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As En Foco's 40th anniversary rapidly approaches, we've been experiencing this 
weird phenomenon of reflecting both backwards and forwards at the same time.

Thinking of the successes and challenges, the incredibly talented and inspiring artists 
that have gone through the organization - we are also looking into our future, and how 
to keep this organization an energetic, breathing and living space, where artists are 
given an opportunity to grow and showcase their work.

How do we continue to revitalize our audience (that's you!)? We ask for your help and 
input in making changes in the coming year, and I hope that you'll join us in being a 
part of that positive change.

Speaking of change and reflection, I want to take a moment to bring attention to some
thing that our greater communities are experiencing.

As tension rises in Ferguson, Missouri with the murder of Michael Brown, the fighting 
in the Middle East continues, and the health of many West Africans grow worse - I 
hope we can all take a minute to find a moment of calmness and peace - and then, get 
right back to the streets and rise up against systematic racism and against horrid liv
ing conditions in Gaza and Syria. Let's send our prayers for the families, both Israeli 
and Palestinians, who are suffering so much loss. Let's provide support to organiza
tions such as Doctors Without Borders and other organizations who are doing their 
best to help fight the Ebola outbreak, and then let's remember to honor, support and 
act within our own local communities.
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There is a lot of work to be done in this world, a lot of inequality, pain and hatred 
that needs to be broken down - but I hope that together, we can fight the good fight, 
holding our hands and heads high.
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Commentary

A REFLECTION:
NEWWORKS PHOTOGRAPHY FELLOWSHIP AWARDS #17
By Mary Virginia Swanson, Juror

We live in a society where sharing photographs of our daily experience is common practice. Digital 
technology substantially changed photography as we knew it, nearly ten years before the first mobile 
phone offering picture-messaging capabilities was introduced (2000)1. Imagine this: in 2013, over one 
billion smartphones were manufactured and shipped to market2.

With a camera within reach at any given moment, it is no wonder that so many of the photographic 
projects we see today are diaristic in nature. Countless photographers share images of their daily life in 
a direct, observational style, presenting photographs of where they live, what they do, the people they 
encounter, their daily activities; individual moments by the millions, but rarely, experiences.

The artists selected for inclusion in New Works #17 share a passion for exploring issues of cultural iden
tity, either within the borders of today's United States, or in the homeland of their parents. Many of the 
projects asked the viewer to look outward and consider issues from different perspectives, while others 
invited us to look inside and reconsider who we are as individuals, living among others on this planet.

The notion of change is featured prominently within all their projects, sometimes depicting communities 
in transition or differences between generations; adjusting to differences on a daily basis or as a larger 
community, experiencing a changing relationship to our planet.

Several of the artists bravely face their peers and their community to challenge stereotypes and stigma. 
Others reach deeply into family and cultural histories. All are finding their individual voice in the 
process of defining their artistic voice. What they have shared is both truly personal, and authentic.

Tomiko Jones' interest in the land extends across history to the present, forcing us to consider a time 
when humanity first consumed resources and recognizing that in times of emotional need, we seek 
solace and wisdom from that same land. The layers of our emotional connections are complex and for 
Jones, very personal. For her series Rattlesnake Lake, Jones introduces us to the Cedar River Watershed 
in Washington State, which provides the drinking water to Seattle. But beyond a physical location, the 
project introduces us to her conversation and communion with the land while probing the depth - both 
literally and emotionally - of what history has left behind.

In many of the photographs, Jones appears in the imagery as if asking the viewer to consider their own 
relationship to the land. In this case, the land has experienced many different transitions, including 
the consumption of natural resources, adding to the mysterious narrative suggested in rather stark 
environments. She states, "I'm going into this place and having an interaction there which feels like a 
conversation, and sometimes it's almost even a little bit of an apology - but more so. I'm really thinking 
about our relationship to water and the land and how we all act upon it."
Jones experiments with her craft, from traditional methodologies not unlike early practitioners in our 
field (not only making platinum prints, but even using the water from Rattlesnake to rinse the film), to 
unique, temporary experiences in public art environments (in what she calls site-responsive multimedia 
projects). We are drawn to contemplation through experiencing her work.

