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Photographing the vibrant subcultures of
downtown Albuquerque
From tattoo parlors to private nightclubs, a new exhibition follows photographer Nathaniel

Tetsuro Paolinelli’s exploration of the city.

By Christina Elia | 28 July 2022, 6:02pm
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Downtown Albuquerque is steeped in legend and homegrown traditions, from offbeat after-

hours spots to all kinds of experimental music and art. The infectious sound of camaraderie

ripples beyond Central Avenue, where the neighborhood’s charm is on full display through a

combination of community and irreplicable style. Souped-up automobiles cruise through city

corridors in an ​​effervescent expression of individuality, signaling how here, a lowrider isn’t only

a type of car – it’s a flourishing lifestyle. 

Albuquerque-based

photographer Nathaniel Tetsuro

Paolinelli couldn’t help but feel

seduced by the spectacle of it

all. He had lived near

downtown since his childhood,

so the bustling area conjured

equal parts nostalgia and intrigue, beginning when he picked up a camera around 2009.

Though it took him a while to harness the city’s true potential as a subject, he eventually thought

up an exciting project after seeing his hometown from a fresh point of view during the COVID-

19 lockdown.

“I was always trying to travel far away, to take pictures of people in exotic lands or something.

I had some fantasy in my head of what I should be doing,” Nathaniel says. “Because of the

pandemic, I started going out locally with my camera more than ever before. And that

changed everything about my photography.” 

Roaming the streets of Downtown Albuquerque with his Leica Q2, which he never leaves home

without, Nathaniel watched the colorful characters of ‘Duke City’ come to life through his lens.

He prowled tattoo parlors, private nightclubs and more popular hangouts in and around the

area, documenting Indigenous dancers, partygoers in glittering heels and other scenes

epitomizing the city’s eccentric soul. His encounters with these alternative personalities are the

focus of a new exhibition at 516 Arts in Albuquerque: Nathaniel Tetsuro Paolinelli: Downtown.

Featuring 22 captivating black-and-white and color pictures, many of which were taken

between 2017 and 2022, the show sheds light on some of Albuquerque’s most vibrant urban

subcultures, depicting their idiosyncrasies from an authentic insider perspective. 

“I try to capture people having a good time and enjoying themselves. I'm not looking to cast

people in a negative light,” Nathaniel says. “Maybe that’s why my subject matter is a little bit

narrower. These people may look scary on the outside, but most of them are super nice. They

have a different culture, but they're not very different from you and me.”

Gang-related crime, widespread income inequality and a deadly drug epidemic all contribute

to Albuquerque’s seedy reputation. Despite recent strides to revitalize the area, downtown still

lacks the infrastructure of larger cosmopolitan centers across America. There are the usual bars

or restaurants, of course — most of which are interspersed among abandoned office spaces —

but the actual fun often happens outside, away from the rules of licensed establishments. Locals

driven by a DIY spirit spill out onto the sidewalks, fire up their grills and fill coolers to the brim

with cold beers, celebrating nothing in particular besides another memorable day in the

‘Burque.’ Imagine it like a sprawling block party — the ideal atmosphere for a curious-minded

photographer. Soon, everyone knew exactly what to expect when Nathaniel showed up with

his camera. 

“When I did more street

photography, I’d shoot from a

farther distance. But I could

never find the right angles and I

always wanted to go closer,” he

says. “Now I’m really close.

Some of the photos are so

candid because they’ve stopped paying attention to me and I’m just kind of there. I can start

snapping away and nobody cares.” 

Using a fixed focal length forces Nathaniel to stay within spitting distance of his subjects, giving

his images an added sense of liveliness. Somewhere between completely candid and posed,

the dynamic photos immortalize otherwise fleeting situations, like a dolled-up drag queen on a

cigarette break or a classic car rolling up to the smoke shop. A few shots showcase

quintessential New Mexican motifs, as faith and countercultures collide in the form of elaborate

body modifications. Intricate tattoos inspired by religious iconography highlight the shared

humanity of each person Nathaniel photographs. “Without closeness and trust, I wouldn't be

able to make my photos,” he says. “I couldn’t take any of them if I didn’t have access through

my relationships. I try to befriend whoever I meet, even if it’s only for a minute.”

