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Intimate photos of working-class life In
Appalachia
In her new monograph 'As It Was Give(n) To Me', Stacy Kranitz documents her travels to

challenge deep-rooted stereotypes about the region.

By Christina Elia | 09 June 2022, 1:20pm
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For Stacy Kranitz, confronting the complicated tradition of documentary photography means

reckoning with a long history of colonialism and capitalism. The question of how these three

forces intersect to exploit vulnerable populations shapes her practice, which, at its core, calls

attention to the medium’s limitations by subverting what we inherently perceive as true or false.

“The threshold for what kind of photography is sensitive or insensitive isn’t just about the photos,”

Stacy says. “It’s also dependent on personal experience or someone’s relationship to poverty

and class. The concept of poverty porn is vague, and that’s really interesting to me.” 

Stacy discovered her love for photography in college, intrigued by its immediacy and how she

could simply step outside with her camera, into a world of infinite possibilities. Once she

graduated, she juggled gigs as an assignment photographer for different magazines and

newspapers, a job she maintains with current clients such as National Geographic, Vanity Fair,

and The Atlantic. Still, even after a few years in the industry, something seemed amiss, causing

her to feel disillusioned with her creative work. In 2010, she decided to pursue her broadest

project to date, setting her sights on the rolling hills and Smoky Mountains of an often

misunderstood terrain. 

“I took a step back to see what I

really wanted from

photography,” Stacy says. “I

realized my work had been

living on the surface of an idea

and I wanted to make work that

lived the actual idea.” 

Over the last 12 years, Stacy traveled through parts of Kentucky, North Carolina, Tennessee

and Virginia to examine how photography can reinforce and debunk deep-rooted biases.

Rather than portraying Appalachia as poverty-stricken or selectively focusing on its positive

aspects, she sought to capture the complexity of rural, working-class life from a nuanced

viewpoint. “Something about asserting right and wrong onto a work inevitably makes me hate

it,” Stacy says. “Photography best illuminates societal problems when it exists in an ambiguous

place.” As It Was Give(n) To Me, a monograph available for pre-order through Twin Palms

Publishers, follows her exploration through a collection of 187 candid color photographs, some

of which are accompanied by drawings, maps and other ephemera. 

Recalling a classic colonial   chronology, the book is divided into multiple chapters: Arrival,

Exploration, Extraction, Mutiny and Salvation. Stacy modeled this narrative structure after a

catalog of paintings about Daniel Boone, a frontiersman who encouraged westward

expansion into present-day Kentucky and incessant brutality against Native Americans. As It

Was Give(n) To Me features similarly frenetic pacing, beginning with calmer images like

children riding bikes in ‘Arrival’ and culminating in ‘Mutiny,’ which captures cars ablaze, women

rolling in the dirt and other hectic scenes. Interspersed clippings from a weekly column in The

Mountain Eagle, a Kentucky newspaper, share anonymous opinions on anything from the

opioid crisis to political polarization or systemic discrimination in healthcare.

“If you take mining out of here, do you think Walmart is going to stay?” one passage asks. “Do

you think any of these places are going to stay with just minimum wage jobs? You better thank

a miner, because without them this place would be a ghost town.” 

Appalachia started experiencing the detrimental effects of coal mining in the 19th century, after

the industry stripped the region of natural resources and left indigenous inhabitants landless.

Standards of living had scarcely improved when President Lyndon B. Johnson declared a “war

on poverty” during his 1964 State of the Union address, prompting a slew of government-

funded programs to reduce economic scarcity, enrich society, and uplift those whom the

American Dream had excluded. Appalachia became ground zero for the initiative. Journalists

and news crews swarmed the region, ultimately typecasting its inhabitants as down-and-out or

undignified. While many of these programs have now seen severe reductions in aid, the cruel

stereotypes continue to haunt locals like a specter of shame. 

“I was drawn to Appalachia because I was interested in the failure of objectivity, specifically

looking at a place where photography had failed the people it was trying to help,” Stacy says.

“I wanted to make work that both critiqued and celebrated the documentary tradition.” 

As It Was Give(n) To Me doesn’t attempt to rewrite this problematic past or rectify present

circumstances. It offers an honest glimpse at an ideologically diverse region, juxtaposing

pictures of public school teachers wearing face masks with men flaunting the Confederate flag.

Fascinated by the blurred separation between art and life, Stacy was more than a mere

observer during her journey. She befriended some of her subjects over an extended period of

time, partied with them, and did drugs with them, fully immersing herself in the circles she

captured. This could explain why so many images look casual, shocking, and intimate, like

couples canoodling naked in a hot tub or having passionate sex on a dryer. Everyone goes

about their business as usual, outwardly relaxed in front of the camera.

