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IRINA ROZOVSKY 

 
Born in 1981 in Moscow, USSR 
Lives and works in Boston, Massachusetts 
 

SOLO EXHIBITIONS 

 
2015 Island on my Mind, Kassel Book Festival, Germany  
2014 Island on my Mind, 555 Gallery, Boston, MA 

2013 Irina Rozovsky: A Perpetual Hold, Southeast Museum of Photography, Daytona, Florida  
2012 In Plain Air, Noorderlicht Photo Festival, Groningen, The Netherlands  
 One to Nothing, Breda Photo Festival, Breda, The Netherlands 
 One to Nothing, Smith College, Northampton, MA  
 One to Nothing, Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA  
 This Russia, Garner Center of Photography, Boston, MA  
 

GROUP EXHIBITIONS 
 
2015 VICE Photo Issue, Galeria Fifty24MX, Mexico City, Mexico 
  Flash Forward 10, Gallery Kayafas, Boston, MA  
2014 Foreign Correspondence, Architectural Association, London, UK  
  International Photo Festival: 20 Emerging American Photographers, Leiden, Holland  
  Brooklyn Night of Photography, FotoFestiwal Lodz, Poland 
  Magenta Flash Forward Winners Traveling Exhibition, Toronto, Boston, London  

  New York (Outer Borough) Stories, United Photo Industries, New York, NY 
  Espy Photography Prize Exhibition, Elysium Gallery, Swansea, UK  
2013 Faculty Show, International Center of Photography, New York, NY  
  New York Stories, United Photo Industries, New York, NY  
  Magenta Flash Forward, Neubacher Shor Contemporary, Toronto, Canada  
  Dark Blue, Haggerty Museum of Art, Milwaukee, WI  
  Another New York, Artbridge, Brooklyn, NY  

2012 Portfolio Competition, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA  
  Freedom of/to/for, Haggerty Museum of Art, Milwaukee, WI  
  Everything That Rises Must Converge, The Current Gallery, Baltimore, MD 
  Everything That Rises Must Converge, 950 Hart Gallery, Brooklyn, NY  
  New Stand, St. Marks Bookshop, New York, NY 
2011 Transcending the Ordinary, Aviary Gallery, Jamaica Plain, MA  
  Collector’s Guide, Chelsea Art Museum, New York, NY  

  Details at a Distance, with Camilo Ramirez, Fountain Gallery, Brooklyn, NY 
  Remember Then, CGIS Gallery, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA  
  Almost Heaven, Maven Gallery, Berlin, Germany  
  Exhibition Lab, Sasha Wolf Gallery, New York, NY  
2010 Familiar Bodies, Carroll and Sons Gallery, Boston, MA  
  Photo Espana: Ojo de Pez Portfolio, Templo de Debod, Madrid, Spain  
  Graphic Intersections, Umbrage Gallery, New York, NY  
  Exposure, curated by Mia Fineman, PRC, Boston, MA  

  31 Women Photographers, Affirmation Arts, New York, NY  
  Massachusetts Cultural Council Fellowship Exhibit, Watertown, MA 
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MONOGRAPHS 

 
2015 Island on my Mind, Kettler Verlag, Dortmund, Germany 
2011 One to Nothing, Kehrer Verlag, Heidelberg, Germany  
 

SELECTED PUBLICATIONS 
 
2014 Magenta Flash Forward 2014 Winners, Magenta Foundation, Canada  
 Magenta Flash Forward 10 Year Anniversary Collection, Magenta Foundation, Canada 
2012 Homo Empathicus, Breda International Photo Festival 
 Terra Cognita, Noorderlicht, Groningen, The Netherlands 
2011  Collector’s Guide, Humble Arts Foundation, New York, NY  

2010  Smoke Bath, Seems Books, New York, NY 
2009  nofound (bedroom), Kaugummi Books, Paris, France 
2008  Various, Tiny Vices, New York, NY  
 25 Under 25: Up and Coming Photographers, powerHouse Books, NY 
 
AWARDS AND HONORS 

 

2015 Massachusetts Cultural Council Grant, Boston, MA  
2014 Kassel Fotobook Festival Book Dummy Award, Kassel, Germany  
 Artadia Prize, Finalist, Boston, MA  
2013 Flash Forward, Winner, Magenta Foundation, Toronto, Canada  
 Baum Prize, Nominee, Baum Foundation, San Francisco, CA  
2012 Curator’s Choice, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Photography Portfolio Competition  
 Voices Off Prize, Finalist, Arles, France  
 Light Work Residency, Light Work, Syracuse, NY  

 Forward Thinking Museum JGS Quarterly Contest Winner, New York  
2011 Kodak film support subsidy, Rochester, NY  
 Artist Grant, Foundation for Contemporary Arts, New York  
 Faculty Development Grant, Art Institute of Boston  
2010 Magnum Expression Award, Finalist  
2009 Massachusetts Cultural Council Artist Grant, Finalist  
 Levenson Memorial Teaching Prize, Harvard University, Cambridge  

 Certificate of Distinction in Teaching, Derek Bok Center, Harvard University, Cambridge  
 
SELECTED PRESS AND FEATURES 
 
Forthcoming Book review by Adam Bell, photo-eye, September 2015 
Book review by Ariel Hahn, Capricious Magazine, October 2015 
Book review by Sean Henry Smith, Lightwork, October 2015 

Feature, Fader Magazine, October 2015 
Feature and artist essay, Matte Magazine, September 2015 
Feature and essay, VICE Magazine, November 2015  
 
2015 Harper’s Magazine, New York 
 Picture Book, Queensland Centre for Photography, essay by Lynette Letic, Australia 
 Select Portfolio, European Photography, Berlin, Germany 
 Select Portfolio, VICE Photo Issue in collaboration with Magnum, New York 
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 Select Portfolio, VICE Mexican Photo Issue, Mexico City 
 Interview with Irina Rozovsky and Island in my Mind, Fotografia Magazine 
2014  Select Portfolio, Island on my Mind, GUP Magazine, Holland 
 The Eastern Wanderer, conversation with Irina Rozovsky, Estonian Art Magazine, Estonia 
 Interview with Irina Rozovsky, Photo Raw Magazine, Helsinki, Finland 
 Interview with Irina Rozovsky, Frankie Magazine, Australia  

2013  John Leland, Slow Dance in Brooklyn, New York Times, New York 
 American Idyll: Where urbanites go to get a little lost, Tufts University Magazine, US 
 Contact Sheet, essay by John Pilson, Light Work publication, New York 
 One Long Hot Afternoon: Irina Rozovsky and Rose Marie Cromwell, Layflat 
 Portraits Inside Brooklyn’s Prospect Park, Interview with Alison Zavos, Feature Shoot 
 Guido van Eijck, Imperfect Utopias, Blend Magazine, Holland 
2012  Irina Rozovsky: On Dedication, Cult Magazine, Germany 

 Jessie Wender, Irina Rozovsky: Photographing Prospect Park, The New Yorker Photo Booth 
 Stanley Wolukau-Wanambwa, The Field of Memory, The Great Leap Sideways, UK 
 Bryan Formhals, Irina Rozovsky – One to Nothing, LPV Magazine, US 
 Introducing Flak Photo Stories: Irina Rozovsky, Flak Photo, US 
 Holly Stanton, Exhibition Review: Everything That Rises, Kitsuné Journal, France 
 Featured Portfolio: In Plain Air, Ahorn Magazine, Germany 
 Best Books of 2011, photo eye Magazine, US  