En Foco's New Works 
Photography Fellowship 
Awards #17 Exhibition

The President’s Gallery 
@ John Jay College
899 Tenth Avenue, 6th Floor 
New York, NY 10019

On view:
through September 26"’, 2014

Juror:
Mary Virginia Swanson
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Commentary

Paccarik Orue, Ninos Jugando en Champamarca. 
El Muqui series, 2013.
Archival pigment print, 20 x 20"
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Paccarik
Orue

To produce his project El Muqui, Paccarik Orue embarked on a journey to his native country, Peru, to 
photograph a village at risk of losing its livelihood and ultimately its place, through planned forced 
relocation. To tell the story of the people whose town sits atop desired mineral resources, Orue returned 
multiple times to document the ensuing period of change, capturing evidence of a people struggling to 
keep traditions alive while living in the shadow of impending eradication; that which others interpret 
as progress.

In his photographs, we see town life existing on the edge of the mining fields, from children's recreation 
in Ninos Jugando en Champamarca where the mines loom large in the landscape, to a woman proudly 
sharing her traditional handwork in embroidery Tu y Yo.

The contrast of a culture rich in tradition on the edge of encroaching development due to increased 
mining activity is startling and ironic: the town was created because of the mine, and now will be 
destroyed for that same reason. In a time of extreme environmental challenges worldwide, Orue's work 
fuses his passion for this small community, with the value of their traditions and their tenuous relation 
to their homeland.

Elva Marie Salinas' photographs are dense with challenges, both visually and culturally. Salinas 
constructs her photographs, each comprised of many individual images that reference a diverse range 
of issues, including her own Mexican American identity, gender and sense of belonging. Her work 
features many single images digitally collaged together within one photograph, nudging the viewer to 
address the layers of cultural references presented when digesting her work. This technique allows 
Salinas to script or direct each photograph as its own individual performance, complete with costumes 
and set construction.

Elva Marie 
Salinas
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Commentary

Paccarik Orue, Tu y Yo. El Muqui series, 
2013. Archival pigment print, 20 x 20"

In her series Morena Wrapped in White, each of Salinas' complex images addresses different stereotypes 
of women's roles, and in particular, the role Latina women 'should have' in today's contemporary 
world. In her photograph entitled Full of Grace, we see young women as the key subjects, often looking 
directly at her lens, dressed in a contemporary style yet countered by references to a time when such 
liberties with dress and even profession wouldn't be accepted. These depictions allow Salinas and her 
sitters to empower themselves and reclaim their roles as strong independent beings.

When writing of his work, William Wilson states "For Indians, I want to produce experiences that bring us 
close to home, while unsettling us with the evidences of colonization. I want my work to strengthen Indians with 
examples of resistance, and the possibilities of controlling one's own representation. For non-Indians I want to call 
into question the uncritical consumption of images of American Indians both positive and negative."3

Wilson's portraiture project Critical Indigenous Photographic Exchange and sub series. Tin Types, harkens back 
to the formal portraiture style utilized by many anthropologists and ethnographers who visited Native 
American communities with their cameras soon after its invention. It is the photographic 'documentation' 
by Edward Sheriff Curtis (1868-1952) in particular that Wilson seeks to challenge: the questionable veracity 
of depictions of the people within Curtis' 20-volume "The North American Indian" series (1907-1930).

For the first series, Wilson created portraits within the Native community whose own work today con
tinues to revisit and re-visualize the stereotypes perpetrated by Curtis and others of the day (Wilson's 
portraits are featured more extensively in Nueva Luz Volume 18#1). The offshoot of that series lead to 
the incorporation of new digital technologies, where one can scan the images on the page with a smart 
device via the Layar app, and watch the image come to life.

