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“There are years that ask questions and years that answer.” 
– Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God

There are days you try. You try so hard, but the more you do, you still end up staring at
a blank page. You don’t know where to start, because the possibilities are so numerous,
they compete for mental and physical space. That blank page is nothing until you change
it – but at the same time, it signifies everything.

I remember this feeling in the darkroom, the potential held in that simple sheet. Either
the creativity and inspiration would flow and something amazing would be developed
– or it would remain a blank page because I just wasn’t ‘feeling it’ that day.

That mental space is the quicksand where we often get stuck, thinking about too many
things, trying to solve too many issues at the same time. The only solution seems to be
more introspection. Asking questions can lead us down a rabbit hole, but hopefully
towards clarity and understanding. Then you make a choice. Not just in what that blank
sheet will become, but more importantly: why.

It’s the wonderful thing about being surrounded with a desire to truly see, to be witness,
to live with passion and feel deeply. And the hope of every artist to communicate their
experiences just as deeply, turning that blank slate into something meaningful. 
The artists in this issue embody introspection and are not accepting of the status quo.
They look inward but also question their surroundings. How are we seen? Why are we
not? What choices do I need to make if I want change?

What could we accomplish if we see every choice as a blank page, a new opportunity
filled with hope? Striving to overcome that darn blank page, as if it were a negative 
(no pun intended)… 

Cover: Ayana V. Jackson, Ruth, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand
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The simple act of looking at oneself and documenting what we see is a powerful one. It can define who we are,
how we see ourselves and how we want to be remembered. Our ability to look outward and inward enables 
us to reconnect with ourselves as individuals, as part of a sub-group, or as an integrated part of a whole. 
We observe, take stock, and sometimes redefine ourselves. Artists have often fixed their artistic eye onto 
themselves and, from there, onto society. The result of this scrutiny has led to seminal work on canvas, film 
or any other material of their choosing.

On December 24, 1968, during the Apollo 8 space mission to the moon, astronaut Bill Anders picked up a camera
and took his historic photograph of the Earth as it rose over the moon. Much like looking into a mirror for the first
time, the photograph enabled us to see ourselves in an entirely new way. Through the eyes of the photographer,
not the snap of the camera, we became a planet in all of Earth’s grandeur. We saw ourselves as an unthinkably
small part of a magnificent planet, yet powerful enough as a people to launch ourselves into space. Humility
mixed with self-aggrandizement.

Many space missions and photographs later, the United States National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) pursued another kind of portrait to show Earth from the ground up. On April 22, 2014, NASA kicked
off the Global Selfie Project in celebration of Earth Day. Using various social media channels, NASA called for
people around the world to take and submit self-portraits on this particular day. Fifty thousand people
responded. At first glance the resulting 3.2-billion-pixel photograph looks like a roughly woven blanket with
two views of Earth printed on it. Enlarging the image to the next magnification level reveals nothing but noisy
little squares. However, in a breathtaking moment of additional magnification, 36,000 individual photographs
from 113 countries emerge as a patchwork of people all around the world.

This crowd-sourced act of self-presentation is certainly impressive, however the Global Selfie is hardly an
unbiased portrait of Earth’s inhabitants. Even a brief look at the images reveals a certain lack of diversity in
appearance of the people and an overabundance of photographs taken in the United States. In addition, many
photographs from other countries seem to depict Western tourists. As no information is provided about the
people in each image except their geographic location, we must rely on educated guesses about the identities
of the depicted smiling faces. This is of course not unlike our first reaction to meeting strangers in everyday
life, where we make ready assumptions about appearance, social status, origin or behavior.

In addition to evaluating who is represented in this project, it is important to consider who is missing from NASA’s
selection of images and why. Participation in this project was voluntary and open to all, yet means, interest,
access or politics most likely factored into the submission selection. It is equally critical to ask by what criteria
14,000 images were excluded. Considering the obvious underrepresentation of some groups, one cannot help 
but wonder whose Earth is depicted in this project.

