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I

came across a term the other day that I was unfamiliar with: Anthropocene. According
to Wikipedia, it’s a recent geologic chronological term to mark the “evidence and extent
of human activities” that have had a significant global impact on the Earth's ecosystems.
Anthro- meaning human, and -cene meaning new.
And in dozing off to sleep, the term Enfococene floated into my mind.
How is it that an Organization, preparing for it’s 40th anniversary in a few years, can
still feel new? We hear it in the excitement of young photographers asking where have
you been all my life!, relieved they no longer have to work in a vacuum – and feel it in
the process of rethinking the efficacy of programs, or surveying readers and members
every several years. Staying relevant is only relevant, if one is serving a need – and
(unfortunately) there is still a need to level the playing field.
Now we are here, invoking Enfococene, as evidenced by our artists’ impact on the art
world’s ecosystem.
We’re preparing for an exhibition by photographers that have pushed the boundaries
of photography in their work, originating with our New Works Photography
Fellowship Awards program (January-February 2013 in collaboration with
BRIC/Rotunda Gallery in Brooklyn, NY).
This year, we will also be offering more free workshops to photographers, as we
strengthen the value of our programs and online accessibility – all thanks to a two-year
grant from the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts.
And in a powerful show of our community of artists and patrons appreciating the value
of what we deliver – a special thanks needs to go to all the wonderful individuals that
took part in our 2012 Summer Fiesta, Silent Auction and fundraising efforts to help us
meet a Challenge Grant match from the Lily Auchincloss Foundation.
Truly, it is thanks to you that the legacy of our artists’ impact upon the world, our
Enfococene, is still energetic, vibrant and always evolving. Thank you all.

Miriam Romais,
Editor & Publisher

Nueva Luz will make accommodations under
ADA guidelines for those needing large print.
Cover: Jowhara AlSaud, New Year, Out of Line series, 2010.
C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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Jowhara AlSaud, Picnic, Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 40 x 30”

Commentary

CREATING
by Qiana Mestrich

Only one thing in life is consistent and eternal: change. After a year of graduate school in an MFA
program for advanced photographic studies that subtly encourages its students to break free of the
camera’s documentary limitations, my definition of photography is radically evolving. This shift in how
we regard photography is not just restricted to the academic realm but is also on view within the art world
at large: in the shows of New York’s Chelsea galleries, museums, art fairs, biennials, triennials and the
world’s art institutions. Of course there is still a place for documentary or what many now call “straight”
photography, as if any other kind of imagery that deviates is, well, deviant.
Perhaps the dominance of digital in this past decade and its heavy reliance on concept has forced
photography to break free from the screen and become a multifaceted, evolving art form. In the way that
Christianity was an institutional machination in the colonizing of non-Western cultures, digital photography and its immediacy has been a prolific tool in the trajectory towards twenty-first century globalization.
In his 2008 essay “foRm”, Kevin Moore states, “Today’s visual histories depend on an even larger
collective databank of cultural memory.”1 Now more than ever, the global population’s existence has been
united and shared by photography in its digital form, thus creating a collective cultural memory archived
within man’s virtual family album that is the world wide web.
From reading excerpts from Photographs Objects Histories by Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, I'm also
interested in the materiality of photographs; in looking beyond the image content and inspecting
photographs as physical objects—not just indexical, two-dimensional works but as what?. Edwards and
Hart conclude that, “it is the material that defines our social relations with photographs.”2
Jowhara AlSaud's Out of Line series fuses photography and line drawing, pushing the visual,
multidimensional features of photography. Inversely, June Yong Lee's Torso series digitally flattens
the human figure, thus denying any reference to previous historical canons of the nude. Noelle Théard’s
Haiti images may initially evoke nostalgia for a pre-earthquake narrative of daily life, but they also deny
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such a simplistic read. The diverse visual canons represented by the material and content of the work
of these three artists is what most interests me within the complex discourse of defining contemporary
photographic practice.

