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S T A T E M E N T

Dear Friends and Colleagues,
We are delighted to present our latest Nueva Luz Fashion Issue as expressions of cultural identities. Twenty
photographers were selected from an open call by the issue’s curator, Tanya Melendez-Escalante, curator
at The Museum at FIT (Fashion Institute of Technology) and En Foco’s Director of Operations Kim
Vaquedano-Rose. Special thanks to their creative leadership in organizing the Nueva Luz Fashion Issue.
This issue is not meant to represent the haute couture of high society, but instead, it is presented as an
expression of style grounded in community, individuality, and so much more. Ms. Melendez-Escalante and
Ms. Vaquedano-Rose organized the images into five themed categories, representative of contemporary
styling. Expertly setting the context is guest contributor, Ms. Michelle McVicker of F.I.T.’s Collections
and Education Department with her relevant and timely essay, “Latinx Photography and Fashion.”
The Fashion Issue is somewhat of a departure from past Nueva Luz publications but it is more than
consistent with our commitment to provide our cultural equity platform for the artist. The theme is an
especially poignant one in defining personal and cultural identities, as well as new vocabularies in the
ever-evolving fashion industry.
En Foco’s commitment to equity is a constant one as evidenced by the dedication of the En Foco staff
that contributed so much. Special recognition and thanks to Melissa Calderon, Program Manager; Ron
Kavanaugh, Social Media Manager; and Sofie Vasquez, Intern. Lastly, Kyle Kolker, the issue designer,
has once again produced a Nueva Luz that we can all be proud of, sustaining En Foco’s commitment to
quality.
En Foco is also grateful for the support it has received from our constituents, artists, communities and
our public and private donors. We encourage our readers to share Nueva Luz with friends and colleagues.
Nueva Luz has been adapted for educational and community programming. As always we encourage you
to support your local artists.
Bill Aguado,
Director
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FASHION PHOTOGRAPHY

© SMILJANA PEROS

TANYA MELENDEZ-ESCALANTE is Senior Curator
of Education and Public Programs at The Museum
at FIT (MFIT). During her time at MFIT, Melendez
has organized over 100 programs for a diversity
of audiences. Her prior experience at a range of
arts organizations and diplomatic institutions in
the United States and Mexico has included managing and developing projects on fashion history, design, visual arts, music, theater, and dance.
Melendez-Escalante was a Fulbright Scholar from
2002 to 2004. She was a contributing author to
the books Exhibitionism: 50 Years of The Museum
at FIT (Skira, 2019), Pink: The History of a Punk,
Pretty, Powerful Color (Thames and Hudson, 2018),
and La comedia y el melodrama en el audiovisual
iberoamericano contemporáneo (Vervuert, 2015).

“FASHION PHOTOGRAPHY SHOWS OR ALLUDES
to clothing, usually with the intent of documenting or selling fashion,” writes fashion curator Nancy Hall-Duncan.
The selections in the Nueva Luz Fashion Issue stretch HallDuncan’s statement. In guest-editing this issue, I invited
artists to submit work that they considered problematized
fashion. The majority of artists are emerging photographers
with varied voices and points of view. Overall, beyond the
commodified object, the images in this issue explore the
ephemeral and embodied acts of wearing, becoming, and
performing through fashion. The impermanence of fashion is disrupted by the photographer’s gaze, allowing us to
dissect the sartorial experience.
An individual’s approach to artwork is necessarily
influenced by one’s own academic bent. Therefore, my
observations come from the field of fashion studies. Here
are a few questions that I invite the reader to consider:
How do people construct their own identities? How do
we fashion ourselves to indicate alliance to a group or ideology? What do we consider beautiful in dress, body, and
styling? What is the point of view of a given photographer
regarding the influence of fashion in the photographed
subject? How does the photographed subject perform
fashion?
Given the variety of images and the number of artists, we organized the issue in five thematic sections:
Self-creation, Tribal Impulses, The Body, Practices of
Beautification, and Embodied Experience. These sections
acknowledge that fashion is not only about clothes, but
also about how people present themselves to the world and
how they use style to relate to each other, to form their
own identity, and to perform their self in society at large.
Fashion is thus intensely personal but also political.