Just as in the world in general, the act of inclusion and exclusion takes place throughout all areas of the arts, in
every editing room, art institution and artist studio. This unforgiving, yet necessary process describes a dynamic
through which key decisions are made that shape our culture. Artists decide how to represent themselves 

THE IDENTIFICATION 
OF SELF
by Hannah Frieser



and others in their art. Curators decide on the artists and the
work that will be included in exhibitions. Museums and gal-
leries decide on the curators and artists they want to work with.
Foundations and corporations decide on funding priorities.
Audiences decide on their interests. However, no selection
process is safe from biases and censorship, be it inflicted on 
oneself or onto others. And while fair cultural representation
might be a utopian idea, the cost of unbalanced representation
can be significant.

In light of available support or cultural climate, an artist might
create but not show his or her work or decide to pursue one
direction over another. A curator might avoid art deemed too
risky or artists he or she deems marginal. Questions arise
about what is fair, what is of interest and what is of creative
value. It is all too easy for the powers that be to methodically
mute out those deemed less important, thereby creating 
a imbalanced culture of privilege and in turn a warped rep-
resentation of culture.

Ideally a snapshot of the art world would reflect a proportionate
spread of diversity in race, ethnicity, gender, religion, age and
more. Artists of diverse backgrounds would be shown regularly
in any exhibition and not just during particular months.
Authors of art history books would remember to include these
artists beyond specialty chapters on what they consider fringe
movements. This is currently not the case, and there are con-
sequences for audience and art practitioner alike. Whoever 
is included in our visual history is added to our collective

memory. To be included can translate into material support, additional opportunities and artistic success. 
To be excluded or neglected is to be forgotten.

The art world is defined by trends. While one pocket of the arts is being neglectful, promising restorative gains
are being made in others. In the photographic world this often hinges on a few advocates, who draw attention
to underrepresented artists or entire genres of photography.

In the U.S., art historian and author Deborah Willis has been tireless in her efforts to promote photography 
by African American artists and to reframe vintage images depicting African Americans into an art historical
context. Curator and writer Elizabeth Ferrer has been a persistent voice to preserve and advocate the history
of Latino photography, which frequently is omitted from history books. Looking abroad, photographer Samer
Mohdad co-founded the Arab Image Foundation with a mission to preserve Arab image heritage. Each of these
efforts has contributed to bring diversity back into art history books.

Artists have responded in full force to address the omission of their viewpoints from the art canon. They are
creating narratives that contrast past injustices against Native Americans with today’s social issues (Larry
McNeil, Fly by Night Mythology). They confront us with uncomfortable facts about slavery and its consequences
for blacks today (Hank Willis Thomas, B®ANDED, Unbranded). They recast paintings of great masters to subvert
the Western gaze (Maxine Helfman, Historical Correction). They revisit the portrayal of racial identity by look-
ing at themselves and at others (Myra Greene, Self Portraits, Character Recognition, My White Friends; Pipo
Nguyen-duy, AnOther Western; Dulce Pinzón, Superheroes).

These artists lead the way in examining societal values, confronting injustices of the past and prejudices of the
present. They deconstruct the concept of the Other by placing marginalized groups back into the larger narrative
of the world we live in and by realigning our view of ourselves in relation to each other. Society will always be
in flux, and privilege will most likely always result in dominance. However, as demonstrated by NASA’s Global
Selfie Project, the story of the whole can only be complete if it is as rich in detail and diversity as the world 
it describes. The act of looking at oneself as a society requires honesty and courage. The act of capturing what we
have seen further requires insight, vision and the ability to embrace different viewpoints.
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Gabriel García Román,Abdool, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”



Commentary

4 Nueva Luz

Gabriel García Román, Ayana V. Jackson
and Marina Font are excellent examples 
of artists who broaden the public’s under-
standing of society. They have each found
creative ways of examining aspects of iden-
tity, cultural diversity and memory. Their
viewpoints, which have been all too
frequently cookie-cuttered out of the general
history, are part of the American fabric. Yet
their place within the main story seems
quite clear. 

Gabriel García Román’s images in the
Queer Icons series are strikingly beautiful 
to view. Quiet yet to the point, these are ele-
gant self-affirmations that depict members
of the LGBT community in images reminis-
cent of devotional paintings of saints.
Roman describes his subjects simply as
“people of color who also maintain identities
within the queer community.” The refram-
ing of everyday people wearing contempo-
rary clothing into these iconic images is sur-
prisingly dramatic in effect and is further
enhanced by scale, technique and body lan-
guage.