June
Yong Lee’s

The disorientation of June Yong Lee’s Torso series is unnerving. Upon first viewing of these splayed out
torsos, we are forced to inspect them closely. Immediately I began scanning my brain’s image archive
to detect any relation to a recognizable form. The references that emerged varied bizarrely from bear-skin
rugs to stingrays under water. Their seduction is immediate yet reading these images demands time;
it takes a few seconds to orient yourself as to what they really are. Presented within the horizontal frame,
we can begin to decode these photographs like maps.
Lee’s black and white images portray the three-dimensional human body as a static, two-dimensional
surface the way many geographic maps level the terrestrial circumference of regions of the Earth.
His reasons for this flattening parallel the practical use of maps as a form of navigation. Scanning these
maps of skin, we can plot and steer our own familiarity with the human body’s surface. Through this
traversing of skin and (mis)guided by the lack of titles for each image, we come to develop our own
narratives for each subject presented in the photographs.
Even the most precise maps must omit a certain amount of accuracy in scale to deliver a greater visual
utility to its user. In Lee’s leveling of the corporeal (including the omission of faces and limbs) we register
details like pores, swaths of hair, moles, birthmarks, decorative tattoos, piercings, variations in skin tones,
and patches of scars that much more vividly. Lee shows us that like Earth’s terrain, human skin is also
stratified—made of multiple layers of tissue and epidermal characteristics. Each variation in the skin’s
surface allows the viewer to recall personal life experiences and choices ranging from body modifications
and beauty enhancements to traumatic accidents and surgeries. Instead of telling a story and rendering
the viewer passive, the Torso series avoids conventional documentary tropes by connecting us through
the uniquely human process of memory. Lee avoids the didactic and as expressed in his statement, helps
us “identify our own personal differences and understand others—and ourselves—better.”

Jowhara
AlSaud

Regarding photography’s function as document, Jowhara AlSaud purposefully tries, “to undermine any
authority it may possess as a medium.” Due to photography’s indexical history, its inherent nature is to
possess visual information. Yet like Lee, AlSaud also subverts photographic content in her Out of Line series,
and through line drawing manually adds more information to what was originally captured. This series
is so much about the artist’s process and how that process was born out of a critique of the censorship
of commercial images in her native Saudi Arabia (the Saudi media is tightly supervised by the government
under King Abdullah’s rule: all forms of Internet, speech, press, advertising, film and television are closely
monitored and censored for any violations of the government’s version of Islamic morality).
Starting with a personal image archive, AlSaud applies her own creative censorship to photographs
featuring pairs, groups of friends and individuals. Activities in the pictures look like innocent fun, yet her
censorship (and often the images’ titles) alludes to something else that may be happening. For example,
why is the image of the pixie-haired young woman with a heart necklace and sweet summer dress titled
Cocotte, which translates as a prostitute or promiscuous woman? And what is really in those cups seen
in the hands of various subjects throughout this series? AlSaud’s insinuation of devious behavior
and engagement with the prohibited speaks directly to Saudi Arabia’s religious and governmental
enforcement of a public moral code.
Male/female relationships are also negotiated in Out of Line. The bold, black line drawings against
a mostly unrecognizable background emphasize the body language of both sexes. Their blank faces
insinuate a need for anonymity and the artist’s desire to protect the subjects as men and women speak
and pose intimately. Given the series’ allusions to public oppression, AlSaud’s reference to Islamic
society and the Middle Eastern environment is subtle. With their casual stylings, these people could
initially be pegged as nondescript, urban hipsters. In Connected, we see a young man wearing the
traditional keffiyeh Islamic headdress as well as sunglasses for protection from direct sun exposure,
conjuring Saudi Arabia’s arid desert climate. We are then directed to his intense focus on the cellular phone
in his hands—a behavior that may have once been recognized as very Western but is now international.
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In Out of Line we again see a layering of content with the superimposition of the line drawings on (desktop
or table) surfaces that hold quotidian objects like postal envelopes, various fabrics, tablecloths, papers, and
notebooks. These two planes of focus destabilizes the viewer’s experience; denying any immediate readings
and naturally inspiring questions about each photograph’s intentions. Etching the black-outlined subjects
onto film and presenting the final images as C-41 color darkroom prints highlights the artist’s process.
Thus process becomes a central feature in the Out of Line series and AlSaud’s exploration of materiality gives
the work an active voice in the contemporary dialogue on creating photography about photography.
By recreating personal portraits of her friends using the techniques of the censors, AlSaud’s Out of Line
series blends personal and public narratives. This double narrative strategy is also employed by our next
photographer who publicly documents a struggling Caribbean nation with another objective, to learn more
about her own family’s roots.

