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From the beginning, Taryn Simon’s work has been characterised by its ambition, complexity and often 
exhaustive preparation. Her project, A Living Man Declared Dead and Other Chapters I – XVIII, which 
was shown at Tate Modern in 2011, is indicative of her approach. Its gestation comprised four years in 
which she and her team traced eighteen bloodlines across the globe, mapping the relationships among 
chance, blood, and other components of fate. In that 4 year period, a cumulative total of approximately 
68 days was spent making portraits of the subjects. 
	 ‘The act of taking photographs is actually a very small part of the process.’ Simon told me 
back then, ‘I work with a small team. We collaborate with translators, fixers, fact checkers and deal 
with the logistics of setting up shoots in places where often times people do not have access to the 
internet or telephones.’ Simon also described that project as ‘easily the most difficult and demanding 
project I have done thus far.’ 
	 Last year, though, she unveiled An Occupation of Loss at the Park Avenue Armory in 
New York, a non-photographic performance-based installation, co-commissioned by ArtAngel, 
which involved the construction of eleven monumental concrete towers and the participation 
of thirty professional mourners from fifteen different countries. Even by Simon’s standards, the 
preparatory process was torturous. In order to secure visas for the mourners, her team spent 
five years on the necessary paperwork, which included gathering affidavits and references from 
anthropologists and academics as well as making repeated applications on behalf of each per-
former to U.S. Citizenship & Immigration Services (USCIS) and each local American embassy. 
By the time the installation opened, Simon had amassed a stack of official papers one-foot high. 	
 Simon’s obsessive preparation is central to her creative process, but also reflects the 
complex, multi-layered nature of her themes and subject matter. Her preoccupations are distinctly 
contemporary: ever-increasing state power, government and corporate secrecy, the sustained mood 
of public anxiety in a time of real and manufactured fear. In his introduction to her breakthrough book, 
An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar, Salman Rushdie wrote: ‘In a historical period in 
which many people are making such great efforts to conceal the truth from the mass of the people, an 
artist like Taryn Simon is an invaluable counter-force. Democracy needs visibility, accountability, light.’  
	 Taryn Simon was born and grew up in New York. She was drawn to photography as a child 
by her father and grandfather, both of whom were enthusiastic amateur photographers and data 
collectors. Her father worked for the US government and travelled extensively, while her grandfather 
built telescopes and possessed a scientist’s obsession with what Simon calls ‘the macro — stars, 
insects, animal and plant life.’ Intriguingly, there is often a scientific thrust to Simon’s work, both 
in her deep research and the systematic approach that underpins the presentation of projects like  
A Living Man Declared Dead and the earlier Contraband, a visual inventory of 1,075 items seized by US 
customs officers over a four-day period at New York’s JFK Airport. (They included a deer penis, cow 
dung toothpaste, counterfeit pharmaceutical and luxury items and a dead bird alongside more banal 
banned substances like bananas, sausages, and plants.) 
	 Simon studied semiotics at Brown University, while taking additional classes in pho-
tography at Rhode Island School of Design and, after graduating, worked as an assistant for various 
photographers in order to make a living and learn about lighting and technique.
	 Her first book, The Innocents (2003), was made with the aid of a Guggenheim grant. It 
comprises a series of portraits of victims of miscarriages of justice in America, many of which were  
made at the scenes of the crimes — locations to which her subjects had never been, but changed  
their lives forever. It is a starkly evocative book. It is also, revealingly, a subtle interrogation of the 
complex, often misleading, role of photography as evidence, from detailed forensic images to the use 
of mugshots of the accused in witness corroboration. Like her later work, A Living Man Declared Dead, 
it is about, as Simon puts it, ‘people suddenly caught up in a narrative that is not their own.’ 