Wilson
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Commentary

Wilson is working in the wet plate collodion process prominent in the early years of our medium, and 
often used by photographers in the field to bring to the forefront the visual history of native people. 
By depicting contemporary Native Americans in this formal style with historic processes, the viewer is 
reminded of the challenges that decades of misinterpretations wrought. Wilson's work is a powerful 
catalyst in confronting 'authentic' representation of native cultures.

To produce his series The Chinese Americans, Chinese-born photographer An Rong Xu traveled within 
the United States to cities populated by other Chinese, depicting their contemporary life as Americans. 
We see families where the youth, alongside their elders, dress in the contemporary styles of their peers, 
through which he questions the cultural challenges of modem American life. It is a reminder that the 
Chinese were among the first immigrant people to arrive in America, maintaining a strong presence and 
balance between traditional and contemporary culture. For Xu, this series is an exploration between 
what it means to preserve his own Chinese cultural heritage, as well as the adoption and transition into 
what he calls 'American ideals'.

This is played out most often when depicting generational differences, but even within the older 
generation we see evidence of lives and cultures intertwined; an example is Houston, Texas 2013 where 
we see a father and his two children, the oldest of which is smiling for the camera, that the father 
clearly questions.

Xu's intentions extend beyond the Chinese population, asking the viewers to be more aware of and 
sensitive to challenges to all immigrant people as they settle in to a life in America amongst the 
dominant culture and create a space where America can also be called home. "One day, when I finish 
this project," Xu says, "it can be a living testament that we can't be erased: This is who we are, this 
is our home also. I want my children and my children's children to remember we're a big part of 
this country. I'm just trying to show a poetic understanding of the Chinese-American."4

1 www.businessinsider.com/complete-visual-history-of-cell-phones-2011-5?op=l

2 www.idc.com/getdoc.jsp?containerId=prUS24645514

3 www.indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2011/03/24/william-r-wilson-navajo-artist-post-apocalypse-24350, 
Indian Country Today March 3, 2011.

4 www.timeout.com/newyork/food-drink/the-chinese-americans-photography-series

Mary Virginia Swanson is an innovator, educator, author, advisor and entrepreneur 
in the field of photography. Her seminars, workshops and lectures on trends and oppor
tunities in photography have aided countless photographers in moving their careers to 
the next level. Ms. Swanson is the author of The Business of Photography: Principles and 
Practices, and coauthored with Darius Himes Publish Your Photography Book. Finding 
Your Audience: An Introduction to Marketing Your Photographs will be released in 2014. 
She has contributed articles to numerous publications including Photo District News, 
British Journal of Photography and The Education of a Photographer. She consults with 
businesses and agencies and frequently partners with non-profit organizations to enrich 
dialogue in their communities. She is the 2013 recipient of the Lifetime Achievement 
Award from the Griffin Museum of Photography FOCUS Awards.

www.mvswanson.comMARYVIRGINIA SWANSON
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Paccarik Orue, Dragon cerrefio. El Muqui series, 2013. 
Archival pigment print, 14 x 14"

Artist Statement
Cerro de Pasco is a historical city of 80,000 people in the Peruvian Andes, situated on top of one of the 
biggest sources of income for the Peruvian government: mineral deposits. Due to economic interests 
and the expansion of the mine, the city is doomed to disappear. My series El Muqui, narrates a story 
of daily lives and environmental concerns, combined with elements such as the local folklore and 
cultural traditions.

"El Muqui" is a folkloric character in the Andean mines who is highly respected, even feared by 
miners, and has a strong moral code. Popular tales talk about how he is aware of the miner's desires 
and actions, but also playful with children. "El Muqui" is the center of many of the celebrations and 
traditions in Cerro de Pasco.

This is an important project for me because after living in the US for half of my life, I felt that it was 
essential to find myself and reconnect with my Peruvian roots and heritage. El Muqui also gives 
me the opportunity to continue making work of social relevance, and to give people, like the 
inhabitants of Cerro de Pasco, a voice that they do not have. As the mining activity increases, the 
Peruvian government is planning to relocate the city, so this project documents a city that will cease 
to exist as it is today.