TA N YA ME LE N DE Z- ESCALANTE

SELF-CREATION

THIS GROUP OF PHOTOGR APHERS
explore how identity is constructed by the individual through personal appearance. The performative nature of fashion allows each of the subjects to
play with colors, garments, and accessories to craft
their image. Those portrayed are clearly invested
in their sartorial displays. Jamel Shabazz’s portrait
of Harlem’s most notable fashion designer Dapper
Dan, highlights the sitter’s celebrity status. Dap’s
sunglasses, half smile, and stance speak of confidence. The bold red jacket juxtaposed against the
graphic background send the clear message that
Dapper Dan is a man of style. Richard Louissant
photographed an unidentified woman who celebrates the color of her skin through her clothes.
The boldness of the yellow dress, pink earrings, and
dyed hair create an intense contrast that is pleasing
to the eye. Meanwhile, Nyasia Silvester’s subject,
the member of a street gang, uses garments and
accessories to underscore his marginal status. In
this case, style is an act of resistance. He asserts his
individuality through the apparently incongruous
use of a plastic showercap, white underwear tank
top, blue bandana, and luxury sunglasses. Finally,
Kay Hickman shows us a contemporary dandy.
His deceivingly simple black clothes are pristinely
constructed and architectural. We can assume he
selected them with meticulousness. This is a man
who transforms his body into art through the way
he presents himself. The artifice showcased in these
photographs reminds us that identities can shift and
that spectacle can be one of the joys of fashion.

NYASIA SYLVESTER

• MAMA I’VE GOT THE BLUES • 2019
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NYASIA SYLVESTER is a 25-year old Queens, NY native whose practice is
based in documentary and portrait photography. She started taking photos in
2014 after working as a model and craving more creative freedom and oversight.
She recently decided to focus on her personal environs --women of color, artists,
family, love, self discovery, and grief; and has also expanded her interest to
include drawing and painting. In the near future, Nyasia plans to travel to Sierra
Leone to document the beautiful culture and people.

JAMEL SHABAZZ is a documentary, fashion, and street photographer best
known for his iconic photographs of New York City during the 1980s. Over
the years, Shabazz has served as an instructor for young students at the
Studio Museum in Harlem’s “Expanding the Walls,” project, the Schomburg
Center for Research in Black Culture “Teen Curators” program, and the
Rush Philanthropic Arts Foundation. Born and raised in Brooklyn, NY, his work
has been collected widely, and is housed at the Getty Museum, The Studio
Museum in Harlem, the National Museum of African History & Culture, and
the Whitney Museum.

K AY HICKMAN is a New York City based documentary photographer. Her work
challenges monolithic narratives of the African diaspora and recenters traditional representations of Blackness. Hickman’s work has been featured in
publications such as TIME, The New York Times, OkayPlayer, Coeval, Jazz Halo,
and MFON: Women Photographers of the African Diaspora. She has also worked
as resident photographer at Black Gotham Experience, which is an immersive
visual storytelling project. Hickman is drawn to the uniqueness in an individual’s
style and dress.

RICHARD LOUISSAINT is a first-generation Haitian-American filmmaker and
photographer from New York City. Growing up in Queens, he was exposed to
a wide spectrum of the Caribbean diaspora but was primarily influenced by
Haitian and African-American culture. His work --portraiture, film and documentaries-- centers on people of color, especially those of Haitian descent. He
has been published in Wax Poetic Magazine, MTV, and The New York Times; and
has been exhibited at the Brooklyn Museum and Wilmer Jennings Gallery at
Kenkeleba House. In 2014, he had his first solo show in Petionville, Haiti. His
films have screened at the Haiti Film Fest, New York Short Film Festival, and
Newark International Film Festival. Richard also holds an MFA in Creative Writing
from Brooklyn College.