The images combine photogravure and 
the printmaking process chine-collé, which
layers in different types of paper onto the
surface of each print. This playful, yet
labor-intensive manual process enables 
the creation of experimental variations of
each image. Though they might represent
the same figure, each image is one-of-
a-kind in its use of ink color, precious
papers, and process-dependent imperfec-
tions in registration.

The prints in the Queer Icons series commu-
nicate a reverence similar to historic icon
paintings. The hand-made beauty of each
print gives full expression to the dignity 
of the figures against the aura of their halos.

Set against the delicate beauty of the ornate papers used for the background, the rich tone of the photogravure
process emphasizes the timeless grace in the gestures of each person. The figures exude a grounded inner peace
and calmness that is only strengthened by the note of vulnerability. They are strong but not impervious to
attacks from a society that has often sidelined them, and churches that have excluded them altogether. These
assertive images show members of the queer community as a diverse cross section of people who have a right
to be seen as the individuals they are.

Whereas Roman’s images envision a future of tolerance and acceptance, Ayana V. Jackson does not wait for
this future and restages the past instead. The emotionally complex work in her series Leap Frog (a bit of the
other) Grand Matron Army, features a young black woman who is sitting in a crouching position. The woman,
enacted by the photographer herself, sits on the ground in an open-legged squat, while her hands slightly
push off from the ground ahead of her. 

While the woman’s pose is consistent throughout the series, her clothing references different eras and female

Marina Font,Untitled, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30””
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typecasts. The unusual pose distinguishes the photographs from conventional studio portraits thereby
obstructing a traditional interpretation. Though the pose has sexual connotations, the woman never appears
submissive and looks into the camera defiantly. There is something unexpectedly confronting about the
woman’s direct gaze. Nothing will hold this determined woman back, who has claimed control of her mind
and body. 

With the camera set at eye level, the psychological implications are clear. She has bent down to be at our level.
She is letting us take a final look through our male-defined, post-colonial eyes, and returns this look unflinch-
ingly with a composed expression that is not without sympathy. She is dismissing centuries of being objectified
by others. Without second guessing her past, she is now ready for a self-defined future. Her next leap will pass
us by into a life not yet imagined.

Marina Font unravels the immigrant experience from a female viewpoint. Her introspective, poetic images
ponder an identity that has become fractured through relocation. While the unidentified female immigrant
might be focused on her future and the promises of her new home, she also thinks back to her roots in need of
nostalgic comfort. The images evoke singular moments of emotion-filled yearning. As if letting her heart and
mind wander, the woman returns to memory fragments of objects. These items might still exist in either place, but
they are awash with a sad certainty that they will never exist in the time or place of remembrance again.

Font’s images express a precious, somewhat romanticized memory of the past. Linens are carefully folded, 
letters neatly stacked, and suitcases tenderly arranged. The memories of smell, sound, touch, are tucked away
to be remembered always. 

There is no returning back to the home one has left. As other artists, such as Mona Hatoum or Shirin Neshat have
explored, upon departure the immigrant has not yet connected to the new place, yet new experiences have
already created estrangement from the old place. The result is identities created as an uneasy amalgamate 
that rarely mixes to a complete whole. Home cannot be found in either place. Like the Roman god Janus, the
immigrant looks to the past and future at the same time. One can easily imagine the act of accessing and
repressing memories to the past. Font shows us file drawers as they open and close, revealing more memories.
The woman stands firmly with a worn suitcase to the past and a much larger suitcase preparing for the future.

The immigrant experience is one of the most pivotal to a country founded by a majority of people with ancestry 
elsewhere. Font ensures that this history is not forgotten through the generations or reduced to numbers.
Instead she opens up a suitcase full of memories and acknowledges the experience in all its facets.   
References: 

Hall, Stuart, Jessica Evans, and Sean Nixon. Representation. London: Sage, 2013. Print.

Hall, Stuart, and Mark Sealy. Different: A Historical Context. London: Phaidon, 2001. Print.

