


In a world of material matter – alluring textures, bright colors, shiny edges, gadgets 

and gizmos – the individual can become ensnared in a deceptive consumerist 

culture. In her sublime portrait series Salvage, world-renowned photographer Jackie 

Nickerson inspects the coercive relationship between consumers and their collected,

corporeal objects. Obstructing the faces of her subjects with salvaged objects such 

as toys, flowers, egg crates and cereal packets, Nickerson positions content as the 

driver of human identity. Following from her book, Field Test (2020), the visionary 

continues her research-based inquiry into contemporary conscience, visualising 

humanity becoming lost at the hands of its material environment.  

© Jackie Nickerson

We, as consumers, offset our love and self-expression into tangible objects. Its big 

business, the externalisation of our happiness – and whilst it is healthy to appreciate 

the material in small doses, there is no way to mask the grim state of our current 

context – clothing lasting hundreds of years in landfill, slave labour used to excavate 

minerals used in phones, and the endless endeavour to obtain these objects 

contributing to climate disaster. Nickerson smothers her subjects in plastic 

containers and strangles her bright, collected pieces in pantyhose – kitsch charm 

juxtaposed with the spiritual vacuum of the capitalist, consumerist West.  Nickerson 
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ponders how individuals often place value in their commodities but are disconnected 

from where those objects come from, or where they are going. It’s an ephemeral 

relationship – thus, Nickerson puts to us via her lens, Where does consumption end, 

and conscience begin? 

The sitters in each photo seem both suffocated and transformed by their items – 

their faces completely or partially concealed. Most of the objects are kept pressed to 

the face with pantyhose which also serves to distort the person’s facial features, 

keeping their eyes and mouths shut, so they are unable to express emotion through 

the face, or speak on inner musings. The subjects sit motionlessly before a grey 

backdrop, with no discernible clothing or features, just the collections adorning each 

face. “I am using a single sitter and working with the idea that only content drives 

the perception of identity – not the intrinsic nature of a person”, explains Nickerson 

in an interview with AnOther. 

© Jackie Nickerson

A spiritual anxiety bubbles underneath Nickerson’s work, reminding viewers of how 

the intrinsic self may be clouded and lost in the material. Woman with Rabbit (2020) 

depicts a subject with their face completely consumed by a fluffy toy rabbit. In 

Woman with Dinosaurs III (2020), the subject is blended with toy dinosaurs and an 
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© Jackie Nickerson

Jackie Nickerson is an American-born, British photo artist whose impressive oeuvre 

spans from Award-Winning fashion editorials to evocative art pieces. Her newest 

book Salvage offers a complex visual entanglement of human identity with the 

material environment, evoking questions of the self in a suffocating, consumerist 

world. 
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The Story Behind Jackie Nickerson’s Arresting
‘Salvage’ Portraits

The photographer delves into her latest project – a book titled Salvage – which

explores our relationship with consumption

OCTOBER 14, 2021

TEXT Ted Stansfield

LEAD IMAGE Woman with floweres and dinosaurs III, 2020 Photography by Jackie Nickerson

Jackie Nickerson is a world-class photographer, known for her fashion work (she and 

Katie Shillingford captured the season’s best looks for the latest issue of AnOther 

Magazine), as well as her art work, which often has an intellectual quality to it, exploring 

the interesting and often entangled relationship between humans, the environment and 

manufactured materiality. Her last book, Field Test, published in 2020, did just that,

exploring the trauma of modern living; how the things that are unseen change us, such as

“globalisation, technology and medicine, commercialisation, mass production,

environmental pollution, migration, digitisation, fake news and pandemics”. 

Her latest publication, Salvage (Kerber), is a continuation of this exploration, looking as

with which we treat others; and how, despite that, the materiality of these objects isn’t that 

different. So, we have a series of portraits – captured in Nickerson’s characteristically 

quiet and meditative way – featuring people with various things fixed to their faces; food 

containers, soft toys and flowers tied, like visors, to their heads, or else held there by what 

looks like tights.

the name suggests, at our relationship with consumption; the things we place value on and 

the things we don’t; the sentimentality we ascribe to some objects and the disposability
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When asked for her references, Nickerson doesn’t give the names of other photographers,

but of artists – many of whom are affiliated with the Northern Renaissance. “Hans

Memling, Hans Holbein, Roger Van de Weyden, Jan Van Eyck, Hans Memling, Lucas

Cranach, Georges Braque, Picasso, Man Ray, Albrecht Dürer,” she says, before adding.

“Durer’s work has a kind of photographic quality to it – the perspective is strange – almost

as if he’s painting with a wide-angle lens.” And you can see the commonalities between

their work, especially the Old Masters who similarly constructed their portraits with a fierce

meticulism, but who also – and I’m thinking about their Vanitas works specifically here –

explored ideas of waste and decay in their depictions of rotting food and wilting flowers.

Like Nickerson’s Salvage photographs, their paintings possess a rigidity but at the same

time a complexity, be that a psychological complexity – as Dr Brendan Rooney writes in

the foreword, quoting David Hockney – or an intellectual one.

As with much of Nickerson’s work, Salvage balances her exploration of heady ideas with

images that are striking and beautiful. Here, she delves into the themes of this book and

the process of creating it.

GALLERY / 10 IMAGES

Salvage by Jackie Nickerson
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 “I used the title Salvage to reference the reused and recycled content. It is a series of

photographs that look at the homogeneity of portraiture – balance, proportions, size –

using a formula that is characteristic of that genre.

“In 2016, I had a show in the National Gallery of Ireland called Uniform that comprised of 

photographs selected from my series Terrain (2012–2013), and paintings from several

schools and periods from the National Gallery’s permanent collection. It was curated to 

show modern photographs of farm workers beside traditional paintings with an idea to

initiate a conversation about status and portraiture, and about the place that status has in 

our culture, society and art.

“Historically, portraiture in art has often been defined by displays of wealth – houses,

expensive clothes and materials, horses – that often blind us, and prejudice us against 

who we see before us. I began to think about how content drives a narrative in portraiture, 

how adornments, emblems and assets are used to create an identity or communicate
status. So I wanted to expand on that as a single series of photographs and explore the

idea of making portraits using recycled and repurposed content – using materials that we

may, or may not value today.
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Shrouded woman with orangutan, 2020 Photography by Jackie Nickerson
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Woman surfacing, 2020 Photography by Jackie Nickerson

https://www.anothermag.com/


 

value convenience. Throwing stuff away is easy. It’s like soft toys, we love them but people 

routinely separate them from the materials from which they are made. 

“I had been researching and collecting materials for a few years – not specifically with 

this idea in mind but when I began to put the pieces together I drew on all the stuff I had 

collected. I got access to a couple of local waste management and recycling companies 

and took some photos but my main interest was the process. I saw mountains of domestic 

waste. I began to save a lot of the packaging from food I had bought. Every trip to the 

supermarket was an opportunity to find new content. I spent some weeks putting some

ideas together – I started shooting stills of the objects. Then did the portraits.”

“I’m interested in representation and identity. I suppose all my work deals with the idea of 

identity and how our environment affects us, both physically and mentally. All the images 

deal with the idea of physical and psychological memory mechanisms. The difference with 

this series is that I am using a single sitter and working with the idea that only content

drives the perception of identity  – not the intrinsic nature of a person. Field Test

addresses the unseen, a reality that is covert. It addresses a kind of collective trauma and 

anxiety. Salvage is solely about portraiture, and the narrative about how content informs 

us.”

Salvage by Jackie Nickerson is published by Kerber, and is out now.

“[I am exploring] the idea of what we value and how things are disposable and how we
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This Is Not a Fashion Photograph. Jackie
Nickerson

D I  V I N C E  A L E T T I

1 4  D I C E M B R E  20 20

Like disquieting hybrids, the human beings in the new book by Jackie Nickerson seem to meld

with plastic. Black humor or environmental exposé?