T R I B A L- IMPULSES

T H E S T R E E T I S A C U LT U R A L S P H E R E
where we perform, interact, and observe fashion. In
some instances, the styled body is a form of political
activism. In others, it is an exercise in border-crossing and ambiguity. This group of photographs
feature people who design themselves mostly in
public spaces. Through style, they announce their
group alliance. Are these photographic studies on
what fashion scholar Carol Tulloch coins as “style
activism,” where the styled body is associated with
energetic action about a concern? Certain colors,
materials, garment combinations have a codified
meaning. Leather jackets, sunglasses, and berets
worn together are signifiers of the Black Panthers;
while mid-century inspired hairstyles, cat-eye
makeup, and hoop earrings are part of what is
known as “Chicana style.” In the photograph by
Dondre Stuetley we see two dandified cross-dressers. This is the most intimate picture of the section.
The photographed subjects create a sense of togetherness through style. In contrast, Roselyn Grullon
photographed three young women wearing clothes
by a brand based in the Bronx. They are shown
drinking a Mexican soda and their skin is brown.
But more than those identity markers, it is their
clothes, hair, and makeup that express their Latinx
heritage. In Ruben Ramirez’s photograph, members of the LGBTQ community pose proudly for
the camera. Rainbows that represent their political
fight for equality are part of the garments many of
them wear. They have mastered the art of designing their selves. Finally, Sharry-Lynn Daniels photographed a Black Panther-looking group. In this
case, the styled body acts as a form of political protest. Photography helps us read the fleeting form of
expression that style is in a more permanent manner
and gives us the opportunity to decipher its signs.

DONDRE STUETLEY • COVEN • 2018
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DONDRE STUETLEY was born in the Bronx, in 1992. He attended Pace
University as a theatre major, and graduated in 2015 with a focus in photography. Now living in Brooklyn, he has always been awed by people who strive
to live their own truth. Exploring the realms of identity, his work simultaneously
celebrates individuality and vulnerability. Drawing influence from his theatrical
background, he tries to create a stage between the subject and the audience.
Often seeking to break societal stigmas, and themes of sexuality and race that
play a recurring role in his work. Through the use of photography, he hopes to
shine light on the beauty of being authentic to yourself, and accepting who
you are.

ROSELYN GRULLON, daughter of Dominican immigrants, was born and raised
in the South Bronx. Throughout her life she has cultivated an interest in creating
and seeing art; and has worked with painting, drawing, photography, graphic
design, and fashion. Grullon is currently a student at Parsons School of Design
majoring in fashion design, and is also co-founder of Bronx Native, a streetwear
brand created to oppose the harsh stereotypes of the Bronx. Roselyn continues
to work in a variety of media to create work that speaks about her identity and
helps create change within her community.

RUBEN RAMIREZ is a Dominican-American photographer born and raised in
New York City. His passion for photography led him to pursue a B.A. from The
City College of New York. In 2007, he was awarded the Mortimer-Hays Traveling
Fellowship for his photo documentation project on child labor exploitation in
the Dominican Republic. As an artist, Ramirez has a predilection for social
documentary photography as well as contemporary street photography. He photographs people in their natural environment to preserve a moment in time and
call attention to segments of society that are otherwise overlooked. He is a 2019
En Foco Fellowship recipient.

SHARRY-LYNN DANIELS (aka “Sherri”) is a mixed-race artist residing in New
York City. She was born in the small town of Sicklerville, New Jersey; where she
was first introduced to photography while attending a workshop for foster youth.
She attended Harvey Milk High School, and received her diploma from City-As
School. Sherri chose educational institutions based on her desire to hone her
photography, film, and post-production skill set. Her work presents vibrant, creative, and under-appreciated slices of New York life that embody the sociology
of fashion and how different groups express causes through dress -from the
Black Panthers to drags and du-rags.