Sometimes all it takes is a second to capture an endearing moment. Once, during a memorial

cruise honoring a resident who died, downtown buzzed with friendly chatter and the clamor of

car horns. A random vehicle paused amid the mayhem, and suddenly, a man popped out to

take a selfie. Nathaniel’s swift instincts kicked in to snap the precise instant the subject struck a

pose, resulting in one of his favorite images in the entire exhibition, Selfie. It’s also one of the

defining photos of his whole downtown collection, encapsulating the remarkable energy of

Albuquerque’s predominantly Latinx lowrider culture. He had impeccable timing too: shortly

after Nathaniel took the photo, the driver hopped back in the car, zooming off quicker than

he’d arrived. 

“Holding up a cell phone with a phone case showing a photo of a young family member is a

perfect representation of the subject’s values,” writes the exhibition’s curator, Daniel Ulibarri, in

an accompanying brochure. “The driver stands on his throne in motion, a symbol of the unique

artistry, community, culture and family of which they are a part. Lowriders, and the people who

create and drive them, embody the heart and spirit of New Mexico.” 

Refusing to be pigeonholed in

what he photographs or

constrained by harmful

stereotypes, Nathaniel cuts

through the noise to represent

the real Albuquerque,

emphasizing the proud people

who’ve helped shape the city into what it is today. Downtown offers a unique opportunity to

explore the metropolis through familiar eyes and get a glimpse of Albuquerque at its finest. “This

is the Albuquerque I see, how I interpret everything around me,” Nathaniel says. “Obviously

that’s not all the city is, but this is my version. It’s my own little slice of reality.”

Nathaniel Tetsuro Paolinelli: Downtown is on view at 516 Arts until September 3rd, 2022.

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

Credits

Photographs by Nathaniel Tetsuro Paolinelli
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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
MISS ROSEN

Ricky Flores captured a vital archive of South Bronx street life
MISS ROSEN

Photos of teen culture in 60s New York
MISS ROSEN

Watch This Next

i-D meets: next generation photographers

PHOTOGRAPHY

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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The Chinese photographer creating space for
queer expression

In a new exhibition opening this month, Zhidong Zhang explores identity amidst censorship

in his native country.

By Sarah Moroz | 12 May 2022, 4:48pm

SHARE TWEET

Photography Zhidong Zhang

SHARE TWEET

tagged: china, lgbtq

Zhidong Zhang — a Chinese born-and-raised photographer currently based in Boston — studied

Applied Mathematics before pivoting to an MFA in photography after his father gifted him a

DSLR camera in his junior year. As a queer young man, playing with the parameters of selfhood

was vital — especially after having been impeded from doing so in his native country.

Both social norms and governmentally-regulated restrictions in China limit the themes and

vocabulary that can be explicitly expressed when it comes to queerness. His series “Natural

Impersonation”, a meditative study on re-constructing one’s identity, weaves together intimate

portraiture and still life. Zhidong visualises selfhood as oblique interactions and elliptical

interstices: intertwined silhouettes on a craggy rock, faces streaked with white paint, Hello Kitty

tattoos and bright nail polish. “I found myself interested less in the subjects themselves than the

referential tableaux and the representational system that frame them,” Zhang explained in an

artist statement.

Currently on view at Le CRP/—

an exhibition space halfway

between Paris and Brussels —

Natural Impersonation is part of

the exhibition Bi Hu Suo: On

Emerging Chinese Photography

(open until August 7), alongside

three other Chinese photographers: Zheng Andong, Ye Wuji, and Wang Yingying.

We spoke with Zhidong and discussed the importance of unlearning, how he began to dream

up new norms, and Judith Butler fandom.

ZHIDONG ZHANG, GENTLE KISS, 2019

Firstly, tell us about your path to photography. 


My whole life was in China before I applied to grad programs in the US. It was a crazy

decision, because everyone was just so against it. I knew nothing about photography, about

art. None of my family members are artists but I was determined, and that's what led me to

where I am now. I graduated in 2020. Grad school really helped me contextualise and

conceptualise my ideas. I realised I can express a connection to reality, instead of just

capturing reality itself.

That’s a meaningful distinction. And, more generally, there’s a liberating quality to being

in a different country when you're in an exploratory phase — it’s easier to experiment.


100%. That's a really important part of my practice: the freedom to express my culture, my

identity, my sexuality. That’s part of the work. And I can’t do that in China, because of the

censorship and the societal and familial suppression all the time. I wanted to get away from my

homeland, to be in the country that has “freedom” — even though freedom comes with a price

here as well.

