sama Esid began faking

pictures and developing

them af home in
Damascus, Syria while still in his
early leens. Earlier ihis decode,
he moved to Caire, linding
work at ihe lehner) & landrock
bookstore. His employers had
inherited numerous gloss plote
negatives, which Esid was
chorged with prinfing. Images
of the region’s ancient freasures
ond its romanticized people
tock hold ot his imagination. |

occurmad o him that these reduc

live stereclypes could be re-
imagined to counter an emerg
ing sterectype of the Middle
East that was no less reductive,
and even more permicious.

This epiphany resulled in two
series: E‘JS-‘U'WLJ' City and Cairo
Street VWorkers, which found o
receptive oudience in Cordoba
Spain—an oppropriote ploce fc
recast depictions of Arabic cul
ture in that Andalusiao was the
lost place in Europe where it
had Hourished, Esid moved o
the United States, seffling in
Minneapolis in 2007 where at
age 40 he is steadily gaining
broader recognition. He was a
2008 recipient of the MecKnight
lellowship in photography, and
confinues to leciure and exhibil
at home and obrood

Distorted City departs trom
postcarddypical Egyption subject
matter ond depicls Cairo os Esid
came lo know it—vislos that are
culurally as far removed from
the pyramids or fphmx as
Manhattan is from Las Ve HJas.
He tilkshifted this bustling
metropolis into uncanny
IO SCaIpESs of cor |:.;r:':||":d roads
billboards, and rocliops siretch-
ing lo |‘1[ir||'.';,-' with satellite dishes

00

aimead skywiord, Absent are
minarets or other signifiers that

these are anything other than the

colossal cities many belisve 1o
be the exclusive province of the
West. Wheteas for many, such
bird seye views have become
blosé—hom cour Iy tair Ferris
wheels o urban cbsemvation
decks—Esid's gilt is lo make the
experience novel agoin
locking down from great
heights can be interprefed os o
privileged view —millions of
domestic dramas played out
pehing millions of windows, vel
remaved from the reach of the
person taking them in—so fo
balance this potentially alienat-
ing perspective, Esid's Cairo
Elreal Workers sarias immersad
the photographer in the lives af
those ol ground level, Esid
stoked o ploce in an Egyplian
market with a large format view
comera and a hand painted
backdrop of o palm-sudded
oasis. Once they occepled him
as a fellow fradesman, painters,
vendars, and deliverymen will

ingly became his subjects. These

works are simullaneously docu
menlary and thaalrical, di-'_]n F-(-
ng p-::-n:n;}fr_— that ore seldom seen

- L i
agains! a naive, playhul back-
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ground. Many of his richly toned
partraits of common people
hove e veracity and empathic
eve of August Sander. In one
such piece, a junk collecior
stands atop his loot like a
maonarch of loilets, derelict sterer
0s and broken wicker. In anofhr
&7, O Qoormon 5 500 "-"'L'g':'ll‘f.‘Eh %
stay still long enough lor Esid ic
capture his i-“.c:u sifive E'IDTE!:-'
sion. While a competent pho-
tographer of verilé, he con also
create street phologrophs with
the quality of hallucinafions, A
recent image from Paris's Gare
de I'Est looks up a skairwell in
heavy stumato, while on the
periphery the disfinctive Mike
"swoosh” swings lazily from a
rail while anonymous passersty
ascend and descend.

This capacity to make the
ordinary sirange has gomered
occlaim, but hos olso aftrocted
crificism. Esid's oesthelic tack
hos opened him to charges ol
Crientalism, the VWastern depic:
tion of Eostern cultures as an
exofic other—too different in
their dress, manner, and laith lo
be regarded as a civilized
equal, while simultaneously
envied for

an exislence pre-
sumed 1o be more indolent,
more decadent. But Esid's intent
i s.n::m@rh:ng ditterent: alter nine
WEOs of |‘|-'E||‘.I|':,.- nesws r_‘]epi-:'h-:::!';.
of the Arab world as refrogres:
sive, fanatical. and imeconcik
abtle, his works have o moderal-
ing effect and are an elegant
counterpoint o current sterec
hpes, Esid deftly appropriates
the genre's visual rhetoric, as in
a f.t'-H-;r'.;'rrrnI seated in front of @
I-:‘--'_!|r||r'.'_;| WEOMan in ||| |_:|-=-r| B —
recalling Matisse's odalisques—
and he does nol resist the frope

1 of beautitul dark-eyed women in

omale gowns posed longuorous:
by, ut he employs this vernacu
lar lowards his own ends, He
says: | played on these fon
tasies and | recreatedq (them)
ogain, and show you as a por,
as a door, 1o ket yvou have anolh-
er look at my culture.

Despite the superticial resem-
blance to a 19thcenury sensibil-
ity which ted the Occident whal
it wanted to see of the Orient,
Esid's body of work is no mere
anachronism or a cotonial enter-
prise, It is of its time wilh all the
graffii, present styles, and detri
lus intact. In one imoge among
a series of nudes shot in Lisbon,
a figure leans against a door-
wiry, Blurred but definitively fem-
inine, she holds |she is) the
source of illumination for both
her body and the reoms sur
rounding her. A surge protecior
on the flocr is given the most
prominent focus, which could be
a sublle symbol tor a conduit o
energy, of a clever pun,

Tim White
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