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Photos of NYC youth culture during the 80s
war on drugs
A new exhibit by street photographer Jamel Shabazz documents the carefree joy of New

York City youth during one of the city’s most difficult eras.

By Christina Elia | 19 April 2022, 3:28pm
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From Brooklyn stoops to buzzing street corners in the Bronx, a kind of unmistakable energy

defined New York City in the 80s. Rollerskates were all the rage, and no style trio was as

iconic as bomber jackets, bucket hats, and track pants. After clawing its way from the brink of

bankruptcy in the late 70s, New York emerged stronger on the other side, ready to tackle the

new era with effortless confidence. Slowly but surely, the city started to come alive again –

though many might argue it never died in the first place.

Brooklyn-born photographer Jamel Shabazz had also arrived in the city at a crucial turning

point. In 1980, he returned from a stint in the army, still looking for some sort of direction, and

found himself interested in street photography. Encouraged by his father and uncle, who were

both professional photographers, Jamel reignited the passion he once discovered while flipping

through photo books during his adolescence, only with a slight twist.

“As a child coming up in the

60s, I recall seeing images of

war, hatred, and despair,” he

says. “Those still exist in my

mind, but I feel a great

responsibility to counter a lot of

these negative and often

stereotypical depictions.”

So he set off, equipped with a 35mm camera and an adventurous spirit, determined to capture

the lively pulse of city life from a happier perspective. Fascinated by New York’s emerging

youth culture, especially the nascent hip-hop scene, his decades-long exploration brought him

to all five boroughs in search of inspiration, including Red Hook, Brownsville, Fort Greene,

Harlem, and Grand Concourse. Jamel Shabazz: Eyes On The Street, an exhibition on view at

The Bronx Museum in New York, follows this dynamic journey through a selection of over 150

extraordinary photographs taken between 1980 and 2020, many of which have never been

displayed before.

“By showing areas many New

Yorkers haven’t visited, Jamel’s

photos unveil a vibrant, mostly

youthful community previously

unseen by the rest of the world,”

says Sergio Bessa, the show’s

curator. “But he wasn’t a voyeur;

he was one with whom he portrayed.”

A few subjects were friends, others strangers-turned-friends, quickly coming to be at ease thanks

to Jamel’s empathetic lens. He had a special fondness for Flatbush and East Flatbush, home to

a mixture of immigrants from the Caribbean, Central America, South America, and the southern

United States. Each community embodied a distinct aesthetic with a sense of heightened

theatricality, from snazzy b-boys rocking Nikes or Puma Suede to young women flaunting their

finest designer purses. “I can honestly say some of my most iconic images came from Prospect

Park,” Jamel says. “Folks in Brooklyn took great pride in being unique and stylish.” His more

candid pictures encapsulate simpler joys, like watching children play together outside or

hearing teenagers laugh on the subway.

Preserving lighthearted moments of amusement proved to be a vital practice in the early to mid-

80s, when the vibrancy of Jamel’s favorite stomping grounds began to fade away. Mortality

rates skyrocketed as the crack epidemic continued to devastate working-class neighborhoods

across New York, many of which already suffered from decaying infrastructure and threats of

gentrification. “The 80s were some of my best times,” he says. “Then life as I once knew it

changed overnight. Friends became enemies and violent battles for territories ensued. Many

young people with promising futures fell victim to either using or selling crack.” President

Reagan’s ‘war on drugs’ disproportionately imprisoned people of color, primarily Black people

in the city’s outer boroughs.

Through it all, photography served as a source of solace for Jamel and a memory of what was

lost. In 1983, he encountered what he describes as a beautiful couple in downtown Brooklyn

on their way to pierce their daughter’s ears. Peering through his viewfinder at the heartwarming

milestone, he could only imagine how much they would cherish the image one day. Though he

gave the couple his business card and offered a copy of the developed photo, as he always

does, he never heard back. Until he posted the picture on Instagram last year and finally

reconnected with the mother to learn her story. A few years after she met Jamel, she and the

baby’s father fell victim to addiction, later resulting in her partner’s violent death.