2011 Alec Soth, Top 20 Photobooks of 2011, Little Brown Mushroom, US 
 Tom Griggs, Interview: Irina Rozovsky, Fototazo, Columbia  
 Alrik Swagerman, Podcast Conversation 03: Irina Rozovsky, Viewbook, Netherlands 
 Matthew Fishbane, Keeping Score: One to Nothing, Tablet Magazine, US 
 Ellen Wallenstein, Book Review: One to Nothing, Fraction Magazine, Issue 30, US 
 Adam Bell, Book Review: One to Nothing, Photo-Eye Magazine, US 
 Jörg Colberg, Presenting One to Nothing by Irina Rozovsky, Video Review, Conscientious, US 
 Simon Gork, An Interview with Irina Rozovsky, GUP, Netherlands 

 Tema Stauffer, New Artists Feature, Culturehall, US 
 Tim Gray, Irina Rozovsky, D-Photo Magazine, Issue 38, New Zealand 
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PHOTOGRAPHING PROSPECT PARK 
  

By Jessie Wender 

 

MAY 18, 2012 

 

About a year ago, Irina Rozovsky began photographing in Prospect Park. “It was my first summer in 

New York City and a real scorcher,” Rozovsky told me. “I discovered the park, and it felt like the 

only place to hide from the heat, the cement, the noise.” Here’s a selection of photographs from 

Rozovsky’s project “In Plain Air,” followed by a short Q. & A. 

 

 

 
 

Q: What inspired you to photograph Prospect Park? 

 

A: I took the dinky motorboat tour of the lake with a friend one late afternoon last summer. From 

that floating vantage point, as we circled around, I saw people on the shore, tucked into private 

nooks and crannies among the trees. In each pocket was a different group or family, lovers, friends, 

http://www.newyorker.com/contributors/jessie-wender
http://www.irinar.com/
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different ethnic backgrounds, cultures, religions, but all sharing the same land, air, and moment. The 

sight of it, so serene and sublime, felt almost unreal, like a mirage or someone’s dream vision of 

what this place could be. Maybe Olmsted’s vision. I found it so incredibly touching and resonant 

with a greater New York, a greater American social moment, and social history. Like a type of 

paradise, or hope for one. I know this sounds naive, as things are not as flowery in reality, but in the 

park, especially in the spring and summer, I felt like I could hold onto this positive substance. 

 

Q: In photographing the park, have you found anything unexpected? 

 

A: I think people are at their best in this place, they glow. The rules are different here than on the 

street. Although it’s territorial and almost like neighborhoods, the sense of personal space is 

different. I couldn’t just walk into your house and photograph, but I could plop down near you on 

the grass—nothing here is yours or mine, there’s a real human solidarity in the air. And its intrinsic 

in the way people put their guards down. But after going so many times, I realized that the people 

who visit the park, what I thought were the subjects of my photos, are so ephemeral, they are here 

one minute, gone the next, they come for an afternoon, a stroll, leave a mark, break a branch, leave a 

soda can behind or a butt imprint in the grass—but the park itself is like this much bigger, slower-

living, generous organism that holds and records history; it has moods and temperaments, it’s 

susceptible to the brutality of the seasons. I was there the night before Hurricane Irene and the day 

after and it seemed like half of these enormous, old trees had snapped in half, just like that. 

 

Q: What has been your best day photographing there so far? 

 

A: Almost each time I go something cool happens, some sort of unexpected interaction with a 

stranger. One of the first photos I took was of a couple I didn’t speak to; it was taken in passing so as 

not to interrupt them. Recently I got an e-mail from the girl in the photograph who found the image 

online. The e-mail read: “You took my photo. I was startled to see visual representation of a day I 

only had memory of.” It was a kind of incredible thing to receive. 

 

Jessie Wender, formerly a photo editor at The New Yorker, is a senior photo editor at National 

Geographic. 
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Island in My Mind – Cuba as Seen by 

Irina Rozovsky 
 
 

 

Irina Rozovsky is a very talented photographer born in Moscow but grown up 
in the USA, where she moved with her family at the age of 8. Last year, Irina 
won the2014 Dummy Award Kassel – one of the most prestigious 
photobook prizes around – with Island in My Mind, a truly beautiful book of 
photos that are the fruit of her personal view onCuba. 
 
Island in My Mind is published by Verlag Kettler. 
 
 

Hello Irina, thank you for this interview! What are your main interests as a 
photographer? 
 

Photography is a deep way for me to engage with life, like a pinch on the arm to make 
sure I’m awake. Many photographs are made as proof that something in front of the 
camera happened. For me photography is a selfish kind of proof that there’s a world 

and I am in it. It’s hard to get specific about subject matter – I photograph people, places, 
things. 

 
How did the idea of working in Cuba come about? 
 
Pretty naturally. I went there to see a friend a few summers ago with no idea or plan to do a 
project. Right when I arrived something acute and important spoke to me, and the pictures started 
happening in a powerful way.  
 

 
 

http://www.irinar.com/
http://fotografiamagazine.com/category/photobooks/
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Island in My Mind is a very personal look at the island. Based on your experience, 
how would you describe Cuba? What are some of the things that struck you the 
most about it or its inhabitants? 

 
We know Cuba before we get there. We’ve seen it so often: cars, colorful walls, smiling 
soulful musicians. I can’t blame people for making those pictures because it’s all there 

and sensational. I was just as struck by this different universe but it also felt strangely 
understandable and familiar. 
 

Maybe because I started my life in the Soviet Union and my family memory is rooted and 
gripped by the harshness of the Communist regime, I experienced a great deal of  déjà 
vu here. Cuba was like coming back to my own past, my family’s past, to a childhood 

state, something innocent and infantile about this sheltered, restricted, controlled state of 
life. And it was this familiarity that allowed me to make the work.  
 

Here were the same questions and systematic challenges of survival that were 
familiar to me from the Soviet Union, but set against a magnificent tropical backdrop of 
the Caribbean. 

 
I wondered about freedom while making these pictures, and I hope it comes through -
what it means, who really has it, whether they are even aware of it, and our general 

tendency to hold each other captive. I found enormous strength of will and character in 
this small, floating state that stubbornly holds onto ideas and stands up to the world, its 
people generously compensating for the limiting grip of their regime with a great deal of 

inner freedom. 
 
Is there any image that you consider particularly significant for the work? 

 
I think each image serves its role and carries a specific weight for the story. But I’ll tell you 
about the cover image of the book… a man sitting on the parapet. He is facing water that 

we can’t see, giving the impression that he’s sitting on the edge of a cliff, while the ground 
behind him looks like water. He is small in the distance, surrounded by sun and space, 
seemingly free, open. Directly above him is a bird, throwing off kilter his ease. Suddenly 

he is smaller, trapped and stagnant. For a moment the bird and man are in equilibrium 
but we understand that while the bird has the freedom to move on, the man will remain 
behind. 

 
 

Can you share some insight into your process while working on Island in My Mind? 

Were you looking for specific images or did you act on instinct more? 
 
Cuba was a very concentrated, intense way of working but the idea is always the same 

for me: I work systematically by instinct. I think a picture can happen anywhere, 
anytime – a conversation can be punctuated with a photograph, a photograph can start a 
conversation, and like Arbus said, the camera is a license. You have a vague sense of a 

place and like a collector, you gather images to expand and disturb that understanding. 
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The trick is to not know what photograph remains to be made but somehow be ready and 
open to it. 
 

