
March – April 2014The Visual Artists’ News Sheet CriTique SuppleMeNT

Feriel Bendjama
'We, They and I'
16 January – 17 April 2014
The return, Goethe-institut irland, Dublin 2

Jackie Nickerson 
‘Terrain’
16 January 2014 – 15 February 2014
Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

JackIe Nickerson reveals a compassionate 
tenderness and gravitas for her subjects while taking 
photographs of the land and the people in sub-
Saharan Africa. In Nickerson’s photographs, 
seemingly conventional art-historical tropes like 
portrait and landscape photography are merged to 
illustrate the cause and effect of working the land on 
both people and the environment. For her recent 
Jack Shainman Gallery exhibition, entitled ‘Terrrain’, 
Nickerson travelled to Zimbabwe, Kenya, Zambia 
and South Africa to document agricultural workers, 
who constitute 70% of the workforce in Africa.1

Nickerson’s photographs blend figure and ground, 
transforming her subjects into sculptures in the 
landscape through a process of obstruction. 

By blocking the facial features in her portraits, 
Nickerson highlights the physical presence of 
figures on the land, depicting how the bodies of the 
labourers become ‘sculpted’ through the repetitive 
actions of their work. Nickerson’s formal approach 
offers an account of the land and those who work 
and survive off it, rather than neutralising the 
content of her images. 

Beneath magnificent skies, Nickerson 
scrutinises shapes, distils details and produces vivid, 
large-scale photographs that reveal the great dignity 
of her subjects. The labourers (photographed 
individually) hide their face by holding up objects, 
utilitarian tools like plastic crates and metal cabling, 
or the ‘fruits’ of their labour such as banana and 
tobacco leaves that are stacked, coiled, balanced or 
held. By honing her eye on both the produce and the 
producers, Nickerson highlights the relationship 
between the two: people and place inextricably tied 
together.

Nickerson arrived at this approach of 
concealing the subject by chance. One afternoon, 
Nickerson saw a worker called Oscar harvesting 
tobacco leaves – clipping the large leaves from the 
bush and then transferring them to an elongated 
metal rod and slotting them into a series of slats. 
This process dries the leaves without moisture 
building up between them, but also ‘obscures’ the 
worker as he accumulates his harvest. It was this 
chance occurrence that alerted Nickerson to the 
potential of composing other images this way. 

Oscar arrested Nickerson’s attention. She 
simply asked him to stop and photographed him 
beneath the leaves that hung down and obstructed 
his face. Titled Oscar (2012), the work acknowledges 
the figure hidden in the photograph. Subsequent 
works similarly take the first name of the figure as a 
title, while some image titles borrow from locations 

used by the subjects, such as the photograph titled, 
Propagation Shed (2013).Propagation Shed (2013).Propagation Shed

Nickerson’s works are grounded in a profound 
inquiry into the act of looking and being looked at. 
To this end, she notes that the problem with 
objectivity in photography is that the photographer 
always gets in the way. Significantly, Nickerson has 
indicated that she would like to make herself 
invisible while she is working.2 She goes to great 
lengths to achieve this: travelling on her own and 
carrying her medium-format camera in a woven 
basket to minimise its presence. Acknowledging 
that her photographs come from and are directed at 
a “Western global North perspective”, Nickerson is 
motivated to investigate her viewpoint and question 
how she interprets visual appearances. Nickerson 
tries to eliminate herself in the work; when her 
subject picks up a plastic crate to obscure his face, he 
no longer sees the photographer or the camera. 
There is of course a performative aspect to this work: 
the photographer is both participant and observer. 
Nickerson is standing in the same landscape as the 
subject while she does her work – her labour is also 
inextricably connected to the terrain. 

Nickerson wants to do more than simply 
photograph the labourers; she wants to merge with 
them as an invisible presence, knit into the scene 
like the woven basket where she conceals her 
camera, to capture what is in plain sight. Through a 
collaborative working relationship, Nickerson 
participates in a form of immersive journalism, 
reportage similar to Walker Evans’s tactics in his 
great, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. In contemporary 
photography it is important how, not just what is 
photographed. This shifts the reception of the work. 
Nickerson speaks about the humanity in her 
subjects. Through her own working methodology 
she emphasises the humanity she finds. 

Nickerson now carries a copy of the Oscar 
image with her on other projects, showing his image 
to others for emulation – a form of collaboration 
that recognises the potential of the labourer within 
the landscape. The individual photographs within 
‘Terrain’ are not so much static records but evidence 
of Nickerson’s process of seeing.

