualize global problems. Usually starting with a book or publication of some sort, Abril’s multimedia projects also take the form of exhibitions, films and conferences. Her recurrent subject is women’s bodies and the violence inflicted on them as a result of the society we inhabit. However, Abril does not present these as issues related only to women, but contextualizes them as global, societal problems that affect everyone, everywhere, now as much as in the past.


Abril’s work to date can be divided into three major projects, each subdivided into what the artist refers to as ‘chapters’ and each using varied lens-based media, including filmed footage, found imagery, archival images, reconstructions, documentations, portraits and texts. This innovative way of combining photography to tell engaging, complex and multilayered stories won Abril the Paris Photo/Aperture Foundation PhotoBook of the Year Award in 2018 and saw her shortlisted for the 2019 Deutsche Börse Photography Foundation Prize.


On Sexuality, Abril’s first project, began with Femme Love (2009), exploring the ordinariness of lesbian lives – a deliberate reversal of the way the private, domestic day-to-day lives of same-sex couples are usually portrayed in the heteronormative eyes of mass media. Conversely, the second part, Last Cabaret (2011) investigated couples who perform online peep shows for profit, and the role of boredom in contemporary sexuality. The final part of the project, Lobismuller (2016), was based on a mid-nineteenth-century account of a Spanish serial killer who claimed he was a werewolf. Some evidence suggests that the murderer was born intersex and originally raised as a woman.


On Eating Disorders, Abril’s next project, included three episodic parts: a short film, A Bad Day (2009), about a twenty-one-year-old bulimia sufferer, Jo; a fanzine titled Thinspiration (2012) reproducing screen-captures of self-portraits posted online by pro-Ana bloggers; and a book, The Epilogue (2014), telling the story of a family grieving the loss of their twenty-six-year-old daughter to bulimia. On Eating Disorders is a harrowing look at the excruciating pain of these women and their loved ones. Understanding the way visual media works so well, Abril arranges different kinds of images and texts to shock and unsettle, but she does so without sensationalizing the problem; each chapter moves slowly and sensitively through the subject.
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Scales from the series The Epilogue, 2014


In 2014 Laia Abril worked closely with the Robinson family, who had lost their daughter Mary Cameron Robinson – known as Cammy – to bulimia. Retracing Cammy’s debilitating battle with the disease through family photographs, letters, medical records, testimonies, interviews and Abril’s own snapshots, we are presented with a picture of Cammy from multiple perspectives, charged with the emotional intensity of the heartbreak of the family she left behind as they attempt to understand what has happened. This simple, minimal image of white bathroom scales is symbolically shot through with pain as an apparently innocuous object becomes a form of daily torture for the sufferer.





A challenge for Abril has been to engage audiences with issues that are highly stigmatized and taboo – to make us see when our instinct is to look away. This is essential in her groundbreaking, long-term project, A History of Misogyny (2016), a visualization of the ‘invisible war on women’, in the words of critic Sean O’Hagan.1 With access to safe and legal abortion and reproductive care increasingly under political threat around the world, Chapter One: On Abortion and the Repercussions of Lack of Access could not have come at a more relevant moment. First exhibited in 2016 at Les Rencontres d’Arles, the project was published as a book in 2018 and it has been exhibited in twelve countries to date, most recently, the USA. On Abortion is an extensive, unprecedented research project into a subject that has been neglected in history and in contemporary art. Confronting the viewer with the voices of women from all over the world, with statistics, medical information and case studies, On Abortion is evidence of the myths and misconceptions that have covered up a global problem – and the hundreds of thousands of deaths that have resulted from lack of access to safe and legal abortion. As Abril says, ‘It’s about human rights – and human rights are always going to be jeopardized by the political situation.’2
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Marta, 29, Poland, from the series On Abortion, 2016


On Abortion assembles different kinds of photography to convey information in the most effective way possible. Comprising interviews with women who have performed or experienced abortion in the last century, as well as documentation of women whose lives have been lost and detailed accounts of illegal abortion practices, it is a platform for the voices of women who have been silenced for centuries. For this reason, the portraits in On Abortion are particularly important – giving faces to the women who share their stories, without which this project, Abril acknowledges, would not exist. This portrait is of Marta and includes the extended caption below.