When Jackie Nickerson first came to our attention, in 2002, she had put aside a

career in editorial fashion work and published an extraordinary book of

photographs she’d made in Africa called Farm (Jonathan Cape). Farm’s subjects

were field workers in Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique, and South Africa–men and

women whose protective layering of fabric and industrial materials was so strikingly

inventive that it recalled Rei Kawakubo’s wildest creations for Comme des Garçons.

A B B O N A M E N T I

F A S H I O N B E A U T Y N E W S F A S H I O N  S H O W S TA L E N T S P H O T O G R A P H Y

I TA I A
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together in her new book, Field Test (Kerber Verlag), which takes the idea of the

protective garment in a more abstract and conceptual direction. Although all the

photographs here were made before the COVID-19 pandemic, they can’t help but

suggest an extreme version of the personal protective equipment (PPE) hospital

workers have wrapped themselves in these past many months. 

In a conversation that opens the book, Nickerson remarks that she began thinking

about this series in 2014, when Time magazine sent her to Liberia to photograph

Ebola care workers. For someone concerned about the impact of plastics on the

environment, that experience made Nickerson think about “functionality in a

crisis”: “I saw how valuable plastics were, how the barrier PPE created was

lifesaving.” 

F A

S H I O N B E A U T Y N E W S F A S H I O N S H O W S TA L E N T S P H O T O G R A P H Y

But if plastic products are essential to combating the spread of deadly viruses, they

still pose long-term dangers to the natural world. Although the Field Test

photographs take both these things into account, their view is decidedly dystopian

and their black humor can’t cancel out their dead-serious concern. “This whole

series is about a kind of collective trauma,” Nickerson says. “The idea that

everything is connected, that what we eat and how we produce food is an essential

part of life. When we change nature, we change our reality.” To a great degree, the

series builds upon another earlier book, Terrain (TF, 2013), in which African farm

workers were overwhelmed by the goods they carried. There, Nickerson point out,

people “appear camouflaged by their produce, creating a hybrid figure.” 

In Field Test, with nature all but absent, these hybrids are unsettlingly alien.

Figures are sheathed in polyester mesh, masked in plastic trays, and suited up in

head-to-toe laminated polypropylene tarps. One erupts in a white cloud of

polystyrene packaging, like frozen breath. The woman in the picture above finds

herself bound to inflatable plastic fish with pink nylon cord, more immobilized than
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Jackie Nickerson, “Shark”, 2019, from “Field Test” (Kerber Verlag).

© PHOTO © JACKIE NICKERSON. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND OF THE JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

A B B O N A M E N T I

F A S H I O N B E A U T Y N E W S F A S H I O N  S H O W S TA L E N T S P H O T O G R A P H Y
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protected. As a living sculpture, she resembles one of Rachel Harrison or Erwin

Wurm’s comic collisions of the human and the inanimate. But the sense of threat
I TA L I A A B B O N A M E N T

that looms over Field Test undermines the humor here and suggests a nightmarish
S H I O N B E A U T Y

echo of the erotic encounter in 
N E W S F A S H I O N  S H O W S TA L E N T

The Creature From the Black Lagoon
S P H O T O G R A P H Y

. 
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A Magazine Curated By presents an exclusive first look at Field Test, a new photographic study by the American-born British 
artist Jackie Nickerson. Published by Kerber Verlag, the 100-page tome contains an essay by Aidan Dunne. The below is an 
excerpt from the book’s introduction, a Q&A with A Magazine Curated By Editor in Chief Dan Thawley.

Dan Thawley: The concept of a ‘Field Test’ has roots in medical science and particularly the testing for loss of vision. It could 
also relate to products being used for the first time in the environments they are destined for. With this in mind, what does 
the title Field Test mean to you?

Jackie Nickerson: For me, it’s a medical reference — the eye test that involves looking into a large white dome where there 
are random flashing lights of various intensity and size. It’s a test to check how much peripheral vision a person may have or 
have lost. The loss of vision is usually imperceptible on a-day to-day basis, so a field test is a scientific way of measuring how 
much we actually see as opposed to how much we think we see.

DT: This work sees a more active intervention in the spaces and the bodies of your subjects than in most of your work. With 
that comes a general feeling of disconnect and isolation. What is your personal relationship with isolation? Do these images 
reflect this, or are they a statement on the experience of others?

JN: Yes, it’s personal — but it’s also a universal theme: a creeping sense of isolation. It addresses new kinds of stress and com-
modification, the environment, speciesism, the waste, the pressure, the mandatory compliance, the lack of privacy. I guess 
you could say it has a universal identity, like a collective smothering. It’s a kind of psychological snapshot or chronicle of a 
whole generation of our consciousness.



DT: Does the identity of your subjects hold any consequence in these images, seeing as their defining features are predomi-
nantly concealed? Were they chosen as blank canvases, or with diversity in mind?

JN: They are very specific blank canvases. The sitters were chosen because of their proportions, scale, and height. It was a 
rather brutal casting process: How long can someone stand still? Can they shut down and not project or perform? Are they 
claustrophobic? Can they relate to what I am creating? Do they have patience? Tolerance? I asked people who I knew.

DT: Whilst your work has often incorporated a curiosity in synthetic and natural materiality, Field Test sees a more implicit 
conversation with the human form and materials as barriers, masks, insulation and protection. How did you arrive at this 
conceit?

JN: I wanted to control the content, so I researched and chose all the components before putting them together. That meant 
stepping out of the actual world and into a ‘made’ world. I think part of that decision was about the photographic process — 
awareness of control, both of the sitter and the artist. But it also becomes a question of how much control we relinquish on 
a day-to-day basis, about how technology and commerce trains us to think in a certain way. Like a cause and effect of what 
we choose to have around us. Materiality plays a part here — it speaks of how what we use on a daily basis will have an effect 
on our psyche and even on our physical lives. So in a way, it’s a natural progression from my book Terrain. I like to question 
how we choose to live, and what long-term effects those choices may have on us. It seems like nature works in an incremental 
way, so if you’re not paying attention, things will have changed irrevocably and there will be nothing you can do about it. The 
choice of materials is very important.

DT: The materials implicated in your images span a wide variety of agricultural, medical, and industrial usages — they evoke 
the codes of safety equipment and uniforms, transport and waste disposal, food packaging and even the studio tools of pho-
tography itself. What was the process involved with selecting these intermediary materials – functional mediums that serve 
mostly as protective and insulating barriers — and applying them to the human body as decoration and artifice?

JN: I am obsessed by certain materials. Plastic is one of them. I like to take mundane, everyday domestic items and put them 
in a different context. It’s not for decoration — I’m asking questions. I’ve always been obsessed by supermarkets. The cheaper 
the better. I remember when I was about 14 years old and taking the labels off all the food tins in the house and putting them 
on my bedroom wall. I’ve no idea why. I just thought they were interesting.I began thinking about this series in 2014 when 
Time magazine sent me to Liberia to cover the Ebola care workers. The trip made me think about a lot of things. For this, 
specifically, it made me think about distancing, the duality of plastics and about human interaction. Functionality in a crisis. 
I saw how valuable plastics were, how the barrier PPE created was lifesaving and enabled doctors, nurses and carers to work. 
I will always remember one of the doctors disrobing after leaving the Ebola ward. It was a careful ritual. A meticulous chore-
ography of purpose and safety. First this comes off, then we roll this piece over this piece, then we pull from the top down etc. 
Each person did their own clean up. It reduced the risk. And I looked at the PPE, that fragile yet essential thin layer of plastic 
that enabled health care workers to do their job. I witnessed how communal effort can unite but disease can isolate. The lack 
of facial recognition, the inability of family members to visit, the isolation wards, the loneliness in death. Learning to live in 
another man-made, made for purpose world. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, this has become more universal than ever.