T H E - BODY

T HE FA SHION A BL E BODY IS B Y DEF INI T ION
artificial. For centuries, silhouettes have changed,
sometimes aided by artifacts such as crinolines
and corsets, and other times by strict dieting and
exercising. The contemporary ideal body is slender,
young, and with mostly Caucasian features. The
photographs in this section address these conventions from a multitude of perspectives. They all
question the current ideal, some proposing alternative beautiful bodies, others by showcasing the
effects of seeking an unattainable shape. Imani
Schectman’s portrait is celebratory of a body that
defies slenderizing discourses in contemporary
fashion. With the New York City skyline as background, the sitter stares at the viewer with pride,
wearing denim shorts and a top that display her
curves freely. There is no desire to hide the natural forms of her figure. In stark contrast, Lelanie
Foster’s photograph is of a woman modifying her
body by wearing body shaping underwear and
constraining her curves with Saran Wrap in order
to replicate the hegemonic fashionable ideal. In
opposition to Schectman’s image, Foster’s woman
is restraining female form. Alternatively, in a study
in otherness, Bella Varela’s image appears to represent the energy of young bodies in motion. This
image is part of a series in which the photographer
placed brown Latinx bodies in preppy settings and
clothes, an ironic comment on the whiteness of this
rarified culture. Meanwhile, Esteban Abdala Torres
Campo’s contribution is a close shot portrait. The
sitter’s long nails elongate his body, transforming
it to achieve a silhouette that is an impossibility in
nature. Tattooed face and hands act as a second skin,
in tandem with the erotic connotation of his pose
and stare. Torres Campo celebrates an alternative
beauty. All these images are a commentary on the
artificiality and unattainability of the fashionable
body.

IMANI SCHECTMAN • WITHOUT HAVING TO SPEAK • 2019
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IMANI SCHECTMAN studied at Hobart and William Smith Colleges, where
she addressed body image, gender expectations, race and ethnicity, and the
manipulation and consumption of identity. As an African-American female
artist Schectman believes it’s her responsibility to create spaces for under
recognized people to have power, voice, and choice. Her subjects are reclaiming
imposed standards of beauty and fashion through radicalizing fashion as a
form of self-actualization and determination.

LELANIE FOSTER, is a portrait, fashion, and documentary photographer from
the Bronx. After spending much of her upbringing training as a modern dancer,
she found her love for photography while a student at Barnard College. She
continued her photographic studies at the International Center of Photography
in NYC and went on to work in photo production at PRODn at Art + Commerce
before assisting a number of portrait and fashion photographers throughout
New York. Lelanie’s work has been featured by Nike, The New York Times, Artsy,
Universal Pictures and W Magazine amongst others.

BELLA MARIA VARELA is a second-year graduate student pursuing a Masters
in Fine Arts at the University of Arizona School of Art. Bella grew up in innercity Washington D.C. as the daughter of Guatemalan immigrants. She attended
Miami University in Oxford, Ohio where she received her Bachelors in the Arts in
2015. Using photography, video, installation work, and fashion, Bella’s artwork
explores her identity as a first-generation Latinx woman exploring and reclaiming American landscapes. Her work honors the immigrant hustle and highlights
the confusion, pride, and resiliency of first-generation Latinx women.

ESTEBAN ABDALA TORRES CAMPO was born in Ciénaga, Magdalena. He is
a Colombian immigrant who began to practice photography with a film camera
that his father gave him when he was 16. Torres Campo studied filmmaking in
Santa Marta, Magdalena. In 2010, he participated in his first local exhibitions,
and has gone on to participate in multiple photography exhibitions in numerous
cities in Colombia as well as New York. His work has also been featured in
several German fashion magazines.