Hannah Frieser has curated and organized exhibitions for a number of contemporary
photographers, including Pipo Nguyen-duy, Kanako Sasaki, Don Gregorio Antón,
Angelika Rinnhofer, Alexander Gronsky and Shen Wei, and traveling exhibitions and art
projects for Suzanne Opton, Barry Anderson and Adam Magyar. Her essays have been
featured in publications, such as Contact Sheet and Nueva Luz, and in monographs for
Susan kae Grant and David Taylor.

Frieser was director of Light Work, a photographic arts organization and residency 
program in Syracuse, New York. A frequent lecturer on photography and contemporary
photographic practices, she has served on the national board of directors for the Society for
Photographic Education and has reviewed portfolios and juried exhibitions worldwide.

Frieser is currently traveling internationally to pursue curatorial research and writing
projects. Together with Charles Guice, she is developing an initiative to promote dialogue
about contemporary photography and its practitioners from an international perspective.

HANNAH FRIESER
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Women are the keepers of the culture, bearing tradition on their shoulders. As an
immigrant woman, I think of memories as the foundation of the human mind, and 
a recurring place to go when re-defining our identities.

Although the wardrobe with its drawers filled with the mute tumult of memories is
not always open – certain objects, a song, a poem or even a particular scent, have the
ability to conjure them back. I photograph objects that evoke a particular place 
or personal history to explore ideas about identity: gender, territory, and language.

Immigrant memories, often associated with a distant place, “there and then,” establish
a dialog with traditions of the adopted homeland, the “here and now”, thus attaining
a new significance. Imprinted explores the contrast across boundaries and creating 
a seamless pot of identity.

Marina Font

Artist Statement

Marina Font, Blue Shoes, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 18 x 14” each



Marina Font
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The Departure, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30”
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Marina Font
The House of Memory, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30”
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Marina Font
To be in the Present, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30”
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Marina Font
Untitled, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30”
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Marina Font
Daydreaming, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30”
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Marina Font
Lavandered, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 30 x 20”
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Marina Font
Fears–Hope, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 45 x 30”



Home–Womb, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 30 x 20 each”

MARINA FONT
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Marina Font born in Cordoba, Argentina in 1970, studied at the Escuela de Artes
Visuales Martin A. Malharro, in Argentina, Speos Ecole de la Photographie in Paris
(1998), and earned her MFA in Photography at Barry University, Miami in 2009.
Exhibitions include The Consulate of Argentina in New York; The Deering Estate
at Cutler; The Gato Gallery, Barry University and The Dina Mitrani Gallery, all in Miami,
FL; The Boca Museum of Art in Boca Raton; MoCA in North Miami; The Appleton
Museum of Art in Ocala; The Museum of Florida Art in Deland; The Centro Cultural
Espanol, Aluna Art Foundation in Miami; and The Miami Center for The Photographic
Arts, all in Florida. Her work is included in the Bunnen Collection in Atlanta, GA; 
The Girl’s Club Collection of Art in Fort Lauderdale, FL; The LOWE Museum at the
University of Miami, FL; and various important private collections. Font lives and works
in Miami Beach, FL.

www.marinafont.com
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Marina Font
One Wish, Imprinted series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 30 x 20”



Ayana V. Jackson,Warder, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. 

Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”
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In Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army, multiple generations of women - from the
pre-colonial to the afropolitan - are presented in tandem. By doing so we are reminded of
complexity, legacy, and three-dimensionality. However, in the process of deconstructing
these varied subjectivities, I am also motivated to interrogate how the woman’s body
(specifically the non-white woman’s body) is eroticized / exoticised. 

To go further, as it relates to the black female body specifically, I question the myriad 
“caricatures” assigned to her during colonial and postcolonial times.