“My understanding of agency, consent, and the complex power dynamic between

photographer and subject is always changing,” Stacy says. “Developing deep bonds with the

people I photograph is the central reason I continue to pick up a camera and engage with

strangers. The experiences I have are far more interesting to me than the pictures themselves.” 

Documenting the shifting

landscape of Appalachia has

also allowed Stacy to reflect on

her role as a record-keeper, in

preserving certain moments or

places long after they’ve

vanished. One somber shot

shows a large, abandoned treehouse in Crossville, Tennessee, originally built in the 90s by a

local minister, Horace Burgess. Over the years, the structure assumed many forms, its first

incarnation being a church where Burgess held Sunday services. Safety code violations

eventually shut the space down, but it was later reborn as an illicit hangout spot, its multi-level

structure the ideal layout for an all-night rager. Then, in 2019, catastrophe struck when the

treehouse caught on fire. It burned down in less than 15 minutes, destroying a piece of history

in the process. 

Only debris and memories remain today, reminding us that an image’s significance can

change over time. As she grew more familiar with the multidimensional region, Stacy evolved as

well. It might be easy to miss her self-portraits scattered throughout the book, reimagining herself

as Christy Huddleson, the protagonist from Catherine Marshall’s 1967 historical fiction novel

Christy. Wearing a flowy blue prairie dress in one picture, Stacy stares intensely at the camera,

her presence shattering the illusion of impartiality. She’s cultivated her own unique connection

to Appalachia in the last 12 years, and hopes As It Was Give(n) To Me will spark a

conversation about how marginalized communities continue to suffer, their struggles so

frequently ignored. 

“I see photography as a triangle between subject, photographer, and viewer,” Stacy says.

“You don’t need to know every reference to appreciate or value it. I tried to create a book with

multiple entry points because I want viewers to find their own way through these images.” 

As It Was Give(n) To Me is available for pre-order from Twin Palm Publishers.

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

Forgotten photographs of New York's art scene in the 70s
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Photographing Eastern Europe’s turmoil in the
90s
Following the fall of the USSR, Robin Graubard travelled the region and documented the

realities of post-Communist society.

By Christina Elia; photos by Robin Graubard | 09 May 2022, 3:54pm
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When Robin Graubard came of age in the 70s and 80s, against the backdrop of the Lower

East Side punk scene, her camera guided her through the extravagant universe of leather

jackets, liberty spikes, and edgy melodies. Photography was a way to make sense of an ever-

changing world, and consequently, her place in it. “I’ve always considered myself a hybrid

artist and photographer,” she tells me. Less interested in nitpicking dates for historical accuracy,

she’s “more so concerned with cultural and social dynamics.” 

Once the early 90s rolled

around, the newspaper Robin

worked for went on strike

indefinitely. Seeking a new

source of inspiration, she

discovered one at a park near

the United Nations in

Manhattan. Protesters were raising awareness about the increasingly bloody territorial conflicts

in Yugoslavia, though they’d been scarcely reported on in mainstream American media. Robin

approached a group of women who were protesting to learn more, and before long, decided

on her next career move. “Some of their stories really touched me,” she says. “After that, I was

determined to capture the war.” 

From 1992 to 1996, Robin traveled across former Yugoslavia, Poland, Albania, Bulgaria, and

Romania with her camera in tow, photographing the brutality of combat, economic collapse,

and the evolution of a post-Communist society following the fall of the USSR. Her niche body of

work focused primarily on women and children, specifically the refugees who fled Eastern

Europe in the face of mounting ethnic tensions. Road To Nowhere, a monograph released by

Loose Joints on April 13th, chronicles Robin’s adventure through a series of 130 unflinching

photographs in both black-and-white and color, most of which went unseen for almost 30

years. 

After flying first to Prague, Robin passed through Serbia, stopping in a small town for the night

before arriving in Belgrade. Hyperinflation had erupted across Yugoslavia by then, causing

widespread starvation as grocery prices soared, gas stations closed, and the national

currency’s value continued to plummet. “Everything looked pretty bleak. Shops were empty,

windows were broken, and people were selling cigarettes on the street,” Robin explains. “My

hotel had no lightbulbs. That was my introduction to war.” She didn’t shy away from similar

scenes of destitution during the rest of her voyage, capturing dilapidated buildings, emaciated

children in orphanages, and civilians suffering from shell shock. 

