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It Hurts to Look 

Between the Byes: Essays on Photography 
and Politics 
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Aperture, 2(H) i. 224 pp., $29.9S 

Reviewed hy jack Massing 

The essays ot David Levi Strauss explore 
some ot the most difficult of human 
conditions, as recorded in hard-hitting 
photographic images. The images and 
Strauss's words are enough, at the least, 
i.i move anyone r.> deeper thought and, ai 
the most, to inspire some level o! political 
action. Written between I9H6 and 2002, 
the IN essays are culled from exhibition 
catalogs lor arnsis including Traneesea 
Woodman, Miguel Rio UraflCO, and 
Hannah Villager, and from magazine arti-
cles written tor The Nation, Camerawork, 
Aperture, and Art forum, among others. 
Also represented are collaborations with 
visual artists including Alfredo Jaar, Jim 
Goldberg, and Bobby Neel Adams. 

Kssays on photography and politics 
have never been more important than 
they are today. Evidence of some sort is 
ai the center ot most political decisions, 
and problems arise when that evidence is 
politicized and used as a weapon instead 
ol ,i lie.mucin loi the beitei health ol ihe 
political body, lietweeu the I'yes is about 
reading photographs and understanding 
the interpretation of their truth. 

Pain permeates each of Strauss's 
essays, whether his subject is the tailing 
ol the World Trade rowers, the disturb-
ing photographs ot Sehastiao Salgado, the 
pervasive landmine problem in t.amhodia, 
runaway teens, or the tragic suicide of the 
talented young photographer Traneesea 
Woodman. Strauss's compassion lor 
the story within the image cuts through 
politics and opens up the wounds of the 
individuals affected in and by the photo-
graphs that he discusses. In the essay "A 
Sea of Griefs Is Not a Proscenium: The 
Rwanda Projects of Alfredo jaar," there 
is the powerful story of Gutete Kmerita, 
a Tutsi woman who bore witness to a 
brutal act of genocide carried out by the 
I lutu, at her church during Sunday mass. 
The slaughter of 400 people included her 
hush.ind and two young sons. Tmerita 
somehow escaped with her daughter. I ler 
eyes are the subject ol Jaar's "The Lyes 
of Gutete Tmerita" ( l l ">6), a work that 
serves as the frontispiece for the dust 
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Isabella, o landmine vittim in lica, Mozambique, wilh her children. Photograph by Bobby Neel Adams 

i,u ket o f th is book . Strauss wr i tes that his 
f irst encounter w i t h this a r t w o r k made h im 
physical ly i l l ; he st i l l has l inger ing nausea 
when remembering it 

As |ohn Merger writes in his introduc-
tion, "Any tyranny's manipulation of the 
media is an index of its fears," summing 
up in a single sentence the difficulty of 
making simple political decisions. We all 
have some fear and we all manipulate 
others to some extent. Berger goes on: " I 
am talking about the pain of living in the 
present wor ld," effectively describing the 
overriding tone of the book. No matter 
who is in power at any tune anywhere in 
the world, there seems to be thoughtless 
violence and pain. 

The book's opening quote from Wim 
Wenders's The Act <>/ Seeing reinforces this: 

The most political decision yon nuke 
is where you direct people's eyes. In 
other words, what you show people, 
day in and day out, is political... And 
the most politically indoctrinating 
thing you can do to a human being IS 
to show him, every day, that there can 
he no change. 

Strauss is as careful a thinker and as 
serious a viewer of images and their dis-
position in media and culture as anyone 
writ ing today. The information age is 
both the advantage and the burden that 
Strauss has over the pantheon of critical 
thinkers who came before him. On one 
hand, the endless digital resource ot the 
Internet aids his research and gives him 
the chance to gorge Ins eyes on images 
scattered throughout the world. On the 
other hand, the media boom, with its 
plethora ot periodicals and hooks, aided 
and abetted by the Web, makes it difficult 
for any one person to stand out and be 
heard. Luckily tor us, Strauss's mind is 
precise and thoughtful. I lis ability to seek 
out and expose humanity's most horrific 
images is perhaps the reason he generally 
works at night, in the protective embrace 
ot darkness and silence. At night, Strauss 
has the time and attention to sift through 
the pain ol the world. Time to reflect on 
the images that are magically rendered by 
the photographic process and the ability 
to analyze and understand what is being 
spoken hy those images. Time to ask his 
readers about their politics and how their 

empathy may change when ihey confront 
the inevitable onslaught of compelling 
photographic evidence in the future. 

We are the same cruel barbarians 
now that inhabited the planet thousands 
of years ago, and we are here to stay. We 
wil l not change. We have the photographs 
to prove it. The growing documenta-
tion of conflict, crime, and brutality has 
been made possible by ever-smaller cam-
era equipment and faster technology. 
Today we have live coverage and instant 
reports ot the world's pain as it happens. 
Photography has replaced our collective 
memory. Painting, illustration, and writ-
ing prior to the dawn of photography 
had their effects, but they are nothing 
compared to the widespread distribution 
of easily reproduced and easily shared 
photographic images. David Levi Strauss's 
is a hand that writes very well, and with 
his gifted fist, he punches you right in 
the nose. • 