Ayana V. Jackson

All images are courtesy of the artist and Gallery Momo, www.gallerymomo.com

Artist Statement



Grand Matron, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”
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Ayana V.  Jackson
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Ayana V. Jackson
Esther, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”
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Ayana V. Jackson
Adah, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”
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Ayana V. Jackson
Martha, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”
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Ayana V. Jackson
Conductress, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”
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Ayana V. Jackson
Electa, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”



Born in New Jersey in 1977, Ayana V. Jackson has exhibited her work with Gallery
MOMO in Johannesburg, RSA; Galerie Baudoin Lebon in Paris, France; Primo Marella
Gallery in Milan, Italy; Galerie Sho Contemporary in Tokyo, Japan; San Francisco
Mexican Museum in San Francisco, CA. She has received grants from the Marguerite
Casey Foundation as well as the French Institute, the latter supporting her participation
in the 2009 Bamako African Photography Biennial. Her photography has been featured
in many publications including the exhibition catalogue for Poverty Pornography &
Archival Impulse (2013), the exhibition catalogue for her series African by Legacy,
Mexican by Birth (2006), as well as academic journals n.paradoxa, "Souls: A Critical
Journal of Black Politics, Culture, and Society" (Columbia University), and many 
international magazines. Jackson is based between Johannesburg, South Africa; New
York, and Paris.

www.ayanavjackson.com
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Sentinal, Leapfrog (a bit of the other) Grand Matron Army series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 34.5 x 23.5”



Gabriel García Román, Tamara, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”

The subjects in the series Queer Icons, are people of color who also maintain identities
within the queer community. My work imbues rarely seen contemporary figures whose
facial gestures alone carry immense power and nuance, with the classic iconography 
of saints. By appying a chine-collé collage technique to a polymer photogravure print
process, I reference the style and technique of Renaissance and Russian icon paintings,
tranforming everyday denizens of New York City. Thus, the work juxtaposes traditionally
disempowered urbanites with the roles of gods.  

Why LGBT figures? I am exploring the edges of gender, as expressed in the nuances 
of the contemporary urban world; a simple eye shape, an angle of a mouth, the tilt 
of the head - indicating a queering of traditional forms and roles. The ‘outsiders’ 
in question are central, worthy of emulation. While religious paintings of old conferred
a sense of safety, calm and meditation into a home, the works in this series confer a similar
sense of calm and strength, drawn from the inner grace of the subjects, out onto 
a world that might not always be perceived as safe. These are figures that are double-out-
siders, drawing upon a strength that few others can fathom, let alone relate to.

Gabriel García Román

Artist Statement

24 Nueva Luz
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Gabrie l  García  Román

Gerardo, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Gabriel García Román
Kathy, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Gabriel García Román
Herculano, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Gabriel García Román
Zachary, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Gabriel García Román
Jairo, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Gabriel García Román
Eric, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Gabriel García Román
Sidra, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”



Andrew, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”

GABRIEL GARCIA ROMÁN
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Gabriel García Román was born in Mexico in 1973 and raised in Chicago, IL. 
He received his B.A. degree from The City College of New York where he studied 
studio art. García Román’s work has been exhibited throughout the country, including
Center of Photography at Woodstock, the Coastal Arts League in Half Moon Bay, CA;
Gromley Gallery in Baltimore, MD; James Cohan Gallery, and the School of Visual Arts,
in New York, NY; among others. García Román lives and works in New York City.

www.gabrielgarciaroman.tumblr.com
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Gabriel García Román
Christian, 2014, Queer Icons series. Photogravure with chine-collé, 10 x 8”
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Intercambio

Photography has become mundane. It is no longer an art. It has stopped delivering an aesthetic judgment.
Instead, it stresses the banal. That banality is our joie de vivre: nothing is exceptional, everything is worth 
a picture. Ordinariness is cool.

There used to be a peculiar synergy between the “I” behind the camera and the camera’s eye. That synergy was
a synonym of elitism. The photographer used to have a trained eye. The “I” made visual decisions and the eye
was its conduit, its tool, its bridge. Sometimes the decisions were accidental. Click, click, click: one among 
the hundreds perhaps thousands of these reproductions, holds a secret. There is magic in that secret. It was 
a mysterious, an instinctual choice.