DT: Less portraiture and more sculpture, the human body becomes a canvas for these other objects and layers that cover and 
distort the people. For you, what is the importance of revealing human features as opposed to suggesting them, exposing 
them or distorting them?

JN: I suppose there’s a difference between identity and character. Do we need to see the features of a person in order to iden-
tify them? Or is a suggestion enough? I think on a very basic level our brains are programmed to try to work out if we are 
looking at a person or an inanimate object.  Do retailers, online shops, insurance companies, politicians, corporations and 
social media companies think of us as individuals — as their fellow citizens? Or do they think of us as consumers? As com-
modities? That’s a question. Capitalism works because the bottom line is about profit and loss and individuals are irrelevant. 
Data research attempts to use all of us to target how we all spend our money. So, how are we dealing with the new reality of 
being invisible? Now we are beginning to understand how things work and how we are being commodified through systems 
of big data and the invisible consumer.



Jackie Nickerson’s New Book Examines the Trauma of Modern Living
Field Test is artist Jackie Nickerson’s latest publication, which explores the hidden forces that are changing us

OCTOBER 29, 2020

TEXT Ted Stansfield

LEAD IMAGE Jackie Nickerson, Hybrid, 2019 All photos © Jackie Nickerson. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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JN: Mostly it’s about the psychological effects of things that are not overt – and how we

are being changed by them – globalisation, technology and medicine, commercialisation,

mass production, environmental pollution, migration, digitisation, fake news and

pandemics.

I sometimes feel like the technological practices in our everyday lives – the digital

processes that we all use – are changing the way our brains work. And there’s very little

room to opt out of this.

Ted Stansfield: Please could you introduce Field Test to us?

Jackie Nickerson: Yes. It’s a series of constructed images about the collective trauma of 

modern living. In a way, it’s about the mundane things and hidden forces in your life, 

which you don’t have any knowledge or control over.

TS: Could you describe the process of creating it?

JN: It started in 2014 when Time magazine sent me to Liberia to cover the Ebola epidemic. 

I became very aware of the processes and paraphernalia around healthcare. The 

materials that protect, but also obscure identity and the psychological effects of not being 

recognisable. This got me thinking about the unseen things that we use everyday. Like the 

internet.

TS: What are some of the themes you explore?

Here, Nickerson tells us more about this book and its themes, and what she feels is the

power of photo books.

Jackie Nickerson is one of the most profound image- and film-makers working today. 

Deeply meditative, the American-born British artist’s work examines what it is like –

physically and psychologically – to work within specific environments. Farm (2005) and

Terrain (2013) explore farm labour, the relationship between the land (in Southern and 

East Africa) and the people who work upon it, while Faith (2007) and Ten Miles Round

(2009) look at similar relationships but in Ireland – the religious and rural communities that 

can be found there, respectively.

While these series examine heady subjects such as identity – who we are, how we change 

the world around us and how, in turn, it changes us – they also embody extraordinarily 

beautiful portraits and landscapes, too. Nickerson’s latest book, Field Test (published by 

Kerber), is no exception. Featuring powerful and at times perplexing photographs, which 

actually feel more like sculptures than portraits, the publication explores the collective 

trauma of modern living; how the things that are unseen change us. Things, says 

Nickerson, like “globalisation, technology and medicine, commercialisation, mass 

production, environmental pollution, migration, digitisation, fake news and pandemics”. 

Things that feel all too familiar, all too ... traumatic.
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Jackie Nickerson, Pink Head, 2019 All photos © Jackie Nickerson. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

TS: Some of these themes feel especially pertinent to this time we’re living in – the age

of coronavirus – but you created the book before the pandemic. How do you feel

about this?

JN: Yes, well, I suppose the World Health Organisation has been talking about the danger

of a worldwide pandemic for a while now, so it’s not really surprising. When I saw the

Ebola outbreak it became real for me. I suppose the timing is just a fluke but there have

been other recent outbreaks – like Sars.

TS: How does Field Test relate to your previous publications, Farm, Terrain, Faith and

Ten Miles Round?

JN: I have an interest in cause and effect. How things to a certain degree work within the

law of nature. We are not isolated – there is an inevitable cohesion as we all live together

on this planet. So this idea of how we are human, and how we interact with our

environment is what I’m interested in.

https://www.anothermag.com/


Jackie Nickerson, Chimera II, 2019 All photos © Jackie Nickerson. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

TS: I’m interested in what motivates you, in terms of your artistic practice.

JN: I think most artists will tell you that – the ideas, the drive – it’s just there. I see things

and I see how diverse things can perhaps work together. It’s my job to investigate that

and ask those questions. I love what I do.

TS: In a recent interview for AnOther, Tyler Mitchell said photo books are “even more

important than a show, which seems to be the marker of success” (for photographers).

Do you agree? What do you feel is the power of photo books?

JN: Yes. I think both are important but a book lasts forever and it’s an artifact you can

keep. Francis Bacon said that he thought his paintings worked better in a series.

Sometimes the narrative is a really important part of the work and a series illustrates an

idea better than a single image. So books are a great way of achieving this. But that said,

https://www.anothermag.com/


Jackie Nickerson, Cloud, 2019 All photos © Jackie Nickerson. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

it’s always great to see work produced as an actual photograph and see it hanging on a

wall.

TS: Do you buy them yourself? Do you have a favourite?

JN: I buy lots of books about photography, design, architecture and sculpture. I recently

bought a brilliant Dieter Rams design book. You can clearly see how his work from the

1950s has influenced industrial design today. 

TS: Another thing I’m interested to know: how does it feel to create something that then

becomes a rare and valuable commodity and a special and treasured possession (to

someone like me!)?

JN: [Laughs.] Thank you! I hope I can produce work that some people might want to look

at.

Field Test by Jackie Nickerson is published by Kerber.

https://www.anothermag.com/
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Foiling expectations: Roundabout
portraits, magical auras, and
meditation objects
By Cate McQuaid  GLOBE CORRESPONDENT    MARCH 15,  2016

JACKIE NICKERSON

Jackie Nickerson’s photograph
“Clemence” is on display at Samson.

Last fall, Jackie Nickerson mounted an

exhibition at the National Gallery of Ireland

in which she paired her photographs of

farm workers in Zimbabwe, Kenya, Zambia,

and South Africa with portraits from the

museum’s collection.

Imagine the contrast! Bygone aristocrats

decked out in their finest, paired with

African laborers; the juxtaposition

immediately raises the specter of

colonialism — European white privilege and

African toil.

Nickerson challenges portraiture’s grand tradition of puffing up the mighty,

and not simply because of her subjects. She approaches portraiture in a

distinctly roundabout way, foiling some of its expected goals. Her

photographs, taken for her book “Terrain,” which examines African

agriculture with keen detail, are up now at Samson.

http://www.bostonglobe.com/login
http://www.bostonglobe.com/?p1=BGHeader_Logo


She photographs laborers in situ, with their faces often obscured by bushels,

crates, and hay. We see “Clemence” from behind, wearing red and black

athletic clothes, his head lost beneath the tremendous umbrella of leaves he

holds up. “Ruth” stands near, or in, upturned earth, facing away from us, with

a sack of yams on her head.

By avoiding her subjects’ faces, Nickerson sidesteps old tropes associated with

American and European photography of Africans — ethnographic portraits

and images that play to Western fantasies of exotic Africa — and instead

focuses on the sweat and yield of 70 percent of Africa’s work force.

The viewer takes in these images first as portraits, but with no eyes to meet,

the interaction changes. The tools and crops, the clothing and the context,

even the oddly abstract compositions, carry as much weight as the people.

Nickerson plays with traditional notions of landscape, as well. “Propagation

Shed,” a close-up of a plastic wall, lacks the serene spaciousness of most

landscapes. Plants grow on either side of it — crisp, dark silhouettes in front,

and hazy shadows behind. But of course, this is the African landscape,

cultivating 25 percent of the continent’s gross domestic product.