‘On January 2, 2015, I traveled to Slovakia to have an abortion. [In Poland, abortion is illegal except in cases of sexual assault, serious fetal deformation, or threat to the mother’s life.] I was too scared to take DIY abortion pills alone. What if something went wrong? So I decided to get a surgical abortion in a clinic abroad. I felt upset about borrowing money for the procedure, and lonely and frustrated because I couldn’t tell anyone what was happening. The hardest part was facing my boyfriend, who opposes abortion. All the same, I felt stronger and more mature afterwards.’ — Marta








Hoda Afshar


‘I believe in the power of images to change the world by changing the way that we see it,’ Hoda Afshar has stated,1 and this conviction informs all of her work to date. Born in Iran in 1983, from an early age Afshar knew that she wanted to become a photographer. She was enthralled by what she has called the ‘magic of photography’,2 watching negatives develop in the darkroom. After completing a Fine Art Photography degree at the University of Tehran, she originally planned to become a war photographer. Instead, she worked for a news agency, until it was closed by the government. Meanwhile she had been taking her camera into Tehran’s underground party scene, giving a glimpse of a side of life in the city usually hidden from view. The pictures evolved into her first long-term project, Scene (2004–5), which was the beginning of an ongoing investigation into the unseen and the invisible.


In 2007 Afshar emigrated to Australia. Arriving in a Western culture as a young Muslim woman, she suddenly found herself being seen as ‘Other’. The narrow stereotypes of Middle Eastern women she was confronted with angered her, especially the assumptions that all veiled women are subjugated, suppressed and lacking autonomy. This did not match her own experience, or those of the women she knew and had grown up with in Iran. In 2013–14 she created a series of satirical self-portraits in response to these misconceptions, targeted at a Western audience and entitled Under Western Eyes. Born out of her initial indignation, Afshar nonetheless felt that ‘this not belonging became some kind of a positive thing for me.’3


Afshar’s main motivation as a photographer and teacher has been to find a new language in documentary photography, one that addresses the ‘intrusive nature of the camera’4 but can also translate stories into images that are staged, performed and charged with emotion and narrative nuance – a blurring of the real and the symbolic. Though critical of traditional documentary representations used by the mass media, Afshar has not given up on the power of the photograph. Her work relates to what the literary critic Edward Said asks us to do in his collection of essays Culture and Imperialism (1993): ‘to think concretely and sympathetically, contrapuntally, about others [rather] than only about “us”.’


This was Afshar’s approach when, in 2018, she travelled to the idyllic setting of Manus Island in Papua New Guinea to work with male asylum seekers who had been imprisoned in the infamous Australian detention centre there until it closed the year before. Her subjects remained in a kind of purgatory of pain inflicted on them over the years they were imprisoned. In a two-channel video work and a series of portraits, Afshar reinstated the men’s individual identities that had been erased and denied by the Australian government. Afshar went to Manus Island on a tourist visa after making contact with Behrouz Boochani, a Kurdish-Iranian writer and journalist who spent six years detained there after fleeing Iran in 2013. Afshar and Boochani talked for months via WhatsApp, planning the video and portrait project Remain (2018), which became a close collaboration with the prisoners. ‘The most important goal was to make people feel empathetic,’6 Afshar said. Although the portraits touch on universal themes – fear, the loss of hope, death – they each convey a sense of the individual’s suffering.
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The Westoxicated #1 from the series Under Western Eyes, 2013. Archival pigment print. Edition of 5


When Afshar moved to Australia she was faced with an image of herself she did not recognize. Her response was to retaliate with images that ham up the absurdity of Islamic female stereotypes as they are displayed in the art world. Using the seductive global language of pop art and the codes of exoticism, she expresses an idea inspired by the Australian indigenous artist Richard Bell in his 2002 paper Aboriginal Art – It’s a White Thing! – a comment on mass-produced ‘Otherness’ as a commodity manufactured for the art market. ‘With this image in the series, I was trying to express the same concern, that “Veil Art” is a white thing too,’ Afshar reflects.5
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Untitled #4 from the series Behold, 2016. Archival pigment print. Edition of 5


While visiting Iran in 2015, Afshar was approached by a group of young homosexual men who invited her to the men-only bathhouse that was their safe public meeting place. The series of images is a rare rumination on male intimacy and male bodies. Showing the men shrouded in steam, with drops of sweat just visible on their bare flesh as they hold each other, this image is undeniably sensual, but the homoerotic charge is a subtext, not the centre of the work. There is little information to locate these men and their bodies, and the bathhouse no longer exists. Only the tenderness of the moment and the comfort of the embrace remain.








Antoine d’Agata


‘I just use photography in the most coherent way, while experimenting with the world in the most intense way,’ Antoine d’Agata explains.1 Plumbing the depths of the subconscious, defying morality as we know it, he uses every possible means to lose control in order to exist in the purest state. This is how he produces his pictures, treating photography as ‘some kind of martial art’.2


Once you’ve seen a photograph by d’Agata, you’re unlikely to forget it. His divisive methods and subject matter touch on every possible taboo – the trafficking of bodies and narcotics, drug abuse, sex, violence – depicting real-life situations in which he himself is often involved. His willingness to participate in contentious acts, to ‘become an image’ himself,3 is the only way, he believes, to wrest his work from the documentary. D’Agata is not a spectator or even a voyeur – there are no boundaries between himself and his subjects; he wants to be inside their bodies, to be with them in the most physical and emotional sense. His images are therefore a reflection of events not only as he sees them but also as he lives them: ‘I don’t want to look at the pain, but feel the pain.’ 4