This firsthand account is one of

many from Jamel’s forthcoming

monograph A Time Before

Crack, which will be re-released

by Powerhouse Books this

summer. Alongside Eyes On The

Street, the project offers an

uplifting counter-narrative to a tragic period in New York City history, immortalizing faces that

have long since disappeared. “I’m amazed to have devoted fans from around the globe who

reach out to me every day expressing their appreciation for my work,” he says. “I’m also

honored to lend my voice to a space where the community can travel back in time at no cost.”

Eyes On The Street is on view at The Bronx Museum until September 4th, 2022.
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Photographing rural America's teens in the 80s
& 90s
A new exhibit featuring the work of Eva Lipman and Ken Graves documents social rituals

and rites of passage, exploring love, fear and repression.

By Christina Elia | 09 March 2022, 4:19pm
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When Eva Lipman and Ken Graves first met in Ohio, neither photographer expected the

chance encounter to blossom into a lifelong partnership. It was the 80s, an era of over teased

hair, shoulder pads and clashing patterns, when they found themselves shooting the same

subjects at a ballroom dance competition. Though it would take years for the couple to

officially join forces, this fateful introduction set the tone for the kind of collaborative

photography that now characterizes their intertwined careers: separate cameras, one shared

vision. 

For more than three decades, Ken and Eva’s drive to discover profundity in the banal led them

across the United States — to football games, boxing matches, military ceremonies, high school

dances and other social rituals — in an attempt to capture the complicated emotions often

overlooked in these traditional environments. They traveled through suburbs and podunk towns

up and down the East Coast, all the way to California in search of transcendent scenes of

Americana. Together, the pair documented the world with a straightforward yet intimate style. 

Restraint + Desire, an exhibition on view at ClampArt in New York, chronicles this pursuit

through a selection of 18 black-and-white gelatin silver prints exploring the duality of

adolescence. “Restraint and desire are simultaneous, not necessarily exclusive themes in this

body of work,” says gallery owner and curator Brian Clamp. “The photographs are at turns

uncomfortable, absurd, sexy and opaque.” To examine restriction, tenderness and fear, Restraint

+ Desire highlights the intricacies of American rites of passage, coinciding with a monograph of

the same name by TBW Books. 

Touch, or a lack thereof, is the

exhibition’s central motif, as

wandering hands reveal a series

of close interactions between

friends, lovers or those

somewhere in between. Ken

and Eva lingered in the before

and after, uncovering vulnerability in the moments prior and following a certain ceremony — like

two girls dressing up for a high school dance — rather than the customs themselves. In one

particularly compelling photo from the historic Gleason’s Gym, famous for hosting boxing

legends like Muhammad Ali and Mike Tyson, an unidentifiable figure helps a boxer towel off,

his sweaty posterior turned toward the camera. The darkened background contrasts a bright

white towel, which as Brian aptly notes, resembles an angel’s wings in its billowing shape.

God, in this instance, wears a glitzy diamond and gold ring.

Shot primarily in the 90s and early 00s, Restraint + Desire also reflects the Christian purity

culture prevalent in America at the time, born out of the 80s AIDS epidemic, perceived vulgarity

in mainstream media and a rebuff of the free love movement of the 60s and 70s. Abstinence, a

societal ideal rooted in shame and repression, was increasingly marketed to the next

generation in hopes of promoting outdated Christian values. When viewed through this

multifaceted lens, Eva and Ken’s charged photographs read like an act of subversion, a

reclamation of bodily autonomy amidst ever-restrictive rituals. 

Cropped compositions radiate an overwhelming sexual tension, as lust clashes with suppressive

settings like rural Catholic schools or naval academies. For every picture of a couple locked in

a kiss or sweet embrace, there’s another caught in an awkward state of denial. Two boys

dance with hands behind their heads at a Pennsylvania prom in 1994, their chests touching

ever so slightly, diverting their gazes as if forbidden. Even a gesture as simple as a boy resting

his head on a girl’s shoulder can be interpreted as an act of withholding, a palpable longing

for something more. 

“The timelessness of these photographs is represented in the persistence of certain power

dynamics, in addition to the strangeness of touch we perceive between men,” Brian says. “To

better understand the psychology behind commonplace rituals we’ve seen a hundred times, the

artists had to look deeper and left-of-centre.” 

Inspiration often arose from familiar places, though, like when Ken taught at Penn State in the

mid-to-late 90s while Eva worked as a social worker and mobile therapist in rural areas nearby.