A few short videos screening downstairs have the same precision as the

photos, but here Nickerson spotlights the choreography of farm work: the

repeated gesture of a man with a scythe-like rake, or hands moving masses of

bright green beans. Worker and farm are part and parcel in Nickerson’s art;

portrait and landscape are one.

Airy heights to watery depths

Cheryl Ann Thomas’s big, crumpling, airy, light-on-their-feet ceramics on

view at Gallery NAGA spring from a long, arduous process. First, she builds a

large vessel, 3or 4 feet high, by laying one spaghetti-thin strand of porcelain



clay over the next. She makes it top-heavy, so that when she fires it, the vessel

slumps. She’ll fashion two or three of these, then fit one on top of the next like

puzzle pieces, and put the whole thing in the kiln to fix it.

From a distance, her works look like piles of laundry or stacks of old linen

baskets, but up close, they’re almost animate, as they scrunch, stretch, and

twist, inviting you to peer in and through. In “Curl,” one pale green-gray form

snakes between two coal-gray ones, a thread of blue activating their rippling

surfaces. It looks as if it’s about to take flight.

Weather is a magical aura in Julia Von Metzsch Ramos’s paintings, also at

NAGA. This young painter continues to experiment, using seascapes as a

foundation, and occasionally, in her push toward the fantastical, she falls flat.

“Steaming Ocean” looks unconvincingly surrounded by white flame.

But in “Shark’s Mouth in Winter,” she makes clever use of an absorbent

ground. The blues and turquoises of the luscious, silken water seep into the

canvas, while the spiky, dotty froth of a wave hitting rock sits on top. We

expect to experience space in a landscape in the tried-and-true way, across the

horizon line, but Von Metszch Ramos pings us from depth to surface here,

there, and everywhere, and appears to be having great fun doing it.

Spatial ambiguity
Katharina Chapuis’s paintings at Alpha Gallery’s new space in the SoWa district 
have no imagery. They’re more meditation object than picture. They certainly are 
objects: Chapuis builds up the edges of her paintings so that they have a stony 
texture and plenty of heft. 

Then, within them, she drops into sheer atmosphere: color at the edges, 
lightening (in her larger paintings) to near white in the center. Earth and air.
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Photos That Bridge
the Gap Between
Humans and Nature

Jackie Nickerson’s “Terrain” series challenges the distinction between portraiture and landscape photography, staging 
creative interactions between people, objects and nature. By blocking her subjects’ faces, and some of their bodies, with 
foreign matter — some natural, some manmade — Nickerson creates statuesque, half-human creatures in picturesque 
landscapes. These hybrids raise the question: How are we affecting our environment and how is it affecting us? Here, 
“Lovemore,” 2013. — NADIA VELLAM

Vellam, Nadia.  "Photos That Bridge the Gap Between Humans and Nature," The New York Times T Style Magazine. 25 August 2016.  Online.

August 25, 2016

http://www.nytimes.com/section/t-magazine
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2016/08/25/t-magazine/jackie-nickerson-terrain.html










Schwendener, Martha. “Art in Review: Jackie Nickerson: ‘Terrain’” (exhibition review). The New 
York Times, 24 January 2014: C29. 

 

ART IN REVIEW 

Jackie Nickerson: ‘Terrain’ 
By MARTHA SCHWENDENER 
Published: January 24, 2014 
 
Jack Shainman 

513 West 20th Street, Chelsea 

Through Feb. 15 

Jackie Nickerson works in a traditional social documentary format, not too dissimilar 
from Walker Evans or Dorothea Lange, only updated for the current millennium with 
large-scale color prints. However, in “Terrain,” she upsets one of documentary’s central 
tenants, what the scholar Ariella Azoulay calls the “social contract” of photography: the 
bond created when we gaze into the face of someone in a photograph and feel obligated 
to fight for social change. 

Ms. Nickerson does this by photographing farm workers in southern and eastern Africa 
holding the materials and tools of their trades in front of them. Tobacco or banana leaves 
or plastic crates obscure their faces and bodies. Vestiges of identity linger in titles like 
“Catherine,” “David,” or “James” and local details like printed fabrics or plastic sandals. 

Social documentary is customarily criticized for evoking pity or voyeuristic fascination. 
In the catalog accompanying the show, a worker whom Ms. Nickerson asked to 
photograph asks her, in return, “For whose pleasure?” By obscuring faces and identities, 
Ms. Nickerson avoids some of these complications, although the subjects end up looking 
like sculptures or low-tech robots — a bit like Eduardo Paolozzi’s humanoid “Robot” 
sculptures from the 1950s. 

The photographs still ripple with politics, particularly around the issues of food 
production, agribusiness and labor. It’s just that they are marked with a next-generation 
awareness of the pitfalls of photographing people. Where the liberal humanism of earlier 
social documentary used people as its “universal” currency, “Terrain” puts plants and 
work implements in the foreground. In this sense, you might call Ms. Nickerson’s work 
post-human social documentary. 

A version of this review appears in print on January 24, 2014, on page C29 of the New 
York edition with the headline: Jackie Nickerson: ‘Terrain’.   

http://www.jackienickerson.com/
http://cargocollective.com/ariellaazoulay
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Jackie Nickerson, “Oscar” (2012)/Courtesy Jack Shainman 

 
JACKIE NICKERSON 
Shainman 

Powerful color photographs of farm workers in South Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Kenya 
build on an earlier series that Nickerson made on African farms. This time, she’s pushed her 
scale to larger-than-life size so the subjects assume the proportions of monuments and the works 
transcend portraiture. Obscured by the crops, sacks, and rubber tubes that they carry, the figures 
become armatures, sculptural and almost symbolic. They may disappear behind their burdens, 
but the laborers in Nickerson’s show are not anonymous: she pointedly titles her pictures—
“David,” “Catherine,” “Cephias”—after their subjects. Through Feb. 15. 

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/events/art/jackie-nickerson-shainman
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/events/venues/shainman
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January 2014 | By Miles Little  

 

PHOTOGRAPH BY JACKIE NICKERSON—JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK 
 
Why doesn’t Nickerson follow the traditional path of “concerned” documentary photography, identifying 
individuals affected by an issue, and showing the particular details of their lives? Indeed, she rarely shows us any 
human faces in this project at all, and she totally erases important distinctions of nationality and culture within her 
diverse assortment of subjects. In effect, she hopes to reveal by concealing; she informs by holding back. —Myles 
Little 
 
Jackie Nickerson’s Terrain is on view January 16 - February 15, 2014 at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York. 
Read more about her portraits of Africa’s laborers on LightBox. 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/20th-street/
http://lightbox.time.com/2013/10/28/hiding-africa-jackie-nickersons-portraits-of-laborers/
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On View | A Photographer’s Artful 
Images of African Agriculture 

CULTURE | By ERICA BELLMAN | JANUARY 17, 2014, 5:45 PM   
 

 
Jackie Nickerson’s “Oscar.” Courtesy of Jack Shainman Gallery 
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In 1997, Jackie Nickerson set out for a farm in Zimbabwe to visit a friend, intending to stay for 

just a few weeks. But the landscapes, people and agricultural practices of sub-Saharan Africa 

captivated her, so she ended up staying for four years. At the beginning of her time in Africa, the 

former fashion photographer documented the rural scenes around the southern part of the 

continent. The more she traveled, the more her portfolio of alluring portraits and landscapes 

grew, photographs which she eventually compiled into “Farm,” her first body of work outside of 

fashion, which was released as a book in 2002. 

Nickerson’s sequel to that series, “Terrain,” was created in the past two years, over the course of 

more than 15 visits to Kenya, Zambia, Zimbabwe and South Africa. Now on view at Jack 

Shainman Gallery in New York, the larger-than-life-size photographs illustrate the process by 

which crops are cultivated and transformed into consumer products. 