Paccarik Orue
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Paccarik Oruc

Nino lobo. El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 20 x 20"

Nueva Luz 7



Paccarik Orue
Calenladores de hogar. El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 20 x 20"
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Paccarik Orue
Hombre con chuyo. El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 10 x 10"
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Paccarik Orue
Cruz de Paragsha, nirios, cometas y desmonte. El Muqui series, 2012. Archival pigment print, 14 x 14"
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Paccarik Orue
Cartiicero. El Muqui series, 2012. Archival pigment print, 14 x 14"
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Paccarik Orue
Los Capullos. El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 10 x 10"
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Paccarik Orue
Lavando uniformes. El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 14 x 14"
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Paccarik Orue
Viviendas y desmonte. El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 14 x 14"
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Trombotiisla de la Polifonica Magistral, El Muqui series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 10 x 10"

Paccarik Orue Paccarik Orue was born and raised in Lima, Peru and currently resides 
in San Francisco, California where he earned a BFA from the Academy of Art 
University. His work has been shown at SF Camerawork, Book & Job Gallery, Carte 
Blanche, Contemporary Art Center New Orleans and it has been featured in 
Conscientious, Fototazo, Feature Shoot and Lenscratch among others. He has been 
awarded En Foco's New Works Photography Fellowship Award (2013-14) with an 
exhibition at The President's Gallery at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, NYC. 
Orue's first monograph. There is Nothing Beautiful Around Here, was published by 
Owl & Tiger Books in 2012.

www.paccarik.com
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Tomiko Jones, Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2013. Platinotype, 15 x 19"

Artist Statement
Rattlesnake Lake smells of summer and holds so many memories. It is January, my birthday, and 
the drizzle will not let up as the mist rolls in the growing dark. Here is nothing but a mud puddle, 
caked earth and a hundred ancient stumps. Once the herald of a happy summer day, this place has 
a deeper story to tell. The lake draws me in, and I gravitate back time and time again. The bound
ary between land and lake blurs as the water rises and falls, both revealing and hiding its history. 
I navigate the landscape, moving among stumps and stagnant water, as if one of the many ghosts 
moving through this place. A long and winding history weighs on the lake - once a site of indigenous 
people, the slopes were devastated and a logging camp built. Later, a flood, and now it is the overflow 
reservoir for drinking water for the city of Seattle.

Rattlesnake Lake is a long-term photographic project in the Cedar River Watershed in Washington 
State. Earlier images at Rattlesnake Lake were made almost exclusively with Type 55 4" x 5" Polaroid 
negatives. I collected water to clear the film, as an invitation of the lake to merge physically into the 
image. Dirt and leaves and wings of deceased bugs rub together and onto the film, leaving artifacts 
behind and sometimes tearing small pieces of silver emulsion away. As photographic processes 
have changed or become extinct, I have adapted my methods, but the intention remains the same.

The overarching element throughout my work is a relationship to place, a loose mapping of a 
landscape that echoes the terrain of consciousness. Quiet, yet significant moments are found in the 
transitional place between land and water. Our bodies too are pulled back and forth with the flow. 
Water is ever present, shaping my identity as both person and artist. Growing up along the Pacific, 
it represents my family's migration passage from Japan to Hawai'i to the West Coast. These images 
become a visual record of existence, a search for home and belonging.

Tomiko Jones
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Tomiko Jones

Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2012. Platinotype, 15 x 19"
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Tomiko Jones
Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2005. Platinotype, 15 x 19"
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Tomiko Jones
Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2005. Platinotype, 15 x 19"
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Tomiko Jones
Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2008. Platinotype, 15 x 19"
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Tomiko Jones
Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2012. Platinotype, 15 x 19"

Nueva Luz 21



Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2013. Platinotype, 15 x 19"