PRACTICES OF
BEAUTIFICATION

BE AU T Y IN I T S T W O C ONNO TAT IONS—
as aesthetically pleasing but also in relation to
cosmetics—plays a central role in fashion. Grooming
practices impact physical appearance and are part of
personal style. Individuals can assert their difference or compliance with the social body through
their manipulation of hairstyles and cosmetics. In
the image by Ceres Henry, multiple hands are
applying makeup to an African-American woman,
attempting to replicate the look of a Caucasian
woman seen on a smartphone screen. Henry questions the qualities of the fashion ideal disseminated
through social media, whether it is Instagram posts
or YouTube tutorials and the impact of digital technologies on people’s self-image. In a similar vein,
Vicky Charles’s self portrait focuses on her hair.
Black “kinky” hair is oftentimes the subject of discrimination; and there are multiple products aimed
at “fixing” its natural qualities. This picture celebrates Black hair’s beauty turning it into a sculptural feature. Kasey-Lynn “Kasinator” Rodriguez’s
portrait, for her part, shows stylized makeup that
highlights the skin color of her subject. The pink
and blue makeup and silver dots surrounding the
ocular area brings our attention to the dark eyes
and brows. We end this section with Xavier Robles
Armas’s modern day still lifes of beauty products.
The eyelash curler and nail polish placed against
colorful bright backgrounds are the only images
of objects in this issue. These mundane objects are
glorified in the images by Robles Armas. The questions raised by these photographers are what we
consider beautiful and why. There is far from being
an absolute beauty ideal. In its search for novelty,
fashion is constantly redefining beauty, as contradictory as that might seem.

CERES (DIAJA)

• BLACK HISTORY SERIES • 2018
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CERES (DIA JA) came to a fork in the road as an artist in the midst of
revamping her brand, which began as a fashion label. She decided to merge
her love for fashion, painting, and photography to create a brand that would be
impossible to ignore. Within 2 years of implementing these changes, her work
was recognized by Vogue Italia, Huffington Post, and numerous fashion publications. Ceres’s photography is known for storytelling through photographic
series. These series are often inspired by current events, Black and African
culture, and social disparities.

VICKY CHARLES has a BFA in Photography from SUNY New Paltz. Her work
consists of self-portraits that deal with issues of Black identity, the body, and
relationships with oneself. Vicky achieves her visual effects with such procedures as staged studio work and double exposures. Her photography expresses
itself without words, but by showing.

K ASEY-LYNN “K ASINATOR” RODRIGUEZ is a photographer whose current
focus is on a long-term personal documentary project about the Bronx, New
York. Self taught, she later attended and graduated from the School of Visual
Arts with a BFA in Photography and Video in 2016. She is currently pursuing a
Masters of Professional Studies in Fashion Marketing at LIM College in NYC.
Her work has been featured in Elle UK, A.R.T.S.Y Magazine, Fader Magazine and
Bronxnet TV. Rodriguez is currently a freelance photographer for the Bronx Times
newspaper. In 2017, she created a line of apparel using her photography that
represented Bronx culture.

XAVIER ROBLES ARMAS (b.1991 Zacatecas, Mexico), is a multidisciplinary
artist and curator, based in Brooklyn by way of Santa Ana, CA. He received his
MFA from the School of the Art Institute where he studied photography. Through
photography, sculpture, and installation he investigates the magic and potential
within the strata of cities. Xavier seeks moments of transformation and new
opportunities to re-imagine and create worlds through a critical lens that (dis)
assembles implicated power structures within the quotidian. He has exhibited at
the Cultural Flow Zone of the Universita Ca’Foscari (Venice, Italy 2018), in Hiketa,
Japan in partnership with Tokyo Arts University (2018), and in Chicago (2019).

EMBODIED EXPERIENCE

C ON V EN T IONS OF FA SHION PHO T OGR A PH Y
imbue fashion products with symbolic meaning.
There is an idealization of everyday life that doesn’t
necessarily resemble reality. This selection includes
four photographs that focus on the material elements of fashion and the embodied experience
of the act of wearing. They invite the viewer to
look at the garments, hair styles, and make up as a
means to achieve a look while underlining the aspirational nature of fashion. Viewers are offered the
opportunity to imagine the multiple possibilities of
the self. The group opens with an image by April
Pabón. A person’s face is completely covered by a
red scarf. This is a fetichistic image of a garment,
where clothes fuse with the wearer. In opposition,
Margeaux Lau creates an environment using color,
light, and composition. The model exists in a land
of saturation and ecstasy simply for our gaze. If this
photograph were promoting a brand, the lifestyle
that it would be selling would be one of youthful excesses. Alternatively, Young Sohn’s image is
peaceful. One woman whispers in another one’s ear.
Their intertwined bodies have contrasting skins
that highlight the clothes, which are aesthetically
pleasing on two very different women. This is as
traditional a fashion image as Ricardo Zulueta’s
playful and ironic photograph. Two women, contorting in strange, rather than beautiful poses. Is
this image about the hair, about the underwear, or
the socks and shoes? The slightly unnerving image
invites detailed observation. Fashion photography
can be strange, conventional, theatrical. Fashion is
not only individuality, social interaction, and performance, but also imagination and possibility.