The inspiration for the project came during one of Nickerson’s habitual walks through the fields 

in Africa (she currently splits her time between that continent and Ireland). “I would go around 

in the early morning, around 7 a.m., and I would talk to people in the fields,” she explained. 

“One day, I saw a man carrying a big barrel of tobacco, and it was more of a cinematic moment, 

and he became this sculptural figure.” This moment was the starting point for “Terrain,” a set of 

“Imasiku” Courtesy  of  Jack Shainman Gallery  “James” Courtesy  of  Jack Shainman Gallery  

http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
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sparse, visually arresting images in which the organic and synthetic materials associated with 

agricultural labor — heaps of just-harvested bananas, packing crates, sheaths of burlap and 

tattered banana leaves — conceal each subject’s face. The resulting geometric figures are 

poignant depictions of commercial food production at its very source. 

Nickerson emphasizes that “Terrain” is the result of an ongoing collaboration with the people 

whose livelihood she depicts in her work. “I would visit certain locations and show the people 

what I was working on,” she remembers. “I would ask them, ‘Is there something in your daily life 

that might look something like this?’ I suppose I became more of a director, and these people 

became my collaborators.” 

Nickerson’s photographs will dispel any city-dweller’s romantic notions of farming. “There’s an 

ideal, pastoral image of the countryside many people associate with food production,” Nickerson 

says. “The reality is that farming has become so intensive and yield is very important, and the 

use of artificial materials has become critical. What I’m presenting is a hybrid environment, one 

that’s not ‘Nature’ but is still natural.” 

Terrain is on view through Feb. 15 at Jack Shainman Gallery, 513 W. 20th Street, N.Y.;jackshainman.com. 

“Makany ara” Courtesy  of  Jack Shainman Gallery  “Sililo” Courtesy  of  Jack Shainman Gallery  

http://www.jackshainman.com/
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Five Questions with Jackie Nickerson
  December 19, 2014 (http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/five-questions-with-jackie-nickerson)   Kayung Lai

This week our Five Questions are with the talented Jackie Nickerson. Her images featuring the Ebola frontline
fighters are featured on the cover of this year’s TIME’s magazine Person of the Year. Her first body of work,
Farm, was made over a three-year period in rural locations all over southern Africa and explores how
individual identity is made through improvisation. Her most recent series, Terrain, Nickerson explores the roles
in which workers play in the production and commodification of agricultural goods. Her work has been
exhibited extensively and she is represented by Jack Shainman Gallery in New York.

http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/five-questions-with-jackie-nickerson
http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/cat/five-questions
http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/author/kayung-lai
http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/cat/interviews


Describe your photographic practice?
I work mainly in fine art photography. I think it’s reasonable to say that portraiture is central to my practice
although I like to put people in context with their environment. I see the camera as a way for me to connect
with the world. My work is a result of my own personal experiences.

What drew you to making work in Africa?
I lived in Zimbabwe for a number of years in the 1990s so it was a part of my life. I loved the country but felt
constrained by the nature of the post-colonial social life there, which meant that I wasn’t meeting any
indigenous Zimbabweans. I started to walk around the farm where I lived, using photography as a way to
approach and talk to people. I’m from an urban background, where I’ve lived in confined spaces and
environments made up of concrete. For me, space has always been a precious commodity.  So living in rural
Africa gave me a feeling of space and freedom and a different perspective on life.

We recently saw your images on the front cover of the TIME
magazine for your portraits of the Ebola fighters, can you explain
how you became involved in this project?
I’ve never worked for TIME magazine before so it was a surprise when they contacted me. When they called, it
was Thursday night and I was in Paris working on another assignment. By Monday I was in Liberia. It all
happened so fast. I didn’t have a moment’s hesitation about doing the job – I knew it was a really important
story and I felt honoured to have been given the opportunity to make photographs of these very courageous
people.

How did you find the change from working in analogue to working
digitally?
I’ve always preferred working with film but digital has a lot going for it. I don’t know why but for me, some
images work better with film and some work better with digital. I didn’t find the transition too difficult. I’m happy
to use both. I find digital very helpful in the field – you can show people the kind of photograph you’re making
and put them at ease and it’s also good to know that you’ve actually got the image you’re looking for. I think
digital has been great for the scope it gives the photographer in post-production.

What’s next for Jackie Nickerson?



I’m working on two new books and I have a number of exhibitions coming up next year.

(http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Elina-1-2013.jpg)

Elina #1, Terrain, Jackie Nickerson, 2013

http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Elina-1-2013.jpg


(http://spectrumphoto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Brother-Michael-2005.jpg)

Brother Michael, Faith, Jackie Nickerson, 2005
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Jackie Nickerson, Clemence, 2012 © Jackie Nickerson 

Photographer Jackie Nickerson talks Africa, agriculture and 
political motivation as her new book and accompanying exhibition 

are launched 

http://www.anothermag.com/current/art-culture
http://www.anothermag.com/current/culture-talks


http://www.anothermag.com/current/view/3188/Jackie_Nickersons_Terrain 

Photographer Jackie Nickerson strikes a perfect balance between the thought provoking and the 
aesthetically pleasing, her works skillfully composed, harmoniously hued explorations of identity and 
environment. In her first book, the much acclaimed Farm, Nickerson examined agricultural life in Africa 
through a series of landscape shots and engaging, “straight up” portraits of farm labourers. Since then, the 
photographer has turned her lens to religious communities (in her beautifully austere series Faith) as well 
as to the dapper Brazzaville “Sapeurs” of The Congo for her series Sapeur. Now, however, Nickerson has 
come full circle, returning to both Africa and agriculture – but more broadly and with a more theoretical 
slant – for her latest book and accompanying exhibition, both entitled Terrain. 
 
As in Farm, Nickerson presents landscapes alongside portraiture but unlike those of her first project, 
Terrain's labourers remain anonymous, each worker's face disguised by the tools or materials of their 
trade – from plastic crates and sheeting to jagged banana leaves. "This more sculptural structure, where 
the identity of the person becomes intertwined with what they are growing, is a kind of metaphor for the 
process of labour, and how we can’t escape the physical and psychological effects of what we engage 
with," Nickerson explains. The images are hugely powerful, shying away from usual methods of 
photojournalism and instead employing a reduced but mesmerising artistic language to raise key 
questions surrounding the issues of crop specialisation, subsistence farming and food security. Here, the 
day before the exhibition opens at London's Brancolini Grimaldi gallery, we chat to Nickerson to discover 
more about the project as well as her inspirations and motivations. 
 
"I think it’s my job to ask questions, sometimes difficult questions and ask people to think about 
how they might address these" 
 
When did you first visit Africa? What is it about the continent that draws you back to it – 
physically and in terms of subject matter? 
 
My first visit to Africa was in 1997. I went for 2 weeks and ended up staying for four years. I’m from an 
urban background, where I’ve lived in confined spaces and environments made up of concrete. Space is a 
precious commodity. So my first visit to Africa was liberating – it gave me a feeling of space and 
freedom. There were places that were completely natural, un-manicured, feral, volatile. I found it 
intensely interesting. And of course, the subject matter – us in the landscape, followed on from this. 
 
What were the key inspirations behind Terrain? 
 
I'm inspired by all kinds of things – not only images, but writers, sculptors and painters. It can be a 
political or intellectual issue that interests me.  Then I have to work out how to make images that put 
these points of interest across. I think that’s why this series of photographs is more conceptual than my 
previous work. 
 
What interests you in particular about the relationship between people and their working 
environments? 

http://www.anothermag.com/admin/current/n.com/index.php
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I’ve always been interested in cause and effect and this theory informs all my work. I’m specifically 
interested in how we are all affected by our environment – whether it has a big impact or just a miniscule 
impact, short term or long term. And I want to observe those markers, those signals. I’ve usually 
concentrated on sub groups of people working within a specific environment. 

