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Catherine Zuromskis in Snapshot Photography notes the
innate dichotomies within snapshot images that are both
‘public and private, personal and cultural, indexical and
artificial... instinctual and broadly conventional’. There is
no better summary of the different kinds of images found
in We a dazzling exhibition in terms of scale, ambition and
subject matter by John Peter Askew at the Northern Gal-
lery of Contemporary Art in Sunderland.

The woark follows the Chulakov family who live near
Perm, a large city 1,500km east of Moscow. Askew began
taking pictures of the family in 1997 after a chance meet-
ing and continued for two decades amassing 20,000
photographs. We see only a sliver of this archive with
around 200 images on display. Yet although at first
glance his work might resemble everyday photography,
Askew takes family snaps the way Chekhov might write
soap operas. The photographs are artfully composed
vignettes dedicated to the quiet beauty of family life.
Askew couldn’t speak Russian and it gave him the space to
think and feel the new landscape with his camera, a silent
but by no means unwelcome observer. A woman hauls
pails of water though the ice and snow. Some apples sit on
a plate. A toddler is picking berries in the haze of summer.
Askew's singular vison of domestic life rolls out like an
epic from Russian literature, a fantasy on the theme of
family, history and memory.

It is worth highlighting the effective layout of the
exhibition. There is soft spot lighting trained on the
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unframed, wall mounted images of varying sizes. Around
the gallery were four tables. One contained six larger
prints and the other three were each filled with 42 6 x 8
photographs. The effect was that 20 years’ worth of expe-
riences are captured, condensed and confined to neat
rows: like brightly coloured wings in a lepidopterist’s case
that the viewer can inspect up close at their leisure.

The images have simple descriptions belying their
complexity. In Red Skirt, Pop we see a girl's legs topped
in a bright red miniskirt. Her thighs are slightly apart and
there is a sign saying ‘pop’ in between them, Askew play-
fully toying with kitsch aesthetics. Elsewhere he borrows
other styles to evoke different moods. There are intimate
portraits in the documentary humanist style and his still
life fruit bowls ape impressionist paintings. In the cin-
ematic Woman Looking at Mountains she stares out the
back window of the car, her bare feet resting languidly on
the back of the driver’s seat. Like the other photographs of
women his camera never objectifies and her face is turned
away. Askew is a gifted storyteller and the tales inside
each image are densely layered, like the strata of rock
found in the nearby Ural mountain range that holds the
woman’s gaze.

Staring at the groups of images unlocks their mys-
teries. Displayed on the wall were two stacks of nine pho-
tographs. After looking for a while you see the connection:
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hands. More specifically, they show hands doing tasks
such as slicing bread or holding snails. Askew is shooting
the experience or life of hands highlighting his interest
in what is best described as a form of embodied photog-
raphy, to deliberately highlight sensations or the feel of
objects. In the exhibition booklet we are told Askew has an
‘interest in sculpture and the weight of the material world’.
This is found both inside the images via his extraordinary
treatment of ordinary objects and via the physical photo-
graphs themselves. All were produced from 35mm film as
Askew never switched to digital during the course of the
project. In both senses of the word, materiality matters.
This sense of embodiment extends into the per-
sonal/political undertones to the exhibition, found less in
what the images contain but the feeling they evoke. Perm
is very far from Moscow. It is a city that is closer to Asia,
on the Eastern fringes of Europe and a place far from the
tendrils of any revolution, or indeed, Western capitalism.
Askew’s photographs are hard to date because although
some of the fashions change, there is little information
to draw upon to show time passing. This is enhanced by
the photographs not being ordered chronologically and
we step back and forward from one decade to the next.
Life seems to have remained relatively unchanged for the
family. As the children grow up we see them at the steer-
ing wheel of rusting Russian cars, they eat from retro
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patterned plates. Yet this is not a snarky commentary on
the backward ways of Eastern Europe. Quite the opposite.
The photographs make us reflect on the pleasures found in
the simplicity of everyday experiences, rather than seeking
our identity through unbridled materialism.

While viewing the exhibit | wondered what it must
be like for your family life to be documented in such an
intimate yet public way. There is no sense if the Chulakovs
had control over what we see here. It is worth remember-
ing too that the tension in any archive or indeed photo-
graph, is that we see one person’s experience of what
they want to reveal and conceal. Yet who would pass up
the opportunity to have their life rendered in such longi-
tudinal artistry? These thoughts are perhaps redundant
as millions of memories are harvested by advertisers on
social media. Or maybe that is the point and the definitive
dichotomy of Askew’s work. The exhibition highlights that
beauty is found in experiences, the feel and texture of eve-
ryday life. Yet that is impossible to truly capture on film.

In the continued search for the extraordinary, we overlook
the wonders of the everyday. We need to stop document-
ing and start living. Luckily for the Chulakov family, they
didn’t need to choose.

— Eve Forrest
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