APRIL PABÓN •

UNTITLED • 2018
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APRIL PABÓN was born in New York City, NY in 1985. She received her BFA
in Photography from the School Of Visual Arts in New York, concentrating on
portraiture and fashion. Her portrait work has been exhibited in several local
galleries in the New York City area (Brooklyn, East Harlem, Lower East Side
and Chelsea). She was a recipient of the Center of Arts Education Internship
program, School of Visual Arts Mentor program mentee, and received an
Association of Hispanic Arts Inc. (AHA) artist grant. Her meticulous eye has
pulled her into the video/film production world, taking on roles such as first
assistant camera, art director, and director. April resides and works in New
York City.

MARGEAUX LAU is of Cuban-Chinese descent and a recent high school graduate. She was the photo editor of her school’s yearbook for three years and
graduated with art and publication honors. Margeaux was awarded prizes in
her district and congressional art competitions, after being prompted by a local
teacher to enter. Lau’s Cuban upbringing and culture instilled an appreciation
for color, beauty, and vitality. Her family influenced much of her visual aesthetic,
which revolves around fashion --inspired by her grandmothers, who were both
seamstresses.

YOUNG SOHN (b. 1989) is from the midwest and is a photographer and artist
living in New York City. She is a graduate from the School of Visual Arts and
spent the last few years living abroad in South Korea, New Zealand, and Vietnam.
She loves to dive into other cultures and has photographed different communities all over the world. She has been published in various publications, including
VogueME and Vogue China. Most recently, KGB published her first book, LOST
New Zealand, now in the Guggenheim collection. Throughout her travels and
day-to-day life she focuses on the overlooked and ephemeral, which continue
to inspire her today.

RICARDO E. ZULUETA’S art practice includes photography, film/video, performance, and installation. He holds a Ph.D. in Cinema and Interactive Media
Studies and an M.F.A. in Visual Art. Zulueta has been awarded the New York
Foundation for the Arts Fellowship; Cintas Foundation Fellowship; and Art
Matters Grant. His work has been exhibited at the Smithsonian Institution,
International Center of Photography, Museo Reina Sofia, New Museum, Hessel
Museum, Houston Fotofest, El Museo del Barrio, Bronx Museum, and Americas
Society. Critical attention has been paid to his work in publications by Lucy
Lippard, Arlene Raven, Mildred Constantine, Deborah Willis, Coco Fusco, and
Berta Sichel. Dr. Zulueta’s book, Queer Art Camp Superstar: Decoding the
Cinematic Cyberworld of Ryan Trecartin (2018) was recently published by State
University of New York Press.
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MICHELLE
MCVICKER
ON LATINX PHOTOGRAPHY
AND FASHION