Tomiko Jones Bom in Los Angeles, CA, Jones received her Master of Fine Arts in 
Photography with a Certificate in Museum Studies from the University of Arizona in 
Tucson in 2008. She has been awarded En Foco's New Works Photography Fellowship 
Award (2013-14) with an exhibition at The President's Gallery at John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice, NYC. She was also awarded the National Society for Photographic 
Education Freestyle Crystal Apple Award for Outstanding Achievement, 4Culture and 
City Artists. Most recent projects include Canal, a site-responsive three-channel environ
ment for Scottsdale Public Art, You Get What You Pay For a multimedia collaboration with 
Chris Dacre, and the international five-person collaborative The Gretel Project, scheduled 
to debut in March 2015. Jones exhibits regularly in the United States and has had solo 
exhibitions in Tokyo and Mexico City. Residencies include the Musee Niepce in France, 
and The Camargo Foundation in Cassis. Jones is an Assistant Professor of Art and 
Coordinator of the Photography Program at Metropolitan State University, Denver, CO.

www.tomikojonesphoto.com
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Tomiko Jones
Untitled. Rattlesnake Lake series, 2012. Platinotype, 19 x 15"
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William R. Wilson, Carla Kountoupes, Violinist, Santa Fe, NM, C1PX Tin Types series, 2014. 
Archival pigment print from the original tintype, 55 x 44".

To see her come 'alive' and begin to play, download the app, Layar, and 
scan this image.

Artist Statement

As an indigenous artist working in the 21s* century, I am impatient with the way that American culture remains 
enamored by one particular moment in a photographic exchange between Euro-American and Aboriginal American 
societies: the decades from 1907 to 1930, when photographer Edward S. Curtis produced The North American Indian.'

With the Critical Indigenous Photographic Exchange series, I resume the documentary mission of Curtis from the stand
point of a 21s* century indigenous, trans-customary, cultural practitioner. I want to supplant Curtis's Settler gaze with 
a contemporary vision of Native North America. I take this vision beyond traditional photography with an extension 
of the CIPX series, titled Talking Tintypes. It combines the tin type processes from 1851 with the technological advances 
of 2014, to create an interactive photograph. The blending of ancient photo processes with current technology produces 
an interactive photograph in which the sitter comes to life (downloading LAYAR app required).

This body of photographic inquiry stimulates a critical dialogue and reflection around the historical and contemporary 
"photographic exchange" as it pertains to Native Americans. By convening with indigenous artists, arts professionals, 
and tribal governance to engage in the performative ritual that is the studio portrait, the experience is intensified and 
refined by the use of large format wet plate collodion studio photography. This beautifully alchemic photographic 
process dramatically contributed to our collective understanding of Native American people and, in so doing, our 
American identity. In a gesture of reciprocity, the sitter receives the tintype photograph produced during our meeting, 
in exchange for a high-resolution scan of their portrait and a non-exclusive right to use it.
Ultimately, I want to ensure that the subjects of my photographs are participating in the re-inscription of their customs 
and values in a way that will lead to a more equal distribution of power and influence in the cultural conversation.

William R. Wilson

1. Edward S. Curtis, The North American Indian, Norwood, MA: The Plimpton Press, 1907-1930, 20 volumes, 20 portfolios.
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'William R. Wilson

Rulan Tangen, Director, Dancing Earth: Indigenous Contemporary Dance Creations, Santa Fe, NM, 
CIPX Tin Types series, 2014. Archival pigment print from the original tintype, 55 x 44".

To see her come 'alive' and begin to dance, download the app, Layar, 
and scan this image.

William R. Wilson is a Dine photographer (b. 1969) who spent his formative years 
living in the Navajo Nation. He studied photography at the University of New Mexico 
(Dissertation Tracked MFA in Photography, 2002) and Oberlin College (BA, Studio Art 
and Art History, 1993). Wilson won the Native American Fine Art Fellowship from the 
Eiteljorg Museum in 2007 and a grant from the Joan Mitchell Foundation in 2010.
He has been awarded En Foco's New Works Photography Fellowship Award (2013-14 
and 2006-07) with an exhibition at The President's Gallery at John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice, NYC. From 2009 to 2011, Wilson managed the National Vision Project, 
a Ford Foundation funded initiative at the Museum of Contemporary Native Arts in 
Santa Fe, and helped coordinate the New Mexico Arts Temporary Installations Made for 
the Environment (TIME) program on the Navajo Nation. Wilson is also part of the 
Science and Arts Research Collaborative (SARC), and was an artist in residence at the 
Denver Art Museum in Denver, CO, and the School of Advanced Research in Santa Fe, 
NM. Head of the Photography Program at the Santa Fe Community College, NM. His 
work was also published in Nueva Luz vol. 18:1.

