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INTRODUCTION


Every City Had a Story to Tell


There is a spontaneity that pulsates through the vibrant cultures of the many profound cities of the world. But unexpectedly, in early February of 2020, and without warning, a worldwide, fast-moving pandemic originating in China had us all suddenly grasping with uncertainty. It spread quickly across the globe, affecting and infecting people in almost 200 countries. Thirty days prior, conjuring up images of a hidden and frightened world was not even a remote thought to most of us. This book attempts to capture life in fifteen cities on four continents with fresh and penetrating eyes, the truth and authenticity of the percolating fears and vulnerabilities we all felt during the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic.


Due to unprecedented lockdowns, we were unable to see for ourselves how the pandemic was affecting our own city, let alone travel to see the realities of others around the world. No one likes having time to think about mortality, especially when you truly appreciate all life has to offer—all the color and vibrancy that electrifies the world. So I turned to my many colleagues in cities across the globe, all especially talented and curious artists and photographers. They were asked to capture what their cities were like so we could witness and forever remember this extraordinary and epoch-making pause between the normal lives of people in these cities that soon turned into an abandoned year. They photographed the cities they call home, the same places many of us have visited, celebrating wonderful experiences unique to the cities and customs of each of them.


We all have memories of the scenes of life and activities in the cities we’ve seen, or keep hopeful images of places we’d still like to go. But, in the photographs depicted in this book, the rhythm of each metropolis was put on ice. From the iconic Times Square in New York City to Piccadilly Circus in London, to the venerable Champs-Élysées in Paris and the Spanish Steps in Rome, no one can recall the emptiness, devoid of the frenetic activity of the moments we kept in our memories. Instead these cities were closed, and what we saw was an emotional and physical paralysis. It was a world without smiles because there was no one around to offer one.


Implicit in these photographs is more than an absence of people. New York, Paris, and Tokyo, as daily life closed down, became places of extreme vulnerability, their residents’ faces hidden by masks to be worn into the foreseeable future. For them, it was all frozen in time. These citizens lived in places that previously empowered people, but were now overtly threatening. These were urban centers where life never stops. When was the last time anyone can remember Times Square so quiet, in the city that never sleeps? Or Grand Central Terminal abandoned at midday? Or the Shibuya Train Station Crossing in Tokyo, the overactive and energetic hub of the city, suddenly zapped of the energy of the people going about their hectic daily lives? It was as if the world itself became ill, and we were just floating through it, looking down at a ghost of what used to be so alive.


The ominous unseen but omnipresent threat meant places that had always been taken for granted like theaters, museums, restaurants, schools, and offices suddenly became nonessential. Things that were once critical to the vibrancy of life flourishing in the streets and engaging in cultural celebrations were pushed aside—the “essential” needs became the grocery and pharmacy for surviving longer stays inside our homes. Visits to sites like the Washington Monument in Washington, DC, or Lincoln Center in New York were no longer on people’s minds. These photographs poignantly show that life was put on hold. These urban centers where life never stops seemingly stopped completely. And the beauty and accomplishments of the cities were reduced to a world hidden in plain sight.


The photographs of Rio de Janeiro and Madrid, of citizens leaving their homes for food and trips to the pharmacy, are captured with delicacy, sensitivity, and empathy. From time to time, in calculated distances from one another with protective garb to go out for essential needs differed from city to city. Even saying a prayer across another portion of the world in Jerusalem conceded to social distancing. With the photographs showing chairs spaced apart at the holy Western Wall, it seemed impossible that the prayers did not include a plea for help from God. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre, known as the site of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and tomb, was closed for the first time in modern memory. While the virus had altered rituals, an occasional local worshipper could be found undeterred, standing outside, praying in front of the massive, closed doors. Of course, the real essentials were the doctors, nurses, hospital workers, caregivers, police, and firefighters. They were the heroes who selflessly forged ahead in these cities, giving comfort, solace, and support to the stricken.


The experiences shown in these photographs are disheartening and sorrowful but also painfully gorgeous and sometimes even humanizing in their sorrow. In their way they are a warning to us all to pay attention to the frailty of life. We were forced to witness the new footprints of humanity as seen through the architecture, memorials, and iconic landscapes of our cities starkly devoid of the animated life designed to excite, electrify, and have us thrive in symbiosis with the culture and infrastructure we created. And when it all stopped, our city dwellers went from crossing paths with or meeting hundreds of people each day to a solitary existence of “sheltering in place” or “on lockdown” in an onerous emptiness in cities all over the globe.


I have spent most of my life admiring and promoting the abilities of those who create. This book was born out of the threat of something that destroys creation. Regardless of how sorrowful we might feel about the reason for its publication, we would like to think that the overall impression will help contribute to a thoughtful appreciation we can carry into the new tomorrow. We were confronted with the truth that life is far more vulnerable than our denial would choose to let us know. In a way, many people went from dreaming of one day escaping their cities’ frenetic pace, incessant noise, and ever-present trash, to craving a return to the recent past.


Where once each city told their story through their uniquely visceral culture and images, the stories told during this pandemic were not being told by what one saw, heard, smelled, touched, or tasted, but rather by what one did not see, did not hear, and did not smell, taste, or touch. In a global pandemic, every city has a story to tell.


Jeffrey H. Loria
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