endless possibilities. However, as fashion studies scholar
Susan B. Kaiser states, “Through style-fashion-dress, individuals have opportunities to articulate–visually and materially–what might be too challenging to express in words.”
For this piece, I am focusing on the visual portrayal of the
Latinx experience through the art mediums of fashion
and photography. Due to the homogenization of Latinos
and Hispanics, we are currently experiencing an awakening of intersectional identifiers–being both American and
Latino–creating the increased usage of the term Latinx.
An important distinction between this new term and its
predecessors is the gender-neutral connotation that allows
for more inclusivity.
When reflecting on the images selected for this
In the Nueva Luz Fashion Issue, sartorial expression issue, the amount of artists employing aesthetic codes
and visibility is a form of identity validation.
that instantly trigger our notions of the past struck me.
In my own work, I investigate the kinds of garments Noticing the moments of fashion history that reactivate
that represent marginalized communities and discarded themselves during times of current economic, social, and
histories in museums, and how their inclusion can provide political turmoil, such as the one we are experiencing
a more diverse understanding of fashion. I also argue that now is vital. In the group identity section, Sharry-Lynn
the inability to imagine oneself embodying the immacu- Daniel’s photograph reads like a film still from the 1960s.
late ensembles on display in cultural institutions further Then, the rise of activism, including the Black Panthers,
promote the notion of fashion as art and elitist rather than contributed to a process of racial rearticulation. The same
a daily, inclusive practice. A question I ask of readers is, is occurring today, especially in regards to greater expohow do we include ourselves in history when the archive sure towards the Afro-Latinx experience, acknowledged
materially may not exist? As fashion historian Caroline as a minority within two minority groups.
Evans states, “Historical time [is seen] not as something
Margeaux Lau’s and Bella Varela’s pieces mimic the
that flows smoothly from past to present but as a more carefree and psychedelic moment of sensory excess of
complex relay of turns and returns, in which the past is the late 60s and early 70s. This was also when the trickactivated by injecting the present into it.”1 One of the le-down effect occurred for the first time in fashion hissolutions is to recreate historical imagery by intentionally tory. Subcultural styles worn by the youth quake went
including ourselves in it, as many of the En Foco featured mainstream, relinquishing power from the high fashion
photographers have done this year.
elite. The popularity of street style and athleisure is a simAs a first generation Colombian-American myself, ilar example today.
mediating my bicultural identity through my manner of
Ruben Ramirez’s photograph references the rise of
dress is a constant struggle. We are currently living in a
1
maximalist era. With access to so much information, it can
Caroline Evans, “Yesterday’s Emblems and Tomorrow’s Commodities” in Fashion Cultures, 2nd ed,
Routledge,(2013).
be overwhelming to negotiate our sense of self through the
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gender fluidity and androgynous styles of the 1970s, while
Esteban Torres Compo demonstrates its current iteration
with the model’s seemingly masculine features disrupted
by his long, painted nails. For Millennials and Generation
Z, gender fluidity is not only a subcultural alternative style,
but also a rethinking of the concept of gender. Fashion
branding and marketing are responding to this shift by targeting young consumers, using non-binary and ethnically
ambiguous models in an attempt to embrace what makes
individuals unique.
The photograph that struck me the most personally
was that by Roselyn Grullon, which resembles the Chicana
and Chola culture that first emerged in the late 80s. The
term Cholo, derogatory in origin, has effectively been
reclaimed as a form of empowerment referring to a very
specific subculture of the Mexican-American diaspora. In
a 2017 article in Vogue by John Carlos De Luna, a vintage
clothing dealer in Boyle Heights, he explained, “Inherently
they’re connecting to an America that didn’t really accept
them, an America that looked down on them. There’s such
power in that— to own that history.”2 Although the term
originated to describe those in Southern Los Angeles, this
photograph clearly demonstrates how Bronx natives are
associating themselves with it and is no longer localized.
The rise in popularity of Instagram pages such as
Veteranas y Rucas, founded by Guadalupe Rosales in
2015, effectively portrays Chicana youth culture in the
1980s and 1990s. Another page, Nuevayorkinos founded by
Djali Brown-Cepeda, has given an East Coast platform to
Latinx communities in New York City. The participatory
nature of the pages encourages followers to submit their
own photographs to be posted allows for a democratic representation, effectively reframing the Latinx visual representation in the American cultural cannon. What these and
many other digital archives offer is visible representation in
a history that they have been excluded from.
In regards to the depiction of ‘the body’ within the
fashion museum, an effect of constantly displaying costume on standardized mannequins also implicitly insinuates that all the garments displayed can only be worn by
someone with the body measurements of a mannequin.
As John Berger stated in his book Ways of Seeing, “The
way we see things is affected by what we know or what
we believe.” The message I have interpreted throughout
my attendance at fashion exhibits has been that although
bodies similar to that of my own and of others have existed
2
Abby Aguirre, “Latinas in Los Angeles,” https: //www.vogue.com/projects/13528517/
mexican-american-women-east-los-angeles-chicano-fashion-latina-style/