Did you have any particular reference or source of inspiration in mind while 
shooting in Cuba? 
 
I had seen a few very good films a while back that gave me entrance:Memories of 
Underdevelopment by Tomás Guitiérrez Alea and I Am Cuba, a Soviet-Cuban 
collaboration directed by Mikhail Kalatozov. I love the music of Duo los Compadres, led 

by Compay Segundo who much later was in the Buena Vista Social Club. Duo was his 
first project in the late 40’s. I came naive and hungry for that music, but found that most 
people my age were into reggaeton and Beyonce. 
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You are an assistant professor of photography at Massachusetts College of Art in 

Boston. What is the most important thing you try to teach your students? 
 

To read photographs like maps with poetic possibilities and to use the camera as a third 

eye. 
 

Who are some of your favorite contemporary photographers? 

 
Jitka Hanzalova, Rineke Dijkstra, Anthony Hernandez, Mark Steinmetz. 
 

Do you have any other passion besides photography? 
 
Photography is my main squeeze. But I have other loves, simple things like: riding a bike 

around the city, swimming, sailing, antique hunting, ping pong, and language structure 
and vocabulary. 

 

Choose your #threewordsforphotography. 
Pencil. Of. Nature. 
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FotoBook Festival 2014: Photobook Dummy Award Announced 

 

 
 

 
Germany -  
Final jury for the FotoBookFestival 2014 Dummy Award were: Deanne Templeton, Cristina de 
Middel, Todd Hido, Carlos Spottorno, Manik Katyal, Gunnar Kettler and Benjamin Füglister. The 
winner was announced on Thursday August 21th, at The PhotoBookMuseum Cologne. 
 
The first prize goes to Irina Rozovsky for her book Island on my mind (Featured). 
 
This shortlisted dummy impressed the jury thanks to its iconic photography, thoughtful editing, 
and its uncomplicated binding and layout. The book was put together and presented in a simple 
way, which was what made it the jury’s favourite. Interestingly enough, the book does not claim to 
be on Cuba, hence leaving a sense of curiosity in the reader to dig deep inside the book.  
  
 

http://2014.fotobookfestival.org/
http://www.irinar.com/
http://www.irinar.com/
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Published on enero 22, 2014  Dejar un comentario 

 

Jueves 23 de enero: Encuentro gratuito con Irina 
Rozovsky 
 
written by antonioperezrio 
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Este jueves celebraremos un encuentro con la fotógrafa norteamericana Irina Rozovsky. 
 
Conversaremos con ella sobre sus influencias y sus últimos proyectos. Y después nos 

tomaremos un vino en buena compañía😉 

 
La cita es a las 20 h. en el aula Woodman de LENS Escuela de Artes Visuales (Ronda 
de Toledo, 16) 
 
Entrada libre hasta completar aforo. ¡Te esperamos! 
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Irina Rozovsky: Into the Brooklyn Wilds 
BY KRISTIN IVERSEN 
3.8.13. 10:00am 
   

 

http://www.bkmag.com/author/kristin-iversen/
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Photographer Irina Rozovsky felt compelled by something intangible and unexplainable to move 
to Brooklyn. Rozovsky, who was born in Moscow but brought up in Boston where she lived for 
twenty years, had started to feel “sedentary and restless” and “noticed a centripetal force pulling” 
her toward New York. She says, “I’m inspired and energized by chance and accident, when 
things pop up unexpectedly, unplanned, but make sense in a cosmic sort of way.” 
 
So, it seems almost like fate that she would end up not only living in Brooklyn, but documenting it 
in her ongoing series “In Plain Air,” which captures the unique convergence of urban life in a 
natural setting. Rozovsky’s subjects come alive in the verdant heart of Brooklyn in an unexpected 
way, released from the normal constraints of the city, they flourish. Rozovsky tells us, “For me 
photography is primarily a way to look outwards and inwards at the same time and make these 
two views relate, which they often refuse to do. The camera is good at showing me what life looks 
like and allows me a sort of quiet response, a chance to put a spin on it. And I love that 
photography offers a speechless invitation to create a story. There’s a universality to its language 
that’s shared by everyone who has ever lived and seen.” When we ask Rozovsky what it is about 
photography that appeals to her so much as an artistic medium, she replies, “Well, it’s fast and 
easy—a photo usually only takes around 1/125 of a second to make—which is good because I’m 
impatient. But then things get hard. And therefore interesting.” It seems that the same things she 
loves about photography—its speed and difficulty and variability—are the same things that would 
appeal to anyone about Brooklyn. 
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IRINA ROZOVKSY 

A Perpetual Hold 

 

February 15 – May 12, 2013 

 
Artist's Talk, Book Signing and Opening Reception: February 15, 6:00-8:00pm 
 
Student Seminar: Thursday, February 14, at 11:00am 
(Photography School Lecture Theater, Bldg. 530, Rm. 118) 
 

 
Ballet 2008, from the series, This Russia 

 

"For me, a lasting image reveals the 
photographer's emotional dedication, sincerity 
and captivation with the subject. In a way, I 
photograph not to record the facts, but to 
capture proof of a feeling." —Irina Rozovsky 

ABOUT THE EXHIBITION 
 
This exhibition consists of two series from Irina Rozovsky: This Russia presents Rozovsky’s encounter with her 
native Russia when she returned for the first time in 2008 after leaving there as a child. Her ambiguous and beautiful 
images emerge from a struggle to engage her family and cultural origins; calling to mind her own recollections, 
memories and yearnings. In One to Nothing Rozovsky traveled through Israel, finding in the mundane fabric of the 
everyday life that she encountered in that strife-torn and troubled country the manifestation of the immense and 
continuing struggle that continues to rage there. 
 
This Russia  
"In the summer of 2008, I returned to Russia for the first time since my family left exactly twenty years before. As the 
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plane began its descent and Moscow’s boulevards became visible below, I remembered an idea that gripped me as a 
child: growing up in a suburban New England town, I questioned if my American existence was nothing more than 
the elongated dream of a seven-year-old girl left napping in her grandmother’s apartment in Moscow. I entertained 
that at any moment I just might wake up, in that darkened room with its blue wallpaper, and everything would be back 
to where we left off, as if my family’s immigration and everything since, never happened. As life took root here, this 
vision eventually faded and Russia became a distant, miniature landscape on the face of a lacquered box, a place in 
books, old photographs and in my parents’ stories. The summer I returned, Moscow was wrapped in a haze that rose 
like a mirage. Stepping into the heat and looking around, I began to rub two decades of sleep from my eyes." —Irina 
Rozovsky 
 

 

“These photographs describe a place both real 
and imagined by years of absence and the 
disorientation of being a stranger in a familiar 
land. They look for what has been left behind 
and disconnected—This Russia—its crumbling 
buildings, searching faces—its fairytale 
drenched in redeeming, yellow light, nostalgia 
tinged with harsh reality.”—Irina Rozovsky 

 

 
Kremlin In Traffic, 2008, from the series, This Russia 

 

   

 

 
Untitled, 2011, from the series, One to Nothing 

One to Nothing 
"IsraeI is a place of historic conflict where it is not always 
clear who is the victor and the victim. To an outsider 
watching the news, the score may appear easy to tally, but 
once immersed in the country itself, the struggle takes on 
daunting proportions and complexities. It is a Gordian knot, 
becoming ever more tightly coiled as you try to unravel 
it." —Irina Rozovsky 
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One Long, Hot Afternoon: Irina Rozovsky and Rose 

Marie Cromwell 
 
 

 
 

There are overlaps inherent in what artists Irina Rozovsky and Rose Marie Cromwell are after in their work. 
Their recent projects, One to Nothing and Everything Arrives, hinge on specific, yet abstracted places. 
Irina’s work was hatched in Israel and Cromwell’s work has accumulated over repeated returns to Cuba — 

http://www.irinar.com/
http://www.rosecromwell.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/3868281991/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=3868281991&linkCode=as2&tag=layflat-20
http://www.rosecromwell.com/index.php?/projects/everything-arrives/
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two territories that are widely photographed, each with unarguably complicated pasts and presents, each 
place begging the question: what else can be said here? 
 