The camera lucida was an optic device invented by Johanness Kepler (Dioptrice, 1611) that allowed artists 
to superimpose an image on a surface, thus having a better perspective on the object they sought to portray. 
The strategy serves as a metaphor: to photograph was to inject meaning, to superimpose a layer of meaning 
on reality. In 1980, French thinker Roland Barthes in La chambre claire, eloquently meditated on what makes 
photography snap. A few years earlier Susan Sontag, in her collection On Photography (released in 1977), 
established the parameters to rethink that snap in aesthetic, social, and ideological terms. To see an image is to set
the mind in motion. It is our duty to trace that motion: who are we when photographed? And how do photographs
transform us?

Once upon a time, we left photographers to the task of patiently, selectively freezing the river of time, 
of isolating a sight, an emotion, of saying that what matters is often beyond the surface, inscribed in the essence 
of things. Taking a picture was like crafting a narrative: it had depth, complexity. We trusted the craftsman’s
choice, grateful for trumpeting a moment above others, for makings us differentiate between seeing and look-
ing, between looking and observing, between observing and understanding. Truth in photography was about
clarity, about light as well as lightness. Truth was spelled with a capital T.

Nothing like it remains. We have allowed ourselves to be bombarded with images. A succession of pictures 
overwhelms our consciousness. They come at all times, in all sorts of shapes, mercilessly, unimpeded. For non-
artists, the use of technology makes them artistic, yet the images are sheer merchandise. The commitment to
devote oneself to photography as a career, to make a successful profession out of it, is non-sustainable. Everyone
is a photographer now. The camera’s eye has become ubiquitous. That eye is in phones today, in laptops, in iPads.
It requires no formal education. My intent is not to diss but to describe: photography is more important than ever
as well as more unrestricted, egalitarian, even uncensored. We all are guilty of trafficking with images, 
of abusing the “I.” The masses are in control and control is in the hands of the masses. There is no longer 
anything sacred, selective, or unique about freezing time, about search for the essence of things. The medium
has the message. Photography has finally become democratic.

PICTURING
DIVERSITY
I.  THE DEMOCRATIC EYE
by Ilan Stavans

EDITOR'S NOTE:

Esteemed author and cultural critic Ilan Stavans, will be doing a series of ten essays specifically for Nueva Luz. 
The Democratic Eye is the first article in the Picturing Diversity series, which will later become a book on photography. 
In discussing how the medium has changed, Stavans challenges assumptions of how society sees the world and how 
we view each other. It is a privilege to be able to bring this exciting series to our readers.



Bradford Robotham, The Kiss, Coney Island series, 2008. Archival pigment print, 19 x 24”

And pluralistic, too. There used to be a relationship based on power between the professional photographer
and that which was photographed. Perspectives meant control: to capture someone in a picture was also to arrest
their self, to govern them, to control them. That control—that power—now belongs to all. It isn’t centralized.
It has no owner. Is such relationship still in place? The omnipresence of the camera today has reduced its
sphere. Some photographers, whose commitment to the trade is unabated, proudly engage in it. And others
abuse it. In either case, the relationship matters less than it used to because photography, in nature, has
changed. The photographer is no longer a privileged conveyer of visual verity. That verity belongs to every
Tom, Dick, Jane and Alice.

A camera not only is a factory of mementos—it is also a weapon, a subversive tool because pictures are more
dangerous than ever. They denounce atrocities, they embarrass governments, they foster revolutions. In the
hands of the people, cameras are political instruments. They record, they confront, they reclaim. As a result,
control has become uncontrollable. Movements spring around easy-to-send images. Those who once were
subjects of photographic fetish have become manufacturers of their own profile.

Each nation has its photographic tradition, defined by its own motifs, its own obsessions. Photographing the
nation has been a strategy to build consensus, to create a collective identity, to foster a sense of history. 
The result is a fracturing of the ancient order. It used to be that white faces projected panache, superiority,
durability. They were the sources of beauty, of morality, of civilization. Non-white faces, in contrast, projected
vulnerability, primitiveness, exoticism. Ethnographers photographed indigenous populations as a way to
record their habits. That equation is no longer viable. 
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Intercambio

In Rita Rivera’s photograph of the legendary baseball pitcher Mariano Rivera, a formerly exotic face is now
graceful, classy. There is a severity to Rivera’s expression, a resignation. He poses in front of the photographer,
not to be subdued, to be imprisoned, but to showcase his demeanor. There is no arrogance, no threat. If this
is fame, he says, I’m undisturbed. What matters isn’t how I look but what I do. The player’s stoicism is 
a lesson. He is neither arrogant nor condescending. He simply affirms himself though his representation.