www.willwilson.photoshelter.com

WILLIAM R.WILSON
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An Rong Xu, Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2011. 
Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"

Artist Statement
The Chinese Americans series is a combination of portraits, landscapes and still lifes, 
aiming to depict and cultivate the Chinese American identity - wrought with gener
ational gaps, contradictory ideals, nostalgic dreams of the Golden Mountain and a 
modern day pursuit of happiness.

Chinese Americans are one of the oldest and fastest growing ethnic groups in the 
United States. They have made their mark from the heavy labor of the 
Transcontinental Railroad to our present day food mongers and our technological 
advances. This collection of photographs creates a visual language to understand the 
complexity of a bicultural community and shapes a new definition for what it means 
to be American. This work is made by travelling across the United States, docu
menting the journey and lives of the Chinese American people, unpacking the dis
sonance between assimilation and cultural heritage.

An Rong Xu
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Houston, Texas. The Chinese Americans series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"
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An Rong Xu
Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2011. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"
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An Rong Xu
Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2011. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"
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An Rong Xu
Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2012. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"
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An Rong Xu
Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2012. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"
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Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"

An Rong Xu is a documentary photographer based in New York City. He graduated with 
a BFA in photography from the School of Visual Arts in 2012. He was awarded a year
long Artist in Residency at East Meets West, in Cambridge, MA (2012-13), and En Foco's 
New Works Photography Fellowship Award (2013-14) with an exhibition at The 
President's Gallery at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, NYC. 
www.anrongxu.com

AN RONG XU
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An Rong Xu
Chinatown, New York. The Chinese Americans series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 16 x 20"
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Full of Grace. Morena Wrapped in White series, 2013. Archival pigment print, 48 x 36"
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Elva Salinas

Artist Statement
In my passion to understand and appreciate people and culture, I use 
the camera as my tool of investigation. My approach to the studio, 
camera, and editing comes from an intuitive relationship I develop 
with the people that surround me, along with my culture, environ
ment, memories, and dreams. My background in Fine Art, Chemistry, 
and Latin American studies helped solidify a synthesis of artistic 
experimentation with the study of culture. Such interests underpin my 
intuitive visual experimentation with mixed-media processes in both 
traditional/contemporary photography and digital manipulation, 
accompanied by the investigation of human emotions and relationships 
in sociocultural contexts.

In the series Morena Wrapped in White, I explore cultural dynamics 
surrounding identity. My work reflects the emotional dimensions 
of personal memories, collected histories, and cultural myths through 
digital photomontages integrating portraits, cultural icons and individ
uals. In my work, such imagery seeks to simultaneously investigate 
the origins of cultural ideology and communicate them as imaginative 
narratives.

Elva Salinas

Elva Salinas received an M.F.A in Photography 2013 from Texas Woman's University, 
and a BFA in Photography from The University of the Incarnate Word in 2007. Salinas' 
most recent work explores cultural dynamics surrounding the identities of Mexican- 
American women. In 2012, she had two solo exhibitions at High Wire Arts in San 
Antonio, TX and at Del Rio Council on the Arts in Del Rio, TX. She has been awarded En 
Foco's New Works Photography Fellowship Award (2013-14) with an exhibition at The 
President's Gallery at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, NYC. Salinas joined the BASIS 
San Antonio North school district in 2013 as the Creative Art Teacher.

www.elvamariasalinas.comI
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Elva Salinas
Idols. Morena Wrapped in White series, 2014. Archival pigment print, 48 x 36"
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Intercambio