From this period emerged their photo book Derby (2021), an anthropological journey through

another niche sphere: the extravagant wreckage and interpersonal hardships of demolition

derbies. In Restraint + Desire, odd camera angles create equally uncanny optical illusions,

immersing us in nuanced exchanges that may have otherwise gone unnoticed. A picture from a

college wrestling match could easily be mistaken for a salacious sex shot, if not for its vague

title, as two kinetic bodies entwine on the mat. 

After decades enthralled in such a passionate magnum opus, both photographers became

well-versed in looking inward. As Eva explains in the photo book accompanying the exhibition,

“our work reflected back to us, like a mirror, the intensities and power dynamics of our shared

life together.” This is most apparent in the couple’s altruistic approach to authorship. Ken and

Eva shot the same subjects simultaneously and edited the film from both cameras, never

divulging the true creator of the final photos. A testament to the trust they maintained for each

other throughout the years, their unity also indicates a dedication to letting their craft speak for

itself. 

Restraint + Desire is an opportunity to commemorate Ken’s legacy too, since he passed away

in 2016 at the age of 74. Brian went back and forth with Eva, who now lives on the West

Coast, to curate the exhibition, cherry-picking which of the original 42 snapshots from the

monograph would hang at ClampArt. “I like the ambiguity,” he says about the prints they

ultimately chose. “One is never sure exactly what’s going on.” Among the mysterious pictures of

American youth lies a lucid tale of two photographers and their enduring romance together. 

Restraint + Desire is on view at ClampArt through April 30, 2022.

Follow i-D on Instagram and TikTok for more photography.

Credits

Photography Ken Graves (1942-2016) and Eva Lipman, courtesy of ClampArt New York City
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Artist Awol Erizku on creating new Black
mythologies
His new multimedia show 'Memories of a Lost Sphinx' is now open at Gagosian’s Park

Avenue Gallery.

By Ashley Tyner | 11 March 2022, 9:00am
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An evolving creative dialogue between artist Awol Erizku and Antwuan Sargent — writer, art

critic and recently appointed director-curator at Gagosian — has been unfolding since 2014,

when Antwuan first interviewed him about his exhibition “The Only Way Is Up”. 

“Antwuan was one of the first writers that I spoke to,” Awol says over Zoom, tracing their history

back to shortly after he graduated from Yale’s MFA program in visual art. Antwuan went on to

feature Awol in his book The New Black Vanguard: Photography Between Art and Fashion, a

seminal curation of images by contemporary Black photographers that continues to send

electric currents of change through the art world.  

LION (BODY) I, 2022 DURATRANS ON LIGHTBOX 49 5/16 X 65 5/8 IN 125.2 X 166.7 CM EDITION OF 3 + 2 AP © AWOL
ERIZKU COURTESY THE ARTIST AND GAGOSIAN

While other critics assigned to write about Awol’s practice struggled to connect with his

experiments in visual Black vernacular, Antwuan “was already just kind of riffing on it” from the

very beginning, Awol says. “I didn't have to explain half the stuff that I was doing,” he

continues, offering context for their collaboration on his new show, opening today. When they

met at Antwuan’s office to discuss the exhibition, Awol reflected on the decade they’ve spent

building community. “It was just so interesting to sit two galleries down from where we first met.

Just kind of completing that loop, or beginning a new loop.”

“Memories of A Lost Sphinx”, on

view at Gagosian’s Park & 75

gallery, is also a continuation

punctuated by new beginnings,

featuring six new images

alongside two sculptures that

further the artist’s investigation of

Afro-esotericism. Much like the photographs shown at bus shelters all over New York and

Chicago for “New Visions for Iris”, his 2021 project with Public Art Fund, the images will be

mounted in lightboxes and visible 24 hours a day through Gagosian’s glass windows. The

illumination itself is a nod to the Great Sphinx of Giza, an ancient Egyptian sculpture also lit up

each night which Awol revisits as a mixed-media piece in this exhibition.

Born in Ethiopia and raised in the Bronx, Awol developed a fascination with discovering

unexpected points of cultural continuity across difference at a young age. “That's the way I

grew up,” he explains. “I grew up on television and the internet, and there were very few

boundaries.” 