The democratic eye approaches its theme with decorum only when its subject demands it. For the most part,
that eye is restless, mendacious, critical, even condescending. It stops at nothing. Its basic tenant is the demys-
tification of reality. Look at Bradford Robotham’s marvelous image, The Kiss. The couple in it makes a fool 
of themselves. Isn’t that what people do before the camera nowadays? Happiness is skin-deep: everyone
smiles, everyone kisses. These characters could be descendants of Diane Arbus’ circus: while they aren’t
freaks, they are unrefined. This is how we live life today, they say, without etiquette. One might argue, 
of course, that a summer day on the beach is just an outlet for folks to relax, be silly, to let their hair down. 
And that if we don’t take context or the artist’s intent into account, aren’t we doing what we’re accusing 
condescending photographers of doing? Robotham doesn’t look down at his subjects. His eye is that of an
anthropologist: he is objective, clear-minded, leaving it to the viewer to judge.

The effect is numbing. It implies a fostering of relativity. Truth is spelled with a lower-case t. Clarity has opened
the door to the nuanced portrait of minorities, to complex degrees of shade. Everything is deemed notable. And
memorable, too. People used to create albums of their lives with a set number of images. Today that effort 
is done less curatorialy, and more haphazardly. A sheer accumulation of images becomes a shareable past, one
to be paraded on by friends. It is a selective pass, fluid, malleable. Plus, it is easy to manipulate that past. 
All it takes is manipulating the photographic content: the sunset might be presented in sharper tones, 
a person’s face less tragic, more upbeat. And, should the landscape be deemed inappropriate, it takes nothing
to refurbish it. The world, as it is, only constitutes a draft.

What has all this democracy, this pluralism done to us? It has made us unruffled, relaxed, blasé to the point
of ignorance. And it has brought down our defenses. The effect is a cheapening of experience. Timidity is 
seldom an issue anymore: to be on camera is to be real and to be left out of a photograph is to be ignored, 
to lack significance, to be as good as dead. Worse, pictures constantly stress the performative qualities of our
social interaction, making us rude, aggressive, nervously flamboyant, uncontained. 

Life is a party orchestrated so that photographs will be taken. It isn’t bad to be fake anymore, to become
impostors, to exist in a permanent state of pretense. We are all actors. We are always being asked to be in
shape, to display happiness, to bee joyful. Smile and hide your belly. To be depressed is to be non-photogenic.

In its egalitarianism, in its classlessness, photography makes us reflections of ourselves. It isn’t interested 
in eternity. Instead, it loves the normal, the average, the dull. We are all unique in our difference, it clamors. 

Ilan Stavans, one of today’s preeminent essayists, cultural critics, and translators is 
Lewis-Sebring Professor in Latin American and Latino Culture and Five College-Fortieth
Anniversary Professor at Amherst College. His books include Spanglish (2003), Love and
Language (2007), and Gabriel García Márquez: The Early Years (2010), Return to Centro Histórico:
A Mexican Jew Looks for His Roots (Rutgers, 2012), and the graphic novel El Iluminado
(Basic, 2012, with Steve Sheinkin). He is the editor of The Poetry of Pablo Neruda (2003),
Becoming Americans: Four Centuries of Immigrant Writing (2009), The Norton Anthology of
Latino Literature (2010), and The FSG Books of 20th-Century Latin American Poetry (2011), and
guest writer for Nueva Luz volume 10#1 (2004).

Rita Rivera is a NY based photographer, photo editor, awardee of En Foco's first New Works
program in 2001. She was published in Nueva Luz volume 5#1 (1997); and her recent book
with writer Rafael Hermoso is Speak English! The Rise of Latinos in Baseball, Kent State
University Press, 2013.

Bradford Robotham has been photographing the Coney Island area since 1998, and featured
that work in an En Foco Touring Gallery exhibition in 2013. Born in Kingston, Jamaica,
Robotham was an assistant to John Coplans for over eight years; lives and works in NYC.
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