Noelle
Théard

With her Haiti series, Noelle Théard experiments with a hybrid practice many photographers use today:
shooting with film then digitally processing the negative to positive through scanning. The grain and
tonal grays of black and white film automatically lend a nostalgia to these portraits of Haiti the first Black
republic, and her people. This nostalgia is further heightened by this series' documentation of everyday
life in the country before the catastrophic 2010 earthquake, though these are not documentary images
taken on assignment.
For years Théard wanted to visit her father's homeland but did not due to the country's violent social
conditions. As first-generation American myself, I understand Théard's longing desire to reconnect her
family's roots severed by the imposed distance of immigration. As the child of immigrants you are held
in a kind of reverse exile, feeling a similar pain to those ejected from their homeland for political and/or
economic reasons. Your sense of culture and personal history is only experienced secondhand, filtered
through the real memories of those who were born there. When you do make it back, there’s nothing like
physically planting your feet in your parent’s homeland: feeling the climate on your skin, hearing the
language spoken, eating food cooked locally, witnessing that country’s unique pace of life. In Théard’s
images, I feel the effect of seeing Haiti through the loving eyes of one of its expatriate daughters.
Théard’s intentional use of the 35mm frame’s black border and the edges of the film’s perforations
is iconic and preserves the classic materiality of silver on celluloid within the captured image. In this
digital age, choosing to shoot 35mm film is a very conscious reference of photography’s history.
In images like Girl Walking, we see Caribbean echoes of Roy DeCarava’s Graduation (1949), both focusing
on the contrasting innocence of girls in fancy dresses set amongst a harsh urban landscape.
With Théard’s camera positioned below the subjects, both Haitian Independence and Boys on a Tap-tap
frame young men against a cloudless sky. In one image we see the exhilaration of young men celebrating
the nation’s bicentennial with splayed hands in the air mimicking the sun’s rays. In the other we see four
young men hitching a ride on the local public transportation. Here the setting sun’s rays flare into the
camera lens, intersecting two of the boys: one looks back while the other looks forward. It is in the
comparative poses of these two young men riding the tap-tap that we can feel Théard’s heartfelt promise
to depict Haiti’s complex past and future. As archival digital prints, the images in this series will become
long-lasting social objects and later be compared to contemporary visions of what will hopefully be
a prosperous and renewed Haiti.
In each of the three photographic series by Lee, AlSaud and Théard, the malleability of photography’s
image content and materiality is present. All three photographers push and pull aspects of the medium
to conform to their singular visual aesthetic. It is through this flexibility and from their personal,
international perspectives that each artist subsequently creates new visual canons that will inject
diversity into and influence the future recording of an expanded photographic history.

1
2

Kevin Moore, “foRm,” in Charlotte Cotton and Alex Klein, eds., Words Without Pictures, New York: Aperature/LACMA (2010), 71.
Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, Photographs Objects Histories, London: Routledge (2004), 15.
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A boy rests on the path to Bassin Blue, a beautiful waterfall near Jacmel in southwest Haiti. Haiti's rich spiritual
traditions are often tied to nature and specific sites. The sunlight flare in this image suggests a presence that is not
often seen but very often felt when traveling in Haiti.
Noelle Théard, Untitled, Haiti series, 2003. Gelatin silver print, 10 x 8”