Taryn Simon: Master of Photography 
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	 It was with the publication of An American Index of the Hidden and Unfamiliar in 2007 that 
Simon refined her distinctive conceptual terrain. The project merged deep research and a rigorous 
approach in the production of images that, as Simon Baker, Tate Modern’s curator of photography, put 
it, were ‘sophisticated in terms of contemporary art practice but also hard-wired to the real world.’ 
In the process, she somehow gained access to determinedly secretive organisations including the 
Church of Scientology and the Prisoner of War Interrogation Resistance Programme run by Team 
Delta, a private body run by former US military personnel. The book revealed a secret America that 
seemed almost sci-fi in its otherness, from a photograph taken inside a cryopreservation unit where 
bodies are frozen just after death to another of a bio-containment laboratory where deadly animal 
diseases are studied. The end result was both coolly detached and disturbing. ‘Somehow,’ wrote Salman 
Rushdie, ‘Simon has persuaded a good few denizens of hidden worlds not to scurry for shelter when 
the light is switched on, as cockroaches and vampires do, but to pose proudly for her invading lens.’ 
	 In 2015, Simon shifted her gaze to matters more metaphorical with her series, Paperwork 
and the Will of Capital, a work that merged photography and sculpture in another critique of con-
temporary state power. The historical context for the project is the United Nations Monetary and  
Financial Conference which took place in New Hampshire in 1944 and led to the establishment of  
the IMF and the World Bank. Simon limited her subesequent research to the 44 countries that 
signed this historic document addressing the globalization of economies after World War II. 
She identified archival photographs of signing ceremonies for political accords, contracts, 
treaties, and decrees. Simon’s eye was drawn to the individual floral arrangements that had been 
created for each official signing ceremony. She worked with a botanist to identify the flowers in the 
photographs before shipping 4,000 plant specimens from the largest flower auction in the world, in the 
Netherlands to her New York studio, where variants of the original arrangements were meticulously 
recreated and photographed. Afterwards, the bouquets were preserved and mounted in concrete 
presses. Removed from their original context, the elaborate floral arrangements were rendered both 
absurd and formally beautiful, symbolic remnants of what Simon calls ‘the stagecraft of power’. 
 	 In a relatively short, but intensely productive, period — 2003 until the present — Taryn 
Simon has established herself as an artist who is acutely attuned to the particular anxieties of our 
turbulent times. For her Masters exhibition at Photo London, for example, she will show Image Atlas 
(2012) a work that she created with programmer Aaron Swartz that interrogates the possibility of a 
universal visual language and investigates the cultural differences and similarities by indexing top 
image results for given search terms across local engines throughout the world. Visitors can refine 
or expand their comparisons from the 57 countries currently available, and sort by Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) or alphabetical order. ‘I don’t have an agenda,’ she told me in 2011. ‘I guess a lot of what 
I do is underpinned by anxiety. But I am also anxious about photography and its role. I try to keep a 
clear distance from the subject. I never want to say that I understand or somehow know the subject. 
In fact, it’s more that I don’t know.’ 
	 One senses that the sheer monumentalism of An Occupation of Loss marks a break 
with the uses of photography as the central, defining element of her work. Taryn said recently to the  
Harvard-based post-colonial scholar, Homi K. Bhaba, ‘I was considering how a photograph breaks 
time’s continuum, and marks something that is gone and lost.’...‘I was thinking about that in the devel-
opment of the architecture of An Occupation of Loss –– the ways in which man marks the invisibility of 
loss physically, since Neanderthal times, and how scale plays into that conversation and corresponds 
to a certain level of grief, be it national, global, or individual.’ An Occupation of Loss, which will be 
re-staged in an outdoor location in London by ArtAngel, is indeed a move away from photography 
towards an epic engagement with performance, sculpture, sound and architecture.
	 Whatever Taryn Simon’s future direction, she has already reminded us, through her often 
slowly evolving and labour intensive projects, of photography’s singular ability to show us the world 
anew in all its mystery and complexity. 
 
 
Sean O’Hagan
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America, 6/21/2013, 8:18 PM (Eastern Standard Time)
Image Atlas, 2012 

Website view, dimensions variable 
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Border, 9/30/16, 12:19 PM (Eastern Standard Time) 
Image Atlas, 2012 

Website view, dimensions variable 
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Jew, 8/20/2012, 4:45 PM  (Eastern Standard Time) 
Image Atlas, 2012 

Website view, dimensions variable 
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ISIS, 8/1/14, 6:08 PM (Eastern Standard Time) 
Image Atlas, 2012 

Website view, dimensions variable 
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On the occasion of the 70th anniversary of Magnum Photos, and to celebrate 
the community of photographers of which he is a part, Magnum’s current 
President Martin Parr has curated a selection of the print swaps from which 
David Hurn has built an extraordinary collection.  
 