The following conversation is broken into two parts: a series of questions for Rozovsky from Cromwell, 
followed by a series of questions for Cromwell from Rozovsky. 
Lay Flat would like to thank both artists for taking the time for this conversation. 

 

 

© Irina Rozovsky 
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PART I 

 
Rose Marie Cromwell: In your beautiful book One to Nothing (Kehrer Verlag, 2011), it seems to me that 

you are working in a documentary tradition by photographing in a specific geographic location. At the same 
time, I believe you are subverting this tradition by not identifying the location explicitly. What purpose does 
this approach serve, and how did you anticipate it would impact the work? 
 
Irina Rozovsky: Garry Winogrand said something like, “If I know what a picture will look like before I take it, 

what’s the point of taking it?” I knew what he meant when I came to Israel — we’ve seen the media imagery 
of this place, the photo essays and news reports that try to identify the culprit and illustrate a one-sided 
storyline. But upon arriving, I realized that the story that appears linear from a safe distance is more 
complex than we can fathom. We think we “know” a place before we even arrive, but this kind of removed 
knowledge is simplified and uninvolved. 
 
In regards to documentary, there are no obvious facts in this work. I am aiming to convey a sense of this 
place as it struck me — the aged, eruptive, powerful land, the clumsy layering of history, the occasional 
absurdity of human efforts, and the heartfulness behind it all. It is important that it is Israel, but somehow 
secondary, as the elements I stumbled on are not particular to this country or this geography, rather they 
are quite universal. It’s equally as much about the futile gestures of people in a riddled landscape that 
unveils a deeper conflict, one that’s not limited to geography, but that’s more a metaphysical conflict, a 
mythic struggle. 
 
 

 
                            © Irina Rozovsky 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/3868281991/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=3868281991&linkCode=as2&tag=layflat-20
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RMC: Your image of the man with the jar of screws is an example of how you have managed to position 

yourself in an intimate way in a “foreign” place. We all have a similar jar and can relate to the act of looking 
for the right screw. Your intimate position is demonstrated by the fact you could relate to this subtle gesture. 
Was the act of photographing instrumental in creating an intimate experience as a short-term visitor? 
 
IR: Absolutely. I was really seeing the place through the camera, especially on my first visit — it was an 

intuitive response to being there, a way to try to understand and get oriented. I learn more from what I see 
and hear than from what I read, so this was a way for me to feel out the place. And while I hadn’t come to 
make a project, I felt that making photographs was the only way for me to be there, as my doorway in. That 
doesn’t happen very often when I’m home, where pictures are afterthoughts, or pauses from life. The 
photos in Israel felt like explosions. During my first trip, I was traveling with other people and we were never 
in one place, so I followed just a few steps behind, running with the camera in front of me. Wherever we 
were felt like it warranted an image. There is a chaotic sense to these pictures, as I’m trying to keep up. 
When I returned a second time, I came specifically to photograph. I traveled alone, and with a more 
concrete vision. This time I got a deeper sense — a slower, older, almost metaphysical relation to the place.  
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RMC: Some images function more as loose metaphors, while some seem less subtle, and I interpret you to 

be mining the natural, social landscape for found performances that allude to allegories and historical myths. 
Were you alluding to larger myths when you made these photographs and if so what were they, from where 
did you draw them, and why are they important to include? 
 
IR: I’m drawn to looking at what’s new and fresh, yet reminiscent of something old, learned, forgotten. I like 

the idea of banal daily moments inadvertently taking on the forms and shapes of an ancestral code. Seeing 
this way helps me believe in a continuity between the past and the present. But my understanding of history 
is very blurred and imprecise, so the visions I harken to are not tied to one particular root, they are 
associating rather loosely, which hopefully allows the photographs to be open and more like allegories 
rather than illustrations. In Israel, it was natural to think about the Bible, Genesis, iconic Christian 
representations, creation, life rising up out of the ground, erupting. I was thinking about antiquity in general, 
warriors on the face of Grecian urns, archeology, cave drawings. I am happy when people perceive 
mythical allusions here because this way it seems possible to transcend the current moment and make an 
image that has a greater time line. 
 
RMC: I believe that the important thematic structure in One to Nothing, modernity and antiquity, day and 

night, is in a large part created by your careful and decisive editing. The relationships between the images 
become just as important as the images themselves. What guided you through the process of editing such 
a large body of work? 
 
IR: It’s true, an image transforms when juxtaposed with another image — which is the fun and fury of 

sequencing a book. On their own, the photographs in One to Nothing are fragments that skirt around full-
fledged narrative. It was my aim in editing the book to draw these fragments into a constellation. Certain 
images immediately gravitated towards each other, like the beginning and end of a sentence. I hope that 
certain pictures vibrate together and allow the viewer to transcend their initial associations. We are pretty 
lazy and rash when looking at pictures, maybe because there are so many or perhaps because the media 
feeds us easy imagery. You see a photo of a woman in a burka and you immediately commit to what the 
picture could be saying, depending on your political, cultural beliefs and experiences. I wanted to try to turn 
these associations upside down — to recognize them and to gently subvert them. On one page is a woman 
in a burka, in proximity to an image depicting a slit opening in a black cave, which gives me hope that it’s 
possible to shift perspective. Instead of looking at someone, you are for an instant looking through their 
eyes. It was also important to allow the photos to be flexible, many times linked through a visual, 
inexplicable feeling. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



PET ER BL UM  G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

© Irina Rozovsky 
 
 
PART II 

 
Irina Rozovsky: You have been returning to Cuba to make photographs for years and the work recently 

culminated as the project Everything Arrives in your MFA thesis exhibition at Syracuse University. What 
drew you to begin working in Cuba and what brings you back? Does your view and process change with 
each trip? And what is it like to take photographs there, but present them here — a place whose reality is 
quite different from where the images originate? 
 

http://www.rosecromwell.com/index.php?/projects/everything-arrives/
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Rose Marie Cromwell: I have been visiting and photographing in Cuba for the past eight years. I kept 

going back to Cuba because I began to feel part of a close community there. Despite this feeling, I am 
ultimately always going to be an outsider, and someone who comes and goes. This push and pull of 
intimacy is something I attempt to convey through images in Everything Arrives. 
Many people in the United States only experience Cuba through photographs. When we are bombarded 
with visual representations of a foreign place, we begin to create imagined geographies. I began an attempt 
to convey my own personal experience of place by photographing my everyday rituals and mundane still 
life compositions. 
 