Artist Statement
Haiti drew me in like a magnet.
I remember listening to my father’s Haitian records as a kid, and the day he taught me
how to eat a mango in my grandmother’s kitchen while she was cooking traditional
Haitian food. Born in Port-au-Prince, my dad served in the U.S. Army, and landed in
the desert of El Paso, Texas, where I was born and grew up, more than a thousand
miles away from the Caribbean.
I always wanted to visit Haiti; it was always too dangerous. It was not until I was
eighteen that I went to Haiti for the first time. All those years of curiosity built up
tremendous expectation in me. I wanted to know what it meant to be Haitian. I spent
the next seven years travelling there whenever I could.
I have seen the country during times of turmoil and times of relative calm, and I made
every effort to travel and see as much of the country as possible. When the earthquake
hit in 2010, I co-founded a non-profit called FotoKonbit to teach photography so that
Haitians could tell their own stories.
Haiti is a beautiful and complicated country—the first Black republic—and the images
in this series highlight the deep reverence and respect that I have for the country and
its people.
Noelle Théard
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A groundskeeper poses for a photograph in the suburb of Petionville. Despite life's challenges, Haitians have a reputation for warmness
and kindness, which makes for wonderful portraits. Many journalists and photographers working in Haiti have talked about the importance
of having a pure heart and a good intention at the center of their practice, because Haitians are respectful and demand respect.
Emmanuel, Haiti series, 2003. Gelatin silver print, 10 x 8”
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The streets were tense on the eve of the bicentennial celebrations in Port-au-Prince. The Aristide government was still in power,
but massive protests were taking place in the street. Just one month later, Aristide fled the country.

Noelle Théard
Soldiers, Haiti series, 2004. Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10”
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Boys ride a tap-tap (a converted flat-bed pickup truck or larger bus serving as a Haitian taxi) on the northern road from Port-de-Paix to Cap
Haitian. Every square inch of a tap-tap is painted and adorned, and on the front is written one prophetic phrase - sometimes a kreyol proverb,
or a phrase from the bible, or even a rap lyric. It is called a tap-tap because you tap twice to tell the driver you want to get off. Traveling by
tap-tap is the best way to understand the complexity of Haitian living and the depth of Haitian consideration. In spite of the lack of comfort and
the stress involved, there are many incredible moments of kindness and solidarity in the process of traveling in such close quarters.

Noelle Théard
Tap-Tap, Haiti series, 2003. Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10”
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In order to make a sweeping and symbolic gesture to celebrate Haiti’s hard-won independence from France, a man brought chains to the palace
steps. Celebrated on January 1, 2004, the bicentennial was an emotional moment for all Haitians, who have paid enormously for their courage.

Noelle Théard
Freedom, Haiti series, 2004. Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10”
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A young girl walks through the streets of Cap Haitian after going to the market. Cap Haitian, located in
northern Haiti, is famous for its architecture and culture, as it was in the northern part of the country that
the great Haitian kings ruled after the revolution in 1804.

Noelle Théard
Cap Haitian, Haiti series, 2003. Gelatin silver print, 10 x 8”
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Homes in the Haitian countryside are beautiful for their simplicity, and their lovely porches, where families spent hot afternoons.
Handmade clothes are not uncommon in Haiti, although most clothes are now second hand imports from the United States.

Noelle Théard
Seamstress, Haiti series, 2003. Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10”
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A young man paints a mural of Haiti’s revolutionary heros in Port-au-Prince, on the eve of the bicentennial celebrations. The Haitian
Revolution in 1804 was unprecedented and lead to the world’s first Black republic. This tremendous feat was brought about by several key
heroes: Toussaint Louverture, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, Christophe, and Henri Christophe and Alexandre Petion.

Noelle Théard
Heroes, Haiti series, 2004. Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10”

Nueva Luz

13

A tailor sets up shop on the Avenue John Brown in Port-au-Prince. Fashion and self-presentation is very important to Haitians,
taken very seriously, and tailors are highly respected professionals.

Noelle Théard
Tailor, Haiti series, 2004. Gelatin silver print, 8 x 10”
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A boy plays in the idyllic southern Haitian beach town of Jacmel, considered one of Haiti's brightest
possibilities for tourism.

Noelle Théard
Jacmel, Haiti series, 2004. Gelatin silver print, 10 x 8”
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June Yong Lee, Torso series, 2009. Archival pigment print, 30 x 57”