Violence pervaded her trip,

especially in Bosnia, where

Robin witnessed the beginning

of the Bosnian War and the   

unfathomable atrocities

preceding the Bosnian

genocide, which was largely

fueled by Islamophobia. She recalls walking through Sarajevo with her camera in 1993,

attempting to avoid the infamous ‘sniper alley’ and constant shelling attacks. While other

reporters had the luxury of armored vehicles, Robin did not. Well-acquainted with the perils of

freelance photography, she walked, hitched rides, and picked up odd jobs as she went along,

often enlisting the assistance of local high schoolers to translate the language. By her side in

Serbia amid all the chaos was her longtime companion Cvetko, whom she met early in her

travels and still remembers fondly. 

“After we landed, we got a ride in an armored jeep to the Holiday Inn in Sarajevo, which was

essentially another front line of the war,” Robin writes in the book. “Heavy shelling went on

outside my window every night. I crouched on the floor of my hotel room, thinking it would

protect me. Somehow it did.”

This fusion of autobiographical

and archival elements gives

Road To Nowhere the feeling of

an intimate photo diary. While

her precise timeline remains a

tad hazy, every image evokes

vivid memories for Robin, like

when she saw frontline soldiers casually throwing up peace signs in Grbavica, a residential

quarter on the Serbian side of the border. “I felt like I was taking pictures of kids in Times

Square,” she says. “These were supposed to be the deadliest soldiers in the war.” Another

striking photo captures the calm before the storm: a group of young Muslim soldiers in the

middle of target practice, smiling widely as if to pose for a class picture. In July 1995, about a

year after Robin left Sarajevo, Bosnian Serb forces massacred over 8,000 Muslim men and

boys in Srebrenica, a small mountain town near the city. 

Several of Robin’s photos also document emerging youth subcultures, providing a bit of

positivity during dark times. Her camera occasionally led her to unexpected moments of

camaraderie: teenagers in baggy clothes playing arcade games together, rowdy house guests

dancing on tables, or lovers kissing passionately in the street. Once, as Robin roamed around

Belgrade, she randomly noticed a poster advertising an all-night rock concert and chose to

attend on a whim. Euphoric partygoers raged until the early morning hours, rising from the

ashes to create a temporary oasis of optimism, unity, and bliss.

As for the book’s ambiguous title, Robin doesn’t remember the exact inspiration for Road To

Nowhere — only that she was listening to Cat Stevens when the idea occurred to her. “It means

different things to me at different moments,” she says. “I definitely left it up for interpretation.”

Maybe it’s a pessimistic metaphor for the cycle of violence she observed throughout Eastern

Europe, given how her photos hold more emotional weight in light of Russia’s recent invasion of

Ukraine. Or, we can choose to read the name as a tribute to those refugees who were brave

enough to escape, hoping that even the road to nowhere was worth the risk. 

Road To Nowhere, published by Loose Joints, is out now. 

Follow i-D on Instagram and TikTok for more on culture and photography.
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Sun-soaked photographs of locals and surfers
on the beaches of Hawaii

In documenting life on the island, Ronan Guillou's series 'Paradise' seeks to complicate the

American Dream.

By Sarah Moroz | 03 June 2022, 9:12am
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French photographer Ronan Guillou has been panoramically surveying the US for some 20

years through the lens of his Hasselblad camera. Highlighting fragile figures and topographical

decay, he examines — and undercuts — the vast myths grafted onto the American territory. It’s a

place he has been fascinated by ever since he saw Wim Wenders’ arid, wistful film Paris,

Texas as a teenager (Wim would write the intro to Ronan’s photography book, Angel, years

later). Ronan’s observational gaze uncovers melancholic beauty in the margins.

His series Paradise (2016-2017)

is part of his long-term project

American Narratives, but

remains distinct from it. In the

middle of the North Pacific

Ocean, more than 130 islands

form the state of Hawaii: a

photogenic cluster that is nonetheless underrepresented in the American photographic tradition.

His images of this region are part of Festival Photo du Guilvinec in France (June 1-Sept 30),

which spotlights ocean-themed photography as a subject and locus. The exquisite light, sublime

shoreline and spirit of serenity evoke otherworldly dreaminess, but Ronan was conscientious to

not project a clichés Elysium. 

Far from the ocean (but next to Paris’ Canal Saint-Martin), Ronan spoke about the trials of

depicting an idyllic setting, the liberal access photography enables and veering away from

both déjà vu and exoticism.

What has drawn you to America so regularly? 

When you’re interested in a territory, you have to explore it as far as you can. I’ve been

interested in America, and in American photography as a genre, for some 20 years. The

reason I wanted to work in Hawaii — following work I did in Alaska — is that few photographers

have shot there. It’s as if they’re separate countries. Alaska is the largest state, but I couldn't find

any references from major photographers… aside from Ansel Adams, who documented

landscapes. 