Hank Willis Thomas, The Liberation ofT.O.: I'm Not Coin' Back to Work for Massa' in Dat Darned Field!, 
Unbranded series, 2003/2005. Lambda photograph, original photograph by Charlie White, 57 x 50" 

Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.
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Intercambio

PICTURING
DIVERSITY
2.1 AH STEREOTYPE
by Ilan Stavans

As stated in Part 1 of this essay series, in democracy, we are all unique in our difference and, also, that we are all 
actors. People of color have an added advantage here. Or perhaps it is a handicap. For not only are its members 
unique but they are trapped in that uniqueness. Normal means to be like everyone else, which implies that one 
thing minorities can never be, is normal.

Their abnormality depends on being seen as clannish, even when they are not. Others think they move around in 
groups. They are perceived as collectivities rather than aggregates of individuals. And they appear to distill a sense 
of defiance, of a lack of desire to fully assimilate, to become part and parcel of the status quo. I have italicized 
appear because all this—their tightness, their boldness, their pseudo-insolence—is only a perception. It comes from 
the environment, which thrives in portraying the minority as separate, unlike everyone else, different.

Different to what? To the center. The minority lives in the margins, in the outskirts of society, not at the heart of 
power. In other words, its members are as much individuals as they are followers. In sum, minorities are symbols. 
In existing, they are factories of meaning. They live to represent and convey meaning about their background. 
Their collective self is a reflecting mirror in which personal qualities are confused with distinctive characteristics.

I'm talking about stereotypes, of course. To understand this troublesome concept (troublesome yet invaluable), it 
is important to take a comparative approach. But first, let me say: I don't believe it is possible to live in society 
without stereotypes, especially in a pluralistic democracy. For a stereotype is the mechanism the mind uses to 
process the universe, to make it coherent through the use of categories. Young and old, liberal and conservative, 
fat and thin, tall and short, bright and ignorant. We all depend on these reductive types. In a democracy made of 
a plurality of selves, the stereotype is the mechanism through which we digest the background, the ancestry 
of those around us: Italians, Jews, Asians, Blacks, Irish, Mexican...

What is the difference between a type, a prototype, an archetype, and a stereotype? They are all variations on the 
same theme, although the variation entails a degree of excess, perhaps even abuse. A type is a simple category; 
a prototype is a typical or preliminary model of something; an archetype is an original that has been imitated; 
and a stereotype is a wildly-held but oversimplified image of a person or a thing.

Stereotypes are the food of parody because parody depends on accepted, often-misconstrued knowledge. 
To see a thing parodied, the viewer must have a referent, e.g., that which is being ridiculed. In photography, 
the device builds on prior visuals, even when that knowledge is partial. I admire two photographers whose 
work I describe as parody: Hank Willis Thomas, who is African-American and Adal, from Puerto Rico. Willis 
Thomas' image Smokin' Joe Ain’t J’mama, for instance, is an injunction on how race is perceived in America. 
It comments on the way the big black woman in the Aunt Jemima pancake brand is seen as appealing. 
The brand was inspired in a popular 19th-century song, "Old Aunt Jemima," supposedly composed in 1875 by

EDITOR S NOTE:
This is the second in a twelve-part series Nueva Luz commissioned called Picturing Diversity, by esteemed author and cultural 
critic Ilan Stavans, that challenges assumptions on how the United States uses the camera lens—and, in turn, how the camera 
uses the United States—to represent itself.
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Adal, Conceptual Jibaro Art, I was a 
Schizophrenic Mambo Dancer for the FBI 
series, 1990. Gelatin silver print, 12 x 12"

Adal has systematically 
explored identity issues, 
from suggestive “surreal" 
photographic collages 
in the early 1970s, to the 
ironic concreteness of his 
Auto-Portraits series.
A widely exhibited and 
collected photographer 
living in Puerto Rico, Adal 
is also working on the 
production his musical play. 
La Mambopera, for a 2016 
San Juan premiere. 
www.adalmindfictions.com

the minstrel show performer Billy Kersands, although it has been argued—by Sterling Stuckey—that the lyrics 
actually come from slave songs. "The monkey dressed in soldier clothes,/ Old Aunt Jemima, oh! oh! oh!"