 
Jackie Nickerson, James, 2013 & James #2, 2013 © Jackie Nickerson 

 

What do you hope viewers will take away from Terrain? 
 
I think it’s my job to ask questions, sometimes difficult questions and ask people to think about how they 
might address these questions. I hope I’ve done this with these pictures. 
 
Despite the fact that the images in Terrain depict a very industrious and laborious way of life, they 
are beautifully shot and very aesthetically pleasing. Is beauty something that you consciously try to 
achieve in your work? 
 
When I began to take the pictures I realised that I needed to create a visual language that put across the 
farmers and farm workers as individuals and as modern people. I wanted the viewer to be challenged to 
look at Africa in a different way and also for the images to have an aesthetic, a beauty.  Actually, the 
images are very much a recreation of moments in everyday life – it’s naturally beautiful. 
 
Would you describe your work as politically motivated? 
 
Yes, very much so. Human rights are a big motivation for me. There are all kinds of issues that motivate 
me in my work – global warming, water resources, sustainable development, labor issues and other 
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important problems. It might seem strange to address these issues with these images but for me, it’s really 
not. 
 
Do you have a favourite memory from your time spent in Africa shooting Terrain? 
 
I wish I could single one experience out, but there are always so many.  I guess the thing I enjoyed most 
was the collaborative process of working with the guys on the farms I visited. We had a lot of laughs and 
I learned a lot. 
 
Terrain opens at Brancolini Grimaldi tomorrow and runs until December 21. The book is available now. 
Text by Daisy Woodward 
 
Daisy Woodward is the AnOthermag.com social media and editorial assistant. 
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Jackie Nickerson | Our Daily Bread 
Written by  Ky le Tregurtha on Nov  01 , 201 3  in Art & Culture, Photography  

 

 

While getting ready to speak with Jackie Nickerson about ‘Terrain’ my main interests were the 
aesthetic and sculptural qualities of the compilation, with some inquiries orbiting the place 
labourers hold in national psyche. 
 
In the flurry of our exchange, protracted over three countries and two continents, I found our 
confab returning to the process and production of food, and how it is that one of the problems 
facing African agriculture is the adoption of Western methods of production. 
 

 
© Jackie N ickerson. Terrain, Os car, 2012. Cou rtesy  of the artist. 
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Compositionally ‘Terrain’ is very striking. As the press release for the upcoming book launch 
reads; “Terrain is about us in the landscape, how we change the world we inhabit at every 
moment of our being human, and how, for the better and for worse, the world that we make, in 
turn, changes who we are.” 

There’s a manipulation in ‘Terrain’ of Nickerson’s figures, sculpting her subjects on the terrain 
into amalgamations of the whole process of food production.  At first glance we notice their 
beauty, then, perhaps secondarily, their relationship to the place they’re in, hopefully landing on 
the idea of man-in-nature. 
 
In this series the cultivated land of Africa rolls ripely behind the subjects (which seem to become 
objects) of Nickerson’s images; “I think Africa is bracketed by two exaggerated images: urban 
squalor and rural wildness. I am trying to disrupt this commonplace assumption, and make 
images that might make us think about the value of labour and give an insight into the people 
who are growing our food.” 
 
 

 
© Jackie N ickerson. Terrain, Mak anyara, 2013. Cou rtesy  of the artist. 
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When first introduced to ‘Terrain’ I couldn’t escape the obscured visual of these whopping 
heaps, bundles, and sheafs moving from earth to market with the worker, positioned 
underneath these piles, as a fulcrum. Mechanized men moving masses for the benefit of the 
majority. USSR style state-sanctioned propaganda, which created iconography out of  the land 
labourer to support long term production goals, flitted before my mind’s eye as I tried to 
interpret the question Nickerson was posing. 
 
In the psyche of the developed world, man’s disconnect from nature is a phenomena that 
Nickerson is hovering over. In a very broad examination into the materials and process of food 
production, which obscure the individual, Nickerson creates photographs particularly pertinent 
to the developed north and the USA right now, and poses the same question to countries 
like Zimbabwe, Malawi and Zambia, in which these photographs were taken, as they further 
mechanize their food production. We are at a point in our existence when what we put into the 
microwave or have delivered, shares no connection to a thought about from where it came, or 
who laboured to grow and harvest it. That’s a statement on globalisation; the post-industrial 
experience is inching toward ubiquity. 

Is this absence of humanity in our daily food not disconcerting? It was in Nickerson’s case, 
indeed it seeded the project. She tells me ‘in fact, they [labourers] are somewhat hidden and 
forgotten… are an unseen part of rural life – agriculture is highly mechanized so even if you’re 
traveling around the countryside, it’s unusual to see people working on the land. This is partly 
why I made this work in parts of Africa. I began to see something of this when I was living in 
Zimbabwe.’ 

It is this direct intersection with the landscape that informed our conversations, and through 
our tête-à-tête that her sensitivity toward food, the environment and the future of both were 
revealed. Nickerson’s firsthand experience in the SADC as flaneur and thoughtful documenter 
is, at heart, an experience of the strung-out reverberations of decolonization and sanctioned 
neocolonialism. Land rights and the auctioning of these, usage and the power that comes with 
owning land, and the role the end user plays in this cycle, have imprinted on Jackie. The 
precipitous entry of the continent and its players at the juncture of commerce and agriculture is 
something she is impassioned about on a local and global scale. 

Trying to make sense of these issues is not a particularly easy thing. However, these questions 
should be asked even if we don’t have conclusive answers. If these photographs can get under 
the skin, they have the ability to shake a person’s self-world relationship. 

 

  

 

TERRAIN will be exhibited in London at Brancolini Grimaldi ( Nov. 19 – Dec 31) and 
at Jack Shainman Gallery ,  New Y ork (Jan. 16 – Feb. 20. 2014). The book published 
by  TF Editores will be released in November 2013. 

 

 

About : Jackie Nickerson (b. Boston, USA, 1960) makes photographs that examine identity, and the physical and 
psy chological effects of working within specific environments. Her work is held in many important private and public 
collections and has been exhibited in venues which include the Santa Barbara Museum of Art ; Museum of Modern 
Art, Salzburg; Palais des Beaux-Arts, Brussels; National Portrait Gallery, London and the Irish Museum of Modern 
Art, Dublin. Her new book ‘Terrain’ will be published in November 2013  through TF Editores. She is represented by 
Jack Shainman Gallery in New York and Brancolini Grimaldi in London. 
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Jackie Nickerson | Terrain, An Atypical View on Farming 
Written by  Missla Libsekal on Nov  22, 201 3  in Art & Culture, Featured, Photography  

 

  

Soft muted colours, abstraction, sculptural configurations, farm equipment as quasi readymades. Not 

exactly what y ou’d expect from a photo essay on agribusiness and that is exactly the point.  Terrain is 

meant to be aty pical. 

 

  

© Jackie N ickerson. Left: Os car, 2012. Right: Makanyara, 2013. Cou rtesy  of the artist and Jack Shainman  Gal lery . 

 

A meeting of two worlds, of art and photo documentation, this latest series by Jackie Nickerson 

intentionally masks the indiv idual but will that stratagem unmask the issues? While  social 

documentary historically brings faces to the fore, Nickerson’s faceless sculptures intend to disrupt.   In an 

age where shock value still commands, this delicate gambit unde rtakes to make a case that not all serious 

issues need to shock us to attention. Take a deeper look at  Terrain, with insights from the photographer 

in our recent article Jackie Nickerson | Our Daily  Bread. 