The work does not aim to illustrate Cuban culture, but some images cannot help but to contain it. While 
making images in Cuba and presenting them to my MFA colleagues at Syracuse University, I learned how 
objects or gestures can lose or gain meaning in powerful and surprising ways depending on the cultural 
context in which they are being read. The work is not made for a specific viewer in mind, and I have learned 
to embrace that the images will be interpreted differently depending on the audience. 
 
IR: Although you have gone to Cuba on many occasions and your photographs span eight years, they all 

seem to occupy the visual space of one endless, hot afternoon. It’s often said that Cuba is a time warp, a 
passage to the past. What role does time and history (political, personal, big and small) play in your 
images? 
 
RMC: My images do lack a sense of contiguous time, inspired by an early love for existential literature. In 

Kobo Abe’s novel, The Woman in the Dunes, an entomologist, against his will, is put in a sand dune. He 
only has a shovel and an unknown woman to keep him company. Time is absent and the reader only learns 
that he has been in the dunes for seven years at the end of the novel, after the protagonist decides he 
doesn’t want to leave anyhow. He has found an intimacy unlike any other he experienced outside the dune. 
The dune is a stage in which Abe alludes to larger questions of human predicament. My stage is a long, hot 
afternoon. 
 
 

 
                      © Rose Marie Cromwell 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0679733787/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0679733787&linkCode=as2&tag=layflat-20
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IR: Your images seem to intertwine choreography with chance. How are these photographs seen and 

made? Is the way in which you make the photographs, by any means, a reflection of how you consider the 
place itself? 
 
RMC: I consider all of the images to be performances, including the images absent of human gesture. I am 

inspired by this quote from Collier Schorr: “Still lifes are simply endnotes, pointing towards something too 
theatrical to be directed with human flesh.” 
The process within which the images are made, however, is quite varied. Some are reenactments of 
personal experiences or imagined scenarios and some are observed- compositions or gestures that I 
happened upon. How do you choreograph authenticity? How do you locate telling performance in the 
everyday? These are questions driving my current working process. 
 
 
IR: You capture a number of human, physical gestures in a way that suggests to me the fine line between 

pain and pleasure, helping and harming. What are the people in your photographs running to or from, 
metaphorically speaking? 
 
RMC: My images contain those moments of intimacy and expression when I attempt to escape political, 

cultural, and gendered constraints. Everything Arrives is a negotiation between the perpetuated myths and 
the moments when I am able create my own meaning free from conventional representations. The models 
in my images are representing a perhaps futile drive to exceed politics, to exceed gender, to exceed race 
— and to be the real owners of our actions and relationships. 
 
Irina Rozovsky has been published and exhibited in the US and abroad. Her monograph One to 
Nothing (Kehrer Verlag, 2011) was a ‘Selected Title’ of the German Photo Book Award and featured 
on photo-eye Magazine’s and Alec Soth’s “Top 20 Photo Books of 2011” lists. Rozovsky’s first solo 
museum exhibition, A Perpetual Hold, will be on display at the Southeast Museum of Photography, Daytona 
in February 2013. She lives in Brooklyn, NY and teaches at the International Center of Photography. 
Rose Marie Cromwell is a photography based artist currently living and working between New York and 
Panama. Using photography she documents performances and still lifes that explore themes such as 
intimacy, communication, and alternative notions of family and home. She hold an MFA in Art Photography 
from Syracuse University and is a co-founder and co-director of Cambio Creativo, the alternative arts 
education initiative based in Panama. 
 

http://www.irinar.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/3868281991/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=3868281991&linkCode=as2&tag=layflat-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/3868281991/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=3868281991&linkCode=as2&tag=layflat-20
http://www.layflat.org/author/rosecromwell
http://cambiocreativo.org/


PETER BLUM G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 
 
 
 

 



PETER BLUM G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 
 

 



PETER BLUM G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 

 



PETER BLUM G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 
 



PETER BLUM G A L L E R Y  
 

 Blumarts  Inc.  20 West 57th Street  Tel  + 1 212 244 6055  www.peterblumgallery.com 

   New York, NY 10019  Fax + 1 212 244 6054  art@peterblumgallery.com 

 
One to Nothing 

Stanley Wolukau-Wanambwa interviews Irina Rozovsky 
April 15, 2012 

 

Irina Rozovsky contends with questions of how land, identity, and conflict can be identified into 

two-dimensional form. 
 

 
 

“If space is the field for memory, and if memory is the basis of our narrative self-invention, then 

we must live in some seam between inside and outside, some corridor between the place we make 

and the place that makes us.” 

 

—Richard Powers, interview with The Believer magazine, February 2007 
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The American urban sociologist Robert Park, who coined the term “human ecology,” once wrote: 

“The city is man’s most consistent and, on the whole, his most successful attempt to remake the 

world he lives in, more after his heart’s desire. The city is the world which man created; it is the 

world in which he is therefore condemned to live. Thus indirectly, without a clear sense of the 

nature of his task, in remaking the city, man has remade himself.” 

 

According to Park, our personal and collective senses of self are expressed, produced, and refined 

by the material forms with which we organize our own space, thus making possible our relations 

with others. This is not to suggest that this organization is always consensual, or that its strictures 

are voluntarily assumed. Each of us, in some fundamental way, becomes the issue of these 

reciprocal processes wherein social and political forces organize the spaces in which we live. In 

the ongoing construction of community, these dynamics admit some, nurture others, and expel 

more. 

 

For Irina Rozovsky, Israel has long been a part of her own lineage, memories, and sense of 

personal identity. This had been the case despite the fact that prior to 2008, she had never been 

there. For peoples of any diaspora, identity, memory, and place can be profoundly intertwined in 

the absence of the very earth in which those notions were formed. A Russian immigrant to the 

United States, Rozovsky traveled to Israel in 2008 without any intention of making a body of 

photographic work but swiftly found herself in the throes of a picture-making frenzy, the result of 

which isOne to Nothing. These pictures emerged as a means to draw together the multiple strands 

of personal, racial, religious, and societal histories as they had informed her relationship with 

Israel. At the same time, they embraced the vast, insurmountable anachronism of this symbolically 

charged landscape that harbors an ancient and contentious history. 
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One to Nothing depicts these interweaving strands in two-dimensional form, traced backward from 

the flotsam and jetsam on which Rozovsky’s camera alights in odd corners around the periphery of 

things. Her images work from an angle against the current and far from the architecture of 

manifest national destiny or religious grandeur that so scars and illuminates the landscape. The fact 

that neither the Separation Wall nor the Wailing Wall feature in her work is not a function of 

evasion, but a rhetorical choice. By refusing to make images heavily freighted with the symbolic 

cargo of pro-Palestinian or anti-Israeli politics, and by instead concentrating on the modest 

interstices of the most ordinary and unremarkable events, Rozovsky is able to articulate the 

perennial and decisive influence of violence and conflict sans ideology. 
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One to Nothing leads the mind toward the terrains of imagination and memory, principal 

battlegrounds in the continuance of this interminable conflict. Precisely because the book is rife 

with various references to religious iconography, and to the biblical echoes that Rozovsky so 

strongly felt while in Israel, it becomes clear on reflection that “narrative self-invention” is at the 

core of the intractable anachronism that is Israel: at once narrow and spacious, barren and fertile, 

dry and enfolded in water, ancient and suburban, sacred and deeply mundane. 

I spoke with Rozovsky over several days about the making of the work, what went into it, how it 

unfolded, why it happened, and how it resolved itself. 