With a career spanning over six decades, Hurn, like Parr, is also a connoisseur 
and patron of documentary photography. Over the years he has amassed 
more than 600 prints, from the nineteenth century to the present. This year, 
the entire collection will be gifted to the National Museum Wales, where in 
September an inaugural exhibition will mark the opening of the Museum’s first 
permanent gallery dedicated to photography. 
 
Parr’s selection spans Bill Brandt through to Diana Markosian and begins with 
a group of images by colleagues, such as Sergio Larrain and Bruce Davidson, 
whose work was to influence Hurn’s own practice. We then move into a 
playful presentation in which images have been paired or grouped into larger 
relationships around a key Hurn image.  
 
The juxtapositions of these prints, which are by turn complimentary, 
surprising and surreal highlight Hurn’s skill as a documentary photographer, 
his eclectic collectors eye and the diverse creative personalities of the 
community from which the work is drawn. 
 
 
Martin Parr 
David Hurn has produced a concept that is so deliciously simple, I wonder why 
more photographers haven’t done it. He has built a collection of photographs 
by exchanging his own images with those of other photographers.  
 
This exhibition highlights one section of his collection: the exchanges 
mainly with his Magnum colleagues. One of the first emails any new nominee 
will receive, on being accepted by Magnum, is from Hurn, inviting them to 
exchange. Everyone always willingly agrees; they select their favourite Hurn 
image and vice versa. 
 
As will be evident from this exhibition, Hurn has accumulated a stunning 
collection of images. Some are iconic and familiar and some have not been 
seen before, being hidden away in the depths of the Magnum online archive. 
For the exhibition, many of Hurn’s best known images kept coming up as  
the photographer’s choice; we have arranged the display so his single images  
are surrounded by the selections from the people who have chosen it. 
Many visitors to this show will have already toured the rooms of Photo London. 
One common realisation from this is that good photography does not come  
cheap. Perhaps the most compelling aspect of this show is that the collection  
did not cost a penny to create, apart from the paper and ink that Hurn used in 
preparing his exchanges. 

David Hurn’s Swaps
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This collection offers two significant insights. Firstly, David Hurn is a very 
fine photographer indeed. Many of us are familiar with his iconic images  
such as the man with the balloon at a ball and remember the shoot with 
The Beatles that he did in the 60s. But do pay attention to the less familiar 
images that have been unearthed. They are equally good and many are shown 
in public for the first time. Secondly, it is very apparent that Hurn has a fine 
eye for photography. Every one of the images he has selected is a winner. 
The images range across the many genres of photography, across the broad 
spectrum of Magnum photographers. 
 
Having witnessed how effective this simple idea can be, I am hoping and 
expecting that many more photographers will join the exchange system. 
If ever you want a compelling case for this idea you will find it in Hurn’s 
collection in this exhibition. 
 
 
David Hurn 
Memory demands an image. Bertrand Russell. 
 
In 1958, a chance encounter in Trafalgar Square affected my future life. I was 
photographing the pigeons. Another photographer, Sergio Larrain, was doing 
the same. We became close friends and he, later, gave me as a present, my 
first collectable prints. 
 
Look at large bodies of work by the finest photographers and you quickly 
discover that it is easy to distinguish the individual styles and concerns.  
They look outward not inward. Life itself is the mirror in which the personal 
image is reflected. 
 
Experience has informed me that photographers of all personality types are 
governed by certain basic principles: Photographers are not primarily inter- 
ested in photography. They bring to their subject an exaggerated sense  
of curiosity, backed up by knowledge gleaned from reading, writing, talking, 
listening, note-taking. The photographer transmits this passion by making 
pictures, therefore the subject must lend itself to a visual medium, as opposed 
to writing about it:  The photographer must assiduously practice his/her craft 
so that there is no technical impediment between realising the idea and 
transmitting it through the final print.  

The photographer is, first and foremost, a selector of subjects. The photo-
grapher makes a conscious choice from the myriad of possible subjects in  
the world and states: I find this interesting, significant, beautiful or of value. 
The photographer walks through life pointing at people and objects; the 
aimed camera shouts ‘look at that!’ The photographer produces pictures  
in order that his or her interest in a subject can be communicated to others. 
Each time a viewer looks at a print, the photographer is saying ‘I found this 
subject to be more interesting or significant than thousands of other objects  
I could have captured; I want you to appreciate it too’. I am interested in prints 
that reflect most of the above criteria. I have never chosen a print that has not 
enriched my life. 
  