His methods might be controversial, but d’Agata is not interested in shock value. His photography represents his way of experiencing the world and his attempts to bring himself to the brink – to be ‘as close as possible to death’.5 Seeing settling down ‘as some kind of failure’,6 he has led a nomadic lifestyle since leaving his hometown, Marseille, aged eighteen, getting lost and losing himself in people and places all over the world ever since. D’Agata has stated that he is willing to take any risk, whether through drugs (he is open about his own addiction), sex or crime, and he is drawn instinctively to places where he is not welcome but where he believes life is to be found at its most honest and raw. He has addressed criticisms about the deeply problematic nature of what he does, maintaining that his motive is not to exploit but to learn to know himself. He has lived with disenfranchised communities everywhere: refugees in Bangladesh, prisoners in Libya, drug addicts in Cambodia, sex workers in the Canary Islands. D’Agata does not try to expose anything about these places, but his photographs reveal the profound fractures caused by politics and economics.


By putting himself in these situations, d’Agata is making a radical statement: we are part of all of this. Sometimes this plays out in the images themselves: blurred bodies merge with each other; furniture blends into flesh; prison cells in Tripoli look like rooms in a brothel in Phnom Penh. The critic Teju Cole has written that photographs of brutality and suffering should be ‘mirrors, not windows. We look into them, and what they reflect back to us is something monstrous and hard to reconcile with our notion of ourselves.’7 This is the effect d’Agata’s works have: we cannot consume them without accepting our own complicity. The most unsettling aspect of his approach is that d’Agata gets to choose to exist in these ways and is then able to leave. Yet the viewer too can choose to look away; to turn the page and forget – as Cole suggests, ‘perennially missing the point’.


Born in 1961, d’Agata came to photography in his late twenties, describing the process as painful: ‘a desperate attempt to stay alive’.8 It was the moment he began to try to communicate his perspective on life. Having left France in 1983, in the early 1990s d’Agata studied at the International Center of Photography in New York, where he met Nan Goldin and Larry Clark, who would become friends and influences. He published his first photobooks, Mala Noche and De Mala Muerte, in 1998, and in 2004 joined Magnum Photos as a full member. While still a student at the ICP, d’Agata visited Boy’s Town – a district in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, known for its bars and brothels – which became the subject of his first two works. They established the tone for his future work: shot almost exclusively at night, in intimate and insalubrious spaces, a desultory set-up with long exposures that embrace accidental blurring and chances of the light. The paintings of Francis Bacon, LSD trips and the nightmares d’Agata suffered as a teenager all inform the resulting atmosphere of anxiety tinged with desire. It conforms to d’Agata’s view that photography is ‘the art of perspective and not the art of description’.9 When he presents his photographs, they are often organized as grids of repeated similar images, made up of tens of frames, similar but with slight differences. This relates to d’Agata’s attraction to excess but also reflects a more authentic expression of the moment. ‘The single image is much more of a lie,’ he believes.10


D’Agata doesn’t look for resolutions; he doesn’t try to understand the world intellectually. He has come close to abandoning photography altogether and often goes for long periods without shooting at all. It is a complex relationship, one he is constantly negotiating, acknowledging the role his camera has played in allowing him to push the boundaries of his own existence. It may be divisive and difficult, but his work is uncompromising in its pursuit of the essence of life. As he has said, ‘Photographers have to accept they can only convey fragments of illusory realities and relate their own intimate experience of the world.’11
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Playa del Ingles, Canary Island, 2004 from the series Stigma, 2004


This image appears to depict a man masturbating alone in a room that is bathed in an ethereal pink light. The soft focus of the photograph conceals details, but the man is d’Agata, who is nude and hunched over in an animalistic pose. This self-portrait belongs to his photobook Stigma, a collection of sexually explicit photographs depicting couples and individuals engaged in different sex acts. Sex is a recurrent theme in d’Agata’s work, particularly sex in brothels. The artist has said, however, that he isn’t interested in sex as a perversion or pleasure, but as an ‘existential attempt’, a moment when ego and control are lost, bringing us closer to ‘what being means’. He sees sex, therefore, as a ‘pathetic and tragic state of being’. By photographing himself in this way, d’Agata shows his willingness to involve himself in his work and become vulnerable. As he puts it, ‘I ended up being an image.’12
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Abu Salim Prison, Tripoli, Sept 7 2011, 2011