Kathleen Madden is an art historian living in 
New York City, who teaches at Sotheby's Institute 
and Barnard College, Columbia University and 
is currently editing the ‘Performa 13’ book, due 
for publication in 2014.

Note
1. Statistic cited in gallery press materials for the exhibition
2. Author interview with the artist

WheN France outlawed the wearing of face-

covering veils in 2011, ‘the veil’ had been a potent 

trope of feminist inquiry for some time. Various 

representations of the hijab, burqua, niquab and 

chador had appeared in contemporary art and 

popular culture; for example, in works as diverse as 

Marjane Satrapi’s graphic novel and film Persepolis 

and Paris street artist Princess Hijab’s ‘hijabizing’ of 

advertising posters on the city’s Metro – she paints 

veils on the male and female models featured in 

luxury goods adverts.

The veil is the dominant symbol in German-

Algerian artist Feriel Bendjama’s series of 

photographic self-portraits ‘We, They and I’. The 

works comprise stylised three-quarter-length 

studio images of the artist wearing a selection of 

different colored khimars, a covering that conceals 

the body from head to hips but displays the face.

  

Curated by Düsseldorf-based artist Sebastian 

Riemer, the nine images in the show are displayed 

in sets of three, each ostensibly themed by colour. 

Bendjama respectively wears a red, white or black 

khimar against black, green and white backgrounds. 

The artist accessorises each figure with cheap 

evocative props that look as though they came 

from the toy section of a Eurosaver discount shop. 

While seemingly iconoclastic, the work also 

prompts questions of femininity as defined by 

contemporary perceptions of Islam. The artist is 

heavily made-up in a manner that references the 

cliché that well-heeled Muslim women wear costly 

couture clothing beneath their plain veils.

In the ‘white’ category of the photographs, we find 

the artist pictured against a green background with 

eyes closed, first wearing a plastic child’s tiara, then 

blowing a bright red candy whistle and finally 

balancing a copy of the Qur’an on her head. Here 

are notions of perfect womanhood, particularly 

evoked by the Disney-princess-perfection of the 

tiara and the ‘finishing school’ referenced by the 

book-balancing act. Using a holy text further drives 

home Bendjama’s comment on the complexity of 

contemporary Islam’s position in Europe – 

including the artist’s home, Germany.

In the ‘black’ series, the artist is depicted against a 

white background – again with eyes closed. The 

props are a brightly coloured plastic pistol – which 

the artist points at her own head – a baby’s soother 

and a paper facemask of the kind used to protect 

against pollution. The artist is explicitly gagged, 

contemplating suicide, and infantalised.

The ‘red’ images depict a woman with open eyes 

and a considerably more engaged demeanor. Her 

props are also not subtle: a cigarette, a fake 

moustache and an opera mask make for a persona 

that both challenges and looks quizzically at the 

viewer, while the addition of a decorative lace part 

of the headdress personalise her clothing in a way 

that the previous images do no not.

During the artist and curator talk that launched 

this exhibition, Riemer asked Bendjama what she 

wanted the viewer to see when they look at these 

images. She replied, “They can be whatever you 

want them to be”.1 While this may be her stated 

intention, it’s clear that she is communicating an 

experience of womanhood within Islam. The 

works illustrate the stereotypes associated with the 

wearing of the veil – which Bendjama subverts 

with various masculine and / or feminist symbols.

Long an emblem of feminine ‘otherness’, Western 

tradition associates veiling with women who opt 

out of conventional society – nuns or female 

members of other religious sects for example. In 

the context of Islam the veil has become a symbol 

with dual meaning, suggesting both the subjugation 

of women and Muslim solidarity and empowerment. 

For Princess Hijab, mentioned above, and fellow 

French activist duo Niquabitch – who challenge 

the French ban by publicly wearing the niquab 

with shorts or a mini skirt – explore and exploit 

both these readings. Bendjama doesn’t throw her 

hat into the ring here, preferring the viewer to 

form their own interpretation of these images.

It’s a shrewd decision given the potency of the veil 

and its many meanings. Bendjama’s ‘We, They and 

I’ references various sides of this seemingly Gordian 

knot of a debate. Though the artist doesn’t provide 

any solutions, she offers a progressive and 

important voice in the tumult.

Anne Mullee is a Dublin-based writer, curator 
and filmmaker.
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