 
Magnum Photos 70th Anniversary is proudly supported by theprintspace. 
Their online platform: thehub allows artists and photographers to easily 
promote and sell fine art limited edition prints of their work and order award-
winning prints, mounts and frames for exhibitions.  
theprintspace.co.uk
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Santiago  
Chile, 1955
© David Hurn/Magnum Photos
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Peter O’Toole
England, 1962
© David Hurn/Magnum Photos
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Hilary Clinton
Philadelphia, USA, 2013
© Christopher Anderson/Magnum Photos

 Lavoro    29800 London Photo 2017                          12-Apr-2017  
 Pagina n: 259       Nome Pagina: 255-276 ok.p5.pdf  



 Lavoro    29800 London Photo 2017                          12-Apr-2017  
 Pagina n: 260       Nome Pagina: 255-276 ok.p6.pdf  



 Lavoro    29800 London Photo 2017                          12-Apr-2017  
 Pagina n: 261       Nome Pagina: 261 cor3.p1.pdf  



 Lavoro    29800 London Photo 2017                          12-Apr-2017  
 Pagina n: 262       Nome Pagina: 255-276 ok.p8.pdf  



263

Looking for Langston is a film (1989) and photographic series (1989/2016) 
directed by Isaac Julien. It would become the hallmark of what R. Ruby  
Rich named New Queer Cinema. The film is also seen as a touchstone for  
African-American Studies and has been taught widely in North American  
art schools for nearly 30 years.   

Looking for Langston is a poetic documentary and homage to Harlem 
Renaissance poet Langston Hughes. When Julien was preparing to make 
what would become this award-winning work, he studied the photographs  
of James Van der Zee, George Platt Lynes and Robert Mapplethorpe.  
His research led not only to a critical response to their work but the creation 
of a landmark in the exploration of desire and the reciprocity of the gaze. 
Looking for Langston was made when the AIDS crisis was at its height.   

The photographic works exhibited alongside the film at Photo London are 
renderings of the visual components that might be missed in a fleeting filmic 
image. The images also document the making of the film, the staging, lighting, 
iconography and choreography. One can see a direct relation between these 
images imbued with references to the history of 1920s and 30s black and  
white photography. Throughout his career, Julien has worked simultaneously  
with photographers and cinematographers to make still and moving picture 
artworks. For Julien, the photographs act as ‘memorial sites’. Sometimes  
they reveal facts behind his fictions and explore the creative process, at other 
times they zero in on a portrait or go deeper into a moment of contested history. 
Whatever the case, Julien is unapologetic about his pursuit of beauty. Visual 
pleasure is essential to his exploration of subaltern issues and so he often 
works with advanced pre- and post-production technologies to orchestrate 
what he calls an ‘aesthetics of reparation’.   

Isaac Julien  
Looking for Langston  
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Working with Nina Kellgren (cinematographer) and Sunil Gupta (photographer), 
Julien shot Looking for Langston in the 1980s in London but set it in the jazz 
world of 1920s Harlem. His use of low-key lighting and sculptural smoke further 
complicate historical periodization, infusing the work with a 1940s film noir 
feel. The imaginative combination of epochs creates a kind of ‘creolization’  
of photographic forms as well as a potent and self-conscious timelessness. 

The photographic works deploy an array of new and old technologies. 
The Looking for Langston photographs are presented both in their original 
form as silver gelatin works printed on Ilford paper and as large scale  
works mounted on Diasec where Julien has used both digital and analogue 
techniques to create an immersive, cinematic experience. In this way, Julien 
contests any fetishistic notion of the original and insists that the work of art 
can be open to re-articulation as the artist alters his engagement with an 
ever-shifting visual culture.
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Isaac Julien 
Pas de Deux No.2 
From Looking for Langston, 1989
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Isaac Julien 
I Love My Friend 
From Looking for Langston, 1989
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Isaac Julien 
Homage Noir
From Looking for Langston, 1989
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Isaac Julien 
Film Noir Staircase
From Looking for Langston, 1989
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Isaac Julien 
Portrait
From Looking for Langston, 1989
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