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“How do you decode something you’ve never seen, or understand?”
Manjari Sharma

T

hat was how the conversation started, and my mind still hovers around the essence
of that inquiry – an informal chit-chat amongst fellow panelists in preparation for our
talk at PDN’s PhotoPlus Expo, (Mis)Representation: the Underrepresentation of non-Whites
and Women in the Arts1. Also on the call was writer and educator John Edwin Mason,
photographer Manjari Sharma, El Museo curator Rocío Aranda Alvarado, art dealer
and mastermind for our panel, Charles Guice.
The foundation of this tertulia, was the current demographics of the U.S.: as people of
color become the true majority (already a fact in many urban cities), how and when will
major institutions adapt, as they still only exhibit a fraction of work by women and
artists of color? If we layer economics into the mix, there are many studies2 that point
out the majority of funding goes to major institutions, whose audiences are 91% white.
The overwhelmingly predominant European cannon of what is great art, forces many
curators and gatekeepers to compare everything in relation to it. Look at what happened
with a NY Times critic3, recently taken to task about his sexist and racist language. Clearly
our art requires an expansion of that cannon, or one crafted anew. Manjari continued the
question above: What if your ‘seasoned’ eyes are only used to seeing a certain way? How well
do those in power interpret and mediate the art if everything stands as a comparison,
instead of as an expansion? We are in desperate need of a new vocabulary – and an
enlarged art history.
When we read articles like Are Demographic Based Museums a Sign that Museums Aren’t
All Inclusive?4; Should Art be Blind5 or Diversify or Die: Why the Art World Needs to Keep Up
With Our Changing Society6 - one feels that there has been little progress in the past
several decades. Ignored, underfunded, or preaching to the choir, we of the “culturally
diverse organizations” are still trying to find a way to break this cycle – because at the
moment, we are the ones mirroring the U.S. census. The dialogue of inclusion, visual
literacy and recognition is one En Foco has tackled since its inception nearly 40 years
ago. We have our own heroes and protagonists. You want in at the table? Bring your
open mind and roll up your sleeves. We all need to expand our boundaries, and learn
to see inclusively.
Miriam Romais,
Editor & Publisher
1

Nueva Luz will make accommodations under
ADA guidelines for those needing large print.
Cover: Baldomero Fernandez, Projection Booth Drive In,
Greenville, NY, In America series, 2006. Archival pigment
print, 16 x 20”

In case you missed the panel, refer to Holly Hughes’s Facing The Lack of Diversity in Photography and
The Arts, PDNpulse.com 10/29/12.
2
National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy issued study that 55% of arts funding serves 2%
of Organizations that have budgets over $5 million, with less than 10% benefitting underserved populations.
Also see Huffington Post Video, The Wealthy only Give to Marquee Institutions.
3
Ken Johnson, Times Art Critic, Taken To Task In Open Letter, Huffington Post, 11/29/12. Original article published
10/25/12: Forged From the Fires of the 1960s: ‘Now Dig This! Art & Black Los Angeles curated by Dr. Kellie Jones.
4
Jamie Glavic, Museum Minute, 1/31/12
5
Baang and Burne, 7/3/12
6
Ben Davis, ArtInfo.com, 11/16/12
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BEYOND
THE RUBBLE
by Danielle Jackson

Seis del Sur

In the 1970s and 1980s the South Bronx had become a national symbol for urban failure.

On view
January 19 - March 8, 2013

As the result of a period of near bankruptcy, failed fiscal policies, “white flight” and cuts to basic
services, New York City joined a legion of American metropolises on the brink of social and
economic disaster. The South Bronx was among the neighborhoods hit hardest. A famous photograph
shows Jimmy Carter and his entourage crossing a desolate, trash-strewn lot during his famous visit
to Charlotte Street in 1977 (he called the experience ‘sobering’). The Bronx was burning: abandoned
buildings were often found alight; throughout the borough swathes of rubble remained where
neighborhoods once stood. The public imagination of the Bronx is filled with these kinds of scenes;
empty streets and smoky skylines, disarray and decomposition, eliciting fear or romantic notions
of poverty.

Opening Reception:
January 19 @4pm
Bronx Documentary Center
614 Courtlandt Avenue @ 151st St
Bronx, NY
www.bronxdoc.org

Danielle Jackson is a writer
and co-founder of the Bronx
Documentary Center.
Her notes on art, photography
and visual culture can be found
at www.cultureculture.org.

What was often forgotten was that people lived in these communities, surviving, enjoying themselves
and working together. A new exhibition by Joe Conzo, Ricky Flores, Ángel Franco, David Gonzalez,
Edwin Págan and Francisco Molina Reyes, II depicts this reality, adding a layer of intimacy to the
prevailing cultural memory of terror and blight. The exhibition will be on view at the Bronx
Documentary Center (BDC) in the winter of 2013. The BDC, a gallery and educational space dedicated
to documentary photography, film and new media from around the world, seeks to create programming
that inspires South Bronx artists and residents. “The Seis exhibition meets that goal in the truest
sense,” says founder Michael Kamber. “It allows our community to debate and reflect on where we've
been and where we're going.”
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© Ricky Flores, Ellie and Rosie, Ser Puertorriqueño series, 1983. Archival pigment print, varying sizes.