Artist Statement
Bodies record personal stories that often differ from how we remember them.
Memories are, like scars on skin, fragile; skin reflects who we are and tells stories that
we might not always recognize. Some scars last longer than others while some heal but
never disappear, helping us preserve memory. We use tattoos to engrave memories
under our skin and make them permanent. We change the form of our bodies
by losing and gaining weight. Although memories deteriorate with time, our skin
never forgets.
Through the photographs in the Torso series, I want to visually present what skin can
reveal to us. By removing the forms and shapes of the body, viewers are asked to
consider both the unique and universal characteristics of skin. Digital technology
enabled me to create this constructed imagery while still maintaining the reality of the
body. This interplay between fiction and non-fiction provides us with objective,
detached, and unfamiliar views of the body and its stories. Observing the intimate
and subtle details of each individual's history can help us to identify our own personal differences and understand others—and ourselves—better.
June Yong Lee

Editor's note: all prints from the Torso series are untitled.
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June Yong Lee

Torso series, 2008. Archival pigment print, 32.5 x 54”
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June Yong Lee
Torso series, 2008. Archival pigment print, 31 x 58”
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June Yong Lee
Torso series, 2009. Archival pigment print, 30 x 63”
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June Yong Lee, Torso series, 2010. Archival pigment print, 31 x 51”
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June Yong Lee
Torso series, 2011. Archival pigment print, 30 x 56”
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June Yong Lee
Torso series, 2008. Archival pigment print, 30.5 x 54”
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June Yong Lee
Torso series, 2008. Archival pigment print, 30 x 57”
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June Yong Lee
Torso series, 2009. Archival pigment print, 32 x 56.5”
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Jowhara AlSaud, New Year, Out of Line series, 2010. C–41 print, 30 x 40”

Artist Statement
This body of work, Out of Line, began as an exploration of censorship in Saudi
Arabia and its effects on visual communication. While there is a lack of consistency
from region to region, overall, images are highly scrutinized and controlled. Some
superficial examples of this would be skirts lengthened and sleeves crudely added
with black markers in magazines or blurred out faces on billboards.
I tried to apply the language of the censors to my personal photographs. I began
making line drawings, omitting faces and skin. Keeping only the essentials preserved the anonymity of my subjects. This allowed me to circumvent, and comment
on, some of the cultural taboos associated with photography. Namely the stigma
attached to bringing the “personal portrait”, commonly reserved for the private
domestic space, into a public sphere.
It became a game of how much can you tell with how little. When reduced to sketches,
the images achieved enough distance from the original photographs that neither
subjects nor censors could find them objectionable. For me, they became autonomous,
relatable, pared down narratives.
I've always been interested in how photography functions, and I try to undermine any
documentary authority it may possess as a medium. I've always felt that a photograph
functions more like a memory, in that it's a singular perspective of a split second
in time, entirely subjective and hence impressionable. By etching these drawings back
into film and printing them in a traditional darkroom, I'm trying to point out how
malleable it is as a medium, even before digital manipulation became so advanced and
accessible. With these interventions emerges a highly coded and self-reflexive
language. What also interests me is that the information omitted (faces, skin and
emulsion) creates an image of its own, as do the censors to our cultural landscape.
Jowhara AlSaud
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Jowhara AlSaud

Echoes and Rhymes, Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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Jowhara AlSaud
Connected, Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 40 x 30”

28

Nueva Luz

Jowhara AlSaud
Cocotte, Out of Line series, 2010. C–41 print, 40 x 30”
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Jowhara AlSaud
Birds, Out of Line series, 2010. C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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Jowhara AlSaud
Clowns & Jokers, Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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Jowhara AlSaud
The Harrowing Adventures of..., Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 30 x 40”

32

Nueva Luz

Jowhara AlSaud
Hug, Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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Jowhara AlSaud
Fan, Out of Line series, 2010. C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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Jowhara AlSaud
Sway, Out of Line series, 2009. C–41 print, 30 x 40”
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© Yaba Blay

Noelle Théard (b. 1979, El Paso, TX) holds a B.A. from the University of Texas at Austin, an M.A. in
African Diaspora Studies from Florida International University in Miami, and will receive her M.F.A.
from Parsons, the New School for Design in New York. Her work has been exhibited internationally at
the McKenna Museum in New Orleans, the African American Museum of Philadelphia, and at the
International Cultural Exchange in St. Maarten. Théard is the associate director of FotoKonbit, a nonprofit organization created to empower Haitians to document their communities through photography; an adjunct professor of African Films, African Visual Arts, Global Hip-Hop, and Black Popular
Cultures at Florida International University; and founder of the photography program at Miami’s
Museum of Contemporary Art.
www.noelletheard.com