 

“Terrain is very v isually specific and concentrates on a particular kind of representation. The 

lack of personal identity in the photographs is a very deliberate question mark. I want to 

challenge the v iewer to ask, ‘what is this about?’ We’re becoming dea f to political messages 

like global warming, sustainable development and labor issues because of crisis fatigue. I 

believe that we have an indelible link to the earth but we’ve begun to undervalue it —even 

forget about it.”  – Jackie Nickerson 
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Monday, October 28, 2013 | By Myles Little  

Hiding Africa: Jackie Nickerson’s Portraits of 
Laborers 
 

 
Wander, 2003, courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery 

Boston-born, London-based Jackie Nickerson is perhaps best known to photography 
aficionados for Faith (SteidlMACK, 2007), her quietly beautiful study of Catholic religious 
orders in Ireland. Her latest book, Terrain, comes from an entirely different direction, both 
geographically and thematically. Shot in a half-dozen countries across Sub-Saharan Africa, the 
work in Terrain reveals — or rather, disguises — farm workers in surprising new ways. 

Nickerson came to this work via a circuitous route. After spending the first 15 years of her career 
shooting fashion for high-profile clients like Interview and Vogue, she was simply burned out. 

“You’re wasting your life,” she recalls thinking to herself. “If you want to do photography, you’ve 
got to rethink this whole thing.” 

In 1997, a friend invited her on a trip to Zimbabwe for a few weeks. She stayed for four years. 
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“I bought a small flatbed truck and started to travel all around the country and then went to 
South Africa, Malawi and Mozambique. I took pictures of everything.” She was hooked, and has 
been back to Africa many times since. 

While Terrain may recall images of laborers by photographers such as August Sander and Irving 
Penn, Nickerson is after something different. By showing farm workers with the tools and 
products of their labor, she wants to draw our attention to “our connection to the land, the 
importance of labor, how we grow things, and our environment. We’ve got to think of ways to 
make food that’s sustainable,” she argues. “There are green alternatives where people can feed 
their families and make a good living.” 

Furthermore, Nickerson thinks it’s empowering to show her subjects engaged in labor. All too 
often, she argues, the media define people in the developing world by their poverty, rather than 
by their contributions—the actions they take every day to put food on the table and keep a roof 
over their heads. 

These are admirable goals. So why doesn’t Nickerson follow the traditional path of “concerned” 
documentary photography, identifying individuals affected by an issue, and showing the 
particular details of their lives? Indeed, she rarely shows us any human faces in this project at 
all, and she totally erases important distinctions of nationality and culture within her diverse 
assortment of subjects. In effect, she hopes to reveal by concealing; she informs by holding back. 

She knows she may be in for criticism from some people for this strategy of concealment, but 
asserts that we have “become deaf to political messages like global warming, water resources, 
sustainable development, labor issues and other important problems, because of crisis fatigue. 
The lack of personal identity in the photographs is a deliberate question mark. Something that 
wasn’t literal but a little ambiguous, because I believe it’s a more effective way to challenge the 
viewer to ask, What is this about?” 

Her decision to hide her subjects’ faces also serves to underscore the power-dynamic inherent in 
virtually all forms of portraiture. 

“As a photographer, you’re in a powerful position,” Nickerson says. “You’re the ‘taker’ and you 
have a sitter who is ‘giving’ the image to you. You’ve got to somehow give the power back, you’ve 
got to even things up, so that everyone can walk away from the situation and feel good about it.”  

Having her subjects playfully obscure their identities, Nickerson willingly cedes some of her own 
power — with the paradoxical result that both the photographer and her subjects emerge richer, 
aesthetically, by the trade-off. 

 

Jackie Nickerson is a photographer based in London. Her book Terrain (TF Editores) comes 
out in November 2013, and Jack Shainman Gallery will exhibit the work in January 2014. 

Myles Little is an associate photo editor at TIME.  
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‘We Become Part of What We Grow’: Photographing Ag in Africa 
By Jake Swearingen on November 11, 2013 
Photography by Jackie Nickerson 
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Jackie Nickerson, a London-based photographer with three decades of experience shooting, has done 
work for W, the New York Times, Vogue and more. Her latest project: a sweeping but surprising 
look at farming in southern and eastern Africa called "Terrain." The book, a semi-follow up to her 
2002 book "Farm," shows farmers at work in carefully composed shots (often obscuring their faces) 
that investigate, as Nickerson puts it, " the fundamental relationship we have with growing things."  
 
We talked to Nickerson about her work, her message, and how she explained her project her subjects. 
 

 
 

Modern Farmer: What made you want to start shooting this series? 
 
Jackie Nickerson: In 1997 I was out visiting a friend whose brother owned a farm in Zimbabwe. I’m 
from a very urban background — I’ve always lived in cities, pretty much — and so when I went out 
and had this prolonged period of time on a farm, it opened my eyes to a whole other world. That was 
the beginning of my interest in farming and how we produce food. 
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MF: What was your process for shooting this series of photos? How did that work in the fields?  
 
JN: Well, you know, it’s difficult. I’m white and I’m going to to Africa, where most of the 
indigenous people there are black. So there are some issues there because of the end of colonialism, 
and especially with Europeans — or “global northern people” let’s say — going into Africa and 
trying to define Africa instead of letting Africans define their own countries and their own continent. 
So, that is always a problem. 
 
But from where I’m coming from, it’s not about ethnicity at all. It’s more about the problem of how 
we choose to grow food, and the political problems that we’re all facing — not only Africa — about 
how we make a sustainable environment and make good food. 
 
And it’s also about labor and human rights issues. Coming from Europe, most of the food here is 
very, very commercial and mechanized and there’s not a lot connection to labor on the land. So if 
you really want to investigate the primeval relationship we have with growing things, you have to go 
somewhere where it’s labor intensive, and that place is Africa. 
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MF: So where were these photographs primarily shot? 
 
JN: Kenya, Tanzinia, Zimbabwe, Zambia and South Africa were the main places. 
 
MF: What was your interaction like when you approached these farmers and explained what your 
photo project was? 
JN: Getting access was difficult for various reasons. There were security issues in some places. 
There were also issues with going in because of unions and various political issues, especially where 
you’re going in with people in a working environment. Recently there’s been a lot of documentaries 
where people go in and highlight risks and lack of worker protection — people who don’t wear 
masks when they’re spraying, not having suitable protective clothing, stuff like that. 
 
But that’s not where I’m coming from at all. There’s a place for that, but what I’m really interested in 
is the fundamental relationship we have with growing things and how important it is to understand 
and respect that. Eventually I did get access to places, and I have to say, once you go in there and you 
talk to people and explain what you’re doing — I mean, they look at you, like “Who is this crazy 
lady?” But then people also get really into it. 
 
Of course I do pictures for the guys that I’m working with of them and their kids, but I’ve gotten a 
really positive response from Africans, because they’re like, “This is a completely different way of 
looking at this,” and it’s something they can relate to. 
 

 



Sw earingen, Jake. “We Become Part of What We Grow : Photographing Ag in Africa.” Modern Farmer, 11 November 2013. Online. < 
http://modernfarmer.com/2013/11/become-part-grow-photographing-ag-africa/> 

MF: In the photographs you often don’t see the farmers faces at all. What was behind that decision? 
 
JN: Well, in whole series, there’s 70 images, but there was only a very specific type of image that 
was released to the press. In the book there’s seven or eight full-figure, more classic portraits, where 
they look straight on at you and you can see stuff like how important their hands are to them. 
But, yeah, not showing their faces was about this idea when you’re doing physical labor, even 
gardening, when you’re doing heavy, repetitive labor, it’s gets into your body, into your psyche. It 
becomes part of your physicality and physiognomy. You become one with whatever you’re doing. So 
this is trying to be a kind of metaphor for that. That we become part of what we create, we become a 
part of what we grow, on all kinds of non-practical levels. That’s the basis behind all growing. 
 