ZHIDONG ZHANG, KAN, 2020

This exhibition has the subtitle “On Emerging Chinese Photography.” Do you feel like

there is a scene or movement that you're a part of?

There's a younger generation of artists from China studying abroad — sometimes they go back

to China to make work there and really struggle staying. I think that what we’re doing is really

exciting; we’re trying to challenge the norms, even though there’s so much pressure. The point is

just to keep trying, and keep opening our eyes to all these possibilities. 

Although coming up against institutional structures can feel like a losing game, do you

feel hopeful for change?


It's really mixed. I do admire artists back in China. I sometimes feel so helpless, in that sense. A

Chinese curator from a photo festival reached out to me during the pandemic. The festival itself

is affiliated with the local government, so the censorship seems extra strict compared to other

independent institutions. During the first round of the image selection, a few overtly queer

pictures didn't make it (same-sex bodies touching, exposed skin). I had to tweak and adjust my

artist statement to basically exclude any "queer" or "gay" references; instead wording it in a

more opaque way.

Most of the time, I’m negotiating

with my own upbringing through

an active reconfiguration, which

is inseparable from the structure

of censorship. One silver lining,

in the midst of all the frustrations,

is that queer identities in China

have become increasingly visible — the government’s elusive policy towards homosexuality

actually provides space for the formation of queer community and activist networks. And the

censorship system forces artists to think in a more innovative way, to circumvent the so-called

guidelines, and crack open the rigid codes to define what queerness is supposed to be. It's the

perseverance of generations of artists I find most powerful and inspiring.

The government controls the media. We still don't have access to YouTube or Google. Some

people from China have different resources, but they have to unlearn lots of things. 

ZHIDONG ZHANG, THREE COATS, 2020

Even beyond those particular circumstances, unlearning is a huge part of everyone’s

process: on a human level, on an artistic level. Were there important creatives, queer or

otherwise, whose work provided an important precedent for you — or even helped you

unlearn/relearn?


For photographers, I’ve always been a huge fan of Man Ray, Minor White, Jimmy DeSana,

Deana Lawson, Wolfgang Tillmans, Ren Hang and Rineke Dijkstra. And then directors including

Pedro Almodovar, Jane Campion, Wong Kar-Wai, Apichatpong Weerasethakul and Mia

Hansen-Løve. In terms of writers, the likes of James Baldwin, Audre Lorde, Ocean Vuong,

Michelle Zaunner and Judith Butler of course — her gender and queer theory has been really

far-reaching for me.

Some of your images are really enigmatic, especially those that feature objects. Could

you talk about the way these complement the portraits? 


When I began making pictures, I started in the studio with objects that I collected from thrift

stores. That's my hobby – I’m a hoarder. I think about how to make them interact with the

photographic surface and then with the viewer. There is some narrative in the images, but not

necessarily linear. The simple idea is just to look at one thing that nobody has ever looked at

before. How I can bring the attention there? The objects I collected sat until they spoke to me;

had a sort of conversation with me. Like imaginary friends.

ZHIDONG ZHANG, UNFETTERED DAYDREAMS, 2019

The title “Natural Impersonation” is so loaded with multiplicity. It speaks to displacement

and fitting in when your roots are elsewhere, as well as navigating heteronormative

expectations and disassembling them. Can you talk about how you landed on the title?

When I was thinking of the working title for the series, I really didn't know how to encapsulate

what I was trying to say. Often, I find language so limiting compared to visual language. When

I looked at the images I made, I found them to be the opposite of natural. Something that didn’t

fit the norm. The ideas that I am trying to express in these photographs are about proximity to

an alternative reality, one that exists outside of the real. It's my own imagination; my own

narrative of an almost utopian world without all those hierarchies, hegemonic masculinity, and

patriarchal structure. I'm saying: this is natural — why would it not be?

The word impersonation is about how photography is kind of a performance; impersonating

some sort of reality. I'm also channeling this queer theory of how gender is just, you know, a

social construct. Placing the words ‘natural’ and ‘impersonation’ together has its own conflict. I

often juxtapose elements that don’t really fit together at all. But then, why can't they fit together?

Why do we have all these rules to limit our imagination? The series investigates that.

ZHIDONG, ROOM STUDY, 2020

ZHIDONG ZHANG, ALICE, 2020

ZHIDONG ZHANG, SZQ, 2020

Credits

All images courtesy of Zhidong Zhang
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