The artist replaces the face of Aunt Jemima with that of a black man who sits in front of pancakes, syrup, butter, 
and a glass of milk. Wearing a green sweater and an unshaved look, he wears a grandma's colonial hat. What's 
the effect? Our response is automatic. There is something placid, even anachronistic about the pose. Unlike black 
women, black men are perceived as threatening. Indeed, this man has his right fist up, in a sign of defiance. He 
doesn't look at us hoping to offer comfort but, instead, offers a gesture that is between aggressive and bewildered. 
Is he ready to smile? Might he attack us?

The meaning of the photograph changes, or rather, it becomes apparent, when we decode its title: Smoking Joe 
is the boxer Joe Frazier, known as Smokin' Joe, whose face is used in the image.

Thomas delivers another parody in The Liberation of T.O: I'm Not Goin' Back to Work for Massa' in Dat 
Darned Field! It is about a young black man with a football in his hand who is desperately getting out of his 
neighborhood through his athletic talent. But the traditional message of triumph versus adversity is turned 
upside down. The setting is clearly New York City and the protagonist, in his flee, leaves havoc behind. Some 
of those around him (everyone is black) are eager to embrace him. Others have collapsed on the street and are 
dead. But this young man is undeterred. He won't look back. His dreams are what he is chasing.

Is this a critique of minority collectivism? Is the black athlete an individualist? Or is the photograph comment
ing on how much hope the community deposits on its young, to the degree of blinding itself to everything else?
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Hank Willis Thomas, Smokin' Joe Ain't J'Mama, 
Unbranded series, 1978/2006. Lambda photograph, 
original photographer unknown, 52 x 50" 
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, 
New York.

Hank Willis Thomas is a photo 
conceptual artist working with 
themes related to identity, 
history and popular culture. 
Thomas' work is in numerous 
public collections including the 
Museum of Modem Art New 
York, The Guggenheim Museum, 
The Whitney Museum of 
American Art, The Brooklyn 
Museum, the High Museum 
of Art and the Museum 
of Fine Arts Houston. Thomas 
is represented by Jack Shainman 
Gallery in New York and the 
Goodman Gallery in South Africa. 
www.hankwillisthomas.com

In a dramatically-different approach, Adal, in the photograph Conceptual Jfbaro Art, part of a series called I Was 
a Schizophrenic Mambo Dancer for the FBI, uses parody to invoke a long-standing tradition of self-portraits that 
reaches back to Rembrandt and in recent times has been pushed to its limits by Andy Warhol, Robert 
Mapplethorpe, and, notably, Lee Friedlander, and Lucas Samaras.

What do we see when we see ourselves? When the viewer is from a minority, the answer is a stereotype. We are 
what others project in us, what they want to see in us, what they make of us.

In his self-mocking image, the tuxedo-wearing photographer replaces his smile with a banana. Civilization and 
barbarism are opposed forces. This, after all, is the tropical fruit, first produced in the Indian subcontinent and 
imported to the Caribbean by Portuguese colonists. In Latin America, it has become an enormously popular item 
associated with American imperialism. In Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude, an American 
corporation enslaves the locals in banana fields. The banana is the main symbol here: we are commoditized 
through the very produce on which we labor.

In mentioning Willis Thomas and Adal, I said that one of them is black and the other Puerto Rican. Would I have 
done the same had I been talking about Warhol, whose lineage was Czech? Would I have talked of Rembrandt 
as stereotypically Dutch? Surely not... Therein lies my point: minorities cannot escape being representatives of 
their breed. Nobody in Puerto Rico cares that Adal is Puerto Rican, but in the United States his condition is that 
of an outsider, a rara avis. As a photographer, he makes use of this plight: he pictures himself as normal yet 
abnormal, a stereotype whose differences he doesn't want to erase but, instead, enjoys aggrandizing.

http://www.hankwillisthomas.com
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