FALCON (WINGS), 2022 DURATRANS ON LIGHTBOX 60 13/16 X 49 5/16 IN 154.5 X 125.2 CM EDITION OF 3 + 2 AP ©
AWOL ERIZKU COURTESY THE ARTIST AND GAGOSIAN

Egyptian iconography has been a constant reference throughout his career, constantly

navigating African and African-American influences to draw connections within the diaspora

and beyond through painting, sculpture, video installation, and photography. “I've always been

interested in not just Black intellectuals, but Black imagination and how expansive that is, how

limitless it is,” he says. “I always start from that point. And then I started bringing influences by

way of heritage, by way of history,” he says. 

It’s possible Awol is most widely known for his portrait of Beyonce, but it feels like his most

frequent subjects have been the African sculptures he uses in his complex still lifes, placed in

careful juxtaposition to other objects that are in turn imbued with symbolic meaning through

association. In addition to several pharaohs, busts of Nefertiti have appeared in a number of

his works, from “Someday My Prince Will Come”, flanked by African tribal masks and figures,

to “Love Is Bond (Young Queens)”, where she is circled by young girls dressed in Sunday

church clothes. She stars in “Memories of A Lost Sphinx” too, in the form of a gold disco ball

called “Nefertiti—Miles Davis”.

 

“The idea for this show goes

back to my first trip to Egypt,

when I was around 13,” Awol

shares, diving deeper into his

process. “I'm thinking about the

origins of humankind. I'm also

thinking about stolen legacies,” he continues, bringing to mind the African artworks that

influenced artists like Picasso and Man Ray, only to be characterised as primitive and in need

of Western context for validation. “Through my personal research and my own intellectual

projects, you realise how much the origin of Western civilisation, Western philosophy, really

originates in Africa,” Awol says. His work attempts to re-centre Blackness in the global canon,

creating through his images “a lexicon that will one day serve as what I consider Black

universal language”. 

LAST RIDDLE (THE NIGHT OF THE PURPLE MOON), 2022 DURATRANS ON LIGHTBOX 61 9/16 X 49 5/16 IN 156.4 X 125.2
CM EDITION OF 3 + 2 AP © AWOL ERIZKU COURTESY THE ARTIST AND GAGOSIAN

Awol believes the Sphinx is a ripe symbol for exploring these ideas. The mythical creature itself

is an amalgamation of disparate, shapeshifting parts — a human head, a lion’s body, a snake’s

tail, and the wings of a falcon — but it also reflects different versions of similar mythologies

tracing back across African, Greek and Asian cultures. For this show, he reflected on our

reverence for G.O.A.T heroes: individuals so good at their craft they’ve earned the title

“greatest of all time.” It’s a contemporary approach to monument building through digital

speech and goat emojis that, in his view, mirrors the historical cultural work put into building the

original Sphinx. He started to think about his own heroes, like Muhammad Ali and the artist

David Hammons, as sphinxes. He describes this as “trying to reimagine the Sphinx as not just

this monument that exists in Egypt, but more so like a conceptual and intellectual frame that we

can attribute to many other things that are Black.”

“I'm interested in finding other things from our collective history to attribute contemporary

conversations that we're having,” he continues. “It's an awkward task, as most of my works are,

but they're just offering to meditate, to think. They're not necessarily answers, they're questions.”

Taking a moment to think about his attraction to such questions, Awol remembers his mother

speaking to him in parables through his childhood. “She's a closeted poet. She refuses to

publish anything,” he shares proudly. Like a sphinx, she avoided giving him direct answers, “as

a way to make you think,” he remembers. “Everything was very much poetic. I think that way of

thinking has brought light to the way I think now, in the way that I age with the world. I love

when I see that in art. I like to think about artworks that spark the idea of what else is possible.”

When asked about what lies in

his future, about what feels

possible right now, Awol

questions whether he can

answer in the form of a YouTube

link. The answer is yes. It’s a viral

clip of basketball G.O.A.T Kevin

Garnett repeatedly exclaiming “Anything is possible!” while covered in sweat and confetti after

the Boston Celtics won the NBA Title in 2008. “I feel like anything is possible,” Awol says with

a beaming smile. It’s as if there’s a kind of natural algorithm to life, he observes. “In an era

where two things could really be in conversation at the click of a button. Through time, things

kind of find their way of making sense.”

Follow i-D on Instagram and TikTok for more art. 
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Photos of free-spirited California surfers living
a nomadic lifestyle
After moving to Venice Beach during the pandemic, photographer Matthew Brookes used a

camera to discover his new neighborhood.