 

–Stanley Wolukau-Wanambwa for Guernica 

 

Guernica: You elected to make a body of work in probably the most politically contentious region 

on the face of the Earth, a region whose bloody and turbulent history asks some stark moral 

questions of anyone familiar with it, and you’ve also elected not to evade making reference to that 

history and to those conflicts. Why? 

 

I began shooting with a pressing urgency in the hopes that with photographs, I could hint at this 

complexity and embrace the incomprehensible scenario that Israel presented. 

 

Irina Rozovsky: Some background information: I came to Israel at the end of 2008 with no plans 

to make a project, let alone a book. It was a long overdue introduction—in 1988, my family was 
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supposed to emigrate to Israel from the USSR like many Jews at the time, but we never got there, 

almost by chance ending up in the U.S. In this way my trip felt like a type of return to an alternate 

past, which admittedly added a filter of mysticism to what I saw through my camera. 

We are told this place is volatile and often cruel. It is the world’s Achilles Heel. From the safety of 

our living rooms, we watch the news, cast our judgments, and pick sides as in a sports match, but 

there is so much more at stake. When I found myself there, with the baggage of my ancestry in tow, 

things appeared vastly more tangled and layered than any one portrayal could possibly depict. I 

began shooting with a pressing urgency in the hopes that with photographs, I could hint at this 

complexity and embrace the incomprehensible scenario that Israel presented. 

 

I was drawn to photographing the land itself: its age, the force of its real and mythic history, its 

surface both harsh and tantalizing, with conflict engrained in the sands. Perhaps in a futile way I 

looked at people destined for battles that have come to define them. It’s important to state that this 

work is not at all about the specific relations between Israelis and Palestinians, or any group that 

can be labeled and identified. It has to do with people in general—something about human nature 

that pulls us into perpetual conflict, from the epic, political, or societal to the personal or internal. 

All the world’s fighting, winning and losing are compressed and unmasked in this small stretch of 

land, and beneath it all is the light, beauty, and humanity that in this circumstance takes on a 

heightened meaning, which guided me like a compass. The book is filled with struggles of varying 

scales, pushing and pulling against the backdrop of a dusty eternity. 
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Guernica: The book alights on instants and then moves on with great facility and equanimity, 

which I suppose speaks to your conviction that you were not making photographs about specific 

relations or even specific sides. Did you find yourself hesitant in the making of the photographs at 

all? Did they come haltingly or in a flood? 

 

Irina Rozovsky: I think the only truth in a photograph is its ability to reveal how the photographer 

feels about and relates to his/her subject. One to Nothing does not depict Israel itself, but my 

understanding and experience of it. During my first trip I felt like an antenna—I saw images 

everywhere all the time and with an exhilarating, eruptive newness. The images themselves reflect 

this type of innocent, nearly naïve, serendipitous discovery. I shot more in two weeks than I had in 

almost two years. When I returned a second time, I came with pictures in mind and sketched out 

on paper and spent entire afternoons in careful pursuit of single images. This batch of photographs 

look slow, as if the events they capture have been paused, left waiting or brooding. But regardless 

of how I worked, fast or slow, I felt an incredible force and urgency. 
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The book is structured around this sense of a maddened sweep through a landscape where time is 

both limited and irrelevant. There are bursts in the edit, in the form of clumsy confrontations 

between the momentary present and the ever-expanding past. In the pockets of the desert, for 

instance, nothing has changed; time seems vacated, and the idea of “now” is meaningless. But the 

desert is just a short drive outside of the city, which appears so quickly on the horizon that here is a 

sudden, perplexing time warp. I wanted the selection and sequence of images to show this tension 

of contrasting eras piling on top of each other. 

 

Guernica: Your photographs are essentially elliptical, and so the cumulative effect of their 

sequencing is not the construction of an argument like Jones-Griffith inVietnam Inc., or Epstein 

in American Power, but much closer to Fulford’s Raising Frogs for $$$: laying out linked but 

open sequences that build up a distinct world by allusion and rhythm, but not by the denotation of 

some literal set of facts and descriptions. I have the feeling that you couldn’t work systematically 

or according to the strictures of a script? 

 

Irina Rozovsky: I do respect subtlety in lieu of concrete visual statements, and respond to images 

that imply, rather than insist. And you are right, I’m not systematic at all, which is oftentimes a 

problem. But in Israel the randomness that is inherent to my photography found its calling, and 

somehow expressed the nature and rules of the place itself. The only system I could detect there is 

that everyone is trying to get by however they can—things are out of control in a way that I really 

related to. The image of the yellow house that’s absurdly boarded up is important to me for these 

reasons. It is not like this due to someone’s laziness or disregard. Rather, it is a metaphor of 

someone’s effort to keep things from falling apart, doing whatever they can to the very last. It is a 

portrait of the edge of despair. This survival instinct under pressure, when you can’t afford to be 

too particular, is very close to me and I saw it throughout. 
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What was mind-blowing to me about Israel was seeing the semi-fictional, biblical visions that are 

engrained into our cultural heritage out there in front of me, lightly butting heads with the 

difficulties of present-day reality. It felt very much like a mirage, or a collage, and my natural 

response was to make images that are equally indirect, semi-abstract, often disjointed and reaching 

for symbolism. That said, One to Nothing comes from a heartfelt sincere place, and there are no 

tricks here. There is also no partisanship in the photos, no taking sides, nor any real 

acknowledgement of the sides involved. It’s an exercise in empathetic neutrality. Even when there 

is reference to God (the reaching hand, the car mechanic in the first pages with a jar of nuts and 

bolts), I am pained by his image and wonder about his despair. 

 

Guernica: This may be stretching credulity a little in asking this, but having spent a little time 

looking at your biography I have the sense that you’ve become accustomed to being an outsider, or 

of occupying a position off to one side, and I have long suspected that this kind of disposition of 

being outside or at the margin is incredibly conducive to photography. What are your thoughts? 
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Irina Rozovsky: It’s hard for me to say where I’m “from” or know exactly where I belong, nor 

does it matter. In every aspect of life I prefer to be the tourist rather than the tour guide and find it 

easier to relate to a person or place in a “passing through” sort of way rather than a continued, 

repeated encounter. This is helpful to my photography as it allows me to evaporate into my 

surroundings a bit. I always seek to erase the separations and differences between myself and the 

person in front of my lens. The camera is a great equalizing force in my mind and a picture is like 

an invitation to dissolve into the other person, landscape, or moment for an instant. 

With regards to photographing in Israel, the crazy thing was that it was oddly familiar, like coming 

home in a big way, like ancestral, generational voices talking deep within me. In the U.S. there is a 

lot of focus on being an individual, owning your life, designing your future. The “you” comes 

before your family. In Israel it was reaffirming to realize my life is part of an ancient trajectory. 

It’s something very difficult to express but it made me see how tenuous one’s ties to a country are 

and that one’s sense of identity is engrained in a people. 

 

The image of the tent on the beach says it best. Here was a family whose life was packed into the 

suitcases you see there. They had claimed a spot in the sand. As the tide grew closer, the entire 

family made the effort of moving a few feet back, re-establishing a home base, setting up camp 

again, and with the broom you see there, patting down the sand around them—as I imagined it, to 

erase the path they took. I watched this process reoccur a few times and the whole incident and its 

visual form took on a symbolic proportion—the family is each person’s idea of home. 

Guernica: There’s a great deal of anachronism and mystery in these images. It feels in some ways 

like it must be analogous to your experience of being in and beginning to see this unfamiliar land. 

