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Stigmata

at the International Museum of the Red Cross, Geneva

Organised and produced by the Musée de L'Elysée, a
museum devoted to photography in Lausanne,
Switzerland, the temporary exhibition Stigmata is
their most recent exhibition. At the request of the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Museum in
Geneva, where it will show until 26 July,Stigmata
presents the work of seven contemporary photogra-
phers from different parts of the world — from Africa
to North and South America, from Middle East to
Europe — who have been working on common proj-
ect: people and places dealing with situations of crisis,
as a testimonial of human suffering after trag-
ic events. Events such as Hurricane Katrina (2005);
The Argentinean Dictatorship (1976-1983); lllegal
Immigration; Albinism; The Bosnian War (1992-1995);
The War in Iraq; or The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict are
featured. The effects of violence and disasters leave a
scar, both physically and psychologically, on people,
but on entire landscapes as well. The long-lasting
effects of destruction are what this exhibition deals
with, sometimes years after the fact.

The overall effect is similar to a flashback. They are a
return to events that were once heavily covered by the
media, to the point of creating indifference from the
onslaught of daily imagery. Now no longer considered
“hot” selling news, we are in a better position to see
the durable effects of once burning issues, with a cool-
er distancing effect leading not only to new information
and reflection, but to potential reaction and action.

The underlying theme of the exhibition is Catastrophe,
and the impact destruction and violence has on peo-
ple, infrastructures and Nature. More profoundly, it
also addresses the violation of Human Rights and its
dire consequences. But how does one represent moral
suffering? Through absence? That's how some pho-
tographers approached the theme in their work. Dana
Popa covered forced migration in Eastern Europe;
Christian Schwager shows the extermination of the
Other; Suzanne Opton and Shai Kremer denounce

war violence; Robert Polidori witnesses the ravaging
effects of a natural catastrophe; Pieter Hugo reveals
the discrimination faced by albinos in his country; and
Gustavo Germano portrays victims of the dictatorship
in his. What is considered intolerable is not so much
shown as suggested. Let's take a closer look at some
of the photographers involved and their work.

The Canadian Robert Polidori took pictures in New
Orleans, USA, on two separate occasions. First in
2005, right after the events of Hurricane Katrina; then
in 2006 to show the consequences of the natural
disaster that shows a near apocalyptic vision area. His
large formats (137 x 101 inch) are almost surrealistic,
showing places that don't look like anything but
chaos. What exactly, one wonders, has been done
since the hurricane?

Gustavo Germano is one of the photographers in the
exhibition who draws on his personal experience to
address the theme... during the Argentinean dictator-
ship he lost his older brother when he “disappeared”

at the age of 18. In one of the diptychs of the show

entitled The Germano brothers the first picture was

taken in 1969, where Gustavo himself poses on the
left next to his brothers, with his eldest brother at the

extreme right. On the second picture, taken in 2006,
he is still on the left of the picture, with glasses,
standing next to two of his brothers, but the eldest

one is missing... This was the starting point of his
series on absence.

Germano’s process is simple yet surprisingly effective.
He searches for pictures from family albums taken in
1975, before the dictatorship, and shoots them anew.

He then takes another picture of the same scene, in
the same place, but more than 30 years later (2006).
The surviving relatives are there, but the disappeared
ones are missing. He enlarges both pictures (120 x 80
inch), and shows them side-by-side. He insists on dis-
playing them that way to have a more powerful

impact. The effect of these pictures is direct and full-

frontal. The close or mid-size portraits are provocative,
and trigger a sense of loss. Also missing are the
names of the disappeared relatives in the captions of
the pictures, which further expresses their absence,
from one picture to the next. The remaining, surviving
people and names are thus felt as victims as well:
families who have been suffering from the absence of
their loved ones, not knowing what happened to
them.

With her series entitledNot Natasha Dana Popa, a

young photographer born in Romania in 1977, takes

photographs of young Moldavian girls returning

home after being kidnapped and suffering from sexu-

al abuse and exploitation, experiencing a sense of
shame, humiliation and silence. A glimmer of hope is
expressed in the lens of this photographer who takes
intimate portraits of victims, such as the one who

managed to escape from her kidnappers, taking ref-
uge in a reinsertion program offered by the
International Organization for Migration (IOM), allow-
ing her to rebuild herself. We see girls, taken from a
distance, who hide their faces or turn their backs —
they appear as ghosts whose youth, if not their lives,
were stolen from them. This distant approach is a
feminine one: a photographer that respects its sub-
jects’ sufferings.

South African photographer Pieter Hugo won last
year's top prize at Rencontres d’Arles, the internation-
al photo festival, for his seriesThe Hyena & other

men. Here, he presents a work he made in 2003 on
South African Albinos denouncing the injustice these
people suffer from, being rejected by others because
of their difference. Although sometimes associated
with magical powers, albinos are victims of attacks,
amputation and are excluded from their communities.

They live for the most part in hiding. Hugo makes
large (112 x 93 inch) close-up portraits, to give
Albinos a chance to be seen and accepted by modify-
ing people’s vision and apprehension of them, and



Susanne Opton, Citizen: Thabit Doctor, father of four, 2007 © Suzanne Opton




Gustavo Germano, Omar Dario Amestoy and Mario Alfredo Amestoy. From the seriéasencias, 1975 © Gustavo Germano
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Gustavo Germano, Mario Alfredo Amestoy. From the serigSusencias, 2006 © Gustavo Germano
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