By Sarah Moroz | 04 April 2022, 7:00am
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Matthew Brookes has photographed a lot of alluring celebrities: Chris Hemsworth, Robert

Pattison, Jake Gyllenhaal and Ryan Reynolds. The photographer — who has also done

campaigns for Boss and Armani, and international covers for Vogue, GQ, and VMan —

recently explored the world of surfing, capturing roaming spirits and sun-kissed silhouettes in his

new book, published by Damiani, Into the Wild. The book’s proceeds will funnel back into the

Venice Beach community: namely Safe Place for Youth, a charity which helps homeless kids get

back on their feet.

This particular California crew

lives in pursuit of cresting coastal

waters, and retreats to tricked-

out personalized vehicles that

enable itinerance. One surfer

said of his van: “I view it more

as an extension of me in a way.

It’s like my shoes, or like ‘phone, wallet, keys.’” Exploring the visceral energy and low-key

camaraderie of the scene, Brookes prizes glimpses of calm solitude over relentless adrenaline

rush.

We exchanged with Matthew to discuss venturing into brisk pre-dawn waters, and fanboying

over Peter Lindbergh.

You have a peripatetic background: born and raised in two countries, now living

between two cities. How did your trajectory lead you to California?

It's funny that you ask this question because it's only recently, in looking back on my project of

surf nomads, that I realized I'm a nomad myself. I was born in Sheffield, in England, and my

family immigrated to South Africa when I was 9 years old. We moved around a lot when I was

young.

Pre-pandemic I was taking, on average, 120 flights a year for work. After years of this, I felt at

home in many places—or not totally settled anywhere… I'm not sure which?  I moved from South

Africa to Paris at the beginning of my photography career, which was 20 years ago. It was a

slow start, but I came into my style as a young photographer after six years of hard slog. Once

I shot my first perfume campaign, I gathered momentum.

I have lived between Paris and New York for the last 10 years. When the pandemic hit, I spent

2020 in Europe. Then, in 2021, I decided to move to LA for a complete change. My friends

advised me to move to Venice Beach and there I discovered and immediately fell for the crazy

unique atmosphere.

Which photographers shaped your eye and approach?

I never went to school for photography; I just picked up a camera and a manual on how to use

it, and started shooting my friends. My only true photography education was looking at other

photographers’ books, and trying to learn from how they shot. I fell in love with the classic

black-and-white photographers: Avedon, Bruce Weber, Herb Ritts and Peter Lindbergh.

Lindbergh was my idol. He managed to capture the raw beauty of women with no frills

attached, as if capturing their souls. I remember looking at his work in a bookstore for the first

time and tears came. What a master!

While making Into the Wild,

were you purely an observer,

or also a participant in the

community, surfing and living

in a van yourself?

Most of the time I was a pure

spectator, but the surfers did take me on day trips up and down the California coast. There was

a group of skaters who parked in my street in Venice one day: they lived in a school bus. These

kids told me how they crossed America in their converted grungy mobile home full of bunk

beds, a kitchen… the works. They were obsessed with the film Into the Wild—this is where my

book title came from—and took me into the California desert and to the Sequoia forest in

northern California, where they would skate in the craziest places. My book was originally

about surfers and skaters, but I have so much material that the skating part will be the sequel.

How did you select your subjects?

The first surfer I met in Venice beach had the craziest van filled with surf boards, skateboards, a

bed… I asked him if he traveled in his van and he said: “I live in it!” He explained to me how he

and his friends have part-time jobs to make ends meet, but live for the waves. They travel, then

sleep in parking lots next to the ocean to wake up next to it. He told me how he and his friends

live for the “flow”—the surfer’s version of ‘the Force’ in Star Wars. I asked him if could introduce

me to his friends, and he said: “sure!” I met the whole tribe, and they completely opened their

world to me.

In terms of the shoots, did you follow any routines, or was it more spontaneous?

It was very spontaneous. After I photographed a few of them and they felt comfortable with the

process, they started sending me messages: “The surf is good in this spot… do you wanna go?”

I would follow, and in each spot there were other friends—so I would just go from one to the

other, snapping shots while they surfed or hung out in the parking lots, using a documentary

style.