While I’m sure that you saw Temple Mount and The Wailing Wall, my strong suspicion is that 

you would rather concentrate your lens on the way a shadow fell on one of their bricks than make 

the grand frontal view. What is it that draws you to the miniature more fleeting aspects of a scene? 

 

They are figures, like the forms on a Greek vase, depicting action shots, or more accurately 

inaction shots. 

 

Irina Rozovsky: It’s true, most of these photographs were made in the periphery, in the wings 

rather than on stage. It seemed like these off-kilter, side-glance observations were more indicative 

of the larger picture. It was important not to reveal the place so you wonder where you are and feel 

vaguely familiar here, like somewhere you have already been. I’d like you to yield to a certain 

disorientation and let the rules of the place take hold. For instance, the photo of the ladder hanging 

slanted under the painting was made inside the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, a few feet behind 

the spot where it’s said that Jesus was buried and resurrected. It was a dark, deserted corner, away 

from clamor of pilgrims waiting to touch the tomb itself. I was curious about what kind of stuff 

had been discarded in this semi-storage space but it was too dark to see so I took a picture with a 

flash to let the space clarify itself in the photo. I had no idea at the time that the painting depicted 

an injured Jesus swaddled and carried by many hands, which correlates in a strange way to the 

distorted ladder beneath the painting: pointing sideways rather than up to heaven, undoing the idea 

of the resurrection itself, ironically hanging in this of all places. It’s interesting to me to stretch 

these small, innocent moments seen in the fabric of everyday life into larger, monumental events 

that push beyond the current moment in time. 
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Guernica:  That’s an intriguing point, the notion of not only embracing disorientation, but also of 

lending grandeur to routine moments in the flow of everyday life. I think there are a number of 

images in the book where there seem to be suspended questions—typically those that are portraits: 

a woman walking into the darkness of a passageway in a room you’ve illuminated by flash, an 

elderly man clambering up into a truck, a young girl fully dressed standing in the sea in waters that 

nearly reach her waist, a father and son (we imagine) stretched out by the sea, and so on… Could 

you talk about the way you use these specific images to allude to particular things that you’re 

building into the narrative? 

 

This formal conflation was an important symbol to express a basic idea of codependence and 

balance—as the two sides confront each other, they begin to depend on this opposition to maintain 

a sense of identity and stability, and eventually meld into one. 
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Irina Rozovsky: Yes, that sounds pretty good to me. My images of people are not portraits. They 

are illustrations of human efforts, many of them in vain. (There are some existential questions that 

one collides with when passing through the belly button of civilization.) They are figures, like the 

forms on a Greek vase, depicting action shots, or more accurately inaction shots. They are so 

absorbed by their uneventful activity that they have no idea that they are being monumentalized. 

Also, the individual is most often stranded in the between, confronting gravity: suspended in 

midair but pulled to the ground. Nobody is doing anything with clarity or conviction—these are 

figures that personify the state of tension, limbo, desperation, and absurdity (like the Hassidic girl 

half-swimming fully clothed in the same waters that Jesus walked upon) that I felt in Israel and 

perhaps about life in general. I saw the title of the book not only as a score but a ratio of the 

individual to his/her surroundings. 

 

Guernica: There are some distinct and repeating figures in your book (couples, barriers, 

inside/outside, land from water/water from land, emergence/dilapidation). To what extent do you 

think you brought a way of seeing with you, and in what ways did you discover one while you 

were there? How do these repeating figures look to you now in terms of the question of 

preconceptions and discoveries? I’m thinking, for instance, of the two young women, one covered 

in mud emerging from the earth by the sea, and the other fully clothed in waters that reach nearly 

up to her waist, with a puzzling and indeterminately focused look on her face… 

 

Irina Rozovsky: I was interested in this doubling, coupling, two-into-one way of seeing, like the 

wrestlers on the cover. This formal conflation was an important symbol to express a basic idea of 

codependence and balance—as the two sides confront each other, they begin to depend on this 

opposition to maintain a sense of identity and stability, and eventually meld into one. You can’t 

have a wrestling match by yourself. It’s a tugging and pulling that finds peace in the completed 

shape of the donkey on the back cover, who perhaps eons ago was himself composed of two 

stubborn embattled sides who eventually became this one impassive (likeable) animal. 

Yes, the girl is coming out of the land, emerging or being born, and it’s both remarkable and 

painful. Later I thought, she’s returning to the land, the cycle in reverse. With the triangular ceiling 

as well, it’s unclear if it’s falling or hanging on, suspended in some sort of fight with no end and 

no beginning, something that is so common here that it’s no longer perceived as violent: it’s like a 

flower losing a petal. 
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Guernica: One to Nothing begins in the sea and then moves onto land before heading back out 

towards water and ending in a pair of photographs that almost evaporate, as though the whole 

sequence of images is transfigured and made into air, or as though what had preceded these two 

photographs has now ascended into the heavens. You also make numerous biblical references or 

allusions in the work, so I’m wondering whether you could talk a little about these motifs and 

allusions, and how they interact in the overall movement of the book. 

 

Irina Rozovsky: The original version of One to Nothing more closely mirrored Genesis and 

Exodus, which reflects how much I was thinking about the Bible when I was there, not only 

because that history stares you blankly in the face, but because it seems to me like the tree trunk 

from which many gnarled branches grow, the foundation. You asked earlier about visual forms 

and many of the images talk about the conflation of two bodies that could just as easily be a split 

between them. The idea of Judaism and Christianity originating from the same place and growing 

to contradict each other is a motivating question here. 
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But the Mark Twain quote from The Innocents Abroad that begins One to Nothingsays it best—

there is an uncanny realization that the land that stretches out in front of you is the very same place 

where a God once stood and looked upon the very same things you are seeing. It’s so simple and 

profound that it flattens your life and its dramas into a dust speck on an endless time line. 

 

Guernica: What gives you a sense of resolution for the book? You had to elect to finish at a 

certain point, with an image that would be freighted with cargo of all those that had preceded it. 

You begin the book with distance and light, and you end with distance and light in those two 

contrasting bookends. How do you feel that these closing images give it a sense of resolution? Or 

to put it another way, what do you hope that we as readers might leave with? 

 

Irina Rozovsky: In fact, the very first image in the book (not counting the images on the cover) 

was originally the very last one. I like the idea of the book being read backwards in the same way 

as it’s read front to back. (In Hebrew, you flip the other way.) It’s a way to get back to the 

beginning when there was nothing—the man running like a speck down the mountain could be the 

last man on earth, but could just as well be the first. And in the last photo there is a release (as 

opposed to resolution). It’s a chance to start over, a clean start, one of the first days. There was 

light. The history of mankind, with all its troubles, is just another story. I don’t know a better way 

to say it than what Chris Killip writes at the beginning of In Flagrante: The book is a fiction about 

metaphor. 

 

If readers could leave with half of what you responded to, I’d be thrilled. But, two short anecdotes:  

 

1) A curator of a Jewish institution who was recently looking at the work didn’t approve of the 

project on the basis that Israel here was unrecognizable, and went as far as suspecting that I had 

made some images in the Hamptons and Upstate New York. 2) A Haitian security guard who 

worked at the entrance of the photo lab I frequented when I was producing the work once asked 

what I was working on. When I told him I had made photographs in Israel he was awestruck and 

exclaimed: “If I told anyone at home that I know someone who’s been to the birthplace of Jesus, 

they wouldn’t believe me.” 