Hawaii is the far west of the US, and has a different history, an insularity. I went to one island,

Oahu, for one month three times apiece. There are commercial hotels, lots of Japanese

weddings in Honolulu and surfer culture is so present you can't avoid it. But all the identifiers of

America disappear. No billboards, no wide open spaces and the populations are different. I

asked myself: when all the signifiers and contrasts disappear, does the American Dream exist?

What were the challenges of photographing this particular context? 

From a photographic viewpoint, we expect to encounter a kind of tension. But in paradise,

there’s no tension. Or if there is tension, you can't render it visually. I took the least amount of

photos here, relative to other places, because of the pitfalls of vacation photography and

“easy” images. It was tricky to find small details that felt out of the ordinary. And I didn't want to

take Martin Parr photos either, where everyone is photographing each other or taking a selfie.

In paradise, everyone seems happy. And happiness gets on your nerves, after a while [laughs].

Even people who had no place to live slept on beautiful beaches — while that’s hard, the

backgrounds are still stunning. It’s very strange!

Do you consider this project ongoing? 

Photographing the US is a long-term project for me: I’m fascinated by the country. Truly.

Because it is full of contrasts, paradoxes, oppositions. Progress and conservatism. I’ve worked

on projects examining the social and economic margins that show the difficulties for people

who haven't attained the American Dream. That sector is rife with tension. 

Is there a particular way you’d qualify your photography? 

I call it “experience photography,” which is linked to what I feel through places, people, forms,

color, composition. Photography is about your casting process, based on who you meet. I can

be at a church at noon and in the woods with hippies in the evening. I like the idea of an open-

ended practice. I think of it as a corpus of impressions. I don't like to restrict myself; I like to

open every door. I’m always interrogating.

But I don't have a protocol; I follow my intuition. I can stay three hours just observing. And when

I chat with people, they advise me on what I should check out, and I do. I improvise, and other

people shape my story. Photography is a way of unlocking others. What I remember is

people’s generosity in sharing themselves.

How do you approach people? 

It varies from person to person. Photography can be invasive, but it can also show that you’re

interested in people. Some people I spend half a day with, follow around, see again… not

even to photograph right away, just to spend time with them.

The man with a beard is Kawika.

He was one of three surfers

coming out of the water, and in

this specific light, I had a kind of

photographic revelation. I said

to him: “May I take your picture

now and I’ll tell you why

afterwards?” I took three photos — I work with an analogue camera, a Hasselblad — then I

introduced myself, and asked if he wanted to speak about himself. For a half-hour he told me —

a complete stranger! — about his drug problem, his connection to Christ, his relationship with his

mother (who is Hawaiian, while his dad is of Irish heritage). He cried several times over the

course of the conversation. He himself has such a Christ-like look.

I also met some master tattooers who practice ancestral hand-tap tattooing, using a stick with

pelican bones at the ends. They sit on tatami mats, surrounded by assistants, creating ethnic

designs. I went over without my camera; I spoke a little, but mostly listened. It required being

present, not just taking a quick photo in passing.

Nowadays, it’s unlikely I’ll see these people again; we only exchange via social media. So it’s

ephemeral, but still sincere and meaningful. We like each other’s photos as a way to

communicate a “petit bonjour.”

What is the advantage of having a foreigner’s eye? 

I’m a foreigner, but I know the US well. I’d call myself more of a “passenger” than a “foreigner.”

I like “passenger” as a concept because it gives me the chance to meet alternative people, to

extract myself from my comfort zone and go where I wouldn't have without photography — to

experiment and explore.

But examining a culture that’s not natively yours liberates you from certain constraints,

no? 

It is always an advantage to have a different point of view and to ask different questions. But I

don't know if it’s being a foreigner or being a photographer that frees me from constraints.

Regarding analogue, can you elaborate on this choice of material? 

The appearance of my camera can create a link because it’s vintage. It’s a beautiful object;

people are curious about it. And I use a light meter. I use it less for the result than for the way I

work with it. I don't need batteries; I’m autonomous. It’s another relationship to “photographic

time” — it makes you selective, it channels your energy into a form of contemplation. That

motivates me. I’m not against digital, or some kind of artistic conservative! It just pushes me

towards another way of operating: I look differently, and think about temporality differently. 

I can't look at what I’ve done

over the course of the day; I just

move on to the next thing. I don't

have to backup. I don't have to

show the subject what has been

done. I let the undeveloped rolls

of film accumulate. It’s all a

mystery that reveals itself to me later. It’s about rediscovery, and it’s a bit magical.

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