The van life community is growing fast and furious on the coast of California, especially since

the pandemic. Often the surfers have partners who live a “normal” life in an apartment, so

they’d spend a few nights at their places, and would spend a few nights a week alone in their

vans chasing waves and sleeping in beachfront parking areas.

Were the subjects comfortable in front of the camera? How did you coax them into their

most “natural” disposition?

I think that's the most difficult thing as a photographer: making people feel comfortable and

gaining their trust. I never push too hard and I'm always very discreet with the camera. In the

beginning, I just photographed them surfing. Slowly but surely, when they got used to me, they

forgot I was there. Surfers love being photographed, to have a record of when they catch a

good wave. If they saw a good shot, they’d say “Sick!”—surfer language for “I like it!”

You’ve previously focused on choreography and elegant exertion through dance. How does

surfing compare to that athleticism and pure dedication?

I was blown away by the dedication of the ballet dancers, and I thought that surfers would be

the opposite. But these guys and girls wake up with the sunrise every morning to surf (there is

the occasional moonlight surf alone in the pitch dark). I found their commitment to the ocean

inspiring. It’s quite a thing to wake up and jump into a freezing cold ocean and battle the

waves—I tried it.

There seems to be this single-minded devotion to surfing: Would you describe it as an

obsession? A religion? A lifestyle?

 I would say all of the above. They live for surfing and the ocean as though they are part of it:

watching the waves, reading the surf sets. They worship the ocean, and each has found their

own secret connection to it. One surfer, Kandai, who’s from Japan, said: “I talk to the ocean

through surfing.” Personally I love the ocean, but I don’t have the deep connection to it that

these surfers have. It's almost like the ocean connects them with the divine.

What do you think the series says about masculinity? On one hand, you have these

classically ripped bodies—but then again there are super fun individual style choices like

nail polish, rings, kerchiefs, glamorous sunglasses…

I don’t think you can define the way they dress as masculine or feminine: this is just their own

personal style, what they feel like putting on for the day. From an outsider’s point of view, you

could say that they were comfortable exploring their feminine side by painting their nails in all

different colors or wearing a scarf over their head with a wetsuit, but I think they just enjoy

being eccentric. Their version of what is cool does not seem to be gender-related. They had a

kind of childlike naivety about playing dress-up.

Can you talk about the idea behind embellishing photographs with pastel colors?

 I came across the work of a Spanish artist on Instagram called Juan Bertoni; I went crazy for it.

I loved the way he drew on black-and-white pictures. I sent him a message saying that we

should try a project together, and we immediately hit it off. I thought it would be a good

complement because Venice Beach is like an explosion of pastel colors everywhere: pink,

turquoise, yellow. I thought if I shot in black-and-white, and Juan drew on the images, I could

show the grittiness and the playfulness.

In terms of diversity of subjects, there are two women and two BIPOC men. Was this

representative of the surf population you were seeing?

I would say that, on the whole, the surf community in California that I saw was predominantly

caucasian. But within the surfer van guys and girls, it was far more diverse. I wanted to show an

alternative to the stereotypical blond-haired California surfer.

Most subjects featured are young white men with few obligations except indulging what

makes them happy. Did you have any worries about how this sector might be perceived?

That’s not what I got from these guys and girls at all, so if that is how people perceive this

book, I’m afraid they missed the point. If they choose to live their lives for surfing, that doesn’t

make them shallow. I think that, unless you live by the rules of the commercial world, you are

judged and called lazy or less than. The point is to highlight the fact that some people are

choosing an alternative way of living, and they are doing it in a positive way that makes them

happy.

How familiar were you with

other photographers who’ve

captured surf culture? I think

of Joni Sternbach as an

immediate reference, among

others… Was there anyone

you were influenced by?

I actually don't know the work of other surf photographers, because I just did not want to enter

the subject with any subliminal images in my head.  I wanted to capture this community as I

saw them, and do it my own way. It can be hard to go into a subject artistically and have those

voices saying, “Don’t shoot it like it has been shot before.” It's much easier to start with a clean

slate.

Meet Benny’s Surf Club, New York’s queer, BIPOC surfing
collective
DAVID AARON BRAKE

Black Sand is the California surf crew fighting for justice on the
water
FRANK NESBITT

Noon Goons take Californian surf culture and make it fashion
CLAIRE BEGHIN
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