 

Here are two sides of the same coin that I attempt to flip in One to Nothing. On the one hand is 

Israel as a larger-than-life, mythological, intangible place that lives in our minds, whose exact 

image we struggle to conjure but hold very dear. On the other hand is Israel as a defined, real 

place—a small country delineated on a map like any other country, with a terrain that is similar to 

other terrains, and people who are living a common day-to-day. It is in the space between these 

two polarities that the reader has room to roam and visit, to believe and to doubt. 

 
Irina Rozovsky is a Moscow-born, Brooklyn-based photographer whose work has been exhibited and 

published in the U.S. and abroad. Her new book One to Nothing (Kehrer Verlag, Heidelberg) was released 

in 2011 and named as one of the best photo books of the year by Alec Soth and photo-eye Magazine. Irina 

teaches photography at the International Center of Photography, New York. 

 
Stanley Wolukau-Wanambwa is the editor of The Great Leap Sideways, a website primarily concerned with 

an attentive exploration of contemporary photography. 

 

http://irinar.com/
http://www.amazon.com/One-Nothing-Irina-Rozovsky/dp/3868281991
http://www.photoeye.com/magazine/
http://www.thegreatleapsideways.com/
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February 4, 2012 Written by Allie Haeusslein 

Fan Mail: Interview with Irina Rozovsky 

 

For this edition of Fan Mail, Moscow-born, Brooklyn-based Irina Rozovsky has been selected from a group of worthy 

submissions. If you would like to be considered, please submit to info@dailyserving.com a link to your website with 

‘Fan Mail’ in the subject line. One artist is featured each month—the next one could be you! 

I was immediately taken with Irina Rozovsky’s current body of work, In Plain Air, a series of photographs taken in 

Brooklyn’s Prospect Park. There is something quietly transcendent about these vignettes – a tranquility rarely evident 

in public space. I was so pleased to have the chance to ask Rozovsky about these recent photographs and how they 

relate to her consideration of place. 

 

 
        Irina Rozovsky. From "In Plain Air." Courtesy of the Artist. 

 

 

http://dailyserving.com/author/allie-haeusslein/
http://dailyserving.com/2012/02/fan-mail-irina-rozovsky/
http://dailyserving.com/tag/fan-mail/
http://www.irinar.com/
http://www.prospectpark.org/about/history
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How do you feel In Plain Air relates to your previous bodies of work? Does it represent a continuation of 

certain concerns that are central to your practice? 

 

It’s a new way of working for me—I am slowing down, returning again and again to the same location, balancing the 

vague images I have in mind and the elements of chance encounters.  Previously, I was a shoot-on-the-go 

photographer, akin to a version of Eggleston’s democratic camera.  But while what I am looking at and the way I go 

about it has changed, there is a continuation of interests here.  When I was photographing in Israel, I started to think 

about history and the essence of time that’s encoded in a landscape and permeates the people of the day.  I think land 

has age-long, entrenched rules and its contemporary inhabitants subconsciously follow these rules, entering a cannon 

of history.  In a way, nothing in Israel has changed since it’s beginning. And the park, constructed in the 1860s during 

the artistic movements of Realism and the visions of democracy, is still running on the same agenda.  It’s simple but 

profound stuff.  I think it was Gerry Badger that stated by clearly photographing the present, you can access a larger 

human realm of time. 

 

 
     Irina Rozovsky. From "In Plain Air." Courtesy of the Artist. 

 

I was hoping you could speak a bit about your relationship to your subjects in these photographs.  Are these 

candid moments or are people aware of your presence? 

 

The subjects in my series In Plain Air are strangers I encounter visiting the park.  We have not met before and 

typically do not see each other again, but the photograph coalesces in a kind of shared moment—for a split instant, I 

am let in on a private reverie.  I am drawn to situations where people have carved out a solitary spot in the park to be 

alone or alone with someone, so very often there is an awkwardness in approaching this intimate space, like coming up 

to knock on someone’s front door. The pictures are usually made quietly. I don’t tend to say a lot and people seem to 

http://www.corcoran.org/exhibitions/eggleston/
http://icplibrary.wordpress.com/2011/02/11/gerry-badger-infinity-award-winner-for-writing-2011/
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accept implicity. It is, after all, a public space, so the rules seem to be the same as on the street. They are not staged, 

but there is a type of posing that’s going on, since people kind of open themselves for the camera, without breaking 

from their flow.I usually don’t linger after the photo is made, so as not to impose on or puncture the daydream. 

 

What is the importance of place in your work? 

 

A few years ago, my photography was placeless or worked to undo a solid connection to any specific place. I was 

traveling a lot and shooting endlessly, but the images never revealed their locations. Instead, they acted as a group 

alluding to a general pilgrimage, a movement rather than a destination.  With One to Nothing and In Plain Air, the 

photographs are really playing with a sense of place, but still the connection is amorphous.  For instance, it’s very 

important that the pictures are made in this particular park and that viewers understand it is a real park and I would not 

include photos made elsewhere.  Nevertheless, the pictures are not exactly about the park; it’s used as a stage, as a 

backdrop, as a stand in for a larger human space—the Garden of Eden, America, a mini world.  And many times, it 

looks to me like the photographs were taken in different places—the south, the bayou, a fictional place.  So it’s 

interesting to stretch this idea of place.  The photos from Israel work the same way—I’d like the experience of looking 

at One to Nothing to feel closer to what you already know and feel even if you have never been to Israel.  I hope the 

places in my pictures have this shifting, virtual nature. 

 

 
                               Irina Rozovksy. From "In Plain Air." Courtesy of the Artist. 

http://www.irinar.com/p_h_o_t_o_g_r_a_p_h_s/album/one_to_nothing?p=1&s=UA-24397034-1
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In discussing In Plain Air, you have asserted, “the park is seen as a kind of gritty paradise that wraps its 

everyday patrons in a sublime, redeeming, equalizing light.” How do you feel the quality of this place serves as 

an equalizing force?  Is that part of what drew you to this location? 

 

Yes! I was drawn to this place because it felt like a gritty, imperfect paradise outside of time where most traces of 

modernity are erased and people are returned to themselves.  In the summer, when I started this project, there was bliss 

in the air, it felt like a sacred place, almost a virtual release from an oppressive life beyond the gates.  Outside on the 

streets, these same people would have seemed intimidating or unapproachable, but within the park, guards are down 

and everyone seems to be at their very purest and best. A strange perception of reality sets in and it hardly seems 

credible that so many different races and backgrounds are all in the same place, all around the same lake, lounging on 

the same grass.  Fredrick Olmstead designed this park to be shared by all, as a democratic, common land. To see that 

goal materialized, and hold true today, in some form, a realized vision, it’s uncanny.  Of course, this is idealistic, and 

ideals are unattainable, but that’s the power of this place; its illusion is that at moments, it seems to come close. 

——————— 

In November 2011, Kehrer Verlag published Rozovsky’s One to Nothing, which was included on Alec Soth’s Top 20 

Photobooks of 2011. Selections from In Plain Air will be in the group exhibition “Everything That Rises Must 

Converge” from March 2 through March 18 at The Current Space in Baltimore, Maryland. 

 

http://www.photoeye.com/magazine/reviews/2011/08_25_One_to_Nothing.cfm
http://littlebrownmushroom.wordpress.com/2011/12/12/top-20/
http://littlebrownmushroom.wordpress.com/2011/12/12/top-20/
http://www.currentspace.com/

