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This interview was conducted on April 12,
2010. It was originally published in a condensed
version at http://photophilanthropy.org.

Fazal Sheikh is an artist and activist based in
Zurich, Switzerland. His work has been widely
exhibited in institutions ranging from the Tate
Modern to the Princeton University Art Museum
to small huts in rural India. He has collaborated
with numerous foundations and non-governmen-
tal organizations, and he bas won, among many
other awards, a MacArthur Fellowship. Online
editions of his books and many of his images may

be seen at www.fazalsheikh.org.

Eliza Gregory: How did you find your way
to photography?

Fazal Sheikh: In New York I had studied sculpture and ceram-
ics, and so I spent much of my time studying with [ceramic artist]
Toshiko Takaezu when I arrived at Princeton. She encouraged me
to try some classes in other media, so I started taking photography
classes at the end of my sophomore year. The first ones were with
Emmet Gowin and Susan Jahoda. I quickly found a rapport with
Emmet that was really nurturing, and within a fairly short time I

found that I was gravitating more toward photography.

Allimages copyright Fazal Sheikh, 2010, courtesy of the artist unless
otherwise noted. All prints exist as toned gelatin silver prints and carbon
inkjet prints with varied dimensions.
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When I was first studying photography, I
was much more interested, as I think many stu-
dents [are] at that age, in my place in the world,
my sexual self—whatever that means! At the
time, many people were working with self-por-
traiture, so that was kind of my focus. It was
perhaps more cathartic or revelatory, I thought
at the time. Eventually I realized, having delved
into this self-portraiture realm, that you can
gain the confidence to turn your gaze outward.
That's when I realized that the process could be
a means by which to explore parts of yourself
while also connecting to another place, another
people, another political situation.

EG: What was it like studying with Emmet
Gowin?

ES: It takes a while to realize that he’s put-
ting the questions back on the students. That can be unsettling. In
a way, you can't have a clear-cut response or even affirmation. He
was involved with the process, and he's been doing it longer than we
have, but he doesn't declare that he's somehow above us, which is a
pretty wonderful gift of a teacher, actually. Because so many other
professors are really more declaring what's appropriate and what
isn't. So I really appreciate that mode of teaching.

EG: What were some of the things you were thinking about

when you were just beginning?

Above: Emmet Gowin, Portrait of Fazal Sheikh, n.d., courtesy of the artist

Opposite: Alima Yusuf Abdi and her son Hassan, Somali refugee camp,
Mandera, Kenya, 1992
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Right: Abdul Rahman, Afghan refugee village, Khairabad, north
Pakistan, 1998