Abu Salim was a notorious maximum-security jail in Tripoli, where political prisoners were held under Gaddafi’s rule. In 1996 a massacre took place there in which more than 1,270 inmates were said to have been killed. During the Libyan Civil War in 2011, the jail was captured by rebels and the remaining prisoners were set free. D’Agata arrived the day after and didn’t have long to shoot because the conditions – the country was still at war – were too dangerous. This image juxtaposes photographs of the recently vacated cells and traces of the men who had inhabited them. It is only these items that give any hint of the inmates’ stories and of the kinds of conditions in which they were held. Perhaps even more haunting and disquieting are those cells that are completely empty. D’Agata does not present us with the view of a war-torn country we might have anticipated; instead the horror and violence are embedded in the architecture of the cells – the lack of light and absence of any washing or toilet facilities, for example. As d’Agata has said, ‘A picture only shows a given situation under a very specific perspective, consciously or not, openly or not, relevantly or not.’13








Poulomi Basu


‘We are not looking “at” but spending time “with” – this is an important distinction for me,’ Poulomi Basu has said of her work.1 The artist and human rights activist, who was born in Calcutta in 1983, does not stop at observing but instead plunges right into the space her subjects occupy – space that is often contested, polemical, fragile.


Basu’s most frequent subjects are ‘ordinary women in extraordinary situations’2: female soldiers, survivors of rape and violence, mothers and daughters struggling with the particular patriarchal structures of South Asia, where women often face inequality on multiple fronts. Beautiful but also apocalyptic, her photographs and films pulsate with psychotropic light. As an activist, Basu knows that the impact her images have on viewers is of paramount importance, and indeed in some cases her work has been so effective that changes in government policy have followed.


Basu’s groundbreaking transmedia project Blood Speaks: A Ritual of Exile (2013–) is a revelatory study of the practice in Hindu communities across western Nepal known as chaupadi, which forces women out of their homes to remote huts while they are menstruating. Isolated, exposed and vulnerable, the exiled women are often subjected to abuse and rape, and even killed. The work includes LED-lit photographs and a sound installation, but centres around three VR experiences of young women. One documents a sixteen-year-old named Saraswati, who was forced to live in a hut with no access to sanitation immediately after giving birth and while suffering postpartum bleeding. Basu left the camera set up in the hut, taking viewers right in there and giving them a 360-degree portrait of Saraswati, who sits, despondent and alone, clutching her newborn baby. Time seems to move at a glacial pace. It is an alarming, claustrophobic and frightening situation – one in which Basu makes us not only a witness, but also an accomplice.


Social conditioning through religious and cultural attitudes around menstrual blood has ensured that it is viewed as shameful and unacceptable all over the world. Basu, who was raised in a Hindu household in Bengal, sees this as an ‘endemic, deep-rooted and subtle form of patriarchal control’ that is not limited to the Nepalese context, but, as she says, ‘Through the prism of one culture we may see another more clearly.’3 Blood Speaks created an international furore and ultimately resulted in a change in the law, criminalizing chaupadi in 2018.


Basu’s work is unlimited in its scope, but each of her projects begins with everyday individual acts of resilience and resistance – often silent and overlooked – against oppressive systems, connecting contemporary problems in the East with their origins in the West, where they are rarely reported. One such story is unravelled by Basu in Centralia (2019), a photographic publication that focuses on the female Maoist guerrillas of the red corridor in central east India, where the land is rich in resources and has consequently been torn apart by violence and injustice. Basu sees this conflict between the state and indigenous people as ‘crucial to understanding my country, and yet it is almost completely unknown or at least completely misunderstood,’ she told the British Journal of Photography in 2019.5


Inspired artistically by the ‘lyricism’ and ‘fire’ of Arundhati Roy,6 the dark ambivalence of David Lynch and the perplexing novels of J. G. Ballard, Basu comes hurtling towards us, blistering with urgency, soaring with compassion. Yet it’s the artist’s own story that connects her most profoundly with the women she meets and whose rights she advocates for in her work. Basu fled her family home at a young age to escape being married off and a life of domestic abuse. Sharing her story is a fundamental part of the process of making her work: ‘Photography is an exchange – you have to make yourself vulnerable, because you’re asking for a lot in return.’7
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From the series To Conquer Her Land, 2009–12


‘The border between India and Pakistan is its own world. Since Partition, it has seen war, smuggling – of people, arms and drugs – shooting, jingoistic parades, killing, suicide bombings, fireworks, lonely tears and little moments of glory. In September 2009, India’s first women soldiers were deployed on the India–Pakistan border from Punjab to near the first line of control in Kashmir. Comprising women from different parts of the country, these female battalions are a microcosm of the Indian state, cutting across intricate and complex issues of poverty, case, youth and gender,’ Basu explains when talking about this image. Between 2009 and 2012, the artist–activist followed a group of women from their last days at home to their first days on active duty. ‘Patrolling these barren lands, they try to come to terms with their new responsibilities, undergoing an intense transformation in the process. It is impossible to recreate or restore what they’ve left behind.’4
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