In 2009, the men attended an opening reception for Conzo’s
The Bronx: Mi Barrio, Mi Orgullo, at Hunter College. They soon
realized they had been crossing paths for years, individually
documenting their communities, and in some cases, turning
up in one another’s photographs. ‘We came to the conclusion
we had to do something together” says Págan. The idea
for Seis del Sur (Sur meaning “south”, as in “South Bronx”)
was born.
Most of the photographs in the exhibition were made during
early phases of their respective careers as visual artists, writers,
filmmakers and photographers. “We’re all very different,“ says
Gonzalez. Although some of the six have since pursued other
professions, a number of the artists describe their introduction
to photography as part of their emerging political consciousness
and examination into their own identities as Puerto Rican men.
The exhibition makes plain how people living in low-income
communities have continued to make their own creative work in
spite of stereotypes that poor neighborhoods produce little else
than crime and dysfunction. In fact, many of the photographers
in Seis were nurtured by or cultivated within working class black
and Latino communities. At age 10, Págan stumbled upon the
darkroom at his local Boys and Girls club where, remarkably, for
the next eight years, Ernesto Lozano, the Club’s longtime arts
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director, would send him on assignments in the neighborhood
and later critique his work.
Flores learned to print photographs as a child at the PAL under
the tutelage of Bill Rainey, an influential community organizer.
Gonzalez practiced his printing skills in the darkroom at En Foco,
where he worked as an educator and had twenty-four hour
access. Franco was involved in Ben Fernandez’s Photo and Film
workshops “as a little boy.” He began using a Leica at age 13 after
winning it in a contest. He credits a middle school educator,
Edith Gaines, one of the city’s first black principals, and her crosscultural and arts-focused approach to education in shaping him as
Pulitzer-winning photojournalist. The photographers believe it is
vital for people of color to know the history of cultural workers
who have paved the way.
When recalling their years as young professionals, a few spoke
of the generous and self-supporting networks of young, “third
world” photographers which formed in the 1970s and 1980s.
“Each time you learned something, we’d share it with the
group,” Franco recalls, which he refers to as “building
the pyramid.” Facing prejudice within the workforce, peer
mentorship became a key component to their careers. Págan
refers especially to his fellow photographers as “giving, kind,
and cool.” Part this generosity can be attributed to their belief
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© David Gonzalez, Poolside, 1979.

in education (they are creating a teacher’s guide in the form of
an e-book to accompany the exhibition).
The photographers discussed how their communities and
cultural heritage continues to inform their work as creative
professionals. In term of sprit and sensibility, Flores notes that
the “fixation on improving community” one develops in the
South Bronx is useful as a social documentarian. “We bring that
same vision with us... around the world.” And on a practical
level, photographers from lower income backgrounds often juggled multiple aspects of the photo business in order to make
a living. This practiced versatility provides a sense of ease in the
current terrain where photographers are called to do everything
from shooting, writing, capturing video, recording sound and
mastering social media.
Seis del Sur challenges photographers and journalists to see
beyond their preconceived biases when working in a place
that is unfamiliar. Gonzalez cites how a number of photographers came to the borough to shoot the wreckage but didn’t
manage to capture the complexity of life that lay beyond the
now-famous devastation. Having been born and raised there,
the photographers were able to show a little examined side
of the Bronx that revealed the persistent warmth of friends,
family, and creative communities.

This dichotomy in the visual record confronts the assumption
of objectivity, which undergirds the practice of documentary
photography to this day. Despite these nuances, the group
doesn’t aim to sugarcoat the difficulties of life in the Bronx
during this era and stakes no claims to their work as a
definitive depiction of the borough. The point is to expand
the conversation.
To that end, visitors are invited to consider not only the Bronx
when looking at these pictures, but also policymaking in the
United States. Flores reflects on the population shifts, abandoned buildings, and large-scale neglect residents experienced
at that time. “This could happen anywhere,” he says. “There is
evidence of it all over again, we see Katrina, and what happened
in Breezy Point. You think its happening in that community.
You think ‘it doesn’t affect us’—until it affects you.”
www.Seisdelsur.com

The NY Post reported that seven different census tracts in the Bronx lost more than
97% of their buildings to fire and abandonment between 1970 and 1980; and 44
tracts (out of 289 in the borough) lost more than 50%.
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© David Gonzalez, Dancers, Mott Haven, Faces in the Rubble series, 1979. Archival pigment print, 15x11"

© Joe Conzo, "CAFA" Committee against Fort Apache, South Bronx,, circa 1981.
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© Francisco Molina Reyes, II, Children of the Grave #1, Bronx, 1978. Graffiti art by Donald Joseph "DONDI" White (April 7, 1961 – October 2, 1998), from The Exile of Innocence series.
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