the general perception and knowledge of fashion history.
The reality is that it is not because these objects physically
do not exist, but it is because they do not conform to the
unspoken yet prevalent body ideal perpetuated in fashion
exhibits throughout time. Although my work deals with
museums, it is touching upon modes of public display and
awareness.
Lelanie Foster’s piece clearly depicts a fragmented
perspective of self, due to the pressures of achieving an
ephemeral sense of perfection. The model wears body
shaping shorts, her chest is bound, face distorted behind
red glass, another lens beyond the camera. In contrast, the
model in Imani Shectman’s photograph boldly flaunts her
figure, a conscious defiance emanating from the model.
The inclusion of Jamel Shabazz’s portrait of Dapper Dan in
the self-representation section is equally defying. Known
for his subversive use of branding at a time when designers were not catering to the community he belonged to,
Dapper Dan took it upon himself to make his own garments with those same designer logos. Today he has his
own atelier in Harlem and is collaborating on collections
for Gucci. The trajectory of his career is applicable in portraying the importance of sartorial expression in today’s
politics of respectability.

called an “altered” Pachuca zoot suit. Zoot suits comprised
an exaggerated silhouette mainly worn by both Latinx
and African American men during the 1940s. They were
quickly outlawed due to the fabric rationing of World War
II. A manner of dressing that began as a subcultural expression of self was suddenly criminalized. What I admired
about the curation of the exhibition was the following
label text, “While such ensembles rarely survive today, in
homage to this history the museum recently purchased this
vintage gabardine suit and retailored it, much in the way a
Pachuca may have done years ago.”
When interpreting all of the photographs that address
group identity, the body, clothes/fashion, self-representation, and beauty standards, one can also sense a nostalgia
for the past. In doing, I would invite the reader to keep the
following quote by Shoba Sharad Rajgopal, Department
Chair, Ethnic & Gender Studies at Westfield State
University, in mind, “Looking at is not a mere acceptance
of the images and stereotypes represented, but can also be
a process of contestation and confrontation.”3 As creatives,
how do we balance ever-evolving notions of authenticity? How do we interact with cultural heritage, keeping
in mind the evolutions, layers of meaning, and points of
departure that occur over time? As the Nueva Luz Fashion
Issue illustrates, photography can serve as a means to mediate stereotypes. Too often is the excuse of lack of inclusion
in artistic representation that certain objects simply do not
exist. It is empowering for the En Foco photographers to
take the responsibility upon themselves to insure no one
else is ever excluded from the narrative.
3
Shoba Sharad Raigopal. “The Daughter of Fu Manchu,” The Pedagogy of Deconstructing the Representation
of Asian Women in Film and Fiction. Meridians: feminism, race, transnationalism 10.2 (2010): 159

In regards to beauty standards, Xavier Robles Armas
tackles the artificiality of composure and the falseness of
perfection. In our heavily mediated society, we cannot
help but constantly be aware of how we are perceived
by others. Selfie culture has led to increasingly distorted
views of self. The elegant composition of his images speak
to that notion, as there is something slightly off putting
in their tidiness. His intentional use of color symbolism is
also of note; the use of pink tapping into the performativity of femininity through adornment and embellishment,
and the red nail polish addressing the dichotomy between
the Madonna Virgin-whore.  
I recently viewed the exhibit Gender Bending Fashion,
curated by Michelle Tolini Finamore, at the Museum of
Fine Arts in Boston. The exhibition featured what they
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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
Submit your work for consideration for a solo exhibition at Blue Sky. All photo or video based
work is eligible and there is never a fee to submit your work.
For details go to: blueskygallery.org/submissions/
Established in 1975 in Portland, Oregon, Blue Sky Gallery has a long history devoted to
showcasing the finest in photographic vision and innovation. We present two solo exhibitions
each month by national and international artists from our 3,700 square foot gallery in the heart
of the Pearl District, Portland’s largest arts neighborhood.
@blueskygallerypdx
image: Mark Aghatise, What Lies Underneath, 2017, exhibited in the artist’s solo show at Blue Sky, June 2019.