NOELLE THÉARD

© Sunah Kim

June Yong Lee (b. 1978, South Korea) received a B.F.A. from the Academy of Art University in San
Francisco and his M.F.A. from Indiana University, Bloomington, and he is currently an Assistant
Professor in the department of Art and Design at Arcadia University in Philadelphia. His work has
been exhibited internationally at the Griffin Museum of Photography in Massachusetts, the Soho
Photo Gallery in New York, the Pingyao International Photo Festival in Pingyao, China and Kiyosato
Museum of Photographic Arts in Japan. Lee’s work is part of the art collection at the Kinsey Institute
in Bloomington, Indiana, and Kiyosato Museum of Photographic Arts. He is a recipient of the 2010
Jeannie Pearce Award at the Society for Photographic Education's National Conference (Facing
Diversity: Leveling the Playing Field in the Photographic Arts).
www.juneyonglee.com

JUNE YONG LEE

© Self-portrait

Jowhara AlSaud (b. 1978, Saudi Arabia) received a B.A. from Wellesley College and an M.F.A. from
Tufts University. Her work has been exhibited at Schneider Gallery in Chicago, Aperture Gallery and
Foley Gallery in New York, Edge of Arabia in Jeddah, Cuadro Gallery in Dubai, and Contemporary
Art Platform in Kuwait. AlSaud was a runner-up for the 2008 Aperture Foundation Portfolio Prize
and a finalist for Magenta Foundation’s Flash Forward 2010 and The International Photography
Awards 2010. Her work is part of the collection of the Victoria & Albert Museum in London and The
Greenbox Museum in Amsterdam, as well as many private collections across Europe, the U.S., and
the Middle East. Her upcoming exhibitions include Rose Issa Projects in London, Katara in Qatar,
L’Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris, and The Victoria and Albert Museum, in London.
www.jowharaalsaud.com

JOWHARA ALSAUD
Qiana Mestrich received a B.A. from Sarah Lawrence College and will receive her M.F.A. at ICP-Bard
College in 2013. She is the founder and publisher of the blog, Dodge & Burn: Diversity in Photography
History (www.dodgeburn.blogspot.com). Mestrich has written for both print and online publications
including exposure, the journal of the Society for Photographic Education; the New York Photo Festival
blog; and Black Star Rising. In 2010, she was chosen by Wired magazine’s Raw File blog as one of their
favorite photo bloggers. Mestrich is also a photographer and lives and works in New York.
© Self-portrait

www.qianamestrich.com

QIANA MESTRICH
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POETIC
VISIONS
George Malave and José Angel Figueroa’s
Collaborative Project
by Miriam Romais and Carla Williams

George Malave was born in
Puerto Rico and raised in
Brooklyn, New York. He studied
at the Germain School of
Photography and the Educational
Alliance, and earned a bachelor
of arts from Empire State/SUNY.
Poet, actor, playwright, literary
editor, and children’s literature
specialist José Angel Figueroa
was born in Mayaguez, Puerto
Rico, and is a professor of
American, Puerto Rican, and
Latin American and Caribbean
Literature at Boricua College in
the Bronx.

No one benefits from the invisibility of great talents. In 2004, after the passing
of photographer Phil Dante (one of En Foco’s co-founders) and soon after, poet
Pedro Pietri—both of whom departed this world without proper recognition for
their works and talents—photographer George Malave got to thinking, “what can
we do to prevent such things from happening?” Thus began his close collaboration
with poet and professor José Angel Figueroa on their book project, Poetic Visions:
Contemporary Latino Words and Images.
Featuring twenty-six photographers and poets—Raymond Beltran, Humberto
Cintrón, Phil Dante, Marisol Díaz, Martín Espada, Sandra María Esteves, Benedict
Joseph Fernandez, María Teresa “Mariposa” Fernandez, José Angel Figueroa,
Tamarinda Barry Figueroa, Angel Franco, Frank Gimpaya, Magdalena Gómez,
Tato Laviera, George Malave, Adál, Nancy Mercado, Myrna Nieves, Pedro Pietri,
Charles Biasiny-Rivera, Etnaíris Rivera, Louis Reyes Rivera, Sophie Rivera, and Piri
Thomas—the proposed 288-page coffee table book intends to be, as Figueroa
explains, “something of quality that represents our history elegantly, a book that
stays in your face, not put away on a shelf to never again to be seen.
As things are right now, we have to re-educate ourselves every generation so the
work does not become invisible and we maintain access to our own histories.”
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Cover image: © Benedict J. Fernandez, Man in a White Suit, Puerto Rico, 1976.
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Image © Benedict J. Fernandez, Flight to Puerto Rico, 1976.