 



Sw earingen, Jake. “We Become Part of What We Grow : Photographing Ag in Africa.” Modern Farmer, 11 November 2013. Online. < 
http://modernfarmer.com/2013/11/become-part-grow-photographing-ag-africa/> 

MF: Did the farmers themselves have issues with being photographed when you wouldn’t see their 
faces? 
 
JN: No, they didn’t really. One of the issues, as someone coming in from the outside, is that there’s 
always a negotiation with portraiture. You go in, you’re there with your camera, and people want to 
have their picture taken. 
 
But it’s also much more complicated than that. There’s a perception that as a white person you’re 
going in there and you’re empowered and the people whose picture you’re taking, they’ll just agree 
to anything you want to do. But it’s not like that when you’re in the field and in those environments. 
People are asking all kinds of questions. What are you doing this for? How are we gonna look? Are 
you political? Are you a journalist? Are you working for the government? There’s all kinds of 
negotiations going on. 
 
I do explain my project to everybody, and I do take nice pictures of people, nice classic portraits, and 
I send the farmers those pictures. I try to explain to people that I want put this message across, and do 
something more creative. 
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MF: How do you explain that message to farmers? 
 
JN: You show them pictures. You have to understand, you’re standing in a field in the middle of 
Zambia, and you’re talking to guys who speak two or three languages. I only speak one. [laughs] 
Everyone has access to the Internet, everyone has mobile phones, everyone is much more image 
aware than you would ever think these days. So believe me it’s not difficult. 
 
I was in Kenya, in some big tea estates, and some of the guys who were picking tea were university 
graduates. One guy had his M.A. in engineering, but couldn’t get a job and had to come back to the 
family home and was picking tea. There’s a lack of opportunity in many parts of Africa where kids 
are very well-educated and they end up in a rural environment. Seventy percent of Africa is 
employed by the agricultural sector. It’s a huge, huge, huge swath of the population, so you get all 
kinds of people. 
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Nickerson makes photographs that examine the essential nature of people and their relationship to 

the natural world through personal identity, and the physical and psychological condition of living 

and working within a specific environment. 

 

Her first body of work, FARM, was made over a three-year period in rural locations all over southern 

Africa. It concentrates on how individual identity is made through improvisation. This was published 

by Jonathan Cape in September 2002 and was followed by a German edition entitled 'Leben Mit Der 

Erde' published by Frederking and Thaler (2002) and a French edition, 'Une Autre Afrique' published 

by Flammarion (2002). 

 

Her most recent work revisits eastern and southern Africa and focuses on labor and how the 

exertions of labor leave psychic and material traces in people and the environment. The work 

comprises of a number of series including TERRAIN, Jaggery, Lime and Field 22. 

 

Jackie Nickerson was born in Boston, Massachusetts in 1960. Her work has been exhibited 

internationally including at the Museum of Modern Art, Salzburg; Palais des Beaux-Arts, Brussels; 

National Portrait Gallery, London; Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin; and the Hereford Museum, 

UK. 

 

Her work is held in many collections including the Museum of Modern Art, NY; Irish Museum of 

Modern Art, Dublin; Vatican Museums, Rome; and the National Gallery of Ireland. 

 

In 2008 she was the winner of the AIB prize and has been short listed for the Deutscher 

Fotobuchpreis award (2008) and the John Kobal Prize (2003). In 2007 she was selected to be part 

of Le Mois de la Photo in Paris showing at the Centre Culturel Irlandais. She is the recipient of a 

Culture Ireland award and three Visual Art Bursaries from the Irish Arts Council. 

 

She is represented by Jack Shainman Gallery in New York and Brancolini Grimaldi in London.  

 

A text on the work follows the images. 

http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.brancolinigrimaldi.com/
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People and landscapes in TERRAIN intertwine and co-exist at that moment which is central to the 

moil of the human race – the cultivation of crops and the turning of raw materials into something 

made. 

 

Gazing steadily at the point at which one element meets another, TERRAIN asks us to think about 

these imprints left by the material processes of work as the evidence of our presence on the earth, 

and to think about how contemporary human beings, living in a western urban environment, can 

relate to the metaphysics of the labor which enables our lives. 

 

In a time when environmental politics thinks too simplistically about the effect that humans have on 

nature, TERRAIN nudges us towards a deeper understanding of the lived spaces of human activity. 

Here hands and plants, limbs and fabric, bodies and soil hold close to one another. Visually, the easy 

sense that there is nature and that there is humanity, and that the two are separate, ceases to exist. 

In TERRAIN people are, in the fullest sense of that archaic adjective, 'terrene', of the earth. 

Text provided by Jackie Nickerson. 
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By THE NEW YORK TIMES 
Published: November 2, 2007 
 

Galleries: Chelsea   

★  JACKIE NICKERSON: ‘FAITH’ This British artist’s last show was of photographs of 

farmers in Africa; for this one she spent two years visiting Irish monasteries and convents, 

making portraits of their inhabitants and of institutional interiors as quiet as still lifes. The 

whole show is about stillness and interiority, but also about living an intensely active life in 

a way the world has lost track of. Jack Shainman Gallery, 513 West 20th Street, (212) 645-

1701, jackshainman.com, through Nov. 10. (Cotter) 

http://jackshainman.com/
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The source of light in a painting is usually 
traceable to a source or an area, and from 
there the structure and geometry of the 
painting is illuminated in ways that we are 
accustomed to read as being a blend of 
inner and outer light, always establishing 
for us a ratio between the physical and the 
spiritual worlds. In these photographs, that 
painterly inheritance is palpable, but in them 
the intimacy between the technology of the 
camera and the use of light is especially 
strong. The blaze of light through a window, 
the gloss of polish on a floor, the echo of 
light down a corridor, the pressure of light 
within a face, all bespeak the spirituality and 
discipline which together create the beauty 
of silence and community we witness here. 

A statue, a saucepan, a table or a chair are 
not merely dead objects; they are mute, but 
alive. The photographs create silence as a 
dimension, although they also allow for 
conversation and cheerfulness. These are 
communities steeped in an interiority which 
they have discovered is not their own but 
something wider and deeper than themselves 
of which they are a part. The purity of 
line in these shots — verticals, horizontals, 
deepening perspectives — indicates a certain 
completeness, a spiritual integrity that 
belongs to and is part of the goal as well 

as the effect of the monastic spirit. Yet too 
there is the implication of the historical time 
of these institutions. The iconography has 
that unmistakable combination of catholic 
revivalism and kitsch of the nineteenth 
century, of the Virgin and the Sacred Heart, 
the anti-secular devotions of that era that 
stand out here like insignia of time in a 
world otherwise concerned to register its 
timeless dailiness. We are looking here at 
an eternal present and at a historical past. 
Jackie Nickerson’s achievement is to embed 
one within the other with such gentle 
skill that their contrast with one another 
produces little more than an eddy of conflict 
that perhaps deepens their meditative calm.

‘Faith’ is the result of three years 
photographing the interior and exterior 
spaces of religious communities throughout 
Ireland. Nickerson had uncommon access 
to the private worlds of the religious in their 
places of work and prayer. The series was 
exhibited in the Paul Kane Gallery, Dublin 
in �006 and is currently (spring �007) on 
display in Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 
Now based in County Louth, Nickerson’s 
other recent work includes ‘Farm’ based 
on several years spent travelling around 
Southern Africa, photographing farm 
labourers and their environment.
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Jackie Nickerson’s ‘Faith’

In	a	convent	or	monastery,	prayer	and	contemplation	are	
magnified	by	ritual,	so	much	so	that	the	sense	of	a	spiritual	
presence	within	the	buildings	becomes	pervasive,	and	this	
most	potently	takes	the	form	of	light.	Photography,	itself	
founded	on	light,	is	an	art	form	that	saturates	the	world	of	
objects	and	people	in	that	medium.

FIElD Day REvIEw 3 2007
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