Poetic Visions: Contemporary Latino Words and Images emerged
as a creative impulse to explore and discover how poets
and photographers experiment with words, imagery
and metaphor as independent creative thinkers, scholars and
cultural visionaries. Malave and Figueroa are not so much
editors as partners, and are very clear about the book not being
an anthology but rather an ensemble of prominent artists
who were invited to see what would happen when their
distinct minds interconnected through their creative passions.

Migratory Dreams (excerpt)
by Myrna Nieves
They came
with their children
their boxes
their bags
Arrived all the time
dragging a memory
of the sun
Walked down the stairs
with the skin salty
with salitre
brushed by
the wings of a pitirre
They brought
their memories
of ancestors
and loved ones
in small photographs
hidden in shoe boxes
They traveled
with great courage
to the unknown
to the Mars of the 40s and the 50s
to the strange land
with a different tongue
to the strange land
with different seasons

All the contributors were encouraged to share a selection
of literary and visual material that has stood their personal
test of time and that would provoke and stimulate the reader
to think, see and feel through another’s mind and heart.
It was truly a collaborative process. Malave and Figueroa met
individually and consulted with each contributor to make
sure the vision of how they wanted their work presented
was honored and respected. The results proved to be
unpredictable, dynamic and organic. The works not only hold their own, they add a
third element that reinforces what is being expressed as they interconnect and dance.
With artists as cultural historians, their commitment to social justice and appreciation
for life in its many diverse forms, Poetic Visions becomes a clear statement on the
power of the creative arts. “We wanted Poetic Visions to pay tribute to their creative
genius and lifelong commitment to preserving our Puerto Rican/Latino heritage,”
Figueroa explains.
Each poet paints a vivid image from a slice of life, juxtaposed with black and white
photographs from a slice of history: migration, the Civil Rights movement, anti-war
rallies, Puerto Rican studies, urban life and plight, multi-generational family life,
landscapes and world events. They did not shy away from negative topics (like the
burning Bronx in the 70s, or women objectified by all the machismo the culture can,
and at times still carries), but instead reclaim and learn from it. The poets and photographers were artfully matched, and their dedication and care for this project
shined like the sun.
While the goal now is to find a publisher, it is as if the book had a destiny of its own.
“Poetic Visions is bound to become a basic and classic reference source for further
study on multi-cultural diversity, the relationship and power of words and images
as well as a small sampling of the contributions that Latinos are making to U.S.
and world culture,” Malave and Figueroa write in the proposed preface. “Teachers,
parents and all interested in self-expression and multi-cultural literacy can use Poetic
Visions to facilitate receptive minds into exploring the treasures that lay dormant
in all beings and that await a spark of inspiration to stimulate intuitive insights
that can have profound and transformative effects on how we see and understand
creativity, culture and the world.”
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The Jelly Bean Policy
by José Angel Figueroa
the man who ironed
shirts and ties for
twenty years tried
claiming disability pay
for his state of boredom
he was given
an application to fill
in triplicate
but instead ate it
the civil servant
fell blind to all this
barking: can I help you
write a suicide note instead?
everyone laughed
but the laughter had
its own impressions
and he felt like
a hostage doll
given jelly beans
and he felt like
a hostage doll
given jelly beans
to play with

Image: © Charles Biasiny-Rivera, Piraguero, San Juan, 1978.

Additional images can be seen on En Foco’s blog: http://blog.enfoco.org/2012/02/08/poetic-visions/

© Sophie Rivera, Linx, Double Identity series, 1994.
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© George Malave, Pedro’s Ghost, 2011

© Angel Franco, Ragael N. Gonzalez, 2005.
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